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When Christopher Angle went to school he was very naturally called “Angel” by his fellows. When, in after life, he established a reputation for tact, geniality, and a remarkable equability, of temper, he became “Angel, Esquire,” and, as Angel Esquire, he went through the greater portion of his adventurous life, so that on the coast and in the islands and in the wild lands that lie beyond the It’uri Forest, where Mr C. Angle is unknown, the remembrance of Angel, Esquire, is kept perennially green.

In what department of the Government he was before he took up a permanent suite of rooms at New Scotland Yard it is difficult to say. All that is known is that when the “scientific expedition” of Dr Kauffhaus penetrated to the head waters of the Kasakasa River, Angel Esquire, was in the neighbourhood shooting elephants. A native messenger en route
 to the nearest post, carrying a newly-ratified treaty, countersigned by the native chief, can vouch for Angel’s presence, because Angel’s men fell upon him and beat him, and Angel took the newly-sealed letter and calmly tore it up.

When, too, yet another “scientific expedition,” was engaged in making elaborate soundings in a neutral port in the Pacific, it was his
 steam launch that accidentally upset the boat of the men of science, and many invaluable instruments and drawings were irretrievably lost in the deeps of the rocky inlet. Following, however, upon some outrageous international incident, no less than the — but perhaps it would be wiser not to say — Angel was transferred bodily to Scotland Yard, undisguisedly a detective, and was placed in charge of the Colonial Department, which deals with all matters in those countries — British or otherwise — where the temperature rises above 103 degrees Fahrenheit. His record in this department was one of unabated success, and the interdepartmental criticism which was aroused by its creation and his appointment, have long since been silenced by the remarkable success that attended, amongst others, his investigations into the strange disappearance of the Corringham Mine, the discovery of the Third Slave, and his brilliant and memorable work in connection with the Croupier’s Safe.

To Angel, Esquire, in the early spring came an official of the Criminal Investigation Department.

“Do you know Congoland at all, Angel?” he asked.

“Little bit of it,” said Angel modestly.

“Well, here’s a letter that the chief wants you to deal with — the writer is the daughter of an old friend, and he would like you to give the matter your personal attention.”

Angel’s insulting remark about corruption in the public service need not be placed on record.

The letter was written on notepaper of unusual thinness.

“A lady who has had or is having correspondence with somebody in a part of the world where the postage rate is high,” he said to himself, and the first words of the letter confirmed this view:

“My husband, who has just returned from the Congo, where he has been on behalf of a Belgian firm to report on alluvial gold discoveries, has become so strange in his manner, and there are, moreover, such curious circumstances in connection with his conduct, that I am taking this course, knowing that as a friend of my dear father’s you will not place any unkind construction upon it, and that you will help me to get at the bottom of this mystery.”

The letter was evidently hurriedly written. There were words crossed out and written in.

“Humph,” said Angel; “rather a miserable little domestic drama. I trust I shall not be called in to investigate every family jar that occurs in the homes of the chief’s friends.”

But he wrote a polite little note to the lady on his “unofficial” paper, asking for an appointment and telling her that he had been asked to make the necessary enquires. The next morning he received a wire inviting him to go to Dulwich to the address that had appeared at the head of the note. Accordingly he started that afternoon, with the irritating sense that his time was being wasted.

Nine hundred and three Lordship Lane was a substantial-looking house, standing back from the road, and a trim maid opened the door to him, and ushered him into the drawingroom.

He was waiting impatiently for the lady, when the door was flung open and a man staggered in. He had an opened letter in his hand, and there was a look on his face that shocked Angel. It was the face of a soul in torment — drawn, haggard, and white.

“My God! my God!” he muttered: then he saw Angel, and straightened himself for a moment, for he started forward and seized the detective by the arm eagerly.

“You — you,” he gasped, “are you from Liverpool? Have they sent you down to say it was a mistake?”

There was a rustle of a dress, and a girl came into the room. She was little more than a girl, but the traces of suffering that Angel saw had aged her. She came quickly to the side of the man and laid her hand on his arm.

“What is it — oh, what is it, Jack?” she entreated.

The man stepped back, shaking his head. “I’m sorry, ver’ sorry,” he said dully, and Angel noticed that he clipped his words. “I thought — I mistook this gentleman for someone else.”

Angel explained his identity to the girl in a swift glance.

“This — this is a friend of mine,” she faltered, “a friend of my father’s,” she went on hesitatingly, “who has called to see me.”

“Sorry — sorry,” he said stupidly. He stumbled to the door and went out, leaving it open. They heard him blundering up the stairs, and after a while a door slammed, and there came a faint “click” us he locked it.

“Oh, can you help me?” cried the girl in distress. “I am beside myself with anxiety.”

“Please sit down, Mrs Farrow,” said Angel hastily, but kindly. A woman on the verge of tears always alarmed him. Already he felt an unusual interest in the case. “Just tell me from the beginning.”

“My husband is a metallurgist, and a year ago, he was commissioned by a Belgian company interested in gold-mining to go to the Congo and report on some property there.”

“Had he ever been there before?”

“No; he had never been to Africa before. It was against my wish that he went at all, but the fee was so temptingly high, and the opportunities so great, that I yielded to his persuasion, and allowed him to go.”

“How did he leave you?”

“As he had always been — bright, optimistic, and full of spirits. We were very happily married, Mr Angel—” she stopped, and her lips quivered.

“Yes, yes,” said the alarmed detective; “please go on.”

“He wrote by every mail, and even sent natives in their canoes hundreds of miles to connect with the mail steamers, and his letters were bright and full of particulars about the country and the people. Then, quite suddenly, they changed. From being the cheery, long letters they had been, they became almost notes, telling me just the bare facts of his movements. They worried me a little, because I thought it meant that he was ill, had fever, and did not want me to know.”

“And had he?”

“No. A man who was with him said he was never once down with fever. Well, I cabled to him, but cabling to the Congo is a heartbreaking business, and there was fourteen days’ delay on the wire.”

“I know,” said Angel sympathetically, “the land wire down to Brazzaville.”

“Then, before my cable could reach him, I received a brief telegram from him saying he was coming home.”

“Yes?”

“There was a weary month of waiting, and then he arrived. I went to Southampton to meet him.”

“To Southampton, not to Liverpool?”

“To Southampton. He met me on the deck, and I shall never forget the look of agony in his eyes when he saw me. It struck me dumb. ‘What is the matter, Jack?’ I asked. ‘Nothing,’ he said, in, oh, such a listless, hopeless way. I could get nothing from him. Almost as soon as he got home he went to his room and locked the door.”

“When was this?”

“A month ago.”

“And what has happened since?”

“Nothing; except that he has got steadily more and more depressed, and — and—”

“Yes?” asked Angel.

“He gets letters — letters that he goes to the door to meet. Sometimes they make him worse, sometimes he gets almost cheerful after they arrive; but he had his worst bout after the arrival of the box.”

“What box?”

“It came whilst I was dressing for dinner one night. All that afternoon he had been unusually restless, running down from his room at every ring of the bell. I caught a glance of it through his half-opened door.”

“Do you not enter his room occasionally?”

She shook her head. “Nobody has been into his room since his return; he will not allow the servants in, and sweeps and tidies it himself.”

“Well, and the box?”

“It was about eighteen inches high, and twelve inches square. It was of polished yellow wood.”

“Did it remind you of anything?”

“Of an electric battery,” she said slowly. “One of those big portable things that you can buy at an electrician’s.”

Angel thought deeply.

“And the letters — have you seen them?” he asked.

“Only once, when the postman overlooked a letter, and came back with it. I saw it for a moment only, because my husband came down immediately and took it from me.”

“And the postmark?”

“It looked like Liverpool,” she said.

He questioned her again on one or two aspects that interested him.

“I must see your husband’s room,” he said decisively.

She shook her head.

“I am afraid it will be impossible,” she said.

“We shall see,” said Angel cheerfully.

Then an unearthly chattering and screeching met their ears, and the girl turned pale.

“Oh, I had forgotten the most unpleasant thing — the monkey!” she said, and beckoned him from the room. He passed through the house to the garden at the back. Well sheltered from the road was a big iron cage, wherein sat a tiny Congo monkey, shivering in the chill spring air, and drawing about his hairy shoulders the torn half of a blanket.

“My husband brought one home with him,” she said, “but it died. This is the fifth monkey we have had in a month, and he, poor beastie, does not look as if he were long for life.”

The little animal fixed his bright eyes on Angel, and chattered dismally.

“They get ill, and my husband shoots them,” the girl went on. “I wanted him to let a veterinary surgeon see the last one, but he would not.”

“Curious,” said Angel musingly, and, after making arrangements to call the next morning, he went back to his office in a puzzled frame of mind.

He duly reported to his chief the substance of his interview.

“It isn’t drink, and it isn’t drugs,” he said. “To me it looks like sheer panic. If that man is not in mortal fear of somebody or something, I am very much mistaken.”

The girl had given him some of the earlier letters she had received from Africa, and after dinner that night Angel sat down in his little flat in Jermyn Street to read them. In the first letter — it was dated Boma — occurred a passage that gave him pause. After telling how he had gone ashore at Flagstaff, and had made a little excursion up one of the rivers, the letter went on to say:

“Apparently, I have quite unwillingly given deep offence to one of the secret societies — if you can imagine a native secret society — by buying from a native a most interesting ju-ju or idol. The native, poor beggar, was found dead on the beach this morning; and although the official view is that he was bitten by a poisonous snake, I feel that his death had something to do with the selling of the idol, which, by the way, resembles nothing so much as a decrepit monkey….”

In his search through the letters he could find no other reference to the incident, except in one of the last of the longer epistles, where he found:

“… the canoe overturned, and we were struggling in the water. To my intense annoyance, amongst other personal effects lost was the coast ju-ju I wrote to you about. A missionary who lives close at hand said the current, not being strong about here, the idol is recoverable, and has promised to send a boy down first, and if he finds it to send it on to me. I have given him our address at home in case it turns up….”

“In case it turns up!” repeated Angel. “I wonder—”

He knew of these extraordinary societies. He knew, too, how strong a hold they had in the country that lay behind Flagstaff. These dreadful organisations were not to be lightly dismissed. Their power was indisputable.

“The question is, how far are they responsible for the present trouble,” he said, discussing the affair with his chief the next morning, “how far the arm of the offended ju-ju can reach. If we were on the coast I should not be surprised to find our young friend dead in his bed any morning. But we are in England — and in Dulwich to boot!”

“The yellow box may explain everything,” said his chief thoughtfully.

“And I mean to see it to-day,” said Angel determinedly. He did not see it that day, for on his return to his office he found a telegram awaiting him from Mrs Farrow:

PLEASE COME AT ONCE. MY HUSBAND DISAPPEARED LAST NIGHT AND HAS NOT RETURNED. HE HAS TAKEN WITH HIM THE BOX AND THE MONKEY.

He was ringing at the door of the house within an hour after receiving the telegram. Her eyes were red with weeping: and it was a little time before she could speak. Then, brokenly, she told the story of her husband’s disappearance. It was after the household had retired for the night she thought she heard a vehicle draw up at the door. She was half asleep, but the sound of voices roused her, and she got out of bed and looked through the Venetian blinds. Her room faced the road, and she could see a carriage drawn up opposite the gate. A man walking beside her husband, who carried a box, which she recognised as the yellow box, and in the strange man’s arms she could discern, by the light of the street lamp, a quivering bundle which proved to be the monkey.

Before she could move or raise the window her husband entered the carriage, taking with him the monkey, and the other man jumped up by the side of the driver as the vehicle drove off, and, as he did, she saw his face. It was that of a negro.

Angel suppressed the exclamation that sprang to his lips as he heard this. It was evident that she had not attached any importance to the story of the ju-ju, and he did not wish to alarm her.

“Did he leave a message?”

She handed him a sheet of paper without replying. Only a few lines were scrawled on the sheet: —

“I am a moral coward, darling, and dare not tell you. If I come back, you will know why I have left you. If not, pray for me, and remember mo kindly. I have placed all my money to the credit of your hanking account.”

The girl was crying quietly.

“Let me see his room,” said Angel; and she conducted him to the little apartment that was half laboratory and half study. A truckle bed ran lengthways beneath, the window, and a heap of blackened ashes were piled up in the fireplace.

“Nothing has been touched,” said the girl.

Gingerly, Angel lifted the curling ashes one by one.

“I’ve known burnt paper to…” — he was going to say “hang a man,” but altered it to “be of great service.”

There were one or two pieces that the fire had not burnt, and some on which the letters were still discernible. One of these he lifted and carried to the window.

“Hullo!” he muttered.

He could not find a complete sentence, but, as he read it: … very bad … monkey … take you away … your own fault….

There was a blotting pad upon the little table, and a square dust mark, where he surmised, the mysterious box stood. He lifted the pad; underneath were a number of strips of paper.

He glanced at them carelessly, then:

“What on earth?” he said.

Indelibly printed on the slips before him were a dozen red thumb prints.

He looked at them closely.

The thumb prints were of blood!

Then, in the midst of his mystification a light dawned on Angel, and he turned to the girl.

“Has you husband bought a methylated spirit lamp lately?” he asked.

She looked at him in astonishment.

“Why, yes,” she said, “a fortnight ago he bought one.”

“And has he been asking for needles?”

She almost gasped.

“Yes, yes, almost every day!”

Angel looked again at the charred paper and smiled.

“Of course, this may be serious,” he said; “but really I think it isn’t at all. If you will content your mind for a day, I will tell how serious it is; if you will extend your content for four days, I would almost undertake to promise to restore him to you.”

He left her that afternoon in an agony of suspense, and three hours afterwards she received a telegram:

FOUND YOUR HUSBAND — EXPECT HIM HOME TOMORROW.

To his chief Angel explained the mystery in three minutes.

“I thought the ju-ju had nothing to do with it,” he said cheerfully. “The whole thing illustrates the folly of a man who had never been further from home than Wiesbaden penetrating God’s primaeval forest. Farrow, on the Congo, surrounded on all sides by the disease, must needs be suddenly obsessed by the belief that he has sleeping-sickness. So home he comes, filled with dread forebodings, and visions of the madness that comes to the people, with trypanosomiasis. Buys microscopes — our yellow box — and jabs his finger day by day to examine his blood for microbes. As soon as I heard he had got the approved spirit lamp for sterilising purposes, I knew that. He corresponds with the Tropical Schools of Medicine in London and Liverpool, boring those poor people to death with his outrageous symptoms. Jabs his blood into monkeys, and when they die — of cold and bad feeding — fears the worst. So, at last, some wise doctor at the London School, after writing and telling him that he was an ass, that he couldn’t be very bad, and that the monkey’s death wasn’t any sign — except of cruelty to animals — offers to take him into hospital for a few days and put him under observation. So along comes the hospital carriage, with their nigger porter, and away goes our foolish hypochondriac, with his monkey and his box of tricks. They are turning him out of hospital tomorrow.”
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Angel, Esquire, has a little office at Scotland Yard, which is partly fitted as a laboratory and partly as a tiny museum; here he keeps strange drugs and, in glass-stoppered vessels, curious withered-looking plants with uncanny properties. There is a faint spicy odour everlastingly present in Angel’s office, which is something between the fragrance of freshly cut cedar wood and cloves.

When the King of Kantee came to England on his ceremonial visit he was lionized by London society, and being a man of some European education, speaking English with a peculiar intonation, be became remarkably popular. The popularity of King O’fwa had the natural result of making lam rather insufferable. One day the officials at the Colonial Office, showing him the sights of London, brought him to Scotland Yard, and in due course he swaggered into the Colonial Department and favoured Angel with a patronizing nod.

“Ah, varry nace,” said the King amiably.

“King,” said Angel, speaking the peculiar drawl of the Kantee people, “there is that here which is not so pleasant.”

The native’s insolent eyes met Angel’s, and he dropped them before the calm gaze of the white man.

“Shall I show you,” said Angel, still speaking in the vernacular, “something that the Kings of the Kantee people see but seldom?”

He stretched out his hand and reached down a bottle; he carefully removed the stopper and drew forth a tiny pencil of cottonwool, which he as carefully unrolled. Inside was what looked like a dried twig, and the King smiled contemptuously.

“Is it magic?” he asked, and held out his hand.

The dry twig lay on the King’s palm, and he smiled again.

“This is wood — a twig,” he said. Then he sprang back with a scream, his eyes wide with terror, and the little twig fluttered to the ground. Angel picked it up tenderly and wrapped it about with cottonwool, the King all the while, with his back against the wall, shaking in abject fear.

“Is it good magic?” asked Angel carelessly; and the King’s voice was hoarse when he answered:

“It is good — master!”

Later came a fussy official, sorely puzzled and inclined to be querulous.

“Look here!” he said — he was a Permanent UnderSecretary— “Mr. — Er — Angel: about this nonsensical thing you showed his Majesty — we are inclined to think that you overstepped the mark, sir — overstepped the mark.” He was a little pompous and a little ruffled, and wholly disagreeable.

Angel inclined his head respectfully, but said nothing.

“Mr. Secretary begs one to say,” said the official impressively, “that it is against all our conception of the — er — system for a great department like Scotland Yard, or or for any of its officers, however important or unimportant they may be, to practise — er — trickery and chicanery of the kind you introduced to his Majesty, and — er — in fact, we think it extremely reprehensible, sir!” And he looked his disapproval.

“Mr. Masser,” said Angel quietly, “you and I do not view ‘his Majesty’ with a common eye. The last time I met the King he was dining off a relative who had displeased him; the last time I addressed the King was through the twisty rifling of a point three-naught-three. The little twig I showed him was a gentle reminder of an obligation.”

The official was still more puzzled.

“One of these fine days,” Angel went on calmly, “there will come a man to the King carrying such a stick as I showed. It may be Meta, the Congo man, or it may be Abiboo, the Kano man, or it may be the boy, Jack Fish, from the Monrovian coast; but, whosoever it is, you may be sure that when they meet the King will surely die.”

How Angel, Esquire, came to know of the blood brotherhood that was sworn on the Oil River in ‘84 I do not pretend to know, nor do I know how he came to possess the fetish-stick — which answered the purpose of the broken sixpence so dear to the lads and lassies of civilization who plight their troth. But the circumstances of the passing of the King of the Kantees is well known, and forms the subject of Blue Book (Africa — Kantee Protectorate) 7432-07. They found the King’s body in the royal hut one morning; the knife was an N’Gombi knife, and the rope about his neck was Kano made, but the method of the killing was distinctly Monrovian, so the chances are that all three survivors of the blood-pact of ‘84 took part in the assassination.

The part the fetish-stick played in the fortunes of at least three unimaginative City men is now well known; they were three stout, comfortable underwriters, as far removed from mysticism as is Clapham Common from Bassam.

They do not come into this story. The outward and visible sign of their connection with the blind witchdoctor is the service of plate that adorns Angel’s sideboard, but there were days when the man of Basaka held their suburban fortunes in the hollow of his hand.

In response to communications from Sir Peter Saintsbury, Angel travelled to Liverpool to see the millionaire controller of the Lagos Coastwise Line.

There is no need to describe Sir Peter. The story of his meteoric career is common property. A short, swarthy man, With closely-cropped grey hair and black, piercing eyes, the years he lived on the Coast have tinted his face a dusky brown. There are people less charitable who ascribe another cause for his copper-coloured skin, people who point to his thick lips and the curious bluish tint of his fingernails.

Sir Peter plunged straight into the matter in hand.

“I have sent for you, Mr. Angel, because my board has decided that there is some other influence at work beside that which may be vaguely termed ‘bad luck’.”

Angel duly noticed the thickness of the voice, and went over to the side of the uncharitable.

“You are referring to the wreck of the Kinsassa
 ?” said Angel.

“Yes; and the Noki
 and the Bolobo
 ,” said the great ship owner impatiently; “three ships in one year, three new ships, captained by some of my best men, and every one of them gone ashore in exactly the same spot.”

The detective nodded gravely.

“The last was under the command of Ryatt, the most competent skipper in the mercantile marine — a young man who knows his business from A to Z. It was he who discovered the shoal passage into Sierra Leone that cuts off fifty miles of sea travel on the homeward voyage.”

“The weather?” asked Angel.

“Here’s the log,” said Sir Peter. He took from a table a discoloured volume, and opened it. “Here you are: ‘nine-fifteen — course W. by W.N.W. — Sea smooth — wind light S.W. — No Fog’.”

“Was that the correct course?” asked Angel.

“Yes. I have compared all logs and questioned the commodore, and, of course, the Board of Trade has verified it.”

“And she went ashore at ninethirty?”

“Yes; and, apparently, if you will look at the log again, there was no sign of the shore.”

“H’m,” said the detective. “You couldn’t very easily miss it — high, upstanding cliffs and mountains, so far as I remember. Who was at the wheel?”

“A reliable quartermaster; the chief officer was on the bridge, and the captain himself was in his cabin, which is practically on the bridge. He had left word to be called at eleven o’clock, at which hour he intended changing the course a point or so west.”

“And then?” questioned Angel.

“And then,” said Sir Peter, with a despairing gesture, “before anybody seemed to realize the fact, the ship was close inshore — from what the chief officer said the mountains appeared as if by magic from the sea. The officer rang the engines astern, and put the helm over hard to port, but before the ‘way’ could get off the steamer, she was piled up. The captain was on the bridge in an instant and stopped the engines — in fact, put them ahead again, for he was afraid of backing off into deep water and foundering.”

“And she is a total wreck?” queried Angel.

“Absolutely; hard and fast on the teeth of a bad reef, with a hole in her you could drive a coach through.” The ship owner walked to his desk and took from one of the drawers an oblong box.

“This is the peculiar feature of all the wrecks,” he said with a frown, and opened the box. What he took from it were three little crosses made of untrimmed wood and lashed across in their shapes by native grass string.

Angel’s eyes lit as he saw them, and he stretched out his hand eagerly to take them.

“Whew!” he whistled, and handled them gingerly.

“On every wreck,” said Sir Peter impressively, “we found one of these things roughly nailed to the foredeck.”

Angel’s face was grave as he carried the little emblem to the window; then:

“You had better let me investigate this matter on the spot,” he said. “When does the next Coast boat leave Liverpool?”

“One left yesterday,” said the ship owner; “another leaves In a fortnight.”

“That will be too late,” said the detective decisively. “I can get a Union-Castle boat to Teneriffe, and pick up your ship there; to make sure, cable your people to hold the boat for my arrival.”

He stopped at the door.

“You know the Coast?” he asked.

The great ship owner frowned.

“Yes,” he said slowly; “as a young man I lived on the Coast — I was not always a wealthy man.”

Angel nodded.

“Have you offended any of these people in any way?”

Sir Peter shrugged his shoulders.

“There in no need to bring me personally into the matter,” he said gruffly.

“I see,” said Angel, Esquire.

A fortnight later he landed at Sierra Leone and transhipped to a coasting vessel en route
 for Bassam.

*

Going into Cabinda to land sixteen barrels of raw spirit for the civilization of Portuguese West Africa, the “second” of the Imagi
 found time to express his disgust at inquisitive passengers. The second officer was an excellent seaman, but had spent the greater part of his life “tramping”, and the occasional passenger was a source of intense annoyance. The solitary passenger of the Imagi
 had come aboard at S. Paul de Loanda, and had worked a slow and inquisitorial way up the coast. He was a man desirous of acquiring information on every conceivable subject, but mostly his eternal note of interrogation was set against the question of curious watch charms.

He had buttonholed the entire messroom, from the skipper to the fourth engineer, buttonholed them at inconvenient moments, held them helpless against bulkheads and immovable cabin doors, whilst he threshed out the question of “curios”.

He caught the purser, unaccustomed to a passenger list and in awe of his solitary charge, and reduced him to a condition of incoherence bordering on imbecility; led him — he protesting feebly — to the tiny purser’s office-cabin, domineered him into opening his desk and displaying his interesting collection of native table mats and crudely carved ivory napkin rings, and left him limp and perspiring.

It is also on record that on the transparent pretence of inspecting the chief engineer’s domestic photographs — at his own artful suggestion — he insinuated himself into the chief’s most private domains, and, leading the conversation to native customs (by way of patent medicines and native doctors), he caused the stout chief, at great personal inconvenience to uncord a box which had lain snug for at least two voyages.

On the ninth day of the voyage up from Loanda the steamer stood inshore.

A strip of yellow beach, with the inevitable fringe of palm trees, showed up over the horizon, and a patch of white stood for a white man’s house — and civilization.

The inquisitive passenger standing by the third officer set up his monotonous interrogation.

“Basaka,” said the third brusquely; “we always put in here. If you are keen on curios, this is the place to get ‘em.”

“What kind?”

“Oh, any kind. There is an old chap who lives a couple of miles in the bush who’s the biggest medicine man on the Coast. Wait till the Kroo boys get ashore — you’ll see nothing of ’em for a couple of hours. They always make a point of a palaver with the old man. They get medicine and charms.”

“Basaka!” mused Angel aloud. “Isn’t that where Sir Peter lived?”

The mate grinned.

“The governor! Yes.” He looked around for the presence of his superiors. “He lived here for ten years, did the old man, and a pretty tough nut he was, from all accounts. Made all his money in oil and rubber — as thick as thieves with old Chingo, the Basaka king.” He shook his head wisely.

“Oh,” said Angel; and when the ship had anchored he went ashore.

Paterson, the tired-looking man at the factory, gave him a chair in the deep veranda, mixed him a cocktail, and furnished him with some information.

“Going into the bush!” he said in astonishment. “Man, you’re mad. We’re a British Protectorate, and all that sort of thing, we’ve got a company of Haussas along at Little Basaka — but it’s not safe.”

He whistled a native, and the man came running.

“Hi, Jim,” he said in the villainous lingo of the Coast, “dem massa, he like go for bush, you savvy? For O’saka by them ju-ju man. You fit for take ‘um?”

The man looked at Angel sullenly.

“I no be fit,” he said in a low voice: “them ju-ju be bad for white man.”

“You hear?” said the host.

Angel smiled.

“I hear,” he said calmly, and addressed the man, speaking quickly and easily in the native tongue.

“What is your name?” he asked.

“Kosongo, master,” replied the man.

“Why will you not take me into the bush?”

“Because of the Blind Man’s Magic,” answered the other readily. “I am afraid.

“Yet you shall show me the way. When the sun sets I will be by the big palm at the edge of the bush.”

“I cannot come,” said the man sulkily.

“By the dried heart of the goat you shall come,” said Angel quietly; and the man shrank down until his hands were fumbling in the dust.

“I will come,” he whispered.

Paterson looked on in amazement.

“What have you said to the chap?” he asked wonderingly, “and how the deuce did you pick up the lingo?”

Angel’s reply was plausible, but not exactly true. Angel dined ashore, first sending a runner to Little Basaka, carrying a few words scribbled on the torn leaf of a notebook.

*

The hut was set away from the village. It stood in a clearing of its own by a little lagoon. Behind it, on the land side, a semicircular screen of tall palms, all hubbly with the ball-like nests of weaver birds.

The great throng that squatted in a circle about the hut kept a respectful distance. The sun had gone down — one by one they had stolen in from the shadows of the bush, sinking into their places silently, and as silently remained. No man approached the door of the hut, they waited patiently as though some appointed hour had been fixed, seemingly unconscious of one another’s presence, neither greeting the constantly arriving newcomer nor receiving greeting. Kroo men in tattered sailor dress, raw natives from the bush, here and there one who bore the fez or cowl that spoke of his faith in Islam. More than one was of the educated native class, and squatted gingerly in his immaculate white ducks. All of them were men — young men and old men.

The moon came up over the still lagoon and lit the silent congregation with its yellow light. One wearing a turban about his head and a white jellab about his shoulders stole from the forest and made his way to the front rank. Suddenly from the hut came a noise like a pattering rain — practised ear would have detected it as the sound of little sticks played rapidly on the tightly stretched skin of a tom-tom. Then a deep voice from the crowd asked:

“Who sits in the darkness?”

The throng answered with one voice:

“He who sees.”

Again the deep voice:

“Who sits in the silence?”

And the whole congregation replied:

“He who hears.”

There was a pause, and someone within fumbled at the coarse native cloth that screened the doorway.

Then from the dark interior of the hut a cracked old voice croaked:

“Who hath the seeds of Death in his hand and the water of Life in his gourd?”

With one accord the whole concourse led by one deep voice shouted, swaying their bodies as they sang:

“Make as strong, oh Ju-ju-ba. Make us rich, oh Ju-ju, We are weak, we are poor, Give us of thy great surplus.”

As they spoke a man came from the hut.

He was old and tall and he came into the flood of yellow moonlight, staring with sightless eyes toward the lagoon. Medicine-man as he was, the streaked face and the mask and wig of his office were absent. A great scar ran down his withered cheeks as though from the blow of a knife, and yet another parted the white of his head. A staff was in his hand, and as the chant finished he struck the ground, and a silence fell upon the throng.

Sightless he was, but by some extraordinary instinct he singled out men by name, and they came to him, blundering through the worshippers — for such they were — and breathing heavily like men who had run a distance. These fell at the feet of the blind old men, and so waited his pleasure. Supplicants as they were, he did not ask their business.

“Nogi, of Emfeeta,” croaked the old man.

“Master,”

“What charm can make the mealies grow when the fire has been. What you ask is folly.”

The man at his feet slunk away, and another took his place.

“Who is this? Obero, the Kroo man, who has an enemy?”

“Yes, master.”

The man spoke in a strangled tone, for his mouth touched the dust. The old man loosened a charm from a string that hung over his bare shoulder.

“Take this. He will die of the sickness, wasting away slowly.”

One by one they crawled to his feet — bush man, Mohammedan, and Kroo boy; slave and slave owner, chief and subject — and, according to their needs, he served them. Hour after hour the play went on: the naming of men he could not see, the uprisings of the summoned man, the prostrations and the pleadings.

Then it came to an end, and from the crowd he called two men. Unlike the rest, they rose and stood before him. He spoke to them by name.

“N’Saka and Igobi — children of the stars.”

“Master,” they murmured in unison.

“Who gave you power of hand and eye?”

“You, O master,” they said in a low voice.

“Who gave you the magic of the silver charm?”

“Master, it was you!”

“Who taught you to gather sleep from the air — so!” — he waved his thin hands quickly— “who taught you the great magic that brings death to the living — death that is not death?”

“Master, you taught us!”

The old man bowed his head before he spoke again.

“Go quickly,” he said, “as you went before. Show the white man the silver charm — the white man who stands in the palaver house of the great ship. Show him the charm so that the moonlight falls upon it, and when his heart is full of the little charm, wave your hands — so! Then you shall say to him three times in your own tongue: ‘The Nogi Rock is the open sea.’ Three times shall you say this; and you shall stay with the ship till the end, and leave the mark of the Ju-ju.”

“It shall be so, master,” said the men, and they came back to the throng and sank silently in their places.

The old man waited a moment, leaning on his stick, his blind eyes fixed on the glittering waters.

Then he turned to go.

Two paces he look towards the hut, then turned back swiftly.

“What does he want?” he asked hoarsely. “What does he want — the white man who sits in the garb of an Arab?”

A dead silence followed the question, then a man who sat on the inner edge of the circle rose to his feet.

“I am he,” he said quietly; and a shiver ran through the people.

The old man took a step towards him and craned his neck forward as though he would see the face of the man who had courted the terrible death.

“I am he,” the stranger went on. “I have come — to learn.”

The blind doctor of Basaka curled his lips like an old dog in his anger.

“You shall learn,” he said, and raised his hand. “Strike!” he cried, and a hundred men rose to his bidding in silence.

Quick as a flash, Angel sprang past the old man and gained the door of the hut. “The dried heart of the goat,” that symbol of Fantee mysticism, would avail him little here. This much he realized as he reached the dark interior of the hut. He would gain a little time by his action. He knew enough of the Coast to know the superstitious natives would not follow him to the medicine-man’s sanctuary. As he reached the middle of the hut and turned, revolver in hand, he heard the old man’s voice.

“White man,” he wheezed mockingly, “come back to the quick death, lest death come all too slowly.”

“In time,” Angel answered coolly.

“Come, white man,” said the voice again; “come, eater of goats’ hearts! Ah, I know you!”

Angel mentally consigned his unwilling guide to an early grave.

“Come,” said the voice, “seeker of charms, who hath sipped the wisdom of the Blind Man of Basaka — the hour is at hand. Yet be sure I will send to him who sent you a sign that you have learnt what you have learnt — for I will send him your heart.”

Angex set his teeth and softly pulled back the steel envelope of his Browning pistol.

“Come for me,” he answered; “come, oh wise man, or will you send one whose life you hold lightly? Oh, people of Basaka, bushmen, and sons of mad mothers, who will lay his hand on the white man?”

He heard a whispered order and a patter of bare feet, and the shadows of two men fell across the threshold.

The first fell dead at the doorway, the second squirmed into the hut with a bullet through his brain, and the little hut was filled with the smell of powder.

Angel waited for the inevitable rush.

If they came by twos he could keep them at bay.

He had slipped off the clinging Arab robe and turban. If the worst came to the worst, he could run.

Again he heard the voice of the blind seer. It was hoarse with rage, and broken.

He heard the order that meant his death, the hustle of the closed rank, and the rattle of spear shafts; and then a loud crack, and another and another, and over all the shrill call of a bugle and a great rush of feet.

Through the doorway he saw the line of charging Haussas and heard the fresh voice of the young Englishman in command; then, as the throng of natives about the hut scattered, he leapt the bodies of the men in the doorway and caught the arm of the old man.

The witchdoctor turned with a snarl, and, raising his iron-shod stick, struck at the detective with surprising force. Twice he struck, and twice Angel dodged the blow, then he slipped, and the old man was on him.

For a moment Angel thought his last hour had come. Lean and old as the witchdoctor was, he was possessed of the strength of a maniac. He loosened one hand to fumble in the rags about his middle, and Angel, making a last despairing effort, threw himself over to where his fallen pistol lay.

*

“Dead?” said the Haussa captain, looking down at the fallen man.

“I think not,” said Angel. “Phew!” He wiped the streaming perspiration from his forehead.

“H’m,” said the officer looking at the prostrate witchdoctor. “So the Blind Wizard is finished. There will be an awful palaver over this.”

Angel nodded.

“He’s not blind,” he said quietly. “I found that out an hour ago. Some dreadful thing must have happened to his eyes — but he can see.”

The old man groaned and looked up. He saw Angel and smiled. Then, to the detective’s amazement, he spoke in perfect English.

“So now you know all about it — eh?”

He spoke painfully.

“Yes,” said Angel in English. “I know all about it.”

The old man inclined his head.

“The trick of mesmerism that I taught my men — it is simple to mesmerise a man who is looking at some bright object.”

Angel nodded.

“And as simple to suggest to the subject that the course that brings up at the Nogi Rock is the open sea,” he said.

“I wanted to ruin Peter,” said the old native, “and when I had ruined him, I wanted to kill him. He is my brother.”

He made the monstrous statement calmly and Angel believed him.

The old medicine-man was silent for a while, then he resumed.

“My younger brother — born of the same black mother — inheriting the same fortune. I was at Christ’s College, Cambridge,” he said inconsequently.

“Peter took the money and the stores. He sent me to trade in the bush. Then he sent men after me to put out my eyes — because he was ambitious and looked down upon his blacker brother.”

He was silent so long that they thought he was dead, but after a while he spoke again.

“Christ’s College, Cambridge,” he murmured. Then in the native tongue he uttered the proverb of the Kantee people: “The river overflows but runs back to its bed.” Then he died.

As for Sir Peter Saintsbury, the swarthy ship owner, he too died within the year, and I’saka, the Kroo boy who was with him when he died, was hanged at Liverpool a few months later.
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There was a Minister of France — was it Necker? — who suggested on a memorable occasion that the people should eat grass. He was no vegetarian, he was just being rude; and when, on a subsequent occasion, an indignant populace slew him, in some grim way they decorated the body significantly.

If it should happen that the lawless folk of Notting Dale should ever fall upon Police Constable Lee, I doubt not that the jibe with which they will assail him will have some reference to ‘sparrows,’ for to the mysterious agency of the ‘little sparrow’ is due a great deal of the worthy officer’s unpopularity amongst a certain class of people in his salubrious district.

PC Lee, in mufti, stepped round to the marine store of Cokey Salem, and asked to see the proprietor.

Cokey, so-called because of the commodity he runs as a side line to the rag-and-bone business, was not at home.

He shouted down the stairs to his frowsy wife to that effect and PC Lee was not convinced.

After a while, Cokey was induced to come down into the evilsmelling shop, and he did this with an ill grace.

‘Hullo,’ he said, gruffly, ‘what’s this — water rates?’

‘To be exact,’ said PC Lee, gently, ‘it’s a question of lead pipin’, feloniously removed from unoccupied premises, to wit, 914, Kensington Park Road.’

‘Ho!’ said the defiant Cokey, ‘an’ what’s that gotter do with me?’

‘If you’ll kindly step round to the station,’ said the police-constable, ‘I daresay you can explain the whole matter to our inspector in a few words.’

‘Suppose I don’t?’

‘In that case,’ said the thoughtful constable, ‘I shall be under the painful necessity of takin’ you.’

Cokey choked back a wicked word, put on his coat and hat, and accompanied the constable.

‘Where did you nose this job?’ he asked, vulgarly.

‘A little sparrer,’ said the reflective PC, ‘happened—’

‘I’d like to get hold of that sparrer of yours,’ said Cokey, between his teeth, I’d wring his blanky neck.’

On the occasion under review, Cokey did not convince a sceptical inspector of his innocence. Nor had he any better luck with a frozen-faced magistrate, who listened dispassionately to Cokey’s somewhat involved story. According to Cokey the lead piping found on his premises had

‘Fallen like the gentle rain from heaven, upon the place beneath.’

This magistrate, who had never been known to smile, relaxed when Cokey adduced his crowning argument that the piping had been placed in his yard by the police, and committed Cokey to the Middlesex Sessions.

The Chairman of that Court, aided by a bored jury, found Cokey guilty of receiving, and the Chairman having, figuratively speaking, said it would be as much as his place was worth to give him less, sent Cokey to prison with hard labour for nine calendar months.

Whereupon the prisoner, affectionately addressing PC Lee, said that on some future occasion he would have the heart, lungs, and important blood vessels of the impassive officer — though exactly what he would do with them he did not say.

I saw PC Lee some nine months later, and knowing that Cokey was at liberty, I expressed my surprise at finding him still alive.

PC Lee smiled.

‘If the Government would give prisoners leave of absence on the day they are sentenced,’ he said, ‘I daresay he might have caused me inconvenience; but barrin’ that, I shall die a natural death. If a chap who had been sentenced heavily suddenly found himself pardoned, he’d be so overjoyed that he wouldn’t have any time to hate me or any other constable, an’ even a man who goes to a long term soon loses all the bad feelin’ he ever had, an’ comes out of “stir” full of a peace-on-earth-an’-goodwill feelin’.

‘In prison you’ve got a lot of time to think, an’ if a man isn’t a lunatic, he works out the situation reasonably an’ comes to the conclusion that the constable has only done his duty, an’ by the time the sentence is worked out, he’s lost all his dislike for the man who lagged him.

‘The only time I ever knew a man to bear animosity was in the case of the Newton Lane Robbery.

‘If you don’t remember the case. I’ll give it to you in a few words. A cashier from one of the Ladbroke Grove shops was goin’ back to his premises from the bank at Notting Hill Gate, when he was set upon by half-a-dozen roughs, knocked down an’ robbed. All this happened in broad daylight, but in an unfrequented little turning, an’ the assailants got away.

‘It so happened that I was off duty (I was in X Division at the time), but I got to hear of the case when I reported for duty that night.

‘The young fellow who was robbed had been taken to the hospital, but as he wasn’t so badly hurt, he was allowed to go home. Accordin’ to him, he wouldn’t be able to recognise any of the party.

‘Now, the detection of crime, as I see it, is a simple matter. The criminal is the obvious person. Don’t you believe these detective stories that tell you that the feller found with the diamonds in his pocket is the innocent hero — he’s only the innocent hero in story books. In real life he’s the feller that did the robbery.

‘When the police find a little sub-post-office has been robbed, an’ the postmaster lyin’ bound an’ gagged, or when they see a bank clerk lyin’ on the floor with the smell of chloroform hangin’ round an’ the safe open, they know it’s 33 to 1 that they’ve got the robber first pop, an’ that the enterprisin’ burglar, as the song says, is the young feller found in such a romantic attitude.

‘Unprofessional criminals spend too much of their time in preparin’ picturesque scenes, an’ professional criminals spend too much time in gettin’ ready alibis, an’ between one an’ the other the police have a fairly easy time.

‘So that it was only natural that our first suspicions fastened on the feller that had been robbed, an’ there were certain features of it that made this view likely. Nobody had seen him attacked, nobody had seen men comin’ away from the scene of the crime, an’ if he hadn’t been so badly injured there would have been no doubt whatever that he was the robber himself, an’ the whole ‘outrage’ a fake.

‘This might have been the case with the young cashier, only there was a remarkable flaw in the theory. He’d left the bank with five notes for a hundred pounds (which had been drawn for the purpose of sendin’ to Russia to settle an account), an’ this he placed in a big handbag which he carried, an’ which was found open an’ empty.

‘He was carefully searched, but no money was on him when he was found. He had been seen enterin’ the little street. One of the bank clerks, who happened to leave the bank at the same time, had walked with him to the entrance of the street, an’ nobody had been seen to leave at either end before he was discovered. If he’d stolen ’em himself — what had happened to the banknotes? He couldn’t bury ‘em. There was no place in the street itself where they could have been hidden — you may be sure that we searched every possible hidin’ place — an’ the police were forced to believe that his story was true.

‘The only thing against the man was that his firm had lost money before from their office. Ten, twenty, an’ fifty pound notes had vanished, but the cashier was so above suspicion, an’ had always insisted upon bein’ the first to be searched, that they had never dreamt of connectin’ him with any theft, an’ had discharged clerk after clerk in consequence.

‘It was such an interestin’ case that the Yard sent down Mr Angel — you wrote about him didn’t you? — a rare nice gentleman, who’s always pullin’ your leg, but very pleasant with it.

‘Our inspector was asked to tell off a man to accompany Mr Angel, an’ to my surprise I was chosen instead of some of our smart fellers.

‘“Lee,” says the inspector, “you go round with Mr Angel, an’ introduce him to some of the ‘heads’ in your neighbourhood.” So, in a manner of speakin’, I was put in charge of Angel.

‘But, bless you, he didn’t want any introducin’! He knew all the toughs: knew Nick Moss, an’ Percy Steel, an’ Jim the Fence; knew ’em as if he’d been brought up with ’em — an’ they knew him.

‘We might have saved ourselves the trouble, because we learnt very little from these chaps, except from Nick Moss.

‘“Hullo. Nick,” says Angel, Esquire, most cheerfully, “how is the ladder larceny business?”

‘Nick grinned a bit sheepish.

‘“I’m straight now, Mr Angel,” he says; “the other game’s a mug’s game.”

‘“Cutting out all your blessed platitudes,” says Angel, “which of your college companions did this last little job?”

‘“If I never move from here,” says Nick, most solemn, “if I die this very minute, if—”

‘“Havin’ been duly sworn,” says Mr Angel, “it is unnecessary to go any further — I gather from your interestin’, but altogether unnecessary, protestation that you don’t know.”

‘“That’s right, sir,” says Nick.

‘Mr Angel told me later that he quite believed Nick didn’t know for sure, but he thought that he had a suspicion.

‘We examined the street where the robbery was committed. It is a street with stables on one side an’ little houses on the other, an’ connects Portobello Road with Pembridge Road.

‘Nobody could give us any information about the robbery; in the majority of cases the first they knew about it was when the cashier had been found lyin’ on the sidewalk. Next we made a few inquiries about the cashier an’ found that he was a most respectable man, with money of his own in the bank, a churchwarden, an’ a member of the Young Men’s Christian Association. What was most important was, he’d got money of his own in the bank.

“I’m afraid, Lee,” says Mr Angel, “that this case must go down to history as ‘The Notting Hill Mystery,’” and so it might have done but for the fact that one of the most curious coincidences happened that you could ever imagine.

‘You’ve heard me talk about my “little sparrow?” It’s a wheeze I work on the lads who want to know where I get all my valuable information from. This “cod” of mine got round to Mr Angel’s ears, an’ he remarked to me, in that jokin’ way of his:

‘“What a pity, Lee, your feathered friend can’t supply us with a brilliant word picture of what happened—”

‘He stopped short sudden, an’ frowned thoughtfully.

‘“By George!” says he, “I wonder if that is possible?”

‘I couldn’t see what he was gettin’ at, so I waited.

‘“We’ll go round an’ see our cashier friend,” says Angel, so off we went to a neat little house near Wormwood Scrubbs.

‘He was a bachelor, but rented a house, an’ he opened the door to us himself, an’ invited us in.

‘It was a comfortably furnished sittin’-room, an’ I saw Angel give a quick glance round as though sizing up the place. The only thing I noticed was that Mr Killun — that was his name — made a hasty attempt to fold up a newspaper that he’d been readin’.

‘Killun was a palefaced youth with uneven features an’ a shifty eye, an’ I disliked him from the first.

‘“Readin’, Mr Killun?” says Angel.

‘“Yes,” says Killun, quickly, “I’m naturally interested in learnin’ if the police have any clue as to the people who robbed me.”

‘Angel, Esquire nodded, but said nothin’.

‘By-an’-bye, he asked carelessly: “By the way, what are Southern Pacific Preferred?”

‘“Sixty-four,” said Killun, quick — then checked himself— “at least, I believe so — I don’t take much interest in Stock Exchange transactions.”

‘“I suppose not,” says Angel, an’ went on talkin’ about the robbery an’ about things in general. He touched on the Lincoln Handicap, but Mr Killun said he knew nothin’ about racin’, an’ that was probably so, because Angel referred to the Lincoln as a two mile race, an’ no racin’ man could have resisted the temptation to correct him.

‘We left, an’ Angel went away to London to make a few inquiries. He came back that night, an’ together we went to Killun’s house.

‘“I want to see the bag you carried the notes in,” says Angel.

‘To my surprise the man produced it. I was surprised, because the bag ought to have been in the possession of the police, an’ it only shows you how we are sometimes caught nappin’, for without that bag the robber might never have been caught.

‘Angel took the bag and examined it.

‘“This is an enormous bag to carry five hundred pound notes in?”

‘“It’s the only one I’ve got,” said the man, a little sullenly.

‘Angel took it under the light an’ inspected the inside. Then he laid a sheet of paper on the table an’ shook out the contents. There was nothin’ in it, except a few crumbs of tobacco, a little dust, an’ somethin’ that Angel, Esquire picked up an’ examined carefully.

‘It was a tiny grey feather, an’ he nodded slowly.

‘Then he turned to Killun.

‘“I shall take you into custody,” he said, “on a charge of stealin’ five hundred pounds, the property of your employer.”

‘“It’s a lie!” said Killun, hoarsely, an’ tried to bolt. But I caught him, an’ as he was inclined to be a little bit fresh, I put the handcuffs on him.

‘We took him down to the station, an’ then went back an’ searched the house. On the roof, in a cage, we found a pigeon.

‘“There’s your little bird, Lee,” says Angel, with a chuckle. “That’s one of the little birds that was in Mr Killun’s big bag. Not this chap, but others like him. A hundred-pound note fastened with an elastic band round each leg — an’ whiff! — goes five hundred. He must have sent three birds.”

‘Angel spent some time that night concoctin’ a message. He wrote it on a slip of thin paper an’ fitted it to the pigeon’s leg. Then he flew the pigeon.

‘Next mornin’, at eleven o’clock, we arrested an eminent bucket-shop* keeper, who turned up outside the Mansion House by appointment — Angel made the appointment.

[* Bucket-shop
 : A fraudulent brokerage operation in which orders to buy and sell are accepted but no executions take place. Instead, the operators expect to profit when customers close out their positions at a loss.]

‘This,’ said PC Lee, impressively, ‘proves my words, that the real criminal is the obvious criminal. Killun had been speculatin’ an’ had got into difficulties with the bucket-shop. The man that ran the shop wanted the money, an’ bein’ a bit of a pigeon fancier, had suggested a way of gettin’ Killun out of his difficulties.

‘Killun would take the birds in his bag to the office, an’ whenever he could lay his hands on paper money, would nip out into the cloakroom, fix the note, an’ fly the bird through a window, an’ be back at his desk before anybody noticed his absence.’
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Mr. William Spedding, of the firm of Spedding, Mortimer and Larach, Solicitors, bought the site in Lombard Street in the conventional way. The property came into the market on the death of an old lady who lived at Market Harborough, who has nothing to do with this story, and it was put up to auction in the orthodox fashion. Mr. William Spedding secured the site at 106,000, a sum sufficiently large to excite the interest of all the evening papers and a great number of the morning journals as well. As a matter of exact detail, I may add that plans were produced and approved by the city surveyor for the erection of a building of a peculiar type. The city surveyor was a little puzzled by the interior arrangement of the new edifice, but as it fulfilled all the requirements of the regulations governing buildings in the City of London, and no fault could be found either with the external appearance — its facade had been so artfully designed that you might pass a dozen times a day without the thought occurring that this new building was anything out of the common ruck — and as the systems of ventilation and light were beyond reproach, he passed the plans with a shrug of his shoulders.

“I cannot understand, Mr. Spedding,” he said, laying his forefinger on the blue print, “how your client intends securing privacy. There is a lobby and one big hall. Where are the private offices, and what is the idea of this huge safe in the middle of the hall, and where are the clerks to sit? I suppose he will have clerks? Why, man, he won’t have a minute’s peace!”

Mr. Spedding smiled grimly. “He will have all the peace he wants,” he said. “And the vaults — I should have thought that vaults would be the very thing you wanted for this.” He tapped the corner of the sheet where was inscribed decorously: “Plan for the erection of a New Safe Deposit.”

“There is the safe,” said Mr. Spedding, and smiled again.

This William Spedding, now unhappily no longer with us — he died suddenly, as I will relate — was a large, smooth man with a suave manner. He smoked good cigars, the ends of which he snipped off with a gold cigar-cutter, and his smile came readily, as from a man who had no fault to find with life. To continue the possibly unnecessary details, I may add further that whilst tenders were requested for the erection of the New Safe Deposit, the provision of the advertisement that the lowest tender would not necessarily be accepted was justified by the fact that the offer of Potham and Holloway was approved, and it is an open secret that their tender was the highest of all.

“My client requires the very best work; he desires a building that will stand shocks.” Mr. Spedding shot a swift glance at the contractor, who sat at the other side of the desk. “Something that a footling little dynamite explosion would not scatter to the four winds.”

The contractor nodded.

“You have read the specification,” the solicitor went on — he was cutting a new cigar, “and in regard to the pedestal — ah — the pedestal, you know — ?”

He stopped and looked at the contractor.

“It seems all very clear,” said the great builder. He took a bundle of papers from an open bag by his side and read, “The foundation to be of concrete to the depth of twenty feet… The pedestal to be alternate layers of dressed granite and steel… in the centre a steel-lined compartment, ten inches by five, and half the depth of the pedestal itself.”

The solicitor inclined his head. “That pedestal is to be the most important thing in the whole structure. The steel-lined recess — I don’t know the technical phrase — which one of these days your men will have to fill in, is the second most important; but the safe that is to stand fifty feet above the floor of the building is to be — but the safe is arranged for.”

An army of workmen, if the hackneyed phrase be permitted, descended upon Lombard Street and pulled down the old buildings. They pulled them down, and broke them down, and levered them down, and Lombard Street grew gray with dust. The interiors of quaint old rooms with grimy oak panelling were indecently exposed to a passing public. Clumsy, earthy carts blocked Lombard Street, and by night flaring Wells’ lights roared amidst the chaos. And, bare-armed men sweated and delved by night and by day; and one morning Mr. Spedding stood in a drizzle of rain, with a silk umbrella over his head, and expressed, on behalf of his client, his intense satisfaction at the progress made. He stood on a slippery plank that formed a barrow road, and workmen, roused to unusual activity by the presence of “The Firm” — Mr. Spedding’s cicerone — moved to and fro at a feverish rate of speed.

“They don’t mind the rain,” said the lawyer, sticking out his chin in the direction of the toiling gangs.

“The Firm” shook his head. “Extra pay,” he said laconically, “we provided for that in the tender,” he hastened to add in justification of his munificence.

So in rain and sunshine, by day and by night, the New Safe Deposit came into existence. Once — it was during a night shift — a brougham drove up the deserted city street, and a footman helped from the dark interior of the carriage a shivering old man with a white, drawn face. He showed a written order to the foreman, and was allowed inside the unpainted gate of the “works.” He walked gingerly amidst the debris of construction, asked no questions, made no replies to the explanations of the bewildered foreman, who wondered what fascination there was in a building job to bring an old man from his bed at three o’clock on a chill spring morning.

Only once the old man spoke. “Where will that there pedestal be?” he asked in a harsh, cracked cockney voice; and when the foreman pointed out the spot, and the men even then busily filling in the foundation, the old man’s lips curled back in an ugly smile that showed teeth too white and regular for a man of his age.

He said no more, but pulled the collar of his fur coat the tighter about his lean neck and walked wearily back to his carriage. The building saw Mr. Spedding’s client no more — if, indeed, it was Mr. Spedding’s client. So far as is known, he did not again visit Lombard Street before its completion — even when the last pane of glass had been fixed in the high gilded dome, when the last slab of marble had been placed in the ornate walls of the great hall, even when the solicitor came and stood in silent contemplation before the great granite pedestal that rose amidst a scaffolding of slim steel girders supporting a staircase that wound upward to the gigantic mid-air safe. Not quite alone, for with him was the contractor, awed to silence by the immensity of his creation.

“Finished!” said the contractor, and his voice came echoing back from the dim spaces of the building.

The solicitor did not answer.

“Your client may commence business tomorrow if he wishes.”

The solicitor turned from the pedestal. “He is not ready yet,” he said softly, as though afraid of the echoes. He walked to where the big steel doors of the hall stood ajar, the contractor following. In the vestibule he took two keys from his pocket. The heavy doors swung noiselessly across the entrance, and Mr. Spedding locked them. Through the vestibule and out into the busy street the two men walked, and the solicitor fastened behind him the outer doors.

“My client asks me to convey his thanks to you for your expedition,” the lawyer said.

The builder rubbed his hands with some satisfaction.

“You have taken two days less than we expected,” Mr. Spedding went on. The builder was a man of few ideas outside his trade.

He said again: “Yes, your client may start business tomorrow.”

The solicitor smiled. “My client, Mr. Potham, may not — er — start business — for ten years,” he said. “In fact, until — well, until he dies, Mr. Potham.”



II. The House in Terrington Square
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A man turned into Terrington Square from Seymour Street and walked leisurely past the policeman on point duty, bidding him a curt “good night.” The other subsequently described the passer, as a foreign-looking gentleman with a short pointed beard. Under the light overcoat he was apparently in evening dress, for the officer observed the shoes with the plain black bow, and the white silk muffler and the crush hat supported that view. The man crossed the road, and disappeared round the corner of the railed garden that forms the centre of the square. A belated hansom came jingling past, and an early newspaper cart, taking a short cut to Paddington, followed; then the square was deserted save for the man and the policeman. The grim, oppressive houses of the square were wrapped in sleep-drawn blinds and shuttered windows and silence.

The man continued his stroll until he came abreast of No. 43. Here he stopped for a second, gave one swift glance up and down the thoroughfare, and mounted the three steps of the house. He fumbled a little with the key, turned it, and entered. Inside he stood for a moment, then taking a small electric lamp from his pocket he switched on the current. He did not trouble to survey the wide entrance hall, but flashed the tiny beam of light on the inside face of the door. Two thin wires and a small coil fastened to the lintel called forth no comment. One of the wires had been snapped by the opening of the door.

“Burglar-alarm, of course,” he murmured approvingly. “All the windows similarly treated, and goodness knows what pitfalls waiting for the unwary.”

He flashed the lamp round the hall. A heavy Turkish rug at the foot of the winding staircase secured his attention. He took from his pocket a telescopic stick, extended it, and fixed it rigid. Then he walked carefully towards the rug. With his stick he lifted the corner, and what he saw evidently satisfied him, for he returned to the door, where in a recess stood a small marble statue. All his strength was required to lift this, but he staggered back with it, and rolling it on its circular base, as railway porters roll milk churns, he brought it to the edge of the rug. With la quick push he planted it square in the centre of the carpet. For a second only it stood, oscillating, then like a flash it disappeared, and where the carpet had lain was a black, gaping hole.

He waited. Somewhere from the depths came a crash, and the carpet came slowly up again and filled the space. The unperturbed visitor nodded his head, as though again approving the householder’s caution.

“I don’t suppose he has learnt any new ones,” he murmured regretfully,” he is getting very old.”

He took stock of the walls. They were covered with paintings and engravings.

“He could not have fixed the cross tire in a modern house,” he continued, and taking a little run, leapt the rug and rested for a moment on the bottom stair. A suit of half armor on the first landing held him in thoughtful attention for a moment.

“Elizabethan body, with a Spanish bayonet,” he said regretfully; “that doesn’t look like a collector’s masterpiece.”

He flashed the lamp up and down the silent figure that stood in menacing attitude with a raised battle-axe.

“I don’t like that axe,” he murmured, and measured the distance.

Then he saw the fine wire that stretched across the landing. He stepped across carefully, and ranged himself alongside the steel knight. Slipping off his coat, he reached up and caught the figure by the wrist. Then with a quick jerk of his foot he snapped the wire. He had been prepared for the mechanical downfall of the axe; but as the wire broke the figure turned to the right, and swish! came the axe in a semicircular cut. He had thought to hold the arm as it descended, but he might as well have tried to hold the piston-rod of an engine. His hand was wrenched away, and the razor-like blade of the axe missed his head by the fraction of a second. Then with a whir the arm rose stiffly again to its original position and remained rigid.

The visitor moistened his lips and sighed.

“That’s a new one, a very new one,” he said under his breath, and the admiration in his tone was evident. He picked up his overcoat, flung it over his arm, and mounted half a dozen steps to the next landing. The inspection of the Chinese cabinet was satisfactory. The white beam of his lamp flashed into corners and crevices and showed nothing. He shook the curtain of a window and listened, holding his breath.

“Not here,” he muttered decisively, “the old man wouldn’t try that game. Snakes turned loose in a house in London, S.W., take a deal of collecting in the morning.”

He looked round. From the landing access was gained to three rooms. That which from its position he surmised faced the street he did not attempt to enter. The second, covered by a heavy curtain, he looked at for a time in thought. To the third he walked, and carefully swathing the door-handle with his silk muffler, he turned it. The door yielded. He hesitated another moment, and jerking the door wide open, sprang backward. The interior of the room was for a second only in pitch darkness, save for the flicker of light that told of an open fireplace. Then the visitor heard a click, and the room was flooded with light. In the darkness on the landing the man waited; then a voice, a cracked old voice, said grumblingly:

“Come in.” Still the man on the landing waited. “Oh, come in, Jimmy — I know ye.”

Cautiously the man outside stepped through the entry into the light and faced the old man, who, arrayed in a wadded dressing-gown, sat in a big chair by the fire, an old man, with white face and a sneering grin, who sat with his lap full of papers. The visitor nodded a friendly greeting.

“As far as I can gather,” he said deliberately, “we are just above your dressing-room, and if you dropped me through one of your patent traps, Reale, I should fetch up amongst your priceless china.”

Save for a momentary look of alarm on the old man’s face at the mention of the china, he preserved an imperturbable calm, never moving his eyes from his visitor’s face. Then his grin returned, and he motioned the other to a chair on the other side of the fireplace.

Jimmy turned the cushion over with the point of his stick and sat down.

“Suspicious?” The grin broadened. “Suspicious of your old friend, Jimmy? The old governor, eh?”

Jimmy made no reply for a moment, then— “You’re a wonder, governor, upon my word you are a wonder. That man in armour — your idea?”

The old man shook his head regretfully. “Not mine entirely, Jimmy. Ye see, there’s electricity in it, and I don’t know much about electricity, I never did, except—”

“Except?” suggested the visitor.

“Oh, that roulette board, that was my own idea; but that was magnetism, which is different to electricity, by my way of looking.”

Jimmy nodded.

“Ye got past the trap?” The old man had just a glint of admiration in his eye.

“Yes, jumped it.”

The old man nodded approvingly. “You always was a one for thinkin’ things out. I’ve known lots of ’em who would never have thought of jumping it. Connor, and that pig Massey, they’d have walked right on to it. You didn’t damage anything?” he demanded suddenly and fiercely. “I heard somethin’ break, an’ I was hoping that it was you.” Jimmy thought of the marble statue, and remembered that it had looked valuable.

“Nothing at all,” he lied easily, and the old man’s tense look relaxed.

The pair sat on opposite sides of the fireplace, neither speaking for fully ten minutes; then Jimmy leant forward.

“Reale,” he said quietly, “how much are you worth?”

In no manner disturbed by this leading question, but rather indicating a lively satisfaction, the other replied instantly: “Two millions an’ a bit over, Jimmy. I’ve got the figures in my head. Reckonin’ furniture and the things in this house at their proper value, two millions, and forty-seven thousand and forty-three pounds — floatin’, Jimmy, absolute cash, the same as you might put your hand in your pocket an’ spend — a million an’ three — quarters exact.”

He leant back in his chair with a triumphant grin and watched his visitor.

Jimmy had taken a cigarette from his pocket and was lighting it, looking at the slowly burning match reflectively.

“A million and three-quarters,” he repeated calmly, “is a lot of money.”

Old Reale chuckled softly.

“All made out of the confiding public, with the aid of me — and Connor and Massey-”

“Massey is a pig!” the old man interjected spitefully.

Jimmy puffed a cloud of tobacco smoke. “Wrung with sweat and sorrow from foolish young men who backed the tiger and played high at Reale’s Unrivalled Temple of Chance, Cairo, Egypt — with branches at Alexandria, Port Said, and Suez.”

The figure in the wadded gown writhed in a paroxysm of silent merriment.

“How many men have you ruined, Reale?” asked Jimmy.

“The Lord knows,” the old man answered cheerfully; “only three as I knows of — two of ‘em’s dead, one of ‘em’s dying. The two that’s dead left neither chick nor child; the dying one’s got a daughter.”

Jimmy eyed him through narrowed lids. “Why this solicitude for the relatives — you’re not going — ?”

As he spoke, as if anticipating a question, the old man was nodding his head with feverish energy, and all the while his grin broadened.

“What a one you are for long words, Jimmy! You always was. That’s how you managed to persuade your swell pals to come an’ try their luck. Solicitude! What’s that mean? Frettin’ about ‘em, d’ye mean? Yes, that’s what I’m doin’ — frettin’ about ‘em. And I’m going to make, what d’ye call it — you had it on the tip of your tongue a minute or two ago?”

“Reparation?” suggested Jimmy.

Old Reale nodded delightedly.

“How?”

“Don’t you ask questions!” bullied the old man, his harsh voice rising. “I ain’t asked you why you broke into my house in the middle of the night, though I knew it was you who came the other day to check the electric meter. I saw you, an’ I’ve been waitin’ for you ever since.”

“I knew all about that,” said Jimmy calmly, and flicked the ash of his cigarette away with his little finger, “and I thought you would—”

Suddenly he stopped speaking and listened.

“Who’s in the house beside us?” he asked quickly, but the look on the old man’s face reassured him.

“Nobody,” said Reale testily. “I’ve got a special house for the servants, and they come in every morning after I’ve unfixed my burglar-alarms.”

He grinned, and then a look of alarm came into his face.

“The alarms!” he whispered; “you broke them when you came in, Jimmy. I heard the signal. If there’s some one in the house we shouldn’t know it now.”

They listened. Down below in the hall something creaked, then the sound of a soft thud came up.

“He’s skipped the rug,” whispered Jimmy, and switched out the light. The two men heard a stealthy footstep on the stair, and waited. There was the momentary glint of a light, and the sound of some one breathing heavily Jimmy leant over and whispered in the old man’s ear. Then, as the handle of the door was turned and the door pushed open, Jimmy switched on the light.

The newcomer was a short, thickset man with a broad, red face. He wore a check suit of a particularly glaring pattern, and on the back of his head was stuck a bowler hat, the narrow brim of which seemed to emphasize the breadth of his face. A casual observer might have placed him for a coarse, good — natured man of rude but boisterous humour. The ethnological student would have known him at once for what he was — a cruel man-beast without capacity for pity.

He started back as the lights went on, blinking a little, but his hand held an automatic pistol that covered the occupants of the room.

“Put up your hands,” he growled. “Put ’em up!”

Neither man obeyed him. Jimmy was amused and looked it, stroking his short beard with his white tapering fingers. The old man was fury incarnate.

He it was that turned to Jimmy and croaked:

“What did I tell ye, Jimmy? What’ve I always said, Jimmy? Massey is a pig — he’s got the manners of a pig. Faugh!”

“Put up your hands!” hissed the man with the pistol. “Put ’em up, or I’ll put you both out!”

“If he’d come first, Jimmy!” Old Reale wrung his hands in his regret. “S’pose he’d jumped the rug — any sneak thief could have done that — d’ye think he’d have spotted the man in armor? If you’d only get the man in armor ready again.”

“Put your pistol down, Massey,” said Jimmy I coolly, “unless you want something to play with. Old man Reale’s too ill for the gymnastics you suggest, and I’m not inclined to oblige you.”

The man blustered. “By God, if you try any of your monkey tricks with me, either of you—”

“Oh, I’m only a visitor like yourself,” said Jimmy, with a wave of his hand; “and as to monkey tricks, why, I could have shot you before you entered the room.”

Massey frowned, and stood twiddling his pistol.

“You will find a safety catch on the left side of the barrel,” continued Jimmy, pointing to the pistol; “snick it up — you can always push it down again with your thumb if you really mean business. You are not my idea of a burglar. You breathe too noisily, and you are built too clumsily; why, I heard you open the front door!”

The quiet contempt in the tone brought a deeper red into the man’s face.

“Oh, you are a clever ‘un, we know!” he began, and the old man, who had recovered his self-command, motioned him to a chair.

“Sit down, Mister Massey,” he snapped; “sit down, my fine fellow, an’ tell us all the news. Jimmy an’ me was just speakin’ about you, me an’ Jimmy was. We was saying what a fine gentleman you was” — his voice grew shrill— “what a swine, what an overfed, lumbering fool of a pig you was, Mister Massey!”

He sank back into the depths of his chair exhausted.

“Look here, governor,” began Massey again — he had laid his pistol on a table by his side, and waved a large red hand to give point to his remarks— “we don’t want any unpleasantness. I’ve been a good friend to you, an’ so has Jimmy. We’ve done your dirty work for years, me an’ Jimmy have, and Jimmy knows it” — turning with an ingratiating smirk to the subject of his remarks— “and now we want a bit of our own — that is all it amounts to, our own.”

Old Reale looked under his shaggy eyebrows to where Jimmy sat with brooding eyes watching the fire.

“So it’s a plant, eh? You’re both in it. Jimmy comes first, he being the clever one, an’ puts the lay nice an’ snug for the other feller.”

Jimmy shook his head. “Wrong,” he said. He turned his head and took a long scrutiny of the newcomer, and the amused contempt of his gaze was too apparent. “Look at him!” he said at last. “Our dear Massey! Does he look the sort of person I am likely to share confidence with?”

A cold passion seemed suddenly to possess him.

“It’s a coincidence that brought us both together.”

He rose and walked to where Massey sat, and stared down at him. There was something in the look that sent Massey’s hand wandering to his pistol.

“Massey, you dog!” he began, then checked himself with a laugh and walked to the other end of the room. There was a tantalus with a soda siphon, and he poured himself a stiff portion and sent the soda fizzling into the tumbler. He held the glass to the light and looked at the old man. There was a look on the old man’s face that he remembered to have seen before. He drank his whisky and gave utterance to old Reale’s thoughts.

“It’s no good, Reale, you’ve got to settle with Massey, but not the way you’re thinking. We could put him away, but we should have to put ourselves away too.” He paused. “And there’s me,” he added.

“And Connor,” said Massey thickly, “and Connor’s worse than me. I’m reasonable, Reale; I’d take a fair share—”

“You would, would you?” The old man was grinning again. “Well, your share’s exactly a million an’ three-quarters in solid cash, an’ a bit over two millions — all in.” He paused to notice the effect of his words. Jimmy’s calm annoyed him; Massey’s indifference was outrageous.

“An’ it’s Jimmy’s share, an’ Connor’s share, an’ it’s Miss Kathleen Kent’s share.” This time the effect was better. Into Jimmy’s inexpressive face had crept a gleam of interest.

“Kent?” he asked quickly. “Wasn’t that the name of the man — ?”

Old Reale chuckled. “The very feller, Jimmy — the man who came in to lose a tenner, an’ lost ten thousand; who came in next night to get it back, and left his lot. That’s the feller!”

He rubbed his lean hands, as at the memory of some pleasant happening.

“Open that cupboard, Jimmy.” He pointed to an old — fashioned walnut cabinet that stood near the door. “D’ye see anything — a thing that looks like a windmill?”

Jimmy drew out a cardboard structure that was apparently a toy working-model. He handled it carefully, and deposited it on the table by the old man’s side. Old Reale touched it caressingly. With his little finger he set a fly — wheel spinning, and tiny little pasteboard rods ran to and fro, and little wooden wheels spun easily.

“That’s what I did with his money, invented a noo machine that went by itself — perpetual motion. You can grin, Massey, but that’s what I did with it. Five years’ work an’ a quarter of a million, that’s what that little model means. I never found the secret out. I could always make a machine that would go for hours with a little push, but it always wanted the push. I’ve been a chap that went in for inventions and puzzles. D’ye remember the table at Suez?”

He shot a sly glance at the men.

Massey was growing impatient as the reminiscences proceeded. He had come that night with an object; he had taken a big risk, and had not lost sight of the fact. Now he broke in— “Damn your puzzles, Reale. What about me; never mind about Jimmy. What’s all this rotten talk about two millions for each of us, and this girl? When you broke up the place in Egypt you said we should stand in when the time came. Well, the time’s come!”

“Nearly, nearly,” said Reale, with his death’s — head grin. “It’s nearly come. You needn’t have troubled to see me. My lawyer’s got your addresses. I’m nearly through,” he went on cheerfully; “dead I’ll be in six months, as sure as — as death. Then you fellers will get the money” — he spoke slowly to give effect to his words— “you, Jimmy, or Massey or Connor or the young lady. You say you don’t like puzzles, Massey? Well, it’s a bad look out for you. Jimmy’s the clever un, an’ most likely he’ll get it; Connor’s artful, and he might get it from Jimmy; but the young lady’s got the best chance, because women are good at puzzles.”

“What in hell!” roared Massey, springing to his feet.

“Sit down!” It was Jimmy that spoke, and Massey obeyed.

“There’s a puzzle about these two millions,” Reale went on, and his croaky voice, with its harsh cockney accent, grew raucous in his enjoyment of Massey’s perplexity and Jimmy’s knit brows. “An’ the one that finds the puzzle out, gets the money.”

Had he been less engrossed in his own amusement he would have seen a change in Massey’s brute face that would have warned him.

“It’s in my will,” he went on. “I’m goin’ to set the sharps against the flats; the touts of the gamblin’ hell — that’s you two fellers — against the pigeons. Two of the biggest pigeons is dead, an’ one’s dying. Well, he’s got a daughter; let’s see what she can do. When I’m dead—”

“That’s now!” bellowed Massey, and leant over and struck the old man.

Jimmy, on his feet, saw the gush of blood and the knife in Massey’s hand, and reached for his pocket. Massey’s pistol covered him, and the man’s face was a dreadful thing to look upon.

“Hands up! It’s God’s truth I’ll kill you if you don’t!” Jimmy’s hands went up.

“He’s got the money here,” breathed Massey, “somewhere in this house.”

“You’re mad,” said the other contemptuously. “Why did you hit him?”

“He sat there makin’ a fool of me.” The murderer gave a vicious glance at the inert figure on the floor. “I want something more than his puzzle-talk. He asked for it.”

He backed to the table where the decanter stood, and drank a tumbler half-filled with raw spirit.

“We’re both in this, Jimmy,” he said, still keeping his man covered. “You can put down your hands; no monkey tricks. Give me your pistol.”

Jimmy slipped the weapon from his pocket, and handed it butt foremost to the man. Then Massey bent over the fallen man and searched his pockets.

“Here are the keys. You stay here,” said Massey, and went out, closing the door after him. Jimmy heard the grate of the key, and knew he was a prisoner. He bent over the old man. He lay motionless. Jimmy tried the pulse, and felt a faint flutter. Through the clenched teeth he forced a little whisky, and after a minute the old man’s eyes opened.

“Jimmy!” he whispered; then remembering, “Where’s Massey?” he asked. There was no need to inquire the whereabouts of Massey. His blundering footfalls sounded in the room above.

“Lookin’ for money?” gasped the old man, and something like a smile crossed his face. “Safe’s up there,” he whispered, and smiled again. “Got the keys?”

Jimmy nodded. The old man’s eyes wandered round the room till they rested on what looked like a switchboard.

“See that handle marked ‘seven’?” he whispered. Jimmy nodded again. “Pull it down, Jimmy boy.” His voice was growing fainter. “This is a new one that I read in a book. Pull it down.”

“Why?”

“Do as I tell you,” the lips motioned, and Jimmy walked across the room and pulled over the insulated lever.

As he did there was a heavy thud overhead that shook the room, and then silence.

“What’s that?” he asked sharply. The dying man smiled.

“That’s Massey!” said the lips.

Half an hour later Jimmy left the house with a soiled slip of paper in his waistcoat pocket, on which was written the most precious verse of doggerel that the world has known. And the discovery of the two dead men in the upper chambers the next morning afforded the evening press the sensation of the year.
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Nobody quite knows how Angel Esquire came to occupy the position he does at Scotland Yard. On his appointment, “An Officer of Twenty Years’ Standing” wrote to the Police Review and characterized the whole thing as “a job.”

Probably it was. For Angel Esquire had been many things in his short but useful career, but never a policeman. He had been a big game shot, a special correspondent, a “scratch” magistrate, and his nearest approach to occupying a responsible position in any police force in the world was when he was appointed a J.P. of Rhodesia, and, serving on the Tuli Commission, he hanged M’Linchwe and six of that black desperado’s companions.

His circle of acquaintances extended to the suburbs of London, and the suburbanites, who love you to make their flesh creep, would sit in shivering but pleasurable horror whilst Angel Esquire elaborated the story of the execution.

In Mayfair Angel Esquire was best known as a successful mediator.

“Who is that old-looking young man with the wicked eye?” asked the Dowager Duchess of Hoeburn; and her vis-a-vis at the Honorable Mrs. Carter-Walker’s “sit-down tea” — it was in the days when Mayfair was aping suburbia — put up his altogether unnecessary eyeglass.

“Oh, that’s Angel Esquire!” he said carelessly. “What is he?” asked the Duchess. “A policeman.” “India?” “Oh, no, Scotland Yard.”

“Good Heavens!” said Her Grace in a shocked voice. “How very dreadful! What is he doing? Watching the guests, or keeping a friendly eye on the Carter woman’s spoons?”

The young man guffawed. “Don’t despise old Angel, Duchess,” he said. “He’s a man to know. Great fellow for putting things right. If you have a row with your governor, or get into the hands of — er — undesirables, or generally, if you’re in a mess of any kind, Angel’s the chap to pull you out”

Her Grace surveyed the admirable man with a new interest.

Angel Esquire, with a cup of tea in one hand and a thin grass sandwich in the other, was the centre of a group of men, including the husband of the hostess. He was talking with some animation.

“I held three aces pat, and opened the pot light to let ’em in. Young Saville raised the opening a tenner, and the dealer went ten better. George Manfred, who had passed, came in for a pony, and took one card. I took two, and drew another ace. Saville took one, and the dealer stood pat. I thought it was my money, and bet a pony. Saville raised it to fifty, the dealer made it a hundred, and George Manfred doubled the bet. It was up to me. I had four aces; I put Saville with a ‘full,’ and the dealer with a “flush.” I had the beating of that lot; but what about Manfred? Manfred is a feller with all the sense going. He knew what the others had. If he bet, he had the goods, so I chucked my four aces into the discard. George had a straight flush.”

A chorus of approval came from the group. If “An Officer of Twenty Years’ Standing” had been a listener, he might well have been further strengthened in his opinion that of all persons Mr. Angel was least fitted to fill the responsible position he did.

If the truth be told, nobody quite knew exactly what position Angel did hold.

If you turn into New Scotland Yard and ask the janitor at the door for Mr. Christopher Angel — Angel Esquire by the way was a nickname affixed by a pert little girl — the constable, having satisfied himself as to your bona fides, would take you up a flight of stairs and hand you over to yet another officer, who would conduct you through innumerable swing doors, and along uncounted corridors till he stopped before a portal inscribed “647.” Within, you would find Angel Esquire sitting at his desk, doing nothing, with the aid of a Sporting Life and a small weekly guide to the Turf.

Once Mr. Commissioner himself walked into the room unannounced, and found Angel so immersed in an elaborate calculation, with big sheets of paper closely filled with figures, and open books on either hand, that he did not hear his visitor.

“What is the problem?” asked Mr. Commissioner, and Angel looked up with his sweetest smile, and recognizing his visitor, rose.

“What’s the problem?” asked Mr. Commissioner again.

“A serious flaw, sir,” said Angel, with all gravity. “Here’s Mimosa handicapped at seven stone nine in the Friary Nursery, when, according to my calculations, she can give the field a stone, and beat any one of ‘em.”

The Commissioner gasped. “My dear fellow,” he expostulated, “I thought you were working on the Lagos Bank business.”

Angel had a faraway look in his eyes when he answered— “Oh, that is all finished. Old Carby was poisoned by a man named — forget his name now, but he was a Monrovian. I wired the Lagos police, and we caught the chap this morning at Liverpool — took him off an Elder, Dempster boat.”

The Police Commissioner beamed. “My congratulations, Angel. By Jove, I thought we shouldn’t have a chance of helping the people in Africa. Is there a white man in it?”

“We don’t know,” said Angel absently his eye was wandering up and down a column of figures on the paper before him. “I am inclined to fancy there is — man named Connor, who used to be a croupier or something to old Reale.”

He frowned at the paper, and picking up a pencil from the desk, made a rapid little calculation.

“Seven stone thirteen,” he muttered.

The Commissioner tapped the table impatiently. He had sunk into a seat opposite Angel.

“My dear man, who is old Reale? You forget that you are our tame foreign specialist. Lord, Angel, if you heard half the horrid things that people say about your appointment you would die of shame!”

Angel pushed aside the papers with a little laugh.

“I’m beyond shame,” he said lightheartedly; “and, besides, I’ve heard. you were asking about Reale. Reale is a character. For twenty years proprietor of one of the most delightful gambling plants in Egypt, Rome — goodness knows where. Education — none. Hobbies — invention. That’s the ‘bee in his bonnet’ — invention. If he’s got another, it is the common or garden puzzle. Pigs in clover, missing words, all the fake competitions that cheap little papers run — he goes in for them all. Lives at 43 Terrington Square.”

“Where?” The Commissioner’s eyebrows rose. “Reale? 43 Terrington Square? Why, of course.”

He looked at Angel queerly. “You know all about Reale?”

Angel shrugged his shoulders: “As much as anybody knows,” he said.

The Commissioner nodded. “Well, take a cab and get down at once to 43 Terrington Square: Your old Reale was murdered last night.”

It was peculiar of Angel Esquire that nothing surprised him. He received the most tremendous tidings with polite interest, and now he merely said, “Dear me!”

Later, as a swift hansom carried him along Whitehall he permitted himself to be “blessed.”

Outside No. 43 Terrington Square a small crowd of morbid sightseers stood in gloomy anticipation of some gruesome experience or other.

A policeman admitted him, and the local inspector stopped in his interrogation of a white-faced butler bid him a curt “Good morning.” Angel’s preliminary inspection did not take any time. He saw the bodies, which had not yet been removed. He examined the pockets of both men, and ran his eye through the scattered papers on the floor of the room in which the tragedy had occurred. Then he came back to the big drawingroom and saw the inspector, who was sitting at a table writing his report.

“The chap on the top floor committed the murder, of course,” said Angel.

“I know that,” said Inspector Boyden brusquely.

“And was electrocuted by a current passing through the handle of the safe.”

“I gathered that,” the inspector replied as before, and went on with his work.

“The murderer’s name is Massey,” continued Angel patiently, “George Charles Massey.”

The inspector turned in his seat with a sarcastic smile. “I also,” he said pointedly, “have seen the envelopes addressed in that name, which were found in his pocket.”

Angel’s face was preternaturally solemn as he continued— “The third man I am not so sure about.”

The inspector looked up suspiciously. “Third man — which third man?”

Well — simulated astonishment sent Angel’s eyebrows to the shape of inverted V’s.

“There was another man in it. Didn’t you know that, Mr. Inspector?”

“I have found no evidence of the presence of a third party,” he said stiffly; “but I have not yet concluded my investigations.”

“Good!” said Angel cheerfully. “When you have, you will find the ends of three cigarettes — two in the room where the old man was killed, and one in the safe room. They are marked ‘Al Kam,’ and are a fairly expensive variety of Egyptian cigarettes. Massey smoked cigars; old Reale did not smoke at all. The question is” — he went on speaking aloud to himself, and ignoring the perplexed police official— “was it Connor or was it Jimmy?”

The inspector struggled with a desire to satisfy his curiosity at the expense of his dignity, and resolved to maintain an attitude of superior incredulity.

He turned back to his work.

“It would be jolly difficult to implicate either of them,” Angel went on reflectively, addressing the back of the inspector. “They would produce fifty unimpeachable alibis, and bring an action for wrongful arrest in addition,” he added artfully.

“They can’t do that,” said the inspector gruffly.

“Can’t they?” asked the innocent Angel. “Well, at any rate, it’s not advisable to arrest them. Jimmy would—”

Inspector Boyden swung round in his chair. “I don’t know whether you’re ‘pulling my leg,’ Mr. Angel. You are perhaps unused to the procedure in criminal cases in London, and I must now inform you that at present I am in charge of the ease, and must request that if you have any information bearing upon this crime to give it to me at once.”

“With all the pleasure in life,” said Angel heartily. “In the first place, Jimmy—”

“Full name, please.” The inspector dipped his pen in ink.

“Haven’t the slightest idea,” said the other carelessly. “Everybody knows Jimmy. He was old Reale’s most successful decoy duck. Had the presence and the plumage and looked alive, so that all the other little ducks used to come flying down and settle about him, and long before they could discover that the beautiful bird that attracted them was only painted wood and feathers, ‘Bang! bang!’ went old Reale’s double-barrel, and roast duck was on the menu for days on end.”

Inspector Boyden threw down his pen with a grunt. “I’m afraid,” he said in despair, “that I cannot include your parable in my report. When you have any definite information to give, I shall be pleased to receive it.”

Later, at Scotland Yard, Angel interviewed the Commissioner. “What sort of a man is Boyden to work with?” asked Mr. Commissioner.

“A most excellent chap — goodnatured, obliging, and as zealous as the best of ‘em,” said Angel, which was his way.

“I shall leave him in charge of the case,” said the Chief.

“You couldn’t do better,” said Angel decisively.

Then he went home to his flat in Jermyn Street to dress for dinner. It was an immaculate Angel Esquire who pushed through the plate-glass, turntable door of the Heinz, and, walking into the magnificent old rose diningroom, selected a table near a window looking out on to Piccadilly.

The other occupant of the table looked up and nodded.

“Hullo, Angel!” he said easily.

“Hullo, Jimmy!” greeted the unconventional detective. He took up the card and chose his dishes with elaborate care. A half-bottle of Beaujolais completed his order.

“The ridiculous thing is that one has got to pay 7s. 6d. for a small bottle of wine that any respectable grocer will sell you for tenpence ha’penny net.”

“You must pay for the magnificence,” said the other, quietly amused. Then, after the briefest pause, “What do you want?”

“Not you, Jimmy,” said the amiable Angel, “though my young friend, Boyden, Inspector of Police, and a Past Chief Templar to boot, will be looking for you shortly.”

Jimmy carefully chose a toothpick and stripped it of its tissue covering.

“Of course,” he said quietly, “I wasn’t in it — the killing, I mean. I was there.”

“I know all about that,” said Angel; “saw your foolish cigarettes. I didn’t think you had any hand in the killing. You are a I property criminal, not a personal criminal.”

“By which I gather you convey the nice distinction as between crimes against property and crimes against the person,” said the other.

“Exactly.” A pause. “Well?” said Jimmy.

“What I want to see you about is the verse,” said Angel, stirring his soup.

Jimmy laughed aloud. “What a clever little devil you are, Angel,” he said admiringly; “and not so little either, in inches or devilishness.”

He relapsed into silence, and the wrinkled forehead was eloquent.

“Think hard,” taunted Angel.

“I’m thinking,” said Jimmy slowly. “I used a pencil, as there was no blotting paper. I only made one copy, just as the old man dictated it, and—”

“You used a block,” said Angel obligingly, “and only tore off the top sheet. And you pressed rather heavily on that, so that the next sheet bore a legible impression.”

Jimmy looked annoyed. “What an ass I am !” he said, and was again silent.

“The verse?” said Angel. “Can you make head or tail of it?”

“No” — Jimmy shook his head— “can you?”

“Not a blessed thing,” Angel frankly confessed.

Through the next three courses neither man spoke. When coffee had been placed on the table, Jimmy broke the silence— “You need not worry about the verse. I have only stolen a march of a few days. Then Connor will have it; and some girl or other will have it. Massey would have had it too.” He smiled grimly.

“What is it all about?”

Jimmy looked at his questioner with some suspicion. “Don’t you know?” he demanded.

“Haven’t got the slightest notion. That is why I came to see you.”

“Curious!” mused Jimmy. “I thought of looking you up for the very same purpose. We’ll all know in a day or two,” he went on, beckoning the waiter.

“The old man said it was all in the will. He just told me the verse before he died. The ruling passion, don’t you know. ‘Learn it by heart, Jimmy,’ he croaked; ‘it’s two millions for you if you guess it’ ‘-and that’s how he died. My bill, waiter. Which way do you go?” he asked as they turned into Piccadilly.

“To the ‘Plait’ for an hour,” said Angel.

“Business?”

“Partly; I’m looking for a man who might be there.”

They crossed Piccadilly, and entered a side turning. The second on the left and the first on the right brought them opposite a brightly-lit hotel. From within came the sound of violins. At the little tables with which the spacious bar-room was set about sat laughing women and young men in evening dress. A haze of cigarette smoke clouded the atmosphere, and the music made itself heard above a babel of laughter and talk. They found a corner, and seated themselves.

“You seem to be fairly well known here,” said Jimmy.

“Yes,” replied Angel ruefully, “a jolly sight too well known. You’re not quite a stranger, Jimmy,” he added.

“No,” said the other a little bitterly; “but we’re on different sides of the House, Angel. You’re in the Cabinet, and I’m in the everlasting Opposition.”

“Muffled sobs!” said Angel flippantly. “Pity poor Ishmael who ‘ishes’ for his own pleasure! Pathos for a fallen brother! A silent tear for this magnificent wreck who’d rather be on the rocks than floating any day of the week. Don’t humbug yourself, Jimmy, or I shall be falling on your neck and appealing to your better nature. You’re a thief just as another man is a stamp collector or a hunter. It’s your blooming forte. Hi, Charles, do you ever intend serving me?”

“Yessir; d’reckly, sir” Charles bustled up. “What is it to be, gentlemen? Good evening, Mr. Angel!”

“I’ll take what my friend Dooley calls a keg of obscenth; and you?”

Jimmy’s face struggled to preserve its gravity. “Lemonade,” he said soberly. The waiter brought him a whisky. If you do not know the “Plait” you do not know your London. It is one of the queer hostels which in a Continental city would be noted as a place to which the “young person” might not be taken. Being in London, neither Baedeker nor any of the infallible guides to the metropolis so much as mention its name. For there is a law of libel.

“There’s ‘Snatch’ Walker,” said Angel idly. “Snatch isn’t wanted just now — in this country. There’s ‘Frisco Kate,’ who’ll get a lifer one of these days. D’ye know the boy in the mustard suit, Jimmy?”

Jimmy took a sidelong glance at the young man. “No; he’s new.”

“Not so new either,” said Angel. “Budapest in the racing season, Jerusalem in the tourist season; a wealthy Hungarian nobleman travelling for his health all the time — that’s him.”

“Ambiguous, ungrammatical, but convincing,” murmured Jimmy.

“I want him, by the way!” Angel had suddenly become alert.

“If you’re going to have a row, I’m off,” said Jimmy, finishing his drink.

Angel caught his arm. A man had entered the saloon, and was looking round as though in search of somebody. He caught Jimmy’s eye and started. Then he threaded his way through the crowded room.

“Hullo, Jim—’” He stopped dead as he saw Jimmy’s companion, and his hand went into his pocket.

“Hullo, Connor!” Angel’s smile was particularly disarming. “You’re the man I want to see.”

“What’s the game?” the other snarled. He was a big, heavily-built man, with a drooping moustache.

“Nothing, nothing,” smiled Angel. “I want you for the Lagos job, but there’s not enough evidence to convict you. Make your mind easy.”

The man went white under his tan; his hand caught the edge of the table before him. “Lagos!” he stammered. “What — what—”

“Oh, never mind about that.” Angel airily waved the matter aside. “Sit down here.”

The man hesitated, then obeyed, and dropped into a seat between the two. Angel looked round. So far as any danger of being overheard went, they were as much’ alone as though they sat in the centre of a desert.

“Jimmy” — Angel held him by the arm— “you said just now you’d got a march when you admitted you’d seen old Reale’s puzzle verse. It wasn’t the march you thought it was, for I had seen the will — and so has Connor here.”

He looked the heavy man straight in the eye. “There is somebody else that benefits under that will besides you two. It is a girl.”

He did not take his eyes from Connor. “I was curious to see that young lady,” Angel went on, “and this afternoon I drove to CIapham to interview her.” He stopped again. Connor made no reply, but kept his eyes fixed on the floor.

“I went to interview her, and found that she had mysteriously disappeared this very afternoon.” Again he stopped. “A gentleman called to see her, with a message from — who do you think, Connor?” he asked.

The easy, flippant manner was gone, and Connor looking up, caught the steady stare of two wild blue eyes, and shivered.

“Why,” Angel went on slowly, “it was a message from Inspector Angel — which is a damned piece of impudence, Connor, for I’m not an inspector — and the young lady drove away to Scotland Yard. And now, Connor, I want to ask you, What have you done with old Reale’s heiress?”

Connor licked his lips and said nothing.

Angel beckoned to a waiter and paid his score, then rose to go.

“You will go at once and drive Miss Kathleen Kent back to the place you took her from. I shall call tomorrow and see her, and if one hair of her head is harmed, Connor—”

“Well?” said Connor defiantly.

“I’ll chance your alibis, and take you for the Lagos business,” and with a curt nod to Jimmy, he left the saloon.

Connor turned in a fret of fury to the man at his side. “D’ye hear him, Jimmy? D’ye hear the dog—”

“My advice to you,” interrupted the other, “is — do as Angel tells you.”

“D’ye think I’m frightened by—”

“Oh, no,” was the quiet response, “you are not frightened at what Angel may do. What he does won’t matter very much. What I will do is the trouble.”



IV. The “Borough Lot”
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It was not a bit like Scotland Yard as Kathleen Kent had pictured it. It was a kind of a yard certainly, for the grimy little street, flanked on either side with the blank faces of dirty little houses, ended abruptly in a high wall, over which were the gray hulls and fat scarlet funnels of ocean-going steamers. The driver of the cab had pulled up before one of the houses near the wall, and a door had opened. Then the man who had sat with her in glum silence, answering her questions in monosyllables, grasped her arm and hurried her into the house. The door slammed behind, and she realized her deadly peril.

She had had a foreboding, an instinctive premonition that all was not well when the cab had turned from the broad thoroughfare that led to where she had imagined Scotland Yard would be, and had, taking short cuts through innumerable me an streets, moved at a sharp pace eastward. Ignorant of that London which begins at Trafalgar Square and runs eastward to Walthamstow, ignorant, indeed, of that practical suburb to which the modesty of an income produced by 4,000 pounds worth of Consols had relegated her, she felt without knowing, that Scotland Yard did not lay at the eastern end of Commercial Road. Then when the door of the little house slammed and a hand grasped her arm tightly, and a thick voice whispered in her ear that if she screamed the owner of the voice would “out” her, she gathered, without exactly knowing what an “outing” was, that it would be wiser for her not to scream, so she quietly accompanied her captor up the stairs. He stopped for a moment on the rickety landing, then pushed open a door. Before the window that would in the ordinary course of events admit the light of day hung a heavy green curtain; behind this, though she did not know it, three army blankets, judiciously fixed, effectively excluded the sunlight, and as effectually veiled the rays of a swing-lamp from outside observation.

The girl made a pathetically incongruous figure, as she stood white, but resolute before the occupants of the room.

Kathleen Kent was something more than pretty, something less than beautiful. An oval face with gray, steadfast eyes, a straight nose and the narrow upper lip of the aristocrat, her lips were, perhaps, too full and too human for your connoisseur of beauty.

She looked from face to face, and but for her pallor she exhibited no sign of fear. Although she was unaware of the fact, she had been afforded an extraordinary privilege. By the merest accident, she had been ushered into the presence of the “Borough Lot.” Not a very heroic title for an organized band of criminals, but, then, organized criminals never take unto themselves generic and highfalutin’ titles. Our “Silver Hatchets” and “Red Knives” are boy hooligans who shoot off toy pistols. The police referred to them vaguely as the “Borough Lot”. Lesser lights in the criminal world have been known to boast that they were not unconnected with that combination; and when some desperate piece of villainy startled the world, the police investigating the crime started from this point: Was it committed by one of the Borough Lot, or was it not?

As Kathleen was pushed into the room by her captor, a hum of subdued conversation ended abruptly, and she was the focus of nine pairs of passionless eyes that looked at her unsmilingly. When she had heard the voices, when she took her first swift glance at the room, and had seen the type of face that met hers, she had steeled herself for an outburst of coarse amusement. She feared — she did not know what she feared. Strangely enough, the dead silence that greeted her gave her courage, the cold stare of the men nerved her. Only one of the men lost his composure. The tall, heavy-looking man who sat at one end of the room with bowed, attentive head listening to a little cleanshaven man with sidewhiskers, who looked for all the world like an old-fashioned jockey, started with a muttered oath.

“Upstairs!” he roared, and said something rapidly in a foreign tongue that sent the man who held the girl’s arm staggering back with a blanched face. “I… I..,” he stammered appealingly, “I didn’t understand.”

The tall man, his face flushed with rage, pointed to the door, and hastily opening the door, her captor half dragged the bewildered girl to the darkness of the landing.

“This way,” he muttered, and she could feel his hand trembling as he stumbled up yet another flight of stairs, never once relinquishing his hold of her.

“Don’t you scream nor nothing, or you’ll get into trouble. You see what happened to me for takin’ you into the wrong room. Oh, he’s a devil is Connor — Smith, I mean. Smith’s his name, d’ye hear?”

He shook her arm roughly. Evidently the man was beside himself with terror. What dreadful thing the tall man had said, Kathleen could only judge. She herself was half dead with fright. The sinister faces of these men, the mystery of this assembly in the shuttered room, her abduction, all combined to add terror to her position.

Her conductor unlocked a door and pushed her in. This had evidently been prepared for her reception, for a table had been laid, and food and drink stood ready. The door was closed behind her, and a bolt was slipped. Like the chamber below, all daylight was kept out by a curtain. Her first thoughts were of escape.

She waited till the footsteps on the rickety stairs had died away, then crossed the room swiftly. The drop from the window could not be very far; she would risk it. She drew aside the curtain. Where the window should have been was a sheet of steel plate. It was screwed to the joists. Somebody had anticipated her resolve to escape by the window. In chalk, written in an illiterate hand, was the sentence:

“You wont be hert if your senserble. We want to know some questions then well let you go. Don’t make a fuss or it will be bad for you. Keep quite and tell us these questions and well let you go.”

What had they to ask, or she to answer? She knew of nothing that she could inform them upon. Who were these men who were detaining her? During the next hours she asked herself these questions over and over again. She grew faint with hunger and thirst, but the viands spread upon the table she did not touch. The mystery of her capture bewildered her. Of what value was she to these men? All the time the murmur of voices in the room below was continuous. Once or twice she heard a voice raised in anger. Once a door slammed, and somebody went clattering down the stairs. There was a doorkeeper, she could hear him speak with the outgoer.

Did she but know it, the question that perplexed her was an equal matter of perplexity with others in the house that evening. The notorious men upon whom she had looked, all innocent of their claim to notoriety, were themselves puzzled. Bat Sands, the man who looked so ill — he had the unhealthy appearance of one who had just come through a long sickness — was an inquirer, Vinnis — nobody knew his Christian name — was another, and they were two men whose inquiries were not to be put off.

Vinnis turned his dull fish eyes upon big Connor, and spoke with deliberation. “Connor, what’s this girl business? Are we in it?”

Connor knew his men too well to temporize. “You’re in it, if it’s worth anything,” he said slowly.

Bat’s close-cropped red head was thrust forward. “Is there money in it?” he demanded.

Connor nodded his head.

“Much?” Connor drew a deep breath. If the truth be told, that the “Lot” should share, was the last thing he had intended. But for the blundering of his agent, they would have remained in ignorance of the girl’s presence in the house. But the very suspicion of disloyalty was dangerous. He knew his men, and they knew him. There was not a man there who would hesitate to destroy him at the merest hint of treachery. Candour was the best and safest course.

“It’s pretty hard to give you any idea what I’ve got the girl here for, but there’s a million in it,” he began.

He knew they believed him. He did not expect to be disbelieved. Criminals of the class these men represented flew high. They were out of the ruck of petty, boasting sneak-thieves who lied to one another, knowing they lied, and knowing that their hearers knew they lied. Only the strained, intent look on their faces gave any indication of how the news had been received.

“It’s old Reale’s money,” he continued; “he’s left the lot to four of us, Massey’s dead, so that makes three.” There was no need to explain who was Reale, who Massey. A week ago Massey had himself sat in that room and discussed with Connor the cryptic verse that played so strange a part in the old man’s will. He had been, in a way, an honorary member of the “Borough Lot.”

Connor continued. He spoke slowly, waiting for inspiration. A judicious lie might save the situation. But no inspiration came, and he found his reluctant tongue speaking the truth.

“The money is stored in one safe. Oh, it’s no use looking like that, Tony, you might just as well try to crack the Bank of England as that crib. Yes, he converted every cent of a million and three-quarters into hard, solid cash — banknotes and gold. This he put into his damned safe, and locked. And he has left by the terms of his will a key.”

Connor was a man who did not find speaking an easy matter. Every word came slowly and hesitatingly, as though the speaker of the story were loth to part with it.

“The key is here,” he said slowly. There was a rustle of eager anticipation as he dipped his hand in his waistcoat pocket. When he withdrew his fingers, they contained only a slip of paper carefully folded.

“The lock of the safe is one of Reale’s inventions; it opens to no key save this.”

He hook the paper before them, then lapsed into silence.

“Well,” broke in Bat impatiently, “why don’t you open the safe? And what has the girl to do with it?”

“She also has a key, or will have tomorrow. And Jimmy …”

A laugh interrupted him. “Curt” Goyle had been an attentive listener till Jimmy’s name was mentioned, then his harsh, mirthless laugh broke the tense silence.

“Oh, Lord James is in it, is he? I’m one that’s for ruling Jimmy out.”

He got up on his feet and stretched himself, keeping his eye fixed on Connor.

“If you want to know why, I’ll tell ye. Jimmy’s a bit too finicking for my taste, too fond of the police for my taste. If we’re in this, Jimmy’s out of it,” and a mutter of approval broke from the men.

Connor’s mind was working quickly. He could do without Jimmy, he could not dispense with the help of the “Lot.” He was just a little afraid of Jimmy. The man was a type of criminal he could not understand. If he was a rival claimant for Reale’s millions, the gang would “out” Jimmy; so much the better. Massey’s removal had limited the legatees to three. Jimmy out of the way would narrow the chance of his losing the money still further; and the other legatee was in the room upstairs. Goyle’s declaration had set loose the tongues of the men, and he could hear no voice that spoke for Jimmy. And then a dozen voices demanded the rest of the story, and amid a dead silence Connor told the story of the will and the puzzle-verse, the solving of which meant fortune to every man.

“And the girl has got to stand in and take her share. She’s too dangerous to be let loose. There’s nigh on two millions at stake and I’m taking no risks. She shall remain here till the word is found. We’re not going to see her carry off the money under our very noses.”

“And Jimmy?” Goyle asked.

Connor fingered a lapel of his coat nervously. He knew what answer the gang had already framed to the question Goyle put. He knew he would be asked to acquiesce in the blackest piece of treachery that had ever disfigured his evil life; but he knew, too, that Jimmy was hated by the men who formed this strange fraternity. Jimmy worked alone; he shared neither risk nor reward. His cold cynicism was above their heads. They too feared him.

Connor cleared his throat. “Perhaps if we reasoned—”

Goyle and Bat exchanged swift glances. “Ask him to come and talk it over tonight,” said Goyle carelessly.

“Connor is a long time gone.” Sands turned his unhealthy face to the company as he spoke. Three hours had passed since Connor had left the gang in his search for Jimmy.

“He’ll be back soon,” said Goyle confidently. He looked over the assembly of men. “Any of you fellers who don’t want to be in this business can go.”

Then he added significantly, “We’re going to settle with Jimmy.”

Nobody moved; no man shuddered at the dreadful suggestion his words conveyed. “A million an’ three-quarters — it’s worth hanging for!” he said callously.

He walked to a tall, narrow cupboard that ran up by the side of the fireplace and pulled open the door. There was room for a man to stand inside. The scrutiny of the interior gave him some satisfaction. “This is where some one stood” — he looked meaningly at Bat Sand— “when he coshed Ike Steen — Ike with the police money in his pocket, and ready to sell every man jack of you.”

“Who’s in the next house?” a voice asked suddenly. Goyle laughed. He was the virtual landlord so far as the hiring of the house was concerned. He closed the cupboard door. “Not counting old George, it’s empty,” he said. “Listen!”

In the deep silence there came the faint murmur of a voice through the thin walls. “Talkin’ to himself,” said Goyle with a grin; “he’s daft, and he’s as good as a watchman for us, or he scares away the children and women who would come prying about here. He’s—”

They heard the front door shut quickly and the voices of two men in the passage below.

Goyle sprang to his feet, an evil look on his face. “That’s Jimmy!” he whispered hurriedly. As the feet sounded on the stairs he walked to where his coat hung and took something from his pocket, then, almost as the newcomers entered the room, he slipped into the cupboard and drew the door close after him.

Jimmy entering the room in Connor’s wake, felt the chill of his reception. He felt, too, some indefinable sensation of danger. There was an ominous quiet. Bat Sands was polite, even servile. Jimmy noticed that, and his every sense became alert. Bat thrust forward a chair and placed it with its back toward the cupboard.

“Sit down, Jimmy,” he said with forced heartiness. “We want a bit of a talk.”

Jimmy sat down. “I also want a bit of a talk,” he said calmly. “There is a young lady in this house, brought here against her will. You’ve got to let her go.”

The angry mutter of protest that he had expected did not come, rather was his dictum received in complete silence. This was bad, and he looked round for the danger. Then he missed a face.

“Where is our friend Goyle, our dear landlord?” he asked with pleasant irony.

“He hasn’t been here today,” Bat hastened to say.

Jimmy looked at Connor standing by the door biting his nails, and Connor avoided his eye.

“Ah!” Jimmy’s unconcern was perfectly simulated.

“Jimmy wants us to send the girl back.” Connor was speaking hurriedly. “He thinks there’ll be trouble, and his friend the ‘tec thinks there will be trouble too.”

Jimmy heard the artfully-worded indictment unmoved. Again he noticed, with some concern, that what was tantamount to a charge of treachery was received without a word.

“It isn’t what others think, it is what I think, Connor,” he said dryly. “The girl has got to go back. I want Reale’s money as much as you, but I have a fancy to play fair this journey.”

“Oh, you have, have you,” sneered Connor. He had seen the cupboard door behind Jimmy move ever so slightly. Jimmy sat with his legs crossed on the chair that had been placed for him. The light overcoat he had worn over his evening dress lay across his knees. Connor knew the moment was at hand, and concentrated his efforts to keep his former comrade’s attentions engaged. He had guessed the meaning of Goyle’s absence from the room and the moving cupboard door. In his present position Jimmy was helpless. Connor had been nervous to a point of incoherence on the way to the house.

Now his voice rose to a strident pitch.

“You’re too clever, Jimmy,” he said, “and there are too many ‘musts’ about you to please us. We say that the girl has got to stay, and by — we mean it!”

Jimmy’s wits were at work. The danger was very close at hand, he felt that. He must change his tactics. He had depended too implicitly upon Connor’s fear of him, and had reckoned without the “Borough Lot”.

From which of these men did danger threaten? He took their faces in in one comprehensive glance. He knew them — he had their black histories at his fingertips. Then he saw a coat hanging on the wall at the farther end of the room. He recognized the garment instantly. It was Goyle’s. Where was the owner? He temporized.

“I haven’t the slightest desire to upset anybody’s plans,” he drawled, and started drawing on a white glove, as though about to depart. “I am willing to hear your views, but I would point out that I have an equal interest in the young lady, Connor.”

He gazed reflectively into the palm of his gloved hand as if admiring the fit. There was something so peculiar in this apparently innocent action, that Connor started forward with an oath.

“Quick, Goyle!” he shouted; but Jimmy was out of his chair and was standing with his back against the cupboard, and in Jimmy’s ungloved hand was an ugly black weapon that was all butt and barrel.

He waved them back, and they shrank away from him.

“Let me see you all,” he commanded, “none of your getting behind one another. I want to see what you are doing. Get away from that coat of yours, Bat, or I’ll put a bullet in your stomach.”

He had braced himself against the door in anticipation of the thrust of the man, but it seemed as though the prisoner inside had accepted the situation, for he made no sign.

“So you are all wondering how I knew about the cupboard,” he jeered. He held up the gloved hand, and in the palm something flashed back the light of the lamp. Connor knew. The tiny mirror sewn in the palm of the sharper’s glove was recognized equipment.

“Now, gentlemen,” said Jimmy with a mocking laugh, “I must insist on having my way. Connor, you will please bring to me the lady you abducted this afternoon.”

Connor hesitated; then he intercepted a glance from Bat Sands, and sullenly withdrew from the room. Jimmy did not speak till Connor had returned ushering in the white-faced girl. He saw that she looked faint and ill, and motioned one of the men to place a chair for her.

What she saw amidst that forbidding group was a young man with a little Vandyke beard, who looked at her with grave, thoughtful eyes. He was a gentleman, she could see that, and her heart leapt within her as she realized that the presence of this man in the fashionably-cut clothes and the most unfashionable pistol meant deliverance from this horrible place.

“Miss Kent,” he said kindly.

She nodded, she could not trust herself to speak. The experience of the past few hours had almost reduced her to a state of collapse. Jimmy saw the girl was on the verge of a breakdown.

“I am going to take you home,” he said, and added whimsically, “and cannot but feel that you have underrated your opportunities. Not often will you see gathered together so splendid a collection of our profession.”

He waved his hand in introduction. “Bat Sands, Miss Kent, a most lowly thief, possibly worse. George Collroy, coiner and a ferocious villain. Vinnis, who follows the lowest of all grades of dishonest livelihood — blackmailer. Here,” Jimmy went on, as he stepped aside from the cupboard, “is the gem of the collection. I will show you our friend who has so coyly effaced himself.”

He addressed the occupant of the cupboard.

“Come out, Goyle,” he said sharply. There was no response. Jimmy pointed to one of the ruffians in the — room. “Open that door,” he commanded. The man slunk forward and pulled the door open.

“Come out, Goyle,” he growled, then stepped back with blank astonishment stamped upon his face. “Why — why,” he gasped, “there’s nobody there!”

With a cry, Jimmy started forward. One glance convinced him that the man spoke the truth, and then —

There were keen wits in that crowd, men used to crises and quick to act. Bat Sands saw Jimmy’s attention diverted for a moment, and Jimmy’s pistol hand momentarily lowered.

To think with Bat Sands was to act.

Jimmy, turning back upon the “Lot,” saw the life preserver descending, and leapt on one side; then, as he recovered, somebody threw a coat at the lamp, and the room was in darkness.

Jimmy reached out his hand and caught the girl by the arm.

“Into that cupboard,” he whispered, pushing her into the recess from which Goyle had so mysteriously vanished. Then, with one hand on the edge of the door, he groped around with his pistol for his assailants. He could hear their breathing and the creak of the floorboards as they came toward him.

He crouched down by the door, judging that the “cosh” would he aimed in a line with his head. By and by he heard the swish of the descending stick, and “crash!” the preserver struck the wall above him.

He was confronted with a difficulty; to fire would be to invite trouble. He had no desire to attract the attention of the police for many reasons. Unless the life of the girl was in danger he resolved to hold his fire, and when Ike Josephs, feeling cautiously forward with his stick, blundered into Jimmy, Ike suddenly dropped to the floor without a cry, because he had been hit a fairly vicious blow in that portion of the anatomy which is dignified with the title “solar plexus.”

It was just after this that he heard a startled little cry from the girl behind him, and then a voice that sent his heart into his mouth. “All right! All right! All right!”

There was only one man who used that tag, and Jimmy’s heart rose up to bless his name in thankfulness.

“This way, Miss Kent,” said the voice, “mind the little step. Don’t be afraid of the gentleman on the floor, he’s handcuffed and strapped and gagged, and is perfectly harmless.”

Jimmy chuckled. The mystery of Angel’s intimate knowledge of the “Lot’s” plans and of Connor’s movements, the disappearance of Goyle, were all explained.

He did not know for certain that the occupant of the “empty” house next door had industriously cut through the thin party-walls that separated the two houses, and had rigged up a “back” to the cupboard that was really a door, but he guessed it.

Then a blinding ray of light shot into the room where the “Borough Lot” still groped for its enemy, and a gentle voice said: “Gentlemen, you may make your choice which way you go — out by the front door, where my friend, Inspector Collyer, with quite large number of men, is waiting; or by the back door, where Sergeant Murtle and exactly seven plainclothes men are impatiently expecting you.”

Bat recognized the voice. “Angel Esquire!” he cried in consternation. From the darkness behind the dazzling electric lamp that threw a narrow lane of light into the apartment came an amused chuckle.

“What is it,” asked Angel’s persuasive voice, “a cop?”

“It’s a fair cop,” said Bat truthfully.
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Mr. Spedding looked at his watch. He stood upon the marble-tiled floor of the Great Deposit. High above his head, suspended from the beautiful dome, blazed a hundred lights from an ornate electrolier. He paced before the great pedestal that towered up from the centre of the building, and the floor was crisscrossed with the shadows of the steel framework that encased it. But for the dozen chairs that were placed in a semicircle before the great granite base, the big hall was bare and unfurnished.

Mr. Spedding walked up and down, and his footsteps rang hollow; when he spoke the misty space of the building caught up his voice and sent down droning echoes.

“There is only the lady to come,” he said, looking at his watch again. He spoke to the two men who sat at either extreme of the crescent of chairs.

The one was Jimmy, a brooding, thoughtful figure; the other was Connor, ill at ease and subdued. Behind the chairs, at some distance, stood two men who looked like artisans, as indeed they were: at their feet lay a bag of tools, and on a small board a heap that looked like sand.

At the door a stolid-looking commissionaire waited, his breast glittering with medals.

Footsteps sounded in the vestibule, the rustle of a woman’s dress, and Kathleen Kent entered, closely followed by Angel Esquire.

At him the lawyer looked questioningly as he walked forward to greet the girl.

“Mr. Angel has kindly offered me his help,” she said timidly — then, recognizing Connor, her face flushed— “and if necessary, his protection.”

Mr. Spedding bowed. “I hope you will not find this part of the ceremony trying,” he said in a low voice, and led the girl to a chair. Then he made a signal to the commissionaire.

“What is going to happen?” Kathleen whispered to her companion, and Angel shook his head.

“I can only guess,” he replied in the same tone. He was looking up at the great safe wherein he knew was stored the wealth of the dead gambler, and wondering at the freakish ingenuity that planned and foresaw this strange scene.

The creak of footsteps in the doorway made him turn his head. He saw a white-robed figure, and behind him a black-coated man in attendance, holding on a cushion a golden casket.

Then the dread, familiar words brought him to his feet with a shiver:— “I am the resurrection and the life, saith the Lord; he that believeth in me, though he were dead, yet shall he live: and whosoever liveth and liveth in me shall never die.” The clergyman’s solemn voice resounded through the building, and the detective realized that the ashes of the dead man were coming to their last abiding-place.

The slow procession moved toward the silent party. Slowly it paced toward the column; then, as the clergyman’s feet rang on the steel stairway that wound upward, he began the Psalm which of all others perhaps most fitted the passing of old Reale:— “Have mercy upon me, O God, after Thy great goodness… Wash me throughly from my wickedness: and cleanse me from my sin… Behold, I was shapen in wickedness… Deliver me from bloodguiltiness, O God… “ Halfway up the column a small gap yawned in the unbroken granite face, and into this the golden cabinet was pushed; then the workman, who had formed one of the little party that wound upward, lifted a smooth cube of polished granite.

“Forasmuch as it hath pleased Almighty God of His great mercy to take unto Himself the soul of our dear brother here departed… “ The mason’s trowel grated on the edges of the cavity, the block of stone was thrust in until it was flush with the surface of the pedestal. Carved on the end of the stone were four words: —

Pulvis Cinis et Nihil.

It was when the workmen had been dismissed, and the lawyer was at the door bidding adieu to the priest whose strange duty had been performed, that Angel crossed to where Jimmy sat. He caught Jimmy’s grim smile, and raised his eyes to where all that was mortal of Reale had been placed.

“The Latin?” asked Angel.

“Surprising, isn’t it?” said the other quietly. “Reale had seen things, you know. A man who travels picks up information.” He nodded toward the epitaph.

“He got that idea at Toledo, in the cathedral there. Do you know it? A slab of brass over a dead kingmaker, Portocarrero, ‘Hic iacet pulvis cinis et nihil’. I translated it for him; the conceit pleased him. Sitting here, watching his strange funeral, I wondered if ‘pulvis cinis et nihil’ would come into it.”

And now Spedding came creaking back. The workmen had disappeared, the outer door was closed, and the commissionaire had retired to his room leading from the vestibule. In Spedding’s hand was a bundle of papers. He took his place with his back to the granite pedestal and lost no time in preliminaries.

“I have here the will of the late James Ryan Reale,” he began. “The contents of this will are known to every person here except Miss Kent.”

He had a dry humour of his own, this lawyer, as his next words proved.

“A week ago a very clever burglary was committed in my office; the safe was opened, a private dispatch box forced, and my papers ransacked. I must do my visitor justice” — he bowed slightly, first in the direction of Connor, then toward Jimmy— “and say that nothing was taken and practically nothing disturbed. There was plenty of evidence that the object of the burglary was to secure a sight of this will.”

Jimmy was unperturbed at the scarcely-veiled charge, and if he moved it was only with the object of taking up an easier position in the chair. Not even the shocked eyes of the girl that looked appealingly toward him caused him any apparent uneasiness.

“Go on,” he said, as the lawyer paused as though waiting for an admission. He was quietly amused. He knew very well now who this considerate burglar was.

“By copying this will the burglar or burglars obtained an unfair advantage over the other legatee or legatees.” The stiff paper crackled noisily as he unfolded the document in his hand. “I will formally read the will and afterwards explain it to such of you as need the explanation,” Spedding resumed. The girl listened as the lawyer began to read. Confused by the legal terminology, the endless repetitions, and the chaotic verbiage of the instrument, she yet realized as the reading went on that this last will and testament of old Reale was something extraordinary. There was mention of houses and estates, freeholds and bonds…

“… and all the residue of any property whatsoever and wheresoever absolutely” that went to somebody. To whom she could not gather. Once she thought it was to herself, “to Francis Corydon Kent, Esquire, or the heirs of his body;” once it sounded as though this huge fortune was to be inherited by “James Cavendish Fairfax Stannard, Baronet of the United Kingdom.”

She wondered if this was Jimmy, and remembered in a vague way that she had heard that the ninth baronet of that name was a person of questionable character.

Then again it seemed as if the legatee was to be “Patrick George Connor.”

There was a doggerel verse in the will that the lawyer gabbled through, and something about the great safe, then the lawyer came to an end.

In the conventional declaration of the witnesses lay a sting that sent a dull red flush to Connor’s cheek and again provoked Jimmy’s grim smile. The lawyer read:— “Signed by the above James Ryan Reale as his last will and testament (the word ‘thief’ after ‘James Cavendish Fairfax Stannard, Baronet of the United Kingdom’ and the word ‘thief’ after ‘Patrick George Connor,’ in the twentieth and twenty-third lines from the top hereof, having been deleted), in the presence of us…”

The lawyer folded the will perversely and put it in his pocket. Then he took four slips of paper from an envelope. “It is quite clear to you gentlemen.”

He did not wait for the men’s reply, but went on addressing the bewildered girl.

“To you, Miss Kent, I am afraid the will is not so clear. I will explain it in a few words. My late client was the owner of a gambling establishment. Thus he amassed a huge fortune, which he has left to form, if I may so put it, a large prize fund. The competitors are yourselves. Frankly, it is a competition between the dupes, or the heirs of the dupes, who were ruined by my late client, and the men who helped in the fleecing.”

The lawyer spoke dispassionately, as though expounding some hypothesis, but there was that in his tone which made Connor wince.

“Your father, my dear young lady, was one of these dupes many years ago — you must have been at school at the time. He became suddenly a poor man.”

The girl’s face grew hard.

“So that was how it happened,” she said slowly.

“That is how it happened,” the lawyer repeated gravely. “Your father’s fortune was one of four great fortunes that went into the coffers of my late client.”

The formal description of Reale seemed to lend him an air of respectability.

“The other three have long since died, neither of them leaving issue. You are the sole representative of the victims. These gentlemen are — let use say — in opposition. This safe,” he waved his hand toward the great steel room that crowned the granite column, “contains the fortune. The safe itself is the invention of my late client. Where the lock should be are six dials, on each of which are the letters of the alphabet. The dials are ranged one inside the other, and on one side is a steel pointer. A word of six letters opens the safe. By turning the dials so that the letters come opposite the pointer, and form this word, the door is opened.”

He stopped to wipe his forehead, for in the energy of his explanation he had become hot.

Then he resumed— “What that word is, is for you to discover. My late client, who had a passion for acrostics I and puzzles and inventions of every kind, has left a doggerel verse which he most earnestly assured me contained the solution.”

He handed a slip first to the girl and then to the others.

For a moment the world swam before Kathleen’s eyes.

All that hinged upon that little verse came home to her.

Carefully conning each word, as if in fear of its significance escaping her, she read: —

“Here’s a puzzle in language old, Find my meaning and get my gold. Take one Bolt — just one, no more — Fix it on behind a Door. Place it at a river’s Mouth East or west or north or south. Take some Leaves and put them whole In some water in a Bowl. I found this puzzle in a book From which some mighty truths were took.”

She read again and yet again, the others watching her. With every reading she seemed to get further from the solution of the mystery, and she turned in despair to Angel.

“I can make nothing of it,” she cried helplessly, “nothing, nothing, nothing.”

“It is, with due respect to my late client, the veriest doggerel,” said the lawyer frankly, “and yet on that the inheritance of the whole of his fortune depends.”

He had noticed that neither Connor nor Jimmy had read the slips he had handed to them.

“The paper I have given you is a facsimile reproduction of the original copy, and that may be inspected at any time at my office.”

The girl was scanning the rhyme in an agony of perplexity. “Ishall never do it,” she said in despair.

Angel took the paper gently from her hand. “Don’t attempt it,” he said kindly. “There is plenty of time. I do not think that either of your rival competitors have gained anything by the advantage they have secured. I also have had in my possession a copy of the rhyme for the past week.”

The girl’s eyes opened wide in astonishment. “You?” she said.

Angel’s explanation was arrested by a singular occurrence.

Connor sat at one end of the row of chairs moodily eying the paper.

Jimmy thoughtfully stroking his beard at the other end, suddenly rose and walked to where his brooding confederate sat. The man shrunk back as he approached, and Jimmy, seating himself by his side, bent forward and said something in a low voice. He spoke rapidly, and Angel, watching them closely, saw a look of incredulous surprise come into Connor’s face. Then wrath and incredulity mingled, and Connor sprang up, striking the back of the chair with his fist.

“What?” he roared. “Give up a chance of a fortune? I’ll see you—”

Jimmy’s voice never rose, but he gripped Connor’s arm and pulled him down into his chair.

“I won’t! I won’t! D’ye think I’m going to throw away—”

Jimmy released the man’s arm and rose with a shrug of his shoulders. He walked to where Kathleen was standing.

“Miss Kent,” he said, and hesitated. “It is difficult for me to say what I have to say; but I want to tell you that so far as I am concerned the fortune is yours. I shall make no claim to it, and I will afford you every assistance that lies in my power to discover the word that is hidden in the verse.”

The girl made no reply. Her lips were set tight, and the hard look that Angel had noticed when the lawyer had referred to her father came back again.

Jimmy waited a moment for her to speak, but she made no sign, and with a slight bow he walked toward the door. “Stop!” It was Kathleen that spoke, and Jimmy turned and waited.

“As I understand this will,” she said slowly, “you are one of the men to whom my father owed his ruin.”

His eyes met hers unfalteringly. “Yes,” he said simply.

“One of the men that I have to thank for years of misery and sorrow,” she continued. “When I saw my father slowly sinking, a brokenhearted man, weighed down with the knowledge of the folly that had brought his wife and child to comparative poverty; when I saw my father die, crushed in spirit by his misfortunes, I never thought I should meet the man who brought his ruin about.”

Still Jimmy’s gaze did not waver. Impassive, calm and imperturbable, he listened unmoved to the bitter indictment.

“This will says you were a man of my father’s own class, one who knew the tricks by which a gentle, simple man, with a childish faith in such men as you, might be lured into temptation.”

Jimmy made no reply, and the girl went on in biting tones— “A few days ago you helped me to escape from men whom you introduced with an air of superiority as thieves and blackmailers. That it was you who rendered me this service I shall regret to the end of my days. You! You! You!”

She flung out her hand scornfully. “If they were thieves, what are you? A gambler’s tout? A decoy? A harpy preying on the weakness of your unfortunate fellows?”

She turned to Connor. “Had this man offered me his help I might have accepted it. Had he offered to forego his claim to this fortune I might have been impressed by his generosity. From you, whom God gave advantages of birth and education, and who utilized them to bring ruin and disaster on such men as my father, the offer is an insult!”

Jimmy’s face was deadly pale, but he made no sign. Only his eyes shone brighter, and the hand that twisted the point of his beard twitched nervously.

The girl turned to Angel wearily. Her outburst and the tension of the evening had exhausted her. “Will you take me home, Mr. Angel?” she said. She offered her hand to the lawyer, who had been an interested observer of the scene, and ignoring the two men, she turned to go.

Then Jimmy spoke. “I do not attempt to excuse myself, Miss Kent,” he said evenly; “for my life and my acts I am unaccountable to man or woman. Your condemnation makes it neither easier nor harder to live my life. Your charity might have made a difference.”

He held out a detaining hand, for Kathleen had gathered up her skirts to move away. “I have considered your question fairly. I am one of the men to whom your father owed his ruin, insomuch as I was one of Reale’s associates. I am not one of the men, insomuch as I used my every endeavour to dissuade your father from taking the risks he took.”

The humour of some recollection took hold of him, and a grim little smile came into his face. “You say I betrayed your father,” he said in the same quiet tone. “As a fact I betrayed Reale. I was at trouble to explain to your father the secret of Reale’s electric roulette table; I demonstrated the futility of risking another farthing.” He laughed. “I have said I would not excuse myself, and here I am pleading like a small boy, ‘If you please, it wasn’t me,’” he said a little impatiently; and then he added abruptly, “I will not detain you,” and walked away.

He knew instinctively that she waited a moment hesitating for a reply, then he heard the rustle of her dress and knew she had gone. He stood looking upward to where the graven granite set marked the ashes of Reale, until her footsteps had died away and the lawyer’s voice broke the silence.

“Now, Sir James—” he began, and Jimmy spun round with an oath, his face white with passion.

“Jimmy,” he said in a harsh voice, “Jimmy is my name, and I want to hear no other, if you please.”

Mr. Spedding, used as he was to the wayward phases of men, was a little startled at the effect of his words, and hastened to atone for his blunder. “I — I beg your pardon,” he said quickly. “I merely wished to say—”

Jimmy did not wait to hear what he said, but turned upon Connor. “I’ve got a few words to say to you,” he said. His voice had gone back to its calm level, but there was a menace in its quietness. “When I persuaded Angel to give you a chance to get away on the night the ‘Borough Lot’ was arrested, I hoped I could get you to agree with me that the money should be handed to Miss Kent when the word was found. I knew in my inmost heart that this was a forlorn hope,” he went on, “that there is no gold in the quartz of your composition. You are just beast all through.”

He paced the floor of the hall for a minute or two, then he stopped.

“Connor,” he said suddenly, “you tried to take my life the other night. I have a mind to retaliate. You may go ahead and puzzle out the word that unlocks that safe. Get it by any means that suggest themselves to you. Steal it, buy it — do anything you wish. The day you secure the key to Reale’s treasure I shall kill you.”

He talked like a man propounding a simple business proposition, and the lawyer, who in his early youth had written a heavy little paper on “The Congenital Criminal,” listened and watched, and, in quite a respectable way, gloated.

Jimmy picked up his hat and coat from a chair, and nodding to the lawyer, strolled out of the hall. In the vestibule where the one commissionaire had been were six. Every man was a noncommissioned officer, and, as was apparent from his medals, had seen war service. Jimmy noted the belt about each man and the dangling revolver holster, and approved of the lawyer’s precaution.

“Night guard, sergeant — major?” he asked, addressing one whose crowned sleeve showed his rank.

“Day and night guard, sir,” replied the officer quietly.

“Good,” said Jimmy, and passed out into the street. And now only the lawyer and Connor remained, and as Jimmy left, they too prepared for departure. The lawyer was mildly interested in the big, heavy criminal who walked by his side. He was a fairly familiar type of the bull-headed desperado.

“There is nothing I can explain?” asked Spedding, as they stood together in the vestibule. Connor’s eyes were on the guard, and he frowned a little.

“You don’t trust us very much,” he said.

“I don’t trust you at all,” said the lawyer.
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Mr. Spedding, the admirable lawyer, lived on Clapham Common, where he owned the freehold of that desirable residence, “High Holly Lodge.” He was a bachelor, with a taste for bridge parties and Madeira. Curious neighbours would have been mystified if they had known that Mr. Spedding’s repair bill during the first two years of his residence was something well over three thousand pounds.

What they did know was that Mr. Spedding “had the builders in” for an unconscionable time, that they were men who spoke in a language entirely foreign to Clapham, and that they were housed during the period of renovation in a little galvanized iron bungalow erected for the purpose in the grounds. A neighbour on visiting terms expressed his opinion that for all the workmen had done he could discern no material difference in the structure of the house, and from his point of view the house presented the same appearance after the foreign builders left, as it did before their advent. Mr. Spedding met all carelessly-applied questions concerning the extent of the structural alterations with supreme discretion. He spoke vaguely about a new system of ventilation, and hinted at warmth by radiation.

Suburbia loves to show off its privately conceived improvements to property, but Mr. Spedding met veiled hints of a desire to inspect his work with that comfortable smile which was so valuable an asset of his business.

It was a few evenings after the scene in the Lombard Street Deposit that Mr. Spedding sat in solitude before his modest dinner at Clapham. An evening newspaper lay by the side of his chair, and he picked it up at intervals to read again the paragraph which told of the release of the “Borough Lot.”

The paragraph read: —

“The men arrested in connection with the gambling raid at Poplar were discharged today, the police, it is understood, failing to secure sufficient evidence to justify a prosecution.”

The lawyer shook his head doubtfully. “I rather like Angel Esquire’s definition,” he said with a wry smile. “It is a neat method of saving the face of the police, but I could wish that the ‘Borough Lot’ were out of the way.”

Later he had occasion to change his opinion.

A tap at the door preceded the entry of a sedate butler. The lawyer looked at the card on the tray, and hesitated; then, “Show him in,” he said.

Jimmy came into the room, and bowed slightly to the elder man, who rose at his entrance. They waited in silence till the servant had closed the door behind him. “To what am I indebted?” began the lawyer, and motioned his visitor to a seat.

“May I smoke?” asked Jimmy, and Mr. Spedding nodded.

“It is in the matter of Reale’s millions,” said Jimmy, and allowed his eyes to follow the cloud of smoke he blew.

“I thought it was understood that this was a subject which might only be discussed at my office and in business hours?” said the lawyer sharply, and Jimmy nodded again.

“You will confess, Mr. Spedding,” he said easily, “that the Reale will is sufficiently unconventional to justify any departure from established custom on the part of the fortunate or unfortunate legatees.”

Mr. Spedding made an impatient movement of his hand.

“I do not inquire into your business,” Jimmy went on smoothly enough, “and I am wholly incurious as to in what strange manner you became acquainted with your late client, or what fees you received to undertake so extraordinary a commission; but I am satisfied that you are recompensed for such trifling inconveniences as — say — an after-dinner visit from myself.”

Jimmy had a way of choosing his words, hesitating for the exact expression that would best convey every shade of his meaning. The lawyer, too, recognized the logic of the speech, and contented himself with a shrug which meant nothing.

“I do not inquire into your motives,” Jimmy resumed; “it pleases me to believe that they are entirely disinterested, that your attitude is the ideal one as between client and agent.”

His pause was longer this time, and the lawyer was piqued into interjecting an impatient— “Well?”

“Well,” said Jimmy slowly, “believing all this, let us say, I am at a loss to know why at the reading of the will you gave us no indication of the existence of a key to this mysterious verse.”

“There is no key,” said the lawyer quickly, and added, “so far as I know.”

“That you did not tell us,” Jimmy went on, as though unconscious of any interruption, “of the big red envelope—”

Spedding sprang to his feet white as death. “The envelope,” he stammered angrily, “what do you know — what envelope?”

Jimmy’s hand waved him to his seat. “Let us have no emotions, no flights, no outraged honour, I beg of you, dear Mr. Spedding. I do not suggest that you have any sinister reasons for withholding information concerning what my friend Angel would call the ‘surprise packet’. In good time I do not doubt you would have disclosed its existence.”

“I know of no red envelope,” said the lawyer doggedly.

“I rather fancied you would say that,” said Jimmy, with a touch of admiration in his tone. “You are not the sort of fox to curl up and howl at the first bay of the hound — if you will permit the simile — indeed, you would have disappointed me if you had.”

The lawyer paced the room. “Look here,” he said, coming to a halt before the semi-recumbent form that lay behind a haze of cigarette smoke in the armchair, “you’ve spent a great deal of your time telling me what I am, describing my many doubtful qualities, and hinting more or less broadly that I am a fairly representative scoundrel. May I ask what is is your ultimate object? Is it blackmail?” he demanded harshly.

“No,” said Jimmy, by no means disconcerted by the brutality of the question. “Are you begging, or borrowing, or—”

“Stealing?” murmured Jimmy lazily.

“All that I have to say to you is, finish your business and go. Furthermore, you are at liberty to come with me tomorrow morning and search my office and question my clerks. I will accompany you to my banks, and to the strongroom I rent at the deposit. Search for this red envelope you speak about, and if you find it, you are at liberty to draw the worst deductions you will.”

Jimmy pulled gently at his cigarette with reflective eyes cast upward to the ceiling. “Do you speak Spanish?” he asked.

“No,” said the other impatiently.

“It’s a pity,” said Jimmy, with a note of genuine regret. “Spanish is a very useful language — especially in the Argentine, for which delightful country, I understand, lawyers who betray their trust have an especial predilection. My Spanish needs a little furbishing, and only the other day I was practising with a man whose name, I believe, is Murrello. Do you know him?”

“If you have completed your business, I will ring for the servant,” said the lawyer.

“He told me — my Spaniard, I mean — a curious story. He comes from Barcelona, and by way of being a mason or something of the sort, was brought to England with some other of his fellow-countrymen to make some curious alterations to the house of a Senor in — er — Clapham of all places in the world.”

The lawyer’s breath came short and fast.

“From what I was able to gather,” Jimmy went on languidly, “and my Spanish is Andalusian rather than Catalonian, so that I missed some of his interesting narrative, these alterations partook of the nature of wonderfully concealed strongrooms — steel doors artfully covered with cheap wood carving, vaults cunningly constructed beneath innocent basement kitchens, little stairways in apparently solid walls and the like.”

The levity went out of his voice, and he straightened himself in his chair.

“I have no desire to search your office,” he said quietly, “or perhaps I should say no further desire, for I have already methodically examined every hole and corner. No,” he checked the words on Spedding’s lips, “no, it was not I who committed the blundering burglary you spoke of. You never found traces of me, I’ll swear. You may keep the keys of your strongroom, and I shall not trouble your bankers.”

“What do you want?” demanded the lawyer shortly.

“I want to see what you have got downstairs,” was the reply, and there was no doubting its earnestness, “and more especially do I want to see the red envelope.”

The lawyer bent his brows in thought. His eyes were fixed unwaveringly on Jimmy’s. “Suppose,” he said slowly, “suppose that such an envelope did exist, suppose for the sake of argument these mysterious vaults and secret chambers are, as you suggest, in existence, what right have you, more than any other one of the beneficiaries under the will, to demand a private examination? Why should I give you an unfair advantage over them?”

Jimmy rose to his feet and stretched himself before replying. “There is only one legatee whom I recognize,” he said briefly, “that is the girl. The money is hers. I do not want a farthing. I am equally determined that nobody else shall touch a penny — neither my young friend Connor “ — he stopped to give emphasis to the next two words— “nor yourself.”

“Sir!” said the outraged Mr. Spedding.

“Nor yourself, Mr. Spedding,” repeated Jimmy with conviction. “Let us understand each other thoroughly. You are, as I read you, a fairly respectable citizen. I would trust you with ten or a hundred thousand pounds without experiencing the slightest anxiety. I would not trust you with two millions in solid cash, nor would I trust any man. The magnitude of the sum is calculated to overwhelm your moral sense. The sooner the red envelope is in the possession of Angel Esquire the better for us all.”

Spedding stood with bent head, his fingers nervously stroking his jaw, thinking.

“An agile mind this,” thought Jimmy; “if I am not careful there will be trouble here.” He watched the lawyer’s face, and noticed the lines suddenly disappear from the troubled face, and the placid smile returning. “Conciliation and partial confession,” judged Jimmy, and his diagnosis was correct.

“Well, Mr. Jimmy,” said Spedding, with some show of heartiness, “since you know so much, it may be as well to tell you more. As you have so cleverly discovered, my house to a great extent is a strongroom. There are many valuable documents that I could not with any confidence leave deposited at my office. They are safer here under my eye, so to speak. The papers of the late Mr. Reale are, I confess, in this house; but — now mark me — whether the red envelope you speak of is amongst these I do not know. There is a multitude of documents in connection with the case, all of which I have had no time to go through. The hour is late, but—” He paused irresolutely. “ — If you would care to inspect the mysteries of the basement “ — he smiled benevolently, and was his old self— “I shall be happy to have your assistance in a cursory search.”

Jimmy was alert and watchful and to the point. “Lead the way,” he said shortly, and Spedding, after a moment’s hesitation, opened the door and Jimmy followed him into the hall.

Contrary to his expectations, the lawyer led him upstairs, and through a plainly furnished bedroom to a small dressing room that opened off. There was a conventional wardrobe against the wall, and this Spedding opened. A dozen suits hung from hooks and stretchers, and the lawyer groped amongst these for a moment. Then there was a soft click, and the back of the wardrobe swung back. Spedding turned to his visitor with a quizzical smile.

“Your friend Angel’s method of gaining admittance to the haunt of the ‘Borough Lot’ was not original. Come.”

Jimmy stepped gingerly through into the darkness. He heard the snap of a button, and a soft glow of light revealed a tiny chamber, in which two men might comfortably stand upright. The back of the wardrobe closed, and they were alone in a little room about as large as an average cupboard. There was a steel lever on one side of the walls, and this the lawyer pulled cautiously. Jimmy felt a sinking sensation, and heard a faint, far-off buzzing of machinery.

“An electric lift, I take it,” he said quietly.

“An electric lift,” repeated the lawyer.

Down, down, down they sank, till Jimmy calculated that they must be at least twenty feet below the street level. Then the lift slowed down and stopped at a door. Spedding opened this with a key he took from his pocket, and they stepped out into a chill, earthy darkness.

“There’s a light here,” said the lawyer, and groped for the switch. They were in a large vaulted apartment lit from the roof. At one end a steel door faced them, and ranged about the vault on iron racks a number of black japanned boxes.

Jimmy noted the inscriptions, and was a little surprised at the extent and importance of the solicitor’s practice. Spedding must have read his thoughts, for he turned with a smile.

“Not particularly suggestive of a defaulting solicitor,” he said ironically.

“Two million pounds,” replied Jimmy immediately, “that is my answer to you, Mr. Spedding. An enormous fortune for the reaching. I wouldn’t trust the Governors of the Bank of England.”

Spedding may have been annoyed as he walked to the door in the wall and opened it, but he effectively concealed his annoyance. As the door fell backward, Jimmy saw a little apartment, four feet by six feet, with a roof he could touch with his hand. There was a fresh current of air, but from whence it came he could not discover. The only articles of furniture in the little cell were a writing table and a swing chair placed exactly beneath the electric lamp in the roof. Spedding pulled open a drawer in the desk.

“I do not keep my desks locked here,” he said pleasantly enough. It was characteristic of him that he indulged in no preamble, no apologetic preliminaries, and that he showed no sign of embarrassment as he slipped his hand into the drawer, and drawing forth a bulky red envelope, threw it on to the desk. You might have forgotten that his last words were denials that the red envelope had existed.

Jimmy looked at him curiously, and the lawyer returned his gaze.

“A new type?” he asked.

“Hardly,” said Jimmy cheerfully. “I once knew a man like you in the Argentine — he was hanged eventually.”

“Curious,” mused the lawyer, “I have often thought I might be hanged, but have never quite seen why—” He nearly added something else, but checked himself.

Jimmy had the red envelope in his hand and was examining it closely. It was heavily sealed with the lawyer’s own seal, and bore the inscription in Reale’s crabbed, illiterate handwriting, “Puzzle Ideas.”

He weighed it and pinched it. There was a little compact packet inside.

“I shall open this,” said Jimmy decisively. “You, of course, have already examined it.”

The lawyer made no reply. Jimmy broke the seal of the envelope. Half his mind was busy in speculation as to its contents, the other half was engaged with the lawyer’s plans. Jimmy was too experienced a man to be deceived by the complaisance of the smooth Mr. Spedding. He watched his every move. All the while he was engaged in what appeared to be a concentrated examination of the packet his eyes never left the lawyer. That Spedding made no sign was a further proof in Jimmy’s eyes that the coup was to come.

“We might as well examine the envelope upstairs as here,” said the lawyer. The other man nodded, and followed him from the cell. Spedding closed the steel door and locked it, then turned to Jimmy.

“Do you notice,” he said with some satisfaction, “how skilfully this chamber is constructed?” He waved his hand round the larger vault, at the iron racks and the shiny black boxes.

Jimmy was alert now. The lawyer’s geniality was too gratuitous, his remarks a trifle inapropos. It was like the lame introduction to a story which the teller was anxious to drag in at all hazards.

“Here, for instance,” said the lawyer, tapping one of the boxes, “is what appears to be an ordinary deed box. As a matter of fact, it is an ingenious device for trapping burglars, if they should by any chance reach the vault. It is not opened by an ordinary key, but by the pressure of a button, either in my room or here.”

He walked leisurely to the end of the vault, Jimmy following.

For a man of his build Spedding was a remarkably agile man. Jimmy had underrated his agility. He realized this when suddenly the lights went out. Jimmy sprang for the lawyer, and struck the rough stone wall of the vault. He groped quickly left and right, and grasped only the air.

“Keep quiet,” commanded Spedding’s calm voice from the other end of the chamber, “and keep cool. I am going to show you my burglar catcher.”

Jimmy’s lingers were feeling along the wall for the switch that controlled the lights. As if divining his intention, the lawyer’s voice said—” The lights are out of control, Jimmy, and I am fairly well out of your reach.”

“We shall see,” was Jimmy’s even reply.

“And if you start shooting you will only make the atmosphere of this place a little more unbreathable than it is at present,” Spedding went on.

Jimmy smiled in the darkness, and the lawyer heard the snap of a Colt pistol as his captive loaded.

“Did you notice the little ventilator?” asked the lawyer’s voice again. “Well, I am behind that. Between my unworthy body and your nickel bullets there are two feet of solid masonry.”

Jimmy made no reply, his pistol went back to his hip again. He had his electric lamp in his pocket, but prudently kept it there. “Before we go any further,” he said slowly, “will you be good enough to inform me as to your intentions?”

He wanted three minutes, he wanted them very badly; perhaps two minutes would be enough. All the time the lawyer was speaking he was actively employed. He had kicked off his shoes when the lights went out, and now he stole round the room, his sensitive hands flying over the stony walls.

“As to my intentions,” the lawyer was saying, “it must be fairly obvious to you that I am not going to hand you over to the police. Rather, my young friend, in the vulgar parlance of the criminal classes, I am going to ‘do you in’, meaning thereby, if you will forgive the legal terminology, that I shall assist you to another and, I hope, though I am not sanguine, a better world.”

He heard Jimmy’s insolent laugh in the blackness.

“You are a man after my own heart, Jimmy,” he went on regretfully. “I could have wished that I might have been spared this painful duty; but it is a duty, one that I owe to society and myself.”

“You are an amusing person,” said Jimmy’s voice.

“I am glad you think so. Jimmy, my young friend, I am afraid our conversation must end here. Do you know anything of chemistry?”

“A little.”

“Then you will appreciate my burglar catcher,” said Spedding, with uncanny satisfaction. “You, perhaps, noticed the japanned box with the perforated lid? You did? Good! There are two compartments, and two chemicals in certain quantities kept apart. My hand is on the key now that will combine them. When cyanide of potassium is combined with sulphuric acid, do you know what gas is formed?”

Jimmy did not reply. He had found what he had been searching for. His talk with the Spanish builder had been to some purpose. It was a little stony projection from the wall. He pressed it downward, and was sensible of a sensation of coldness. He reached out his hand, and found where solid wall had been a blank space.

“Do you hear, Jimmy?” asked the lawyer’s voice.

“I hear,” replied Jimmy, and felt for the edge of the secret door. His fingers sliding down the smooth surface of the flange encountered the two catches.

“It is hydrocyanic acid,” said the lawyer’s smooth voice, and Jimmy heard the snap of the button. “Goodbye,” said the lawyer’s voice again, and Jimmy reeled back through the open doorway swinging the door behind him, and carrying with him a whiff of air heavily laden with the scent of almonds.
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“My dear Angel,” wrote Jimmy, “I commend to you one Mr. Spedding, an ingenious man. If by chance you ever wish to visit him, do so in business hours. If you desire to examine his most secret possession, effect an entrance into a dreary-looking house at the corner of Cley’s Road, a stone’s-throw from ‘High Holly Lodge’. It is marked in plain characters ‘To Let,’ In the basement you will find a coal-cellar. Searching the coal-cellar diligently, you will discover a flight of stone steps leading to a subterranean passage, which burrows under the ground until it arrives at friend Spedding’s particular private vault. If this reads like a leaf torn from Dumas or dear Harrison Ainsworth it is not my fault. I visited our legal adviser last night, and had quite a thrilling evening. That I am alive this morning is a tribute to my caution and foreseeing wisdom. The result of my visit is this: I have the key of the ‘safe-word’ in my hands. Come and get it.”

Angel found the message awaiting him when he reached Scotland Yard that morning. He too had spent sleepless hours in a futile attempt to unravel the mystery of old Reale’s doggerel verse.

A telegram brought Kathleen Kent to town. Angel met her at a quiet restaurant in Rupert Street, and was struck by the delicate beauty of this slim girl with the calm, gray eyes. She greeted him with a sad little smile.

“I was afraid you would never see me again after my outburst of the other night,” she said. “This — this — person is a friend of yours?”

“Jimmy?” asked the detective cheerily. “Oh, yes, Jimmy’s by way of being a friend; but he deserved all you said, and he knows it, Miss Kent.”

The girl’s face darkened momentarily as she thought of Jimmy. “I shall never understand,” she said slowly, “how a man of his gifts allowed himself to become—”

“But,” protested the detective, “he told you he took no part in the decoying of your father.”

The girl turned with open-eyed astonishment. “Surely you do not expect me to believe his excuses,” she cried.

Angel Esquire looked grave. “That is just what I should ask you to believe,” he said quietly. “Jimmy makes no excuses, and he would certainly tell no lie in extenuation of his faults.”

“But — but,” said Kathleen, bewildered, “he is a thief by his own showing — a bad man.”

“A thief,” said Angel soberly, “but not a bad man. Jimmy is a puzzle to most people. To me he is perfectly understandable; that is because I have too much of the criminal in my own composition, perhaps.”

“I wish, oh, how I wish I had your faith in him! Then I could absolve him from suspicion of having helped ruin my poor father.”

“I think you can do that,” said the detective almost eagerly. “Believe me, Jimmy is not to be judged by conventional standards. If you ask me to describe him, I would say that he is a genius who works in an eccentric circle that sometimes overlaps, sometimes underreaches the rigid circle of the law. If you asked me as a policeman, and if I was his bitterest enemy, what I could do with Jimmy, I should say, ‘Nothing’. I know of no crime with which I could charge him, save at times with associating with doubtful characters. As a matter of fact, that equally applies to me. Listen, Miss Kent. The first big international case I figured in was a gigantic fraud on the Egyptian Bank. Some four hundred thousand pounds were involved, and whilst from the outsider’s point of view Jimmy was beyond suspicion, yet we who were working at the case suspected him, and pretty strongly. The men who owned the bank were rich Egyptians, and the head of all was a Somebody-or-other-Pasha, as great a scoundrel as ever drew breath. It is impossible to tell a lady exactly how big a scoundrel he was, but you may guess. Well, the Pasha knew it was Jimmy who had done the trick, and we knew, but we dare not say so. The arrest of Jimmy would have automatically ruined the banker. That was where I realized the kind of man I had to deal with, and I am always prepared when Jimmy’s name is mentioned in connection with a big crime to discover that his victim deserved all he got, and a little more.”

The girl gave a little shiver. “It sounds dreadful. Cannot such a man as that employ his talents to a greater advantage?”

Angel shrugged his shoulders despairingly. “I’ve given up worrying about misapplied talents; it is a subject that touches me too closely,” he said. “But as to Jimmy, I’m rather glad you started the conversation in that direction, because I’m going to ask you to meet him today.”

“Oh, but I couldn’t,” she began.

“You are thinking of what happened on the night the will was read? Well, you must forget that. Jimmy has the key to the verse, and it is absolutely imperative that you should be present this afternoon.”

With some demur, she consented. In the sittingroom of Jimmy’s flat the three sat round a table littered with odds and ends of papers. The girl had met him with some trepidation, and his distant bow had done more to assure her than had he displayed a desire to rehabilitate himself in her good opinion.

Without any preliminaries, Jimmy showed the contents of the packet. He did not explain to the girl by what means he had come into possession of them.

“Of all these papers,” began Jimmy, tapping the letter before him, “only one is of any service, and even that makes confusion worse confounded. Reale had evidently had this cursed cryptogram in his mind for a long time. He had made many experiments, and rejected many. Here is one.”

He pushed over a card, which bore a few words in Reale’s characteristic hand. Angel read: —

“The word of five letters I will use, namely: 1. White every 24 sec. 2. Fixed white and red. 3. White group two every 30 sec. 4. Group occ. white red sec. 30 sec. 5. Fixed white and red.”

Underneath was written:

“No good; too easy.”

The detective’s brows were bent in perplexity. “I’m blessed if I can see where the easiness comes in,” he said. “To me it seems so much gibberish, and as difficult as the other.”

Jimmy noted the detective’s bewilderment with a quiet smile of satisfaction. He did not look directly at the girl, but out of the corner of his eyes he could see her eager young face bent over the card, her pretty forehead wrinkled in a despairing attempt to decipher the curious document.

“Yet it was easy,” he said, “and if Reale had stuck to that word, the safe would have been opened by now.”

Angel pored over the mysterious clue. “The word, as far as I can gather,” said Jimmy, “is ‘smock,’ but it may be—”

“How on earth—” began Angel in amazement.

“Oh, it’s easy,” said Jimmy cheerfully, “and I am surprised that an old traveller like yourself should have missed it.”

“Group occ. white red sec. 30 sec.,” read Angel.

Jimmy laughed.

It was the first time the girl had seen this strange man throw aside his habitual restraint, and she noted with an unaccountable satisfaction that he was decidedly handsome when amused.

“Let me translate it for you,” said Jimmy. “Let me expand it into, ‘Group occulting White with Red Sectors every Thirty Seconds.’ Now do you understand?”

Angel shook his head. “You may think I am shockingly dense,” he said frankly, “but even with your lucid explanation I am still in the dark.”

Jimmy chuckled. “Suppose you went to Dover tonight, and sat at the end of the Admiralty Pier. It is a beautiful night, with stars in the sky, and you are looking toward France, and you see — ?”

“Nothing,” said Angel slowly; “a few ships’ lights, perhaps, and the flash of the Calais Lighthouse—”

“The occulting flash?” suggested Jimmy.

“The occ.! By Jove!”

“Glad you see it,” said Jimmy briskly. “What old Reale did was to take the names of five famous lights — any nautical almanac will give you them: Sanda. Milford Haven. Orkneys. Caldy Island. Kinnaird Head. They form an acrostic, and the initial letters form the work ‘smock ‘; but it was too easy — and too hard, because there are two or three lights, particularly the fixed lights, that are exactly the same, so he dropped that idea.”

Angel breathed an admiring sigh. “Jimmy, you’re a wonder,” he said simply.

Jimmy, busying himself amongst the papers, stole a glance at the girl.

“I am very human,” he thought, and was annoyed at the discovery.

“Now we come to the more important clue,” he said, and smoothed a crumpled paper on the table. “This, I believe, to have a direct bearing on the verse.”

Then three heads came close together over the scrawled sheet.

“A picture of a duck, which means T,” spelt Angel, “and that’s erased; and then it is a snake that means T—”

Jimmy nodded.

“In Reale’s verse,” he said deliberately, “there are six words; outside of those six words I am convinced the verse has no meaning. Six words strung together, and each word in capitals. Listen.”

He took from his pocketbook the familiar slip on which the verse was written:

“Here’s a puzzle in language old, Find my meaning and get my gold. Take one BOLT — just one, no more — Fix it on behind a DOOR. Place it at a river’s MOUTH East or west or north or south. Take some LEAVES and put them whole In some WATER in a BOWL. I found this puzzle in a book From which some mighty truths were took.”

“There are six words,” said Jimmy, and scribbled them down as he spoke:

“Bolt (or Bolts). Leave (or Leaves). Door. Water. Mouth. Bowl. Each one stands for a letter — but what letter?”

“It’s rather hopeless if the old man has searched round for all sorts of out-of-the-way objects, and allowed them to stand for letters of the alphabet,” said Angel.

The girl murmured something, and met Jimmy’s inquiring eyes.

“I was only saying,” she said hesitatingly, “that there seems to be a method in all this.”

“Except,” said Jimmy, “for this,” and he pointed to the crossed-out duck.

“By that it would seem that Reale chose his symbols haphazard, and that the duck not pleasing him, he substituted the snake.”

“But,” said Kathleen, addressing Angel, “doesn’t it seem strange that an illiterate man like Mr. Reale should make even these rough sketches unless he had a model to draw from?”

“Miss Kent is right,” said Jimmy quickly.

“And,” she went on, gaining confidence as she spoke, “is there not something about these drawings that reminds you of something?”

“Of what?” asked Angel.

“I cannot tell,” she replied, shaking her head; “and yet they remind me of something, and worry me, just as a bar of music that I cannot play worries me. I feel sure that I have seen them before, that they form a part of some system—” She stopped suddenly. “I know,” she continued in a lower voice; “they are associated in my mind — with — with the Bible.”

The two men stared at her in blank astonishment.

Then Jimmy sprang to his feet, alight with excitement. “Yes, yes,” he cried. “Angel, don’t you see? The last two lines of Reale’s doggerel —

“‘I found this puzzle in a book From which some mighty truths were took’”

“Go on, go on, Miss Kent,” cried Angel eagerly. “You are on the right track. Try to think—”

Kathleen hesitated, then turned to Jimmy to address the first remark she had directed to him personally that day.

“You haven’t got — ?”

Jimmy’s smile was a little hard. “I’m sorry to disappoint you, Miss Kent, but I have got a copy,” he said, with a touch of bitterness in his tone.

He walked to the bookcase at one end of the room and reached down the book — a well-worn volume — and placed it before her.

The rebuke in his voice was deserved, she felt that. She turned the leaves over quickly, but inspiration seemed to have died, for there was nothing in the sacred volume that marshalled her struggling thoughts.

“Is it a text?” asked Angel.

She shook her head. “It is — something,” she said. “That sounds vague, doesn’t it? I thought if I had the book in my hand, it would recall everything.”

Angel was intently studying the rebus. “Here’s one letter, anyway. You said that, Jimmy?”

“The door?” said Jimmy. “Yes, that’s fairly evident. Whatever the word is, its second letter is ‘P’. You see Reale’s scribbled notes? All these are no good, the other letters are best, I suppose it means; so we can cut out ‘T,’ ‘O,’ and ‘K’. The best clue of all,” he went on, “is the notes about the ‘professor’. You see them:

“Mem: To get the professor’s new book on it.

“Mem: To do what the professor thinks right.

“Mem: To write to professor about—’

“Now the questions are: Who is the professor, what is his book, and what did he advise? Reale was in correspondence with him, that is certain; in his desire for accuracy, Reale sought his advice. In all these papers there is no trace of a letter, and if any book exists it is still in Sped — it is still in the place from whence this red envelope came.”

The two men exchanged a swift glance.

“Yes,” said Angel, as if answering the other’s unspoken thought, “it might be done.”

The girl looked from one to the other in doubt.

“Does this mean an extra risk?” she asked quietly. “I have not questioned you as to how this red envelope came into your possession, but I have a feeling that it was not obtained without danger.”

Angel disregarded Jimmy’s warning frown. He was determined that the better side of his strange friend’s character should be made evident to the girl.

“Jimmy faced death in a particularly unpleasant form to secure the packet, Miss Kent,” he said.

“Then I forbid any further risk,” she said spiritedly. “I thought I had made it clear that I would not accept favours at your friend’s hands; least of all do I want the favour of his life.”

Jimmy heard her unmoved. He had a bitter tongue when he so willed, and he chose that moment. “I do not think you can too strongly impress upon Miss Kent the fact that I am an interested party in this matter,” he said acidly. “As she refused my offer to forego my claim to a share of the fortune, she might remember that my interest in the legacy is at least as great as hers. I am risking what I risk, not so much from the beautifully quixotic motives with which she doubtless credits me, as from a natural desire to help myself.”

She winced a little at the bluntness of his speech; then recognizing she was in the wrong, she grew angry with herself at her indiscretion.

“If the book is — where these papers were, it can be secured,” Jimmy continued, regaining his suavity. “If the professor is still alive he will be found, and by tomorrow I shall have in my possession a list of every book that has ever been written by a professor of anything.” Some thought tickled him, and he laughed for the second time that afternoon. “There’s a fine course of reading for us all,” he said with a little chuckle. “Heaven knows into what mysterious regions the literary professor will lead us. I know one professor who has written a treatise on Sociology that runs into ten volumes, and another who has spoken his mind on Inductive Logic to the extent of twelve hundred closely-printed pages. I have in my mind’s eye a vision of three people sitting amidst a chaos of thoughtful literature, searching ponderous tomes for esoteric references to bolts, door, mouth, et cetera.”

The picture he drew was too much for the gravity of the girl, and her friendship with the man who was professedly a thief, and by inference something worse, began with a ripple of laughter that greeted his sally.

Jimmy gathered up the papers, and carefully replaced them in the envelope. This he handed to Angel. “Place this amongst the archives,” he said flippantly.

“Why not keep it here?” asked Angel in surprise.

Jimmy walked to one of the three French windows that opened on to a small balcony. He took a rapid survey of the street, then beckoned to Angel. “Do you see that man?” He pointed to a lounger sauntering along on the opposite sidewalk. “Yes.”

Jimmy walked back to the centre of the room. “That’s why,” he said simply. “There will be a burglary here tonight or tomorrow night. People aren’t going to let a fortune slip through their fingers without making some kind of effort to save it.”

“What people?” demanded the girl. “You mean those dreadful men who took me away?”

“That is very possible,” said Jimmy, “although I was thinking of somebody else.”

The girl had put on her wrap, and stood irresolutely near the door, and Angel was waiting. “Goodbye,” she said hesitatingly. “I — I am afraid I have done you an injustice, and — and I want to thank you for all you have undergone for me. I know — I feel that I have been ungracious, and—”

“You have done me no injustice,” said Jimmy in a low voice. “I am all that you thought I was — and worse.”

She held out her hand to him, and he raised it to his lips, which was unlike Jimmy.



VIII. Old George
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A stranger making a call in that portion of North Kensington which lies in the vicinity of Ladbroke Grove by some mischance lost his way. He wandered through many prosperous crescents and quiet squares redolent of the opulence of the upper middle classes, through broad avenues where neat broughams stood waiting in small carriage-drives, and once he blundered into a tidy mews, where horsy men with great hissings made ready the chariots of the Notting Hill plutocracy. It may be that he was in no particular hurry to arrive at his destination, this stranger — who has nothing to do with the story — but certainly he did not avail himself of opportunity in the shape of a passing policeman, and continued his aimless wanderings. He found Kensington Park Road, a broad thoroughfare of huge gardens and walled forecourts, then turned into a side street. He walked about twenty paces, and found himself in the heart of slumland. It is no ordinary slum this little patch of property that lies between Westbourne Grove and Kensington Park Road. There are no tumbled-down hovels or noisome passages; there are streets of houses dignified with flights of steps that rise to pretentious street doors and areas where long dead menials served the need of the lower middle classes of other days. The streets are given over to an army of squalling children in varying styles of dirtiness, and the halls of these houses are bare of carpet or covering, and in some the responsibility of leasehold is shared by eight or nine families, all pigging together. They are streets of slatternly women, who live at their front doors, arms rolled under discoloured aprons, and on Saturday nights one street at least deserves the pithy but profane appellation which the police have given it— “Little Hell.” In this particular thoroughfare it is held that of all sins the greatest is that which is associated — with “spying.” A “spy” is a fairly comprehensive phrase in Cawdor Street. It may mean policeman, detective, school — board official, rent collector, or the gentleman appointed by the gas company to extract pennies from the slot-meters.

To Cawdor Street came a man who rented one of the larger houses. To the surprise of the agent, he offered his rent monthly in advance; to the surprise of the street, he took no lodgers. It was the only detached house in that salubrious road, and was No. 49. The furniture came by night, which is customary amongst people who concentrate their last fluttering rag of pride upon the respectability of their household goods. Cawdor Street, on the qui vive for the lady of the house, learns with genuine astonishment that there was none, and that the newcomer was a bachelor. Years ago No. 49 had been the abode of a jobbing builder, hence the little yard gate that flanked one side; and it was with satisfaction that the Cawdor Streeters discovered that the new occupant intended reviving the ancient splendour of the establishment. At any rate, a board was prominently displayed, bearing the inscription:

J. JONES, BUILDER AND CONTRACTOR.

and the inquisitive Mr. Lane (of 76), who caught a momentary vision of the yard through the gate, observed “Office” printed in fairly large letters over the side door. At stated hours, mostly in the evening, roughly-dressed men called at the “Office,” stayed a while, and went away. Two dilapidated ladders made their appearance in the yard, conspicuously lifting their perished rungs above the gate level.

“I tried to buy an old builder’s cart and wheelbarrow today,” said “Mr. Jones” to a workman. “I’ll probably get it tomorrow at my own price, and it wouldn’t be a bad idea to get a few sacks of lime and a couple of cartloads of sand and bricks in, also a few road pitchers to give it a finishing touch.”

The workman grinned. “You’ve got this place ready in time, Connor,” he said. Mr. Connor — for such “J. Jones, Builder and Contractor” was — nodded and picked his teeth meditatively with a match stick.

“I’ve seen for a long time the other place was useless,” he said with a curse. “It was bad luck that Angel found us there last week. I’ve been fixing up this house for a couple of months. It’s a nice neighbourhood, where people don’t go nosing around, and the boys can meet here without anybody being the wiser.”

“And old George?”

“We’ll settle him tonight,” said the other with a frown. “Bat is bringing him over, and I want to know how he came to let Angel get at us.”

Old George had always been a problem to the “Borough Lot.” He held the position of trust that many contended no demented old man should hold.

“Was it safe or sane to trust him with the plate that had been so laboriously acquired from Roebury House, and the jewels of Lady Ivy Task-Hender, for the purloining of which one “Hog” Stander was at that very moment doing seven stretch? Was it wise to install him as custodian of the empty house at Blackwall, through which Angel Esquire gained admittance to the meeting-place of the “Borough Lot”? Some there were who said “Yes,” and these included the powerful faction that numbered “Bat” Sands, “Curt” Goyle, and Connor amongst them. They contended that suspicion would never rest on this halfwitted old gentleman, with his stuffed birds, his goldfish, caged rabbits and mice, a view that was supported by the fact that Lady Ivy’s priceless diamonds lay concealed for months in the false bottom of a hutch devoted to guinea pigs in old George’s strange menagerie, what time the police were turning London inside out in their quest for the property.”

But now old George was under a cloud. Notwithstanding the fact that he had been found amongst his live stock securely bound to a chair, with a handkerchief over his mouth, suspicion attached to him. How had Angel worked away in the upper room without old George’s knowledge? Angel might have easily explained. Indeed, Angel might have relieved their minds to a very large extent in regard to old George, for in marking down the haunt of the “Borough Lot” he had been entirely deceived as to the part played by the old man who acted as “caretaker” to the “empty” house. In a four-wheeled cab old George, smiling foolishly and passing his hand from time to time over his tremulous mouth, listened to the admonitions of Mr. Bat Sands.

“Connor wants to know all about it,” said Bat menacingly, “and if you have been playing tricks, old man, the Lord help you.”

“The Lord help me,” smiled old George complacently. He ran his dirty lingers through his few scanty white locks, and the smile died out of his face, and his loose mouth dropped pathetically.

“Mr. Sands,” he said, then stopped; then he repeated the name to himself a dozen times; then he rubbed his head again. Bat, leaning forward to catch what might be a confession, sank back again in his seat and swore softly.

In the house of “J. Jones, Builder and Contractor,” were gathered in strength the men who composed the “Borough Lot.”

“Suppose he gave us away,” asked Goyle, “what shall we do with him?”

There was little doubt as to the feeling of the meeting. A low animal growl, startling in its ferocity, ran through the gathering.

“If he’s given us away” — it was Vinnis with his dull fishlike eyes turned upon Connor who was talking— “why, we must ‘out’ him.”

“You’re talking like a fool,” said Connor contemptuously. “If he has given us away, you may rest assured that he is no sooner in this house than the whole place will be surrounded by police. If Angel knows old George is one of us, he’ll be watched day and night, and the cab that brings him will be followed by another bringing Angel. No, I’ll stake my life on the old man. But I want to know how Mr. Cursed Angel got into the house next door.”

They had not long to wait, for Bat’s knock came almost as Connor finished speaking. Half led, half dragged into the room, old George stood, fumbling his hat in his hand, smiling helplessly at the dark faces that met his. He muttered something under his breath. “What’s that?” asked Connor sharply. “I said, a gentleman—” began old George, then lapsed into silence. “What gentleman?” asked Connor roughly.

“I am speaking of myself,” said the old man, and there came into his face a curious expression of dignity. “I say, and I maintain, that a gentleman is a gentleman whatever company he affects. At my old college I once reproved an undergraduate.” He was speaking with stately, almost pompous distinctness. “I said, ‘There is an axiom to which I would refer you, De gustibus non est disputandum, and — and—’”

His shaking fingers went up again to the telltale mouth, and the vacant smile came back.

“Look here,” said Connor, shaking his arm, “we don’t want to know anything about your damned college; we want to know how Angel got into our crib.”

The old man looked puzzled. “Yes, yes,” he muttered; “of course, Mr. Connor, you have been most kind — the crib — ah! — the young man who wanted to rent or hire the room upstairs.”

“Yes, yes,” said Connor eagerly.

“A most admirable young man,” old George rambled on, “but very inquisitive. I remember once, when I was addressing a large congregation of young men at Cheltenham — or it may have been young ladies—”

“Curse the man!” cried Goyle in a fury. “Make him answer, or stop his mouth.”

Connor warned him back. “Let him talk in his own way,” he said.

“This admirable person,” the old man went on, happily striking on the subject again, “desired information that I was not disposed to give, Mr. Connor, remembering your many kindnesses, particularly in respect to one Mr. Vinnis.”

“Yes, go on,” urged Connor, and the face of Vinnis was tense.

“I fear there are times when my usually active mind takes on a sluggishness which is foreign to my character — my normal character” — old George was again the pedant— “when the unobservant stranger might be deceived into regarding me as a negligible quantity. The admirable young man so far treated me as such as to remark to his companion that there was a rope — yes, distinctly a rope — for the said Mr. Vinnis.”

The face of Vinnis was livid.

“And,” asked Connor, “What happened next? There were two of them, were there?”

The old man nodded gravely; he nodded a number of times, as though the exercise pleased him. “The other young man — not the amiable one, but another — upon finding that I could not rent or hire the rooms — as indeed I could not, Mr. Connor, without your permission — engaged me in conversation — very loudly he spoke, too — on the relative values of cabbage and carrot as food for herbaceous mammals. Where the amiable gentleman was at that moment I cannot say—”

“I can guess,” thought Connor.

“I can remember the occasion well,” old George continued, “because that night I was alarmed and startled by strange noises from the empty rooms upstairs, which I very naturally and properly concluded were caused—” He stopped, and glancing fearfully about the room, went on in a lower tone. “By certain spirits,” he whispered mysteriously, and pointed and leered first at one and then another of the occupants of the room. There was something very eerie in the performance of the strange old man with the queerly working face, and more than one hardened criminal present shivered a little.

Connor broke the silence that fell on the room. “So that’s how it was done, eh? One held you in conversation while the other got upstairs and hid himself? Well, boys, you’ve heard the old man. What d’ye say?” Vinnis shifted in his seat and turned his great unemotional face to where the old man stood, still fumbling with his hat and muttering to himself beneath his breath; in some strange region whither his poor wandering mind had taken him he was holding a conversation with an imaginary person. Connor could see his eyebrows working, and caught scraps of sentences, now in some strange dead tongue, now in the stilted English of the schoolmaster. It was Vinnis who spoke for the assembled company.

“The old man knows a darned sight too much,” he said in his level tone.

“I’m for—” He did not finish his sentence. Connor took a swift survey of the men. “If there is any man here,” he said slowly, “who wants to wake up at seven o’clock in the morning and meet a gentleman who will strap his hands behind him and a person who will pray over him — if there’s any man here that wants a short walk after breakfast between two lines of warders to a little shed where a brand new rope is hanging from the roof, he’s at liberty to do what he likes with old George, but not in this house.”

He fixed his eyes on Vinnis. “And if there’s any man here,” he went on, “who’s already in the shadow of the rope, so that one or two murders more won’t make much difference one way or the other, he can do as he likes — outside this house.”

Vinnis shrank back. “There’s nothing against me,” he growled.

“The rope,” muttered the old man, “Vinnis for the rope,” he chuckled to himself. “I fear they counted too implicitly upon the fact that I am not always quite myself — Vinnis—”

The man he spoke of sprang to his feet with a snarl like a trapped beast.

“Sit down, you.” Bat Sands, with his red head close cropped, thrust his chair in the direction of the infuriated Vinnis. “What Connor says is true — we’re not going to croak the old man, and we’re not going to croak ourselves. If we hang, it will be something worth hanging for. As to the old man, he’s soft, an’ that’s all you can say. He’s got to be kept close—”

A rap at the door cut him short. “Who’s that?” he whispered.

Connor tiptoed to the locked door. “Who’s there?” he demanded.

A familiar voice reassured him, and he opened the door and held a conversation in a low voice with somebody outside. “There’s a man who wants to see me,” he said in explanation. “Lock the door after I leave, Bat,” and he went out quickly. Not a word was spoken, but each after his own fashion of reasoning drew some conclusion from Connor’s hasty departure.

“A full meetin’,” croaked a voice from the back of the room. “We’re all asked here by Connor. Is it a plant?”

That was Bat’s thought too. “No,” he said; “there’s nothin’ against us. Why, Angel let us off only last week because there wasn’t evidence, an’ Connor’s straight.”

“I don’t trust him, by God!” said Vinnis. “I trust nobody,” said Bat doggedly, “but Connor’s straight—”

There was a rap on the door. “Who’s there?”

“All right!” said the muffled voice. Bat unlocked the door, and Connor came in. What he had seen or what he had heard had brought about a marvellous change in his appearance — his cheeks were a dull red, and his eyes blazed with triumph. “Boys,” he said, and they caught the infectious thrill in his voice, “I’ve got the biggest thing for you — a million pounds, share and share alike.”

He felt rather than heard the excitement his words caused. He stood with his back to the half-opened door.

“I’m going to introduce a new pal,” he rattled on breathlessly. “I’ll vouch for him.”

“Who is he?” asked Bat. “Do we know him?”

“No,” said Connor, “and you’re not expected to know him. But he’s putting up the money, and that’s good enough for you, Bat — a hundred pounds a man, and it will be paid tonight.” Bat Sands spat on his hand. “Bring him in. He’s good enough,” and there was a murmur of approval. Connor disappeared for a moment, and returned followed by a well-dressed stranger, who met the questioning glances of his audience with a quiet smile.

His eyes swept over every face. They rested for a moment on Vinnis, they looked doubtfully at old George, who, seated on a chair with crossed legs and his head bent, was talking with great rapidity in an undertone to himself.

“Gentlemen,” said the stranger, “I have come with the object of gaining your help. Mr. Connor has told me that he has already informed you about Reale’s millions. Briefly, I have decided to forestall other people, and secure the money for myself. I offer you a half share of the money, to be equally divided amongst you, and as an earnest of my intention, I am paying each man who is willing to help me a hundred pounds down.”

He drew from one of his pockets a thick package of notes, and from two other pockets similar bundles. He handed them to Connor, and the hungry eyes of the “Borough Lot” focused upon the crinkling paper.

“What I shall ask you to do,” the stranger proceeded, “I shall tell you later—”

“Wait a bit,” interrupted Bat. “Who else is in this?”

“We alone,” replied the man.

“Is Jimmy in it?”

“No.”

“Is Angel in it?”

“No” (impatiently).

“Go on,” said Bat, satisfied.

“The money is in a safe that can only be opened by a word. That word nobody knows — so far. The clue to the word was stolen a few nights ago from the lawyer in charge of the case by — Jimmy.” He paused to note the effect of his words.

“Jimmy has passed the clue on to Scotland Yard, and we cannot hope to get it.”

“Well?” demanded Bat.

“What we can do,” the other went on, “is to open the safe with something more powerful than a word.”

“But the guard!” said Bat. “There’s an armed guard kept there by the lawyer.”

“We can arrange about the guard,” said the other.

“Why not get at the lawyer?” It was Curt Goyle who made the suggestion.

The stranger frowned. “The lawyer cannot be got at,” he said shortly. “Now, are you with me?”

There was no need to ask. Connor was sorting the notes into little bundles on the table, and the men came up one by one, took their money, and after a few words with Connor took their leave, with an awkward salutation to the stranger.

Bat was the last to go. “Tomorrow night — here,” muttered Connor.

He was left alone with the newcomer, save for the old man, who hadn’t changed his attitude, and was still in the midst of some imaginary conversation.

“Who is this?” the stranger demanded.

Connor smiled. “An old chap as mad as a March hare. A gentleman, too, and a scholar; talks all sorts of mad languages — Latin and Greek and the Lord knows what. He’s been a schoolmaster, I should say, and what brought him down to this — drink or drugs or just ordinary madness — I don’t know.”

The stranger looked with interest at the unconscious man, and old George, as if suddenly realizing that he was under scrutiny, woke up with a start and sat blinking at the other. Then he shuffled slowly to his feet and peered closely into the stranger’s face, all the time sustaining his mumbled conversation.

“Ah,” he said in a voice rising from its inaudibility, “a gentleman! Pleased to meet you, sir, pleased to meet you. Omnia mutantur, nos et mutamur in illis, but you have not changed.” He relapsed again into mutterings.

“I have never met him before,” the stranger said, turning to Connor.

“Oh, old George always thinks he has met people,” said Connor with a grin.

“A gentleman,” old George muttered, “every inch a gentleman, and a munificent patron. He bought a copy of my book — you have read it? It is called — dear me, I have forgotten what it is called — and sent to consult me in his — ah ! — anagram—”

“What?” The stranger’s face was ashen, and he gripped Connor by the arm.

“Listen, listen!” he whispered fiercely. Old George threw up his head again and stared blandly at the stranger.

“A perfect gentleman,” he said with pathetic insolence, “invariably addressing me as the ‘professor’ — a most delicate and gentlemanly thing to do.”

He pointed a triumphant linger to the stranger. “I know you!” he cried shrilly, and his cracked laugh rang through the room. “Spedding, that’s your name! Lawyer, too. I saw you in the carriage of my patron.”

“The book, the book!” gasped Spedding. “What was the name of your book?” Old George’s voice had dropped to its normal level when he replied with extravagant courtesy— “That is the one thing, sir, I can never remember.”



IX. The Great Attempt
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There are supercilious critics who sneer at Scotland Yard. They are quite unofficial critics, of course, writers of stories wherein figure amateur detectives of abnormal perspicuity, unravelling mysteries with consummate ease which have baffled the police for years. As a matter of fact, Scotland Yard stands for the finest police organization in the world. People who speak glibly of “police blunders” might remember one curious fact: in this last quarter of a century only one man has ever stood in the dock at the Old Bailey under the capital charge who has escaped the dread sentence of the law. Scotland Yard is patiently slow and terribly sure.

Angel in his little room received a letter written in a sprawling, uneducated hand; it was incoherent and stained with tears and underlined from end to end. He read it through and examined the date stamp, then rang his bell. The messenger who answered him found him examining a map of London.

“Go to the Record Office, and get EB. 93”, he said, and in five minutes the messenger came back with a thick folder bulging with papers. There were newspaper cuttings and plans and dreadful photographs, the like of which the outside world do not see, and there was a little key ticketed with an inscription.

Angel looked through the dossier carefully, then read the woman’s letter again …

Vinnis, the man with the dead-white face, finishing his late breakfast, and with the pleasurable rustle of new banknotes in his trouser pocket, strolled forth into Commercial Road, E. An acquaintance leaning against a public-house gave him a curt nod of recognition; a bedraggled girl hurrying homeward with her man’s breakfast in her apron shrank on one side, knowing Vinnis to her sorrow; a stray cur cringed up to him, as he stood for a moment at the edge of the road, and was kicked for its pains. Vinnis was entirely without sentiment, and besides, even though the money in his pocket compensated for most things, the memory of old George and his babbling talk worried him.

Somebody on the other side of the road attracted his attention. It was a woman, and he knew her very well, therefore he ignored her beckoning hand. Two days ago he had occasion to reprove her, and he had seized the opportunity to summarily dissolve the informal union that had kept them together for five years. So he made no sign when the woman with the bruised face called him, but turned abruptly and walked towards Aldgate. He did not look round, but by and by he heard the patter of her feet behind, and once his name called hoarsely. He struck off into a side street with a raging devil inside him, then when they reached an unfrequented part of the road he turned on her.

She saw the demon in his eyes, and tried to speak. She was a penitent woman at that moment, and hysterically ripe for confession, but the savage menace of the man froze her lips.

“So,” he said, his thin mouth askew, “so after what I’ve said an’ what I’ve done you follow me, do you. Showing me up in the street, eh!” He edged closer to her, his fist doubled, and she, poor drab, fascinated by the snakelike glare of his dull eyes, stood rooted to the spot. Then with a snarl he struck her — once, twice — and she fell a huddled, moaning heap on the pavement.

You may do things in Commercial Road, E., after “lighting-up time” that are not permissible in the broad light of the day, unless it be Saturday, and the few people who had been attracted by the promise of a row were indignant but passive, after the manner of all London crowds. Not so one quiet, middle-aged man, who confronted Vinnis as he began to walk away.

“That was a particularly brutal thing to do,” said the quiet man. Vinnis measured him with his eye, and decided that this was not a man to be trifled with.

“I’ve got nothing to say to you,” he said roughly, and tried to push past, but an iron grip was on his arm.

“Wait a moment, my friend,” said the other steadily, “not so fast; you cannot commit a brutal assault in the open street like that without punishment. I must ask you to walk with me to the station.”

“Suppose I won’t go?” demanded Vinnis.

“I shall take you,” said the other. “I am Detective-Sergeant Jarvis from Scotland Yard.”

Vinnis thought rapidly. There wasn’t much chance of escape; the street they were in was a cul-de-sac, and at the open end two policemen had made their appearance. After all, a “wife” assault was not a serious business, and the woman — well, she would swear it was an accident. He resolved to go quietly; at the worst it would be a month, so with a shrug of his shoulders he accompanied the detective. A small crowd followed them to the station. In the little steel dock he stood in his stockinged feet whilst a deft jailer ran his hands over him. With a stifled oath, he remembered the money in his possession; it was only ten pounds, for he had secreted the other, but ten pounds is a lot of money to be found on a person of his class, and generally leads to embarrassing inquiries. To his astonishment, the jailer who relieved him of the notes seemed in no whit surprised, and the inspector at the desk took the discovery as a matter of course. Vinnis remarked on the surprising number of constables there were on duty in the charge room. Then— “What is the charge?” asked the inspector, dipping his pen. “Wilful murder!” said a voice, and Angel Esquire crossed the room from the inspector’s office. “I charge this man with having on the night of the 17th of February… “ Vinnis, dumb with terror and rage, listened to the crisp tones of the detective as he detailed the particulars of an almost forgotten crime. It was the story of a country house burglary, a manservant who surprised the thief, a light in the dark, a shot and a dead man lying in the big drawingroom. It was an ordinary little tragedy, forgotten by everybody save Scotland Yard; but year by year unknown men had pieced together the scraps of evidence that had come to them; strand by strand had the rope been woven that was to hang a coldblooded murderer; last of all came the incoherent letter from a jealous woman — Scotland Yard waits always for a jealous woman — and the evidence was complete.

“Put him in No. 14”, said the inspector. Then Vinnis woke up, and the six men on duty in the charge room found their time fully occupied. Vinnis was arrested, as Angel Esquire put it, “in the ordinary way of business.”

Hundreds of little things happen daily at Scotland Yard in the ordinary way of business which, apparently unconnected one with the other, have an extraordinary knack of being in some remote fashion related. A burglary at Clapham was remarkable for the fact that a cumbersome mechanical toy was carried away in addition to other booty. A street accident in the Kingsland Road led to the arrest of a drunken carman. In the excitement of the moment a sneak-thief purloined a parcel from the van, was chased and captured. A weeping wife at the police station gave him a good character as husband and father. “Only last week he brought my boy a fine performin’ donkey,” An alert detective went home with her, recognized the mechanical toy from the description, and laid by the heels the notorious “Kingsland Road Lot.”

The arrest of Vinnis was totally unconnected with Angel’s investigations into the mystery of Reale’s millions. He knew him as a “Borough man,” but did not associate him with the search for the word. None the less, there are certain formalities attached to the arrest of all bad criminals. Angel Esquire placed one or two minor matters in the hands of subordinates, and in two days one of these waited upon him in his office. “The notes, sir,” said the man, “were issued to Mr. Spedding on his private account last Monday morning. Mr. Spedding is a lawyer, of the firm of Spedding, Mortimer and Larach.”

“Have you seen Mr. Spedding?” he asked. “Yes, sir. Mr. Spedding remembers drawing the money and paying it away to a gentleman who was sailing to America.”

“A client?”

“So far as I can gather,” said the subordinate, “the money was paid on behalf of a client for services. Mr. Spedding would not particularize.”

Angel Esquire made a little grimace. “Lawyers certainly do queer things,” he said dryly. “Does Mr. Spedding offer any suggestion as to how the money came into this man’s possession?”

“No, sir. He thinks he might have obtained it quite honestly. I understand that the man who received the money was a shady sort of customer.”

“So I should imagine,” said Angel Esquire. Left alone, he sat in deep thought drawing faces on his blotting — pad. Then he touched a bell.

“Send Mr. Carter to me,” he directed, and in a few minutes a bright-faced youth, lingering an elementary moustache, was awaiting his orders.

“Carter,” said Angel cautiously, “it must be very dull work in the fingerprint department?”

“I don’t know, sir,” said the other, a fairly enthusiastic ethnologist, “we’ve got-”

“Carter,” said Angel more cautiously still, “are you on for a lark?”

“Like a bird, sir,” said Carter, unconsciously humorous.

“I want a dozen men, the sort of men who won’t talk to reporters, and will remain ‘unofficial’ so long as I want them to be,” said Angel, and he unfolded his plan. When the younger man had gone Angel drew a triangle on the blottingpad. “Spedding is in with the ‘Borough Lot’”, he put a cross against one angle.

“Spedding knows I know,” he put a cross at the apex. “I know that Spedding knows I know,” he marked the remaining angle. “It’s Spedding’s move, and he’ll move damn quick.”

The Assistant Commissioner came into the room at that moment.

“Hullo, Angel!” he said, glancing at the figures on the pad. “What’s this, a new game?”

“It’s an old game,” said Angel truthfully, “but played in an entirely new way.”

Angel was not far wrong when he surmised that Spedding’s move would be immediate, and although the detective had reckoned without an unknown factor, in the person of old George, yet a variety of circumstances combined to precipitate the act that Angel anticipated. Not least of these was the arrest of Vinnis. After his interview with old George, Spedding had decided on a waiting policy. The old man had been taken to the house at Clapham. Spedding had been prepared to wait patiently until some freak of mind brought back the memory to the form of cryptogram he had advised. A dozen times a day he asked the old man— “What is your name?”

“Old George, only old George,” was the invariable reply, with many grins and noddings.”

“But your real name, the name you had when you were a professor.” But this would only start the old man off on a rambling reminiscence of his “munificent patron.”

Connor came secretly to Clapham for orders. It was the night after Vinnis had been arrested. “We’ve got to move at once, Mr. Connor,” said the lawyer. Connor sat in the chair that had held Jimmy a few nights previous.

“It is no use waiting for the old man to talk, the earlier plan was best.”

“Has anything happened?” asked Connor. His onetime awe of the lawyer had merged in the familiarity of conspiratorship.

“There was a detective at my office today inquiring about some notes that were found on Vinnis. Angel Esquire will draw his own conclusions, and we have no time to lose.”

“We are ready,” said Connor. “Then let it be tomorrow night. I will withdraw the guard of commissionaires at the safe. I can easily justify myself afterwards.”

An idea struck Connor. “Why not send another lot of men to relieve them? I can fix up some of the boys so that they’ll look like commissionaires.”

Spedding’s eyes narrowed. “Yes,” he said slowly, “it could be arranged — an excellent idea.” He paced the room with long, swinging strides, his forehead puckered. “There are two reliefs,” he said, “one in the morning and one in the evening. I could send a note to the sergeant of the morning relief telling him that I had arranged for a new set of night men — I have changed them twice already, one cannot be too careful — and I could give you the necessary authority to take over charge.”

“Better still,” said Connor, “instruct him to withdraw, leaving the place empty, then our arrival will attract no notice. Lombard Street must be used to the commissionaires going on guard.”

“That is an idea,” said Spedding, and sat down to write the letter.

The night of the great project turned out miserably wet. “So much the better,” muttered Connor, viewing the world from his Kensington fastness. The room dedicated to the use of the master of the house was plainly furnished, and on the bare deal table Connor had set his whisky down whilst he peered through the rain-blurred windows at the streaming streets.

“England for work and Egypt for pleasure,” he muttered; “and if I get my share of the money, and it will be a bigger share than my friend Spedding imagines, it’s little this cursed country will see of Mr. Patrick Connor.”

He drained oft his whisky at a gulp, rubbed the steam from the windows, and looked down into the deserted street. Two men were walking toward the house. One, well covered by a heavy mackintosh cloak, moved with a long stride; the other, wrapped in a new overcoat, shuffled by his side, quickening his steps to keep up with his more energetic companion.

“Spedding,” said Connor, “and old George. What is he bringing him here for?” He hurried downstairs to let them in. “Well?” asked Spedding, throwing his reeking coat off.

“All’s ready,” answered Connor. “Why have you brought the old man?”

“Oh, for company,” the lawyer answered carelessly. If the truth be told, Spedding still hoped that the old man would remember. That day old George had been exceedingly garrulous, almost lucidly so at times. Mr. Spedding still held on to the faint hope that the old man’s revelations would obviate the necessity for employing the “Borough Lot,” and what was more important, for sharing the contents of the safe with them. As to this latter part of the program, Mr. Spedding had plans which would have astonished Connor had he but known. But old George’s loquacity stopped short at the all-important point of instructing the lawyer on the question of the cryptogram. He had brought him along in the hope that at the eleventh hour the old man would reveal his identity. Unconscious of the responsibility that lay upon his foolish head, the old man sat in the upstairs room communing with himself.

“We will leave him here,” said the lawyer, “he will be safe.”

“Safe enough. I know him of old. He’ll sit here for hours amusing himself.”

“And now, what about the men?” asked the lawyer. “Where do we meet them?”

“We shall pick them up at the corner of Lombard Street, and they’ll follow me to the Safe Deposit.”

“Ah!” They turned swiftly on old George, who with his chin raised and with face alert was staring at them. “Safe Deposit, Lombard Street,” he mumbled. “And a most excellent plan too — a most excellent plan.”

The two men held their breath. “And quite an ingenious idea, sir. Did you say Lombard Street — a safe?” he muttered. “A safe with a word? And how to conceal the word, that’s the question. I am a man of honour, you may trust me.” He made a sweeping bow to some invisible presence. “Why not conceal your word thus?” Old George stabbed the palm of his hand with a grimy forefinger.

“Why not? Have you read my book? It is only a little book, but useful, sir, remarkably useful. The drawings and the signs are most accurate. An eminent gentleman at the British Museum assisted me in its preparation. It is called — it is called—” He passed his hand wearily over his head, and slid down into his chair again, a miserable old man muttering foolishly.

Spedding wiped the perspiration from his forehead. “Nearly, nearly!” he said huskily. “By Heavens! he nearly told us.”

Connor looked at him with suspicion.

“What’s all this about the book?” he demanded. “This is the second time old George has spoken like this. It’s to do with old Reale, isn’t it?”

Spedding nodded.

“Come,” said Connor, looking at his watch, “it’s time we were moving. We’ll leave the old man to look after the house. Here, George.”

Old George looked up. “You’ll stay here, and not leave till we return. D’ye hear?”

“I hear, Mr. Connor, sir,” said old George, with his curious assumption of dignity, “and hearing, obey.”

As the two men turned into the night the rain pelted down and a gusty northwesterly wind blew into their faces.

“George,” said Connor, answering a question, “oh, we’ve had him for years. One of the boys found him wandering about Limehouse with hardly any clothes to his back, and brought him to us. That was before I knew the ‘Borough Lot,’ but they used him as a blind. He was worth the money it cost to keep him in food.”

Spedding kept the other waiting whilst he dispatched a long telegram from the Westbourne Grove Post Office. It was addressed to the master of the Polecat lying at Cardiff, and was reasonably unintelligible to the clerk. They found a hansom at the corner of Queen’s Road, and drove to the Bank; here they alighted and crossed to the Royal Exchange. Some men in uniform overcoats who were standing about exchanged glances with Connor, and as the two leaders doubled back to Lombard Street, followed them at a distance.

“The guard left at four o’clock,” said Spedding, fitting the key of the heavy outer door. He waited a few minutes in the inky black darkness of the vestibule whilst Connor admitted the six uniformed men who had followed them.

“Are we all here?” said Connor in a low voice. “Bat? Here! Goyle? Here! Lamby? Here!” One by one he called them by their names and they answered.

“We may as well have a light,” said Spedding, and felt for the switch. The gleam of the electric lamps showed Spedding as pure a collection of scoundrels as ever disgraced the uniform of a gallant corps.

“Now,” said Spedding in level tones, “are all the necessary tools here?”

Bat’s grin was the answer. “If we can get an electric connection,” he said, “we’ll burn out the lock of the safe in half—”

Spedding had walked to the inner door that led to the great hall, and was fumbling with the keys. Suddenly he started back. “Hark!” he whispered. “I heard a step in the hall.”

Connor listened. “I hear nothing,” he began, when the inner door was thrown open, and a commissionaire, revolver in hand, stepped out.

“Stand!” he cried. Then, recognizing Spedding, dropped the muzzle of his pistol.

White with rage, Spedding stood amidst his ill-assorted bodyguard. In the searching white light of the electric lamps there was no mistaking their character. He saw the commissionaire eying them curiously.

“I understood,” he said slowly, “that the guard had been relieved.”

“No, sir,” said the man, and the cluster of uniformed men at the door of the inner hall confirmed this.

“I sent orders this afternoon,” said Spedding between his teeth.

“No orders have been received, sir,” and the lawyer saw the scrutinizing eye of the soldierly sentry pass over his confederates. “Is this the relief?” asked the guard, not attempting to conceal the contempt in his tone.

“Yes,” said the lawyer.

As the sentry saluted and disappeared into the hall Spedding drew Connor aside.

“This is ruin,” he said quickly. “The safe must be cleared tonight. Tomorrow London will not hold me.”

The sentry reappeared at the doorway and beckoned them in. They shuffled into the great hall, where in the half darkness the safe loomed up from its rocky pedestal, an eerie, mysterious thing. He saw Bat Sands glancing uncomfortably around the dim spaces of the building, and felt the impression of the loneliness.

A man who wore the stripes of a sergeant came up.

“Are we to withdraw, sir?” he asked.

“Yes,” said Spedding shortly.

“Will you give us a written order?” asked the man.

Spedding hesitated, then drew out a pocketbook and wrote a few hasty words on a sheet, tore it out, and handed it to the man. The sergeant looked at it carefully.

“You haven’t signed it or dated it either,” he said respectfully, and handed it back. Spedding cursed him under his breath and rectified the omissions.

“Now you may go.” In the half-light, for only one solitary electrolier illuminated the vast hall, he thought the man was smiling. It might have been a trick of the shadows, for he could not see his face.

“And am I to leave you alone?” said the sergeant.

“Yes.”

“Is it safe?” the noncommissioned officer asked quietly.

“Curse you, what do you mean?” cried the lawyer.

“Well,” said the other easily, “I see you have Connor with you, a notorious thief and blackmailer.” The lawyer was dumb. “And Bat Sands. How d’ye do, Bat? How did they treat you in Borstal, or was it Parkhurst?” drawled the sergeant.

“And there’s the gentle Lamby trying hard to look military in an overcoat too large for him. That’s not the uniform you’re used to wearing, Lamby, eh?” From the group of men at the door came a genuinely amused laugh.

“Guard the outer door, one of you chaps,” said the sergeant, and turning again to Spedding’s men, “Here we have our respected friend Curt Goyle.” He stooped and picked up a bag that Bat had placed gingerly on the floor. “What a bag of tricks,” the sergeant cooed, “diamond bits and dynamite cartridges and — what’s this little thing, Bat — an ark? It is. By Jove, I congratulate you on the swag.”

Spedding had recovered his nerve and strode forward. He was playing for the greatest stake in the world. “You shall be punished for this insolence,” he stormed.

“Not at all,” said the imperturbable sergeant.

Somebody at the door spoke. “Here’s another one, sergeant,” and pushed a queer old figure into the hall, a figure that blinked and peered from face to face.

He espied Spedding, and ran up to him almost fawning.

“The Safe Deposit — in Lombard Street,” he cackled joyously. “You see, I remembered, dear friend; and I’ve come to tell you about the book — my book, you know. My munificent patron who desired a puzzle word—”

The sergeant started forward. “My God!” he cried, “the professor.”

“Yes, yes,” chuckled the old man, “that’s what he called me. He bought a copy of my book — two sovereigns, four sovereigns he gave me. The book — what was it called?” The old man paused and clasped both hands to his head.

“A Study — a Study,” he said painfully, “on the Origin of — the Alphabet. Ah!”

Another of the commissionaires had come forward as the old man began speaking, and to him the sergeant turned.

“Make a note of that, Jimmy,” the sergeant said.

Spedding reeled back as though he had been struck.

“Angel!” he gasped.

“That’s me,” was the ungrammatical reply.

Crushed, cowed, beaten and powerless, Spedding awaited judgment.

What form it would take he could not guess, that it would effectively ruin him he did not doubt. The trusted lawyer stood self-condemned; there was no explaining away his companions, there could be no mistaking the meaning of their presence.

“Send your men away,” said Angel. A wild hope seized the lawyer. The men were not to be arrested, there was a chance for him. The “Borough Lot” needed no second ordering; they trooped through the doorway, anxious to reach the open air before Angel changed his mind.

“You may go,” said Angel to Connor, who still lingered.

“If the safe is to be opened, I’m in it,” was the sullen reply.

“You may go,” said Angel; “the safe will not be opened tonight.”

“I—”

“Go!” thundered the detective, and Connor slunk away.

Angel beckoned the commissionaire who had first interrogated Spedding.

“Take charge of that bag, Carter. There are all sorts of things in it that go off.” Then he turned to the lawyer. “Mr. Spedding, there is a great deal that I have to say to you, but it would be better to defer our conversation; the genuine guard will return in a few minutes. I told them to return at 10 o’clock.”

“By what authority?” blustered Spedding.

“Tush!” said Angel wearily. “Surely we have got altogether beyond that stage. Your order for withdrawal was expected by me. I waited upon the sergeant of the guard with another order.”

“A forged order, I gather?” said Spedding, recovering his balance. “Now I see why you have allowed my men to go. I overrated your generosity.”

“The order,” said Angel soberly, “was signed by His Majesty’s Secretary of State for Home Affairs” — he tapped the astonished lawyer on the shoulder— “and if it would interest you to know, I have a warrant in my pocket for the arrest of every man jack of you. That I do not put it into execution is a matter of policy.”

The lawyer scanned the calm face of the detective in bewilderment.

“What do you want of me?” he asked at length.

“Your presence at Jimmy’s flat at ten o’clock tomorrow morning,” replied Angel.

“I will be there,” said the other, and turned to go.

“And, Mr. Spedding,” called Jimmy, as the lawyer reached the door, “in regard to a boat you have chartered from Cardiff, I think you need not go any further in the matter. One of my men is at present interviewing the captain, and pointing out to him the enormity of the offence of carrying fugitives from justice to Spanish-American ports.”

“Damn you!” said Spedding, and slammed the door.

Jimmy removed the commissionaire’s cap from his head and grinned. “One of these fine days, Angel, you’ll lose your job, introducing the Home Secretary’s name. Phew!”

“It had to be done,” said Angel sadly. “It hurts me to lie, but I couldn’t very well tell Spedding that the sergeant of the commissionaires had been one of my own men all along, could I?”
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It happened that on the night of the great attempt the inquisitive Mr. Lane, of 76 Cawdor Street, was considerably exercised in his mind as to the depleted condition of his humble treasury. With Mr. Lane the difference between affluence and poverty was a matter of shillings. His line of business was a humble one. Lead piping and lengths of telephone wire, an occasional doormat improvidently left outside whilst the servant cleaned the hall, these represented the scope and extent of his prey. Perhaps he reached his zenith when he lifted an overcoat from a hatstand what time a benevolent old lady was cutting him thick slices of bread and butter in a basement kitchen. Mr. Lane had only recently returned from a short stay in Wormwood Scrubbs Prison. It was over a trifling affair of horsehair abstracted from railway carriage cushions that compelled Mr. Lane’s retirement for two months. It was that same affair that brought about his undoing on the night of the attempt. For the kudos of the railway theft had nerved him to more ambitious attempts, and with a depleted exchequer to urge him forward, and the prestige of his recent achievements to support him, he decided upon burglary. It was a wild and reckless departure from his regular line, and he did not stop to consider the disabilities attaching to a change of profession, nor debate the unpropitious conditions of an already overstocked labour market. It is reasonable to suppose that Mr. Lane lacked the necessary qualities of logic and balance to argue any point to its obvious conclusion, for he was, intellectually, the reverse of brilliant, and was therefore ill-equipped for introspective or psychological examination of the circumstances leading to his decision. Communing with himself, the inquisitive Mr. Lane put the matter tersely and brutally.

“Lead pipin’s no go unless you’ve got a pal to r work with; telephone wires is so covered up with wood casin’ that it’s worse’n hard work to pinch twopenn’oth. I’m goin’ to have a cut at Joneses.”

So in the pelting rain he watched “Joneses” from a convenient doorway. He noted with satisfaction the “workmen” departing one by one; he observed with joy the going of “Jones” himself; and when, some few minutes afterwards, the queer-looking old man, whom he suspected as being a sort of caretaker, came shuffling out, slamming the gate behind him, and peering left and right, and mumbling to himself as he squelched through the rain, the watcher regarded the removal of this final difficulty as being an especial act of Providence. He waited for another half hour, because, for some reason or other, the usually deserted street became annoyingly crowded. First came a belated coal cart and a miserably bedraggled car-man who cried his wares dolefully. Then a small boy, escaping from the confines of his domestic circle, came to revel in the downpour and wade ecstatically but thoroughly through the puddles that had formed on the uneven surface of the road. Nemesis, in the shape of a shrill-voiced mother, overtook the boy and sent him whining and expectant to the heavy hand of maternal authority.

With the coast clear Mr. Lane lost no time. In effecting an entrance to the headquarters of the “Borough Lot,” Mr. Lane’s method lacked subtlety. He climbed over the gate leading to the yard, trusting inwardly that he was not observed, but taking his chance. Had he been an accomplished burglar, with the experience of any exploits behind him, he would have begun by making a very thorough inspection of likely windows. Certainly he would never have tried the “office” door. Being the veriest tyro, and being conscious, moreover, that his greatest feats had connection with doors carelessly left ajar, he tried the door, and to his delight it opened. Again the skilled craftsman would have suspected some sort of treachery, and might have withdrawn; but Mr. Lane, recognizing in the fact that the old man had forgotten to fasten the door behind him only yet another proof of that benevolent Providence which exerts itself for the express service of men “in luck,” entered boldly. He lit a candle stump and looked around. The evidence of that wealth which is the particular possession of “master-men” was not evident. Indeed, the floor of the passage was uncarpeted, and the walls bare of picture or ornament. Nor was the “office,” a little room leading from the “passage,” any more prolific of result. Such fixtures as there were had apparently been left behind by the previous tenant, and these were thick with dust. “Bah!” said the inquisitive Mr. Lane scornfully, and his words echoed hollowly as in an empty house. With the barren possibilities of his exploit before him, Mr. Lane’s spirits fell. He was of the class, to whom reference has already been made, that looked in awe and reverence toward the “Borough Lot” in the same spirit as the youthful curate might regard the consistory of bishops. In his cups — pewter cups they were with frothing heads a-top — he was wont to boast that his connection with the “Borough Lot” was both close and intimate. A rumour that went around to the effect that the “mouthpiece” who defended him at the closing of the unsatisfactory horsehair episode had been paid for by the “Borough Lot” he did not trouble to contradict. If he had known any of them, even by sight, he would not at that moment have been effecting a burglarious entry into their premises. Room after room he searched. He found the ill-furnished bedroom of Connor, and the room where old George slept on an uncleanly mattress. He found, too, the big room where the “Lot” held their informal meetings, but nothing portable. Nothing that a man might slip under his coat, and walk boldly out of the front door with.

He heard another voice speaking in a lower tone.

“What are we worth? You’re a fool! What d’ye think we’re worth? Ain’t we the ‘Borough Lot’? Don’t he know enough to hang two or three of us… It’s Connor and his pal the lawyer…”

‘The Borough Lot’! The paralyzing intelligence came to Mr. Lane, and he held on to the bare mantelshelf for support. Spies! Suppose they discovered him, and mistook him for a spy! His hair rose at the thought. He knew them well enough by repute. Overmuch hero-worship had invested them with qualities for evil which they may or may not have possessed. There might be a chance of escape. The tumult below continued. Scraps of angry talk came floating up. Mr. Lane looked out of the window; the drop into the street was too long, and there was no sign of rope in the house. Cautiously he opened the door of the room. The men were in the room beneath that in which he stood. The staircase that led to the street must take him past their door. Mr. Lane was very anxious to leave the house. He had unwittingly stepped into a hornets’ nest, and wanted to make his escape without disturbing the inmates. Now was the time — or never. Whilst the angry argument continued a creaking stair board or so might not attract attention. But he made no allowance for the gifts of these men — gifts of sight and hearing. Bat Sands, in the midst of his tirade, saw the uplifted finger and head-jerk of Goyle. He did not check his flow of invective, but edged toward the door; then he stopped short, and flinging the door open, he caught the scared Mr. Lane by the throat, and dragging him into the rom, threw him upon the ground and knelt on him.

“What are ye doing here?” he whispered fiercely.

Mr. Lane, with protruding eyes, saw the pitiless faces about him, saw Goyle lift a life-preserver from the table and turn half-round the better to strike, and fainted.

“Stop that!” growled Bat, with outstretched hand. “The little swine has fainted. Who is he? Do any of you fellers know him?”

It was the wizened-faced man whom Angel had addressed as Lamby who furnished the identification. “He’s a little crook — name of Lane.”

“Where does he come from?”

“Oh, hereabouts. He was in the Scrubbs in my time,” said Lamby. They regarded the unconscious burglar in perplexity.

“Go through his pockets,” suggested Goyle. It happened — and this was the most providential happening of the day from Mr. Lane’s point of view — that when he had decided upon embarking on his career of high-class crime he had thoughtfully provided himself with a few homemade instruments. It was the little poker with flattened end to form a jemmy and the centre-bit that was found in his pocket that in all probability saved Mr. Lane’s life. Lombroso and other great criminologists have given it out that your true degenerate has no sense of humour, but on two faces at least there was a broad grin when the object of the little man’s visit was revealed.

“He came to burgle Connor,” said Bat admiringly. “Here, pass over the whisky, one of ye!” He forced a little down the man’s throat, and Mr. Lane blinked and opened his eyes in a frightened stare.

“Stand up,” commanded Bat, “an’ give an account of yourself, young feller. What d’ye mean by breaking into—”

“Never mind about that,” Goyle interrupted savagely. “What has he heard when he was sneaking outside — that’s the question.”

“Nothin’, gentlemen!” gasped the unfortunate Mr. Lane, “on me word, gentlemen! I’ve been in trouble like yourselves, an’—” He realized he had blundered.

“Oh,” said Goyle with ominous calm, “so you’ve been in trouble like us, have you?”

“I mean—”

“I know what you mean,” hissed the other; “you mean you’ve been listenin’ to what we’ve been saying, you little skunk, and you’re ready to bleat to the first copper.” It might have gone hard with Mr. Lane but for the opportune arrival of the messenger. Bat went downstairs at the knock, and the rest stood quietly listening. They expected Connor, and when his voice did not sound on the stairs they looked at one another questioningly. Bat came into the room with a yellow envelope in his hand. He passed it to Goyle. Reading was not an accomplishment of his. Goyle read it with difficulty.

“Do the best you can,” he read. “I’m lying’ doggo.’”

“What does that mean?” snarled Goyle, holding the message in his hand and looking at Bat.

“Hidin’, is he — and we’ve got to do the best we can?”

Bat reached for his overcoat. He did not speak as he struggled into it, nor until he had buttoned it deliberately.

“It means — git,” he said shortly. “It means run, or else it means time, an’ worse than time.”

He swung round to the door. “Connor’s hidin’,” he stopped to say. “When Connor starts hiding the place is getting hot. There’s nothing against me so far as I know, except—”

His eyes fell on the form of Mr. Lane. He had raised himself to a sitting position on the floor, and now, with dishevelled hair and outstretched legs, he sat the picture of despair.

Goyle intercepted the glance. “What about him?” he asked.

“Leave him,” said Bat; “we’ve got no time for fooling with him.”

A motorcar came buzzing down Cawdor Street, which was unusual. They heard the grind of its brakes outside the door, and that in itself was sufficiently alarming. Bat extinguished the light, and cautiously opened the shutters. He drew back with an oath.

“What’s that?” Goyle whispered. Bat made no reply, and they heard him open his matchbox.

“What are you doing?” whispered Goyle fiercely.

“Light the lamp,” said the other. The tinkle of glass followed as he removed the chimney, and in the yellow light Bat faced the “Borough Lot.” “U — P spells ‘up,’ an’ that’s what the game is,” he said calmly.

He was searching his pockets as he spoke. “I want a light because there’s one or two things in my pocket that I’ve got to burn — quick!”

After some fumbling he found a paper. He gave it a swift examination, then he struck a match and carefully lit the corner.

“It’s the fairest cop,” he went on. “The street’s full of police, and Angel ain’t playing ‘gamblin’ raids’ this time.”

There was a heavy knock on the door, but nobody moved.

Goyle’s face had gone livid. He knew better than any man there how impossible escape was. That had been one of the drawbacks to the house — the ease with which it could be surrounded. He had pointed out the fact to Connor before.

Again the knock. “Let ’em open it,” said Bat grimly, and as though the people outside had heard the invitation, the door crashed in, and there came a patter as of men running on the stairs.

First to enter the room was Angel. He nodded to Bat coolly, then stepped aside to allow the policemen to follow.

“I want you,” he said briefly.

“What for?” asked Sands.

“Breaking and entering,” said the detective. “Put out your hands!”

Bat obeyed. As the steel stirrup-shaped irons snapped on his wrists he asked —

“Have you got Connor?”

Angel smiled. “Connor lives to fight another day,” he said quietly. The policemen who attended him were busy with the other occupants of the room.

“Bit of a field-day for you, Mr. Angel,” said the thin-faced Lamby pleasantly.

“Thought you was goin’ to let us off?”

“Jumping at conclusions hastily is a habit to be deplored,” said Angel sententiously. Then he saw the panic-stricken Mr. Lane.

“Hullo, what’s this?” he demanded. Mr. Lane had at that moment the inspiration of his life. Since he was by fortuitous circumstances involved in this matter, and since it could make very little difference one way or the other what he said, he seized the fame that lay to his hand. “I am one of the ‘Borough Lot,’” he said, and was led out proud and handcuffed with the knowledge that he had established beyond dispute his title to consideration as a desperate criminal.

Mr. Spedding was a man who thought quickly. Ideas and plans came to him as dross and diamonds come to the man at the sorting table, and he had the faculty of selection. He saw the police system of England as only the police themselves saw it, and he had an open mind upon Angel’s action. It was within the bounds of possibility that Angel had acted with full authority; it was equally possible that Angel was bluffing. Mr. Spedding had two courses before him, and they were both desperate; but he must be sure in how, so far, his immediate liberty depended upon the whim of a deputy-assistant-commissioner of police. Angel had mentioned a supreme authority. It was characteristic of Spedding that he should walk into a mine to see how far the fuse had burned. In other words, he hailed the first cab, and drove to the House of Commons. The Right Honorable George Chandler Middleborough, His Majesty’s Secretary of State for Home Affairs, is a notoriously inaccessible man; but he makes exceptions, and such an exception he made in favour of Spedding. For eminent solicitors do not come down to the House at ten o’clock in the evening to gratify an idle curiosity, or to be shown over the House, or beg patronage and interest; and when a business card is marked “most urgent,” and that card stands for a staple representative of an important profession, the request for an interview is not easily refused.

Spedding was shown into the minister’s room, and the Home Secretary rose with a smile. He knew Mr. Spedding by sight, and had once dined in his company, “Er—” he began, looking at the card in his hand, “what can I do for you at this hour?” he smiled again

“I have called to see you in the matter of the late — er — Mr. Reale.” He saw and watched the minister’s face. Beyond looking a little puzzled, the Home Secretary made no sign.

“Good!” thought Spedding, and breathed with more freedom.

“I’m afraid—” said the minister.

He got no further, for Spedding was at once humility, apology, and embarrassment. What! had the Home Secretary not received his letter? A letter dealing with the estate of Reale? You can imagine the distress and vexation on Mr. Spedding’s face as he spoke of the criminal carelessness of his clerk, his attitude of helplessness, his recognition of the absolute impossibility of discussing the matter until the Secretary had received the letter, and his withdrawal, leaving behind him a sympathetic minister of State who would have been pleased — would have been delighted, my dear sir, to have helped Mr. Spedding if he’d received the letter in time to consider its contents.

Mr. Spedding was an inventive genius, and it might have been in reference to him that the motherhood of invention was first identified with dire necessity.

Out again in the courtyard, Spedding found a cab that carried him to his club.

“Angel bluffed!” he reflected with an inward smile. “My friend, you are risking that nice appointment of yours.” He smiled again, for it occurred to him that his risk was the greater. “Two millions!” he murmured. “It is worth it: I could do a great deal with two millions.” He got down at his club, and tendered the cab-man the legal fare to a penny.
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When Piccadilly Circus, a blaze of light, was thronged with the crowds that the theatres were discharging, a motorcar came gingerly through the traffic, passed down Regent Street, and swinging along Pall Mall, headed southward across Westminster Bridge. The rain had ceased, but underfoot the roads were sodden, and the car bespattered its occupants with black mud. The chauffeur at the wheel turned as the car ran smoothly along the tramway lines in the Old Kent Road and asked a question, and one of the two men in the back of the car consulted the other.

“We will go to Cramer’s first,” said the man. Old Kent Road was a fleeting vision of closed shops, of little knots of men emerging from public-houses at the potman’s strident command; Lewisham High Road, as befits that very respectable thoroughfare, was decorously sleeping; Lea, where the hedges begin, was silent; and Chislehurst was a place of the dead. Near the common the car pulled up at a big house standing in black quietude, and the two occupants of the car descended and passed through the stiff gate, along the gravelled path, and came to a stop at the broad porch.

“I don’t know what old Mauder will say,” said Angel as he fumbled for the bell; “he’s a methodical old chap.” In the silence they could hear the thrill of the electric bell. They waited a few minutes, and rang again. Then they heard a window opened and a sleepy voice demand —

“Who is there?”

Angel stepped back from the porch and looked up. “Hullo, Mauder! I want you. I’m Angel.”

“The devil!” said a surprised voice. “Wait a bit. I’ll be down in a jiffy.”

The pleasant-faced man who in dressing-gown and pajamas opened the door to them and conducted them to a cosy library was Mr. Ernest Mauder himself.

It is unnecessary to introduce that world-famous publisher to the reader, the more particularly in view of the storm of controversy that burst about his robust figure in regard to the recent publication of Count Lehoff’’s embarrassing “Memoirs.” He made a sign to the two men to be seated, nodding to Jimmy as to an old friend.

“I am awfully sorry to disturb you at this rotten hour,” Angel commenced, and the other arrested his apology with a gesture.

“You detective people are so fond of springing surprises on us unintelligent outsiders,” he said, with a twinkle in his eye, “that I am almost tempted to startle you.”

“It takes a lot to startle me,” said Angel complacently.

“You’ve brought it on your own head,” warned the publisher, wagging a forefinger at the smiling Angel. “Now let me tell you why you have motored down from London on this miserable night on a fairly fruitless errand.”

“Eh?” The smile left Angel’s face.

“Ah, I thought that would startle you! You’ve come about a book?”

“Yes,” said Jimmy wonderingly.

“A book published by our people nine years ago?”

“Yes,” the wonderment deepening on the faces of the two men.

“The title,” said the publisher impressively, “is A Short Study on the Origin of the Alphabet, and the author is a half-mad old don, who was subsequently turned out of Oxford for drunkenness.”

“Mauder,” said Jimmy, gazing at his host in bewilderment, “you’ve hit it — but—”

“Ah,” said the publisher, triumphant, “I thought that was it. Well, your search is fruitless. We only printed five hundred copies; the book was a failure — the same ground was more effectively covered by better books. I found a dusty old copy a few years ago, and gave it to my secretary. So far as I know, that is the only copy in existence.”

“But your secretary?” said Angel eagerly. “What is his name? Where does he live?”

“It’s not a ‘he,’” said Mauder, “but a ‘she.’”

“Her name?”

“If you had asked that question earlier in the evening I could not have told you,” said Mauder, obviously enjoying the mystery he had created, “but since then my memory has been refreshed. The girl — and a most charming lady too — was my secretary for two years. I do not know what induced her to work, but I rather think she supported an invalid father.”

“What is her name?” asked Angel impatiently.

“Kathleen Kent,” replied the publisher, “and her address is—”

“Kathleen Kent!” repeated Jimmy in wide-eyed astonishment. “Angels and Ministers of Grace defend us!”

“Kathleen Kent!” repeated Angel with a gasp. “Well, that takes the everlasting biscuit! But,” he added quickly, “how did you come to know of our errand?”

“Well,” drawled the elder man, wrapping his dressing-gown round him more snugly, “it was a guess to an extent. You see, Angel, when a man has been already awakened out of a sound sleep to answer mysterious inquiries about an out-of-date book—”

“What,” cried Jimmy, jumping up, “somebody has already been here?”

“It is only natural,” the publisher went on, “to connect his errand with that of the second midnight intruder.”

“Who has been here? For Heaven’s sake, don’t be funny; this is a serious business.”

“Nobody has been here,” said Mauder, “but an hour ago a man called me up on the telephone—”

Jimmy looked at Angel, and Angel looked at Jimmy.

“Jimmy,” said Angel penitently, “write me down as a fool. Telephone! Heavens, I didn’t know you were connected.”

“Nor was I till last week,” said the publisher, “nor will I be after tomorrow. Sleep is too precious a gift to be dissipated—”

“Who was the man?” demanded Angel.

“I couldn’t quite catch his name. He was very apologetic. I gathered that he was a newspaper man, and wanted particulars in connection with the death of the author.”

Angel smiled. “The author’s alive all right,” he said grimly. “How did the voice sound — a little pompous, with a clearing of the throat before each sentence?”

The other nodded.

“Spedding!” said Angel, rising. “We haven’t any time to lose, Jimmy.”

Mander accompanied them into the hall.

“One question,” said Jimmy, as he fastened the collar of his motor-coat. “Can you give us if any idea of the contents of the book?”

“I can’t,” was the reply. “I have a dim recollection that much of it was purely conventional, that there were some rough drawings, and the earlier forms of the alphabet were illustrated — the sort of thing you find in encyclopaedias or in the back pages of teachers’ Bibles.”

The two men took their seats in the car as it swung round and turned its bright headlamps toward London.

“‘I found this puzzle in a book From which some mighty truths were took,’ “ murmured Angel in his companion’s ear, and Jimmy nodded. He was at that moment utterly oblivious and careless of the fortune that awaited them in the great safe at Lombard Street. His mind was filled with anxiety concerning the girl who unconsciously held the book which might tomorrow make her an heiress. Spedding had moved promptly, and he would be aided, he did not doubt, by Connor and the ruffians of the “Borough Lot.” If the book was still in the girl’s possession they would have it, and they would make their attempt at once. His mind was full of dark forebodings, and although the car bounded through the night at full speed, and the rain which had commenced to fall again cut his face, and the momentum of the powerful machine took his breath away, it went all too slowly for his mood.

One incident relieved the monotony of the journey. As the car flew round a corner in an exceptionally narrow lane it almost crashed into another car, which, driven at breakneck speed, was coming in the opposite direction. A fleeting exchange of curses between the chauffeurs, and the cars passed. By common consent, they had headed for Kathleen’s home. Streatham was deserted.

As they turned the corner of the quiet road in which the girl lived, Angel stopped the car and alighted. He lifted one of the huge lamps from the socket and examined the road.

“There has been a car here less than half an hour ago,” he said, pointing to the unmistakable track of wheels. They led to the door of the house. He rang the bell, and it was almost immediately answered by an elderly lady, who, wrapped in a loose dressing-gown, bade him enter.

“Nobody seems to be surprised to see us tonight,” thought Angel with bitter humour.

“I am Detective Angel from Scotland Yard,” he announced himself, and the elderly lady seemed unimpressed.

“Kathleen has gone,” she informed him cheerfully.

Jimmy heard her with a sinking at his heart.

“Yes,” said the old lady, “Mr. Spedding, the eminent solicitor, called for her an hour ago, and” — she grew confidential— “as I know you gentlemen are very much interested in the case, I may say that there is every hope that before tomorrow my niece will be in possession of her fortune.”

Jimmy groaned. “Please, go on,” said Angel.

“It came about over a book which Kathleen had given her some years ago, and which most assuredly would have been lost but for my carefulness.”

Jimmy cursed her “carefulness” under his breath.

“When we moved here after the death of Kathleen’s poor father I had a great number of things stored. There were amongst these an immense quantity of books, which Kathleen would have sold, but which I thought—”

“Where are these stored?” asked Angel quickly.

“At an old property of ours — the only property that my poor brother had remaining,” she replied sadly, “and that because it was in too dilapidated a condition to attract buyers.”

“Where, where?” Angel realized the rudeness of his impatience. “Forgive me, madam,” he said, “but it is absolutely necessary that I should follow your niece at once.”

“It is on the Tonbridge Road,” she answered stiffly. “So far as I can remember, it is somewhere between Crawley and Tonbridge, but I am not sure. Kathleen knows the place well; that is why she has gone.”

“Somewhere on the Tonbridge Road!” repeated Angel helplessly.

“We could follow the car’s tracks,” said Jimmy.

Angel shook his head. “If this rain is general, they will be obliterated,” he replied.

They stood a minute, Jimmy biting the sodden finger of his glove, and Angel staring into vacancy.

Then Jimmy demanded unexpectedly— “Have you a Bible?”

The old lady allowed the astonishment she felt at the question to be apparent. “I have several.”

“A teacher’s Bible, with notes?” he asked.

She thought. “Yes, there is such an one in the house. Will you wait?”

She left the room.

“We should have told the girl about Spedding — we should have told her,” said Angel in despair.

“It’s no use crying over spilt milk,” said Jimmy quietly. “The thing to do now is to frustrate Spedding and rescue the girl.”

“Will he dare — ?”

“He’ll dare. Oh, yes, he’ll dare,” said Jimmy. “He’s worse than you think, Angel.”

“But he is already a ruined man.”

“The more reason why he should go a step further. He’s been on the verge of ruin for months, I’ve found that out. I made inquiries the other day, and discovered he’s in a hole that the dome of St. Paul’s wouldn’t fill. He’s a trustee or something of the sort for an association that has been pressing him for money. Spedding will dare anything “ — he paused then— “but if he dares to harm that girl he’s a dead man.”

The old lady came in at that moment with the book, and Jimmy hastily turned over the pages. Near the end he came upon something that brought a gleam to his eye. He thrust his hand into his pocket and drew out a notebook. He did not wait to pull up a chair, but sank on his knees by the side of the table and wrote rapidly, comparing the text with the drawings in the book.

Angel, leaning over, followed the work breathlessly. “There — and there — and there!” cried Angel exultantly. “What fools we were, Jimmy, what fools we were.”

Jimmy turned to the lady. “May I borrow this book?” he asked. “It will be returned. Thank you. Now, Angel,” he looked at his watch and made a move for the door, “we have two hours. We will take the Tonbridge Road by daybreak.”

Only one other person did they disturb on that eventful night, and that was a peppery old Colonel of Marines, who lived at Blackheath. There, before the hastily-attired old officer, as the dawn broke, Angel explained his mission, and writing with feverish haste, subscribed to the written statement by oath. Whereupon the Justice of the Peace issued a warrant for the arrest of Joseph James Spedding, Solicitor, on a charge of felony.
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Kathleen very naturally regarded the lawyer in the light of a disinterested friend. There was no reason why she should not do so; and if there had been any act needed to kindle a kindly feeling for the distant legal adviser it was this last act of his, for no sooner, as he told her, had he discovered by the merest accident a clue to the hidden word, than he had rushed off posthaste to put her in possession of his information. He had naturally advised immediate action, and when she demurred at the lateness of the hour at which to begin a hunt for the book, he had hinted vaguely at difficulties which would beset her if she delayed.

She wanted to let Angel know, and Jimmy, but this the lawyer would not hear of, and she accounted for the insistence of his objection by the cautiousness of the legal mind. Then the excitement of the midnight adventure appealed to her — the swift run in the motorcar through the wild night, and the wonderful possibilities of the search at the end of the ride.

So she went, and her appetite for adventure was all but satisfied by a narrowly-averted collision with another car speeding in the opposite direction. She did not see the occupants of the other car, but she hoped they had had as great a fright as she. As a matter of fact, neither of the two men had given a second thought to their danger; one’s mind was entirely and completely filled with her image, and the other was brooding on telephones.

She had no time to tire of the excitement of the night — the run across soaking heaths and through dead villages, where little cottages showed up for a moment in the glare of the headlights, then faded into the darkness. Too soon she came to a familiar stretch of the road, and the car slowed down so that they might not pass the tiny grass lane that led to Flairby Mill. They came to it at last, and the car bumped cautiously over deep cart ruts, over loose stones, and through long drenched grasses till there loomed out of the night the squat outlines of Flairby Mill.

Once upon a time, before the coming of cheap machinery, Flairby Mill had been famous in the district, and the rumble of its big stones went on incessantly, night and day; but the wheel had long since broken, its wreck lay in the bed of the little stream that had so faithfully served it; its machinery was rust and scrap iron, and only the tiny dwelling-house that adjoined was of value. With little or no repair the homestead had remained watertight and weatherproof, and herein had Kathleen stored the odds and ends of her father’s household. The saddles, shields, spears, and oddments he had collected in his travels, and the modest library that had consoled the embittered years of his passing, were all stored here. Valueless as the world assesses value, but in the eyes of the girl precious things associated with her dead father. The tears rose to her eyes as Spedding, taking the key from her hand, fitted it into the lock of a seventeenth-century door, but she wiped them away furtively.

Spedding utilized the acetylene lamp of the car to show him the way into the house.

“You must direct me, Miss Kent,” he said, and Kathleen pointed the way. Up the oaken stairs, covered with dust, their footsteps resounding hollowly through the deserted homestead, the two passed. At the head of the stairs was a heavy door, and acting under the girl’s instructions, the lawyer opened this. It was a big room, almost like a barn, with a timbered ceiling sloping downward. There were three shuttered windows, and another door at the farther end of the room that led to a smaller room.

“This was the miller’s living room,” she said sadly. She could just remember when a miller lived in the homestead, and when she had ridden up to the door of the mill accompanied by her father, and the miller, white and jovial, had lifted her down and taken her through a mysterious chamber where great stones turned laboriously and noisily, and the air was filled with a fine white dust.

Spedding placed the lamp on the table, and cast his eyes round the room in search of the books. They were not difficult to discover; they had been unpacked, and were ranged in three disorderly rows upon roughly constructed bookshelves. The lawyer turned the lamp so that the full volume of light should fall on the books. Then he went carefully over them, row by row, checking each copy methodically, and half muttering the name of each tome he handled. There were school books, works of travel, and now and again a heavily bound scientific treatise, for her father had made science a particular study.

The girl stood with one hand resting on the table, looking on, admiring the patience of the smooth, heavy man at his task, and, it must be confessed, inwardly wondering what necessity there was for this midnight visitation. She had told the lawyer nothing about the red envelope, but instinctively felt that he knew all about it.

“Anabasis, Xenophon,” he muttered; “Iosephus, Works and Life; Essays of Elia; Essays, Emerson; Essays, De Quincey. Wliat’s this?”

He drew from between two bulky volumes a thin little book with a discoloured cover. He dusted it carefully, glanced at the title, opened it and read the title-page, then walked back to the table and seated himself, and started to read the book.

The girl did not know why, but there was something in his attitude at that moment that caused her a little uneasiness, and stirred within her a sense of danger. Perhaps it was that up till then he had shown her marked deference, had been almost obsequious. Now that the book had been found he disregarded her. He did not bring it to her or invite her attention, and she felt that she was “out of the picture,” that the lawyer’s interest in her affairs had stopped dead just as soon as the discovery was made. He turned the leaves over carefully, poring over the introduction, and her eyes wandered from the book to his face. She had never looked at him before with any critical interest. In the unfriendly light of the lamp she saw his imperfections — the brutal strength of his jaw, the unscrupulous thinness of the lip, the heavy eyelids, and the curious hairlessness of his face. She shivered a little, for she read too much in his face for her peace of mind. Unconscious of her scrutiny, for the book before him was all-engrossing, the lawyer went from page to page.

“Don’t you think we had better be going?” Kathleen asked timidly.

Spedding looked up, and his stare was in keeping with his words.

“When I have finished we will go,” he said brusquely, and went on reading.

Kathleen gave a little gasp of astonishment, for, with all her suspicions, she had not been prepared for such a complete and instant dropping of his mask of amiability. In a dim fashion she began to realize her danger, yet there could be no harm; outside was the chauffeur, he stood for something of established order. She made another attempt.

“I must insist, Mr. Spedding, upon your finishing your examination of that book elsewhere. I do not know whether you are aware that you are occupying the only chair in the room,” she added indignantly.

“I am very well aware,” said the lawyer calmly, without raising his eyes.

“Mr. Spedding!”

He looked up with an air of weariness. “May I ask you to remain quiet until I have finished,” he said, with an emphasis that she could not mistake, “and lest you have any lingering doubt that my present research is rather on my own account than on yours, I might add that if you annoy me by whining or fuming, or by any such nonsensical tricks, I have that with me which will quiet you,” and he resumed his reading.

Cold and white, the girl stood in silence, her heart beating wildly, her mind occupied with schemes of escape. After a while the lawyer looked up and tapped the book with his forefinger.

“Your precious secret is a secret no longer,” he said with a hard laugh. Kathleen made no answer. “If I hadn’t been a fool, I should have seen through it before,” he added, then he looked at the girl in meditation. “I have two propositions before me,” he said, “and I want your help.”

“You will have no help from me, Mr. Spedding,” she replied coldly.

“Tomorrow you will be asked to explain your extraordinary conduct.”

He laughed. “Tomorrow, by whom? By Angel or the young swell-mobsman who’s half in love with you?” He laughed again as he saw the colour rising to the girl’s cheeks. “Ah! I’ve hit the mark, have I?”

She received his speech in contemptuous silence.

“Tomorrow I shall be away — well away, I trust, from the reach of either of the gentlemen you mention. I am not concerned with tomorrow as much as today.” She remembered that they were within an hour of daybreak.

“Today is a most fateful day for me — and for you.” He emphasized the last words. She preserved an icy silence.

“If I may put my case in a nutshell,” he went on, with all his old-time suavity, “I may say that it is necessary for me to secure the money that is stored in that ridiculous safe.” She checked an exclamation. “Ah! you understand? Let me be more explicit. When I say get the money, I mean get it for myself, every penny of it, and convert it to my private use. You can have no idea,” he went on, “how comforting it is to be able to stand up and say in so many words the unspoken thoughts of a year, to tell some human being the most secret things that I have so far hidden here,” he struck his chest. “I had thought when old Reale’s commission was entrusted to me that I should find the legatees ordinary plain, everyday fools, who would have unfolded to me day by day the result of their investigations to my profit. I did not reckon very greatly on you, for women are naturally secretive and suspicious, but I did rely upon the two criminals. My experience of the criminal classes, a fairly extensive one, led me to believe that with these gentry I should have no difficulty.” He pursed his lips. “I had calculated without my Jimmy,” he said shortly. He saw the light in the girl’s eye. “Yes,” he went on, “Jimmy is no ordinary man, and Angel is a glaring instance of bad nomenclature. I nearly had Jimmy once. Did he tell you how he got the red envelope? I see he did not. Well, I nearly had him. I went to look for his body next morning, and found nothing. Later in the day I received a picture postcard from him, of a particularly flippant and vulgar character?” He stopped as if inviting comment.

“Your confessions have little interest for me,” said the girl quietly. “I am now only anxious to be rid of your presence.”

“I am coming to that,” said the lawyer. “I was very rude to you a little while ago, but I was busily engaged, and besides I desired to give you an artistic introduction to the new condition. Now, so far from being rude, I wish to be very kind.”

In spite of her outward calm, she trembled at the silky tone the lawyer had now adopted.

“My position is this,” he said, “there is an enormous sum of money, which rightly is yours. The law and the inclination of your competitor — we will exclude Connor, who is not a factor — give you the money. It is unfortunate that I also, who have no earthly right, should desire this money, and we have narrowed down the ultimate issue to this: Shall it be Spedding or Kathleen Kent? I say Spedding, and circumstances support my claim, for I have you here, and, if you will pardon the suspicion of melodrama, very much in my power. If I am to take the two millions, your two millions, without interruption, it will depend entirely upon you.”

Again he stopped to notice the effect of his words.

The girl made no response, but he could see the terror in her eyes.

“If I could have dispensed with your services, or if I had had the sense to guess the simple solution of this cursed puzzle, I could have done everything without embarrassing you in the slightest; but now it has come to this — I have got to silence you.”

He put forward the proposition with the utmost coolness, and Kathleen felt her senses reel at all the words implied.

“I can silence you by killing you,” he said simply, “or by marrying you. If I could think of some effective plan by which I might be sure of your absolute obliteration for two days, I would gladly adopt it; but you are a human woman, and that is too much to expect. Now, of the alternatives, which do you prefer?”

She shrank back against the shuttered window, her eyes on the man.

“You are doubtless thinking of the chauffeur,” he said smoothly, “but you may leave him out of the reckoning. Had your ears been sharp, you would have heard the car going back half an hour ago — he is awaiting our return half a mile away. If I return alone he will doubtlessly be surprised, but he will know nothing. Do you not see a picture of him driving me away, and me, at his side, turning round and waving a smiling farewell to an imaginary woman who is invisible to the chauffeur? Picture his uneasiness vanishing with this touch. Two days afterwards he would be on the sea with me, ignorant of the murder, and curious things happen at sea. Come, Kathleen, is it to be marriage — ?”

“Death!” she cried hoarsely, then, as his swift hand caught her by the throat, she screamed. His face looked down into hers, no muscle of it moved. Fixed, rigid, and full of his dreadful purpose, she saw the pupils of his pitiless eyes contract Then of a sudden he released hold of her, and she fell back against the wall. She heard his quick breathing, and closing her eyes, waited. Then slowly she looked up. She saw a revolver in his hand, and in a numb kind of way she realized that it was not pointed at her.

“Hands up!” She heard Spedding’s harsh shout. “Hands up, both of you!”

Then she heard an insolent laugh. There were only two men in the world who would laugh like that in the very face of death, and they were both there, standing in the doorway, Angel with his motor goggles about his neck and Jimmy slowly peeling his gloves.

Then she looked at Spedding. The hand that held the revolver did not tremble, he was as self-possessed as he had been a. few minutes before.

“If either of you move I’ll shoot the girl, by God!” said Spedding through his teeth.

They stood in the doorway, and Jimmy spoke. He did not raise his voice, but she heard the slumbering passion vibrating through his quiet sentences.

“Spedding, Spedding, my man, you’re frightening that child; put your gun down and let us talk. Do you hear me? I am keeping myself in hand, Spedding, but if you harm that girl I’ll be a devil to you. D’ye hear? If you hurt her, I’ll take you with my bare hands and treat you Indian fashion, Spedding, my man, tie you down and stake you out, then burn you slowly. Yes, and, by the Lord, if any man interferes, even if it’s Angel here, I’ll swing for him. D’ye hear that?”

His breast heaved with the effort to hold himself, and Spedding, shuddering at the ferocity in the man’s whole bearing, lowered his pistol.

“Let us talk,” he said huskily.

“That’s better,” said Angel, “and let me talk first. I want you.”

“Come and take me,” he said.

“The risk is too great,” said Angel frankly, “and besides, I can afford to wait.”

“Well?” asked the lawyer defiantly, after a long pause. He kept the weapon in his hand pointed in the vicinity of the girl. Angel exchanged a word in an undertone with his companion, then— “You may go,” he said, and stepped aside.

Spedding motioned him farther away. Then slowly edging his way to the door, he reached it. He paused for a moment as if about to speak, then quick as thought raised his revolver and fired twice. Angel felt the wind of the bullets as they passed his face, and sprang forward just as Jimmy’s arm shot out. Crack, crack, crack! Three shots so rapid that their reports were almost simultaneous from Jimmy’s automatic pistol sped after the lawyer, but too late, and the heavy door crashed to in Angel’s face, and the snap of the lock told them they were prisoners.

Angel made a dart for a window, but it was shuttered and nailed and immovable. He looked at Jimmy, and burst into a ringing laugh. “Trapped, by Jove!” he said.

Jimmy was on his knees by the side of the girl. She had not fainted, but had suddenly realized her terrible danger, and the strain and weariness of the night adventure had brought her trembling to her knees. Very tenderly did Jimmy’s arm support her. She felt the strength of the man, and, thrilled at his touch, her head sank on his shoulder and she felt at rest.

Angel was busily examining the windows, when a loud report outside the house arrested his attention. “What is that?” asked the girl faintly.

“It is either Mr. Spedding’s well-timed suicide, which I fear is too much to expect,” said Angel philosophically, “or else it is the same Mr. Spedding destroying the working parts of our car. I am afraid it is the latter.”

He moved up and down the room, examined the smaller chamber at the other end, then sniffed uneasily.

“Miss Kent,” he said earnestly, “are you well enough to tell me something?”

She started and flushed as she drew herself from Jimmy’s arms, and stood up a little shakily. “Yes,” she said, with a faint smile, “I think I am all right now.”

“What is there under here?” asked Angel, pointing to the floor.

“An old workshop, a sort of storehouse,” she replied in surprise.

“What is in it?” There was no mistaking the seriousness in Angel’s voice. “Broken furniture? Mattresses?”

“Yes, I think there are, and paints and things. Why do you ask?”

“Jimmy,” said Angel quickly, “do you smell anything?”

Jimmy sniffed. “Yes,” he said quickly. “Quick, the windows!”

They made a rapid search of the room. In a corner Jimmy unearthed a rusty cavalry sabre.

“That’s the thing,” said Angel, and started to prise loose the solid shutter; but the wood was unyielding, and just as they had secured a purchase the blade snapped.

“There is an old axe in the cupboard,” cried the girl, who apprehended the hidden danger.

With a yell of joy Angel dragged forth an antiquated battle-axe, and attacked the shutter afresh. With each blow the wood flew in big splinters, but fast as he worked something else was moving faster. Angel had not mistaken the smell of petrol, and now a thin vapour of smoke flowed into the room from underneath the door, and in tiny spirals through the interstices of the floorboards.

Angel stopped exhausted, and Jimmy picked up the axe and struck it true, then after one vigorous stroke a streak of daylight showed in the shutter. The room was now intolerably hot, and Angel took up the axe and hacked away at the oaken barrier to life.

“Shall we escape?” asked the girl quietly.

“Yes, I think so,” said Jimmy steadily.

“I shall not regret tonight,” she faltered.

“Nor I,” said Jimmy in a low voice, “whatever the issue is. It is very good to love once in a lifetime, even if that once is on the brink of the grave.”

Her lips quivered, and she tried to speak. Angel was hard at work on the window, and his back was toward them, and Jimmy bent and kissed the girl on the lips.

The window was down! Angel turned in a welter of perspiring triumph.

“Outside as quick as dammit!” he cried. Angel had found a rope in the smaller room in his earlier search, and this he slipped round the girl’s waist.

“When you get down run clear of the smoke,” he instructed her, and in a minute she found herself swinging in mid-air, in a cloud of rolling smoke that blinded and choked her. She felt the ground, and staying only to loose the rope, she ran outward and fell exhausted on a grassy bank. In a few minutes the two men were by her side. They stood in silence contemplating the conflagration, then Kathleen remembered.

“The book, the book!” she cried.

“It’s inside my shirt,” said the shameless Angel.
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It is an axiom at Scotland Yard, “Beware of an audience.” Enemies of our police system advance many and curious reasons for this bashfulness. In particular they place a sinister interpretation upon the desire of the police to carry out their work without fuss and without ostentation, for the police have an embarrassing system of midnight arrests. Unless you advertise the fact, or unless your case is of sufficient importance to merit notice in the evening newspapers, there is no reason why your disappearance from society should excite comment, or why the excuse, put forward for your absence from your accustomed haunts, that you have gone abroad should not be accepted without question.

Interviewing his wise chief, Angel received some excellent advice.

“If you’ve got to arrest him, do it quietly. If, as you suggest, he barricades himself in his house, or takes refuge in his patent vault, leave him alone. We want no fuss, and we want no newspaper sensations. If you can square up the Reale business without arresting him, by all means do so. We shall probably get him in — er — what do you call it, Angel? — oh, yes, ‘the ordinary way of business.’”

“Very good, sir,” said Angel, nothing loth to carry out the plan.

“From what I know of this class of man,” the Assistant-Commissioner went on, fingering his grizzled moustache, “he will do nothing. He will go about his daily life as though nothing had happened; you will find him in his office this morning, and if you went to arrest him you’d be shot dead. No, if you take my advice you’ll leave him severely alone for the present. He won’t run away.”

So Angel thanked his chief and departed. Throughout the morning he was obsessed by a desire to see the lawyer. By midday this had become so overmastering that he put on his hat and sauntered down to Lincoln’s Inn Fields.

“Yes, Mr. Spedding was in,” said a sober clerk, and — after consulting his employer— “Mr. Spedding would see him”

The lawyer was sitting behind a big desk covered with beribboned bundles of papers. He greeted Angel with a smile, and pointed to a chair on the other side of the desk.

“I’ve been in court most of the morning,” he said blandly, “but I’m at liberty for half an hour. What can I do for you?”

Angel looked at him in undisguised admiration. “You’re a wonderful chap,” he said with a shake of his head.

“You’re admiring me,” said the lawyer, fingering a paperknife, “in very much the same way as an enthusiastic naturalist admires the markings of a horned viper.”

“That is very nicely put,” said Angel truthfully.

The lawyer had dropped his eyes on to the desk before him; then he looked up. “What is it to be?” he asked.

“A truce,” said Angel.

“I thought you would say that,” replied Spedding comfortably, “because I suppose you know—”

“Oh, yes,” said Angel with nonchalant ease, “I know that the right hand which is so carelessly reposing on your knee holds a weapon of remarkable precision.”

“You are well advised,” said the lawyer, with a slight bow.

“Of course,” said Angel, “there is a warrant in existence for your arrest.”

“Of course,” agreed Spedding politely.

“I got it as a precautionary measure,” Angel went on in his most affable manner.

“Naturally,” said the lawyer; “and now—”

“Oh, now,” said Angel, “I wanted to give you formal notice that, on behalf of Miss Kent, we intend opening the safe tomorrow.”

“I will be there,” said the lawyer, and rang a bell.

“And,” added Angel in a lower voice, “keep out of Jimmy’s way.”

Spedding’s lips twitched, the only sign of nervousness he had shown during the interview, but he made no reply. As the clerk stood waiting at the open door, Spedding, with his most gracious smile, said— “Er — and did you get home safely this morning?”

“Quite, thank you,” replied Angel, in no wise perturbed by the man’s audacity.

“Did you find your country quarters — er — comfortable?”

“Perfectly,” said Angel, rising to the occasion, “but the function was a failure.”

“The function?” The lawyer bit at the bait Angel had thrown.

“Yes,” said the detective, his hand on the door, “the house-warming, you know.”

Angel chuckled to himself all the way back to the Embankment. His grim little jest pleased him so much that he must needs call in and tell his chief, and the chief’s smile was very flattering.

“You’re a bright boy,” he said, “but when the day comes for you to arrest that lawyer gentleman, I trust you will, as a precautionary measure, purge your soul of all frivolities, and prepare yourself for a better world.”

“If,” said Angel, “I do not see the humorous side of being killed, I shall regard my life as badly ended.”

“Get out,” ordered the Commissioner, and Angel got.

He realized as the afternoon wore on that he was very tired, and snatched a couple of hours’ sleep before keeping the appointment he had made with Jimmy earlier in the day. Whilst he was dressing Jimmy came in — Jimmy rather white, with a surgical bandage round his head, and carrying with him the pungent scent of iodoform.

“Hullo,” said Angel in astonishment, “what on earth have you been doing?”

Jimmy cast an eye round the room in search of the most luxurious chair before replying.

“Ah,” he said with a sigh of contentment as he seated himself, “that’s better.”

Angel pointed to the bandage. “When did this happen?”

“An hour or so ago,” said Jimmy. “Spedding is a most active man.”

Angel whistled. “Conventionally?” he asked.

“Artistically,” responded Jimmy, nodding his bandaged head. “A runaway motorcar that followed my cab — beautifully done. The cabhorse was killed and the driver has a concussion, but I saw the wheeze and jumped.”

“Got the chauffeur?” asked Angel anxiously.

“Yes; it was in the City. You know the City police? Well, they had him in three seconds. He tried to bolt, but that’s a fool’s game in the City.”

“Was it Spedding’s chauffeur?”

Jimmy smiled pityingly. “Of course not. That’s where the art of the thing comes in.”

Angel looked grave for a minute. “I think we ought to ‘pull’ our friend,” he said.

“Meaning Spedding?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t agree with you,” said Jimmy. “It would be ever so much more comfortable for you and me, but it will be ever so much better to finish up the Reale business first.”

“Great minds!” murmured Angel, remembering his chief’s advice. “I suppose Mr. Spedding will lay for me tonight.”

“You can bet your life on that,” said Jimmy cheerfully.

As he was speaking, a servant came into the room with a letter. When the man had gone, Angel opened and read it. His grin grew broader as he perused it.

“Listen!” he said. “It’s from Miss Kent.”

Jimmy was all attention.

“Dear Mr. Angel, Spedding has trapped me again. Whilst I was shopping this afternoon, two men came up to me and asked me to accompany them. They said they were police officers, and wanted me in connection with last night’s affair. I was so worried that I went with them. They took me to a strange house in Kensington… For Heaven’s sake, come to me!…”

Jimmy’s face was so white that Angel thought he would faint.

“The hounds!” he cried. “Angel, we must—”

“You must sit down,” said Angel, “or you’ll be having a fit.”

He examined the letter again. “It’s beautifully done,” he said. “Scrawled on a torn draper’s bill in pencil, it might very easily be her writing.”

He put the missive carefully in a drawer of his desk, and locked it.

“Unfortunately for the success of that scheme, Mr. Spedding, I have four men watching Miss Kent’s house day and night, and being in telephonic communication, I happen to know that that young lady has not left her house all day.” He looked at Jimmy, white and shaking. “Buck up, Jimmy,” he said kindly. “Your bang on the head has upset you more than you think.”

“But the letter?” asked Jimmy.

“A little fake,” said Angel airily, “Mr. Spedding’s little ballon d’essai, so foolishly simple that I think Spedding must be losing his nerve and balance. I’d like to bet that this house is being watched to see the effect of the note.” (Angel would have won his bet.) “Now the only question is, what little program have they arranged for me this evening?”

Jimmy was thoughtful. “I don’t know,” he said slowly, “but I should think it would be wiser for you to keep indoors. You might make me up a bed in your sittingroom, and if there is any bother, we can share it.”

“And whistle to keep my courage up?” sneered Angel. “I’ll make you up a bed with all the pleasure in life; but I’m going out, Jimmy, and I’ll take you with me, if you’ll agree to come along and find a man who will replace that conspicuous white bandage by something less bloodcurdling.”

They found a man in Devonshire Place who was a mutual friend of both. He was a specialist in unpronounceable diseases, a Knight Commander of St. Michael and St. George, a Fellow of the two Colleges, and the author of half a dozen works of medical science. Angel addressed him as “Bill”

The great surgeon deftly dressed the damaged head of Jimmy, and wisely asked no questions. He knew them both, and had been at Oxford with one, and he permitted himself to indulge in caustic comments on their mode of life and the possibilities of their end.

“If you didn’t jaw so much,” said Angel, “I’d employ you regularly; as it is, I am very doubtful if I shall ever bring you another case.”

“For which,” said Sir William Farran, as he clipped the loose ends of the dressing, “I am greatly obliged to you, Angel Esquire. You are the sort of patient I like to see about once a year — just about Christmas-time, when I am surfeited with charity toward mankind, when I need a healthy moral corrective to tone down the bright picture to its normal grayness — that’s the time you’re welcome, Angel.”

“Fine!” said Angel ecstatically. “I’d like to see that sentence in a book, with illustrations.”

The surgeon smiled good-humouredly. He put a final touch to the dressing.

“There you are,” he said. “Thank you, Bill,” said Jimmy. “You’re getting fat.”

“Thank you for nothing,” said the surgeon indignantly.

Angel struck a more serious tone when he asked the surgeon in an undertone, just as they were taking their departure. “Where will you be tonight?”

The surgeon consulted a little engagement book. “I am dining at the ‘Ritz’ with some people at eight. We are going on to the Gaiety afterwards, and I shall be home by twelve. Why?”

“There’s a gentleman,” said Angel confidentially, “who will make a valiant attempt to kill one of us, or both of us tonight, and he might just fail; so it would be as well to know where you are, if you are wanted. Mind you,” added Angel with a grin, “you might be wanted for him.”

“You’re a queer bird,” said the surgeon, “and Jimmy’s a queerer one. Well, off you go, you two fellows; you’ll be getting my house a bad name.”

Outside in the street the two ingrates continued their discussion on the corpulence that attends success in life. They walked leisurely to Piccadilly, and turned towards the circus. It is interesting to record the fact that for no apparent reason they struck off into side streets, made unexpected excursions into adjoining squares, took unnecessary short cuts through mews, and finally, finding themselves at the Oxford Street end of Charing Cross Road, they hailed a hansom, and drove eastward rapidly.

Angel shouted up some directions through the trap in the roof.

“I am moved to give the two gentlemen who are following me what in sporting parlance is called ‘a run for their money,’” he said. He lifted the flap at the back of the cab, glanced through the little window, and groaned. Then he gave fresh directions to the cabman.

“Drive to the ‘Troc,’” he called, and to Jimmy he added, “If we must die, let us die full of good food.”

In the thronged grill-room of the brightly-lighted restaurant the two men found a table so placed that it commanded a view of the room. They took their seats, and whilst Jimmy ordered the dinner Angel watched the stream of people entering. He saw a dapper little man, with swarthy face and coal-black eyes, eyebrows and moustache, come through the glass doors. He stood for a breathing space at the door, his bright eyes flashing from face to face. Then he caught Angel’s steady gaze, and his eyes rested a little longer on the pair. Then Angel beckoned him. He hesitated for a second, then walked slowly toward them. Jimmy pulled a chair from the table, and again he hesitated as if in doubt; then slowly he seated himself, glancing from one to the other suspiciously.

“Monsieur Callvet, ne c’est pas?” asked Angel.

“That is my name,” the other answered in French.

“Permit me to introduce myself,”

“I know you,” said the little man shortly. “You are a detective.”

“It is my fortune,” said Angel, ignoring the bitterness in the man’s tone.

“You wish to speak to me?”

“Yes,” replied Angel. “First, I would ask why you have been following us for the last hour?”

The man shrugged his shoulders. “Monsieur is mistaken.”

Jimmy had been very quiet during the evening. Now he addressed the Frenchman. “Callvet,” he said briefly, “do you know who I am?”

“Yes, you are also a detective.”

Jimmy looked him straight in the eyes. “I am not a detective, Callvet, as you well know. I am” — he felt an unusual repugnance at using the next words— “I am Jimmy of Cairo. You know me?”

“I have heard of you,” said the man doggedly.

“What you are — now — I do not know,” said Jimmy contemptuously. “I have known you as all things — as an ornament of the young Egypt party, as a tout for Reale, as a trader in beastliness.”

The conversation was in colloquial French, and Jimmy used a phrase which is calculated to raise the hair of the most brazen scoundrel. But this man shrugged his shoulders and rose to go. Jimmy caught his sleeve and detained him.

“Callvet,” he said, “go back to Mr. Spedding, your employer, and tell him the job is too dangerous. Tell him that one of the men, at least, knows enough about you to send you to New Caledonia, or else—”

“Or else?” demanded the man defiantly.

“Or else,” said Jimmy in his hesitating way, “I’ll be sending word to the French Ambassador that ‘Monsieur Plessey’ is in London.”

The face of the man turned a sickly green.

“Monsieur — je n’en vois pas la ncessit,” he muttered.

“And who is Plessey?” asked Angel when the man had gone.

“A murderer greatly wanted by the French police,” said Jimmy, “and Spedding has well chosen his instrument. Angel, there will be trouble before the evening is over.”

They ate their dinner in silence, lingering over the coffee. The Frenchman had taken a table at the other side of the room. Once when Angel went out he made as though to leave, but seeing that Jimmy did not move, he changed his mind. Angel dawdled through the sweet, and took an unconscionable time over his coffee. Jimmy, fretting to be gone, groaned as his volatile companion ordered yet another liqueur.

“That’s horribly insidious muck to drink,” grumbled Jimmy.

“Inelegant, but true,” said Angel. He was amused at the obvious efforts of the spy at the other table to kill time also. Then suddenly Angel rose, leaving his drink untasted, and reached for his hat.

“Come along,” he said briskly.

“This is very sudden,” remarked the impatient Jimmy.

They walked to the desk and paid their bill, and out of the corner of his eye Angel could see the dapper Frenchman following them out. They stepped out along Shaftesbury Avenue; then Jimmy stopped and fumbled in his pocket. In his search he turned round, facing the direction from which he had come. The dapper Frenchman was sauntering toward him, whilst behind him came two roughly-dressed men. Then Jimmy saw the two men quicken their pace. Passing one on each side of Callvet, each took an arm affectionately, and the three turned into Rupert Street, Angel and Jimmy following. Jimmy saw the three bunched together, and heard the click of the handcuffs. Then Angel whistled a passing cab. The captive’s voice rose. “Stick a handkerchief in his mouth,” said Angel, and one of the men obeyed. The two stood watching the cab till it turned the corner.

“There is no sense in taking unnecessary risks,” said Angel cheerfully. “It is one thing being a fool, and another being a silly fool. Now we’ll go along and see what else happens.”

He explained as he proceeded: “I’ve wanted Callvet for quite a long time — he’s on the list, so to speak. I lost sight of him a year ago. How Spedding got him is a mystery. If the truth be told, he’s got a nodding acquaintance with half the crooks in London… had a big criminal practice before he went into the more lucrative side of the law.”

A big crowd had gathered at the corner of the Haymarket, and with one accord they avoided it.

“Curiosity,” Angel prattled on, “has been the undoing of many a poor soul. Keep away from crowds, Jimmy.”

They walked on till they came to Angel’s flat in Jermyn Street.

“Spedding will duplicate and triplicate his schemes for catching us tonight,” said Jimmy.

“He will,” agreed Angel, and opened the door of the house in which his rooms were. The narrow passageway, in which a light usually burned day and night, was in darkness.

“Oh, no,” said Angel, stepping back into the street, “oh, indeed no!”

During their walk Jimmy had had a suspicion that they had been followed. This suspicion was confirmed when Angel whistled, and two men crossed the road and joined them.

“Lend me your lamp, Johnson,” said Angel, and taking the bright little electric lamp in his hand, he entered the passage, followed by the others. They reached the foot of the stairs, then Angel reached back his hand without a word, and one of the two men placed therein a stick. Cautiously the party advanced up the stairway that led to Angel’s room.

“Somebody has been here,” said Angel, and pointed to a patch of mud on the carpet. The door was ajar, and Jimmy sent it open with a kick; then Angel put his arm cautiously into the room and turned on the light, and the party waited in the darkness for a movement. There was no sign, and they entered. It did not require any great ingenuity to see that the place had been visited. Half-opened drawers, their contents thrown on the floor, and all the evidence of a hurried search met their eyes. They passed from the little sittingroom to the bedroom, and here again the visitors had left traces of their investigations.

“Hullo!” Jimmy stopped and picked up a soft felt hat. He looked inside; the dull lining bore the name of an Egyptian hatter. “Connor’s!” he said.

“Ah!” said Angel softly, “so Connor takes a hand, does he?”

One of the detectives who had followed them in grasped Angel’s arm.

“Look, sir!” he whispered.

Half-hidden by the heavy hangings of the window, a man crouched in the shadow.

“Come out of that!” cried Angel.

Then something in the man’s attitude arrested his speech. He slipped forward and pulled back the curtain.

“Connor!” he cried. Connor it was indeed, stone dead, with a bullet hole in the centre of his forehead.
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The four men stood in silence before the body. Jimmy bent and touched the hand. “Dead!” he said. Angel made no reply, but switched on every slight in the room. Then he passed his hands rapidly through the dead man’s pockets; the things he found he passed to one of the other detectives, who laid them on the table.

“A chisel, a jemmy, a centre-bit, lamp, pistol,” enumerated Angel. “It is not difficult to understand why Connor came here; but who killed him?”

He made a close inspection of the apartment. The windows were intact and fastened, there were no signs of a struggle. In the sittingroom there were muddy footmarks, which might have been made by Connor or his murderer. In the centre of the room was a small table. During Angel’s frequent absences from his lodgings he was in the habit of locking his two rooms against his servants, who did their cleaning under his eye. In consequence, the polished surface of the little table was covered with a fine layer of dust, save in one place where there was a curious circular clearing about eight inches in diameter. Angel examined this with scrupulous care, gingerly pulling the table to where the light would fall on it with greater brilliance. The little circle from whence the dust had disappeared interested him more than anything else in the room. “You will see that this is not touched,” he said to one of the men; and then to the other, “You had better go round to Vine Street and report this — stay, I will go myself.”

As Jimmy and he stepped briskly in the direction of the historic police station, Angel expressed himself tersely. “Connor came on his own to burgle; he was surprised by a third party, who, thinking Connor was myself, shot him.”

“That is how I read it,” said Jimmy. “But why did Connor come?”

“I have been expecting Connor,” said Angel quietly. “He was not the sort of man to be cowed by the fear of arrest. He had got it into his head that I had got the secret of the safe, and I he came to find out.”

Inside the station the inspector on duty saluted him.

“We have one of your men inside,” he said pleasantly, referring to the Frenchman; then, noticing the grave faces of the two, he added, “Is anything wrong, sir?”

Briefly enough the detective gave an account of what had happened in Jermyn Street. He added his instructions concerning the table, and left as I the inspector was summoning the divisional surgeon.

“I wonder where we could find Spedding?” asked Angel.

“I wonder where Spedding will find us?” added Jimmy grimly.

Angel looked round in surprise. “Losing your nerve?” he asked rudely.

“No,” said the cool young man by his side slowly; “but somehow life seems more precious than it was a week ago.”

“Fiddlesticks!” said. Angel. “You’re in love.”

“Perhaps I am,” admitted Jimmy in a surprised tone, as if the idea had never occurred to him before. Angel looked at his watch.

“Ten o’clock,” he said; “time for all good people to be in bed. Being myself of a vicious disposition, and, moreover, desirous of washing the taste of tragedy out of my mouth, I suggest we walk steadily to a place of refreshment.”

“Angel,” said Jimmy, “I cannot help thinking that you like to hear yourself talk.”

“I love it,” said Angel frankly.

In a little underground bar in Leicester Square they sat at a table listening to a little string band worry through the overture to Lohengrin. The crowded room suited their moods. Jimmy, in his preoccupation, found the noise, the babble of voices in many tongues, and the wail of the struggling orchestra, soothing after the exciting events of the past few hours. To Angel the human element in the crowd formed relaxation. The loudspeaking men with their flashy jewellery, the painted women with their automatic smiles, the sprinkling of keen-faced sharps he recognized, they formed part of the pageant of life — the life as Angel saw it. They sat sipping their wine until there came a man who, glancing carelessly round the room, made an imperceptible sign to Angel, and then, as if having satisfied himself that the man he was looking for was not present, left the room again. Angel and his companion followed.

“Well?” asked Angel.

“Spedding goes to the safe tonight,” said the stranger.

“Good,” said Angel.

“The guard at the safe is permanently withdrawn by Spedding’s order.”

“That I know,” said Angel. “It was withdrawn the very night the ‘Borough Lot’ came. On whose behalf is Spedding acting?”

“On behalf of Connor, who I understand is one of the legatees.”

Angel whistled. “Whew! Jimmy, this is to be the Grand Finale.”

He appeared deep in thought for a moment.

“It will be necessary for Miss Kent to be present,” he said after a while.

From a neighbouring district messenger office he got on by the telephone to a garage, and within half an hour they were ringing the bell at Kathleen’s modest little house.

The girl rose to greet them as they entered. All sign of the last night’s fatigue had vanished.

“Yes,” she replied, “I have slept the greater part of the day.”

Angel observed that she studiously kept her eyes from Jimmy, and that that worthy was preternaturally interested in a large seascape that hung over the fireplace.

“This is the last occasion we shall be troubling you at so late an hour,” said Angel, “but I am afraid we shall want you with us tonight.”

“I will do whatever you wish,” she answered simply. “You have been, both of you, most kind.”

She flashed a glance at Jimmy, and saw for the first time the surgical dressing on his head. “You — you are not hurt?” she cried in alarm, then checked herself.

“Not at all,” said Jimmy loudly, “nothing, I assure you.”

He was in an unusual panic, and wished he had not come.

“He tripped over a hearthrug and fell against a marble mantelpiece,” lied Angel elaborately. “The marble has been in the possession of my family for centuries, and is now badly, and I fear irretrievably, damaged.”

Jimmy smiled, and his smile was infectious. “A gross libel, Miss Kent,” he said, recovering his nerve. “As a matter of fact—”

“As a matter of fact,” interrupted Angel impressively, “Jimmy was walking in his sleep!”

“Be serious, Mr. Angel,” implored the girl, who was now very concerned as she saw the extent of Jimmy’s injury, and noticed the dark shadows under his eyes.

“Was it Spedding?”

“It was,” said Angel promptly. “A little attempt which proved a failure.”

Jimmy saw the concern in the girl’s eyes, and, manlike, it cheered him.

“It is hardly worth talking about,” he said hastily, “and I think we ought not to delay our departure a second.”

“I will not keep you a moment longer than I can help,” she said, and left the room to dress herself for the journey.

“Jimmy,” said Angel, as soon as she had gone, “cross my hand with silver, pretty gentleman, and I will tell your fortune.”

“Don’t talk rot,” replied Jimmy.

“I can see a bright future, a dark lady with big gray eyes, who—”

“For Heaven’s sake, shut up!” growled Jimmy, very red; “she’s coming.”

They reached the Safe Deposit when the bells of the city were chiming the half-hour after eleven.

“Shall we go in?” asked Jimmy.

“Better not,” advised Angel. “If Spedding knows we have a key it might spoil the whole show.”

So the car slowly patrolled the narrow length of Lombard Street, an object of professional interest to the half-dozen plainclothes policemen who were on duty there. They had three quarters of an hour to wait, for midnight had rung out from the belfries long before a big car came gliding into the thoroughfare from its western end. It stopped with a jerk before the Safe Deposit, and a top-hatted figure alighted. As he did so, Angel’s car drew up behind, and the three got down.

Spedding, professionally attired in a frockcoat and silk hat, stood with one foot on the steps of the building and his hand upon the key he had fitted. He evinced no surprise when he saw Angel, and bowed slightly to the girl. Then he opened the door and stepped inside, and Angel and his party followed. He lit the vestibule, opened the inner door, and walked into the darkened hall. Again came the click of switches, and every light in the great hall blazed. The girl shivered a little as she looked up at the safe, dominating and sinister, a monument of ruin, a materialization of the dead regrets of a thousand bygone gamblers. Solitary, alone, aloof it rose, distinct from the magnificent building in which it stood — a granite mass set in fine gold. Old Reale had possessed a good eye for contrasts, and had truly foreseen how well would the surrounding beauty of the noble hall emphasize the grim reality of the ugly pedestal. Spedding closed the door behind them, and surveyed the party with a triumphant smile.

“I am afraid,” he said in his smoothest tones, “you have come too late.”

“I am afraid we have,” agreed Angel, and the lawyer looked at him suspiciously.

“I wrote you a letter,” he said. “Did you get it?”

“I have not been home since this afternoon,” said Angel, and he heard the lawyer’s little sigh of relief.

“I am sorry,” Spedding went on, “that I have to disappoint you all; but as you know, by the terms of the will the fortunate person who discovers the word which opens the safe must notify me, claiming the right to apply the word on the combination lock.”

“That is so,” said Angel.

“I have received such a notification from one of the legatees — Mr. Connor,” the lawyer went on, and drew from his pocket a paper, “and I have his written authority to open the safe on his behalf.”

He handed the paper to Angel, who examined it and handed it back.

“It was signed today,” was all that he said.

“At two o’clock this afternoon,” said the lawyer. “I now—”

“Before you go any further, Mr. Spedding,” said Angel, “I might remind you that there is a lady present, and that you have your hat on.”

“A thousand pardons,” said the lawyer with a sarcastic smile, and removed his hat. Angel reached out his hand for it, and mechanically the lawyer relinquished it. Angel looked at the crown. The nap was rubbed the wrong way, and was covered with fine dust.

“If you desire to valet me,” said the lawyer, “I have no objection.”

Angel made no reply, but placed the hat carefully on the mosaic floor of the hall.

“If,” said the lawyer, “before I open the safe, there is any question you would like to ask, or any legitimate objection you would wish to raise, I shall be happy to consider it.”

“I have nothing to say,” said Angel.

“Or you?” addressing Jimmy.

“Nothing,” was the laconic answer.

“Or Miss Kent perhaps — ?”

Kathleen looked him straight in the face as she answered coldly— “I am prepared to abide by the action of my friends.”

“There is nothing left for me to do,” said the lawyer after the slightest pause, “but to carry out Mr. Connor’s instructions.”

He walked to the foot of the steel stairway and mounted. He stopped for breath halfway up. He was on a little landing, and facing him was the polished block of granite that marked where the ashes of old Reale reposed.

Pulvis Cinis et Nihil

said the inscription. “‘Dust, cinders and nothing,’” muttered the lawyer, “an apt rebuke to one seeking the shadows of vanity.”

They watched him climb till he reached the broad platform that fronted the safe door. Then they saw him pull a paper from his pocket and examine it. He looked at it carefully, then twisted the dials cautiously till one by one the desired letters came opposite the pointer. Then he twisted the huge handle of the safe. He twisted and pulled, but the steel door did not move. They saw him stoop and examine the dial again, and again he seized the handle with the same result. A dozen times he went through the same process, and a dozen times the unyielding door resisted his efforts. Then he came clattering down the steps, and almost reeled across the floor of the hall to the little group. His eyes burnt with an unearthly light, his face was pallid, and the perspiration lay thick upon his forehead.

“The word!” he gasped. “It’s the wrong word.”

Angel did not answer him.

“I have tested it a dozen times,” cried the lawyer, almost beside himself, “and it has failed.”

“Shall I try?” asked Angel.

“No, no!” the man hissed. “By Heaven, no! I will try again. One of the letters is wrong; there are two meanings to some of the symbols.” He turned and remounted the stairs.

“The man is suffering,” said Jimmy in an undertone.

“Let him suffer,” said Angel, a hard look in his eyes. “He will suffer more before he atones for his villainy. Look, he’s up again. Let the men in, Jimmy, he will find the word this time — and take Miss Kent away as soon as the trouble starts.”

The girl saw the sudden mask of hardness that had come over Angel’s face, saw him slip off his overcoat, and heard the creaking of boots in the hall outside. The pleasant, flippant man of the world was gone, and the remorseless police officer, inscrutable as doom, had taken his place. It was a new Angel she saw, and she drew closer to Jimmy. An exultant shout from the man at the safe made her raise her eyes. With a flutter at her heart, she saw the ponderous steel door swing slowly open. Then from the man came a cry that was like the snarl of some wild beast.

“Empty!” he roared. He stood stunned and dumb; then he flung himself into the great steel room, and they heard his voice reverberating hollowly. Again he came to the platform holding in his hand a white envelope. Blindly he blundered down the stairs again, and they could hear his heavy breathing.

“Empty!” His grating voice rose to a scream. “Nothing but this!” He held the envelope out, then tore it open. It contained only a few words —

“Received on behalf of Miss Kathleen Kent the contents of this safe.”

“(Signed) JAMES CAVENDISH STANNARD, Bart.

CHRISTOPHER ANGEL.”

Dazed and bewildered, the lawyer read the paper, then looked from one to the other.

“So it was you,” he said. Angel nodded curtly.

“You!” said Spedding again. “Yes.”

“You have robbed the safe — you — a police officer.”

“Yes,” said Angel, not removing his eyes from the man. He motioned to Jimmy, and Jimmy, with a whispered word to the girl, led her to the door. Behind him, as he returned to Angel’s side, came six plainclothes officers.

“So you think you’ve got me, do you?” breathed Spedding.

“I don’t think,” said Angel, “I know.”

“If you know so much, do you know how near to death you are?”

“That also I know,” said Angel’s even voice. “I’m all the more certain of my danger since I have seen your hat.”

The lawyer did not speak.

“I mean,” Angel went on calmly, “since I saw the hat that you put down on a dusty table in my chambers — when you murdered Connor.”

“Oh, you found him, did you — I wondered,” said Spedding without emotion.

Then he heard a faint metallic click, and leapt back with his hand in his pocket. But Jimmy’s pistol covered him. He paused irresolutely for one moment; then six men flung themselves upon him, and he went to the ground fighting.

Handcuffed, he rose, his nonchalant self, with the full measure of his failure apparent. He was once again the suave, smooth man of old. Indeed, he laughed as he faced Angel.

“A good end,” he said. “You are a much smarter man than I thought you were. What is the charge?”

“Murder,” said Angel.

“You will find a difficulty in proving it,” Spedding answered coolly, “and as it is customary at this stage of the proceedings for the accused to make a conventional statement, I formally declare that I have not seen Connor for two days.”

Closely guarded, he walked to the door. He passed Kathleen standing in the vestibule, and t she shrank on one side, which amused him. He clambered into the car that had brought him, followed by the policemen, and hummed a little tune. He leaned over to say a final word to Angel.

“You think I am indecently cheerful,” he said, “but I feel as a man wearied with folly, who has the knowledge that before him lies the sound sleep that will bring forgetfulness.” Then, as the car was moving off, he spoke again— “Of course I killed Connor — it was inevitable.”

And then the car carried him away. Angel locked the door of the deposit, and handed the key to Kathleen. “I will ask Jimmy to take you home,” he said. “What do you think of him?” said Jimmy.

“Spedding? Oh, he’s acted as I thought he would. He represents the very worst type of criminal in the world; you cannot condemn, any more than you can explain, such men as that. They are in a class by themselves — Nature’s perversities. There is a side to Spedding that is particularly pleasant.”

He saw the two off, then walked slowly to the City Police Station. The inspector on duty nodded to him as he entered.

“We have put him in a special cell,” he said. “Has he been well searched?”

“Yes, sir. The usual kit, and a revolver loaded in five chambers.”

“Let me see it,” said Angel. He took the pistol under the gaslight. One chamber contained an empty shell, and the barrel was foul. That will hang him without his confession, he thought.

“He asked for a pencil and paper,” said the inspector, “but he surely does not expect bail.”

Angel shook his head. “No, I should imagine he wants to write to me.”

A door burst open, and a bareheaded jailer rushed in.

“There’s something wrong in No. 4,” he said, and Angel followed the inspector as he ran down the narrow corridor, studded with iron doors on either side.

The inspector took one glance through the spyhole.

“Open the door!” he said quickly. With a jangle and rattle of bolts, the door was opened. Spedding lay on his back, with a faint smile on his lips; his eyes were closed, and Angel, thrusting his hand into the breast of the stricken man, felt no beat of the heart. “Run for a doctor!” said the inspector. “It’s no use,” said Angel quietly, “the man’s dead.” On the rough bed lay a piece of paper. It was addressed in the lawyer’s bold hand to Angel Esquire. The detective picked it up and read it.

“Excellent Angel,” the letter ran, “the time has come when I must prove for myself the vexed question of immortality. I would say that I bear you no ill will, nor your companion, nor the charming Miss Kent. I would have killed you all, or either, of course, but happily my intentions have not coincided with my opportunities. For some time past I have foreseen the possibility of my present act, and have worn on every suit one button, which, coloured to resemble its fellows, is in reality a skilfully moulded pellet of cyanide. Farewell.”

Angel looked down at the dead man at his feet. The top cloth-covered button on the right breast had been torn away.
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If you can understand that all the extraordinary events of the previous chapters occurred without the knowledge of Fleet Street, that eminent journalists went about their business day by day without being any the wiser, that eager news editors were diligently searching the files of the provincial press for news items, with the mystery of the safe at their very door, and that reporters all over London were wasting their time over wretched little motorbus accidents and gas explosions, you will all the easier appreciate the journalistic explosion that followed the double inquest on Spedding and his victim.

It is outside the province of this story to instruct the reader in what is so much technical detail, but it may be said in passing that no less than twelve reporters, three subeditors, two “crime experts,” and one publisher were summarily and incontinently discharged from their various newspapers in connection with the “Safe Story.” The Megaphone alone lost five men, but then the Megaphone invariably discharges more than any other paper, because it has got a reputation to sustain. Flaring contents bills, heavy black headlines, and column upon column of solid type, told the story of Reale’s millions, and the villainous lawyer, and the remarkable verse, and the “Borough Lot”. There were portraits of Angel and portraits of Jimmy and portraits of Kathleen (sketched in court and accordingly repulsive), and plans of the lawyer’s house at Clapham and sketches of the Safe Deposit.

So for the three days that the coroner’s inquiry lasted London, and Fleet Street more especially, revelled in the story of the old croupier’s remarkable will and its tragic consequences. The Crown solicitors very tactfully skimmed over Jimmy’s adventurous past, were brief in their examination of Kathleen; but Angel’s interrogation lasted the greater part of five hours, for upon him devolved the task of telling the story in full.

It must be confessed that Angel’s evidence was a remarkably successful effort to justify all that Scotland Yard had done. There were certain irregularities to be glossed over, topics to be avoided — why, for instance, official action was not taken when it was seen that Spedding contemplated a felony.

Most worthily did Angel hold the fort for officialdom that day, and when he vacated the box he left behind him the impression that Scotland Yard was all foreseeing, all wise, and had added yet another to its list of successful cases.

The newspaper excitement lasted exactly four days. On the fourth day, speaking at the Annual Congress of the British Association, Sir William Farran, that great physician, in the course of an illuminating address on “The first causes of disease,” announced as his firm conviction that all the ills that flesh is heir to arise primarily from the wearing of boots, and the excitement that followed the appearance in Cheapside of a converted Lord Mayor with bare feet will long be remembered in the history of British journalism. It was enough, at any rate, to blot out the memory of the Reale case, for immediately following the vision of a stout and respected member of the Haberdasher Company in full robes and chain of office entering the Mansion House insufficiently clad there arose that memorable newspaper discussion “Boots and Crime,” which threatened at one time to shake established society to its very foundations.

“Bill’s a brick,” wrote Angel to Jimmy. “I suggested to him that he might make a sensational statement about microbes, but he said that the Lancet had worked bugs to death, and offered the ‘no boots’ alternative.”

It was a fortnight after the inquiry that Jimmy drove to Streatham to carry out his promise to explain to Kathleen the solution of the cryptogram. It was his last visit to her, that much he had decided. His rejection of her offer to equally share old Reale’s fortune left but one course open to him, and that he elected to take.

She expected him, and he found her sitting before a cosy fire idly turning the leaves of a book. Jimmy stood for a moment in an embarrassed silence.

It was the first time he had been alone with her, save the night he drove with her to Streatham, and he was a little at a loss for an opening.

He began conventionally enough speaking about the weather, and not to be outdone in commonplace, she ordered tea.

“And now, Miss Kent,” he said, “I have got to explain to you the solution of old Reale’s cryptogram.”

He took a sheet of paper from his pocket covered with hieroglyphics.

“Where old Reale got his idea of the cryptogram from was, of course, Egypt. He lived there long enough to be fairly well acquainted with the picture letters that abound in that country, and we were fools not to jump at the solution at first. I don’t mean you,” he added hastily. “I mean Angel and I and Connor, and all the people who were associated with him.”

The girl was looking at the sheet, and smiled quietly at the faux pas.

“How he came into touch with the ‘professor — !”

“What has happened to that poor old man?” she asked.

“Angel has got him into some kind of institute,” replied Jimmy. “He’s a fairly common type of cranky old gentleman. ‘A science potterer,’ Angel calls him, and that is about the description. He’s the sort of man that haunts the Admiralty with plans for unsinkable battleships, a ‘minus genius’ — that’s Angel’s description too — who, with an academic knowledge and a good memory, produced a reasonably clever little book, that five hundred other schoolmasters might just as easily have written. How the professor came into Reale’s life we shall never know. Probably he came across the book and discovered the author, and trusting to his madness, made a confidant of him. Do you remember,” Jimmy went on, “that you said the figures reminded you of the Bible? Well, you are right. Almost every teacher’s Bible, I find, has a plate showing how the alphabet came into existence.” He indicated with his finger as he spoke. “Here is the Egyptian hieroglyphic. Here is a ‘hand’ that means ‘D,’ and here is the queer little Hieratic wiggle that means the same thing, and you see how the Phoenician letter is very little different to the hieroglyphic, and the Greek ‘delta’ has become a triangle, and locally it has become the ‘D’ we know.”

He sketched rapidly. “All this is horribly learned,” he said, “and has got nothing to do with the solution. But old Reale went through the strange birds, beasts and things till he found six letters, S P R I N G, which were to form the word that would open the safe.”

“It is very interesting,” she said, a little bewildered.

“The night you were taken away,” said Jimmy, “we found the word and cleared out the safe in case of accidents. It was a very risky proceeding on our part, because we had no authority from you to act on your behalf.”

“You did right,” she said. She felt it was a feeble rejoinder, but she could think of nothing better.

“And that is all,” he ended abruptly, and looked at the clock.

“You must have some tea before you go,” she said hurriedly. They heard the weird shriek of a motor-horn outside, and Jimmy smiled.

“That is Angel’s newest discovery,” he said, not knowing whether to bless or curse his energetic friend for spoiling the tte — tte.

“Oh!” said the girl, a little blankly he thought.

“Angel is always experimenting with new noises,” said Jimmy, “and some fellow has introduced him to a motor-siren which is claimed to possess an almost human voice.” The bell tinkled, and a few seconds after Angel was ushered into the room.

“I have only come for a few minutes,” he said cheerfully. “I wanted to see Jimmy before he sailed, and as I have been called out of town unexpectedly—”

“Before he sails?” she repeated slowly. “Are you going away?”

“Oh, yes, he’s going away,” said Angel, avoiding Jimmy’s scowling eyes. “I thought he would have told you.”

“I—” began Jimmy.

“He’s going into the French Congo to shoot elephants,” Angel rattled on; “though what the poor elephants have done to him I have yet to discover.”

“But this is sudden?” She was busy with the tea things, and had her back toward them, so Jimmy did not see her hand tremble.

“You’re spilling the milk,” said the interfering Angel. “Shall I help you?”

“No, thank you,” she replied tartly.

“This tea is delicious,” said Angel, unabashed, as he took his cup. He had come to perform a duty, and he was going through with it. “You won’t get afternoon tea on the Sangar River, Jimmy. I know because I have been there, and I wouldn’t go again, not even if they made me governor of the province.”

“Why?” she asked, with a futile attempt to appear indifferent.

“Please take no notice of Angel, Miss Kent,” implored Jimmy, and added malevolently, “Angel is a big game shot, you know, and he is anxious to impress you with the extent and dangers of his travels.”

“That is so,” agreed Angel contentedly, “but all the same, Miss Kent, I must stand by what I said in regard to the ‘Frongo.’ It’s a deadly country, full of fever. I’ve known chaps to complain of a headache at four o’clock and be dead by ten, and Jimmy knows it too.”

“You are very depressing today, Mr. Angel,” said the girl. She felt unaccountably shaky, and tried to tell herself that it was because she had not recovered from the effects of her recent exciting experiences.

“I was with a party once on the Sangar River,” Angel said, cocking a reflective eye at the ceiling. “We were looking for elephants, too, a terribly dangerous business. I’ve known a bull elephant charge a hunter and—”

“Angel!” stormed Jimmy, “will you be kind enough to reserve your reminiscences for another occasion?”

Angel rose and put down his teacup sadly. “Ah, well!” he sighed lugubriously, “after all, life is a burden, and one might as well die in the French Congo — a particularly lonely place to die in, I admit — as anywhere else. Goodbye, Jimmy!” He held out his hand mournfully.

“Don’t be a goat!” entreated Jimmy. “I will let you know from time to time how I am; you can send your letters via Sierra Leone.”

“The White Man’s Grave!” murmured Angel audibly.

“And I’ll let you know in plenty of time when I return.”

“When!” said Angel significantly. He shook hands limply, and with the air of a man taking an eternal farewell. Then he left the room, and they could hear the eerie whine of his patent siren growing fainter and fainter.

“Confound that chap!” said Jimmy. “With his glum face and extravagant gloom he—”

“Why did you not tell me you were going?” she asked him quietly. She stood with a neat foot on the fender and her head a little bent.

“I had come to tell you,” said Jimmy.

“Why are you going?”

Jimmy cleared his throat. “Because I need the change,” he said almost brusquely.

“Are you tired — of your friends?” she asked, not lifting her eyes.

“I have so few friends,” said Jimmy bitterly. “People here who are worth knowing know me.”

“What do they know?” she asked, and looked at him.

“They know my life,” he said doggedly, “from the day I was sent down from Oxford to the day I succeeded to my uncle’s title and estates. They know I have been all over the world picking up strange acquaintances. They know I was one of the” — he hesitated for a word— “gang that robbed Rahbat Pasha’s bank; that I held a big share in Reale’s ventures — a share he robbed me of, but let that pass; that my life has been consistently employed in evading the law.”

“For whose benefit?” she asked.

“God knows,” he said wearily, “not for mine. I have never felt the need of money, my uncle saw to that. I should never have seen Reale again but for a desire to get justice. If you think I have robbed for gain, you are mistaken. I have robbed for the game’s sake, for the excitement of it, for the constant fight of wits against men as keen as myself. Men like Angel made me a thief.”

“And now — ?” she asked.

“And now,” he said, straightening himself up, “I am done with the old life. I am sick and sorry — and finished.”

“And is this African trip part of your scheme of penitence?” she asked. “Or are you going away because you want to forget—” Her voice had sunk almost to a whisper, and her eyes were looking into the fire.

“What?” he asked huskily.

“To forget — me,” she breathed.

“Yes, yes,” he said, “that is what I want to forget.”

“Why?” she said, not looking at him.

“Because — oh, because I love you too much, dear, to want to drag you down to my level. I love you more than I thought it possible to love a woman — so much, that I am happy to sacrifice the dearest wish of my heart, because I think I will serve you better by leaving you.” He took her hand and held it between his two strong hands.

“Don’t you think,” she whispered, so that he had to bend closer to hear what she said, “don’t you think I — I ought to be consulted?”

“You — you,” he cried in wonderment, “would you—”

She looked at him with a smile, and her eyes were radiant with unspoken happiness. “I want you, Jimmy,” she said. It was the first time she had called him by name. “I want you, dear.”

His arms were about her, and her lips met his. They did not hear the tinkle of the bell, but they heard the knock at the door, and the girl slipped from his arms and was collecting the tea-things when Angel walked in. He looked at Jimmy inanely, fiddling with his watch chain, and he looked at the girl.

“Awfully sorry to intrude again,” he said, “but I got a wire at the little post-office up the road telling me I needn’t take the case at Newcastle, so I thought I’d come back and tell you, Jimmy, that I will take what I might call a ‘cemetery drink’ with you tonight.”

“I am not going,” said Jimmy, recovering his calm.

“Not — not going?” said the astonished Angel.

“No,” said the girl, speaking over his shoulder, “I have persuaded him to stay.”

“Ah, so I see!” said Angel, stooping to pick up two hairpins that lay on the hearthrug.


The End
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South of Florence by some sixty miles, and west of Rome by almost thrice the distance, upon three hills, is Siena, the most equable of the cities of Tuscany.

On the Terzo di Città in I know not what contrada
 , is the Palazzo Festini.

It stands aloof in its gloomy and dilapidated magnificence, and since it dates from the adjacent Baptistery of S. Giovanni, it leaves the impression of being a crumbling and disgruntled fragment of the sacred edifice that has wandered away in sullen rage to decay at its leisure.

Here, in penurious grandeur, dwelt the Festinis, who claimed descent from none other than Guido Novello, of whom Compagni, the arch-apologist, wrote: “Il conte Guido non aspettò il fine, ma senza dare colpo di spada si parti.
 ”*

[* Count Guido did not wait for the end, but departed without a stroke of his sword.]

The Festini was a family to the name of which the Italian nobility listened with immobile faces. And if you chose to praise them they would politely agree; or if you condemned them they would listen in silence; but if you questioned them as to their standing in the hierarchy, you might be sure that, from Rome to Milan, your inquiry would be met by an immediate, but even, change of subject.

The Festinis, whatever might be their relationship with Guido the Coward, effectively carried on the methods of the Polomei, the Salvani, the Ponzi, the Piccolomini, and the Forteguerri.

The vendettas of the middle ages were revived and sustained by these products of nineteenth century civilization, and old Salvani Festini had, as was notoriously evident, gone outside the circumscribed range of his own family grievances, and had allied himself, either actively or sympathetically, with every secret society that menaced the good government of Italy.

It was a hot June afternoon, in the year ‘99, when a man and two youths sat at their midday meal in the gloomy diningroom of the Palazzo.

The man who sat at the head of the table was, despite his age, a broad-shouldered man of apparent vitality; a leonine head surmounted by a mane of grey hair would have distinguished him without the full beard which fell over his black velvet waistcoat.

Yet, for all his patriarchal appearance, there was something in the seamed white face, in the cold eyes which stared from under his busy brows, which was sinister and menacing.

He ate in silence, scarcely troubling to answer the questions which were put to him.

The boy on his right was a beautiful lad of seventeen; he had the ivory complexion, the perfect, clean-cut, patrician features which characterized the Italian nobility. His lustrous brown eyes, his delicate mouth, his almost effeminate chin, testified for the race from which he sprang.

The young man sitting opposite was four years older. He was at the stage when youth was merging into manhood, with disastrous consequences to facial contours. He seemed thin, almost hollow-jawed, and only the steady quality of his grave eyes saved him from positive ugliness.

“But, father,” asked the younger lad, “what makes you think that the Government suspects that you know about the ‘Red Hand’?”

The older youth said nothing, but his inquiring eyes were fixed upon his father.

Salvani Festini brought his mind back to the present with a start.

“Eh?” he asked.

His voice was gruff, but not unkindly, as he addressed the boy; and the light of unconscious pride which shone in his eyes as he looked at the youth, softened the forbidding expression of his face.

“I am very well informed, my son,” he said with a gentle growl. “You know we have excellent information. The carbineers are pursuing their investigations, and that infernal friend of yours” — he turned to the elder son— “is at the head of the inquisitors.”

The youth addressed smiled.

“Who is this?” he asked innocently.

The old man shot a glance of suspicion at his son.

“Tillizini,” he said shortly. “The old fool — why doesn’t he keep to his books and his lectures?”

“He has been very kind to me,” said the younger man. He spoke thoughtfully, reflectively. “I am sorry he has annoyed you, father; but it is his business — this investigation of crime.”

“Crime!” roared the old man. “How dare you, a son of mine, sitting at my own table, refer to the actions of the ‘Red Hand’ as crime!”

His face went red with rage, and he cast a glance of malevolence at his heir which might well have shocked a more susceptible man.

But Antonio Festini was used to such exhibitions. He was neither embarrassed nor distressed by this fresh exhibition of his father’s dislike. He knew, and did not resent, the favouritism shown to Simone, his brother. It did not make him love his brother less, nor dislike his father more.

Antonio Festini had many qualities which his countrymen do not usually possess. This phlegmatic, philosophical attitude of mind had been bred in him. Some remote ancestor, cool, daring, possibly with a touch of colder blood in his ancestry, had transmitted to this calm youth some of the power of detachment.

He knew his father hated the old professor of anthropology at Florence; for the Festinis, even to this day, preserved the spirit of antagonism which the Sienese of half a thousand years ago had adopted to the Florentine.

There were schools enough in Siena; a college most famous for its lawyers and its doctors.

Simone was graduating there, and what was good enough for Simone should surely be good enough for Antonio.

But the elder son had chosen Florence with that deliberation which had always been his peculiarity, even from his earliest childhood, and in face of all opposition, in defiance of all the Festini tradition, it was to Florence he went.

Tillizini, that remarkable scientist, had conceived a friendship for the boy; had taken him under his wing, and had trained him in his own weird, irregular, and inconsequent way.

Tillizini was a master of crime, and he possessed an encyclopaedic knowledge of men. He was at the beck and call of the secret police from one end of Italy to the other, and, so rumour said, was in receipt of retaining fees from the governments of other nations.

It was Tillizini who had set himself to work to track down the “Red Hand” which had terrorized the South of Italy for so many years, and had now extended its sphere of operations to the north.

And it was a hateful fact that his work had been crowned with success. His investigations had laid by the heels no less a person than the considerable Matteo degli Orsoni, the Roman lawyer, who, for so many years, had directed the operations of one of the most powerful sections of the “Red Hand.”

There was something like fear in the old man’s breast, though he was too good a Festini to display it; and it was fear which leavened his rage.

“You shall hear a different tale of this Tillizini,” he growled, “mark you that, Antonio. Some day he will be found dead — a knife in his heart, or his throat cut, or a bullet wound in his head — who knows? The ‘Red Hand’ is no amusing organization.” He looked long and keenly at his son. Simone leant over, his elbows on the table, his chin resting on his hands, and eyed his brother with dispassionate interest.

“What does Tillizini know of me?” asked the old man suddenly. “What have you told him?”

Antonio smiled.

“That is an absurd question, father,” he said; “you do not imagine that I should speak to Signor Tillizini of you?”

“Why not?” said the other gruffly. “Oh! I know your breed. There is something of your mother in you. Those Bonnichi would sell their wives for a hundred lira!”

Not even the reference to his mother aroused the young man to anger. He sat with his hands thrust into the pockets of his riding breeches, his head bent a little forward, looking at his father steadily, speculatively, curiously.

For a few minutes they stared at one another, and the boy on the other side of the table glanced from father to brother, from brother to father, eagerly.

At last the old man withdrew his eyes with a shrug, and Antonio leant across the table, and plucked two grapes from a big silver dish in the centre, with a hand to which neither annoyance nor fear contributed a tremor.

The old man turned to his favourite.

“You may expect the birri here to-day or tomorrow,” he said. “There will be a search for papers. A crowd of dirty Neapolitans will go rummaging through this house. I suppose you would like me to ask your friend, Tillizini, to stay to dinner?” he said, turning to the other with a little sneer.

“As to that, you must please yourself, father; I should be very delighted if you did.”

“By faith, you would,” snarled the old man. “If I had an assurance that the old dog would choke, I’d invite him. I know your Tillizini,” he said gratingly, “Paulo Tillizini.” He laughed, but there was no humour in his laughter.

Antonio rose from the table, folded his serviette into a square and placed it neatly between the two Venetian goblets which were in front of him.

“I have your permission to retire?” he said, with a ceremonious little bow.

A jerk of the head was the only answer.

With another little bow to his brother, the young man left the room. He walked through the flagged and gloomy hall to the ponderous door of the Palazzo.

A servant in faded livery opened the door, and he stepped out into the blinding sunlight. The heat struck up at him from the paved street as from a blast furnace.

He had no definite plans for spending the afternoon, but he was anxious to avoid any further conflict with his father; and though he himself did not approve of the association which his house had formed with the many desperate, guilty bands which tyrannized over Italy, yet he was anxious to think out a method by which the inevitable exposure and disgrace might be avoided.

There was no question of sentiment as far as he was concerned. He had reached the point where he had come to regard not only his father, but his younger brother, so eager to assist and so anxious for the day when he would be able to take an active part in the operations of the League, as people outside the range of his affections.

It was natural that he should gravitate towards the Piazza del Campo. All Siena moved naturally to this historic fanlike space, with its herringboned brick pavement, and its imperishable association with the trials and triumphs of Siena.

He stood by the broad central pavement which marks the course of the Pallio, deep in thought, oblivious of the many curious glances which were thrown in his direction. For despite the heat of the day, all Siena was abroad.

Had he been less engrossed by his thoughts, he might have regarded it as curious that the Sienese, who hold this hour sacred to the siesta, should have so thronged the square and the street, on a hot June afternoon.

Standing there, absorbed by his thoughts, he heard his name spoken softly behind him, and turned.

He snatched off his soft felt hat with a smile, and extended his hand.

“I did not expect to see you, Signor Tillizini,” he said.

The pleasure of the meeting, however, was overclouded a second later, as he realized with a sense of apprehension that the old professor’s visit was not without gloomy significance to his house.

Professor Tillizini, at that time, was in his eightieth year. As straight as a die, his emaciated and aesthetic face was relieved by two burning eyes in which the soul of the man throbbed and lived.

He took the arm of his pupil and led him across the piazza at a slow pace.

“Antonio mio,” he said with grave affection, “I am come because the Government desires certain information. You know, although I have not told you, that we are inquiring into a certain organization.”

He laid his thin white hand upon the other’s shoulder, and stopped, peering down into the boy’s face with keen attention.

“Antonio,” he said slowly, “that investigation is to be directed toward your father and his actions.”

The other nodded. “I know,” he said simply.

“I am glad you know,” said Tillizini, with a little sigh of relief. “It has rather worried me. I wanted to tell you some time ago that such an inquiry was inevitable, but I did not think I would be doing my duty to the State if I gave that information.”

Antonio smiled a little sadly.

“It does not matter, Signor,” he said; “as a matter of fact, my father knows, and is expecting you.”

Tillizini nodded.

“That I expected too,” he said, “or rather let me be frank — I hoped he would be; for a policeman expected is a policeman defeated,” he smiled.

They walked a little way in silence, then —

“Are you satisfied in your mind that my father is concerned in all these outrages?” asked Antonio.

The old man looked at him sharply.

“Are you not also?” he asked.

The heir of the Festinis made no reply. As if by mutual consent they changed the subject and spoke of other matters.

The old man was awaiting the arrival of the police officers; that much Antonio guessed.

They spoke of the college at Florence and of mutual friends. Then, by easy stages, the professor approached his favourite subject — the subject of his life-work.

“It is a thousand pities, is it not?” he said, “that, having got so far, the good God will not give me another hundred years of life?”

He smiled and shrugged his shoulders.

“At the end of which time I should require another hundred,” he said philosophically. “It is as well, perhaps, that we cannot have our desires. “It would have satisfied me,” he continued, “had I a son to carry on my work. Here again I am denied. I have not, I admit,” he said, with that naiveté which was his charm, “even in my life provided myself with a wife. That was an oversight for which I am now being punished.”

He stopped as a tall officer in the uniform of the carbineers came swinging across the Piazza del Campo, and Antonio Festini instinctively stepped away from his master’s side.

The two spoke together, and by and by, with a little nod of farewell and a fleeting shadow of pity in his eyes, Tillizini accompanied the tall officer in the direction of the Palazzo Festini.

Antonio watched him until he was out of sight. Then he resumed his aimless pacing up and down the Piazza, his hands behind his back, his head sunk forward on his breast.

Tillizini accompanied the tall officer to the Festini Palace. He pulled the rusty bell that hung by the side of the great door, and was admitted.

He was conducted with all the ceremony which his obvious rank demanded — for was not there an officer of carbineers accompanying him, and did not that officer treat him with great deference? — to the big salon of the Festinis.

It was an apartment bleak and bare. The ancient splendours of the painted ceiling were dim and dingy, the marble flagged floor was broken in places, and no attempt had been made to repair it. The few chairs, and the French table which had been pushed against the wall, seemed lost in that wilderness of chilly marble.

In a few moments Count Festini came in. He was still dressed in his velvet coat and waistcoat, and the riding breeches and boots which he and his sons invariably wore, for they were great horsemen, and had but that one taste in common.

He favoured Tillizini with a bow, which the professor returned.

“I am at your Excellency’s disposition,” he said formally, and waited.

“Count Festini,” said Tillizini, “I have come upon an unpleasant mission.”

“That is regrettable,” said Count Festini shortly.

“It is my duty to ask you to allow me to conduct a personal examination of your papers.”

“That is not only unfortunate, but outrageous,” said Festini, yet without the sign of irritation which the carbineer officer, his fingers nervously twitching the whistle which would summon his men, had expected.

“It is not my wish,” Tillizini went on, “to make this visit any more disagreeable to your Excellency than is necessary, therefore I ask you to regard me rather as a friend who desires to clear your name from aspersions which — —”

“You will spare me your speeches,” said Count Festini shortly. “I know you, Paulo Tillizini. I thought you were a gentleman, and entrusted you with the education of my son. I find you are a policeman. In these days,” he shrugged his shoulders—” the Italian nobility — and if I remember aright, you come from the house of one Buonsignori? — —”

Tillizini bowed.

“In these days,” Festini went on, “it is necessary, I presume, for our decaying nobility to find some means of providing portions for their marriageable daughters.”

“In my case,” said Tillizini, “that is unnecessary.”

He spoke suavely and calmly: every word which Count Festini had uttered was, by the code which both men understood, a deadly insult. Yet Tillizini preserved the same outward show of unconcern which Festini had seen so disastrously reproduced in his son.

“I can only add,” the old man went on, “this one fact — that to whatever depths a member of a noble house may sink in assisting the State to bring justice to the men who are setting the laws of the country at defiance, it is possible, Signor, for a man to sink still, lower, and to be one of those whose dreadful acts, and whose cruel practices, set the machinery of the law in motion.”

He spoke in his passionless, even tones, and a red flush crept over the Count’s face.

“You may search as you wish,” he said. “My house is at your disposition. Here are my keys.”

He produced from his pocket a steel ring on which a dozen keys hung.

Tillizini made no attempt to take them.

“If you will conduct me to your bedroom,” he said, “I shall not trouble you with any further search.”

For a second only Count Festini hesitated. A swift cloud of apprehension passed across his face. Then with a bow he extended his hand to the door.

He followed them into the hall and led the way up the stairs. His room was a large one, facing the road. It was as poorly furnished as the remainder of the house. Tillizini closed the door behind him, and the officer stood, barring all egress.

“Here are my keys.”

Again Count Festini held out the polished bunch.

“Thank you, I do not want them,” said Tillizini. He stood squarely before the man. “I think it is as well, Count,” he said gently, “that I should tell you what I know. Four days ago a man was arrested in the act of placing a bomb on the railway line between Rome and Florence. He was apparently a new recruit, but after he was arrested it was discovered that he was a man who stood very high in the councils of the Florentine branch of your excellent society.”

Festini said nothing. He listened with every interest.

“In some way,” Tillizini went on, “this man had discovered many secrets which I am sure the ‘Red Hand’ had no intention of revealing. He may have acted as secretary to one of the heads of your Order. At any rate, he knew that documents incriminating yourself and a very large number of influential people in Italy were secreted in this house.”

“Indeed!” said Festini, coldly. “You have the keys; you may verify for yourself the truth of your informant’s statement.” Again Tillizini made no attempt to take the keys from him.

“He knew more than I have told,” he said slowly. “He indicated to me a hiding-place which I gather is known only to you and to the leaders of your band.”

He walked to the end of the room, where four long windows lit the apartment. Between the second and the third hung a picture in a deep gold frame. He passed his hand gingerly over the scroll-work on the left side of the frame.

Presently he found what he wanted, and pressed.

The bottom half of the rich carving opened like a narrow drawer.

Festini watched him, motionless, as he took a bundle of papers from the secret recess behind the hinge moulding.

Tillizini examined them briefly at the window and placed them carefully in the inside pocket of his coat. He looked at Festini long and earnestly, but before he could speak the door was opened and Simone Festini came in quickly.

He walked to his father.

“What is it?” he asked, and bent his angry brows upon the old professor.

“It is nothing, my son,” said Count Festini.

He laid his hand upon the boy’s head and smiled.

“You must go downstairs until I have finished my business with his Excellency.”

The boy hesitated.

“Why should I go?” he asked.

He scented the danger and was hard to move. He looked round from one to the other, alert, suspicious, almost catlike.

“If anything should happen to me, Simone,” said Count Festini softly, “I beg you to believe that I have provided for you handsomely, and there is a provision which is greater than any I can offer you — the protection and the friendship, and as I hope one day, the leadership, of comrades who will serve you well. And now you must go.”

He bent down and kissed the young man on the cheek.

Simone went out, dry-eyed, but full of understanding. In the hall below he came face to face with his brother, who had returned from the Piazza.

“Come this way, Antonio,” said the boy gravely.

He walked first into the diningroom where an hour ago they had been seated together at their meal.

“Our father is under arrest, I think,” he said, still coolly, as though he were surveying a commonplace happening. “I also think I know what will happen next. Now, I ask you, which way do you go if I take up our father’s work?”

His eyes were bright with suppressed excitement; he had grown suddenly to a man in that brief consciousness of impending responsibility.

Antonio looked at him sorrowfully.

“I go the straight way, Simone,” he said quietly. “Whichever way is honest and clean and kindly, I go that way.”

“Buono!” said the other. “Then we part here unless God sends a miracle — you to your destiny and I to mine.”

He stopped and went deadly white, and looking at him, Antonio saw the beads of sweat upon his brow.

“What is the matter?” he asked, and stepped forward to his side, but the boy pushed him back.

“It is nothing,” he said, “nothing.”

He held himself stiffly erect, his beautiful face raised, his eyes fixed on the discoloured decorations of the ceiling.

For he had heard the pistol shot, muffled as it was by intervening doors and thick walls, that told the end for Count Festini.

Tillizini, hurrying down to break the news to him, found him fully prepared.

“I thank your Excellency,” said the boy. “I knew. Your Excellency will not live to see the result of your work, for you are an old man, but if you did, you will behold the revenge which I shall extract from the world for this murder, for I am very young, and, by God’s favour, I have many years to live.” Tillizini said nothing, but he went back to Florence a sad man.

Three months afterwards he again visited Siena, and in the Via Cavour, in broad daylight, he was shot down by two masked men who made good their escape; and, in his chair, at the College of Anthropology at Florence, there reigned, in good time, Tillizini the younger.
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It was absurd to call the affair “the Red Hand Trial,” because the “Red Hand” had played no part in the case so far as the burglary was concerned.

It was a very commonplace burglary with a well-known, albeit humble member of Burboro’s community in the dock. He had been found in a house in the early hours of the morning, he had given an incoherent explanation to the alert butler who had captured him, and, beyond a rigmarole of a story that some mysterious Italian had sent him thither, there was no hint of the workings of the extraordinary association which at the moment agitated the law-abiding people of Britain.

It was equally absurd and grossly unfair to accuse the newspapers who referred to it as “the Red Hand Case,” of unjustifiable sensationalism. After all, there was an Italian mentioned in connexion with the charge — quite enough in those days of panic to justify the reference.

The Session House was crowded, for the case had excited more than usual interest. All the county was there. Lady Morte-Mannery occupied a seat on the Bench, as was her right. Most of the house-party from East Mannery had driven over and was seated in privileged places, to the no small inconvenience of the Bar and the representatives of the Press, the latter of whom bitterly and indignantly resented this encroachment upon their already restricted domain.

But Sir Ralph Morte-Mannery, the Chairman of the Session, had a short way with critics and professed, though his practice did not always come into line with his theory, that the Press might be ignored and impressed with a sense of its own unworthiness.

The Pressmen in the Session House at Burboro’ were constantly undergoing that mysterious process which is known as “being put in their place.” They desired, most earnestly, that the principle should be applied now, for their places were occupied by the guests of the Chairman.

Hilary George, K.C., sat with his colleagues, though only as a spectator. He was curious to see in operation the workings of justice, as Sir Ralph conceived it.

Sir Ralph’s sentences were notorious, his judgments had before now come up for revision. He was, perhaps, the best hated man in the country. Mothers frightened their obstreperous children with references to Sir Ralph. He was the bogey man of the poacher, a moral scarecrow to tramps, people who slept out at night, and suchlike dangerous characters.

A little man, spare and bony, his clothes, though carefully fitted, seemed to hang upon him; his face was long and white, and solemn; his lips drooped mournfully at each corner. A pair of gold-mounted pince-nez struck an angle on his pendulous nose as to suggest that they were so placed in order not to obstruct his line of vision. His hair was white and thin; he had two dirty-grey tufts of sidewhisker, and affected a Gladstonian collar. His voice, when he spoke, was querulous and complaining; he gave the impression that he felt a personal resentment toward the unfortunate prisoner in the dock, for having dragged him from his comfortable library to this ill-ventilated court.

Sir Ralph was a man hovering about the age of sixty. His wife, who was looking supremely lovely in her black velvet cloak and her big black hat, which one white feather lightened, was nearly thirty years his junior. A beautiful woman by some standards. Junoesque, imperial, commanding; her lips in repose were thin and straight, and if the truth be told, a little repellent. Some people found them so. Hilary George, for one, a daring rider to hounds, and wont to employ the phraseology of the field, confessed that he never saw those lips tighten but a voice within him uttered the warning, “‘Ware! ‘ware!”

She was a beautiful woman, and a disappointed woman. She had married Sir Ralph Morte-Mannery, five years before, in the supreme faith that she had emerged for ever from that atmosphere of penury which had surrounded her girlhood; that she had said “goodbye” to the strivings, the scrimpings and the make-believe of shabby gentility with which a mother with social aspirations and an income of a £150 a year had enclouded her.

But Vera Forsyth found she had moved from an atmosphere of penury enforced by circumstances to an atmosphere of penury practised for love of it. Sir Ralph was a mean man, he was little short of a miser, and he had the settled conviction that, in taking care of the pennies, he was appointed as by divine right, the natural heir to hundreds.

It seemed to her, in her first year of marriage, that she could never escape from the eternal account book. He was a man who believed in domestic stocktaking. He knew, better than she, the prevalent price of potatoes, and he noted with pain any advance in the grocer’s bill, and set himself the congenial task of discovering the cause for any such swollen expenditure.

Now she looked along the Bench at her husband curiously; he was always a source of interest to her. She needed some such interest to sustain her in her everyday acquaintance with this man.

He was summing up with gross partiality. Though he had had one or two bad raps from the Court of Criminal Appeal, he was not to be turned from his set purpose, which was to rid the country of those who showed a disinclination to distinguish the difference between meum and teum.

All who knew the circumstances realized that the summing up was in the veriest bad taste. The young man, white of face, who stood by the dock’s edge, his shaking hands clasping and unclasping the iron rail before him, was being tried for burglary, and the burglary was at Sir Ralph’s own place.

“He has told you, Gentlemen of the Jury,” went on Sir Ralph in his speech, “that a mysterious Italian asked him to break into the house, where somebody would be waiting to give him an equally mysterious packet. He did not intend to steal, so he tells you; he was merely carrying out the instructions of this mythical — perhaps I ought not to say ‘mythical,’” said Sir Ralph hastily, with the recollection of a Lord Chief Justice’s comments on a judgment of his— “but which may to you, Gentlemen of the Jury, appear to be a mythical person.

“He tells you that he was induced by his poverty to go to Highlawn at midnight, to effect an entrance through the kitchen, and there to wait until some cloaked, masked individual brought him a packet which he was to bring away. He tells you that he had no intention whatever of robbing the owner. He was merely being the accomplice of some person in the house.”

Sir Ralph leant back with a little contemptuous smile.

“Well, Gentlemen of the Jury,” he said, throwing out his hands, with pseudo goodnature, “if you believe that, of course you still must convict the man on the charge of being an accomplice. As you know, there is in this house a very valuable collection of Renaissance jewellery; and when the Counsel for the Crown tells you, as he has told you, that the inference to be drawn from the man’s presence in the kitchen, where the butler discovered him, is that he intended to make a raid upon that jewellery, you are, perhaps, as justified in believing that suggestion as you are in believing that of the prisoner’s Counsel — that he was merely acting as an innocent agent in the matter.”

He said a few more words, summarized such of the evidence as had not come under his previous purview, and commended the jury to their deliberations with the air of benevolence which invariably enwrapped the peroration of his more malignant speeches.

The jury tramped out, and a buzz of conversation overhung the court. The prisoner lingered a little by the rails; he looked down at the delicate face of his girl-wife, this woman of seventeen, who had sat throughout the trial tense and haggard, listening to the evidence.

“It can’t be helped, dear,” he said. He was a man of the working classes, but his voice showed an unusual culture.

The girl could only raise her piteous eyes to his; her lips trembled, she could frame no answer. She knew that her young husband spoke the truth. Poverty had ground them down to desperation, but to whatever end it might drive them, it would never make her man a thief.

The jury were back in five minutes. They shuffled into the box, and answered to their names, keeping their eyes averted from the prisoner at the Bar. The Clerk of Assizes put his questions to them.

“Do you find the prisoner ‘Guilty’ or ‘Not Guilty’ of the crime of burglary?”

“Guilty,” said the foreman, in a high, nervous voice.

Sir Ralph nodded his head approvingly. He turned to the prisoner as the Clerk said, “Have you anything to say before the sentence is passed?”

The man in the dock took a swift glance at the drooping figure of his wife. She had fainted, and a kindly policeman was lifting her to carry her from the court.

“The story I have told,” he said, speaking clearly and without hesitation, “was a true story. I had no idea of burgling your house, Sir Ralph. I merely went there because I thought I was acting as the agent of somebody who was carrying on some sort of — —” he hesitated. “I hardly like to say it — some sort of intrigue,” he continued boldly, “and did not want this fact to leak out.”

His eyes roved round the Bench and halted when they met those of Lady Morte-Mannery. They looked at each other; she calmly, incuriously, he hopefully, with a wondering, puzzled stare.

“It is my first offence,” he went on. “I have never been in this position before, and although the jury have found me ‘Guilty,’ my lord, I do hope that you will take a lenient view of my offence, not only for my own sake, but for the sake of my wife and unborn child.” His voice shook a little as he pleaded. It was the only sign of emotion he had given.

Sir Ralph nodded again. It was a grim nod. It put a period to the prisoner’s speech. The Chairman adjusted his gold pince-nez, and bent his head from left to right, consulting his colleagues.

“Your offence, George Mansingham,” he said, “is peculiarly abhorrent to me. I do not consider the fact that the house burgled was my own. Fortunately I am unaffected by personal considerations, and the fact that I, myself, was away from home that night enables me to try this case in an unprejudiced spirit.”

He looked down at the paper on his desk musingly. Then he suddenly jerked his head up.

“You will be kept in penal servitude for seven years,” he said.

Something like a gasp ran through the court. Hilary George, monocle in eye, half started to his feet, then sank back again. The man in the dock stood dazed.

“Seven years,” he repeated, and shook his head as though he could not understand it, then turned and stepped down the stairs which led to the cells below.

Hilary George was a stout man; he had a large fresh face, and eyes that told plainly of his immense vitality and joy of life. Seeing him you thought of an overgrown boy, and the monocle, as a friend had remarked, seemed out of place in one so young. He had one of the biggest practices at the Bar; he was a skilful lawyer and a brilliant debater.

You might think him an easy man to manage, with his parted lips that showed two rows of white even teeth and that look of surprise and delight which shone in his eyes. But no man who had ever tried to persuade Hilary George against his will or against his better judgment, had ever repeated the attempt.

He stood now, an immaculate figure, on the steps of the Session House. He was not smiling, he looked as grave as his facial conformation would allow. Very slowly, very deliberately, he buttoned the white gloves over his huge hands. He looked at his watch, and, as he did so, the East Mannery party came out, Lady Morte-Mannery a little ahead, Sir Ralph following with two or three of his guests.

“Will you drive over in the car with us, or will you take the wagonette,” asked Sir Ralph, pleasantly. He was rather in awe of the big barrister — as much in awe as he could be of anybody — and he invariably cloaked his uneasiness with a certain perkiness of manner which passed with Sir Ralph for good-humour.

“I’m not coming over, Ralph,” said Hilary George, quietly.

The Chairman raised his brows.

“Not coming over?” he repeated. “What do you mean?”

“I’m going back to town,” said Hilary, slowly as before.

“But why? What has happened? I thought you were keen on the shooting.”

“I’d rather not say why,” said Hilary. “If you’ll be good enough to tell my man to bring my boxes to the station — I’ll amuse myself in Burboro’ for another hour.”

“But what is the reason?” persisted Sir Ralph. “Have you had any news? Is there any necessity for your going back to town?”

Hilary scratched his chin reflectively.

“I’ll tell you,” he said, and faced the other squarely. “You’ve just sentenced a man to seven years penal servitude.”

“Yes?” replied Sir Ralph, wonderingly.

“It was a perfectly beastly sentence,” said the K.C., and every word cut like a knife. “A perfectly beastly, malicious, vindictive, unjust sentence,” he repeated, “and I would not stay another hour in the house of the man who passed it.

“More than this!” he said, with a sudden accession of fierceness and benevolent malignity, if the paradox may be allowed, which almost paralyzed his hearer, “I will not rest until that sentence is reduced. My solicitors shall take it to the Court of Appeal.”

“You — you — how dare you!” spluttered Sir Ralph.

“A perfectly beastly sentence,” repeated the other, with annoying deliberation. “Don’t talk to me, Sir Ralph, I’m not a tyro, I’m a barrister. I know the game better than you. I know what sentence was justifiable there. I know exactly how your own personal prejudice stepped in to confine this man — this young man, a first offender — to a living hell.”

He spoke with vehemence, his plump face growing redder and redder as his anger rose.

“I will never forgive you, Hilary,” cried Sir Ralph, shaking with anger. “You have mortally offended me. You know I believe in long sentences.”

“I don’t care a damn what you believe in,’’ said the other, and his very calmness emphasized the strength of his language. “I bid you good morning.”

He walked over to where Lady Morte-Mannery stood watching them.

“I am sorry, Lady Morte-Mannery,” he said, a little stiffly. “I shall not be coming back to the house. An important engagement has called me to London.”

She murmured her sorrow conventionally, though she was by no means displeased to see the back of a man whom at first she had regarded as one who might easily be influenced to her views. Her views, it may here be remarked, were peculiar.

“Why has he gone?” she asked her husband, as the car drove through the main street of Burboro’.

Sir Ralph, who was glowering with rage, vouchsafed a snarling answer.

“How do I know? Why do you ask ridiculous questions? Because he’s a fool,” he went on viciously. “Because he’s a blackguard. He’s grossly insulted me, and I’ll never forgive him.” He was in a white heat of temper, and for the whole day brooded on the affront which had been offered him.

Vera made one or two ineffectual attempts to smooth his ruffled plumage. She was particularly anxious to get him into a good mood. She had one or two requests to make, which in his present frame of mind she knew would be rejected without thought. Her efforts were unavailing.

“I wish you wouldn’t potter round,” he growled, when she went into the library on the pretext of tidying away some books which had been left out by some careless guest.

“Oh, come here,” he said, as she was going out of the room. “Here’s a bill from Burt’s. How many packets of prepared oats did we have in last week?”

“I forget, dear,” she said.

“Six,” he growled. “Do you know we have never had more than four before?”

“Mr. George liked it for breakfast,” she answered.

“Mr. George!” he almost shouted. “Don’t mention that man’s name. Why is Bulgered charging 1s. 0½ d. a pound for his beef? It’s monstrous — change the butcher. I wish to goodness you’d show some interest in the conduct of your house, Vera.”

He scowled at her under his white shaggy brows.

“You go on as if I was made of money. Practise some sense of economy. My dear girl, before you were married you counted every penny. Imagine they are your mother’s, and count mine.”

With a shrug, she left him. He was utterly impossible in these moods. She went into the drawingroom wondering how she should approach her lord on the subject which lay uppermost in her mind. A girl sat in one of the windows, reading. She looked up with a smile as Vera entered.

“Isn’t it a bore?” she said. “They’ve just told me that Mr. George has gone back to town. He played such beautiful piquet. Why has he gone?”

She rose lazily, putting her book down. She was a tall, beautiful girl, of that exquisite colouring which is the English gentlewoman’s heritage. The well-poised head was crowned with a luxurious mass of russet gold hair. Her eyebrows, two delicate lines of jet black, were set over a pair of the loveliest eyes that man ever looked into. At least, so thought many a man who knew her. Even Sir Ralph, self-engrossed and contemptuous, he said, of beauty, had commented upon their liquid loveliness.

A straight nose, and a firm, rebellious chin, a perfectly calm mouth, completed the picture. As she moved she displayed the grace of her slender figure. Every movement suggested the life of freedom — freedom of field and road — eloquently, as did her complexion of the softening qualities of her native Ireland.

“The horrible thing about being a poor relation,” she said, as she dropped her strong hand affectionately on the other’s shoulder, “is that one can’t command the friends of one’s rich relations. I should have told Hilary George: ‘You cannot go to London, however pressing your business may be, because my niece Marjorie, wants somebody to play piquet with her.’”

Vera shook the hand from her shoulder with a scarcely perceptible movement.

“Don’t be silly, Marjorie,” she said a little tartly. “Ralph’s very worried. Hilary has been awfully rude to your uncle.”

The girl’s eyebrows rose.

“Rude?” she repeated. “Why, I thought they were such good friends.”

“He has been very rude,” she said again. “By the way,” she said, “your man is coming down to-day, isn’t he?”

The girl’s face flushed. She drew herself up a little.

“I wish you wouldn’t say that sort of thing, Vera,” she said. “I do try to be nice to you, and you never lose an opportunity of speaking unkindly.”

Vera laughed, and strolled across to the piano. “I didn’t know that was unkind,” she said, as she seated herself, and pulled out some music from the rack at her side.

The girl followed her, her hands behind her back; she stood behind her.

“Do you like me, Vera?” she asked.

Vera looked round, and stared at her.

“My dear child,” she said, “don’t be absurd. I don’t dislike you.”

“But you do,” persisted the other. “I have seen it so often. I’ve had such convincing evidence, and it makes me a little unhappy.” She drew up a chair by the side of the piano and sat down.

“Don’t play,” she said, “just let us have a heart-to-heart talk.”

“That’s the kind of talk I loathe. I’ve just been having a heart-to-heart talk about Quaker oats,” said the other. “But this young man — what’s his name?”

“Gillingford — Frank Gillingford,” said Marjorie, steadily.

“You are rather keen on him, aren’t you?”

“I am hoping that he is rather keen on me,” said the girl, her sense of humour getting the better of her resentment.

“What is he, an engineer or something?” asked Vera, touching the keys lightly with her sensitive hands.

“Something of the sort.” And Marjorie changed the conversation. “Didn’t uncle rather — rather” — she hesitated for a simile— “as Mr. George would say, ‘whack it into’ that unfortunate person?”

“You mean the burglar?”

Marjorie nodded.

“I don’t think he got any more than he deserved,” said Vera.

“Do you really think he came after uncle’s collection?

“Why not?” asked Vera, without looking round. “It is a very valuable one. There are medallions there worth three or four hundred pounds each — there is one there worth a thousand, at least,” she added quickly. “I believe that is so.”

“But what use would they be to him?” persisted the girl.

“Well — —” Vera shrugged her shoulders.

“You are asking me to give a psychological survey of a burglar’s mind,” she said, “and that I am not prepared to do.”

Marjorie walked back to the window and looked out on to the dismal landscape. It had been raining for the last hour, and the trees looked especially miserable, half enveloped as they were by a mist which was driving up from the Medway valley.

“I shouldn’t advise you to discuss the question of that sentence with your uncle,” said Vera across her shoulder. “He is rather sore; I think that was the cause of his quarrel with Hilary George.”

The girl made no reply. She could not understand Vera. She had always been an enigma to her. That she was a disappointed woman, Marjorie knew. She had expected to inherit a life of luxurious calm; instead, she had merely succeeded the housekeeper, whom Sir Ralph had thoughtfully discharged, and had, moreover, dated his discharge as from the date of his wedding.

Vera was an ambitious woman. She had set no limit upon her possibilities. She had come, as she had thought, into a wider world, to a larger life, with scope for the exercise of her undoubted genius, but had found herself restricted to the prosaic duties of housekeeping for a querulous and a mean old man.

Marjorie’s reverie was cut short by the sudden cessation of the music. There was a little pause, and then Vera’s voice asked— “Where could I raise five hundred pounds?”
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Marjorie turned with a start.

“Five hundred pounds?” she repeated.

Vera nodded.

“I want that sum,” she said, “for a purpose. You understand that this is confidential?”

“Oh, quite,” said Marjorie, “but it is a lot of money. Couldn’t you get it from Uncle Ralph?”

“Uncle Ralph,” repeated the other, contemptuously. “He wouldn’t give five hundred potatoes! A demand for five hundred pounds would estrange us for the rest of our lives.”

She gave a bitter little laugh.

Marjorie knit her pretty brows in thought.

“I can’t think of anybody,” she said slowly.

“Then don’t,” said Vera, briskly. “I don’t know exactly why I asked you.”

Further discussion of the subject was made impossible by the arrival of Sir Ralph himself.

He had evidently forgotten that any strained relations existed between himself and his wife, or that her iniquitous extravagance in prepared oats had ever come between them.

“Vera,” he said, going towards her, “did you notice a man in the court to-day, a peculiarly foreign-looking man?”

She thought a moment.

“Yes, there was a person sitting near—” she nearly said Hilary George, but deemed it tactful to mention another barrister who had been engaged in the case.

“How did he impress you?” he asked.

“I should like to say that he did not impress me at all,” she said, with a smile. She was most anxious to restore him to good-humour. “But unfortunately, I did take particular notice of him; rather a distinguished-looking man, cleanshaven and with a lined, thoughtful face.”

Sir Ralph nodded.

“That’s the man,” he said. “I’ve just had a note from him. I didn’t know he was in Burboro’. That is Tillizini.”

He said this impressively. At the moment, Tillizini’s name was in the mouth of half the population of England.

He nodded.

“None other,” he said. “I had a note from one of the under secretaries of the Home Office saying that he was coming down. I don’t know why our little burglary should have attracted his attention, but at any rate he could not have been very interested, for he did not turn up until to-day. He has just sent a note to tell me that he is staying at the George, and I have written to ask him to come up to dinner tonight.”

She made a little face.

“He’s a detective or something, isn’t he?” she asked.

“More than a detective.”

Sir Ralph was rather inclined to be irritable if you did not rise to his values. It was better to overestimate them than to underestimate them in any case.

“Surely you have read the papers?” he went on, with his best magisterial air. “You couldn’t very well escape his name nowadays. He is the man whom the English Government brought over as a sort of consultant, to deal with this terrible outbreak of crime.”

“I’ve heard something about it,” said his wife, carelessly. “The ‘Black Hand’ or the ‘Red Hand’ — I forget exactly what colour it is.”

Sir Ralph frowned.

“You must not treat these matters frivolously, Vera,” he said, coldly. “I’ve had reason to speak to you before on similar occasions. The ‘Red Hand’ is a very mysterious organization, which is striking at the very heart of our domestic security. Any man, and I may add any woman, should be extremely grateful to those who, by their gifts of divination, are endeavouring to shield the innocent victims of a band of organized criminals.”

Vera hated her husband when he made speeches to her. She knew more about the “Red Hand” and its workings than she was prepared to discuss with Sir Ralph.

It was a pose of hers, as it was a pose of certain members of her class, to profess a profound ignorance upon matters which were engaging the attention of newspaper readers. The pose of ignorance is a popular one with members of the leisured classes; popular, because it suggests their superiority to the influences which surround them; because it signalizes their independence of chronicled facts, and because, too, it is the easiest of all poses to assume and to sustain.

Vera had caught the trick and found it a profitable one. It lent her an overpowering naivete, which had a paralysing effect upon the better-informed but socially inferior members of the community, and it precluded one being bored by a long recital of the news which one had read in the morning papers in a more concise or a more accurate form. Her interest in the great Italian detective for the moment was a conventionally domestic one, for she rose from the music-stool.

“I shall have to tell Parker to set another place,” she said.

“If he accepts,” interjected Marjorie.

Vera raised her eyebrows with a little smile.

“Don’t be absurd, Marjorie, of course he will accept.”

“What do we call him — Inspector or Sergeant or something?” she asked of Sir Ralph.

The spirit of revolt was stirring within her, and she permitted herself a facetiousness of attitude which ordinarily she would not have expressed. And this, despite the subconscious desire to soothe him into a complaisant mood.

She never for one moment imagined that he would advance her the money she required, but he might let her have a portion of it if she could only invent a story sufficiently plausible. The truth was out of the question. She smiled to herself at the thought. She was an imaginative woman but not sufficiently so to picture Sir Ralph in that moment of confession. She needed the money as she had never needed money before. It was not for herself — her own wants were few and her tastes simple. She might, perhaps, induce her husband to let her have a hundred if she could invent a good reason — and it would have to be a superlatively good reason to induce Sir Ralph to part with his money.

Somehow the old weariness of it all, the old distaste for the life she was living, came over her, and induced her to treat the subject in a manner in which she knew her husband would heartily disapprove.

“You will call him Doctor Tillizini,’ said Sir Ralph sternly. “He is a professor of anthropology in the Florentine School of Medicine. He is a gentleman, Vera, and I shall expect you to treat him as such.”

Marjorie, who had been an interested spectator of the passage between husband and wife, had discreetly withdrawn to her book and her chair by the window. As Sir Ralph turned to go, she rose.

“I say, what fun,” she said. “Is he really coming, Uncle?”

Sir Ralph nodded.

“I hope so. I can do no more than invite him, but he is such a busy man that he may probably have to go back to town. At any rate, I am certain,” he said, a little pompously, “that he will approve most heartily of my treatment of that rascal to-day. I think it is monstrous the way Hilary George went on…”

He was still sore over his treatment by his whilom friend, and he launched forth into a sea of explanation and justification, and, incidentally, gave the girl a fairly garbled version of the scene which had occurred outside the Session House — a scene in which he had played, by his account, a dignified and proper part, and in which Hilary had lost his temper to a distressing degree.

The fire of Sir Ralph’s eloquence burnt itself down to glowerings and splutterings of incoherent disapproval.

“Hilary George,” he said, “will regret this.” He spoke in the satisfied tone of one who had made special arrangements with Providence to that end.

Marjorie was following her uncle from the room, when a glance from Vera brought her back. The older woman waited until the door had closed behind her husband.

“Marjorie,” she said, in the mild and honeyed tone which the girl recognized as her “At Home” voice, “I want you to do something for me.”

“With pleasure, dear,” said the girl warmly.

Lady Morte-Mannery fingered the little silver ornaments on one of the tables which abounded in the drawingroom, and placed them as though they were pawns in a new game she was playing. She seemed to be concentrating her attention upon this pastime as she spoke.

“I want you to do something very special for me,” she repeated. “Of course, I know I can trust you about that money, and now I want to ask you to help me with a little ruse. This man who is coming to-day,” she said, “this Italian person, is really not the kind of man I want to meet. I hate detectives and all those crude, melodramatic individuals. They talk about crime and things, and besides,” she hesitated, “I can trust you, can’t I?”

She looked up sharply.

“Yes,” said the girl gravely, wondering what was coming.

“Well, you know, dear,” said Vera slowly, and still playing her mysterious game with the comfit boxes and Dutch silver, “I’m a member of a club. It’s a ladies’ club; you won’t find it in Whittaker because we do not care to advertise our existence, although of course we are registered. Well, we had rather a bother there, two or three months ago. We — we. Why should I deceive you?” she said in a burst of confidence, and with her rare smile. “We were raided! You see, dear, we played rather heavily. We did not confine ourselves to the prosaic game of Bridge. Some woman — I forget her name — introduced baccarat, and we had a little wheel too; you know.”

She shrugged her shoulders.

“It was awfully fascinating, and one lost and won quite a considerable sum. And then there was a bother, and the police came in one night quite unexpectedly. Your dear Uncle Ralph was in town for the May Meetings, and I had quite a lot of time on my hands.

“It was very fortunate I escaped any serious consequences of my rashness. I gave a false name, and was brought up the next morning at Bow Street with the rest of the women — you remember, the case created quite a sensation — and I was bound over in a false name. Nobody recognized me and nobody but you is any the wiser.”

She stopped again, and shot a swift, sidelong glance at the girl.

“Oh, you needn’t be shocked,” she said, the acid in her tone asserting itself. “It wasn’t so very dreadful, only this Tillizini man was in court that day, and I think he may have recognized me.”

“How awkward!” said Marjorie. “Really, Vera, I’m not a bit shocked, and it’s not for me, any way, to sit in judgment on your actions. What do you want me to do?”

“I want you to help me when I tell Sir Ralph that I am too ill to entertain this person. I’ll go straight away to bed, and I want you, like an angel, to do the honours.”

“Why, with pleasure,” said Marjorie, with a little smile.

“Anyway,” said Vera, a little hardly, “Ralph won’t bully you before visitors, nor will he refer pointedly to your needless extravagance in potatoes. Ralph is rather a fanatic on the question of potatoes,” she said. “There is a standard by which he judges all phases of domestic economy.”

Marjorie was filled with an infinite pity for the girl. She was not more than seven or eight years older than herself, still young enough to find joy in the colour and movement of life.

“I will do anything I can,” she said. For the second time that day she laid her hand upon the other’s shoulder.

“Don’t paw me, dear,” said Vera, with sudden asperity, and the warm, generous heart of the girl was chilled. Vera saw this, and tried to make amends.

“Please don’t bother about me, dear,” she said, in a softer tone. “I am rather jagged; too jagged, indeed, to meet this—”

At that point the door of the drawingroom was opened, and William, the butler, came in importantly. He stood by the open door.

“Professor Tillizini,” he announced.
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It seemed to Marjorie that Vera shrank back at the name.

The girl waited for her to go forward and greet the newcomer, but as she made no move Marjorie realized that she was called upon, even now, to perform the duties of hostess.

The man in the doorway was tall; he looked taller, perhaps, because of his slimness. He was clad from head to foot in black, and the big flowing tie at his neck was of the same sober hue. He carried in his hand a black soft felt hat, from which the butler had made several ineffectual attempts to detach him.

His face was long and thin, sallow and lined; his eyes were big and grey, and steady. They were terribly alive and expressive, Marjorie thought. They gave the impression that the whole process of life was comprehended in their depths. His hair was black and was brushed smoothly behind his ears. He was neither handsome nor ugly. His face was an unusual one, attractive, because of its very character and strength. The mouth was big and sensitive; the ungloved hands were long and white, and as delicate as a surgeon’s.

He gave a quick glance from one to the other.

“I am so sorry to intrude upon you,” he said. There was no trace of any foreign accent in his voice. “I expected to find Sir Ralph. He is out — yes?”

He had a quick, alert method of talking. He was eager to the point of anticipating the reply. Before the girl could answer he had gone on.

“He has kindly asked me to dine tonight. I am so sorry I cannot. I must be back in London in an hour or two. There are one or two interviews of importance which I have arranged.”

His smile was a dazzling one; it lit up the whole of his face, and changed him from a somewhat morose, funereal figure, to a new and radiant being.

Marjorie noticed that he was almost handsome in his amusement. The smile came and went like a gleam of sunshine seen through a rift of storm-cloud.

“You are Miss Marjorie Meagh,” he said, “and you, madam,” with a little bow, “are Lady Morte-Mannery.” His head twisted for a moment inquiringly. That, and the bow, were the only little signs he gave of his continental origin.

Vera forced a smile to her face. She came forward, a little embarrassed. She had hoped to escape without an introduction and to have developed a convenient headache to keep out of his way.

“I saw you in court,” said Tillizini, quickly. “It was an interesting case, was it not? That poor man!”

He threw out his arms with a gesture of pity.

“I do not know why you sympathize with him,” said Vera.

“Seven years!” Tillizini shook his head. “It is a long time, Madam, for a man — innocent.”

Again the little shrug. The tall man paced the room nervously.

“You have heard his story. He said that he came to this house to meet an individual who would give him a packet.”

“But surely you do not believe that?” said the other, with amused contempt.

“Yes, I believe that,” said Tillizini, calmly and gravely. “Why should I not? The man’s every attitude, every word, spoke eloquently to me, of his sincerity.”

“Do you believe, then, in this mysterious Italian?” said Vera.

“Oh, Vera, don’t you remember?” Marjorie broke in suddenly, and with some excitement, “there was an Italian in the town. We saw him the day before the robbery. Don’t you remember?” she asked again. “A very short man, with a long Inverness cape which reached to his heels. We passed him in the car on the Breckley road, and I remarked to you that he was either an Italian or a Spaniard because of the peculiar way he was holding his cigarette.”

“Ah, yes!”

It was Tillizini, tremendously vital, all aquiver like some delicately strung zither whose strings had been set vibrating by a musician’s hand.

“He was short and stout, and was dressed in black,” said the girl.

“A moustache — no?” said Tillizini.

The girl shook her head.

“He was cleanshaven.”

“You were going the same direction — yes?”

Again the girl nodded, with a smile at the man’s eager question.

“And did he turn his face towards you or from you? From you?”

Again the girl nodded.

“He did not want you to see his face?” Tillizini himself shook his head in answer.

“What rubbish, Marjorie!” broke in Vera, petulantly. “I don’t remember anything of the sort. There are always organ-grinders with monkeys and things of that sort coming through the village, or ice-cream people who come down from Chatham. You are letting your imagination run away with you.” Marjorie was amazed. She remembered now the incident most distinctly. She had spoken of it to Vera in the evening, at dinner. It was amazing that she herself had forgotten it until this moment.

“But you must remember,” she said.

“I don’t remember,” answered the other shortly. “Besides, you are very wrong to give Mr. Tillizini a false clue. There can be no doubt that this man, Mansingham, burgled the house for no other reason than to steal Sir Ralph’s collection.”

“Instigated by the Italian,” said Tillizini. “Oh, you English people,” he said, with a despairing shrug, “I am desolated when I speak with you. You have such a fear of melodrama. You are so insistent upon the fact that the obvious must be the only possible explanation!”

He shook his head again in humorous resignation. From any other man the outburst might have sounded as a piece of unpardonable impertinence. But Tillizini had the extraordinary gift of creating an atmosphere of old-established friendship. Even Vera, frankly antagonistic, had a vague sense of having discussed this matter before in identical terms with the man who spoke so disparagingly of her compatriots.

He looked at his watch.

“I must see Sir Ralph before I go back. Where shall I find him?”

Vera had a shrewd idea that at that moment Sir Ralph was engaged in a heated interview with the offending butcher who had put a halfpenny upon the price of beef, but she did not think it fair to her husband, or consonant with her own dignity, to admit as much.

“He’ll return very soon,” she said.

He looked at her sharply, for no reason as far as she could see. There had been nothing in her tone to justify the look of quick interest which came to his face.

“I have met you before somewhere, Lady Morte-Mannery,” he said quickly, “and it is very unusual for me that I cannot for the moment recall the circumstance.”

“Really?” said Vera, in a tone which suggested that she had no interest in the matter, “one does have these queer impressions — you’ll excuse me now, won’t you, doctor,” she said, “I have got rather a bad headache and I thought of lying down. Miss Meagh will entertain you till Sir Ralph returns.”

He stepped quickly to the door and opened it for her, and favoured her with a little bow as she passed. Then he closed the door and walked slowly back to Marjorie.

“Where, where, where?” he said, tapping his chin and looking solemnly at the girl.

She laughed.

“You must not confuse me with the Oracle,” she said. “You know, doctor, we ask such questions of you.”

Again that beautiful smile of his illuminated the sombre countenance.

“I was asking this Oracle,” he said, tapping his breast. “And now I remember. There was a raid on a gambling house. It was run by one of my compatriots, and I was in court.”

“I hope you will forget that, Doctor Tillizini,” said Marjorie, quietly. “Lady Morte-Mannery may have been very foolish to have been found in such a place, but it would not be kind to remember—”

She stopped when she saw the look of astonishment on the other’s face.

“My dear lady,” he said, with his winning smile, “you do not suggest that Lady Morte-Mannery was in any way complicated? It would be wicked, it would be absurd, it would be villainous,” he said extravagantly, “to associate such a lady with so sordid a business.”

“This was a very commonplace raid,” he went on, “they were mostly Italians engaged, and mostly people of very low origin, and my interest in the case was merely the hope of identifying some of the participants as gentlemen who had another interest for me. Lady Mannery was in court, certainly, but she was in court as the guest of the magistrate, Mr. Curtain, the Metropolitan Police Magistrate, who, I think, is some relation of Sir Ralph.” This was so, as Marjorie knew. Then why had Vera lied to her? She understood how easy it was for her to make up the story; but why give that as an excuse for not wanting to meet Tillizini?

“There is Sir Ralph,” she said suddenly. She had seen the car go past the window. “Do you mind staying here alone, while I go and tell him you are here?”

He opened the door for her, with his quaint little bow. She met Sir Ralph in the hall, and explained the fact that the visitor was waiting.

“Where is Vera?” he asked.

“She has gone to lie down,” said Marjorie, “she has a very bad headache.”

Sir Ralph swore under his breath.

It was her main weapon of defence — that headache. A convenient, but, to his mind, grossly unfair method of evading her responsibilities. He was more incensed now because he felt that not only had she failed to do the honours of his house towards a man for whose position he had an immense respect, but she had escaped from the just consequence of her carelessness. He had discovered that it was entirely due to her that the extra halfpenny had been put upon beef. She had acquiesced to the imposition in a letter which the butcher had triumphantly produced to vindicate his character.

He was, therefore, at the disadvantage which every man must be, half of whose mind is occupied by a private grievance, when he met Tillizini.

The two men went off to the library for about a quarter of an hour.

At the end of that time they returned to the drawingroom — Tillizini to take his leave of the girl — and Sir Ralph to see him to his waiting fly.

Marjorie saw that the Chairman of the Burboro’ Sessions was considerably ruffled. His face was red, his thin grey hair untidy — ever a sign of perturbation. He was, too, a little stiff with his guest.

As for Tillizini, he was the same imperturbable, cool, masterful man. Yes, that was the word which Marjorie sought. This man was masterful to an extent which she could not divine.

“Some day I shall meet you again,” said Tillizini, as he took the girl’s hand in his own. She was surprised at the strength of his grip. “I would not go so soon, but Sir Ralph has kindly given me permission to see this man, Mansingham, who was convicted to-day.”

“I think your labours are entirely misdirected, Professor,” said Sir Ralph, gruffly. “You will learn nothing from him but a pack of lies.”

“Ah, but lies!” said Tillizini, with an ecstatic gesture. “They are so interesting, Sir Ralph, so much more interesting than the commonplace truth, and so much more informative.”

The elder man, who prided himself in post-prandial speeches upon being a plain, blunt Englishman, and inferentially typical of all that was best in an Englishman, had no mind for paradoxes. He grunted unsympathetically.

“You are an Italian,” he said. “I suppose these things amuse you. But here in England we believe in the obvious. It saves a lot of trouble and it is generally accurate. You know,” he said testily, “these stories of mysterious organizations are all very well for novels. I admit that in your country you have the Camorra, and the possession of that factor probably unbalances your judgment; but I assure you “ — he laid his hands with heavy and paternal solicitude upon the younger man’s shoulder— “nothing of that sort.”

They were standing by the window; the dusk was beginning to fall, and the gas had not yet been lit. He got so far, when of a sudden a pane of glass, on a level with Tillizini’s head, splintered with a crash. It seemed to splinter three times in rapid succession, and simultaneously from without came a thick staccato “Crack! crack! crack!”
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Sir Ralph felt the whiz of bullets as they passed him, heard the smash of the picture they struck on the opposite wall, and jumped back, white and shaking. Tillizini reached out his hand and thrust the girl back to cover with one motion.

In an instant he was down on his knees, crawling quickly to the window. He reached up his hands, threw up the sash, and leant out suddenly. For a second he stood thus, and then a jet of flame leapt from his hand, and they were deafened with the report of his Browning. Again he fired, and waited. Then he turned, and came back to them, a beatific smile illuminating his face.

“You were saying,” he said calmly, “that these things do not happen in England?”

His voice was even and unshaken. The hand that raised a spotless white handkerchief to wipe a streak of blood from his forehead, did not tremble.

“What happened?” asked Sir Ralph, in agitation. “It must have been a poacher or something. Those beggars hate me!”

“Poachers do not use Mauser pistols,” said Tillizini quietly. “If you take the trouble to dig out the bullets from your wall, which I am afraid is somewhat damaged, you will discover that they bear no resemblance whatever to the pellets which, I understand, filled the cartridges of your friends. No,” he smiled, “those shots were not intended for you, Sir Ralph. They were very much intended for me.”

He looked wistfully out of the window.

“I’m afraid I didn’t hit him,” he said. “I saw him fairly distinctly as he made his way through the trees.”

“Who was it?” asked Sir Ralph anxiously.

Tillizini looked at him with an expression of slyness.

“Who was it?” he answered, deliberately. “I think it was the Italian who sent William Mansingham to your house to receive a packet.”

“But from whom?” asked Sir Ralph.

“That we shall know some day,” replied the other, evasively.

*

Sir Ralph went down to the railway station to meet Tillizini and to see him off. He was consumed with curiosity as to the result of the interview which he had granted the detective.

Whether he had the right of instructing the warders of the local gaol to admit Tillizini was a moot point; but since the Italian had such extraordinarily wide powers deputed to him by the Home Office, it was probable that the interview would have taken place even without Sir Ralph’s permission.

The Chairman had hinted that it would be graceful, if not decent, for Tillizini to see the prisoner in his presence, but the Italian had artistically overlooked the suggestion.

It was five minutes before the train left that Tillizini sprang out of the fly which brought him to the station entrance. He was smoking a long, thin cigar, and was, as Sir Ralph judged, tremendously pleased with himself, for between his clenched teeth he hummed a little tune as he strode through the booking-hall on to the platform.

“Well?” asked the Chairman, curiously, “what had our friend to say for himself?”

“Nothing that you do not know,” replied the other, brightly. “He merely repeated the story that he told in the dock about my mysterious fellow-countryman. He gave me one or two details, which were more interesting to me than they would be to you.”

“Such as?” suggested Sir Ralph.

“Well,” Tillizini hesitated. “He told me that his instructor had informed him that the packet would be small enough to put in his waistcoat pocket.”

Sir Ralph smiled sarcastically.

“There are a dozen objects in my collection which might be carried in a man’s waistcoat pocket. No!” he corrected himself, “there are at least fifty. By the way,” he said suddenly, “you’ve never asked to see my collection.”

Tillizini shook his head vigorously, amusement in his eyes.

“That would be unnecessary,” he said. “I know every article you have, Sir Ralph, its size, its origin, almost the price you paid for it.”

Sir Ralph turned to him in surprise.

“But how?” he asked wonderingly. “I have only my private catalogue, and no copy exists outside my house.”

“Very good,” said Tillizini. “Let me enumerate them.”

He told them off on his hands, finger by finger.

“Number 1, an Egyptian locket from the Calliciti collection — gold, studded with uncut rubies — value, £420. Number 2, a plaque of Tanagra ware, rather an unusual specimen in a frame of soft gold, inscribed with Syrian mottoes. Number 3, a crystal medallion, taken by Napoleon from Naples, on the inverse side a bust of Beatrice D’Este, on the reverse side Il Moro, the Duke of Milan, value — by the way, I didn’t give you the previous value because I don’t know it — £600. Number 4, a Venetian charm in the shape of a harp—”

“But,” gasped Sir Ralph, “these facts, regarding my collection are only known to me.

“They are also known to me,” said the other.

The train had come in as they were speaking. Tillizini walked towards an empty carriage, and entered it. He closed the door behind him, and leant out of the window.

“There are many things to be learnt, and this is not the least of them,” he said. “Between the man with the secret, and the man who knows that secret, there are intermediaries who have surprised the first and informed the second.”

Sir Ralph was puzzling this out when the train drew out of the station, and its tail lights vanished through the tunnel which penetrates Burboro’ Hill.

Left to himself, Tillizini locked both doors and pulled down all the blinds of his carriage. He had no doubt as to the sinister intentions of the man or men who had dogged his footsteps so persistently since he had left London. If he was to be killed, he decided that it should not be by a shot fired by a man from the footboard.

It was a fast train from Burboro’ to London, and the first stop would be at London Bridge. He took the central seat of the carriage, put his feet up upon the opposite cushions, laid his Browning pistol on the seat beside him, and composed himself to read. He had half a dozen London papers in the satchel which was his inseparable companion.

One of these he had systematically exhausted on the journey down; he now turned his attention to another. His scrutiny was concentrated upon the advertisement columns. He did not bother with the agonies, because he knew that no up-to-date criminal would employ such method of communication.

One by one he examined the prosaic announcements under the heading “Domestic Servants Wanted.” He reached the end without discovering anything exciting. He laid the paper down and took up another.

Halfway down the “Domestic Wants” column his eye was arrested by a notice. To the ordinary reader it was the commonplace requirement of an average housewife. It ran: —



“Cook-General; Italian cooking preferred. Four in family. Fridays; not Thursdays as previously announced. State amount willing to give.”



The address was an advertising agency in the City. He read it again; took a little penknife from his waistcoat pocket, and carefully cut it from the paper.

There were many peculiarities about that announcement. There was a certain egotism in the “Fridays, not Thursdays as previously announced,” which was unusual in this type of advertisement. Who cared whether it was Thursday or Friday that had been previously given, presumably, as the evening “out”?

But the glaring error in the advertisement lay in the last paragraph. The average advertiser would be more anxious to know what wages the newcomer would require, and would most certainly never suggest that the “Cook-General” whose services were sought, should contribute, in addition to her labour, anything in the nature of payment for the privilege.”

Tillizini looked up at the roof of the carriage in thought. To-day was Monday. Something had been arranged for Thursday. It had been postponed till the following day. For that something a price was to be paid, possibly an advance on the original price agreed upon was demanded. The advertiser would hardly undertake to perform the service without some previous agreement as to price.

He did not in any way associate the announcement with the recent events at Highlawn; they were but part of the big game which was being played. The emissaries of that terrible society whose machinations he had set himself to frustrate were no doubt travelling by the same train. He was so used to this espionage that he ignored it, without despising it. He was ever prepared for the move, inevitable as it seemed to him, which would be made against his life and against his security.

It was too much to expect that the “Red Hand” would forgive him the work he had accomplished in America. He had cleared the United States from the greatest scourge of modern times.

It was no fault of his that they had taken advantage of the lax emigration laws of England to settle in the Metropolis.

He replaced the papers in his satchel, and just before the train ran into London Bridge he let up the spring blinds of the compartment. It was dark, and wet, and miserable. He made no attempt to alight at the station. It was not a safe place, as he knew by experience, for a threatened man to end his journey.

There were dark tunnels which led to the main entrance of the station — tunnels in which a man might be done to death, if by chance he were the only passenger negotiating the exit; and no one would be any the wiser for five minutes or so, sufficient time, that, to allow these professional murderers to escape.

Outside Waterloo he pulled the blinds down again. He did these things automatically, without any fear. He took the same precaution as the everyday citizen takes in crossing the road. He looked from left to right before crossing this dangerous highway of his.

Flush with the railway bridge which crosses the river to Charing Cross station is a footpath, Old Hungerford footbridge.

Three men were waiting there at intervals that wet and blusterous night to watch the Burboro’ train come in. They saw it from a position which enabled them, had the opportunity presented, of shooting into the carriage.

Tillizini did not know this, but he could guess it. It was not an unlikely contingency.

On the crowded station of Charing Cross he was safe enough. Moreover, there were two men, who had spent the afternoon unostentatiously wandering about the station, who picked him up as he came through the barrier.

He gave one of them a little nod, which none but the keenest observer would have noticed.

The two Scotland Yard men, whose duty it was to shadow him in London, walked closely behind him, and remained upon the pavement outside until he had entered the waiting electric brougham.



V. The Story of the “Red Hand”


Table of Contents


Professor Antonio Tillizini is a name around which has centred the fiercest controversy. No scientist is ever likely to forget his extraordinary paper read before the Royal Society at Sheffield. It was entitled prosaically, “Some Reflections upon the Inadequacy of the Criminal Code,” and was chiefly remarkable from the layman’s point of view in that the professor in the course of his address calmly admitted that he had found it necessary to kill ten criminals at various stages of his career. He was sufficiently discreet to offer no further information on the subject, and, though his enemies endeavoured, on the clue he had offered them, to bring at least one crime home to the Italian, they were unsuccessful.

More significant of the trend of public opinion, Tillizini was not deprived of his chair of Anthropology at the Florence University, nor did London society bar its doors to the foreigner who was a self-confessed slayer of men.

More than this, it is known that in preparing their Criminal Law Amendment Bill of 19 — , the Government sought the advice of this extraordinary man.

But it was in connexion with the remarkable outburst of crime of a peculiar character that the young man who spent six months of the year in England and six months in his beloved Italy, and of whom the epigram had been perpetrated, that he thought in English and acted in Italian, that he first came largely into the public eye.

It was said of him that all the secrets of the Borgias were known to him; there were dark hints amongst the superstitious of necromancy, and this reputation, generally held among the Italian colony in London, served him in good stead when the days came for him to tackle the “Red Hand.”

The organization known as the “Red Hand” had been driven from America by the heroism and resourcefulness of Teum, the famous Cincinnati detective. Laws, drastic to the point of brutality, had been instituted; the system of inquiry known as the “Third Degree” had been elaborated so that it only stopped short of the more extreme methods of the Spanish Inquisition, to cope with the increase in blackmail and murder in which the “Red Hand” specialized.

There was a lull in this type of crime after the electrocution of the Seven Men of Pittsburg, but the silence of the “Red Hand” was broken at last.

It was in December, 19 — , that Carlo Gattini, a wealthy Italian living in Cromwell Square Gardens, received a curt typewritten request that he should place a thousand pounds in banknotes under a certain seat in Hyde Park. The hour and the date were mentioned, and the letter was signed by a small red hand, evidently impressed by a rubber stamp.

Mr. Gattini smiled and handed the letter to the police.

At their suggestion he replied through the agony columns of The Times, agreeing to the request; a package was made up and placed beneath the seat described, and four Scotland Yard men waited through the whole of one dismal evening for the “Red Hand” messenger. He did not come. He either suspected or knew; so there the matter should have ended by the severe and unromantic police code.

But on the following morning another letter came to the Italian. It was brief: —

“We give you another chance. Go to the police again and you are a dead man. Place £2,000 in notes in an envelope and leave it under the first bush in your garden.”

In alarm, Gattini went to the police. They poohpoohed any suggestion of danger. Plainclothes men were concealed in the house and in the garden; other secret service men were stationed in the house opposite, but again the messenger did not come, nor did the Italian receive any further communication.

On Christmas Eve Mr. Gattini returned from the City after a busy day. He was a widower, and lived alone, save for four servants — an elderly woman who acted as cook, a housemaid, and two menservants.

At 7.30 his valet went to his room to announce dinner. Gattini’s door was locked.

The man knocked, but received no answer. He knocked again, without result.

He returned to the servants’ hall and announced his failure, and he and the chauffeur went to the front of the house and looked up at the window of Mr. Gattini’s room.

It was in darkness.

It happened providentially that a Scotland Yard man had called in at that moment in connexion with the threatening letters, and the servants confided their apprehensions.

The three men went to the door of Gattini’s room and knocked loudly. There was no reply, and, putting their shoulders to the door, they burst it open.

One of them switched on a light.

At first they saw nothing; the room was apparently empty… then they saw.

The unfortunate man had been struck down as he sat at his dressing-table. The knife that had cut short his life was missing, but it was evident that he had died without a cry.

This was the first murder — there were others to follow.

The request for money came to Sir Christoforo Angeli, a rich banker, and a naturalized Britisher. He treated the threat as lightly as Gattini had done … he was shot dead as he stood at his window one Spring afternoon, and no man but he saw the murderer.

Again there came a lull, but it was evident to the police, ransacking Europe for a clue, that the apparent inactivity was less significant of a cessation on the part of the gang, as it was of their successes. Men in terror of their lives were paying and keeping information away from the police. A reign of terror was in progress, when, exhausting the wealthier members of the Italian colony, the gang turned its attention to other sources of income.

Henry S. Grein, a wealthy Chicago broker, and known throughout Europe for his art collections, received the stereotyped demand. He ‘phoned the police, and Scotland Yard sent its best man to interview the millionaire at the Fitz Hotel, where he was staying.

“I pay nothing,” said the millionaire. He was tall and hardfaced, with a mouth like a rat trap, and the secret service man knew that here the “Red Hand” had come up against a tough proposition. “It is your business to see that I do not get killed; you may make what arrangements you like, but I am going to offer a reward of $20,000 for the arrest of the gang, or the leader.”

Then began that extraordinary feud which first opened the eyes of the public to the condition of affairs which existed.

The history of Grein’s fight with his assassins on the roof of the Fitz Hotel, his shooting down of the man Antonio Ferrino who had gained admission to his bedroom, the abortive attempt to blow up the Fitz Hotel by dynamite; all these facts are so much history. It was on the morning that Henry S. Grein’s body was found floating on the Thames off Cleopatra’s Needle that the Government turned to Tillizini.

On the evening of his return from Burboro’ Tillizini sat at his broad desk working out a side issue of the problem. The red glow from the shaded lamp by his side gave his face a sinister appearance which ordinarily it did not possess. It was a thin and deeply-lined face, a little sallow and a shade bluish about the jaw and upper lip; the nose was long and pinched, the eyebrows black and arched; but whatever unpleasant impression the somewhat Mephistophelean features may have produced, that impression was forgotten in the pleasant shock which came to the observer who saw Tillizini’s eyes.

Italian as he was in every feature, his eyes were almost Irish in their soft greyness; big and clear and luminous, the long black lashes which shaded them gave them an added beauty.

With his left hand resting on his book to keep the stiff volume open at the page, he reached across the table to a gold cigarette box, took a long, thin cigarette, and lit it at the small electric lamp which stood at his elbow.

The room wherein he sat was lofty and spacious. The ceiling and the fireplace were as Adam’s magic art had left them. The walls were half panelled in dark oak and, save for a small watercolour sketch of a woodland scene on the left of the fireplace, they were innocent of pictures.

Along one wall ran a bookshelf that stretched from the outer wall to a door near the window.

The windows were long and narrow and were hung with dull red curtains. There was cosiness in the big gilt screen by the fire, in the roomy club chair, the soft thick carpet and the tiny clock that ticked musically over the mantelshelf.

Tillizini read steadily, the smoke of his cigarette rising in blue coils to the ceiling.

Suddenly he closed the book with a snap and rose noiselessly.

He glanced at the clock: it was an idle glance, for he knew the time. He had an eerie subconsciousness of the hour, be it day or night.

He walked to one of the three windows and looked out upon the Embankment.

He saw a crescent of cold lights that stretched towards Blackfriars and was intersected dimly by the bulk of Waterloo Bridge. Across the river was an illuminated sign imploring him to drink somebody’s wine at his own expense; farther down a tall tower of reappearing and vanishing light urged him to the consumption of the only whisky worth while.

The professor watched without a smile.

Suddenly a bright splash of light started, and was as suddenly extinguished. Again it flamed — dazzling, white, palpitating light — and again vanished.

Tillizini stepped back quickly. From a cupboard he took a strange-looking lamp and a coil of wire. He rapidly affixed the plugged end with a connexion in the wall, then he switched out all the lights of the room, and waited. Again the bright light flickered on the opposite bank.

The professor touched a key at the base of the lamp, and from its conical-shaped projector shot a swift beam of soft blue light.

Twice he did this, when the light on the other bank began to wink furiously and at a breakneck pace. Long wink, short wink, long, short; without a pause it raced onward with its urgent message.

As the lamp spoke Tillizini answered it shortly. He read the message as easily as though it were in a printed book, for he knew English as well as he knew his mother tongue, and, moreover, he was an expert in such matters.

The light on the other shore ceased talking, and Tillizini closed the window at which he had been standing, replaced his projector in his cupboard, and the little table on which it had stood against the wall. Then he drew down the blind and switched on the ceiling light.

He stood over his desk and wrote rapidly the purport of the message he had received. It was written in small cramped signs which might have been, and probably were, a shorthand which he alone understood. He had scarcely finished when the musical thrill of an electric bell arrested him. He pressed an electric push inserted in the leg of the table, hastily slipped his notebook into a drawer, and turned as the door opened.

The neatly-dressed manservant ushered in a visitor.

“Inspector Crocks,” he announced.

Crocks was short and stout and jovial. His head was as bald as a billiard ball, his peaked beard was shot with grey; he was a bourgeois of the bourgeois; yet, for all his unpromising appearance, Tillizini had no delusions where this smart policeman was concerned.

“Sit down, inspector” — he indicated a chair. “A cigarette?”

The inspector smiled.

“Too subtle for me,” he said, “I’m a pipe smoker.”

“Fill up,” said the professor, with a little smile.

He did not insult his visitor by offering him tobacco, for he knew that it was an attention which all pipe-smokers resent, calling into question as it does their own discrimination and judgment.

“Well?” he asked, as the other slowly filled his polished briar.

“Your countrymen — if you will pardon me — are not helpful, they are a little — er—”

“They are liars,” said the young professor calmly. “All men are liars when they are afraid, and I tell you these poor devils are afraid in a way you cannot understand. Not for themselves, but for their children, their wives and their old mothers and fathers.” He rose from the table and walked slowly up and down the room.

“These men you want are merciless — you don’t know what I mean by merciless. It is a word which to you signifies a certain unjust harshness, cruelty, perhaps. But, my friend… cruelty!” He laughed, a bitter little laugh. “You don’t know what cruelty is, not the type of cruelty which flourishes on the shores of the Adriatic. I won’t tell you, it would spoil your night’s sleep.”

The detective smiled.

“I know — a little,” he said quietly, puffing a cloud of smoke and watching it disperse with a thoughtful eye.

“Your idea,” the professor continued, “is to catch them — very good. And when you have caught them to secure evidence against them — very good again,” he said drily; “one is as easy as the other. Now my view is that they are vermin, society’s rats, to be exterminated without trial and without remorse.”

He spoke quietly; there was no trace of emotion in his voice nor in his gesture. The hand that went searching for a cigarette in the gold box was steady; yet Crocks, no sentimentalist, shivered.

“I know that is your view,” he said, with a forced smile, “yet it is not the view which finds favour in this country; it is a view which would get you into serious trouble with the authorities and might even bring you to the Old Bailey on the capital charge.”

The professor laughed — a low, musical laugh. He ran his fingers through his grey-streaked hair with a characteristic gesture, then sank into the padded chair by the desk.

“Well!” he said briskly, “what have you discovered?”

The detective shook his head.

“Nothing,” he said, “that is, nothing worth while. The gang is unreachable — the people who can give information are dumb brutes; they are either afraid, or in league with the ‘Red Hand.’ I’ve tried threatening them; I’ve tried bribing them; neither is of the least use.”

Tillizini laughed softly.

“And the ‘Red Hand’ — have they made any further move?”

The detective’s hand went to his pocket. He drew forth a bundle of papers enclosed in an elastic band. From this he extracted a letter.

“This has been addressed to the Sa’ Remo Ambassador,” he said. “I won’t trouble to read it to you; it is the usual sort of thing. Only this time it is a child who is threatened.”

“A child!”

Tillizini’s black brows met in an ugly frown. “That is their principal card,” he said slowly, “I wondered how long they would keep their hands off the children; what does he threaten, our unknown?”

“Abduction first — murder afterwards, if the abduction fails.”

Tillizini took the letter from the other’s hand and read it carefully. He held the paper to the light.

“This is the American gang — I thought we’d wiped them out, but it was evidently a bigger organization than I credited.”

The musical little bell rang overhead. Tillizini raised his eyes, listening. After the shortest interval the bell rang again.

The professor nodded. A big black box stood at one corner of the table — he unlocked it, the detective watching him curiously. With the turning of the key and the lifting of the lid, the front fell away, revealing three sedate rows of crystal phials.

Tillizini took one from the front, slipped it in his pocket, then bent down and pressed the bell in the table.

The door opened to admit a servant, followed by a fresh-coloured young man evidently of the working class. Crocks looked at him, saw he was an Englishman, and wondered in what way the two men had become acquainted. The young man accepted a seat at the invitation of Tillizini.

“Well, my friend,” said the professor pleasantly, “you are willing to go on with this matter?”

“Yes sir,” said the other, firmly.

Tillizini nodded.

“I got your message,” he said. He turned to the detective.

“This man’s name is Carter,” he said briefly; “he is an out-of-work plumber, unmarried, without family, and prepared to take risks. You have been in the army, I think?” he said.

The newcomer nodded. He sat uneasily on the edge of his chair as though unused to good society, and with obvious embarrassment.

“I advertised,” Tillizini went on, “for a man who was willing to risk his life; I’m paying him two hundred pounds, and he is earning it.”

Crocks was mystified.

“Exactly what does he do?” he asked.

“That,” said Tillizini, with a slow smile, “is exactly what he does not know.”

He turned to the other man, who grinned sheepishly.

“I carry out instructions,” he said, “and I’ve had a hundred pounds.”

“Lucid enough, Mr. Crocks; he does nothing except live in a lodging in Soho, make his way to a wharf over there,” he pointed out of the window, “every evening at about this hour, signal to me a fairly unintelligible message, and afterwards walk slowly across Westminster Bridge, along the Embankment, up Vilhers Street, and so to my house.”

He paced the room with long swinging strides.

“He has taken his life in his hands, and he knows it,” he said. “I have told him that he will probably be assassinated, but that does not deter him.”

“In these hard times,” said the soldier, “a little thing like that doesn’t worry you; it is better to be assassinated than to be starved to death, and I have been out of work for twelve months until Mr. Tillizini gave me this job.”

“He receives two hundred pounds,” Tillizini went on, “by contract. I have paid him one hundred, I shall pay him another hundred tonight and his expenses. Probably,” he said, with a little smile, “he may escape with minor injuries, in which case I shall congratulate him heartily.”

He turned briskly to the man.

“Now let me have all the papers you have got in that pocket. Put them on the table.”

The man dived into his various pockets and produced scraps of paper, memorandum, pocketbooks — all the literary paraphernalia of his class.

From his pocket Tillizini took the phial he had removed from the medicine chest. He unstoppered it, and a pungent, sickly odour filled the room. With the moist tip of the stopper he touched each article the man had laid on the table.

“You will get used to the smell,” he said, with a smile; “you won’t notice it after a while.”

“What is it?” asked Crocks, curiously.

“You will be surprised when I tell you,” said the other. “It is double distilled attar of roses, the vilest smell in the world in its present stage, and this bottle I have in my hand is worth commercially, twentyfive pounds.”

At a nod from Tillizini, Carter gathered up his papers and replaced them in his pockets.

“You have a revolver?” asked the professor.

“Yes, sir,” replied the man. “I’m just getting used to it. I don’t understand these automatic pistols, but I went down to Wembley the other day and had some practice.”

“I hope that no occasion will arise for you to have practice nearer at hand,” said Tillizini, dryly.

He rang the bell, and the servant came.

“Get Mr. Carter some supper,” he ordered. He nodded to the man as he left.

“What is the meaning of this?” asked Crocks.

“That you shall see,” said the other.

“But I don’t understand,” said the bewildered detective. “Why should you give this man so large a sum to do nothing more than send electric signals to you every evening?”

Tillizini sat down at his desk.

“Mr. Crocks,” he said, “it would be false modesty on my part if I pretended that my movements escape the notice of the ‘Red Hand.’ I am perfectly satisfied in my own mind that I do not go in or out of this house without the organization being aware of the fact. Every step I take is watched; every action of mine is considered in the light of a possible menace to the society.

“This society knows that every evening I am engaged in the exchange of messages with a man south of the Thames. The very mysteriousness will naturally appeal to the Latin temperament, and its significance will be magnified. On the second night you may be sure that Carter was located. You may also be sure that he was watched from the wharf and followed to this house.”

A light began to dawn upon the detective. “Then Carter is a decoy?”

“A two hundred pound decoy,” said the other, gravely. “He knows the risk, I am paying him a big sum; fortunately he is something of a signaller, and so he is able to tell me through a code of our own what is happening on the other side of the river. I freely admit,” he smiled, “that so far nothing has happened worth recording.”

“They will kill him,” said Crocks.

“They will try,” said the other quietly; “he is a pretty resourceful man, I think. I am hoping that nothing worse will happen than that they will seek a gentler method of solving the mystery which surrounds him. Hallo!” The door was thrust open suddenly, and the servant flew in.

“I’m very sorry, sir — —” he stammered.

“What’s the matter?” Tillizini was on his feet. “Is it Carter?”

“No, sir — he’s in the kitchen. I heard a ring at the bell, and the girl” — he went on incoherently— “a girl sort of fell in. What am I to do, sir?”

“Fell in?” Tillizini stepped quickly past him, and went down the broad stairs, two at a time, to the hall.

The man had had sufficient presence of mind to close the door after the strange visitor’s appearance.

Lying on the carpeted floor of the hall was the form of a woman. Tillizini, practised as he was in every subtle move of the gang, stepped forward cautiously. She lay under an overhanging light, and he was able to see her face. He lifted her and walked quickly back up the stairs with his burden.

Crocks was standing in the doorway of the room.

“What is it?” he asked.

Tillizini made no reply. He carried the limp figure and laid it on the settee by the wall.

“What happened?” he asked the man shortly.

“I heard the bell ring, sir,” said the agitated servant, “and I went to the door thinking it was—”

“Never mind all that — be brief,” said Tillizini.

“Well, I opened the door, sir, and she must have fainted against it. I’d just time to catch her and to drag her into the hall before she went off.”

“Did you see anybody outside?”

“No, sir,” said the man.

“You closed the door behind you, I see,” said Tillizini approvingly. “Really, I shall make something of you, Thomas.”

From his medicine case he took a slender phial, removed the stopper, and wetted the tip of his finger with the contents. He brushed this along the lips of the unconscious girl.

“She has only fainted,” he said, while with a quick, deft hand he felt the pulse, and his sensitive fingers pressed the neck ever so slightly.

The drug he had given her had a marvellously rapid effect.

She opened her eyes almost immediately and looked round. Then she caught sight of Tillizini’s face.

“Don’t try to speak,” he said, gently. “Just wait. I will get you a little wine, though I don’t think you will require it.”

She tried to sit up, but his firm hand restrained her.

“Lie quietly for a little while,” he said. “This gentleman is a detective from Scotland Yard. You need have no fear.”

“Are you Dr. Tillizini?” she asked.

He nodded.

“My husband — you’ve seen him?” she whispered.

Tillizini nodded again.

“Yes, yes. He was the man who was sentenced at Burboro’.”

A look of pain passed across the white-faced girl.

“Yes, he was sentenced,” she said, weakly. “He was innocent, but he was sentenced.” Tears welled into her eyes.

Tillizini had the narrow blue phial in the palm of his hand. Again he tilted it, and again the tip of his little finger swept across the lips of the girl. She knit her brows.

“What is that?” she said. “It is very sweet stuff.”

The professor smiled.

“Yes, it is very sweet, my child,” he said, “but it will do you a lot of good.”

His prediction was verified, for in a few minutes she sat up — calm and collected.

“I heard you had been to see my husband,” she said. “I wanted to talk to you, but you had gone; and then I thought I would write to you, and I was starting my letter when a gentleman came.”

“Which gentleman?” asked Tillizini.

“The Italian gentleman,” she replied— “the one my husband said had asked him to go to Highlawn. Oh, I knew it wasn’t true that he burgled Sir Ralph. Poor as we were, he would never have done such a thing.”

Tillizini nodded, he raised his hand with a reproving little smile.

“Yes, the Italian came, and what did he want?”

She was calm again.

“He gave me some money,” said the girl, “and told me that he would see that my husband was released, and I was so grateful because I felt so sure that he would go to Sir Ralph and tell him, and George would be let out of gaol.”

She was little more than a child, and the men who listened were too full of pity to smile at her naive conception of Sir Ralph’s power.

“And then,” she went on, “he asked me a dreadful thing.”

She shuddered at the thought.

“He asked me to do that for which my husband was convicted.”

“To go to the house?”

“Yes,” she nodded.

“And to take a package?”

Again the girl nodded.

“And you were to do this on Friday night?”

His eyes were blazing with excitement.

“Yes,” she said. “How do you know?”

A little look of fear came into her face. She was out of her depth in these plots and machinations, this simple country girl, who had entered into the responsibilities and trials of marriage at an age when most girls were at school.

“I know,” said Tillizini.

He walked up and down the apartment, his hands thrust in his pockets, his head bent.

“You won’t be able to do it now. They’ve watched you come up here; I suppose that’s why you came to me?”

“Yes,” she said. “I am so afraid of these men. We are quiet country folk. We have never been mixed up in anything like this.”

Tillizini considered a moment; then he took down the telephone receiver and gave a number. He had a brief conversation with somebody in Italian and he spoke with an air of authority. He hung the receiver up again.

“I have telephoned for a lady to come here to take you to her house,” he said. “I don’t think these people will bother you at all, because you know nothing which can possibly affect them one way or the other. I suppose,” he said, turning to Crocks, “that you can give me a couple of men to look after this girl till she reaches the house where I am sending her?”

Crocks nodded.

“I’ll take her myself,” he said, jovially. “I am worth two men.”

Tillizini smiled.

“I sometimes think,” he said, “that you are worth three. The one you are, the one you can be, and the one you never appear to be!”

Crocks chuckled.
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If you walk from London Bridge along Tooley Street, through Rotherhithe, you come to Lower Deptford. Passing through this, you reach Deptford proper, and leading off from the left you will find a long straight road which crosses the Ravensbourne, and connects Greenwich — the one quaint corner of London which steadfastly refuses to be entirely modernized — with its more busy neighbour.

The connecting road once accommodated the well-to-do middle class of Deptford, in the days when Deptford was a prosperous port, and when swarthy seafaring men with gold earrings recalled the brave days when the Great Peter himself worked in the shipyard and lived in a piggish fashion at Evelyn House.

The houses are narrow-fronted and of a set pattern. There are overhanging wooden canopies to each of the doors; in some one finds traces of oak panelling, but usually the present-day tenants have utilized such of the wood as they can detach for the purpose of lighting their fires. For what was once Deptford’s glory is now Deptford’s slum. The great houses ring with the shrill voices of innumerable children. Floor after floor is let out in tenements, and in some cases a dozen families occupy the restricted space which, in olden times, barely sufficed to accommodate the progeny of opulent ship chandlers.

When Mill Lane was Rowtonized, its hovels, its insanitary dens and its quaint little cottages pulled down by a wise borough architect, the Italian colony which had made its home in that unsalubrious neighbourhood moved northward and distributed itself along the road of ancient respectability.

In the main the Italian made a good neighbour, quiet, sober, inoffensive; his piano-organ stalled in the confined area of the back yard, was, perhaps, a nuisance to men who loved to sleep far into the morning, but he gave little offence otherwise.

In one of these houses, on an upper floor, three men were sitting round a table. A large fiasco of Chianti occupied the place of honour upon the table, and glasses had been set for the men by one who was evidently the host. The windows were heavily curtained and shuttered, the door itself had been edged with felt by the careful tenant, and as a further precaution against interruption there sat outside the door, two steps down the narrow stairs, the dark figure of a man, whose duty it was to see that the conference was not disturbed.

The host was a tall man, immensely powerful; his black hair was cropped short; his face, lined and seamed, was half hidden by a bushy black beard.

His shirt opened to show a patch of hairy chest, and the powerful arms revealed by the rolled-up sleeves spoke of enormous strength. They spoke truly, for Tommasino Patti bore in his own country the nickname “Il Bue,” which signifies, “The Ox.”

It was as “Il Bue” that his companions knew him, though there was nothing bovine in the evil but intelligent face, nor in his lithe, quick movements.

The man on his left was short and stout; cleanshaven save for a black moustache, carefully twisted to a curl at either end. He was short of breath, and spoke like one with chronic asthma, in deep, rumbling, wheezy tones.

Facing Il Bue was a young man who contrasted remarkably with his companions. For, whilst the giant was careless to the point of slovenliness in his attire, and the stout man but little better, this third member of the council was dressed with exquisite care.

He was a slim and graceful young man of medium height; handsome, with his olive skin, his fine forehead, and his slight dark moustache. He wore a suit of simple cut, which fitted him perfectly. His cravat was of dull black silk, and the only jewellery he wore was a black pearl in his cravat, and a thin gold chain across his waistcoat.

He was a man who had been carefully valeted, and, from the dove-grey spats on his boots to his manicured fingertips, he was correctness personified. His silk-lined overcoat lay carefully folded over the back of the chair, with a soft black felt hat on top. He himself lounged in the one comfortable chair which the room boasted — and his legs thrown over the arm of the chair displayed a glimpse of grey silk socks. He looked little more than twenty, though he was in reality much older.

His attitude towards the others was one of amused curiosity. From time to time he examined his beautiful nails with solicitude, as though he found them much more interesting than the conversation. And yet the talk was startling enough.

The stout man had finished the story of his adventure.

“And Signors,” he said appealingly, “I, myself, could have secured this jewel, but for the restrictions which your Excellencies placed on me.”

He spoke alternately to Il Bue and the young man at the foot of the table.

“Why?” he asked, in extravagant despair, “why is it necessary that you should employ a third person — one without finesse, like this man, Mansingham, who blunders through the house, awakes the servants, and is arrested? It was tempting Providence, Signors; it would be almost as much a temptation to employ the girl.”

The young man smiled.

“You are a fool,” he said.

They were speaking in liquid Italian, and the youth’s voice was soft and melodious.

“Have we no example of the folly of acting otherwise?”

He raised his eyebrows, and for a moment a baleful light shone in his eyes, changing the whole character of his face.

“Listen, my little man.” He tapped the table before him, and spoke with quiet emphasis. “What may seem simple to you is not so simple to us. It is the rule of ‘Our Friends,’ when such a raid is carried out, that the person who abstracts and the person who immediately receives shall be unknown to one another. Moreover,” he said, carefully choosing his words, “it is necessary, since a certain happening which you may remember, that the medallion, if medallion it be, shall be received by two of our brethren, and not by one.”

He smiled.

“I repeat,” he said, “And not by one.”

He looked at Il Bue, still smiling, and then at the stout man.

“A year ago,” he said, “we had marked down something we required. It was a medallion. One of those two medallions, I know, contains a secret which will make us rich. We commissioned a brother skilled in scientific abstraction to remove that jewel. It follows, my dear Pietro, that the same set of brains which can wield, with great skill, a set of tools for the removal of locks or the forcing of glass cases may be entirely inefficient or inadequate when it comes to the removal and the safeguarding of the treasure. In stealing, as in all other sciences, the specialist has the advantage; we instruct one specialist to take the medallion from its case — wherever it may be — we employ two other specialists jointly to receive that jewel and to take it to a place of safety — watching each other the while. You follow me?”

The stout man nodded grudgingly, and the young man went on.

“The gentleman,” he said, with grim humour, “who received that precious relic of which the society stood in the greatest need, disappeared with it. He was false to his oath, false to his kin; he demonstrated the falsity of the English adage, that there was honour amongst thieves — and indeed there is not — and, although eventually we found him, we never found the jewel.”

He took a flat gold cigarette case from his pocket, took out a cigarette and lit it.

“It would have been no satisfaction to us to remove this erring friend. It was fortunate that he saved us the trouble by removing himself. We did not find the jewel,” he repeated. “That most desirable thing he had, in his panic, handed to some peasant or other. That peasant we have at last located.”

He exchanged a swift glance with Il Bue, and the big man nodded emphatically.

“Whether we shall get the jewel remains to be seen,” continued the exquisite young man, puffing rings of smoke at the ceiling.

“At any rate, the necessity for taking precautions in the matter of receiving these articles which are so precious to us, and which are located with such great pains and with such labour, must be fairly obvious.”

He looked at his watch.

“Now, I have little time to spare. Let me see what is to be seen.”

The big man rose and walked heavily across the room. He put his hand under the pillow of a truckle bed which stood in the corner, and pulled out a long, flat box. He brought it to the other, and opened it with a key which hung with a crucifix about his neck.

It was a curious collection which met the young man’s eyes. The box was almost filled with lockets of every conceivable shape and description. There were lockets of gold and of silver, lockets carved from crystal, lockets so encrusted with jewels that it was impossible to tell what was the subsidiary metal. Some bore a painted miniature, others were brilliant with enamels.

The young man fingered them with quick and skilful hands. He lifted them one by one from their box, laid them in the palm of his hand, and turned them; and, as he examined, he rejected.

He finished his labours at last.

“They are very valuable,” he said, “but not of the value I hoped. We have to search still further. I believe that the locket which is in the possession of this foolish man Morte-Mannery is more likely to be the one we seek than any other. We must lose no time and spare no pains to secure it.”

He took a flat leather wallet from his inside coat pocket, opened it and removed a sheet of paper. There was a drawing in pencil.

“This is it,” he said, “if any is.”

He passed the design to the stout man.

“You observe those curious arabesques, that cupid, that tiny hoofed devil? That is the master’s own work.”

He spoke with enthusiasm. For one moment the sinister object of the chase was lost sight of in his artistic appreciation of the design.

“There are two such lockets in the world.”

He spoke more quickly now.

“One we may secure tonight. The other on Friday. We must make some arrangements. If necessary I will go down myself and receive the locket. This drawing,” he pointed to the paper, “almost decides me. We can afford to slacken our efforts elsewhere and concentrate them upon Burboro’. By the way, what money is wanted?”

“A thousand English pounds,” said the stout man, breathlessly.

The young man laughed.

“It is absurd to ask for a thousand pounds for something which may be of no value whatever,” he said. “You must promise her — where is she, by the way?”

“She will be in town tonight, Signor,” said Pietro.

The young man nodded.

“She is very faithful and enthusiastic,” he said; “a curious woman, our Lisa,” he mused, as he rose.

Il Bue jumped to his feet and assisted him with his overcoat.

“You will probably find her useful, tonight.”

“Why don’t you trust her to get the jewel from this pig’s house?” asked the tall man gruffly.

The young exquisite smiled.

“My poor man,” he said, “if I do not trust a brother, why should I trust—”

“No,” he said, a little harshly, as he stood by the door buttoning his coat, “I take no more risks. My father warned me against any such folly, and I neglected his warning. I have had to pay the price for my neglect. Who is outside?” he asked suddenly.

“Beppo,” said Il Bue. “I had to have somebody who was reliable. Beppo loves the dark.”

“He is an unwholesome beast,” said the young man, lightly. “He would cut my throat or yours for a piastre.”

“That may be,” said the other, with a growl, “but a man whose neck is in danger, and whose life depends upon keeping faith, is one to employ for such work.”

They opened the door, the brawny host leading the way, carrying a handlamp. A figure sat crouched on the stairs, his knees drawn up and his head bent low.

“A pretty sentry! He’s asleep!” said the young man.

Il Bue leant down, and grasped the man by the neck.

“Wake up, you dog,” he hissed. “Is this the way?”

Then he stopped, for the head fell back jerkily, and a handle of a dagger protruding from his heart gave them a complete explanation of his silence.

Yes! there he lay — this man, who had perjured himself clear of the scaffold in two countries — this jackal of a villainous confederacy — and the three men stared at him in amazement and horror.

The former state only could be applied to the young man, who, without any pause, without any sign of emotion, continued buttoning his gloves.

“There is only one man who could have done that,” he said, thoughtfully, “and that man is Antonio Tillizini.”
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“Signor — for the love of Heaven!” The Strand was crowded with a matinee throng, and the idle folk which promenade that famous thoroughfare before the Easter holiday filled the sidewalks.

To the man in a hurry the name of the loitering, sauntering pleasureseekers was anathema. Frank Gallinford was that man in a hurry, for the 6.30 Burboro’ express waits for no man, and, though Charing Cross was in sight, there remained only two minutes to get through the crowd, into the station, and on to the platform.

He cursed the idlers deeply and earnestly as he elbowed and pushed his way forward. To leave the pavement was to court disaster, for the roadway was blocked with traffic, and moreover an intelligent authority had had it dug up at its busiest portion and railed off to half its width for “repairs.”

Frank Gallinford had stepped from the kerb into the roadway, and from the roadway on to the kerb again, dodging between the hawkers who vended their wares; he had sprung away from the wheels of devastating motorcars, and buffeted stout and leisurely gentlemen in his effort to reach the station on time, but he seemed as far from his objective as ever.

Then he suddenly felt his sleeve clutched and the words —

“Signor, in the name of Mary!”

They were gasped rather than spoken, and the language employed was Italian.

Frank stopped and looked round with a bewildered frown. Who spoke to him in Italian in this most English Strand — and who knew that he was acquainted with the language?

The man at his elbow was unquestionably Latin. His long, cadaverous face, covered with a week’s growth of beard, was working almost convulsively in his agitation. The big black eyes that stared at him from beneath two shaggy brows blazed as only Southern eyes can blaze.

In a moment the Englishman’s anxiety to catch his train was forgotten. The soft accents which he knew so well, and loved so well, came to his ears like the first sigh of the breeze that ripples the Adriatic on summer nights. It stirred memories of a simple and charming peasantry, it brought visions of the marble palaces of the old Venetian nobility.

“Well, my friend?” he asked, kindly.

“I cannot speak to you here,” said the man, dropping his voice and speaking quickly. “You remember me, Signor? — Romano — I was your foreman on the harbour works at Cattaro.”

Frank remembered, and his hand dropped in a friendly salute on the other’s shoulder.

“Remember you, Miguelo mio!” he laughed, “why, however could I forget you! You were the man who swam out to me when I was seized with cramp — confound you, you saved my life!”

A faint smile flickered across the lips of the little Italian, and then the look of anxiety came again.

“Follow me,” he whispered, “this is urgent, you do not know, you cannot understand.”

With no other word, he plunged into the throng, and Frank Gallinford, keeping him in sight, followed.

Romano turned the first corner he reached. It was a steep street which led down into the Adelphi.

Here the stream of traffic dried up. Into the gloomy depths only the most experienced travellers, who knew this contributed a short cut to the District Railway station, ventured, and the two men had the thoroughfare to themselves.

When they had gone fifty yards the Italian stopped, and Frank observed that he chose a spot midway between two street-lamps where the light was dimmest and most uncertain.

“Signor,” he said, speaking rapidly, almost incoherently, “you know me a little. I am a mason, and I was brought to London to work on the new Italian restaurant in Regent Street. I have no friend in London, no one to whom I can turn — and I am in despair “ — he wrung his hands, and his voice, though he kept it low by sheer effort of control, was shrill,— “and then I saw your face — your strong, calm English face in that great crowd, Signor — like a saint, Signor….”

Frank was too accustomed to the extravagance of the Italian compliment to feel embarrassed, though he had never overcome the sense of shyness which comes to the more phlegmatic Anglo-Saxon in face of florid flattery.

“I am not feeling particularly angelic, Miguelo,” he said, with a rueful smile as the recollection of his lost train occurred to him.

“Listen, Signor,” the man went on. “Years ago, when I was younger, I was in New York — and for a joke, Signor — I swear it was no more than a youthful jest — I joined a Society. I took oaths — I thought nothing of it. Then I went away to my own country, later to Montenegro, then to Italy again — and now to London. And, Signor, they have found me, my Society. And they tell me I must do horrible things — horrible — horrible.”

He covered his face with his hands and groaned. Frank was puzzled. He knew of these secret societies, had indeed seen their milder manifestations. He had endured an exasperating strike on more occasions than one as a result of some offence given to an official of a society. But never had he glimpsed the tragedy, the underlying horror of these mysterious associations.

He laid his hand gently on the other’s arm.

“My friend,” he said, soothingly, “you need not worry — this is England. These things do not happen here. If you are threatened, go to the police.”

“No, no, no!” protested the man, frantic with terror; “you do not understand. My only hope is to get away … if I could reach the Argentine — come — come!”

He dragged the other with him to the nearest street-lamp, fumbling in his pocket the while.

“They want me for many reasons,” he said, “and for this most of all.”

His coat was one of those heavy cloth coats which Italian labourers wear, the corners of the pockets ornamented with tiny triangles of rusty black velvet. From the depths of a pocket the man produced a little case. It looked like a jewel case, and the Englishman observed that it was very new. Romano’s trembling hand sought for the catch. He found it after a while, and the satin-lined lid flew open. On a bed of dark blue velvet lay a little medallion.

“San Antonio,” said the Italian, in a hushed, eager voice.

It was a beautiful piece of work. The back ground was made up of small diamonds, the Saint with the Babe was in gold relief. This was no stamped and minted impression, but a piece of rare and delicate carving.

“Signor,” said Miguelo, “a month ago a man who was a friend of mine brought this to me — how it came to him I do not know. He asked me to take care of it, and in time — these were his words, Signor — to restore it—”

A motorcar came swiftly down the street, and the Italian looked round apprehensively.

“Take it!”

He thrust the case into Gallinford’s hands, clicking it close as he did it.

“But—”

“Take it — ah!”

The car drew up abreast of them and, as the lacquered door swung open, Romano shrank back against the railings.

Two men alighted, and they were followed by a woman.

She was tall, slim, graceful. Frank could not see her face, for it was thickly veiled, but her voice was low and sweet.

“This is the man,” she said, and pointed to the cowering Italian.

The two men sprang at Romano and caught him by the arms. There was the click of handcuffs.

“What is the meaning of this?” asked Gallinford, though, with a sinking heart, he anticipated the answer.

“This man has taken a jewel of mine,” the lady replied.

“What does she say — what does she say?” asked the Italian. The conversation had been in English; Frank translated.

“It is a lie — a lie! — —” screamed Romano, struggling desperately as they dragged him toward the car; “save me, for God’s sake, Signor!”

The Englishman hesitated. He had all the national repugnance of a “scene.” He knew that the Italian would at any rate be safe at the police station — and if he were guilty, as it seemed probable, he needed no protection. The whole story was a cock-and-bull invention.

“Where are you taking him?” he asked.

“To Marlborough Street,” said one of the men gruffly.

“Go quietly, Miguelo,” said Frank, turning to the struggling man, “I will follow you.”

But the prisoner had gone limp, he had fainted.

They lifted him into the car and the men jumped in after. The woman waited expectantly. Then Frank saw a second car behind. As the first car manoeuvred to turn, he heard voices in altercation. Miguelo had recovered from his swoon; there was a scuffle, and the Italian’s head appeared at the window.

“Signor!” there was agony in his voice, “tell Signor Tillizini—”

A hand was placed over his mouth, and he was dragged back as the car rolled up the hill and into the slow-moving traffic.

Frank waited. He half expected the woman to speak. Then it occurred to him that she would regard him, if not as an accomplice, at least as a friend of the arrested man, and he went red.

She stepped lightly into the second car. This did not turn, but made its way downhill.

It was on the point of moving off when he remembered with a shock that, if he was not the thief, he was all unwillingly a receiver. The jewel was still in his pocket.

The car was on the move when he realized this and sprang to the door of the carriage.

“Madame,” he said, “a word — I have something to say — I have—”

Through the open window of the car he saw the woman draw back.

“I want you — —” he began, and jumped back as he saw the flash of descending steel.

He was just in time.

The thin stiletto aimed at him struck the edge of the window, and Frank, temporarily dazed, stumbled to his knees in the muddy road as the car jerked ahead and vanished round the corner of Adam Street.

One glimpse he got of a white hand still clasping the hilt of the quivering poignard — a white hand on a finger of which glowed a square black opal.

He rose slowly to his feet, dumbfounded. He was furiously angry. She had evidently mistaken him for a robber.

He brushed the mud from his knees with a handkerchief, and collected his thoughts, swearing softly.

Here was he, a prosaic young engineer on his way to meet his fiancee in prosaic Burboro’, engaged in an adventure which was three parts melodrama and one part comedy.

“This comes from listening to plausible Italians?” he said, savagely. He made his way to the Strand and hailed a taxicab.

“Marlborough Street Police Station,” he directed.

He would rid himself of this infernal jewel and clear himself, at any rate.

The sergeant returned his greeting curtly, taking in the mud-stained figure with professional suspicion.

“Romano,” he said. “No, we haven’t a Romano here.”

“He has just been arrested by two of your men,” said Frank.

“No warrant has been executed for a man of that name,” said the sergeant, shaking his head. “Just wait a minute and I’ll ask Bow Street.”

He went into an adjoining room, and Frank heard the tinkle of a telephone.

By and by the officer returned.

“Neither Bow Street nor Vine Street know anything about it,” he said.

Briefly the young man told the story of the arrest, omitting only the fact that the jewel reposed in his pocket. He had no desire to find himself detained. With Miguelo to confirm his story and with the prosecutrix present to identify the jewel, it would be different. And he had, too, an overpowering desire to explain to the murderous lady, in person, his honourable intentions.

“No sir,” the sergeant went on, “we’ve no Italians — we’ve had enough of them since the ‘Red Hand’ started operations in England. But since Mr. Tillizini began working for Scotland Yard, they haven’t been so busy.”

“Tillizini?” cried Frank, with a start.

The sergeant nodded.

“That’s the gentleman,” he said, complacently; “if you want to know anything about Italian criminals, you’d better see him — 108, Adelphi Terrace; anyway, you’d best come back again — the C.I.D. men may be working independently.”

Frank walked in the neighbourhood of the station until ten o’clock that night. He sent a wire to his host and dined at a Piccadilly restaurant.

The clock was striking the hour when he again mounted the steps of Marlborough Street Station.

The sergeant was not alone. Three overcoated men were talking together in one corner of the room.

“Here he is,” said the sergeant, and the three turned and surveyed the young engineer gravely.

“What was the name of that Italian you were inquiring about?” asked the sergeant.

“Miguelo della Romano,” replied Frank. “Have you found him?”

The officer nodded grimly.

“Picked him up in the Embankment Gardens — an hour ago,” he said.

“Where is he?” asked Frank.

“In the mortuary,” said the sergeant, “with twentyfive knife-wounds in his body.”
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Marjorie Meagh sat at breakfast with her uncle.

Sir Ralph was in an unusually irritable mood. Breakfast was never a pleasant meal for him, but his fault-finding was generally concentrated upon the domestic shortcomings of his wife and the quality of the food.

Now they took a wider range. He put down his paper suddenly and savagely.

“I wish to Heaven Vera wouldn’t go dashing off to town,” he said.

Although he was a domestic tyrant of a common type, he stood in some little awe of his young wife. On three occasions in their lives she had startled him by the vehemence of her rebellion, and with every explosion he had grown less self-confident and less satisfied with his own capacity for commanding the situation.

Marjorie looked up from her letters.

“Vera is making a serious study of the drama,” she said. “You must remember, uncle, that if by any chance she does succeed as a playwright it will mean an immense income to her.”

She was very tactful. She knew that monetary considerations influenced her uncle. It was Vera’s career, which she had discovered two years before, when a little play, written for a charitable entertainment, had met with recognition at the hands of the critics.

Though it had pleasantly surprised her husband to the possibility of his having discovered a self-supporting wife, it had been also a source of constant irritation to him. It meant expense, constant visits to the Metropolis, the cost of seats at a theatre, though this latter expense had happily been spared him of late by the discovery of a relation engaged in newspaper work, who had provided complimentary tickets.

But it meant opening the flat in town; it meant the detachment of a servant from a household where the domestic arrangements, as planned by Sir Ralph, were so devised as to fully occupy every moment of the time of every person engaged.

Sir Ralph took up the paper only to put it down again a moment later.

“That scoundrel, Mansingham, has appealed,” he said. “It is monstrous.”

The institution of the Court of Criminal Appeal was a sore point with Sir Ralph. He felt that its creation had been expressly designed for the purpose of annoying him. He had written letters to Times about it, and had expressed himself, at such public functions as gave him opportunity, in no gentle terms. It was remarkable, under the circumstances, that the Court of Appeal continued to sit.

“It is monstrous,” he said again. “It is a slight upon the men who are engaged in carrying out the work of administering criminal law.”

His anger came in little spasms. He had a fresh grievance every few moments. Again his paper came down after an interval.

“That young man, Gallinford, did not arrive last night, Marjorie,” he said, severely. “The young men of to-day seem to be lamentably deficient in good manners.”

“He wired, uncle,” protested the girl. “He said that he was detained in town.”

“Bah!” snapped her uncle, “that isn’t good enough. I am a man of the world, Marjorie. These flimsy excuses do not suffice for me, and I advise you, if you desire to be happy — and the only way to be happy,” he said parenthetically, “is to be without illusions — to view these unsupported excuses with suspicion. He is a young man,” he went on, elaborating his grievance, “newly arrived in England after a long absence in a barbarous country—”

“In Italy, uncle,” she murmured, “it isn’t exactly barbarous, is it?”

“Barbarous?” he said explosively. “Why, here are two Italian murders in one day!” He flourished the paper in support of his contention.

“Of course it is barbarous! And he comes back to civilization after a long absence, to a beautiful girl, and I admit that you are that, Marjorie,” he said comfortably, with an air of one who was partly responsible for her beauty, “and instead of rushing, as he should, and as young men did in my day, to his fiancee, he breaks his journey in town! It is perfectly inexcusable!”

She did not defend her lover. She knew how valueless such arguments were with her uncle. He was entirely without inclination to reason — at breakfast-time, at any rate.

For the rest of the meal he grumbled spasmodically behind the paper. He reminded her irresistibly of a dog with a bone. From time to time he fired little sentences at her — sentences which had neither beginning nor end, and were generally associated with the Government’s shortcomings.

Suddenly she heard the grind of carriage wheels coming up the carriage drive, and jumped from the table. She gave one glance through the window and, without a word to her uncle, flew from the room.

He glared after her in astonishment. In a few minutes she came back, with a delicate flush on her face and laughter in her eyes, leading a tall, broad-shouldered young man, brown of face and smiling a little uneasily, for he did not contemplate the coming interview with any great sense of joy.

“This is Mr. Gallinford, uncle,” said the girl. “You have met him before, haven’t you?”

Sir Ralph not only had met him before, but did not wish to meet him then. He was in no mood for introductions to strange people. He had, moreover, a grievance against this young man who had so slighted his hospitality. He greeted Frank Gallinford with a grunt in which he expressed in his bluff, hearty English way, as he imagined it, at once his welcome and a foretaste of the reprimand which was coming.

“I am glad to meet you, sir,” said Frank.

He held out a big, hearty hand and shook Sir Ralph’s.

“I owe you an apology for not having come last night.”

Sir Ralph inclined his head. There was no doubt whatever about the apology being due.

“I had a little adventure,” Frank went on, and proceeded to relate the chief events of the previous evening.

In spite of the fact that he had made up his mind to accept no explanation as being adequate, Sir Ralph found himself listening with keen interest. The girl’s face showed her concern.

“Oh, Frank,” she said, in a shocked voice, “how terrible! Was he killed?”

Frank nodded.

“I had an interview with the famous detective — what is his name?”

“Tillizini?” said Sir Ralph.

“Yes,” said Frank, “that was his name. A remarkable chap. Of course I handed the locket over to the police, and Tillizini has it now.”

“It’s very extraordinary,” said Sir Ralph, with a puzzled frown. “Your description of the locket sounds very much like one I have in my collection.”

A sudden panic of fear passed over him. What if this was the famous locket? What if it had been abstracted without his noticing it?

“Excuse me,” he said.

Halfway to the door he turned. “Will you come along with me? — perhaps your description of the medallion may be useful. I have got a fear—”

He shook his head.

“You don’t think it’s yours?” said the girl.

“I don’t know,” said Sir Ralph. He was obviously agitated. They followed him from the room to his study — a handsome combination between that and the library. From a steel drawer in his desk he took a key and led the way again upstairs.

Sir Ralph was more than an amateur collector. Whatever his judgments might be on the Bench, there were few who could dispute his knowledge of those articles of virtue which it was his delight to collect. The Morte-Mannery collection, though a small one, was famous. It was Sir Ralph’s pleasure, from time to time during the year, to show his treasures to the great connoisseurs of Europe.

The joy of possessing something which nobody else had, or if they had, only in a minor degree and in a less valuable form; and, moreover, to hold these wonders of dead craftsmen which were coveted by less fortunate people, and which is the basis of every true collector’s pride, was the great passion of Sir Ralph Morte-Mannery’s life.

He had devoted forty years to securing and arranging the hundred and fifty lockets which formed his collection. The room in which they lay had been specially constructed with a view to resisting fire and burglars.

It was an open secret that, in rebuilding Highlawns after he had acquired it, the whole scheme of renovation had circled about the collection room. It was more like a prison than a museum, thought Frank, as he followed his conductor through the narrow entrance guarded with steel doors faced with rosewood.

It was lighted by a large window, heavily barred, and the glass itself being set with strong steel network. Burglar alarms of the most ingenious character rendered entrance without detection almost impossible. Floors, wall and roof were of reinforced concrete. One long case ran the length of the room, a strip of carpet on each side forming the only attempt that had been made at comfort. The cases themselves were under heavy wooden shutters, and these Sir Ralph unlocked.

It was a disappointing display to the average man. Row after row of medallions, dull gold, silver, jewels, enamels. There was nothing to excite the enthusiasm of any other than a connoisseur.

Very quickly, one by one, Sir Ralph unshuttered the cases, his anxious eyes running over the neatly-ticketed rows.

“No,” he said, after a survey, “nothing has gone. I thought from your description that my Leonard….”

The fire of the enthusiast came to his eyes. With hands that shook a little he unlocked one case, and lifted out a small gold medallion.

“Why!” exclaimed Frank in astonishment as he took it in his hand, “this is the very locket which the man gave me!”

Sir Ralph smiled.

“That is impossible,” he said. “Impossible! Only two such lockets were known, and one has been irretrievably lost.” He held the little jewel in his hand gingerly. “This and its fellow were made by the greatest artist that the world has ever known, Leonardo da Vinci. The date is probably 1387, and the design is Leonardo’s own. It expresses something of the master’s genius. As you know, he was a man who was not satisfied with painting pictures; there was no branch of art, from sculpture, to the very mixing of paint, in which he did not interest himself. He was a doctor and a chemist of no mean qualities, and it was after the great plague in Milan in 1386 that he made the two lockets, of which this is the only one extant.

“One he gave to his patron, Il Moro, the usurper of the Duchy, and the other he gave a year or two subsequently to Caesar Borgia. They were both commemorations of his patron’s escape from the plague. You will observe on the back” — he turned the jewel over gently— “there is an allegorical representation. You see the picture of the little fiend? “ — he pointed it out with his little finger— “that represents the sickness which visited the whole of Italy. You see the angel? — that must represent his ‘unconquerable patrons.’ What the other signs are—” he smiled, and this cheerless room saw all the smiles that Sir Ralph was prepared to bestow upon the world— “are incomprehensible to me. Probably Leonardo was a Futurist.”

He chuckled at his own harmless jest, and the girl listened to him wonderingly, for he was a different man in this atmosphere. She had never seen him so before; he was human, and tender and keen.

“The other medallion,” Sir Ralph went on, “was stolen from the Dublin museum. The thief was traced, after a great deal of trouble, to a cross-Channel boat; he was seen to go on the boat to cross from Harwich to the Hook of Holland. There must have been some of his confederates on board, for in the night a great outcry was heard in one of the cabins, and the detective who watched him saw him fleeing along the deck pursued by two foreigners. Before they could either arrest the men who were following or capture the man himself, he had leapt overboard, and with him, it was presumed, had passed the second medallion.”

“What was the meaning of it all?” asked Frank.

Sir Ralph shook his head.

“We don’t know. It was supposed at the time that he was endeavouring to give the jewel to some of his confederates, and that in the act of doing so he was seen. The men who were chasing him that night on the ship gave a plausible explanation; they said they thought he was mad and endeavouring to commit suicide, and they were trying to prevent him.”

He turned the jewel over again, and looked at it lovingly before he replaced it in its case.

“Whatever it was your unfortunate man had,” he said, “it was not the fellow to this.” Outside, he was himself again, cold, hard, commonplace, but that little glimpse of his true character revealed much to Marjorie.

She understood now the ferocity of the sentence he had passed upon Mansingham. His collection was more than wife or child, more precious than ambition; his passion was strong enough to override his sense of justice.

He looked at his watch with a frown. He had remembered one of the unpleasant facts of life.

“Vera has not returned. I thought she would have come down by the same train as you.”

“I was the only passenger for Burboro’, as far as I can remember,” said Frank.

Sir Ralph looked at his watch again.

“There’s another train in by now,” he said, “she ought to be here.”

He had hardly spoken the words when Vera’s voice was heard in the hall below, making inquiries of the servants.

“Oh, there you are,” she cried.

She looked up as the party descended the broad stairway into the hall. For a moment a look of wonder came into her eyes at the sight of Frank.

“You have never met Mr. Gallinford, have you?” asked Marjorie, as she introduced them.

“I am very glad to meet you now, at any rate,” said Vera, cheerfully.

She was glad, too, that there was some other interest to temper her husband’s annoyance. That he should be annoyed she took for granted. It was the atmosphere which invariably met her on her return from town.

He looked again at his watch and then at her, and she understood the significance of the examination.

“I am so sorry,” she said, carelessly. “I lost the fast train and had to take the slow one. It was very annoying. I think my watch must have been wrong.”

Vera had a very beautiful voice, low and rich, and full of beautiful qualities.

“You’ve been seeing our wonderful collection?” she said.

Sir Ralph snorted. He hated any claim to partnership in respect to his medallions, and Vera knew it. It was her oblique reply to his unspoken attack.

“You haven’t seen the best of them; you ought to see the belts,” she said.

“That is a collection which is not sufficiently complete,” interrupted Sir Ralph stiffly, “to be examined. Really, Vera, I wish you would not embarrass me by these references.”

He strode off to the library, leaving them alone.

She laughed softly.

“He’s a great trial sometimes,” she said, half to herself.

Then she turned to the girl, and Marjorie noticed with pleasure that the moodiness and depression of yesterday was entirely dissipated. She was at her brightest, her ready smile came and went.

In a few moments she was chatting with Frank Gallinford about Italy as though she had known him all her life.

“It must be a quaint country,” she said. “You know, I’ve a peculiar affection for the land, I am half Italian myself.”

“Are you really?”

It was Marjorie who asked the question with girlish delight. “Oh, I say, how romantic! Don’t you ever want to stab uncle with a stiletto or something?”

She laughed, but Frank’s smile was a trifle grim. He had too vivid a recollection of somebody striking at him with a stiletto to derive the full amount of amusement out of the question. That was part of the story which he had not deemed it necessary to tell.

“Oh, no,” drawled Vera, “I never feel sufficiently bloodthirsty.”

Suddenly Frank’s face went drawn and grey. He stepped back with a little cry.

“What is the matter?” asked Marjorie, in alarm.

He passed his hand over his eyes.

“But really — aren’t you ill?”

He shook his head.

“No, it’s a little passing giddiness,” he muttered. He was seized with an overpowering anxiety to get away.

“I forgot,” said the girl, sympathetically, “you’ve had such a trying night. I’ll see if your room is ready; perhaps if you were to lie down for an hour or two you would be better.”

He nodded, and, raising his head, met Vera’s curious eyes.

“If you will forgive the impertinence,” he said, slowly, “that is a curious ring of yours.”

She turned white and put her hands quickly behind her back; but too late — he had seen the square black opal — for the second time in twentyfour hours.
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“Why, Miss Meagh, how perfectly delightful!”

Marjorie turned with a start. She was leaving Victoria Station, and had stopped at a bookstall to buy a few magazines.

She had been visiting Ida Mansingham, the wife of the convict, who was in a nursing home. She had had a bad nervous breakdown, and it was due to the generosity of George Hilary and Tillizini that she had been placed in comfort.

A young man was standing before her, his white teeth showing in a smile of sheer delight.

“How extraordinary! I have not seen you for two months. Where have you been hiding?”

She offered her hand with some embarrassment. Her last parting with Count Festini had been such that it seemed that they could never meet again on terms of commonplace friendship. His passionate declaration still rang in her ears. He had come to Ireland for the hunting, had fallen — so he declared — hopelessly in love with her, and had declared his passion.

He had stormed and raved when she had gently refused him; yes, this wellbred and perfectly-mannered young man had behaved more like a madman than a sane product of twentieth century civilization.

And here he was as though nothing had happened.

“I tried to find where you were,” he said.

His eyes had the tender softness of the South. His voice was without any trace of foreign accent. He was, as usual, she observed, faultlessly dressed, with none of the ostentation or errors in taste which so often in the foreigner mar the good tailor’s best efforts.

“I have been away in the country,” she said, a little hurriedly.

She was expecting Frank at the station. He might come up at any moment. She wondered what would be the effect on this volcanic young man if she introduced the big Englishman as her fiancé.

“And I have been tied to town,” he said. “Oh, what a deplorable place London is for those whose business keeps them there! It is delightful to the visitor, to the dilettante, but for the unfortunate dweller by compulsion, terrible.”

He threw out his hands in mock despair.

“London is a bad habit,” he went on, “and the ideal one, for it is a bad habit one can get away from when one likes.”

“Few bad habits are like that,” she smiled.

He had apparently completely recovered from his infatuation and was genial only to a point of correctness.

Some thought occurred to her, and she smiled.

“Do I amuse you?” he said, with a twinkle in his dark eyes.

“I was thinking,” she said, “how curious it is that I seem to have met nothing but Italians — to have lived almost in an atmosphere of Renaissance the last few days.”

His eyes steadied.

“That is very curious,” he said, quietly. “I could have almost said the same. And who are the Italians who have been favoured by association with the most lovely lady in England?”

She raised her hand.

“Please,” she said, softly, “let us forget.”

“I could never forget,” he said.

He spoke calmly enough for her ease and comfort.

“But I have agreed myself to forego hope. After all,” his shoulders rose imperceptibly, “one cannot have all the things one wants in this world. I have most of them, yet one which is more than all the others together, is denied me. That is my punishment.”

He smiled again. “But you did not answer me.”

She hesitated. She had no wish to talk of Tillizini. He was one of those mysterious individuals engaged in a business of such a character that it seemed that any reference to him would be a betrayal. She saw the absurdity of this view almost as quickly as she formulated the idea.

“One of them,” she said, “was Professor Tillizini.”

His cigarette was half way to his mouth. He checked its course for the fraction of a second.

“Signor Tillizini,” he drawled. “How very interesting. And what had the great Antonio to tell you? Did he ask for your fingerprints, or take a sample of your blood, or express any desire to measure your head?”

“Oh, no,” she said, with a laugh. “He didn’t do anything so dreadful. Do you know him?”

“Slightly,” he said, carelessly. “Everybody in Italy, of course, knows Tillizini, and I should imagine almost everybody in England is similarly informed. And where did you meet this great man?” he bantered.

“At Burboro’,” she said. “He came to visit my uncle.”

“At Burboro’?”

Again she noticed the slight emphasis to his words.

He was looking at her steadily, speculatively, she thought. He was quick to realize that his attitude was a little more than disinterested, for he gave a short laugh.

“You think I am inquisitive, do you not?” he said. “But don’t you know that everything associated with you has immense interest for me? You see,” he said, apologetically, “I have never met your uncle. I didn’t know that you had such a relative — though most people have. At any rate, I have discovered where you are staying,” he said, with laughing menace. “I have only to run to ground this uncle of yours, and the rest will be easy. I shall come to Burboro’,” he threatened, with one slim finger raised in mock earnestness, and go round asking ‘Has anybody seen Miss Marjorie’s uncle?’ It will create a little sensation, will it not?”

“I will save you that trouble,” she smiled. “My uncle is Sir Ralph Morte-Mannery.”

“Oh, indeed,” he nodded his head. “I thought it might be.”

“Why?”

“Well, you know, he is a great man; one hears of him. He is a judge; and something of a collector, too.”

She had seen a tall form walking towards them, and went pink again.

“I want to introduce you, Count Festini,” she said, “to my fiancé, Mr. Frank Gallinford.”

She averted her eyes from his face, and did not see the sudden tightening of his lips, nor the curious, quick droop of his eyelids.

“This is Count Festini,” she said.

The big Englishman put out his hand, and grasped the other’s heartily. He was almost head and shoulders above the dapper young man, but, to Frank’s surprise, it was no soft, effeminate grasp which was returned. It was a grip which reminded him of the vice-like grip of Tillizini’s.

Frank was a typical Englishman — tall, broad-shouldered, lean of face and limb; grey, honest eyes shone with pleasure to meet a friend of his beloved.

“I wish you would bring us just a handful of your beautiful Italian sunshine, Count,” he said. “In this city of gloom, and depression, and inquests—”

“Inquests?” interrupted Marjorie.

Frank nodded.

“Yes, on that unfortunate man who was murdered. I have got to give evidence to-day.”

“Which man is this?” asked the Count, interested.

“The man who was found in the Embankment Gardens.”

“Oh!”

It was only an ejaculation, but Frank looked at him in surprise.

“Did you know him?” he asked.

“I only know what I have read in the papers,” said the other, calmly. “May I ask, Mr. Gallinford, exactly what part you played in that tragedy?”

“I was the man that was with him when he was kidnapped,” said he. “I have felt awful ever since. If I could only have kept with him I might have saved his life.”

“Or lost your own,” said the Count. “These people are not particular to a life or two. You have lived long enough in my country to realize that we do not place the exaggerated value upon human life that you Northerners do.”

“You cannot have an exaggerated value on human life,” said Frank, gravely. “It is the most precious thing in the world.”

The Count shrugged his shoulders.

“That is a point of view,” he said. “It is not mine. For my part I regard life as the least valuable of our possessions. It is a huge gramophone record on which all the strident and unpleasant sounds of life are received and held at one and the same time. And the whole makes a tremendous discord,” he said, speaking half to himself. “The music of life is drowned, overwhelmed, deadened by the harsher notes of strife and ambition. For me,” he smiled, “I think that the clean record is best.”

“What is the ‘clean record’?” asked Frank.

“Sleep,” said the other, a little bitterly, “or death. It is one and the same.”

He offered his hand with a charming smile.

“I am keeping you both,” he said. “Where may I have the pleasure of seeing you again, Miss Meagh?”

“I shall be staying with my uncle for another month,” she said.

He nodded pleasantly to Frank, and, turning, walked quickly away. He stopped at a little cigarette kiosk on the station, and watching them out of the corners of his eyes, he saw that they were passing slowly from the station. He turned, when they had disappeared through one of the exits. His face had no longer that pleasant, soft quality which had distinguished it a few minutes before. It was hard and set, and his eyes glowed angrily. He stood watching the exit through which they had disappeared, then he went to a telephone box. From this he emerged in five minutes, collected, suave and cheerful.

It was Thursday, the night before the attempt would be made. If the locket was not abstracted, he thought he knew a way by which it might be attained — and it was a pleasant way to him. The only fear he had in his mind was whether he would resist the temptation which would arise in the experiment. Whether his love of gain would overmaster the growing passion which fired his breast for this cold, beautiful Englishwoman.

He had learnt enough now to know that the second locket was in the possession of Tillizini. It was a house which, under ordinary circumstances, might be burgled; but now it was Tillizini’s. The name inspired awe amongst the lawless men who were working for their illicit profits.

Before now the very sight of this professor’s thin, refined face had stayed the assassin’s dagger, from very fright. The very mention of Tillizini was sufficient to cause a stir of uneasiness amongst these villains, in whom the dictates of fear and pity were dead.

But the name had no such effect upon Count Festini. He was superior to fear of any man. He came from a line of men who, for hundreds of years, had dominated one secret society or the other. The Festinis went back to the bad old days of Italian history, when assassination was a quick and easy method of ridding members of his family from embarrassment.

It was in his blood. It was part of his composition. Young as he was, he had been the directing force of the terrorizing organization which had worked the Eastern States of America into a ferment of terror.

Tillizini, swift and terrible in his working, wise in his judgment, had broken that organization.

Festini was no fool. He had recognized that the game was up in America. There was no use in running his head against a brick wall. He had foreseen the possibility of transplanting the strength of his government to England. They were a soft people, used to crime of a certain type, crime which was generally without violence. It was the last stand of the “Red Hand.” Its members had been driven from every country in Europe. It was only a matter of time when lethargic England would drive and stamp the organization out of existence.

But, in that short space of time, Festini was preparing his coup — the greatest and most terrible of his wicked plans. He would strike, not individuals, for that was too dangerous — he would blackmail the nation, but first he must obtain possession of those lockets.

He sprang into a cab outside the station, and drove to a little street in Soho. It was a tiny restaurant where he knew he would find Il Bue. There was no time to be lost.

The man he sought had not arrived, and the Count sat down and waited, ordering a plate of soup from the obsequious head-waiter.

The big man came in shortly afterwards.

“Talk in English as much as you can,” said Festini.

“The man is a brother,” replied the other.

“That does not matter,” said the Count. “Talk in English, if you please. You have sent your men to Burboro’?”

The other nodded.

“You have followed my instructions?”

“Yes, fair one. The men I have sent looked like Englishmen. They are the best we can get.”

“Trustworthy?”

The other nodded, and smiled crookedly.

“As trustworthy as men could be who are up to their eyes….” He gave a significant little gesture, and Festini smiled a little.

“I don’t think we shall have any difficulty,” he said. “When you get the locket, bring it straight to me. You will be at the station to receive them. Take it from their hands; do not leave the station until you have it in your hand. I shall be waiting for you at Deptford. Now, what of Tillizini?”

A look of fear came into the big man’s eyes.

“Tillizini?” he said, uneasily.

“Yes,” said the other, impatiently. “What do you fear? He is only a man, my Ox. One of the lockets is in his possession. It is in that big room of his that overlooks the Thames Embankment. Now, can that be secured?”

The big Italian shook his head vigorously.

“Signor,” he said, earnestly, “it cannot be done. There is not one of our men who would dare to. You know he is no man — this Tillizini — he is a devil. Remember Beppo Ferosti! Only the other night, killed on the stairs, by a man who heard all we said. And we none the wiser! It is not possible, Signor, to trap this man. We have tried.

“Did we not try in New York?” he went on, vehemently. “We bribed the waiter of his hotel, we drugged him, we went to his room at night and dragged him out of bed, wrapped him in a sheet and threw him down the elevator shaft. Signor, he dropped eight stories,” he said, impressively, “and when we went later to see him at the bottom, it was not him at all. It was poor Antonio Barricci — the man who had been in charge of all the arrangements — who had planned his death. We had not seen his face in the dark, because we dared not carry lights. We simply took the drugged form from the bed and carried it to the elevator shaft.

“Do you remember how we sent the man from Florence to kill him? We never saw that man again,” the big man’s voice shook a little, for the man from Florence had been his brother. “Tillizini sent me his hand — that is all — by parcel post! Just the hand of the man from Rome, with the rings of the brotherhood still upon his finger. No name to identify the sender, and the postmark ‘Paris.’

“It cannot be done, I tell you,” he said, “the man is not human.”

Festini was listening with an amused smile.

“He is sufficiently human, my friend,” he said, softly, “only he is more clever than the men who have been pitted against him. Now I propose, myself, to arrange matters with Signor Tillizini. I have tried every one of our agents, and they have all failed. I must take up my share of the work. Here is a dangerous enemy, who may spoil our plans. Tonight, whilst our friends are reconnoitring the ground at Burboro’, I myself will work independently.”

“Shall I come with you?” asked the other, eagerly. “Signor, I would give my life for you.”

He spoke with sincerity. There was no questioning the honesty of the doglike faithfulness of this big man.

Again Festini smiled.

“I will work alone, my good friend,” he said, and tapped the other on the shoulder with his white hand, approvingly. “These things must be done with subtlety if they are to succeed.”

He rested his head upon his hands for a few minutes, deep in thought. The other waited patiently, his deepset eyes filled with love and admiration for the master whose house he had served all his life.

“There is a man,” said Festini, suddenly, “who is a sort of agent of this Tillizini. Now, you shall go to him and kill him.”

He spoke as though it were a very ordinary transaction which he had asked the other to undertake.

Il Bue nodded.

“It will be simple,” he said. “I can do it tonight.”

Festini was still thinking.

“No,” he said, after a while, “do not kill him. Take him away to the house by the river. You know where I mean?”

The other nodded.

“When you have got him safe, send a letter to Tillizini saying that you have him, and demanding a ransom — say of 500, and leave the rest to me.”

The big man rose.

“I will see about this at once, Signor,” he said. “God prosper you.”

With which commendation he left the restaurant.
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Tillizini was sitting in his room, examining a number of photographs that he had received that morning from Florence, when the note came to him.

He opened and read it.

It was brief and to the point.

“We have taken your spy. You will give us five hundred English pounds, and he shall be released. By Order of The Red Hand.”

He folded it carefully.

“Is the messenger still waiting?” he asked.

“No, sir,” said the servant, “it was a boy who handed it in.”

Tillizini examined the note again, and smiled. He rose from the table and went to the telephone which stood on a small bracket near the wall. He gave a Treasury number which is not in the telephone book, it is only to be found in the small volume issued to Cabinet Ministers and to public officials, and in a few seconds he was connected with Inspector Crocks.

“They have taken my man,” he said; “at least they say they have, and I suppose they are speaking the truth. They demand £500 for his immediate release.”

“What are you going to do?” asked the inspector’s voice.

“I’m going to release him,” said the other, “though I have my doubts as to whether they really want the money.”

In a few minutes they were driving to Smith’s lodgings. The landlady gave him all the information he required, and another hour’s search revealed the place where his man had been captured. As he thought, it was on the wharf from whence he usually set his make-believe flash-signals. There were signs of a little struggle. Some children, playing in the dark street from which the wharf was gained, had seen four men, very drunk as they thought, staggering to a waiting motorcar.

*

There is a little club in Soho where men, with certain political views, may be found between the hours of eleven at night and five in the morning.

At a quarter to twelve the stout man Pietro, who had formed the third at the Deptford conference, entered the club and, after a fruitless inspection of its members, came out again.

He walked through Soho, crossed Oxford Street, and entered one of the slummy thoroughfares which abound in the neighbourhood of Tottenham Court Road.

He let himself into a gloomy house with a key, and closed the door behind him.

His room was on the ground floor. He unlocked the door, went in, and again closed and locked it before he struck a match.

His hands were fumbling with a matchbox when there was a quick, blinding flash, and he found himself standing in a circle of light thrown by an electric light.

“Don’t move,” said a voice, “or I will kill you.”

The intruder spoke in Italian.

“You may light the gas,” said the unknown.

The circle of light followed the alarmed man, as he moved to the centre of the room, reached up and ignited an incandescent burner.

“Tillizini!” he gasped.

“It is I,” said the other easily. “Your doors are shut — yes. Your windows are shuttered, of course. Sit down.”

Shaking in every limb, the man obeyed. The revolver in the professor’s hand was an excellent excuse for obedience.

“Where have you been tonight?”

“That is no business of yours,” growled the other. “You have no right to come into my room. What have you stolen?”

“Don’t be foolish,” said Tillizini, calmly. “Stand up again, put your hands above your head. Thank you, Signor.”

His deft fingers searched the other, removed a revolver from the hip-pocket and a knife from inside the waistband of his trousers. These he laid on the table, first jerking open the chamber of the revolver scientifically. There was a little clatter of cartridges as they fell on the floor.

“Now I want your hand,” he said. “Hold it out.”

Hesitatingly, the other man obeyed, his fearful eyes fixed upon the calm face of the other.

Tillizini leant over and raised the hand to his face. His sensitive nostrils dilated. He had no difficulty in detecting the scent of the attar of roses with which his spy’s papers had been impregnated.

“Yes,” he said, “you are the man I want.”

The fear deepened in the stout man’s eyes.

“What do you mean?” he gasped.

He had a superstitious dread of this undefeatable man. With the ignorance of his kind he had endowed him with powers which were almost supernatural.

“I want the man you helped to kidnap tonight, or if you did not help to kidnap, assisted in searching,” said the Italian, pleasantly.

“It’s a lie,” said the other. “I know nothing about a kidnapped man.”

“The man you searched tonight,” continued Tillizini, unemotionally, “whose pockets you ransacked, whose papers you examined. Where is he?”

The look of fear in the man’s face was ludicrous.

“How do you know?” he gasped.

“I know,” said Tillizini. “That is sufficient.”

He waited for the stout man to speak, but in whatever fear he stood of the detective, his terror of reprisal from his comrades was a greater factor.

“I can tell you nothing — nothing,” he said, sullenly.

“Then you shall come a little journey with me,” said Tillizini. “We will leave the light, if you don’t mind. Get up.”

He went to the door and, standing with his back against it, unlocked it.

“You will go first,” he said.

Outside the street was deserted, save for a number of children who were playing noisily in the roadway.

“To the right,” said Tillizini, curtly.

The man obeyed.

Drawn up by the opposite side of the pavement a little way along was a pair-horse brougham. Opposite this Pietro waited till Tillizini’s voice stopped him.

“Get in.”

Again the man obeyed and Tillizini followed. He closed the door, and the prisoner noted that he gave no instructions as to where the man was to drive. Evidently that had already been arranged. His wonder was dissipated when he found the carriage driving along the Thames Embankment. He was going to Tillizini’s house. He pulled himself together. He was half losing his nerve. After all, Tillizini could not torture him here, in the heart of London, and he a Government official.

It was to Adelphi Terrace that the carriage drove and pulled up before the detective’s house.

“Get out.”

The map followed his instructions. Tillizini’s ring was instantly answered by a servant. The two men stepped into the hall.

“Has anybody been?” asked the detective, in English.

“No, sir, except a man called with a parcel for you.”

“A parcel?” He looked thoughtful. “A large parcel?” he asked, idly.

“No, sir, a smallish parcel,” replied the man. “He would not leave it until I signed for it.”

“I see,” said the detective, “and so you left him at the hall door whilst you went down to get a pencil?”

The man smiled.

“Oh, no, sir, I took the parcel from him — there it is on the hall table. I wouldn’t leave the door.”

Tillizini’s lips twitched. In the most tragic moments of his life he could find sources of amusement. He scarcely gave the parcel more than a passing glance. Instead, his eyes rapidly surveyed the floor. He opened the door, and looked at the lock. It was a patent lock with a small catch. From the slot into which the bevelled snap caught he extracted two little threads. He examined them briefly and kept them between the finger and thumb of his left hand. All the time he kept his hold upon his revolver, though the servant did not observe it.

“Very good, Thomas,” he said, as he closed the door again, “you may go. Marchez, mon ami
 .”

This last was to his prisoner. Pietro obeyed. He mounted the broad staircase to the dark landing above, and Tillizini stepped close to his prisoner.

“Go through that door,” he said.

Pietro did so.

He flung the door open, hesitated a moment, then stepped in. When the Italian’s hand was on the knob of the door, Tillizini spoke. He was addressing apparently a person below.

“All right, Thomas,” he said loudly, “you may bring up that parcel now.”

Then he pushed Pietro into the room. It was in complete darkness, as he expected. The captive stood hesitating in the doorway for a fraction of a second, Tillizini behind him, waiting. He had only to wait for an infinitesimal space of time. From the darkness in the room four shots rang out in rapid succession and Pietro pitched forward on his face, a dying man.

Tillizini had moved swiftly under cover of the doorway. He offered no view of himself to his hidden enemy. He heard the quick steps of Thomas. In the hall below were governing switches by which any room in the house could be illuminated. A quick order from Tillizini, and the lights blazed up in his room.

He sprang in, leaping over the twitching form of the fallen man. The room was empty; it offered no cover to any person in hiding. There was no need to search beyond the open window. The man who had waited there had already prepared and carried into effect his escape.

Tillizini shut down the switch and the room was in darkness again. He flew to the window. A slender rope had been fastened to the leg of his heavy writing table. It extended across the room, through the open window, and now swung to and fro in the breeze below.

The street was empty. There was no profit in searching farther. He closed down the window and ‘phoned the police.

The man on the floor was too far gone for help. He was dying when Tillizini reached his side. With the help of the servant and a hastily-summoned policeman he was laid on the settee, where a few nights before the helpless and innocent victim of the “Red Hand’s” plotting had lain.

Tillizini’s busy hands plucked phial after phial from his medicine chest… the man revived a little, but it was evident, long before the police surgeon came, that he had no chance. He looked up at Tillizini’s emotionless face with a faint smile.

“Signor,” he said, in Italian, “I ought to have known better — it was thus you trapped others. I have certain monies at the bank” — he named the institution— “I wish that money to go to my sister, who is a widow at Sezzori.”

“That I will send, Pietro.”

“You know my name,” said the dying man.

“I know you very well,” said Tillizini.

The man looked at him bleakly.

“Some day,” he said, at last — his voice was growing fainter— “they will have you, our brave ‘Red Hand,’ Signor, and there will be a great killing.”

He checked himself and looked round at the uncomprehending policeman, who could not understand the language, and at the servant, obviously English and agitated by the extraordinary character of the evening.

Then he half whispered.

“There is something I wish to tell you, Signor.”

His voice was now difficult to hear. Tillizini bent his head to catch the words, and in that moment the dying man mustered his last reserve of strength; by sheer effort of malignant will he called into play all the vital forces which were left alive within him. As Tillizini’s head sank lower and lower, Pietro’s hand crept to his side.

“Signor,” he whispered, “take that!” Quick as he was, Tillizini was quicker. As he whipped round, his vice-like grip held the other’s wrist, and the gleaming knife fell with a clatter to the polished floor. Then with a quick jerk he flung the man’s hand down on the settee and stood up, smiling.

“How like a rat, Pietro, how like a rat!” And the dying man, unrepentant of his many villainies, of the sorrow and the suffering he had brought to so many people, saw with the glaze of death filming his eyes, the lips of Tillizini part in an amused and contemptuous smile.

*

An hour later Tillizini sat in the private office of Inspector Crocks, of Scotland Yard.

“It was a narrow squeak for you,” said the inspector, admiringly.

“There were two,” said Tillizini, dryly. “Which one do you mean?”

“The first, I think, was the most serious,” said the Englishman.

“Now it’s strange that you should say that,” said Tillizini. “I think the second was — the dagger was poisoned. I discovered that soon after.”

“Poisoned?”

“Yes, with a poison that is not a particularly pleasant one — tetanus,” he said.

“Good God!” said the inspector, genuinely shocked. “That’s the germ of lockjaw, isn’t it?”

Tillizini nodded.

“That is it,” he said, cheerfully. “A pleasant end especially planned for me. I tell you these men are scientists in a crude way. I knew he was upstairs waiting, the first man. An old trick that, you’ve probably had it played on innocent suburban folk of this city hundreds of times.”

The inspector agreed with a gesture.

“When the amiable Thomas closed the door, our friend who delivered the parcel quickly put up a piece of canvas paper backed with a strong silk fabric. The door caught in the staple, but so did the strong silk. When he considered the coast was clear and he judged Thomas to be out of the way, he had but to pull the projecting end—”

“I know the trick,” said the inspector. “I’ve seen it done a score of times.”

“I suspected something of the sort,” said Tillizini, “but mostly I suspected a parcel. I thought, too, that the kidnapping of Smith was a ruse to get me out so that a warm welcome might be prepared for me when I came back.”

“Have you found the man?”

“He’ll be found,” said Tillizini, “by tomorrow morning.”

“I’ve got men out now hunting for him,” said Crocks. “It’s rather a difficult job, Tillizini, dealing with your people.”

Tillizini smiled.

“They are somewhat different to the average English criminal,” he said. “One of these days when you are in Florence, Inspector, you must come to my museum and I’ll show you the skulls of typical criminals of all countries. I will explain then to you just why our Southern men are more dangerous to handle, and if you would be patient with me,” he favoured the policeman with his little bow, “I would then as briefly as possible give you the basis by which you may forejudge men’s actions.”

“In other words,” said the Inspector, jovially, “you’ll give me elementary lessons in necromancy.”

“Something of the sort,” said Tillizini. He had had half an hour with Crocks and with the Commissioner. Another crime had been laid at the door of the “Red Hand.” A worrying business for the English police, however satisfactory it might be to Tillizini.

He rose from his chair and looked at his watch; it was nearly twelve. The inspector followed his example.

“Where are you going now?”

“I’m going back to my house,” he said, “will you come?”

“I have an hour to spare,” said the other, “and I like your room, it’s rather restful. If I shan’t be in the way I’ll come round and get a few particulars at first hand.”

“Come along,” said Tillizini.

He passed through the broad corridors of Scotland Yard, down the stone stairway, and out by the entrance near the arch. The policeman on duty at the door saluted him respectfully.

They strolled together leisurely back to the house in Adelphi Terrace. Tillizini rang; it was an act of laziness on his part that he did not find his key. There was no reply, and he rang again. Then he opened the door himself and stepped in. The two hall lights were burning, but there was no sign of Thomas.

Tillizini closed the door behind him. Thomas was usually to be found in the basement. He walked to the end of the passage and called over the stairs, but again without reply. Neatly folded on a little dumb waiter, placed for better security beneath a glass, was a note. Tillizini pulled it out, took it up and read it. It explained much. It was addressed to the man, Thomas.


“I have been arrested in connexion with to-day’s crime,”
 it said; “please bring my overcoat at once to Bow Street.”


It was signed, “Antonio Tillizini.”

Without a word he handed the wire to the English detective.

“We will now go and discover things,” he said, and led the way upstairs.

He did not trouble to arm himself because he knew the ways of the “Red Hand” too well to believe that any of the organization were present. They had probably had half an hour after Thomas had hurried away with the necessary overcoat. They would do what they wanted to do in ten minutes.

He opened the door of his room and walked in without fear. He switched on the light. The room was in confusion. There had been a diligent and damaging search. The drawers of his desk had been ripped open and the floor was covered with papers and splinters of rosewood.

Not even the chairs and the settee had escaped attention. They had been cut open and their stuffings pulled out. The legs of one chair had been lopped off as by a machette. Strangely enough, the little case of medicines, which still stood open on his desk, had been left intact. The “Red Hand” had too great a respect for Tillizini’s knowledge of chemistry, and they had had such illuminating lessons of his knowledge of high explosives, that they had left this severely alone, excepting that there was plenty of evidence that each phial had been carefully and cautiously lifted from its velvet-lined well and examined.

With a quick glance at the damage done, the Italian walked with rapid strides across the room, lifted up one corner of the carpet and slipped back a narrow panel in the floor. It had been cunningly constructed by Tillizini’s own hand. It would be almost impossible for anybody not in the secret to know that such a receptacle existed. He thrust in his hand, and felt for a little while with a grim smile, then his hand slowly withdrew. The detective saw that he held a paper.



“For the locket, thanks,” he read; “now you shall hear from us, Tillizini.”



The Italian said nothing. He stood in the middle of the room, his hands clasped on his breast, his head sunk in thought.

“They have taken the locket,” said Inspector Crocks, aghast.

Tillizini did not reply.

There came a knock at the door, and Thomas, still with his master’s overcoat on his arm, entered.

“I’m sorry, sir; did you?” he began.

Tillizini raised his head.

“Thomas,” he said, “I have told you under no circumstances must you leave this house. Your failure to carry out my instructions, however, is mainly my fault. Tomorrow I will draw you a little sign which you will see on any letter or wire I send, and know that it comes from me.”

“I’m very sorry, sir,” said Thomas. Tillizini waved his apologies away.

“It is nothing,” he said, “all this; rather,” he smiled, “I owe you an apology. You have a little child, have you not?”

“Yes, sir,” said Thomas, wonderingly. “You carry his portrait in a locket, do you not?”

“Oh, yes, sir,” replied Thomas. “Why, you know I do, sir. I brought you the locket to see the other day.”

“I am sorry to say, Thomas,” said Tillizini, gravely, “that I have lost it — I hope it may be recovered. I put it in a safe place, I assure you.”

“Oh, it’s nothing, sir,” said Thomas. “I can get another. It wasn’t worth half a crown.”

“A token of a father’s love is invaluable,” said Tillizini, the corners of his lips turning up.

He took his revolver from his pocket, pressed a spring near the trigger guard, and a little silver lid flew open in the butt. He held his hand under it and shook it, and something fell out wrapped in silver tissue. He unrolled the paper and handed the contents to Crocks.

“I am almost inclined to ask you to keep this in Scotland Yard,” he said, “yet I don’t think they will burgle me again.”

It was the medallion!

“As for that which they have stolen,” Tillizini went on, “it is regrettable. I feel I shall never forgive myself for losing that charming locket of yours.”

His voice was filled with gentle mockery, and the servant grinned a little sheepishly, mumbling his depreciation of any fuss at so small a loss.

“I’m not at all annoyed, sir,” he said, awkwardly.

What was true of Thomas was not true of the two leaders of the “Red Hand” who at that moment were sitting in a little room in Deptford examining with consternation and chagrin the plump and smiling features of a healthy child of two.
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Sir Ralph Morte-mannery was in an amiable mood. He had just read a most complimentary reference to his own perspicacity and genius in a French journal devoted to the interests of collectors. His gaiety had affected the other members of the little dinner party, and had tempered somewhat the natural annoyance of the quashing of George Mansingham’s conviction.

That unfortunate man had been released, not because the judges of the Appeal Court thought that his sentence was excessive, but because, in summing up, Sir Ralph had outraged most of the canons of good taste which it is possible for a judge to outrage.

In giving judgment their lordships had said many bitter things about Sir Ralph; indeed, so unkind had been some of their comments, that Hilary George, listening with that air of delighted wonder which was his normal attitude toward life, had felt a sinking of his heart as he thought of the humiliation which by his efforts he had brought upon his sometime friend.

Hilary was too good a man and too good a sportsman to exult in his victory. He was a strong man, too. None but a strong man would have taken the first train to Burboro’ and carried the news of the result to a man who would consider himself as being almost within his legal rights in slaying the messenger.

There had been a stiff little meeting in the library; later, something like a reconciliation. Hilary, in terms which his old friendship permitted, gave the result of the finding, toning down the more vigorous of the judges’ remarks, and inwardly praying that The Times, in its record of the case, would subedit it as mercifully.

Sir Ralph had been prepared for some such upset. He himself was an excellent lawyer where his prejudices did not interfere with his judgment. The lawyer in him had told him that his sentence had been excessive, just as the collector in him demanded as emphatically that the man should have been hung. But Hilary, with his baby face and his babbling humour, and his readiness to laugh at jokes against himself, had broken down the reserve of the older man, and had been invited to stay on.

Over the dinner-table Sir Ralph even drank his health in facetious terms. The host’s humour was not of a great quality. But it was quite sufficient, as indeed it is in the case of all men whose flashes of humour are few and far between. He insisted on referring to Hilary as the “enemy” or “my oppressor,” and it gave him considerable amusement to do so.

“Now, Hilary,” he said, with heavy jocularity, “you must give us all the news of the best criminal circles. What are the ‘Red Hand’ doing? Really, they are killing as many people as the motorbuses.”

“Those people who know best,” said Hilary, gravely, “are viewing the inactivity of the ‘Red Hand’ with some apprehension. I happen to know the Government is rather worried about it. These men are brilliantly organized, and they will stop at nothing.”

“Has anybody discovered,” asked Marjorie, “why they are rifling the collections? There was an article in the Post Herald
 about it the other day.”

Hilary shook his head.

“I’m blessed if I can understand it,” he said, “there’s something behind it. I don’t want to bother you, Ralph,” he went on, “but doesn’t it ever strike you, as a lawyer and as a man of keen perceptions, that there really might have been some ‘Red Hand’ move behind that burglary of yours?”

Sir Ralph shook his head.

“I shouldn’t think it was likely; of course, it might be so,” he conceded graciously, though in his heart of hearts he was perfectly satisfied that it was nothing of the sort.

“Their latest exploit,” said Hilary, “was to kidnap one of Tillizini’s agents. The man was taken away overnight and turned up whole and hearty in the morning. For some reason they’d given an order for his release, being, I think, under the impression that they’d killed Tillizini and there was no necessity to retain his agent. The man could give very little account of his movements, except that he had been more or less stupefied by the administration of a drug which somewhat dulled his powers of recollection. He was unable to assist the police in locating the house where he had been taken. He was found in a dazed condition sitting on one of the seats on London Bridge in the early hours of the morning, and has been in a more or less semiconscious condition ever since.”

“That’s very interesting.” Frank, who was seated next to Marjorie, leant across the table. “I’ve seen men like that in Italy; it’s a sort of opium preparation that some of the peasants take. There is a slang term for it in Italian, an abbreviation of non mi ricordo
 .”

“He remembers nothing, any way,” said Hilary, “except — —” He stopped.

“Except what?” asked Vera.

She had been a silent listener to the conversation. She was looking very beautiful tonight, Hilary thought. She wore a dress of grey chiffon velvet, one big pink rose in her corsage.

“I forget now,” said Hilary. He remembered that he had received his information in confidence and that he himself might be associated in the case at a later period.

“By the way,” he went on, “I saw you in town the other day.”

Vera reused her delicate eyebrows.

“Really,” she drawled, “that was awfully clever of you. Where was I?”

“You were in Oxford Street,” said Hilary. “That was an awfully swagger motorcar you were driving in; was it Festini’s?”

She looked at him steadily.

“Festini?” she repeated.

“I thought I saw you with Festini,” he said hastily.

For a man with such a wide knowledge of human creatures and, moreover, so versed in the ways of society, he seemed to be making an unusual number of faux pas
 .

“I do not know Festini,” she said, “if you mean Count Festini, whose name one sees through the medium of the public press as moving in exalted circles; nor have I ever been in a motorcar in Oxford Street since I drove with Sir Ralph to Buzzard’s last Christmas.”

“I am sorry,” murmured the barrister.

Vera changed the subject with an easy grace. She was a perfect hostess, though she required all her self-control to prevent her showing the anger she felt.

“Go on telling us something about the ‘Red Hand’,” she said. “What is this immense coup one hears about? I am awfully keen to know.”

“Nobody seems to have any information on that subject,” said Hilary, “not even Tillizini.”

“Not even Tillizini?” she repeated in mock amazement.

“Not even Tillizini,” repeated Hilary. “He seems to be as much in the dark as any of us.”

“People are getting a little jumpy,” said Sir Ralph, as, at a signal from Vera, the two women rose from the table. “There was another article in this morning’s paper. I know the journalists who are generally behind the scenes in these things expect something pretty big to happen. The police are guarding all the public buildings, and every Cabinet Minister is being shadowed with as much care as though the ‘Red Hand’ was a suffragist organization.”

The party laughed politely at Sir Ralph’s little gibe.

“I can confirm that,” said Frank, as he selected a cigar from the box which Marjorie offered him. “The various corporations responsible for their safety have asked a number of engineers to make an inspection of the bridges.”

“Across the Thames?”

He nodded. “There’s a water-guard every night for these,” he said; “all the signs are pretty ominous.”

Sir Ralph and Hilary strolled away. They were both interested in the collection, and Vera joined the other two.

“I am not going to stay long with you,” she smiled; “don’t look so alarmed, Mr. Gallinford.”

She was genuine in her desire to propitiate him. His attitude towards her was a little strange and stiff. If she knew the reason, she gave no indication. In a way, he amused her. He was so open and so English. She experienced the resentment of her remote ancestry stirring within her at his dogged, unwavering honesty. Her attitude to the distress of Marjorie was at once polite and antagonistic. She, Marjorie, had remonstrated with him without effect. With all her pride in her lover, she desired that he should stand well with others and should inspire in them the same admiration which she herself felt for him.

Vera’s attempt at conciliation on this occasion was crowned with no greater success than her previous effort. After a while she yawned slightly behind her hand. She apologized laughingly.

“Do not think you poor people are boring me,” she said, “but I’ve had some rather trying nights lately. Where are you going?” she asked.

“I am going into the billiard-room to play Marjorie a hundred up,” said Frank, with an heroic attempt to be genial.

Vera nodded.

“And I’ve got my accounts to bring up to date.”

She made a wry little face. “Pity me,” she demanded, with a smile.

“Can I help you, dear?” asked Marjorie.

Vera shook her head.

“Accounts,” she said, with thinly-veiled acrimony, “are mysteries into which I trust your future husband will never initiate you.”

With a nod she passed out of the room. She returned a few minutes later as though she had left something behind, and found the room empty. She made her way to the billiard-room; the game had just started, so they were settled for at least half an hour.

She looked at the jewelled watch on her wrist; it wanted five minutes to ten. She came back to the hall and went up the stairs slowly, and as slowly walked past the museum. The iron door was closed, but its rosewood covering stood ajar. Ralph was engaged in an argument on the respective values of Renaissance artists which would last for at least an hour. She quickened her steps. At the other end of the corridor her own room was situated. Highlawns had been reconstructed to suit Sir Ralph’s convenience. In a sense it was convenient to her too, for she had chosen a small room in a wing which was never fully occupied unless Sir Ralph had an unusually large house-party.

She closed the door behind her and locked it. It was a pretty room, furnished with taste, though it contained little that could by any stretch of imagination be termed valuable. Sir Ralph had his own views on the luxury of the age, and the simplicity, not to say the meanness, of his domestic arrangements, was a concrete expression of his disapproval of modern luxurious tendencies.

The room possessed, what is unusual in English country houses, long French windows which opened on to a balcony. She looked at her watch again, then drew a heavy curtain across her door. The gas was burning dimly. The room might have been a sittingroom but for the big white bed which stood in an alcove, screened from view by thick silk curtains.

She did not trouble to turn up the light. She looked at it for a moment in doubt, and then walked to the window. Again she looked at the light hesitatingly, and, walking back, turned it out. She opened the window and stepped out on to the balcony.

It was a mild, pleasant night. The moon was hidden behind a bank of clouds, but there was sufficient light to distinguish the more prominent objects in the big, sweet-smelling garden below. She looked carefully left and right, and saw nothing. She went back to her room to get a rug, and resumed her vigil. The clock of the village church had struck ten in its lugubrious tones when she heard a slight sound in the garden below.

She walked back to her room quickly, opened a cupboard, and took out a silk ladder; there was a hook attached, and this she fastened with deft fingers to a socket in the balcony, fixed in the wall, ostensibly to support the sunblinds when their cover was necessary.

She dropped, the ladder over. A dark form rose from the shadow of the portico beneath and mounted the swaying cordage. He leapt lightly over the balustrade, and stopped for a moment to pull up the ladder after him, and to lay it on the floor of the balcony.

She took his hand and led him into the room, closed the windows, shuttered them, and pulled the velvet curtains across. Then she lit the gas and returned to him. She laid her two hands upon his shoulders, and looked hungrily into his face.

Beautiful as she was, the love which shone in her eyes transfigured her face and intensified her loveliness.

“It is you!” she breathed. “Oh, thank you for coming yourself! I was afraid that you would send one of those wretched men of yours.”

Festini smiled kindly. He patted her cheek caressingly.

“I had to come,” he said, “though it is not long since I saw you.”

“It is two days,” she said, reproachfully.

He nodded.

“So it is,” he smiled. “You got my letter?”

For answer she took a crumpled envelope from her breast.

“You ought to burn that,” he said, half seriously. “It is a very dangerous thing to keep letters, even though they are apparently innocent.

“You have come alone?” she asked.

He inclined his head. The hand that rested in his was shaking, but not from fear.

“I have missed you so. I hate this place,” she said, vehemently. “It is a prison to me. It eats out my heart — this life. Festini,” she said, and again her two hands were laid on his shoulder, and her face searched his, “you cannot understand what an existence this is.”

“It is only for a little while, my child,” he said.

She was older than he, but his paternal manner was perfect.

“Later we will go away, and leave this dull land for a more pleasant one. Leave these grey skies, for the blue of our Italy, and these drab, drizzling fields for the sun-washed vineyards of our own land.”

He kissed her lightly again. He was anxious to get to business. None knew the relations of these two, for Festini kept his secret well. Even in the innermost council of his association, he spoke of her as though she were the veriest stranger.

“I want to go somewhere,” she said, moodily, “out of this! I planned to see you in Ireland last year, and at the last moment Ralph would not let me go.”

She turned suddenly to him.

“You must have met Marjorie there.”

“Marjorie?” he said, innocently.

“We were going together,” she went on, “and when I found she had to go alone — after all my planning—”

She shook her head with a sad little smile. “I dared not send a letter by her, or give you an excuse for falling in love with her,” she rallied him.

“I don’t remember her. What was she like?” said Festini, calmly.

“She remembered you,” said Vera. “She maddened me by her chatter of you. I am happy to say that she did not like you very much.”

Festini smiled.

“So few people do,” he said.

He slipped off his overcoat.

“We are perfectly safe from interruption here?” he asked.

She inclined her head.

“There is no danger whatever.”

“Now then,” he said, briskly, “let us talk for quite five minutes, dear.”

They sat head to head, talking. Five minutes became ten. The young man spoke quickly, vehemently; and she answered in monosyllables. It was nothing to her that he asked so much. She would have sacrificed more than her husband’s possessions to please him.

Every law in the world, save the law of gravitation, is suspended in the woman in love. Faith, honour, every known principle went by the board. She had no sense of right or wrong where he was concerned. Only a desire to serve him.

“You had best make the attempt between three and four,” he said. “I will be here in the garden, waiting. I have a cycle hidden near by, and a car will be waiting for me on the London road.”

“I wanted to say something to you,” she said suddenly. “I hate admitting a failure, and, dearie, I tried so hard.”

His quick intuition divined her meaning. “Oh, the money,” he said, lightly. “Don’t let that bother you. I managed to get some. We’ve been out of luck lately. This infernal man, Tillizini, has dammed our usual sources. We had a windfall last week, and in a month’s time,” he said, and she saw the soft light die from the eyes and the delicate mouth harden in one straight line, “in a month’s time!” he repeated, “we shall be very rich. And England will be very sore.”

With lightning change he brightened again, and was his own insouciant self.

“Don’t let the money worry you. We have quite a lot now,” he said. “I, somehow, didn’t fancy you’d be able to raise the five hundred.”

He rose to go and she assisted him with his coat.

“By the way,” he said, “that niece of yours — what did you say her name was?”

“Marjorie.”

“That is the name,” he nodded. “I seem to remember her. Where is she now?” He put the question carelessly.

“She’s in the house,” replied Vera.

“What a curious coincidence!” he smiled. “She doesn’t speak about me nowadays, I suppose?” he asked.

Vera shook her head. It had occurred to the young man that the girl might have referred to their meeting at Victoria.

“Why, of course, how stupid of me!” he said, suddenly. “I saw her the other day — on some station — I remember her now. A tall, healthy-looking, robust person.”

His description was not flattering to Marjorie, but it was eminently pleasing to the woman, who was jealous of every other interest he had in life.

“That is not kind,” she smiled, “but I think it more or less describes her.”

“She was with a tall man, I remember.”

“He is in the house too,” she said.

He looked at her thoughtfully.

“He is in the house too,” he repeated, and his voice was hard.

She thought he was tired, and moved to the window. Her hand was on the curtain. She stood waiting, then, with a little sigh, she nestled close to him.

“I want you so,” she breathed. “My God, I do so want you! You don’t know what it means — what I feel….”

He laughed, a gentle, tolerant laugh.

He held out his arms, for a second she lay on his breast, her heart beating wildly — perfectly and divinely happy.

“I must go now,” he said, gently. “I am afraid of being caught.”

With some reluctance she opened the window. He stood for a moment on the balcony, reconnoitring the position.

The coast was clear. In a second he was over the balustrade, and had slipped noiselessly to the ground.
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She waited till he disappeared in the shadow of the garden; then pulled up the ladder and placed it in a drawer within the wardrobe, from whence she had extracted it, and closed the windows.

He had left very definite instructions, and she went over them in her mind to make absolutely sure.

The medallion she knew. She had prepared a drawing especially for this man whose influence was the guiding and dominant thing in her life.

She looked round carefully to remove all trace of the visitor’s presence. Then she unlocked the door and went out.

As she passed the little museum, Sir Ralph and his guest emerged. He looked at her in some surprise.

“Hello, Vera,” he said pleasantly, for him, “I thought you were with the others.”

“I’ve been doing my accounts,” she said, with a little grimace.

Sir Ralph chuckled. In his more pleasant moods he took a humorous view of his own economies.

He was fastening the door of the museum, when Vera intervened.

“I’d like to see those medallions of yours again,” she said.

Sir Ralph was pleased. Vera took too little interest in his collection to satisfy him. It was one of his grievances that she did not enter into what he termed the “larger side of his life.”

“Come along, come along,” he said, “only do not provoke Hilary to a discussion on art, because he is the veriest Philistine.”

He chuckled again.

The museum was the one room in the house lighted by electricity. Here once more Sir Ralph had been guilty of an extravagance which was entirely foreign to his nature. He had had a storage battery installed especially for the illumination of his treasure house.

The girl looked at the medallions with more than usual interest. She had seen them before, and recently, though this Sir Ralph did not know. She had a twofold object in asking for this inspection. Her husband had grown nervous as a result of the activity of the “Red Hand,” and had signified his intention of changing all the locks. She wanted to make certain that he had not carried out his plans.

Her first glance reassured her. They had not been altered, nor had he changed the position of the medallions.

“They are very beautiful,” she said.

In point of fact she thought them very uninteresting, but it was not politic to express this view.

“They grow on you, do they not?” said Sir Ralph, enthusiastically. “I shall make a connoisseur of you in time, Vera.”

She went downstairs ahead of the two men, in a thoughtful mood.

It was after midnight when the little party broke up, and retired to their rooms.

Frank was one of the last to go upstairs. He passed through the drawingroom, and found Vera tidying away the chessmen with which Sir Ralph and Hilary had been amusing themselves.

He would have gone straight on, but something induced him to stop.

“Good night, Lady Morte-Mannery,” he said.

She was bending over the table and did not trouble to raise her head.

“Good night, Mr. Gallinford,” she said.

He still waited.

“I feel that I ought to explain something that is in my mind,” he said, a trifle uncomfortably. He had no great command of language, and was somewhat embarrassed.

“I shouldn’t, if I were you,” she said, quietly. “Let matters go as they are, and be charitable.”

She was in a melting mood tonight. For no reason that she could think of, she felt a desire to stand well with the world, and especially with that section of the world which this goodlooking English youth represented.

“There is a key-word,” she said, “which explains the most contradictory situations — the most unlikely and unthinkable follies. You may know that key-word.”

“I only know one,” he said, gently, “and that is ‘Love.’”

Vera smiled at him. It was a dazzling, human smile, that revealed in a flash the deeps of her nature.

“That is the word,” she said, and went on with her tidying.

He stood a second longer; then, with another “Good night” he left her, puzzled and a little ashamed of his own attitude towards her.

At the head of the stairs Marjorie was waiting to say “Goodnight,” and in a moment all thought of the woman he had left in the drawingroom below, and her cryptic utterances, were obliterated from his mind.

*

Vera had been reading before her bedroom fire. She had spent the whole of the night reading and thinking. The reading had been mechanical; she could not recall a single sentence or one situation from the thrilling novel which lay upon her knee.

She looked up at the little clock over the mantelpiece. The hands pointed to a quarter to four.

She rose and took from a hanging cupboard a long dark raincoat, and this she put on over her dressing-gown, buttoning it carefully so that it should not inconvenience her movements.

She unlocked and opened a drawer of her writing-table and took out a red morocco case.

This she again unlocked with a key attached to a bunch she had taken from under her pillow. The case was apparently empty, but she pressed a spring and the bottom of the box flew up.

Three beautifully fashioned keys lay on the velvet in the false bottom. She took them in her hand, closed the box, and extinguished the light.

She waited by the door for a moment or two, listening. Then she opened it and stepped out into the dark corridor.

She had twenty or thirty yards to walk, but her mocassined feet made no sound upon the thick carpet. The house lay wrapped in slumber, as silent as death.

She could hear nothing save the rattle within the wainscot of a foraging mouse. She walked on until she came to the museum. Here she halted again, listening.

Sir Ralph slept in a room on the farther side and, fortunately, was a heavy sleeper. Hilary had the room on the other.

She inserted the key, opened the rosewood door, took the other key and turned it in the steel door.

Noiselessly the well-oiled lock shot back. She pushed the door open and entered, closing both doors behind her. She could not lock them from the inside, but there was no chance of a casual passer observing that it had been opened — even if casual wanderers were likely at this hour of the morning.

She took from the pocket of her raincoat a tiny electric lamp, and flashed it over the cases. She found the one she wanted, unshuttered it deftly, opened the glass case, and lifted out the medallion.

She made a quick inspection of it, to make sure that she had the right jewel.

Noiselessly she slipped through the door, locked it behind her, and fastened the outer covering quickly.

Then she turned to retrace her steps to her room.

She took one step and then stopped, rooted to the ground with terror and dismay, for, confronting her, she saw a bulky form.

There was not enough light to show her his face, but she knew it was Hilary George.

“Who’s there?” he asked, softly.

She was paralysed with terror. She could not force her tongue to speak.

“Who is that?” he asked, and his voice rose.

With a superhuman effort she recovered her self-possession.

If he spoke louder he would wake Sir Ralph, and that would be the end of things.

“It is I,” she said, speaking in the same tone.

“Lady Morte-Mannery? I am sorry,” he whispered. “I thought I heard somebody in the grounds, and I listened, but heard nothing more, so I got a little uneasy.

“It’s all right,” she said, speaking in the same tone as before. “I have been to Sir Ralph’s room to get a little veronal. I cannot sleep.”

With a whispered apology he went back to his room.

It was on the other side of the treasure house, and she wondered if she had made any noise. Had he seen her come out? His next words lifted a weight from her heart.

“I couldn’t see where you came from,” he said, “or who you were. I hope I didn’t frighten you?”

“Oh, no,” she said, lightly.

With another apology he went into his room, and closed the door softly behind him.

She flew along the passage to her room, her heart beating wildly. Once in the room, she locked the door and drew the curtain across it. Then she lit the gas with an unsteady hand. She caught a glimpse of her face in the mirror over the fireplace, and was shocked at its drawn and haggard appearance.

There was still part of the work to be done.

Hilary had heard somebody in the garden. That would be Festini. She looked to make sure that she had the jewel, then she turned out the light again, opened the shutters, and crept out on to the balcony.

She saw a dark figure standing in the shadow of some bushes. The man came forward as she appeared.

“Catch!” she whispered.

He held out his hand as she threw.

He caught the medallion neatly, and put it in his pocket, then turned without a word and plunged into the bushes.

She stood for a moment — a little disappointed feeling in her heart. After all she had risked, all she had dared, she had hoped for some word of thanks.

She was turning to reenter the room when a sibilant voice held her.

Her heart bounded. He had come back. She looked down at the dark figure beneath. “Did you get it?” he whispered, in a low tone.

“Get it?” she said, in bewilderment, “I have just given it to you.”

“Given it to me?” his voice was harsh. “You have given me nothing. I have been waiting here for half an hour.”

She staggered back against the balustrade, half sick with fear.

“Tell me, tell me,” said the voice impatiently, growing louder. “Who was it you gave it to?”

“I gave it to a man,” she said, faintly.

“Which way did he go?”

“Through those bushes,” she said. Without another word he ran in the direction the other man had taken.

She had time to get back to the room, close the shutters and pull the curtains, before she fell half-swooning upon the ground.

Festini was light of foot, quick, and with the almost catlike ability of picking his way in the dark. He had not gone twenty yards before he saw the man ahead.

There was no time for finesse.

Fortunately for him, Festini had changed his plans. He had dropped the idea of coming by cycle, and his car now stood, purring gently, in a little lane which adjoined the house.

As he sighted the man ahead, he whipped out his automatic pistol and fired twice.

Without a sound the man sank to the ground.

Festini had no time to examine his victim. He knew that he was still alive, as he bent over him and searched his waistcoat pockets.

In one of these he had hoped to find the jewel, but it was not there.

But it was in the clasped hand of the stricken man.

Festini found it, wrenched open the fingers, and possessed himself of the prize.

“Now! Do your worst,” he hissed, as he swung round and shook his fist, as at a world that was at war with him, “do your worst!”

The sound of the shot had awakened the people of the house. Lights appeared in two or three rooms.

Vera, lying on the floor, was roused to consciousness by a loud knocking at her door.

She got up slowly. Her head was still dizzy, and she staggered as she walked.

“Who is there?” she asked.

“It is I,” said her husband’s voice. “Open the door. Are you hurt?”

She plunged her hands into a jug of water that stood on the washstand, and passed them over her face. The touch of the chilly water revived her. She dabbed her face with a towel with one hand as she opened the door with the other.

“What is it?” she asked.

She was steadying herself. She had heard the shot, and she was prepared for the worst.

Sir Ralph was in his dressing-gown.

“Where was the firing?” he asked.

“I heard no firing,” she said, steadily.

“Somebody fired a pistol in the garden,” said Sir Ralph.

She heard Hilary’s voice in the passage.

“Are you all right, Lady Morte-Mannery?” said his voice.

“I am quite all right,” she replied. “What is wrong?”

Her voice was shaky and high-pitched, but in a dull way she knew that her agitation would be excusable. There had been shots in the garden, somebody had been shot — who? At that moment there came to her a quick pang of fear.

“Somebody is shot?” she asked, tensely. “Who is shot?”

“There was a man in the garden, trying to enter the house,” said Hilary’s voice. “Possibly he was detected.”

Sir Ralph crossed the room, and, opening the shutters, went out on to the balcony. Two men were already on the lawn below.

“Have you found anything?” he called. He was addressing the two hastily-aroused servants who were conducting the search outside.

Vera listened; her heart almost stopped beating, when the groom’s voice replied —

“There’s a man shot in the shrubbery, Sir Ralph. He looks like a foreigner.”

She clenched her hands and waited — rigid — expressionless.

“What sort of man?” asked Sir Ralph, testily. “What do you mean by a foreigner, Philip?”

“Well, he’s a cleanshaven gentleman,” said the servant. “I don’t think he’s badly hurt. A tall man.”

A great joy surged over the woman.

It was not he; whoever it was, whether this wounded man lived or died — it was not Festini.

She listened. There was a new voice.

“It’s all right, Sir Ralph,” it said.

She recognized it, and set her teeth. Part of the conversation came to her in little gusts.

“It was just a little clip of a bullet across the temple… that is the second time they have missed me…. I’m afraid you’ve lost something….”

It was the voice of Tillizini.

In the big hall they assembled, a dishevelled assembly, hastily garmented.

Tillizini’s wound was a superficial one. The bullet had struck behind his ear, glancing over the parietal bone and temporarily stunning him. He was very cheerful.

“I only came down tonight by car,” he said, “because I received information which led me to believe that the attempt would be made upon you. Now,” he said, “I am ready.”

He stood up.

“I want to examine your little museum,” he said, “and discover what is lost.”

“Oh, I couldn’t have lost anything from there,” said Sir Ralph, confidently. “There are alarms in every window, and almost every pane.”

“There are no alarms on the door, are there?” asked Tillizini.

Sir Ralph looked surprised.

“They are not necessary,” he said.

He led the way, and the others followed.

He opened the treasure house, and they flocked in behind him. He was a little in advance of Tillizini, and he turned in the doorway to switch on the light.

At that moment Vera saw the evidence of her criminal folly. On the top of one of the shuttered cases was the little jewelled electric lamp which Sir Ralph had in a fit of unusual generosity given her.

Tillizini saw it too. He was as quick as she, and quicker to move. With one step he stood between the telltale lamp and the gaze of the half-awake people in the doorway. His hand went out and covered it.

When Sir Ralph turned the lamp had disappeared.

There was a quick inspection.

“It’s gone!” cried the knight. “They have taken the Leonardo!”

“I thought they had,” said Tillizini calmly, “and I thought I should be able to restore it — but, for the moment, that pleasure is denied me.”

“But is it possible?” said Sir Ralph, bewildered. “Nobody could have got in here without my knowing!”

He was almost tearful in his grief.

“It was invaluable,” he said. “It cannot be replaced. It is the only one of the kind in the world. What does it mean — what does it mean, Tillizini? You must tell me everything! I insist upon knowing! I won’t be kept in the dark!”

He raved and stormed as though Tillizini had been responsible for the theft. It was some time before he became calmer, and then the Italian was by no means informative.

Vera, silent and watchful, waited. Whatever happened, Festini was safe! By now he would be far on his way to London. He had the parcel, that was enough: she had served him, she asked for no more.

From the moment that Tillizini had put out his hand and covered the lamp she knew that he had guessed her secret. Would he betray her? To her surprise and relief he made no reference to what he must have seen and known.

Yet he was distressed and worried — she saw that — but it was with the greater issue, with the danger which confronted civilization.

He walked up and down the hall — a remarkable figure, with the white bandage encircling his head, his hands thrust deep into his pockets, his chin blue and unshaven, his eyes tired, with an infinite weariness.

He took no part in the fruitless discussion as to how the thief effected an entry. He had all the information he required on that subject. He paused in his walk and took from his pocket a shining object — laid it in the palm of his hand and examined it.

Sir Ralph, attracted by the glow of dull gold in his hand, stepped forward with a startled cry.

“Why, that is the locket!” he cried.

Tillizini shook his head.

“It is one very much like it,” he said, “but it is not the one. It is the famous locket that was stolen from the Dublin collection, and which is at the present moment supposed to be at the bottom of the North Sea. It was given to a fellow-passenger on that boat to guard and to return to me. You remember I was charged with the investigation of its disappearance?”

He walked to the fireplace.

There were two overhanging gas-brackets which gave a clear light.

He held the medallion with both hands, using only two fingers of each. He gave it a sharp twist and it fell in two.

Sir Ralph uttered an exclamation.

“Why, I did not know that these things opened!” he said wonderingly.

“I could most devoutly wish that they did not,” said Tillizini grimly.

He damped his finger a little, and drew forth from the locket’s interior what looked like four discs of paper, as indeed they were. They were covered with fine writing — so fine that it was almost impossible to read them without the aid of a reading glass.

“Do you understand Italian?” asked Tillizini.

“A little,” said Sir Ralph, “but not enough to read this.”

“Take a good look at it,” said the other; “it is from the hand of the greatest genius that ever lived since Jerusalem was a vassal state of Rome.”

He spoke reverently — almost adoringly — of his famous compatriot.

“That is the hand of Leonardo da Vinci,” he said in a hushed voice.

“And what is it all about?” asked Frank, “and isn’t it written backwards?”

He had been examining the microscopic writing with his keen eyes.

Tillizini smiled.

“The master wrote with his left hand invariably — always working back to the left. This will help you.”

He drew from his pocket a tiny mirror in a leather case.

“Read,” said Tillizini.

Frank carried the little discs nearer to the light, and brought them with the mirror closer to his eyes. Marjorie, watching him, saw his lips move as he read the Italian, saw his brows pucker in a puzzled frown, then her lover looked up suddenly.

“Why,” he said, “this is all about a plague.” Tillizini nodded.

“The Great Plague,” he said, “or, as modern scientists call it, the Fourth Plague, which broke out simultaneously in Italy and Ireland in the same year. It was the one plague which our modern doctors are unable to understand or fathom. As a matter of fact, the only man who understood it was Leonardo da Vinci. He was, as you know well, Sir Ralph, more than a painter. He had the scientific mind perfectly developed. He was the first to foresee the coming of the aeroplane and the armoured ship. He was an engineer, a sculptor, a chemist, and—”

He spread out his hands.

“What is the use? I cannot enumerate his qualities,” he said. “He was so above the heads of his contemporaries that they were unable to realize what kind of genius was in their midst. Even posterity can hardly do him justice. He alone understood the Fourth Plague — its meaning and its cause.

“That plague came into existence by the cultivation of a germ, though this, of course, he did not know because the microscope was denied him, but he guessed it — with that wonderful, Godlike intuition of his, he guessed it,” said Tillizini, his face glowing with enthusiasm and pride.

“The conditions under which the plague came into being, conditions which were undreamed of, even by those who saw them under their eyes, were revealed to Leonardo da Vinci. Ordinarily,” he went on, “they would in this year of grace be produced.”

“What do you mean by that?” asked Sir Ralph.

“Under the modern system,” said Tillizini, “that plague could never appear again. But there are six drugs which you might find in the British Pharmacopoeia,” he continued, “which, if you were to mix them, would produce a gas.”

He spoke impressively, and with the assurance of the practical scientist.

“That gas, passed through a filter of vegetable matter, would set up conditions which made the plague of 1500 possible.”

“Good God!” said Frank. “Do you mean to say that you can produce a plague synthetically?”

Tillizini nodded.

“That is exactly what Leonardo da Vinci discovered. This is the secret.”

He held the flimsy discs in his hands.

“There is no doubt that Leonardo did produce a plague synthetically, two years after. At any rate, some such outbreak occurred in the town where his laboratory was situated. It is believed that, as a result of that plague, Mona Lisa Gioconda lost her life.”

“Oh, that is the woman in the picture,” said Marjorie.

“That is the woman in the picture,” repeated Tillizini, “the one woman in the world whom Leonardo ever loved. The one great softening influence that ever came into his life. His investigations into the cause of the plague he set forth, concisely, on these little filaments. The lockets he fashioned himself. One, as you know—”

“I know the history,” said Sir Ralph. “I was telling Mr. Gallinford only the other day. How extraordinary it is that that old-world story should be revived.”

“But why do the ‘Red Hand’ want these lockets?”

“They only want one. Either one will do,” said Tillizini. “Don’t you realize? Tomorrow, with the aid of a man with even the most elementary knowledge of chemistry, they could devastate London — and not only London, but the whole of England, or, if it please them, the whole of Europe, working from different centres.”

As the little party stood stricken to silence, the full horror of the danger dawning upon them, Tillizini heard a long-drawn sigh.

Vera had stumbled forward in a dead faint, and Frank had just time to catch her before she fell.
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Table of Contents


It was a week after the burglary at Highlawns that a perfectly happy man went whistling to his work. He walked with a brisk step, carrying his lunch in a gaily-coloured handkerchief, with a tin can full of tea for his breakfast. George Mansingham raised his eyes to the sky, which was just turning grey, in thankfulness at his freedom.

Work had been found for him through the medium of Hilary George, at a little farm outside the town. He and his wife had been installed in a tiny cottage on Sir Ralph’s estate. To give Sir Ralph his due, he had freely admitted the injustice of the sentence he had passed; if not to the man, at least to himself, which was something; and it needed little pleading on the part of Hilary George, who had taken an interest in the case, to induce him to let his untenanted cottage to the man he had wronged.

Early as the hour was, he found his employer and his son up and about. There is much work to be done before the sun comes up over the edge of the world. There are horses to be fed and groomed, sheep and cattle that require attention, cows to be milked, and milk to be carried.

The sky grew lighter, the sun came up, it seemed to him with a rush, but he was too busy to notice the progress of the time. At half-past eight nature called him to breakfast. He sat down to his frugal meal, first placing two nosebags on the heads of the horses, for he was now engaged in ploughing the ten-acre lot Farmer Wensell farmed. His meal quickly disposed of, he pulled a bulky book from the inside of his jacket pocket and began to read. He had a passion for selfeducation, and at the moment Merejowski’s Forerunner, which Marjorie had lent him, had a special significance, not only for him, but for the whole of England. He was so intent upon the pages of this wonderful romance that he did not notice the girl who was crossing the field with such free strides.

He heard his name called and looked up; then he sprang to his feet, hat in hand.

“You’re very absorbed, Mansingham,” smiled Marjorie.

“Yes, miss,” said the other, “it’s a wonderful book, and he’s a wonderful man. I’m not surprised all the world’s talking about him just now.”

“It’s not because of his genius that they are speaking of him,” said the girl, gravely.

She carried a paper under her arm; in fact she had been down to Burboro’ Station to get the journal.

“It’s a terrible business, miss,” said the man. He put the book down. “It doesn’t seem possible, in a civilized age, and in a country like England. Is there any fresh news this morning, miss?”

She nodded gravely.

“The ‘Red Hand’ have addressed the Premier,” she said, “and they have demanded ten million pounds, an act of indemnity passed by the House of Commons, and freedom to leave the country.”

The man looked incredulous.

“Why, they’ll never get that, will they, miss?” he asked. “It’s against all reason, a demand like that! Suppose it’s not true, suppose they haven’t discovered this plague—”

She shook her head.

“There’s no doubt about it, Mansingham,” she said. “Mr. Gallinford knows it to be true. He has been investigating, looking up old documents relating to the plague of 1500. These men have it in their power to decimate the whole of England.”

The subject they were discussing filled the minds of men throughout Great Britain that day; nay, throughout Europe. Wherever civilized people foregathered, the cable and the telegraph had carried the news of the threat which overhung the country. It was the final demand of the “Red Hand,” a demand which at first had been poohpoohed, and had been discussed by Government officials as a problem which called for immediate solution.

The “Red Hand” had acted swiftly. Three days after the locket had disappeared from Burboro’ a startling proclamation of the “Red Hand,” printed in blood-red characters, had covered the hoardings and the walls of London. Then it was for the first time that England woke to a realization of the terrible danger which threatened her. It was incomprehensible, unbelievable. It was almost fantastic. Men who read it smiled helplessly as though they were reading something which was beyond their understanding. And yet the proclamation was clear enough. It ran: —



To the People of London.

We, the Directors of the “Red Hand,” demand of the English Government —

(a) The sum of Ten Million Pounds.

( b) An act of indemnity releasing every member of the Fraternity from all and every penalty to which he may be liable as a result of his past actions.

(c) A safe conduct to each and every Member of the “Red Hand,” and facilities, if so required, for leaving the country.

In the event of the Government’s refusing, after ten days’ grace, we, the Directors of the “Red Hand,” will spread in London the Plague which was known as the Fourth Plague, and which destroyed six hundred thousand people in the year 1500. The bacillus of that plague is in our possession and has been synthetically prepared and tested.

Citizens! Bring pressure on your Government to accede to our demands, and save us the necessity for inflicting this terrible disease upon you!



It bore no signature or seal. It was absurd, of course. Evening papers, necessarily hurried and having little time to analyse its true meaning, made fun of it. But a different note appeared in the comments of the morning papers. Every known scientist and doctor of note who was reachable had been interviewed, and they one and all agreed that there was more than an idle threat in the pronouncement.

The papers called it variously, “The Terror,” “The Threat of the ‘Red Hand,’ “Blackmailing London,” and their columns were filled with every available piece of data concerning the terrible scourge which had swept through Italy and Ireland in the year of desolation.

“It’s a terrible business,” said Mansingham again. “I am afraid there is something in it.”

The girl nodded.

With a courtesy which is not usually found in men of his class, he accompanied her to the end of the field, and assisted her across the rough stile leading on to the road. She had made a detour from the little station to speak to Mansingham. She was interested in him, and it was a pact between the barrister and herself that she should keep, as he put it, a friendly eye upon his protégé.

It was a glorious morning; the world was flooded with the lemon sunlight of early spring. The trees were bright with vivid green, and primroses and wild violets flowered profusely by the hedgerows. She shook away the gloom and depression to which the thought of this terrible menace had subjected her, and stepped out briskly, humming a little tune.

Halfway across the field, Mansingham, retracing his steps, picked up one of the papers she had been carrying, and hurried after her.

She had a twenty minutes’ walk before she reached Highlawns, which stood some quarter of a mile from the town’s limits, but she was of an age, and it was such a morning, when one’s feet seem to move without effort, and song comes unbidden to the lips.

She heard the whirl of a motorcar behind her, and moved closer to the hedge to allow it to pass. Unconsciously she turned to see who was the occupant. At that moment the car jarred itself to a standstill at her side. A young man, dressed from head to foot in a white linen dustcoat, sprang out.

“Count Festini!” she cried in amazement.

“Count Festini,” he repeated, with his most charming smile. “I wanted to see you, won’t you get in? I am going up to the house?” he said.

She hesitated. She would much rather have walked that morning. But it would have been an act of rudeness to have refused his offer of a lift, and besides, it occurred to her that she was already overdue for breakfast, and Sir Ralph’s temper of late had not been of the best.

She stepped into the car, and at that moment Mansingham, a little out of breath, broke through the hedge behind it.

“What a curious idea,” Marjorie said, as Festini took his place beside her.

“What is a curious idea?” he asked.

“A closed car on a day like this,” she said. “Why, I thought you Italians loved the sun.”

“We love the sun,” he said, “untempered by such winds as you seem to produce exclusively in England.”

He stepped forward and pulled down a red blind which hid the chauffeur and the road ahead from view. She watched him without understanding the necessity for his act. Then with a quick move he pulled the blinds down on each side of the car. It was now moving forward at a great pace. At this rate, she felt, they must be very near indeed to Highlawns. They had, in fact, passed the house, as the embarrassed Mansingham, clinging to the back of the car and waiting for it to slow up so that he could restore the girl’s paper, saw to his bewilderment.

“Why do you do that?” the girl asked coldly. “If you please, Count Festini, let those blinds up.”

“In a little while,” he said.

“I insist,” she stamped her foot. “You have no right to do such a thing.”

She was hot and angry in a moment as the full realization of his offence came to her.

“In a moment,” he repeated; “for the present we will have the blinds down, if you don’t mind.”

She stared at him in amazement.

“Are you mad?” she asked, angrily.

“You look very pretty when you’re angry,” he smiled.

The insolent assurance in his tone made her feel a sudden giddiness. They must have passed Highlawns by now.

“Stop the car,” she demanded.

“The car will stop later,” he said; “in the meantime,” he caught her hand as she attempted to release the blind, “in the meantime,” he repeated, holding her wrist tightly, “you will be pleased to consider yourself my prisoner.”

“Your prisoner!” exclaimed the affrighted girl. Her face had gone very white.

“My prisoner,” said Festini, pleasantly. “I am particularly desirous of holding you to ransom. Don’t you realize,” his eyes were blazing with excitement, “don’t you realize,” he cried, “what you are to me? I do. In these last few days,” he went on, speaking rapidly, “I have seen all the wealth that any man could desire. And it is nothing to me. Do you know why? Because there is one thing in the world that I want more than anything, and you are that thing.”

Both his hands were holding her now. She could not move.. She was as much fascinated by his deadly earnestness as paralysed by the grip on her arms.

“I desire you,” he said. His voice dropped until it thrilled. “You, more than anything in the world — Marjorie. You are unattainable one way; I must secure you in another.”

The girl shrank back into a corner of the car, watching the man, fascinated. She tried to scream, but no sound came. Festini watched her, his eyes glowing with the fire of his passion. His hot hand was closed over hers almost convulsively.

“Do you know what I’m doing!” he said, speaking rapidly, “do you know what I’m risking for you? Can’t you realize that I am imparting a new danger to myself and to my organization by this act? But I want you; I want you more than anything in the world,” he said passionately.

She found her voice.

“You are mad,” she said, “you are wickedly mad.”

He nodded.

“What you say is true,” he answered moodily, “yet in my madness I am obeying the same laws which govern humanity. Something here,” he struck his breast, “tells me that you are the one woman for me. That is an instinct which I obey. Is it mad? Then we are all mad; all animated creation is mad.”

The fierce joy of possession overcame him; she struggled and screamed, but the whir of the engine drowned her voice. In a moment she was in his arms, held tightly to him, his hot lips against her cheeks. He must have caught a glimpse of the loathing and horror in her face, for of a sudden he released her, and she shrank back, pale and shaking.

“I’m sorry,” he said, huskily, “you — you say I am mad — you make me mad.”

His moods changed as swiftly as the April sky. Now he was pleading; all the arguments he could muster he advanced. He was almost cheerful, he swore he would release her, reached out his hand to signal the driver, and repented his generosity.

Then he spoke quickly and savagely of the fate which would be hers if she resisted him. It was the memory of that tall, handsome lover of hers that roused him to this fury. He was as exhausted as she when the car turned from the main road, as she judged by the jolting of the wheels. After ten minutes’ run, it slowed down and finally stopped.

He jumped up, opened the carriage door and sprang out, then turned to assist her. A cold, sweet wind greeted her, a wind charged with the scent of brine. She stood upon a rolling down, within a hundred yards the sea stretched greyly to the horizon. There was no house in sight save one small cottage. About the cottage stood two or three men. She uttered a cry of thankfulness and started off towards them, when a laugh from Festini stopped her.

“I’ll introduce you myself,” he said sarcastically.

She turned to run towards the sea, but in two strides he was up to her and had caught her by the arm. Then a huge hand gripped his neck, with a quick jerk he was spun round. His eyes blazing with anger, he turned upon his assailant. George Mansingham, tall and broad, grimed with the dust of the road, for he had maintained an uncomfortable position hanging on to the back of the car for two hours, met the vicious charge of Festini with one long, swinging blow, and the Italian went down to the ground stunned.

The girl was dazed by the suddenness of the rescue, until Mansingham aroused her to action.

“This way, miss!” he said.

He caught her unceremoniously round the waist, swung her up as if she were a child, and leapt across a ditch which drained this section of the downs.

“Run!” he whispered. He too had seen the men and guessed they were in the confederacy. The girl gathered up all her reserve of strength and ran like the wind, Mansingham loping easily at her side.

The wind carried the voices of their pursuers. One staccato shot rang out, a bullet whistled past them, then some one in authority must have given the order to stop firing. And indeed it was more dangerous for the men than for the fugitives.

There was a coastguard station half a mile along the cliff road, and, although neither the girl nor Mansingham realized the fact, they instinctively felt that the coastline offered the best means of escape. Then suddenly Marjorie tripped and fell. Mansingham stopped in his stride and turned to lift her. As he raised her to her feet he uttered an exclamation of despair.

Facing him were two men, indubitably Italians, and their revolvers covered him. He had come against the “Red Hand” outpost.

It was all over in ten minutes. The pursuers came up, the girl was snatched from his protecting arms. He fought well; man after man fell before his huge fists. Then a knife, deftly thrown, struck him by the haft full between the eyes and he went down like a log.

Festini, breathless, his face marred by an ugly redness which was fast developing into a bruise, directed operations.

“If you make a sound,” he said, “or attempt to attract the attention of any person you see, you will have that person’s death on your hands, and probably your own.”

He spoke curtly, impersonally, as though she herself were Mansingham.

“Do not hurt him,” she gasped. She referred to the prostrate form of the farm-labourer, now stirring to life. Festini made no answer. He was of a race which did not readily forgive a blow.

“Take her away,” he said.

He remained behind with his two familiars. “I think we will cut his throat, Signor,” said Il Bue, “and that will be an end to him.”

“And an end to us,” said Festini; “this coast is patrolled, the man will be found, and the whole coastline searched.”

He walked a dozen paces to the edge of the cliff and looked down. There was a sheer fall here of two hundred feet, and the tide was in.

“There is twenty feet of water here,” he said, significantly.

They carried the reviving man by the head and feet to the edge of the cliff. They swung him twice and then released their hold, his arms and legs outstretched like a starfish. Round and round he twirled in that brief space of time, Festini and the other watching. Then the water splashed whitely and the dark figure disappeared.

They waited a little while, there was no reappearance, and Festini and his lieutenant retraced their footsteps to the cottage, the third man following.



XIV. Tillizini Leaves a Mark


Table of Contents


The period of ultimatum was drawing to a close. For four days longer England had the opportunity of agreeing to the terms which the “Red Hand” had laid down.

In his big library at Downing Street, occupying the chair which great and famous men had occupied for the past century, the Prime Minister, grave and preoccupied, sat in conference with Tillizini.

The Italian was unusually spick and span that morning. He had dressed himself with great care, an ominous sign for the organization he had set himself to exterminate. For this was one of his eccentricities, and it had passed into a legend among the criminal classes in Italy, that a neat Tillizini was a dangerous Tillizini. There is a saying in Florence, “Tillizini has a new coat — who is for the galleys?”

The Prime Minister was fingering his pen absently, making impossible little sketches upon his blotting pad.

“Then you associate the disappearance of Miss Marjorie Meagh with the operations of the ‘Red Hand’?”

“I do,” said the other.

“And what of the man, Mansingham?”

“ That, too,” said Tillizini. “They were seen together in a field where Mansingham was working, his book and his coat were found as he had left them, and then he and she walked together to the stile. He is seen by another labourer to walk back slowly across the field, to suddenly stoop and pick up something, probably the lady’s handkerchief or bag, it is immaterial which. He runs back to the stile, jumps over, and evidently follows the lady. From that moment neither he nor she are seen again. One woman I questioned at a cottage by the roadside remembers a big car passing about that time. I place the three circumstances together.”

“But surely,” said the Prime Minister, “they would hardly take the man. What object had they? What object in taking the lady so far as that was concerned?” Tillizini looked out of the window. From where he sat he commanded a view of Green Park, a bright and spirited scene. The guard had just been relieved at the Horse Guards, and they were riding across the parade ground, their cuirasses glittering in the sun, their polished helmets so many mirrors reflecting the rays of light. He watched them sadly, and the great crowd that marched on either side of them. Not all the arms of England, all her military and naval strength, her laws and splendid institutions, could save her from the malignity of the “Red Hand.”

He turned with a start to the Prime Minister, and found that gentleman regarding him curiously.

“In a sense,” he said, “I do not mind this abduction, always providing that neither of these people are injured. I cannot understand why they should have bothered; but it is these side issues of private vengeance which invariably bring the big organizations to grief.”

“Seriously, Professor Tillizini,” said the Premier, “do you think that these men will carry their threat into execution?”

“Seriously, I do,” said Tillizini. “Your experts scoffed at the idea of the ‘Red Hand’ being able to cultivate this particular germ. The ‘Red Hand’s’ reply must have been a little startling to them.” He smiled. “If I remember rightly they sent a little of the culture to your Bacteriological Institute. Animals which were inoculated died with all the symptoms which have been described by the fifteenth-century writers.”

The Premier nodded his head.

“We cannot give the money, that is impossible; you recognize that, Professor?” Tillizini assented.

“It would mean the negation of all law; it would create a precedent which would put an end to all the authority of civilization; it were better that all England should be ravaged by this disease than that a single penny should leave the Treasury. That is my view. I am prepared,” he said quietly, “to accept not only the responsibility of that action, but the first consequence of these men’s machinations. This I have intimated through the public press. The only hope is that we may secure the culture, and not only secure it, but locate the laboratory where the cultivation is being made. It is a hope,” he shrugged his shoulders. “I know you are doing all you can, Tillizini,” he said quickly, “and Scotland Yard—”

“Scotland Yard is working splendidly,” said Tillizini. “Your police organization is rather wonderful.”

He rose to his feet.

“Four days,” he said, “is a very long time.” “You will take any steps you deem necessary for the public safety?”

“You may be sure of that, sir,” said Tillizini.

The Premier twisted his blotter in his preoccupation.

“They say of you, Professor,” he said deliberately, “that you do not hesitate to commit what in the eyes of the law-abiding world might be considered as criminal acts, in order to further justice.”

“I have never hesitated,” said Tillizini, “if you mean—”

“I mean nothing in particular,” said the Premier; “only I tell you this, if you deem it necessary to go outside the law to administer preventive punishment, I assure you that I will secure you the necessary indemnity from Parliament.”

Tillizini bowed.

“I have to thank your Excellency for that,” he said, “and you may be sure I shall not abuse the power, and that no crime I commit will ever need an act of indemnity.”

The Premier looked up in astonishment.

“Why?”

“Because,” said Tillizini, with his sweetest smile, “my crimes are never brought home to me.”

With another bow he left the room.

Outside the house in Downing Street. Inspector Crocks was waiting.

“I got you some telegrams,” he said, genially. “I am rapidly deteriorating into a private secretary’.”

Tillizini smiled. A feeling of affection had grown up between these two men, so differently constituted, so temperamentally apart. When Crocks had been detailed to assist Tillizini in his work, there were many sceptical people who smiled behind their hands, for anybody more unlike the detective of fiction than the inspector could not easily be imagined. Yet he was a shrewd, clever man, subtle to a point of brilliancy. A rapid and effective organizer, with a knowledge of the criminal underworld which few men possess.

Tillizini tore open the telegrams; he read them twice, then he crumpled them into a ball and thrust them into his coat pocket. The letters, after glancing at the address and the postmark, he placed unopened in the inside pocket of his frock coat.

“I didn’t show you the telegrams,” he said to the other, “because they were in code.”

In a few words he communicated the gist of their contents. Tillizini’s codebook was in his head.

“I am going to see my decoy now.”

“Is he still alive?” asked the inspector with simulated surprise.

“He was, a few minutes ago,” said Tillizini. For once he did not treat the subject facetiously, and the inspector knew that the question he had put in good-humour had a serious application.

“I secured him a position,” said Tillizini suddenly; “he is an outside porter at Victoria, It will afford him an excellent opportunity of becoming acquainted with contrary humanity.”

“And at the same time he will be able to give you a little information,” said Crocks. “I think it is an excellent scheme. He doesn’t look clever, and I don’t think he is particularly clever, but he has got the power which so few police officers possess, unfortunately. The moment a man begins to look important his value decreases.”

Tillizini laughed.

“Oh, unimportant man!” he said cryptically.

A few minutes later the two parted. The detective went back to Scotland Yard and Tillizini hailed a cab and drove to an address in South London.

At half-past twelve that day the fast train from Burboro’ to Victoria steamed slowly into the big terminus. Vera Morte-Mannery was one of the first to descend. Her foot touched the platform almost before the train stopped.

She walked quickly through the barrier into the large space at the end of the station.

She looked round anxiously, and then up at the clock. The man she sought was not there. She strolled aimlessly from one side of the station to the other, and was returning to the bookstall, when Festini, with rapid strides, came into the station.

She caught his eye and he checked himself and turned about carelessly. He walked out of the station and she followed. At his uplifted finger a car came out of the rank and drew alongside the pavement.

Without a word she got in and he followed. They drove in silence until the car turned into Hyde Park and slowed down in obedience to the regulations.

Then she turned to him suddenly and, with a breaking voice, asked —

“Where is Marjorie Meagh?”

He raised his eyebrows.

“Marjorie Meagh?” he asked. “You do not mean to tell me that you have brought me to London to ask me a question like that?”

“ Where is Marjorie Meagh?” she asked again.

“How on earth should I know?”

“Festini,” she said, pleadingly, “let us be frank with one another. Marjorie has been taken by the ‘Red Hand.’ You are the ‘Red Hand.’”

“Hush!” he muttered, savagely; “don’t shout, people could hear you on the sidewalks!”

His manner to her had changed. It was a little cold, a little impatient, more than a little intolerant. She had detected the changed atmosphere the moment she had met him.

She pressed her lips tightly together and remained silent for a little while.

“What is your object in taking her?” she asked.

“That is hidden from you. Do you not trust me?”

“Trust you!” she laughed bitterly. “Have I not trusted you to the fullest extent?” she asked. “That question should rather come from me. You do not trust me, Festini.”

It was less a statement than a pleading. She wanted him to deny it, but no denial came.

“There are things which it is not right for me to tell you.”

“Why?” she asked; “is there any secret of the ‘Red Hand’ which I do not know?”

He smiled a little uneasily.

“You did not know anything about the Fourth Plague,” he said, softly.

“I do not complain of that,” she said, “it was too great a thing to trust with any man or woman. But there is nothing so subtle in this kidnapping of Marjorie Meagh.”

He spread out his hands with a gesture of helplessness.

“I cannot tell you,” he said. “There is something behind this which you cannot know.”

“There is something behind it which I can guess!” she said fiercely. “You love Marjorie — you have taken her because you love her. Don’t deny it. I can see it in your face. Oh, you liar! You liar!”

He had never seen her like this. It was a new force he was encountering, one which at once pleased and piqued him.

She had been all softness, all yielding to him before, an easy conquest for this handsome man, with his soft voice and his eloquent eyes.

In her anger she was a little terrible, but she did not terrify him. He was used to opposition, and had a quick way with it. There was enough of woman in him to appreciate her feelings. But, like the autocrat he was, he resented her revolt, and in his resentment said more than it was wise, under the circumstances, to say.

“Yes, it is true,” he said, coolly. “I do love her. Why should I deny it? I do not love you any less because I love her. She is on a different plane to you and I.”

Vera was breathing quickly; her bosom rose and fell with the intensity of her pent up rage. She did not speak again for a minute; she was conquering an insane desire to throw herself from the car, to run anywhere out of his sight, as she had gone, she knew, out of his heart. The fires of humiliation and jealousy burnt too fiercely within her for words.

Again and again she checked the wild torrent of speech that rose to her lips and choked in the checking.

And this was the end! The end of her dream, the reward for all her work, for all her treachery to those who loved her, the last stretch of the happy road which she had fondly thought led to eternity.

From time to time he looked at her out of the corner of his eye.

“I understand,” she said at last, speaking composedly, “your great plan has come to fruition. You have no further use for me?”

“Do not say that, Vera,” he said.

He was immensely relieved to discover how well she had taken the news, which, coldblooded as he was, he had no desire, and if the truth be told, no intention of telling her.

“You are indispensable,” he said. He tried to take her hand, but she withdrew it. “It is only the exigencies of the scheme we have in hand which has prevented me from taking you more fully into my confidence. As to Marjorie, I want you to be generous,” he said. “I want you to realize—”

“Oh, I understand,” she said, wearily. “Were you ever sincere, Festini, were you ever faithful?”

She looked at him searchingly.

“I swear,” he began.

“Don’t swear,” she said. “I think I understand.” She smiled bravely. “I’ll get out here,” she said. “I’d like a little walk. This was not exactly the outcome of the morning’s meeting that I expected,” she went on; “although I was jealous, I never realized that my suspicions were true.”

He tried by argument to persuade her to remain with him, but she was determined. She tapped the window and the car drew up. As she alighted, he assisted her. She held out her hand.

“Goodbye, Festini,” she said. His eyes narrowed.

“You must see me again, there is no goodbye with me,” he said, abruptly. “I have told you you are indispensable — I mean that.”

She made no reply. Gently she relaxed her clasp, and her hand fell listlessly to her side. Then she turned abruptly and walked away.

He stood watching her until she was out of sight. Could he trust her? He had a large knowledge of men, a larger of women. He had weighed all the chances; she would not betray him, he thought. These English people love to suffer in silence, to hug to their secret hearts their greatest griefs.

He smiled, shrugged his shoulders, and, turning to the driver, directed him to a fashionable restaurant. For men, even great conspirators, must lunch.

He stopped the car in Oxford Street to buy an evening newspaper. It was filled, as had been the morning journals, with speculations on the Fourth Plague. Would the “Red Hand” put their threat into execution? One journal had found a scientist who had discovered a specific, another gave a perfect pen picture of Tillizini. Wild and improbable rumours found prominence, there was nothing of any real account. He was closing the paper when a little paragraph which had evidently been inserted to fill up caught his eye at the bottom of the column.



“The unfortunate man, Mansingham, who has added to the tragic variety of his career by being associated with the disappearance of Miss Marjorie Meagh, was an expert swimmer, and at the annual meeting of the Burboro’ Aquatic Club last night sympathetic references were made to his disappearance.”



Festini frowned. A swimmer? Of course it was absurd. But there might have been grave danger in throwing him into the water. He was stunned, though, and three days had passed without any sign of his reappearance.

He knew, by careful inquiry, that nobody had been picked up on the coast, but it sometimes happened that weeks elapsed before the sea gave up its dead. It was absurd to bother about that. But throughout his luncheon he found the thought intruding in his mind. Suppose this man turned up? It would have been better to have followed out the suggestion of Il Bue and have killed him right away.

The waiter brought him his bill, and he paid, tipping the servant lavishly.

He walked out of the hall into the big vestibule of the restaurant, selected a cigar at the little cigar counter, and strolled out into Piccadilly.

His car, driven by a trusted member of the “Red Hand,” followed him along the broad, crowded thoroughfare at a snail’s pace.

At the corner of Piccadilly Circus he suddenly came face to face with Frank Gallinford.

The Englishman was looking ill; the strain of the past few days was telling on him. The loss of his fiancée was preying on his mind; he had not slept. His agents were searching the country from end to end. He had also established a little police organization of his own, for Frank Gallinford was a fairly wealthy man.

The two men stopped, staring at each other for the fraction of a second, then Festini held out his hand with a suave smile.

“How do you do Mr. Gallinford?” he said.

Frank was in no mood for conversation or condolence. He uttered a few conventional words, shook hands hurriedly and passed on, leaving Festini to finish his stroll.

Frank had not gone twenty yards before somebody pressed his arm softly. He looked round. A tall man was standing at his side. At first he did not recognize him in his rough workman’s kit and his little moustache, but when he spoke he knew him.

“Go back after Festini,” said Tillizini quickly. “Talk to him about anything you like, hold him in conversation for a few minutes,” he turned and walked back with the other a little way, “and when you get into St. James’ Street turn off to the right. The street is up. Induce him by any art in your power to go to the other end of that street.”

“But why?”

“No, do not ask, ‘Why,’” said Tillizini. He gave one of his rare gestures of impatience. “Do as I tell you.”

Frank nodded. Though he had no heart for the job, he quickened his steps and overtook Festini.

Tillizini watched them. He saw them strolling aimlessly along, and turn into the street he had indicated. The waiting car on the other side of the road entered the street and then stopped; the road was up, and beyond halfway down there was no thoroughfare. The chauffeur looked round anxiously. He had to back out and make a detour by the way of the lower end of Regent Street and Piccadilly. He had another alternative, which was to wait. He looked undecided. He was assisted in his decision as to what he should do by the gesture of a policeman, who ordered him back to the main street.

Very slowly the car backed out. It was a minute or two before he could bring the long Napier into the stream of traffic moving up towards Piccadilly Circus. There was a block here, and another wait ensued.

Tillizini had posted himself where he could watch every movement. He saw the look of anxiety on the chauffeur’s face. The opportunity he had been waiting for for the last two hours now presented itself. He threaded his way through the block of traffic and passed the car. He took something from his pocket and, bending over the rear wheel, pressed down his hand upon it. A broad strip of rubber with a steel clamp at either end.

Deftly he fixed it over the wheel. In its centre an arrow head projected. It had been carefully prepared and only the expert, interested in the accessories of cars, would have thought it unusual.

With one glance to see that his work had been well done, he slipped through the traffic, and gained the other side of the road. He walked a little way down Regent Street, from thence he saw the two men talking. Festini was walking back. He had missed the car and had understood why it had failed to follow him.

Tillizini saw him take a hurried farewell of Frank and walk quickly up the street. The professor smiled. It appealed to him, this spectacle of Festini and his car playing hide-and-seek with one another.

He did not attempt to rejoin Frank, instead he called a cab, which came reluctantly, for this man in working clothes did not inspire confidence, and drove straight to Scotland Yard.

That night every police station in England received a notification, and in the early hours of the morning, policemen on foot, cyclists and mounted men were searching the wet roads for the track of a motor car which displayed an arrow at regular intervals.



XV. The House by the River
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From her window Marjorie could see the broad and sluggish river. When the fog did not veil every object from sight, she caught a glimpse of big ships passing up and down; fussy little tugs drawing strings of lighters, brown-sailed barges that went with stately leisure to the sea. In the foreground was marshland, uncultivated.

The sluggish river, for such it was at a distance of a quarter of a mile, was the River Thames; the marshland was that unlovely stretch of swamp on its north bank, between Southend and Barking.

By putting her face close to the window she could see a small, low-roofed building, tarred and weatherproof, from which men in white overalls came and went.

The house she was in was an old one, as houses go. It was built of brick; the rooms were lofty and cold and a little damp.

Even in the room which had been allotted to her use, the paper had peeled off the wall in great pieces, and not even the fire, which the hardfaced Italian woman who attended her kept fed, dispelled the chilly dreariness of the apartment.

She had been brought here by night from the house on the cliff. She had lain down to sleep after supper in her Kentish prison and had awakened to find herself lying in the room she now tenanted.

The knowledge that they must have drugged her food filled her with panic.

The day following her arrival she had refused to eat or drink, and now it was not until the Italian woman had partaken from the dishes she supplied, before Marjorie’s eyes, that the girl consented to touch the food.

Fortunately, she numbered amongst her accomplishments a working knowledge of Italian. Of late she had polished up her acquaintance with the language. Frank’s work mainly lay in Italy, and she had seen the necessity for becoming proficient.

But she received no satisfactory reply to any of her inquiries. She had not seen Festini since that day on the cliff, though she had heard his voice often enough.

She guessed rather than knew that in the little low-roofed house near by, was being prepared that terrible culture which was to bring England to her knees in submission.

Everything that Festini could do to relieve the monotony of her life, he had done.

She was plentifully supplied with books and papers, and to serve her table he had secured a perfect Italian cook.

The only man she had spoken to was a tall giant of a man, whom she had seen on the cliff with Festini.

He answered her questions gruffly, and in monosyllables.

He had merely come into the room, she gathered, to see to the security of the bars which had been fixed outside the window. She was ill with anxiety; she dare not give her imagination its rein.

It was Frank she thought of — Frank, whom she knew would be distracted with grief; and at night she alternately wept and prayed for the strength and sanctuary of his arms.

It was on the third day following her abduction. She was sitting trying to read by the window, when the click of the lock brought her to her feet.

She heard the voice of Festini outside, and in a moment he had come into the room, locking the door behind him.

They stood confronting one another. She had walked swiftly to the centre of the room, and placed the table between them.

“Well?” he said, with his pleasant smile, “I hope you have everything you want.”

She made no reply at once. Then —

“I want my freedom,” she said.

“That,” he said, with a little bow, “I am sorry I cannot grant you. It is necessary for my health and security that you should stay a little longer. Afterwards, I hope to make you the wife of one of the richest men in Europe.”

“That will never be,” she said, steadily. “I would sooner be the first victim of the plague you threaten, than endure that humiliation.”

He winced at the words.

“It is no humiliation,” he said, a little haughtily. “In my veins runs the best blood of Italy. It is an honour to be the chosen bride of Festini.”

She was amazed at the unexpected vanity of the man.

She had never regarded him, even at the most friendly period of their relationship, as more than a rather goodlooking, well-mannered member of the middle classes. That he should esteem his birth as being sufficient to make him superior to censure was a strange point of view.

She looked at him, in spite of herself, with an added interest.

“I ask you to be my wife,” he said.

He emphasized the words.

“You ought to realize that, in addition to doing you an honour, I am also acting with great magnanimity. You are here alone,” he said, “entirely and absolutely at my mercy. You are surrounded by men and women who would question no act of mine, however barbarous it might seem to you. Do you understand?”

She understood too well.

She was safe unless she made quasi-friendly relationships impossible. She had need to temporize.

He may have guessed what was passing in her mind.

“Understand,” he said, “there is no escape from here, except as my wife. I will be patient without you. I have been patient with you,” he went on. “Tomorrow a priest will marry us according to the rights of my Church.”

“Tomorrow!” she gasped.

“Tomorrow,” he said, a little mockingly. “It is rather soon, is it not? And you have no trousseau!”

He waved the objection away.

“That is a detail which can either be arranged or can be overridden.”

He made no attempt to touch her.

“May I sit down?” he asked.

She nodded, and he drew a chair forward to the table and seated himself.

“I think I ought to take you a little into my confidence,” he said, in his pleasant, matter-of-fact manner. “It is necessary to expedite matters. Your friend — how do you pronounce his name — Mansingham? — was picked up by a fishing smack. I think he swam out to sea and picked up the smack, but it is immaterial. He is alive, and, I have reason to believe, talkative.”

He saw the look of hope spring up in her face, and smiled.

“The fact that he will be able to identify me with this act of abduction,” he went on, “embarrasses me, but, fortunately, our scheme is so far advanced that there is no longer any necessity for me to disguise my association with the ‘Red Hand.’”

“The only thing which is a trifle annoying is that I must stay in this deadly place a few more days. All the work that is to be done my agents can do. But for your presence here it would be an impossible situation. Not for all the gold in England could I rusticate by the banks of the Thames — alone.”

His dazzling smile bewildered the girl. He had a trick of discussing the most outrageous propositions with a serious and convincing air. It was all superficial, but then his superficiality bit deeper into him than into most men.

At heart she knew him to be a coldblooded and remorseless man, who would stop at nothing to gain his ends. It was only that the veneer of civilization was thicker, that the brute within him did not lie so close to the surface, which distinguished him from his comrades.

But the streak of cruelty was there, as he showed.

“By the way,” he said, “I met Mr. Gallinford the other day, and condoled with him upon your disappearance.”

“You brute!” she flamed. “How dare you mock me!”

“I like you when you are like that,” he said, admiringly. “You almost tempt me to continue to tell how ill and worn he looks.”

He laughed, but there was no note of merriment in the sound.

“A singularly thickheaded man! Had he been an Italian he would have known by my face, by the change in my eyes when your name was mentioned, that it was I” — he pointed to himself— “who had robbed him. But then these Englishmen are so phlegmatic! They soon forget. You must not worry very much about your Frank,” he said, as he rose to go. “In a year or two he will have married some comfortable Englishwoman, and have settled down to a life made up with shooting pheasants and discussing defective drainage.”

She was incapable of reply.

He went out of the room and locked the door behind him, leaving her alone, with her head on her arms — weeping from very anger.

He found Il Bue in the room below with two men who had just come in from the laboratory he had arranged in the wooden shed.

“Well?” he asked, moodily, as he flung himself into a chair at the head of the table. “What are the developments?”

“Signor,” said one of the men, “everything is ready. We have secured perfect cultures, even more perfect than those dispatched to the Bacteriological Institution.” Festini nodded.

“Tomorrow I shall receive the Government’s reply. I have asked them to advertise that reply in the columns of a newspaper.”

“And what will it be?” asked Il Bue, his eyes fixed upon Festini’s face.

Festini shrugged.

“Who knows?” he said. “I think at the eleventh hour they will agree to my terms.”

One of the assistants in white was a thickset man with a sour, bad-tempered face. He took no part in the subsequent discussion on the methods to be adopted for the distribution of the plague.

Festini had made elaborate precautions and had issued exhaustive literature for distribution amongst the members of the “Red Hand.”

He was sincere in his desire that the agents of his organization should escape the consequences of their own villainy.

When the discussion was finished, the surly man jerked his head round to Festini. He was sitting on his right hand, his elbows on the table, his big, fleshy hands clasped.

“What about this woman, Signor Festini?” he asked.

The young man looked at him steadily.

“‘ This woman ‘?” he repeated, softly, “I do not know who you mean.”

The stout man jerked his head upwards. He was the kind of man who moved in jerks.

“She who is upstairs,” he said.

Festini got up very slowly from the table.

“You will understand, Gregorio,” he said, in his honeyed tones, “that you will never refer to that lady in such a way. Indeed,” he said, carefully, “you will never refer to her at all.”

“There are no secrets from the brethren,” grumbled the man. “We all want to know what is the plan with regard to her.” Without a word Festini’s hand leapt out; his quick, strong fingers caught the other by the throat; with a sidelong twist he forced the man’s head back over the table.

Festini was a strong man despite his frail physique.

“You dog!” he hissed in the man’s purple face. “Must I answer to you for all I do?” The man struggled to recover his balance, but a long bright blade flashed in front of his eyes.

Festini hesitated, then he released his grip, and the man staggered up to his feet.

“Remember this,” said the Count. “Remember it all your life, Gregorio. It may serve you well one day — the recollection.” The man was livid and shaking.

“I’m sorry, Signor,” he said, humbly; “it was thoughtless. I did not intend to offend your Excellency.”

With a curt nod Festini dismissed him.

“And understand,” he said, “that I will not spare any man who speaks slightingly or lightly of the lady who is to be the Countess Festini. There is my plan, if you wish to know it. That is enough — too much, perhaps — certainly enough. I give you my best — you must give me obedience and faith. That is all I ask.”

He was in no mood of tolerance.

George Mansingham had arrived in England, and by this time Tillizini knew what he had already guessed. London was unsafe for Festini, and he was the type of man who scorned any disguise.

He must fret away his time in this Godforsaken spot; the fulfilment of his plans demanded it.

He stopped in the house long enough to don the white overall which had distinguished his companions, and went into the long wooden shed, Il Bue and the two men joining him at the entrance of the hut.

The only light came through a big skylight. House and shed had formed part of a boatbuilder’s establishment, long since bankrupt and fallen into decay. It suited his purpose admirably. It was far enough away from the high road to obtain seclusion. He had a plausible excuse for the presence of his men. The premises were ostensibly part of the properties of a little company he had formed some time before for the manufacture of synthetic rubber.

There is something about synthetic rubber and its manufacturers and inventors which keep an amused public at bay.

The shed was divided into two parts. In the first there were a number of test tubes, retorts and scientific apparatus upon a large bench.

The entrance to the second room was obtained through a stout door, which was fastened by two padlocks.

These the big man unfastened. Before he opened the door he pulled up from his chin an antiseptic mask, which he brought over his face and secured to the hood of his white gown.

The others followed his example.

They took up rubber gloves from the bench in the outer room and drew them on. Il Bue pulled the door open and a faint sweet scent came out to greet them.

In the centre of the inner and smaller compartment was a long narrow table on which, at intervals, rested four deep porcelain dishes under glass bell-covers.

They were no more to the sight than narrow strips of glass coated with a light-brown gelatinous substance, but each glass case held death in a terrible form.

Festini looked at them curiously. It was almost impossible to believe that these innocent-looking strips of dull glass could play so powerful a part.

“That is all?” said he, half to himself.

“That is all, Signor,” said Il Bue.

His big face was twisted in a puzzled grin.

“It seems a very simple thing,” he said, suspiciously; “why, I could smash it out of existence with a blow of my fist.”

The man with the sour face looked up at him sideways.

“You would die very soon,” he said.

He was the chemist of the party, a brilliant man with strange gifts, who had been brought into association with the “Red Hand” and found an outlet in their operations for the lawless and perverse spirit within him.

Festini turned and led the way from the room. He waited till Il Bue re-padlocked the door, then he stepped out of the shed, slipping down his mask.

The fresh air came to him like a sweet, refreshing draught; it seemed to him that he had tasted the very atmosphere of death and desolation in that tiny room; that it was already tainted with the plague he was about to spread wide-cast.

He made no other attempt to see the girl; he was satisfied with that one interview. He remained in his room, reading by the aid of a portable electric lamp such comments of the Press upon the “Red Hand” as his agents had collected.

At ten o’clock there were two new arrivals. In one of these Festini was particularly interested; it was the priest he had secured for the marriage ceremony.

Psychologists have endeavoured to get at the state of Festini’s mind; to analyse by set formula the exact proportions. Was he wholly villain? Were the fantastic acts of chivalry, preposterous as they were, remembering the circumstances in which they were displayed, indications of a better nature?

Tillizini, in his exhaustive analysis of the man’s character, had attributed such acts as this contemplated marriage as merely evidence of habit. Festini’s long association with men and women of his class had endowed him with an habitual respect for certain conventions. This was Tillizini’s estimate, and was probably an accurate one, for he knew the man.

The priest he had chosen had been brought posthaste from Italy, and had travelled night and day. He was a man known to the association as being “safe”: he himself was suspected of complicity in certain outrages which had shocked Italy in the year before the great trial. He himself had stood with the other sixty prisoners in a cage in the criminal court, but, thanks to ingenious perjury, he had escaped punishment.

Festini greeted him without cordiality, with the grave respect which a true son of the Church shows to his spiritual superior, and with the faint hint of patronage which the greater intellect instinctively adopts towards the lesser.

He gave orders for the priest’s accommodation, and, after the brief interview, was again left alone.

It was near midnight when Festini threw himself down on a truckle bed to snatch a few hours’ sleep. In the early horns of the morning his spies would bring him news of the Premier’s reply. He fell into an uneasy, fitful sleep, a sleep disturbed by bad dreams, such as were not usual with him.

There came a light knock and he went to the door. Il Bue was waiting.

“What is it?” asked Festini.

“One of the brethren has just come in,” said the man, who was palpably disturbed. “He came on his cycle from where he has been watching the London road, and he says that some soldiers are marching from London.”

Festini made a gesture of impatience.

“Did you wake me to tell me that?” he asked, irritably. “Haven’t you been long enough in England, my friend, to know that soldiers have nothing whatever to do with police work? This is not Italy, it is England. Go — tell your scout to return to his post, to watch not for the army, but for Tillizini and his friends.”

He went back to his room and again lay on the bed, pulling a soft, camel-hair rug over him. He tossed from side to side but could not sleep; he got up after a little while, and went out. A man was keeping guard outside the door.

“Go to Catrina,” he said, “and tell her to make me some chocolate.”

A few minutes later the woman brought him in a steaming bowl on a tray. She set it before him and he acknowledged it with a curt word of thanks, when a thought occurred to him.

“Catrina,” he said, calling her back, “your lady is well?”

“Yes, padrone
 ,” she replied. “I saw her two hours ago, before she was asleep.”

Festini nodded.

“See her again now,” he said, “I will go up with you.”

Taking a lamp from the bracket in the narrow passage of the house, the woman led the way upstairs, and Festini followed.

He waited outside the door whilst the woman unlocked it and entered. He heard a smothered exclamation.

“Padrone!” cried the woman, wildly. “Padrone!”

He rushed into the room. The little bed in the corner was empty. The window was open and three of the bars were missing. Marjorie Meagh had gone!
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Though it was past midnight the streets of London were alive with people; shops were open, lights blazed from windows which ordinarily would have been in darkness. The motor services which carried the Londoner to and from his home were still running; special editions of the evening papers were on sale in the streets, and about the House of Commons, where the crowd grew in intensity, they found a ready sale.

Between Whitehall and Victoria Street some thirty thousand people had assembled, but the police had no difficulty in controlling the assembly or in securing a passage way for the constant stream of cars which were passing to and from the House of Commons. The character of the crowd was an interesting one. These were no idle sightseers, attracted by the chance of a little excitement; it was the silk-hatted middle class of England, overcoated, muffled, bespectacled, waiting patiently for news which meant all the difference between life and death to them.

For once in its history the House of Commons was sitting in secret session. At eleven o’clock that night, by the Speaker’s direction, the galleries had been cleared, and strangers had been excluded, not only from the lobby, but from the precincts of the House. Parliament had resolved itself into a National Jury.

At five minutes after twelve a great car, covered with dust, came slowly along Whitehall. It bore three small lamps on its radiator, arranged in the form of a triangle. Unchallenged the car passed Bridge Street and into Palace Yard. About the entrance of the House were a crowd of policemen, but they made a way for the tall man in the dusty coat who sprang from the seat by the side of the driver. Two men were waiting for him; Hilary George, M.P., was one, and Inspector Crocks the other.

The three passed into the interior of the House and made their way to a small Committee room which had been prepared for them.

“Well?” asked Crocks. His face was of an unusual pallor, and he spoke with the irritability which is peculiar to the man undergoing a great nervous strain.

Tillizini slowly divested himself of his great coat, laid it across a chair, and walked to the fire. He stood for a while, warming his hands at the blaze; then he spoke.

“I have located them,” he said, “definitely.”

“Thank God!” said Crocks.

“There is no doubt?” asked Hilary. Tillizini shook his head. He took a book from his inside pocket, opened it, and extracted three slips of paper. They were advertisements cut from a newspaper of the week before.

“I don’t know,” he said, “whether you have noticed these?”

They bent over the table, the three heads together, reading the advertisement.

“I cannot understand it,” said Hilary; “this is an advertisement offering good prices for pigeons.” He examined the other. “This is the same,” he said.

“They’re all the same,” said Tillizini, quietly. “Do you notice that they advertise that they want old pigeons?”

Hilary nodded.

“The address is at a place in London. The man who advertised had thousands of replies, and has made thousands of purchases, too. Throughout the week basket after basket of birds has come consigned to him at the various London termini; they have been collected by the agents of the ‘Red Hand’ and forwarded to Festini.”

“But why?” asked Crocks, puzzled. “He’s not going to start a pigeon-shooting competition?”

Tillizini laughed. He had walked back to the fire and was bending over it, his hands almost touching the flames.

“If you will believe me,” he said, “I have been looking for that advertisement for quite a long time.” He straightened himself and stood with his back to the fire, his hands behind him. Then he asked suddenly: “How is the ‘Red Hand’ to distribute the germs of this plague? Has that thought ever occurred to you? How can they, without danger to themselves, spread broadcast the seeds of the Black Death?”

“Good Heavens!” said Hilary, as the significance of the move suddenly dawned upon him.

“Tomorrow morning,” Tillizini went on, “if the Premier’s reply is unfavourable, they will release these thousands of pigeons, and release also, in a portable form, sufficient of the culture to spread death in whichever neighbourhood the pigeon lands. Naturally, being old birds, they will fly straight back to the homes they have left. It is very ingenious. They might of course have done the same thing by post, but there was a certain amount of risk attached to that. The present method is one which would appeal to Festini. I arrested a man this afternoon who has been collecting the birds. He is obviously one of the ‘Red Hand,’ though he protests against such an imputation.”

“What is to be done?” asked Hilary. “You had better see the Prime Minister at once.”

The door opened and a young man came in hurriedly.

“Is Professor Tillizini here?” he asked.

Hilary indicated the detective.

“Will you come at once, Professor? The Prime Minister wishes you to stand at the bar of the House to explain to the honourable members exactly the position.”

Tillizini nodded.

He followed his conductor along the broad corridor, across the lobby, through two swing doors. He suddenly found himself in a large chamber; it gave him the impression of being dimly lighted. On either side he saw row after row of faces rising in tiers. At the further end, behind a big table surmounted by a gold mace, sat a wigged and gowned figure on a canopied chair. Near the table on his left a man rose and spoke to the Speaker. Tillizini could not hear the words he said. The moment afterwards the grave figure in the wig and gown invited him forward.

Tillizini knew something of the august character of this legislative assembly; he knew, since it was his business to know, with what jealousy it guarded its doors against the unelected stranger, and he experienced a feeling of unreality as he walked along the floor of the House and made his way, at the invitation of the Premier’s beckoning finger, to a place on the Front Bench.

The House was in silence. A faint murmur of “Hear, Hear,” had greeted him, but that had died away. A strange figure he made, still powdered with the fine dust of the road, unshaven, grimy.

He sank down on the cushioned bench by the Premier’s side, and looked with curious eyes at the Mother of Parliaments.

Amidst dead silence the Prime Minister rose and addressed the Speaker.

“Mr. Speaker,” he said, “it is within my province, had I so desired, to have asked you to vacate the chair and for the House to resolve itself into a Committee. Under those circumstances we should have had extensive powers, one such power being our right to summon any stranger before us to give evidence.

“But the time is so very short, and the issues are so very serious, that I have asked you to rule, as an extraordinary ruling, that Professor Tillizini be allowed to address the House from this place.”

The Prime Minister sat down, and the bearded man in the chair looked at Tillizini, and nodded again. For a moment the professor did not understand its significance; then a whispered word from the Premier at his side brought him to his feet, a little embarrassed, a little bewildered.

He spoke hesitatingly, halting now and then for a word, thanking the House for its indulgence and for the remarkable privilege it had granted him.

“The Prime Minister,” he went on, “has asked me to give you a brief outline of the history of the ‘Red Hand.’ He thinks, and I agree, that you should be made fully aware of one fact only that the ‘Red Hand’ threatens to perform.”

For five minutes he traced the history of the organization; its growth from the famous Three Finger Society of Sicily; he spoke briefly of its crimes, both on the Continent and in America, for he had the details at his fingertips, and he himself had been engaged in unravelling many of the mysteries which had surrounded the work of these men.

“I do not know,” he said, “what plans this Parliament has formed for ridding the country of so dangerous and so terrible a force. No plan,” he spoke earnestly and emphatically, and punctuated his speech with characteristic gestures, “which you may decide upon, can be effective unless it includes some system of physical extermination. I do not make myself clear, perhaps,” he said, hurriedly, “although I have a very large acquaintance with your language.” He emphasized his point with one finger on the palm of his hand. “These men are going to destroy you and your kind. Believe me, they will have no compunction; the plague will be spread throughout England unless you take the most drastic steps within the next few hours. There is no existing law on the statute books which exactly provides for the present situation. You must create a new method to deal with a new crime, and, Mr. Speaker, whatever this House does, whatever steps it takes, however dreadful may be the form of punishment which it, in its wisdom, may devise, it cannot be too drastic or too severe to deal with the type of criminal organization which the ‘Red Hand’ represents. I can, if I wish,” he said, with a smile, “arrest fifty members of the ‘Red Hand’ tonight. I could, with a little care, succeed in assassinating Festini.”

He spoke in a matter-of-fact tone, as though assassination were everyday work, and a little shiver ran through the House. He was sensible to such undefinable impressions in others.

“You do not like the word?” he said, with a smile, “and neither do I. I used it because I felt that it was a word which would be more in keeping with the facts from your point of view. To me, some removals are justified; they are more, they are necessary. One must meet cunning with cunning, crime with crime. The law does not adequately meet all modern crime, even the English law. Science has produced a new type of criminal; but the modern parliaments of the world have not as yet devised a new type of punishment. The criminal code requires drastic revisions, as drastic as those which it received when it erased from its statute book such awful and vindictive punishments as were accorded to sheep-stealers.”

He went on to tell as much of his later discoveries as he felt it was expedient to announce to the House. He could never overcome his suspicion of crowds. The House of Commons, with its serried ranks of members, was a crowd to him, an intellectual, a sympathetic and brilliant crowd, but a crowd nevertheless, which might contain, for aught he knew, one man who would betray his plans to the enemy.

The House gasped when told the story of the pigeons.

“I understand,” he said, “that you have an Act in contemplation; the terms of that Act have been briefly communicated to me, and I can tell you, Mr. Speaker, and the members of this House, that there is no provision in that measure which is not justified by the circumstances. Within seven days,” he said, solemnly, “this country will be ravaged by the most malignant form of epidemic disease that has been known in modern history. The horrors of the great plague of London will be multiplied, the ports of every foreign country will be closed to your commerce; you will be shunned by every grain-bearing ship that sails the sea.

“You are face to face, not only with death in its most terrible form, but with starvation, with anarchy, with civil war perhaps. And yet, knowing this, I tell you that you would be false to your great traditions if you paid one single penny to this infamous confederacy.”

He sat down amidst a murmured cheer.

In a few minutes he had walked out behind the Speaker’s chair, and was in the Prime Minister’s sittingroom. That statesman came in soon afterwards.

“The Act will pass tonight,” he said; “the Lords are sitting, and I hope to get the Assent early in the morning. Can you rest tonight, Professor?”

Tillizini shook his head.

“There is no rest for me tonight,” he said.

He looked at his watch. The hands pointed a quarter after twelve. An attendant brought in a tray with coffee. After he had retired, the Prime Minister asked —

“You are satisfied with such steps as we have taken?”

Tillizini nodded.

“Yes, I think the number will be sufficient.”

“We have sent four infantry brigades by route march tonight,” said the Premier. “The cavalry and artillery are coming from Colchester.”

“The destroyers?” asked Tillizini.

“They left Chatham at sunset tonight with orders to steam slowly up the river.” Tillizini nodded again.

“There will be one waiting for you at Tilbury,” said the Prime Minister, “that was in accordance with your wishes.”

A few minutes later Tillizini entered his car, wrapped in his great coat, and the great Mercedes sped noiselessly out through the guarded gate, through the press of people in Whitehall, into Trafalgar Square, then turned to the right along the Strand. It slowed down to pass a market van, which had emerged from the street leading from Waterloo Bridge. As it did so a man walked quickly from the sidewalk and leapt on to the footboard of the car.

He was a middle-aged man, poorly dressed, and he was apparently Italian, for it was in that language he said —

“Signor Tillizini?”

“Yes,” said Tillizini, in the same language.

The man made no reply. His hand went up with a lightning jerk. Before his fingers had closed on the trigger, Tillizini’s had grasped the pistol near the trigger guard, He half rose to his feet and, with a quick swing of his body such as wrestlers employ, he pulled the man into the car. It was all over in a second. Before the passersby and the loungers about the sidewalk realized what had happened, the man was in the car, his pistol reposed in Tillizini’s pocket, and the Italian detective’s foot was pressing lightly but suggestively on his throat.

“Keep very still,” said Tillizini, bending over. “Put your hands up, so.”

The man obeyed with a whimper of pain; then something hard and cold snapped around his wrists.

“Now you may sit up,” said Tillizini.

He dragged the man to his feet and threw him into a corner seat. From his breast pocket he produced a little electric lamp and flashed it in the man’s face.

“Oh, yes,” said Tillizini, with a little laugh. “I think I have seen you before.”

He recognized him as one of the many thousand of agents which the “Red Hand” possessed.

“What are you going to do with me, Signor?” asked the man sullenly.

“That I will tell you later,” replied the other.

In the East India Dock Road he stopped the car at a police-station and bundled the captive out. The inspector was inclined to resent the spectacle of a strange-looking foreign gentleman hauling a handcuffed compatriot into the charge-room. But at a word from Tillizini he became obsequiousness itself.

“Search him,” said Tillizini.

He unlocked the handcuffs, a pair of his own, and two constables, with scientific deftness born of experience, made a quick but careful examination of the man’s possessions. He seemed to be well supplied with money, Tillizini noticed; he had no papers of any kind. A pencil and two stamps and some unaddressed telegraph forms, comprised the sum of his property.

Tillizini carried the telegraph forms to the inspector’s desk and examined them carefully. They were innocent of address or writing, but he saw impressions which showed that another telegram had been written on top of one of them with pencil. He looked at it closely but he could detect nothing. From his pocket he took a soft crayon and gently rubbed the impression over. Gradually the words came to light. The address was unintelligible. It had evidently been written upon a harder substance. There were two words in Italian, and Tillizini had little difficulty in deciphering them.

“Lisa goes,” he read.

He looked at the man.

“Who is Lisa?” he asked. But before the prisoner could shake his head in pretended ignorance, Tillizini knew, and smothered an exclamation that came to his lips.

Vera had gone to her sometime lover. Here was a complication indeed.
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Marjorie had retired for the night at eleven o’clock. She had given up an attempt to bar the door against intruders, for her efforts to barricade herself in had been resented by the woman, and, moreover, they had been so ineffectual as to render the attempt a waste of time and energy.

The house boasted one storey, the ground and the first floor; her room was on the upper floor at the back of the house. It had been chosen partly for the reason that it was undoubtedly the most habitable of the apartments which the ramshackle dwelling boasted, and partly because from this position she could see little or nothing of the movements of those members of the “Red Hand” who were engaged in the nefarious work of preparing the culture.

The night was an unusually clear one, and when, after half an hour of sleeplessness, she arose to escape from the tumult of thought which assailed her, her steps turned instinctively to the one outlet upon the world which the room afforded. She leant her arms on the old-fashioned windowsill and looked wistfully out to the twinkling points of light upon the river.

No sound broke the stillness of the night, the house was wrapped in silence. Now and then there came to her the faint echo of a siren farther down the river. She stood for some time, and then, with a shiver, realized that the night was by no means warm.

Festini and his servants had provided her with a long black cloak. She took it down from its peg on the wall and wrapped it about her. Her fingers were still busy with the fastening at her throat, when a little sharp, metallic tap at the window made her turn with a start.

Her heart beat quickly as she stood motionless, watching. She waited nearly a minute before it came again. It was as though somebody were at the window…. There could be nobody there, she told herself. She walked softly to the window and opened it. The bars had been so placed that they came almost flush with the brickwork. It was impossible for her to see who stood directly below.

She waited a little while longer and heard a hiss. She stood back. She did not know why, but it seemed that the unknown was warning her. Then something fell on the floor at her feet.

She stooped and ran her hand lightly along the uncarpeted boards. Presently she found what she sought. It was a little pebble, but she was led to it by catching her fingers in a thin piece of twine, and by and by she had drawn up to the window a piece of thicker string.

She understood its meaning now. Rapidly she drew it in. There was a heavier weight at the end of it, and presently she came upon a stout, closely-woven hemp rope. This was the end of the series. Somebody on the ground without held the rope with gentle firmness.

Her hands trembling with excitement, she knotted the end about one of the bars of the window, and felt the man outside test the strength of it. Again and again he pulled as she watched anxiously the amateur knots she had tied.

To her delight they showed no signs of slipping.

The rope went taut again. There was a steady strain on it. She heard no sound, and it was with a startling suddenness that the bare head of a man appeared above the windowsill; he reached up and clasped a bar and came to rest sitting lightly on the ledge without.

“Don’t make a sound,” he whispered. He went to work methodically. The bars had been screwed on to a square of wood fitted into the window space, stapled and morticed into the brickwork itself.

She could not see his face, and he spoke too low for her ordinarily to recognize his voice; but this was Tillizini, and she knew it. He lost no time. A little electric lamp showed him the method by which the bars were fastened. They had been screwed on from the outside, sufficient security for the girl within, though offering no serious obstacle to a man armed with a screwdriver without.

Tillizini worked at fever heat. Clinging on to one bar, with one of his thin legs thrust through into the room, he had two bars out in ten minutes.

As he removed them he handed them to the girl, and she placed them quietly upon the bed.

He stepped lightly into the room, re-tied the rope to one of the remaining bars, fastened one end about her waist, and assisted her through the window.

“Stay at the bottom until I come,” he said.

She had not long to wait; whilst her fingers were still unfastening the knot around her waist Tillizini was coming down the rope hand over hand.

“Wait!” he whispered. He disappeared into the darkness in the direction of the shed. Piled up alongside was basket after basket of a pattern. He walked swiftly along, unfastening the trap-fronts as he did so. Soon it would be light, and at the first sign of dawn the pigeons would begin their homeward flight. He returned to the girl.

“Move very slowly,” he whispered, “and follow me.”

They crouched down, and almost at a crawl crossed the big yard, the limits of which were still defined. They gained the marsh which lay between them and the river.

Still Tillizini showed no signs of abandoning his caution, and the girl, cramped and aching from her unaccustomed exertions, wondered why he still moved almost on hands and knees when the danger seemed to be past.

The ground underfoot was swampy, with every step she went ankle deep into liquid mud, she was breathing with difficulty, and her back ached with an intolerable, nagging pain. She felt she could go no farther; it seemed to her that she had been moving for hours across miles of country, although, in fact, she had not gone two hundred yards from the house, when Tillizini stopped, and motioned her forward.

“Stay here,” he whispered.

Although the marsh was apparently a dead level, there were little hummocks and rises at irregular intervals, and toward one of the former he moved stealthily.

She thought she saw the black figure of a man sitting on the one dry space in the marsh, but fancy plays strange tricks on a dark and starless night, and her heart had beaten wildly a dozen times during that agonizing crawl at imaginary figures contesting her way of escape.

The man on the hummock was no figment of imagination, however; he sat cross-legged like a tailor, a big sheepskin rug about his shoulders, a long-barrelled revolver on his knee.

The duty of outpost in this direction had fallen to Gregorio, the sour-faced man who had aroused Festini’s anger earlier during the day.

The “Red Hand” had established a system of sentries to preclude any surprises, and from where he sat Gregorio could keep a clear lookout upon the river approaches to the house.

He sat wide awake and alert, his fingers touching the trigger of his revolver. All this Tillizini guessed rather than saw. He knew that any act of violence, unless it was unexpected and deadly, would produce an alarm. The bold way was the only means possible. He rose and straightened himself, and went squelching forward across the oozy ground.

Gregorio heard him and sprang to his feet.

“Who’s there?” he asked, softly.

“It is I, Brother,” said Tillizini in Italian.

He yawned.

“Is anything wrong?” asked Gregorio, peering forward in the darkness to distinguish the newcomer.

Tillizini’s answer was to yawn again loudly and prodigiously, as one who had been recently wakened from his proper sleep and had reluctantly obeyed the summons.

His yawn extended for the half a dozen paces that separated him from the sentry.

Gregorio had no suspicion. His finger mechanically went from the trigger to the butt of the revolver, which now hung loosely at his side.

“What d — ?” he began again.

Then like a bolt from a crossbow Tillizini launched himself at the man’s throat. His left hand gripped the revolver, he wrenched it from the man’s hand. In that motion he had him by the throat, and the two men were rolling on the ground.

The sentry’s yell for help was strangled in his throat.

Marjorie, a dozen yards away, kneeling in the cold marsh with clasped hands and parted lips, heard the sound of the struggle and heard, too, a stifled cry, and then a silence.

A few seconds later Tillizini came back to her.

“You may get up,” he said softly, “there is no need for any further concealment.”

He gave her his arm and assisted the half-fainting girl the remainder of the journey.

At the water’s edge he found the little Canadian canoe that had carried him across the river, and helped her into it. He followed, and, seizing his paddle, with two strokes he sent the little craft swiftly into the stream.
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Festini stared dumbfounded at the window. He saw the dangling rope, and knew in what deadly peril he stood.

The girl had been rescued from the outside; he saw the bars laid on the bed, and the little heap of twine and cord beneath the window told its own story.

With a curse of rage he ran from the room.

In a moment he had the house roused.

In the rooms below a dozen trusted members of the “Red Hand” were sleeping; another dozen were out watching the roads.

“They cannot have gone far,” said Festini. “On your life see that they are captured.”

He himself went with a man in the direction of the river, the most likely way of escape. He knew every position his scouts occupied, and he half walked and half ran through the clogging marsh to where Gregorio had been posted. He was the most reliable of all the men who were on duty.

He came to the foot of the little hummock, and called softly.

Gregorio made no reply.

Festini ran up the gentle slope. He flashed his lamp over a prostrate form.

“Turn him over,” he said calmly.

He looked down at the dead man’s face, and a weary foreboding of defeat oppressed him. Without a word he turned and walked slowly back to the house.

Every step he took said, “Tillizini! Tillizini! Tillizini!”

This was the end. He knew it. His mind was less occupied with thoughts of escape than with a riot of plans to make his exit memorable.

The Premier had refused.

He did not require the arrival of a messenger to tell him that. Tillizini had located the laboratory, that fact was evident. How, Festini could not guess, but the last card of the “Red Hand” was not played. He had still the germs of this terrible disease. They themselves would be the first victims and leave behind their dreadful heritage to humanity.

He wondered why the professor had not struck at him. Surely at this, the eleventh hour, he felt no compunction? Festini dismissed the possibility with a smile. He knew the breed too well to imagine that pity or any tender sentiment could influence the anthropologist.

Then he remembered the girl. She explained all. It would be Tillizini’s first care to place her in safety.

He left word that the guard should be narrowed to a smaller circle about the house. He went to his room, searched his pockets and found letters which he had no desire should fall into the hands of the enemy. He burnt them, and sat down to the table to write a letter. He was in the midst of this when Il Bue came in.

“Our men have found a woman,” he said.

“A woman!” Festini jumped to his feet, his eyes kindling.

“It is not your lady, Signor,” said the man, and the other’s heart sank like a plummet.

“Where did you find her? What was she doing?”

“Making her way to the house,” said Il Bue.

“Bring her here.”

In a few minutes the man returned and ushered a woman into the room.

Festini, dapper and handsome in his well-fitting greatcoat, his feet covered with the mud of the marsh, stood, his hand resting on the bare table, an electric reading-lamp the only illumination the room possessed.

It was innocent of furniture; save for the dull glow of the fire in the broken hearth, it was cheerless. The damp had stripped the walls of its paper, there was an indefinable air of decay in the room.

The woman standing in the doorway took all this in as she advanced slowly towards him, her eyes fixed on his face.

“Vera!” he gasped, and stared.

She nodded.

“Let your man go away,” she said.

At a sign from Festini the big man withdrew, closing the door behind him.

“Why have you come? How did you get here? How did you know I was here?” He fired the questions at her.

She made no reply, taking off her long fur coat deliberately.

“I have come,” she said at last, “to be with you at the great moment.”

His brows knit. “What do you mean?” he said.

“You are doomed, Festini. I discovered it last night. Sir Ralph had confidential information from the Government, ordering him to be present at the end.”

“‘The end ‘?” he repeated. “I don’t understand. When is the end to be?”

“To-day,” she answered steadily.

“But you, you,” he said, “why have you come?”

She did not speak for a moment, her eyes were still fixed on his.

“I have served you well,” she said slowly, “let me serve you to the end.”

“But there may be danger for you.”

“There will be danger,” she said.

“I cannot allow this; go back to your friends. Leave me to fight this out alone.”

She shook her head with a little smile.

“We fight this out together, Festini. I have come to stay. They have traced you.”

“Tillizini?” he asked, without resentment. She nodded.

“He saw your car in town, suspected you, fastened a band to the wheel. That band bore a particular mark. I did not know this until last night. The police all over the country have been examining the roads for signs of that car. Tillizini did the rest.”

“I see. What is happening?”

“The place is surrounded,” she said.

“Surrounded?” he did not raise his voice. He was not, apparently, alarmed. He put the question eagerly; it seemed to her that his interest in the method which had been employed to trap him was greater than any dread of the consequence.

“How do you mean?”

She led him to the window of the room. It was on the opposite side of the house to that which Marjorie had been confined, and commanded an uninterrupted view of the country for six or seven miles. The overnight mists had cleared away and it was a calm, still night. The low hills of the horizon could be easily distinguished.

He saw a sprinkling of lights that were familiar to him. They were the lights of a hamlet, two miles distant, and at intervals a flickering gleam told him where the road lay.

They watched in silence. Then, of a sudden, they saw a new light. It was whiter than the others; it flickered three times, and was dark. Flickered again with irregular intervals, and kept winking and winking, as though it were a candle blown by the wind.

“I understand,” he said, “that is a signal lamp. Are there soldiers?”

She nodded.

“There are a dozen regiments on this side alone,” she said.

“Infantry?” he asked.

“Yes,” she replied, “and horse soldiers, and I saw guns coming through Witham.”

“And on the river side?” he asked.

“I think they have some torpedo boats. They came up from Chatham last night.”

He walked round to the other side of the house, but could see nothing. He went back to his room and found a pair of night glasses, and searched the river with a long and steady scrutiny.

Then he distinguished the lowlying hulls of the destroyers, anchored in midstream, their lights out — no sign of life.

He nodded slowly.

“I understand,” he said, for the second time. “Come back with me.”

He put his hand on her shoulder affectionately, and she thrilled at the touch.

She had not asked about Marjorie, but now the thought occurred to her. He divined it before she spoke.

“The girl is gone,” he said. “Tillizini released her less than half an hour ago; he also released some pigeons,” he said, with a quiet smile.

He told her what had happened.

“I think it is best,” she said, gravely.

There was no resentment in her heart against his treachery, nor did he feel it necessary to explain his act, or express his contrition.

Those two had much in common — as he had always realized. They took things for granted.

“I suppose,” he said, after he had sat at the table, his head in his hands, deep in thought, “there is no question of surrender?”

She shook her head.

“They will accept no surrender,” she said. “They have come to exterminate you. They dare not take you for fear of your disseminating the plague.”

“They are very wise,” he said; “but yet I think….”

He bit his knuckles thoughtfully.

“Perhaps,” he began again, then shrugged his shoulders.

He walked with a firm step to the door and called in Il Bue. In a few words he made the position clear.

“Get the rifles out of the cellar,” he said, “and serve out ammunition to the men. We are going to make a fight for it, but I tell you there is no chance of escape. The least we can do is to leave behind a little souvenir of our earnestness and bona fides
 .”

When the man had gone, he turned to Vera. “Dear,” he said, gently, “you must go back.”

“I have come to stay,” she said. “I want no better end than this.”

He looked at her thoughtfully, tenderly. Then he took her face in both his hands, and kissed her on the lips.

“As you will,” he said; “it will strengthen me as nothing else could strengthen me, to have you by me.”

He kissed her again, and her head fell on his shoulder, her arms stole about his neck.

She was happy. Whatever other joys life had held for her, they were as nothing to this.

*

An hour before dawn Festini left the woman who had braved so much for him, and went the rounds. A new sentry had been posted in the place of Gregorio. Festini was returning and crossing the room which had served as a common room and office for the band, when the tinkle of a bell held him. He turned back.

He had had the house connected by telephone, but an hour before the arrival of Tillizini, though he did not know this, the wires had been cut. He walked to the instrument and took down the receiver. Was it possible that by some chance they had overlooked the wire, and that he could communicate with the agents of the “Red Hand” in London? The thought had not occurred to him before, but at the first word which reached him his lips curled in an ironic smile.

“Is that you, Festini?” said the voice.

“Yes,” replied the Count, “my friend Tillizini, I think?”

“It is I,” said the voice calmly. “Have you nothing to say to me?”

Festini bent his head. For a long time he remained silent.

“I have nothing to say,” he said. “You have won and I have lost; that is too obvious to need any labouring.”

“Nothing else?” asked the voice.

Festini thought he detected a note of sadness.

“Nothing else,” he replied firmly. “What can I say? Except that I lose with a good heart. After all, I have so frequently laid down my creed in regard to such trivial matters as life and death, that even now, confronting the supreme crisis of my life, I can find no more comforting thought than that creed offers.”

He heard Tillizini’s voice break into a little laugh; a low, amused, yet despairing little laugh.

“How like you, Festini!” he said. “How like you!”

“What else?” asked the Count. “You did not expect me to recant or to offer you terms? You would have despised me as much as I should despise you if you proffered me a way of escape. I suppose,” he asked, “you are speaking from some place of security?”

“I am speaking from one of the destroyers,” said the other. “We have tapped your wire—”

“Which is cut, I presume,” said Festini, coolly.

“Which is cut,” repeated the other. “What of Vera?” asked Tillizini suddenly.

“I would rather not discuss that,” said Festini, a little haughtily.

“She is with you?”

“Yes, she is here,” replied Festini, after a little hesitation. “In justice to myself, I have tried to persuade her to go back. I can conduct her outside these lines without any difficulty.”

“And she refuses?”

“Yes, she refuses,” said Festini. “And I think it is better so.”

He stood with his elbow against the wall, his feet crossed; one who was not acquainted with the circumstances might have thought he was conducting a very ordinary and commonplace conversation, which involved more than ordinary thought, but that had not more than ordinary consequences.

There was another long silence, which Festini broke.

“In all your philosophy, Tillizini,” he said, “and I concede you a vast and interesting knowledge of human affairs, has it ever occurred to you how wonderful a thing is a woman? Put out of your mind the passions and the follies of life, and come down to the essentials and the utilitarian part of existence. Is there anything so devoted, so self-effacing, so purely noble? I think,” Tillizini heard him laugh — a bright, happy, joyous laugh— “I think that all the bother and stress and scheming of my life, all the crime, as you would call it, all the endeavour and disappointment was worth this: here is my reward, probably more tangible and beautiful than the ten millions we ask from your Government — by the way, I suppose they have adopted you now?” he added, mockingly.

“It is worth much,” said Tillizini.

“It is worth all,” said Festini, and his voice vibrated; “without this philosophy is futile, life has been wasted.”

There was another long pause.

“You have nothing else to say?” asked Tillizini.

“Nothing,” said Festini. “Nothing more than I have said. “Is not that enough?” he asked. “What a glutton you are, Tillizini,” he bantered him. “What do you desire — a tearful repentance? An admission of my manifold sins and wickednesses? A plea for mercy? King’s Evidence?” He laughed again. “You never expected that, my friend?”

“No, I never expected that,” said Tillizini’s voice. “I don’t know exactly what I did expect. I think that is all.”

“I will say au revoir
 ,” said Festini.

“Farewell,” said the other’s voice suddenly.

There was such a long wait now that Festini thought the other must have hung up his receiver.

He was on the point of following his example, when Tillizini’s voice spoke again.

“And bon voyage
 !” it said.

Festini laughed, and the receivers clicked together.
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The dawn came up greyly over Essex.

Sir Ralph Morte-Mannery, wrapped in furs, dozing in his car, was awakened by the arrival of a pannikin of coffee.

A young officer, greatcoated to his ears, held the carriage door open, and smilingly offered it to the other.

“I am afraid it isn’t much, Sir Ralph,” he said, “but it is all we can give you.”

“Is it time?” asked Sir Ralph.

“Nearly,” said the other.

Sir Ralph sipped the coffee, and, handing the cup to the waiting orderly, stepped out of the carriage on to the road.

Left and right he saw troops standing under arms — khaki-clad infantry men — line upon line of them. Behind, on a rise, the horses of a field battery were being harnessed to the limbers. In the centre of the river the grim little destroyers lay anchored, a cable’s length from one another, and were swinging with the tide.

In the centre of the flat green plain was a house. A long, low-roofed shed was in close proximity. There was no sign of life save for the lazy smoke which rose from the one chimney of the house.

Two mounted officers came cantering up to where the knight stood. One saluted him.

“Good morning, Sir Ralph; your justices are waiting.”

He dismounted, and handing the horse to a waiting soldier, the two men walked along the road.

They reached the line of soldiers which were nearest to the house. A long table had been set up in the centre of the road — a table covered with green baize, which was set about by a heterogeneous collection of chairs, commandeered from the neighbouring village.

A man in a tall hat and a fur coat was pacing up and down as Sir Ralph came up. He turned and raised his hat.

“Sir Ralph Morte-Mannery,” he said, formally, “I am commissioned by His Majesty’s Government to hand you a copy of the Act which was passed last night by the House of Commons and which has received the Assent in the early hours of this morning.”

He handed the document to Sir Ralph, who took it with a little bow.

“You will find yourself specified here as the Commissioner to execute the provisions of this Act.”

Sir Ralph opened the envelope and took out four closely-printed sheets of paper.

They bore the inscription— “The Preservation of Law Act.”

He read the preamble. It was an Act which had been called into existence by the danger which threatened England. He came to that part which defined the Commissioner’s duties, and mastered it. Then he stood up by the table, and four men took their places, two on either side.

Sir Ralph removed his hat, and faced the gloomy house.

He read from the document in his hand, and his voice was a little shrill and shaky.

Frank Gallinford, standing a little apart with Tillizini, watched the extraordinary scene with breathless interest. The sense of the tragedy of that moment oppressed him.

He heard the knight’s voice quiver as he read the short sentence: —

“…. Whereas I, Ralph Morte-Mannery, His Majesty’s Commissioner, by this Act appointed, declare all those persons who at present inhabit and sojourn in the place known as Falley’s Wharf, in the county of Essex, are persons without benefit of Law, and whereas I declare them to be guilty of a crime, which by this Act is specified as deserving of the punishment of death, now I, by virtue of the power and authority vested in me do pass upon them all, jointly and severally, the sentence which the Law demands, that they shall be shot until they are dead, and their bodies shall afterwards be burnt….”

His voice broke a little. When he had finished reading they saw his lips moving as if in prayer.

Then from the house came the first challenge of the “Red Hand.”

There was a distant “click-clock,” and Sir Ralph pitched forward over the table — dead.

Festini had seen the ceremony, and guessed its import. He was an excellent marksman….

For twentyfive minutes the fight raged. The Infantry, by short rushes occupying every scrap of cover which the flat plain offered, opened a vigorous fire upon the shed.

Three minutes after the infantry attack had begun the 73rd Battery of the Field Artillery came into action. And simultaneously the destroyers began dropping their tiny shells into the doomed house.

But the “Red Hand” died hard. Shot after shot came from the building. The hut was in flames — part of the house itself was shot away, exposing its bare interior.

Then Frank gripped Tillizini’s arm.

“My God!” he said. “Look!”

On the roof-top two figures had suddenly appeared — a man and a woman. The man stood calmly regarding the destructive host that was advancing before him. The woman, Frank saw through his glasses, had her hand upon his shoulder.

Frank reeled back.

“It’s Vera!” he gasped.

Tillizini nodded.

“So it seems,” he said. “She is a greater woman than I thought.”

That was his only comment.

They stood there — a mark for all — but the presence of the woman brought the rifles of the advancing soldiers down. Unscathed they stood. They saw Festini’s hand go up in defiance. Then he suddenly tumbled and swayed.

The woman sprang to his side and caught him, holding him close to her breast.

What was plain to be seen by the land force was hidden from the men on the torpedo boats.

Suddenly — right above her head — a shrapnel shell burst — and the two, clasped in one another’s arms, sank out of sight as the roof of the burning building collapsed.

Frank turned to Tillizini. The man’s face was whiter than usual, and his eyes were wide open, staring.

The Englishman could not speak; he wiped his streaming brow with a handkerchief, and his hand was trembling.

“England owes you something, Professor Tillizini,” said Frank, aghast, looking with wonder at the silent figure.

Tillizini made no reply.

When, later in the day, weary and ill-looking, he presented himself at the Premier’s house and received the congratulations which the Minister felt were his due, he was more inclined to appraise the part he had played.

“The detection of this gang,” said the Premier warmly, “and the destruction of the most dangerous man in Europe, is due entirely to you, Signor Tillizini. You have frustrated him at every turn. It might almost seem,” he smiled, “that you were inside his mind and knew what he would do next.”

“That is very likely,” said Tillizini, absently. “I knew Festini well, and his methods extremely well. I know something of his boyhood — something of his parents — the conditions of his life.

“Old Count Festini had two sons; the elder, for some reason or other, he hated, the younger he petted and spoiled. Count Festini had always been a leader in this type of organization. It is said that he had pursued a vendetta for two hundred years. The old man had put a period to it by destroying the last of the opposition factors.

“It is not the fault of the man who died to-day,” he said slowly, “that he was what he was. He was reared and trained to the work — was a ready and willing tool for the ‘Red Hand,’ until by his very genius he became their master.”

“What happened to the elder brother?” asked the Premier curiously.

“I am the elder brother,” said Tillizini, and he smiled, a little crookedly.
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Brian Pallard wrote to his uncle:

“Dear Uncle Peter, — Though I have never seen you, I have heard my father speak so highly of your many qualities that I am looking forward to seeing you and my cousins, on my visit to England. As you know, I was born in Kent, though everybody here regards me as Australian bred. Is that a tribute to my temporary sojourn at Oxford, or is it not?

Anyway, I will let you know just when I arrive. I am sending this to your office, because I do not know your address. I have been having a great time in Melbourne. — Yours ever,

Brian P.”

Mr Peter Callander wrote back.

It was a letter carefully considered, and as carefully worded; every comma was in its place, every ‘t’ was crossed. It was the type of letter you might suppose that a conservative Englishman doing a conservative business would write.

It was a letter harmonizing with his correct frockcoat of conservative cut, his plain trousers, his cloth spats and his heavy watchguard. It was a letter one would expect from a thin-faced man with grey hair, straight black eyebrows, cold, suspicious eyes that queries your bona fides through gold-rimmed glasses, and lips a trifle thin and tightly pressed.

It ran:

“Dear Sir, — I have your letter (undated) addressed from the Sporting Club of Melbourne, and I note its contents. I am gratified to learn that your poor father had so high an opinion of me, and I am sure no man held him in greater esteem than myself. I shall be glad to see you if you will write making an appointment, but I am a very busy man.

Unfortunately, you are not without fame — or perhaps I should say — notoriety. The halfpenny press, in its anxiety to disseminate rather the sensational than the useful, has made no secret of your transactions on the Australian turf. Such headlines as ‘Pallard the Punter wins another fortune’, or ‘Pallard the Punter’s sensational bet’, neither edify nor please me. Frankly, they fill me with a sense of humiliation and shame that one, who is my kinsman, should have so far descended the slippery path of Sin that ends in Ruin and Despair, and that one so gifted with Fortune should embark upon a gambler’s career. Of all forms of gambling perhaps horse-racing is, to my mind, the most abhorrent. That so beautiful a creature as the horse — the friend of man — should be debased so that he becomes the enemy of man is at once pitiable and, I speak in all solemnity, degrading.

I shall, as I say, be prepared to meet you, but I regret that I am unable to offer you the hospitality of a home which shelters my son, untouched by the world, and my daughter who has inherited all her father’s instinctive distaste for those forms of amusement which appeal to you.

Yours very faithfully,

Peter Callander.”

This letter, Mr Callander read and approved, lifting his pen deliberately to put a comma here and dot an ‘i’ there. When he had finished it, he folded it neatly and inserted it into an envelope. He licked the envelope down, stuck a stamp on the northwest corner, and rang his bell.

“Post this,” he said. “Has Mr Horace called?”

“Yes, sir,” said the clerk who had answered the summons; “come and gone. He said he would call back — he has gone on to meet Miss Callander.”

“That will do, thank you, Mr Russell,” said Peter Callander, with a courteous nod of his head.

That was a trait in which he took the greatest pride. He was an intensely courteous man to his dependents. He invariably raised his hat to the salutation of the porter who guarded the entrance of Callander & Callander’s. The meanest officeboy that ever stole stamps was sure of a kindly nod and a friendly pat on the head. He addressed his junior clerks as ‘Sir’, and carried with him that air of genial benevolence which so admirably suits white hair and plaid trousers.

It is true that he paid his clerks at a poorer rate and worked them longer hours than any other employer of his standing in the City of London. It is true that he visited the officeboy, when his peculations were discovered, with the utmost rigour of the law, and was adamantine to the weeping mother and pleading father. It is equally true that he was always setting mean traps to test the honesty of the juniors to whom he said ‘Sir’; but in all things he was courteous.

Having disposed of his immoral relative to his own satisfaction, Mr Callander proceeded to deal with weightier matters, such as the one-sixteenth rise in Anglo-Japanese Rubbers, the report of the Siamese Railways, the fluctuations of the Russian Threes, and the iniquitous rig in West Suakim Gold Syndicates, so ruthlessly, fearlessly, and disinterestedly exposed by the public-spirited editor of The Gold Share Review.

It may be said that this gentleman had persistently refrained from publishing the advertisements of the W.S.G.S., because the syndicate had so persistently refrained from sending those advertisements to him.

Mr Callander read the slashing attack with peculiar pleasure. For one reason, he hated doubledealing and trickery; for another reason, he had sold all his West Suakims before the depreciation had set in.

He had finished the review with a shake of his head, which signified his complete agreement with the writer, and was noting down some personal transactions of the day in his private ledger — a little red book with a Yale lock — when his son was announced. He looked up with a smile of welcome.

Horace Callander was a slight young man of middle height, with a full, effeminate chin, large eyes, well shaded with long lashes, a well-proportioned face, and a trim figure. He had as trim a moustache, so trim, in fact, that it had the appearance of having been painted on his face by Michael Angelo — this is the view of one who did not love Horace Callander.

Symmetrical is the word that described his appearance, deferential his attitude. His voice was musical and well-pitched, being neither too loud nor too soft.

The girl who entered the room behind him — it would have struck the observer as strange that this perfect young gentleman did not open the door for her and allow her to enter before him — was made on different lines.

She was fair and tall, taller than her brother. Her figure was slim, and she moved with the freedom of one who loved the field and the road. Her head was well set on a pair of graceful shoulders and crowned with magnificent hair of that hue which halts midway between gold and russet-brown. Two big grey eyes set in a face of delicate colour; a pair of generous lips and a straight little nose, she resembled her brother only in respect to the quality of her voice.

“Well, my dear?” said Mr Callander. It was his son he addressed in such tones of affectionate pride. “So you’ve been to fetch this sister of yours? And how is Gladys, eh?”

She bent down to kiss his cheek, and he submitted to the indignity with great resignation. It was his practice to address her always in the third person. It was a practice which had began in banter and ended by becoming a custom.

“Dear Gladys was annoyed,” said Horace, with habitual tenderness, “and really it is very distressing—”

“Distressing!” She did not wait for her father’s invitation, but seated herself in one of the luxurious armchairs of the room. “It is abominable that a man, having any pretensions to decency, should get himself talked about, and not only himself, but us!”

Mr Callander looked from one to the other in perplexity, and Horace drew a neatly folded evening newspaper from his pocket.

“It is Pallard,” he explained in a hushed voice.

“Confound the fellow!” gasped Mr Callander, “what has he been doing — and, as you say, surely I am not mentioned?”

He seized the paper and wrenched it open.

It was a common evening paper published at a price which alone proclaimed its infamy, and the news had evidently been extracted from a morning paper.

Mr Callander gasped again.

In the most prominent part of the front page, sandwiched between an interesting inquest and the no less fascinating particulars of a divorce case, were the headlines

PALLARD THE PUNTER’S PARTING COUP.

WINS TWENTY THOUSAND POUNDS

“TO PAY HIS EXPENSES HOME.”

CAREER OF THE GREAT TURF SPECULATOR.



And if this, and the cablegram which followed, was not bad enough, there was a subjoined paragraph:

“Mr Brian Pallard, who has made turf history in Australia, has earned distinction in other branches of sport; he won the middleweight at the Public Schools Competitions-Amateur lightweight; he is reported to be enormously wealthy. He is a near relative of Mr P. Callander, of the well-known City firm of agents.”

“Infamous!” said Mr Callander. He said it without heat, but with great intensity. “I am not so sure that this isn’t libellous, Horace.”

Horace shook his head doubtfully, thereby expressing his opinion that he wasn’t sure either.

“It isn’t libellous,” said the girl, her straight brows puckered in a frown; “but it’s awfully uncomfortable for us, father. I wish these newspapers wouldn’t publish such things.”

“It’s a craze,” said Horace thoughtfully. “A man I know in the City — you know, Willock, father — he’s the president of our Art Circle, and knows all these journalist people.” Mr Callander nodded his head. “He says that things were awfully dull, and one of the big dailies was struck with the idea of working the colonies up and all that sort of thing. So it cabled all its correspondents, and Pallard happened just then to be the best talked of man in Melbourne, so the correspondent wired about him.”

Mr Callander rose from his desk, smoothing his coat.

“It is simply deplorable,” he said.

“Thank goodness he’s in Australia!” added his daughter with a note of relief.

Mr Callander looked at her for a long time.

“He’s not in Australia, or, at any rate, he won’t be for long; he’s coming home.”

“Coming home!” exclaimed Gladys in horror, and Horace allowed himself to say, “Confound it!”

“Yes, he’s coming home,” said Mr Callander moodily. “I had a letter from him only this morning — and can’t you read? ‘Parting coup. Expenses for his trip home’ — that’s England. All these Colonial fellows call England home.”

“Infernal cheek!” murmured Horace.

“Coming home?” said the girl in distress. “Oh, surely not!”

“We can’t know that sort of man, father.” Horace and his proud parent smiled.

“You shall not know him, my dear,” he said. “I shall meet him here, alone.”

He waved his hand round the room heroically. It was as though he anticipated a worrying time with a tiger.

“I know the kind of person he is,” he said. “I have to meet all types. He is probably a stout, coarse, young man, with a loud voice and a louder suit — if you will forgive the vulgarism. I know these hard-drinking, hard-swearing ruffians. I hate to say it of my own sister’s child, but I must be just.” He took his umbrella from the stand by the wall, smoothed his glossy silk hat, and carefully adjusted it to his head. “Now, my dear, I am ready,” he said.

He took his son’s arm and walked to the door. It opened before he reached it, and his confidential clerk handed him a telegram.

“Excuse me,” he said, and opening it, read:

“please contradict statement in this morning’s papers that I won money yesterday at flemington. cable is a fake. i left melbourne weeks ago.”

Mr Callander read the wire again and groaned. It was inscribed, “Handed in at Southampton Docks.”

Pallard the Punter had arrived.
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Mr Peter Callander lived near Sevenoaks in a lovely old Georgian house, big enough and important enough to be referred to as a ‘seat’, surrounded by grounds sufficiently extensive to be referred to as an ‘estate’.

He had the ordering of its furniture, which meant that it was severe and comfortable. There was no Mrs Callander. She had died when Gladys was a baby of embarrassing diminutiveness. She had been many years younger than her husband, and Gladys often indulged in the disloyal speculation whether her mother had worried herself to death trying to understand her husband, or whether she understood him too well and accepted oblivion cheerfully.

For Gladys had no illusions about her father. Worthy man as he was, admirable pillar of society, she never deceived herself as to his limitations.

Three days after the coming of the telegram which announced the arrival of the infamous Pallard, she was walking up and down the lawn before Hill View — so Mr Callander’s country called — awaiting her father.

Horace was amusing himself with a croquet mallet. He was passionately fond of croquet, and was one of the best players in the county: this game and painting were his two known vices. He was of the pre-Raphaelite School and specialized in willowy maidens with red hair.

Now he threw down his mallet and came across the lawn to his sister, his hands thrust deeply into the pockets of his grey flannel trousers.

“Aren’t we going to have tea or something?” he asked.

“Father promised to be here by five,” she said; “but if you can’t wait, I will get something sent out to you.”

“Oh, don’t bother!” he said. He took a silver case from his pocket, selected a Virginian cigarette and lit it. “I wonder if father has seen that man?” he asked.

“I shouldn’t imagine so,” she answered dryly. “I hardly think that his enthusiasm for meeting us would survive father’s letter.”

“Yes, it was pretty warm,” admitted Horace admiringly. “The governor can be awfully cutting. By the way, Gladys dear, did you speak to him about — you know?”

A little frown of annoyance gathered on her forehead.

“Yes,” she said shortly, “and I wish I hadn’t. Why don’t you ask him yourself?”

“I’ve had my allowance, and, to be perfectly frank, I’ve used it up,” he confessed. “Wouldn’t he let you have any money?”

“No,” she said.

“You didn’t say it was for me?”

“Oh, don’t be afraid,” she said coldly. “If I had said it was for his dear chickabiddy, I should have got it. You had better ask yourself.”

The young man threw his cigarette away.

“You’re very unfair, Gladys,” he said with a reproving shake of his head; “very unfair. Father thinks no more of me than he does—”

“Fiddlesticks!” interrupted the girl, with a little smile. “Why don’t you own up like a Briton? And why don’t you tell me what you want the money for? Father isn’t a niggard where you are concerned. He paid twenty pounds into your account not much more than a week ago. The bills for all your pastime material go straight to him; you do not even pay for your clothes or cigarettes.”

“I have a lot of expenses you know nothing about,” he began roughly, when the hoarse boom of Mr Callander’s motor hom sounded on the road without, and in a second or so his handsome car came into view round the clump of laurels which hid the lodge end of his restricted drive. He descended with the weary air of a man who had done a day’s work and was conscious of the fact.

At the sound of the motor horn two servants had hurried from the house, the one with a silver teatray, laden with the paraphernalia for afternoon tea, another with a wickerwork table.

Horace collected three chairs, and into one of these his father sank.

“Ah!” he said gratefully.

“Well, father,” said the girl, as she handed him his tea, “we are anxious to hear the news. Did you see our terrible cousin?”

Mr Callander, sipping his tea, shook his head. “I did not, but I spoke to him.” He put down his cup. “You would not imagine that, after receiving such a letter as I sent him at his hotel, he would wish to communicate with me again. Yet this morning he rang me up — actually rang me up!”

“Impertinence!” murmured Horace.

“So I thought, and the voice!” Mr Callander raised his hand in despair. “Coarse, uneducated, raucous. ‘Is that Callander’s’, he said: ‘it’s Misther Pallard of the Great West Central spakin’. I want to get through to ye’re boss.’”

Mr Callander was an excellent mimic, and Gladys shuddered as he faithfully reproduced the conversation.

“Before he could get any farther,” said Mr Callander solemnly, “I said, ‘Understand once and for all, Mr Pallard, that I want to have nothing to do with you.’ ‘It’s the boss I’m wanting’, said the voice. ‘I am the boss’, I said — it is a word I hate, but I used it. In reply there came a profane expression of surprise, which I will not repeat. I put the receiver on, and there was an end to the conversation.”

“And an end to him,” said Horace decisively. “What a brute!”

Gladys said nothing. She was conscious of a sense of disappointment. Without definite reason she had expected that Pallard, rascal as he undoubtedly was, would have cut a more heroic figure; somehow the description her father gave did not tally with the picture she had formed of this gambler from his letter. She had hoped at worst only to be shocked by her erratic relative; as it was, both her taste and her principles were offended.

Mr Callander went into the house to change. It was his practice to play a game or two of croquet with his heir before dinner, and since Horace had returned to his mallet, Gladys was left to her own devices.

She was debating in her mind whether she should go into the drawingroom and relieve her boredom with the elusive Grieg, or whether she should inspect the farm, when an exclamation from her brother arrested her.

“I say,” he said, looking at his watch, “I’m expecting a man to dinner — Willock; you’ve heard me speak of him. Could you drive down and meet him, Glad? He’s coming to the village station, and he’ll be there in a quarter of an hour.”

She nodded.

“I’ll walk down,” she said. “I want something to do.”

“I’d go myself, but father is very keen on this game.”

“Don’t bother. I dare say Mr Willock will survive the shock of being met by a girl. What is he like?”

“Oh, he’s a very decent chap,” said Horace vaguely.

She ran into the house to get her hat and a stick, and in a few minutes was swinging across the fields, taking the short cut to the station.

It was a glorious evening in early summer, and as she walked she whistled musically, for Gladys Callander had many accomplishments of which her father never dreamt.

She reached the station in good time. The train was ten minutes late, and she had time to get to the village to re-post a little parcel which had come to her that morning.

She hated doing so, for the parcel had contained an Indian shawl of the most beautiful workmanship. With it had come a card: “From Brian to his cousin.”

She could do no less than return it; it was a lovely shawl, and she sighed resentfully as she affixed the stamps which would carry it back to the donor.

She came to the station platform just as the train steamed in. Only one passenger alighted and instinctively she knew that this was her visitor.

He was a man a little above medium height, straight shoulders, and erect. There was nothing of the artist in his appearance, though the face was intellectual and the humorous blue eyes, no less than the well-shaped, sensitive lips, told of imagination. He was cleanshaven, and might as well have been an actor, a barrister, or a doctor as an artist.

He saw her coming and walked to meet her with outstretched hands.

“I am Miss Callander,” she said demurely. “My brother asked me to meet you.”

“Gladys Callander, eh?” he said, with a smile. “I’m jolly glad to see you.”

His greeting was a trifle warm, but one forgives the artistic temperament much.

“I’ll send a man for your things,” she said. “You don’t mind walking?”

“Love it,” he said briefly.

They were chatting as if they had known one another all their lives before they had left the village. There was something very fresh and delightful about him. He invigorated her by his very vitality. She found herself laughing at his dry comments on railway travelling — he had come by a slow train — and fascinated by his terse judgment. Very slowly they walked across the fields, and, to her amazement, she found herself exchanging confidences with this unknown artist.

“I suppose Horace has told you about our cousin,” she said. “Oh, yes, I remember, he told me he had; isn’t it annoying?”

“I’m afraid I don’t know all your cousins,” he smiled apologetically; “but whichever one annoyed you deserves something with boiling oil in it.”

He was so sincere in his bloodthirsty allocation of punishment that she flushed and was, for a moment, confused.

“Lead me to our cousin,” he said, and struck a little attitude which turned her confusion into laughter. “Let me at him!”

“Really, you are very ridiculous!” she laughed, “and I hardly know what you will think of me allowing you to behave like this.”

“I exonerate you from blame,” said the visitor cheerfully. “Nobody can be responsible for what I do, except me — and I am superior to all criticism.”

“Indeed,” she said, with polite incredulity. She felt it difficult to maintain a conventional gravity under the influence of his boyish nonsense.

“I am, indeed,” he went on seriously. “I am Fortune’s favoured child: criticism and reprobation trickle off my back as water from a duck’s. A sense of my rectitude, combined with a spirit of toleration for the unrighteousness of others, gives me that lofty feeling which is the peculiar possession of the philosopher.”

“You’ve been reading Shaw,” she said reproachfully.

“He wouldn’t thank you for mentioning it,” he said. “No, my absurd view of life is my very own.”

They were approaching the house now. A side wicket, which opened on to the field — Mr Callander called it a ‘paddock’ — gave them access to the grounds.

She unlocked the door with a key she took from her chatelaine, and invited him in. They walked through the shrubbery at the side of the house on to the lawn.

Horace and his father were playing croquet, and an interested spectator was a stern young man with a straggling beard. A wild thought struck Gladys for an instant that possibly this was the dreadful cousin, but a second glance reassured her.

The stranger was much too respectable.

Horace looked up as she crossed the lawn.

“Hello, Gladys,” he said with a smile, “had your journey for nothing, eh? Mr Willock came by the fast train to Sevenoaks and drove out. Permit—”

He was introducing the stern stranger when he saw the look of anguished embarrassment on his sister’s face.

Simultaneously Callander senior demanded in his most benevolent tone:

“And who is Gladys’s friend?”

She looked round at the young man, who, hat in hand, stood awaiting introduction to the family circle.

He, at any rate, was neither embarrassed nor abashed, for he walked forward with a smile and grasped the outstretched hand of Mr Callander.

“I really believe you don’t remember me, Uncle Peter,” he said reproachfully. “I am Brian Pallard, and I must say it was immensely decent of you to send my cousin to meet me.”



III. Mr Pallard Does Not Stay
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There was an awful silence.

The speechless Mr Callander stood shaking his nephew’s hand mechanically. Horace, struck dumb with amazement, could only stare, and Gladys looked from one to the other helplessly.

“I’m afraid,” began Mr Callander, summoning his reserve of dignity, “that this visit—”

“Quite so, quite so.” Brian patted him affectionately on the shoulder. “Very upsetting, very upsetting.”

“I wrote to you—” Mr Callander made another attempt.

“I know, I know,” soothed the youth kindly. “Let bygones be bygones; never,” he said, impressively raising his hand, “never let the incident be referred to again.”

Mr Callander was left with the sense that he was distinctly forgiven.

“And this is Horace?” smiled Brian, and took the limp hand of the other. “I have heard of you. I was reading something about you in one of the magazines—’the man with the Rossetti touch’, wasn’t that it?”

Horace blushed and coughed. This dreadful man was not so bad.

“This is Mr Willock.” He introduced his friend awkwardly. “President of our Art Club, you know.”

“Charmed to meet you — the Gresham Art Club, of course,” said Brian Pallard. “Let me see, you became president last year, didn’t you, after Tyler?”

Mr Willock, who was not so fierce as he looked, was visibly gratified.

“A very interesting club,” said Brian admiringly; “one of the most progressive of the art clubs, if I may be allowed to say so” — Mr Willock bowed— “and one,” Brian went on enthusiastically, “that has rendered no small service to the country. Its work in connection with the purchase of the Morby Valasquez will, I think, be remembered for some time.”

“Really,” murmured Horace in his sister’s ear, “this chap is a great deal smarter than we gave him credit for. Really—”

She made no reply. Her cousin’s easy progress was fascinating. Nor was Horace the only one affected by this presentable young man. Mr Callander senior found his feelings undergoing revolution. From the chaos of mind induced by the sudden apparition of the Banned Relative there was emerging a certain irritable approval. For, villain as the man was (he told himself), he, at least, had a mind capable of appreciating Horace and his work. There was, perhaps, thought Mr Callander, something in him.

“H’m, Brian,” he said mildly, “we are, of course — er — glad to see you, though you will understand, of course, that — er, our ways are not exactly — in fact — nor your ways.”

“That I understand, Uncle Peter,” said Brian soberly; “and I will endeavour to remember it. If you detect even a suspicion of unconscious superiority in my tone, I beg that you will give me, so to speak, a moral kick under the table. I am conscious,” he added, “of my own weaknesses.”

“Very proper, very proper,” said Mr Callander in a haze; “but there is one subject — just a moment.”

He caught his nephew’s arm and led him out of earshot of the others.

“As men of the world,” he murmured, “we will agree to taboo — er — horses?”

“Horses?”

Brian raised his eyebrows.

“Racehorses,” urged Mr Callander; “we won’t talk of them, at dinner, you know.”

“Oh, I see,” Brian smiled. “You wish me not to say anything about my horses?”

“Exactly,” beamed Mr Callander.

“Why, of course, I shan’t,” declared the young man heartily. “I’m awfully particular about that sort of thing.”

“Quite right, quite right.”

“One gasses about a horse at a friend’s table,” the other went on virtuously, “and before you know where you are, he’s stepped into the ring and spoilt your market. No, sir, I shall not talk about horses.”

Again Mr Callander did not know whether to be annoyed or pleased. He was very thoughtful when they rejoined the party. He knew little about racing, but he knew enough to realize the significance of market spoliation. He took little part in the discussion that followed for many reasons, not the least being sheer inability to follow his smooth-tongued nephew in his appreciation of Watts, Rossetti, and other mysterious creatures.

“You will, of course, stay the night,” he ventured to interrupt.

“Oh, indeed, yes,” said the cheerful Brian. “I thought of staying a few days.”

“Oh, yes,” said Mr Callander weakly.

The party made a move inside to dress, and Gladys, who had been a silent listener to her eloquent cousin, found herself walking in the rear with him whilst he expatiated on the brilliancy of the pre-Raphaelite School.

“They give us form,” he was saying, with his curious intensity; “they give us thought — it isn’t only the colour. Excuse me.” He sneezed violently, and in grabbing a handkerchief from his pocket, he pulled out two little books.

Before he realized it she had stooped and picked them up. She glanced at the titles, and a smile struggled for expression at the corners of her mouth.

He took the books from her hand and hastily pocketed them.

“Then again,” he went on, “look at the spirituality of Watts—”

“Humbug!” she said in a low voice.

“Eh?”

“Blatant hypocrite and humbug,” she said.

He stopped. “May I ask why you thus upbraid me?” he demanded sternly.

“You come here talking like a Christy’s catalogue,” she said, “with a Directory of British Art Schools in one pocket and a little handbook on the pre-Raphaelite painters in the other.”

“Why not?” he asked, unashamed.

“Until this morning you never heard of the pre-Raphaelites, and were ignorant of the existence of the Gresham Art School. You swotted them up in the train.”

He met the accusation without flinching.

“Perhaps you’re right,” he said, “though you are wrong to say I know nothing of the pre-Raphaelites. I once had a horse called Dan Rossetti — he was by Raphaelite, from the dam of St. Artist, and she was by a son of Toxophilite out of Queen Nudge by Birdcatcher—”

“You came here deliberately intending to get into father’s good graces—”

“You are wrong,” he said quietly. “Whether I am in your father’s good books or not is a matter which does not concern me. After his rudeness to my Irish valet this morning — a man who has descended from the kings of Ireland — I nearly let your father slide.”

“Then why did you come?” she challenged.

“It is a case of self-discipline,” he replied. “I was determined that I should like your father. I did not care whether I was in his good books; I was determined that he should be in mine.”

“I think you are very horrid,” she flamed.

“Moreover,” he continued, “I am a rich man. I must have an heir. My solicitor chap told me the other day that I ought to make a will. Now, I am very keen on making a will; it is one of the joys of life that has never been mine. But how can I make a will until I see who is worthy of inheriting my fortune?”

She made no answer. They were in the big hall by now, alone, for the rest of the party had gone to their several rooms.

“And I have decided,” he said.

She pushed a bell by the side of the big open fireplace.

“I am glad to hear it,” she said.

“I shall leave everything to you,” he said deliberately.

“Don’t you dare!” she said with some violence.

“When the mourners have returned,” he went on sadly, “and they are sitting round the darkened room drinking my port and eating my biscuits, the lawyer will read the one simple, but touching clause: ‘To my beloved cousin, Gladys Mary—’”

“My name isn’t Mary.”

She could have bitten her tongue at her folly.

“I don’t know your second name,” he said calmly, “but I will find out—’To my beloved and ever gentle cousin, Gladys Blank Callander, I bequeath the residue of my estate as a slight recompense—’”

A servant made his appearance.

“Show Mr Pallard to his room,” said Gladys. He followed the man upstairs and, reaching the first landing, he leant over and fired his parting shot. “You must hear the last paragraph,” he said, “after dinner. It is an injunction begging you to avoid gambling and—”

She beat a hurried retreat.

She was prepared to be very frigid and distant to him at dinner — so she told herself as she dressed. The man was already on the borderline of insolence. His conceit was abnormal … Was it conceit? Or was he laughing at himself all the while?

For there was, when he spoke, a dancing merriment in his Irish eyes, and through his mock, solemn speeches she detected the ripple of a little stream of laughter. Still he was distinctly the type of man to be suppressed.

She smiled at her image in the glass as she recalled his glib art passages. He had discovered that Horace was interested in art, the magazine article had put him on the track, and with a pertinacity worthy of a better cause, he had read up the subject. A directory had told him all that he wanted to know about the Gresham School. “You succeeded Tyler,” the humbug had said, and poor Mr Willock had imagined that his Presidency was world-famous!

She came down to the drawingroom three minutes before dinner and found a newcomer. She remembered with annoyance that this was the night that her father had invited Lord Pinlow to dinner.

He was standing with his back to the fire as she came in.

“How do, Miss Callander; hope I’m not keepin’ the fire from you; these June nights can be jolly chilly.”

His lordship was a big young man, broad-shouldered and stout, and from the crown of his well-brushed head to the tip of his patent-leather shoes he was a picture of a perfectly dressed man-about-town. Lord Pinlow’s career had been a varied one. Starting life with an estate mortgaged to its utmost capacity, he had, by sheer perseverance and a magnetic personality, more than doubled its indebtedness. His imperial ‘I O U’s’ were held in every city of the Empire; his all-red route from London to Hong Kong, from Brisbane to Victoria, B. C., was studded with promises to pay which had never been fulfilled.

But he had avoided bankruptcy, and he knew people. Moreover, he had a house in the neighbourhood and was useful to Mr Callander, for even a discredited peer has more influence than the bourgeoisie of unimpeachable integrity.

Gladys gave him a little nod and looked round. Mr Callander was turning over the leaves of a book which had arrived that day, and Horace was looking over his father’s shoulder. There was nothing to do but to entertain the guest. Knowing his limitations, she kept to the well-beaten path of cub-hunting, retriever-training, and the puppies of the Vale Hunt.

Her father looked at his watch and clicked his lips impatiently.

“Your cousin is late,” he said severely. Gladys felt that the responsibility, not only for his tardiness but for his very relationship, was being thrust upon her, and resented it.

“You probably know father’s nephew,” she said with malice. “You were in Australia, weren’t you?”

“Twice, my dear lady, twice,” admitted the pleasant baron lazily. “But I met so many people.”

“Brian Pallard?” she suggested.

Lord Pinlow frowned a little.

“Oh, that fellow!” he said contemptuously.

The girl flushed red at his rudeness.

“He is my cousin,” she said icily.

“Oh, I’m awfully sorry,” apologized his lordship, without in any way appearing to be deeply affected; “rather a weird bird, isn’t he?”

She made no answer. She was boiling with wrath, wrath at the man’s boorishness, wrath with Brian Pallard, firstly for coming, and secondly with being late. Five minutes passed, then Mr Callander rang the bell.

“Go to Mr Pallard’s room and ask him — Oh, here you are!”

For at that moment Brian came in.

“I’m sorry to keep you,” he said graciously; “but a little oversight detained me.”

He looked particularly handsome in his evening clothes.

The tanned, clear-cut face was browner against the snowy expanse of shirt, the figure more graceful in the close-fitting coat.

“Let us go in,” grumbled Mr Callander, and led the way to the diningroom.

Gladys took one end of the table. On her left she placed Brian; on her right the untidy Mr Willock. Horace sat on his father’s left and Lord Pinlow on his right. This brought Pinlow next to Brian.

“I had forgotten,” said the girl as she seated herself; “you don’t know Lord Pinlow.”

“Oh, yes, I do,” responded Brian cheerfully; “we’re old acquaintances, aren’t we, Pinlow?”

She noticed that he did not offer his hand to his fellow-guest.

“We’ve met, I think,” growled the other, without turning his head.

“I think we have,” said Brian carefully.

“I’ve a private word for you,” he said, turning to the girl and lowering his voice.

“I’d rather you hadn’t, Mr Pallard,” she said severely; “and I think that I ought to tell you that father was very annoyed with you. He is a stickler for punctuality—”

“Quite right, so am I,” agreed the young man, “though punctuality is the thief of time. Think of the time one wastes turning up to meet a chap whose watch is ten minutes slow. But I couldn’t help being late for dinner.”

Gladys stirred her soup, taking no advantage of the unspoken invitation to question him further.

“I had a job of work to do,” he tempted her, and she fell.

“Pre-Raphaelite study?”

He shook his head.

“‘You wrong me, Brutus, in every way you wrong me’,” he quoted, and leaning over he whispered, “Clothes!”

She looked at him wonderingly.

“Clothes,” he repeated. “Trousers, vest, coat, shirt, collar, tie, and magnificent pearl stud.”

“What on earth do you mean?” she demanded.

She looked for the ‘magnificent pearl stud’, womanlike, and observed its presence.

He was laughing with his eyes at her bewilderment.

“Fair lady,” he said; “railway station—’send a man to bring your bag’ — oh, cousin!”

“And I didn’t send the man!” she said penitently. “Oh, I’m so sorry!”

He waved her sorrow out of existence.

“Don’t mention it,” he said magnanimously. “I enjoyed the walk across the fields. The wicket was closed, but I climbed the wall. Let us talk about art.”

He raised his voice at the last sentence and beamed on Mr Willock.
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From thence onward the conversation at one end of the table, and diagonally so far as Horace was concerned, ran in the direction of ‘atmosphere’, ‘feeling’, ‘line’, and ‘tone’.

Gladys listeners with the shocked admiration one directs to the prisoner who, in the witnessbox, details his long record of criminality.

Now and then she interposed a question with, it must be admitted, no other object than to trip up the earnest young man on her left.

“Have you ever studied art?” she asked sweetly.

He shot a reproachful glance in her direction.

“Not seriously,” he said, “though I have read a great deal on the subject.”

She remembered the two little books and was silenced.

Pinlow played no part in the conversation. He was a man who took his meals very seriously. He drank more than was usual, Gladys observed with apprehension. Lord Pinlow was inclined to sentiment under the genial influence of wine; he was also a little argumentative. They had reached the last course before Mammon, as represented by Mr Callander and his friend, co-mingled with art, and the talk ranged between the rubber boom and the Renaissance.

In the midst of a learned dissertation by Mr Willock upon Light Value, Pinlow half turned in his chair so that he faced Brian.

“I’ve met you somewhere, Pallard,” he said aggressively. “Now where was it? Racing, or at the Club?”

“I forget exactly,” said Brian carelessly, and would have switched off in the direction of pictures.

“Were you the man who owned Flying Fancy?” asked Pinlow.

“I had an interest in her,” replied the other shortly.

“Ah, I remember you put the yarn about that the filly was lame, and she won the Merchants’ Handicap. Rather clever!”

“Very,” said Brian dryly. “She went lame in the morning and was apparently all right in the afternoon. I ran her because she had been backed by the public and I wanted them to have a run for their money.”

“Yes, I know,” the tone of the big man was offensively sceptical. “I’m an old hand at the game, Pallard, my boy. She ran for your money too.”

Brian heaved an impatient sigh.

“I did not back her for a shilling,” he said shortly.

Gladys made a frantic attempt to lead the conversation back to less contentious paths, but Pinlow was persistent.

“You can do these things in Australia,” he said. “The stewards wink at them; but, take my advice, my friend, and don’t try the same game here.”

Brian’s face went suddenly white, then red again, and the lines at the comers of his eyes went straight, and he looked at his tormentor from under his bent brows.

“Lord Pinlow,” he said, “I could go back to Australia tomorrow and walk on to any course and be welcomed. Not every man who has stood on the members’ stand at Flemington could say the same.”

His straight glance was a challenge which Lord Pinlow did not accept. Instead, he laughed, and refilled his glass.

“Ah, well,” he said, “it is a curious world.”

With which indefinite observation he contented himself for the time being.

Brian turned and met the troubled eyes of the girl at his side with a smile.

“In forbidden territory,” he excused himself; “but it really wasn’t my fault. Anyway, let us to our muttons.”

But Pinlow had not finished. He chose the moment to discuss with Mr Callander the evils of racing. Scraps of the conversation floated down to the nervous girl who strove a little incoherently to prevent the conversation flagging.

“No honest man can make racing pay,” drawled the insistent voice. “… fools make money by sheer luck, rogues by sheer swindling … in a country where stewards can be got at, of course it is easy to avoid exposure …”

Mr Callander twisted uncomfortably in his chair. It did not lessen his discomfiture to realize that all Lord Pinlow said, he would at another time, and under happier circumstances, have most heartily endorsed.

Dinner was through none too soon, and with visible relief Mr Callander caught the eye of his daughter and rose. Gladys had no time to do anything else than award the young men at her side the briefest of sympathetic smiles, then she escaped to the drawingroom.

“We will have our coffee in the billiard-room,” said Mr Callander, and in twos and threes the party strolled off to that haven.

Pinlow came in with his host, last of all.

“I’d like you to be a little more gentle with my nephew, Pinlow,” said Mr Callander pleadingly. “After all, you know, he is my relative, and though I abominate his — er — eccentricity, I’ve got to — you understand.”

“Oh, he won’t hurt,” said the other with a laugh. “I’ve got quite an account to settle with that young gentleman.” He swaggered into the billiard-room just as Brian was taking an experimental shot.

“Do you play, Pallard?” he asked, and took up a cue.

“I play,” said Brian, and looked at him curiously. “I will play you a hundred up for a fiver.”

“No, thank you.”

Lord Pinlow laughed.

“Don’t play for money, I suppose; really you racing men—”

Brian swung round, a little smile on his face.

“We racing men,” he mocked; “aren’t you a racing man?”

“Not exactly,” said Pinlow, knocking the ash off his cigar.

“If by ‘not exactly’ you mean that you race under an assumed name,” said Brian, “I take you.”

“My assumed name, as you call it,” retorted his lordship, growing red, “is registered and it is quite permissible.”

“Quite,” said the other.

He had turned to the table and was playing losing hazards off the red.

“I heard you saying something about venal stewards to my uncle.” Brian put down his cue to face Lord Pinlow. “Did you tell him that I am steward of a little meeting outside Sydney?”

“I gave him no information about you that all the world doesn’t know,” snarled the other.

“Did you tell him that, as steward, I had you before me for pulling a horse; and that, because you were a visitor and we didn’t want a scandal, we did not warn you off.”

“You’re a liar!” said Pinlow hoarsely.

Brian laughed, and then suddenly:

“We will adjourn this discussion till another day,” he said, for the billiard-room door had opened to admit Gladys.

But Pinlow in his rage was in no mood for adjournment.

“I was exonerated,” he cried, striking the edge of the table; “d’ye hear? You hadn’t that much evidence against me.”

Brian shrugged his shoulders.

“We warned off the jockey on the same evidence which exonerated you,” he said.

“Stop!”

It was Mr Callander. He had been an agitated spectator of the scene between the two men. Now, as a cumulative sense of outrage grew on him, his indignation got the better of his nervousness. It was monstrous! Here, in his house, was a man, forbidden to cross his threshold; a horse-racing, probably a cardsharping rascal, a — a …

“You have gone too far, Mr Pallard,” he said, his voice trembling. “You have broken your word; you promised not to speak of horse-racing under my roof—”

“Father!”

Gladys, aghast at the injustice of the reproof, interrupted him.

“Gladys will keep quiet,” said Mr Callander, now worked to a white heat of wrath, “or she will leave the room.” He turned to Brian: “Having made this promise, sir, you pick a quarrel over a vulgar horse-race with a guest, an honoured guest of mine!”

He walked to the door and opened it dramatically.

“My man will see to the packing of your bag,” he said. “There is a train back to London which I hope you will catch.”

There was no smile on Brian’s face now; he looked a little white and drawn, and the girl’s heart throbbed painfully.

“Very good,” he said. He put his cue back in the rack, and dusted his hands. “I’ve no right to complain, because I invited myself down,” he went on; “but I must confess I thought you would keep wholesome society.”

He walked over to where Pinlow stood smiling.

“Pinlow,” he said, “the Courts are immensely jealous of the honour of men like you, so if you care to sue me for slander you can.”

“That is a matter on which I shall take advice, Pallard,” said the other.

“I haven’t slandered you yet,” said Brian. “I say now, that you are—”

He saw the girl’s imploring look and checked himself. With a little bow he strode from the room, up the stairs to his apartment. It did not take him long to change and pack; he did not even trouble to ring for the man.

With his valise in his hand he came down the stairs to find the girl waiting.

“Oh, I am so sorry,” she said, and laid her hand on his arm.

For answer he took the fingers that rested on his sleeve and kissed them.

“Au revoir, little cousin,” he said, and passed out into the night.

He left the grounds by the front — it was too dark to negotiate the wall — and walked along the unlit lane that led to the village.

Halfway down the hill he heard his name called and looked back, putting his suitcase carefully on one side of the road, for he recognized the voice.

It was Pinlow.

“Look here, Pallard,” he said fiercely, as he came up; “I’ve got a word to say to you: if ever you speak to me, or of me again, as you did tonight, I’ll break every bone in your infernal body.”

Brian said nothing for a moment, then:

“Pinlow” — his voice was very soft— “when you left Melbourne you took somebody with you.”

“That’s no business of yours, damn you!”

“You took the nicest and weakest woman in Australia, the wife of my dearest friend. Wait a bit — you left her stranded in California. You killed her, and you ruined her husband.”

There was no mistaking the menace in his voice, and Pinlow sprang forward, striking wildly. But the man who faced him was a master of the art. He parried the blows in the darkness.

“That’s for her,” he said, and his right fist went thudding to the man’s heart. He staggered back and left his face unguarded. Brian’s left swung under and caught him on the point of the jaw.

“That’s for me,” he said, “to go on with.”

He went back to London that evening irretrievably damned in the eyes of his relatives, but supremely happy.
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“London had an opportunity yesterday of watching the methods of the sensational turfman, Mr B. Pallard,” wrote the racing correspondent of the Sporting Chronicle. “Mr Pallard, with whose exploits in Australia the average reader is acquainted, has recently arrived in this country. He lost little time in getting to work, for he had not been a week in this country when he took over the palatial private training establishment of the late Mr Louis Brenzer at Wickham, and, by private purchase, acquired most of the horses in training of Lord Willigat. These horses, which were to have come up at the December sales, were taken over with their engagements, and it was generally anticipated that one at least would run in their new owner’s colours at Sandown yesterday. Mr Pallard’s colours, by the way, are unique, being black and white diagonal stripe and emerald green cap. This is the first time diagonals have been registered as far as my recollection goes.

In place of the expected Crambler, Mr Pallard was represented only by a three-year-old, Timberline, a brown colt by a son of Carbine out of a Galopin mare, the Norbury Selling Plate being the race selected.

With a strange jockey up, and no indication that the horse was fancied, Reinhardt was installed a good favourite, opening at 5 to 2, and hardening to 11 to 8. The only horse to be backed against him was Mr Telby’s Curb Fel, 10 to 2 bar two being freely offered. The horses were on their way to the post when a move was made in favour of Timberline, all the 100 to 8’s and 10’s being absorbed for small money. Big sums went on at 100 to 12, and not satisfied with this, one commissioner took 1,000 to 140 twice. Smoothly as the commission was worked, there was a hitch, for money came tumbling in from the small rings, and the price shortened to 5 to 1 and to 7 to 2, in the shortest space of time. Then, when it seemed that the commissioners had had enough, and Timberline weakened to 4 to 1, there came another determined onslaught on the rings. Any price offered was taken, and at the death it was impossible to get a quotation, though one of the prominent bookmakers took 600 to 400 twice. The price returned was 5 to 4 on, but at flagfall it was impossible to trade at that price.

The race, which was run over the Eclipse course, needs little description. Timberline lay up with the leaders till passing the paygate turn, where he took second place. Into the straight he was running on a light rein, and drawing away at the distance he won in a hack canter by four lengths.

At the subsequent auction Mr Pallard, staving off all opposition, bought in the winner for 1,200 guineas.”

Gladys Callander read this account with knit brows.

Day after day, Charles, her groom, had smuggled this excellent journal into her room.

“It is for the tennis, Charles; you know these sporting papers give so much more detail.”

“Yes, miss,” said the innocent Charles.

She read and re-read the account. Her ideas about the ‘market’ were vague. And what was the ring? She pictured a white-railed enclosure in which was penned a sinful body of men who shouted ‘Four to one!’ or ‘A hundred and eight!’ or whatever their outlandish cries were. But the mysteries of market fluctuation, the money that came ‘tumbling into the ring’, all this was beyond her. Did the money actually tumble into the ring, and would not dishonest people pick it up? She recognized that the ‘paygate turn’ was a piece of local topography, but who was the commissioner? And how did Brian benefit? And if he took 1,000 to 140, why did he do it twice, why not do it all at once?

All these matters puzzled her and she determined to seek elucidation.

She made a careless pilgrimage to the stables and found Charles hissing at a governess-car without any particular provocation. She stood watching him for a long time, then:

“Charles,” she said.

The man straightened his back and touched his hat.

“Charles, do — do you ever bet?”

Charles grinned and wiped his forehead with the back of his hand.

“Well, miss, I has a bet off an’ on.”

“Do you ever bet a hundred and eight?” she ventured learnedly.

“No, I don’t say as I do, miss,” said the staggered Charles.

“Have you been to the races?”

“Yes, miss, often. I used to drive a gentleman before I drove your father,” said Charles.

She eyed him severely, but saw no offence in his face.

“You mean you used to drive a leisured gentleman, Charles,” she corrected. “Did you ever see the ring?”

“Yes, miss.”

“And the money tumbling about in the ring?”

“Yes, miss.”

“Who gets it, Charles?”

“The bookmakers, miss,” said Charles sadly.

Gladys was as wise as ever. She had the paper folded small behind her and now she produced it.

“I was reading about the cricket, Charles,” she said. “You know how awfully interested I am in cricket—”

“I thought it was tennis, miss,” said Charles.

“I mean tennis,” she said hastily. “Well, I was reading about the tennis and I saw this, and I can’t understand it a bit, Charles.”

She pointed out the paragraph and Charles, wiping his moist hands on his breeches, took it from her.

“Do you understand it?” she asked anxiously.

“Oh, yes, miss,” responded Charles, confidently. “It means, miss, that this here gentleman, Mr Pallard, slipped a horse in an overnight seller, an’ he waited till the ring found something hot, then he dropped in his commissioners to back it. You see, miss, they are in all the rings! An’ the tick-tack men got the wheeze and sent it back to Tatts, and then Mr Pallard hung on for the horse to go out a bit; then he popped in again and laid the stuff on. Why, it’s as plain as print!” he added proudly.

“Of course it is,” said the poor girl, and walked back to the house, her head whirling.

Since the night of Brian’s abrupt departure, and the scene which had followed the reappearance of Lord Pinlow, a dusty figure, dazed and wild of speech, Brian Pallard was a person who neither figured in the conversations of Hill View, nor, as Mr Callander had hoped in the most emphatic terms, occupied the thoughts of his household.

What control Mr Callander exercised over his children was in the main confined to a sphere outside mental influence, and it may be admitted that Gladys thought a great deal of her ‘courtesy’ cousin — for he was no more, she learnt, being the son of ‘my brotherin-law’s second wife’. This, her father had been at pains to inform her, deeming it necessary that she should not be afflicted with a sense of too close relationship.

It was very wrong of Brian to strike Lord Pinlow so brutally.

“I went after him to apologize for any unintentional rudeness,” exclaimed the aggrieved peer, “and whilst I was talking he gave me a most unexpected blow; as a matter of fact, my head was turned at the time.”

Men, who know men best, believed him; Gladys was certain that he lied. To believe such a story would have meant the surrender of faith in her own judgment.

With the paper in her hand she made her way to her room, there to carefully cut out the paragraph relating to this strange relative of hers, and to as carefully destroy the remainder of the journal.

It was evident, she thought, that one can only understand racing by experience, and by bitter experience, too. She looked at the paper again. There was row after row of neat advertisements, and they were headed ‘Commission Agents’. She made a note of these; these were evidently the men who had done the extraordinary things she had read about.

She was sitting at her solitary lunch, reading a book, when the familiar ‘hump-hump’ of her father’s car aroused her. She got up hastily, stuffing the book away under some cushions — for Mr Callander held very strong views on malnutrition and literature. It was unlike her father to return home so soon. Before she could reach the door her father was in the hall.

“Ha, Gladys!” he said cheerfully, almost jovially; “has Gladys had her lunch, ‘m? Gladys is surprised to see her father? Well, well!”

He was indeed most cordial, and followed her to the morning-room where she had been taking, her frugal meal, humming a little tune.

“I’ve come home to speak to you,” he said, “on a little matter which affects us both very nearly.”

He put on his pince-nez and carefully took out his pocketbook. From this he removed a slip of paper, carefully folded in two, as carefully written.

“I have sent this to the Morning Post,” he said.

She took the slip from his hand and read:

“A marriage has been arranged between Miss Gladys Edith Callander, the only daughter of Mr Peter Callander, of Hill View Park, Sevenoaks, and Lord Pinlow of Brickleton.”

She read it again, her brows knit. Then she looked up, a little pale, and asked quietly:

“Who has arranged this?”

Her father smiled. He was intensely satisfied with himself; his attitude, as he leant back in the big armchair into which he had sunk, spoke of that satisfaction.

“I arranged it, of course.”

“Of course,” she repeated, and nodded her head.

“He has a very old title,” he went on, “and at heart he is a very worthy and admirable man — the ideal companion and protector for a young girl who knows very little of life. A man of the world—”

“I suppose he asked you?” she said.

All the brightness of the day had gone out at the sight of that slip of paper. Life had undergone a most revolutionary change.

“Yes,” he said complacently, “he asked me. Of course, he is not in a position to marry, but it is part of the — er—”

“Bargain,” she suggested.

Mr Callander frowned.

“Arrangement is a better word,” he said; “it is part of the arrangement — or, let me put it this way, I intend to make provision for you both.”

She handed the slip back to him.

“Father,” she said quietly, “you have mistaken the age in which we live; in these enlightened years a girl usually chooses her own husband.”

“Gladys will take the husband I want her to take,” said Mr Callander icily, “and there is an end to it.”

“Very well,” she replied, and left him with no other word.

She went upstairs to her room, put on her hat and coat, and left the house without his realizing the fact that she had gone out. She was back again in a quarter of an hour, more cheerful.

He did not return to the City that day, but saw nothing of Gladys till Horace returned from town. They were taking tea on the lawn before he spoke to his daughter again.

“Pinlow is coming to dinner tonight,” he said; “he will want to speak to you.”

“If he had spoken to me before,” she said, “he would have saved himself a great deal of trouble, and you a great humiliation. I would no more think of marrying Lord Pinlow than I should think of marrying your valet.”

He stared at her dumbfounded, speechless.

“But, but!” he spluttered angrily; “I have passed my word — it will be announced tomorrow.”

“I have telegraphed to the paper to cancel the announcement,” she said simply.

He was purple with rage. There was nobody present save the three, for Horace was a silent, if interested, spectator.

“Gladys,” said Mr Callander, getting his temper under control with an effort, “I am used to being obeyed. You shall marry Pinlow, or you shall not remain under my roof. I — I will put you in a convent or something — I will, by God! I will not be — be browbeaten by a fool of a girl!”

“Don’t be silly, Gladys,” murmured Horace.

She caught a quick little sob in her throat.

“I would not marry Lord Pinlow to save my life,” she said desperately.

“Go to your room!” said the exasperated Mr Callander.
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Pinlow, calling that night, did not see her, guessed from the lame apologies offered by his prospective fatherin-law the reason for her absence, and was amused.

“I like’em with a little fire,” he laughed; “don’t bother, Callander. She’s a bit annoyed; I ought to have asked her first.”

“If she does not marry you,” said Mr Callander, “she is no daughter of mine.”

It might have been an embarrassing meal but for Pinlow’s good spirits and, to employ Mr Callander’s words, ‘his generous magnanimity’.

Halfway through dinner Pinlow interrupted a learned forecast as to the future of Penang Rubbers — his host had been buying these shares — with an inconsequent piece of information.

“By the way, Callander, I’ve arranged to worry that nephew of yours” — this was Pinlow’s heavy form of pleasantry— “he’s running a horse at Windsor on Saturday. I’ve got a man down at his training quarters and I’ve found out the strength of the trial.”

“And you will publish the facts, of course,” said Mr Callander, who had the haziest ideas about racing, and only imagined that his nephew had been detected in some act of gross dishonesty.

“Not exactly,” laughed Pinlow, and condescended to explain.

Pallard’s horse was entered in a sprint race. The horse had been galloped at the training quarters with another which was a well-known public performer, and in this gallop Fixture — such was the horse’s name — had beaten the known performer easily.

“My tout had a deuce of a job to witness the trial,” said Pinlow. “Pallard has taken a big park at Wickham; it is surrounded by a high wall and there is no way of seeing what goes on except by climbing over the wall. But he saw the trial all right.”

“Well, what does all this mean?” asked Callander a trifle impatiently.

“It means that Pallard will take his horse to Windsor, and, adopting the tactics he employed yesterday — oh, I forget you aren’t a regular reader of racing news! Well, to put it briefly, he will wait till a market is primed for something else, then he will step in and back his own horse at a good price.”

“I see,” said Callander, whose Stock Exchange experience enabled him to grasp the significance of the manoeuvre. “But, exactly, how can you worry this man Pallard? — and please do not refer to him as my nephew.”

“I can worry him by stealing his market,” replied Pinlow, smiling; “whilst he is waiting for the psychological moment my commissioners will step in and back it. By the way, you have never been on a racecourse?”

“Never,” said Mr Callander emphatically. “It is a sport of which I cannot say I approve. It has perhaps ruined more homes than drink; it attracts the most disreputable—”

“Ease your arm,” said Pinlow coarsely; “there’s no need for us to talk that sort of rot — we’re all friends here.”

Mr Callander was ruffled by the rudeness of the interruption, and showed it.

“After all,” Pinlow went on, “we’re men of the world: Est modus in rebus, as dear old Horace said, eh? You needn’t approve of everything you witness. Come down to Windsor on Saturday and approve of that infernal brute’s discomfiture.”

Pinlow left Hill View that night, having extracted a half-promise that the immaculate Mr Callander would, for the first time in his life, visit a racecourse.

“And bring Gladys,” he said, as a brilliant afterthought.

He left Mr Callander, shaking his head doubtfully. Gladys was in disgrace for two days. She sat under the shadow of her father’s displeasure, and, what was harder to bear, her amiable brother’s pity. There was something very annoying in the sorrow of Horace. He passed the butter with hateful solicitude, and his very matutinal greeting was as cheerful as a French éloge.

“Gladys,” he said on the Friday morning, after her father had gone, “the governor is taking you to the races tomorrow.”

“What!”

She stared at him in open-eyed wonder, amazement and incredulity stamped on her beautiful face.

“Now, don’t kick up a row about it,” he said crossly. “Father is only going to oblige Pinlow — we’ve had enough scenes here during the past month to last a lifetime. It puts me off my work, Gladys; really, you’re most awfully selfish. Willock was saying yesterday that my work has gone all to pieces lately, and it’s all your fault.”

His artistic deterioration did not interest her, but the proposed visit to the racecourse did. Perhaps she would see …

She went red suddenly, and was angry with herself.

“Pinlow has got some game on,” continued Horace; “he is going to get even with this Pallard chap.”

“How?”

She was interested now.

“Oh, I don’t understand much about it,” said Horace carelessly. “By the way, Gladys, I suppose you never saw father about that money?”

She made a wry little face.

“We haven’t been exactly on borrowing terms lately, have we?” she asked dryly. “I have a little money of my own — I received my dividends this week; but, then, so did you.”

Both brother and sister had money bequeathed from their mother.

“Yes,” said Horace reluctantly. “I had mine, but it was swallowed up; could you lend me fifty pounds?”

She shook her head.

“I could let you have twenty,” she said, “and really, Horace, I can’t understand why you want money.”

He was silent for awhile.

“Look here, Glad,” he said at last. “I don’t want you to tell anybody, but a fellow in the City and myself have been speculating in Russian butter. You know there was a scare that butter was going to be high owing to the drought. Well, we bought a lot for delivery hoping to make a ha’penny a pound profit.”

“Well?”

“Well, we sold at a ha’penny a pound loss and were lucky, for big supplies came on the market from Canada, and it nearly crippled us.”

“But I don’t understand,” she said, bewildered. “How much did you buy?”

“About a hundred tons,” said Horace ruefully.

“We lost about five hundred pounds between us.”

“But isn’t it gambling?”

“Don’t talk rot!” he answered, roughly for him. “It is business. All businesses are speculative. You buy in the cheapest market and sell in the dearest. If you make a mistake and buy in the dearest and sell in the cheapest, you lose money. That is a law of commerce.”

He was so glib in his explanation that she suspected him of having used the argument before.

“Anyway, I’ll borrow the twenty pounds for a week or so,” he said. “I can fix up the people I owe the difference to; they’re pretty accommodating.”

Gladys Callander was no business woman, but she understood that her brother had been venturing in realms with which she had only the faintest acquaintance.

“Now what about Saturday?” he demanded. “Are you going to make a fuss, or are you going to be a sensible girl?”

“I am going to be a sensible girl,” she said meekly.

Mr Callander accepted her agreement to accompany him to Windsor as a sign of grace.

“I am pleased to see that Gladys is recovering her reason,” he said to her. “Very glad, very gratified. She has distressed me greatly, given me many bad nights, robbing me of sleep which I can ill afford to lose.”

It was a confirmed belief in his mind that he was a martyr to insomnia, though, in truth, he slept very well.

Gladys said nothing. She was engaged in the elucidation of a problem which will appeal to every woman. She was deciding the knotty question summed up in the words, “What shall I wear?”

It was in a costume of dove-grey and pearlpink that she found herself in her father’s car on the Saturday morning, and Mr Callander ventured the opinion that she looked very charming.

Even to the artistic eye of Horace she was pleasing; to Pinlow, who awaited his guests on the little members’ lawn, she was a vision of loveliness. Neither of the men exaggerated her beauty, for she added to the symmetrical beauty of her face the buoyant carriage of a healthy body.

“I have ordered lunch,” said Pinlow. The bruise on his face had almost disappeared, she observed. The members’ luncheon-room was crowded, for it was he Windsor meeting which follows Ascot, and the greater portion of the Ascot crowd had come in preparation for Ascot Sunday on the river. As she sat at table her eyes wandered over the gaily-dressed throng that filled the room. She hoped, or feared, to see Brian Pallard, but she was disappointed — or relieved — to find he was absent. As if guessing her thoughts, Pinlow turned to her.

“You won’t see Pallard here; he doesn’t come racing for the fun of it, you know. With him ‘it’s your money we want’.”

He had hardly spoken the words when the object of his sneer came in through the door.

She felt the colour go to her face, for she liked the young man — in a sense.

She placed that reserve upon her liking. In a sense, of course, he had behaved abominably and was unworthy of her second thought. And yet how had he behaved badly? He could do no more than what he had done at dinner that night. She did not believe Pinlow’s account of the meeting. She wanted very badly to hear from an independent source the true story of that encounter in the dark.

He was dressed in grey, and wore the lightest of grey Terai hats. The broad-brimmed headgear suited him; she had time to notice that before his hat came off.

Horace had seen him too.

“Who is the lady, I wonder?” he said, sotto voce. Brian had paused at the door, and, after consulting the head waiter, had beckoned to somebody outside. There had entered in response a girl and a man. The girl was very pretty, Gladys observed, and seemed on excellent terms with him; the man was about the same age as Brian.

Brian’s character was unexpectedly defined in the mind of Gladys. Swaying this way and that, now to his favour, now to his disadvantage, it was as last permanently and irrevocably fixed.

She hated Brian. He had behaved disgracefully and had only himself to blame for any disaster which might come upon him. Let him take that wretched woman into his ring and shout ‘A hundred and eight’ at her. She was very pretty — Gladys conceded this regretfully. She could see her from where she sat. She had ‘large, languishing eyes’, Gladys told herself angrily — the very kind of woman that she would expect a man of Brian’s class to be on terms of friendship with. “A racecourse woman,” she said to herself, and shrugged her shoulders. Henceforth she saw Windsor racecourse from a superior plane.

It is a pleasant sensation, this of superiority. It enables one to mix freely with inferior humanity and take no hurt.

So Gladys thought as she made her way to the little stand to watch the first race. All this sort of thing bored her, so she told herself, but in truth she was interested; interested in the beautiful horses that seemed to be on springs as they prinked and pranced or went bounding over the soft turf on their way to the post.

Pinlow found an apt pupil in her. He explained many things which had been so many mysteries to her. She found that the monotonous cry, which came from the crowded ring on her left, was quite intelligible. ‘Seven to one, bar two’, meant that, with the exception of two horses, you could find bookmakers who would lay you seven to one — and probably more — against any other horse in the race. There were curious inconsistencies. ‘Seven to four the field’, meant those odds against the favourite, but ‘a good field’ did not mean a good favourite, but a large number of runners. ‘Field’ was an elastic term; she made a note on her programme to that effect, and was annoyed with herself for having done so. After all, these racing terms were of no interest to her. She did not doubt that the girl with languishing eyes knew them by heart just as a common person like Charles would know them.

“You don’t mind my running away, do you?” asked Pinlow, and Mr Callander gave a courteous little jerk of his head. “I dare say I shall be able to resist the wiles of the devil in your absence,” he said humorously.

Horace had disappeared — Pinlow caught a glimpse of him in the paddock as he went hurrying through.

The two men who awaited him were of that nondescript class from which the ‘horse-watcher’ is drawn. The one was stout and redfaced, the other thin and hungry-looking.

“Good day, my lord,” said the stout man, touching his hat, and the other followed suit.

“Now you are perfectly certain about this trial, Coggs?” asked Pinlow.

“Certain, my lord. I saw it, an’ Gilly saw it, didn’t you, Gilly?”

“I did with me very own eyes,” said the thin man slowly and emphatically.

“Did you find out anything from the lads?” asked Pinlow, and his servant shook his head.

“Can’t find anything from them, sir. He’s got Mr Colter for his private trainer, and the closest lot of stable lads you ever struck. He keeps men to ‘do’ the horses, old cavalry men, used to groomin’ an’ the like, an’ the boys do nothin’ but ridin’. But about this trial, my lord. Fixture, Telbury, an’ Cunning Lass were in it. The filly jumped off an’ took the lead from Telbury till about a furlong from home, when Fixture raced up an’, goin’ to the front, won anyhow.”

“You’re sure of the horses?”

“Certain, my lord. I’d know Telbury anywhere by his white face, and Cunning Lass is one of those bright bays you can’t mistake.”

“How did you find out the name of the other — it hasn’t been raced in this country?”

“I found that, my lord,” said Gilly in sepulchral tones, “after the gallop; they came near the bushes where me an’ Mr Coggs was hidin’, an’ one of the lads said, pattin’ the horse’s neck, ‘Bravo, Fixture, you’ll make ’em gallop on Saturday’.”

Pinlow nodded.

He drew a five-pound note from his pocket and handed it to the stout man.

“Split that between you,” he said.

Returning to the stand, he came face to face with Pallard. They met in the narrow paddock entrance and, after a moment’s hesitation, Brian drew back to allow him to pass.

They were well matched, these two. Neither showed sign of embarrassment, and they passed without exchanging a word.

Making his way up the stand, Lord Pinlow found his guests where he had left them.

“I shall have to leave you again in a little while,” he said; “but I have found out all I want to know.”

Mr Callander smiled. “Gladys and I were saying,” he said, “that if you wanted a thing, we did not doubt that you would get it.”

As a matter of fact, Gladys had taken a very passive part in the conversation — the part of a listener who was not very greatly interested.

“I am not easily baulked,” admitted Pinlow modestly.

He told them what he had learnt, and the girl was all attention in an instant.

“As soon as they start betting,” said Pinlow, “I shall step in and take the cream.”

“But how will that affect Mr Pallard?” she asked.

“Well,” he smiled, “he will have to take what I leave.”

“But is that fair?”

“Everything is fair,” he said generously.

She had only the vaguest idea of what it all meant. She realized in some way that the effect of Lord Pinlow’s action would be to injure Brian — and it was very unfair.

Pinlow was trying to persuade her father to venture a sovereign, and there was a goodnatured exchange of banter.

Then a brilliant thought was born in her mind. The numbers were going up for the race, there was plenty of time.

“Which is the paddock?” she asked, and Pinlow pointed out the entrance.

“I am going to look at the horses,” she announced.

Mr Callander looked dubious; he had no desire to enter the paddock himself. He was anxious to avoid publicity as far as possible. Already he imagined that the presence on a racecourse of the head of the reputable firm of Callander & Callander had found sensational copy for the newspaper she had no mean views concerning his own importance — and he dreaded meeting any of his City friends.

“Will she be all right alone?” he asked.

Pinlow nodded.

“Nobody will bother you,” he said. “You will find your brother there.”

She tripped down the steps of the stand with a heart that beat rapidly. She crossed the slip of lawn that separates the paddock from the members’ enclosure and passed through the gates. Would she find Brian there? She had an idea that this was the most likely place. She walked about the paddock like a lost sheep — so she told herself. There were little groups of men round each horse, watching the saddling operations. Suddenly she came upon Brian and stopped dead. He was watching a horse being led round in the ring, and with him was the pretty girl in blue.

She hesitated for a moment, then Brian saw her and came with quick steps toward her.

“I saw you before, but I dare not face the bodyguard,” he laughed, and gripped her hand tightly. “You must meet Dr Crane and his fiancée” — flick! a big featherbed of doubt was lifted from her soul— “and—”

“I haven’t time,” she said hurriedly. “Father would be very angry if he knew I came, Mr Bri — Mr Pallard,” she went red; “but I felt that I ought to tell you — Lord Pinlow knows all about your horse.”

“Fixture?” There was an amused glint in his eye.

She nodded.

“He knows the trials, or whatever you call them, and if you’re not careful he’ll get the — the cream of the market.”

“He’s welcome,” responded Brian.

“It is all gibberish to me,” she was half laughing; “but I didn’t want — oh, you must think I’m horribly forward to come to you like this; but, you know, I didn’t want a — a relative to suffer—”

She held out her hand impulsively, and he took it in his strong grip.

“Goodbye,” she said incoherently. And gently releasing her hand, she half walked, half ran, back to the stand.

Pinlow was there, rather red, very triumphant. He had taken much more champagne with his lunch than was necessary.

“Hark at ‘em!” he chuckled exultantly. From the ring came the cry.

“I’ll take six to four — I’ll take six to four!”

“That’s Fixture,” said Pinlow, “he’s an odds-on favourite, and I brought him there before Pallard’s men came into the ring.”

“What does that mean?” she asked in perturbation. She had not succeeded, then, in saving Brian — what she was saving him from she did not know.

“It means that I’ve got the greater part of a thousand pounds on his horse,” said Pinlow. “I’ve taken all the eights, the sixes, the fives and fours, and I’ve let the little punter into the secret. He’s so well backed that Pallard will not be able to get a shilling on him.”

Up the stairs came Pallard, his prismatic glasses slung about his neck. Apparently not seeing the party, he took up his place a little to the front of them.

An acquaintance hailed him from a higher tier.

“Hullo, Pallard!” he said. “Your horse is favourite; I suppose you know all about it?”

Brian smiled, and shot a swift glance at the field, now lined up before the quivering tapes of the starting gate.

“I know it is favourite,” he said, “and I think I know why.”

Pinlow was listening attentively.

“We’ve been bothered by touts at Wickham,” said Brian slowly, “and although I’ve given instructions that horse-watchers are to be given every information and every facility for seeing the gallops, two of the gentry preferred to climb over the wall.”

Pinlow was all attention now.

“So we got up a spoof trial for them,” drawled Brian. “They had been shadowed to some bushes, and the head lad, leading the horse past, let drop the name of the trial winner.”

“Wasn’t it Fixture?”

Pinlow listened with clenched teeth.

“Fixture?” Brian laughed. “Why Fixture wouldn’t beat a ‘bus-horse. You can buy Fixture if you will give me fifty pounds for him and promise to treat him kindly!”

“They’re off!”

It was too late now. Pinlow’s shaking hands raised his glasses. He sought the horse carrying the diagonal-striped jacket. It was toiling in the rear from the very start, and finished last.
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Brian Pallard’s room at Knightsbridge was a large one, comfortably but not extravagantly furnished. It was the room of a man who sought the maximum of comfort with the minimum of ostentation. The walls were expensively papered, the carpet on the floor was Persian, woven in strange patterns of a subdued hue. Half a dozen prints hung on the walls, except on one wall, which was occupied from ceiling to floor with well-filled bookshelves. A divan filled the quaint bow-window looking out on to the park, two restful easychairs stood to right and left of the fireplace which, on this summer day, was a veritable bower of roses.

Brian was a great lover of flowers — there was evidence of that. He was a great lover of horses — but no print hung on the wall to testify to the fact, and, with the exception of one or two works of reference, his bookshelves were innocent of sporting literature. He sat in his room eating a solitary chop. An evening newspaper was propped up against the cruet before him. A glass of Burgundy, untouched as yet, was at his elbow. A quick step sounded outside, and he looked up as Ernest Crane came in. The young doctor shared Brian’s loneliness. A tall, goodlooking man of thirty, cleanshaven, save for a little moustache, was Dr Ernest Crane.

“Hello!” greeted Brian cheerfully; “how’s the butchering business?”

“There are moments when you are monstrously offensive,” said the young doctor. “The butchering business flourisheth like the green bay-tree.”

“I’ve never seen a bay-tree,” reflected Brian. “I suppose it has got something to do with bay rum.”

“I shouldn’t be surprised,” said Ernest, seating himself, and taking down a pipe from the mantelpiece.

Brian was silent for a long time, then he took a cigarette from a silver box on the table and laughed.

“The joke?” asked Ernest, looking up.

“It’s on me,” said Brian. “Do you remember a man I pointed out to you at Windsor?”

“Pinlow?”

Brian nodded.

“That’s the bird,” he said. “He’s out for trouble in more ways than one.”

He took a paper from the table and unfolded it.

“You’ve never heard of Grey Timothy, I suppose?” he asked.

“I do not know the gentleman from a crow,” confessed the doctor.

“You wouldn’t — he’s not a gentleman except in manners. He’s a colt by Grey Leg out of Lady Timothy, and I bought him long before I ever thought of coming to England.”

“Now you mention him,” said the doctor, “I’ve a vague idea that somebody told me something about him. What was it?”

“Probably that he’s the favourite for the Stewards’ Cup at Goodwood — it’s the only antepost betting race at Goodwood apparently.”

He rose from the table, walked to the other side of the flower-decked fireplace, and sank into a chair.

“Favourite,” he repeated, “and entitled to be. He’s a three-year-old, and I tried him to beat Flame of Dawn — second in last year’s Derby — giving him seven pounds. And Flame of Dawn was well up with the leaders in the Royal Hunt Cup for six furlongs.”

“What weight does he carry — that makes a bit of difference, doesn’t it?” asked the young doctor.

“A little,” replied Brian dryly. “He’s got six-stone-ten.”

“Oh!” said Ernest; “is that much or little?”

Brian groaned, then he laughed.

“It always seems rum to me that people don’t know all the rules and regulations of the racing game by heart,” he said. “I was born with ’em — six-ten is a very light weight, and if you were a betting man you would put that glossy shirt of yours on.”

“Not being of the genus,” said Ernest, knocking out his pipe, “I shall not go shirtless to consultation.” He looked at his watch.

Brian regarded him with mild curiosity.

“Do people really consult you about things?” he demanded, with unpleasant incredulity; “or do you make all this up, like Sawbones and Company in ‘Pickwick’?”

“You were saying something about Pinlow,” said the doctor, ignoring the insult. “What is he doing?”

“He’s laying my horse,” said Brian. “In other words, he’s behind a bookmaker who is anxious to bet all and sundry that Grey Timothy will not win.”

“Then of course he will lose his money,” said the doctor cheerfully.

Brian shook his head.

“He’s no fool,” he said. “Pinlow does not make sentimental bets. He’s laying against the horse because he’s certain it won’t win, and he can only be certain if he has got some little game on.”

Ernest Crane frowned.

“You don’t suggest that in this enlightened age a fellow would hobble a horse?” he began.

“Nobble is the word you are groping after,” interrupted Brian. “Yes, I do suggest such a thing. I know men who would nobble their grandmothers if they could make something out of it.”

The doctor’s disgust was apparent.

“Racing must be a pretty rotten game if that sort of thing is done,” he said.

“Why? My dear chap, aren’t stocks and shares nobbled? Have you ever heard of a stock called Beitjesfontein? I could tell you a nobbling story about that. Is there any business on the face of the earth that isn’t nobbled at times by a rival? Have you never heard of a doctor who nobbled another doctor — not with drugs or a hypodermic syringe, but with a little meaning smile and the shake of a head which bred distrust in a patient’s mind? Isn’t one half of the world engaged in nobbling, or attempting to nobble, the other half to prevent it winning?”

“I’m sorry I cannot stay any longer, Demosthenes,” said the doctor. “I should like to hear your views on the world’s morality; but there is a patient of mine who is expecting me at eight.”

“Forget him,” said Brian brutally; “don’t go — give the poor devil a chance of getting well.”

The click of the door as it closed behind the other was his answer.

It was half-past seven. Brian pushed the bell and the servant appeared.

“Willis, I shall be going out in an hour; has that man come yet?”

“Just came as you rang, sir; will you see him here?”

Brian nodded, and the servant went out to return with the visitor.

He was a man of stoutish build, with a heavy, florid face. His dress was loud, and his jewellery, of which he wore a profusion, shabby.

Brian indicated a chair, and, with an apology, the visitor seated himself.

Brian waited until the man had left the room before he spoke.

“You know me, I think, Mr Caggley?”

“Yes, me lord,” said the man effusively.

“Don’t ‘me lord’ me,” said Brian. “You’re one of the three broad gang?”

“There you’re mistaken, Mr Pallard,” said the visitor, with a pained smile. “It’s a game I know nothing of, I give you me word.”

Brian reached out his hand lazily and took a black book that lay on the table.

He turned the leaves slowly. Pasted on each was a number of newspaper cuttings.

“‘Thomas Caggley, described as a traveller’ — that is you, I think?”

Mr Caggley smiled again.

“Bygones are bygones, and should remain so,” he said with emphasis.

“‘Charged’,” read Brian, “‘with obtaining money by a trick—’”

“Let it go at that,” said Mr Caggley with good humour; “no good, only ‘arm comes from digging forth from what I might term the misty past. ‘Let the dead bury the dead’, as the old song says.”

“So,” said Brian agreeably, “I want us to understand each other; you want to give me some information—”

“For a consideration,” interjected the other.

“For a consideration,” agreed Brian. “Now the question is: Can you tell me anything I don’t already know?”

“That,” said Mr Caggley, with elaborate politeness, “would be, in the language of France, ‘tray diffy seal’.” He paused, twisting a heavy watch chain with fingers that flashed expensively. “To get to business,” said Mr Caggley, after waiting for some financial encouragement; “as between men of the world, you know your horse is a favourite for the Stewards’ Cup?”

Brian nodded and the man went on.

“A certain party named P—”

“Pinlow,” said Brian.

“Pinlow, it is — well, he’s laying your horse to lose a packet. Does he chuck his money about? He don’t. Whatever wins, Grey Timothy won’t; if they can’t straighten the jockey, they’ll straighten the horse — you look out for that.”

He nodded his head vigorously.

“Pinlow knows a party named Fanks — he’s in the City and gets his money by thievin’-stocks an’ shares an’ things. He’s been in every big game I can remember, but he just manages to keep outside Bridewell. An’ Fanks, bein’ a dear pal of his lordship’s, can do anything, for Fanks knows every nut in London, see?”

“I see,” said Brian. “I have heard of the gentleman.”

“A gentleman he is,” said Caggley with a grin, “an’ if you gets your clock pinched, an’ you’re a pal of Fanks, you can get it back in a day or two. I tell you he knows everybody. Well, that there Fanks can lift his little finger, an’ whatever he wants done is done, see? If he lifted his little finger to me an’ said, ‘Cag, you’ve been puttin’ it on a pal of mine, an’ he’s screamin’, push over the stuff’, I’d have to do it.”

“In other words,” said Brian, “if by your dexterity with the cards you relieved a friend of Mr Fanks’ of his cash, and he made a fuss about it—”

“Izzackly,” nodded Caggley. “Well, suppose instead of wantin’ me to do somethin’ he wanted Smith, who done time for doctoring a horse, do you think Smith wouldn’t do it?”

“I haven’t the slightest doubt,” said Brian, “if Smith is Tinker Smith, who had twelve months in Melbourne for getting at a horse.”

Mr Caggley was for a moment nonplussed.

“Seems to me,” he said, “you know as much about the little matter as I do. Tinker Smith it is, an’ he’s the nut you’ve got to watch. Now there’s another point about this Stewards’ Cup. There’s a horse in it that can, in a manner of speakin’, catch pigeons. Mildam, her name is. She’s a French filly. Ran twice as a two-year-old — nowhere. Went through her three-year-old days without runnin’. She’s in the race with a postage stamp, so to speak, in the matter of weight.”

“Who owns her?” Brian was interested.

“Mr Colvert,” said Caggley, with a grin. “You’ve heard of Mr Colvert?”

“That’s Lord Pinlow’s assumed name,” said Brian, nodding.

He paced the apartment deep in thought.

“I don’t mind what they try to do with Grey Timothy,” he said. “I’ll look after them there; but I do not like this Mildam business. Has she been tried?”

Mr Caggley nodded vigorously.

“Tried a racin’ certainty,” he said. “She gave Petit Val a stone an’ slammed him. There’s a lad I know who’s in a stable at Chantilly, he rode in the trial.”

Brian walked to the bookshelf and took down the neat blue ‘Chronique du Turf’, and rapidly turned the pages.

“Um!” he said, and replaced the book; “if she gave Petit Val a stone—”

“Six kilos, it was,” corrected the other.

“Near enough,” said Brian. “She’ll win.”

He laughed, and rubbed his hands.

“Well, I don’t mind,” he said. “This French lady has to fly to beat Timothy; I’ll stand my bets, and not hedge a ha’penny.”

He sat down at a little desk in the comer of the room, unlocked a drawer, and took out a chequebook.

He wrote rapidly, signed his name and tore out the cheque.

Mr Caggley took it with hands that shook and glanced at the amount.

“Captain,” he said, in a voice that shook with emotion, “you’re a gentleman if ever there was a gentleman. If ever I can render you a service — you’ll find, sir, that every word I have spoken unto you is gospel truth.”

“I hope so,” said Brian, “for your sake — that cheque is postdated two days; if your information is unsound — and by the end of two days I shall know all about it — it will be stopped.”

“I tumble,” said the appreciative Caggley. “You’re not only a gentleman, but you’re wide!”
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Mr Callander was displeased. Nothing went well with him, and if nothing went well with him, still less did it go well with his dependents.

Mr Callander never raved, nor ranted, nor thumped the table. His rebukes were of a courteous character. He never forgot that he was a gentleman. His harrowed staff (row after row of bent black shoulders, over bright brown desks, a sedate, green-shaded electric lamp over each head) could have wished that his annoyance took another form of expression. His manager was summoned, and went to the soberly furnished ‘boardroom’ with despair in his heart.

“Mr Grant,” said the head of the firm politely, “you will be distressed to learn that, by what might reasonably be called negligence, a consignment of Manchester goods have been shipped to Bombay without any advice having been forwarded to the consignee. In consequence, so my agent at Bombay informs me, the consignee has cancelled the order.”

“I will inquire into the matter,” said the manager humbly. “It does not seem, if I may say so, sufficient justification for cancelling the order.”

“You are entitled to your opinions, Mr Grant,” said the chief, with frigid politeness. “I have other views, distinctly opposite.”

Later he had occasion to tell his cashier that he had been guilty of a grave error of judgment; “a very grave error indeed, Mr Everett!” And the accountants did not escape, nor the chief clerk, nor any clerk who had the misfortune to cross his path.

The firm of Callander and Callander was in the main an imposing agency. It was the type of business that is frequently met with in the City of London, and is peculiar from the fact that it owes its rise or its decay to the Crimean War. ‘57 is a landmark with such businesses, and certainly ‘57 was a notable year in the case of Callander and Callander, for this was the year when the agency was at the height of its prosperity, though the number of clerks it employed was smaller and its premises less pretentious.

Callanders bought and sold; that was the sum-total of its transactions. It bought in England and, through its agents, sold in India and elsewhere.

It did, as I have said before, a conservative business — and the profits of conservative businesses decrease with the years.

It was not the prosperity or otherwise of Callander and Callander that troubled the head of the firm. There was still a margin of profit large enough to justify the motorcar and the country house. If Mr Callander had employed fewer clerks and had paid higher wages the business might have increased in importance, but Mr Callander had arrived with an age when men gauged the importance of a business by the numbers of its employees.

His main trouble, this bright and sunny summer morning, had its foundation in the extraordinary behaviour of certain South African shares. Now everybody in the City knows that Beitjesfontein Deeps are a speculation rather than an investment. It is a mine with exciting possibilities, and when ‘Bits’, as they are called by coarse City men, stood at two-and-a-quarter, Mr Callander had a quiet hint from a member of the board that they would go to twelve. A new leader had been opened, and the quartz assayed two ounces to one ton, which is very good. Years ago, in the boom time, ‘Bits’ went to twenty pounds, so in saying that they would reach twelve, his informant was well within the known limits of possibility. Mr Callander bought five hundred — a trifling investment that cost him about twelve hundred pounds. They rose in little kangaroo leaps to three-and-a-half. A small man would have sold at this price, for there is a wise saying in the City that no man was ever ruined by taking small profits. Mr Callander was not a small man, so he bought five thousand shares at three-and-a-half, and when they leapt to six pounds he invested in another five thousand. ‘Bits’ climbed slowly to seven. There they stuck, varying from six-seven-eights to seven-one-eighth.

A friend advised him to sell.

“Take your profits and clear out,” he said; “they’re a rum stock.”

But Mr Callander had his eye upon twelve. Brian Pallard came to the City one morning to meet his broker — it was the morning when Mr Callander was in so bad a temper, for ‘Bits’ had dropped to five without any particular reason. Mr Callander bought another two thousand at that price.

At the time when his uncle was consulting his own broker over the telephone, Brian was conducting an interview with him.

“What do you say to some gilt-edged gold shares?” asked the broker, but Brian shook his head.

“Gilt-edged playing cards,” he said flippantly. “I want safe investment for my money, Consols or horses.”

In fact, one of the objects of his visit was to ‘get out’ of a shaky South American security.

“You are not like Mr Callander — by the way, he’s your uncle, isn’t he?”

Brian nodded.

“Something of that sort. What about ‘him?”

The broker laughed.

“Oh, he’s in ‘Bits’, pretty heavily, I’m told. I can’t understand a man of his standing holding that stock.”

“Beitjesfonteins?”

Brian was serious in a minute. He had a fairly extensive knowledge of stocks. Moreover, he knew of this stock, and he recognized the danger.

“Beitjesfonteins it is,” said the other carelessly. “They’re likely to go to pieces at any moment.”

“That, I know,” said Brian quickly. “What are they?”

“Five — you might find it difficult to sell at five. If this rumour that the new leader is a ‘blind’ is true, they’ll go to five shillings.”

Brian rose and reached for his hat.

“Get under that market and don’t let it sag,” he said. “I’m going to see the desperate old bird. I know Beitjesfonteins.”

“It may cost you money,” warned the other, “if I hold the stock at five—”

“You can hold till the cows come home,” said Brian, making for the door. “I’ll give you the tip when to remove your bruised shoulder.”

“Up to how much?”

“Fifty thousand,” said the young man, and left the stockbroker staring.

Then he took up his silk hat and strolled across to the house. Business in the Kaffir market was brisk; there was a babel of talk, of offers, of acceptances.

“I’ll sell ‘Bits’!” cried a strident voice. “I’ll sell at five!”

Burton the broker listened absently, then:

“‘Bits’! I’ll sell four-seven-eights!” said a voice.

“I’ll buy!” said Burton quickly. “Five hundred?”

“As many as you like,” was the quick response. “I’ll buy ‘Bits’ four-seven-eights!”

“I’ll sell!” a dozen men clamoured at him, hands and notebooks waved to attract his attention.

One by one he took them. They were small parcels.

“I’ll buy ‘Bits’ four-seven-eights,” he called, but there was no response.

“I’ll buy ‘Bits’ at five!”

“I’ll sell!”

Again the clamours, the hand-waving.

He exhausted the supply, and again he was grateful that the parcels were small.

Greatly daring, he raised his offer. By this time a rumour was through the house that the leader had made good. Burton was a big man in his profession, and he did not buy without cause.

In the meantime Brian had reached his uncle’s office.

“I will see if Mr Callander is in, sir,” said the prevaricating clerk. “What name shall I say?”

“Just say that I have come about—” Brian hesitated. He knew that if he sent in his name his uncle would probably refuse to see him. At the same time he realized that it would not be advisable to give his business away to the clerks.

He scribbled on a piece of paper the word ‘Beitjesfontein’.

“Take that to Mr Callander and say that I wish to see him urgently.”

The clerk went away, and in a few moments returned.

“Mr Callander will see you, sir,” he said, and led the way.

His uncle looked up as he entered and an angry frown gave points to his acid inquiry

“What is the meaning of this?”

Brian waited until the clerk had withdrawn.

“I came to see you on the business indicated ‘Bits’,” said Brian calmly, “and if you’ll invite me to sit down I won’t keep you a minute.”

“I prefer not to discuss any such matter,” said Mr Callander stiffly. “This interview is unsought by me.”

“I haven’t been counting the hours exactly,” said the young man, and, uninvited, dropped into the nearest chair. “In fact, until a quarter of an hour ago I had no idea that I should see you. I see you now,” he added magnanimously, “in the interests of the family.”

“Whose family?” demanded Mr Callander, and it was easy to see that his choler was rising.

“Our family,” responded Brian sweetly. “After all, we are sort of related; but that’s nothing to do with the matter. What I want to speak to you about is ‘Bits’. You’re heavily in those, Mr Callander — oh! I know what you’re going to say,” he went on as his uncle prepared to explode, “it’s no business of mine — but I know ‘Bits’,” said Brian grimly. “I’ve got good reason to, and I know the rotten crowd behind it. Pinlow is in it—”

“That is false,” said the elder man, his voice trembling with anger; “and if it were true—”

“Oh, don’t worry, it’s true all right!” said Brian easily. “Pinlow is one of the gang that’s rigging the market — I’ll bet if Pinlow didn’t put you into things, it was a pal of Pinlow’s.”

In a flash Callander remembered that it was Fanks, a close friend of Lord Pinlow, who had suggested his buying — only for an instant, then he dismissed the suspicion as unworthy. He mastered his wrath as best he could.

“If that is all you have to say,” he said coldly, “we need not prolong the interview. I did not seek your advice in buying. I do not know how you were made aware that I had bought, and I shall certainly not seek your advice in selling — good morning.”

“Look here, Mr Callander,” — Brian leant over the desk— “don’t for Heaven’s sake be guided by your prejudices. I know—”

“Lord Pinlow,” announced a voice, and Pinlow came hurrying through the door, to stop dead at the sight of the man he hated best in the world, and who hated him no less.

There was an awkward silence, which Brian broke.

“Pinlow, my uncle is in Beitjesfonteins,” he said; “it’s up to you to get him out without loss, and if you don’t, look out for squalls.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” said Pinlow, glaring at him.

“You’ll know all right,” said Brian, with a meaning smile, as he took up his hat preparatory to departing.

“Your threats do not worry me,” sneered Pinlow; “if I were to be affected by the things which are said of me by the hangers-on of the turf, by the sharps and the thieves—”

“Cut it out,” implored Brian. “You make my ears ache. I only warn you that if ‘Bits’ drop another point I will send a post card to you at your club, which will be chastely inscribed ‘Lord Pinlow is a market rigger, a swindler, and a blackguard!’ By that time I shall perhaps have thought of something else to say. Good morning.”

He left the two men speechless, and made his way back to Burton’s office. A ‘phone message recalled him from the house.

“How are ‘Bits’?” he asked as Burton entered.

“Strong,” replied the other ironically. “A courageous buyer has brought them to six.”

Brian nodded.

“They’ll stay there for a day, if I am any judge,” he said.
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Gladys Callander was preparing to make an afternoon call when the grind of motorcar wheels on the gravelled drive took her to the window. Before the house was a strange car, and alighting therefrom was a man who was no stranger, for it was her erratic cousin.

She hurried downstairs to meet him, angry with herself that his coming should bring the blood to her face and make her heart beat faster.

He was waiting in the drawingroom.

“Have you got time for a little chat?” he asked quickly, and seeing that she hesitated, “It’s rather important,” he urged, “and I shan’t keep you more than half an hour.”

“Come into the garden,” she said.

They walked a little way before he spoke.

“You know Lord Pinlow, of course,” he said. What made her make the reply she did, she could never afterwards understand.

“Oh, yes, I am engaged to be married to him.” It was not true; she knew it was not true when she said it, but she said it.

He stopped, and looked at her gravely, his lips tight, his eyebrows drawn level in a frown.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

Then he looked past her and seemed to be thinking.

“None the less,” he went on after awhile, “I’ve got to say what I have to say: Pinlow and his friends have got your father in a nice mess.”

“My father?” she asked in alarm.

“Your father,” he repeated grimly.

“But how?”

“Speculation,” said Brian. “He’s been investing in a pretty unholy mining share. Pinlow is in it. It wasn’t a big rig; Pinlow had a respectable parcel to unload, and he unloaded them upon your innocent parent.”

“But what does that mean?”

“It means that unless a miracle happens your father will lose more money than it is good for any man to lose. I went to him yesterday to persuade him to sell. I’m afraid I wasn’t any too tactful.”

“I don’t quite understand,” she said. “Has my father been making unwise investments?”

“That’s a nice way of putting it,” he replied smilingly. “I tried to get him to drop them, but, acting on the advice of — of your fiancé” she winced— “he resolved to hold his stock.”

“And now?”

Brian shrugged his shoulders.

“Now the shares he bought at six pounds he won’t be able to sell at three. I tried to hold ’em up, but as soon as I put ’em to six he bought again.”

She was deep in troubled thought.

“Will he lose much?” she asked.

“That depends entirely upon when he sells and what he holds. My information is that he has about twenty thousand shares — if he loses three pounds a share he will lose sixty thousand pounds.”

The girl went white.

“You don’t mean that? Why, father couldn’t afford to lose as much. I — I don’t know much about his business, but I know that much. It would ruin us.”

Brian nodded his head slowly.

“So I think,” he said. “Now I’ll tell you why I’ve come down. To the man who can hold, and afford to hold, Beitjesfonteins, they are not a bad investment, always providing one can get rid of the present board. I am willing to buy your father’s interest at the price he paid. If I go into the market to buy them, I shall probably be getting Pinlow’s and his ‘precious friends’. As the stock stands to-day, and with the information I have about your father’s holdings, I should say that he stands to lose about forty-five thousand pounds.”

She shook her head.

“No,” she said quietly, “that would mean that the loss would fall on you.”

“I know that,” he interrupted, “but so far as I am concerned the loss would not concern me — and I would take jolly good care that I lost nothing. Now the question is, have you sufficient influence with your father to induce him to sell to me?”

“I have no influence,” she said sadly. “Father would be very angry if he knew that I had any communication with you; he would be furious if he knew the nature of the communication.”

They had reached the little belt of pine wood that lies behind Hill View, and she turned.

“Then it’s pretty hopeless,” he said, and she inclined her head.

“You mustn’t think that I’m not grateful, and I half know that what you have said about Lord Pinlow is true. I am sure that man has an evil influence—”

A look of amazement on his face stopped her. For a moment she looked around to see what had caused it, then blushed scarlet as she remembered.

“You said you were engaged to Pinlow,” he said slowly.

She was a picture of pretty confusion as she stood there twisting her handkerchief in her hand.

“I — I am not exactly engaged,” she faltered. “He has asked father, and I have said I would sooner marry a — a sweep, and father was very annoyed — and I loathe Lord Pinlow—”

“I see,” said Brian wisely. “You hate Pinlow like the dickens, and you’ll never marry him; but otherwise you’re engaged to him.”

They both laughed together, and then suddenly, before she knew what had happened, Brian’s arms were round her waist, and Brian’s lips were pressing hers.

She made the faintest resistance, murmured only a little at his temerity, and lay a passive and a happy creature in his strong arms.

“All this is very wrong,” she found courage to say at last.

“It would never occur to me,” he confessed; but she gently disengaged herself.

“This is not what you came to talk about,” she smiled.

“I’m not so sure,” he protested. “I had an idea that I might screw my courage to the point.”

“I really must go back to the house; let me go, dear.”

But it was a long time before they wended their way slowly back again.

“I shall make an attempt to see your father,” he said. “I suppose he’ll be very annoyed. I mustn’t kiss you in front of the chauffeur … Perhaps if I come into the house you would give me a cup of tea?”

She shook hands with him hastily.

“I have given you enough to-day,” she said demurely, and took a safe farewell of him from the top of the steps.

Brian sped back to town, singing all the way, to the scandal of his respectable chauffeur.

He reached Knightsbridge to find his broker waiting for him. Burton was being entertained by the doctor with a sketchy dissertation on appendicitis.

“Don’t go, Ernest,” said Brian, “there’s nothing you can’t know. Well, Burton, how is the great stock?”

“Down to nothing,” said the broker. “Your little adventure has cost you a couple of thousand pounds. I sold all I could, but practically there is no market.”

“Have you found out anything about Pinlow?”

“He’s in it; they say in the City that he has cleared a small fortune.”

“Um!” said Brian. “What say my scouts?”

A dozen telegrams lay awaiting Brian on the table. He opened the first. It ran:

“mildam came a good gallop to-day; looks like another trial. she is wonderfully well and a beautiful mover. — Carr.”

Carr was the name of the watcher that Pallard had sent to report on his rival’s progress.

He opened the second.

“pinlow’s man laid your horse to lose him six thousand.” The wire was from his agent at one of the big clubs.

The next wire was from his trainer, and was to the effect that Grey Timothy was well.

He picked up the next telegram.

“look out for pinlow, he’s got you taped. — Caggley.”

“Ernest,” inquired Brian, looking up, “you are acquainted with the argot of this village; what does ‘taped’ mean?”

“It means ‘marked down’,” said the doctor, as he read the telegram.

“Got me marked down, has he?” said the other grimly.

He looked at his watch.

“I’ve a man coming to see me in ten minutes,” he said. “You fellows can clear out into the billiard-room when he comes. Burton, do you know the editor of the Market Review?”

“Yes, a man named Garson.”

“Straight?”

“Absolutely — too straight; he’s fairly poor.”

“That’s a healthy sign,” said Brian thoughtfully.

When Garson called, Brian was alone. After a formal exchange of greetings, Brian came to the point.

“Mr Garson, I have asked you to see me on a matter which I regard as important. I am a very busy man, and I am not going to beat about the bush. I want you to attack Beitjesfonteins — the board, the management, the general business. I will put you in possession of the facts — more facts than you possess perhaps.”

“It is curious you should ask that,” said the editor. “The fact is, I have already got an article in type attacking the company. You know, of course, that the story of the discovery of a new leader was a lie?”

“I shouldn’t be surprised at anything,” said the young man. “Now, I want you to make your article strong — in fact, libellous.”

The editor shook his head doubtfully.

“I own the paper,” he said, “and it isn’t a very paying property as it is — a libel would ruin me.”

“I’ll indemnify you against all loss in that direction,” said Brian, “and I will give you a cheque for five hundred pounds on account — is it a bargain?”

“It is a bargain,” said the other, after a few seconds’ hesitation. “You will tell me, of course, your own object in attacking the stock?”

“I will tell you as much as it is necessary for you to know,” smiled Brian.

And this he did in as few words as possible. The interview was a short one — it was shortened by the arrival of a telegram.

Brian opened it and read the contents; then, as Mr Garson took his leave, he went to the telephone. He put through a number.

“Is that the Vicfort Club?” he asked.

“Yes? Will you tell Mr Levinger I wish to speak to him?”

In a moment the voice of his commission agent came through.

“That you, Levinger?” he demanded. “It is me — Pallard — speaking. What is the best you can get Grey Timothy?”

“There are plenty of eights,” said the voice.

“Get me another thousand on at the best price you can get,” said Brian; “and lay me Mildam to lose five thousand.”

He heard the click of the receiver as Levinger hung it up, then he returned to the table and read the telegram again.

“mildam is coughing. — Carr,” it ran.

“Now, Pinlow,” he said, half to himself, “I think this will annoy you.”



X. A Sharp Recovery in ‘Bits’


Table of Contents


Lord Pinlow came in to breakfast in a cheerful frame of mind. He had told himself as he lay back in his chair under the hands of his skilful valet that he had never been so rich in his life, which was probably true.

Beitjesfonteins had served him well — so had Callander. He smiled cheerfully as he thought of that astute man of business. He had other reasons to be pleased with himself. It was the Friday before Goodwood, and the week ahead held wondrous possibilities. He walked into his cheery diningroom and stood for a moment, his hands in his pockets, surveying, through the big window of his flat, the sun-bathed stretch of Pall Mall.

Then he turned to his table, where a light breakfast was laid. On the plate by his side were two or three letters and a telegram.

He opened the latter first and swore softly. “Mildam is coughing.”

It was from his trainer and had been handed in at nine o’clock the previous night at Salisbury.

He rang the bell furiously, and his man appeared.

“When did this telegram arrive?” he asked.

“This morning, m’lord,” said the man; “it had been delayed, so the boy said, owing to misdirection.”

“That will do,” said his lordship curtly.

Mildam coughing! That was a supreme catastrophe. Still his trainer was a close man, he would delay scratching the beast, and lay the money off. He opened his Sporting Chronicle and turned to the betting news. The headlines that met his eyes were startling:

MILDAM PEPPERED.

HEAVY LAYING AGAINST YESTERDAY’S FAVOURITE

FOR THE STEWARDS’ CUP.

GREY TIMOTHY BACKED.



With livid face he read the introductory article that followed.

“The feature of last night’s betting,” it said, “was the sensational attack made on Mildam, who receded from five to one to one hundred to seven (offered). It is reported that the filly, whose chance was highly esteemed, is coughing. Simultaneously there was a rush to get on Grey Timothy, who hardened from eight to one, to five to two. This was due to the investments of a well-known sporting owner, who has recently come amongst us. This gentleman, it is reported, laid Mildam to lose five thousand pounds.”

Pinlow read the article again.

“Pallard!” he muttered; “but, by heaven! he shall lose his money.”

He left his breakfast untouched. His servant called him a taxicab, and he drove to the City. He found Mr Callander looking tired and ill. With him was Horace, an uneasy young man, twirling his moustache nervously.

“I’m glad you’ve come, Pinlow,” said the elder man.

He was obviously ill at ease.

Pinlow took the chair which was offered to him.

“I think I will dispense with you for a few moments, my dear,” said the old man, and Horace obediently departed.

“I got your message last night,” said Pinlow. “What is the trouble?”

The old man — and old he looked that morning — cleared his throat before speaking.

“It is this — these wretched shares,” he said. “Do you know, Pinlow, I have lost a great deal more money than I can afford? I didn’t realize, you know, what a speculation they were, and your friend told me — and you yourself supported him — that they would go to twelve.”

Pinlow concealed a smile at the almost pathetic entreaty in the other’s voice.

“These things happen,” he said suavely; “one can never foretell. How much have you lost?”

It was a superfluous question, for he knew almost to a penny.

“Over forty thousand,” said Mr Callander.

He put up his hand to hide a trembling lip. He knew that it was well over forty thousand; he knew too well how unprepared he was to stand such a loss.

“I’ve always dabbled in stock a little,” he said; “but never anything like this.”

Pinlow shrugged his shoulders.

“It is very unfortunate. What can I do?”

“I was wondering,” said the old man, “if — I’ve never done such a thing before, but I’ve some heavy calls and I hardly know which way to turn — do you think you could lend me twenty thousand?”

“My dear good chap,” said the other impatiently, “I couldn’t and wouldn’t lend you twenty thousand shillings. It’s ridiculous your troubling about such a sum. Surely you can raise money on this business? I’ll float it for you, if you like.”

The old man shook his head.

“You cannot float a business on a falling balance sheet,” he said. “This business is declining rapidly. It was the recognition of the fact that made me take the risk I did.”

Pinlow whistled softly.

“Then if the business isn’t worth £20,000, how the devil can you ask me to lend you money?”

“I thought a friend ..,” said Mr Callander, his voice broken.

Pinlow laughed brutally.

“One has no friends in business hours,” he said briefly. “It is unfair to expect such a loan. Why, I thought you were a rich man.”

He said this in such a tone as to suggest that Mr Callander would never have been honoured with his acquaintance if he had thought otherwise. Perhaps the old man recognized the scorn in his voice, for of a sudden he gathered together the straggling threads of his dignity.

“I am sorry to have bothered you,” he said quietly; “but seeing that you were in the syndicate which has inflated Beitjesfonteins, I—”

“Who said I was in it?”

Mr Callander picked up a paper that lay open on his desk and handed it to his visitor. It was the new issue of the Market Review.

Pinlow skimmed the article which bore the heading “The Swindle in ‘Bits’,” and the farther he progressed the more purple became his face.

“It’s a lie — a lie!” he muttered as he read. “Dang this fellow! I will have him for this!”

Then he came to a passage which made him go white.

“The remarkable thing about the rig is that quite a number of the shares on the market are issued without authority. They are as spurious as forged Bank of England notes. The truth is, that a large block of shares came into the possession of a wealthy Australian gentleman, a Mr Pallard, who regarded them as valueless and never bothered to apply for registration. The share capital of the company is £250,000 — a very small sum for a mining concern. Of these 200,000 are held by Mr Brian Pallard, whose exploits in another field of speculation are fairly well known. How comes it in these circumstances that share certificates to the extent of over 100,000 can be traced in the City of London alone?

The explanation is, of course, that trusting that in some mysterious way the big block of shares held by Mr Pallard was swept off the face of the earth, the rascals behind ‘Bits’ have issued new certificates.

Mr Pallard will be glad to hear from any unfortunate shareholder who holds certificates numbered 5,001 to 205,000.”

Pinlow rose unsteadily.

“All this is false,” he said hoarsely, “and I’ll make the man pay who has mixed my name in this; by the way, what have you done with your shares?”

“I have handed them to a broker to sell,” said Mr Callander wearily.

“Your own broker?”

“No, to a Mr Burton who came to see me about their disposal.”

“What is his address?”

Mr Callander drew a card from his writing-case and handed it to the other.

“I’ll see what I can do about these shares,” said Pinlow. He made an unceremonious exit. In the corridor outside he met Horace disconsolately walking up and down.

“One moment, Pinlow,” said the youth. “I wanted to see you I’m in rather a hole—”

“Hang you and your hole!” snarled his angry lordship. “Everybody is in a hole, and I’m in the biggest!”

Burton’s office was little more than a stone’s throw, and Lord Pinlow sent in his card and was ushered into the office of the great broker.

“I’ve come to see you about some ‘Bits’ you’re holding for Callander,” he said, as soon as he was seated.

The broker nodded.

“I’ve got a few,” he said; “about five thousand he bought at three pound ten; one thousand he bought at six pounds; and another five thousand he bought at five pounds.”

“The purchase price doesn’t interest me,” said Pinlow. “I’ve come to make you an offer for them.”

“I shall be interested to hear what it is,” said Mr Burton politely.

“They stood at thirty shillings last night,” said Pinlow; “I will give you a flat thirty-five shillings for the lot.”

The broker laughed.

“You have heard the price Mr Callander paid,” he said. “That is the price at which I sell.”

Pinlow glowered at him.

“Are you mad?” he snapped; “do you expect me to buy at four times the market value?”

“I expect nothing,” said the broker. “I didn’t even expect you. I did not ask you to buy them.”

A light suddenly flashed on Pinlow’s mind.

“You’re Pallard’s broker, I suppose.”

“You are at liberty to suppose anything you like,” said the other comfortably; “but there is no harm in my telling you that I am Mr Pallard’s adviser in matters of this kind.”

“I see.”

Pinlow got up.

“It is blackmail,” he said, “blackmail, pure and simple.”

“You can put it just as you like,” said Mr Burton, unperturbed; “blackmail, whitemail or pinkmail; here is the fact. I have some twenty thousand shares to sell, numbered, ah! from 100,001 up 105,001, and so on and so forth. I did not invite you to tender for these, and I set my own price on them. I attempt to squeeze nobody. I ask a fair price, a price which will enable Mr Callander to sell without a loss. It is for you to buy or to leave.”

“I shall certainly not buy,” said Pinlow.

“Very good,” agreed the other. “If those shares are not sold by two o’clock this afternoon, there will be a rise of ten per cent, in their value.”

Pinlow banged the door behind him.

A taxicab carried him to the block of buildings near Liverpool Street Station, wherein were the offices of the Beitjesfontein Deep Gold Mining Company, Limited.

He found three perturbed directors waiting: Freeberg, small and fat; Holmes, tall, cadaverous, and yellow; and Mr Augustus Fanks, that Bayard of Finance.

He closed the door of the boardroom behind him more gently than he had closed the door of Mr Burton’s office.

“Lock it,” said Freeberg; and he turned the key.

“Have you seen the Review?” asked the voices in unison. Pinlow sat down heavily in one of the padded chairs by the table and nodded.

“Well?”

“Well?” he snapped. “What are you going to do?”

“Can’t we square the Review?” suggested Holmes. “You know what these fellows are. A couple of thousand pounds … he can come out next week with an abject apology … ‘Very sorry, we have investigated the matter of Beitjesfonteins, and we find that there is no truth’, etc., etc.”

By the nodded heads of the other men, Pinlow gathered that this was the plan the board had adopted.

“You’ll not square the Review,” he said roughly. “Can’t you see that Pallard is behind it all?”

“I don’t see what there is to be worried about,” said the pompous Fanks. He was a stout and hairless man.

“We’ve bought in all the shares at dead meat prices, except our friend Callander’s, and you can manage that, can’t you, Pinlow?”

“I cannot,” replied Pinlow shortly. “The old fool has handed them to Burton, of Burton and Freebody’s.”

“Buy ‘em,” suggested Fanks.

“I can buy them,” replied Pinlow grimly, “at a price — that’s what I have come to see you about. Burton will sell at the price Callander gave.”

“What!” cried the indignant Freeberg. “Why, that’s robbery! It’s monstrous! The man ought to be prosecuted!”

“In all my life,” said Mr Augustus Fanks deliberately, “I have never heard a more disgraceful thing; why, it’s blackmail!”

Pinlow showed his teeth.

“Disgraceful or not,” he said, “we’ve got to buy those shares and the less jaw there is about it the better. Even as it is we have — to run the risk of the Director of Public Prosecutions taking up the case. We have each to subscribe according to the amount we have made out of the stock.”

“I’ll not subscribe a penny,” said Fanks.

“Then I won’t trouble you any further,” said Pinlow, making as if to rise. “I shall write to all the financial papers saying that my attention has been called to the article in the Review, and that, having gone into the facts of the case, I am reluctantly forced to the conclusion that there is some truth in the charge — I shall then offer to refund—”

“But you’re in it!” protested Fanks vigorously. “You’re as much in it as any of us.”

“My name does not appear in any of the script,” said Pinlow pointedly, “and that is all that matters.”

“There is no use in wrangling,” interrupted the cadaverous Holmes. “Sit down everybody, and we’ll work out the percentage.”

That evening as Mr Callander was preparing with a heavy heart for his journey to Sevenoaks, Mr Burton was announced.

“I have sold your shares,” he said.

Mr Callander’s smile was a wry one. ‘Bits’ had closed weakly at twentyfive shillings.

“I am greatly obliged to you,” he said. “I suppose you didn’t get thirty for them?”

The broker shook his head.

“No, I didn’t get thirty,” he said dryly. He pulled from his inside pocket a fat bundle of notes, and Mr Callander, who was used to doing business on a cheque basis, wondered.

“It is all right,” laughed Burton. “I have just come from the bank. I did not trust the people I was doing business with, so I got an open cheque; you can have these notes, or my cheque in the morning.”

“How much is there?”

“A little over eighty thousand pounds,” said the unemotional broker.

Mr Callander collapsed into his chair.

“But — but how?” he asked weakly. “It is impossible — the shares were only twentyfive shillings — and—”

“I don’t exactly know how it occurred,” said Mr Burton carefully, “but I strongly suspect that Pallard the Punter has punted to some purpose.”
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Mr Augustus Fanks occupied the suite of rooms at the East Central Hotel. He had occupied the same rooms since ‘87 — so he said. He was a big man, big in body, big and square of head. Pale blue eyes looked at you from under his hairless eyebrows. His face was smooth, as smooth as his polished bald head. It had neither line nor crease. He looked like a great overgrown baby, and there was no vestige of hair to indicate his age. Only a certain fulness under each eye indicated that he had behind him a life which had been spent, well or ill.

It was no exaggeration to say that he was a brilliant financier. If he had been as honest as he was brilliant, he might have risen to any position, but there was a crooked place in his composition that made him prefer those adventurous paths of finance which led through morasses and along the dizzy edges of disastrous precipices, where other men hesitated to go.

The beaten track was never for him. There were all manners of short cuts to wealth which attracted him. Sometimes they led him over rocky paths and brought him, breathless but triumphant, to his goal. More often than not they brought him to a blank wall of rock, and he had the choice of climbing laboriously back to the place from whence he had started or risk a leap over the chasm which divides the legal from the illicit. He invariably leapt. Fanks had never been found out. That was his secret boast. Not once but many times the law had spread a cunning net for his undoing, but ever he had walked warily round the bait, sniffed at it and gone off to forage on less dangerous ground.

Pinlow found him alone on the night following the meeting.

The big man, looking more like a great baby than usual, lay in his big sittingroom, comfortably stretched on the sofa, smoking a huge cigar.

“Shut the door, Pinlow,” he said; “always shut doors, Pinlow. You never know who is hanging about. Sit over there where I can see you; now let’s have this business out. Paid the cash yet?”

“Yes, I’ve paid it — this thing looks like ruining me,” said Pinlow moodily.

Fanks blew a thick cloud of pungent smoke before replying.

“That’s a fool’s way of looking at things,” he said comfortably. “What is ruin? There’s no ruin except death, and death is preferable to insomnia.”

“It’s all very well for you to be philosophical,” said the other irritably, “but I can’t afford to be; you’re a rich man—”

Fanks laughed, and Pinlow noticed that no line appeared in his face when he laughed. He just opened his mouth without expression and emitted a chuckling gurgle of sound.

“Rich, am I?” he asked. “I’m rich in credit. Pinlow, I owe nearly half a million.”

He said this proudly.

“And I shall never pay it,” he added, “and, what’s more, my creditors wouldn’t like me to pay it. I live on my liabilities, and am respected — any fool can live on twenty shillings in the pound.”

“You are a wonderful man, Fanks,” said Pinlow testily. “I’ve paid the money, and it is now a question of getting some of it back. I want your help.”

Fanks flicked the ash of his cigar on to the carpet.

“Well,” he said slowly, “getting money back has never been a recreation of mine: I have always preferred new money, fresh money; there’s more satisfaction in getting somebody else’s money than getting your own.”

“I think I told you,” said Pinlow, “that I had a horse in the Stewards’ Cup.”

The other nodded twice.

“I know — it’s coughing,” he said.

“Everybody seems to know it,” replied Pinlow angrily. “Well, I backed my horse to win me a little fortune, and I’ve laid Pallard’s horse to lose me another little fortune — if Grey Timothy wins I’m out.”

Again Mr Fanks puffed noisily.

“Obviously,” he said slowly. “Grey Timothy must not win. I don’t profess to know much about racehorses — in fact, frankly, my dear Pinlow, I do not exactly approve of horse-racing” — he was a little pompous, and pompousness fitted him remarkably well— “but — er — I might be able to help you. I’m acquainted with a clever man who knows a great deal about horses. This is one Smith.”

“Tinker Smith?” asked Pinlow carelessly. “Oh, yes, I wrote to him.”

“Ah, yes, I see you remember that we have spoken of him before; but you understand that you will do nothing illegal, and that I am not introducing you with the object of promoting any illegal act — how much do you stand to lose?”

“About twelve thousand,” said the other.

“Ah, and to win a couple of thousand,” Fanks nodded at his own estimate, “and I stand in — how much?”

“A monkey?” suggested Pinlow.

Fanks smiled vaguely, staring up at the smoke wreaths above his head.

“It will cost me that,” he said. “My friends are expensive friends, and I do not quite approve of Smith, now that I come to think of it. Do you know a Dr Jellis? You don’t, I can see.”

“I don’t know him, and I’m bound to confess that I don’t want to have too many people in the business,” said Pinlow.

Again Fanks smoked silently.

“Well, we’ll try Smith, and if Smith fails, we’ll try Jellis — rum old boy, Jellis,” he said. He raised himself with a grunt, and sat up.

He walked across the room with the slow enjoyable steps of a man who has realized that he was taking exercise without any serious inconvenience or discomfort, and rang the bell.

His own servant answered the summons and assisted him into his boots.

Though it was at the end of July and distinctly close, he donned an overcoat and wrapped up his throat carefully.

“Call a taxi,” he commanded.

“We’d better see Smith,” he said, when the servant had gone. “He’ll do most things I want.”

They went down the lift, through the vestibule of the hotel to the street.

“Drive us to Slippington Street, Somers Town — I’ll tell you where to stop.”

On the journey Mr Fanks enlightened the other as to the character of the rendezvous where he hoped to find the redoubtable ‘Tinker’.

“You’ve never heard of the Freedom Club, I suppose?” he asked. “It’s a sort of working men’s club run for men who don’t work.”

He chuckled at his own little witticism.

“After all, they are the people who require a club,” he said, shooting a sly look at the other. “A working-man ought to be at work. If he labours thoroughly and conscientiously he ought to be so tired at the end of the day that he should be fit for nothing but sleep. It’s the little man who does not work, who makes his living by his wits, who needs the mental refreshment which communion with his fellow-man alone can give him.”

Fanks needed little encouragement to make a speech. Rhetoric was his long suit, and Pinlow, who knew his weakness, did not attempt to encourage him. Fortunately, no sooner had Fanks got well started on the subject of the brainfulness of criminals, than the car turned out of the Euston Road into Slippington Street.

“We’ll stop here,” said Fanks, and leaning forward he knocked at the window of the taxi to call the driver’s attention. Dismissing the car, the two men walked a little way along the busy street.

“This way,” said Fanks.

He turned abruptly to the right, into a narrow side street, which was made up of little shops and high model dwellings. One such shop had a painted window and over the fanlight was inscribed modestly the words ‘Freedom Club’. Fanks pushed open the swing door and nodded to a man who sat in a tiny box in the passage.

“Mr Smith in?” he asked.

“Just gorn upstairs,” said the man, looking suspiciously at Pinlow.

“A friend of mine,” explained Fanks.

“Put his name in the book, sir, according to lor,” recited the man, and produced an old exercise-book in which Fanks scribbled indecipherably. He led the way up the narrow stairs.

On the first landing was a little man with a straggling beard.

He stood on the step-ladder placed carelessly in front of the closed door of the ‘front room’, and had a hammer in his hand.

He glanced inquiringly round, recognized Fanks with a toothless grin and slowly descended the ladder.

“Clever, eh?” muttered Fanks, “natural position: man doing some repairs outside the room, door locked because of the ladder. Suppose we were strangers or the police, he’d drop that hammer of his, and whilst he was clearing away the ladder and unlocking the door, the lads inside would be ‘clearing up’, eh?”

The old man moved the ladder, knocked once on the door, and unlocked it.

Following his conductor, Pinlow entered.

The room was much larger than he had anticipated. There were a dozen men at or about one large table covered with green baize and marked off in squares, and in the centre a polished black roulette wheel.

Nobody paid attention to the newcomers, yet every man saw them, with that curious, swift, peering glance with which the professional thief favours humanity.

The two stood watching the twirling wheel, then a man who sat next to the croupier looked up and caught Fanks’ eyes.

He sat quietly for a little while; then, whilst the players were staking their money on the green cloth, he rose, and the man who stood behind him took his place at the table.

He made his way to where the two visitors stood.

“Well, Smith,” said Fanks blandly, “and how are you?”

The man nodded uncomfortably.

He was a lean, wiry man, with a big, pale face. His big head seemed out of all proportion to his body, and there was an air of furtive secrecy about his every movement which suggested that he had at all times some enormous mystery locked up in his bosom.

“Smith,” said Fanks, dropping his voice, “do you know a gentleman named Pallard?”

“Racin’ feller?”

“Yes.”

Smith hesitated. He spoke grudgingly, as one whose words were precious.

“Seen him,” he confessed.

“Have you heard of Grey Timothy?”

Smith nodded.

“Ah — you don’t know my friend, of course?”

Smith shot a swift glance at Pinlow.

“Done a job for him in Melbourne,” he said laconically.

“You were supposed to have done a job for me,” corrected Pinlow. “Oh, yes, Fanks I I’ve met Tinker before.”

“Well, this is how it is,” Fanks went on. “My friend here stands to lose a lot of money over Grey Timothy; now, Smith, we all know how bad it makes a man feel to lose money — eh? Not a nice experience — um?”

Smith shook his head.

“Now, suppose,” said Fanks carefully, “suppose this horse isn’t as good as my friend thinks he is; suppose you and my friend had a look at him.”

“Right,” said Smith, and shot a cunning glance at Pinlow. “Same’s we looked at Iron Pyrites,” he said.

“Remember,” warned the virtuous Fanks, “I want to know nothing — I know nothing. You’ve got to make your own arrangements.” He looked at his watch. “We must be off soon. You’d perhaps like to have a few words in private.”

He strolled across to the players and left them alone.

“You understand, Smith,” said Pinlow, dropping his voice, “that this is a bigger business than Iron Pyrites — it’s neck or nothing with me. I shall have to clear out of England if Grey Timothy wins.”

“He’ll win nothing,” said Smith, with decision. “Not if what you wrote to me is true: you’ve got the stable lad straightened.”

“Yes — I’ve had two men down at Wickham Norton for a month, and they haven’t been idle.”

He caught the other’s arm gently, and led him still further from the players.

“Smith,” he said slowly, “this fellow Pallard is getting on my nerves; in the old days, for a pony, I could have got him—”

“Done up?” suggested Smith, as Pinlow hesitated.

He nodded.

“You could get him done up now for a pony,” said Smith calmly; “for five an’ twenty pun’ you could get him, so that his own landlady wouldn’t know him.”

For answer, Pinlow took a pocketbook from his inside pocket and counted out five five-pound notes into the other’s hand.

Then he saw one of the players watching him.

“Who is that man?” he asked quickly; “the man with the check suit?”

“He’s nobody,” said Smith carelessly, “a broadsman by the name of Caggley.”



XII. Brian Makes Acquaintances


Table of Contents


The Saturday afternoon before Goodwood, Brian spent at Hurst Park, an interested spectator of the racing. The presence of the ‘big punter’ was always a source of nervousness to the ring. Impossible horses were rushed to favouritism on the rumour that ‘Pallard had his maximum’ on that particular animal, only to be banished to obscurity when the rumour was disposed of.

Brian had a wonderful eye for a horse.

If you had stood at his shoulder, as the horses cantered to the post, and could have read the curious shorthand which he employed, you would observe him jotting down for future reference, against each horse’s name, some comment which was at once brief and illuminating. His race-card at the end of the day was covered with hieroglyphics which translated into ‘Fat’, ‘Untrained’, ‘Will stay’, ‘Ran well for five furlongs’, ‘Overtrained’, etc.
 He took racing seriously. It was a sport and an occupation, and for all the stories that have gone the rounds as to his reckless betting, the truth is that he was a most careful investor. He never backed a horse that was not his own property — at least, not to any amount. A sovereign was his limit on the tips which necessarily came to him, and these he only invested to give him a ‘gambling interest’ in a race.

He loved racing for racing’s sake; he could enjoy a week at Newmarket without soiling the virgin leaves of his betting-book.

But when he betted, he betted freely. No price was too short for him. His ravaging commissioners devoured the markets as locusts devour the land.

And the public came in on his trail. There was never any secret about his fancy. “He comes late but often,” said the greatest of the bookmakers, “and he goes back heavily laden.”

In other words, he waited till a ‘market had been formed’, till some other horse had been installed favourite; then he stepped in and took a hand in the proceedings.

To-day he had only one horse engaged, and one which was not seriously fancied by him. It had been one of the horses with which Grey Timothy had been tried, and had finished a very bad last in the gallop.

A friend strolled up to him in the paddock. “Fancy yours, Pallard?”

Brian shook his head.

“I’ve got a fiver on him,” he said; “but it would have been better to have given it to a charity.”

Strolling round, he came upon Caggley, resplendent and glittering. The man, from his apparent uneasiness, was anxious to speak, and Brian stopped him.

“Well, Caggley, you are still at large, I observe?” he said banteringly.

Caggley grinned.

“Still at liberty, Captain. If I might be so bold as to say, I have backed your horse in this race.”

“If I might be so bold,” said Brian, “you are a fool: if this horse wins, I shall be a much-surprised man.”

He was strolling on when:

“Beg pardon, Captain,” said the man in a low voice, “you got my wire?”

Brian nodded and passed on.

He came to the members’ stand and took out his glasses.

Whitefax, his own colt, was drawn on the extreme outside, the worst place in the world on the five-furlong course at Hurst Park. That settles him, thought Brian, and gave no more thought to the matter.

He was chatting with Ernest, who had put in an unexpected appearance, when the sharp roar of the crowd told him that the race had started.

The horses bunched together on the far side of the course, and something in green and red was making the running on the rails. The diagonal black-striped jacket, he saw with mild surprise, was in the fighting line.

“Well, I’m dashed!” he said, in astonishment.

“Why are you dashed?” asked Ernest.

“My horse is going to win,” said Brian.

And at the distance the black and white jacket went suddenly to the front and, though challenged left and right, passed the post a comfortable winner by a length.

Brian put back his glasses and joined the throng making its way to the paddock.

“Backed away,” he heard somebody say; “one of these wretched starting-price jobs, don’t you know.”

Brian grinned to himself.

In the paddock he met the man who had asked him about his horse’s chances.

“You won, after all,” he said, with a meaning smile. “You beggar, why didn’t you tell me?”

Brian heaved a deep sigh.

“My dear, good friend,” he said patiently, “I told you all I knew.”

“Had a good win?” persisted the other.

Brian’s face went very red.

“I have told you I had nothing on the horse, beyond a fiver — don’t you believe me?”

His tone was sharp and threatening.

“Oh, of course, if you say so—” protested the other hastily.

Brian took Ernest by the arm and walked out to meet the winner as he returned to scale.

“The only thing I have against the English racegoer,” he said, “is that he credits you with being a clever liar.”

Whitefax, steaming and blowing, was being led through the gate of the paddock, and Brian fell in by the side of the horse.

“What happened to all the other horses?” he asked the jockey.

“I don’t know, sir,” said the lad. “We came a good gallop, and the horse was just a little better than the others at the finish.”

Later, Brian sought out his trainer.

Ebenezer Colter shared a distinction enjoyed by six out of every ten trainers of racehorses — in that he did not look like a man who had anything to do with horses. A spare man of fifty, with hair and moustache turning grey, he might have been a major of an infantry regiment, as indeed he was, for there was no more enthusiastic Territorial than the quiet man who presided over Pallard’s stable.

He stroked his moustache gravely as Pallard expressed his surprise at the unexpected win.

“You are not more surprised than I am,” he said. “The only consolation I have is knowing what Grey Timothy can do to this young fellow.”

He always spoke of his horses as though they were human.

“If Tim runs up to his trial,” Colter went on, “he’ll leave the field standing still.”

“That reminds me,” said Brian; “you are taking every precaution against interference?”

Mr Colter nodded.

“Yes — but, seriously, do you expect trouble?”

“Yes. I think you do, too.”

“I do and I don’t,” said Mr Colter, a little perplexed. “The two men who Pinlow has sent to watch the horses have been attempting to ingratiate themselves with the lad in charge of the colt — there’s nothing remarkable in that. It’s a way the tout has. I have told the lad to humour them, to give them all the information they need, and if they become too pressing, to let me know.”

“That is right,” agreed Brian, “and if there is any fun going, I hope you will not leave me out of it.”

“I would not let you miss it for anything,” he said; “but, seriously, is Pinlow the sort of man — ?”

“The sort of man! My dear chap, I could give you a list of Pinlow’s iniquities that would fill a volume as big as ‘Races to Come’. He did exactly the same thing in Australia. By the way, I have written to my uncle to come along and see the stable on Monday. Will it be convenient?”

Mr Colter was surprised, and looked it.

“Certainly,” he said; and then, “he wasn’t exactly the visitor I should have expected.”

“I shan’t expect him myself till I see him,” confessed Brian. “He’ll probably bring — er — Miss Callander.”

After which he changed the subject.

He waited until just before the last race, and left the course in a taxi, driving to Hampton Court Station.

There were very few passengers on the platform, for the last race of the day was the Vyner Handicap, an event which was rather popular with the racegoers.

He walked along the platform till he came to an empty first-class carriage, and entered it.

He was hardly seated before he heard the guard’s whistle blown, and simultaneously the door was pulled open, and five men tumbled in.

The train was on the move as they seated themselves, and Brian looked at them over his paper.

“A tough-looking crowd,” he thought.

He noticed that each man had a clean white collar and an obviously new tie. This was interesting and ominous. They had been ‘got up’ for some occasion.

The train had cleared the station when the man sitting in the corner opposite to him leant forward and bought his hand down heavily on Brian’s knee,

“Hullo, Pallard,” he said familiarly, “how are yer?”

“Fine,” said Brian, and as he spoke his terrible ‘left’ came round with a lightning swing.

The man saw it coming, and lifted his hand to ward off the blow, but it was too late.

It caught him on the point of the jaw, and he went down to the floor of the carriage with a thud. The man sitting next to the owner of Whitefax seized his left arm, but withdrew his hand with a howl of agony, for the heavy black barrel of a Browning pistol had rapped down on his knuckles.

“And if any of you want trouble,” said Brian, leaning forward and sideways, “you can have it.”

The wicked muzzle of the pistol waved uncertainly in his hand, and the gang shrank back before the seeming irresponsibility of its erratic movements.

“Now, I don’t know whether it was Pinlow,” Brian went on carefully, “or one of his pals, who paid you to put me through the mill, but I think you’ll agree with me that it’s a tough job.”

The man on the floor groaned and struggled into a sitting position. He blinked stupidly at the pistol.

“Did you hit or shoot me?” he asked.

“I believe I hit you,” smiled Brian; “but not to any extent.”

“Can I get up?”

“Yes — but you’ve got to behave. Give him a hand, you.”

Brian indicated a man by the simple expedient of allowing the muzzle of his pistol to remain in one direction for a fraction of a minute; and the man hastily obeyed. For the remainder of the journey, the calm young man entertained them with a brief and pointed lecture on manners. Nearing Clapham Junction, he drew a handkerchief from his pocket:

“Tie that to the handle outside,” he commanded, and one of the men obeyed.

“No man will attempt to alight at Clapham,” he said cheerfully; “but at Vauxhall I will dispense with your attendance.”

“What’s the game, governor?” growled one of the men. “What’s this handkerchief?”

“That is a little joke,” said Brian politely.

He kept them at Vauxhall just long enough for a dozen watchers who had waited all the afternoon to locate his carriage; then he dismissed them.

“I have been expecting this,” were his parting words. “I have seen you following me round the paddock; I know that you came after me from the course. You will leave Vauxhall marked men; detectives will follow you to your homes, and by tomorrow morning I shall know much more about you than you know about yourselves. Good afternoon.”

Cowed and beaten, they crept from the carriage. They bunched together, making for the stairs, one holding his bruised hand, another nursing his jaw.

Brian watched them from the carriage window. He saw the unobtrusive shadows fall in behind, and returned to his seat.

That night when Lord Pinlow returned to his flat, he found a package waiting for him marked ‘urgent’. He opened it and was puzzled, for it was no more than a snapshot photograph of five men walking along a station platform. Then, with a curse, he recognized the leader as a man whose services he had enlisted to settle his feud.

What did it mean?

He turned the photograph over. There was some writing.

“Five friends of yours, I think. I had an idea that you would like to have them framed. — B. P.”

For Brian had made his plans with great completeness, even to the extent of posting a photographer near the exit, and the cheery offensiveness of the inscription was pardonable, for Brian had received an interesting wire from his trainer.
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Lord Pinlow was engaged in his study until very late that Saturday night. At eleven o’clock he sent for his valet.

“Perks,” he said, “I am not feeling particularly well.”

“I am sorry to hear that, m’lord,” replied the man.

“I am going to bed and I shall want you to take a note to Watford for me — to a Dr Jellis.”

“Yes, m’lord.”

“You can have the car. The doctor will probably be in bed and asleep. All you have to do is to slip the note in his letterbox and come away. I don’t care what time you get back, but you are not to disturb me, do you understand?”

“Quite, m’lord.”

“I have not been sleeping too well, and I am taking a sleeping draught — if you wake me under any circumstances there will be trouble.”

He dismissed the man and sat down to write a conventional note to the doctor. Then he returned to his room, locked the door, and changed quickly into an old suit. He waited till he heard the door of the flat click behind the valet, then he stepped into the darkened diningroom and watched his car departing.

No sooner was it out of sight than he returned to his room, rumpled the bed to give it the appearance of having been slept in, and taking one or two necessary articles from a bureau, he switched off the light and left the room, locking the door behind him.

In the hall he found a long dark overcoat and a cap.

These he put on, turned off the light, and stepped out of the flat.

He crossed Pall Mall, passed St. James’s Palace into the Mall, then turned sharp toward the Admiralty Arch.

He took a brief survey of the Mall.

Coming slowly in his direction was a big closed motorcar, remarkable, if for no other reason, from the fact that one headlight was white and one was barred with green stripes of glass.

He waited till it was nearly abreast of him, then he raised his hand and the car stopped. Without a word to the muffled driver he opened the door and jumped in, and the car moved on.

There was another occupant, a man who deferentially squeezed himself into one corner of the car as Lord Pinlow entered.

“Is everything all right?” asked Pinlow, as the car ran swiftly along Whitehall.

“Got everything,” replied the voice of Tinker Smith.

There was a long pause.

“What happened this afternoon — you made a mess of it, I suppose?” demanded Lord Pinlow.

The man in the corner wriggled uncomfortably.

“The lads did their best,” he said apologetically, “but he was wise to it, that Pallard. They followed him to the station and got him into the rattler nice and comfortable, an’ Timmy Gooler — who’s no mug-started puttin’ it acrost him. An’ Tim’s been boxing partner of some of the best men in the ring.”

“Well?”

“Well, that there Pallard, he didn’t wait for Tim to get busy; he caught him a hook under the jaw that put him to sleep, ‘fore, so to speak, he was properly awake. I’ve been down to his house at Nottin’ Dale to see him. In bed he is, with a face like a pincushion. That there Pallard can fight!”

Pinlow wrinkled his nose unpleasantly in the darkness. He had some reason to know that ‘that there Pallard’ could fight.

The car ran through Chelsea, and took the Kingston road. Through Kingston, past Sandown Park, it ran swiftly. Guildford was reached before one, and the car turned on the Petworth road.

Wickham Norton lies on the downs to the north of Petworth.

It is a tiny village, and the training establishment of Ebenezer Colter stands a mile and a half from the village.

It had been bought by an African millionaire, improved beyond recognition, and was chiefly remarkable for the fact that it had six miles of high wall round it, rivalling in height and solidarity the famous walls of Petworth House.

“Does the driver know who I am?” asked Pinlow, as the car turned cautiously into a treeshaded by-lane a quarter of a mile from the training establishment.

“No, he’s all right. He’s the chap that drove the Birmingham crowd when they cleared out the jewellers in Corporation Street — it’s a reg’lar business with him.”

The car came to a standstill and the driver tapped the window.

Pinlow’s companion alighted and Pinlow followed.

The chauffeur was engaged in extinguishing the lights of the big lamps.

“Tell him to have the car turned round and waiting at the end of the lane,” instructed Pinlow.

He walked briskly back to the high road followed by the other.

Keeping to the side of the road, they stepped out together.

“You are sure everything is right?” asked Lord Pinlow as they emerged from the shelter of the high trees that fringed the main road.

“Certain, m’lord,” said the man. “They’ve got a stableman straightened, one of your chaps — Coggs, you know Coggs, m’lord? — has put everything right.”

Pinlow nodded.

“The last business Coggs did for me was none too satisfactory,” he said grimly, remembering his losses on Fixture.

They walked on in silence, then the man at his side suddenly put out his hand and stopped.

“Somebody ahead,” he whispered.

He had seen two shadowy forms by the side of the road.

He whistled, softly, a bar from a song which was the rage of the moment, and instantly and as softly the refrain was taken up.

“It’s all right,” said the man in a low voice, “it’s Coggs and Gilly.”

The two watchers came forward to meet them.

“That you, Mr Smith?” asked the stouter of the two, and Pinlow’s companion answered.

They stood talking for a little while.

“This is Mr Vantine,” introduced Smith.

Pinlow had his cap drawn down over his eyes, and from the lower part of his face hung a bushy beard. He had fixed it deftly before he had descended from the car.

“Everything is all right,” said Coggs. “I have got a key to a wicket gate on the far side of the park, that’s this side. There will be no difficulty in getting into the stables — I’ve straightened one of the lads all right.”

“Who is looking after the colt?” asked Pinlow.

“One man,” said the other; “he sleeps up above the horse in a bunk above the manger.”

“Let us get on,” said Pinlow.

Led by Coggs they skirted the wall of the place. It was not a long walk. Coggs stopped before a little door and Smith flashed a light from an electric lamp whilst Coggs fitted a key to the lock.

The door opened creakily, and the party passed through. They were a hundred yards from a block of buildings, the bulk of which showed blackly before them.

Again Coggs led the way.

With another key he opened a small door that took them into a dark courtyard.

“Where is the trainer’s house?” whispered Pinlow.

“The other side of this,” said the other in a low voice; “those are the new boxes Pallard built.”

There was a deathly silence broken only by the occasional rattle of a chain, as some horse moved in his stall.

“The first box on the right is empty,” whispered Coggs hoarsely; “the horse is in the second.”

As they had entered the park, the party had drawn rubber goloshes over their boots, and the men made their way noiselessly to the door of the second box.

Smith paused and looked round at his employer.

“The dope or the knife?” he asked.

“The knife,” said Pinlow promptly; “the other takes too long.”

The man nodded.

He tried the stable door cautiously.

It moved to his touch. This was as had been arranged. He opened it a couple of inches, then he closed it again, and took a small flat leather case from his pocket. From this he extracted a surgeon’s scalpel. He opened it with a click and smoothed the wicked little blade on the palm of his hand.

“You come in with me,” he whispered.

Pinlow nodded and the man opened the door and slipped through, his master following.

The box was in one corner of the stable. Throwing the beam of his light on the ground to show the way, Smith made for the box, and gently lifted the big latch.

He saw the sheeted figure of the horse standing quietly.

Very quickly he flashed the light on the near hind leg and chose the spot, a little above the fetlock.

The horse stood remarkably still, and standing on one side to avoid the kick which would assuredly come, Smith drove the knife home with a quick scientific turn of his wrist.

The scalpel snapped off short in his hand and he uttered an oath. As for the horse, it did not move.

“What is wrong?” asked Pinlow sharply.

“Wrong? — why, this is a wooden horse!” gasped the other.

“What?” began Pinlow, when there was a ‘click’, and the stable was suddenly brilliantly illuminated.

Three big incandescent lamps blazed in the roof and Pinlow stepped back quickly towards the door.

“Don’t move,” said a quiet voice.

Lying full length on the bunk above the manger, his head resting on his crooked arm, was a young man. In his other hand was the ugly black pistol that looked all barrel.

“Don’t move,” said Mr Brian Pallard again, “because if you do I shall shoot, and I have no desire to miss a day’s racing to give evidence at your inquest.”

Pinlow hung his head down. His big black beard hid the lower part of his face.

“Be not so modest,” taunted the man in the bunk. “I think I have seen you before — Lord Pinlow, I believe?”

“I don’t know what you mean?” said Pinlow gruffly.

“You will know — and everybody will know — if you don’t keep still. For a pistol-shot may miss you, but the sound will arouse a strong body of police which is stationed in the park, and then, my dear chap, the fat will be in the fire.”

He sat up in the bunk and lolled, his legs hanging over the edge easily and comfortably.

“I suppose I’ve done wrong,” said Pinlow sullenly, removing his beard, “and I shall be misunderstood; but I only came to have a look at this champion of yours.”

“Came from a fancy-dress ball, I suppose?” asked the other innocently. “Well, you can have a look at him. He’s made of wood, as your truthful lieutenant said. In fact, Pinlow, he’s the wooden horse that my friend Colter keeps to hang his harness on: the sort of thing you see in a saddler’s window, you know. Colter picked him up cheaply at a sale.”

Pinlow said nothing.

“We painted his hind legs white,” continued Brian, “in order to complete the illusion. Colter and I did it; the paint is not yet dry.”

“What are you going to do?” growled Pinlow.

Brian shook his head.

“I’m blest if I know!” confessed his captor; “you’re much too innocent to be locked up. A man who would believe that he could straighten — that’s the word, isn’t it? — a stableman of mine, a man who has been with me for ten years, is more to be blamed than pitied!”

With a reproving shake of his head, he stepped down from the bunk, alighted nimbly upon the broad back of the wooden horse, and walked along till he came to the tail, then he jumped lightly into the box.

“I hardly know what to do with you,” he repeated, “except to give you some good advice.”

“Dash your advice,” snarled the other, “you can do as you like: you’re brave enough with that pistol, Pallard; put it down for a bit and I’ll show you who’s the better man.”

“I know who’s the better man,” said the other simply, “I need no further proof: there’s the door, you had better skip. You’ll find Messrs. Coggs and Gilly very sore outside the park, where my stablemen have put them — you didn’t hear the little scuffle outside, I suppose? Good morning — stay!”

Pinlow was on his way to the door and turned back.

“You’ve forgotten your whiskers,” said Brian gravely, and pointed to the telltale beard that lay on the floor.

He followed the two men across the park, out through the little wicket on to the road.

None of the three troubled to speak to two groaning men who lay by the wall, drenched through — there was a convenient duck-pond near where the irate stablemen had found Coggs and Gilly — and they left them sore and aching.

The two walked quickly in the direction of the lane where the motorcar had been left.

There was no sign of it and they looked about in bewilderment.

Brian came up.

“Looking for the car, I suppose?” he said. “It is halfway to London by now; the fact is, the driver had the choice of arrest or bolt — and he bolted.”

He gave them time to realize the situation, then he went on:

“A nice ten-mile walk will do you both good; you don’t get enough exercise, Pinlow; you’re getting fat. You’re nothing like the lithesome dapper conquestador I knew in Melbourne.”

Blind rage choked the man he addressed. He half turned.

“I’ll kill you one of these days, Pallard!” he hissed.

“Then you’ll be hanged by a silken rope,” said the imperturbable man in the centre of the road; “for that, I understand, is the privilege of your caste.”

He stood watching them till they were swallowed up in the night, then he walked back thoughtfully to the trainer’s house.

“We ought to have had them arrested,” said Colter, as they sat in the long diningroom, hung from ceiling to floor with pictures.

“What is the use?” Brian was sipping a cup of coffee. “It would only make a scandal, and that sort of thing does not do the game much good.”

“It is curious you should have come down last night,” said the trainer thoughtfully; “for although this plot has been hatching for a week, I knew nothing about it till last evening when I came home from Hurst Park.”

Brian smiled.

“I have known all about it for a week,” he said; “it was to be the last resource.”

“Do you think it is their last resource?” asked the trainer.

Brian shook his head.

“Honestly, I do not,” he said.

And he was right.
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Mr Callander thought the matter over a long time before he came to any decision: before he even consulted Horace, his son. Horace had been in low spirits and an object of his father’s solicitude. Gladys had been in an unaccountably good humour, which did not please Mr Callander at all.

The trip might raise the drooping spirits of his son; it might even subdue the exuberance of his daughter.

For Mr Callander was not altogether a fool. He had not lived his sixty years of life without making certain fundamental discoveries. He detected certain symptoms in his daughter’s attitude toward life: a certain joyousness of voice, buoyancy of carriage, a lightness and a freshness none of which were incompatible with the possibility that she was in love.

He had thought for a very short space of time that it was Pinlow who was the object of her affection, and curiously enough the notion did not afford him the pleasure that it would have done a few weeks before. Pinlow had not — well, he had not shone. Mr Callander shook his head at the thought. No, Pinlow had decidedly fallen short.

Was it Brian?

Here again Mr Callander’s feelings had undergone a revolution.

Brian was a rascal, an associate of rascals, and a brawler.

A brawler, by Mr Callander’s strict code, was only once removed from a drunkard.

Against which, Brian had done much for him. Nobody had explained, at least, nobody had attempted to give an adequate explanation of the remarkable conversion of his worthless shares into cash. Yet, without explanation, Mr Callander knew that, in some way, Brian was the author of the miracle.

So whilst disapproving of his nephew and all his works, Mr Callander permitted himself to be tolerant.

But not to the extent of encouraging his daughter in that folly — if Pallard were the man.

He had an opportunity of consulting Horace on the Saturday night. Horace was apathetic, he was quite willing to do anything.

The interview took place in Mr Callander’s study at Hill View, and Horace was ill at ease and feverishly anxious to come to another subject.

“Father,” he said, when his parent had finished,

“I want to tell you something: I’m sure you won’t mind — I hardly like to speak to you …”

He stammered away so far and caught his father’s cold eye with something like a shudder.

“It is not, I trust,” said the elder man softly, “another speculation in provisions?”

Horace went pink and white and muttered a reluctant “No.”

“I cannot tell you how grieved I was,” said Mr Callander, “to learn that you had been indulging in what I cannot but describe as a gamble — and with the people’s food. Oh, shame, Horace!”

He was very sad, but he was also severe, and Horace invented a quick lie.

“No, father, this — this is a matter — a friend of mine, an awfully good chap, in temporary difficulties, you know, and I thought you, that is I, might do something.”

“Who is this friend?” asked Mr Callander with chilling politeness.

“Oh, you wouldn’t know him!” said Horace vaguely; “he’s a man I know, and he’s got plenty of money coming along some day.”

Mr Callander crossed his legs and put the tips of his fingers together.

“I shall be glad to accommodate your friend,” he said.

“Thank you, father,” said the gratified Horace.

“To the extent of?” asked Mr Callander.

“Two thousand.” His father nodded. “Must say, governor, it is really downright decent of you.”

“I shall, of course, require security,” Mr Callander went on.

“I — of course I’ll stand as security,” said Horace eagerly.

“That will not do,” said his father, and Horace’s face fell. “I shall want convertible security, realizable security; that, of course, your friend will furnish.”

Horace had fallen from his exaltation to the depth of gloom.

“He can’t give you security, father,” he said with a touch of querulous impatience. “He could get money from a moneylender if he had security.”

“He won’t get it from me without,” said Mr Callander decisively, “and I think we will not discuss the matter any further.”

When Horace was in trouble he invariably sought his sister. He made no exception in this case. He found her in the drawingroom reading, and she did not need any information as to how the interview had gone. His face told of his despair. He flung himself down in a mild rage — Horace was never violent in anything he did.

“What did father say?” she asked.

“He wouldn’t,” he said sulkily.

“Did you tell him everything?”

He squirmed angrily on the settee.

“No — well, I told him all he need know. As a matter of fact, I didn’t say I wanted it for myself; I asked him to let me have it for a friend of mine.”

She was troubled at this.

“I do not think that you ought to have said that,” she said gently. “Why not tell him the truth — after all, £500 isn’t much.”

“I asked for two thousand,” he said.

Her eyebrows rose.

“Two thousand — why?” she asked, in consternation.

“Because that happens to be the amount I want,” he said grimly enough.

“But you told me it was only five hundred,” she persisted. “Oh, Horace, you don’t mean it?”

He turned a weary face to her.

“Now, please don’t sermonize me,” he begged. “I’ve had enough of it from father.”

There was a long and painful silence which she broke:

“Was it butter this time?” she asked meekly.

“It was eggs, or were eggs,” he said. “We sold short, thinking we could get all the eggs we wanted from Morocco, and then that infernal Pretender person started kicking up a rumpus, and we had to buy elsewhere and through the nose.”

“But why did you want to buy eggs?” she asked. “What were you going to do with them?”

“Oh, eat them!” he snapped. “What do people do with things they buy? They sell them, of course.”

He got up and began pacing the room.

“I really don’t know what I shall do — I know!” He stopped suddenly as an idea came to him.

“What?” she asked.

“I’ll go to that fellow Pallard,” he said. “After all, though he’s a gambler, he’ll understand; and these people who bet are frightfully generous.”

She was on her feet now, and her face was resolute.

“You’ll do nothing of the sort,” she said quietly. “I absolutely forbid you to see Mr Pallard.”

“What on earth do you mean?” he asked, astonished at her vehemence.

“Exactly what I say,” she said. Her lovely eyes were ablaze with anger; she was in the mood that her less resolute brother liked least. “Have you no sense of dignity, Horace? How can you ask a man to help you for whom you have no good word; of whom you cannot speak without a sneer?”

“Well, you needn’t get into a fit about it,” he growled. “You know the kind of chap he is.”

He utterly mistook her attitude, for he went on:

“After all, we are entitled to use those kind of people.”

Her face was very pale, and had he been anybody but his confident self, he would have been warned by the clouds that were gathering on her brow.

“That kind of person,” she repeated. “What do you mean by, ‘that kind of person’?”

“Oh, well — a gambling chap,” he said.

“And what are you but a — a gambling chap?” she asked sarcastically. “The only difference that I can see between you is that whilst Mr Pallard gambles on the horses he understands, you gamble on eggs and butter that you know nothing about.”

Horace eyed her severely.

“You are talking nonsense, Gladys,” he said sharply. “It is ridiculous to compare a business man with a horse-racing person.”

“It is utterly ridiculous,” she retorted, “to compare you with Mr Pallard.”

“You are infernally offensive,” he said hotly; “and if I do not go to Pallard, I shall go to Pinlow.”

“That is your affair,” she replied, unmoved by his threats;— “but if you dare ask Mr Pallard—”

“Don’t dare me, please!” he began angrily, when the door opened to admit his father.

“Ah, here you are both together,” said Mr Callander, the seeds of whose geniality fell upon stony places at the moment. “I have come to see Gladys about this trip on Monday.”

“Trip, father?” she asked. “What trip is this?”

Mr Callander composed himself into an easychair before replying.

“I have been asked if I will take you both to — er — a training establishment, and really I am in two minds about the matter.”

“A training establishment?”

She had a dim idea that it was something to do with railways.

“Yes, Gladys. I have had a letter from your — er — Cousin Brian.”

He saw the red come to her face and groaned inwardly. At that moment he resolved upon his course of action.

“I have also had a letter from the trainer of his horses — a very well-expressed letter, though I dare say it was written for him; these people can afford secretaries — seconding the invitation.”

Her heart was beating quickly with mingled delight and apprehension. Delight at the prospect of seeing the horses, and apprehension lest her father refused.

“I think we will go,” he said; and Horace looked up in astonishment. “I think you ought to see the kind of people that your cousin — er — makes friends of.”

That was the brilliant idea which had occurred to Mr Callander. He knew by hearsay the type she was likely to meet.

“Vice, unfortunately,” said Mr Callander oracularly, “wraps itself in such pleasant garb that, seen from a distance, it looks like sober virtue. The blaze of the footlights, so to speak, conceals rather than emphasizes the tawdriness of the stage. Young and romantic persons,” he looked very hard at his daughter, and she became more confused in her endeavour to appear unconcerned, “are often deceived by the glamour of distance. I think it is only fair that we should take the opportunity of a closer view what say you, Horace?”

Horace had much to say, but he contented himself with expressing the view that he thought the visit ill-advised. Mr Callander hesitated. He had a great respect for the opinion of his son — other than on matters of finance.

“Ill-advised, Horace?” repeated Gladys sweetly.

“Yes,” he said sulkily. “I don’t want you to meet these gambling people — at any rate, I shan’t come.”

“Of course, my dear,” hastened his father, “if you take that view — I would never go against your conscience.”

“Oh, do come, Horace!” pleased the girl, and there was a dangerous glitter in her eye; “it will be so good for you; besides, if you do not care to see the horses, you can go to the nearest farm and ask them about your hobby.”

“Hobby?” Mr Callander was puzzled.

“Yes, father; didn’t you know that Horace was awfully keen on poultry farming?”

It was mean of her, and she knew it; but there was a force working within her which was stronger than she was.

“Horace is very interested in poultry, aren’t you?” — she turned to the glowering youth “in chickens, and butter, and eggs—”

“Oh, I’ll come!”

He mumbled his surrender, in which entreaty and rage were equally blended.

“If you’d rather not,” his father still hesitated. “I should not like to think that I had persuaded you against your will.”

“It’s not against my will,” growled the other ungraciously. “I’d rather like to see this fellow’s horses.”

Mr Callander nodded.

“Well, that’s settled,” he said, and turned his attention to his daughter. “I think,” he said, in his best quizzical manner, “I rather think that you will find your visit an experience.”

“I’m sure I shall, father,” she replied fervently.

“I once visited such an establishment,” mused Mr Callander, “many years ago, when I was a young man. I am not sure whether it was a horse-racing stable or a trotting stable — the two are not synonymous, you will be surprised to learn,” he explained. “At any rate, it was — er — an adventure. The trainer was a terrible man, somewhat on an intellectual level with Charles, the groom. I believe most trainers are of the same class. You may expect to meet some rather curious people.”

He checked himself saying too much. It would be as well if Gladys saw these things with her own eyes. It might be a mistake to prepare her.

“I shan’t be at church tomorrow, father,” said Horace.

Mr Callander looked over his glasses in pained surprise.

“Not at church, Horace?” he repeated reprovingly.

“No; the fact is, I have promised to go to town,” said Horace. “I’ve got to see a man who is sailing for South Africa on Monday.”

His father nodded slowly.

“It cannot be helped, I suppose,” he said, “though I must confess that I am adverse to Sunday travelling.”

Horace did not pursue his excuse. He meant to see Pinlow, though he despaired of convincing him to a sense of his urgent need.

Pinlow had not exactly been sympathetic on the one occasion when he had sought his assistance. In fact, his lordship had not given him an opportunity of explaining his position.

That, at any rate, was a comfort. Pinlow did not know, and therefore had not refused his help.

The following morning Horace left for London by a slow train. He reached town soon after one, and lunched in the Haymarket.

He came to Lord Pinlow’s flat in Pall Mall a little before three. Lord Pinlow was out, said the man. “Will you wait, sir?”

He knew Horace as a friend of Pinlow’s. “Is he likely to be long?”

“I don’t know, sir,” said the man. “He had a very bad night, and went over to see his doctor — at least, not his lordship’s doctor, but a Dr Jellis.”

Horace decided to wait.

After an hour’s stay he rang the bell.

“I’ll go for a little walk in the Park,” he said. “Will you tell his lordship that I wish to see him urgently, and that I will return in an hour?”

It was a little more than the hour before he came back.

Pinlow had not returned, and Horace was debating in his mind whether he would go out again when the bell rang, and his quarry entered.

Pinlow looked tired; there were dark shadows under his eyes, and hard lines at the corners of his mouth. He favoured Horace with an involuntary scowl.

“Hello, Callander!” he said, in no friendly tone; “what the devil do you want?”

Horace observed that he carried a little black box in his hand, and carried it gingerly. It was about two inches square, and looked what it was, a very ordinary cartel such as is employed for packing medicinal powders.

Horace observed that his host placed this very carefully on the top shelf of a bookcase before turning his attention to him.

“What do I want?” repeated Horace, attempting the jocular. “Well, I want many things, but most immediately I require some money.”

Pinlow stared at him.

“You don’t mean it?” he said.

“I do,” said the youth. “Fact is, I have been speculating, and I’ve lost two thousand.”

Pinlow laughed long and loud. It was the first amusing thing that had happened to him for two days.

“You poor devil!” he said; “you poor devil! I never thought you were so human — and what horse did you lose it on?”

“I never back horses,” said Horace, with dignity. “I hope I am not such a fool as to back horses.”

“It doesn’t matter very much how you lost it,” said the other sarcastically, “so long as you have been fool enough to lose it. How did it happen?”

Thereupon Horace related the sad story of the speculation in provisions. Pinlow heard him through, and then burst into a fit of immoderate laughter.

“What a mug!” he laughed, wiping his eyes. “What an easy mug! Oh, you innocent child! Now what do you want me, or expect me, to do?”

“I thought you might lend me the money,” said Horace stiffly. He saw nothing amusing in his cruel dilemma.

“Lend it to you? — don’t talk nonsense,” said Pinlow, coming back to the seriousness of his own affairs with a snarl. “If I’d any luck, I could have lent it to you, but I’m—”

He stopped.

“Are you a friend of Pallard’s?” he asked.

Horace shrugged his shoulders.

“You know perfectly well I’m not,” he said; “I’ve never forgiven him—”

“Never mind about your forgiveness,” said Pinlow impatiently; “are you on visiting terms with him?”

This was a heavensent opportunity, thought Pinlow. All the way from Watford he had been wondering how the essential part of his scheme could be carried into effect. And here at hand was the instrument.

Seeing Horace hesitate, he repeated his question.

“Well, I’m not exactly on visiting terms,” replied the other; “as a matter of fact, I never see him, and besides, I can’t ask him. There are some things a fellow can’t do, and that is one of them.”

He said this heroically enough, but he confounded his sister as he said it. It would have been so easy to get the money from Brian.

Pinlow’s face darkened again.

“Oh!” he growled.

“I shall be seeing him on Monday,” Horace went on; “but I shall have no chance then, and besides—”

“Seeing him on Monday!” asked Pinlow quickly. “Where?”

“He has asked father down to his stables.”

“To Wickham?”

There was a bright light in Pinlow’s eyes as he eagerly put the question.

Horace nodded.

Pinlow was wondering how he could broach the subject.

“Look here, Callander,” he said, after a while, “you’re not a bad little chap, though somewhat of a mug — I think I might manage the two thousand for you.”

“No, could you really?” asked the delighted Horace. “My dear fellow, you are really too good — I could pay you back, and give you interest; I want to do things on a business footing.”

“I can’t do it myself,” Pinlow went on; “but I’ve got a friend in the City who can manage these things — and please don’t thank me, for I am going to ask you to do something for me.”

“If,” said Horace, speaking with pardonable emotion, “there is anything in the world I can do, command me.”

“When are you going to Wickham?”

“On Monday; why?”

“Do you know by what train?”

Horace shook his head.

“I can find out,” he said.

“Could you telephone to me here?”

“Certainly.”

“Good. You will go from London Bridge or Victoria — but stay, you’ve got a car.”

“We’re going by train,” said Horace, “the governor does not like cross-country journeys by car.”

“Excellent! You must let me know which station you are going from. Find an excuse for going into the refreshment-room — I will ‘phone you which one, and I will be there and I will give you something.”

“The money?” said Horace eagerly, nodding his head.

“Oh, hang! no, not the money! but something which is worth money to me.”

He pointed to the shelf where the little box reposed.

“That is the thing I shall give you — that small box, and I shall want you to put it into your pocket, and carry it till you come to Wickham. And when you are being shown Grey Timothy — that’s a horse by the way — I want you to slip that box out of your pocket, take off the lid, and shake the contents on the nearest heap of refuse. If you can, open it inside the stable.”

“But I don’t understand,” said Horace, and, indeed, his bewilderment was plain; “you are not asking me to do something that is wrong?”

Pinlow turned a shocked face to the young man.

“My young friend,” he said indignantly, “do you imagine that I should ask you to do anything wrong? Sit down and I will tell you all about it.”

Horace sat and Pinlow wandered about the room deep in thought; as well he might be, for he had less than sixty seconds to invent a lie which would be at once plausible and convincing.

“Inside that box,” he said, “are a number of green leaves. You are not superstitious, are you? That is because you are not a racing man, my dear Horace. Well, I am superstitious. My good luck has invariably been associated with green, my unlucky number is ten. Inside that box are ten green leaves. You probably know the legend that if a man leaves a token of his bad luck in the vicinity of a man who is having all the good luck, the luck will turn.”

“But surely, my dear Pinlow,” expostulated Horace with a tolerant smile, “you don’t believe in that sort of thing?”

Pinlow nodded sadly.

“I do, most emphatically,” he said; “so much so that I was thinking of paying a surreptitious visit to Wickham to leave my bad luck behind. Now, will you do this for me?”

“Why, of course; but let me take the box now.”

The other shook his head.

“That would not do,” he said quickly. “I — I must keep my bad luck by me as long as I can — till the very last moment, in fact.”

Horace rose to go.

“You may depend upon me,” he said good-humouredly, “though really I thought better of you.”

“We all have our little weaknesses,” said his benefactor, “and I shall depend upon you not to betray mine to a soul.”

“You may trust me,” said Horace, in his magnanimity, and a few minutes later was walking down Pall Mall, whistling a gay little tune, though the Sabbath bells cried shame upon his levity.

Pinlow, watching from his window, was whistling cheerfully too.



XV. In the Stables
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Coming up to London on the Monday morning Mr Callander found his inclination to enlighten his daughter on the manners and morals of ‘horse-racing’ folk so strong, that it quite overpowered his anxiety to allow the brutal truth to come upon her with a rush.

“Gladys does not know,” he said, adopting his favourite method of address — the third person singular; “and Gladys would probably never realize how much her father knows of these worldly matters.”

Gladys was much too happy even to speculate upon the amount of original sin in her father’s composition.

She murmured a polite expression of surprise and admiration.

“Yes,” continued Mr Callander. “I have had to meet and frequently to combat some extraordinary people — I had hoped that you would be spared the experience.”

“Perhaps they aren’t so bad, father,” she protested mildly.

“You may probably be a little shocked by the crudeness of the men we meet to-day, but unless they are outrageous you must endure them. They will discuss matters which will probably make you uncomfortable, but here again you will be wise to direct your thoughts to some other channel, and ignore them as far as possible.”

“I’m sure I shall, father,” she agreed absently.

“Coarseness,” began her parent, when they ran into London Bridge Station, and the discussion was postponed.

Mr Callander was obsessed with the idea that he knew London much better than any other man. He took credit for London, as one who had invented it. So with many voluble explanations as to which was the nearest way from the South Eastern to the London and Brighton station he led the way.

Horace had been engrossed on the journey up, burying his face in the paper, and taking little or no interest in the conversation. He followed his father submissively and waited whilst the tickets were purchased.

There was a quarter of an hour to wait before the train left, and seizing the moment when his relatives were engaged in buying papers for the journey — Mr Callander always made large literary purchases when he was travelling on any but his own line — he strolled off and made his way to the refreshment-room.

Pinlow was waiting with the package.

“Don’t touch the box until you are ready to empty it,” he said. “You’ve got a dustcoat on your arm; let me slip it into your pocket.”

Horace opened the wide pocket of his Burberry, and Pinlow carefully inserted his ‘luck’.

“Don’t crush it,” he warned. “Lay your coat lightly on the hat-rack and take it down when you get to Burnham Junction.”

“What about the money?” asked Horace. “I’ve had another letter from the brokers this morning, the beggars are getting cheeky.”

“That will be all right,” said Pinlow, “Now run off and join your people — I don’t want them to see me.”

His father was looking round helplessly when Horace came up.

“Oh, here you are!” said Mr Callander. “I wondered where on earth you had got to. Come along, come along.”

He hurried them up the platform, hastily found a carriage and bundled them in.

“It is better to be too early than too late,” he said with that sententiousness which parents employ towards their children, under the impression that they can do so with impunity.

The remark was called forth by the discovery that there was still ten minutes to wait.

The journey down was all too long for Gladys, all too short for her father.

She had not met Brian since that wonderful day. She had had surreptitious messages from him. Little unexpected telephone calls, little notes which arrived in her father’s absence. Once there had come a magnificent basket of roses, the presence of which would have required some explaining away but for the fact that she pressed every available vase into her service and made her room a veritable bower — as Brian had hoped she would. She wanted to see him badly — and yet she was nervous of meeting him. Their friendship — if you called it no more — was founded on such shifting ground.

She would be a little cold to him, she thought, a little distant, wilfully inattentive. But that would hurt him, and of all things in the world she desired least to give him pain.

But if she were too friendly and met him halfway or more than halfway, he might misunderstand. There was no explaining away the kiss in the garden — to do her justice she never tried to — and perhaps he might think she had been too complaisant. In fact, she by turns tortured and delighted herself with hopes half formed, fears half rejected, and speculations which went round in a circle, as girls have hoped and feared and speculated, since life was life.

“… the thing to do, of course,” Mr Callander was saying, “is to take a firm step at once. If you put a man in his place at the very outset, he remains there. I feel I ought to tell Gladys this, because she may think I am a little brusque with this Bolter—”

“Colter,” she came out of her dreams to correct him.

“Ah, yes, Colter!” Mr Callander accepted the correction with a gracious smile. “Gladys will see as she gets older how necessary it is to check the familiarities of one’s inferiors — at the beginning. That is essential. I once knew a man, very well respected in the City, who allowed himself — and he was really greatly to blame — to get on terms of friendship with a sporting person. And one day Clark — it was Clark of Clark, Hansun and Timms, a very good firm — was going into the Royal Exchange when this person came up to him and smacked him on the back! In the very centre of the City!”

Gladys wanted to laugh, but she preserved her gravity with an effort.

“Did anything happen?” she asked innocently.

“Nothing,” said Mr Callander impressively; “except that Clark, Hansun and Timms lay under some suspicion for a long time.”

He gave some other instances of the disastrous effects of undesirable acquaintanceship, but Gladys was not listening.

She woke from her reverie, as the train slowed for Burnham. She followed her father to the platform and went very red. For there was Brian, buoyant and smiling, waiting to receive her.

She was frigid against her will, but Brian did not seem to be abashed. He was in excellent spirits. He shook hands more heartily with Mr Callander than that gentleman had been accustomed to and was almost effusive with the silent Horace.

“This is Mr Colter,” he introduced.

It came as a little shock to Mr Callander to discover that the trainer was a neat gentleman, straight of back, grave of eye, infinitely self-possessed.

Mr Callander, however, made it a rule of life never to judge people by their looks. In plain English, this meant that he never gave people credit for their favourable appearances.

“I can’t tell you how glad I am you’ve come,” Brian was saying. He walked ahead with the girl, down the steps that led to the tunnel under the line. In the darkness she felt her arm gently squeezed and pretended not to notice.

“Father was most anxious to come,” she said primly and untruthfully.

“I knew he would be,” Brian said.

“You must not shock him,” she warned.

“You must help me,” he said cryptically.

Mr Callander, walking behind with the trainer, was engaged in putting that calm individual in his place.

“You have not seen a racing stable before?” asked Mr Colter politely.

“No,” answered Mr Callander shortly.

“Do you know this county at all?” asked the other.

“No,” said Mr Callander.

“It’s rather a fine county — I’m particularly fond of it: my father and my grandfather lived here in the same house I now occupy.”

“Indeed?” said Mr Callander.

A motorcar waited outside the station, and Brian climbed into the driver’s seat and helped the girl to the seat by his side. Mr Callander, his son, and Ebenezer Colter took their seats behind.

“Do you hunt?” persevered the trainer.

“No,” said Mr Callander.

Mr Colter sighed, but made one more effort.

“You are not related to the Callanders of Warwick, I suppose?” he asked.

Now the Callanders of Warwick were the most illustrious branch of the Callander family, being related through a female branch to a real duke.

“Yes,” admitted the other reluctantly; “do you know them?”

“Yes,” said Mr Colter unconcernedly. “They were tenants of my father’s for many years.”

“Really?” said Mr Callander, impressed. “I trust,” he added, moved to humour in spite of himself, “that they were good tenants.”

“Fairly,” said Mr Colter cautiously.

Mr Callander was on his mettle.

“Did you ever meet the Duke of Glazebury?” he asked.

“Oh, yes; I’ve met him,” said Mr Colter. “We were at Eton together, and a fairly useless sort of ass he was.”

Mr Callander was on the point of informing his companion that the Duke — as he was always referred to by the family — was a relative of his, but changed his mind.

He began to revise his views about trainers.

“Do you not think my nephew is rather reckless?” he asked.

“A little,” said the other. “But he will grow out of that — Oh, you probably mean as a bettor?”

Mr Callander nodded.

“No, he’s anything but careless — thought you were referring to his driving. We skimmed that corner rather sharply.”

Mr Callander tried again.

In the shortest space of time he had discovered himself so far from dominating the situation as to be making conversation with the trainer. The road passed through a little village, and mounted steeply to the Downs. Across a clear stretch of open heath-land, the car sped until the high red walls of Mr Colter’s home came in sight. They ran into the park through the opened gates of wrought-iron, and pulled up before the quaint porch of the house.

It was a beautiful old dwelling. The house was a smother of climbing roses, and as the visitors descended they caught a glimpse of an old-world garden.

“You must see my gardens,” said Colter, after his guests had been relieved of their dustcoats, and a servant had brushed away the dust of travel.

“Let the man take your coat, Mr Callander.”

“Thank you,” said Horace hastily, “I will carry it on my arm. I — I am not staying long. I have a friend living in the neighbourhood—”

Mr Callander stared at his son in surprise.

“What I mean,” said Horace desperately — he had no proper gift for lying— “is that I think I know a man about here; anyway, I’ll carry my coat.”

Mr Colter led the way to the stables.

They lay behind the house, two quadrangles shaped like an — sign — the open ends being marked by a semicircular wall pierced by a large iron gate.

“It looks rather like a fortress,” said the girl smilingly. “Are you ever attacked?”

“Often,” said Brian; “it is a hard life owning horses.”

“Seriously?” she said with a pretty air of seriousness. “Are all these stories true one reads about — of horses being injured in order that they should not win?”

He laughed.

“I have read about them; they are not very convincing,” he said lightly.

“But,” she persisted, “does it ever happen? Has it ever happened to you?”

“Has it ever happened to me?” he repeated thoughtfully.

“No, I don’t think it has.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

She drew a long sigh of relief. “I shouldn’t like to think anybody could be so wicked,” she said, “and especially about Grey Timothy — you have interested me awfully about your horse.”

“Come and see him run tomorrow,” he said, dropping his voice.

She shook her head.

“Father would not come,” she said regretfully.

“Look here,” said the sinful Brian eagerly, “I’ll send a car for you.”

“Mr Pallard” — she was very severe— “you are not asking, me to deceive my father, are you?”

“Yes,” said Brian shamelessly.

She stared at him coldly, and he did not drop his eyes. Indeed, you might have imagined that he was suggesting a meritorious plan, one that commanded respect and admiration, rather than reproof. Then her lips twitched, and she smiled against her will.

“I think you are very wicked,” she said, shaking her head slowly; “and father would be awfully cross if he knew.”

“Under those circumstances,” he said gravely, “you had better not tell him.”

Just then Mr Colter turned with an inviting smile, and she joined him.

The great trainer had one amiable trait. He never had a bad horse.

They might not be good racehorses, they might be wholly incapable of winning; but he found some redeeming feature.

“Horses,” he explained to the girl, as they approached the first box, “are like human beings, except that they cannot talk; and as they cannot talk, they are constantly being misunderstood.”

The first door was open, and the horse looked round as he heard the familiar footstep.

“This is Fixture,” said the trainer sorrowfully. “He’s a good horse, but has no pace: as gentle as a pet dog,” he patted the horse caressingly. “Poor old fellow, he would win if he could, but he can’t, and, after all, we can’t expect impossibilities. Wait until he’s a year older, and he’ll show some of these bad horses the way to gallop.”

To the next box they went.

“Don’t go too near; he’s a little nervous.”

“In fact,” said Brian, “he’s a savage little beast.”

“Oh, no,” protested Colter, “nervous — and a race-winner. You must remember that, Mr Pallard, he’s a winner. A horse of great spirit—”

The horse of great spirit lashed out savagely with a hind leg, but the nimble trainer was out of reach.

“He’s not himself to-day,” explained Mr Colter. “You can’t expect horses to be tied up twenty-two hours out of the twentyfour and ridden for the other two, and retain their equanimity.”

Mr Callander, following his guide, began slowly to realize that he was in an atmosphere to which he had not been accustomed — an atmosphere of rare charity. It was a little humiliating because he had well-defined views on all things pertaining to horse-racing, and this experience was upsetting his preconceived notions.

An obstinate man, holding on to his theories with that tenacity which is part of the equipment of the egotist, he strove again and again to seek support for his convictions.

“Do you not think, Mr Colter,” he remarked irritably, “that it is a great pity that such beautiful creatures as these should only have value as a gambling medium — that these wonderful works of an all-wise Creator should be degraded to base uses?”

The steady, blue eyes of Colter met his.

“Look through the gates and across the park; there is a field of corn. Isn’t it beautiful to see? Can you associate it with a wheat-pit, with fortunes made or lost on the rise or fall of prices?”

“That is business,” said Mr Callander; “there is no sentiment in business.”

“That is where racing differs from business,” retorted Mr Colter dryly. “We are sentimental.”

“Gambling,” said Mr Callander sententiously, and with the pompousness of a man who was saying the final word on the subject, “is the one weakness in which the animal world holds no counterpart.”

“Ambition is another,” said the undaunted Mr Colter, “and ambition is at the bottom of every kind of gambling, whether it is on horses or stock. Even here the racing man differs from every other kind of gambler, for it is pride which is at the root of his disease. Pride — primarily and so far as the owner is concerned — in the excellence of his beast; pride — with the little punter — in the excellence of his judgment.”

“Oh!” said Mr Callander.

He said no more whilst the rest of the horses were being inspected. They came at length to the last box, and Mr Colter lingered a little over his eulogium. There was a look of blank disappointment on the girl’s face as they turned away,

“But Grey Timothy!” she said, “we have not seen him.”

Horace was anxious to see the champion too, and he waited eagerly for the trainer’s reply.

“You shall see Grey Timothy,” said the trainer; “he has a special little box under my eye, owing to—”

Brian was attacked with a fit of violent coughing; and Mr Colter, a wise man, completed the sentence harmlessly.

The way led through an Italian garden. It was a place of slim, white pillars and shallow terraces; of trimmed yew and box. A high box hedge surrounded the garden; fantastic shapes of bird and beast clipped out of the century-old box stood sentinel at each corner.

On the highest of the terraces was a little whitedomed summerhouse, pillared with marble.

“One thing only I will ask you,” said Mr Callander: “can a man be a good Christian and a racegoer? Are the two things consistent — can you reconcile them?”

Again he was favoured with that kind smile.

“It is curious you should ask that,” said Mr Colter quietly. He walked quietly up to the summerhouse. It was of stone, plastered and distempered within. In the centre, at the back of the little house, was a large circular window of stained glass.

The girl by her father’s side read the inscription, which encircled a monogram in the centre

“Be ye followers of God, as dear children.”

“My father put that there for us when we were children,” said Colter reverently. “He was a trainer of racehorses. He saddled many mighty horses, and won the Cambridgeshire and the Cesarewitch in the same year. His father was a trainer, and his grandfather, and his great-grandfather trained for George IV. I never knew my father to do a dishonest thing, though he was born, so to speak, within an arm’s length of a racehorse, though his life was spent in the atmosphere of racecourses.”

Mr Callander was silent. It was all very disconcerting. He said no more as they passed through a wicket-gate and across the red-paved yard of the house. It was a peaceful little courtyard; big tubs of scarlet geraniums stood wherever they could conveniently stand; a dozen drowsy pigeons sat on the overhanging eaves of the stable, and a big black Persian cat sprawled contentedly in the sunlight. The trainer walked to the one stabledoor which opened into the yard and opened it.

There were two stable-lads on duty, and they stood up as the party crowded in.

“This is Grey Timothy,” said Mr Colter.

He was a gentleman, this Grey Timothy; a big upstanding horse, iron-grey from tail to muzzle, clean of coat, a trifle narrow in front, massive of quarter; he stood a well-balanced picture of a thoroughbred.

Even Mr Callander, who knew enough about horses to distinguish his head from his heels, was impressed by the big colt, impressed by the suggestion of power in the muscular frame, in his easiness of poise, his beautiful head, his splendid shoulders.

They stood in silence, the members of the little party. The son of Grey Leg turned his head, as horses will, to gaze in grave curiosity at them. He was used to strangers, to noisy strangers in great tightly packed masses. They were held back from him usually by long lines of white rails; he was not unused to strangers that came fearfully to his box and put forth gloved hands to stroke his glossy coat.

“What do you think of him?” asked Brian. The girl nodded, her eyes alight with admiration. “He is a beauty,” she said.

She walked into the box and stroked his soft muzzle, and Grey Timothy, with an air of wellbred boredom, closed his eyes and accepted her caress.

“Good luck, Grey Timothy,” she whispered, as she put her cool cheek against his.

“He’s a great horse,” said Mr Colter briefly. “I do not know how good a horse he is.”

“You have another horse here,” said Mr Callander.

In the corner of the stable was a box where a horse pawed impatiently as though protesting against the monopoly of attention which the grey received.

“That is Greenpol,” explained the trainer; “he is a runner in the same race. I am starting both because Timothy wants a race run at a terrific pace, and although the Stewards’ Cup is invariably fast, I want Tim to break records. Greenpol is an immensely fast horse for about five furlongs — that’s as far as he can stay; after that he’s done with.”

He went on to tell them of Greenpol’s virtues. He was a good horse over his course, but as he did not seem to have any particular course, the value of Greenpol was somewhat discounted.

Whilst he was talking, and the attention of the party alternated between the two horses, Horace found his opportunity.

He felt carefully in the pocket of his overcoat and found the box. As his fingers closed over it, it came to him as a shock that he was doing something he should not do; the story of Pinlow’s superstition seemed very thin at that moment. Horace knew at that moment that the act he was about to commit was a villainous one. He did not know why, only it came to him with a rush.

He hesitated, and for a second thrust the box deeper into his pocket.

Only for a second; then he remembered the money.

He must secure that two thousand pounds. Pinlow had promised it — he could not break faith. He stifled the incoherent urgings of conscience. The superstition story might be true. After all, what was he, that he should judge? — and the time was getting short. He pulled out the box under cover of his dustcoat.

They were still talking, his father, Gladys, and the trainer. With hands that trembled he opened the lid and shot a hasty glance at the contents. Then he breathed a sigh of relief. It seemed full of green leaves. So the story was true.

Stealthily he shook the box empty over a little heap of straw, slipped the packet back into his pocket, just as Mr Colter turned to see his party out.
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Goodwood is glorious by tradition and in reality.

High above the country perched the ridge of rolling hills, with the clear waters of the Solent shimmering in the distance on the one hand, and the stretch of yellow cornfield and dark-green woods on the other; it has no counterpart in the world.

So thought Brian, looking across the valley. He turned to the young doctor at his side.

“Ernest,” he said soberly, “this has Flemington whipped.”

“Impossible,” replied Ernest ironically. “Flemington and Sydney Harbour are the two glories of Australia—” Brian looked at his watch, and Ernest eyed him suspiciously.

“Will you explain why you arrive on the course two hours before the first race, and examine your watch every ten minutes?” he asked.

Brian went red.

“I — I — have I?” he stammered. “The fact is, I wanted to see the course’ before the people arrived, and — I’m getting hungry.”

“Expecting anybody?” asked the innocent doctor.

“Only my cousin — my relations,” responded Brian, with a fine air of unconcern.

“Oh!”

“My uncle very obligingly promised to bring her — them, I mean,” said Brian hastily.

“Oh!” said the doctor again, very politely.

“Now what the devil are you oh-ing about?” demanded the embarrassed Brian. “Nothing remarkable about people coming to Goodwood, is there?”

“Nothing at all,” said the doctor, and changed the subject. “How is the gentleman of the party?”

“Grey Timothy — as fit as a fiddle. By the way, Pinlow is here.”

“He’s got a nerve.”

Brian smiled faintly.

“Oh, he’s got nerve all right — he’ll want it.”

“I suppose your horse will win?”

Brian nodded.

“So far as anything in racing can be certain,” he said, “he is a certainty.”

An attendant approached them — they were standing by the rails in the members’ enclosure.

“A party for you, sir,” he began; but Brian was speeding up the lawn before the man had half delivered his message.

He returned in a few minutes a radiantly happy young man, with the girl, a picture of English beauty in white, a big black hat shading her glowing face.

Mr Callander, detached and ostensibly impartial and noncommittal, walked behind. Horace made an uneasy fourth.

Mr Callander unbent so far as to ask questions, and to remark upon the beauties of the view and the warmth of the day. He even ventured a sinful inquiry as to the well-being of Grey Timothy.

Before they went in to lunch, he took his nephew aside.

“Brian,” he said — it was the first time he had ever so addressed the other— “I — er — you might think it remarkable — a business man and all that sort of thing—”

Brian waited patiently.

“I, of course, do not hold with betting: I think that it is the ruin of — er — the race — the human race, of course,” he added, lest he should be suspected of harbouring protective designs upon a race of less noble quality. “Nevertheless,” he went on, “I feel that on this occasion — a very rare and remarkable occasion — and since it is your horse—”

“Quite,” said the understanding Brian. “How much shall I put on for you?”

“Would fifty pounds be too much?” asked Mr Callander dubiously.

“I dare say the ring will bear up,” said Brian, and was moving off to the rails that separated Tattersall’s from the members’ enclosure.

“Stop a moment,” said Mr Callander, putting his hand to his breast pocket; “I haven’t given you the money.”

“That will keep,” said Brian, with a smile. “So long as you settle next Monday.”

“But,” expostulated the puzzled gentleman, “won’t it be necessary to put it into writing?”

Laughingly Brian explained the business of betting. It was a game where people trusted one another, the one profession where a man’s word was his bond, where there were no written agreements or contracts.

Mr Callander was more mystified than ever. Throughout the lunch — Mr Colter joined them — he maintained a thoughtful silence. Towards the end of the meal he turned to the trainer, who sat by his side.

“Racing is a remarkable pastime,” he said, and that was all he said. It was enough, however, to indicate a change in his point of view.

After the lunch was over Colter excused himself. He had the responsibility of putting the finishing touches to the horses.

“I will join you soon,” said Brian, dropping his voice. “Pinlow is here.”

“Have you seen the other rascal?”

“Smith? — no, he is not on the course so far as I know. The horse is all right?”

Mr Colter nodded.

“He is guarded as though he were a crown jewel,” he said.

Brian took his party to the seats on the members’ stand that he had reserved for them, and then with an apology left them. He passed down the gentle slope that leads to the paddock and had hardly entered the enclosure when he came face to face with Lord Pinlow.

They eyed each other warily as they stood momentarily confronted.

Brian, with a little curl of his lip, which was half smile, half contempt, would have stepped to one side but Pinlow stopped him.

“Can you give me a minute, Pallard?” he asked coolly.

“I can give you two,” said the young man, looking him straight in the eye.

“Come this way; we shan’t be overheard,” said the other, and led the way to an unfrequented corner of the paddock.

“Now look here, Pallard,” he said with an assumption of heartiness, “I want you to forget all that is past; you’re a sportsman and we are both men of the world.”

He waited for some response, but Brian was silent.

“I don’t mind telling you that I want your help — I’m in rather a mess over this horse of yours.”

Again his overtures were met with chilly silence.

“I am putting all my cards on the table,” said Pinlow, “and I tell you that I have laid your horse to lose nearly ten thousand.”

“Then you will lose it,” said the calm Mr Pallard, and an angry flush lit the eyes of the other. With an effort he mastered his temper and smiled.

“So I realize,” he said, as he took a case from his pocket and selected a cigarette, “and realizing this, it occurred to me that I might take the bull by the horns — or beard the lion in his den, whichever simile you prefer.”

“Exactly how?”

There was a long pause before Lord Pinlow spoke.

“I want ten thousand pounds,” he said, “and I think you might lend it to me.”

The audacity of the request took away Brian’s breath.

“How much?” he asked incredulously.

“Ten thousand,” said the other; “is it a bet?”

Brian heaved up a big sigh.

“I admire you,” he said, shaking his head. “You are the last word in nerve.”

“Can you lend me the money?”

Brian’s eyes narrowed.

“Not a bob,” he said vulgarly.

Pinlow needed no further evidence of his refusal. He shrugged his shoulders.

“It would pay you,” he said, “even if you did not win this race.”

There was meaning in his tone.

“I shall win it, do not worry,” said Brian cheerfully.

“Don’t be so sure,” growled the other. “You’re a fool not to snatch at the olive branch.”

“I could get the whole olive — tree for half the money,” said the unpenitent Brian.

“You could have had my friendship,” and an ugly smile twisted Pinlow’s face, “and the girl thrown in.”

He had hardly got the words out before he was sorry he spoke.

Brian’s face flushed red and white and he took a half-step toward him.

“What do you mean?” he half whispered.

“Oh, everybody knows you’re keen on old Callander’s daughter,” sneered Pinlow.

Again all the self-control of the other was called into play. He thrust his hands deep into his pockets as though to keep them safe.

“When we are not on a racecourse,” he said quietly, “I will make you sorry for this — you blackguard!”

Then he turned sharply away and walked to where Grey Timothy was being saddled.

“What is the matter?” asked Colter in alarm. He saw the white face of the other and knew that something had happened.

“Oh, nothing,” said Brian, almost roughly. “Have you saddled ‘em?”

“I have saddled them,” said Mr Colter slowly; “but Greenpol is — I hate to take away his character — a perfect little devil this morning. He has kicked one box to pieces, and I dare not let him out in this confounded paddock where there is no ring for the horses to be exercised.”

The saddling bell rang, and the diminutive jockey, who was to ride Grey Timothy, came along, buttoned to the neck in his overcoat. Brian took him aside.

“Now, Giles, you know your orders; you are to lay up with Greenpol to the distance, and when he is done with, come away and win your race.”

The lad touched his cap.

With the seeming reluctance which is peculiar to jockey-dom, he removed his coat, revealing the brand-new silk of Pallard’s colours.

“Where is Greenpol, sir?” he asked.

At that moment Mr Colter emerged from one of the boxes leading the other horse and patting his neck as he walked.

There was no doubt that something distressed the handsome bay. He was in a lather of sweat, his eyes rolled threateningly, and it was as much as the boy who rode him could do to keep his seat, as he jumped and bucked his way through the paddock to the alarm of the gaily dressed throng.

Brian and Colter watched the field making its way to the post from the end of the paddock near the members’ enclosure.

“I can’t make out what has come over Greenpol,” said Colter, shaking his head in perplexity; “he’s the nicest little gentleman in the world ordinarily.”

He shook his head again. They made their way to the place where they had left their party.

“I feel awfully guilty leaving you,” said Brian, as he dropped into a seat by the girl’s side.

“You need have no qualms,” said Gladys gaily. “Father has been explaining the psychology of betting.”

He thought he had never seen her look so lovely as she was at that moment. Her cheeks were flushed a delicate pink, her laughing eyes danced with excitement. He saw her in profile, the straight little nose, the full lips, the delicate rounded chin.

“This is a precious prize, worth winning,” he thought, and went suddenly red as he realized that he had spoken his thoughts aloud.

“Is it a large prize?” she asked innocently. Something in his eyes half revealed the meaning of his words, and she turned her head quickly.

There was sufficient happening to cover her confusion. The horses were lining up at the post and the ring was a pandemonium. Frantic, gesticulating figures were sending some news from ring to ring.

“They seem to be more than usually upset,” said Brian, putting down his glasses. Then above the babel of sound from the thronged ring rose one shrill voice and Brian stiffened.

The girl looked at him with an anxious face.

“What is wrong?” she asked.

He shook his head, slowly listening.

“I may have been mistaken,” he said.

Again, clear above the roar of voices came the tremulous falsetto of Little Darby, that least musical of bookmakers.

“Eight to one Grey Timothy!”

Now, Grey Timothy had been a tight five to two favourite, and horses do not sag from five to two to eight to one, unless there is something radically wrong.

Colter had heard the cry earlier and had slipped across the lawn to the railings which separated Tattersall’s. He was on the way back when Brian heard for himself the disquieting betting.

“What has happened?” he asked, as the trainer came up.

“I can’t tell, except that for some reason or other the ring has begun to knock Timothy. I have just seen Slown, and he tells me that the story is that Timothy isn’t all right.”

Slown was the greatest of the bookmakers, and not given to betting on rumours.

Brian was puzzled.

“There is no justification for such an attack,” he said, “unless something happens to him at the post.”

He raised his glasses and focussed the tangled line of horses at the post. Conspicuous because of his colour, Grey Timothy was easy to distinguish. He was drawn on the extreme outside, a very unfavourable position.

“Perhaps it is the draw,” suggested Brian.

Colter shook his head.

“They have made Cigaretto favourite, and he is only two from the outside,” he said.

Brian met the girl’s troubled eyes and laughed.

“It is only a market scare,” he assured her. Oblivious to the minor battle which was being fought out in the ring, Mr Callander, who had put aside his attitude of frigid reserve, was plying the trainer with questions. Mr Colter, whose nerves were now on edge, answered in monosyllables.

How were the horses started? — which was ‘the post’? the one on the right or the one on the left? — what was that tape across the course? did the horses have to break it? — was it not easy to start a race? — why was the start so long delayed? All these questions he put, and more.

The girl through her glasses had no need to ask the last question. She watched the jumble of horses. She saw one come up and wheel round as if shot, she saw another that stood sideways to the tapes and another that persistently turned his tail to them. She saw another prancing, mincing horse, that prinked from side to side like a fighting racoon, other modest creatures that kept in the background and refused to come within twenty yards of the tape.

“Ten to one Grey Timothy!” roared a voice in the ring, and Brian heard it and made a little grimace.

The girl had her eyes on the horses. Suddenly she saw them all move forward slowly as if some invisible influence had attracted them to common action. Even the most obstinate of them had relented and turned their heads to the tapes.

“They’re off!”

One sharp roar from the ring as the white tapes twanged upward and the field with one lightning leap tore away on its homeward journey.

First to break the line was Greenpol. His jockey wore a blue cap to distinguish the colours from those carried by the grey, and the black and white horizontal stripes went straight to the front.

A furlong had been traversed before the field found its stride, and here Greenpol was out on his own, leading by half a dozen lengths.

Grey Timothy had got away a little slowly, but he had come through his horses, though the pace was a terrific one, and at the end of the second furlong he was lying third, galloping very smoothly. Halfway home he was second, and was far enough ahead of the field to cross over. Now left and right of him came the far-striding Cigaretto in the colours of Lord Wintermere, and the powerful Culumus, and, at their heels, Finnington, the winner of the Lincolnshire Handicap of that year, and Tomborine. Four furlongs they ran in this order, then:

“My God,” whispered Colter, “what is wrong with Greenpol?”

The horse was rolling like a ship in a storm, left and right he swerved, and the field behind, quick to scent trouble, opened out to give him room.

Then suddenly the horse stumbled and went down with a thud.

In a flash the rest of the field had passed, leaving only a quivering heap on the ground, and a little way from it a motionless figure in the black and white stripes. A roar of excitement rose from the crowded stands.

As his stable companion fell, Grey Timothy swerved away to the left, and Finnington shot up on the rail side and headed Culumus.

In a flash the boy on Grey Timothy straightened him. They were less than a hundred yards from the winning post, and the grey was a length behind. “Grey Timothy’s beaten!” yelled a voice.

Up went the jockey’s whip on the grey, once, twice, it came down, and then the lad sat down to ride with his hands. Inch by inch the horse’s great stride brought him to the leaders. The whips were going now on the others.

“He’s beaten,” muttered Colter.

The three horses were half a dozen strides from the winning post, when Timothy’s jockey, with what looked like a supreme effort, drove the gallant beast forward with hands and heels.

They flashed past the post in a line and no man on the stands could say which had won.

“Beaten a short head, I think,” said Brian, and the hand that opened the cigarette-case did not shake.

“Poor old Timothy!”

All eyes were on the judge’s box waiting for the hoisting of the fateful number. Would it be ‘4’ that stood for Culumus, or ‘5’ for Finnington, or ‘17’ for Grey Timothy.

The rings were hushed as the leisurely judge selected the number. He lifted it above his head for the board-man to see.

“Seventeen!” roared Brian, and emitted a whoop of joy.

Grey Timothy had won by a short head and the same distance had separated second and third.
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Neither Brian nor Colter waited to receive the congratulations of their friends; they were speeding down the course to where a crowd had gathered about Greenpol, and a smaller crowd about the prostrate jockey.

They pushed their way through to find the lad shaken but unhurt, and then made their way to the horse.

He lay, his head stretched out, dead.

The doctor, who had followed them, joined them after he had seen the boy.

“I can’t understand it,” Colter was saying.

Ernest stooped and looked at the horse’s muzzle. Something he had seen interested him. He ran his hand carefully along the neck of the dead animal.

“I thought so,” he said. “I have seen horses die like this before, but not in this country.”

“Where?”

“On the East Coast of Africa,” the doctor replied. He had been a naval surgeon before an unexpected windfall had enabled him to purchase a practice in London.

“What do you think it is?” demanded Brian.

The doctor looked thoughtful.

“I would rather not say for a moment — it sounds palpably absurd. Let us get back to the stands.”

They walked back together, after giving instructions for the disposal of the dead horse.

“One theory I will give you,” said Ernest, “and that is, that an attempt was made to get at Grey Timothy and the horse that shared his stable suffered. I want you to keep Timothy away from Colter’s place for a day or so.”

“Certainly,” agreed Brian.

“And I think it would be wise if we went straight back to the stables — I want to make a little investigation.”

Neither Mr Callander nor his daughter offered any objection. The old man was immensely elated, very voluble — for him — and thoroughly reconciled to the Turf. Brian remembered with an inward smile that Mr Callander had backed the winner.

The girl met Brian on the lawn of the enclosure.

“Is that poor horse dead?” she asked with deep concern in her voice.

“Yes, I’m afraid he is,” said Brian quietly, “and I am going to find out why he died.”

She asked no further question. She knew instinctively something had happened which overshadowed the satisfaction of Grey Timothy’s victory.

They stayed long enough to interview the grey in his box. He showed no sign of the struggle he had made. Sheeted and wrapped from neck to tail, he turned his inquiring eyes upon his visitors, and gave no indication of elation, till Colter came up to him to fondle his neck. Then Grey Timothy unbent to the extent of switching his tail twice, usually a sign of temper, but, in his case, a sedate method of greeting.

Their swift car carried them back to the trainer’s establishment, and when the party had been disposed of and went to tea and rest after their exciting day, the three men — Brian, the trainer, and Ernest — made their way to the box which had held Timothy and his illfated companion.

Before they examined the interior, the doctor beckoned a stable lad.

“Have you a birch broom?” he asked, and the man brought him one.

“Do you mind my damaging your property?” asked Ernest.

“Go ahead,” said Colter.

With a knife the doctor cut the band which fastened the long twigs to the broom handle. He selected twenty or thirty of the longest and tied them together in the form of a familiar instrument of punishment.

Armed with this he stepped into the stable, and began a careful search. At his request, the others remained in the doorway looking on in wonder. They saw him scrutinizing the place, inch by inch. First the clean-tiled floor of the box, then the walls.

For a time nothing happened, then he raised his switch swiftly and brought it down upon the wall. He took a matchbox from his pocket, emptied the contents on the floor, stooped and picked up something and placed it in the empty box. Then he resumed his search, and the onlookers noticed that he was confining himself to the side of the stable in which Greenpol had been housed.

Swish!

Down came the switch again, and again he stooped to pick up something and carefully place it in the receptacle he had provided.

After a while he called for a step-ladder and they brought it. Stealthily he climbed it, and aimed a blow at a rafter above his head.

He descended to place his prize with the others. Another quarter of an hour’s search failed to reveal anything more, and he came out into the sunlight, resuming the coat he had abandoned in the midst of his quest.

“You had better have all the doors and windows and ventilators hermetically sealed,” he said to Mr Colter; “then burn a pound or so of sulphur.”

He took the box from his pocket and opened it.

There were three dead flies. They were jet black and a little bigger than the common housefly, and the wings, which were folded over the back, overlapped.

“You see,” said Ernest, as he turned them over with a match, “their wings are crossed like scissor-blades.”

“What are they?” asked Brian.

“Tsetse flies,” said the doctor; “they are a native of South Africa, but more particularly of East Africa. Somebody has introduced them into your stables, and in some mysterious manner they have missed Timothy. Have you got a veterinary handbook?”

“I have one in my study,” said Colter, and to the study they adjourned. The trainer produced the book and Ernest opened it at the tropical section.

“Here you are,” he said, and read:

“‘The tsetse fly is the curse of East Africa. His sting is fatal to ox, horse or dog. Dr Koch, in his investigations, discovered that a semi-immunity from the bite of this insect is enjoyed by grey horses, the flies for some reason avoiding horses of this colour if other horses, less protected by Nature, are available’. That explains it,” said the doctor.

“But it doesn’t explain how they came here,” said Brian grimly. “And when I find the brute that did such a devilish thing he’ll be sorry.”

A few moments later they rejoined the party.

“Your tea is quite undrinkable,” smiled the girl.

“Finding more winners?” asked Mr Callander waggishly.

Only Horace, who for some reason had been rendered uncomfortable by the absence of the men, said nothing.

“No,” said Brian, “but I’ve found something as interesting — I’m going to take all you good people into my confidence.”

And in as few words as possible he told them of what had happened.

“What a dreadful thing!” gasped the girl. “Oh, how cruel!”

Mr Callander was red with wrath.

“Monstrous!” he stormed. “It is the most villainous thing I have ever heard of.”

“But how could the flies have reached the stable?” asked the girl; “how — why, H — what is the matter?”

Horace was white to the lips, he swayed backward and forward, and appeared as if he were going to faint.

“Nothing,” he said hoarsely; “the room is rather close, that is all.”

The diversion turned the conversation. Greatly distressed by his favourite’s sudden illness, Mr Callander assisted Brian to pilot him to the open air. He recovered after a while.

“Let us get home,” he muttered. “I am tired of this business.”

“Yes, yes, my dear,” soothed his father. “We’ll go as soon as you like.”

It was by no means to Brian’s taste that the tête-á-tête he had promised to himself should be abandoned. He begged Mr Callander to stay, but where the wishes of his son were concerned the elder man was wax.

The car was got ready and in an incredibly short space of time they were watching it disappearing along the London road.

Brian had just time to exchange a word with the girl.

“I’m sorry we’ve got to leave so suddenly,” she said, “and I’m so sorry about Greenpol, and so glad that Grey Timothy won.”

“That is all right,” he said; “the only thing I want to ask you is — will you marry me?”

She had said nothing. He had assisted her into the car and had exchanged conventional farewells with her, and she had heard them as in a dream. She was halfway to London before she began to wake from her trance into which his staggering proposal had stunned her.

Then as she realized the immensity of the occurrence she felt unaccountably annoyed. A woman is something of a ritualist in love-making. Then she laughed — it was so like Brian.

That individual watched the car until it was out of sight, then stood watching the little hill over the crest of which it had disappeared.

“What made young Callander so ill?” he asked the doctor; “has he got a weak heart?”

Ernest shook his head.

“I should think not — it looked to me like—”

He hesitated.

“Funk?” suggested Brian. “Well, to be frank, yes.”

“Do you think he had anything to do with the matter?”

“I do — I was watching him absentmindedly whilst you were talking to his father and sister. The news of the tsetse seemed to strike him all of a heap.”

“I wonder if he knows. By Jove, Colter, he was here yesterday; don’t you remember he was awfully confused about something? Oh, yes, his overcoat! He wanted to carry it. I’ll take six to four the bugs were in the pocket of that coat!”

“It shouldn’t be difficult to discover how they came,” said Ernest. “The field of supply is a very limited one. I suppose there are only two places in England where live tsetses can be obtained the Liverpool and London Schools of Tropical Medicines. I will wire them asking if they can supply us with a dozen flies.”

The wires were despatched, the answers came that night, and were almost identical:

“We cannot supply; suggest you apply Dr Jellis of Watford.”
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The house was an old one. It stood back from the road, screened from the observations of the curious and the profane by a high untidy hedge that overtopped a wooden paling, a little the worse for wear. The house had been built for comfort rather than beauty, and had reached a stage in its existence when it possessed neither attributes. It had the appearance of being empty, so Dr Ernest Crane and Brian thought, as they pushed open the gate with some labour and negotiated the weed-grown paths; the upper windows stared blankly, innocent of curtain; the windows of the ‘best’ floor were shuttered, as also were the lower windows.

Brian picked a way to the front door — there had been a shower of rain, and the water lay in puddles. He was mounting the steps when he checked himself.

“Somebody has been here who smokes Turkish cigarettes,” he said, pointing with his stick to the rain-trodden remnant of such a one.

“True, O Sherlock,” said the doctor flippantly, “but apparently all sorts of medical birds come here for the by-products of Nature.”

Brian knocked at the door, a smart rat-tat, and the hollow echo of it rang through the house. They waited for some little time, then Brian knocked again.

“I’m afraid there’s nobody in,” he said. He had hardly spoken before there came a shuffling of feet in the uncarpeted hall, and with a great rattling of chains and shooting of bolts the door was opened cautiously by a very dirty-looking old man. He held a milk-jug in his hand and seemed disappointed to discover who his visitors were.

“Thought you wor the milkman,” he said, with a burr which Brian failed to locate. “Coom in, lad, doan’t stand theer.”

He closed the door behind them, putting the milk-jug on the ground as he adjusted the chains — there were two — and pushed home the bolts.

“Who might thee be wanting to see, sitha?” he asked querulously.

“We wish to see the doctor,” said Brian, wondering what sort of man the doctor could be to employ such a scarecrow. For the man was disreputable. From his tousled grey head to his soiled slippers he was a model of slovenliness. An old plaid scarf was tied under his chin, he wore a big drooping knitted waistcoat, though the day was warm, and his trousers and coat had been intended for wearers of more ample size.

“Coom in,” he snorted.

He opened the door of a room and ushered them in. The furniture was dingy, the wallpapers were peeling off in various odd corners. In the centre of the room was a big table piled up with an indescribable mass of papers, books, balls of string, odd sheets of manuscript, and dirty test-tubes. One corner of the desk had been cleared to allow of the use of a microscope. This alone seemed adequately protected from dust, for a glass cup cover was over it.

“Sit you down,” commanded the old man. “Ah’m doctor.” He seated himself opposite the centre of the table on a swing chair and grinned at their discomfiture. “Ay,” he went on. “Ah’m doctor all reet, sitha, though nowt like doctor thee expected to see — ah? Get on, lad; just tell me what tickles tha.”

There was a good-humoured glint in his deepset eyes, and for all Brian’s aversion to his uncleanly host, he felt the man was straight.

“I’ve come to see you about a peculiar business,” he said. “My name is Pallard, and I own racehorses.”

“Ah!” said the old man with another grin. “Ah know tha! Gotten a horse called Grey Timothy, hasn’t tha? Ah backed him oop an’ down, in an’ out wi’ the horse that won Goodwood Coop. Ah took tens, an’ eats, an’ sixes, an’ fower, your horse, lad, an’ he got hoom a short head.”

It was Brian’s turn to smile.

“I’m glad you’re a sportsman, doctor,” he said, “because it makes what I’ve got to say much easier. You will have read in the papers that Greenpol, another horse of mine, dropped dead on the course.”

The doctor nodded.

“Well,” Brian went on, “my horse died because he had been bitten by tsetse flies.”

The old man’s eyes suddenly lighted.

“Tsetse?” he repeated, “art sure?”

“My friend here, Dr Ernest Crane” — the old man favoured the other with a courtly nod— “has the beasts with him.”

Ernest produced his box and handed it over to the old man, who opened it. He poked the contents with a knitting needle which lay amongst the miscellaneous rubbish on the table.

“No doot,” he said, “yons glossina morsitans,” he turned the fly over again. “Wheer did ye get him?”

“I found him in my stable, after the horse had died mysteriously.”

“He would die mysteriously,” said the old man, and chuckled. And he began to tell them of the fatal effect of the fly’s bite. As he warmed to his subject his queer dialect dropped away from him — only now and again did he relapse.

“You came to me to verify the identity of yon?” he asked. “Well, theer’s no doubt about it — come with me.”

He led the way to another room. When he opened the door the heat of the room smote the two men in the face. It was almost bare, save for a double line of shelves round the room, and a plain table in the centre. On the shelves were a number of glass cases.

“In these,” said the old doctor, indicating the cases with a wave of his grimy hand, “I keep my flies. Every death-dealing tropical fly in the world is here. Look at those elephant flies.”

Brian looked at the fat insects with their big comical eyes, that floundered about the bottom of one of the cages. They were as big as a very small bird.

“They’re harmless,” said the doctor. “They’ll give you a nip, but they leave no ill effects.”

He bred flies for the schools and dealt in animal poisons largely.

Brian politely declined an invitation to visit the reptile house in the basement, though the old man promised him something very rare in the shape of a new variety of wire snake from Borneo. They returned to his study, and Brian produced a soiled and crumpled little box.

“Have you ever seen a box of this description?” he asked.

The old man looked at it.

“Yes, it is a fairly common type of powderbox — in fact, I have a score of them.”

He looked up inquiringly.

“Have you disposed of any tsetse flies recently,” asked Brian, “and had them placed in such a box?”

The doctor searched amongst the debris on his table and found a book. He opened it, and ran his forefinger down a list.

“I have sent to the Pasteur Institute, to the London School, to the Medical Mission of the Congo, and to a private scientist.”

He closed the book.

“Might I ask the name of the private client?” asked Ernest.

The old man looked at him from under bent brows.

“Ordinarily I would not tell ye,” he said, “but since the fellow” — he pronounced it ‘felly’— “is beyond suspicion, ’twas a member of the aristocracy.”

“Lord Pinlow?” asked Brian quietly.

“Lord Pinlow,” said the other, nodding, “introduced by that well-known financier, Mr Augustus Fanks.”

“Did they give you any reason — if you will pardon my pressing you?”

“Lord Pinlow, as I understand, is an enthusiastic amateur scientist,” said the other.

“Thank you,” said Brian, and held out his hand. “I am sorry to have bothered you.”

“Not at all,” said the other. He was frankly anxious to see the last of the people who had broken in upon his studies and shuffled in advance to open the street door for them.

Brian was glad to be out in the fresh air again; as he was descending the broken steps the old man called him back.

“You’ll let me know when owd Grye Tims runnan agen, sitha,” he whispered. “Ah can get fi’ poons on up to set time o’ race.”

“I most certainly will,” smiled Brian.

“Rum old bird,” was his comment as they turned into the road, “but perfectly straight. Ever met him before?”

“I’ve heard about him,” replied Ernest. “He’s rather a well-known man in his own line of business.” They had left their car at the end of the little thoroughfare in which the house of the old doctor was situated.

“What is the next move?” asked Ernest, as they boarded the car.

“The innocent Horace,” said Brian. “I am going to have this beggar laid by the heels, and I am going to collect evidence. I have asked him to be at Knightsbridge at five.”

It was a few minutes after that hour when the car pulled up before the door of Brian’s house.

“Has anybody come?” he asked the servant.

“Mr Callander, sir,” said the man.

“Good!”

Brian hung up his hat and went to the study. Horace Callander was standing by the window overlooking the park. His attitude was that of a man in a state of mind bordering upon funk. He turned round sharply as the door clicked, and faced Brian in silence.

That of itself was a confession of guilt, and the young owner took advantage of the situation.

“Mr Callander,” he said quietly. “You know Lord Pinlow, I think?”

Horace cleared his throat.

“Yes,” he admitted.

“Did he give you an errand to perform when you visited Mr Colter’s stables?”

Horace hesitated.

“Yes,” he said.

“Will you tell me the nature of that errand?”

Again the hesitation.

“I do not know that you have the right to ask me,” said Horace.

“I have no right by convention,” said Brian, “but I have a moral right because, as a result of your visit, I believe one of my horses was killed.”

“I know nothing about — I did not — I was innocent,” stammered the other. “Pinlow asked me to do him a turn — he was superstitious and told me to empty the box to bring him luck. I’ll swear I knew nothing about flies!”

“That I believe,” said Brian gently. He spoke to the other as though he were a child. “I am willing and happy to believe that.”

“I was in a hole,” Horace went on. “I’m absolutely ruined, Pallard. I’ve been speculating — quite a business speculation, don’t you know, nothing of a gambling character — and Pinlow said he’d lend me the money. And he hasn’t, Pallard!” A sob of self-pity came from the deluded youth. “He’s played me a dirtier trick than I played on you, though I swear I knew nothing about it.”

Incoherently he told the story of Pinlow’s superstition, and Brian listened with a sense of relief. After all, this was the brother of Gladys, and if he had been guilty, and wittingly so, it would have been awkward. When the panic-stricken Horace had finished his confession Brian patted his shoulder encouragingly.

“You seem to have been a mug — a victim,” he said; “obviously you are not to blame. How much money did you want from Pinlow?”

“Two thousand,” said Horace wistfully.

“You must let me fix that up for you,” said Brian, and silenced the wild thanks of the other by ringing the bell.

“Tea,” he ordered; “and now, Ernest, we’ve got to fix brother Pinlow for good.”

“He’ll want a lot of fixing,” said Ernest. “Have you got a plan?”

“A very simple one,” said Brian dryly. “I shall go to the police.”

“I say,” said Horace in alarm, “that will bring me into the business, won’t it?”

This was an unexpected objection. Brian did not worry overmuch about bringing Horace ‘into the business’ — he had very special reason for keeping Gladys out of it. And this he would not be able to do; for she had been present when the flies had been released.

The police, then, were out of the question. It was equally out of the question to allow Pinlow to go free.

Brian considered the proposition for some time, and then decided.

“There’s another man in this,” he said; “that man is Fanks; but he is too slippery an eel to attempt to corner. It is Pinlow or nothing.”

He got rid of Horace as soon as possible, and the doctor and he drove direct to Pinlow’s chambers.

Lord Pinlow was not at home, the servant said. He had left for the Continent on the previous night. From the smooth way the servant delivered his message, Brian gathered that this was not the first time that day he had had to recite the formulae.

“Do you know where I can find his lordship?” persisted Brian.

“No, sir,” said the man promptly; “his lordship never leaves his address when he goes away for a long stay.”

“I see,” said Brian. They were standing in the hall of the Pall Mall flat. “Would you be surprised to learn that Lord Pinlow has not left London?”

“Yes, sir,” said the man.

In the hall a hat was hanging. Without ceremony Brian stepped forward and lifted it from the hat-peg.

“That is one of his lordship’s old hats,” said the man hastily.

“I suppose so,” said Brian. He ran his fingers round the inside band. It was warm and a little damp. “Lord Pinlow is in this house, and I am going to see him,” he said.

The man stood before him, but Brian pushed him gently aside. He noted that the man looked apprehensively at one of the two doors which opened from the hall. Brian tried the door; it was locked.

He stooped and took a swift survey. It was locked from the inside.

He put his shoulder to the door and gave it a sharp thrust.

It resisted his effort, and he wisely made no further attempt. Instead he knocked at the door.

“I assure you, sir,” began the agitated manservant.

“Pinlow,” said Brian loudly, “open the door, you skulking hound!”

There was no answer.

“Open it,” said Brian between his teeth, “or I’ll blow the lock out!” He had his hand at his hip pocket when there was a step heard inside the room, a key clicked, and the door was flung open.

Pinlow, defiant, his hands on his hips, stood in the centre of the room waiting.

“Well?” he asked harshly.

Brian looked at him, breathing quickly.

“I’ve got an account to settle with you,” he said.

“Settle it,” said the other.

Brian observed the position of his hands and knew that one held a revolver, though he could not see it.

“You can put your gun down,” he said contemptuously. “I shan’t hurt you.”

“I’ll take jolly good care you don’t,” said Pinlow, with a short laugh. “What is the game?”

Brian closed the door behind him.

“Pinlow,” he said, “I’ve got a case against you that would lead to your conviction in any court. For reasons which I do not care to explain, I prefer to bring your crime before the jockey Club.”

“I don’t think you will,” said the other coolly.

Brian’s eyes narrowed.

“Then you are going through life harbouring a delusion,” he replied quietly.

“Look here.” Pinlow laid the revolver down on the table that separated him from his enemy. “You know me well enough to believe that if I got in a corner, I’d fight.”

“There are few rats that wouldn’t,” said the punter.

“I don’t care a curse what you call me,” said Pinlow; “you’ve threatened me with a warning-off notice — and that will finish me, as you know. And I tell you” — he shook his forefinger at the other— “that so sure as you push this matter to a fight, so sure will I come out on top.”

“That we shall see,” said Brian. “I’ve come to make you an offer. You can sign a full confession and agree to clear out of the country, and I will undertake not to let the matter go any further.”

“I’ll see you—”

Pinlow expressed himself without reserve. Then he checked himself.

“I’ll make you an offer,” he said. “Lend me ten thousand pounds, and I’ll agree to anything you like; if not—”

“If not?” repeated Brian.

“You’ll be sorry for yourself, that’s all,” said his lordship.

“I dare say,” said Brian, and left the room without another word.

Pinlow stood listening until he heard the door of the flat close, then he smiled crookedly, and there was murder in that smile.
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Lord Pinlow wanted three days to complete his plans. He had certain resources which in a last emergency he could tap. That moment of emergency had now arrived.

It was not the first desperate crisis of his life. He had had others, though none of such immediate seriousness as this.

Pinlow was a man without scruple or remorse. The path of his life had led along the edge of a precipice, not once, but many times, only delicate walking and the exercise of the greatest finesse had succeeded in keeping him his foothold.

Now the path was narrowing, and to make matters worse, Brian stood directly in opposition to him. Lord Pinlow turned the matter over in his mind, as you might consider the abstract problem of planting out geraniums, and he decided that the world was too small a place for Brian Pallard and himself.

Only those who knew the man could appreciate such coldblooded reasoning; but that was his way. Brian, with a stroke of his pen, could ruin him; robbing him of all the things that were precious to him; taking away from him, not only the mode of life he desired, but every chance of re-entry into that life.

Lord Pinlow was an adventurer. His title was one of those grotesque jokes that life plays upon its victims. It had descended to him from a dissolute father and from a mother who had, at one time, been a chorus-girl in a not very first-class touring company. It was his only heritage, and, to do him justice, he had employed his one asset to the best advantage. It carried him a little way upon the high road of competitive existence, but he asked it to pull too heavy a load, and there had been times when even the barony of Pinlow, in the county of Winwick, helped him very little. This was such a time. He had reached the end of his tether. Twice he had been on the very verge of fortune, twice had Brian Pallard pulled him back, at the very moment when his hand had been touching treasure. And now there was no way to follow an action which would place him beyond the pale.

He winced a little at the thought.

This cursed jockey Club, with its autocratic privileges, could outlaw him more effectively than a judge of the High Court could. A word, a written paragraph, modestly lurking at the bottom of a column in the Racing Calendar, and he was a pariah.

‘The Stewards have investigated

certain statements made concerning

the Rt. Hon. Lord Pinlow, and

hereby warn him off Newmarket Heath.’

He winced again.

Assuredly this would be bad. It meant the vanishing of his one asset.

Pinlow walked to the window and stood, his hands in his trousers pockets, looking out into Pall Mall. Desperate diseases, he told himself sententiously, called for desperate remedies.

He sat down at his desk and, selecting a plain sheet of paper, began writing rapidly.

He covered the sheet with his sprawling handwriting, then blotted the note, folded it and placed it in an envelope.

Then he rang the bell.

His man appeared in the doorway.

“Take this letter to the landlord of the ‘Bull and Stick’ in Camden Town; do you know it?”

“No, m’lord.”

“You’ll have no difficulty in finding it,” said Pinlow; “it is in the High Street. Go to the private bar and ask for Smith — Tinker Smith — and give him that note.”

“Yes, m’lord,” said the man.

“Wait a moment,” said Pinlow, as the servant turned to go; “there is one little thing I wanted to say to you — you haven’t drawn any wages lately, have you?”

“No, m’lord,” said the servant truthfully.

Pinlow took out his pocketbook and extracted two five-pound notes.

‘There is something on account,” he said.

“I’m very grateful to your lordship—”

But his lordship stopped his thanks with an impatient wave of his hand

“You shall have more in a week’s time, but I am relying on you absolutely, Parker, to keep your tongue from wagging.”

“You can depend on me, m’lord,” said the other earnestly.

Pinlow dismissed him with the instruction that he need not return until the morning. With the servant out of the house, he went to his bedroom and changed into another suit. With a pair of scissors he clipped off his moustache. A touch of lather and the skilful application of a razor, and he was cleanshaven. The suit he had chosen was a fairly old one. He took some care with his toilet. From the fact that he did not hesitate in his make-up, there was some support for the theory that this was not the first time he had disguised himself.

A big pair of gold-mounted spectacles, taken from a case in one of the drawers, entirely changed his appearance. He looked like anybody but Lord Pinlow. When he had completed his preparations he unlocked a safe that stood near the head of his bed, and removed a bundle of notes. These he thrust into his inside pocket. From a recess in the safe he took a little package wrapped in red chamois leather. He unwrapped it to reveal a handy little Colt’s automatic pistol. This he examined carefully, snapping open the breach and squinting down the well-oiled barrel.

He found two blank magazines. One he dropped into his pocket, the other he pushed up the hollow butt of the revolver. It fastened with a click. He pulled back the cover of the pistol and loaded it. Then, with some care, he pushed up the safety catch of the pistol and put it into his pocket. If the worst came to the worst, he could rely upon the Browning — he could not say as much for the revolver.

By the time he had completed his preparations it was nearly dark. South of London heavy clouds were banking up, and above the hum of London’s traffic rose the dull rumbling echoes of thunder.

With a dark raincoat on his arm, Pinlow closed the door of the flat and stepped out into Pall Mall. He had no fixed and definite plan, but he made his way to Knightsbridge, and entered the park just as the first heavy splatter of rain sent the promenaders to shelter.

He had marked down Brian’s house; from information received he knew which was the livingroom. There was no light in this. As soon as he had made this discovery he left the park.

He came to the front of the house, as a jagged streak of lightning tore the heavens in twain, and a deafening crash of thunder shook the very foundations of the buildings.

His ring was instantly answered.

‘Is Mr Pallard in?” he asked authoritatively.

“No, sir. Will you come in?” The invitation was made out of sheer humanity, for now the rain was descending in sheets.

“Mr Pallard will not be in until ten o’clock,” said the servant.

“H’m!” said Pinlow, with well simulated annoyance. “I am a friend of his uncle’s, could I write him a note?”

“Certainly, sir; come this way.”

He led the visitor to the room overlooking the park. There was a writing-table, which had been used recently, for two or three loose sheets of paper carelessly pulled from the stationery rack were lying on the blottingpad.

“Thank you,” said Pinlow, as he seated himself,” could you oblige me by getting the Pandora Club on the telephone, and asking whether Mr Pallard has called for me?”

“Certainly, sir; what name shall I give?”

“Mr Williams,” said Pinlow, taking the first name that came into his head. As the door closed behind the man, Pinlow slipped the top sheet of blotting paper from the pad and held it up to the light. It was a new sheet and had been used to blot something quite recently.

He had no difficulty in deciphering what that something had been. He read:

‘Steward … ckey Club,

B … thington Stre …’

He turned the paper a little askew and saw:

‘… charge … rd Pinlow … conspiracy … vent my hors … Grey … mothy win … Stewar … Cup … tsetse …’

He replaced the paper and looked round. On the mantelshelf were three or four letters, placed there ready for posting. He rose and examined them rapidly. The second was the letter he sought. He slipped it into his pocket. Swiftly he folded a blank sheet of paper and inserted it into an envelope. This he addressed to the Stewards of the Jockey Club, imitating to the best of his ability the neat writing of his unwitting host.

He was justifying his presence by scribbling a note to Brian when the servant returned.

“I am sorry I have been so long, sir,” said the man; “but the storm has disorganized the telephone service and I was unable to get the Pandora Club.”

“It does not matter,” responded Lord Pinlow, rising; “it has occurred to me that I shall find him at the Witz Hotel—”

“If you would like to wait?” suggested the man.

“No, I think not,” said Pinlow. The storm was now at its height, but he preferred to risk the storm rather than to take his chance of Brian’s return. In the hall, the man assisted him into his raincoat.

“You will tell Mr Pallard,” began Pinlow, when a bell rang sharply.

“That may be Mr Pallard,” said the man. Pinlow had to decide whether the encounter should take place in the well-lit hall or in Brian’s room. He decided upon the latter. As the man opened the door, he strolled carelessly back to the room he had quitted.

He heard voices in the hall and then the servant came in.

“It’s another gentleman to see Mr Pallard,” he said. Pinlow heaved a big sigh of relief.

“I’ll not wait,” he said. In the hall he came face to face with the other visitor, who was discarding his soddened overcoat as Pinlow came in.

They looked at one another for a little while. “A broadsman named Caggley,” said a voice in Pinlow’s brain, and then in a flash he knew that the man had recognized him. Caggley gave no sign, save the momentary gleam of recognition which the other had detected.

“Hullo, Caggley,” said Pinlow, “put that coat of yours on; I want you for a few minutes.”

The cardsharper hesitated.

“You’ll do as I tell you — quick,” said Pinlow, dropping his voice.

Caggley, with some reluctance, climbed into his drenched garment. Before he knew what had happened Pinlow had hustled him into the steaming night.

They found a providential taxi.

“What’s the game, m’lord?” asked Caggley as the car drove off.

“Too big a game for a dirty little thief like you to give away,” said Pinlow; “so you’re the split, are you?”

“If,” said Mr Caggley unctuously, “if the lightnin’ at this moment was to strike me—”

“It will probably strike me too,” said Pinlow curtly, but not without humour. “I know that you are lying, therefore why should I trouble to listen to you.”

They drove for a few minutes, neither man speaking. Then:

“See here, Caggley,” said Pinlow. “I give you two alternatives.”

“Two?” asked his puzzled companion.

“Chances,” explained Pinlow. “You can take one or the other. I’ll let Tinker Smith know that you’ve been spying on him.”

“For the Lord’s sake!” gasped Caggley, agitated beyond discretion, “anything but that, m’lord. I’ve done no spyin’, only a little business between gentleman an’ gentleman; a word here an’ a word there, so to speak.”

“The other opportunity,” continued Pinlow, “is to throw your friend Pallard over, and do a little work for me.”

“If there’s anything I can do for your lordship,” protested Caggley solemnly, “if it’s yielding me last drop of blood—”

“There will be no necessity for that,” said Pinlow with a grim smile.

Driving through the quiet square between Oxford Street and Piccadilly he outlined his plan.

“I want you to go straight back to Pallard’s, see him on any excuse — he has some horses running at Manchester; you must warn him that they are not to run.”

“Certainly, m’lord,” said the other feebly.

Pinlow put his head out of the taxi window and gave some directions to the driver.

“I’m going back to my flat; I want you to wait in the car for me.”

They drove the rest of the journey in silence. The car pulled up, according to instructions, a little distance from Lord Pinlow’s residence. He got out, closing the door behind him, and admitted himself to the flat.

The storm had circled round London. The lightning was vivid and incessant, and overhead the thunder crashed and cracked. He went to his room, opened the gun-case, and took a second pistol from its case. He loaded it with the same care as he had devoted to the first weapon, then stood waiting, the Colt in his hand, his finger on the trigger. With one hand he unfastened the catch of the window and raised it. His bedroom overlooked a jumble of courtyards. Immediately facing him was the big blank wall of a club. He had not long to wait. Suddenly the darkness was illuminated by three vivid flashes of lightning, following so closely in succession that they appeared to be one. A second of silence, then there was a horrible crash of thunder that made the house tremble.

As it broke, Pinlow fired and the noise of the explosion was drowned in the overwhelming artilleries of the heavens. He drew down the window and slipped the pistol into his pocket, and made his way back to the waiting taxi.

He found Caggley in a state bordering upon panic.

“Let’s get out of this, for God’s sake,” he said hoarsely. “I’ve never been out in such a storm.”

Pinlow gave some fresh directions to the driver and the cab moved on.

“It is nothing,” he said, and truly the storm was in harmony with the storm which raged in his own heart.

He utilized the time by giving instructions to his tool.

“But I don’t understand what it’s all about, my lord,” said the man helplessly. “I don’t mind telling him not to run horses at Manchester, but why should I stand by the window — an’ suppose it’s not open?”

“You must find some excuse for opening it,” said Pinlow; “there’s nothing to worry aboutand there’s a hundred pounds for you if you do as I tell you.”

He dismissed the cabman near Hyde Park Corner, and the pair walked into the park in the pouring rain. Just as they came opposite the punter’s house a light leapt to light in the sittingroom.

“He’s back,” said Pinlow, and noted with satisfaction that the window was open. “Now get to the door as quickly as you can and rejoin me here — stop!”

Caggley turned.

“Put this in your overcoat pocket,” said Pinlow. Something heavy and small dropped into the capacious overcoat pocket of the sharper.

“What’s that?” he asked suspiciously.

“Never mind — keep it there; it may be useful.”

“Why, it’s a revolver,” said the other in dismay; “here, I’m not going to use that.”

“You won’t need to use it,” said the other calmly; “keep it there: I’m giving it to you to show I bear no malice. You’ll want it if you meet Tinker Smith.”

The man hesitated.

“I’m hanged if I understand it,” he said, and walked slowly away.

Pinlow waited till he was out of sight, then nimbly, for a man of his build, he climbed the railings which separated the tiny gardens from the road. Reconnoitring the house, he had seen a way by which he could reach the window. The three houses, of which Brian’s was the centre, had a tiny balcony. That which stood to the left was reached by a flight of iron stairs. It was easy to get to that, and as easy to step from one balcony to the other.

Brian had come home at ten o’clock that night.

“Has anybody called?” he asked.

“Two gentlemen, one of them Mr Caggley — they went away together.”

Brian nodded carelessly.

“Did you post those letters?” he asked suddenly.

“Yes, sir,” said the man.

He had remembered them a quarter of an hour before his master had come in, and had snatched them up hastily from the mantelshelf and hurried them to the post.

“I forgot to tell you that there was one of them which was rather important.”

Brian took up the evening paper which lay on the table and was opening it when the man, who had disappeared with his wet goloshes, returned.

“Mr Caggley has come, sir,” he said. “Will you see him?”

“Show him in.”

Mr Caggley came, less like his possessed self than usual. In truth he was considerably embarrassed, and took longer to get to the object of his visit than was ordinarily the case.

“Well, Caggley, what is your news?”

Brian looked up over his paper.

“Captain,” said Caggley, with a desperate effort to appear at ease, “I understand that you’re running some horses at Manchester.”

“I have entered a horse or two,” corrected Brian.

“Well, don’t run ‘em,” said Caggley with unnecessary emphasis; “never mind what anybody says, don’t run ‘em”

“Why?”

Mr Caggley floundered a little, hummed and ha’d, made incoherent sounds of expostulation, all of which were meant to be impressive. They did, indeed, impress Brian, but not in the way Caggley had intended.

“Now what the devil are you making those funny faces about?” demanded the irritated young man. “If you know anything, out with it.”

“I can’t tell you anything, sir,” said Caggley, and this time his earnestness was unmistakable. “It’s as much as my life’s worth.”

Brian bent his brows in thought. He had a couple of horses entered at Manchester. He had not intended running them, but there was no reason why he should not.

Then he noticed that the man was wandering about the room in an aimless way, and that he still had his overcoat on.

Brian got up from his chair as Caggley reached the open window.

“What is the game?” he asked sternly.

He stood by the table under the shaded light, an excellent mark.

“There’s something wrong here, Caggley,” he said. Then suddenly he felt a cold shiver run down his spine — that warning which Nature gives to all animals, human or otherwise, at approaching danger.

He knew not why, but instinct was unreasoning, and his hand flew to his hip pocket.

His fingers had gripped the butt of a hidden revolver when from the open window leapt a pencil of flame.

‘Crack!’

He felt the wind of the nickel bullet fan his hair as it passed, and fired twice at the open window. As he did Caggley, openmouthed and livid, turned.

“Great Scot, governor!” he whined, “what are you — ?”

He never spoke again.

A second time the invisible marksman fired, and, shot through the forehead, the sharper fell an inert heap on the ground.
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‘The Knightsbridge Shooting Affray’ occupied the contents bills of most of the London evening newspapers the next day.

There was damning evidence against the dead man in the shape of a pistol found in his pocket, and obviously discharged recently.

Brian’s evidence at the inquest did not help to dissipate the belief that Caggley was the culprit. The punter enjoyed a little unenviable notoriety during the days that followed. He was held for trial, though it was certain that the jury would return a verdict of justifiable homicide.

He was released from custody on a heavy bail, and returned to Knightsbridge after the police-court proceedings, to find Mr Callander and Gladys awaiting him.

As he came into the room, dispirited, out of conceit with himself, she came toward him, both hands outstretched. There and then, in the presence of her father, he took her into his arms, and found comfort in her nearness and fragrance. Mr Callander accepted the surprising happening with admirable self-restraint, turning discreetly to watch the stream of motor traffic which flowed through the park.

“My dear,” she whispered, “I have told father everything.”

He stooped, and kissed her gently, smiling into her troubled eyes.

Mr Callander turned as she slipped from his arms. “Brian,” he said, clearing his throat, “Gladys has given me to understand that you are — that she is — in fact, that you are not indifferent to one another.”

“That is true,” said Brian quietly. “I love her very dearly.”

“Hum!” said Mr Callander, as he coughed again, “of course — at present — under a cloud — very embarrassing for me — but you may be sure—” He held out his hand. Brian was touched by the emotion of the old man and wrung the proffered hand.

“I want a word with you,” said Mr Callander.

They stepped up to the window.

“Horace has told me,” Mr Callander went on, dropping his voice, “everything.”

His voice shook, and he raised his hand to his trembling lip. This uninteresting son of his was the apple of his eye.

“I cannot expect you to believe,” he said, “that he knew nothing of the infamous plot: yet I am convinced—”

“No more convinced than I am,” said Brian heartily; “in fact, I have absolute proof that Horace knew nothing whatever about the matter.”

The old man nodded. He opened his pocketbook and took out a cheque for two thousand pounds.

“You were good enough to lend this to my son,” he said. “I cannot tell you how much I appreciate your goodness; it has placed you in an entirely new light. I am an old man, Brian, a prejudiced and narrow old man, I fear, and not over-generous. I have set myself up as a critic — neglecting to rectify faults in my own life which have been worthy of criticism, but I — I—”

He blew his nose with some energy.

It was some time before they sat down to a calm discussion of the position.

“I am perfectly assured,” said Brian, “that it was Pinlow who fired the shot at me, and fired the shot which killed Caggley. My hands are tied for the present because any accusation against him must bring up the whole of the other business — that would involve Horace.”

He did not say that it might drag the name of Gladys into the case, and, incidentally, that of Mr Callander. He saw, by the gratitude in the old man’s eyes, that his reticence was approved.

“I believe that Caggley was sent here with a cock-and-bull story about the Manchester races in order to throw the guilt on him for my murder. Pinlow intended shooting him to ensure his silence.”

“Has the ownership of the revolver been established?” asked Mr Callander.

Brian shook his head.

“It is next to impossible. The pistol is of Belgian make — obviously purchased abroad.”

The two stayed to lunch, which was halfway through when the servant brought in a card.

Brian read it.

“Chief Inspector Valance, C.I.D., Scotland Yard.”

On the back was scribbled, “I have some good news for you.”

“Show him in,” said Brian; “good news is for all hearing.”

The Inspector was a pleasant-faced, grey-haired man of fifty. He greeted the party with a little bow.

“Sit down, Inspector,” said Brian, with a smile. “Well, what are the glad tidings? — this is my uncle, and this is my cousin,” he introduced.

“The best news for you, Mr Pallard,” he said. “The Crown does not intend proceeding with the case. There was a little flaw in the evidence at the inquest; the Home Office expert has proved beyond doubt that the bullet which killed Caggley was fired from a pistol of a larger calibre than yours.”

“I am glad,” said the girl impulsively, holding out her hands, her eyes shining with unshed tears.

“On that fact,” the Inspector proceeded, “there can be no question of a prosecution. Now, Mr Pallard, just as soon as your release is granted, I want you to help me to find the man that did it.”

“I am afraid—” began Brian, when interruption came from an unexpected quarter.

It was from Mr Callander.

“Mr Pallard believes that the murderer was Lord Pinlow,” he said; “he can also supply you with information regarding the killing of a horse at Goodwood—”

“Mr Callander,” began Brian, but the old man silenced him with a little dignified wave of his hand.

“My son, Horace Callander,” he went on, “was an unwitting assistant to Lord Pinlow in that crime. In order to keep our name out of the matter, Mr Pallard has chivalrously declined to prosecute.”

The Inspector nodded.

“Mr Pallard does not give us credit for knowing anything about that matter,” he said, “and it will be news to him that a warrant has already been issued for Lord Pinlow’s arrest in that connection.”

This was news indeed.

“How on earth did you know?” asked Brian in surprise.

The Inspector smiled cryptically.

“These things leak out. We knew something was wrong, and we knew that you suspected the truth — so, as we couldn’t place the culprit, we put men on to shadow you, knowing that sooner or later you would put us on the right track. We struck the trail after we had traced you to the house of Dr Jellis.”

Brian smiled ruefully.

“And all the time I thought I was the only person who knew,” he said.

The Inspector took his leave soon after.

“We will try to do the thing quietly,” he said, “but if Lord Pinlow is arrested by tomorrow we shall be obliged to give publicity to the fact.”

That night the little club in Summers Town, of which Mr Augustus Fanks was so excellent a patron, was raided by the police. It was an unfortunate circumstance that Mr Fanks was present. He had come to find Tinker Smith, who did odd jobs for him. Mr Fanks, being a man of boundless indebtedness, and being, moreover, in the habit of sailing close to the law, had often need of an expert who was willing and able to secure documents of a character compromising Mr Augustus Fanks.

For there had been times in his exciting career when Mr Fanks had written letters, so much like blackmailing letters, that only one expert in the world could detect the difference. And that expert was Mr Fanks.

It happened that such a letter, addressed to a man whose help Fanks required, and of whose lurid youth he had the fullest details, had been sent by the desperate correspondent to his lawyer, and Mr Augustus Fanks was most anxious to recover that letter before it reached the depository of the Director of Public Prosecutions.

But the man he sought was absent, and Fanks had hardly ascertained the fact when the door was burst open and the police swarmed into the room.

If the truth be told, the primary object of that raid was the same that animated Mr Fanks — they very greatly desired to lay their hands on Tinker Smith. Though Augustus Fanks protested, produced his card, and swore by all the gods that he was an innocent visitor attracted by curiosity, they marched him off to the nearest police-station. But they did not find Tinker Smith.

What they did find was a letter signed ‘P.’, which ran:

“I am laying low with S. Pallard swears I have had something to do with the shooting at Knightsbridge. He shall pay in many ways. If I do not see you again, take charge of my flat, and bum all my letters. I advise this as much in your interest as in mine. Au revoir.”

The police had saved Mr Fanks the trouble, for the flat was already in their hands.

But the letter was interesting, if for no other reason than because it had been posted in London on that day, and an ‘A.S.’ message — which means ‘All stations’ — was flashed from one end of London to the other, to the effect that the wanted man was in London.

Gladys Callander, returning home the next evening with the happy assurance that her lover was saved the humiliation of an appearance at Old Bailey, was startled by a contents bill.

KNIGHTSBRIDGE

MURDERER

A CLUE

She sought the paper to find, for the first time, Pinlow’s name mentioned with the affair.

There it was, in the boldest type, the story of the killing of Greenpol, the arrest of Fanks in that connection, and as much of the letter found in his possession as an ingenious reporter could extract from the police.

She breathed a deep sigh of relief. At last the truth was out. She bought all the papers she could buy at the station. They told her little more than the first. One contained a little interview with Brian, which, in the main, consisted of a record of his unwillingness to talk on the subject. She reached home to find that neither Horace nor her father had arrived. She went straight to her room to change her dress, and came down to receive a telegram from the hand of her maid.

“must see you, am sending car. — Brian,” it ran.

There was something of frantic urgency about the wire that alarmed her. What could have happened? She wished her father was there. Even Horace would have served. She scribbled a reply, but then it occurred to her that he would not receive the message. He was to have gone to Wickham that day to escape the persistent interviewer. She laid the telegram down, then on second thoughts she decided to send it. He had wired that he was sending the car — he would not be coming himself. Again she wondered what had kept him.

She despatched a maid to the village to send the wire. The girl had not returned when a large car came gliding up the walk. The chauffeur touched his hat to the girl.

“Are you from Mr Pallard?” she asked.

“Yes, miss,” replied the man.

“Has anything happened?”

“I don’t know, miss, only he told me I was to hurry back.”

She ran into the house and snatched up a coat. She was hardly seated in the car before the driver started it with a jerk. Then she remembered that she had left no note to explain her hurried departure. She trusted that the servant would tell her father. They tore through the village and turned abruptly to the right.

Now the road to London ran in the opposite direction, and Gladys, thinking the man might have made a mistake, leant out of the window.

“You have taken the wrong road,” she said.

“The other road’s up,” said the man abruptly.

There was a hint of brusqueness in his tone which annoyed her. She sank back on the padded seat wondering how Brian came to employ such a boor. Then she remembered that Brian had only one car, and that this was not it. Neither was the chauffeur the man who had driven her before in London.

It was growing dusk. She could not read the signposts. Only the glow of the setting sun was behind her. They were going due east. A cold fear gripped her heart. She knocked on the window in front, but there was no response. She put her head out of the window, and screamed at the man to stop.

He sat stolidly, taking no notice. The car was proceeding at a great pace. She noticed that they passed few cars, and that the road was not of the even surface which she was accustomed to. They had been journeying an hour. The man had evidently made several detours to avoid towns, and now they were going due south, along a stretch of main road. Her hopes rose, only to sink again, as the car turned abruptly to the right, driving down a narrow road. For a mile it ran thus, then turned again to the right — this time along a private road, where the car bumped and jolted in the ruts of a farm track.

It turned again, this time through a broken gate, and came to a stop before the door of a dilapidated old farm.

She fumbled at the door, her hands trembling, when a man slipped from the doorway and opened the door. Though he had altered and his heavy moustache had been shaven off, she recognized him.

“Lord Pinlow!” she gasped.
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Brian passed the wire over to Ernest as they walked along Knightsbridge.

“‘I am coming, Gladys’,” read the doctor. “Why is this?” he asked.

“That is what I want to know,” said Brian. “The dear girl only went home this afternoon.”

“Rum!” said Ernest; then he stopped dead. “That reads like an answer to a wire; have you wired to her?”

A tense, drawn look came to Brian’s face. He said no word.

Hailing a taxi he drove straight back to the house. He had been on his way to the club, having, as it happened, postponed his visit to Wickham.

He found another telegram which had recently arrived.

“is gladys with you? — callander.”

In five minutes his car was at the door, and the two men were speeding toward Sevenoaks.

“If Pinlow is in this—” said Brian, between his teeth. Then he recognized the absurdity of the unuttered threat. The man was already a fugitive from justice — a murderer. It was hopeless.

He flung himself from the car before it had stopped at the door of the house.

One glance at Mr Callander’s face told him all he feared to know.

“She has not returned,” said the old man; “here is the telegram.”

He handed the wire which had called the girl away. It had been despatched from a West End office.

A rough description of the car was given by a man in the village, who was also able to supply the information as to the direction the car took.

This was a slender clue to work on, but Brian lost no time. He notified Scotland Yard by telephone, and with a road map he started forth in pursuit.

It was an impossible task he set himself. He kept on the track of the car until it left the main road. After that it seemed to have passed unnoticed.

He spent the whole of the night fruitlessly, and returned to Mr Callander at daybreak, tired and dispirited.

No news awaited him, except that Scotland Yard had sent two of their best men, and every police-station in England had been notified.

He snatched a few hours’ sleep, and awoke refreshed. Over a hasty breakfast he discussed the situation with Mr Callander and Ernest.

“I think no harm will come to her,” he said. “Pinlow is holding her to ransom. He wants money, and he shall have it.”

He took out his chequebook and wrote an order on his banker.

“I must have this money in hard cash,” he said. “Ernest, will you go to town for me?”

“With pleasure.”

“Go to town and cash this.”

He handed the cheque, which was for £20,000. Seeing the doctor’s look of amazement, Brian went on:

“I am prepared to pay anything — I tell you that I will give every cent I own in the world if needs be.”

“But how will it be conveyed to him?”

“He’ll find a way,” said Brian grimly. “I expect the next move from him.”

His expectations were justified. At noon that day there arrived from London a little district messenger with a letter. It had been sent from the Northumberland Avenue depot.

“I shall want £10,000 in notes for the release of my prize. If you agree, and will pledge me your word you will not attempt to trap me, come to the end of the Petworth Road leading to Chichester. You will see a car waiting. Tell your man to follow that. If you make any attempt to betray me, I shall have no hesitation in killing her. Go to the nearest post office, I will call you by telephone at one o’clock.”

“As I thought,” said Brian.

He handed the letter to Mr Callander.

“What will you do?” asked the old man. “Go to the post office and wait — the police must not know of this; we can afford to take no risks.”

He was waiting at one o’clock, and prompt to the minute the call came through.

“Is that you, Pallard?”

He recognized the hateful voice.

“Yes.”

“Do you agree to my terms?”

“Absolutely.”

“You promise?”

“Yes.”

“Remember, only your chauffeur and yourself.”

“I have given you my word; at what hour?”

“At five this afternoon.”

“I will be there.”

He heard the click of the telephone as it was hung up.

At three o’clock that afternoon he left in his car, carrying with him part of the money Ernest had brought from town. He reached Petworth at half-past four, and stopped for a cup of tea in that ancient town. The clock of the Town Hall was striking five when he reached the Chichester road. There was a car waiting a little way ahead. As soon as the driver saw Brian’s big Panhard, he moved off.

The two ran at a respectable interval till they came to the steep winding road that runs across the Downs. Up this they climbed. They were now on the long white road that runs across the Downs. There was nobody in sight. The road stretched to the horizon, only in one place being lost to view where it made a sharp bend northward. At the bend was a little copse.

“My man will be there,” said Brian to himself. The foremost car increased its speed and Brian’s followed suit. Within fifty yards of the copse, the car stopped.

Brian looked out. He saw another car drawn up by the side of the road. He thought he detected the figure of a man in the shade of the little wood. His car stopped and he got out.

“Walk toward the wood,” commanded a voice. He obeyed. He did not look round when he heard footsteps behind him.

“Halt!”

He stopped and turned. Pinlow was behind him. Pinlow, scrubby of beard, white and drawn of face, confronted him, a revolver in his hand.

“Put up your hands,” he said. He stepped forward and smoothed the pockets of the other.

“You’ve got no pistol?”

“I have no pistol on me,” said Brian; “now where is Miss Callander?”

“You shall see her in good time,” said Pinlow; “have you brought the money?”

“You shall see that in good time,” repeated Brian. Pinlow scowled and raised his pistol, then thought better of it.

He turned his head and called something. They heard a crackling and a snaffling of twigs, and a man appeared. He was leading Gladys, holding her by the arm. The girl was pale, but she smiled bravely when she saw her lover.

“There is the lady,” said Pinlow; “now I will have the money.”

Brian thrust his hand into the pocket inside his waistcoat and drew out a flat package of notes. The other snatched them and counted them roughly.

“Put her in the car,” said Pinlow, addressing Tinker Smith.

“I’ll save you the trouble,” said Brian coolly. He walked to where she stood.

Quick as thought Smith tried to drag her back, but he was too late. Brian’s arm was round her waist, a hand like steel descended upon the Tinker’s shoulder and sent him spinning.

“I’ve kept my part of the bargain — keep to yours,” he said.

For a moment Pinlow stood irresolute.

“I’ll keep to mine,” he hissed; “let the girl go, Pallard, or I’ll send you to hell!”

A man came tumbling through the bracken that carpeted the copse. It was the driver of one of the cars.

“Quick!” he gasped, “the mounted police are coming over the hill.”

Pinlow turned on his rival with a scream of, rage.

“You dog!” he raised his pistol.

“Don’t shoot, for Heaven’s sake don’t shoot, m’lord,” said the man grasping his arm. “If they hear the shot they’ll be on us before we can get away; they’re only walking and they’re half a mile away.”

Pinlow hesitated.

His mouth was twisted with fury and hate. Again he raised the pistol, but now Smith was at his side, and they half dragged, half led him back to the road.

Brian heard the engines of the first car start and the whirr of its wheels, then the second engine throttled. He heard the quick steps of somebody returning.

“Run,” he whispered to the girl, and, holding her arm, he raced back into the wood.

‘Crack!’

A bullet struck the tree and sent the splinters flying.

Pinlow, his hate overcoming his discretion, overpowering his love of liberty and his fear of death, was hot on their track.

‘Crack!’

They heard other voices now, angry voices; the firing ceased and the footsteps receded.

“Stay here,” said Brian.

He followed swiftly in the track of his pursuer. He got to the edge of the copse just as Pinlow reached his car. The horsemen were nearer now — a long string of them riding in single file — and as the car jerked forward Brian realized in a flash that they were his own horses. Wickham was only four miles away, and Colter invariably exercised his string on these Downs in the afternoon.

Colter it was, riding leisurely at the head of the little procession. He saw Brian as he ran into the road and spurred his hack forward.

“Miss Callander is in the wood, Colter; see to her,” said Brian quickly; then, “Tune up, James,” he said to the chauffeur, “we will go after that rascal.”

“Very sorry, sir,” said the man, “they’ve cut the tyres about and taken out two sparking plugs whilst you were in the wood; the other driver held me up with a pistol while he did it.”

Colter was off his horse.

“Who is it?” he asked.

“Pinlow.”

Brian pointed to the car disappearing in a cloud of dust.

Colter watched it thoughtfully.

“He’ll have to make the circuit of Horley Hill before he can get off this road,” he said; “if you could take a short cut you’d get up with him.”

The horses had halted by the side of the road, each with a little stable lad atop.

“You’d have to cover four miles in seven minutes,” said Colter; “but I think I know a horse that could do it.”

Pinlow and his companion were making their final plans as the car sped swiftly to safety.

“I have a motor launch at Burnham,” said Pinlow; “we can reach there tonight. With this weather we ought to be able to make Flushing in the morning.”

“You was mad to go after that Pallard,” growled Smith; “an’ understand this, Lord Pinlow, I’m havin’ no murder in mind, I draw the line at abduction.”

Pinlow said nothing. He had gone so far now that a little further did not count. He wondered how Smith, with the example of Caggley before him, could trust him. He might have been disagreeably surprised had he known that Tinker Smith trusted him not at all, and for ever had a revolver at hand to emphasize his lack of faith.

“This car is going cursedly slow,” grumbled Pinlow.

Smith put his hand out of the window. The road had been recently repaired, and a stretch of jagged flint-covered road was the chauffeur’s excuse.

“We can’t take the risk of a puncture,” said Smith. They were rounding Horley Hill and Pinlow shifted uncomfortably. “We’re going back the way we came,” he said.

Smith laughed. “You needn’t worry,” he said, “we shan’t be within seven miles of where we left ’em — an’ there’s no road across.”

The car’s speed increased. The engines hummed musically, and the whirling wheels ate up the ribbon of road before them.

As the speed increased Pinlow’s spirits rose. He spoke quickly, almost excitedly, of the life that lay before them.

“We must separate,” he said, “you go south, and I’ll work my way—”

Then he remembered that he gained no advantage by betraying his route.

“I’ll try South Africa,” said Smith. “I’ll wander down to Marseilles and get a Messagerie boat—”

He got no farther. There was a sudden clamping of brakes and the car jarred to a standstill.

“What’s wrong?” asked Pinlow. He was out of the car in a second. He did not need to ask. Across the road at regular intervals was strung a line of big stones, evidently taken from a heap left by the stone-breakers.

“Help get these out of the way,” said Smith.

The three men went to work with frantic haste to clear a path for the car. Pinlow had tossed aside the last stone when a voice greeted him.

“Pinlow, don’t move! I’ve got you covered, my man.”

The fugitive looked up.

“Pallard!” he cried hoarsely. “How did you get here?”

Brian, weapon in hand, jerked his head sideways, and Pinlow’s eyes followed the direction. Tethered to a tree, and lathered with sweat, was a big grey horse, who returned his gaze with the mild curiosity which was his characteristic.

“Grey Timothy!” gasped Pinlow.

In a quarter of an hour the group was joined by Colter and his head lad. The three men were disarmed and the car continued on its way to Chichester. Here the prisoners were handed over to the local constabulary. The search made of Lord Pinlow was neither thorough nor effective, for when the London police arrived to take charge of their men, they found only two.

The third lay stretched on the floor of the cell, beyond the stricture of earthly judge — two little pellets in a secret pocket of his coat and the pungent scent of cyanide explained everything.

In a pocketbook they discovered a number of rough notes on horses. One in particular was interesting:

“Grey Timothy — does not stay.”

Brian heard the evidence at the inquest, at which he was a witness, and heard this little extract read out.

As he left the court with Colter, he said:

“A fitting end for such a life.”

The trainer’s brows were clouded.

“A fitting end for any man who maligns a good horse,” he said with acerbity. “Can’t stay, indeed!”


The End
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Night had come to the West End, but though the hour was late, though all Suburbia might at this moment be wrapped in gloom — a veritable desert of deadness relieved only by the brightness and animation of the busy public-houses — the Strand was thronged with a languid crowd all agape for the shady mysteries of the night world, which writers describe so convincingly, but the evidence of which is so often disappointing.

Deserted Suburbia had sent its quota to stare at the evil night-life of the Metropolis. That it was evil none doubted. These pallid shop girls clinging to the arms of their protecting swains, these sedate, married ladies, arm in arm with their husbands, these gay young bloods from a thousand homes beyond the radius — they all knew the significance of those two words: “West End.”

They stood for an extravagant aristocracy — you could see the shimmer and sheen of them as they bowled noiselessly along the Strand from theatre to supper table, in their brilliantly illuminated cars, all lacquer and silver work. They stood for all the dazzle of light, for all the joyous ripple of laughter, for the faint strains of music which came from the restaurants.

Suburbia saw, disapproved, but was intensely interested. For here was hourly proof of unthinkable sums that to the strolling pedestrians were only reminiscent of the impossible exercises in arithmetic which they had been set in their earlier youth. It all reeked of money — the Strand — Pall Mall (all ponderous and pompous clubs), but most of all, Piccadilly Circus, a great glittering diamond of light set in the golden heart of London.

Money — money — money! The contents bills reflected the spirit of the West. “Well-known actress loses 20,000 pounds worth of jewellery,” said one; “Five million shipping deal,” said another, but that which attracted most attention was the naming bill which The Monitor
 had issued —

KING KERRY TO BUY LONDON

(Special)



It drew reluctant coppers from pockets which seldom knew any other variety of coinage than copper. It brought rapidly-walking men, hardened to the beguilement of the contents-bill author, to a sudden standstill.

It even lured the rich to satisfy their curiosity. “King Kerry is going to buy London,” said one man.

“I wish he’d buy this restaurant and burn it,” grumbled the other, rapping on the table with the handle of a fork. “Waiter, how long are you going to keep me before you take my order?”

“In a moment, sir.”

A tall, goodlooking man sitting at the next table, and occupying at the moment the waiter’s full attention, smiled as he heard the conversation. His grey hair made him look much older than he was, a fact which afforded him very little distress, for he had passed the stage when his personal appearance excited much interest in his own mind. There were many eyes turned toward him, as, having paid his bill, he rose from his chair.

He seemed unaware of the attention he drew to himself, or, if aware, to be uncaring, and with a thin cigar between his even white teeth he made his way through the crowded room to the vestibule of the restaurant.

“By Jove,” said the man who had complained about the waiter’s inattention, “there goes the chap himself!” and he twisted round in his chair to view the departing figure.

“Who?” asked his friend, laying down the paper he had been reading.

“King Kerry,” said the other, “the American millionaire.”

King Kerry strolled out through the revolving doors and was swallowed up with the crowd.

Following King Kerry, at a distance, was another well-dressed man, younger than the millionaire, with a handsome face and a subtle air of refinement.

He scowled at the figure ahead as though he bore him no good will, but made no attempt to overtake or pass the man in front, seeming content to keep his distance. King Kerry crossed to the Haymarket and walked down that sloping thoroughfare to Cockspur Street.

The man who followed was slimmer of build, yet well made. He walked with a curious restricted motion that was almost mincing. He lacked the swing of shoulder which one usually associated with the well-built man, and there was a certain stiffness in his walk which suggested a military training. Reflected by the light of a lamp under which he stopped when the figure in front slowed down, the face was a perfect one, small featured and delicate.

Herman Zeberlieff had many of the characteristics of his Polish-Hungarian ancestry and if he had combined with these the hauteur of his aristocratic forbears, it was not unnatural, remembering that the Zeberlieffs had played no small part in the making of history.

King Kerry was taking a mild constitutional before returning to his Chelsea house to sleep. His shadower guessed this, and when King Kerry turned on to the Thames Embankment, the other kept on the opposite side of the broad avenue, for he had no wish to meet his quarry face to face.

The Embankment was deserted save for the few poor souls who gravitated hither in the hope of meeting a charitable miracle.

King Kerry stopped now and again to speak to one or another of the wrecks who ambled along the broad pavement, and his hand went from pocket to outstretched palm not once but many times.

There were some who, slinking towards him with open palms, whined their needs, but he was too experienced a man not to be able to distinguish between misfortune and mendicancy.

One such a beggar approached him near Cleopatra’s Needle, but as King Kerry passed on without taking any notice of him, the outcast commenced to hurl a curse at him. Suddenly King Kerry turned back and the beggar shrunk towards the parapet as if expecting a blow, but the pedestrian was not hostile.

He stood straining his eyes in the darkness, which was made the more baffling because of the gleams of distant lights, and his cigar glowed red and grey.

“What did you say?” he asked gently. “I’m afraid I was thinking of something else when you spoke.”

“Give a poor feller creature a copper to get a night’s lodgin’!” whined the man. He was a bundle of rags, and his long hair and bushy beard were repulsive even in the light which the remote electric standards afforded.

“Give a copper to get a night’s lodging?” repeated the other.

“An’ the price of a dri — of a cup of coffee,” added the man eagerly.

“Why?”

The question staggered the night wanderer, and he was silent for a moment.

“Why should I give you the price of a night’s lodging — or give you anything at all which you have not earned?”

There was nothing harsh in the tone: it was gentle and friendly, and the man took heart.

“Because you’ve got it an’ I ain’t,” he said — to him a convincing and unanswerable argument.

The gentleman shook his head.

“That is no reason,” he said. “How long is it since you did any work?”

The man hesitated. There was authority in the voice, despite its mildness. He might be a “split” — and it would not pay to lie to one of those busy fellows.

“I’ve worked orf an’ on,” he said sullenly. “I can’t get work what with foreyners takin’ the bread out of me mouth an’ undersellin’ us.”

It was an old argument, and one which he had found profitable, particularly with a certain type of philanthropist.

“Have you ever done a week’s work in your life, my brother?” asked the gentleman.

One of the “my brother” sort, thought the tramp, and drew from his armoury the necessary weapons for the attack.

“Well, sir,” he said meekly, “the Lord has laid a grievous affliction on me head—”

The gentleman shook his head again.

“There is no use in the world for you, my friend,” he said softly. “You occupy the place and breathe the air which might be better employed. You’re the sort that absorbs everything and grows nothing: you live on the charity of working people who cannot afford to give you the hard-earned pence your misery evokes.”

“Are you goin’ to allow a feller creature to walk about all night?” demanded the tramp aggressively.

“I have nothing to do with it, my brother,” said the other coolly. “If I had the ordering of things I should not let you walk about.”

“Very well, then,” began the beggar, a little appeased.

“I should treat you in exactly the same way as I should treat any other stray dog — I should put you out of the world.”

And he turned to walk on.

The tramp hesitated for a moment, black rage in his heart. The Embankment was deserted — there was no sign of a policeman.

“Here!” he said roughly, and gripped King Kerry’s arm.

Only for a second, then a hand like teak struck him under the jaw, and he went blundering into the roadway, striving to regain his balance.

Dazed and shaken he stood on the kerb watching the leisurely disappearance of his assailant. Perhaps if he followed and made a row the stranger would give him a shilling to avoid the publicity of the courts; but then the tramp was as anxious as the stranger, probably more anxious, to avoid publicity. To do him justice, he had not allowed his beard to grow or refrained from cutting his hair because he wished to resemble an anchorite, there was another reason. He would like to get even with the man who had struck him — but there were risks.

“You made a mistake, didn’t you?”

The beggar turned with a snarl.

At his elbow stood Hermann Zeberlieff, King Kerry’s shadower, who had been an interested spectator of all that had happened.

“You mind your own business!” growled the beggar, and would have slouched on his way.

“Wait a moment!” The young man stepped in his path. His hand went into his pocket, and when he withdrew it he had a little handful of gold and silver. He shook it; it jingled musically.

“What would you do for a tenner?” he asked.

The man’s wolf eyes were glued to the money.

“Anything,” he whispered, “anything, bar murder.”

“What would you do for fifty?” asked the young man.

“I’d — I’d do most anything,” croaked the tramp hoarsely.

“For five hundred and a free passage to Australia?” suggested the young man, and his piercing eyes were fixed on the beggar.

“Anything — anything!” almost howled the man.

The young man nodded.

“Follow me,” he said, “on the other side of the road.”

They had not been gone more than ten minutes when two men came briskly from the direction of Westminster. They stopped every now and again to flash the light of an electric lamp upon the human wreckage which lolled in every conceivable attitude of slumber upon the seats of the Embankment. Nor were they content with this, for they scrutinized every passerby — very few at this hour in the morning.

They met a leisurely gentleman strolling toward them, and put a question to him.

“Yes,” said he, “curiously enough I have just spoken with him — a man of medium height, who spoke with a queer accent. I guess you think I speak with a queer accent too,” he smiled, “but this was a provincial, I reckon.”

“That’s the man, inspector,” said one of the two turning to the other. “Did he have a trick when speaking of putting his head on one side?”

The gentleman nodded.

“Might I ask if he is wanted — I gather that you are police officers?”

The man addressed hesitated and looked to his superior.

“Yes, sir,” said the inspector. “There’s no harm in telling you that his name is Horace Baggin, and he’s wanted for murder — killed a warder of Devizes Gaol and escaped whilst serving the first portion of a lifer for manslaughter. We had word that he’s been seen about here.”

They passed on with a salute, and King Kerry, for it was he, continued his stroll thoughtfully.

“What a man for Hermann Zeberlieff to find?” he thought, and it was a coincidence that at that precise moment the effeminate-looking Zeberlieff was entertaining an unsavoury tramp in his Park Lane study, plying him with a particularly villainous kind of vodka; and the tramp, with his bearded head on one side as he listened, was learning more about the pernicious ways of American millionaires than he had ever dreamt.

“Off the earth fellers like that ought to be,” he said thickly. “Give me a chance — hit me on the jaw, he did, the swine — I’ll millionaire him!”

“Have another drink,” said Zeberlieff.
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The “tube” lift was crowded, and Elsie Marion, with an apprehensive glance at the clock, rapidly weighed in her mind whether it would be best to wait for the next lift and risk the censure of Mr. Tack or whether she should squeeze in before the great sliding doors clanged together. She hated lifts, and most of all she hated crowded lifts. Whilst she hesitated the doors rolled together with a “Next lift, please!”

She stared at the door blankly, annoyed at her own folly. This was the morning of all mornings when she wished to be punctual.

Tack had been mildly grieved by her innumerable failings, and had nagged her persistently for the greater part of the week. She was unpunctual, she was untidy, she was slack to a criminal extent for a lady cashier whose efficiency is reckoned by the qualities which, as Tack insisted, she did not possess.

The night before he had assembled the cash girls and had solemnly warned them that he wished to see them in their places at nine o’clock sharp. Not, he was at trouble to explain, at nine-ten, or at nine-five, not even at nine-one — but as the clock in the tower above Tack and Brighton’s magnificent establishment chimed the preliminary quarters before booming out the precise information that nine o’clock had indeed arrived, he wished every lady to be in her place.

There had been stirring times at Tack and Brighton’s during the past three months. An unaccountable spirit of generosity had been evinced by the proprietors — but it had been exercised towards the public rather than in favour of the unfortunate employees. The most extraordinary reductions in the sale price of their goods and the most cheeseparing curtailments of selling cost had resulted — so traitorous members of the counting-house staff said secretly — in a vastly increased turnover and, in some mysterious fashion, in vastly increased profits.

Some hinted that those profits were entirely fictitious, but that were slander only to be hinted at, for why should Tack and Brighten, a private company with no shareholders to please or pain, go out of their way to fake margins? For the moment, the stability of the firm was a minor consideration.

It wanted seven minutes to nine, and here was Elsie Marion at Westminster Bridge Road Tube Station, and Tack and Brighton’s Oxford Street premises exactly twelve minutes away. She shrugged her pretty shoulders. One might as well be hanged for a sheep as a lamb, she thought. But she was angry with herself at her own stupidity. The next lift would be as crowded — she was left in no doubt as to that, for it was full as soon as the doors were open — and she might have saved three precious minutes.

She was crowded to the side of the lift and was thankful that the unsavoury and often uncleanly patrons of the line at this hour in the morning were separated from her by a tall man who stood immediately before her.

He was bareheaded, and his grey hair was neatly brushed and pomaded. His high forehead, clean-cut aquiline nose and firm chin, gave him an air of refinement and suggested breed. His eyes were blue and deepset, his lips a trifle thin, and his cheekbones, without being prominent, were noticeable on his sun-tanned face. All this she took in in one idle glance. She wondered who he was, and for what reason he was a traveller so early in the morning. He was well-dressed, and a single black pearl in his cravat was suggestive of wealth. His hat he held between his two hands across his breast. He was an American, she gathered, because Americans invariably removed their hats in elevators when women were present.

The lift sank downward to the platform sixty feet below, and as it did she heard the faint sound of a “ting,” which told her she had missed a train. That would mean another three minutes’ wait. She could have cried with vexation. It was a serious matter for her — an orphan girl absolutely alone in the world and dependent upon her own exertions for a livelihood. Cashiers were a drug on the market, and her shorthand and typewriting lessons had only advanced to a stage where she despaired of their getting any further.

Her salary was very small, and she thought regretfully of the days when she had spent more than that on shoes, before dear old spendthrift Aunt Martha had died, leaving her adopted daughter with no greater provision for the future than a Cheltenham education, a ten-pound note, and a massive brooch containing a lock from the head of Aunt Martha’s love of the sixties.

Between the beginning of a lift’s ascent and the moment the doors open again a girl with the cares of life upon her can review more than a man can write in a year. Before the giant elevator touched bottom Elsie Marion had faced the future and found it a little bleak. She was aware, as she turned to make her exit, that the tall man before her was watching her curiously. It was not the rude stare to which she had now grown callous, but the deeper, piercing glance of one who was genuinely interested. She suspected the inevitable smut on her nose, and fumbled for her handkerchief.

The stranger stepped aside to let her pass down first, and she was compelled to acknowledge the courtesy with a little nod. He followed her closely, instinct told her that; but so many people were following closely in that hurried slither to the platform.

There was some time to wait — two full minutes — and she strolled to the deserted end of the platform to get away from the crowd. She disliked crowds at all times, and this morning she hated them.

“Excuse me!”

She had heard that form of introduction before, but there was something in the voice which now addressed her which was unlike any of the impertinent overtures to which she had grown accustomed.

She turned and confronted the stranger. He was looking at her with a pleasant little smile.

“You’ll think I’m crazy, I guess,” he said; “but somehow I just had to come along and talk to you — you’re scared of elevators?”

She might have frozen him — at least, she might have tried — but for some unaccountable reason she felt glad to talk to him. He was the kind of man she had known in the heyday of Aunt Martha’s prosperity.

“I am a little scared,” she said, with a quick smile. “It is absurd, because they are so safe.”

He nodded.

“I’m a little scared myself,” he confessed easily. “Not that I’m afraid of dying, but when I think of the thousands of human beings whose future rests upon me and my life — why my hair goes up every time I cross the street.”

He was not asking her to be interested in himself. She felt that he was just voicing a thought that had occurred to him in a simple, natural way. She looked at him with greater interest.

“I’ve just been buying a lunatic asylum,” he said, and with an inquiring lift of his eyebrows, which at once asked permission and offered thanks when it was granted, he lit a cigar.

She stared at him and he laughed.

Whilst suspicion was gathering in her eyes, the train came hissing into the station.

The girl saw with dismay that it was crowded, and the mob which besieged each doorway was ten deep.

“You won’t catch this,” said the man calmly. “There’ll be another in a minute.”

“I’m afraid I must try,” said the girl, and hurried along to where the surging throng were struggling to get aboard.

Her strange companion followed with long strides, but even with his assistance there was no chance of obtaining foothold, and she was left behind with a score of others. “Time’s money,” said the grey-haired stranger cheerfully. “Don’t be mean with it!”

“I can’t afford to be anything else,” said the girl, pardonably exasperated. “Possibly you haven’t to face the wrath of an employer with a watch in his hand and doom on his face.”

She laughed a little in spite of her vexation.

“I’m so sorry,” she pleaded; “but I did not intend allowing myself the luxury of a grumble about my worries — you were saying you have bought a lunatic asylum.”

He nodded, a twinkle in his eye.

“And you were thinking I had just escaped from one,” he said accusingly. “Yes, I’ve just bought the Coldharbour Asylum — lock, stock, and barrel—”

She looked at him incredulously.

“Do you mean that?” she asked, and her scepticism was justified, for the Coldharbour Asylum is the largest in London, and the second largest in the world.

“I mean it,” he said. “I am going to build the cutest residential club in London on that site.”

There was no time to say any more. Another train came in and, escorted by the grey-haired man, who in the shortest space of time had assumed a guardianship over her which was at once comforting and disconcerting, she found a seat in a smoking carriage. It was so easy to chat with him, so easy to confide hopes and fears which till that moment she had not put into words.

She found herself at Oxford Circus all too soon, and oblivious of the fact that the hands of the station clock pointed to twenty minutes after nine. “A sheep as a lamb,” said her footsteps hollowly, as she went leisurely along the vaulted passageway to the lift.

“Were you going to Oxford Circus?” she asked, suddenly seized with a fear that she had taken this purchaser of lunatic asylums out of his way.

“Curiously enough, I was,” he said. “I’m buying some shops in Oxford Street at half-past nine.”

Again she shot a swift glance at him, and he chuckled as he saw her shrink back a little.

“I am perfectly harmless,” he said mockingly.

They stepped out into Argyll Street together, and he offered his hand.

“I hope to meet you again,” he said, but did not tell her his name — it was King Kerry — though, he had read hers in the book she was carrying.

She felt a little uncomfortable, but gave him a smiling farewell. He stood for some time looking after her.

A man, unkempt, with a fixed, glassy look in his eye, had been watching the lift doors from the opposite side of the street. He started to cross as the grey-haired stranger made his appearance. Suddenly two shots rang out, and a bullet buzzed angrily past the grey man’s face.

“That’s yours, Mister!” howled a voice, and the next instant the owner was grabbed by two policemen.

A slow smile gathered at the corners of the grey man’s lips.

“Horace,” he said, and shook his head disapprovingly, “you’re a rotten shot!”

On the opposite side of Oxford Street, a man watched the scene from the upper window of a block of offices.

He saw the racing policemen, the huge crowd which gathered in a moment, and the swaying figures of the officers of the law and their half-mad prisoner. He saw, too, a grey-haired man, unharmed and calm, slowly moving away, talking with a sergeant of police who had arrived on the scene at the moment. The watcher shook a white fist in the direction of King Kerry.

“Some day, my friend!” he said between his clenched teeth, “I will find a bullet that goes to its mark — and the girl from Denver City will be free!”
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Mr. Tack stood by the cashier’s desk in the ready-made department. He wore upon his face the pained look of one who had set himself the pleasant task of being disagreeable, and yet feared the absence of opportunity.

“She won’t come; we’ll get a wire at eleven, saying she’s ill, or her mother has been taken to the infirmary,” he said bitterly, and three sycophantic shopwalkers, immaculately attired in the most perfect fitting of frockcoats who stood at a respectful distance, said in audible tones that it was really disgraceful.

They would have laughed at Mr. Tack’s comment on the sick mother, but they weren’t sure whether he wanted them to laugh, because Mr. Tack was a strict Churchman, and usually regarded sickness as part and parcel of the solemn ritual of life.

“She goes on Saturday week — whatever happens,” said Mr. Tack grimly, and examined his watch. “She would go at once if it wasn’t for the fact that I can’tget anybody to take her place at a minute’s notice.” One of the shopwalkers, feeling by reason of his seniority of service that something was expected from him, remarked that he did not know what things were coming to.

It was to this unhappy group that Elsie Marion, flushed and a little breathless, came in haste from the stuffy dressing-room which Tack and Brighton’s provided for their female employees.

“I’m so sorry!” she said, as she opened the glass-panelled door of the cash rostrum and swung herself up to the high stool.

Mr. Tack looked at her. There he stood, as she had predicted, his gold chronometer in his hand, the doom on his face, an oppressive figure.

“Nine o’clock I was here, miss,” he said.

She made no reply, opening her desk, and taking out the check pads and the spikes of her craft.

“Nine o’clock I was here, miss,” repeated the patient Mr. Tack — who was far from patient, being, in fact, in a white heat of temper.

“I’m very sorry!” she repeated.

A young man had strolled into the store, and since the officials responsible for piloting him to the counter of his desire were at that moment forming an admiring audience about Mr. Tack, he was allowed to wander aimlessly. He was a bright boy, in a fawn dustcoat, and his soft felt hat was stuck on the back of his head. He had all the savoir-faire and the careless confidence which is associated with one profession in the world — and one only. He drew nearer to the little group, having no false sense of modesty.

“You are sorry!” said Mr. Tack with great restraint. He was a stout little man with a shiny bald head and a heavy, yellow moustache. “You are sorry! Well, that’s a comfort! You’ve absolutely set the rules — my rules — at defiance. You have ignored my special request to be here at nine o’clock — and you’re sorry!”

Still the girl made no reply, but the young man in the soft felt hat was intensely interested.

“If I can get here, Miss Marion, you can get here!” said Mr. Tack.

“I’m very sorry,” said the girl again. “I overslept. As it is, I have come without any breakfast.”

“I could get up in time,” went on Mr. Tack.

Elsie Marion turned on him, her patience exhausted. This was his way — he would nag from now till she left, and she wanted to see the end of it. She scented dismissal, anyway.

“What do you think I care?” she asked, stung to wrath, “about what time you got up? You’re horribly old compared to me; you eat more than I, and you haven’t my digestion. You get up because you can’t sleep, probably. I sleep because I can’t get up.”

It was a speech foreign to her nature, but she was stung to resentment.

Mr. Tack was dumbfounded. Here were at least six statements, many of them unthinkably outrageous, which called for reprimand.

“You’re discharged,” he snorted. The girl slipped down from her stool, very white of face.

“Not now — not now!” said Mr. Tack hastily. “You take a week’s notice from Saturday.”

“I’d rather go now,” she said quietly.

“You’ll stay to suit my convenience,” breathed Mr. Tack, “and then you will be discharged without a character.”

She climbed back to her stool, strangely elated.

“Then you’ve got to stop nagging me,” she said boldly. “I’ll do whatever it is my duty to do, but I won’t be bullied. I don’t want your linen-draper’s sarcasms,” she went on recklessly, encouraged by the sympathetic smile of the young man in the soft felt hat, who was now an unabashed member of the audience, “and I won’t have your ponderous rebukes. You are the head of a beastly establishment in which your hirelings insult defenceless girls who dare not resent. One of these days I’m going to take the story of Tack and Brighten to The Monitor
 .’”

It was a terrible threat born of a waning courage, for the girl was fast losing her exhilaration which came to her in her moment of temporary triumph; but Mr. Tack, who was no psychologist, and did not inquire into first causes, turned pink and white. Already The Monitor
 had hinted at scandal in “a prosperous sweating establishment in Oxford Street,” and Mr. Tack had the righteous man’s fear of publicity.

“You — you dare!” he spluttered. “You — you be careful, Miss — I’ll have you out of here, by Jove! Yes — neck and crop! What can we do for you, sir?”

He turned sharply to the young man in the trilby hat, having observed him for the first time.

“My name’s Gillett,” said the youth bluntly, “and I am a representative of The Monitor
 — er — I want to see this young lady for two minutes.

“Go to the devil!” said Mr. Tack defiantly.

The young man bowed.

“After I have interviewed this young lady,” he said.

“I forbid you to give this man information about my business,” exploded the enraged partner.

The reporter closed his eyes wearily.

“My poor fellow,” he said, shaking his head, “it isn’t about your business I want to see this lady, it’s about King Kerry.”

Mr. Tack opened his mouth in astonishment.

“Mr. King Kerry?” he said. “Why, that’s the gentlemanwho is buying this business!”

He blurted it out — a secret which he had so jealously guarded. He explained in one sentence the reason for the economies, the sales at less than cost, the whole disastrous and nefarious history of the past months.

“Buying this business, is he?” said Gillett, unimpressed. “Why, that’s nothing! He was nearly murdered at Oxford Circus Tube Station half an hour ago, and he’s bought Portland Place Mansions since then.”

He turned to the alarmed girl.

“Told me to come along and find you,” he said. “Described you so that I couldn’t make any mistake.”

“What does he want?” she asked, shaking.

“Wants you to come to lunch at the Savoy,” said Mr. Gillett, “and tell him whether Tack and Brighton’s is worth buying at the price.”

Mr. Tack did not swoon, he was too well trained. But as he walked to his private office he swayed unsteadily, and the shopwalker in the Ribbon Department, who was a member of the Anti-Profanity League, heard what Mr. Tack was saying to himself, and put his fingers in his ears.
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A bewildered man sat in a cell at Vine Street, his aching head between his large, grimy hands. He was trying, in his dull brutish way, to piece together the events of the previous night and of that morning. He remembered that he had met a man on the Thames Embankment. A gentleman who had spoken coldly, whose words had cut like a steel knife, and yet who had all the outward evidence of benevolence. And then that this man had struck him, and there had come another, a smooth-faced, young-looking man, who had taken him to a house and given him a drink.

The stranger had led him to a place, and told him to watch, and they had followed this grey-haired man through streets in a taxicab.

Horace Baggin had never ridden in a motor car of any description before, and he remembered this. He remembered all that had happened through a thin alcoholic haze. They had gone to South London and then they had come back, and the man had left him at a tube station with a pistol. Presently the grey-haired man had made his appearance, and Baggin, mad with artificial rage, unthinking, unreasoning, had stepped forward and shot wildly, and then the police had come. That was all.

Suddenly a thought struck him, and he started up with an oath. He was wanted for that other affair in Wiltshire. Would they recognize him? He pressed a little electric bell, which was placed in the wall of the cell, and the turnkey came and surveyed him gravely through the grating.

“What is the charge?” Baggin asked eagerly.

“You know what the charge is,” said the other; “it was read over to you in the charge-room.”

“But I have forgotten,” said the man sullenly. “It won’t hurt you to tell me what I am charged with, will it?”

The officer hesitated. Then —

“You are charged with attempted murder and with manslaughter.”

“What manslaughter?” asked Baggin quickly.

“Oh, an old affair, you know, Baggin!”

“Baggin!”

So they knew his name.

Well, there was one gleam of hope, one chance for him. This rich stranger who had lured him out to shoot the grey-haired man, he could help. He was a toff, he was; he lived in a grand house.

What was his name?

Baggin paced his cell for some quarter of an hour, racking his aching brain for the name which eluded him. Yes, curiously enough, he had seen the name, though the other might not have suspected the fact. In the hallway of the house to which the stranger took him was a tiny stand with glass and silver things, fragile and dainty, on which, as they had entered, Baggin had seen some letters addressed to the man, and he, naturally curious, and gifted moreover with the ability to read handwriting, had deciphered the name as — as — Zeberlieff!

That was the name, “Zeberlieff,” and Park Lane, too — the house was in Park Lane. He remembered it now. He was elated at the result of his thought, a little exhausted too.

He called the gaoler again, and the weary official obeyed, not without resentment.

“What do you want now?” he asked bitterly.

“Can you let me have a sheet of paper, an envelope and a pencil?”

“I can,” said the gaoler. “Who do you want to write to — a lawyer?”

“That’s it,” said Baggin. “He is my own private lawyer,” he said proudly. “A regular ‘nut’ he is, too; he won’t half put it across you people if you don’t behave properly.”

“Not so much lip!” said the gaoler, and went away, to return in a few moments with the necessary vehicles of communication.

He passed them through the open grating in the door, and Horace sat down to the unaccustomed task of composing a letter, which was not incriminating to his employer, but which conveyed to him a sense of his responsibility, and the danger in which he stood if he did not offer, the succour which was required of him.


“Honoured Sir,”
 the letter ran (it would serve no useful purpose to faithfully expose the liberties he took with the English language), “some time ago I did a job of work for you. I am now in great trouble having shot the gentleman, and I should be very much obliged if you would assist me to the best of your ability.”


It was a noteworthy contribution to the literature of artfulness. Horace Baggin had been inspired to remember Zeberlieff as an old employer in the mythical period when Horace Baggin preferred hard work to the illicit calling which had ended so disastrously for him.

“Zeberlieff,” said the gaoler as he read the address and scanned the letter; “why, that’s an American millionaire, ain’t it?”

“That’s so,” said Horace Baggin complacently; “he’s been a good friend of mine. I used to be his “ — he hesitated— “his gamekeeper,” he said. “He had an estate down our way,” he went on grimly. “Very good shot, too.”

“I will send it down if you like,” said the gaoler; “though he will probably only give you the cold shoulder. You know when a man gets into trouble he can’t expect his old master to come prancing round getting him out. Not in these days, anyway.”

Nevertheless, he sent it on at Baggin’s request.

After that effort of thought and diplomacy Horace Baggin felt at peace with the world. In the afternoon he was called before the magistrate. Formal evidence was taken, and he was remanded for one day and removed back to the cell; that meant another day at the police court.

Well, he was prepared to face it. It was not the first time he had been in trouble, but it was the first time he had been in a position where, in spite of the enormity of the crime, hope had extended so rosy a vista of possibilities. He had received news that his letter had been delivered, and waited hopefully for his partner in crime to make a move. It was fine, he thought, to have such a pal. The prospect of succour had almost entirely eclipsed the seriousness of the charges which the man had to face.

Morning found Baggin more sober and more bitter. So this sweet pal of his had gone back on him, had made no attempt to answer his call of distress, even though the imprisoned man had made it apparent that no immediate danger threatened the confederate. Well, there was another way out of it, another way in which he might excuse his conduct and find himself the centre of a sensational case. He waited till the gaoler passed, and then —

“I want to see the inspector in charge of this case,” he said. “I have got a statement to make.”

“Right-o!” said the gaoler. “You had better have your breakfast first. You will be one of the first to go into court, you know.”

Baggin nodded.

“Coffee and toast have been sent in for you.”

“Who by?” asked Baggin, with some show of interest.

“One of your pals,” said the gaoler, and vouchsafed no further information.

So Zeberlieff had moved, had he?

Baggin had no pals, save the pal for whom he was waiting, and in whom he had placed his faith. His spirits rose again. He remembered that it would be as well not to be too emphatic. There might come a time when it would be necessary to admit the existence of the other man.

“Here is your breakfast,” said a detective, as the door swung open again, and he was accompanied by a warder with a little tray, carrying a steaming jug of coffee and a plate of toast. “Now, just think it out, and let me know how you feel before you go into court. It might make all the difference in the world to you. Why should you stand the racket for another man’s crime?” the detective asked.

Baggin was not to be cajoled, but no sooner had the door closed behind the detective than he moved mechanically across to where the writing-pad lay and picked it up. He would give the stranger a chance; in the meantime he was hungry.

He took a draught of the coffee, at the same time wondering how his newfound pal would get him out of the scrape.

Five minutes later a detective and the gaoler strolled down to his cell.

“I will have a talk with him,” said the detective, and the gaoler, without troubling to look through the grating, inserted the key and pulled the door open.

The detective uttered an exclamation and sprang into the cell. Baggin lay in a huddled heap amongst a litter of broken china and spilt coffee. The detective lifted him up bodily and turned him over.

“My God!” he said, “he’s dead! He has been poisoned! There is the scent of cyanide of potassium in this cell.”

“Poisoned?” asked the startled gaoler. “Who did it? How did he get it?”

“It was in the coffee,” replied the detective slowly, “and the man that sent it in was the man who employed Baggin to do his dirty work.”
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Before the lunch hour arrived at Tack and Brighton’s, there came to Elsie Marion, through the medium of the senior shopwalker, an invitation to attend upon Mr. Tack. It was couched in such elegant language, and delivered with grace that no doubt could exist in the mind of any intelligent being that message and messenger had been most carefully rehearsed.

At five minutes to one Elsie presented herself at the partners’ office. Mr. Tack was not alone; his partner sat bunched up in a chair, biting his knuckles and scowling furiously.

The firm of Tack and Brighten was not distinguished by the fact that one member of the firm whose name appeared upon the facade had no incorporate existence. There may have been a Brighten in the old days, but nobody had ever seen him or met him. He was a business legend. The dominant partner of the firm was James Leete.

He was a stout man, stouter than the fiery Mr. Tack. He walked with a waddle, and his face was not pleasant. It was creased and puffed into a score of unhealthy rolls and crevices; his nose was red and bulbous and to accentuate and emphasize his unloveliness, he wore a black-rimmed monocle. Immensely rich, he fawned a way through life, for he sought inclusion in ducal house parties and was happiest in the society of rank.

“This is the girl?” he asked.

He had a thick, husky voice, naturally coarse, through which ran with grotesque insistence a tone of mock culture which he had acquired by conscientious imitation of his models.

“This is Miss Marion,” said Tack gloomily.

Leete leered up at him.

“Pretty girl! I suppose you know it, Miss What’s-your-name?”

Elsie made no reply, though the colour came to her cheek at the undisguised insolence of the man.

“Now, look here!” — Leete swung his gross shape round on the revolving chair till he faced her and wagged a fat finger in her direction— “you’ve got to be very careful what you say to my friend King Kerry: everything you tell him he’ll repeat to me, and if you tell one solitary, single lie about this business I can have you clapped into gaol for criminal libel.”

The girl smiled in spite of herself.

“You can grin!” growled Leete; “but I mean it — see? Not that you know anything that we mind you saying. You’re not exactly in the confidence of the firm — and if you were,” he added quickly, “you’d know no more to our detriment than you do.”

“Don’t worry!” answered the girl coolly. “I shall tell him nothing except that you have said you are a friend of his.”

“It’s not necessary to tell him that,” said Leete hastily.

“I think it is only fair to him to know what awful things people are saying about him,” said Elsie sweetly. She was in her “sheep and lamb” mood, and she was very hungry. Later she was to marvel at her courage and her impertinence, but just at the moment she was conscious of nothing so much as a terrible sense of absence in the region of her little diaphragm.

“My girl,” said Leete slowly, “I don’t inquire as to how you got to know my friend Kerry, and I won’t inquire, and I won’t hint—”

“You’d jolly well better not!” flared the girl, her eyes shining angrily; “because as I’m feeling just now I’d throw this inkstand at your head for two pins!”

Mr. Leete pushed his chair back in alarm as the girl lifted the inkwell from the table and gripped it suggestively.

“Don’t misunderstand me!” he begged with a warding arm raised. “I’m only talking to you for your good. I want to see you get on. I’ll tell you what I’ve suggested, Miss Marion: we keep you on, we double your salary, and we put you in charge of the checking department.”

For one moment only the magnificence of the offer overcame her. A larger room — the little luxuries which on her old salary were impossible —

“And,” added Mr. Leete impressively, “a bonus of a hundred pounds the day this business is transferred to its new proprietor.”

“A hundred pounds!” she repeated.

She put down the inkwell: it was out of place under the circumstances.

“And what would you ask me to do for this?” she demanded.

“Nothing,” put in Tack, a silent spectator till now.

“You shut up, Tack!” snarled the partner. “Yes, of course, we want something: we want you to tell Mr. Kerry all the good you can about the firm.”

She understood now.

“That will take me exactly half a second,” said Elsie.

Her duty was clear. They were binding her to lie. She had not taken Gillett’s message seriously. She had not even grasped the elementary fact that the grey-haired stranger in the tube was the great King Kerry, multimillionaire and controller of billions. Her head was whirling with the happenings of the day — she was intoxicated by novelty, and only the natural and buoyant healthy outlook of the girl kept her anyway near to normal.

Leete took stock of her and wondered he had not noticed her before. She was a beautiful girl with her fine grey eyes, and the mass of hair that half-framed her face in a cloud of russet gold. The hands were small and shapely, the figure slender and straight. Even the unattractive uniform which Messrs. Tack and Brighten insisted upon their girls wearing did not detract from her beauty. Now, with faint shadows which an insufficiency of sleep and a lack of food had painted beneath her eyes, she was ethereal and rather adorable. So thought Mr. Leete, no mean judge, and he stroked his bristly grey-black moustache reflectively.

She half turned to the door.

“You will not require me any more?” she asked.

“Remember!” Again Leete was shaking his ridiculous finger at her. “Criminal libel means imprisonment.”

“I don’t feel like laughing this morning,” said Elsie Marion; “but you are tempting me awfully.”

She closed the door behind her before Mr. Leete had time to express his wishes about her eyes, her soul, and her obscure relations. For Mr. Leete had no respect for anybody whose name was not in Burke’s “Landed Gentry.”

She turned up to the dressing-room and found herself besieged by an admiring crowd of girls, for the news that Miss Marion had “cheeked” Tack and lived to tell the tale was common property.

She repressed a natural and human inclination to reveal the fact that she was lunching at the Savoy, and fled from the building before she betrayed her great secret.

Mr. Kerry was waiting in the entrance hall of the hotel alone. It seemed to the girl that every eye in the great vestibule was focused on him and in this surmise she was probably right, for a billionaire is something out of the ordinary; but a billionaire who had escaped assassination at the hands of a former “friend,” and whose name in consequence, was on every evening newspaper placard in London, was most wonderful of all.

Throughout the meal, taken at a table overlooking the river, they talked on a variety of subjects. He was an especially well-read man, with a penchant for the Persian poets, and was a delighted and unconventionally demonstrative man — leaning across the table to stroke her hand — when she capped a couplet from Hafiz with a verse from Sadi —

“Though we are straws laid down to warm the sod, We once were flowers in the eyes of God.”

“Excellent! splendid!” he cried. “I don’t remember that rendering of the poem.”

“It is a rendering I made myself,” she confessed. She had seen a translation and had improved upon it.

They meandered through the most delicious lunch Elsie had eaten since the extravagant days of Aunt Martha. He encouraged her to talk of that relative. “A fine woman,” he called her enthusiastically. “I love these people who spend all their money.”

She shook her head laughingly.

“That is not your creed, Mr. Kerry,” she challenged.

“It is — it is!” he said eagerly; “here is my parable of finance. Money is water. The sea is the wealth of the nations. It is evaporated and drawn up to the sky and is sprinkled upon the earth. For some of us it runs in deep channels, and if we are skilful we can dam it for our use. Some of us dam it deeply, and some shallowly. With some it just filters away and is swallowed up, only to reappear in somebody else’s dam.”

She nodded. It was a new imagery, and the conceit pleased her.

“If you keep it stagnant it is no use,” he went on, as eager as a boy. “You must let it pass along, always keeping a reserve; it shouldn’t run out faster than it runs in. I have a big dam — high up on the hills it stands; a great and mighty reservoir always filling, always running off. Farther down the hill hundreds of other men are collecting the waste from my overflow; farther down smaller men with smaller dams, and so on — till it runs away to the sea, as it must in time, to the great ocean of world-wealth which collects everything and gives back everything.”

She looked at him in amazement, this man who had escaped death by an inch and was so absorbed in his philosophy of wealth that he had forgotten how near he had stood to the brink of eternity, and her heart warmed to this courageous man.

He came to earth quickly, fished in his inside pocket and produced a fat little book with a soiled leather cover. He placed it tenderly on the table and opened it. It was a book which had been in use for years. Some of the pages were covered with minute writings, some had become detached and had been carefully fastened in again.

“I owe you an explanation,” he said, and sorted from a few loose papers a photograph. He looked at it for a moment and laid it on the table for the girl to see.

She gave a gasp.

“Why, that is me!” she said, and looked at him in amazement.

“It is rather like you, isn’t it?” He replaced the photograph, his lips pressed tight together. “As a matter of fact it isn’t you; some time you shall know who it is — that is,” he smiled again, “if I am not the victim of an imitator of the late Horace—”

“Late?” she repeated.

The other nodded gravely.

“He took cyanide of potassium in his cell at Marlborough Street,” he said, “leaving his good work for his employer to carry on. What time have you to be back?” he asked suddenly.

“Two o’clock,” she said in a sudden panic, for no great reason.

“It’s now three,” he said. “You need not go back till four.”

“But, Mr. Tack—”

“I am the head of the firm,” he smiled. “I have bought Tack and Brighton’s — closed the deal on the ‘phone just before you arrived. I have taken the liberty of raising your wages to fifteen pounds a week. Shall I order you another coffee?”

Elsie opened her mouth to say “yes,” but no sound came. For the first time in her life she was at a loss for words.
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Though all the world now knows of King Kerry, and his life and achievements are inscribed more or less accurately in the scrappy works of reference which are so popular nowadays, only a privileged few know of the inception of the great Trust which came to London in 19 — .

It came about indirectly as a result of the Shearman Anti-Trust Law which caused wholesale resignations from the boards of American companies, and drove what is known on the other side of the Atlantic as the “mergers” out of business. These were Trust men who had done nothing in their lives but combine conflicting business interests into one great monopoly. They found themselves scarcely within the pale of the law — they found, too, that their opportunities were limited. These men had dealt in millions. They had liquid assets, hard cash ready for employment at a moment’s notice. They came in a body to England — the eight greatest financiers of the United States. Bolscombe E. Grant rented Tamby Hall from the Earl of Dichester; Thomas A. Logge (the Wire King) settled in London; Gould Lampest bought an estate in Lincolnshire; and the others — Verity Sullivan, Combare Lee, Big Jack Simms, and King Kerry — settled down in London.

There were others who joined forces with them; but they were unimportant. Cagely H. Smith put a million into the pool, but backed out after the Orange Street affair. The eight dispensed with his million without noticing that it had gone. He was a little man, and they made clear, for when Cagely tried to sneak back into the pool offering, not only the five million dollars he had originally staked, but half a million pounds in addition as evidence of his faith, his overtures were rejected. Another small man was Morris Lochmann, who subscribed roughly 600,000 pounds — and there were several of his kidney. The “L Trust,” as it called itself, was autocratic to a degree. Men who came in with inflated ideas as to their importance were quashed as effectively as a fly is swotted. Hermann Zeberlieff was one of these. He was a big man in a small place, one of the little kings of industry, who measured themselves by the standard of local publicity. He threw some 1,200,000 pounds into the pool — but he talked. The fever for notoriety was so strong in him that he committed the unpardonable crime of having a photograph of “this mammoth cheque” (so the letterpress typed on the back of the picture called it) sent to all the papers.

The cheque was never presented. He had jeopardized the success of the project by alarming a public too ready to be scared by one of two words— “trust” and “conscription.”

Zeberlieff was a large holder of United Western Railway stock. On the morning the photograph appeared the stock stood at £23 per share in the market. By the next afternoon it had beaten down to £12 10s. On the following day it slumped to £8 — a sensational drop. The most powerful group in the world had “beared” it. Hermann crawled out of the mess with a loss of £800,000.

“What can I do?” he wailed to Bolscombe Grant, that gaunt man of money.

“I guess the best thing you can do,” said Mr. Grant, chewing the end of his cigar thoughtfully, “is to send a picture of yourself to the papers.”

It was the first hint to Hermann Zeberlieff that he was the subject of disciplinary measures.

It was typical of the Trust that it made no attempt to act collectively in the sense that it was guided by a majority. It delegated all its powers to one man, gave him a white card to scribble liabilities; neither asked for explanations nor expected them. They found the money, and they placed it at the disposal of King Kerry because King Kerry was the one man of their number who understood the value of real estate properties. They worked on a simple basis. The rateable value of London was £45,000,000. They computed that London’s income was £150,000,000 a year. They were satisfied that with the expenditure of £50,000,000 they could extract ten per cent of London’s income.

That was roughly the idea, and to this was added the knowledge that vast as was the importance of the metropolis, it had only reached the fringe of its possibilities. London would one day be twice its present size, and ground value would be enormously increased. Its unique situation, the security which came from the geographic insularity of England and the strength of its navy, the feeding quality of its colonies, all combined to mark London as a world capital.

“I see London extended to St. Albans on the north, Newbury on the west, and Brighton on the south,” wrote King Kerry in his diary. “It may even extend to Colchester on the east; but the east side of any township is always an unknown quantity in a scheme of development.”

There were difficulties to overcome, almost insuperable difficulties, but that was part of the game and made the players keener. Patience would do much: judicious pressure tactfully applied would do more.

King Kerry wanted to buy the big block of buildings comprising Goulding’s Universal Stores. Goulding’s stood out, so Kerry bought the next block, which was Tack and Brighten’s.

Elsie Marion presented herself at ten o’clock punctually at the modest suite of offices which the “L Trust” occupied in Glasshouse Street. It was unusual that a great financial corporation should be habited so far west, but a peculiarity of the Trust and its operations was the fact that never once did it attempt to handle property in the area between Temple Bar and Aldgate Pump. It was not in the scheme of King Kerry to disturb conditions in the City of London itself.

The office in Glasshouse Street occupied the ground floor of a modern block. The floors above were let out to an insurance company, a firm of solicitors, and an estate agent — all firms of undoubted integrity, and all, moreover, largely associated with the working of the Trust.

The girl had read something of this office in the newspapers. A flippant evening journal had christened it “The Jewel House,” because it bore some resemblance to the famous store of Britain’s treasures in the Tower of London. In her desire to be punctual she had arrived a quarter of an hour before the appointed time, and she had leisure to inspect the remarkable facade. A small brass plate against the entrance gave the seeker after information the news that this was the registered office of the “L Financial Corporation, Limited,” for a small company with a ridiculous capital had been registered as a matter of expediency. The company owned the building in which it was situated and little more, but it served as a cover for everyday purposes. It supplied an office and a repository for the documents of larger concerns, and, by the very publicity it afforded, effectively veiled the private transactions of its select shareholders.

The windows of the office reached to the ground. They were made of three huge sheets of plate-glass set roughly bow-shaped between solid brass pillars. Before them were three screens of large-meshed steel netting, held in their place by pillars of gunmetal.

It was this which inspired the reference to “The Jewel House,” for here the resemblance ended. Yet the interior of the front office was remarkable. It was bare of furnishing. A blood-red carpet covered the floor, and in the centre, supported by a square pedestal of granite which ran up from the basement, was a big safe. Apparently, it rested on the floor, but no ordinary floor could support the weight of metal, and the central pedestal had been put in whilst the building was in course of erection.

Nor was this the only remarkable feature of the room.

The walls were completely covered by lengths of mirror, two of which were set at an angle in the far corners of the room. Add six arc lamps depending upon independent supplies, and hung so that their rays fell upon the safe at every aspect and burning day and night, and you have some idea of this unique department which attracted all London and became one of the sights of the metropolis.

Day or night, the passerby had a full view of the safe, and no man entered that room save King Kerry and the armed guard which watched the cleaners at their work every morning.

Even in the clear light of day it was an impressive sight, and Elsie entered the building a little awestricken. She was taken to the back office by a uniformed commissionaire and found the grey-haired young man alone in his office, writing. He jumped up as she came in and pulled forward a luxurious chair.

“Sit down, Miss Marion,” he said. “I shall be calling you Elsie soon, because” — he smiled at the little flush that came to her cheek— “in America, why, I guess we’re more friendly to our business associates than you are in this country.”

He pushed a button and the commissionaire came in.

“Are your two comrades outside?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” said the man.

“Tell them to come in.”

A few seconds later the man returned, bringing two other commissionaires. They stood stiffly by the door.

“This is Miss Marion,” said King Kerry, and the girl rose.

The men scrutinized her seriously.

“Do you mind standing over by the wall?” asked Kerry.

She obediently walked across the room as Kerry switched on all the lights.

“You will know Miss Marion now,” said Kerry, “in whatever light she appears. She is to have access to this office day or night. That is all.”

The men saluted and withdrew as Kerry extinguished the electric bulbs.

“I’m sorry to bother you,” he said; “but since you are the only other person in the world who will have this privilege, it is necessary that I should be very thorough. These men are in charge of the guards, and one of them is on duty day and night.”

She seated herself again with a pleasurable sense of importance.

“May I ask you one question?” she said.

He nodded.

“Why have you chosen me? I am not a proficient secretary, and you know nothing whatever about me. I may be an associate of the worst characters.”

He leant back in a padded chair, surveying her quizzically.

“All that I know about you,” he said, “is that you are the daughter of the Rev. George Marion, a widower, who died seven years ago and left you little more than would carry you to your aunt in London. That you have an uncle in America, who is raising a large family and innumerable mortgages in the middle west; that you had a brother who died in childhood; and that you have been engaged by three firms — Meddlesohn, of Eastcheap — you left them because you refused to be party to a gross fraud: Highlaw and Sons, of Moorgate Street — which you left because the firm failed; and Tack and Brighten — which you would have left, anyway.”

She stared at him in amazement.

“How did you find this out?”

“My dear child,” he said, rising and laying a fatherly hand upon her shoulder, “how does one find things out? By asking the people who know. I take few risks; I came down to Southwark to see you, and if possible to speak to you before I engaged you or you knew that I wanted to engage you. Now!”

He returned to his desk briskly.

“This is business. You receive fifteen pounds weekly from me and a bonus at the end of every year. Your duty is to act as my confidante, to write letters — not as I shall dictate them, for I hate dictating — but in the sense of my instructions.”

She nodded.

“There is one other thing,” he said, and lowered his voice as he leant across the desk. “I want you to remember three words.”

She waited, expecting a conventional little motto which pointed out the way of efficiency.

“Those three words,” he went on in the same tone, “must never be uttered to a living soul whilst I am alive; must be repeated to nobody but myself.”

Elsie felt incapable of being further amazed than she was. The last twentyfour hours had held, so it seemed to her, the very limit of surprises.

“To my partners, to my friends, or to my enemies — and especially to my enemies,” he continued with a fleeting smile, “you must never employ them — until I am dead. Then, in the presence of the gentlemen who are connected with this corporation you shall say “ — he dropped his voice to a whisper— “you shall say, ‘Kingsway needs Paving.’”

“‘Kingsway needs Paving,’” she repeated in a whisper.

“Whatever happens do not forget those words,” he said gravely. “Repeat them to yourself till you know them as you know your own name.”

She nodded again. Bewildered as she was, half inclined to laugh, with the old suspicion as to his sanity recurring, she knew that immense issues hung upon those meaningless words— “Kingsway needs Paving.”
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At the moment when Elsie was being initiated into the mysteries of King Kerry’s office, two men sat at breakfast in the sumptuous diningroom of Mr. Leete’s flat in Charles Street.

One of these was the redoubtable Leete himself, in a dressing-gown of flowered silk, and the other the young-looking Mr. Hermann Zeberlieff. He was a man of thirty-eight, but had one of those faces which defy the ravages of time and the consequence of excess.

Leete and he were friends. They had met in Paris in the days when Millionaire Zeberlieff’s name was in every paper as the man who had cornered wheat.

They had something in common, these two men, and when a Wall Street syndicate had smashed the corner, ruining hundreds of small speculators, but leaving Hermann Zeberlieff ten times over a dollar millionaire, Leete had accompanied the young man on the yachting cruise which the execration of the American public and the virulence of the Press had made advisable, and the friendship ripened.

Later Millionaire Zeberlieff was to court publicity more disastrously to himself, and the operations of the “L Trust” were to rob him of half his fortune. They were talking of money now. It was a subject which absorbed both men.

“You’re a pretty rich man yourself, aren’t you, Leete?”

Zeberlieff put the question in a tone that suggested that he was not particular whether he was answered or not.

“Fairly,” admitted the unprepossessing Mr. Leete.

“A millionaire?”

Leete nodded.

“Then why the devil did you sell Kerry your store?” asked the other in astonishment.

Mr. Leete’s face puckered into a grin.

“There was a bigger store next door,” he said cheerfully. “Goulding’s were doing twice the trade — taking all our customers, and prospering. They’ve got the best position — street corner and a double show of shop fronts. That’s why!”

“But why hasn’t he bought Goulding’s?”

The smile on Mr. Leete’s face was expressive.

“Goulding’s won’t sell. He bought the land and is ground landlord, but he can’t disturb Goulding’s because they’ve eighty years’ lease to run.”

Zeberlieff whistled.

“That will upset him,” he said with satisfaction.

“As a matter of fact, Tack and Brighton’s is a dying concern,” Mr. Leete went on frankly. “Unless he can buy Goulding’s he’s as good as lost his money. Goulding’s will sell — at a price.”

He winked.

“By the way,” he said suddenly, “did you hear that Kerry had been attacked in the public street — shot at?” The other nodded. “Well, the man that shot at him is dead!”

Zeberlieff raised his eyebrows.

“Indeed!”

Mr. Leete nodded.

“Apparently he was mad drunk when he got to the station, and when one of his pals sent him in a mug of coffee the police let him have it — thought it would sober him.”

“And did it?” asked the other without any great show of interest.

Mr. Leete nodded again.

“It killed him — cyanide of potassium in the coffee. My doctor,” he paused and raised his voice ever so little, “my doctor, Sir John Burcheston, who happened to be passing, was called in, and he told me all about it.”

“Extraordinary!” said Mr. Zeberlieff, obviously bored. “How did it get to him?”

“I don’t know — they found the boy who brought the coffee, but he says he was sent by a stranger who can’t be found.”

“Sounds thrilling,” said Zeberlieff coolly.

“Thought you’d be interested,” said the other.

“I’m more interested in your deal with Kerry. Didn’t he know that Goulding’s wouldn’t sell?” asked Zeberlieff incredulously; “it doesn’t seem possible!”

“He thinks he has got a bargain,” chuckled the other. “We knocked the prices down and put the profits up — your Trust folk aren’t as clever as they pretend.”

But Zeberlieff shook his head. “If you underrate the ability of the ‘Big L,’” he said seriously, “you’re going to nose trouble — that’s all. King Kerry smells the value of property just as crows scent carrion: he doesn’t make mistakes.”

Leete looked up at the other, showing his yellow teeth in a sneer.

“If I’m speaking disparagingly of a friend of yours—” he began.

The plump baby-face of Zeberlieff went a dull red and his eyes glittered ominously.

“A friend of mine?” he cried savagely. “A friend of mine — Leete, I hate that man so much that I’m afraid of myself! I hate the look of him and the sound of his voice: I hate him, and yet he fascinates me.”

He strode rapidly up and down the long room.

“Do you know,” he asked, stopping suddenly in his walk, “that I often follow him for hours on end — dog his footsteps literally, for no other reason than because I hate him so much that I cannot let him out of my sight?” His face was pale now; his hands, moist with perspiration, were clenched till the knuckles showed whitely. “You think I’m mad — but you don’t know the fascination of hate. I hate him, my God, how I hate him!”

He hissed the last words between his clenched teeth. Mr. Leete nodded approvingly. “Then I’m going to give you good news,” he said slowly. “Kerry is going to be bled.”

“Bled?” There was no mistaking the almost brutal joy in the other’s tone.

“Not the way you mean,” said Mr. Leete facetiously; “but we’re going to make him pay for Goulding’s.”

“We?”

“We,” repeated Leete, “My dear man, Goulding’s is mine — has always been my business. I built up Goulding’s out of Tack and Brighten. I have sold the failure; I have kept the success.”

Again Zeberlieff frowned.

“Kerry didn’t know?” he asked, his incredulity apparent.

Mr. Leete shook his head, and laughed — he laughed a curiously high laugh, almost falsetto. Zeberlieff waited until he had finished.

“I’d like to bet you all the money in the world he did know,” he said, and the smile vanished from Mr. Leete’s homely face.

“He knows now,” he said, “because I’ve told him.”

“He knew all the time,” said the other. “I wonder what dirt he has in store for you.”

He thought a moment. That active brain which had foreseen the drought of ‘04 and banked on the cotton famine of ‘08 was very busy.

“What is he going to do?” he asked suddenly. “What is the plan on which he is working? — I don’t know, although I was in the syndicate: none of the others know. He has got the whole thing written out and deposited in the Jewel House. No eye but his has seen it.”

Leete rose to change into his street clothes.

“We could smash Kerry if we knew,” continued Zeberlieff thoughtfully. “I’d give a million dollars to know what his plans are.”

Whilst Leete dressed, the other sat with his chin on his clenched fists, frowning at the street below. Now and again he would change his position to make a note.

When Leete returned, ready for an interview which he had arranged with King Kerry, Zeberlieff was almost cheerful.

“Don’t go till Gleber comes,” he said. And Mr. Leete looked at his watch regretfully. Before he could excuse himself, the servant announced the man for whom Zeberlieff was waiting.

Gleber proved to be a little colourless man, with a very bald head and a manner which was birdlike and mysterious.

“Well?”

“The young lady came at ten o’clock,” he said. “She stood outside the office for ten minutes, then went in.”

“The same girl that lunched at the Savoy?” asked Zeberlieff, and the man nodded.

“That’s the Marion girl,” said Leete with a grin, “A bit of a shopgirl — is he that sort of fellow?”

Zeberlieff shook his head with a frown.

“He’s a pretty good judge. How long did she stay?” he asked the man.

“She hadn’t come out when I left. I think she’s permanent there.”

“Rot!” snapped Leete. “What is he going to keep a girl in his office for — a girl of that class?”

Still Zeberlieff indicated that he did not accept the other’s view.

“This is the perfect secretary he has always been chasing,” he said. “That girl is going to be a factor, Leete — perhaps she is already.” He bit his forefinger reflectively. “If she knew!” he said half to himself.

Leete took a hurried farewell, and reached the office of the Big Trust a few minutes after time.

King Kerry was there, and Miss Marion was also there, seated at a rosewood desk behind a pile of papers with every indication of permanency.

“Sit down, Mr. Leete,” invited Kerry with a nod, as his visitor was announced. “Now, exactly what is your proposition?”

Mr. Leete glanced significantly at Elsie, and the girl half rose. A movement of Kerry’s hand checked her.

“I have no business secrets from Miss Marion,” he said.

Mr. Leete’s irascible bosom glowed with wrath. That he, a magnate by all standards, should be obliged to speak openly before a shopgirl — even an ex-shop-girl — was galling to his proud spirit.

“There’s not much to say,” he said with an assumption of carelessness which he was far from feeling. “I’ve told you in my letter, that I am Goulding’s, and I sell at a price.”

“You did not reveal the fact that you were the guiding spirit of Goulding’s before I bought your other business,” said Kerry with a little smile. “You were not even on the board — your solicitor acted for you, I presume?”

Mr. Leete nodded.

“Of course, I knew all about it,” said King Kerry calmly. “That is why I bought the cheaper property. What do you want for your precious store?”

“A million and a quarter,” replied Leete emphatically; “and not a penny less.”

Kerry shook his head.

“Yours is a hand to mouth business,” he said slowly. “You pay medium dividends and you have no reserves.”

“We made a profit of a hundred and fifty thousand last year,” responded Leete with a quiet smile.

“Exactly — a little over ten per cent. of the price you ask — yet I offer you five hundred thousand pounds in cash for your business.”

Mr. Leete got up from his chair very deliberately and pulled on his gloves.

“Your offer is ridiculous,” he said. And, indeed, he thought it was.

King Kerry rose with him.

“It is a little under what the property is worth,” he said; “but I am allowing a margin to recoup me for the sum I gave for Tack and Brighten — the sum in excess of its value.”

He walked with the visitor to the door.

“I would ask you to come to lunch and talk it over,” he said; “but, unfortunately, I have to go to Liverpool this afternoon.”

“All the talking-over in the world wouldn’t alter my offer,” said Mr. Leete grimly. “Your proposition is absurd!”

“You’ll be glad to take it before the year’s out,” said King Kerry, and closed the door behind the inwardly raging Mr. Leete.

He hailed a taxi, and arrived at his flat incoherent with wrath, and Hermann Zeberlieff listened with calm interest to a story calculated to bring tears to the eyes of any speculative financier.

That afternoon a young and cheerful reporter of The Monitor
 , prowling about Middlesex Street in search of copy, saw a familiar face disappear into the “Am Tag,” a frowsy club frequented by Continental gentlemen who described themselves variously as “Social Democrats” and “Anarchists,” but who were undoubtedly expatriated criminals of a very high order of proficiency.

The enterprising reporter recognized the gentleman in spite of his poor dress, and followed him into the club with all the aplomb peculiar to the journalist who scents a good story.
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Elsie Marion went back to her lodgings in Smith Street, Southwark, humming a little tune. It was incredible, yet here was the patent fact. She patted her little suede bag tenderly, and the crackle of stationery brought a happy little smile to her lips.

For in the bag was deposited that most wonderful of possessions — a contract. A contract drawn up in the most lucid phraseology which lawyers permit themselves, typed on a stiff sheet of paper inscribed with the tiny “L” and an address which characterized the stationery of the Big Trust, in which she “hereinafter called the employee of the one part,” agreed to serve for the term of five years the president of the London Land Trust, “hereinafter called the employers of the other part,” for the sum of £780 per annum, payable weekly.

Presently, she thought, she would wake up from her dream to the sordid realities of life spent amidst the bricks and mortar of mean streets, to the weary, hungry round of days divided between a high stool and a lumpy flock bed. Yet though her heart sang gaily at the new vistas opening for her, at the wondrous potentialities of her miraculously-acquired wealth, something like a pang came to her at the thought of leaving Smith Street. The bed was lumpy, the breakfast served solidly, thick bread and butter on thick plates, and glutinous coffee in what she had christened Mrs. Gritter’s soundproof cups; the room, with its tiny bookshelves, its window-boxes, and its general neatness was redolent of much happiness. It was home to her — the only one of her own where she was mistress — that she had known.

Mrs. Glitter’s daughter was a trial certainly. Henrietta was a slatternly girl of twentyfour, mysteriously married and as mysteriously deserted — (the mystery was all Mrs. Gritter’s, for the neighbourhood knew the story). She was now a chronic inebriate, and the lodgers of 107, Smith Street were for ever meeting her in her most dazed condition, to the intense annoyance of Mrs. Gritter, who was in the habit of saying that she did not mind Henrietta’s weakness, but strongly condemned Henrietta’s indiscretion in making it known.

But there were pleasant associations. Elsie had made friends amongst people who worked hard and lived decently on salaries which would scarcely suffice to pay for her Savoy lunch. As she was about to insert her key in the door of number 107, it opened and a young man stood in the entrance.

“Hullo, Miss Marion,” he said cheerily. “You’re home early tonight.”

Gordon Bray occupied the second floor front, and was something outside of the run of men she had met. He was a splendid specimen of the selfeducated man who had triumphed over the disadvantages which a poverty-stricken upbringing and inadequate schooling had brought him. He had been denied even the opportunities for securing a scholarship through the council schools, for his association with the unbeautiful school in Latimer Road had ended abruptly when he found himself the sole support of a widowed mother at the age of fourteen. Errand boy, printers’ devil, shop boy, clerk — he had progressed till the death of his mother had shocked him to a realization of actualities. Tragic as that death had been, it had offered him a larger opportunity for advancing himself. His tiny income, which had sufficed for both, now offered a margin of surplus, and he had thrown himself into new fields of study.

There are thousands of Gordon Brays in the world: young men fighting bravely against almost insuperable odds. Handicapped by a lack of influence, they must fight for their own openings, and woe to them if they have no goal or, having one, deviate by one hairbreadth from the path they have set themselves.

The girl looked at him kindly. She was not in love with this goodlooking boy, nor he with her. Between them existed a sympathy rarer than love. They were fellow-fighters in the big conflict of life, possessed common enemies, found similar inspirations.

“I’m off to the ‘Tec,’” he said, and swung a bundle of books without shame. “I’m getting so tired of Holdron’s — they raised my salary by five shillings a week to-day and expected me to be overwhelmed with gratitude.”

She wanted to tell him her great news, but the fear that even a tiny spark of envy might be kindled in his heart stopped her. She would tell him another time when he was more cheerful.

“How are the models?” she asked. His goal was architecture, and those splendid models of his were the joy of his life. Moreover, they had material value, for he had won two gold medals at the school with a couple.

A momentary cloud passed over his face; then he grinned cheerfully.

“Oh, they’re all right,” he said, and with a nod left her.

She ran up the stairs lightheartedly, passing on her way Mrs. Gritter’s disreputable daughter already far advanced in intoxication. Mrs. Gritter brought the inevitable tea herself, and offered the inevitable comments on the weather and the inevitable apology for her daughter’s condition.

“I’m going to leave you, Mrs. Gritter,” said the girl.

“Oh, indeed?” Mrs. Gritter felt such occasions called for an expression of injured innocence. She regarded “notice” in the light of a censure upon her domestic capacities.

“I — I’ve got something better to do,” the girl went on; “and I can afford a little more rent—”

“There’s the first floor front, with foldin’ doors,” suggested Mrs. Gritter hopefully. “If you could afford another ten shillings.”

The girl shook her head laughingly.

“Thank you, Mrs. Gritter,” she said; “but I want to live nearer my work—”

“Tube practically opposite the ‘ouse,” persisted the landlady; “‘buses to and fro, so to speak. It’s very hard on me losin’ two lodgers in a week.”

“Two?” asked the girl in surprise.

The landlady nodded.

“Between you and me and the gatepost,” she said confidentially and polishing her spectacles with the corner of her alpaca apron, “Mr. Bray has been a trial — always behind with his rent an’ owes me three weeks.”

The girl was shocked. She had never troubled to inquire into the young man’s affairs. She knew, of course, that he was not any too well off, but it never occurred to her that he was so desperately hard up. She understood now the bitterness in his voice when he spoke of his five shillings rise.

“It’s studying that does it,” said Mrs. Gritter mournfully; “wastin’ money on puttin’ things in your head instead of puttin’ ’em in your stummick an’ on your back. What’s the good of it? Education! It fills the prisons an’ the workhouses and — and the army!”

She had a son in the army, and she bore the junior service a grudge in consequence; for sons in Southwark mean a contribution to the family finance.

The girl bit her lip in thought.

“Perhaps,” she hesitated. “Perhaps if I were to pay you — the arrears?”

A gleam came into the landlady’s eyes only to vanish again.

“That’s no good,” she said. “Besides, he’s given me some things to hold for the money.”

“Some things?” Elsie looked at the woman from under her brows. “What things?”

Mrs. Gritter avoided her eyes.

“Not his models?” asked the girl quickly.

Mrs. Gritter nodded.

“To ‘ave and to ‘old,” she said, mistakenly imagining she was indulging in legal terminology, “until he doth pay.”

She had a passion for phrases of a certain sonorous type.

“You ought not to have allowed him to do so,” said the girl, stamping her foot. “You knew that he would pay in time!”

Mrs. Gritter sniffed.

“He didn’t exactly give ’em to me,” she said; “but I seized ’em according to lawr!”

The girl stared at her as though she were some strange new insect.

“You seized them?” she asked. “Took them out of his room?”

Mrs. Gritter nodded complacently.

“According to the lawr,” she justified herself.

“Why — why, you’re not honest!” cried the girl.

A dull red rose to the cheeks of the excellent Mrs. Gritter. “Not honest!” she said, raising her voice to its full strident pitch. “Don’t you go saying things like that about respectable people, miss—”

There came a knock at the door, a sharp authoritative knock. Then, without waiting for permission to enter, the door opened and two men came in.

“Marion?” asked one.

“I am Miss Marion,” replied the girl, wondering what this unceremonious entry meant.

The man nodded in a friendly way.

“I am Sergeant Colestaff of the Metropolitan Police,” he said, “and I shall take you into custody on a charge of stealing the sum of fourteen pounds, the property of your employers, Messrs. Tack and Brighten.”

She did not faint.

She stood like a figure carved in stone, motionless.

Mrs. Gritter eyed her darkly and muttered, “Not honest!”

“Who charges me?” the girl asked faintly.

“Mr. King Kerry,” said the detective.

“King Kerry — no, no!” her hands went out and caught the detective’s arm imploringly.

“It is Mr. King Kerry,” he said gently. “I am executing this warrant on information which he has sworn.”

“It’s impossible — impossible!” she cried, her eyes filling with tears. “It can’t be — there must be a mistake! He couldn’t do it — he wouldn’t do it!”

The detective shook his head.

“There may be a mistake. Miss Marion,” he said gently; “but what I have said is true.”

The girl sank into a chair and covered her face with her hands.

The detective’s hand fell upon her shoulder. “Gome along, please,” he said. She rose, and, putting on her hat mechanically, went down the stairs with the two men, leaving the landlady speechless.

“Not honest!” she said at last. “My gawd! What airs these shopgirls give theirselves!”

She waited till she heard the front door close, then she stooped to pull the girl’s box from under the bed. If ever there was a time to pick up a few unexpected trifles it was now.
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Elsie Marion sat on the wooden bed and stared at the whitewashed wall of her cell. She heard a church clock strike twelve. She had been six hours in custody; it seemed six years. She could not understand it.

King Kerry had parted from her cheerfully that afternoon to go to Liverpool to meet Cyrus Hatparl, newly arrived from America. She had accompanied the millionaire to the station and had stood chatting with him, taking his instructions for the work he wished her to do on the following day.

At Liverpool — so she had gathered from a sympathetic station inspector — he had sworn an affidavit before a justice of the peace, and at the telegraphed request of the Liverpool police a London magistrate had issued the warrant.

Why could he not have waited until he returned? She could have explained — whatever there was to be explained — but he was too impatient to shatter the little paradise which he so lately created. All through the evening she had sat wondering, racking her brains to think of some explanation for this terrible change in her fortunes. The thing was inexplicable — too vast a tragedy for her comprehension.

She had never handled large sums of money; accounts were made up daily, and they had never been questioned. There was another mystery. At eight o’clock that night her dinner had been sent in. It had been brought in a cab from the best hotel in London, the newly-erected Sweizerhof; as perfect a meal as even an epicure could desire. She was young and healthy, and in spite of the seriousness other position, she enjoyed the meal. As to why it came she could only elicit the information that it had been ordered by telephone from Liverpool by a gentleman.

The inconsistency of the man was amazing. He could cause her arrest for a charge of stealing a few pounds and could spend almost as much as she was supposed to have stolen on one meal.

One o’clock struck; she tried to sleep but could not.

At half-past one the wardress came down the corridor and unlocked her cell door.

“Come this way, miss,” she said, and the girl followed her through another steel-faced door, up a flight of steps to the charge-room. She stopped dead as she entered the room, for standing by the inspector’s desk was King Kerry.

He came towards her with outstretched hands. “My poor child!” he said, and she could not doubt the genuineness of his concern. He led her to the desk. The girl was too dazed to resist.

“I think it is all right, inspector,” he said.

“Quite all right, sir,” said the officer, smiling at the girl. “You are at liberty, miss.”

“But I don’t understand,” she began. Then King Kerry took her arm and led her from the room.

Outside three cars were waiting and little groups stood on the sidewalk chatting. They turned as if at an order as the two came down the steps of the station, and one came up and raised his hat.

“I think, sir, we had better go to 107, Smith Street, first,” he said.

“I agree, superintendent,” said Kerry gravely.

He opened the door of the first car and lifted the girl in.

“My child,” he said when they were alone, “you must suspend your judgment on me; none of my friends were in town. I had to take a drastic action, one which I was sure would not miscarry.”

“But, but — why?” she was crying, and her sobs went straight to the man’s heart.

“Suspend your judgment,” he said gently. “I believe that in arresting you I saved your life.”

He spoke so earnestly, so solemnly, that the tears ceased as a natural curiosity overcame her sense of grievance.

“I had a telegram on the train,” he said. “I got it just as we were pulling into Liverpool — it must have come aboard at Edgehill. It was from my agent — a youngster on The Monitor
 — and was to the effect that for a reason which I understand and which, one of these days, you will understand, an attempt was to be made, tonight, on your life.”

“Impossible!”

He nodded.

“I could have informed the police, but I doubt whether they would have taken me seriously. I was terrified lest they protected you in some halfhearted way.”

“But who would want to harm me?” she asked. “I haven’t an enemy in the world.”

He nodded.

“You have as many enemies as any other member of society,” he said; “that is to say, you have the enemies which are invariably opposed to the honest and decent members of society.”

He did not speak again until the car stopped before her lodging. The other cars were pulling up as she descended with her employer, and there was a brief consultation between Kerry and the detectives — for Scotland Yard and Pinkerton’s men they were. Then King Kerry walked to the door of the dark and silent house and knocked along, thundering roll.

He turned to the girl.

“Is your room in the front of the house?” he asked.

She shook her head smilingly.

“That has been far too expensive a situation,” she said. “No, I have a room at the back on the first floor, with an excellent view of other people’s back windows and a private promenade — if I had the courage to climb out.”

“A private promenade?”

He asked the question sharply, and she hastened to explain her facetious reference.

“I can step out of my window on to the leads,” she said. “They form the roof of the kitchen. I rather like the idea because I am terrified of fire.”

“So am I,” said the multimillionaire grimly.

The door opened as he spoke and Gordon Bray stood in the doorway fully dressed. He recognized Elsie immediately.

“Thank God, you have come!” he said. “I’ve been worrying myself to death about you; I called at the station. I suppose they didn’t tell you?” She introduced the millionaire, and the young man glanced curiously at her large escort.

“Mr. Bray,” said Kerry, “we want to arouse your landlady; can you do this for us?”

“Certainly.”

He led the way to the fusty little sittingroom and lit the gas.

“Couldn’t I?” asked the girl. “I have to go up to my room.”

“Not yet, please,” answered Kerry quickly. “Whatever happens, you are not to sleep in your room tonight. I have arranged a suite at the Sweizerhof, and I have already sent two ladies there to chaperon you,” he chuckled. “You wouldn’t think it was possible to get a chaperon in the middle of the night, would you?”

“No,” she smiled.

“Yet I got two,” he said. “I telegraphed to the London Hospital and told them to send two of their nicest nurses — there was a chance that you might have collapsed and I knew that they would serve as guardians anyway. One thing more.”

He was very serious now.

“Yesterday I told you to remember three words — words I made you swear you would never reveal to any soul save me, or in the event of my death to my executors!”

She nodded. He had dropped his voice to a little above a whisper.

“You remember them?”

“Yes,” she replied in the same tone; “the words were ‘Kingsway needs paving.’”

He nodded. “I asked you never even to use words.”!

“I kept my promise,” said the girl quickly.

He smiled. “You need not, any more,” he said. “After tonight you may employ them as often as you like. I ought not to have told you.”

They were interrupted by the return of Bray.

“Mrs. Gritter is on her way down,” he said. “She isn’t an elaborate dresser.”

King Kerry threw a swift glance at the young man, a glance which took him in from head to toe. He saw a fair-haired youth of twenty-two, with two honest blue eyes and as firm a chin as he himself possessed. The forehead was high and broad and the fingers which drummed noiselessly on the table were long and delicate.

It was said of King Kerry that he understood two things well — land and men, and in the general term “men” was included woman in some of her aspects. He knew Gordon Bray from that moment of scrutiny, and never knew him better — as a man.

Mrs. Gritter came blinking into the light; a shawl, a skirt, and a pair of slippers, plus an assortment of safety pins, being sufficient to veil her night attire. “Hello!” she said, a little flustered by the sight of Kerry and not a little embarrassed by the unexpected spectacle of Elsie; “thought you was safe for the night.”

Her humour was forced, and she was obviously uncomfortable.

“I wish to go to Miss Marion’s room and collect some other things,” said Kerry to the girl’s surprise.

Mrs. Gritter was more embarrassed than ever, but it was not at the impropriety of a gentleman invading a lady’s bedroom in the small hours of the morning.

“Oh,” she said a little blankly, “that’s awkward, my dear.”

She fixed a speculative and thoughtful eye upon Elsie.

“The fact is “ — she cleared her throat with a little cough— “the fact is. Miss Marion, I’ve taken a great liberty.” They waited. “Ria happened to come in at ten minutes to eleven,” said the landlady apologetically, “an’ not feelin’ well.”

Elsie concealed a smile. She had seen the lack-lustre eyes of Ria when she was “not feeling well.”

“‘Mother,’ she sez to me,” continued Mrs. Gritter with relish, “‘Mother,’ she sez, ‘you’re not goin’ to turn your only daughter into the street,’ she sez. ‘Well,’ I sez, ‘well, Ria, you know how I’m placed. There ain’t a bed to spare except Miss Marion’s, who’s gone away to the country.’ I said that,” exclaimed Mrs. Gritter, seeking approval, “to keep the matter quiet.”

“In fact, your daughter is sleeping in Miss Marion’s bed?” asked Kerry, and Elsie made a wry little face.

“And tools the liberty of borrowin’ Miss Marion’s nightgown,” added Mrs. Gritter, with a desire to get her sin off her mind.

Elsie laughed helplessly, but King Kerry was serious.

“Let us go in,” he said. “You stay here, my child!”

Mrs. Gritter walked to the door slowly.

“She’s a heavy sleeper when she ain’t well,” she said resentfully. “What do you want to go up for?”

“I want to find out whether you are speaking the truth or not,” said Kerry, “and whether it is your daughter or some other person occupying Miss Marion’s room.”

“Oh, is that all?” asked Mrs. Glitter, relieved; “well, come up!”

She led the way, taking a lamp from the hall and lighting it. She paused outside the door of the first floor back.

“If Miss Marion misses anything from her box,” she said, “it’s nothing to do with me, or with my daughter.”

She turned the handle of the door and entered. Kerry followed. By the light of the lamp he saw a figure huddled beneath the bedclothes, and a tangle of disorderly hair spread on the pillow.

“Ria!” called Mrs. Gritter loudly; “Ria, wake up!” But the woman in the bed did not move.

Kerry passed the landlady swiftly, and laid the back of his hand on the pale cheek.

“I think you’d better go down,” he said gently, “and tell the men you see outside the door I want them.”

“What do you mean?” asked the trembling landlady. He took the lamp from her shaking hand and put it on the chest of drawers.

“Your daughter is dead,” he said quietly. “She has been murdered by somebody who came across the leads through that window.” He pointed to the window that was open.

King Kerry was speaking the truth in that solemn voice of his. She was dead, this poor, drunken soul, murdered by men who had come to force from Elsie’s lips the words which would unfasten the combination lock on King Kerry’s giant safe.

For Hermann Zeberlieff in his prescience had guessed right — King Kerry still locked his safe with the name of a street, and that street was “Kingsway.”
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It was a nine days’ wonder, this murder of a drunken slut, and many were the theories which were advanced. The inquest proved that the woman had suffered from rough treatment at the hands of her assailants. She owed her death to strangulation.

No arrests were made, and the crime was added to the list of London’s unravelled mysteries.

Four days after the sensational discovery, Elsie Marion sat behind her desk — an article of furniture which in itself was a pleasure to her — sorting over King Kerry’s correspondence. Like many other great men, he was possessed of amiable weaknesses, and one of these was a disinclination to answer letters save those which were vital to his schemes. He recognized his own shortcomings in this respect and the growing pile of letters, opened and unopened, produced a wince every time he had seen it.

Elsie had reduced the heap to something like a minimum. With the majority she found no occasion to consult her chief. They were begging letters, or the letters of cranks who offered wonderful inventions which would make their, and the exploiters’, fortunes at small cost of time of money. There was a sprinkling of religious letters, too — texts heavily underlined admonishing or commending. Every post brought appeals from benevolent institutions.

In the drawer of her desk she had a chequebook which enabled her to draw money on an account which had been opened in her name. It was King Kerry’s charity account, and she used her discretion as to the amount she should send, and the worthiness of the object. At first the responsibility had frightened her, but she had tackled her task courageously.

“It needs as much courage to sign a cheque as it does to starve,” was one of King Kerry’s curious epigrams.

She worked splendidly through the pile of letters before her. Some went into the wastepaper basket; on some, after a knitting of brows and a biting of penholder, she scribbled a figure. She knew the people she was dealing with; she had lived amongst them, had eaten her frugal lunch at a marble-topped table across which professional begging letter-writers had compared notes unashamed.

She looked up as the commissionaire on duty came in with a card. She made a little grimace as she read the name.

“Does he know that Mr. Kerry is out of town?” she asked.

“I told him, miss, but he particularly asked to see you,” said the man. She looked at the card again dubiously. It had its humorous side, this situation. A week ago, the perky Mr. Tack never dreamt that he would be sending in his card to “our Miss Marion” asking for an interview.

“Show him in, please — and, Carter “ — as the man was at the door.

“Yes, miss?”

“I want you to stay in the room, please, whilst Mr. Tack is here.”

The man touched his cap and went out, returning to usher in the late junior partner of Messrs. Tack and Brighten.

He was all smiles and smirks, and offered his gloved hand with immense affability. “Well, well!” he said in genial surprise, “who’d have thought to see you in a comfortable situation like this!”

“Who, indeed!” she replied.

Uninvited he drew a chair up to the desk. “You must admit that the training you had under me, and what I might term the corrective discipline — never harsh and always justified — has fitted you for this; now don’t deny it!”He shook a finger playfully at her.

“It has certainly helped me to appreciate the change,” she said.

Mr. Tack looked round at the waiting commissionaire, and then back to the girl with a meaning look.

“I’d like a few private words with you,” he said mysteriously.

“This is as private an interview as I can give you, Mr. Tack,” said the girl with a smile. “You see, I am not exactly a principal in the business, and I have neither the authority nor the desire to engage in any undertaking which is not also my employer’s business.”

Mr. Tack swallowed something in his throat, but inclined his head graciously.

“Very proper! very proper, indeed!” he agreed, with hollow cordiality. “The more so since I hear rumours of a certain little trouble—” He looked at her archly.

The colour rose to her cheeks.

“There is no need to refer to that, Mr. Tack,” she Said coldly. “Mr. Kerry had me arrested because he knew that my life was in danger — he has given me fullest permission to tell why. When you go out you will see a steel safe in the front office — it has a combination lock which opened to the word ‘Kingsway.’ Mr. Kerry gave me three words, the first of which would be the word which would open the safe. He told me this because he dare not write the word down. Then he realized that by doing so he had placed me in great danger. Men were sent to Smith Street, by somebody who guessed I knew the word, to force it from me, and Mr. Kerry, guessing the plot, had me arrested, knowing that I should be safe in a police station. He came to London by special train to release me.”

She might have added that Kerry had spent three hours in London searching for the Home Secretary before he could secure an order of release, for it is easier to lock up than to unlock.

“Moreover,” she added, “Mr. Kerry generously offered me any sum I cared to mention to compensate me for the indignity.”

“What did you ask?” demanded Mr. Tack eagerly, a contemptuous smile playing about his lips.

“Nothing,” she replied curtly, and waited for him to state his business.

Again he looked round at the solid commissionaire, but received no encouragement from the girl.

“Miss Marion,” he said, dropping his voice, “you and I have always been good friends — I want you to help me now.”

She ignored the wilful misstatement of fact, and he went on. “You know Mr. Kerry’s mind — you’re the sort of young lady any gentleman would confide in: now tell me, as friend to friend, what is the highest Mr. Kerry will give for Goulding’s?”

“Are you in it, too?” she asked in surprise. She somehow never regarded him as sufficiently ingenious to be connected with the plot, but he nodded.

“The highest,” he repeated persuasively.

“Half a million,” said the girl. It was marvellous how easily the fat sum tripped from her lips.

“But, seriously?”

“Half a million, and the offer is open till Saturday,” she said. “I have just written Goulding’s a letter to that effect.”

“Oh dear! Oh dear! Oh dear! Oh dear!” said Mr. Tack rapidly, but wearily. “Why don’t you persuade the old gentleman to be reasonable?”

A steely gleam came into her eyes. He remembered the episode of the inkpot and grew apprehensive.

“Which ‘old gentleman’ are you referring to?” she asked icily.

Tack made haste to repair his error, and blundered still further. “Of course,” he apologized, “I oughtn’t to speak like that about Mr. Kerry.”

“Oh, Mr. Kerry!”She smiled pityingly at the other. “Mr. Kerry is not, I should imagine, as old as you by ten years,” she said brutally. “A strenuous life often brings grey hairs to a young man just as a sedentary life brings grossness to a middle-aged man.”

Mr. Tack showed his teeth in a smile from which genuine merriment was noticeably absent.

“Ah, well,” he said, offering his hand, “we mustn’t quarrel — use your influence with Mr. Kerry for good.”

“I hope I shall,” she said, “though I cannot see how that is going to help you.”

He was in the street before he thought of a suitable response.

Oxford Street, and especially the drapery and soft goods section of Oxford Street, was frankly puzzled by the situation as it stood between Goulding’s Universal Store and Tack and Brighten. It was recognized that Tack’s — as it was called in drapery circles — could not fight against the rush and hustle of its powerful neighbour. Apparently King Kerry was doing nothing wonderful in the shape of resuscitating the business. He had discharged some of the old overseers, and had appointed a new manager, but there was nothing to show that he was going to put up a fight against his rival, who surrounded him literally and figuratively.

Goulding’s offer had leaked out, and experts’ view placed it as being exactly thirty-three per cent more than the business was worth; but what was Kerry to do?

Kerry was content apparently to flit from one department of trade to another. He bought in one week Tabards, the famous confectioner, the Regent Treweller Company’s business, and Transome’s, the famous Transome, whose art fabrics were the wonder and the joy of the world.

“What’s his game?” asked the West End, and finding no game comprehensible to its own views, or measurable by its own standard, the West End decided that King Kerry was riding for a fall. Some say that the ground landlords had been taken into the Big Buyers’ confidence; but this is very doubtful. The Duke of Pallan, in his recently published autobiography, certainly does make a passing reference to the matter which might be so construed; but it is not very definite. His Grace says —

“The question of selling my land in the neighbourhood of Regency, Colemarker, and Tollorton Streets was satisfactorily settled by arrangement with my friend Mr. King Kerry. I felt it a duty in these days of predatory and pernicious electioneering…”

The remainder is purely political, but it does point to the fact that whether King Kerry bought the land, or came to a working arrangement with the ground landlords, he was certainly at one time in negotiation for their purchase. No effort was spared by those interested to discover exactly the extent of the “L Trust’s” aspirations.

Elsie, returning to her Chelsea flat one night, was met by a well-dressed stranger who, without any preliminary, offered her £5,000 for information as to the Trust’s intended purchases. Her first impulse was to walk on, her second to be very angry. Her third and final resolution was to answer.

“You must tell your employer that it is useless to offer me money, because I have no knowledge whatever concerning Mr. King Kerry’s intentions.”

She went on, very annoyed, thereby obeying all her impulses together.

She told the millionaire of the attempt the next morning, and he nodded cheerily. “The man’s name was Gelber; he is a private detective in the employ of a Hermann Zeberlieff, and he will not bother you again,” he said.

“How do you know?” she asked in surprise.

He was always surprising her with odd pieces of information, It was a stock joke of his that he knew what his enemies had for dinner, but could never remember where he put his gloves.

“You never go home without an escort,” he said. “One of my men was watching you.”

She was silent for a moment, then she asked, “Does Zeberlieff dislike you?”

He nodded slowly. Into his face crept a look of infinite weariness.

“He hates me,” he said softly, “and I hate him like the devil.”

She looked across at him and met his eyes. Was it over a question of business that their quarrel arose? As clear as though she had put the question in so many words, he read the unspoken query and shook his head. “I hate him “ — he hesitated— “because he behaved badly to — a woman.”

It seemed that an icy hand closed over Elsie’s heart, and for a few seconds she could hardly breathe. She felt the colour leave her face, and the room appeared blurred and indistinct.

She lowered her face, and fingered the letters on the desk before her. “Indeed?” she said politely. “That was — that was horrid of him!”

She heard the telephone bell ring, and he took up the receiver.

He exchanged a few words, then— “I shall be back shortly,” he said. “Mr. Grant wants to see me.”

She nodded. Presently the door closed behind him with a click, and she dropped her head in her arms upon the table and burst into a passion of weeping. Love had indeed come into the life of Elsie Marion. It had all come upon her unawares, and with its light had brought its shadow of sorrow.
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“Where are you going tonight, Vera?”

Hermann Zeberlieff addressed the girl who stood by the window with a touch of asperity. The girl was standing by the window looking out across Park Lane to the Park itself. A cigarette glowed between her lips, and the soft, grey eyes were fixed far beyond the limit of human vision. She turned with a start to her half-brother and raised her dainty eyebrows as he repeated the question.

A simple gown of black velvet showed this slim, beautiful girl to the best advantage. The delicate pallor of the face contrasted oddly with the full, red lips. The shapely throat was uncovered in the fashion of the moment, and the neck of the bodice cut down to a blunt V, showed the patch of pure white bosom.

“Where am I going tonight?” she repeated; “why, that’s a strange question, Hermann — you aren’t usually interested in my comings and goings.”

“I’m expecting some men tonight,” he said carelessly. “You know some of them — Leete is one.”

She gave a little shudder.

“A most unwholesome person,” she said. “Really, Hermann, you have the most wonderful collection of bric-a-brac in the shape of friends I have ever known. They are positively futurist.”

He scowled up at her. In many ways he was afraid of this girl, with her rich, drawling, southern voice. She had a trick of piercing the armour of his indifference, touching the raw places of his self-esteem. They had never been good friends, and only the provision of his father’s will had kept them together so long. Old Frederick Zeberlieff had left his fortune in two portions. The first half was to be divided equally between his son — the child of his dead wife — and the girl, whose mother had only survived her arrival in the world by a few hours.

The second portion was to be again divided equally between the two, “providing they shall live together for a period of five years following my death, neither of them to marry during that period. For,” the will concluded, “it is my desire that they shall know each other better, and that the bad feeling which has existed between them shall be dissipated by a mutual understanding of each other’s qualities.” There were also other provisions.

The girl was thinking of the will as she walked across to the fireplace, and flicked the ash off her cigarette upon the marble hearth. “Our menage as it is constituted ends next month,” she said, and he nodded.

“I shall be glad to get the money,” he confessed, “and not particularly sorry to—”

“To see the end of me,” she finished the sentence. “In that, at least, we find a subject upon which we are mutually agreed.”

He did not speak. He always came out worst in these encounters, and she puffed away in thoughtful silence.

“I am going to the Technical College to a distribution of prizes,” she said, and waited for the inevitable sarcasm.

“The Southwood Institute?” She nodded. “You are getting to be quite a person in the charitable world,” he said, with a sneer. “I shall never be surprised to learn that you have become a nun.”

“I know somebody who will!” she said.

“Who?” he asked quickly.

“Me,” said the girl coolly.

He sank back again in his chair with a growl.

“It is hard lines on you — my not getting married,” she went on. “You get the whole of the inheritance if I do — during the period of probation.”

“I don’t want you to marry,” he snarled.

She smiled behind the hand that held the cigarette to her lips. “Poor soul!” she mocked; then, more seriously: “Hermann, people are saying rather horrid things about you just now.”

He stared up at her coldly. “What things, and what people?” he asked.

“Oh, paper people and the sort of bounder person one meets. They say you were in some way associated with—”

She stopped and looked at him, and he met her gaze unflinchingly.

“Well?”

“With a rather ghastly murder in Southwark,” she said slowly.

“Rubbish!” he laughed. “They would suspect the Archbishop of Canterbury — it is too preposterous.”

“I don’t know about that,” said the girl. “I’m positively afraid of you sometimes; you’d just do anything for money and power.”

“Like what?”

She shrugged her shoulders. “Oh, murder and things like that,” she said vaguely. “There is a lot of good Czech in our blood, Hermann; why, sometimes you exasperate me so that I could cheerfully kill you.”

He grinned a little uncomfortably.”Keep your door locked,” he said, and his lips tightened as at an unpleasant thought.

“I do,” she replied promptly, “and I always sleep with a little revolver under my pillow.”

He muttered something about childishness, and continued his study of the evening paper.

“You see,” she went on thoughtfully, “it would make an awful big difference to you, Hermann, if I died suddenly from ptomaine poisoning — or whatever weird diseases people die from — or if I walked in my sleep and fell out of a window.”

“Don’t say such beastly things!” he snapped.

“It would make you richer by seven million dollars — recoup all your losses, and place you in a position where you could go on fighting that nice grey man — King Kerry.”

He got up from his chair; there was a ghost of a smile on his face.

“If you’re going to talk nonsense, I’m going,” he said. “You ought to get married; you’re getting vixenish.”

She laughed, throwing her head back in an ecstasy of enjoyment.

“Why don’t you pick up one of your tame students?” he sneered. “Marry him — you’ll be able to do it in a month — and make him happy. You could teach him to sound his h’s with a little trouble.”

She had stopped laughing, and was eyeing him as he stood with the edge of the open door in his hand.

“You’ve a merry wit,” she said. “Poor daddy never realized it as well as I. There’s a coarse fibre in the maternal ancestry of your line, Hermann.”

“You leave my mother’s relations alone!” he said in a burst of anger.

“God knows I do,” she said piously. “If various United States marshals and divers grand juries had also left them alone, many of them would have died natural deaths.”

He slammed the door behind him before she had concluded her sentence. The mocking smile passed from her face as the door closed, and in its place came a troubled frown. She threw away the end of her cigarette and crossed the room to a small writing-table between the two big windows.

She sat for some time, a pen in her hand and a sheet of paper before her, undecided. If she wrote she would be acting disloyally to her half-brother — yet she owed him no loyalty. Behind her drawling contempt was an ever-present fear, a fear which sometimes amounted to a terror. Not once, but many times in the last year, she had intercepted a glance of his, a look so cold and speculative, and having in it a design so baleful that it had frozen her soul with horror. She thought of the insidious attempts he had made to get her married. The men he had thrown in her way, the almost compromising situations he had forced upon her with every variety of man from college youth to middle-aged man about town.

If she were married she were dead so far as the inheritance went — if she were not married by the thirtieth of the month, would she still be alive?

There was, as she knew, a streak of madness on Hermann’s side of the family. His mother had died in an insane asylum. Two of her blood relations had died violently at the hands of the law, and a cousin had horrified San Francisco with a sense of murder of a peculiarly brutal character.

She had reason to believe that Hermann himself had been mixed up in some particularly disgraceful episode in New York, and that only on the payment of huge sums amounting to hundreds of thousands of dollars the victim and her relations had staved off an exposure. Then there was the case of Sadie Mars, the beautiful young daughter of a Boston banker. No money could have hushed that up — but here family pride and the position of the girl’s parents saved Hermann. He went abroad, and the girl had taken an overdose of chloral with fatal results. Wherever he went, disaster followed; whatever he touched, he made rotten and bad; he lifted the wine of life to the lips of the innocent, and it was vinegar and gall. She thought all this, and then she began to write rapidly, covering sheet after sheet with her fine calligraphy. She finished at last, enclosed her letter in an envelope, and addressed it. She heard his footstep in the hall without, and hastily thrust the letter into her bosom.

He looked across at the writing-table as he entered.

“Writing?” he asked.

“Doing a few polite chores,” she answered.

“Shall I post them for you?”

He made a show of politeness.

“No, thank you!” said the girl. “They can be posted in the ordinary way — Martin can take them.”

“Martin is out,” he said.

She walked quickly to the bell and pushed it. Hermann looked at her strangely.

“There’s no use ringing,” he said. “I have sent Martin and Dennis out with messages.”

She checked the inclination to panic which arose in her bosom. Her heart was beating wildly. Instinct told her that she stood in deadly peril of this man with the sinister glint in his eyes.

“Give me that letter!” he said suddenly.

“Which letter?”

“The letter you have been writing so industriously for the last ten minutes,” he said.

A scornful smile curved her lips. “Not the keyhole, Hermann!” she protested with mock pain. “Surely not the keyhole — the servants’ entrance to domestic secrets!”

“Give me that letter!” he said roughly.

She had edged away and backward till she stood near one of the big french windows. It was ajar, for the evening had been close. With a sudden movement she turned, flung open the long glass door, and stepped out on to the tiny balcony.

He went livid with rage, and took two quick steps towards her, then stopped. She was addressing somebody.

“Oh, I’m so sorry, Mr. Bray; have you been ringing long? “An indistinct voice answered her.”My brother will let you in; thank you so much for calling for me.”

She turned to Hermann Zeberlieff.

“Would you mind opening the door to one of my ‘tame students’? You will find he sounds his h’s quite nicely!” she said sweetly.

“Damn you!” snarled the man, but obeyed.
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“Will you entertain Mr. Bray whilst I get ready to go out?”

Hermann muttered his sulky compliance. He would have liked to refuse point blank, to have indulged himself in a display of temper, if only to embarrass the girl; but he had sufficient command of himself to check his natural desire. He scowled at the young man with whom he was left alone, and answered in monosyllables the polite observations which Gordon Bray offered upon men and things. There was no evidence in either the attire or in the speech of the technical student to suggest that he was of any other class than that of the man who examined him so superciliously.

“I gather you’re one of the people my sister is distributing prizes to,” said Hermann rudely.

“Not exactly,” said the other quietly. “Miss Zeberlieff is very kindly giving the gold medal for drawing, but the Countess of Danbery is actually making the award.”

“It doesn’t matter much who makes it so long as you get it,” answered Hermann, summarizing his philosophy of life in one pregnant sentence.

“As a matter of fact I am not even getting it,” said the other. “I took this medal last year — it represents an intermediate stage of tuition.” Hermann walked up and down the room impatiently. Suddenly he turned to the visitor.

“What do you think of my sister?” he asked.

Gordon went red: the directness of the question flung at him at that moment caught him unawares. “I think she is very charming,” he said frankly, “and very generous. As you know, she interests herself in education and particularly in the schools.”

Zeberlieff sniffed. He had never set himself the task of keeping track of his sister’s amusements except in so far as they affected his own future. His own future! He frowned at the thought. He had had heavy losses lately. His judgment had been at fault to an extraordinary degree. He had been caught in a recent financial flurry, and had been in some danger of going farther under than he had any desire to go. He had plenty of schemes — big schemes with millions at their end, but millions require millions. He had put a proposition to the girl, which she had instantly rejected, that on the day of the inheritance they should pool their interests, and that he should control the united fortunes.

If the truth be told, there was little to come to him. He had anticipated his share of the fortune, which was already half mortgaged. In twelve days’ time Vera would be free to leave him — free to will her property wherever she wished. Much might happen in twelve days — the young man might also be very useful.

His manner suddenly changed. He was perfectly learned in the amenities of his class, and there were people who vowed that he was the ideal of what a gentleman should be. His sister was not amongst these.

“Why don’t you sit down?” he asked, and took up the thread of technical education with the convincing touch of the dilettante who has all the jargon of science with little backing of knowledge. He kept the young man pleasantly engaged till Vera returned.

Her car was waiting at the door, and he assisted her to enter. “My brother was very entertaining, I gather?” she said.

“Very.”

She glanced at him, reading his face.

“You are very enthusiastic,” she said mockingly.

He smiled.”I don’t think he knows much about architecture,” he said. He had the habit of wholesome frankness, appreciated here, however, by one who lived in an atmosphere which was neither candid nor wholesome.

He thought he had offended her, for she did not speak again till the car was running over Westminster Bridge. Then— “You will meet my brother again,” she said. “He will discover your address and invite you to lunch. Let me think.” She knitted her forehead. “I am trying to remember what happened before — Oh, yes! he will invite you to lunch at his club, and encourage you to speak about me; and he will tell you that I am awfully fond of chocolates, and a couple of days afterwards you will receive a box of the most beautiful chocolates from an unknown benefactor, and, naturally, when you have recovered from your astonishment at the gift, you will send it along to me with a little note.”

Whatever astonishment such a happening might have had upon him, it could not exceed that which he now felt. “What an extraordinary thing you should have said that!” he remarked.

“Why extraordinary?” she asked.

“Well,” he hesitated. “As a matter of fact, he has already asked me my address, and he did mention not once, but twice, that you were awfully fond — not of chocolates, but of crystallized violets.”

She looked at him a little blankly. “How crude!” was all she said then; but later she half turned on the seat of the limousine and faced him.

“When those violets arrive,” she said quietly, “I want you to take the parcel just as it is — wrapping and string and postmark — to Mr. King Kerry: he will understand.”

“King Kerry?”

“Don’t you like him?” She asked quickly.

He hesitated. “I think I do,” he replied, “in spite of his somewhat drastic methods.”

Elsie had told him the story of the arrest — indeed, King Kerry had half explained — and now he repeated the story of Elsie’s peril.

The girl listened eagerly.

“What a perfectly splendid idea,” she said enthusiastically, “and how like King Kerry!”

After the distribution, the speechmaking, the votes of thanks, and the impromptu concert which followed the function, the girl sought Bray out, the centre of a group of his fellow-students, who were offering their congratulations, for many prizes had come his way.

“I want you to take me home!” she said.

She was a lovely and a radiant figure in her long grey silk coat and her tiny beaver hat; but he saw with tender solicitude that she looked tired, and there were faint shadows under her eyes.

They had reached a point in their friendship where they could afford to be silent in one another’s society. To him she was a dream woman, something aloof and wonderful, in the world, but not of it — a beautiful fragile thing that filled his thoughts day and night. He was not a fool, but he was a man. He could not hope, but he could — and did — love. From the day she came into his life, an interested — and perhaps amused — visitor to the schools, his outlook had changed. She was very worshipful, inspiring all that is beautiful in the love of youth, all that is pure and tender and self-sacrificing.

She was, he knew, very wealthy; he dreamt no dreams of miracles, yet he did not regard her money as being an obstacle. It was she, the atmosphere which surrounded her, that held him adoring but passive.

“I want you to do something for me,” she said.

“I will do anything.”

There was no emphasis, no fervour in his voice, yet there was something in the very simplicity of the declaration which brought the colour to her cheek.

“I am sure you would,” she answered almost impulsively; “but this is something which you may find distasteful. I want you to meet me in Regent Street tomorrow evening,” she said. “I — I am rather a coward, and I am afraid of people — ?”

She did not finish the sentence, and offered no further elucidation to the mystery of a meeting which, so far from being distasteful, set the young man’s heart a-flutter afresh.

“At nine o’clock, at the corner of Vigo Street,” she said, when she left him, at the door of the Park Lane house, “and you will have to be very obedient and very patient.”

She offered her hand, and he took it. She raised it higher and higher, and for a moment he did not understand. Then he bent and kissed it.

She had taken off her glove in the car with that idea.
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King Kerry re-read a letter which had arrived by the morning post, and, contrary to his custom, placed it in the inside pocket of his coat. His secretary watched the proceedings with apprehension, as marking a return to the bad old days; but he smiled and shook his head. He had a habit of reading her thoughts which was at once uncanny and embarrassing.

“This is a ‘really’ letter,” he said, referring to a passage at arms they had had whether a letter was “really private” or just “private” — she had opened a score bearing the latter inscription, only to find that they were of the really begging-letter variety. Henceforth he passed the private letters under review, and judged only by the handwriting or the crest whether it was a confidential communication within the meaning of the Act.

Kerry sat for a long time at his desk, thinking; then, by and by, he took out the letter again and re-read it. Whatever were its contents, they worried him, and presently he called a number on the ‘phone which she recognized as being a firm of detectives allied to Pinkerton’s. “Send a man to me for instructions!” he said, and hung up the receiver.

For a long time he was writing furiously, and when the detective was announced, he had still a few more pages to write. He finished at last and handed the papers to the waiting man. “This paper is to be carefully read, digested, and destroyed,” he said. “The instructions are to be carried out without reservation, and you are to tell your chief to draw upon me to any extent in the execution of my orders.”

When the man had gone, he turned to the girl. “It is a very hard world for women,” he said sadly, and that was all the reference he made to the letter or its sequel.

On the wall of the office hung a remarkable map. It was a large scale map of London, which had been especially prepared for “The King” (the Press called him ironically “The King of London”). Scarcely a day passed but an employee of the maker called to mark some little square, representing a shop or house, with green watercolour paint, King Kerry standing by and directing precisely where the colour patches were to be placed. The green was growing in the map. The Trust was buying up land and house property north, south, and west. Baling, Forest Hill, Brockley and Greenwich were almost all green. Kennington, Southwark, Wandsworth, Brixton, Clapham, and Tooting were well patched; but the object of the Trust was, apparently, to put a green belt around a centre represented by a spot midway between Oxford Circus and Piccadilly. Inside this circle, representing a mile radius, lay the immediate problem of the Trust.

The girl was looking across at the map, noting that the three new green patches which had been added that morning were almost dry, when she caught King Kerry’s amused eyes fixed upon her. “How would you like to pay a visit to the scene of your servitude?” he asked good-humouredly.

“Tack’s?” she asked in wonder.

He nodded.

“I don’t know,” she demurred. “I should feel rather shy, I think.”

“You must get over that,” he said cheerfully. “Besides, you will find very few people in the same positions in which you left them.”

A few moments later the car came round, and she took her place by his side.

“People are asking what I am going to do,” he said, as if reading her thoughts, “and this old town is just shaking its hoary head at me. Tack’s sold a hundred thousand pounds’ worth of goods last year — they will sell half a million pounds’ worth next year.”

She smiled, as at a good joke.

“You doubt it?” he asked, with a suggestion of that affectionate amusement which so often sent the colour to her cheeks.

“Do you know anything about a drapery store?” she asked, answering one question with another.

He shook his head; the word “drapery” puzzled him.

“Drapery? — we call them soft goods,” he said. “No, I know no more than I know about boots or railway trucks. People who learn in compartments — there are hundreds of proud fathers who boast their sons are learning their business from office boy to manager; but my opinion is that they usually pass their true vocation half way between top and bottom. You needn’t start life as a junior clerk to discover that you’re an excellent salesman, and because you’re an excellent salesman you needn’t necessarily be a heaven-born president — you call them managing directors.”

She loved to listen to him when he was in this mood. It was a pity that Tack’s was so near, but a block in the Regent Street traffic gave him time to expound his philosophy of business. “The man who watches the window to see the articles that are sold will learn a lot if he has patience and plenty of time; but he will get cold feet. You’ve got to go to the manufacturing end to judge sales, and you have got to go to the man who pulls money out of manufacturing to learn that Mrs. So-and-So prefers four buttons on her kid gloves to three. It all comes back to the money behind the manufacturer. There are very few bank managers in Manchester who did not know when beads ceased to be a fashionable attire in the Fiji Islands.”

He went back to Tack’s and its future.

“Half a million pounds’ worth of goods!” he laughed quietly, “and all to be sold in a year at a little store that never had a bigger turnover than a hundred thousand — it means selling sixteen hundred pounds’ worth of goods a day; it means many other things. My child, you are going to witness some sale!”

She laughed in sheer glee.

There was a considerable change in the appearance of Tack’s even in the short space of time she had been away. The building was a fairly modern one. King Kerry was already reshaping it, and a small army of workmen was engaged day and night in effecting alterations which he had planned.

There had been a tiny little “annexe,” too small to dignify with the name. It had owed its existence to the discovery, after the building had been erected, that a piece of land, some twenty feet by twenty, which had been used by Goulding’s as a temporary dumping ground for old packing-cases, and for some extraordinary reason had not been built upon, was part of this freehold. Mr. Leete had run up a tiny building on the site (this was before he had acquired a controlling interest in Goulding’s), and the place had been used as auxiliary storerooms. Workmen were engaged in removing the floors from the roof to the ground.

“I am having two large lifts put in there,” explained Kerry. “They will be about the same size as tube lifts, only they will be much faster.”

Tack had always set his face against the elevator system, adopting the viewpoint that, as it was, people did not get sufficient exercise, and that he had no intention of encouraging laziness.

“But won’t they be very large?” asked the girl. “I mean too large?”

Kerry shook his head. “Sixteen hundred pounds a day means about sixteen thousand purchasers a day, or a little under a thousand an hour.”

She thought she detected a flaw in his arithmetic, but did not correct him; he was surely calculating upon a twentyfour hour day!

Other rearrangements included new dressing-rooms on the roof. Some of the counters had been taken away, and the broad window spaces upon which so much depended in the old days had been reduced by seventy-five per cent and the additional space afforded had been utilized for the erection of large flat trays. In place of the old window display, electricians were fitting long, endless belts of black velvet running the whole width of each window, upon which the lighter goods were to be displayed.

“Each article will have a big number attached and the price in plain figures: there will be a sample-room on the ground floor, where all the customer has to do is to ask to see the number she wants to purchase. When she has decided what she wants, she goes upstairs to the first floor and it is handed to her ready wrapped. There will be no waiting. Every sample clerk will have a little ‘phone in front of her. She will be in constant communication with the packing-room. She will signal the purchases, and the customer has only to go to the counter, or one of the counters, bearing her initial, mention her name, and take the parcel.”

The girl looked at him in amazement. It seemed remarkable to her that he had thought all this out and that she was unaware of the fact.

“You are preparing for a rush?” she asked, and she said it in such a tone that he laughed.

“You don’t think we shall be so busy, eh? Well, nous verrons!”

Elsie caught many envious glances cast in her direction. Old acquaintances have a trick of remembering friendships which never existed — especially with those who have been fortunate in life. She had had no close friends in the business, but there were many who now regarded her as a sometime bosom confidante, and were prepared to harbour a grievance against her if she did not hold them in like regard. Some called her “Elsie,” who had never before taken that liberty, doubtless with the desire to establish their intimacy before she advanced too far along the golden road. This is the way of the world. But Elsie was too warm-hearted to be cynical, and responded readily to their overtures of friendship.

Their salaries had been substantially raised, so “Fluff,” a pretty little girl in the “White” department, told her. “All the rotters have been sacked, three of the shopwalkers, and the manager of the ‘ready-mades,’” said the girl enthusiastically. “Oh, Miss Marion, it was splendid to see that beast Tack walk out for the last time.”

“Things are awfully comfortable,” said another — Elsie had an opportunity for gossiping whilst King Kerry interviewed the new manager— “but there is going to be an awful rush, and those awful fines have been abolished. Oh! and they’re taking on an awful number of girls, though where they’re going to put ’em all heaven knows — we shall be awfully crowded!”

The girl bore the nickname of “Awful Agnes,” not without reason.

King Kerry rejoined Elsie, and they drove back to the office together. “Had to take a big warehouse to stock our goods,” he explained. “We shall sell a few! Every other shop in the street for two hundred yards in each direction is engaged in the same business as us. I have offered to buy the lot, but I guess they’ve got an exaggerated idea of the value of things.”

Whether they had or not, there were some who were prepared to fight the “Big L.”

That same night there appeared in all the London evening papers the announcement that “The Federal Trades of London” had been incorporated as a limited company. The list of the firms in the new combine included every store in Oxford Street engaged in the same business as Tack and Brighton’s.

“The object of the Federation” (said the announcement) “is to afford mutual protection against unfair competition. Each firm concerned will act independently so far as its finances are concerned, and the shareholders’ interests will remain undisturbed. By means of this combine it is hoped that the pernicious operations of a certain American Trust will be successfully checked.”

The list of directors included Hermann Zeberlieff, Esq. (independent gentleman), and John Leete (managing director of Goulding’s, Limited).

“Pernicious operations!” repeated King Kerry. “Say, this paper doesn’t like us!”He turned over the sheets of the Evening Herald
 . “A bright little paper,” he mused. Then he took out his chequebook and signed his name in the bottom right-hand corner.

He blotted the signature, and passed the slip across to the girl.

“Elsie,” he said, and the girl flushed, for he had never before called her by her first name. “The Evening Herald
 is on the market. They want sixty thousand pounds for the concern; they may take less. Here’s a blank cheque. Go down and buy that durned paper.”

“Buy?” the girl gasped. “I — but I don’t — I can’t — I’m not a business woman!”

“It’s for sale — go and buy it; tell them you’re King Kerry’s partner.” He smiled encouragingly and laid his hand on hers. “My partner,” he said softly. “My dear little partner!”
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Four men had been invited to dinner at 410, Park Lane, but only three had so far arrived. Worse than that, Vera, whom Hermann had particularly asked to grace the board with her presence, had pleaded the usual headache and had most emphatically refused to come down.

“You are trying to make me look a fool before these people,” he stormed. He interviewed her in her little den, and she was palpably unprepared for social functions of any description, being in her dressing-gown.

“My dear Hermann,” she said, “don’t rave! I have a headache — it is a woman’s privilege.”

“You always have headaches when I want you,” he said sulkily.

She did not look any too well. He wondered —

“No,” she answered his unspoken thought. “I noticed that the gas was turned on at the stove and off at the main, so I just turned it off at the stove, too.”

“What do you mean?” he asked roughly.

She smiled.

“I have always appreciated your gift — a stove in Sevres ware must have cost a lot of money. When I lay down this afternoon the main was turned off — that I’ll swear. When I woke up, it was on, though why anybody should turn on the gas on a warm July afternoon, I can’t think.”

“Martin—” he began.

“Martin didn’t touch it,” she said. “I have asked him. Fortunately, no harm was done, because I had noticed the little tap was turned before I began to sleep. I am getting frightened, Hermann.”

His face was ghastly pale, but he forced a smile.

“Frightened, Vera — why?” he asked in his friendliest tone.

She shook her head at him slowly, her eyes never leaving his face.

“It is getting so near the time,” she said, “and I feel somehow that I cannot bear up against the strain of always fighting for my life.”

“Rubbish!” he cried genially. “Come along and see my people. Leete is one, Hubbard, one of the Federation directors, is another. Bolscombe hasn’t turned up. Why don’t you get rid of the worry of your money?” he said with a show of solicitude. “Pool it with mine, as I suggested months ago. You’ll go mad if you don’t.” He stopped short and eyed her curiously. “I think you’re a little mad now,” he said slowly, and she shook her distress off and laughed.

“Hermann, you’re the most versatile man I know,” she said; “but so horribly unoriginal.”

“Are you going out tonight?”

He paused at the door to ask the question, and she nodded.

“With your headache?” he sneered.

“To get rid of it,” she replied.

He went downstairs to his guests.

“My sister is not very well,” he said. “She’s rather depressed lately — ?”

Then occurred the devilish idea: that flash of inspiration to villainy which has sent men to the gallows and has tenanted Broadmoor with horrible gibing things that once were human. Ten days! said the brain of Hermann Zeberlieff. Do it now!

With scarcely a pause he went on —

“We’re all friends here, and I don’t mind telling you that she is worrying me — she has distinctly suicidal tendencies.”

There was a murmur of commiseration.

“I’ll just see how she is,” he said; “and then we’ll start dinner.”

“I thought I saw your sister standing at her window,” said Leete, and added with a smirk: “I rather flattered myself that she was waving her hand to me.”

Hermann looked at him in frank surprise. He knew that Vera hated Leete as intensely as a woman with fine instincts could hate a man. It would be an unsuspected weakness in her if she endeavoured to make friends with his associates; but it bore out all that the girl had said. She was frightened, was clutching at straws, even so unsavoury a straw as Leete.

He walked carelessly from the room and mounted the stairs. He had in his heart neither fear nor remorse for the dreadful deed he contemplated. He did not go straight to where she was, but slipped into her bedroom, which communicated with the sittingroom.

He stepped stealthily, silently.

By the side of the window was a long curtain-cord of silk. He drew a chair, stepped noiselessly upon it and severed the cord high up. He stepped down as noiselessly. He had three minutes to do the work. In three minutes’ time he would be with his guests smiling apologetically for his sister’s absence, what time this beautiful creature of “suicidal tendencies” would be hanging limply from —

He looked round for a suitable hook and found a peg behind the door which bore his weight.

That would be the place. Rapidly he made a noose at one end of the rope and held it in his hand behind him.

He turned the handle of the door and walked into the dressing-room. She was sitting by the window and rose, startled.

“What were you doing in my room?” she demanded.

“Stealing your jewels,” he said with humour. But she was not appeased by his simulated playfulness.

“How dare you go into my room?” she cried. The fear of death was upon her, through her brain ran a crisscross of plans for escape.

“I want to talk things over,” he said and reached out his hand to touch her. She shrank back.

“What have you got behind your back?” she asked in a terrified whisper.

He sprang at her, flinging one arm about her so that he pinioned both arms. Then she saw his design as his other hand rose to close over her mouth. The coils slipped down on his arm and he shifted his left hand up to silence her.

“Mercy!” she gasped.

He smiled in her face. He found the noose and slipped it over her head. Then —

“Kerry knows — Kerry knows!” said her muffled voice. “I wrote to him. There is a detective watching this house day and night — ah!”

The loop had touched her neck.

“You wrote?”

“Told him — murder — me — I signal every half-hour — due in five minutes—”

Very gently he released her, laughing the while. He had moved her to where he could see through the window. A man stood with his back to the railings of the Park, smoking a short cigar. He was watching the house for the half-hour signal.

“You never thought I was such a good actor,” said Hermann with his set smile.

She staggered to the window and sank in a chair.

“I didn’t frighten you, did I?” he asked with a certain resemblance of tenderness.

She was shaking from head to foot. “Go out!” she said. “Go away! I know your secret now!”

With a little shrug he left her, taking the silk cord with him, for that evidence was too damning to leave behind. She waited till she heard him speaking in the hall below, then she fled to her room and locked the door. With shaking hands she made her preparations. She dressed as quickly as she had dressed in her life and descended the stairs. In the hall she saw Martin, and paused. “Get me a walkingstick — any one will do — quickly!”

The man went away and, returning with the ivory-headed cane of her brother, found her by the open door.

She looked at her watch. It wanted twenty minutes to nine.

A taxicab carried her to Vigo Street, and the nearer she came to the man who she knew loved her, and to the freedom which was ahead the higher rose her spirits.

Gordon Bray was waiting. She paid the cab and dismissed it. “I knew you would be here!” she said impulsively, and took his arm. “Gordon,” she said breathlessly — it is strange how two people that day had been thrilled by the utterance of a Christian name— “you have known me for three years.”

“And twentyfive days, Miss Zeberlieff,” said the young man. “I count the days.”

The eyes turned to him were bright with a light he had never seen.

“Call me Vera,” she said softly. “Please don’t think I’m bold — but I just want you to — you love me, don’t you?”

The street lights went round and round in a giddy whirl before the man. “I worship you!” he said hoarsely.

“Then bear with me for a little while,” she said tenderly; “and if I do things which you do not approve — ?”

“You couldn’t do that,” he said.

There in Regent Street, before all the hurrying world, shocked, amused or interested, according to its several temperaments, she raised her lips to his and he kissed her.

“Now,” she said, and thrust him away, her eyes dancing, “show me the new shop that King Kerry bought.”

“This is it “ — he pointed along the block— “the art fabric people. It was in all the papers.”

She ran along the pavement till she came to the darkened windows of the store. Then, without a warning, she raised her stick and sent the ivory head smashing through the plate glass.

A policeman seized her.

“My God!” said Gordon Bray. “Why did you do that?”

“Votes for Women!” cried Vera and laughed. She was laughing still when they took her away in a cab to Marlborough Street, and laughing the next morning when she was sentenced to three weeks in the second division.

King Kerry, sitting at the solicitors’ table with Bray, was not unamused. In three weeks Vera would be entitled to her share of her father’s fortune, and her brother’s machinations would be in vain. She would come out of prison a free woman in every sense of the word.

As for Bray, though he watched that delicate figure anxiously, he understood. It would be three weeks of hell for him with only the memory of those fragrant lips to help him bear the parting.
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“I couldn’t get back to the office last night,” said Elsie, “and I tried to get you on the ‘phone, but you weren’t anywhere you ought to have been.” Her voice was a little reproachful, for she had really wanted to see him to communicate a wonderful piece of news.

“I suppose I wasn’t,” admitted King Kerry, smoothing his grey hair. There was something almost childlike about the millionaire when he was penitent, and Elsie’s heart was very tender to him in such moments as these.

“A young friend of mine smashed one of my windows in Regent Street,” he said in extenuation. “Really, I’m never out of these infernal police stations,” he added ruefully.

“A suffragette?”

“I guess so,” nodded Kerry, biting off the end of a cigar. “Anyway, she’s gaoled!”

“Oh!” protested the girl in horror. “You didn’t allow her to go to gaol?”

“I surely did,” admitted King Kerry with his brightest smile, “and instructed a lawyer to press for it.”

He saw the troubled look on the girl’s face and waited.

“It isn’t like you, somehow,” she said, with a note of reproach in her voice. “You’re so kind and so tender to people in trouble — I just hate the thought of you being anything else than what I think you are.”

“Everybody is different to what people think they are,” he said mournfully. “I guess you’ve never read what some of the New York papers said about my big railroad combine. I thought not,” as she shook her head. “One of these days I’ll hunt up the cuttings for you, and you’ll see how black it is possible for a man to be — and escape gaoling.”

“You’ll not convince me,” she said with decision. “I’m not even satisfied that you did what you said this morning.”

He nodded vigorously.

“Sure,” he said; “but I might as well tell you right here that the lady was a friend of mine, and she was most anxious to go to gaol — and I was obliged to help her.”

“She is really a suffragette?”

King Kerry considered before he made a reply, drawing thoughtfully at his cigar.

“No, she isn’t,” he said. “She’s had enough to make her. If I were she, I guess I’d burn the whole of Regent Street. You’ll read about it in the papers, anyway,” he said.

She opened a drawer and took out a copy of the Evening Herald
 .

“Read about it in your own paper,” she said proudly, and handed him the early edition.

He whistled. “I’d almost forgotten that,” he said. “So you bought it!”

She nodded. She made a pretty picture standing there with her hands behind her back, her cheeks flushed and her lovely eyes bright with excitement. She stood like a child who had deserved commendation and was waiting expectantly for her due.

“What did you give?” he asked.

“Guess?” she countered.

“Sixty thousand?” he suggested.

She shook her head.

“Fifty?” with raised eyebrows.

Again she shook her head.

“I’ll tell you the whole story,” she said. “When I got to the office of the Evening Herald
 I found the staff had gone home, but the editor, the manager, and the proprietor were in the board room, and I found out afterwards that there had been a most unholy row.”

“There always is when those three gentlemen meet,” said King Kerry with knowledge. “If the publisher had been there too, you would have been obliged to ring for the ambulance.”

“Well,” she went on with a smile, “I sent in your name and was admitted at once.”

“Such is the magic of a name,” murmured the millionaire.

“They were awfully surprised to see me, and the proprietor, Mr. Bolscombe, started to ‘my girl’ me, but he didn’t continue when I put it to him straight away that I had called to buy the paper.”

“Did he faint?” asked Kerry, anxiously.

She smiled.

“Not exactly; but he asked sixty thousand pounds, whereupon I did all the fainting necessary. The paper is a young one — you know that?” — King Kerry nodded— “and is just on the point of paying—”

“That’s the editor’s view,” suggested Kerry, and the girl nodded.

“Especially if the policy was changed a little—”

“Do I hear the manager speaking?” asked Kerry, looking up at the ceiling.

“Yes — but on the other hand it may not, and there was a doubt as to whether it was wise to throw good money after bad.”

Kerry laughed uproariously for him.

“That is the proprietor,” he said. “I know what he’d say because I’ve seen him once or twice.”

“So we talked and we talked, and the end of it was I got the paper for forty thousand pounds,” she said triumphantly.

He rose and patted her on the shoulder.

“Excellent, child!” he said. “I shall put that in my red book.”

He had a locked ledger in which from time to time he made entries, the nature of which was unknown save to the writer.

“I’ve something else to say,” said the girl. “After I’d given the cheque and got the receipt I went home, and Mr. Bolscombe, who was dining with — you’ll never guess whom?” she challenged.

“Hermann Zeberlieff — yes?” retorted Kerry. “Go on!”

She was a little disappointed that her baby bomb had not so much as fizzed.

“I went back to my flat. Three hours later Mr. Bolscombe called, though how he got the address—”

“From Zeberlieff.”

“Of course — how absurd of me to forget. He called and offered to buy back the paper for seventy thousand pounds!”

“Excellent!” laughed King Kerry.

“He wanted to say that it wasn’t a proper sale, but I made him include all the considerations in the receipt — was I right?”

“Child,” said the admiring Kerry solemnly, “I shall take you into partnership one of these days. What was the end?”

She handed him the receipt. She had something more to say.

“The editor is rather a clever young man,” she said, hesitatingly; “and the manager seems pretty capable. I told them that you would make no immediate changes.”

“Right again,” said Kerry heartily. “A new man isn’t always the best man, and the old man isn’t necessarily a fool. Never change for change sake — except your dress.”

He stood by his desk meditatively.

“This deserves more than the ordinary recognition,” he said with mock solemnity. “Nothing less than a dinner can celebrate our first joint victory over the enemy.”

She looked at him with laughing eyes too near to tears for her complete satisfaction. That she had pleased the “grey man,” as she called him in her heart, was enough.

She had seen two handsome men in the past twentyfour hours — she puzzled her head to remember who the other was.

But it had not been the type that this man represented, the healthy skin and the laughing eyes, and that masterful chin — and the other had most certainly not been the owner of the greyest hair she had ever seen in a young man. She wondered why he was so grey. She had often wished to ask him, but something which was not the fear of impertinence (they had progressed too far in friendship for that fear to weigh with her) had prevented her.

“Dinner at eight at the Sweizerhof,” he said; “and if you feel incapable of coming without a chaperon, bring somebody nice.”

“I don’t know anybody nice enough,” she smiled, “so you must bear with me alone.”

She had a day’s work before her, and she tackled it with an energy which the prospect of an evening’s enjoyment increased. In the middle of the morning she stopped.

“I know!” she said suddenly.

He looked up.

“What do you know?”

“The name of the other man — I mean,” she said hastily, “the man who came with Mr. Bolscombe to the flat. It was Mr. Martin Hubbard.”

“Oh!” he said dubiously, “The Beauty?”

“Is that what they call him? I can understand it. He’s good looking in a way, but—” She hesitated.

“There are lots of ‘buts’ about Martin,” said Kerry quietly. “I met him in New York. He’s some dollar chaser.”

He stared meditatively at the wall ahead of him.

“A man who marries for money,” he said, “is like a dog that climbs a steeple for a bone. He gets his meal, but there isn’t any comfortable place to sleep it off.”

He made no further reference to Martin, and was busy for the rest of the day.

For he was drafting the advertisement which was to shake the drapery world to its foundations.
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“When a man with no great moral perceptions, with no sense of obligation to his conscience, his pride, or his humanity, finds himself thwarted of his heart’s desire, his mind naturally turns to murder. Murder, indeed, is a natural instinct of man, as maternity is a natural instinct of woman. Thousands of years of civilization have called into being a super-instinct which is voluntary in application and is termed self-restraint. The wild waters of will have been directed through artificial courses, and woe to the errant stream that overleaps the bank and runs to its natural level.”

So wrote Hermann Zeberlieff in his diary two nights after the sentence of his sister. It embodied his philosophy, and was one of the most interesting articles of his creed and certainly one of the most coherent passages in the diary which was read in public on a subsequent occasion, Hermann Zeberlieff being unavoidably absent.

His worst enemies will not deny to this perverse man a certain literary quality or cavil at the description given to him by Simnizberg, the anthropologist of “Immoral Visionary.”

He finished the entry and put away the book in its private and proper place. He glanced with a sneer at the little stack of letters he had answered. Everybody who knew him had written kindly, indulgently, or humorously of his sister’s exploit. Little did they know how touch that freak of hers had cost him. It might have cost him dearer had she not gone, but this he would never accept as a possibility.

He went to his room to dress. Checked as he was by his sister’s action, he was in a sense relieved that the necessity for removing her had departed. She would make a will in prison — he did not doubt that. Cassman, her solicitor, had been sent for to Holloway for that purpose. His attitude of mind would have baffled the average psychologist, for now he had no feeling, of resentment toward her. Frankly, he wanted her money, as, frankly, he had not abandoned hope of getting it. But the method must be more subtle — he had invited Martin Hubbard to dinner with that object on the night of the extraordinary behaviour of Vera.

“Bolscombe is a fool “ — he had a trick of talking to himself, and he was dressing without the aid of a valet— “to sell the paper to that swine!”

“That swine” was King Kerry, toward whom this strange man directed the full force of his implacable hatred. He wondered what use King Kerry would make of his new toy — it was a weapon which might be easily employed to harass Hermann. It would not be the first time that “The King of London” had bought newspapers to harass him. He had finished dressing when a discreet knock came to the door.

“There is a man who wishes to see you, sir,” said the servant who entered at Hermann’s invitation.

“What kind of man?”

The servant was at a loss to describe the visitor.

“Poorish — foreign,” he said.

Poorish and foreign! Hermann could not place the visitor.

“Tell him to come up.”

“Here, sir?”

“Here,” said the master sharply. “Where do you think I want to see him?”

The man was used to these unreasonable outbursts and was undisturbed by them. He went away and came back with a little man, rather pallid of face, who wore a straggling, irregular beard and clothes of sufficient poverty to justify the “poorish” and just enough eccentricity to make “foreign” an accurate guess.

“Oh, it is you, is it?” said Hermann coolly. “Sit down — you need not wait, Martin.”

“Well?” he asked when they were alone. “What do you want?”

He spoke in French, and the little man raised his expressive hands deprecatingly.

“What else, mon vieu — but money? Ah, money is a horrible thing, but necessary.”

Hermann opened a gold cigarette case deliberately and selected a cigarette before he replied.

“Exactly why should you come to me?”

The little man shrugged his shoulders and glanced at the ceiling for inspiration. He was an unpleasant-looking man with a short, squat nose and small, twinkling eyes set wide apart. His skin was blotched and unhealthy, and his hands were big and red.

“You were generous to us once, mon aviateur,” he said. “Ah, the generosity! — but it was for “ — he looked round— “murder!” he whispered dramatically.

“Are you suggesting that I hired you to kill the young woman who was found dead in Smith Street?” asked the other coolly. “You were told not to kill.”

The man shrugged his shoulders again. “She was drunk — we thought she was obstinate,” he said. “How were we to know? Joseph gave her an extra squeeze, and, voila! she was dead.”

Hermann eyed him as a naturalist might eye a new and a strange species of beetle. “Suppose I say I will give you nothing?” he asked.

The big red hands were outstretched in pain. “It would be unfortunate,” said the man, “for you, for us, for all!” He seemed absurdly pleased with the rhyme of “vous,” “nous,” and “tout,” and repeated it.

He was standing now an arm’s length from the other. “Are you very strong, my friend?” asked Hermann.

“I am considered so,” said the man complacently.

“Attention!” cried Hermann, and his small white hand shot out and gripped the visitor by the throat. He struggled, but he was in the hands of one who had had Le Cinq as a master, and Le Cinq was the greatest strangler of his day.

The fingers tightened on the other’s throat, skilful fingers of steel that gripped the carotid artery and compressed the windpipe in one action. Down he went to the ground limply, then, when death stared at him, the fingers released their clutch. “Get up,” said Hermann, and laughed noiselessly. The man staggered to his feet, fear in his eyes, his face blue and swollen. “Mon Dieu!” he gasped.

“Another minute, my infant,” said Hermann genially, “and you would have been in hell. I do this to show you that I am better than you in your own profession. Years ago,” he went on reminiscently, “your fellow countryman, Le Cinq, escaped from Devil’s Island and came to New York. I paid him five thousand dollars to teach me to grip. You were in good hands, ma foi!”

The man stood shaking in every limb, his face twitching horribly, one hand feeling tenderly at his bruised throat.

“Here is a hundred pounds: if you wish, you may go to the police — but you must not come to me for money unless you have something to offer me for it. When I need you I will send for you. Bonsoir.”

“Bonsoir, mon professeur!” said the man with some remnants of his humour.

Hermann was flattered.

It was he who kept Martin Hubbard waiting, but Martin could afford to wait, though he had ordered dinner to be ready to the minute. Hermann found his host sitting patiently in the Palm Court of the Sweizerhof.

“Sorry to keep you, but I had an unexpected engagement — a pressing engagement,” he added with a smile.

“You millionaires!” said Martin Hubbard admiringly.

Handsome is a loose word applied to passable people, but Martin Hubbard had the features and the figure of a young Greek god. If his mouth was on the weak side, his small golden moustache was sufficient to hide it. Now, as he walked with his guest through the court eyes were raised to watch him, eyes admiring, eyes approving, eyes resentful and suspicious.

Hermann Zeberlieff neither admired nor resented the good looks of his friend. Himself a man of striking appearance, with his youthful face and his superb strength visible in the breadth of shoulder and the set of his body, appearances were outside his philosophy. There were certain conventions which must be obeyed, certain ephemeral fashions which must be endured unless one wished to be regarded as eccentric, but he was satisfied to be advised as to these by competent authority.

His vanity ran in the direction of power: he was greedy for tribute to his wealth, his influence, and his position in the world of which he was a member.

“Here we are,” said Martin, and indicated a table.

Hermann glanced round the room and an ugly frown settled on his face. Three tables away sat King Kerry with a lady. From where he sat Hermann could not see her face, but a swift survey told him that since her gown was neither modish nor expensive, and her throat and hair were innocent of jewels, she was one of those pleasant nobodies whom King Kerry was always finding.

“Old Kerry and his secretary,” said Hubbard, following the direction of the other’s eyes and desirous of finding an explanation for the frown.

Hermann looked at the girl with a new interest. His lips curled in a sarcastic smile as he remembered that, but for the luck of the game, this girl might have lain where the drunken daughter of her landlady was found.

He went through dinner talking on such events of the time as usually form the subject of prandial conversation. The real business of the meeting came later in the Palm Court when the two sat over their coffees and their cigarettes.

“Hubbard,” said the guest, “I want you to marry my sister.”

He watched his man as he spoke, and saw a gleam of satisfaction come to the man’s eyes.

“That’s rather unexpected,” said Hubbard, stroking his moustache.

“I want you to marry her,” Hermann went on, taking no notice of the interruption, “because I see no other way of getting her money.”

Hubbard looked across from under his brows and answered with no great show of geniality.

“Exactly what do you mean?”

“I shall explain what I mean,” said Hermann. “But before we go any further I would ask that we have no exhibitions of high horse-riding, no family honour, or duties of gentlemen, or any of that highbrow nonsense, if you please.”

He said this quietly, but he was in sober earnest, and Hubbard checked a platitude which rose to his lips.

“Go on!” he said.

“I offer you a share of my sister’s fortune — I offer you exceptional opportunities for meeting her, and I trust your singularly handsome person to do the rest.”

Hubbard caressed his moustache thoughtfully. “Of course,” he said, “if the lady is willing?”

“She isn’t,” said Hermann frankly. “She thinks that you are an insipid ass.” Mr. Hubbard’s face went very red. “But she is young, and you haven’t really had an opportunity of impressing your personality upon her.”

“Where do—” began Martin Hubbard a little stiffly.

“Listen,” commanded the other sharply, “and for God’s sake don’t interrupt! By the terms of my father’s will the sum of five million dollars is settled on the man she chooses to marry. Nobody knows this, except her and me and the lawyers. That sum represents about one half of the money which my father left to her. I want you to marry her and give me an agreement to pay me the sum of seven hundred and fifty thousand pounds on the day of your wedding.”

Calmly put, without anything in Hermann’s tone to suggest that he was making a proposition out of the ordinary, it staggered his vis-a-vis. It did not stagger him sufficiently to make him forget that the arrangement was scarcely equitable.

“That is rather steep!” he demurred.

“That you should have a quarter of a million?” Hermann raised his eyebrows.

“I am not exactly a beggar, Zeberlieff,” said “The Beauty,” flushed and somewhat angry.

“You’re not exactly a beggar,” agreed Hermann. “You’re a society sponge — now don’t interrupt,” as Hubbard half rose from his seat. “I am speaking plainly, but the occasion warrants it. Let us have no beating about the bush. You haven’t a nickel to your name; you’re on the Federated board because I put you there, and I put you there because I thought that sooner or later you would be useful. You are known from Mayfair to Pimlico as a fortune-hunter who has failed, and if you fail here you’ll probably marry your landlady as an easy alternative to paying your arrears.”

Martin Hubbard’s face went pink and white as the other continued with his insolent drawl. For the cursed thing about all that Hermann had said was that it was true — true even to the marked attention which the bourgeoise proprietress of his flat had paid to him. But if he was furious, as only a vain and handsome man could be furious at such a humiliating experience, he had sense to see that a quarter of a million pounds was a fortune beyond his dreams.

“You’re a damned Jew!” he growled, and Zeberlieff laughed.

“As a matter of fact, I have not a drop of Jewish blood in me,” he said. “I often wish I had. I gather you accept?”

“Suppose she won’t have anything to do with me?” asked the other.

“You must trust me,” said Hermann.

He stopped suddenly. King Kerry was coming toward him walking a little ahead of the girl he had been dining with. Even now Zeberlieff could not see her face, for from where he sat it was hidden by her escort’s shoulder.

“Suppose—” Martin Hubbard was suggesting difficulties, but Hermann was not listening. He was curious to see the face of the girl whom Kerry had picked out from a crowd — according to report — to help him manipulate his millions.

They were nearly abreast of the two men when Kerry slackened his pace and for the first time Hermann Zeberlieff looked upon the face of Elsie Marion.

He leapt up from his chair as if he had been shot. His face was white and drawn, and beads of perspiration stood on his temples as he pointed a trembling finger at the startled girl.

“You — you!” he croaked hoarsely, and fell fainting to the ground.
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“To the General Public—”

“I have recently acquired the business known as Tack and Brighten, and this is to give notice that I intend carrying on that business on new lines and by new methods under the title of Kerry’s Stores. I have quadrupled the variety of stock, which now includes every kind of ladies’ and children’s outfitting and men’s hosiery.

“There is no article of ready-made attire, no material which may be purchased in Oxford Street, which is not to be found in the Kerry Store.

“The building has undergone extensive alterations, a new tea lounge has been added, two powerful electric elevators have been erected, and a rest room has been built on the first floor.

“To inaugurate this business I announce a halt-price sale year. For twelve months from to-day you will be able to purchase goods for exactly half of what you pay for the same goods in any other shop in Oxford Street.

“Nor is this all.

“Three shifts of employers will attend to customers, and the shop will be open day and night — except on Sundays and for two hours daily. All goods will be marked in the figures at which they are sold in other establishments and the following reductions will be made.

“Purchasers between 10 a.m. and 8 p.m., the article may be had at half the marked price. From 8 p.m. to 11 p.m. at 55 per cent. reduction; from 11 p.m. to 1 a.m. 60 per cent.; and from 1 a.m. to 8 a.m. 65 per cent. reduction. From 8 till 10 the Store will be in the hands of the cleaners.

“Example: Article marked 10s.

“From 10 a.m. to 8 p.m. our price is 5s.

“From 8 p.m. to 11 p.m. our price 4s. 6d.

“From 11 p.m. to 1 p.m. our price 4s.

“From 1 a.m. to 8 a.m. our price 3s. 6d.

“You will be waited upon by a staff which is paid higher wages and works shorter hours than any other staff in London. Everything will be marked in plain figures. Choose your goods in the sample room — they will be delivered in the rest room.

“This advertisement will appear for three days, at the end of which time the Store will be advertising itself.

“Yours faithfully,

“KING KERRY.”

“P.S. — I am actually giving away a minimum £300,000 in the course of the next twelve months; it is open for you to take your share. There is no chance of our stock running short. I have ten of the greatest firms of manufacturers under contract to deliver me goods to the value of £600,000 for the half-year ending December twentythree, and to the value of £800,000 for the following half-year.”



The advertisement occupied a full page of the most important of the available full pages in every newspaper in London. It was on a Monday that the first intimation of the sale appeared in the shape of a great poster on every hoarding of the metropolis. The announcement was simple to a point of baldness.



KERRY’S STORE, 989-997, OXFORD STREET, W.

MADAM, — Any article of wear you may see in the window of any drapery store or ladies’ outfitters in Oxford Street may be purchased from my store on and after Monday next at exactly half the price, and even less. See Wednesday’s newspapers for particulars.

KING KERRY.



This, in huge letters, confronted the citizens of London wherever they walked abroad. It faced them in the tube trains and in the tube lifts. It was plastered on railway stations and covered the ends of dead walls. It was printed in a modified form on the back of tram tickets and on the boards of ‘buses and cars. Sandwich men in hundreds perambulated London bearing this announcement. It appeared unexpectedly on the screens of cinemas, was to be found in theatre programmes and even crept into the pages of parish magazines.

A week later came the newspaper advertising, and at eleven o’clock on the morning there was formed the most extraordinary queue that London had ever seen. It began forming at seven o’clock in the morning. At nine o’clock reserves of “E” division were called out to marshal the line. Four deep the queue stretched from Kerry’s Store to New Oxford Street, a distance of a mile and a quarter.

There was no doubt in the mind of the thrifty Londoner that the goods were of the quality stated. Endless velvet belts had for three days displayed samples of the treasures within. Still less was there any question as to the willingness of the munificent proprietor to allow all these goods to go out at half price. There was some doubt in the public mind as to how long these sacrifices would go on.

The doors opened at eleven, and Kerry’s system worked with the utmost smoothness. As fast as customers were supplied they went out through the new doors at the rear of the building. They learnt that they must come on any future occasion with their minds made up as to the article they desired. Once they had passed from the sample room to the rest chamber above they were not readmitted. If they remembered something they had wanted they must take their place in the queue again.

Every class of society was represented in that mammoth bargain hunt. Motor cars dropped their befurred occupants to walk side by side with the dingy little woman from the poorer streets of the East and South. Women with command of capital went in with well-filled purses and came out proudly conscious of the fact that they had bought double supplies for the price of one.

At three o’clock in the afternoon the queue was a quarter of a mile long, at ten o’clock at night some fifteen hundred people were moving slowly to the doors, and when two o’clock struck a queue of respectable dimensions still waited for the extra reductions.

“It is wonderful!”

Elsie surveyed the sight from an upper window of the Store at half-past one in the morning. The street behind the building was filled with motor lorries and vans which had brought up fresh supplies from the warehouse which King Kerry had taken in South London, and whilst one gang of men were busily unloading, another was stripping the packing cases and sorting out the contents for delivery in the wrapping room on the fourth floor.

King Kerry, smoking a cigar, was by her side.

“We’re doing fine,” he said. “We can’t have lost more than a thousand pounds. We may not have lost that.”

“My idea is that we shall drop something like a thousand a day,” he went on, “but the margin of profit on these kinds of goods is so large that we might easily lose nothing after the system has shaken down.”

There were other spectators equally interested. Leete and Zeberlieff sat in the shadowy interior of the latter’s car and watched the midnight queue. “How long will this farce last?” growled Leete.

The other made no reply. He looked ill and weary. There were little lines about his eyes which were unusual in him. He looked malignantly at the building which shielded his enemy. So that was why he had chosen his secretary from the crowd. Because she had resembled to a miraculous degree the girl whose death lay at Hermann’s door.

There had been tragedy there — for the girl. Hermann had been embarrassed, but no more. It had widened the breach with King Kerry, for the grey man — who was not grey in those days — had loved the child in his way. Even Hermann credited that way with being all that was benevolent and sweet. She was a child in King’s eyes, scarcely emerged from the doll and candy stage when all Boston had awakened with a shock to the knowledge that she was indeed a woman, with a woman’s capacity for joy, a woman’s foreordained measure of sorrow.

“He can’t keep this up,” Leete was saying, and Hermann turned with a start from his bitter memories.

“Can’t!” he said savagely. “He can and will — you don’t know him. He’s a damned Yankee magnate — you’ve never dealt with that kind before, I guess! Can’t! Don’t you bank on his giving up. Has it affected Goulding’s?”

“Affected it!” the other laughed harshly. “I doubt if we’ve taken ten pounds to-day, and the running expenses of the place are from forty to fifty a day. I’ll apply for an injunction to stop this queue — it’s illegal.”

“And advertise him?” asked Hermann; “give him a gratuitous ad.? Nothing doing! We’ve got to find another way.”

He bit his nails in thought, his eyes watching the slow-moving procession of customers as it moved before the gaily-lit store.

“Suppose this goes on,” he asked, “and your takings dwindle to ten pounds or less, what will be the result?”

Mr. Leete swallowed something in the darkness.

“Ruin,” he said; “we should go under. We couldn’t afford to compete, we should pay no dividends, for we’ve no reserves. And it won’t only be us — there are half a dozen firms in the neighbourhood who are worse off than we. They would all go smash.”

“Suppose you all agree to sell your stuff in competition?”

Leete shook his head with an oath.

“What is the use of talking? There is a fact we can’t get over. He can afford to throw a million pounds into the gutter — we can’t. Who is going to finance a business under the present conditions? There isn’t a City house which would lend us a red cent till it is definitely known what is the limit of King Kerry’s operations. Our only hope is that he gets tired.”

“He’ll not get tired,” said the other.

He glanced round along the pavement by the side of which the car was drawn up. A little group of sightseers were watching the strange scene of London’s midnight shopping. One of these was a young man whose face Hermann remembered having seen before. For a little time he couldn’t “place” the stranger, then he remembered that he had seen him in Park Lane.

This was Vera’s gallant young student. He was alone apparently and was watching with every evidence of interest the remarkable happening. Near by stood another young man, smoking a cigar and watching the proceedings with an approving eye.
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To think was to act with Hermann Zeberlieff. He must chance whether Vera had antagonized the youth. He stepped out of the car and made his way to where Gordon Bray stood. “I think we have met before,” he greeted him, and the cordiality which his appearance excited dispelled any doubt as to the other’s attitude of mind.

They stood chatting for a little while, discussing the peculiarities of King Kerry. “Don’t you think he is very wonderful?” asked the enthusiast.

“Very,” replied Hermann dryly.

“He is such a splendid fellow to his employees, too,” the young man went on, utterly oblivious of the fact that no word in praise of King Kerry was calculated to arouse a responsive glow in the breast of the other. “I met Elsie Marion at lunch to-day.”

“Elsie Marion?” repeated Hermann with obvious interest.

Gordon nodded.

“Yes, she is his secretary, you know; we used to live under the same roof” — he smiled— “before Elsie made good.”

“And what has she to say about this great man?” asked Hermann, with gentle irony.

The young man laughed. “I’m afraid I’m a little too enthused,” he said, “and probably you being an American and used to the hustle and enterprise of your fellow-countrymen, are not so struck as I am with his methods.”

“I am immensely struck by them,” replied Hermann, but did not mean exactly what the other meant. “I should like to have a talk with you, Mr. Bray; there are so many matters we could discuss. They tell me you were in court when my sister was sentenced.”

The young man turned and surveyed him with grave eyes. “Yes,” he said quietly.

“It was an awful pity, don’t you think, that she should make such a fool of herself?” asked Hermann. Gordon Bray flushed.

“I think she must have had a very excellent reason for doing it,” he said.

The other concealed a smile. Here was a devoted swain indeed, one of the “worship at a distance” brigade he placed him, a tame dog to be petted or kicked by the wealthy woman who had the patience to keep him to heel.

“It is a matter of opinion,” he said aloud; “personally, I detest the Suffragette, and it was a revelation and a shock to discover that my sister could be included in their numbers; but that is beside the point. Will you come along and have a chat?”

“When?” asked the other.

“There is no time like the present,” said Mr. Zeberlieff good-humouredly.

The young man stared.

“But it is rather late, isn’t it?” he said.

“Not at all,” said the other, “if you can spare the time.”

He walked back and introduced the youth to his companion, and Mr. Leete submitted with bad grace to the presence of a third party at a moment when he intended sounding Zeberlieff as to his willingness to help finance Goulding’s against the competition which had come to them.

They dropped Leete at his flat and went on to Park Lane, and in Hermann’s little study the two men settled down to cigarettes and coffee, which was served with such little delay as to suggest that the excellent Martin had produced the liquid part of the entertainment from a thermos flask.

“I’m coming straight to the point with you, Mr. Bray,” said Hermann after a while. “I’m a very rich man, as you possibly know, and you, as far as I am able to judge, have not too much of this world’s wealth.”

Gordon Bray nodded. “That is perfectly true,” he said quietly.

“Now I am willing to serve you if you will serve me,” Hermann went on. “You possibly know that my sister is engaged.”

There was a little pause, and then Gordon said in so low a voice that the other hardly heard him— “No, I did not know this.”

Hermann looked at him sharply.

“Yes, she is engaged all right, to my friend Martin Hubbard — you may have heard of him; he is one of the best known men in town, and is especially precious to me, since he has the same name as my servant, and I never forget him,” he smiled.

Up till then Hermann had not dreamt that he was, in any way, hurting the feelings of the other. It never occurred to him that this man of the people should harbour any serious thought of love for the woman who was so far beyond his reach. Something in the young man’s face arrested him, and he glanced suspiciously at his visitor. “I hope my sister’s engagement has your approval,” he said with goodnatured irony.

“It is not for me to approve or disapprove,” said the young man calmly. “I can only express the hope that she will be very happy.”

Whatever suspicion might have been in Hermann’s mind was dissipated by the attitude of the other.

“I don’t suppose that she will be very happy,” he said carelessly. “After all, happiness is a relative term. A woman with a couple of million pounds in her own right can find happiness where a less fortunate creature—”

“How can I help you?” interrupted Gordon. He had to say something. It seemed to him that the beating of his heart could be heard in the room, and the horrible sense of depression which had come to him when the other broke the news was patent in his face.

“I have reason to know,” said Hermann slowly, “that my sister has a very high opinion of your judgment. I seem to remember that she has spoken to me several times about you. It very often happens,” he went on with an insolent disregard for the other’s feelings, “that girls of my sister’s class are considerably influenced by the advice of men of your class, and I believe this is so in the case of my sister and yourself. You can help me a great deal,” he said emphatically, “if, when my sister comes out, when she recovers her normal position in society, you use whatever influence you possess to further this marriage. I expect,” he went on thoughtfully, “she will kick up a row when she finds that I have arranged her affairs for her.”

“Then she doesn’t know?” interrupted the other quickly.

“Not yet,” replied Hermann. “You see, my sister is a very extraordinary girl; she has been a source of great trouble to me during the years I have been responsible for her well-being. You will understand, Mr. Bray, as a man of the world, something of my responsibility, and my anxiety to see her happily settled in life. At present, with her independence, and with her enormous fortune,” he spoke emphatically, tapping the polished surface of the table before him with every sentence, “she is the prey of every fortune-hunter who happens along. My friend Hubbard is a man against whom such a charge could not lie.”

He was depending upon Gordon Bray being perfectly innocent of the gossip in which society indulged; that he knew nothing of the shaking heads which followed Martin Hubbard’s advent to the drawingrooms of Mayfair, or the elaborate care with which the mothers and the aunts of eligible wards withdrew their charges at the first opportunity.

Gordon Bray made no response. If he knew any of these things he did not betray the fact. He sat in the soft cushioned chair, facing the other, and was silent. Hermann Zeberlieff made the mistake of confusing his silence with acquiescence, and continued —

“I am willing to give you whatever chance you want in the world,” he said slowly, “in return for your good offices. On the day my sister marries I am prepared to give you a couple of thousand pounds — a very considerable sum, and one which would assist you materially to reach that place in the world which I have no doubt as an ambitious young man you have set yourself to attain.”

Again Bray did not answer. He was looking at the other, relief in his heart, contempt for the man before him occupying his thoughts. To have asked him of all people in the world to assist in coercing this dream lady of his! He could have laughed at the grotesque absurdity of it. As it was, he waited until Hermann had concluded his expression of views upon the responsibility of safeguarding the millionairess before he spoke. Then he rose, and reached out for his hat, which he had placed upon a chair near by.

“There’s no necessity for your going,” said Hermann in surprise.

“Nevertheless, I am going,” answered the other. “I’m afraid, Mr. Zeberlieff, you have made a great mistake in confiding so much to me, but you may be sure that I shall respect your confidence.”

Hermann lowered his brows.

“What do you mean?” he asked harshly.

“Just what I say,” said Gordon Bray quietly. “You ask me to do the kind of work which it would be disgraceful and discreditable to do even if I had no “ — he hesitated— “no friendship for your sister.”

“You refuse — why?” asked Hermann in surprise.

It was indeed a matter for surprise that this man, who at best was only a superior type of clerk, should throw away an opportunity of earning two thousand pounds.

“If I were strong enough to influence Miss Zeberlieff,” the young man went on, “it would not be in the direction of Mr. Martin Hubbard, or any other human being in the world, that I would influence her.”

“Why?” asked Hermann again.

“Because I love her,” said his visitor calmly, “and because I believe she loves me.”

If somebody had thrown a bomb into the room Hermann Zeberlieff could not have been more surprised than he was.

“You love her,” he repeated incredulously; “how absurd!” Something in the young man’s face should have warned him, but he went on— “No, no, my good man,” he said with an unpleasant smile. “You must find another easy way to wealth than marrying my sister. So that was the idea of—”

“Stop!” Gordon Bray took a step towards him, his eyes bright with anger. “I don’t allow you or any other man to say that sort of thing,” he said. “I can make allowances for your anger. I can well imagine that I am not the sort of man that you would care to have as a brotherin-law. At the same time, it is only fair to say,” he went on, “that you are the very last type of man in the world that I should have chosen for the same office. I love your sister, and I am going to marry her, but I am not going to marry her until I have secured some sort of position in the world for myself, without her aid, save for such help and inspiration as her splendid character will give me.”

“Excuse me if I laugh,” interrupted Hermann. He had got back to himself with extraordinary quickness.

“Without her aid,” the young man went on, ignoring the insult, “I am going to establish a place for myself in the world, and when I have I shall take her. As to the proposal you make, in which Mr. Hubbard plays so prominent a part, I most strongly advise you to put that matter entirely out of your head.” He was bold now, bold with the sense of power.

Hermann’s face was not good to look upon. He was desperate — desperate in the knowledge of his own perilous position if his plans for securing something of his sister’s fortune were frustrated.

Zeberlieff’s command over himself was marvellous. Shocked as he was, beaten as he might well be, he pulled himself together with an effort and smiled. “If my sister has to wait until you establish a position in London,” he said, “I am afraid you will be marrying a middle-aged woman.”

“That may be,” said the other quietly; “but if Mr. King Kerry—”

“King Kerry,” repeated Hermann quickly; “is he in this scheme too?”

“Mr. King Kerry knows nothing about the matter,” said the young man, “but he has promised me an opportunity just as soon as he starts building.” He stopped.

“He starts building — what?” asked Hermann quickly. “What is he going to build; what is the great idea; where is he going to pull down and build? Tell me that!”

“I can tell you nothing,” said the other, and walked to the door.

“I ask you one question.” Hermann stood by the fireplace, his elbow resting upon the marble mantelpiece, his head on his hand. “Will you swear to me that my sister loves you?”

It was an unexpected question, and almost took Gordon’s breath away by reason of its unlikeliness.

“I cannot swear to that,” he smiled; “yet I believe it.”

“She has told you?” Gordon nodded. “Then that is all right,” smiled Hermann. “Now I will show you out.”

He led the way downstairs. On the ground floor was the diningroom and his little library.

“Perhaps you would like to drink the health of my sister?” he said.

Gordon hesitated. He had evidently done this man an injustice.

“I should indeed,” he said genially, and Hermann led the way into the diningroom, closing the door behind him.

He walked to a little cupboard and took out a quart black bottle and two tiny glasses. “This is the most powerful liqueur in the world — Van der Merwe. We will drink to my sister’s release — and our better acquaintance.”

“With all the pleasure in life,” said the young man heartily.

First Hermann poured a glass full of the amber-coloured fluid and handed it to his guest, then he filled his own glass, and Gordon could know nothing of the tiny black button halfway down the neck that the other had pressed when the first glass had been poured.

The presence of that button had been sufficient to discharge into the glass a minute quantity of a colourless liquid.

“Good luck!” said Hermann, and drank his glassful.

Gordon followed suit.

“And now,” said Hermann easily, “you must sit down and smoke a cigarette whilst I tell you something of Vera.”

His narrative had not proceeded far before Gordon Bray’s head sank on his breast, and he fell back in the chair, in which the other had placed him, in a dreamless sleep.
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On the opposite side of the road a young man, smoking the end of a cigar, his felt hat on the back of his head, and his hands thrust deep into his heavy overcoat pockets, waited patiently for Gordon Bray to come out. The light had gone out in the upstairs sittingroom nearly an hour ago. Whither had they adjourned?

He lit another cigar, and prepared for an extension of his vigil. A reporter with his heart in his work counts neither time nor hardship as wasted if he can secure a story. And this young reporter of the Evening Herald
 was no exception to the general rule.

He waited, chatting with such policemen as passed. Half-past four came, and with it the pearl-grey of dawning daylight, but still nobody came out from the ornamental door of 410, Park Lane. Five, six, and seven came, and the world began to wake up drowsily, and the early morning populace of London went hurrying north and south along the fashionable thoroughfare.

“He can’t be staying the night,” muttered the young reporter.

He scribbled a note and sent it off by the first likely messenger, and in half an hour a man came briskly down Park Lane until he reached the place where the watcher stood.

“You can go off now,” he said.

“I don’t want to go off until I’ve seen this thing through,” said the reporter.

“Do you think he went in?” asked the newcomer.

“I’m sure,” said the other emphatically. “I followed them in a taxicab. They dropped old Leete in Piccadilly and came on here. I saw him get out. I saw the car drive off, and, moreover, the two men go in. I’ve been watching ever since.”

“Is there a back way?” asked the other.

“No — the servants’ entrance is in the basement, down the flight of stairs here to the left.”

He indicated the area.

At seven-thirty from this same area there issued a man who was evidently a servant. The reporter crossed the road and followed him up Park Lane, quickening his pace until he came abreast of them. “Excuse me,” he said.

The manservant, Martin, turned with surprise.

“Do you want me?” he asked civilly; then, with a change of expression to one of pleasant recognition he said: “You’re the reporter who came to the house about Miss Zeberlieff, aren’t you?”

The young man nodded. “Guilty,” he said with a smile. “Any news of her?”

“She’s coming out to-day,” said the man. “I can’t understand it; as nice a lady as ever drew breath.” He shook his head mournfully.

“I suppose you’ll be glad to see her back, won’t you?”

“She won’t come back to the house,” said Martin emphatically. “Her maid has taken all her things to a hotel. I don’t suppose she likes the idea of returning after what has happened,” he speculated. “That’s all I can tell you,” he said, and was moving off with a nod.

“One minute,” said the reporter; “you’re in a hurry to get away when a poor devil of a reporter wants to earn a few shillings from you.”

The man grinned. “I wish I earned as many shillings as you earned pounds,” he said enviously. “I shouldn’t be working for him.” He jerked his head in the direction of the house.

“I suppose it isn’t exactly lively?” suggested the reporter.

The man shook his head.

“We haven’t had a guest for goodness knows how long,” he said. “He brought a chap home last night, but he was gone again in an hour. There were times when—” He checked himself, thinking perhaps he was saying too much, else he might have given a very graphic resume of a period in Mr. Zeberlieff’s social life when guests were frequent and sovereign tips were of daily occurrence.

“Did he stay the night?” asked the reporter carelessly.

“Who?” demanded the man.

“The gentleman who came to the house last night.”

The servant shook his head.

“I tell you, he was only there an hour, and I never as much as opened the door to him.”

“Is Mr. Zeberlieff up yet?” asked the reporter.

“It’s no good going to him,” said the servant hastily, “and if you do, for the Lord’s sake, don’t mention that I’ve been chatting with you. Yes, he’s up; as a matter of fact, he hasn’t been in bed. He sent me to bed at two, and he’s been up writing most of the night. Anyhow, he hasn’t worried me.”

He held a letter in his hand, and was evidently taking it to the post.

“He writes a curious hand,” said the reporter, half to himself.

The man lifted the letter up and eyed it critically.

“I don’t know — it isn’t so bad,” he said. “I’ve known worse.”

In that second the journalist had read the name and the address, and had all his work cut out to suppress the whistle which was part of the ritual of surprise.

“Well,” he said, with seeming reluctance, “if he’s been up all night he won’t want to see me; anyway, I’ll go up to Holloway and meet Miss Zeberlieff,” and with a nod the men parted.

The reporter strolled leisurely across the road and joined his relief. “You can hang on here,” he said, “but I don’t think you’ll see anything. I’m going home to have a bath and then get into communication with King Kerry.”

“What is up?” asked the other man.

“I don’t know yet,” was the reply. “You just watch the house and let me know — and if Bray comes out, follow him. But I especially want to know if Zeberlieff himself goes out.”

Inside the house in Park Lane, Hermann Zeberlieff was walking thoughtfully up and down his drawingroom. He had bathed and showed no evidence of his absence from bed save for the tiny lines about his eyes, which really owed their existence to quite another cause. He looked fresh and bright and eminently handsome in the searching light of the morning sun. Martin came to summon him to breakfast, and was pouring out the coffee for him when Hermann said suddenly —

“Oh, by the way, Martin, you wanted to go down into Cornwall to see your people the other day.”

“Yes, sir,” said the servant; “but you couldn’t spare me, sir.”

“I can spare you now,” said Hermann. “You can go by the eleven train this morning.”

The man looked at him in astonishment. “And have you made arrangements, sir, as to who will look after you while I’m away?”

“I shall go to a hotel,” said Hermann carelessly. “You’re not exactly indispensable, Martin.”

“Of course not, sir,” said the dutiful servant. “I beg your pardon, sir.” The man hesitated.

“Well?”

“I’ve lost the key of the wine cellar somewhere,” said Martin apologetically. “I laid it down on the hall table last night and forgot all about it.”

“Don’t bother, I’ve a key of my own,” said Zeberlieff.

“I can get it open easily,” said the man.

“I don’t want you to go anywhere near the wine cellar,” said Zeberlieff sharply. “Who was that man I saw you speaking with?”

The guilty Martin went red.

“He’s a reporter, sir,” he stammered. “He came to inquire about Miss Zeberlieff.”

“H’m!” said Hermann. “I don’t want you to chat with that kind of people. I told you before.”

“Well, sir—” began the man.

“I understand about Miss Zeberlieff. What did you tell him?”

“I told him, sir, that we could give him no information whatsoever,” said the unveracious Martin glibly, “and I forbade him ever to speak to me in the street again.”

“Admirable liar!” responded Hermann with a little smile. “He asked nothing else?”

“Nothing, sir,” answered the man emphatically.

“I don’t like reporters,” Hermann went on, “they have not exactly been mascots to me. About the wine cellar,” he said, after a pause, “I suppose you want to take a sample of my port to your Cornish friends?”

The man was too used to the insults of the other to be overmuch hurt; but he was very angry indeed.

Hermann was unusually cheerful during the morning, though his servant strode about with a black face and did only what work was required of him. He did not go near the wine cellar, nor did he think it worth his while to report to his master that in some mysterious way a big oaken armchair had disappeared from the study.

“He’ll probably think I’ve taken that to Cornwall, too!” muttered the man.

At a quarter to eleven a taxicab was called to 410, Park Lane, and Martin’s luggage was deposited on top. An interested reporter of the Evening Herald
 — he had been at one time a bright and particular star on The Monitor
 — watched the departure with mixed feelings, and when a quarter of an hour later Hermann himself issued from the house and closed the door carefully behind him, he was followed at a respectful distance by two men, neither of whom was the reporter.
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Vera Zeberlieff had been released from prison that morning with a batch of other Suffragettes, and had laughingly declined the official welcome which the political enthusiasts had prepared at a restaurant in Holborn.

She had looked around eagerly when she emerged from the prison gates for one face, but it was not there. She felt a sense of disappointment out of all proportion, as she told herself, to the need of the occasion. She remembered that he had his living to earn, that he might find it very embarrassing to obtain the necessary leave to meet a friend coming from prison. She smiled to herself at the thought. He would hardly lie. He was not that kind of man, and herein her estimate of Gordon Bray was an accurate one.

The taxi she hailed carried her to the hotel where she had engaged a suite, and there she found a tearful maid awaiting her. A few brusque but kindly words dried the tears and stemmed the flow, and arrested, too, a volume of altogether mistaken sympathy which the girl had prepared.

“I will have some breakfast,” said Vera.

She felt happy and strong, and her healthy young spirit had enabled her to overcome the little twinge of depression which had been hers at the disappointment of not seeing the man who loved her.

There were innumerable letters waiting for her; she singled out one directed in her brother’s writing; it was very brief. There was no word of recrimination, no reproach. The tone was one almost of cordiality. He told her that he would call upon her at half-past eleven on the morning of her release, and he asked her to be so kind as to afford him this opportunity for an interview. It was a most correct epistle.

She could do no less, she thought; and gave instructions that he was to be announced the moment he arrived.

King Kerry sent a cheerful little note of welcome, and this and the conventional expressions of approval or disapproval which her conduct had called for from her numerous friends constituted her correspondence. At half-past eleven Hermann came, and was shown up into the sittingroom. He did not offer his hand, nor did he take the chair which she offered him.

“Well, Vera,” he said, “I think we might as well understand each other now. I am going to make some very startling confessions, which, since you and I are alone, and we have got to start afresh, it is both expedient and necessary for me to make. In the first place, you will not be surprised to learn,” he smiled, “that if you had died before the second portion of the legacy became due I should not have been particularly sorry.”

She nodded, and surveyed him strangely.

“Does it occur to you,” she asked, “that if you, on the other hand, had died before the legacy became due, that I should not have mourned to any great extent; and do you also realize that I should have benefited considerably by such a death?”

He looked at her startled. Was she of that kind? It could not be possible, he thought; but she was jesting, he saw the laughter in her eyes, her mocking merriment at his surprise.

“Since we are both homicidal,” he said humorously, “there is very little to be made in the way of confession. Now that you have inherited your money, and I understand you saw your solicitor in gaol—”

She agreed with an inclination of her head.

“Nothing is gained by me, unless, of course,” again with that sly smile, “you’ve executed a will in my favour.”

“You must never regard that project with any certainty,” she remarked.

“So I gathered,” he said. “Therefore, as far as I can see, the only chance I have of securing any of this money which you have, and which is so necessary to me — I beg you to believe that — is to find a husband for you.”

She laughed, but watched him narrowly. “My dear Hermann,” she said, “you’ve been engaged in that excellent pastime for quite a while.”

“And at last I have succeeded,” he said.

“You have succeeded, have you?”

The irony in her voice appealed to him.

“I have succeeded,” he said complacently, and sat down. “You are going to marry my young friend, Martin Hubbard.”

She made a little gesture of disgust.

“You will have the satisfaction of knowing that he is the handsomest man in London, that he descends from William the Conqueror, and that he has the entree into all the best society. He is perfectly educated — Eton and Balliol, though as to that I am not sure — and, last but not least, he plays a very excellent game of double dummy.”

“Are there any other virtues which you have overlooked?” she asked.

“None,” said Hermann— “that are known to me,” he added.

“Of course,” she said, “there is something behind all this, and you know as well as I that I would no more think of marrying your freakish friend than I should think of marrying your butler.”

“Or one of your pupils,” suggested Hermann pleasantly.

She frowned.

“My pupils! I don’t quite understand.”

“I mean one of those excellent students of yours at the technical college to whom, in your large benevolence you award, from time to time, gold medals and finely-engraved diplomas of merit. That also would be a preposterous marriage, would it not?”

She flushed slightly.

“So you know, do you?” she asked coolly. “Preposterous or not, I think it is a more likely marriage.”

“With the admirable Mr. —— I forget his name.”

“With the admirable Mister whose name you forget,” she rejoined.

“That makes it rather awkward for me,” he said thoughtfully, “and it makes it rather awkward for the admirable Mister — . You see, I’ve a working arrangement with Martin Hubbard. He gives me a cheque for seven hundred and fifty thousand pounds the day you are married. Do you get me?”

“I get you,” she said. “I guessed there was some such an arrangement. You are the last person in the world I should imagine who would play the part of a disinterested matchmaker.”

“Right you are!” he said heartily. “You can avoid a great many unpleasant consequences — and, incidentally, one of these is Martin Hubbard — if in a fit of generosity you gave me your cheque for the same amount, or would instruct your lawyer to cause the transfer of stock to this value from your account to mine.”

She laughed, though she was not amused.

“I think we have gone a little too far,” she said. “Now, will you speak openly what you mean and exactly what you want?”

“You know what I want,” he said in his most businesslike tone. “I want you to marry Martin Hubbard because I greatly desire three-quarters of a million pounds, being seventy-five per cent. of the portion which comes to your husband under our father’s will. Failing that, I want the money. I don’t care whether you have a husband or not I have sense enough to realize that Martin would be rather a trial — and, anyway, he is not worth two hundred and fifty thousand pounds.”

“I see,” she said; then: “You may be as assured that I shall not be Mrs. Hubbard as you can be that you will not have one single dollar of the money.”

“Are you so sure?” he asked.

“I am pretty sure,” she said coolly.

There was a little pause.

“Are you fond of this Mr. —— ?

“Mr. Gordon Bray,” she supplied the name.

“Are you very fond of him?” he repeated.

She eyed him steadily.

“I fail to see that that is any business of yours,” she replied, “but since there is no reason in the world why I should not tell you, I must admit that I am very fond of him and that he is very fond of me.”

“How perfectly ideal,” said Hermann with mock ecstasy. “I can see King Kerry making two columns of it in his new paper—’The Romance of a Technical School: Millionairess weds Technical Student. The honeymoon to be spent at Margate, in deference to the bridegroom’s wishes.’”

She was silent under his gibes, for she knew that the real issue had to come. He would show his hand presently; it was like Hermann to wax jovial when the business ahead was sinister. She had a little worried feeling that her troubles were not over.

“If you are really fond of this young man,” he said deliberately, “at what figure do you value his life?”

“So that is it?”

Her face was pale: the peril which had confronted her all these years had never been so terrible to contemplate or caused so tight a clutch upon her heart as the knowledge that her brother would strike at her through the man she loved.

“Come, put a value on him. None of your King Kerry half-price values,” he said, with his musical laugh, “but the full market value of a human life that is very precious to you. Shall we say three-quarters of a million?”

There surged up in her heart such a rising flood of hate against this smiling man who had tortured her for so many years, who had striven to take her life for the wealth which might accrue to him. It was a hate which blotted out and blinded all other considerations than this present fact: here before her stood the man who had caused untold misery to hundreds of his fellows, the man who had cornered food necessities, who had wrecked lives, who had ridden rough-shod over susceptibilities, who had gained his pleasure at the cost of breaking hearts.

The touch of devil which was within him was within her also. They came from a common stock, and perhaps it was old Grandfather Zeberlieff, that remorseless man, who spoke in her heart now.

She had an inspiration, the hate that raged within her sharpened her perception and made her see very clearly that which she had not seen before. Upon the inspiration she acted: she went to her desk and opened the drawer.

He watched her with some amusement. It is curious how in such moments the brain works upon such magnificent materials.

She found herself calculating what would be the cost of the damage done to the wall — whether they would turn her out of the hotel; but whatever might be the consequences, big or little, she was prepared to face it.

She knew Hermann at that moment as she had never known him before.

“At what do you value the price of your lover’s life?” he asked again.

“I couldn’t tell you,” she said.

She took something from the drawer and handled it.

It was a revolver.

He frowned.

“We are getting melodramatic,” he said, and the words were hardly out of his mouth when the pistol exploded and a shot whizzed past his head.

He staggered back, pale to the lips.

“My God, what are you doing?” he gasped in that shrill high voice of his which invariably betrayed his distress.

She smiled as sweetly as ever Zeberlieff had smiled in a moment of such crisis.

“I am so sorry,” she said. “I trust I haven’t hurt you.”

He stared at her in mortal terror for the space of a minute, and then walked quickly to the door.

“Stop!” she said.

There was something in her voice which claimed his obedience.

“What do you want?” he asked shakily.

“I want to tell you,” she said quietly, “that if any harm comes to Gordon Bray I will kill you, that is all. Now, get out!”

He needed no second telling, and was halfway down the stairs when he met the excited manager of the hotel running up to discover the cause for a pistol shot — an occurrence which even the occupation of a private sittingroom did not justify.

It was easy to explain; much easier for a lady known to be enormously rich, and the relieved manager bowed himself out.

She took from the drawer where the revolver again reposed a little case and opened it. On the one side was a portrait other father, and on the other a photographic study of Gordon Bray taken by one of the technical students.

She looked at the clear-cut face and shook her head.

“Poor dear,” she said whimsically, half to herself, “you are marrying into a queer family!”
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Zeberlieff hurried back to Park Lane, shaken and panic-stricken. Never before in his life had anything affected him as it had at the moment when he had seen the pistol barrel turned slowly in his direction, and had known before the shot was fired that it was being aimed at him. He remembered now that she was a most excellent revolver shot.

Was it by accident she missed him?

He might have spared himself the trouble of speculating. If she had intended killing him, he would have been dead. He was afraid of her now — more afraid because she was the one human in the world of whom he was in terror at any time. She was now a terrifying figure.

He had one intention, and that to release Gordon Bray from the wine cellar, where he was at that moment secured hand and foot to a heavy oaken chair.

He found Leete waiting on the doorstep, and inwardly cursed him; but he could not afford to be impolite. He wanted every friend he could muster now.

“I’ve been waiting for an hour,” grumbled Leete. “Where the devil are all your servants?”

“They’re all out,” said the other. “Come in.”

He unlocked the door, and ushered Leete into the diningroom, on the ground floor.

“What is the news?”

“Oh, he’s at it again,” said Leete despairingly. “He isn’t satisfied with ruining our business in Oxford Street, but he’s bought up a huge block of buildings along one side of Regent Street, and he has bought the Hilarity Theatre. Why, soon, the man will own the best part of London.”

“You haven’t come all the way to tell me that, have you?” asked Hermann.

“No, there’s something else. That young man you introduced me to last night—”

“What about him?” asked Hermann quickly.

“Well, the police have been round to see me.”

“The police!” Zeberlieff changed colour.

“Yes. It appears that he hasn’t been home all night. He was seen to go into your house, and since then all trace has been lost of him.”

“Who saw him go in?” asked Zeberlieff.

“A reporter on Kerry’s paper. They brought me round a proof of the story they’re going to run in this evening’s edition. Would you like to see it?”

“Tell me what it is — quickly!” said Hermann.

“Oh, it’s a sensational story,” said the other disparagingly. “They describe it as the remarkable disappearance of a young man who accompanied the famous Mr. Zeberlieff to his house and did not come out again. It appears the reporter followed you and has been watching the house all night.”

Zeberlieff bit his lip.

“So that was what he was talking to my servant about, was it?” he said; and then, seeing that the other man was regarding him curiously, he turned with a laugh.

“My dear chap, what should I know about this man? All that I can tell you is that he came here and he was rather impertinent. I don’t mind confessing to you that he went as far as to say that he wanted to marry my sister — an altogether preposterous suggestion. So I kicked him out,” he continued airily.

Leete sniffed.

“The unfortunate thing is,” he said, “that nobody saw you kick him out. That’s where all the trouble is going to be. I came round here expecting to find the police in possession of the place.”

His host was startled — alarmed. If the police came-and he was taken to the station — and searched!

“Just wait one moment,” said Hermann. “Sit here!”

Without a word of explanation he went out through the door and closed it behind him. He went down the kitchen stairs, and turned into the dark, narrow passage which led to the wine cellar. The door was locked, but the key was in his pocket. He entered, switching on the electric light which dangled between the bins. The cellar was empty!

Hermann gasped.

There was the chair, the leather thongs, with which he had bound the drugged and helpless Gordon, lay around in confusion, as though they had been thrown hastily away; but there was no sign of Gordon Bray.

He made a careful examination of the cellar. The young man might have escaped and be in hiding; but he searched without result. The cellar was too small for a man to conceal himself, and the bins offered very little shadow to any man who might seek concealment.

He came back to the chair and looked at it, and something on the ground attracted his attention, and he stooped down and looked.

At first he thought the man had helped himself to his wine, and had spilt some on the ground. The electric light did not show him what he wanted to know, and he bent down and examined the stain at close range.

He sprang up again with a cry, for that which was splashed about the ground was blood!

He ascended the stairs slowly; he was mystified and badly frightened. Who had opened the cellar door and released the prisoner? Whose blood was it that lay upon the ground and sprinkled the chair?

“What is the matter?” asked Leete, as his host reentered the diningroom.

“It was a joke,” stammered the other. He was shaking, for twice to-day had the fear of death been upon him.

“I took him into my study and gave him a drink, and he — he collapsed under it,” he said incoherently.

“Drugged?” said Leete accusingly.

“No, no, no! It was just a little too strong for him, that is all,” protested Hermann. “For a joke I took him into the cellar and tied him up to a chair. I swear I meant him no harm, Leete,” he said eagerly. “Come and look!”

The two men descended the stairs together, and Leete gazed in silence.

“What is that on the floor?” he asked.

“Blood,” said Hermann.

Leete shivered and drew back.

“I don’t want to be mixed up in this,” he said.

“But I swear to you,” stormed the other, “I know nothing about it. I left him here this morning.”

“I don’t want to hear anything at all about it,” said Leete, raising a protesting hand. “I am not in this, and know nothing of it. I most distinctly do not want to be drawn into a case of this description. Good morning!” he said hurriedly, and made a hurried and undignified exit.

Hermann was left alone in the house.

“My God!” he muttered. “They will think I did it! The police will come here and search the place. I must wash it down.”

With feverish haste he descended to the cellar, and dragged up the chair to the daylight. He cleaned the priceless tapestry as well as he could with warm water, and set it in front of a gas stove to dry. He worked at top speed. At any moment the men of the law might call.

With great difficulty he found a pail and some water, and the paraphernalia of the charwoman, and not for the first time in his life he was engaged for ten minutes on his hands and knees in his own wine cellar removing all trace of whatever tragedy there had been.

Who could have come to the rescue? And who, having released him, would wound him? Suppose that anarchist man had come — the man he had employed to extract the secret of the combination safe from Elsie Marion? Suppose he had stolen in stealthily and discovered the prisoner? Suppose the police had already been; but no, they would not have left the house again?

In a fever of anxiety he paced the study floor, waiting for the inevitable. The evening came, but still no sign of the police. He was feeling desperately hungry; he had not eaten since breakfast, and he made a hurried toilet and went out, resolved not to return that night. He would dine at the Carlton grill. One need not dress for that, and he found himself at a little table in one of the recesses of that famous underground diningroom, eating ravenously the meal which Gaston, the head waiter, put before his client.

In the next recess a merry party was dining, if he could judge from the laughter. He was too hungry to take much notice; but when the first cravings of his appetite had been assuaged he found himself with an interest in life and his surroundings. The laughter was insistent, and it grated a little on him in his present mood. Then he thought he heard his name mentioned, and half rose, straining his ears to catch what was said. He heard a voice he did not recognize.

“Of course, it was a hateful thing to do, but I just had to do it, Miss Zeberlieff.”

Hermann knitted his brows. Who was this?

“It was the artistic finish which circumstances demanded. Red ink wouldn’t deceive a baby; but I’ll bet it deceived him. So after I released Mr. Bray…”

Hermann rose and stepped out so that he could see the diners. His sister was one, a stranger whose face he dimly remembered was another, and Gordon Bray was a notable third. They looked up and saw him staring down at them, and his sister, with a smile, caught his eye.

“You seem to have had quite an exciting day, Hermann,” she said with her sweetest smile.



Chapter XXII


Table of Contents


Hermann found Leete at his club, and explained the joke. It required some explaining, and it was a long time before Leete put down the arm-length’s barrier which he had erected in that moment of fancied peril.

“You shouldn’t mix yourself up with that sort of thing at all, Zeberlieff,” he said disapprovingly. “Whatever you do, keep away from the police. You can’t afford to be mixed up with them — particularly if you’ve friends, as I have. There’s my friend the Duke—”

“Oh, cut out your ducal friend for this evening!” said Hermann wearily; “I’m sick to death of everything, and I do not think that I can stand your gospel according to Burke.”

“Have you had dinner?” asked Leete, anxious to mollify him.

Hermann laughed mirthlessly. “I have indeed,” he said.

“Then come along and smoke; there’s a lot of men up there who will be glad to talk to you. Hubbard’s there, by the way,” he said.

Hermann nodded. Hubbard! Here was another proposition.

“Everybody is talking about that fellow Kerry; there’s a man here from Bolt and Waudry — young Harry Bolt. Their people are in an awful funk. They say that the whole of their takings for the past two days have amounted to twenty pounds. I tell you, unless we can put a stopper to King Kerry, it is ruin for us.”

“For you individually?”

Leete hesitated.

“No,” he said. “I am not such a fool as that. My liability is limited by shares, but I’ve a much bigger holding in Goulding’s than is pleasant to think about at this particular moment. The only thing to do,” he went on, “is to get at King Kerry.”

“How is his trade?”

“Bigger than ever!” said the other promptly. “All London is flocking to his store.”

There were many gloomy faces at the Merchants’ Club that night; all the great emporium proprietors were gathered together to exchange lugubrious notes.

“There’s old Modelson!” said Leete, leading the way into the smokeroom. “They say he’ll file his petition next week.”

“So soon?” asked the other.

Leete nodded. “You hardly know how hand to mouth some of these businesses are. There ain’t half a dozen of us who can lay our hands upon any capital whatever, and even we should hesitate to use it just now.”

“He offered me a hundred and twenty thousand pounds for the business,” a man was saying, the centre of a little group of compassionate souls. “I asked him a hundred and eighty. He told me I’d be glad to take a hundred before I was through, and upon my word I think he’s right.”

The senior partner of Frail and Brackenbury, a tall, goodlooking man, with a sharp, short, grey beard, walked over to Leete.

“I suppose he is hitting you pretty bad?” he asked.

Leete nodded.

There was no need to explain who “he” was.

“As bad as it can be,” he said; “but we’re all in the swim. I suppose it doesn’t affect you?”

“He bought me out,” said the other quietly, “and if he hadn’t I don’t know that the sale would have affected our business. You see we do a line which is rather superior to that which—” He hesitated, desiring to offend none.

“That’s his scheme,” said one of the club-men. “Can’t you see it? Every business he has bought spells ‘quality’ — Q-U-A-L-I-T-Y — throughout. Wherever a firm was associated with quality, he bought it, paying; a heavy price for it. It is only we poor devils who live by cutting one another’s throats that he can afford to fight. You see, we’re not quality, dear old chap!”

He turned to the sad-looking Mr. Bolt, of Bolt and Waudry. “We’re just big quantity and average quality. What I buy at your shop I can buy at any shop in the street. We are the people he is hitting at. We cannot say at our stores as old Frail can say,” he nodded to the greybearded man, “that we have something here which you cannot buy elsewhere. If we had, why, the Yankee would have bought us up at our own price. He has gone out for quality, and he is paying money for it. And, were it just a question of common truck—”

“I’ll have you to know, my dear sir,” said the sad Mr. Bolt very firmly and impressively, “that we supply nothing but the best.”

“Yes, yes, I know,” said the other with a grin; “but it is just the ordinary best, the same best as you can get everywhere else. He can buy it too, by the ton. He is selling your best at half your prices. You’ve been making sixty per cent. profit: he is probably making a five per cent. loss at some hour of the day, and selling square on an average. I’ve got one piece of advice to offer to everybody in this room “ — he spoke with considerable emphasis, and with the evidence of self-consciousness which comes to a man who knows that all ears are turned in his direction— “if King Kerry has offered you money for your businesses, you go right along tomorrow morning and take what he will give you, because if this goes on much longer we’re going to wear a channel in the pavement between Oxford Street and Bankruptcy Chambers.”

“I say fight!” said Leete. “We can hold on as long as he! Don’t you agree?”

He turned to Hermann Zeberlieff.

“I certainly do not,” said Zeberlieff briefly. “You know my views; he can sell all of you out. There may be twenty ways of smashing the big ‘L Trust,’ but that is not one of them.My suggestion is that you should beat him at his own game.”

“What is that?” asked a dozen voices.

“Underselling,” was the calm reply.

A chorus of derisive laughter met him.

“Underselling,” said Hermann Zeberlieff. “I assure you I am quite sane. Make a pool and undersell him. You can do it with greater ease than you think.”

“But what about the shareholders?” asked a voice. “What about dividends? How are we going to explain at the end of the half year that instead of a surplus we show a considerable deficit, and that we may have to issue debenture stock. Do you think shareholders are going to stand that?”

“No, no, no!” — agreement with this view came from various corners of the room.

“They’ve got to stand something,” said Hermann with a smile. “Looking at it from a purely outsider’s point of view, I can’t see how they’ll get dividends anyway. The suggestion that I was going to offer when you interrupted me was — ?”

A sudden silence fell upon the room, and Hermann turned to seek an explanation.

King Kerry stood in the doorway, his eyes searching the room for a face. He found it at last. It was the white-bearded Modelson who stood alone near the fireplace, his head bent upon his arm, dejected and sorrowful to see. With scarcely a glance at the others. King Kerry crossed the room and came to the old man’s side.

“I want you, Mr. Modelson,” he said gently.

The old man looked at him with a pathetic attempt at a smile.

“I am afraid you do!” he said apologetically.

Everybody knew that old Modelson had been the first to raise the flag of rebellion against the encroachment of the big “L Trust” upon the sacred dominion of Oxford Street. His store stood on the next corner to that occupied by Goulding’s,but long before the arrival of Kerry his had been a decaying property. Yet so long had he been established and so straight was his business record that it was natural he should have been chosen as chairman of the Federated Board.

Leete had seen the wisdom of electing him chairman. His concern was the shakiest of all and his failure which, as all men knew, was only deferred, must shake the credit of the Federation to a very damaging extent. And fail he must, and not one of the men to whom he had applied for assistance could help him. He had demanded what even his friends agreed was an exorbitant price for the business, and had been offered half. Now it seemed to the onlookers watching the two men talking earnestly by the fireplace, that the old man would surrender and take whatever he could to save his good name.

There were men in that room who hoped fervently that he would agree to the terms which Kerry imposed. Failure would break the old man’s heart.

Their talk ended, after a while Kerry shook hands and departed, leaving the old man with his head in the air and his shoulders thrown back and something like a smile on his face.

They longed to ask him what had resulted from the conference, but he was the doyen of them all, a man of rigid ideas as to the proprieties.

He saved them any trouble, however, for presently— “Gentlemen!” he said in his rich old voice, and there was silence.

“Gentlemen, I think you are entitled to know that Mr. Kerry has purchased my business.”

There was a little murmur of congratulation, not unmixed with relief. But what was the price? It was too much to expect that this old man who had been so close and uncommunicative all his life would be loquacious now; and yet, to their surprise he was.

“Mr. Kerry has very handsomely paid me my full price,” he said.

“It’s a climb down!” whispered Leete excitedly. “He’s going to pay—”

Hermann laughed savagely.

“Climb down, you fool!” he smiled. “Why, he’s going to make you pay for his generosity — all of you will contribute to the extra money he’s giving Modelson. Don’t you understand? Suppose old Modelson had failed — there would have been an outcry; an old-established firm ruined by unfair competition; a pathetic old man, white-haired and white-bearded, driven to the workhouse after a life spent in honourable toil. It would have made him unpopular, set the tide of public opinion against him, and possibly upset all his plans. You don’t know King Kerry!”

“Anyway, I’m going to him tomorrow with my old offer,” said Leete stubbornly.

“What did he agree to pay before?” asked Zeberlieff.

“Three-quarters of a million,” replied the other.

Hermann nodded.

“He’ll offer you exactly a hundred thousand less than that,” he said.

Well might he boast that he knew Kerry, for when, on the following morning, supremely confident, Leete elbowed his way through the gaping crowd that was staring through the window of the Jewel House and came to Kerry’s presence, the offer “The King” made him was exactly the sum that Hermann had prophesied.

Nor was Leete the only man who mistook the generosity of the other, nor the only one to be painfully undeceived.
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Elsie Marion was a busy girl and a happy one. The green on the map was spreading. She called them the “marks of conquest,” and took a pride in their extension. Then came the day of days when the papers were filled with the colossal deal which King Kerry had carried through — the purchase of Lord George Fallington’s enormous estate. Lord Fallington was a millionaire peer, who derived an enormous income from ground rents in the very heart of the West End of London. He may have been urged to the action he took by the fear of new punitive legislation against landowners, and there certainly was justification for his fear, for at the time the government in power was the famous Jagger-Shubert Coalition which, with its huge democratic measures to be provided for out of revenue and its extraordinary demands in the matter of the navy (a rare combination in any government), was framing its estimate with an avaricious eye upon the land.

Whatever was the cause, Lord Fallington sold out, and when, following that event Bilsbury’s fell into the hands of the Trust, the battle was half won.

One day Kerry came into the office hurriedly, and there was a look on his face which the girl had never seen before. He closed the door behind him without a word, and crossed the room to the steel door which opened into the front office, that bemirrored apartment in which stood the great safe of the Trust.

She looked up astonished as the steel door clanged behind him.

Only once since she had entered his employ had he passed that door, and she had accompanied him, standing with her back to the safe at his request whilst he manipulated the combination lock.

He was gone ten minutes, and when he returned he carried in his hand a small envelope. He stood in the centre of the room, lit a match, and applied it to one corner of the letter. He put his foot on the ashes as they fell upon the square of linoleum and crushed them to powder. This done he uttered a sigh of infinite relief, and smiled at the girl’s evident concern.

“Thus perish all traitors!” quoth he gaily. “There was something in that envelope which I very much wanted to destroy.”

“I gathered that,” she laughed.

He walked over to her desk.

“You’re getting snowed under,” he said. “I’ll buy you one of those talking machines, and you can dictate your replies. There’s room in the commissionaire’s office for a typist.”

She shook her head. “There isn’t enough work, really,” she protested.

He made no further allusion to the burnt envelope. She might speculate (as she did) upon the contents: what precious secret was here hidden, what urgency dictated its destruction. There were such secret places in this unknown world into which she had entered in the joyous spirit of exploration — thick jungles where lurked the beast of prey waiting to spring, dark woods above and morasses beneath her feet, pitfalls cunningly dug and traps ingeniously laid.

Kerry was an experienced hunter. He skirted trap and fall, walked warily always, with an eye to dangers of the tall grasses and never penetrated the dim channels of his profession without being sure that every weapon in his arsenal was in good working order and to hand.

Notes, letters, telegrams came every minute of the day. Mysterious and brief epistles unintelligible to her, full of meaning to him. The telephone bell would ring: “Yes!” he would reply, or “No!” and hang up the receiver. What was his objective in this campaign of his? The newspapers were asking, his friends were asking, his enemies were demanding an answer to that question. Why was he buying up unfashionable Tottenham Court Road and Lambeth Walk and a score of other places which just stood on the fringe of the shopping centre of London?

“He is acting,” said one critic, “as though he expected shopping London to shift from the circle the centre of which is halfway along Regent Street to — ?”

Here the critic must pause irresolutely.

“To whither?”

It seemed that Kerry anticipated not so much the shifting of the centre, as the extension of the circle. A sanguine man if he imagined that his operations and the operations of his syndicate would so increase the prosperity of London that he would double the shopping area of fashionable London.

There was a Mr. Biglow Holden, a pompous, self-important man who had earned a fortune as a designer of semi-important buildings, who wrote a very learned article in the Building Mail. It was filled with statistical tables (printed in small type) showing the growth of London in relation to population, and it proved conclusively that Mr. King Kerry must wait some three hundred and fifty years before his dream materialized.

Gordon Bray, who happened to be engaged in Mr. Holden’s office, typed the article for his employer, and heartily disagreed with every conclusion, every split infinitive and error of taste and grammar that it contained.

Holden asked him his opinion of the article, and the young man in his honesty hesitated before replying.

“I suppose you think you could do it better?” said Mr. Biglow Holden, in his heavy jocular style.

“I think I could,” replied Gordon innocently.

Mr. Holden glowered at him.

“You’re getting a swelled head, Bray!” he said, warningly. “This isn’t the office for young fellows with swelled heads, remember that.”

King Kerry read the article and frowned. He had a very good reason for frowning. He sent for Mr. Holden, and, for one who had so openly despised “Yankee acumen,” to quote his own phrase, he obeyed the summons with considerable alacrity.

“So you think my scheme is all wrong?” asked the millionaire.

“I think your judgment is at fault,” said Mr. Holden with an ingratiating smile.

“Does everybody think that?”

“Everybody except my draughtsman,” smiled Mr. Holden again.

It was intended to be a politely crushing answer, and to convey the fact that only the more inexperienced and menial departments of architecture would be found ranged on the side of the amateur designer.

“Your draughtsman?” Kerry frowned again. “I have an idea we know him.” He turned to the girl.

“Mr. Bray is the gentleman, I think,” said Elsie.

“You see,” explained Holden hurriedly, “his ideas are rather fantastic. He’s a product of what I might term the Evening Glass — all theory and half-digested knowledge. He has an idea that you can jump into the middle of London and push it out.”

“Humph!” said King Kerry thoughtfully — then— “And you would not advise me to rebuild — let us say, Tottenham Court Road?”

The architect hesitated.

“No,” he said — and what else could he say in the face of his article?

“I’m sorry,” said King Kerry shortly, “for I was going to ask you to submit designs — but naturally I cannot give the work to a man without enthusiasm.”

“Of course there might be something I haven’t understood about your—”

Kerry shook his head.

“I think you understand all that I wish anybody to understand,” he said, and saw the discomfited Mr. Holden to the door.

Gordon Bray stood at the broad draughtsman’s table employing his compasses and his rulers to the front elevation of a particularly hideous building which Mr. Holden was calling into being.

He was in a state of depression. The goal was very far distant to him. He could never marry now until he had secured a position in the world. His self-respect would not allow him to share the fortune of the woman he loved. So far he was ignorant of the provisions of her father’s will, but enlightenment on that question would not have changed the outlook. A man loves a woman best when he can bring gifts in his hands: it is unnatural to come not only empty-handed but with hands to be filled. He had all the pride and sensitiveness of youth. The whisper of the phrase “fortune hunter” was sufficient to turn him hot and cold, though it might bear no relationship to him and had never been intended to apply. Though, possibly, only three persons in London knew of his love, he thought his secret was common property, and it was a maddening thought that perhaps there were people who spoke disparagingly or sneeringly of his beautiful lady for her graciousness to a penniless draughtsman. He had had wild thoughts of ending the situation. It was unfair to her. He would write a letter and go away to Canada, and perhaps come back some day a wealthy man to find her heart still free.

Many young men have the same heroic thought and lack the ready cash necessary to make the change. He at any rate was in this position, and had grown savage in the realization when Holden’s bell summoned him.

Holden was very red in the face, and very angry. His fat cheeks were puffed out and his round eyes stared comically — but he had no desire to amuse anybody.

His stare was almost terrifying as Gordon entered.

“I’ve just seen that damned Yankee!” he said.

“Which damned Yankee?” demanded the young man. In his own distress of mind he forgot to be impressed by his employer.

“There’s only one,” growled Mr. Holden. “He’s full of silly-ass ideas about building… sent for me to insult me… thinks he knows… here, take this letter to him!”

He handed a sealed envelope across the table with a malicious grin.

“You seem to have friends in that office,” he went on, and fished in the drawer of his desk for a chequebook. “I’m beginning to understand now how Kerry came to buy that Borough property that my client wanted!”

He referred to a transaction which was a month old, but the memory of which still rankled.

“What do you mean?” asked the young man, raising his voice.

“Never mind what I mean,” said Mr. Holden darkly; “and don’t shout at me, Gordon!” he snorted the last word. “Here’s your cheque for a month’s salary. Deliver the letter and you needn’t come back: perhaps Mr. Kerry will engage you as his architect — you’ve passed all the examinations, I understand.”

Gordon picked up the cheque slowly. “Do you mean that I am dismissed?”

“I mean,” said Mr. Holden, “that you’re too clever for this office.”

It was with a heavy heart that the young man entered Kerry’s office. Elsie was not there, and Kerry received him alone, read the letter in silence, then tore up a letter he was writing himself.

“Do you know the contents of this?” Mr. Kerry held up Holden’s epistle.

“No. Mr. Kerry.”

“I thought you didn’t,” said the big man with a smile, “otherwise you mightn’t have brought it. I’ll read it to you—”

“‘DEAR SIR, — Since you do not require expert advice and may need assistance to rebuild London!’ (“He’s put a note of exclamation there,” said Kerry with a twinkle in his eye), “‘I send you along my draughtsman, who makes up in enthusiasm all he lacks in experience. I have no further use for him.

“‘Yours faithfully,

“‘BIGLOW HOLDEN.’”

Gordon’s face was crimson.

“How dare he!” he cried.

“Dare he?” Kerry’s eyebrows rose. “Goodness gracious! — as you English say — he’s given you the finest testimonial I have ever had with a young man. I gather you’re sacked?”

Gordon nodded.

“Excellent!” said the other. “Now you go along to an office I have just taken in St. James’s Street and furnish it — I give you carte blanche — as a surveyor’s office should be furnished. And if anybody asks who you are, you must say: ‘I am the architect of the big L Trust,’ and,” he added solemnly, “they will probably take their hats off to you.”

“But, seriously, Mr. Kerry?” protested the laughing Gordon.

“Never more serious. Go along and design something.”

Gordon Bray was transfixed, hypnotized — he couldn’t grasp the meaning of it all.

“Design me,” said Kerry, wrinkling his brow in thought, “a public square set around with buildings, shops, and public offices. Let the square be exactly half the length of Regent Street from side to side.”

With a curt nod he dismissed the dazed youth.
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“That’s a weird contrivance you have, Zeberlieff!”

Martin Hubbard, immaculately dressed, stood looking over the shoulder of his unconscious friend.

Hermann swung round with an oath. “How did you get in?” he asked roughly.

“Through the door. I was coming in when your man was going out to the post.”

Hermann get up from the table at which he had been experimenting.

“Come down into the diningroom,” he said shortly. “I hate people sneaking in behind me: it gives me the creeps!”

“But,” said the other humorously, “you don’t mind your future brotherin-law, surely “ — a remark which restored the good humour of the other, for he chuckled as he led the way downstairs.

“Future brotherin-law — yes,” he said.

“What was that funny old machine?” persisted Hubbard. “Never knew you were a dabbler in science. You’re quite a Louis the Fourteenth with your passion for applied mechanics.’’

“It is an invention sent to me by a man,” said Hermann carelessly; “did you notice it very closely?”

Hubbard shook his head.

“Only what looked like an alarm clock and a bit of wadding and some stuff that looked like a cinematograph film.”

“It’s a new kind of — er — cinema projector,” explained Zeberlieff readily. “It’s automatic — wakes you up with pictures on the ceiling.”

“And what were the matches for?”

“Matches!” Zeberlieff eyed him narrowly. “There were no matches.”

“I must have been mistaken.” Hubbard was not sufficiently interested to pursue the subject, and went on: “I suppose you know I’ve come by appointment?”

“The devil you have?”

“You told me to call,” said the other a little irritated, “with the idea of meeting your sister.”

“Did I?” Hermann favoured him with a thoughtful stare. “So I did — that’s rather awkward for both of us, because she won’t see you.”

“Won’t see me?”

The chagrin and the wounded pride in the man’s voice was laughable.

“She won’t see you — she won’t see me, that is all; here’s a letter, if it will interest!”

Mr. Hubbard opened the grey note slowly, and read —

“I cannot receive you nor your beautiful friend. If you come anywhere near me I send for the police. — V.”

“What do you think of that?” asked the calm Hermann.

“It’s monstrous!” gasped Hubbard. “How dare she — she—”

“Call you beautiful? Oh, well, there’s every excuse for her,” soothed Hermann. “And really I’m not worrying now.”

“Listen!” said Mr. Hubbard, “I want to ask you something. What chance have I of raising a monkey?”

“All depends upon the care you give it,” replied Hermann, wilfully dense. “In this climate—”

“I want to borrow five hundred pounds,” said Mr. Hubbard more explicitly.

“Borrow it, by all means!” suggested Zeberlieff unmoved.

“Could you let me have it?”

Hermann considered.

“No,” he said, “I could not. Of course,” he went on; “if I thought there was any chance of your marrying my sister I would hang little wads of banknotes round your throat: but I fancy your chance is down around the zero mark.”

“In fact,” said the indignant Hubbard, “you think I am no more use to you.”

“What a mind you have!” admired Hermann. “You grasp these things so quickly.”

Martin Hubbard bit at his golden moustache.

“Suppose I went to your sister and told her your proposition,” he suggested.

“She would be bored to tears,” replied Hermann with his smile. “You see, I’ve already told her. The fact is, Hubbard, she’s in love with a young man, the son of poor but honest parents. It’s working out rather like a story. I’m afraid she’s going to marry him. The only hope for you is that you and she should be cast ashore on some desert island. At the end of five years you might like one another — and anyway, the marriage would be convenient for the sake of the proprieties. If you could arrange for the shipwreck, and could guarantee that only you and she would be saved, I might fix up the passage and the island.”

He was in his most flippant mood, but his good humour touched no responsive chord in the breast of Mr. Hubbard.

“It is all very well for you,” he said miserably; “you’re a jolly rich man — but I’m broke to the wide world.”

“As I shall be next week,” said Hermann cheerfully. “Another week’s trading like last week, and Goulding’s goes to the devil.”

“Are you in it?” asked the interested Mr. Hubbard.

“Up to the neck,” said Hermann shortly. “Leete got me in to the extent of two hundred thousand. I’ve lost another two hundred thousand in the slump in American rails. What are you envying me for, you silly ass?”

“When is this cutthroat sale going to stop?” demanded Hubbard.

Hermann shook his head.

“He has a warehouse filled with stuff in South London — a year’s supply. Otherwise we could have brought pressure to bear upon the manufacturers. But he bought his stock in advance, and he’s selling exactly six times the amount of goods that any other house in Oxford Street has sold in its biggest sale week — and he’s losing practically nothing. There’s a big margin of profit on soft goods. He can sell at cost price and ruin the other stores. So long as he’s got the goods to sell, he’ll sell ‘em, and, as I say, his warehouses in South London are chock-full.”

“What about that five hundred?” asked Hubbard abruptly.

“Not here, my child,” said Hermann. “When you come down to fifty, I’ll be listening to you — because I think you might be worth fifty — and besides, you’re on the Federated board, and I can stop it from your director’s fees.”

Five minutes later he was back in his study, working at his little machine. He took the precaution this time to lock the door.

It was now a month since the beginning of the Kerry sale, and the queues so far from diminishing had increased. As every week passed and the fame of the Kerry bargain “extended, the all-night shopping house attracted even greater numbers than in the day of its novelty. Then Modelson’s fell into the Kerry combination, and promptly changed its name and its methods. Hastily remodelled on the lines of the original Store, it ended the rush on Kerry’s.

“The same price, the same system, the same name,” said a flamboyant advertisement announcing the change. It gave Kerry’s a breathing space; but the queues came back, only now there were two — one to Kerry’s, and the other to what had been Modelson’s. Between the two stores, a howling desert, with customers as scarce as December flies, was Goulding’s — Goulding’s, the once busy hive of industry, now almost deserted.

In vain were prices reduced, in vain were enticing bargains placed in the window. Customers went after them, it is true, but discovered that they were already sold. “The only model of that kind we have in stock, madam!” and came away wrathful at the trick which had been played upon them, refusing to see “something else just as good.”

Kerry had to undergo the trial of a press campaign. A savage attack on his methods appeared in a weekly journal. Scarcely was the paper in print and on the street, when the “King’s” own journal, the Evening Herald
 , replied. It was not a polite reply. It was personal and overpoweringly informative. It gave the relationship of the attacking weekly with Leete, printed a list of shareholders and a list of Leete’s directorships. Said unpleasant things about the editor of the weekly, and concluded with a promise of revelations concerning “a moving spirit in this conspiracy who hatches in Park Lane the plots which are executed in Whitechapel.”

“Stop it!” was Hermann Zeberlieff’s order, and the next issue of the Weekly Discovery was notable for its dignified silence on the subject of Kerry and his ways.

Nothing helped Goulding’s. A window dressed with enticing bargains produced a notice on the next window (which happened to be Kerry’s end show window) —

“All the ‘bargains’ there can be purchased in this Store at exactly half the price demanded by our competitor.”

The hand pointed remorselessly to Goulding’s last hope.

Manufacturers were wavering. They could afford to be sympathetic with the affected houses because, for the moment, they were not being called upon to supply Kerry.

Kerry paid cash, and when another journal hinted that he was able to sell so cheaply only because the articles he supplied were made by sweated labour, he published a list of the manufacturers, and thus forced them to take action for libel.

Then the Daily Courier
 took a hand in support of Kerry baiting, but here the Evening Herald
 was careful and mild, for the Courier
 is a powerful daily.

“It has been asked,” said the Herald
 , “what association there is between the sale in Oxford Street and Mr. Kerry’s operations in land. The answer may be supplied in a few words. Mr. Kerry desires to beautify London, and at the same time secure a modest return from investment in land. To secure both ends it is necessary that certain stores fall into his hands. He has offered an equitable price and has received exorbitant demands. It is now his business to weaken opposition, and this he intends doing.” (Here followed a list of the properties he had offered to buy; the prices he had tendered; the profits and dividends paid by the various concerns, and the prices demanded.) “Thus it will be seen,” the journal continued, “that the prices tendered were reasonable. We are authorized to say that though the conditions have changed, Mr. King Kerry is willing to pay the sums he originally tendered for these properties — this offer being open till midday tomorrow.”

Leete came to Hermann with the newspaper still wet from the press, and he was pardonably excited.

“Look here, Zeberlieff,” he said, “I’m selling!”

Hermann took the paper and read.

“I’m selling before a worse thing happens,” Leete went on.

Hermann’s smile was one of quiet contempt. “If you must sell — sell to me,” he said.

“To you?”

“Why not? I hold a big block of shares, and you or your nominees hold the rest.”

“And you’ll give Kerry’s price?”

“Yes.”

Leete looked at the other.

“It’s a bargain,” he said. “I’m glad to be rid of it,”

“You may have lost a million,” said Hermann, and went back to his study.

Elsie Marion had gone home from her office with a headache, with strict injunction from King Kerry not to return whilst any vestige of the malady remained. She had reached her flat a little after twelve, and with the comfort of a cup of tea and an aspirin, had lain down on her bed with the intention of rising at two to have a lunch. When she awoke it was nearly dark, and she came to consciousness with that feeling of panic which is born of a sense of wasted time and a complete ignorance of the amount of time so wasted. She looked at her watch. It was nearly nine o’clock. She rose and dined — her patient maid had a chop ready for her by the time she had dressed.

It was ten o’clock before she had finished dinner. Her headache had gone, and she felt immensely energetic. There was some work at the office which she would bring away with her — she never liked working at the office at night. King Kerry had a trick of working at unconscionable hours, and she felt that on these occasions he liked to be alone.

She indulged in the luxury of a taxi to the office, and passing the guard and the commissionaire in his little box, she unlocked the office door and went in. She bundled her work together and put it in her bag. Then she noticed a note on King Kerry’s desk written in pencil and addressed to her.

“I have gone to the warehouse: come down if you are feeling fit. — K. K.”

“When did Mr. Kerry go out?” she asked the commissionaire.

The man shook his head.

“I didn’t come on duty till nine, miss,” he said. “He hasn’t been here since then.”

It might have been written early in the afternoon; but he would have been back and destroyed it if that were so.

She was feeling very much awake and rested. The spin over the water to the big riverside warehouse would do her good. Another taxi was requisitioned, and deposited her in the great courtyard of Kerry’s Storage. It was formed of three tall buildings so arranged to form the three sides of a square. The ends of two of the stores were flush with the edge of the wharf, and the third was pierced with a great gateway through which laden wagons were coming and going.

It was a scene of extraordinary bustle and activity. The windows blazed with lights, for a large number of workmen were now employed in unpacking and sorting the goods prior to delivery in Oxford Street.

“Mr. Kerry is somewhere in the building, I think, miss,” said the timekeeper, “but nobody has seen him during the past hour.”

“Never mind!” said the girl. “I will find him presently!”

She had the entree to all the departments and passed an amusing half-hour watching the men and girls at work. The great packing-cases and baskets came to the first floor and were stripped of their lids, their zinc covers expeditiously and deftly cut, and the contents thrown upon a broad sorting table. Here they were counted and laid on an endless belt and conveyed to the next floor. Here they were counted again and deposited in huge zinc-lined presses to await the requisitions from Oxford Street.

Hundreds of cases were waiting in the big storage space on the ground floor and in the basement. Here, too, were kept huge quantities of stuffs, satins, cottons, silks, delaines, and linens.

“Goods are arriving every day, miss,” said one of the foremen. “These “ — he indicated a chaos of yellow and wood cases and dull brown bales— “will be here a month before we handle ‘em.”

“I suppose they are coming from the manufacturers all the time?” she asked.

“All the time — there’s a package just arrived,” he pointed to a man in the leather apron of the carrier, a box on his shoulder.

“What would that be?” asked Elsie.

“Looks like gloves — they come in those small cases.”

She waited till the package had been deposited on the weighbridge just inside the entrance gate, and examined it. “Yes, miss, ‘Gants Cracroix — Lyons,’” he read.

The carter took his delivery sheet and made his way out of the building and a man caught the case with a practised hand and sent it sliding down the slipway.

“Are you learning something?”

She heard the deep, rich note of King Kerry, and turned, smiling.

“Headache better?” he asked.

“Quite all right, I feel awfully guilty — I’ve only just got up.”

He led the way down to the end of the warehouse where the men were working with that fervour which is equally induced by piecework and the proximity of the employer.

“There’s a case of wonderful lace being unpacked over there,” he said; “you ought to see it.”

“I should love to!” she said, and picked her way through the cases to where a number of women were lifting the narrow trays from the big cabinet.

In her eagerness she failed to notice a rope that lay on the ground: her toe caught, and she went sprawling and would have injured herself but for her presence of mind to catch at the edges of a small case that lay in her path.

Her arms took the strain, and her face just touched the top of the case.

“My God, she’s hurt!” King Kerry leapt nimbly over the packages toward her. He was justified in his mistake, for she lay for some time with her head on the box where she had fallen.

But it was a smiling face she turned to him as she rose unassisted to her feet.

“Are you sure you aren’t hurt?” he asked.

She shook her head.

A man came to move the little packing-case upon which she had rested. It was the case of gloves which she had seen arrive.

“Don’t touch that, please!” she said quickly.

“What is it?”

King Kerry looked at her in amazement.

“Ask the men to lift that case on to the wharf,” she said, “and tell them to be very careful with it.” Wonderingly, he turned to give the order, and followed the men to the wharf without.

“Whatever is wrong?” he asked.

“I don’t know quite,” she said, “but put your ear to that box, and listen!”

He obeyed, and rose up with a frown. He put his nose to the box, and sniffed.

“Open the box carefully!” he said.

For he heard the loud tick-tick-tick, as plainly as she.

“It may be an infernal machine,” she said; but he shook his head.

“I think I know what it is,” he said quietly.

Under a powerful arc light, lowered from its standard to afford a better view, the box was opened. On the top was a layer of paper carefully folded, but under that the case seemed to be packed tightly with shavings of some transparent material.

“Celluloid!” said King Kerry briefly, “an old cinema film cut up in short lengths.”

They cleared this out before they came to the machine itself.

It was screwed to the bottom of the case, and enclosed in a wickerwork cage of flimsy material. It consisted of a clock, a small electric battery, and few shavings.

“Set for two o’clock,” said King Kerry; “the hour our men finish. The alarm key soldered to a piece of metal so that when the alarm goes off the strip of metal turns with the key, a contact is made, and a spark sets the celluloid ablaze — highly ingenious! I’ll show you how it is done!” He carried the machine to the edge of the water, where there was no danger of the fire spreading, placed it upon a steel plate, and buried the machine in the celluloid shavings after manipulating the alarm hand.

They waited, and in a minute they heard the whirr of the alarm as it spun; then there was a tiny flicker of light amongst the celluloid shavings, a sudden roar of flame, and the wharf was illuminated with a tongue of fire that leapt up from the blazing film.

They watched it in silence until it died down to the molten red of something which had been a clock.

“I could have kept that clock for evidence,” said King Kerry, “but he will have covered his tracks. How can I thank you, Elsie?” he asked. He turned and faced her; they stood in the shadow of a great stack of cases piled in the centre of the wharf.

“Thank me?” she said tremulously. “Why, it is I who have to thank you.”

He laid both his hands on her shoulders and looked down into her face. She met his gaze fearlessly.

“Once there was a girl like you,” he said softly, “and I loved her as a man may love a child — too young to be shadowed with the thing we men call love. And the thing I loved was a husk — just an outward mask, and when she lifted the mask it nearly killed me. And here is Elsie Marion with the face and laughing eyes — and the heart of a woman behind the face, and the brain of a comrade behind the eyes—”

He dropped his hands suddenly, and he fell forward as though weighted with infinite weariness.

“What is the matter?” she asked in alarm.

“Nothing!” his voice was hard. “Only I wish I hadn’t been a fool — once.”

She waited with a beating heart; she knew something dreadful was coming.

“I am married to the worst woman in the world. God help me!” he said brokenly.

*

“What the dickens do you want to go to the City for?” grumbled John Leete, “at this hour?”

He looked at his watch. It wanted a quarter to two o’clock in the morning, and the club was an inviting place, for Leete was an inveterate gossip.

“I love the City at this hour,” said Hermann calmly. “Let us come along and see the enemy’s stronghold.”

“Fat lot of good that will do,” growled Leete.

“Sometimes your vulgarity appals me,” said Zeberlieff with a little smile, “and I think of all vulgarity there is none quite so hopelessly appalling as the English variety.”

His car was waiting outside, and Leete, still grumbling, allowed himself to be led to its interior.

“It is better to breathe good fresh air than fill your lungs with the poison of a beastly smokeroom,” he said as the car went its noiseless way eastward.

Mr. Leete made a noise of dissent. “I never do things that are unnecessary,” he said.

“It is necessary to propitiate the new proprietor of Goulding’s,” said Hermann softly.

Leete grinned in the darkness. He regarded himself as “well out” of that concern. Let Zeberlieff make his million and welcome — if he could.

“I’ll send you the papers tomorrow,” he said as a thought struck him. “By the way, you might give me a line tonight to the effect that you agree—”

“Certainly!” said the other easily. He stopped the car in King William Street. “Walk across London Bridge and pay homage to the genius of King Kerry,” he said.

Leete grunted disrespectfully, and let himself down from the car. “Well?”

They had stopped in one of the stone recesses on the bridge, and were gazing intently across the river. A passing policeman, walking on noiseless soles, eyed them, and stopped at Hermann’s friendly nod.

“I suppose, constable, that big building with the lights is Mr. Kerry’s famous warehouse?”

“Yes, sir,” said the man, stretching himself from the belt upward in the manner of policemen, “that is the King of London’s magazine, so to speak.”

A ghost of a smile nickered over the features of Zeberlieff. “A rare fright he gave my mate tonight,” the policeman went on, “he was on the bridge between ten and eleven and suddenly the whole of the wharf seemed burning.”

“Burning?” Zeberlieff’s voice expressed interest.

“It was only a packing case — something was wrong with it, and Mr. Kerry himself touched it off. My mate is serving a summons on him tomorrow; it’s against the law to light bonfires on a wharf.”

“So he found something was wrong with it and touched it off, did he?” repeated Hermann, without a tremor of voice; “How like Kerry to be there when something was wrong.” He offered the constable a tip, and was a little surprised when it was courteously refused.

“Queer people these City police,” said Leete.

“Not so queer as Kingy,” said the other cryptically.

Not a word was spoken as they drove back westward.

Nearing Piccadilly, Leete seized the opportunity to make his bargain solid.

“Come in, and we’ll fix up that agreement,” he said as the car stopped, and he stepped heavily to the pavement.

“Which agreement?” asked Hermann coolly.

“The sale of Goulding’s,” said the other.

He caught the flash of Zeberlieff’s white teeth as he smiled. “Don’t be silly!” he said goodnaturedly. “I was joking.”

To say that Leete was staggered is to express in a relatively mild phrase a most tremendous emotion.

“But — but—” he stammered.

“Good night!” said Hermann as he slammed the door of the car and pressed the electric signal to his driver.

He left Mr. Leete, a helpless figure, standing on the kerb, and looking stupidly after the fast-vanishing car.
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The secret was out. London was amazed and staggered. It went about its several avocations, its head whizzing with figures. The Press devoted columns to the extraordinary story.

“King Kerry has bought London!” ran a flaming headline across a whole page of the Examiner.

It was an excusable exaggeration. If he had not bought London he had dug into the heart of it. He had belted it with a broad belt of business areas.

London was to be reshaped. He had laid his plans with extraordinary genius, avoiding the Crown property as being unpurchasable, and the adamantine ground landlord’s domain. Here was the plan admirably summarized in the columns of the Evening Herald
 , which spoke with authority —

“The greater portion of the property situated between the southern end of Portland Place on the north, Vigo Street on the south, Bond Street on the west, and Dean Street on the east, was to be demolished, and in its place was to be established a great Central Square to be known as The Imperial Place. The site to be presented to the nation save the building sites which ran on the four sides of the Square.

“A new residential suburb consisting of houses ranging from one hundred pounds to two hundred pounds per annum to be established in Lambeth on the south bank of the river, between Blackfriars and Westminster, and between Blackfriars and Southwark.

“(This would entail the complete demolition of all slum property between the river and the cross roads known as the Elephant and Castle.”)

“I intend,” said Kerry in an interview, “to create on the south side of the river a new Champs Elysees. Between Westminster Bridge Road and Waterloo Road I shall erect a noble avenue flanked by the houses of the wealthy. It will run almost to the water’s edge, and will terminate at either end in a triumphal arch which shall be worthy to rank with the Arc de Triomphe.”

It was to an interested crowd of reporters which, had gathered in his office.

“What will you do with the people you displace, Mr Kerry?” asked one of the journalists. “I refer, of course, to the slum people who are entitled, if they possibly can, to live near their places of livelihood.”

“I have provided for that,” said Mr. Kerry. “I recognize the necessity of making very ample provision in that respect. I shall create my own slums,” he smiled. “It is a hateful word, and it is only one which I employ to designate a congested area occupied by the poor. I shall not, of course, attempt to make any provisions for the mendicant, the semi-mendicant, or for what I might term the casual itinerant class. My idea of a poor family is one in which the combined efforts of all its adult members do not produce enough money to provide the necessities of life. For these at intervals in my residential belt, I am erecting cooperative flats.”

He took from a large portfolio a series of drawings, and laid them on the table before the crowding pressmen.

“You will see,” he said, “that in point of design we have copied the elevation of some of the most beautiful hotels in London. Indeed, I think we may say that we have gone beyond that. These buildings will be absolutely complete in themselves. Tenants will only be admitted who agree to the cooperative system. Stores providing every commodity will be found in the building itself. There will be baths, gymnasia, playgrounds, a hospital, a creche, and a free library. Each building,” he said briefly, “will be self-governed, will contain its doctor, its dentist, and its trained nurses, all of whom will be at the disposal of the citizens of this little community free of all charge.

“A system of elevators will make the highest floor as accessible as the lowest — indeed, the highest rents will be for the top floors. All the employees in the community will be subject to the discipline of a committee which will be elected by the tenants themselves. Although we shall provide fireplaces, the whole of the building will be run on a system of central heating; hot water and electric light will be included in the rent, and we hope to give every family six thousand cubic feet of space. Each building,” he concluded, “will have accommodation for a thousand families.”

“What is your object, Mr. Kerry,” asked a curious reporter, “in buying so much valuable property in the centre of the West End and then destroying it? Isn’t it so much money thrown away?”

Kerry shook his head.

“What happens,” he asked, “when a policeman rides his horse into the centre of a crowd? Is it not a fact that the crowd swells out and covers almost a third as much space as before? At any rate, this is a fact: that a thousand square feet stolen from the heart of London means that ten thousand feet more are occupied on its outskirts. Briefly,” he went on, “in the heart of London you are restricted as to space. There are many businesses which would willingly and gladly extend their present premises to twice the size they at present occupy but for the prohibitive cost, and very often the absolute impossibility of securing adjacent premises renders this impossible. We have said ‘You have got to get out of this anyway,’ and now we have given the firms which have been disturbed — and which generally are now mine,” he said with a smile, “an opportunity of taking space adequate to their needs. People are coming to the centre to shop — do not doubt that — this is the rule of all towns. We merely extend the boundaries of the exclusive shopping district and give an incentive to private enterprises to assist us in our work of beautifying London.

“I am satisfied as to this,” he said. “That we shall have the satisfaction of knowing that we shall enrich thousands and impoverish none by what we have done. You may now understand my action in regard to my sales. It was necessary. Tack and Brighten, Modelson and Goulding, they abutted into the square of my dreams; they are now my exclusive property. I bought Goulding’s this morning,” he said with a little twitch of his mouth at the recollection of an agitated and almost tearful Mr. Leete, making his unconditional surrender.

“My sale will continue until the end of the year, until, in fact, I am ready to pull down and start rebuilding. And in the meantime,” he added, “I have guaranteed the dividends of all the firms which I have not purchased, but which are directly affected as a result of my action.”

Here was enough for London to discuss; sufficient to set heads shaking and nodding and tongues wagging from one end of London to the other. Here began, too, the London land boom which was the feature of the memorable year. It was found that King Kerry had acquired great blocks of property here and there. Sometimes they comprised whole streets, but he had left enough for the land speculator to build his fortunes upon. Automatically, the value of land rose in certain districts by one hundred and two hundred per cent., and it is said, though there is little evidence to support the fact, that in one week King Kerry himself, on behalf of his syndicate, made a profit of over a million pounds from the sale of land which he had recently included in his purchases, but for which he himself had no immediate use.

It is a fact when his plan became generally known he received the heartiest cooperation from the Government, and, though he might not touch Crown freehold, every facility was given to him to further his scheme.

He had planned a garden city to extend in an unbroken line from Southwark to Rotherhithe and on to Deptford — a new City Beautiful, rising out of the dust of squalid, insanitary cottages and jerry-built dwellings. His plan was given in detail in an issue of the Evening Herald
 , which attained a circulation limited only by the capacity of its output.

It was obvious now that money had flowed like water into London, and that it was not alone the six men who had set out to accomplish so much who had assisted in the fulfilment of King Kerry’s plans, but all the great insurance companies of America, all the big railways, all the great industrial concerns had contributed largely.

It was computed by a financial authority that the big “L Trust” had incurred liabilities (and presumably they were in a position to meet those liabilities) amounting to eighty million pounds. Somebody asked King Kerry if this were so.

“I will tell you,” he answered good-humouredly, “after I have counted the change in my pocket.”

King Kerry rented a little house in Cadogan Square. It is characteristic of the man that he lived on the property of others. It is also remarkable that he — the owner of millions — should have hired the house furnished, but his action may be explained by his favourite dictum, “Never buy what you don’t want, and never hire what you need.”

He did not want either the house or furniture. The house was situated in a region beyond the scope of his speculations.

Here, with an elderly housekeeper to attend to him during the few hours he was at home, he secured the quiet that was necessary to him. The house was not taken in his name, and none of the people who dwelt in the Square had the slightest idea of the identity of the tenant who usually returned in the middle of the night and afforded them no greater opportunity for recognition than the few seconds it took him to step from his front door into his closed car.

Even Elsie Marion, who knew the whereabouts of the house, had never been there, nor addressed him there. So that when he sat at his frugal dinner, and his elderly servitor brought a message that a gentleman wished to see Mr. Kerry, he was pardonably annoyed.

“I told him there wasn’t any such person living here, sir,” said the housekeeper, who was as ignorant of her master’s identity as the rest of the Square.

Possibly a reporter who had hunted him down, thought Kerry. “Show him into the drawingroom,” he said, and finished his dinner at leisure. The irritation quickly passed — after all, there was no longer any necessity for concealment. In a week’s time he would be on his way to the Continent to take the rest which he felt was so necessary. All things were shaping well.

The magnates of Oxford Street had fallen, the plan for the rebuilding of London was public property; now was the time, if ever, to take things easy.

He put down his serviette, walked upstairs to the first landing and entered the little drawingroom.

A man was standing by the mantelpiece with his back to Kerry, and as the “man who bought London” closed the door he turned.

It was Hermann Zeberlieff. For the space of a minute the two faced each other, neither speaking.

“To what am I indebted?” began Kerry.

Hermann interrupted him, almost roughly. “Let us cut all that out,” he said, “and come right down to business.”

“I do not know that I have any business that I wish to discuss with you,” said King Kerry, quietly.

“Oh, yes, you have, Mr. Kerry,” drawled Hermann, mockingly, “you probably know that I am in a very bad place. What opportunity I had you most ruthlessly destroyed. I was in your infernal syndicate.”

“Not by my wish,” said the other. “I did not know of it until you were in.”

“And then you took the earliest opportunity of getting me out,” said Hermann with his twisted smile. “I’m afraid,” he went on with a show of regret, “I’m a vain beggar — vanity was always my undoing. The temptation to let all the world know that I was figuring in this great combination was too strong. However, we won’t discuss that. What I do wish you to understand is that at the present moment I have a few thousand between me and absolute beggary.”

“That is no business of mine.” King Kerry was brief; he wasted no words with his visitor.

“But it is very much a business of mine,” said Hermann quickly. “Now, you have to assist me — you’ve put me into an awful mess, and you must please lend a helping hand to pull me out. You are, as I happen to know, a particularly softhearted man, and you would not desire to see a fellow-creature reduced to living within his income.”

There was little softness in King Kerry’s face. The humour of the other, such as it was, made no appeal to him. His Ups were set hard, his eyes cold and forbidding.

“I will do nothing for you,” he said. “Nothing — nothing!”

Hermann shrugged his shoulders.

“Then I’m afraid,” he said, “that I shall have to force you.”

“Force me?” A contemptuous smile played about the grim face of the grey-haired man.

“Force you,” repeated the other. “You see, Mr. King Kerry, you have a wife—”

“We will not discuss her,” said King Kerry harshly.

“Unfortunately, I must discuss her,” insisted Hermann. His tone was soft and gentle, almost caressing. “You see, she has some claim on me. I feel a certain responsibility towards her, remembering the honoured name she bore before she married you, and,” he added carefully, “before you deserted her.”

The other made no reply.

“Before you deserted her,” repeated Hermann. “It was a peculiarly unhappy business, was it not? And I fear you did not behave with that genial courtesy, that largeness of heart, which the Press to-day tell me are your chief characteristics.”

“I behaved fairly to her,” said Kerry steadily. “She tried to ruin me, even went into competition against me behind my back and used the knowledge she had secured as my wife to that end. She was an infamous woman.”

“Is,” murmured the other.

“She is, then,” said King Kerry. “If you come to appeal in her name you may as well appeal to this wall.”

Hermann nodded.

“But suppose I produce your wife to the admiring gaze of London; suppose I say ‘This person is Mrs. King Kerry, the unbeloved wife of Mr. King Kerry,’ and so-and-so and so forth?”

“That would not shake my determination,” said Kerry. “You cannot use that lever to force me into giving you money.”

“We shall see!” said the other. He picked up his hat and favoured Kerry with a little bow and walked from the room.

King Kerry stood as if rooted to the ground long after the door had slammed upon his visitor, and the face of the millionaire was blanched and old.
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Hember Street, Commercial Road, has long since been given over to the stranger within the gate. Great gaunt “models,” which are models in ugliness, models in cheerless drabness, but never models of what domestic comfort should be, raised their unshapely, lopsided heads to the grey skies, and between model and model are untidy doorways through which, all the time, pass in and out never-ending strings of ugly men and stodgy, vacant-faced children.

Here you may catch the sound of a dozen tongues; every language that is spoken from the Baltic to the Caspian, and from the Ural Mountains to the Finnish shore is repeated in the jibber-jabber of these uncleanly men and frowsy girl-women. The neighbourhood is for the most part populated by respectable and honest (if unsavoury) people, hardworking and industrious in a sense which the average working-class man of London would not understand, for it is an industry which rises at five and ends its work when smarting eyes and reeling brain make further effort impossible.

Yet there is a fair sprinkling of the Continental criminal classes to be found here, and Hermann Zeberlieff went armed to his interview. It was of his seeking. For some time past he had been under the impression that the house in Park Lane was being watched. He could not afford to bring Micheloff, that little pseudo-Frenchman with the blotchy face and the little eyes, to the notice of the watchers.

Without knocking Zeberlieff passed through an open door, along an uncarpeted hall, and mounted the stairs to the third floor of one of the houses.

He tapped on a door and a cheerful voice said: “Entree!”

Micheloff, in his shirt sleeves, smoking a long, thin cigar, was neither heroic nor domestic. He was just commonplace.

“Come in!” he roared — his joviality was expressed in measure of sound. “Come in, mon vieux!”

He dusted a rickety chair with great ostentation, but Herman ignored the civility.

The room was large and simply furnished — a bed, a table, a couple of chairs, a couple of trunks well labelled, a picture of President Carnot and a little glass ikon over the mantelpiece seemed to make this place “home” for Micheloff.

“Lock the door,” said Hermann. “I have very important business, and I do not desire intrusion.”

Obediently the smaller man turned the key.

“My friend,” said Hermann, “I have big work for you — the best work in the world so far as payment is concerned. There is a thousand pounds for you and another thousand for distribution amongst your friends — it is the last piece of work I shall ask you to do. If it succeeds I shall be beyond the necessity for your help; if I fail I shall be beyond its scope.”

“You shall succeed, my ancient,” said the short man, enthusiastically. “I will work for you with greater fervour since now I know that you are one with me in spirit. Ah! pupil of Le Cinq!” he shook his finger in heavy jocularity. “What shall we teach you that you cannot teach us?”

Hermann smiled. He was never indifferent to praise — even the praise of a confessed cutthroat. “There must be no killing,” he said. “I am through with that — even now the infernal police are continuing their inquiries into the death of the girl Gritter.”

“So much the better,” said the other heartily. “I am a babe — these things distress me. I have a soft heart. I could weep.” There were tears in his eyes.

“Don’t weep, you fool!”

Hermann hated weeping. It was another of his pet abominations. The sight of tears lashed him to frantic desperation.

Micheloff spread out his fat hands.

“Excellency!” he said with great impression, “I do not weep.”

“Listen to me,” said Hermann, lowering his voice. “Do you know King Kerry?”

The other nodded.

“You know his office?”

Micheloff shrugged his shoulders.

“Who does not know the office of the great King Kerry — the window, the mirrors, and the safe full of millions, ma foi
 ?”

“You will find precious few millions there,” he said dryly. “But you will find much that will be valuable to me.”

Micheloff looked dubious.

“It is a great undertaking,” he said — the conversation was in the staccato French of Marseilles— “the guard — all the circumstances are against success. And the safe — it is combination — yes?”

Hermann nodded.

“Before it was combination,” said the other man regretfully, “and there was a death regrettable.”

“I have reason to think that he changes the combination every week — it was probably changed yesterday. I will give you two. You may try—” A light came to his eyes. “I wonder,” he said to himself, then slowly, “try ‘Elsie.’”

Micheloff nodded.

“That is but one,” he said.

“That is all I can give you now,” said Hermann, rising. “If that fails you must use your blowpipe. I leave the details to you. Only this — I want a packet you will find marked ‘Private.’ Leave everything relating to the business, but bring all that is marked ‘Private.’”

He left behind him two hundred pounds and Micheloff would have embraced him at the sight of the money, but the other pushed him back roughly.

“I do not like your Continental customs,” he said, and added, to appease the humiliated Russian, “I have lost things like that.”

He went downstairs to the accompaniment of a roar of laughter. It was an excellent joke on Micheloff — he repeated it with discreet modification at his club that night.

The faithful manservant, Martin, was waiting up when Hermann arrived home.

“Get me a strong cup of coffee, and go to bed,” he said.

He went up to his study and switched on the light and folded his coat over the back of a chair. It was one of his eccentricities that he valeted himself.

He drew a chair up to the desk and sat, his chin on his palm, looking vacantly before him until Martin came up with the coffee. “Leave it and go to bed,” he said.

“What time in the morning, sir?” asked the man.

Hermann jerked his head impatiently. “I will write the hour on the slate,” he said. He had a small porcelain slate affixed to his bedroom door to convey his belated instructions. He stirred his coffee mechanically, and drank it steaming hot. Then he addressed himself to the correspondence that awaited him. It was characteristic of him that, face to face with ruin as he was, he sent generous cheques to the appeals which came to him from hospitals and charitable institutions. The few letters he wrote in his big, sprawling handwriting were brief. Presently he had finished all that was necessary and he resumed his old attitude.

He remained thus till the church clock struck four, and then he passed into his bedroom, locking the door behind him.
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“Oh, Mr. Kerry, You can make me merry; Buy me Trafalgar Square, I want to keep my chicken there! Oh, Mr. Kerry, Just jot my wishes down; I can comb my moustache with the Marble Arch If you’ll lend me London Town.”

It was gentle wit, but the great house roared with amusement at this latest addition to the gayest of the revues.

None laughed more heartily than Kerry in the shadow of the stage box. He was in the company of Elsie Marion, Vera Zeberlieff, and Gordon Bray. Elsie Marion didn’t know whether she approved, but the stately girl by her side laughed quietly.

“This is the last word in fame,” said Gordon Bray.

He sat at King Kerry’s elbow, and was genuinely amused.

“How embarrassed the singer would be,” said Kerry with a little twinkle in his eye, “if I stepped round to the stage door and offered him a conveyance of a slice of London.”

“When do you go away, sir?” It was Bray who asked the question. King Kerry turned his head and spoke over his shoulder.

“I want to get away at the end of the week,” he said. “It is rather late for Marienbad, but I must be unfashionable. I am afraid I shall be away for a fortnight.”

“Afraid!” smiled Bray.

The millionaire nodded.

“Yes,” he said seriously, “I do not really want to go away at all. The healthiest experience in life is to be interested in your work, and I have not yet grown stale.”

They saw the revue through to its pleasant end and adjourned for supper. Vera was a member of the Six Hundred Club, and to this exclusive establishment the party went. King Kerry seized the first opportunity to speak to Vera alone.

“I want to see you tomorrow,” he said. “There is something very important I should like to discuss with you, something which I think you ought to know.”

His tone was so grave that the girl looked at him a little apprehensively. “It is not Hermann again?” she asked.

He nodded. Something told her that he knew. “It is to do with Hermann,” he said. “I am afraid you have got just a little hurt coming — I would have spared you that, if I could.”

She shrugged her shoulders with a gesture of weariness.

“I can stand just one more,” she replied. “I do not think you really know what life has been with Hermann.”

“I can guess,” he said grimly.

She recovered her spirits at supper, and made an excellent hostess, and Elsie, to whom this was a new and a beautiful world, had a most fascinating hour as the tango dancers glided and dipped between the gaily decorated tables.

The Six Hundred is the best of the night clubs. Duchesses order tables in advance and the most famous actresses of the world are members, and may be seen nightly in their precious toilettes seated about the little tables of the great dining-hall. Here was laughter and music and song, and the murmur and magic of life, the life of the leisured and the artistic — of the section of Bohemia which dresses for dinner.

Elsie watched the unaccustomed scenes, comforted by the light and the glitter. It was unlike anything she had ever seen before. No staring eyes surveyed them; the club was used to celebrities and even the whisper that the “King of London” was in its midst aroused little more than passing interest.

Vera was sitting next to Kerry, and after the first course had been served she spoke to him under her breath.

“Hermann is here,” she said. “He is sitting a little to your left and behind you.”

He nodded. “I saw him come in,” he said. “I do not anticipate any particular danger from him here.”

He looked at his watch.

“Oh, please do not think of going yet, Mr. Kerry!” the girl begged.

“I am not going,” he said. “But it is a practice of mine, as you know, to make a call at my office before I go home, and I was just wondering what was the hour.”

Hermann Zeberlieff had seen the action, and suddenly he rose, leaving the elegant Mr. Hubbard, whose guest he was, without any apology and strolled across to the table.

A dead silence greeted him, but he was not in any way embarrassed. From where he stood, he could look down at King Kerry and his sister, and there was an ample display of good humour on his handsome face.

“Does anybody feel inclined,” he asked languidly, “to do a little scientific hatchet-burying?”

He addressed the company at large. There was not one there against whom he had not offended. Elsie was ignorant perhaps of the part the man had played, but she looked up at him anxiously.

Gordon Bray, with the memory of drugged drink and an awakening in a certain wine cellar in Park Lane, went a dull red. King Kerry’s face was expressionless, and it was only Vera who smiled gaily at the man who had neglected no effort to remove her from the world.

“Because,” Hermann went on, “if at this particularly genial moment of life you feel inclined to accept me as your guest I am in a most humble frame of mind.”

It was a situation at once delicate and trying: Vera for the moment was deceived by his loneliness and looked a little pleadingly at King Kerry.

“Certainly,” he responded. “Will you ask the waiter to put a chair for your brother?”

“What about your guest?” asked Vera.

Hermann shrugged his shoulders.

“He is waiting for somebody else,” he said, “and he will be rather relieved than otherwise to get rid of me.”

It happened that he partly spoke the truth, because Hubbard was expecting Leete, who joined him a few minutes later. But since the two had foregathered to talk ways and means with the man who had so calmly deserted them, they found little consolation in one another’s society.

Hermann was charming. Never before had King Kerry known him so gay, so cheerful, so full of sparkling wit, so ready with goodnatured banter.

It was a new Hermann they saw — a suave, polished man of the world, versed in its niceties, its tone, and its standard of humour. He told stories that were new, had anecdotes that not one member of the party had heard before, which was strange: but never once did he address Kerry, though he blandly included Gordon Bray in his conversation whenever the opportunity offered.

That young man, resentful as he was, and with the memory of his unpleasant experience behind him, found himself engaged in an animated conversation with this man who had treated him so badly.

The coffee stage had long since come and gone. King Kerry fidgeted uneasily, he did not like late hours, and he still had a little work to do at the office. Late nights disorganized the following day, for he laid down an irreducible minimum of seven hours for sleep.

Still Hermann rattled on, and they were forced against their will to listen and be amused.

Martin Hubbard had long since gone with Leete, and Hermann had met their scowls with his most pleasant smile. They were out of the scheme for the moment.

The tables began to thin a little; the more sedate members had gathered up their belongings and departed in a cloud of chatter and laughter.

Vera’s table was one of the last four occupied in the room.

“‘I really think we must go now,” said Kerry. “It is nearly three o’clock.”

They rose, Hermann with an apology.

“I’m afraid I have kept you,” he said.

Kerry returned a conventional and polite reply.

It was whilst Vera was settling the bill that young Lord Fallingham, whom King Kerry knew slightly, came in with a most hilarious party.

He was settling upon a table when he caught sight of the millionaire and came over.

“How do you do, Mr. King Kerry?” he said cordially. “I congratulate you on the fruition of your scheme, and I only regret that the successful conclusion of your business has removed so picturesque a spectacle from London.”

“Meaning me?” asked King Kerry good humouredly.

“Meaning your Jewel House,” said the young man.

King Kerry shook his head.

“It will be a long time before the Jewel House departs,” he said. “The one concrete evidence of the Trust’s existence will remain for many years.”

The young man looked down at him a little bewildered.

“But you are moving from Glasshouse Street,” he persisted. “I went round there to find you tonight; I have just come from there.”

“You have just come from there?” repeated Kerry in astonishment.

“Yes. I have a man here,” he jerked his head towards his table, “who is home from India, and I took him round to see the wonderful sights, and, alas! there were no longer wonderful sights to be seen.”

“Exactly what do you mean?” King Kerry’s voice was sharp and commanding. “I have not moved from Glasshouse Street.”

“I do not quite understand you,” said Fallingham slowly. “The place is in darkness, and you have two huge bills pasted up on the window outside saying that your office is removed to 106, Piccadilly Circus.”

For a moment Elsie’s startled eyes met the millionaire’s, then he turned quickly to the smiling Hermann.

“I see,” he said, without raising his voice.

“Exactly, Mr. King Kerry, what do you see?” drawled the other.

“I understand your intrusion into this party,” said King Kerry, “and your entertaining conversation is explained.”

With an excuse he left them and hurried downstairs.

He hailed the first taxicab he could see and drove to his office. The shop front was in darkness; he peered through, but could not see the safe. Once the lights were out, as they had not been since the opening of the Jewel House, the safe would be in the shadow.

He unlocked the outer door and entered, pressing over the switch on the left of the door. But no light resulted. He went out again into the street and called the nearest policeman.

“This place has been burgled,” he said.

“Burgled, sir! Why I thought you had moved your furniture tonight.”

“Who put those bills up?”

King Kerry pointed to the large printed notice on the window.

“I don’t know,” said the man. “When I came on duty the shop was in darkness and these bills were posted. Naturally, when I saw there was no light I acted according to the instructions the police had received from you, and went across, but seeing the bills I thought it was all right.”

He whistled two of his mates, and the four men entered the building, the policemen flashing their lamps before them. In the commissionaire’s box they found the unfortunate guard whose duty it was to protect the treasures of the safe. He was unconscious. He had been clubbed into insensibility, gagged and bound. The arrival of the relief only came just in time to save his life.

The commissionaire was nowhere to be seen. They found him afterwards in the smaller office, treated in very much the same way as his assistant. The only account he could give was that suddenly, while he was sitting in his box, something had been squirted in his face, something that had taken away his breath.

“I think it was ammonia,” he said, and that, before he could struggle or cry, he was knocked down, and awoke to find himself strung and gagged in the little office.

An examination of the place showed that all the electric light cables were cut. Possibly the burglary had been committed at the very moment when the police were changing over.

There was no necessity to unlock the steel door leading from the inner office to the safe room, the lock had been burnt out and the safe was open wide, and was apparently uninjured.

King Kerry uttered a smothered exclamation.

“Lend me your lamp,” he said, and rapidly examined the contents of the safe. None of the documents affecting the Trust had been disturbed, or if they had been moved they had been put back as they had been found. One bundle of envelopes, the most important to him, had gone.

“You had better report this,” he said, after a long silence. “I will get somebody in to repair the damage to the electric cable.”

He sat in the inner office with no more light than a candle afforded, and there Elsie found him. Alarmed by the look in the millionaire’s face she had followed. “Is anything gone?” she asked.

“A bundle of mine,” he said quietly; “but, fortunately, nothing belonging to the business has been touched.”

“Are you sure your bundle has gone?” she asked.

It was a true woman’s question, the inevitable expression of distrust in man’s power of search. He smiled slightly. “You had better look for yourself,” he said. “There is a lamp over there.”

She went into the office; the safe was still open and she was carefully examining the contents before she remembered that she did not know what she was seeking.

She went back to Kerry. “It is a bunch of long envelopes,” he said, “inscribed ‘Relating to the affairs of King Kerry — Private.’”

She nodded and went back. She turned over every envelope in the safe without making any discovery. Then she flashed her lamp over the floor. Here she found something: One long, thin envelope, carefully sealed, had fallen, and lay on its edge against the side of the safe, kept in its upright position possibly by the edge of the carpet.

She picked it up and, turning the lantern light upon it, read —

“Marriage Certificate of King Kerry and Henrietta Zeberlieff.”

The girl stared at the envelope.

Zeberlieff! Hermann’s sister!
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“Voila!” said Micheloff.

He stood in an attitude of complete satisfaction, his arms akimbo, and the bundle of envelopes, tightly bound with string, which lay upon the desk testified mutely to the skill of the man.

There were two red patches on Hermann’s cheeks and his eyes blazed with triumph.”At last! You are a wonderful man,” he said ironically.

Micheloff shrugged his shoulders.

“It was nothing,” he said. “The genius of the idea; the forethought was all yours, oh, mon generale! Who but you would have thought of the bills to paste upon the windows? That was a master stroke; the rest was easy.”

“You had to cut out the lock, I suppose?” asked Hermann as he untied the strings which bound the letters.

Micheloff shook his great head. “It was simple. Here again your perception!” He extended his arms admiringly.

“My perception!” said the other roughly. “Did you open the safe with the name I gave?” The man bowed his head. “With ‘Elsie’?” Again Micheloff nodded.

The brows of Hermann Zeberlieff were knitted, his underjaw stuck out pugnaciously, and he was not beautiful to look upon at the moment.

“Elsie,” he repeated, “damn him! I’ll make him sorry for that.”

He cut the cord impatiently and sorted over the envelopes.

“You have missed one,” he said.

“Impossible,” replied the calm Micheloff. “I examined with great care, and my knowledge of English is almost perfect. Every one is here.”

“There was one which contained a marriage certificate,” said Hermann.

“That is there also,” said the other. “I particularly remember placing it there.”

“It is not here now.” He made another search. “You fool, you have left behind the most valuable letter of all.”

“It is a thousand pities,” said Micheloff a little impatiently. He was tired of criticism, tired of being bullied. He wanted a little praise for the risk he had taken and the work he had done.

“Nevertheless,” he said, “I think that you have sufficient for your money.”

Hermann thought a moment, and went to a little safe in the wall, opened it, and took out a bundle of notes. He carefully counted ten and handed them to his tool, who counted them again no less carefully. “This is exactly half what you promised,” he said.

“There is exactly all there that you will get,” said Hermann. “You have failed to secure what I asked for, what I particularly desired you to bring to me.”

“I require another thousand pounds,” said Micheloff; his little eyes twinkled coldly. “I desire another thousand pounds, monsieur, and I do not leave here until I get it.”

“You will go!” Hermann took a step towards him and stopped.

Micheloff was taking no chances that night. He had felt the strangling white hands of the other about his throat, and it was an experience which he did not intend should be repeated. Hermann stopped before the black barrel of a Browning pistol.

“No, no, my ancient!” said Micheloff. “We will have no further exhibition from the pupil of Le Cinq!”

“Put that revolver down!” cried Hermann. “You fool, put it down!”

He was terribly agitated: in a state of panic almost. He feared firearms to an extraordinary extent, and even Micheloff was astounded at the pallor and the shakiness of the man. Something that was human in the little Russian made him drop his hand.

Hermann wiped his brow and licked his dry lips. “Do not ever lift a pistol to me again,” he said hoarsely. “I cannot stand it. It is one of the things I hate worse than anything else in the world.”

He went to the safe again and counted ten more notes with trembling fingers and threw them down on the table.

“Take them!” he said.

Micheloff took them, and without stopping to count them made his way to the door.

“My friend,” he said elaborately, “I salute — and retire!”

And now Hermann Zeberlieff was alone.

Very carefully he examined the contents of the envelopes. One of them containing a bundle of correspondence afforded him some quiet amusement — the letters were in his own writing.

He read them through again and again and carefully burnt them. He had lit a fire in his study with this object. There was one envelope which he did not touch, inscribed with the name of a girl who had loved him and who had learnt his secret with horror, and in all the frenzy of her despair had taken her own life.

He turned the envelope over and over — something prevented him from examining its contents.

His chin upon his palm, he sat thinking, and then the recollection of Micheloff’s words came to him, and he sat bolt upright in his chair.

“Elsie,” he repeated, and his lips curled in a sneer. So that was it — this man had fallen in love with a gutter-child he had found in London. She was enough in his thoughts, sufficient in his life to be entrusted with his secrets. This girl had all that Hermann Zeberlieff desired — once he had had the opportunity of standing next to King Kerry, first in place amongst his friends, trusted, and growing to fortune as the millionaire had grown. He had thrown it away, and this girl had taken all that he had scorned.

A petty thought, perhaps; but a natural thought.

Only one envelope remained to be examined. Upon his judgment as to whether its contents should prove as he had anticipated depended his future.

He had given a brief glance at the inscription on the envelope. So far he was satisfied that he he not been at fault — the envelope bore the words, “Relating to my marriage.”

He cleared all the other papers away and locked them in a drawer of his desk and opened the one remaining.

It contained twenty sheets of foolscap, closely written. He read steadily, turning the sheets as he came to them, till he reached the passage he sought. He had expected to find it in another form, and was momentarily dismayed to find that the envelope contained no more than this one statement that he was now reading.

But the paragraph cleared up all doubt in his mind — he read it again and again, slowly absorbing its sense until he could have repeated it by heart.

It ran —

“My marriage was a disaster. It will be understood why from the foregoing. Henrietta’s mother had died in a lunatic asylum. I did not know this before the marriage. The mother had imparted something of her strong will and her strong character, with an utter irresponsibility peculiar to her wild nature, lo her daughter…

“She was extraordinarily ignorant as to the law of the United States, and this had probably led her to commit the crime which she had committed — for her daughter’s sake. When I discovered Henrietta’s duplicity, when I awoke to a full realization of her terrible and absorbing passion, when I realized how absolutely impossible such a marriage was, I saw in what a terrible position I had placed myself. I did not love Henrietta; I do not think that in any time of my life she had aroused the confidence and the trust which is the basis of love. I had been fascinated by the glamour of a beautiful woman, had been swept off my feet by her exotic beauty — she was little more than a child in those days.

“I consulted my lawyer. I had made my antenuptial arrangements, and had settled upon her, in the terms of my will, ten million dollars upon my death. I now desired earnestly to see how far I was bound by that contract.

“I had no wish to rob her other inheritance, though a large portion of her mother’s estate would come to her, and she would not have felt the loss had I been able to cancel my marriage contract, but the lawyers informed me that it would be impossible, without a great deal of publicity, which I did not desire, and even then there was some doubt as to whether I should succeed.

“It is a terrible thought that this woman will so benefit by my death — terrible, because I am confident that Hermann Zeberlieff would not hesitate to destroy me if he knew that Henrietta would benefit.”

Hermann read the sheet through and folded it with a little smile. “You are perfectly right, my friend. Henrietta has a very loyal brother.”

He locked up the document in the safe and stood cogitating by the fireplace.

“I wonder why I hate firearms,” he said, half to himself, “because it seems to me that is the only method which is now available.”

“Out you go!” he waved his hand to the ceiling. “Out you go, my King Kerry, deserter of wives, and maker of wills! I have learnt from your own lips the necessity for your destruction — poor Henrietta.” He smiled again.

Where was this wife of Kerry’s?

Hermann knew — very well he knew.

But Elsie, who tossed restlessly, sleeplessly, from side to side in her tumbled bed in Chelsea, thought and thought and thought again without coming any nearer to a solution of the business.

The morning sun streamed into her room to find her awake and still thinking.
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“You wanted to see me, Mr. Kerry?”

Vera was looking beautiful that morning, Kerry thought. She reminded him somewhat of her sister — her sister as she had been at her best.

Yet there was a quality in her face that Henrietta had never had — a softness, a humanity, a kindness, which was foreign to the older woman’s nature.

“Yes, I want to speak to you,” he said. “I am going into some of your family history, if you don’t mind.”

“That’s rather alarming,” she smiled. “Which side of my family, in particular?”

He hesitated.

“To be exact, the only branch it touches is your father, and even he is only a passive agent.”

“You are speaking of Hermann’s mother?” she said quickly.

He nodded.

“Did you ever hear of her?”

The girl shook her head.

“I have heard rather terrible stories about her,” she said slowly. “She was in a lunatic asylum for a number of years. Poor papa! — it must have been terrible for him.”

“It was,” said King Kerry. “Even I am not old enough to remember all that happened. She was a remarkable woman,” he went on, plunging into the business of his visit. “She was a Pole, a very beautiful girl. Her father and a large family emigrated from Poland to America in the sixties, and she met him when she was little more than a child. I have reason to believe that the family had come from noble stock, but, if you do not mind my speaking very plainly—”

“I would prefer it,” said Vera.

“They were a pretty decadent lot.”

She nodded her head.

“I know that,” she said with a half-smile.

“Hermann’s mother had many remarkable ideas, even as a child, and perhaps the most remarkable of all was one which led to a great deal of unhappiness.”

He hesitated.

“Do you know that you have a half-sister?”

The girl’s eyebrows rose.

“A half-sister?” she said incredulously. “No, I did not — it is news to me.”

“I married her,” he said simply.

She looked at him with wondering eyes. For a moment neither of them spoke.

“I married her,” he went on. “I met her in Denver City. She had gone West on a trip to her relatives and I was pretty young and headstrong in those days. I met her at a ball, and became engaged to her the same night, and was married to her within a week.”

He paced up and down the room with his hands behind him.

“It is only right to say,” he said slowly, “that that marriage, from the very moment when we left the justice’s parlour where we had been formally united, was a hideous mistake — a mistake which might very well have embittered the whole of my life. The shadow of Henrietta Zeberlieff has hung over me for fifteen years, and there have been times when life had been unendurable.”

She was silent.

It was so startling, so extraordinary, that even now she could not grasp it. This marriage offered an explanation for much. She looked at her brotherin-law enviously. How strange the relationship seemed! She felt a sudden glow of loving kindness toward one who had suffered at the hands of her own flesh and blood.

“Is she still alive?” she asked.

Kerry nodded.

“She is still alive,” he said.

“Hermann knows?” the girl said quickly.

He nodded his head.

“And he is concealing her, keeping her in the background. Is she mad, too?”

King Kerry considered a moment. “I think she is,” he said.

“How terrible.”

The pain on the girl’s face was pitiable to the man. “Can’t I go to her? Can’t I see her?”

He shook his head. “You could do no good,” he said. “You must wait developments. I meant to have told you more, but somehow — it has stuck in my throat. Last night, as you know, a burglary was committed at my office and the documents relating to my wife were stolen. I have my own idea as to why they were stolen, but I thought it possible that within the next few days you would come to learn what I have told you and perhaps more. It is fairer to you that I should prepare you for the shock.”

He picked up his hat. The girl came towards him, her eyes filled with tears and laid her two hands on his.

“I thought—” She looked at him steadily.

“What do you think, Miss Zeberlieff?”

“I thought,” she said, with a little catch in her voice, “that Elsie—”

He nodded.

“I wish to God it were so,” he said, in a low tone. “Money isn’t everything, is it?” He made a pathetic attempt to smile.

“It isn’t everything,” she said, in a low voice. “I think the only thing worth while in life is love.”

He nodded. “Thank God, you have found it,” he said; and, raising her face to his, he kissed her on the cheek.

“After all,” he smiled, “you are my sister-in-law. That is a liberty which my remote relationship completely exonerates.”

He went back to his club to lunch, for he was in no mood to meet Elsie. The very sight of her brought a little twinge of pain to his heart. He loved this girl very dearly. She had grown to him as a delicate flower might grow in the shade of a plant of sturdier growth for protection and comfort.

His mind dwelt upon her as he sat at his lunch, and her beautiful eyes, the perfect oval of her face, the little pout of red lips.

He shook his head — there was no way out that he could see.

He finished lunch, and stood for a moment on the steps of the club, then hailed a taxi. Just as he was stepping into the cab a District messenger-boy had entered the club and the chauffeur was driving off when a club servant came flying down the steps with a letter.

“This has just arrived, sir,” he said.

King Kerry opened it and read— “For the last time I want you to see me. I am sailing for South America tomorrow to retrieve my fortunes. Come to Park Lane. There is nothing to fear.”

“‘For the last time,’” repeated King Kerry. He crushed the letter and put it in his pocket, and turning to the club waiter —

“There is no answer,” he said. “Tell the driver to go to 410, Park Lane.”
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“So you’ve come?” said Hermann.

“For the last time,” said the other.

“Assuredly “ — then— “What is that?” Hermann asked quickly.

King Kerry had laid down upon the table a newspaper he had purchased on his way. He had been suspicious of Hermann’s intentions, and had bought the journal to learn the sailing dates and to discover whether the South American mail sailed the following day.

It happened that, as far as he could gather from a perusal of the shipping-list, Zeberlieff had spoken the truth.

Hermann snatched up the paper, his face was drawn and haggard of a sudden. Over his shoulder the millionaire read in the largest headlines —

SHOOTING AFFRAY IN WHITECHAPEL

WELL-KNOWN ANARCHIST ARRESTED

ASSAILANT MAKES FULL CONFESSION

Hermann read the lines rapidly. The arrested man was Micheloff — and he would tell — everything. Everything would come out now, the little Russian would not hesitate to implicate anybody and everybody to save his own skin or to bring about a mitigation of his sentence.

So he made a full confession! Of what! The paper only had the brief and most guarded account: “The prisoner made a long statement, which was being investigated,” said the journal, and went on to explain that the police sought the owner of a large sum of money which was found upon the prisoner.

So it was all out. He threw down the paper on the table. The game was up. He was at his last desperate throw, and then “Farewell, Hermann Zeberlieff!”

“That has upset you rather?” said King Kerry. He had skimmed the account on his way to the house.

“It doesn’t upset me so very much,” said the other. “It alters my plans a little — it may very easily alter yours. I have very little time.” He looked at his watch. Kerry saw a packed bag and an overcoat on a chair, and guessed that Zeberlieff was making immediate preparations for departure.

“But that little time,” Hermann went on, “must be profitably spent. For the last time, King Kerry, will you help me?”

“With money? No! How often have I helped you, and invariably you have employed the assistance I have given you to combat me?”

“I want exactly a million,” said the other. “I am going away to South America, where there is ample scope for a gentleman of enterprise.”

“You will get nothing from me.”

“Reconsider your decision — now!”

Kerry turned. A revolver covered him.

“Reconsider it, or you’re a dead man!” said Zeberlieff’ calmly. “I tell you I am in desperate straits. I must get out of this country to-day — unless you stand by me — not only with money, but in every other way—”

There was a loud knock at the door below. Zeberlieff’s haggard face went white, yet he edged to the window and looked out. Three men, unmistakable policemen in plain clothes, were standing about the door.

“This is the end,” said Zeberlieff, and fired.

As he did so, King Kerry sprang forward and knocked up his arm. The two closed, the white hands sought for his throat, but Kerry knew the other’s strength — and weakness.

There was a sharp scuffle, but Zeberlieff was powerless in his arms. He swung him round as the door burst open and two men dashed in.

Before they could grasp their prisoner he had stooped to the floor and picked up the revolver that had fallen in the struggle. There was a quick report, and, with that little smile which was particularly Hermann Zeberlieff’s, he collapsed sideways on to the floor.

Kerry went down on his knees by his side and lifted the fallen head.

“Hullo, Kingy!” coughed the dying Hermann. “This is pretty lucky for you — you and your Elsie!”

A frown gathered over the fast-glazing eyes, and it was with that frown on that handsome face that Hermann Zeberlieff went to the Judge Who knows all things.

One of the policemen leant over him.

“He’s dead!” he said as he loosened the shirt about the neck of the silent figure.

He stood up sharply.

“My God!” he gasped. “It’s a woman!”

King Kerry nodded.

“My wife,” he said, and looked down at the dead woman at his feet.

*

“I had never suspected it — never.” Vera’s eyes showed signs of tears. “And yet, now I come to think of it, she never allowed me in her room, never allowed a servant to valet her, and there are lots of little things I can remember which might have aroused my suspicion.”

“It was her mother’s fault,” said King Kerry. “Her mother was ignorant of the laws of the United States, and was under the impression that your father’s estate would go automatically to a son, and that a daughter had no powers of inheritance. She craved for that son, and when Henrietta arrived, the poor soul was distracted. The doctor was bribed to certify the child as a boy, and her aunt and her mother brought her up as a boy. She was assisted in this deception by Henrietta’s character — for Henrietta had a man’s way and a man’s reason. She was a man in this, that she had neither pity nor remorse. She allowed a beautiful girl to fall in love with her without letting her know her secret. When it was discovered the girl committed suicided — you probably know the circumstances.”

“I know,” said the faltering Vera. “But I thought—”

“Everybody thought that,” said Kerry. “One other aunts was frightened and had the girl sent to her at Denver — she had a farm there. She allowed her hair to grow and dressed her as a girl — it was there that I met her and married her.

“But the fascination of the old life — she had got into a speculating set on Wall Street — was too much for her.

“She wanted to be thought a man, to hear her business abilities and her genius praised — as a man. She made one or two very wise speculations which were her undoing. She left me and went back to Wall Street. I pleaded with her, but there was nothing to be gained by appealing to Henrietta’s better instincts. She laughed. The next day she turned a ‘corner’ against me — she smashed my market — with my money,” he added grimly. “I did not mind that, one can always get money, but she pursued it. I was a ‘bear’ in corn, pulling the prices down; she and her friends ‘cornered’ the world’s supply, so she thought. I smashed her and gave her a million to start afresh, but she hated me from that moment and pursued me with malignant—” He stopped.

“God help her!” he said sadly. “God help all women — good or bad!”

“Amen,” said Vera Zeberlieff.

*

King Kerry came to see Elsie two months later. He arrived unexpectedly at Geneva, where she was holiday-making, and she met him upon Quai des Alpes, and was staggered at the sight of him.

He was young again — the lines were gone from his face — the lines of care and memory — and his eyes were bright with health.

“I have just come along from Chamonix,” he laid. “I have been fixing up a villa.”

“Are you going to live there?” she asked in consternation.

He shook his head smilingly.

A carriage drove past, and she had some work to restrain a smile.

“Who is that?” he asked.

“Do you remember Mr. Hubbard?”

He nodded. He remembered the “Beauty” very well.

“He has married the most dreadful woman, And they have come here on their honeymoon,” she said.

He nodded again.

“His landlady,” he said grimly. “That’s poetic justice.”

“But the most poetical of all the pieces of justice,” she laughed, “is that Vera and Mr. Bray arc staying at the same hotel on their honeymoon.”

“That is rough luck,” admitted King Kerry with a smile, “and as you say, horribly just.”

“It is rather terrible, though,” she said, “the number of honeymoon folks who are in Geneva.”

He took her by the arm and walked her along the quay.

“We shall not add to the number,” he said. “We will go to Chamonix.”

“When?” asked the girl faintly.

“Next week,” said King Kerry.

“I love Chamonix,” she said after a while, “It is so splendid — Mont Blanc with his white smooth head always above you. I wish we could take Mont Blanc to England with us,” she added whimsically.

“I’ll ask the price of it,” said the Man who Bought London.


The End
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On the night of May 27, 1911, the office of Gilderheim, Pascoe and Company, diamond merchants, of Little Hatton Garden, presented no unusual appearance to the patrolling constable who examined the lock and tried the door in the ordinary course of his duty. Until nine o’clock in the evening the office had been occupied by Mr. Gilderheim and his head clerk, and a plainclothes officer, whose duty was to inquire into unusual happenings, had deemed that the light in the window on the first floor fell within his scope, and had gone up to discover the reason for its appearance. The 27th was a Saturday, and it is usual for the offices in Hatton Garden to be clear of clerks and their principals by three at the latest.

Mr. Gilderheim, a pleasant gentleman, had been relieved to discover that the knock which brought him to the door, gripping a revolver in his pocket in case of accidents, produced no more startling adventure than a chat with a police officer who was known to him. He explained that he had to-day received a parcel of diamonds from an Amsterdam house, and was classifying the stones before leaving for the night, and with a few jocular remarks on the temptation which sixty thousand pounds’ worth of diamonds offered to the unscrupulous “night of darkness,” the officer left.

At nine-forty Mr. Gilderheim locked up the jewels in his big safe, before which an electric light burnt day and night, and accompanied by his clerk, left No. 93 Little Hatton Garden and walked in the direction of Holborn.

The constable on point duty bade them goodnight, and the plainclothes officer who was then at the Holborn end of the thoroughfare, exchanged a word or two.

“You will be on duty all night?” asked Mr. Gilderheim as his clerk hailed a cab.

“Yes, sir,” said the officer.

“Good!” said the merchant. “I’d like you to keep a special eye upon my place. I am rather nervous about leaving so large a sum in the safe.”

The officer smiled.

“I don’t think you need worry, sir,” he said; and, after the cab containing Mr. Gilderheim had driven off he walked back to No. 93.

But in that brief space of time between the diamond merchant leaving and the return of the detective many things had happened. Scarcely had Gilderheim reached the detective than two men walked briskly along the thoroughfare from the other end. Without hesitation the first turned into No. 93, opened the door with a key, and passed in. The second man followed. There was no hesitation, nothing furtive in their movements. They might have been lifelong tenants of the house, so confident were they in every action.

Not half a minute after the second man had entered a third came from the same direction, turned into the building, unlocked the door with that calm confidence which had distinguished the action of the first comer, and went in.

Three minutes later two of the three were upstairs. With extraordinary expedition one had produced two small iron bottles from his pockets and had deftly fixed the rubber tubes and adjusted the little blowpipe of his lamp, and the second had spread out on the floor a small kit of tools of delicate temper and beautiful finish.

Neither man spoke. They lay flat on the ground, making no attempt to extinguish the light which shone before the safe. They worked in silence for some little while, then the stouter of the two remarked, looking up at the reflector fixed at an angle to the ceiling and affording a view of the upper part of the safe to the passerby in the street below:

“Even the mirrors do not give us away, I suppose?”

The second burglar was a slight, young-looking man with a shock of hair that suggested the musician. He shook his head.

“Unless all the rules of optics have been specially reversed for the occasion,” he said with just a trace of a foreign accent, “we cannot possibly be seen.”

“I am relieved,” said the first.

He half whistled, half hummed a little tune to himself as he plied the hissing flame to the steel door.

He was carefully burning out the lock, and had no doubt in his mind that he would succeed, for the safe was an old-fashioned one. No further word was exchanged for half an hour. The man with the blowpipe continued in his work, the other watching with silent interest, ready to play his part when the operation was sufficiently advanced.

At the end of half an hour the elder of the two wiped his streaming forehead with the back of his hand, for the heat which the flame gave back from the steel door was fairly trying.

“Why did you make such a row closing the door?” he asked. “You are not usually so careless, Calli.”

The other looked down at him in mild astonishment.

“I made no noise whatever, my dear George,” he said. “If you had been standing in the passage you could not have heard it; in fact, I closed the door as noiselessly as I opened it.”

The perspiring man on the ground smiled.

“That would be fairly noiseless,” he said.

“Why?” asked the other.

“Because I did not close it. You walked in after me.”

Something in the silence which greeted his words made him look up. There was a puzzled look upon his companion’s face.

“I opened the door with my own key,” said the younger man slowly.

“You opened—” The man called George frowned. “I do not understand you, Callidino. I left the door open, and you walked in after me; I went straight up the stairs, and you followed.”

Callidino looked at the other and shook his head.

“I opened the door myself with the key,” he said quietly. “If anybody came in after you — why, it is up to us, George, to see who it is.”

“You mean — ?”

“I mean,” said the little Italian, “that it would be extremely awkward if there is a third gentleman present on this inconvenient occasion.”

“It would, indeed,” said the other.

“Why?”

Both men turned with a start, for the voice that asked the question without any trace of emotion was the voice of a third man, and he stood in the doorway screened from all possibility of observation from the window by the angle of the room.

He was dressed in an evening suit, and he carried a light overcoat across his arm.

What manner of man he was, and how he looked, they had no means of judging, for from his chin to his forehead his face was covered by a black mask.

“Please do not move,” he said, “and do not regard the revolver I am holding in the light of a menace. I merely carry it for self-defence, and you will admit that under the circumstances and knowing the extreme delicacy of my position, I am fairly well justified in taking this precaution.”

George Wallis laughed a little under his breath.

“Sir,” he said, without shifting his position “you may be a man after my own heart, but I shall know better when you have told me exactly what you want.”

“I want to learn,” said the stranger. He stood there regarding the pair with obvious interest. The eyes which shone through the holes of the mask were alive and keen. “Go on with your work, please,” he said. “I should hate to interrupt you.”

George Wallis picked up the blowpipe and addressed himself again to the safe door. He was a most adaptable man, and the situation in which he found himself nonplussed had yet to occur.

“Since,” he said, “it makes absolutely no difference as to whether I leave off or whether I go on, if you are a representative of law and order, I may as well go on, because if you are not a representative of those two admirable, excellent and necessary qualities I might at least save half the swag with you.”

“You may save the lot,” said the man sharply. “I do not wish to share the proceeds of your robbery, but I want to know how you do it — that is all,”

“You shall learn,” said George Wallis, that most notorious of burglars, “and at the hands of an expert, I beg you to believe.”

“That I know,” said the other calmly.

Wallis went on with his task apparently undisturbed by this extraordinary interruption. The little Italian’s hands had twitched nervously, and here might have been trouble, but the strength of the other man, who was evidently the leader of the two, and his self-possession had heartened his companion to accept whatever consequences the presence of this man might threaten. It was the masked stranger who broke the silence.

“Isn’t it an extraordinary thing,” he said, “that whilst technical schools exist for teaching every kind of trade, art and craft, there is none which engage in teaching the art of destruction. Believe me, I am very grateful that I have had this opportunity of sitting at the feet of a master.”

His voice was not unpleasant, but there was a certain hardness which was not in harmony with the flippant tone he adopted.

The man on the floor went on with his work for a little while, then he said without turning his head:

“I am anxious to know exactly how you got in.”

“I followed close behind you,” said the masked man. “I knew there would be a reasonable interval between the two of you. You see,” he went on, “you have been watching this office for the greater part of a week; one of you has been on duty practically every night. You rented a small office higher up this street which offered a view of these premises. I gathered that you had chosen tonight because you brought your gas with you this morning. You were waiting in the dark hallway of the building in which your office is situated, one of you watching for the light to go out and Mr. Gilderheim depart. When he had gone, you, sir” — he addressed the man on the floor— “came out immediately, your companion did not follow so soon. Moreover, he stopped to pick up a small bundle of letters which had apparently been dropped by some careless person, and since these letters included two sealed packets such as the merchants of Hatton Garden send to their clients, I was able to escape the observation of the second man and keep reasonably close to you.”

Callidino laughed softly.

“That is true,” he said, with a nod to the man on the floor. “It was very clever. I suppose you dropped the packet?”

The masked man inclined his head.

“Please go on,” he said, “do not let me interrupt you.”

“What is going to happen when I have finished?” asked George, still keeping his face to the safe.

“As far as I am concerned, nothing. Just as soon as you have got through your work, and have extracted whatever booty there is to be extracted, I shall retire.”

“You want your share, I suppose?”

“Not at all,” said the other calmly. “I do not want my share by any means. I am not entitled to it. My position in society prevents me from going farther down the slippery path than to connive at your larceny.”

“Felony,” corrected the man on the floor.

“Felony,” agreed the other. He waited until without a sound the heavy door of the safe swung open and George had put his hand inside to extract the contents, and then, without a word, he passed through the door, closing it behind him. The two men sat up tensely, and listened. They heard nothing more until the soft thud of the outer door told them that their remarkable visitor had departed.

They exchanged glances — interest on the one face, amusement on the other.

“That is a remarkable man,” said Callidino.

The other nodded.

“Most remarkable,” he said, “and more remarkable will it be if we get out of Hatton Garden tonight with the loot.”

It would seem that the “more than most” remarkable happening of all actually occurred, for none saw the jewel thieves go, and the smashing of Gilderheim’s jewel safe provided an excellent alternative topic for conversation to the prospects of Sunstar for the Derby.
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There it was again! Above the babel of sound, the low roar of voices, soft and sorrowful, now heard, now lost, a vagrant thread of gold caught in the drab woof of shoddy life gleaming and vanishing… Gilbert Standerton sat tensely straining to locate the sound.

It was the “Melody in F” that the unseen musician played.

“There’s going to be a storm.”

Gilbert did not hear the voice. He sat on the box-seat of the coach, clasping his knees, the perspiration streaming from his face.

There was something tragic, something a little terrifying in his pose. The profile turned to his exasperated friend was a perfect one — forehead high and well-shaped, the nose a little long, perhaps, the chin strong and resolute.

Leslie Frankfort, looking up at the unconscious dreamer, was reminded of the Dante of convention, though Dante never wore a top-hat or found a Derby Day crowd so entirely absorbing.

“There’s going to be a storm.” Leslie climbed up the short step-ladder, and swung himself into the seat by Gilbert’s side.

The other awoke from his reverie with a start.

“Is there?” he asked, and wiped his forehead. Yet as he looked around it was not the murky clouds banking up over Banstead that held his eye; it was this packed mass of men and women, these gay placards extolling loudly the honesty and the establishment of “the old firm,” the booths on the hill, the long succession of canvas screens which had. been erected to advertise somebody’s whisky, the flimsy-looking stands on the far side of the course, the bustle, the pandemonium and the vitality of that vast, uncountable throng made such things as June thunderstorms of little importance.

“If you only knew how the lowbrows are pitying you,” said Leslie Frankfort, with goodnatured annoyance, “you would not be posing for a picture of ‘The Ruined Gambler.’ My dear chap, you look for all the world, sitting up here with your long, ugly mug a-droop, like a model for the coloured plate to be issued with the Christmas number of the Anti-Gambling Gazette.
 I suppose they have a gazette.”

Gilbert laughed a little.

“These people interest me,” he said, rousing himself to speak. “Don’t you realize what they all mean? Every one of them with a separate and distinct individuality, every one with a hope or a fear hugged tight in his bosom, every one with the capacity for love, or hate, or sorrow. Look at that man!” he said, and pointed with his long nervous finger.

The man he indicated stood in a little oasis of green. Hereabouts the people on the course had so directed their movements as to leave an open space, and in the centre stood a man of medium height, a black bowler on the back of his head, a long, thin cigar between his white even teeth. He was too far away for Leslie to distinguish these particulars, but Gilbert Standerton’s imagination filled in the deficiencies of vision, for he had seen this man before.

As if conscious of the scrutiny, the man turned and came slowly towards the rails where the coach stood. He took the cigar from his mouth and smiled as he recognized the occupant of the box-seat.

“How do you do, sir?” His voice sounded shrill and faint, as if an immeasurably distance separated them, but he was evidently shouting to raise his voice above the growling voices of the crowd. Gilbert waved his hand with a smile; the man turned and raised his hat, and was swallowed up in a detachment of the crowd which came eddying about him.

“A thief,” said Gilbert “on a fairly large scale — his name is Wallis; there are many Wallises here. A crowd is a terrible spectacle to the man who thinks,” he said, half to himself.

The other glanced at him keenly.

“They’re terrible things to get through in a thunderstorm,” he said, practically. “I vote we go along and claim the car.”

Gilbert nodded.

He rose stiffly, like a man with cramp, and stepped slowly down the littIe ladder to the ground. They passed through the barrier and crossed the course, penetrated the little unsaddling enclosure, through the long passages where pressmen, jockeys and stewards jostled one another every moment of race days, to the roadway without.

In the roped garage they found their car, and, more remarkable, their chauffeur.

The first flicker of blue lightning had stabbed twice to the Downs, and the heralding crash of thunder had reverberated through the charged air, when the car began to thread the traffic towards London. The storm, which had been brewing all the afternoon broke with terrific fury over Epsom. The lightning was incessant, the rain streamed down in an almost solid wall of water, crash after crash of thunder deafened them.

The great throng upon the hill was dissolving as though it was something soluble; its edges frayed into long black streamers of hurrying people moving towards the three railway stations. It required more than ordinary agility to extricate the car from the chaos of charabancs and motorcabs in which it found itself.

Standerton had taken his seat by the driver’s side, though the car was a closed one. He was a man quick to observe, and on the second flash he had seen the chauffeur’s face grow white and his lips twitching. A darkness almost as of night covered the heavens. The horizon about was rimmed with a dull, angry orange haze; so terrifying a storm had not been witnessed in England for many years.

The rain was coming down in sheets, but the young man by the chauffeur’s side paid no heed. He was watching the nervous hands of the man twist this way and that as the car made detour after detour to avoid the congested road. Suddenly a jagged streak of light flicked before the car, and Standerton was deafened by an explosion more terrifying than any of the previous peals.

The chauffeur instinctively shrank back, his face white and drawn; his trembling hands left the wheel, and his foot released the pedal. The car would have come to a standstill, but for the fact that they were at the top of a declivity.

“My God!” he whimpered, “it’s awful. I can’t go on, sir.” Gilbert Standerton’s hand was on the wheel, his neatly-booted foot had closed on the brake pedal.

“Get out of it!” he muttered. “Get over here, quick!”

The man obeyed. He moved, shivering, to his master’s place, his hands before his face, and Standerton slipped into the driver’s seat and threw in the clutch. It was fortunate that he was a driver of extraordinary ability, but he needed every scrap of knowledge as he put the car to the slope which led to the lumpy Downs. As they jolted forward the downpour increased, the ground was running with water as though it had been recently flooded The wheels of the car slipped and skidded over the greasy surface, but the man at the steering-wheel kept his head, and by and by he brought the big car slithering down a little slope on to the main way again. The road was sprinkled with hurrying, tramping people. He moved forward slowly, his horn sounding all the time, and then of a sudden the car stopped with a jerk.

“What is it?”

Leslie Frankfort had opened the window which separated the driver’s seat from the occupants of the car.

“There’s an old chap there,” said Gilbert, speaking over his shoulder, “would you mind taking him into the car? I’ll tell you why after.” He pointed to two woebegone figures that stood on the side of the road. They were of an old man and a girl; Leslie could not see their faces distinctly. They stood with their backs to the storm, one thin coat spread about them both.

Gilbert shouted something, and at his voice the old man turned. He had a beautiful face, thin, refined, intellectual: it was the face of an artist. His grey hair straggled over his collar, and under the cloak he clutched something, the care of which seemed to concern him more than his protection from the merciless downpour.

The girl at his side might have been seventeen, a solemn child, with great fearless eyes that surveyed the occupants of the car gravely. The old man hesitated at Gilbert’s invitation, but as he beckoned impatiently he brought the girl down to the road and Leslie opened the door.

“Jump in quickly,” he said. “My word, you’re wet!”

He slammed the door behind them, and they seated themselves facing him. They were in a pitiable condition; the girl’s dress was soaked, her face was wet as though she had come straight from a bath.

“Take that cloak off,” said Leslie brusquely. “I’ve a couple of dry handkerchiefs, though I’m afraid you’ll want a bath towel.”

She smiled. “It’s very kind of you,” she said. “We shall ruin your car.”

“Oh, that’s all right,” said Leslie cheerfully. “It’s not my car. Anyway,” he added, “when Mr. Standerton comes in he will make it much worse.” He was wondering in his mind by what freakish inclination Standerton had called these two people to the refuge of his limousine.

The old man smiled as he spoke, and his first words were an explanation.

“Mr. Standerton has always been very good to me,” he said gently, almost humbly. He had a soft, well-modulated voice. Leslie Frankfort recognized that it was the voice of an educated man. He smiled. He was too used to meeting Standerton’s friends to be surprised at this storm-soddened street musician, for such he judged him to be by the neck of the violin which protruded from the soaked coat.

“You know him, do you?” The old man nodded.

“I know him very well,” he said.

He took from under his coat the thing he had been carrying, and Leslie Frankfort saw that it was an old violin. The old man examined it anxiously, then with a sigh of relief he laid it across his knees.

“It’s not damaged, I hope?” asked Leslie.

“No, sir,” said the other; “I was greatly afraid that it was going to be an unfortunate ending to what had been a prosperous day.”

They had been playing on the Downs, and had reaped a profitable harvest.

“My granddaughter also plays,” said the old man. “We do not as a rule care for these great crowds, but it invariably means money” — he smiled— “and we are not in a position to reject any opportunity which offers.”

They were now drawing clear of the storm. They had passed through Sutton, and had reached a place where the roads were as yet dry, when Gilbert stopped the car and handed the wheel to the shamefaced chauffeur.

“I’m very sorry, sir,” the man began.

“Oh, don’t bother,” smiled his employer; “one is never to be blamed for funking a storm. I used to be as bad until I got over it… there are worse things,” he added, half to himself.

The man thanked him with a muttered word, and Gilbert opened the door of the car and entered. He nodded to the old man and gave a quick smile to the girl.”

“I thought I recognized you,” he said. “This is Mr. Springs,” he said, turning to Leslie. “He’s quite an old friend of mine. I’m sure when you have dined at St. John’s Wood you must have heard Springs’ violin under the diningroom window. It used to be a standing order, didn’t it, Mr. Springs ?” he said. “By the way,” he asked suddenly, “were you playing—”

He stopped, and the old man, misunderstanding the purport of the question, nodded.

“After all,” said Gilbert, with a sudden change of manner, “it wouldn’t be humane to leave my private band to drown on Epsom Downs, to say nothing of the chance of his being struck by lightning.”

“Was there any danger?” asked Leslie in surprise.

Gilbert nodded.

“I saw one poor chap struck as I cleared the Downs,” he said; “there were a lot of people near him, so I didn’t trouble to stop. It was a terrifying experience.” He looked back out of the little oval window behind.

“We shall have it again in London tonight,” he said, “but storms do not feel so dangerous in town as they do in the country. They’re not so alarming. Housetops are very merciful to the nervous.”

They took farewell of the old man and his granddaughter at Balham, and then, as the car continued, Leslie turned with a puzzled look to his companion.

“You’re a wonderful man, Gilbert,” he said; “I can’t understand you. You described yourself only this morning as being a nervous wreck—”

“Did I say that?” asked the other dryly.

“Well, you didn’t admit it,” said Leslie, with an aggrieved air, “but it was a description which most obviously fitted you. And yet in the face of this storm, which I confess curled me up pretty considerably, you take the seat of your chauffeur and you push the car through it. Moreover, you are sufficiently collected to pick up an old man when you had every excuse to leave him to his dismal fate.”

For a moment Gilbert made no reply; then he laughed a little bitterly.

“There are a dozen ways of being nervous,” he said, “and that doesn’t happen to be one of mine. The old man is an important factor in my life, though he does not know it — the very instrument of fate.”

He dropped his voice almost solemnly. Then he seemed to remember that the curious gaze of the other was upon him.

“I don’t know where you got the impression that I was a nervous wreck,” he said briefly. “It’s hardly the ideal condition for a man who is to be married this week.”

“That may be the cause, my dear chap,” said the other reflectively. “I know a lot of people who are monstrously upset at the prospect. There was Tuppy Jones who absolutely ran away — lost his memory, or some such newspaper trick.”

Gilbert smiled.

“I did the next worst thing to running away,” he said a little moodily. “I wanted the wedding postponed.”

“But why?” demanded the other. “I was going to ask you that this morning coming down, only it slipped my memory. Mrs. Cathcart told me she wouldn’t hear of it.”

Gilbert gave him no encouragement to continue the subject, but the voluble young man went on:

“Take what the gods give you, my son,” he said. “Here you are with a Foreign Office appointment, an Under-Secretaryship looming in the near future, a most charming and beautiful bride in prospect, rich—”

“I wish you wouldn’t say that,” said Gilbert sharply. “The idea is abroad all over London. Beyond my pay I have no money whatever. This car,” he said, as he saw the other’s questioning face, “is certainly mine — at least, it was a present from my uncle, and I don’t suppose he’ll want it returned before I sell it. Thank God it makes no difference to you,” he went on with that note of hardness still in his voice, “but I am half inclined to think that two-thirds of the friendships I have, and all the kindness which is from time to time shown to me, is based upon that delusion of riches. People think that I am my uncle’s heir.”

“But aren’t you?” gasped the other. Gilbert shook his head.

“My uncle has recently expressed his intention of leaving the whole of his fortune to that admirable institution which is rendering such excellent service to the canine world — the Battersea Dogs’ Home.”

Leslie Frankfort’s jovial face bore an expression of tragic bewilderment.

“Have you told Mrs. Cathcart this?” he asked.

“Mrs. Cathcart!” replied the other in surprise.

“No, l haven’t told her. I don’t think it’s necessary. After all,” he said with a smile, “Edith isn’t marrying me for money, she is pretty rich herself, isn’t she? Not that it matters,” he said hastily, “whether she’s rich or whether she’s poor.”

Neither of the two men spoke again for the rest of the journey, and at the corner of St. James’s Street Gilbert put his friend down. He continued his way to the little house which he had taken furnished a year before, when marriage had only seemed the remotest of possibilities when his worldly prospects had seemed much brighter than they were at present.

Gilbert Standerton was a member of one of those peculiar families which seem to be made up entirely of nephews. His uncle, the eccentric old Anglo-Indian, had charged himself with the boy’s future, and he had been mainly responsible for securing the post which Gilbert now held. More than this, he had made him his heir, and since he was a man who did, nothing in secret, and was rather inclined to garrulity, the news of Gilbert’s good fortune was spread from one end of England to the other.

Then, a month before this story opens, had come like a bombshell a curt notification from his relative that he had deemed it advisable to alter the terms of his will, and that Gilbert might look for no more than the thousand pounds to which, in common with innumerable other nephews, he was entitled.

It was not a shock to Gilbert except that he was a little grieved with the fear that in some manner he had offended his fiery uncle. He had a too lively appreciation of the old man’s goodness to him to resent the eccentricity which would make him a comparatively poor man.

It would have considerably altered the course of his life if he had notified at least one person of the change in his prospects.
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Gilbert was dressing for dinner when the storm came up over London. It had lost none of its intensity or strength. For an hour the street had glared fitfully in the blue lightning of the electrical discharges, and the house rocked with crash after crash of thunder.

He himself was in tune with the elements, for there raged in his heart such a storm as shook the very foundations of his life. Outwardly there was no sign of distress. The face he saw in the shaving-glass was a mask, immobile and expressionless.

He sent his man to call a taxicab. The storm had passed over London, and only the low grumble of thunder could be heard when he came out on to the rainwashed streets. A few wind-torn wisps of cloud were hurrying at a great rate across the sky, stragglers endeavouring in frantic haste to catch up the main body.

He descended from his cab at the door of No. 274 Portland Square slowly and reluctantly. He had an unpleasant task to perform, as unpleasant to him, more unpleasant, indeed, than it could be to his future motherin-law. He did not doubt that the suspicion implanted in his mind by Leslie was unfair and unworthy. He was ushered into the drawingroom, and found himself the solitary occupant. He looked at his watch.

“Am I very early, Cole?” he asked the butler.

“You are rather, sir,” said the man, “but I will tell Miss Cathcart you are here.”

Gilbert nodded. He strolled across to the window, and stood, his hands clasped behind him, looking out upon the wet street. He stood thus for five minutes, his head sunk forward on his breast, absorbed in thought. The opening of the door aroused him, and he turned to meet the girl who had entered.

Edith Cathcart was one of the most beautiful women in London, though “woman” might be too serious a word to apply to this slender girl who had barely emerged from her schooldays. In some grey eyes of a peculiar softness a furtive apprehension always seems to wait — a fear and an appeal at one and the same time. So it was with Edith Cathcart. Those eyes of hers were for ever on guard, and even as they attracted they held the over-eager seeker of friendship at arm’s length. The nose was just a little retroussé;
 the sensitive lips played supporter to the apprehensive eyes. She wore her hair low over her forehead; it was dark almost to a point of blackness. She was dressed in a plain gown of sea-green satin, with scarcely any jewel or ornamentation.

He walked to meet her with quick steps and took both her hands in his; his hungry eyes searched her face eagerly.

“You look lovely tonight, Edith,” he said, in a voice scarcely above a whisper.

She released her hands gently with the ghost of a smile that subtly atoned for her action.

“Did you enjoy your Derby Day?” she asked.

“It was enormously interesting,” he said; “it is extraordinary that I have never been before.”

“You could not have chosen a worse day. Did you get caught in the storm? We have had a terrible one here.”

She spoke quickly, with a little note of query at the end of each sentence. She gave you the impression that she desired to stand well with her lover, that she was in some awe of him. She was like a child, anxious to acquit herself well of a lesson; and now and then she conveyed a sense of relief, as one who had surmounted yet another obstacle.

Gilbert was always conscious of the strain which marked their relationship. A dozen times a day he told himself that it was incredible that such a strain should exist. But he found a ready excuse for her diffidence and the furtive fear which came and went in her eyes like shadows over the sea. She was young, much younger than her years. This beautiful bud had not opened yet, and his engagement had been cursed by overmuch formality. He had met her conventionally at a ball. He had been introduced by her mother, again conventionally; he had danced with her and sat out with her; punted her on the river; motored her and her mother to Ascot. It was all very ordinary and commonplace. It lacked something. Gilbert never had any doubts as to that.

He took the blame upon himself for all deficiencies, though he was something of a romancist, despite the chilly formalism of the engagement. She had kept him in his place with the rest of the world, one arm’s length, with those beseeching eyes of hers. He was at arm’s-length when he proposed, in a speech the fluency of which was eloquent of the absence of, anything which touched emotionalism. And she had accepted in a murmured word, and turned a cold cheek for his kiss, and then had fluttered out of his arms like an imprisoned bird seeking its liberty, and had escaped from that conventional conservatory with its horrible palms and its spurious Tanagra statuettes.

Gilbert in love was something of a boy: an idealist, a dreamer. Other grown men have shared his weakness; there are unsuspected wells of romance in the most practical of men. So he was content with his dreams, weaving this and that story of sweet surrender in his inmost heart. He loved her, completely, absorbingly. To him she was a divine and a fragrant thing.

He had taken her hand again in his, and realized with pain, which was tinctured with amusement that made it bearable, that she was seeking to disengage herself, when Mrs. Cathcart came into the room.

She was a tall woman, still beautiful, though age had given her a certain angularity. The ravages of time had made it necessary for her to seek artificial aid for the strengthening of her attractions. Her mouth was thin, straight and uncompromising; her chin was too bony to be beautiful. She smiled as she rustled across the room and offered her gloved hand to the young man.

“You’re early, Gilbert,” she said.

“Yes,” he replied awkwardly. Here was the opportunity which he sought, yet he experienced some reluctance in availing himself of the chance.

He had released the girl as the door opened, and she had instinctively taken a step backwards, and stood with her hands behind her, regarding him gravely and intently.

“Really,” he said, “I wanted to see you.”

“To see me?” asked Mrs. Cathcart archly. “No, surely not me!”

Her smile comprehended the girl and the young man. For some reason which he could not appreciate at the moment Gilbert felt uncomfortable.

“Yes, it was to see you,” he said, “but it isn’t remarkable at this particular period of time.”

He smiled again.

She held up a warning finger.

“You must not bother about any of the arrangements. I want you to leave that entirely to me. You will find you have no cause to complain.”

“Oh, it wasn’t that,” he said hastily; “it was something more — more—”

He hesitated. He wanted to convey to her the gravity of the business he had in hand. And even as he approached the question of an interview, a dim realization came to him of the difficulty of his position. How could he suggest to this woman, who had been all kindness and all sweetness to him, that he suspected her of motives which did credit neither to her head nor her heart? How could he broach the subject of his poverty to one who had not once but a hundred times confided to him that his expectations and the question of his future wealth were the only drawbacks to what she had described as an ideal love marriage?

“I almost wish you were poor, Gilbert,” she had said. “I think riches are an awful handicap to young people circumstanced as you and Edith will be.” She had conveyed this suspicion of his wealth more than once. And yet, at a chance word from Leslie, he had doubted the purity of her motives! He remembered with a growing irritation that it had been Mrs. Cathcart who had made the marriage possible; the vulgar-minded might even have gone further and suggested that she had thrown Edith at his head. There was plenty of groundwork for Leslie’s suspicion, he thought, as he looked at the tall, stylish woman before him. Only he felt ashamed that he had listened to the insidious suggestion.

“Could you give me a quarter of an hour—”

He stopped. He was going to say “before dinner,” but thought that possibly an interview after the meal would be less liable to interruption “ — after dinner?”

“With pleasure,” she smiled. “What are you going to do? Confess some of the irregularities of your youth?”

He shook his head with a little grimace.

“You may be sure I shall never tell you those,” he said.

“Then I will see you after dinner,” she assented. “There are a lot of people coming tonight, and I am simply up to my eyes in work. You bridegrooms,” she patted his shoulder with her fan reproachfully, “have no idea what chaos you bring into the domestic life of your unfortunate relatives of the future.”

Edith stood aloof, in the attitude she had adopted when he had released her, watchful, curious, in the scene, but not of it. It was an effect which the presence of Mrs. Cathcart invariably produced upon her daughter. It was not an obliteration, not exactly an eclipse, as the puzzled Gilbert had often observed. It was as though the entrance of one character of a drama were followed by the immediate exit of her who had previously occupied the scene. He pictured Edith waiting at the wings for a cue which would bring her into active existence again, and that cue was invariably the retirement of her mother.

“There are quite a number of nice people coming tonight, Gilbert,” said Mrs. Cathcart, glancing at a slip of paper in her hand. “There are some you don’t know, and some I want you very much to meet. I am sure you will like dear Dr. Cassylis—”

A smothered exclamation caught her ear, and she looked up sharply. Gilbert’s face was set: it was void of all expression. The girl saw the mask and wondered.

“What is it?” asked Mrs. Cathcart.

“Nothing,” said Gilbert steadily; “you were talking about your guests.”

“I was saying that you must meet Dr. Barclay-Seymour — he is a most charming man. I don’t think you know him?”

Gilbert shook his head.

“Well, you ought to,” ‘she said. “He’s a dear friend of mine, and why on earth he practise in Leeds instead of maintaining an establishment in Harley Street I haven’t the slightest idea. The ways of men are beyond finding out. Then there is…”

She reeled off a list of names, some of which Gilbert knew.

“What is the time?” she asked suddenly. Gilbert looked at his watch.

“A quarter to eight? I must go,” she said. “I will see you immediately after dinner.”

She turned back as she reached the door, irresolutely.

“I suppose you aren’t going to change that absurd plan of yours,” she asked hopefully. Gilbert had recovered his equanimity.

“I do not know to which absurd plan you are referring,” he said.

“Spending your honeymoon in town,” she replied.

“I don’t think Gilbert should be bothered about that.” It was the girl who spoke, her first intrusion into the conversation. Her mother glanced at her sharply.

“In this case, my dear,” she said freezingly, “it is a matter in which I am more concerned than yourself.”

Gilbert hastened to relieve the girl of the brunt of the storm. Mrs. Cathcart was not slow to anger, and although Gilbert himself had never felt the lash of her bitter tongue, he had a shrewd suspicion that his future wife had been a victim more than once.

“It is absolutely necessary that I should be in town on the days I referred to,” he said. “I have asked you—”

“To postpone the wedding?” said Mrs. Cathcart. “My dear boy, I couldn’t do that. It wasn’t a reasonable request, now was it?” She smiled at him as sweetly as her inward annoyance allowed her.

“I suppose it wasn’t,” he said dubiously. He said no more, but waited until the door had closed behind her, then he turned quickly to the girl.

“Edith,” he said, speaking rapidly, “I want you to do something for me.”

“You want me to do something?” she asked in surprise.

“Yes, dearest. I must go away now. I want you to find some excuse to make to your mother. I’ve remembered a most important matter which I have not seen to—” He spoke hesitatingly, for he was no ready liar.

“Going away!” It was surprise rather than disappointment, he noticed, and was pardonably irritated.

“You can’t go now,” she said, and that look of fear came into her eyes. “Mother would be so angry. The people are arriving.”

From where he stood he had seen three motor-broughams draw up almost simultaneously in front of the house.

“I must go,” he said desperately. “Can’t you get me out in any way? I don’t want to meet these people; I’ve very good reasons.”

She hesitated a moment.

“Where are your hat and coat?” she asked.

“In the hall — you will just have time,” he said.

She was in the hall and back again with his coat, led him to the farther end of the drawingroom, through a door which communicated with the small library beyond. There was a way here to the garage and to the mews at the back of the house. She watched the tall, striding figure with a troubled gaze, then as he disappeared from view she fastened the library door and came back to the drawingroom in time to meet her mother.

“Where is Gilbert?” asked Mrs. Cathcart.

“Gone,” said the girl.

“Gone!” Edith nodded slowly.

“He remembered something very important and had to go back to his house.”

“But of course he is returning?”

“I don’t think so, mother,” she said quietly. “I fancy that the ‘something’ is immensely pressing.”

“But this is nonsense!” Mrs. Cathcart stamped her foot. “Here are all the people whom I have specially invited to meet him. It’s disgraceful!”

“But, mother—”

“Don’t ‘but mother’ me, for God’s sake!” said Mrs. Cathcart.

They were alone, the guests were assembling in the larger drawingroom, and there was no need for the elder woman to disguise her feelings. “You sent him away, I suppose’?” she said.

“I don’t blame him. How can you expect to keep a man at your side if you treat him as though he were a grocer calling for orders?”

The girl listened wearily, and did not raise her eyes from the carpet.

“I do my best,” she said in a low voice.

“Your worst must be pretty bad if that is your best. After I’ve strained my every effort to bring to you one of the richest young men in London you might, at least, pretend that his presence is welcome; but if he were the devil himself you couldn’t show greater reluctance at meeting him or greater relief at his departure.”

“Mother!” said the girl, and her eyes were filled with tears.

“Don’t ‘mother’ me, please!” said Mrs. Cathcart, deliberately.

“I am sick to death of your faddiness and your prejudices. What on earth do you want? What am I to get you?” She threw out her arms in exasperated despair.

“I don’t want to marry at all,” said the girl in a low voice. “My father would never have forced me to marry.”

It was a daring thing to say, an exhibition of greater boldness than she had ever shown before in her encounters with her mother. But lately there had come to her a new courage. That despair which made her dumb glowed now to rage, the fires of rebellion smouldered in her heart; and, albeit the demonstrations of her growing resentment were few and far between, her courage grew upon her venturing.

“Your father!” breathed Mrs. Cathcart, white with rage; “am I to have your father thrown at my head? Your father was a fool! A fool!” She almost hissed the word. “He ruined me as he ruined you because he hadn’t sufficient sense to keep the money he had inherited. I thought he was a clever man. I looked up to him for twenty years as the embodiment of all that was wise and kind and genial, and all those twenty years he was frittering away his competence on every hare-brained scheme which the needy adventurers of finance brought to him. He would not have forced you! I swear he wouldn’t!”

She laughed bitterly.

“He would have married you to the chauffeur if your heart was that way inclined. He was all amiability and incompetence, all good nature and inefficiency. I hate your father!” Her blue eyes were opened to their widest extent and the cold glare of hate was indeed apparent to the shrinking girl.

“I hate him every time I have to entertain a shady stockbroker for the advantage I may receive from his knowledge of the market; I hate him for every economy I have to practise; I hate him every time I see my meagre dividends come in, and as I watch them swallowed up by the results of his folly. Don’t make me hate you,” she said, pointing a warning finger at the girl.

Edith had cowered before the torrent of words, but this slander of her dead father roused something within her, put aside all fear of consequence, even though that consequence might be a further demonstration of that anger which she so dreaded. Now she stood erect, facing the woman she called mother, her face pale, but her chin tilted a little defiantly.

“You may say what you like about me, mother,” she said quietly, “but I will not have you defame my father. I have done all you requested: I am going to marry a man who, though I know he is a kindly and charming man, is no more to me than the first individual I might meet in the street tonight. I am making this sacrifice for your sake: do not ask me to forego my faith in the man who is the one lovable memory in my life.”

Her voice broke a little, her eyes were bright with tears.

Whatever Mrs. Cathcart might have said, and there were many things she could have said, was checked by the entry of a servant. For a moment or two they stood facing one another, mother and daughter, in silence. Then without another word Mrs. Cathcart turned on her heel and walked out of the room.

The girl waited for a moment, then went back to the library through which Gilbert had passed. She closed the door behind her and turned on one of the lights, for it was growing dark. She was shaking from head to foot with the play of these pent emotions of hers. She could have wept, but with anger and shame. For the first time in her life her mother had shown her heart. The concentrated bitterness of years had poured forth, unchecked by pity or policy. She had revealed the hate which for all these years had been gnawing at her soul; revealed in a flash the relationship between her father and her mother which the girl had never suspected.

That they had not been on the most affectionate terms Edith knew, but her short association with the world in which they moved had reconciled her mind to the coolness which characterized the attitudes of husband and wife. She had seen a score of such houses where man and wife were on little more than friendly terms, and had accepted such conditions as normal. It aroused in her a wild irritation that such relationships should exist: child as she was, she had felt that something was missing. But it had also reconciled her to her marriage with Gilbert Standerton. Her life with him would be no worse, and probably might be a little better, than the married lives of those people with whom she was brought into daily contact.

But in her mother’s vehemence she caught a glimpse of the missing quality of marriage. She knew now why her gentle father had changed suddenly from a genial, kindly man, with his quick laugh and his too willing ear for the plausible, into a silent shadow of a man, the sad broken figure she so vividly retained in her memory.

Here was a quick turn in the road of life for her, an unexpected vista flashing into view suddenly before her eyes. It calmed her, steadied her. In those few minutes of reflection, standing there in the commonplace, gloomy little library, watching through the latticed panes the dismal mews which offered itself for inspection through a parallelogram of bricked courtyard, she experienced one of those great and subtle changes which come to humanity.

There was a new outlook, a new standard by which to measure her fellows, a new philosophy evolved in the space of a second. It was a tremendous upheaval of settled conviction which this tiny apartment witnessed.

She was surprised herself at the calmness with which she returned to the drawingroom and joined the party now beginning to assemble. It came as a shock to discover that she was examining her mother with the calm, impartial scrutiny of one who was not in any way associated with her. Mrs. Cathcart observed the girl’s self-possession and felt a twinge of uneasiness. She addressed her unexpectedly, hoping to surprise her to embarrassment, and was a little staggered by the readiness with which the girl met her gaze and the coolness with which she disagreed to some proposition which the elder woman had made.

It was a new experience to the masterful Mrs. Cathcart. The girl might be sulking, but this was a new variety of sulks, foreign to Mrs. Cathcart’s experience.

She might be angry, yet there was no sign of anger; hurt — she should have been in tears. Mrs. Cathcart’s experienced eye could detect no sign of weeping. She was puzzled, a little alarmed. She had gone too far, she thought, and must conciliate, rather than carry on the feud until the other sued for forgiveness.

It irritated her to find herself in this position; but she was a tactician first and foremost, and it would be bad tactics on her part to pursue a disadvantage. Rather she sought the status quo ante bellum,
 and was annoyed to discover that it had gone for ever.

She hoped the talk that evening would confuse the girl to the point of seeking her protection; but to her astonishment Edith spoke of her marriage as she had never spoken of it before, without embarrassment, without hesitation, coolly, reasonably, intelligently.

The end of the evening found Edith commanding her field and her mother in the position of a suitor.

Mrs. Cathcart waited till the last guest had gone, then she came into the smaller drawingroom to find Edith standing in the fireplace, looking thoughtfully at a paper which lay upon the mantelshelf.

“What is it interests you so much, dear?”

The girl looked round, picked up the paper and folded it slowly.

“Nothing particularly,” she said. “Your Dr. Cassylis is an amusing man.”

“He is a very clever man,” said her mother, tartly. She had infinite faith in doctors, and offered them the tribute which is usually reserved for the supernatural.

“Is he?” said the girl coolIy. “I suppose he is. Why does he live in Leeds ?”

“Really, Edith, you are coming out of your shell,” said her mother with a forced smile of admiration. “I have never known you take so much interest in the people of the world before.”

“I am going to take a great deal of interest in people,” said the girl steadily. “I have been missing so much all my life.”

“I think you are being a little horrid,” said her mother, repressing her anger with an effort; “you’re certainly being very unkind. I suppose all this nonsense has arisen out of my mistaken confidence.”

The girl made no reply.

“I think I’ll go to bed, mother,” she said.

“And whilst you’re engaged in settling your estimate of people,” said Mrs. Cathcart with ominous calm, “perhaps you will interpret your fiance’s behaviour to me. Dr. Cassylis particularly wanted to meet him.”

“I am not going to interpret anything,” said the girl.

“Don’t employ that tone with me,” replied her mother, sharply.

The girl stopped, she was halfway to the door. She hardly turned, but spoke to her mother over her shoulder.

“Mother,” she said, quietly but decidedly, “I want you to understand this: if there is any more bother, or if I am again made the victim of your crossness, I shall write to Gilbert and break off my engagement.”

“Are you mad?” gasped the woman. Edith shook her head.

“No, I am tired,” she said; “tired of many things.”

There was much that Mrs. Cathcart could have said, but with a belated wisdom she held her tongue till the door had closed behind her daughter. Then, late as the hour was, she sent for the cook and settled herself grimly for a pleasing half hour, for the vol-au-vent
 had been atrocious.



IV. The Melody in F


Table of Contents


Gilbert Standerton was dressing slowly before his glass when Leslie was announced. That individual was radiant and beautiful to behold, as became the best man at the wedding of an old friend.

Leslie Frankfort was one of those fortunate individuals who combine congenial work with the enjoyment of a private income. He was the junior partner of a firm of big stockbrokers in the City, a firm which dealt only with the gilt-edged markets of finance. He enjoyed in common with Gilbert a taste for classical music, and this was the bond which had first drawn the two men together. He came into the room, deposited his silk hat carefully upon a chair, and sat on the edge of the bed, offering critical suggestions to the prospective bridegroom.

“By the way,” he said suddenly, “I saw that old man of yours yesterday.”

Gilbert looked round.

“You mean Springs, the musician?” The other nodded.

“He was playing for the amusement of a theatre queue — a fine old chap.”

“Very,” said Gilbert absently. He paused in his dressing, took up a letter from the table, and handed it to the other.

“Am I to read it?” asked Leslie.

Gilbert nodded.

“There’s nothing to read, as a matter of fact,” he said; “it’s my uncle’s wedding present.”

The young man opened the envelope and extracted the pink slip. He looked at the amount and whistled.

“One hundred pounds,” he said. “Good Lord! that won’t pay the upkeep of your car for a quarter. I suppose you told Mrs. Cathcart?”

Gilbert shook his head.

“No,” he said shortly; “I intended telling her but I haven’t. I am perfectly satisfied in my own mind, Leslie, that we are doing her an injustice. She has been so emphatic about money. And after all, I’m not a pauper,” he said with a smile.

“You’re worse than a pauper,” said Leslie earnestly; “a man with six hundred a year is the worst kind of pauper I know.”

“Why?”

“You’ll never bring your tastes below a couple of thousand, you’ll never raise your income above six hundred — plus your Foreign Office job, that’s only another six hundred.”

“Work,” said the other.

“Work!” said the other scornfully; “you don’t earn money by work. You earn money by scheming, by getting the better of the other fellow. You’re too softhearted to make money, my son.”

“You seem to make money,” said Gilbert with a little smile.

Leslie shook his head vigorously.

“I’ve never made a penny in my life,” he confessed with some enjoyment. “No, I have got some very stout, unimaginative senior partners who do all the money-making. I merely take dividends at various periods of the year. But then I was in luck. What is your money, by the way?”

Gilbert was in the act of tying his cravat. He looked up with a little frown.

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“I mean, is it in securities — does it continue after your death?”

The little frown still knit the brows of the other.

“No,” he said shortly; “after my death there is scarcely enough to bring in a hundred and fifty a year. I am only enjoying a life on this particular property.”

Leslie whistled.

“Well, I hope, old son, that you’re well insured.” The other man made no attempt to interrupt as Leslie arguing with great fluency and skill on the duties and responsibilities of heads of families, delivered himself of his views on insurance and upon the uninsured.

“Some Johnnies are so improvident,” he said. “I knew a man—”

He stopped suddenly. He had caught a reflection of Gilbert’s face in the glass. It was haggard and drawn, it seemed the face of’ a man in mortal agony. Leslie sprang up.

“What on earth is the matter, my dear chap?” he cried. He came to the other’s side and laid his hand on his shoulder.

“Oh, it’s nothing — nothing, Leslie,” said Gilbert. He passed his hand before his eyes as though to wipe away some ugly vision.

“I’m afraid I’ve been rather a careless devil. You see, I depended too much upon uncle’s money. I ought to be insured.”

“That isn’t worrying you sureIy?” asked the other in astonishment.

“It worries me a bit,” said Gilbert moodily. “One never knows, you know—”

He stood looking thoughtfully at the other his hands thrust into his pockets.

“I wish to heaven this wedding had been postponed!”

Leslie laughed.

“It’s about time you were married,” he said. “What a jumpy ass you are.”

He looked at his watch.

“You’d better hurry up, or you’ll be losing this bride of yours. After all, this isn’t a day for gloom, it’s the day of days, my friend.”

He saw the soft look that came into Gilbert’s eyes, and felt satisfied with his work.

“Yes, there is that,” said Gilbert Standerton softly. “I forgot all my blessings. God bless her!” he said under his breath.

As they were leaving the house, Gilbert asked: “I suppose you have a list of the guests who are to he present?”

“Yes,” said the other, “Mrs. Cathcart was most duteous.”

“Will Dr. Barclay-Seymour be there?” asked the other carelessly.

“Barclay-Seymour — no, he won’t be there,” replied Leslie, “he’s the Leeds Johnnie, isn’t he? He went up from London last night. What’s this talk of your having run away the other night?”

“It was an important engagement,” said Gilbert hurriedly, “I had a man to see; I couldn’t very well put him off—”

Leslie realized that he had asked an embarrassing question and changed the subject. “By the way,” he said, “I shouldn’t mention this matter of the money to Mrs. Cathcart till after you’ve both settled down.”

“I won’t,” said Gilbert grimly.

On the way to the church he reviewed all the troubles that were besetting him and faced them squarely. Perhaps it would not be as bad as he thought. He was ever prone to take an exaggerated and a worrying view of troubles. He had anticipated dangers, and time and time again his fears had been groundless. He had lived too long alone. A man ought to be married before he was thirty-two. That was his age. He had become cranky. He found consolation in uncomplimentary analysis till the church was reached.

It was a dream, that ceremony: the crowded pews, the organ, the white-robed choir, the rector and his assistants; the coming of Edith, so beautiful, so ethereal in her bridal robes; the responses, the kneeling and the rising — it was all unreal.

He had thought that the music would have made a lasting impression on him; he had been at some pains to choose it, and had had several consultations with the organist. But at the end of the service, when he began to walk, still in his dream, towards the vestry, he could not recall one single bar. He had a dim recollection of the fact that above the altar was a stained glass window, one tiny pane of which had been removed, evidently on account of a breakage.

He was back in the house, sitting at the beflowered table, listening in some confusion to the speeches and the bursts of laughter which assailed each speaker as he made his point: now he was on his feet, talking easily, without effort, but what words he used, or why people applauded, or why they smiled he could not say. Once in its course he had looked down at the delicate face by his side, and had met those solemn eyes of hers, less fearful to-day, it seemed, than ever he had seen them. He had felt for her hand and had held it, cold and unresponsive, in his….

“An excellent speech,” said Leslie.

They were in the drawingroom after the breakfast.

“You’re quite an orator.”

“Am I?” said Gilbert. He was beginning to wake again. The drawingroom was real, these people were real, the jokes, the badinage, and the wit which flew from tongue to tongue — all these things were of a life he knew.

“Whew!” He wiped his forehead and breathed a deep sigh. He felt like a man who had regained consciousness after an anaesthetic that did not quite take effect. A painless and a beautiful experience, but of another world, and it was not he, so he told himself, who had knelt at the altar rail.

*

Officially the honeymoon was to be spent at Harrogate, actually it was to be spent in London. They preserved the pretence of catching a train, and drove to King’s Cross.

No word was spoken throughout that journey. Gilbert felt the restriction, and did not challenge it or seek to overcome it. The girl was naturally silent. She had so much to say in the proper place and at the proper time. He saw the old fear come back to her eyes, was hurt by the unconscious and involuntary shrinking when his hand touched hers.

The carriage was dismissed at King’s Cross. A taxicab was engaged, and they drove to the house in St. John’s Wood. It was empty, the servants had been sent away on a holiday, but it was a perfectly fitted little mansion. There were electric cookers, and every labour-saving appliance the mind of man could devise, or a young man with great expectations and no particular idea of the value of money could acquire.

This was to be one of the joys of the honeymoon, so Gilbert had told himself. She had willingly dispensed with her maid; he was ready to be man-of-all-work, to cook and to serve, leaving the rough work for the two new day servants he had employed to come in in the morning.

Yet it was with no sense of joyfulness that he led her from room to room, showed her the treasures of his household. A sense of apprehension of some coming trouble laid its hand upon his tongue, damped his spirit, and held him in temporary bondage.

The girl was self-possessed. She admired, criticized kindly, and rallied him gently upon his domesticity. But the strain was there all the time; there was a shadow which lay between them.

She went to her room to change. They had arranged to go out to dinner, and this programme they followed. Leslie Frankfort saw them in the dining hall of Princes, and pretended he didn’t know them. It was ten o’clock when they went back to their little house.

Gilbert went to his study; his wife had gone up to her room and had promised to come down for coffee. He went to work with all the skill which a pupil of Rahbat might be expected to display, and brewed two tiny little cups of Mocha. This he served on the table near the settee where she would sit…. Then she came in.

He had been fast awakening from the dream of the morning. He was alive now. The dazement of that momentous ceremony had worn away. He rose and went a little way towards her. He would have taken her in his arms then and there, but this time the arm’s length was a reality. Her hand touched his breast, and the arm stiffened. He felt the rebuff in the act, and it seemed to him that his heart went cold, and that all the vague terrors of the previous days crystallized into one concrete and terrible truth. He knew all that she had to say before she spoke.

It was some time before she found the words she wanted, the opening was so difficult.

“Gilbert,” she said at last, “I am going to do a cowardly thing. It is only cowardly because I have not told you before.”

He motioned her to the settee. He had woven a little romance for this moment, a dream scene which was never to be enacted. Here was the shattering.

“I won’t sit down,” she said, “I want all my strength to tell you what I have to tell you. If I hadn’t been an arrant coward I should have told you last night. I meant to tell you,” she said, “but you did not come.”

He nodded.

“I know,” he said, almost impatiently.

“I could not come. I did not wish — I could not come,” he repeated. “You know what I have to tell you?” Her eyes were steadily fixed on his. “Gilbert, I do not love you.”

He nodded again.

“I know now,” he said.

“I never have loved you,” she said in tones of despair; “there never was any time when I regarded you as more than a dear friend. But—”

She wanted to tell him why, but a sense of loyalty to her mother kept her silent. She would take all the blame, for was she not blameworthy? For she, at least, was mistress of her own soul: had she wished, she could have taken a line of greater resistance than that which she had followed.

“I married you,” she went on slowly, “because — because you are — rich — because you will be rich.” Her voice dropped at the last word until it was husky. There was a hard fight going on within her.

She wanted to tell the truth, and yet she did not want. him to think so badly of her as that.

“For my money!” he repeated wonderingly.

“Yes, I — I wanted to marry a man with money. We have had — a very hard time.”

The confession came in little gasps; she had to frame every sentence before she spoke.

“You mustn’t blame mother, I was equally guilty; and I ought to have told you — I wanted to tell you.”

“I see,” he said calmly.

It is wonderful what reserves of strength come at a man’s bidding. In this terrible crisis, in this moment when the whole of his life’s happiness was shattered, when the fabric of his dream was crumbling like a house of paper he could be judicial, almost phlegmatic.

He saw her sway, and springing to her side caught her.

“Sit down,” he said quietly.

She obeyed without protest. He settled her in the corner of the settee, pushed a cushion almost viciously behind her, and walked back to the fireplace.

“So you married me for my money,” he said, and laughed.

It was not without its amusing side, this situation.

“By heaven, what a comedy — what a comedy!” He laughed again. “My poor child,” he said, with unaccustomed irony, “I am sorry for you, for you have secured neither husband nor money!”

She looked up at him quickly.

“Nor money,” she repeated.

There was only interest that he saw in her eyes. There was no hint of disappointment. He knew the truth, more than she had told him: it was not she who desired a fortune, it was this mother of hers, this domineering, worldly woman.

“No husband and no money,” he repeated savagely, in spite of the almost yearning desire which was in him to spare her. “And worse than that” — with two rapid strides he was at the desk which separated them, and bent across it, leaning heavily— “not only have you no husband, and not only is there no money, but—”

He stopped as if he had been shot.

The girl, looking at him, saw his face go drawn and grey, saw the eyes starting wildly past her, the mouth open in tragic dismay. She got up quickly.

“What is it? What is it?” she whispered in alarm.

“My God!”

His voice was cracked; it was the voice of a man in terror. She half bent her head, listening. From somewhere beneath the window arose the soft, melancholy strains of a violin. The music rose and fell, sobbing and pulsating with passion beneath the magic of the player’s fingers. She stepped to a window and looked out. On the edge of the pavement a girl was playing, a girl whose poverty of dress did not hide her singular beauty.

The light from the street lamp fell upon her pale face, her eyes were fixed on the window where Gilbert was standing. Edith looked at her husband. He was shaking like a man with fever.

“The ‘Melody in F,’ “ he whispered. “My God! The ‘Melody in F’ — and on my wedding day!”



V. The Man Who Desired Wealth
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Leslie Frankfort was one of a group of three who stood in the inner office of Messrs. Warrell & Bird before a huge safe. There was plenty to attract and hold their attention, for the floor was littered with tools of every shape and description.

The safe itself bore evidence of a determined assault. A semicircle of holes had been burnt in its solid iron door about the lock.

“They did that with an oxyhydrogen blowpipe,” said one of the men.

He indicated a number of iron tubes which lay upon the ground with the rest of the paraphernalia. “They made a thorough job of it. I wonder what disturbed them.”

The eldest of the men shook his head.

“I expect the night watchman may have alarmed them,” he said. “What do you think, Frankfort?”

“I haven’t got over my admiration for their thoroughness yet,” said Leslie. “Why the beggars must have used about a couple of hundred pounds’ worth of tools.”

He pointed to the kit on the ground. The detective’s gaze followed his extended finger.

He smiled.

“Yes,” he said quietly, “these people are pretty thorough. You say you’ve lost nothing?”

Mr. Warrell shook his head.

“Yes and no,” he said carefully. “There was a diamond necklace which was deposited there last week by a client of ours — that has gone. I am anxious for the moment that this loss should not be reported.”

The detective looked at him wonderingly.

“That is rather a curious request,” he said, with a smile; “and you don’t usually have diamond necklaces in a stockbroker’s office — if I may be allowed to make that critical remark.”

Mr. Warrell smiled.

“It isn’t usual,” he said, “but a client of ours who went abroad last week came in just twenty minutes before the train left, and asked us to take care of the jewel cases.”

Mr. Warrell said this carelessly. He did not explain to the detective that they were held as security against the very large difference which the client had incurred; nor did he think it necessary to explain that he had kept the jewels in the office in the hope that the embarrassed lady might be able to redeem them.

“Did anybody know they were there except yourself and your partners?”

Warrell shook his head. “I don’t think so. I have never mentioned it to anybody. Have you, Leslie?”

Leslie hesitated.

“Well, I’m bound to admit that I did,” he confessed, “though it was to somebody who would not repeat it.”

“Who was it?” asked Warrell.

“To Gilbert Standerton. I certainly mentioned the matter when we were discussing safe robberies.”

The elder man nodded,

“I hardly think he is the sort of person who is likely to burgle a safe.”

He smiled.

“It is a very curious coincidence,” said Leslie reflectively, “that he and I were talking about this very gang only a couple of days ago, before he was married. I suppose,” he asked the detective suddenly, “there is no doubt that this is the work of your international friend?”

Chief Inspector Goldberg nodded his head.

“No doubt whatever, sir,” he said. “There is only one gang in England which could do this, and I could lay my hands on them to-day, but it would be a million pounds to one against my being able to secure at the same time evidence to convict them.”

Leslie nodded brightly.

“That is what I was telling Gilbert,” he said, turning to his partner. “Isn’t it extraordinary that these things can be in the twentieth century? Here we have three or four men who are known — you told me their names, Inspector, after the last attempt — and yet the police are powerless to bring home their guilt to them. It does seem curious, doesn’t it?”

Inspector Goldberg was not amused, but he permitted himself to smile politely.

“But then you’ve got to remember how difficult it is to collect evidence against men who work on such a huge scale as do these bank smashers. What I can’t understand,” he said, “is what attraction your safe has for them. This second attempt is a much more formidable one than the last.”

“Yes, this is really a burglary,” said Mr. Warrell. “In the last case there was nothing so elaborate in their preparations, though they were much more successful, in so far as they were able to open the safe.”

“I suppose you don’t want more of this to get in the papers than you can help,” said the Inspector.

Mr. Warrell shook his head. “I don’t want any of it to get in till I have seen my client,” he said; “but I am entirely in your hands, and you must make such arrangements as you deem necessary.”

“Very good,” said the detective. “For the moment I do not think it is necessary to make any statement at all. If the reporters get hold of it, you had better tell them as much of the truth as you want to tell them, but the chances are that they won’t even get to hear of it as you communicated directly to the Yard.”

The police officer spent half an hour collecting and making notes of such data as he was able to secure. At the end of that time the Old Jewry sent a contingent of plain clothes policemen to remove the tools.

The burglars had evidently entered the office after closing hours on the previous night, and had worked through the greater part of the evening, and possibly far into the night, in their successful attempt to cut out the lock of the safe. That they had been disturbed in their work was evident from the presence of the tools. This was not their first burglary in the City of London. During the previous six months the City had been startled by a succession of daring robberies, the majority of which had been successful.

The men had shown extraordinary knowledge of the safe’s contents, and it was this fact which had induced the police to narrow their circle of inquiry to three apparently innocent members of an outside broker’s firm. But try as they might, no evidence could be secured which might even remotely associate them with the crime. Leslie remembered now that he had laughingly challenged Gilbert Standerton to qualify for the big reward which two firms at least had offered for the recovery of their stolen goods.

“After all,” he said, “with your taste and genius, you would make an ideal thief-catcher.”

“Or a thief,” Gilbert had answered moodily. It had been one of his bad days, a day on which his altered prospects had preyed upon him.

A telegram was waiting for Leslie when he entered the narrow portals of the City Proscenium Club. He took it down and opened it leisurely, and read its contents. A puzzled frown gathered on his forehead. It ran:



I MUST SEE YOU THIS AFTERNOON. MEET ME AT CHARING CROSS STATION FOUR O’CLOCK. — GILBERT.



Punctually to the minute Leslie reached the terminus. He found Gilbert pacing to and fro beneath the clock, and was shocked at his appearance.

“What on earth is the matter with you?” he asked.

“Matter with me?” demanded the other hardly; “what do you think is the matter with me?”

“Are you in trouble?” asked Leslie anxiously. He was genuinely fond of this friend of his.

“Trouble?” Gilbert laughed bitterly. “My dear good chap, I am always in trouble. Haven’t I been in trouble since the first day I met you? I want you to do something for me,” he went on briskly. “You were talking the other day about money. I have recognized the tragedy of my own dependence. I have got to get money, and get it quick.”

He spoke briskly, and in a matter-of-fact tone, but Leslie heard a determination which had never formed part of his friend’s equipment.

“I want to know something about shares and stocks and things of that sort,” Gilbert went on, “You’ll have to instruct me. I don’t suppose you know much about it yourself” — he smiled, with a return to the old good-humour— “but what little you know you’ve got to impart to me.”

“My dear chap,” protested the other, “why the devil are you worrying about a thing like that on your honeymoon ? Where is your wife, by the way?”

“Oh, she’s at the house,” said the other shortly. He did not feel inclined to discuss her, and Leslie, in his amazement, had sufficient tact to pass over the subject.

“I can tell you all I know now, if you want a tip,” he said.

“I want something bigger than a tip — I want investments. I want you to tell me something that will bring in about twelve thousand a year.”

Leslie stopped and looked at the other.

“Are you quite — ?” he began.

Gilbert smiled, a crooked little smile.

“Am I right in my head?” he finished. “Oh, yes, I am quite sane.”

“But don’t you see,” said the other, “you would want a little over a quarter of a million to bring in that interest.”

Gilbert nodded.

“I had an idea that some such amount was required. I want you to get me out between tonight and tomorrow a list of securities in which I can invest and which must be gilt-edged, and must, as I say, secure for me, or for my heirs, the sum I have mentioned.”

“And did you,” asked the indignant Leslie, “bring me to this beastly place on a hot afternoon in June to pull my leg about your dream investments?” But something in Gilbert’s face checked his humour. “Seriously, do you mean this?” he asked.

“Seriously, I mean it.”

“Well, then, I’ll give you the list like a shot. What has happened — has uncle relented?”

Gilbert shook his head.

“He is not likely to relent,” he said. “As a matter of fact, I had a note to-day from his secretary to tell me that he is pretty ill. I’m awfully sorry.” There was a genuine note of regret in his tone. “He is a decent old chap.”

“There’s no reason why he should hand over his wealth to the ‘demnition bow-wows,’ “ quoted Leslie indignantly. “But why did you meet me here, my son? Your club is round the corner.”

“I know,” said Gilbert; “but the club is — well, to tell you the truth,” he said, “I am giving up the club.”

“Giving up your club ?” He stood squarely before the taller man. “Now just tell me,” he asked deliberately, “what the Dickens all this means? You’re giving up your club, you’ll be giving up your Foreign Office job next, my Croesus!”

Gilbert nodded.

“I have given up the Foreign Office work,” he said quietly. “I want all the time I can get,” he went on, speaking rapidly. “I want every moment of the day for my own plans and my own schemes. You don’t know what it’s all about, my dear chap” — he laid his hand affectionately on the other’s shoulder— “but just believe that I am in urgent need of all the advice you can give me, and I only want the advice for which I ask.”

“Which means that I am not to poke my nose in your business unless I have a special invitation card all printed and decorated. Very good,” laughed Leslie. “Now come along to my club. I suppose as a result of your brief married life you haven’t conceived a dislike to all clubs?”

Gilbert made no answer, nor did they return again to the subject until they were ensconced in the spacious smoking-room of the Junior Terriers.

For two hours the men sat there, Gilbert questioning eagerly, pointedly, jotting down notes upon a sheet of paper. The other answered, often with some difficulty, the running fire of questions which his friend put.

“I didn’t know how little I knew,” confessed the young man ruefully, as Gilbert wrote down the last answer to the very last question. “What an encyclopaedic questioner you are; you’re a born examiner, Gilbert.”

Gilbert smiled faintly as he slipped the sheet of paper into his pocket.

“By the way,” he said, as they were leaving the club, “I made my will this morning and I want you to be my executor.”

Leslie pushed his hat back with a groan.

“You’re the most cheerless bird I’ve met for quite a long time,” he said in exasperation. “You were married yesterday, you’re wandering round to-day with a face as long as an undertaker’s tout — I understand such interesting and picturesque individuals exist in the East End of London — you’ve chucked up the billet that’s bringing you in quite a lot of money, you’ve discussed investments, and you’ve made your will. You’re a most depressing devil!”

Again Gilbert smiled: he was grimly amused. He shook hands with the young man before the club and called a taxicab to him.

“I’m going to St. John’s Wood. I suppose you’re not going my way?”

“I am relieved to hear that you are going to St. John’s Wood,” said the other with mock politeness. “I feared you were going to the nearest crematorium.”

Gilbert found his wife in the study on his return. She was sitting on the big settee reading. The stress of the previous night had left no mark upon her beautiful face. She favoured him with a smile. Instinctively they had both adopted the attitude which best met the circumstances. Her respect for him had increased, even in that short space of time; he had so well mastered himself in that moment of terror — terror which in an indefinable way had communicated itself to her. He had met her the next morning at breakfast cheerfully; but she did not doubt that he had spent a sleepless night, for his eyes were heavy and tired, and in spite of his geniality his voice was sharp, as are the voices of men who have cheated Nature.

He walked straight to his desk now.

“Do you want to be alone?” she asked. He looked up with a start.

“No, no,” he said hastily; “I’ve no wish to be alone. I’ve a little work to do, but you won’t bother me. You ought to know,” he said with an affectation of carelessness, “that I am resigning my post.”

“Your post!” she repeated.

“Yes; I find I have so much to do, and the Foreign Office takes up so much of my time that I really can’t spare, that it came to a question of giving up that or something else.”

He did not enlighten her as to what that “something else” was, nor could she guess. Already he was an enigma to her; she found, strange though it seemed to her, a new interest in him. That there was some tragedy in his life, a tragedy unsuspected by her, she did not doubt. He had told her calmly and categorically the story of his disinheritance; at his request, she had put the whole of that story into a letter which she had addressed to her mother. She felt no qualms, no inward quaking, at the prospect of the inevitable encounter, though Mrs. Cathcart would be enraged beyond reason.

Edith smiled a little to herself as she had stuck down the flap of the envelope. This was poetic justice, though she herself might be a lifelong sufferer by reason of her worldly parent’s schemings. She had hoped that as a result of that letter, posted early in the morning, her mother would have called and the interview would have been finished before her husband returned. But Gilbert had been in the house half an hour when the blow fell. The tinkle of the hall bell brought the girl to her feet: she had been waiting, her ears strained, for that aggressive ring.

She herself flew down the stairs to open the door.

Mrs. Cathcart entered without a word, and as the girl closed the door behind her she turned.

“Where is that precious husband of yours?” she asked in a choked voice.

“My husband is in his study,” said the girl calmly. “Do you want him, mother?”

“Do I want him?” she repeated in a choked voice. Edith saw the glare in the woman’s eyes, saw, too, the pinched and haggard cheek. For one brief moment she pitied this woman, who had seen all her dreams shattered at a moment when she had hoped that their realization was inevitable.

“Does he know I am coming ?”

“I think he rather expects you,” said the girl dryly.

“I will see him by myself,” said Mrs. Cathcart, turning halfway up the stairs.

“You will see him with me, mother, or you will not see him at all,” said the girl.

“You will do as I tell you, Edith,” stormed the woman.

The girl smiled.

“Mother,” she said gently, “you have ceased to have any right to direct me. You have handed me over to another guardian whose claims are greater than yours.”

It was not a good preparation for the interview that was to follow. Edith recognized this even as she opened the door and ushered her mother in. When Gilbert saw who his visitor was he rose with a little bow. He did not offer his hand. He knew something of what this woman was feeling.

“Won’t you sit down, Mrs. Cathcart?” he said.

“I’ll stand for what I have to say,” she snapped. “Now, what is the meaning of this?”

She threw down the letter which the girl had written, and which she had read and re-read until every word was engraved on her mind.

“Is it true,” she asked fiercely, “that you are a poor man? That you have deceived us? That you have lied your way into a marriage — ?”

He held up his hand.

“You seem to forget, Mrs. Cathcart,” he said with dignity, “that the question of my position has already been discussed by you and me, and you have been most emphatic in impressing upon me the fact that no worldly considerations would weigh with you.”

“Worldly!” she sneered. “What do you mean by worldly, Mr. Standerton? Are you not in the world? Do you not live in a house and eat bread and butter that costs money? Do you not use motorcars that require money for their upkeep? Whilst I am living in the world and you are living in the world, worldly considerations will always count. I thought you were a rich man; you’re a beggar.”

He smiled a little contemptuously.

“A pretty mess you’ve made of it,” she said harshly. “You’ve got a woman who doesn’t love you — I suppose you know that?”

He bowed.

“I know all that, Mrs. Cathcart,” he said. “I knew the worst when I learnt that. The fact that you so obviously planned the marriage because you thought that I was Sir John Standerton’s heir does not hurt me, because I have met so many women like you, only” — he shrugged his shoulders— “I must confess that I thought you were a little different to the rest of worldly mothers — forgive me if I use that word again. But you are not any better — you may be a little worse,” he said, his thoughtful eyes upon her face. He was looking at her with a curious something which the woman could not quite understand in his eyes. She had seen that look somewhere, and in spite of herself she shivered. The anger died away in fear.

“I wanted you to postpone this wedding,” he went on softly. “I had an especial reason — a reason I will not give you, but which will interest you in a few months’ time. But you were fearful of losing your rich son-in-law. I didn’t realize then that that was your fear. I have satisfied myself — it really doesn’t matter how,” he said steadily, “that you are more responsible than I for this good match.”

He was a changed man. Mrs. Cathcart in her gusty rage could recognize this: there was a new soul, a new spirit, a new determination, and — that was it! — a new and terrible ferocity which shone from his eyes and for the moment hardened his face till it was almost terrible to look upon.

“Your daughter married me under a misapprehension. She told you all that I had to tell — almost all,” he corrected himself, “and I anticipated this visit. Had you not come I should have sent for you. Your daughter is as free as the air as far as I am concerned. I suppose your worldliness extends to a knowledge of the law? She can sue for a divorce tomorrow, and attain it without any difficulty and with little publicity.”

A gleam of hope came to the woman’s face.

“I never thought of that,” she said, half to herself. She turned quickly to her daughter, for she was a woman of action.

“Get your things and come with me.”

Edith did not stir. She stood the other side of the table, half facing her husband and wholly facing her mother.

“You hear what Mr. Standerton says,” said Mrs. Cathcart irritably. “He has opened a way of escape to you. What he says is true. A divorce can
 be obtained with no difficulty. Come with me. I will send for your clothes.”

Edith still did not move. Mrs. Cathcart, watching her, saw her features soften one by one, saw the lips part in a smile and the head fall back as peal after peal of clear laughter rang through the room,

“Oh, mother!” The infinite contempt of the voice struck the woman like the lash of a whip. “You don’t know me! Go back with you? Divorce him? You’re mad! If he had been a rich man indeed I might but for the time being, though I do not love him, and though I should not blame him and do not blame him if he does not love me, my lot is cast with his, my place is here.”

“Melodrama!” said the elder woman angrily. “There’s a lot of truth and no end of decency in melodrama, Mrs. Cathcart,” said Gilbert. His motherin-law stood livid with rage, then turning, flung out of the room, and they heard the front door slam behind her.

They looked at each other, this strangely-married pair, for the space of a few seconds, and then Gilbert held out his hand.

“Thank you,” he said.

The girl dropped her eyes.

“You have nothing to thank me for,” she said listlessly. “I have done you too much wrong for one little act to wipe out all the effects of my selfishness.”



VI. The Safe Agency
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The City of London is filled, as all the world knows, with flourishing and well-established businesses.

It abounds in concerns which proclaim, either with dignity or flamboyantly, the fact that this shop stood where it did a hundred years ago, and is still being carried on by the legitimate descendants of its founders.

There are companies and syndicates and trading associations housed in ornate and elaborate buildings, suites of offices which come into existence in the spring and fade away to nothingness in the winter, leaving a residue of unpaid petty accounts, and a landlord who has only this satisfaction — that he was paid his rent in advance.

The tragedies of the City of London lay in a large sense round the ugly and unpretentious buildings of the Stock Exchange, and may be found in the seedy sprinkling of people who perambulate the streets round and round that grimy building like so many disembodied spirits.

But the tragic gambler is not peculiar to the metropolis, and the fortunes made and lost in a day or in an hour has its counterpart in every city in the world where stock transactions are conducted. The picturesque sorrows of the City are represented in the popular mind with the human wreckage which strews the Embankment after dark, or goes shuffling along the edges of the pavement with downcast eyes seeking for discarded cigar ends. That is sorrowful enough, though the unhappy objects of our pity are considerably more satisfied with their lot than most people would imagine.

The real tragedy and sorrow is to be found in the hundred and one little businesses which come into existence joyfully, and swallow up the savings of years of some two or three optimistic individuals. The flourishing noteheads which are issued from brand new offices redolent of paint and fresh varnish; the virgin books imposingly displayed upon new shelves; the mass of correspondence which goes daily forth; the booklets and the leaflets; the explanatory tables and all the paraphernalia of the inexperienced advertiser, and the trickle of replies which come back — they are all part of the sad game.

Some firms endeavour to establish themselves with violence, with a flourish of their largest trumpets. Some drift into business noiselessly and in some mysterious way make good. Generally, one may suppose, they came with the invaluable asset of a “connexion,” shifting up from the suburbs to a more impressive address.

One of the business which came into existence in London in the year 1910 was a firm which was defined in the telephone book and in the directory as “The St. Bride’s Safe Company.” It dealt in new and secondhand safes, strong rooms and all the cunning machinery of protection.

In its one showroom were displayed safes of every make, new and old, gratings, burglar alarms, cash boxes, big and small, and the examples of all that iron and steel could do to resist the attention of the professional burglar.

The principal of the business was apparently a Midland gentleman, who engaged a staff; including a manager and a salesman, by advertisement, interviewed the newly-engaged employees in the Midlands, and placed at the disposal of the manager, who came armed with unimpeachable testimonials, a sum of money sufficient to stock the store and carry on the business.

He found more supplies from time to time in addition to the floating stockin-trade, and though orders came very infrequently, the proprietor of the concern cheerfully continued to pay the large rent and the fairly generous salaries of the staff. The proprietor would occasionally visit the store, generally late at night, because, as he explained, his business in Birmingham required his constant attention.

The new stock would be inspected; there would be a stocktaking of keys — these were usually kept in the private safe of the firm — and the proprietor would invariably express his satisfaction with the progress of the business. The manager himself never quite understood how his chief could make this office pay, but he evidently did a big trade in the provinces, because he was able to keep a large motor lorry and a driver, who from time to time appeared at the Bride Street store, brought a safe which would be unloaded, or carried away some purchased article to its new owners.

The manager, a Mr. Timmings, and a respectable member of Balham society, could only imagine that the provincial branch of the business was fairly extensive. Sometimes the motor lorry would come with every evidence of having travelled for many miles, and it would seem that the business flourished at any rate, at the Birmingham end.

It was the day following the remarkable occurrence which is chronicled in the previous chapter that Gilbert Standerton decided amongst other things to purchase a safe.

He needed one for his home, and there were reasons which need not be particularized why such an article of furniture was necessary. He had never felt the need of a safe before. When he did, he wanted to get one right away. It was unfortunate, or fortunate as the case may be, that this resolve did not come to him until an hour when most dealers in these unusual commodities were closed. It was after six when he arrived in the City.

Mr. Timmings had gone away early that night, but he had left a most excellent deputy. The proprietor had come to London a little earlier that evening, and through the glass street-doors Gilbert saw him and stared. The door was locked when he tried it, and with a cheery smile the new proprietor came forward himself and unbolted it.

“We are closed,” he said, “and I am afraid my manager has gone home. Can I do anything for you?”

Gilbert looked at him.

“Yes,” he said slowly, “I want to buy a safe.”

“Then possibly I can help you,” said the gentleman goodnaturedly. “Won’t you come in?”

Gilbert entered, and the door was bolted behind him.

“What kind of safe do you want?” asked the man.

“I want a small one,” said the other. “I would like a secondhand Chubb if you have one.”

“I think I have got the very thing. I suppose you want it for your office?”

Gilbert shook his head.

“No, I want it for my house,” he said shortly, “and I would like it delivered almost at once.”

He made an inspection of the various receptacles for valuables, and finally made a choice.

He was on his way out, when he saw the great safe which stood at the end of the store.

It was rather out of the ordinary, being about eight feet in height and about that width. It looked for all the world like a great steel wardrobe. Three sets of locks guarded the interior, and there was in addition a small combination lock.

“That is a very handsome safe,” said Gilbert.

“Isn’t it?” said the other carelessly.

“What is the value of that?”

“It is sold,” said the proprietor a little brusquely.

“Sold? I should like to see the interior,” said Gilbert.

The man smiled at him and stroked his upturned moustache thoughtfully.

“I am sorry I can’t oblige you,” he said. “The fact is, the new proprietor took the keys when he completed the purchase.”

“That is very unfortunate,” said Gilbert, “for this is one of the most interesting safes I have ever seen.”

“It is quite usual,” said the other briefly. He tapped the sides with his knuckles in a reflective mood. “It is rather an expensive piece of property.”

“It looks as if you had it here permanently.”

“It does, doesn’t it?” said the other absently. “I had to make it comfortable.”

He smiled, then he led the way to another part of the store.

Gilbert would have paid by cheque, but something prevented him. He searched his pockets, and found the fifteen pounds which had been asked for the safe.

With a pleasant good night he was ushered out of the shop, and the door was closed behind him.

“Where have I seen your face before?” said the proprietor to himself. Though he was a very clever man in more ways than one, it is a curious fact that he never placed his customer until many months afterwards.



VII. The Bank Smasher
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Three men sat in the inner room of a City office. The outer door was locked, the door communicating between the outer office and the sanctum was wide open.

The men sat at a table, discussing a frugal lunch which had been brought in from a restaurant near by, and talking together in low tones.

George Wallis, who spoke with such authority as to suggest that he held a leading position above and before the others, was a man of forty, inclined a little to stoutness, of middle height, and with no distinguishing features save the short bristling moustache and the jet-black eyebrows which gave his face a somewhat sinister appearance. His eyes were tired and lazy, his square jaw bespoke immense determination, and the hands which played idly with a pen were small but strong; they were the hands of an artist, and indeed George Wallis, under one name or another, was known as an artist in his particular profession in every police bureau on the Continent.

Callidino, the little Italian at his side, was neat and dapper. His hair was rather long, he suggested rather the musical enthusiast than the cool-headed man of business. And yet this dapper Italian was known as the most practical of the remarkable trio which for many years had been the terror of every bank president in France. The third was Persh, a stout man with a pleasant florid face, and a trim cavalry moustache, who, despite his bulk, was a man of extraordinary agility, and his escape from Devil’s Island and his subsequent voyage to Australia in an open boat will be fresh in the minds of the average newspaper readers.

They made no disguise as to their identities; they did not evade the frank questioning which was their lot when the City Police smelt them out and came in to investigate the affairs of this “outside brokers’” establishment. The members of the City force were a little disappointed to discover that quite a legitimate business was being done. You cannot quarrel even with convicted bank robbers if they choose to get their living by any way which, however much discredited, is within the law; and beyond warning those of their clients with whom they could get in touch that the heads of this remarkable business were notorious criminals, the police must needs sit by and watch, satisfied that sooner or later the men would make a slip that would bring them within the scope of police action.

“And they will have to wait a jolly long time,” said Wallis. He looked round his “Board” with an amused smile.

“Have they been in to-day?” asked Callidino.

“They have been in to-day,” said Wallis gravely. “They have searched our books and our desks and our clothes, and even the legs of our office stools.”

“An indelicate proceeding,” said Persh, cheerfully.

“And what did they find, George?” George smiled.

“They found all there was to be found,” he said.

“I suppose it was the burglary at the Bond Guarantees that I have been reading about that’s excited them,” said the Italian coolly.

“I suppose so,” said Wallis, with grave indifference. “It is pretty terrible to have names such as we possess. Seriously,” he went on, “I am not very much afraid of the police, even suppose there was anything to find. I haven’t met one of them who has the intelligence of that cool devil we met at the Foreign Office, when I had to answer some questions about Persh’s unique experiences on Devil’s Island.”

“What was his name?” asked Persh, interested.

“Something associated in my mind with South Africa — oh, yes, Standerton. A cool beast — I met him at Epsom the other day,” said Wallis. “He’s lost in a place like the Foreign 0ffice. Do you remember that quick run through he gave me, Persh?”

The other nodded.

“Before I knew where I was I admitted that I’d been in Huntingdonshire the same week as Lady Perkinton’s jewels were taken. If he’d had another five minutes I guess he’d have known” — he lowered his voice to little more than a whisper— “all this hidden treasure which the English police are seeking was cached.”

The men laughed, as at some great joke.

“Talking of cool people,” said Wallis, “do you recall that weird devil who held us up in Hatton Garden?”

“Have you found him?” asked Callidino.

George shook his head.

“No,” he said slowly, “only I’m rather afraid of him.”

Which was a remarkable confession for him to make. He changed the subject abruptly.

“I suppose you people know,” said Wallis, “that the police are particularly active just now? I’ve reason to be aware of the fact, because they have just concluded a most exhaustive search of my private belongings.”

He did not exaggerate. The police were, indeed, most eager for some clue to associate these three known criminals with the acts of the past month.

Half an hour later Wallis left the building. He paused in the entrance hall of the big block of offices and lighted a cigar with an air that betokened his peace with the world and his approval of humanity.

As his foot touched the pavement a tall man stepped to his side. Wallis looked up quickly and gave a little nod. “I want you,” said the tall man, coldly.

“Do you indeed?” said Wallis with exaggerated interest. “And what may you want with me?”

“You come along with me, and not so much of your lip,” said the man.

He called a cab, and the two men were rapidly driven to the nearest City police station. Wallis continued smoking his cigar, without any outward indication of apprehension. He would have chatted very gaily with the officer who had effected his arrest, but the officer himself was in no mood for light humour.

He was hustled into the charge room and brought before the inspector’s desk.

That officer looked up with a nod. He was more genial than his captor.

“Well, Wallis,” he said with a smile, “we want some information from you.”

“You always want information from somebody,” said the man with cold insolence. “Have you had another burglary?”

The inspector nodded.

“Tut, tut!” said the prisoner with an affectation of distress, “how very annoying for you Mr.Whitling. I suppose you have got the culprit?” he asked blandly.

“I’ve got you at present,” said the calm inspector. “I should not be surprised if I had also got the culprit. Can you explain where you were last night?”

“With the greatest of pleasure,” said Wallis; “I was dining with a friend.”

“His name?”

The other shrugged his shoulders. “His name is immaterial. I was dining with a friend whose name does not matter. Put that down, inspector.”

“And where were you dining with this unknown friend?” asked the imperturbable official.

Wallis named a restaurant in Wardour Street.

“At what hour were you dining?” asked the inspector patiently.

“Between the hours of eight and eleven,” said the man, “as the proprietor of the restaurant will testify.”

The inspector smiled to himself. He knew the restaurant and knew the proprietor. His testimony would not carry a great deal of weight with a jury.

“Have you anybody respectable,” he asked, “who will vouch for the fact that you were there, other than your unknown friend and Signor Villimicci?”

Wallis nodded. “I might name, with due respect,” he said, “Sergeant Colebrook, of the Central Investigation Department of Scotland Yard.”

He was annoyingly bland. The inspector looked up sharply.

“Is he going to vouch for you?” he asked.

“He was watching me the whole of the time, disguised, I think, as a gentleman. At least, he was in evening dress, and he was quite different from the waiters. You see, he was sitting down.”

“I see,” said the inspector. He put down his pen.

“It was rather amusing to be watched by a real detective-sergeant, from that most awe-inspiring wilderness of bricks,” the man continued. “I quite liked it, though I am afraid the poor fellow was bored sooner than I was.”

“I understand,” said the inspector, “that you were being watched from eight o’clock last night till — ?” He paused inquiringly.

“Till near midnight, I should imagine. Until our dress-suited detective, looking tragically like a detective all the time, had escorted me to the front door of my flat.”

“I can verify that in a minute,” said the inspector. “Go into the parade room.”

Wallis strolled unconcernedly into the inner room whilst the inspector manipulated the telephone. In five minutes the prisoner was sent for.

“You’re all right,” said the inspector. “Clean bill for you, Wallis.”

“I am glad to hear it,” said Wallis. “Very relieved indeed!” He sighed heavily. “Now that I am embarked upon what I might term a legalized form of thefts from the public, it is especially pleasing to me to know that my actions are approved by the police.”

“We don’t approve of everything you do,” said the inspector.

He was an annoying man, Wallis thought; he would neither lose his temper nor be rude.

“You can go now — sorry to have bothered you.”

“Don’t mention it,” said the polite man with a little bow.

“By the way, before you go,” said the inspector, “just come into my inner office, will you?”

Wallis followed him. The inspector closed the door behind them. They were alone.

“Wallis, do you know there is a reward of some twelve thousand pounds for the detection of the men engaged in these burglaries?”

“You surprise me,” said Mr. Wallis, lifting his eyebrows.

“I don’t surprise you,” said the inspector; “in fact, you know much more about it than I do. And I tell you this, that we are prepared to go to any lengths to track this gang, or, at any rate, to put an end to its operations. Look here, George,” he tapped the other on the chest with his strong, gnarled finger, “is it a scream?”

“A scream?” Mr. Wallis was puzzled innocence itself.

“Will you turn King’s evidence?” said the other shortly.

“I should be most happy,” said Wallis, with a helpless shrug; “but how can I turn King’s evidence about a matter on which I am absolutely uninformed? The reward is monstrously tempting. If I had companions in crime I should need very little persuading. My conscience is a matter of constant adjustment. It is rather like the foot-rule which shoemakers employ to measure their customers’ feet — terrifically adjustable. It has a sliding scale which goes up and down.”

“I don’t want to hear any more about your conscience,” said the officer wearily. “Do you scream or don’t you?”

“I don’t scream,” said Mr. Wallis emphatically.

The inspector jerked his head sideways, and with the bow which the invitation had interrupted, Mr. Wallis walked out into the street.

He knew, no one better, how completely every action of his was watched. He knew, even as he left the station, that the seemingly idle loafer on the corner of the street had picked him up, would follow him until he handed him over to yet another plainclothes officer for observation. From beat to beat, from one end of the City to another, those vigilant eyes would never leave him; whilst he slept, the door, back and front of his lodging would be watched. He could not move without all London — all the London that mattered as far as he was concerned — knowing everything about that move.

His home was the upper part of a house over a tobacconist’s in a small street off Charing Cross Road. And to his maisonette he made a leisurely way, not hastening his steps any the more because he knew that on one side of the street an innocent commercial traveller, and on the other a sandwich man apparently trudging homeward with his board, were keeping him under observation. He stopped to buy some cigars in the Charing Cross Road, crossed near the Alhambra, and ten minutes later was unlocking the door of the narrow passage which ran by the side of the shop, and gave him private access to the suite above.

It was a room comfortably furnished and giving evidence of some taste. Large divan chairs formed a feature of the furnishing, and the prints, though few, were interesting by reason of their obvious rarity.

He did not trouble to make an examination of the room, or of the remainder of the maisonette he rented. If the police had been, they had been. If they had not, it did not matter. They could find nothing. He had a good conscience, so far as a man’s conscience may be good for fears less for the consequence of his deeds than for the apparent, the obvious, and the discoverable consequences.

He rang a bell, and after a little delay an old woman answered the call.

“Make me some tea, Mrs. Skard,” he said. “Has anybody called?”

The old woman looked up to the ceiling for inspiration.

“Only the man about the gas,” she said.

“Only the man about the gas,” repeated George Wallis admiringly. “Wasn’t he awfully surprised to find that we didn’t have gas at all?”

The old lady looked at him in some amazement.

“He did say he had come to see about the gas,” she said, “and then, when he found we had no gas, he said ‘electricity’ — a most absentminded young man.”

“They are that way, Mrs. Skard,” said her master tolerantly; “they fall in love, don’t you know, round about this season of the year, and when their minds become occupied with other and more pleasant thoughts than gas mantles and incandescent lights they become a little confused. I suppose he did not bother you — he told you you need not wait?” he suggested.

“Quite right, sir,” said Mrs. Skard. “He said he would do all he had to do without assistance.”

“And I will bet you he did it,” said George Wallis with boisterous good humour. Undisturbed by the knowledge that his rooms had been searched by an industrious detective, he sat for an hour reading an American magazine. At six o’clock a taxicab drove into the street and pulled up before the entrance of his flat. The driver, a stoutish man with a beard, looked helplessly up and down seeking a number, and one of the two detectives who had been keeping observation on the house walked across the road casually towards him.

“Do you want to find a number, mate?” he asked.

“I want No. 43,” said the cabman.

“That’s it,” said the officer.

He saw the cabman ring, and having observed that he entered the door, which was closed behind him, he walked back to his co-worker.

“George is going to take a little taxi drive,” he said; “we will see where he goes.”

The man who had waited on the other side of the road nodded.

“I don’t suppose he will go anywhere worth following, but I have the car waiting round the corner.”

“I’ll car him,” said the second man bitterly. “Did you hear what he told Inspector Whitling of the City Police about me last night?”

The first detective was considerably interested.

“No, I should like to hear.”

“Well,” began the man, and then thought better of it. It was nothing to his credit that he should keep a man under observation three hours, and that the quarry should be aware all the time that he was being watched.

“Hullo!” he said, as the door of No. 43 opened, “here is our man.” He threw a swift glance along the street, and saw that the hired motorcar which had been provided for his use was waiting.

“Here he comes,” he said, but it was not the man he expected. The bearded chauffeur came out alone, waved a farewell to somebody in the hallway whom they could not see, and having started his engine with great deliberation, got upon his seat, and the taxicab moved slowly away.

“George is not going,” said the detective. “That means that we shall have to stay here for another two or three hours — there is his light.”

For four long hours they kept their vigil, and never once was a pair of eyes taken from the only door through which George Wallis could make his exit. There was no other way by which he could leave, of that they were assured.

Behind the house was a high wall, and unless the man was working in collusion with half the respectable householders, not only in that street but of Charing Cross Road, he could not by any possible chance leave his flat.

At half-past ten the taxicab they had seen drove back to the door of the flat, and the driver was admitted. He evidently did not expect to stay long, for he did not switch off his engine; as a matter of fact, he was not absent from his car longer than thirty seconds. He came back almost immediately, climbed up on to his seat and drove away.

“I wonder what the game is?” asked the detective, a little puzzled.

“He has been to take a message somewhere,” said the other. “I think we ought to have found out.”

Ten minutes later Inspector Goldberg, of Scotland Yard, drove into the street and sprang from his car opposite the men.

“Has Wallis returned’?” he asked quickly.

“Returned!” repeated the puzzled detective, “he has not gone out yet.”

“Has not gone out!” repeated the inspector with a gasp. “A man answering to his description was seen leaving the City branch of the Goldsmiths’ Guild half an hour ago. The safe has been forced and twenty thousand pounds’ worth of jewellery has been taken.”

There was a little silence.

“Well, sir,” said the subordinate doggedly, “one thing I will swear, and it is that George Wallis has not left this house tonight.”

“That’s true, sir,” said the second man. “The sergeant and I have not left this place since Wallis went in.”

“But,” said the bewildered detective-inspector, “it must be Wallis, no other man could have done the job as he did it.”

“It could not have been, sir,” persisted the watcher.

“Then who in the name of Heaven did the job?” snapped the inspector.

His underlings wisely offered no solution.



VIII. The Wife Who Did Not Love
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Mr. Warrell, of the firm of Warrell & Bird, prided himself upon being a man of the world, and was wont to admit, in a mild spirit of boastfulness — in which even middle-aged and respectable gentlemen occasionally indulge — that he had been in some very awkward situations. He had inferred that he had escaped from those situations with some credit to himself.

Every stockbroker doing a popular and extensive business is confronted sooner or later with the delicate task of explaining to a rash and hazardous speculator exactly how rashly and at what hazard he has invested his money.

Mr. Warrell had had occasion before to break, as gently as it was possible to break, unpleasant news of Mrs. Cathcart’s unsuccess. But never before had he been face to face with a situation so full of possibilities for disagreeable consequences as this which now awaited him.

The impassive Cole admitted him, and the face of Cole fell, for he knew the significance of these visits, having learnt in that mysterious way which servants have of discovering the inward secrets of their masters’ and mistresses’ bosoms,’ that the arrival of Mr. Warrell was usually followed by a period of retrenchment, economy and reform.

“Madam will see you at once,” was the message he returned with.

A few minutes later Mrs. Cathcart sailed into the drawingroom, a little harder of face than usual, thought Mr. Warrell, and wondered why.

“Well, Warrell,” she said briskly, “what machination of the devil has brought you here? Sit down, won’t you?”

He seated himself deliberately. He placed his hat upon the floor, and peeling his gloves, deposited them with unnecessary care in the satin-lined interior.

“What is it?” asked Mrs. Cathcart impatiently. “Are those Canadian Pacifics down again?”

“They are slightly up,” said Mr. Warrell, with a smile which was intended both to conciliate and to flatter. “I think your view on Canadian Pacifics is a very sound one.”

He knew that Mrs. Cathcart would ordinarily desire nothing better than a tribute to her judgment, but now she dismissed the compliment, realizing that he had not come all the way from Throgmorton Street to say kindly things about her perspicacity.

“I will say all that is in my mind,” Mr. Warrell went on, choosing his words, and endeavouring by the adoption of a pained smile to express in some tangible form his frankness. “You owe us some seven hundred pounds, Mrs. Cathcart.”

She nodded.

“You have ample security,” she said.

“That I realize,” he agreed, addressing the ceiling; “but the question is whether you are prepared to make good in actual cash the differences which are due to us.”

“There is no question at all about it,” she said brusquely; “so far as I am concerned, I cannot raise seven hundred shillings.”

“Suppose,” suggested Mr. Warrell, with his eyes still upraised, “suppose I could find somebody who would be willing to buy your necklace — I think that was the article you deposited with us — for a thousand pounds?”

“It is worth considerably more than that,” said Mrs. Cathcart sharply.

“Possibly,” said the other, “but I am anxious to keep things out of the paper.” He had launched his bombshell.

“Exactly what do you mean’?” she demanded, rising to her feet. She stood glowering down at him.

“Do not misunderstand me,” he said hastily. “I will explain in a sentence. Your diamond necklace has been stolen from my safe.”

“Stolen!” She went white.

“Stolen,” said Mr. Warrell, “by a gang of burglars which has been engaged in its operations for the past twelve months in the City of London. You see, my dear Mrs. Cathcart,” he went on, “that it is a very embarrassing situation for both of us. I do not want my clients to know that I accept jewels from ladies as collateral security against differences, and you” — he was so rude as to point to emphasize his words— “do not, I imagine, desire your friends to know that it was necessary for you to deposit those jewels.” He shrugged his shoulders.

“Of course, I could have reported the matter to the police, sent out a description of the necklace, and possibly recovered the loss from an insurance company, but that I did not wish to do.” He might have added, this good business man, that his insurance policy would not have covered such a loss, for when premiums are adjusted to cover the risk of a stockbroker’s office, they do not, as a rule, foreshadow the possibility of a jewel robbery.

“I am willing to stand the loss myself,” he continued, “that is to say, I am willing to make good a reasonable amount out of my own pocket, as much for your sake as for mine. On the other hand, if you do not agree to my suggestion, I have no other alternative than to report the matter very, very fully, very
 fully,” he repeated with emphasis, “to the police and to the press. Now, what do you think?”

Mrs. Cathcart might have said in truth that she did not know what to think. The necklace was a valuable one, and there were other considerations. Mr. Warrell was evidently thinking of its sentimentaI value, for he went on: “But for the fact that jewels of this kind have associations, I might suggest that your new son-in-law would possibly replace your loss.”

She turned upon him with a hard smile.

“My new son-in-law!” she scoffed. “Good Lord!”

Warrell knew Standerton, and regarded him as one of Fortune’s favourites, and was in no doubt as to his financial stability. The contempt in the woman’s tone shocked him as only a City man can be shocked by a whisper against the credit of gilt-edged stock. For the moment he forgot the object of his visit. He would have liked to have asked for an explanation, but he felt that it did not lie within the province of Mrs. Cathcart’s broker to demand information upon her domestic affairs.

“It is a pretty rotten mess you have got me into, Warrell,” she said, and got up.

He rose with her, picked up his hat, and exhumed his buried gloves.

“It is very awkward indeed,” he said, “tremendously awkward for you, and tremendously awkward for me, my dear Mrs. Cathcart. I am sure you will pity me in my embarrassment.”

“I am too busy pitying myself,” she said shortly.

She sat in the drawingroom alone after the broker’s departure. What should she do? For what Warrell did not know was that the necklace was not hers. It had been one which the old Colonel had had reset for his daughter, and which had been bequeathed to the girl in her father’s will.

A family circle which consists of a mother and a daughter exercises communal rights over property which may appear curious to families more extensive in point of number. Though Edith had known the jewel was hers, she had not demurred when her mother had worn it, and had never even hinted that she would prefer to include it amongst the meagre stock of jewellery in her own case.

Yet it had always been known as “Edith’s necklace.”

Mrs. Cathcart had referred to it herself in these terms, and an uncomfortable feature of their estrangement had been the question of the necklace and its retention by the broker.

Mrs. Cathcart shrugged her shoulders. There was nothing to be done; she must trust to luck. She could not imagine that Edith would ever feel the need of the jewel; yet if her husband was poor, and she was obsessed with this absurd sense of loyalty to the man who had deceived her, there might be a remote possibility that from a sheer quixotic desire to help her husband, she would make inquiries as to the whereabouts of the necklace.

Edith was not like that, thought Mrs. Cathcart. It was a comforting thought as she made her way up the stairs to her room.

She stopped halfway up to allow the maid to overtake her with the letters which had arrived at that moment. With a little start she recognized upon the first of these the handwriting of her daughter, and tore open the envelope. The letter was brief:

“DEAR MOTHER
 ” (it ran)— “Would you please arrange for me to have the necklace which father left to me. I feel, now, that I must make some sort of display if only for my husband’s sake
 .”

The letter dropped from Mrs. Cathcart’s hand. She stood on the stairs transfixed.

*

EDITH STANDERTON was superintending the arrangement of the lunch table when her husband came in. Life had become curiously systematized in the St. John’s Wood house.

To neither of the young people had it seemed possible that they could live together as now they did, in perfect harmony, in sympathy, yet with apparently no sign of love or demonstration of affection on either side.

To liken them to brother and sister would be hardly descriptive of their friendship. They lacked the mutual knowledge of things, and the common interest which brother and sister would have. They wanted, too, an appreciation of one another’s faults and virtues.

They were strangers, and every day taught each something about the other. Gilbert learnt that this quiet girl, whose sad grey eyes had hinted at tragedy, had a sense of humour, could laugh on little provocation, and was immensely shrewd in her appraisement of humanity.

She, for her part, had found a force she had not reckoned on, a vitality and a doggedness of purpose which she had never seen before their marriage. He could be entertaining, too, in the rare intervals when they were alone together. He was a traveller: had visited Persia, Arabia, and the less known countries of Eastern Asia.

She never referred again to the events of that terrible marriage night. Here, perhaps, her judgment was at fault. She had seen a player with a face of extraordinary beauty, and had given perhaps too much attention to this minor circumstance. Somewhere in her husband’s heart was a secret, what that secret was she could only guess. She guessed that it was associated in some way with a woman — therein the woman in her spoke.

She had no feeling of resentment either towards her husband or to the unknown who had sent a message through the trembling strings of her violin upon that wedding night. Only, she told herself, it was “curious.” She wanted to know what it was all about. She had the healthy curiosity of the young. The revelation might shock her, might fill her with undying contempt for the man whose name she bore, but she wanted to know.

It piqued her too, after a while, that he should have any secrets from her — a strange condition of mind, remembering the remarkable relationship in which they stood, and yet one quite understandable. Though they had not achieved the friendly and peculiar relationship of man and wife, there had grown up between them a friendship which the girl told herself (and did her best to believe) was of a more enduring character than that which marriage qua
 marriage could produce. It was a comradeship in which much was taken for granted; she took for granted that he loved her, and entered into the marriage with no other object. That was a comforting basis for friendship with any woman.

For his part, he took it for granted that she had a soul above deception; that she was frank even though in her frankness she wounded him almost to death. He detected in that an unusual respect for himself, though in his more logical mood he argued she would have acted as honourably to any man.

She herself wove into the friendship a peculiar sexless variety of romance — sexless, since she thought she saw in it an accomplished ideal towards which the youth of all ages have aspired without any conspicuous success. There is no man or woman in the world who does not think that the chance in a million may be his or hers; there is no human creature so diffident that it does not imagine in its favour is created exception to evident and universal rules.

Plato may have stopped dead in his conduct of other friendships, his philosophies may have frizzled hopelessly and helplessly, and have been evaporated to thin vapour before the fire of natural love. A thousand witnesses may rise to testify to the futility of friendship in two people of opposite sex, but there always is the “you” and the “me” in the world, who defies experience, and comes with sublime faith to show how different will be the result to that which has attended all previous experiments.

As she told herself, if there had been the slightest spark of love in her bosom for this young man who had come into her life with some suddenness, and had gone out in a sense so violently, only to return in another guise; if there had been the veriest smouldering ember of the thing called love in her heart; she would have been jealous, just a little jealous, of the interests which drew him away from her every night, and often brought him home when the grey dawn was staining the blue of the East.

She had watched him once from her window, and had wondered vaguely what he found to do at night.

Was he seeking relaxation from an intolerable position? He never gave her the impression that it was intolerable. There was comfort in that thought. Was there — somebody else? Here was a question to make her knit her brows, this loveless wife.

Once she found herself, to her intense amazement, on the verge of tears at the thought. She went through all the stages of doubt and decision, of anger and contrition, which a young wife more happily circumstanced might have experienced.

Who was the violin player with the beautiful face? What part had she taken in Gilbert’s life?

One thing she did know, her husband was gambling on the Stock Exchange. At first she did not realize that he could be so commonplace. She had always regarded him as a man to whom vulgar money-grabbing would be repugnant. He had surrendered his position at the Foreign Office; he was now engaged in some business which neither discussed. She thought many things, but until she discovered the contract note of a broker upon his desk, she had never suspected success on the Stock Exchange as, the goal of his ambition.

This transaction seemed an enormous one to her.

There were tens of thousands of shares detailed upon the note. She knew very little about the Stock Exchange, except that there had been mornings when her mother had been unbearable as a result of her losses. Then it occurred to her, if he were in business — a vague term which meant anything — she might do something more than sit at home and direct his servants.

She might help him also in another way. Business men have expedient dinners, give tactful theatre parties. And many men have succeeded because they have wives who are wise in their generation.

It was a good thought. She held a grand review of her wardrobe, and posted the letter which so completely destroyed her mother’s peace of mind.

Gilbert had been out all the morning, and he came back from the City looking rather tired.

An exchange of smiles, a little strained and a little hard on one side, a little wistful and a little sad on the other, had become the conventional greeting between the two, so too had the inquiry, “Did you sleep well?” which was the legitimate property of whosoever thought of this original question.

They were in the midst of lunch when she asked suddenly: “Would you like me to give a dinner party?”

He looked up with a start.

“A dinner party!” he said incredulously; then, seeing her face drop, and realizing something of the sacrifice which she might be making he added: “I think it is an excellent idea. Whom would you like to invite?”

“Any friends you have,” she said, “that rather nice man Mr. Frankfort, and — who else?” she asked.

He smiled a little grimly.

“I think that rather nice man Mr. Frankfort about exhausts the sum of my friends,” he said with a little laugh. “We might ask Warrell.”

“Who is Warrell? Oh, I know,” she said quickly, “he is mother’s broker.”

He looked at her curiously.

“Your mother’s broker,” he repeated slowly, “is he really?”

“Why?” she asked.

“Why what?” he evaded.

“Why did you say that so queerly?”

“I did not know that I did,” he said carelessly, “only somehow one doesn’t associate your mother with a broker. Yet I suppose she finds an agent necessary in these days. You see, he is my broker, too.”

“Who else?” she asked.

“On my side of the family,” he said with mock solemnity, “I can think of nobody. What about your mother?”

“I could ask one or two nice people,” she went on, ignoring the suggestion.

“What about your mother’?” he said again.

She looked up, her eyes filled with tears.

“Please do not be horrid,” she said. “You know that is impossible.”

“Not at all, “he answered cheerfully. “I made the suggestion in all good faith; I think it is a good one. After all, there is no reason why this absurd quarrel should go on. I admit I felt very sore with her; but then I even felt sore with you!” He looked at her not unkindly. “The soreness is gradually wearing away,” he said. He spoke half to himself, though he looked at the girl. It seemed to her that he was trying to convince himself of something in which he did not wholly believe.

“It is extraordinary,” he said, “how little things, little worries, and petty causes for unhappiness disappear in the face of a really great trouble.”

“What is your great trouble?” she asked, quick to seize the advantage which he had given her in that unguarded moment.

“None,” he said.

His tone was a little louder than usual, it was almost defiant.

“I am speaking hypothetically. I have no trouble save the very obvious troubles of life,” he went on. “You were a trouble to me for quite a little time, but you are not any more.”

“I am glad you said that,” she said softly. “I want to be real good friends with you, Gilbert — I want to be a real good friend to you, I have made rather a hash of your life, I’m afraid.”

She had risen from the table and stood looking down at him. He shook his head.

“I do not think you have,” he said, “not the hash that you imagine. Other circumstances have conspired to disfigure what was a pleasant outlook. It is unfortunate that our marriage has not proved to be all that I dreamt it would be, but then dreams are very unstable foundations to the fabric of life. You would not think that I was a dreamer, would, you?” he said quickly with that ready smile of his, those eyes that creased into little lines at the corners. “You would not imagine me as a romancist, though I am afraid I was.”

“You are, you mean,” she corrected.

He made no reply to that.

The question of the dinner came up later, when he was preparing to go out.

“You would not like to stay and talk it over, I suppose,” she suggested a little timidly. He hesitated. “There is nothing I should like better,” he said, “but” — he looked at his watch. She pressed her lips together, and for one moment felt a wave of unreasoning anger sweeping over her.

It was absurd, of course; he always went out at this time, and there was really no reason why he should stay in.

“We can discuss it another time,” she said coldly, and left him without a further word.

He waited until he heard the door close in her room above, and then he went out with a little smile in which there were tears almost, but in which there was no merriment.

He left the house at a propitious moment; had he waited another five minutes he would have met his motherin-law. Mrs. Cathcart had made up her mind to “own up,” and had come in person to make the confession.

It was a merciful providence, so she told herself, that had taken Gilbert out of the way; that he had gone out she discovered before she had been in the house four minutes, and she discovered it by the very simple process of demanding from Gilbert’s servant whether his master was at home.

Edith heard of her mother’s arrival without surprise. She supposed that Mrs. Cathcart had come to hand the necklace to its lawful owner. She felt some pricking of conscience as she came down the stairs to meet her mother; had she not been unnecessarily brusque in her demand! She was a tender soul, and had a proper and natural affection for the elder woman. The fear that she might have hurt her feelings, and that that hurt might be expressed at the interview, gave her a little qualm as she opened the drawingroom door.

Mrs. Cathcart was coolness itself. You might have thought that never a scene had occurred between these two women which could be remembered with unkindliness. No reference was made to the past, and Edith was glad. It was not her desire that she should live on bad terms with her mother. She understood her too well, which was unfortunate for both; and it would be all the happier for them if they could maintain some pretence of friendship.

Mrs. Cathcart came straight to the point.

“I suppose you know why I have called,” she said, after the first exchange.

“I suppose you have brought the necklace,” said the girl with a smile. “You do not think I am horrid to ask for it, but I feel I ought to do something for Gilbert.”

“I think you might have chosen another subject for your first letter,” said the elder woman grimly, “but still—”

Edith made no reply. It was useless to argue with her mother. Mrs. Cathcart had a quality which is by no means rare in the total of human possessions, the quality of putting other people in the wrong.

“I am more sorry,” Mrs. Cathcart resumed, “because I am not in a position to give you your necklace.”

The girl stared at her mother in wonder.

“Why! Whatever do you mean, mother?” she asked.

Mrs. Cathcart carefully avoided her eyes.

“I have had losses on the Stock Exchange,” she said. “I suppose you know that your father left us just sufficient to starve on, and whatever luxury and whatever comfort you have had has been due to my own individual efforts? I have lost a lot of money over Canadian Pacifics,” she said bluntly.

“Well?” asked the girl, wondering what was coming next, and fearing the worst.

“I made a loss of seven hundred pounds with a firm of stockbrokers,” Mrs. Cathcart continued, “and I deposited your necklace with the firm as security.

The girl gasped.

“I intended, of course, redeeming it, but an unfortunate thing happened — the safe was burgled and the necklace was stolen.”

Edith Standerton stared at the other. The question of the necklace did not greatly worry her, yet she realized now that she had depended rather more upon it than she had thought. It was a little nest-egg against a bad time, which, if Gilbert spoke the truth, might come at any moment.

“It cannot be helped,” she said.

She did not criticize her mother, or offer any opinion upon the impropriety of offering as security for debt articles which are the property of somebody else. Such criticism would have been wasted and the effort would have been entirely superfluous.

“Well,” asked Mrs. Cathcart, “what have you got to say?”

The girl shrugged her shoulders.

“What can I say, mother? The thing is lost, and there is an end to it. Do the firm offer any compensation?”

She asked the question innocently: it occurred to her as a wandering thought that possibly something might be saved from the wreck.

Mrs. Cathcart shot a swift glance at her. Had that infernal Warrell been communicating with her? She knew that Warrell was a friend of Edith’s husband. It would be iniquitous of him if he had.

“Some compensation was offered,” she answered carelessly, “quite inadequate; the matter is not settled yet, but I will let you know how it develops.”

“What compensation do they offer ?” asked Edith, Mrs. Cathcart hesitated.

“A thousand pounds,” she said reluctantly.

“A thousand pounds!”

The girl was startled, she had no idea the necklace was of that value.

“That means of course,” Mrs. Cathcart hastened to explain, “seven hundred pounds out of my pocket and three hundred pounds from the broker.”

The girl smiled inwardly.

“Seven hundred pounds from my pocket” meant, “if you ask for the full value you will rob me.”

“And there is three hundred pounds due. I think I had better have that.”

“Wait a little,” said Mrs. Cathcart, “they may recover the necklace, anyway; they want me to give a description of it. What do you think?”

The girl shook her head.

“I do not think I should like that,” she said quietly. “Questions might be asked, and I should not like people to know either that the necklace was mine, or that my mother had deposited it as security against her debts.”

Here was the new Edith with a vengeance.

Mrs. Cathcart stared at her.

“Edith,” she said severely, “that sounds a little impertinent.”

“I dare say it does, mother,” said the girl; “but what am I to do? What am I to say? There are the facts fairly apparent to you and to me: the necklace is stolen, and it may possibly never be recovered, and I am not going to expose either my loss or your weakness on the remote possibility of getting back an article of jewellery which probably by this time is in the melting-pot and the stones dispersed.”

“You know a great deal about jewels and jewel-robbers,” said her mother with a little sneer. “Has Gilbert been enlarging your education?”

“Curiously enough, he has,” said her daughter calmly; “we discuss many queer things.”

“You must have very pleasant evenings,” said the elder woman dryly.

She rose to go, looking at her watch. “I am sorry I cannot stay,” she said, “but I am dining with some people. I suppose you would not like to come along? It is quite an informal affair; as a matter of fact, the invitation included you.”

“And Gilbert?” asked the girl. The woman smiled.

“No, it did not exactly include Gilbert,” she said. “I have made it pretty clear that invitations to me are acceptable only so long as the party does not include your husband.”

The girl drew herself up stiffly, and the elder woman saw a storm gathering in her eyes.

“I do not quite understand you. Do you mean that you have gone round London talking unkindly about my husband?”

“Of course I have,” said Mrs. Cathcart virtuously. “I do not know about having gone round London, but I have told those people who are intimate friends of mine and who are naturally interested in my affairs.”

“You have no right to speak,” said the girl angrily; “it is disgraceful of you. You have made your mistake and you must abide by the consequence. I also have made a mistake and I cheerfully accept my lot. If it hurts you that I am married to a man who despises me, how much more do you think it hurts me?”

Mrs. Cathcart laughed.

“I assure you,” she smiled, “that though many thoughts disturb my nights, the thought that your husband has no particular love for you is not one of them; what does wake me up with a horrid feeling is the knowledge that so far from being the rich man I thought he was, he is practically penniless. What madness induced him to give up his work at the Foreign Office?”

“You had better ask him,” said the girl with malice, “he will be in in a few moments.”

It needed only this to hasten Mrs. Cathcart’s departure, and Edith was left alone.

*

EDITH DINED alone that night.

At first she had welcomed with a sense of infinite relief these solitary dinners. She was a woman of considerable intelligence, and she had faced the future without illusion.

She realized that there might come a time when she and Gilbert would live together in perfect harmony, though without the essential sympathies which husband and wife should mutually possess. She was willing to undergo the years of probation; and it made it all the easier for her if business or pleasure kept them apart during the embarrassing hours between dinner and bedtime.

But tonight, for the first time, she was lonely.

She felt the need of him, the desire for his society, the cheer and the vitality of him.

There were moments when he was bright and happy and flippant, as she had known him at his best. There were other moments too, terrible and depressing moments, when she never saw him, when he shut himself in his study and she only caught a glimpse of his face by accident. She went through her dinner alternately reading and thinking.

A book lay upon the table by her side, but she did not turn one page. The maid was clearing the entree when Edith Standerton looked up with a start.

“What is it?” she said.

“What, madam?” asked the girl.

Outside the window Edith could hear the sound of music, a gentle, soft cadence of sound, a tiny wail of melodious tragedy. She rose from the table, walked across to the window and pulled aside the blinds. Outside a girl was playing a violin. In the light which a street lamp afforded Edith recognized the player of the “Melody in F.”
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Edith turned to her waiting maid. “Go out and bring the girl in at once,” she said quietly.

“Which girl, madam’?” asked the startled servant.

“The girl who is playing,” said Edith. “Hurry please, before she goes.”

She was filled with sudden determination to unravel this mystery. She might be acting disloyally to her husband, but she adjusted any fear she may have had on the score with the thought that she might also be helping him. The maid returned in a few minutes and ushered in a girl.

Yes, it was the girl she had seen on her wedding night. She stood now, framed in the doorway, watching her hostess with frank curiosity.

“Won’t you come in’?” said Edith. “Have you had any dinner?”

“Thank you very much,” said the girl, “we do not take dinner, but I had a very good tea.”

“Will you sit down for a little while?”

With a graceful inclination of her head the girl accepted the invitation. Her voice was free from the foreign accent which Edith had expected. She was indubitably English, and there was a refinement in her tone which Edith had not expected to meet.

“I suppose you wonder why I have sent for you?” asked Edith Standerton.

The girl showed two rows of white, even teeth in a smile.

“When people send for me,” she said demurely, “it is either to pay me for my music, or to bribe me to desist!”

There was frank merriment in her eyes, her smile lit up the face and changed its whole aspect.

“I am doing both,” said Edith, “and I also want to ask you something. Do you know my husband?”

“Mr. Standerton,” said the girl, and nodded; “yes, I have seen him, and I have played to him.”

“Do you remember a night in June,” asked Edith, her heart beating faster at the memory, “when you came under this window and played” — she hesitated— “a certain tune?”

The girl nodded.

“Why, yes,” she said in surprise, “of course I remember that night of all nights.”

“Why of all nights?” asked Edith quickly.

“Well, you see, as a rule my grandfather plays for Mr. Standerton, and that night he was ill. He caught a bad chill on Derby Day — we were wet through by the storm, for we were playing at Epsom — and I had to come here and deputize for him. I did not want to go out a bit that night,” she confessed with a bitter laugh, “and I hate the tune; but it was all so mysterious and so romantic.”

“Just tell me what was ‘mysterious’ and what was ‘romantic,’” said Edith.

The coffee came in at that moment, and she poured a cup for her visitor.

What is your name?” she asked.

“May Wing,” said the girl.

“Now tell me, May, all you know,” said Edith, as she passed the coffee, “and please believe it is not out of curiosity that I ask you.”

“I will tell you everything,” said the girl nodding.

“I remember that day particularly because I had been to the Academy of Music to take my lesson — you would not think we could afford that, but granny absolutely insists upon it. I got back home rather tired. Grandfather was lying down on the couch. We live at Hoxton. He seemed a little troubled. ‘May,’ he said, ‘I want you to do something for me tonight,’ Of course, I was quite willing and happy to do it.”

The girl stopped suddenly.

“Why, how extraordinary,” she said, “I believe I have got proof in my pocket of all that I say.”

She had hanging from her waist a little bag of the same material as her dress, and this she opened and searched inside.

She brought out an envelope.

“I will not show you this yet,” she said, “but I will tell you what happened. Grandfather, as I was saying, was very troubled, and he asked me if I would do something for him, knowing of course that I would. “ ‘I have had a letter which I cannot make head or tail of,’ he said, and he showed me this letter.”

The girl held out the envelope.

Edith took it and removed the card inside.

“Why, this is my husband’s writing!” she cried.

“Yes,” nodded the girl.”

It bore the Doncaster postmark, and the letter was brief. It was addressed to the old musician, and ran:



Enclosed you will find a postal order for one pound. On receipt of this go to the house of Mr. Standerton between the hours of half-past seven and eight o’clock and play Rubenstein’s ‘Melody in F.’ Ascertain if he is at home, and, if he is not, return the next night and play the same tune at the same hour.



That was all.

“I cannot understand it,” said Edith puzzled. “What does it mean ?”

The girl musician smiled.

“I should like to know what it meant too. You see, I am as curious as you, and think it is a failing which all women share.”

“And you do not know why this was sent?”

“No.”

“Or what is its meaning?”

Again the girl shook her head.

Edith looked at the envelope and examined the postmark.

It was dated May the twentyfourth.

“May the twentyfourth,” she repeated to herself.

“Just wait one moment,” she said, and ran upstairs to her bedroom.

Feverishly she unlocked her bureau and took out the red-covered diary in which she had inscribed the little events of her life in Portland Square. She turned to May the twentyfourth. There were only two entries. The first had to do with the arrival of a new dress, but the second was very emphatic:



G.S. came at seven o’clock and stayed to dinner. Was very absentminded and worried, apparently. He left at ten. Had a depressing evening.



She looked at the envelope again.

“Doncaster, 7.30,” it said.

So the letter had been posted a hundred and eighty miles away half an hour after he had arrived in Portland Square. She went back to the diningroom bewildered, but she controlled her agitation in the presence of the girl.

“I must really patronize one of the arts,” she smiled.

She took a half-sovereign from her purse and handed it to May.

“Oh, really,” protested the little musician.

“No, take it, please. You have given me a great deal to think about. Has Mr. Standerton ever referred to this incident since?”

“Never,” said the girl. “I have never seen him since, except once when I was on the top of an omnibus.”

A few minutes later the girl left.

Here was food for imagination, sufficient to occupy her mind, thought Edith.

“What did it mean?” she asked. “What mystery was behind all this?”

Now that she recalled the circumstances, she remembered that Gilbert had been terribly distrait that night; he was nervous, she had noticed his hand shaking, and had remarked to her mother upon his extraordinary absentmindedness.

And if he had expected the musician to call, and if he himself had specified what tune should be played, why had its playing produced so terrible an effect upon him? He was no poseur.
 There was nothing theatrical in his temperament. He was a musician, and loved music as he loved nothing else in the world save her!

She thought of that reservation with some tenderness. He had loved her then, whatever might be his feelings now, and the love of a strong man does not easily evaporate, nor is it destroyed at a word. Since their marriage his piano had not been opened. He had been a subscriber to almost every musical event in London, yet he had not attended a single concert, not once visited the opera.

With the playing of the “Melody in F,” it seemed to her that there had ended one precious period of his life. She had suggested once that they should go to a concert which all musical London was attending.

“Perhaps you would like to go,” he had suggested, briefly. “I am afraid I shall be rather busy that night.” This, after he had told her not once, but a score of times that music expressed to him every message and every emotion in language clearer than the printed word.

What did it mean? She was seized with a sudden energy, a sudden desire for knowledge — she wanted to share a greater portion of his life. What connexion had this melody with the sudden change that had come to him? What association had it with the adoption of this strenuous life of his, lately? What had it to do with his resignation from the Foreign Office and from his clubs?

She was certain there must be some connection, and she was determined to discover what. As she was in the dark she could not help him. She knew instinctively that to ask him would be of little use. He was of the type who preferred to play a lone hand.

She was his wife, she owed him something. She had brought unhappiness into his life, and she could do no less than strive to help him. She would want money. She sat down and wrote a little note to her mother. She would take the three hundred pounds which were due from the broker; she even went so far as to hint that, if this matter were not promptly settled by her parent, she herself would see Mr. Warrell and conclude negotiations.

She had read in the morning paper the advertisement of a private detective agency, and for a while she was inclined to engage a man. But what special qualifications did private detectives have that she herself did not possess? It required no special training to use one’s brains and to exercise one’s logical faculties.

She had found a mission in life — the solution of this mystery which surrounded her husband like a cloud. She found herself feeling cheerful at the prospect of the work to which she had set her hand. “You should find yourself an occupation,” Gilbert had said in his hesitating fashion. She smiled, and wondered exactly what he would think if he knew the occupation she had found.

*

The little house in Hoxton which sheltered May and her grandfather was in a respectable little street, in the main inhabited by members of the artisan class. Small and humble as the dwelling was it was furnished in perfect taste. The furniture was old in the more valuable and more attractive sense of the word.

Old man Wing propped up in his armchair sat by a small fire in the room which served as kitchen and diningroom. May was busy with her sewing.

“My dear,” said the old man in his gentle voice, “I do not think you had better go out again tonight.”

“Why not, grandpa?” asked the girl without looking up from her work.

“Well, it is probably selfishness on my part,” he said, “but somehow I do not want to be left alone. I am expecting a visitor.”

“A visitor!”

Visitors were unusual at No. 9 Pexton Street, Hoxton. The only visitor they knew was the rent man who called with monotonous regularity every Monday morning.

“Yes,” said her grandfather hesitatingly, “I think you remember the gentleman; you saw him some time ago.”

“Not Mr. Standerton?” The old man shook his head.

“No, not Mr. Standerton,” he said, “but you will recall how at Epsom a rather nice man helped you out of a crowd after a race?”

“I remember,” she said.

“His name is Wallis,” said the old man, “and I met him by accident today when I was shopping.”

“Wallis,” she repeated.

Old Wing was silent for a while, then he asked:

“Do you think, my dear, we could take a lodger?”

“Oh, no,” protested the girl. “Please not!”

“I find the rent rather heavy,” said her grandfather, shaking his head, “and this Mr. Wallis is a quiet sort of person and not likely to give us any trouble.”

Still the girl was not satisfied.

“I would rather we didn’t,” she said. “I am quite sure we can earn enough to keep the house going without that kind of assistance. Lodgers are nuisances. I do not suppose Mrs. Gamage would like it.”

Mrs. Gamage was the faded neighbour who came in every morning to help straighten the house.

The girl saw the old man’s face fall and went round to him, putting her arm around his shoulder.

“Do not bother, grandpa dear,” she said, “if you want a lodger you shall have one. I think it would be rather nice to have somebody in the house who could talk to you when I am out.”

There was a knock at the door.

“That must be our visitor,” she said, and went to open it.

She recognized the man who stood in the doorway. “May I come in?” he asked. “I wanted to see your grandfather on a matter of business. I suppose you are Miss Wing.”

She nodded.

“Come in,” she said, and led the way to the kitchen.

“I will not keep you very long,” said Mr. Wallis. “No, thank you, I will stand while I am here. I want to find a quiet lodging for a friend of mine. At least,” he went on, “he is a man in whom I am rather interested, a very quiet sobersides individual who will be out most of the day, and possibly out most of the night too.” He smiled. “He is a—” He hesitated. “He is a taxicab driver, to be exact,” he said, “though he does not want this fact to be well known because he has seen — er — better days.”

“We have only a very small room we can give your friend,” said May, “perhaps you would like to see it.”

She took him up to the spare bedroom, which they had used on very rare occasions for the accommodation of the few visitors who had been their guests. The room was neat and clean, and George Wallis nodded approvingly.

“I should like nothing better than this for myself,” he said. He himself suggested a higher price than she asked, and insisted upon paying a month in advance.

“I have told the man to call, he ought to be here by now; if you do not mind, I will wait for him.”

It was not a long wait, for in a few minutes there arrived the new lodger. He was a burly man with a heavy black beard, clipped short, and the fact that he was somewhat taciturn and short of speech rather enhanced his value as a lodger than otherwise.

Wallis took farewell of the old man and his granddaughter, and accompanied by the man, whose name was given somewhat unpromisingly as Smith, he walked to the end of the street.

He had something to say, and that something was important.

“I have got you this place, Smithy,” he said, as they walked slowly towards Hoxton High Street, “because it is quiet and fairly safe. The people are respected, and nobody will bother you.”

“They are not likely to worry me in any way, are they?” said the man addressed as Smith.

“Not at present,” replied the other, “but I do not know exactly how things are going to develop. I am worried.”

“What are you worried about?”

George Wallis laughed a little helplessly.

“Why do you ask such stupid questions?” he said with goodnatured irritation. “Don’t you realize what has happened? Somebody knows our game.”

“Well, why not drop it?” asked the other quietly.

“How can we drop it? My dear good chap, though in twelve months we have accumulated a store of movable property sufficiently valuable to enable us all to retire upon, there is not one of us who is willing at this moment to cut out — it would take us twelve months to get rid of the loot,” he said thoughtfully.

“I do not exactly know where it is,” said Smith with a little smile.

“Nobody knows that but me,” replied Wallis with a little frown, “that is the worrying part of it. I feel the whole responsibility upon me. Smithy, we are being really watched.”

The other smiled.

“That isn’t unusual,” he said. But Wallis was very serious.

“Whom do you suspect?” he asked.

The other did not answer for a moment.

“I do not suspect, I know,” he said. “A few months ago, when Calli and I were doing a job in Hatton Garden we were interrupted by the arrival of a mysterious gentleman, who watched me open the safe and disappeared immediately afterwards. At that time he did not seem to be particularly hostile or have any ulterior motive in view. Now, for some reason which is best known to himself, he is working against us. That is the man we have got to find.”

“But how?”

“Put an advertisement in the paper,” said the other sarcastically: “Will the gentleman who dogs Mr. Wallis kindly reveal his identity, and no further action will be taken.”

“But seriously!” said the other. “We have got to discover who he is, there must be some way of trapping him; but the only thing to do, and I must do it for my own protection, is to get you all together and share out. We had better meet.”

Smith nodded. “When?”

“Tonight,” said Wallis. “Meet me at the…”

He mentioned the name of a restaurant near Regent Street.

It was, curiously enough, the very restaurant where Gilbert Standerton invariably dined alone.
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Mrs. Cathcart was considerably surprised to receive an invitation to the dinner. She had that morning sent her daughter a cheque for three hundred pounds which she had received from her broker, but as their letters had crossed one event had no connexion with the other.

She did not immediately decide to accept the invitation; she was not sure as to the terms on which she desired to remain with her new son-in-law.

She was, however (whatever might be her faults), a good strategist, and there was nothing to be gained by declining the invitation, and there might be some advantage in accepting.

She was surprised to meet Mr. Warrell, surprised and a little embarrassed; but now that her daughter knew everything there was no reason in the world why she should feel uncomfortable.

She took him in charge, as was her wont, from the moment she met him in the little drawingroom at the St. John’s Wood house.

It was a pleasant dinner. Gilbert made a perfect host, he seemed to have revived within himself something of the old gay spirit. Warrell, remembering all that Mrs. Cathcart had told him, was on the qui vive
 to discover some evidence of dissension between husband and wife; the more anxious, perhaps, since he was before everything a professional man, to find justification for Mrs. Cathcart’s suggestion, that all was not going well with Gilbert.

Leslie Frankfort, a member of the party, had been questioned by his partner without the elder man eliciting any information which might help to dispel the doubt that was in Warrell’s mind.

Leslie Frankfort, that cheerful youth, was as much in the dark as his partner. It gave him some satisfaction to discover that at any rate there was no immediate prospect of ruin in his friend’s menage.


The dinner was perfect, the food rare and chosen by an epicure, which indeed it was, as Gilbert had assisted his wife to prepare the menu.

The talk drifted idly, as talk does, at such a dinner party, around the topics which men and women were discussing at a thousand other dinner tables in England, and in the natural course of events it turned upon the startling series of burglaries that had been committed recently in London. That the talk should take this drift was more natural, perhaps, because Mrs. Cathcart had very boldly introduced the subject with reference to the burglary at Warrell’s.

“No, indeed,” said Mr. Warrell, shaking his head, “I regret to say we have no clue. The police have the matter in hand, but I’m afraid we shall never find the man, or men, who perpetrated the crime.”

“I don’t suppose they would be of much service to you if you found them,” said Gilbert quietly.

“I don’t know,” demurred the other. “We might possibly get the jewels back.”

Gilbert Standerton laughed, but stopped in the middle of it.

“Jewels?” he said.

“Don’t you remember, Gilbert?” Leslie broke in, “I told you that we had a necklace in the safe, the property of a client, one of those gambling ladies’ who patronize us.”

A warning glance from his partner arrested him. The gambling lady herself was rather red, and shot a malevolent glance at the indiscreet young man.

“The necklace was mine,” she said acidly.

“Oh!” said Leslie, and found the conversation of no great interest to him.

Gilbert did not smile at his friend’s embarrassment.

“A necklace,” he repeated, “how curious — yours?”

“Mine,” repeated Mrs. Cathcart. “I placed it with Warrell’s for security. Precious fine security it proved,” she added. Warrell was all apologies. He was embarrassed for more reasons than one. He was very annoyed indeed with the indiscreet youth who owed his preponderant interest in the firm the more by reason of his dead father’s shares in the business than to any extent to his intelligence or his usefulness.

“Exactly what kind of necklace was it?” continued Gilbert. “I did not see a description.”

“No description was given,” said Mr. Warrell, coming to the relief of his client, whom he knew from infallible signs was fast losing her temper. “We wished to keep the matter quiet, so that if should not get into the papers.”

Edith tactfully turned the conversation, and in a few minutes they were deep in the discussion of a question which has never failed to excite great interest — the abstract problem of the church. Mrs. Cathcart, it may be remarked in passing, was a churchwoman of some standing, a leader amongst a certain set, and an extreme ritualist. Add to this element the broad Nonconformity of Mr. Warrell, the frank scepticism of Leslie, and there were all the ingredients for an argument, which in less refined circles might develop to a sanguinary conclusion.

Edith at least was relieved, however drastic the remedy might be, and was quite prepared to disestablish the Church of Wales, or if necessary the Church of England, rather than see the folly of her mother exposed.

Despite argument, dogmatism of Mrs. Cathcart, philippic of Leslie, and the goodnatured tolerance of Mr. Warrell, this latter a most trying attitude to combat, the dinner ended pleasantly, and they adjourned to the little drawingroom upstairs.

“I’m afraid I shall have to leave you,” said Gilbert. It was nearly ten o’clock, and he had already warned his wife of an engagement he had made for a later hour.

“I believe old Gilbert is a journalist in these days,” said Leslie. “I saw you the other night in Fleet Street, didn’t I?”

“No,” replied Gilbert, shortly.

“Then it must have been your double,” said the other.

Edith had not followed the party upstairs. Just before dinner Gilbert had asked her, with some hesitation, to make him up a packet of sandwiches.

“I may be out the greater part of the night,” he said. “A man wants me to motor down to Brighton to meet somebody.”

“Will you be out all night?” she had asked, a little alarmed.

He shook his head.

“No, I shall be back by four,” he said.

She might have thought it was an unusual hour to meet people, but she made no comment.

As her little party had gone upstairs she had remembered the sandwiches, and went down into the kitchen to see if cook had cut and laid them ready. She wrapped them up for him and packed them into a little flat sandwich case she had, and then made her way back to the hall.

His coat was hanging on a rack, and she had to slip them into the pocket. There was a newspaper in the way; she pulled it out, and there was something else, something loose and uneven. She smiled at his untidiness, and put in her hand to remove the debris.

Her face changed.

What was it?

Her fingers closed round the object in the bottom of the pocket, and she drew it out. There in the palm of her hand, clearly revealed by the electric lamp above her head, shone her diamond necklace!

For a moment the little hall swayed, but she steadied herself with an effort.

Her necklace!

There was no doubt — she turned it over with trembling fingers.

How had he got it? Where did it come from?

A thought had struck her, but it was too horrible for her to give it expression.

Gilbert a burglar! It was absurd. She tried to smile, but failed. Almost every night he had been out, every night in the week in which this burglary had been committed.

She heard a footstep on the stairs, and thrust the necklace into the bosom of her dress. It was Gilbert. He did not notice her face, then: “Gilbert,” she said, and something in her voice warned him.

He turned, peering down at her.

“What is wrong?” he asked.

“Will you come into the diningroom for a moment?” she said.

Her voice sounded far away to her. She felt it was not she who was speaking, but some third person.

He opened the door of the diningroom and walked in. The table was spread with the debris of the dinner which had just been concluded. The rosy glow of the overhead lamp fell upon a pretty chaos of flowers and silver and glass. He closed the door behind him.

“What is it?” he asked.

“This,” she replied quietly, and drew the necklace from her dress.

He looked at it. Not a muscle of his face moved.

“That?” he said. “Well, what is that?”

“My necklace!”

“Your necklace,” he repeated dully. “Is that the necklace that your mother lost ?”

She nodded, not trusting herself to speak.

“How very curious.” He reached out his hand and took it from her and examined the diamond pendant.

“And that is your necklace,” he said. “Well, that is a remarkable coincidence.”

“Where did you get it?” she asked. He did not make any reply. He was looking at her with a stony stare in which there was neither expression nor encouragement for speculation.

“Where did I get it ?” he repeated calmly. “Who told you that I’d got it?”

“I found it in your pocket,” she said breathlessly. “Oh, Gilbert, there is no use in denying that you had it there or you knew it was there. Where did you get it?”

Another pause, then came the answer.

“I found it.” It was lame and unconvincing, and he knew it.

She repeated the question.

“I am not prepared to tell you,” he said calmly. “You think I stole it, I suppose? You probably imagine that I am a burglar?”

He smiled, but the lips that curved in laughter were hard.

“I can see that in your eyes,” he went on. “You explain my absence from home, my retirement from the Foreign Office, by the fact that I have taken up a more lucrative profession.” He laughed aloud. “Well, I have,” he said. “It is not exactly burglary. I assure you,” he went on with mock solemnity, “that I have never burgled a safe in my life. I give you my word of honour that I have never stolen a single article of any—”

He stopped himself — he might say too much.

But Edith grasped at the straw he offered her.

“Oh, you do mean that, don’t you?” she said eagerly, and laid her two hands on his breast. “You really mean it? I know it is stupid of me, foolish and horribly disloyal — common of me, anything you like, to suspect you of so awful a thing, but it did seem — it did, didn’t it?”

“It did,” he agreed gravely.

“Won’t you tell me how it came into your possession?” she pleaded.

“I tell you I found it — that is true. I had no intention—” He stopped again. “It was — I picked it up in the road, in a country lane.”

“But weren’t you awfully surprised to find it, and didn’t you tell the police?”

He shook his head.

“No,” he said, “I was not surprised, and I did not tell the police, I intended restoring it; because, after all, jewels are of no value to me, are they ?”

“I don’t understand you, Gilbert.”

She shook her head, a little bewildered. “Nothing is of any use except what belongs to you, is it?”

“That depends,” he said, calmly. “But in this particular case I assure you that I brought this home tonight with the intention of putting it into a small box and addressing it to the Chief Commissioner of Police. You may believe that or not. That is why I thought it so extraordinary, when you were talking at dinner, that your mother should have lost a necklace, and that I should have found one.”

They stood looking at one another, he weighing the necklace on the palm of his hand, tossing it up and down mechanically.

“What are we going to do with it now?” she asked. She was in a quandary. “I hardly know how to advise.” She hesitated. “Suppose you carry out your present intention and send it to the police.”

“Oh!” she remembered, with a little moue
 of dismay. “I have practically stolen three hundred pounds.”

“Three hundred pounds!”

He looked at the jewel.

“It’s worth more than three hundred pounds.”

In a few words she explained how the jewel came to be lost, and how it came to be deposited in the hands of Warrell’s.

“I’m glad to hear that your mother is the culprit. I was afraid you’d been gambling.”

“Would that worry you?” she asked quickly.

“A little,” he said; “it’s enough for one member of a family to gamble.”

“Do you gamble very much, Gilbert?” she asked seriously.

“A little,” he said.

“Not a little,” she corrected. “Stock Exchange business is gambling.”

“I am trying to make money for you,” he said brusquely. It was the most brutal thing he had said to her in her short period of married life, and he saw he had hurt her.

“I am sorry,” he said gently. “I know I am a brute, but I did not mean to hurt you. I was just protesting in my heart against the unfairness of things. Will you take this, or shall I?”

“I will take it,” she said, “But won’t you tell the police where you found it? Possibly they might find the proceeds of other robberies near by.”

“I think not,” he replied with a little smile. “I have no desire to incur the anger of this particular gang. I am satisfied in my mind that it is one of the most powerful and one of the most unscrupulous in existence. It is nearly half-past ten,” he said; “I must fly.”

He held out his hand, and she took it. She held it for a moment longer than was her wont.

“Goodbye,” she said. “Good luck, whatever your business may be.”

“Thank you,” he said.

She went slowly back to her guests. It did not make the position any easier to understand. She believed her husband, and yet there was a certain reservation in what he had told her, a reservation, which said as plainly as his guarded words could tell that there was much more he could have said had he been inclined.

She did not doubt his word when he told her that he had never stolen from — from whom was he going to say? She was more determined than ever to solve this mystery, and after her guests had gone she was busily engaged in writing letters. She was hardly in bed that night before she heard his foot on the stairs and listened. He knocked at her door as he passed.

“Good night,” he said.

“Good night,” she replied.

She heard his door close gently, and she waited for half an hour until she heard the click of his electric switch which told her that he was in bed, and that his light was extinguished.

Then she stole softly out of bed, wrapped her dressing-gown round her, and went softly down the stairs. Perhaps his coat was hanging in the hall. It was a wild, fantastic idea of hers that he might possibly have brought some further evidence that would help her in her search for the truth, but the pockets were empty.

She felt something wet upon the sleeve, and gathered that it was raining. She went back to her room, closed the door noiselessly, and went to the window to look out into the street. It was a fine morning, and the streets were dry. She saw her hands. They were smeared with blood!

She ran down the stairs again and turned on the light in the hall. Yes, there it was on his sleeve. There were little drops of blood on the stair carpet. She could trace him all the way up the stairs by this. She went straight to his room and knocked.

He answered instantly.

“Who is that?”

“It is I. I want to see you.”

“I am rather tired,” he said.

“Please let me in. I want to see you.”

She tried the door, but it was locked. Then she heard the bed creak as he moved. An instant later the bolt was slipped, and the light shone through the fanlight over the door.

He was almost fully dressed, she observed.

“What is the matter with your arm?” she asked.

It was carefully bandaged.

“I hurt it. It is nothing very much.”

“How did you hurt it ?” she asked impatiently,

She was nearing the end of her resources. She wanted him to say that it had happened in a taxicab smash or one of the street accidents to which city dwellers are liable, but he did not explain.

She asked to see the wound. He was unwilling, but she insisted. At last he unwrapped the bandage, and showed an ugly little gash on the forearm. It was too rough to be the clean-cut wound of a knife or of broken glass.

There was a second wound about the size of a sixpence near the elbow.

“That looks like a bullet wound,” she said, and pointed. “It has glanced along your arm, and has caught you again near the elbow.”

He did not speak. She procured warm water from the bathroom and bathed it, found a cool emollient in her room, and dressed it as well as she could.

She did not again refer to the circumstances under which the injury had been sustained. This was not the time nor the place to discuss that.

“There is an excellent nurse spoilt in you,” he said when she had finished.

“I am afraid there is an excellent man spoilt in you,” she answered in a low voice; “and I am rather inclined to think that I have done the spoiling.”

“Please get that out of your head altogether,” he said almost roughly. “A man is what he makes himself: you know the tag — the evil you do by two and two you answer for one by one; and even if you had any part in the influencing of my life for evil, I am firstly and lastly responsible.”

“I am not so sure of that,” said she.

She had made him a little sling in which to rest his arm.

“You married me because you loved me, because you gave to me all that a right-thinking woman would hold precious and sacred, and because you expected me to give you something in return. I have given you nothing. I humiliated you at the outset by telling you why I had married you. You have the dubious satisfaction of knowing that I bear your name. You have, perhaps, half a suspicion that you live with one who is everlastingly critical of your actions and your intentions. Have I no responsibilities?”

There was a long silence, then she said:

“Whatever you wish me to do I will always do.”

“I wish you to be happy, that is all,” he replied. His voice was of the same hard, metallic tone which she had noted before.

She flushed a little. It had been an effort for her to say what she had, and he had rebuked her. He was within his rights, she thought.

She left him, and did not see him till the morning, when they met at breakfast. They exchanged a few words of greeting, and both turned their attention to their newspapers. Edith read hers in silence, read the one column which meant so much to her from end to end twice, then she laid the paper down.

“I see,” she said, “that our burglars rifled the Bank of the Northern Provinces last night.”

“So I read,” he said, without raising his eyes from his paper.

“And that one of them was shot by the armed guard of the bank.”

“I’ve also seen that,” said her husband.

“Shot,” she repeated, and looked at his bandaged arm.

He nodded.

“I think my paper is a later edition than yours,” he said gently. “The man that was shot was killed. They found his body in a taxicab. His name is not given, but I happen to know that it was a very pleasant florid gentleman named Persh. Poor fellow,” he mused, “it was poetic justice.”

“Why?” she asked.

“He did this,” said Gilbert Standerton, and pointed to his arm with a grim smile.
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On the Night of Gilbert Standerton’s little dinner party the black-bearded taxidriver, who had called at the house off Charing Cross Road for instructions, came to the door of No. 43, and was duly observed by the detective on duty. He went into the house, was absent five minutes, and came out again, driving off without a fare.

Ten minutes later, at a signal from the detective, the house was visited by three C.I.D. men from Scotland Yard, and the mystery of the taxicab driver was cleared up forever.

For, instead of George Wallis, they discovered sitting at his ease in the drawingroom upstairs, and reading a novel with evident relish, that same black-bearded chauffer.

“It is very simple,” said Inspector Goldberg, “the driver comes up and George Wallis is waiting inside, made up exactly like him. The moment he enters the door and closes it Wallis opens it, and steps out on to the car and drives off. You people watching thought it was the same driver returned.”

He looked at his prisoner.

“Well, what are you going to do?” asked the bearded man.

“I am afraid there is nothing we can do with you,” said Goldberg regretfully. “Have you got a licence?”

“You bet your life I have,” said the driver cheerfully, and produced it.

“I can take you for consorting with criminals.”

“A dfficult charge to prove,” said the bearded one, “more difficult to get a conviction on, and possibly it would absolutely spoil your chance of bagging George in the end.”

“That is true,” said Goldberg; “anyway, I’m going to look for your taxicab. I can at least pull George in for driving without a licence.”

The man shook his head.

“I am sorry to disappoint you,” he said with mock regret, “but George has a licence too.”

“The devil he has,” said the baffled inspector.

“Funny, isn’t it,” said the bearded man. “George is awfully thorough.”

“Come now, Smith,” said the detective genially, “what is the game? How deep in this are you?”

“In what?” asked the puzzled man.

Goldberg gave him up for a bad job. He knew that Wallis had chosen his associates with considerable care.

“Anyway, I will go after George,” he said. “You are probably putting up a little bluff on me about the licence. Once I get him inside the jug there are lots of little things I might be able to discover.”

“Do,” said the driver earnestly. “You will find him standing on the Haymarket rank at about half-past ten tonight.”

“Yes, I know,” said the detective sardonically.

He had no charge and no warrant, save the search warrant which gave him the right of entry.

Smith, the driver, was sent about his business, and a detective put on to shadow him.

With what success this shadowing was done may be gathered from the fact that, at half-past ten that night, Inspector Goldberg discovered the cab he was seeking, and to his amazement found it in the very place where Smith had told him to expect it. And there the bearded driver was sitting with all the aplomb of one who was nearing the end of a virtuous and well-rewarded day.

“Now, George,” said the inspector jocularly, “come down off that perch and let me have a look at your licence; if it is not made out in your name I am going to pull you.”

The man did not descend, but he put his hand in his pocket and produced a little leather wallet. The inspector opened it and read.

“Ah!” he said exultantly, “as I thought, this is made out in the name of Smith.”

“I am Smith,” said the driver calmly.

“Get down,” said the inspector.

The man obeyed. There was no question as to his identity.

“You see,” he explained, “when you put your flat-footed splits on to follow me I had no intention of bothering George. He is big enough to look after himself, and, by the way, his licence is made out in his own name, so you need not trouble about that.

“But as soon as I saw you did not trust me,” he said reproachfully, “why, I sort of got on my mettle. I slipped your busy fellow in Oxford Street, and came on and took my cab from the desperate criminal you are chasing.”

“Where is he now?” asked Goldberg.

“In his flat, and in bed I trust at this hour,” said the bearded man virtuously. With this the inspector had to be content.

To make absolutely sure, he went back to the house off Charing Cross Road, and found, as he feared, Mr. George Wallis, if not in bed, at least in his dressing-gown, and the end of his silk pyjamas lapped over his great woollen slippers.

“My dear good chap,” he expostulated wearily, “am I never to be left in quiet? Must the unfortunate record which I bear still pursue me, penitent as I am, and striving, as I may be, to lead that unoffending life which the State demands of its citizens?”

“Do not make a song about it, George,” grumbled Goldberg. “You have kept me busy all the night looking after you. Where have you been?”

“I have been to a picture palace,” said the calm man, “observing with sympathetic interest the struggles of a poor but honest bank clerk to secure the daughter of his rich and evil boss. I have been watching cowboys shooting off their revolvers and sheriffs galloping madly across plains. I have, in fact, run through the whole gamut of emotions which the healthy picture palace excites.”

“You talk too much,” said the inspector.

He did not waste any further time, and left Mr. Wallis stifling a sleepy yawn; but the door had hardly closed behind the detective when Wallis’s dressing-gown was thrown aside, his pyjamas and woollen slippers discarded, and in a few seconds the man was full dressed. From the front window he saw the little knot of detectives discussing the matter, and watched them as they moved slowly to the end of the street. There would be a further discussion there, and then one of them would come back to his vigil; but before they had reached the end of the street he was out of the house and walking rapidly in the opposite direction to that which they had taken.

He had left a light burning to encourage the watcher. He must take his chance about getting back again without being observed. He made his way quickly in the direction of the tube station, and a quarter of an hour later, by judicious transfers, he was in the vicinity of Hampstead. He walked down the hill towards Belsize Park and picked up a taxicab. He had stopped at the station to telephone, and had made three distinct calls.

Soon after eleven he was met at Chalk Farm Station by his two confederates. Thereafter all trace was lost of them. So far, in a vague and unsatisfactory way, Inspector Goldberg had kept a record of Wallis’s movements that night. He had to guess much, and to take something on trust, for the quarry had very cleverly covered his tracks.

At midnight the guard in the Bank of the Northern Provinces was making his round, and was ascending the stone steps which led from the vault below, when three men sprang at him, gagged him and bound him with incredible swiftness. They did not make any attempt to injure him, but with scientific thoroughness they placed him in such a position that he was quite incapable of offering resistance or of summoning assistance to his aid. They locked him in a small room usually occupied by the assistant bank manager, and proceeded to their work downstairs.

“This is going to be a stiff job,” said Wallis, and he put his electric lamp over the steel grating which led to the entrance to the strong room.

Persh, the stout man who was with him, nodded.

“The grating is nothing,” he said; “I can get this open.”

“Look for the bells, Callidino,” said Wallis.

The little Italian was an expert in the matter of alarms, and he examined the door scientifically.

“There is nothing here,” he said definitely.

Persh, who was the best lock man in the world, set to work, and in a quarter of an hour the gate swung open. Beyond this, at the end of the passage, was a plain green door, offering no purchase whatever to any of the instruments they had brought. Moreover, the lock was a remarkable one, since it was not in the surface of the door itself, but in a small steel cabinet in the room overhead. But the blowpipe was got to work expeditiously. Wallis had the plan of the door carefully drawn to scale, and he knew exactly where the vital spot in the massive steel covering was to be found. For an hour and a half’ they worked, then Persh stopped suddenly.

“What was that?” he said. Without another word the three men raced back along the passage, up the stairs to the big office on the ground floor, Persh leading.

As he made his appearance from the stairway a shot rang out, and he staggered. He thought he saw a figure moving in the shadow of the wall, and fired at it.

“You fool!” said Wallis, “you will have the whole place surrounded.”

Again a shot was fired, and this time there was no doubt as to who was the assailant. Wallis threw the powerful gleam of his lamp in the direction of the office. With one hand free and the other holding a revolver, there crouched near the door the guard they had left secure. Wallis doused his light as the man fired again.

“Out of this, quick!” he cried. Through the back way they sped, up the little ladder, then through the skylight where they had entered, across the narrow ledge, and through the hosier’s establishment which had been the means of entrance. Persh was mortally wounded, though he made the supreme and final effort of his life. They saw people running in the direction of the Bank, and heard a police whistle blow; but they came out of the hosier’s shop together, quietly and without fuss, three respectable gentlemen, one apparently a little the worse for drink.

Wallis hailed a taxicab, and gave elaborate directions. He made no attempt to hurry whilst Callidino assisted the big man into the vehicle, then they drove off leisurely. As the cab moved Persh collapsed into one corner.

“Were you hit?” asked Wallis anxiously.

“I am done for, George, I think,” whispered the man.

George made a careful examination with his lamp and gasped. He was leaning his head out of the window.

“What are you doing?” asked Persh, weakly.

“I am going to take you to the hospital,” said Wallis.

“You will do nothing of the kind,” said the other hoarsely. “For God’s sake do not jeopardize the whole crowd for me. I tell you I am finished. I can—”

He said no other word, every muscle in his frame seemed at that moment to relax, and he slid in a loose heap to the floor.

They lifted him up.

“My God!” said Wallis, “he is dead.”

And dead, indeed, was Persh, that amiable and florid man.

*

“The Burglary at the Northern Provinces Bank continues to excite a great deal of comment in City circles,” wrote the representative of the Daily Monitor.


“The police have made a number of interesting discoveries. There can be no doubt whatever that the miscreants escaped by way of” (here followed a fairly accurate description of the method of departure). “What interests the police, however, is the evidence they are able to secure as to the presence of another man in the bank who is as yet unaccounted for. The fourth man seems to have taken no part in the robbery, and to have been present without the knowledge or without the goodwill of the burglars. The bank guard who was interviewed this morning by our representative, was naturally reticent in the interest of his employers, but he confirmed the rumour that the fourth man, whoever he was, was not antagonistic so far as he (the guard) was concerned. It now transpires that the guard had been hastily bound and gagged by the burglars, who probably, without any intention, had left their victim in some serious danger, as the gag had been fixed in such a manner that the unfortunate man nearly died.

“Then when he was almost in extremis
 there had appeared on the scene the fourth individual, who had loosened the gag, and made him more comfortable. It was obvious that he was not a member of the original burglar gang.

“The theory is offered that on the night in question two separate and independent sets of burglars were operating against the bank. Whether that is so or not, a tribute must be paid to the humanity of number four.”



“SO that was it.” Wallis read the account in his paper that morning without resentment. Though the evening had ended disastrously for him, he had cause for satisfaction. “I should never have forgiven myself if we had killed that guard,” he said to his companion.

His eyes were tired, and his face was unusually pale. He had spent a strenuous evening. He sat now in his bucket-shop office, and his sole companion was Callidino.

“I suppose poor old Persh will catch us,” he said.

“Why Persh?” asked the other.

“The taxidriver will be able to identify us as having been his companions. I wonder they have not come before. There is no use in running away. Do you know,” he asked suddenly, “that no man ever escapes the English police if he is known. It saves a lot of trouble to await developments.”

“I thought you had been to the station,” said Callidino in surprise.

“I have,” said Wallis; “I went there the first thing — in fact, the moment I had an excuse — to identify Persh. There is no sense in pretending we did not know him. The only thing to do is to prove the necessary alibis. As for me, I was in bed and asleep.”

“Did anybody see you get back?” asked Callidino.

Wallis shook his head.

“No,” he said; “they left one man to look after me, and he did a very natural thing, he walked up and down the street. There was nothing easier than to walk the way he was going behind his back and slip in just when I wanted to.”

Shadowing is a most tiring business, and what very few realize is the physical strain of remaining in one position, having one object in view. Even the trained police may be caught napping in the most simple manner, and as Wallis said, he had found no difficulty in making his way back to the house without observation. The only danger had been that during his absence somebody had called.

“What about you?”

Callidino smiled.

“My alibi is more complex,” he said, “and yet more simple. My excellent compatriots will swear for me. They lie very readily, these Neapolitans.”

“Aren’t you a Neapolitan?”

“Sicilian,” smiled the other. “Neapolitan!”

The contempt in his tone amused Wallis.

“Who is the fourth man?” Callidino asked suddenly.

“Our mysterious stranger, I am certain of that,” said George Wallis moodily. “But who the devil is he? I have never killed a man in my life so far, but I shall have to take unusual measures to settle my curiosity in this respect.

“There will have to be a division of the loot,” he said after a while, “I will go into it today. Persh has relations somewhere in the world, a daughter or a sister, she must have her share. There is a fake solicitor in Southwark who will do the work for us. We shall have to invent an uncle who died.”

Callidino nodded.

“As for me,” he said, rising and stretching himself, “already the vineyards of the South are appealing to me. I shall build me a villa in Montecatini and drink the wines, and another on Lake Maggiore and bathe in the waters. I shall do nothing for the rest of my life save eat and drink and bathe.”

“A perfectly ghastly idea!” said Wallis. The question of the fourth man troubled him more than he confessed. It was shaking his nerves. The police he understood, and was prepared for, could even combat, but
 here was the fourth man as cunning as they, who knew their plans, who followed them, who kept them under observation. Why? What object had he? He did not doubt that the fourth man was he who had watched them in Hatton Garden.

If it was a hobby it was a most extraordinary hobby, and the man must be mad. If he had an object in view, why did he not come out into the daylight and admit it?

“I wonder how I can get hold of him?” he said half aloud.

“Advertise for him,” said CalIidino. A sharp retort rose to the other’s lips, but he checked it. After all, there was something in that. One could do many things through the columns of the daily press.
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“Will the Hatton Garden intruder communicate with the man who lay on the floor, and arrange a meeting. The man on the floor has a proposition to make, and promises no harm to intruder.”



Gilbert Standerton read the advertisement when he was taking his breakfast, and a little smile gathered at the corners of his lips. Edith saw the smile.

“What is amusing you, Gilbert?” she asked.

“A thought,” he said. “I think these advertisements are so funny.”

She had seen the direction of his eyes, carefully noted the page of the paper, and waited for an opportunity to examine for herself the cause of his amusement.

“By the way,” he said carelessly, “I am putting some money to your credit at the bank today.”

“Mine?” she asked.

He nodded.

“Yes, I have been rather fortunate on the Stock Exchange lately — I made twelve thousand pounds out of American rails.”

She looked at him steadily.

“Do you mean that ?” she asked.

“What else could I mean?” he demanded. “You see, American rails have been rather jumpy of late, and so have I.”

He smiled again.

“I jumped in when they were low and jumped out when they were high. Here is the broker’s statement.”

He drew it from his pocket and passed it across the table to her.

“I feel,” he said, with a pretence of humour, “that you should know I do not secure my entire income from my nefarious profession.”

She made no response to this. She knew who the fourth man had been. Why had he gone there? What had been his object? If he had been a detective, or if he had been in the employ of the Government, he would have confessed it.

Her heart had sunk when she had read the interesting theory which had been put forward by the journal. He was the second burglar. She thought all this, with the paper he had passed to her on the table before her. The broker’s statement was clear enough. Here were the amounts, all columns ruled and carried forward.

“You will observe that I have not put it all to your credit,” he bantered; “some of it has gone to mine.”

“Gilbert,” she asked, “why do you keep things from me?”

“What do I keep from you?” he asked.

“Why do you keep from me the fact that you were in the bank the night before last when this horrible tragedy occurred?”

He did not answer immediately.

“I have not kept it from you,” he said. “I have practically admitted it — in an unguarded moment, I confess, but I did admit it.”

“What were you doing there?” she demanded.

“Making my fortune,” he said solemnly.

But she was not to be put off by his flippancy.

“What were you doing there?” she asked again.

“I was watching three interesting burglars at work,” he said, “as I have watched them not once but many times. You see, I am specially gifted in one respect. Nature intended me to be a burglar, but education and breed and a certain lawfulness of character prohibited that course. I am a dilettante: I do not commit crime, but I am monstrously interested in it. I seek,” he said slowly, “to discover what fascination crime has over the normal mind; also I have an especial reason for checking the amount these men collect.”

Her puzzled frown hurt him; he did not want to bother her, but she knew so much now that he must tell her more. He had thought it would have been possible to have hidden everything from her, but people cannot live together in the same house, and be interested in one another’s comings and goings, without some of their cherished secrets being revealed.

“What I cannot understand—” she said slowly, and was at a loss for an introduction to this delicate subject.

“What cannot you understand?” he asked.

“I cannot understand why you suddenly dropped all your normal pleasures, why you left the Foreign Office, why you gave up music, and why, above all things, that this change in your life should have come about immediately after the playing of the ‘Melody in F.’”

He was silent for a moment, and when he spoke his voice was low and troubled.

“You are not exactly right,” he said. “I had begun my observations into the ways of the criminal before that tune was played.”

He paused.

“I admit that I had some fear in my mind that sooner or later the ‘Melody in F’ would be played under my window, and I was making a halfhearted preparaation against the evil day. That is all I can tell you,” he said.

“Tell me this,” she asked as he rose, “if I had loved you, and had been all that you desired, would you have adopted this course?” He thought awhile.

“I cannot tell you,” he said at length, “possibly I should, perhaps I should not. Yes,” he said, nodding his head, “I should have done what I am doing now, only it would have been harder to do if you had loved me. As it is—”

He shrugged his shoulders.

He went out soon after, and she found the paper he had been reading, and without dificulty discovered the advertisement. Then he was the Hatton Garden intruder, and what he had said was true. He had observed these people, and they had known they were being observed. With a whirling brain she sat down to piece together the threads of mystery. She was no nearer a solution when she had finished, from sheer exhaustion, than when she had begun.

Gilbert had not intended spending the night away from his house. He realized that his wife would worry, and that she would have a genuine grievance; apart from which he was, in a sense, domesticated, and if the life he was living was an unusual one, it had its charm and its attraction. The knowledge that he would meet her every morning, speak to her during the day, and that he had in her a growing friend was particularly pleasing to him. He had gone to a little office that he rented over a shop in Cheapside — an office which his work in the City had made necessary.

He unlocked the door of the tiny room, which was situated on the third floor, and entered, closing the door behind him. There were one or two letters which had come to him in the capacity in which he appeared as the tenant of the office. They were mainly business communications, and required little or no attention. He sat down at his desk to write a note; he thought he might be late that night, and wanted to explain his absence. His wife occupied a definite place in his life, and though she exercised no rights over his movements, yet could quite reasonably expect to be informed of his immediate plans.

He had scarcely put pen to paper when a knock came to the door.

“Come in,” said Gilbert, in some surprise.

It was not customary for people to call upon him here. He expected to see a wandering canvasser in search of an order, but the man that came in was nothing so commonplace. Gilbert knew him as a Mr. Wallis, an affable and a pleasant man.

“Sit down, will you?” he said, without a muscle of his face wrong.

“I want to see you, Mr. Standerton,” said Wallis, and made no attempt to seat himself. “Would you care to come to my office?”

“I can see you here, I think,” said Gilbert, calmly.

“I prefer to see you in my office,” said the man, “we are less liable to interruption. You are not afraid to come, I suppose?” he said, with a hint of a smile.

“I am not to be piqued into coming, at any rate,” smiled Gilbert; “but since this is not a very expansive office, nor conducive to expansive thought, I will go with you. I presume you intend taking me into your confidence?”

He looked at the other man strangely and Wallis nodded.

The two men left the office together, and Gilbert wondered exactly what proposition the other would put to him.

Ten minutes later they were in the St. Brides Street store, that excellent Safe Agency whose business, apparently, was increasing by leaps and bounds. Gilbert Standerton looked round.

The manager was there, a model of respectability. He bowed politely to Wallis, and was somewhat surprised to see him, perhaps, for the proprietor of the St. Bride’s Safe Agency was a rare visitor.

“My office, I think?” suggested Wallis. He closed the door behind them.

“Now exactly what do you want?” asked Gilbert.

“Will you have a cigar?” Mr. Wallis pushed the box towards him.

Gilbert smiled.

“You need not be scared of them,” said Wallis, with a twinkle in his eye. “There is nothing dopey or wrong with these, they are my own special brand.”

“I do not smoke cigars,” said Gilbert.

“Lie number one,” replied Wallis cheerfully. “This is a promising beginning to an exchange of confidences. Now, Mr. Standerton, we are going to be very frank with one another, at least I am going to be very frank with you. I hope you will reciprocate, because I think I deserve something. You know so much about me, and I know so little about you, that it would be fair if we evened matters up.”

“I take you,” said Gilbert, “and if I can see any advantage in doing so you may be sure I shall act on your suggestion.”

“A few months ago,” said Mr. Wallis, pulling slowly at his cigar, and regarding the ceiling with an attentive eye, “I and one of my friends were engaged in a scientific work.”

Gilbert nodded.

“In the midst of that work we were interrupted by a gentleman, who for a reason best known to himself modestly hid his features behind a mask.” He shrugged his shoulders. “I deplore the melodrama, but I applaud the discretion. Since then,” he went on, “the efforts of my friends in their scientific pursuit of wealth have been hampered and hindered by that same gentleman. Sometimes we have seen him, and sometimes we have only discovered his presence after we have retired from the scene of our labour. Now, Mr. Standerton, this young man may have excellent reasons for all he is doing, but he is considerably jeopardizing our safety.”

“Who is the young man ?” asked Gilbert Standerton.

“The young man,” said Mr. Wallis, without taking his eyes from the ceiling, “is yourself.”

“How do you know’?” asked Gilbert quietly.

“I know,” said the other with a smile, “and there is an end to it. I can prove it, curiously enough, without having actually spotted your face.” He pulled an inkpad from the end of the desk. “Will you make a little fingermark upon that sheet of paper?” he asked, and offered a sheet of paper. Gilbert shook his head with a smile.

“I see no reason why I should,” he said coolly.

“Exactly. If you did we should find a very interesting fingermark to compare with it. In the office here,” Mr. Wallis went on, “we have a large safe which has been on our hands for some months.”

Gilbert nodded.

“Owned by a client who has the keys,” he said.

“Exactly,” said Wallis. “You remember my lie about it. There are three sets of keys to that safe and a combination word. I said three” — he corrected himself carefully— “there are really four. By an act of gross carelessness on my part, I left the keys of the safe in my pocket in this very office three weeks ago.

“I must confess,” he said with a smile, “that I did not suspect you of having so complete a knowledge of my doings or of my many secrets. I remembered my folly at eleven o’clock that night, and came back for what I had left behind. I found them exactly where I had left them, but somebody else had found them, too, and that somebody else had taken a wax impression of them. Moreover,” he leant forward towards Gilbert, lowering his voice, “that somebody else has since formed the habit of coming to this place nightly for reasons of his own. Do you know what those reasons are, Mr. Standerton?”

“To choose a safe?” suggested Gilbert, ironically.

“He comes to rob us of the fruits of our labour,” said Wallis.

He smiled as he said the words because he had a sense of humour. “Some individual who has a conscience or a sense of rectitude which prevents him from becoming an official burglar is engaged in the fascinating pursuit of robbing the robber. In other words, some twenty thousand pounds in solid cash has been taken from my safe.”

“Borrowed, I do not doubt,” said Gilbert Standerton, and leant back in his chair, his hands stuffed into his pockets, and a hard look upon his face.

“What do you mean — borrowed?” asked Wallis in surprise.

“Borrowed by somebody who is desperately in need of money; somebody who understands the Stock Exchange much better than many of the men who make a special study of it; somebody with such knowledge as would enable him to gamble heavily with a minimum chance of loss, and yet, despite this, fearing to injure some unfortunate broker by the accident of failure.”

He leant towards Wallis, his elbow upon the desk, his face half averted from the other. He had heard the outer door close with a bang, and knew they were alone now, and that Wallis had designed it so.

“I wanted money badly,” he said. “I could have stolen it easily. I intended stealing it. I watched you for a month. I have watched criminals for years. I know as many tricks of the trade as you. Remember that I was in the Foreign Office, in that department which had to do mainly with foreign crooks, and that I was virtually a police officer, though I had none of the authority.”

“I know all about that,” said Wallis. He was curious, he desired information for his own immediate use, he desired it, too, that his sum of knowledge concerning humanity should be enlarged.

“I am a thief — in effect. The reason does not concern you.”

“Had the ‘Melody in F’
 anything to do with it?” asked the other dryly.

Gilbert Standerton sprang to his feet.

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“Just what I say,” said the other, watching him keenly. “I understand that you had an eccentric desire to hear that melody played. Why? I must confess I am curious.”

“Reserve your curiosity for something which concerns you,” said the other, roughly. “Where did you learn?” he added the question, and Wallis laughed.

“We have sources of information—” he began magniloquently.

“Oh, yes,” Gilbert nodded; “of course, your friend Smith lodges with the Wings. I had forgotten that.”

“My friend Smith — you refer to my chauffeur, I suppose?”

“I refer to your confederate, the fourth member of your gang, the man who never appears in any of your exploits, and who in various guises is laying down the foundation for robberies of the future, Oh, I know all about this place,” he said. He waved his hand around the shop, “I know this scheme of a Safe Agency; it is ingenious, but it is not original. I think it was done some years ago in Italy; you tout safes round to country mansions, offer them at ridiculous prices, and the rest is simple. You have the keys, and at any moment you can go into a house into which such a safe has been sold with the certain knowledge that all the valuables and all the portable property will be assembled in the one spot and accessible to you.”

Wallis nodded.

“Quite right, friend,” he said. “I need no information concerning myself. Will you kindly explain exactly what part you are taking? Are you under the impression that you are numbered amongst the honest?”

“I do not,” said the other shortly. “The morality of my actions has nothing whatever to do with the matter. I have no illusion.”

“You are a fortunate man,” said George Wallis, approvingly. “But will you please tell me what part you are playing, and how you justify your action in removing from time to time large sums of money from our possession to some secret depository of your own?”

“I do not justify it,” said Gilbert.

He got up and paced the little office the other watching him narrowly. “I tell you that I know that I am in intent a thief, but I am working to a plan.”

He turned to the other. “Do you know that there is not a robbery you have committed of which I do not know the absolute effect? There is not a piece of jewellery you have taken, of which I do not know the owner and the exact value? Yes,” he nodded, “I am aware that you have not ‘fenced’ — that is the term, isn’t it? — a single article, and that in your safe place you have them all stored. I hope by good fortune not only to compensate you for what I have taken from you, but to return every penny that you have stolen.”

Wallis started.

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“To its rightful owner,” continued Gilbert calmly. “I have striven to be in a position to say to you: ‘Here is a necklace belonging to Lady Dynshird, it is worth four thousand pounds, I will give you a fair price for it, let us say a thousand — it is rather more than you could sell it for — and we will restore it to its owner.’ I want to say to you: ‘I have taken ten thousand sovereigns in bullion and in French banknotes from your store, here is that amount for yourself, here is a similar amount which is to be restored to the people from whom it was taken.’ I have kept a careful count of every penny you have taken since I joined your gang as an unofficial member.”

He smiled grimly.

“My dear Quixote,” drawled George Wallis protestingly, “you are setting yourself an impossible task.”

Gilbert Standerton shook his head.

“Indeed I am not,” he said. “I have made much more money on the Stock Exchange than ever I thought I should possess in my life.”

“Will you tell me this?” asked the other. “What is the explanation of this sudden desire of yours for wealth — for sudden desire I gather it was?”

“That I cannot explain,” said Gilbert, and his tone was uncompromising. There was a little pause, then George Wallis rose.

“I think we had better understand one another now,” he said. “You have taken from us nearly twenty thousand pounds — twenty thousand pounds of our money swept out of existence.”

Gilbert shook his head. “No, there is not a penny of it gone. I tell you I used it as a reserve in case I should want it. As a matter of fact, I shall not want it now,” he smiled, “I could restore it to you tonight.”

“You will greatly oblige me if you do,” said the other.

Gilbert looked at him.

“I rather like you, Wallis,” he said; “there is something admirable about you, rascal that you are.”

“Rascals as we are,” corrected Wallis. “You, who have no illusions, do not create one now.”

“I suppose that is so,” said the other moodily.

“How is this going to end?” asked Wallis. “Where do we share out, and are you prepared to carry on this high-soul arrangement as long as my firm is in existence?”

Standerton shook his head.

“No,” he said, “your business ends tonight.”

“My business?” asked the startled Wallis.

“Your business,” said the other. “You have made enough money to retire on. Get out. I have made sufficient money to take over all your stock at valuation” — he smiled again— “and to restore every penny that has been stolen by you. I was coming to you in a few days with that proposition.”

“And so we end tonight, do we?” mused Wallis. “My dear good man,” he said cheerfully, “tonight — why I am going out after the most wonderful coup of all! You would laugh if you knew who was my intended victim.”

“I am not easily amused in these days,” said Gilbert. “Who is it?”

“I will tell you another time,” said Wallis. He walked to the office door, his hands in his pockets. He stood for a moment admiring a huge safe and whistling a little tune.

“Don’t you think it an excellent idea of mine,” he asked with the casual air of the suburban householder showing off a new cucumber frame, “this safe?”

“I think it most excellent.”

“Business is good,” said Wallis regretfully. “It is a pity to give it up after we have taken so much trouble. You see, we may not sell half a dozen safes a year to the right kind of people, but if we only sell one — why we pay expenses! It is so simple,” he said.

“By the way, have you missed a necklace of sorts which has been restored to the police? Do not apologize!”

He raised his hand.

“I understand this is a family matter. I am sorry to have caused you any inconvenience.” His ironical politeness amused the other.

“It was not a question of family,” he said. “I had no idea as to its ownership, only some person had been very careless — I found the necklace outside the safe. Some property had evidently been hidden in a hurry, and had fallen down.”

“I am greatly obliged to you,” said Wallis. “You removed what might possibly have been a great temptation for the honest Mr. Timmings.”

He took a key from his pocket, switched round the combination lock and opened the safe. There was nothing in the first view to suggest that it was the storehouse of the most notorious thief in London. Every article therein had been most carefully wrapped and packed. He closed the door again.

“That is only half the treasure,” he said.

“Only half — what do you mean?”

Gilbert was genuinely surprised, and a little mocking smile played about the mouth of the other.

“I thought that would upset you,” he said. “That is only half. I will show you something. Since you know so much, why shouldn’t you know all?”

He walked back into the office. A door led into another room. He unlocked this, and opening it passed through, Gilbert following. Inside was a small room lit by a skylight. The centre of the room was occupied by what appeared to be a large cage. It was in reality a steel grill, which is sometimes sold by French firms to surround a safe.

“A pretty cage,” said Mr. Wallis, admiringly. He unlocked the tiny steel gate and stepped through, and Gilbert stepped after him.

“How did you get it in?” asked Gilbert curiously.

“It was brought in in pieces, and has just been set up in order to show a customer. It is very easily taken apart, and two or three mechanics can clear it away in a day.”

“Is this your other department?” asked Gilbert, dryly.

“In a sense it is,” said Wallis, “and I will show you why. If you go to the corner and pull down the first bar you will see something which perhaps you have never seen before.”

Gilbert was halfway to the corner, when the transparency of the trick struck him. He turned quickly, but a revolver was pointed straight at his heart.


“Put up your hands, Mr. Gilbert Standerton,” said George. “You may be perfectly bona fide
 in your intentions to share out, but I was thinking that I would rather finish tonight’s job before I relinquish business. You see it will be poetic justice. Your uncle—”

“My uncle!” said Gilbert.

“Your uncle,” bowed the other, “an admirable but testy old gentleman, who in one of our best safes has deposited nearly a quarter of a million pounds’ worth of jewellery — the famous Standerton diamonds, which I suppose you will one day inherit.”

“Is it not poetic justice,” he asked as he backed his way out, still covering his prisoner with his revolver, “to rob you
 just a little? Possibly,” he went on, with grim humour, “I also may have a conscience, and may attempt to restore to you the property which tonight I shall steal.”

He clanged the gate to, doubly locked it, and walked to the door which led to the office.”

“You will stay here for forty-eight hours,” he said, “at the end of which time you will be released — on my word. It may be inconvenient for you, but there are many inconvenient happenings in this life which we must endure. I commend you to Providence.”

He went out, and was gone for a quarter of an hour. Gilbert thought he had left, but he returned carrying a large jug of coffee, two brand-new quart vacuum flasks, and two packages of what proved to be sandwiches.

“I cannot starve you,” he said. “You had better keep your coffee hot. You will have a long wait, and as you may be cold I have brought this.”

He went back to the office and carried out two heavy overcoats and, thrust them through the bars.

“That is very decent of you,” said Gilbert.

“Not at all,” said the polite Mr. Wallis.

Gilbert was unarmed, and had he possessed a weapon it would have been of no service to him. The pistol had not left Wallis’s hand, and even as he handed the food through the grill the butt of the automatic Colt was still gripped in his palm.

“I wish you a very good evening. If you would like to send a perfectly noncommittal note to your wife, saying that you were too busy to come back, I should be delighted to see it delivered.”

He passed through the bars a sheet of paper and a stylograph pen. It was a thoughtful thing to do, and Gilbert appreciated it.

This man, scoundrel as he was, had nicer instincts than many who had never brought themselves within the pale of the law. He scribbled a note excusing himself, folded up the sheet and placed it in the envelope, sealing it down before he realized that his captor would want to read it.

“I am very sorry,” he said, “but you can open it, the gum is still wet.”

Wallis shook his head.

“If you will tell me that there is nothing more than I asked you to write, or that I expected you to write, that is sufficient,” he said. So he left Gilbert alone and with much to think about.
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General Sir John Standerton was a man of hateful and irascible temper. The excuse was urged for him that he had spent the greater portion of his life in India, a country calculated to undermine the sweetest disposition. He was a bachelor and lived alone, save for a small army of servants. He had renamed the country mansion he had purchased twenty years before: it was now known from one end of the country to the other as The Residency, and here he maintained an almost feudal state.

His enemies said that he kept his battalion of servants at full strength so that he might always have somebody handy to swear at, but that was obviously spite. It was said, too, that every year a fresh firm of solicitors acted for him, and it is certain that he changed his banks with extraordinary rapidity.

Leslie Frankfort was breakfasting with his brother one morning in his little Mayfair house. Jack Frankfort was a rising young solicitor, and a member of that firm which at the moment was acting for Sir John Standerton.

“By the way,” said Jack Frankfort, “I am going to see an old friend of yours this afternoon.”

“Who is my old friend?”

“Old Standerton.”

“Gilbert?”

Jack Frankfort smiled.

“No, Gilbert’s terrible uncle; we are acting for him just now.”

“What is the object of the visit?”

“A will, my boy; we are going to make a will.”

“I wonder how many wills the old man has made?” mused Leslie. “Poor Gilbert!”

“Why poor Gilbert?” asked the other, helping himself to the marmalade.

“Why, he was his uncle’s heir for about ten minutes.”

Jack grinned. “Everybody is old Standerton’s heir for ten minutes,” he said. “I verily believe he has endowed every hospital, every dog’s home, every cat’s home every freakish institution that the world has ever heard of, in the course of the last twenty years, and he is making another will to-day.”

“Put in a good word for Gilbert,” said Leslie with a smile. The other growled. “There is not a chance of putting in a good word for anybody. Old Tomlins, who acted for him last, said that the greater difficulty in making a will for the old beggar is to finish one before the old man has thought out another. Anyway, he is keen on a will just now, and I am going down to see him. Come along?”

“You know the old gentleman?”

“Not on your life,” said the other hastily.

“I know him indeed, and he knows me! He knows I am a pal of Gilbert’s. I stayed once with him for about two days. For the Lord’s sake do not confess that you are my brother, or he will find another firm of solicitors.”

“I do not usually boast of my relationship with you,” said Jack.

‘You are an offensive devil,” said the other admiringly. “But I suppose you have to be, being a solicitor.”

John Frankfort journeyed down to Huntingdon that afternoon in the company of a pleasant man, with whom he found himself in conversation without any of that awkwardness of introductions which makes the average English passenger so impossible. This gentleman had evidently been in all parts of the world, and knew a great many people whom Jack knew. He chatted interestingly for an hour on the strange places of the earth, and when the train drew up at the little station at which Mr. Frankfort was alighting, the other accompanied him.

“What an extraordinary coincidence,” said the stranger heartily. “I am getting out here too. This is a rum little town, isn’t it?”

It might be described as “rum,” but it was very pleasant, and it contained one of the most comfortable hostelries in England. The fellow-passengers, found themselves placed in adjoining rooms. Jack Frankfort had hoped to conclude his business before the evening and return to London by a late train, but he knew that it would be unwise to depend upon the old man’s expedition.

As a matter of fact, he had hardly been in the hotel a quarter of an hour before he received an intimation from The Residency that Sir John could not be seen until ten o’clock that evening.

“That settles all idea of going back to London,” said Jack, despairingly.

He met his fellow-passenger at dinner. Though he was not particularly well acquainted with the habits of Sir John, he knew that one of his fads was to dine late, and since he had no desire to spend a hungry evening, he advanced the normal dinner-hour of the little hotel by thirty minutes. He explained this apologetically to the comfortable man who sat opposite him, as they discussed a perfectly roasted capon.

“It suits me very well,” said the other, “I have a lot of work to do in the neighbourhood. You see,” he explained, “I am the proprietor of the Safe Agency.”

“Safe Agency,” repeated the other, wonderingly.

The man nodded.

“It seems a queer business, but it is a fairly extensive one,” he said. “We deal principally in safes and strong rooms, secondhand or new. We have a pretty large establishment in London; but I am not going to overstep the bounds of politeness” — he smiled— “and try to sell you some of my stock.”

Frankfort was amused.

“Safe Agency,” he said; “one never realizes that there can be money in that sort of thing.”

“One cannot realize that there is money in any branch of commerce,” said the other. “The money-making concerns which appeal are those where one sees brains being turned into actual cash.”

“Such as — ?”

“Such as a lawyer’s business,” smiled the other. “Oh, yes, I know you are a lawyer, you are the type, and I should have known your trade if I had not seen your dispatch case, and then your name.”

Jack Frankfort laughed. “You are sharp enough to be a lawyer yourself,” he suggested.

“You are paying yourself a compliment,” said the other.

Later, in the High Street, when he was calling a fly to drive him to The Residency, Jack noticed a big covered motor lorry, bearing only the simple inscription on its side: “The St. Bride’s Safe Company.” He saw also his pleasant companion speaking earnestly with the black-bearded chauffeur. A little later the lorry moved on through the narrow streets of the town and took the London Road.

Jack Frankfort had no time to speculate upon the opportunities for safe-selling which the little town offered, for five minutes later he was in Sir John Standerton’s study.

The old General was of the type which is frequently depicted in humorous papers. He was stout and red of face, and wore a close-cut strip of white whisker, which ended abruptly below his ear, and was continued in a wild streak of white moustache across his face. He was bald, save for a little fringe of white hair which ran from temple to temple via the occiput, and his conversation might be described as a succession of explosions.

He stared up from under his ferocious eyebrows, as the young man entered the study, and took stock of him. He was used to lawyers. He had had every variety, and had divided them into two distinct classes — they were either rogues or fools. There was no intermediate stage with this old man, and he had no doubt in his mind that Jack Frankfort, a shrewd-looking young man, was to be classed in the former category.

He bullied him into a seat.

“I want to see you about my will,” he said. “I have been seriously thinking lately of rearranging the distribution of my property.”

This was his invariable formula. It was intended to convey the impression that he had arrived at this present state of mind after very long and careful consideration, and that the making of wills was a serious and an important business to be undertaken, perhaps, once or twice in a man’s lifetime.

Jack nodded.

“Very good, General,” he said. “Have you a draft?”

“I have no draft,” snapped the other. “I have a will which has already been prepared, and here is a copy.” He threw it across to his solicitor.

“I do not know whether you have seen this?”

“I think I have one in my bag,” said Jack.

“What the devil do you mean by carrying my will about in your bag?” snarled the other.

“That is the only place I could think of,” said the young man, calmly. “You would not like me to carry it about in my trousers’ pocket, would you?”

The General stared. “Do not be impertinent, young man,” he said ominously.

It was not a good beginning, but Jack knew that every method had been tried, from the sycophantic to the pompous, hut none had succeeded, and the end of all endeavours, so far as the solicitors were concerned, had been the closing of their association with the General’s estate. He was rather a valuable client if he could only be retained. No human solicitor had discovered a method of retaining him.

“Very well,” said the general at last. “Now please jot down exactly what my wishes are, and have the will drafted accordingly. In the first place I revoke all former wills.”

Jack, with a sheet of paper and a pencil, nodded and noted the fact. “In the second place I want you to make absolutely certain that not a penny of my money goes to Dr. Sundle’s Dogs’ Home. The man has been insolent to me, and I hate dogs, anyhow. Not a penny of my money is to go to any hospital or to any charitable institution whatever.”

The old sinner declaimed this with relish.

“I had intended leaving a very large sum of money to a hospital fund,” he explained, “but after the behaviour of this infernal Government—” Jack might have asked in what way the old man expected to get even with the offending Government by denying support to all institutions designed to help the poor, but wisely kept the question in the background.

“No charitable institution whatever.” The old man spoke slowly, emphatically, thumping the table with every other word.

“A hundred pounds to the Army Temperance Association, though I think it is a jackass of an institution. A hundred pounds to the Soldiers’ Home at Aldershot, and a thousand pounds if they make it nonsectarian.”

He grinned and added: “It will be Church of England to everlasting doomsday, so that money’s safe! And,” he added, “no money to the Cottage Hospital here — do not let that bequest creep in. That stupid maniac of a doctor — I forget his beastly name — led the agitation for opening a right-o’-way across my estate. I will ‘right-o’-way’ him!” he said viciously.

He spent half an hour specifying the people who were not to benefit by his will, and the total amount of his reluctant bequests during that period did not exceed a thousand pounds. When he had finished he stared hopelessly at the young lawyer, and a momentary glint of humour came in the hard old blue eyes.

“I think we have disposed of everybody,” he said, “without disposing of anything. Do you know my nephew?” he asked suddenly.

“I know a friend of your nephew.”

“Are you related to that grinning idiot Leslie Frankfort?” roared the old man.

“He is my brother,” said the other, calmly.

“Humph,” said the General, “I thought I recognized the face. Have you met Gilbert Standerton?” he asked suddenly.

“I have met him once or twice,” said Jack Frankfort carelessly, “as you may have met people, just to say ‘how do you do?’ and that sort of thing.”

“I have never met people to say ‘how do you do?’ and that sort of thing,” protested the old man with a snort. “What sort of fellow do you think he is?” he asked after a pause.

The injunction of Leslie to “say a good word for Gilbert” came to the young man’s mind.

“I think he is a very decent sort of fellow,” he said, “though somewhat reserved and a little standoffish.”

The old man glowered at him.

“My nephew standoffish?” he snapped, “of course he is standoffish. Do you think a Standerton is everybody’s money? There is nothing Tommyish or Dickish or Harryish about our family, sir. We are all standoffish, thank God! I am the most standoffish man you ever met in your life.”

“That I can well believe,” thought Jack, but did not give utterance to his thought. Instead he pursued the subject in his own cunning way. “He is the sort of man,” he said, innocently, “whom I should think money would be rather wasted on.”

“Why?” asked the General with rising wrath.

Jack shrugged his shoulders. “Well, he makes no great show, does not attempt to keep any particular place in London Society. In fact, he treats Society as though he were superior to it.”

“And so he is,” growled the General, “we are all superior to Society. Do you think, sir, that I care a damn about any of the people in this country? Do you think I am impressed by my Lord of High Towers and my Lady of the Grange, and the various upstart parvenu aristocrats that swarm over this country like — like — field mice? No, sir! And I trust my nephew is in the same mind. Society, as it is at present constituted, is not worth that!”

He snapped his fingers in Jack’s impassive face.

“That settles it,” said the General with decision. He pointed his finger at the notes which the other was taking. “The residue of my property I leave to Gilbert Standerton. Make a note of that.”

Twice had he uttered the same words in his lifetime, and twice had he changed his mind. It might well be that he would change his mind again. If the reputation he bore was justified, the morning would find him in another frame of mind.

“Stay over tomorrow,” he said at parting. “Bring me the draft at breakfast time.”

“At what hour?” asked Jack, politely.

“At breakfast time,” roared the old man.

“What is your breakfast hour?”

“The same hour as every other civilized human being,” snapped the General, “at twentyfive minutes to one. What time do you breakfast, for Heaven’s sake?”

“At twenty to one,” said Jack, sweetly, and was pleased with himself all the way back to the hotel.

He did not see his train companion that night, but met him at breakfast the next morning at the Christian hour of half-past eight. Something had happened in the meantime to change the equable and cheery character of the other. He was sombre and silent, and he looked worried, almost ill, Jack thought. Possibly there was a bad time for safe-selling, as there was a bad time for every other department of trade.

Thinking this, he kept off the subject of business, and scarcely half a dozen sentences were exchanged between the two during the meal. Returning to The Residency, Jack Frankfort found with surprise that the old man had not changed his mind overnight. He was still of the same opinion; seemed more emphatically so. Indeed, Jack had the greatest difficulty in preventing him from striking off a miserable hundred pounds bequest which he had made to a northern dispensary.

“The whole of the money should be kept in the family,” said the General shortly; “it is absurd to fritter away little hundreds like this, it handicaps a man. I do not suppose he will have the handling of the money for many years yet, but ‘forethought,’ sir, is the motto of our family.”

It was all to Gilbert’s advantage that the lawyer persisted in demanding the restoration of the dispensary bequest. In the end the General cut out every bequest in the will, and in the shortest document which he had ever signed bequeathed the whole of his property, movable and immovable, to “my dear nephew” absolutely.

“He is married, isn’t he?” he asked.

“I believe he is,” said Jack Frankfort.

“You believe! Now what is the good of your believing?” protested the old man. “You are my lawyer, and your business is to know everything. Find out if he is married, who his wife is, where she came from, and ask them up to dinner.”

“When?” demanded the startled lawyer.

“Tonight,” said the old man. “There is a man coming down from Yorkshire to see me, my doctor, we will make a jolly party. Is she pretty?”

“I believe she is.” Jack hesitated, for he was honestly in doubt. He knew very little about Gilbert Standerton or his affairs.

“If she is pretty and she is a lady,” said the old General slowly, “I will also make provision for her, separately.”

Jack’s heart sank. Would this mean another will?

For good or ill, the wires were dispatched. Edith received hers and read it in wonder. Gilbert’s remained on the hall table, for he had not been home the previous night nor during that day. The tear-reddened eyes of the girl offered eloquent testimony to the interest she displayed in his movements.
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Edith Standerton made a quick preparation for her journey. She would take her maid into Huntingdon, and go without Gilbert. It was embarrassing that she must go alone, but she had set herself a task, and if she could help her husband by appearing at the dinner of his irritable relative she would do so.

She had her evening things packed, and caught the four o’clock train for the town of Tinley.

The old man did her the exceptional honour of meeting her at the station.

“Where is Gilbert?” he asked, when they had mutually introduced themselves.

“He has been called out of town unexpectedly,” she said. “He will be awfully upset when he knows.”

“I think not,” said the old General grimly. “It takes a great deal to upset Gilbert — certainly more than an opportunity of being reconciled to a grouchy old man. As a matter of fact,” he went on, “there is no reconciliation necessary; but I always look upon anybody whom I have to cut out of my will as one who regards me as a mortal enemy.”

“Please never put me in your will.” She smiled.

“I’m not so sure about that,” said he, and added gallantly, “though I think Nature has sufficiently endowed you to enable you to dispense with such mundane gifts as money!”

She made a little face at that.

He was delighted with her, and found her a charming companion. Edith Standerton exerted herself to please him. She had a style of treating people older than herself in such a way as to suggest that she was as young as they. I do not know any other phrase which would more exactly convey my meaning than that. She had a charm which appealed to this wayward old man.

Edith did not know the cause of the change in her husband’s fortunes. She knew very little, indeed, of his affairs; enough she knew that for some reason or other he had been disinherited through no fault of his own. She did not even know that it was the result of a caprice of this old man.

“You must come again and bring Gilbert,” said the General, before they dispersed to dress for dinner. “I shall be delighted to put you both up.”

Fortunately, she was saved the embarrassment of an answer, for the General jumped up suddenly.

“I know what you’d like to see,” he said, “you’d like to see the Standerton diamonds, and so you shall!”

She had no desire to see the Standerton diamonds, had, indeed, no knowledge that such an heirloom existed; but he was delighted at the prospect of showing her; and she, being a woman, was not averse to a view of these precious jewels, even though she were not destined to wear them.

He led the way up to the library, and Jack Frankfort followed.

“There they are,” said the old man proudly, and pointed to a big safe in the corner — a large and ornate safe.

“That is something new,” he said proudly. “I bought it from a man who wanted sixty guineas for it — an infernal, swindling, travelling rascal! I got it for thirty. What do you think of that for a safe?”

“I think it’s very pretty,” said Jack. He could think of nothing more fitting.

The old man glared at him. “Pretty!” he growled. “What do you think I want with ‘pretty’ things in my library?”

He took a bunch of keys from his pocket and opened the door of the safe; pulled open a drawer, and took out a large morocco case.

“There they are!” he said with pride, and indeed he might well be proud of such a beautiful collection. With all a girl’s love for pretty things Edith handled the gorgeous jewels eagerly. The setting was old-fashioned, but it was the old fashion which was at that moment being copied. The stones sparkled and glittered as though every facet carried a tiny electric lamp to send forth the green, blue and roseate gleam of its fire. Even Jack Frankfort, no great lover of jewellery, was fascinated by the sight.

“Why, sir,” he said, “there are nearly a hundred thousand pounds’ worth of gems there.”

“More,” said the old man. “I’ve a pearl necklace here,” and he pulled out another drawer, “look at it. There is nearly two hundred thousand pounds’ worth of jewellery in that safe.”

“In a thirty-guinea safe,” said Jack unwisely.

The old man turned on him. “In a sixty-guinea safe,” he corrected violently “Didn’t I tell you I beat the devil down? I beg your pardon, my dear.”

He chuckled at the thought, replaced the jewels, and locked the safe again. “Sixty guineas he wanted. Came here with all his fine City of London manner, frockcoat, top-hat, and patent boots, my dear. The way these people get up is scandalous. He might have been a gentleman by the airs he gave himself.”

Jack looked at the safe. He had some ideas of commercial values.

“I can’t understand how he sold it,” he said. “This safe is worth two hundred pounds.”

“What?” The old General turned on his lawyer in astonishment.

Jack nodded.

“I have one at my office, now that I come to think of it,” he said. “It cost two hundred and twenty pounds, and it is the same make.”

“He only asked me sixty guineas.”

“That’s strange. Do you mind opening it again? I’d like to see the bolts.”

The General, nothing loath, turned the key and pulled open the huge door. Jack looked at the square, steel bolts — they were absolutely new.

“I can’t understand how he offered it for sixty. You certainly had a bargain for thirty, sir,” he said.

“I think I have,” said the General, complacently. “By the way, I am expecting a man to dinner tonight,” he went on, as he led the way back to the drawingroom, “a doctor man from Yorkshire — Barclay-Seymour. Do you know him?”

Jack did not know him, but the girl broke in: “Oh, yes, he is quite an old friend of mine.”

“He’s rather a fool,” said the General, adopting his simple method of classification.

Edith smiled. “You told me yesterday that there were only two classes of people, General — rogues and fools I am wondering,” she said demurely, “in which class you place me.”

The old man wrinkled his brows. He looked at the beautiful young face in his high good humour.

“I must make a new class for you,” he said. “No, you shall be in a class by yourself. But since most women are fools—”

“Oh, come!” she protested, laughingly.

“They are,” he averred. “Look at me. If women weren’t fools shouldn’t I have had a wife? If any brilliant, ingenious lady, possessed of the necessary determination had pursued me and had cultivated me, I should not be a bachelor, leaving my money to people who don’t care two — pins,” he hastily substituted a milder phrase for the one he had intended, “whether I’m alive or dead. Does your husband know the Doctor, by the way?”

The girl shook her head.

“I don’t think so,” she said. “They nearly met one night at dinner, but Gilbert had an engagement.”

“But Gilbert knows him,” insisted the old man. “I’ve often talked to him about Barclay-Seymour, who, by the way, is perhaps not such a fool as most doctors. I used to be rather more enthusiastic about him than I have been lately,” he admitted, “and I’m afraid I used to ram old Barclay-Seymour down poor Gilbert’s throat, more than his ability or genius justified me doing. Has he never spoken about him?”

The girl shook her head.

“Ungrateful devil!” growled the old General, inconsequently.

One of his many footmen came into the drawingroom at that moment with a telegram on a salver.

“Hey, hey?” demanded Sir John, fixing his glasses on the tip of his nose and scowling up at his servant. “What’s this?”

“A telegram, Sir John,” replied the footman.

“I can see it’s a telegram, you ass! When did it come?”

“A few minutes ago, sir.”

“Who brought it?”

“A telegraph boy, Sir John,” said the imperturbable servitor.

“Why didn’t you say so at first?” snapped Sir John Standerton in a tone of relief. And Edith had all she could do to prevent herself from bursting into a fit of laughter at the little scene.

The old man opened the telegram, spread it out, read it slowly and frowned. He read it again. “Now, what on earth does that mean?” he asked, and handed the telegram to the girl. She read:

“Take the Standerton jewels out of your safe and deposit them without fail in your bank tonight. If it is too late to send them to your bank place them under an armed guard.”

It was signed “Gilbert Standerton.”



XV. The Tale the Doctor Told


Table of Contents


The General read the telegram again. He was, despite his erratic temperament, a shrewd and intelligent man.

“What does that mean?” he asked, quietly for him. “Where is Gilbert? And where does he wire from?”

He picked up the telegram and inspected it. It was handed in at the General Post Office at London at 6.35 p.m.

The General’s hour for dining was consonant with his breakfast hour, and it was a quarter after nine when the dinner gong brought Edith Standerton down from her room. She was worried; she could not understand the reference to the jewels. What had made Gilbert send this message? Had she known more of the circumstances of what had happened on the previous afternoon, she would have wondered rather how he was able to send the message.

The General took the warning seriously, but not so seriously that he was prepared to remove his jewellery to any other receptacle. Indeed, the purchase of the safe had been made necessary by the fact that, beyond the butler’s strong room, which was strong only in an etymological sense, there was no security for property of any value.

He had made an inspection of the jewels in the safe and had relocked the door, leaving a servant in the library, with strict instructions not to come out until he was instructed to leave by his master.

Edith came down to find that another guest had arrived, a guest who greeted her with a cheery and familiar smile.

“How do you do, Doctor?” she said.

“It is not so long since I met you at mother’s. You remember me?”

“I remember you perfectly,” said Dr. Barclay-Seymour. He was a tall, thin man with a straggling iron-grey beard and a high forehead. A little absent in his manner, he conveyed the impression, never a very flattering one, that he had matters more weighty to think about than the conversation which was being addressed to him. He was, perhaps, the most noteworthy of the provincial doctors.

He came out of his shell sufficiently to recognize her and to remember her mother. Mrs. Cathcart had been a great friend of Barclay’s. They had grown up together.

“Your mother is a very wonderful woman,” said Dr. Barclay-Seymour as he took the girl in to dinner, “a remarkable woman.”

Edith was seized with an almost overwhelming temptation to ask why. It would have been unpardonable of her had she done so, but never did a word so tremble upon a human being’s lips as that upon hers.

They ate through dinner, which was made a little uncomfortable by the fact that General Sir John Standerton was unquestionably nervous. Twice during the course of the meal he sent out one of the three footmen who waited at table to visit what he termed the outpost. Nothing untoward had happened on either occasion.

“I do not know what to do about this jewellery. I hope that Gilbert is not playing the fool,” he said.

He turned to Edith with a genial scowl.

“Has he developed any kittenish ways of late?”

She smiled.

“There is no word which less describes Gilbert than kittenish,” she said.

“Is it not remarkable that he sent that message?” the General went on testily. “I hardly know what to do. I could get a constable up, but the police here are the most awful and appalling idiots. I have a great mind to have my bed put in the library and sleep there myself.”

He brightened up at the thought. He had reached the stage in life when sleeping in any other room than that to which he was accustomed represented a form of heroism.

After the dinner was through, they made their way to the drawingroom. The General was fidgety, and though Edith played and sang a little French love-song with no evidence of agitation, she was as nervous as the General.

“I will tell you what we will do,” said Sir John suddenly, “we will all adjourn to the library. It is a jolly nice room if you do not mind our smoking.”

It was an excellent suggestion, and one that she accepted with pleasure. She was the only lady of the party, and remarked on the fact as she went upstairs with Sir John. He glanced hurriedly round.

“I always regard a doctor as a fit chaperone for any lady,” he said with a chuckle — it amused him. Later he found the complement of the joke, and discoursed loudly upon old women of all professions, a discourse which was arrested by the arrival of the Doctor and Jack Frankfort.

The library was a big room, and it was chiefly remarkable for the fact that it contained no more evidence of Sir John’s literary taste than a number of volumes of the Encyclopedia Britannica
 and a shelf full of Ruff’s Guide to the Turf.
 It was, however, a delightful room, panelled in old oak with mullioned windows standing in deep recesses. These, explained Sir John, opened out on to a terrace — an excellent reason for his apprehension.

“Pull the curtain, William,” said Sir John to the waiting footman, “and then you can clear out. Have the coffee brought in here.” The man pulled the heavy velvet curtains across the big recesses, placed a chair for the girl, and retired.

“Excuse me,” said Sir John. He went across to the safe and opened it again. He inspected the case. Nothing had been disturbed.

“Ah,” he breathed — It was a sigh of infinite relief. “This wire of Gilbert’s is getting on my nerves,” he excused himself, irritably. “What the devil did he wire for? Is he the sort of man that sends telegrams to save himself the bother of licking down an envelope?”

Edith shook her head.

“I am as much in the dark as you,” she said, “but I assure you that Gilbert is not an alarmist.”

“How do you get on with him?” he asked her.

The girl flushed a little.

“I get on very well,” she said, and strove to turn the conversation. But it was a known fact that no human soul had ever turned Sir John from his set inquisitional course.

“Happy, and that sort of thing?” he asked. Edith nodded, keeping her eyes on the wall behind the General’s head.

“I suppose you love him — hey?”

Edith was embarrassed, and no less so were the two men; but Sir John was not alone in imagining that doctors have little sense of decency, and lawyers no idea of propriety. They were saved further discussion by the arrival of coffee, and the girl was thankful.

“I am going to keep you here until Gilbert comes up for you,” said the old man suddenly. “I suppose you know, but probably you do not, that you are the first of your sex that I have ever tolerated in my house.”

She laughed.

“It is a fact,” he said seriously. “You know I do not get on with women. They do not realize that, though I am an irritable old chap, there is really no harm in me, and I am
 an irritable old chap,” he confessed. “It is not that they are impertinent or rude, but it is their long-suffering meekness that I cannot stand. If a lady tells me to go to the devil I know where I am. I want the plain, blunt truth without gaff. I prefer my medicine without sugar.”

The Doctor laughed.

“You are different from most people, Sir John. I know men who are rather sensitive about the brutal truth.”

“More fools they,” said Sir John.

“I do not know,” said the Doctor, reflectively. “I sympathize with a man who does not want the whole bitterness of fact hurled at his head in the shape of an honest half a brick, although there is an advantage in knowing the truth; sometimes, it saves a lot of needless unhappiness,” he added, a little sadly. He seemed to have aroused some unpleasant train of thought.

“I will give you an extraordinary instance,” he went on, in his usual deliberate manner. “What’s that?” asked the General suddenly.

“I think it was a noise in the hall,” said Edith.

“I thought it was a window,” growled the General, rather ashamed that he should have been detected in his jump. “Go on with your story, Doctor.”

“A few months ago,” Dr. Seymour recalled, “a young man came to me. He was a gentleman, and evidently not a townsman of Leeds, at any rate I did not know him. I found afterwards that he had come from London to consult me. He had some little tooth trouble a jagged molar, a very commonplace thing, and he had made a slight incision in the inside of his mouth. Apparently it worried him, the more so when he discovered that the tiny scratch would not heal. Like most of us, he had a terrible dread of cancer.”

He lowered his voice as a doctor often will when he speaks of this most dreadful malady.

“He did not want to go to his own doctor; as a matter of fact, I do not think he had one. He came to me, and I examined him. I had my doubts as to there being anything wrong with him, but I cut a minute section of the membrane for microscopic examination.”

The girl shivered. “I am sorry,” said the Doctor hastily, “that is all there is in the story which is gruesome, unless you think — However,” he went on, “I promised to send him the result of my examination, and I wanted his address to send it. This, however, he refused. He was very, very nervous. ‘I Know I am a moral coward,’ he said, ‘but somehow I do not want to know just the bare truth in bald language; but if it is as I fear, I would like the news broken to me in the manner which is the least jarring to me.’”

“And what was that?” asked Sir John, interested in spite of himself. The Doctor drew a long breath.

“It seems,” he said, “that he was something of a musician” — Edith sat upright, clasping her hands, her face set, her eyes fixed upon the Doctor— “he was something of a musician, that is to say, he was very keen on music, and the method he had of breaking the news to himself was unique, I have never heard anything quite like it before in my life. He gave me two cards and an addressed envelope, addressed to an old musician in London whom he patronized.”

Edith saw the room go swaying round and round, but held herself in with an effort. Her face was white, her hands that held the chair were clenched so tightly that the bones shone white through them.

“They were addressed to an old friend of his, as I say, and they were identically worded with this exception. One of them, said in effect, you will go to such and such a place and you will play the ‘Melody in F,
 ’ and the other gave the same instructions but varied to this extent, that he was to play the ‘Spring Song.
 ’ Now here comes the tragedy.”

He raised his finger. “He gave me the ‘Melody in F’
 to signal to him the fact that he had cancer.”

There was a long silence which only the quick breathing of the girl broke.

“And, and — ?” whispered Edith.

“And” — the Doctor looked at her with his faraway eyes— “I sent the wrong card,” he said. “I sent it and destroyed the other before I remembered my error.”

“Then he has not cancer?” whispered the girl.

“No, and I do not know his address, and I cannot get at him,” said Barclay-Seymour.

“It was tragic in many ways. I think he was just going to marry, for he said this much to me: ‘If this is true, and I am married, I will leave my wife a pauper,’ and he asked me a curious question,” added the Doctor.

“He said, ‘Don’t you think that a man condemned to die is justified in taking any action, committing any crime, for the protection of the loved ones he leaves behind?’”

“I see,” said Edith. Her voice was hollow, and sounded remote to her.

“What is that?” said the General, and jumped up.

This time there was no doubt. Jack Frankfort sprang to the curtain that covered the recess and pulled it aside.

There stood Gilbert Standerton, white as a ghost, his eyes staring into vacancy, the hand at his mouth shaking.

“The wrong card!” he said. “My God!”
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A month later, Gilbert Standerton came back from the Foreign OfFice to his little house in St. John’s Wood.

“There is a man to see you, Gilbert,” said his wife.

“I think I know, it is my bank manager,” he said. He greeted the tall man who rose to meet him with a cheery smile.

“Now, Mr. Brown,” he said, “I have to explain to you exactly what I want done. There is a man in America, he has been there some week or two, to whom I owe a large sum of money — eighty thousand pounds, to be exact — and I want you to see that I have sufficient fluid capital to pay it.”

“You have quite sufficient, Mr. Standerton,” said the manager, “even now, without selling any of your securities.”

“That is good. You will have all the particulars here,” said Gilbert, and took a folded sheet of paper from his pocket. “It is really a trust, in the sense that it is to be transferred to two men, Thomas Black and George Smith. They may subdivide it again, because I believe,” he smiled, “they have other business associates who happen to be entitled to share.”

“I did not congratulate you, Mr. Standerton,” said the bank manager, “upon the marvellous service you rendered the City. They say that, through you, every penny which was stolen by the famous Wallis gang has been recovered.”

“I think that pretty well described the position,” said Gilbert, quietly.

“I was reading an account of it in a paper the other day,” the bank manager went on. “It was very providential that there was an alarm of fire next door to their headquarters.”

“It was providential that it was found before the fire reached the Safe Company’s premises,” said Gilbert. “Fortunately the firemen saw me through the skylight. That made things rather easy, but it was some time before they got me out, as you probably know.”

“Did you ever see this man Wallis?” asked the bank manager, curiously.

“Didn’t the papers tell you that?” bantered Gilbert with a dry smile.

“They say you learnt in some way that there was to be a burglary at your uncle’s, and that you went up to his place, and there you saw Mr. Wallis under the very window of the library, on the parapet or something.”

“On the terrace it was,” said Gilbert, quietly.

“And that he flew at sight of you?”

“That is hardly true,” said Gilbert, “rather put it that I persuaded him to go. I was not sure that he had not already secured the necklace, and I went through the window into the room without realizing there was anybody there. You see, there were heavy curtains which hid the light. Whilst I was there he escaped, that is all.”

He made one or two suggestions regarding the transfer of the money and showed the bank manager out, then he joined Edith in the drawingroom. She came to him with a little smile.

“Does the Foreign Office seem very strange to you?” she asked.

“It did seem rather strange after my other exploits.”

He laughed.

“I never thought Sir John had sufficient influence to get you back.”

“I think he has greater influence than you imagine,” he said; “but then there were other considerations. You see, I was able to render the Foreign Office one or two little acts of service in the course of my nefarious career, and they have been very good.”

She looked at him, wistfully.

“And do we go back now to where we started?” she asked.

“Where did we start?” he countered.

“I do not know that we started anywhere,” she said, thoughtfully.

She had been looking at a timetable when he came into the room, and now she picked it up and turned the pages idly.

“Are you interested in that Bradshaw?”

“Very,” she said. “I am just deciding.”

“Deciding what?” he asked.

“Where — where we shall spend our honeymoon,” she faltered.


The End
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On the afternoon of March 4th, 1913, M. Trebolino, the chief of the French Detective Department, was sitting in his office in a thoughtful frame of mind. His big desk chair had been drawn to an open fire which blazed cheerfully in the grate, for the day was piercingly cold and Paris lay under a mantle of snow.

France was passing through a passive period of lawfulness which was particularly complimentary to the genius of the Italian who had adopted the nationality of France with some profit to himself.

Crime ran in normal grooves, the mystery of the Seven Banks had been satisfactorily cleared up, and M. Trebolino was enjoying a rest. It was the bus driver’s holiday for him — no other would have pleased him. The smaller incidents, which ordinarily would have engaged the attention of his subordinates, were, in the circumstances, big enough to interest him, and such an incident now occupied the restless brain of the man who, perhaps, more than any other in modern times, fought crime effectively.

He reached forward and pressed a bellpush by the side of the fireplace, and a clerk answered the summons.

“Send M. Lecomte to me,” he said, without withdrawing his gaze from the dancing flames.

In a few moments there was a knock on the door and the dapper Lecomte, fated to take the place of his chief, came in.

“M. Lecomte,” said the great detective, looking up with a smile of welcome, “seat you, if you please. Have you heard of a certain ‘Crime Club’ which exists in this Paris of yours?”

M. Lecomte nodded.

“It is amusing, that ‘Cercle de Crime’, is it not?” Trebolino went on with a smile; “but I am not easy in my mind, and I think you had best break it up — students are the devil.”

“Will it not break itself?” asked Lecomte.

The detective pursed his lips as one who had thought both ways and was decided on one.

“What do you know of it?” he asked.

“No more than yourself,” said Lecomte, stretching out his fingers to the blaze; a number of students join together, they have solemn rituals, passwords, oaths — the whole paraphernalia of mystic brotherhood, and they meet in divers secret places, all of which are known to the police a week before.”

He laughed softly, and Trebolino nodded.

“Each member swears to break some law of France,” Lecomte went on; “so far they have confined their illegalities to annoying one poor gendarme.”

“They threw one into the Seine,” commented the chief.

“And two of the rascals nearly lost their lives getting him out,” chuckled Lecomte; “we gave them three days’ detention and fined them each a hundred francs for that.”

“Nothing more?”

“Nothing more — their ‘crimes’ have never got beyond opéra bouffe
 .”

Still the chief was not satisfied.

“I think we will put a period to their folly,” he said. “I understand students, and know something of the emulating spirit of youth. There is a member — Willetts?”

Lecomte nodded.

“This Willetts,” said the chief slowly, “is something of an artist; he shares lodgings with another youth, Comstock Bell, an American.”

“He shared,” corrected the other. “Mr Bell is a rich man, and gratifies his whims; he is also a fastidious man — and Mr Willetts drinks.”

“So they have parted?” commented Trebolino, tapping his teeth with his ring. “I did not hear that; all that I heard was that they were conspiring together to give us an unpleasant surprise. You understand, my dear friend? No gendarme baiting, no smashing of municipal clocks, but crime, men’s crime.”

He rose abruptly.

“It is time we stopped this amusement — parbleu!
 The Quartier must find other diversion. I like my little students, they are bon garçon
 , but they must be naughty without being nasty. See to that, dear friend.”

Lecomte left the bureau with an inward smile, for he was a good friend of the students, dined with them at times and was a welcome figure in the ateliers.

That night after he had left the bureau he made his way to the Café of the Savages — a happy piece of prophetic nomenclature, he thought, for here the wilder spirits of the Latin Quarter congregated for dinner.

“Welcome, M. le procureur!” they greeted him.

Somebody made place for him at the big table in the inner salon. A handsome youth with a sweep of his hand cleared a space at the table.

Lecomte looked at the boy with more than usual interest. He was tall, fair, athletic, with big grey eyes that sparkled now with good nature.

“You have come in time, my policeman,” he said gravely, “to hear a fascinating discourse on the propriety of anarchism — our friend,” he jerked his head to a wild-haired French youth with an untidy beard— “our friend was remarking as you entered that the assassination of a policeman is justified by the divine Aristotle.”

“I am of the Stoics,” said Lecomte, “what would you?”

“Anarchy,” said the bearded youth fiercely, “is the real order, the true law—”

“And you have pink eyes and a green nose,” said the young chief of the police inconsequently, as he poured himself a glass of wine.

“I am prepared to debate that,” said the other, when the laughter which inconsequence invariably provokes had died down, “my friend Willetts—” he indicated a drowsy youth with a peaked white face, “my friend Willetts” — he proceeded to illustrate his argument on anarchy by drawing upon the experiences of his companion.

“Your friend also, M. Bell?” asked the policeman, lowering his voice.

The tall man raised his eyebrows.

“Why?” he asked coldly.

M. Lecomte shrugged his shoulders.

“We learn things,” he said vaguely, “especially concerning your ‘Crime Club.’”

A look of anxiety came into Comstock Bell’s eyes.

“That was a folly—” he began, then stopped short, and no effort of Lecomte could induce him to reopen the subject.

Only once did the famous “Cercle de Crime” arise in conversation.

A laughing question put by one of the students cut into the conversation and he shook his head reprovingly.

“No — he did not die. It takes worse than a ducking to kill a member of the municipal police — which reminds me, gentlemen, that I want you to put a period — to quote M. Trebolino — to this famous club of yours.”

“Après!
 ”

It was the shrill voice of the young man addressed as Willetts that spoke. He had seemed to be dozing, taking little or no interest in the proceedings.

Lecomte, watching him, had marked the unhealthy pallor of his face, detected in the slight flush over the cheekbones, evidence of Willetts’ failing.

He had suddenly awakened from his somnolent mood. His eyes were wide open and bright.

“Après, Messieurs!
 ” he said exultantly, “you shall shut down our little circle, but it shall justify its name, its aspirations, and its worthy members.”

Lecomte thought that Comstock Bell looked pale and his face a little drawn as the drunkard went on.

“Here is Mr Bell,” Willetts made an extravagant little bow to the other and would have fallen over the table, but the young man with anarchistic tendencies put out his hand and saved him.

“Mr Bell,” Willetts went on, “is the great American, a capitalist, and until recently my honoured companion in crime. But we have disagreed. Mr Bell is too nice,” there was a sneer in his laugh, “bourgeoise, by Bacchus! Unresponsive to the joie de vivre
 , which is every good student’s peculiar heritage. Moreover, a poltroon!”

He spat the word along the table; in his cups Willetts was a vicious brute, as all there knew.

Comstock Bell said nothing, eyeing the other steadily.

“We—” Willetts was going on, when a man came into the café, and searching the faces of the diners discerned Lecomte.

“One moment, gentlemen,” said the policeman, and rose to meet the newcomer. They conversed together in low tones. They saw Lecomte frown, heard his startled exclamation and saw him half turn. He continued talking, still in the same low tone, then he came back to the table.

“Gentlemen,” he said, and his voice had a hard ring, “this afternoon a fifty-pound English banknote was changed at Cook’s in the Place de l’Opéra — that note was a forgery.”

There was a dead silence.

“It was cashed by a student and on the back in pencil was written ‘C de C’ — that is no joke, and I shall ask the gentleman who was responsible to attend the bureau of the Chief of the Police tomorrow morning.”



No one attended M. Trebolino’s office on the following day. Willetts was called to London that same night; Comstock Bell left by the same train.

M. Lecomte saw them leave, though neither knew this. Three days later he received a £50 Bank of England note, with no name or address attached, but a typewritten note which said, “Make reparation to Messrs Cook.”

M. Lecomte reported the matter to his chief and Trebolino nodded.

“It is the best there should be no scandal.”

He put the forged note into his private cabinet and eventually forgot all about it.

Many years after the great detective was shot dead whilst attempting to arrest an anarchist; and his successor, searching his cabinet, came upon a £50 note, obviously forged.

“I will send this to the Bank of England,” he said, and Lecomte, who could have explained the circumstances under which the note came into Trebolino’s possession, was away in Lyons.
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It was Ladies’ Night at the Terriers, and the street before the big clubhouse was filled with luxurious motor cars, for the Terriers is a most fashionable club, and Ladies’ Night marks the opening of the season, though there are some who vainly imagine that the Duchess of Gurdmore’s ball inaugurates that period of strenuous festivity.

The great pillared hall was irrecognizable to the crusty habitués of the club; though they were not there to recognize it, for there was a section of the Terriers who solemnly cursed this Ladies’ Night, which meant a week’s inconvenience to them, the disturbance of the smooth current of their lives, the turning of the card-rooms into supping places and the introduction of new waiters.

But to most of the Terriers, Ladies’ Night was something to look forward to and something to look back upon, for here assembled not only all that was greatest and most beautiful in society, but brilliant men who ordinarily had neither time nor inclination to accept the Terriers’ hospitality.

It was a pouring wet night when Wentworth Gold ascended the marble steps of the club, made slow progress through the throng in the hall, and reached the cloakroom to deposit his hat and cloak, and his inevitable goloshes.

Wentworth Gold was a man who had unusual interests. He was an American of middle height, clean shaven, with hair parted in the middle and brushed back in the style of jeunesse dorée
 . He had shaggy eyebrows, a chin blue with shaving, and he wore pince-nez, behind which twinkled a pair of grey eyes.

He was not handsome, but he was immensely wise. Moreover, he was the type, rather ugly than plain, with which women fall easily in love.

He was American, and admitted his sin with a pride which was about three cents short of arrogance.

He lived in England and liked the English. He said this in a tone of goodnatured tolerance which suggested he was trying to humour poor creatures whom fortune had denied the privilege of birth in Shusha, Pa. And he was immensely popular, because he was really a patriot and really American. His great-grandfather had heaved a brick at Lord Cornwallis or something of the sort, and in such soil as this is patriotism sown.

He did not wave little flags, he did not wear a pork-pie hat, nor had his tailor, but the aid of cottonwool and stiffening, given him the athletic shoulders which are the charm of college youth and amuse Paris.

What Gold did for a living besides playing auction bridge at the Terriers’ Club few people knew. He called at the Embassy once or twice a week “for letters.” Sometimes he would call for those letters at three o’clock in the morning, and the Ambassador would interview him in his ambassadorial pyjamas.

There was such an interview when the President of a small but hilarious South American Republic decided on aggressive action with another small and equally aggressive nation with a contiguous border line.

The chronology of the day in question may be thus tabulated:



5:00 p.m. Sr Gonso de Silva (private secretary to HE the President of Furiria) arrived at the Carlton.

5:30 p.m. M. Dubec (agent of the Compagnie d’Artillerie Belgique) also arrived, and was closeted with the secretary.

8:00 p.m. They dined in a private room.

9:00 p.m. M. Dubec left for the Continent.

2:00 a.m. Wentworth S Gold arrived at the Embassy.

5:00 a.m Señor de Silva visited by Inspector Grayson (Special Foreign Section of the Criminal Investigation Department).

9:00 a.m Señor de Silva left London in a state of great annoyance for Paris.

11:00 a.m Inspector Grayson and Wentworth S Gold met by accident on the Thames Embankment and solemnly exchanged winks.



Wentworth Gold was a professional busybody. It was his business to know, and he knew. And much that he knew he kept to himself, for he had no confidant. He had no office, kept no clerks, occupied no official position, though he carried in his waistcoat pocket a little silver star which had a magic effect upon certain individuals; he had the entrée to all the best people, he was sometimes seen in the company of the worst, and he knew things.

He came back to the hall, passed up the great staircase, and leant over the balustrade to enjoy the spectacle afforded below.

He noticed the Spanish Ambassador with his beautiful daughter, and caught the eye of the Chargé d’Affaires of Italy; he saw Mrs Granger Collak sweep into the hall with her attendant train of young men, and wondered in a leisurely way what extraordinary gift women had, which enabled them to come straight from the mire of the Divorce Court to face the scornful glances of other women.

He saw Comstock Bell and kept his eye on him, because Comstock Bell interested him very deeply just then. A tall, young man, with a handsome Grecian face and broad shoulders, he stood out a conspicuous figure among the men. He was cleanshaven save for a slight moustache. There was a touch of grey at his temple which made him interesting: reputedly very rich and unmarried, he was the more interesting still to the women folk.

Gold, with his elbow on the balustrade, his fingers idly clasped, looked at him curiously. There was a strange sternness about this young man, who returned the greetings which were showered on him with little nods. There was a dip at the corner of his mouth and lines about his eyes which should not have been characteristics of one who had hardly seen his thirtieth birthday.

Bell stopped to speak with a group which gave him a smiling greeting, but only for a little while; then he passed into the reception room.

“Very curious,” said Mr Gold meditatively.

“What is very curious?” asked a voice.

A man leant over the balustrade at his side.

“Hullo, Helder!” said Gold, “does this sort of thing attract you?”

“I don’t know,” said the other lazily; “it is interesting in a way, and in a way it bores one. You were saying something was strange; what was it?”

Gold smiled, took his pince-nez from his waistcoat pocket, fixed them and scrutinized the other closely.

“Everything is strange,” he said, “life and the incidents of life; pleasure and the search for pleasure; ambition; folly; all these, judged from a normal standpoint, are strange. As a matter of fact I did not say ‘strange’ but ‘curious,’ but the word applies.”

The other man was also unmistakably American. He was tall, but more heavily built than Comstock Bell. He looked as if he loved good living; he was cleanshaven, and his face was plump; he had that red Cupid-bow mouth which most men detest. His forehead was bald and his hair was short and curly.

Cornelius Helder was a popular figure in London. He was so ready to laugh at people’s jokes, had a fund of good stories, and was au courant
 with most gossip which was worth suppressing.

“What is the normal standpoint?” he asked with a smile.

“The standpoint of a man who is not interested,” said Gold.

“I guess that is not you,” said the other; “you are interested in everything; a man was telling me the other day that you know more about the funny old politics of Europe than the American Ambassador.”

Gold was silent, and turned again to survey the crowd.

He did not like Helder, and he was a man who based his dislikes upon solid foundations.

He was silent for three minutes, watching the moving crowd below; a babble of sound, little spiral bursts of light laughter came up to him. Once he heard his name mentioned and smiled somewhat amusedly, because he was a man intensely acute of hearing as people had found to their sorrow.

“Did you see Comstock Bell?” asked Helder suddenly.

“Yes,” replied Gold, without taking his eyes from the floor.

“He looks worried doesn’t he?”

Gold shot a swift glance at the other.

“Does he?” he said.

“I thought so,” said Helder, “It is rather curious how a man with immense wealth such as he possesses, with every advantage a young man can have, should be worried.”

“I have heard of such cases,” replied God dryly.

“I was talking to Villier Lecomte the other day,” said Helder.

Gold was all attention; he knew that this was no idle conversation which the incident of the moment had provoked. Helder had sought him out deliberately and had something to say, and that something was about Comstock Bell.

“You were talking with whom?” he drawled.

“With Villier Lecomte. You know him, I suppose?”

Gold knew Lecomte; he was the chief of the Paris detective force.



It was no exaggeration to say that Gold knew him as well as he knew his own brother; but there were many reasons why he should not appear to be acquainted with him.

“No,” he said, “I don’t think I know the gentleman, though the name seems familiar.”

“He is the chief of the Paris police,” said Helder; “he was over here the other day, and I met him.”

“How interesting,” said Gold politely. “Well, and what had he got to say?”

“He was talking about Comstock Bell,” said Helder, and watched his hearer closely.

“What has Comstock Bell been doing to invite the attention of the chief of the Sureté — murder?”

Helder was watching him keenly.

“Do you mean to tell me that you have never heard?” he asked.

“I have heard a great many things,” said Gold; “but it is interesting to be told things that I have never heard before, and I hope you will instruct me.”

“But,” said the other, “do you not know that Comstock Bell was a member of the Cercle de Crime
 ?”

“Cercle de Crime
 ? I don’t even know what the Cercle de Crime was,” laughed Gold.

Helder hesitated. Other people were on the balcony watching the throng below. A girl who leant over the balustrade next to him could hear every word he said if she chose. There was a constant coming and going of people behind him.

“I will take the risk of your joshing me,” he said, “for I guess there isn’t much you don’t know. Many years ago, when Bell was a young man in Paris, he and a number of other wild youths started the Crime Club. It was one of those mad things of which high-spirited youths are guilty. Each member of the club made a vow to break the law in some way which, if it were discovered, would qualify the offender for along term of imprisonment.”

“What an amusing idea,” said Gold. “How many of them were hanged?”

“None, so far as I know. There was some sort of little scandal at the time. I rather think that the irate parent of one bright lad unexpectedly turned up from America and disorganized the society. Most of them, fortunately, had taken assumed names which were inscribed in the annals of the club, and the only really bad crime which was committed was laid at the door of a man whose identity has never been discovered.”

“But the man need not have been the forger,” said Gold unwittingly.

The other smiled.

“I thought you knew,” he said.

“That it was forgery,” replied Gold. “Yes, I remembered whilst you were telling me. One of those hopeful youths forged a £50 English banknote and changed it in the Rue de la Paix. I recall the fact now. What is all this to do with Comstock Bell?”

“Well,” said Helder carelessly, “I happen to know that he was a member of the Cercle de Crime. I happen also to know that the French police have narrowed down the perpetrators of that crime to two men.”

Gold turned and looked him straight in the eye.

“You’re a most communicative person,” he said, and remembering his known generosity, his kindness, and his savoir faire
 , there was a hint of offensiveness in his tone which was remarkable. “Now perhaps you will tell me who are the people who are suspected by the French police?”

The other went a little red.

“I thought you would be interested,” he said.

“I am interested,” said Gold, “most damnably; who was the criminal?”

Again the other detected a scarcely veiled hostility in his tone.

“Comstock Bell was one,” he said defiantly.

“And the other?”

“I don’t know the other,” said Helder; “it is a man in the city — a broker or something.”

“You are an amazing person,” said Gold, and went down the staircase with a smile on his lips to greet an unobtrusive, middle-aged gentleman, who wore no decorations at his collar, but represented ninety million people at the Court of St James.

Comstock Bell had gone into the reception room; a little bored if the truth be told. He would not have come that night, but his absence would have been remarked upon. There was in his heart a fear amounting to panic; life had suddenly lost all its joy and sweetness, and a black cloud had settled on his soul.

He paid his respects to the club president’s wife, who was receiving guests in the reception room. A concert was in progress in what had been the billiard-room. He half turned in that direction; somebody called him; he looked over his shoulder and saw Lord Hallingdale.

“Bell, you’re the man I wanted to see,” said his lordship, detaching himself from his party with an excuse. “I am going down the Mediterranean next month; will you come with me?”

Comstock Bell smiled. “I am so sorry, I have made other plans,” he said.

“Going out of town?”

“Yes, I thought of running across to the States. My mother isn’t enjoying the best of health just now, and I think she would like to see me.”

He passed on. The excuse had been invented on the spur of the moment, for though his mother was an invalid, he had no intention of quitting England till a certain matter was settled once and for all.

He progressed leisurely towards the diningroom, where Tetrazzini was holding an audience spellbound. The room was packed and there was a crowd about the door.

He stood in the rear rank, and had no difficulty, but reason of his inches, in seeing over the heads of the throng.

“Fortunate man,”whispered somebody.

He looked round.

Mrs Granger Collak’s beautiful eyes were smiling her bold admiration. Radiantly lovely was this woman of the world, as men had found to their cost.

“Shall I lift you up?” he asked in the same tone.

He was one of the few people who dared be natural with her in public, and she was genuinely fond of this young giant who knew her for what she was, yet never condemned her, and never sought a closer friendship.

“You can find me a nice quiet corner,” she said, “for I am bored to an incalculable extent.”

He detached himself from the throng and led her to a corner of the almost deserted outer lobby. Here, in a recess under the stairway, he found a quiet spot, and she seated herself with a sigh of relief.

“Comstock,” she said, “I want you to help me.”

“I could help you best,” he said with a reproving smile, “by presenting you with a framed copy of the Ten Commandments.”

“Do not be banal, I beg,” she implored. “I am superior to Commandments; the fact that they are Commandments, and not requests, makes me long to break them all. No, I want something more substantial.”

Her eyes met his, and she read something of the pity that filled him, pity that overwhelmed the sorrow which his own troubles brought.

“Don’t look at me like that,” she said roughly, “I do not want your sympathy. Have no stupid ideas about me, Comstock; I’m bad through and through, and I’m desperate. I want money to go abroad; to travel for a few years. People think I’m brazen because I turn up here after — after you know. But I can’t get away; I’m at the end of my tether. I want to go!” She clenched her hands, and he saw a tense, hunted look in her eyes. “I want to vanish for a few years — to go alone, Comstock — and I’m bound hand and foot.”

Somebody was approaching. Looking up Bell saw Helder with a little smile on his lips, ostentatiously looking the other way.

“Come to Cadogan Square tomorrow,” he said, rising; “I will let you have anything you want.”

Her hand was trembling when she laid it on his arm.

“You — you are good to me,” she said, and her voice faltered. “I can’t — I can’t repay you in any way — can I?”

He shook his head.

He left her with one of her youthful cavaliers and made his way to the cloakroom to get his hat and coat.

He found Gold similarly employed.

“Are you going so soon, my young friend?” he asked.

Bell laughed.

“Yes, I find these functions depress me somewhat; I must be getting old. You appear to have similar designs,” he said.

The attendant was helping the other into his coat.

“Business — inexorable business,” smiled Gold. “Which way do you go?”

“Oh, I don’t know!” said Bell vaguely.

“When young men don’t know which way they are going,” said Gold “they are usually going to the devil. Come along with me.”

They both laughed, and, laughing, passed through the hall down the steps into the street; and there was at least one pair of eyes that watched the tall figure of the young man disappear.

“We’ll walk, if you don’t mind,” said Gold; “the rain is not very heavy, and I like walking in the rain.”

“I prefer it too,” said the other.

They walked along Pall Mall in silence till they came to the corner of the Haymarket. The rain had increased and was now falling heavily.

Gold hailed a taxicab. “Fleet Street,” he said loudly.

They had not gone far before he put his head out of the window and changed his instructions.

“Take me to Victoria,” he said; “go through the park.”

“Changed your mind?” asked Bell.

“No,” said the other calmly; “only I am such an important person that quite a number of people spend lives which might otherwise be usefully employed in following me. Did you notice we were followed?”

“No,” said the young man after a pause, and his voice was husky.

“I am going to ask you something, Bell,” said the older man as the cab turned into the park. “Do you know a man named Willetts?”

“Willetts!” The young man’s voice was even and noncommittal.

“Yes; he has an office near Moorgate Street. He is a broker, though I have never heard that he bought or sold stock.”

“I don’t know him,” said Bell shortly.

There was another long pause. Gold was leaning forward, looking out of the window and nodding his head at irregular intervals as though he were counting something.

“I think I will get out here,” he said suddenly, and tapped on the window. They were in the Mall and it was deserted save for the cars which, obedient to the regulations which govern royal parks, were slowly coming and going along the broad road.

He tapped the front window, and the driver pulled up.

“You had better take the car on to where you want to go,” he said.

Bell nodded in the darkness.

“Tell him to drive to Cadogan Square,” he replied; “I will go home.”

He heard Gold give the instructions, then, before the car could move on a man stepped out of the darkness of the sidewalk.

“Is that Gold,” he said in a muffled voice.

“That is me,” was the response.

“You were expecting to meet somebody, weren’t you?” said the stranger.

The engine had stopped, and the driver was descending to start it again. Bell made no effort to listen to the conversation, but could not help overhearing it.

“Was I?” he heard Gold drawl.

“You know you were, damn you!” snarled the voice of the stranger.



“That’s for you!”

A quick shot broke the silence of the night.

Bell leapt from the car. Gold was standing on the edge of the sidewalk, unharmed. His assailant was a blurred figure vanishing into the darkness as fast as his feet could carry him.

“A friend of mine,” said Gold pleasantly, and picked up a revolver the man had dropped.



II. Introduces Verity Maple
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At eleven o’clock that night Wentworth Gold walked into Victoria Station and took a first-class return ticket to Peckham Rye. He was smoking a cigar, and might have been a middle-aged doctor returning from an evening’s jaunt in town.

He walked slowly along the platform to where the electric train was waiting, opened a first-class carriage door, and got in. After he had closed the door he leant out of the open window, watching the passengers as they came along. He did not expect any further trouble that night, but he took no chances.

The train moved out of the station, whining and purring; and the lights of the carriage dimmed and brightened as the connecting rods lost or found the trolley wires above.

The carriage was empty, for it was a little before the hour that the suburbanite returns from the theatre; and he had time to read again a letter which had come to him before he left his flat that evening. He read it carefully twice; by that time he knew its contents by heart, and he tore the letter into a hundred little pieces, dropping them a few at a time from the open window.

The attack on him did not disturb him greatly, though he had been worried as to why the man who had promised to meet him in the park had not kept his appointment.

He reached his destination, descended the long gloomy flight of stairs which led to the busy street, turned sharply, crossed to the right, and skirting the open expanse of Peckham Rye came to Crystal Palace Road. A few doors along he stopped before a respectable villa residence. The house was in darkness, but he knew he was expected. He went to the door and knocked softly, and in less than a minute it was opened to him by a girl.

“Is that Mr Gold?” asked a low sweet voice.

“That is the second time I have been asked that question tonight,” said Gold, with a little chuckle. “I trust that my confession that it is indeed me will not provoke you to give me a similar response to that I have already received.”

The girl closed the door behind him and helped him off with his coat.

“What is the matter?” she asked, and there was a hint of anxiety in her voice.

“Oh, nothing!” said Gold. “At least nothing more than I deserved. How is your uncle?”

She made no reply. In the darkness he heard a little sigh of weariness, and shook his head. Maple was a genius, he thought, and realized that genius is a halfway house to madness.

She led the way along a dark passage to a little back kitchen. A man sat at the table — a tall man, loosely formed, unshaven, and with a face of unhealthy whiteness. He sprawled limply on the chair by the table, his hands in his pockets, gazing vacantly before him. The table was littered with test tubes, microscopes, and scientific apparatus, with the uses of which Wentworth Gold was not acquainted.

At the sound of the door clicking he looked up with a startled frown. He shivered, as though the noise, slight as it was, distressed him, and raised a trembling hand, not over clean, to his mouth.

“Come in,” he said, and rose unsteadily to his feet.

Gold looked at him reproachfully.

“Maple,” he said. “I thought you promised me—” Then he remembered the girl was present.

“Get a chair, my dear,” said Maple, not unkindly.

The girl obeyed. She was wonderfully pretty. Gold had never seen her before, though he had heard a great deal of Thomas Maple’s niece. She was gracefully moulded and dressed in a quiet, well-fitting tailor-made. Her face had that curious pallor which is possessed by some fair women; though her hair was burnished gold, the thin line of eyebrow was so black that carelessly seeing her you would have thought it had been painted.

The shape of her face fascinated Gold. He was a connoisseur in some things. He had read about girls with perfect oval faces; he had met some of the acknowledged beauties of London; but there was in this girl’s face something ethereal, something spiritual, which he had never seen before. The big greyblue eyes gave her the appearance of sadness; the lines of her generous mouth were firm; her chin was delicately fashioned. She flushed a little under his scrutiny.

“I am sorry,” he said, as if in answer to her unspoken thought, “but I have heard so much of you from your uncle.”

“I am afraid my uncle talks a great deal more about me than people care to hear,” she said with a little smile. “He does not know how easily one can be bored with other people’s ecstasies.”

Her voice was soft and perfectly attuned.

“This girl has had an education,” Gold said to himself.

He turned to meet the vague smile of the man. There was a challenge and a question in the haggard face, worn and scarred by self-indulgence. This girl who had recently come into his life, the daughter of an elder brother, and his only relative in the world, was the brightest and best influence he had ever known, and it was almost pathetic to see the entreaty in his dull eyes. Gold nodded reassuringly.

“Now, Maple,” he said, drawing his chair to the table, “I suppose your niece is in your confidence in this matter of ours?”

“Yes, I tell her all the things that nearly concern me,” said the other, “and you can trust her, Mr Gold.” His voice had the quality which distinguishes a man who has known a public school.

There was a little wallet on the table. This he opened with his shaking hand and from it extracted a bundle of oblong notes. They were five-dollar currency bills, issued by the United States of America, and distinguished only from those familiar objects by the fact that each note was mottled green, purple, and yellow, as though somebody had been lightheartedly experimenting upon them. He spread them out on the table; there were twenty in all.

Gold looked at them resentfully.

“And you say they are all forgeries?” he asked.

The other nodded.

“Every one of them. You know the Treasury sign — the only sign that the camera cannot photograph — that is not there.”

He was on a favourite topic now; he was interested, and the weariness and the languor of his manner dropped from him as a cloak. He spoke without the slurred speech which had marked the earlier stage of the conversation.

“That I know,” said Gold. “What of the inks?”

“Perfect,” said Maple, in a tone of admiration, “absolutely perfect. I have applied every test known to your people, and they might have been printed with ink supplied by your Government.”

“The watermark?” asked Gold.

“That, too, is beyond criticism. I have here an instrument that can measure the depth of the printing and I can assure you that they are exactly printed. Moreover, I will tell you this; it will probably astonish you.”

He tapped the note which was before him.

“The man who forged this did not have resource to photography.

Every one of these notes is engraven. I know because — well, never mind — I know. They have been printed on a press which has been specially made for the purpose, and the paper is identical with that which is supplied by the Government printers in Washington.”

He looked at the notes one by one, shook them into a little bundle, and replaced them in the wallet.

“All my life,” he said, “banknote forgeries and banknote engraving has been a favourite study of mine.”

He stopped, and his mouth twitched pathetically. Then with an effort he pulled himself together.

“I worked in the French and in the German mints — I should be working in France still,” he said with a grimace, “but for—” Again he stopped. “I tell you, Mr Gold,” he went on, “that a man can pass this note with impunity and not only this bill, but the hundred-dollar notes I have examined.”

“And there is no way of detecting them?” asked Gold.

Maple shook his head. “None whatever. Until these return to the Treasury, where they would be immediately detected, there is no possibility of their being stopped.”

Gold pushed his chair back from the table, his hands thrust deep into his pockets, his head sunk on his breast. He was thinking deeply, and the girl from her seat by the fireside glanced from him to her uncle.

Presently Gold looked up.

“Happily the forgers are not so confident as you,” he said. “I had arranged to meet one of my men tonight in the Green Park, and in some way they got to know. They enticed him away on some pretext or other, and—”

“And?” asked Maple after a little while.

“And I have not seen him since,” said Gold diplomatically.

He was worried. He had hoped that this man, acknowledged by the underworld to be the best exponent of this peculiar science, would have discovered some simple test by which the flood of forged bills might be averted; some simple means by which the forgeries might be detected. He realized now in his growing sense of disappointment how much he had depended on Maple.

There were thousands of these bills in circulation, hundreds of thousands possibly, all for small amounts, all so insignificant that the average man handling them would not trouble to question their genuineness.

“It can’t be helped,” he said, and rose.

He shook hands with Maple, and took a smiling farewell of the girl.

His foot was in the passage when Maple suddenly said:

“Oh, I had forgotten something I wanted to say to you, Mr. Gold. Do you know a Mr Cornelius Helder?”

“Yes,” said Gold, considerably interested.

“I thought you would, he’s a compatriot of yours,” said Maple, and then half to himself, “I must have met him somewhere.”

“He’s a very well-known man,” said Gold.

“My niece has had an offer from him,” Maple went on.

“An offer? Indeed, what kind of an offer?”

“A secretaryship,” said Maple

Gold frowned. It was an involuntary frown, but both the girl and her uncle detected it. Maple’s hand went to his mouth with the nervous gesture with is the unlovely characteristic of the drunkard.

“Isn’t he all right?” asked Maple anxiously: “he has offered her a very good salary.”

“How did he come to know that she wanted that position?” asked Gold.

Maple pulled up the chair. The old weariness was asserting itself again. Every word was an effort.

“Sit down for a moment, won’t you, and I’ll tell you. It’s rather a curious string of coincidences. My niece was secretary to old Lord Dellborough, who, you know, died the other day, and she did not intend taking another post because I earn quite enough to render any effort on her part unnecessary. But last week she had a letter from an agency, although Verity has never put her name on their books, saying that the post was going.”

“I fail to see the coincidence,” said Gold dryly.

“Well, was it not rather a coincidence that at the moment she dropped out of a billet she should have one offered her from an agency she had never heard of, to act as secretary to a man who is, I believe I may say, a friend of yours?”

Now Mr Wentworth Gold had no faith whatever in that eccentric individual, the Angel of the Odd. He made no allowance for coincidence, especially when he could discern without any great mental effort the manner in which such a coincidence could be made possible.

He looked at the girl; perhaps it would be known in certain circles who Lord Dellborough’s secretary had been. There would be no difficulty in giving a commission to an agency to approach her. She was beautiful, he thought. Helder had a reputation in London amongst the people who spoke of such things behind their hands in the smoking-rooms. That was one explanation.

He thought of another almost immediately; and it struck him as being the more likely of the two.

He studied her keenly; for a moment noted the clear depths of her eyes and the firm line of her beautifully moulded chin.

“She has character,” he thought; “Helder’s secretary — who knew?”

“I should advise you to take the post,” he said. He took a notebook from his pocket and scribbled something on a card.

“That’s my telephone number. There is always somebody to answer it, day and night,” he said to the girl as he handed her the little pasteboard. “You had better not tell Helder that you know me — and you had better tell me when you know Helder.”

With which cryptic utterance he left them.



III. Maple Has a Visitor
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There was an infinite dreariness about the Crystal Palace Road which its blatant respectability did not redeem. It was, in fact, the dreariness of its very respectability, of houses alike in architecture and in their very furnishing. White half-blinds covered sedate bedroom windows; drawingrooms had lace curtains elegantly draped, supported by gloomier tapestry; there was just sufficient space left in every window to afford the passersby a tantalizing glimpse of something with a mirror in it, and even here the view was usually spoilt by a genteel palm potted in a glaze production of Messrs Doulton.

To Verity Maple the Crystal Palace Road represented a sad awakening from a beautiful dream. She had expected she knew not what, and whether her expectations would have been justified had her father lived it is difficult to say. George Maple, a happy-go-lucky tilter with fate had earned twelve hundred a year and for many years had industriously spent fifteen hundred. There had come a moment when his position was so hopeless that he knew not which way to turn; and he was contemplating the alternative of bankruptcy and suicide, when an obliging motorbus, before which he stepped in a fit of abstraction, settled the problem for him.

The girl had been brought home from the Belgium convent to find her father’s home in the possession of his many creditors. They had the grace to obliterate themselves until the funeral ceremonies were complete, then they returned to save what they could from the wreck. George Maple had been insured, though even in this manner he had been slack enough, for his insurance was only worth its surrender value.

It was whilst Verity Maple had been considering the overwhelming problem of her future that Tom Maple appeared upon the scene. She had heard of Uncle Tom, had received letters from him from various parts of the continent. He had a disconcerting habit of changing his name with his residence; she had regarded this as an amiable eccentricity into the causes of which there was no especial need to inquire. And her father had not enlightened her, save to remark vaguely that Tom was a “queer chap.”

He was queer, but he was kind, as Verity learnt gratefully.

Together they took the little house in the Crystal Palace Road and furnished it. His weakness she was soon to discover, but with all its pitiable features it lacked offensiveness, and she found herself living much more happily than she could have imagined under the circumstances, and, moreover, possessed of a new sense of protection, comforting enough, though that protector had the drink habit very strongly developed.

Tom Maple was kind, he was generous, he gave her what she had never had before, an ample supply of pocket-money. There was no necessity for her to work; it was independence rather than necessity which urged her to make an effort on her own behalf, a desire to fill her life with other thoughts and interests, to drive away the wistful discontent that the dullness of the Crystal Palace Road aroused in her.

She had soon learnt to take an interest in the work of this eccentric uncle of hers; she would sit for hours watching his sure hands tracing lines of extraordinary delicacy over the steel plates which lay clamped to the kitchen table in front of him. For Tom Maple earned good money from a firm of banknote engravers, who knew him well enough to appreciate his work sufficiently highly to condone the habit of a lifetime.

She sometimes spent an idle half-hour in the little parlour, wondering what life would have been like had it run its normal course, had her father, whose improvidence she was only now beginning to realize and admit even to herself, earmarked some portion of his income for her future. Especially gloomy was the outlook of those wintry days when great billows of fog came rolling up from Peckham Rye, shutting out the sad sameness of the road, lending to the wisps of trees, striplings that grew gauntly in the small patch of ground before the house, a mysticism and a ghostly importance, which no suburban tree ordinarily possesses.

She was sitting in the parlour on the evening following Gold’s visit; it had been a bright, sunny day, and the evening brought hues of orange and saffron to beautify the outlook. Sitting with a book on her knees before the open window, she heard her uncle’s light step in the passage without. It passed, stopped as if in hesitation, then came back. The handle turned, the door opened and her uncle came in. She looked up at him.

“Do you want me, uncle?”

His face was paler than usual; the dark rim about his eyes, which was habitual, seemed a shade blacker. He looked at her without speaking for a time, then he came farther into the room and closed the door. He sat down in a chair opposite the girl.

“Do you want anything, uncle?” she asked again.

He shook his head

“Verity,” he said seriously. “I have been thinking about you, and I have been wondering whether I ought not to tell you something about myself.

She waited. He looked past her into the road and heaved a little sigh. Then he brought his eye back to her face.

“I have had rather a curious life,” he said.

There was no trace of the slithering accent which was peculiar to his voice after one of his bouts. His lips trembled a little, and the hand that he raised to his mouth mechanically from time to time shook ever so slightly.

“You don’t know anything about me, do you?” and she shook her head smilingly.

“I know you are my uncle,” she said, “and the dearest and kindest uncle that any girl ever had.”

He dissented vaguely.

“You must not think too well of me,” he said. “I am not — perhaps — what you think I am. One never knows,” he muttered.

“Never knows what, uncle” asked the girl.

He looked at her a little sadly.

“If anything should happen to me,” he said, “there is a man in London I want you to see.” He put his hand in his inside pocket and took out a stiff brown notebook, removing the elastic band which bound it together.

“And here is something else,” he said. “The other day I asked you for a specimen of your handwriting and got you to sign your name for me. I have opened an account for you in the London and North Western Bank. It isn’t huge,” he said hastily, as he saw the look of surprise and pleasure on the girl’s face, “but it will be enough to carry you on if anything should happen to me.”

A hint of alarm was in the girl’s eyes as she asked: “You have said that twice, uncle; what can happen to you?”

He shook his shoulders weakly.

“You never know,” he said again.

He had taken from his pocket book a smaller one, bound with brown leather and bearing the name of the bank.

“Keep this in a safe place,” he said, handing it to her. He withdrew a folded notebook from his pocket and passed it across to her.

Then he rose. “One of these days, I suppose, you’ll want to get married?”

She shook her head with a laugh.

“You will,” he insisted with a flash of humour; “at some time in her life every girl shakes her head as you did, and they all go the same way.”

A little nod, a quick nervous sweep of the hand, and he was leaving the room when she remembered something.

“Uncle,” she said, “you have not told me the name of the man whom I must see.”

He stopped, hesitating, with the doorknob in his hand.

“It’s a man named Comstock Bell,” he said; “I will tell you about him later.”

The next instant he was gone. She watched him as with quick steps he passed down the road out of sight.

What did he mean by his past life? She was old enough now to know that these changes of name which had once amused her had a serious importance; men are not Schmidt in Berlin one week and Von Grafheim in Prague the next, unless there is something sinister in their profession. She almost wished she had persuaded him to speak out and tell her everything.

She looked at her watch. She had an appointment at six o’clock. She wondered what sort of a man this Mr Cornelius Helder was; it was rather strange that he should have asked her to go to Curzon Street, that he could not find time to interview her at his office. But she was ready to find excuses for any busy man, and the fact did not trouble her greatly.

Helder occupied at floor at 406 Curzon Street. The house was the property of a retired butler who found pleasure and profit in turning the establishment into a high-class boardinghouse. Perhaps, “boardinghouse” is not the term, since none of the residents had any other meals than breakfast and an occasional supper in their rooms. As it was, even the rent was stiff enough for any man other than one who was in receipt of a very comfortable income, but this Helder was credited with possessing.

Verity Maple was shown straight up to his sittingroom and found him sitting before a large desk smothered with printers’ proofs and magazines.

He looked at her keenly as she entered, and rose, offering his hand.

“Take a seat, Miss-er—” His hesitation was artistic; he knew well enough what name she bore.

“I am sorry to bring you down here, Miss Maple,” he said when she had told him her name, “but I am such a busy man I had a number of engagements in the city which made it impossible for me to see you.”

His tone was brief and businesslike, and the unpleasant impression which she had received when she first saw him was to some extent dissipated.

“The work I want you to do,” he continued, “is fairly interesting; you speak French, do you not?”

“Yes,” she said, and he nodded.

“I am associated with a little journal in which I shall ask you to take an interest,” he went on. “It is a journal which is not very well known.”

This time his friendly smile was less businesslike, and instinctively she resented it. They discussed for a little time the question of salary; he was willing, nay eager, to give her all she asked, another bad sign from her point of view. Just as soon as she could finish the purely business side of the conversation she rose.

“I shall expect you tomorrow,” he said.

He held her hand a little longer than was necessary, saw her to the door and into the street. Verity Maple came away from her first interview with her new employer with an undefinable sense of misgiving as to her wisdom in accepting the position.

Any man who knew Helder could have told her things which would perhaps have altered her whole plans entirely, but the only man who knew her well enough to impart that information was Wentworth Gold, who in one swift appraising glance had marked her down as one who was quite capable of taking care of herself. Moreover, he was anxious to learn more of Helder than he already knew, and Verity Maple was the type of girl who could supply that information.

She was halfway down Curzon Street when she heard her name called softly. She turned; Helder was walking behind her, he was out of breath, being one of the men who take little or no exercise. Something of the dismay she felt must have crept into her face, and Helder was annoyed. Like all men of his class and possessed of his idiosyncrasies, he was an immensely vain man; and when he spoke to her now, there was a gruff note in this voice and a hauteur which Verity much preferred to the soft, caressing tone he had used at parting.

“I’m going to Oxford Street,” he said brusquely; “are you walking my way?”

She would have liked to have said that she was not, and indeed she would have spoken with truth, but she was anxious to make amends for her unintentional rudeness, and they walked on side by side.

His ruffled feelings were easily smoothed, apparently; he told her he was going to a firm of motorboat builders, and he spoke in a lordly way of the magnificence of a new craft he was purchasing. It was evidently to be something wonderful in the line of motorboats, and the cost, which he let fall carelessly, was staggering to a girl who thought in shillings.

He was inclined to talk about money, big money; sums which were almost beyond her comprehension. He outlined schemes in which he was interested, although he gave the vaguest details.

She left him in Oxford Steet and breathed a little sigh of relief when she found her somewhat embarrassing employer had accepted his congé
 with good grace.

Helder was impressed by the girl’s beauty; he had never expected anything so rare in colouring, so refined in feature. She would serve two purposes, he thought; that she would serve a purpose which would eventually upset his plans or bring about a drastic change in his life he did not imagine. He made the mistake which many another man has made, of recognizing only the side view of factors.

He watched her until she was lost in the throng which crowded the side streets at that hour in the evening, then he hailed a taxicab and drove to his club.

Verity continued her way eastward; she had a little shopping to do which took her longer than she anticipated, for she found on arriving at Victoria that her train had gone. The service was very frequent, however, and she had not long to wait.

She strolled to the bookstall and was idly examining the titles of the new novels, when a man brushed against her. He turned quickly on his heel, and raised his hat with an apology, the stooped to pick up the parcel which in the collision had been knocked out of her hand.

She saw a tall goodlooking young man with rather sad eyes; he saw a girl so strikingly beautiful that for a moment he was speechless.

“I’m awfully sorry,” he said, as he handed back the parcel with a little smile.

There the matter ended, for raising his hat the young man strode away.

It was Verity Maple’s first introduction to Comstock Bell.

She went into the restaurant to get a cup of tea to beguile away the moments of waiting, and to her annoyance found that the second train had gone. She looked at her watch; there was no especial reason why she should go back to Peckham early, and she strolled to Marble Arch and spent a profitable hour in the cinema show.

It was nine o’clock when she got to Peckham; the sky was overcast and it was raining dismally. At the corner of the Crystal Palace Road she noticed a man standing under a lamp on the opposite side of the thoroughfare; she did not see his face — nor for the matter of fact did he see hers — and his back was turned to her.

She reached the house and was inserting the key in the lock when she heard voices. It was not usual for her uncle to have visitors at any hour of the day, and she drew back hesitatingly. The voices were raised; and it seemed that one, peculiarly harsh, was threatening her uncle.

Before the house was a little garden, in which grew three bushy clumps of laurel. As she heard the door click she slipped back out of sight. There was no reason why she should do so, but somehow she felt strangely reluctant to intrude her presence.

The door opened and her uncle came out, bareheaded. With him were two men, one thickset and sturdy, one tall. The shorter man was smoking a cigar and spoke with an accent which betrayed his American origin.

“You understand,” he said menacingly.

Maple replied in a low voice.

“That’s all right,” said the other with brutal carelessness; “I don’t suppose anybody in this street cares two cents what you’ve done or who you are. We want you to be a good boy,” he went on, heavily jocular; “it’s up to you to undo any mischief you’ve already done. He knows” — he jerked his head in the direction of the Rye.

“Why doesn’t he come himself?” muttered Maple sullenly.

The other laughed.

“Because he doesn’t want to appear in this. Besides, you don’t live alone, do you?”

The girl listened wonderingly. Her uncle made no reply to the last remark.

“You’ll have something to explain away,” said the thickset man, “if you come up against us again.”

There was no mistaking the menace in his voice.

“We’re out for a big business,” he went on, “and not one man or twenty men are going to stand between us and success. Dy’e hear?”

Tom Maple nodded; for a moment there was a pause; then the other man asked suddenly: “Where is he?”

“He is waiting at the end of the block.”

For some reason or other his taller companion took no part in the conversation. It struck Verity that he was a foreigner and that he did not very well understand the language, and this, as it turned out, was a shrewd surmise.

“Would you like to walk down and see him?” suggested the short man.

Tom Maple shook his head.

“No,” he said. “I know he’s there all right,” he added, with a note of bitterness in his tone.

With no other word they parted. Tom Maple watched the men go through the gate, then turned and reentered the house, closing the door behind him.

The girl was worried. What did it mean, what power had these men over her uncle? Who was the mysterious “he” who could not come to the house because she lived there? She hesitated a moment then went swiftly through the gate and followed the two men. They had not gone far and were walking slowly. As they reached the end of the road the man who stood under the lamp crossed to meet them.

They stood talking in low tones. As Verity passed them the third man turned his head slightly, and with a gasp she recognised him.

It was Helder.

She walked on swiftly, hoping that the recognition had not been mutual. She gave a swift glance round as she reached the end of the road and saw they were coming on behind. She quickened her pace, crossed the road, turning up toward Forest Hill. To her relief she saw they made no attempt to follow her, but struck off in the other direction. She waited till they were out of sight, then retraced her steps to the house.

Her uncle was in the kitchen before his table. He greeted her with a nervous little smile when she entered. His lips were trembling slightly, and his hand moved more frequently to his mouth than was usual in his moments of sobriety.

She deemed it advisable to make no reference to the scene she had witnessed, but busied herself with the preparation of supper. He did not move, she noticed; sitting with his hands clasped on the stained deal before him, he stared with unseeing eyes at the wall before him.

When she came in bringing the tray, he looked up quickly.

“Verity,” he said. “I’m going to do it, whatever happens.”

She waited for him to say something more; she knew he was on the verge of revelation.

“They think they have a lever,” he muttered, half to himself; “they think they can push me into doing what they wish, but they have got something to learn — they’ve got something to learn!”

Throughout the meal she was silent; when at last she rose to leave the little room he looked at her queerly.

“Don’t forget that man I told you about,” he said, turning with his hand on the door.

“Comstock Bell?” she said.

“Comstock Bell,” he repeated.



IV. A Message to Mr Helder
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Cornelius Helder was a contradiction, and Gold did not like contradictions. “A man is either one thing or the other,” was a favourite saying of his; “my experience of life is that he is generally the other.”

By Gold’s exact measure it was impossible to reconcile the bon garçon
 , a man full of the joy of life, a lover of good living, good stories and luxurious tastes, with the revolutionary preaching red riot and rebellion to those effete and degenerate monarchies which sway Europe.

“It may be affectation, your Excellency,” said Gold; “a pose — some men are fond of poses.”

He was in the American Ambassador’s private study.

“I should hardly describe Mr Helder as young,” said his Excellency dryly; “he is passing into the vinegar stage of his salad days.”

Gold smiled. He held in his hand a paper, a little eight-paged journal, half of which was printed in foreign characters. The title of this publication was The Red Monitor
 , and Helder made no secret of the fact that he was the financial support, prop, and stay of the little production.

“I must confess,” said his Excellency, “I am getting a trifle weary of the cranks our beloved country sends us, and I never expected that a man like Helder, who I should describe as a ‘comfortable’ man, would run in the direction of anarchism.”

“There does not seem to be anything particularly outrageous in this number,” Gold said.

“There’s not been in any, so far,” said his Excellency.

Gold was skimming through the leading article, which was printed in Russian, in characters which suggested that some mischievous boy had been busy turning the letters inside out.

“That is the senselessness of it,” said the Ambassador irritably; “this journal is supposed to be secretly distributed amongst the Russian peasantry. Helder might as well spend his money distributing special editions of Walt Whitman’s poems.”

Gold waited for the Ambassador to explain the reason for the urgent summons he had received. He had read this little journal month by month, since it had made its first appearance two years before; its existence was as well known as the existence of The Times
 or the New York American
 .

They talked for a little while in general terms, then Gold, seeing the Ambassador was getting no nearer to the explanation, asked bluntly: “What is there about this particular issue of the Monitor
 which annoys you?”

His Excellency rubbed his hands slowly together and leant back in his padded chair.

“You know Helder,” he said. “He was telling me the other night at the Terriers’ reception that you were the one American in London he had any respect for or confidence in.”

A little smile played round the corner of Gold’s mouth.

“I mistrust Helder,” he said, “when he slops over.”

“That may be,” said the Ambassador carelessly; “but I want you to put to the test this regard he has for your opinion and judgement. Ask him to give up publishing this journal. The British Government does not like it. Why, he has imported a little colony of Russians somewhere down in a quiet and inoffensive Shropshire village to the scandal of the squire and local clergy.” He smiled a little. “He is producing his innocuous rag with all the pomp and circumstance which attend the preparation of a coup d’état
 . The Foreign Office people are very touchy on the matter; they expect him to suddenly blossom forth with suggestions for wholesale slaughter. If he does, of course they will show no mercy; you know that the editor of the Italian paper who suggested the murder of his king was jailed for two years, and I don’t want anything like that to happen to a man of Helder’s position.”

“I will see what I can do,” said Gold.

He drove straight to the Terriers from Park Lane. Helder had not arrived. He saw Comstock Bell lunching at a table in the window by himself, and crossing over took a seat on the opposite side.

The young man looked ill, and his right hand was bandaged.

“Hullo!” said Gold, “what’s happened?”

“Nothing,” said the other shortly, “I caught my hand in a door and I think I have broken one of the fingers.”

“I am sorry to hear that,” said the other.

“It is not worth while worrying about,” said Bell; “it is a bore eating with one’s left hand, and I have to use a typewriter for letters — but what of you?”

“What of me?” repeated Gold.

“Are you so used to being shot at by strange gentlemen in the park that you forget all about such trifles?”

Gold smiled grimly.

“I remember all right,” he said. He did not pursue the subject, but talked of general matters. At the end of the meal, when the men were taking their coffee, he returned to it.

“See here, Comstock, my boy,” he said, “I am going to put all my straights and flushes on the table for you to inspect, and my gone-wrong flushes too. That man who met me last night was out for blood.”

“You surprise me,” said Bell ironically; “I thought he came to command you to Buckingham Palace.”

“Quit fooling,” said Gold seriously, “it affects you as well as me. I had a letter asking me to meet one of my men in the Mall last night. Sometimes,” he dropped his voice, “it is essential that I should know what certain people are doing; that is my business. My man told me that he would be between the third and fourth electric standards in the Mall. He must have been watched quis custodiet ipsos custodes
 , eh? Whoever it was followed him to the post. Two men representing themselves as English detectives arrested him for loitering with intent, and my man, a perfectly law-abiding citizen, not wishing for trouble, accompanied his captors. They took him through two parks, bundled him into a cab and marooned him in the wilds of Hampstead Heath.”

He chuckled.

“That was smart,” he said; “they left a gentleman behind to settle accounts with me—”

“Your friend,” repeated the other. “You’ll excuse me.”

Out of the corner of his eye he had seen Helder standing for a moment in the doorway of the diningroom.

“Is that a friend of yours, too?”

There was a studied carelessness in Comstock Bell’s voice.

“No — he’s a subject for my insatiable curiosity,” answered Gold. With a nod to his companion he crossed the room and passed into the smokeroom beyond.

Helder was turning the leaves of an illustrated paper.

He looked up as the other man came to him.

“I want to see you, my anarchist friend,” said Gold. Helder laughed.

“Am I to be deported?” he asked, and made room for the other on the settee by his side; “or am I in danger of a charge of high treason?”

“Nothing quite so heroic,” said Gold dryly; “you’re in some danger of being a nuisance. I happened to meet the Ambassador the other day, and knowing that I exercise some influence on my young and innocent compatriots, he asked me to make it clear to you that just so long as you continued on your sinful path, it would embarrass him less if you did not look forward with too much eagerness to invitations to the Embassy.”

A dull red glow spread over Helder’s face, beginning at the bald forehead and descending like a curtain over his cheek.

“You are the little express messenger of the great democrat?” he sneered. “I’d like to get my congé
 from the Embassy first hand, I guess.”

It was the first time he had shown himself in this light, an Gold was intensely interested. This was a new Helder and an ugly one. The humour had gone from his eyes, this soft lines about the mouth stretched tight and hard. A curious contradiction, said Gold to himself.

Helder had laboured hard to reach his present position in society. His father had left his artist son a bare income — little more than was sufficient to keep body and soul together. He had had to drop his silver-point work and his etchings, and leave Paris. For years he had worked in London. He dealt in American stock, was reported to have amassed a small fortune when Southern Pacifics boomed sky-high. And he had never looked back.

It had been a fight, but the greater fight had been to establish himself a member of the select little coterie of London’s Americans of which Comstock Bell was the bright particular star. Helder was not popular with men, socially he had to win out. There were stories about him which women did not like, a damning circumstance for a man desirous of treading that path to eminence which runs through the drawingrooms of Belgravia and ends at the Ambassador’s dinner-table.

And now he had “got there” he was threatened with social extinction. To the society of the other cranks, to be relegated to the congregation of the “nearly theres.”

His eyes narrowed as he looked down at Gold.

“I claim the privilege of my citizenship,” he said, “which is my right to do as I please, to order my life in any way which is in the bounds of decency and the law. There is nothing in the Monitor
 which is offensive.”

“There is no reason for its existence,” said Gold.

“Your cynicism is offensive, Gold.”

Cornelius Helder rose to his feet.

“I don’t think we need to go on with his conversation.”

Gold nodded. “It is pretty unprofitable,” he said. “Now — by Jove!”

He looked at the clock and began searching his pockets.

“I promised myself to mail a nephew of mine in New Jersey a birthday present.”

He drew out his pocketbook and opened it. What he sought was not there.

“Have you any money?” he asked. “American money. I want twenty dollars.”

Comstock Bell had come into the room, and Gold’s last words were addressed to the world at large.

Helder shook his head.

“Twenty dollars?”

Bell broke in on the conversation.

“I have some money,” he said. He slipped his hand into his hip pocket and produced a wallet.

This he opened and extracted the money required.

He handed the bills to Gold, and the third man watched them narrowly.

He saw Gold count the English equivalent into the other’s palm; saw him looking at the bills carelessly, then:

“Good God!” said Gold, and Cornelius Helder saw his face go bleak.



V. Comstock Bell Makes Ready
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Gold stared at the young man for fully a minute.

“What is the matter?” asked Bell.

“Nothing,” said the other shortly.

With no other word he turned and left the room.

Comstock Bell stood looking after the retreating figure, a puzzled frown on his face.

“What was wrong?” he asked Helder curtly.

His attitude toward the other was always one of polite indifference; under other circumstances, he might not have troubled to ask.

“I know no more than you, Mr Bell,” said Helder.

“I don’t think Gold can be well today; he has been ragging me about my anarchism.”

He smiled ingratiatingly, inviting further conversation.

Bell ignored the invitation.

“Why did you tell him,” he asked, “that you had no American money?”

Before lunch he had met Helder and a little discussion arose as to the drawing of Washington’s head on a five-dollar bill. They had compared one note with another and Helder had carried Comstock Bell’s bills to the window to examine them.

“Did I?” drawled Helder. “I had forgotten I had them; besides,” he said, “I am not always out to humour old man Gold.”

Bell made no response, and was going away with a little nod when Helder called him back.

“I say, Mr Bell, I wanted to ask you something. Do you know a man named Willetts?”

“No,” replied Bell shortly.

“You’ve never heard of him, eh?”

“Can’t say I have: why?”

Helder shrugged his shoulders.

“Oh, it is nothing,” he said, “but if you’d spare the time I’d like to have a little talk with you.”

“About this man?” asked Bell sharply.

“Yes, and other things.”

Comstock Bell hesitated.

“I will call at your office one day this week,” he said. There was a note of resolution in his voice.

He passed out of the club, crossed Pall Mall, and strolled aimlessly through the park.

It was a bright spring day; the trees were all glorious, while tender green daffodils and crocuses starred the grass and swayed rhythmically to the breeze. It was a day when men’s hearts grew joyful from the very joy of life, when new aspirations sprung in each heart, new and splendid fancies filled the mind. But the stimulation of spring woke no response in Bell’s heart. He had made a plan, a terrible plan, he told himself, but he was going through with it, whoever suffered — and he would not suffer least. He would end this terror which weighted his soul.

It was a plan complete in every detail: he had left nothing to chance. Day after day in the silence of his study he had worked out the scheme, jotting down the details and burning the papers so soon as they had taken definite shape and he had committed them to memory.

“Whoever suffered,” he repeated and winced.

He reached the Victoria Memorial and crossed the road, continuing his stroll along Constitutional Hill. There was one thing necessary, one link in the otherwise perfect scheme to be discovered. He must have a partner in this matter. He would reward him well. He had thought of Gold, only to discard that idea, for he knew instinctively that it could not be.

He attracted some attention as he walked. His damaged hand was in a black sling. He smiled as he detected more than one pitying glance in his direction. He smiled, but he was annoyed — annoyed with Helder, more annoyed with himself.

The success of everything depended upon the partner. He had turned over every possible man in his mind. He had a host of friends, but would they stand that test? He thought not.

Helder? Bell had a shrewd idea as to Helder’s probity. He thought that Helder would do anything for money; he might do too much. He would sell himself, but then he would sell the man who trusted him. Helder was impossible.

So full was he of his own concerns that he had forgotten Gold, his startled exclamation, and his unceremonious exit. What worried the little man? he wondered.

He was still idly debating Gold’s curious attitude when the man he was thinking about hailed him from a taxicab. Gold leapt from the taxi, paid the driver, and crossed the road to him.

“I followed you from the club,” he said; “I wanted to talk with you.”

“Everybody seems to want to talk with me,” said Bell good-humouredly; “I was thinking of you when you came up.”

“Where can we go?” asked Gold.

“Let us go into the park.”

They left the path, and began to walk across the stretch of greensward.

“I am going to be straight with you,” said Gold. “I have no doubt you were wondering what upset me, and why I left.”

“I did wonder a little,” said Bell.

“Well, you needn’t worry abut it, because I wanted to call up somebody on the phone to confirm my suspicion. That suspicion has been confirmed.”

“What do you mean?” asked Bell.

He stopped in his stride and looked at the other.

“Two of those five-dollar notes you handed me were forgeries.”

“Forgeries!”

“They were forged,” repeated Gold. “They were two of many thousands which are now in circulation. Where did you get them?”

“I changed them for a man, a man I met at the Savoy
 , who had arrived from America and had no English money. He wanted a five-pound note for something; he was a member of the party with which I was dining, and I changed it.”

Gold’s eyes searched his face.

“Is that true?”

“What do you mean?” asked the other with growing resentment in his tone; “why should I tell you a lie?”

“Who was the man?”

At that moment it dawned upon Comstock Bell how the notes came into his possession. He had got them from Helder. Helder, on the pretext of comparing the printing, had substituted the forged notes; but even as he realized this, another idea came to him. Here was an opportunity. It strengthened his plan.

“What was the man’s name?” asked Gold.

“A man named Willetts,” said Comstock Bell slowly.

“Willetts? You told me last night you had never met Willetts.”

“I did not associate the person of whom you spoke with the man I met at the Savoy
 ,” he said.

Gold shook his head.

“That was all I wanted to know,” he said. “I am going to find this Willetts. I have an idea that when I find him I shall be ridding myself of a great deal of trouble.”

“You will be ridding me of more,” said Comstock Bell.

He was speaking half to himself, and there was no doubt of the sincerity in his voice.

Gold lost no time. Leaving Bell to finish his stroll, he walked quickly to the Piccadilly entrance of the park and found a taxicab. He gave his directions and stepped in. In twenty minutes he was in the heart of the City of London.

He dismissed the cab in Threadneedle Street, and came at last through numerous courts and alleys to Little Painter Street. It was a street of old houses, now used as offices, and on one of the doors he found a name painted: “Harold S Willetts, Broker.”

He climbed to the third floor, the door of the back room bore the same inscription. He knocked; but there was no answer. He tried the door; it was locked. He shook it gently, but there was no response.

He descended the stairs again. The housekeeper lived in the basement and Gold sought information from him. “No,” said the housekeeper, “Mr Willetts was not in.”

“When do you expect him?”

The housekeeper was not communicative. Many years’ experience in offices had taught him that absent tenants when eagerly inquired for had no desire to have their plans revealed to strangers.

“Well, sir,” he said vaguely, “I don’t expect him till I see him.”

Gold put his hand in his pocket and produced a pound note.

“I know I am bothering you,” he said pleasantly, “and wasting your time, but it is necessary that I should know where Mr Willetts is, because I am most anxious to see him.”

The housekeeper accepted the note with an apology for the hard times which made it necessary. Under the genial influence of this unexpected wealth he unlocked the secret cupboard of his mind which was labelled “Willetts.”

If the truth were to be told, there was little he could tell which was worth half or a quarter of a fraction of the sum.

“He’s a gent I have never seen, except in the dark,” he said. “He don’t do much work here, he merely has his letters sent here.”

“How long has he had the office?”

“Two years or more,” said the housekeeper; “he spends most of his time in the country or in America.”

“Is he American?” asked Gold sharply.

“That I cannot tell, sir,” said the other. “All I know is that he pays his rent regularly and that he has got an office. If you would like to see his office, I will show it to you.”

It was a plain little room, very simply furnished. A locked roll-top desk, an easy chair, together with a big financial work of reference, comprised the furniture of the room.

Gold took down one of the books from the shelf. It was a Stock Exchange Year-Book of two years previous. He opened it; it was evident from the stiffness of the cover and virgin whiteness of the pages that its owner had little need or excuse to examine its contents. It was the same with the other books.

“That’s a curious desk,” said Gold pleasantly.

The housekeeper, who was not an imaginative man, saw only a very commonplace roll-top desk, such as might be found, and were to be found by him, in other offices. But twenty shillings makes one polite, and he agreed that it was a curious desk, though for the life of him he could not see anything in it that was not conventional.

“A very curious desk,” said Gold. “I’ve got a desk like it. They are bad desks for a businessman to have,” he said in that confidential tone of his which had first interested and eventually undone so many clever men.

“Why, are they dangerous?” asked the man curiously.

“I will show you,” said Gold. He took a bunch of keys from his pocket, selected one and inserted it in the lock. He turned it to the left and to the right; with a sharp click the lock went back.

“You see, anybody can open them,” said Gold, and to prove his assertion he let the cover roll up. There was nothing on the table save a blotting pad, a bottle of ink and a pen, the nib of which was new and had never been used.

“Anther disadvantage,” Gold continued conversationally, “is that if you pull out this drawer and the other on the right” — as he spoke he suited the action to the words— “you can’t pull the others out.”

Now the curious workings of roll-top desks in such little matters as might provide subject for conversation in the private bar of nights were of immense interest to the caretaker. He tried the drawer on the left side. It came out readily enough.

“I think you are wrong sir,” he said with a triumphant smile, as though his cleverness were responsible for the other man’s mistake. He tried another drawer; that also came out — and the third. There was no difficulty.

Gold was abashed. “Well, it happens in some cases,” he confessed. “In this particular instance I am wrong.”

He closed the drawers and pulled down the desk top. There had been no papers of any kind in any of the drawers. He knew now all he wanted to know. There was not the slightest evidence of Mr Willetts’ business. Willetts’ office was a blind. Whatever his profession was — and Gold made a good guess — he did not pursue it on these premises.

“How often does he come here?” he asked, as he went down the stairs.

“Once a month, at least.”

“Any particular day?”

“No, sir, you cannot be sure when he’ll come.”

“What sort of man is he?”

“Well, as far as I can tell, he is a dark chap with a little stoop.”

“Tall?”

“No, sir; I should say he’s about middle height; that’s how he has impressed me when I’ve met him on the stairs.”

“And his voice?”

“Well, sir, I am rather glad you reminded me of that: he has a foreign accent, more like a Frenchman than an Englishman in his way of speaking.”

“And you have no idea of where I can find him?”

“Not the slightest, sir.”

“If he comes, you might tell him I called.”

“What name shall I give, sir?”

“Comstock Bell,” said Gold.

A look of suspicion came into the man’s face.

“You are not Mr Comstock Bell,” he said.

Gold smiled. “I should have said from
 Mr Comstock Bell,” he said carefully. “But how do you know I am not Mr Bell?”

“Because Mr Bell called here himself to see Mr Willetts only two days ago,” said the housekeeper.



VI. Comstock Bell Changes His Mind


Table of Contents


Comstock Bell occupied a house in Cadogan Square.

The sombreness of the furniture, which he had purchased with the house was relieved by the beauty of the pictures which adorned his room. If he had a fad, it was represented by an extreme distaste for the conventions of collections.

There was no old master in his house, other than a Virgin of Riberia Espanoleto filched from a Spanish altar, and its main charm, as Comstock Bell would say, lay in its dubious authenticity. But with beautiful examples of the modern school his house was filled, for he was an artist at heart, loving the human painter as much as he loved the work of his hands. It was a keynote of his character, one side at any rate. A cynical critic who once viewed his collection said that Bell’s epitaph should be, “He was kind to artists.” Examples of his own work were to be found on his walls, for in his early youth he had studied under Gallier and in the inconvenient old atelier
 near the Pont Neuf, isolated from artistic Paris, he had acquired a little of his master’s genius.

Bell arrived home at six o’clock, and made his way to the study. It was a big room at the back of the house, the one room which he had furnished himself. There were a dozen letters awaiting him. He opened them as best he could with his one hand. They were mainly invitations. In one corner of the room was a brand-new typewriter. It was one of those convenient little machines made for travellers. Its body was of aluminium, and the carriage folded over till it almost lay on the keyboard. He contemplated the instrument abstractedly for a minute, and then rang the bell.

A manservant appeared.

“I ordered a rubber stamp to be made for me,” he said.

“Yes, sir, a little packet has arrived from the stationers,” said the man, and disappeared, to return in a few minutes with the package. He opened the parcel and took out a rosewood box secured by two locks. The keys were fastened to the brass handle of the box by a piece of tape.

“Open the box,” said Bell.

The man obeyed. Inside was a small rubber stamp and an ink pad. Bell took up the stamp and examined it. It was a facsimile reproduction of his signature; a stamp which, attached to a cheque, would be honoured. He had arranged this much with his bank, though the manager had demurred at the risk.

Bell replaced the stamp, locked the box, and placed the keys in his waistcoat pocket.

The man was retiring, when Bell called him back.

“Parker,” he said, “I am leaving England in a few weeks’ time, and I wish you to take charge of the house. I have made provision for your wages to be paid regularly, and I have other instructions to give you later.”

“Will you be away for long, sir?” asked the man.

Bell hesitated, fingering his moustache absently.

“I may be away for — a few years,” he said.

“Indeed, sir.”

If Bell had said that he would have been away for the rest of his life, he would have said no more.

Bell walked to the far end of the room and stood gazing out of the window. The man made a movement as if to go.

“Wait a moment, Parker,” he said over his shoulder. He stood irresolutely as if he were not sure of himself, like a man hesitating before two roads.

“I am going to be married, Parker,” he said.

It was done; and it was not a difficult beginning. Perhaps if he told Parker often enough he would summon courage to tell his own world.

“I am going to be married,” he repeated half aloud.

“May I congratulate you, sir, with all respect?” said Parker, a little dolefully.

Comstock turned with a hard little smile.

“You need not worry about your position,” he said; “it will make no difference to you. We shall go abroad — my wife and I.”

There was a silence.

“If I might be so bold, sir,” said Parker, “do I know the lady?”

“You probably do,” said Bell, and his lips twitched. “It is as likely that you know her, as it is that I do.”

He changed the subject abruptly.

“I am expecting Mrs Granger Collak in an hour; show her in here.”

Parker bowed and left him.

Bell walked to the window.

Mrs Granger Collak was in his mind. She was also in the mind of London. A tall, beautiful woman, delicately moulded, with the face of an angel and the morals of a Catherine.

He looked round the room and smiled in spite of his troubled mind. She would turn this house of his inside out. She would tax his enormous income to its fullest extent. Probably she would set herself to Anglicize him with the object of securing a title for him. People would laugh behind his back and pity him, but no breath of scandal would reach the fragile little woman in New England whom he called Mother. She would accept Grace Granger — would be a little shocked with her perhaps. But there are worse shocks than the presentation of a smart wife.

And Mrs Granger Collak was a clever woman, a discreet woman. She knew how to hold her tongue. The cleverest lawyer at the Bar had discovered that when he cross-examined her in a recent cause célèbre.


Comstock Bell made a wry face at the recollection.

She loved travel, and she wanted money, and she was nearly at the end of her tether. She might as well be Mrs Comstock Bell as Mrs Granger Collak. He would only ask her to keep his name out of the mud, and somehow he felt that she would do this.

At six o’clock Parker ushered in the woman whose fate hung in the balance.

She was dressed in a plain tailor-made costume, and her beauty did not suffer, though she was the type of woman who looked her best in dresses of vague line and cloudy substance.

He regarded the tailor-made as a concession to his propriety, and was amused.

“Sit there, won’t you?” He pushed a big restful club chair to the side of his desk, so that she faced him.

“Now, what is your trouble?”

“You mean, what is the extent?” she smiled, “I think that if I could raise three thousand pounds, I should be able to get away. I can manage with less,” she added, watching his face,” and I hate asking you for any.”

He opened a drawer in the writing table and took out a chequebook.

With his uninjured hand he tore out a slip.

“Fill it in,” he said, as he pushed it across the table to her. “Make it payable to bearer.”

It was then that she noticed the bandaged hand.

“Have you hurt yourself?” she asked in some concern.

“It is nothing,” said Bell. He chose a pen for her, then from another drawer he took the rosewood box and opened it. Very carefully he inked the stamp, and when she had blotted the cheque, he pressed the little rubber signature in its place.

“They will cash that for you,” he said; “and now I want to talk to you.”

She put the cheque in her gold bag, and sat upright in the chair, with her hands folded in her lap.

“Don’t prepare yourself for three thousand pounds’ worth of advice,” he said smilingly. “I do not intend talking to you for your good — but for mine.”

He was leaning back in the padded writing chair, his elbows on the arms, his clenched hands under his chin.

“I am thinking of getting married,” he said slowly.

“I am glad to hear it,” she said with a little laugh; “who is the fortunate woman?”

“I don’t know,” said Comstock Bell.

She leant forward, a pretty little frown on her face.

“You don’t know? My dear Comstock, what nonsense!”

He shook his head.

“It isn’t nonsense,” he said ruefully. “I am undecided; I was going to ask—”

He stopped. Something within him put a check upon his tongue; a voice stronger than the voice of conscience, more insistent than the voice which urged the expediency of the act, cried “No!”

“Yes?” she asked.

“Oh, somebody!” he said vaguely.

“You don’t want to tell me?”

“No — that is it; I don’t want to tell you.”

Leaning back in her chair she laughed — a bright, delighted little laugh of sheer enjoyment.

“Really, for so terrible a person,” she said, “you are a goose. Tell me who she is, Comstock. I know all the women of London. I know them down to the core of their foolish souls. Tell me who she is, and I will tell you if she is worthy of you.”

“I don’t think I know her,” he said, and rose awkwardly.

She shrugged her graceful shoulders and rose, offering him her hand.

“You were going to tell me, and then you were afraid,” she said, her eyes dancing. But the laughter died out when she saw his white face. Womanlike, she realized he was suffering.

“I am sorry,” she said gently, “and I think I will go. I am very grateful to you, Comstock.”

He arrested her thanks with a gesture.

“Don’t speak of it,” he said. “I will call on you in a day or so; you will not have left town?”

“No, I shall be in London till the end of the week.”

He walked with her to the hall door, and opened it for her.

“Goodbye, and thanks,” she said.

“Au revoir,” said Comstock Bell. “I may call tomorrow, when I may have more courage.”

She thought over his words as she drove back to her Knightsbridge flat, and could imagine no reason for his obscurity.

Bell, left alone, settled down to spend the rest of the evening by himself.

He had a little dinner served on a tray in the library, and when this had been cleared away, he locked the library door. Parker, passing the closed portal, heard the slow clicking of a typewriter, the delicate “clack-clack-clack” which marks the operation of the tyro.

At nine o’clock Bell unlocked the library door, and went up to his room. He rang for Parker.

“Where are the rest of the servants?” he asked.

“Thomas is in the servants’ hall, sir.”

“Tell him to wait there till I ring: I want you to go to Charing Cross and ask what time the night Continental mail arrives.”

“I can telephone sir.”

“Go, please,” said Bell impatiently; “I do not trust telephonic inquiries. If I want Thomas I will ring for him. If I am out when you return, telephone your message to the club, and do not wait up.”

He waited until he saw Parker leave the house, then he began to change quickly. From a locked bureau he took a suit of well-worn clothing and put it on. A soft felt hat and raincoat of dark material completed his costume. From a drawer he took a thick packet of banknotes and put them into his pocket. He carefully placed his discarded suit in the wardrobe and locked the door; then, stepping quietly down the stairs, he opened the front door and gained the street.

Whatever indecision he may have displayed that afternoon he showed none now. Avoiding the frequented streets, he made a detour that would bring him to King’s Road, Chelsea. He turned into a street that brought him to the river embankment.

It was raining gently. The black river was veiled in a thin mist, through which the green and red lights of a tug, lying broadside on to the river showed faintly.

He walked along till he came to a narrow passage between two wharves. Down this muddy entrance he turned and came at the end to a flight of steps. One gloomy gas lamp projecting from the wall above showed the sullen waters as they pushed and swirled about the steps below.

A little boat was waiting; two men were at the oars in shining oilskins.

“Lauder!” called Bell.

“Ay, ay, sir!” said a voice, and with a touch of the oar the boat was brought to the steps.

“Give me your hand sir; steady!” said the man at the bow.

Bell caught the huge hand extended to him and stepped lightly into the boat; rowing with strong, slow strokes the boatmen pulled for the centre of the river.

“The tide’s on the turn,” growled one of the men over his shoulder; “that’s why the old Seabreaker
 ’s all askew.”

He indicated the bulk of the tug ahead.

It was a large vessel for its class — a seagoing tug with a high whale deck forecastle, and a breadth of beam suggestive of enormous strength.

The boat came up on the starboard side, and, catching hold of a rope, Bell climbed up the steep rope ladder and swung himself to the tug’s deck.

“You must get a proper companionway, Captain,” he said.

The man who had addressed him first, a short, stout man with a big bushy beard streaked with grey, touched his sou’wester.

“I’ve put it in hand, sir,” he said. “It will be fitted at Greenhithe next time I go down the river.”

“That had better be tomorrow,” said Bell.

He gave a quick look round.

The vessel was a new one, and, for a tug, a model of cleanliness and order. Bulkhead lights illuminated the deck; and aft, where the towing stanchions are usually to be found, the broad well-deck was shut in by glass windscreens and covered to make a cosy stateroom. Aft of the chart-room was another and larger cabin, and towards this Comstock Bell made his way, ascending to the tiny bridge to reach it.

The big cabin was divided into two, and was beautifully furnished.



The inner cabin was enamelled white. A little brass bedstead stood under one porthole, and an inlaid desk under the other. The floor was covered with a rich Persian carpet, and light came through a cut-glass shade let into the ceiling. The fittings were of silver and a door admitted to a tiny bathroom luxuriously furnished.

Bell made a short survey of the inner cabin, then returned to the outer one. This was as beautifully fitted. One wall was covered with books, bound in dark blue calf. The big settee was soft and the carpet underfoot was as perfect a specimen of the weavers’ art as has ever left the looms of Ispahan.

“Come in Captain Lauder,” said Bell, for the man waited outside.

Lauder stepped inside.

“Sit down,” said Bell. “Now you know your instructions, Captain?”

“Yes, sir.”

“You are satisfied with the boat?”

“Quite, sir. I took her out into the North Sea last week, in a stiff sou’wester. She went almost as fast as the Ostend mail packet, and she certainly didn’t make as bad weather of it.”

“And the crew?”

“Absolutely trustworthy, sir; I’ve got my own two boys to help me. They’ve both got mate’s tickets. Down below, looking after the engines, I’ve got my brother George and his son and a young fellow that’s courting George’s daughter.”

“A family party,” smiled Bell. “Much depends on you, Lauder.”

“You can trust me, sir,” said the other quietly. “I haven’t forgotten what I owe you. A skipper that has piled up an Atlantic liner on charted rocks doesn’t get another ship, even though no lives are lost, and he can prove that the drunkenness of his chief officer was responsible. You’ve been a good friend to me, sir.”

“I owe you something too,” said Bell, “especially as I was one of the lives that weren’t lost — thanks to your coolness. However, all this is beside the point. When you have fitted your ladder, drop down to Gravesend and wait instructions. Go to your house and stay there till you get my wire, then carry out the instructions I have given you under seal. Remember,” he said, “nothing that I ask you to do will be illegal. Neither you nor your crew need worry in the slightest.”

“I know that, sir.”

“Put this money in your safe.” Bell drew a thin roll of notes from his pocket. “It will be sufficient for all expenses and wages for a considerable time.”

He pulled on his overcoat and waited whilst the captain resumed his oilskins, then, stepping into the boat, was rowed ashore.
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Helder rang his bell, and the girl, who had been translating an article from L’Humanité
 into English, put down her work reluctantly, and came into his room. Twice that day she had obeyed the summons, and on each occasion his voice had been friendly.

The man was examining the record of a tape machine as she entered.

She waited, with her hands behind her back.

“Oh, Miss Maple!” he said pleasantly; “I called you in to tell you that I am very satisfied with your work.”

It was her third day with her new employer, and his approval was singularly repellent to her.

“You can sit down,” he said, dropping the tape. “I have got a lot to say to you.”

“Thank you, I will stand,” she said.

“Please yourself,” he said genially. “You don’t mind if I sit? Thanks. Now, in the first place, I am going to pay you four pounds a week instead of the three I promised you.”

“I think you are paying me as much as I am worth,” she replied; “there is very little work to do.”

“There will be more,” said Helder. “This is my slack season. By the way, you are the niece of quite a famous person, aren’t you?”

She flushed.

“I am not being sarcastic,” he hastened to add; “you know that Thomas Maple has quite a reputation. Is he not the man who engraved the new Austrian hundred kronen note?”

“I know little of my uncle’s business,” she replied. “I only know that he was a banknote engraver.”

“Was?”

“He has retired now,” she said. “But if you do not mind, Mr Helder, I would much rather not discuss him.”

He smiled benevolently.

“My dear Miss Maple, don’t be offended. A certain fame, and the curiosity that fame arouses, is the penalty of genius.”

He looked at the girl. She was more lovely than he had hoped. It was a great stroke getting her into his office — the niece of Tom Maple!

But it was not the material advantage that pleased him. All men, especially clever men, have their weaknesses. A beautiful woman was Helder’s. An inflammable man, impulsive in such matters as these, the caution and the discretion which were second nature to him cut loose under the spell of beauty.

“I am going to call you ‘Verity,’” he said suddenly.

The girl went red and white.

He walked round to where she stood, numbed by a sudden realization of danger.

She made no movement, staring at him with alarm in her eyes. He placed his hands upon her shoulders and looked down into her eyes.

“Verity,” he said again, “we ought to be good friends. I would like you to know all about me.”

He looked down into her eyes and she shivered from head to foot. She wanted to thrust him away from her — to run from the room. His touch was hateful — it made her feel ashamed. No man had looked at her, or spoken to her, like that. He had a soft, caressing voice that was loathsome to her, yet she could not leave him. All her willpower had been drawn from her. She felt his arm about her and suddenly found her voice. She uttered a terrified scream and wrenched herself free.

“Hush!” he hissed savagely.

In an instant he had caught her again, and his hand was over her mouth.

His face was livid; he was as terrified as she.

“Be silent,” he commanded, “you little fool! You will have all the people in the building in here!”

“Let me go!” she gasped.

He was cursing himself for his folly. He had precipitated the result he had least desired. More, he had lost his grasp of the situation.

He released her, and she staggered back towards the door, her breast rising and falling quickly.

“You will say nothing of this,” he said. “I made a fool of myself — and I am sorry.”

She shook her head and laid a trembling hand on the doorknob.

“And you will not go home to advertise my folly; do you hear?” He caught her arm again and shook her.

“You’ll go back to your work and come again tomorrow as usual. If you don’t—” He dropped his face to the level of hers. “If you don’t,” he breathed, and his big face was demoniacal in its malignity, “by God, I’ll find you and kill you! Worse, I’ll be about, d’ye hear?” He shook her arm: “I’ll say things about you that people will believe. Things that will make you wish you were dead.”

“Let me go,” she said faintly.

He took her in his arms; she was nearly fainting.

“Give me a kiss,” he said savagely, “and tell me you forgive me.”

He bent his head towards her. She felt limp and helpless. His lips brushed hers; and she screamed — screamed in an agony of fear and loathing.

“Damn you!” he said, when the door opened to admit Comstock Bell.

Helder released his hold of the girl. His face was as white as hers.

He was shaking. He saw the look of disgust in the other man’s eyes and knew that he understood.

“This girl,” he said incoherently, “she threw herself at my head, Bell — she did — by God! — I am only human!”

Bell looked from the man to the girl. She stood with her back to the wall, her eyes closed, her face deathly white.

“Helder,” he said, “you’re a liar and a fool, too, if you think you could deceive me. You’ve been behaving like the blackguard that you are, and which everybody knows you are.”

The girl opened her eyes and looked at him. For a moment they looked at one another — the tall young man, and the girl dishevelled and fainting.

Then she stumbled forward, and Bell caught her in his arms. He carried her into the outer office and sat her on a chair. She had not fainted, for her eyes opened again and she murmured her thanks. He was looking at her curiously, thoughtfully.

“Take your time,” he said gently. “I will keep this man engaged, and when you are ready and feel well enough just to go out and take a taxi home. Have you got enough money?”

She nodded.

He saw that she was on her way to recovery, and reentered Helder’s office. He was sitting at his desk, a picture of sullen rage. Comstock Bell closed the door behind him and looked at him contemptuously.

“What an impossible scoundrel you are,” he said. “If I did my duty I should take you by the scruff of the neck and drop you out of the window.”

Helder said nothing, only he looked up from under his brows, and unmistakable hatred blazed in his eyes.

Uninvited, Comstock Bell drew up a chair to the other side of the table at which the man sat.

“Whilst I am here,” he said, “we might as well discuss the matter which brought me here.”

With an effort Helder pulled himself together. Though he knew that Bell was the last man to carry stories, he knew that he had the power to ruin him, and he was anxious to excuse himself for his own satisfaction.

“I daresay you think I have behaved badly?”

“Cut that out,” said Bell shortly; “I know you’ve behaved abominably. I could forgive you anything but the lie you started to tell. I don’t want to discuss the matter; let me hear what you have to say about Willetts.”

“You may not be anxious to know,” said Helder, and curled his lips.

“I am anxious to know anything that affects Willetts,” said Comstock Bell steadily.

Helder rose and paced the room. He felt he was getting under control again; it was necessary that he should be master of the situation.

Suddenly he turned.

“Willetts,” he said, “was the man who forged a £50 banknote some years ago, and there is a police warrant out for his arrest.”

“Yes.”

Bell displayed no emotion.

“Moreover, I have reason to know,” Helder went on, “that either you passed the notes that Willetts forged, or you were privy to the act.”

“Yes?” said Bell again, with a note of interrogation in his voice.

“Furthermore,” said Helder, “you have financed Willetts — you have been paying him to keep quiet — and now, for some reason, you contemplate betraying him.”

“Who told you this?”

“I found it out by accident,” said Helder. “I got proof of it last night.”

“What is your proof?”

“You came into the Terriers’ last night, did you not?”

“Yes, I was there for a time,” said Bell quietly.

“You wrote a letter in spite of your injured hand. Your injured hand is only a ruse to explain to your satisfaction, or to somebody else’s, the disguised hand in which you wrote.”

He unlocked a drawer in this desk and took out a piece of blotting paper. “And you blotted your letter,” he said triumphantly. “Shall I tell you what you wrote?”

“You need not trouble,” said Bell coldly.

“You wrote to Inspector Morrison of Great Scotland Yard, and your words were these.”

He held up the blotting paper to the light.

“‘The name you want in connection with the Cercle de Crime
 forgery is Harold Willetts; he is now carrying on business as a stockbroker in Little Painter Street, EC. You will find he returns to town in eight days’ time, and you will discover sufficient evidence in his office and on his person to convict him of his crime.’”

He refolded the paper and put it back in the drawer.

“Did you write that?” he asked.

“I may have done.”

“I knew a long time ago that you were concerned in it,” said Helder. “It was a great stroke of luck that I got this blotting paper. And you,” he went on with a snarl, “are the man who comes preaching morality to me and telling me what I may or may not do — a man who, to save himself, betrays another not so well circumstanced as himself; whose disappearance from the world would not create the same stir in society. Bell,” he said — he leant forward over the table, and his voice trembled with passion— “I could ruin you, damn you!”

Comstock Bell said nothing for a moment; then he bent forward.

“And I could ruin you,” he said, and whispered one word.

One word only, but Cornelius Helder fell back in his chair, staring at the man who held his life and liberty in his power.

Bell took his hat and turned to the door.

“Forgery,” he said, carefully brushing his hat on his arm, “seems to be a peculiar habit of people in our set. Some so it for amusement and accumulate years of trouble; some do it coldbloodedly for profit and acquire a reputation for the possession of commercial qualities.”

He chose all his words with great deliberation.

“They tell me you have a little printing establishment in Shropshire. If I were you,” he said, “I should close down that business and establish my Russian draughtsmen and my Russian engravers in more unobtrusive surroundings.”



VIII. What Tom Maple Found
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“John B Wanager, who is the head of the Bill Department of the States Treasury, says there are twenty million dollars’ worth of forged bills in circulation. This is the startling news which has created the greatest sensation in Wall Street, and which nearly affects every citizen.

“‘I should say there are twenty million dollars’ worth of bills in circulation,’ said Wanager to a News Herald
 man. ‘The Treasury are considering the advisability of making drastic changes in the appearance of paper currency. These bills are so perfectly forged and printed that it is impossible for any but Treasury officials to detect them. I believe that they are being printed by the cartload somewhere, and our detective department is satisfied that somewhere is in Europe. The notes are brought over in bulk, and by some means they escape the customs examination. Generally speaking, the forgeries are perpetrated on bills of small value, and the forgers must have the most perfectly organised system of distribution.’”

Wentworth Gold read this cutting in a New York paper, without the distress he would have experienced if he had read it on the day previous. That morning he had had a telegram from Maple — a telegram which had brought joy to his soul — and he was on the way to obey its summons when a cutting letter from the Embassy reached him. The thing was public property now; he had wished to have a solution of the difficulty without unnecessary publicity.

He drove to the little house in Peckham, and was surprised when the door was opened to him by Verity Maple. She looked ill, but he did not know the reason.

“I’ve found it, Mr Gold.”

Maple came up the passage with gesticulating hands and a smile of triumph on his unhealthy face. He was nervously eager to show the detective his discovery.

The kitchen table was in its usual condition of disorder; but there was one phial which Gold had not seen before. It was a little narrow bottle, filled with a colourless liquid. With hands which shook, Maple unfastened the wallet where he kept the experimental notes, and drew out a handful of bills. They had not been employed for experimental purposes, Gold noted. The other uncorked the phial.

“Watch this,” he whispered thickly.

He dipped his finger into the liquid, and one by one he took the bills and pressed his damp finger on the left-hand corner. The first one showed no result, except a little wet patch where he had touched it. Nor did the second.

“Good — good notes!” he almost shouted.

With the third it was different. He had hardly moved his finger before the spot where he had touched the bill turned a faint mauve.

“That is the action,” he said, “of the chemical upon the watermark.” He spoke a little incoherently.

Again he tried with another note, and again there grew slowly to view the little mauve patch.

He went through all the notes, and when he had finished he spread them on the table.

“The mauve is mauve,” he said with emphasis.

Gold saw that he had been drinking, but knew that he worked better so.

“Nothing will make, nothing will remove the stain.”

He nodded his head wisely. “This is my discovery, Mr Gold. Tonight I will give you the formula of Tom Maple’s Liquid Detective.” He laughed to himself. “Throughout your wonderful country, in every bank, in every store, Tom Maple in a little bottle will sit waiting to pounce upon the shams and counterfeits.”

In a flash Gold realized the importance of the discovery. It was a cumbersome method, but it was effective. No note once branded with its infamy could repass in circulation; this was the test which scientists in Europe and America had been striving to discover.

“Let me have the formula now,” said Gold.

“Give me till tonight,” said the man, and waved the other off unsteadily; “I want to work it out exactly.”

Gold looked at his watch. He would have liked to have waited until the experiment was completed. He was worried — for him. He saw the undoing of this gang of forgers, and fretted at the delay.

“I am going into town,” he said, “to see the Ambassador. I shall be back — ?” He paused.

“Nine o’clock,” said Maple.

The girl had not been present at the interview. He saw her as he passed into the little drawingroom, sitting by the window, gazing thoughtfully into the prosaic street.

“I am going to talk to your niece for a little while,” he said, and went to her.

She looked round as he entered.

“You have left Helder, I hear,” he said.

She nodded. “Yes, I have left him.”

He waited for her to say something more.

“Was he unsatisfactory?”

She flushed hotly.

“Please don’t talk about him,” she said.

“H’m!” said Gold. “I am sorry I advised you to go. You did not let me know that you knew him.”

He left the house and walked down to Peckham Rye.

His heart was light, and he stepped out with a springy gait as one who knew no trouble. He was obviously more pleased than he usually permitted himself to be. Two men who had followed him, who had watched him into the house and out again, were not so pleased. They kept him in sight, walking on the other side of the road, till he entered the railway station and disappeared.

One man was dark, and wore his hair cut very short; he had the traces of an old wound on his chin, and was apparently a foreigner. The other was English in appearance, though he betrayed his transAtlantic origin when he spoke to ask a loafer the way to the nearest telephone.

The two men walked down High Street, and whilst one went to the telephone to speak, the other stood gazing into a shop window. This was all that was seen of them, or, at any rate, noted.

At six o’clock that evening Verity Maple was summoned by a telegram to London. She went, leaving her uncle at work, and came down to Peckham by the same train as Wentworth Gold.

He met her on the platform at Victoria.

“We’ll travel together, if you don’t mind,” he said, “and I shan’t talk to you about your employer. I know a great deal more about him than you imagine, and I have been kicking myself that I allowed you to run the risk of annoyance.”

“I seem fated to be annoyed,” she said with a little smile. She had recovered much of her spirit and some of her colour.

He found a carriage for her, and they got in.

“What’s been annoying you now?” he asked.

For answer she took a telegram from her handbag and handed it to him.

“I must see you at once,” it ran, and was signed by a name which was not familiar to Gold.

“Who’s it from?”

“It was from one of the executors of Lord Dellborough,” she said, “and naturally I thought they wanted some information from me which I was able to give — I was his secretary, you know — and I have been to Hampstead on a wild-goose chase.”

“Why?”

She folded the telegram up and put it in her bag.

“For a very good reason — I was not sent for,” she said. “The telegram was a hoax.”

“A hoax?” asked Gold, and felt a sinking at heart.

Somebody, for some reason, desired her absence from the house. He sprang out of the train as soon as it pulled into the station, and ran down the stairs.

There was a taxicab in the station yard, and he hailed it.

“Drive to Crystal Palace Road,” he said, and gave the number, “and drive as fast as you can.”

The girl saw nothing more in this than his anxiety to save time.

“You in a great hurry,” she said laughingly, and stole a glance at his face. What she saw frightened her.

“What is it?” she asked anxiously.

“Oh, nothing — I hope,” he said.

The cab stopped with a jerk outside the house, and Gold jumped out.

“Wait here!” he said. He gave her no reason, but she obeyed, and stood by the gate. He knocked at the door, and there was no response.

“I have a key,” she said.

“Give it to me.” He took the key from her hand and opened the door. She noticed that he closed it behind him. She did not see him slip a revolver from his hip pocket.

“Maple!” he called again.

He walked along the passage and pushed at the kitchen door. There was something heavy behind it — something heavy but yielding. He put his shoulder to the door; it gave way and fell over with a little thud.

It was dark in the kitchen and he struck a match.

On the floor in a huddled heap lay Maple, muttering to himself in a drunken stupor. An empty whisky bottle explained everything.

Gold sprang to the table and searched it eagerly.

There was no sigh of the phial. The notes he had been experimenting upon had disappeared.

The detective looked down at the man at his feet and cursed him savagely.

He tried to rouse him, but to no purpose, and went out to the troubled girl.

“Your uncle is not well,” he explained; “have you any friends to whom I could take you?”

There was no need to ask what was the nature of her uncle’s illness.

She saw Gold’s anger and understood it.

“I — I think I will go back to town,” she faltered. “I have some friends—”

He nodded, closed the door, and accompanied her. Maple would keep. The providence which exercises a special care of the drunkard would take care of him.

He saw the girl to the station and put her in a train. Then he returned to the house.

As his cab turned into Crystal Palace Road another cab passed him, driving swiftly in the opposite direction.

He reached the house and entered, closing the door.

Walking down the passage he kicked something with his foot and stooped to pick it up. It was a fine steel tool such as engravers use.

This he slipped into his pocket and made his way to the kitchen. The apartment was empty. Tom Maple had gone.



IX. Willetts Writes a Letter
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At nine o’clock one night, when the stray light of day still lingered in the skies, as though loath to afford the jaded Londoner respite from toil, a tall man came into the office in Little Painter Street. The building had been closed for the night, but he opened the front door with a key, stepped into the passage, and closed the door behind him. He listened for a while to assure himself that the offices were untenanted. He knew that at that hour the caretaker would probably have gone.

After a minute’s hesitation he walked quickly upstairs till he came to the door marked Willetts. This he opened and entered.

He threw up the desk, took a sheet of paper from a drawer at the side and began writing, first switching on the light which overhung the desk. He wrote steadily for the greater part of an hour. Once he stopped to take a cigarette from a case. He was careful to flick the ash into the wastepaper basket, careful even to the point, when it had burnt itself down to within an inch of his lips, to open the window and throw out the end into the paved court below.

It was remarkable that he did not attempt to blot any of the sheets. He spread them out flat on the top of the desk and allowed them to dry.

When he had finished, he gathered all the pages together and read them over carefully. Then he took from his case a leather pocket-case, took out three American bills, each to the value of a thousand dollars, placed them inside a long envelope, and carefully addressed them.

He put the envelope into his pocket. He switched out the light and sat, his hands thrust into his pockets, his head sunk on his breast, before the open desk. He heard a city clock strike eleven, and then he rose with a little sigh. He walked to the windows, opened them to rid the room of any trace of smoke, and then carefully shut them.

He opened the door and listened. The building was in perfect quietness. He had expected the return of the caretaker, but that worthy had been retained at his favourite hostel by an argument on the ever-engrossing subject of compulsory service.

He went down the stairs, through the narrow passage, into the street. At a pillarbox he stopped to post his letter. It was addressed to Comstock Bell at the Terriers’ Club. He smiled a little as he posted it.

He reached Broad Street, then turned in the direction of Liverpool Street, and so into the Metropolitan Station, and became absorbed in the stream of passengers which moves east and west all hours of the day and night.

Comstock Bell came to the Terriers’ Club to lunch the next day. As luck would have it, he had met Helder on the steps of the club. The porter handed him a letter; it was addressed in a sprawling hand. The expert would have, without hesitation, marked it down as disguised.

Helder was a close observer as Bell turned the envelope over, weighed it in his hand, and glanced abstractedly at the postmark. He ran his little finger under the flap and tore it open. The letter was of five sheets, very closely written, but what attracted Helder’s notice were the three notes.

“An unknown benefactor?” he said pleasantly.

Bell glanced quickly through the letter, frowned, and replaced it with the money in its envelope.

“No,” he replied shortly.

After lunch he went into the writing-room. Helder followed carelessly, took another seat at a table close by, and commenced a perfectly unnecessary letter. The writing-room was empty save these two.

Helder was intensely curious. It was his business to know as much about Comstock Bell as he could possibly discover. When Bell rose from the table and went out, Helder strolled casually past the place where the other had been sitting in the hope of gleaning some scrap of information to add to his store.

He uttered an exclamation as he came to the table, for there, lying by the blotting pad, was a letter Bell had left.

Helder walked quickly to the window, which looked out upon the street. If Bell had left the club, he would have to pass there in a few seconds. He waited impatiently. By and by he saw the tall figure of the young millionaire walk rapidly past the window where he stood.

He looked round the room. The door was half glass. There was a long corridor leading to the room; from where he stood he could see any possibility of interruption.

After another glance at the window, he stepped to the table, took up the letter and opened it. He stood in the shadow of the curtains, from whence he could command a view of the steps below.

He pulled out the letter and scanned it eagerly. It was in the same sprawling hand which he had noted on the envelope. It was a curious letter — a letter of penitence and of regret. The writer said that he owed Bell everything; he returned, he said, the money which the millionaire had advanced. Quickly Helder turned to the last page. He saw, as he had anticipated, that it was from Willetts. It was an inconsequent letter, almost incoherent. It begged Bell to preserve the secret of the writer’s identity, and wound up with a platitude and a reference to Providence which made the reader’s lips curl a little contemptuously.

“A squealer, I guess,” he said.

Very quickly he refolded the letter, replaced the banknotes, and put it back in the position in which he had found it.

He glanced through the window again. Bell was returning with quick strides: he had missed the letter. Helder had time to leave the room; he was in the vestibule when Bell passed through on his way to the writing-room. Helder waited.

The other reappeared, a packet in his hand. Looking neither to left nor right he disappeared again out into the street.

The information that Helder had been able to secure merely confirmed his earlier suspicions. Willetts, the forger for whom the police were searching, was in London, and Comstock Bell had it in his power, if he so willed, to bring about the other’s arrest.

Why did he not do so? That was the question which puzzled the American as he drove back to his flat. He knew the history of the forged banknote, because the subject of forgeries interested him intensely, and with good reason. Comstock Bell himself must be under suspicion for the other man’s offence; might, indeed, focus all suspicion upon himself but for the providential existence of Willetts. Nobody in London associated the young millionaire with the forged banknote crime. There was no reason why Comstock Bell should not have done at once with the business, the remembrance of which obviously distressed him. Yet here was the man to his hand; he could be arrested with little trouble. Why did he hesitate?

Such an explanation that Comstock Bell held his hand out of pity, out of humanity, out of any of the finer qualities that go to the making of the human soul. Helder did not consider twice. There was no place in his mental arrangements for sentiment. He gave people credit for the worst motives, denied them all benefit of the best.

When he reached his room, he locked the door behind him, opened his desk, and took out a small flat volume. For two hours he was busily coding a message, which he despatched that afternoon to three different addresses.

All accounts of Helder agree that he was a methodical man. He had an extraordinary gift for organization, which lent to his peculiar fault the very elements of success. He was deficient in certain moral traits, but men, judging men, are apt to overlook the worst features of their fellows and palliate any shortcomings with the excuse that the object of criticism is only human.

His work finished, the book replaced, and the door unlocked, he sat down to await a visitor. He glanced at his watch; it was nearly five o’clock, and he rang the bell and ordered tea, for he was an abstemious man and seldom drank wine before dinner.

His visitor came soon after the servant had brought the tray; a sturdy man, cleanshaven, obviously ill at ease in the refinement of Helder’s surroundings.

“Sit down, Tiger,” said Helder genially.

He waved his hand to a chair facing the light.

The other seated himself carefully, placing his hat beneath the chair.

“Mr Helder,” he said — there was a hint of a drawl in his voice— “we’ve got to get into a new line.”

Helder nodded.

“I know,” he said, “our men are complaining about the difficulty of changing American notes in Europe. We shall have to cater for the home market.”

Tiger Brown nodded vigorously.

“That’s so,” he said, with a little sigh of relief. “I was real afraid you would not see with me. The American stuff is all right, but our people are getting scared. The Treasury have got all their best men at work, and there’s a rumour they have found a new testing method. The man in Philadelphia we usually send five hundred bills a month is only taking a hundred. I think we’d better cut out the American issue and concentrate on the French.”

Helder paced up and down the room. He had gone to the door after his visitor’s entrance and locked it. Absently he crossed again, lifted the portière
 and tried the door. Tiger Brown’s eyes narrowed.

“You’re a bit scared yourself, aren’t you?” he asked sharply.

“No, no” said Helder quickly, “not exactly nervous — careful, that’s all. I agree with you about the American issue; we’ll give it a rest. These French notes we sent out — ?”

“NG,” said the other curtly. “I don’t know why it is, but somehow they don’t look good. They don’t feel good, and they don’t make good. They miss the touch.”

“What about that fellow Maple?” he asked after a pause.

Helder pursed his lips.

“I don’t know that we could touch him,” he said; “he’s working for Gold.”

“Then you’ve got no pull?” persisted the other. “Can’t you show him a cop?”

The other shook his head.

“You can’t show cops in this country,” he said grimly. “There’s no pull whatever in big matters like these. You can square the cop, but there’s a man higher up; you can square him, perhaps; but there’s still a man higher up; and the system is such that Scotland Yard can always drop somebody new into the game without anybody knowing. It isn’t that the police are the most honest in the world, it’s the system that beats you every time.”

Again he paced the room slowly.

“Maple,” he repeated, half to himself, “I wonder—”

“Could you not bluff him?” persisted Brown. “He’s got a daughter—”

“A niece,” corrected Helder. “We won’t discuss her.”

“Say,” said Tiger impatiently, “we can’t consider nieces and daughters. We’ve got to make good, and it just doesn’t matter how we do it, so long as we do it.”

Helder did not reply.

“What about this Mr Gold?” asked his visitor.

“He’s the big danger,” said the other gravely. “Gold worries me because I don’t know exactly what power he had got or what he is working at. He is a difficult proposition — a connecting link between Washington and London.”

He paused before Brown, and looked down at him thoughtfully.

“We might get Maple,” he said. “He’s the best engraver in Europe. Anyway, there’s no harm in trying. He wasn’t very ready to be bluffed the last time you interviewed him.”

“He might be now,” said Brown with a smile. “I remember when I was working for Harragon, there were people who could not be bought or bullied the first time or the second time. It was after the third or fourth try on that they began to eat out of our hand.”

For another hour they sat discussing plans, and then they left Curzon Street; Brown going first, the other following at five minutes’ interval.

They joined one another at Piccadilly Circus — Helder was going east, and the other was accompanying him. They went into the tube station, took their tickets, and entered the lift. There were about a dozen people in the elevator. The attendant closed the door. Suddenly there was a startled exclamation from a lady.

“I’ve been robbed!” she cried.

Two men of good appearance were standing next to the elevator man. One of them walked forward and spoke to her. He turned blandly to the company.

“This lady has been robbed,” he said. “I am Detective-Sergeant Halstead from Scotland Yard. This lady has lost her purse and a pocketbook, and I shall have to ask you gentlemen either to submit to a search or else accompany me to a police station.”

The other man stepped up to his side. Helder’s first feeling was one of intense annoyance, then of alarm. The other men in the elevator, with the exception of Tiger Brown, submitted calmly to the indignity of a quick search. It was the most superficial of examinations to satisfy the police officers. At the request of the sergeant the lift had been lowered halfway down, that no curious eyes should witness the proceedings.

It came to Helder’s turn.

“I absolutely refuse,” he said loftily.

The detective turned inquiringly to Tiger Brown.

“You don’t search me,” said Brown.

“Then I have no course other than to take you into custody,” said the detective.

Five minutes later the two men found themselves in a taxicab en route
 for Vine Street. On the way to the station Helder cursed his folly. There was no reason why he should not have submitted to a search, except the vague apprehension that there might be upon him some evidence of guilt.

If the examination of the other men in the elevator had been superficial, it was sufficiently thorough in their case. Their pocketbooks were examined, and Helder observed with a quickening of his heart that the fifty-dollar bills were submitted to a very keen scrutiny.

“I’m very sorry, gentlemen,” said the detective, when the search had been completed and their goods handed back to them. He was large, stout, and urbane, and he smiled genially.

Helder, who was not so genial, gave a brief but bitter opinion of the capacity of the Metropolitan Police.

“You shall hear more of this,” he said.

“It’s your own fault,” said the Inspector, unperturbed. “We have a complaint somebody is robbed — you refuse to submit to a search — what else could we do?”

Helder said nothing. With his companion he walked quickly from the charge-room, down the stone steps. In the middle of the flight he paused, for, smoking a cigar, walking along the edge of the pavement was Wentworth Gold.

He greeted his frowning compatriot with the most innocent of smiles.

“Hello, Helder,” he drawled; “I’ve come too late. They telephoned me they had arrested you, and I was coming along to put matters right.”

“You were, were you?” said Helder between his teeth. “Well I have put things right without your assistance, and” — he turned to the other— “you will be interested to learn that they found nothing.”

Gold’s eyebrows rose.

“What did you expect them to find?” he asked coolly.

Helder did not answer. He turned abruptly on his heel and, followed by his satellite, strode rapidly away.

He saw the whole plot: the faked robbery, the providential detective conveniently at hand to search him.

He shivered a little as he thought that if it had been the day before some banknotes would have been found in his possession.

He knew a young man on the staff of the Post Journal
 . He would take the bold step of telling him the story of the arrest and unjustifiable search. And this he did, sparing no detail. It was a bold move, and one that Gold had not anticipated.

The detective smiled wryly next morning as he read an account of the “Hold up of an American Gentleman. Extraordinary Police Action.”

Scotland Yard would not like that. They were very sensitive to anything that reflected upon their discretion and their supreme wisdom. It was only with the greatest reluctance that they had agreed to aid him in his plan, and the next time he needed their assistance there would be difficulties.

He shrugged his shoulders philosophically. He had played for a big stake and he had lost — temporarily, he added to himself.



X. Verity Receives a Proposal
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Comstock Bell put down the paper he had been reading.

He folded the journal, tucked it away out of sight, and looked at the clock on the mantelpiece. He had no misgivings now. He took up a letter from his table. It was from Mrs Granger Collak, and was dated Naples. He smiled as he thought of the bombshell he might have dropped before her. He heard the distant tinkle of a bell, and a minute later Parker entered.

“Miss Maple,” he announced.

Comstock rose to meet her. She looked ethereal in her sorrow.

“I’m obliged to you for coming,” he said. “Do you mind if I ask you what are your plans?”

“I have no immediate plans,” she said; “Mr Gold has very kindly advanced me some money and has promised that his Government will find my uncle.”

“His Government is mine,” he smiled.

She looked surprised.

“You think we Americans should wear hayseed beards,” he laughed.

“That we should chew tobacco, and say ‘I guess’ at every sentence.”

“As Mr Gold does,” she said demurely, and he laughed again.

Then her face clouded.

“It seems dreadful that I can smile,” she said, her eyes filling with tears, “so soon after—”

He nodded sympathetically.

“I think I know how you feel,” he said, and he walked to the window — a trick of his when he was worried. “I believe your uncle will come back; that the men who are suspected to have carried him off meditated no harm—” He stopped.

She looked up and saw him outlined against the window; caught a glimpse of his fine profile and wondered what the story of a man such as he could be. What interests bound him to life? What did men such as he find in the world — the world which lay at their feet as a ball for kicking?

He was a fine specimen of a man. She had seen that on the day when she met him first; she wondered what woman dominated him — he would be an easy man to rule, she judged — he was so gentle, so kindly, so innately chivalrous.

He came back to her.

“Miss Maple,” he said, “have you any other relatives?”

“None,” she said.

“Friends?”

She shook her head.

“Save those I am staying with now, I have no friends,” she said.

“I was at a convent school in Belgium till I was quite grown up. I hardly knew my uncle till a few years ago.”

He nodded, walked to the door, and opened it. She thought it was strange; later she understood the delicacy of the act.

“I am going to say something to you,” he said, “which will alarm you; but I want you to believe that I say it with a full sense of my responsibility, and with the deepest respect for yourself.”

“Whatever you say, I shall believe that,” she said quietly.

He took a turn up and down the room, then stopped suddenly before her.

“Miss Maple, I want you to marry me,” he said.

She half rose, and he walked a little way from her.

“Do not be alarmed,” he said smilingly, “I have left the door open and my servants are within call.”

“But — Mr Bell—” she gasped, a picture of amazement and alarm.

“Wait!” He raised his hand. “You are alone in the world — I also am master of my life. I want you to make a sacrifice: not the sacrifice which women are ordinarily called upon to make. You shall be mistress of — yourself. I offer you a marriage which will mean freedom to you. I do not wish to talk of such things as material advantage, but I could make you one of the richest women in London.”

“But I do not love you, nor you me,” she said in a low voice, reproach in her sad eyes, “and such a marriage would be an unholy thing — a dreadful crime — which all your wealth could not palliate.”

She rose.

“Wait, please.”

She sat down again. There was an entreaty, almost agony, in his voice.

She sat in silence while he talked. Halfway through his story she rose and closed the door. He talked now hopefully, now bitterly; till the light in the sky faded and she could only see the black outline of the man as he walked to and fro before the window, his hands nervously gesticulating as he talked.

It was quite dark when he let her out into the street. He came bareheaded to the pavement and handed her into a cab.

“Tomorrow?” he said.

“Tomorrow,” she repeated. She gave him her hand and he raised it to his lips.



Gold came in to supper at the Terriers’.

He found a typewritten letter waiting for him, and recognised the characteristic type as Comstock Bell’s.

He opened it and read it carefully. Halted halfway down to the drawingroom and read it again. He replaced it carefully in his inside pocket and went in to supper a much-astounded man.

He snatched a hasty meal, for he was a busy man in these times; too busy to talk to Helder, who buttonholed him in the lobby after supper.

“Say, Mr Gold, you’re the man I wanted to see.”

“And you,” said Gold, “are one of the six millions of people in this city I do not wish to speak with — what it is?”

“I think I can tell you something that you want to know,” said the other.

Gold heaved a deep sigh.

“You are the hundredth man I’ve met today, I guess, who wants to tell me something I ought to know; get busy, Helder, for I haven’t much time.”

Helder bent his head and, lowering his voice, said: “Willetts is to be arrested tomorrow.”

The detective looked at him keenly.

“Who told you this — and what do you know of Willetts?”

“Never mind who told me — it is true. And I know Willetts is the head of this gang which is circulating forged bills — the head of the gang which has stolen your friend Maple.”

“You know about that, do you?”

There was a curious glitter in Wentworth Gold’s eye.

“It is fairly evident,” Helder went on. “Willetts is already wanted for forgery. He has an office in the City which is obviously used as a blind to cover his real business. I tell you he is a crook.”

“Do you know him?” asked Gold curiously.

“I have seen him,” he said, “and I remember him well. He was a student in Paris, and a contemporary of mine.”

“Was Comstock Bell a contemporary of yours?” asked Gold.

“Yes, but Bell and Willetts were in the same school. Willetts was a quiet, lanky youth in working hours, but was pretty outrageous at night. He disappeared from Paris after the scandal, and I have never heard of him again until recently.”

“And you think he is the man who distributes the notes?”

“I am sure,” said Helder eagerly, “and I am as sure that Bell has been behind him.”

“That’s absurd,” said Gold emphatically. “Bell is a man of very large fortune. He might have played the fool as a youngster, but there is no reason in the world why he should be a scoundrel now. How do you know Willetts is to be arrested?”

Helder shook his head, smiling.

“You must find that out,” he said. “I know.”



A man with a stoop and a slight limp walked slowly across Finsbury Square late that night.

There were very few people about, and the constable on point duty watched him carefully, from sheer ennui
 more than from any desire to faithfully discharge his duty “to take keen and careful observation of all unusual circumstances and people.”

The man invited attention from his infirmity. He wore a black Inverness cloak, a broad-brimmed wideawake hat, and long, black hair, brushed until it bunched behind, suggesting the musician.

He reached Broad Street — at this hour of the evening given over to a few belated pedestrians bound for the railway station — and continued his way towards the Bank.

Had anyone troubled to follow him, they might have wondered why he took so circuitous a route unless it was that he was endeavouring to kill time. As a City church clock struck eleven, he found himself in the broad open space behind the Royal Exchange. A man who had been slowly walking up and down the pavement of Threadneedle Street joined him halfway across the big pavement.

“Ah, Clark,” said the man, “you have no letter?”

He spoke in French.

“No, Mr Willetts,” said the man. “Have you any work for me?”

His French was the French of the schoolroom, correct in construction, but the pronunciation distinctly English.

The man he called Willetts shook his head.

“Tonight — no,” he said.

“There have been people inquiring for you,” said Clark, “and I have been questioned as to your whereabouts.”

“Oh!” said the other carelessly, “this may often happen. You will tell them that I am abroad. There is nothing more?”

“No, m’sieur.”

“Then good night.”

With a curt inclination of his head the man in the Inverness parted from his clerk, and went limping in the direction of Cheapside.

Two men followed him. They had no difficulty in keeping him in sight, for the streets were deserted and he walked very slowly.

He had not gone far along Cheapside before a taxicab overtook him, and he beckoned it.

One of the shadowers increased his pace and came up as he was giving his directions.

He turned back and spoke quickly to his companion.

“He’s going to the American Embassy,” he said in a low tone.

Another taxi was hailed.

“Follow that car in front,” said the stouter of the two; “don’t let it out of your sight.”

The taxi driver touched his cap, and followed less than half a dozen yards behind the other.

The men in the second car noted that the first took a direction which would bring them in the direction of Park Lane. They were prepared for a change of plan on the part of the occupant, but he gave no sign. Running along Piccadilly, the man in the second car put out his head.

“Pull up fifty yards this side of the American Embassy,” he said, “unless the car goes on.”

When it came to the Embassy the first cab turned and slowed down, as though it were going to stop.

It was a clever manoeuvre. The second car halted, obedient to instructions, and the men jumped out, only to see the tail lights of the cab they had been following disappearing at a rapidly increasing rate. In and out of by-streets it turned, traversing the narrow, aristocratic little thoroughfares which abound in that neighbourhood, and it was as much as the pursuers could do to keep it in sight.

They finally lost it in a tangle of traffic in Oxford Street, and the stout man in the second car cursed volubly.

He got out and dismissed the vehicle, and he and his companion, avoiding the well-lighted streets retraced their steps.

“He fooled us all right,” said the stout man.

The other grunted. He was a man of few words, this tall, unshaven man, who had a scar on his chin.

“You’d better be getting back,” said the stout man vaguely, and, putting his hand in his pocket, gave him some money. “I’m going to see the boss.”

Cornelius Helder was strolling idly through Upper Brook Street half and hour later, when the stout man fell in at his side.

“I lost him,” he said.

“You’re a fool,” said the other savagely; “and I suppose you showed your ugly face to every policeman in the City.”

“Quit that,” said the other. “I have done enough for you lately — too much I think. I have been scared to death this last week seeing my description in the papers.”

“You need not worry,” said Helder. “There was not one person who described you so that you could be recognized.”

“I don’t want to be recognized at all,” said the other. “It makes me just shiver.”

“You’ve got yourself to blame,” said Helder. “All you had to do was to bargain with the old man and get him to sell the stuff at a price.”

“I’m nervous,” confessed the other. “Say!” — he caught Helder by the arm— “you’re the real thing, aren’t you? Suppose they got us proper, could you pull us out of it?”

“I guess not,” said Helder coolly.

“Then, by God, I’d pull you into it!” said the other fiercely.

“I guess not,” said Helder again; “I know nothing. You’re mad to worry; you’re madder still to threaten me. I’ve got you like this” — he snapped his fingers as he spoke. “There is not the slightest piece of evidence that would connect me with old Maple’s kidnapping. If you squeal, you squeal for trouble.”

Under the light of a street lamp he saw the other man’s face. It was bathed in perspiration, his mouth was working convulsively.

“I’m not in this,” said the man sullenly. “Carl did it because you told him to. He did it for the same reason that I went for old man Gold. You were not in that, I guess — oh no!”

Fortunately, they were passing down a very quiet street. The man’s voice was rising in his anger.

“I’m tired of it,” he said; “tired of the game. It’s God’s own country for mine, I’m going back.”

“You’re not,” said Helder quietly.

“I’m going back,” said the man doggedly; “I’m through with you.”

Helder laughed; there was no need to change his tactics.

“Get religion — you!” he said. “That’s not the kind of talk I like to hear from a Chicago ‘hold up’ man, one of the ‘strong arms.’ You’ve nothing to fear, Billy” — he slapped the other on the back— “and you’re in sight of glory. Why, in two years you’ll be running the handsomest saloon on the east side, with an automobile that will take you out to Coney Island on Sunday afternoons.”

But the man was not easily pacified. He was in a strange land, confronted with unfamiliar forces.

It was not until Helder had him snugly ensconced in the corner of a Soho bar that he recovered his equanimity. He even became genial and communicative.



XI. An Extraordinary Marriage
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There are days in the life of the average man and woman which are so much like other days, so indistinguishable from their fellows, that it is impossible to recall them or to single them out for any happening of moment. Similarly, there are days which mark tragedy or momentous episodes, which stand out, every hour and every moment, in vivid contrast to all others, days that represent a whole period of life. Such a day to all the actors of this story was the fourteenth of May, and it may be set forth almost chronologically.

At seven o’clock in the morning Cornelius Helder walked out of his house in Curzon Street.

It was a bright spring day without a cloud in the sky. He had the appearance of a man who has not slept well; his face had the curious pasty look which comes to a man who spends his nights in close unventilated smoking-rooms. Yet Helder was innocent of any such experience. He was shaven and carefully dressed.

He walked slowly towards the City. The street was given over at that hour to tradesmen, milkmen and scavengers. Very few shops, and these only the less important ones, had taken down their shutters. In Regent Street he saw nothing but hurrying women, little shop girls with parcels under their arms, making their way to their establishments.

He wondered half bitterly what sort of a night Comstock Bell had had. And the girl — where would she be? She would travel up from her suburban home with a third-class ticket, probably in a workmen’s train, to be married to one of the richest men in London.

Trivial little thoughts like these passed through his mind. He bought a morning paper, one that usually published quick news. He looked through its columns to see if it contained any news about the arrest of Willetts. There was no mention of the event.

So Comstock Bell was going to wait until he was married and out of the country before he put his treacherous plan into execution. What hold had the girl over him; what was the mystery of this sudden marriage? He had never met her before that day he saw her in his office, and Comstock Bell was not the class of man to lose his head over a pretty face.

There was some solid reason for the marriage; what was it? With an unconscious scowl on his face, he walked swiftly along the sunny side of Regent Street.

At eight o’clock he found himself in the Green Park, the matter of Comstock Bell’s marriage still uppermost in his mind. There must be some explanation. Helder was usually a well-informed man; he had no difficulty in discovering where the millionaire was to be married. The ceremony was to be at Marylebone Parish Church and the hour fixed was nine o’clock. Gold, Comstock Bell, and the girl were to meet at the Great Central for breakfast. They were leaving London by the eleven o’clock train for the Continent.

He had no feeling so far as Verity Maple was concerned. He was neither jealous nor chagrined that she, who loathed him, should like Bell sufficiently well to marry him at short notice; he had a theory that if you put the worst construction on people’s actions you were in nine cases out of ten right, and he explained her preference by the simple process of comparing his own bank balance with Bell’s, not that he ever intended marrying her, or had any thought of matrimony.

He judged that he would meet Gold, because the Green Park on a spring morning was a favourite spot with the detective. He was old enough to have settled habits. Helder expected to find him strolling by the water, and was not disappointed. As Big Ben boomed out the quarter after eight, he saw the American coming toward him.

Gold was never surprised at anything; he was not surprised to see Cornelius Helder. They stopped, speaking together; Gold had a handful of crumbs, which he threw impartially to water-fowl and sparrows.

“I suppose you’re to be best man?” said Helder after a time, turning to the other with a smile.

“Something like that,” said Gold, his eyes and attention upon the sparrows.

“What is the meaning of it?”

“The meaning of what? Of the marriage?”

“Yes, it’s rather an unexpected happening, isn’t it?”

“All marriages are unexpected to somebody or other,” said Gold.

“Do you think they’re a suitable couple?”

“God forbid,” said Gold, promptly and piously; “the only two people I ever heard of who carried to the altar the assurance of all their friends that they were made for one another were Adam and Eve, and that was before my time. Affinities only come to married people long after they’ve been married — to somebody else.”

Helder laughed; he was easily amused.

“Spoken like a bachelor,” he said, “did you confirm what I told you about Willetts?”

Gold nodded.

“Yes, they will arrest him tonight.”

“When Comstock Bell is safely out of the way, eh?” sneered the other. “Say, I’m not proud that he’s a compatriot of mine?”

Gold looked at him slyly.

“I haven’t heard him
 boasting, for the matter of that,” he said; “he’s immensely reticent on some subjects.”

He looked at his watch.

“I’m going along,” he said; “you’re not looking well.”

“Oh, I’m all right,” said Helder; “I’m suffering a little from insomnia.”

“You should take up the study of improving literature,” said Gold. “Let me advise you to start on a very interesting little book I saw the other day.”

“What was it called?”

“The Metropolitan Police Code,” said Gold; “it is a book of advice intended for young constables and extensively read in criminal circles.”

He laughed as if amused with himself; as for Helder, he did not know whether to be amused, alarmed or angry.



The first to reach the hotel were Comstock Bell and the girl. They arrived almost simultaneously. He gave her a smiling welcome. She was grave and, he thought, very beautiful. It is strange that until that moment, when they met in the big Palm Court of the Great Central Hotel
 , he had not thought of her beauty. He had a dim idea that there was something about her which was pleasant to look upon, that her presence was a pleasing experience, but exactly what were the causes which led up to that indefinite and indefinable pleasure he had not known.

Comstock Bell had no love in his heart for any woman, but he was going to marry this girl. It was a marriage of expedience if ever there had been such a marriage in the world. Yet it pleased him, it gave him a sense of comfort, that the woman who was to bear his name, who was to grace his board, and upon whom so much depended, should have been so well favoured by nature. She was dressed in a simple white serge costume, with a little touch of mauve at her waist, and she wore a large shadowy black and white hat.

“We’ve got about five minutes before the others come,” he said, and led her to a seat.

“You don’t regret the step you are taking?”

“There is no question of regretting,” she said firmly; “when I made up my mind last night, my decision was fixed and irrevocable.”

“I—” he began.

“I know,” she said, “that you have to tell me something, and that something will be a shock to me. I know that I can help you and that you are marrying me because I can help you, and that I do not love you and that you do not love me. We got into this thing with our eyes open: please God, it will turn out well.”

“I can say amen to that,” he said solemnly. “Here is Gold.”

The detective came down the flight of stairs; it was an unusual sight to see him in a tall hat; it was strange to see him at all so early in the morning. They adjourned to the diningroom. Breakfast was a prosaic meal; the girl had very little appetite, and Comstock Bell ate sparingly. Gold, who had no sense of responsibility, and moreover was not going to get married, ate heartily, for he was a healthy man and had been up since four o’clock that morning, though neither of the people at the table suspected this fact.

“Where do you intend going?” he asked.

“I shall go to Paris from here,” said Comstock Bell deliberately, “and then I shall go on to Munich and then to Vienna, possibly to Budapest, and after that my movements are uncertain.”

“It is bad luck for you that your finger is no better,” said Gold, pointing to the bandaged hand.

Comstock Bell smiled.

“I scarcely notice it,” he said, “and I am getting so expert with my typewriter that I shall probably never go back to the old ways of writing letters.”

“Are you taking it with you?” asked Gold.

“Yes, I have had one specially made for travelling,” he answered, “although I never thought when I gave the order that it would be myself who would use it.”

“Madame will probably be able to assist you,” said Gold, with a smile at the girl.

“Unfortunately, or fortunately, for her,” said Comstock Bell, “she does not understand this keyboard; it is not the universal keyboard.”

There was a lull in the conversation, and Bell beckoned to the head waiter. “Bring me a telegraph form,” he said.

In a few minutes the man returned with a telegraph form and a writing pad.

“Shall I write it for you?” said Gold.

“No, I think I can manage,” said Comstock Bell, flushing slightly. Laboriously he wrote it out. It was addressed to Lauder, Landview Cottage, Gravesend, and the message it carried was one word: “Proceed.”

Gold was mildly curious to know what could be the character of a telegram a man might write on his wedding morn, but he did not see it, because immediately he had written it, Comstock Bell folded the form in two and handed it with half a crown to the waiter.

“Let this be sent off at once,” he said, “and bring my bill.”

In a little time they were out in the street. Bell did not take a taxicab; they walked the short distance which divided them from the church.

Save for a verger and a pew-opener the church was empty, and their footfalls echoed hollowly as they walked down the aisle. As they stood at the altar rails waiting for the clergyman, there came to them the hum of busy London awakening to a day of toil. If Comstock Bell had ever thought about his wedding day he had never imagined anything like this. As to the girl, face to face with the most tremendous happening of her life, she was numbed with the unreality of the situation.

There was another footfall as the minister came down to meet them. He held a little book in his hand and he spoke the solemn words which were to unite them mechanically, almost glibly. The questions were asked and answered; the plain band of gold slipped on her finger, and they adjourned to the vestry to sign the register. The minister said vaguely that it was a fine day and that he hoped we were really at last going to have an English summer. Comstock Bell replied conventionally enough. Gold paid the fee, and tipped the verger, who was one of the witnesses to the marriage, and the couple passed out into the sunlight Mr and Mrs Comstock Bell.

None who saw the party emerge could have guessed that they were witnessing the beginning of one of London’s mysteries.

Bell looked at his watch.

“We have got an hour to spare,” he said. “All your boxes are at the station, are they not?”

She nodded. He smiled at her kindly.

“I am going to call you Verity; do you mind?”

“I would rather you did,” she said.

Wentworth Gold was an interested listener. It was very extraordinary, he thought; like the girl, he was impressed by the unreality of the thing.

Here were these two people, bound together for life; the man a millionaire, the girl well outside his social radius. They were talking like people who had only recently been introduced and had little more than the bonds of acquaintanceship to hold them together. He wondered how long the courtship, if courtship there had been, had lasted. He found himself speculating upon her trousseau; how could she have got it together unless there had been at least an understanding between them. Whatever uncertainties existed upon that point, they were dispelled by Bell’s next words.

“You can get all your things in Paris,” he said.

“I shall not want very much,” she replied quietly.

Comstock Bell looked at his watch and laughed, and the girl smiled sympathetically.

“We’ve got nothing to do for an hour,” he said. “Let us go into the park; will you come, Gold?”

Wentworth Gold was not a society man, and knew little about marriage and the giving in marriage. He was not even domestic; he had reached the stage of bachelordom when matrimony was represented to his mind by mysterious conferences between husband and wife as to what they should have for dinner. But he knew that, by all convention, he ought now to make his adieu and leave the happy couple to their own devices.

He had invented a fictitious engagement and was on the point of expressing his regret that he could no longer enjoy the pleasure of their companionship, when Bell made the lie unnecessary, or at least fortuitous.

“We want you to see us off,” he said; “if you can be bored for another hour, Verity and I will be very glad.”

A taxi carried them to Regent’s Park, and they walked by the side of the ornamental waters talking of everything except Bell’s immediate plans. As the time grew nearer his departure he fidgeted and was distrait.

Suddenly, without any warning, he turned to Gold.

“I suppose,” he asked, “that Helder has told you that I have betrayed this man Willetts?”

Gold was taken aback; he did not know how Bell could have made the discovery.

“He did tell me something of the sort,” he admitted. “I do not however, place any great reliance upon what Helder has told me.”

“You can in this case,” said Bell quietly. “I betrayed Willetts, and I had a good reason for doing so.”

“Has he been arrested?” asked Gold.

“Not yet,” said the other. “I have arranged that it should not take place till I was out of England.”

It seemed a heartless thing to say, an unexpected confession from a man of Bell’s principles. Gold admitted to himself a sense of disappointment. There was something unclean in this scheme of the millionaire’s; to betray a man, with whatever object, and then to slip out of the country to escape whatever consequences there might be to his treachery.

“I’m glad you told me,” he said coldly.

Comstock Bell looked at him, his grave eyes reading the verdict in his face.

“You must think as well of me as you can,” he said.

They reached Victoria; a carriage had been reserved for the young couple.

“Au revoir!” said Gold, holding out his hand.

Bell grasped it firmly.

“We shall meet again?”

“I hope so,” said Bell. His manner was absent, he was so evidently thinking of something else that Gold was a little irritated. He stole a glance at the bride of the day; it was difficult to tell, such was her wonderful complexion, whether or not she was pale. He thought she was a little; there were dark lines under her eyes which suggested she had not slept well.

He shook hands with her, said the thing that might be expected of the best man taking farewell of a bridal couple, and he stood on the platform till the train was out of sight.

“An extraordinary marriage,” he said.

He turned, left the station, and almost ran into Helder, who had also been a spectator.

Gold eyed him disapprovingly.

“If I did not know,” he said coldly, “that you were a most honourable and inoffensive man” — he spoke with great deliberation and with offence in every word— “I should say that you had been following us.”

The other smiled.

“You would be saying what is true,” he said frankly. “I have been watching you. I am as interested in the marriage of Comstock Bell as you are, and I tell you candidly — you can believe me or not as you like it — that I do not know why I am interested.”

“You surprise me,” said Gold dryly. “Your type of man, I should imagine, never did anything unless he had a very good reason for doing it.”

Helder laughed.

“This conduct of mine can be classed as exceptional,” he said.

He would have walked with Gold wherever the latter was inclined to go, but the Embassy detective made it clear that he wished to be alone. For that reason he avoided the club, knowing that Helder would be there: for that reason he busied himself with some arrears of work and the preparation of a report for the Treasury at Washington.

He came down to the club to dine, and found two telegrams awaiting him. They were both from Bell: one had been handed in at Dover and was a telegram of thanks for his kindness. The second was from Calais, and the hour of handing in was three o’clock. The message was a curious one. It ran:



“WILL YOU SEE MY MAN PARKER TOMORROW — I HAVE GIVEN HIM A HOLIDAY TODAY — AND ASK HIM TO FORWARD MY LETTERS.”



Gold put the telegram down. Why had he not wired direct to Parker? And how came it that such a methodical man as Bell had forgotten to instruct his servants before his departure? He smiled.

“I suppose,” he said to himself, “that when young people get married, such little things as readdressing letters escape their attention.”

He made a note in his pocketbook to fulfil the commission, and finished his dinner at leisure. He had letters to read which had been forwarded to him from the Embassy, and they were not pleasant letters. He read them philosophically, refolded them, and put them in his pocket.

At another table Helder sat, ostentatiously examining an evening paper. Gold shrewdly surmised that the paper was only a blind. What was Helder’s object? He was not the sort of man to waste time in the pursuit of satisfying an idle curiosity. Gold determined to find out. He crossed over.

“I am going for a stroll,” he said; “will you come too?”

“With pleasure,” said the other, and rose with alacrity.

It had occurred to Gold that he had an engagement the following day, and that he would probably be unable to see Parker. He took an envelope from the writing-room, slipped the telegram into it, and addressed it to the man. It was an excuse for a walk; he would go to Cadogan Square and drop the letter in the box.

The two men left the club together.

“Now, I want to ask you a straight question,” said Gold, “and I want a straight answer.”

“That sounds formidable,” said Helder; “but I will endeavour to oblige you. What is it you wish to know?”

Gold nodded. “Why do the movements of Comstock Bell interest you so keenly?” he asked.

“All people interest me,” said Helder.

“But not to the extent of wasting your time, if I know anything about you,” said Gold. “There is something more in your interest in Comstock Bell than meets the eye.”

They walked a little way in silence; then Helder spoke reluctantly.

“You are a friend of his, and I do not want to annoy you.”

“You annoy me more,” said Gold, “by hinting at things which you refuse to substantiate.”

“Well, I will tell you,” said Helder after another pause; “I believe Comstock Bell is what the English call a ‘wrong’ un.’”

“Is that all?” said the other dryly.

“Is it not enough?”

“The mere fact that you think he is a ‘wrong’ un’ is not enough to convince me that he is what you think he is,” said Gold. “I guess if a man were convicted on private opinion of him, the jails of this little country would be filled with miscreants who had offended against what we consider to be good taste. Have you nothing more substantial?”

“I believe he is buying his freedom at the cost of another man’s,” said Helder solemnly.

Gold smiled. “I think the truth is,” he said “that Bell knows something about you that you would rather he didn’t, and that you won’t be happy in your mind till you see him out of the country.”

In the half-darkness Helder’s face went red.

“That is an absurd suggestion,” he said.

They were in Codogan Square now, and as they approached Comstock Bell’s house Gold took the envelope from his pocket.

“I want to slip this into the letterbox,” he said. “It is an instruction for Bell’s servants.”

They came to the house. It was an old-fashioned building, and had been built at a period when a housewife deemed no house satisfactory which did not allow her from her drawingroom window to obtain a very full view of the steps which led from the street to the front door.

“There is somebody waiting on the steps,” said Helder suddenly.

Gold looked up.

Standing in the shadow was a young man.

He had evidently just arrived, for he was searching for the electric push.

“Is that Mr Comstock Bell?” he asked.

Gold laughed quietly.

“No” Mr Comstock Bell is out of town.”

“Are you a friend of Mr Bell’s?” asked the stranger.

“I don’t know why—” began Gold.

The young man produced a card.

“My name is Jackson; I am a representative of the Post Journal
 ,” he said. “We have got information that he was married today.”

“A reporter, eh?”

Gold slipped the envelope he had brought into the letterbox before he offered any further comment.

“Yes,” he said good-humouredly, “I can tell you as much as I think Mr Bell would like you to know. He was married today, and left for Paris this morning.”

“Would you be good enough to tell me the lady’s name; it is rather important, isn’t it?” he smiled. “You see our public is enormously interested in millionaires and their brides.”

Gold hesitated. After all, he thought, there was no reason why the Press should not know — anyway, they could easily find out if he refused the information.

“He was married to Miss Verity Maple,” he said.

The reporter whistled.

“Not the niece of the man who — ?”

Gold nodded.

“You can forget that part of it, my son,” he said.

The journalist placed his notebook in his pocket.

“I have too good a memory to forget Miss Maple,” he said dryly. “She was a young lady who, once seen, is not easily forgotten, and I saw her when her uncle made his mysterious disappearance.”

They stood on the steps whilst this conversation was in progress. Helder paced to and fro on the pavement, waiting impatiently for the conference to end.

“Thank you very much for your kindness,” replied the reporter, turning with Gold to descend the steps, when an exclamation from Helder arrested him.

He was staring past them in the direction of the drawingroom window.

“Look!” he whispered.

Gold followed the direction of his eyes, and was struck dumb with amazement.

For there, standing in the window, a tense, horrified expression on her face, was Verity Comstock Bell, who that morning had been Verity Maple.

She was staring into the street: the light of the street lamp revealed her haggard face; the down-drawn mouth, the eyes staring as though at something they could not see, her brows frowning, such a frown as those who are suddenly confronted with terrible trouble wear.

For a moment she stood thus; then her eyes turned in the direction of the three men, and she stepped back into the darkness.
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“Did you see?” gasped Helder. He seemed unnecessarily alarmed by the apparition.

Gold felt his breath come quicker and a cold sweat break upon his body. There was something uncanny in the momentary appearance of a woman who was, by his calculations, three hundred miles away from London, and between whom and himself the sea stretched.

He stood irresolutely at the foot of the steps, made a movement as if to go up, and stopped himself. It was no business of his, though the girl’s evident trouble was sufficient excuse.

Then he remembered the reporter.

Jackson had been a silent witness of all that had passed.

Gold saw his eyes blazing with excitement. No hound scenting a fresh trail is comparable with the reporter who finds the thread of a big story. It was out of his hands, now, thought Gold.

He laid his hand on the journalist’s arm.

“Mr Jackson,” he said, “this is a matter which should go no further. Mr Comstock Bell is a friend of mine, and this sudden appearance of his wife can, I have no doubt, be easily explained.”

“I’m sure it can,” said the other politely.

He looked at his watch, and Gold’s heart sank.

You may bribe most unlikely people, even in incorruptible London; you may “steady” the police — a little; obtain favours in unexpected quarters if you acted discreetly; but nowhere in the English-speaking world, whether it be Nelson, BC, New York, Johannesburg or London, can you buy the silence of an enthusiastic reporter who has his nose on a big story.

Gold tried a new line.

“Mr Comstock Bell,” he said impressively, “is a very rich man, and although the circumstances of tonight are remarkable, they are, as I have said, open to explanation. I can only warn you on his behalf he is sure to take action against any person or newspapers which suggests anything to his discredit.”

“I’m sure he would,” said the reporter again, more politely than ever, and a trifle verbose; “you may be sure that I shall write what I have to write in that spirit of genial interrogation which is the peculiar characteristic of my paper.”

With a curt nod he left them. Gold knew that it was hopeless to attempt to stem any comment in that direction.

He stood watching the reporter till he was out of sight; then he led the way along the square, a silent Helder at his side.

He said nothing; there was nothing to say. He did not speak for ten minutes.

“What does it mean?” asked Helder excitedly. “There is something behind this. I tell you there is foul play somewhere. I know Comstock Bell — he’s capable of anything; I’m going to find out.”

Gold caught his arm as he turned away.

“Where are you going?” he demanded authoritatively.

“I’m going to the police.”

“You may save your trouble,” he said curtly. “I have a slight knowledge of journalism, and the police will have all the incentive they want. And, after all,” he added dryly, “why should you give the Press a story which would eclipse entirely the reappearance of Mrs Comstock Bell?”

He spoke significantly; there was no mistaking the underlying menace of his words.

“I don’t know what you mean,” the other said hoarsely.

“You’ll find out one of these days, Helder” said the other. “Let Comstock Bell work out his own salvation and do you work out yours.”

“What do you mean?” asked the other again.

“Do you work out yours?” repeated Gold, and nodded his head at every word.

Helder lowered his face till it was on a level with the other’s, and it was not a pleasant face to look upon.

“Gold,” he said, between his teeth, “they tell me you’re a detective, a sort of gentlemanly spy, and that your duty is to discover things in places where men of your kidney are not usually admitted. But if you say a word injurious to my reputation, I’ll have you hounded out of every club in London. Do you understand that?”

Gold laughed.

“I know you to be a forger,” he said calmly, “and I believe you to be associated with the gang which is now flooding the United States with forged five-dollar bills. I tell you frankly that I have no proof against you, and I tell you as frankly that if I had the very hint of a clue to associate you with the crime, I would never rest till I saw you in a States prison. I believe that your Shropshire printing establishment, run in the interests of the downtrodden peasantry of Russia, was a cover for forgeries on a big scale. Now you know exactly how I feel toward you, and you can take what steps you like.”

“You have no proof,” gasped Helder.

“Proof!” Gold laughed bitterly. “If I had proof, do you think I’d be talking to you except through prison bars? I only want a pennyworth of proof to put you out of mischief.”

They stood under the light of a street lamp, and Gold’s face was pale. For the first time in his life, he had been trapped into putting a natural enemy upon his guard. He was chagrined, and his nerves were upset. He had received letters from his chief which had annoyed him: the department he had so faithfully and so successfully served had lost its head over this matter of the forged bills.

“I see!” said Helder slowly. “Now that I know your views, I shall take such steps as are necessary to protect myself.”

Gold nodded his head.

“You must be the best judge of that,” he said. “So far as Mrs Comstock Bell is concerned, I tell you you’re at liberty to go to the police, and I warn you that, from your point for view, it would be unwise to call attention to yourself.”

He strode off, cursing himself as he walked that he had allowed his irritation and his growing suspicion of Helder to betray him into the faux pas
 he had made.

It would increase the difficulty of his work enormously. He had taken a wrong line throughout. He should have had the Shropshire establishment raided before the Red Monitor
 had ceased publication and the establishment of Russian printers had been dispersed. It was too late now. If it was Helder who put the forged bills into circulation, he was operating from some secret place which so far Gold and his men had been unable to discover.

He went to his flat, still worried. Then he remembered that his own servant knew Parker. He rang the bell, and his man came.

“Cole,” he said, “you know Parker, do you not?”

“Parker, sir?” asked the man.

“Yes Mr Comstock Bell’s servant.”

“Oh, yes! I know him very well, sir.”

“Mr Bell has given him a holiday today; where do you think I could find him?”

“At once, sir?” asked the man, surprised.

“Tonight.”

“He’s probably gone to see his sister,” said the man; “she’s the only relation he’s got in London.”

“Where does she live?”

“In Dalston, sir. I’ve got the address somewhere,” said the man.

He went out of the room and came back with the address written on a piece of paper. In the meantime, Gold had formed his plans. He glanced at the sheet.

“Take a taxi to this place, and bring back Parker if he is there. If he is not there, and you can find him, bring him here at any hour of the night.”

“I may as well settle this matter at once” said Gold to himself when the man had gone. “Tomorrow the papers would be full of the story.”

He tried to read, but the terrified face of the girl he had seen at the window came between him and his book. He put it down, and paced the room restlessly.

The click of the key in the lock told him Cole had returned. He went into the hall. Paker was there in the glory of his holiday raiment.

“Have you got a key of Mr Bell’s house?” asked Gold.

“Yes, sir,” replied Parker.

“I want you to come with me to the house.”

“Is anything wrong, sir?” asked Parker in alarm.

“Nothing, nothing,” said Gold impatiently. He did not think it wise to take the man into his confidence.

They drove to Cadogan Square. It was long past midnight, and the streets were deserted. Parker opened the door.

“One moment, sir,” he said, and switched on the electric light.

“Go upstairs first. Knock at your master’s door and see if he’s there.”

“But, sir—”

“Go!” said Gold peremptorily.

Parker ran up the stairs. In a few minutes he came back.

“Did you go into the room?” asked Gold.

“Yes, sir.”

“Was anybody there?”

“Not so far as I could see, sir,” replied Cole.

“What room is that?” asked Gold, indicating a door.

“That’s the drawingroom, sir.”

“Just open it,” he said.

It was unlocked.

“That’s very strange,” said Parker.

“What’s very strange?” asked Gold quickly.

“This door was locked when I left the house.”

“Has anyone else a key?”

“Mr Comstock Bell,” said Parker. “All the doors have Yale locks fitted into the wood, so that you can hardly see where the lock is, can you?”

Gold examined the door. It was rosewood and, as the man said, it was difficult to see where the key fitted. He took an electric lamp from his pocket and flashed it on the jamb. The keyhole was the tiniest slit in the polished surface of the wood. Gold examined it carefully. There were a number of little scratches, which he judged had been recently made.

“Whoever used the key last was not well acquainted with this door,” he said. “You were going to say that Mr Comstock Bell had a duplicate set?”

“Yes, sir,” said the man.

Gold opened the door and walked in. The electric switch was on his right. He pressed the knob, and the room was flooded with light. It was empty.

The detective’s nostrils widened. “Do you smell anything, Parker?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” said Parker; “there is a sort of scent in the room.”

There was a faint odour of violets.

Very carefully he made a search of the room. The furniture was in its place, shrouded with linen. There were burglar alarms on the windows; they had not been interfered with. In the window he saw a flat case. It was about four inches square. He stooped and picked it up and put it in his pocket. He had seen at a glance what it was. It was the case in which Cooks’ place the railway tickets they issue, and he knew that Comstock Bell had booked his passage through to Vienna with that agency.

The search of the remainder of the house revealed nothing more. It was empty; nobody was there. Mrs Comstock Bell had disappeared.

“I think that will do, Parker,” he said when he had finished his examination.

“Nothing has been touched, sir?” said the man, who had the possibility of burglary in his mind.

“No,” said Gold, “nothing has been touched.”

He left Parker and drove back to his flat. He thought perhaps the girl had come to him in this absence, but nobody had called.

A cablegram was awaiting him and an express letter.

He opened the latter eagerly, hoping that it was from the girl. It was from Scotland Yard — from Chief-Inspector Grayson.

“We arrested Willetts at eleven o’clock tonight,” said the message.

Gold nodded: he had asked Scotland Yard to keep him informed regarding the mysterious Willetts.

The cablegram was more serious. It was from the chief of his department at Washington, and ran:



“COME AT ONCE WASHINGTON. CONSULTATION. LEAVE BY ‘TURANIC’.”



Gold swore softly. The Turanic
 was due out of the Mersey the following day, and he spent that night in packing, and left London at six o’clock in the morning.



Helder heard of the arrest at the club. The news came by telephone from one of his agents. He was sitting in the reading-room thinking of the events of the night when a telegram was brought to him which had been handed in at New York two hours previously. It was simple:



“URGENT, COME TO NEW YORK BY ‘TURANIC’.”



It was signed by the name of the a man whose word was law to Helder, and he went home to make preparations.

Thus it came about that Gold met the last man in the world he desired or expected to meet on the platform at Euston station the following morning. Thus it happened that these two men crossed the Atlantic together, not exchanging a sentence on the voyage.



And whilst Gold and Helder were attending to their business in New York, all London was asking: “Where were the Comstock Bells?”

The Post Journal
 asked it in big type, asked it again in smaller type, double leaded; called it “a remarkable occurrence,” “a strange visitation,” even went so far as to describe it as “a mystery.” Being a wise journal, this paper steered clear of suggesting that there had been any foul play. It speculated upon the possibility of the Comstock Bells having come back to London to spend their honeymoon, and had a little article on London as a honeymoon resort. It hinted at the supernatural, and hoped that nothing had happened to the young people. Then it grew bolder, for its busy correspondents throughout the Continent had been seeking the young people, and had sought unsuccessfully.

Where was Mr Comstock Bell?

His friends treated the matter as a joke, and rival newspapers suggested that the reporter had been mistaken and was desirous of creating a little sensation in an admittedly dull season. Whereupon Jackson sought the two men who had been his companions on the night, only to find they had disappeared from London.

On the sixth day following the publication of his story a letter came to the office of the Post Journal
 . It was dated Lucerne, typewritten on Schweizerhof Hotel
 notepaper, and ran:



Dear Sir, — We have read with a great deal of interest, a little annoyance, and some amusement the speculations of your representative as to where we are spending our holiday, though we were not aware that our movements created so much interest.

We should be very grateful to you if you would allow us to enjoy the privacy which is our right as individuals. We trust that you will have the courtesy to make this known to the many friends we possess in London, and that your interest in our welfare will now be confined to the silent interest which we feel sure you have in all your readers.



It was signed “Comstock Bell,” and underneath, in a feminine hand, “Verity Bell.”



The editor of the Post Journal
 handed the letter to the crestfallen Jackson. A big, broad-shouldered man, this editor; grey-haired, cleanshaven, with a voice like the booming of the sea. He growled out a few pleasant curses at his subordinate’s head.

“Seems to have made us look pretty foolish, Jackson,” he said.

Jackson wisely said nothing. The editor rang a bell, and the chief subeditor entered. The chief handed him the letter.

“Dress this up,” he said. “Explain that whilst we were certain that Mr Bell was well, and there was not much mystery about his disappearance, we were interested in the psychic side of it—”

“But,” interrupted Jackson, “would it not be as well to ask our man at Lucerne to confirm that fact that these people are staying there?”

The editor scowled at him.

“I don’t know why we should waste any more money and energy on the matter,” he said deliberately. “If they find out we are making enquiries they might be unpleasant. It’s now eight, and by Swiss time it will be nine o’clock: I doubt whether we should get a reply in time.”

“Still, we can try.”

At eleven-thirty the chief subeditor strolled into his superior’s room.

“It’s a pity the Comstock Bell mystery has fallen through,” he said, taking a chair facing the other’s desk. “There’s very little news of any kind worth printing tonight.”

“So I observe,” said the other dryly. “Was there nothing at the Old Bailey?”

“One or two cases,” said the other carelessly. “A man named Willetts has been charged with the forgery of a £50 banknote.”

That’s an unusual case; can’t you make anything of that?” said the editor.

The chief subeditor shook his head.

“Happened somewhere about ten years ago,” he said, “and the man pleaded guilty. There was nothing sensational about the circumstances. It was forged in Paris, and seems to have been the only one of its kind.”

“What did he get?”

“A year’s hard labour,” said the chief subeditor.

“Let me see!” The editor rubbed his chin reflectively. “Was not that the time when a number of young men started a crime club?”

The subeditor nodded.

“It did not come out in the evidence, so we can’t give it,” he said. “I think the best thing to do is to make Parliament the big story of the day.”

A boy brought a telegram and handed it to the subeditor. He looked at it and read it carefully; then he passed it on to his chief.

“H’m” said the editor, “that’s curious.”

The telegram read:



“NEITHER MR NOR MRS COMSTOCK BELL HAS BEEN SEEN AT LUCERNE, AND NEITHER IS NOR HAS BEEN STAYING AT THE SCHWEIZERHOF.”



They sat without speaking for a minute.

“Who is this from?” asked the editor.

“It is from one of our own men who is taking his holiday at Lucerne. I thought it would be best in a case like this not to depend upon the local correspondent.”

The editor touched his bell.

“This is good enough,” he said. “Tell Mr Jackson I want to see him,” as the messenger came in answer to the bell. “Jackson can work this story up; we have ample material.”

At that moment Jackson entered, and the editor passed the telegram to him.

“Get a column out of this, and do it quick,” he ordered.
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Wentworth Gold returned to England at the end of May. His visit to Washington had been more satisfactory than he had hoped. The officials recognized the difficulty of his task, and were almost sympathetic. He learnt that he had been suddenly sent for as the result of an unexpected communication from the White House, which gave no reason why he should be summoned and contented himself with the uncompromising instruction that he was to be brought to America immediately.

He had not seen Helder during his stay in Washington, but he knew that he was the kind of man who spent the greater part of his life crossing and recrossing the Atlantic between Liverpool and New York. Such men frequently never go outside the city’s confines.

He did not know that Helder’s visit had been a critical one; that the big criminal organization was alarmed to the point of panic, and that Helder had travelled out at such short notice because the heads of the organization had received definite information that unless its plan of campaign was considerably modified, it stood in grave risk of detection.

Helder preceded Gold by a few days.

Returning to England, Gold had time to consider the mystery of Comstock Bell. The American newspapers had made more of the disappearance than the London press, and Gold had had little chance of forgetting that he was a friend of Comstock Bell’s.

The main clue that Gold had to work upon was the discovery he had made in the house in Cadogan Square. This was the little folder in which Cook’s issue their tickets. The two vouchers were there intact, with the exception that the counterfoils which carried the passengers from London to Dover and from Dover to Calais had been extracted. For the rest of the journey so far as Vienna, the tickets remained. But for the fact that the railway coupon and the boat ticket had been detached, there was the possibility that Bell had left them behind. But the ticket from Calais to Amiens had been punched, accidentally possibly, by the inspector at Victoria. That disposed of the suggestion that they had been left behind in the hurry of departure.

Gold quite expected to hear on his arrival in London that Comstock Bell had returned. He was astounded to find half a dozen letters from the man himself awaiting him. One was addressed from Paris the day following the arrival of the married pair. Another letter, with the post date of Lucerne, typewritten on Schweizerhof
 notepaper, told of their passage, gave sketchy details of the journey, described the weather, and hoped, conventionally enough, that London was better favoured. The third letter was from Vienna — the thing was a mystery. None of the letters spoke of the lost tickets — a little item which usually annoys a traveller, however rich he may be. Gold candidly admitted to himself that he could not understand it.

Your professional detective, if he is worth his salt, has no friends in business hours. And Wentworth Gold was a professional detective, none the less so because his social position was assured, or because he dealt with irregular happenings in high places. His instinct of the law was greater than any other he possessed. If Comstock Bell had been his own brother, he would have set himself as readily and as unhesitatingly to work to discover the wherefore of his curious behaviour.

A note from Scotland Yard brought him to the Assistant-Commissioner’s office.

Captain Symons was a man of considerable ability; he had won his position as chief of the Criminal Investigation Department by sheer merit. A spare, lean man, slightly bald, with a pair of steady blue eyes that looked you through and through, and a light moustache; he was one of the most famous men in London.

He rose as Gold entered his private office and pushed forward a chair.

“Sit down Gold,” he said. “I have sent for you to ask you to help me in this Comstock Bell affair. The papers are making a great deal of it; they would make more if they knew as much as we do.”

Gold looked out of the window on to the Embankment.

“I don’t exactly see,” he said with some show of resentment, “why they should bother or even why they should be interested.”

The Commissioner smiled grimly.

“Do none of the circumstances appear strange to you?” he said.

“They are a little strange, but how do you mean?”

“I mean, don’t you connect Bell’s disappearance with the other matters which interest you very much just now?”

“You mean the forgeries?” said Gold in some surprise. “No; why?”

“I don’t as a rule,” said the Commissioner thoughtfully, “take much notice of anonymous letters; but the letters I have received recently on this matter are so detailed, and contain so much matter which I know to be true, that I cannot afford to ignore them. And there are suggestions in these letters which deserve consideration.”

“Such as—” asked Gold.

“Does it not seem strange,” repeated the Commissioner, speaking very emphatically, “that the two people who could have furnished the means for detecting these forgeries have both disappeared. One was the man Maple—”

“And the other?” asked Gold.

“The other,” said the Commissioner, “is of course, his niece.”

“But she—”

“She probably knew the constituents of Maple’s mysterious preparation. It is hardly likely that she would live in the same house, sharing his confidence, without knowing exactly how that mixture was made. Within seven days of Maple’s disappearance, Comstock Bell, unexpectedly and for no reason that I can imagine, married the girl — a girl considerably beneath him in social status.”

Gold was concerned: such a suspicion had come to him, only to be dismissed from a sense of loyalty to his absent friend.

“It is strange,” he admitted; “yet it is possible that some simple explanation can cover it.”

“I wish I knew what it was,” said the Commissioner. “Anyway, we have got to find out. The newspapers are demanding that we should discover that whereabouts of Comstock Bell, and more particularly of Mrs Comstock Bell, who left London on her wedding day, is seen in town the very night when she should be in Paris, and was in Paris, according to Bell’s statement to the Press — for she was
 in London, was she not?”

He looked sharply at Gold.

Gold nodded.

“Yes, she was in London,” he said seriously.

The situation had developed beyond all considerations of friendship.

“We have set ourselves two tasks,” said the chief of the police. “One is to discover the whereabouts of Verity Maple that was — Verity Bell she is now — and the other is to find her disreputable uncle. And my view is that, when these two disappearances are accounted for, we shall have gone a long way to account for the mystery of the wholesale forgeries which are driving your business people to the verge of panic. I thought I would like to let you know exactly what we are doing; I feel I may count upon your cooperation.”

Gold inclined his head.

“I also shall work to that end,” he said. “I shall want two more men.”

“You can have as many as you like,” said the Commissioner. “Will you have them now, or shall I give them their instructions?”

“No, they can see me tonight. I wish them to keep a man named Helder under observation.”

“Helder?” The Commissioner’s eyebrows rose a little.

“Yes,” said Gold quietly, “the writer of the anonymous letters.”

They looked at one another for a space, then a slow smile dawned on the Commissioner’s face.

“When I said anonymous,” he said carefully, “I meant they were anonymous to everybody except myself. My acquaintance with you, Mr Gold, has considerably increased my respect for the American police.”

“It was Helder, of course?” said Gold.

The other man led the way to the door and opened it.

“I forget,” he said vaguely. “I never remember names.”

Gold passed out into the busy street. He had made his plans, and he determined to lose no time in putting them into execution.

English police methods were good, but they were not his methods. He could trust them to watch Helder; but, for himself, he was prepared to act illegally to punish the lawless. If Comstock Bell were indeed head of this organisation — he set his teeth.

He had known such cases; men who were rich beyond the necessity for exertion, who, obeying some perverse instinct, had followed a lawless career, at first for the fun of it, and the excitement of it, and the thrill of it, and then, when they had woven about themselves so close a mesh that they could not escape from its entanglements, in the desperate hope of transferring the burden of their folly to other shoulders.

He kept the telegraph wires busy all that afternoon; his agents, operating in divers parts of the European Continent, answered one by one.

At nine o’clock that night he set out from the flat, accompanied by two men. The night was cold, and a chill east wind made an overcoat necessary for the most robust. The three found a motor car waiting for them in a side street off the Strand. Without any instructions to the chauffeur they took their seats.

“Have you got the warrant?” asked Gold, addressing the two men.

The taller of the two nodded.

“It is the Russian?” asked Gold suddenly.

“Yes, sir,” said one of the men. “There was no mistaking him — he had a scar on his chin. He had been drinking, I think. I followed him from Soho to the Great Central Station. There he met the American.”

“And from there you followed them to their homes?”

“No,” replied the other briefly; “we lost the American.”

The car ran eastward through the City; it passed through the crowded High Street of Whitechapel, along Commercial Road, past famous Sidney Street, and pulled up at the corner of a narrow thoroughfare.

“I have chosen this place,” explained Gold; “there is the stage door of a music hall down here, and the appearance of a motor car will not excite any extraordinary attention.”

One of the men led the way. They passed the stage door, turned into another street, crossed the road and found themselves in one of those populous little thoroughfares which abound in the East End of London.

The neighbourhood was of the poorest and most squalid. In spite of the lateness of the hour, hordes of children thronged the pavements and sidewalks. Half the doors were open, revealing black cavities unlit by the common tenants. In some, women were standing in little groups, discussing the great-little events which made up their sordid lives.

The appearance of three men in a street where the visits of the police are not infrequent, created little more than idle speculation.

Walking sharply, the detectives led Gold to a street which was poorer and even more dilapidated than the first. There were fewer people here; one or two of the doors were closed; before one a man stood.

“This is it,” said the man.

Gold stepped forward and pushed the door gently. It opened to his touch. In these small houses, occupied by two, three, and sometimes four families, it is inexpedient to lock the front door.

Gold entered: the other men followed. He had not taken a step when the door leading from the passage into what he judged was the front room, opened, and a man came out.

“Hullo!” he said suspiciously.

Gold flashed the light on him from the little electric torch he carried in his hand.

“Where’s the Russian?” he asked.

Gold knew that amongst people such as these names were of no consequence, and that people were best known by their nationality or physical peculiarities.

“Upstairs,” said the man, evidently relieved the find that he was not the object of their visit.

“Back or front?” asked Gold.

“Back, sir,” said the man. “It’s the first room you come to when you reach the landing.”

Gold ascended the stairs two steps at a time, the men following.

He reached the door and tried it gently. It was locked. He rapped softly on the panel. At first there was no answer. He rapped again. They heard the rumbling and the creaking of a bed, and the sound of feet on the bare floor. He rapped a third time.

“Who’s there?” growled a surly voice.

Gold whispered something loudly in a language which the two men did not understand.

He waited: the door was unlocked and opened a little.

Gold thrust the door back and entered. It was his man; he recognized him from the description. He had been drinking, and was sleeping off the effects of the drink when the knock came.

“Who are you?” he asked.

“Light a lamp, somebody,” ordered the detective.

One of the men struck a match and found a tin petroleum lamp, removed its shade, and lighted it.

The room was a miserable compartment, containing a dingy bed and little else.

“I want you,” said Gold, speaking in Russian. “Take your hand from you pocket.” He spoke quietly, but the revolver he thrust to the Russian’s diaphragm supplied all the violence that the occasion called for. “Put up your hands!”

Sullenly the man raised his hands above his head, and Gold and his attendants scientifically disarmed him. A pair of handcuffs were snapped on his wrists behind him.

“Sit down on that chair,” said Gold. “We shall do you no harm and by and by you must tell us all you know.”

“I will tell you nothing,” said the man.

Quickly they made a search of the room and of the contents of the man’s pockets. There was nothing to indicate his association with any person, and neither letters nor papers of any description. One of the men had disappeared whilst the search was in progress, and when Gold had blown out the lamp and had guided the prisoner downstairs, they found the motor car waiting for them.

The Russian was bundled in; the car was running westward again before the people of Little John Street awoke to the realization that there had been an arrest made in their midst.
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The room was a large one. It had been used as a cabinet-maker’s workshop before the influx of an alien population, and the inevitable rise in rent values had driven the artisan further east to Poplar and Canning Town, and had made such a business address an expensive luxury to the struggling tradesman who had rented it.

At little benches men sat working silently, carefully. In a corner of the room, separated by a screen of matchboarding, a little machine went “click-click-click” monotonously, insistently.

Most of the workmen were foreigners, and they were engaged in perfectly legitimate business, the engraving of plates for fine art reproductions, a delicate process, requiring a steady eye and a sure hand. Such records as we now possess tell us that the plates and the pictures that were pulled from them found a ready sale on the Continent — the subjects were not suitable for the English purchaser.

Nor had the little oblong slips which the concealed machine was throwing out evenly and regularly much currency in England, for they were five-dollar notes, perfectly printed.

The machine was a small one, smaller than the usual banknote printing machine. It had a multitude of rollers and dampers and ink ducts confined within its limited proportions, and with the bills which it printed no fault could be found.

A thickset man sat on a high stool by the side of the machine, the butt of a cigar in the corner or his mouth, his soft felt hat on the back of his head, and his hands thrust deep into his trouser pockets.

He watched the machine earnestly, following every movement of the white-smocked workmen who collected the notes in little bundles and deftly bound them together. When a hundred such bundles had been printed he stretched out his hand, switched off the current and the machine stopped.

“That will be enough for tonight,” he said.

He pushed the notes to one side and stood waiting whilst the plates from which they were printed where removed, carefully cleaned and wrapped in tissue paper. A man handed him the plates and he slipped them into his inside pocket. He watched till the workmen had replaced them with four steel cuts which made up a Lager beer label, tucked the remainder of the banknote paper under one arm and the finished notes under the other, and opened a little door which led to what had been in other days the master carpenter’s office.

He unlocked a safe that stood in the corner and put the bundles carefully inside, locking the great steel door afterwards.

From a cupboard he took a bottle and a glass. He had reached the stage when wholesale forgery was getting on the wrong side of his nerves. There had been too many alarms, too many breathless hours of fear. He took a long drink and replaced the bottle.

The workshop stood over some stables; beyond a door facing that which led from the workshop into the room was an outside staircase. He switched off the light, unlocked the door and looked out; then he closed it again, turning the key.

Tomorrow those notes, neatly packed in two-hundred separate envelopes, addressed by two hundred separate agents, would be sent by post to the United States. Every day that week the same post would be dispatched.

It was a larger consignment he had on hand than usual. The plates would last for another long printing, after that the new plates, which an unwilling worker was preparing, would be employed.

He looked at his watch. It was a quarter to nine. He went through the little printing office to the larger room.

“You can finish for tonight,” he said.

The hours of his establishment were irregular. It was in accordance with his plans that, when the tiny machine was about its nefarious work, the members of his staff should be effectively engaged on the premises.

Only two men were in the secret of the business besides himself and his immediate boss. The printer was one: he was employed elsewhere during the day and was a safe man. Helder had chosen him with care.

As to the second man — Tiger Brown shook his head with a little frown, for the second man and the thought of him kept him awake at nights and drove him to the little bottle in the cabinet.

There was a soft tap on the door. Again he turned out the light and opened it carefully.

“It’s all right.” Helder stepped in and closed the door behind him.

“Have you been working?”

“I’ve just finished,” said the other.

“Get the stuff away tonight if you can,” said Helder. He was in a palpably nervous state.

“What’s wrong?” asked the other sharply.

“I don’t know what’s wrong,” he said testily, “only I’ve a feeling that I’m being watched.”

“Why do you come here, then?” growled the other.

“I had to see you tonight,” said Helder, speaking rapidly. “Brown, this thing is getting too much for us. I want you to print every bit of paper you’ve got and destroy the plate. I’m going to close down this establishment.”

The other nodded.

“We’ve had a long run,” he said; “I’m worried myself. Ivan has been arrested.”

“Arrested?” Helder turned with a start. “Who arrested him? When?”

His face was deathly white, his hands clenched and unclenched in his agitation.

“If he talks,” he said, “we’re finished; and if I know anything of that man Gold he’ll make him talk. Where is he?”

“Ivan? I don’t know. I haven’t been the round of the police stations; it is not exactly a hobby of mine, calling on the police. We shall know tomorrow all right.”

“Why did you not send me word?” asked Helder, and swore softly. “Providing Ivan will keep silent we can win out. The police half believe that Comstock Bell is in this. They are searching Europe for him, and whilst they are looking for him they won’t be troubling us.”

“Suppose he turns up?” asked Brown.

“I have an idea he won’t turn up,” replied the other with a little smile. “I’ve a suspicion, and tomorrow I’m going to make perfectly sure. Already all London — that part of London which is worthwhile — believes Comstock Bell to be concerned in the forgeries.”

“What does London know about the forgeries?” asked Brown. The other looked at him in surprise.

“You don’t read the papers, my friend,” he said, “otherwise you’d know. The American Government has offered—”

He stopped. Was it wise to tell this man that a reward of a million dollars had been offered for the arrest and conviction of the leaders in this speculation.

“Offered what?” asked Brown again.

“They have offered a big reward,” said Helder steadily. After all the man would find out by purchasing a paper. “To any person other than those actually engaged in the forgeries.” He emphasized the last sentence. “That cuts out you and I.”

Tiger Brown went to the cupboard, produced his bottle and almost automatically filled a glass. Helder watched him, interested. Brown was a problem; he was a danger too, and Helder had no intention of resigning his liberty and the loss of all he had gained with such labour and cunning for this boorish confederate of his.

“What are you going to do with Maple?” asked Brown.

“That’s what I’ve come to see you about,” said the other.

He strode up and down the little apartment, his hands behind his back.

“We’ll go and see him tonight—” He stopped and listened.

“What was that?” he asked.

“I heard nothing,” said the other irritably; “the men are leaving and they make a little noise.”

Helder crept up to the door leading to the outside staircase and listened.

“There’s somebody outside,” he whispered.

“You’re mad,” said the other; “there’s nobody there.”

He switched out the light, turned the key and flung the door open quickly.

The landing was deserted. Helder stepped out and peered into the dark yard below.

“There’s somebody down there,” he said.

He saw a figure glide in the dark shadow of the wall; it made for a little doorway which led out to a back street at the rear of the premises. Brown whipped out a revolver, but the other caught his hand.

“You fool,” he said, “do you want the whole of London at your heels? After him.”

He went down the steps quickly: as he reached the ground he heard the click of a lock and saw the door opened by the small cloaked figure. He stopped and shouted. He ran across the intervening space, only to have the door slammed in his face.

“Have you got a key?”

Brown fumbled in his pocket, produced the key, inserted it in the lock with a shaking hand, and opened the door.

The two men gained the street and looked up and down. Helder caught a glimpse of the fleeing figure of the eavesdropper as he passed under the lamp.

“It’s a boy,” he said; “we’ve got to get him. Run!”

The figure disappeared round a corner, and the two men sprinted after it. They turned the corner, they were in another long street. Halfway down, drawn up beside the pavement, was a motor car. Their quarry leapt into it, and the car moved on.

“Quick!” said Helder, “my own car is at the end of this street.”

He ran at top speed, found his car waiting, had breath to gasp a few directions, for he was not an athletic man and was unused to violent exercise, and then jumped in, followed by Brown.

He took some time to recover his breath.

“It’s lucky,” he said, “my car was waiting; we’ll be able to track our young friend.”

“Do you think he heard anything?”

“I’m certain he did,” said Helder; “he was on the landing outside the door.”

“What could he have heard?” asked Brown.

“The fact that he was listening is sufficient for me,” said Helder grimly.

He let down the front window which separated them from the chauffeur.

“Are you keeping the car in sight?” he said.

“Yes, sir,” said the man; “it was held up by a block of traffic near Aldgate.”

The car passed through the City, down Queen Victoria Street, along the Embankment.

Helder’s heart beat faster as they approached the Westminster end of the great boulevard. On the right was a big block of buildings, famous the world over.

“If he goes into Scotland Yard,” he said, “we’ve got to skip, and quickly.”

The car did not drive into the arched entrance of the police headquarters. It turned sharply to the left, over Westminster Bridge. On the Surrey side it stopped; the pursuers came up as its occupant stepped out quickly and reached the broad flight of stairs which led down to the river.

“We’ve got him,” said Helder.

He ran down the steps after the little figure, reached the broad, wide landing, and halted. For at the bottom of the steps, clear to be seen in the bright light of a bridge lamp, was Verity Comstock Bell, behind her a skiff with two men seated in it.

“I think you had better go back, Mr. Helder,” she said.

She held an automatic pistol carelessly in both hands, as a woman holds a closed fan.

“And I think,” she added, “it would be wise of you if you made every effort to undo the mischief you have caused by associating my husband with your wicked work.”
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On the 14th of July, 192 — , the cashier employed in Cook’s Paris Office in the Place de l’Opéra received five French notes of a thousand francs, and eight American notes for a hundred dollars with the request that they might be changed into English currency.

He counted them carefully, made certain calculations on a piece of scribbling paper, and drew from a wallet beneath the counter the requisite number of English banknotes to make the exchange. It was necessary to add two pounds, a few shillings and two or three pence to make up the amount.

He placed the English money on the counter before him and again counted the French and American paper, and then saw, for the first time, that the words “Banque Nationale” were not the precise shade of violet to which his skilled eyes were accustomed. This was only on one of the notes. He compared the minus-violet note with its fellows, and was more than ever convinced that something was wrong.

Before he moved any further in the matter he examined the American notes carefully. They did not differ in any respect from one another, but to make absolutely sure he took a hundred-dollar bill from his deposit and compared it, and again found there was just the slightest shade of difference.

Now the peculiarity of banknotes printed in France is that they do not retain the exact shade in which they are printed. A week after printing, and before they are issued, they mellow to an indefinable extent.

The cashier at Cook’s pushed a little bell beneath the counter and the middle-aged gentleman who was waiting impatiently for his change, suddenly found himself with a detective on either side.

“Would monsieur be good enough to step into the manager’s office?”

Monsieur had no desire to step into the manager’s office. He spoke very loudly with a distinct American accent, and turned to walk from the offices. This was a false move on his part, because no sane man, however annoyed he might be with moneychangers, would ever think of abandoning in his pique four banknotes for a thousand francs each, and five American hundred-dollar bills.

The persuasive touch on either arm became a firm grip. To the scandal of the other clients of that distinguished firm he was hustled into a side room and the door was locked. A quarter of an hour later he left by a side entrance in the custody of two detectives.

Gold, who at that moment was engaged in securing the documents necessary for the search of Helder’s flat, left by the first available train for Paris.

A chief of the detective department met him at the Gare du Nord, and they drove together to the Prefecture; on the way, the officer explained many points which it had been deemed inexpedient to embody in the telegram which summoned the American to Paris.

“We are not quite certain about the American notes,” he said; “there is no doubt whatever that the French notes are very clever forgeries. The man we have is an American; he arrived at Havre last Saturday with letters of introduction to various American Ministers in Europe. If it were not for his anxiety to escape, we should regard him as the innocent victim of some clever forgers.”

“What is his name?” asked Gold.

“Schreiner,” said the other. “He says he is a New York hardware merchant on a holiday in Paris. The New York police have traced him; he keeps travelling in a much better state than a man of his circumstances could afford. We have searched his baggage.”

“And have you found anything?” asked Gold.

“Nothing particularly suspicious,” said the other, with some hesitation, “though there are one or two points which require a little explanation. We should like you to see him first. I might say that he has already communicated with the American Ambassador in Paris.”

Gold nodded; he knew that the American abroad, whether he be millionaire or crook, lost little time if he were in trouble before he began to disturb the rest of his country’s representative.

The man had not been placed in a cell. Gold found him in a little office of the Prefecture which had been turned into a temporary lodgement. He was sitting writing furiously when Gold entered. The detective saw a man of middle height, grey-haired and well-dressed. He was probably about fifty years of age, hard featured, and by no means prepossessing.

“How do you do?” said Gold, and offered his hand.

The hand Gold grasped was a rough one; it was not the hand of wealth or of one who had spent much of his life in ease. Moreover, there was a certain hesitation in the response which told the American that the prisoner was not over-used to social intercourse, and the brief conversation which Gold had with him confirmed this view. The man was a puppet. He was a tough, too. Gold judged this much from his wealth of language. He was exhaustively voluble, too voluble for his safety.

Gold left him to go to the chief detective’s office to inspect the notes. The little dossier was handed to him and he examined the bills carefully. When he had finished he returned them.

“There is no doubt at all,” he said; “these are very clever forgeries. Will you let me see the man’s belongings?”

They were in the adjoining room, labelled and ticketed.

“All the documents,” said the French detective, “are together. Would you like to see them?”

Gold nodded, and a number of papers were spread on the table before him.

They were, for the most part, of an ordinary character: notes of credit for small amounts, letters of introduction to consuls and ministers signed by fairly well-known men in New York. To these Gold attached little importance, knowing the ease with which such letters could be obtained.

There was a notebook with a number of entries. These mainly related to hotels and pensions. More important was a list of firms which Gold knew were places where money could be changed.

The most important clue was an envelope addressed to the man at the Palace Hotel. It bore the London postmark, and was a very ordinary envelope, oblong in shape, and the address was written in a clear hand.

Gold turned to the Frenchman.

“You are watching the hotel premises?” he said.

The other nodded.

“I don’t think there will be much of a result,” Gold said. “The modus operandi
 is invariably the same. The forged notes are sent in small quantities in such an envelope as this to an agent. A reasonable time is given him to dispose of the forgeries. He remits a portion of the profits to headquarters, which is not necessarily the same place from whence the forged bills come, and then, as I say, after a reasonable interval, another small batch is sent to him.”

“And you think,” asked the Frenchman, “that we may expect a further supply of notes to arrive at the hotel?”

“No, I don’t,” he said. “In the first place, every agent of the gang is watched by another agent unknown to him. The second agent is as well paid as the first. By this time the forger knows that Schreiner has been arrested. You need not expect any further consignment.”

Gold took up the envelope containing the forged American bills, and again subjected one of them to a close scrutiny.

“Beautifully done,” he said. He looked at it back and front. Something attracted his attention, and he peered earnestly at one corner of the bill.

“Excuse me,” he said quickly, taking the note to the window.

Paris lay under grey skies, and the light was bad. But he saw running from one side of the bill to another a curious line. It was printed in the same mauve ink which formed the background of the note, and was to all appearances part of the design.

“I want a strong light and a reading glass,” he said, sharply.

The chief of the detective force switched on a powerful electric light over his desk and pulled down the shade till it nearly reached the table below.

From his drawer he produced a powerful magnifying glass and handed it to Gold. The American detective spread the note on the desk, and, holding it in its place, examined it.

They heard a whistle, saw the colour mount to his cheeks, and his eyes blazed with excitement.

“Look!” he said.

The Frenchman took the glass from him and uttered an exclamation, for the line was writing of minute smallness engraven with extraordinary cunning, and it ran:

“Verity Maple, 942 Crystal Palace Road, London, note numbers 687642 to 687653 milk.”

They looked at each other, the two men.

“What does it mean?” asked the Frenchman, bewildered.

Gold was staring out of the window. He made no reply. He was repeating the message of the bill.

“There is one person in the world who can elucidate that message,” he said: “she must be found.”

“But who wrote it?” asked the chief of the police.

“Who else but Tom Maple?” Gold answered. “I think we are going to discover things.”
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Between Cambridge and Waltham Cross there are three crossroads. One is the main road into Cambridge; the other carries the traveller to Newmarket and beyond; the third is of little account, being but a wandering wagon track which winds and twists southwards. Of so little account is it that those responsible for the traveller’s guidance have not deemed it necessary to put up a board informing the curious as to whither this shabby road leads.

Locally it is chiefly remarkable as an evidence of old Collett’s Folly — such is the name it bears. Collett had been an eccentric farmer until he died; he carried his eccentricity to the borderline of genius; might have made his name famous throughout agricultural England as a pioneer of scientific farming, but for a kink which kept him short of his goal, if goal indeed he had. This kink manifested itself in expensive forms, and eventually old Collett had died, a ruined man, but supremely happy with the result of his life’s experiment. Like many another man who has earned title to fame, his reforms were in the main outrages; whatever other farmers did he regarded ipso facto
 as wrong, and set about to secure a like result by methods which were directly opposite.

It is fact that sixty per cent of old-fashioned methods cannot be improved, twentyfive per cent are susceptible to variation, and the remainder are altogether wrong. Old Collett, applying the principle that the whole hundred per cent demanded a drastic and immediate reform, came to grief.

He left behind him a hundred acres of sick land, a farmhouse which he had built according to his own plans, a mile-long private road, and a weary executor overburdened with posthumous instructions. That unhappy man might have found relief through the Courts of Chancery, but he preferred the illegal and simpler methods of interpreting the dead man’s wishes; and disposed of the farmhouse to the first bidder. To his surprise, the offer which came to him was a singularly handsome one. Somebody has prospected the neighbourhood, had discovered in the farmhouse and its grounds something that fulfilled his requirements, and had bought the estate lock, stock and barrel.

Describing the purchaser, Mr Hazlett, the executor, spoke of him as a pleasant American who had taken a fancy to the farmhouse, and was going to turn it into a weekend resort. He did not intend to farm, so he told Mr Hazlett, but he had the house put into a thorough state of repair, repainted and furnished.

It would not be every man’s idea of a weekend cottage; it was certainly not that of the executor’s. The house was too gloomy, too thick of wall, too suggestive of a prison. From the outside it was a model of ugliness, possessed of all the unattractive features, with geometrical windows at regular intervals, had a door like that of a jail, and, to complete the illusion, all the windows were barred. It was certainly less unattractive inside. The livingroom ran from floor to roof; there was a gallery round; for there had been an organ there — the eccentric farmer had been something of a musician. The principle and only bedroom, intended as such, was on the ground floor.

There was a strongroom upstairs, beyond the reach of thieves, with its steel-cased walls. This was approached from the bedroom by means of a ladder, for of stairway there was none. The American purchaser would seem to have been satisfied with this arrangement; certainly he had made no attempt to build in a stairway. The strongroom, with its concrete floor, was reached either from the ground floor bedroom, or through the steel doors opening from the balcony which ran round the tall diningroom. There was a simple stairway here.

The safe, wherein the old man had kept his money — he neither trusted nor patronized banks — was embedded in a thick party wall, and the new tenant found this receptacle very useful. His visits were irregular, so the neighbourhood noted. He employed no hands upon his estate. One old woman, brought some distance, probably from London by her accent, kept the house in order. Even her services were unexpectedly dispensed with after a while, and the new owner of Collett’s Folly seemed to manage very well without her. His visits were fleeting; he never spent more than one night at the farm.

Then of a sudden it was noticed that the house was inhabited. A sulky-looking man was seen about the fields; smoke rose daily from the one chimney-pot the house possessed. Almost daily a visitor drove down from London, turned in at the narrow road which led to the Folly, stayed for an hour or two, and then went spinning back towards London. Sometimes it was the owner, sometimes his lieutenant. They never came together until the night when Verity Bell made her dramatic reappearance.

Through the pelting rain Helder drove to his country house — himself at the wheel — Tiger Brown at his side. Neither man spoke during the journey. At two o’clock in the morning Helder slowed down the car as he came to the crossroads, turned into the lane and brought the machine to a standstill before the gloomy exterior of the farmhouse. At the sound of the car the door opened and a man came out. He disappeared and returned with the key of an outhouse; into this Helder guided the car.

Inside the lofty livingroom a fire was burning, though it was June, and the two men, wet through and chilled, stood for a moment in silence before the grateful blaze, the third man watching them stolidly.

“Our business will take us some time,” said Helder suddenly; have you got a change of clothes for Tiger?”

He turned to the farm’s custodian as he asked the question, and the sulky man nodded. Helder went to his own room, pulled open a drawer which contained a complete change, dressed himself rapidly and came to the sittingroom, to find Tiger in the last stages of his toilet.

They talked together in low tones, though the custodian of Collett’s Folly said little save to answer laconically the questions which were put to him. He was a small man, with a bushy grey beard and shaggy eyebrows which almost hid the keen eyes that glanced from one to the other with quick, almost birdlike, rapidity.

“What is he doing now?” asked Helder.

The bearded man shrugged his shoulders.

“Foolishness,” he said. He was evidently a man who did not waste words.

“What particular form of foolishness?” demanded Helder impatiently.

The third man shook his shoulders again.

“Just drawing and drinking,” he said. “Will you see him?”

Helder nodded.

Slipping a key from his pocket the little man led the way. Helder addressed him as Clinker. He mounted a flight of steps which brought the party to the balcony, opened the steel door which led to the strongroom, and stepped in. Helder followed.

The room was lighted by a powerful oil lamp, which swung from the ceiling. It had been roughly furnished with a table and chair and truckle-bed.

By the table sat a man in his shirt and trousers who half turned as the party entered. The table was covered with engraver’s tools and a half-finished plate was clamped on the drawing board before him.

“Well, Maple?” greeted Helder.

Tom Maple, straggling beard at this chin, smiled weakly and half rose.

“Are you going to let me out?” he asked in a shaky voice. “I have done what you asked me to do; more than you asked, and I’m sick of this.”

Helder patted him on the back.

“I’ll let you out all right,” he said. “It’s your own fault you are here.”

The prisoner had been ill; it did not require an experienced eye to discover the fact. His hands, save when he grasped his delicate tools, shook nervously. His weak mouth was all a-twitch. It seemed incredible that those hands, tremulous, unsteady, could have engraved the beautiful work upon the plate.

Helder looked at it and shook his head.

“You can cut that out,” he said, “we have done with the French and American bills; all Europe is on the lookout for them. We are going to have one last flutter and finish. Maple, you’ve got to do us English notes, and they’ve got to be the crowning effort of your life.”

Maple thrust his hands into his pockets, and hunched himself in his chair. There was a new and strange determination in the underhung jaw, in the lines about his mouth. Helder saw it, and was a little apprehensive.

“Look here, Maple,” he said, “you’re not going to turn squeamish; I thought you had got over that. For a man who has perpetrated some of the cleverest forgeries the world has ever known, you are a singularly uncertain quantity. You owe us a grudge for bringing you off and keeping you here; but I tell you that we have made your fortune. After all,” he went on, seeing the other made no sign, “you are doing no worse now than you did a few years ago.”

He lit a cigar and paced the room leisurely, like a man who had plenty of time for reminiscences.

“Six years ago,” he repeated thoughtfully; “they tell me you were one of the cleverest banknote engravers in Austria; that you could carry a design in your head and could put every line of an intricate design on paper — from memory… It was a hundred-kroner note you tried your hand with, was it not, Maple?” He asked the question carelessly, and Tom Maple shivered.

“The Government just fired you,” Helder went on; “it did not want the scandal which a prosecution would have produced. And then you went into the French mint. Somebody recognized you there and you moved on. Where did Gold meet you?” he asked suddenly.

The man in the chair preserved a sullen silence.

“I suppose,” Helder continued, “it was on the principle of ‘set a thief to catch a thief’ that the wily Gold smelt you out. Set a forger to detect a forger, eh?”

He laughed, and Maple looked up, his lips parted, showing his irregular teeth in an ugly grimace.

“Don’t laugh, my friend,” he said. His voice was shaky. “You talk about a time when I had no responsibilities; I have got one now. I’m a criminal because I am” — his voice sank, he hesitated, then he flung up his head— “a drunkard, and you have played upon my vice. I know you,” he nodded his head slowly but menacingly at the other; “I know myself.”

His head sunk on his breast. His hands were thrust deep into his pockets. He relapsed suddenly into silence.

Helder and Tiger Brown exchanged a swift glance. As if by mutual impulse they looked at Clinker, but he shook his head in answer to some unspoken question.

“Come, come,” said Helder ingratiatingly; “let us have a drink together and talk things over.”

The other rose to his feet, shakily supporting himself with his hands on the table. Something had come to him, Helder observed, a dignity which he did not remember ever having seen before. Pitiable figure as he made, there was an unsuspected strength in his attitude.

“I will have no drink,” he said quietly; “you don’t know what that means to me. Drink has become part of my life, as the air is to you, as the water is to fishes; but I’ve given it up, and I’m going to stay sober. I have reached the depths and I have started to climb.”

Helder’s face went dark.

“You’re not going to do what I ask?” he said shortly. “If you climb out of here, you climb into a prison cell. You’ve gone too far, Maple; we won’t have any of that folly. There is no clear road for penitence for you or for me. You’re in this thing with us, and you’ve got to stay in it till we all clear out.”

Maple shook his head slowly.

“I say you’re in it,” Helder repeated; “you’ve done work for us of your own free will; you’ve got to work now because I want you to. D’ye think,” he sneered, “that I’m going to turn you loose on the world to whine your penitence into the sympathetic ears of a Scotland Yard detective? I’m not such a fool as that. I value my liberty, my place in society, not a little.”

“I’m finished,” muttered the other; “finished-finished.”

“You’re not finished,” said Helder, “not by a long way. You’ve got to get into a normal state, whether it’s normal drunk or normal sober. See here,” he went on, laying his hand on the other man’s shoulder, “suppose it came to light that I was responsible for this flood of forgeries; do you know what it would mean? It would mean a lifetime spent in jail. It would mean that I should pass from the life I now live — a life of amiable men and pretty women and pleasant places — to a life which would be worse than death. And you don’t suppose for a minute that I would be content to surrender such an existence, or be content to go to jail in the hope that at the end I might gather the crumbs of life to eke out a miserable old age?”

He laughed; the idea seemed to amuse him in a sinister way.

“No, my friend, when I am detected I die quickly; painfully, perhaps, but the pain will be short enough. If I am prepared to kill myself, I am prepared to kill any man who stands between myself and the successful issue of this adventure. I have forged, lied and stolen, that I may achieve what I have; I am prepared to add murder to that if it need be, you understand?”

Maple looked at him listlessly, shaking his head.

“Do you understand?” repeated Helder. “If it becomes necessary I will kill you. I will shoot you like a dog before I shoot myself. You’ve got to get busy with those English notes. It has to be done quickly; at present the police are only concerning themselves with the American bills. In a month or so they may detect the French notes we have placed on the market.”

A strange light came into Maple’s eyes.

“They are on the market, are they?”

He showed a quickening of interest. Helder nodded.

“The first batch has gone. Now,” he said, with sudden cheeriness, “let us understand each other, Maple. You are going to do as I ask you?”

Maple shrugged his shoulders with a feeble gesture of despair.

“I suppose so,” he said; “I’ve — I’ve got responsibilities. I’ve a niece, Helder, unprovided for, worrying about me, and it rattles me.”

Helder hid a smile with his hand. “She is provided for,” he said. “I have told you that before.”

“But how — how?” demanded the other. “She is not the sort of girl who could accept money sent anonymously.”

“She is provided for,” said Helder again.

The man called Clinker held up a warning hand, signalling the party to silence.

They stood listening.

“There’s somebody coming up the road,” he said. “I’ll go down and see who it is.”

He opened the door, and closed it behind him. They heard the big door of the house opened: there was a pause and it closed again. In a minute Clinker was back with a telegram in his hands.

“There was a telegraph boy,” he said. “This is for you.”

He handed it to Brown, and Brown opened it and read it.

“What is it?” asked Helder.

“They have arrested Schreiner in Paris whilst passing a thousand-franc note,” said Tiger Brown, and his voice was unsteady. They stood looking at one another: Brown’s face was working convulsively. Helder had turned pale. Clinker was supremely uninterested. He was too old a bird, too philosophical a rascal, to be distressed by threat of danger.

But Maple’s face was alive with interest: his dull eyes were shining, his lips moved as though he were speaking.

“Schreiner — arrested in Paris?” he said eagerly. “A thousand-franc note — was it one of mine?”

Helder looked at him without speaking and nodded his head surlily.

“Ha!” said Maple, and collapsed into a chair.

Helder and Tiger Brown went speeding back to London with the dawn. They were an uncommunicative couple, neither man given to conversation so far as their illegal business was concerned. Nearing Waltham Cross, Brown spoke unexpectedly:

“I can’t make out that Maple.”

Helder was at the steering wheel; he looked straight ahead as he spoke.

“I think I can,” he said. “He sees our finish, or thinks he does, but—” He said no more.

Tiger waited for him to speak, and since he showed no inclination, made an attempt to discuss the matter which was near to him.

“When you spoke of killing Maple,” he said slowly, “I guess you were putting a bluff on him.”

“Bluff nothing,” said Helder, as he deftly turned the car to avoid a market cart. “I’d kill him or anybody else who I thought would betray me — or anybody else,” he repeated with emphasis.

“I see,” said Tiger Brown.

No further word was spoken.

Helder dropped his companion in the City and went on to the garage where he kept his car. He handed his machine over to the mechanic and walked to Curzon Street.

The net was closing upon him — he felt it. The Russian in prison, Schreiner in the hands of the French police, Maple ripe for rebellion — the signs were unhealthy. He had misjudged Maple; had counted too much upon his craving for liquor. He had kidnapped him with a twofold purpose, and the results had justified the means. For here was Verity Bell in London and Comstock Bell somewhere in the background hiding for reasons of his own.

In a vague way he felt that the new relationship would be useful if the worst came to the worst.

He walked into his study: there was a pile of correspondence awaiting him, for he was gaining in popularity, and invitations were coming faster than of yore. He winced a little at the thought of what might be if his plans miscarried.

He turned them over quickly, one by one, analysing their contents by handwriting and postmark. At last he stopped: there was a letter in an unfamiliar hand.

He opened it; it was from the editor of the Post Telegram
 .



“Will you come and see us at once?” it read. “There has been a development in the Comstock Bell mystery, and as you have been able to supply us with some valuable information, you may help to elucidate the new development. We have reason to believe that Mrs Comstock Bell is dead.”



Helder put the letter down and looked out of the window. He had thought that he could supply a solution to the mystery; now, it would seem, it had gone beyond his depth.
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A taxi carried him to the office of the paper. The Editor had not arrived, but in anticipation of Helder’s coming, the young reporter, Jackson, was waiting.

That cheerful journalist gave Helder a nod and a smile, and ushered him into a waiting-room.

“What has happened?” asked Helder, as soon as he was seated.

“I’m blessed if I know,” confessed the other. He strode up and down with his hands in his pockets, frankly baffled.

“You know,” he said, “that after Comstock Bell had gone, and Mrs Comstock Bell had made her appearance in so startling a fashion, the whole resources of the paper were employed to discover her whereabouts. Although we received a letter written by Comstock Bell and addressed to us from Lucerne, we know for certain that Comstock Bell has not stayed in that city. We had another letter from Vienna.”

“What sort of letter?” asked Helder.

“The usual kind — typewritten, signed with a rubber stamp, and countersigned with the name of his wife. Well, we received this letter. Again it was from a fashionable hotel, and again our correspondent discovered that no such party had been staying at the place. We have been running, as you know, a cautious story concerning this mysterious happening. We have had our best men on the track of the couple without in any way getting up with them. The boat trains have been watched; the cross-Channel steamers also, and practically all over Europe there has been a string of correspondents, men who have an entrée which the ordinary private detective would not possess, and our efforts have been fruitless — until last night.”

“What happened then?” asked Helder.

“We employed a man to watch the Boulogne boats, and after the homeward-bound boat had left, he went for a little relaxation to the Casino. On the way he overtook a lady who was evidently in a hurry. She was going in his direction, and he thought that it was probable she, too, was going to the Casino. He took very little notice of her, till he saw that she was not turning into the place. He looked round in some surprise when he found she did not follow him, and by the light of the portico he recognized the woman he was sent to watch.

“She hurried on, and took a short cut to the wooden jetty which runs to the sea.

“He hesitated for some time as the whether he should follow her or not; but he knew she must come back the way she went. So he was content to wait on the shore end of the jetty.

“He watched there for two or three hours, and as she showed no signs of returning, walked along till he came to the signal station. To his surprise she had disappeared. He was alone on the pier,” said Jackson impressively, and paused to watch the effect of his words.

Helder nodded slowly.

“And?” he said.

“This morning,” Jackson went on, “we received a letter from Boulogne. It was signed by Comstock Bell and the girl, and was a protest against the continuance of what they termed ‘our persecution.’ Here is the letter.”

He handed a paper to the other. Helder did not trouble to examine it; with a little nod he handed it back.

“I think I understand,” he said. “Was anything seen of Comstock Bell?”

“Nothing whatever. Our theory about the girl is that she is drowned,” said the reporter. “It was a fairly rough night, and there was no other way of returning safe by the jetty where our man stood.”

Helder rose and looked out of the window.

“Could you do me a favour?” he asked.

“Anything in reason,” said the other with a smile. “We can do most things.”

“Some weeks ago,” Helder said slowly, “a Russian was arrested and charged with being a suspected person.”

“I remember the case,” said Jackson; “he went to prison for three months and was marked for deportation.”

“That is so,” said the other quietly. “Now I think if I could see that man there is a possibility of my solving the mystery of Mrs Comstock Bell. Do you think you could get an order from the Home Secretary?”

Jackson pursed his lips dubiously.

“I doubt whether we could,” he said. “At any rate, I can try; as soon as the chief comes in we’ll see what can be done.”

After a few words Helder left. He returned to his flat in Curzon Street. Gold was not in town, he learnt by telephone.

“So much the better,” said Helder to himself, “I think that, if I am left alone, I can get myself out of a very bad hole.”

With which reflection he went to his room and snatched the few hours’ sleep which was so badly needed.

He was awakened at five o’clock in the afternoon by his man, who brought him a telegram. It was from the paper, and read:



“INTERVIEW ARRANGED: YOUR RUSSIAN IS IN CHELMSFORD GAOL. COME OFFICE FOR HOME SECRETARY’S ORDER.”



Jackson had gone by the time he reached the newspaper office, but the editor was there to see him, and he handed him the authority, motioning him to a seat.

“I am not a curious man,” said the editor; “but I am piqued into speculating as to what is the object of your visit to this prisoner. Do you connect Comstock Bell with those wholesale forgeries?”

Helder nodded gravely.

“I do,” he said.

In a few word he told the story of the Cercle du Crime
 , and of Comstock Bell’s association with that club.

“H’m,” said the editor, when he had finished, “I’d heard about it. It seems a pretty average kind of folly; I have known young people do things almost as foolish and more criminal. You say that the man Willetts was betrayed by Bell?”

“I know it,” said the other. “Willetts was deliberately and traitorously handed over to the police by Bell to save himself.”

“What is your theory about his present disappearance?” the editor asked, eyeing him keenly.

Helder hesitated. Though this matter had been in his mind day and night for months, he had not, strange as it may seem, formulated any scheme by which he might throw suspicion on Bell. It was easy enough to cite the disappearance of the American, and by shake of head, hint, and innuendo, suggest his association with the unknown criminals. It was another matter to give chapter and verse.

“I can say nothing at present,” he said. “My own view is that he married this girl because he needed a tool whose mouth would be closed against him in the event of his detection. I believe that at the present moment he is engaged in a last despairing attempt—”

“Excuse me!” the editor interrupted him; “but we know that Comstock Bell is a rich man.”

A practical, sober man, this editor, with little romance in his composition, and with a keen appreciation of possibilities.

“He was not only rich before, but he is richer now.”

“Now!” repeated Helder wonderingly.

The editor nodded.

“Yes,” he said. “His mother, who had been in delicate health for some time, died last week. There was a paragraph about it in most of the papers. She left him the whole of her private fortune. He was already rich; he must be almost a millionaire now. It’s a curious business,” he said, “without any motive.”

“There was no motive for this extraordinary marriage,” said Helder quickly.

“There is always a motive for marriage,” the editor said tersely.

“If we were to seek for adequate reasons why A marries B we should fill this paper with more mysteries in one day than the average journal will contain in a year. I repeat, there is no motive, no reason in the world why Comstock Bell should be engaged in forgeries. However,” he smiled and held out his hand, “your Russian may tell you things. Good bye.”

Helder spent the evening at a theatre. He left by an early morning train for Chelmsford. At nine o’clock he drove up to the grim building and was ushered in to the Governor’s office.

Colonel Speyer, a greybearded man, received him.

“You want to see our Russian, do you?” he said. “Oh, yes, he’s the only Russian we’ve got, and he’s rather a nuisance. You see, nobody speaks his language, and we have to get a man in two or three times a week to find out if there is anything wrong with him, and to explain the rules of the prison to him.”

“Pardon me,” said Helder, as the Governor was leading the way out of the office, “how does it come that this man is in a place like Chelmsford? I thought prisons like these were specially reserved for local delinquents?”

“We have all sorts of people here,” he replied. “It is one of the prisons in which long-service prisoners serve their probation, before going to Portland or Dartmoor. We have all sorts of fellows here. Perhaps, after you have had your interview with the man — by the way, you speak Russian?” he asked quickly.

Helder nodded, and the Governor looked dubious.

“I suppose I ought to have somebody present who can understand you,” he said, and glanced down at the Home Secretary’s order; “but I can trust you not to violate the rules,” and gave him a brief summary of the things he might not ask and the subjects he might not discuss. He led the way to a bare room, which contained a long deal table, scrubbed to a dazzling whiteness. A few minutes later the Russian entered. He was dressed in the hideous khaki of prison uniform, and his small eyes twinkled pleasantly when he saw his erstwhile employer before him.

He sat at one end of the table, and Helder at the other, and between them sat two warders, unemotional men, apparently bored.

Helder noticed as he spoke that they were both industriously writing whilst the conversation continued. He thought they were probably making up their accounts, and he wondered somewhat as to the interior economy of a prison, what the duties of the warders were, and in what manner they found recreation.

His interview was not a long one: it was long enough for him to warn the Russian as to the necessity for silence. He promised him a handsome competence upon his release. As the talk progressed, he found there was no danger to be apprehended from this man; when he rose, at least that doubt had disappeared from his mind.

He found the Governor outside waiting for him.

“Would you like to see the prison?” asked the authority.

He was very proud of his charge: proud of the discipline, the cleanliness, and the order of the convict establishment.

“I shall be delighted,” said Helder.

He had wondered if he would have any difficulty in securing the permission which was so readily granted. He followed the Governor through the great hall, where tier after tier of cells rose from the ground to the glass roof. Polished steel balconies ran round three sides of the building, and between each floor a great wire net was stretched.

“We had to have that,” said the Governor. “There were one or two attempts at suicide recently.”

He was shown into a cell; the door was, at his request, closed on him. He had a morbid desire to realize what imprisonment meant, but he was glad to hear the snick of the lock when the door was opened again.

“The prisoners are exercising,” said the Governor. He led the way through into a yard; showed him the tragic little execution shed, the graves of murderers under the wall, their initials chiselled in stone marking their resting place.

A batch of prisoners were at exercise, marching round three flagged circles. Helder watched them as they passed. They were old and young; some of them, indifferent to his scrutiny, returning his glance insolently. Others there were who half turned their heads as they came abreast of him; one such was a tall man, taller by far than any who walked in the rings. Something about his stride was strangely familiar to Helder, and he watched him, he watched his back, kept his eyes fixed on him as he swung round in a circle and again approached; then he strangled the exclamation which rose to his lips, for he had seen the man’s face.

It was Comstock Bell!

“What is the matter?” asked the Governor quickly.

“That man — that tall man, who is he?”

“That,” said the Governor, “that is Willetts, the forger!”
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Helder went back to London, his head in a whirl. He had often suspected Comstock Bell’s secret, now he had no difficulty in filling in gaps.

Comstock Bell and Willetts were one and the same. Willetts was probably dead, and to avoid scandal Bell had assumed his name and lived a double life, and had voluntarily surrendered himself to punishment under his assumed name.

It explained many things that previously had been inexplicable. Comstock Bell had used his influence to secure the absence from England of both Gold and himself during the trial. That was apparent now.

A sudden thought made him frown. Comstock Bell knew enough to pull the strings in America, he knew the full measure of Helder’s guilt. If it meant anything, it meant that the days of the international forgers were numbered. Willetts had been sentenced to twelve months’ imprisonment; under the system which existed he would only serve nine months of that sentence, and would then be released. And Comstock Bell released was the greatest danger confronting the forgers.

A wire brought Tiger Brown to Curzon Street, and in as few words as possible Helder explained the situation.

“Now we know why Comstock Bell married,” he said, “the mystery of the bandaged hand is a mystery no longer. Comstock Bell suddenly stopped writing letters and took to the typewriter, so that an agent could carry on his correspondence during his absence. He had to find an agent who could be trusted; he married Verity Maple with that object, and it is Verity Maple who had been writing the letters from various parts of Europe, making flying journeys to this place and that, possibly spending only a few hours in a hotel, lunching and seizing the opportunity to take away with her a sheet or two of the hotel stationery.”

`”It seems pretty woolly to me,” said Tiger Brown. He was not a man of any great imagination. “Why should Bell volunteer for jail? That is the sort of foolishness that gets me.”

Helder did not reply immediately. He understood better than his confederate the terrible tyranny of a conscience. He knew the fear that pursues and never relinquishes, that haunting dread of detection which drives sensitive men mad and weak men to drink.

And then there was Comstock Bell’s mother. Helder knew something of the invalid woman in New England, proud of her son, and inordinately proud of the honour of her house. She was the determining factor, he was certain.

“It does not seem foolish to me,” he said slowly. “We have got to make capital out of this, Tiger; we’ve two powerful weapons in our hands.”

“They are?” questioned the other.

“We know Bell’s secret; we hold Tom Maple. We have a league against husband and wife, and it’s up to us to use our fortune to the best advantage.”

He had, indeed, two powerful levers. Whilst Comstock Bell was in prison, he had, moreover, a certain amount of liberty. He could move freely without any fear that Comstock Bell would put his knowledge to use to his discomfort.

There remained Gold. Helder made a mistake about Gold. Familiarity with the little man had bred contempt for his ability. He underestimated him. This was not to be wondered at, because Gold had not shown the superlative qualities of the ideal detective. Twice Helder had come into conflict with him, and twice the detective had been easily worsted.

He was in no sense apprehensive two days later when he received a polite note from the Embassy detective asking him to call at the Savoy. Gold had returned to London, so the note said, and when Helder reached the self-contained little suite, Gold’s baggage was still in the hall with Paris labels fresh upon it.

The detective looked up as the other entered.

“Sit down, will you, Helder?” he said.

He himself rose, went to the door, closed it and remained standing throughout the interview.

He seemed at a loss for an opening. Ever a sign of weakness, thought Helder, watching with amusement the embarrassment of the other.

“I’ve asked you to call,” Gold began slowly, “and I’m going to be frank with you.”

“When a man says he’s going to be frank,” said his guest calmly, “it means he is going to be offensive.”

Gold nodded.

“I am going to be offensive,” he said: “but you’ve got to hear me through.”

He walked up and down the little apartment speaking jerkily.

“For twelve months,” he said, “I have been on the track of the band of forgers who have been circulating spurious currency.”

“That much I have gathered,” said the other dryly; “you have also done me the honour to suggest that I am not without some guilty knowledge in respect of those forgers.”

“I have done more than suggest,” said Gold coldly; “I have accused.” He looked at the smiling man lying back in the lounge chair. “I know,” he said, “that you are in this; I know, too, that in your recent exploits in the realms of high finance,” he smiled crookedly, “you have had the assistance of Tom Maple.”

Gold was going too near the truth for Helder’s comfort. Nevertheless, he made a fine show of indifference.

“You amuse me,” he said.

“Maple,” continued Gold, “forged the French money. I have proof of this. I have brought you here, Helder, to tell you that either you go right out of this business and quick, or there’s going to be the biggest Anglo-American scandal that this little village has ever known.”

Helder laughed.

“I would like to humour you,” he said pleasantly. “If I possessed sufficient histrionic ability I would fall on my knees before you and confess my gilt, and place myself over in the hands of the prosecution. I would like to do this,” he drawled: “I feel that it would be consistent with the spirit of melodrama in which your investigations are being made.”

He rose and took up his hat and gloves.

“Unfortunately,” he went on, “I cannot oblige you. You have made the most outrageous charges against me,” he waved his hand with a fine show of indifference; “I can afford to ignore that. I realize that you’re a little baffled, naturally,” he said in a mingled tone of sympathy and patronage. “Your work is to find out the criminal and, failing that, you have got to put up some sort of bluff, to tell some probable story. I know I’m not persona grata
 with your boss, and I suppose he will easily swallow the story that, so far from being a fairly innocent broker, I am the bold, bad leader of an international gang of forgers.” He laughed again. “A very fine story,” he said; “you ought to have written books, Gold; you know as well as I that Comstock Bell is the villain of the piece.”

There had come a soft knock on the door. Neither man noticed it. Gold was too intent upon watching the other. The detective was not angry, not even annoyed. He was keenly enjoying the study of this man, who he had no doubt was a criminal and who could, in the face of such deadly peril, assume so nonchalant an attitude.

“Comstock Bell,” Helder went on, “is the forger, as you know.”

“I would as soon say that Cornelius Helder was an outrageous liar,” said a pleasant voice behind him.

The men turned. A woman stood in the doorway, tall and graceful, perfectly gowned. Her presence brought a faint aroma into the smoking-room, the scarcely definable fragrance of rare old flowers.

Helder’s face went dusky red, but he did not drop his insolent gaze before the laughing grey eyes of the woman into the doorway.

“May I sit down?” she asked languidly.

Gold brought forward a chair and closed the door behind her.

“I am sorry,” she said, “I have interrupted a character sketch at its most interesting stage.”

She took from her gold bag a little green bottle of smelling salts and sniffed it languidly.

There was an ugly smile on Helder’s face.

“I can quite understand your point of view, Mrs Granger Collak,” he said. “I might suggest that it is not customary in good society to give a man the lie to his face, though,” he smiled again, “it is such a long time since you were — shall I say in the swim — ?”

Gold started then, having little fear but that Mrs Granger Collak could hold her own against the man. He decided to let her deal with him as she thought best. Her advent was unexpected; he had had a vague idea that she was in France. He wondered what business had brought her to him.

“Yes,” said the woman sweetly, “it is quite a long time since I was — in the swim. You were still paddling on the edge in those days,” she smiled; “but I was ‘in the swim,’ as you so well express it, long enough to know Comstock Bell, and I know him for a very charming gentleman, the soul of honour, a generous man.”

“I do not question his generosity,” said Helder significantly; “perhaps you are in a better position to speak on that point than I.”

There was no mistaking his meaning.

Mrs Granger Collak took a gold case from her bag, opened it and lit the cigarette she extracted. She lay back in her chair, watching the other with half-closed smiling eyes.

“Yes,” she said, as she flicked the match into the fire, “Mr Comstock Bell has been very generous to me, most generous in his judgement.”

“The soul of honour, I think, was your phrase?” said Helder.

She inclined her head. “That was my phrase,” she said calmly.

“I suppose, Mrs Granger Collak, you are almost an authority on what constitutes honourable dealings?”

“Quite,” she said, “I have had to deal with dishonourable people and myself have done dishonourable things. That is what you mean, is it not?”

She smiled again, and he was nonplussed by the directness of the attack.

“But I have never traduced man or woman, lied about them, or sought to injure them.”

“That I know,” said Helder, with mock humility; “rumour credits you with being — shall I say, kind?”

“You may say what you wish; I only repeat that the man or woman who accuses Comstock Bell of being a forger is either a great fool or a great liar,” she added pointedly.

She stopped suddenly and frowned. “I wonder,” she said, looking at Gold. She took from her bag a purse, and from that a newspaper cutting, which she handed him without a word.

“Did you insert this?” she asked; “it was about this that I came to see you.”

Gold nodded.

“It is very curious that I should have seen it,” she said. “it was in an Italian paper. Most of us want thousand-franc notes,” she smiled; “but we do not advertise for them.”

It was now Helder’s turn to sit forward. Who had advertised for a thousand-franc note? Gold would have willingly dispensed with his presence, but it was too late now.

“May I see that cutting?” Helder asked quickly.

Gold handed him the slip of paper. It was in Italian and English, and French and asked that the holders of the thousand-franc banknotes numbered 687642-687653 should communicate with the French police or with Wentworth Gold.

Helder read it with gathering apprehension.

He did not understand it. There was something ominous in that announcement.

“What are the particular qualities of these notes?” he asked.

Mrs Granger Collak ignored him. From the open purse she extracted a folded banknote, and handed it to Gold.

“Here is one,” she said. “I found it amongst my belongings; is it genuine?”

Gold took it, and with his forefinger and thumb snapped it scientifically. He turned it over and looked at the back.

“I am sorry to say this is a forgery,” he said; “but I am willing to refund you its face value.”

He tried to speak steadily, but his voice was shaking with excitement.

Helder, watching him, grew more alarmed. He guessed rather than knew that this was one of the forged banknotes he had put in circulation, but in what manner did one differ from another? There were two thousand of these notes in circulation somewhere. He knew Gold well enough to understand that, whatever the secret was, it would not be revealed to him. He was too intent upon the problem to desire an further exchanges with Mrs Granger Collak, and he rose from the chair into which he had sunk when Mr Granger Collak had seated herself, and gathered up his hat and gloves.

“I will see you again on that matter, Gold,” he said.

The detective nodded brusquely. There was a light of triumph in his eye; he was more cheerful than Helder ever remembered having seen him.

“Goodbye, Mrs Granger Collak,” he said, and offered his hand.

She looked at him with that tantalizing smile of hers, but did not take it.

“Goodbye,” she said, “you must come and see me — when I am ‘in the swim’ again.”

“Must I wait so long?” he asked. It was a crude rejoinder, and he knew it, but he could think of nothing better to say.



“Now, Tiger, I want you to favour me with your memory,” said Helder.

He and his assistant had met in Hyde Park. They were walking slowly in the direction of Kensington Gardens, where the loungers are few.

“I want you,” continued Helder, “to remember the circumstances in which those French notes were printed.”

“I remember that all right,” said Tiger, and gave him a perfect account of the circumstances, so many on one day and so many on another.

“Did any other person handle them but yourself?”

Tiger shook his head

“I took them straight from the machine,” he said, “and sent them away.”

“Could anybody have got at them?”

“No, impossible.”

“No other person touched any of them,” persisted Helder.

Tiger Brown hesitated. “Except,” he said, “a few that I took to Maple. Don’t you remember, he asked to be allowed to see them after they were printed, in order that he might test the ink?”

“I see,” said Helder thoughtfully. “So he had some, did he? Was he left alone with them?”

“Yes, he was left to carry out his tests.”

“They were collected afterwards?”

“Yes, I collected them myself and they were put into circulation. In fact, to make absolutely sure, they were the notes which I sent out with the first consignment; for I thought if they had passed Maple’s test they would pass anything.”

“How many notes were there?” asked Helder suddenly.

“Twelve,” said the other.

Helder uttered an oath. “The same number of notes that are being advertised for,” he muttered; “if Maple has played any tricks on us, by God—” He did not finish.

If trick it was, what could it be? He thought deeply. There must be some explanation for Gold’s joy at receiving the note. Gold had behaved like a man into whose hands had been placed the key of the situation. And in all probability each of those banknotes for which he had advertised contained the key.

Sitting down at his desk, he wrote very quickly a dozen wires. They were addressed to various parts of the Continent and to America, and were in code, the simple code which the forger’s syndicate employed. When he had finished, he handed them to Tiger Brown.

“Get them away at once,” he instructed, “and meet me in an hour’s time. I will pick you up outside the Manor House entrance to Finsbury Park.”

At the appointed time his big car drew up at the park gates, and Brown sprang in. It was dark by the time they reached the private road which led to the farm.

Gold, left alone with Mrs Granger Collak, had lost no time. He told her in a few words the story of Comstock Bell’s disappearance. She had heard about it, all Europe had; but she did not know that an attempt was being made to associate him with the forgeries.

Gold made few mistakes when dealing with individuals. He knew he could trust this woman of whose loyalty to Comstock Bell he was assured. He smoothed the notes on the table before him, and lit a little gas stove. Then he rang the bell. When his man appeared he ordered him to bring a jug of milk. After the man had gone Gold took a little reading-glass and showed Mrs Granger Collak the minute writing on the back of the note. She read it.

“Milk?” she said, bewildered. “What has milk to do with it?”

“I think I understand,” said Gold.

He took the jug, laid the note in a saucer, and covered it with the white fluid. Then he lifted it out, shaking off the superfluous drops which clung to it, and held it before the gas-fire to dry.

She sat in silence watching him, and at last he stood up, the note in the palm of his hand. His eyes shone with excitement.

“Well” she said.

Written across the back of the note was line after line of writing, which the milk and heat had revealed.

They read the message together, then Gold reached for his telephone.

“It is very simple,” he said, as they stood downstairs waiting for the car which would bring the Scotland Yard men. “It is a well-known kind of secret writing. Moisten the pen with your lips, write your message; it will be invisible till milk and warmth reveal it. I present you with that trick.”



Helder had reached the farm and knocked. As a rule the door opened quickly, but on this occasion there was some delay before the sound of bolts rattling their sockets indicated life on the inside of the depressing door. It opened cautiously and Helder slipped in.

The man Clinker explained the delay.

“Maple’s ill,” he said laconically.

“He’ll be worse before I’ve finished with him,” said Helder.

He made his way straight to the strongroom. Maple was lying on the bed, half dressed. His face was white and drawn, his eyes sunken, his lips tinted an unhealthy blue. He opened his eyes as Helder entered but did not address him.

Glowering down on the sick man, Helder realized that he had not a long time to live.

“How long has he been like this?” he asked.

“Yesterday,” said the man. “They always go like this if they’re used to hard drinking and stop suddenly.”

Helder sat on the side of the bed, his hands in his pockets, his head bent forward as he looked from under his eyebrows at the dying man.

“Maple,” he said brusquely, “do you remember that batch of French notes that were given to you?”

Maple’s head moved feebly.

“You do?” said Helder. “What did you do to those notes?”

Maple closed his eyes with a weary gesture as though the subject had no further interest for him.

“What did you do with them?” repeated Helder. “Speak!”

He grasped the bony shoulder of the sick man and shook him savagely.

“I have got to know, d’ye hear,” he hissed. “I’ve got to know how I stand. What did you do to those notes?”

Tom Maple’s lips formed the word “Nothing,” but the set of his jaw showed Helder that this was a last act of defiance.

“What did you do with them?” he persisted. “Do you hear, Maple, what did you do with them? I tell you I’m not going to leave you until you answer me. You monkeyed with those bills.”

Again he shook the man with all his strength. His teeth chattered and in very weakness the tears rolled down his cheeks, but, dying as he was, he clenched his jaw tighter.

“I—” began Helder, white with rage; then Tiger Brown, a silent spectator of the scene, grasped his arm.

“There’s a car coming down the drive,” he whispered.

They listened. They could hear the “chuff-chuff” of the engine.

“Get downstairs, get downstairs quickly?” said Brown.

Closing the door of the sick man’s room behind them, they made their way to the high-ceilinged livingroom and crept to the door. They heard the car stop. Somebody approached the door and knocked, loudly and authoritatively.

Helder laid his finger on his lips to enjoin silence. Again there came a knock, and the three men in the room looked at one another.

Then a deep, clear voice spoke on the other side of the door.

“Open — in the King’s name!” it said.

Brown’s face went livid.

“The police!” he gasped, and looked round for some way of escape.

Helder did not lose his nerve. The car had been housed in a little shed at the rear of the building. He led the way swiftly across the tiled floor of the kitchen to the rear of the premises. He took a cautious survey from the bay window. There was nobody in sight. He unbolted the door and stepped out, the two men following. They gained the shed.

“Jump in!” said Helder.

He knew the noise of the engines would attract the police, but that had to be risked.

He slipped a big silk handkerchief from his pocket, and tied it round his face, so that only the space between his hat and his eyes was visible.

The car jerked forward over the uneven surface of the yard and gained the road. He saw two men running out from the house, but he had the start, and unless the road was guarded at the other end he would have no difficulty in reaching London. He did not doubt but that sufficient evidence existed to identify him with the gang, but he was playing his last desperate card, and fortune was with him to an extraordinary extent.



XIX. Willetts
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Gold had seen the car vanish. He had not had time to elaborate preparations which would preclude all chances of Helder’s escape.

“He can wait,” he said, and addressed himself to the task of entering the building.

While he was examining the front door, he realized that the fugitives must have left some other ingress open, and he and the two Scotland Yard men made their way to the back of the building. The door through which Helder had passed was ajar; Gold ran in. The simple arrangement of the interior made a search no difficult matter. The door of Maple’s prison had not been secured, and Gold made his way to the bedside of the forger.

It did not need a medical training to know that Tom Maple was in a bad way, and Gold’s first business was to send for a doctor. The sick man lay tossing to and fro on his pillow, muttering incoherently. Gold made a quick search of the apartment. He found a number of unfinished plates, damning evidence of the use to which the house had been put. He had finished his search when the detective he had despatched returned with the doctor.

“I’m afraid we shan’t be able to get him away,” said the surgeon after a brief examination; “his heart is all wrong, and there are probably other complications which I am not now able to discover.”

Gold looked at his watch.

“I’m expecting his niece,” he said; “I left word for her. By luck I got into communication just before I left town and I wired her to come here. Where is the nearest post office?”

“There is one at Royston,” said the doctor; “your car will get you there in twenty minutes.”

There was no time to be lost; he must communicate at once with the police and secure the arrest of Helder. He had sufficient evidence now.

He sat down to a little table in the room below, and wrote rapidly. He was in the midst of his message when one of the detectives came in.

“It’s Mrs Bell, I expect,” said Gold.

He left the half-written message on the table and went out; but it was a man who sprang from the car, a tall man, whose walk was strangely familiar to Gold.

“Bell!” he gasped.

Without a word Comstock Bell strode into the house. In the light thrown by a hanging lamp his face was pale and drawn.

“Where’s my wife?” he asked.

“I’m expecting her,” said Gold, in surprise.

A shadow of alarm passed over the young man’s face.

“Where have you — ?” began Gold.

“I will tell you later,” said the other hurriedly. “I passed my wife’s car four miles on the road; it had broken down and the chauffeur told me she must have gone on here. Could she have missed the way?”

Gold shook his head.

“I don’t think it’s possible. She may have gone back to London. I will send this message off by one of the men and go back to town with you in your car.”

“Where’s Maple?” asked Comstock Bell.

“He’s upstairs,” answered the other gravely.

“Is he dead?” Comstock Bell’s voice was sharp, his face went suddenly hard.

“No, he’s not dead,” said Gold; “but I’m afraid he won’t last long.”

“Is he conscious?”

The doctor was coming downstairs as he spoke, and overheard the question.

“He’s conscious now,” he said; “but he ought not be worried.”

Comstock Bell hesitated.

“This is a matter which affects my whole life,” he said. “Suppose he were not worried, is it possible to save him?”

The doctor shook his head.

“Then I must speak to him,” said Comstock Bell decidedly. “Come with me!”

The three men went upstairs together. Maple lay in his bed, propped up on the pillows. He smiled feebly at Gold, who was the first to enter, but as the tall form of Comstock Bell came through the doorway his eyes widened and his lips trembled in apprehension.

“Comstock Bell?” he whispered.

The other nodded and, walking slowly to the side of the bed, sat down and laid his hands gently on the thin wrists of the other.

“Where have you come from?” he asked Maple in a weak voice.

Comstock Bell hesitated, then he said slowly:

“I have just come form prison.”

“Prison?” whispered the other.

Comstock Bell nodded. There was a deathly silence in the room. Gold realized the affairs had reached the great crisis in Comstock Bell’s life. He watched the tall young man, his lean face softened with compassion as he leant forward over the bed.

“From prison,” he repeated. “Years ago there was a forgery committed in Paris. Two students were involved, one committed the forgery and passed the note, the other was unaware that his friend had taken such a desperate step. They had discussed the forgery as a great joke; both were known to be concerned in the plot, and when the crime was detected both men left the country. For some time their identities were confused.”

Tom Maple lay staring at the ceiling, his lips framing the words he could not speak.

“A few months ago,” Comstock Bell went on, “I, who was the innocent member of the little confederacy, gave myself up to the police for the crime, because I was sick with apprehension, and because I knew that the police were again searching for Willetts. In Willetts’ name I was condemned and sentenced.”

“And Willetts is dead,” said Gold. “Why did you do such a mad thing?”

“Willetts is alive,” said Comstock Bell.

The man on the bed smiled faintly.

“Yes,” he said in a low voice, “he is alive — I am Willetts.”

He turned over on his side and continued as though speaking to himself; they had some difficulty in hearing him, for at times his voice sank till it was but a whisper.

“I am Willetts,” he went on, “poor Tom Willetts; Willetts,” he whispered wonderingly, “I thought I should never hear that name again.”

He was silent for a long time, so long that they thought he had fallen asleep, and the doctor leant over him, touching his face gently.

“He is dead,” said the doctor.



An hour later Comstock Bell and Gold were on their way to London. There were mutual explanations.

“I left Chelmsford this morning,” said Comstock Bell. “I received the remission of my sentence as a result of the action of the French police — it was Lecomte’s doing, and I went straight on to Southend, which my wife had made her headquarters.”

Gold was a little puzzled and showed it, and Comstock Bell explained briefly.

“When I had decided that I should expiate the crime of which I was accused, I looked about for an agent who I could trust. I decided to marry. My plan was to keep my imprisonment secret. To this end I bought a tugboat and had it fitted. My object was to allow my agent to pass unobserved to and from London, which was necessary for many reasons. The day I left England on my honeymoon I went no farther than Boulogne; my tug carried me back to a seaside resort, and from thence my wife and I journeyed to London. That night I surrendered. By a piece of ill-fortune my wife was seen at my house. She had gone there to find a rubber stamp with my name which I had foolishly left behind.”

“I understand now,” said Gold. Rapidly he reviewed the details of Verity Bell’s reappearance in the light of her husband’s explanation.

“The day of my release was made know to my wife,” Comstock Bell went on, “and it was arranged that she should wait for me at Southend. You knew she was there?”

Gold nodded.

“I knew she was there; I did not know it was her headquarters.”

“To my surprise,” said Comstock Bell, “she was not awaiting me. It was there I found your wire telling her to go to the house on the Cambridge Road.”

“There is only one thing to do,” said Gold, “you can safely leave the London end to the police; let us get back to your tug; your wife may have returned.”

Comstock Bell hesitated.

“She may have gone back to see you,” he said.

“In that case she is safe,” said Gold. “Fortunately, we have not gone far out of our way; we can turn off at the next village. From this side of Waltham Cross there is a direct road to Southend.”

They had no difficulty in finding the way. The tug was moored some distance from the shore, and at that time of night it would have been no easy task to find a waterman to row them out. But near the pierhead, Lauder, the skipper of the tug, was waiting for them.

His news was not reassuring. Mrs Comstock Bell had not returned.

“But if you come to the tug, sir, he said, “I think I have information for you which will be helpful.”

They rowed out to the Seabreaker
 .

“It’s about this Mr Helder,” said the skipper. “I have an idea that he may have something to do with the lady’s disappearance.”

They were seated in the little saloon, which bore traces of a woman’s hand, for these two saloons had been Mrs Comstock Bell’s home.

“Going up and down the river as I have been doing frequently,” said the skipper, “there’s very little in the way of new buildings which have escaped me. Three months ago a new boathouse was built on the Essex shore, between Tilbury and Barking. I thought it was a rum place for a pleasure craft.”

“A pleasure craft?” said Gold quickly.

The skipper nodded.

“Yes,” he said, “one of the finest motorboats I have ever seen, and a seagoing one at that. I saw the makers doing their trials. Since then she has been on the slips and not once have I seen her in the water. Every day a man comes to look her over, and from what my son picked up from the attendant, one day when we were lying off the boathouse, waiting for your lady, she’s got spirit and provision enough to take her a ten days’ voyage.”

“It’s strange,” said Gold.

He looked at Comstock Bell and saw that the young man was impressed.

“After all,” Gold went on thoughtfully, “it’s a way out of London which Helder would think of; it would be worth the money in case of emergency, and likely as not Helder will try it.”

“I think it is Mr Helder,” put in Lauder; “at any rate, the man who looked after the boat told my boy it was an American gentleman.”

“The best thing we can do,” said Comstock Bell, “is to go up the river to this mysterious boathouse. We can lose nothing. We can spare a man to watch it if the boat has not gone and can resume our journey to London.”

Gold nodded, and the Captain went forth to his little bridge. In a few minutes the Seabreaker
 was under way, steaming up the river against the tide. The night was a dark one; they passed three big steamers coming down on the ebb. There was no sign of the motorboat till they had left Tilbury behind.

Then Lauder’s voice rang out sharply, and suddenly the tug listed to starboard as she swung round.

“There goes something!” shouted the captain from the bridge.

Abreast of them and running at full speed, her engines buzzing noisily, a long, lean motorboat slipped past, between the tug and the Essex shore.

Her little aft cabin was ablaze with lights, and then of a sudden these were extinguished.

“She’s going a bit too fast for me,” said the captain; “but I’ll overtake her when she reaches rough water.”

Bell strained his eyes towards the little black hull. Dark as it was, the foam of her wake was visible. The tug’s engines were now spinning at full speed and the distance between the two vessels was maintained.

“It may not be her,” said Gold; “but we must risk that. It is certainly a mysterious craft which tries to slip from the Thames with her lights out.”

In the darkness the skipper grinned.

“I have done the same pretty often recently,” he said.

“I think—” said Comstock Bell; then suddenly across the water from the boat ahead came a shrill scream, then another.

The cabin of the boat was suddenly illuminated and silhouetted between the light and the watchers were two figures standing on the stern of the boat.

Comstock Bell clearly saw a man and a woman. In a moment they parted as one slipped from the boat into the dark water.

“It is the woman!” he whispered hoarsely.



XX. Helder Slips to Sea


Table of Contents


In a deserted part of the Cambridge road, Helder, flying from justice, had come upon a car which had broken down. It lay in such a position that it was necessary to slow down to pass it.

A woman sat on the bank reading. The chauffeur had apparently gone to the nearest town for assistance.

Even in that moment of peril Helder was not so engrossed that he could pass any woman without the scrutiny which was habitual in him. She raised her head as the car came abreast; Helder’s foot went to the brake and the machine stopped with a jar.

“Mrs Comstock Bell, I believe?” he said.

She faced him fearlessly, complete mistress of herself though not of the situation, for Helder was a primitive man in such moments as these.

“I shall trouble you to come along with me,” he said.

She made no reply; she knew it was useless to argue with the man, but she threw a quick glance along the darkening road. There was nobody in sight and she realized her danger.

Helder stepped aside and opened the door of the tonneau invitingly, but there was a threat in the invitation.

“I’m not going,” she said resolutely.

She wanted to parley, to gain time; but in that moment of crisis she could think of nothing to say, and Helder was alive to the danger of delay.

“Get in,” he said roughly.

She shrank back; he caught her arm and half lifted her into the car.

“If you scream,” he said, turning from his driver’s seat, “I will kill you, do you understand that? Put up the hood.” He addressed Tiger Brown sharply.

They had strapped the hoot taut when the lights of another car came into sight over the crest of the hill, a mile away.

“Get one on each side of her, and hold her hands,” said Helder; “if she screams, stop her.”

Brown hesitated. There was an ugly look in his face which Helder rightly interpreted. Out of the pocket of his white dustcoat he slipped a revolver.

“You’re not going to spoil my game,” he said, “d’ye hear? You monkey with me and it’s hell for you.”

There was something that was almost inhuman in his rage-distorted voice, and Tiger sank down in the seat with a gasp.

They passed the other car at full speed. It was night when they reached London. They slipped through the busy streets ablaze with lights at what seemed to the driver a snail’s pace, but which was all too quick for the silent captive. Helder avoided the more populous districts, skirting the suburbs, and bore steadily east till they reached the marshland of Essex, and London was only a glow of warm light in the sky.

Helder had formed his plan as he went. He had made careful preparation for such an emergency. Throughout England, in unlikely places, he had rented or bought cottages. He knew the value of a fixed abode, and the danger which awaited the criminal whose idea of safety lay in moving quickly from place to place.

Ten miles out of Barking there is a deserted stretch of flat country, bordering the river. An insalubrious factory or two, an aviation ground, and the storage wharf of a coal factor completed the habitations on the river front.

It was to the coal wharf that Helder directed his car. He seemed to know the road very well.

“We’ll get out here,” he said suddenly.

There was no house in sight; they seemed to be the only creatures alive in the damp and dismal neighbourhood. Ahead of them the girl could see the orderly mounds of coal which stood stacked up upon concrete foundations; she guessed rather than saw the wooden fence which marked the limits of the factor’s holding. For one wild, frantic moment she feared for her life.

Helder gripped her arm, and half led, half pushed her forward.

“No harm will come to you,” he said; “if you are sensible,” he added.

They left the factor’s store on the left and walked and stumbled forward for a quarter of an hour. In the darkness the girl distinguished a squat building which stood on the edge of the water. The tide was high, and Helder gave a little grunt of satisfaction.

He fumbled for a moment at the door of the building, opened it, and pushed her before him inside.

A faint smell of tar and petrol greeted her.

Helder lit a lamp and she saw that she was in a large boathouse, and in the centre of the well-greased slips was a big motorboat. The guides sloped down to the big doors at the other end and apparently continued into the water.

Helder watched her as she took in the details.

“This is my lifeboat,” he said, with a return to his old good humour — he pointed to the big launch affectionately— “waiting to carry me safely from the wreckage,” he said. “I think it is time we left this country.”

His two companions were examining the boat with interest.

Tiger Brown, terrified as he was at the prospect, could not withhold his admiration for his employer’s foresight.

“Say, she’s a dandy!” he said.

“She’s provisioned for a long voyage, and she’s a good sea boat,” Helder remarked.

Suspended from the ceiling was a steel chain from the end of which hung a handle. He pulled this, and the doors at the other end swung open, showing the black waters of the river beyond.

“Get in,” he said. He pointed to the ladder leaning against the side of the boathouse, and Brown, planting it firmly against the boat, mounted. Helder turned to the girl.

“I shall not go,” she said vehemently. “I don’t care what you do, I will not go. Aren’t you satisfied with the work you’ve already done?”

“I think you will go, Mrs Comstock Bell,” said Helder deliberately.

“I have no desire to meet your husband in Chelmsford Jail.”

She went white to the lips and staggered back. Helder laughed.

“Yes, that secret of yours has been very well kept, and, so far, I am the only living person in England except yourself who knows. I don’t think it matters one way or the other,” he said; “and really I think your husband is supersensitive. But you will save me a lot of trouble and yourself some unpleasantness if you offer no resistance to my plan.”

“My husband is an innocent man,” said the girl steadily; “he is suffering for another’s sin.”

Helder bowed politely.

“Most people who inhabit prisons are innocent; they generally suffer for the offences of others,” he said. “Get in!” His tone was imperative, brutal. “Get in!” he said again, harshly. “I tell you I want you, you’re necessary, and I’m going to take you, if I have—” He ended abruptly.

She knew that resistance was useless. By some means she could not guess, Helder had discovered the secret she had devoted all her care to guarding. To disobey him now would in all probability mean the betrayal of Comstock Bell.

She glanced despairingly at Helder’s companions. Brown had shown reluctance to obey, but now with freedom before him, he was as anxious as Helder to be gone. There was only the man Clinker. Yet she saw no look of sympathy in his eyes. Her hand was trembling as she grasped the ladder and mounted to the boat, but she showed no other sign of terror.

Helder followed after her and put the ladder away.

He leant over the stern of the vessel, knocked out the detaining wedge that held the boat, and she slid smoothly down into the water and swung round with the tide. In a minute the engines were revolving noisily and the motor boat was heading down river.

Clinker and Tiger Brown had gone forward, and Helder was left alone with the girl in the little cabin aft. He switched on a small light, evidently fed by an accumulator battery under the seat. She moved nearer the door at the stern.

“Perhaps you can give me some information?” he said, after a while.

She made no reply.

“I think perhaps there is little you can tell me,” he went on. “I understand as much about your marriage as you. I’m rather curious to know how your uncle betrayed us.”

Her lips were pursed close together; there was look of scorn in her fine eyes which maddened him.

He reached across with one hand, he switched out the light, and with the other caught her roughly by the wrist. With a quick movement she wrenched herself free and sprang to the stern of the little cabin.

“If you come near me,” she said, “I will jump overboard.”

There was no mistaking the determination in her tone.

“You need not be afraid,” he said with a laugh; “you’re too valuable an article to be damaged. I suppose Comstock Bell will pay pretty handsomely for you.”

As he spoke he edged his way nearer to her, and then, without a moment’s warning, sprang at her and caught her in his arms. She shrieked loudly, and in the silence of the night it seemed as though she would arouse all that was alive on the sleeping river.

“Be silent!” he said savagely.

“Let me go!” she cried.

“Will you promise you won’t scream?” he said.

“Let me go!” she said again.

He released her and went back to the cabin.

“Come in here,” he ordered roughly.

“Put on the light,” she said.

He clicked the little button and the cabin was again flooded with light. Still, she did not move, save to turn her head. Then her body grew tense.

“Thank God!” he heard her whisper, “the Seabreaker
 .”

He looked aft. Behind them, coming at full speed, was a tug, and in a moment he comprehended its significance.

He sprang forward and put his hand over her mouth and strove to drag her into the cabin. For a moment they struggled, and the little launch rocked to and fro with the violence of their efforts. Then suddenly she wrenched herself free. He put out his hand to catch her, but he was too late; she had dived head first into the water.

He heard the shrill clang of the tug’s engines, and knew that there had been witnesses to her act. He took a quick step into the cabin and turned out the lights again.

Tiger Brown came swiftly aft.

“What is the matter?” he said.

Helder made no reply for a moment; then he laughed.

“If we can reach the Belgian shore before daylight,” he drawled, “we shall be extremely fortunate.”

He looked back. He was rapidly increasing the distance between himself and his pursuer; for the Seabreaker
 had been turned broadside on, and he did not doubt that the boat had been lowered to pick up the girl.

“Somehow” — he was speaking half to himself— “I do not think we shall reach the Continent.”



XXI. The Irony of Chance
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In the pretty saloon of the Seabreaker
 Verity Bell lay, weak but smiling; her husband sat by her side.

The tug had turned and was making its slow way upstream, and Gold, by the Captain’s side, was silently speculating upon the result of the telegram he had despatched to shore, which, if effective, would place watchers along the French and Belgian coasts awaiting the coming of Helder.

But whatever tragedy awaited the men in the motorboat, tossed and beaten by the nor’-wester which raged outside, there was something of tragedy in the scene which was being enacted in the little saloon. For here was Comstock Bell, a man vindicated, grateful to the point of worship, and here was his wife, of whom he had no more than twelve hours’ knowledge, no nearer to him by conventional standards than any casual acquaintance. She had served her purpose.

This she herself thought, lying there, utterly weary, too exhausted by her recent experiences to do anything but think.

She had served her purpose — and now?

She had looked at him through half-closed eyes for a long time before he realized that she had returned to consciousness; took in the new lines about his mouth which prison life had given him, the spareness — prison diet was responsible — and the new look of content which comes to a man who is free of care and from whose soul has been lifted a weight of secret fear.

She was ready to face the worst, yet having no clear idea in her mind as to what was the best, still less could she decide with any certainty what development she desired least. In this same cabin, on this very settee, she had gone into this very question time and time again with no greater profit. What was her future — and his?

A solution, she had thought, was divorce: yet she shrank from that, and with good reason. For the English law is a beastly law, and denies relief to the decent and clean. You must qualify in the hog trough for divorce, you must strip the fine cloak of modesty, be blatantly unashamed, else you must go on living the life which circumstances have made for you.

With Comstock Bell, the issue was clearer. He had no greater strength of mind than she, yet since he must take the initiative, his plan had been insensibly formed. And it was no factor in his decision that the girl who lay inert upon the settee was beautiful by all tests. Never before had he found time to look at her critically; even now his critical faculties were biased by the knowledge of the great service she had rendered to him by the sacrifice which he felt she had made. He knew instinctively that, however largely his fears had bulked in the affair of the £50 note, however much he may have thought, standing upon the threshold of voluntary immolation, that that period was the turning point of his life, now was the great moment upon which the future depended.

She looked very fragile, he thought. She had changed her wet things into a long silk kimono, dull red, and it threw into contrast the clear whiteness of her skin.

She opened her eyes with a smile.

“Well?” she said.

It was a little friendly monosyllable, but it struck the note he most desired.

“You were surprised to see me, weren’t you?”

An unaccountable shyness prevented him calling her by her name.

“No, I was not surprised,” he said calmly; “but I am surprised now that I was not.”

There was a long silence, which she broke.

“My uncle,” she said, “is he—”

Comstock Bell nodded sadly.

“I was afraid so,” she said gently. “Poor uncle!”

“He was much too near my own age,” she said gently, “for me to regard him as one usually does that sort of relation, but he was very good to me.” Her eyes filled with tears. “I am—” She stopped suddenly, and a tinge of red crept into her face.

“What?” he asked in a low voice.

She shook her head.

“Nothing — nothing” she said hastily.

“You were going to say you were alone in the world,” said Comstock Bell, gently, and he took one of her listless hands in his; “and yet” he continued with a smile, “you cannot say that any more than I.”

He paused a little, then —

“We are married, you know,” he said.

There was pain in the eyes which met his.

“I know,” she said quickly. “I somehow wish that you hadn’t spoken of that,” she went on, looking past him; “we ought to face this situation sensibly, oughtn’t we?”

He nodded, waiting for her solution.

“You see” — she turned on her side, supporting her head with one hand, and she was very serious— “you see, if this were a story, we ought to live happily ever after — and I want it to end like a story. But it does not mean happiness for either of us — like this. I must not spoil your life—”

“Nor I, yours,” he interrupted.

“That doesn’t matter so much,” she said with a little smile; “my life would have been utterly spoilt if I had refused to help you…and it could only happen as it has happened. You see..,” she hesitated; “when you told me your plans and the story of your foolish Crime Club… I knew.”

“Knew what?”

“That my uncle was Willetts.” She looked into his face gravely.

“Maple is my name and Uncle Tom adopted it…for reasons. I knew that it was my duty to go through the ceremony… I could not tell you that you were innocent, because you knew that already.”

“I knew that,” he said quietly; “yet I was morally guilty. It was my suggestion the forgery. I made it in jest to Willetts when the club started. We were both keen draughtsmen and in fun I sketched… I never dreamt he would do such a mad thing.”

The thud-thud of the tug’s screw was the only sound in the cabin.

“We have not disposed of ourselves,” said the girl after a while, “and we must be sensible.”

“Which means that we have got to do something disagreeable,” he smiled; “it would be very easy to say, ‘I will leave everything to you,’ and pass my responsibility on. You would sacrifice your life — no, no, don’t interrupt, Verity — you would offer a way out easy enough for me — but no way out which means the dissolution of our marriage is acceptable.”

She flushed.

“It would be wrong to go on with this,” she said in a low voice, “in…in the way marriages go on. It would be equally wrong in me if I accepted your name…your fortune — and gave you nothing but the comforting feeling that you had played the game.”

She sat up and threw back her hair with a jerk of her head.

“And it would be wrong…because I am a woman capable of loving…no fortune, no honour would compensate…suppose in years to come I learnt to love somebody…?”

She dropped her eyes before his.

“I anticipate that,” he said gently. “I think you will learn to love somebody…and that somebody will be me.”

She did not speak.

“You have taken one great risk for me,” he went on, “will you take another…that when love comes it may be for your husband?”

She raised her head and looked at him long and earnestly. Then she held out her hand.

“I will,” she said.



Out on the North Sea the little motorboat was fighting its way through the storm, which increased in ferocity every moment.

The tiny craft leapt and fell from crest to trough. Helder, in an oilskin coat, the collar turned up to his eyes, stood by the steersman amidships. Tiger Brown, never the man for a rough crossing, lay prostrated in the little cabin below.

“Is it likely to be any worse?” roared Helder above the thunder of the storm.

The steersman shook his head.

“I can’t say,” he replied; “it looks as though it was going to be a dirty night.”

The motorboat trembled as a wave broke over its bow, and the steersman turned to the man at this side.

“You must get across?” he asked; “we couldn’t creep back to some quiet little harbour and lay till the storm passes?”

Helder made no reply. He glanced back. Trembling on the horizon was the yellow glow of the lightship they had passed.

Another wave struck the little craft and it heeled over. He was no sailor, but he knew that this could not go on. Perhaps his going to sea had served a purpose.

“We’ll go back,” he said. “Where can we run to?”

The man at the wheel thought for a few minutes.

“We could double back into the Thames,” he said.

Helder shook his head.

“No,” he said, “that would be too dangerous. If the weather would admit of it we could go down the Channel, but that would be almost as dangerous as to attempt to cross, and we have not much time. It will be daylight in four hours.”

“Why not make for Clacton?” said the steersman; “there are a dozen lonely places one could land at and escape observation.”

“We’ll take our chance,” said Helder, “put her back. Put into shore now and we’ll land wherever seems most likely.”

In the lee of the shore the water was smoother, and at four o’clock in the morning the nose of the boat grated against the sands between Clacton and Walton. The little party waded ashore.

“What about the boat?” asked Tiger Brown. He had recovered sufficiently to take an interest in things.

Helder hesitated. He did not want to lose the boat, it represented a last chance of escape. But he knew that it would be discovered in the morning by the coastguards, and the evidence of his being in England would set the police at work with renewed vigour. There was nothing to do but to sacrifice the little craft in which he had placed such reliance. She was turned till her stern touched the sand, the engines set at full speed and the wheel locked. Putting her nose in the direction of the wide sea, the four men released their hold on her and she went buzzing out of sight.

They were wet through, drenched by the spray and their voluntary immersion, for it had been necessary to stand waist high in the water whilst they were preparing the motorboat for her last trip to sea. The sands were deserted, they met no coastguards. They gained the village of Little Clacton without meeting a soul.

Here they separated; each man had a supply of money.

“Which way do you go?” asked Brown.

“I shall go back to London,” said the other. “You had better go—” He hesitated. For the life of him he could not make any suggestion. His own plans were so uncertain, his chance of getting clear so unlikely, and he was, moreover, so absorbed in his own plight that he had little inclination to concern himself with his companion’s route.

“Don’t worry about me,” said Tiger. “I think I shall find a way.”

Helder left them in the darkness and went on to Clacton station.

He must take his chance of getting an early train to the Continent. Fortune was with him here, for a freight train was moving slowly out as he came to the goods yard.

He had to climb a fence to reach the prohibited area of the railway.

His clothes were torn, his hands, so unused to manual labour, sore with his efforts.

He stopped by the rail as a long train slowly moved past. He watched his opportunity; a cold storage van came abreast. The centre doors were open, for it was empty; he leapt up, caught a rail and swung himself on to the floor of the van. He sat there, shivering in his wet clothes, planning his next move.

Unless the train was deplorably tardy, he ought to be in Colchester well within an hour. He gathered by the length of the train that it was unlikely to stop at the wayside stations to pick up trucks. In this surmise he was correct. After an unconscionable time the train pulled up before a signal outside Colchester station. He dropped off, made his way across some fields and reached the town safely. He met one or two men on their way to work. He was chilled to the bone and desperate; he would have to run the risk of their talking.

He watched till he saw a man, evidently of a superior class of artisan, coming towards him. The man was walking briskly, and whistling a little tune, when Helder stopped him.

“Excuse me,” he said.

The man stopped dead; by the light thrown from a street lamp fifty years away he saw the bedraggled figure and eyed him suspiciously.

“Do you want to earn a fiver?” asked Helder.

“I do,” said the man, but without enthusiasm.

“I have had a motor accident,” said Helder; “I have had to walk across the country five miles. I want a lodging and a suit of clothes.”

The working man detected a note of refinement in the other’s tone and was more respectful.

“There are plenty of lodgings,” he said, “and you will be able to get some clothes as soon as the shops open.”

“I want them now,” said Helder, “I don’t want to wait. How far do you live from here?”

“About five minutes, but it isn’t the sort of place you’d like to go to.”

Helder brushed aside his objections.

“I don’t want to go to an hotel,” he said. “I have reasons” — he suggested one which was more creditable to his powers of imagination then his morals. “I don’t want anybody to know I’m down here,” he explained, “and any suit of dry clothes will do me.”

He took out his pocketbook, selected two five-pound notes, and handed them to the man.

“Come this way, sir,” said the workman respectfully.

He led the way to a little street of cheap villas and opened the door. He showed the way into the little parlour and lit a lamp.

“I’ll go up and tell the missus,” he said, “and see what I can find you.”

The chill room felt warm after the draughty interior of a cold-storage van. In a few minutes the man came back bearing a bundle of clothes under his arm and with many apologies laid them out on the small horsehair sofa.

“The missus will be down in a minute,” he said “she’ll get you some tea.”

He went out while Helder changed. It was evident he had brought his best suit, and it was more welcome to Helder than the finest fit at Poole’s. It changed his appearance so that, from the fashionably dressed “man about town,” he became a commonplace type of workman. He declined the collar the man offered him, but accepted gratefully a woollen scarf. He transferred from the pockets of his old clothes everything that might serve to identify him. When he was dressed, the man’s wife, in inelegant deshabille
 , brought him a cup of tea and lit the little fire.

“You understand,” said Helder to the man, “that I don’t want this matter spoken about. I am supposed to be in London, and it would do me a lot of harm if it were known that I was gallivanting about the country.”

The man nodded with a sagacious wink.

“You may trust me,” he said with a knowing smile. “What shall I do with the old clothes?”

“Dry them and keep them,” said Helder.

He drank the tea and ate the two thick slices of toast the man made for him.

The day was beginning to dawn gradually; he did not wait for broad daylight before he made his way to the station. He took a workman’s ticket for Romford, there he bought another ticket for London.

By luck the clerk did not take away the ticket for the first half of his journey. This was all to the good.

It was eight o’clock when he reached Liverpool Street station. The streets were crowded with early workers on their ways to their offices. It was necessary to avoid London as much as possible; he realized this. He made his way eastward, found a ready-made tailor’s shop, and bought a heavy overcoat and hat unlike any he had ever worn.

By a circuitous route, which necessitated crossing the river at Woolwich, he reached New Cross, the South Eastern station, where slow trains sometimes stop on their way to the coast.

Here again luck was with him. It was much easier than he had imagined possible. He was tired out from want of sleep and his exertions of the previous night.

He dozed as far as Ashford; here he got out, for there was a five minutes’ wait. He had a cold luncheon at the buffet bar and bought a paper.

It was from a bundle which had just been unwrapped and had evidently come by the same train as himself. He opened it and first news he read turned him white.

It was headed:

The International Gang of Forgers:

Flight and Return of Helder, the Leader”



He bit his lip to prevent himself uttering an exclamation, and read:



“Scotland Yard has succeeded in tracking down the gang which for years has been manufacturing and putting into circulation forged United States bills. Last night Mr Wentworth Gold, an official attached to the American Embassy, discovered the distributing centre of the gang. It was situated on the Cambridge road, some twentyfive miles out of town. Mr Gold, who was accompanied by a number of Scotland Yard men, arrived too late to capture the leaders, who made their escape in a motorcar.

“It was afterwards discovered that they had reached the Thames in the vicinity of Barking, where a motorboat was awaiting them. They made for the open sea and soon outpaced their pursuers.

“The torpedo boat flotilla lying in Dover Harbour was communicated with, and immediately put out and made a systematic patrol of the sea to within three miles of the French and Belgian coasts. No sign of the motorboat was seen, however, and at first it was believed that, owing to the rough weather in the North Sea, the boat was swamped.

“A discovery made this morning upsets this theory and proves without doubt, that, unable to face the terrible weather, the boat put back. The men evidently landed between Clacton and Frinton and, turning the boat’s head to the sea, sent her out again at full speed, empty.

“By good fortune it was sighted three miles out by the TBD Searcher,
 and with some difficulty was boarded. With commendable promptitude the officer commanding the torpedo boat destroyer noted the motor boat’s course, and putting in to Clacton landed a search party which found traces of the landing. These included a pair of night glasses, evidently the property of Helder.

“So far the men have not been tracked, though the police are working on a clue which they have obtained at Colchester. They have reason to believe that Helder has doubled back to London, with the object of leaving for the Continent by the regular mail service.

“All passenger boats at Dover, Folkestone, Newhaven and Harwich are being carefully watched.”



Helder folded the paper carefully, and slipped it into his pocket. To go on now would be disastrous, to go back almost as dangerous.

While he was considering his line of action a Northern-bound train came steaming into the station and pulled up at another platform. His mind was quickly made up. He crossed the bridge and entered the train. He had no time to get a ticket, nor had he any desire to attract attention to himself. He did not doubt that the police would trace him to New Cross, but he would baffle them yet.

If he had hoped to leave the train at a wayside station he was disappointed. From Ashford to London the train ran without a stop, this would bring him into the very heart of London again; he would have to run the gauntlet of the detectives who would be watching at the station. His only hope was that they were confining their attentions to the outward-bound trains. If he had any luck, he would arrive between the hours at which these trains departed.

The train stopped at Waterloo. The inspectors came to collect the tickets. It was the chance he had prayed for. He left the train and walked boldly up to the barrier where the collector stood.

He took a pound-note out of his pocket as he approached the man.

“I had no time to buy a ticket at Ashford,” he said.

He did not wait for the change, but pushed on. A foolish proceeding, because he was still wearing the clothes of an artisan. He recognized his mistake before he had reached Waterloo Junction.

Fate was playing with him that day and playing in his favour, for no detective saw him, though, as it happened, there were half a dozen watching Waterloo.

He came by tube across London and reached Highgate. Here he made a number of purchases, including a grip and a change of clothing. With this he doubled back again, using the convenient tube to South London, took another train to Sydenham; and used the opportunity which an empty carriage presented to change his clothes. The others he placed in the grip. His purchases had included a pair of gold spectacles, and the change in his appearance was startling.

In the meantime Gold was hot on his tracks. The ticket-collector at Waterloo had told the story of the man in rough working clothes who had given him a pound note and told him to keep the change.

At five o’clock in the afternoon they arrested Tiger Brown at Brentford. Exactly how he came to Brentford is not of any great importance. He could tell them nothing more than they already knew about Helder. It was almost impossible to follow the latter’s movements.

“He has twisted and doubled so about London,” said Gold, “that I’m hanged if I know where to look next.”

Helder was, in fact, edging by a series of short zigzag tracks farther and farther from the metropolis. He reached Reading by the least likely of railways; he was making for Fishguard and he arrived at the western port in time to catch the Irish boat, but he passed unchallenged.

But Fate, which had favoured him so greatly, now played her most cruel card, and the story of Helder’s arrest will go down to history as the most remarkable incidence of poetic justice that has ever been known.

They woke Gold in the early hours of the morning with a telegram which was from the detective in charge of the case. It was brief. “Helder arrested at Queenstown,” it said.

Gold caught the early morning train and crossed the Irish Channel that afternoon. He went to the little police station on the quay. Helder was in the cell, nonchalant, almost insolent in his carelessness.

“Well, Gold,” he said. “You’ve got me.”

Gold nodded.

“Yes,” he said, “you’ve had a run for your money.”

Helder laughed bitterly.

“Did they tell you how I was arrested?” he asked.

“No,” said Gold, in some surprise. The incident of the arrest had not been detailed to him, and it struck him as curious that the prisoner should regard the matter as being one worth speaking about.

Helder laughed; his back against the wall, both his thumbs in his waistcoat pockets.

“I went into a tourist’s agency to get a ticket to America,” he said. “I handed them two five-pound notes. I did not think much of the agent’s delay in getting me the ticket. A few minutes later a detective came in and I was arrested.”

“They recognized you,” said Gold.

The smile on the other’s face was tragic.

“No, they did not recognize me,” he said slowly. “The two notes I handed over in exchange were forged.”

Gold’s eyebrows rose.

“But you did not forge five-pound notes,” he said.

Helder shook his head.

“That’s the cursed joke,” he said; “they were somebody else’s forgeries that had been passed on to me.”



XXII. The End
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Mrs Comstock Bell sat at breakfast on the broad, tiled terrace of the Hotel Cecil. Ahead of her, a grey bulk showing dimly above the Riffian coast, was Gibraltar; to the left, a soft undulating sweep of Spanish hills; left and a little behind her, the white jumble of Tangier, one slim green minaret rising from the pleasing chaos of white and blue. The murmur of the awakened city came out to her and brought a little sense of exhilaration. Tangier was so much alive, so virile, so mysterious, so old — it was like a place in the Old Testament lit by electricity, a scrap of Babylon, if you could imagine Babylon with advertisements of absinthe plastered on the palace walls.

The sea was a gorgeous blue and motionless. Far away on the horizon, a great steamer, hull down, was making its way westward through the Staits. The sweet scent of mimosa came in soft puffs from a great golden bush near by.

She was alone on the terrace, but the table was laid for two. She had finished her breakfast, and her idle fingers played with a scrap of toast.

Her happiness was almost complete. For three months she had lived such a life as she had only pictured in her most exhilarated moments. The cities of the world which had existed for her only in pictures and in descriptions were now realities to her. Her feet had trod the floors of the Prado, had stood where Caesar stood in Rome, had climbed the steep hill to the Gate of the Sun in Toledo, had walked under Mont Blanc, had passed along the shaded pavements of Vienna.

She was perfectly happy, she told herself, yet instinctively made a reservation. What that reservation was she did not put into words, did not even mould it into thought. There was one little shadow.

She heard a firm footstep behind her and turned. It was her husband.

“Hallo, you’re early!” he said.

She smiled a welcome to him, and he took her hand.

He sat on the other side of the table.

“I ordered my breakfast as I came,” he said; “somehow I’m not hungry as I ought to be.”

A look of alarm come into her eyes.

“You’re not ill?” she said anxiously.

He smiled indulgently. “Oh, no, I’m not ill!”

“The porter was telling me,” she went on, speaking quickly, almost incoherently, “there has been typhoid in Tangier. Don’t you think we had better go away? I could pack my bags in time to catch the boat—”

He shook his head laughingly.

“Please don’t worry, there is no cause.”

“I couldn’t have you ill here,” she said, and shook her head doubtingly. “We could run over to Cadiz and go to Paris.”

“I assure you,” he began, then he stopped and frowned. “Typhoid in Tangier,” he repeated her words; “by Jove, that’s serious.” He looked at her in a panic. “I think we’ll go,” he said, “it isn’t worth taking a risk; I’d never forgive myself if you got ill.”

She stopped him with a burst of ringing laughter. He saw the humour of the situation and laughed responsively.

“I suppose,” he said, “there’s typhoid everywhere, if one looks for it.”

He sat down to the table and sorted over the pile of letters that awaited him. He opened one. It was in the flowing handwriting of Wentworth Gold. He scanned it eagerly.

“There’s no news?” she asked.

“None of importance,” he said. “Isn’t it curious,” he looked up from his letter, “that Gold, the least romantic of men, should ascribe Helder’s death to a broken heart?”

“Poor man!” she said softly.

He pushed back his chair and looked absently across the yellow stretch of sand.

“He was rather a sinner,” he said; “but who can tell the temptations to which such a man, ambitious and without influence, can be subjected? I can forgive him many things; to my mind, his forgeries were the least of his offences.”

She was silent, knowing that his mind had gone back to that day in Helder’s office when he had first spoken to her.

“No other letters?” she asked after a while.

He put down the letter he had been looking through with a little smile!

“The usual thing,” he said dryly. “It is curious how people always want you to be happy in their way, and when they picture your happiness, imagine it under conditions entirely different from those you enjoy.”

She looked up quickly, then lowered her eyes again.

“You are quite happy, aren’t you?” she asked quietly.

“Quite,” he said. There was no hesitation or doubt in his voice, but there was no depth in his tone either. The word “quite” was just a word without emphasis but without hesitation. It neither inferred perfection in happiness nor suggested anything to the contrary.

“As happy as you had expected?” She was playing with fire and she knew it, and was none the less happy in the risk she took.

“More,” he said.

He looked down at her gravely: he had risen, and was leaning with his back to the stone parapet.

“Much more than I had ever hoped — you look a little troubled,” he added quickly.

She smiled up at him.

“No, though sometimes I worry a little about the future. I have qualms of conscience. I feel that in some way I am standing between you and the best part of your life.”

“You are the best part of my life,” he said with a lowered voice; “whatever the future holds that is a present fact. It is so easy to love you, Verity.”

The word were very simple, but there was in his tone sincerity which was beyond doubt.

She flushed, yet raised an empty coffee cup to her lips in an heroic effort to dissemble her agitation.

“Some day, in the years ahead,” he went on, “love will come to you. It is worth waiting—”

“Suppose,” she interrupted timidly, “suppose it never comes. Is it fair — to me — to depend so much on that?”

“If it does not come, something else equally as precious will come in its place.”

She did not speak for a minute of two. She sat with her eyes fixed upon the cup before her, turning it round and round aimlessly.

“Suppose,” she said, without raising her eyes, “we discover — that day — only suppose?”

He nodded.

“Suppose it was between us — as it should be — that love — real love — lived and flourished in both our hearts — should we go away on another trip like this, away from the world and people, just you and I?”

He did not trust himself to speak, he nodded again.

The twirling of the cup became faster and more furious as she went on.

“It’s very tempting,” she half whispered. “All that lovely trip over again. It tempts me to wait till we have settled down in England—”

The cup fell to the tiled floor of the terrace and broke into a hundred pieces. She laughed and rose quickly. Her colour came and went.

“But I am not going to wait!” she said.


The End
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Had Tillizinni written this story of the tomb of Ts’in Hwang Ti (the King of Ts’in who became Emperor literally) from the notes he had upon the case, it might have made a greater and a better book.

You would have pardoned such extravagance of style as he displayed in his extraordinary narrative, remembering that he is of Italian birth and that English is too full of pitfalls to the foreigner for his liking. For of truth, though Tillizinni speaks and writes the three Arabics, Moorish (which I think is the purest), Turkish, and Russian, with considerable fluency, and though he knows at least seven dialects in the Chinese tongue, and can converse in most of the modern languages, yet English; with its bland and inviting simplicity, is a tongue which more than any other baffles and overawes him.

They say of Nicolò Tillizinni, his predecessor in the chair of Anthropology at Florence, and the benefactor and more than father, whose name Tillizinni bears, that he spoke all languages save Welsh; but I have reason for believing that he never completely mastered the niceties of our tongue.

Particularly did Tillizinni wish to write clearly in this story which I now tell (by his favour and at his request), for it is a story like none other I have ever heard or read.

It concerns the tomb of the Great Emperor — the first Emperor of the Chinese, who died two centuries before the birth of Christ; it concerns that extraordinary genius and adventurer, Captain Ted Talham — surely the most talkative man in the world; it concerns, too, that remarkable woman, Yvonne Yale, and last but not least, The Society of Joyful Intention — the most bloodthirsty organisation the world has known. It concerns Tillizinni also, for Scotland Yard placed him on his mettle, set him a challenging task, which threatened at one time to bring ruin to the greatest detective in Europe.

That it likewise brought him within an ace of losing his life, I should not think it worth while mentioning at this stage, but for the fact that scoffers might suppose that he held life dearer than fame.

Tillizinni has never greatly interested himself in Chinese affairs, and though he had been instrumental in bringing many men to their doom, yet, curiously enough, none of these have been inmates of the Celestial Kingdom; so that he welcomed with the welcome which a blasé mind offers to anything in the shape of novelty, the invitation of Scotland Yard to make himself acquainted with the Society of Joyful Intention. The story proper which is set forth here, begins with the surrounding of the China Packet.

On the 24th of November, in the year of the great storm, there went aground off the Goodwin Sands the China-Orient liner Wu-song
 . She was a modern steamer of six thousand tons, built by the Fanfield Company in 1900, and she traded between London and the China Sea. On the night in question she was homeward bound and was coming up the Channel at half speed, a precaution taken by her skipper as a result of a slight and patchy fog which lay on the Channel.

Off St. Margarets, for some unaccountable reason, she shifted her course, and before anybody seemed to realise what was happening, she was aground. No sea was running at the time, the storm, it will be remembered, occurred a fortnight later, and with the aid of two Dover tugs she was refloated.

That would seem rather a matter for the Trinity Masters than for Scotland Yard, but for the fact that in the natural excitement attendant upon the grounding, a very determined attempt was made to force the Stubb safe in the captain’s cabin. Here again Scotland Yard might have dismissed the matter as a mere commonplace attempt to secure the safe’s contents by some person or persons unknown, but for the fact that this was the third attempt which had been made during the voyage.

Coming through the Suez Canal the captain had been on the bridge — as is usual when a ship is making progress through the great waterway. He had left his steward in charge of his cabin, with instructions not to leave the apartment until he (the captain) returned. Half way through the Canal, with the ship’s searchlights showing, and a clear stretch of water before him, he had snatched a moment to go to his cabin to get a muffler, for the night was cold.

The cabin was on the boat deck and inaccessible to passengers except by invitation. To his surprise he had found the big room in darkness and had put one foot over the weather board to enter the cabin, when two men rushed past him, knocking him over in their hurry. He called for a quartermaster, entered the cabin, and discovered his steward lying gagged and bound on the floor.

The man had been sitting reading when he had found himself violently seized and gagged by two men, one of whom had switched out the light the moment the assault was made.

The steward struggled, but he was powerless in the hands of his assailants, and for a quarter of an hour he lay upon the floor, his back to the intruders, whilst they attacked the safe.

One cannot say, without reflecting upon an eminent firm of safemakers, whether the burglary would have succeeded but for the captain’s return, but certain it is that the strangers had gone to work in a most scientific manner, and had made amazing progress in the short space of time.

The second attempt was made when the ship was two days out of Gibraltar, and was a halfhearted effort to blow open the door of the safe whilst the captain was conducting Church Service in the saloon. No guard had been left in the cabin, the captain thinking that the thieves would be scared at making any further attack, and, too, that they would hardly venture in broad daylight. Again they were disturbed and decamped unseen, leaving two pencils of nitroglycerine to indicate their intentions.

Nor was the third, and final, and — one may suppose — desperate attempt any more successful; but this time the thieves were nearly caught. Captain Talham had seized his revolver the moment the ship went aground, for his crew was in the main Chinese, and he took no risks of a panic. When going back to his cabin to secure a lifebelt, he met the two indefatigable thieves, and there was a sharp exchange of shots.

This time the thieves were armed also. Again they evaded him and escaped in the fog.

Scotland Yard sent Tillizinni to interview the captain at the London docks, and he found him an average type of British seaman, kindly and communicative.

“The rum thing is,” he explained, “that there was no money in the safe — not so much as a brass farthing.”

“What did the safe contain?” asked Tillizinni. He took up a sheet of paper from his desk and read:

“Ship’s papers in envelope — confidential report on the working of the new condenser — and a green mailbag,” he said.

Tillizinni was interested.

“Green mailbag?”

The captain nodded.

“That’s the Ambassador’s bag and is brought from the Court of Pekin to the ship by special messenger, and taken from me in London by a man from the Embassy.”

“You see,” he explained, “the Chinese Government always sends its mails like that — its Embassy mails, I mean. I bring ’em every trip. They don’t trust the Embassy despatches over the Trans-Siberian Railway. They think that the Russians go through ‘em.”

“I see,” said Tillizinni.

It was very clear what the objective had been.

The green mailbag offered an irresistible temptation to somebody who knew its contents.

“There was nothing else?”

He shook his head.

“Nothing,” he said.

There was little to do save to continue inquiries at the Chinese Embassy. Here, however, Tillizinni met with a check. A letter from the Embassy informed him that nothing of the slightest importance was contained in the bag. The letter continued:



“In this particular mail there were no official documents whatever, the bag being made up of a number of his Excellency’s personal effects. These were in the nature of rare Chinese documents which his Excellency had sent for from his home in Che-foo, to assist him in the writing of an article which he is preparing for the North American Review. As Signor Tillizinni may know, his Excellency is an enthusiastic student of Chinese history, and has the finest private collection of historical documents relating to China in the world.”



This letter came to Tillizinni at a moment when he had ample time to devote to the elucidation of the problem.

Our Italian friend was and is a peculiar man. He credited thieves of persistent characters, such as these men undoubtedly possessed, with intelligence out of the ordinary.

Whosoever made the attempt upon the safe of the China boat were well aware of the “worthlessness” of the safe’s contents, and it was apparent that, worthless or not, the burglars had decided that to have them was worth the risk.

The passenger list was a small one, but it took a week to sort them out and establish their innocence. For the most part they were Customs officials and British officers returning home on leave; and the weekend found me with only two “doubtfuls.”

The first of these was almost beyond suspicion. A Mr. de Costa, a shipowner of sorts, was one, and Captain Talham was another.

Mr. de Costa, whom Tillizinni visited was, I should imagine, descended from a Portuguese family. A short, stout man, rather yellow of face, and bearing traces of his descent. He seemed the last person in the world to be suspected of commonplace felony.

Of Captain Talham, only fragmentary information was obtainable, He had apparently held a commission in a regiment of Irregular Horse during the South African war, and at the conclusion of hostilities he had gone to China in search of the adventure which at that time the great empire offered.

Beyond the fact that he had gone to China as far inland as Lau-tcheu; that he had been arrested later at Saigon in Cochin China, over some dispute with a French naval officer, and that he had a few months in Kuala Kangsan in Perak, little could be learnt about him. Later Tillizinni was destined to meet him, and discover much at first hand, for just as there was none so perfectly acquainted with his life, so there was none as willing to talk so freely about Captain Talham — as Captain Talham.

Here, then, with the conclusion of Tillizinni’s unsatisfactory inquiries, the incident of the China Packet might have closed and have been relegated to the obscurity which is reserved for petty felonies, but for the events which followed the publication of the Ambassador’s article.

From hereon I tell the story, suppressing nothing save that which may appear too flattering to Tillizinni. Such of the events which Tillizinni did not actually witness, I have written from information afforded me by the principal actors in this strangest of modern dramas.

*

Here let me say one word about the title which heads this chapter. I have lumped together many acts of Signor Tillizinni and have described them as “Just Crimes,” and I think that I have excellent reason for so describing them.

Tillizinni has always been a law unto himself. He worked on the solid basis that society was a lamb which must at all costs be protected from the wolves of the world, and to afford that protection he invoked the law of that land in which he was residing.

Sometimes the written law did not exactly cover a case, or presented a loophole through which an evildoer might crawl unscratched. Tillizinni filled the hole — unlawfully. It was always better for a criminal to take his chance with the law than to take a chance with Tillizinni — that I know; that also many villains discovered too late for the knowledge to be of practical service.



I. Captain Ted Talham
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A man walked carelessly through Hyde Park with the air of one who had no destination. He was tall and straight, his shoulders were thrown back, his chin had that upward lift which seems part of the physiognomy of all who have followed a soldier’s career. His face, lean and well-featured, was tanned with the tan of strong suns and keen cold winds, and though the day was chilly and a boisterous breeze swept across the bare spaces of the Park, he wore neither overcoat nor muffler. The upturned moustache and the shaggy eyebrows suggested truculence; the threadbare suit, for all its evidence of pressing and ironing, suggested that he had found patches of life none too productive.

A close examination might have revealed little darns at the extremities of his trousers, for he had a trick of brushing his heels together as he walked — a trick disastrous to garments already enduring more than their normal share of wear.

He walked carelessly, swinging his gold-headed malacca cane — incongruously magnificent — and whistling softly and musically as he moved.

The Park was almost deserted, for it was dusk, and the weather conditions were neither ideal nor inviting. Occasionally the gusty wind bore down a flake or two of snow and the skies overhead were sullen and grey.

He had reached the Ranger’s House before he examined a cheap metal watch, which was affixed to his person by no more pretentious guard than a broad ribbon, bearing a suspicious resemblance to a lady’s shoelace.

The watch had stopped — he arrested his progress to wind it, deliberately and with great earnestness. This done, he continued his stroll, bearing down towards the Serpentine.

He stood for a few moments cheerfully contemplating the dreary stretch of water, and three sad water-fowl, which came paddling toward him in the hope of sustenance, paddled away again, sadder than ever, for he offered no greater assistance to life than a cheerful chirrup.

He turned as a sharp footstep came to him from the gravelled path. A girl was walking quickly toward him from the Kensington end of the Park. Something in her face attracted his attention — if ever fear was written in a human countenance it was written in hers. Then, into view round a clump of bushes, came three men. They were small of stature, and it needed no second glance to tell him their nationality, for despite their European dress and their hard Derby hats, they wore their clothes in the négligé style which the Oriental alone can assume.

The girl saw the tall man and came towards him.

“I’m so sorry to trouble,” she said breathlessly, “but these men have been following me for two days — but never so openly—”

She stopped and appeared to be on the verge of tears.

He bowed, a little slyly, and glanced at the three Chinamen, who now stood a dozen paces away, as though uncertain as to what was the next best move.

With a jerk of his head he beckoned them, and after a moment’s consultation they obeyed the gesture.

“What do you want?” he asked.

“No savee,” lisped one of the men. “No savee them pidjin.”

He exchanged a few rapid sentences with his companions and a smile flickered momentarily at the corner of the tall man’s mouth and vanished.

“What for you walkee this piecee lady all same time?” he asked.

Again the sotto-voce conference and the leader of the three shook his head.

“No makee walkee samee time,” he said.

“Makee walkee John allee samee, piecee lady no b’long.”

The tall man nodded. He took from his waistcoat pocket a light blue porcelain disc and laid it on the palm of his hand and the three Chinamen walked nearer and examined it. They were puzzled by the demonstration.

“No savee,” said the spokesman.

Captain Talham replaced the button in his pocket.

“Why do you follow this lady, you dogs?” he asked quickly, and the men shrank back, for he spoke in the hissing Cantonese dialect.

“Excellent lord,” said the speaker humbly, “we are magnificent students walking as is our custom in the evening, and we have not the felicity of having seen this gracious and beautiful lady before.”

“You lie,” said the tall man calmly; “for if that were so, why did you say, ‘Let us go away until this pig is out of sight, and then we will follow the woman?’”

The man he addressed was silent.

“Now you shall tell me what you mean,” said Captain Talham and drew from his pocket the sky-blue button, fingering it thoughtfully.

This time the men saw and understood, and, as if at a signal, they bowed low, recognising in the inquisitor a mandarin of the Fourth or Military Class.

“Great mandarin,” said one of the three who had not spoken. “We are servants of others, and it is said that ‘the wise servant is dumb when the bamboo falls and dumb till he dies, when he is dumb for ever.’”

The tall man nodded.

“You shall give me your hong that I may know you,” he said.

After a little hesitation, the man who was evidently the leader, took a little ivory cylinder from his pocket, and unscrewed it so that it came into two equal portions. The cylinder was no larger than a thick pencil and less than two inches long. One half was made up of an inking pad and at the end of the other was a tiny circular stamp.

Captain Talham held out the palm of his hand and the other impressed upon it the tiny Chinese character which stood for his name. One by one his fellows followed suit, though they knew that death might be the result of their disclosure.

The tall man examined the name carefully.

“‘Noble Child,’” he read, “‘Hope of the Spring,’ and ‘Star above the Yamen.’”

He nodded his head.

“You may go,” said he; and with two little jerky bows the men turned and walked quickly in the direction from whence they had come.

He had time now to observe the girl, a grave and bewildered spectator of the scene. She was a little above medium height, and slight. Her hair was bronze-red and her face singularly beautiful. The skin was clear and white — so white as almost to suggest fragility. Her eyes were big and grey, and the two curved eyebrows, so sharp of line as to recall the pencilled brows which the mid-Victorian poet popularised, were dark, and contrasted with the glowing glory of the hair above. The nose was inclined to be retroussé, and the lips were faultless in shape and a warm red.

She presented the effect which the beautifiers of the world strive to attain, yet fail, for here nature had, in some mysterious fashion, blended all colourings in a harmony. She was well dressed, expensively so. Her simple gown suggested the studied simplicity which has made one Paris house famous the world over; and there was luxury in the furs about her throat and in the huge muff which was suspended with one hand.

“I don’t know how to thank you,” she began; and indeed she was in some embarrassment, for whilst he was obviously a gentleman, he was as obviously a very poor gentleman.

He smiled and there was good comradeship and the ease which begets friendship in the brief glimpse of even white teeth.

“In this world,” he said, with no apparent effort at oratory, “existence is made tolerable by opportunity, and no aspect of opportunity is so coveted as that which afforded a gentleman to secure the safety, the peace of mind, or the happiness of a lady.”

It was oratorical all right: there could be no doubt as to that, but there was no effort, no shaming after effect, no labour of delivery. He was neither self-conscious nor ponderously pleasant, but the periods marched forth in an ordered stream of words, punctuated in the process, so it seemed, by some invisible grammarian.

She flashed a dazzling smile at him which was partly thanks for her relief, partly amusement at his speech. The smile died as suddenly because of her amusement and her fear that he would realise why she smiled. (As to that she need not have worried, for Ted Talham had no fear of appearing ridiculous.)

“Perhaps you would allow me to see you safely from this place,” he said courteously. “Civilisation has its dangers — dangers as multitudinous and as primitive as the wilds may hold for the innocent and the beautiful.”

She flushed a little, but he was so obviously sincere, and so free from pretension, that she could not be offended.

“They have been following me for days,” she replied. “At first I thought it was a coincidence, but now I see that there was no reason for their dogging my movements.”

He nodded, and they walked on in silence for a while, then:

“Are you associated with China in any way? he asked suddenly.

She smiled and shook her head.

“I have never been to China,” she said, “and know very little about the country.”

Again a silence.

“You have friends associated with China?” he persisted, and saw a little frown of annoyance gather on her forehead.

“My mother — that is to say, my stepmother has,” she said shortly.

He curled his moustache thoughtfully. She noted with an odd feeling in which pleasure and annoyance were mixed, that he was very much “the old friend of the family.” It was not exactly what he said, or the tone he adopted. It was an indefinable something which was neither patronage nor familiarity. It was Talham’s way, as she was to discover, to come with pleasant violence into lives and be no more and no less in place than they who had won their positions in esteem and confidence through arduous years of service.

“Perhaps your mother’s friends have given you something Chinese which these men want?” he suggested, and again saw the frown. Somehow he knew that it did not indicate hostility to, or annoyance with, himself.

“I have a bangle,” she said; “but I do not wear it.”

She stopped, opened a silver bag she carried on her wrist, and took out a small jade bracelet. It was set about at intervals by tiny bands of gold.

“May I see it?”

She passed it to him. They were nearing Marble Arch, and she had insensibly slackened her pace. Now they both stopped whilst he examined the ornament. He scrutinised it carefully. Between each band was an inscription, half obliterated by wear.

“This bangle is two thousand years old,” he said simply, and she gasped.

“Two thousand!” she repeated incredulously.

“Two thousand,” he repeated. “This is quite valuable.”

“I know,” she said shortly.

He detected something of resentment in her tone.

“What do those characters mean?” she asked. “Is it something I shouldn’t know?” she asked quickly.

She looked up at his face. There was a dull flush on his face and a strange light in his eyes.

He fingered the jade bracelet absently.

“There is nothing you should not know,” he said briefly — for him. “There is much that I have wanted to know for years.”

She was puzzled, and showed it.

“Listen,” he said, and read, turning the bracelet slowly as he read:



“I am Shun the son of the great mechanic Chu-Shun upon whom the door fell when the Emperor passed. This my father told me before the day, fearing the treachery of the eunuchs. Behold the pelican on the left wall with the bronze neck…afterwards the spirit steps of jade…afterwards river of silver, afterwards…door of bronze. Here Emperor…behind a great room filled with most precious treasures.”



He read it twice, then handed the bracelet to the girl. She looked at him for the space of a minute. Here, in the heart of prosaic London, with the dull roar of the traffic coming to them gustily across the sparse herbage of a most commonplace park, Shun the son of Chu-Shun spoke across the gulf of twenty centuries.

“It is very wonderful,” she said, and looked at the bracelet.

“I think you had better let me keep this bracelet,” he said; “at any rate for a while. I beg you to believe” — he raised his hand solemnly— “that I consider only your own safety, and I am moved to the suggestion by the knowledge that you attach no sentimental value to the ornament, that it was given to you by somebody whom your mother likes, but who is repugnant to you, and that you only wear it in order to save yourself the discomfort and exasperation of a daily argument with your parent.”

She stared at him in open-eyed amazement.

“How — how did you know that?” she asked.

“You carry it in your bag. You frowned when you took it out to show me,” he said cheerfully. “You carry it in your bag only because you must keep it by you in order to slip it on and off when you are out of somebody’s sight. If it were your fiancé, you would either wear it or leave it at home — engaged people clear up their differences as they go along. Evidently you are a lady of strong character, strong enough to respect the foibles or the demands of your elders. Therefore it must be your father or your mother; and since fathers are naturally indignant and notoriously unsentimental, I cannot imagine that he would insist—”

“Thank you,” she said hurriedly. “Will you keep the bracelet for me, and return it at your leisure to this address?”

She extracted a card from her bag, and he looked at it and read:

Miss Yvonne Yale.

406, Upper Curzon Street, S.W.



“Yvonne,” he read gravely. “I’ve never known anybody named Yvonne.”

He put the bracelet in his inside pocket, and buttoned the worn coat again.

“I have no card,” he said. “I am Captain Ted Talham of the Victorian Mounted Infantry, of the Bechuanaland Mounted Police, of the Imperial Bushmen, and I am, in addition, a general in the army of the Dowager Empress of China, a mandarin of the Fourth Class, and a wearer of the Sun of Heaven and the Imperial Dragon Orders.”

He recited this with all gravity. There was no glint of humour in his eyes. The girl checked her smile when she realised how serious this goodlooking man was. There was pride in the recital of his dignities: it was a very important matter that he should be Captain of Irregular Horse, and as tremendous a happening that he should wear the decorations of the Manchu dynasty.

She held out her hand.

“I am sure my mother will be glad to meet you,” she said, “and as for myself I cannot tell you how grateful I am that you should have been so providentially at hand this afternoon.”

He bowed, a ceremonious and correct little bow.

“That is the luck of the game,” he said.

There was an awkward pause. He was so evidently trying to say something more.

“I think it is right, and it is my duty,” he said at last, “to point out to you the very significant fact that so far I have not offered you my address. This,” he went on oracularly, “is all the more significant and alarming when I tell you that the intrinsic value of the bangle” — he tapped his pocket— “is anything from fifteen hundred to twentyfive hundred pounds.”

“Impossible!” said the startled girl.

It was altogether an amazing afternoon.

He nodded.

“Possibly the latter figure,” he said. “Let the fact sink into your mind, and add to it the alarming intelligence that I have no address, and I have no address because I have exactly three yen in unchangeable Chinese silver between myself and the ravening world.”

A wave of pity surged over the girl, and there were tears in her eyes — tears that sprang most unexpectedly from unsuspected wells of sympathy.

She fumbled in her bag, but he stopped her.

“I beg of you,” he said reproachfully. “If you can’t trust me with two thousand pounds’ worth of jade, believe me, I can trust you with my secret, and a secret is only existent just so on as either of the two parties affected do nothing overtly or covertly to destroy the basic foundation upon which it rests. My secret is momentary penury remove that and the secret ceases to be.”

He would have said more, but checked himself.

“In fact,” he concluded, “if you offer me money, I shall offer you your jade bangle, and there will be the end of the matter.”

She was laughing now — her eyes danced with merriment.

There was something amusing in the situation. This seedy gentleman with his unchangeable yen, his problematical dinner and bed, with two thousand pounds in his inside pocket, appealed to her sense of the grotesque. If young De Costa knew! Young change-counting, bill-checking, tipless De Costa, who had given her two thousand pounds in the innocence of his heart.

“Promise me that you will call?” she asked laughingly, “with or without the bangle.”

“With the bangle,” he said. “Tonight I shall make it very clear to the ‘Noble Child,’ ‘Hope of the Spring,’ and ‘Star of the Yamen’ that the bracelet has passed to my possession and that henceforward if they wish to follow its wearer they must follow me.”

He shook hands again, lifted his hat, and turning abruptly, left her.



II. The Man in the Drawer
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His Excellency Prince Chu-Hsi-Han, Ambassador to the Court of St. James, picked up the card from the tray, and examined it calmly through his rimless glasses.

“Is the distinguished stranger below?” he asked.

“Excellent Highness,” said the Mongolian in the livery of the Embassy, “I placed the distinguished stranger in the red room.”

The Ambassador nodded.

“Conduct him to my unworthy presence,” he said, and the servant bowed twice and left the room silently.

He returned in a few minutes and announced the visitor in faultless English.

“Signor Tillizinni.”

Tillizinni, spare of build, with his keen, eager face and his black and white colouring, formed a strong note in that room of soft pearl-blue draperies and shaded lights. He offered his hand with a little bow to the impassive Oriental who rose from his desk to meet him.

“Your Excellency expected me?” he asked, and the Ambassador smiled, for Tillizinni spoke in the Chinese — that peculiar “Mandarin Chinese” which only the statesmen and diplomatists of China employ.

“You are a veritable signor,” he said quietly. “You have the accent which suggests a course of training in the forbidden city.”

Tillizinni flushed — he was susceptible on the intellectual side.

“I am flattered,” he said. “Yet I studied no nearer to Pekin than Florence.”

“I congratulate you,” said the Prince, and with his own hands drew a chair forward.

“Be seated,” he said, “and tell me exactly what you require.”

He was speaking in English now.

Tillizinni took from his pocket a long envelope and extracted a number of newspaper cuttings.

“Your Excellency wrote an article in the North American Review,” he said, “which dealt extensively with the early history of your country.”

The Ambassador nodded.

“You dealt extensively with the life of the First Emperor.”

Again the Ambassador nodded.

“One could not deal effectively with the history of China,” he smiled, “unless one wrote of the First Emperor. He built the great wall and stimulated all the best efforts of my countrymen — and though it was two thousand years ago, his influence is still felt.”

It was Tillizinni who smiled now.

“His influence is felt here in London,” he said grimly, “and in no place more completely than in Scotland Yard, which, as your Excellency may know, affords me employment.”

“At Scotland Yard?”

The Chinese Ambassador’s eyebrows rose.

“At Scotland Yard,” repeated the other. “But if your Excellency will proceed—”

The Prince was a great littérateur, and since he was riding his hobby, needed little encouragement.

“The First Emperor did many wonderful things,” he said. “He also did many things, which I say humbly and with due reverence to his illustrious memory” — he bowed his head— “were not wise, for he destroyed all the literature which China possessed, burnt books and documents, and forbade on pain of death any attempt on the part of students to retain the writings of the just. All this you will find dealt with in the story in a sketchy way.”

Again Tillizinni nodded.

“Here is a paragraph I would like to direct your special attention,” he said, and indicated a page on which a paragraph had been outlined with blue pencil.

“Pardon me!” said his Excellency. He was apologising for the fact that it was necessary for him to employ his pince-nez; for your wellbred Chinaman be he all but blind, does not wear his spectacles in the presence of his guest.

“Ah, that,” he tapped the blue paragraph with his finger, “that is a literal extract from the writings of our greatest historian, and describes the burial of the First Emperor.”

He read aloud in his soft English, tracing the printed lines with his tapered fingers as he proceeded:



“In the 9th moon the First Emperor was buried in Mount Li, which in the early days of his reign he had caused to be tunnelled and prepared with that view. Then, when he had consolidated the Empire, he employed his soldiery, to the number of 700,000, to bore down to the Three Springs (that is, until the water was reached), and there a firm foundation was laid and the sarcophagus placed thereon. Rare objects and costly jewels were collected from the palaces and from the various officials, and were carried thither and stored in huge quantities. Artificers were ordered to construct mechanical crossbows, which, if any one were to enter, would immediately discharge their arrows. With the aid of quicksilver, rivers were made — the Yangtze, the Yellow River, and the great ocean — the metal being made to flow from one into the other by machinery. On the roof were delineated the constellations of the sky, on the floor the geographical divisions of the earth. Candles were made from the fat of the man-fish (walrus), calculated to last for a very long time. The Second Emperor said: ‘It is not fitting that the concubines of my late father who are without children should leave him now;’ and accordingly he ordered them to accompany the dead monarch to the next world, those who thus perished being many in number. When the interment was completed, some one suggested that the workmen who had made the machinery and concealed the treasure knew the great value of the latter, and that the secret would leak out. Therefore, so soon as the ceremony was over, and the path giving access to the sarcophagus had been blocked up at its innermost end, the outside gate at the entrance to this path was let fall, and the mausoleum was effectually closed, so that not one of the workmen escaped. Trees and grass were then planted around, that the spot might look like the rest of the mountain.”



Tillizinni nodded.

“That is the trouble,” he said.

“Trouble?”

It is not etiquette for a high-born Chinaman to express his astonishment in the exclamatory style of the West; yet the Prince was obviously astonished.

As briefly as possible Tillizinni gave a résumé of the events which had preceded and followed the stranding of the China mail-boat.

His Excellency listened, his features composed to that immobility which is characteristic of his race. When Tillizinni had concluded, he asked:

“You suggest that the thieves were seeking information which they knew I would publish, and which is to be found in every historical textbook on China.”

“I suggest to your Excellency,” said Tillizinni quietly, “that amongst your documents there was one which threw greater light upon the Treasure House of the Dead than anything you have published.”

The Ambassador was silent. His delicate fingers played restlessly with a silver paper knife on his desk, and his eyes were averted from the other’s face.

Tillizinni offered no encouragement to speech. He understood that he had been right in his surmise. There was reason for the attempted burglary and the reason was to be found in the contents of the mailbag.

It was fully three minutes — no inconsiderable period of time — before the Ambassador spoke: “I can only imagine,” he said at last, speaking very slowly, “that the people who tried to rob the safe desired information which I am not prepared to give.”

He looked up sharply.

“Do you realise, Mr. Tillizinni,” he asked, “that buried with Ts’in Hwang Ti are jewels computed to be worth over two million pounds?”

“Two millions?”

The Prince nodded.

“Two millions,” he repeated. “All the authorities agree that even in those days, China was enormously wealthy in gold and precious jewels, and that the value of the First Emperor’s possessions were enormous. He was originally the King of Ts’in, and he it was who established the Empire. By conquest alone he must have secured enormous wealth apart from that which he obtained through the recognised revenues of peace.”

The knowledge that this wealth lies buried is sufficient to tempt the foreign adventurer — no Chinaman save some of the worst criminal characters would desecrate a tomb.

“I have in my possession the exact location of Mount Li,” he added simply.

“But—”

“You think that is easy to find, but as a matter of fact the Empire is filled with Mount Lis, and though on one of these — the most obvious one — the tomb has been located, the great Emperor is really buried on a small and barren island in the Gulf of Pe-chili.”

Tillizinni’s eyes narrowed.

What mystery there was in the burglary had now vanished.

“Why is not the location generally known?” he asked.

The Ambassador favoured him with one of his rare smiles.

“The Emperor himself forbade the disclosure,” he said. “In China in those days, the Divine Sun of Heaven controlled not alone the destinies by the memories of men.”

Tillizinni rose to go.

“One last question,” he asked. “Do you intend publishing the information you have at any future date?”

“I do not,” said the Ambassador briefly.

Tillizinni had occasion to go into the red drawingroom, where he had left his hat and walkingstick.

A man was sitting waiting — a tall, goodlooking man, jaunty enough in spite of the poverty of his attire.

“Captain Talham, I believe,” said Tillizinni, and the other rose.

“You are the gentleman who searched my luggage at King’s Cross cloakroom,” said Captain Talham, without resentment, and the detective laughed aloud.

“That is a confession which I should not care to make,” he said. “How do you know your luggage had been searched?”

“I have had some experience,” said the other coolly, “and it may interest you to know that, since your search, a more conscientious search-party took away the whole of my baggage and has, so far, failed to replace it.”

Tillizinni was genuinely concerned. This strange man had a tender spot in his heart for the needy and it needed no second glance at the man from China to discover his straitened circumstances.

He drew a chair forward.

“I am interested in this,” he said. “Perhaps I can help you.”

Captain Talham raised a dignified and protesting hand.

“The normal mind,” he said “rejects without hesitation the instinct of rebellion against recognised authority. Undisciplined resentment toward social safeguards imposed by society for its own protection is aluvistic. I appreciate the necessity for the examination you made and regard as admirable the choice of agent which the government has made. Moreover, since I am directly and frankly interested in discovering the location of Mount Li, and came to this country by the same ship as certain documents revealing that location, your suspicion was pardonable.”

He said all this, scarcely pausing to take breath.

Tillizinni’s face, schooled to conceal his emotion, displayed no hint of his sensations. Had this man been listening at the door of the study, that he should take up the threads of the Ambassador’s discourse?

Talham seemed to divine the working of the Italian’s mind, and smiled.

“I gather you have been discussing the matter with Chu-hsi-han. I gather that because you did not make your call till after the publication of his article, and because I have reason for knowing that that article has excited a great deal of interest in circles with which you are probably unacquainted — the Society of Good Intention, for example.”

There was something in his tone which at once interested and nettled Tillizinni. The stranger had put him on his mettle, too, challenged his knowledge of forces. Yet the Italian was too big a man to allow pique to stand in his way of acquiring information. He was not too clever to learn.

“I know nothing whatever about the Society of Good Intention,” he said; “though I gather from its benevolent title that it is a Chinese secret society with a felonious propaganda.”

Talham was tickled. Here was a man after his own heart.

“The Society,” he began, as if to deliver a speech, then changed his mind. “The Society is purely criminal, though it had a political origin. It is an off shoot of the Guild of Honourable Adventurers which flourished in Canton twenty years ago. It has committed more crimes than any other in China, and it has reached a pass where—”

Clear and sharp above the conversation a pistol shot rang out.

It sounded overhead, and simultaneously the two men leapt to their feet. With one accord they darted to the door, across the wide hall, and up the soft-carpeted stairs, Tillizinni leading, an automatic pistol in his hand.

A servant was standing at the door of the Ambassador’s study, vainly twisting the handle.

“It is locked, Excellencies,” he said.

“Out of the way” cried Talham.

The man obeyed with suspicious alacrity. He flew down the stairs, past the chattering crowd of servants hurrying up.

At the door of the house the Chinaman in the livery of the Embassy was joined by another.

“We will go quickly, brother,” said the first man, “else these people will know that we are not in the Tao-ae’s service.”

They passed through the door and out into the dark street as the sound of a crash told them that Talham had gained admission to the room above.

The room was in darkness, but the observant Tillizinni had noted the mother-of-pearl button switch, and his fingers found it now. Instantly the room was flooded with soft light.

Huddled in his chair was the Ambassador — dead.

There was no wound which the men could see, and Tillizinni, going swiftly to the side of the dead man, uttered an exclamation.

“He has been strangled!” he cried.

Talham leant over the desk, his brows puckered in a frown.

“Strangled! Then who fired that shot?” he asked.

Servants were coming into the room now. The English secretary pushed a way through a crowd of excited Chinamen. He had been writing in his study on the third floor when the shot aroused him.

“Marshall all the servants,” said Tillizinni, and whilst this was being done the detective made an examination of the apartment. The windows were closed and fastened with a catch, for the Ambassador shared with his countrymen a horror of ventilation. There was no possibility of entry from that direction.

Nothing had been disturbed with the exception of a large inlaid bureau which stood against one wall of the room. Here the door had been wrenched open, and a drawer forced and ransacked. Private papers lay scattered on the floor.

Tillizinni picked up a large envelope. It was inscribed in Chinese characters “The burial-place of the First Emperor.” The seal on the envelope remained intact, but the cover had been slit from end to end, and was empty.

“Look!” said Talham’s voice explosively.

Tillizinni followed the direction of the pointing finger. The bottom of the bureau was formed by one huge drawer, the width and depth of the massive piece of furniture and some eighteen inches high.

From one corner bright red drops were dripping and forming a little pool on the carpet.

The two men grasped the bronze handles of the drawer and pulled.

The body of a man lay in the bottom. He was doubled up so that his knees were under his chin. He had been shot evidently from behind, and was quite dead.

“Do you know him?” asked Tillizinni.

Talham nodded.

“He called himself the ‘Star above the Yamen,’” he said, “and I had an interesting talk with him this afternoon.”

For this poor, inanimate thing had been the spokesman of Hyde Park.
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It was a busy night for Captain Talham. The clocks were striking three when he hailed a taxicab. Tillizinni joined him as he stood on the edge of the pavement, and the two conversed together for some time. Then they entered a cab, and drove off.

The man who watched them from the opposite side of the road followed. His car waited in a side street at no great distance, and it was a car which readily overtook the cab which carried the two men eastward.

They passed through the stone archway of Scotland Yard, and the pursuing car continued its way along the Embankment, and in obedience to the instructions given through the speaking tube, slowed in Horse Guards Avenue to allow the occupant to alight.

He was dressed irreproachably in the evening dress of civilisation, and carried himself with ease and confidence. He walked back the way the car had come, turned into Scotland Yard without hesitation, and found the constable on duty very ready to carry a message to Tillizinni.

The Italian received him alone, and the visitor favoured him with a ceremonious bow.

Tillizinni took him in from foot to crown in one sweeping and comprehensive bow.

The newcomer was unquestionably Chinese, though he did not wear a queue which distinguished the Manchu before the rebellion. His face was goodlooking for a Chinaman, his features clean-cut, his eyes alone betrayed his nationality. His lips, straight and thin, were expressionless, and Tillizinni noticed that this strange man, dressed in the height of fashion, yet with the restraint which marked the gentleman, wore in one eye a gold-rimmed monocle.

When he spoke there was no trace of a foreign accent.

“Mr. Tillizinni?” he said, and the other nodded.

“My name is Soo — L’ang T’si Soo — and I am, as you may suppose, a compatriot of the unfortunate man who was murdered tonight.”

Tillizinni nodded again.

“I know the Prince slightly,” said Soo, as he seated himself, “and naturally I am distressed at the tragic news.”

“News travels very fast,” responded Tillizinni dryly. “The Ambassador has not been dead very long.”

Soo inclined his head easily.

“I was passing the Embassy, and I saw a number of distracted servants — one of whom you sent to find a policeman,” he explained. “Naturally the servants being commonplace Chinamen and inveterate gossips, were ready to talk to one of their race.”

This was plausible enough. Tillizinni, at any rate, could find no fault with the explanation. He wondered why this Chinese exquisite should have sought him at three o’clock in the morning.

“It is very sad,” continued L’ang T’si Soo, shaking his head, “that one so learned as his Excellency should have been cut off so ruthlessly.”

“It is sadder to me,” said Tillizinni, “that the ‘Star above the Yamen’ should also have been sacrificed.”

What made him say this he could not understand. There was no reason at all why he should mention the second man.

The effect on his visitor was electrical. He rose instantly and noiselessly from his chair, the monocle dropped from his eye, and the eyelids lowered till the detective saw no more than two straight, glittering slits of black.

“‘Star above the Yamen’?” he repeated. “What do you mean?” All the suaveness, all the languid drawl had gone out of his voice: it was harsh and metallic. The white-gloved hands were clenched till the delicate kid was stretched to breaking point. He stood erect and tense; there was something animal in his poise, something tigerish in his attitude.

“What I mean,” said Tillizinni slowly, “is just this. In addition to the Ambassador, a man was killed — shot from behind, evidently by his confederates. As I have reconstructed the crime, the murderers were disguised in the livery of the Embassy, and made their escape in the confusion. ‘Star above the Yamen’ was probably killed because his murderers desired something which he had. He has been identified by this.”

The detective took a sheet of paper from his pocket, and handed it across the desk to the other.

Soo looked at the Chinese characters long and earnestly.

“It is copied from the man’s hong, which was given to Captain Talham this afternoon by the man himself.”

With a supreme effort T’si Soo recovered his self-possession. Without a word he handed back the sheet, fixed his eyeglass mechanically and relaxed into his chair.

“That is interesting,” he said calmly. “Once I knew a ‘Star above the Yamen,’ but this is evidently another man. The characters change a little as between North and South China, and my friend does not use this hong.”

Tillizinni’s observant eye saw the tip of the visitor’s tongue pass over the dry lips.

“Doubtless you wonder why I have come,” said the Chinaman, “and it is only fair to you that I should explain who I am. Your companion—”

“My companion?” asked Tillizinni sharply.

“The gentleman who is waiting in the next room,” said the suave Oriental, “until I have gone. His Excellency Ho-tao, which in our language means the River Mandarin, or as you would call him, Captain Talham, he would know me. I am the son of the Governor of T’si-lu: to all intents and purposes, I am the governor.”

Tillizinni bowed.

He knew something of this man, who was educated at Oxford, rented the most expensive of Piccadilly flats, and was reputedly wealthy.

Soo rose to go.

“I am afraid I have allowed my curiosity and my natural interest in the fate of my countryman to trespass upon your time,” he said. “Here is my address: if I can be of any assistance to you, please command me.”

He put his card upon the table, and with a little bow, withdrew.

Three minutes later he was speeding eastward as fast as his car could go. He swept round from the Embankment to Blackfriars Bridge, and crossed the river. He alighted near the Borough.

“Wait for me!” he said briefly, and the muffled chauffeur answered in Cantonese.

In a tiny thoroughfare leading off Southwark Street were a number of small shops, shuttered and silent at this hour of the morning.

Soo tapped on the shutters of one. It was a gentle tattoo that he beat, yet the door which flanked the windows was instantly opened and he passed in. The shop was evidently a laundry, and a Chinese laundry at that. He passed swiftly across the shop through the livingroom at the back, in which one feeble light burned, and without hesitation turned sharply and descended the stairs which led directly from the livingroom to the cellars below.

At the bottom of the stairs was a door. Again he knocked, and again the door was opened by a Chinaman in his shirtsleeves.

The man removed his pipe as Soo entered, and made a profound obeisance.

The cellar was a large one, and its walls were covered with blood-red paper on which were painted crude, black drawings and characters illustrating the “Song of Lament.” There was one table above which an oil-lamp swung, and about were seated half a dozen men in various conditions of dishabille. Despite the coldness of the night, the cellar was uncomfortably hot, for a big charcoal brazier glowed in a wall recess where in some forgotten age had stood a European stove.

The men rose as Soo entered, concealing their hands in their sleeves.

“Where is my brother?” asked Soo quickly.

He addressed a cadaverous old Chinaman who stood nearest the brazier.

“Lord,” said the man, “your illustrious brother has not returned.”

“Where are Yung-ti and Hop-lee?” demanded Soo.

“Lord, they have not returned,” answered the other.

Soo looked at his watch.

“Ming-ya says—” began the old man, but stopped as if he thought better of it.

“Ming-ya says — what?” asked Soo. “Answer me, old fool, quickly!”

The old man bowed.

“The seven blessings of heaven upon your highness,” he said humbly. “But Ming-ya says that neither Yung-ti nor Hop-lee will return.”

Ming-ya, a youthful Cantonese with the dull eye of an opium sot, nodded.

“That is true,” he croaked hoarsely; “for these two men I heard speaking tonight when I was taking my pipe, and they thought I could not hear them — they go to China tonight.”

Soo waited for a time; his head sank on his chest, buried in thought.

Then his eye singled out a thoughtful face which had been turned to him from the moment he entered. It was the face of a young man who stood where the shadow of the lamp fell — for one side of the lamp had been shaded so that no gleam-of direct light could be detected from the street above. With a jerk of his head Soo signed for him to follow, and without another word the two men left the cellar, the door closing behind them with a click.

In the shop above T’si Soo turned to his companion.

“Lo-Rang,” he said, “these two men have killed my brother — and yours, for we of the Society of Good Intention are all brothers, having sworn by our ancestors to keep faith. Also they have taken away a certain paper which I sent them to get.”

The younger man inclined his head obediently.

“I sent my brother with them because I feared treachery. He it was — so the foreigners say — who found the paper, and because they needed it for their treachery and could get it no other way, they have killed him.”

“Excellency,” said Lo-Rang meekly, “all this I know. Tell me what I shall do?”

“Find those men,” said Soo, “and shah!”

The young man bowed reverently and turned, disappearing into the back of the shop.

He returned with a tiny bundle of clothes, and a long, narrow-bladed knife.

“This is the knife with which I killed a man in Hoo Sin,” he said proudly, and Soo nodded his acknowledgment.
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Mr. Raymond De Costa put down his paper, and looked thoughtfully at his son who sat opposite to him at the breakfast-table.

Gregory de Costa favoured his father in that he was below the medium height and somewhat stout for a man of twentyfour. His complexion had a tinge of bronze-red, which is to be found in those families which trace back to “colour,” and, indeed, there was a history of a mésalliance which brought wealth but an undesirable Eurasian strain into the De Costa family. They referred to themselves as a Portuguese house, and Portuguese they may have been originally; but generations of De Costas had lived and died in the Madras presidency, illustrious amongst the chee-chee folk, but unquestionably of them.

Raymond, the elder, was the richest of the De Costa clan. He was fat and wheezy; his face was swollen with good living and self-indulgence — for he denied himself none of the excellencies of life. It was not an attractive face, though the two black eyes that burned all the time as though with fever, were fascinating. They were “seeing” eyes; they watched and absorbed all things within their radius. They were terribly alive and eager. They seemed to denote and indicate a separate existence to that which the gross, unshapely body of the man enjoyed.

The elder man — he must have been sixty — raised his beringed hand and gently caressed the stubble of grey moustache on his upper lip.

He was contemplating this dreadful son of his, from his sleek, shiny head, to his sleek, shiny boots.

“Gregory,” he said after a while, “have you seen the papers this morning?”

The younger man shook his head.

“No,” he admitted, though in the admission he knew he might earn a reproof, for he was undergoing a course of education which included a knowledge of the daily happenings of life.

To his surprise the inevitable lecture was not forthcoming. Instead —

“The Chinese Ambassador was murdered last night,” said his father softly.

Gregory stared.

There was something in the very gentleness of Raymond de Costa’s voice which made the younger man feel uncomfortable.

“Murdered — poor devil!” he said. “Was that where you went last night? I suppose they sent for you?”

Raymond sat upright suddenly.

“Where I went! What do you mean?” he demanded harshly. “I went nowhere.”

“I thought I heard you come in at one o’clock,” said the youth, reaching for an apple from the table. “I didn’t sleep too well.”

The other frowned.

“I did not come in for an excellent reason,” he said with asperity; “I was in bed at eleven o’clock and I did not stir out of my bed until Thomas brought my coffee this morning.”

The young man was unconvinced.

“But, governor,” he protested, “I saw Thomas with your boots, and they were all covered with mud.”

The old man thumped the table with a snarl of anger.

“I wasn’t out of the house last night, I tell you!”

Gregory de Costa was alarmed at the storm he had brought down upon his head.

“I’m sorry,” he mumbled apologetically. “I must have dreamt it.”

“What is this about you’re not sleeping well?” demanded the other, changing the conversation abruptly. “Are you ill?”

“Ill? No; it’s nothing! I’m just feeling a bit rotten.”

He got up from the table and walked disconsolately to the window, gazing gloomily into the street.

“Is it that girl of yours?” asked his father with a slight smile.

“Which girl?” asked the other resentfully “Do you mean Miss Yale?”

“Who else?”

The youth was silent for a while.

“She’s not my girl by any means, governor,” he said despairingly. “I wish to heaven she was! She treats me like dirt — absolutely like dirt!”

Raymond de Costa smiled.

“Pretty people to treat a son of mine like dirt,” he said disdainfully. “The mother is head over heels in debt; the girl only looks presentable because she does a little writing. Why don’t you make up to the mother?”

The young man turned round, his hands thrust deep into his trouser pockets, discontent eloquently written on his face.

“The mother’s all right,” he grumbled, “can twist Mrs. Yale round that.” He held up a stodgy little finger. “If it was only the mother there would be no trouble. It’s the girl.”

“Give her presents; women like that sort of thing!” suggested his father, but the young man shook his head.

“I’ve given her—” He stopped.

“What?”

“Oh, lots of things!” said the youth vaguely. His conscience was troubling him a little. Something was very much on his mind.

There is an intense sympathy between some fathers and some sons which is generally all to the good. It sometimes, however, works out to the embarrassment of one of the partners. De Costa père had a trick of catching mind impressions; and now there came to him the recollections of something he wished to say.

“By the way,” he said carelessly, “Miss Yale has something which I should very much like to possess.”

The youth made no attempt to discover what that something was. He glanced a little apprehensively at his parent and waited.

“Miss Yale,” the other went on, “has a bangle, which, from the description I have had of it, must be the very companion of one which I have been scouring the world to secure, and which that thief Song-lu of Nanping swore he had dispatched to me by registered post.”

He rose from the table too, a scowl on his unpleasant face.

“It cost me over a thousand pounds to find, and another thousand to buy,” he said; “and Song-lu expects me to believe that he entrusted it to the registered post!”

“When ought it to have arrived?” stammered Gregory, very red in the face and horribly conscious of a desire to bolt.

“During my absence in China,” said his father. Then, sharply: “You saw nothing of a bangle, did you?”

Gregory de Costa cleared his throat.

“I wanted to say — I’ve had an uncomfortable feeling,” he said incoherently, “that a bangle came to me — at least I thought it was for me — some old curio that you’d picked up, governor. I hadn’t any idea it was for you it was just addressed ‘Mister de Costa.’”

“Ah, you’ve got it!” There was relief and pleasure in Raymond de Costa’s face.

The son hesitated.

“Well,” he said, “I haven’t exactly got it. As a matter of fact I thought you meant me to give it away — so I gave it!”

De Costa stared at his son openmouthed. His face went paler and paler with almost unconquerable rage.

“Gave it away?” he said at last, restraining himself with the greatest effort. “And to whom did you give it, you precious fool?”

“I gave it to Miss Yale,” said the young man sullenly. “How was I to know?”

“How was he to know?” De Costa, senior, appealed to the ceiling in his exasperation. “How was he to know that I should not waste my time picking up curios for a moon-calf? Oh, Gregory Marcus de Costa, you make me tire!”

It was chee-chee now. All the Eurasian in him was indicated in his voice and his manner. Tears of rage stood in his eyes.

Only a man of iron will could have overcome his natural disabilities as did old De Costa, because of a sudden he became very calm.

“You must go at once to Miss Yale, and on any excuse whatever you must regain possession of that bracelet. Tell her,” he bent his brows in thought, “tell her that you have learnt that it came from somebody who was suffering with the plague. Tell her anything — but get the bangle. She shall have diamonds in its stead. Go!”

“I’m awfully sorry, governor,” began Gregory. The old man bared his teeth.

“Get out!” he said savagely.

Gregory de Costa went to his room with a grievance and a fear. Suppose Yvonne Yale would not surrender this precious circle of jade? Suppose she were hurt — no such luck! The worst and the most likely thing that could happen would be that she would seize an excellent and providential opportunity for ridding herself of an undesirable suitor.

He dressed himself with care, swearing at his reflection in the glass as at his worst enemy. He counted his money mechanically before transferring it from one pocket to the other — a frugal soul was Gregory de Costa! — and examined with care the interior of his pocketbook. He would avail himself of his father’s offer. It would be a diamond bracelet which he would offer as a substitute, and no girl in her senses could refuse that. He found consolation in the prospect, and finished his dressing carefully.

The Yales, mother and daughter, lived in a tiny house in Upper Curzon Street — a little house which had managed to squeeze itself between two more imposing façades and strove unsuccessfully to pretend that it had been there all the time.

Miss Yale was alone, the servant informed him, and added with the garrulous familiarity of a servant from whom her mistress had no secrets, that she had gone to the bank.

In the little drawingroom on the first floor Mr. de Costa junior found a lady who was coldly polite and undisguisedly surprised to see him at that hour in the morning.

He blundered to his fate.

“Fact is, Miss Yvonne—” he began.

“Miss Yale,” she corrected him with a little smile.

“Sorry. Fact is, there’s been a plague.”

“A plague?”

He nodded vigorously, satisfied with the sensation he had created.

“But I’m afraid that I don’t understand,” she said. “Where is the plague, and what has it to do with me?”

“In China,” he lied glibly. “Thousands of fellows dead. My governor is awfully upset; that bracelet, you know.”

She began to comprehend, and nodded.

“You see,” he went on eagerly, “the man that owned it has the plague, and the governor’s awfully concerned about you. So if you’ll let me have it, we’ll just put it where it can do no harm.”

He was flushed with self-satisfaction; already it seemed his task was satisfactorily performed. But her next words sent a flood of ice-water down his back.

“I’m sorry,” she said; “but I haven’t got it.”

“Haven’t? Oh, I say, Miss Yvonne! Oh, come now!” he almost wailed. “You must have it. I shall get into an awful row!”

“I am sorry you will get into trouble,” she said quietly; “but I haven’t got it at the moment.”

“But you must have it, Miss — Miss Yale. You must!” He was violent almost in his terror at facing his father empty-handed. “And I must insist upon your giving it to me.”

A wrong — a fatally wrong — move on the part of Gregory de Costa.

The girl stood up, stiff and uncompromising.

“You insist?” she said scornfully. “You forget that the bracelet is mine, though I assure you I’ve no desire to keep it. In a short time I shall have it, and it will be sent to you. Good morning!”

“If I’ve said anything offensive,” pleaded the young man humbly, yet in his humility mopping his brow with a handkerchief, the gaudiness of which was in itself an offence.

“Good morning!” said Yvonne Yale, with a little inclination of dismissal.

There was a knock at the door, and De Costa checked his flood of apology.

“Captain Talham,” announced the servant, and Captain Talham followed her quickly into the room.

The girl flashed a little smile of welcome, then turned to the young man.

“Captain Talham will give you what you desire,” she said coldly; then, to the tall man: “Will you please give this gentleman the bracelet I gave you yesterday?”

Talham looked from the girl to the youth, and from the youth to the girl. Then, with a sigh in which relief was evident, he drew from his right hand pocket something wrapped in tissue paper and placed it in the outstretched hand of the other.

“Phew!” said Mr. Gregory de Costa, and unwrapped the jade bracelet set about with bands of gold. “Phew!” he said again, and his trembling fingers stowed the precious circlet in an inside pocket.

Captain Talham scrutinised him gravely.

“My friend,” he said, “on what small and seemingly trivial incident does life turn! A petulant word — the hint of offensiveness to this dear lady” — he waved his hand gracefully in the direction of the embarrassed Yvonne— “a sudden revulsion of feeling, which turns penitence to stern and unscrupulous purpose, hardens the shamed heart, and adds lustre to villainy.”

“I beg your pardon?” asked young Mr. de Costa reasonably puzzled.

Talham would have proceeded, but something in the girl’s eyes, some mute entreaty, averted him, He favoured the young man with a bow which effectively dismissed him and turned his attention to the girl.

She waited until the door closed behind him.

“You are always getting me out of scrapes, Captain Talham,” she smiled.

“You’ve got me out of a scrape,” he said solemnly, and seated himself at her gesture.

He had been up all night, he told her without invitation.

He added that he had borrowed a sovereign from a famous detective whom, with unnecessary caution, he described as Signor T —

“Not that I’ve been to sleep,” he said. “I have been engaged with a Chink” — he saw she was puzzled— “a Chinaman,” he hastened to correct himself. “A very admirable man, who does things.”

An ambiguous but characteristic description, she thought.

He was ill at ease, and remarkably silent through the interview; spoke little, yet several times seemed to be on the point of speaking.

“You seem to have something to confess,” she said at last in gentle raillery.

She had to make conversation at an hour of the day when small talk was a most difficult exercise to assume, and was at her wits’ end for subjects.

Three times he had started with an ominous “I feel that I ought to tell you” ; and three times he had stopped and talked rapidly for a minute or two about some subject wholly irrelevant to the matter under discussion.

“I have and I haven’t,” he said slowly. “That is to say, I had, and probably that from a strictly ethical standpoint still have. It is a nice question.”

He rose to go with startling abruptness.

“There is something troubling you, my man,” thought she in an amused way.

“Miss Yale,” he said solemnly. “In war all expedients are justified.”

“I agree,” she smiled. “But exactly what are you thinking about?” It may be that Captain Talham had no intention of telling her at that precise moment. What is certain, however, is that in his agitation he pulled his handkerchief from an inside pocket and with it something which fell upon the floor, The girl looked at it in wonder; and well she might, for there was an absolute replica of the ornament she had returned to young De Costa a few moments before.
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Mr. De Costa, senior, sat in his study until late that night. His son had gone to a musical comedy to the relief of his mind and the repair of a crushed spirit, and Mr. de Costa was alone in the house save one manservant — a half-caste factotum, who was neither butler nor errand-boy nor valet, and yet performed the functions of each.

At nine o’clock a man came to the house and was admitted through the servants’ entrance. He was shown at once to the study.

De Costa looked over his glasses at the visitor and pointed to a chair.

“Sit down, Soo,” he said, and the Chinaman, with a jerk and wriggle intended to display his respect for superiority, and his reluctance to seat himself in the presence of greatness, obeyed.

He was above medium height, and pallid even for a Chinaman. His high cheekbones and thin, straight lips, gave him sinister appearance, yet he was by no means bad-looking, for the nose was straight and well proportioned to the face. He wore no queue, and his black hair was brushed back in the style affected by the youth of England. His eyes were larger than the average, set about in a void face — void of emotion, of the expression and capacity for feeling.

Whatever humility convention may have dictated on his arrival, he had no false views on the question of his equality for the man who sat at the desk, for he leant over, lifted the lid of a silver box, and extracted a cigarette.

“Well,” asked Mr. de Costa, blotting a letter he had written, “what is the news?” The man he called Soo shook his head as he applied a light to the cigarette.

“I come to you for news,” he said. “In my humble circle we talk of nothing more interesting than the surprising results which follow a game of Fan-tan.”

“Where did you pick up your English?” asked De Costa irritably. It is never pleasant to know that one whom in your heart you grade below your own intellectual level is your superior in scholastic attainments.

“I picked it up in the place where one acquires much enlightenment,” said Soo carelessly.

He blew a ring of smoke towards the ceiling, and watched it disappear.

“You wouldn’t imagine,” said he, “that I was intended for the ministry; yet that is the fact. There were good people who thought I would make an ideal missionary, and by the force of my personality and the knowledge of my own people, wean them from the traditions and the philosophies of two thousand years to the halfhearted philosophies, imperfectly understood and imperfectly promulgated in twenty different ways by the intelligent people of this country.”

De Costa said nothing. He was too wily a man to be drawn into a discussion on a subject with which he was not too well acquainted.

Soo had an irritating trick of getting him out of his depths.

“I understand you’ve got the bracelet,” said the Chinaman, and the other acknowledged the possession.

He unlocked the drawer of his desk, and took out a steel box. From this he extracted the bangle which Talham had handed to his son.

It was still in its paper wrapping, and Soo paused awhile before he removed the tissue.

“It is very light for jade,” he said suspiciously.

He threw the end of his cigarette into the fireplace with a quick movement of his hand, and stripped the ornament of its wrapper.

He looked at it carefully, twisting the bangle about in his hand.

“This is not jade,” he said.

“Not jade,” repeated the merchant, and half rose from his chair. “Are you sure?”

“This is celluloid,” said the calm Soo, “cleverly copied and possibly weighted to give it the appearance of jade.”

He balanced it carefully on his hand; then he examined the gold bands.

“Yes, as I thought,” he said, “the weight is in the gold.”

He inspected the inscriptions and read them carefully. Half obliterated as they were, it was no easy task to decipher them by artificial light. Then he put the bangle upon the table, “Your friend has deceived you,” he said quietly. “This is not the famous Shu Shun bracelet. It is not even an imitation. These writings” — he tapped the bangle with his fingers— “are commonplace copybook maxims, as you would call them in this country.”

He picked up the ornament again, and read: “An ungrateful son is a disappointed father.”

“The father of patience is wisdom, and the source of peace is love.”

“You have been fooled, my friend!” he said. De Costa sprang to his feet.

“Explain what you mean,” he said.

The Chinaman was lighting another cigarette.

“It is very simple.” He looked abstractedly at the ceiling, and spoke half to himself: “The girl had the original bracelet, and has returned this. Either she, or one of her friends, has the bangle; and it is our business to get it. Without that” he lowered his voice— “everything that happened yesterday was in vain.”

“Don’t talk about yesterday,” said De Costa hurriedly. “That is a subject which I never wish to discuss; you don’t know how I’m feeling about it, Soo. I never wanted anybody hurt, I swear I didn’t.”

The Chinaman interrupted him with a slow smile.

“These things are not done by politeness,” he said. “You are going into a big enterprise, and you must take a correspondingly big risk.”

“I take no risks,” said De Costa, white of face. “I know nothing whatever about it. Two deaths! My God, they couldn’t—”

Soo nodded.

“They could indeed,” he said easily. “If anybody hangs for what happened last night, be sure that you hang with them. You have gone into this matter, De Costa, with your eyes open. You saw a chance of obtaining an enormous treasure, and you took all risk. You Westerners,” he went on, “place too high a value upon human life.”

He half rose from his chair, leant across to the desk, and picked up the bangle again, examining it with an amused smile. Then, as he replaced it upon the table, he said grimly: “The events of yesterday about which you do not wish to speak, would have been wholly unnecessary had I known in time that this bangle existed.”

“But surely,” began De Costa, “the paper you found Soo shook his head. He was calmness itself. “I have no papers,” he said simply.

De Costa stared at him.

“No papers! What do you mean?”

“I mean exactly what I say,” said the other. He marked the situation upon the outstretched fingers of his hand. “Three men were sent to secure an envelope from the Chinese Ambassador’s bureau, and one of them was killed. Two made their escape with the papers concerning the matter. I have not seen them since.”

“Gone?” said De Costa.

“Gone!” repeated the other. “There is another influence at work. I am inclined to associate an old acquaintance of mine — Captain Talham. You probably know him!” De Costa nodded.

“He is interested in this matter of Mount Li. So firm was my conviction that he was behind the treachery of my two men, that I took the liberty of preparing a little surprise for him last night. Unfortunately,” he said with regret, “it did not materialise. But tonight — who knows?”

He rose abruptly, and buttoned his overcoat, turning up the collar about his neck.

“I must go now,” he said. “There is a lot of work to be done before tomorrow morning.”

“What work?” asked De Costa.

“I am going to recover the bracelet,” said Soo, and there was that in his eyes which made the older man quail.

“There will be no violence?” he stammered.

“None, I assure you,” said the other airily.

“Remember,” said De Costa almost tremulously, “that it is a woman you have to deal with.”

“I have dealt with many women,” said Soo, “and I find very little difference between the sexes save that the gentler is a trifle more courageous, and a little more willing to bear the consequences of their folly.”

De Costa accompanied him into the regions of the kitchen and showed him to the door which led to the area. Not another word was spoken between the two men.

De Costa closed the door behind his visitor and bolted it securely. He went back to his study and drained off a glass of neat brandy.

He went to bed that night in no happy frame of mind.

He might have been less happy, as he lay tossing from side to side in his bed, had he seen the dark figure of a man stealing in the shadow of the wall which formed a tiny courtyard at the back of his house.
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Whoever the masked man was who was working so deliberately at the back door of Mr. de Costa’s respectable dwelling, he went to work methodically and without any indication that he feared detection. He carried a little tiny kit of tools which he had spread upon the ground, and from time to time he leant down and selected one of these by the light of a small electric lamp which he flashed for a moment upon the kit’s contents.

He took some trouble to avoid anything in the nature of a violent noise, and it was half an hour before the lock, and a portion of the door, came away very gently in his hand.

As methodically he leant down and rolled up the tools, placing them in his pocket; he pushed the door open, and entered.

He had no difficulty in forcing another door, or in gaining the wide hallway which formed the principal entrance to the house.

In half an hour he pursued his inquiries with quiet confidence.

The diningroom yielded nothing; the rather ornate drawingroom no more. Yet he made a systematic search, flickering his light here and there, moving such pictures as he thought might conceal that which he sought.

He reserved his examination of the study till the last. He found some cigarette ends in the fireplace and picked them up cautiously, examining the brand with the light of his lantern. These he wrapped carefully in a piece of paper, and placed in his waistcoat pocket. He opened all the drawers and methodically examined them, replacing them just as he had found them, and relocked the drawers after him with a curious key which he took from his pocket.

After a while he mounted the stairs.

De Costa occupied the first room on the second floor, and the door faced the stairs, and on the right was another door, which led to the dressing-room, which again gave access to the principal bedroom.

The visitor made no attempt to force the door for some minutes, but devoted his attention to the door on the right.

It opened easily. He stood in the doorway listening. For all he knew De Costa may have had alarms fixed; but no bell or buzzer woke the stillness of the night. He closed the door gently behind him; the floor was carpeted with thick felt, and the precaution he had taken of enclosing his feet in galoshes was unnecessary. In this room, as he knew, was the intimate safe of the merchant’s.

He had come prepared to open that safe and inspect its interior. In his pocket was a heavy iron bottle containing sufficient oxygen for his purpose, and in another pocket the blowpipe and the instruments necessary to burn out the lock of the safe.

He switched on his pocket light, and turned it unhesitatingly in the direction of where the safe was to be found. Instantly his thumb closed upon the switch, and his light went out. Facing him was a man who stood with his back to the safe. His face was covered with a black crêpe mask, and in his hand, pointing insistently in the direction of the other, was a long-barrelled Colt revolver.

He might have saved himself the trouble of switching off his light, for instantly from the stranger’s disengaged hand a white beam of light shot out. He had come similarly equipped.

“Go downstairs,” whispered the man by the safe, “and keep your hands away from your pockets.”

There was nothing for the burglar to do but to obey. Without a word he turned and walked out of the room, the other following a few paces behind.

“To the kitchen!” whispered the second man, and the burglar turned obediently.

They entered the big, underground kitchen together, the second man closing the door behind him before he felt on the wall for the switch. In a minute the room was illuminated, and they stood facing each other.

“Who are you?” asked the second man quietly.

“I prefer to remain anonymous,” said the burglar.

He was the taller of the two, a man above medium height, and his voice had just that touch of culture which one does not expect from a member of the criminal classes.

“I prefer to see your face,” said the second man. The burglar shrugged his shoulders.

“Existence,” he said oracularly, “is made up of unsatisfied desires. Nature in the ordering of her plans does not take into account the prejudices—”

“Good heavens!” gasped the other. “Captain Talham!” The burglar was silenced momentarily, apparently annoyed too.

“I am Captain Talham,” he said with ridiculous pride, and took off his mask; “though why you should know me I fail to understand.”

The second man laughed — a low, musical, chuckling laugh.

“I know you all right,” he answered.

Talham stood for a moment fidgeting by the side of the kitchen table; then: “Let us put our cards on the table, Tillizinni,” he said.

It was the second man’s turn to start.

“Oh, yes, I know you!” Talham went on. “I always remember people by their hands; and as you probably know, the third knuckle of your left is more prominent than any other.”

Tillizinni laughed.

“We seem to have made a pretty mess of it between us,” he said; “as I gather, we are both here on the same errand.”

Talham nodded.

“You can save yourself the trouble of tampering with the safe. I’ve already been to it.”

“How did you get in?” asked Talham.

The detective shook his head with a smile.

“The last thing I can do is to arrange to get out,” he answered evasively. “What did you find?” Talham hesitated.

“I found nothing, save that our friend T’si Soo has been here. Some of his cigarette ends were in the fireplace; at least, they are Chinese, and I gather—”

Tillizinni nodded.

“I didn’t need his cigarette ends to know that,” he said. “I saw him come out.”

They left the house together, walking arm in arm, through the front door, leaving the door ajar, and walked away under the very nose of a policeman who stood at the corner of a street a hundred yards from the house.

For a long time neither man spoke. Then Tillizinni burst into a fit of uncontrollable laughter.

“You amuse me very much,” he said, “although you annoy me. Here is a situation worthy of a comic opera. I go to burgle a house for my own private ends. I meet another burglar, whom it is my duty, as an officer of the law, to arrest.”

“Let’s go and talk it over!” said Talham.

*

“You’re a curious man,” said Tillizinni, and Captain Talham did not consider it worth while to correct him, though “curious” was an obvious misapplication of a word.

A bright, cheerful fire burnt in the big Adams’ fireplace, and the shaded lamp on the table afforded enough light to the room. Outside, day was breaking over the dull silver of the river and slow moving tugs were passing up with the tide, drawing a trail of clumsy barges in their wake.

Tillizinni’s rooms in Adelphi Terrace offered the finest view in London, but never was London more attractive than in the early hours of a frosty winter morning.

Neither of the two men had slept that night. A bundle of papers, each giving a brief account of the tragedy, was at the detective’s elbow. He looked across to Talham in his worn garments. You could not pity the tall man. His confidence, his self-satisfaction — in the best sense of the word — precluded pity. He sat now with a fragrant cigar between his teeth, a steaming cup of coffee within reach on a little table by his side, his legs crossed — a model of contentment.

“I gather, of course,” Tillizinni went on, “that you wanted to find the Ts’in tomb, and I must confess that I regarded your search as being little removed, in point of self-interest, from the efforts of our Chinese friends.”

Talham shook his head.

“Accustomed as you are to the venal predilections” he began.

Tillizinni put up his hands to his ears in mock despair.

“Do you forget that I am Italian?” he asked.

The great anthropologist was a man of quick likes and quicker dislikes. Never before had he found one to whom he felt so warm and so instant a regard as he did with this adventurer. Add the warm and generous qualities of his southern nature, interest in the rara humanis which his science dictated, and there is every excuse for the sudden friendship which has so often been the subject of criticism.

Tillizinni was at the zenith of his fame; he had handled the danger of the Fourth Plague with rare courage and ingenuity, and his name at this time was in all mouths. Even Scotland Yard, a cautious institution which does not take the stranger to its bosom, however brilliant he may be, had succumbed to his fascination, and Room 673E was “Mr. Tillizinni’s Room,” just as surely and unalterably as Room 1 is the Chief Commissioner’s.

He leant forward to stir the fire, and to return an escaping coal to its glowing inferno.

“Will your man do the work you require?” he asked.

“In the time?”

The detective nodded, and Talham pursed his lips thoughtfully.

“He has till eleven,” he said; “and a Chinese mechanic can do much in seven hours.”

There was a restful little interval of silence, which Tillizinni broke.

“It is most fantastic — the most bizarre idea I have ever heard,” he said. “From no other human being in the world would I accept such a story. Yet I believe you.”

“Of course you do,” retorted Talham simply.

Tillizinni stared; then an amused smile crossed his thin lips. The other surveyed him with great earnestness, then leant forward.

“Signor Tillizinni,” he said, “the acquirement of wealth is a process which too often dissipates the qualities of self-respect. I will be a millionaire, not as the thief who robbed a tomb of dross” — he snapped his fingers finely— “but as the genius who wrested from the dead ages the secret and its attainments. I am satisfied that in the tomb of Ts’in I shall have revealed to me that supreme mechanical wonder of all time — perpetual motion.”

His face was tense; his eyes glossed with the splendour of the thought. So the eyes of Christopher Columbus might have burnt as he sighted, through the spray, the low, grey cloud of land upon his bow.

“All this story of mechanical devices,” Talham went on rapidly. “These rivers of quicksilver which run for ever by some complexity of machinery — it is all true. There may be little or no treasure; but that device lies hidden as surely as the bones of the architects are upon the floor of the chasm.”

He rose, and paced the room with short, quick, nervous steps.

“But suppose when you opened the tomb you found nothing?” asked Tillizinni. “Suppose the device was non-existent and the quicksilver rivers had disappeared, and there was nothing but the store of treasure?” Talham thought for a while.

“I should take the treasure,” he said impressively, “and afterwards I should close the tomb reverently and come away.”

Tillizinni laughed. It was a long, rich, chuckling laugh of pure enjoyment, which not even the reproachful eye of the other could suppress.

“I like you,” said Tillizinni; “and if I do not consider it my duty to hamper you, I shall find a pleasure in helping you in your search.”

Ten minutes later, the two men were dozing in their chairs, proof enough of the ease which comes with friendship.

It was not until ten o’clock, with the bright, winter’s sunlight flooding the room, that Tillizinni awoke with a sense of refreshment. The big lamp upon the table still burnt, and he extinguished it.

His eyes fell upon Talham still fast asleep. His legs outstretched, his hands thrust into trouser pockets, and his chin on his breast.

Tillizinni moved across the room noiselessly, and looked out into the terrace below. There were two tradesmen’s carts delivering goods at a neighbouring club. He closed the French windows of the room and returned to Talham, and dropped his hand upon the other’s shoulder.

Talham was awake instantly.

“Anything wrong?” he asked, as he saw the other’s face.

Tillizinni shook his head.

“That we are both alive is evidence that nothing is wrong,” he said. “Look at the mantelpiece!” Talham raised his eyes.

On the shelf above the fireplace, between two Tanagra statuettes, was a small, square, black box, as large as a small teacaddy, and not unlike one in its appearance. Dependent from the case, hung a length of fuse some eight inches long, and the end was burnt black.

“Ashes in the fireplace — obviously fuse,” said Tillizinni, kneeling down. “What made it stop burning, I wonder?” He examined the little rope minutely, using a reading-glass.

“That’s blood!” He pointed with his finger to a stain near the burnt end. “The man who placed this here had blood on his hands — probably cut himself in making the entrance. Now, where?” He walked to the door of the room and, opening it, crossed the broad landing. Another room opened from here, and he entered. It was used as a boxroom, and should have been locked. For the matter of that, it should have possessed a lock of more service than the twisted piece of metal that lay on the floor.

“Wrenched off with a modern pocket-jack,” said Tillizinni approvingly. “A neat piece of work. Don’t touch the lock; we’ll hunt for a fingerprint by and by. Window open! Humph!” It was clear which way the thing had come. “We’ve had a narrow escape,” said Tillizinni. “So did he,” said Talham.
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Talham was seized with the idea of making an afternoon call, and waited on Tillizinni, to the detective’s embarrassment.

“Tillizinni,” he said, “one of the duties which civilisation imposes upon its products, is the obligation under which we all rest, to observe the social amenities.”

After which preamble he deigned to explain that he had accepted an invitation for himself and for the detective, to what he termed “a party.”

Tillizinni had visions of being called upon to sing, or do parlour tricks, and he hastily excused himself.

“You must come,” said Talham gravely. “I did perhaps overstep the conventions when, without consulting you, I accepted this invitation on your behalf. But I think you will enjoy yourself. Mrs. Smith is a lady of singular charm of manner, and has the gift which so few women, and indeed so few men, possess, of appreciating scientific endeavour at its true value.”

From which Tillizinni gathered that the lady had been engaged in impressing upon Talham what a fine fellow he was.

The detective hesitated. He knew he would be horribly bored, but it must be confessed he was possessed by a curiosity to know exactly how Talham would behave in that nebulous sphere which is called “society.”

Mrs. Smith had a little house in Bayswater. It was in one of those long roads which connect Bayswater with Mayfair, and where, at the Mayfair end, the houses grow narrower and narrower, crowding against one another as if in a panic lest they stray into the more unfashionable end of the street.

She was a woman who had a passion for parties, and was never quite so happy as when she was making two guests groan where one had groaned before.

Since her entertaining area was severely restricted, it is not to be wondered that her little social plot was somewhat overcrowded.

Habitués at Mrs. Smith’s “at homes” and functions were sufficiently well acquainted with the lay of the house to tuck themselves into odd corners and alcoves; but both Talham and his apprehensive companion found themselves a little cramped for room in the tiny hall where six men were endeavouring to find pegs for their coats at one and the same time.

The drawingroom was on the first floor, and although the stairs leading up to it were somewhat narrow, Mrs. Smith carried out the illusion of a Foreign Office reception by receiving her guests on the first landing with her back to the bathroom door, and handing them over, as they squeezed past, to an ill-fitted butler, who conducted them the three or four paces which separated the end of stairs from the beginning of drawingroom.

She boasted that she never forgot names, and was wont to cite herself and King Edward as twin souls in this respect.

Indeed, from time to time, she found many startling phases of resemblance between herself and various members of the Royal Family.

The tiny drawingroom was uncomfortably crowded.

Tillizinni found himself wondering, as he pushed his way through the press, by what extraordinary manoeuvre Mrs. Smith held and attracted such a large and representative body of goodlooking young men.

He had a lurking suspicion that as fast as they entered the drawingroom by the door they surreptitiously escaped through the window.

There was that air of unreality which is frequently to be found in the small drawingrooms of the people bitten by the social bug.

“She called me Mr. Tinker,” said Talham’s voice in the other’s ear.

His words almost trembled with chagrin. Tillizinni tried to appease him.

“She called me Phillips,” he said with a smile; “though that is not my name as far as I know. You must allow for lapses in the memory of a hostess who probably entertains thousands of people in a year.”

Talham was silent, but he was very annoyed indeed.

The press was thickest at one end of the drawingroom, and to this the two made, following the instinct which invariably draws man to man — for men like men in crowds.

“What is the attraction?” grumbled Talham. “Is it not lamentable,” he went on without waiting for a reply, which, as a matter of fact, the detective was not prepared to offer, “that with all the joyous and bountiful gifts which nature has prepared and laid open for her children, men should be found who prefer the hot and fetid atmosphere of a drawingroom and the stimulations of artificial gaiety to that antechamber of heaven, the field? Does not the pettiness — the inconclusiveness — of it, strike you? Think of the futility of effort—” He got so far and was warming to his subject, when the little crowd which stood between them and the attraction, thinned, as a sea-fret thins before a westerly wind, and Tillizinni saw, for the first time in his life, Yvonne Yale.

She was standing near the fireplace, listening to a short youth by her side, with some evidence of boredom.

Her hair, perfectly coiffeured, was a mass of golden brown. About this she wore a little bandeau of dull gold.

Tillizinni received the impression of observing a crowned queen — so proud and straight she stood, with a little tilt to her chin, and the merest hint of condescension in her eyes, as she talked to the voluble youth who hung upon her words.

Her gown, cut low at the neck, was very plain. It was of black velvet, close fitting. About her neck she had three strings of imitation pearls. Her arms, bare to the elbow, were white and beautifully shaped; her hands larger than one expected, but pretty. She had a plain gold bangle about her wrist — the only jewel she wore.

Tillizinni looked at Talham. He was staring at the girl, his lips parted, his eyes wide open, his head a little forward.

At any other moment he would have amused the other, but Tillizinni had seen that look before — that strange earnestness and intensity with which he confronted the problems of life.

He continued to look, and the girl must have subconsciously become aware of the unwinking gaze fixed upon her, for she turned her head and faced him.

For a moment they stood thus, looking one at the other; then Tillizinni saw a delicate pink creep into her face, and he caught Talham’s arm, “Introduce me,” he muttered, “and apologise for my rudeness.”

Obeying rather the dictation of his inner self than any suggestion of his friend, Talham went towards her, his hand outstretched.

She held out her hand frankly with a little smile to Talham, and he took it. He held it, it seemed to Tillizinni, an unconscionable time. The responsibility of piloting Talham through the social maze was getting on the nerves of one who was famous throughout Europe for his freedom from nerve trouble.

“I am glad to see you again, Captain Talham,” she said with a dazzling smile which showed two rows of pearly teeth. “We do not often entertain such distinguished people.”

She said this with a gentle note of mockery, but as usual Talham took her very seriously.

“Whatever views you may hold regarding my friend,” he said gravely, “you must not think of regarding me as distinguished. I hope, Miss Yale, that you and I shall be great friends. I will have no artificial barriers erected which may separate to any extent two people anxious to grow in acquaintance.”

The girl looked puzzled. She had uttered the first conventional pleasantry which had come into her head. She never regarded Talham as distinguished. To her he was a man, who in the moment of her necessity, had rendered a kindly and a chivalrous service.

She turned hurriedly, it seemed to Tillizinni, to introduce her mother — a lady dressed in the abrupt fashion which was suggestive of conflicting bargain sales.

Mrs. Smith was engaged in the eternal quest for the missing segment. It was only a tiny segment that was required to make both ends of her circle meet. She speculated modestly on the Stock Exchange, and dreamt dreams of meeting a magnificent, kindly man who would give her the “tip” of her life.

Then she would buy shares. The market would undergo some extraordinary evolution, and the shares she bought at one pound, less fortunate people would want to buy at twentyfive shillings. Then she would sell, and she would be exactly five shillings per share to the good.

And if she had had five thousand shares, why then she would have one thousand two hundred and fifty pounds.

It was very simple.

On such day dreams as these, men grow rich, but they are usually the men who sell the shares to the dreamers. But Talham was not to be detached. He made a little speech to the mother, and with deplorable sangfroid, dismissed her from the circle. It was unpardonable, but it was very much Talham.

Tillizinni, watching the scene with his keen eyes, was chuckling and learning.

But the girl was undoubtedly puzzled. She could not understand whether Talham was serious, or whether his persistence was a form of humour which had just about then become popular owing to the success of a certain socialist dramatist, with whose name I will not sully these fair pages.

“I am sure I shall be delighted,” she murmured pleasantly.

He had invited her to a concert, and had in his magnetic, plausible way, persuaded her to go.

She altered her position, tapping her foot nervously — an infallible sign that she was embarrassed. She looked from Talham to the dark young man at her side,

Gregory de Costa owed his readmission to the Yale ménage to the admiration which Mrs. Smith had for his business acumen. There were some subjects which Yvonne did not regard as being worth a quarrel, and Gregory de Costa’s attendance was one of these.

He made up for homeliness of face in magnificence of attire. His dress suit was cut so well that he seemed, like another famous character, to have been melted and poured into it. In the breast of his shirt blazed a diamond, almost as big as a hickory nut. His links, when he raised his hand to caress his tiny moustache, radiated light. His bejewelled fingers reminded one irresistibly of the illuminations at Luna Park.

“Do you know Mr. de Costa?” asked the girl.

Talham bowed to the young man, and the young man bowed to him.

For some reason she did not introduce Tillizinni. “I think I have met you before, Captain Talham,” said the young man.

“I do not think we have ever met you,” said Talham with deliberation.

“In our office?” suggested Mr. de Costa, an encouraging smile on his thick lips.

“We have never been into your office,” said Talham.

“I’m perfectly sure that I have seen you there,” persisted the other.

If he expected that Talham would be satisfied with an exchange of platitudinous pleasantries with the girl, and then withdraw, he was disappointed. If he imagined he could draw Talham to a discussion on so futile a question as his presence in an office at some remote period of his life, he was mad.

Talham had a weightier interest. The thought that he might be de trop never occurred to him, and if it had been suggested that his unconventional method of interesting others in his career and his aspirations was calculated rather to bore than to grip their imaginations, he would have smiled, pityingly.

He diagnosed the girl’s half-amused embarrassment as a natural nervousness in being suddenly confronted with a man of his attainments. By some extraordinary mental convolution which was peculiarly Talhamesque, he credited her with a full appreciation of his genius, a lurking suspicion of his identity, and a comfortable ignorance of the character of his adventures. Like the exigent little boy who demanded of the storekeeper two cents worth of hundreds and thousands — an infinitesimal candy, about the size of a pin’s head, variously coloured — Talham wanted her to pick him out all white.

“It is more than a pleasure to again meet you, Miss Yale,” he began, in his oratorical manner. “There are some events in life — some landmarks which rise above the dreary path that meanders across the plain of eternity — which stand out…” He orated on without drawing breath, so to speak. For his imagery he ransacked forest and field and plain; the vegetable, mineral and animal kingdoms contributed to the illuminations of his argument; and the girl stood looking at him wonderingly, a little frightened, a little — a very little — amused, a little — more than a little — bored.

As for Gregory de Costa — he stood stolidly by, taking no part in the conversation, twirling his moustache with a determined and an injured air.

From sheer humanity, Tillizinni set himself the task of diverting Talham’s attention. He felt that his action was invested with that heroism which one reads about in books of travel, when a devoted servant sets himself the thankless task of attracting the attention of a tiger, feeding upon his fellow creature, to his plump and trembling self.

Tillizinni succeeded, however, in giving the girl an opportunity for escape; but he drew down upon himself all the heavy weapons in Talham’s arsenal. It was absolutely necessary for him to seek out Mrs. Smith and pay her that little attention which is due from a guest to his hostess.

Fortunately Mrs. Smith came to the rescue. She was engaged in that process which is described in the society columns as “mixing up her guests.” In other words, she was making her slow way through the crowded little room, giving a nod here, a smile there, some comment — generally misplaced — elsewhere. She left behind her a trail of bachelors, who had, in acknowledging her tender inquiries after their wives, inferentially admitted such possessions.

She found Talham, and from the manner in which she pounced upon him and led him forth, Tillizinni gathered that the object of her search had been accomplished.

She was Yvonne Yale’s stepmother, being the second wife of the gallant colonel who had long since passed over to the majority. Mrs. Smith’s poetical way of putting it, was that he had taken his sword to heaven; but as to this, it is impossible to speak with authority.

She was one of those women who have a den — half study, half boudoir, all roll-top desks and Liberty knick-knacks. She prided herself upon being a thorough business woman, with a head for figures, which meant periodical disputes between her and her broker, which induced piles of tragic correspondence between herself and her bank, and explained to a very large extent the domestic cataclysms which were of such frequent occurrence in her household.

To this den she led Talham, and in the hour he spent with her he learnt as much of her private history, and much more of her financial standing, than she knew herself.

He came back and rescued Tillizinni at a period where he was bored to the point of tears. Talham was very important and very mysterious. He plunged into the crowd again to find Yvonne Yale. She may have seen him coming; at any rate Tillizinni saw her look helplessly round, then face him with a scared look.

“Must you really go, Captain Talham?” Talham said that he really must go; he said why he had to go, what he had to do — the hours of anxious work which lay ahead of him — and he hinted of the destinies of people which would be affected by any longer abstention from their interest. He spoke of generations yet unborn whose fates were trembling in the balance; he laid down the well-worn thesis that social obligations should be subservient to stern economic realities.

If she thought she had seen the last of him after he had so unmistakably expressed his intention of retiring, she was mistaken. She did not know Talham. She felt foolish and resented the cause. People at whom speeches are made in public invariably feel foolish.

Yet for all the exhaustive character of his farewell, Talham remembered on his way home several things he had intended to say, and was half inclined to go back to say them. All the way to the hotel he could think of nothing else but her wonderful eyes, her refinement, her glorious voice.

She was, he then told me, the daughter of an army officer who had died suddenly a few years before, leaving the second wife and his daughter the most meagre of incomes. This was the text on which he delivered an address, dealing with the duty of the state and the grudging gratitude of the nation. So far as Tillizinni was able to trace, Yvonne’s father was a colonel of infantry, who had spent some twenty years in various parts of the globe, missing active service the whole of his life, and finishing up with the command of a militia depot. Under these circumstances, Talham’s heroics about the “children of England’s battle-scarred defenders” were beside the point.

“Mrs. Yale,” he said impressively, “was a wonderful woman, a splendid woman, a business woman. I can only hope that Yvonne inherits her splendid qualities.”

When Talham ordered his world to his own satisfaction, he was not above adjusting the laws of progeniture. Mrs. Smith had sought his advice as to her investments. Talham had fallen for it.

It is a subtle form of flattery employed by dowagers, who could not hint at the physical attractions of their middle-aged and baldheaded admirers, and still retain their self-respect; and who found in this oblique tribute to their business capacities an effective and profitable substitute.

But Talham was not middle-aged, and the poison of the flattery had eaten deeper into his system.

“I am transferring five thousand shares in the Mount Li Exploration Syndicate,” he said.

Tillizinni was not easily moved, but now he gasped.

“The Mount Li ?” he asked incredulously.

“The Mount Li Exploration Syndicate,” said Talham firmly.

“But there isn’t such a company,” protested the other.

Talham looked at him a little sadly.

“It is one of the things I have overlooked,” he said. “One of the essentials of our communal life. It did not, I confess, occur to me until that extraordinary woman was discussing such things as shares and bonds, that I realised in a flash that it was impossible for me to help her because no such shares stood in my name. Have not,” he asked impressively, “the great events of history which have transformed the world, been born in a moment’s inspiration? Even as I sat there, in the excellently appointed study — I must make a note, by the way, of the furnishing of that apartment: I should like an office arranged on similar lines — the Mount Li Exploration came into existence.”

“In other words,” said Tillizinni with a helpless smile, “you created the company in order to give her shares!”

“I created the company,” agreed the tall man, gravely.



VIII. The Celestial Way
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It was a drizzling, miserable night; the streets were crowded with cars and cabs carrying their occupants to theatreland. On the drenched pavements the newspaper boys drove a thriving trade despite the unpromising climatic conditions. Every news bill dealt with the one subject — the mysterious murder, in the heart of London, of an ambassador by some person or persons unknown.

That it was the Chinese Ambassador added to the general interest. There was something bizarre and mysterious about the great empire which appealed to the imagination, and the series of hypothesis which appeared in the columns of the press assisted to a remarkable degree in fostering the sense of mystery which surrounded the tragedy.

There was scarcely a police-station in London that was not at that moment interrogating some stray Chinaman who had been brought in to account for his whereabouts on the night of the murder.

There was not a district, apparently, which could not furnish a clue.


The Evening Megaphone
 , London’s most enterprising evening journal, secured something of a “beat,” for it was the only paper which was able to throw a light upon the inside mystery of a vendetta which had apparently culminated in the Ambassador’s assassination.

“We are able,” said this journal, in large, leaded type, “to supply a number of curious and significant facts concerning the tragedy, which have hitherto been unrecorded elsewhere. Our representative had the pleasure of a long conversation with Mr. T’si Soo, a wealthy young Chinese gentleman who has been domiciled in England for a number of years. Mr. T’si Soo is the son of the Governor of Chulung, a large and populous district of China, and is engaged in this city in studying constitutional law. Mr. Soo — a fine, handsome-looking young man of commanding appearance — received the representative of The Evening Megaphone
 in Piccadilly. Fortunately Mr. Soo has a perfect command of English, and the interpreter which our representative brought with him was unnecessary.

“‘I cannot tell you,’ said Mr. Soo, ‘how grieved I am at the death of the Noble Prince who so ably and worthily represented the Dowager Empress at the court of St. James.

‘“The Prince, as you know, was an antiquarian of great note, but he was also a man of strong political opinions which, I fear, have not always commended themselves to the majority of my fellow countrymen.

“‘He was by repute a reactionary,’ he went on, ‘and earned the animosity of a number of secret societies in China by his efforts to secure their abolition.’

“‘ But surely,’ our representative pointed out, ‘the abolition of secret societies is not a reactionary movement!’”

“Mr. Soo shook his head.

“‘You are now speaking,’ he said with a smile, ‘from the point of view of the European. In China we regard anybody as a reactionary who attempts to alter the position of affairs so that it corresponds with any period of time in the past. For instance, there was a time when there were no secret societies; to abolish them would be regarded, therefore, as a reactionary measure since it would produce conditions which had once existed. That, again, I say, is an Eastern point of view.’

“‘Do you explain the murder as having been committed by the emissary of a society’ asked our representative.

“Mr. Soo nodded.

“‘I believe there is an association,’ he said, ‘which had a special reason for removing the Ambassador.’”

“‘It has been suggested,’ said our representative, ‘that robbery was the object of the murder, and that a bureau had been rifled and valuable documents extracted.’

“Mr. Soo was very emphatic in dissociating himself with this theory.

“‘That I do not believe,’ he said. ‘The people who killed his Excellency probably travelled all the way from China, and are now, possibly, on their way back again. They had no other object but his destruction, and if they stole documents, they were documents associated with the Prince’s campaign to suppress the societies affected.’

“‘It may be remarked,’ continued the enterprising journal, ‘that such is the abhorrence in which the crime is held by every Chinaman, that numerous offers of help have come to this paper from Chinese citizens who desire to assist in the search for the miscreant. It may be said that the interpreter who accompanied our representative was one of these. It was through his instrumentality that the interview with Mr. Soo was secured.

“With extraordinary modesty, he disappeared as soon as the interview was concluded, and has since not been in this office.”

Whilst the contents bills of The Evening Megaphone
 were flaring the question at every street corner: “Was Ambassador Killed by Secret Society?” Soo himself was interviewing the interpreter whose enterprise and modesty the journal was at the moment praising. He was interviewing him in a little room, the smallest in the suite he occupied, and he was assisted in the process by three compatriots, who gazed impassively on a Chinaman, a little less impassive, stretched upon a small iron bed, his wrists strapped to the bed head, his feet spreadeagled and strapped to its sides.

Soo sat on a chair smoking his inevitable cigarette, with his inevitable monocle glued in his eye, watching the man with interest.

“First,” he said, “you shall tell me why you came here, who sent you, and what you desired.”

“Lord,” gasped the man on the bed, “I have told you everything; by my Father’s grace I have nothing more to say.”

His face was drawn and haggard, beads of perspiration stood upon his shaven skull, and terror was in his eyes.

“You shall tell me,” repeated the other calmly, “who sent you, why you came, and what you were told to do.”

He nodded to the man who sat nonchalantly smoking a pipe by the side of the captive’s bed.

The man leant over and made a half turn of the screw upon a weird-shaped contrivance which enclosed the prisoner’s fingers.

The man suppressed a shriek with reason, for over him leant a second Chinaman ready to thrust a gag in his mouth.

“You shall tell me,” said Soo monotonously, “why you came, who sent you here, and your business.”

“Lord,” whispered the man, “I will tell you all I know.”

Soo nodded to the torturer, and he loosened the screw on the other’s finger.

“Give him water” said Soo, and the attendant with the gag put a cup to the other’s lips. He drank greedily.

“Lord, I was sent by my society, which, as your Excellency knows, is the society of the ‘Banner Bearers of Heaven’”

Soo nodded.

“They desired to discover how your Lordship felt in this matter.”

“To whom were you to report?” asked Soo.

The man hesitated, and his interrogator glanced significantly at the screw in which the captive’s hand still rested. It was enough for the man on the bed. He mentioned a name.

Soo recognised it as the keeper of a Chinese lodging-house in the East End of London — a man who was known to him to be the agent of the Bannermen.



IX. The Abduction
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Yvonne Yale had spent a tiring and a busy day shopping with her mother. It was not a relaxation which she often allowed herself. Mrs. Yale took shopping very seriously, and would follow a will-o’-the-wisp of a five-shilling bargain through enticing marshes of other departments where scarcely a weed grew which was not labelled twentyfive shillings.

After dinner, Mrs. Yale announced the fact that she was dead tired; she implied the further fact that the exertions of the day, shared by her daughter, had not effected her, and that the energy dissipated by Mrs. Yale herself was sufficient for two.

She went to bed, leaving Yvonne half a dozen letters to answer — letters which regretted the inability of Mrs. Yale to settle an account, but promised “next month,” not only to clear off existing liabilities, but to extend her scope of patronage.

Yvonne’s self-respect led her to tone down the letters, to make them less optimistic as to the future and less vague as to the present. She finished her work at half-past eleven, and signed her mother’s name with a flourish, enclosed the letters in envelopes, and placed them on the hall table ready for posting.

She made her customary round of the house — their one servant was in bed at that hour — and went to her room feeling depressed and worried. She could not trace her state of mind to any particular course, and she told herself that the reason was purely physical. She undressed in record time, jumped into bed, switched out the light, and her head had hardly touched the pillow before she was asleep.

How long she had been sleeping she could not tell, but something woke her with a start. The room was dark, the only light being that from the lamp in the street below. She was wide awake, and her reasoning faculty told her that something must have occurred — there must have been some extraordinary noise to have brought about this condition of wakefulness.

She lay perfectly still — listening. For a long time she heard nothing and saw nothing; then for a moment she saw a tiny streak of bright light in the room.

Before she could touch it her wrist was grasped, and a long, bony hand closed over her mouth.

“Be silent!” said a voice in her ear. “If you make a noise I will kill you!” She felt a grip on her throat, and lay paralysed with terror; she had neither the will nor the ability to scream.

At last she found her voice.

“Take what you want and go,” she said.

“Where do you keep your jewels?” said the man who held her, in a low voice, The ghost of a smile, in spite of the tragic situation, dawned on Yvonne’s face.

“In the top drawer of my bureau,” she said, and might have added: “such as they are;” but even her sense of humour could not rise equal to the occasion.

The man muttered some words in a language which she could not understand; but she gathered that he was addressing the second man in the room, for two there were undoubtedly.

Then with a sickening sense of danger she realised that the language was Chinese.

She heard the soft “hush” of the drawer as it opened, she saw the flash of light as the men swept it over her belongings. Then the man at the drawer spoke over his shoulder. There was a quick exchange of words, then:

“Get up!” said the man by her side shortly.

There was nothing to do but obey. She rose from her bed and stood on the floor shaking in every limb. She was thankful for the darkness which perhaps hid the full extent of her danger.

“You have a bracelet somewhere,” said the man who had spoken first. “It was given to you by young De Costa. Where is it now?” The girl made no reply. She was dismayed when she realised that Talham’s deception had been discovered, and she felt herself a guilty party to the deception.

“I have not got it,” she said.

“Who has?” The voice was sharp and authoritative.

“Captain Talham has it,” she said, before she realised that she was betraying the strange man. He was nothing to her, yet even in the moment of her peril, she understood that perhaps she might be endangering him, and was sorry she had spoken.

There was a little silence, then:

“Put on your clothes!” said the man.

“Why?” she asked startled.

“Don’t argue. You can dress in the dark. Put on your clothes. If you can’t I’ll turn on the light.”

She groped for her clothes, thankful to dress in the dark, and the man walked over to the door.

“Remember,” he said as his vice-like grip released her arm, “any attempt to raise an alarm will result in your immediate death; there are no men in this house as I know. Captain Talham, on whom you may unreasonably depend, is quite unconscious of your present predicament. I am going to take you away from here, and I swear to you that you shall not be harmed. Are you going to take my word?”

“There is no alternative,” answered the girl.

With trembling hands she drew on her clothes. That she should be dressing herself in the presence of two Chinamen — for a Chinaman the first speaker was, in spite of his perfect English — did not strike her at the moment as being so much a subject for dismay, as to what would happen after she had dressed.

There was a heavy cloak hanging in the wardrobe of the room. She drew this on over her other things, and, twisting her hair into a knot at the top of her head, fixed a hat over what she knew was a most appalling untidiness.

“It may not be necessary,” said the man, “to tell you that any cry will bring your mother and the maid — in which case I shall destroy not only you, but the people you alarm.”

He guided her past her mother’s door, down the stairs and into the street.

A little distance from the door was a motorcar. The second man went out, and at a signal the car drew across the road to the door of the house.

She was hustled inside, and the two men sprang in after her. With a jerk the car started upon the most adventurous journey that Yvonne Yale had ever taken in her short, and until then, uneventful, career.

Just as the car passed out of sight, a taxi came flying round the corner, and pulled up at the door of Mrs. Yale’s dwelling. Two men got out and made straight for the door. The first of these was Tillizinni. He had his hand upon the knocker when he felt the door yield to his touch, and he pushed it open.

He turned to the palefaced Talham.

“My God!” he said. “They’ve been here!” He slipped a revolver from his hip pocket, and went up the stairs, two at a time, for Talham had found the switch which controlled the stair light. Tillizinni guessed that the best bedroom would be at the back, and that Mrs. Yale would occupy it. He knocked on the door.

“Who’s there?” asked a muffled voice.

“Open, please!” said Tillizinni. “I am an officer of police, and I want to see you very urgently.”

Mrs. Yale came out to the light of the detective’s lamp and presented an unhappy figure.

“Which room does your daughter occupy?” asked Tillizinni.

She recognised Talham with an embarrassed smile.

“My daughter is in the next room.” She led the way and knocked at the door; but again there was no necessity for knocking — the door was half open. She entered, followed without invitation by Tillizinni, who was too anxious as to the girl’s safety to stand upon ceremony.

The bed was empty. He put his hand inside — it was still warm. A quick glance round at the open drawers gave evidence of the visitors’ presence.

There was no time to be lost.

“Your daughter has been kidnapped,” he said. “You must arouse your servants. I will send a policeman to you,” Into the street again came the two men, and Tillizinni lifted one of the lamps from the taxi and examined the roadway. There had been a sharp shower of rain half an hour previous, and the tracks of the other car were plainly visible.

He ran along the roadway carrying the lamp, and reached the thoroughfare which ran to the north and south. There was no evidence that the car had taken either direction. He crossed the road, the taxicab following in his rear. Yes, here it was again — the broad band had gone straight on. They would be making now for Portland Place.

At this point a policeman appeared, and Tillizinni gave him an order that set the man running back to the house in Curzon Street. Then Tillizinni went back to the cab, and the taxi went straight ahead at full speed, slowing at the point where Portland Place cut across the route.

The streets were newly washed. Indeed, the great thoroughfare was at that moment in the hands of the scavengers with their hoses and their squeegees. There would be no definite track here, and Tillizinni, after a search, saw sufficient evidence to show him which direction the car had taken.

At Oxford Circus a policeman had seen it. It had turned eastward, and had gone straight along Oxford Street in the direction of Holborn.

“Speed up!” said Tillizinni to the driver. “There’s just a chance they may have a puncture, and we may overtake them.”

He rejoined the silent Talham in the cab.

“I’ll never forgive myself,” said the big man. He sat with his hands clasped together, and his face set.

“My dear chap, it’s not your fault.”

Tillizinni laid his hand on the other’s shoulder. He had a genuine affection for this eccentric giant with his irrepressible oratory and his calm disregard for convention.

“It’s a damned bracelet,” said Talham bitterly. “All the wealth and all the secrets of Ts’in are too inadequate compensation for one moment of misery she may suffer.”

Tillizinni made no reply. Like a white light it suddenly dawned upon him that this man, the last man in the world that he would have imagined, was smitten with love.

The tense agony in Talham’s voice, the attitude of absolute dejection — he sat huddled in a corner of the cab — spoke eloquently of his agony.

At Holborn Bars a City policeman had seen a car passing swiftly eastward, and yet again, and farther on at the Mansion House, a patrolling sergeant was able to direct them toward Gracechurch Street. They lost the scent at Tower Hill. Two cars had come along at about the same moment, probably one from Eastcheap. One had crossed Tower Bridge and gone southward; the other had continued its way eastward. Unfortunately both had been of similar make.

Tillizinni was in a dilemma.

“We’ll take the east road,” he said, after a moment’s thought; “that is the more likely route.”

A moment later the cab was following the trail of an empty car on its way to Harwich to meet the morning boat.



X. The Rooms by the Canal
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Yvonne Yale had sat in silence during that mad rush through the City. Once in a frenzy of terror she had half risen to throw herself from the car. Instantly Soo’s hand grasped her.

“When I tell you I will kill you, I mean it,” he said quickly. “Be quiet, and no harm will come to you. I tell you this, that I am merely holding you as a hostage for the recovery of the bangle. If I know your friend, he will not hesitate when he knows a woman is in danger.”

His words reassured her somewhat. She had hardly dared to put her fears into words.

The car swung round Tower Hill and slowed at the very spot where Tillizinni was destined to stop ten minutes later; but it did not go eastward, as Tillizinni had thought, but crossed the bridge, sped down the slope into Tooley Street, turned again, and followed the Deptford Road.

It continued until it came to a street which ran parallel with the north bank of the Surrey Canal, and into this it turned. It was a street made up of wharf entrances, of old and dilapidated warehouses and stables.

The car stopped before a low-roofed old building that in its prosperous days had been part of the wharfage of a stone merchant. As the car stopped, a door in the wall opened, and Soo flung away the cigarette which he had smoked during the latter part of the journey, stepped quickly to the ground, and half dragged and half carried the fainting girl into the building. Instantly the car moved on, and the door closed behind her.

They were in complete darkness. There was a musty, unwholesome smell. The atmosphere of the place filled her with cold terror.

“This way!” said Soo.

He led her unerringly across the ramshackle shed. At the far end there was a door which opened and revealed a room lit by two swinging oil lamps.

It was poorly furnished, with a table and a couple of chairs, and a fire blazed in a broken grate in one corner. Some attempt had been made to produce a sense of comfort — the square of carpet on the floor, and the plain table-cover had evidently been newly purchased and still showed their shop creases.

The room was untenanted, and Soo and the girl entered alone. He closed the door behind him.

She saw now a man in the garb of a Westerner, whose face was hidden from her by a curious contrivance. This was no less than a waxen mask, which fitted the upper portion of the face down to the mouth. So skilfully and cunningly had the colours been blended, that it was difficult to see where the real ended and the artificial began. It gave the man a European appearance, and made him tolerably goodlooking.

He locked the door, then turned and faced her.

“You stay here, Miss Yale,” he said, “until I secure satisfaction from your friend. This,” he explained, waving his hand round the apartment, “was once the manager’s quarters. It is fitted with some luxury.”

He opened a little door.

“There is a bathroom here,” he said, “and you will find everything you may desire.”

“How long do you intend to keep me?” she asked, It was the first coherent question she had put to him.

He shrugged his shoulders.

“That depends entirely upon the willingness of your friend to give me what I wish,” he answered.

“You know you are committing a very grave crime,” she said, “and that you will be punished for this?” She saw a smile gather on the thin lips.

“I have a much more extensive knowledge of the criminal law of England than you can be expected to have,” he said coolly. “I am well aware of all the risks I take; but since I am prepared to take the additional, and to you, perhaps, unthinkable, risk of losing my life, the minor perils need not be counted.”

Without another word he left her. She waited until the sound of his footsteps had died away; then she made a quick examination of the two rooms.

From the sittingroom a door opened into a tiny bedroom. It was scrupulously clean; the sheets were of the finest linen, pillow of down, and what other furniture occupied the room was in good taste.

There was one small window, heavily barred, and screened from the street by an opaque pane of toughened glass. She was to learn that this looked upon a small wharf, and that no help might be expected from that direction. There was a little window in the bathroom which also looked out upon another corner of the wharf.

The sittingroom depended entirely upon artificial light. So she thought until she looked up and saw a big skylight in the room.

She returned to the little bedroom and found, with considerable satisfaction, that a much needed brush and comb had been provided. She dressed her hair and washed her face in the little bathroom.

There was no question of sleeping that night. I t encouraged her, and removed some of her apprehension to find how thoroughly her abductor had prepared for her arrival. There was a bookshelf, well stocked with the latest novels, and if the selection had been a hasty one, it was also a wise one.

She came back to the fire and drew up a chair, for she felt cold. “What would be the end?” She shivered, and dare not supply an answer. She got up and walked to the door and listened. There was no sound outside. It came on to rain, and the pitter-patter of the drops as they fell upon the tiled roof gave her a sense of companionship with the outside world, She wondered when her mother would discover her absence. She was unlikely to make her discovery before nine o’clock in the morning.

What would she do? Would she call in the police? Would that extraordinary man, Tillizinni, endeavour to fathom the mystery of her disappearance? She prayed that he would. And Talham? She found herself thinking more of Talham than she could have thought possible. He liked her — she was sure of it. She was afraid that the impecunious Captain of Irregular Horse was in love with her.

She shook her head a little impatiently at the thought. Why could not the friendship exist about which the philosopher wrote? Why could not a woman possess a man friend without the disagreeable element coming into it? Talham was responsible for her present plight; yet she did not blame him, which was a curious circumstance for a woman untouched by love. She was satisfied at least that of all the people who would be affected by the news of her disappearance, he would feel his responsibility most poignantly.

She walked up and down the little room. It must have been half an hour after Soo departed that he came back again, He opened the door quietly and stepped inside, locking it again after him, and laid on the table a letter. It was typed, she noticed, and was addressed to Captain Talham.

“You will sign this,” said Soo briefly. He read it over. It was short and to the point. It ran:



DEAR CAPTAIN TALHAM, —

I am at present in the hands of some people who desire you to restore the jade bracelet, which, as you know, you took from me.

Unless you do this within forty-eight hours either I shall be killed or worse will happen to me. I implore you, therefore, to hand the bracelet to a messenger who will meet you tonight at six o’clock in Whitcombe Court, Coventry Street.



She read the letter through, and looked up at the man.

“What guarantee have I,” she asked, “if I sign this letter, and if Captain Talham is in a position to restore the bracelet, that you will keep your part of the bargain, and will release me?”

“You have no guarantee at all,” he said coolly, “except my word. But I am in this position, that you must accept my word without any proof of my bona-fides.”

She hesitated before she took the fountain-pen which he offered her. She read the letter through again.

There was no harm in signing it. She would be no better off by refusing, and she might easily be worse. She was cool-headed now.

She signed her name at the foot of the sheet, and handed it to him.

He took it from her with a little bow.

“Perhaps you would like to write some letters,” he said. “You will find paper in the drawer of the table, and if by any chance you have any correspondence you would like to clear off in this uncomfortable period of waiting, this will be an excellent opportunity.”

His tone was polite, he was not even mildly sarcastic. He wished to convey to her the fact that her detention was a temporary business, a regrettable expedient which need occasion her no alarm.

“Suppose Captain Talham refuses to give this up,” she said, “as he may very well do; or suppose he has parted with it and is not in a position to hand it to you, what happens to me?”

She asked the question calmly, and the man shrugged his shoulders.

“I will accept no excuses,” he said. “Whatever happens, subsequent to his refusal, will be most regrettable.” With which sinister remark he left her.

She stood near the door. She thought she heard voices outside. Quick voices speaking in low tones excitedly, and she wondered who was the masked man’s companion.

She was soon to learn, for the door opened, and Soo came in, followed by four Chinamen.

“Get your coat on!” he said roughly. “We have got to get out of here at once.”

“What is the matter?” she asked.

“Get your coat on” he said, ignoring her question. “I haven’t a moment to spare.”

All his polish had dropped away.

She had known him for a Chinaman despite his mask, and she knew there was nothing to be gained by opposing one of the race which places women on the level of domestic animals. She went into the bedroom and put on her cloak, again pinned on her hat, and came out to where the men were waiting.

They were talking eagerly together in Chinese.

“I am going to take you for a little journey by water,” said Soo.

He extinguished the light in the room, and led the way noiselessly across the empty warehouse to a big door which led out on to the wharf. It was a sliding door, which moved noiselessly upon its greased guides.

Soo stepped out first, and the girl followed. Ahead of her she saw a patch of untidy wharf and the dull gleam of water. He piloted her to the edge of the wharf and peered down into the canal; but there was no sign of a boat.

He turned and hissed a savage enquiry to one of his companions.

The girl’s heart beat high, instinct told her that help was on the way, and the absence of the boat was at least a respite.

“Quick!” said Soo. “Come!”

He caught her by the arm, and she half ran and half walked back to the building, through the barnlike warehouse, and to the door through which they had first entered.

“Remember,” he said, “that any sound you make will bring upon you consequences which you will have very little time for regretting.”

He pulled back the bolt, and the door swung open noiselessly. He had his hand upon the girl’s arm, and his foot was raised to step across the threshold when a flood of white light struck him, and he staggered back.

“Put up your hands!” said a voice.

It was the voice of Tillizinni.



XI. Captain Talham’s Progress
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For a second only Soo stood. He saw the gleam of two pistol barrels directed at his breast, and then with a sudden jerk of his arm, he brought the girl into the line of fire.

A second later, he was running with all speed across the building and through the gate.

He heard fleet footsteps coming after him, and looking over his shoulder he saw the tall form of Talham silhouetted in the doorway of the warehouse. He could have shot him then, and was tempted to take the risk, but thought better of it. A shot would arouse the neighbourhood, would set whistles blowing, and might perhaps dissipate his last chance of escape.

He could trust his men to preserve his secret He sped without hesitation to the end of the wharf. The boat was still away. He understood now why it had not put in an appearance. He heard a whistle blow, and cursed himself for his failure to make use of an opportunity of killing Talham which the gods had put into his hands.

The place was surrounded — he guessed that. He guessed it just as soon as he understood the significance of the boat’s absence. There was no time to hesitate, without a pause he leapt from the edge of the wharf into the dark and noisome waters of the canal. He came to the surface for a moment to breathe, and cast his eyes back to the bank.

Innumerable beams of light were searching the water. The police had recently been equipped with a new truncheon torch.

He could swim under water like a fish, and he did not come up again until the black hulk of a moored barge offered protection from the prying eyes of the police.

“He’s gone, I’m afraid!” said Tillizinni with an expression of vexation. “I’d like to have seen his face.”

“But didn’t you see it?” asked Talham in astonishment.

“I saw an ingenious mask,” said the other.

“I thought it was curious,” said Talham, “that a European could run as that man ran. He had that curious sideways waddle which only the Chinks have.”

They were talking in the little warehouse, half filled with police now, and bright with light. Four Chinamen sat on the ground handcuffed together and philosophical.

“I could have wished to capture the car,” said Tillizinni. “I might then have found its owner. Yet” — he turned a dazzling smile upon the girl— “we have succeeded in doing what we set out to accomplish.”

She looked very white and shaky, and Talham was no less pale.

“I am grateful this has turned out so well for me,” she said softly.

Tillizinni explained how they had taken the wrong road, and how by great good fortune they had come upon the car they were chasing drawn up at a coffee stall, where the chauffeur was taking an early morning breakfast. They had got back to Tower Bridge, and picked up the trail with no difficulty, save that none had seen the car turn into the little street which runs by the side of the canal. Here, however, the two men had to do some quick guessing, and once in the little cul-de-sac, the hiding place had easily been located.

Exactly how, he did not explain, but two hours later he was comparing the cigarette end which he had picked up outside of the warehouse with one Talham had found in Mr. de Costa’s study.

“I don’t know whether this is enough to issue a warrant on,” he said. “It would be quite sufficient for the detective in fiction” — he smiled— “but unfortunately police magistrates have little imagination and no romance, and require something more substantial in the shape of evidence than the characteristics of Chinese tobacco.”

*

An ordinary man would have waited a day or two before he attempted to renew acquaintance with a woman whose charms had created so profound an impression upon him, and moreover, who had been responsible for so much mental suffering on the part of the woman whom he loved. But Talham was no ordinary man. He called the next day, and having no more idea of social conventions than a cow has of painting on silk, he chose a quarter to one in the afternoon as the hour.

Mercifully, both Mrs. Yale and her daughter were indulging in the luxury of a day’s shopping, and Talham came back to Adelphi Terrace crestfallen, and sat moodily at the lunch table watching his host eat. Tillizinni expostulated with him.

“It was absurd to call at an hour like that,” he said.

“I thought they might ask me to lunch,” said Talham naïvely.

He refused to eat anything for a little while, and then his healthy appetite overcame his desire for starving to death, with the result that the detective had to wait another three-quarters of an hour at the table whilst he fed, which annoyed him intensely.

“Do you think if I called this afternoon—” he asked tentatively.

“You’ll make yourself a nuisance. Moreover,” Tillizinni said as a bright idea struck him, “Miss Yale will not unnaturally think that we regard our rescue of her as giving us the right of entrance into the house at all inconvenient hours of the day and night.”

His face fell, and he made no attempt to put his threat of calling into execution. Indeed, during the next few days he was so busy with his preparation for departure, that Tillizinni hoped that his infatuation had died a natural death. When, later, he mentioned the material prospects of the Yales, Tillizinni was sufficiently indiscreet as to suggest that they might be well left to work out their own salvation.

“It is to such unsympathetic pharisaical souls as yours,” he said, amongst other things, “that we owe the shocking and cynical disregard for infant life in England, the deterioration of the national physique, the growth of anti-militist in France.”

On the fourth day after the abduction, Talham called. At four o’clock in the afternoon he issued from his room at the Pall Mall Palace Hotel arrayed like a modern Solomon in all his glory. From the tips of his enamelled American shoes, to the crown of his glossy Bond Street hat, he was the man about town.

In an hour and a half, considerably agitated, he called upon Tillizinni. Whatever had happened he did not say, but he directed the vials of his wrath upon two gentlemen who had had the singular bad taste to be present, and to monopolise much of the lady’s time during Talham’s visit.

Talham would have sent them out, but they had apparently called to take the girl out to a “five o’clock.”

“It was impossible to say what I wanted to say,” he said moodily, striding up and down the apartment, “so I hit upon a ruse.”

He shrugged his shoulders.

“What was the ruse?” asked Tillizinni; but the other seemed disinclined to go on.

“In love as in war,” he began at last, “all means are justified. Remembering the seriousness of the issue, remembering the tremendous effect which the decision one way or the other might produce upon posterity, and remembering, too, that in love as in war, as I say, we come against the elementary passions which are superior to the trivial conventions of modern life—”

Tillizinni waited, wonderingly.

“My suggestion to the two young men — one, as I have told you, was De Costa, and the other a Mr. William Dixon, of forty-three, Claremont Gardens, S.W.,” he added imposingly and significantly, “my suggestion was, I contend, perfectly pardonable and quite admissible within the rules of war. It was that I had a friend who in a moment of exuberation had struck a policeman.”

Tillizinni gasped.

“As a result of that unlawful act, my friend had been arrested and taken to Bow Street police station, the police being ignorant as to his identity. I myself was a stranger in the country; I had not sufficient influence to secure his release. Would these gentlemen of their charity drive to Bow Street and vouch for the respectability of my unfortunate friend?”

He said all this hesitatingly, yet hurriedly; there were long pauses between each sentence. Talham was obviously ill at ease.

“And who,” Tillizinni asked slowly, “might this unfortunate friend of yours be?” Talham looked at the ceiling thoughtfully.

“If by any chance,” he said, “I have overstepped—”

“Not me!” cried the detective in horror. “You didn’t say it was me?”

Talham nodded silently.

“I will only say this in extenuation,” he said with that seriousness which made all his actions so real and plausible: “that I took particular care to impress upon them that you were perfectly sober.”

Tillizinni fell back in the chair helplessly, with silent laughter.

“Well?” he asked at last. “Having resigned myself to the loss of what little character I possessed, I should like to know what these two young people did?”

“I must confess,” said Talham, “that they were very decent. They went at once, took a taxicab, and drove straight away to the police station. Not finding you there, and ascertaining by telephone that you were not at Adelphi Terrace, they came back. In the meantime I had thrown myself upon the mercy of Yvonne.”

“Did you call her Yvonne?” Tillizinni asked.

“I called her Yvonne,” said Talham gravely, “because that is her name. I put before her as much of my prospects as I deemed it expedient to reveal.

I gave her a brief resume of my views of love and matrimony and the duty which we owe to the future. I told her in the terms which I have discovered are usual “ — (It was afterwards discovered that Talham had sent out a comprehensive commission to the nearest bookstall for all the latest novels in which love dominated)— “that I loved her, and would endeavour by a lifelong service, by a devotion which should be unique in the history of the world, to make her life an increasing joy and pleasure.”

He was walking up and down all the time he spoke. He stopped in front of the window and stared out. Thunder clouds were banking up over South London, and on the murky horizon there was the flicker of lightning.

“That is as it should be,” he said.

Talham was approving of the elements; it was not the first time he had suggested that the incidence of natural phenomena were directed by an all-wise Providence to coincide with his moods.

“She could not agree,” he said. “She was startled, I thought at first that she was angry; but possibly I am doing her an injustice.”

“What of the young men?”

“They returned as I was going,” said Talham. He swung round on Tillizinni.

“I have their cards and their addresses; that is what I wish to see you about. If you are my friend, you will call on them tomorrow and arrange a meeting.”

The detective had no words; he simply arose from the chair with his mouth open.

“Arrange a meeting!” he stammered.

“Arrange a meeting,” said Talham. “They used language to me which I will not permit any man to use. Moreover, what they said was in the presence of my future wife.”

“But she refused you!”

“My future wife,” repeated Talham in such a tone of decision as left no room for argument.

“But what do you mean by a meeting? You don’t for one moment imagine that these people will fight a duel?”

“That remains to be seen,” said the other. “I think that Hyde Park in the early hours of the morning would be an admirable rendezvous. You may leave to them the choice of weapons. I know very little about these fancy small swords which duellists favour, but if they will be kind enough to choose cavalry swords, I should be glad. I will fight them with Chinese knives, or, of course, with rapiers, if they prefer those weapons. I have no doubt that I shall make myself proficient in a few hours. As honourable men, they will not, of course, desire to take me at a disadvantage.”

He discussed the punctilio of duelling at some length. There was no use in arguing with him.

They spent the evening together, Tillizinni examining the documents which had been removed from the Chinese Embassy, and Talham assisting him.

“You understand, of course,” the detective explained, “that if I come upon any information which is likely to be of service to you in your search for your tomb—”

“Not my tomb,” corrected Talham.

“Well, the Emperor’s tomb,” said the other. “I cannot allow you to see it.”

“You will find nothing,” said Talham with confidence. “Every scrap referring to the Tomb of the First Emperor was in the stolen docket.”

It was nearly half-past ten when his servant brought Tillizinni a card. The detective read it and passed it to the other. It was inscribed:

Raymond de Costa

&

Gregory de Costa.



The two exchanged glances.

“Show them up!” said Tillizinni.

Talham’s face brightened up.

“I wonder—” he began, but did not finish his sentence. It might have been that he imagined that the visit would symbolise an act of self-abnegation of which young De Costa was incapable.

All his doubts were disposed of a few minutes later when the sulky young man, looking stouter and more unpleasant than ever, came into the room and introduced his father.

De Costa bowed ceremoniously to both men.

“This is my father,” said young De Costa.

Something made Tillizinni look at Talham. He had the faintest of smiles upon his lips, as at some amusing recollection.

“You know my father, I think,” said young De Costa.

“I haven’t that pleasure,” replied Talham.

The older man favoured him with a malicious little grin.

“I think we have done business together, Mr. — Er — Talham.”

“Is it Talham?” asked the other innocently. “I seem to remember another name. May I sit down?” Tillizinni apologised, and pushed forward two chairs, and the men seated themselves. They were both in evening dress; in De Costa senior’s shirt front blazed a diamond even larger than that which his son affected on such occasions.

“I may recall to you, Mr. Talham” — there was an offensive little pause before the name— “that I am engaged in the shipping trade. I sometimes send cargoes to South America” — he smiled again “and sometimes to China.”

“That is very interesting,” said Talham. “I think shipping is one of the most fascinating branches of commercial endeavour.”

“I am glad you think so,” said the old De Costa.

“Sometimes,” he continued, “I find it necessary to engage a supercargo to carry out the more delicate and intricate negotiations which are sometimes associated with the transference of the goods shipped.”

Talham nodded.

“I quite understand the functions of the supercargo,” he said.

“Some years ago,” the old man went on reminiscently, “I had to send rather an important cargo to one of the islands of the West Pacific.” He shrugged his shoulders and waved his hands in one motion. “I cannot recall exactly where the cargo was to land, or what it consisted of; but I have a most vivid recollection of a gentleman who called upon me at my office in Little Saville Street on one occasion. And I also remember having engaged him to carry out certain duties. In so engaging him it was necessary to take him into my confidence, to an extent” — he smiled. “For instance, I had to explain that he would pick up a collier at a certain point at sea, and that he would land bales of hardware in a very difficult place.”

“In the Philippines,” said Talham cheerily. “And it was not hardware, but rifles, if I remember rightly.”

“As to that,” the other hastened to say, “I have no distinct recollection. At any rate there was an accident: my coal was stolen, my collier, which I specially chartered to meet my ship, was met by another. The coal was stolen, I repeat. Later my ship was held up by a make-believe warship, and the merchandise was removed, against the captain’s wish. That Mr. — Er — Talham, was piracy.”

“It was piracy,” admitted Talham pleasantly. “A gross act of piracy, undoubtedly.”

“I am glad you agree,” said De Costa.

“What would you call the act of running guns for half-breed Philippians?” asked Captain Talham.

The old man flushed. It was not the accusation which annoyed him; it was that horrid word “half-breed.”

“That would not be piracy,” continued Talham drily. “That would be just an act contrary to every civilised law. Yes,” he said, “I am Talham. I don’t need to hide it from you. What I really called myself in those days does not matter. I took your coal; I took your rifles. The rifles you were sending to niggers to enable them to shoot white men.”

“Mr. Talham!” said the old man, springing to his feet.

“The rifles you were sending to niggers, I repeat,” said Talham, “so that they might snipe the solitary pickets of the United States army — so that they might murder and terrorise the helpless and unarmed islanders. You’re not a fool — you know the breed of the Puljanes. Why, you’re one yourself!”

Talham in his insolence was a most offensive man. Tillizinni had never seen him in this mood except twice during the time he knew him.

Talham held very strong views regarding the colour question. With him a man was either black or white; he recognised no intermediary stage. Once let him depart from the pure white stock, and in Talham’s eyes he might as well be coal-black. On this point he was a fanatic.

It was curious to see the old man wilt under the tall man’s vitriolic tongue. It was as though he insensibly did homage in that moment to the dominant race. Despite his vast riches, despite his undoubted influence, he was a native in the presence of a white man.

Under the spell of Talham’s mastery he cringed. Not so the son. He was one generation nearer whiteness. With a horrible noise which was half a scream and half a strangled cry of hatred, he leapt at the other.

Talham half turned. His hand went out rigidly. It seemed to Tillizinni that the young man did not check in his flight, but rather continued it, describing a curve about the spot where Talham stood, until he pulled up with a crash against the opposite wall. He went down in a heap.

“I’m sorry!” said Talham — but he was addressing Tillizinni.
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It was an embarrassing situation for Tillizinni.

He saw the older man’s eyes fixed on him accusingly as the youth, dazed and white, picked himself up from the floor. Yet the detective said nothing.

“You shall hear from me, Signor Tillizinni,” said De Costa, senior. He spoke with deliberation, and his tone was full of menace. “Scotland Yard shall know that you consort with this adventurer, who, in addition to being a pirate, is also a common thief.”

Tillizinni checked a movement of his impulsive friend with a gesture.

“A common thief?” he repeated pleasantly.

“A common thief — a burglar — who ransacked my house a fortnight ago,” said De Costa. “Who cut a way through a door, and found — nothing!” He bared his teeth in a triumphant smile.

“Here.!” He thrust his hand into the inside pocket of his coat and pulled out a short bladed knife, protected by a leather sheath.

“The burglar left this behind on a desk he had forced,” he said. “You will observe, Ned, that your initials are on the blade — N.T. — Ned Talham!”

Tillizinni smiled as the old man replaced the knife and made for the door.

“Yet another fact to lay before Scotland Yard, “he said pleasantly, as he opened the door for the angry pair.” N.T. also stands for Nicolò Tillizinni.”

The son had reached the landing, and De Costa was passing through the doorway to follow the waiting servant. At Tillizinni’s words he turned.

“You?” he asked.

Tillizinni bowed.

“I came searching for a certain document stolen from the Chinese Embassy,” he said. “Would you allow your son to wait in another room whilst I tell you something?” De Costa paused irresolutely.

He walked to the door.

“You may wait downstairs for me,” he said.

He came back and closed the door after him. Tillizinni strolled to the other end of the room, his hands in his pockets, his dark brow puckered in a thoughtful frown. He strolled back to meet De Costa.

“Won’t you sit down?” he said, but the old man made no move.

“As I said, I went to your house — burgled it if you will — it is one of the crimes which I permit myself. I came to seek a certain dossier containing a document which I had every reason to believe was in your possession.”

“You found nothing? said the old man steadily.

“I found nothing,” agreed Tillizinni. “At any rate, I did not find that which I set forth to find. What I did discover, however, was rather interesting. It was that you, had at least three visitors on that night, and that they had all been Chinamen, and that one, and the most important of these” — he spoke slowly— “was quite in ignorance as to the visit of the others.”

Not a muscle of the old man’s face moved, “Go on,” he said.

Tillizinni had picked up a fountain pen from the desk and was pointing his remarks with little flourishes which were peculiarly his.

“Well,” he began, and stopped with an exclamation of apology, for from the waving fountain-pen a few drops had fallen upon the white shirt-front of the visitor.

He stepped forward impulsively with his handkerchief and wiped them clean.

De Costa was in some doubt as to whether he should reject such civility. Then Tillizinni resumed.

“The presence of the two men was rather a mystery. I found no indication that they had stayed any time, and I gathered by the fact that you had written very elaborate directions, that they had come to consult you as to the best method of getting out of England.”

Still the man made no sign.

“You had carefully written — possibly on two half-sheets of notepaper, since I found the corresponding halves with the telltale address upon them in the wastepaper basket — a string of names of places written in English and blotted on a fairly clean pad. Since those names occur twice I gathered there was some slight difference between them, and I gather that you had advised them to take different routes.

“One went by way of Ostend to Petrograd, Moscow, and Tomsk, and via the Trans-Siberian Railway; the other was apparently advised to leave by way of Liverpool on a Chinese cargo boat which sailed this morning. This much I gathered from the fact that you had given him the name of an agent in Liverpool to whom he could apply. That also you very indiscreetly blotted.”

The old man’s face was livid now.

“And what do you make of all this?” he asked with a show of bravado.

“As far as I can understand,” said Tillizinni, “two men in your pay are responsible for the abstraction of a very important document from the Chinese Embassy. Piecing the story together I understand that you are in agreement with Soo, a scholarly gentleman and a mutual acquaintance.”

He bowed ironically.

“At the last moment, or possibly long before the last moment, you feared that Soo would play you false, and went behind his back to bribe two hirelings to deliver what was found to you. Possibly you did not see the workings of the Chinese mind, nor foresee the tragedy which must inevitably occur when one member of the party engaged to rob the ambassador happens to be the brother of your defrauded partner.”

“The brother!”

De Costa was shocked, he was terrified they read that in his eyes.

Tillizinni nodded.

“The brother,” he repeated, “of Ts’i Soo was the unfortunate man who was found doubled up in the bureau of the ambassador’s study. As I say, you probably did not foresee this unpleasant ending to the adventure, and went into it with no more idea than of being party to a minor felony. Your men killed the Chinaman who called himself ‘Star above the Yamen’ because they saw no other way of silencing him. They brought the documents straight on to you.”

“That is a lie!” said De Costa.

“They brought the documents to you,” repeated Tillizinni, “and they have never left you day or night.”

He took a step closer to De Costa, and the old man shrunk back. His hands went up to his right breast.

“They are probably in an inside pocket of your waistcoat,” said Tillizinni. “May I see?”

He reached out his hand, but before he could touch him the old man turned with a snarl, dashed open the door, and swung himself through it, descending the steps at a pace which did credit to his age, but was disastrous to his dignity.

Tillizinni laughed. He sat back in his chair and laughed that silent chuckle of his for fully three minutes.

“But why — why,” protested Talham, “why not have taken the papers whilst you could? For heaven’s sake, why did you let him go?”

Tillizinni shook his head.

“I could not take the document from him,” he said with a smile, “because I had already taken it when I was wiping his shirt front,” and he laid on the table a thin folded sheet closely written in Chinese characters.

Very slowly Talham read:



“Chu, Mi, Tsan Sui, and Tulm…… together as brothers…… swearing…… This we say, being mechanical men from divers provinces brought together, because of our great skill, to the shadow of the Emperor’s house (here was something indecipherable) that we shall finish the tomb, fitting bronze doors, also working on a machine which the philosopher made.



“One of us to the other said — if the Emperor be buried and with him mighty treasures, how easy will it be for us — we shall know all the mechanical secrets of this place — to find a means for returning, and, if there be treasure buried, to take it away with us; and we agreed. So we have set this down for the guidance of our sons if we be dead when the great attempt shall be made, that the bronze door which shall fall at the entrance, and may not be lifted except with the strength of fifty bullocks — and the…… be taken away.

“We have made a pit so large as the door itself, and there is nothing solid beneath that floor; so that if you shall find at either side of the entrance, between two great rocks carved two bronze images buried the length of a finger, between stones, you shall pull these and the door will fall as it fell before, but never to be raised, save with the strength of fifty bullocks.

“And inside is a large cave with two silver lamps which shall burn on the day of its closing, and from one of these lamps there is a long chain of bronze which runs through a tunnel along the roof, and is mechanically connected (here again the manuscript is indecipherable).

“If you shall pull upon the silver lamp which is nearest the door of bronze, the whole of the door of silver which is at the foot of the steps shall open. I myself made this tunnel and placed the chain therein, fixing with mechanical contrivance.

“Beware of all steps save the spirit steps, for they are devilishly made by……

“Inside the silver door you shall find the great rivers working marvellously, and on the roof of the cave, which has been made smooth with great labour, many stars shaped…precious stones. And here will the Emperor be laid — he and his wives, and in a pit which we have dug on either side shall be cast the ornaments of gold and silver, and the jewels which he wore in his lifetime, and the jewels also of his wives and of his blood relations.

“Let our memories be blessed by our children, that we have brought fortune to them, and made them richer than kings, and given them dominions greater than the provinces of the barbarians.”



Talham read these documents through twice, scribbling in his angular writing a rough translation the first time and amending as he read it again.

He looked up at the detective.

Tillizinni had been infected with something of the fever which possessed the other.

“What do you think?” asked Talham.

“I think it is a wonderful discovery,” said Tillizinni, and he meant it, for that document to him was as precious as anything which Talham might secure from the vaults beneath Mount Li.

It was written on paper of extraordinary texture. Indeed, it was as thin as that quality which is known as “Indian paper” to-day.

Very few of the characters had been damaged, and such obliterations as there were, were caused by the folds in the document.

Talham looked up with a puzzled frown,

“Still, this tells us nothing as to the locality of the mountain?” he said.

Tillizinni shook his head.

“Curiously, I have never thought that the locality was ever likely to be established,” he said. “Probably the Chinese ambassador referred to the locality of the tomb rather than the exact geographical position of the mountain.

“I have been looking through some books in the British Museum,” he said, “and it appears that the Emperor had expressed a desire to be buried in the land of his birth. As you knew, he was practically a usurper of the Chinese throne. The Empire as we know it to-day had no existence until he brought the provinces together into a united whole. He was a sort of prehistoric Bismarck.”

“I have thought of that, too,” said Talham. “The old kingdom of Ts’in was situated in a rough circle, of which the town of Hoo Sin is the centre. It is obviously not the Mount Li in the neighbourhood of Pekin.”

There was a long silence; which Talham broke.

“Delay,” he said, “is repugnant to the active mind; action is the essence of vitality. Seconds, strenuously saved at one end, are lessened hours of peace at the other.”

“When you have finished delivering these excellent maxims,” said Tillizinni with a faint smile, “perhaps you will come to the point.”

“My point is this,” said Talham shortly; “we must go along and find that tomb before somebody else discovers it. You see, we have the information which was denied to De Costa and to his confederates — the information contained in the jade bracelet.”

“We?” said Tillizinni, raising his eyebrows.

“We,” said Talham calmly. “You have been so kind to me, and have offered me such hospitality, even going so far to advance me the small sums which were necessary to my sustenance. No, no,” he went on, for Tillizinni would have hushed him down, “these matters, material as they are, show the tendencies of a soul. I once thought,” he mused, but Tillizinni cut him short.

The orations of Captain Talham were inclined to err on the side of longevity, and Tillizinni regarded himself as more or less ephemeral.

Besides which, Tillizinni had work to do, a description of Soo had been circulated up and down the country, and every haunt which might shelter him had been systematically searched. The ports were being watched, and no Chinaman went on board an ocean-going liner without first passing the strict scrutiny of detectives who were watching the outgoing steamers. In spite of this fact no trace of the man could be found.

Neither Talham nor Tillizinni agreed with the theory that he had been drowned in his attempt to escape, and Talham, who invariably held stronger views than most men, and expressed them with greater strength, even went so far as to accompany the dragging parties on the banks of the canal, and at intervals to deliver little speeches on the futility of vain effort — an embarrassing situation from which Tillizinni delivered the searchers by the exercise of his tact.

By Tillizinni’s instructions, the house in Curzon Street was watched day and night. He had no illusions, he knew full well that if Soo could strike a blow at Talham through the girl, he would do so.

The newspapers had arisen to the occasion and had referred exultantly to the “bottling up” of the fugitive Chinaman. It was a little phrase coined in a hurried moment which caught the fancy of the great public; the “bottling up” of England to hold an escaping murderer, appealed to the popular imagination.

Curiously enough, the greatest difficulty had been found in identifying Soo with any known person in China. The Governor of Tai-pan, with whom the Chinaman claimed relationship, had telegraphed to his Government that his only son was pursuing his studies in Nanking, and could not possibly be the wanted man.

Nevertheless, though the Chinese Government had promised every assistance to bring the culprit to justice, and to thoroughly punish him if he reached Chinese territory, Tillizinni knew that it was for China that the man would make.

Talham had gone home, and the precious document had been locked in Tillizinni’s safe, and he himself was preparing for a greatly-needed night’s rest, when his sleepy servant brought a plain envelope addressed to the detective.

“How did this come?” asked Tillizinni.

“By a little boy, sir,” said the man.

Tillizinni held the envelope to the light. It showed nothing more sinister than a folded sheet of paper, and he slit it open. There were only a few words, but those words were particularly interesting.

The letter was without superscription, and ran:



“Some day I will ‘bottle up’ somebody who is very precious to your friend, and you may be sure that when she is once again in my hands, nothing you can do will save her.”



Tillizinni re-read the letter and sent for the messenger.

The boy could tell him little, except that a man had given the letter to him to deliver, and since the description of that man did not in any way tally with the description of Soo, Tillizinni gathered that the messenger originally sent, had chosen a deputy, for reasons of his own.

He sent the boy away, read the letter for the third time, and after telephoning to assure himself that the guards he had fixed in Curzon Street were at their posts, he went to bed and slept as soundly as any man could sleep who had not closed his eyes in slumber for forty-eight hours.

It was broad daylight when his servant brought him in his chocolate and toast. With it came one of the few letters which were addressed personally to him. It was from Yvonne Yale, a charming little note of thanks for the service he had rendered, but she made no mention of Talham.

Tillizinni smiled.

Now that the excitement had passed, and the exhilaration of the rescue subsided, he imagined that the girl might very properly blame Talham for the part he had played. In this he was wrong, as he was to discover.

He spent the whole of the day at Scotland Yard in the laboratory, making experiments to demonstrate the value of a new fingerprint method.

He did not see Talham that night, nor the next day either, for the matter of that, but on the third day following the discovery of the paper, and the fourth after the abduction of the girl, Talham came to see him in a state of great excitement.

“Soo is in London,” he said briefly, and seemed pleased with himself that he could report information to the encyclopaedia detective.

Tillizinni nodded.

“I know that,” he said.

“What is more,” said Talham, “I’ve been followed about for the last two days by a couple of men. I tried to lure them into a dark court last night to beat them up.”

“I’m very glad you didn’t,” said Tillizinni drily, “because those were eminently respectable members of the Metropolitan Police, whom I have put on to protect you from whatever harm might be coming to you.”

Talham looked a little crestfallen. He had come prepared to accept a little praise from the other for his acumen and his powers of perception.

“But how do you know that Soo is in London?” asked Tillizinni.

“Because I saw him,” said the calm Talham, and secured his sensation.

Tillizinni raised his eyebrows.

“Saw him and did not arrest him?”

“It was rather difficult,” explained Talham. “I was on the platform of a tube station at Piccadilly Circus just as the train was moving out. In a rear carriage as it went past me, gathering speed at every second, I saw a man whom I’ll swear was Soo, with a perfectly fitting beard. I know him, moreover, by the scar above his left eye. Just as he came abreast of me he raised his eyes, and then I was sure. I couldn’t stop the train — which reminds me,” he said portentously, “that I must report the stationmaster and several of the employees on the Underground Railway for marked insolence.”

Tillizinni gathered that Talham had made himself objectionable, and sympathised with the station officials.

“I couldn’t telephone through to the next station, and if I had, I probably should not have got through in time,” he said, “and if I got through—”

“Anyway, you didn’t telephone at all,” said Tillizinni with a smile, “and he alighted at the next station, and disappeared.”

Talham nodded.

“I have known he’s been in London for some days,” said Tillizinni. “As a matter of fact, there is nothing very clever in finding that out, because I received a note which was unmistakably from him. Scotland Yard can do no more than they are doing, and unless he leaves in an aeroplane, and we have made provision for that contingency, I don’t see how he is to escape from England.”

Tillizinni had applied for leave, he told the other, and was prepared to leave for China the following week. If he had expected Talham to be excited or elated or in any way pleasantly surprised, he was doomed to disappointment.

Talham had taken it for granted that Tillizinni, despite all his multifarious interests, would grasp the opportunity to visit the Celestial Kingdom and enjoy the adventure which his enterprise promised.

“Everything, of course, depends upon what happens to Soo,” the detective went on. “I can’t leave if he’s arrested, I can’t leave if he’s not arrested. Our only hope for my holiday is that Soo, in some mysterious fashion which is peculiarly his, makes his escape from this country.”

As a matter of fact, the detective did not leave that week nor the next, nor that which followed.

On the Saturday of the third week came a letter; it bore the postmark of Madison Square Gardens post-office, and was in the handwriting of Soo. It was brief, and reiterated the threat which he had uttered in his shorter epistle, but more specifically, in language which need not be repeated nor transcribed.

Tillizinni locked it away with the other documents affecting the case and prepared for his departure.

*

There was one man as interested in the movement of Soo as Tillizinni.

Old Raymond de Costa, a bitter and hateful man, and also a fearful man. He dreaded the law on the one side, and the vengeance of Soo on the other, if it ever came out that it was he who had played him false.

The news published in the morning papers that Soo had reached America came as a great relief to the old man it freed him to pursue his private feud against Tillizinni and his insufferable friend.

He discovered the loss of the document for which he had sacrificed so much, yet did not associate the detective with the theft until his valet drew attention to the ink-spot on the dress shirt which came back from the laundry.

“You’ve had some ink on your shirt, sir,” said the man.

With a scowl De Costa remembered the circumstances under which it had been acquired.

“Yes, throw it away,” he said shortly.

The man folded up the garment with a little smile.

De Costa detected it, and turned on him the vials of his vitriolic wrath.

“I’m very sorry, sir,” said the man apologetically. “I wasn’t smiling at the shirt, I was just remembering how a gentleman I once valeted was robbed of fifty pounds.”

“I don’t want to hear about it,” growled the old man.

Then curiosity got the better of him.

“I suppose you’re aching to tell me,” he said ungraciously. “How was it?”

“It happened in the West End,” said the valet. “A man was writing a note with a fountain-pen in the vestibule of one of the cafés. He happened to shake it, and some drops fell on the gentleman’s shirt. The gentleman who did it was very sorry and wiped it off with his own silk handkerchief, but my master lost a bundle of notes from the inside pocket of his coat whilst the wiping process was going on.”

As he proceeded, De Costa’s face was a study. He realised now how the paper came to be lost.

So Tillizinni had the paper, and had, too, evidence as to his complicity in the Embassy robbery! But had he? Nobody would be able to identify the documents which were stolen. It had been stated so at the inquest.

No, there would be no evidence to convict the respectable Raymond de Costa in that, or he would have been arrested by now. Besides, he was a known antiquarian and a collector of Chinese objects, art, and literature. There would be every excuse for his being in possession of such a thing. He had the transcription, and the document had no value now save to the antiquarian.

He must act at once.
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Talham had proposed to Yvonne Yale. It had followed many meetings, many calls at the house in Upper Curzon Street, many lengthy orations on the future of applied mechanics delivered to Mrs. Yale, who took what might be termed a shareholder’s interest in such matters, and the end of it was that Talham, after a sleepless night, called upon the Yales at five o’clock in the morning.

This statement is made in all seriousness, because it is true. At this outrageous hour Captain Talham, a tall, handsome figure of a man, tanned and debonair, knocked at the door of the Yale ménage.

He had knocked half a dozen times before the shuffling of slippered feet told him that his efforts had succeeded. A sleepy servant admitted him, albeit reluctantly. She asked him to stand in the hall while she went to arouse her mistress.

“Remember,” said Talham, solemnly, “that it is only Miss Yvonne that I wish to see.

The servant came down again in her wrapper and led him to the drawingroom.

Talham, with deplorable familiarity, pulled the blinds up.

In five minutes the girl came in. She wore a long kimono of dark blue, edged with Russian embroidery, and she had hidden the glory of her hair under a boudoir cap.

She looked singularly beautiful — he had never seen her more so.

She was worried, too. Naturally, she could only interpret this unexpected call into a recurrence of the perils which she had already experienced.

“I have called to see you, Miss Yale,” said Talham, gravely, “on a most important matter.” She nodded and waited.

“Last night, or, rather, in the early hours of this morning, I had an interview with a Mr. de Costa,” said Talham.

He went on to give particulars of that interview She seemed more than ordinarily interested. It was rather as though she were eager for all he could tell her. The light of sympathy was in her eyes. She sat on one of those hard, straight-backed chairs which are to be found in London drawingrooms, and are designed to discourage lengthy visits, her hands clasping her crossed knees, as step by step, concealing nothing, exaggerating nothing, omitting nothing — except, perhaps, his own foresight and resourcefulness — Talham took her through the act of his “just piracy,” as he described it. He went on to tell the full story of the Emperor’s tomb. When he had finished, there was a pause. Then she said gently:

“I understand, Captain Talham, and I appreciate your confidence. I am glad you have told me, because Mr. de Costa himself sent me a version last night which was not as complimentary to yourself as you have made it.” She frowned a little as at some unpleasant memory. De Costa had threatened her — she did not tell him this. Now, in a panic, she realised that the information for which the old man had asked and which she had not at the moment possessed, was now hers!

“Why, oh why, have you come?” she asked.

“You are entitled to know that,” said Talham.

“I must hurry forward all my arrangements and go back to China. I cannot go back until I know one thing. I cannot wait a day,” he said, vehemently, “with one doubt in my mind. Miss Yale—”

He leant forward, his hands tightly clasped, his face tense and drawn, a new Talham, and a Talham she had never seen before — the strong, clean soul of the man shone in his face “I want a partner,” he said. “I want — you!” He jerked the last word.

She rose slowly, and looked down at him still in the same attitude in which he had made his plea — and a look of pity and something else came over her face.

“I am sorry, Captain Talham,” she said in a low voice. “I cannot agree, though I recognise how great an honour you have done me.”

He got up and drew a long breath.

“You cannot agree;” he repeated.

She did not trust herself to speak, but shook her head slowly.

Then a pause — one of those seemingly interminable pauses so trying to the nerves. Neither of the two spoke. Talham’s eyes were on the floor; her’s, filled with pity, were on his face. It seemed that five minutes passed like this, though, as a matter of fact, the period was less.

Then Talham said, “Oh!”

That was all he said. It was not an “Oh” of pain, or an “Oh” of surprise, or “Oh” of indifference; it was just “Oh!” When Talham left the house that memorable morning to return to the hotel after his fantastic and fruitless quest, Yvonne Yale sat for quite a long time in the little drawingroom.

It was not an apartment which shone in the merciless grey light of early morning. At such an hour you saw the mark of the cleaner’s vacuum-brush — the discolourations where an amateur varnisher had endeavoured to renovate the chipped chairs — the thinness of the carpet here and there, and, most appalling of all, the blatant artificiality of the “Gloire de Dijon” roses which Mrs. Yale had brought back from Ostend with her the previous year.

Yvonne had taken a seat by the window and was sitting on it sideways, one arm thrown across the back and the other twisting and untwisting a piece of loose embroidery upon her kimono.

She was thankful, at that moment, that her mother was a heavy sleeper and had not been aroused by the summons.

Yvonne Yale hoped that she was a dutiful daughter. There were times when she came perilously near being glad that she was not. This was a moment when the presence of her mother would have sent her to her room.

It was good to be here alone, in the silence and in the sweet light of the early day, to think this problem over for Talham had become a problem.

A fortnight ago, she would have dismissed his proposal with a laugh — and found relief in the sight of his disappearing back.

But now, this tall, brown man, with his obvious sincerity, his interminable speeches, his earnestness, which verged upon pomposity, had taken a place with her.

He filled a niche no other man had occupied, could occupy, to do Talham justice, for Nature does not create duplicates of his quality.

Exactly where was that niche? This speculation puzzled her. If she could have answered that question after long deliberation and self-analysis, the problem was a problem no longer.

Where did he stand? At that moment of time she had no feeling of love, as young people understand love, no quickening of the pulse at his approach, no blotting out of her soul’s sun at his departure — no gnawing ache or unsatisfied voidance of soul at his continued absence.

Indeed, she had none of the conventional symptoms, and might be excused the belief that, so far as love was concerned, there was no bond between Talham and her.

And yet

She walked to the French windows and, opening them, stepped out on to the little stone balcony. She looked up and down the street; there was nobody in sight; it would be little short of a social crime for any of the inhabitants of Upper Curzon Street to be seen abroad at that hour, save in evening dress.

Insensibly, she found herself looking long, and a little wistfully, in the direction which she knew Talham must have taken.

He was something more to her than a friend, though he was not even a friend in the accepted sense. The confidences, which mark the growth of friendship, had been all one-sided. It had been Talham who had talked — be sure of that. She had listened excellently.

Talham’s passion was an inspiration, a thing born of a momentary glance — love at first sight, though the term is hateful.

To fulfil the requirements of the ideal, those two souls should have leapt together to light, as two chemical elements dormant apart, will, on impact, forsake their independent properties and mingle riotously in the creation of a newer element.

But Talham had done all the leaping. The girl had been but the passive agent, a screen to reflect his brilliancy — Talham was a dazzling searchlight that played on Yvonne Yale. She, herself, produced no increase in the power of illumination.

It was absurd to say that she was cold. All women are cold — just as all men are liars. In a dark room a diamond is undistinguishable from half a brick. People who, when groping in the gloom of ignorance, in a vain search for the furnace, which they felt must burn within the heart of the girl, not infrequently came up against the refrigerating plant, and retired in disorder, composing wicked little epigrams, She stood for a long time on the balcony — then returned to the room.

The servant, who had admitted her, still waited resentfully. Her name was Martha Ann, and she had in her colourless composition no romance. Her hour for rising was seven, and she had risen at five. That was all.

“Do you want me, miss?” she asked, with offensive patience.

Yvonne shook her head, and the girl went off.

“I don’t suppose I shall get to sleep now,” she said bitterly. “A nice time in the morning for a gentleman to call.”

She said many other things, but was careful to wait until her voice was only represented to the girl below by a succession of incomprehensible sounds, the tenor of which might be grasped from the fact that each sentence ended on a high note.

When Martha came down at the conventional hour she found her young mistress fully dressed, moreover, dressed for the street.

“I am going to Covent Garden to buy some flowers, Martha,” said Yvonne.

Martha tightened her lips and said nothing until she heard the door close behind the girl.

“What a house!” said Martha, and raised her eyes to the ceiling.

It was a glorious morning. The air was sweet and clean; the flood of golden sunlight which bathed the green spaces of the city squares and made ornate avenues of the long orderly streets, was a veritable elixir of life.

There was a spring even in the hard, asphalt pavement that morning, and the girl found herself singing quietly to herself as she walked along.

Covent Garden Market was no great distance from the hotel which housed Talham. An hour later she was standing in the Strand, her arms filled with dewy blooms, looking with a thoughtful eye upon the great block of buildings which constituted the caravanserai.

Breakfast was seldom a pleasant meal in Upper Curzon Street. The urbanity, the graciousness, and the Foreign Office manner of Mrs. Yale were never on view at so early an hour. The great hostess of eleven p.m. became the vinegary housekeeper of nine a.m.

It was as though Nature had reversed her processes, and had evolved from the overnight butterfly a most businesslike grub.

There was a pile of letters by the side of Mrs. Yale’s plate when she came down to breakfast. Yvonne had already begun her meal, and the elder woman gave her a slight peck in the region between the eye and the superior maxilla, which signified the automatic continuance of her devotion.

She flounced into her chair, unfolded her napkin, glanced at her papers, and criticised the bacon at one and the same time.

Yvonne glanced at her idly. Instinctively, she had closed all the soundproof doors of her mind on her stepmother’s entrance.

“Bills,” said Mrs. Yale grimly. “We shall have to draw in our horns.”

Yvonne had never completely satisfied herself as to what were the horns to which Mrs. Yale invariably referred. If it was the cornucopian horn, it was generally drawn in empty.

“Here’s this exasperating broker of mine,” said the elder woman, looking at a long statement of account. “I told him particularly not to sell Long Island Gas until it reached eighty-four — and here he has sold it at eighty-one!”

“It is now seventy-six,” said Yvonne, drily.

“If you had waited for your eighty-four you might have lost much more money.”

She had taken to a study of the Share Market and its report from sheer self-defence.

Mrs. Yale opened another letter. It was very short and, apparently, unpleasant.

“Good heavens!” said she.

Her language at breakfast was generally violent. It was, in a sense, an act of devotion, since it had been acquired from her militant husband, who long since had carried his sword to heaven.

“What is the matter? From the bank?” asked Yvonne.

Mrs. Yale invariably kept her most violent expletives for the bank.

“He says I am eighty pounds overdrawn — will I put this right at once!”

Mrs. Yale glared at her unoffending stepdaughter.

“It’s absurd,” she said, “ridiculous! Eighty pounds overdrawn! Why, I’ve never heard of such a thing in my life.”

Yvonne smiled. She, at any rate, had had this experience before.

“I know what it is,” said Mrs. Yale, with sudden decision. “They’ve got one of those wretched horse-racing bank clerks who is robbing the bank. He’s filching my account because he knows I am so careless. I suspected it all along!”

“The last time, mother,” said Yvonne quietly, you thought Martha had been using your blank cheques. Why don’t you fill up your counterfoils, and then you would know how much money you had?”

“Mrs. Yale offered no reply. She made a further rapid survey of the morning’s post without finding satisfaction. She reserved two obviously private letters for the last. These she opened and read carefully. Then she folded them up, placed them in their envelopes, and slipped them into a bag which hung at her side — for all the world like a sabretache.

She scrutinised Yvonne with a long and approving scrutiny.

“My dear,” she said finally, “you’ve got to make a good marriage.”

“Have I?” said the girl coolly. “I thought only people in novelettes made good marriages. What do you mean by making a good marriage, exactly?”

“Now, don’t be tiresome, Yvonne,” said Mrs. Yale. “I’ve been a good mother to you. I’ve done my best to bring around you the most eligible men in London. I’ve spent money like water — which reminds me, we shall have to have that kitchen range seen to; Martha tells me it’s smoking again, and she can’t get the oven hot. Where was I? — Oh, I was saying, I have spent money like water, and I think I am entitled to some return. Not,” she hastened to say, “that I expect any monetary reward for my sacrifices—”

Yvonne had heard all this before. In one form or another this conversation was almost a daily feature of her life.

“I can’t help thinking, my dear,” said Mrs. Yale, putting her head on one side and looking at her stepdaughter with her pale blue eyes opened to their widest extent. “I cannot help thinking that you have not always appreciated my efforts. That new dress, for instance, which I bought at the summer sales — you have never worn it.”

“It’s totally unsuitable for me, mother,” said Yvonne. “I thought I told you so. It’s not the kind of dress that I should care to be seen walking in. I’d always much rather choose my own.”

“That’s pique,” said her stepmother. “That’s naughty pique.”

Yvonne made no reply. It was useless to argue the point.

“Then, the other night, when Mr. de Costa called to congratulate you on your rescue from those horrid China people” — Yvonne’s lips curled scornfully— “you came down absolutely without a jewel on. Yet, in your room, on your own table, for you to wear, are my own pearls — my own bangles.”

Yvonne smiled.

“My dear mother,” she said, “I will not wear imitation pearls, even to please you, and most certainly I will not wear any kind of jewel which everybody, who is in the habit of coming to this house, has seen round your neck at least a dozen times. You see they are rather unmistakable,” she said carefully. “If they were real, they could not be worth less than fifty thousand pounds.”

“There is a certain finesse in these things,” said Mrs. Yale vaguely; but she did not pursue the topic.

She waited until her own meal was nearly at an end, and the girl was folding her serviette preparatory to leaving the table, before she returned to the attack.

“What about young De Costa?” she asked. “What about him?”

“Has he proposed to you?”

“I really forget,” said Yvonne carelessly. “These people do propose in a way — almost mechanically. I don’t like him — he is rather a worm.”

Mrs. Yale frowned.

“A most unkind description,” she said severely. “His father is immensely rich. He gave you a beautiful bangle which I never see you wearing, by the way.” She paused for an explanation, but Yvonne offered none. “And what of Captain Talham?”

Yvonne rose from the table.

“I don’t propose to discuss these matters at breakfast, mother,” she said. “You know, it takes all the romance out of a thing. It reduces love and marriage to the level of cold bacon.”

“But has he?” persisted Mrs. Yale.

“Has he what?” the girl evaded.

“Has he proposed to you, my dear? Let me impress upon you this fact — that though Captain Talham is not enormously wealthy, he has prospects, and he is enormously generous. I hope you have not forgotten the fact that he rescued you from the hands of those terrible persons.”

“He has proposed,” interrupted the girl, “if that is what you mean. In fact, he called this morning at five o’clock to make his proposal.”
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Mrs. Yale gasped.

“Proposed this morning!” she repeated incredulously. “At five o’clock!”

“He called at five this morning,” said the girl, “as Martha Ann will tell you, if you have any doubts.”

“Why was I not aroused?” asked Mrs. Yale, with a sense of grievance that she had missed something.

“Because he wasn’t proposing to you,” said the girl calmly. “It was my affair entirely.”

Mrs. Yale got up from the table, a little hurt.

“I think, Yvonne,” she said, with a sort of stagey gentleness, “that you might remember my anxieties and sacrifices.”

“I do not forget them,” said her stepdaughter; “only, unfortunately, this is my anxiety and my sacrifice.”

Mrs. Yale sniffed, and searched aimlessly for her handkerchief, but thought better of it. After all, Yvonne was not the sort of girl to be moved by tears. She did not need to have this fact again impressed upon her. She was hard. The dear colonel, her father, had shown similar callousness of tears, and had laid down the perfectly dreadful theory that the more one wept the less one perspired. And indeed, he had written a paper on the subject, and had invited the Royal Society to allow him to read it — a request which was respectfully declined.

The subject of her marriage, as Yvonne had so truly said, had formed a periodic matter for argument — only unfortunately, in the present instance, it was absolutely necessary that Mrs. Yale should know where she stood.

She had hinted as much — indeed, had said as much — before; but now she could say so in very truth. The eccentric behaviour of Long Island Gas was as nothing to the monstrous conduct of an oil well in Southern Russia.

Quite a lot of Mrs. Yale’s money had gone from time to time towards the sinking of a bore hole upon what the directors invariably and carefully referred to as “The Property.”

When they wrote to Mrs. Yale they referred to themselves as “Your Directors.” It gave the good lady the comforting feeling that they were distant relations — though what satisfaction accrued to her from that, Heaven only knows.

“Your Directors,” who had started out on their career joyful and optimistic, making conservative estimate of future profits, which were beyond the dreams of avarice, had grown rather gloomy of late. “Your Directors” had been probing the bowels of the earth without any great profit to themselves, and apparently without any great inconvenience to the earth. The oil, in its furtive, sneaking way, seemed to have got wind of “Your Directors’ intentions, and moved off to a neighbouring oil field.

“Your Directors” — sharp and cunning fellows — were not to be evaded. They purchased the neighbouring oil field, and told Mrs. Yale, by private letter, that the prospects were of the brightest, and they hoped soon to make a definite statement.

After six months they made a definite statement — but the prospects were no longer of the brightest.

The oil, in a panic, had retired some thirty versts.

“Your Directors” were considering their position. Mrs. Yale was impressed by the wholehearted devotion of “Your Directors” to her interests, and the employment of the blessed word “versts” brightened her up. After all, it looked as if there was a mine somewhere, and undoubtedly it was in a foreign country where “miles” had a special name of their own, and so many other extraordinary things happened.

In one way or another, as a result of poetic folders and disinterested advice from Mr. Macdougal and other outside brokers with names reminiscent of the Old Testament, Mrs. Yale had lost some eight hundred pounds not a considerable sum to most of the people who lived in Upper Curzon Street, and not one to bother even a woman circumstanced as Mrs. Yale was — the morning after the loss.

Yvonne knew nothing of her stepmother’s folly, or she would have worried much more than did Mrs. Yale. As a matter of fact, that amiable lady did not greatly distress herself. She was obsessed with the idea that she was a born financier. She adjusted things. She had learnt the financier’s trick — which is, not to borrow from Peter to pay Paul, but to borrow from Peter, pay half of Paul’s demands, and utilise the other half for playing margin on sure enough stock.

In this way the debt both to Peter and Paul may be discharged with a bit of luck, and anyway Paul has had something on account.

Mrs. Yale spent the day shopping pleasantly; Yvonne dreamt away the hours in reverie. She thought of Talham, that first meeting in the park, the adventures that followed her parting with the jade bracelet, and all he had said that morning. She acted on a sudden impulse and sent him a wire.

So the day wore on, bringing Mrs. Yale back from her precious bargain sales, weary but triumphant, and the possessor of many articles for which she had no particular use, but which were undeniably cheap.

Just before dinner the second visitor was announced.

Yvonne read the card and frowned. “Mr, Raymond de Costa,” said the pasteboard elaborately. He had called for an answer to his letter.

It was not the hour that visitors usually called, unless they were invited to dinner, and, as Martha Ann can testify, the dinner that night was of significant frugality. Mrs. Yale, dining alone (and it was tantamount to dining alone when she had no other companion at the table but her stepdaughter), was an exponent of the simple life.

Martha Ann ushered the visitor into the drawingroom, then flew to find Mrs. Yale, to warn her that three chops and a pint of dessicated soup was very poor preparation for a dinner-party, if it were to include Mr. de Costa.

Yvonne was dressing, but came down within a few minutes of his arrival. The old man rose and favoured her with a bow as she came in.

“I have called for your answer, Miss Yale,” said De Costa.

“I have no answer to give you now, that I was not prepared to give you yesterday,” said the girl, quietly. “I could not, even if I knew, put you in possession of the information you require.”

De Costa shrugged his shoulders.

“It means such a lot to you,” he said, “and to your mother. I am sure she would persuade you—”

“My mother could not persuade me to do anything I thought was dishonourable and unworthy,” she replied, with a note of hauteur in her voice.

“You know the consequences?” asked the old man.

“I know what you threaten,” said the girl, steadily. “That you will have Captain Talham arrested, and that you will subpoena me, and force me to tell you what was inscribed on the bracelet.”

The old man nodded.

“Yes,” he said, “that is my intention. You can save your friend a lot of trouble, and save me a great deal of inconvenience, by telling me all you know.”

She was silent.

“By hook or by crook, I am going to learn what you have to tell,” said De Costa savagely. “This man has done me a grievous wrong, and I intend repaying myself for all the inconvenience to which he has put me, and for all the money which I have lost as a result of his act of theft. The bracelet was not yours; it is not his.”

“There is no Court of Law in England that would force me to say what I did not wish to say,” she said firmly. “Legally — however unfortunate it was your son should have given it to me — it was mine. It is now out of my hands. I cannot tell you anything about it without Captain Talham’s permission.”

De Costa shrugged.

“Your refusal to answer will be accepted as an answer unfavourable to the prisoner. If you lie, the judges and the jury will know.”

“Have no fear,” she said haughtily. “I shall not say anything which is not true.”

It was at that tense moment that Mrs. Yale came in. She boasted her ability to take in a situation at a glance. Now she sought to justify that boast.

“Ah!” she said pleasantly, with a genial smile which comprehended both the old man and her stepdaughter. “I see you have succeeded in persuading my obstinate daughter.”

“I have not yet, madam,” said De Costa, putting on his mask of courtesy. “I do not doubt we shall succeed eventually,” he added, with a smile. “I have had to take a very serious line with Miss Yale, and I know that you will support me in my action.”

“You may be sure, Mr. de Costa,” said the lady fervently, “that whatever action you take you have the approval of one who is not only a fond and doting mother, but is also sufficiently a woman of the world to realise the disinterestedness of your action.”

It was a speech almost worthy of Talham. She turned to the girl.

“Yvonne,” she said, with proper sadness, “I have never yet exercised that authority which my position and my age and the regard in which I was held by that hero who has long since carried his sword to Heaven” — she dabbed her eyes automatically— “entitles me. Yet I feel,” she said firmly, as she drew herself erect as a queen-mother would draw herself erect, “that I must, in this present instance, insist upon your taking a certain line of conduct — a line of conduct which will be beneficial to us all, and which will be creditable and worthy of the name you bear. Mr. de Costa has honoured me with his confidence.”

There was a little exchange of bows between the two.

“He has told me what steps he would take in certain eventualities. For the honour of the house — !” She laid her hand with dramatic effect on the girl’s shoulder.

Yvonne heaved a deep sigh. She put up her hand and took that of her mother’s. It was not so much to demonstrate her affection as to relieve an intolerable, melodramatic situation.

“There is no profit in talking to me like that, mother,” she said quietly. “You do not help me or help Mr. de Costa. The honour of the house, you may be sure, is safely in my keeping,” she said, with her little chin tilted upward proudly. “It is indeed more in my keeping than it is in yours.”

“But think of the court; think of the newspapers!” wailed Mrs. Yale. “Think of the scandal!”

“I have thought of all that,” said Yvonne with a little smile. “I do not relish the prospect any more than you. If Mr. de Costa does this disgraceful thing,” she shrugged her shoulders, “what else can I do but endure? Under any circumstances” — she faced the old man squarely— “I will not tell you what I know about Captain Talham’s plans.”

The opposition he was encountering had fanned the fury of the old man to a white heat of rage. The veins in his forehead were swelling, his voice trembled when he addressed her: “I will know!” he said, “I will know what that bracelet said. If you don’t tell me I’ll find a way—”

He stopped suddenly, and looked over the girl’s shoulder at the doorway, his mouth open, his eyes staring, for Talham had brushed aside the agitated Martha Ann, and had stood there, unannounced, for quite a minute.

The girl, following the direction of the old man’s eyes, looked round. Her face went pink and white, her hands clasped and unclasped about her crumpled handkerchief.

He came forward with his shoulders bent a little forward, his eyes peering from left to right, a trick of his when he was facing a peril, the extent of which he did not know.

“I thought I heard my name mentioned,” he said softly. “I intrude for the second time this day, but I come to take farewell—”

He did not directly address Yvonne, nor did he look at her.

Whatever faults the old man Dc Costa had, cowardice was not one of them.

“I mentioned your name,” he said loudly, “and I am telling you now, Captain Talham, what I have told this young lady: that if you restore that bracelet which you have purloined, I am prepared to take no further action; but otherwise, I shall apply for a warrant for your arrest.”

It was, of course, the maddest kind of bluff to put on a man of Talham’s calibre.

“Indeed!”

Talham was monstrously polite. The girl’s eyes were fixed on him, and her face was a little drawn with anxiety. He smiled at her, an encouraging and an understanding smile.

“We are under the impression,” he said regally, “that you have already applied for the warrant, but that the authorities have refused to supply you with the necessary instrument to remove us. As for the bracelet” — he smiled again— “we are prepared, at this moment, to tell you exactly the wording on that extraordinary ornament; but alas! it is in the hands of our excellent friend Tillizinni.”

There was an awkward pause. The old man made as if to go.

“You shall hear again from me, Captain Talham,” he breathed. “Although I admit the warrant has not been granted, yet in a day or two the necessary affidavits will be received from China.”

“We shall be ready to answer any charge you may bring against us,” said Talham, “and we would remark that it is no part of our desire to shrink from the ordeal of a public trial. We have supreme and complete faith in the justice of our cause, and we do not shrink from the judgment of our peers.”

Evidently De Costa was not anxious to hear the conclusion of the speech. He had long left the room before Talham reached his peroration, which he had so skilfully and adroitly adjusted as to render the presence of the other unnecessary to its dramatic effect.

The girl listened with patience which was beyond praise, though her mind and her heart were in a ferment, and though every moment’s delay was torture to her As for Mrs. Yale, that wonderful and adaptable woman, she became the sole audience, as far as Talham was concerned. It was she who supplied the murmured applause, who agreed with the deductions he made and the inferences he assumed, though they were tolerably incomprehensible to her. She sat with the proud and happy smile of the well-tested friend who had seen her loyalty vindicated.

At last Talham’s address came to an end.

“I want to see you alone,” said Yvonne.

There was hardly a break between his last words and her request, so quick she was to take advantage of the silence.

“I have to explain why I wired to you,” she said.

Mrs. Yale tiptoed from the room with ostentatious discretion.

“I wired to you,” said the girl at last, “because I wanted to see you.”

He nodded.

“These people weren’t worrying you, were they?” he asked; “because you need not—”

“I know!” she said hastily. “I know! But I’m afraid of what they will do; that they will force me to go out as witness against you. But I will never tell,” she said. “Never! never!”

Talham was looking at her in perturbation. It was a new Yvonne Yale he saw; such a one as he had never dreamt of. She took his breath away; he felt himself shaking from head to foot, and at that moment he cursed what he thought was a recurrence of malarial fever. But there was no malarial germ in Talham’s veins at that moment. There was something within her that spoke to him. some message which went out in vibrant waves and shook the very centre of life within him.

For the first time in his life, Talham was speechless. He could say nothing; his tongue refused its duty, and Yvonne Yale was in no better case. For her throat had gone dry and husky; it sounded queerly hoarse when she spoke, and she was short of breath, though she had made no recent or unusual exertion.

“Captain Talham,” she managed to say, “I wanted to tell you something…. That is why I sent for you. It is a very extraordinary thing I want to say. Suppose they arrest you?” He shook his head. Even that possibility did not lend him words.

“Suppose they arrest you,” she went on in her new, breathless way, with her eyes shining and moist, and her lips parted because of the very physical discomfort of breathing. “Suppose they ask me to go into the witnessbox to testify against you… there is a law in England, do you know it — that no — no—”

Again she stopped; the words were so difficult and so impossible.

“There is a law in England,” she went on again, “that a wife cannot testify against her husband.”

The last words were in a whisper.

For a moment their eyes met. He held them for a breathing space —
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When De Costa went back to his house he was determined at all costs to revenge himself upon the man who had slighted him, and who had brought such misery to his son.

He was prepared to brave any consequences — for an angry man is neither logical nor reasonable, and until his temper cooled he was wilfully blind to the danger which he himself might incur through the publicity of a trial. That was his mood when he reached the gloomy house in Kensington.

Over a frugal dinner he reviewed all the happenings of the past few weeks, and bitterly cursed his luck. Yet the planning and the scheming of years had not altogether ended in nought.

Armed with the information which he was able to give them, his exploration parties would soon be on their way to Mount Li.

The books which were open to Tillizinni were open equally to him. Within a rough radius he also had located the mountain of the Emperor.

His house was in disorder: Holland sheets covered most of the furniture, his valuables had been removed to the bank, and his heavy baggage already stood roped and corded for the journey which he had set himself.

He intended travelling across the Trans-Siberian Railway, and sending his trunks on to Shanghai to a trusted agent. The tickets necessary for the journey were in his desk, and his sleeping berth had been booked for some weeks past. This thought made the old man pause: it might be three weeks or a month before he could bring Talham to trial, even supposing that he persuaded the Public Prosecutor to act, and a month was a long time. He decided to sleep on it before taking any further action.

Halfway through dinner, Gregory de Costa paid him an unexpected visit. For two weeks Gregory had seldom been at home except to sleep, and that night, as the old man knew, he had an engagement to dine with a party at a fashionable West End restaurant.

“Hullo!” said the old man, not unkindly. “What has happened to you?” The young man sank listlessly into a chair by the table.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I’m just sick of things — that’s all!”

“After dining with Soumerez?”

Gregory shook his head. “No,” he said, “Soumerez bores me, and I don’t feel that I could sit down to dinner at the same table tonight.”

There was a little silence, then the young man asked: What do you want me to do whilst you’re away?”

“Do!” replied his father. “Why, do what you’ve been doing for the last year or two — just fool around London. I have taken a flat for you in Jermyn Street.”

The young man played with a salt-cellar moodily.

“I’d rather go with you,” he said.

“That’s impossible,” said De Costa hurriedly. “I’ve got to go into a country where all sorts of privations and discomforts have to be encountered, and you’re not fit for it. You’re a young man, I know,” he said gently, “but I’ve had the life; I have lived in most of these wild places, and my present position is due to the fact. In my young days I undertook certain risks and underwent certain hardships. I have no wish that you should have any of the experiences which were mine as a young man.”

Gregory looked at his father curiously.

“I suppose you had a pretty rotten life, didn’t you, when you were young?” Raymond replied with a nod of his head. His son had chosen an appropriate word, for “rotten” indeed was the life De Costa had lived.

There was not an unsavoury transaction in the Philippines or in the faraway trading-places of Asia with which he had not been associated. He had financed more purely illegal schemes, had been behind more piratical expeditions, and had been associated with more heartless villainy than any other of his kind.

Not even the bad old traders of the South Sea Islands could show such a record as his, and even the sanctified odour of Kensington had not altogether dispersed the sinister atmosphere of his early days.

“It is quite impossible for you to come,” he went on. “There are all sorts of dangers to be encountered. This is my last expedition.”

The young man reached out and took a few grapes from the silver centrepiece, and ate them thoughtfully.

“I am very fond of you,” he said suddenly. The old man did not conceal his pleasure.

“I think,” he said softly, “that that is a mutual fondness.”

The boy rose after a while and looked at his watch.

“I suppose I had better go along and invent some lie,” he said. “Anyway, the dinner will be nearly finished, and I shall be in time for whatever fun there is going after.”

His father accompanied him to the door, and watched the disappearing tail-light of the taxi; then he returned to his study.

He spent an hour poring over the translation of the document which was now in Tillizinni’s hands. Had he but the jade bracelet, how easy might it be; but he had enough to work on.

Some of the references puzzled him. What were the “spirit steps,” for instance; and what of these gigantic crossbows which were to discharge titanic arrows at the intruder? Possibly two thousand years of rust and decay would have robbed them of their potency.

He picked up some newspaper cuttings dealing with Soo, and smiled. as again and again he came across the phrase which spoke of the “bottling up” of the fugitive. Very well; had these clever English policemen bottled up a man who was now in America, he thought.

He tidied away his documents, and was slipping a rubber band around one little dossier when he stopped, and raised his head, listening.

It was the faintest sound, a tiny, hushed, buzz from one corner of the room.

Now there was only one noise like this in the world that he knew. It was the sound of the secret buzzer which he had had installed communicating with a tiny push near the area door. It had been specially put in to allow his confederates to signal their presence when his servants were out, as they invariably were when visitors of this kind arrived.

Who could it be? He took from his desk a revolver, and made his way noiselessly downstairs to the little hallway which led from the area to the servants’ domain.

He crept to the door and listened; there was no sound. The bolts were always kept well oiled. He slipped them back noiselessly and opened the door. Two men were standing there — two small men who made no sound.

“Come in!” he said; but still they made no sign. Then he knew that they were Chinese.

“Come in!” he said again, addressing them in their own language.

He waited until they had closed the door behind, and turning on the electric switch, he flooded the passage with light.

“You!” he gasped.

Well might he be surprised, for these were the two agents of his whom he thought were on their way to China, the men who called themselves “Happy Child” and “Hope of Spring” — who were wanted by the police for the murder of the Chinese Ambassador, and greatly wanted by Soo T’si, for the treacherous slaughter of their comrade — his brother.

“Why do you come here?” he asked angrily. He spoke in the hissing Canton dialect.

They shuffled uneasily, and the smaller of the two asked sullenly “Where were we to go, master? Though we escaped the English police, yet Soo T’si has set his society against us, and we have been turned from one refuge to another.”

“Why didn’t you leave the country?”

“Lord, it was impossible,” said the other. “There were men watching boats and trains; we were warned.”

“You can’t stay here!” said De Costa.

They offered no alternative suggestion, and he led the way upstairs to his room. There they sat on the edge of the two chairs, forlorn, miserable, with that peculiar hunted, haggard look which criminals of all classes assume from necessity.

“Soo is in America now,” said De Costa. “If he could get away, why shouldn’t you?”

“Master, we were warned,” said the taller man again. “A servant from the boat told Hophee,” he gave the small man his nickname, “that they were looking for us.”

De Costa’s mind worked quickly; he had been in some peculiarly dangerous situations before. He must get these men away as quickly as possible.

“You want some money, I suppose,” he said, and the smaller man, who seemed to be the ruling spirit, answered monosyllably.

De Costa turned out his pockets and gave him a handful of silver and gold.

“Come tomorrow night,” he said, “at the same hour, and I will let you know exactly what plans I have made for you. Is there any danger until tomorrow?”

The small man shook his head.

“You will find your way out, you know the way,” said De Costa. “I will come down later and bolt the door after you.”

Noiselessly the two men left the room, and De Costa sat at his desk in no enviable mood. He thought he heard the two men speaking together as they went down the stairs to the basement. In his state of tension he imagined that one had called to him sharply, and he opened the door and stepped out into the hall.

“Did you speak?” he asked, and a voice from the basement answered briefly, “No.”

He had waited to hear the door open, but realised that so perfectly had it been prepared for midnight visitors that no sound would reach him, and he returned to his desk again.

These men must be got rid of at all hazards; he wondered how. Perhaps now that the attention had been directed towards Soo they might be smuggled out of the country. They had escaped Soo, that was something, for Soo would make short work of them if he knew how grossly he had been betrayed.

The translation of the stolen document still lay on his desk before him, and he folded it up carefully.

“This, at any rate, is something,” he said aloud. “But not all,” answered a quiet voice.

He looked up startled.

Before him, in the centre of the room, with his arms folded so that his hands were concealed in his sleeves, stood Soo T’si, and there was a smile upon his face which was not pleasant to see.

“Don’t touch your revolver,” he said, “for I can shoot you through my sleeve with the greatest of ease.”

“I thought you were in America,” stammered De Costa.

“I suppose you did,” said the other.

He spoke easily in English, a fact which he evidently thought called for some comment.

“I have been speaking nothing but Chinese for the last week or two,” he said, “and I was afraid of my English getting stale. Do you mind if I practise it on you?” He was so affable, and so friendly, that De Costa lost some of his misapprehension.

“I am glad to see you,” he said. “I was afraid you had got into serious trouble.”

Soo shook his head.

“No, indeed,” he said lightly, one never gets into serious trouble; I got into a particularly foul canal, which compares very favourably with some of the streams of my native land.”

He did not attempt to sit down; he did not even move from where he stood, or change his attitude.

“What are your plans?” asked De Costa. “I suppose you know that the police are searching for you?” Soo nodded.

“I have reason to believe that they are,” he said sardonically.

“Can I be of any assistance to you?” asked De Costa.

Soo shook his head.

“I’m afraid that you are absolutely useless to me,” he said quietly. “What is that interesting document you have there?”

De Costa would have snatched up the translation from the table, but there was a cold menace in the Chinaman’s eye which prevented him.

“It’s a little thing,” he said vaguely.

“So I see,” replied the other. “Turn it round so that I can read it, please.”

Like a man fascinated, De Costa obeyed, and Soo took a step nearer the table. He read the sheet through carefully, without moving his hands from the inside of his sleeves, and De Costa wondered why, until he remembered that Soo had threatened him with a concealed pistol.

“You don’t seem to trust me.” De Costa put a note of reproach into his voice.

“I have very good reasons for not trusting you, De Costa. The last time I was here you swore to me that you had not seen this document, that you had no idea as to where it was. I have discovered since,” he went on meditatively, “that you had it all the time, and that you were directly responsible for the treachery of my men, and indirectly for the death of my brother; you told your servants to bring the paper to you at any cost — my brother’s life paid for that order.”

His voice was even and colourless, and he spoke like a man who was reciting a lesson.

“You are wrong — you are wrong,” protested De Costa violently. “I know nothing whatever about it. This paper only came to me a few days ago. I tried to find you—” Soo shook his head.

“Why do you lie?” he said. “To me, who come from the land of liars, and am skilled in their detection. I know, because the two men you employed, and whom I have been tracking for the last three weeks, have confessed.”

“Confessed!” gasped De Costa.

Soo nodded slowly.

“But they have just left,” stammered the other.

“They have not left,” said Soo quietly, and withdrew his hands from the veiling sleeves.

De Costa went as white as death, for the hands of Soo T’si were scarlet with blood….

*

Twenty minutes later a constable slowly patrolling his beat came to the front of the house De Costa occupied, and automatically threw the light of his lamp over the front door. It seemed in order, and he passed on. He had not gone a dozen yards when he heard a sharp crack, and turned to see a tongue of fire leap from the window of the house he had passed, for even as he had stood watching it, the flames were eating their way through the wooden shutters which covered the window, and the body of old De Costa lay wrapped in a fiery sheet.
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The landscape which the travellers beheld was an especially uninviting one; the country was flat, except about the horizon, where a range of low hills were half veiled in mist.

Dreary paddy fields stretched left and rights and the roadway that led down into the village from the slope on which they stood was little more than an uneven track.

“That is our objective,” said one of the horsemen.

He looked around for the escort and the mule caravan which was following leisurely behind. There was no sign of either. Five li back there was a particularly difficult piece of road to negotiate, and he gathered that with true Chinese philosophy and imperturbability, the muleteers were waiting for the rain to stop.

“That is the village of Cha-k’eo,” said the taller of the men.

They were both dressed in the conventional costume of China — thick felt shoes and white stockings, wadded silk coats and padded skirts. On the breast of one was embroidered a fantastic pheasant, and on the top of his little cap he wore a sky-blue button.

That same button had carried them through many seemingly impossible situations.

“It will be raining again in a minute,” said Talham with a glance at the sky. “Let us see what Cha-k’eo offers in the way of accommodation.”

He cantered down the slope, his surefooted pony making light of the natural obstacles in the path, and trotted through the one grimy street of the grimy village, ankle deep in black mud.

He drew rein before a dwelling which might have been, in a western clime, a respectable cattle shed. There were two big windows, one of which was half filled up with loose flat bricks, and the other denude of any covering. The door gave entrance to the uninviting interior, but before he could reach the door the proprietor came out.

“How far are we from Shan Shi?” demanded Talham.

“Lord, you are fifty li,” said the man with a profound bow. “I would advise your excellencies to stay here for the night, for the road is very difficult, and is, moreover, patrolled by bad characters.”

He glanced nervously up at Talham as he spoke, for, for all he knew, this might be one of those bad characters against whom he felt it his duty to warn the unwary.

“The advice of the chink in his native habitation,” orated Talham as he dismounted slowly, “is liable to be self-interested. On this occasion, however, I think his natural desire to rob us of our cash runs hand in hand with a proper appreciation of real danger.”

He spoke in English, and then turned to the fawning landlord.

“My friend,” he said benevolently, “tell me the name of the men who patrol this road.”

The landlord hesitated. He was evidently afraid to speak openly, yet the authority of Talham’s tone, the undeniable rank which he held, and, moreover, the familiarity of the stranger with the dialect of the district, compelled confidence.

“It is the honourable Society of the Bannermen of Heaven,” he said humbly. “As your Excellency knows, the city of Taupan, one hundred li south, is having much trouble. There is a rebellion, and His Excellency the Governor has been killed. It is said, too, that his honourable son has returned from the land of the foreign devils.”

Talham interrupted him sharply.

“You shall not say,” he said, “Iang kuei-tsi, but Iang-ren, for I am a foreigner, and your speech is offensive to me.”

The man bowed low. He was frightened almost to death, and was shaking in every limb, for the stories of the foreigner, and the events which had followed the taking of Pekin, had been exaggerated up and down the country. Moreover, as he knew, Iang-ren filled the Chinese army, holding high positions, as this great one evidently did.

“Lord, it was a slip of my tongue,” he said naïvely, “as we used to speak of foreigners in the days of Ihoch’uan.”

He gave the Boxers their full title, and Talham nodded.

“Take the horses and let them be cleaned and fed,” he said. “My friend and I desire your best room.”

The man led the way with many apologies into the interior of his shed. To Talham’s surprise, there was an interior room which had few of the objectionable features which Chinese caravanserai frequently present. It was tolerably clean, and free from the disagreeable odour of opium smoke.

A long, low kang occupied the full length of one wall, and when an hour later the mule train came up, and rugs were spread upon the Chinese equivalent for bedstead, and a brazier of burning charcoal was brought in, the travellers had good reason for congratulating themselves upon the comfort of their lodging.

That the arrival of foreigners in a tiny village would attract the entire population goes without saying, but a word from Talham dismissed the rabble, and the landlord was placed outside the door with two of the escort to see that the foreign “lords” were not disturbed.

“You may say,” said Talham, “that we have now reached the most critical portion of our journey.”

Tillizinni was examining a map by the light of a Chinese lamp.

“If your surmises are right,” he said, “the Mount Li described in the Second Emperor’s account, is that somewhat insignificant hill that we saw as we came over the rise to the village.”

Talham nodded.

“I am satisfied that it is,” he said.

He seemed less inclined to orate than Tillizinni had ever remembered him. Indeed, so marked was his depression that presently the detective referred to it.

“I know,” said the other uncomfortably; “but the fact is, I am not too satisfied with the progress we have made, and less satisfied did you hear what he said?”

He jerked his head in the direction of the landlord.

“I did,” said Tillizinni. “But, fortunately, my knowledge of the dialect isn’t as good as yours. I find that a conversance with ‘Mandarin Chinese’ isn’t always as useful as it might be.”

“He said that there had been a revolt in Taupan,” said Talham, “and that His Excellency the Governor had been killed, and that his son occupied what amounted to the kingship of this district. Do you realise who that man is?”

“Not Soo?” asked the detective.

Talham nodded.

“That’s just who it is,” he said, “and he has tricked us.” He was silent for a moment, then, “Anyway, I’m glad he’s here,” he said. “I’ve been getting jumpy about Yvonne.”

The thought that Soo might be within six or seven days’ journey had troubled him.

“It is better he should be here than there.”

He was almost cheerful at the thought.

“He’ll hear tomorrow that we’re in the district,” he went on, “and then the fun is going to begin.”

Before he went to sleep that night, Tillizinni saw that his revolver was loaded, and placed it under his pillow within reach of his hand. News travels fast in a country which does not depend so much upon the up-to-date telegraph, as upon some mysterious means of communication which is peculiarly the secret of a semi-barbarian people.

They were not to be disturbed that night, however, and Tillizinni woke to find the day broken and rain still falling heavily. Breakfast was prepared by the servant whom Talham had engaged at Shanghai, but in spite of the wretched surroundings and the unpleasant prophecy of the day, the two men made a good meal.

“Our immediate danger,” said Talham, “lies in the fact that we are going straight to Hoo Sin, a city which is in some way allied to our friend’s stronghold. What makes it rather awkward is the fact that Hoo Sin must be our base for a week or two, or, at any rate, until we can locate the tomb.”

Tillizinni nodded.

“I know the mandarin personally,” Talham went on “An Oriental of exceeding affability, and it would seem to me that the possibility of the Oriental mind—”

He might have developed his speech into a discourse on Chinese metaphysics, but Tillizinni interrupted him.

“We have to go,” he said, “and the roads are pretty bad.”

They were worse than the men anticipated, and the progress along the wild and tortuous path, which was dignified by the name of road, was a painful experience.

The two leaders of the expedition could not afford to leave their escort. They were in an enemy’s country, and although the fifty soldiers which the First Mandarin of the Empire had supplied them was a formidable body, Talham knew the Chinamen well enough to know that they could not be depended upon if they were convinced that the object of his trip was the desecration of a grave.

He would gain nothing by explaining to them that he had no intention of robbing the grave of its treasures, or that he sought some wonderful mechanical secret which the dead years held — that was too supple a distinction for words.

He had sent messengers ahead a week before to collect as many of the soldiers who had served in his regiment as could be found, to meet him at Hoo Sin. Soo might send a story flaming through the bazaar that would set the city of Hoo Sin in a ferment — if he dared. That reservation was Talham’s only hope.

If Soo himself had designs upon the tomb, desired exact knowledge as to its location, and wished for himself to unravel the mystery and to take the treasures of the dead king, he would be silent. Once he set the city in a ferment he might spoil whatever chance Talham had of achieving his object, but he would just as assuredly defeat his own ends, and might, moreover, call down upon the city of Hoo Sin a detachment of Imperial troops, to say nothing of commissions of enquiry.

The thought comforted Talham as he jogged along, the rain falling in sheets above his head, the pony under him stumbling across rocks and through pools of liquid mud, towards the blurred horizon.

There is no more cheerless sight in the world than a Chinese landscape on either side the flat black land stretched drearily to the stunted hills.

Now and again they would pass a half-ruined temple or a collection of squalid huts, too tiny it seemed to bear the long name which custom had given to them.

Night was falling when they clattered up the broad irregular street, littered with garbage, and passed through the high, gaunt city gates of Hoo Sin.

The rain had ceased, and the city was filled with people who looked curiously at the “foreign devils,” whom no Chinese costume could disguise. No demonstration was made, however, as the two men and their escort rode up to the Yamen and dismounted.

There was the inevitable delay.

The Mandarin’s assistant who interviewed him in the courtyard of the Yamen at Talham’s request for an interview had disappeared. He returned in a few minutes full of apologies and regrets. His Excellent Lio-le was indisposed, and regretted that he was unable to see the honourable visitors.

Talham turned to Tillizinni and said in English “That is pretty ominous. If old Lio-le won’t see us, it is because he is afraid of our friend Soo.”

“Is it necessary that we should see him?” asked Tillizinni.

Talham nodded. He turned again to the secretary.

“You will go at once to His Excellency and say a Mandarin of the Empire, and a bearer of the Imperial Banner, desires an immediate audience in the name of the Daughter of Heaven, the Dowager Empress.”

The man bowed low and went back to the Yamen.

He returned almost immediately with the request that the two should follow him.

They passed through the big, cold entrance-hall into the throne-room of the Yamen. As they entered, a man, sitting in solitary state at one end of the room, fanning himself mechanically, rose and shuffled forward, stopping within a few paces of his visitors to give the customary Chinese kow-tow.

The old Mandarin was stout and ordinarily jovial, but now his face wore a troubled and fretful expression.

“Why do you come to this city?” he asked with asperity. “Where do you come from? How many miles have you travelled by road?” and so through the whole gamut of questions which are conventionally asked by those in authority of those who come within their sphere.

The servants brought tea — little cups and placed them handy. Tillizinni, to whom a cup of tea would have been very refreshing at that moment, almost mechanically stretched out his hand to take one, when Talham stopped him.

“To take tea,” he said, “is a sign that the interview is finished, and I have much to ask our friend before the tea-drinking stage arrives.”

“Does the honourable stranger intend staying in our perfectly beastly little village for any time?” asked the Mandarin.

Talham bowed.

“Though we are unworthy to walk through the beautiful streets of this most divine city,” he said, “we wish your noble citizens to tolerate our disagreeable presence for the space of a moon.”

The Mandarin eyed him coldly.

“At this season of the year,” he said significantly, “my mean and despicable city is very unhealthy for the honourable foreigner.”

“Yet we will stay,” answered Talham promptly, “if your Excellency will afford protection to two insignificant animals who, by the fortune of the gods, are very precious to the Daughter of Heaven, the Dowager Empress. So much does the Daughter of Heaven regard us,” he continued, “that though we are as dirt under her feet, every moon there will come a courier from Pekin to your glorious community to seek information as to our welfare, and if” — he was apologetic— “if we are so base and horrible that we cannot find health in so salubrious a spot, the courier will return to the Daughter of Heaven with news of our misfortune.”

It was threat for threat, and Talham carried the heavier guns. His passport was in order, and he was commended by the highest in the land, and at the end ran the “tremble and obey” of an exalted Prince of the Royal House.
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The Mandarin’s face was a study. Between fear of consequence, the sure reprisal which would come to him from the Government if his visitors were harmed, and the fear of the greater and more immediate danger from a cause unknown to the visitors, but very accurately guessed, he was in a very painful quandary.

“If the honourable strangers will accept the hospitality of my miserable pigsty,” he said sullenly, “for a few days, at least, I will ensure them safety from the disorderly characters who populate my unsavoury town.”

He reached out for the cup, and the two men followed suit, for they were dismissed.

They made their way to the house to whither Talham had already directed his muleteers. The two men rode back through the bazaar by themselves. There was nothing in the attitude of the people to suggest that they had organised opposition to fear. The scowls and half-muttered implications which greeted them was the usual lot of the Western traveller in that part of the world.

Talham’s keen eyes surveyed the crowd as the horses made their way slowly through the street leading to the western end of the city. He was looking for a familiar face, and presently he found it. Over the heads of the throng he saw a man standing quietly with his back to the entrance of a fruit shop.

Talham tilted his chin ever so slightly, and the man, though seemingly unobservant of his action, repeated the motion.

So far so good. Some of his men were in the city. He had never depended upon the escort. He knew that they would fly at the first hint of danger.

But they were armed with modern weapons, and since it was necessary for his purpose that the various members of his old regiment should be effectively equipped, what easier way of bringing arms into this territory than in the hands of Imperial troops? He had this in his mind when they reached the little caravanserai which was to be the headquarters of the expedition.

It was a one-roofed dwelling set in the middle of a yard and surrounded by a high wall. The building proper was divided into two parts, the smaller of which Talham directed to be cleaned out (for it was indescribably filthy) and prepared for the lodging of himself and his friend.

He handed the other to the captain of the escort.

It seemed to Tillizinni hardly large enough to accommodate forty men, but then Tillizinni was not so well acquainted with the habits and customs of the Chinese soldiery as was his companion.

“It would take a hundred and forty,” was the cool reply when Tillizinni cast doubt upon its capacity.

They made the little room — it was no more than a stable from their point of view — as comfortable as possible, spreading a carpet unpacked from one of the mules and fixing up a little much-needed ventilation.

The walls were thick, and an inspection of the outer wall which surrounded the courtyard was satisfactory. The place could withhold a siege given a few improvements, and these improvements Talham set himself out to make without further delay.

He sent into the town for workmen, and as soon as day broke he had them knocking out bricks from the wall at regular intervals.

Some news of this must have come to the Mandarin, for he sent a hurried message demanding Talham’s presence.

The tall man rode out along to the Yamen and saw his unwilling host.

“News has come to me,” said the Mandarin without preliminary, “that your honourable self and your honourable friend are engaged in making alterations to the outer wall of the King-Li. Now, such conduct,” he wagged his finger at Talham, “is against my faith. I cannot save-face if it is known that my protection is so unworthy to the honourable foreigners that he must fortify himself against the citizens of this town.”

“Lao-ae,” said Talham earnestly, and he employed his full knowledge of Mandarin Chinese to further his eloquence, “though I am but as the mud under the wheels of your cart, though I am not fitted even to prostrate myself in your presence, yet the Daughter of Heaven thinks so well of me that it would not please me if I caused the great and beautiful lady sorrow by my death. Moreover,” he added, “my love and esteem for you, who are known from one end of the Empire to the other as a just and wise ruler, and one marked out for special promotion to the Governorship of Shu Shung—”

A little gleam came into the Mandarin’s eye at this broad hint, though he might have known that Talham could lie as well as any other man.

“Yet,” the big man went on, “because I have this affection for you, I am terrified lest trouble come upon your nobility through some mischance to my miserable carcase.”

The Mandarin was silent.

The reference to a governorship, the dreams of his life, set him thinking. Presently he said mildly: “I have talked with your Excellency, and my duty is finished — puh p’ a! You have nothing to fear.”

With that he allowed Talham to return to his work of putting the inn into a condition of defence.

Talham had posted two sentries at the gate, and people were only allowed in two at a time.

That there should be a big crowd before the foreigner’s quarters — a crowd of curious, peering, tiptoeing, interested Celestials, goes without saying, for the Chinese are tremendously curious.

Every now and again the officer of the guard would come to Talham, busy with Tillizinni, working out calculations as to distances and depths, with the information that a stranger wished to see him. Talham would walk patiently to the gate, exchange a few words with the man who desired an audience, and, at a nod, the stranger would be allowed to pass.

By the evening of the first day there were occupying the little compound some forty soldiers and some forty-five nondescript Chinamen who had turned up from nowhere in particular, and Talham’s estimate as to the sleeping capacity of the improvised barrackroom proved to be no exaggeration.

He had made one wise provision, and that was that the arms of the escort, including even the sword and revolver of the officer commanding when he was not on duty, should be stacked in a smaller room. In addition, he had all the ammunition which he had brought with him similarly stored. It cramped the small apartment considerably and filled up every available piece of space, but Talham was insistent upon this, though the officer demurred.

In the morning, when the new guard mounted, they took over the rifles of the men who had been on duty on the previous day.

On the third day Talham went out to make an inspection of the problematic Mount Li. He left before daybreak and only halted at the city gates because they were not open at that hour.

He did not return until near sunset, and when he did he was immensely hungry, not having, as he said, eaten since he set forth, save a couple of dubious eggs which he secured at a village en route.

“I am satisfied we are on the right track,” he said, “and I am more satisfied because a farmer in the neighbourhood tells me that some men have been over from Tai-San quite recently exploring the mountain.

“It isn’t a mountain really,” he went on. “As a matter of fact I have a theory that previous to the Emperor’s death, it had no existence at all.”

He described the place.

It lay in the neck or dip of two hills, and, apparently, had been filled up so that the top of the hill should offer an unbroken skyline to the traveller in the valley beneath.

“There is no doubt at all in my mind,” said Talham emphatically, “that this is the tomb. We have now to find the guarded entrance. You can see the slope of the hills before they were earthed up quite distinctly, and I think I have found the ruins of an old temple half buried near the crest of one of these.”

He read again the Second Emperor’s description.

“That’s it,” he said. “He caused trees and grass to be planted so that it might appear a part of the mountain.”

“But why should he have been brought so far away from the capital?” asked Tillizinni.

“That is a question which we have never satisfactorily settled. You might as well ask,” said the other, “why the Ming Emperors wanted huge stone elephants to indicate the way to their tombs. There is no reason for anything in China, except that if you see a thing for which there is absolutely no excuse, you may be satisfied that that is the excuse!”

“You are almost lucid,” said Tillizinni with a smile.

He himself was enjoying the trip immensely; he found the relaxation which he needed so badly. There was no telephone; nobody brought him tangles of mystery to unravel. He was living amidst actualities, amongst primitive forces, in a land where murder was a commonplace everyday incident, and where the murderers seldom troubled to hide their tracks. He recognised that there was considerable danger to himself and to his companion if the real object of the visit was ever discovered.

Soo would be very active just now; his spies would long since have carried news of the arrival of the “foreign devils.”

It needed no spy, as it happened, for the Mandarin himself, with a keen desire to “save-face” all round, had sent a private courier with many apologies to his powerful rival, and Soo’s agents were active.

The first indication of trouble that Talham had seen, took the. shape of a jagged stone which was thrown at him as he passed through the bazaar on an afternoon on his return from one of his expeditions.

That evening he found the soldiers sullen, and he was interviewed by the officer of the guard.

“My insignificant men,” said the officer, “have petitioned me, asking that your Noble Beneficence will restore to them their arms, because they feel afraid and ashamed also, since the common people of the bazaar laugh at them.”

“You may tell your men to go to the devil,” said Talham without finesse.

But an hour later the officer had returned, this time with a fresh grievance.

“My men,” he said boldly, “do not like these strangers, sleeping in the same room with them, for they come from another province, and are members of another society.”

“Captain,” said Talham patiently, “if you come to me again with such stories, I will have you beaten on the feet.”

Later, he was to receive private advice from one of these same strangers, that the men had had a meeting and were discussing the advisability of leaving the compound in a body.

This threat took definite shape the next morning, when the officer came yet again in some fear to announce the intention of his men.

“These pigs,” he said humbly, “will leave your Excellency unless their arms are returned.”

“Tell them they may leave,” said Talham cheerfully, “and they will get no arms from me.”

The situation outside the gates was even more serious. A rumour had broken through the bazaar that the foreigners had come to mark out the land for a railway.

The people in this province were fanatics on the question of “fire-horses,” and every hour the feeling grew against the intruders.

Talham suspected the Mandarin of fostering this feeling. Twice when he had called at the Yamen His Excellency had been indisposed and only his men-shang was visible. On the occasion of the second visit (he had called in on his way back from one of his trips of exploration) a hostile crowd surrounded his horse, and somebody from the outskirts of the crowd had thrown a stone which narrowly missed his face.

Instantly the big man turned his horse, scattering the people left and right. He had seen the face of the thrower, and reaching down he caught him by the collar of his jacket and galloped with him at full speed through the streets, his prisoner alternately running and stumbling in the powerful grip of his captor.

Talham reached the compound and the gates closed behind him; then he turned his attention to his captive.

“Seize that man,” he said in Chinese, and the guard obeyed the order reluctantly.

Talham dismounted and came to where the man stood.

“Why did you throw stones?” he asked.

“Because you are a ‘foreign devil’ and are going to bring the ‘fire-horses’ across the graves of our ancestors,” said the Chinaman.

“Who told you this?”

“Everybody knows it,” answered the prisoner, emboldened by the fact that he had escaped immediate punishment.

“You are not of this town. Where do you come from?” The man hesitated.

“I come from Tang Ti,” he said suddenly.

“Oh, liar, and son of a liar!” said Talham. “You come from Tai-pau.”

The man shifted uneasily on his feet.

“Who sent you?” asked Talham. “Let me see his shoulder.”

Again the guard showed some reluctance to obey, and Talham himself stepped forward and tore the blouse of the man from his neck and scrutinised the yellow flesh for the sign of the telltale tattoo.

It was there.

“Go back to Lao-ae Soo T’si,” he said, “and tell him that I know who is at the bottom of all this hostility. I speak to you fairly,” he added, “because I see you are a student, and perhaps you are the son of great parents.”

The young man nodded.

“I am the son of a son of a Mandarin,” he said with pride.

Your Chinaman will never deny his parentage if it be sufficiently illustrious.

“Well, then, son of a son of a Mandarin, or son of a son of a gun, whichever you are,” said Talham, “go quickly from this place and take with you as many of your friends as you can find.”

With that he turned the man loose.

That night Talham’s escort deserted in a body, and the big man was jubilant.

“It couldn’t have happened better,” he said. “I was wondering how I could get rid of the beggars.”

Instantly he assembled his own men and armed them. He was satisfied of their loyalty, and distributed ammunition that same night. For some reason the hostility in the bazaar had ceased after that one act of stone-throwing. The escort disappeared from the town as if by magic.

It was not a healthy sign as Talham knew, because armed or disarmed, they were men who carried the Imperial badge upon their breast, and their hurried departure was ominous He rode out now to Mount Li with an escort of four of his own men. He thought he had detected the entrance to the tomb.

Halfway down the hill two straight ledges of the rock jutted out. They ran parallel to one another for about twenty yards, and then curved downward into the earth. From a distance they had every appearance of being placed there by nature, but something induced Talham to take a closer view. He made the ascent over the loose rubble and through the stunted bushes which covered the hillside.

He examined them carefully, and in the end he had no doubt whatever that they were placed there by the hand of man.

This would be the entrance, if entrance there were.

He had looked for an opening to the tomb at the foot of the hill. Apparently, it was halfway up that he must seek it.

“I am perfectly sure,” he told Tillizinni that night, “that if we can dig between those two pieces of sculpture, for pieces of sculpture they are, ingeniously carved to represent natural rock, and at the same time to afford some interested person a clue as to the whereabouts of the hill, we shall come upon the famous bronze door which hides the secret of the Emperor’s artificers.

“We shall have to do our digging by night,” he went on; “but I don’t anticipate digging very far. From what I have seen of the entrance to the tomb, it looks as though a few more showers of rain would wash the bronze door into view.”

Preparations were far advanced towards the final examination of the hill, and it was in the afternoon previous to the day on which the attempt was to be made, that a courier came hotfoot from the Yamen summoning Talham to the Mandarin’s presence.

He had not seen the great man for some days, and wondering what was new, and somewhat apprehensive, since it was quite on the cards that Pekin may have sent an Imperial edict prohibiting any further research, he hurried to the Yamen, and was instantly admitted to the presence of the Mandarin, who received him with great geniality.

“A courier has brought a letter for your honourable self from Pekin,” and he picked it up from a little ebony table.

The letter, whatever it was, was enclosed in a large envelope covered with Chinese characters.

Talham opened the outer envelope slowly, dreading the contents. They proved to be two letters, and the first of these was startling enough, for it was addressed to Miss Yvonne Yale, c/o the British Consul, Hoo Sin.

Talham stared. There was no British Consul in Hoo Sin.

With a start he recognised the handwriting as that of Mrs. Yale.

The second was addressed to himself, and was from the same lady. He tore it open quickly and read its contents with a sinking heart. It ran:



“Dear Captain Talham, —

Yvonne left London yesterday for China to join you. She is travelling by the overland route.

Naturally, I felt very chary of allowing her to go by herself, but your telegram was so emphatic that I could not deny the dear girl the pleasure which I know she will feel in meeting you.

I am sure you will telegraph her arrival the moment she gets to Hoo Sin, and that the ladies who have so kindly offered her their hospitality will not be disappointed in my gem! I should be glad if you will thank them for me.



“My God!” muttered Talham, for he had sent no cablegram to the girl or to her mother.
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The honourable stranger has received bad news, “said the Mandarin.

Talham looked at him thoughtfully. Could he help?

“I have received very bad news,” he said, “with which I will not assail your magnificent ear. Yet I would ask you this. Where is the nearest telegraph town?”

The Mandarin considered.

“There is one at Tai Pan,” he said, looking straightly at the other. “That is the nearest. Otherwise you would have to go to Cho Sin, which is a hundred and fifty li from here.”

“I shall send to Tai Pan,” said Talham, and took his leave with a little ceremony.

All messages that went through Tai Pan would, of course, be seen by Soo. It was Cho Sin or nothing.

He got back to the compound, and found Tillizinni making an inspection of the walls.

“I’ve bad news,” he said, and with remarkable brevity told the contents of the letter.

“The girl has been lured here by Soo,” said Tillizinni; “that’s evident.”

“My God, she may be in Tai Pan now!” said Talham.

“He would have met her at one of the wayside stations on the Trans-Siberian. It’s horrible, Tillizinni, horrible!”

Tillizinni considered.

“One thing is evident,” he said after a while. “Once you have penetrated the tomb of the Emperor you must clear out quick. Why not make the attempt tonight and leave China by way of Tai Pan? You have fifty men. Make a dash upon Soo’s stronghold and take your chance of finding Yvonne there.”

Talham thought for awhile.

“That is one scheme,” he said; “but I think I know a better. I will leave twenty men to defend this place and use this as my base. We’ll go to the tomb tonight.”

Talham could have let the tomb go — but there was nothing to be gained by this. Mount Li was on the way to Tai Pan — the two expeditions could be accomplished in one night. He could reach Tai Pan before the dawn.

Soo would not be prepared for an early morning rush upon his city.

Prudence and interest dictated parallel courses.

Talham had committed to memory the instructions which the dead builders had left, some of which apparently conflicted with those upon the jade bracelet.

He had written down the words engraved upon the bracelet, and now he read them again.

“I am Shun, the son of the great mechanic, Shoo Shun, upon whom the door fell when the Emperor passed. This my father told me before the day, fearing the treachery of the Eunuchs.

“Behold the pelican on the left wall with the bronze neck. Afterwards the spirit steps, afterwards rivers of silver, afterwards door of bronze. Here Emperor… behind a great room filled with most precious treasures.”

“I guess he’s a little wrong in the bronze door part of it,” said Tillizinni. “It’s possible that there were two sets of disloyal mechanics planning to secure the Emperor’s treasure, and made provisions for entering and retiring at the proper moment.”

That afternoon his men left singly and in two’s and three’s, making for the rendezvous, and when night fell, Tillizinni and Talham, both men heavily armed, rode out into the dark streets, and the door of the compound closed behind them.

They had left twentythree men under a trusted old officer who had been with Talham in the Northern wars, and the remainder of the party were picked up beyond the city walls.

They rode along the mud track which led to Mount Li.

It was eleven o’clock before they debouched from the road and picked a way across the rough, uncultivated land which sloped up to the Emperor’s tomb.

The party dismounted at the foot of the hill and took shelter in a little gully, and six men only accompanied the two Europeans in their climb.

These carried spades and picks, a spare one each for Talham and Tillizinni, and the eight men attacked the soft earth with feverish haste.

It was easier work than even Talham had anticipated, and after an hour’s work Tillizinni’s spade struck something hard and metalled.

“It’s the door,” he said exultantly.

He cleared away a space and examined his find with the aid of a pocket lamp.

Here the hill fell sheerly, and it was at the foot of a sharp slope that the top of the door was discovered.

Although the hill fell steeply there seemed to be no place from whence a door might slide down in its grooves to block the entrance of the cave.

This was the only doubt that had been in Talham’s mind, but the explanation suddenly occurred to him.

“I see now,” he said excitedly. “It opens inward on hinges at the top.”

This probably was the case.

They continued digging for half an hour before they reached the foot of the bronze door.

Contrary to his expectations, there was no engraving upon the panel. It was of solid bronze, green with age.

The men scraped carefully away at its foot, and then Talham on one side and Tillizinni on the other, groped for the image between the two stones. It was a long time before Talham discovered his, but Tillizinni’s was soon revealed. It had deteriorated until it was little more than the thickness of a curtain ring.

Tillizinni looked at it closely. It had been shaped crudely by these old dishonest artisans, and even now its extemporised character was revealed in the imperfection of the circle.

“Got it!” he heard Talham grunt.

“Does it give at all?”

“Yes,” said the other, “but, gently! It is any odds on the connection being rotten with age.—”

“Now!” said Tillizinni. “Are you ready? Now!” He put a gentle strain upon the ring, and it gave, ever so little.

He was afraid to put his full strength upon it for fear it broke away in his hand.

“Again,” said Talham’s voice.

Tillizinni pulled gently. Suddenly, without a warning, there was a horrible squeak, which it seemed could be heard for miles, and the great door sunk as if the earth had swallowed it up, and the big black entrance of the cave was revealed.

From here on, they must depend upon their own exertions. The Chinamen declined civilly enough to assist any further. So far they had acted in accordance with their tenets. Beyond that they might not go.

Talham understood and dismissed them, telling them to wait at the bottom of the hill.

He flashed an electric torch about the entrance of the cave. It was a large spacious place carved out of a solid rock. At intervals around its grim walls were placed huge statues in fantastic shapes, extending from the dim roof to its polished floor.

Talham looked at them without awe.

He felt something about his feet, and flashed the light down. He was treading on a little heap of bones. Further examination revealed a dozen more such pitiful relics of the long-dead artisans who had perished that they might not reveal the secret of the Emperor’s tomb.

For two thousand years they had laid thus, through all the centuries pregnant with progress and with world-shaking events; as they had fallen in death so they remained.

Talham was a curious mixture of the sentimental and the practical.

The practical side of him brushed the relics aside with his foot as he walked forward sending the gleam of his light flashing up to the roof.

Yes, there were the two silver lamps; they were black under the tarnish, but the delicacy of the workmanship was apparent.

Reaching up his hand, Talham could just clutch the dangle tassel beneath the first lamp.

“Watch that entrance,” he said, and put his lamp upon the black door at the further end of the vault.

He pulled and a chain gave slowly. Then, with a swift rush, the door before him opened in the middle and parted. As it did, from the interior of the inner chamber came a loud crash, something Whizzed between the two men, passed through the opening where the bronze door had been, and buried itself in the hillside without.

“Phew!” said Talham, “that crossbow did work after all.”

He wiped the sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand.

“I trust nothing else unpleasant happens,” he said.

He looked round for the pelican which had been referred to on the bracelet, but could see no sign of any such ornament.

The steps leading down into the inner room were clean and smooth. They were of white marble, save in the centre was what appeared to be a carpet. On closer inspection this proved to be “treads” of jade, two feet wide and exactly in the centre of the stairway.

“Those are the spirit steps,” said Talham. “You had better keep to them.”

“What are spirit steps?” asked Tillizinni in astonishment.

“It’s an old Chinese idea, and you’ll find it in a good many temples,” replied Talham briefly. “It is popularly supposed to be the steps up and down which the spirits of the departed pass to their devotions, and is never under any circumstances used by mortals.”

“For a moment,” he said with a facetiousness which seemed to Tillizinni to be entirely out of place, “we will regard ourselves as disembodied and keep to the spirit steps.”

He walked down gingerly. Half way to the bottom were two little niches on which stood carved representations of two of the earlier Chinese deities.

He stopped and looked at them thoughtfully. Then, leaning over, he lifted one down. It was a tremendous weight, and he staggered under it, but Talham was curious to see the result of his experiment.

He placed the statue upon one of the white marble steps which ran down at either side of him. For a moment nothing happened, and then the stairs opened under it and it disappeared.

In a second came the tinkle of smashing steel.

“I thought so,” said Talham. “If we had departed from the spirit steps, we should have fallen into a most unpleasant mess.”

He watched the yawning hole where the steps had been. Three had disappeared.

In a few seconds they came slowly back and jarred themselves back into their place.

“They are balanced on an arm below,” explained Tillizinni. “I saw something of that sort in Burma years ago.”

He led the way down, and so they came to the inner chamber.

“Look!” gasped Talham, and well might he be astonished, for as they put their foot upon the lower stairs the whole of the inner chamber was flooded with soft light.

It came from the cornices in the roof and was reflected down from the glittering blue firmament of an artificial heaven.

“It’s electric!” said Talham in a whisper. “I never dreamt of this.”

Whilst they stood upon the steps the light continued. When they took a step forward it went out. They returned to the lower step and the room was again illuminated.

“It was from this step, you may be sure, that the Second Emperor took his last view of his father,” said Tillizinni. “There is your river.”

They looked down in silent wonderment. There at their feet was China — China as it was known to the ancients, with little townships cunningly modelled, and the ever-moving river flowed from hill to sea. So it had been flowing for two thousand years.

“Stand on the step,” said Talham, “and let me see.”

He stepped down quickly and leant over one of the tiny streams that wandered tortuously through an artificial garden.

“It’s quicksilver all right,” he said.

At the far end of the room was a great block of polished black stone, and upon this rested a stone coffin. The pedestal was reached by three steps, but the steps were indistinguishable. They were covered with rags, and, as it seemed, little pieces of white, glittering wood.

Talham surveyed them reverently. These, then, were the unfortunate creatures of joy, who had gone down to death with their lord.

He made a rapid survey of the great stone room. At either side he saw a square pit, and flashed a light down upon the white gems that still glittered and sparkled in the light.

He was seeking something else, and presently he found it — a little box of jade, upon the roof of which was the faded remnants of an inscription. More to the point, there had been carved on its side, and was as fresh to-day as when it left the carver’s hands, two thousand years before, the words:

“This is the secret of the philosopher.”

He lifted the box and put it under his arm and made his way back to Tillizinni.

“We can’t leave yet,” said the detective, all aquiver with excitement. He felt he was on the verge of a great discovery. “We must find by what means this room is lighted.”

Then he remembered the urgent business that waited in Tai Pan.

“Perhaps we can come back,” he said regretfully, for he knew that when they had once passed through the portals they would never again visit the last home of the First Emperor.

Talham led the way upward, and was within twenty feet of the silver door when somebody laughed, and the laugh rang hollowly through the vaulted chamber. He looked up. Before he was conscious of what was happening and before his hand could drop to the pistol at his side, a voice called mockingly:

“You have ample time to complete your investigations, Captain Talham.”

It was the voice of Soo, and it came from the head of the stairs.

Talham and Tillizinni whipped out their revolvers and fired together, and again came the laugh and something more ominous — the rumble of a moving door.

They sprang up the stairs together, but before Talham could swing himself through, the door had closed with a clang and a crash. They were trapped in the house of the dead!
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Yvonne Yale was in the little room which overlooked the courtyard of the Governor’s yamen. She sat on the edge of the kang, her hands clasped on her knees, her face tense and pale.

So this was the meaning of it — the meaning of that telegram which had sent her flying across Europe into the barbaric regions of Asia, that had set her down at a little wayside station, where a polite and tidy escort waited to convey her to her lover.

With no knowledge of the language, she had hesitated before accompanying them, and had stood on the platform for half an hour before she at last yielded to the agitated entreaties of the officer in charge of the escort — a man with little English, and who knew that his life depended upon his persuading the beautiful Westerner to accompany him.

Why had not Talham come himself to receive her? The officer-escort had been full of apologies and explanations in his pidgin English. Captain Talham was honourably engaged, also he had honourably hurt his foot digging and could not ride.

He had not sent her a line of welcome, which was strange, but she had come so far, and it was absurd to shrink from the thirty miles journey which she was promised.

A luxurious palanquin, borne upon mules and lined with rose silk; was a tempting conveyance. The bottom of the shaky vehicle was covered with down cushions. That novelty of the silken nest pleased her.

An impassive bystander, watching the departure of the caravan, sidled up on some pretext to where she sat and muttered under his breath “Ko’lien,” shaking his head the while.

She repeated it, “Ko’lien.”

“What does it mean?”

The officer rode by her side and chatted with her in such English as he could master.

It occurred to her, after they had gone some ten li on the road, to ask carelessly the meaning of the words which the strange Chinaman had employed.

“Ko’lien,” repeated the escort with a beaming smile. “He mean makee piecee solly.”

“Makee piecee solly,” she repeated. “So it meant I am sorry for you! Why should he be sorry?”

Later she understood, and was sorry enough for herself.

Her destination was farther than thirty miles. They halted that night at a village where rough but reasonable accommodation was provided for her, and Hoo Sin was promised in the morning.

But it was not until the evening of the next day, after hard going, that they passed through the deserted streets of a big city, and turned into a walled courtyard and came to a halt before a handsome building.

She got out of the palanquin, stiff and aching. She was feeling depressed and untidy, and in no mood to meet the man of her choice.

They made it clear to her that she might go to her room, and for this she was grateful.

Again there was no Talham, but the commander of the escort was at pains to explain that possibly her lover would not be in till later, and that he had not expected her arrival so soon.

She was shown to the room which she now occupied, a curious little room filled with Western knick-knacks, and evidently prepared for her. She had made her hurried toilet, and was wondering exactly how she could summon the attendant, when the door opened and a Chinaman walked into the room.

She saw at once that he was of a different class to the men who had escorted her. His garments were of silk and beautifully embroidered; his face was almost aesthetic, his mien lofty and commanding.

“I hope you have everything you want,” he said in perfect English.

She gave a gasp of horror, for she recognised the voice of the man in whose power she had been before.

He smiled genially, reading her thoughts.

“Yes,” he said, smoothing the breast of his silk jacket delicately. “I am Soo T’si, whom your friends ‘bottled up.’”

There was something in that expression which had been particularly hateful to the man. His weakness lay in his vanity, perhaps, and the implied reflection upon his inability to evade the English police had rankled.

“Bottled up,” he repeated, as with relish “and now I think I have you ‘bottled up’ also.”

“You must let me leave here at once,” she said.

“I am sorry that cannot be done,” he replied coolly. “You see, you are not in Hoo Sin. You are in Tai Pan, which is my particular stronghold, and where I hold certain rights which you would describe as feudal. I owe you an apology,” he went on, “for telegraphing to you.”

“Then it was you?” she said.

He nodded.

“I thought you would have guessed that. Hoo Sin is some distance,” he went on, “and I am afraid your lover is pursuing his warlike preparations in blissful ignorance of the fact that some forty li away the lady of his heart is a prisoner in the hands of his worst enemy.”

She made no reply.

What use was there in arguing with this man? Whatever was to happen, no word of hers could move him to pity or to compassion. She must face whatever had to be faced with all the courage which God would give her in her extremity.

Fortunately, Soo did not prolong his visit. He made a few enquiries as to whether she was comfortable, and left her, having first brought into the room a Chinese girl who was to act as her servant.

“I have decided what I shall do with you,” was his parting speech, “and you may be sure it will be something highly entertaining.”

For two long days, where every minute seemed an hour and every hour a year, she was kept prisoner in the little room under the roof of the Yamen. No indignity was offered to her. Her commands, such as did not procure greater freedom of movement, were instantly obeyed. Even her food was cooked in Western style by Soo’s own chef.

They called him Ho-Lao-Ae, “the river Mandarin,” and the name of Soo T’si seemed to be unknown to them. That he was a person of the greatest importance she realised from the fear in which his servants held him.

He had returned from Europe in time to quell a rebellion against his father, a rebellion which had brought about the death of his distinguished parent, and a multiplication of deaths amongst other parents not so distinguished, for Soo punished swiftly and terribly, and the execution ground outside the city walls ran red with blood as the executioner wielded his long, heavy sword.

On the third night of her arrival she was awakened by the Chinese maid, who signalled to her to rise. The girl would have dressed, but the servant snatched the clothes away.

“Puh pa” she said. (“You have nothing to fear.”)

It was a conventional assurance, and the girl attached greater significance to the phrase than it deserved.

She was allowed to put on her dressing-gown, and thrust her feet into her slippers, and she followed the beckoning finger through the door.

There was nothing to be gained by resistance as she saw, for in the corridor outside were six men of the Yamen Guard.

With terror in her heart, but with her head erect, she followed the serving-maid through what seemed innumerable corridors until she came to a door before which hung a heavy curtain of orange velvet. She had no idea as to what was the time. Her own watch had stopped, but from the glimpse of sky she caught as she passed a window, she thought it must be nearly three o’clock in the morning.

The servant pulled aside the portiere and knocked timidly on the door, and a voice bade her enter.

Yvonne followed the girl. She was in a larger room than that to which she was accustomed. It was hung around with Chinese embroideries, the floor was of polished wood, and divans, cushions, and little stools formed the only furniture in the place, save for a few carved Buddhas and a huge hanging lamp suspended from the ceiling. It was unlit, the only light in the room being a small lamp placed on the floor within reach of Soo.

He was there alone, but what caught her eye and held her was something which stood in the very centre of the apartment.

It was a huge glass bottle, ten feet in height, and modelled in the shape of a medicine bottle. That, in fact, was the design which Soo had given to his artificers to cast.

The servant left her. The door closed with a click behind the girl, and she was left alone confronting this man with his cruel; smiling lips and his sly eyes. He was smoking a Chinese pipe and was a model of comfort and self-satisfaction.

“I have sent for you,” he said, “because you represent the last fragment of opposition offered to me in Europe, and I desire that you shall be disposed of with the ceremony which the occasion demands.”

Planted against the bottle’s neck was a light bamboo ladder; inside, dangling from the top, and secured from the outside by a ring fastened to the wall, was another ladder, a ladder of silk.

He saw her wondering eyes surveying this, and smiled.

“When I was in Europe,” he said cheerfully, “there was a phrase employed which interested me more than ordinarily. It was the phrase of ‘bottled up.’ Now, I have never seen any human being so circumstanced.”

He spoke slowly, choosing his words with great deliberation. “And I am particularly anxious that this reproach should be removed. You will mount those steps,” he pointed to the ladder, “and lower yourself gently to the bottom of the bottle. You will notice that there is a down cushion upon which you may sit, and you will probably find it most comfortable.”

“Suppose I refuse?” she said.

He smiled again.

“I think you will not refuse,” he was very urbane, almost gentle of speech— “but if you do refuse, I will promise you that you shall be glad to have that bottle as a place of refuge.”

He uttered two words sharply. The doors at the farther end of the apartment opened and four men came in naked to the waist — great muscular coolies with scarcely any humanity in their brutalised faces.

“Suppose,” suggested Soo, “suppose, instead of putting you into the bottle and disposing of you as I shall in an especially novel fashion, I find a quicker death for you by handing you to these cattle?”

Her hands went to her face.

“No, no no!” she shuddered.

At a nod from Soo the men departed.

“Montez
 !” said Soo mockingly, and she went up the creaking ladder without hesitation.

It said much for the immense size and solidity of the bottle that it did not budge under the strain of her weight. She sat for a moment on the edge of the neck with her feet dangling in the cavity where, in a bottle of ordinary dimensions, the cork would be fixed.

“Go on,” said Soo, and glanced at the door.

She lowered herself with hands that shook down the swaying rope ladder, and came to rest on a cushion below.

She was in the room, but not of it. She saw Soo speaking but did not hear his voice till quite a second later, when it had travelled over the neck of the bottle and down to her. He came across and gave a pull upon the silk ladder and withdrew it flinging it down on the ground, and kicked the bamboo steps away. He spoke again, and his servants removed the only means by which she could escape.

She had to attune her ear to her strange position, and after a while, when she had learnt to ignore the movements of his lips and wait for the words to float down to her, she knew as well as though no solid wall of glass was between them.

He was sitting cross-legged on a cushion, still smoking his pipe. By and by he knocked the pipe out on to a little porcelain tray and devoted the whole of his attention to her.

“You may wonder,” he said, “why I have awakened you at this inconvenient hour to begin a process which is to end your earthly career.”

She made no reply.

“I do not doubt,” he said, “that you expected sooner or later that your lover would learn of your unhappy plight and come hastening across China like a modern knight-errant to your rescue.”

He spread out his hands in deprecation.

“Alas,” he mocked, “your lover is not in a position to assist you, and far less is he in a position to assist himself.”

“What do you mean?” she was startled into asking, and her voice sounded strange in that confined place.

“Alas,” repeated Soo. “He sits in the house of the dead, waiting for death.”

She stared at him in horror.

He picked up another pipe and lit it from the tiny flame in the smoke-box by his side.

“He discovered the secret of the Emperor’s tomb, you will be pleased to learn, and even penetrated its interior. I watched his interesting operations for close on an hour and a half without learning much, for the Emperor’s tomb was known to me, and I might have forestalled him.”

He thought awhile.

“It was better that he should do the work,” he said, “and that I should have no more to do than to take the reward of his industry. I watched him enter, he and his Italian friend, and closed the door behind them. It was very simple, and was a matter of inductive reasoning, for the pulling on one silver lamp would open the door as the pulling on the second silver lamp would close it, since the robbers must find some way of veiling from the outside world the fact that they had been guilty of sacrilege. So it proved. Waiting there in the darkness whilst your friends were exploring the chamber below, I tested the second lamp and found that the door moved slowly. A dozen steps lay between them and liberty and life when I pulled with greater strength, and the door closed upon those inquisitive foreigners — that is all.”

Something in his tone told her that he was speaking the truth. What hope was there now? In her heart of hearts she had depended upon Talham discovering her capture. If he were dead, nothing mattered. If all this man said was true, death could not come too quickly on her.

She sat crouched at the bottom of the bottle, her hands clasping her knees, her face fixed on his.

The end must come slowly if he spoke the truth. Soo was looking above the bottle thoughtfully: his gaze was fixed. She followed the direction of his eyes. From a round hole recently cut in the ceiling suspended a thick silken rope which hung directly over the mouth and came down to within a foot of neck.

She had seen it before, and thought that it had placed there to afford her assistance in making her into the bottle, whilst the ladder was removed. and still remained.

Soo’s voice came to her soothingly.

“I see you have noticed it. That cord will give you some moments of interesting thought. Above this room is a smaller one, and in that small chamber is a large cage,” he said, “and in that cage is a python. I presume you know what a python is. It is a snake of unusual size, and, in this particular case, unusually hungry. As to the habits of the python I am not well acquainted, but I hope to discover much interesting data from a closer observance than hitherto I have been able to secure.”

He smiled.

She saw the smile almost before she had heard the last words.

“At your leisure” — he inclined his head— “you will clap your hands three times, and my servants, who will be on duty day and night, will release the reptile.”

What did he mean?

She was soon to learn.

“I do not know what are the effects such confinement as yours will have upon you,” he said, “but I rather think that after the end of twentyfour hours you may easily welcome the happy release, even though it be in so unpleasant a form.”

He sat watching her with the drowsy eyes of a man under the influence of some narcotic. The sight of her fascinated him. All that was Oriental in him, all that loved suffering for suffering’s sake, was alive to the possibilities which the situation offered. He had planned this end for her with such elaboration; and now found something wanting — something dramatic, something sudden.

Twentyfour hours was a long time, he might be sleeping when she gave the signal. She might die of fright or of exhaustion — these Western women were particularly fragile. Through the glass walls of her prison she watched the man, saw the curious look in his face, and knew instinctively that the respite he had given her he had already taken away. Something froze within her, her heart almost stopped beating as he raised his hand.

“I do not think I can afford to wait,” he said apologetically.

He did not clap, for there came a slight knock at the door through which she had entered. He turned his frowning face to the portal.

“Come in” he said quickly in Chinese.

It might be a message from the Mandarin of Hoo Sin. It might even be an Imperial rescript. The summons was not obeyed, and then he remembered that he had dropped the bar across the entrance.

He rose slowly and walked across the room and slipped the lacquered bolt aside.

The sliding doors slipped apart, and Captain Talham stepped into the room, a revolver in each hand.

This the girl saw, and fainted.
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Left alone in the darkness of the tomb the two men stood motionless. Tillizinni was the first to realise the awfulness of their position. None knew the secret of the door save themselves.

The men at the foot of the hill, if they were not already destroyed by Soo’s soldiers, would wait til the morning, and then with true Chinese philosophy would report the occurrence to the Mandarin of Hoo Sin.

By that time the two pioneers would be dead.

There was very little air in the chasm, and apparently no inlet. The door itself was almost hermetically sealed; they would exhaust the supply which they had unconsciously brought in with them in less than an hour. Talham was the first to recover himself. He ran up the remainder of the steps until he came to the blank wall of the silver door and carefully examined its face with his lamp. The two edges of the door fitted in a flange, and there was no place where a lever, even if they had possessed one, could have found a purchase. As it happened, they had left all their tools at the bronze door.

“Keep to the spirit steps,” said Talham, “and go down below again. We may find something there. I think you will have plenty of opportunity, at any rate,” he added grimly, “to discover the lighting secret of this place.”

Back they went again to the chamber of the dead. The little quicksilver rivers were running merrily, as they had for two thousand years, and they might run for all eternity until through countless thousands of years the quicksilver became volatised.

There were stacks of ancient arms placed near the stone door, but none of these would be of any use to the men.

They made a diligent search for some other means of exit, but in vain. There was no time to waste in purely scientific exploration.

They had obviated the necessity for one of them standing on the lower step, by lifting thereon one of the heavy irons which stood at the four corners of the pedestal, and this weight was apparently sufficient to keep the light going.

“I’m afraid we’re caught,” said Talham at last, and Tillizinni nodded.

It was a curious end to all his extraordinary adventures, yet if an end could be attractive, surely this was one, to go down in this treasure-house of the past — to go out in the shadow of the great Emperor’ tomb.

A romancer to the fingertips, Tillizinni found some consolation in the prospect, but Talham was devoid of sentiment.

“It isn’t the death I mind,” he said quietly; “but we ought not to have come, we should have made straight for Yvonne. We know she is in that fiend’s power; how could I have been so mad as to have neglected her for one moment — all the treasures in the world were not worth it.”

On one of the steps he had placed the jade box. He lifted it up and looked at it resentfully, and raising it above his head he sent it crashing down amongst the artificial landscape which covered one half of the floor. The box burst and a roll of parchment fell out.

“Leave it alone,” said Talham roughly, “there is only one thing in the world that counts.”

He did not say what that one thing was, but Tillizinni guessed. Another examination of the chamber offered no better result. At the foot of the bier Tillizinni found a square box, which he prised open without any difficulty. It was filled to the brim with pearls of varying sizes from that of the average pea to pearls as large as pigeons’ eggs.

If only they could make their escape from here the box would represent an enormous fortune.

If Talham despised the secret of the philosopher, here might be some compensation for all his trouble if they made their escape. The chances were very slight, but —

Tillizinni took a handful of the gems, and put them in the loose pocket of his coat. He took another and another, until the pocket bulged.

He made his way back with difficulty to where Talham stood by the lower step. The air was getting foul, and he found a difficulty in breathing; the end would come very soon — the scientist in him told him that.

“Have you found anything?”

Talham did not answer.

He was looking stupidly at one of the two ornaments which flanked the lower steps leading into the death chamber.

“What is it?” asked Tillizinni.

Talham nodded sleepily.

Tillizinni examined the object of his interest a little closer.

It was one of the two huge birds of bronze. It seemed alive as it stood there, balanced on one leg.

“I didn’t notice those before,” said Talham. Neither had the other, a fact easily explained as they stood in the shadow cast by the two great War Gods which towered left and right of the tomb’s entrance.

“I think this is where we go out,” muttered Talham. His heart was beating at a terrific rate; his head was swimming. He was affected sooner than the smaller man, and staggered, and would have fallen but for Tillizinni’s arm.

“You had better sit down,” said Tillizinni quietly.

He would take his own advice later; seated with his back to the wall he would wait for death.

But Talham shook his head; he took a step and swayed, reached out his hand to steady himself, and caught the bronze bird by the neck.

He threw his head back suddenly.

“A pelican,” he said thickly. “A pelican! my God! I didn’t see a pelican—”

There was no other word. He threw all his weight upon the neck of the bronze bird, and it bent down towards him as if working upon an invisible pivot.

There was a rumble at the head of the stairs; a draught of sweet, fresh air rushed down to the men, and Talham fell on his hands and knees and breathed it in greedily.

“So that was it,” he gasped. “Now, Soo, look out for me!” and he went reeling up the stairs like a drunken man, Tillizinni following.

They went out into the starlit night to find their patient men still sitting in the gulley waiting for orders.

Whilst the men were mounting, Talham went back to the tomb alone. He was absent for five minutes.

“Oughtn’t we do something to hide the door?” asked Tillizinni. “There will be an awful row when it is found open.”

Talham turned on his saddle.

“It will be hidden in a minute,” he said.

At that moment there was a dull, muffled roar which set the horses prancing.

“I dynamited the first chamber,” said Talham “That’s the end of the Emperor’s tomb.”

*

Soo stared blankly at the intruder, but he did not lose his presence of mind.

“Captain Talham, I believe,” he said. “How very interesting!” He smiled at the stern-faced man before him.

“I had intended coming tomorrow to find your unhappy bodies” — he saw Tillizinni at the entrance and nodded in a friendly way— “and incidentally to help myself to such of the treasures of the great Emperor’s. May he dwell in the seventeenth heaven for a million years” — he bowed his head in mock reverence; “but that one pleasure, at least, is deferred.”

“All your pleasures are deferred,” said Talham sternly. “You will never again discover the tomb of the dead Emperor — neither you nor any other man. The outer chamber has ceased to be.”

Soo lifted his eyebrows.

“Indeed!” he said incredulously.

“I have dynamited the entrance,” said Talham in his thorough way. “That ends the business of the Emperor’s tomb, and—”

Then it was that he saw the bottle. The room was in half darkness as he had entered; only one faint light showed, and this was beside the place where Soo had sat.

The reflection of the light upon the polished face of the glass prevented him from seeing its interior. He took a step forward.

“My God!” he said. “Yvonne!”

He turned and pointed the revolver at the other’s head. His face was white and drawn.

“Damn you!” he said.

“She is not dead — she is alive,” said Soo quickly.

“Alive!” Talham dropped his revolver.

“For the moment, yes,” said Soo, and clasped his hands.

Talham heard the shriek of the girl, saw the wild agony in her face, and realised that this was a signal for some act of treachery. But it was Tillizinni who saw the dangling rope, and heard the rustle of a heavy body moving on the floor above. It was Tillizinni who saw the wedge-shaped head with the cruel, cold eyes peep down through the hole and stretch out its sinuous body towards the rope.

He knew instantly the significance of that dangling cord.

“Quick!” he cried, and threw the whole of his weight against the bottle. It slid over the polished floor a dozen paces.

“Stop him!” said Tillizinni.

Soo was making for the door. He turned when the revolvers were levelled, and lifted his hands.

“There will be no trouble,” he said.

Even in that moment of his deadly peril he did not lose his nerve. He seemed to take a delight in recalling the suavities of his Western veneer.

“I am quite prepared to stand my trial before the Imperial Court for anything I have done,” he said. “In the meantime, will you allow me to summon my men to assist your friend from her distressing position?”

“We will do without the servants,” said Tillizinni. “Get some of those cushions, quick!”

They laid three thicknesses of down cushions before the bottle, the way it would fall.

Then Tillizinni deftly wedged the front and the two men threw their weight on it. It fell over unbroken, and the girl dragged her way out.

“Take her outside,” said Tillizinni, and Talham lifted the half-fainting figure and bore her from the room along the deserted corridors to the little courtyard behind, where his men were waiting.

The Yamen was wrapped in slumber; Soo had given orders that he was not to be disturbed that night, and beyond a watchman who had been at the gate, but who was now no longer in a position to hinder the party, there was none to say them nay.

Tillizinni confronted Soo T’si, and if ever there were two men in the world competent to deal with one another in that extreme crisis, they were those two, who now stood face to face.

Ever and anon, Tillizinni’s eyes would go up to the little round hole in the roof. He had recognised the head the moment he had seen it, and knew that the python was searching for food in the room above, until, in his desperation, he took the more desperate step of descending the rope.

“Soo T’si,” said Tillizinni gently, “you will find it much easier to get into the bottle than, I gather, did Miss Yale.”

“It is possible,” said the Chinaman coolly; “but it is not an experiment that I care to make.”

“It is an experiment,” said Tillizinni in the same tone, “which I shall ask you to make, for if you do not do as I tell you, I shall most certainly shoot you.”

Soo shrugged his shoulders.

“You should have been a Chinaman,” he said.

“I am of the race,” said Tillizinni carefully, which produced the Borgias, and some of the most refined torturers of the Holy Inquisition. Enter your bottle, my friend!” he said. “I wish to see you bottled up in reality. You will find the place cramped, but you will probably be able to bear the indignity of it much easier than the delicate and refined English lady whom we have just released.”

“I will do anything,” said Soo, “save sacrifice my dignity.”

His eyes followed the other to a little aperture in the roof. The head of the python was hanging down now; his hateful eyes surveyed them.

“I see your idea,” said Soo pleasantly. “I think I know a better way. A Chinaman must ‘save face,’ you know!”

His hands were concealed under his silken jacket. Tillizinni could not see the man searching for the razor-like knife which he carried at his waistband, nor the firm fingers of the suicide feeling for the little place under the heart which, skilfully pierced, brings an easy death. Only he saw the face go suddenly grey.

“Au ‘voir,” said Soo in French. “I like this way better.”

He fell in a heap on the ground, and looked up with a smile.

“Pardon — me!” he said, smiling faintly — and died.

So Tillizinni left him, with the head of the python looking hungrily down on the quiet figure below So Tillizinni thinks of this man now, and often sees him at night — a smiling, fearless figure of a villain.

And when all the lights are lit upon the Embankment, and Tillizinni leans out of his window watching the dark river and the flaming lamps of London, he looks westward and tries to picture Captain Talham a happy, domesticated man in his Surbiton home, with his motorcars and his race horses and all the good things of life which the Emperor’s pearls had brought to him.

Somehow Tillizinni fails to reconcile those two men. The Talham who held the fort of Hoo Sin against the armed soldiery of Tai Pan come to avenge their lord; the Talham who made the wild flight across China to the link of civilisation which the Siberian railway afforded, with the Talham who now discusses poultry and pigs with such earnestness and volubility.

“For my part,” wrote Tillizinni in his diary, “I would as lief be buried alive in the tomb under Mount Li, as be buried alive in a suburb of London.”

It is, of course, a matter of opinion.


The End



The Secret House (1917)


Table of Contents



Chapter I



Chapter II



Chapter III



Chapter IV



Chapter V



Chapter VI



Chapter VII



Chapter VIII



Chapter IX



Chapter X



Chapter XI



Chapter XII



Chapter XIII



Chapter XIV



Chapter XV



Chapter XVI



Chapter XVII



Chapter XVIII



Chapter XIX



Chapter XX



Chapter XXI




Chapter I


Table of Contents


A man stood irresolutely before the imposing portals of Cainbury House, a large office building let out to numerous small tenants, and harbouring, as the indicator on the tiled wall of the vestibule testified, some thirty different professions. The man was evidently poor, for his clothes were shabby and his boots were down at heel. He was as evidently a foreigner. His cleanshaven eagle face was sallow, his eyes were dark, his eyebrows black and straight.

He passed up the few steps into the hall and stood thoughtfully before the indicator. Presently he found what he wanted. At the very top of the list and amongst the crowded denizens of the fifth floor was a slip inscribed:

“THE GOSSIP’s CORNER”

He took from his waistcoat pocket a newspaper cutting and compared the two then stepped briskly, almost jauntily, into the hall, as though all his doubts and uncertainties had vanished, and waited for the elevator. His coat was buttoned tightly, his collar was frayed, his shirt had seen the greater part of a week’s service, the Derby hat on his head had undergone extensive renovations, and a close observer would have noticed that his gloves were odd ones.

He walked into the lift and said, “Fifth floor” with a slight foreign accent.

He was whirled up, the lift doors clanged open and the grimy finger of the elevator boy indicated the office. Again the man hesitated, examining the door carefully. The upper half was of toughened glass and bore the simple inscription:

“THE GOSSIP’S CORNER. KNOCK.”

Obediently the stranger knocked and the door opened through an invisible agent, much to the man’s surprise, though there was nothing more magical about the phenomenon than there is about any electrically controlled office door.

He found himself in a room sparsely furnished with a table, a chair and a few copies of papers. An old school map of England hung on one wall and a Landseer engraving on the other. At the farthermost end of the room was another door, and to this he gravitated and again, after a moment’s hesitation, he knocked.

“Come in,” said a voice.

He entered cautiously.

The room was larger and was comfortably furnished. There were shaded electric lamps on either side of the big carved oak writing-table. One of the wall was covered with books, and the litter of proofs upon the table suggested that this was the sanctorum.

But the most remarkable feature of the room was the man who sat at the desk. He was a man solidly built and, by his voice, of middle age. His face the newcomer could not see and for excellent reason. It was hidden behind a veil of fine silk net which had been adjusted over the head like a loose bag and tightened under the chin.

The man at the table chuckled when he saw the other’s surprise.

“Sit down,” he said — he spoke in French— “and don’t, I beg of you, be alarmed.”

“Monsieur,” said the newcomer easily, “be assured that I am not alarmed. In this world nothing has ever alarmed me except my own distressing poverty and the prospect of dying poor.”

The veiled figure said nothing for a while.

“You have come in answer to my advertisement,” he said after a long pause.

The other bowed.

“You require an assistant, Monsieur,” said the newcomer, “discreet, with a knowledge of foreign languages and poor. I fulfill all those requirements,” he went on calmly; “had you also added, of an adventurous disposition, with few if any scruples, it would have been equally descriptive.”

The stranger felt that the man at the desk was looking at him, though he could not see his eyes. It must have been a long and careful scrutiny, for presently the advertiser said gruffly:

“I think you’ll do.”

“Exactly,” said the newcomer with cool assurance; “and now it is for you, dear Monsieur, to satisfy me that you also will do. You will have observed that there are two parties to every bargain. First of all, my duties?”

The man in the chair leant back and thrust his hands into his pockets.

“I am the editor of a little paper which circulates exclusively amongst the servants of the upper classes,” he said. “I receive from time to time interesting communications concerning the aristocracy and gentry of this country, written by hysterical French maids and revengeful Italian valets. I am not a good linguist, and I feel that there is much in these epistles which I miss and which I should not miss.”

The newcomer nodded.

“I therefore want somebody of discretion who will deal with my foreign correspondence, make a fair copy in English and summarize the complaints which these good people make. You quite understand,” he said with a shrug of his shoulders, “that mankind is not perfect, less perfect is womankind, and least perfect is that section of mankind which employs servants. They usually have stories to tell not greatly to their masters’ credit, not nice stories, you understand, my dear friend. By the way, what is your name?”

The stranger hesitated.

“Poltavo,” he said after a pause.

“Italian or Pole?” asked the other.

“Pole,” replied Poltavo readily.

“Well, as I was saying,” the editor went on, “we on this paper are very anxious to secure news of society doings. If they are printable, we print them; if they are not printable” — he paused— “we do not print them. But,” he raised a warning forefinger, “the fact that particulars of disgraceful happenings are not fit for publication must not induce you to cast such stories into the wastepaper basket. We keep a record of such matters for our own private amusement,” He said this latter airily, but Poltavo was not deceived.

Again there was a long silence whilst the man at the table ruminated.

“Where do you live?” he asked.

“On the fourth floor of a small house in Bloomsbury,” replied Poltavo.

The veiled figure nodded.

“When did you come to this country?”

“Six months ago.”

“Why?”

Poltavo shrugged his shoulders.

“Why?” insisted the man at the table.

“A slight matter of disagreement between myself and the admirable chief of police of Sans Sebastian,” he said as airily as the other.

Again the figure nodded.

“If you had told me anything else, I should not have engaged you,” he said.

“Why?” asked Poltavo in surprise.

“Because you are speaking the truth,” said the other coolly. “Your matter of disagreement with the police in Sans Sebastian was over the missing of some money in the hotel where you were staying. The room happened to be next to yours and communicating, if one had the ingenuity to pick the lock of the door. Also your inability to pay the hotel bill hastened your departure.”

“What an editor!” said the other admiringly, but without showing any signs of perturbation or, embarrassment.

“It is my business to know something about everybody,” said the editor. “By the way, you may call me Mr. Brown, and if at times I may seem absentminded when I am so addressed you must excuse me, because it is not my name. Yes, you are the kind of man I want.”

“It is remarkable that you should have found me,” said Poltavo. “The cutting” — he indicated the newspaper clip— “was sent to me by an tin-known friend.”

“I was the unknown friend,” said Mr. Brown; “do you understand the position?”

Poltavo nodded.

“I understand everything,” he said, “except the last and most important of all matters; namely, the question of my salary.”

The man named a sum — a generous sum to Poltavo, and Mr. Brown, eyeing him keenly, was glad to note that his new assistant was neither surprised nor impressed.

“You will see very little of me at this office,” the editor went on. “If you work well, and I can trust you, I will double the salary I am giving you; if you fail me, you will be sorry for yourself.”

He rose.

“That finishes our interview. You will come here tomorrow morning and let yourself in. Here is the key of the door and a key to the safe in which I keep all correspondence. You will find much to incriminate society and precious little that will incriminate me. I expect you to devote the whole of your attention to this business,” he said slowly and emphatically.

“You may be sure—” began Poltavo.

“Wait, I have not finished. By devoting the whole of your attention to the business, I mean I want you to have no spare time to conduct any investigations as to my identity. By a method which I will not trouble to explain to you I am able to leave this building without any person being aware of the fact that I am the editor of this interesting publication. When you have been through your letters I want you to translate those which contain the most important particulars and forward them by a messenger who will call every evening at five o’clock. Your salary will be paid regularly, and you will not be bothered with any editorial duties. And now, if you will please go into the outer room and wait a few moments, you may return in five minutes and begin on this accumulation of correspondence.”

Poltavo, with a little bow, obeyed, and closed the door carefully behind him. He heard a click, and knew that the same electric control which had opened the outer door had now closed the inner. At the end of five minutes, as near as he could judge, he tried the door. It opened readily and he stepped into the inner office. The room was empty. There was a door leading out to the corridor, but something told the new assistant that this was not the manner of egress which his employer had adopted. He looked round carefully. There was no other door, but behind the chair where the veiled man had sat was a large cupboard. This he opened without, however, discovering any solution to the mystery of Mr. Brown’s disappearance, for the cupboard was filled with books and stationery. He then began a systematic search of the apartment. He tried all the drawers of the desk and found they were open, whereupon his interest in their contents evaporated, since he knew a gentleman of Mr. Brown’s wide experience was hardly likely to leave important particulars concerning himself in an unlocked desk. Poltavo shrugged his shoulders, deftly rolling a cigarette, which he lit, then pulling the chair up to the desk he began to attack the pile of letters which awaited his attention.

For six weeks Mr. Poltavo had worked with painstaking thoroughness in the new service. Every Friday morning he had found on his desk an envelope containing two bank notes neatly folded and addressed to himself. Every evening at five o’clock a hardfaced messenger had called and received a bulky envelope containing Poltavo’s translations.

The Pole was a keen student of the little paper, which he bought every week, and he had noted that very little of the information he had gleaned appeared in print. Obviously then Gossip’s Corner served Mr. Brown in some other way than as a vehicle for scandal, and the veil was partly lifted on this mysterious business on an afternoon when there had come a sharp tap at the outer door of the office. Poltavo pressed the button on the desk, which released the lock, and presently the tap was repeated on the inside door.

The door opened and a girl stood in the entrance hesitating.

“Won’t you come in?” said Poltavo, rising.

“Are you the editor of this paper?” asked the girl, as she slowly closed the door behind her.

Poltavo bowed. He was always ready to accept whatever honour chance bestowed upon him. Had she asked him if he were Mr. Brown, he would also have bowed.

“I had a letter from you,” said the girl, coming to the other side of the table and resting her hand on its edge and looking down at him a little scornfully, and a little fearfully, as Poltavo thought.

He bowed again. He had not written letters to anybody save to his employer, but his conscience was an elastic one.

“I write so many letters,” he said airily, “that I really forget whether I have written to you or not. May I see the letter?”

She opened her bag, took out an envelope, removed the letter and passed it across to the interested young man. It was written on the noteheading of Gossip’s Corner, but the address had been scratched out by a stroke of the pen. It ran:

“Dear Madam, —

“Certain very important information has come into my possession regarding the relationships between yourself and Captain Brackly. I feel sure you cannot know that your name is being associated with that officer. As the daughter and heiress of the late Sir George Billk, you may imagine that your wealth and position in society relieves you of criticism, but I can assure you that the stories which have been sent to me would, were they placed in the hands of your husband, lead to the most unhappy consequences.

“In order to prevent this matter going any further, and in order to silence the voices of your detractors, our special inquiry department is willing to undertake the suppression of these scandalmongers. It will cost you £10,000, which should be paid to me in notes. If you agree, put an advertisement in the agony column of the Morning Mist, and I will arrange a meeting where the money can be paid oven On no account address me at my office or endeavour to interview me there.

“Yours very truly,

“J. Brown.”

Poltavo read the letter and now the function of Gossip’s Corner was very clear. He refolded the letter and handed it back to the girl.

“I may not be very clever,” said the visitor, “but I think I can understand what blackmail is when I see it.”

Poltavo was in a quandary, but only for a moment.

“I did not write that letter,” he said suavely; “it was written without my knowledge. When I said that I was the editor of this paper, I meant, of course, that I was the acting editor. Mr. Brown conducts his business quite independently of myself. I know all the circumstances,” he added hastily, since he was very anxious that the girl should not refuse him further information in the belief that he was an inconsiderable quantity, “and I sympathize with you most sincerely.”

A little smile curled the lips of the visitor.

Poltavo was ever a judge of men and women, and he knew that this was no yielding, timid creature to be terrified by the fear of exposure.

“The matter can be left in the hands of Captain Brackly and my husband to settle,” she said. “I am going to take the letter to my solicitors. I shall also show it to the two men most affected.”

Now the letter had been written four days earlier, as Poltavo had seen, and he argued that if it had not been revealed to these “two men most affected” in the first heat of the lady’s anger and indignation, it would never be shown at all.

“I think you are very wise,” he said suavely, “After all, what is a little unpleasantness of that character? Who cares about the publication of a few letters?”

“Has he got letters?” asked the girl quickly, with a change of tone.

Poltavo bowed again.

“Will they be returned?” she asked.

Poltavo nodded, and the girl bit her lips thoughtfully.

“I see,” she said.

She looked at the letter again and without another word went out.

Poltavo accompanied her to the outer door.

“It is the prettiest kind of blackmail,” she said at parting, and she spoke without heat. “I have only now to consider which will pay me best.”

The Pole closed the door behind her and walked back to his inner office, opened the door and stood aghast, for sitting in the chair which he had so recently vacated was the veiled man.

He was chuckling, partly at Poltavo’s surprise, partly at some amusing thought.

“Well done, Poltavo,” he said; “excellently fenced.”

“Did you hear?” asked the Pole, surprised in spite of himself.

“Every word,” said the other. “Well, what do you think of it?”

Poltavo pulled a chair from the wall and sat down facing his chief.

“I think it is very clever,” he said admiringly, “but I also think I am not getting sufficient salary.”

The veiled man nodded.

“I think you are right,” he agreed, “and I will see that it is increased. What a fool the woman was to come here!”

“Either a fool or a bad actress,” said Poltavo.

“What do you mean?” asked the other quickly.

Poltavo shrugged his shoulders.

“To my mind,” he said after a moment’s thought, “there is no doubt that I have witnessed a very clever comedy. An effective one, I grant, because it has accomplished all that was intended.”

“And what was intended?” asked Mr. Brown curiously.

“It was intended by you and carried out by you in order to convey to me the exact character of your business,” said Poltavo. “I judged that fact from the following evidence.” He ticked off the points one by one on his long white fingers. “The lady’s name was, according to the envelope, let us say, Lady Cruxbury; but the lady’s real name, according to some silver initials on her bag, began with ‘G.’ Those initials I also noted on the little handkerchief she took from her bag. Therefore she was not the person to whom the letter was addressed, or if she was, the letter was a blind. In such an important matter Lady Cruxbury would come herself. My own view is that there is no Lady Cruxbury, that the whole letter was concocted and was delivered to me whilst you were watching me from some hiding place in order to test my discretion, and, as I say, to make me wise in the ways of your admirable journal.”

Mr. Brown laughed long and softly.

“You are a clever fellow, Poltavo,” he said admiringly, “and you certainly deserve your rise of salary. Now I am going to be frank with you. I admit that the whole thing was a blind. You now know my business, and you now know my raison d’etre, so to speak. Are you willing to continue?”

“At a price,” said the other.

“Name it,” said the veiled man quietly.

“I am a poor adventurer,” began Poltavo; “my life—”

“Cut all that stuff out,” said Mr. Brown roughly, “I am not going to give you a fortune. I am going to give you the necessities of life and a little comfort.”

Poltavo walked to the window and thrusting his hands deep into his trouser pockets stared out. Presently he turned. “The necessities of life to me,” he said, “are represented by a flat in St James’s Street, a car, a box at the Opera.

“You will get none of these,” interrupted Mr. Brown. “Be reasonable.”

Poltavo smiled.

“I am worth a fortune to you,” he said, “because I have imagination. Here, for example.” He picked out a letter from a heap on the desk and opened it. The caligraphy was typically Latin and the handwriting was vile. “Here is a letter from an Italian,” he said, “which to the gross mind may perhaps represent wearisome business details. To a mind of my calibre, it is clothed in rich possibilities.” He leaned across the table; his eyes lighted up with enthusiasm. “There may be an enormous fortune in this,” and he tapped the letter slowly. “Here is a man who desires the great English newspaper, of which he has heard (though Heaven only knows how he can have heard it), to discover the whereabouts and the identity of a certain M. Fallock.”

The veiled man started.

“Fallock,” he repeated.

Poltavo nodded.

“Our friend Fallock has built a house ‘of great wonder,’ to quote the letter of our correspondent. In this house are buried millions of lira — doesn’t that fire your imagination, dear colleague?”

“Built a house, did he?” repeated the other.

“Our friends tell me,” Poltavo went on,— “did I tell you it was written on behalf of two men? — that they have a clue and in fact that they know Mr. Fallock’s address, and they are sure he is engaged in a nefarious business, but they require confirmation of their knowledge.”

The man at the table was silent.

His fingers drummed nervously on the blotting pad and his head was sunk forward as a man weighing a difficult problem.

“All child’s talk,” he said roughly, “these buried treasures! — I have heard of them before. They are just two imaginative foreigners. I suppose they want you to advance their fare?”

“That is exactly what they do ask,” said Poltavo.

The man at the desk laughed uneasily behind his veil and rose.

“It’s the Spanish prison trick,” he said; “surely you are not deceived by that sort of stuff?”

Poltavo shrugged his shoulders.

“Speaking as one who has also languished in a Spanish prison,” he smiled, “and who has also sent out invitations to the generous people of England to release him from his sad position — a release which could only be made by generous payments — I thoroughly understand the delicate workings of that particular fraud; but we robbers of Spain, dear colleague, do not write in our native language, we write in good, or bad, English. We write not in vilely spelt Italian because we know that the recipient of our letter will not take the trouble to get it translated. No, this is no Spanish prison trick. This is genuine.”

“May I see the letter?”

Poltavo handed it across the table, and the man turning his back for a moment upon his assistant lifted his veil and read. He folded the letter and put it in his pocket.

“I will think about it,” he said gruffly.

“Another privilege I would crave from you in addition to the purely nominal privilege of receiving more salary,” said Poltavo.

“What is it?”

The Pole spread out his hands in a gesture of self-depreciation.

“It is weak of me, I admit,” he said, “but I am anxious — foolishly anxious — to return to the society of well-clothed men and pretty women. I pine for social life. It is a weakness of mine,” he added apologetically. “I want to meet stockbrokers, financiers, politicians and other chevaliers d’industrie on equal terms, to wear the grande habit, to listen to soft music, to drink good wine.”

“Well?” asked the other suspiciously. “What am I to do?”

“Introduce me to society,” said Poltavo sweetly— “most particularly do I desire to meet that merchant prince of whose operations I read in the newspapers, Mr. how-do-you-call-him? — Farrington.”

The veiled man sat in silence for a good minute, and then he rose, opened the cupboard and put in his hand. There was a click and the cupboard with its interior swung back, revealing another room which was in point of fact an adjoining suite of offices, also rented by Mr. Brown. He stood silently in the opening, his chin on his breast, his hands behind him, then:

“You are very clever, Poltavo,” he said, and passed through and the cupboard swung back in its place.
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“Assassin!”

This was the cry which rang out in the stillness of the night, and aroused the interest of one inhabitant of Brakely Square who was awake. Mr. Gregory Farrington, a victim of insomnia, heard the sound, and put down the book he was reading, with a frown. He rose from his easy chair, pulled his velvet dressing gown lightly round his rotund form and shuffled to the window. His blinds were lowered, but these were of the ordinary type, and he stuck two fingers between two of the laths.

There was a moist film on the window through which the street lamps showed blurred and indistinct, and he rubbed the pane clear with the tips of his fingers (he described every action to T.B. Smith afterwards).

Two men stood outside the house. They occupied the centre of the deserted pavement, and they were talking excitedly. Through the closed window Mr. Farrington could hear the staccato rattle of their voices, and by the gesticulations, familiar to one who had lived for many years in a Latin country, he gathered that they were of that breed.

He saw one raise his hand to strike the other and caught the flash of a pistol-barrel excitedly flourished.

“Humph!” said Mr. Farrington.

He was alone in his beautiful house in Brakely Square. His butler, the cook, and one sewing maid and the chauffeur were attending the servants’ ball which the Manley-Potters were giving. Louder grew the voices on the pavement.

“Thief!” shrilled a voice in French, “Am I to be robbed of—” and the rest was indistinguishable.

There was a policeman on point duty at the other side of the square. Mr. Farrington’s fingers rubbed the glass with greater energy, and his anxious eyes looked left and right for the custodian of the law.

He crept down the stairs, opened the metal flap of the letterbox and listened. It was not difficult to hear all they said, though they had dropped their voices, for they stood at the foot of the steps.

“What is the use?” said one in French. “There is a reward large enough for two — but for him — my faith! there is money to be made, sufficient for twenty. It is unfortunate that we should meet on similar errands, but I swear to you I did not desire to betray you—” The voice sank.

Mr. Farrington chewed the butt of his cigar in the darkness of the hall and pieced together the jigsaw puzzle of this disjointed conversation. These men must be associates of Montague — Montague Fallock, who else?

Montague Fallock, the blackmailer for whom the police of Europe were searching, and individually and separately they had arranged to blackmail him — or betray him.

The fact that T.B. Smith also had a house in Brakely Square, and that T.B. Smith was an Assistant Commissioner of the police, and most anxious to meet Montague Fallock in the flesh, might supply reason enough to the logical Mr. Farrington for this conversation outside his respectable door.

“Yes, I tell you,” said the second man, angrily, “that I have arranged to see M’sieur — you must trust me—”

“We go together,” said the other, definitely, “I trust no man, least of all a confounded Neapolitan—”

Constable Habit had not heard the sound of quarrelling voices, as far as could be gathered from subsequent inquiry. His statement, now in the possession of T.B. Smith, distinctly says, “I heard nothing unusual.”

But suddenly two shots rang out.

“Clack — clack!” they went, the unmistakable sound of an automatic pistol or pistols, then a police whistle shrieked, and P. C. Habit broke into a run in the direction of the sound, blowing his own whistle as he ran.

He arrived to find three men, two undoubtedly dead on the ground, and the third, Mr. Farrington’s unpicturesque figure, standing shivering in the doorway of his house, a police whistle at his lips, and his grey velvet dressing-gown flapping in a chill eastern wind.

Ten minutes later T.B. Smith arrived on the scene from his house, to find a crowd of respectable size, half the bedroom windows of Brakely Square occupied by the morbid and the curious, and the police ambulance already on the spot.

“Dead, sir,” reported the constable.

T.B. looked at the men on the ground. They were obviously foreigners. One was well, almost richly dressed; the other wore the shabby evening dress of a waiter, under the long ulster which covered him from neck to foot.

The men lay almost head to head. One flat on his face (he had been in this position when the constable found him, and had been restored to that position when the methodical P. C. Habit found that he was beyond human assistance) and the other huddled on his side.

The police kept the crowd at a distance whilst the head of the secret police (T.B. Smith’s special department merited that description) made a careful examination. He found a pistol on the ground, and another under the figure of the huddled man, then as the police ambulance was backed to the pavement, he interviewed the shivering Mr. Farrington.

“If you will come upstairs,” said that chilled millionaire, “I will tell you all I know.”

T.B. sniffed the hall as he entered, but said nothing. He had his olfactory sense developed to an abnormal degree, but he was a tactful and a silent man.

He knew Mr. Farrington — who did not? — both as a new neighbour and as the possessor of great wealth.

“Your daughter—” he began.

“My ward,” corrected Mr. Farrington, as he switched on all the lights of his sittingroom, “she is out — in fact she is staying the night with my friend Lady Constance Dex — do you know her?”

T.B. nodded.

“I can only give you the most meagre information,” said Mr. Farrington. He was white and shaky, a natural state for a law-abiding man who had witnessed wilful murder. “I heard voices and went down to the door, thinking I would find a policeman — then I heard two shots almost simultaneously, and opened the door and found the two men as they were found by the policeman.”

“What were they talking about?”

Mr. Farrington hesitated.

“I hope I am not going to be dragged into this case as a witness?” he asked, rather than asserted, but received no encouragement in the spoken hope from T.B. Smith.

“They were discussing that notorious man, Montague Fallock,” said the millionaire; “one was threatening to betray him to the police.”

“Yes,” said T.B. It was one of those “yesses” which signified understanding and conviction.

Then suddenly he asked:

“Who was the third man?”

Mr. Farrington’s face went from white to red, and to white again.

“The third man?” he stammered.

“I mean the man who shot those two,” said T.B., “because if there is one thing more obvious than another it is that they were both killed by a third person. You see,” he went on, “though they had pistols neither had been discharged — that was evident, because on each the safety catch was raised. Also the lamppost near which they stood was chipped by a bullet which neither could have fired I suggest, Mr. Farrington, that there was a third man present. Do you object to my searching your house?”

A little smile played across the face of the other.

“I haven’t the slightest objection,” he said “Where will you start?”

“In the basement,” said T.B.; “that is to say, in your kitchen.”

The millionaire led the way down the stairs, and descended the back stairway which led to the domain of the absent cook. He turned on the electric light as they entered.

There was no sign of an intruder.

“That is the cellar door,” indicated Mr. Farrington, “this the larder, and this leads to the area passage. It is locked.”

T.B. tried the handle, and the door opened readily.

“This at any rate is open,” he said, and entered the dark passageway.

“A mistake on the part of the butler,” said the puzzled Mr. Farrington. “I have given the strictest orders that all these doors should be fastened, You will find the area door bolted and chained.”

T.B. threw the rays of his electric torch over the door.

“It doesn’t seem to be,” he remarked; “in fact, the door is ajar.”

Farrington gasped.

“Ajar?” he repeated. T.B. stepped out into the well of the tiny courtyard. It was approached from the street by a flight of stone stairs.

T.B. threw the circle of his lamp over the flagged yard. He saw something glittering and stooped to pick it up. The object was a tiny gold-capped bottle such as forms part of the paraphernalia in a woman’s handbag.

He lifted it to his nose and sniffed it.

“That is it,” he said.

“What?” asked Mr. Farrington, suspiciously.

“The scent I detected in your hall,” replied T.B. “A peculiar scent, is it not?” He raised the bottle to his nose again. “Not your ward’s by any chance?”

Farrington shook his head vigorously.

“Doris has never been in this area in her life,” he said; “besides, she dislikes perfumes.”

T.B. slipped the bottle in his pocket.

Further examination discovered no further clue as to the third person, and T.B. followed his host back to the study.

“What do you make of it?” asked Mr. Farrington.

T.B. did not answer immediately. He walked to the window and looked out. The little crowd which had been attracted by the shots and arrival of the police ambulance had melted away. The mist which had threatened all the evening had rolled into the square and the street lamps showed yellow through the dingy haze.

“I think,” he said, “that I have at last got on the track of Montague Fallock.”

Mr. Farrington looked at him with open mouth.

“You don’t mean that?” he asked incredulously.

T.B. inclined his head.

“The open door below — the visitor?” jerked the stout man, “you don’t think Montague Fallock was in the house tonight?”

T.B. nodded again, and there was a moment’s silence.

“He has been blackmailing me,” said Mr. Farrington, thoughtfully, “but I don’t think—”

The detective turned up his coat collar preparatory to leaving.

“I have a rather unpleasant job,” he said. “I shall have to search those unfortunate men.”

Mr. Farrington shivered. “Beastly,” he said, huskily.

T.B. glanced round the beautiful apartment with its silver fittings, its soft lights and costly panellings. A rich, warm fire burnt in an oxidized steel grate. The floor was a patchwork of Persian rugs, and a few pictures which adorned the walls must have been worth a fortune.

On the desk there was a big photograph in a plain silver frame — the photograph of a handsome woman in the prime of life.

“Pardon me,” said T.B., and crossed to the picture, “this is—”

“Lady Constance Dex,” said the other, shortly— “a great friend of mine and my ward’s.”

“Is she in town?’”

Mr. Farrington shook his head.

“She is at Great Bradley,” he said; “her brother is the rector there.”

“Great Bradley?”

T.B.’s frown showed an effort to recollect something.

“Isn’t that the locality which contains the Secret House?”

“I’ve heard something about the place,” said Mr. Farrington with a little smile.

“C D.,” said the detective, making for the door.

“What?”

“Lady Constance Dex’s initials, I mean,” said T.B.

“Yes — why?”

“Those are the initials on the gold scent bottle, that is all,” said the detective. “Good night”

He left Mr. Farrington biting his finger nails — a habit he fell into when he was seriously perturbed.
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T.B. Smith sat alone in his office in Scotland Yard. Outside, the Embankment, the river, even the bulk of the Houses of Parliament were blotted out by the dense fog. For two days London had lain under the pall, and if the weather experts might be relied upon, yet another two days of fog was to be expected.

The cheery room, with its polished oak panelling and the chaste elegance of its electroliers, offered every inducement to a lover of comfort to linger. The fire glowed bright and red in the tiled fireplace, a silver clock on the mantelpiece ticked musically, and at his hand was a white-covered tray with a tiny silver teapot, and the paraphernalia necessary for preparing his meal — that strange tea-supper which was one of T.B. Smith’s eccentricities.

He glanced at the clock; the hands pointed to twentyfive minutes past one.

He pressed a little button let into the side of the desk, and a few seconds later there was a gentle tap at the door, and a helmetless constable appeared. “Go to the record room and get me” — he consulted a slip of paper on the desk—” Number G794I.”

The man withdrew noiselessly, and T.B. Smith poured out a cup of tea for himself.

There was a thoughtful line on his broad forehead, a look of unaccustomed worry on the handsome face, tanned with the suns of Southern France. He had come back from his holiday to a task which required the genius of a superman. He had to establish the identity of the greatest swindler of modern times, Montague Fallock. And now another reason existed for his search. To Montague Fallock, or his agent, must be ascribed the death of two men found in Brakely Square the night before.

No man had seen Montague; there was no photograph to assist the army of detectives who were seeking him. His agents had been arrested and interrogated, but they were but the agents of agents. The man himself was invisible. He stood behind a steel network of banks and lawyers and anonymities, unreachable.

The constable returned, bearing under his arm a little black leather envelope, and, depositing it on the desk of the Assistant Commissioner, withdrew.

T.B. opened the envelope and removed three neat packages tied with red tape. He unfastened one of these and laid three cards before him. They were three photographic enlargements of a finger print. It did not need the eye of an expert to see they were of the same finger, though it was obvious that they had been made under different circumstances.

T.B. compared them with a smaller photograph he had taken from his pocket. Yes, there was no doubt about it. The four pictures, secured by a delicate process from the almost invisible print on the latest letter of the blackmailer, proved beyond any doubt the identity of Lady Dex’s correspondent.

He rang the bell again and the constable appeared in the doorway.

“Is Mr. Ela in his office?”

“Yes, sir. He’s been taking information about that Dock case.”

“Dock case? Oh yes, I remember; two men were caught rifling the Customs store; they shot a dock constable and got away.”

“They both got away, sir,” said the man, “but one was shot by the constable’s mate; they found his blood on the pavement outside where their motorcar was waiting.”

T.B. nodded.

“Ask Mr. Ela to come in when he is through,” he said.

Mr. Ela was evidently “through,” for almost immediately after the message had gone, the long, melancholy face of the superintendent appeared in the doorway.

“Come in, Ela,” smiled T.B.; “tell me all your troubles.”

“My main trouble,” replied Ela, as he sank Wearily into the padded chair, “is to induce eyewitnesses to agree as to details; there is absolutely no clue as to the identity of the robbers, and nearly murderers. The number of the car was a spurious one, and was not traced beyond Limehouse. I am up against a blank wall. The only fact I have to go upon is the very certain fact that one of the robbers was either wounded or killed and carried to the car by his friend, and that his body will have to turn up somewhere or other — then we may have something to go on.”

“If it should prove to be that of my friend Montague Fallock,” said T.B. humorously, “I shall be greatly relieved. What were your thieves after — bullion?”

“Hardly! No, they seem to be fairly prosaic pilferers. They engaged in going through a few trunks — part of the personal baggage of the Mandavia which arrived from Coast ports on the day previous. The baggage was just heavy truck; the sort of thing that a passenger leaves in the docks for a day or two till he has arranged for their carriage. The trunks disturbed, included one of the First Secretary to a High Commissioner in Congoland, a dress basket of a Mrs. Somebody-or-other whose name I forget — she is the wife of a Commissioner — and a small box belonging to Dr. Goldworthy, who has just come back from the Congo where he has been investigating sleeping sickness.”

“Doesn’t sound thrilling,” said T.B. thoughtfully; “but why do swagger criminals come in their motorcars with their pistols and masks — they were masked if I remember the printed account aright?” Ela nodded. “Why do they come on so prosaic an errand?”

“Tell me,” said Ela, laconically, then, “What is your trouble?”

“Montague,” said the other, with a grim smile, “Montague Fallock, Esquire. He has been demanding a modest ten thousand pounds from Lady Constance Dex — Lady Constance being a sister of the Hon. and Rev. Harry Dex, Vicar of Great Bradley. The usual threat — exposure of an old love affair.

“Dex is a large, bland aristocrat under the thumb of his sister; the lady, a masterful woman, still beautiful; the indiscretion partly atoned by the death of the man. He died in Africa. Those are the circumstances that count. The brother knows, but our friend Montague will have it that the world should know. He threatens to murder, if necessary, should she betray his demands to the police. This is not the first time he has uttered this threat. Farrington, the millionaire, was the last man, and curiously, a friend of Lady Dex.”

“It’s weird — the whole business,” mused Ela. “The two men you found in the square didn’t help you?”

T.B., pacing the apartment with his hand in his pocket, shook his head.

“Ferreira de Coasta was one, and Henri Sans the other. Both men undoubtedly in the employ of Montague, at some time or other. The former was a well-educated man, who may have acted as intermediary. He was an architect who recently got into trouble in Paris over money matters. Sans was a courier agent, a more or less trusted messenger. There was nothing on either body to lead me to Montague Fallock, save this.”

He pulled open the drawer of his desk and produced a small silver locket It was engraved in the ornate style of cheap jewellery and bore a half-obliterated monogram.

He pried open the leaf of the locket with his thumbnail. There was nothing in its interior save a small white disc.

“A little gummed label,” explained T.B., “but the inscription is interesting.”

Ela held the locket to the light, and read:

“Mor: Cot.

God sav the Keng.”

“Immensely patriotic, but unintelligible and illiterate,” said T.B., slipping the medallion into his pocket, and locking away the dossier in one of the drawers of his desk.

Ela yawned.

“Fm sorry — I’m rather sleepy. By the way, isn’t Great Bradley, about which you were speaking, the home of a romance?”

T.B. nodded with a twinkle in his eye.

“It is the town which shelters the Secret House,” he said, as he rose, “but the eccentricities of lovesick Americans, who build houses equally eccentric, are not matters for police investigation. You can share my car on a fog-breaking expedition as far as Chelsea,” he added, as he slipped into his overcoat and pulled on his gloves; “we may have the luck to run over Montague.”

“You are in the mood for miracles,” said Ela, as they were descending the stairs.

“I am in the mood for bed,” replied T.B. truthfully. Outside the fog was so thick that the two men hesitated. T.B.’s chauffeur was a wise and patient constable, but felt in his wisdom that patience would be wasted on an attempt to reach Chelsea.

“It’s thick all along the road, sir,” he said. “I’ve just ‘phoned through to Westminster Police Station, and they say it is madness to attempt to take a car through the fog.”

T.B. nodded.

“I’ll sleep here,” he said. “You’d better bed down somewhere, David, and you, Ela?”

“I’ll take a little walk in the park,” said the sarcastic Mr. Ela.

T.B. went back to his room, Ela following.

He switched on the light, but stood still in the doorway. In the ten minutes’ absence some one had been there. Two drawers of the desk had been forced; the floor was littered with papers flung there hurriedly by the searcher.

T.B. stepped swiftly to the desk — the envelope had gone.

A window was open and the fog was swirling into the room.

“There’s blood here,” said Mr. Ela. He pointed to the dappled blotting pad.

“Cut his hand on the glass,” said T.B. and jerked his head to the broken pane in the window. He peered out through the open casement. A hook ladder, such as American firemen use, was hanging to the parapet. So thick was the fog that it was impossible to see how long the ladder was, but the two men pulled it up with scarcely an effort. It was made of a stout light wood, with short steel brackets affixed at intervals.

“Blood on this too,” said Ela, then, to the constable who had come to his ring, he jerked his orders rapidly: “Inspector on duty to surround the office with all the reserve—’phone Cannon Row all men available to circle Scotland Yard, and to take into custody a man with a cut hand—’phone all stations to that effect.”

“There’s little chance of getting our friend,” said T.B. He took up a magnifying glass and examined the stains on the pad.

“Who was he?” asked Ela.

T.B. pointed to the stain.

“Montague,” he said, briefly, “and he now knows the very thing I did not wish him to know.”

“And that is?”

T.B. did not speak for a moment. He stood looking down at the evidence which the intruder had left behind.

“He knows how much I know,” he said, grimly, “but he may also imagine I know more — there are going to be developments.”
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It was a bad night in London, not wild or turbulent, but swathed to the eyes like an Eastern woman in a soft grey garment of fog. It engulfed the walled canyons of the city, through which the traffic had roared all day, plugged up the maze of dark side-streets, and blotted out the open squares. Close to the ground it was thick, viscous, impenetrable, so that one could not see a yard ahead, and walked ghostlike, adventuring into a strange world.

Occasionally it dispersed. In front of the Jollity Theatre numbers of arc-lights wrought a wavering mist-hung yellow space, into which a constant line of vehicles, like monstrous shiny beetles, emerged from the outer nowhere, disgorged their contents, and were eclipsed again. And pedestrians in gay processional streamed across the ruddy glistening patch like figures on a slide.

Conspicuous in the shifting throng was a sharp-faced boy, ostensibly selling newspapers, but with a keen eye upon the arriving vehicles. Suddenly he darted to the curb, where an electric coupe had just drawn up. A man alighted heavily, and turned to assist a young woman.

For an instant the lad’s attention was deflected by the radiant vision. The girl, wrapped in a voluminous cloak of ivory colour, was tall and slim, with soft white throat and graceful neck; her eyes under shadowy lashes were a little narrow, but blue as autumn mist, and sparkling now with amusement.

“Watch your steps, auntie,” she warned laughingly, as a plump, elderly, little lady stepped stiffly from the coupe. “These London fogs are dangerous.”

The boy stood staring at her, his feet as helpless as if they had taken root to the ground. Suddenly he remembered his mission. His native impudence reasserted itself, and he started forward.

“Paper, sir?”

He addressed the man. For a moment it seemed as though he were to be rebuffed, then something in the boy’s attitude changed his mind.

As the man fumbled in an inner pocket for change, the lad took a swift inventory. The face beneath the tall hat was a powerful oval, paste-coloured, with thin lips, and heavy lines from nostril to jaw. The eyes were close set and of a turbid grey.

“It’s him,” the boy assured himself, and opened his mouth to speak.

The girl laughed amusedly at the spectacle of her companion’s passion for news in this grimy atmosphere, and turned to the young man in evening dress who had just dismissed his taxi and joined the group.

It was the diversion the boy had prayed for. He took a quick step toward the older man.

“T.B. S.,” he said, in a soft but distinct undertone.

The man’s face blanched suddenly, and a com which he held in his large, white-gloved palm slipped jingling to the pavement.

The young messenger stooped and caught it dexterously.

“T.B. S.,” he whispered again, insistently.

“Here?” the answer came hoarsely. The man’s lips trembled.

“Watchin’ this theatre — splits1 by the million,” finished the boy promptly, and with satisfaction. Under cover of returning the coin, he thrust a slip of white paper into the other’s hand.

1 Splits: detectives.

Then he wheeled, ducked to the girl with a gay little swagger of impudence, threw a lightning glance of scrutiny at her young escort, and turning, was lost in the throng.

The whole incident occupied less than a minute, and presently the four were seated in their box, and the gay strains from the overture of The Strand Girl came floating up to them.

“I wish I were a little street gamin in London,” said the girl pensively, fingering the violets at her corsage. “Think of the adventures! Don’t you, Frank?”

Frank Doughton looked across at her with smiling significant eyes, which brought a flush to her cheeks.

“No,” he said softly, “I do not!”

The girl laughed at him and shrugged her round white shoulders.

“For a young journalist, Frank, you are too obvious — too delightfully verdant. You should study indirection, subtlety, finesse — study our mutual friend Count Poltavo!”

She meant it mischievously, and produced the effect she desired.

At the name the young man’s brow darkened.

“He isn’t coming here tonight?” Doughton asked, in aggrieved tones.

The girl nodded, her eyes dancing with laughter.

“What can you see in that man, Doris?” he protested. “I’ll bet you anything you like that the fellow’s a rogue! A smooth, soft-smiling rascal! Lady Dinsmore,” he appealed to the elder woman, “do you like him?”

“Oh, don’t ask Aunt Patricia!” cried the girl. “She thinks him quite the most fascinating man in London. Don’t deny it, auntie!”

“I shan’t,” said the lady, calmly, “for it’s true! Count Poltavo” — she paused, to inspect through her lorgnette some newcomers in the opposite box, where she got just a glimpse of a grey dress in the misty depths of the box, the whiteness of a gloved hand lying upon the box’s edge— “Count Poltavo is the only interesting man in London. He is a genius.” She shut her lorgnette with a snap. “It delights me to talk with him. He smiles and murmurs gay witticisms and quotes Talleyrand and Lucullus, and all the while, in the back of his head, quite out of reach, his real opinions of you are being tabulated and ranged neatly in a row like bottles on a shelf.”

Doris nodded thoughtfully.

“I’d like to take down some of those bottles,” she said. “Some day perhaps I shall.”

“They’re probably labelled poison,” remarked Frank viciously. He looked at the girl with a growing sense of injury. Of late she had seemed absolutely changed towards him; and from being his good friend, with established intimacies, she had turned before his very eyes into an alien, almost an enemy, more beautiful than ever, to be true, but perverse, mocking, impish. She flouted him for his youth, his bluntness, his guileless transparency. But hardest of all to bear was the delicate derision with which she treated his awkward attempts to express his passion for her, to speak of the fever which had taken possession of him, almost against his will. And now, he reflected bitterly, with this velvet fop of a count looming up as a possible rival, with his savoir faire, and his absurd penchant for literature and art, what chance had he, a plain Briton, against such odds? — unless, as he profoundly believed, the chap was a crook. He determined to sound her guardian.

“Mr. Farrington,” he asked aloud, “what do you think — hallo!” He sprang up suddenly and thrust out a supporting arm.

Farrington had risen, and stood swaying slightly upon his feet. He was frightfully pale, and his countenance was contracted as if in pain. He lifted a wavering hand to his head.

With a supreme effort he steadied himself.

“Doris,” he asked quickly, “I meant to ask you — where did you leave Lady Constance?”

The girl looked up in surprise.

“I haven’t seen her to-day — she went down to Great Bradley last night — didn’t she, auntie?”

The elder woman nodded.

“Mannish, and not a little discourteous I think,” she said, “leaving her guests and motoring through the fog to the country. I sometimes think Constance Dex is a trifle mad.”

“I wish I could share your views,” said Farrington, grimly.

He turned abruptly to Doughton.

“Look after Doris,” he said. “I have remembered — an engagement.”

He beckoned Frank, with a scarcely perceptible gesture, and the two men passed out of the box.

“Have you discovered anything?” he asked, when they were outside.

“About what?” asked Frank, innocently.

A grim smile broke the tense lines of Mr. Farrington’s face.

“Really!” he said, drily, “for a young man engaged in most important investigations you are casual.”

“Oh! — the Tollington business,” said the other. “No, Mr. Farrington, I have found nothing. I don’t think it is my game really — investigating and discovering people. I’m a pretty good short story writer but a pretty rotten detective. Of course, it is awfully kind of you to have given me the job—”

“Don’t talk nonsense,” snapped the older man. “It isn’t kindness — it’s self-interest. Somewhere in this country is the heir to the Tollington millions. I am one of the trustees to that estate and I am naturally keen on discovering the man who will relieve me of my responsibility. There is a hundred pounds awaiting the individual who unearths this heir.”

He glanced at his watch.

“There is one other thing I want to speak to you about — and that is Doris.”

They stood in the little corridor which ran at the back of the boxes, and Frank wondered why he had chosen this moment to discuss such urgent and intimate matters. He was grateful enough to the millionaire for the commission he had given him — though with the information to go upon, looking for the missing Tollington heir was analogous to seeking the proverbial needle — but grateful for the opportunity, which even this association gave him for meeting Doris Gray, he was quite content to continue the search indefinitely.

“You know my views,” the other went on — he glanced at his watch again. “I want Doris to marry you. She is a dear girl, the only human being in the world for whom I have any affection,” His voice trembled, and none could doubt his sincerity. “Somehow I am getting nervous about things — that shooting which I witnessed the other night has made me jumpy — go in and win.”

He offered a cold hand to the other, and Frank took it, then, with a little jerk of his head, and a muttered “shan’t be gone long,” he passed into the vestibule, and out into the foggy street. A shrill whistle brought a taxi from the gloom.

“The Savoy,” said Farrington. He sprang in, and the cab started with a jerk.

A minute later he thrust his head from the window.

“You may drop me here,” he called. He descended and paid his fare. “I’ll walk the rest of the way,” he remarked casually.

“Bit thickish on foot tonight, sir,” offered the driver respectfully. “Better let me set you down at the hotel.” But his fare was already lost in the enveloping mist.

Farrington wrapped his muffler closely about his chin, pulled down his hat to shadow his eyes, and hurried along like a man with a set destination.

Presently he halted and signalled to another cab, crawling along close to the curb.
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The fog was still heavy, and the blurred street-lamps looked ghastly in the yellow mist, when the little newsboy messenger, the first half of his mission performed, struck briskly riverward to complete his business. He disposed of his papers by the simple expedient of throwing them into a street refuse-bin. He jumped on a passing ‘bus, and after half an hour’s cautious drive reached Southwark. He entered one of the narrow streets leading from the Borough. Here the gas lamps were fewer, and the intersecting streets more narrow and gloomy.

He plunged down a dark and crabbed way, glancing warily behind him now and then to see if he was being followed.

Here, between invisible walls, the fog hung thick and warm and sticky, crowding up close, with a kind of blowsy intimacy that whispered the atmosphere of the place. Occasionally, close to his ear, snatches of loose song burst out, or a coarse face loomed head-high through the reek.

But the boy was upon his native heath and scuttled along, whistling softly between closed teeth, as, with a dexterity born of long practice, he skirted slush and garbage sinks, slipped around the blacker gulfs that denoted unguarded basement holes, and eluded the hideous shadows that lurched by in the gloom.

Hugging the wall, he presently became aware of footsteps behind him. He rounded a corner, and, turning swiftly, collided with something which grabbed him with great hands. Without hesitation, the lad leaned down and set his teeth deep into the hairy arm.

The man let go with a hoarse bellow of rage and the boy, darting across the alley, could hear him stumbling after him in blind search of the narrow way.

As he sped along a door suddenly opened in the blank wall beside him, and a stream of ruddy light gushed out, catching him square within its radiance, mud-spattered, starry-eyed, vivid.

A man stood framed in the doorway.

“Come in,” he commanded, briefly.

The boy obeyed. Surreptitiously he wiped the wet and mud from his face and tried to reduce his wild breathing.

The room which he entered was meagre and stale-smelling, with bare floor and stained and sagging wallpaper; unfurnished save for a battered deal-table and some chairs.

He sank into one of them and stared with frank curiosity past his employer, who had often entrusted him with messages requiring secrecy, past his employer’s companion, to the third figure in the room — a prostrate figure which lay quite still under the heavy folds of a long dark ulster with its face turned to the wall.

“Well?” It was a singularly agreeable voice which aroused him, soft and wellbred, but with a faint foreign accent. The speaker was his employer, a slender dark man, with a finely carved face, immobile as the Sphinx. He had laid aside his Inverness and top hat, and showed himself in evening dress with a large — perhaps a thought too large — buttonhole of Parma violets, which sent forth a faint fragrance.

Of the personality of the man the messenger knew nothing more than that he was foreign, eccentric in a quiet way, lived in a grand house near Portland Place, and rewarded him handsomely for his occasional services. That the grand house was an hotel at which Poltavo had run up an uncomfortable bill he could not know.

The boy related his adventures of the evening, not omitting to mention his late pursuer.

The man listened quietly, brooding, his elbows upon the table, his inscrutable face propped in the crotch of his hand. A ruby, set quaintly in a cobra’s head, gleamed from a ring upon his little finger. Presently he roused.

“That’s all tonight, my boy,” he said, gravely.

He drew out his purse, extracted a sovereign, and laid it in the messenger’s hand.

“And this,” he said, softly, holding up a second gold piece, “is for — discretion! You comprehend?”

The boy shot a swift glance, not unmixed with terror, at the still, recumbent figure in the corner, mumbled an assent and withdrew. Out in the dampness of the fog, he took a long, deep breath.

As the door closed behind him, the door of an inner room opened and Farrington came out. He had preceded the messenger by five minutes. The young exquisite leaned back in his chair, and smiled into the sombre eyes of his companion.

“At last!” he breathed, softly. “The thing moves. The wheels are beginning to revolve!”

The other nodded gloomily, his glance straying off toward the corner of the room.

“They’ve got to revolve a mighty lot more before the night’s done!” he replied, with heavy significance.

“I needn’t tell you,” he continued, “that we must move in this venture with extreme caution. A single misstep at the outset, the slightest breath of suspicion, and pff! the entire superstructure falls to the ground.”

“That is doubtless true, Mr. Farrington,” murmured his companion, pleasantly. He leaned down to inhale the fragrant scent of the violets. “But you forget one little thing. This grand superstructure you speak of — so mysteriously” — he hid a slight smile— “I don’t know it — all. You have seen fit, in your extreme caution, to withhold complete information from me.”

He paused, and regarded his companion with a level, steady gaze. A faint, ironical smile played about the corners of his mouth; he spoke with a slightly foreign accent, which was at once pleasant and piquant.

“Is it not so, my friend?” he asked, softly. “I am — how you say — left out in the cold — I do not even know your immediate plans.”

His countenance was serene and unruffled, and it was only by his slightly quickened breathing that the conversation held any unusual significance.

The other stirred uneasily in his chair.

“There are certain financial matters,” he said, with a light air.

“There are others immediately pressing,” interrupted his companion. “I observe, for example, that your right hand is covered by a glove which is much larger than that on your left. I imagine that beneath the white kid there is a thin silk bandage. Really, for a millionaire, Mr. Farrington, you are singularly — shall I say—’furtive’?”

“Hush!” whispered Farrington, hoarsely. He glanced about half-fearfully.

The younger man ignored the outburst He laid a persuasive hand upon his companion’s arm.

“My friend,” he said gravely, “let me give you a bit of good advice. Believe me, I speak disinterestedly. Take me into your counsel. I think you need assistance — and I have already given you a taste of my quality in that respect. This afternoon when I called upon you in your home in Brakely Square, suggesting that a man of my standing might be of immense value to you, you were at first innocently dull, then suspicious. After I told you of my adventures in the office of a certain Society journal you were angry. Frankly,” the young man shrugged his shoulders, “I am a penniless adventurer — can I be more frank than that? I call myself Count Poltavo — yet the good God knows that my family can give no greater justification to the claim of nobility than the indiscretions of lovely Lydia Poltavo, my grandmother, can offer. For the matter of that I might as well be prince on the balance of probability. I am living by my wits: I have cheated at cards, I have hardly stopped short of murder — I need the patronage of a strong wealthy man, and you fulfil all my requirements.”

He bowed slightly to the other, and went on:

“You challenged me to prove my worth — I accepted that challenge. Tonight, as you entered the theatre, you were told by a messenger that T.B. Smith — a most admirable man — was watching you — that he had practically surrounded the Jollity with detectives, and, moreover, I chose as my messenger a small youth who has served you more than once. Thus at one stroke I proved that not only did I know what steps authority was taking to your undoing, but also that I had surprised this splendid rendezvous — and your secret.”

He waived his hand around the sordid room, and his eyes rested awhile upon the silent, ulster-covered figure on the bed; his action was not without intent.

“You are an interesting man,” said Farrington, gruffly. He looked at his watch. “Join my party at the Jollity,” he said; “we can talk matters over. Incidentally, we may challenge Mr. Smith.” He smiled, but grew grave again. “I have lost a good friend there “ — he looked at the form on the bed; “there is no reason why you should not take his place. Is it true — what you said to-day — that you know something of applied mechanics?”

“I have a diploma issued by the College of Padua,” said the other promptly.
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At precisely ten o’clock, as the curtain came reefing slowly down upon the first act of The Strand Girl, Lady Dinsmore turned with outstretched hand to greet the first of the two men who had just entered the box.

“My dear Count,” she exclaimed, “I am disappointed in you! Here I have been paying you really quite tremendous compliments to these young people. I presume you are on Gregory’s ‘business’?”

“I am desolated!”

Count Poltavo had a way of looking at one gravely, with an air of concentrated attention, as if he were seeing through the words, into the very soul of the speaker. He was, indeed, a wonderful listener, and this quality, added to a certain buoyancy of temperament, accounted perhaps for his popularity in such society as he had been able to penetrate.

“Before I ask you to name the crime, Lady Dinsmore,” he said, “permit me to offer my humblest apologies for my lateness.”

Lady Dinsmore shook her head at him and glanced at Farrington, but that dour man had drawn a chair to the edge of the box, and was staring moodily down into the great auditorium.

“You are an incorrigible!” she declared, “but sit down and make your excuses at your leisure. You know my niece, and I think you have met Mr. Doughton. He is one of our future leaders of thought!”

The Count bowed, and sank into a chair beside his hostess.

Frank, after a frigidly polite acknowledgement, resumed his conversation with Doris, and Lady Dinsmore turned to her companion.

“Now for the explanation,” she exclaimed, briskly. “I shall not let you off! Unpunctuality is a crime, and your punishment shall be to confess its cause.”

Count Poltavo bent toward her with bright, smiling eyes.

“A very stupid and foolish business engagement,” he replied, “which required my personal attendance, and unfortunately that of Mr. Farrington.”

Lady Dinsmore threw up a protesting hand.

“Business has no charms to soothe my savage breast! Mr. Farrington,” she lowered her voice confidentially, “can talk of nothing else. When he was staying with us he was for ever telegraphing, cabling to America, or decoding messages. There was no peace in the house, by day or by night Finally I made a stand. ‘Gregory,’ I said, ‘you shall not pervert my servants with your odious tips, and turn my home into a public stock-exchange. Take your bulls and bears over to the Savoy and play with them there, and leave Doris to me.’ And he did!” she concluded triumphantly.

Count Poltavo looked about, as if noting for the first time Farrington’s preoccupation. “Is he quite well?” he inquired, in an undertone.

Lady Dinsmore shrugged her shoulders.

“Frankly, I think he had a slight indisposition, and magnified it in order to escape small talk. He hates music. Doris has been quite distrait ever since. The child adores her uncle — you know, of course, that she is his niece — the daughter of my sister. Gregory was her father’s brother — we are almost related.”

Her companion glanced across to the subject of their remarks. The girl sat in the front of the box, slim and elegant, her hands clasped loosely in her lap. She was watching the brilliant scene with a certain air of detachment, as if thinking of other things. Her usual lightness and gay banter seemed for the moment to have deserted her, leaving a soft brooding wistfulness that was strangely appealing.

The Count looked at her.

“She is very beautiful,” he murmured under his breath.

Something in his voice caught Lady Dinsmore’s attention. She eyed him keenly.

The Count met her look frankly.

“Is — is she engaged to her young friend?” he asked quietly. “Believe me, it is not vulgar curiosity which prompts the question. I — I am — interested.” His voice was as composed as ever.

Lady Dinsmore averted her gaze hurriedly and thought with lightning rapidity.

“I have not her confidence,” she replied at length, in a low tone; “she is a wise young woman and keeps her own counsel.” She appeared to hesitate. “She dislikes you,” she said. “I am sorry to wound you, but it is no secret.”

Count Poltavo nodded. “I know,” he said, simply. “Will you be my good friend and tell me why?”

Lady Dinsmore smiled. “I will do better than that,” she said kindly. “I will be your very good friend and give you a chance to ask her why. Frank,” — she bent forward and tapped the young man upon the shoulder with her fan,— “will you come over here and tell me what your editor means?”

The Count resigned his seat courteously, and took the vacant place beside the girl. A silence fell between them, which presently the man broke,

“Miss Gray,” he began, seriously, “your aunt kindly gave me this opportunity to ask you a question. Have I your permission also?”

The girl arched her eyebrows. Her lip curled ever so slightly.

“A question to which you and my Aunt Patricia could find no answer between you! It must be subtle indeed! How can I hope to succeed?”

He ignored her sarcasm. “Because it concerns yourself.”

“Ah!” She drew herself up and regarded him with sparkling eyes. One small foot began to tap the floor ominously. Then she broke into a vexed little laugh.

“I am no match for you with the foils, Count I admit it freely. I should have learned by this time that you never say what you mean, or mean what you say.”

“Forgive me, Miss Gray, if I say that you mistake me utterly. I mean always what I say — most of all to you. But to say all that I mean — to put into speech all that one hopes or dreams — or dares,” — his voice dropped to a whisper— “to turn oneself inside out like an empty pocket to the gaze of the multitude — that is — imbecile.” He threw out his hands with an expressive gesture.

“But to speak concretely — I have unhappily offended you, Miss Gray. Something I have done, or left undone — or my unfortunate personality does not engage your interest Is it not true?”

There was no mistaking his sincerity now.

But the girl still held aloof, her blue eyes cool and watchful. For the moment, her face, in its young hardness, bore a curious resemblance to her uncle’s.

“Is that your question?” she demanded.

The Count bowed silently.

“Then I will tell you!” She spoke in a low voice surcharged with emotion. “I will give you candour for candour, and make an end of all this make-believe.”

“That,” he murmured, “is what I most desire.”

Doris continued, heedless of the interruption. “It is true that I dislike you. I am glad to be able to tell you as much openly. And yet, perhaps, I should use another word. I dislike your secrecy? — something dark and hidden within you — and I fear your influence over my uncle. You have known me less than a fortnight — Mr. Farrington, less than a week — yet you have made what I can only conceive to be impertinent proposals of marriage to me. To-day you were for three hours with my uncle. I can only guess what your business has been.”

“You would probably guess wrong,” he said coolly.

Farrington, at the other end of the box, shot a swift, suspicious glance across. Poltavo turned to She girl again.

“I want only to be a friend of yours in the day of your need,” he said, in a low voice; “believe me, that day is not far distant.”

“That is true?” She leaned toward him, a little troubled.

He bowed his head in assent.

“If I could believe you,” she faltered. “I need a friend! Oh, if you could know how I have been torn by doubts — beset by fears — oppressions.” Her voice quivered. “There is something wrong somewhere — I can’t tell you everything — if you would help me — wait May I test you with a question?”

“A thousand if you like.”

“And you will answer — truthfully?” In her eagerness she was like a child.

He smiled. “If I answer at all, be sure it will be truthful.”

“Tell me then, is Dr. Fall your friend?”

“He is my dearest enemy,” he returned, promptly.

He had only the dimmest notion as to the identity of Dr. Fall, but it seemed that a lie was demanded — Poltavo could lie very easily.

“Or Mr. Gorth?” she asked, and he shook his head.

She drew a deep breath of relief. “And my uncle?” The question was a whisper. She appeared to hang upon his reply.

The Count hesitated. “I do not know,” he admitted finally. “If he were not influenced by Dr. Fall, I believe he would be my friend.” It was a bow at a venture. He was following the bent of her inclination.

For the first time that evening Doris looked at him with interest.

“May I ask how your uncle came to know Gorth?”

He asked the question with the assurance of one who knew all that was to be known save on this point. She hesitated awhile.

“I don’t quite know. The doctor we have always known. He lives in the country, and we only see him occasionally. He is—” She hesitated and then went on rapidly: “I think he has rather dreadful work. He is in charge of a lunatic.”

Poltavo was interested.

“Please go on,” he said.

The girl smiled. “I am afraid you are an awful gossip,” she rallied, but became more serious. “I don’t like him very much, but uncle says that is my prejudice. He is one of those quiet, sure men who say very little and make one feel rather foolish. Don’t you know that feeling? It is as though one were dancing the tango in front of the Sphinx.”

Poltavo showed his white teeth in a smile.

“I have yet to have that experience,” he said.

She nodded.

“One of these days you will meet Dr. Fall and you will know how helpless one can feel in his presence.”

A remarkable prophecy which was recalled by Poltavo at a moment when he was powerless to profit by the warning.

“Mr. Gorth?”

Again she hesitated and shrugged her shoulders.

“Well,” she said frankly, “he is just a common man. He looks almost like a criminal to my mind. But apparently he has been a loyal servant to uncle for many years.”

“Tell me,” asked Poltavo, “on what terms is Dr. Fall with your uncle? On terms of equality?”

She nodded.

“Naturally,” she said with a look of surprise, “he is a gentleman, and is, I believe, fairly well off.”

“And Gorth?” asked Poltavo.

He was interested for many reasons as one who had to take the place of that silent figure which lay in the fog-shrouded house.

“I hardly know how to describe uncle’s relations with Gorth,” she answered, a little puzzled. “There was a time when they were on terms of perfect equality, but sometimes uncle would be very angry with him indeed. He was rather a horrid man really. Do you know a paper called Gossip’s Corner?” she asked suddenly.

Poltavo had heard of the journal and had found a certain malicious joy in reading its scandalous paragraphs.

“Well,” she said in answer to his nod, “that was Mr. Gorth’s idea of literature. Uncle would never have the paper in his house, but whenever you saw Mr. Gorth — he invariably waited for uncle in the kitchen — you would be sure to find him chuckling over some of the horrid things which that paper published. Uncle used to get more angry about this than anything else. Mr. Gorth took a delight in all the unpleasant things which this wretched little paper printed. I have heard it said that he had something to do with its publication; but when I spoke to uncle about it, he was rather cross with me for thinking such a thing.”

Poltavo was conscious that the eyes of Farrington were searching his face narrowly, and out of the corner of his eye he noted the obvious disapproval. He turned round carelessly.

“An admirable sight — a London theatre crowd.”

“Very,” said the millionaire, drily.

“Celebrities on every hand — Montague Fallock, for instance, is here.”

Farrington nodded.

“And that wise-looking young man in the very end seat of the fourth row — he is in the shadow, but you may see him.”

“T.B. Smith,” said Farrington, shortly. “I have seen him — I have seen everybody but—”

“But — ?”

“The occupant of the royal box. She keeps in the shadow all the time. She is not a detective, too, I suppose?” he asked, sarcastically. He looked round. Frank Doughton, his niece and Lady Dinsmore were engrossed in conversation.

“Poltavo,” he said, dropping his voice, “I want to know who that woman is in the opposite box — I have a reason.”

The orchestra was playing a soft intermezzo, and of a sudden the lights went down in the house, hushed to silence as the curtain went slowly up upon the second act.

There was a shifting of chairs to distribute the view, a tense moment of silence as the chorus came down a rocky defile and then — a white pencil of flame shot out from the royal box and a sharp crash of a pistol report.

“My God!” gasped Mr. Farrington, and staggered back.

There was a loud babble of voices, a stentorian voice from the back of the stalls shouted, “House lights — quick!” The curtain fell as the house was bathed in the sudden glare of lights.

T.B. saw the flash and leapt for the side aisle: two steps and he was at the door which led to the royal box. It was empty. He passed quickly through the retiring room — empty also, but the private entrance giving on to the street was open and the fog was drifting through in great wreaths.

He stepped out into the street and blew a shrill whistle. Instantly from the gloom came a plain clothes policeman — No, he had seen nobody pass. T.B. went back to the theatre, raced round to the box opposite and found it in confusion.

“Where is Mr. Farrington?” he asked, quickly.

He addressed his remark to Poltavo.

“He is gone,” said the other, with a shrug.

“He was here when the pistol was fired — at this box, my friend, as the bullet will testify.” He pointed to the mark on the enamelled panel behind. “When the lights came he had gone — that is all.”

“He can’t have gone,” said T.B. shortly. “The theatre is surrounded. I have a warrant for his arrest.”

A cry from the girl stopped him. She was white and shaking.

“Arrest!” she gasped, “on what charge?”

“On a charge of being concerned with one Gorth in burglary at the Docks — and with an attempted murder.”

“Gorth!” cried the girl, vehemently. “If any man is guilty, it is Gorth — that evil man—”

“Speak softly of the dead,” said T.B. gently. “Mr. Gorth, as I have every reason to believe, received wounds from which he died. Perhaps you can enlighten me, Poltavo?”

But the Count could only spread deprecating hands.

T.B. went out into the corridor. There was an emergency exit to the street, but the door was closed. On the floor he found a glove, on the door itself the print of a bloody hand.

But there was no sign of Farrington.



Chapter VII


Table of Contents


Two days later, at the stroke of ten, Frank Doughton sprang from his taxi in front of the office of the Evening Times.

He stood for a moment, drawing in the fresh March air, sweet with the breath of approaching spring. The fog of last night had vanished, leaving no trace. He caught the scent of Southern lilacs from an adjoining florist shop.

He took the stairs three at a time.

“Chief in yet?” he inquired of Jamieson, the news editor, who looked up in astonishment at his entrance, and then at the clock.

“No, he’s not down yet. You’ve broken your record.”

Frank nodded.

“I’ve got to get away early.”

Tossing his hat upon his desk, he sat down and went methodically through his papers. He unfolded his Times, his mind intent upon the problem of the missing millionaire. He had not seen Doris since that night in the box. The first paper under his hand was an early edition of a rival evening journal.

He glanced down at the headlines on the front page, then with a horrified cry he sprang to his feet. He was pale, and the hand which gripped the paper shook.

“Good Lord!” he exclaimed.

Jamieson swung round in his swivel chair.

“What’s up?” he inquired.

“Farrington!” said Frank, huskily. “Farrington has committed suicide!”

“Yes, we’ve a column about it,” remarked Jamieson, complacently. “A pretty good story.” Then suddenly: “You knew him?” he asked.

Frank Doughton lifted a face from which every vestige of colour had been drained. “I — I was with him at the theatre on the night he disappeared,” he said.

Jamieson whistled softly.

Doughton rose hurriedly and reached for his hat.

“I must go to them. Perhaps something can be done. Doris—” he broke off, unable to continue, and turned away sharply.

Jamieson looked at him sympathetically.

“Why don’t you go round to Brakely Square?” he suggested. “There may be new developments — possibly a mistake. You note that the body has not been discovered.”

Out upon the pavement, Frank caught a passing taxi.

He drove first to the city offices which were Farrington’s headquarters. A short talk with the chief clerk was more than enlightening. A brief note in the handwriting of the millionaire announced his intention, “tired of the world” to depart therefrom.

“But why?” asked the young man, in bewilderment.

“Mr. Doughton, you don’t seem to quite realize the importance of this tragedy,” said the chief clerk, quietly. “Mr. Farrington was a financial king — a multimillionaire. Or at least, he was so Considered up till this morning. We have examined his private books, and it now appears that he had Speculated heavily during the last few weeks — he has lost everything, every penny of his own and his ward’s fortune. Last night, in a fit of despair, he ended his life. Even his chief clerk had no knowledge of his transactions.”

Doughton looked at him in a kind of stupefaction. Was it of Farrington the man was talking such drivel? Farrington, who only the week before had told him in high gratification that within the last month he had added a cool million to his ward’s marriage portion. Farrington, who had, but two days ago, hinted mysteriously of a gigantic financial coup in the near future. And now all that fortune was lost, and the loser was lying at the bottom of the Thames!

“I think I must be going mad,” he muttered. “Mr. Farrington wasn’t the kind to kill himself.”

“It is not as yet known to the public, but I think I may tell you, since you were a friend of Farrington’s, that Mr. T.B. Smith has been given charge of the matter. He will probably wish to know your address. And in the meantime, if you run across anything—”

“Certainly! I will let you know. Smith is an able man, of course.” Doughton gave the number of his chambers, and retreated hastily, glad that the man had questioned him no further.

He found his cab and flung himself wearily against the cushions. And now for Doris!

But Doris was not visible. Lady Dinsmore met him in the morning room, her usually serene countenance full of trouble. He took her hand in silence.

“It is good of you, my dear Frank, to come so quickly. You have heard all?”

He nodded.

“How is Doris?”

She sank into a chair and shook her head.

“The child is taking it terribly hard! Quite tearless, but with a face like frozen marble! She refused to believe the news, until she saw his own writing. Then she fainted.”

Lady Dinsmore took out her lace handkerchief and wiped her eyes.

“Doris,” she continued, in a moment, “has sent for Count Poltavo.”

Frank stared at her.

“Why?” he demanded.

Lady Dinsmore shook her head.

“I cannot say, definitely,” she replied, with a sigh. “She is a silent girl. But I fancy she feels that the Count knows something — she believes that Gregory met with foul play.”

Frank leaned forward.

“My own idea!” he said, quietly.

Lady Dinsmore surveyed him with faint, good-humoured scorn.

“You do not know Gregory,” she said, after a pause.

“But — I do not follow you! If it was not murder it must have been suicide. But why should Mr. Farrington kill himself?”

“I am sure that he had not the slightest idea of doing anything so unselfish,” returned Lady Dinsmore, composedly,

“Then what—”

“Why are you so absolutely sure that he is dead?” she asked softly.

Frank stared at her in blank amazement.

“What do you mean?” he gasped. Was she mad also?

“Simply that he is no more dead than you or I,” she retorted, coolly. “What evidence have we? A letter, in his own handwriting, telling us gravely that he has decided to die! Does it sound probable? It is a safe presumption that that is the farthest thing from his intentions. For when did Gregory ever tell the truth concerning his movements? No, depend upon it, he is not dead. For purposes of his own, he is pretending to be. He has decided to exist — surreptitiously.”

“Why should he?” asked the bewildered young man. This was the maddest theory of all. His head swam with a riot of conflicting impressions. He seemed to have been hurled headlong into a frightful nightmare, and he longed to emerge again into the light of the prosaic, everyday world.

The door at the farther end of the room opened. He looked up eagerly, half expecting to see Farrington himself, smiling upon the threshold.

It was Doris. She stood there for a moment, uncertain, gazing at them rather strangely. In her white morning dress, slightly crumpled, and her dark hair arranged in smooth bandeaux, she was amazingly like a child. The somewhat cold spring sunlight which streamed through the window showed that the event of the night had already set its mark upon her. There were faint violet shadows beneath her eyes, and her face was pale.

Frank came forward hastily, everything blotted from his mind but the sight of her white, grief-stricken face. He took both her hands in his warm clasp.

The girl gave him a long, searching scrutiny, then her lips quivered, and with a smothered sob she flung herself into his arms and hid her face on his shoulder.

Frank held her tenderly. “Don’t,” he whispered unsteadily—” don’t cry, dear.”

In her sorrow, she was inexpressibly sweet and precious to him.

He bent down and smoothed with gentle fingers the soft, dusky hair. The fragrance of it filled his nostrils. Its softness sent a delicious ecstasy thrilling from hie fingertips up his arm. All his life he would remember this one moment. He gazed down at her tenderly, a wonderful light in his young face.

“Dear!” he whispered again.

She lifted a pallid face to him. Her violet eyes were misty, and tiny drops of dew were still tangled in her lashes.

“You — you are good to me,” she murmured.

At his answering look, a faint colour swept into her cheeks. She gently disengaged herself and sat down.

Lady Dinsmore came forward, and seating herself beside the girl upon the divan, drew her close within the shelter of her arms.

“Now, Frank,” she said, cheerily, indicating a chair opposite, “sit down, and let us take counsel together. And first of all,” — she pressed the girl’s cold hand— “let me speak my strongest conviction. Gregory is not dead. Something tells me that he is safe and well.”

Doris turned her eyes to the young man wistfully. “You have heard something — later?” she asked.

He shook his head. “There has been no time for fresh developments yet. Scotland Yard is in charge of the affair, and T.B. Smith has been put upon the case.”

She shuddered and covered her face with her hands.

“He said he was going to arrest him — how strange and ghastly it all is!” she whispered. “I — I cannot get it out of my head. The dark river — my poor uncle — I can see him there—” She broke off.

Lady Dinsmore looked helplessly across to the young man.

It was at that moment that a servant brought a letter.

Lady Dinsmore arched her eyebrows significantly. “Poltavo!” she murmured.

Doris darted forward and took the letter from the salver. She broke the seal and tore out the contents, and seemed to comprehend the message at a glance. A little cry of joy escaped her. Her face, which had been pale, flushed a rosy hue. She bent to read it again, her lips parted. Her whole aspect breathed hope and assurance. She folded the note, slipped it into her bosom, and, without a word, walked from the room.

Frank stared after her, white to the lips with rage and wounded love.

Lady Dinsmore rose briskly to her feet.

“Excuse me. Wait here!” she said, and rustled after her niece.

Frank Doughton paced up and down the room distractedly, momentarily expecting her reappearance. Only a short half-hour ago, with Doris’ head upon his breast, he had felt supremely happy; now he was plunged into an abyss of utter wretchedness. What were the contents of that brief note which had affected her so powerfully? Why should she secrete it with such care unless it conveyed a lover’s assurance? His foot came into contact with a chair, and he swore under his breath.

The servant, who had entered unobserved, coughed deprecatingly.

“Her ladyship sends her excuses, sir,” he said, “and says she will write you later.”

He ushered the young man to the outer door.

Upon the top step Frank halted stiffly. He found himself face to face with Poltavo.

The Count greeted him gravely.

“A sad business!” he murmured. “You have seen the ladies? How does Miss Gray bear it? She is well?”

Frank gazed at him darkly.

“Your note recovered her!” he said, quietly.

“Mine!” Surprise was in the Count’s voice. “But I have not written. I am come in person.”

Frank’s face expressed scornful incredulity. He lifted his hat grimly and descended the steps, and came into collision with a smiling, brownfaced man.

“Mr. Smith!” he said, eagerly, “is there any news?”

T.B. looked at him curiously.

“The Thames police have picked up the body of a man bearing upon his person most of Mr. Farrington’s private belongings.”

“Then it is true! It is suicide?”

T.B. looked past him.

“If a man cut his own head off before jumping into the river, it was suicide,” he said carefully, “for the body is headless. As for myself, I have never witnessed such a phenomenon, and I am sceptical.”

A train drew into the arrival platform at Waterloo and a tall man alighted. Nearer at hand he did not appear to be so young as the first impression suggested. For there was a powdering of grey at each temple and certain definite lines about his mouth.

His face was tanned brown, and it required no great powers of observation and deduction to appreciate the fact that he had recently returned to England after residence in a hot climate.

He stood on the edge of the curb outside the new entrance of the station, hesitating whether he should take his chance of finding a cab or whether he should pick up one in the street, for the night was wet and cold and his train had been full.

Whilst he stood a big taxi came noiselessly to the curb and the driver touched his cap.

“Thank you,” said the man with a smile. “You can drive me to the Metropole.”

He swung the door open and his foot was on the step when a hand touched him lightly, and he turned to meet the scrutiny of a pair of humorous grey eyes.

“I think you had better take another cab, Dr. Goldworthy,” said the stranger.

“I am afraid—” began the doctor.

The driver of the car, after a swift glance at the newcomer, would have driven off, but an unmistakable detective-officer had jumped on to the step by his side.

“I am sorry,” said T.B. Smith, for he it was who had detained the young doctor, “but I will explain. Don’t bother about the taxi driver; my men will see after him. You have had a narrow escape of being kidnapped,” he added.

He drove the puzzled doctor to Scotland Yard, and piece by piece he extracted the story of one George Doughton who had died in his arms, of a certain box containing papers which the doctor had promised to deliver to Lady Constance, and of how that lady learnt the news of her sometime lover’s death.

“Thank you,” said T.B. when the other had finished. “I think I understand.”
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It was the morning after the recovery of Farrington’s body that T.B. Smith sat in his big study overlooking Brakely Square. He had finished his frugal breakfast, the tray had been taken away, and he was busy at his desk when his manservant announced Lady Constance Dex. T.B. looked at the card with an expressionless face.

“Show the lady up, George,” he said, and rose to meet his visitor as she came sweeping through the doorway.

A very beautiful woman was his first impression. Whatever hardness there was in the face, whatever suggestion there might be of those masterful qualities about which he had heard, there could be no questioning the rare clearness of the skin, the glories of those hazel eyes, or the exquisite modelling of the face. He judged her to be on the right side of thirty, and was not far out, for Lady Constance Dex at that time was twenty-seven.

She was well, even richly, dressed, but she did not at first give this impression. T.B. imagined that she might be an authority on dress, and in this he took an accurate view, for though not exactly a leader of fashion, Lady Constance had perfect taste in such matters.

He pulled forward a chair to the side of his desk.

“Won’t you sit down?” he said.

She gave a brief smile as she seated herself.

“I am afraid you will think I am a bore, disturbing you, Mr. Smith, especially at this hour of the morning, but I wanted to see you about the extraordinary happenings of the past few days. I have just come up to town,” she went on; “in fact, I came up the moment I heard the news.”

“Mr. Farrington is, or was, a friend of yours?” said T.B.

She nodded.

“He and I have been good friends for many years,” she replied, quietly; “he is an extraordinary man with extraordinary qualities.”

“By the way,” said T.B., “his niece was staying with you a few nights ago, was she not?”

Lady Constance Dex inclined her head.

“She came to a ball I was giving, and stayed the night,” she said. “I motored back to Great Bradley after the dance, so that I have not seen her since I bade her good night. I am going along to see what I can do for her,” she concluded. She had been speaking very deliberately and calmly, but now it was with an effort that she controlled her voice.

“I understand, Mr. Smith,” she said suddenly, “that you have a small scent bottle which is my property; Mr. Farrington wrote to me about it”

T.B. nodded.

“It was found in the area of Mr. Farrington’s house,” he said, “on the night that the two men were killed in Brakely Square.”

“What do you suggest?” she asked.

“I suggest that you were at Mr. Farrington’s house that night,” said T.B. bluntly. “We are speaking now, Lady Constance, as frankly as it is possible for man and woman to speak. I suggest that you were in the house at the time of the shooting, and that when you heard the shots you doubled back into the house, through the kitchen, and out again by a back way.”

He saw her lips press tighter together, and went on carelessly:

“You see, I was not satisfied with the examination I made that night I came again in the early hours of the morning, when the fog had risen a little, and there was evidence of your retirement plainly to be seen. The back of the house opens into Brakely Mews, and I find there are four motorcars located in the various garages in that interesting thoroughfare, none of which correspond with the tire tracks which I was able to pick up. My theory is that you heard the altercation before the house, that you came out to listen, not to make your escape, and that when you had satisfied yourself you hurried back to the mews, got into the car which was waiting for you, and drove off through the fog.”

“You are quite a real detective,” she drawled. “Can you tell me anything more?”

“Save that you drove yourself and that the car was a two-seater, with a self-starting arrangement, I can tell you nothing.” She laughed.

“I am afraid you have been all the way to Great Bradley making inquiries,” she mocked him. “Everybody there knows I drive a car, and everybody who takes the trouble to find out will learn that it is such a car as you describe.”

“But I have not taken that trouble,” said T.B. with a smile. “I am curious to know, Lady Constance, what you were doing in the house at that time. I do not for one moment suspect that you shot these men; indeed, I have plenty of evidence that the shots were fired from some other place than the area.”

“Suppose I say,” she countered, “that I was giving a party that night, that I did not leave my house.”

“If you said that,” he interrupted, “you would be contradicting something you have already said; namely, that you did leave the house, a journey in the middle of the night as far as I can gather, and evidently one which was of considerable moment.”

She looked past him out of the window, her face set, her brows knit in a thoughtful frown.

“I can tell you a lot of things that possibly you do not know,” she said, turning to him suddenly. “I can explain my return to Great Bradley very simply. There is a friend of mine, or rather a friend of my friend,” she corrected herself, “who has recently returned from West Africa. I received news that he had gone to Great Bradley to carry a message from some one who was very dear to me.”

There was a little tremor in her voice, and, perfect actress as she might be, thought T.B., there was little doubt that here she was speaking the truth.

“It was necessary for me that I should not miss this visitor,” said Lady Constance, quietly, “though I do not wish to make capital out of that happening.”

“I must again interrupt you,” said T.B. easily. “The person you are referring to was Dr. Thomas Goldworthy, who has recently returned from an expedition organized by the London School of Tropical Medicine, in Congoland; but your story does not quite tally with the known fact that Dr. Goldworthy arrived in Great Bradley the night before your party, and you interviewed him then. He brought with him a wooden box which he had collected at the Custom House store at the East India Docks. An attempt was made by two burglars to obtain possession of that box and its contents, a fact that interested me considerably, since a friend of mine is engaged upon that somewhat mysterious case of attempted burglary. But that is confusing the issue. These are the facts.” He tapped the table slowly as he enumerated them. “Dr. Goldworthy brought this box to Great Bradley, telegraphed to you that he was coming, and you interviewed him. It was subsequent to the interview that you returned to London for your party. Really, Lady Constance, your memory is rather bad.”

She faced him suddenly resolute, defiant.

“What are you going to do?” she asked. “You do not accuse me of the murder of your two friends; you cannot even accuse me of the attempt on Mr. Farrington. You know so much of my history,” she went on, speaking rapidly, “that you may as well know more. Years ago, Mr. Smith, I was engaged to a man, and we were passionately fond of one another. His name was George Doughton.”

“The explorer,” nodded T.B.

“He went abroad,” she continued, “suddenly and unexpectedly, breaking off our engagement for no reason that I could ascertain, and all my letters to him, all my telegrams, and every effort I made to get in touch with him during the time he was in Africa were without avail. For four years I had no communication from him, no explanation of his extraordinary behaviour, and then suddenly I received news of his death. At first it was thought he had died as a result of fever, but Dr. Goldworthy who came to see me convinced me that George Doughton was poisoned by somebody who was interested in his death.”

Her voice trembled, but with an effort she recovered herself.

“All these years I have not forgotten him, his face has never left my mind, he has been as precious to me as though he were by my side in the flesh. Love dies very hard in women of my age, Mr. Smith,” she said, “and love injured and outraged as mine has been developed all the tiger passion which women can nurture. I have learnt for the first time why George Doughton went out to his death. He used to tell me,” she said, as she rose from her chair, and paced the room slowly, “that when you are shooting wild beasts you should always shoot the female of the species first, because if she is left to the last she will avenge her slaughtered mate. There is a terrible time coming for somebody,” she said, speaking deliberately.

“For whom?” asked T.B.

She smiled.

“I think you know too much already, Mr. Smith,” she said; “you must find out all the rest in your own inimitable way; so far as I am concerned, you must leave me to work out my plan of vengeance. That sounds horribly melodramatic, but I am just as horribly in earnest, as you shall learn. They took George Doughton from me and they murdered him; the man who did this was Montague Fallock, and I am perhaps the only person in the world who has met Montague Fallock in life and have known him to be what he is.”

She would say no more, and T.B. was too cautious a man to force the pace at this particular moment. He saw her to the door, where her beautiful limousine was awaiting her.

“I hope to meet you again very soon, Lady Constance.”

“Without a warrant?” she smiled.

“I do not think it will be with a warrant,” he said, quietly, “unless it is for your friend Fallock.”

He stood in the hall and watched the car disappear swiftly round the corner of the square. Scarcely was it out of sight than from the little thoroughfare which leads from the mews at the back of the houses shot a motorcyclist who followed in the same direction as the car had taken.

T.B. nodded approvingly; he was leaving nothing to chance. Lady Constance Dex would not be left day or night free from observation.

“And she did not mention Farrington!” he said to himself, as he mounted the stairs. “One would almost think he was alive.”

It was nine o’clock that evening when the little twoseated motorcar which Lady Constance drove so deftly came spinning along the broad road which runs into Great Bradley, skirted the town by a side road and gained the great rambling rectory which stood apart from the little town in its own beautiful grounds. She sprang lightly out of the car.

The noise of the wheels upon the gravel walk had brought a servant to the door, and she brushed past the serving man without a word; ran upstairs to her own room and closed and locked the door behind her before she switched on the electric light. The electric light was an unusual possession in so small a town, but she owed its presence in the house to her friendship with that extraordinary man who was the occupant of the Secret House.

Three miles away, out of sight of the rectory in a fold of the hill was this great gaunt building, erected, so popular gossip said, by one who had been crossed in love and desired to live the life of a recluse, a desire which was respected by the superstitious town-folk of Great Bradley. The Secret House had been built in the hollow which was known locally as “Murderers’ Valley,” a pretty little glen which many years before had been the scene of an outrageous crime. The house added to, rather than detracted from, the reputation of the glen; no man saw the occupant of the Secret House; his secretary and his two Italian servants came frequently to Great Bradley to make their purchases; now and again his closed car would whizz through the streets; and Great Bradley, speculating as to the identity of its owner, could do no more than hope that one of these fine days a wheel would come off that closed car and its occupant be forced to disclose himself.

But in the main the town was content to allow the eccentric owner of the Secret House all the privacy he desired. He might do things which were unheard of, as indeed he did, and Great Bradley, standing aloof, was content to thank God that it was not cast in the same bizarre mould as this wealthy unknown, and took comfort from the reflection.

For he did many curious things. He had a power house of his own; you could see the chimney showing over Wadleigh Copse, with dynamos of enormous power which generated all that was necessary for lighting and heating the big house.

There were honest British working men in Great Bradley who spoke bitterly of the owner’s preference for foreign labour, and it was a fact that the men engaged in the electrical works were without exception of foreign origin. They had their quarters and lived peacefully apart, neither offering nor desiring the confidence of their fellow-townsmen. They were, in fact, frugal people of the Latin race who had no other wish than to work hard and to save as much of their salaries as was possible in order that at some future date they might return to their beloved Italy, and live in peace with the world; they were well paid for their discretion, a sufficient reason for its continuance.

Lady Constance Dex had been fortunate in that she had secured one of the few favours which the Secret House had shown to the town. An underground cable had been laid to her house, and she alone of all human beings in the world was privileged to enter the home of this mysterious stranger without challenge.

She busied herself for some time changing her dress and removing the signs of her hasty journey from London. Her maid brought her dinner on a tray, and when she had finished she went again into her boudoir, and opening the drawer of her bureau she took out a slender-barrelled revolver. She looked at it for some time, carefully examined the chambers and into each dropped a nickel-tipped cartridge. She snapped back the hinged chamber and slipped the pistol into a pocket of her woollen cloak. She locked the bureau again and went out through the door and down the stairs. Her car was still waiting, but she turned to the servant who stood deferentially by the door.

“Have the car put in the garage,” she said; “I am going to see Mrs. Jackson—”

“Very good, my lady,” said the man.
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T.B. Smith came down to Great Bradley with only one object in view. He knew that the solution to the mystery, not only of Farrington’s disappearance, but possibly the identity of the mysterious Mr. Fallock, was to be found rather in this small town than in the metropolis. Scotland Yard was on its mettle. Within a space of seven days there had been two murders, a mysterious shooting, and a suicide so full of extraordinary features as to suggest foul play, without the police being in the position to offer a curious and indignant public the slightest resemblance of a clue. This, following as it had upon a shooting affray at the Docks, had brought Scotland Yard to a position of defence.

“There are some rotten things being said about us,” said the Chief Commissioner on the morning of T.B.’s departure. He threw a paper across the table, and T.B. picked it up with an enigmatic smile. He read the flaring column in which the intelligence of the police department was called into question, without a word, and handed the paper back to his chief.

“I think we might solve all these mysteries in one swoop,” he said. “I am going down to-day to inspect the Secret House — that is where one end of the solution lies.”

The Chief Commissioner looked interested.

“It is very curious that you should be talking about that,” he said. “I have had a report this morning from the chief constable of the county on that extraordinary menage.”

“And what has he to say about it?”

Sir Gordon Billings shrugged his shoulders.

“It is one of those vague reports which chief constables are in the habit of furnishing,” he said, drily. “Apparently the owner is an American, an invalid, and is eccentric. More than this — and this will surprise you — he has been certified by competent medical authorities as being insane,”

“Insane?” T.B. repeated in surprise.

“Insane,” nodded the chief; “and he has all the privileges which the Lunacy Act confers upon a man. That is rather a facer.”

T.B. looked thoughtful.

“I had a dim idea that I might possibly discover in the occupant one who was, at any rate, a close relative to Fallock.”

“You are doomed to disappointment,” smiled the chief; “there is no doubt about that. I have had all the papers up. The man was certified insane by two eminent specialists, and is under the care of a doctor who lives on the premises, and who also acts as secretary to this Mr. Moole. The secret of the Secret House is pretty clear; it is a private lunatic asylum, — that, and nothing else.”

T.B. thought for a while.

“At any rate no harm can be done by interviewing this cloistered Mr. Moole, or by inspecting the house,” he said.

He arrived in Great Bradley in the early part of the afternoon, and drove straight away to the Secret House. The flyman put him down at some distance from the big entrance gate, and he made a careful and cautious reconnaissance of the vicinity. The house was a notable one. It made no pretence at architectural beauty, standing back from the road, and in the very centre of a fairly uncultivated patch of ground. All that afternoon he measured and observed the peculiarities of the approach, the lie of the ground, the entrances, and the exits, and had obtained too a cautious and careful observation of the great electrical power house, which stood in a clump of trees about a hundred yards from the house itself.

The next morning he paid a more open visit. This time his fly put him down at the gateway of the house, and he moved slowly up the gravel pathway to the big front entrance door. He glanced at the tip of the power house chimney which showed over the trees, and shook his head in some doubt. He had furtively inspected the enormous plant which the eccentric owner of the Secret House had found it necessary to lay down.

“Big enough to run an electric railway,” was his mental comment. He had seen, too, the one-eyed engineer, a saturnine man with a disfiguring scar down one side of his face, and a trick of showing his teeth on one side of his mouth when he smiled.

T.B. would have pursued his investigations further, but suddenly he had felt something click under his feet, as he stood peering in at the window, and instantly a gong had clanged, and a shutter dropped noiselessly behind the window, cutting off all further view.

T.B. had retired hastily and had cleared the gates just before they swung to, obviously operated by somebody in the power house.

His present visit was less furtive and it was in broad daylight, with two detectives ostentatiously posted at the gates, that he made his call — for he took no unnecessary risks.

He walked up the four broad marble steps to the portico of the house, and wiped his feet upon a curious metal mat as he pressed the bell. The door itself was half hidden by a hanging curtain, such as one may see screening the halls of surburban houses, made up of brightly coloured beads or lengths of bamboo. In this case it was made by suspending thousands of steel beads upon fine wire strings from a rod above the door. It gave the impression that the entrance itself was of steel, but when in answer to his summons the door was opened, the chick looped itself up on either side in the manner of a stage curtain, and it seemed to work automatically on the opening of the door.

There stood in the entrance a tall man, with a broad white face and expressionless eyes. He was dressed soberly in black, and had the restrained and deferential attitude of the superior manservant.

“I am Mr. Smith, of Scotland Yard,” said T.B. briefly, “and I wish to see Mr. Moole.”

The man in black looked dubious.

“Will you come in?” he asked, and T.B. was shown into a large comfortably furnished sittingroom.

“I am afraid you can’t see Mr. Moole,” said the man, as he closed the door behind him; “he is, as you probably know, a partial invalid, but if there is anything I can do—”

“You can take me to Mr. Moole,” said T.B. with a smile; “short of that — nothing.”

The man hesitated.

“If you insist,” he began.

The detective nodded.

“I am his secretary and his doctor — Doctor Fall,” the other introduced himself, “and it may mean trouble for me — perhaps you will tell me your business?”

“My business is with Mr. Moole.”

The doctor bowed.

“Come this way,” he said, and he led the detective across the broad hall. He opened a plain door, and disclosed a small lift, standing aside for the other to enter.

“After you,” said T.B. politely.

Dr. Fall smiled and entered, and T.B. Smith followed.

The lift shot swiftly upward and came to a rest at the third floor.

It was not unlike an hotel, thought T.B., in the general arrangement of the place.

Two carpeted corridors ran left and right, and the wall before him was punctured with doorways at regular intervals. His guide led him to the left, to the end of the passage, and opened the big rosewood door which faced him. Inside was another door. This he opened and entered a big apartment and T.B. followed. The room contained scarcely any furniture. The panelling on the walls was of polished myrtle; a square of deep blue carpet of heavy pile was set exactly in the centre, and upon this stood a silver bedstead. But it was not the furnishing or the rich little gilt table by the bedside or the hanging electrolier which attracted T.B.’s attention; rather his eyes fell instantly upon the man on the bed.

A man with an odd yellow face, who, with his steady unwinking eyes might have been a figure of wax save for the regular rise and fall of his breast, and the spasmodic twitching of his lips. T.B. judged him to be somewhere in the neighbourhood of seventy, and, if anything, older. His face was without expression; his eyes, which turned upon the intruder, were bright and beady.

“This is Mr. Moole,” said the suave secretary. “I am afraid if you talk to him you will get little in the way of information.”

T.B. stepped to the side of the bed and looked down. He nodded his head in greeting, but the other made no response.

“How are you, Mr. Moole?” said T.B. gently. “I have come down from London to see you.”

There was still no response from the shrunken figure under the bedclothes.

“What is your name?” asked T.B. after a while.

For an instant a gleam of intelligence came to the eyes of the wreck. His mouth opened tremulously and a husky voice answered him.

“Jim Moole,” it croaked, “poor old Jim Moole; ain’t done nobody harm.”

Then his eyes turned fearfully to the man at T.B.’s side; the old lips came tightly together and no further encouragement from T.B. could make him speak again.

A little later T.B. was ushered out of the room.

“You agree with me,” said the doctor smoothly, “Mr. Moole is not in a position to carry on a very long conversation.”

T.B. nodded.

“I quite agree,” he said, pleasantly. “An American millionaire — Mr. Moole — is he not?”

Dr. Fall inclined his head. His black eyes never left T.B.’s face.

“An American millionaire,” he repeated.

“He does not talk like an American,” said T.B.; “even making allowances that one must for his mental condition, there is no inducement to accept the phenomenon.”

“Which phenomenon?” asked the other, quickly.

“That which causes an American millionaire, a man probably of some refinement and education, at any rate of some lingual characteristics, to talk like a Somerset farm labourer.”

“What do you mean?” asked the other harshly.

“Just what I say,” said T.B. Smith; “he has the burr of a man who has been brought up in Somerset. He is obviously one who has had very little education. My impression of him does not coincide with your description.”

“I think, Mr. Smith,” said the other, quietly, “that you have had very little acquaintance with people who are mentally deficient, otherwise you would know that those unfortunate fellow-creatures of ours who are so afflicted are very frequently as unrecognizable from their speech as from their actions.”

He led the way to the lift door, but T.B. declined its service.

“I would rather walk down,” he said.

He wanted to be better acquainted with this house, to have a larger knowledge of its topography than the ascent and descent by means of an electric lift would allow him. Dr. Fall offered no objection, and led the way down the red carpeted stairs.

“I am well acquainted with people of unsound mind,” T.B. went on, “especially that section of the insane whose lunacy takes the form of dropping their aitches.”

“You are being sarcastic at my expense,” said the other, suddenly turning to him with a lowered brow. “I think it is only right to tell you that, in addition to being Mr. Moole’s secretary, I am a doctor.”

“That is also no news to me,” smiled T.B. “You are an American doctor with a Pennsylvania degree. You came to England in eighteen hundred and ninety-six, on board the Lucania. You left New York hurriedly as the result of some scandal in which you were involved. It is, in fact, much easier to trace your movements since the date of your arrival than it is to secure exact information concerning Mr. Moole, who is apparently quite unknown to the American Embassy.”

The large face of the secretary flushed to a deep purple.

“You are possibly exceeding your duty,” he said, gratingly, “in recalling a happening of which I was but an innocent victim.”

“Possibly I am,” agreed T.B.

He bowed slightly to the man, and descended the broad steps to the unkempt lawn in front of the house. He was joined at the gate by the two men he had brought down. One of these was Ela.

“What did you find?” asked that worthy man.

“I found much that will probably be useful to us in the future,” said T.B., as he stepped into the fly, followed by his subordinate.

He turned to the third detective.

“You had better wait here,” he said, “and report on who arrives and who departs. I shall be back within a couple of hours.”

The man saluted, and the fly drove off.

“I have one more call to make,” said T.B. Smith, “and I had better make that alone, I think. Tell the flyman to drop me at Little Bradley Rectory.”

Lady Constance Dex was not unprepared for the visit of the detective. She had seen him from the window of her room, driving past the rectory in the direction of the Secret House, and he found her expectantly waiting him in the drawingroom.

He came straight to the heart of the matter.

“I have just been to visit a man who I understand is a friend of yours,” he said.

She inclined her head.

“You mean Mr. Moole?”

“That is the man,” said the cheerful T.B.

She thought for a long time before she spoke again. She was evidently making up her mind as to how much she would tell this insistent officer of the law.

“I suppose you might as well know the whole facts of the case,” she said; “if you will sit over there, I will supplement the information I pave you in Brakely Square a few days ago.”

T.B. seated himself.

“I am certainly a visitor to the Secret House,” she said, after a while. She did not look at the detective as she spoke, but kept her gaze fixed upon the window and the garden without.

“I told you that I have had one love affair in my life; that affair,” she went on steadily, “was with George Doughton; you probably know his son.”

T.B. nodded.

“It was a case of love at first sight. George Doughton was a widower, a goodnatured, easygoing, lovable man. He was a brave and brilliant man too, famous as an explorer as you know. I met him first in London; he introduced me to the late Mr. Farrington, who was a friend of his, and when Mr. Farrington came to Great Bradley and took a house here for the summer, George Doughton came down as his guest, and I got to know him better than ever I had known any human being before in my life.”

She hesitated again.

“We were lovers,” she went on, defiantly, “why should I not confess to an experience of which I am proud? — and our marriage was to have taken place on the very day he sailed for West Africa. George Doughton was the very soul of honour, a man to whom the breath of scandal was as a desert wind, withering and terrible. He was never in sympathy with the modern spirit of our type, was old-fashioned in some respects, had an immense and beautiful conception of women and their purity, and carried his prejudices against, what we call smart society, to such an extent that, if a man or woman of his set was divorced in circumstances discreditable to themselves, he would cut them out of his life.”

Her voice faltered, and she seemed to find difficulty in continuing, but she braced herself to it.

“I had been divorced,” she went on, in a low voice; “in my folly I had been guilty of an indiscretion which was sinless as it was foolish. I had married a cold, rigid and remorseless man when I was little more than a child, and I had run away from him with one who was never more to me than a brother. A chivalrous, kindly soul who paid for his chivalry dearly. All the evidence looked black against me, and my husband had no difficulty in securing a divorce. It passed into the oblivion of forgotten things, yet in those tender days when my love for George Doughton grew I lived in terror least a breath of the old scandal should be revived. I had reason for that terror, as I will tell you. I was, as I say, engaged to be married. Two days before the wedding George Doughton left me without a word of explanation. The first news that I received was that he had sailed for Africa; thereafter I never heard from him.” She dropped her voice until she was hardly audible.

T.B. preserved a sympathetic silence. It was impossible to doubt the truth of all she was saying, or to question her anguish. Presently she spoke again.

“Mr. Farrington was most kind, and it was he who introduced me to Dr. Fall.”

“Why?” asked T.B. quickly.

She shook her head.

“I never understood until quite lately,” she said. “At the time I accepted as a fact that Dr. Fall had large interests in West Africa, and would enable me to get into communication with George Doughton. I clutched at straws, so to speak; I became a constant visitor to the Secret House, the only outside visitor that extraordinary domain has ever had within memory. I found that my visits were not without result. I was enabled to trace the movements of my lover; I was enabled, too, to send letters to him in the certainty that they would reach him. I have reason now to know that Mr. Farrington had another object in introducing me; he wanted me kept under the closest observation lest I should get into independent communication with George Doughton. That is all the story so far as my acquaintance with the Secret House is concerned. I have only seen Mr. Moole on one occasion.”

“And Farrington?” asked T.B.

She shook her head.

“I have never seen Mr. Farrington in the house,” she replied.

“Or Montague Fallock?” he suggested.

She raised her eyebrows.

“I have never seen Montague Fallock,” she said slowly, “though I have heard from him. He, too, knew of the scandal; he it was who blackmailed me in the days of my courtship.”

“You did not tell me about that,” said T.B.

“There is little to tell,” she said, with a weary gesture; “it was this mysterious blackmailer who terrified me, and to whose machinations I ascribe George Doughton’s discovery, for now I know that he was told of my past, and was told by Montague Fallock. He demanded impossible sums. I gave him as much as I could, almost ruined myself to keep this blackmailer at bay, but all to no purpose.”

She rose and paced the room.

“I have not finished with Montague Fallock,” she said.

She turned her white face to the detective, and he saw a hard gleam in her eye.

“There is much that I could tell you, Mr. Smith, which would enable you perhaps to bring to justice the most dastardly villain that has ever walked the earth.”

“May I suggest,” said T.B. gently, “that you place me in possession of those facts?”

She smiled, implying a negative.

“I have my own plans for avenging the murder of my lover and the ruin of my life,” she said hardly. “When Montague Fallock dies, I would rather he died by my hand.”
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Count Poltavo, a busy man of affairs in these days, walked up the stairs of the big block of flats in which he had his modest dwelling with a little smile upon his lips and a sense of cheer in his heart There were many reasons why this broken adventurer, who had arrived in London only a few months before with little more than his magnificent wardrobe, should feel happy. He had been admitted suddenly into the circle of the elect. Introductions had been found which paved a way for further introductions. He was the confidential adviser of the most beautiful woman in London, was the trusted of aristocrats. If there was a wrathful and suspicious young newspaper man obviously and undisguisedly thirsting for his blood that was not a matter which greatly affected the Count It had been his good fortune to surprise the secret of the late Mr. Farrington; by the merest of chances he had happened upon the true financial position of this alleged millionaire; had discovered him to be a swindler and in league, so he guessed, with the mysterious Montague Fallock. All this fine position which Farrington had built up was a veritable house of cards. It remained now for the Count to discover how far Farrington’s affection for his niece had stayed his hand in his predatory raid upon the cash balances of his friends and relatives. Anyway, the Count thought, as he fitted a tiny key into the lock of his flat, he was in a commanding position. He had all the winning cards in his hand, and if the prizes included so delectable a reward as Doris Gray might be, the Count, a sentimental if unscrupulous man, was perfectly satisfied. He walked through his sittingroom to the bedroom beyond and stood for a moment before the long mirror. It was a trick of Count Poltavo to commune with himself, and when he was rallied on this practice, suggestive of vanity to the uninitiated, he confirmed rather than disabused that criticism by protesting that there was none whom he could trust with such absence of fear of consequence as his own bright worthy image.

He had reason for the smile which curved his thin lips. Every day he was making progress which placed Doris Gray more and more, if not in his power, at least under his influence.

He lived alone without any servants save for the old woman who came every morning to tidy his flat, and when the bell rang as he stood before the mirror, he answered it himself without any thought as to the importance of the summons. For Count Poltavo was not above taking in the milk or chaffering with tradesmen over the quality of a cabbage. It was necessary that he must jealously husband his slender resources until fate placed him in possession of a larger and a more generous fortune than that which he now possessed. He opened the door, and took a step back, then with a little bow:

“Come in, Mr. Doughton,” he said.

Frank Doughton strode across the tiny hall, waited until the Count had closed the door, and opened another, ushering the visitor into his study.

“To what am I indebted for the honour of this visit?” asked Poltavo, as he pushed forward a chair.

“I wanted to see you on a matter which deeply affects you and me,” said the young man briskly, even rudely.

Count Poltavo inclined his head. He recognized all the disagreeable portents, but he was not in any way abashed or afraid. He had had experience of many situations less pleasant than this threatened to be and had played his part worthily.

“I can give you exactly a quarter of an hour,” he said, looking at his watch; “at the end of that period I must leave for Brakely Square. You understand there is to be a reading of the will of our departed friend, and—”

“I know all about that,” interrupted Frank, roughly; “you are not the only person who has been invited to that pleasant function.”

“You also?” The Count was a little surprised. He himself went as friend and adviser to the bereaved girl, a position which a certain letter had secured for him. That letter in three brief lines had told the girl to trust Poltavo. It was about this letter that Frank had come, and he came straight to the point.

“Count Poltavo,” he said, “the day after Mr. Farrington’s disappearance a messenger brought a letter for Miss Gray.”

Poltavo nodded.

“So I understand,” he said, smoothly.

“So you know, “challenged the other, “because it concerned you. It was a letter in which Doris was told to trust you absolutely; it was a letter also which gave her hope that the man whose body was found in the Thames was not that of Farrington.”

Poltavo frowned.

“That is not a view that has been accepted by the authorities,” he said quickly. “The jury had no doubt that this was the body of Mr. Farrington, and brought in a verdict accordingly.”’

Frank nodded.

“What a jury thinks and what Scotland Yard thinks,” he said, drily, “are not always in agreement. As a result of that letter,” he went on, “Miss Gray has reposed a great deal of trust in you, Count, and day by day my efforts to serve her have been made more difficult by her attitude. I am a plain-speaking Englishman, and I am coming to the point, right now,” — he thumped the table: “Doris Gray’s mind is becoming poisoned against one who has no other object in life than to serve her faithfully.”

Count Poltavo shrugged his shoulders and smiled.

“My dear young man,” he said, smoothly, “you do not come to me, I trust, to act as your agent in order to induce Miss Gray to take any other view of you than she does. Because if you do,” he went on suavely, “I am afraid that I cannot help you very much. There is an axiom in the English language to which I subscribe most thoroughly, and it is that ‘all is fair in love and war.’”

“In love?” repeated Frank, looking the other straight in the eyes.

“In love,” the Count asserted, with a nod of his head, “it is not the privilege of any human being to monopolize in his heart all the love in the world, or to say this thing I love and none other shall love it Those qualities in Miss Gray which are so adorable to you are equally adorable to me.”

He spread out his hands in deprecation.

“It is a pity,” he said, with his little smile, “and I would do anything to avoid an unpleasant outcome to our rivalry. It is a fact that cannot be gainsaid that such a rivalry exists. I have reason to know that the late Mr. Farrington had certain views concerning his niece and ward, and I flatter myself that those views were immensely favourable to me.”

“What do you mean?” asked Frank, harshly.

The Count shrugged again.

“I had a little conversation with Mr. Farrington in the course of which he informed me that he would like nothing better than to see the future of Doris assured in my hands.”

Frank went white.

“That is a lie,” he said, hoarsely. “The views of Mr. Farrington were as well known to me as they are to you — better, if that is your interpretation of them.”

“And they were?” asked the Count, curiously,

“I decline to discuss the matter with you,” said Frank. “I want only to tell you this. If by chance I discover that you are working against me by your lies or your cunning, I will make you very sorry that you ever came into my life.”

“Allow me to show you the door,” said Count Poltavo. “People of my race and of my family are not usually threatened with impunity.”

“Your race I pretty well know,” said Frank, coolly;” your family is a little more obscure. If it is necessary for me to go any farther into the matter, and if I am so curious that I am anxious for information, I shall know where to apply.”

“And where will that be?” asked the Count softly, his hand upon the door.

“To the Governor of Alexandrovski Prison,” said Frank.

The Count closed the door behind his visitor, and stood for some moments in thought.

It was a depressed little party which assembled an hour later in the drawingroom of the Brakely Square house. To the Count’s annoyance, Frank was one of these, and he had contrived to secure a place near the sad-faced girl and engage her in conversation. The Count did not deem it advisable at this particular moment to make any attempt to separate them: he was content to wait.

T.B. Smith was there.

He had secured an invitation by the simple process of informing those responsible for the arrangements that if that courtesy was not offered to him he would come in another capacity than that of a friend.

The senior partner of Messrs. Debenham & Tree, the great city lawyers, was also present, seated at a table with his clerk, on which paper and ink was placed, and where too, under the watchful eyes of his assistant, was a bulky envelope heavily sealed.

There were many people present to whom the reading of this will would be a matter of the greatest moment. Farrington had left no private debts. Whatever plight the shareholders of the company might be in, he himself, so far as his personal fortune was concerned, was certainly solvent.

T.B.’s inquiries had revealed, to his great astonishment, that the girl’s fortune was adequately secured. Much of the contents of the will, which was to astonish at least three people that day, was known to T.B. Smith, and he had pursued his investigations to the end of confirming much Which the dead millionaire had stated.

Presently, when Doris left the young man to go to the lawyer for a little consultation, T.B. made his way across the room and sat down by the side of Frank Doughton.

“You were a friend of Mr. Farrington’s, were you not?” he asked.

Frank nodded.

“A great friend?”

“I hardly like to say that I was a great friend,” said the other; “he was very kind to me.

“In what way was he kind?” asked T.B. “You will forgive me for asking these somewhat brutal questions, but as you know I have every reason to be interested.”

Frank smiled faintly.

“I do not think that you are particularly friendly disposed toward him, Mr. Smith,” he said; “in fact, I rather wonder that you are present, after what happened at the theatre.”

“After my saying that I wanted to arrest him,” smiled T.B. “But why not? Even millionaires get mixed up in curious illegal proceedings,” he said; “but I am rather curious to know what is the reason for Mr. Farrington’s affection and in what way he was kind to you.”

Frank hesitated. He desired most of all to be loyal to the man who, with all his faults, had treated him with such kindness.

“Well, for one thing,” he said, “he gave me a jolly good commission, a commission which might easily have brought me in a hundred thousand pounds.”

T.B.’s interest was awakened.

“What was that?” he asked.

In as few words as possible Frank told the story of the search for the heir to the Tollington millions.

“Of course,” he said, with an apologetic smile, “I was not the man for the job — he should have given it to you. I am afraid I am not cut out for a detective, but he was very keen on my taking the matter in hand.”

T.B. bit his lips thoughtfully.

“I know something of the Tollington millions,” he said; “they were left by the timber king of America who died without issue, and whose heir or heirs were supposed to be in this country. We have had communications about the matter.”

He frowned again as he conjured to his mind all the data of this particular case.

“Of course, Farrington was one of the trustees; he was a friend of old Tollington. That money would not be involved,” he said, half to himself, “because the four other trustees are men of integrity holding high positions in the financial world of the United States. Thank you for telling me; I will look up the matter, and if I can be of any assistance to you in carrying out Mr. Farrington’s wishes you may be sure that I will.”

There was a stir at the other end of the room. With a preliminary cough, the lawyer rose, the papers in his hand.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he said, and a silence fell upon the room, “it is my duty to read to you the terms of the late Mr. Farrington’s will, and since it affects a great number of people in this room, I shall be glad if you will retain the deepest silence.”

There was a murmur of agreement all round, and the lawyer began reading the preliminary and conventional opening of the legal document. The will began with one or two small bequests to charitable institutions, and the lawyer looking over his glasses said pointedly:

“I need hardly say that there will be no funds available from the estate for carrying out the wishes of the deceased gentleman in this respect, since they are all contingent upon Mr. Farrington possessing a certain sum at his death which I fear he did not possess. The will goes on to say,” he continued reading:

“‘Knowing that my dear niece and ward is amply provided for, I can do no more than leave her an expression of my trust and love, and it may be taken as my last and final request that she marries with the least possible delay the person whom it is my most earnest desire she should take as a husband.”

Two people in the audience felt a sudden cold thrill of anticipation.

“‘That person,’” continued the lawyer, solemnly, “‘is my good friend, Frank Doughton.’”

There was a gasp from Frank; a startled exclamation from the girl. Poltavo went red and white and his eyes glowed. T.B. Smith, to whom this portion of the will was known, watched the actors keenly. He saw the bewildered face of the girl, the rage in Poltavo’s eyes, and the blank astonishment on the face of Frank as the lawyer went on:

“‘Knowing the insecurity of present-day investments, and seized with the fear that the fortune entrusted to my keeping might be dissipated by one of those strange accidents of finance with which we are all acquainted, I have placed the whole of her fortune, to the value of eight hundred thousand pounds, in a safe at the London Safe Deposit, and in the terms of the power vested in me as trustee by her late father I have instructed my lawyers to hand her the key and the authority to open the safe on the day she marries the aforesaid Frank Doughton. And if she should refuse or through any cause or circumstance decline to carry out my wishes in this respect, I direct that the fortune contained therein shall be withheld from her for the space of five years as from the date of my death.’”

There was another long silence. T.B. saw the change come over the face of Poltavo. From rage he had passed to wonder, from wonder to suspicion, and from suspicion to anger again. T.B. would have given something substantial to have known what was going on inside the mind of this smooth adventurer. Again the lawyer’s voice insisted upon attention.

“‘To Frank Doughton,’” he read, “‘I bequeath the sum of a thousand pounds to aid him in his search for the Tollington heir. To T.B. Smith, the assistant commissioner at Scotland Yard with whom I have had some acquaintance, and whose ability I hold in the highest regard, I leave the sum of a thousand pounds as a slight reward for his service to civilization, and I direct that on the day he discovers the most insidious enemy to society, Montague Fallock, he shall receive a further sum of one thousand pounds from the trustees of the estate.”

The lawyer looked up from his reading.

“That again, Mr. Smith, is contingent upon certain matters.”

T.B. smiled.

“I quite understand that,” he said, drily, “though possibly you don’t,” he added under his breath.

This was a portion of the will about which he knew nothing for the document had been executed but a few days before the tragedy which had deprived the world of Gregory Farrington. There were a few more paragraphs to read; certain jewelleries had been left to his dear friend Count Ernesto Poltavo, and the reading was finished.

“I have only to say now,” said the lawyer, as he carefully folded his glasses and put them away in his pocket, “that there is a very considerable sum of money at Mr. Farrington’s bank. It will be for the courts to decide in how so far that money is to be applied to the liquidation of debts incurred by the deceased as director of a public company. That is to say, that it will be a question for the supreme judicature whether the private fortune of the late Mr. Farrington will be seized to satisfy his other creditors.”

There was a haze and a babble of talk. Poltavo crossed with quick steps to the lawyer, and for a moment they were engaged in quick conversation; then suddenly the adventurer turned and left the room. T.B. had seen the move and followed with rapid steps. He overtook the Count in the open doorway of the house.

“A word with you, Count,” he said, and they descended the steps together into the street. “The will was rather a surprise to you?”

Count Poltavo was now all smooth equanimity.

“You might not have thought from his smooth face and his smile, and his gentle drawling tone, that he had been affected by the reading of this strange document.

“It is a surprise, I confess,” he said. “I do not understand my friend Farrington’s action in regard to—” he hesitated.

“In regard to Miss Gray,” smiled T.B.

Of a sudden the self-control of the man left him, and he turned with a snarling voice on the detective, but his wrath was not directed toward the cool man who stood before him.

“The treacherous dog!” he hissed, “to do this — to me. But it shall not be, it shall not be, I tell you; this woman is more to me than you can imagine.” He struck his breast violently. “Can I speak with you privately?”

“I thought you might wish to,” said T.B.

He lifted his hand and made an almost imperceptible signal, and a taxicab which had stood on the opposite side of the road, and followed them slowly as they walked along Brakely Square, suddenly developed symptoms of activity, and came whirring across the road to the sidewalk.

T.B. opened the door and Poltavo stepped in, the detective following. There was no need to give any instructions, and without any further order the cab whirled its way through the West End until it came to the arched entrance of Scotland Yard, and there the man alighted. By the time they had reached T.B.’s room, Poltavo had regained something of his self-possession. He walked up and down the room, his hands thrust into his pockets, his head sunk upon his breast.

“Now,” said T.B., seating himself at his desk, “what would you like to say?”

“There is much I would like to say,” said Poltavo, quietly, “and I am now considering whether it will be in my interest to tell all at this moment or whether it would be best that I should maintain my silence longer.”

“Your silence in regard to Farrington I presume you are referring to,” suggested T.B. Smith easily; “perhaps I can assist you a little to unburden your mind.”

“I think not,” said Poltavo, quickly; “you cannot know as much about this man as I. I had intended,” he said, frankly, “to tell you much that would have surprised you; at present it is advisable that I should wait for one or two days in order that I may give some interested people an opportunity of undoing a great deal of mischief which they have done. I must go to Paris at once.”

T.B. said nothing; there was no purpose to be served in hastening the issue at this particular moment. The man had recovered his self-possession, he would talk later, and T.B. was content to wait, and for the moment to entertain his unexpected guest.

“It is a strange place,” said the Count calmly, scrutinizing the room; “this is Scotland Yard! The Great Scotland Yard! of which all criminals stand in terror, even with which our local criminals in Poland have some acquaintance.”

“It is indeed a strange place,” said T.B. “Shall I show you the strangest place of all?”

“I should be delighted,” “said the other.

T.B. led the way along the corridor, rang for the lift, and they were shot up to the third floor. Here at the end of a long passage, was a large room, in which row after row of cabinets were methodically arrayed.

“This is our record department,” said T. B.; “it will have a special interest for you, Count Poltavo.”

“Why for me?” asked the other, with a smile.

“Because I take it you are interested in the study of criminal detection,” replied T.B. easily.

He walked aimlessly along one extensive row of drawers, and suddenly came to a halt.

“Here, for instance, is a record of a remarkable man,” he said. He pulled open a drawer unerringly, ran his fingers along the top of a batch of envelopes and selected one. He nodded the Count to a polished table near the window, and pulled up two chairs.

“Sit down,” he said, “and I will introduce you to one of the minor masters of the criminal world.”

Count Poltavo was an interested man as T.B. opened the envelope and took out two plain folders, and laid them on the table.

He opened the first of these; the photograph of a military-looking man in Russian uniform lay upon the top. Poltavo saw it, gasped, and looked up, his face livid.

“That was the Military Governor of Poland,” said T.B., easily; “he was assassinated by one who posed as his son many years ago.”

The Count had risen quickly, and stood shaking from head to foot, his trembling hand at his mouth.

“I have never seen him,” he muttered, “I think your record office is very close — you have no ventilation.”

“Wait a little,” said T.B., and he turned to the second dossier.

Presently he extracted another photograph, the photograph of a young man, a singularly goodlooking youth, and laid it on the table by the side of the other picture.

“Do you know this gentleman?” asked T.B.

There was no reply.

“It is the photograph of the murderer,” the detective went on, “and unfortunately this was not his only crime. You will observe there are two distinct folders, each filled with particulars of our young friend’s progress along the path which leads to the gallows.”

He sorted out another photograph. It was % beautiful girl in a Russian peasant costume; evidently the portrait of some one taken at a fancy dress ball, because both the refined face and the figure of the girl were inconsistent with the costume.

“That is the Princess Lydia Bontasky,” said T.B., “one of the victims of our young friend’s treachery. Here is another.”

The face of the fourth photograph was plain, and marked with sorrow.

“She was shot at Kieff by our young and high-spirited friend, and died of her wounds. Here are particulars of a bank robbery organized five years ago by a number of people who called themselves anarchists, but who were in reality very commonplace, conventional thieves unpossessed of any respect for human life. But I see this does not interest you.”

He closed the dossier and put it back into its envelope, before he looked up at the Count’s face. The man was pale now, with a waxen pallor of death.

“They are very interesting,” he muttered.

He stumbled rather than walked the length of the room, and he had not recovered when they reached the corridor.

“This is the way out,” said T.B., as he indicated the broad stairs. “I advise you, Count Poltavo, to step warily. It will be my duty to inform the Russian police that you are at present in this country. Whether they move or do not move is a problematical matter. Your fellow-countrymen are not specially energetic where crimes of five years’ standing are concerned. But this I warn you,” — he dropped his hand upon the other’s shoulder,— “that if you stand in my way I shall give you trouble which will have much more serious consequences for you.”

Three minutes later Poltavo walked out of Scotland Yard like a man in a dream. He hailed the first cab that came past and drove back to his fiat. He was there for ten minutes and emerged with a handbag.

He drove to the Grand Marylebone Hotel, and detective inspector Ela, who had watched his every movement, followed in another taxi. He waited until he saw Poltavo enter the hotel, then the officer descended some distance from the door, and walked nonchalantly to the entrance.

There was no sign of Poltavo.

Ela strolled carelessly through the corridor, and down into the big palm court. From the palm court another entrance led into the Marylebone Road. Ela quickened his steps, went through the big swing doors to the vestibule.

Yes, the porter on duty had seen the gentleman; he had called a taxi and gone a few minutes before.

Ela cursed himself for his folly in letting the man out of his sight.

He reported the result of his shadowing to T.B. Smith over the telephone, and T.B. was frankly uncomplimentary.

“However, I think I know where we will pick him up,” he said. “Meet me at Waterloo; we must catch the 6:15 to Great Bradley.”
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“You want to see Mr. Moole?” Dr. Fall asked the visitor.

“I wish to see Mr. Moole,” replied Poltavo. He stood at the door of the Secret House, and after a brief scrutiny the big-faced doctor admitted him, closing the door behind him.

“Tell me, what do you want?” he asked. He had seen the curious gesture that Poltavo had made — the pass sign which had unbarred the entrance to many strange people.

“I want to see Farrington!” replied Poltavo, coolly.

“Farrington!” Fall’s brow knit in a puzzled frown.

“Farrington,” repeated Poltavo, impatiently. “Do not let us have any of this nonsense, Fall. I want to see him on a matter of urgency. I am Poltavo.”

“I know just who you are,” said Fall, calmly, “but why you should come here under the impression that the late Mr. Farrington is an inmate of this establishment I do not understand. We are a lunatic asylum, not a mortuary,” he said, with heavy humour.

Still, he led the way upstairs to the drawingroom on the first floor.

“What is the trouble?” he asked, as he closed the door behind him.

Poltavo chose to tell the story of his identification by T.B. Smith rather than the real object of his journey. Fall listened in silence.

“I doubt very much whether he will see you,” he said: “he is in his worst mood. However, I will go along and find out what his wishes are.”

He was absent for ten minutes, and when he returned he beckoned to the visitor.

Poltavo followed him up the stairs till he came to the room in which the bedridden Mr. Moole lay.

A man turned as the two visitors came in — it was Farrington in the life, Farrington as he had seen him on the night of his disappearance from the box at the Jollity. The big man nodded curtly.

“Why have you come down here,” he asked, harshly, “leading half the detectives in London to me?”

“I do not think you need bother about half the detectives in London,” said Poltavo. He looked at Fall. “I want to see you alone,” he said.

Farrington nodded his head and the other departed, closing the door behind him.

“Now,” said Poltavo, — he crossed the room with two strides,— “I want to know what you mean — you treacherous dog — by this infernal will of yours!”

“You can sit down,” said Farrington, coolly, “and you can learn right now, Poltavo, that I do not stand for any man questioning me as to why I should do this or that, and I certainly do not stand for any human being in the world speaking to me as you are doing.”

“You know that you are in my power,” said Poltavo, viciously. “Are you aware that I could raise my finger and tumble your precious plot into the dust?”

“There are many things I know,” said Farrington, “and if you knew them too you would keep a civil tongue in your head. Sit down. What is the trouble?”

“Why did you leave that instruction in your will? That Doris was to marry this infernal Doughton?”

“For a very good reason.”

“Explain the reason!” stormed the angry man.

“I shall do nothing so absurd,” smiled Farrington, crookedly; “it is enough when I say I want this girl’s happiness. Don’t you realize,” he went on rapidly, “that the only thing I have in my life, that is at all clean, or precious, or worth while, is my affection for my niece? I want to see her happy; I know that her happiness lies with Doughton.”

“You are mad,” snarled the other; “the girl is half in love with me.”

“With you,” Farrington’s eyes narrowed; “that is absolutely impossible.”

“Why impossible?” demanded Poltavo loudly; “why impossible?” He thumped the table angrily.

“For many reasons,” said Farrington. “First, because you are unworthy to be her undergardener, much less her husband. You are, forgive my frankness, a blackguard, a thief, a murderer, a forger and a bank robber, so far as I know.” He smiled. “Yes, I was an interested listener to your conversation with Fall. I have all sorts of weird instruments here by which I can pick up unguarded items of talk, but fortunately I have no need to be informed on this subject. I have as complete a record of your past as our friend Smith, and I tell you, Poltavo, that whilst I am willing that you shall be my agent, and that you shall profit enormously by working hand in hand with me, I would sooner see myself dead than I should hand Doris over to your tender mercies.”

An ugly smile played about the lips of Poltavo.

“That is your last word?” he asked.

“That is my last word,” said Farrington; “if you will be advised by me, you will let the matter stand where it is. Leave things as they are, Poltavo. You are on the way to making a huge fortune; do not let this absurd sentiment, or this equally absurd ambition of yours, step in and spoil everything.”

“And whatever happens you would never allow Doris to marry me?”

“That is exactly what I meant, and exactly what I still say,” said Farrington, firmly.

“But, suppose,” — Poltavo’s hands caressed his little moustache, and he was smiling wickedly,— “suppose I force your hand?”

Farrington’s eyebrows rose. “How?” he demanded.

“Suppose I take advantage of the fact that Miss Doris Gray, an impressionable young English girl, receptive to sympathetic admiration and half in love with me — suppose, I say, I took advantage of this fact, and we marry in the face of your will?”

“You would be sorry,” said Farrington, grimly; “you may be sorry that you even threatened as much.”

“I not only threaten,” snarled Poltavo, “but I will carry out my threat, and you interfere with me at your peril!” He shook his clenched fist in Farrington’s face. The elder man looked at him with a long, earnest glance in which his keen eyes seemed to search the very soul of the Russian.

“I wish this had not happened,” he said, half to himself. “I had hoped that there was the making of a useful man in you, Poltavo, but I have been mistaken. I never thought that sentiment would creep in. Is it money — her fortune?” he asked, suddenly.

Poltavo shook his head.

“Curse the money,” he said, roughly; “I want the girl. I tell you, Farrington, every day she grows more precious and more desirable to me.”

“Other women have become precious and desirable to you,” said Farrington in a low, passionate voice, “and they have enjoyed the fleeting happiness of your favour for — how long? Just as long as you wanted, Poltavo, and when you have been satisfied and sated yourself with joy, you have cast them out as they had been nothing to you. I know your record, my man,” he said. “All that I want now is to assure myself that you are in earnest, because if you are—” He paused.

“If I am — ?” sneered Poltavo.

“You will not leave this house alive,” said Farrington.

He said it in a matter-of-fact tone, and the full significance of his speech did not dawn upon the Russian until long after he had said it.

For the space of a second or two his lips were smiling, and then the smile suddenly froze. His hand went back to his hip pocket and reappeared, holding a long-barrelled automatic pistol.

“Don’t you try any of your tricks on me,” he breathed. “I am quite prepared for all eventualities, Mr. Farrington; you make a mistake to threaten me.

“Not such a mistake as you have made,” smiled Farrington. “You may fire your pistol to see if it will go off. My own impression is that the magazine has been removed.”

One glance at the weapon was sufficient to demonstrate to the other that the man had spoken the truth. He went deathly white.

“Look here,” he said, genially, “let us make an end to this absurd breach of friendship. I have come down to see what I can do for you.”

“You have come down now to force me to grant your wishes regarding Doris,” said Farrington. “I think the matter had better end.” He pressed the bell, and Fall came in after a few moments’ interval.

“Give the Count some refreshment before he goes,” he said; “he is going to London.”

The very matter-of-factness of the instructions reassured Count Poltavo, who for one moment had stood in a panic of fear; there was that in this big silent house which terrified him. And with the removal of this fear his insolent assurance returned. He stood in the doorway.

“You have made up your mind about Doris?” he said.

“Absolutely,” said Farrington.

“Very good,” said Poltavo.

He followed Fall along the corridor, and the doctor opened a small door and illuminated a tiny lift inside, and Poltavo stepped in. As he did so the door clicked.

“How do I work this lift?” he asked through the ornamental ironwork of the doorway.

“I work it from outside,” said Dr. Fall, cheerfully, and pressed a button. The lift sank. It passed one steel door — that was the first floor; and another — that was the ground floor, but still the lift did not stop. It went on falling slowly, evenly, without jar or haste, and suddenly it came to a stop before a door made of a number of thin steel bars placed horizontally. As the lift stopped, the steel-barred doorway opened noiselessly. All Poltavo’s senses were now alert; he, a past master in the art of treachery, had been at last its victim. He did not leave the tiny lift for a moment, but prepared for eventualities. He took a pencil out of his pocket and wrote rapidly on the wooden panelling of the elevator, and then he stepped out into the semi-darkness. He saw a large apartment, a bed and chair, and above a large table one dim light. A number of switches on the wall facing him promised further illumination. Anyway, if the worst came to the worst, he could find a way by the lift well to safety again. He searched his pockets with feverish haste. He usually carried one or two pistol cartridges in case of necessity, and he was rewarded, for, in his top waistcoat pocket, he discovered two nickel-pointed shapes. Hastily he removed the dummy magazine from the butt of his pistol. The removal of the magazine must have been effected by his servant, and the servant, now he came to give the matter consideration, was possibly in the pay of Farrington, and had probably warned the occupants of the Secret House of Poltavo’s departure.

It was but natural that the big man would take no chances, and Poltavo cursed himself for a fool for allowing himself to be lured into a sense of security. He stepped out of the lift; there was enough light to guide him across the room. He reached the switchboard and pulled one of the little levers. Three lights appeared at the far end of the room; he pulled over the rest and the room was brilliantly illuminated.

It was an underground chamber, with red, distempered walls, artistically furnished. The small bed in the corner was of brass; the air was conveyed to his gloomy chamber by means of ventilators placed at intervals in the wall.

Not an uncomfortable prison, thought Poltavo. He was making his inspection when he heard a clang, and swung round. The steel door of the lift had closed and he reached it just in time to see the floor of the little cage ascending out of sight. He cursed himself again for his insensate folly; he might have fixed the door with a chair; it was an elementary precaution to take, but he had not realized the possibilities of this house of mystery.

Perhaps the chairs were fixed. He tried than, but found he was mistaken, except in one case. The great chair at the head of the table, solid and heavy, was immovable, for it was clamped to the floor.

In one corner was a framework, and he guessed it to be the slide in which the small provision lift ran.

His surmise was accurate, for even while he was examining it, a trap opened in the ceiling, and there slid down noiselessly between the oiled grids a tiny platform on which was a tray filled with covered dishes. He lifted the viands from the little elevator to the table and inspected them. There was a note written in pencil.

“You need have no fear in consuming the food we provide for you,” it ran. “Dr. Fall will personally vouch for its purity, and will, if necessary, sample it in your presence. If you should need attendance you will find a small bell fixed on the under side of the table.”

Poltavo looked at the dinner. He was ravenously hungry; he must take the chance of poison; after all, these people had him so completely in their power that there was no necessity to take any precaution so far as his food was concerned. He attacked an excellent dinner without discomfort to himself, and when he had finished he bethought himself of the bell, and finding it under the edge of the table, he pressed the button. He had not long to wait; he heard the faint hum of machinery and walked across to the barred gate of the lift, his pistol ready. He waited, his eyes fixed up at the black square through which he expected the lift to sink, and heard himself suddenly called by name.

He turned; Doctor Fall was standing in the centre of the room. By what means he had arrived there was no evidence to show.

“I hope I did not surprise you,” said the doctor, with his quiet smile; “I did not come the way you expected. There are three entrances to this room, and they are all equally difficult to negotiate.”

“May I inquire the meaning of this outrage?” asked Poltavo.

“Your virtuous indignation does you credit, Count,” said the doctor. He sat down by the table, took a cigar-case from his pocket, and offered it to his unwilling guest.

“You do not smoke; I am sorry. Would you like a cigarette?”

“Thank you, I have all the cigarettes I require,” said Poltavo, briefly.

The doctor did not speak until he had leisurely bitten off the end of a cigar and lit it.

“As I say,” he went on, “I admire your sang froid. The word ‘outrage’ comes curiously from you, Count, but I am merely carrying out Mr. Farrington’s wishes, when I say that I am perfectly willing to explain your present unhappy position. In some way you have made our friend very angry,” he went on, easily; “and at present he is disposed to treat you with considerable harshness, to mete out the same harsh justice, in fact, that he accorded to two of the people who were engaged in the building of this house, and who were predisposed to blackmail him with a threat of betrayal.”

“I knew nothing of these,” said Poltavo.

“Then you are one of the few people in London who do not,” said Dr. Fall, with a smile. “One was an architect, the other a fairly efficient man of a type you will find on the continent of Europe, and who will be an electrician’s assistant or a waiter with equal felicity. These men were engaged to assist in the construction of the house. They were brought from Italy with a number of other workmen, and entrusted with a section of its completion. Not satisfied with the handsome pay they received for their workmanship, they instituted a system of blackmail which culminated one night at Brakely Square in their untimely death.”

“Did Farrington kill them?” gasped Poltavo.

“I will not go so far as to say that,” said the suave secretary; “I only say that they died. Unfortunately for them, they were acting independently of one another and quarreled violently when they found that they had both come upon a similar errand, having at last identified the mysterious gentleman, who had commissioned the house, with Gregory Farrington, a worthy and blackmailable millionaire.”

“So that was it,” said Poltavo, thoughtfully.

“What a fool I was not to understand, not to see the connection. They were shot dead outside Farrington’s house. Who else could have committed the crime but he?”

“Again, I will not go so far as to say that,” repeated the secretary; “I merely remark that the men died a most untimely death, as a result of their eagerness to extract advantages from Mr. Farrington, which he was not prepared to offer. You, Count Poltavo, are in some danger of sharing the same fate.”

“I have been in tighter holes than this,” smiled Poltavo, but he was uneasy.

“Do not boast,” said the doctor quietly. “I doubt very much whether in your life you have been in so tight a hole as you are in now. We are quite prepared to kill you; I tell you that much, because Mr. Farrington does not ordinarily take risks. In your case, however, he is prepared, just so long as you are impressed with his power to punish, to give you one chance of life. Whether you take that chance or not entirely depends upon yourself. He will not extract any oaths or promises or pledges of any kind; he will release you with the assurance that if you will serve him you will be handsomely rewarded, and if you fail him you will be most handsomely killed; do I make myself clear?”

“Very,” said Poltavo, and the hand that raised the cigarette to his lips trembled a little.

“I would like to add,” began the doctor, when the shrill sound of a ringing bell rang through the vaulted apartment. Fall sprang up, walked quietly to the wall, and placed his ear against a portion which appeared to be no different to any other, but which, as Poltavo gathered, concealed a hidden telephone.

“Yes?” he asked. He listened. “Very good,” he said.

He turned to Poltavo, and surveyed him gravely.

“You will be interested to learn,” he said, “that the house is entirely surrounded by police. You have evidently been followed here.”

A light sprang into Poltavo’s eyes.

“That is very awkward for you,” he said, with a laugh.

“More awkward for you, I think,” said Doctor Fall, walking slowly to the farthermost wall of the room.

“Stop!” said Poltavo.

The doctor turned. He was covered by the black barrel of Poltavo’s pistol.

“I beg to assure you,” said the Count mockingly, “that this pistol is loaded with two small cartridges which I found in my waistcoat pocket, and which I usually carry in case of emergency. There is at any rate sufficient—”

He said no more, for suddenly the room was plunged in darkness, the lights were extinguished by an unseen hand as at some signal, and a mocking laugh came back to him from where Fall had stood.

“Shoot!” said the voice, but the two cartridges were too precious for Poltavo to take any risks in the dark. He stood waiting, suddenly heard a click, and then the lights came up again. He was alone in the room. He shrugged his shoulders; there was nothing to do but wait.

If T.B. Smith had followed him here, and if he had taken the drastic step of surrounding the house with police, there was hope that he might be rescued from his present unhappy plight. If not, he had the promise which Farrington had given of his release on terms.

He heard the whirr of the descending lift; this time it was the elevator by which he himself had descended. It came to a halt at the floor level and the steel gates swung open invitingly. He must take his chance; anyway, anything was better than remaining in this underground room.

He stepped into the lift and pulled the gates close after him. To his surprise they answered readily, and as the lock snapped the lift went upwards slowly. Two overhanging electric lamps illuminated the little elevator. They were dangerous to him. With the steel barrel of his pistol he smashed the bulbs and crouched down in the darkness, his finger on the trigger, ready for any emergency.

T.B. Smith was standing in the hall, and behind him three hard-featured men from the Yard. Before him was Dr. Fall, imperturbable and obeying as ever.

“You are perfectly at liberty to search the house,” he was saying, “and, as far as Count Poltavo is concerned, there is no mystery whatever. He is one of the people who have been attracted here by curiosity, and at the present moment he is inspecting the wonders of our beautiful establishment.”

There was something of truth in his ironic tone, and T.B. was puzzled.

“Will you kindly produce Count Poltavo?”

“With pleasure,” said the secretary.

It was at that moment that the lift door opened and Poltavo stepped out, pistol in hand.

He saw the group and took in its significance. He had now to decide in that moment with whom he should run. His mind was made up quickly; he knew he had no friends in the police force; whatever prosperity awaited him must come from Farrington and his influence.

“An interesting weapon you have in your hand, Count,” drawled T.B. “Do I understand that you have been inspecting the art treasures of the Secret House in some fear of your life?”

“Not at all,” said Poltavo, as he slipped the pistol into his pocket. “I have merely been engaged in a little pistol practice in the underground shooting gallery; it is an interesting place; you should see it.”

Dr. Fall’s eyes did not leave the face of his late prisoner, and Poltavo saw an approving gleam in the dark eyes.

“I should not, ordinarily, take the trouble to inspect your shooting gallery,” said T.B. Smith with a smile, “because I know that you are not speaking the exact truth, Count Poltavo. My own impression is that you have every reason to be thankful for my arrival. In the present circumstances, perhaps, it would be advisable to look over a portion of your domain which, so far, has escaped my inspection.”

The doctor shrugged his shoulders.

“It is hardly a shooting gallery, but since it is so far removed from the living portion of the house we sometimes use it for that purpose,” he said. “I have not the slightest objection to your descending.”

T.B. entered the lift. It was in darkness, as a result of Poltavo’s precautions.

“I will go alone,” said T.B., and Fall, with a little bow, closed the gates, and the lift descended.

They waited some time; Fall had the power, from where he was, of closing the gates below and bringing the lift up again. This Poltavo knew to his cost, but there were good reasons why the doctor should not exercise his knowledge, and in a few minutes the lift came back to its original position and T.B. stepped out.

“Thank you, I have learned all I want to know,” he said with a keen glance at Poltavo. “Really, you have an extraordinary house, Dr. Fall.”

“It is always open to your inspection,” said the doctor, with a heavy smile.

T.B. was fingering the little electric lamp, which he carried in his hand, in an absentminded manner., Presently he put it into his pocket, and, with a nod to his host, walked across the hall. He turned suddenly and addressed Poltavo.

“When you were trapped in this house,” he said, quietly, “and expected considerable trouble in escaping from the trap, you took the precaution, like the careful man that you are, of inscribing a message which might aid those who came to your relief. This message has now served its purpose,” he smiled, as he saw the look of consternation on Poltavo’s face, “and you will be well advised to invite your friend to wipe it out”; and with another nod he passed from the house, followed by his three men.

“What does this mean?” asked Fall, quickly.

“I — I—” stammered Poltavo, flustered for once in his life, “wrote on the side of the lift a few words only, nothing incriminating, my dear doctor, just a line to say that I was imprisoned below.”

With a curse Fall dashed into the little elevator.

“Bring a light,” he said, and struck a match to read the scrawl which Poltavo had written. Fortunately there was nothing in it which betrayed the great secret of the house, but it was enough, as he realized, to awaken the dormant suspicion, even supposing it was dormant, of this indefatigable detective.

“You have made a nice mess of things,” he said to Poltavo, sternly; “see that you do not make a greater. We will forgive you once, but the second attempt will be fatal”
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The distant chime of Little Bradley church had struck one o’clock, when T.B. Smith stepped from the shadow of the hedge on the east side of the Secret House, and walked slowly toward the road. Two men, crouched in the darkness, rose silently to meet him.

“I think I have found a place,” said T.B., in a low voice. “As I thought, there are electric alarms on the top of the walls, and electric wires threaded through all the hedges. There is a break, however, where, I think, I can circumvent the alarm.”

He led the way back to the place from which he had been making his reconnaissance.

“Here it is,” said T.B.

He touched a thin twine-like wire with his finger.

The third man put the concentrated ray of an electric lamp upon it.

“I can make another circuit for this,” he said, and pulled a length of wire from his pocket. Two minutes later, thanks to quick manipulation of his wire, they were able to step in safety across the wall and drop noiselessly into the grounds.

“We shall find a man on duty,” whispered T.B.; “the is patrolling the house, and I have an idea that there are tripwires on the lawn.”

He had fixed a funnel-like arrangement to the head of his lamp, and now he carefully scrutinized the ground as he walked forward. The funnel was so fixed that it showed no light save on the actual patch of ground he was surveying.

“Here is one,” he said, suddenly.

The party stepped cautiously over the almost invisible line of wire, supported a few inches from the ground by steel uprights, placed at regular intervals.

“They fix these every night after sunset; I have watched them doing it,” said T.B. “There is another line nearer the house.”

They found this, too, and carefully negotiated it.

“Down!” whispered T.B. suddenly, and the party sank flat on the turf.

Ela for a moment could not see the cause for alarm, but presently he discerned the slow moving figure of the sentry as it passed between them and the house. The man was walking leisurely along, and even in the starlight they could see the short rifle slung at his shoulder. They waited until he had disappeared round the corner of the house, and then crossed the remaining space of lawn. T.B. had been carrying a little canvas bag, and now he put his hand inside and withdrew by the ears a struggling rabbit.

“Little friend,” he whispered, “You must be sacrificed in the cause of scientific criminal investigation.”

He mounted the steps which led to the entrance hall. The steel-beaded curtain still hung before the door almost brushing the mat as he had seen it. He released the rabbit, and the startled beast, after a vain attempt to escape back to the lawn, went with hesitating hop on to the mat, and then, at a threatening gesture from T.B., pushed his nose to the hanging curtain to penetrate his way to safety. Instantly as he touched it there was a quick flicker of blue light, and the unfortunate animal was hurled back past T.B. to the gravel path below. The detective descended hastily and picked it up. It was quite dead. He felt the singed hair about its head, and murmured a sympathetic “vale.”

“As I suspected,” he said in a low voice, “an electric death-trap for anybody trying to get into the house that way. Now, Johnson.”

The third man was busy pulling out a pair of rubber boots; he took from his pocket a pair of thick rubber gloves, and made his way with confidence up the steps. He leant down and tried to pull the mat from its place, but that was impossible. He gathered up the beads cautiously with his hands; he was free, by reason of his boots and his hand-covering, from the danger of a shock, but he took good care that no portion of the curtain touched any other part of his body. Very cautiously he drew the bead “chick” aside, looping it back by means of strong rubber bands, and then T.B. went forward. In the meantime he had followed the other’s example, and had drawn stout rubber goulashes over his feet and had put on gloves of a similar material. The lock that he had noticed earlier in the day was of a commonplace type; the only danger was that the inmates had taken the precaution of bolting or chaining the door, but apparently they were content with the protection which their electric curtain might reasonably be expected to afford. The door opened after a brief manipulation of keys, and T.B. stepped into the hall. He listened, all his senses strained, for the sound of a warning bell, but none came. Ela and the other man followed.

“Better remain in the hall,” said T.B. “We shall have to chance the guard not noticing what has happened to the curtain, anyway; perhaps he will not be round for some time,” he added, hopefully.

They made a quick scrutiny of the hall, and found no indication of cables or of wires which would suggest that an alarm had been fixed. T.B. stole carefully up the stairs, leaving the two men to guard the hall below. At every landing he halted, and listened, but the house was wrapped in silence, and he searched the third floor without mishap.

He recognized the corridor, having taken very careful note of certain peculiarities, and a scratch on the side of the lift door, which he had mentally noted for future reference, showed him he was on the right track.

Unerringly and swiftly he passed along the passage till he came to the big rosewood doors which opened upon the invalid’s bedroom. He turned the handle gently, it yielded, and he stepped noiselessly through the door, and pushed the inner door cautiously. The room was dimly illuminated, evidently by a night light, thought T.B., and he pressed the door farther open that he might secure a better view of the apartment, and then he gasped, for this was not the room he had been in before.

It was a sumptuously arranged bureau, paneled in rosewood, and set about with costly furniture. A man was sitting at the desk, busily writing by the light of a table lamp; his back was toward T.B. The detective pushed the door farther open, and suddenly the man at the desk leapt up, and turning round, confronted the midnight visitor.

T.B. had only time to see that his face was hidden behind a black mask which extended from his forehead to his chin. As soon as he saw T.B. standing in the doorway, he reached out his hand. Instantly the room was in darkness, and the door, which T.B. was holding ajar, was suddenly forced back as if by an irresistible power, flinging the detective into the corridor, which almost simultaneously was flooded with light. T.B. turned to meet the smiling face of Dr. Fall.

The big man, with his white, expressionless countenance, was regarding him gravely, and with amused resentment.

Where he had come from T.B. could only conjecture; he had appeared as if by magic and was fully dressed.

“To what do I owe the honour of this visit, Mr. Smith?” he said, in his dry, grim way.

“A spirit of curiosity,” said T.B., coolly. “I was anxious to secure another peep at your Mr. Moole.”

“And how did he look?” asked the other, with a faint smile.

“Unfortunately,” said T.B., “I have mistaken the floor, and instead of seeing our friend, I have unexpectedly and quite unwittingly interrupted a gentleman who, for reasons best known to himself, has hidden his face.”

Dr. Fall frowned.

“I do not quite follow you,” he said.

“Perhaps if I were to follow you back to the room,” said T.B. good humouredly, “you might understand better.”

He heard a strange wailing sound and a shivering motion beneath his feet, as though a Heavy traction engine were passing close to the house.

“What is that?” he asked.

“It is one of the unpleasant consequences of building one’s house over a disused coalmine,” said the doctor easily; “but as regards your strange hallucination,” he went on, “I should rather like to disabuse your mind of your fantastic vision.”

He walked slowly back to the room which T.B. had quitted, and the inner door yielded to his touch. It was in darkness. Dr. Fall put his hand inside the room and there was a click of a switch.

“Come in,” he said, and T.B. stepped into the room.

It was the room he had left in the earlier part of the day. There was the blue square of carpet and the silver bedstead, and the same yellow face and unwinking eyes of the patient. The walls were paneled in myrtle, the same electrolier hung from the ceiling as he had seen on his previous visit. Smith gasped, and passed his hand over his forehead.

“You see,” said the secretary, “you have been the victim of a peculiar and unhappy trick of eyesight; in fact, Mr. Smith, may I suggest that you have been dreaming?”

“You may suggest just what you like,” said T.B. pleasantly. “I should like to see the room below and the room above.”

“With pleasure,” said the other; “there is a storeroom up above which you may see if you wish.”

He led the way upstairs, unlocked the door of the room immediately over that which they had just left, and entered; The room was bare, and the plain deal floor, the distempered walls, and the high skylight showed it to be just as the doctor had described, a typical storeroom.

“You do not seem to use it,” said T.B.

“We are very tidy people,” smiled the doctor; “and now you shall see the room below.”

As they went down the stairs again they heard the curious wail, and T.B. experienced a tremulous jar which he had noted before.

“Unpleasant, is it not?” said Dr. Fall. “I was quite alarmed at that at first, but it has no unpleasant consequences.”

On the second floor he entered the third room, immediately below that in which the sick Mr. Moole was lying. He unlocked this door and they entered a well-furnished bedroom; on a more elaborate scale than that which T.B. had seen before.

“This is our spare bedroom,” said Dr. Fall, easily; “we seldom use it.”

T.B. slipped into the apartment and made a quick scrutiny. There was nothing of a suspicious character here.

“I hope you are satisfied now,” said Dr. Fall as he led the way out, “and that your two friends below are not growing impatient.”

“You have seen them, then,” said T.B.

“I have seen them,” said the other gravely. “I saw them a few moments after you entered the hall. You see, Mr. Smith,” he went on, “we do not employ anything so vulgar as bells to alarm us. When the entrance door opens, a red light shows above my bed. Unfortunately, the moment you came in I happened to be in an adjoining room at work. I had to go into my bedroom to get a paper, when I saw the light. So, though I am perhaps inaccurate in saying that I have been keeping you under observation from the moment you arrived, there was little you did which was not witnessed. I will show you, if you will be good enough to accompany me to my room.”

“I shall be delighted,” said T.B.

He was curious to learn anything that the house or its custodian could teach him. Dr. Fall’s room was on the first floor, immediately over the entrance hall, a plain office with a door leading to a cosily, though comparatively expensively furnished bedroom. By the side of the doctor’s bed was a round pillar, which looked for all the world like one of those conventional and useless articles of furniture which the suburban housewife employs to balance a palm upon.

“Look down into that,” said the doctor.

T.B. obeyed. It was quite hollow, and a little way down was what appeared to be a square sheet of silver paper. It was unlike any other silver paper because it appeared to be alive. He could see figures standing against it, two figures that he had no difficulty in recognizing as Ela and Johnson.

“It is a preparation of my own,” said the doctor. “I thought of taking out a patent for it. An adjustment of mirrors throws the image upon a luminous screen which is so sensitive to light that it can record an impression of your two friends even in the semi-darkness of the hall.”

“Thank you,” said T.B.

There was nothing to do but to accept his defeat as graciously as possible. For baffled he was, caught at every turn, and puzzled, moreover, by his extraordinary experience.

“You will find some difficulty in opening the door,” said the pleasant Doctor Fall.

“In that I think you are mistaken,” smiled T.B.

The doctor stopped to switch on the light, and the two discomforted detectives watched the scene curiously.

“We have left the door ajar.”

“Still I think you will find a difficulty in getting out,” insisted the other. “Open the door.”

Ela pulled at it, but it was impossible to move the heavy oaken panel.

“Electrically controlled,” said the doctor; “and you can neither move it one way nor the other. It is an ingenious idea of mine, for which I may also apply for a patent one of these days.”

He took a key from his pocket and inserted it in an almost invisible hole in the oak panelling of the hall; instantly the door opened slowly.

“I wish you a very good night,” said Doctor Fall, as they stood on the steps. “I hope we shall meet again.”

“You may be sure,” said T.B. Smith, grimly, “that we shall.”
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Doris Gray was face to face with a dilemma. She stood in a tragic position; even now, she could not be sure that her guardian was dead. But dead or alive, he had left her a terrible problem, for terrible it seemed to her, for solution.

She liked Frank Doughton well enough, but she was perhaps too young, had too small a knowledge of the great elements of life to appreciate fully her true feelings in the matter; and then the influence of this polished man of the world, this Count of the Roman Empire as he described himself, with his stories of foreign capitals, his easy conversation, his acquaintance with all the niceties of social intercourse, had made a profound impression upon her. At the moment, she might not say with any certainty, whether she preferred the young Englishman or this suave man of the world.

The balance was against Frank, and the command contained in the will, the knowledge that she must, so she told herself, make something of a sacrifice, was a subject for resentment Not even the sweetest girl in the world, obeying as she thought the command of a dead man, who was especially fond and proud of her, could be compensated for the fact that he had laid upon her his dead hands, charging her to obey a command which might very easily be repugnant and hateful to her.

She did not, in truth, wish to marry anybody. She could well afford to allow the question of her fortune to lapse; she had at least five years in which to make up her mind, as to how she felt toward Frank Doughton. She liked him, there was something especially invigorating and wholesome in his presence and in his very attitude towards her. He was so courteous, so kindly, so full of quick, strong sympathy and yet — there were some depths he could not touch, she told herself, and was vague herself as to what those depths were.

She was strolling in Green Park on a glorious April morning, in a complacent mood, for the trees were in fresh green bud and the flower beds were a blaze of colour, when she met Frank, and Frank was so obviously exhilarated that something of his enthusiasm was conveyed to her. He saw her before she had seen him, and came with quickening footsteps toward her.

“I say,” he said explosively, “I have some splendid news!”

“Let us sit down,” she said, with a kindly smile, and made a place for him by her side on a bench near by. “Now, what is this wonderful news?”

“You remember Mr. Farrington gave me a commission to find the missing heir of Tollington?”

She nodded.

“Well, I have found him,” he said, triumphantly; “it is an extraordinary thing,” he went on, “that I should have done so, because I am not a detective. I told Mr. Farrington quite a long time ago that I never expected to make any discovery which would be of any use to him. You see Mr. Farrington was not able to give me any very definite data to work on. It appears that old Tollington had a nephew, the son of his dead sister, and it was to this nephew that his fortune was left. Tollington’s sister had been engaged to a wealthy Chicago stockbroker, and the day before the wedding she had run away with an Englishman, with whom her family was acquainted, but about whom they knew very little. She guessed that he was a ne’er-do-well, who had come out to the States to redeem his fallen fortune. But he was not a common adventurer apparently, for he not only refused to communicate with the girl’s parents, although he knew they were tremendously wealthy, but he never allowed them to know his real name. It appears that he was in Chicago under a name which was not his own. From that moment they lost sight of him. In a roundabout way they learned that he had gone back to England and that he had by his own efforts and labours established himself there. This news was afterwards confirmed. The girl was in the habit of writing regularly to her parents, giving neither her surname nor address. They answered through the columns of the London Times. That is how, though they knew where she was situated, all efforts to get in touch with her proved to be unavailing; and when her parents died, and her brother renewed his search, he was met with a blank wall. You see,” Frank went on, a little naively, “it is quite impossible to discover anybody when their name is not even known to one.”

“I see,” smiled the girl; “and have you succeeded where all these people have failed?”

“I have hardly progressed so far as that,” he laughed. “What I have discovered is this: that the man, who seventy years ago left the United States with the sister of old Tollington, lived for some years in Great Bradley.”

“Great Bradley!” she said, in surprise; “why, isn’t that where Lady Constance Dex lives?”

He nodded.

“Everybody seems to live there,” he said, ruefully; “even our friend,” he hesitated.

“Our friend?” she repeated, inquiringly.

“Your friend Poltavo is there now,” he said, “permanently established as the guest of Dr. Fall. You have heard of the Secret House? — but everybody in England has heard of it.”

“I am afraid that everybody does not include me,” she smiled, “but go on with your story; how did you find that he lived in Great Bradley?”

“Well, it was rather a case of luck,” he explained. “You see, I lived some years in Great Bradley myself; that is where I first met your uncle. I was a little boy at the time. But it wasn’t my acquaintance with Great Bradley which helped me. Did you see in the paper the other day the fact that, in pulling down an old post office building, a number of letters were discovered which had evidently slipped through the floor of the old letterbox, and had not been delivered?”

“I read something about it,” she smiled; “forty or fifty years old, were they not?”

He nodded.

“One of these,” he said, quietly, “was addressed to Tollington, and was signed by his sister. I saw it this morning at the General Post Office. I happened to spot the paragraph, which was sent in to my paper, to the effect that these letters had been undelivered for forty or fifty years, and fortunately our correspondent at Great Bradley had secured a list of the addresses. I saw that one of these was to George Tollington of Chicago, and on the off chance I went down to Great Bradley. Thanks to the courtesy of the Postmaster-General I was able to copy the letter. It was a short one.”

He fumbled in his pocket and produced a sheet of paper.

“Dear George,” he read, “this is just to tell you that we are quite well and prosperous. I saw your advertisement in the Times newspaper and was pleased to hear from you. Henry sends to you his kindest regards and duties.

“Your loving sister,

“Annie”

“Of course, it is not much to go on,” he said apologetically, folding the letter up and replacing it in his pocket. “I suppose Great Bradley has had a constant procession of Annies, but at any rate it is something.”

“It is indeed,” she smiled.

“It means quite a lot to me, or at least it did,” he corrected himself. “I had an arrangement with your uncle, which was approved by the other trustees of the estate. It means a tremendous lot,” he repeated. There was some significance in his tone and she looked up to him quickly.

“In money?” she asked.

“In other things,” he said, lowering his voice. “Doris, I have not had an opportunity of saying how sorry I am about the will; it is hateful that you should be forced by the wishes of your guardian to take a step which may be unpleasant to you.”

She coloured a little and turned her eyes away.

“I — I do not want to take advantage of that wish,” he went on awkwardly. “I want you to be happy. I want you to come to me for no other reason than the only one that is worth while; that you have learned to care for me as I care for you.”

Still she made no response and he sighed heavily.

“Some day,” he said, wistfully, “I had hoped to bring in my hands all the material advantages which a man can offer to the woman he loves.”

“And do you think that would make a difference?” she asked quickly.

“It would make this difference,” he replied, in the same quiet tone, “that you could not think of me as one who loved you for your fortune, or one who hoped to gain anything from the marriage but the dearest, sweetest woman in the world.”

The eyes which she turned upon him were bright with unshed tears.

“I do not know how I feel, Frank,” she said. “I am almost as much a mystery to myself as I must be to you. I care for you in a way, but I am not sure that I care for you as you would like me to.”

“Is there anybody else?” he asked, after a pause.

She avoided his glance, and sat twining the cord of her sunshade about her fingers.

“There is nobody else — definitely,” she said.

“Or tentatively?” he insisted.

“There are always tentative people in life,” she smiled, parrying his question. “I think, Frank, you stand as great a chance as anybody.” She shrugged her shoulders. “I speak as though I were some wonderful prize to be bestowed; I assure you I do not feel at all like that. I have a very humble opinion of my own qualities. I do not think I have felt so meek or so modest about my own qualities as I do just now.”

He walked with her to the end of the park, and saw her into a taxicab, standing on the pavement and watching as she was whirled into the enveloping traffic, out of sight.

As for Doris Gray, she herself was suffering from some uneasiness of mind. She needed a shock to make her realize one way or the other where her affections lay. Poltavo loomed very largely; his face, his voice, the very atmosphere which enveloped him, was constantly present with her.

She reached Brakely Square and would have passed straight up to her room, but the butler, with an air of importance, stopped her.

“I have a letter here, miss. It is very urgent. The messenger asked that it should be placed in your hands at the earliest possible moment.”

She took the letter from him. It was addressed to her in typewritten characters. She stripped the envelope and found yet another inside. On it was typewritten:

“Read this letter when you are absolutely alone. Lock the door and be sure that nobody is near when you read it.”

She raised her pretty eyebrows. What mystery was this? she asked. Still, she was curious enough to carry out the request. She went straight to her own room, opened the envelope, and took out a letter containing half a dozen lines of writing.

She gasped, and went white, for she recognized the hand the moment her eyes fell upon it The letter she held in her shaking hand ran:

“I command you to marry Frank Doughton within seven days. My whole fortune and my very life may depend upon this.”

It was signed “Gregory Farrington,” and heavily underlined beneath the signature were the words, “Burn this, as you value my safety.”

*

T.B. Smith stepped briskly into the office of his chief and closed the door behind him.

“What is the news?” asked Sir George, looking up.

“I can tell you all the news that I know,” said T.B., “and a great deal that I do not know, but only surmise.”

“Let us hear the facts first and the romance afterwards,” growled Sir George, leaning back in his chair.

“Fact one,” said T.B. drawing up a chair to the table, and ticking off his fact on the first finger of his hand, “is that Gregory Farrington is alive, The man whose body was picked up in the Thames is undoubtedly the gentleman who was shot in the raid upon the Custom House. The inference is, that Gregory was the second party in the raid, and that the attempt to secure the trunk of the admirable Dr. Goldworthy was carefully conceived. The box apparently contained a diary which gave away Gregory to one who had it in her power to do him an immense amount of harm.”

“You refer to Lady Constance Dex?” asked the chief, interestedly.

T.B. nodded.

“That is the lady,” he said. “Evidently Farrington has played it pretty low down upon her; was responsible for the death of her lover, and, moreover, for a great deal of her unhappiness. Farrington was the man who told George Doughton about some scandal of her youth, and Doughton, that high-spirited man, went straight off to Africa without communicating with the lady or discovering how far she was guilty in the matter. The documents in the box would, I surmise, prove this to Lady Dex’s satisfaction, and Farrington, who was well informed through his agents on the Coast, would have every reason for preventing these letters getting into the hands of a woman who would be remorseless in her vengeance.”

“Is that fact established?” asked the chief.

“Pretty well,” said T.B.

He took some papers out of his pocket and laid them on the desk before him.

“I have now got a copy of the letter which the dead lover wrote to Lady Constance. “I need not say,” he said lightly, “how I obtained possession of this, but we in our department do not hesitate to adopt the most drastic methods—”

“I know all about that,” said the chief, with a little smile; “there was burglary at the rectory two days ago, and I presume your interesting burglar was your own Private Sikes.”

“Exactly,” said T.B. cheerfully. “Fact number two,” he went on, “is that Gregory Farrington and the international blackmailer named Montague Fallock are one and the same person.”

The chief looked up.

“You do not mean that?”

“I do indeed,” said T.B. “That interesting paragraph in the will of the late Mr. Farrington confirms this view. The will was especially prepared to put me off the scent Letters which have been received by eminent personages signed ‘Montague Fallock’ and demanding, as usual, money with threats of exposure have recently been received and confirm this theory.”

“Where is Montague Fallock now?”

“Montague Fallock is an inmate of the Secret House,” said T.B.

“It seems pretty easy to take him, does it not?” asked Sir George, in surprise. “Have you moved in the matter?”

T.B. shook his head.

“It is not so easy as you imagine,” he said. “The Secret House contains more secrets than we can at present unravel. It was built, evidently and obviously, by a man of extraordinary mechanical genius as Farrington was, and the primary object with which it was built was to enable him on some future occasion to make his escape. I am perfectly certain that any attempt to raid the house would result immediately in the bird flying. We have got to wait patiently.”

“What I cannot understand,” said his chief, after awhile, “is why he should make a dramatic exit from the world.”

“That is the easiest of all to explain,” smiled T.B. “He was scared; he knew that I identified him with the missing Fallock; he knew, too, that I strongly suspected him of the murder of the two men in Brakely Square. Don’t you see the whole thing fits together? He imported from various places on the Continent, and at various periods, workmen of every kind to complete the house at Great Bradley. Although he began his work thirty years ago, the actual finishing touches have not been made until within the last few years. Those finishing touches were the most essential. I have discovered that the two men who were shot in Brakely Square, were separately and individually employed in making certain alterations to the house and installing certain machinery.

“One was a young architect, the other was a general utility man. They were unknown to each other; each did his separate piece of work and was sent back to his native land. By some mischance they succeeded in discovering who their employer was, and they both arrived, unfortunately for them, simultaneously at the door of Fallock or Farrington’s house with the object of blackmailing him. Farrington overheard the conversation; he admitted as much.

“He stood at the door, saw them flourishing their pistols and thought it was an excellent opportunity to rid himself of a very serious danger. He shot them from the doorway, closed the doorway behind him, and returned the revolver to its drawer in his study, and came down in time to meet the policeman with energetic protestations of his terror. I smelt the powder when I went into the house; there is no mistaking the smell of cordite fired in so confined a place as the hallway of a house. And Lady Dex was also there; she must have witnessed the shooting.”

“Why did she come?” asked the chief.

“My conjecture is that she came either to confront Farrington with evidence of his complicity, which is unlikely, or else to secure confirmation of the story her lover told in his last letter.”

“But why shouldn’t Farrington disappear in an ordinary way — or why need he disappear at all?” asked Sir George. “He had plenty of credit in the city. He had the handling of his niece’s fortune. He could have blocked out your suspicion; he is not the kind of man to be scared of a little thing like that.”

“That is where I am at sea,” said T.B. “I must confess his disappearance is not consistent with his known character. He certainly had the fortune of the girl, and I have no doubt in my mind that he has a very genuine affection for his niece. Her inheritance, by the way, falls due next month; I do not suppose that had anything to do with it. If he had robbed her of it, or he had dissipated this money which was left in his care, one could have understood it, but the fact that he is dead will not restore the fortune if it is gone.”

“What are you doing?” asked the chief.

“About Farrington?” asked T.B. “I am having the house kept under observation, and I am taking whatever precautions I can to prevent our friend from being scared. I am even attempting to lure him into the open. Once I can catch him outside of the Secret House, I think he will be a clever man to escape.”

“And Poltavo?”

“He is in town,” said T.B. “I think he will be a fairly easy man to circumvent; he is obviously acting now as the agent of our friend Farrington, and he is horribly proud of himself!”
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As T.B. had said, Poltavo had returned from his brief sojourn in Great Bradley, and emerged into society a new and more radiant being than ever he had been before.

There had always been some doubt as to the Count’s exact financial position, and cautious hostesses had hesitated before they had invited this plausible and polished man to their social functions. There were whispers adverse as to his standing; there were even bold people who called into question his right to employ the title which graced his visiting cards. There were half a dozen Poltavos in the Almanack De Gotha, any one of whom might have been Ernesto, for so vague is the Polish hierarchy that it was impossible to fix him to any particular family, and he himself answered careless inquiries with a cryptic smile which might have meant anything.

But with his return to London, after his brief absence, there was no excuse for any hostess, even the most sceptical, in refusing to admit him to social equality on the ground of poverty. The very day he returned he acquired the lease of a house in Burlington Gardens, purchased two motorcars, paying cash down for an early delivery, gave orders left and right for the enrichment of his person and his domicile, and in forty-eight hours had established himself in a certain mode of living which suggested that he had never known any other.

He had had his lesson and had profited thereby. He had experienced an unpleasant fright, though he might not admit it to Dr. Fall and his master; it was nevertheless a fact that, realizing as he did that he had stood face to face with a particularly unpleasant death, he had been seized by a panic which had destroyed his ordinary equilibrium.

“You may trust me, my friend,” he muttered to himself, as he sorted over the papers on his brand-new desk in his brand-new study, in a house which was still redolent of the painter’s art and presence. “You may trust me just so long as I find it convenient for you to trust me, but you may be sure that never again will I give you the benefit of my presence in the Secret House.”

He had come back with a large sum of money to carry out his employer’s plans. There were a hundred agents through the country, particulars of whom Poltavo now had in his possession. Innocent agents, and guilty agents; agents in high places and active agents in the servants’ hall. Undoubtedly Gossip’s Corner was a useful institution.

Farrington had not made a great deal of money from its sale; indeed, as often as not, it showed a dead loss every year. But he paid well for contributions which were sent to him, and offered a price, which exceeded the standard rate of pay, for such paragraphs as were acceptable.

Men and women, with a malicious desire to score off some enemy, would send him items which the newspapers would publish if they concerned somebody who might not be bled. Many of these facts in an amended form were, in fact, printed.

But more often than not the paragraphs and articles which came to the unknown editor dealt with scandal which it was impossible to put into print. Nevertheless, the informant would be rewarded. In some faraway country home a treacherous servant would receive postal orders to his or her great delight, but the news she or he had sent in their malice, a tit-bit concerning some poor erring woman or some foolish man, would never see the light of day, and the contributor might look in vain for the spicy paragraph which had been composed with such labour.

The unfortunate subjects of domestic treachery would receive in a day or two a letter from the mysterious Montague Fallock, retailing, to their horror, those precious secrets which they had imagined none knew but themselves. They would not associate the gossipy little rag, which sometimes found its way to the servants’ hall, with the magnificent demand of this prince of blackmailers, and more often than not they would pay to the utmost of their ability to avoid exposure.

It was not only the servants’ hall which supplied Montague Fallock with all the material for his dastardly work. There were men scarcely deserving the name, and women lost to all sense of honour, who found in this little journal means by which they could “come back “at those favoured people who had offered them directly or indirectly some slight offence. Sometimes the communication would reach the Gossip anonymously, but if the facts retailed were sufficiently promising, one of Fallock’s investigators would be told off to discover how much truth there was in it. A bland letter would follow, and the wretched victim would emerge from the transaction the poorer in pocket and often in health.

For this remorseless and ruthless man destroyed more than fortunes; he trafficked in human lives. There had been half a dozen mysterious suicides which had been investigated by Scotland Yard, and found directly traceable to letters received in the morning, and burnt by the despairing victim before his untimely and violent departure from life.

The office of the paper was situated at the top of a building in Fleet Street; one back room comprised the whole of its editorial space, and one dour man its entire staff. It was his duty to receive the correspondence as it came and to convey it to the cloakroom of a London station. An hour later it would be called for by a messenger and transferred to another cloakroom. Eventually it would arrive in the possession of the man who was responsible for the contents of the paper. Many of these letters contained contributions in the ordinary way of business, a story or two contributed by a more or less well-known writer. Fallock, or Farrington, needed these outside contributions, not only to give the newspaper a verisimilitude of genuineness, but also to fill the columns of the journal.

He himself devoted his energies to two pages of shrewdly edited titbits of information about the great. They were carefully written, often devoid of any reference to the person whom they affected, and were more or less innocuous. But in every batch of letters there were always one or two which gave the master blackmailer an opportunity for extracting money from people, who had been betrayed by servants or friends. There was a standing offer in the Gossip of five guineas for any paragraph which might be useful to the editor, and it is a commentary upon the morality of human nature that there were times when Farrington paid out nearly a thousand pounds a week for the information which his unscrupulous contributors gave him.

There was work here for Poltavo; he was an accomplished scholar, and a shrewd man of affairs. If Farrington had been forced to accept his service, having accepted them, he could do no less than admit the wisdom of his choice. In his big study, with the door locked, Poltavo carefully sorted the correspondence, thinking the while.

If he played his cards well he knew his future was assured. The consequence of his present employment, the misery it might bring to the innocent and to the foolishly guilty alike, did not greatly trouble him; he was perfectly satisfied with his own position in the matter. He had found a means of livelihood, which offered enormous rewards and the minimum of risk. In his brief stay at the Secret House, Farrington had impressed upon him the necessity for respecting trifles.

“If you can make five shilings out of a working man,” was his dictum, “make it. We cannot afford to despise the smallest amount,” and in consequence Poltavo was paying as much attention to the ill-written and illiterate scrawls which came from the East End of London, as he was to the equally illiterate efforts of the under-butler, describing an error of his master’s in a northern ducal seat. Poltavo went through the letters systematically, putting this epistle to the right, and that to the left; this to make food for the newspaper; that, as a subject for further operations. Presently he stopped and looked up at the ceiling.

“So she must marry Frank Doughton within a week,” he said to himself in wonder.

Yes, Farrington had insisted upon carrying out his plans, knowing the power he held, and he, Poltavo, had accepted the ultimatum in all meekness of spirit.

“I must be losing my nerve,” he muttered. “Married in a week! Am I to give her up, this gracious, beautiful girl — with her future, or without her fortune?”

He smiled, and it was not a pleasant smile to see. “No, my friend, I think you have gone a little too far. You depended too much upon my acquiescence. Ernesto, mon ami, you have to do some quick thinking between now and next Monday,”

A telephone buzzed at his elbow, and he took it off and listened.

“Yes?” he asked, and then he recognized the speaker’s voice, and his voice went soft and caressing, for it was the voice of Doris Gray that he heard.

“Can you see me tomorrow?” she asked.

“I can see you to-day, my lady, at once, if you wish it,” he said, lightly.

There was a little hesitation at the other end of the wire.

“If you could, I should feel glad,” she said. “I am rather troubled.”

“Not seriously, I hope?” he asked, anxiously,

“I have had a letter from some one,” she said, meaningly.

“I think I understand,” he replied; “some one wishes you to do a thing which is a repugnant to you.”

“I cannot say that,” she said, and there was despair in her voice; “all I know is that I am bewildered by the turn events have taken. Do you know the contents of the letter?”

“I know,” he said, gently; “it was my misfortune to be the bearer of the communication.”

“What do you think?” she asked, after a while.

“You know what I think,” he said, passionately. “Can you expect me to agree to this?”

The intensity of his voice frightened her, and she rapidly strove to bring him down to a condition of normality.

“Come tomorrow,” she said, hastily. “I would like to talk it over with you.”

“I will come at once,” he said.

“Perhaps you had better not,” she hesitated.

“I am coming at once,” he said, firmly, and hung up the receiver.

In that moment of resentment against the tyranny of his employer, he forgot all the dangers which the Secret House threatened; all its swift and wicked vengeance. He only knew, with the instinct of a beast of prey who saw its quarry stolen under its very eyes, the loss which this man was inflicting upon him. Five minutes later he was in Brakely Square with the girl. She was pale and worried; there were dark circles round her eyes which spoke eloquently of a sleepless night.

“I do not know what to do,” she said. “I am very fond of Frank. I can speak to you, can I not, Count Poltavo?”

“You may confide in me absolutely,” he said, gravely.

“And yet I am not so fond of him,” she went on, “that I can marry him yet.”

“Then why do you?” he asked.

“How can I disobey this?” She held the letter out.

He took it from her hand with a little smile, walked to the fireplace and dropped it gently upon the glowing coals.

“I am afraid you are not carrying out instructions,” he said, playfully.

There was something in this action which chilled her; he was thinking more of his safety and his duty to Farrington than he was of her, she thought: a curiously inconsistent view to take in all the circumstances, but it was one which had an effect upon her after actions.

“Now listen to me,” he said, with his kindly smile; “you have not to trouble about this; you are to go your own way and allow me to make it right with Farrington. He is a very headstrong and ambitious man, and there is some reason perhaps why he should want you to marry Doughton, but as to that I will gain a little more information. In the meantime you are to dismiss the matter from your mind, leaving everything to me.”

She shook her head.

“I am afraid I cannot do that,” she said. “Unless I have a letter from my guardian expressing wishes to the contrary, I must carry out his desires. It is dreadful — dreadful!” — she wrung her hands piteously,—” that I should be placed in this wretched position. How can I help him by marrying Frank Doughton? How can I save him — can you tell me?”

He shook his head.

“Have you communicated with Mr. Doughton?”

She nodded.

“I sent him a letter,” she hesitated. “I have kept a draft of it; would you like to see it?”

A little shade of bitter anger swept across his face, but with an effort he mastered himself.

“I should,” he said, evenly.

She handed the sheet of paper to him.

“Dear Frank:” it ran, “for some reason which I cannot explain to you, it is necessary that the marriage which my uncle desired should take place within the next week. You know my feelings towards you; that I do not love you, and that if it were left to my own wishes this marriage would not take place, but for a reason which I cannot at the moment give you I must act contrary to my own wishes. This is not a gracious nor an easy thing to say to you, but I know you well enough, with your large, generous heart and your kindly nature to realize that you will understand something of the turmoil of feelings which at present dominate my heart.”

Poltavo finished reading, and put the letter back on the table; he walked up and down the room without saying a word, then he turned on her suddenly.

“Madonna!” he said, in the liquid Southern accents of his — he had spent his early life in Italy and the address came naturally to him—” if Frank Doughton were I, would you hesitate?”

A look of alarm came into the girl’s eyes; he saw then his mistake. He had confounded her response to his sympathy with a deeper feeling which she did not possess. In that one glimpse he saw more than she knew herself, that of the two Frank was the preferable. He raised his hand and arrested her stammering speech.

“There is no need to tell me,” he smiled; “perhaps some day you will realize that the love Count Poltavo offered you was the greatest compliment that has ever been paid to you, for you have inspired the one passion of my life which is without baseness and without ulterior motives.”

He said this in a tremulous voice, and possibly he believed it. He had said as much before to women whom he had long since forgotten, but who carried the memory of his wicked face to their graves.

“Now,” he said, briskly, “we must wait for Mr. Doughton’s answer.”

“He has already answered,” she said; “he telephoned me.”

He smiled.

“How typically English, almost American, in his hustle; and when is the happy event to take place?” he bantered.

“Oh, please, don’t, don’t,” — she raised her hands and covered her face,—” I hardly know that, even now, I have the strength to carry out my uncle’s wishes.”

“But when?” he asked, more soberly.

“In three days. Frank is getting a special licence; we are—” She hesitated, and he waited.

“We are going to Paris,” she said, with a pink flush in her face, “but Frank wishes that we shall live “ — she stopped again, and then went on almost defiantly— “that we shall live apart, although we shall not be able to preserve that fact a secret”

He nodded.

“I understand,” he said; “therein Mr. Doughton shows an innate delicacy, which I greatly appreciate.”

Again that little sense of resentment swept through her; the patronage in his tone, the indefinable suggestion of possession was, she thought, uncalled for. That he should approve of Frank in that possessive manner was not far removed from an impertinence.

“Have you thought?” he asked, after a while, “what would happen if you did not marry Frank Doughton in accordance with your uncle’s wishes — what terrible calamity would fall upon your uncle?”

She shook her head.

“I do not know,” she said, frankly. “I am only beginning to get a dim idea of Mr. Farrington’s real character. I always thought he was a kindly and considerate man; now I know him to be—” She stopped, and Poltavo supplied her deficiency of speech.

“You know him to be a criminal,” he smiled, “a man who has for years been playing upon the fears and the credulity of his fellow-creatures. That must have been a shocking discovery, Miss Gray, but at least you will acquit him of having stolen your fortune.”

“It is all very terrible,” she said; “somehow every day brings it to me. My aunt, Lady Dinsmore, was right.”

“Lady Dinsmore is always right,” he said, lightly; “it is one of the privileges of her age and position. But in what respect was she right?”

The girl shook her head.

“I do not think it is loyal of me to tell you, but I must. She always thought Mr. Farrington was engaged in some shady business and has warned me time after time.”

“An admirable woman,” said Poltavo, with a sneer.

“In three days,” he went on, thoughtfully. “Well, much may happen in three days. I must confess that I am anxious to know what would be the result of this marriage not taking place.”

He did not wait for an expression of her views, but with a curt little bow he ushered himself out of the room.

“Three days,” he found himself repeating, as he made his way back to his house. “Why should Farrington be in such a frantic hurry to marry the girl off, and why should he have chosen this penniless reporter?”

This was a matter which required a great deal of examination.

Two of those three days were dream days for Frank Doughton; he could not believe it possible that such a fortune could be his. But with his joy there ran the knowledge that he was marrying a woman who had no desire for such a union.

But she would learn to love him; so he promised himself in his optimism and the assurance of his own love. He had unbounded faith in himself, and was working hard in these days, not only upon his stories, but upon the clue which the discovery of the belated letter afforded him. He had carefully gone through the parish list to discover the Annies of the past fifty years. In this he was somewhat handicapped by the fact that there must have been hundreds of Annies who enjoyed no separate existence, married women who had no property qualification to appear on ratepayers’ lists; anonymous Annies, who perhaps employed that as a pet name, instead of the name with which they had been christened.

He had one or two clues and was following these industriously. For the moment, however, he must drop this work and concentrate his mind upon the tremendous and remarkable business which his coming marriage involved. He had a series of articles to write for the Monitor, and he applied himself feverishly to this work.

It was two nights before his marriage that he carried the last of his work to the great newspaper office on the Thames Embankment, and delivered his manuscript in person to the editor.

That smiling man offered his congratulations to the embarrassed youth.

“I suppose we shall not be looking for any articles from you for quite a long time,” he said, at parting.

“I hope so,” said the other. “I do not see why I should starve because I am married. My wife will be a very rich woman,” he said quietly, “but so far as I am concerned that will make no difference; I do not intend taking one penny of her fortune.”

The journalist clapped him on the shoulder.

“Good lad,” he said, approvingly; “the man who lives on his wife’s income is a man who has ceased to live.”

“That sounds like an epigram,” smiled Frank.

He looked at his watch as he descended the stairs. It was nine o’clock and he had not dined; he would go up to an eating house in Soho and have his frugal meal before he retired for the night. He had had a heavy day, and a heavier day threatened on the morrow. Outside the newspaper office was a handsome new car, its lacquer work shining in the electric light Frank was passing when the chauffeur called him.

“Excuse me, sir,” he said, touching his cap, “are you Mr. Frank Doughton?”

“That is my name,” said Frank, in surprise, for he did not recognize the man.

“I have been asked to call and pick you up, sir.”

“Pick me up?” asked the astonished Frank— “by whom?”

“By Sir George Frederick,” said the man, respectfully.

Frank knew the name of the member of Parliament and puzzled his brain as to whether he had ever met him.

“But what does Sir George want with me?” he asked.

“He wanted five minutes’ conversation with you, sir,” said the man.

It would have been churlish to have refused the member’s request; besides, the errand would take him partly on his way. He opened the door of the landaulet and stepped in, and as the door swung to behind him, he found he was not alone in the car.

“What is the—” he began, when a powerful hand gripped his throat, and he was swung backward on the padded seat as the car moved slowly forward and, gathering speed as it went, flew along the Thames Embankment with its prisoner.
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In the rectory at Great Bradley, Lady Constance Dex arose from a sleepless night to confront her placid brother at the breakfast table. The Reverend Jeremiah Bangley, a stout and easy man, who spent as much of his time in London as in his rectory, was frankly nonplussed by the apparition. He was one of those men, common enough, who accept the most extraordinary happenings as being part of life’s normal round. An earthquake in Little Bradley which swallowed up his church and the major portion of his congregation would not have interested him any more than the budding of the trees, or a sudden arrival of flower life in his big walled garden. Now, however, he was obviously astonished.

“What brings you to breakfast, Constance?” he asked. “I have not seen you at this table for many years.”

“I could not sleep,” she said, as she helped herself at the sideboard to a crisp morsel of bacon. “I think I will take my writing pad to Moor Cottage.”

He pursed his lips, this easy going rector of Little Bradley.

“I have always thought,” he said, “that Moor Cottage was not the most desirable gift the late Mr. Farrington could have made to you.” He paused, to allow her a rejoinder, but as she made no reply, he went on: “It is isolated, standing on the edge of the moor, away from the ordinary track of people. I am always scared, my dear Constance, that one of these days you will have some wretched tramp, or a person of the criminal classes, causing you a great deal of distress and no little inconvenience.”

There was much of truth in what he said. Moor Cottage, a pretty little one-storied dwelling, had been built by the owner of the Secret House at the same time that the house itself had been erected. It was intended, so the builder said, to serve the purpose of a summer house, and certainly it offered seclusion, for it was placed on the edge of the moor, approached by a by-road which was scarcely ever traversed, since Bradley mines had been worked out and abandoned.

Many years ago when the earth beneath the moor had been tunneled left and right by the seekers after tin and lead, Moor Cottage might have stood in the centre of a hive of industry. The ramshackle remains of the miners’ cottage were to be seen on the other side of the hill; the broken and deserted headgear of the pit, and the discoloured chimney of the old power house were still visible a quarter of a mile from the cottage.

It suited the owner of the Secret House, however, to have this little cottage erected, though it was nearly two miles from the Secret House, and he had spared neither expense nor trouble in preparing a handsome interior.

Lady Constance Dex had been the recipient of many gifts from Mr. Farrington and his friends. There had been a period when Farrington could not do enough for her, and had showered upon her every mark of his esteem, and Moor Cottage had perhaps been the most magnificent of these presents. Here she could find seclusion, and in the pretty oak-paneled rooms reconstruct those happy days which Great Bradley had at one time offered to her.

“It is a little lonely,” she smiled at her brother.

She had a goodnatured contempt for his opinion. He was a large, lethargic man, who had commonplace views on all subjects.

“But really you know, Jerry, I am quite a capable person, and Brown will be near by, in case of necessity.”

He nodded, and addressed himself again to the Times, the perusal of which she had interrupted.

“I have nothing more to say,” he said from behind his newspaper. By and by he put it down.

“Who is this Mr. Smith?” he asked, suddenly.

“Mr. Smith?” she said, with interest. “Which Mr. Smith are you referring to?”

“I think he is a detective person,” said the Reverend Jeremiah Bangley; “he has honoured us with a great number of visits lately.”

“You mean — ?”

“I mean Great Bradley,” he explained. “Do you think there is anything wrong at the Secret House?”

“What could there be wrong,” she asked, “that has not been wrong for the last ten or twenty years?”

He shrugged his massive shoulders.

“I have never quite approved of the Secret House,” he said, unnecessarily.

She finished her hurried breakfast and rose.

“You have never approved of anything, Jerry,” she said, tapping him on the shoulder as she passed.

She looked through the window; the victoria she had ordered was waiting at the door, with the imperturbable Brown sitting on the box,

“I shall be back to lunch,” she said.

Looking through a window he saw her mount into the carriage carrying a portfolio. In that letter case, although he did not know it, were the letters and diaries which Dr. Goldworthy had brought from the Congo. In the seclusion of Moor Cottage she found the atmosphere to understand the words, written now in fire upon her very soul, and to plan her future.

There was no servant at Moor Cottage. She was in the habit of sending one of her own domestic staff after her visit to make it tidy for her future reception.

She let herself in through the little door placed under the green-covered porch.

“You can unharness the horse; I shall be here two hours,” she said to the waiting Brown.

The man touched his hat. He was used to these excursions and was possessed of the patience of his class. He backed the victoria on to the moor by the side of the fence which surrounded the house. There was a little stable at the back, but it was never used. He unharnessed the horse, fixed his nosebag, and sat down to read his favourite newspaper; a little journal which dealt familiarly with the erratic conduct of the upper classes. He was not a quick reader, and there was sufficient in the gossipy journal to occupy his attention for three or four hours. At the end of an hour he thought he heard his lady’s voice calling him, and jumping up, he walked to the door of the cottage.

He listened, but there was no other sound, and he came back to his previous position, and continued his study of the decadent aristocracy. Four hours he waited, and assailed by a most human hunger, his patience was pardonably exhausted.

He rose slowly, harnessed the horse, and drove the victoria ostentatiously before the window of the little sittingroom which Lady Constance Dex used as a study. Another half an hour passed without any response, and he got down from his box and knocked at the door.

There was no answer; he knocked again; still no reply.

In alarm he went to the window and peered in. The floor was strewn with papers scattered in confusion. A chair had been overturned. More to the point, he saw an overturned inkpot, which was eloquent to his ordered mind of an unusual happening.

Increasingly alarmed, he put his shoulder to the door, but it did not yield. He tried the window; it was locked.

It was at that moment that a motor came swiftly-over the hill from the direction of the rectory. With a jar it came to a sudden stop before the house, and T.B. Smith leapt out.

Brown had seen the detective before on his visits to the rectory, and now hailed him as veritably godsent.

“Where is Lady Constance?” asked T.B., quickly.

The man pointed to the house with trembling finger.

“She’s in there somewhere,” he said, fretfully, “but I can’t make her answer… and the room appears to be very disordered.”

He led the way to the window. T.B. looked in and saw that which confirmed his worst fears.

“Stand back,” he said.

He raised his ebony stick and sent it smashing through the glass. In a second his hand was inside unlocking the latch of the window; a few seconds later he was in the room itself. He passed swiftly from room to room, but there was no sign of Lady Constance. On the floor of the study was a piece of lace collar, evidently wrenched from her gown.

“Hullo!” said Ela, who had followed him. He pointed to the table. On a sheet of paper was the print of a bloody palm.

“Farrington,” said T.B., briefly, “he has been here; but how did he get out?”

He questioned the coachman closely, but the man was emphatic.

“No, sir,” he said, “it would have been impossible for anybody to have passed out of here without my seeing them. Not only could I see the cottage from where I sat, but the whole of the hillside.”

“Is there any other place where she could be?”

“There is the outhouse,” said Brown, after a moment’s thought; “we used to put up the victoria there, but we never use it nowadays in fine weather.”

The outhouse consisted of a large coachhouse and a small stable. There was no lock to the doors, T.B. noticed, and he pulled them open wide. There was a heap of straw in one corner, kept evidently as a provision against the need of the visiting coachman. T.B. stepped into the outhouse, then suddenly with a cry he leant down, and caught a figure by the collar and swung him to his feet.

“Will you kindly explain what you are doing here?” he asked, and then gave a gasp of astonishment, for the sleepy-eyed prisoner in his hands was Frank Doughton.

“It is a curious story you tell me,” said T.B.

“I admit it is curious,” said Frank, with a smile, “and I am so sleepy that I do not know how much I have told you, and how much I have imagined.”

“You told me,” recapitulated T.B., “that you were kidnapped last night in London, that you were carried through London and into the country in an unknown direction, and that you made your escape from the motorcar by springing out in the early hours of this morning, whilst the car was going at a slackened speed.”

“That is it,” said the other. “I have not the slightest idea where I am; perhaps you can tell me?”

“You are near Great Bradley,” said T.B., with a smile. “I wonder you do not recognize your home; for home it is, as I understand.”

Frank looked round with astonished eyes.

“What were they bringing me here for?” he demanded.

“That remains to be discovered,” replied T.B.; “my own impression is that you—”

“Do you think I was being taken to the Secret House?” interrupted the young man, suddenly.

T.B. shook his head.

“I should think that was unlikely. I suspect our friend Poltavo of having carried out this little coop entirely on his own. I further suspect his having brought the car in this direction with no other object than to throw suspicion upon our worthy friends across the hill — and how did you come to the outhouse?”

“I was dead beat,” explained Frank. “I had a sudden spasm of strength which enabled me to outdistance those people who were pursuing me, but after I had shaken them off I felt that I could drop. I came upon this cottage, which seemed the only habitation in view, and after endeavouring to waken the occupants I did the next best thing, I made my way into the coachhouse and fell asleep.”

T.B. had no misgivings so far as this story was concerned; he accepted it as adding only another obstacle to the difficulties of his already difficult task.

“You heard no sound whilst you lay there?”

“None whatever,” said the young man.

“No sound of a struggle, I mean,” said T.B., and then it was that he explained to Frank Doughton the extraordinary disappearance of the owner of Moor Cottage.

“She must be in the house,” said Frank.

They went back and resumed their search. Upstairs was a bedroom, and adjoining a bathroom. On the ground floor were two rooms: the study he had quitted and a smaller room beautifully decorated and containing a piano. But the search was fruitless; Lady Constance Dex had disappeared as though the earth had opened and swallowed her up. There was no sign of a trap in the whole of the little building, and T.B. was baffled.

“It is a scientific axiom,” he said, addressing Ela with a thoughtful glint in his eye, “that matter must occupy space, therefore Lady Constance Dex must be in existence, she cannot have evaporated into thin air, and I am not going to leave this place until I find her.”

Ela was thinking deeply, and frowning at the untidiness of the table.

“Do you remember that locket which you found on one of the dead men in Brakely Square?” he asked suddenly.

T.B. nodded. He put his hand in his waistcoat pocket, for he had carried that locket ever since the night of its discovery.

“Let us have a look at the inscription again,” said Ela.

They drew up chairs to the table and examined the little circular label which they had found in the battered interior.

“Mor: Cot

God sav the Keng.”

Ela shook his head helplessly.

“I am perfectly sure there is a solution here,” he said. “Do you see those words on the top? ‘Mor: Cot:’ — that stands for Moor Cottage.”

“By Jove, so it does,” said T.B., picking up the locket; “that never struck me before. It was the secret of Moor Cottage which this man discovered, and with which he was trying to blackmail our friend. So far as the patriotic postscript is concerned that is beyond my understanding.”

“There is a meaning to it,” said Ela, “and it is not a cryptogram either. You see how he has forgotten to put the ‘e’ in ‘save’? And he has spelt ‘king’ ‘keng.’”

They waited before the house whilst Brown drove to the rectory, and then on to the town. Jeremiah Bangley arrived in a state of calm anticipation. That his sister had disappeared did not seem to strike him as a matter for surprise, though he permitted himself to say that it was a very remarkable occurrence.

“I have always warned Constance not to be here alone, and I should never have forgiven myself if Brown had not been on the spot,” he said.

“Can you offer any explanation?”

The rector shook his head. He was totally ignorant of the arrangements of the house, had never, so he said, put foot in it in his life. This was perfectly true, for he was an incurious man who did not greatly bother himself about the affairs of other people. The local police arrived in half an hour, headed by the chief inspector, who happened to be in the station when the report was brought in.

“I suppose I had better take this young man to the station?” he said, indicating Frank.

“Why?” asked T.B. calmly; “what do you gain by arresting him? As a matter of fact there is no evidence whatever which would implicate Mr. Doughton, and I am quite prepared to give you my own guarantee to produce him whenever you may require him.

“The best thing you can do is to get back to town,” he said kindly to that young man; “you need a little sleep. It is not a pleasant prelude to your marriage. By the way, that is tomorrow, is it not?” he asked, suddenly.

Frank nodded.

“I wonder if that has anything to do with your kidnapping,” said T.B. thoughtfully. “Is there any person who is anxious that this marriage should not come about?”

Frank hesitated.

“I hardly like to accuse a man,” he said, “but Poltavo—”

“Poltavo?” repeated T.B. quickly.

“Yes,” said Frank; “he has some views on the question of Miss Gray.”

He spoke reluctantly, for he was loath to introduce Doris’ name into the argument.

“Poltavo would have a good reason,” mused T.B. Smith. “Tell me what happened in the car.”

Briefly Frank related the circumstances which had led up to his capture.

“When I found myself in their hands,” he said, “I decided to play ‘possum for a while. The car was moving at incredible speed, remembering your stringent traffic regulations,” — he smiled,— “and I knew that any attempt to escape on my part would result in serious injury to myself. They made no bones about their intentions. Before we were clear of London they had pulled the blinds, and one of them had switched on the electric lamp. They were both masked, and were, I think, foreigners. One sat opposite to me, all through the night, a revolver on his knees, and he did not make any disguise of his intention of employing his weapon if I gave the slightest trouble.

“I could not tell, because of the lowered blinds, which direction we were taking, but presently we struck the country and they let down one of the windows without raising the blind and I could smell the sweet scent of the fields, and knew we were miles away from London.

“I think I must have dozed a little, for very suddenly, it seemed, daylight came, and I had the good sense in waking to make as little stir as possible. I found the man sitting opposite was also in a mild doze, and the other at my side was nodding.

“I took a very careful survey of the situation. The car was moving very slowly, and evidently the driver had orders to move at no particular pace through the night, in order to economize the petrol. There was an inside handle to each of the doors, and I had to make up my mind by which I was to make my escape. I decided upon the near side. Gathering up my energies for one supreme effort, I suddenly leapt up, flung open the door, and jumped out. I had enough experience of the London traffic to clear the car without stumbling.

“I found myself upon a heath, innocent of any cover, save for a belt of trees about half a mile ahead of me as I ran. Fortunately the down, which was apparently flat, was, in fact, of a rolling character, and in two minutes I must have been out of sight of the car — long before they had brought the driver, himself half asleep probably, to an understanding that I had made my escape. They caught sight of me as I came up from the hollow, and one of them must have fired at me, for I heard the whistle of a bullet pass my head. That is all the story I have to tell. It was rather a tame conclusion to what promised to be a most sensational adventure.”

At the invitation of the Reverend Jeremiah he drove back to the rectory, and left T.B. to continue his search for the missing Lady Constance. No better result attended the second scrutiny of the rooms than had resulted from the first.

“The only suggestion I can make now,” said T.B., helplessly, “is that whilst our friend the coachman was reading, his lady slipped out without attracting his attention and strolled away; she will in all probability be awaiting us at the rectory.”

Yet in his heart he knew that this view was absolutely wrong. The locked doors, the evidence of a struggle in the room, the bloody hand print, all pointed conclusively to foul play.

“At any rate Lady Constance Dex is somewhere within the radius of four miles,” he said, grimly, “and I will find her if I have to pull down the Secret House stone by stone.”
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The morning of Doris Gray’s wedding dawned fair and bright, and she sat by the window which overlooked the gardens in Brakely Square, her hands clasped across her knees, her mind in a very tangle of confusion. It was happy for her (she argued) that there were so many considerations attached to this wedding that she had not an opportunity of thinking out, logically and to its proper end, the consequence of this act of hers.

She had had a wire from Frank on the night previous, and to her surprise it had been dated from Great Bradley. For some reason which she could not define she was annoyed that he could leave London, and be so absorbed in his work on the eve of his wedding. She gathered that his presence in that town had to do with his investigations in the Tollington case. She thought that at least he might have spent one day near her in case she wished to consult him. He took much for granted, she thought petulantly. Poltavo, on the contrary, had been most assiduous in his attention. He had had tea with her the previous afternoon, and with singular delicacy had avoided any reference to the forthcoming marriage or to his own views on the subject. But all that he did not speak, he looked. He conveyed the misery in which he stood with subtle suggestion. She felt sorry for him, had no doubt of the genuineness of his affection, or his disinterestedness. A profitable day for Poltavo in ordinary circumstances.

A maid brought her from her reverie to the practical realities of life.

“Mr. Debenham has called, miss,’ said the girl. “I have shown him into the drawingroom.”

“Mr. Debenham?” repeated Doris, with a puzzled frown. “Oh, yes, the lawyer; I will come down to him.”

She found the staid solicitor walking up and down the drawingroom abstractedly.

“I suppose you know that I shall be a necessary guest at your wedding,” he said, as he shook hands. “I have to deliver to you the keys of your uncle’s safe at the London Safe Deposit. I have a memorandum here of the exact amount of money which should be in that safe.”

He laid the paper on the table.

“You can look at the items at your leisure, but roughly it amounts to eight hundred thousand pounds, which was left you by your late father, who, I understand, died when you were a child.”

She nodded.

“That sum is in gilt-edged securities, and you will probably find that a number of dividends are due to you. The late Mr. Farrington, when he made his arrangements for your future, chose this somewhat unusual and bizarre method of protecting your money, much against my will. I might tell you,” he went on, “that he consulted me about six years ago on the subject, and I strongly advised him against it. As it happened, I was wrong, for immediately afterwards, as his books show, he must have suffered enormous losses, and although I make no suggestion against his character,” — he raised his hand deprecatingly,—” yet I do say that the situation which was created by the slump in Canadian Pacifies of which he was a large holder, might very easily have tempted a man not so strong-willed as Mr. Farrington. At the present moment,” he went on, “I have no more to do than discharge my duty, and I have called beforehand to see you and to ask whether your uncle spoke of the great Tollington fortune of which he was one of the trustees, though as I believe — as I know, in fact — he never handled the money.”

She looked surprised.

“It is curious that you should ask that,” she said. “Mr. Doughton is engaged in searching for the heir to that fortune.”

Debenham nodded.

“So I understand,” he said. “I ask because I received a communication from the other trustees in America, and I am afraid your future husband’s search will be unavailing unless he can produce the heir within the next forty-eight hours.”

“Why is that?” she asked in surprise.

“The terms of the will are peculiar,” said Mr. ‘Debenham, walking up and down as he spoke. “ The Tollington fortune, as you may know—”

“I know nothing about it,” she interrupted.

“Then I will tell you.” He smiled. “The fortune descends to the heir and to his wife in equal proportions.”

“Suppose he is not blessed with a wife?” She smiled with something like her old gaiety.

“In that case the money automatically goes to the woman the heir eventually marries. But the terms of the will are that the heir shall be discovered within twenty years of the date of Tollington’s death. The time of grace expires tomorrow.”

“Poor Frank,” she said, shaking her head, “and he is working so hard with his clues. I suppose if he does not produce that mysterious individual by tomorrow there will be no reward for him?”

The lawyer shook his head.

“I should hardly think it likely,” he said, “because the reward is for the man who complies with the conditions of the will within a stipulated time, It was because I knew Mr. Doughton had some interest in it, and because also” — he hesitated— “I thought that your uncle might have taken you into his confidence.”

“That he might have told me who this missing person was, and that he himself knew; and for some reason suppressed the fact?” she asked, quickly. “Is that what you suggest, Mr. Debenham?”

“Please do not be angry with me,” said the lawyer, quickly; “I do not wish to say anything against Mr. Farrington; but I know he was a very shrewd and calculating man, and I thought possibly that he might have taken you that much into his confidence, and that you might be able to help your future husband a part of the way to a very large sum of money.”

She shook her head again.

“I have absolutely no knowledge of the subject My uncle never took me into his confidence,” she said; “he was very uncommunicative where business was concerned — although I am sure he was fond of me.” Her eyes filled with tears, not at the recollection of his kindness, but at the humiliation she experienced at playing a part in which she had no heart. It made her feel inexpressibly mean and small.

“That is all,” said Mr. Debenham. “I shall see you at the registrar’s office.”

She nodded.

“May I express the hope,” he said, in his heavy manner, “that your life will be a very happy one, and that your marriage will prove all you hope it will be?”

“I hardly know what I hope it will be,” she said wearily, as she accompanied him to the door.

That good man shook his head sadly as he made his way back to his office.

Was there ever so unromantic and prosaic affair as this marriage, thought Doris, as she stepped into the taxicab which was to convey her to the registrar’s office? She had had her dreams, as other girls had had, of that wonderful day when with pealing of the organ she would walk up the aisle perhaps upon the arm of Gregory Farrington, to a marriage which would bring nothing but delight and happiness. And here was the end of her dreams, a great heiress and a beautiful girl rocking across London in a hired cab to a furtive marriage.

Frank was waiting for her on the pavement outside the grimy little office. Mr. Debenham was there, and a clerk he had brought with him as witness. The ceremony was brief and uninteresting; she became Mrs. Doughton before she quite realized what was happening.

“There is only one thing to do now,” said the lawyer as they stood outside again on the sunlit pavement.

He looked at his watch.

“We had best go straight away to the London Safe Deposit, and, if you will give me the authority, I will take formal possession of your fortune and place it in the hands of my bankers. I think these things had better be done regularly.”

The girl acquiesced.

Frank was singularly silent during the drive; save to make some comment upon the amount of traffic in the streets, he did not speak to her and she was grateful for his forbearance. Her mind was in a turmoil; she was married — that was all she knew — married to somebody she liked but did not love. Married to a man who had been chosen for her partly against her will. She glanced at him out of the corners of her eyes; if she was joyless, no less was he. It was an inauspicious beginning to a married life which would end who knew how? Before the depressing granite facade of the London Safe Deposit the party descended, Mr. Debenham paid the cabman, and they went down the stone steps into the vaults of the repository.

There was a brief check whilst Mr. Debenham explained his authority for the visit, and it was when the officials were making reference to their books that the party was augmented by the arrival of Poltavo.

He bowed over the girl’s hand, holding it a little longer than Frank could have liked, murmured colourless congratulations and nodded to Debenham.

“Count Poltavo is here, I may say,” explained the lawyer, “by your late uncle’s wishes. They were contained in a letter he wrote to me a few days before he disappeared.”

Frank nodded grudgingly; still he was generous enough to realize something of this man’s feelings if he loved Doris, and he made an especial effort to be gracious to the newcomer.

A uniformed attendant led them through innumerable corridors till they came to a private vault guarded by stout bars. The attendant opened these and they walked into a little stone chamber, illuminated by overhead lights.

The only article of furniture in the room was a small safe which stood in one corner. A very small safe indeed, thought Frank, to contain so large a fortune. The lawyer turned the key in the lock methodically, and the steel door swung back. The back of Mr. Debenham obscured their view of the safe’s interior. Then he turned with an expression of wonder.

“There is nothing here,” he said.

“Nothing!” gasped Doris.

“Save this,” said the lawyer.

He took a small envelope and handed it to the girl. She opened it mechanically and read:

“I have, unfortunately, found it necessary to utilize your fortune for the furtherance of my plans. You must try and forgive me for this; but I have given you a greater one than you have lost, a husband.”

She looked up.

“What does this mean?” she whispered.

Frank took the letter from her hand and concluded the reading.

“A husband in Frank Doughton…”

The words swam before his eyes.

“And Frank Doughton is the heir to the Tollington millions, as his father was before him. All the necessary proofs to establish his identity will be discovered in the sealed envelope which the lawyer holds, and which is inscribed ‘C.’”

The letter was signed “Gregory Farrington.”

The lawyer was the first to recover his self-possession; his practical mind went straight to the business at hand.

“There is such an envelope in my office,” he said, “given to me by Mr. Farrington with strict instructions that it was not to be handed to his executors or to any person until definite instructions arrived — instructions which would be accompanied by unmistakable proof as to the necessity for its being handed over. I congratulate you, Mr. Doughton.”

He turned and shook hands with the bewildered Frank, who had been listening like a man in a dream; the heir to the Tollington millions; he, the son of George Doughton, and all the time he had been looking for — what? For his own grandmother!

It came on him all of a rush. He knew now that all his efforts, all his search might have been saved, if he had only realized the Christian name of his father’s mother.

He had only the dimmest recollection of the placid-faced lady who had died whilst he was at school; he had never associated in his mind this serene old lady, who had passed away only a few hours before her beloved husband, with the Annie for whom he had searched. It made him gasp — then he came to earth quickly as he realized that his success had come with the knowledge of his wife’s financial rain. He looked at her as she stood there — it was too vast a shock for her to realize at once.

He put his arm about her shoulder, and Poltavo, twirling his little moustache, looked at the two through his lowered lids with an ugly smile playing at the corner of his mouth.

“It is all right, dear,” said Frank soothingly; “your money is secure — it was only a temporary use he made of it”

“It is not that,” she said, with a catch in her throat; “it is the feeling that my uncle trapped you into this marriage. I did not mind his dissipating my own fortune; the money is nothing to me. But he has caught you by a trick, and he has used me as a bait.” She covered her face with her hands.

In a few moments she had composed herself; she spoke no other word, but suffered herself to be led out of the building into the waiting cab. Poltavo watched them drive off with that fierce little smile of his, and turned to the lawyer.

“A clever man, Mr. Farrington,” he said, in a bitter tone of reluctant admiration.

The lawyer looked at him steadily.

“His Majesty’s prisons are filled with men who specialize in that kind of cleverness,” he said, drily, and left Poltavo without another word.
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T.B. Smith was playing a round of golf at Walton Heath, when the news was telephoned through to him.

He left immediately for town, and picked up Ela at luncheon at the Fritz Hotel, where the detective had his headquarters.

“The whole thing is perfectly clear, now,” he said. “The inexplicable disappearance of Mr. Farrington is explained in poster type, ‘that he who runs may read.’”

“I am a little hazy about the solution myself,’ said Ela dubiously.

“Then I will put it in plain language for you,” said T.B. as he speared a sardine from the hors d’ouvre dish. “Farrington knew all along that the heir to the Tollington millions was George Doughton. He knew it years and years ago, and it was for that reason he settled at Great Bradley, where the Doughtons had their home. Evidently the two older Doughtons were dead at this time, and only George Doughton, the romantic and altogether unpractical explorer, represented the family.

“George was in love with the lady who is now known as Lady Constance Dex, and knowing this, Farrington evidently took every step that was possible to ingratiate himself into her good graces, He knew that the fortune would descend equally to Doughton and to his wife. Doughton was a widower and had a son, a youngster at the time, and it is very possible that, the boy being at school, and being very rarely in Great Bradley, Farrington had no idea of his existence.

“The knowledge that this boy was alive must have changed all his plans; at any rate, the engagement was allowed to drift on, whilst he matured some scheme whereby he could obtain a large portion of the Tollington millions for his own use. Again I think his plans must have been changed.

“It was whilst he was at Great Bradley that he was entrusted with the guardianship of Doris Gray, and as his affection for the young girl grew — an affection which I think was one of the few wholesome things in his life — he must have seen the extraordinary chance which fate had placed in his way.

“With diabolical ingenuity and with a remorselessness which is reminiscent of the Borgias he planned first George Doughton’s death, and then the bringing together of Doughton’s son and his own ward. There is every proof of this to be found in his subsequent actions. He was prepared to introduce the young people to one another, and by affording them opportunities for meeting, and such encouragement as he could give, to bring about the result he so desired.

“But things did not move fast enough for him, and then he must have learnt, as the other trustees seem to have learnt recently, that there was an undiscovered time limit. He threw out hints to his niece, hints which were received rather coldly. He had taken the bold step of employing Frank Doughton to discover — himself I That was a move which had a twofold purpose. It kept the young man in contact with him. It also satisfied the other trustees, who had entrusted to Farrington the task of employing the necessary measures to discover the missing heir.

“But neither hint nor suggestion served him. The girl’s fortune was due for delivery to her care, and his guardianship expired almost at the same time as the time limit for discovery of the Tollington millionaire came to an end. He had to take a desperate step; there were other reasons, of course, contributing to his move.

“The knowledge that he was suspected by me, the certainty that Lady Constance Dex would betray him, once she discovered that he had sent her lover to his death, all these were contributing factors, but the main reason for his disappearance was the will that was read after his bogus death.

“In that will he conveyed unchallengeable instructions for the girl to marry Frank Doughton without delay. I suspect that the girl now knows he is alive. Probably, panic-stricken by her tardiness, he has disclosed his hand so far as the alleged death is concerned.”

T.B. looked out of the window on to the stream of life which was flowing east and west along Piccadilly; his face was set in a little frown of doubt and anxiety.

“I can take Farrington tomorrow if I want to,” he said after a moment, “but I wish to gather up every string of organization in my hands.”

“What of Lady Constance Dex?” asked Ela. “Whilst we are waiting, she is in some little danger.”

T.B. shook his head.

“If she is not dead now,” he said simply, “she will be spared. If Farrington wished to kill her — for Farrington it was who spirited her away — he could have done so in the house; no one would have been any the wiser as to the murderer. Lady Constance must wait; we must trust to luck before I inspect that underground chamber of which I imagine she is at present an unwilling inmate. I want to crush this blackmailing force,” he said, thumping the table with energy; “I want to sweep out of England the whole organization which is working right under the nose of the police and in defiance of all laws; and until I have done that, I shall not sleep soundly in my bed.”

“And Poltavo?”

“Poltavo,” smiled T.B., “can wait for just a little while.”

He paid the bill and the two men passed out of the hotel and crossed Piccadilly. A man who had been lounging along apparently studying the shop windows saw them out of the corner of his eye and followed them carelessly. Another man, no less ostentatiously reading a newspaper, as he walked along the pavement on the opposite side of the thoroughfare, followed close behind.

T.B. and his companion turned into Burlington Arcade and reached Cork Street. Save for one or two pedestrians the street was utterly deserted, and the first of the shadowers quickened his pace. He put his hand in his tail pocket and took out something which glinted in the April sunlight, but before he could raise his hand the fourth man, now on his heels, dropped his newspaper, and flinging one arm around the shadower’s neck, and placing his knee in the small of the other’s back, wrenched the pistol away with his disengaged hand.

T.B. turned at the sound of the struggle and came back to assist the shadowing detective. The prisoner was a little man, sharp-featured, and obviously a member of one of the great Latin branches of the human race. A tiny black moustache, fierce scowling eyebrows, and liquid brown eyes now blazing with hate, spoke of a Southern origin.

Deftly the three police officers searched and disarmed him; a pair of adjustable handcuffs snapped upon the man’s thin wrists, and before the inevitable crowd could gather the prisoner and his custodians were being whirled to Vine Street in a cab.

They placed the man in the steel dock and asked him the usual questions, but he maintained a dogged silence. That his object had been assassination no one could doubt, for in addition to the automatic pistol, which he had obviously intended using at short range, trusting to luck to make his escape, they found a long stiletto in his breast pocket.

More to the point, and of greater interest to T.B., there was a three-line scrawl on a piece of paper in Italian, which, translated, showed that minute instructions had been given to the would-be murderer as to T.B.’s whereabouts.

“Put him in a cell,” said T.B. “I think we are going to find things out If this is not one of Poltavo’s hired thugs, I am greatly mistaken,”

Whatever he was, the man offered no information which might assist the detective in his search for the truth, but maintained an unbroken silence, and T.B. gave up the task of questioning him in sheer despair.

The next morning at daybreak the prisoner was aroused and told to dress. He was taken out to where a motor car was awaiting him, and a few moments later he was speeding on the way to Dover. Two detective officers placed him on a steamer and accompanied him to Calais. At Calais they took a courteous leave of him, handing him a hundred francs and the information in his own tongue that he had been deported on an order from the Home Secretary, obtained at midnight the previous night.

The prisoner took his departure with some eagerness and spent the greater portion of his hundred francs in addressing a telegram to Poltavo.

T.B. Smith, who knew that telegram would come, was sitting in the Continental instrument room of the General Post Office when it arrived. He was handed a copy of the telegram and read it Then he smiled.

“Thank you,” he said, as he passed it back to the Superintendent of the department, “this may now be transmitted for delivery. I know all I want to know.”

Poltavo received the message an hour later, and having read it, cursed his subordinate’s indiscretion, for the message was in Italian, plain for everybody to read who understood that language, and its purport easy to understand for anybody who had a knowledge of the facts.

He waited all that day for a visit from the police, and when T.B. arrived in the evening Poltavo was ready with an excuse and an explanation. But neither excuse nor explanation was asked for. T.B.’s questions had to do with something quite different, namely the new Mrs. Doughton and her vanished fortune.

“I was in the confidence of Mr. Farrington,” said Poltavo, relieved to find the visit had nothing to do with that which he most dreaded, “but I was amazed to discover that the safe was empty. It was a tremendous tragedy for the poor young lady. She is in Paris now with her husband,” he added.

T.B. nodded.

“Perhaps you will give me their address?” he asked.

“With pleasure,” said Count Poltavo, reaching for his address book.

“I may be going to Paris myself tomorrow,” T.B. went on, “and I will look these young people up. I suppose it is not the correct thing for any one to call upon honeymoon couples, but a police officer has privileges.”

There was an exchange of smiles. Poltavo was almost exhilarated that T.B.’s visit had nothing to do with him personally. A respect, which amounted almost to fear, characterized his attitude toward the great Scotland Yard detective. He credited T.B. with qualities which perhaps that admirable man did not possess, but, as a setoff against this, he failed to credit him with a wiliness which was peculiarly T.B.’s chief asset. For who could imagine that the detective’s chief object in calling upon Poltavo that evening was to allay his suspicions and soothe down his fears. Yet T.B. came for no other reason and with no other purpose. It was absolutely necessary that Poltavo should be taken off his guard, for T.B. was planning the coup which was to end for all time the terror under which hundreds of innocent people in England were lying.

After an exchange of commonplace civilities the two men parted, — T.B., as he said, with his hand on the door, to prepare for his Paris trip, and Poltavo to take up what promised to be one of the most interesting cases that the Fallock blackmailers had ever handled.

He waited until he heard the door close after the detective; until he had watched him, from the window, step into his cab and be whirled away, then he unlocked the lower drawer of his desk, touched a spring in the false bottom, and took from a secret recess a small bundle of letters.

Many of the sheets of notepaper which he spread out on the table before him bore the strawberry crest of his grace the Duke of Ambury. The letters were all in the same sprawling handwriting; ill-spelt and blotted, but they were very much to the point. The Duke of Ambury, in his exuberant youth, had contracted a marriage with a lady in Gibraltar. His regiment had been stationed at that fortress when his succession to the dukedom had been a very remote possibility, and the Spanish lady to whom, as the letters showed, he had plighted his troth, and to whom he was eventually married in the name of Wilson (a copy of the marriage certificate was in the drawer), had been a typical Spaniard of singular beauty and fascination, though of no distinguished birth.

Apparently his grace had regretted his hasty alliance, for two years after his succession to the title, he had married the third daughter of the Earl of Westchester without — so far as the evidence in Poltavo’s possession showed — having gone through the formality of releasing himself from his previous union.

Here was a magnificent coup, the most splendid that had ever come into the vision of the blackmailers, for the Duke of Ambury was one of the richest men in England, a landlord who owned half London and had estates in almost every county. If ever there was a victim who was in a position to be handsomely bled, here was one.

The Spanish wife was now dead, but an heir had been born to the Duke of Ambury before the death, and the whole question of succession was affected by the threatened disclosure. All the facts of the case were in Poltavo’s possession; they were written in this curiously uneducated hand which filled the pages of the letters now spread upon the table in front of him. The marriage certificate had been supplied, and a copy of the death certificate had also been obligingly extracted by a peccant servant, and matters were now so far advanced that Poltavo had received, through the Agony column of the Times, a reply to the demand he had sent to his victim.

That reply had been very favourable; there had been no suggestion of lawyers; no hint of any intervention on the part of the police. Ambury was willing to be bled, willing indeed, so the agony advertisement indicated to Poltavo, to make any financial sacrifice in order to save the honour of his house.

It was only a question of terms now. Poltavo had decided upon fifty thousand pounds. That sum would be sufficient to enable him to clear out of England and to enjoy life as he best loved it, without the necessity for taking any further risks. With Doris Gray removed from his hands, with the approval of society already palling upon him, he thirsted for new fields and new adventures. The fifty thousand seemed now within his grasp. He should, by his agreement with Farrington, hand two-thirds of that sum to his employer, but even the possibility of his doing this never for one moment occurred to him.

Farrington, so he told himself, a man in hiding, powerless and in Poltavo’s hands practically, could not strike back at him; the cards were all in favour of the Count. He had already received some ten thousand pounds as a result of his work in London, and he had frantic and ominous letters from Dr. Fall demanding that the “house” share should be forwarded without delay. These demands Poltavo had treated with contempt He felt master of the situation, inasmuch that he had placed the major portion of the balance of money in hand, other than that which had been actually supplied by Farrington, to his own credit in a Paris bank. He was prepared for all eventualities, and here he was promised the choicest of all his pickings — for the bleeding of the Duke of Ambury would set a seal upon previous accomplishments.

He rang a bell, and a man came, letting himself into the room with a key. He was an Italian with a peculiarly repulsive face; one of the small fry whom Poltavo had employed from time to time to do such work as was beneath his own dignity, or which promised an unnecessary measure of danger in its performance.

“Carlos,” said Poltavo, speaking in Italian, “Antonio has been arrested, and has been taken to Calais by the police.”

“That I know, signor,” nodded the man. “He is very fortunate. I was afraid when the news came that he would be put into prison.”

Poltavo smiled.

“The ways of the English police are beyond understanding,” he said lightly. “Here was our Antonio, anxious and willing to kill the head of the detective department, and they release him! Is it not madness? At any rate, Antonio will not be coming back, because though they are mad, the police are not so foolish as to allow him to land again. I have telegraphed to our friend to go on to Paris and await me, and here let me say, Carlos,” — he tapped the table with the end of his penholder,—” that if you by ill-fortune should ever find yourself in the same position of our admirable and worthy Antonio, I beg that you will not send me telegrams.”

“You may be assured, excellent signor,” said the man with a little grin, “that I shall not send you telegrams, for I cannot write.”

“A splendid deficiency,” said Poltavo.

He took up a letter from the table.

“You will deliver this to a person who will meet you at the corner of Branson Square. The exact position I have already indicated to you.”

The man nodded.

“This person will give you in exchange another letter. You will not return to me but you will go to your brother’s house in Great Saffron Street, and outside that house you will see a man standing who wears a long overcoat. You will brush past him, and in doing so you will drop this envelope into his pocket — you understand?”

“Excellency, I quite understand,” said the man.

“Go, and God be with you,” said the pious Poltavo, sending forth a message which he believed would bring consternation and terror into the bosom of the Duke of Ambury.

It was late that night when Carlos Freggetti came down a steep declivity into Great Saffron Street and walked swiftly along that deserted thoroughfare till he came to his brother’s house. His brother was a respectable Italian artisan, engaged by an asphalt company in London. Near the narrow door of the tenement in which his relative lived, a stranger stood, apparently awaiting some one. Carlos, in passing him, stumbled and apologized under his breath. At that moment he slipped the letter into the other’s pocket. His quick eyes noted the identity of the stranger. It was Poltavo. No one else was in the street, and in the dim light even the keenest of eyes would not have seen the transfer of the envelope. Poltavo strolled to the end of the thoroughfare, jumped into the taxicab which was waiting and reached his house after various transferences of cabs without encountering any of T.B.’s watchful agents. In his room he opened the letter with an anxious air. Would Ambury agree to the exorbitant sum he had demanded? And if he did not agree, what sum would he be prepared to pay as the price of the blackmailer’s silence? The first words brought relief to him.

“I am willing to pay the sum you ask, although I think you are guilty of a dastardly crime,” read the letter, “and since you seem to suspect my bona-fides, I shall chose, as an agent to carry the money to you, an old labourer on my Lancashire estate who will be quite ignorant of the business in hand, and who will give you the money in exchange for the marriage certificate. If you will choose a rendezvous where you can meet, a rendezvous which fulfills all your requirements as to privacy, I will undertake to have my man on the spot at the time you wish.”

There was a triumphant smile on Poltavo’s face as he folded the letter.

“Now,” he said half aloud, “now, my friend Farrington, you and I will part company. You have ceased to be of any service to me; your value has decreased in the same proportion as my desire for freedom has advanced. Fifty thousand pounds!” he repeated admiringly. “Ernesto, you have a happy time before you. All the continent of Europe is at your feet, and this sad England is behind you. Congratulations, amigo!”

The question of the rendezvous was an important one. Though he read into the letter an eagerness on the part of his victim to do anything to avoid the scandal and the exposure which Poltavo threatened, yet he did not trust him. The old farm labourer was a good idea, but where could they meet? When Poltavo had kidnapped Frank Doughton he had intended taking him to a little house he had hired in the East End of London. The journey to the Secret House was a mere blind to throw suspicion upon Farrington and to put the police off the real track. The car would have returned to London, and under the influence of a drug he had intended to smuggle Frank into the small house at West Ham, where he was to be detained until the period which Farrington had stipulated had expired.

But the transfer of money in the house was a different matter. The place could be surrounded by police. No, it must be an open space; such a space as would enable Poltavo to command a clear view on every side.

Why not Great Bradley, he thought, after a while? Again he would be serving two purposes. He would be leading the police to the Secret House, and he would have the mansion of mystery and all its resources as a refuge in case anything went wrong at the last moment He could, in the worst extremity, explain that he was collecting the money on behalf of Farrington.

Yes, Great Bradley and the wild stretch of down on the south of the town was the place. He made his arrangements accordingly.
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It was three days after the exchange of letters that Count Poltavo, in the rough tweeds of a country gentleman — a garb which hardly suited his figure or presence — strolled carelessly across the downs, making his way to their highest point, a great rolling slope, from the crest of which a man could see half a dozen miles in every direction.

The sky was overcast and a chill wind blew; it was such a day upon which he might be certain no pleasureseekers would be abroad. To his left, half hidden in the furthermost shelter of the downs, veiled as it was for ever under a haze of blue grey smoke, lay Great Bradley, with its chimneys and its busy industrial life. To his right he caught a glimpse of the square ugly facade of the Secret House, half hidden by the encircling trees. To its right was a chimney stack from which a lazy feather of smoke was drifting. Behind him the old engine house of the deserted mines, and to the right of that the pretty little cottage from which a week before Lady Constance Dex had so mysteriously disappeared, and which in consequence had been an object of pilgrimage for the whole countryside.

But Lady Constance Dex’s disappearance had become a nine days’ wonder. There were many explanations offered for her unexpected absence. The police of the country were hunting systematically and leisurely, and only T.B. and those in his immediate confidence were satisfied that the missing woman was less than two miles away from the scene of her disappearance.

Count Poltavo had armed himself with a pair of field-glasses, and now he carefully scrutinized all the roads which led to the downs. A motorcar, absurdly diminutive from the distance, came spinning along the winding white road two miles away. He watched it as it mounted the one hill and descended the other, and kept his glasses on it until it vanished in a cloud of dust on the London road. Then he saw what he sought. Coming across the downs a mile away was the bent figure of a man who stopped now and again to look about, as though uncertain as to the direction he should take. Poltavo, lying flat upon the ground, his glasses fixed upon the man, waited, watching the slow progress with lazy interest.

He saw an old man, white-bearded and grey-haired, carrying his hat in his hand as he walked. His rough homespun clothing, his collarless shirt open at the throat, the plaid scarf around his neck, all these Poltavo saw through his powerful glasses and was satisfied.

This was not the kind of man to play tricks, he smiled to himself. Poltavo’s precautions had been of an elaborate nature. Three roads led to the downs, and in positions at equal distances from where he stood he had placed three cars. He was ready for all emergencies. If he had to fly, then whichever way of escape was necessary would bring him to a means of placing a distance between himself and any possible pursuer.

The old man came nearer. Poltavo made a hasty but narrow survey of the messenger.

“Good,” he said.

He walked to meet the old man.

“You have a letter for me?” he inquired.

The other glanced at him suspiciously.

“Name?” he asked gruffly.

“My name,” said the smiling Pole, “is Poltavo.”

Slowly the messenger groped in his pockets and produced a heavy package. “You’ve got to give me something,” he said.

Poltavo handed over a sealed packet, receiving in exchange the messenger’s.

Again Poltavo shot a smiling glance at this sturdy old man. Save for the beard and the grey hair which showed beneath the broad-brimmed, wideawake hat, this might have been a young man.

“This is an historic meeting,” Poltavo went on gaily. His heart was light and his spirits as buoyant as ever they had been in his life. All the prospects which this envelope, now bulging in his pocket, promised, rose vividly before his eyes.

“Tell me your name, my old friend, that I may carry it with me, and on some occasion which is not yet, that I may toast your health.”

“My name,” said the old man, “is T.B. Smith, and I shall take you into custody on a charge of attempting to extort money by blackmail.”

Poltavo sprang back, his face ashen. One hand dived for his pistol-pocket, but before he could reach it T.B. was at his throat. That moment the Pole felt two arms gripping him, two steel bands they seemed, and likely to crush his arms into his very body. Then he went over with the full weight of the detective upon him, and was momentarily stunned by the shock. He came to himself rapidly, but not quickly enough. He was conscious of something cold about his wrists, and a none too kindly hand dragged him to his feet T.B. with his white beard all awry was a comical figure, but Poltavo had no sense of humour at that moment.

“I think I have you at last, my friend,” said T.B. pleasantly. He was busy removing his disguise and wiping his face clean of the grease paint, which had been necessary, with a handkerchief which was already grimy with his exertions.

“You will have some difficulty in proving anything against me,” said the other defiantly; “there is only you and I, and my word is as good as yours. As to the Duke of Ambury—”

T.B. laughed, a long chuckling laugh of delight.

“My poor man,” he said pityingly, “there is no Duke of Ambury. I depended somewhat upon your ignorance of English nobility, but I confess that I did not think you would fall so quickly to the bait The Dukedom of Ambury ceased to exist two hundred years ago. It is one of those titles which have fallen into disuse. Ambury Castle, from which the letters were addressed to you, is a small suburban villa on the outskirts of Bolton, the rent of which,” he said carefully, “is, I believe, some forty pounds a year. We English have a greater imagination than you credit us with, Count,” he went on, “and imagination takes no more common flight than the namings of the small dwellings of our humble fellow-citizens.”

He took his prisoner by the arm and led him across the downs.

“What are you going to do with me?” asked Poltavo.

“I shall first of all take you to Great Bradley police station, and then I shall convey you to London,” said T.B. “I have three warrants for you, including an extradition warrant issued on behalf of the Russian Government, but I think they may have to wait a little while before they obtain any satisfaction for your past misdeeds.”

The direction they took led them to Moor Cottage. In a quarter of an hour a force of police would be on the spot, for T.B. had timed his arrangements almost to the minute. He opened the door of the cottage and pushed his prisoner inside.

“We will avoid the study,” he smiled; “you probably know our mutual friend Lady Constance Dex disappeared under somewhat extraordinary circumstances from that room, and since I have every wish to keep you, we will take the drawingroom as a temporary prison.”

He opened the door of the little room in which the piano was, and indicated to his captive to sit in one of the deepseated chairs.

“Now, my friend,” said T.B., “we have a chance of mutual understanding. I do not wish to disguise from you the fact that you are liable to a very heavy sentence. That you are only an agent I am aware, but in this particular case you were acting entirely on your own account. You have made elaborate and thorough preparations for leaving England.”

Poltavo smiled.

“That is true,” he said, frankly.

T.B. nodded.

“I have seen your trunks all beautifully new, and imposingly labelled,” he smiled, “and I have searched them.”

Poltavo sat, his elbows on his knees, reflectively smoothing his moustache with his manacled hands.

“Is there any way I can get out of this?” he asked, after a while.

“You can make things much easier for yourself,” replied T.B. quietly.

“In what way?”

“By telling me all you know about Farrington and giving me any information you can about the Secret House. Where, for instance, is Lady Constance Dex?”

The other shrugged his shoulders.

“She is alive, I can tell you that. I had a letter from Fall in which he hinted as much. I do not know how they captured her, or the circumstances of the case. All I can tell you is that she is perfectly well and being looked after. You see Farrington had to take her — she shot at him once — hastened his disappearance in fact, and there was evidence that she was planning further reprisals. As to the mysteries of the Secret House,” he said, frankly, “I know little or nothing. Farrington, of course, is—”

“Montague Fallock,” said T.B. quietly. “I know that also.”

“Then what else do you want to know?” asked the other, in surprise. “I am perfectly willing, if you can make it easy for me, to tell you everything. The man who is known as Moole is a halfwitted old farm labourer who was picked up by Farrington some years ago to serve his purpose. He is the man who unknowingly poses as a millionaire. It is his estate which Farrington is supposed to be administering. You see,” he explained, “this rather takes off the suspicion which naturally attaches to a house which nobody visits, and it gives the inmates a certain amount of protection.”

“That I understand,” said T.B.; “it is, as you say, an ingenious idea — what of Fall?”

Poltavo shrugged his shoulders.

“You know as much of him as I. There are, however, many things which you may not know,” he went on slowly, “and of these there is one which you would pay a high price to learn. You will never take Farrington.”

“May I ask why?” asked T.B. interestedly.

“That is my secret,” said the other; “that is the secret I am willing to sell you.”

“And the price?” asked T.B. after a pause.

“The price is my freedom,” said the other boldly. “I know you can do anything with the police. As yet, no charge has been made against me. At the most, it is merely a question of attempting to obtain money by a trick — and even so you will have some difficulty in proving that I am guilty. Yes, I know you will deny this, but I have some knowledge of the law, Mr. Smith, and I have also some small experience of English juries. It is not the English law that I am afraid of, and it is not the sentence which your judges will pass upon me which fills me with apprehension. I am afraid of my treatment at the hands of the Russian Government.”

He shivered a little.

“It is because I wish to avoid extradition that I make this offer. Put things right for me, and I will place in your hands, not only the secret of Partington’s scheme for escape, but also the full list of his agents through the country. You will find them in no books,” he said with a smile; “my stay in the Secret House was mainly occupied from morning till night in memorizing those names and those addresses.”

T.B. looked at him thoughtfully.

“There is something in what you say,” he said. “I must have a moment to consider your offer.”

He heard a noise from the road without and pulled aside the blind. A car had driven up and was discharging a little knot of plain clothes Scotland Yard men. Amongst them he recognized Ela.

“I shall take the liberty of locking you in this room for a few moments whilst I consult my friends,” said T.B.

He went out, turned the key in the lock and put it in his pocket. Outside he met Ela.

“Have you got him?” asked the detective.

T.B. nodded.

“I have taken him,” he said; “moreover, I rather fancy I have got the whole outfit in my hands.”

“The Secret House?” asked Ela eagerly.

“Everything,” said T.B.; “it all depends upon what we can do with Poltavo. If we can avoid bringing him before a magistrate, I can smash this organization. I know it is contrary to the law, but it is in the interests of the law. How many men have we available?”

“There are a hundred and fifty in the town of Great Bradley itself,” said Ela calmly:” half of them local constabulary, and half of them our own men.”

“Send a man down to order them to take up a position round the Secret House, allow nobody to leave it, stop all motorcars approaching or departing from the house, and above all things no car is to leave Great Bradley without its occupants being carefully scrutinized. What’s that?” he turned suddenly.

A sudden muffled scream had broken into the conversation and it had come from the inside of the cottage.

“Quick!” snapped T.B.

He sprang into the passage of the cottage, reached the door of the room where he had left his prisoner, slipped the key in the lock with an unerring hand and flung open the door.

The room was empty.
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Farrington and Dr. Fall were closeted together in the latter’s office. Something had happened, which was responsible for the gloom on the face of the usually imperturbable doctor, and for the red rage which glowered in the older man’s eyes.

“You are sure of this?” he asked.

“Quite sure,” said Dr. Fall briefly; “he is making every preparation to leave London. His trunks went away from Charing Cross last night for Paris. He has let his house and collected the rent in advance, and he has practically sold the furniture. There can be no question whatever that our friend has betrayed us.”

“He would not dare,” breathed Farrington.

The veins stood out on his forehead; he was controlling his passionate temper by a supreme effort.

“I saved this man from beggary, Fall; I took the dog out of the gutter, and I gave him a chance when he had already forfeited his life. He would not dare!”

“My experience of criminals of this character,” said Dr. Fall calmly, “is that they will dare anything. You see, he is a particularly obnoxious specimen of his race; all suaveness, treachery, and remorseless energy. He would betray you; he would betray his own brother. Did he not shoot his father — or his alleged father, some years ago? I asked you not to trust him, Farrington; if I had had my way, he would never have left this house.”

Farrington shook his head.

“It was for the girl’s sake I let him go. Yes, yes,” he went on, seeing the look of surprise in the other’s face, “it was necessary that I should have somebody who stood in fear of me, who would further my plans in that direction. The marriage was necessary.”

“You have been, if you will pardon my expressing the opinion,” said Dr. Fall moodily, “just a little bit sentimental, Farrington.”

The other turned on him with an oath.

“I want none of your opinions,” he said gruffly. “You will never understand how I feel about this child. I took her from her dead father, who was one of my best friends, and I confess, that in the early days the thought of exploiting her fortune did occur to me. But as the years passed she grew towards me — a new and a beautiful influence in life, Fall. It was something that I had never had before, a factor which had never occurred in my stormy career. I grew to love the child, to love her more than I love money, and that is saying a lot. I wanted to do the right thing for her, and when my speculations were going wrong and I had to borrow from her fortune I never had any doubt but what I should be able to pay it back. When all the money went,” — his voice sank until it was little more than a whisper,—” and I realized that I had ruined the one human being in the world whom I loved, I took the step which of all my crimes I have most regretted. I sent George Doughton out of the way in order that I might scheme to marry Doris to the Tollington millionaire. For I knew the man we were seeking was Doughton. I killed him,” he said defiantly, “for the sake of his son’s wife. Oh, the irony of it!” He raised his hand with a harsh laugh. “The comedy of it! As to Poltavo,” he went on more calmly, “I let him go because, as I say, I wanted him to further my object. That he failed, or that he was remiss, does not affect the argument. Doris is safely married,” he mused; “if she does not love her husband now, she will love him in time. She respects Frank Doughton, and every day that passes will solidify that respect. I know Doris, and I know something of her secret thoughts and her secret wishes. She will forget me,” — his voice shook,—” please God she will forget me.”

He changed the subject quickly.

“Have you heard from Poltavo this morning?”

“Nothing at all,” said Fall; “he has been communicating with somebody or other, and the usual letters have been passing. Our man says that he has a big coup on, but upon that Poltavo has not informed us.”

“If I thought he was going to play us false—”

“What would you do?” asked Fall quietly, “He is out of our hands now.”

There was a little buzz in one corner of the room, and Fall turned his startled gaze upon the other.

“From the signal tower,” he said. “I wonder what is wrong.”

High above the house was one square solitary tower, in which, day and night, a watcher was stationed. Fall went to the telephone and took down the receiver. He spoke a few words and listened, then he hung up the receiver again and turned to Farrington.

“Poltavo is in Great Bradley,” he said; “one of our men has seen him and signaled to the house.”

“In Great Bradley!” Farrington’s eyes narrowed. “What is he doing here?”

“What was his car doing here the other day,” asked Fall, “when he kidnapped Frank Doughton? It was here to throw suspicion on us and take suspicion off himself, the most obvious thing in the world.”

Again the buzzer sounded, and again Fall carried on a conversation with the man on the roof in a low tone.

“Poltavo is on the downs,” he said; “he has evidently come to meet somebody; the lookout says he can see him from the tower through his glasses, and that there is a man making his way towards him.”

“Let us see for ourselves,” said Farrington.

They passed out of the room into another, opened what appeared to be a cupboard door, but which was in reality one of the innumerable elevators with which the house was furnished, and for the working of which the great electrical plant was so necessary.

They stepped into the lift, and in a few seconds had reached the interior of the tower, with its glass-paned observation windows and its telescopes. One of the foreign workmen, whom Farrington employed, was carefully scrutinizing the distant downs through a telescope which stood upon a large tripod.

“There he is,” he said.

Farrington looked. There was no mistaking Poltavo, but who the other man was, an old man doubled with age, his white beard floating in the wind, Farrington could not say; he could only conjecture.

Dr. Fall, searching the downs with another telescope, was equally in the dark.

“This is the intermediary,” said Farrington at last.

They watched the meeting, saw the exchange of the letters, and Farrington uttered a curse. Then suddenly he saw the other leap upon Poltavo and witnessed the brief struggle on the ground. Saw the glitter of handcuffs and turned with a white face to the doctor.

“My God!” he whispered. “Trapped!”

For the space of a few seconds they looked one at the other.

“Will he betray us?” asked Farrington, voicing the unspoken thoughts of Fall.

“He will betray us as much as he can,” said the other. “We must watch and see what happens. If he takes him into town, we are lost.”

“Is there any sign of police?” asked Farrington.

They scanned the horizon, but there was no evidence of a lurking force, and they turned to watch T.B. Smith and his prisoner making their slow way across the downs. For five minutes they stood watching, then Fall uttered an exclamation.

“They are going to the cottage!” he said, and again the men’s eyes met.

“Impossible,” said Farrington, but there was a little glint in his eye which spoke of the hope behind the word.

Again an interval of silence. Three pairs of eyes followed the men.

“It is the cottage!” said Fall. “Quick!”

In an instant the two men were in the lift and shooting downwards; they did not stop till they reached the basement.

“You have a pistol?” asked Farrington.

Fall nodded. They quitted the lift and walked swiftly, along a vaulted corridor, lighted at intervals with lamps set in niches. On their way they passed a door made in the solid wall to their left.

“We must get her out of this, if necessary,” said Farrington in a low voice. “She is not giving any trouble?”

Dr. Fall shook his head.

“A most tactful prisoner,” he said, dryly.

At the end of the corridor was another door. Fall fitted a key and swung open the heavy iron portal and the two men passed through to a darkened chamber. Fall found the switch and illuminated the apartment It was a little room innocent of windows, and lit as all the rest of the basement was by cornice lamps. In one corner was a grey-painted iron door. This Fall pushed aside on its noiseless runners. There was another elevator here. The two men stepped in and the lift sunk and sunk until it seemed as though it would never come to the end. It stopped at last, and the men stepped out into a rock-hewn gallery.

It was easy to see that this was one of the old disused galleries of the old mine over which the house was built. Fall found the switch he sought and instantly the corridor was flooded with bright light.

On a set of rails which ran the whole length of the gallery to a point which was out of sight from where they stood, was a small trolley. It was unlike the average trolley in that it was obviously electrically driven. A third rail supplied the energy, and the controlling levers were at the driver’s hand.

Farrington climbed to the seat, and his companion followed, and with a whirr of wheels and a splutter of sparks where the motor brush caught the rail, the little trolley drove forward at full speed.

They slowed at the gentle curves, increased speed again when any uninterrupted length of gallery gave them encouragement, and after five minutes’ travel Farrington pulled back the lever and applied the brake. They stepped out into a huge chamber similar to that which they had just left. There was the inevitable lift set, as it seemed, in the heart of the rock, though in reality it was a bricked space. The two men entered and the lift rose noiselessly.

“We will go up slowly,” whispered Fall in the other’s ear; “it will not do to make a noise or to arouse any suspicions; we must not forget that we have T.B. Smith to deal with.”

Farrington nodded, and presently the lift stopped of its own accord. They made no attempt to open whatever door was before them. They could hear voices: one was T.B.’s, and the other was unmistakably Poltavo’s, and Poltavo was speaking.

Poltavo was offering in his eager way to betray the men who sat in the darkness listening to his treachery. They heard the motorcar’s arrival outside, and presently T.B.’s voice announcing his temporary retirement They heard the slam of the door, and the key click in the lock, and then Dr. Fall stepped forward, pressed a spring in the rough woodwork in front of him and one of the panels of the room slid silently back.

Poltavo did not see his visitors until they stood over him, then he read in those hateful faces which were turned toward him an unmistakable forecast of his doom.

“What do you want?” he almost whispered.

“Do not raise your voice,” said Farrington in the same tone, “or you are a dead man.” He held the point of a knife at the other’s throat.

“To where are you taking me?” asked Poltavo, ghastly white of face and shaking from head to foot.

“We are taking you to a place where your opportunity for betraying us will be a mighty small one,” said Fall.

There was a horrible smile on his thin lips, and Poltavo, with a premonition of what awaited him beyond the tunnel, forgot the menacing knife at his throat and screamed.

Hands gripped him and strangled the cry as it escaped him. Something heavy struck him behind the ear and he lost consciousness. He awoke to find himself travelling smoothly along the rock gallery. He was half lying, half reclining on Fall’s knees. He did not attempt to move; he knew now that he was in mortal peril of his life. No word was spoken when he was dragged roughly from the car, placed in another elevator and whirled upwards, emerging into a little chamber at the end of the underground corridor which ran beneath the Secret House.

A door was opened and he was thrust in without a word. He heard the clang of the steel door behind him, and the lights came on to show him that once again he was in the underground room where he had been confined before.

There was the table, there was the heavy chair, there in the far corner of the room was the barred entrance to the other elevator. Anyway he was free from the police; that was something. He was safe just so long as it suited the book of Farrington and his friend to keep him safe. What would they do? What excuse could he offer? They had overheard the conversation between himself and T.B., he knew that, and cursed his folly. He ought to have kept away from Moor Cottage. He knew there was something sinister about the place, but T.B. should have known that even better than he. Why had T.B. left him?

These and a thousand other thoughts shot through his mind as he paced the vaulted apartment. They were in no hurry to feed him. He had almost forgotten what time it was; whether it was day or night in that underground vault into which no ray of sunlight ever penetrated. They had left him with the handcuffs on his wrists; they would come and relieve him of these encumbrances. What were their plans with him? He felt his pockets carefully. T.B. had taken away the only weapon he had had, and for the first time for many years Count Poltavo was unarmed.

His heart was beating with painful rapidity and his breath came laboriously. He was terror-stricken. He turned to find the door through which he had come, and to his surprise he could not see it. So far as he could detect, the stone wall ran without a break from one end of the apartment to the other. Escape could not lie that way; of that he was satisfied. There was nothing to do but to wait, with whatever patience he could summon, to discover their plans. He did not doubt that he was to suffer. He had forfeited all right to their confidence, but if this was to be the only consequence of his ill-doing he was not greatly worried. Count Poltavo, as he had boasted before in this identical room, had been in some tight corners and had faced death in many strange and terrible guises, but the inevitability of doom was never so impressed upon his mind as it was at this moment when he lay guarded by a hundred secret forces in the tomb of the Secret House.

He had one hope, a faint one, that T.B. would discover the method of his exit from the room in Moor Cottage and would track him here.

Evidently the occupants of the Secret House had the same fear, for even here, in the quietness of his underground prison, Poltavo could hear strange whining noises, rumbling, and groaning and grinding, as though the whole of the house were changing its construction.

He had not long to wait for news. A corner lift came swiftly down and Fall stepped briskly towards his prisoner.

“T.B. Smith is in the house,” he said, “and is making an inspection; he will be down here in a moment. In these circumstances I shall have to betray one of the secrets of this house.” He caught the other roughly by the arm and half led, half dragged, him to a corner of the room. Handcuffed as he was, Poltavo could offer no resistance. Dr. Fall apparently only touched one portion of the wall, but he must have moved, either with his foot or with his hand, some particularly powerful spring, for a section of the stone wall swung backwards revealing a black gap.

“Get in there,” said Fall, and pushed him into the darkness.

A few moments later T.B. Smith, accompanied by three detectives, inspected the room which Poltavo had left. There was no sign of the man, no evidence of his having so recently been an occupant of his prison house. For an interminable time Poltavo stood in the darkness. He found he was in a small cell-like apartment with apparently no outlet save that through which he had come.

He was able to breathe without difficulty, for the perfect system of ventilation throughout the dungeons of the Secret House had been its architect’s greatest triumph.

It seemed hours that he waited there, though in reality it was less than twenty minutes after his entrance that the door swung open again and he was called out.

Farrington was in the room now, Farrington with his trusty lieutenant, and behind them the one-eyed Italian desperado whom Poltavo remembered seeing in the power house one day, when he had been allowed the privilege of inspection.

Some slight change had been made in the room since he was there last Poltavo’s nerves were in such a condition that he was sensitive to this variation. He saw now what the change was. The table had been drawn back leaving the chair where it was fixed.

Yes, it was a fixed chair, he remembered that and wondered why it had been screwed to the wood Mock floor. Dr. Fall and the engineer grasped him roughly and hurried him across the room, thrusting him into the chair.

“What are you going to do?” asked Poltavo, white as death.

“That you shall see.”

Deftly they strapped him to the chair; his wrists and elbows were securely fastened to the arms, and his ankles to the legs of the massive piece of furniture.

From where he sat Poltavo confronted Farrington, but the big man’s mask-like face did not move, nor his eyes waiver as he surveyed his treacherous prisoner. Then Fall knelt down and did something, and Poltavo heard the ripping and tearing of cloth.

They were slitting up each trouser leg, and he could not understand why.

“Is this a joke?” he asked with a desperate attempt at airiness.

No reply was made. Poltavo watched his captors curiously. What was the object of it all? The two men busy at the chair lifted a number of curious-looking objects from the floor; they clamped one on each wrist, and he felt the cold surface of some instrument pressing against each calf. Still he did not realize the danger, or the grim determination of these men whose secret he would have betrayed.

“Mr. Farrington,” he appealed to the big man, “let us have an understanding. I have played my game and lost.”

“You have indeed,” said Farrington.

They were the first words he had spoken.

“Give me enough to get out of the country,” Poltavo appealed, “just the money that I have in my pocket, and I promise you that I will never trouble you again.”

“My friend,” said Farrington, “I have trusted you too long. You forced yourself upon me when I did not desire you, you thwarted me at every turn, you betrayed me whenever it was possible to betray me, or whenever it was to your advantage to do so, and I am determined that you shall have no other chance of doing me an injury.”

“What is this foolery?” asked Poltavo, in a mixture of blind fear and rage. They had unlocked the handcuffs and taken them off him, and now for the first time Poltavo noticed that the curious bronze clamps on his wrists were attached by thick green cords to a plug in the wall.

He shrieked aloud as he saw this, and the full horror of the situation flashed upon him.

“My God,” he screamed, “you are not going to kill me?”

Farrington nodded slowly.

“We are going to kill you painlessly, Poltavo,” he said. “It was your life or ours. We do not desire to cause you unnecessary suffering, but here is the end of the adventure for you, my friend.”

“You are not going to electrocute me?” croaked the man in the chair, in a hoarse cracked voice. “Don’t say that you are going to electrocute me, Farrington! It is diabolical, it is terrible. Give me a chance of life! Give me a pistol, give me a knife, but fight me fair. Treat me as you will; hand me to the police, anything but this; for God’s sake, Farrington, don’t do this!”

The doctor reached down and lifted a leather helmet from the floor and placed it gently over the doomed man’s head.

“Don’t do it, Farrington.” Poltavo’s muffled voice came painfully from behind the leather screen. “Don’t! I swear I will not betray you.”

Farrington made a little signal and the doctor walked to the wall and placed his hand upon a black switch.

“I will not betray you,” said the man in the chair in hollow tones. “Give me a chance. I will not tell them anything that you—”

He did not speak again, for the black switch had been pressed down and death came with merciful swiftness.

They stood watching the figure. A slight quivering of the hands and then Farrington nodded and the doctor turned the switch over again.

Rapidly they unfastened the straps, and the limp thing which was once human, with a brain to think and a capacity for life and love, slipped out of the chair in an inanimate heap upon the ground.

So passed Ernesto Poltavo, an adventurer and a villain, in the prime of his life.

Farrington looked down upon the body with sombre eyes and shrugged his shoulders.

He had opened his mouth to speak and Fall had walked to the switchboard and was about to put the deadly apparatus out of gear, when a sharp voice made them both turn.

“Hands up!” it said.

The stone door, through which Poltavo had passed to his doom from the corridor without, was wide open, and in the doorway stood T.B. and a little behind him Ela, and in T.B.’s hand was a pistol.
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T.B. Smith’s inspection of the Secret House had yielded nothing satisfactory; he had not expected that it would; he was perfectly satisfied that the keen, shrewd brains which dominated the menage would remove any trace there was of foul play.

“Where now?” asked Ela, as they turned out of the house.

“Back to Moor Cottage,” said T.B., climbing into the car. “I am certain that we are on the verge of our big discovery. There is a way out of the cottage by some underground chamber, a way by which first Lady Constance and then Poltavo were smuggled, and if it is necessary I am going to smash every panel in those two ground floor rooms, but I will find the way in to Mr. Farrington’s mystery house.”

For half an hour the two men were engaged in the room from which Poltavo had been taken. They probed with centre bits and gimlets into every portion of the room.

The first discovery that they made was that the oaken panels of the chamber were backed with sheet iron or steel.

“It is a hopeless job; we shall have to get another kind of smith here to tear down all the panellings,” said T.B., lighting the gloom of his despair with a little flash of humour.

He fingered the tiny locket absently and opened it again.

“It is absurd,” he laughed helplessly. “Here is the solution in these simple words, and yet we brainy folk from the Yard cannot understand them!”

“God sav the Keng!” said Ela ruefully. “I wonder how on earth that is going to help us.”

A gasp from T.B. made him turn his face to his chief.

T.B. Smith was pointing at the piano. In two strides he was across the room, and sitting on the stool he lifted the cover and struck a chord. The instrument sounded a little flat and apparently had not received the attention of a tuner for some time.

“I am going to play ‘God save the King,’” said T.B. with a light in his eyes, “and I think something is going to happen.”

Slowly he pounded forth the familiar tune; from beginning to end he played it, and when he had finished he looked at Ela.

“Try it in another key,” suggested Ela, and again T.B. played the anthem. He was nearing the last few bars when there was a click and he leapt up. One long panel had disappeared from the side of the wall. For a moment the two men looked at one another. They were alone in the house, although a policeman was within call. The main force was gathered in the vicinity of the Secret House.

T.B. flashed the light of his indispensable and inseparable little electric lamp into the dark interior.

“I will go in first and see what happens,” he said.

“I think we will both go together,” said Ela grimly.

“There is a switch here,” said T.B.

He pulled it down and a small lamp glowed, illuminating a tiny lift cage.

“And here I presume are the necessary controlling buttons,” said T.B., pointing to a number of white discs; “we will try this one.”

He pressed the button and instantly the cage began to fall. It came to a standstill after a while and the men stepped out.

“Part of the old working,” said T.B.; “a very ingenious idea.”

He flashed his lamp over the walls to find the electrical connection. They were here, as they were at the other end, perfectly accessible. An instant later the long corridor was lighted up.

“By heavens,” said T.B. admiringly, “they have even got an underground tramway; look here!”

At this tiny terminus there were two branches of rails and a car was in waiting. A few minutes later T.B. Smith had reached the other end of the mine gallery and was seeking the second elevator.

“Here we are,” he said— “everything run by electricity. I thought that power house of Farrington’s had a pretty stiff job, and now I see how heavy is the load which it has to carry. Step carefully into this,” he continued, “and make a careful note of the way we are going. I think we must be about a hundred feet below the level of the earth; just gauge it roughly as we go up. Here we go.”

He pressed a button and up went the lift. They passed out of the little mine chamber, carefully propping back the swing door, and made their way along the corridor.

“This looks like an apartment,” said T.B., as he stopped before a red-painted steel door in one of the walls. He pressed it gently, but it did not yield. He made a further examination, but there was no keyhole visible.

“This is either worked by a hidden spring or it does not work at all,” he said in a low voice.

“If it is a spring,” said Ela, “I will find it”

His sensitive hands went up and down the surface of the door and presently they stopped.

“There is something which is little larger than a pin hole,” he said. He took from his pocket a general utility knife and slipped out a thin steel needle. “Pipe cleaners may be very useful,” he said, and pressed the long slender bodkin into the aperture. Instantly, and without sound, the door opened.

T.B. was the first to go in, revolver in hand. He found himself in a room which, even if it were a prison, was a well-disguised prison. The walls were hung with costly tapestry, the carpet under foot was thick and velvety and the furniture which garnished the room was of a most costly and luxurious description.

“Lady Constance!” gasped T.B. in surprise.

A woman who was sitting in a chair near the reading lamp rose quickly and turned her startled gaze to the detective.

“Mr. Smith,” she said, and ran towards him. “Oh, thank God you have come!”

She grasped him by his two arms; she was half hysterical in that moment of her release, and was babbling an incoherent string of words; a description of her capture — her fear — her gratitude — all in an inextricably confused rush of half completed phrases.

“Sit down, Lady Constance,” said T.B. gently; “collect yourself and try to remember — have you seen Poltavo?”

“Poltavo?” she said, startled into coherence. “No, is he here?”

“He is somewhere here,” said T.B. “I am seeking for him now. Will you stay here or will you come with us?”

“I would rather come with you,” she said with a shiver.

They passed through the door together.

“Do all these doors open upon rooms similar to this?” asked T.B.

“I believe there are a number of underground cells,” she answered in a whisper, “but the principal one is that which is near.” She pointed to a red-painted door some twenty paces away from the one from which they were emerging. There was another pause whilst Ela repeated his examination of the door.

Apparently they all worked on the pick system, a method which medieval conspirators favoured, and which the Italian workmen probably imported from the land of their birth; a land which has given the world the Borgias and the Medicis and the Visconti.

“Stay here,” said T.B. in a low voice, and Lady Constance shrank back against the wall.

Ela pressed in his little needle and again the result was satisfactory. The door opened slowly and T.B. stepped in.

He stood for a moment trying to understand all that the terrible scene signified. The limp body on the floor; the two remorseless men standing close by; Farrington with folded arms and his eye glowering down upon the dead man at his feet Fall at the switchboard.

Then T.B.’s revolver rose swiftly.

“Hands up!” he said.

The words were hardly out of his mouth when the room was plunged in darkness, his companion was flung violently backward as the electrical control came into operation and the door slammed in Ela’s face. He pressed it without avail. He brought to his aid the little needle, but this time the lock would not move.

Ela’s face went chalk white.

“My God!” he gasped, “they’ve got T.B.!”

He stood for a moment in indecision. He had visualized the scene and knew what fate would befall his chief.

“Back to the gallery,” he said harshly, and led the way, holding the woman’s arm in support. He found his way without difficulty to the lift, sprang into it, after Lady Constance, and pressed the button…. Now they were speeding along the sparking rail… now they were in the lift rising swiftly to the room in Moor Cottage. T.B.’s car was outside.

“You had better come with me,” said Ela quickly.

Lady Constance jumped into the car after him.

“To the Secret House,” said Ela to the chauffeur, and as the car drove forward he turned to the woman at his side.

“I will put you amongst your friends in a few moments,” he said; “at present I dare not risk the loss of a second.”

“But what will they do?”

“I pretty well know what they will do,” said Ela grimly. “Farrington is playing his last hand, and T.B. Smith is to be his last victim.”

In the darkness of the underground chamber T.B. faced his enemies, striving to pierce the gloom, his finger in position upon the delicate trigger of his automatic pistol.

“Do not move,” he said softly; “I will shoot without any hesitation.”

“There is no need to shoot,” said the suave voice of the doctor; “the lights went out, quite by accident, I assure you, and you and your friends have no need to fear.”

T.B. groped his way along the wall, his revolver extended. In the gloom he felt rather than saw the bulky figure of the doctor and reached out his hand gingerly.

Then something touched the outstretched palm, something that in ordinary circumstances might have felt like the rough points of a bass broom. T.B. was flung violently backwards and fell heavily to the ground.

“Get him into the chair quick,” he heard Farrington’s voice say. “That was a good idea of yours, doctor.”

“Just a sprayed wire,” said Dr. Fall complacently; “it is a pretty useful check upon a man. You took a wonderful assistant when you pressed electricity to your aid, Farrington.”

The lights were all on now, and T.B. was being strapped to the chair. He had recovered from the shock, but he had recovered too late. In the interval of his unconsciousness the body of Poltavo had been removed out of his sight. They were doing to him all that they had done to Poltavo. He felt the electrodes at his calf and on his wrists and clenched his teeth, for he knew in what desperate strait he was.

“Well, Mr. Smith,” said Farrington pleasantly, “I am afraid you have got yourself into rather a mess. Where is the other man?” he asked quickly. He looked at Fall, and the doctor returned his gaze.

“I forgot the other man,” said Fall slowly; “in the corridor outside.” He went to the invisible door and it opened at his touch. He was out of the room a few minutes, and returned looking old and drawn.

“He has got away,” he said; “the woman has gone too.”

Farrington nodded.

“What does he matter?” he asked roughly; “they know as much as they are likely to know. Put the control on the door.”

Fall turned over a switch and the other renewed his attention to T.B.

“You know exactly how you are situated, Mr. Smith,” said Farrington, “and now I am going to tell you exactly how you may escape from your position.”

“I shall be interested to learn,” said T.B. coolly, “but I warn you before you tell me that if my escape is contingent upon your own, then I am afraid I am doomed to dissolution.”

The other nodded.

“As you surmise,” he said, “your escape is indeed contingent upon mine and that of my friends. My terms to you are that you shall pass me out of England. I know you are going to tell me that you have not the power, but I am as well acquainted with the extraordinary privileges of your department as you are. I know that you can take me out of the Secret House and land me in Calais tomorrow morning, and there is not one man throughout the length and breadth of England who will say you nay. I offer you your life on condition that you do this, otherwise—”

“Otherwise?” asked T.B.

“Otherwise I shall kill you,” said Farrington briefly, “just as I killed Poltavo. You are the worst enemy I have and the most dangerous. I have always marked you down as one whose attention was to be avoided, and I shall probably kill you with less compunction because I know that but for you I should not have been forced to live this mad dog’s life that has been mine for the past few months. You will be interested, Mr. Smith, to learn that you nearly had me once. You see the whole wing of the house in which Mr. Moole lies,” he smiled, “works on the principle of a huge elevator. The secret of the Secret House is really the secret of perfectly arranged lifts; that is to say,” he went on, “I can take my room to the first floor and I can transport it to the fourth floor with greater ease than you can carry a chair from a basement to an attic—”

“I guessed that much,” said T.B. “Do you realize that you might have made a fortune as a practical electrician?”

Farrington smiled.

“I very much doubt it,” he said coolly; “but my career and my wasted opportunities are of less interest to me at the moment than my future and yours. What are you going to do?”

T.B. smiled.

“I am going to do nothing,” he said cheerfully, “unless it be that I am going to die, for I can imagine no circumstance or danger that threatens me or those I love best which would induce me to loose upon the world such dangerous criminals as yourself and your fellow-murderers. Your time has come, Farrington. Whether my time comes a little sooner or later does not alter the fact that you are within a month of your own death, whether you kill me or whether you let me go.”

“You are a bold man to tell me that,” said Farrington between his teeth.

T.B. saw from a glance at the blanched faces of the men that his words had struck home.

“If you imagine you can escape,” T.B. went on unconcernedly, “why, I think you are wasting valuable time which might be better utilized, for every moment of delay is a moment nearer to the gallows for both of you.”

“My friend, you are urging your own death,” said Fall.

“As to that,” said T.B., shrugging his shoulders, “I have no means of foretelling, because I cannot look into the future any more than you, and if it is the will of Providence that I should die in the execution of my duty, I am as content to do so as any soldier upon the battlefield, for it seems to me,” he continued half to himself, “that the arrayed enemies of society are more terrible, more formidable, and more dangerous than the massed enemies that a soldier is called upon to confront. They are only enemies for a period; for a time of madness which is called ‘war’; but you in your lives are enemies to society for all time.”

Fall exchanged glances with his superior, and Farrington nodded.

The doctor leant down and picked up the leather helmet, and placed it with the same tender care that he had displayed before over the head of his previous victim.

“I give you three minutes to decide,” said Farrington.

“You are wasting three minutes,” said the muffled voice of T.B. from under the helmet.

Nevertheless Farrington took out his watch and held it in his unshaking palm; for the space of a hundred and eighty seconds there was no sound in the room save the loud ticking of the watch.

At the end of that time he replaced it in his pocket.

“Will you agree to do as I ask?” he said.

“No,” was the reply with undiminished vigour.

“Let him have it,” said Farrington savagely.

Dr. Fall put up his hand to the switch, and as he did so the lights flickered for a moment and slowly their brilliancy diminished.

“Quick,” said Farrington, and the doctor brought the switch over just as the lights went out.

T.B. felt a sharp burning sensation that thrilled his whole being and then lost consciousness.



Chapter XXI


Table of Contents


There was a group of police officers about the gates of the Secret House as the car bearing Ela and the woman came flying up.

The detective leapt out.

“They have taken T.B.,” he said. He addressed a divisional inspector, who was in charge of the corps.

“Close up the cordon,” he went on, “and all men who are armed follow me.”

He raced up the garden path, but it was not toward the Secret House that he directed his steps; he made a detour through a little plantation to the power house.

A man stood at the door, a grimy-faced foreign workman who scowled at the intruders. He tried to pull the sliding doors to their place, but Ela caught the bluecoated man under the jaw and sent him sprawling into the interior.

In an instant the detective was inside, confronting more scowling workmen. A tall, goodlooking man of middle age, evidently a decent artisan, was in control, and he came forward, a spanner in his hand, to repel the intruders.

But the pistol Ela carried was eloquent of his earnestness.

“Stand back,” he said. “Are you in charge?”

The detective spoke Italian fluently.

“What does this mean, signor?” asked the foreman.

“It means that I give you three minutes to stop the dynamo.”

“But that is impossible,” said the other. “I cannot stop the dynamo; it is against all orders.”

“Stop that dynamo,” hissed Ela between his teeth. “Stop it at once, or you are a dead man.”

The man hesitated, then walked to the great switchboard, brilliant with a score of lights.

“I will not do it,” he said sulkily. “There is the signal; give it yourself.”

A little red lamp suddenly glowed on the marble switchboard.

“What is that?” asked Ela.

“That is a signal from the lower rooms,” said the man sullenly; “they want more power.”

Ela turned on the man with a snarl, raised his pistol and there was murder in his eyes.

“Mercy!” gasped the Italian, and putting out his hand he grasped a long red switch marked ‘Danger’ and pulled it over. Instantly all the lights in the power house went dim, and the great whirling wheels slowed down and stopped. Only the light of day illuminated the power house. Ela, standing on the controlling platform, wiped his perspiring face with the back of a hand which was shaking as though with ague.

“I wonder if I was in time?” he muttered.

The big machinery hall was now alive with detectives.

“Take charge of every man,” Ela ordered; “see that nobody touches any of these switches. Arrest stokers and keep them apart. Now you,” he said, addressing the foreman in Italian, “you seem a decent fellow, and I am going to give you a chance of earning not only your freedom, but a substantial reward. I am a police officer and I have come to make an inspection of this house. You spoke of the lower rooms — do you know the way there?”

The man hesitated.

“The lift cannot work, signor,” he said, with a shrug of his shoulders, “now that the electric current is stopped.”

“Is there no other way?”

Again the man hesitated.

“There are stairs, signor,” he stammered after a while, then continued rapidly: “If this is a crime and Signor Moole is an anarchist, I know nothing of it, I swear to you by the Virgin. I am an honest man from Padua, and I have no knowledge of such things as your Excellency speaks about”

Ela nodded.

“I am willing to believe that,” he said in a milder tone. “Now, my friend, you shall undo a great deal of mischief that has been done by showing me the way to the underground rooms.”

“I am at your service,” said the man helplessly. “I call all men to witness that I have done my best to carry out the instructions which the padrone has given me.”

He led the way out of the power house through a door which led to a large stretch of private garden behind the main building, across a well-kept lawn to an area basement which ran the whole length of the house.

In this, at the far end, was a door, and the man opened it with a key upon a bunch which he took from his pocket. They had to pass through two more doors before they came to the spiral staircase which led down into the gloomy depths beneath the Secret House.

To Ela’s surprise they were illuminated and he feared that against his orders the dynamo had been restarted, but the man reassured him.

“They are from the storage batteries,” he said. “There is sufficient to afford light all over the house, but not enough to give power.”

The steps seemed never ending. Ela counted eighty-seven before at last they came to a landing from which one door opened. The detective noticed that the man employed the same method of entering here as he himself had done. A bodkin slipped into an almost invisible hole produced the mechanical unsealing of this doorway.

Ela stepped through the open door. Two lights burned dimly; he saw the strapped figure in the chair and his heart sank. He went forward at a run and Farrington was the first to hear him.

The big man turned, a revolver in his hand. There was a quick deafening report, and another, and a third. Ela stood up unmoved, unharmed, but Farrington, rocking as he staggered to the table, slid to the ground with a bullet through his heart.

“Take that man,” said Ela, and in an instant Fall was handcuffed and secure.

Then Ela heard a silent sneeze and through the smoke from the revolver shots the voice of T.B. Smith, saying: “A pity it takes such ill-smelling powder to send our clever friend on his long journey.”


The End
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The 4.15 from Victoria to Lewes had been held up at Three Bridges in consequence of a derailment and, though John Lexman was fortunate enough to catch a belated connection to Beston Tracey, the wagonette which was the sole communication between the village and the outside world had gone.

“If you can wait half an hour, Mr. Lexman,” said the stationmaster, “I will telephone up to the village and get Briggs to come down for you.”

John Lexman looked out upon the dripping landscape and shrugged his shoulders.

“I’ll walk,” he said shortly and, leaving his bag in the stationmaster’s care and buttoning his mackintosh to his chin, he stepped forth resolutely into the rain to negotiate the two miles which separated the tiny railway station from Little Tracey.

The downpour was incessant and likely to last through the night. The high hedges on either side of the narrow road were so many leafy cascades; the road itself was in places ankle deep in mud. He stopped under the protecting cover of a big tree to fill and light his pipe and with its bowl turned downwards continued his walk. But for the driving rain which searched every crevice and found every chink in his waterproof armor, he preferred, indeed welcomed, the walk.

The road from Beston Tracey to Little Beston was associated in his mind with some of the finest situations in his novels. It was on this road that he had conceived “The Tilbury Mystery.” Between the station and the house he had woven the plot which had made “Gregory Standish” the most popular detective story of the year. For John Lexman was a maker of cunning plots.

If, in the literary world, he was regarded by superior persons as a writer of “shockers,” he had a large and increasing public who were fascinated by the wholesome and thrilling stories he wrote, and who held on breathlessly to the skein of mystery until they came to the denouement he had planned.

But no thought of books, or plots, or stories filled his troubled mind as he strode along the deserted road to Little Beston. He had had two interviews in London, one of which under ordinary circumstances would have filled him with joy: He had seen T.X. and “T.X,” was T.X. Meredith, who would one day be Chief of the Criminal Investigation Department and was now an Assistant Commissioner of Police, engaged in the more delicate work of that department.

In his erratic, tempestuous way, T.X. had suggested the greatest idea for a plot that any author could desire. But it was not of T.X. that John Lexman thought as he breasted the hill, on the slope of which was the tiny habitation known by the somewhat magnificent title of Beston Priory.

It was the interview he had had with the Greek on the previous day which filled his mind, and he frowned as he recalled it. He opened the little wicket gate and went through the plantation to the house, doing his best to shake off the recollection of the remarkable and unedifying discussion he had had with the moneylender.

Beston Priory was little more than a cottage, though one of its walls was an indubitable relic of that establishment which a pious Howard had erected in the thirteenth century. A small and unpretentious building, built in the Elizabethan style with quaint gables and high chimneys, its latticed windows and sunken gardens, its rosary and its tiny meadow, gave it a certain manorial completeness which was a source of great pride to its owner.

He passed under the thatched porch, and stood for a moment in the broad hallway as he stripped his drenching mackintosh.

The hall was in darkness. Grace would probably be changing for dinner, and he decided that in his present mood he would not disturb her. He passed through the long passage which led to the big study at the back of the house. A fire burnt redly in the old-fashioned grate and the snug comfort of the room brought a sense of ease and relief. He changed his shoes, and lit the table lamp.

The room was obviously a man’s den. The leather-covered chairs, the big and well-filled bookcase which covered one wall of the room, the huge, solid-oak writing-desk, covered with books and half-finished manuscripts, spoke unmistakably of its owner’s occupation.

After he had changed his shoes, he refilled his pipe, walked over to the fire, and stood looking down into its glowing heart.

He was a man a little above medium height, slimly built, with a breadth of shoulder which was suggestive of the athlete. He had indeed rowed 4 in his boat, and had fought his way into the semi-finals of the amateur boxing championship of England. His face was strong, lean, yet well-moulded. His eyes were grey and deep, his eyebrows straight and a little forbidding. The cleanshaven mouth was big and generous, and the healthy tan of his cheek told of a life lived in the open air.

There was nothing of the recluse or the student in his appearance. He was in fact a typical, healthy-looking Britisher, very much like any other man of his class whom one would meet in the messroom of the British army, in the wardrooms of the fleet, or in the far-off posts of the Empire, where the administrative cogs of the great machine are to be seen at work.

There was a little tap at the door, and before he could say “Come in” it was pushed open and Grace Lexman entered.

If you described her as brave and sweet you might secure from that brief description both her manner and her charm. He half crossed the room to meet her, and kissed her tenderly.

“I didn’t know you were back until—” she said; linking her arm in his.

“Until you saw the horrible mess my mackintosh has made,” he smiled. “I know your methods, Watson!”

She laughed, but became serious again.

“I am very glad you’ve come back. We have a visitor,” she said.

He raised his eyebrows.

“A visitor? Whoever came down on a day like this?”

She looked at him a little strangely.

“Mr. Kara,” she said.

“Kara? How long has he been here?”

“He came at four.”

There was nothing enthusiastic in her tone.

“I can’t understand why you don’t like old Kara,” rallied her husband.

“There are very many reasons,” she replied, a little curtly for her.

“Anyway,” said John Lexman, after a moment’s thought, “his arrival is rather opportune. Where is he?”

“He is in the drawingroom.”

The Priory drawingroom was a low-ceilinged, rambling apartment, “all old print and chrysanthemums,” to use Lexman’s description. Cosy armchairs, a grand piano, an almost medieval open grate, faced with dull-green tiles, a well-worn but cheerful carpet and two big silver candelabras were the principal features which attracted the newcomer.

There was in this room a harmony, a quiet order and a soothing quality which made it a haven of rest to a literary man with jagged nerves. Two big bronze bowls were filled with early violets, another blazed like a pale sun with primroses, and the early woodland flowers filled the room with a faint fragrance.

A man rose to his feet, as John Lexman entered and crossed the room with an easy carriage. He was a man possessed of singular beauty of face and of figure. Half a head taller than the author, he carried himself with such a grace as to conceal his height.

“I missed you in town,” he said, “so I thought I’d run down on the off chance of seeing you.”

He spoke in the well-modulated tone of one who had had a long acquaintance with the public schools and universities of England. There was no trace of any foreign accent, yet Remington Kara was a Greek and had been born and partly educated in the more turbulent area of Albania.

The two men shook hands warmly.

“You’ll stay to dinner?”

Kara glanced round with a smile at Grace Lexman. She sat uncomfortably upright, her hands loosely folded on her lap, her face devoid of encouragement.

“If Mrs. Lexman doesn’t object,” said the Greek.

“I should be pleased, if you would,” she said, almost mechanically; “it is a horrid night and you won’t get anything worth eating this side of London and I doubt very much,” she smiled a little, “if the meal I can give you will be worthy of that description.”

“What you can give me will be more than sufficient,” he said, with a little bow, and turned to her husband.

In a few minutes they were deep in a discussion of books and places, and Grace seized the opportunity to make her escape. From books in general to Lexman’s books in particular the conversation flowed.

“I’ve read every one of them, you know,” said Kara.

John made a little face. “Poor devil,” he said sardonically.

“On the contrary,” said Kara, “I am not to be pitied. There is a great criminal lost in you, Lexman.”

“Thank you,” said John.

“I am not being uncomplimentary, am I?” smiled the Greek. “I am merely referring to the ingenuity of your plots. Sometimes your books baffle and annoy me. If I cannot see the solution of your mysteries before the book is half through, it angers me a little. Of course in the majority of cases I know the solution before I have reached the fifth chapter.”

John looked at him in surprise and was somewhat piqued.

“I flatter myself it is impossible to tell how my stories will end until the last chapter,” he said.

Kara nodded.

“That would be so in the case of the average reader, but you forget that I am a student. I follow every little thread of the clue which you leave exposed.”

“You should meet T.X.,” said John, with a laugh, as he rose from his chair to poke the fire.

“T.X.?”

“T.X. Meredith. He is the most ingenious beggar you could meet. We were at Caius together, and he is by way of being a great pal of mine. He is in the Criminal Investigation Department.”

Kara nodded. There was the light of interest in his eyes and he would have pursued the discussion further, but at the moment dinner was announced.

It was not a particularly cheerful meal because Grace did not as usual join in the conversation, and it was left to Kara and to her husband to supply the deficiencies. She was experiencing a curious sense of depression, a premonition of evil which she could not define. Again and again in the course of the dinner she took her mind back to the events of the day to discover the reason for her unease.

Usually when she adopted this method she came upon the trivial causes in which apprehension was born, but now she was puzzled to find that a solution was denied her. Her letters of the morning had been pleasant, neither the house nor the servants had given her any trouble. She was well herself, and though she knew John had a little money trouble, since his unfortunate speculation in Roumanian gold shares, and she half suspected that he had had to borrow money to make good his losses, yet his prospects were so excellent and the success of his last book so promising that she, probably seeing with a clearer vision the unimportance of those money worries, was less concerned about the problem than he.

“You will have your coffee in the study, I suppose,” said Grace, “and I know you’ll excuse me; I have to see Mrs. Chandler on the mundane subject of laundry.”

She favoured Kara with a little nod as she left the room and touched John’s shoulder lightly with her hand in passing.

Kara’s eyes followed her graceful figure until she was out of view, then:

“I want to see you, Kara,” said John Lexman, “if you will give me five minutes.”

“You can have five hours, if you like,” said the other, easily.

They went into the study together; the maid brought the coffee and liqueur, and placed them on a little table near the fire and disappeared.

For a time the conversation was general. Kara, who was a frank admirer of the comfort of the room and who lamented his own inability to secure with money the cosiness which John had obtained at little cost, went on a foraging expedition whilst his host applied himself to a proof which needed correcting.

“I suppose it is impossible for you to have electric light here,” Kara asked.

“Quite,” replied the other.

“Why?”

“I rather like the light of this lamp.”

“It isn’t the lamp,” drawled the Greek and made a little grimace; “I hate these candles.”

He waved his hand to the mantle-shelf where the six tall, white, waxen candles stood out from two wall sconces.

“Why on earth do you hate candles?” asked the other in surprise.

Kara made no reply for the moment, but shrugged his shoulders. Presently he spoke.

“If you were ever tied down to a chair and by the side of that chair was a small keg of black powder and stuck in that powder was a small candle that burnt lower and lower every minute — my God!”

John was amazed to see the perspiration stand upon the forehead of his guest.

“That sounds thrilling,” he said.

The Greek wiped his forehead with a silk handkerchief and his hand shook a little.

“It was something more than thrilling,” he said.

“And when did this occur?” asked the author curiously.

“In Albania,” replied the other; “it was many years ago, but the devils are always sending me reminders of the fact.”

He did not attempt to explain who the devils were or under what circumstances he was brought to this unhappy pass, but changed the subject definitely.

Sauntering round the cosy room he followed the bookshelf which filled one wall and stopped now and again to examine some title. Presently he drew forth a stout volume.

“‘Wild Brazil’,” he read, “by George Gathercole — do you know Gathercole?”

John was filling his pipe from a big blue jar on his desk and nodded.

“Met him once — a taciturn devil. Very short of speech and, like all men who have seen and done things, less inclined to talk about himself than any man I know.”

Kara looked at the book with a thoughtful pucker of brow and turned the leaves idly.

“I’ve never seen him,” he said as he replaced the book, “yet, in a sense, his new journey is on my behalf.”

The other man looked up.

“On your behalf?”

“Yes — you know he has gone to Patagonia for me. He believes there is gold there — you will learn as much from his book on the mountain systems of South America. I was interested in his theories and corresponded with him. As a result of that correspondence he undertook to make a geological survey for me. I sent him money for his expenses, and he went off.”

“You never saw him?” asked John Lexman, surprised.

Kara shook his head.

“That was not — ? began his host.

“Not like me, you were going to say. Frankly, it was not, but then I realized that he was an unusual kind of man. I invited him to dine with me before he left London, and in reply received a wire from Southampton intimating that he was already on his way.”

Lexman nodded.

“It must be an awfully interesting kind of life,” he said. “I suppose he will be away for quite a long time?”

“Three years,” said Kara, continuing his examination of the bookshelf.

“I envy those fellows who run round the world writing books,” said John, puffing reflectively at his pipe. “They have all the best of it.”

Kara turned. He stood immediately behind the author and the other could not see his face. There was, however, in his voice an unusual earnestness and an unusual quiet vehemence.

“What have you to complain about!” he asked, with that little drawl of his. “You have your own creative work — the most fascinating branch of labour that comes to a man. He, poor beggar, is bound to actualities. You have the full range of all the worlds which your imagination gives to you. You can create men and destroy them, call into existence fascinating problems, mystify and baffle ten or twenty thousand people, and then, at a word, elucidate your mystery.”

John laughed.

“There is something in that,” he said.

“As for the rest of your life,” Kara went on in a lower voice, “I think you have that which makes life worth living — an incomparable wife.”

Lexman swung round in his chair, and met the other’s gaze, and there was something in the set of the other’s handsome face which took his breath away.

“I do not see—” he began.

Kara smiled.

“That was an impertinence, wasn’t it!” he said, banteringly. “But then you mustn’t forget, my dear man, that I was very anxious to marry your wife. I don’t suppose it is secret. And when I lost her, I had ideas about you which are not pleasant to recall.”

He had recovered his self-possession and had continued his aimless stroll about the room.

“You must remember I am a Greek, and the modern Greek is no philosopher. You must remember, too, that I am a petted child of fortune, and have had everything I wanted since I was a baby.”

“You are a fortunate devil,” said the other, turning back to his desk, and taking up his pen.

For a moment Kara did not speak, then he made as though he would say something, checked himself, and laughed.

“I wonder if I am,” he said.

And now he spoke with a sudden energy.

“What is this trouble you are having with Vassalaro?”

John rose from his chair and walked over to the fire, stood gazing down into its depths, his legs wide apart, his hands clasped behind him, and Kara took his attitude to supply an answer to the question.

“I warned you against Vassalaro,” he said, stooping by the other’s side to light his cigar with a spill of paper. “My dear Lexman, my fellow countrymen are unpleasant people to deal with in certain moods.”

“He was so obliging at first,” said Lexman, half to himself.

“And now he is so disobliging,” drawled Kara. “That is a way which moneylenders have, my dear man; you were very foolish to go to him at all. I could have lent you the money.”

“There were reasons why I should not borrow money from you,”, said John, quietly, “and I think you yourself have supplied the principal reason when you told me just now, what I already knew, that you wanted to marry Grace.”

“How much is the amount?” asked Kara, examining his well-manicured fingernails.

“Two thousand five hundred pounds,” replied John, with a short laugh, “and I haven’t two thousand five hundred shillings at this moment.”

“Will he wait?”

John Lexman shrugged his shoulders.

“Look here, Kara,” he said, suddenly, “don’t think I want to reproach you, but it was through you that I met Vassalaro so that you know the kind of man he is.”

Kara nodded.

“Well, I can tell you he has been very unpleasant indeed,” said John, with a frown, “I had an interview with him yesterday in London and it is clear that he is going to make a lot of trouble. I depended upon the success of my play in town giving me enough to pay him off, and I very foolishly made a lot of promises of repayment which I have been unable to keep.”

“I see,” said Kara, and then, “does Mrs. Lexman know about this matter?”

“A little,” said the other.

He paced restlessly up and down the room, his hands behind him and his chin upon his chest.

“Naturally I have not told her the worst, or how beastly unpleasant the man has been.”

He stopped and turned.

“Do you know he threatened to kill me?” he asked.

Kara smiled.

“I can tell you it was no laughing matter,” said the other, angrily, “I nearly took the little whippersnapper by the scruff of the neck and kicked him.”

Kara dropped his hand on the other’s arm.

“I am not laughing at you,” he said; “I am laughing at the thought of Vassalaro threatening to kill anybody. He is the biggest coward in the world. What on earth induced him to take this drastic step?”

“He said he is being hard pushed for money,” said the other, moodily, “and it is possibly true. He was beside himself with anger and anxiety, otherwise I might have given the little blackguard the thrashing he deserved.”

Kara who had continued his stroll came down the room and halted in front of the fireplace looking at the young author with a paternal smile.

“You don’t understand Vassalaro,” he said; “I repeat he is the greatest coward in the world. You will probably discover he is full of firearms and threats of slaughter, but you have only to click a revolver to see him collapse. Have you a revolver, by the way?”

“Oh, nonsense,” said the other, roughly, “I cannot engage myself in that kind of melodrama.”

“It is not nonsense,” insisted the other, “when you are in Rome, et cetera, and when you have to deal with a low-class Greek you must use methods which will at least impress him. If you thrash him, he will never forgive you and will probably stick a knife into you or your wife. If you meet his melodrama with melodrama and at the psychological moment produce your revolver; you will secure the effect you require. Have you a revolver?”

John went to his desk and, pulling open a drawer, took out a small Browning.

“That is the extent of my armory,” he said, “it has never been fired and was sent to me by an unknown admirer last Christmas.”

“A curious Christmas present,” said the other, examining the weapon.

“I suppose the mistaken donor imagined from my books that I lived in a veritable museum of revolvers, sword sticks and noxious drugs,” said Lexman, recovering some of his good humour; “it was accompanied by a card.”

“Do you know how it works?” asked the other.

“I have never troubled very much about it,” replied Lexman, “I know that it is loaded by slipping back the cover, but as my admirer did not send ammunition, I never even practised with it.”

There was a knock at the door.

“That is the post,” explained John.

The maid had one letter on the salver and the author took it up with a frown.

“From Vassalaro,” he said, when the girl had left the room.

The Greek took the letter in his hand and examined it.

“He writes a vile fist,” was his only comment as he handed it back to John.

He slit open the thin, buff envelope and took out half a dozen sheets of yellow paper, only a single sheet of which was written upon. The letter was brief:

“I must see you tonight without fail,” ran the scrawl; “meet me at the crossroads between Beston Tracey and the Eastbourne Road. I shall be there at eleven o’clock, and, if you want to preserve your life, you had better bring me a substantial instalment.”

It was signed “Vassalaro.”

John read the letter aloud. “He must be mad to write a letter like that,” he said; “I’ll meet the little devil and teach him such a lesson in politeness as he is never likely to forget.”

He handed the letter to the other and Kara read it in silence.

“Better take your revolver,” he said as he handed it back.

John Lexman looked at his watch.

“I have an hour yet, but it will take me the best part of twenty minutes to reach the Eastbourne Road.”

“Will you see him?” asked Kara, in a tone of surprise.

“Certainly,” Lexman replied emphatically: “I cannot have him coming up to the house and making a scene and that is certainly what the little beast will do.”

“Will you pay him?” asked Kara softly.

John made no answer. There was probably 10 pounds in the house and a cheque which was due on the morrow would bring him another 30 pounds. He looked at the letter again. It was written on paper of an unusual texture. The surface was rough almost like blotting paper and in some places the ink absorbed by the porous surface had run. The blank sheets had evidently been inserted by a man in so violent a hurry that he had not noticed the extravagance.

“I shall keep this letter,” said John.

“I think you are well advised. Vassalaro probably does not know that he transgresses a law in writing threatening letters and that should be a very strong weapon in your hand in certain eventualities.”

There was a tiny safe in one corner of the study and this John opened with a key which he took from his pocket. He pulled open one of the steel drawers, took out the papers which were in it and put in their place the letter, pushed the drawer to, and locked it.

All the time Kara was watching him intently as one who found more than an ordinary amount of interest in the novelty of the procedure.

He took his leave soon afterwards.

“I would like to come with you to your interesting meeting,” he said, “but unfortunately I have business elsewhere. Let me enjoin you to take your revolver and at the first sign of any bloodthirsty intention on the part of my admirable compatriot, produce it and click it once or twice, you won’t have to do more.”

Grace rose from the piano as Kara entered the little drawingroom and murmured a few conventional expressions of regret that the visitor’s stay had been so short. That there was no sincerity in that regret Kara, for one, had no doubt. He was a man singularly free from illusions.

They stayed talking a little while.

“I will see if your chauffeur is asleep,” said John, and went out of the room.

There was a little silence after he had gone.

“I don’t think you are very glad to see me,” said Kara. His frankness was a little embarrassing to the girl and she flushed slightly.

“I am always glad to see you, Mr. Kara, or any other of my husband’s friends,” she said steadily.

He inclined his head.

“To be a friend of your husband is something,” he said, and then as if remembering something, “I wanted to take a book away with me — I wonder if your husband would mind my getting it?”

“I will find it for you.”

“Don’t let me bother you,” he protested, “I know my way.”

Without waiting for her permission he left the girl with the unpleasant feeling that he was taking rather much for granted. He was gone less than a minute and returned with a book under his arm.

“I have not asked Lexman’s permission to take it,” he said, “but I am rather interested in the author. Oh, here you are,” he turned to John who came in at that moment. “Might I take this book on Mexico?” he asked. “I will return it in the morning.”

They stood at the door, watching the tail light of the motor disappear down the drive; and returned in silence to the drawing room.

“You look worried, dear,” she said, laying her hand on his shoulder.

He smiled faintly.

“Is it the money?” she asked anxiously.

For a moment he was tempted to tell her of the letter. He stifled the temptation realizing that she would not consent to his going out if she knew the truth.

“It is nothing very much,” he said. “I have to go down to Beston Tracey to meet the last train. I am expecting some proofs down.”

He hated lying to her, and even an innocuous lie of this character was repugnant to him.

“I’m afraid you have had a dull evening,” he said, “Kara was not very amusing.”

She looked at him thoughtfully.

“He has not changed very much,” she said slowly.

“He’s a wonderfully handsome chap, isn’t he?” he asked in a tone of admiration. “I can’t understand what you ever saw in a fellow like me, when you had a man who was not only rich, but possibly the best-looking man in the world.”

She shivered a little.

“I have seen a side of Mr. Kara that is not particularly beautiful,” she said. “Oh, John, I am afraid of that man!”

He looked at her in astonishment.

“Afraid?” he asked. “Good heavens, Grace, what a thing to say! Why I believe he’d do anything for you.”

“That is exactly what I am afraid of,” she said in a low voice.

She had a reason which she did not reveal. She had first met Remington Kara in Salonika two years before. She had been doing a tour through the Balkans with her father — it was the last tour the famous archeologist made — and had met the man who was fated to have such an influence upon her life at a dinner given by the American Consul.

Many were the stories which were told about this Greek with his Jove-like face, his handsome carriage and his limitless wealth. It was said that his mother was an American lady who had been captured by Albanian brigands and was sold to one of the Albanian chiefs who fell in love with her, and for her sake became a Protestant. He had been educated at Yale and at Oxford, and was known to be the possessor of vast wealth, and was virtually king of a hill district forty miles out of Durazzo. Here he reigned supreme, occupying a beautiful house which he had built by an Italian architect, and the fittings and appointments of which had been imported from the luxurious centres of the world.

In Albania they called him “Kara Rumo,” which meant “The Black Roman,” for no particular reason so far as any one could judge, for his skin was as fair as a Saxon’s, and his close-cropped curls were almost golden.

He had fallen in love with Grace Terrell. At first his attentions had amused her, and then there came a time when they frightened her, for the man’s fire and passion had been unmistakable. She had made it plain to him that he could base no hopes upon her returning his love, and, in a scene which she even now shuddered to recall, he had revealed something of his wild and reckless nature. On the following day she did not see him, but two days later, when returning through the Bazaar from a dance which had been given by the Governor General, her carriage was stopped, she was forcibly dragged from its interior, and her cries were stifled with a cloth impregnated with a scent of a peculiar aromatic sweetness. Her assailants were about to thrust her into another carriage, when a party of British bluejackets who had been on leave came upon the scene, and, without knowing anything of the nationality of the girl, had rescued her.

In her heart of hearts she did not doubt Kara’s complicity in this medieval attempt to gain a wife, but of this adventure she had told her husband nothing. Until her marriage she was constantly receiving valuable presents which she as constantly returned to the only address she knew — Kara’s estate at Lemazo. A few months after her marriage she had learned through the newspapers that this “leader of Greek society” had purchased a big house near Cadogan Square, and then, to her amazement and to her dismay, Kara had scraped an acquaintance with her husband even before the honeymoon was over.

His visits had been happily few, but the growing intimacy between John and this strange undisciplined man had been a source of constant distress to her.

Should she, at this, the eleventh hour, tell her husband all her fears and her suspicions?

She debated the point for some time. And never was she nearer taking him into her complete confidence than she was as he sat in the big armchair by the side of the piano, a little drawn of face, more than a little absorbed in his own meditations. Had he been less worried she might have spoken. As it was, she turned the conversation to his last work, the big mystery story which, if it would not make his fortune, would mean a considerable increase to his income.

At a quarter to eleven he looked at his watch, and rose. She helped him on with his coat. He stood for some time irresolutely.

“Is there anything you have forgotten?” she asked.

He asked himself whether he should follow Kara’s advice. In any circumstance it was not a pleasant thing to meet a ferocious little man who had threatened his life, and to meet him unarmed was tempting Providence. The whole thing was of course ridiculous, but it was ridiculous that he should have borrowed, and it was ridiculous that the borrowing should have been necessary, and yet he had speculated on the best of advice — it was Kara’s advice.

The connection suddenly occurred to him, and yet Kara had not directly suggested that he should buy Roumanian gold shares, but had merely spoken glowingly of their prospects. He thought a moment, and then walked back slowly into the study, pulled open the drawer of his desk, took out the sinister little Browning, and slipped it into his pocket.

“I shan’t be long, dear,” he said, and kissing the girl he strode out into the darkness.

Kara sat back in the luxurious depths of his car, humming a little tune, as the driver picked his way cautiously over the uncertain road. The rain was still falling, and Kara had to rub the windows free of the mist which had gathered on them to discover where he was. From time to time he looked out as though he expected to see somebody, and then with a little smile he remembered that he had changed his original plan, and that he had fixed the waiting room of Lewes junction as his rendezvous.

Here it was that he found a little man muffled up to the ears in a big top coat, standing before the dying fire. He started as Kara entered and at a signal followed him from the room.

The stranger was obviously not English. His face was sallow and peaked, his cheeks were hollow, and the beard he wore was irregular-almost unkempt.

Kara led the way to the end of the dark platform, before he spoke.

“You have carried out my instructions?” he asked brusquely.

The language he spoke was Arabic, and the other answered him in that language.

“Everything that you have ordered has been done, Effendi,” he said humbly.

“You have a revolver?”

The man nodded and patted his pocket.

“Loaded?”

“Excellency,” asked the other, in surprise, “what is the use of a revolver, if it is not loaded?”

“You understand, you are not to shoot this man,” said Kara. “You are merely to present the pistol. To make sure, you had better unload it now.”

Wonderingly the man obeyed, and clicked back the ejector.

“I will take the cartridges,” said Kara, holding out his hand.

He slipped the little cylinders into his pocket, and after examining the weapon returned it to its owner.

“You will threaten him,” he went on. “Present the revolver straight at his heart. You need do nothing else.”

The man shuffled uneasily.

“I will do as you say, Effendi,” he said. “But—”

“There are no ‘buts,’ “ replied the other harshly. “You are to carry out my instructions without any question. What will happen then you shall see. I shall be at hand. That I have a reason for this play be assured.”

“But suppose he shoots?” persisted the other uneasily.

“He will not shoot,” said Kara easily. “Besides, his revolver is not loaded. Now you may go. You have a long walk before you. You know the way?”

The man nodded.

“I have been over it before,” he said confidently.

Kara returned to the big limousine which had drawn up some distance from the station. He spoke a word or two to the chauffeur in Greek, and the man touched his hat.
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Assistant Commissioner of Police T.X. Meredith did not occupy offices in New Scotland Yard. It is the peculiarity of public offices that they are planned with the idea of supplying the margin of space above all requirements and that on their completion they are found wholly inadequate to house the various departments which mysteriously come into progress coincident with the building operations.

“T.X.,” as he was known by the police forces of the world, had a big suite of offices in Whitehall. The house was an old one facing the Board of Trade and the inscription on the ancient door told passersby that this was the “Public Prosecutor, Special Branch.”

The duties of T.X. were multifarious. People said of him — and like most public gossip, this was probably untrue — that he was the head of the “illegal” department of Scotland Yard. If by chance you lost the keys of your safe, T.X. could supply you (so popular rumour ran) with a burglar who would open that safe in half an hour.

If there dwelt in England a notorious individual against whom the police could collect no scintilla of evidence to justify a prosecution, and if it was necessary for the good of the community that that person should be deported, it was T.X. who arrested the obnoxious person, hustled him into a cab and did not loose his hold upon his victim until he had landed him on the indignant shores of an otherwise friendly power.

It is very certain that when the minister of a tiny power which shall be nameless was suddenly recalled by his government and brought to trial in his native land for putting into circulation spurious bonds, it was somebody from the department which T.X. controlled, who burgled His Excellency’s house, burnt the locks from his safe and secured the necessary incriminating evidence.

I say it is fairly certain and here I am merely voicing the opinion of very knowledgeable people indeed, heads of public departments who speak behind their hands, mysterious undersecretaries of state who discuss things in whispers in the remote corners of their clubrooms and the more frank views of American correspondents who had no hesitation in putting those views into print for the benefit of their readers.

That T.X. had a more legitimate occupation we know, for it was that flippant man whose outrageous comment on the Home Office Administration is popularly supposed to have sent one Home Secretary to his grave, who traced the Deptford murderers through a labyrinth of perjury and who brought to book Sir Julius Waglite though he had covered his trail of defalcation through the balance sheets of thirty-four companies.

On the night of March 3rd, T.X. sat in his inner office interviewing a disconsolate inspector of metropolitan police, named Mansus.

In appearance T.X. conveyed the impression of extreme youth, for his face was almost boyish and it was only when you looked at him closely and saw the little creases about his eyes, the setting of his straight mouth, that you guessed he was on the way to forty. In his early days he had been something of a poet, and had written a slight volume of “Woodland Lyrics,” the mention of which at this later stage was sufficient to make him feel violently unhappy.

In manner he was tactful but persistent, his language was at times marked by a violent extravagance and he had had the distinction of having provoked, by certain correspondence which had seen the light, the comment of a former Home Secretary that “it was unfortunate that Mr. Meredith did not take his position with the seriousness which was expected from a public official.”

His language was, as I say, under great provocation, violent and unusual. He had a trick of using words which never were on land or sea, and illustrating his instruction or his admonition with the quaintest phraseology.

Now he was tilted back in his office chair at an alarming angle, scowling at his distressed subordinate who sat on the edge of a chair at the other side of his desk.

“But, T.X.,” protested the Inspector, “there was nothing to be found.”

It was the outrageous practice of Mr. Meredith to insist upon his associates calling him by his initials, a practice which had earnt disapproval in the highest quarters.

“Nothing is to be found!” he repeated wrathfully. “Curious Mike!”

He sat up with a suddenness which caused the police officer to start back in alarm.

“Listen,” said T.X., grasping an ivory paperknife savagely in his hand and tapping his blottingpad to emphasize his words, “you’re a pie!”

“I’m a policeman,” said the other patiently.

“A policeman!” exclaimed the exasperated T.X. “You’re worse than a pie, you’re a slud! I’m afraid I shall never make a detective of you,” he shook his head sorrowfully at the smiling Mansus who had been in the police force when T.X. was a small boy at school, “you are neither Wise nor Wily; you combine the innocence of a Baby with the grubbiness of a County Parson — you ought to be in the choir.”

At this outrageous insult Mr. Mansus was silent; what he might have said, or what further provocation he might have received may be never known, for at that moment, the Chief himself walked in.

The Chief of the Police in these days was a grey man, rather tired, with a hawk nose and deep eyes that glared under shaggy eyebrows and he was a terror to all men of his department save to T.X. who respected nothing on earth and very little elsewhere. He nodded curtly to Mansus.

“Well, T.X.,” he said, “what have you discovered about our friend Kara?”

He turned from T.X. to the discomforted inspector.

“Very little,” said T.X. “I’ve had Mansus on the job.”

“And you’ve found nothing, eh?” growled the Chief.

“He has found all that it is possible to find,” said T.X. “We do not perform miracles in this department, Sir George, nor can we pick up the threads of a case at five minutes’ notice.”

Sir George Haley grunted.

“Mansus has done his best,” the other went on easily, “but it is rather absurd to talk about one’s best when you know so little of what you want.”

Sir George dropped heavily into the armchair, and stretched out his long thin legs.

“What I want,” he said, looking up at the ceiling and putting his hands together, “is to discover something about one Remington Kara, a wealthy Greek who has taken a house in Cadogan Square, who has no particular position in London society and therefore has no reason for coming here, who openly expresses his detestation of the climate, who has a magnificent estate in some wild place in the Balkans, who is an excellent horseman, a magnificent shot and a passable aviator.”

T.X. nodded to Mansus and with something of gratitude in his eyes the inspector took his leave.

“Now Mansus has departed,” said T.X., sitting himself on the edge of his desk and selecting with great care a cigarette from the case he took from his pocket, “let me know something of the reason for this sudden interest in the great ones of the earth.”

Sir George smiled grimly.

“I have the interest which is the interest of my department,” he said. “That is to say I want to know a great deal about abnormal people. We have had an application from him,” he went on, “which is rather unusual. Apparently he is in fear of his life from some cause or other and wants to know if he can have a private telephone connection between his house and the central office. We told him that he could always get the nearest Police Station on the ‘phone, but that doesn’t satisfy him. He has made bad friends with some gentleman of his own country who sooner or later, he thinks, will cut his throat.”

T.X. nodded.

“All this I know,” he said patiently, “if you will further unfold the secret dossier, Sir George, I am prepared to be thrilled.”

“There is nothing thrilling about it,” growled the older man, rising, “but I remember the Macedonian shooting case in South London and I don’t want a repetition of that sort of thing. If people want to have blood feuds, let them take them outside the metropolitan area.”

“By all means,” said T.X., “let them. Personally, I don’t care where they go. But if that is the extent of your information I can supplement it. He has had extensive alterations made to the house he bought in Cadogan Square; the room in which he lives is practically a safe.”

Sir George raised his eyebrows.

“A safe,” he repeated.

T.X. nodded.

“A safe,” he said; “its walls are burglar proof, floor and roof are reinforced concrete, there is one door which in addition to its ordinary lock is closed by a sort of steel latch which he lets fall when he retires for the night and which he opens himself personally in the morning. The window is unreachable, there are no communicating doors, and altogether the room is planned to stand a siege.”

The Chief Commissioner was interested.

“Any more?” he asked.

“Let me think,” said T.X., looking up at the ceiling. “Yes, the interior of his room is plainly furnished, there is a big fireplace, rather an ornate bed, a steel safe built into the wall and visible from its outer side to the policeman whose beat is in that neighborhood.”

“How do you know all this?” asked the Chief Commissioner.

“Because I’ve been in the room,” said T.X. simply, “having by an underhand trick succeeded in gaining the misplaced confidence of Kara’s housekeeper, who by the way” — he turned round to his desk and scribbled a name on the blottingpad— “will be discharged tomorrow and must be found a place.”

“Is there any -er-?” began the Chief.

“Funny business?” interrupted T.X., “not a bit. House and man are quite normal save for these eccentricities. He has announced his intention of spending three months of the year in England and nine months abroad. He is very rich, has no relations, and has a passion for power.”

“Then he’ll be hung,” said the Chief, rising.

“I doubt it,” said the other, “people with lots of money seldom get hung. You only get hung for wanting money.”

“Then you’re in some danger, T.X.,” smiled the Chief, “for according to my account you’re always more or less broke.”

“A genial libel,” said T.X., “but talking about people being broke, I saw John Lexman to-day — you know him!”

The Chief Commissioner nodded.

“I’ve an idea he’s rather hit for money. He was in that Roumanian gold swindle, and by his general gloom, which only comes to a man when he’s in love (and he can’t possibly be in love since he’s married) or when he’s in debt, I fear that he is still feeling the effect of that rosy adventure.”

A telephone bell in the corner of the room rang sharply, and T.X. picked up the receiver. He listened intently.

“A trunk call,” he said over his shoulder to the departing commissioner, “it may be something interesting.”

A little pause; then a hoarse voice spoke to him. “Is that you, T.X.?”

“That’s me,” said the Assistant Commissioner, commonly.

“It’s John Lexman speaking.”

“I shouldn’t have recognized your voice,” said T.X., “what is wrong with you, John, can’t you get your plot to went?”

“I want you to come down here at once,” said the voice urgently, and even over the telephone T.X. recognized the distress. “I have shot a man, killed him!”

T.X. gasped.

“Good Lord,” he said, “you are a silly ass!”
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In the early hours of the morning a tragic little party was assembled in the study at Beston Priory. John Lexman, white and haggard, sat on the sofa with his wife by his side. Immediate authority as represented by a village constable was on duty in the passage outside, whilst T.X. sitting at the table with a writing pad and a pencil was briefly noting the evidence.

The author had sketched the events of the day. He had described his interview with the moneylender the day before and the arrival of the letter.

“You have the letter!” asked T.X.

John Lexman nodded.

“I am glad of that,” said the other with a sigh of relief, “that will save you from a great deal of unpleasantness, my poor old chap. Tell me what happened afterward.”

“I reached the village,” said John Lexman, “and passed through it. There was nobody about, the rain was still falling very heavily and indeed I didn’t meet a single soul all the evening. I reached the place appointed about five minutes before time. It was the corner of Eastbourne Road on the station side and there I found Vassalaro waiting. I was rather ashamed of myself at meeting him at all under these conditions, but I was very keen on his not coming to the house for I was afraid it would upset Grace. What made it all the more ridiculous was this infernal pistol which was in my pocket banging against my side with every step I took as though to nudge me to an understanding of my folly.”

“Where did you meet Vassalaro?” asked T.X.

“He was on the other side of the Eastbourne Road and crossed the road to meet me. At first he was very pleasant though a little agitated but afterward he began to behave in a most extraordinary manner as though he was lashing himself up into a fury which he didn’t feel. I promised him a substantial amount on account, but he grew worse and worse and then, suddenly, before I realised what he was doing, he was brandishing a revolver in my face and uttering the most extraordinary threats. Then it was I remembered Kara’s warning.”

“Kara,” said T.X. quickly.

“A man I know and who was responsible for introducing me to Vassalaro. He is immensely wealthy.”

“I see,” said T.X., “go on.”

“I remembered this warning,” the other proceeded, “and I thought it worth while trying it out to see if it had any effect upon the little man. I pulled the pistol from my pocket and pointed it at him, but that only seemed to make it — and then I pressed the trigger…

“To my horror four shots exploded before I could recover sufficient self-possession to loosen my hold of the butt. He fell without a word. I dropped the revolver and knelt by his side. I could tell he was dangerously wounded, and indeed I knew at that moment that nothing would save him. My pistol had been pointed in the region of his heart…”

He shuddered, dropping his face in his hands, and the girl by his side, encircling his shoulder with a protecting arm, murmured something in his ear. Presently he recovered.

“He wasn’t quite dead. I heard him murmur something but I wasn’t able to distinguish what he said. I went straight to the village and told the constable and had the body removed.”

T.X. rose from the table and walked to the door and opened it.

“Come in, constable,” he said, and when the man made his appearance, “I suppose you were very careful in removing this body, and you took everything which was lying about in the immediate ate vicinity’?”

“Yes, sir,” replied the man, “I took his hat and his walkingstick, if that’s what you mean.”

“And the revolver!” asked T.X.

The man shook his head.

“There warn’t any revolver, sir, except the pistol which Mr. Lexman had.”

He fumbled in his pocket and pulled it out gingerly, and T.X. took it from him.

“I’ll look after your prisoner; you go down to the village, get any help you can and make a most careful search in the place where this man was killed and bring me the revolver which you will discover. You’ll probably find it in a ditch by the side of the road. I’ll give a sovereign to the man who finds it.”

The constable touched his hat and went out.

“It looks rather a weird case to me,” said T.X., as he came back to the table, “can’t you see the unusual features yourself, Lexman! It isn’t unusual for you to owe money and it isn’t unusual for the usurer to demand the return of that money, but in this case he is asking for it before it was due, and further than that he was demanding it with threats. It is not the practice of the average money lender to go after his clients with a loaded revolver. Another peculiar thing is that if he wished to blackmail you, that is to say, bring you into contempt in the eyes of your friends, why did he choose to meet you in a dark and unfrequented road, and not in your house where the moral pressure would be greatest? Also, why did he write you a threatening letter which would certainly bring him into the grip of the law and would have saved you a great deal of unpleasantness if he had decided upon taking action!”

He tapped his white teeth with the end of his pencil and then suddenly,

“I think I’ll see that letter,” he said.

John Lexman rose from the sofa, crossed to the safe, unlocked it and was unlocking the steel drawer in which he had placed the incriminating document. His hand was on the key when T.X. noticed the look of surprise on his face.

“What is it!” asked the detective suddenly.

“This drawer feels very hot,” said John, — he looked round as though to measure the distance between the safe and the fire.

T.X. laid his hand upon the front of the drawer. It was indeed warm.

“Open it,” said T.X., and Lexman turned the key and pulled the drawer open.

As he did so, the whole contents burst up in a quick blaze of flame. It died down immediately and left only a little coil of smoke that flowed from the safe into the room.

“Don’t touch anything inside,” said T.X. quickly.

He lifted the drawer carefully and placed it under the light. In the bottom was no more than a few crumpled white ashes and a blister of paint where the flame had caught the side.

“I see,” said T.X. slowly.

He saw something more than that handful of ashes, he saw the deadly peril in which his friend was standing. Here was one half of the evidence in Lexman’s favour gone, irredeemably.

“The letter was written on a paper which was specially prepared by a chemical process which disintegrated the moment the paper was exposed to the air. Probably if you delayed putting the letter in the drawer another five minutes, you would have seen it burn before your eyes. As it was, it was smouldering before you had turned the key of the box. The envelope!”

“Kara burnt it,” said Lexman in a low voice, “I remember seeing him take it up from the table and throw it in the fire.”

T.X. nodded.

“There remains the other half of the evidence,” he said grimly, and when an hour later, the village constable returned to report that in spite of his most careful search he had failed to discover the dead man’s revolver, his anticipations were realized.

The next morning John Lexman was lodged in Lewes gaol on a charge of wilful murder.

A telegram brought Mansus from London to Beston Tracey, and T.X. received him in the library.

“I sent for you, Mansus, because I suffer from the illusion that you have more brains than most of the people in my department, and that’s not saying much.”

“I am very grateful to you, sir, for putting me right with Commissioner,” began Mansus, but T.X. stopped him.

“It is the duty of every head of departments,” he said oracularly, “to shield the incompetence of his subordinates. It is only by the adoption of some such method that the decencies of the public life can be observed. Now get down to this.” He gave a sketch of the case from start to finish in as brief a space of time as possible.

“The evidence against Mr. Lexman is very heavy,” he said. “He borrowed money from this man, and on the man’s body were found particulars of the very Promissory Note which Lexman signed. Why he should have brought it with him, I cannot say. Anyhow I doubt very much whether Mr. Lexman will get a jury to accept his version. Our only chance is to find the Greek’s revolver — I don’t think there’s any very great chance, but if we are to be successful we must make a search at once.”

Before he went out he had an interview with Grace. The dark shadows under her eyes told of a sleepless night. She was unusually pale and surprisingly calm.

“I think there are one or two things I ought to tell you,” she said, as she led the way into the drawing room, closing the door behind him.

“And they concern Mr. Kara, I think,” said T.X.

She looked at him startled.

“How did you know that?”

“I know nothing.”

He hesitated on the brink of a flippant claim of omniscience, but realizing in time the agony she must be suffering he checked his natural desire.

“I really know nothing,” he continued, “but I guess a lot,” and that was as near to the truth as you might expect T.X. to reach on the spur of the moment.

She began without preliminary.

“In the first place I must tell you that Mr. Kara once asked me to marry him, and for reasons which I will give you, I am dreadfully afraid of him.”

She described without reserve the meeting at Salonika and Kara’s extravagant rage and told of the attempt which had been made upon her.

“Does John know this?” asked T.X.

She shook her head sadly.

“I wish I had told him now,” she said. “Oh, how I wish I had!” She wrung her hands in an ecstasy of sorrow and remorse.

T.X. looked at her sympathetically. Then he asked,

“Did Mr. Kara ever discuss your husband’s financial position with you!”

“Never.”

“How did John Lexman happen to meet Vassalaro!”

“I can tell you that,” she answered, “the first time we met Mr. Kara in England was when we were staying at Babbacombe on a summer holiday — which was really a prolongation of our honeymoon. Mr. Kara came to stay at the same hotel. I think Mr. Vassalaro must have been there before; at any rate they knew one another and after Kara’s introduction to my husband the rest was easy.

“Can I do anything for John!” she asked piteously.

T.X. shook his head.

“So far as your story is concerned, I don’t think you will advantage him by telling it,” he said. “There is nothing whatever to connect Kara with this business and you would only give your husband a great deal of pain. I’ll do the best I can.”

He held out his hand and she grasped it and somehow at that moment there came to T.X. Meredith a new courage, a new faith and a greater determination than ever to solve this troublesome mystery.

He found Mansus waiting for him in a car outside and in a few minutes they were at the scene of the tragedy. A curious little knot of spectators had gathered, looking with morbid interest at the place where the body had been found. There was a local policeman on duty and to him was deputed the ungracious task of warning his fellow villagers to keep their distance. The ground had already been searched very carefully. The two roads crossed almost at right angles and at the corner of the cross thus formed, the hedges were broken, admitting to a field which had evidently been used as a pasture by an adjoining dairy farm. Some rough attempt had been made to close the gap with barbed wire, but it was possible to step over the drooping strands with little or no difficulty. It was to this gap that T.X. devoted his principal attention. All the fields had been carefully examined without result, the four drains which were merely the connecting pipes between ditches at the sides of the crossroads had been swept out and only the broken hedge and its tangle of bushes behind offered any prospect of the new search being rewarded.

“Hullo!” said Mansus, suddenly, and stooping down he picked up something from the ground.

T.X. took it in his hand.

It was unmistakably a revolver cartridge. He marked the spot where it had been found by jamming his walking stick into the ground and continued his search, but without success.

“I am afraid we shall find nothing more here,” said T.X., after half an hour’s further search. He stood with his chin in his hand, a frown on his face.

“Mansus,” he said, “suppose there were three people here, Lexman, the money lender and a third witness. And suppose this third person for some reason unknown was interested in what took place between the two men and he wanted to watch unobserved. Isn’t it likely that if he, as I think, instigated the meeting, he would have chosen this place because this particular hedge gave him a chance of seeing without being seen?”

Mansus thought.

“He could have seen just as well from either of the other hedges, with less chance of detection,” he said, after a long pause.

T.X. grinned.

“You have the makings of a brain,” he said admiringly. “I agree with you. Always remember that, Mansus. That there was one occasion in your life when T.X. Meredith and you thought alike.”

Mansus smiled a little feebly.

“Of course from the point of view of the observer this was the worst place possible, so whoever came here, if they did come here, dropping revolver bullets about, must have chosen the spot because it was get-at-able from another direction. Obviously he couldn’t come down the road and climb in without attracting the attention of the Greek who was waiting for Mr. Lexman. We may suppose there is a gate farther along the road, we may suppose that he entered that gate, came along the field by the side of the hedge and that somewhere between here and the gate, he threw away his cigar.”

“His cigar!” said Mansus in surprise.

“His cigar,” repeated T.X., “if he was alone, he would keep his cigar alight until the very last moment.”

“He might have thrown it into the road,” said Mansus.

“Don’t jibber,” said T.X., and led the way along the hedge. From where they stood they could see the gate which led on to the road about a hundred yards further on. Within a dozen yards of that gate, T.X. found what he had been searching for, a half-smoked cigar. It was sodden with rain and he picked it up tenderly.

“A good cigar, if I am any judge,” he said, “cut with a penknife, and smoked through a holder.”

They reached the gate and passed through. Here they were on the road again and this they followed until they reached another cross road that to the left inclining southward to the new Eastbourne Road and that to the westward looking back to the Lewes-Eastbourne railway. The rain had obliterated much that T.X. was looking for, but presently he found a faint indication of a car wheel.

“This is where she turned and backed,” he said, and walked slowly to the road on the left, “and this is where she stood. There is the grease from her engine.”

He stooped down and moved forward in the attitude of a Russian dancer, “And here are the wax matches which the chauffeur struck,” he counted, “one, two, three, four, five, six, allow three for each cigarette on a boisterous night like last night, that makes three cigarettes. Here is a cigarette end, Mansus, Gold Flake brand,” he said, as he examined it carefully, “and a Gold Flake brand smokes for twelve minutes in normal weather, but about eight minutes in gusty weather. A car was here for about twentyfour minutes — what do you think of that, Mansus?”

“A good bit of reasoning, T.X.,” said the other calmly, “if it happens to be the car you’re looking for.”

“I am looking for any old car,” said T.X.

He found no other trace of car wheels though he carefully followed up the little lane until it reached the main road. After that it was hopeless to search because rain had fallen in the night and in the early hours of the morning. He drove his assistant to the railway station in time to catch the train at one o’clock to London.

“You will go straight to Cadogan Square and arrest the chauffeur of Mr. Kara,” he said.

“Upon what charge!” asked Mansus hurriedly.

When it came to the step which T.X. thought fit to take in the pursuance of his duty, Mansus was beyond surprise.

“You can charge him with anything you like,” said T.X., with fine carelessness, “probably something will occur to you on your way up to town. As a matter of fact the chauffeur has been called unexpectedly away to Greece and has probably left by this morning’s train for the Continent. If that is so, we can do nothing, because the boat will have left Dover and will have landed him at Boulogne, but if by any luck you get him, keep him busy until I get back.”

T.X. himself was a busy man that day, and it was not until night was falling that he again turned to Beston Tracey to find a telegram waiting for him. He opened it and read,

“Chauffeur’s name, Goole. Formerly waiter English Club, Constantinople. Left for east by early train this morning, his mother being ill.”

“His mother ill,” said T.X. contemptuously, “how very feeble, — I should have thought Kara could have gone one better than that.”

He was in John Lexman’s study as the door opened and the maid announced, “Mr. Remington Kara.”
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T.X. folded the telegram very carefully and slipped it into his waistcoat pocket.

He favoured the newcomer with a little bow and taking upon himself the honours of the establishment, pushed a chair to his visitor.

“I think you know my name,” said Kara easily, “I am a friend of poor Lexman’s.”

“So I am told,” said T.X., “but don’t let your friendship for Lexman prevent your sitting down.”

For a moment the Greek was nonplussed and then, with a little smile and bow, he seated himself by the writing table.

“I am very distressed at this happening,” he went on, “and I am more distressed because I feel that as I introduced Lexman to this unfortunate man, I am in a sense responsible.”

“If I were you,” said T.X., leaning back in the chair and looking half questioningly and half earnestly into the face of the other, “I shouldn’t let that fact keep me awake at night. Most people are murdered as a result of an introduction. The cases where people murder total strangers are singularly rare. That I think is due to the insularity of our national character.”

Again the other was taken back and puzzled by the flippancy of the man from whom he had expected at least the official manner.

“When did you see Mr. Vassalaro last?” asked T.X. pleasantly.

Kara raised his eyes as though considering.

“I think it must have been nearly a week ago.”

“Think again,” said T.X.

For a second the Greek started and again relaxed into a smile.

“I am afraid,” he began.

“Don’t worry about that,” said T.X., “but let me ask you this question. You were here last night when Mr. Lexman received a letter. That he did receive a letter, there is considerable evidence,” he said as he saw the other hesitate, “because we have the supporting statements of the servant and the postman.”

“I was here,” said the other, deliberately, “and I was present when Mr. Lexman received a letter.”

T.X. nodded.

“A letter written on some brownish paper and rather bulky,” he suggested.

Again there was that momentary hesitation.

“I would not swear to the color of the paper or as to the bulk of the letter,” he said.

“I should have thought you would,” suggested T.X., “because you see, you burnt the envelope, and I presumed you would have noticed that.”

“I have no recollection of burning any envelope,” said the other easily.

“At any rate,” T.X. went on, “when Mr. Lexman read this letter out to you…”

“To which letter are you referring?” asked the other, with a lift of his eyebrows.

“Mr. Lexman received a threatening letter,” repeated T.X. patiently, “which he read out to you, and which was addressed to him by Vassalaro. This letter was handed to you and you also read it. Mr. Lexman to your knowledge put the letter in his safe — in a steel drawer.”

The other shook his head, smiling gently.

“I am afraid you’ve made a great mistake,” he said almost apologetically, “though I have a recollection of his receiving a letter, I did not read it, nor was it read to me.”

The eyes of T.X. narrowed to the very slits and his voice became metallic and hard.

“And if I put you into the box, will you swear, that you did not see that letter, nor read it, nor have it read to you, and that you have no knowledge whatever of such a letter having been received by Mr. Lexman?”

“Most certainly,” said the other coolly.

“Would you swear that you have not seen Vassalaro for a week?”

“Certainly,” smiled the Greek.

“That you did not in fact see him last night,” persisted T.X., “and interview him on the station platform at Lewes, that you did not after leaving him continue on your way to London and then turn your car and return to the neighbourhood of Beston Tracey?”

The Greek was white to the lips, but not a muscle of his face moved.

“Will you also swear,” continued T.X. inexorably, “that you did not stand at the corner of what is known as Mitre’s Lot and reenter a gate near to the side where your car was, and that you did not watch the whole tragedy?”

“I’d swear to that,” Kara’s voice was strained and cracked.

“Would you also swear as to the hour of your arrival in London?”

“Somewhere in the region of ten or eleven,” said the Greek.

T.X. smiled.

“Would you swear that you did not go through Guilford at half-past twelve and pull up to replenish your petrol?”

The Greek had now recovered his self-possession and rose.

“You are a very clever man, Mr. Meredith — I think that is your name?”

“That is my name,” said T.X. calmly. “There has been, no need for me to change it as often as you have found the necessity.”

He saw the fire blazing in the other’s eyes and knew that his shot had gone home.

“I am afraid I must go,” said Kara. “I came here intending to see Mrs. Lexman, and I had no idea that I should meet a policeman.”

“My dear Mr. Kara,” said T.X., rising and lighting a cigarette, “you will go through life enduring that unhappy experience.”

“What do you mean?”

“Just what I say. You will always be expecting to meet one person, and meeting another, and unless you are very fortunate indeed, that other will always be a policeman.”

His eyes twinkled for he had recovered from the gust of anger which had swept through him.

“There are two pieces of evidence I require to save Mr. Lexman from very serious trouble,” he said, “the first of these is the letter which was burnt, as you know.”

“Yes,” said Kara.

T.X. leant across the desk.

“How did you know?” he snapped.

“Somebody told me, I don’t know who it was.”

“That’s not true,” replied T.X.; “nobody knows except myself and Mrs. Lexman.”

“But my dear good fellow,” said Kara, pulling on his gloves, “you have already asked me whether I didn’t burn the letter.”

“I said envelope,” said T.X., with a little laugh.

“And you were going to say something about the other clue?”

“The other is the revolver,” said T.X.

“Mr. Lexman’s revolver!” drawled the Greek.

“That we have,” said T.X. shortly. “What we want is the weapon which the Greek had when he threatened Mr. Lexman.”

“There, I’m afraid I cannot help you.”

Kara walked to the door and T.X. followed.

“I think I will see Mrs. Lexman.”

“I think not,” said T.X.

The other turned with a sneer.

“Have you arrested her, too?” he asked.

“Pull yourself together!” said T.X. coarsely. He escorted Kara to his waiting limousine.

“You have a new chauffeur tonight, I observe,” he said.

Kara towering with rage stepped daintily into the car.

“If you are writing to the other you might give him my love,” said T.X., “and make most tender enquiries after his mother. I particularly ask this.”

Kara said nothing until the car was out of earshot then he lay back on the down cushions and abandoned himself to a paroxysm of rage and blasphemy.
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Six months later T.X. Meredith was laboriously tracing an elusive line which occurred on an ordnance map of Sussex when the Chief Commissioner announced himself.

Sir George described T.X. as the most wholesome corrective a public official could have, and never missed an opportunity of meeting his subordinate (as he said) for this reason.

“What are you doing there?” he growled.

“The lesson this morning,” said T.X. without looking up, “is maps.”

Sir George passed behind his assistant and looked over his shoulder.

“That is a very old map you have got there,” he said.

“1876. It shows the course of a number of interesting little streams in this neighbourhood which have been lost sight of for one reason or the other by the gentleman who made the survey at a later period. I am perfectly sure that in one of these streams I shall find what I am seeking.”

“You haven’t given up hope, then, in regard to Lexman?”

“I shall never give up hope,” said T.X., “until I am dead, and possibly not then.”

“Let me see, what did he get — fifteen years!”

“Fifteen years,” repeated T.X., “and a very fortunate man to escape with his life.”

Sir George walked to the window and stared out on to busy Whitehall.

“I am told you are quite friendly with Kara again.”

T.X. made a noise which might be taken to indicate his assent to the statement.

“I suppose you know that gentleman has made a very heroic attempt to get you fired,” he said.

“I shouldn’t wonder,” said T.X. “I made as heroic an attempt to get him hung, and one good turn deserves another. What did he do? See ministers and people?”

“He did,” said Sir George.

“He’s a silly ass,” responded T.X.

“I can understand all that” — the Chief Commissioner turned round— “but what I cannot understand is your apology to him.”

“There are so many things you don’t understand, Sir George,” said T.X. tartly, “that I despair of ever cataloguing them.”

“You are an insolent cub,” growled his Chief. “Come to lunch.”

“Where will you take me?” asked T.X. cautiously.

“To my club.”

“I’m sorry,” said the other, with elaborate politeness, “I have lunched once at your club. Need I say more?”

He smiled, as he worked after his Chief had gone, at the recollection of Kara’s profound astonishment and the gratification he strove so desperately to disguise.

Kara was a vain man, immensely conscious of his good looks, conscious of his wealth. He had behaved most handsomely, for not only had he accepted the apology, but he left nothing undone to show his desire to create a good impression upon the man who had so grossly insulted him.

T.X. had accepted an invitation to stay a weekend at Kara’s “little place in the country,” and had found there assembled everything that the heart could desire in the way of fellowship, eminent politicians who might conceivably be of service to an ambitious young Assistant Commissioner of Police, beautiful ladies to interest and amuse him. Kara had even gone to the length of engaging a theatrical company to play “Sweet Lavender,” and for this purpose the big ballroom at Hever Court had been transformed into a theatre.

As he was undressing for bed that night T.X. remembered that he had mentioned to Kara that “Sweet Lavender” was his favorite play, and he realized that the entertainment was got up especially for his benefit.

In a score of other ways Kara had endeavoured to consolidate the friendship. He gave the young Commissioner advice about a railway company which was operating in Asia Minor, and the shares of which stood a little below par. T.X. thanked him for the advice, and did not take it, nor did he feel any regret when the shares rose 3 pounds in as many weeks.

T.X. had superintended the disposal of Beston Priory. He had the furniture removed to London, and had taken a flat for Grace Lexman.

She had a small income of her own, and this, added to the large royalties which came to her (as she was bitterly conscious) in increasing volume as the result of the publicity of the trial, placed her beyond fear of want.

“Fifteen years,” murmured T.X., as he worked and whistled.

There had been no hope for John Lexman from the start. He was in debt to the man he killed. His story of threatening letters was not substantiated. The revolver which he said had been flourished at him had never been found. Two people believed implicitly in the story, and a sympathetic Home Secretary had assured T.X. personally that if he could find the revolver and associate it with the murder beyond any doubt, John Lexman would be pardoned.

Every stream in the neighbourhood had been dragged. In one case a small river had been dammed, and the bed had been carefully dried and sifted, but there was no trace of the weapon, and T.X. had tried methods more effective and certainly less legal.

A mysterious electrician had called at 456 Cadogan Square in Kara’s absence, and he was armed with such indisputable authority that he was permitted to penetrate to Kara’s private room, in order to examine certain fitments.

Kara returning next day thought no more of the matter when it was reported to him, until going to his safe that night he discovered that it had been opened and ransacked.

As it happened, most of Kara’s valuable and confidential possessions were at the bank. In a fret of panic and at considerable cost he had the safe removed and another put in its place of such potency that the makers offered to indemnify him against any loss from burglary.

T.X. finished his work, washed his hands, and was drying them when Mansus came bursting into the room. It was not usual for Mansus to burst into anywhere. He was a slow, methodical, painstaking man, with a deliberate and an official, manner.

“What’s the matter?” asked T.X. quickly.

“We didn’t search Vassalaro’s lodgings,” cried Mansus breathlessly. “It just occurred to me as I was coming over Westminster Bridge. I was on top of a bus—”

“Wake up!” said T.X. “You’re amongst friends and cut all that ‘bus’ stuff out. Of course we searched Vassalaro’s lodgings!”

“No, we didn’t, sir,” said the other triumphantly. “He lived in Great James Street.”

“He lived in the Adelphi,” corrected T.X.

“There were two places where he lived,” said Mansus.

“When did you learn this?” asked his Chief, dropping his flippancy.

“This morning. I was on a bus coming across Westminster Bridge, and there were two men in front of me, and I heard the word ‘Vassalaro’ and naturally I pricked up my ears.”

“It was very unnatural, but proceed,” said T.X.

“One of the men — a very respectable person — said, ‘That chap Vassalaro used to lodge in my place, and I’ve still got a lot of his things. What do you think I ought to do?’”

“And you said,” suggested the other.

“I nearly frightened his life out of him,” said Mansus. “I said, ‘I am a police officer and I want you to come along with me.’”

“And of course he shut up and would not say another word,” said T.X.

“That’s true, sir,” said Mansus, “but after awhile I got him to talk. Vassalaro lived in Great James Street, 604, on the third floor. In fact, some of his furniture is there still. He had a good reason for keeping two addresses by all accounts.”

T.X. nodded wisely.

“What was her name?” he asked.

“He had a wife,” said the other, “but she left him about four months before he was killed. He used the Adelphi address for business purposes and apparently he slept two or three nights of the week at Great James Street. I have told the man to leave everything as it is, and that we will come round.”

Ten minutes later the two officers were in the somewhat gloomy apartments which Vassalaro had occupied.

The landlord explained that most of the furniture was his, but that there were certain articles which were the property of the deceased man. He added, somewhat unnecessarily, that the late tenant owed him six months’ rent.

The articles which had been the property of Vassalaro included a tin trunk, a small writing bureau, a secretaire bookcase and a few clothes. The secretaire was locked, as was the writing bureau. The tin box, which had little or nothing of interest, was unfastened.

The other locks needed very little attention. Without any difficulty Mansus opened both. The leaf of the bureau, when let down, formed the desk, and piled up inside was a whole mass of letters opened and unopened, accounts, notebooks and all the paraphernalia which an untidy man collects.

Letter by letter, T.X. went through the accumulation without finding anything to help him. Then his eye was attracted by a small tin case thrust into one of the oblong pigeon holes at the back of the desk. This he pulled out and opened and found a small wad of paper wrapped in tin foil.

“Hello, hello!” said T.X., and he was pardonably exhilarated.
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A man stood in the speckless courtyard before the Governor’s house at Dartmoor gaol. He wore the ugly livery of shame which marks the convict. His head was clipped short, and there was two days’ growth of beard upon his haggard face. Standing with his hands behind him, he waited for the moment when he would be ordered to his work.

John Lexman — A. O. 43 — looked up at the blue sky as he had looked so many times from the exercise yard, and wondered what the day would bring forth. A day to him was the beginning and the end of an eternity. He dare not let his mind dwell upon the long aching years ahead. He dare not think of the woman he left, or let his mind dwell upon the agony which she was enduring. He had disappeared from the world, the world he loved, and the world that knew him, and all that there was in life; all that was worth while had been crushed and obliterated into the granite of the Princetown quarries, and its wide horizon shrunken by the gaunt moorland with its menacing tors.

New interests made up his existence. The quality of the food was one. The character of the book he would receive from the prison library another. The future meant Sunday chapel; the present whatever task they found him. For the day he was to paint some doors and windows of an outlying cottage. A cottage occupied by a warder who, for some reason, on the day previous, had spoken to him with a certain kindness and a certain respect which was unusual.

“Face the wall,” growled a voice, and mechanically he turned, his hands still behind him, and stood staring at the grey wall of the prison storehouse.

He heard the shuffling feet of the quarry gang, his ears caught the clink of the chains which bound them together. They were desperate men, peculiarly interesting to him, and he had watched their faces furtively in the early period of his imprisonment.

He had been sent to Dartmoor after spending three months in Wormwood Scrubbs. Old hands had told him variously that he was fortunate or unlucky. It was usual to have twelve months at the Scrubbs before testing the life of a convict establishment. He believed there was some talk of sending him to Parkhurst, and here he traced the influence which T.X. would exercise, for Parkhurst was a prisoner’s paradise.

He heard his warder’s voice behind him.

“Right turn, 43, quick march.”

He walked ahead of the armed guard, through the great and gloomy gates of the prison, turned sharply to the right, and walked up the village street toward the moors, beyond the village of Princetown, and on the Tavistock Road where were two or three cottages which had been lately taken by the prison staff; and it was to the decoration of one of these that A. O. 43 had been sent.

The house was as yet without a tenant.

A paper-hanger under the charge of another warder was waiting for the arrival of the painter. The two warders exchanged greetings, and the first went off leaving the other in charge of both men.

For an hour they worked in silence under the eyes of the guard. Presently the warder went outside, and John Lexman had an opportunity of examining his fellow sufferer.

He was a man of twentyfour or twentyfive, lithe and alert. By no means bad looking, he lacked that indefinable suggestion of animalism which distinguished the majority of the inhabitants at Dartmoor.

They waited until they heard the warder’s step clear the passage, and until his iron-shod boots were tramping over the cobbled path which led from the door, through the tiny garden to the road, before the second man spoke.

“What are you in for?” he asked, in a low voice.

“Murder,” said John Lexman, laconically.

He had answered the question before, and had noticed with a little amusement the look of respect which came into the eyes of the questioner.

“What have you got!”

“Fifteen years,” said the other.

“That means 11 years and 9 months,” said the first man. “You’ve never been here before, I suppose?”

“Hardly,” said Lexman, drily.

“I was here when I was a kid,” confessed the paper-hanger. “I am going out next week.”

John Lexman looked at him enviously. Had the man told him that he had inherited a great fortune and a greater title his envy would not have been so genuine.

Going out!

The drive in the brake to the station, the ride to London in creased, but comfortable clothing, free as the air, at liberty to go to bed and rise when he liked, to choose his own dinner, to answer no call save the call of his conscience, to see — he checked himself.

“What are you in for?” he asked in self-defence.

“Conspiracy and fraud,” said the other cheerfully. “I was put away by a woman after three of us had got clear with 12,000 pounds. Damn rough luck, wasn’t it?”

John nodded.

It was curious, he thought, how sympathetic one grows with these exponents of crimes. One naturally adopts their point of view and sees life through their distorted vision.

“I bet I’m not given away with the next lot,” the prisoner went on. “I’ve got one of the biggest ideas I’ve ever had, and I’ve got a real good man to help me.”

“How?” asked John, in surprise.

The man jerked his head in the direction of the prison.

“Larry Green,” he said briefly. “He’s coming out next month, too, and we are all fixed up proper. We are going to get the pile and then we’re off to South America, and you won’t see us for dust.”

Though he employed all the colloquialisms which were common, his tone was that of a man of education, and yet there was something in his address which told John as clearly as though the man had confessed as much, that he had never occupied any social position in life.

The warder’s step on the stones outside reduced them to silence. Suddenly his voice came up the stairs.

“Forty-three,” he called sharply, “I want you down here.”

John took his paint pot and brush and went clattering down the uncarpeted stairs.

“Where’s the other man?” asked the warder, in a low voice.

“He’s upstairs in the back room.”

The warder stepped out of the door and looked left and right. Coming up from Princetown was a big, grey car.

“Put down your paint pot,” he said.

His voice was shaking with excitement.

“I am going upstairs. When that car comes abreast of the gate, ask no questions and jump into it. Get down into the bottom and pull a sack over you, and do not get up until the car stops.”

The blood rushed to John Lexman’s head, and he staggered.

“My God!” he whispered.

“Do as I tell you,” hissed the warder.

Like an automaton John put down his brushes, and walked slowly to the gate. The grey car was crawling up the hill, and the face of the driver was half enveloped in a big rubber mask. Through the two great goggles John could see little to help him identify the man. As the machine came up to the gate, he leapt into the tonneau and sank instantly to the bottom. As he did so he felt the car leap forward underneath him. Now it was going fast, now faster, now it rocked and swayed as it gathered speed. He felt it sweeping down hill and up hill, and once he heard a hollow rumble as it crossed a wooden bridge.

He could not detect from his hiding place in what direction they were going, but he gathered they had switched off to the left and were making for one of the wildest parts of the moor. Never once did he feel the car slacken its pace, until, with a grind of brakes, it stopped suddenly.

“Get out,” said a voice.

John Lexman threw off the cover and leapt out and as he did so the car turned and sped back the way it had come.

For a moment he thought he was alone, and looked around. Far away in the distance he saw the grey bulk of Princetown Gaol. It was an accident that he should see it, but it so happened that a ray of the sun fell athwart it and threw it into relief.

He was alone on the moors! Where could he go?

He turned at the sound of a voice.

He was standing on the slope of a small tor. At the foot there was a smooth stretch of green sward. It was on this stretch that the people of Dartmoor held their pony races in the summer months. There was no sign of horses; but only a great bat-like machine with outstretched pinions of taut white canvas, and by that machine a man clad from head to foot in brown overalls.

John stumbled down the slope. As he neared the machine he stopped and gasped.

“Kara,” he said, and the brown man smiled.

“But, I do not understand. What are you going to do!” asked Lexman, when he had recovered from his surprise.

“I am going to take you to a place of safety,” said the other.

“I have no reason to be grateful to you, as yet, Kara,” breathed Lexman. “A word from you could have saved me.”

“I could not lie, my dear Lexman. And honestly, I had forgotten the existence of the letter; if that is what you are referring to, but I am trying to do what I can for you and for your wife.”

“My wife!”

“She is waiting for you,” said the other.

He turned his head, listening.

Across the moor came the dull sullen boom of a gun.

“You haven’t time for argument. They discovered your escape,” he said. “Get in.”

John clambered up into the frail body of the machine and Kara followed.

“This is a self-starter,” he said, “one of the newest models of monoplanes.”

He clicked over a lever and with a roar the big three-bladed tractor screw spun.

The aeroplane moved forward with a jerk, ran with increasing gait for a hundred yards, and then suddenly the jerky progress ceased. The machine swayed gently from side to side, and looking over, the passenger saw the ground recede beneath him.

Up, up, they climbed in one long sweeping ascent, passing through drifting clouds till the machine soared like a bird above the blue sea.

John Lexman looked down. He saw the indentations of the coast and recognized the fringe of white houses that stood for Torquay, but in an incredibly short space of time all signs of the land were blotted out.

Talking was impossible. The roar of the engines defied penetration.

Kara was evidently a skilful pilot. From time to time he consulted the compass on the board before him, and changed his course ever so slightly. Presently he released one hand from the driving wheel, and scribbling on a little block of paper which was inserted in a pocket at the side of the seat he passed it back.

John Lexman read:

“If you cannot swim there is a life belt under your seat.”

John nodded.

Kara was searching the sea for something, and presently he found it. Viewed from the height at which they flew it looked no more than a white speck in a great blue saucer, but presently the machine began to dip, falling at a terrific rate of speed, which took away the breath of the man who was hanging on with both hands to the dangerous seat behind.

He was deadly cold, but had hardly noticed the fact. It was all so incredible, so impossible. He expected to wake up and wondered if the prison was also part of the dream.

Now he saw the point for which Kara was making.

A white steam yacht, long and narrow of beam, was steaming slowly westward. He could see the feathery wake in her rear, and as the aeroplane fell he had time to observe that a boat had been put off. Then with a jerk the monoplane flattened out and came like a skimming bird to the surface of the water; her engines stopped.

“We ought to be able to keep afloat for ten minutes,” said Kara, “and by that time they will pick us up.”

His voice was high and harsh in the almost painful silence which followed the stoppage of the engines.

In less than five minutes the boat had come alongside, manned, as Lexman gathered from a glimpse of the crew, by Greeks. He scrambled aboard and five minutes later he was standing on the white deck of the yacht, watching the disappearing tail of the monoplane. Kara was by his side.

“There goes fifteen hundred pounds,” said the Greek, with a smile, “add that to the two thousand I paid the warder and you have a tidy sum-but some things are worth all the money in the world!”
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T.X. came from Downing Street at 11 o’clock one night, and his heart was filled with joy and gratitude.

He swung his stick to the common danger of the public, but the policeman on point duty at the end of the street, who saw him, recognized and saluted him, did not think it fit to issue any official warning.

He ran up the stairs to his office, and found Mansus reading the evening paper.

“My poor, dumb beast,” said T.X. “I am afraid I have kept you waiting for a very long time, but tomorrow you and I will take a little journey to Devonshire. It will be good for you, Mansus — where did you get that ridiculous name, by the way!”

“M. or N.,” replied Mansus, laconically.

“I repeat that there is the dawn of an intellect in you,” said T.X. , offensively.

He became more serious as he took from a pocket inside his waistcoat a long blue envelope containing the paper which had cost him so much to secure.

“Finding the revolver was a master-stroke of yours, Mansus,” he said, and he was in earnest as he spoke.

The man coloured with pleasure for the subordinates of T.X. loved him, and a word of praise was almost equal to promotion. It was on the advice of Mansus that the road from London to Lewes had been carefully covered and such streams as passed beneath that road had been searched.

The revolver had been found after the third attempt between Gatwick and Horsley. Its identification was made easier by the fact that Vassalaro’s name was engraved on the butt. It was rather an ornate affair and in its earlier days had been silver plated; the handle was of mother-o’-pearl.

“Obviously the gift of one brigand to another,” was T.X.’s comment.

Armed with this, his task would have been fairly easy, but when to this evidence he added a rough draft of the threatening letter which he had found amongst Vassalaro’s belongings, and which had evidently been taken down at dictation, since some of the words were misspelt and had been corrected by another hand, the case was complete.

But what clinched the matter was the finding of a wad of that peculiar chemical paper, a number of sheets of which T.X. had ignited for the information of the Chief Commissioner and the Home Secretary by simply exposing them for a few seconds to the light of an electric lamp.

Instantly it had filled the Home Secretary’s office with a pungent and most disagreeable smoke, for which he was heartily cursed by his superiors. But it had rounded off the argument.

He looked at his watch.

“I wonder if it is too late to see Mrs. Lexman,” he said.

“I don’t think any hour would be too late,” suggested Mansus.

“You shall come and chaperon me,” said his superior.

But a disappointment awaited. Mrs. Lexman was not in and neither the ringing at her electric bell nor vigorous applications to the knocker brought any response. The hall porter of the flats where she lived was under the impression that Mrs. Lexman had gone out of town. She frequently went out on Saturdays and returned on the Monday and, he thought, occasionally on Tuesdays.

It happened that this particular night was a Monday night and T.X. was faced with a dilemma. The night porter, who had only the vaguest information on the subject, thought that the day porter might know more, and aroused him from his sleep.

Yes, Mrs. Lexman had gone. She went on the Sunday, an unusual day to pay a weekend visit, and she had taken with her two bags. The porter ventured the opinion that she was rather excited, but when asked to define the symptoms relapsed into a chaos of incoherent “you-knows” and “what-I- means.”

“I don’t like this,” said T.X., suddenly. “Does anybody know that we have made these discoveries?”

“Nobody outside the office,” said Mansus, “unless, unless…”

“Unless what?” asked the other, irritably. “Don’t be a jimp, Mansus. Get it off your mind. What is it?”

“I am wondering,” said Mansus slowly, “if the landlord at Great James Street said anything. He knows we have made a search.”

“We can easily find that out,” said T.X.

They hailed a taxi and drove to Great James Street. That respectable thoroughfare was wrapped in sleep and it was some time before the landlord could be aroused. Recognizing T.X. he checked his sarcasm, which he had prepared for a keyless lodger, and led the way into the drawing room.

“You didn’t tell me not to speak about it, Mr. Meredith,” he said, in an aggrieved tone, “and as a matter of fact I have spoken to nobody except the gentleman who called the same day.”

“What did he want?” asked T.X.

“He said he had only just discovered that Mr. Vassalaro had stayed with me and he wanted to pay whatever rent was due,” replied the other.

“What like of man was he?” asked T.X.

The brief description the man gave sent a cold chill to the Commissioner’s heart.

“Kara for a ducat!” he said, and swore long and variously.

“Cadogan Square,” he ordered.

His ring was answered promptly. Mr. Kara was out of town, had indeed been out of town since Saturday. This much the manservant explained with a suspicious eye upon his visitors, remembering that his predecessor had lost his job from a too confiding friendliness with spurious electric fitters. He did not know when Mr. Kara would return, perhaps it would be a long time and perhaps a short time. He might come back that night or he might not.

“You are wasting your young life,” said T.X. bitterly. “You ought to be a fortune teller.”

“This settles the matter,” he said, in the cab on the way back. “Find out the first train for Tavistock in the morning and wire the George Hotel to have a car waiting.”

“Why not go tonight?” suggested the other. “There is the midnight train. It is rather slow, but it will get you there by six or seven in the morning.”

“Too late,” he said, “unless you can invent a method of getting from here to Paddington in about fifty seconds.”

The morning journey to Devonshire was a dispiriting one despite the fineness of the day. T.X. had an uncomfortable sense that something distressing had happened. The run across the moor in the fresh spring air revived him a little.

As they spun down to the valley of the Dart, Mansus touched his arm.

“Look at that,” he said, and pointed to the blue heavens where, a mile above their heads, a white-winged aeroplane, looking no larger than a very distant dragon fly, shimmered in the sunlight.

“By Jove!” said T.X. “What an excellent way for a man to escape!”

“It’s about the only way,” said Mansus.

The significance of the aeroplane was borne in upon T.X. a few minutes later when he was held up by an armed guard. A glance at his card was enough to pass him.

“What is the matter?” he asked.

“A prisoner has escaped,” said the sentry.

“Escaped — by aeroplane?” asked T.X.

“I don’t know anything about aeroplanes, sir. All I know is that one of the working party got away.”

The car came to the gates of the prison and T.X. sprang out, followed by his assistant. He had no difficulty in finding the Governor, a greatly perturbed man, for an escape is a very serious matter.

The official was inclined to be brusque in his manner, but again the magic card produced a soothing effect.

“I am rather rattled,” said the Governor. “One of my men has got away. I suppose you know that?”

“And I am afraid another of your men is going away, sir,” said T.X. , who had a curious reverence for military authority. He produced his paper and laid it on the governor’s table.

“This is an order for the release of John Lexman, convicted under sentence of fifteen years penal servitude.”

The Governor looked at it.

“Dated last night,” he said, and breathed a long sigh of relief. “Thank the Lord! — that is the man who escaped!”



Chapter VIII


Table of Contents


Two years after the events just described, T.X. journeying up to London from Bath was attracted by a paragraph in the Morning Post. It told him briefly that Mr. Remington Kara, the influential leader of the Greek Colony, had been the guest of honor at a dinner of the Hellenic Society.

T.X. had only seen Kara for a brief space of time following that tragic morning, when he had discovered not only that his best friend had escaped from Dartmoor prison and disappeared, as it were, from the world at a moment when his pardon had been signed, but that that friend’s wife had also vanished from the face of the earth.

At the same time — it might, as even T.X. admitted, have been the veriest coincidence that Kara had also cleared out of London to reappear at the end of six months. Any question addressed to him, concerning the whereabouts of the two unhappy people, was met with a bland expression of ignorance as to their whereabouts.

John Lexman was somewhere in the world, hiding as he believed from justice, and with him was his wife. T.X. had no doubt in his mind as to this solution of the puzzle. He had caused to be published the story of the pardon and the circumstances under which that pardon had been secured, and he had, moreover, arranged for an advertisement to be inserted in the principal papers of every European country.

It was a moot question amongst the departmental lawyers as to whether John Lexman was not guilty of a technical and punishable offence for prison breaking, but this possibility did not keep T.X. awake at nights. The circumstances of the escape had been carefully examined. The warder responsible had been discharged from the service, and had almost immediately purchased for himself a beer house in Falmouth, for a sum which left no doubt in the official mind that he had been the recipient of a heavy bribe.

Who had been the guiding spirit in that escape — Mrs. Lexman, or Kara?

It was impossible to connect Kara with the event. The motor car had been traced to Exeter, where it had been hired by a “foreign-looking gentleman,” but the chauffeur, whoever he was, had made good his escape. An inspection of Kara’s hangars at Wembley showed that his two monoplanes had not been removed, and T.X. failed entirely to trace the owner of the machine he had seen flying over Dartmoor on the fatal morning.

T.X. was somewhat baffled and a little amused by the disinclination of the authorities to believe that the escape had been effected by this method at all. All the events of the trial came back to him, as he watched the landscape spinning past.

He set down the newspaper with a little sigh, put his feet on the cushions of the opposite seat and gave himself up to reverie. Presently he returned to his journals and searched them idly for something to interest him in the final stretch of journey between Newbury and Paddington.

Presently he found it in a two column article with the uninspiring title, “The Mineral Wealth of Tierra del Fuego.” It was written brightly with a style which was at once easy and informative. It told of adventures in the marshes behind St. Sebastian Bay and journeys up the Guarez Celman river, of nights spent in primeval forests and ended in a geological survey, wherein the commercial value of syenite, porphyry, trachite and dialite were severally canvassed.

The article was signed “G. G.” It is said of T.X. that his greatest virtue was his curiosity. He had at the tip of his fingers the names of all the big explorers and author-travellers, and for some reason he could not place “G. G,” to his satisfaction, in fact he had an absurd desire to interpret the initials into “George Grossmith.” His inability to identify the writer irritated him, and his first act on reaching his office was to telephone to one of the literary editors of the Times whom he knew.

“Not my department,” was the chilly reply, “and besides we never give away the names of our contributors. Speaking as a person outside the office I should say that “G. G,” was ‘George Gathercole’ the explorer you know, the fellow who had an arm chewed off by a lion or something.”

“George Gathercole!” repeated T.X. “What an ass I am.”

“Yes,” said the voice at the other end the wire, and he had rung off before T.X. could think of something suitable to say.

Having elucidated this little sideline of mystery, the matter passed from the young Commissioner’s mind. It happened that morning that his work consisted of dealing with John Lexman’s estate.

With the disappearance of the couple he had taken over control of their belongings. It had not embarrassed him to discover that he was an executor under Lexman’s will, for he had already acted as trustee to the wife’s small estate, and had been one of the parties to the antenuptial contract which John Lexman had made before his marriage.

The estate revenues had increased very considerably. All the vanished author’s books were selling as they had never sold before, and the executor’s work was made the heavier by the fact that Grace Lexman had possessed an aunt who had most in inconsiderately died, leaving a considerable fortune to her “unhappy niece.”

“I will keep the trusteeship another year,” he told the solicitor who came to consult him that morning. “At the end of that time I shall go to the court for relief.”

“Do you think they will ever turn up?” asked the solicitor, an elderly and unimaginative man.

“Of course, they’ll turn up!” said T.X. impatiently; “all the heroes of Lexman’s books turn up sooner or later. He will discover himself to us at a suitable moment, and we shall be properly thrilled.”

That Lexman would return he was sure. It was a faith from which he did not swerve.

He had as implicit a confidence that one day or other Kara, the magnificent, would play into his hands.

There were some queer stories in circulation concerning the Greek, but on the whole they were stories and rumours which were difficult to separate from the malicious gossip which invariably attaches itself to the rich and to the successful.

One of these was that Kara desired something more than an Albanian chieftainship, which he undoubtedly enjoyed. There were whispers of wider and higher ambitions. Though his father had been born a Greek, he had indubitably descended in a direct line from one of those old Mprets of Albania, who had exercised their brief authority over that turbulent land.

The man’s passion was for power. To this end he did not spare himself. It was said that he utilized his vast wealth for this reason, and none other, and that whatever might have been the irregularities of his youth — and there were adduced concrete instances — he was working toward an end with a singleness of purpose, from which it was difficult to withhold admiration.

T.X. kept in his locked desk a little red book, steel bound and triple locked, which he called his “Scandalaria.” In this he inscribed in his own irregular writing the titbits which might not be published, and which often helped an investigator to light upon the missing threads of a problem. In truth he scorned no source of information, and was conscienceless in the compilation of this somewhat chaotic record.

The affairs of John Lexman recalled Kara, and Kara’s great reception. Mansus would have made arrangements to secure a verbatim report of the speeches which were made, and these would be in his hands by the night. Mansus did not tell him that Kara was financing some very influential people indeed, that a certain Undersecretary of State with a great number of very influential relations had been saved from bankruptcy by the timely advances which Kara had made. This T.X. had obtained through sources which might be hastily described as discreditable. Mansus knew of the baccarat establishment in Albemarle Street, but he did not know that the neurotic wife of a very great man indeed, no less than the Minister of Justice, was a frequent visitor to that establishment, and that she had lost in one night some 6,000 pounds. In these circumstances it was remarkable, thought T.X., that she should report to the police so small a matter as the petty pilfering of servants. This, however, she had done and whilst the lesser officers of Scotland Yard were interrogating pawnbrokers, the men higher up were genuinely worried by the lady’s own lapses from grace.

It was all sordid but, unfortunately, conventional, because highly placed people will always do underbred things, where money or women are concerned, but it was necessary, for the proper conduct of the department which T.X. directed, that, however sordid and however conventional might be the errors which the great ones of the earth committed, they should be filed for reference.

The motto which T.X. went upon in life was, “You never know.”

The Minister of Justice was a very important person, for he was a personal friend of half the monarchs of Europe. A poor man, with two or three thousand a year of his own, with no very definite political views and uncommitted to the more violent policies of either party, he succeeded in serving both, with profit to himself, and without earning the obloquy of either. Though he did not pursue the blatant policy of the Vicar of Bray, yet it is fact which may be confirmed from the reader’s own knowledge, that he served in four different administrations, drawing the pay and emoluments of his office from each, though the fundamental policies of those four governments were distinct.

Lady Bartholomew, the wife of this adaptable Minister, had recently departed for San Remo. The newspapers announced the fact and spoke vaguely of a breakdown which prevented the lady from fulfilling her social engagements.

T.X., ever a Doubting Thomas, could trace no visit of nerve specialist, nor yet of the family practitioner, to the official residence in Downing Street, and therefore he drew conclusions. In his own “Who’s Who” T.X. noted the hobbies of his victims which, by the way, did not always coincide with the innocent occupations set against their names in the more pretentious volume. Their follies and their weaknesses found a place and were recorded at a length (as it might seem to the uninformed observer) beyond the limit which charity allowed.

Lady Mary Bartholomew’s name appeared not once, but many times, in the erratic records which T.X. kept. There was a plain matter-of-fact and wholly unobjectionable statement that she was born in 1874, that she was the seventh daughter of the Earl of Balmorey, that she had one daughter who rejoiced in the somewhat unpromising name of Belinda Mary, and such further information as a man might get without going to a great deal of trouble.

T.X., refreshing his memory from the little red book, wondered what unexpected tragedy had sent Lady Bartholomew out of London in the middle of the season. The information was that the lady was fairly well off at this moment, and this fact made matters all the more puzzling and almost induced him to believe that, after all, the story was true, and a nervous breakdown really was the cause of her sudden departure. He sent for Mansus.

“You saw Lady Bartholomew off at Charing Cross, I suppose?”

Mansus nodded.

“She went alone?”

“She took her maid, but otherwise she was alone. I thought she looked ill.”

“She has been looking ill for months past,” said T.X., without any visible expression of sympathy.

“Did she take Belinda Mary?”

Mansus was puzzled. “Belinda Mary?” he repeated slowly. “Oh, you mean the daughter. No, she’s at a school somewhere in France.”

T.X. whistled a snatch of a popular song, closed the little red book with a snap and replaced it in his desk.

“I wonder where on earth people dig up names like Belinda Mary?” he mused. “Belinda Mary must be rather a weird little animal — the Lord forgive me for speaking so about my betters! If heredity counts for anything she ought to be something between a head waiter and a pack of cards. Have you lost anything’?”

Mansus was searching his pockets.

“I made a few notes, some questions I wanted to ask you about and Lady Bartholomew was the subject of one of them. I have had her under observation for six months; do you want it kept up?”

T.X. thought awhile, then shook his head.

“I am only interested in Lady Bartholomew in so far as Kara is interested in her. There is a criminal for you, my friend!” he added, admiringly.

Mansus busily engaged in going through the bundles of letters, slips of paper and little notebooks he had taken from his pocket, sniffed audibly.

“Have you a cold?” asked T.X. politely.

“No, sir,” was the reply, “only I haven’t much opinion of Kara as a criminal. Besides, what has he got to be a criminal about? He has all that he requires in the money department, he’s one of the most popular people in London, and certainly one of the best-looking men I’ve ever seen in my life. He needs nothing.”

T.X. regarded him scornfully.

“You’re a poor blind brute,” he said, shaking his head; don’t you know that great criminals are never influenced by material desires, or by the prospect of concrete gains? The man, who robs his employer’s till in order to give the girl of his heart the 25-pearl and ruby brooch her soul desires, gains nothing but the glow of satisfaction which comes to the man who is thought well of. The majority of crimes in the world are committed by people for the same reason — they want to be thought well of. Here is Doctor X. who murdered his wife because she was a drunkard and a slut, and he dared not leave her for fear the neighbours would have doubts as to his respectability. Here is another gentleman who murders his wives in their baths in order that he should keep up some sort of position and earn the respect of his friends and his associates. Nothing roused him more quickly to a frenzy of passion than the suggestion that he was not respectable. Here is the great financier, who has embezzled a million and a quarter, not because he needed money, but because people looked up to him. Therefore, he must build great mansions, submarine pleasure courts and must lay out huge estates — because he wished that he should be thought well of.

Mansus sniffed again.

“What about the man who half murders his wife, does he do that to be well thought of?” he asked, with a tinge of sarcasm.

T.X. looked at him pityingly.

“The lowbrow who beats his wife, my poor Mansus,” he said, “does so because she doesn’t think well of him. That is our ruling passion, our national characteristic, the primary cause of most crimes, big or little. That is why Kara is a bad criminal and will, as I say, end his life very violently.”

He took down his glossy silk hat from the peg and slipped into his overcoat.

“I am going down to see my friend Kara,” he said. “I have a feeling that I should like to talk with him. He might tell me something.”

His acquaintance with Kara’s menage had been mere hearsay. He had interviewed the Greek once after his return, but since all his efforts to secure information concerning the whereabouts of John Lexman and his wife — the main reason for his visit — had been in vain, he had not repeated his visit.

The house in Cadogan Square was a large one, occupying a corner site. It was peculiarly English in appearance with its window boxes, its discreet curtains, its polished brass and enamelled doorway. It had been the town house of Lord Henry Gratham, that eccentric connoisseur of wine and follower of witless pleasure. It had been built by him “round a bottle of port,” as his friends said, meaning thereby that his first consideration had been the cellarage of the house, and that when those cellars had been built and provision made for the safe storage of his priceless wines, the house had been built without the architect’s being greatly troubled by his lordship. The double cellars of Gratham House had, in their time, been one of the sights of London. When Henry Gratham lay under eight feet of Congo earth (he was killed by an elephant whilst on a hunting trip) his executors had been singularly fortunate in finding an immediate purchaser. Rumour had it that Kara, who was no lover of wine, had bricked up the cellars, and their very existence passed into domestic legendary.

The door was opened by a well-dressed and deferential manservant and T.X. was ushered into the hall. A fire burnt cheerily in a bronze grate and T.X. had a glimpse of a big oil painting of Kara above the marble mantlepiece.

“Mr. Kara is very busy, sir,” said the man.

“Just take in my card,” said T.X. “I think he may care to see me.”

The man bowed, produced from some mysterious corner a silver salver and glided upstairs in that manner which well-trained servants have, a manner which seems to call for no bodily effort. In a minute he returned.

“Will you come this way, sir,” he said, and led the way up a broad flight of stairs.

At the head of the stairs was a corridor which ran to the left and to the right. From this there gave four rooms. One at the extreme end of the passage on the right, one on the left, and two at fairly regular intervals in the centre.

When the man’s hand was on one of the doors, T.X. asked quietly, “I think I have seen you before somewhere, my friend.”

The man smiled.

“It is very possible, sir. I was a waiter at the Constitutional for some time.”

T.X. nodded.

“That is where it must have been,” he said.

The man opened the door and announced the visitor.

T.X. found himself in a large room, very handsomely furnished, but just lacking that sense of cosiness and comfort which is the feature of the Englishman’s home.

Kara rose from behind a big writing table, and came with a smile and a quick step to greet the visitor.

“This is a most unexpected pleasure,” he said, and shook hands warmly.

T.X. had not seen him for a year and found very little change in this strange young man. He could not be more confident than he had been, nor bear himself with a more graceful carriage. Whatever social success he had achieved, it had not spoiled him, for his manner was as genial and easy as ever.

“I think that will do, Miss Holland,” he said, turning to the girl who, with notebook in hand, stood by the desk.

“Evidently,” thought T.X., “our Hellenic friend has a pretty taste in secretaries.”

In that one glance he took her all in — from the bronze-brown of her hair to her neat foot.

T.X. was not readily attracted by members of the opposite sex. He was self-confessed a predestined bachelor, finding life and its incidence too absorbing to give his whole mind to the serious problem of marriage, or to contract responsibilities and interests which might divert his attention from what he believed was the greater game. Yet he must be a man of stone to resist the freshness, the beauty and the youth of this straight, slender girl; the pink-and-whiteness of her, the aliveness and buoyancy and the thrilling sense of vitality she carried in her very presence.

“What is the weirdest name you have ever heard?” asked Kara laughingly. “I ask you, because Miss Holland and I have been discussing a begging letter addressed to us by a Maggie Goomer.”

The girl smiled slightly and in that smile was paradise, thought T.X.

“The weirdest name?” he repeated, “why I think the worst I have heard for a long time is Belinda Mary.”

“That has a familiar ring,” said Kara.

T.X. was looking at the girl.

She was staring at him with a certain languid insolence which made him curl up inside. Then with a glance at her employer she swept from the room.

“I ought to have introduced you,” said Kara. “That was my secretary, Miss Holland. Rather a pretty girl, isn’t she?”

“Very,” said T.X., recovering his breath.

“I like pretty things around me,” said Kara, and somehow the complacency of the remark annoyed the detective more than anything that Kara had ever said to him.

The Greek went to the mantlepiece, and taking down a silver cigarette box, opened and offered it to his visitor. Kara was wearing a grey lounge suit; and although grey is a very trying colour for a foreigner to wear, this suit fitted his splendid figure and gave him just that bulk which he needed.

“You are a most suspicious man, Mr. Meredith,” he smiled.

“Suspicious! I?” asked the innocent T.X.

Kara nodded.

“I am sure you want to enquire into the character of all my present staff. I am perfectly satisfied that you will never be at rest until you learn the antecedents of my cook, my valet, my secretary—”

T.X. held up his hand with a laugh.

“Spare me,” he said. “It is one of my failings, I admit, but I have never gone much farther into your domestic affairs than to pry into the antecedents of your very interesting chauffeur.”

A little cloud passed over Kara’s face, but it was only momentary.

“Oh, Brown,” he said, airily, with just a perceptible pause between the two words.

“It used to be Smith,” said T.X., “but no matter. His name is really Poropulos.”

“Oh, Poropulos,” said Kara gravely, “I dismissed him a long time ago.”

“Pensioned hire, too, I understand,” said T.X.

The other looked at him awhile, then, “I am very good to my old servants,” he said slowly and, changing the subject; “to what good fortune do I owe this visit?”

T.X. selected a cigarette before he replied.

“I thought you might be of some service to me,” he said, apparently giving his whole attention to the cigarette.

“Nothing would give me greater pleasure,” said Kara, a little eagerly. “I am afraid you have not been very keen on continuing what I hoped would have ripened into a valuable friendship, more valuable to me perhaps,” he smiled, “than to you.”

“I am a very shy man,” said the shameless T.X., “difficult to a fault, and rather apt to underrate my social attractions. I have come to you now because you know everybody — by the way, how long have you had your secretary!” he asked abruptly.

Kara looked up at the ceiling for inspiration.

“Four, no three months,” he corrected, “a very efficient young lady who came to me from one of the training establishments. Somewhat uncommunicative, better educated than most girls in her position — for example, she speaks and writes modern Greek fairly well.”

“A treasure!” suggested T.X.

“Unusually so,” said Kara. “She lives in Marylebone Road, 86a is the address. She has no friends, spends most of her evenings in her room, is eminently respectable and a little chilling in her attitude to her employer.”

T.X. shot a swift glance at the other.

“Why do you tell me all this?” he asked.

“To save you the trouble of finding out,” replied the other coolly. “That insatiable curiosity which is one of the equipments of your profession, would, I feel sure, induce you to conduct investigations for your own satisfaction.”

T.X. laughed.

“May I sit down?” he said.

The other wheeled an armchair across the room and T.X. sank into it. He leant back and crossed his legs, and was, in a second, the personification of ease.

“I think you are a very clever man, Monsieur Kara,” he said.

The other looked down at him this time without amusement.

“Not so clever that I can discover the object of your visit,” he said pleasantly enough.

“It is very simply explained,” said T.X. “You know everybody in town. You know, amongst other people, Lady Bartholomew.”

“I know the lady very well indeed,” said Kara, readily, — too readily in fact, for the rapidity with which answer had followed question, suggested to T.X. that Kara had anticipated the reason for the call.

“Have you any idea,” asked T.X., speaking with deliberation, “as to why Lady Bartholomew has gone out of town at this particular moment?”

Kara laughed.

“What an extraordinary question to ask me — as though Lady Bartholomew confided her plans to one who is little more than a chance acquaintance!”

“And yet,” said T.X., contemplating the burning end of his cigarette, “you know her well enough to hold her promissory note.”

“Promissory note?” asked the other.

His tone was one of involuntary surprise and T.X. swore softly to himself for now he saw the faintest shade of relief in Kara’s face. The Commissioner realized that he had committed an error — he had been far too definite.

“When I say promissory note,” he went on easily, as though he had noticed nothing, “I mean, of course, the securities which the debtor invariably gives to one from whom he or she has borrowed large sums of money.”

Kara made no answer, but opening a drawer of his desk he took out a key and brought it across to where T.X. was sitting.

“Here is the key of my safe,” he said quietly. “You are at liberty to go carefully through its contents and discover for yourself any promissory note which I hold from Lady Bartholomew. My dear fellow, you don’t imagine I’m a moneylender, do you?” he said in an injured tone.

“Nothing was further from my thoughts,” said T.X., untruthfully.

But the other pressed the key upon him.

“I should be awfully glad if you would look for yourself,” he said earnestly. “I feel that in some way you associate Lady Bartholomew’s illness with some horrible act of usury on my part — will you satisfy yourself and in doing so satisfy me?”

Now any ordinary man, and possibly any ordinary detective, would have made the conventional answer. He would have protested that he had no intention of doing anything of the sort; he would have uttered, if he were a man in the position which T.X. occupied, the conventional statement that he had no authority to search the private papers, and that he would certainly not avail himself of the other’s kindness. But T.X. was not an ordinary person. He took the key and balanced it lightly in the palm of his hand.

“Is this the key of the famous bedroom safe?” he said banteringly.

Kara was looking down at him with a quizzical smile. “It isn’t the safe you opened in my absence, on one memorable occasion, Mr. Meredith,” he said. “As you probably know, I have changed that safe, but perhaps you don’t feel equal to the task?”

“On the contrary,” said T.X., calmly, and rising from the chair, “I am going to put your good faith to the test.”

For answer Kara walked to the door and opened it.

“Let me show you the way,” he said politely.

He passed along the corridor and entered the apartment at the end. The room was a large one and lighted by one big square window which was protected by steel bars. In the grate which was broad and high a huge fire was burning and the temperature of the room was unpleasantly close despite the coldness of the day.

“That is one of the eccentricities which you, as an Englishman, will never excuse in me,” said Kara.

Near the foot of the bed, let into, and flush with, the wall, was a big green door of the safe.

“Here you are, Mr. Meredith,” said Kara. “All the precious secrets of Remington Kara are yours for the seeking.”

“I am afraid I’ve had my trouble for nothing,” said T.X., making no attempt to use the key.

“That is an opinion which I share,” said Kara, with a smile.

“Curiously enough,” said T.X. “I mean just what you mean.”

He handed the key to Kara.

“Won’t you open it?” asked the Greek.

T.X. shook his head.

“The safe as far as I can see is a Magnus, the key which you have been kind enough to give me is legibly inscribed upon the handle ‘Chubb.’ My experience as a police officer has taught me that Chubb keys very rarely open Magnus safes.”

Kara uttered an exclamation of annoyance.

“How stupid of me!” he said, “yet now I remember, I sent the key to my bankers, before I went out of town — I only came back this morning, you know. I will send for it at once.”

“Pray don’t trouble,” murmured T.X. politely. He took from his pocket a little flat leather case and opened it. It contained a number of steel implements of curious shape which were held in position by a leather loop along the centre of the case. From one of these loops he extracted a handle, and deftly fitted something that looked like a steel awl to the socket in the handle. Looking in wonder, and with no little apprehension, Kara saw that the awl was bent at the head.

“What are you going to do?” he asked, a little alarmed.

“I’ll show you,” said T.X. pleasantly.

Very gingerly he inserted the instrument in the small keyhole and turned it cautiously first one way and then the other. There was a sharp click followed by another. He turned the handle and the door of the safe swung open.

“Simple, isn’t it!” he asked politely.

In that second of time Kara’s face had undergone a transformation. The eyes which met T.X. Meredith’s blazed with an almost insane fury. With a quick stride Kara placed himself before the open safe.

“I think this has gone far enough, Mr. Meredith,” he said harshly. “If you wish to search my safe you must get a warrant.”

T.X. shrugged his shoulders, and carefully unscrewing the instrument he had employed and replacing it in the case, he returned it to his inside pocket.

“It was at your invitation, my dear Monsieur Kara,” he said suavely. “Of course I knew that you were putting a bluff up on me with the key and that you had no more intention of letting me see the inside of your safe than you had of telling me exactly what happened to John Lexman.”

The shot went home.

The face which was thrust into the Commissioner’s was ridged and veined with passion. The lips were turned back to show the big white even teeth, the eyes were narrowed to slits, the jaw thrust out, and almost every semblance of humanity had vanished from his face.

“You — you—” he hissed, and his clawing hands moved suspiciously backward.

“Put up your hands,” said T.X. sharply, “and be damned quick about it!”

In a flash the hands went up, for the revolver which T.X. held was pressed uncomfortably against the third button of the Greek’s waistcoat.

“That’s not the first time you’ve been asked to put up your hands, I think,” said T.X. pleasantly.

His own left hand slipped round to Kara’s hip pocket. He found something in the shape of a cylinder and drew it out from the pocket. To his surprise it was not a revolver, not even a knife; it looked like a small electric torch, though instead of a bulb and a bull’s-eye glass, there was a pepper-box perforation at one end.

He handled it carefully and was about to press the small nickel knob when a strangled cry of horror broke from Kara.

“For God’s sake be careful!” he gasped. “You’re pointing it at me! Do not press that lever, I beg!”

“Will it explode!” asked T.X. curiously.

“No, no!”

T.X. pointed the thing downward to the carpet and pressed the knob cautiously. As he did so there was a sharp hiss and the floor was stained with the liquid which the instrument contained. Just one gush of fluid and no more. T.X. looked down. The bright carpet had already changed colour, and was smoking. The room was filled with a pungent and disagreeable scent. T.X. looked from the floor to the white-faced man.

“Vitriol, I believe,” he said, shaking his head admiringly. “What a dear little fellow you are!”

The man, big as he was, was on the point of collapse and mumbled something about self-defence, and listened without a word, whilst T.X., labouring under an emotion which was perfectly pardonable, described Kara, his ancestors and the possibilities of his future estate.

Very slowly the Greek recovered his self-possession.

“I didn’t intend using it on you, I swear I didn’t,” he pleaded. “I’m surrounded by enemies, Meredith. I had to carry some means of protection. It is because my enemies know I carry this that they fight shy of me. I’ll swear I had no intention of using it on you. The idea is too preposterous. I am sorry I fooled you about the safe.”

“Don’t let that worry you,” said T.X. “I am afraid I did all the fooling. No, I cannot let you have this back again,” he said, as the Greek put out his hand to take the infernal little instrument. “I must take this back to Scotland Yard; it’s quite a long time since we had anything new in this shape. Compressed air, I presume.”

Kara nodded solemnly.

“Very ingenious indeed,” said T.X. “If I had a brain like yours,” he paused, “I should do something with it — with a gun,” he added, as he passed out of the room.



Chapter IX


Table of Contents


“My dear Mr. Meredith,

“I cannot tell you how unhappy and humiliated I feel that my little joke with you should have had such an uncomfortable ending. As you know, and as I have given you proof, I have the greatest admiration in the world for one whose work for humanity has won such universal recognition.

“I hope that we shall both forget this unhappy morning and that you will give me an opportunity of rendering to you in person, the apologies which are due to you. I feel that anything less will neither rehabilitate me in your esteem, nor secure for me the remnants of my shattered self-respect.

“I am hoping you will dine with me next week and meet a most interesting man, George Gathercole, who has just returned from Patagonia, — I only received his letter this morning — having made most remarkable discoveries concerning that country.

“I feel sure that you are large enough minded and too much a man of the world to allow my foolish fit of temper to disturb a relationship which I have always hoped would be mutually pleasant. If you will allow Gathercole, who will be unconscious of the part he is playing, to act as peacemaker between yourself and myself, I shall feel that his trip, which has cost me a large sum of money, will not have been wasted.

“I am, dear Mr. Meredith, “Yours very sincerely, “REMINGTON KARA.”

Kara folded the letter and inserted it in its envelope. He rang a bell on his table and the girl who had so filled T.X. with a sense of awe came from an adjoining room.

“You will see that this is delivered, Miss Holland.”

She inclined her head and stood waiting. Kara rose from his desk and began to pace the room.

“Do you know T.X. Meredith?” he asked suddenly.

“I have heard of him,” said the girl.

“A man with a singular mind,” said Kara; “a man against whom my favourite weapon would fail.”

She looked at him with interest in her eyes.

“What is your favourite weapon, Mr. Kara?” she asked.

“Fear,” he said.

If he expected her to give him any encouragement to proceed he was disappointed. Probably he required no such encouragement, for in the presence of his social inferiors he was somewhat monopolizing.

“Cut a man’s flesh and it heals,” he said. “Whip a man and the memory of it passes, frighten him, fill him with a sense of foreboding and apprehension and let him believe that something dreadful is going to happen either to himself or to someone he loves — better the latter — and you will hurt him beyond forgetfulness. Fear is a tyrant and a despot, more terrible than the rack, more potent than the stake. Fear is many-eyed and sees horrors where normal vision only sees the ridiculous.”

“Is that your creed?” she asked quietly.

“Part of it, Miss Holland,” he smiled.

She played idly with the letter she held in her hand, balancing it on the edge of the desk, her eyes downcast.

“What would justify the use of such an awful weapon?” she asked.

“It is amply justified to secure an end,” he said blandly. “For example — I want something — I cannot obtain that something through the ordinary channel or by the employment of ordinary means. It is essential to me, to my happiness, to my comfort, or my amour-propre, that that something shall be possessed by me. If I can buy it, well and good. If I can buy those who can use their influence to secure this thing for me, so much the better. If I can obtain it by any merit I possess, I utilize that merit, providing always, that I can secure my object in the time, otherwise—”

He shrugged his shoulders.

“I see,” she said, nodding her head quickly. “I suppose that is how blackmailers feel.”

He frowned.

“That is a word I never use, nor do I like to hear it employed,” he said. “Blackmail suggests to me a vulgar attempt to obtain money.”

“Which is generally very badly wanted by the people who use it,” said the girl, with a little smile, “and, according to your argument, they are also justified.”

“It is a matter of plane,” he said airily. “Viewed from my standpoint, they are sordid criminals — the sort of person that T.X. meets, I presume, in the course of his daily work. T.X.,” he went on somewhat oracularly, “is a man for whom I have a great deal of respect. You will probably meet him again, for he will find an opportunity of asking you a few questions about myself. I need hardly tell you—”

He lifted his shoulders with a deprecating smile.

“I shall certainly not discuss your business with any person,” said the girl coldly.

“I am paying you 3 pounds a week, I think,” he said. “I intend increasing that to 5 pounds because you suit me most admirably.”

“Thank you,” said the girl quietly, “but I am already being paid quite sufficient.”

She left him, a little astonished and not a little ruffled.

To refuse the favours of Remington Kara was, by him, regarded as something of an affront. Half his quarrel with T.X. was that gentleman’s curious indifference to the benevolent attitude which Kara had persistently adopted in his dealings with the detective.

He rang the bell, this time for his valet.

“Fisher,” he said, “I am expecting a visit from a gentleman named Gathercole — a one-armed gentleman whom you must look after if he comes. Detain him on some pretext or other because he is rather difficult to get hold of and I want to see him. I am going out now and I shall be back at 6.30. Do whatever you can to prevent him going away until I return. He will probably be interested if you take him into the library.”

“Very good, sir,” said the urbane Fisher, “will you change before you go out?”

Kara shook his head.

“I think I will go as I am,” he said. “Get me my fur coat. This beastly cold kills me,” he shivered as he glanced into the bleak street. “Keep my fire going, put all my private letters in my bedroom, and see that Miss Holland has her lunch.”

Fisher followed him to his car, wrapped the fur rug about his legs, closed the door carefully and returned to the house. From thence onward his behaviour was somewhat extraordinary for a wellbred servant. That he should return to Kara’s study and set the papers in order was natural and proper.

That he should conduct a rapid examination of all the drawers in Kara’s desk might be excused on the score of diligence, since he was, to some extent, in the confidence of his employer.

Kara was given to making friends of his servants — up to a point. In his more generous moments he would address his bodyguard as “Fred,” and on more occasions than one, and for no apparent reason, had tipped his servant over and above his salary.

Mr. Fred Fisher found little to reward him for his search until he came upon Kara’s cheque book which told him that on the previous day the Greek had drawn 6,000 pounds in cash from the bank. This interested him mightily and he replaced the cheque book with the tightened lips and the fixed gaze of a man who was thinking rapidly. He paid a visit to the library, where the secretary was engaged in making copies of Kara’s correspondence, answering letters appealing for charitable donations, and in the hack words which fall to the secretaries of the great.

He replenished the fire, asked deferentially for any instructions and returned again to his quest. This time he made the bedroom the scene of his investigations. The safe he did not attempt to touch, but there was a small bureau in which Kara would have placed his private correspondence of the morning. This however yielded no result.

By the side of the bed on a small table was a telephone, the sight of which apparently afforded the servant a little amusement. This was the private ‘phone which Kara had been instrumental in having fixed to Scotland Yard — as he had explained to his servants.

“Rum cove,” said Fisher.

He paused for a moment before the closed door of the room and smilingly surveyed the great steel latch which spanned the door and fitted into an iron socket securely screwed to the framework. He lifted it gingerly — there was a little knob for the purpose — and let it fall gently into the socket which had been made to receive it on the door itself.

“Rum cove,” he said again, and lifting the latch to the hook which held it up, left the room, closing the door softly behind him. He walked down the corridor, with a meditative frown, and began to descend the stairs to the hall.

He was less than halfway down when the one maid of Kara’s household came up to meet him.

“There’s a gentleman who wants to see Mr. Kara,” she said, “here is his card.”

Fisher took the card from the salver and read, “Mr. George Gathercole, Junior Travellers’ Club.”

“I’ll see this gentleman,” he said, with a sudden brisk interest.

He found the visitor standing in the hall.

He was a man who would have attracted attention, if only from the somewhat eccentric nature of his dress and his unkempt appearance. He was dressed in a well-worn overcoat of a somewhat pronounced check, he had a top-hat, glossy and obviously new, at the back of his head, and the lower part of his face was covered by a ragged beard. This he was plucking with nervous jerks, talking to himself the while, and casting a disparaging eye upon the portrait of Remington Kara which hung above the marble fireplace. A pair of pince-nez sat crookedly on his nose and two fat volumes under his arm completed the picture. Fisher, who was an observer of some discernment, noticed under the overcoat a creased blue suit, large black boots and a pair of pearl studs.

The newcomer glared round at the valet.

“Take these!” he ordered peremptorily, pointing to the books under his arm.

Fisher hastened to obey and noted with some wonder that the visitor did not attempt to assist him either by loosening his hold of the volumes or raising his hand. Accidentally the valet’s hand pressed against the other’s sleeve and he received a shock, for the forearm was clearly an artificial one. It was against a wooden surface beneath the sleeve that his knuckles struck, and this view of the stranger’s infirmity was confirmed when the other reached round with his right hand, took hold of the gloved left hand and thrust it into the pocket of his overcoat.

“Where is Kara?” growled the stranger.

“He will be back very shortly, sir,” said the urbane Fisher.

“Out, is he?” boomed the visitor. “Then I shan’t wait. What the devil does he mean by being out? He’s had three years to be out!”

“Mr. Kara expects you, sir. He told me he would be in at six o’clock at the latest.”

“Six o’clock, ye gods’,” stormed the man impatiently. “What dog am I that I should wait till six?”

He gave a savage little tug at his beard.

“Six o’clock, eh? You will tell Mr. Kara that I called. Give me those books.”

“But I assure you, sir,—” stammered Fisher.

“Give me those books!” roared the other.

Deftly he lifted his left hand from the pocket, crooked the elbow by some quick manipulation, and thrust the books, which the valet most reluctantly handed to him, back to the place from whence he had taken them.

“Tell Mr. Kara I will call at my own time — do you understand, at my own time. Good morning to you.”

“If you would only wait, sir,” pleaded the agonized Fisher.

“Wait be hanged,” snarled the other. “I’ve waited three years, I tell you. Tell Mr. Kara to expect me when he sees me!”

He went out and most unnecessarily banged the door behind him. Fisher went back to the library. The girl was sealing up some letters as he entered and looked up.

“I am afraid, Miss Holland, I’ve got myself into very serious trouble.”

“What is that, Fisher!” asked the girl.

“There was a gentleman coming to see Mr. Kara, whom Mr. Kara particularly wanted to see.”

“Mr. Gathercole,” said the girl quickly.

Fisher nodded.

“Yes, miss, I couldn’t get him to stay though.”

She pursed her lips thoughtfully.

“Mr. Kara will be very cross, but I don’t see how you can help it. I wish you had called me.”

“He never gave a chance, miss,” said Fisher, with a little smile, “but if he comes again I’ll show him straight up to you.”

She nodded.

“Is there anything you want, miss?” he asked as he stood at the door.

“What time did Mr. Kara say he would be back?”

“At six o’clock, miss,” the man replied.

“There is rather an important letter here which has to be delivered.”

“Shall I ring up for a messenger?”

“No, I don’t think that would be advisable. You had better take it yourself.”

Kara was in the habit of employing Fisher as a confidential messenger when the occasion demanded such employment.

“I will go with pleasure, miss,” he said.

It was a heavensent opportunity for Fisher, who had been inventing some excuse for leaving the house. She handed him the letter and he read without a droop of eyelid the superscription:

“T.X. Meredith, Esq., Special Service Dept., Scotland Yard, Whitehall.”

He put it carefully in his pocket and went from the room to change. Large as the house was Kara did not employ a regular staff of servants. A maid and a valet comprised the whole of the indoor staff. His cook, and the other domestics, necessary for conducting an establishment of that size, were engaged by the day.

Kara had returned from the country earlier than had been anticipated, and, save for Fisher, the only other person in the house beside the girl, was the middle-aged domestic who was parlourmaid, serving-maid and housekeeper in one.

Miss Holland sat at her desk to all appearance reading over the letters she had typed that afternoon but her mind was very far from the correspondence before her. She heard the soft thud of the front door closing, and rising she crossed the room rapidly and looked down through the window to the street. She watched Fisher until he was out of sight; then she descended to the hall and to the kitchen.

It was not the first visit she had made to the big underground room with its vaulted roof and its great ranges — which were seldom used nowadays, for Kara gave no dinners.

The maid — who was also cook — arose up as the girl entered.

“It’s a sight for sore eyes to see you in my kitchen, miss,” she smiled.

“I’m afraid you’re rather lonely, Mrs. Beale,” said the girl sympathetically.

“Lonely, miss!” cried the maid. “I fairly get the creeps sitting here hour after hour. It’s that door that gives me the hump.”

She pointed to the far end of the kitchen to a soiled looking door of unpainted wood.

“That’s Mr. Kara’s wine cellar — nobody’s been in it but him. I know he goes in sometimes because I tried a dodge that my brother — who’s a policeman — taught me. I stretched a bit of white cotton across it an’ it was broke the next morning.”

“Mr. Kara keeps some of his private papers in there,” said the girl quietly, “he has told me so himself.”

“H’m,” said the woman doubtfully, “I wish he’d brick it up — the same as he has the lower cellar — I get the horrors sittin’ here at night expectin’ the door to open an’ the ghost of the mad lord to come out — him that was killed in Africa.”

Miss Holland laughed.

“I want you to go out now,” she said, “I have no stamps.”

Mrs. Beale obeyed with alacrity and whilst she was assuming a hat — being desirous of maintaining her prestige as housekeeper in the eyes of Cadogan Square, the girl ascended to the upper floor.

Again she watched from the window the disappearing figure.

Once out of sight Miss Holland went to work with a remarkable deliberation and thoroughness. From her bag she produced a small purse and opened it. In that case was a new steel key. She passed swiftly down the corridor to Kara’s room and made straight for the safe.

In two seconds it was open and she was examining its contents. It was a large safe of the usual type. There were four steel drawers fitted at the back and at the bottom of the strong box. Two of these were unlocked and contained nothing more interesting than accounts relating to Kara’s estate in Albania.

The top pair were locked. She was prepared for this contingency and a second key was as efficacious as the first. An examination of the first drawer did not produce all that she had expected. She returned the papers to the drawer, pushed it to and locked it. She gave her attention to the second drawer. Her hand shook a little as she pulled it open. It was her last chance, her last hope.

There were a number of small jewel-boxes almost filling the drawer. She took them out one by one and at the bottom she found what she had been searching for and that which had filled her thoughts for the past three months.

It was a square case covered in red morocco leather. She inserted her shaking hand and took it out with a triumphant little cry.

“At last,” she said aloud, and then a hand grasped her wrist and in a panic she turned to meet the smiling face of Kara.



Chapter X


Table of Contents


She felt her knees shake under her and thought she was going to swoon. She put out her disengaged hand to steady herself, and if the face which was turned to him was pale, there was a steadfast resolution in her dark eyes.

“Let me relieve you of that, Miss Holland,” said Kara, in his silkiest tones.

He wrenched rather than took the box from her hand, replaced it carefully in the drawer, pushed the drawer to and locked it, examining the key as he withdrew it. Then he closed the safe and locked that.

“Obviously,” he said presently, “I must get a new safe.”

He had not released his hold of her wrist nor did he, until he had led her from the room back to the library. Then he released the girl, standing between her and the door, with folded arms and that cynical, quiet, contemptuous smile of his upon his handsome face.

“There are many courses which I can adopt,” he said slowly. “I can send for the police — when my servants whom you have despatched so thoughtfully have returned, or I can take your punishment into my own hands.”

“So far as I am concerned,” said the girl coolly, “you may send for the police.”

She leant back against the edge of the desk, her hands holding the edge, and faced him without so much as a quaver.

“I do not like the police,” mused Kara, when there came a knock at the door.

Kara turned and opened it and after a low strained conversation he returned, closing the door and laid a paper of stamps on the girl’s table.

“As I was saying, I do not care for the police, and I prefer my own method. In this particular instance the police obviously would not serve me, because you are not afraid of them and in all probability you are in their pay — am I right in supposing that you are one of Mr. T.X. Meredith’s accomplices!”

“I do not know Mr. T.X. Meredith,” she replied calmly, “and I am not in any way associated with the police.”

“Nevertheless,” he persisted, “you do not seem to be very scared of them and that removes any temptation I might have to place you in the hands of the law. Let me see,” he pursed his lips as he applied his mind to the problem.

She half sat, half stood, watching him without any evidence of apprehension, but with a heart which began to quake a little. For three months she had played her part and the strain had been greater than she had confessed to herself. Now the great moment had come and she had failed. That was the sickening, maddening thing about it all. It was not the fear of arrest or of conviction, which brought a sinking to her heart; it was the despair of failure, added to a sense of her helplessness against this man.

“If I had you arrested your name would appear in all the papers, of course,” he said, narrowly, “and your photograph would probably adorn the Sunday journals,” he added expectantly.

She laughed.

“That doesn’t appeal to me,” she said.

“I am afraid it doesn’t,” he replied, and strolled towards her as though to pass her on his way to the window. He was abreast of her when he suddenly swung round and catching her in his arms he caught her close to him. Before she could realise what he planned, he had stooped swiftly and kissed her full upon the mouth.

“If you scream, I shall kiss you again,” he said, “for I have sent the maid to buy some more stamps — to the General Post Office.”

“Let me go,” she gasped.

Now for the first time he saw the terror in her eyes, and there surged within him that mad sense of triumph, that intoxication of power which had been associated with the red letter days of his warped life.

“You’re afraid!” he bantered her, half whispering the words, “you’re afraid now, aren’t you? If you scream I shall kiss you again, do you hear?”

“For God’s sake, let me go,” she whispered.

He felt her shaking in his arms, and suddenly he released her with a little laugh, and she sank trembling from head to foot upon the chair by her desk.

“Now you’re going to tell me who sent you here,” he went on harshly, “and why you came. I never suspected you. I thought you were one of those strange creatures one meets in England, a gentlewoman who prefers working for her living to the more simple business of getting married. And all the time you were spying — clever — very clever!”

The girl was thinking rapidly. In five minutes Fisher would return. Somehow she had faith in Fisher’s ability and willingness to save her from a situation which she realized was fraught with the greatest danger to herself. She was horribly afraid. She knew this man far better than he suspected, realized the treachery and the unscrupulousness of him. She knew he would stop short of nothing, that he was without honour and without a single attribute of goodness.

He must have read her thoughts for he came nearer and stood over her.

“You needn’t shrink, my young friend,” he said with a little chuckle. “You are going to do just what I want you to do, and your first act will be to accompany me downstairs. Get up.”

He half lifted, half dragged her to her feet and led her from the room. They descended to the hall together and the girl spoke no word. Perhaps she hoped that she might wrench herself free and make her escape into the street, but in this she was disappointed. The grip about her arm was a grip of steel and she knew safety did not lie in that direction. She pulled back at the head of the stairs that led down to the kitchen.

“Where are you taking me?” she asked.

“I am going to put you into safe custody,” he said. “On the whole I think it is best that the police take this matter in hand and I shall lock you into my wine cellar and go out in search of a policeman.”

The big wooden door opened, revealing a second door and this Kara unbolted. She noticed that both doors were sheeted with steel, the outer on the inside, and the inner door on the outside. She had no time to make any further observations for Kara thrust her into the darkness. He switched on a light.

“I will not deny you that,” he said, pushing her back as she made a frantic attempt to escape. He swung the outer door to as she raised her voice in a piercing scream, and clapping his hand over her mouth held her tightly for a moment.

“I have warned you,” he hissed.

She saw his face distorted with rage. She saw Kara transfigured with devilish anger, saw that handsome, almost godlike countenance thrust into hers, flushed and seamed with malignity and a hatefulness beyond understanding and then her senses left her and she sank limp and swooning into his arms.

When she recovered consciousness she found herself lying on a plain stretcher bed. She sat up suddenly. Kara had gone and the door was closed. The cellar was dry and clean and its walls were enamelled white. Light was supplied by two electric lamps in the ceiling. There was a table and a chair and a small washstand, and air was evidently supplied through unseen ventilators. It was indeed a prison and no less, and in her first moments of panic she found herself wondering whether Kara had used this underground dungeon of his before for a similar purpose.

She examined the room carefully. At the farthermost end was another door and this she pushed gently at first and then vigorously without producing the slightest impression. She still had her bag, a small affair of black moire, which hung from her belt, in which was nothing more formidable than a penknife, a small bottle of smelling salts and a pair of scissors. The latter she had used for cutting out those paragraphs from the daily newspapers which referred to Kara’s movements.

They would make a formidable weapon, and wrapping her handkerchief round the handle to give it a better grip she placed it on the table within reach. She was dimly conscious all the time that she had heard something about this wine cellar — something which, if she could recollect it, would be of service to her.

Then in a flash she remembered that there was a lower cellar, which according to Mrs. Beale was never used and was bricked up. It was approached from the outside, down a circular flight of stairs. There might be a way out from that direction and would there not be some connection between the upper cellar and the lower!

She set to work to make a closer examination of the apartment.

The floor was of concrete, covered with a light rush matting. This she carefully rolled up, starting at the door. One half of the floor was uncovered without revealing the existence of any trap. She attempted to pull the table into the centre of the room, better to roll the matting, but found it fixed to the wall, and going down on her knees, she discovered that it had been fixed after the matting had been laid.

Obviously there was no need for the fixture and, she tapped the floor with her little knuckle. Her heart started racing. The sound her knocking gave forth was a hollow one. She sprang up, took her bag from the table, opened the little penknife and cut carefully through the thin rushes. She might have to replace the matting and it was necessary she should do her work tidily.

Soon the whole of the trap was revealed. There was an iron ring, which fitted flush with the top and which she pulled. The trap yielded and swung back as though there were a counterbalance at the other end, as indeed there was. She peered down. There was a dim light below — the reflection of a light in the distance. A flight of steps led down to the lower level and after a second’s hesitation she swung her legs over the cavity and began her descent.

She was in a cellar slightly smaller than that above her. The light she had seen came from an inner apartment which would be underneath the kitchen of the house. She made her way cautiously along, stepping on tip-toe. The first of the rooms she came to was well-furnished. There was a thick carpet on the floor, comfortable easychairs, a little bookcase well filled, and a reading lamp. This must be Kara’s underground study, where he kept his precious papers.

A smaller room gave from this and again it was doorless. She looked in and after her eyes had become accustomed to the darkness she saw that it was a bathroom handsomely fitted.

The room she was in was also without any light which came from the farthermost chamber. As the girl strode softly across the well-carpeted room she trod on something hard. She stooped and felt along the floor and her fingers encountered a thin steel chain. The girl was bewildered-almost panic-stricken. She shrunk back from the entrance of the inner room, fearful of what she would see. And then from the interior came a sound that made her tingle with horror.

It was a sound of a sigh, long and trembling. She set her teeth and strode through the doorway and stood for a moment staring with open eyes and mouth at what she saw.

“My God!” she breathed, “London … . in the twentieth century … !”
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Superintendent Mansus had a little office in Scotland Yard proper, which, he complained, was not so much a private bureau, as a waiting-room to which repaired every official of the police service who found time hanging on his hands. On the afternoon of Miss Holland’s surprising adventure, a plainclothes man of “D” Division brought to Mr. Mansus’s room a very scared domestic servant, voluble, tearful and agonizingly penitent. It was a mood not wholly unfamiliar to a police officer of twenty years experience and Mr. Mansus was not impressed.

“If you will kindly shut up,” he said, blending his natural politeness with his employment of the vernacular, “and if you will also answer a few questions I will save you a lot of trouble. You were Lady Bartholomew’s maid weren’t you?”

“Yes, sir,” sobbed the red-eyed Mary Ann.

“And you have been detected trying to pawn a gold bracelet, the property of Lady Bartholomew?”

The maid gulped, nodded and started breathlessly upon a recital of her wrongs.

“Yes, sir — but she practically gave it to me, sir, and I haven’t had my wages for two months, sir, and she can give that foreigner thousands and thousands of pounds at a time, sir, but her poor servants she can’t pay — no, she can’t. And if Sir William knew especially about my lady’s cards and about the snuffbox, what would he think, I wonder, and I’m going to have my rights, for if she can pay thousands to a swell like Mr. Kara she can pay me and—”

Mansus jerked his head.

“Take her down to the cells,” he said briefly, and they led her away, a wailing, woeful figure of amateur larcenist.

In three minutes Mansus was with T.X. and had reduced the girl’s incoherence to something like order.

“This is important,” said T.X.; “produce the Abigail.”

“The — ? asked the puzzled officer.

“The skivvy — slavey — hired help — get busy,” said T.X. impatiently.

They brought her to T.X. in a condition bordering upon collapse.

“Get her a cup of tea,” said the wise chief. “Sit down, Mary Ann, and forget all your troubles.”

“Oh, sir, I’ve never been in this position before,” she began, as she flopped into the chair they put for her.

“Then you’ve had a very tiring time,” said T.X. “Now listen—”

“I’ve been respectable—”

“Forget it!” said T.X., wearily. “Listen! If you’ll tell me the whole truth about Lady Bartholomew and the money she paid to Mr. Kara—”

“Two thousand pounds — two separate thousand and by all accounts—”

“If you will tell me the truth, I’ll compound a felony and let you go free.”

It was a long time before he could prevail upon her to clear her speech of the ego which insisted upon intruding. There were gaps in her narrative which he bridged. In the main it was a believable story. Lady Bartholomew had lost money and had borrowed from Kara. She had given as security, the snuffbox presented to her husband’s father, a doctor, by one of the Czars for services rendered, and was “all blue enamel and gold, and foreign words in diamonds.” On the question of the amount Lady Bartholomew had borrowed, Abigail was very vague. All that she knew was that my lady had paid back two thousand pounds and that she was still very distressed (“in a fit” was the phrase the girl used), because apparently Kara refused to restore the box.

There had evidently been terrible scenes in the Bartholomew menage, hysterics and what not, the principal breakdown having occurred when Belinda Mary came home from school in France.

“Miss Bartholomew is home then. Where is she?” asked T.X.

Here the girl was more vague than ever. She thought the young lady had gone back again, anyway Miss Belinda had been very much upset. Miss Belinda had seen Dr. Williams and advised that her mother should go away for a change.

“Miss Belinda seems to be a precocious young person,” said T.X. “Did she by any chance see Mr. Kara?”

“Oh, no,” explained the girl. “Miss Belinda was above that sort of person. Miss Belinda was a lady, if ever there was one.”

“And how old is this interesting young woman?” asked T.X. curiously.

“She is nineteen,” said the girl, and the Commissioner, who had pictured Belinda in short plaid frocks and long pigtails, and had moreover visualised her as a freckled little girl with thin legs and snub nose, was abashed.

He delivered a short lecture on the sacred rights of property, paid the girl the three months’ wages which were due to her — he had no doubt as to the legality of her claim — and dismissed her with instructions to go back to the house, pack her box and clear out.

After the girl had gone, T.X. sat down to consider the position. He might see Kara and since Kara had expressed his contrition and was probably in a more humble state of mind, he might make reparation. Then again he might not. Mansus was waiting and T.X. walked back with him to his little office.

“I hardly know what to make of it,” he said in despair.

“If you can give me Kara’s motive, sir, I can give you a solution,” said Mansus.

T.X. shook his head.

“That is exactly what I am unable to give you,” he said.

He perched himself on Mansus’s desk and lit a cigar.

“I have a good mind to go round and see him,” he said after a while.

“Why not telephone to him?” asked Mansus. “There is his ‘phone straight into his boudoir.”

He pointed to a small telephone in a corner of the room.

“Oh, he persuaded the Commissioner to run the wire, did he?” said T.X. interested, and walked over to the telephone.

He fingered the receiver for a little while and was about to take it off, but changed his mind.

“I think not,” he said, “I’ll go round and see him tomorrow. I don’t hope to succeed in extracting the confidence in the case of Lady Bartholomew, which he denied me over poor Lexman.”

“I suppose you’ll never give up hope of seeing Mr. Lexman again,” smiled Mansus, busily arranging a new blotting pad.

Before T.X. could answer there came a knock at the door, and a uniformed policeman, entered. He saluted T.X.

“They’ve just sent an urgent letter across from your office, sir. I said I thought you were here.”

He handed the missive to the Commissioner. T.X. took it and glanced at the typewritten address. It was marked “urgent” and “by hand.” He took up the thin, steel, paperknife from the desk and slit open the envelope. The letter consisted of three or four pages of manuscript and, unlike the envelope, it was handwritten.

“My dear T.X.,” it began, and the handwriting was familiar.

Mansus, watching the Commissioner, saw the puzzled frown gather on his superior’s forehead, saw the eyebrows arch and the mouth open in astonishment, saw him hastily turn to the last page to read the signature and then:

“Howling apples!” gasped T.X. “It’s from John Lexman!”

His hand shook as he turned the closely written pages. The letter was dated that afternoon. There was no other address than “London.”

“My dear T.X.,” it began, “I do not doubt that this letter will give you a little shock, because most of my friends will have believed that I am gone beyond return. Fortunately or unfortunately that is not so. For myself I could wish — but I am not going to take a very gloomy view since I am genuinely pleased at the thought that I shall be meeting you again. Forgive this letter if it is incoherent but I have only this moment returned and am writing at the Charing Cross Hotel. I am not staying here, but I will let you have my address later. The crossing has been a very severe one so you must forgive me if my letter sounds a little disjointed. You will be sorry to hear that my dear wife is dead. She died abroad about six months ago. I do not wish to talk very much about it so you will forgive me if I do not tell you any more.

“My principal object in writing to you at the moment is an official one. I suppose I am still amenable to punishment and I have decided to surrender myself to the authorities tonight. You used to have a most excellent assistant in Superintendent Mansus, and if it is convenient to you, as I hope it will be, I will report myself to him at 10.15. At any rate, my dear T.X., I do not wish to mix you up in my affairs and if you will let me do this business through Mansus I shall be very much obliged to you.

“I know there is no great punishment awaiting me, because my pardon was apparently signed on the night before my escape. I shall not have much to tell you, because there is not much in the past two years that I would care to recall. We endured a great deal of unhappiness and death was very merciful when it took my beloved from me.

“Do you ever see Kara in these days?

“Will you tell Mansus to expect me at between ten and half-past, and if he will give instructions to the officer on duty in the hall I will come straight up to his room.

“With affectionate regards, my dear fellow, I am, “Yours sincerely,

“JOHN LEXMAN.”

T.X. read the letter over twice and his eyes were troubled.

“Poor girl,” he said softly, and handed the letter to Mansus. “He evidently wants to see you because he is afraid of using my friendship to his advantage. I shall be here, nevertheless.”

“What will be the formality?” asked Mansus.

“There will be no formality,” said the other briskly. “I will secure the necessary pardon from the Home Secretary and in point of fact I have it already promised, in writing.”

He walked back to Whitehall, his mind fully occupied with the momentous events of the day. It was a raw February evening, sleet was falling in the street, a piercing easterly wind drove even through his thick overcoat. In such doorways as offered protection from the bitter elements the wreckage of humanity which clings to the West end of London, as the singed moth flutters about the flame that destroys it, were huddled for warmth.

T.X. was a man of vast human sympathies.

All his experience with the criminal world, all his disappointments, all his disillusions had failed to quench the pity for his unfortunate fellows. He made it a rule on such nights as these, that if, by chance, returning late to his office he should find such a shivering piece of jetsam sheltering in his own doorway, he would give him or her the price of a bed.

In his own quaint way he derived a certain speculative excitement from this practice. If the doorway was empty he regarded himself as a winner, if some one stood sheltered in the deep recess which is a feature of the old Georgian houses in this historic thoroughfare, he would lose to the extent of a shilling.

He peered forward through the semi-darkness as he neared the door of his offices.

“I’ve lost,” he said, and stripped his gloves preparatory to groping in his pocket for a coin.

Somebody was standing in the entrance, but it was obviously a very respectable somebody. A dumpy, motherly somebody in a sealskin coat and a preposterous bonnet.

“Hullo,” said T.X. in surprise, “are you trying to get in here?”

“I want to see Mr. Meredith,” said the visitor, in the mincing affected tones of one who excused the vulgar source of her prosperity by frequently reiterated claims to having seen better days.

“Your longing shall be gratified,” said T.X. gravely.

He unlocked the heavy door, passed through the uncarpeted passage — there are no frills on Government offices — and led the way up the stairs to the suite on the first floor which constituted his bureau.

He switched on all the lights and surveyed his visitor, a comfortable person of the landlady type.

“A good sort,” thought T.X., “but somewhat overweighted with lorgnettes and sealskin.”

“You will pardon my coming to see you at this hour of the night,” she began deprecatingly, “but as my dear father used to say, ‘Hopi soit qui mal y pense.’”

“Your dear father being in the garter business?” suggested T.X. humorously. “Won’t you sit down, Mrs.—”

“Mrs. Cassley,” beamed the lady as she seated herself. “He was in the paper hanging business. But needs must, when the devil drives, as the saying goes.”

“What particular devil is driving you, Mrs. Cassley?” asked T.X. , somewhat at a loss to understand the object of this visit.

“I may be doing wrong,” began the lady, pursing her lips, “and two blacks will never make a white.”

“And all that glitters is not gold,” suggested T.X. a little wearily. “Will you please tell me your business, Mrs. Cassley? I am a very hungry man.”

“Well, it’s like this, sir,” said Mrs. Cassley, dropping her erudition, and coming down to bedrock homeliness; “I’ve got a young lady stopping with me, as respectable a gel as I’ve had to deal with. And I know what respectability is, I might tell you, for I’ve taken professional boarders and I have been housekeeper to a doctor.”

“You are well qualified to speak,” said T.X. with a smile. “And what about this particular young lady of yours! By the way what is your address?”

“86a Marylebone Road,” said the lady.

T.X. sat up.

“Yes?” he said quickly. “What about your young lady?”

“She works as far as I can understand,” said the loquacious landlady, “with a certain Mr. Kara in the typewriting line. She came to me four months ago.”

“Never mind when she came to you,” said T.X. impatiently. “Have you a message from the lady?”

“Well, it’s like this, sir,” said Mrs. Cassley, leaning forward confidentially and speaking in the hollow tone which she had decided should accompany any revelation to a police officer, “this young lady said to me, ‘If I don’t come any night by 8 o’clock you must go to T.X. and tell him—’!”

She paused dramatically.

“Yes, yes,” said T.X. quickly, “for heaven’s sake go on, woman.”

“‘Tell him,’” said Mrs. Cassley, “‘that Belinda Mary—’”

He sprang to his feet.

“Belinda Mary!” he breathed, “Belinda Mary!” In a flash he saw it all. This girl with a knowledge of modern Greek, who was working in Kara’s house, was there for a purpose. Kara had something of her mother’s, something that was vital and which he would not part with, and she had adopted this method of securing that some thing. Mrs. Cassley was prattling on, but her voice was merely a haze of sound to him. It brought a strange glow to his heart that Belinda Mary should have thought of him.

“Only as a policeman, of course,” said the still, small voice of his official self. “Perhaps!” said the human T.X., defiantly.

He got on the telephone to Mansus and gave a few instructions.

“You stay here,” he ordered the astounded Mrs. Cassley; “I am going to make a few investigations.”

Kara was at home, but was in bed. T.X. remembered that this extraordinary man invariably went to bed early and that it was his practice to receive visitors in this guarded room of his. He was admitted almost at once and found Kara in his silk dressing-gown lying on the bed smoking. The heat of the room was unbearable even on that bleak February night.

“This is a pleasant surprise,” said Kara, sitting up; “I hope you don’t mind my dishabille.”

T.X. came straight to the point.

“Where is Miss Holland!” he asked.

“Miss Holland?” Kara’s eyebrows advertised his astonishment. “What an extraordinary question to ask me, my dear man! At her home, or at the theatre or in a cinema palace — I don’t know how these people employ their evenings.”

“She is not at home,” said T.X., “and I have reason to believe that she has not left this house.”

“What a suspicious person you are, Mr. Meredith!” Kara rang the bell and Fisher came in with a cup of coffee on a tray.

“Fisher,” drawled Kara. “Mr. Meredith is anxious to know where Miss Holland is. Will you be good enough to tell him, you know more about her movements than I do.”

“As far as I know, sir,” said Fisher deferentially, “she left the house about 5.30, her usual hour. She sent me out a little before five on a message and when I came back her hat and her coat had gone, so I presume she had gone also.”

“Did you see her go?” asked T.X.

The man shook his head.

“No, sir, I very seldom see the lady come or go. There has been no restrictions placed upon the young lady and she has been at liberty to move about as she likes. I think I am correct in saying that, sir,” he turned to Kara.

Kara nodded.

“You will probably find her at home.”

He shook his finger waggishly at T.X.

“What a dog you are,” he jibed, “I ought to keep the beauties of my household veiled, as we do in the East, and especially when I have a susceptible policeman wandering at large.”

T.X. gave jest for jest. There was nothing to be gained by making trouble here. After a few amiable commonplaces he took his departure. He found Mrs. Cassley being entertained by Mansus with a wholly fictitious description of the famous criminals he had arrested.

“I can only suggest that you go home,” said T.X. “I will send a police officer with you to report to me, but in all probability you will find the lady has returned. She may have had a difficulty in getting a bus on a night like this.”

A detective was summoned from Scotland Yard and accompanied by him Mrs. Cassley returned to her domicile with a certain importance. T.X. looked at his watch. It was a quarter to ten.

“Whatever happens, I must see old Lexman,” he said. “Tell the best men we’ve got in the department to stand by for eventualities. This is going to be one of my busy days.”
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Kara lay back on his down pillows with a sneer on his face and his brain very busy. What started the train of thought he did not know, but at that moment his mind was very far away. It carried him back a dozen years to a dirty little peasant’s cabin on the hillside outside Durazzo, to the livid face of a young Albanian chief, who had lost at Kara’s whim all that life held for a man, to the hateful eyes of the girl’s father, who stood with folded arms glaring down at the bound and manacled figure on the floor, to the smoke-stained rafters of this peasant cottage and the dancing shadows on the roof, to that terrible hour of waiting when he sat bound to a post with a candle flickering and spluttering lower and lower to the little heap of gunpowder that would start the trail toward the clumsy infernal machine under his chair. He remembered the day well because it was Candlemas day, and this was the anniversary. He remembered other things more pleasant. The beat of hoofs on the rocky roadway, the crash of the door falling in when the Turkish Gendarmes had battered a way to his rescue. He remembered with a savage joy the spectacle of his would-be assassins twitching and struggling on the gallows at Pezara and — he heard the faint tinkle of the front door bell.

Had T.X. returned! He slipped from the bed and went to the door, opened it slightly and listened. T.X. with a search warrant might be a source of panic especially if — he shrugged his shoulders. He had satisfied T.X. and allayed his suspicions. He would get Fisher out of the way that night and make sure.

The voice from the hall below was loud and gruff. Who could it be! Then he heard Fisher’s foot on the stairs and the valet entered.

“Will you see Mr. Gathercole now!”

“Mr. Gathercole!”

Kara breathed a sigh of relief and his face was wreathed in smiles.

“Why, of course. Tell him to come up. Ask him if he minds seeing me in my room.”

“I told him you were in bed, sir, and he used shocking language,” said Fisher.

Kara laughed.

“Send him up,” he said, and then as Fisher was going out of the room he called him back.

“By the way, Fisher, after Mr. Gathercole has gone, you may go out for the night. You’ve got somewhere to go, I suppose, and you needn’t come back until the morning.”

“Yes, sir,” said the servant.

Such an instruction was remarkably pleasing to him. There was much that he had to do and that night’s freedom would assist him materially.

“Perhaps” Kara hesitated, “perhaps you had better wait until eleven o’clock. Bring me up some sandwiches and a large glass of milk. Or better still, place them on a plate in the hall.”

“Very good, sir,” said the man and withdrew.

Down below, that grotesque figure with his shiny hat and his ragged beard was walking up and down the tesselated hallway muttering to himself and staring at the various objects in the hall with a certain amused antagonism.

“Mr. Kara will see you, sir,” said Fisher.

“Oh!” said the other glaring at the unoffending Fisher, “that’s very good of him. Very good of this person to see a scholar and a gentleman who has been about his dirty business for three years. Grown grey in his service! Do you understand that, my man!”

“Yes, sir,” said Fisher.

“Look here!”

The man thrust out his face.

“Do you see those grey hairs in my beard?”

The embarrassed Fisher grinned.

“Is it grey!” challenged the visitor, with a roar.

“Yes, sir,” said the valet hastily.

“Is it real grey?” insisted the visitor. “Pull one out and see!”

The startled Fisher drew back with an apologetic smile.

“I couldn’t think of doing a thing like that, sir.”

“Oh, you couldn’t,” sneered the visitor; “then lead on!”

Fisher showed the way up the stairs. This time the traveller carried no books. His left arm hung limply by his side and Fisher privately gathered that the hand had got loose from the detaining pocket without its owner being aware of the fact. He pushed open the door and announced, “Mr. Gathercole,” and Kara came forward with a smile to meet his agent, who, with top hat still on the top of his head, and his overcoat dangling about his heels, must have made a remarkable picture.

Fisher closed the door behind them and returned to his duties in the hall below. Ten minutes later he heard the door opened and the booming voice of the stranger came down to him. Fisher went up the stairs to meet him and found him addressing the occupant of the room in his own eccentric fashion.

“No more Patagonia!” he roared, “no more Tierra del Fuego!” he paused.

“Certainly!” He replied to some question, “but not Patagonia,” he paused again, and Fisher standing at the foot of the stairs wondered what had occurred to make the visitor so genial.

“I suppose your cheque will be honoured all right?” asked the visitor sardonically, and then burst into a little chuckle of laughter as he carefully closed the door.

He came down the corridor talking to himself, and greeted Fisher.

“Damn all Greeks,” he said jovially, and Fisher could do no more than smile reproachfully, the smile being his very own, the reproach being on behalf of the master who paid him.

The traveller touched the other on the chest with his right hand.

“Never trust a Greek,” he said, “always get your money in advance. Is that clear to you?”

“Yes, sir,” said Fisher, “but I think you will always find that Mr. Kara is always most generous about money.”

“Don’t you believe it, don’t you believe it, my poor man,” said the other, “you—”

At that moment there came from Kara’s room a faint “clang.”

“What’s that?” asked the visitor a little startled.

“Mr. Kara’s put down his steel latch,” said Fisher with a smile, “which means that he is not to be disturbed until—” he looked at his watch, “until eleven o’clock at any rate.”

“He’s a funk!” snapped the other, “a beastly funk!”

He stamped down the stairs as though testing the weight of every tread, opened the front door without assistance, slammed it behind him and disappeared into the night.

Fisher, his hands in his pockets, looked after the departing stranger, nodding his head in reprobation.

“You’re a queer old devil,” he said, and looked at his watch again.

It wanted five minutes to ten.
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“If you would care to come in, sir, I’m sure Lexman would be glad to see you,” said T.X.; “it’s very kind of you to take an interest in the matter.”

The Chief Commissioner of Police growled something about being paid to take an interest in everybody and strolled with T.X. down one of the apparently endless corridors of Scotland Yard.

“You won’t have any bother about the pardon,” he said. “I was dining tonight with old man Bartholomew and he will fix that up in the morning.”

“There will be no necessity to detain Lexman in custody?” asked T.X.

The Chief shook his head.

“None whatever,” he said.

There was a pause, then,

“By the way, did Bartholomew mention Belinda Mary!”

The white-haired chief looked round in astonishment.

“And who the devil is Belinda Mary?” he asked.

T.X. went red.

“Belinda Mary,” he said a little quickly, “is Bartholomew’s daughter.”

“By Jove,” said the Commissioner, “now you mention it, he did — she is still in France.”

“Oh, is she?” said T.X. innocently, and in his heart of hearts he wished most fervently that she was. They came to the room which Mansus occupied and found that admirable man waiting.

Wherever policemen meet, their conversation naturally drifts to “shop” and in two minutes the three were discussing with some animation and much difference of opinion, as far as T.X. was concerned, a series of frauds which had been perpetrated in the Midlands, and which have nothing to do with this story.

“Your friend is late,” said the Chief Commissioner.

“There he is,” cried T.X., springing up. He heard a familiar footstep on the flagged corridor, and sprung out of the room to meet the newcomer.

For a moment he stood wringing the hand of this grave man, his heart too full for words.

“My dear chap!” he said at last, “you don’t know how glad I am to see you.”

John Lexman said nothing, then,

“I am sorry to bring you into this business, T.X.,” he said quietly.

“Nonsense,” said the other, “come in and see the Chief.”

He took John by the arm and led him into the Superintendent’s room.

There was a change in John Lexman. A subtle shifting of balance which was not readily discoverable. His face was older, the mobile mouth a little more grimly set, the eyes more deeply lined. He was in evening dress and looked, as T.X. thought, a typical, clean, English gentleman, such an one as any self-respecting valet would be proud to say he had “turned out.”

T.X. looking at him carefully could see no great change, save that down one side of his smooth shaven cheek ran the scar of an old wound; which could not have been much more than superficial.

“I must apologize for this kit,” said John, taking off his overcoat and laying it across the back of a chair, “but the fact is I was so bored this evening that I had to do something to pass the time away, so I dressed and went to the theatre — and was more bored than ever.”

T.X. noticed that he did not smile and that when he spoke it was slowly and carefully, as though he were weighing the value of every word.

“Now,” he went on, “I have come to deliver myself into your hands.”

“I suppose you have not seen Kara?” said T.X.

“I have no desire to see Kara,” was the short reply.

“Well, Mr. Lexman,” broke in the Chief, “I don’t think you are going to have any difficulty about your escape. By the way, I suppose it was by aeroplane?”

Lexman nodded.

“And you had an assistant?”

Again Lexman nodded.

“Unless you press me I would rather not discuss the matter for some little time, Sir George,” he said, “there is much that will happen before the full story of my escape is made known.”

Sir George nodded.

“We will leave it at that,” he said cheerily, “and now I hope you have come back to delight us all with one of your wonderful plots.”

“For the time being I have done with wonderful plots,” said John Lexman in that even, deliberate tone of his. “I hope to leave London next week for New York and take up such of the threads of life as remain. The greater thread has gone.”

The Chief Commissioner understood.

The silence which followed was broken by the loud and insistent ringing of the telephone bell.

“Hullo,” said Mansus rising quickly; “that’s Kara’s bell.”

With two quick strides he was at the telephone and lifted down the receiver.

“Hullo,” he cried. “Hullo,” he cried again. There was no reply, only the continuous buzzing, and when he hung up the receiver again, the bell continued ringing.

The three policemen looked at one another.

“There’s trouble there,” said Mansus.

“Take off the receiver,” said T.X., “and try again.”

Mansus obeyed, but there was no response.

“I am afraid this is not my affair,” said John Lexman gathering up his coat. “What do you wish me to do, Sir George?”

“Come along tomorrow morning and see us, Lexman,” said Sir George, offering his hand.

“Where are you staying!” asked T.X.

“At the Great Midland,” replied the other, “at least my bags have gone on there.”

“I’ll come along and see you tomorrow morning. It’s curious this should have happened the night you returned,” he said, gripping the other’s shoulder affectionately.

John Lexman did not speak for the moment.

“If anything happened to Kara,” he said slowly, “if the worst that was possible happened to him, believe me I should not weep.”

T.X. looked down into the other’s eyes sympathetically.

“I think he has hurt you pretty badly, old man,” he said gently.

John Lexman nodded.

“He has, damn him,” he said between his teeth.

The Chief Commissioner’s motor car was waiting outside and in this T.X., Mansus, and a detective-sergeant were whirled off to Cadogan Square. Fisher was in the hall when they rung the bell and opened the door instantly.

He was frankly surprised to see his visitors. Mr. Kara was in his room he explained resentfully, as though T.X. should have been aware of the fact without being told. He had heard no bell ringing and indeed had not been summoned to the room.

“I have to see him at eleven o’clock,” he said, “and I have had standing instructions not to go to him unless I am sent for.”

T.X. led the way upstairs, and went straight to Kara’s room. He knocked, but there was no reply. He knocked again and on this failing to evoke any response kicked heavily at the door.

“Have you a telephone downstairs!” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” replied Fisher.

T.X. turned to the detective-sergeant.

“‘Phone to the Yard,” he said, “and get a man up with a bag of tools. We shall have to pick this lock and I haven’t got my case with me.”

“Picking the lock would be no good, sir,” said Fisher, an interested spectator, “Mr. Kara’s got the latch down.”

“I forgot that,” said T.X. “Tell him to bring his saw, we’ll have to cut through the panel here.”

While they were waiting for the arrival of the police officer T.X. strove to attract the attention of the inmates of the room, but without success.

“Does he take opium or anything!” asked Mansus.

Fisher shook his head.

“I’ve never known him to take any of that kind of stuff,” he said.

T.X. made a rapid survey of the other rooms on that floor. The room next to Kara’s was the library, beyond that was a dressing room which, according to Fisher, Miss Holland had used, and at the farthermost end of the corridor was the dining room.

Facing the dining room was a small service lift and by its side a storeroom in which were a number of trunks, including a very large one smothered in injunctions in three different languages to “handle with care.” There was nothing else of interest on this floor and the upper and lower floors could wait. In a quarter of an hour the carpenter had arrived from Scotland Yard, and had bored a hole in the rosewood panel of Kara’s room and was busily applying his slender saw.

Through the hole he cut T.X. could see no more than that the room was in darkness save for the glow of a blazing fire. He inserted his hand, groped for the knob of the steel latch, which he had remarked on his previous visit to the room, lifted it and the door swung open.

“Keep outside, everybody,” he ordered.

He felt for the switch of the electric, found it and instantly the room was flooded with light. The bed was hidden by the open door. T.X. took one stride into the room and saw enough. Kara was lying half on and half off the bed. He was quite dead and the bloodstained patch above his heart told its own story.

T.X. stood looking down at him, saw the frozen horror on the dead man’s face, then drew his eyes away and slowly surveyed the room. There in the middle of the carpet he found his clue, a bent and twisted little candle such as you find on children’s Christmas trees.
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It was Mansus who found the second candle, a stouter affair. It lay underneath the bed. The telephone, which stood on a fairly large-sized table by the side of the bed, was overturned and the receiver was on the floor. By its side were two books, one being the “Balkan Question,” by Villari, and the other “Travels and Politics in the Near East,” by Miller. With them was a long, ivory paperknife.

There was nothing else on the bedside-table save a silver cigarette box. T.X. drew on a pair of gloves and examined the bright surface for fingerprints, but a superficial view revealed no such clue.

“Open the window,” said T.X., “the heat here is intolerable. Be very careful, Mansus. By the way, is the window fastened?”

“Very well fastened,” said the superintendent after a careful scrutiny.

He pushed back the fastenings, lifted the window and as he did, a harsh bell rang in the basement.

“That is the burglar alarm, I suppose,” said T.X.; “go down and stop that bell.”

He addressed Fisher, who stood with a troubled face at the door. When he had disappeared T.X. gave a significant glance to one of the waiting officers and the man sauntered after the valet.

Fisher stopped the bell and came back to the hall and stood before the hall fire, a very troubled man. Near the fire was a big, oaken writing table and on this there lay a small envelope which he did not remember having seen before, though it might have been there for some time, for he had spent a greater portion of the evening in the kitchen with the cook.

He picked up the envelope, and, with a start, recognised that it was addressed to himself. He opened it and took out a card. There were only a few words written upon it, but they were sufficient to banish all the colour from his face and set his hands shaking. He took the envelope and card and flung them into the fire.

It so happened that, at that moment, Mansus had called from upstairs, and the officer, who had been told off to keep the valet under observation, ran up in answer to the summons. For a moment Fisher hesitated, then hatless and coatless as he was, he crept to the door, opened it, leaving it ajar behind him and darting down the steps, ran like a hare from the house.

The doctor, who came a little later, was cautious as to the hour of death.

“If you got your telephone message at 10.25, as you say, that was probably the hour he was killed,” he said. “I could not tell within half an hour. Obviously the man who killed him gripped his throat with his left hand — there are the bruises on his neck — and stabbed him with the right.”

It was at this time that the disappearance of Fisher was noticed, but the cross-examination of the terrified Mrs. Beale removed any doubt that T.X. had as to the man’s guilt.

“You had better send out an ‘All Stations’ message and pull him in,” said T.X. “He was with the cook from the moment the visitor left until a few minutes before we rang. Besides which it is obviously impossible for anybody to have got into this room or out again. Have you searched the dead man?”

Mansus produced a tray on which Kara’s belongings had been disposed. The ordinary keys Mrs. Beale was able to identify. There were one or two which were beyond her. T.X. recognised one of these as the key of the safe, but two smaller keys baffled him not a little, and Mrs. Beale was at first unable to assist him.

“The only thing I can think of, sir,” she said, “is the wine cellar.”

“The wine cellar?” said T.X. slowly. “That must be—” he stopped.

The greater tragedy of the evening, with all its mystifying aspects had not banished from his mind the thought of the girl — that Belinda Mary, who had called upon him in her hour of danger as he divined. Perhaps — he descended into the kitchen and was brought face to face with the unpainted door.

“It looks more like a prison than a wine cellar,” he said.

“That’s what I’ve always thought, sir,” said Mrs. Beale, “and sometimes I’ve had a horrible feeling of fear.”

He cut short her loquacity by inserting one of the keys in the lock — it did not turn, but he had more success with the second. The lock snapped back easily and he pulled the door back. He found the inner door bolted top and bottom. The bolts slipped back in their well-oiled sockets without any effort. Evidently Kara used this place pretty frequently, thought T.X.

He pushed the door open and stopped with an exclamation of surprise. The cellar apartment was brilliantly lit — but it was unoccupied.

“This beats the band,” said T.X.

He saw something on the table and lifted it up. It was a pair of long-bladed scissors and about the handle was wound a handkerchief. It was not this fact which startled him, but that the scissors’ blades were dappled with blood and blood, too, was on the handkerchief. He unwound the flimsy piece of cambric and stared at the monogram “B. M. B.”

He looked around. Nobody had seen the weapon and he dropped it in his overcoat pocket, and walked from the cellar to the kitchen where Mrs. Beale and Mansus awaited him.

“There is a lower cellar, is there not!” he asked in a strained voice.

“That was bricked up when Mr. Kara took the house,” explained the woman.

“There is nothing more to look for here,” he said.

He walked slowly up the stairs to the library, his mind in a whirl. That he, an accredited officer of police, sworn to the business of criminal detection, should attempt to screen one who was conceivably a criminal was inexplicable. But if the girl had committed this crime, how had she reached Kara’s room and why had she returned to the locked cellar!

He sent for Mrs. Beale to interrogate her. She had heard nothing and she had been in the kitchen all the evening. One fact she did reveal, however, that Fisher had gone from the kitchen and had been absent a quarter of an hour and had returned a little agitated.

“Stay here,” said T.X., and went down again to the cellar to make a further search.

“Probably there is some way out of this subterranean jail,” he thought and a diligent search of the room soon revealed it.

He found the iron trap, pulled it open, and slipped down the stairs. He, too, was puzzled by the luxurious character of the vault. He passed from room to room and finally came to the inner chamber where a light was burning.

The light, as he discovered, proceeded from a small reading lamp which stood by the side of a small brass bedstead. The bed had recently been slept in, but there was no sign of any occupant. T.X. conducted a very careful search and had no difficulty in finding the bricked up door. Other exits there were none.

The floor was of wood block laid on concrete, the ventilation was excellent and in one of the recesses which had evidently held at some time or other, a large wine bin, there was a prefect electrical cooking plant. In a small larder were a number of baskets, bearing the name of a well-known caterer, one of them containing an excellent assortment of cold and potted meats, preserves, etc.


T.X. went back to the bedroom and took the little lamp from the table by the side of the bed and began a more careful examination. Presently he found traces of blood, and followed an irregular trail to the outer room. He lost it suddenly at the foot of stairs leading down from the upper cellar. Then he struck it again. He had reached the end of his electric cord and was now depending upon an electric torch he had taken from his pocket.

There were indications of something heavy having been dragged across the room and he saw that it led to a small bathroom. He had made a cursory examination of this well-appointed apartment, and now he proceeded to make a close investigation and was well rewarded.

The bathroom was the only apartment which possess anything resembling a door — a twofold screen and — as he pressed this back, he felt some thing which prevented its wider extension. He slipped into the room and flashed his lamp in the space behind the screen. There stiff in death with glazed eyes and lolling tongue lay a great gaunt dog, his yellow fangs exposed in a last grimace.

About the neck was a collar and attached to that, a few links of broken chain. T.X. mounted the steps thoughtfully and passed out to the kitchen.

Did Belinda Mary stab Kara or kill the dog? That she killed one hound or the other was certain. That she killed both was possible.
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After a busy and sleepless night he came down to report to the Chief Commissioner the next morning. The evening newspaper bills were filled with the “Chelsea Sensation” but the information given was of a meagre character.

Since Fisher had disappeared, many of the details which could have been secured by the enterprising pressmen were missing. There was no reference to the visit of Mr. Gathercole and in self-defence the press had fallen back upon a statement, which at an earlier period had crept into the newspapers in one of those chatty paragraphs which begin “I saw my friend Kara at Giros” and end with a brief but inaccurate summary of his hobbies. The paragraph had been to the effect that Mr. Kara had been in fear of his life for some time, as a result of a blood feud which existed between himself and another Albanian family. Small wonder, therefore, the murder was everywhere referred to as “the political crime of the century.”

“So far,” reported T.X. to his superior, “I have been unable to trace either Gathercole or the valet. The only thing we know about Gathercole is that he sent his article to The Times with his card. The servants of his Club are very vague as to his whereabouts. He is a very eccentric man, who only comes in occasionally, and the steward whom I interviewed says that it frequently happened that Gathercole arrived and departed without anybody being aware of the fact. We have been to his old lodgings in Lincoln’s Inn, but apparently he sold up there before he went away to the wilds of Patagonia and relinquished his tenancy.

“The only clue I have is that a man answering to some extent to his description left by the eleven o’clock train for Paris last night.”

“You have seen the secretary of course,” said the Chief.

It was a question which T.X. had been dreading.

“Gone too,” he answered shortly; “in fact she has not been seen since 5:30 yesterday evening.”

Sir George leant back in his chair and rumpled his thick grey hair.

“The only person who seems to have remained,” he said with heavy sarcasm, “was Kara himself. Would you like me to put somebody else on this case — it isn’t exactly your job — or will you carry it on?”

“I prefer to carry it on, sir,” said T.X. firmly.

“Have you found out anything more about Kara?”

T.X. nodded.

“All that I have discovered about him is eminently discreditable,” he said. “He seems to have had an ambition to occupy a very important position in Albania. To this end he had bribed and subsidized the Turkish and Albanian officials and had a fairly large following in that country. Bartholomew tells me that Kara had already sounded him as to the possibility of the British Government recognising a fait accompli in Albania and had been inducing him to use his influence with the Cabinet to recognize the consequence of any revolution. There is no doubt whatever that Kara has engineered all the political assassinations which have been such a feature in the news from Albania during this past year. We also found in the house very large sums of money and documents which we have handed over to the Foreign Office for decoding.”

Sir George thought for a long time.

Then he said, “I have an idea that if you find your secretary you will be half way to solving the mystery.”

T.X. went out from the office in anything but a joyous mood. He was on his way to lunch when he remembered his promise to call upon John Lexman.

Could Lexman supply a key which would unravel this tragic tangle? He leant out of his taxicab and redirected the driver. It happened that the cab drove up to the door of the Great Midland Hotel as John Lexman was coming out.

“Come and lunch with me,” said T.X. “I suppose you’ve heard all the news.”

“I read about Kara being killed, if that’s what you mean,” said the other. “It was rather a coincidence that I should have been discussing the matter last night at the very moment when his telephone bell rang — I wish to heaven you hadn’t been in this,” he said fretfully.

“Why?” asked the astonished Assistant Commissioner, “and what do you mean by ‘in it’?”

“In the concrete sense I wish you had not been present when I returned,” said the other moodily, “I wanted to be finished with the whole sordid business without in any way involving my friends.”

“I think you are too sensitive,” laughed the other, clapping him on the shoulder. “I want you to unburden yourself to me, my dear chap, and tell me anything you can that will help me to clear up this mystery.”

John Lexman looked straight ahead with a worried frown.

“I would do almost anything for you, T.X.,” he said quietly, “the more so since I know how good you were to Grace, but I can’t help you in this matter. I hated Kara living, I hate him dead,” he cried, and there was a passion in his voice which was unmistakable; “he was the vilest thing that ever drew the breath of life. There was no villainy too despicable, no cruelty so horrid but that he gloried in it. If ever the devil were incarnate on earth he took the shape and the form of Remington Kara. He died too merciful a death by all accounts. But if there is a God, this man will suffer for his crimes in hell through all eternity.”

T.X. looked at him in astonishment. The hate in the man’s face took his breath away. Never before had he experienced or witnessed such a vehemence of loathing.

“What did Kara do to you?” he demanded.

The other looked out of the window.

“I am sorry,” he said in a milder tone; “that is my weakness. Some day I will tell you the whole story but for the moment it were better that it were not told. I will tell you this,” he turned round and faced the detective squarely, “Kara tortured and killed my wife.”

T.X. said no more.

Half way through lunch he returned indirectly to the subject.

“Do you know Gathercole?” he asked.

T.X. nodded.

“I think you asked me that question once before, or perhaps it was somebody else. Yes, I know him, rather an eccentric man with an artificial arm.”

“That’s the cove,” said T.X. with a little sigh; “he’s one of the few men I want to meet just now.”

“Why?”

“Because he was apparently the last man to see Kara alive.”

John Lexman looked at the other with an impatient jerk of his shoulders.

“You don’t suspect Gathercole, do you?” he asked.

“Hardly,” said the other drily; “in the first place the man that committed this murder had two hands and needed them both. No, I only want to ask that gentleman the subject of his conversation. I also want to know who was in the room with Kara when Gathercole went in.”

“H’m,” said John Lexman.

“Even if I found who the third person was, I am still puzzled as to how they got out and fastened the heavy latch behind them. Now in the old days, Lexman,” he said good humouredly, “you would have made a fine mystery story out of this. How would you have made your man escape?”

Lexman thought for a while.

“Have you examined the safe!” he asked.

“Yes,” said the other.

“Was there very much in it?”

T.X. looked at him in astonishment.

“Just the ordinary books and things. Why do you ask?”

“Suppose there were two doors to that safe, one on the outside of the room and one on the inside, would it be possible to pass through the safe and go down the wall?”

“I have thought of that,” said T.X.

“Of course,” said Lexman, leaning back and toying with a salt-spoon, “in writing a story where one hasn’t got to deal with the absolute possibilities, one could always have made Kara have a safe of that character in order to make his escape in the event of danger. He might keep a rope ladder stored inside, open the back door, throw out his ladder to a friend and by some trick arrangement could detach the ladder and allow the door to swing to again.”

“A very ingenious idea,” said T.X., “but unfortunately it doesn’t work in this case. I have seen the makers of the safe and there is nothing very eccentric about it except the fact that it is mounted as it is. Can you offer another suggestion?”

John Lexman thought again.

“I will not suggest trap doors, or secret panels or anything so banal,” he said, “nor mysterious springs in the wall which, when touched, reveal secret staircases.”

He smiled slightly.

“In my early days, I must confess, I was rather keen upon that sort of thing, but age has brought experience and I have discovered the impossibility of bringing an architect to one’s way of thinking even in so commonplace a matter as the position of a scullery. It would be much more difficult to induce him to construct a house with double walls and secret chambers.”

T.X. waited patiently.

“There is a possibility, of course,” said Lexman slowly, “that the steel latch may have been raised by somebody outside by some ingenious magnetic arrangement and lowered in a similar manner.”

“I have thought about it,” said T.X. triumphantly, “and I have made the most elaborate tests only this morning. It is quite impossible to raise the steel latch because once it is dropped it cannot be raised again except by means of the knob, the pulling of which releases the catch which holds the bar securely in its place. Try another one, John.”

John Lexman threw back his head in a noiseless laugh.

“Why I should be helping you to discover the murderer of Kara is beyond my understanding,” he said, “but I will give you another theory, at the same time warning you that I may be putting you off the track. For God knows I have more reason to murder Kara than any man in the world.”

He thought a while.

“The chimney was of course impossible?”

“There was a big fire burning in the grate,” explained T.X.; “so big indeed that the room was stifling.”

John Lexman nodded.

“That was Kara’s way,” he said; “as a matter of fact I know the suggestion about magnetism in the steel bar was impossible, because I was friendly with Kara when he had that bar put in and pretty well know the mechanism, although I had forgotten it for the moment. What is your own theory, by the way?”

T.X. pursed his lips.

“My theory isn’t very clearly formed,” he said cautiously, “but so far as it goes, it is that Kara was lying on the bed probably reading one of the books which were found by the bedside when his assailant suddenly came upon him. Kara seized the telephone to call for assistance and was promptly killed.”

Again there was silence.

“That is a theory,” said John Lexman, with his curious deliberation of speech, “but as I say I refuse to be definite — have you found the weapon?”

T.X. shook his head.

“Were there any peculiar features about the room which astonished you, and which you have not told me?”

T.X. hesitated.

“There were two candles,” he said, “one in the middle of the room and one under the bed. That in the middle of the room was a small Christmas candle, the one under the bed was the ordinary candle of commerce evidently roughly cut and probably cut in the room. We found traces of candle chips on the floor and it is evident to me that the portion which was cut off was thrown into the fire, for here again we have a trace of grease.”

Lexman nodded.

“Anything further?” he asked.

“The smaller candle was twisted into a sort of corkscrew shape.”

“The Clue of the Twisted Candle,” mused John Lexman “that’s a very good title — Kara hated candles.”

“Why?”

Lexman leant back in his chair, selected a cigarette from a silver case.

“In my wanderings,” he said, “I have been to many strange places. I have been to the country which you probably do not know, and which the traveller who writes books about countries seldom visits. There are queer little villages perched on the spurs of the bleakest hills you ever saw. I have lived with communities which acknowledge no king and no government. These have their laws handed down to them from father to son — it is a nation without a written language. They administer their laws rigidly and drastically. The punishments they award are cruel — inhuman. I have seen, the woman taken in adultery stoned to death as in the best Biblical traditions, and I have seen the thief blinded.”

T.X. shivered.

“I have seen the false witness stand up in a barbaric market place whilst his tongue was torn from him. Sometimes the Turks or the piebald governments of the state sent down a few gendarmes and tried a sort of sporadic administration of the country. It usually ended in the representative of the law lapsing into barbarism, or else disappearing from the face of the earth, with a whole community of murderers eager to testify, with singular unanimity, to the fact that he had either committed suicide or had gone off with the wife of one of the townsmen.

“In some of these communities the candle plays a big part. It is not the candle of commerce as you know it, but a dip made from mutton fat. Strap three between the fingers of your hands and keep the hand rigid with two flat pieces of wood; then let the candles burn down lower and lower — can you imagine? Or set a candle in a gunpowder trail and lead the trail to a well-oiled heap of shavings thoughtfully heaped about your naked feet. Or a candle fixed to the shaved head of a man — there are hundreds of variations and the candle plays a part in all of them. I don’t know which Kara had cause to hate the worst, but I know one or two that he has employed.”

“Was he as bad as that?” asked T.X.

John Lexman laughed.

“You don’t know how bad he was,” he said.

Towards the end of the luncheon the waiter brought a note in to T.X. which had been sent on from his office.

“Dear Mr. Meredith,

“In answer to your enquiry I believe my daughter is in London, but I did not know it until this morning. My banker informs me that my daughter called at the bank this morning and drew a considerable sum of money from her private account, but where she has gone and what she is doing with the money I do not know. I need hardly tell you that I am very worried about this matter and I should be glad if you could explain what it is all about.”

It was signed “William Bartholomew.”

T.X. groaned.

“If I had only had the sense to go to the bank this morning, I should have seen her,” he said. “I’m going to lose my job over this.”

The other looked troubled.

“You don’t seriously mean that.”

“Not exactly,” smiled T.X., “but I don’t think the Chief is very pleased with me just now. You see I have butted into this business without any authority — it isn’t exactly in my department. But you have not given me your theory about the candles.”

“I have no theory to offer,” said the other, folding up his serviette; “the candles suggest a typical Albanian murder. I do not say that it was so, I merely say that by their presence they suggest a crime of this character.”

With this T.X. had to be content.

If it were not his business to interest himself in commonplace murder — though this hardly fitted such a description — it was part of the peculiar function which his department exercised to restore to Lady Bartholomew a certain very elaborate snuffbox which he discovered in the safe.

Letters had been found amongst his papers which made clear the part which Kara had played. Though he had not been a vulgar blackmailer he had retained his hold, not only upon this particular property of Lady Bartholomew, but upon certain other articles which were discovered, with no other object, apparently, than to compel influence from quarters likely to be of assistance to him in his schemes.

The inquest on the murdered man which the Assistant Commissioner attended produced nothing in the shape of evidence and the coroner’s verdict of “murder against some person or persons unknown” was only to be expected.

T.X. spent a very busy and a very tiring week tracing elusive clues which led him nowhere. He had a letter from John Lexman announcing the fact that he intended leaving for the United States. He had received a very good offer from a firm of magazine publishers in New York and was going out to take up the appointment.

Meredith’s plans were now in fair shape. He had decided upon the line of action he would take and in the pursuance of this he interviewed his Chief and the Minister of Justice.

“Yes, I have heard from my daughter,” said that great man uncomfortably, “and really she has placed me in a most embarrassing position. I cannot tell you, Mr. Meredith, exactly in what manner she has done this, but I can assure you she has.”

“Can I see her letter or telegram?” asked T.X.

“I am afraid that is impossible,” said the other solemnly; “she begged me to keep her communication very secret. I have written to my wife and asked her to come home. I feel the constant strain to which I am being subjected is more than human can endure.”

“I suppose,” said T.X. patiently, “it is impossible for you to tell me to what address you have replied?”

“To no address,” answered the other and corrected himself hurriedly; “that is to say I only received the telegram — the message this morning and there is no address — to reply to.”

“I see,” said T.X.

That afternoon he instructed his secretary.

“I want a copy of all the agony advertisements in tomorrow’s papers and in the last editions of the evening papers — have them ready for me tomorrow morning when I come.”

They were waiting for him when he reached the office at nine o’clock the next day and he went through them carefully. Presently he found the message he was seeking.

B. M. You place me awkward position. Very thoughtless. Have received package addressed your mother which have placed in mother’s sittingroom. Cannot understand why you want me to go away weekend and give servants holiday but have done so. Shall require very full explanation. Matter gone far enough. Father.

“This,” said T.X. exultantly, as he read the advertisement, “is where I get busy.”
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February as a rule is not a month of fogs, but rather a month of tempestuous gales, of frosts and snowfalls, but the night of February 17th, 19 — , was one of calm and mist. It was not the typical London fog so dreaded by the foreigner, but one of those little patchy mists which smoke through the streets, now enshrouding and making the nearest object invisible, now clearing away to the finest diaphanous filament of pale grey.

Sir William Bartholomew had a house in Portman Place, which is a wide thoroughfare, filled with solemn edifices of unlovely and forbidding exterior, but remarkably comfortable within. Shortly before eleven on the night of February 17th, a taxi drew up at the junction of Sussex Street and Portman Place, and a girl alighted. The fog at that moment was denser than usual and she hesitated a moment before she left the shelter which the cab afforded.

She gave the driver a few instructions and walked on with a firm step, turning abruptly and mounting the steps of Number 173. Very quickly she inserted her key in the lock, pushed the door open and closed it behind her. She switched on the hall light. The house sounded hollow and deserted, a fact which afforded her considerable satisfaction. She turned the light out and found her way up the broad stairs to the first floor, paused for a moment to switch on another light which she knew would not be observable from the street outside and mounted the second flight.

Miss Belinda Mary Bartholomew congratulated herself upon the success of her scheme, and the only doubt that was in her mind now was whether the boudoir had been locked, but her father was rather careless in such matters and Jacks the butler was one of those dear, silly, old men who never locked anything, and, in consequence, faced every audit with a long face and a longer tale of the peculations of occasional servants.

To her immense relief the handle turned and the door opened to her touch. Somebody had had the sense to pull down the blinds and the curtains were drawn. She switched on the light with a sigh of relief. Her mother’s writing table was covered with unopened letters, but she brushed these aside in her search for the little parcel. It was not there and her heart sank. Perhaps she had put it in one of the drawers. She tried them all without result.

She stood by the desk a picture of perplexity, biting a finger thoughtfully.

“Thank goodness!” she said with a jump, for she saw the parcel on the mantel shelf, crossed the room and took it down.

With eager hands she tore off the covering and came to the familiar leather case. Not until she had opened the padded lid and had seen the snuffbox reposing in a bed of cotton wool did she relapse into a long sigh of relief.

“Thank heaven for that,” she said aloud.

“And me,” said a voice.

She sprang up and turned round with a look of terror.

“Mr. — Mr. Meredith,” she stammered.

T.X. stood by the window curtains from whence he had made his dramatic entry upon the scene.

“I say you have to thank me also, Miss Bartholomew,” he said presently.

“How do you know my name?” she asked with some curiosity.

“I know everything in the world,” he answered, and she smiled. Suddenly her face went serious and she demanded sharply,

“Who sent you after me — Mr. Kara?”

“Mr. Kara?” he repeated, in wonder.

“He threatened to send for the police,” she went on rapidly, “and I told him he might do so. I didn’t mind the police — it was Kara I was afraid of. You know what I went for, my mother’s property.”

She held the snuffbox in her outstretched hand.

“He accused me of stealing and was hateful, and then he put me downstairs in that awful cellar and—”

“And?” suggested T.X.

“That’s all,” she replied with tightened lips; “what are you going to do now?”

“I am going to ask you a few questions if I may,” he said. “In the first place have you not heard anything about Mr. Kara since you went away?”

She shook her head.

“I have kept out of his way,” she said grimly.

“Have you seen the newspapers?” he asked.

She nodded.

“I have seen the advertisement column — I wired asking Papa to reply to my telegram.”

“I know — I saw it,” he smiled; “that is what brought me here.”

“I was afraid it would,” she said ruefully; “father is awfully loquacious in print — he makes speeches you know. All I wanted him to say was yes or no. What do you mean about the newspapers?” she went on. “Is anything wrong with mother?”

He shook his head.

“So far as I know Lady Bartholomew is in the best of health and is on her way home.”

“Then what do you mean by asking me about the newspapers!” she demanded; “why should I see the newspapers — what is there for me to see?”

“About Kara?” he suggested.

She shook her head in bewilderment.

“I know and want to know nothing about Kara. Why do you say this to me?”

“Because,” said T.X. slowly, “on the night you disappeared from Cadogan Square, Remington Kara was murdered.”

“Murdered,” she gasped.

He nodded.

“He was stabbed to the heart by some person or persons unknown.”

T.X. took his hand from his pocket and pulled something out which was wrapped in tissue paper. This he carefully removed and the girl watched with fascinated gaze, and with an awful sense of apprehension. Presently the object was revealed. It was a pair of scissors with the handle wrapped about with a small handkerchief dappled with brown stains. She took a step backward, raising her hands to her cheeks.

“My scissors,” she said huskily; “you won’t think—”

She stared up at him, fear and indignation struggling for mastery.

“I don’t think you committed the murder,” he smiled; “if that’s what you mean to ask me, but if anybody else found those scissors and had identified this handkerchief you would have been in rather a fix, my young friend.”

She looked at the scissors and shuddered.

“I did kill something,” she said in a low voice, “an awful dog… I don’t know how I did it, but the beastly thing jumped at me and I just stabbed him and killed him, and I am glad,” she nodded many times and repeated, “I am glad.”

“So I gather — I found the dog and now perhaps you’ll explain why I didn’t find you?”

Again she hesitated and he felt that she was hiding something from him.

“I don’t know why you didn’t find me,” she said; “I was there.”

“How did you get out?”

“How did you get out?” she challenged him boldly.

“I got out through the door,” he confessed; “it seems a ridiculously commonplace way of leaving but that’s the only way I could see.”

“And that’s how I got out,” she answered, with a little smile.

“But it was locked.”

She laughed.

“I see now,” she said; “I was in the cellar. I heard your key in the lock and bolted down the trap, leaving those awful scissors behind. I thought it was Kara with some of his friends and then the voices died away and I ventured to come up and found you had left the door open. So — so I—”

These queer little pauses puzzled T.X. There was something she was not telling him. Something she had yet to reveal.

“So I got away you see,” she went on. “I came out into the kitchen; there was nobody there, and I passed through the area door and up the steps and just round the corner I found a taxicab, and that is all.”

She spread out her hands in a dramatic little gesture.

“And that is all, is it?” said T.X.

“That is all,” she repeated; “now what are you going to do?”

T.X. looked up at the ceiling and stroked his chin.

“I suppose that I ought to arrest you. I feel that something is due from me. May I ask if you were sleeping in the bed downstairs?”

“In the lower cellar?” she demanded, — a little pause and then, “Yes, I was sleeping in the cellar downstairs.”

There was that interval of hesitation almost between each word.

“What are you going to do?” she asked again.

She was feeling more sure of herself and had suppressed the panic which his sudden appearance had produced in her. He rumpled his hair, a gross imitation, did she but know it, of one of his chief’s mannerisms and she observed that his hair was very thick and inclined to curl. She saw also that he was passably good looking, had fine grey eyes, a straight nose and a most firm chin.

“I think,” she suggested gently, “you had better arrest me.”

“Don’t be silly,” he begged.

She stared at him in amazement.

“What did you say?” she asked wrathfully.

“I said ‘don’t be silly,’” repeated the calm young man.

“Do you know that you’re being very rude?” she asked.

He seemed interested and surprised at this novel view of his conduct.

“Of course,” she went on carefully smoothing her dress and avoiding his eye, “I know you think I am silly and that I’ve got a most comic name.”

“I have never said your name was comic,” he replied coldly; “I would not take so great a liberty.”

“You said it was ‘weird’ which was worse,” she claimed.

“I may have said it was ‘weird,”’ he admitted, “but that’s rather different to saying it was ‘comic.’ There is dignity in weird things. For example, nightmares aren’t comic but they’re weird.”

“Thank you,” she said pointedly.

“Not that I mean your name is anything approaching a nightmare.” He made this concession with a most magnificent sweep of hand as though he were a king conceding her the right to remain covered in his presence. “I think that Belinda Ann—”

“Belinda Mary,” she corrected.

“Belinda Mary, I was going to say, or as a matter of fact,” he floundered, “I was going to say Belinda and Mary.”

“You were going to say nothing of the kind,” she corrected him.

“Anyway, I think Belinda Mary is a very pretty name.”

“You think nothing of the sort.”

She saw the laughter in his eyes and felt an insane desire to laugh.

“You said it was a weird name and you think it is a weird name, but I really can’t be bothered considering everybody’s views. I think it’s a weird name, too. I was named after an aunt,” she added in self-defence.

“There you have the advantage of me,” he inclined his head politely; “I was named after my father’s favourite dog.”

“What does T.X. stand for?” she asked curiously.

“Thomas Xavier,” he said, and she leant back in the big chair on the edge of which a few minutes before she had perched herself in trepidation and dissolved into a fit of immoderate laughter.

“It is comic, isn’t it?” he asked.

“Oh, I am sorry I’m so rude,” she gasped. “Fancy being called Tommy Xavier — I mean Thomas Xavier.”

“You may call me Tommy if you wish — most of my friends do.”

“Unfortunately I’m not your friend,” she said, still smiling and wiping the tears from her eyes, “so I shall go on calling you Mr. Meredith if you don’t mind.”

She looked at her watch.

“If you are not going to arrest me I’m going,” she said.

“I have certainly no intention of arresting you,” said he, “but I am going to see you home!”

She jumped up smartly.

“You’re not,” she commanded.

She was so definite in this that he was startled.

“My dear child,” he protested.

“Please don’t ‘dear child’ me,” she said seriously; “you’re going to be a good little Tommy and let me go home by myself.”

She held out her hand frankly and the laughing appeal in her eyes was irresistible.

“Well, I’ll see you to a cab,” he insisted.

“And listen while I give the driver instructions where he is to take me?”

She shook her head reprovingly.

“It must be an awful thing to be a policeman.”

He stood back with folded arms, a stern frown on his face.

“Don’t you trust me?” he asked.

“No,” she replied.

“Quite right,” he approved; “anyway I’ll see you to the cab and you can tell the driver to go to Charing Cross station and on your way you can change your direction.”

“And you promise you won’t follow me?” she asked.

“On my honour,” he swore; “on one condition though.”

“I will make no conditions,” she replied haughtily.

“Please come down from your great big horse,” he begged, “and listen to reason. The condition I make is that I can always bring you to an appointed rendezvous whenever I want you. Honestly, this is necessary, Belinda Mary.”

“Miss Bartholomew,” she corrected, coldly.

“It is necessary,” he went on, “as you will understand. Promise me that, if I put an advertisement in the agonies of either an evening paper which I will name or in the Morning Port, you will keep the appointment I fix, if it is humanly possible.”

She hesitated a moment, then held out her hand.

“I promise,” she said.

“Good for you, Belinda Mary,” said he, and tucking her arm in his he led her out of the room switching off the light and racing her down the stairs.

If there was a lot of the schoolgirl left in Belinda Mary Bartholomew, no less of the schoolboy was there in this Commissioner of Police. He would have danced her through the fog, contemptuous of the proprieties, but he wasn’t so very anxious to get her to her cab and to lose sight of her.

“Goodnight,” he said, holding her hand.

“That’s the third time you’ve shaken hands with me tonight,” she interjected.

“Don’t let us have any unpleasantness at the last,” he pleaded, “and remember.”

“I have promised,” she replied.

“And one day,” he went on, “you will tell me all that happened in that cellar.”

“I have told you,” she said in a low voice.

“You have not told me everything, child.”

He handed her into the cab. He shut the door behind her and leant through the open window.

“Victoria or Marble Arch?” he asked politely.

“Charing Cross,” she replied, with a little laugh.

He watched the cab drive away and then suddenly it stopped and a figure lent out from the window beckoning him frantically. He ran up to her.

“Suppose I want you,” she asked.

“Advertise,” he said promptly, “beginning your advertisement ‘Dear Tommy.”’

“I shall put ‘T.X.,’ “ she said indignantly.

“Then I shall take no notice of your advertisement,” he replied and stood in the middle of the street, his hat in his hand, to the intense annoyance of a taxicab driver who literally all but ran him down and in a figurative sense did so until T.X. was out of earshot.
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Thomas Xavier Meredith was a shrewd young man. It was said of him by Signor Paulo Coselli, the eminent criminologist, that he had a gift of intuition which was abnormal. Probably the mystery of the twisted candle was solved by him long before any other person in the world had the dimmest idea that it was capable of solution.

The house in Cadogan Square was still in the hands of the police. To this house and particularly to Kara’s bedroom T.X. from time to time repaired, and reproduced as far as possible the conditions which obtained on the night of the murder. He had the same stifling fire, the same locked door. The latch was dropped in its socket, whilst T.X., with a stop watch in his hand, made elaborate calculations and acted certain parts which he did not reveal to a soul.

Three times, accompanied by Mansus, he went to the house, three times went to the death chamber and was alone on one occasion for an hour and a half whilst the patient Mansus waited outside. Three times he emerged looking graver on each occasion, and after the third visit he called into consultation John Lexman.

Lexman had been spending some time in the country, having deferred his trip to the United States.

“This case puzzles me more and more, John,” said T.X., troubled out of his usual boisterous self, “and thank heaven it worries other people besides me. De Mainau came over from France the other day and brought all his best sleuths, whilst O’Grady of the New York central office paid a flying visit just to get hold of the facts. Not one of them has given me the real solution, though they’ve all been rather ingenious. Gathercole has vanished and is probably on his way to some undiscoverable region, and our people have not yet traced the valet.”

“He should be the easiest for you,” said John Lexman, reflectively.

“Why Gathercole should go off I can’t understand,” T.X. continued. “According to the story which was told me by Fisher, his last words to Kara were to the effect that he was expecting a cheque or that he had received a cheque. No cheque has been presented or drawn and apparently Gathercole has gone off without waiting for any payment. An examination of Kara’s books show nothing against the Gathercole account save the sum of 600 pounds which was originally advanced, and now to upset all my calculations, look at this.”

He took from his pocketbook a newspaper cutting and pushed it across the table, for they were dining together at the Carlton. John Lexman picked up the slip and read. It was evidently from a New York paper:

“Further news has now come to hand by the Antarctic Trading Company’s steamer, Cyprus, concerning the wreck of the City of the Argentine. It is believed that this illfated vessel, which called at South American ports, lost her propellor and drifted south out of the track of shipping. This theory is now confirmed. Apparently the ship struck an iceberg on December 23rd and foundered with all aboard save a few men who were able to launch a boat and who were picked up by the Cyprus. The following is the passenger list.”

John Lexman ran down the list until he came upon the name which was evidently underlined in ink by T.X. That name was George Gathercole and after it in brackets (Explorer).

“If that were true, then, Gathercole could not have come to London.”

“He may have taken another boat,” said T.X., “and I cabled to the Steamship Company without any great success. Apparently Gathercole was an eccentric sort of man and lived in terror of being overcrowded. It was a habit of his to make provisional bookings by every available steamer. The company can tell me no more than that he had booked, but whether he shipped on the City of the Argentine or not, they do not know.”

“I can tell you this about Gathercole,” said John slowly and thoughtfully, “that he was a man who would not hurt a fly. He was incapable of killing any man, being constitutionally averse to taking life in any shape. For this reason he never made collections of butterflies or of bees, and I believe has never shot an animal in his life. He carried his principles to such an extent that he was a vegetarian — poor old Gathercole!” he said, with the first smile which T.X. had seen on his face since he came back.

“If you want to sympathize with anybody,” said T.X. gloomily, “sympathize with me.”

On the following day T.X. was summoned to the Home Office and went steeled for a most unholy row. The Home Secretary, a large and worthy gentleman, given to the making of speeches on every excuse, received him, however, with unusual kindness.

“I’ve sent for you, Mr. Meredith,” he said, “about this unfortunate Greek. I’ve had all his private papers looked into and translated and in some cases decoded, because as you are probably aware his diaries and a great deal of his correspondence were in a code which called for the attention of experts.”

T.X. had not troubled himself greatly about Kara’s private papers but had handed them over, in accordance with instructions, to the proper authorities.

“Of course, Mr. Meredith,” the Home Secretary went on, beaming across his big table, “we expect you to continue your search for the murderer, but I must confess that your prisoner when you secure him will have a very excellent case to put to a jury.”

“That I can well believe, sir,” said T.X.

“Seldom in my long career at the bar,” began the Home Secretary in his best oratorical manner, “have I examined a record so utterly discreditable as that of the deceased man.”

Here he advanced a few instances which surprised even T.X.

“The men was a lunatic,” continued the Home Secretary, “a vicious, evil man who loved cruelty for cruelty’s sake. We have in this diary alone sufficient evidence to convict him of three separate murders, one of which was committed in this country.”

T.X. looked his astonishment.

“You will remember, Mr. Meredith, as I saw in one of your reports, that he had a chauffeur, a Greek named Poropulos.”

T.X. nodded.

“He went to Greece on the day following the shooting of Vassalaro,” he said.

The Home Secretary shook his head.

“He was killed on the same night,” said the Minister, “and you will have no difficulty in finding what remains of his body in the disused house which Kara rented for his own purpose on the Portsmouth Road. That he has killed a number of people in Albania you may well suppose. Whole villages have been wiped out to provide him with a little excitement. The man was a Nero without any of Nero’s amiable weaknesses. He was obsessed with the idea that he himself was in danger of assassination, and saw an enemy even in his trusty servant. Undoubtedly the chauffeur Poropulos was in touch with several Continental government circles. You understand,” said the Minister in conclusion, “that I am telling you this, not with the idea of expecting you, to relax your efforts to find the murderer and clear up the mystery, but in order that you may know something of the possible motive for this man’s murder.”

T.X. spent an hour going over the decoded diary and documents and left the Home Office a little shakily. It was inconceivable, incredible. Kara was a lunatic, but the directing genius was a devil.

T.X. had a flat in Whitehall Gardens and thither he repaired to change for dinner. He was half dressed when the evening paper arrived and he glanced as was his wont first at the news’ page and then at the advertisement column. He looked down the column marked “Personal” without expecting to find anything of particular interest to himself, but saw that which made him drop the paper and fly round the room in a frenzy to complete his toilet.

“Tommy X.,” ran the brief announcement, “most urgent, Marble Arch 8.”

He had five minutes to get there but it seemed like five hours. He was held up at almost every crossing and though he might have used his authority to obtain right of way, it was a step which his curious sense of honesty prevented him taking. He leapt out of the cab before it stopped, thrust the fare into the driver’s hands and looked round for the girl. He saw her at last and walked quickly towards her. As he approached her, she turned about and with an almost imperceptible beckoning gesture walked away. He followed her along the Bayswater Road and gradually drew level.

“I am afraid I have been watched,” she said in a low voice. “Will you call a cab?”

He hailed a passing taxi, helped her in and gave at random the first place that suggested itself to him, which was Finsbury Park.

“I am very worried,” she said, “and I don’t know anybody who can help me except you.”

“Is it money?” he asked.

“Money,” she said scornfully, “of course it isn’t money. I want to show you a letter,” she said after a while.

She took it from her bag and gave it to him and he struck a match and read it with difficulty.

It was written in a studiously uneducated hand.

“Dear Miss,

“I know who you are. You are wanted by the police but I will not give you away. Dear Miss. I am very hard up and 20 pounds will be very useful to me and I shall not trouble you again. Dear Miss. Put the money on the window sill of your room. I know you sleep on the ground floor and I will come in and take it. And if not — well, I don’t want to make any trouble.

“Yours truly, “A FRIEND.”

“When did you get this?” he asked.

“This morning,” she replied. “I sent the Agony to the paper by telegram, I knew you would come.”

“Oh, you did, did you?” he said.

Her assurance was very pleasing to him. The faith that her words implied gave him an odd little feeling of comfort and happiness.

“I can easily get you out of this,” he added; “give me your address and when the gentleman comes—”

“That is impossible,” she replied hurriedly. “Please don’t think I’m ungrateful, and don’t think I’m being silly — you do think I’m being silly, don’t you!”

“I have never harboured such an unworthy thought,” he said virtuously.

“Yes, you have,” she persisted, “but really I can’t tell you where I am living. I have a very special reason for not doing so. It’s not myself that I’m thinking about, but there’s a life involved.”

This was a somewhat dramatic statement to make and she felt she had gone too far.

“Perhaps I don’t mean that,” she said, “but there is some one I care for—” she dropped her voice.

“Oh,” said T.X. blankly.

He came down from his rosy heights into the shadow and darkness of a sunless valley.

“Some one you care for,” he repeated after a while.

“Yes.”

There was another long silence, then,

“Oh, indeed,” said T.X.

Again the unbroken interval of quiet and after a while she said in a low voice, “Not that way.”

“Not what way!” asked T.X. huskily, his spirits doing a little mountaineering.

“The way you mean,” she said.

“Oh,” said T.X.

He was back again amidst the rosy snows of dawn, was in fact climbing a dizzy escalier on the topmost height of hope’s Mont Blanc when she pulled the ladder from under him.

“I shall, of course, never marry,” she said with a certain prim decision.

T.X. fell with a dull sickening thud, discovering that his rosy snows were not unlike cold, hard ice in their lack of resilience.

“Who said you would?” he asked somewhat feebly, but in self defence.

“You did,” she said, and her audacity took his breath away.

“Well, how am I to help you!” he asked after a while.

“By giving me some advice,” she said; “do you think I ought to put the money there!”

“Indeed I do not,” said T.X., recovering some of his natural dominance; “apart from the fact that you would be compounding a felony, you would merely be laying out trouble for yourself in the future. If he can get 20 pounds so easily, he will come for 40 pounds. But why do you stay away, why don’t you return home? There’s no charge and no breath of suspicion against you.”

“Because I have something to do which I have set my mind to,” she said, with determination in her tones.

“Surely you can trust me with your address,” he urged her, “after all that has passed between us, Belinda Mary — after all the years we have known one another.”

“I shall get out and leave you,” she said steadily.

“But how the dickens am I going to help you?” he protested.

“Don’t swear,” she could be very severe indeed; “the only way you can help me is by being kind and sympathetic.”

“Would you like me to burst into tears?” he asked sarcastically.

“I ask you to do nothing more painful or repugnant to your natural feelings than to be a gentleman,” she said.

“Thank you very kindly,” said T.X., and leant back in the cab with an air of supreme resignation.

“I believe you’re making faces in the dark,” she accused him.

“God forbid that I should do anything so low,” said he hastily; “what made you think that?”

“Because I was putting my tongue out at you,” she admitted, and the taxi driver heard the shrieks of laughter in the cab behind him above the wheezing of his asthmatic engine.

At twelve that night in a certain suburb of London an overcoated man moved stealthily through a garden. He felt his way carefully along the wall of the house and groped with hope, but with no great certainty, along the window sill. He found an envelope which his fingers, somewhat sensitive from long employment in nefarious uses, told him contained nothing more substantial than a letter.

He went back through the garden and rejoined his companion, who was waiting under an adjacent lamppost.

“Did she drop?” asked the other eagerly.

“I don’t know yet,” growled the man from the garden.

He opened the envelope and read the few lines.

“She hasn’t got the money,” he said, “but she’s going to get it. I must meet her tomorrow afternoon at the corner of Oxford Street and Regent Street.”

“What time!” asked the other.

“Six o’clock,” said the first man. “The chap who takes the money must carry a copy of the Westminster Gazette in his hand.”

“Oh, then it’s a plant,” said the other with conviction.

The other laughed.

“She won’t work any plants. I bet she’s scared out of her life.”

The second man bit his nails and looked up and down the road, apprehensively.

“It’s come to something,” he said bitterly; “we went out to make our thousands and we’ve come down to ‘chanting’ for 20 pounds.”

“It’s the luck,” said the other philosophically, “and I haven’t done with her by any means. Besides we’ve still got a chance of pulling of the big thing, Harry. I reckon she’s good for a hundred or two, anyway.”

At six o’clock on the following afternoon, a man dressed in a dark overcoat, with a soft felt hat pulled down over his eyes stood nonchalantly by the curb near where the buses stop at Regent Street slapping his hand gently with a folded copy of the Westminster Gazette.

That none should mistake his Liberal reading, he stood as near as possible to a street lamp and so arranged himself and his attitude that the minimum of light should fall upon his face and the maximum upon that respectable organ of public opinion. Soon after six he saw the girl approaching, out of the tail of his eye, and strolled off to meet her. To his surprise she passed him by and he was turning to follow when an unfriendly hand gripped him by the arm.

“Mr. Fisher, I believe,” said a pleasant voice.

“What do you mean?” said the man, struggling backward.

“Are you going quietly!” asked the pleasant Superintendent Mansus, “or shall I take my stick to you’?”

Mr. Fisher thought awhile.

“It’s a cop,” he confessed, and allowed himself to be hustled into the waiting cab.

He made his appearance in T.X.’s office and that urbane gentleman greeted him as a friend.

“And how’s Mr. Fisher!” he asked; “I suppose you are Mr. Fisher still and not Mr. Harry Gilcott, or Mr. George Porten.”

Fisher smiled his old, deferential, deprecating smile.

“You will always have your joke, sir. I suppose the young lady gave me away.”

“You gave yourself away, my poor Fisher,” said T.X., and put a strip of paper before him; “you may disguise your hand, and in your extreme modesty pretend to an ignorance of the British language, which is not creditable to your many attainments, but what you must be awfully careful in doing in future when you write such epistles,” he said, “is to wash your hands.”

“Wash my hands!” repeated the puzzled Fisher.

T.X. nodded.

“You see you left a little thumb print, and we are rather whales on thumb prints at Scotland Yard, Fisher.”

“I see. What is the charge now, sir!”

“I shall make no charge against you except the conventional one of being a convict under license and failing to report.”

Fisher heaved a sigh.

“That’ll only mean twelve months. Are you going to charge me with this business?” he nodded to the paper.

T.X. shook his head.

“I bear you no ill-will although you tried to frighten Miss Bartholomew. Oh yes, I know it is Miss Bartholomew, and have known all the time. The lady is there for a reason which is no business of yours or of mine. I shall not charge you with attempt to blackmail and in reward for my leniency I hope you are going to tell me all you know about the Kara murder. You wouldn’t like me to charge you with that, would you by any chance!”

Fisher drew a long breath.

“No, sir, but if you did I could prove my innocence,” he said earnestly. “I spent the whole of the evening in the kitchen.”

“Except a quarter of an hour,” said T.X.

The man nodded.

“That’s true, sir, I went out to see a pal of mine.”

“The man who is in this!” asked T.X.

Fisher hesitated.

“Yes, sir. He was with me in this but there was nothing wrong about the business — as far as we went. I don’t mind admitting that I was planning a Big Thing. I’m not going to blow on it, if it’s going to get me into trouble, but if you’ll promise me that it won’t, I’ll tell you the whole story.”

“Against whom was this coup of yours planned?”

“Against Mr. Kara, sir,” said Fisher.

“Go on with your story,” nodded T.X.

The story was a short and commonplace one. Fisher had met a man who knew another man who was either a Turk or an Albanian. They had learnt that Kara was in the habit of keeping large sums of money in the house and they had planned to rob him. That was the story in a nutshell. Somewhere the plan miscarried. It was when he came to the incidents that occurred on the night of the murder that T.X. followed him with the greatest interest.

“The old gentleman came in,” said Fisher, “and I saw him up to the room. I heard him coming out and I went up and spoke to him while he was having a chat with Mr. Kara at the open door.”

“Did you hear Mr. Kara speak?”

“I fancy I did, sir,” said Fisher; “anyway the old gentleman was quite pleased with himself.”

“Why do you say ‘old gentleman’!” asked T.X.; “he was not an old man.”

“Not exactly, sir,” said Fisher, “but he had a sort of fussy irritable way that old gentlemen sometimes have and I somehow got it fixed in my mind that he was old. As a matter of fact, he was about forty-five, he may have been fifty.”

“You have told me all this before. Was there anything peculiar about him!”

Fisher hesitated.

“Nothing, sir, except the fact that one of his arms was a game one.”

“Meaning that it was—”

“Meaning that it was an artificial one, sir, so far as I can make out.”

“Was it his right or his left arm that was game!” interrupted T.X.

“His left arm, sir.”

“You’re sure?”

“I’d swear to it, sir.”

“Very well, go on.”

“He came downstairs and went out and I never saw him again. When you came and the murder was discovered and knowing as I did that I had my own scheme on and that one of your splits might pinch me, I got a bit rattled. I went downstairs to the hall and the first thing I saw lying on the table was a letter. It was addressed to me.”

He paused and T.X. nodded.

“Go on,” he said again.

“I couldn’t understand how it came to be there, but as I’d been in the kitchen most of the evening except when I was seeing my pal outside to tell him the job was off for that night, it might have been there before you came. I opened the letter. There were only a few words on it and I can tell you those few words made my heart jump up into my mouth, and made me go cold all over.”

“What were they!” asked T.X.

“I shall not forget them, sir. They’re sort of permanently fixed in my brain,” said the man earnestly; “the note started with just the figures ‘A. C. 274.’”

“What was that!” asked T.X.

“My convict number when I was in Dartmoor Prison, sir.”

“What did the note say?”

“‘Get out of here quick’ — I don’t know who had put it there, but I’d evidently been spotted and I was taking no chances. That’s the whole story from beginning to end. I accidentally happened to meet the young lady, Miss Holland — Miss Bartholomew as she is — and followed her to her house in Portman Place. That was the night you were there.”

T.X. found himself to his intense annoyance going very red.

“And you know no more?” he asked.

“No more, sir — and if I may be struck dead—”

“Keep all that sabbath talk for the chaplain,” commended T.X., and they took away Mr. Fisher, not an especially dissatisfied man.

That night T.X. interviewed his prisoner at Cannon Row police station and made a few more enquiries.

“There is one thing I would like to ask you,” said the girl when he met her next morning in Green Park.

“If you were going to ask whether I made enquiries as to where your habitation was,” he warned her, “I beg of you to refrain.”

She was looking very beautiful that morning, he thought. The keen air had brought a colour to her face and lent a spring to her gait, and, as she strode along by his side with the free and careless swing of youth, she was an epitome of the life which even now was budding on every tree in the park.

“Your father is back in town, by the way,” he said, “and he is most anxious to see you.”

She made a little grimace.

“I hope you haven’t been round talking to father about me.”

“Of course I have,” he said helplessly; “I have also had all the reporters up from Fleet Street and given them a full description of your escapades.”

She looked round at him with laughter in her eyes.

“You have all the manners of an early Christian martyr,” she said. “Poor soul! Would you like to be thrown to the lions?”

“I should prefer being thrown to the demnition ducks and drakes,” he said moodily.

“You’re such a miserable man,” she chided him, “and yet you have everything to make life worth living.”

“Ha, ha!” said T.X.

“You have, of course you have! You have a splendid position. Everybody looks up to you and talks about you. You have got a wife and family who adore you—”

He stopped and looked at her as though she were some strange insect.

“I have a how much?” he asked credulously.

“Aren’t you married?” she asked innocently.

He made a strange noise in his throat.

“Do you know I have always thought of you as married,” she went on; “I often picture you in your domestic circle reading to the children from the Daily Megaphone those awfully interesting stories about Little Willie Waterbug.”

He held on to the railings for support.

“May we sit down?” he asked faintly.

She sat by his side, half turned to him, demure and wholly adorable.

“Of course you are right in one respect,” he said at last, “but you’re altogether wrong about the children.”

“Are you married!” she demanded with no evidence of amusement.

“Didn’t you know?” he asked.

She swallowed something.

“Of course it’s no business of mine and I’m sure I hope you are very happy.”

“Perfectly happy,” said T.X. complacently. “You must come out and see me one Saturday afternoon when I am digging the potatoes. I am a perfect devil when they let me loose in the vegetable garden.”

“Shall we go on?” she said.

He could have sworn there were tears in her eyes and manlike he thought she was vexed with him at his fooling.

“I haven’t made you cross, have I?” he asked.

“Oh no,” she replied.

“I mean you don’t believe all this rot about my being married and that sort of thing?”

“I’m not interested,” she said, with a shrug of her shoulders, “not very much. You’ve been very kind to me and I should be an awful boor if I wasn’t grateful. Of course, I don’t care whether you’re married or not, it’s nothing to do with me, is it?”

“Naturally it isn’t,” he replied. “I suppose you aren’t married by any chance?”

“Married,” she repeated bitterly; “why, you will make my fourth!”

She had hardy got the words out of her mouth before she realized her terrible error. A second later she was in his arms and he was kissing her to the scandal of one aged park keeper, one small and dirty-faced little boy and a moulting duck who seemed to sneer at the proceedings which he watched through a yellow and malignant eye.

“Belinda Mary,” said T.X. at parting, “you have got to give up your little country establishment, wherever it may be and come back to the discomforts of Portman Place. Oh, I know you can’t come back yet. That ‘somebody’ is there, and I can pretty well guess who it is.”

“Who?” she challenged.

“I rather fancy your mother has come back,” he suggested.

A look of scorn dawned into her pretty face.

“Good lord, Tommy!” she said in disgust, “you don’t think I should keep mother in the suburbs without her telling the world all about it!”

“You’re an undutiful little beggar,” he said.

They had reached the Horse Guards at Whitehall and he was saying goodbye to her.

“If it comes to a matter of duty,” she answered, “perhaps you will do your duty and hold up the traffic for me and let me cross this road.”

“My dear girl,” he protested, “hold up the traffic?”

“Of course,” she said indignantly, “you’re a policeman.”

“Only when I am in uniform,” he said hastily, and piloted her across the road.

It was a new man who returned to the gloomy office in Whitehall. A man with a heart that swelled and throbbed with the pride and joy of life’s most precious possession.
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T.X. sat at his desk, his chin in his hands, his mind remarkably busy. Grave as the matter was which he was considering, he rose with alacrity to meet the smiling girl who was ushered through the door by Mansus, preternaturally solemn and mysterious.

She was radiant that day. Her eyes were sparkling with an unusual brightness.

“I’ve got the most wonderful thing to tell you,” she said, “and I can’t tell you.”

“That’s a very good beginning,” said T.X., taking her muff from her hand.

“Oh, but it’s really wonderful,” she cried eagerly, “more wonderful than anything you have ever heard about.”

“We are interested,” said T.X. blandly.

“No, no, you mustn’t make fun,” she begged, “I can’t tell you now, but it is something that will make you simply—” she was at a loss for a simile.

“Jump out of my skin?” suggested T.X.

“I shall astonish you,” she nodded her head solemnly.

“I take a lot of astonishing, I warn you,” he smiled; “to know you is to exhaust one’s capacity for surprise.”

“That can be either very, very nice or very, very nasty,” she said cautiously.

“But accept it as being very, very nice,” he laughed. “Now come, out with this tale of yours.”

She shook her head very vigorously.

“I can’t possibly tell you anything,” she said.

“Then why the dickens do you begin telling anything for?” he complained, not without reason.

“Because I just want you to know that I do know something.”

“Oh, Lord!” he groaned. “Of course you know everything. Belinda Mary, you’re really the most wonderful child.”

He sat on the edge of her armchair and laid his hand on her shoulder.

“And you’ve come to take me out to lunch!”

“What were you worrying about when I came in?” she asked.

He made a little gesture as if to dismiss the subject.

“Nothing very much. You’ve heard me speak of John Lexman?”

She bent her head.

“Lexman’s the writer of a great many mystery stories, but you’ve probably read his books.”

She nodded again, and again T.X. noticed the suppressed eagerness in her eyes.

“You’re not ill or sickening for anything, are you?” he asked anxiously; “measles, or mumps or something?”

“Don’t be silly,” she said; “go on and tell me something about Mr. Lexman.”

“He’s going to America,” said T.X., “and before he goes he wants to give a little lecture.”

“A lecture?”

“It sounds rum, doesn’t it, but that’s just what he wants to do.”

“Why is he doing it!” she asked.

T.X. made a gesture of despair.

“That is one of the mysteries which may never be revealed to me, except—” he pursed his lips and looked thoughtfully at the girl. “There are times,” he said, “when there is a great struggle going on inside a man between all the human and better part of him and the baser professional part of him. One side of me wants to hear this lecture of John Lexman’s very much, the other shrinks from the ordeal.”

“Let us talk it over at lunch,” she said practically, and carried him off.
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One would not readily associate the party of top-booted sewermen who descend nightly to the subterranean passages of London with the stout viceconsul at Durazzo. Yet it was one unimaginative man who lived in Lambeth and had no knowledge that there was such a place as Durazzo who was responsible for bringing this comfortable official out of his bed in the early hours of the morning causing him — albeit reluctantly and with violent and insubordinate language — to conduct certain investigations in the crowded bazaars.

At first he was unsuccessful because there were many Hussein Effendis in Durazzo. He sent an invitation to the American Consul to come over to tiffin and help him.

“Why the dickens the Foreign Office should suddenly be interested in Hussein Effendi, I cannot for the life of me understand.”

“The Foreign Department has to be interested in something, you know,” said the genial American. “I receive some of the quaintest requests from Washington; I rather fancy they only wire you to find if they are there.”

“Why are you doing this!”

“I’ve seen Hakaat Bey,” said the English official. “I wonder what this fellow has been doing? There is probably a wigging for me in the offing.”

At about the same time the sewerman in the bosom of his own family was taking loud and noisy sips from a big mug of tea.

“Don’t you be surprised,” he said to his admiring better half, “if I have to go up to the Old Bailey to give evidence.”

“Lord! Joe!” she said with interest, “what has happened!”

The sewer man filled his pipe and told the story with a wealth of rambling detail. He gave particulars of the hour he had descended the Victoria Street shaft, of what Bill Morgan had said to him as they were going down, of what he had said to Harry Carter as they splashed along the low-roofed tunnel, of how he had a funny feeling that he was going to make a discovery, and so on and so forth until he reached his long delayed climax.

T.X. waited up very late that night and at twelve o’clock his patience was rewarded, for the Foreign Office’ messenger brought a telegram to him. It was addressed to the Chief Secretary and ran:

“No. 847. Yours 63952 of yesterday’s date. Begins. Hussein Effendi a prosperous merchant of this city left for Italy to place his daughter in convent Marie Theressa, Florence Hussein being Christian. He goes on to Paris. Apply Ralli Theokritis et Cie., Rue de l’Opera. Ends.”

Half an hour later T.X. had a telephone connection through to Paris and was instructing the British police agent in that city. He received a further telephone report from Paris the next morning and one which gave him infinite satisfaction. Very slowly but surely he was gathering together the pieces of this baffling mystery and was fitting them together. Hussein Effendi would probably supply the last missing segments.

At eight o’clock that night the door opened and the man who represented T.X. in Paris came in carrying a travelling ulster on his arm. T.X. gave him a nod and then, as the newcomer stood with the door open, obviously waiting for somebody to follow him, he said,

“Show him in — I will see him alone.”

There walked into his office, a tall man wearing a frock coat and a red fez. He was a man from fifty-five to sixty, powerfully built, with a grave dark face and a thin fringe of white beard. He salaamed as he entered.

“You speak French, I believe,” said T.X. presently.

The other bowed.

“My agent has explained to you,” said T.X. in French, “that I desire some information for the purpose of clearing up a crime which has been committed in this country. I have given you my assurance, if that assurance was necessary, that you would come to no harm as a result of anything you might tell me.”

“That I understand, Effendi,” said the tall Turk; “the Americans and the English have always been good friends of mine and I have been frequently in London. Therefore, I shall be very pleased to be of any help to you.”

T.X. walked to a closed bookcase on one side of the room, unlocked it, took out an object wrapped in white tissue paper. He laid this on the table, the Turk watching the proceedings with an impassive face. Very slowly the Commissioner unrolled the little bundle and revealed at last a long, slim knife, rusted and stained, with a hilt, which in its untarnished days had evidently been of chased silver. He lifted the dagger from the table and handed it to the Turk.

“This is yours, I believe,” he said softly.

The man turned it over, stepping nearer the table that he might secure the advantage of a better light. He examined the blade near the hilt and handed the weapon back to T.X.

“That is my knife,” he said.

T.X. smiled.

“You understand, of course, that I saw ‘Hussein Effendi of Durazzo’ inscribed in Arabic near the hilt.”

The Turk inclined his head.

“With this weapon,” T.X. went on, speaking with slow emphasis, “a murder was committed in this town.”

There was no sign of interest or astonishment, or indeed of any emotion whatever.

“It is the will of God,” he said calmly; “these things happen even in a great city like London.”

“It was your knife,” suggested T.X.

“But my hand was in Durazzo, Effendi,” said the Turk.

He looked at the knife again.

“So the Black Roman is dead, Effendi.”

“The Black Roman?” asked T.X., a little puzzled.

“The Greek they call Kara,” said the Turk; “he was a very wicked man.”

T.X. was up on his feet now, leaning across the table and looking at the other with narrowed eyes.

“How did you know it was Kara?” he asked quickly.

The Turk shrugged his shoulders.

“Who else could it be?” he said; “are not your newspapers filled with the story?”

T.X. sat back again, disappointed and a little annoyed with himself.

“That is true, Hussein Effendi, but I did not think you read the papers.”

“Neither do I, master,” replied the other coolly, “nor did I know that Kara had been killed until I saw this knife. How came this in your possession!”

“It was found in a rain sewer,” said T.X., “into which the murderer had apparently dropped it. But if you have not read the newspapers, Effendi, then you admit that you know who committed this murder.”

The Turk raised his hands slowly to a level with his shoulders.

“Though I am a Christian,” he said, “there are many wise sayings of my father’s religion which I remember. And one of these, Effendi, was, ‘the wicked must die in the habitations of the just, by the weapons of the worthy shall the wicked perish.’ Your Excellency, I am a worthy man, for never have I done a dishonest thing in my life. I have traded fairly with Greeks, with Italians, have with Frenchmen and with Englishmen, also with Jews. I have never sought to rob them nor to hurt them. If I have killed men, God knows it was not because I desired their death, but because their lives were dangerous to me and to mine. Ask the blade all your questions and see what answer it gives. Until it speaks I am as dumb as the blade, for it is also written that ‘the soldier is the servant of his sword,’ and also, ‘the wise servant is dumb about his master’s affairs.’”

T.X. laughed helplessly.

“I had hoped that you might be able to help me, hoped and feared,” he said; “if you cannot speak it is not my business to force you either by threat or by act. I am grateful to you for having come over, although the visit has been rather fruitless so far as I am concerned.”

He smiled again and offered his hand.

“Excellency,” said the old Turk soberly, “there are some things in life that are well left alone and there are moments when justice should be so blind that she does not see guilt; here is such a moment.”

And this ended the interview, one on which T.X. had set very high hopes. His gloom carried to Portman Place, where he had arranged to meet Belinda Mary.

“Where is Mr. Lexman going to give this famous lecture of his?” was the question with which she greeted him, “and, please, what is the subject?”

“It is on a subject which is of supreme interest to me;” he said gravely; “he has called his lecture ‘The Clue of the Twisted Candle.’ There is no clearer brain being employed in the business of criminal detection than John Lexman’s. Though he uses his genius for the construction of stories, were it employed in the legitimate business of police work, I am certain he would make a mark second to none in the world. He is determined on giving this lecture and he has issued a number of invitations. These include the Chiefs of the Secret Police of nearly all the civilized countries of the world. O’Grady is on his way from America, he wirelessed me this morning to that effect. Even the Chief of the Russian police has accepted the invitation, because, as you know, this murder has excited a great deal of interest in police circles everywhere. John Lexman is not only going to deliver this lecture,” he said slowly, “but he is going to tell us who committed the murder and how it was committed.”

She thought a moment.

“Where will it be delivered!”

“I don’t know,” he said in astonishment; “does that matter?”

“It matters a great deal,” she said emphatically, “especially if I want it delivered in a certain place. Would you induce Mr. Lexman to lecture at my house?”

“At Portman Place!” he asked.

She shook her head.

“No, I have a house of my own. A furnished house I have rented at Blackheath. Will you induce Mr. Lexman to give the lecture there?”

“But why?” he asked.

“Please don’t ask questions,” she pleaded, “do this for me, Tommy.”

He saw she was in earnest.

“I’ll write to old Lexman this afternoon,” he promised.

John Lexman telephoned his reply.

“I should prefer somewhere out of London,” he said, “and since Miss Bartholomew has some interest in the matter, may I extend my invitation to her? I promise she shall not be any more shocked than a good woman need be.”

And so it came about that the name of Belinda Mary Bartholomew was added to the selected list of police chiefs, who were making for London at that moment to hear from the man who had guaranteed the solution of the story of Kara and his killing; the unravelment of the mystery which surrounded his death, and the significance of the twisted candles, which at that moment were reposing in the Black Museum at Scotland Yard.
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The room was a big one and most of the furniture had been cleared out to admit the guests who had come from the ends of the earth to learn the story of the twisted candles, and to test John Lexman’s theory by their own.

They sat around chatting cheerfully of men and crimes, of great coups planned and frustrated, of strange deeds committed and undetected. Scraps of their conversation came to Belinda Mary as she stood in the chintz-draped doorway which led from the drawingroom to the room she used as a study.

“… do you remember, Sir George, the Bolbrook case! I took the man at Odessa…”

“… the curious thing was that I found no money on the body, only a small gold charm set with a single emerald, so I knew it was the girl with the fur bonnet who had…”

“… Pinot got away after putting three bullets into me, but I dragged myself to the window and shot him dead — it was a real good shot… !”

They rose to meet her and T.X. introduced her to the men. It was at that moment that John Lexman was announced.

He looked tired, but returned the Commissioner’s greeting with a cheerful mien. He knew all the men present by name, as they knew him. He had a few sheets of notes, which he laid on the little table which had been placed for him, and when the introductions were finished he went to this and with scarcely any preliminary began.
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The Narrative of John Lexman


“I am, as you may all know, a writer of stories which depend for their success upon the creation and unravelment of criminological mysteries. The Chief Commissioner has been good enough to tell you that my stories were something more than a mere seeking after sensation, and that I endeavoured in the course of those narratives to propound obscure but possible situations, and, with the ingenuity that I could command, to offer to those problems a solution acceptable, not only to the general reader, but to the police expert.

“Although I did not regard my earlier work with any great seriousness and indeed only sought after exciting situations and incidents, I can see now, looking back, that underneath the work which seemed at the time purposeless, there was something very much like a scheme of studies.

“You must forgive this egotism in me because it is necessary that I should make this explanation and you, who are in the main police officers of considerable experience and discernment, should appreciate the fact that as I was able to get inside the minds of the fictitious criminals I portrayed, so am I now able to follow the mind of the man who committed this murder, or if not to follow his mind, to recreate the psychology of the slayer of Remington Kara.

“In the possession of most of you are the vital facts concerning this man. You know the type of man he was, you have instances of his terrible ruthlessness, you know that he was a blot upon God’s earth, a vicious wicked ego, seeking the gratification of that strange blood-lust and pain-lust, which is to be found in so few criminals.”

John Lexman went on to describe the killing of Vassalaro.

“I know now how that occurred,” he said. “I had received on the previous Christmas eve amongst other presents, a pistol from an unknown admirer. That unknown admirer was Kara, who had planned this murder some three months ahead. He it was, who sent me the Browning, knowing as he did that I had never used such a weapon and that therefore I would be chary about using it. I might have put the pistol away in a cupboard out of reach and the whole of his carefully thought out plan would have miscarried.

“But Kara was systematic in all things. Three weeks after I received the weapon, a clumsy attempt was made to break into my house in the middle of the night. It struck me at the time it was clumsy, because the burglar made a tremendous amount of noise and disappeared soon after he began his attempt, doing no more damage than to break a window in my diningroom. Naturally my mind went to the possibility of a further attempt of this kind, as my house stood on the outskirts of the village, and it was only natural that I should take the pistol from one of my boxes and put it somewhere handy. To make doubly sure, Kara came down the next day and heard the full story of the outrage.

“He did not speak of pistols, but I remember now, though I did not remember at the time, that I mentioned the fact that I had a handy weapon. A fortnight later a second attempt was made to enter the house. I say an attempt, but again I do not believe that the intention was at all serious. The outrage was designed to keep that pistol of mine in a get-at-able place.

“And again Kara came down to see us on the day following the burglary, and again I must have told him, though I have no distinct recollection of the fact, of what had happened the previous night. It would have been unnatural if I had not mentioned the fact, as it was a matter which had formed a subject of discussion between myself, my wife and the servants.

“Then came the threatening letter, with Kara providentially at hand. On the night of the murder, whilst Kara was still in my house, I went out to find his chauffeur. Kara remained a few minutes with my wife and then on some excuse went into the library. There he loaded the pistol, placing one cartridge in the chamber, and trusting to luck that I did not pull the trigger until I had it pointed at my victim. Here he took his biggest chance, because, before sending the weapon to me, he had had the spring of the Browning so eased that the slightest touch set it off and, as you know, the pistol being automatic, the explosion of one cartridge, reloading and firing the next and so on, it was probably that a chance touch would have brought his scheme to nought — probably me also.

“Of what happened on that night you are aware.”

He went on to tell of his trial and conviction and skimmed over the life he led until that morning on Dartmoor.

“Kara knew my innocence had been proved and his hatred for me being his great obsession, since I had the thing he had wanted but no longer wanted, let that be understood — he saw the misery he had planned for me and my dear wife being brought to a sudden end. He had, by the way, already planned and carried his plan into execution, a system of tormenting her.

“You did not know,” he turned to T.X., “that scarcely a month passed, but some disreputable villain called at her flat, with a story that he had been released from Portland or Wormwood Scrubbs that morning and that he had seen me. The story each messenger brought was one sufficient to break the heart of any but the bravest woman. It was a story of ill-treatment by brutal officials, of my illness, of my madness, of everything calculated to harrow the feelings of a tender-hearted and faithful wife.

“That was Kara’s scheme. Not to hurt with the whip or with the knife, but to cut deep at the heart with his evil tongue, to cut to the raw places of the mind. When he found that I was to be released, — he may have guessed, or he may have discovered by some underhand method; that a pardon was about to be signed, — he conceived his great plan. He had less than two days to execute it.

“Through one of his agents he discovered a warder who had been in some trouble with the authorities, a man who was avaricious and was even then on the brink of being discharged from the service for trafficking with prisoners. The bribe he offered this man was a heavy one and the warder accepted.

“Kara had purchased a new monoplane and as you know he was an excellent aviator. With this new machine he flew to Devon and arrived at dawn in one of the unfrequented parts of the moor.

“The story of my own escape needs no telling. My narrative really begins from the moment I put my foot upon the deck of the Mpret. The first person I asked to see was, naturally, my wife. Kara, however, insisted on my going to the cabin he had prepared and changing my clothes, and until then I did not realise I was still in my convict’s garb. A clean change was waiting for me, and the luxury of soft shirts and well-fitting garments after the prison uniform I cannot describe.

“After I was dressed I was taken by the Greek steward to the larger stateroom and there I found my darling waiting for me.”

His voice sank almost to a whisper, and it was a minute or two before he had mastered his emotions.

“She had been suspicious of Kara, but he had been very insistent. He had detailed the plans and shown her the monoplane, but even then she would not trust herself on board, and she had been waiting in a motorboat, moving parallel with the yacht, until she saw the landing and realized, as she thought, that Kara was not playing her false. The motorboat had been hired by Kara and the two men inside were probably as well-bribed as the warder.

“The joy of freedom can only be known to those who have suffered the horrors of restraint. That is a trite enough statement, but when one is describing elemental things there is no room for subtlety. The voyage was a fairly eventless one. We saw very little of Kara, who did not intrude himself upon us, and our main excitement lay in the apprehension that we should be held up by a British destroyer or, that when we reached Gibraltar, we should be searched by the Brit’s authorities. Kara had foreseen that possibility and had taken in enough coal to last him for the run.

“We had a fairly stormy passage in the Mediterranean, but after that nothing happened until we arrived at Durazzo. We had to go ashore in disguise, because Kara told us that the English Consul might see us and make some trouble. We wore Turkish dresses, Grace heavily veiled and I wearing a greasy old kaftan which, with my somewhat emaciated face and my unshaven appearance, passed me without comment.

“Kara’s home was and is about eighteen miles from Durazzo. It is not on the main road, but it is reached by following one of the rocky mountain paths which wind and twist among the hills to the southeast of the town. The country is wild and mainly uncultivated. We had to pass through swamps and skirt huge lagoons as we mounted higher and higher from terrace to terrace and came to the roads which crossed the mountains.

“Kara’s, palace, you could call it no less, is really built within sight of the sea. It is on the Acroceraunian Peninsula near Cape Linguetta. Hereabouts the country is more populated and better cultivated. We passed great slopes entirely covered with mulberry and olive trees, whilst in the valleys there were fields of maize and corn. The palazzo stands on a lofty plateau. It is approached by two paths, which can be and have been well defended in the past against the Sultan’s troops or against the bands which have been raised by rival villages with the object of storming and plundering this stronghold.

“The Skipetars, a bloodthirsty crowd without pity or remorse, were faithful enough to their chief, as Kara was. He paid them so well that it was not profitable to rob him; moreover he kept their own turbulent elements fully occupied with the little raids which he or his agents organized from time to time. The palazzo was built rather in the Moorish than in the Turkish style.

“It was a sort of Eastern type to which was grafted an Italian architecture — a house of white-columned courts, of big paved yards, fountains and cool, dark rooms.

“When I passed through the gates I realized for the first time something of Kara’s importance. There were a score of servants, all Eastern, perfectly trained, silent and obsequious. He led us to his own room.

“It was a big apartment with divans running round the wall, the most ornate French drawing room suite and an enormous Persian carpet, one of the finest of the kind that has ever been turned out of Shiraz. Here, let me say, that throughout the trip his attitude to me had been perfectly friendly and towards Grace all that I could ask of my best friend, considerate and tactful.

“‘We had hardly reached his room before he said to me with that bonhomie which he had observed throughout the trip, ‘You would like to see your room?’

“I expressed a wish to that effect. He clapped his hands and a big Albanian servant came through the curtained doorway, made the usual salaam, and Kara spoke to him a few words in a language which I presume was Turkish.

“‘He will show you the way,’ said Kara with his most genial smile.

“I followed the servant through the curtains which had hardly fallen behind me before I was seized by four men, flung violently on the ground, a filthy tarbosch was thrust into my mouth and before I knew what was happening I was bound hand and foot.

“As I realised the gross treachery of the man, my first frantic thoughts were of Grace and her safety. I struggled with the strength of three men, but they were too many for me and I was dragged along the passage, a door was opened and I was flung into a bare room. I must have been lying on the floor for half an hour when they came for me, this time accompanied by a middle-aged man named Savolio, who was either an Italian or a Greek.

“He spoke English fairly well and he made it clear to me that I had to behave myself. I was led back to the room from whence I had come and found Kara sitting in one of those big armchairs which he affected, smoking a cigarette. Confronting him, still in her Turkish dress, was poor Grace. She was not bound I was pleased to see, but when on my entrance she rose and made as if to come towards me, she was unceremoniously thrown back by the guardian who stood at her side.

“‘Mr. John Lexman,’ drawled Kara, ‘you are at the beginning of a great disillusionment. I have a few things to tell you which will make you feel rather uncomfortable.’ It was then that I heard for the first time that my pardon had been signed and my innocence discovered.

“‘Having taken a great deal of trouble to get you in prison,’ said Kara, ‘it isn’t likely that I’m going to allow all my plans to be undone, and my plan is to make you both extremely uncomfortable.’

“He did not raise his voice, speaking still in the same conversational tone, suave and half amused.

“‘I hate you for two things,’ he said, and ticked them off on his fingers: ‘the first is that you took the woman that I wanted. To a man of my temperament that is an unpardonable crime. I have never wanted women either as friends or as amusement. I am one of the few people in the world who are self-sufficient. It happened that I wanted your wife and she rejected me because apparently she preferred you.’

“He looked at me quizzically.

“‘You are thinking at this moment,’ he went on slowly, “that I want her now, and that it is part of my revenge that I shall put her straight in my harem. Nothing is farther from my desires or my thoughts. The Black Roman is not satisfied with the leavings of such poor trash as you. I hate you both equally and for both of you there is waiting an experience more terrible than even your elastic imagination can conjure. You understand what that means!’ he asked me still retaining his calm.

“I did not reply. I dared not look at Grace, to whom he turned.

“‘I believe you love your husband, my friend,’ he said; ‘your love will be put to a very severe test. You shall see him the mere wreckage of the man he is. You shall see him brutalized below the level of the cattle in the field. I will give you both no joys, no ease of mind. From this moment you are slaves, and worse than slaves.’

“He clapped his hands. The interview was ended and from that moment I only saw Grace once.”

John Lexman stopped and buried his face in his hands.

“They took me to an underground dungeon cut in the solid rock. In many ways it resembled the dungeon of the Chateau of Chillon, in that its only window looked out upon a wild, storm-swept lake and its floor was jagged rock. I have called it underground, as indeed it was on that side, for the palazzo was built upon a steep slope running down from the spur of the hills.

“They chained me by the legs and left me to my own devices. Once a day they gave me a little goat flesh and a pannikin of water and once a week Kara would come in and outside the radius of my chain he would open a little camp stool and sitting down smoke his cigarette and talk. My God! the things that man said! The things he described! The horrors he related! And always it was Grace who was the centre of his description. And he would relate the stories he was telling to her about myself. I cannot describe them. They are beyond repetition.”

John Lexman shuddered and closed his eyes.

“That was his weapon. He did not confront me with the torture of my darling, he did not bring tangible evidence of her suffering — he just sat and talked, describing with a remarkable clarity of language which seemed incredible in a foreigner, the ‘amusements’ which he himself had witnessed.

“I thought I should go mad. Twice I sprang at him and twice the chain about my legs threw me headlong on that cruel floor. Once he brought the jailer in to whip me, but I took the whipping with such phlegm that it gave him no satisfaction. I told you I had seen Grace only once and this is how it happened.

“It was after the flogging, and Kara, who was a veritable demon in his rage, planned to have his revenge for my indifference. They brought Grace out upon a boat and rowed the boat to where I could see it from my window. There the whip which had been applied to me was applied to her. I can’t tell you any more about that,” he said brokenly, “but I wish, you don’t know how fervently, that I had broken down and given the dog the satisfaction he wanted. My God! It was horrible!

“When the winter came they used to take me out with chains on my legs to gather in wood from the forest. There was no reason why I should be given this work, but the truth was, as I discovered from Salvolio, that Kara thought my dungeon was too warm. It was sheltered from the winds by the hill behind and even on the coldest days and nights it was not unbearable. Then Kara went away for some time. I think he must have gone to England, and he came back in a white fury. One of his big plans had gone wrong and the mental torture he inflicted upon me was more acute than ever.

“In the old days he used to come once a week; now he came almost every day. He usually arrived in the afternoon and I was surprised one night to be awakened from my sleep to see him standing at the door, a lantern in his hand, his inevitable cigarette in his mouth. He always wore the Albanian costume when he was in the country, those white kilted skirts and zouave jackets which the hillsmen affect and, if anything, it added to his demoniacal appearance. He put down the lantern and leant against the wall.

“‘I’m afraid that wife of yours is breaking up, Lexman,’ he drawled; ‘she isn’t the good, stout, English stuff that I thought she was.’

“I made no reply. I had found by bitter experience that if I intruded into the conversation, I should only suffer the more.

“‘I have sent down to Durazzo to get a doctor,’ he went on; ‘naturally having taken all this trouble I don’t want to lose you by death. She is breaking up,’ he repeated with relish and yet with an undertone of annoyance in his voice; “she asked for you three times this morning.’

“I kept myself under control as I had never expected that a man so desperately circumstanced could do.

“‘Kara,’ I said as quietly as I could, ‘what has she done that she should deserve this hell in which she has lived?’

“He sent out a long ring of smoke and watched its progress across the dungeon.

“‘What has she done?’ he said, keeping his eye on the ring — I shall always remember every look, every gesture, and every intonation of his voice. ‘Why, she has done all that a woman can do for a man like me. She has made me feel little. Until I had a rebuff from her, I had all the world at my feet, Lexman. I did as I liked. If I crooked my little finger, people ran after me and that one experience with her has broken me. Oh, don’t think,’ he went on quickly, ‘that I am broken in love. I never loved her very much, it was just a passing passion, but she killed my self-confidence. After then, whenever I came to a crucial moment in my affairs, when the big manner, the big certainty was absolutely necessary for me to carry my way, whenever I was most confident of myself and my ability and my scheme, a vision of this damned girl rose and I felt that momentary weakening, that memory of defeat, which made all the difference between success and failure.

“‘I hated her and I hate her still,’ he said with vehemence; ‘if she dies I shall hate her more because she will remain everlastingly unbroken to menace my thoughts and spoil my schemes through all eternity.’

“He leant forward, his elbows on his knees, his clenched fist under his chin — how well I can see him! — and stared at me.

“‘I could have been king here in this land,’ he said, waving his hand toward the interior, ‘I could have bribed and shot my way to the throne of Albania. Don’t you realize what that means to a man like me? There is still a chance and if I could keep your wife alive, if I could see her broken in reason and in health, a poor, skeleton, gibbering thing that knelt at my feet when I came near her I should recover the mastery of myself. Believe me,’ he said, nodding his head, ‘your wife will have the best medical advice that it is possible to obtain.’

“Kara went out and I did not see him again for a very long time. He sent word, just a scrawled note in the morning, to say my wife had died.”

John Lexman rose up from his seat, and paced the apartment, his head upon his breast.

“From that moment,” he said, “I lived only for one thing, to punish Remington Kara. And gentlemen, I punished him.”

He stood in the centre of the room and thumped his broad chest with his clenched hand.

“I killed Remington Kara,” he said, and there was a little gasp of astonishment from every man present save one. That one was T.X. Meredith, who had known all the time.
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After a while Lexman resumed his story.

“I told you that there was a man at the palazzo named Salvolio. Salvolio was a man who had been undergoing a life sentence in one of the prisons of southern Italy. In some mysterious fashion he escaped and got across the Adriatic in a small boat. How Kara found him I don’t know. Salvolio was a very uncommunicative person. I was never certain whether he was a Greek or an Italian. All that I am sure about is that he was the most unmitigated villain next to his master that I have ever met.

“He was a quick man with his knife and I have seen him kill one of the guards whom he had thought was favouring me in the matter of diet with less compunction than you would kill a rat.

“It was he who gave me this scar,” John Lexman pointed to his cheek. “In his master’s absence he took upon himself the task of conducting a clumsy imitation of Kara’s persecution. He gave me, too, the only glimpse I ever had of the torture poor Grace underwent. She hated dogs, and Kara must have come to know this and in her sleeping room — she was apparently better accommodated than I — he kept four fierce beasts so chained that they could almost reach her.

“Some reference to my wife from this low brute maddened me beyond endurance and I sprang at him. He whipped out his knife and struck at me as I fell and I escaped by a miracle. He evidently had orders not to touch me, for he was in a great panic of mind, as he had reason to be, because on Kara’s return he discovered the state of my face, started an enquiry and had Salvolio taken to the courtyard in the true eastern style and bastinadoed until his feet were pulp.

“You may be sure the man hated me with a malignity which almost rivalled his employer’s. After Grace’s death Kara went away suddenly and I was left to the tender mercy of this man. Evidently he had been given a fairly free hand. The principal object of Kara’s hate being dead, he took little further interest in me, or else wearied of his hobby. Salvolio began his persecutions by reducing my diet. Fortunately I ate very little. Nevertheless the supplies began to grow less and less, and I was beginning to feel the effects of this starvation system when there happened a thing which changed the whole course of my life and opened to me a way to freedom and to vengeance.

“Salvolio did not imitate the austerity of his master and in Kara’s absence was in the habit of having little orgies of his own. He would bring up dancing girls from Durazzo for his amusement and invite prominent men in the neighbourhood to his feasts and entertainments, for he was absolutely lord of the palazzo when Kara was away and could do pretty well as he liked. On this particular night the festivities had been more than usually prolonged, for as near as I could judge by the daylight which was creeping in through my window it was about four o’clock in the morning when the big steel-sheeted door was opened and Salvolio came in, more than a little drunk. He brought with him, as I judged, one of his dancing girls, who apparently was privileged to see the sights of the palace.

“For a long time he stood in the doorway talking incoherently in a language which I think must have been Turkish, for I caught one or two words.

“Whoever the girl was, she seemed a little frightened, I could see that, because she shrank back from him though his arm was about her shoulders and he was half supporting his weight upon her. There was fear, not only in the curious little glances she shot at me from time to time, but also in the averted face. Her story I was to learn. She was not of the class from whence Salvolio found the dancers who from time to time came up to the palace for his amusement and the amusement of his guests. She was the daughter of a Turkish merchant of Scutari who had been received into the Catholic Church.

“Her father had gone down to Durazzo during the first Balkan war and then Salvolio had seen the girl unknown to her parent, and there had been some rough kind of courtship which ended in her running away on this very day and joining her ill-favoured lover at the palazzo. I tell you this because the fact had some bearing on my own fate.

“As I say, the girl was frightened and made as though to go from the dungeon. She was probably scared both by the unkempt prisoner and by the drunken man at her side. He, however, could not leave without showing to her something of his authority. He came lurching over near where I lay, his long knife balanced in his hand ready for emergencies, and broke into a string of vituperations of the character to which I was quite hardened.

“Then he took a flying kick at me and got home in my ribs, but again I experienced neither a sense of indignity nor any great hurt. Salvolio had treated me like this before and I had survived it. In the midst of the tirade, looking past him, I was a new witness to an extraordinary scene.

“The girl stood in the open doorway, shrinking back against the door, looking with distress and pity at the spectacle which Salvolio’s brutality afforded. Then suddenly there appeared beside her a tall Turk. He was greybearded and forbidding. She looked round and saw him, and her mouth opened to utter a cry, but with a gesture he silenced her and pointed to the darkness outside.

“Without a word she cringed past him, her sandalled feet making no noise. All this time Salvolio was continuing his stream of abuse, but he must have seen the wonder in my eyes for he stopped and turned.

“The old Turk took one stride forward, encircled his body with his left arm, and there they stood grotesquely like a couple who were going to start to waltz. The Turk was a head taller than Salvolio and, as I could see, a man of immense strength.

“They looked at one another, face to face, Salvolio rapidly recovering his senses… and then the Turk gave him a gentle punch in the ribs. That is what it seemed like to me, but Salvolio coughed horribly, went limp in the other’s arms and dropped with a thud to the ground. The Turk leant down soberly and wiped his long knife on the other’s jacket before he put it back in the sash at his waist.

“Then with a glance at me he turned to go, but stopped at the door and looked back thoughtfully. He said something in Turkish which I could not understand, then he spoke in French.

“‘Who are you?’ he asked.

“In as few words as possible I explained. He came over and looked at the manacle about my leg and shook his head.

“‘You will never be able to get that undone,’ he said.

“He caught hold of the chain, which was a fairly long one, bound it twice round his arm and steadying his arm across his thigh, he turned with a sudden jerk. There was a smart ‘snap’ as the chain parted. He caught me by the shoulder and pulled me to my feet. “ ‘Put the chain about your waist, Effendi,’ he said, and he took a revolver from his belt and handed it to me.

“‘You may need this before we get back to Durazzo,’ he said. His belt was literally bristling with weapons — I saw three revolvers beside the one I possessed — and he had, evidently come prepared for trouble. We made our way from the dungeon into the clean-smelling world without.

“It was the second time I had been in the open air for eighteen months and my knees were trembling under me with weakness and excitement. The old man shut the prison door behind us and walked on until we came up to the girl waiting for us by the lakeside. She was weeping softly and he spoke to her a few words in a low voice and her weeping ceased.

“‘This daughter of mine will show us the way,’ he said, ‘I do not know this part of the country — she knows it too well.’

“To cut a long story short,” said Lexman, “we reached Durazzo in the afternoon. There was no attempt made to follow us up and neither my absence nor the body of Salvolio were discovered until late in the afternoon. You must remember that nobody but Salvolio was allowed into my prison and therefore nobody had the courage to make any investigations.

“The old man got me to his house without being observed, and brought a brotherin-law or some relative of his to remove the anklet. The name of my host was Hussein Effendi.

“That same night we left with a little caravan to visit some of the old man’s relatives. He was not certain what would be the consequence of his act, and for safety’s sake took this trip, which would enable him if need be to seek sanctuary with some of the wilder Turkish tribes, who would give him protection.

“In that three months I saw Albania as it is — it was an experience never to be forgotten!

“If there is a better man in God’s world than Hiabam Hussein Effendi, I have yet to meet him. It was he who provided me with money to leave Albania. I begged from him, too, the knife with which he had killed Salvolio. He had discovered that Kara was in England and told me something of the Greek’s occupation which I had not known before. I crossed to Italy and went on to Milan. There it was that I learnt that an eccentric Englishman who had arrived a few days previously on one of the South American boats at Genoa, was in my hotel desperately ill.

“My hotel I need hardly tell you was not a very expensive one and we were evidently the only two Englishmen in the place. I could do no less than go up and see what I could do for the poor fellow who was pretty well gone when I saw him. I seemed to remember having seen him before and when looking round for some identification I discovered his name I readily recalled the circumstance.

“It was George Gathercole, who had returned from South America. He was suffering from malarial fever and blood poisoning and for a week, with an Italian doctor, I fought as hard as any man could fight for his life. He was a trying patient,” John Lexman smiled suddenly at the recollection, “vitriolic in his language, impatient and imperious in his attitude to his friends. He was, for example, terribly sensitive about his lost arm and would not allow either the doctor or my-self to enter the room until he was covered to the neck, nor would he eat or drink in our presence. Yet he was the bravest of the brave, careless of himself and only fretful because he had not time to finish his new book. His indomitable spirit did not save him. He died on the 17th of January of this year. I was in Genoa at the time, having gone there at his request to save his belongings. When I returned he had been buried. I went through his papers and it was then that I conceived my idea of how I might approach Kara.

“I found a letter from the Greek, which had been addressed to Buenos Ayres, to await arrival, and then I remembered in a flash, how Kara had told me he had sent George Gathercole to South America to report upon possible gold formations. I was determined to kill Kara, and determined to kill him in such a way that I myself would cover every trace of my complicity.

“Even as he had planned my downfall, scheming every step and covering his trail, so did I plan to bring about his death that no suspicion should fall on me.

“I knew his house. I knew something of his habits. I knew the fear in which he went when he was in England and away from the feudal guards who had surrounded him in Albania. I knew of his famous door with its steel latch and I was planning to circumvent all these precautions and bring to him not only the death he deserved, but a full knowledge of his fate before he died.

“Gathercole had some money, — about 140 pounds — I took 100 pounds of this for my own use, knowing that I should have sufficient in London to recompense his heirs, and the remainder of the money with all such documents as he had, save those which identified him with Kara, I handed over to the British Consul.

“I was not unlike the dead man. My beard had grown wild and I knew enough of Gathercole’s eccentricities to live the part. The first step I took was to announce my arrival by inference. I am a fairly good journalist with a wide general knowledge and with this, corrected by reference to the necessary books which I found in the British Museum library, I was able to turn out a very respectable article on Patagonia.

“This I sent to The Times with one of Gathercole’s cards and, as you know, it was printed. My next step was to find suitable lodgings between Chelsea and Scotland Yard. I was fortunate in being able to hire a furnished flat, the owner of which was going to the south of France for three months. I paid the rent in advance and since I dropped all the eccentricities I had assumed to support the character of Gathercole, I must have impressed the owner, who took me without references.

“I had several suits of new clothes made, not in London,” he smiled, “but in Manchester, and again I made myself as trim as possible to avoid after-identification. When I had got these together in my flat, I chose my day. In the morning I sent two trunks with most of my personal belongings to the Great Midland Hotel.

“In the afternoon I went to Cadogan Square and hung about until I saw Kara drive off. It was my first view of him since I had left Albania and it required all my self-control to prevent me springing at him in the street and tearing at him with my hands.

“Once he was out of sight I went to the house adopting all the style and all the mannerisms of poor Gathercole. My beginning was unfortunate for, with a shock, I recognised in the valet a fellow-convict who had been with me in the warder’s cottage on the morning of my escape from Dartmoor. There was no mistaking him, and when I heard his voice I was certain. Would he recognise me I wondered, in spite of my beard and my eyeglasses?

“Apparently he did not. I gave him every chance. I thrust my face into his and on my second visit challenged him, in the eccentric way which poor old Gathercole had, to test the grey of my beard. For the moment however, I was satisfied with my brief experiment and after a reasonable interval I went away, returning to my place off Victoria Street and waiting till the evening.

“In my observation of the house, whilst I was waiting for Kara to depart, I had noticed that there were two distinct telephone wires running down to the roof. I guessed, rather than knew, that one of these telephones was a private wire and, knowing something of Kara’s fear, I presumed that that wire would lead to a police office, or at any rate to a guardian of some kind or other. Kara had the same arrangement in Albania, connecting the palazzo with the gendarme posts at Alesso. This much Hussein told me.

“That night I made a reconnaissance of the house and saw Kara’s window was lit and at ten minutes past ten I rang the bell and I think it was then that I applied the test of the beard. Kara was in his room, the valet told me, and led the way upstairs. I had come prepared to deal with this valet for I had an especial reason for wishing that he should not be interrogated by the police. On a plain card I had written the number he bore in Dartmoor and had added the words, ‘I know you, get out of here quick.’

“As he turned to lead the way upstairs I flung the envelope containing the card on the table in the hall. In an inside pocket, as near to my body as I could put them, I had the two candles. How I should use them both I had already decided. The valet ushered me into Kara’s room and once more I stood in the presence of the man who had killed my girl and blotted out all that was beautiful in life for me.”

There was a breathless silence when he paused. T.X. leaned back in his chair, his head upon his breast, his arms folded, his eyes watching the other intently.

The Chief Commissioner, with a heavy frown and pursed lips, sat stroking his moustache and looking under his shaggy eyebrows at the speaker. The French police officer, his hands thrust deep in his pockets, his head on one side, was taking in every word eagerly. The sallow-faced Russian, impassive of face, might have been a carved ivory mask. O’Grady, the American, the stump of a dead cigar between his teeth, shifted impatiently with every pause as though he would hurry forward the denouement.

Presently John Lexman went on.

“He slipped from the bed and came across to meet me as I closed the door behind me.

“‘Ah, Mr. Gathercole,’ he said, in that silky tone of his, and held out his hand.

“I did not speak. I just looked at him with a sort of fierce joy in my heart the like of which I had never before experienced.

“‘And then he saw in my eyes the truth and half reached for the telephone.

“But at that moment I was on him. He was a child in my hands. All the bitter anguish he had brought upon me, all the hardships of starved days and freezing nights had strengthened and hardened me. I had come back to London disguised with a false arm and this I shook free. It was merely a gauntlet of thin wood which I had had made for me in Paris.

“I flung him back on the bed and half knelt, half laid on him.

“‘Kara,’ I said, ‘you are going to die, a more merciful death than my wife died.’

“He tried to speak. His soft hands gesticulated wildly, but I was half lying on one arm and held the other.

“I whispered in his ear:

“‘Nobody will know who killed you, Kara, think of that! I shall go scot free — and you will be the centre of a fine mystery! All your letters will be read, all your life will be examined and the world will know you for what you are!’

“I released his arm for just as long as it took to draw my knife and strike. I think he died instantly,” John Lexman said simply.

“I left him where he was and went to the door. I had not much time to spare. I took the candles from my pocket. They were already ductile from the heat of my body.

“I lifted up the steel latch of the door and propped up the latch with the smaller of the two candles, one end of which was on the middle socket and the other beneath the latch. The heat of the room I knew would still further soften the candle and let the latch down in a short time.

“I was prepared for the telephone by his bedside though I did not know to whither it led. The presence of the paperknife decided me. I balanced it across the silver cigarette box so that one end came under the telephone receiver; under the other end I put the second candle which I had to cut to fit. On top of the paperknife at the candle end I balanced the only two books I could find in the room, and fortunately they were heavy.

“I had no means of knowing how long it would take to melt the candle to a state of flexion which would allow the full weight of the books to bear upon the candle end of the paperknife and fling off the receiver. I was hoping that Fisher had taken my warning and had gone. When I opened the door softly, I heard his footsteps in the hall below. There was nothing to do but to finish the play.

“I turned and addressed an imaginary conversation to Kara. It was horrible, but there was something about it which aroused in me a curious sense of humour and I wanted to laugh and laugh and laugh!

“I heard the man coming up the stairs and closed the door gingerly. What length of time would it take for the candle to bend!

“To completely establish the alibi I determined to hold Fisher in conversation and this was all the easier since apparently he had not seen the envelope I had left on the table downstairs. I had not long to wait for suddenly with a crash I heard the steel latch fall in its place. Under the effect of the heat the candle had bent sooner than I had expected. I asked Fisher what was the meaning of the sound and he explained. I passed down the stairs talking all the time. I found a cab at Sloane Square and drove to my lodgings. Underneath my overcoat I was partly dressed in evening kit.

“Ten minutes after I entered the door of my flat I came out a beardless man about town, not to be distinguished from the thousand others who would be found that night walking the promenade of any of the great music-halls. From Victoria Street I drove straight to Scotland Yard. It was no more than a coincidence that whilst I should have been speaking with you all, the second candle should have bent and the alarm be given in the very office in which I was sitting.

“I assure you all in all earnestness that I did not suspect the cause of that ringing until Mr. Mansus spoke.

“There, gentlemen, is my story!” He threw out his arms.

“You may do with me as you will. Kara was a murderer, dyed a hundred times in innocent blood. I have done all that I set myself to do — that and no more — that and no less. I had thought to go away to America, but the nearer the day of my departure approached, the more vivid became the memory of the plans which she and I had formed, my girl… my poor martyred girl!”

He sat at the little table, his hands clasped before him, his face lined and white.

“And that is the end!” he said suddenly, with a wry smile.

“Not quite!” T.X. swung round with a gasp. It was Belinda Mary who spoke.

“I can carry it on,” she said.

She was wonderfully self-possessed, thought T.X., but then T.X. never thought anything of her but that she was “wonderfully” something or the other.

“Most of your story is true, Mr. Lexman,” said this astonishing girl, oblivious of the amazed eyes that were staring at her, “but Kara deceived you in one respect.”

“What do you mean?” asked John Lexman, rising unsteadily to his feet.

For answer she rose and walked back to the door with the chintz curtains and flung it open: There was a wait which seemed an eternity, and then through the doorway came a girl, slim and grave and beautiful.

“My God!” whispered T.X. “Grace Lexman!”
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They went out and left them alone, two people who found in this moment a heaven which is not beyond the reach of humanity, but which is seldom attained to. Belinda Mary had an eager audience all to her very self.

“Of course she didn’t die,” she said scornfully. “Kara was playing on his fears all the time. He never even harmed her — in the way Mr. Lexman feared. He told Mrs. Lexman that her husband was dead just as he told John Lexman his wife was gone. What happened was that he brought her back to England—”

“Who?” asked T.X., incredulously.

“Grace Lexman,” said the girl, with a smile. “You wouldn’t think it possible, but when you realize that he had a yacht of his own and that he could travel up from whatever landing place he chose to his house in Cadogan Square by motorcar and that he could take her straight away into his cellar without disturbing his household, you’ll understand that the only difficulty he had was in landing her. It was in the lower cellar that I found her.”

“You found her in the cellar?” demanded the Chief Commissioner.

The girl nodded.

“I found her and the dog — you heard how Kara terrified her — and I killed the dog with my own hands,” she said a little proudly, and then shivered. “It was very beastly,” she admitted.

“And she’s been living with you all this time and you’ve said nothing!” asked T.X., incredulously. Belinda Mary nodded.

“And that is why you didn’t want me to know where you were living?” She nodded again.

“You see she was very ill,” she said, “and I had to nurse her up, and of course I knew that it was Lexman who had killed Kara and I couldn’t tell you about Grace Lexman without betraying him. So when Mr. Lexman decided to tell his story, I thought I’d better supply the grand denouement.”

The men looked at one another.

“What are you going to do about Lexman?” asked the Chief Commissioner, “and, by the way, T.X., how does all this fit your theories!”

“Fairly well,” replied T.X. coolly; “obviously the man who committed the murder was the man introduced into the room as Gathercole and as obviously it was not Gathercole, although to all appearance, he had lost his left arm.”

“Why obvious?” asked the Chief Commissioner.

“Because,” answered T.X. Meredith, “the real Gathercole had lost his right arm — that was the one error Lexman made.”

“H’m,” the Chief pulled at his moustache and looked enquiringly round the room, “we have to make up our minds very quickly about Lexman,” he said. “What do you think, Carlneau?”

The Frenchman shrugged his shoulders.

“For my part I should not only importune your Home Secretary to pardon him, but I should recommend him for a pension,” he said flippantly.

“What do you think, Savorsky?”

The Russian smiled a little.

“It is a very impressive story,” he said dispassionately; “it occurs to me that if you intend bringing your M. Lexman to judgment you are likely to expose some very pretty scandals. Incidentally,” he said, stroking his trim little moustache, “I might remark that any exposure which drew attention to the lawless conditions of Albania would not be regarded by my government with favour.”

The Chief Commissioner’s eyes twinkled and he nodded.

“That is also my view,” said the Chief of the Italian bureau; “naturally we are greatly interested in all that happens on the Adriatic littoral. It seems to me that Kara has come to a very merciful end and I am not inclined to regard a prosecution of Mr. Lexman with equanimity.”

“Well, I guess the political aspect of the case doesn’t affect us very much,” said O’Grady, “but as one who was once mighty near asphyxiated by stirring up the wrong kind of mud, I should leave the matter where it is.”

The Chief Commissioner was deep in thought and Belinda Mary eyed him anxiously.

“Tell them to come in,” he said bluntly.

The girl went and brought John Lexman and his wife, and they came in hand in hand supremely and serenely happy whatever the future might hold for them. The Chief Commissioner cleared his throat.

“Lexman, we’re all very much obliged to you,” he said, “for a very interesting story and a most interesting theory. What you have done, as I understand the matter,” he proceeded deliberately, “is to put yourself in the murderer’s place and advance a theory not only as to how the murder was actually committed, but as to the motive for that murder. It is, I might say, a remarkable piece of reconstruction,” he spoke very deliberately, and swept away John Lexman’s astonished interruption with a stern hand, “please wait and do not speak until I am out of hearing,” he growled. “You have got into the skin of the actual assassin and have spoken most convincingly. One might almost think that the man who killed Remington Kara was actually standing before us. For that piece of impersonation we are all very grateful;” he glared round over his spectacles at his understanding colleagues and they murmured approvingly.

He looked at his watch.

“Now I am afraid I must be off,” he crossed the room and put out his hand to John Lexman. “I wish you good luck,” he said, and took both Grace Lexman’s hands in his. “One of these days,” he said paternally, “I shall come down to Beston Tracey and your husband shall tell me another and a happier story.”

He paused at the door as he was going out and looking back caught the grateful eyes of Lexman.

“By the way, Mr. Lexman,” he said hesitatingly, “I don’t think I should ever write a story called ‘The Clue of the Twisted Candle,’ if I were you.”

John Lexman shook his head.

“It will never be written,” he said, “ — by me.”


The End



Down Under Donovan (1918)


Table of Contents



I. The Woman in Black



II. The Man Who Gambled



III. John Pentridge at Home



IV. The Wreck of the Riviera Limited



V. When Rogues Agree



VI. John President Wins



VII. The Turf Detective



VIII. Janet Goes to Tea



IX. The Grey Arrives



X. Bud Kitson Goes to Sleep



XI. The Count Collinni



XII. In the Sandown Paddock



XIII. At Pennwaring



XIV. The Guest Who Came



XV. Love in a Cottage



XVI. Milton Sands at Work



XVII. An Unexpected Visit



XVIII. Derby Day



XIX. An Old Saying



XX. Kidnapped!



XXI. A Midnight Marriage



XXII. When Rogues Fall Out



XXIII. Conclusion




I. The Woman in Black


Table of Contents


“Curse the luck!”

Above the babble of talk about the table, the harsh voice of the man arose and the players looked round, curiously or indignantly, according to their several temperaments. They saw a man of fifty-five, gaunt of face, his chin covered with a two days’ growth of grey beard, his dark eyes shining malignantly as he glared at the table.

He was dressed in a shabby evening suit, his shirt-front was discoloured and crumpled, and the trousers frayed over his patched and polished boots.

His hand, none too cleanly, trembled as it touched his mouth, and his lips in their twitching betrayed the opium eater.

“Damn Monte Carlo,” he said, in his cracked but strident voice. “I never have any luck here — I’m goin’ to stick to Nice, I am!”

It was the voice of a common man as the dress was that of a poor man, and John Pentridge was both.

A suave attendant approached him.

“Would M’sieur come to recover himself outside the Salle de Jeu?” he asked politely.

The man glared at him.

“I’m stayin’ here,” he growled. “You’ve got my money. What more do you want?”

“M’sieur is disturbing the players,” said the man, who was now reinforced by two more attendants.

“I’m staying here — keep your hands off me!” he roared, but the men had caught him by the arms and were gently but firmly leading him to the swing-doors of the gambling room.

He would have struggled, but he had sense to know that in his enfeebled state he stood no chance against his captors.

“I’ll come back tomorrow,” he almost shouted as they pushed him to the door, “I’ll come back an’ buy up the whole lot o’ ye! I’ve got a million as good in my pocket! ye thievin’ lot of—”

He had got to the door of the saloon, and suddenly he stopped shouting and drew back.

They thought he was trying to resist them, and were prepared to use even greater force.

“No, no, no!” he breathed in a terrified voice, “not there — look — that woman! Don’t let her see me, for God’s sake!”

He spoke rapidly in French, and following the direction of his eyes, the men saw a girl standing in the centre of the outer saloon.

She was young and exceedingly beautiful, and was dressed quietly, if expensively, in a smart tailor-made dress of black; black also was her hat, yet there was nothing funereal in her garb, but rather an effect of studied restraint. It was unusual to see a woman so attired at this hour of the evening, and she had evidently just arrived by motorcar, for a dust-cloak hung on her arm.

“Get me out some other way,” pleaded the prisoner urgently. All his truculence had disappeared, and he was in a pitiable state of panic.

The head attendant hesitated. He saw the girl joined by a tall, grey-haired man, and they seemed to be on the point of making a move toward the Salle de Jeu.

“This way,” said the attendant, moved to pity by the unmistakable terror of the man. He led the way to a side door leading to a smaller salon, and from thence they gained the terrace of the Casino.

“And M’sieur,” said the chief of the man’s custodians with infinite politeness, “I am requested by the directors to advise you not to come again to the Casino.”

John Pentridge wiped his streaming face with a grimy handkerchief.

“That’s settled me,” he muttered, ignoring the remarks of the other. “I get rid of them papers tonight.” Now, he was speaking to himself in English.

“Livin’ like a dog, I am,” he continued his musings, “hunted from pillar to post all over Europe — phew!” Then he directed his attentions to the men who were gravely regarding him.


“Allons! mes braves!”
 he sneered, “I’ll come tomorrow and buy you all up — you an’ the bloomin’ Casino too!”

And with this awful threat he went swaggering along the deserted strip of terrace and reached the greater terrace, Monte Carlo’s crowning pride, and mingled with the throng.

But he had been seen. A man of his own age, and almost as shabbily dressed, followed in his wake as he walked toward the Condamine. Pentridge turned with a snarl, as a hand was laid on his arm.

“Hello, Penty!” said an ingratiating, wheedling voice, “not goin’ to leave an old pal, are you — old Chummy, Penty, wot’s been faithful an’ obligin’ to you.”

The man addressed scowled.

“Oh, it’s you, is it?” he asked contemptuously. “What do you want,”

“Shares, Penty,” said the other. His face in the light of the electric lamp was wrinkled and seared. His small eyes twinkled maliciously.

“Ain’t me an’ you been in the same boat for years?” demanded the coaxing voice. “Ain’t we been kicked from ‘ell to Christiania? ‘Tain’t like the old Melbourne days, Penty — Gawd! I wish I was back in ole Melbourne — you remember that day at Flemin’ton when Carbine won the cup?”

“Look here, Chummy,” — Pentridge faced his tormentor savagely; his face was livid with passion— “because you’re an old lag an’ I’m an old lag, living in this filthy continent because we ain’t got sense enough to get out of it, you’re not going to sponge on me. You had your share of the stuff we brought from Australia years ago — you’ve had your share of every swindle we’ve been in—”

“But not of the big swag,” corrected the other softly, “not of the what-dy-call-it invention; that’s what I’ve been waitin’ for, Penty, all these years. There’s a bloke in Monte Carlo — a Russian bloke who’s been blowin’ all round the town of an invention he’s goin’ to buy. Couldn’t help hearin’ about it, Penty,” he said almost apologetically. “That’s the swag I want, because I helped to pinch it. And I could go this very night as ever is,” he went on impressively, “an’ see a certain young gel that’s just come into Monte an’ is drivin’ back to Marseilles in an hour — I could go to her—”

“Shut up!” hissed Pentridge, his face working. “Come an’ talk it over. Follow me at a distance — I don’t want any one to see us together.”

He led the way through a throng of people to that corner of Monte Carlo where the villas of the wealthy, in their sedate and quiet isolation, offered opportunities for quiet talk. He turned into the gateway of a large house.

“Where are you goin’?”

The man called Chummy drew back suspiciously.

“Goin’ to have a talk, ain’t we?” demanded Pentridge. “I’ve got a friend livin’ here.”

The other followed him reluctantly along the close-growing avenue of limes which led to the door of the villa, and Pentridge felt for the little life-preserver in his pocket.

“What I say is—” began Chummy, then suddenly the other turned with the snarl of a wild beast and leaped at him.

Three minutes later Pentridge came furtively from the avenue and walked rapidly down to the front.

The train for Nice was moving as he reached the platform, and he had time to leap into an empty carriage, satisfied in his mind that no man had seen him in company with his sometime friend. In this surmise he was right, for when in the morning the battered wreck of something which had once been a man was discovered, the police found no assistance from voluntary witnesses, and since murder is not a topic for advertisement in delightful Monaco, they concluded their investigation in the day. They buried Chummy Gordon of Melbourne.



II. The Man Who Gambled
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It was a warm night in March, such a night as only the Riviera knows, and Monte Carlo was filled with a restless, happy crowd.

It was the day of the big race meeting, and the town, largely congested with visitors, had received a large contingent from Nice, Mentone, and as far eastward as San Remo. The beautiful promenades were thronged with a leisurely moving crowd, the terraces presented something of the appearance of a favourite English seaside resort in the height of the season, and the little tables of the Café Americain were fully occupied by a chattering, laughing crowd of diners.

Monte Carlo was at its best, a crescent moon overhung the still waters of the Mediterranean, and sent little wriggling reflections of light along the unruffled surface of the sea. Ever and anon, the slow-moving crowd upon the terraces would stop and gaze upward as the whirring of a monoplane engine sounded above the babble of talk, and the dark shape of the aeroplane went gliding through the velvet darkness of the heavens.

Two men came slowly through the swing-doors of the Monaco Palace Hotel, and stood for a moment upon the broad, marble pavement, looking down at the throng below. They were both in the first flush of manhood, and obviously British, by the correct cut of their evening clothes.

Evidently they were in no great hurry, for they stood for some moments silently contemplating the animated scene. The taller of the two was a cleanshaven man of twenty-nine. He stood upright, and conveyed the impression that he was a soldier, though Milton Sands had known no other service than that which his patriotism had imposed upon him during the Boer war, when he had accepted a commission in the first Bushmen contingent of the Victorian Mounted Infantry.

In the golden-brown light of the arc-lamp which swung above, the lean, sunburnt face took on a deeper tan. His big, grey eyes were set wide apart, the lines of his eyebrows were heavy and black and straight, and there was a strength and a resolution in the mouth and the determined jaw which revealed something of his character even to the amateur physiognomist. Yet the laughing lines about his eyes, and the merest twitch of a line at the comers of his mouth, told of a man who was possessed of that rare quality, a large and generous sense of humour.

His companion, though well built, and tall by average standard, was half a head shorter than his fellow. He was of the sturdy soldier type too, but the outlines of his face were softer than the other’s.

Seeing him, you might describe him as a clean, well-set up Englishman, and find some difficulty in improving upon that description. Like his companion, he was cleanshaven, and bore evidence of a life largely spent in the open air. He flicked the ash of his cigarette, and turning suddenly to the man at his side, he asked: “Quo vadis?”

Milton Sands looked round with a smile.

“To the home of sin and affluence,” he said.

“In other words, the Casino?” smiled the other. “Well, I hope you have better luck than my—” he was going to say “friend,” but changed his mind— “than Wilton has had. How have you done lately?”

Milton Sands blew a succession of smoke rings into the still air before he replied. He might well have employed the interval of silence in the enjoyment of the knowledge that Toady Wilton had lost money, for he did not like him. “I hardly know,” he answered cautiously. “From certain points of view I have done well, from others I have done badly. You see, I started on this trip with next to nothing, and I have still my capital.”

Eric Stanton laughed, and eyed the big man admiringly.

“You have an inexhaustible capital of good spirits, at any rate,” he said. “I have often wondered whether men make money at the tables. You see, I never gamble — not that way,” he amended his statement, “I like to put my money on a horse, for I know that I shall get a run for it. I have not yet succumbed to the fascination of rouge et noir
 or trente et quarante
 , but you find it very occupying.”

“I don’t know,” drawled the other. “I am not here to pass my time, I am here to make money. That is a frank confession, isn’t it? I came to Monte Carlo with a system and two hundred pounds. I have still got the system,” he said grimly.

Again Eric laughed. “It does not seem to worry you very much.” The other shook his head.

“Why should it? I am a philosopher, a gentleman of fortune — an adventurer, if you like. There is a certain fierce joy in dragging money from a reluctant world, and when the representative of the world happens to be a short, fat French croupier with cobweb whiskers, the joy is intensified. I have done one wise thing “ — he turned to the other with that mouth of his twitching— “I have deposited a sum equal to what my hotel bill is likely to be with the cashier of this excellent establishment, and I have a return ticket to London. For the rest” — he waved his hand airily at the distant Casino, alluring with its blaze of light— “my fate is on the wheel of chance. Allons
 !”

They walked down the steps together, passed slowly through the holiday-making throng, and were swallowed up in the night. Three men had watched them with some interest. They were in evening dress, sitting over their coffee and cigars at a little marble table upon the broad veranda of the hotel.

“Why aren’t you with your pal, Toady?” asked one languidly.

The man addressed scowled at the question, and his swarthy face puckered in angry creases as he muttered something sulkily.

“Oh, don’t get rattled!” said the first speaker, “it is no insult to be called the friend of a millionaire.”

“You are always chaffing me, Sir George,” growled the other man. “I am tired of having my leg pulled. If you are particularly anxious to know why I did not join him, I am willing to tell you,” he went on viciously. “I did not want him to see me in your company.”

Sir George laughed easily. He was not thin-skinned, and the implied insult in the words left him unmoved. He stroked his long, flaxen moustache and gazed benevolently through his single eyeglass at his victim. Sir George Frodmere was a handsome man, with a remarkably fine complexion, the type which French comic artists invariably draw in an exaggerated way as being typical of the English race.

“My dear Toady,” he said patronisingly, “a man who spends all his life sidling up to dukes and any other branch of the aristocracy which has the disadvantage of having a handle to its name, should extend a little of his courtesy to one of Britain’s baronets. I am well aware that your friend has constitutional objections to me, but for all he knows I may be a model of all that a baronet should be. A fine boy,” he went on reflectively, “he rather favours his mother as I remember her.”

He shot a keen glance at Toady Wilton, and the dark man shifted uncomfortably in his chair.

“She was a handsome woman,” mused Sir George, gazing at the other through his half-closed lids. “What a pity she came such a cropper! She ran away from her husband, didn’t she?”

“I believe she did,” growled Wilton, and sought to change the subject by suggesting a move.

“Your disingenuous attempt to baulk the subject and to avoid discussion on this matter is either evidence of innate modesty or a guilty conscience,” said Sir George, “and I have never discovered the former quality in your curious composition. Yes,” he went on, “she ran away from old Stanton, because—”

“You know all about it,” said Wilton shortly. “She ran away because she was falsely accused of carrying on a clandestine friendship with Lord Chanderson.”

“She went, taking her baby daughter with her, I understand,” said Sir George. “It was quite a romantic affair. And she was never seen again, was she?”

Wilton shook his head.

“My friend Stanton spent a small fortune in trying to discover her,” he said. “It is a painful subject, I wish you would change it.”

“And she was never seen again, eh!” mused Sir George, taking no notice of the other’s discomfort, “neither she nor her daughter; and when old Stanton discovered what a fool he had been and how he had been tricked into believing his wife’s guilt by some double-faced scoundrel who probably manufactured all the evidence against her out of sheer malice — did you speak, Toady?”

“No,” said the other, in a low voice.

“As I was saying,” the baronet went on carelessly, “when he found out that he was wrong (for in all probability he never discovered that he had been tricked into believing that Lord Chanderson was in love with his wife) he spent large sums of money to trace her whereabouts, and in the end left half his fortune to the woman and to the child he had so deeply wronged.”

“It was a mistake,” muttered Toady Wilton indistinctly. “He thought she was in love with Chanderson; he saw the letters which Chanderson was supposed to have written to her, and which proved to be forgeries.”

“I see,” said Sir George.

He drank up his small glass of liqueur and wiped his lips with a silk handkerchief.

“And you were his best friend up to the day of his death, and you benefited under his will.”

“What’s the good of going into this?” burst forth the other impatiently. “You know as well as I that he didn’t leave a penny to me, although on his deathbed he made reference to me which was interpreted by his son as meaning that he intended leaving me something.”

“Which the obliging Eric did, I understand,” said Sir George. “Really, Toady, you are a lucky devil, because if Eric Stanton knew as much about you as I, you would not have touched a penny of that ten thousand pounds which I understand fie so obligingly handed over to you.”

Toady Wilton made no reply, but conceived an excuse to open a conversation with a silent man who had sat between them. But Kitson was a little out of place in that galley. The ill-fitting dress clothes, and his large, awkward hands, and his disinclination to join in the general conversation showed him to be a little outside the social sphere which these two men represented, however unworthily. From time to time he would jerk his head impatiently, as though his high standing collar was a source of irritation, as indeed it was, for Bud Kitson was no dude, and resented bitterly the necessity for appearing in public in his present guise.

“When is that feller comin’ along?” he asked. “You must be patient, Bud,” said Sir George. “Our friend, M. Soltykoff, is an erratic gentleman who takes a little too much to drink. When gentlemen take too much to drink they have no regard for time, and they are apt to be a little unpunctual.”

“I wish he would come,” said Toady, fretfully. “The man is a lunatic to go wandering about Monte Carlo with a hundred thousand pounds in his pocket — with all the bad characters of Europe in the streets.”

“Not all,” said Sir George, cheerfully. “I know three at any rate who are sitting in comfort on the piazza of the Monaco Palace Hotel. At the same time,” he went on, “I share your apprehension; it would be a sin if after all our planning, and all our scheming, this good money, which rightly should come to us, falls into the hands of some low and commonplace thief who would not appreciate its value and would not put it to proper use.”

“I don’t understand this,” broke in Bud Kitson roughly. “I thought this guy was a pal, was one of us, that he was standing in, what’s the idea?”

Sir George looked at him amusedly. “The idea is very simple,” he said gently. “M. Soltykoff is immensely rich, he is a manufacturer of Moscow who is financing us in some of our interesting schemes, some of the schemes,” he said, nodding his head, “in which you are interested personally. But the fact that he is our partner does not hide the greater fact that he is a mug. Yes, a mug,” he repeated, “in spite of his being one of the most prominent business men of Russia, in spite of his having been behind some of the most crooked operations in Europe, and the most interesting fact of all that he is buying an invention tonight or tomorrow which may easily make him one of the richest men in the world. I don’t suppose you have explained this to Bud?” he asked, and Wilton shook his head. He had not thought it worth while offering any explanation to the man whom he regarded as little better than a brute. There, however, he was wrong. Bud Kitson, bank robber and “strong-arm man—” as he was, and a scoundrel who had seen the interior of almost every variety of prison to boot, was no fool.

“I will explain,” said Sir George, leaning across the table and speaking quickly. He was talking business now, and the old lazy bantering manner was put aside. “Soltykoff is a glass manufacturer, the biggest in Russia, I suppose. For years he has been trying to manufacture malleable glass. Malleable glass,” he explained, “is a glass which will bend just as cloth will bend, without fracture. All the scientific chemists of the world have been seeking for that this last hundred years, but without success, but so confident was Soltykoff that it could be made that he has had a standing offer of twentyfive thousand pounds and a royalty to the inventor who can produce for him a glass answering all the tests which he would apply, and at last he has found the man. Who he is, I don’t know “ — Sir George shrugged his shoulders— “but he is living here or at Nice in comparative poverty. Negotiations have been opened, samples of the glass have been produced, and now Soltykoff has come down here to the Riviera in order to complete the sale. Is that clear to you?”

Bud Kitson nodded.

“He is one of those prodigal Russians who never move about without large sums of money.” Sir George resumed. “He has probably got a hundred thousand pounds in his possession at this moment, his object being to pay whatever price this inventor demands. He is more likely than not to get it for a reasonable figure and have a decent surplus left. Now,” he said slowly, emphasising his point by tapping his finger on the marble-topped table, “it is not everyday that Providence sends to impecunious people like ourselves, with no ideas as to the sanctity of property, a man in possession of a hundred thousand pounds in sheer hard cash or in French banknotes, which is the same, since they never take the numbers of them. It doesn’t matter to me whether he is a pal or a confederate, or what title he considers himself in relation to me, that money is good money. We might know him for years, for twenty years, for fifty years, perhaps, and never make so much out of him; besides,” he said, with a shrug of his shoulders, “he is always half drunk, and there is no real reason why we should not make’ a double profit.”

“What do you mean?” asked Bud, dropping his voice. “Do we wait for him before he goes to buy this patent?”

“No,” said the other, with a smile, “let him buy his patent. There is no reason why we should rob the poor man of the reward of his ingenuity and perseverance, but if it is possible we will take what is left, do you understand?”

“I get you,” said Bud Kitson, nodding his head.

“Now,” said the baronet — a warning glance from Toady Wilton arrested his speech.

A man was coming up the broad marble steps which led to the piazza. He was a loose-made man of forty-five, with a heavy black beard and a bald head, which was made all the more evident by the fact that he carried his hat in his hand and was wiping his brow with a large and vivid handkerchief. He missed one step — stumbled and nearly fell, and the baronet and Toady Wilton exchanged significant glances; truly Soltykoff had begun his libations early that evening.

“Ah, there you are!” he said. He spoke with scarcely a foreign accent, for he had been educated in England by his father, a wealthy Russian manufacturer. “I am so glad to see you.”

He grasped the baronet by both arms effusively, and would have kissed him on the cheek, but that the fastidious Sir George drew back.

“I have kept you waiting, yes, I know,” he spoke quickly and jovially, “yet I have had many difficulties; oh, my friend, what difficulties! And this cursed Monte Carlo is filled with people, and I cannot walk along the street, and my motorcar is not here, yet I say to myself, ah, my friends are waiting, and I am desolated that I cannot be with them at the hour I protested!”

He managed to get some of his words a little wrong, for his opportunities for conversing in the language with which he was familiar were very few. Like most rich Russians, he did not come to London for his recreation, preferring the gaieties of Paris to the sombre joys which the metropolis offered.

“And now I have come only for a short time,” he said, “because I must go to Nice tonight to see my grand inventor.”

“What a man you are,” said Sir George admiringly. “Why, you Russians can give English business men points and lose them.”

Soltykoff shrugged his shoulders.

“There are many things,” he said dryly, “in which the English can give me what you call points with considerable superfluity,” he smiled.

That he had been drinking heavily there was no doubt, but he had the capacity which some of his countrymen enjoy of retaining their faculties even under circumstances which would have floored the old three-bottle men of another century.

“We were worrying about you, M. Soltykoff,” said Toady Wilton, with what was meant to be an ingratiating smile.

“Of me, you worry, why?” asked the other surprised.

“My friend only means that it is not wise at this season to go round with your pockets filled with money,” suggested Sir George playfully.

The other laughed and clapped his hands for a waiter. He ordered a magnum of sweet champagne. It was his favourite drink, but the baronet shuddered at the thought that he would be asked to consume a wine which was particularly distasteful to him.

“My money is here,” he said. He opened his heavy cloth frockcoat and showed a big skirt pocket. Sir George had noticed the bulge in the garment and, suspecting its use, had heaved a little sigh of relief.

“It is here,” repeated Soltykoff proudly, and drawing forth a great, black leather portfolio he banged it upon the table upsetting glasses and coffee cups with reckless indifference. He was all apologies immediately, but Kitson, a skilled man in these matters, noted that for all his apologies and for all the exhibition of sorrow and agitation the Russian’s hand never left the black wallet.

“Tonight,” he said, “I go to Nice to see my friend, everything is arranged, tonight I shall be in possession of the formula which will wonder the world.”

He spread out his hands extravagantly, and his jovial face beamed with the joy of anticipation.

“We will wonder the world, my friend,” he went on, “you shall see! It is the most marvellous, it is the most splendid of inventions; glorious, the most significant. You understand? My English is not very good,” he apologised, “especially when I have taken just a little more wine than is usual.”

“Don’t apologise, M. Soltykoff,” said the baronet affably, “I should never have suspected that you had had a drink tonight.” The other laughed, and replaced the wallet in his pocket.

“Much I have had,” he said, “three magnums of champagne, I feel what you would call merry. Now to business.”

He squared himself round so that he faced all three.

“You desire a great coup, is it not, on the racecourse. You think it can be managed, and that a great deal of money is to be made. I myself will be in England for your Derby race, and it would afford me great pleasure; I do not ask you,” he held up his hand with drunken dignity, “I do not ask you to explain lest there should be in this planment something of dishonesty. I am satisfied that money can be made and grand sport. I am satisfied,” he bowed to Sir George, “that you are noble and all-er-right. I offer to make the finances — to how much extent?”

“We shall want five thousand pounds,” said Sir George.

“Five thousand pounds,” said Soltykoff reflectively, “that is fifty thousand roubles. You offer me security, no?”

“The security of my name,” said Sir George impressively.

“That is sufficient,” said the Russian, “fifty thousand roubles, you shall have it tomorrow.” He frowned, “no, not tomorrow,” he said, “I leave tonight for Paris. I will give you a cheque on my bank — the Credit Lyonnaise — I have the account at the head office in Paris.”

“Why not cash; tonight?” Sir George asked humorously, “you are carrying about a great deal of money, M. Soltykoff.”

“No, no,” said the Russian, shaking his head, “all this I may require, you understand? I am on the threshold of a great achievement, a momentous world shaker of interest to International enormous. You follow me?” He addressed Toady Wilton.

“Quite so,” murmured the other, who did not comprehend one word the Russian was speaking, for now he talked with such bewildering rapidity and with so little regard for the rules of English syntax, that none but one skilled in the type of English could follow.

“Tonight, I leave for Paris, as I have told you, by the twentythree forty-three from Nice. My address you will know in Paris, it is on the Avenue des Champs Elysées.”

He rose unsteadily and embraced Sir George with embarrassing heartiness, taking farewell with equal warmth of the stolid Kitson and the unattractive Mr. Wilton. They watched him going down the stairs.

“He leaves tonight,” said Sir George in a low voice, “you heard him? Wilton, get down to the station and book three sleepers from Nice to Paris, and be sure that you find out the berth that Soltykoff has secured.”

At ten o’clock that night Milton Sands strolled through the palatial vestibule of the Casino with a three-franc cigar in his mouth and less than three francs in hard cash in his pocket. He had left behind on the table the rest of his fortune, and was not in any way remorseful or regretful at his loss. He accepted the downs as well as the ups of life with the philosophy of one who had found himself bushed in the wildest part of the Australian desert without water or food, and who had yet retained a complete confidence that a miracle would happen which would save his life and bring him to a land, which, if it did not flow with milk and honey; would at least provide for him cool streams, a billy of tea, and a damper. A man who had sold gold claims at Coolgardie for the price of a pipeful of tobacco, and had afterwards seen those same claims resold for half a million, had had exactly the right kind of training which a Monte Carlo gambler requires. He walked back to the hotel, mounted the marble stairs slowly and came into the hall. He saw the porter.

“Send up to my room,” he said, “1 am leaving by tonight’s train for Paris.”

The gorgeous official murmured his regrets. He also was possessed of a philosophy of another kind. This was not the first guest of the hotel who had come with the intention of making a long stay, and who had as suddenly expressed his intention of making a hasty departure by the night train. Monte Carlo offered many demonstrations of that phenomena.

Milton went to his room and changed, and watched the porter hastily packing the one modest piece of baggage the gambler possessed.

“François,” he said, speaking in French, “will you find out whether Mr. Eric Stanton is in the hotel?”

“Oui, monsieur
 ,” replied the man, and went out of the room, and was back again in three or four minutes.

“He is in the vestibule.”

Milton Sands nodded.

He strode along the corridor, down the great steps and caught Eric just as he was entering the lift to ascend to his suite.

“I want you for a minute, Stanton,” he said.

He led the other away to an unfrequented part of the vestibule.

“You do not know me except as an occasional acquaintance, the sort of man you pick up at Monte Carlo,” he said, “but I know you. I want you to do me a great favour. I will tell you before we go any further that I want to borrow money, but I only ask you for five pounds.”

“My dear chap,” smiled the other, “you can have fifty if you want it.”

Milton Sands shook his head.

“No,” he said, “I just want enough to get me to London. I have a cheque or two waiting for me there.”

“Are you going by tonight’s train, too?” asked Stanton in surprise.

“Why are you going?”

“I have just had a wire calling me home,” said the other, “and really Monte Carlo, if it is not getting on my nerves, is boring me.”

“Good business! Shall I run down to the station and fix up a sleeper?”

“I wish you would,” said Stanton. “By the way,” he said, as Milton was moving off, “you will not be able to get your sleeper without money.”

With a smile he took out his pocketbook and removed a little wad of notes.

“There are a thousand francs here,” he said, “you had better take the lot, at any rate, you will want most of it to pay for the tickets, and if you don’t feel inclined to accept more than a fiver, you can give me the change on the train.”

“A fiver will be enough,” said Milton grimly, “I feel that I ought not to be trusted with any more than will just keep body and soul on nodding terms for the next few days.”

He had no difficulty in retaining sleepers on the night train; it was not the season of the year when there was any great exodus from Monte Carlo, the bulk of the traffic was in the other direction. Moreover, the night train was not the most fashionable one, society preferring to travel by the more expensive and rapid Cote de Azur.

He secured the tickets, and returned to find Eric Stanton ready for the journey, waiting at the cashier’s desk whilst his bill was being prepared. As it happened, there was some slight balance to come from the deposit which the prudent Milton had made, and he contented himself with a loan of a hundred francs from the other.

They strolled to the railway station together, having plenty of time, when suddenly Eric Stanton asked bluntly:

“Exactly what are your plans?”

“My plans?” asked the other in a shocked tone, “my dear, good chap, I never have plans. What a perfectly ghastly idea!”

“It was impertinence on my part,” smiled Eric, “and perhaps I did not make myself clear. I was wondering whether you,” he hesitated, “had any settled occupation.”

“As I have told you,” said the other cheerfully, “lama gentleman of the world at large. I have no business but the business of earning money in the easiest and most adventurous way. My plans I never make, because the day provides them. That is a feature of my life with which I would not willingly part.”

They walked in silence for a little while and then Milton went on:

“I must confess,” he said gloomily, “that if ever I was confronted with the necessity for forming some plans or other it is at this particular moment. You see my system, upon which I spent so much time and placed such an extraordinary amount of reliance, is one of those systems which require a capital of a million pounds to work. Yes, it is particularly a million pound system, because if you had that sum there would be no necessity for gambling, and I think that is the best system I know.”

Eric Stanton had a genuine liking for this happy-go-lucky young man to whom the knocks and buffets of fortune only seemed to come as a welcome relief from the monotony of life.

“I am associated with several businesses,” he said hesitatingly, “and I was wondering whether I could help you in any way.”

Milton laughed, and clapped the other on the shoulder goodnaturedly.

“My dear, good chap,” he said confidentially, “if you placed me in a position of trust I should possibly run away with the till before a week was out. I am dishonest — that is a fact which you must always bear in mind. My object in life — but need I go over the subject again,” he laughed in mock despair, “at any rate,” he went on in a more serious tone, “I am immensely grateful to you for the kindness which prompted your offer. I am a gambler, and shall remain a gambler, to the end of my days, unless I discover something which offers me greater scope for my undoubted talent.”

“I will give you my address, and if I can be of any assistance to you, please let me know,” persisted Eric, and the other accepted the card with genuine gratitude.

“You see,” he said, “it is so unusual to meet a chap like you, because you very rich people are, as a rule, spoilt by the attention of all sorts of vicious hangers-on who have no other desire in life than to relieve you of your money. I may, perhaps, be able to return your kindness one of these days. In the meantime, you might, perhaps, enliven part of a very monotonous journey by assisting me in choosing a new profession, for a new profession I must have,” he said half seriously, “and that by tomorrow at the latest. Whether it will be actor, and I am no bad actor, or whether it will be merely a waiter at one of those excellent Montmartre establishments where, as I understand, the tips are even more generous than they are in the more chic districts of Paris, or whether it will be as a sandwich board man in your beloved London, I do not know, and I should be very grateful if you would assist me in my choice.”



III. John Pentridge at Home
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There are slums in Nice of which the visitor who only knows the Promenade des Anglais, and the glories of the mimosa and palm which beautify the front, can have no conception.

It was to one of the little streets on the north side of the town that M. Soltykoff directed the cocher
 to drive. The man looked in amazement at the well-dressed visitor who seemed bent upon penetrating the undesirable district of Nice, but the other repeated his order with a definite gesture of one who was used to being obeyed.

The Passage du Bue is a narrow street of tall, unlovely houses where the artisan classes of Nice, the hawkers, and all the small pitiful underworld of that beauty spot overcrowd in their penury. Number 27bis was the least attractive of the dwellings, but M. Soltykoff was not unused to unsavoury habitations, and possibly this unattractive house had qualities which compared very favourably with the tenements in which his own workmen dwelt. At any rate he was not the kind of man who took a sentimental interest in the miseries of those who were forced by circumstances to dwell amidst such, signs of squalor and misery.

“Monsieur Pentridge,” said a slatternly concierge — even this miserable dwelling boasted a concierge — whose business it was to collect the rent weekly from the unfortunate tenants, “yes, M. Pentridge is in residence, monsieur will find him on the fourth floor in the little room at the left as one reaches the head of the stairs.”

Soltykoff mounted the rickety stairs, gingerly. He was sardonically amused at the thought of the danger he would run if it were known that he was carrying two and a half million francs in his pocket. He reached the door he was making for and knocked on its yellow panel. At first there was no reply, and he repeated the knock.

“Come in,” said a voice gruffly.

He opened the door and entered.

The room was a small one, almost innocent of furniture save for a rickety trestle-bed in one corner of the room, a small table, and a chair. Light was afforded by a small oil-lamp which stood upon the table.

John Pentridge, the man the Russian sought, was sitting on the edge of his bed. He was dressed in an old pair of trousers and a discoloured shirt which was open at the front to show his bony chest. On one end of the bed lay the disordered evidence of a hasty change of dress. It was only by urging the driver forward with a promised reward that he had arrived before his visitor.

His eyes, sunk in his head, burnt fiercely, as though some malignant fever consumed him, and as he looked up at the visitor, making no attempt to rise, Soltykoff, even in his bemused state, thought he had never seen so sinister a figure.

“Are you M. Soltykoff?” he asked.

He spoke in English and Soltykoff nodded. Without invitation he pulled the chair towards the bed and sat down.

“Now, Mr. Pentridge,” he said, “I have the business important with you to transact immediately; for tonight I must leave for Paris, having engagements, you will understand.”

“I understand,” said the other harshly, “have you brought the money?”

“That,” M. Soltykoff replied diplomatically, “is for the future consequence to discover. At once I required your formula.” He spoke a little thickly, because he had utilised the hour between Monte Carlo and Nice to still further indulgence of sweet champagne.

“You understand,” he said, “I am a glass maker practical. I will tell you at once if your scheme is good.”

“You have seen the samples,” said the other, scowling at his visitor, “ain’t they enough for you?”

“I have seen the samples,” agreed Soltykoff cheerfully, “and they are marvellous. I do not disguise from you, my friend, that they are wonderful. Now you have the formula.”

The other man rose slowly and shuffled to a little cupboard over the head of his bed. He unlocked it with a key that he took from his pocket and brought out an envelope. He held the precious package tightly.

“There will be trouble for you,” he warned, “if it ever comes out where you got this from. I ain’t going to say that I got it dishonestly,” he went on cunningly. “I have had it for nigh on thirty years, and in my pocket most of the time, and I made the glass; you wouldn’t think it to look at me, would you? but I ‘ad a master, I ‘ad. The man that taught me could teach babies. Did you ever hear of Granford Turner?”

“Granford Turner,” repeated Soltykoff, “that name is familiar; why, yes, he was the inventor, fifty years ago the great inventor. I remember now the tragedy.”

The man nodded.

“I dare say you do,” he cried, “he killed a pal, didn’t he? and got transported

for life I know,” he nodded his head, “because

I met him in Australia, the finest inventor the world has ever had. He’s dead now,” he said hurriedly.



“Where did you meet him?” asked Soltykoff, curiously.

“That’s nothing to do with you,” snarled the other, “here’s the formula, here’s every ingredient, the degree of every heat that’s got to be used; why, he even tells you how to make the crucibles to melt it,” he added, with reluctant admiration.

“The inventor is not to be met?” asked M. Soltykoff.

“Dead,” said the other shortly, “that’s enough for you. I’ve carried this about with me for thirty years, I tell you. I knew it would make a fortune for me. I’d have sold it before only,” he hesitated, he could not, with credit to himself, explain the reason for his forbearance, for he might in his explanation reveal the terror he conceived for the man who had trusted him with his secret — a trust which he had violated on the first available opportunity — nor could he tell the story without betraying his acquaintance with a confederate who at that moment was lying dead in the shadow of the limes of Monaco.

“Let me see the document,” demanded Soltykoff, and the man, with some reluctance, allowed it to go out of his grasp. Drawing his chair near the table Soltykoff carefully read the ten closely-written pages that detailed the secret process of manufacture. Now and then he would stop and start and utter a little exclamation.

“Yes, yes,” he muttered, “this is it, so easy, and yet none of us thought of it.”

It almost sobered him; the shock and joy which the handling of those papers produced.

No one knew better than he how important this discovery was or how authentic it was, but he must have further proof. Seeing him looking round the apartment the man anticipated his desires. From the cupboard from which he had taken the package he brought a small spirit-lamp, one or two thin pieces of glass, a tiny blowpipe, and two little boxes, one containing a whitish and the other a reddish powder. “They are made up in the exact proportions,” said Pentridge gruffly, “you needn’t bother to look at the paper.”

For half an hour, M. Soltykoff sat thus, spirit-stove burning bluely on the table, a small plate of steel arranged above it, using a pinch of white powder here, and a microscopic portion of red there, melting and remelting, and melting again till at the last he produced a flat box of colourless glass which was no different in appearance to a piece of glass blown by ordinary commercial methods. He waited for it to cool, and then he sliced it up from the steel plate with a knife. It was still warm, but he held it in his hand. He bent it. Not only did it bend without the slightest sign of a break, but when the pressure he exercised was released it resumed its former position.

“Not only malleable,” he said to himself, “but elastic.”

He took from his pocket the long, black portfolio.

“What is your price?” he asked.

The man hesitated.

“I asked you for twenty thousand pounds,” he said, “but it is worth more than that, and I am not going to part with it under fifty.”

Here, however, he was up against a master of bargaining, a man not to be flurried, not to be bullied, and certainly not to be bluffed into giving a penny more than he was actually obliged.

“My friend,” said the little Russian with his broad smile, “you think by what you see that I am drunk, voilà
 , you are right, for tonight I am extremely intoxicated, but of insanity I have none; you understand? You make a bargain; twenty thousand pounds — two hundred thousand roubles. I come to you with the money; I do not ask from whence you secured or stole this; or by what method you secured from the unfortunate Turner the formula. I am prepared to pay you. If you are a rich man and can afford to say I will take it elsewhere, do so. I offer you its full value, twenty thousand pounds. You may take this or you may leave this, but I have my train to catch to Paris, and I cannot afford to wait.”

“Give me the money,” growled the other.

He held out his shaking hand eagerly, and the Russian slowly counted fifty notes of the value of ten thousand francs each into his hand.

“I am interested,” said Soltykoff, “in what you shall do with this money.”

The man’s eyes were dancing with a strange light.

“Look here,” he said fiercely, “you’re a rich man, and you’ve been rich all your life. I’m a poor devil who’s been kicked around. You can take your time and do things at your leisure, but I’m getting old and I have lived in poverty for all these years. Every penny I have earned or have won has gone back to the tables, and now I am going to have the gamble of my life, you see what I mean?”

He peered eagerly, almost pathetically it seemed to the Russian, as though he were anxious to secure the other’s approval.

“I haven’t got so many years to live, I can’t afford to wait my turn. I’m going to dress myself tomorrow like a real swell, none of this!” He swept his discarded dress-clothes to the floor, “I’m going to Monte Carlo, just the same as I’ve seen these nobs go for twentyfive years, and I shall have my flutter; they won’t know me when I’ve got myself up in style. I’ll play the maximum every time, that’s the way they make money, and that’s the way I’ll make money.”

“My friend,” said the Russian blandly, as he carefully deposited the formula in the long envelope of his satchel, “I would tell you this — that if I had leisure — I would play you for the money you have taken from me — and I should win; always, I should win, because I do not need the money. Always you would lose because it is vital to you. You are what they call in England, the damned fool,” and he went out of the little room joyously, singing a song as he tripped down the stairs and out to his waiting cab, conscious that he had done, perhaps, the greatest night’s work of his life.



IV. The Wreck of the Riviera Limited
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“I was afraid, young lady, your quest was going to be a fairly hopeless one.”

The speaker was a tall delicate-looking man who walked up and down the deserted platform of the Marseilles station, and he addressed his remarks to the girl at his side.

She smiled patiently.

“I always know that these trips are likely to be without result, Lord Chanderson,” she said quietly; “at the same time there is always the chance that I might find the man my grandfather seeks, and I feel that whilst I am young and have health I can assist him. Although he is so strong I do not think he is fitted for a life of travel. He so easily becomes worried when he has to deal with people who do not speak his own language. But it is selfish of me to have kept you up till this hour.”

He shook his head laughingly.

“Pray, do not apologise, Miss President,” he said, “you know I am afflicted with insomnia, and I very seldom go to bed before four. I count myself fortunate that I was in Marseilles and had the opportunity of serving you — such little service as I was able to render.”

“You were very good,” she said, looking at him gratefully, “after all, it is not a very pleasant task for a girl to make the rounds of the various stations of a French town seeking to identify a man without being able to satisfy the police authorities that he is a criminal within the meaning of the word. I think it would have been difficult to have made these inquiries in Marseilles, but for your kindness — and certainly my trip to Monte Carlo would have been impossible.”

“I am always glad to help your grandfather,” Lord Chanderson replied, “he is a most remarkable man, few people whom I have met in my life are so impressive as he.”

“Grandfather thinks a lot of you,” she said quietly, “and you really have been most kind. We did not expect a steward of the Jockey Club to interest himself in our humble fortunes.”

Lord Chanderson laughed a little. He was a greyhaired man who must have been singularly handsome in his youth. He still retained the perfect profile and that aesthetic cast of countenance which the newspapers had made so familiar to their readers.

“Your grandfather is one of those small owners who are an acquisition to the Turf,” he said courteously, “you know we in England look rather askance at the newcomer on the Turf; and particularly, for some reason or other which I have never been able to fathom, do we suspect the Australian racing man of a shrewdness and of a type of shrewdness which perhaps he does not possess.”

“You mean he is wilfully dishonest,” said the girl quietly.

He shrugged his shoulders.

“I would hardly go so far as saying that, only there is a certain slimness (is that the word they use at the Cape?) about some of the newcomers which is hardly desirable from our point of view. It is really wonderful that your grandfather with only one horse—”

“With two,” she corrected quietly.

“Two,” he said in surprise, “I thought he only had one.”

“You forget our great Derby horse,” she said with a gravity which he thought at first was assumed?

“‘Down under Donovan.’—”

“I have never heard of ‘Down under Donovan,’—” he laughed, “which shows you that even a steward of the Jockey Club may learn something at three o’clock in the morning on the platform of a Marseilles railway station.” He looked up at the train. “You will be going in five minutes,” he said.

The long line of sleepers stood by the platform silent and quiet. Most of the occupants were in the midst of their slumbers, and probably found the hour’s halt at the great southern port an hour of unshaken repose which added considerably to their comfort.

“You have got your ticket and your seat?”

“I have a sleeper,” she said, and indicated the car. “Whilst you were so kindly seeing to my baggage I was inspecting my little bedroom.”

A railway official came muttering along the platform.


“En voiture s’il vous plaît,”
 he droned musically.

The girl, with a hurried handshake, climbed up the three steps into the sleeping wagon. She stood by the glass door for a moment waving a farewell to the bareheaded man on the platform.

He was the kind of English sportsman she adored, and it could not be said that every Briton she had met, both in the pleasant little Twickenham home that her grandfather had founded and on the racecourse where she spent many of her days, excited anything like the warmth of admiration in her bosom. But Chanderson was of the old order, an aristocrat to his finger tips, a man of brilliant, scholarly attainments, and possessed, moreover, of that fine sense of delicacy which is instinctively communicated to a woman, and the existence of which she is the first to recognise. It had been fortunate indeed that he was at Marseilles, for a rumour had reached her grandfather that the man he sought was in the south of Franco, and had been seen by one who knew him in the neighbourhood of the town. Doubtless, the information was accurate, but the search for a man with no other help than a twenty-year-old photograph was equivalent to looking for the proverbial needle in a haystack. The girl’s visit had been unsuccessful, but she left Marseilles with a pleasant memory for which Lord Chanderson’s kindness and courtesy was mainly responsible. It was only by accident that old John President had learned that Lord Chanderson was staying at Marseilles, and it was with no very hopeful feeling that he had given his granddaughter a letter of introduction to a man who had always shown him evidences of friendship and goodwill since his arrival in England. She made her way to the narrow cell-like apartment where her bed was laid, and made her preparations for the night.

She had not gone far in those preparations before she realised that the night was not to be without annoyance, for the occupant of the next compartment was obviously in an advanced stage of intoxication. Now and again he would sing loudly and boisterously, then his voice would sink to a mumble of indistinguishable sounds only to rise again almost to a shout. He was singing in a language she could not understand, and that he was perfectly happy she gathered from the fact that from time to time there came a gust of loud laughter, as though he were communing with himself over some delectable joke and could not resist the emotions which that jest aroused. She hoped that when the train increased its speed the noise would be sufficient to drown all sound from this inconsiderate vocalist. But his voice had a very piercing quality, and she had not lain down long before it was borne in upon her that unless she could force herself to ignore the annoyance she was to have a sleepless night. Once she heard somebody pass down the corridor and tap at the door of the next compartment, and a drawling voice demand that the singer should smother himself.

She heard the laughing reply, and wondered who it was who had had the temerity to admonish the turbulent traveller. She concentrated her mind upon the object of her journey, hoping in that way to find sleep. It was not an excellent preparation, for her mission had been one which was calculated to rouse serious thought, and serious thought is not the best sedative. She had sought John Pentridge in Marseilles as her grandfather had sought him up and down Europe during these last five years, as he had sought him throughout the whole length and breadth of Australia. The news of his presence in this part of the world, conveyed by one who thought he had seen him in the streets of Marseilles, had brought her hot foot to the south of France, as beforetimes it had taken her to almost every capital of Europe. She shared her grandfather’s confidence that somewhere in the world was a man who held in his possession the fortune he had stolen from his sometime friend. In some dark place this man skulked with his stolen treasure, hugging to his breast the millions which he could not use himself, and which in his avarice he refused to hand over to their lawful owner. She dozed into a fitful sleep and awoke suddenly. Somebody was trying the handle of her door, and the conductor’s key had been inserted in the little slot. It could not be the Customs, because there were no frontiers to pass — so her brain told her. She touched the spring of the little repeater watch which was still upon her wrist; it chimed four; she could not have been asleep for a quarter of an hour. Slowly the door opened. The interior of the cabin was in darkness, and looking up she caught sight of the thickset figure of a man.

“Who is there?” she asked quickly, and reached out her hand for the light. Before she could touch the switch the man sprang back and the door closed with a sharp thud. She got up and pushed a little electric button which communicated with the conductor’s quarters, and he came along, sleepy-eyed and resentful.

No, he said, he had not been in the corridor, and no one else but himself could have had the master key which opened the door of the sleeping compartment even though the inmate had securely pushed down the catch. “Mademoiselle must have been dreaming,” he smiled as politely as he could, for even the urbane conductor resents being called from the slumber which he steals in the course of his duty.

“I was not dreaming,” she said severely, but did not attempt to continue the argument.

There was a merciful silence in the next compartment; at least that was something to be thankful for, and she lay down again, but not to sleep. She switched out her light to help her to the land of dreams, but sleep defied her. The train was running smoothly through the valley of the Rhone as she judged. In an hour and a half it would be daylight, and she would feel more secure. She was not unused to such common mistakes as are daily made under the circumstances, but she had a feeling that this was no mistake. The person who had opened the door had done so with felonious intent. There had been a number of robberies upon that line, and for this reason, if for no other, she felt justified in her perturbation. She had had a bad scare, and she was worried beyond all reason, so she told herself, but the fact that she had been wakened suddenly in the middle of the night seemed to her to be sufficient excuse. She was not destined to be disturbed again by this inquisitive stranger, and the next shock she was to experience came from a much more serious cause than the entry, either intentional or accidental, of an intruder. There was suddenly a wild staccato rattle of whistles from the engine, and the quick grind of brakes, which told the use of the emergency apparatus. The train slowed jarringly and then suddenly there was a crash, and the girl was half thrown from her bed to the floor of the carriage. Fortunately the electric light was not put out of gear. Her shaking hand sought the switch for the second time that night and the compartment was illuminated. She heard a quick rattling of doors as the alarmed sleepers sought to make their escape, and there was a heavy thud in the next compartment, almost simultaneous with the shock, which suggested that the occupant had been less fortunate than she, and had found the floor. Outside there was a babel of tongues talking in half a dozen languages, and she rose hurriedly, and drew tighter the dressing gown in which she was robed, and opened the door.

The carriage, had not left the metals, whatever was the cause of the accident. As she stepped into the corridor the door of the next compartment opened, and a stout man, half dressed, dashed out, his wild, bloodshot eyes staring, under his arm a big, fat portfolio hugged close to his side. In frenzied tones he asked her something in a language which she could not understand, but which she recognised as Russian. She could only shake her head, for even had she been able to speak the language she could have given him no more information than he could give her. He dashed wildly to the end of the corridor on to the platform, and ran as wildly back. As he did so he slipped and half fell, dropping his portfolio. Even in her own agitation she was amused at his antics and stooped to pick it up. As she did so a letter fell out. He took the portfolio from her hand with a bewildered look. He had not seen the letter fall, but she had, and she stooped again, feeling strangely motherly to this terrified little man with his bright bald head and his great bushy beard. Her eyes fell carelessly upon the superscription and she gasped. She read the words in faded writing which she instantly recognised as that of her grandfather.




“The Malleable Glass Process.

The Property of George.”




Yes, here it was in her very hand, the one great desire of her life, the object for which the old man, her grandfather, had made thirty years of tireless search. Before she could realise the immensity of her discovery, the little man snatched it from her with a rapid flow of words which were doubtlessly meant to convey his thanks and his own embarrassment. Instantly he had dived back into his berth. Men were hurrying along the corridor; some half dressed, some in their pyjamas, they were undoubtedly British; she saw a tall man, with a half smile in his eye, coming leisurely along the car towards her.

“Can I be of any assistance?” he called to her across the intervening space between himself and her compartment. Could anybody be of any assistance? Could she by any means convey to him the vital necessity for recovering this envelope, the property of a perfect stranger? It was an absurd thought, and she realised how absurd it was as it flashed through her mind. She must find another way. She shook her head, being too full of her discovery to speak.

“I should like—” began the man.

He had got so far when there came a second crash, more terrifying than any, and the lights went out. The second portion of the Riviera express had run into the stationary train and in an instant everything was confusion. The girl groped blindly along the corridor. There were shouts and screams from the women passengers in the next coach, she heard a volley of imprecations in Russian from her next-door neighbour, she saw the quick flash of a pocket electric lamp and heard a wail as if somebody was in agony. Then a man rushed hastily past her. Something told her — she felt rather than saw — that this hurrying stranger was the man who had attempted to enter her compartment. Three minutes later, trembling in every limb, she had climbed down on to the metals, and stood surveying the wreckage. The express had, in the first instance, dashed into a level crossing gate which had been left open, and carried the heavy steel bar some distance along the metals, finally derailing itself in an attempt to crush this impertinent obstructor out of existence. The wreckage at the rear of the train was most serious. Two carriages had been telescoped and a passenger had been killed. Amidst the confusion she waited until she realised that there was no danger from either fire or from further collision. Fortunately her coach had been situated in the middle of the train and had not left the metals, even after the impact of the second collision. She climbed back again into the sleeping wagon and made her way to her own berth. The lights sprang up suddenly, for the conductor had discovered the breakage and had made a temporary repair. He came along, a big, comfortable man, assuring his nervous charges that there was no danger, and that they might dress in comfort.

Mary President had not waited for this assurance, and was half dressed before he tapped at her door. In five minutes she was out again upon the line, amidst a group of her fellow passengers. One man, however, was missing. The stout little man with the bald head was not of the party. They were not to be deprived of his society for long, for presently he came from the far end of the train, bawling at the top of his voice, and his angry gesticulations were visible in the light from the car windows.

“I have been robbed, robbed,” he wailed in French. “I have been robbed, I tell you!”

“Calm yourself, M’sieur,” soothed the official to whom he spoke. “You will find everything as you have left it.”

“I have looked, I have searched everywhere,” raved Monsieur Soltykoff, “everywhere, I tell you — my portfolio has been stolen, it has gone! It is priceless; it is worth three million francs.”

The girl gasped. She had thought of seizing the moment to search the man’s cabin for that letter. Had she found it she would have taken it. In intention she was a thief, and now she was glad that her timidity had prevented her yielding to the temptation.

She saw a dark figure coming along the uneven surface of the permanent way to meet him.

“Lost!” she heard the new comer saying in a cultivated English voice. “You don’t mean that, Soltykoff?”

“Lost, lost,” wailed the man, “I tell you it has gone. I left it in my cabin, and now it has departed.”

She saw the little man, accompanied by the conductor, go back into the car. Through the window she could witness something of the search that was made; then two men behind her spoke, and she was grateful when she heard them that she had two Englishmen near her to whom she could appeal in case of need. It was very comforting, that sound of a homely English tongue, and it brought a little feeling of exhilaration to the girl and something of relief from the tension to which she had been subjected.

“That is my old friend Soltykoff, unless I am mistaken,” said the first, dryly.

“That is the Soltykoff,” agreed the second man. “He is the gentleman who kept us awake last night. I am almost inclined to say that it serves the beggar right.”

She recognised, in the voice of the second man, he of the smiling eyes who had spoken to her at the moment of the second collision.

“I would not say that,” drawled Milton Sands. “One never knows what provocation a man has who gets too much to drink, but judging from the fact that he had apparently a very large sum of money in his possession, the provocation in this case seems to be missing.”

The little man was back again; from the vantage-ground of the car platform he addressed the world in elegant, if excited, French.

“My friends,” he said, “I have been robbed! I do not know who has robbed me, but this I will tell you. For the money I have lost I do not care, but there was a dossier which is to me very important. I will reward whosoever returns that to me handsomely.”

But his appeal was received in silence. If the thief were present and he heard, he was unmoved by the offer of reward.

The formula was gone, and was not to see the light of day again until much had happened to change the lives of at least six of his hearers.



V. When Rogues Agree
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The Carlsburg Hotel, on the Avenue de l’Opéra, is an unpretentious hostel which caters for English people, a clientele which includes the best and the worst of the nation.

Sir George Frodmere waited impatiently, walking up and down the sittingroom he had reserved, for the arrival of his two friends. They had gone to separate hotels for reasons of policy, and had indeed arrived in Paris by separate trains. They came at last, Wilton and Bud Kitson arriving almost simultaneously, and Sir George closed the door behind them.

“Now,” he said sharply, and without any preliminary, “let us have a plain talk. Who has got the stuff?”

“Search me,” said Kitson.

He was smoking the end of a cigar thoughtfully, eyeing the baronet with a look in which knowledge and suspicion were perfectly blended.

“Do you mean to tell me that you did not get it?” asked Sir George incredulously.

“Get what?” demanded the man.

“Get the portfolio?”

“I got nothing,” said Mr. Kitson definitely, “but I guess you did.”

The baronet’s eyes narrowed. “1 never saw it,” he answered shortly. “Now let us have no humbug; we are too deep in a good many enterprises to play the fool. What do you know about this, Wilton?”

“Me?” asked the outraged man. “What a question to ask. Do you imagine that I would act the part of a common thief? My dear man, it is — is disgraceful of you. All I know,” he went on carefully, “is that you have some ridiculous idea which I thought was a joke. I never imagined that you contemplated stealing this man’s money.”

Sir George laughed, and it was not a pleasant laugh to hear.

“I think you are a little too mealy-mouthed,” he said. “Understand me, Toady Wilton, I am not standing that sort of nonsense from you. You know we were after the stuff; one would imagine you had never been in a crooked thing in your life. I doubt very much whether you have ever been in a straight one. You are implicated, too, and you are not going to put your Sunday-school airs on with me, understand that once and for all. Did you get the swag?” he asked brutally.

“No,” said Mr. Wilton, with a sulky frown, “I did not.”

They stood for a moment in silence looking at one another.

There was not one of the three who did not suspect the other two of being in collusion against him.

“Somebody got it,” said the baronet at last, with an ugly look.

“I believe you,” agreed Bud Kitson meaningly, and the elder man turned on him.

“Damn you, you don’t suspect me?” he roared.

“I have heard of some wonderful things happening in this old continent,” said the American crook calmly, “and I shouldn’t be having palpitation of the heart if I discovered that you had lifted the stuff.”

The situation was a strained one, and Sir George Frodmere knew too much to make it intolerable. He depended upon the help of these two men, and he knew that if either of them had the money, the only possible chance for him lay in keeping on friendly terms.

“Perhaps he did not lose it after all,” he suggested hopefully.

“He lost it all right,” said Kitson, with a grim smile, “don’t worry; that guy had the goods; I saw the portfolio. He held it under his arm and dropped it, and a girl in the next compartment picked it up and handed it to him.”

“Who was the girl?” asked Sir George suddenly. The American shook his head.

“Search me,” he said laconically. “I guess I don’t keep lag of all the girls I see.”

“It was a Miss President,” said Toady Wilton, “the granddaughter of old President.”

Sir George raised his eyebrows.

“Not the racehorse owner?”

“That is the man,” replied the other.

Sir George had no time to speculate upon the coincidence; he had arranged to meet Soltykoff that morning. His impatience at the non-arrival of his two companions had been due to this fact and his desire to sec them before the other arrived. He explained to them the nature of the visit he was receiving.

“I suppose he will back out now,” lamented Toady Wilton.

“Not he,” said Sir George, with conviction. “He can afford to lose what he has lost a dozen times over, and then never feel it. You have no idea how rich some of these Russian merchants are. You will find he is just as keen, in fact, keener than ever, to make money.”

“Why does he trust you?” asked Wilton, walking up to the mantelshelf and selecting a cigar from a box.

“He has good reason to trust me,” said Sir George with a half-smile. “I piloted him through London society last year, and I saved him from being rooked of twelve thousand pounds.”

Wilton looked round, an unbelieving smile on his face.

“I thought that would surprise you,” said Sir George coolly. “It came about through that fellow Millington — the chap who was running the gambling house in Pimlico. Millington got him into his clutches and they were playing pretty high in those days. You wouldn’t think that a sharp like Soltykoff could be rooked, but it is always the fly who is caught in these things. I strolled round and saw Millington,” he went on reminiscently, “and asked him how much I stood in for, and Millington, like an ass, laughed in my face.”

“So you took Soltykoff away?” Wilton nodded approvingly.

“Exactly,” said Sir George.

“But how do you calculate that you saved him twelve thousand pounds?” asked the other.

“That was the amount he had with him,” replied Sir George, “and if I know the Millington crowd, they would have taken the lot.”

At that moment a tap carac at the door, and the servant announced M. Soltykoff. He looked pale and tired and was tremendously sober. Nevertheless, he was not greatly depressed by his loss.

In many ways he was an admirable little man, and if it was true, as it unquestionably was, that he financed most of the illicit schemes which the adventurers of Europe evolved, from gun-running in the Philippines to salt smuggling in China, it is also true of him that he had a large and jovial spirit, and that he had, if not the admiration of the recognised authorities of Europe, at least the heartfelt thanks of those adventurers who found that their lot was cast in pleasant places when they took sendee under his segis.

He only made a brief reference to his loss.

“It is very unfortunate,” he said, “but I am offering so large a reward that I think the property will be restored.”

“Was there much money?”

“There was a very large sum,” replied the other carelessly, “forty-five thousand pounds in your money. Fortunately I put a portion in my valise. But it is not that loss which distresses me so much as the loss of the formula. It is one of the most important discoveries in the world, and it is temporarily lost.”

It was noticeable that when he was perfectly sober he spoke without any trace whatever of his foreign accent, without any of the eccentric constructions of sentences which distinguished his more hilarious moments.

“You read the formula, can’t you remember it?” asked Sir George.

Monsieur Soltykoff shook his head with a little smile. “I was not myself that night,” he said frankly, “and I have so long made a point of never remembering the events of the previous night, that I cannot now summon memory to my aid. If I remembered the last nights of life,” he added philosophically, “I should have died of shame many years ago.”

“Are you offering the reward publicly?”

The other nodded.

“In a sense, yes,” he said. “As a matter of fact, I am advertising for it without disclosing its description. It is no longer in its envelope, for some reason which I cannot explain — because I have forgotten — I tore the envelope off, but I do remember the inscription which was written on the envelope — though that won’t help. It went this way,” he recited:




“‘The Malleable Glass Process.

The Property of George.’”




“John President,” gasped Sir George, with a new light in his eye. “By heavens! I think I know where your envelope is!”

The other turned his startled face to the baronet. “You know?” he asked incredulously.

“I am sure,” said Sir George slowly. “What reward are you offering?”

A little smile illuminated the round face of the Russian, and he waved his finger playfully at the other.

“My friend,” he said admiringly, “you are an opportunist. The reward,” he went on seriously, “is one of forty thousand pounds, which is exactly twice the amount the formula originally cost me, and it was worth every rouble.”

“Forty thousand pounds,” said Sir George half to himself. “Do you know who was in the next compartment to yourself?”

“That I did not inquire,” replied the Russian, with elaborate sarcasm. “I do not leave my card upon my neighbours on the Wagon-lit.”

“It was John President’s granddaughter,” said Sir George, slowly and impressively, “and if you bought it from him—”

“I did not,” said the Russian, shaking his head, but his brows were knit in thought. “I bought it from a man whom I have every reason to believe stole it from its original owner. John President’s granddaughter?” he repeated, striving to recall the incidents of the night. “I wonder—”

“Yes, yes,” he said, striking his forehead in his excitement, “I remember, I dropped my portfolio and the letter slipped out and she had it in her hand. It was she!” He strolled excitedly up and down the apartment. “Where is she now?” he asked rapidly. “Is she in Paris? Is she in London?”

“She came on by my train,” said Sir George. “I saw her, a very pretty girl, rather dark and slim, well shaped, the sort of girl that interested me.”

He stroked his moustache thoughtfully.

“I doubt,” he said, “if she is in Paris now; she is probably in London, but I can soon find out. I can get on to the telephone to my servant and tell him to make some inquiries.”

“I shall have a warrant,” said the little Russian energetically. “I shall inform the police.”

“If you do, you are mad,” interrupted Sir George. “What do you think, Toady?—”

Toady had been an unhappy and a frankly bored member of the audience. He felt that in this scheme, at any rate, he had no part. His forte was the thoroughbred racehorse. In all schemes and conspiracies and coups which affected that noble animal he was quite at home. The less subtle method of robbery, the bull in the china shop method, as he characterised it scornfully, though he was at pains to keep his opinions to himself, was not for him.

Mr. Bud Kitson, as usual a silent and interested fourth, found an excuse to include himself in the conversation.

“What’s the matter with getting the stuff from the girl?” he asked. “Never mind about the police.”

“By Jove, that is an idea!” said Sir George.

He looked at the other narrowly.

“That is not at all a bad idea,” he repeated. “Do you think you can do it?”

“If she has got it — sure!” replied the obliging Bud.

“What do you think of that, M. Soltykoff?” Soltykoff looked at Bud dubiously.

“I don’t care how I get it,” he said, “so long as I get it. I am willing to pay a big price, you understand. The money that was stolen you are at liberty to take as your reward.”

The eyes of Bud Kitson gleamed for a moment with unnatural light.

“Of course,” interposed Sir George hastily, “in the event of our scheme being successful, the reward will be distributed in proper proportion amongst us all.”

A slow smile came to the square-jawed crook. “It will be distributed in proper proportion all right,” he said confidently, and his tone suggested that his view of a division might not coincide with that of the baronet.

“Now let us go to the other business,” said Sir George, and a few minutes later they were gathered round the table discussing what was to be the coup of the century.

There are some people who are privileged to enjoy a local reputation. There are others who have a wider sphere of personal influence, and their names come to be loosely described as “household words.” This is possibly a pardonable exaggeration, meaning that at reasonable and flattering intervals their names have occurred either in the course of conversation or at the inevitable discussion which follows the reading of a Sunday newspaper.

To say that M. Jean Soltykoff was known throughout Europe would be but to speak the truth. Though Soltykoff was a great manufacturer, he knew little or nothing about the articles he produced or the methods by which they were prepared for public consumption, always excepting from this category the glass business which was the basis of his fortune.

He was an exploiter, a financier who had earned for himself the execration of more than one of the European chancelleries, for he was catholic in his tastes and quite indiscriminate in the distribution of his finances. It did not matter to him whether the scheme which he was at the moment exploiting benefited his country or afforded lasting injury so long as he derived a percentage of profit from the transaction.

He bought and sold Portuguese Concessions with no greater ostentation than he bought and sold moth-eaten clothing for use in the Czar’s army during the disastrous war with Japan. He favoured any transaction which had a shady side to it, and for this reason as gladly welcomed the plan which Bud Kitson had suggested as he did the scheme which Sir George was now laying before him. He had no desire to court publicity, he had no desire to drag into the fierce light which beats upon the record of all great losses the fact that he had negotiated for the purchase of an important process without having troubled to discover its lawful owner. But Kitson’s method was the best. He found himself looking at the tough man from New York with an added interest.

*

Milton Sands, who knew all the people of Europe who were under suspicion, gave a brief sketch of Soltykoff in the Pullman between Dover and Charing Cross, and Eric Stanton listened with interest and with amusement.

“By the way,” he said, as the train went thundering through Tonbridge, “I did not help you to a choice of a profession.”

“I think I have decided without any assistance,” he said. “That robbery on the train gave me quite a fine idea. I am going to be a detective,” he said complacently.

Eric Stanton looked at the other in surprise.

“A detective,” he repeated.

“That is the profession for me,” said Milton Sands, with confidence, “a nice, easy, honest, disreputable way of earning a living. I think I am cut out for a detective,” he said modestly, “and the thought has occurred to me more strongly since the robbery. It is a profession which offers scope to the young and to the adventurous. Here is old Soltykoff offering forty thousand pounds reward; a million francs, think of it! Isn’t it sufficient to enthuse a man without a profession? And not only enthuse him, but help him make up his mind at a critical juncture when crossing-sweeper and pickpocket are the only two professions which seem to offer an opening. Forty thousand! It is a reward worth going after. I have just that trick of unscrupulousness which will enable me to shine.”

“Have you ever done that sort of work before?” asked the amused Eric.

“In a way, I have,” said the other seriously. “You see I was in the mounted police force in Australia. It did not give one much scope for the exercise of one’s powers of detecting modern crime committed by criminals of a very high order of intelligence, but it did help one to use one’s wits and utilise one’s eyes.”

They said no more until the train was running through the outskirts of London, then Eric Stanton asked quietly: “Do you seriously mean that you are going to be a private detective?”

The other looked at him a little surprised.

“Yes,” he said, “why not?”

“There is no reason why you shouldn’t,” said Stanton, “but it occurred to me that if you did seriously take up the work we might be of mutual assistance to one another. You see, Sands, I rather like you. I recognise most of your bad qualities, if I might use that word.”

“I would rather you did,” said Milton; “it strengthens me in the belief that you are beginning to know me.”

“I recognise all these,” Eric went on, “and I recognise something more, something which, perhaps, you would not be ready to admit of yourself, namely, a broad honesty of purpose and a loyalty which is very rare in these days. In other words, I think I could trust you, completely and wholly, Milton Sands.”

The tall man flushed, and he turned his kindling eyes on the other.

“That is one of the nicest things that has been said to me,” he said quietly, “and believe me, I appreciate it. Yes, you can depend upon me so far as loyalty to my friends is concerned.”

Eric Stanton nodded.

“I know that, and I want to give you your first commission. I don’t know why you have decided to be a private detective, but I am perfectly sure of one thing — that you are the very man to do the work I want.”

“Hold hard,” said the other, raising his hand. “Just hear me before you go any farther. I do not intend being an ordinary detective, I am going to be a Turf agent. I love racing as much as you do. The Turf in this country is pretty clean, but there is room for a man who sets himself out to discover something more vital to the interest of the Turf than the finding of winners. I am prepared to accept work outside, but that is one of the jobs I am going to tackle; I am going to be the Turf detective; the idea pleases me.”

“I don’t care what you call yourself,” smiled Eric, “or what you do, but the work I want you for has no connection with the racecourse, or with the interests, good or bad, of the Turf. I would ask you to come up and see me tomorrow,” he said, “but I may be going out of town. I think I have time to tell you what I want you to do now, and let me say here, that I am prepared to pay you very handsomely, and to allow you in the course of your investigations a substantial sum for expenses.”

“That,” said Milton, “appeals to me immensely. Now go right ahead.”

He took the cigar which Eric offered him, bit off the end and lit it, and with his elbows on the table he leant forward, as the other, after some hesitation, began:

“You probably may not know that my father and my mother quarrelled when I was a boy. The cause of that quarrel I have never been able to get at, save that my father, who was a very quicktempered man, made an accusation against my mother which he regretted to the last day of his life.”

He hesitated again.

“We can talk,” he said, “not only as men of the world, but, I trust, as friends.”

Sands nodded.

“You may trust me,” he said. “Whatever may be the outcome of this conversation, I will not repeat what I hear.”

Eric smiled a little sadly.

“Unfortunately,” he said, “I need not put that injunction upon you, because the story is known to all the people in society who count, only I have never told it before. My father’s accusation was against my mother’s honour; he even went so far as to say that my baby sister was not his child, a terrible charge to make against a sensitive and high-spirited woman. My mother resented it in the only way that a woman could: she left his house, taking the child with her, and from that day she has never been seen.”

His voice trembled a little.

“All we know,” he went on, “is that she died some years ago, long after my father had passed from this life, and that my sister is still living; and, probably acting under instructions from my mother, refusing to take any notice of the advertisements which from time to time we place in the newspapers. I want you to find her.”

“Did your father ever discover how much truth there was in his suspicions?”

“Yes,” said the young man in a low voice, “he discovered that he had been the victim either of extraordinary circumstances or of a most foul plot. The man he suspected was Lord Chanderson; you possibly know his name, one of the most upright men on the Turf, a steward of the Jockey Club, and a gentleman of unimpeachable character. He and my mother were friends. A hotel register, showing my mother and Lord Chanderson staying together at a small hotel in Paris, was the evidence upon which my father made his ghastly mistake. As a matter of fact, my mother was staying at the hotel, but Lord Chanderson at that time was in Petrograd; he was attached to the embassy there as chancellor or something of that sort. Somebody had certainly stayed at the hotel and had forged his name on the register. That is the whole of a story which is very painful to me, as you can well imagine.”

“What data have you to go on?”

“None whatever,” replied Eric. “I have employed I don’t know how many people to try and discover my sister’s whereabouts. The newspaper which published the announcement of my mother’s death could give me no further information than that they had received a letter conveying the news and enclosing a postal order for its insertion. From the fact that the postal order had been dated almost two years before my mother’s death, and was in consequence out of date, we gathered that she had made this preparation to announce to the world her retirement from a life which had been filled with bitter memories. It is not for me to condemn my father,” he went on. “I could not reproach him any more bitterly than he reproached himself. It is a horrible tragedy, and it has been a shadow over my life.”

“There is very little to go upon,” said Sands thoughtfully, “but if you don’t mind I will call round as soon as you are back in town with any questions which have occurred to me in the meantime. We can then arrange the purely business side of our association.”

They shook hands at parting. Eric Stanton’s car was waiting, but the other refused the offer of a lift, and claiming his baggage, he hailed a taxi and was driven westward.



VI. John President Wins


Table of Contents


“There comes the Dean!”

A thousand voices took up the cry.

There was a roar which began faintly in the cheaper rings down the course and grew’ in volume, swelling to a very thunder of voices as the field came flashing up the straight.

Three horses, neck to neck, ran clear of the ruck, but it was the fourth, with his great, clumsy feet flogging the turf, his wild, red mane flying in the breeze, upon whom all eyes were fixed.

On the outside, making as it seemed a solitary way homeward, the Dean had drawn clear of beaten horses, and with every awkward lurch he drew’ to the leaders.

“The Dean — for a pony!”

One clear voice rose above the babble.

Nearer and nearer they came, and Mahon with his beautiful hands was pushing the favourite. He took a quick look round and saw the danger.

Once, twice, his whip came up and down, but the Dean was gradually drawing up to him and boy Childers was crouching with his head almost level with the old gelding’s neck.

Twenty yards from the post Battling Jerry faltered and swerved. Mahon snatched him up and steadied him again — but too late. The post was passed with the Dean’s ugly old nose just showing in front.

“Phew!—”

Eric Stanton wiped his forehead.

“What a race!” he said.

His handsome face was flushed and alight with the excitement of the moment.

“Damn the Dean!” growled the man at his side.

“Why?”

“I thought Jerry would just do it,” said the other. Toady Wilton, with his puffed face and his black rimmed monocle, was an authority on what horses should “just do,” and it cost him a lot of money.

“I don’t know,” said the young man reflectively, “it wasn’t any certainty for Jerry — and I loved to see the old Dean pull out that last effort.”

The other glanced up at the cheerful face.

“Of course, Mr. Stanton,” he agreed, “if you think so nothing more need be said; as you’re the owner of Jerry the last word is with you — but I wish it had been the other way about.”

Eric lost Wilton in the paddock.

Clew, the trainer, was watching the unsaddling of his colt when he made his way through the sauntering throng to the enclosure.

“Thought we were going to win, sir,” said the trainer, “but we were squarely beaten — Jerry was game enough, but he couldn’t quite get the last fifty yards under pressure. Mahon said he was a beaten horse at the distance and only his gameness brought him so close.”

“I’ll stand on Mahon’s judgment,” said Eric, “it was a fine race.”

He looked around.

“Where is Mr. President?” he asked.

The trainer smiled.

“It’s funny how the old gentleman keeps the Dean going — why the old horse must be ten years old if he’s a day.”

“Somehow these Australians manage things with horses,” said Eric. “I’m not speaking disparagingly of you, Clew,” he smiled quickly.

“I understand, sir,” said the man quietly. “1 take off my hat to old Mr. President, anyway; he’s done wonders with the Dean.”

At that moment Eric caught sight of the man of whom they were talking, and elbowed his way through the press to where he stood alone.

It was a remarkable figure that Eric Stanton saw

John President was eighty years of age at that time. He stood six feet four inches and was as straight of back and carried his head as high as a soldier of twenty.

A snowy-white beard fell half way to his waist, and under the big, curly-brimmed grey topper a luxuriant bunch of white hair showered. His face was strong and seamed with innumerable tiny lines. It was healthy and brown — that brown which spoke of a life spent in the sunshine. He saw Eric coming toward him and a little smile twinkled in blue eyes that, undimmed by age, sparkled with the joyousness of life under his shaggy white eyebrows.

“Ah, Mr. Stanton!” He laughed a deep and melodious laugh. “We beat you — I’m really sorry in a way, and I’m really overjoyed — in another way.”

Eric took the extended hand and felt a grip which made him wince.

“It was a fine performance, sir,” he said, “and it is marvellous to think that that old horse is trained by you and it is the only horse you have.”

“It is one of the only two horses I have,” corrected the other, that gleam of amusement in his eyes. “But he’s a regular stableful is the Dean.”

He spoke with a certain slowness, but with vigour.

“They think I’m a freak,” he jerked his head in the direction of the crowd, “and some of ’em would think it would be high treason for an old Australian to go to Ascot and win the Royal Hunt Cup with an old horse that ain’t so beautiful to look at — no,” he reflected, “the Dean ain’t an Ascot horse in looks — but when Ascot comes round you’ll see!”

“He’s an Ascot horse in his gallop, anyway,” smiled Eric.

“He’s my third hope,” said the old man quietly. “I bank on the Dean — and the other two. Some day they’ll give me my heart’s desire.”

Eric looked at Mr. President curiously. He spoke with such feeling and the phrase he employed was so unusual. What could be the heart’s desire of this old man who had reached a period of life when most men had done with all the desire of this world?

The other did not enlighten him, and after standing chatting with the old gentleman — it seemed absurd to think of him in these terms, he was so young in heart — Eric moved off to find his guests.

It was the first Kempton meeting of the year, and although the season was young and the day a bank holiday, glorious Easter weather had tempted society out of doors in unusual numbers.

The tea room, whither he made his way, was thronged, and it was with difficulty that he found a seat. Opposite was sitting a girl who was apparently without escort. She was very beautiful, he thought, with her great dark eyes, her milk-and-rose complexion, and all the beauty of budding womanhood in her graceful figure. Her features were exquisitely moulded, the nose straight and the mouth rich and full. The chin perfectly modelled, the neck graciously set, and the mass of hair which showed from under her small, black velvet turban went to make up as lovely a picture of ripening girlhood as he had ever seen.

He had an irritating sense of having met her before. Suddenly their eyes met, and he remembered.

“Pardon me,” he said, “aren’t you Miss President?”

She smiled and nodded.

“We were fellow-sufferers in a railway disaster, I think,” he said.

“Of course,” she nodded pleasantly, “I remember your voice. You were standing behind me when M. Soltykoff was lamenting his loss.”

He saw a little shadow cross her face and wondered what memory had caused that half frown. In a few moments they were chatting as though they had known one another for years. He had the quality which made for quick friendship or quick dislikes. Himself a quick judge of human nature he expected to and was satisfied to be instinctively accepted or rejected by his acquaintance.

So deep they were in their conversation, that they did not notice the general exodus from the room till the ringing of the bell, which announced that the field had started on its homeward journey, recalled them with a start to the fact that they were missing the racing.

“I’m awfully sorry,” she smiled — she had the sweetest, dearest smile of any woman he had ever seen— “but I’m keeping you?”

“No, no,” he declared vehemently. “I’d rather — I mean I have no interest in any more races to-day; will you walk round the paddock?” She nodded and gathered up her dainty belongings.

“We shall probably meet my grandfather,” she said. It was half an excuse to herself for her sudden liking for this goodlooking young man’s society.

As they made a move, a man came through the door. He took off his hat with a sweeping bow, and the girl nodded coldly.

“Do you know Sir George Frodmere?” asked the young man.

“He knows us,” was the cryptic reply, “and he professes an intense admiration for my grandfather, and of late his attention has been most flattering; I find him a little — unwholesome.” She took some time to find the word, then she said quickly: “I hope that I am not speaking disrespectfully of a friend of yours?”

Eric laughed. “He is most decidedly not a friend of mine,” he said dryly. “He knows that I object very strongly to his very existence.”

She looked at him with a smile.

“And that peculiar looking friend of his, Mr. Wilton, who is always with him. He is a friend of yours, I know, because I saw you on the stand together.”

She bit her lip and coloured pink. If there was one thing in the world she did not want to do it was to admit that Mr. Eric Stanton’s movements interested her in the slightest degree, or that she had been aware of his corporeal existence till she had met him at tea.

It was a singularly flattered young man who walked by her side, striving with no greater success than his companion to check, by the sheer exercise of will power, the flush that came to his cheeks.

She noted the colour out of the corner of her eyes, and was at once angry with herself that she had so brazenly flattered him (as she described her action to herself) and pleased that he could so blush.

They strolled across the wide paddock, their feet sunk in the lush grasses, chatting and laughing.

Milton Sands, his inevitable cigar between his teeth, saw them and grinned sympathetically.

“There’s a wonderful sight, Miss Symonds,” he said solemnly.

His companion was a tall girl, slight of figure and graceful of carriage. Her face was flushed with excitement and her eyes shone from the very delight of youth. She was simply, even plainly dressed, in striking contrast to the many beautiful confections which filled the paddock. It was not difficult to believe that Janet Symonds was poor, though she carried the cheap little ready-made dress with all the dignity of the finest lady there.

“Where — where?” she asked eagerly. It was the first time she had ever been to a race meeting, and everything was wonderful, though she was quite prepared to believe that some things were more wonderful than others.

“I allude less to the equine wonders of the age,” said Milton oracularly, “than to that most wonderful of all sights — the way of a man with a maid.” She laughed, a rich ripple of happy laughter, as she followed the direction of his outstretched finger.

“It was kind of you to bring me here,” she said, and he saw the thanks in her eyes. “I love it all, though I’ve no doubt it is very wicked. Somehow, I didn’t mind coming with you — you’re so different.”

“That is my great point,” he explained elaborately. “I am different.”

“No, no — I’m not joking; you’re different to all the people I’ve worked for,” she said, surveying him with her grave eyes, “you’ve been always kind; I thought Colonial men were rather horrid.”

“That is because you were a self-satisfied, narrowminded little pig,” he said inelegantly but severely, “and the longer I know you — and I’ve known you for two years — tire more perfectly porcine I think you were. Didn’t I take you from a horrible lawyer’s office where they paid you twentyfive shillings per week for typing their beastly ‘whereases’ and ‘hereinafters’ and make you a private secretary to the most famous private detective in the world — doubling — so to speak — your very privacy — didn’t I?”

He saw the tears in her eyes, and was aghast. “Don’t be an ass, oh, my fair child!” he begged. “I was only pulling you — only joking with you.”

“I thought you were serious,” she pouted. “I don’t like being lectured.”

“You’re an exasperating young female,” said Milton. “Remember that you are the junior partner of the great Sands Detective Agency, and be professional.”

“Shall we disguise ourselves,” she asked demurely. He nodded, his laughing eyes watching her approvingly.

“Let us disguise ourselves as thirsty racegoers, and invade the tearooms,” he suggested.

“Let’s,” said she.

Two years had passed since Milton Sands had rescued a scared child from the envenomed tongue of a landlady. A soldier of fortune, Milton had fallen upon a particularly bad patch (it was after the Blackest Ascot of a decade) and had reduced his style from the noble suite of the Rex Imperial Hotel to a small room in Charlesbury Mansions, Pimlico, for which he paid the inadequate sum of eight shillings a week. A fellow lodger had been Janet Symonds, who at that time had reached the laborious stage of typewriting tuition where fingers cease to pay the slightest attention to the brain and insist upon going their own sweet way.

Poor Janet, with her ten shillings a week paid her regularly by the public trustee to whose care her mother had confided her savings, had found herself in arrears with her rent, and a virago of a landlady had come to demand payment, and reached the most interesting part of her speech when a tall, pleasant young man had intruded himself into the apartment and taken a wholly unauthorised part in the discussion. If it was unauthorised it was mercifully brief. He had taken the redfaced mistress of the house on to the landing, had paid the girl’s arrears of rent, and had in his own hard, bitter, and scarifying language reduced the worthy woman to a dazed silence.

There began the friendship of the pair, a friendship which was not distinguished by any demand on his part or uneasiness on hers. He made her move into a girl’s club and touted for a situation on her behalf. He it was who found the “horribly lawyer” — who wasn’t so horrible, and was, in fact, Milton’s own solicitor. There were happy, spendthrift days when he resumed his suite at the Rex Imperial; gloomy and penurious periods when it was Pimlico or nothing. He took life as he found it, for he was a gambler in all senses.

Now he was a real detective, with a handsome furnished office in Regent Street — all grey hangings and mauve carpets and satinwood furniture, with a little room adjoining for his secretary.

“I shall want you to help me with the case of Mr. Stanton’s sister,” he said, on their way to town that evening. “I’ve an idea you might secure information which is denied to me.”

“1 will do my best,” she said, looking up to his face with a troubled expression. “I thought, perhaps, we might start by instituting inquiries in Pimlico.”

He groaned.

“Not Pimlico,” he begged. “There isn’t such a place as Pimlico. London is Regent Street and the Rex Imperial, and all the rest is—”

He stopped suddenly.

“All the rest is?” she inquired.

“Heaven,” he answered glibly,
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There were very few callers at the offices of Sands Detective Agency. Milton did not advertise, he preferred (he told the enterprising young advertising canvassers who came to force him into reckless expenditure) to keep his practice select.

“We have kings and queens in this office almost every day,” he said, looking at the young man before him, who sat impressed but flippant.

“Don’t you have the aces, too?” he asked earnestly.

“Get fresh with me, Bertie,” warned Milton, with his ugliest little smile, “and I drop you out of the window on to the illuminated sign of the dentist in the shop downstairs.”

He chuckled joyfully as the canvasser departed.

“It’s rum he should guess how we spend the afternoon,” he said, as he produced a pack of cards from his desk. “What shall it be, piquet or bezique?”

“Piquet,” said Janet promptly, and searched her desk for the chocolates she had hidden.

“At ten pounds a hundred and a pony on the rubber?” suggested Milton.

“At a penny a thousand,” she decided.

“We’ll pretend it’s the higher figure,” he urged. “I should lose my nerve if I wasn’t playing for money — cut!—”

Their game was to remain unfinished, for scarcely had they begun when a gentle tap came at the outer office door, and Milton concealed his cards hastily and Janet made a dive for her typewriter and was tapping at a tremendous rate when M. Soltykoff came in at Milton’s loud invitation.

“Monsieur Sands?” he asked doubtfully.

“That is us,” said Milton. “Sit down M. Soltykoff.”

“You know my name, then — you have seen me before?” smiled the Russian, almost purring with pleasure.

“As a detective,” said Milton profoundly. “I make it my business to know everybody in the world — with the exception of a few people living in Pimlico. I know you, at any rate, M. Soltykoff,” he said grimly, “from your association with the purchase and shipment of arms for the Philippine insurrectionaries — from the fact that you financed the counter revolution in China, and are popularly supposed to have had something to do with the stealing of the crown jewels.”

The Russian laughed.

“Rumour is a swift liar,” he said. “The truth about myself is that I am a rich man and have earned the envy of the poor, and since it is easier to invent a story than a process, I attract all the inventors of the world to my unworthy self.”

He took the chair the other offered.

“I saw your advertisement in the Matin — a little more than three weeks ago,” said Milton seriously, “and that is why I have communicated with you. Now, I will tell you very candidly, M. Soltykoff, that my present business is a new one to me, although I am only exercising the faculties in myself which are as old as I. I have a pretty extensive acquaintance with the swell gangs which work the Riviera trains.”

“These I do not suspect,” interrupted the other. “I think the theft was an accidental one; in other words, I have a suspicion that I know the thief.” Milton looked at the man keenly.

“So do I,” he said quietly. “But tell me just whom you suspect.”

Soltykoff hesitated.

“I am not sure that I am going to employ you yet,” he said cautiously.

Milton laughed a little scornfully.

“You may please yourself as to that,” he said shortly. “I shall not beg you to accept my offer — only I tell you that nobody in England is more likely to afford you assistance than I.”

He said this in such a tone of quiet confidence that the man was impressed.

“Very well,” he said after a pause. “You can try.”

“Now,” said Milton briskly, “just tell me the exact character of your loss, and why your suspicions fall upon anybody in particular. First of all” — he drew a pad and pencil to him— “describe the wallet.”

“It was of black Russia leather,” said the other; “an ordinary limp portfolio — about half a metre long and a quarter deep. It was made up of four compartments, and had my initials in Russian character on the flap.”

Milton scribbled quickly.

“It contained the greater part of a million francs in French banknotes of five and ten thousand francs each — as to these I do not care so much. There was in addition half a dozen sheets of foolscap fastened together and headed with the words ‘The Formula.’ They were originally in an envelope, but at the moment of the collision I dropped the envelope and it was picked up by a young lady,” he spoke slowly and impressively— “that young lady I suspect, why, I will not tell you. As soon as she handed me the envelope I took it to my compartment and, realising that there was a good reason why the envelope bearing its description should not exist, I took the papers out of their cover and stuffed the formula into my portfolio.”

“Can you tell me the inscription?” asked Milton.

The man shook his head. He had recognised the necessity for destroying even the most remote evidence of former ownership. It would only add to his difficulties were he to advertise the name of John President, especially now that he knew that John President was a real person, and might conceivably have instigated the robbery.

“I can only tell you the name of the lady,” he said. “It was Mary President, and I have reason to believe that the packet is now in her possession.”

For a moment Milton Sands did not answer. Then, “I think you are wrong,” he said. “But if you leave the matter in my hands I will see what I can do. I suppose you want the thief trapped?”

M. Soltykoff smiled.

“Naturally — if the thief herself or himself restores the papers….” He did not conclude the sentence, but his shrug was impressive.

“He stands a precious poor chance of getting the reward, eh?” said Milton. “Marked money and hidden detectives to hear his disgusting confession.”

“Mr. Sands,” said the Russian, admiringly, “you are a man of intelligence.”

Milton Sands tapped his desk with his pencil thoughtfully.

“So far as I can make out, and naturally I have done a little private investigation on my own before you came,” he said, “there were travelling by your train in addition to Miss President, the following bad characters — Bud Kitson, Sir George Frodmere, Mr. Toady Wilton, Tom Sench — the Australian bank robber — Black Boyd, the New York confidence man, and quite a galaxy of criminal beauty.”

“How did you find that out?” asked the astounded Russian;

Milton smiled knowingly, but offered no explanation. He had seen these gentlemen himself, but he did not think it wise to say that he was on the wrecked train.

M. Soltykoff rose to go.

“Your face is rather familiar to me,” he said. “Is it?” drawled the other. “Well, do you know, I think there is every reason why it should be. Ten years ago an exceedingly wealthy young Australian might have been seen entering the portals of a private gambling club in Nice. He was exceedingly wealthy for him, because he had struck it rich in Western Australia, and he had all the money in the world — namely some £40,000. He gambled all the night with an affable Russian nobleman, and his most affable confederates, and in the end he left the club with about ten cents nett.”

Soltykoff looked at the young man in amazement, then burst into a roar of laughter.

“Fortunes of war, mon,” he chuckled. “I remember — you were very bumptious — and the game was fair, of course.”

“Of course,” agreed Milton, as he showed his visitor out. “Of course,” he reflected, as he heard the whirr of the lift carrying the man to the street. He shook his fist playfully after the unconscious Russian.

“Look out for me, my Soltykoff,” he said cheerfully, “for if I do not find your precious formula, you will at least discover my bill.”
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“That’s rum,” said Milton, looking up from a newspaper he was reading.

The girl who was sitting at a little table behind him, parting press cuttings into a book, looked round. “What is it that is rum?” she asked.

It was the second rum thing he had discovered to-day; it was rum that a convict whose escape from Portland had excited public interest should (according to his published portrait) bear a striking resemblance to Bud Kitson.

“Listen,” said Milton, and read:



“Amongst the visitors to the Alvarez stud last week was Sir George Frodmere, the famous English sporting baronet. It is understood that Sir George made some extensive purchases of bloodstock, including El Rey, that magnificent thoroughbred who won the Grand Prize at Rio in record time last season. The price paid is not too disclosed, but it is understood to be a very large one. Sir George made the purchase on behalf of a well-known Russian sportsman, and the horse is to be sent at once to the stud near Moscow.”



He read the paragraph slowly, because he had to translate it from Spanish to English.

“That is very rum,” he said again, shaking his head. “Old Frodmere must have gone straight on from London to the Argentine, and I presume he is now on his way back again. The Russian gentleman is M. Soltykoff, or I am a Dutchman.”

About his desk were a number of volumes. He carefully selected one and brought it down. It was a record of Argentine racing, and he turned over the leaves of the index.

“Here we are,” he said. “El Rey, by Diamond Jubilee — Manata a three-year-old. That will make him a four-year-old,” he said, as he looked at the date of the reference, “ran eight times and won six of his races. I wonder what Soltykoff’s idea is for buying the horse in his prime and sending him away to the stud. He never struck me as being an enthusiastic breeder,” he mused, “and why should Sir George have gone over?”

He closed the book and replaced it on the shelf. He was very thoughtful that morning, and spent most of his time consulting various books of sporting reference. He had read the paragraph in an obscure Argentine journal, published in a small town adjacent to the famous stud, and he spent the afternoon in making the round of the London offices of the principal Argentine newspapers without discovering any further paragraph on the same subject.

The only evidence that Milton discovered was in the principal Rio paper, saying that Sir George had paid a flying visit to the Argentine and was leaving almost immediately by the next mail steamer.

“He will be back in England now, then,” said Milton. He took up the telephone receiver, and gave a number.

“Is that La Plata Steamship Company?” he asked. “Can you tell me when your next boat arrives? On Tuesday morning? Thank you. Can you tell me,” he asked hurriedly as he was about to put the receiver down, “whether Sir George Frodmere is a passenger?” He raised his eyebrows at the answer, and hung the receiver up thoughtfully.

“Sir George is not a passenger; he came by the other line,” he said. “But they are shipping some cattle for Sir George Frodmere. That means they have shipped El Rey. The boat arrives on Tuesday morning,” he said, “at Tilbury. It is a ratlu r curious fact that I have some business in that neighbourhood on the day previous.”

“Business you have just thought of?” she smiled.

He shook his head.

“No. I am doing a little work for Eric Stanton. I have not told you what it is, my child,” he said, as he rose and laid his hand on her shoulder, “because” — he hesitated— “I hardly know how to say it. I feel rather rotten about taking Stanton’s money and doing no work for it. It is on my mind.”

“Are you doing some detective work for him?” she asked interestedly.

He nodded.

“Something I would rather not speak about,” he said shortly, “and you shall know why. It is the feeling I have that I am not playing the game with Stanton; that I am not fit for the work he wants me to do. You see, I never intended taking up a detective agency seriously.” He stopped again.

She looked at him with a little frown. “Whatever do you mean?” she asked slowly. “Do you know that you are making me feel awfully uncomfortable? You aren’t running this office when there is no need to because you want to find me an easy berth?”

He shook his head with a laugh.

“That is not so, my little girl,” he said lightly. “I have plenty of work to do in a sense, but it is Stanton’s work which worries me most. I have got to find a girl — that is all I can tell you, and whether she is dark or fair, or tall or short, or fat or plain, or pretty I cannot tell you. I don’t even know where she lives or who she ever knew. I have not so much as a photograph or one of those articles of jewellery which arc indispensable to the writers of missing heir stories. I must trapse about the world till luck throws her into my way, and all the time I am waiting for the miracle to happen. I am drawing twelve pounds a week from Eric Stanton. Now, that is the rotten part of it.”

“Is there no possibility of getting even a slender clue?”

“There is just that possibility,” he nodded, “it appears that at the same time as the girl, who is his sister, disappeared, an old servant went away, presumably with the child, and with her “ — he hesitated, for he was very jealous of Stanton’s secret. “I have been able to trace a relative of the servant’s, and I hope to find the woman herself. Once I do that I shall be near to some sort of practical line upon which I can work, but in the meantime,” he said briskly, “there is much for me to do; things to learn about Sir George Frodmere and the horse he has bought for M. Soltykoff’s stud. So far as I can discover,” he said, “the name of Soltykoff, although prominent in other connections, is virtually unknown amongst the breeders of Russia, and his stud is so modest that he has maintained an extraordinary reticence regarding its location. None of the Russian racing people — and there are always one or two in London — know anything about him.”

“And your first commission, you have forgotten that,” said the girl reproachfully. “Really, you have a tremendous amount of work if you would only give your mind to it.”

“You mean Soltykoff,” he smiled, “the missing formula and the million francs? I assure you that is never out of my mind. I am a lucky devil,” he went on, shaking his head in self-reproach. “I get to places without an effort, which men spend years of toil to reach. It will be just my luck if the solutions of all the three mysteries come to light 011 the same day. Just my luck,” he repeated, and there was a strange smile as though something in his mind had afforded him infinite amusement.

“Now you can come out and have tea with me,” he bantered her, “before you retire to your modest, suburban home.”

“Don’t poke fun at my suburban home,” she smiled, struggling into her coat, “and don’t help me with this jacket, I beg of you.”

“I am so sorrv.” He stepped quickly to her side, and offered her the fragments of assistance which she required.

“I am getting frightfully remiss,” he said.

“You are thinking too much.”

“About what?”

“About Miss President,” she said bluntly.

He looked into the calm eyes of the girl with an astonished smile.

“About Miss President?” he said, as though he had not heard her aright.

“About Miss President,” she said briefly. “You’ve had one or two letters either from her or about her.”

There was something in her tone which made him feel a little uncomfortable. It was not resentment; she had made, if it were possible, a plain statement, untinctured by any subtle comment which an intonation could give.

“I don’t blame you,” she smiled. “She is awfully beautiful and attractive, but I don’t think you ought to let such things affect your work.” She was almost matronly in her admonition.

“Great heavens, my child!” he protested, “the letters are from Stanton! I never think of her.”

“You imagine you don’t,” she said, shaking her head at him with a little hint of severity, “but all the time she is in your mind. I can almost feel your thoughts.”

“All the time I am thinking of somebody else quite different,” he said quietly. “If any woman comes into my mind in this office or out, wherever I am, it is not Miss President.”

She smiled.

“You must not deceive yourself,” she said with exasperating confidence.

“But I tell you—” he began.

“Don’t shout,” she said calmly, “I am only speaking to you for your good. You have been very kind to me, Mr. Sands, and I appreciate it.”

“You are not presenting me with an illuminated address or anything?” he asked in the flippancy of despair.

“Please do not be sarcastic,” she answered, the colour coming to her face. “You ought not to practise your sarcasm on me, Mr. Sands. I am going home.”

“You are coming to tea,” he said.

“I tell you, I am going home,” said the girl determinedly.

“After you have had tea with me,” said the deliberate Milton Sands, “you may go to your home, but until six o’clock your services are mine, and it is now only half-past five.”

“Then I will wait here,” she said, beginning to take her coat off.

“Do you know “ — he shook his head at her— “you are the most aggravating young party I have ever had to deal with. You are really, Janet.”

“Please don’t call me by my name,” she almost snapped. She sat down at her desk with an air of resignation, and he returned to his and flopped into his big, padded chair.

They sat thus for three minutes, then he turned round with a jerk.

“You are jealous of Mary President,” he accused. She swung round in her swivel chair, her eyes bright with anger.

“How dare you say that?” she asked hotly.

“Because I am a detective,” he said, striking a ridiculous attitude, “and detectives dare anything in the world; providing always that they are well paid for the risks they take.”

“You know I am not jealous of Mary President. What have I to be jealous about? Aren’t you entitled to any friends you want?”

“I suppose I am,” he considered. “But in this particular case I rather fancy you do not like Mary President.”

“You are altogether wrong, and if you imagine that I would descend to such pettiness as being jealous of any woman for your sake, you have an extraordinarily exaggerated opinion of your own power of attraction. So far as I am concerned, I am hardly interested in your love affairs.”

“Oh, yes you are!” he said in alarm, “because — you are placing me in a very embarrassing position, and you are making me feel very uncomfortable,” he parodied.

“If you please, I think I will go home.”’

She rose again, but this time he was before her, and lifted the jacket down from the peg on which it hung.

“Allow me,” he said.

She could do no less than accept his services.

She stood for a moment at the door.

“I think if you will allow me a day off tomorrow,” she said, “I will try and find other work.”

“I shall summon you for a week’s wages in lieu of notice,” he warned her, his eyes twinkling, for he dearly loved a fight of any description, “and you behaved with the greatest discourtesy to one who—”

“To one who?” she challenged defiantly. “Finish your sentence, and tell me what you have done for me, I beg of you.”

“To one who loves you,” he said quietly. “Who thinks of you, and none but you, day and night. Who wants to make you independent, that he might be in a better position to offer you the control of his erratic life — that is all,” he added.

She stood by the door, white and breathless, her lips apart, her eyes shining, and then walking slowly to where he stood, she laid both her hands on his shoulders.

“Come out to tea,” she whispered. “But kiss me first.”

*

They were at the door when the telegram came, and Milton read it with comic dismay.

“As confirming all your worst suspicions,” he said, and handed the wire to the girl. She read:



“PLEASE SEE ME ON WEDNESDAY ON MY RETURN TO TOWN. MR. ERIC STANTON SUGGESTED I SENT FOR YOU. — MARY PRESIDENT, THE MALL.”



She turned her smiling eyes to his.

“I don’t mind,” she said softly. “I was jealous… but I’m not now… Milton…”

“Call me Bill,” pleaded the detective urgently. “Milton’s a rotten name.”

“Milton was blind,” she said cryptically.
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Monsieur Soltykoff objected to many English customs which he regarded as being superfluous. Not the least of these was the disgusting practice which members of this eccentric nation had formed of early rising. He was one of a small party that gathered at Tilbury in the grey of an April dawn to watch the City of Incas
 come slowly up the estuary of the Thames, her white sides grimy from her long voyage, her bows streaked brown with the rust of anchor chains. Sir George Frodmere was another, and the inevitable Mr. Wilton a third.

Sir George, with his overcoat collar turned up, made his way on board the vessel as soon as she berthed.

“Yes,” said the purser, whom he found taking early morning coffee in his comfortable little cabin, “I have got a horse for you, sir; I understand you are Mr. Soltykoff.”

“This is Mr. Soltykoff,” introduced Sir George. “The horse is going on to Russia tomorrow. How has he stood the voyage?” he asked.

“He is as fit as a fiddle,” answered the purser enthusiastically. “As nice a horse as ever I have had to deal with, which, considering he is a thoroughbred, is rather unusual. He has eaten well during the voyage, which has been a smooth one, by the way, and I don’t think you will have much difficulty in getting him ready for racing.”

“He is not to be raced again,” said Sir George sharply. “He goes to Russia to Monsieur Soltykolf’s stud.”

“I see.”

The purser, who knew something of Turf matters, shook his head.

“It seems a pity,” he said regretfully, “that a fine four-year-old like that, who might win all sorts of good races, should be relegated to the stud. However, sir, you know your own business best,” he said with a smile.

There were certain necessary documents which Sir George, as Soltykoff’s agent, had to sign. “By the way,” asked Sir George carelessly, “when do you sail again?”

“On the day before the Derby, I am sorry to say,” said the purser ruefully.

Sir George heaved a sigh of relief. He did not want this horse-loving seaman at Epsom on that day, for a very good reason.

Within half an hour of the ship berthing, the sheeted form of the Argentine horse was led down a broad gangway plank to the wharf. A wizened little man was waiting to take him, and without any further ado the horse was led along the bewildering labyrinth of quays which constitutes Tilbury’s docks, across innumerable railway lines, and at last out through the gates into the drab streets of Tilbury, the three men walking behind.

“Where are you taking him?” asked Mr. Wilton. “Wait and see,” snapped the other. “Don’t ask silly questions, Toady.”

Mr. Wilton relapsed into an indignant silence. There was a long walk before him, and he did not relish long walks. /

Two miles out of Tilbury, on a deserted stretch of the road, they came upon a motor horse-box, and into this the importation was, with some little coaxing, induced to enter.

The party had also been provided for; a car was waiting for them close at hand, and they went ahead of the horse-box, taking the road for London.

There is in Shadwell, once the home of romance (or the Metropolitan Railway advertisements lie), a hundred little stables where poor tradesmen and the hand-to-mouth coster house their miserable charges for the night. Grim and squalid side-turnings, lumbered up in the evenings with barrows and carts, with crazy stable doors admitting to premises which are little more than sheds. Before one of these. Sir George having dismissed the motor at some safe distance, stopped, unfastened a padlock which secured a gate, and crossing a dingy yard opened the door of a small shed. The stable — for such it was — was in darkness, but the rattle of a chain told him that it was occupied. The premises were situated in a small cul de sac, secured at the end by a pair of gates above which was the faded legend “Thompson’s Livery Stables.” Thompson had long since passed the way of all reckless speculators in rubber and racehorses, and this little collection of hovels, numbering some six in all, had been rented by Sir George with a view to such a contingency as now confronted him. It offered security from observation, for many things happened in the dark and secret stables of Wapping, of which the inspectors of the Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals had no notion.

“You stand by the door, Toady,” said Sir George, “and watch for that motor-van. Directly you see it, open the gates to let him in and close them behind him.”

It was not a task to the liking of the elegant Wilton, but he obeyed without question. He had not long to wait, for soon the van came smoothly round the corner and passed through the rickety gates.

“Now, let us have a look,” said Sir George, and the horse was backed out and his sheet stripped.

He was a fine, well-modelled grey, rather small for his age, but businesslike and compact.

“He will do,” said Sir George. “Let us have a look at the other fellow.”

He went into the stable, throwing the door wide open. The horse secured in the furthermost stall looked round at him. He was shaggy of coat and thin of rib. Nobody seeing him would have recognised that this was the dapper little Portonius who, as a two-year-old, had run without any distinction in the Brocklesly Stakes the year before. Leat of all would they have imagined that this was that same Portonius who, at that moment, stood in the Derby betting at twenty to one. Some such thought occurred to Sir George, and he smiled sardonically.

“What price would they offer against him if they saw him now?” he said.

“About a thousand to one I should think,” Toady replied.

The half-starved grey, dirty and hungry, looked round at his owner, and if he had been a sentimental man he might have read reproach in the horse’s beautiful eyes, but there was no sentiment in Sir George Frodmere.

“Put our friend in the next stall,” he said.

The newly-imported horse was led into the stable, and made fast to the ring in the shapeless manger.

“We will take him off to Cornwall tomorrow morning,” said Sir George. “What about the youngster, Buncher?” he asked, turning to the wrinkled man at his side.

“Why not have him killed, sir?” suggested the man.

Sir George shook his head.

“That means bringing in some one else. A slaughterer would know enough about horses to recognise a thoroughbred. No, that is not the best way,” he said. “There is another, and one which I have decided upon adopting. What is the name of that man who you have helping you in the stable sometimes?”

“Here, sir?” asked Buncher.

Sir George nodded.

“A man named Flickey, I don’t know his real name,” said Buncher slowly. “He is just a hanger-on at one of these pubs round here. He will do anything for a pint of beer.”

“Didn’t you tell me that he got into trouble through shipping worn-out horses to Antwerp?”

Buncher nodded with a grin.

“Is that the game, sir?” he asked.

“That’s the game,” said Sir George shortly.

“Get your man to take away the horse tonight. He can just hand it over to the people who receive ‘em. He need not carry any papers at all. They will imagine that the colt has been paid for, and in a couple of days he will be shipped to Antwerp and we shall hear no more about it. It is the only safe way,” he said thoughtfully, “because the traffic in worn-out horses is so unpopular, that the people engaged in it observe the greatest secrecy, and the more secrecy there is in this business the better I shall like it.”

“Now, M. Soltykoff,” he turned to the little Russian, “I think we shall not bother you any more. By the way, what is the news regarding your loss?”

The Russian shook his head.

“I am desolated,” he said sadly. “I fear I shall never get that beautiful formula again.”

“And there is a million in it,” said Sir George. “A million,” laughed the other bitterly. “There is two, three, five millions — fortunes for us all. Do you know that an exhibition is to be opened at the end of next month and that the promoters are offering a reward of a hundred thousand pounds for a process such as is contained in that formula? Imagine it!—”

“I wonder why old President does not apply for the reward himself?” asked Sir George, with a puzzled frown.

The Russian shrugged his shoulders.

“That is very easily explained,” he said, “even now I remember in my muddled way how intricate the proportions were. I don’t doubt that he has tried, and tried again to recall the formula. Possibly it was stolen from him during an illness. I gathered that something of the sort happened.”

“From whom did you gather it?” asked Sir George sharply.

“The man who sold it to me,” said the Russian. “He is coming to London, by the way.”

“Can he recall nothing?”

Soltykoff shook his head.

“He can recall just as much, possibly, as President can. He remembers everything except the one essential thing, and every experiment we have made upon his lines or the lines he indicated has been a failure.”

“Do I know him?” asked Sir George interestedly. They had walked out through the entrance to the yard and were traversing one of the grimiest streets in Shadwell.

The ghost of a smile lingered for a moment on the Russian’s face. “You may have read of him,” he said. “You have heard of Count?”

“I heard about him by wireless,” said Sir George in surprise. “The man who broke the bank at Monte Carlo.”

“That’s the gentleman,” said the Russian, with pleasant sarcasm, “he broke the bank at Monte Carlo, and lie arrived in Paris immensely pleased with life, so pleased “ — he shrugged his shoulders— “that he seems to have overcome the awe in which he once stood of John President, and has expressed his intention of coming to London.”

“Count Collinni,” repeated Sir George thoughtfully.

“You will not know his name,” laughed the Russian. “It is almost as new as his affluence.”

“I should like to meet him,” Sir George suggested. “A man with a great deal of money may be very useful.”

For a moment their eyes met, and the little Russian’s smile spoke volumes.

“You will not find him so useful as you have found me,” he said, and with a curt nod of his head he stepped into the car which was waiting, and was whirled off.

*

At half-past eight that night a stout man, somewhat unsteady of gait, but capable of simulating solemn sobriety, came through the gateway of the old livery stable leading a horse, and Mr. Buncher gave him his final instructions.

“If anybody wants to know where he is going, tell him he is going to a vet in Camden Town.”

“Trust me,” said the man, with all the confidence in the world. “I ain’t done a month for this without learnin’ something. Is there anything to collect?”

“Nothing,” said Buncher. “You have got ten bob for your trouble. All you have to do is to hand him over to the man who ships the horses and leave him.”

“I know the feller,” said Flickey with confidence. “A cross-eyed man who lives in Deptford — sends ’em by the thousand he does — makes a rare lot of money out of it, too. Quite the gentleman,” he said, with wondering admiration, “keeps two servants, wears a diamond ring, and you couldn’t tell him at a distance from Rothschild.”

“Hop it,” snarled Buncher, and with a “t’ck,” the toper led his charge by divers side-turnings into the Commercial Road. He crossed this thoroughfare as hurriedly as possible, because the Commercial Road was filled with light and, to Mr. Flickey’s apprehensive eye, populated by policemen animated by no other desire than to secure the ruin of a hardworking man who did no other harm in the world than leading the helpless and the miserable to a merciful oblivion. A quarter of an hour’s journeying on his way brought Mr. Flickey to a quiet road and unobtrusive street, intersected at right angles by an even more desirably placid thoroughfare, and at the junction of the two streets the warm, alluring windows of a public house called Mr. Flickey with irresistible force. He stopped and looked up and down. The only person in sight was a loafer, who with bowed shoulders and hands thrust deeply into his trousers pockets was lurching along in his rear. Mr. Flickey felt that this was the moment of all moments when a drink was most desirable. And besides, the public houses would soon be closed he argued, wilfully exaggerating this danger and deceiving himself with great readiness. He fingered the half-sovereign in his pocket, and found a new reason for a moment’s halt amidst the desert’s w’aste. He would require change, and half-sovereigns were so easily lost.

The loafer shuffled past with slow footsteps.

“Here, Bill,” said Flickey.

He did not know that the stranger’s name was Bill, but it seemed a friendly thing to say to one of whom he was about to beg a favour. Not without reward, however, as his first words revealed.

“Hold this horse for five minutes,” he said, “and I will give you the price of a drink when I come out.”

“Certainly, mate,” answered the man with cordiality.

He was tall, roughly dressed, but Flickey, grading him instinctively, put him down both from the intonation of his voice and by certain other signs as a gentleman who was down in his luck.

“Where is he going?” asked the man, looking at the horse curiously.

“Never you mind,” said Mr. Flickey, severely. “Ask no questions an’ you’ll hear no lies. There are certain tilings that we don’t tell everybody.”

“No offence, I hope,” responded the horse-holder, taking the halter rope in his hand.

“I don’t mind telling you,” said Flickey, with the air of one who was rendering the other a tremendous service, “that he is booked for the boneyard.”

“Slaughterers,” asked the man, interestedly.

“Not exactly,” said Flickey, who was of the class that havings information to give could not resist the temptation of giving it. “I am taking him to a friend of mine who is shipping him across the water.”

“I see what you mean,” said the other, nodding his head.

“Shan’t be five minutes,” said Flickey, looking round from the doorway of the public house, and he entered into the joyousness and the warmth of life with the zest of one who had an unbroken coin of superlative value coupled with an unique thirst.

His five minutes expanded to ten, and to fifteen, and having found a controversial spirit who was prepared to talk terrifyingly 011 the subject of Home Rule, to three quarters of an hour.

“I must be getting along,” said Flickey, looking up at the clock. He staggered out of the bar into the street.

“I shall be seeing two blooming horses if I ain’t careful,” he muttered to himself, but that affliction was spared, because he could not see even one. The grey and its custodian had disappeared. Mr. Flickey stared. He looked down the next street, but there was no sign of horse or holder. He even looked into the saloon bar, having a confused and vague idea that possibly the horse and his keeper had, in some mysterious way, overcome the landlord’s scruples as to the admission of horses to that select compartment. Here was a crisis for Flickey, but a crisis considerably modified by the fact that he had been paid in advance. He had a conscience which required but little salving.

“Like his blooming cheek,” was the only comment he made, and then went home to bed, to awake in the morning with a blessed forgetfulness of all the events of the previous night; so that when Buncher questioned him as to the delivery of the horse he answered promptly and glibly:

“I handed him over to the gent, and he said ‘thank you very kindly.’—”

And it must be put to Flickey’s credit that he believed that something of the sort had happened.



X. Bud Kitson Goes to Sleep
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It was a rambling, low-roofed room, bright with chintzes and made more spring-like by the great bowls of flowers hich were placed wherever foothold was afforded. Masses of lilac, vases of daffodils and freesia, and tiny bowls of violets filled the room with their harmonious fragrance.

The girl rose to meet Milton Sands as he entered, extending her hand with a frank smile of welcome.

“I feel rather guilty at having brought you here,” she said, “and the only comfort I have is that I gave you plenty of warning, but I had to seize the opportunity which jny grandfather’s absence from London presented, and Mr. Stanton was good enough to give me your name. The fact is, Mr. Sands, we have been burgled.”

“Burgled?” he repeated in astonishment, “but isn’t that a matter for the police?”

“Ordinarily it would be,” she answered, “but in this case the circumstances are unusual.”

Seated in one of the big, deep chairs of the room he listened whilst she related the story of the midnight visitation on the sleeping car. “A week ago,” she went on, “I woke with the feeling that there was somebody in my room. I did not call out for I was afraid of disturbing Mr. President, who is a very light sleeper. I caught a glimpse of an electric flash lamp, and realised that somebody was searching the drawers of my bureau. I jumped out of bed, though I was pretty scared, and as I did so I saw the form of the intruder move swiftly across the room and through the door — it was only a glimpse I caught of him against the window, but I am certain that it was the same man who had tried to enter my sleeping compartment on the train.”

“I see,” said Milton slowly. He understood the meaning of the visitation. Soltykoff suspected the girl of being in possession of his precious formula. “Where is your grandfather now?” he asked. “He is in Sussex. We have a little cottage on the edge of the downs where Donny is being trained for the Derby — I came up from there to meet you.”

“Is that where you are training ‘Down Under Donovan’?” he smiled.

She nodded seriously. Down Under Donovan was a very serious matter to her.

The existence of this horse, his every possibility, the whole future which lay before his twinkling hoofs were more vital to her than the plans which a general might have made for the defeat of his enemy, or a financier elaborated for his own enrichment. Down Under Donovan was a real thing to her, although it might be only a name to this smiling man.

“Would it be possible for you to go back to your grandfather to-day?” he asked.

She looked at him in astonishment.

“Of course,” she said, “he wants me to come back, but I had an idea of staying in town for a few days.” He thought for a long time. Then:

“I want you to leave tomorrow,” he said. “That is if your grandfather is projecting any long stay in the country.”

She nodded. “He will be there off and on till the Derby,” she said.

“Very good,” smiled Milton brightly. “Now we will have to hire a safe.”

“A safe?” she said in astonishment.

“A safe,” he repeated with that emphatic little jerk of his head which was characteristic of him. “I will send you one — I know an excellent shop where they may be hired.”

“But I don’t want a safe,” she said. “I have nothing whatever to keep in it.”

“Still,” he insisted, “if I sent you a safe you would have no objection to it being placed in your room?”

“None whatever,” she smiled. “But it seems rather a waste of money, doesn’t it?”

“You forget, Miss President,” said Milton Sands impressively, “that I am a detective. It is an amusing and expensive occupation, and you must imagine that I do not pay for the hire of safes unless I have very excellent reasons. If those excellent reasons are mysterious to you, please remember that every moment of a well-organised detective should be shrouded in mystery.”

She laughed.

“I will do as you wish,” she said.

“There is one other thing,” said Milton, after a moment’s thought, “can you let me have a key to your house?”

“With pleasure.”

“I shall want the run of it,” he went on, “during your absence, and I don’t think you need worry Mr. President about this burglary.”

“Do you understand why people are bothering me?” she asked very anxiously. “I’ve got quite nervous… the papers are filled with stories of the escaped convict, and perhaps I am jumpy.”

“You must leave matters where they are for the moment. We will see what happens,” he said. “As to the escaped convict—” He stopped suddenly.

“By Jove!” he said with a chuckle, “what an idea!—”

He would not say what the idea was, but tactfully changing the subject, talked of Eric.

She spoke sparingly of that young man, and her reticence was more eloquent to Milton than the most eulogistic phrase would have been. He stopped on his way to the city, and negotiated the hire of a most spacious and imposing steel safe. The shopkeeper was inclined to be dubious as to the wisdom of his selection.

“It is only a very light thing,” he said, tapping the safe with his knuckles, “and neither fireproof nor burglarproof; it is merely intended for unimportant books. As a matter of fact,” he said in a burst of frankness, “it was built for show rather than for use by a firm which desired to create an impression upon the public.”

“That’s the thing for me,” said Milton, “something nice and light. I want you to get it down there to-day.”

Then he went on to a theatrical costumiers, for he had a brilliant idea. He called at the house the following morning and found the girl rather amused and a little dismayed.

“It takes up an awful amount of space,” she said, “and it looks perfectly ugly in my room.”

“May I see it?” he asked.

She rang the bell, and her one servant came.

“Will you show Mr. Sands my room?” she asked.

The girl led the way upstairs into Mary’s bedroom.

It was indeed out of place with its egregious greenness and its florid gold lines in that little nest of neutral tints and dainty draperies.

“Fine,” said Milton, gazing at it admiringly. He turned to the maid.

“Sure,” she replied.

He looked at her keenly.

“Are you American?” he asked.

She flushed a little.

“Why, yes,” she said. “I came over from America three months ago.”

“Have you been in Europe before?”

“Nope,” she replied shortly.

“Or lived on the Continent?”

“No, sir,” she answered easily, with the emphasis on the second word.

As he went down the stairs he spoke to her suddenly over his shoulder. “That safe cost me a thousand dollars. Do you know how much that is in English money?”

“Forty pounds,” she answered promptly.

“Quite right,” approved Milton.

He had discovered all he wanted to know. An American girl who thought in francs and not in dollars, yet who was not acquainted with the Continent of Europe was one of those curious accidents of life which interested him profoundly.

“I have only had her a fortnight,” said Mary President, answering his question, when they were alone. “She was recommended to me by Sir George Frodmere.”

“You know Frodmere, do you?”

“Slightly,” she replied with a little frown. “Not well enough, nor am I sufficiently impressed by him to take servants on his recommendation, but he was so keen on my giving this girl a trial. We happened to want a servant at the time; our own girl had an unexpected offer of a very good place, and I let her take it.”

“Do you know where she went?” asked Milton carelessly.

The girl smiled.

“If I remember rightly, I had the address to send on any letters which might come for the girl. She had a fiancé. I will find it for you.”

She went out of the room, and came back with her little address book.

“She is in the service of a Mrs. Gordon Thompson,” she read.

“I see.”

Milton grinned to himself. Mrs. Gordon Thompson was George Frodmere’s sister; a faded society lady who found recreation at the bridge table, and was notorious for her shyness in paying the debts which she incurred in her recreation.

The thing was very simple. Frodmere wanted a confederate in the house, and had persuaded his sister to offer good wages to the one domestic, and had put in her stead the woman who would serve his ends. Milton had recognised her the moment she came into the room. He had seen her at Monte Carlo on more than one occasion in the society of Bud Kitson. She was generally accepted, in the indulgent society in which she moved, as the wife of the American tough.

“Now, Miss President,” he asked briskly, “when do you leave?”

“I go this afternoon,” replied Mary.

“Do you take your servant with you?”

Mary knit her brows. “She is rather a problem,” she smiled. “I did not anticipate leaving London so soon.”

“I will offer a suggestion,” said Milton. “Give the girl a holiday on full wages. Tell her you will not want her for a week.”

“But that may be inconvenient to her?”

“1 don’t think it will,” said the other dryly. “You leave by what train?”

“By the three-fifty-five.”

“I will be at the station to see you off,” he said. “Have you the keys?”

She took a bunch from her pocket and detached one — a Yale key — and handed it to him.

“I do not think that after your return,” he said, “you will be subjected to any more annoyance.”

“There is one thing I want to ask you,” she said, as he was taking his leave, “will you explain what I have to put into the safe?”

“Nothing,” he said. He drought awhile. “Yes, put in any papers which are of no consequence to you, and lock the door very carefully. Perhaps it would be more artistic if you enclosed a few documents — they can be dressmaker’s bills — in some sort of a box.”

“I have an attache case,” she said, “which I shall not be using.”

“That will do excellently. Put them in, lock the door, and above all things warn your maid that nobody must be admitted to the house during your absence, that she is to fasten every window before she leaves, and that she is to notify the police that you will be absent for a week.”

“I could do that on my way to the station,” she said.

“I would rather you told her. Let this admirable woman save you the trouble.”

*

At half-past eleven that night, Bud Kitson descended from a taxi at some little distance from Chiswick Mall, paid the driver, and dismissed him, and walked confidently along until he came to the house occupied by John President and his granddaughter. Without any hesitation he turned in at the gate, carefully closing it behind him, walked up to the front door, inserted a key, and, opening the door, stepped into the hall. He shut the door, and producing from his pocket an electric lamp, flashed it round the deserted passage. There was evidence of the recent departure of Mary President, for the tidiest of travellers are apt to leave such traces. He walked into the diningroom and grinned to himself. On the table had been laid neatly a tray, a decanter, a glass and some soda. The lady who called herself Mrs. Kitson had prepared this light refreshment for her lord. He splashed in a little whisky into the glass, fizzled the soda from the syphon, and drank it off before he addressed himself to the serious work of the night. By the light of his lamp he extracted the necessary tools and made his way leisurely upstairs. He knew Mary President’s room very well indeed. It was not the first time he had been there, and on this occasion he anticipated a successful issue to his search. That the formula was in the house he was now sure. The hurried arrival of a formidable safe was proof, if proof were needed, that she had secreted this valuable document in the house. He might not have made the attempt otherwise, but the safe had decided him. And, moreover, it limited his search, and indicated the exact spot wherein the treasure was to be found. He closed the door of the room behind him, and flashed his light unerringly toward the portion of the room where the safe stood upon its painted deal legs. He made a closer inspection, and his smile was contemptuous. It was the sort of safe, as he knew, that could be cut open with a butter-knife. The lock might even be picked, so simple a matter was it. At any rate, he could try. He selected a key and inserted it in the lock. It did not give, but his practised ear caught certain sounds which denoted to this expert that the trial of a second or a third would be successful. And so it proved, for on the second attempt with his adjustable skeleton key, the lock clicked back and the door swung open.

Further interest in the safe and its contents were for the moment suspended, for the room was suddenly filled with light. Kitson turned quickly.

“Hands up,” said Milton Sands, and covered the burglar with his Browning pistol.

“Hullo!” said Bud calmly. “How do you do, Mr. Sands?”

“Pretty good,” replied Milton cheerfully. “Come closer, Bud; let us begin an era of disarmament.” His deft fingers searched Bud carefully, but Bud Kitson had not deemed it necessary to carry weapons himself upon this occasion, and the search proved this.

“Sit down over there, Bud,” said Milton, pointing to a chair; “or, perhaps, you had better come down below where you can smoke in comfort. Hand me that lamp of yours.”

He took the torch from the other, and pointed to the door; Bud passed through, Milton Sands following, switching out the light as he went and replacing its rays with the single gleam of Kitson’s pocket lamp. They reached the diningroom.

“Turn on the light,” said Milton. “You can do so in perfect safety. I am a lodger here.”

“What’s the game, Mr. Sands?” asked the man. He was feeling unaccountably tired, and was quite understandably irritable at this end to his adventure. “I have not quite decided yet,” was the reply. “I rather fancy that it is going to be a game which will be very amusing to me, however uncomfortable it is for you. How is Maisie?” he asked banteringly. Bud Kitson grinned.

“I was afraid that if you got your lamps on her you would get wise to the lay out,” he said regretfully.

“I was wise all the time. Now, what is it you are looking for? The formula which Soltykoff lost?”

“You will get nothing out of me,” said the other defiantly.

“That we shall see,” replied Sands. “I rather fancy that you will tell me all I want to know, and I rather fancy that if you don’t tell me everything, I shall hand you over to the police, and all those worthy friends of yours will curse you most heartily, because it means that they will have to come into court and perjure themselves as to your character. I will tell you one thing, Bud, between man and man, that if you are looking here for the formula that Soltykoff lost, you are wasting all your time. You must look somewhere nearer to you for that document,” he said slowly, “and if you cannot guess who stole it that night, why, you are the biggest fool that ever passed under the guise of a crook.”

“Do you mean Sir George?” asked Kitson quickly.

“I name no names,” said the diplomatic Sands.

Bud was experiencing a curious lethargy which he endeavoured vainly to shake off. He could not understand the reason for his weariness; he was an extraordinarily healthy man, and, moreover, he had not risen that day until nearly noon. An explanation for his tiredness did not offer itself until his eye fell upon the tumbler and the decanter upon the table. Even then the truth only dawned very slowly, and he half rose from his chair.

“Sit down,” said Milton.

The man obeyed from sheer inertia.

“You asked me a little time ago what the game is. I am sorry I cannot enlighten you; but you will discover in due course that the game is one in which we both play a part—”

Bud’s head sank on his chest, he muttered something incoherently, then rolled heavily from the chair to the floor in a dead sleep.

Milton Sands took the decanter and the glass into the kitchen, emptied and washed them out, returned and placed them on the table and refilled the decanter with whisky from a bottle which he found in the cupboard of the sideboard.

“I am becoming a real detective,” he said in selfadmiration, as he looked at the senseless form at his feet. “Now, Bud, you are going to have the strangest adventure you ever had in your life.” And he went in search of a bundle he had hidden when he came into the house a few hours before.



XI. The Count Collinni
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As selenium has an affinity for light, so was Sir George Frodmere influenced, and his actions largely influenced, by money. Great sums, preferably in a fluent and get-at-able form, interested him first, and there followed immediately an acute interest in their possessors. There was certain money which was easy and certain that was difficult. Money confined in the steel wall of the laws governing limited liability companies, money on which there sat congregations of fat and watchful directors, glaring antagonistically at all comers through their gold-rimmed spectacles, interested him not at all. This ingrained wealth you might not extract save with chisel and hammer; but there were others. Young men with fascinating legacies; older men acquiring sudden affluence by the explosive actions of markets, all the easy money that lay on the surface and might be swept off by a cunning craftsman and the owner no wiser, this was the form he desired wealth should take in all his friends. Sir George Frodmere had an estate in Cornwall, and a large house and staff of servants under an admirable butler, named Gillespie, an honest but dour man, who had been in the service of Sir George’s father; but with these possessions he had no money. There was a small revenue derived from farmer tenants, but too infinitesimal to serve the baronet in his need. He never had had money; his father was in the same predicament, but added to his penury there had been the desire for a simple and economical life. In this way, with a small annuity purchased by an ancient aunt of the family, old Sir James had made both ends meet, or, if they did not quite meet, the intervening gulf might be bridged over by the judicious sale of timber.

Sir George, his son, had no desire for the simple life, and was not economical. Oxford had imposed the educational equipment of a curate upon one who had the extravagant tastes of a millionaire and the ambition of a jockey — which are to make money in large sums without incurring the censorship of the authorities. So Sir George had progressed along the nobbly road of life with his eyes wide open to its opportunities. And never did a better or more promising opportunity present itself than when Count Collinni sailed into his ken, fluttering triumphant flags, and uttering strange and cries.

An agent of Sir George’s, himself a shock (as he frankly admitted), wrote to the baronet:



“I have just given Collinni a letter of introduction to you. He calls himself a Count, and is a low-down Cockney by his speech — or, as I suspect, an elderly larrikin from Melbourne. Anyway, he broke the bank at Monte a month ago, and not only broke it, but cleared a pile of money at baccarat in one of the night clubs here.



“I have ‘touched,’ but only lightly; he is too suspicious a devil. You might get in deeper, for he wants to lord it in London Society. Send me a little present if you get at him. By the way, he is always talking of John President, and in spite of his bluster is a little in terror of the old man. This knowledge may help you.”

Sir George had no desire to leave Pennwaring till he had heard the result of certain experiments which Bud Kitson was making, but when, almost simultaneously with the letter, there had come an ill-written, ill-spelt epistle from the redoubtable Count, addressed from London’s most exclusive hotel, the baronet did not hesitate.

He made the pilgrimage to London, and found the Count in his shirtsleeves and stockinged feet engaged in the unromantic process of fixing a pair of laces in his walking shoes.

“Can’t trust them valets to do anything,” said the thin-faced man. He was grey and worn, and his face was harsh and unattractive. He dropped the boots as Sir George was shown into the room, rubbed his hand on his trousers to clean it, and offered the baronet a limp handshake.

“I am glad to meet you, Count,” said Sir George. “Look here, mister,” interrupted the other. “Let’s drop that Count business between you an’ me. Mr. John Pentridge — that’s my name. You’ve heard about me.”

Sir George had heard, but had not associated the seller of the precious formula with the man whose success at Monte Carlo had arrested, not only his attention, but the attention of every newspaper reader in Britain.

“Count was good enough for Monte,” the man went on, “an’ I had to be somebody ‘different, because the last time I was there they chucked me out. Natcherly I didn’t want to be chucked out again — so I called meself Collinni — it’s a name worth £200,000 — nigh on.”

“And Collinni you shall be,” said the genial Sir George, gazing with unaffected benevolence upon so much money. “And now tell me what I can do for you.”

“You can show me round — I’ll pay,” said the other, “an’ you can pretend you’ve known me all me life if I ever run up against old Jack President — see what I mean?”

Sir George nodded.

“Show me where I can get a bit of a game,” the “Count” went on. “Something nice and gentlemanly, where I can’t lose too much money.”

“That,” said the other fervently, “will be a labour of love. You must come down and stay with me. I’ve got a big place in the country, and I’d like you to know my friends — one of them is in town now,” he added, remembering that Toady might justify his existence.

“I thought of goin’ to Sandown to-day,” said Pentridge doubtfully.

“The very man to take you,” replied the enthusiastic Sir George. “He knows everybody — all the winners — all the tips; I’ll get him on the phone.”

Toady, by good fortune, was in his flat, superintending the packing preparatory to the removal of his property to Cornwall. It was a furtive move, for he was most anxious to avoid giving offence to his young patron. Eric Stanton cordially distrusted Sir George, a distrust which was a basis for misunderstanding between Toady and the man who represented an annual income. For, in addition to the money he had received from Eric on his father’s death, Toady made a respectable sum from the young man who entrusted him with most of his betting commissions, commissions which were not always executed, for Mr. Wilton knew much more about the chances of Eric’s horses than the owner himself, and many a hundred which, for pure sentiment’s sake, had been invested by Eric never went further than Toady’s banking account.

Toady obeyed the summons as fast as his shapeless legs could toddle downstairs, or a taxicab carry his obese person to Laridge’s Hotel. He also had the money sense strongly developed, and John Pentridge found an immediate friend and guide in the newcomer.

“Look after him,” murmured Sir George.

“Trust me,” said the other, in the same tone.

John Pentridge was quite capable of looking after himself, but for the moment he was content, not only to hand himself over to his new mentor, but offer him his unsolicited confidence.

On the way to Sandown Mr. Wilton learned many things he had never learnt before — especially about John President.



XII. In the Sandown Paddock
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Milton Sands, strolling in the paddock at Sandown, came unexpectedly upon Mary President walking with Eric.

“Hello!” he said, a little taken aback. “I thought you were in Sussex.”

She looked a little guilty, and Eric stepped into the breach.

“I wanted Mr. President to see what form Battling Jerry is in,” he said rapidly. “You see, he’ll get a line for his Derby horse, and I think Jerry will win, so I wired Mr. President to come as my guest,” he said all this breathlessly, almost defiantly, and Milton’s smile, if it was largely internal, was none the less expansive.

“So ho!” he said, half to himself.

“So ho, what?” demanded the young owner in humoured irritation. “Why do you throw these mediaeval phrases about, Sands?”

“I always ‘So ho!’ when I’m thinking,” replied the other innocently. “What did you think I meant?”

“Have you any news?” asked the girl.

“I’m simply bursting with it,” he replied earnestly. “But it had better keep for a denouement. Don’t know quite how the denouement is going to work out yet.”

She smiled.

“Don’t let us interrupt Mr. Sands,” she mocked. “He is thinking.”

Later he saw her alone, as she strolled from the members’ enclosure to the paddock. She was not alone for long. The monstrous, waddling Mr. Wilton went scurrying across the paddock to her, a big beetle of a man, with his uncouth walk and his bent shoulders. He barely raised his hat to her, for she was not of his aristocratic circle, and he felt in a commanding position at that moment.

“Hello, Miss President,” he said, with his familiar leer. “All alone, hey?”

“I am all alone for the moment,” she said politely.

“D’ye know,” he said, falling in at her side, “I’ve been trying to get a few words with you for a long time.”

This was true, as she knew to her annoyance. Mr. Toady Wilton had, in fact, been most persistent in his attentions to her, and had accompanied Sir George Frodmere on every visit he had made to her grandfather. Those visits had been more frequent of late than she had cared to remember. Sir George, on one pretext or another, was a constant visitor. Strangely enough, the old man did not dislike the baronet, though he had doubts as to his disinterestedness in calling. Sir George wanted a “schoolmaster” for his Derby colt, Lutania, and had learnt, with something of a shock, that old President had a colt in the Derby. He had overlooked the name in going over the three hundred odd nominations for the classic. And Mr. Wilton confirmed in the belief that he “had the way with the ladies,” had offered his elephantine attentions with such an air of patronage and in so self-satisfied a manner withal that the girl had to exercise all her self-control to prevent herself being rude to him.

To-day he was more than usually trying.

“And how is the old gentleman?” he asked.

“My grandfather is well,” she answered shortly.

“And you are looking beautiful,” he said admiringly, “as beautiful and as bonnie as a rose.”

“I wish you wouldn’t say that sort of thing,” she said, colouring in her annoyance.

“Oh, naughty!” He wagged his finger roguishly.

“I want you to look upon me as a friend — yes, as a close and intimate bur,” and he smiled with meaning as he added, “I think you will want all the friends you ran muster.”

“What do you mean?” she asked.

He looked round the paddock as if searching for somebody, till at last he saw the man he sought.

“Do you know that gentleman?” he asked.

She looked at the resplendent individual with his patent boots, his shepherd-plaid trousers, and his coat magnificently cut. A splendid creature, lemon-gloved and shiny silk-hatted.

“Do you know the Count Collinni?” he asked.

She shook her head a little impatiently; yet interested in the overdressed man, who puffed a big cigar importantly, and, if the truth be told, a little self-consciously.

“The Count Collinni — the man who broke the bank,” said the impressive Wilton. “And ready and able to break John President.”

She turned and faced him, cold anger in her grey eyes.

“Exactly what do you mean?” she asked quietly.

He saw the storm arising, and endeavoured to pacify her.

“It won’t go beyond me,” he said confidentially. “No one need know,” and he winked. The magnificent creature had caught sight of him, and came strutting toward him. His face, wizened and even older looking than her grandfather’s, was familiar to her, but she couldn’t remember where she had seen it.

“Hello,” said the newcomer, raising his hat jauntily. “How do, Wilton.”

“Miss President, this is Count Collinni.”

The other stared at her, unabashed by her puzzled gaze.

“How do, me gel,” he said. “This President’s granddaughter?”

The girl turned with a scarlet face and would have walked away, but Wilton laid his hand on her arm.

“Whatever you do,” he begged thickly, “don’t give yourself airs, my dear.”

In that moment she realised that she was dealing with a man who had taken too much drink. This was the case, for Toady had lunched without discretion, oblivious of the fact that his guest was, to a large extent, unaffected by wine. With the knowledge of the man’s condition she became cool.

“I am afraid I can’t stay,” she said, but that restraining hand was on her arm.

But only for a second.

Milton Sands’ long legs carried him across the intervening distance, and an uncomfortably large hand caught Toady without ceremony by the scruff of the neck and jerked him sideways.

He had never been assaulted before. It was a violent and shattering experience. He thought that he was going to die, and for one moment gaped stupidly at Eternity. Then the forces of life asserted themselves sufficiently to kindle, even in that solemn moment, a sense of indignation, and he said:

“What are you doing?”

Three other men had seen Toady’s crude detention of the girl, and each had moved instantly to the group. Toady came to a consciousness of life and comparative uninjury to find himself the centre of a group. Fortunately the exodus to the rings and the stands had taken place, and he was spared the indignity of a public audience.

The girl, white and shaking, had walked to meet her grandfather, and the old man’s eyes were blazing with anger as he realised the significance of the scene. “How dare you?” spluttered Toady.

“It is nothing to what I will do to you if you ever annoy this lady again,” answered Milton grimly.

“What is the matter, Sands?” It was Eric, the second of the newcomers, who asked the question, and Toady in his folly answered:

“Matter!” he spluttered. “Matter! Why I was having a talk with that damned convict’s daughter.”

“Convict!” gasped Eric.

“Convict,” repeated Toady with relish. He turned to the ornate and brilliant Pentridge, who had watched the arrival of John President with mixed emotions. “Am I right, Count?”

“Quite right — quite right, m’dear feller,” said Pentridge, loudly and aggressively.

“You?”

The old man made a step toward him, and the confidence of the man seemed suddenly to desert him. He wilted and shrunk back, raising his hands as though to ward off a blow.

But the girl checked the old man with a whispered word.

“You?” said President again.

“Me!” said the other, in a pathetic attempt at defiance. “Your old pal, John Pentridge — so called because I served twenty years in Pentridge, an’ you’re John President, because you served a lifetime on the President hulk — transported years an’ years ago for murder he was — shot his wife in jealousy.”

The old man covered his face with his hands.

“God help me — that is true,” he muttered. “Fifty-five years ago, and I have suffered every moment of the time.”

“You hear,” demanded Toady in triumph. “That’s the sort of man we’ve got on the Turf to-day — an old Australian convict; my God! it’s enough to make honest people give up racing!”

“It will hardly affect you, Mr. Wilton.”

The gentle, modulated voice made Toady turn his head with a start. Lord Chanderson, slim and grey, stood observing him with grave, accusing eyes.

“I — I — beg your pardon, my lord,” stammered the stout man, now, as ever, profoundly agitated in the presence of a member of the British aristocracy “It will not affect you, I said,” repeated the steward of the Jockey Club. “Your record for honesty is not wholly impregnable, Mr. Stanton, this man is a friend of yours?”

“He was on friendly terms with me,” corrected Eric quietly.

“I think you should know,” said Lord Chanderson, “what I have known for years. He was the man who forged my name in the visitors’ book of a certain French hotel; he was the man who wrote letters which your father found. He made love to your mother. I have the letters he wrote in my possession, and because she treated him with the scorn he deserved he planned to harm her, thinking that he would benefit from your father’s estate.”

“It is a lie!” cried Toady hoarsely.

“Your father discovered the fact just before he died, and endeavoured to tell you,” Lord Chanderson went on. “Wilton interpreted the mention of his name as being a desire on your father’s part to provide for him.”

A sickly grin distorted Wilton’s face.

“You imagine this, my lord,” he said. “You can’t tell us what a dying man was thinking.” Lord Chanderson nodded.

“Mr. Stanton confided all the circumstances to the nurse. You bribed the nurse to support your story; I have the woman’s sworn statement and the numbers of the banknotes you paid her.”

Whilst the attention of the party had been concentrated on Toady, Pentridge had slipped away. Even John President, who had searched the world for him, was so fascinated by the drama which was being played under his eyes that he did not notice the stealthy retirement.

Eric’s face was white and set.

“This is true, Wilton,” he said sternly. “I can see it in your face.”

“I — only — I did — what I thought was right,” floundered Toady, quaking.

“Will you leave me with this man?” said Eric. What Eric Stanton said to Toady Wilton no man knows. At a little distance, Milton Sands watched the progress of the conversation and saw Eric suddenly seize the gross man by the collar, and turning him round, kick him with some violence.
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“The wagering on the Derby has taken a curious turn,” wrote the Club reporter of the Sporting Journal
 , “hitherto so poor was the class and so tangled was the form of the two-year-old horses of last year that 7 — 1 has been offered on the field. This is an unprecedented price, remembering how near we are to the decision of the great Epsom classic, and in view of the fact that the Two Thousand Guineas has been decided. Here again, the fates fight against the backer, for the first two in the Newmarket race are not engaged in the Derby. As a set-off against this, we have the curious coincidence that the two present favourites for the Derby did not run in the Guineas. Portonius, Sir George Frodmere’s nomination, made one appearance in public. He is a grey, and ran on the first day of the season last year. The second favourite, Down Under Donovan, has never run in public. It is a curious circumstance, therefore, to find these two unknown quantities at the head of the Derby market, but that they are genuinely fancied by their connections admits of no doubt whatever. Huge investments have been made on Sir George Frodmere’sgrey, which is trained privately on Sir George’s Cornish estate, Pennwaring, and such accounts as we have been enabled to secure point to the fact that this colt is exceptionally useful. A longer price can be secured about Down Under Donovan. He is in the ownership of that sporting gentleman, Mr. John President, whose colours have been made familiar to the public by the repeated victories of Dean Champ, that sterling performer. The colt is a grandson of Donovan, and since there has been nothing hole and comer about the training of this animal, the public are able to see his gallops on the Sussex Downs, where he is daily led by the Dean, and gives every satisfaction.”

The “hole and corner” reference was made in perfect innocence by the writer, who merely sought an effective period to conclude his sentence, but Sir George Frodmere read it with an ugly frown.

“What the devil does the fool mean by ‘hole and corner’?” he growled. He glared across the breakfast table at the unoffending Toady.

“How do I know?” asked the other, with an injured air. “Really, Sir George, you go on at pie as if I had written it.”

“I’d like to know what he meant — are people saying anything about Portonius?”

The other shook his head.

“Nothing,” he said, “except the gossip and tittle-tattle which is bound to go round — a few wondered why you trained him here instead of preparing him at Newmarket with your other horses. One or two men I met at the Club the other day wondered why you had Buncher as your private trainer — that is to be expected; you know the reputation Buncher has.”

“You can tell your friends that I have my horses where I wish,” said Sir George tartly, “and that I employ Buncher because he’s a good judge — too good a judge to go back on a man who could send him to penal servitude,” added the baronet significantly.

Toady nodded.

“I know more about Buncher’s private failing than any man,” Sir George went on. “He’d have been the best trainer in England if he hadn’t taken to drink. I met him by accident after he’d been lost sight of for years. I sheltered him when the police were after him for passing counterfeit coin. He came to me late one night — he had done one or two little jobs for me in the old days — frantic with terror, and I got him clear. Swore that at the time he was supposed to be passing spurious sovereigns he was in my sendee and in my house.”

“He owes you something,” said Toady Wilton, pleasantly.

“I never go back on a pal,” said the complacent Sir George, “whether he’s a stable lad or a cabinet minister — especially if he’s likely to be of service to me,” he added, not without truth.

He picked up the paper, and read the offending paragraph again with a grunt.

“If they think I’m going to invite ’em down here to learn as much as I know myself they’re going to get cold feet,” he said coarsely, and flung the paper down. “Now,” — he devoted his attention to Toady Wilton— “let me have all your news.”

Toady had arrived from town the night before.

“I’ve backed Portonius to win you £24,000,” he said, producing his red indiced betting book. “There’s still plenty of sixes on offer.”

“What about the horse of our friend President?” asked Sir George.

The face of Toady Wilton was black with anger.

“Damn him, the old brute,” he growled. “I’d like to get even with him.”

“You’ve only yourself to blame, Toady,” said Sir George, looking at the other with curiosity which is usually devoted to a rare reptile. “A man of your age and your singularly unpleasing appearance should not make up to engaging young females. You’ve lost a good friend in Stanton — in addition to being severely kicked.”

“Talk about something else,” demanded Wilton shortly. “Do you want to back Down Under Donovan to save your stake?”

Sir George laughed contemptuously. “Don’t be a fool. If President’s horse can beat mine I’m a Dutchman.”

“You never know,” said the other, cautiously. “Funny things happen in racing.”

“And funny things talk nonsense about racing,” said the baronet rudely.

Whatever his hold was over the other it was a strong one. It enabled him to treat Toady Wilton who, whatever his drawbacks and his unprepossessing characteristics were, was a man who held some sort of position on the fringe of society, as though he were a menial. Toady, gross of body, viciously ugly of face, was a coward, and the domination of the stronger man was rendered the more complete from this reason, but behind this was a greater knowledge of some dark and secret place in Toady’s life.

A man carries on his face the story of his days, written for all to read. The warped and crooked mind, the vicious and self-indulgent life, each has its separate and significant pucker and line and hue. It was not for nothing that women shrunk from him, and children, the last to trouble their little minds about personal appearance, grew silent and suspicious at the sight of him.

The knowledge which is common property to the world is often hidden from the person mostly affected. This is either a merciful provision of Nature or one of her most cruel jests. Toady Wilton still regarded himself as a lady’s man, and was in the habit of hinting at mysterious conquests. Sir George, in his more sardonic moments, was wont to humour these fancies, a whim on the part of the baronet which was destined to cost him dear. He was in his most malignant mood that evening.

“Who was the letter from?” he asked, referring to the solitary epistle which had formed Toady’s post.

Toady smiled meaningly.

“From a lady,” he said encouragingly.

“What, another!” Sir George simulated his respectful admiration for this Lothario with excellent effect, and Toady smirked.

“From Mrs. Bud Kitson,” he said disparagingly.

“And whatever has Mrs. Bud Kitson to say for herself?” asked Sir George, interested.

“It was really enclosing a letter for her husband,” admitted Wilton, the romance of the communication reduced with every fresh sentence.

Sir George stroked his long moustache in perplexity.

“But Bud is in London — I expected to hear from him yesterday. The President girl joined her grandfather in Sussex, didn’t she?”

“She was at Sandown yesterday,” said Toady, with dry humour. “Perhaps Bud knew she’d be there and waited till she’d cleared off.”

Sir George shook his head.

“Why does she write here?” he asked. “If he were in London she would know. I can’t understand it. Wilton,” he asked suddenly, “which of us three has the formula and money if it is not in President’s possession?”

Toady Wilton protested feebly.

“I wish you wouldn’t,” he began.

“Either you or I or Bud,” mused the other man, stretching his long, thin legs under the table. “And it isn’t me.”

“I’ll swear it isn’t me,” vociferated Toady.

“Bud would swear the same. Soltykoff has engaged that man Sands to investigate,” he smiled. “I can imagine Milton Sands in almost every capacity but that of a private detective.”

Derby Day was approaching, and the thrill of the very words was communicating itself to hundreds of thousands of people who ordinarily had no interest whatever in racing. Wherever the English language is spoken, wherever the flag of the Empire flew, wherever two Britons met one another, in whatever desolate, wild, or Godforsaken corner of the earth, all conversation trended to the one question, “What will win the Derby?”

To the great army of sporting men the question has a deeper significance; something hangs upon its answer other than the pure sentimental aspect of the race. There are problems to be faced, previous running of horses to be considered, breeding to take into account, and stamina, the whole family history of every horse to be searched narrowly for some trace of weakness or for some quality which would militate against the horse’s success upon the curious gradients of Epsom Downs. Then, too, there are training reports to be followed, and the state of the ground to be taken into consideration, for some horses cannot race upon hard going, whilst others require almost an asphalte surface to the ground before they can do themselves justice. Some lack the conformation which is necessary to bring a horse through the arduous test which the race sets. Some are too straight in front and cannot get down the hill and round Tattenham Corner, possibly the most trying piece of course that the world knows. Others will never face the ascent from the starting post to the top of the hill. Some have speed and no stamina, some have stamina and no speed. A perfectly adjusted horse, with all the qualities which the race demands, is difficult to find before the actual contest demonstrates the fitness of these thoroughbreds to do their best over a mile and a half of ground with which they are not acquainted. For never has a Derby horse been galloped that course until he makes acquaintance with it on the day of the race. That is the thrilling value of the Derby stakes. Only one race at the Spring meeting is run over the full course, and that is a race in which it is very rare that an owner will enter any horse with pretensions to Derby form. So there is this extraordinary novelty, new horses to a new and a dangerous course, which adds so much to the uncertainty and the interest of the race.

In all the Club betting, Portonius, the grey son of Santry, was a good favourite for the great race. Wherever opportunity offered, money was being put upon him by the various agents whom Sir George Frodmere kept constantly employed in clubs and on courses. An easier horse to back was Down Under Donovan, about whom encouraging reports had been received, and on whose chances some of the best judges of racing were remarkably sweet. For the training on the Sussex Downs had not gone unnoticed or undetected. John President had made no secret of his faith in the colt, and had made no attempt to mystify the touts as to the horse’s fitness. The clever observers of horses in training had made themselves acquainted with his merits, had travelled to the training ground, had seen, and were satisfied. Many had even been privileged to meet John President and hear from him an enthusiastic eulogy of the colt’s capabilities. With them on their tours of investigation had gone the expert advisers of the great commission agents, and in a thousand betting books throughout the kingdom Down Under Donovan was marked as a dangerous candidate. Yet for all this, it is money thrown into the market in huge quantities which is the deciding factor in a horse’s favouritism. The market popularity of a racehorse does not depend upon the enthusiastic and sanguine views of its owner. It is money which tells, and the weight of the money spoke eloquently for Portonius. Enamoured as he was of his colt’s chance, John President was a cautious man, and had not invested a single shilling a fortnight before the race, but the progress of Down Under Donovan was sufficiently satisfactory to urge him in forwarding his investments, and there began a steady and cautious trickle of Australian gold to the market, and the price of Down Under Donovan shrunk in three days from a hundred to six to ten to one.

Eric Stanton was in charge of these investments; he himself, satisfied from what he had seen of the horse’s chance, did not back it, for fear that his investments — usually heavy — might spoil the old man’s market. But Sir George Frodmere and John President were not the only two men who owned horses engaged in the classic with a chance of winning, and the encouragement offered by the owners of the favourites resulted in the brisk business which brought twelve horses into the quotations. The favouritism of Portonius was due mainly to the investments of the baronet and his immediate friends. The public were shy, and for good reason. Nothing could be learnt of the progress this horse was making. He was being trained in an unlikely spot, and all the news about his prowess that could be secured was that which was given out grudgingly by the horse’s connections. It was an excellent opportunity had Sir George desired to start a scare in connection with the horse, to issue gloomy notices as to his health, which would have the effect of expanding his price and incidentally offering Sir George himself an opportunity for profitable investment. But Frodmere had no desire at that moment to call attention to his candidate. He did not wish to attract half the racing touts of England to his establishment, and so the reports which were issued from Pennwaring to the local touts were invariably pleasant reading for those who had supported the horse. Even Soltykoff, fretting himself about his precious formula, setting to work a score of agents up and down the continent to trace its location, found himself amiably distracted from his own trouble to the contemplation of a coup which, at any rate, would recompense him in some slight degree for the loss he had sustained. For Soltykoff, though in many senses a fool, had arranged his investments independently of Sir George. He knew the baronet just well enough to know how far he could be trusted, and when one day the price of Portonius slipped from ten to six to the pardonable annoyance of Sir George Frodmere, who could not understand the landslide, the explanation was to be found in M. Soltykoff’s own investment made through a reliable bookmaker without the knowledge of, or consultation with, the horse’s owner.

“I cannot understand why you did it, Soltykoff,” said Sir George sulkily. “We could have got more money on at the price. You have simply ruined the market.”

“Ah, but, my friend,” said the little Russian coaxingly, “think of the temptation to one who has sustained so much loss, and who desires to get it back in the most pleasant manner.”

He had been drinking all the morning, and was in his most melting mood.

“You have some news for me, I think — No?” he asked anxiously.

“I wish I had,” said the baronet, with a troubled frown. “I absolutely cannot understand what has happened to Kitson. I telegraphed his wife last night, and she has sent me a long message saying that beyond the fact that he went out two nights ago and has not returned, there is no further trace of him.”

“Do you think he has found the formula and is holding it to ransom?” asked the Russian anxiously.

Sir George shook his head with an ugly little smile.

“My friends do not do that sort of thing,” he said, “and live comfortably afterwards,” he added.

Some such suspicion had occurred to the baronet himself, but he had dismissed it after considering the possibility in all its aspects. Bud would not attempt that, besides, he was not the kind of man who would find a market for the formula better than that which Soltykoff himself offered.

Toady Wilton, who had no great love for Soltykoff, especially in his more effusive moments, made an excuse to go to his suite. Toady was established at Pennwaring. It was now his headquarters and his home. Three rooms in one of the wings of the rambling house had been put at his disposal by Sir George months before, and though his previous visits had been few, owing to his fear that Eric Stanton would object to such a friendship, he was now openly a permanent guest of the baronet. The big rooms had been well furnished, for Toady was a lover of luxury, and preferred the almost oriental character of living which the seclusion of Pennwaring offered, to the more aesthetic restrictions of London chambers. He had brought everything from town, even his steel boxes from the safe deposit, and he had the sense of comfort which distance from danger also brings. There was danger in London for this man who had made many bitter and powerful enemies, and was, moreover, now confronted with the necessity for providing against a rich and at some time friendly foe who, he felt sure, would not leave a stone unturned to secure Toady’s downfall. He would go over his papers at leisure he thought and destroy such as were incriminating to himself. He knew that these documents existed, and it was with a sigh of relief that he had seen the three steel boxes placed in the corner of his room with the red seal of the Safe Deposit impressed upon them. This was the morning of all mornings to devote to a scrutiny of these papers, but he had hardly cut the first cord and taken his keys from his pocket to open the first of the boxes when he was summoned to the dining room.

He went back to a remarkable group.
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Sir George, with an angry’ frown, stood on one side of the dining table. Soltykoff sat in a high-backed chair, with his hands in his pockets, apparently amused by something which had transpired, but it was the third member of the party who was responsible for the pallor which came to Toady’s cheeks.

It was Subdivisional Inspector Grayson, a man known to Toady by sight as one who had charge of the more delicate negotiations of the criminal investigation department.

“Have you heard the news?” asked Sir George angrily.

“No,” faltered the other.

“Kitson is in Portland Prison,” the baronet blurted out.

“In Portland Prison?” gasped Toady, paler yet. “But how. Why?”

“Tell him, inspector,” said Sir George, pacing up and down the apartment.

“It is a very curious story,” said the inspector, with a quiet smile. “Your friend, at least he says he is your friend, and Sir George tells me that he is known to you, was found in London three nights ago and was arrested. As you probably know, there was a man escaped from Portland a few weeks back who has never been traced by the police. It was believed that he made for London, and all the stations and every constable was warned as to the possibility of the man being seen in the street. At half-past one last Tuesday morning a policeman on duty in Chiswick Mall came upon a senseless figure of a man half reclining in a gateway. He tried to rouse him, thinking the man was drunk or sleeping, but without success, and summoning assistance, the man was conveyed on an ambulance to the police station. It was then that it was discovered that underneath the overcoat buttoned tightly to his chest, the sleeper was wearing the complete dress of a convict — grey shirt and the whole outfit, even to the identical number of the wanted man. Even to his shoes,” he smiled. “There was nothing to do but to keep the man in custody, and to communicate with the officers of Portland Prison. The next morning the man recovered, and protested that he was not the person required, and told some sort of rigmarole story to the effect that he had been drugged. However, he was tentatively identified by the warders who were sent to escort him to Portland Jail. There he was seen by the governor and the doctor, and he was so emphatic in his protest that he was not the wanted man that a very careful examination was made by these officials, and it was then discovered that a mistake had been made. Moreover, it was seen that the numbers attached to the man’s dress were not uniform with anything to be found in the jail, and there was some extraordinary mystery attached to the man. In consequence, I have come from London to ask Sir George and you to go with me to Portland Jail with the object of identifying this man who calls himself Kitson.”

“I don’t think there is any doubt about its being him,” said Sir George. “I have seen the portrait of the wanted man, and have remarked on the extraordinary likeness. But must I come?” he asked reluctantly.

“I am afraid you must,” said Inspector Grayson. “Will it be necessary for us all to go?” asked Sir George. “I do not mean my friend, Mr. Soltykoff, who is leaving by the next train, but Mr. Wilton here.”

“It would be better,” said the inspector.

“It is very awkward,” said Sir George, after a pause. “I had invited somebody down here, and I naturally desired to be present when he came. However, that is not the principal difficulty. What is necessary is that we should get this unfortunate man out of his trouble. How far is Portland Jail from here?”

“I am afraid it would be rather too far for you to motor,” said the inspector, “if that is your idea; but if you want to be saved the bother of a train journey, I dare say motoring will be as quick as anything else.”

“Well, there is nothing for it,” said Sir George, with an air of resignation. We shall have to go. Toady. You had better get your coat on and I will send word round to Jackson to get the car to the front of the door. We will drive Soltykoff to the station. Will you come with us, inspector?”

The officer nodded.

“If you wish it,” he said. “Or otherwise I will come on by train, but there is just the risk that I may not arrive at Portland until after you, and that I shall keep you waiting.”

It was very annoying to Sir George. He had not left the house or the estate since the training of the spurious Portonius had begun. However, there was no help for it. He could not leave Kitson there, or the man in a moment of exasperation might say more than the baronet would care to hear repeated.

He spoke to the butler.

“I am expecting a gentleman from town, Gillespie,” he said. “Show him every civility, and give him the run of the house. I shall be back in the morning at the latest.”

“Very good, Sir George,” said the man. “But what about Portonius?”

“Oh, he can see Portonius all right!” said the baronet carelessly. “I want you to make him feel quite at home. He is not exactly” — he hesitated— “a gentleman, but you are to humour him, you understand, Gillespie.”

“Yes, sir,” replied the servant. “He is to have the run of the house and do as he wishes.”

“Exactly.”

A few moments later Sir George’s big, blue car was going carefully down the drive, out upon the high road, and was proceeding eastward to the relief of the embarrassed Bud Kitson.

*

Less than half an hour after the car had disappeared, another motor car came through the lodge gates at Pennwaring, and, proceeding slowly up the drive, came to a halt before the broad flight of steps which led to the entrance of the mansion.

The butler, on the qui vive
 for the arrival, came hastily down the steps to meet the visitor.

“Sir George is very sorry,” he said, “but he has been called away on unexpected business. He told me to make you comfortable until he returns.”

The tall man who alighted from the car nodded, then, seeing the butler’s eyes searching for the luggage, he said easily: “my luggage has not come. As a matter of fact, I am not making a long stay. When do you expect Sir George back?”

“Tomorrow morning, sir,” said the man. “He is hardly likely to come before.”

Again the tall man nodded.

“I will stay the day,” he said, “on the off chance of him returning. I have wired to him.”

He dismissed his chauffeur with a nod, and since the chauffeur had had his instructions most elaborately set forth in detail, he needed no more than that nod, and backed his car until he came to the open space before the house, then swung it round and went down the drive and back to the road from whence he had come. The visitor had plenty of time before him, but he utilised that time very completely. To the surprise of the butler, the behaviour and the language of the visitor were completely in contradiction to the description which Sir George had given, and Gillespie found himself wondering as to what standard Sir George set in his apprizement of gentlemen. He was certainly very inquisitive, this tall, teak-faced man who wanted to be shown all over the house, even into the sacred precincts of Mr.

Toady Wilton’s rooms. He himself had a room adjoining the suite Toady occupied, and when he announced his intention, after lunch had been served, of spending the afternoon in taking forty winks, the exhausted servant was grateful.

“I suppose you would not like to see the horse, sir,” he asked.

If the visitor accepted this invitation he had no more to do than hand him over to Buncher and save himself from further bother.

“If you will call me at three 0 clock,” nodded the newcomer, “I shall be most happy to see it. I have heard so much about Portonius that I am dying to have a good look at him.”

At half-past one he went to his room.

His behaviour was somewhat unconventional for a guest.

He locked the door, and without any more ado he proceeded to try the keys he found in his coat pocket upon the door which led to Toady Wilton’s suite. Two minutes later, when the admirable Mr. Gillespie was explaining to a respectful audience in the servants’ hall his views on the newcomer, that gentleman was making an inspection of Wilton’s belongings at his leisure. It took some time, this inspection, as he went systematically to work, but at three o’clock, when the butler, in obedience to his orders, presented himself, he expressed his complete relief from the weariness which had attacked him at lunch.

Mr. Buncher found a man who was very keen to discover things about horses, and Mr. Buncher, a constitutionally suspicious man, cursed the folly of Sir George Frodmere in allowing one who evidently knew all there was to be known about horses such freedom of inspection. He did, however, succeed in keeping the stranger out of the stall, and it was over the half-door of the loose box that the visitor inspected the Derby favourite.

“A fine horse,” he said.

He whistled softly, and the colt turned and came towards him; this man had evidently a way with horses. He held out his hand, and the grey rubbed his soft muzzle against the outstretched palm.

“What are you doing?” asked Buncher suddenly.

The stranger turned a look of bland surprise upon the other. “I don’t quite understand you,” he said.

“You were looking at his teeth.”

“Looking at his teeth!”

The newcomer apparently could not follow the other.

“Why should I want to look at his teeth?” he smiled innocently. “I am not a dentist.”

“Sir George does not like people touching the horse,” said the man gruffly, and led the way out, closing the stable door behind him.

There was nothing for the visitor to do, since the uncommunicative Buncher could offer him no adequate answer to the innocent questions he asked, than to return to the house and make his preparations for departure. Those preparations were simple, there were certain papers to stuff into the inside pocket of his overcoat. There was a window to be raised, and a shrill whistle to be blown, a whistle which Mr. Gillespie heard in the servants’ hall, which aroused Buncher in the stable yard, and which instantly caught the ear of the waiting chauffeur on the road without. Three minutes later his car was up before the door, and the visitor stood upon the steps waiting to depart. The butler was genuinely sorry to see his guest go, a revulsion of feeling for which the sovereign he held in his palm was an adequate explanation.

“You will tell Sir George that I am sorry I could not stay,” said the tall man, and there was no need for him to say more, for at that moment a rocking car shot through the gates of the lodge and came flying up the drive, coming to a jerky standstill behind the other car. Sir George jumped out, his face livid with fury, and Bud Kitson followed.

It had not been necessary to go to Portland.

Bud had been released by Home Office order, and his car had met the baronet upon the road.

“Milton Sands, I believe?” said Sir George. “That is my name,” answered Milton, putting on his gloves leisurely.

“Has this man been in the house?”

“Yes, Sir George,” said the startled butler.

“Has he been into the stable?”

“Yes, Sir George,” said the other.

The baronet turned with a snarl on Milton.

“So that was the game, was it? That was the trick to get me out of the way; I suppose Grayson was in this.”

“You can suppose what you like,” said Milton Sands. “I was in it and that is enough. I wish you good-day.”

He stepped down the steps, but the baronet confronted him.

“You don’t leave until I understand what you have been doing or what you are taking away from here. A man who gains admittance into a gentleman’s house under false pretences is entitled to be searched.”

“You will not search me,” said Milton Sands with a smile.

The baronet reached out his hand and caught the other by the sleeve. As he did so Milton stnick at him with the back of his hand, and there was a resounding smack as the bony knuckles caught the other’s cheek, and he went staggering down the steps.

“Take him, Bud,” roared Sir George.

“Not with that gun, I guess,” drawled Bud. “He will have to wait his turn.”

The “gun” in question had appeared in Milton’s hand as if by magic, and it cleared the road for him to the car.

“I have learned a great many things,” he said, leaning over the back of the car and speaking in a pleasant conversational tone. “I could almost write a book on what I have learned, Sir George, not only from your stable, but from our friend Toady’s private archives.”

Toady Wilton stood openmouthed, but no words escaped him.

“I have come to the conclusion, Sir George,” Milton went on, in his own deliberate, half-amused, half-serious way, “that there are degrees of scoundrels in the world, and that an acquaintance with one of the lower degrees has the effect of increasing one’s respect for a rascal of a better type. I must say that since I have become acquainted with the depth and extent of Toady Wilton’s villainy, I have quite a sneaking regard for the clean and wholesome rascality which you represent.”

He nodded a farewell to the fuming baronet, then turned to his chauffeur.

“Home, James,” he said deliberately.



XV. Love in a Cottage
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All that was beauteous in nature was reflected in the heart of Mary President, as she stepped through the porchway of Mandrake Lodge, and stood shading her eyes as she searched the rolling green Downs. The little garden which surrounded the Lodge was a patchwork sachet of colour and fragrance. Great masses of rosemary, flesh pink of budding roses, rich red of Asiatic poppies, masses of daisies and delicately fragrant stock, with here and there islands of geranium, stalwart and perennial. Iris and anemone, nestling pansy and tall, red, flaming gladioli added to the gorgeousness of the haphazard design and the fragrance of rosemary filled the still air. She stood as she passed to pluck a little bloom of musk violet, walked through the gate and, crossing the road, reached the untamed stretches of down. One pang alone intruded itself upon the splendid serenity of her mind. Loyal and devoted to her grandfather as she was, even that pang counted for subtle treachery towards him by her high standards.

Never a maiden waked to the bright dawn with so complete confidence in the righteousness of her loyalty as she had — yet that pang had come even as she stretched her healthy limbs in the exquisite comfort of healthy sleepiness. It had come as she slipped from her bed and went padding softly with bare feet to the little casement to draw in the sweet air of the morning; it had occurred again when, shining wet, she had stepped from her bath.

And every time she had thrust it aside, that regret which she, with little justice to herself, interpreted as a censorship upon her grandfather.

The morning was warm. She made a hasty selection of her lightest clothing. She wanted nothing to impede the free movement of her gracious body that day — she would have rejected such an adjective — and when she had kindled a fire, filled the kettle and set it to boil, she had opened the front door softly and had crossed the garden to the downs.

And the centre and core of the pang which the glories of the day did not wholly dispel, was a certain young man who flushed on the slightest provocation, yet was possessed of all the fine qualities of manhood which she admired.

What would Eric Stanton think of it all? What judgment would he, in the calm moments of reflection, pass upon John President? And yet — she stamped her foot impatiently — what right had he, or any man, to sit in judgment on this old man who had suffered so terribly for his one passionate crime — a crime rusty with age, and almost belonging to another century. He would be merciful, she felt that — but mercy was not the quality she required for John President. She needed justice — that, and no more.

Over the distant rise she saw two horses move, silhouetted against the morning sky. They were the Dean and his promising pupil at their early exercise. The stables lay in the hollow over by Pennington village, and old Mag would be riding the colt himself.

She remembered the kettle, and went back into the kitchen to discover that it was boiling furiously. She sang a little song under her breath, as she busied herself with teacaddy and teapot. Her grandfather was not stirring. That was good. She would not disturb him until eight. The solemn-faced clock over the kitchen mantelpiece pointed to a quarter to seven.

She set a cup, poured out the tea, and sat to the enjoyment of the most pleasant meal of the day to many.

She sighed a little as the thought of Eric recurred. The plain deal table at which she sat was under the window of the kitchen, a window bright with the cerise blooms of geranium. A daring thrush hopped down upon the sill and cocked his knowing head at her.

“Good morning, Mr. Thrush,” she said gravely, “and how is your wife this morning?” The bird chirruped softly, then, without warning, flew away.

“I’m afraid I’ve offended him,” said Mary ruefully.

“I’m always offending—” She looked up quickly.

A shadow had fallen from the window.

She rose with a start as she met the smiling eyes and the healthy face of one who had occupied a disproportionate amount of her thoughts that morning.

“Mr. Stanton,” she stammered, and went a fiery red. Then, with an heroic attempt to appear self-possessed, “I thought you were a thrush.”

“I am a lark,” he corrected her gravely. “Won’t you ask me in to breakfast?—”

She smiled, and indicated the door.

“I’m afraid we cannot supply your favourite dish at so short notice, Mr. Lark,” she said solemnly, “but you may come in.”

“And it isn’t breakfast,” she said, as he entered, laying his whip, hat, and gloves on a chair. “But a Christian cup of tea.”

“That would please me,” he said, pulling forward a chair to the table.

“And you mustn’t make any noise, because grandfather is asleep.”

“You surprise me,” extravagantly impressed. How beautiful she looked, he thought, a veritable Aphrodite, so lightly clad that every line of the supple figure demanded urgent admiration. She, conscious of her skimpiness in the matter of clothes, regretted petticoats and whalebones with some fervour. It was a calm, beautiful face she turned to his, and the colour which came to her cheeks as she realised something of the inadequacy of her attire, no less than the strange light in her eyes — of this she was pardonably ignorant — fascinated and silenced him.

All that was lovely in a woman, the grace, the tenderness, the infinite possibilities of growing was in her face.

“How many lumps?” she asked prosaically, poising the sugar tongs.

“Six!” he said with a start. “I mean seven. I always taken seven,” he affirmed stoutly, covering his confusion more recklessly.

She looked at him in amazement.

“Seven?” she asked, incredulously.

“Sometimes I take eight,” he declared. “But I am breaking myself of the habit. It is horrible to be a sugar fiend.”

“I shall give you one,” she decided, and dropped it into his cup. “If you want another you may take it.”

He bowed his head with a pained expression, to which the laughter in his eyes gave instant denial.

“I rode over,” he explained, as he sipped his tea. “I’ve got a house near by, and I was invited by Mr. President to see the trial.”

She checked a sigh of relief, then —

“You — don’t — think anything less of my grandfather?” she asked jerkily.

“Think less of him? Good Lord, no!” he said in astonishment. “I think he is the most wonderful man I have ever met.”

Again she sighed — a whole featherbed oppression of doubt and anxiety rolled off her mind. “You’re very good,” she said in her low, rich voice.

“I shall be a frequent visitor, I hope,” he went on. “I want Mr. President to borrow any of my horses he likes to gallop Down Under Donovan with It is gorgeous riding out so early,” he said hurriedly for he saw the tears gathering in the girl’s eyes. “It makes one feel so young and fresh.”

“You must be nearly sixty,” she suggested innocently.

“Sixty-four,” he said promptly.

“Dear, dear!” She shook her head. “You carry your age as well as grandpa. Would you mind if I called you Uncle Stanton?”

“One doesn’t usually employ the surname,” he said severely. “I will be Uncle Eric to you if you wish.”

She nodded.

“Your great age entitles you to that,” she agreed. She was getting on dangerous ground; no one was better aware of the fact than she. Yet the heady draught of youth was at her lips, and she had none of his sixty-four imagined years behind her to dilute the cup with the sweet waters of discretion. She felt something of the danger, and rose abruptly. “Let us go into the garden,” she said.

He rose, too, more slowly. He stood between her and the door, and she would have to pass him to get to the open air. For some reason which she could not understand and could not trace to its sure source, she was reluctant to move.

“Go out — Uncle,” she said, with a quick smile. “Go out and see how lovely the world is.”

“I can see it from here,” he said in a low voice. “All the wonder of it — the flowers and the gossamer of spider webs — and the butterflies. Do you ever notice how exhausted butterflies always seem? It makes me ache to look at them. It’s a wonderful world.”

He took a step toward her and held out his arms.

“Come to me,” he said huskily. “Come — my most wonderfql flower of all,”

She had taken a step back as he approached. Her lovely eyes wide opened to his, her face had paled to a faint pastel pink.

She could not speak for her heart was throbbing wildly, chokingly.

“Come,” he said, and she stumbled forward to the encircling haven of his arms.

*

“Mary!—”

The girl struggled to her feet, and pushed back a stray lock of hair.

“It is grandfather,” she said aghast, “and I haven’t taken his tea — oh, dear, he’s in the garden, and I never heard him come down!”

“I didn’t suppose you had,” said the young man cheerily. “I met him on the Downs on my way here — in fact,” he confessed, “when you suggested that he was in bed—”

With a look of scorn she was on her way to the garden — but the scorn was not in harmony with the soft little pat she gave his curly head in passing.

“Have you seen Mr. Stanton?” he heard the old man ask anxiously. “I sent him here — ah, here you are!” He smiled a welcome as Eric stepped from the comparative gloom of the kitchen to the garden dappled with golden sunlight.

“I got up when you were asleep,” chuckled John President. He patted her cheek. “Why, Mary,” he said with concern, “your cheeks are all red — have you been sitting before the fire on a morning like this?”

“No — no.” She went a deeper crimson. “1 have — we have been having tea — breakfast.”

He shook his head.

“Who is going to look after me?” lie asked in goodnatured dismay.

For a time the old man’s china-blue eyes searched Eric’s face earnestly. Then he took his arm and walked him through the garden.

“I understand,” was all that he said, and then there was a long silence which the other did not break.

“You are entitled to know something more about me,” said John President after awhile. “You heard all that Wilton said the other day, and now you must know my side of the case. It is perfectly true,” he went on, speaking in a low tone, “that in the heat of my temper I shot my dear wife. What is not known is that I did not shoot at her but at her brother who had exasperated me beyond measure. I was young in those days, and a man of quick temper. I was tried for my crime, but even the judges realised how I had been punished for my sin, and I escaped the death penalty, and was transported to Australia. Think of it, Mr. Stanton,” he went on, with a little thrill of the anguish he felt in his voice, “a man on the threshold of a great career, looked up to by my fellows as one of the coming inventors of my time, with my wife suddenly snatched away from me by my own act, and myself removed from my two young children, and transported to what was in those days a terrible land. I was almost a madman in the earlier stages of my life in Australia, so much so that they confined me to the ‘President,’ one of the vilest hulks on God’s wide sea. Off and on, I was on the ‘President’ for six years. They never kept me in the stockades for very long. I was ringleader of all the schemes for the annoying of officials I was the author of most of the plans of escape. It was so often ‘Send the man to the President,’ that they came to call me John President. I do not know what would have happened to me in my wicked despair, but I received a letter from England from an old friend and learned for the first time that my poor children, about whose future my conscience was torturing me day and night, had been provided for by his generosity, and that they were looking forward to the day when they would join me in Australia. That pulled me together; I saw Colonel Champ, who was an inspector of convicts, and always took a great interest in the welfare of his prisoners. I told him in plain words my scheme of reformation, and it is to his credit that he helped me. I was loaned to one of the scientific institutes, and worked in their laboratory. It was there that I made a discovery which led eventually — many years later — to the production of malleable glass. That discovery was the extraordinary affinity certain alkaloids have for metal. I was transferred to the government laboratory which had been established at —— — by a young doctor named Lubbock, who unfortunately died as a young man. It was here that I made the acquaintance of the man, John Cotton, who calls himself John Pentridge. We were fellow-workers in the laboratory; he did all the hard and necessary menial work of the place, and we two outcast men became good friends. He was able to follow the direction my experiments were taking, experiments all the more important to me because I was feverishly anxious to make a success for myself, that I might place my children in a position of affluence on my release. For that release my friends were working, and the ticket came up on the same day that John Pentridge was allowed his liberty. We lodged together in a little place in Melbourne, and worked together at the same factory. Every night after my return from work we laboured upon my experiment. Then I invented a new sheep dip which attained a modest popularity, and the necessity for working at the factory disappeared. I had a steadily increasing revenue from the sale of the dip, and was able to conduct my investigations at my leisure. My two children had arrived, and, as the years passed pleasantly, they grew up, and the eldest married; Mary is his daughter. My younger son was killed in the Zulu war of ‘81. Jack, my eldest, died ten years ago. His long illness, and the strain of my own work, told upon me, and at the time I discovered the exact formula and had created for myself a sheet of glass which I could bend as you might bend a sheet of paper without any further injury than the paper would receive, I was on the verge of a breakdown. Knowing that possibly I might be stretched upon a bed of sickness, and maybe die, and anxious to provide for my little granddaughter, I set the formula down on paper, and when the last words were written I collapsed. It was three weeks afterwards when I came to myself very weak and ill. It had been touch and go with me the doctor said. But, in the meantime, John Pentridge had disappeared, and with him the formula. That is the rough story of my life,” said John President simply.

Eric had listened in silence, his heart full of sympathy for the old man.

“For ten years I sought for John Pentridge up and down the country,” President went on, “and now I have found him I feel instinctively that my search for him is in vain.”

“What do you mean?” asked Stanton in surprise.

“He no longer has the formula. I knew it from his insolent self-confidence when I saw him at Sandown the other day. He has parted with it.”

“But surely,” said Eric, “you can make him tell you where it has gone.’

“You don’t know John Pentridge,” said the other grimly. “And now let us see the horses.”

He thrust the subject away as though it was something distasteful to him, but Eric read in the sullen mien of the old man something of the bitterness of this latest disappointment.

“I suppose I am getting too old to be enthusiastic even in my hates,” said John President as he strode out across the Downs. “I have had detectives at work to discover Pentridge, and now I have found him I don’t know what to do with him.”

“Why not employ a man to recover the formula?” asked Eric.

He was a goodnatured young man, who never grew weary of trying to help his fellows, and it occurred to him that here was an excellent opportunity to test the merits of Milton Sands.

*

John Pentridge had received an invitation to make his home at Pennwaring. It was one of those hearty and generous invitations which men who have no money offer to those who may be of some slight service in providing them with their deficiencies.

But the man who called himself Pentridge had hesitated to accept the hospitality thus extended. He had hesitated because he was in something like a funk. His courage had entirely evaporated at the sight of John President’s accusing face, and now he walked up and down his splendid room at Laridgc’s, his hands in his trouser pockets, his head sunk on his breast, contemplating the only move possible, namely a hurried one in the direction of France. He was in this unhappy frame of mind when Milton Sands opened the door behind him.

Pentridge turned at the sound of the door opening. “Hullo,” he growled. “Who are you? Don’t you know this is a gentleman’s private room?”

“I know it is a private room, Penty,” said the other easily. “But no more.”

Pentridge only recognised his visitor as a man who had formed one of the group which had witnessed the discomfiture of Mr. Toady Wilton.

A sudden fear assailed Pentridge; a fear that this visit had some deeper significance for him than the mere expression of curiosity on the part of one whom he was justified in believing was John President’s friend.

“It is no good your coming here,” he said violently, “expecting to get anything out of me, because there is nothing going, do you see?”

“So I understand,” said the Tfi and Milton, pulling up a chair to the little table in the centre of the room. “None the less, I would like to ask you one or two questions, which I am sure you will be pleased to answer. You are the man who sold M. Soltykoff a formula?”

“I won’t answer any questions,” said the other man stubbornly.

“I am from M. Soltykoff,” smiled Milton Sands. “I had a letter from him this morning in which he suggested I should call upon you, and, if you like, I will show you the letter.” He dived his hand into his inside pocket and produced the epistle.

Pentridge looked at it suspiciously.

“How do I know this is from M. Soltykoff?” he asked.

“I am afraid I cannot help you there,” smiled Milton, “but you can take my word that it is from him.”

Laboriously the exconvict read the ill-written letter through. M. Soltykoff was not blessed in the matter of caligraphy.

“It seems all right,” he said grudgingly. “What do you want to know?”

“You sold M. Soltykoff a formula?”

The other nodded.

“How did it come into your possession?”

“I got it,” said the other evasively, from a,????

“I realise that you stole it, and I realise that you stole it from a friend,” said Milton, amending the other’s phrase. “But I just want to know out of curiosity who was the friend that you took it from, and under what circumstances you got it? You see, it is rather important to M. Soltykoff,” he went on carefully. “The committee of the Lyons Exhibition have offered a reward of a hundred thousand pounds for the discovery of this formula. Not that they know that this formula exists, but they are satisfied that it is possible to produce malleable glass, and they have taken upon themselves to make this offer in the hope of directing the attention of inventors to this particular branch of commercial science. All of which,” he added pleasantly, “is probably Greek to you.”

“I ain’t a fool,” said the other.

“In my wildest moments I never thought you were,” agreed Milton. “I should think you were just the other kind, but you will see that it is necessary for us to discover who was the original inventor of this process, so that, in the event of our finding this formula, we shall be able to supply the committee with all that is necessary in the way of information, as you will imagine,” said Milton apologetically, “they will be rather keen on learning all there is to be learnt upon the subject.”

Pentridge walked up and down his apartment with a thoughtful scowl on his face.

“There is one thing I would ask,” he said slowly. “How long am I protected?”

He hesitated.

Milton understood what he was driving at.

“The statute of limitations does not apply in criminal cases,” he said, “but I can promise you there will be no prosecution.”

“I will tell you how it happened,” said the man after a while. “I had a pal in New South Wales, an inventor he was, the cleverest bloke you ever saw in your life. He was one of the oldest lags in Pentridge, and one of the cleverest. He had been put away years and years ago for shooting his wife, and he was a perfect devil until something happened which changed him. Anyway, he used to spend all his time inventing things, and when he was released from gaol he took me with him to help, because I knew his way and had got used to assisting him in the prison laboratory.” He hesitated again. “He invented this process and got ill. I thought he was dying, so—”

“So you bolted with the formula?” suggested Milton.

“I don’t know about bolting,” growled the other. “I went off with it, anyway, and that is the whole story.”

“Now, who is the man you robbed?”

“So he didn’t know,” thought Pentridge. “He was not sent by John President, after all.”

“That I am not going to tell you,” he said determinately. “You have got to find that out for yourself. He is dead, anyway. He ventured this with a keen glance at the other.

“Are you sure?”

“What do you mean?” asked Pentridge loudly. “Do you think I am a liar?”

“I have not given much thought to it,” replied Milton. “But if anybody told me you were I should not feel inclined to make trouble about it.”

“M. Soltykoff can tell you who it was,” said Pentridge, after a pause. “His name was on the envelope.”

“Unfortunately,” said Milton with a smile, “M. Soltykoff in a moment’s mental aberration destroyed the envelope, and has no recollection of the name.”

He saw a little gleam of light come into Pentridge’s eyes.

“Well, I can’t tell you,” said he shortly.

“There is another matter,” drawled Milton. “You used to have an old friend some time ago, a man who was seen about with you a great deal on the Continent, and who was known to have left Australia with you. He was found dead at Monte Carlo,” he went on carelessly. “Murdered.”

“Murdered,” stammered the other, his face white, the hand that he brought to his lips shaking. “What do you mean?”

“I mean just what I say,” said Milton. “He was found beaten almost beyond recognition in the garden of an empty villa. He was killed the night you and I left Monte Carlo.”

“I was not in Monte Carlo that night,” said the other hastily.

“Indeed you were,” smiled Milton. “You were playing at the same table as I, and you w-ere kicked out for creating a disturbance.”

“I know nothing about it,” said the other man sullenly. “If he was there that night I never heard of it.”

“He was a party to the abstraction, too, as I understand it,” said Milton. “At any rate, I gathered as much by the fact that you both left Melbourne by the same boat. Was he the inventor?”

“No,” snapped the other.

“Have you any idea as to why he was killed?” There was no answer.

“Or who killed him?”

Still no answer.

“Was there any urgent reason why you should have killed him?”

Pentridge turned with a snarl, a devil in his face. “I killed him?”

“I merely suggested you killed him,” said Milton in his most pleasant way. “I do not insist upon the fact.”

He rose slowly, putting on his gloves.

“It is very evident to me I cannot get the information I require from you.”

He nodded to the door.

“Where are you going?” asked Pentridge.

“To pursue my inquiries along another line,” replied the detective.

As Milton Sands walked out of the hotel and stepped into the car that was waiting for him, he realised that beyond giving this man a bad scare he had not made any notable success in his attempt to secure the information he required.

Who was the owner of this formula? If he cleared up that point much might happen. It was strange that he did not associate John President with the proprietorship. When he had been called in to assist, to the embarrassment of Bud Kitson, he had thought no more than that Mary President had been suspected of stealing the document for no other reason than that she was on the train at the moment of the collision. It was, to his mind, merely the unworthy suspicion of unworthy men which had led to her prosecution. Could there be anything more in that suspicion, he asked himself. It was a worrying thought, and he went back to his oflice depressed by the possibility. However, there was an easy way of discovering — the easiest of all — by asking the girl herself. He looked round at Janet industriously wading through the morning’s newspapers, then lie drew a pad of telegraph forms to him and wrote quickly.

“I am going down to see Miss President/’ he said. She looked up with a smile. “Even that threat does not worry me now,” she said with a smile. “But how long will you be away?”

“Two days at the longest,” he replied.

“You are worried,” she said quickly.

He smiled extravagantly.

“Worried?” he protested. “1 was never so happy in my life.”

“How are your investigations going on? Have you found Mr. Stanton’s sister?—”

He shook his head.

“I cannot get any trace of the girl,” he said.

She looked at him long and thoughtfully.

“I have an idea,” she hesitated. “But I hardly like to advance it.”

“What is your idea?” he asked quickly. “I want any ideas you can give me. I tell you that this Stanton business is worrying me terribly.”

“Years ago,” she said, “I used to know Sir George Frodmere’s sister, at least my mother used to know her.”

“I think I have heard of George Frodmere’s sister,” smiled Milton. “She is the lady who gives lighthearted recommendations of servants at her brother’s request.”

“I don’t know anything about that,” said the girl. “But I do know that she is an awful gossip, and that there is very little that has happened in London during the last twenty years that she does not know. She is the one woman who might be able to put you on the track.”

“That is an idea,” he pondered. “I will see her as soon as I get back.”

He left by the two o’clock train for Sussex, but instead of staying two days he was back again in town by eleven o’clock that night, a perturbed and preoccupied man, and a busy man withal, for the grey light of dawn was showing whitely through his bedroom window and found him still writing.
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Mrs. Gordon Thompson lived in that part of Bayswater which is so affluent in appearance as to deceive the compilers of the telephone book into the belief that it is situated in Mayfair.

Mr. Gordon Thompson had long since gone the way of all flesh, by which is meant, not so much that he was dead as that he had decorously and properly dropped out of the world to the embarrassment of a number of worthy shareholders in two or three companies with which he had been associated. And with him had disappeared the fluent and available assets of those companies, the affairs of which occupied an Official Receiver and most of his assistants the greater part of three months before he was able to issue to a number of lamenting creditors a first and final dividend of one and fivepence halfpenny in the pound.

Mr. Gordon Thompson did not include amongst the assets which he found convenient, to carry with him to a distant clime that wife of his bosom, whom, according to the law, and by reason of certain vows he had taken, was his to cherish and to love. There were unkindly people who suggested that the extravagance of Mrs. Gordon Thompson had something to do with the unfortunate deficiencies which the Official Receiver found, but such gross scandal as was breathed over Bayswater did not affect the lady to any great extent, and, secure in the knowledge that she was the daughter of one English baronet and the sister of another, she went on in her placid way, and in course of time people forgot all about her husband, and only came to regard her as one who had the entree to good society and was a person to know.

It is no extravagance to say that there was ground for the suggestion which was put forward in all good faith that it would have been impossible for her husband to have been in difficulties without her knowing. Because Mrs. Gordon Thompson knew everything there was to know. There never was a happening, in or about society, with which she was not acquainted. She had the reputation of being one who lived on the borderland of eccentricity. Her morals were irreproachable; you might not point the finger of scorn at Mrs. Gordon Thompson, however justified you might be in a derisive jerk of your thumb. She was notorious only in an uncomfortable way, for hers was the notoriety which attached to one who was not above taking her constitutional in the early hours of the morning up and down the respectable streets of Bayswater, clad in no more suitable array than a padded silk dressing gown. She was a thin-faced woman, with bright bronze hair, the colour of which communicated itself in some miraculous manner to the skin in the immediate vicinity. Thus you saw a little streak of brown at her temples, especially on those mornings when Mrs. Gordon Thompson had been in a great hurry and had applied her beautiful hair wash carelessly. She had eyes of flint blue, and a rat-trap of a mouth, and for the rest she was on the stringy side of life and was inclined to be sharp and acidulated.

Milton Sands had no difficulty in securing an interview with the lady, and this, to his surprise, in view of his exploit at Pennwaring. But Sir George Frodmere was never a voluminous correspondent, and only utilised his sister when he required her. He had not troubled to warn her against the latest possibilities which were contained, and might be looked for from his knowledge of Milton Sands’ character, in that young man. It was in the afternoon that Sands made his call, and found Mrs. Gordon Thompson in a light wrapper sitting before a large table playing patience. She was an unconventional lady, sufficiently so to issue the instructions that Milton Sands should be shown straight up.

“How do you do?” She greeted him with a nod. “Find a chair, will you? I think we have met somewhere.”

She went on playing her patience, paying only casual attention to her visitor.

“I think we have,” said Milton Sands. “At Enghien some time ago.”

“Oh, I remember!” she nodded. “You are the man who cleared out the thousand-pound bank.”

“I seem to recall something of the sort,” said Milton easily.

“Well “ — she dropped her little pack of cards on the table and sat back, her hands upon the edge of the table, her eyes surveying his— “what can I do for you, Mr. Sands?”

“You may be able to help me very considerably,” he said, addressing himself to her mood. “At any rate, my friend, Miss Janet Symonds, is under that impression.”

“Oh, little Janet!” said Mrs. Gordon Thompson with interest. “What is she doing now?”

“At present she is my secretary,” replied Milton. “And what are you when you are at home?” she asked calmly.

“I am a private detective in a sense.”

“In what particular sense?”

Mrs. Thompson was interested, and her thin lips curled in a smile.

“Well, I am looking for people, and Miss Symonds thought you might be able to help me. She says you know everybody and all the—” He hesitated.

“And all the scandal of the last twenty years, I suppose,” suggested Mrs. Thompson cheerfully. “Yes, there is a lot of truth in that.”

In as few words as possible Milton Sands made his errand known.

“You are looking for Eric Stanton’s sister, are you?” said Mrs. Thompson thoughtfully. “Well, I think you have set yourself rather a task. I don’t know anything about her except that she left her husband, and that for a little time she lived in some lodgings in Bayswater with a servant. I never met her at all, and I only know what I do from hearsay. Some people say she went to Belgium and lived in —— — for a time. The only clue I can give you is that the servant who disappeared from the Stanton ménage
 at the same time, married an awful brute of a groom or stable boy of some kind, whose name I forget at the moment. Anyway, he got into trouble and disappeared. My brother used to employ him.”

An inspiration sprang into Milton’s mind.

“Buncher?” he suggested eagerly.

Mrs. Thompson raised her delicate eyebrows in surprise.

“That is the man. Do you know him?” she asked.

“I have heard of him,” said the other quickly. “Do you think it is possible that she would know where the child was?”

“I doubt it very much.” Mrs. Thompson shook her head. “You see, she was only with Mrs. Stanton for a little time, but still, there are possibilities in her.”

“There are indeed,” agreed Milton Sands, thoughtfully. “I have been tracing all sorts of mythical women who might be identified with the servant accompanying Mrs. Stanton on her travels, but so far without success. I am greatly obliged to you.”

“Janet’s mother could have helped you if she were alive. It was on a letter of introduction from Mrs. Stanton that I came to know the Symonds’s. You see,” she explained, “though Mrs. Stanton and I had never met, we had had a great deal of correspondence. She and her husband were interested in one of my husband’s companies, and when my dear man bolted she wrote me the sweetest letter, and, well, I won’t deceive you, she sent me a little money which was badly wanted. She never corresponded with me again till she sent from Bruges the letter of introduction which brought the Symonds’s. Probably Janet doesn’t know this. I was broke to the world at the time, but I did what I could.” She smiled a sharp, manlike smile as he rose to go, and then —

“Is there any reward offered?” she asked with interest.

“There is some reward for her discovery,” said Milton.

“Then don’t forget that I stand in,” said the admirable lady, picking up her cards. She offered her thin hand and gave his a limp shake. As Milton made for the door she asked:

“What will win the Derby?”

“Dom Under Donovan,” replied the other with a smile.

“You poor, funny thing,” said Mrs. Thompson, as she dealt out the pack with great deliberation. Then, “cheer oh!”

“Cheer oh!” replied Milton gravely, and closed the door behind him.

Here was some information to go on, but to approach Mrs. Buncher might be a difficult matter. He was not exactly a persona grata with the folk of Pennwaring. If he had known all the circumstances before, he might have made better use of his opportunities, though it must be confessed that he had utilised the time he had spent at Sir George Frodmere’s country seat to the greatest possible advantage. One fact he had proved beyond doubt was the discreditable part Toady Wilton had played in the separating of Eric’s parents, but that information was not so important at the moment in view of the exposure of that gross man by Lord Chanderson.

Milton Sands had hoped to secure some evidence as to the girl’s whereabouts from the correspondence. He had this faint hope, that Toady Wilton had the girl up his sleeve ready to produce the moment opportunity offered. His hope here was doomed to disappointment. Whatever else was evident, it was clear that the man had no knowledge of the girl’s present situation. He had arranged to meet Eric Stanton to lunch at his club that day, and he found Eric in the most cheerful and optimistic frame of mind, boisterously good-humoured, and there was such a contrast in their attitude towards life that the younger man remarked upon it.

“You don’t seem to be very cheerful.”

“I am cheerful enough,” said Milton with a quiet smile, “only I have a lot to think about just now.”

“By Jove! so have I!” said the other. “I want you to devote as much attention as you possibly can to the lost formula. I have had another talk with old Mr. President only this morning. You have heard about the committee of the Lyons Exhibition and the offer they have made?”

Milton nodded.

“The latest time for receiving the formula is next week,” Eric Stanton went on. “And if by any miracle you could discover that wretched document it would be an enormous thing for President. He was saying this morning that he would have sent it in himself, not only for the prize, but for the advertisement that would be secured by his success. It is rather pathetic, the faith he has in that formula.”

“Is he a rich man?” asked Milton.

The other shook his head.

“He is comfortably off,” he said. “I think he has just a few thousand, and he is putting almost every penny he has on his horse.”

“Down Under Donovan?”

“That is the fellow,” smiled Eric. “From what I saw of the trial he will just about win the Derby. He made a hack of the Dean for a mile and a half; he held the old horse for speed, and stayed on to win his trial with the greatest ease. I put the clock on him, and he ran the distance in very nearly record time. Not that I take much notice of the time test.”

“I think you are wrong,” said Milton with a smile. “You English people are too scornful of the clock, and you are always pointing out the fact that some of the best records are held by more or less indifferent horses, platers and the like. You seem to forget that had these indifferent horses met the best of their year, even the best of the classic horses in that particular race they must have beaten them.”

“I do not quite see what you mean,” said Eric, interested.

“Well, take your mile record, held by a comparatively poor horse, and take the best horse you have ever had in this last decade. Take Ormond, for instance. My contention — and it is the contention of all who swear by the clock — is that if Ormond had met your despised selling plater on the day on which he made his record, Ormond would have been beaten. It simply means that your record-maker was upon that particular day running in a condition of fitness and in such good heart that he would have beaten anything that was not so fortunately circumstanced. I think,” he went on thoughtfully, “that Down Under Donovan will very nearly win.”

“Nearly win!” said the other in surprise. “What do you think will win?”

A little smile played about the mouth of Milton Sands.

“I think the Derby is a certainty for Sir George Frodmere’s horse,” he said quietly.

“Do you mean that?” asked the other. “Do you really think that Portonius will win?”

“I say that it is a certainty for Sir George Frodmere’s grey,” smiled Milton Sands. “But what will happen after the race is run remains to be seen.”

“You are devilish mysterious this morning,” said Eric with an irritated smile. “Kindly unravel the mystery for me.”

“You must wait for the Derby Day,” said the other.

The men rose and went out of the club together. Milton took farewell of his patron on the steps.

“I think I may have something to report to you on the more important matter of your sister,” he said. “I have a clue which at any rate is one which I can follow; and as to Mr. President’s formula—”

He paused. “Well,” he went on with a bright smile, “we shall see. When is the result of the Lyons Examination to be published.”

“Curiously enough, on Derby Day,” said Eric. Milton nodded.

“Mr. John President may yet pull off a double,” he said. “If you do not see me before, you will meet me at Epsom,” and with an exchange of nods the men parted.

The cottage which Sir George Frodmere had placed at the disposal of his trainer was one of the lodges guarding a drive through the Pennwaring estate to the house. It was a drive which was no longer used. Many little economies had to be practised by the heir to the Frodmere estates, and one of these was the discontinuance of the western drive. The wrought-iron gates admitting to the weed-strewn roadway were never opened now except by Mr. Buncher on his way to the village inn, and by his wife on his return. The remoteness of the lodge from the great house was all to Mr. Buncher’s advantage. Loyal as he was in the service of his master, he had many qualities and many failings as to which he harboured no illusion. He knew, for instance, that Sir George Frodmere, though no temperance fanatic, was especially strict on the necessity for a trainer of a Derby favourite remaining sober at all hours of the day and night. He might, too, have views on the treatment of women, and Mr. Buncher was especially fortunate in his isolation, since the outcry of a beaten wife could not penetrate to any other human habitation. For Mr. Buncher, in his cups, was tremendously pugnacious, and since that pugnacity was, in the main, directed toward his wife, she, unhappy woman, did not have the rosiest of times.

On an evening in May, Mr. Buncher departed, as was his wont, for “The Load of Hay,” and he left behind a wife who heaved a sigh of relief as she heard the gates clang behind her lord and master. She was a thin creature, with that hard, yellow look which childlessness and drudgery bring to the face of womankind. Seventeen years of domestic slavery had destroyed what little soul there was in this crushed woman. She was ready to start and to jump at the slightest noise, and she had not been seated in her kitchen for five minutes before she rose with a smothered exclamation and a nervous look in her face at the sound of somebody shaking the gates outside. Thinking it was her husband returned, she hurried out, the key in her hand, but it was a stranger who looked at her through the ornamental ironwork.

“Mrs. Buncher?” he said pleasantly.

“Yes, sir,” said the woman.

He was evidently a gentleman, she thought, and she judged not only from his dress but from his voice. He had a motorcar, too, a crowning cachet of respectability.

“I wanted to see you for a few minutes upon a rather important matter.”

The woman hesitated. She had received strict orders to admit nobody into the grounds. But Mr. Buncher had never foreseen the possibility of her having a visitor, and his warning had, in the main, applied rather to unauthorised visitors to Sir George Frodmere.

“I think it will be rather to your advantage,” said Milton Sands enticingly. “To your advantage” is a phrase which has special significance to a certain type of newspaper reader. It suggests illimitable possibilities of legacies by faraway uncles, to mouldy and dust-covered moneys in the vaults of Chancery bankers. Mrs. Buncher was all of a fluster as she trembled the key into the lock and snapped back the bolt.

“Will you come in, sir?” she said, and closed the gate after him. Milton was ushered into the parlour, and Mrs. Buncher dusted a spotless chair with her apron before she invited him to sit.

“I will not keep you very long,” said Milton Sands, who had timed his visit to follow the departure for Mr. Buncher in his evening search of liquid refreshment. “Some time ago you were in the employment of Mrs. Stanton.”

The woman hesitated.

“Yes, sir,” she said.

“You know that Mrs. Stanton went away from her husband, taking her little girl, and you, I believe, went with her.”

“That is quite true, sir,” said Mrs. Buncher. “She was very good to me was Mrs. Stanton, and old Mr. Stanton was a brute to treat her as he did.”

She was prepared to go on dilating upon the morality of the situation, but Milton stopped her gently.

“How long were you with Mrs. Stanton after she left her husband?”

Mrs. Buncher looked up at the ceiling for inspiration.

“I was with her for two years, a year in England and a year in Bruges. I came back to England with her after she left Belgium, and it was in London where I left her. Her money was running short, and some of the shares she had were not paying the dividends they used to pay. I don’t rightly understand it,” she said with a rare smile, “but the cause of the trouble was something like that.”

“You know, I suppose,” said Milton, “that a reward was offered by young Mr. Stanton for the discovery of his sister?”

The woman nodded.

“I heard something about it,” she said. “But it was no use my applying because I knew nothing about her.”

“Exactly. What was her address when she came to London?”

Milton scribbled down the address the woman gave him.

It was in Hornsey, and, as he judged, a boardinghouse.

“Is there anything about the child which you would recognise?”

The woman smiled.

“Oh, yes, sir! “ she said. “There was the snake.”

“The snake?” repeated the other quickly. “What was that?”

“We used to call it the snake,” said the woman with her thin smile, “it was a yellow birthmark round her ankle — it looked just like a snake, head and eyes complete. They used to say—” She stopped.

“Yes?” encouraged Milton.

“I don’t like saying anything against a gentleman… he’s staying here now…

Mr. Wilton… but Madame hated him … we always called him ‘the

snake’ — even Madame did… and that it was because she was always thinking so much about him and hating him so much…” She stopped, a little frightened.



“That is something to go on,” smiled Milton.

Further conversation was interrupted by a loud knocking at the door of the little lodge, and the woman rose up in a fluster.

“Mrs. Buncher,” said a voice outside, and Milton recognised it as Sir George’s.

“I think,” he said, in a low voice, “you had better not let Sir George know I am here. Where can I go?—”

“Go through along the passage into the kitchen,” said the woman, remembering in a panic the injunction she had received from her husband to admit nobody through the lodge gates.

She waited till the door closed behind her visitor, then she opened to Sir George.

“Where is your husband?” asked the baronet sharply.

“He has gone into the village, sir,” she said.

“Go and find him,” said the baronet. He stood waiting on the threshold, tapping his booted leg impatiently.

The woman hesitated, then ran into her room and got her hat.

She could only pray that the unknown stranger would not betray his presence.

Sir George waited till the iron gates closed behind her, then he turned to Toady.

“You are perfectly sure?” he said.

“Perfectly sure,” said Toady, who was purple with excitement. “I could not mistake the man again.”

“I thought his ship was leaving the day before the Derby?”

“He may have got leave,” said the other, “or been transferred to another boat.”

“It is rather unfortunate,” said Sir George.

They were pacing slowly the little garden path which ran along one side of the lodge, and they came to a halt outside the kitchen window.

“That this infernal purser should be interested in racing is bad enough, that he should be able to stop over and see the Derby run is worse, but that he should come down here to Pennwaring to nose around and see for himself the horse at exercise is disastrous. You are sure he saw the gallop?”

“Perfectly sure,” said Toady. “You see, your galloping the horse in the afternoon, Sir George, if you don’t mind my saying so, is a mistake from every point of view. The gallop is all right, because that is pretty free from observation, but returning to the stable he had to come within a hundred yards of the wall, and I was standing watching Buncher riding him back when I happened to look round, and there was our bold purser, as large as life, sitting on the top of the wall with a pair of field glasses.”

Sir George frowned.

“He has suspected all along,” he said shortly. “Do you remember what he said about the pity of El Rey being sent to the stud when he could win so many races? He has smelt a rat, and he has come down to investigate. Tell me again, what did you do?”

Toady glowed with pride.

“I did not lose my head,” he said. “I just looked up at him and in an instant I collected myself. In moments like this,” he explained modestly, “I can always—”

“Don’t talk about yourself so much,” said Sir George testily. “Tell me what happened. I know what you can do in moments of crisis. I have had plenty of evidence of your qualities.”

“I simply said ‘Good afternoon,’” said the mortified Mr. Wilton, “and exchanged a few words about the horse. I asked him if he would like to visit the stable and have a look at him, and he — accepted.”

“We shall have to decide what to do when we have seen Buncher, Wilton,” he said, slapping his palm with his fist. “I want money very badly. If any. thing should go wrong now, or come between us and our coup, I hardly know what I should do. We must find out how much this purser knows and how much he guesses. This much I tell you, that he must be silenced at all costs.”

Toady nodded. He grasped the gravity of the situation, for a large portion of his own capital was invested on the chances of the grey.

“Here he is,” said Sir George in a lower tone. He stood at the corner of the building which commanded a view of the gate. The stranger came at the same time as Mr. Buncher, hastily summoned by his wife, returned, and they all three came through the gate together. The woman cast an anxious glance at the window of the kitchen, but caught no sign of the visitor. She had hoped that he would have availed himself of whatever opportunity offered to clear away. Sir George jerked his head significantly in the direction of the woman.

“All right,” growled Buncher to his wife. “We shan’t want you any more.”

“Do you want the use of the parlour?” she asked timidly.

“No, we will talk in the open-air, if you please, Mrs. Buncher,” said Sir George. Then: “This is Mr. Delane;” he introduced the newcomer. He recognised him at once as the purser who had brought the grey home to England.

Buncher scowled at the visitor and murmured something.

“I understand you had a gratuitous view of my Derby horse finishing his preparation,” said Sir George.

The purser nodded.

“Well, what do you think of him?” bantered the baronet.

The purser paused as though shaping his words.

“I think that he goes very well,” he said.

“You saw him galloped, then?” said the baronet in surprise.

“I just caught a glimpse of him,” replied the other. “Not exactly at full stretch, but finishing his gallop.”

“A nice horse, don’t you think?” suggested Sir George, carelessly. His eyes did not leave the officer’s face.

“Remarkably nice.” There was a dryness in the other’s tone which was significant.

But Sir George was too old a strategist to demand an explanation for the implied doubt.

“Do you think he will win the Derby?” he asked.

The purser nodded.

“He will lead the field past the post,” he said cheerfully.

“I see,” said the baronet.

Not another word was spoken. Sir George was biting his finger nails thoughtfully.

“I should like you to come up to the house,” he said, and the purser smiled.

“I would rather not, Sir George, if you don’t mind,” he answered politely enough. “I have to be back in London tonight.”

“By the way, will you be at Epsom?” asked Sir George. Then, as the other nodded, the baronet continued, “I thought you would be on the sea by now — you are very fortunate.”

The purser’s lips twitched.

“As a matter of fact, I ought to be,” he said. “But I am taking our new ship out in September, and the Company have given me leave till then.” Again there was silence. Then —

“Do you know Moscow at all?” asked the baronet carelessly.

“I do not,” said the seaman in surprise. “Why do you ask?”

“I was wondering whether you would care to undertake a little commission for me. I am expecting some very important news which will necessitate my having a trusted agent in that city, and it has occurred to me that you are the very man for the jobit would be an excellent and profitable method of filling up your spare time. What I should want you to do would be to go to Moscow. I should ask you to put up at the very best hotel there, and wait till you received my instructions. I would pay you handsomely — that is to say,” with a shrug of his shoulders, “I would allow you fifty pounds a week for your expenses, and pay you another fifty for your services. You would probably be there for six weeks, you would have an opportunity of seeing a most beautiful part of Russia, and—”

“And,” said the purser quietly, “I should be out of England. Thank you, Sir George, I would rather not.”

“Perhaps if I made it two hundred a week,” suggested the baronet. “That would work out at some twelve hundred pounds for a very pleasant stay.”

The purser was not a rich man, and he hesitated.

After all, it was no business of his, he thought. Here was an opportunity which might never occur again in his lifetime. He was a perfectly honest man, and, like many another, and with as delicate a sense of probity, he applied the test of honour only to those actions and happenings directly affecting himself. Besides, no word had been passed yet which had made the acceptance of Sir George’s offer impossible. The baronet, with his multifarious interests, might very well have genuine business in Moscow.

“I will think about it,” he said.

“Decide now,” said Sir George, with a cheery smile, “and leave for Moscow tonight. Are you a married man?”

The purser shook his head.

“That makes things all the easier,” Sir George went on. “You can catch the eight o’clock train from Liverpool Street for the Hook of Holland, and pick up the Moscow express at the Hook or at Amsterdam. What do you think?”

The man hesitated. He had an uncomfortable feeling that he was not acting as he intended, and as all his better nature suggested he should, but after all, this business of racing had nothing to do with him. He was not so sure that a swindle was involved. After all, there is a great deal of likeness between grey horses.

“And while you are there,” Sir George went on, “perhaps you would like to renew acquaintance with your old friend the grey. He is in Soltykoff’s stud,” he said this offhandedly, as though it were a matter of indifference whether the purser accepted or not, but it offered a straw at which an outraged conscience might grasp.

“I will go,” said the purser.

“Come to the house and fix it up,” said Sir George.

He led the way, talking cheerily of everything in the world except horse-racing.

Since Mr. Buncher had not been formally dismissed, he made a tentative fourth to the party, a fortunate circumstance, since it enabled Milton Sands to retire gracefully from a position which might very easily have embarrassed him.



XVII. An Unexpected Visit
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A week had passed, a very full week for Milton Sands, a very anxious week for old John President, up and about from daybreak till sunset, watching the progress of his Derby candidate. It was on the Saturday preceding the Derby when it seemed that the world talked of nothing else but the chances of the dozen candidates, that Eric Stanton rode across the Downs with Milton at his side. He was disturbed in his mind. The previous night he had seen a new John President, a John President with all the rash confidence of a man sixty years younger than himself.

Milton Sands, a guest at the big house — Eric Stanton was lord of the manor at Teuton Brierly, on the other edge of the Downs — was the recipient of Eric’s fears.

“It is not that I am afraid of the old man losing his money,” he said, “because that can easily be replaced, but I fear the awful effect that a defeat will have upon him. You see he is a very old man, and he is putting all his hopes upon this colt. If Down Under Donovan is beaten I don’t know what will happen to John President, and I have a special reason for wanting him to be happy just now.”

He saw Milton Sands’ keen eyes upon him and the laughter behind those eyes, and went red.

“I think I understand,” said Milton quietly, “but you must trust me now. I do not think it matters what happens next week.”

“What do you mean?” asked the other in surprise.

“Just what I say,” bantered Milton. “Allow me to be mysterious. It is my proper role. I saw Soltykoff yesterday,” he went on, “he was in his most exuberant condition, and reminded me of the time when he and a few friends of his parted me from money which I could ill spare, a very ill-timed and senseless piece of reminiscence,” he smiled. “Honestly I don’t wish to be offensively mysterious, but just now I am rather busy on one or two things, more especially with your own private business, and things are working out.”

“Is there any hope?” asked Eric quickly.

“About your sister, I think there is great hope,” said the other quietly. “I have succeeded in tracing your mother and the child to a little suburban boarding house, and I am well on the way to following this up with what I believe will be a more important discovery.”

Eric nodded.

“You don’t know what that means to me,” he said. “Night and day my sister is seldom out of my mind. I feel as though I were a thief living on her money, enjoying the luxury which she is denied — she may even be in absolute want,” he said bitterly, and Milton patted him on the back.

“I should not worry too much about it,” he said kindly. “I think we are going to have a horrible week of revelations, with Milton Sands everlastingly in the limelight, receiving the plaudits and bouquets of his enraptured friends.”

He had an appointment with the woman who kept the boardinghouse in Norbury, that boardinghouse which had sheltered Mrs. Stanton in her penury.

Madam Burford (so the sometime Norbury landlady described herself) was now the prosperous proprietress of a private hotel at Brighton, and Milton found her without any difficulty.

Yes, she could distinctly remember Mrs. Stanton, could even place him in possession of facts of which he was ignorant, and indeed could give him a good deal of information which he instinctively knew would be most valuable. Mrs. Stanton had left her to go to another boardinghouse in Bloomsbury, and Madam Burford fortunately was a methodical person who kept an address book.

“But,” she said, copying out the address, and looking up with a little smile, “you are rather late in coming for this information.”

“Why do you say that?” asked Milton, suddenly interested.

“I mean that you are the second person who has been here for news regarding Mrs. Stanton and her child.”

“Who was the other?” asked Milton quickly.

“A lady,” replied Mrs. Burford, scribbling busily. “A Mrs. Gordon Thompson.”

Milton smothered an exclamation under his breath.

Mrs. Gordon Thompson! Why should she develop this sudden interest in the missing people? Then he remembered the reward, and smiled. He would have to get very busy, he thought, to take the chance of coming in a bad second at the end of his investigations.

His fear of Mrs. Gordon Thompson’s activity was well justified, for that admirable lady had followed a swift course across London, tacking from Kilburn to Bloomsbury, from Bloomsbury to Balham, and back to Bloomsbury again, and she learned quite enough to justify an excursion which was very unusual, and which, it may be added, was by no means pleasing to the gentleman affected.

Sir George Frodmere received a telegram which was brief and decisive.



“AM COMING BY ELEVEN-FOURTEEN TRAIN, HAVE YOUR CAR TO MEET, — GEORGINA.”



“Now, what the devil does she want?” he asked irritably. There was no love lost between brother and sister, for if they were not bad friends they were at least antagonistic to this extent, that Sir George greatly disliked — and in his dislike was a measure of fear — the caustic tongue of his relative. There were times when he found her useful and was not above employing her, but he had never, in his most tender, fraternal moments, contemplated inviting her to share his solitude at Pennwaring.

“I suppose we shall have to put her up. You can go down and meet her, Toady,” he said. “I shall go to town tomorrow, and you can entertain her.” Toady, by no means pleased at the prospect, muttered incoherently and vaguely of an engagement he himself had with a man.

“Let him wait,” said Sir George. “I cannot be bothered by Georgina and her infernal scandal.” Toady met the lady at the station with extravagant effusion.

“We have been looking forward to your coming,” he said, as he shook her limp hand; “and—”

“Don’t lie, Toady,” she said briskly. “George loathes and hates the idea of my coming, but he must put up with me for two days and it may be a very excellent thing for him that he does.”

She flounced into the car, and her meagre baggage was strapped on behind. Toady, after some attempts to make conversation without any better result than evoking a grunt or two from the lady, herself preoccupied, relapsed into silence.

As they were nearing the house Mrs. Gordon Thompson turned suddenly upon her companion.

“Is George going to win the Derby?”

“We all fervently hope so,” said her unwilling companion, cautiously.

“Sir George does not put his money on hopes,” she said in her incisive way. “He backs absolute certainties, and I am curious to know why he is so very sanguine about the chance of this horse of his.”

“Doubtless he will tell you,” said the diplomatic Toady Wilton, who had no desire to be cross-examined by this terrible lady.

He was relieved when the car came to a stop before the broad steps of the house. Sir George was waiting on the terrace above with a scowl which could be by no stretch of imagination construed into a look of welcome.

“Hullo!” he said, ungraciously, as the lady came up the steps, “what brings you down here?”

“Your fortune and future, George,” she replied shortly. “I could not bear to think of you alone here with no other person near you in your hour of trial than Toady; it kept me awake at night.”

He led the way to the library. Mrs. Gordon Thompson detested drawingrooms. She took a cigarette up from the box on the baronet’s desk without invitation, and lit it.

“You need not wait, Toady,” she said brusquely, and thus unceremoniously dismissed, the stout man waddled away heartily cursing Mrs. Gordon Thompson and her discourtesy, but having the good sense to utter his curses under his breath.

When they were left alone the baronet turned from his contemplation of the park through the window.

“Well, Georgina?” he asked.

“George,” she said, plunging straight into the matter at hand. “I think it is about time you married.”

“Exactly, why have you arrived at this startling conclusion?” he asked in surprise.

“I think a good marriage might save you from very serious trouble,” she said. “You see, I know enough about you and your little games to realise that you are always on the edge of the law, and that there is a danger that one of these days you will go tottering over to your destruction.”

“Have you got religion or something?” he asked curiously.

“Nothing so clean or wholesome,” replied the calm lady. “I am the same Georgina, unaltered and undiluted; I have come down on business — and virtue is a paying business, believe me.”

“And in what way are my virtues to be exercised?” he asked with a half smile.

“In a good, permanent marriage,” she replied, “with a lady worth half a million in her own right. How does that strike you?”

“It strikes me as being decidedly comic and reminiscent somewhat of the tales of my long departed youth,” said Sir George, stroking his fair, drooping moustache. “But where is the fair lady to be found? I must confess that I have sought her without any great measure of success for something like twenty years. But whilst beauty has been kind, the monied beauty has been cold, and even plutocratic plainness has shied in the face of my disinterested attentions.”

Mrs. Gordon Thompson composed herself on the edge of the settee, swinging her thin ankles in the sheer enjoyment of her ease.

“I think I have discovered her, and you can sail in and take her. She is in fairly poor circumstances, and there is nothing for you to do but to be the good and chivalrous knight who is prepared to marry beneath you, only “ She warned him with a shake of her finger. “Not only must you be prepared, but you must marry the lady and that as soon as possible.”

He looked at her through his half-closed eyes.

“Where do you come in, Georgina?” he asked quietly.

“I come in on the usual ten per cent, basis,” said his practical sister. “I don’t suppose you will be able to handle all the money she has, but at any rate you will be in a position in a year’s time to pay me a pretty substantial sum for my services. By the time the lady’s identity is revealed you should have established yourself in her affections to such good purpose that she would be willing to leave the management of her affairs in your kindly hands.”

“I see,” said Sir George. “And who is the lady and where is she to be found?—”

Mrs. Gordon Thompson’s smile was one of considerable amusement.

“You do not suppose for one moment that I should tell you that, do you?” she asked archily. “My dear George, what a simpleton you must think I am. No, I want this arrangement written down in black and white, and an agreement drawn up as between George Mortimer Maxwell Frodmere on the one part (hereinafter called the husband), and Georgina Heloise Gordon Thompson on the other part (hereinafter called the agent). It has to be set out in proper form, stamped and sealed and provided with all the safeguards which my ingenious lawyer can devise before I move a step in the matter.”

Sir George stood in his thoughtful attitude for some minutes, his hand caressing his moustache, his pale, blue eyes scrutinising his sister.

“There is an idea in that, Georgina,” he said with a mildness in noticeable contrast to his previous uncompromising attitude, “I have not so far been very fortunate with my marriage ventures.”

“You are not married?” she interrupted quickly. He shook his head with a smile.

“I am thinking of the attempts I have made to enter that holy and responsible state,” he explained. “So far they have proved abortive. I think your idea is distinctly promising,” he repeated, approvingly. “Now we will get to work at once, and I will have my lawyer draw up an agreement — I will wire him down to-day.”

“You might wire mine at the same time,” she suggested.

“That is not necessary, is it?” he asked in pained remonstrance.

“Awfully necessary when I am dealing with you, George,” she smiled. “You see I know you.”

“So you do,” he said, as though the idea struck him for the first time.

*

Sir George Frodmere did not leave for London the next morning as he had threatened, but Toady Wilton did, delighted at the opportunity the change in Sir George’s attitude afforded. There had been so much money come into the market lately for Down Under Donovan that Portonius had eased in price. It was a chance not to be lightly missed, and Toady Wilton was gathering up all his financial reserve to plunge upon Sir George Frodmere’s grey. He had good reason to be satisfied with his immediate prospects. Every trial they had had in the seclusion of Pennwaring Park had pointed unmistakably to the fact that Portonius would be an easy winner of the great classic. The Argentine importation seemed to have thrived on his work, and was relatively a better horse than he had ever been in his life. The only danger that the man had feared was that the change of climate would have produced a loss of form, and now that that danger had been dissipated it seemed in this admittedly poor year, when the three-year-old form was all topsy-turvy and the class of the horses engaged in the Derby so far below the average, that the spoils would come to Sir George’s party. Toady drove straight from the station to the office of his commission agent and was immediately shown in. The young man who sat behind the handsome desk bore no resemblance to the bookmaker of fiction. He was quietly dressed and his face was refined to a point of aestheticism.

His rimless eyeglasses, the absence of all jewellery, and the general decorum of his surroundings might have suggested to the uninitiated who had strolled into the office that he had made a mistake and had entered the sanctum of a young bank manager with literary tendencies.

“How is the horse?” he asked, as he pushed a silver cigarette box across the desk.

“As fit as anything,” replied Toady. “But the market is behaving in a queer way.”

Mr. Gursley nodded.

“I suppose you know that somebody is laying your horse?”

“Laying it?” replied the other. “Laying against it?—”

The commission agent nodded.

“You can get all the sixes you want about Portonius,” he said. “I could have had six thousand to a thousand or thirty thousand to five thousand if I had wanted it yesterday.”

“Who is the agent offering it?” asked Toady, eagerly. “Is he a man of substance?”

“Perfectly, he is not offering odds on his own behalf, you know,” said Mr. Gursley, with a smile. “He is acting for a client. I believe you could get the bet now if you wanted it.”

He pulled the telephone towards him, and called up a racing club in Jennyn Street.

“Mr. Payne?” he asked, and in a few moments the man he had inquired for was at the other end of the wire.

“You were offering thirty thousand to five Portonius for the Derby yesterday. Is the offer still open?”

“It is,” said the voice promptly.

Gursley covered the transmitter with his hand and looked up at Toady Wilton.

“Would you like to take that bet?”

Toady nodded.

“Lay me thirty thousand to five, Portonius,” said the commission agent, and, as he hung the receiver up, he said quietly:

“I suppose you know that you and your friends are pretty heavily committed?”

“What do we stand to lose?” asked Toady.

“Something like twenty thousand pounds,” said the other. “And so far I have only got about ten thousand of yours in hand.”

Toady smiled.

“Is it necessary or lawful that one should put one’s money down?” he asked pointedly.

“It is not lawful,” replied the quiet man, “but it is very necessary before I go any further. Even now I am not sure that I shall stand that bet I have made unless I have a deposit. You see, Mr. Wilton, when one is dealing in large sums one cannot be too careful. I know it is against the law for me to ask for a deposit, but I have only undertaken this commission on that understanding, and you will have to make up the balance required before tomorrow morning.”

“That is easily done,” said the other.

Soltykoff was in London, and Soltykoff would supply all deficiencies. Toady was ignorant at the time of Soltykoff’s individual and private investment on the horse. The stout man drove at once to the Russian’s hotel, and had the good fortune to find him. Mr. Soltykoff was in an obliging mood, and the transaction which resulted in the balance of the money being deposited with the commission agent, was completed within a quarter of an hour after Toady arrived.

“Of course, it is monstrous that he should ask for it,” said Toady, “and I doubt whether we will give him another commission, but our profit is going to be enormous my friend.”

“You may be sure,” said Soltykoff, “that if I did not think so I would not have risked my good money.”
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Here is no scene so stirring to the imagination and so full of food for the philosopher’s thought as Epsom Downs upon a Derby day.

The hill was black with people, the gay booths and the banners of the outside bookmakers made a patchwork of colour to relieve the sombre black of the great throng. Along the rails for half a mile beyond Tattenham Corner the people were packed like sardines and the elect club enclosure was uncomfortably thronged. Black, too, were the stands from roof to lowest tier; every box had its full complement, every vantage was crowded. Over all hung the low ceaseless roar of a quarter of a million people all talking at once, a roar pierced with the shrill cries of the layers or the inevitable blare of coach horns. There was a gay party in Eric Stanton’s box. Mary President was there you may be sure; Milton Sands and his secretary, the shy Janet Symonds, and John President, completed as cheery a party as was gathered that day on Epsom Downs. Mary gazed across the sea of humanity, her lips parted in wonder, her eyes filled with amazement at this extraordinary spectacle.

She turned to Eric, who stood behind her.

“It is very wonderful,” she said in a low voice, “and almost terrifying.”

He nodded.

“It terrifies me,” he said, “not so much the latent possibilities of the people as the infernal probabilities of this race.”

“But you think Down Under Donovan will win?” she said, looking up to him with a startled expression. He nodded.

“For myself I do,” he said, “but Milton Sands does not share my opinion.”

He turned to the Australian.

“I think I interpret your views aright,” he said. Milton shook his head.

“I did not say that you would not win the race; I simply said that Down Under Donovan would be beaten to-day.”

“I suppose you have to be mysterious,” said Eric, caustically. “It is part of the atmosphere of your calling.”

“You have got it,” said the cheery young man, and returned his gaze upon the crowd. Looking down into the club enclosure he picked out Sir George Frodmere and his crony. They stood together near the rails, in the one clear space that the ring offered, and they were talking earnestly. He wondered what common ground these two men found for tolerance of one another, and grinned as he saw Toady Wilton’s eye raised to the box to meet his, for on Toady’s face appeared the ugliest of scowls.

“You will scowl some before I have done with you,” said Milton, half to himself. He saw the jovial Soltykoff, beautiful to behold, with the shiniest of silk hats, and the largest of cigars. He was alone, and apparently he enjoyed his solitude. Here was another man, thought Milton Sands, to whom the events of this day would come in the nature of a shock. Some such possibility had occurred to Sir George Frodmere, and that was the topic of his conversation as he stood by the iron railings which divided the course from the enclosure.

“I don’t know what is going to happen to-day, Toady,” he said irritably. “But I have an uncomfortable feeling that things are not going as well as we hoped.”

“The market seems to think different,” said Toady Wilton, with good humour. “They are offering five to two on your horse, and it is difficult to get that price to any large money.”

“If I lose this race,” said Sir George, thoughtfully, “I’m afraid you will lose a good home, Toady.”

“What do you mean?” gasped Mr. Wilton in a panic, for he had a horror of change which reacted to his disadvantage.

“I mean just what I say,” said Sir George. “If I lose this I am going to get married.”

“Married?” repeated Toady, incredulously. “Whatever put that idea into your head?”

Sir George smiled.

“It was put into my head by a very commercial-minded friend of mine,” he said evasively. “But the origin of the idea is not likely to be of so much interest as the result.”

“Have you asked the lady?” demanded Toady curiously.

Sir George shook his head.

“There isn’t time for asking,” he said briefly, and the ugly little look which came into his face was not pleasant to see.

“As it happens,” he said, “the lady has her affections placed elsewhere and is unlikely to be moved by any argument of mine. I have made inquiries and have discovered this fact to my discomfort. It will be necessary to adopt a very desperate expedient smacking somewhat of mediaeval methods, but I hope you understand, Toady, that if anything goes wrong to-day our position is so desperate that it justifies all forms of minor desperation.”

“But nothing will go wrong,” said Toady fretfully.

“What is the matter? Is the horse?”

“The horse is all right,” said Sir George. “He is fitter now than ever he was in his life, and in my heart of hearts I think he will win, but there are other possibilities.”

“You are quite sure that the real Portonius went to Belgium?” asked Toady suddenly.

“Why do you ask that?” demanded Sir George, with a frown. “I have never had any doubts on the subject — have you?”

“I only made the remark at random,” said the other feebly.

“Then please don’t ask such jackass questions,” said the angry baronet. “I have enough to worry me without your evolving hypotheses.”

Sir George indeed stood at a moment of crisis. A pleasant and amiable villain, ever with an eye to the main chance, and with no scruples as to the means he should employ to grasp it, there had come to him, as there must come to every man who lives by his wits, a time which could not be tided over. He had reached the end of his resources. He had risked not only his meagre fortune, not only the influences which Soltykoff brought with his immense fortune and his unscrupulous methods, but he was risking also his personal liberty, and, curiously enough, what was to him the most important risk, his honour. To be warned off the Turf would have broken this man. Underlying his perversity were all the instincts of his class. He might cut a more gallant figure in the dock of the Old Bailey than he would in the “Racing Gazette.” He moved through the gateway on to the course, and strolled along to the paddock, and there he remained until the great space was thronged with the Derby crowd which had come to take its last look at the horses before the supreme ordeal.

“Here they come!”

There was a roar of voices as the field came out to parade in single file, each horse led by his stable attendant, each it seemed to the uninitiated eye fit to run for a ransom. A brave sight in the gorgeous June sunlight was the Derby field; jockeys gay and shimmering in their new silks, snow-white breeches against the polished coats of the horses; the suspense and the expectancy of it all. The parade was over all too soon for Mary President, and there was a long delay as the field threaded its way through the crowd across to the starting post. A longer delay there, for there were several horses which had not the slightest desire in the world to line up before the fluttering white tape.

Portonius was a conspicuous figure because of his colour. He was drawn on the outside and was one of the quietest of the horses there. Down Under Donovan, a little nervous, as though he realised the immense issues of the race, backed and sidled and twisted and turned under the patient hands of his jockey a dozen times before he consented to put his nose to the tapes, and then no sooner had he got up than Mangla, Lord Sanberry’s handsome chestnut, remembered some pressing engagement in the paddock and bolted in that direction. Again and again, with exemplary patience, the starter brought them into line, and then there was a whisk of white tape as it shot quivering into the air and the field leapt forward.

“They’re off.”

The roar of voices was deafening, almost menacing to Mary President’s ears. She felt her heart beating faster, the colour leaving her face, and the hands that rested on the ledge before her trembled. Eric was behind her, Milton Sands had disappeared. She wondered, even in that moment, why he should have missed this great race, but Milton’s interests were elsewhere at that moment. The field was all together as it raced up the hill, that stiff climb which is the first test of a Derby horse’s stamina. Samborino, the sprinting son of Sir Eager, had established a clear lead and was two lengths ahead of his field. After, came in one bunch, Mangla, Texter and Portonius the grey running smoothly on the outside, and at his heels, with no less freedom of action, came Down Under Donovan with long effortless strides.

“Donny is going well,” muttered John President, his glasses to his eyes, following the field as it came along the top of the ground on that one straight level gallop which gives a horse a chance to prepare for the trying downhill run. Now they were approaching the crucial part of the race. Positions changed rapidly; Mangla fell back a beaten horse as they started to descend to Tattenham Comer, and Texter raced up to Samborino! At the corner, as the field swung into the straight, Samborino was beaten; you saw him fall back as though he was stopping, and Texter, on the rails, took the lead clear of Portonius and Down Under Donovan, now racing neck to neck, with the rest of the field two lengths behind. It was obvious now that between these three horses lay the issue.

“It is going to be a fight,” said Eric, aquiver with excitement.

Then the grey came up to the leader and Down Under Donovan took his place on the outside of the three, and so head to head, they came to the distance where the jockeys sat down to ride their charges in grim earnest, with hand and heel, but with never the lift of a whip, pushing their mounts desperately to the last stretch. The roar of the crowd was almost deafening, it seemed impossible that it could increase in volume, yet suddenly it did, almost with a whoop, as Texter faltered and fell back, leaving Down Under Donovan and the grey to fight out the finish.

“Don’t whip him, don’t whip him,” muttered John President, his eyes blazing with excitement. “Let him run his race.”

It was as though he was speaking into the jockey’s ear, and so well had his instructions been given, and so perfectly disciplined was the rider, that he obeyed those instructions. Now the whip was up on’ the grey. Twice it descended and he forged ahead; his neck was in front.

“Now,” roared John President.

As if in obedience, the jockey on Down Under Donovan raised his whip. Only once it fell upon the horse’s withers, and he leapt ahead. Neck and neck the jockeys rode with their hands, the winning post less than half a dozen yards away. Before either could raise whip again they had flashed past, head to head.

“I think it was a dead heat,” said Eric, white with excitement. For an instant a deadly silence held the crowd, then slowly a number rose by the judge’s box.

Portonius had won by a head. Eric turned swiftly to the old man. His face was set and he looked terribly aged, every line in his healthy countenance seemed deeper than it had been before, but there was one in the box who had the means of restoring his colour. Milton Sands came quickly through the door and caught him by the arm.

“Mr. President,” he said in a low voice, “I want one word with you.”

Whatever that was, it had a most tonic effect, and as Mary President went to her grandfather and laid her hand on his arm, her eyes, filled with tears, upturned to his, he was smiling.

“I am so sorry, dear,” she whispered.

“Don’t be sorry yet, my darling,” he patted her cheeks. “You are going to see strange developments.”

The crowd had surged on to the course now, a great throng of twenty thousand people stood solid before the unsaddling enclosure, and it was with difficulty that the police cleared a way for the returning horses.

Your Derby crowd is delightfully impartial. They offer applause indiscriminately, and Portonius came back with Sir George leading him to the accompaniment of the same cheers which would have greeted the owner of any other victorious horse.

The favourite had won the Derby. As men were talking excitedly, complacently or bitterly, according to their temperaments or the effect the result had had upon their finances, the news was being flashed forth to the world, throbbing presses of Fleet Street were flinging out their sheets by the thousand to tell the stay-at-home punter. Cables were humming under a dozen seas, carrying the news to the far quarters of the earth, “Portonius has won the Derby.”

The jockey was on the scales under the eyes of the stewards. The clerk of the scales had the words “All right,” framed on his tongue — words that would result in a settlement and the exchange of hundreds of thousands of pounds, when Milton Sands pushed his way into the weighing-room and handed a sheet of paper to the senior steward. The steward read, looked up quickly at the clerk of the scales.

“Don’t give the ‘All right’ yet,” he said, and read aloud:

“I object to Portonius on the ground that he is the four-year-old horse, El Rey, imported from the Argentine.”

If a bombshell had fallen in the midst of that chattering, excited throng of people which filled the weighing-room, it could not have created a greater sensation.

Over the babel of sound in the rings, a clear voice called: “Objection.”

A few minutes later all Epsom knew, as a board with that ominous word was hoisted on the number frame.

Objection! what could be the objection? Toady Wilton, blanched and shaking, known to be in the confidence of Sir George, could only shake his head when he was asked the question.

“There was no bumping,” said Lord Chanderson, in wonder, to Eric Stanton. “It was a clean run race, so far as I could see, from end to end. What is the ground for the objection?”

“I am as much in the dark as you are,” said Eric. “It must be something pretty bad, otherwise Mr. President would be the last man in the world to object.”

Sir George Frodmere faced his accuser apparently unmoved and unshaken.

“It is a most preposterous suggestion,” he said easily, “and an iniquitous one; you may be sure that I shall seek redress in another place.”

The genial steward of the Jockey Club, nodded his head, gravely.

“In the meantime, Sir George,” he said dryly, “there is the accusation and there is the evidence of our veterinary surgeon that in his opinion, having made a casual examination of the horse outside, that he is a four-year-old.”

“Even that is no proof,” said Sir George, calmly. “It is not enough that I should be under suspicion, you must have proof. What proof has this man got? I understand,” he sneered, “that Mr. Milton Sands is the accredited agent of Mr. John President; a happy combination. The one is an exconvict, the other an adventurer of a peculiarly unpleasant type.”

“I have all the proofs you want, Sir George,” said Milton, unmoved by the outburst. “In the first place, I have the purser of the ship which brought El Rey to England. He will swear that this is the horse he landed, and will also swear that you offered him two hundred pounds a week to go to Moscow till the race was over. As a matter of fact,” he smiled, “Mr. Delane was on his way to Moscow when I had the good fortune to persuade him to take another course, and to put your money in a bank so that he might not be in any way accused of acting in bad faith.”

“The stewards are hardly likely to take the word of a purser,” said Sir George. He was fighting desperately for time. If he could only get this objection overridden, if he could only get a little breathing space, he might yet pull through.

“If this is not Portonius,” he said, “perhaps you will produce the real Portonius.”

“That I am very pleased to do,” said Milton.

He led the way to the unsaddling enclosure. As the horse had been led out to the paddock, another had taken its place, a young horse, sheeted from head to tail.

“Here is the real Portonius,” said Milton, quietly, and at a nod the attendant stripped the sheets and Sir George saw. There was no doubt of it, this was Portonius, a happier and a more healthy horse than when he had last seen him, thanks to the care which Milton Sands had lavished upon his “find.”

“There is no doubt about that?”

It was the senior steward who spoke.

“I remember this horse; he ran in the Brocklesbury Stakes last year, at Lincoln. He has a peculiar growth on the off hind leg. I remarked on it at the time, and I looked for it in the unsaddling place today, and thought it must have been removed.”

He walked round the horse. “This is Portonius,” he repeated. “Now, Sir George?”

Sir George shrugged his shoulders.

“I wash my hands of the matter,” he said. “If you rob me of the race, I am not in a position to combat you. I can only promise you that if this objection is sustained, I shall take the matter to law.” With no other word, he skulked through the narrow passage which led to the roadway outside.

On the down, ten thousand race glasses were levelled at the noticeboard which at that moment was being hoisted in the number frame.

Objection to Portonius, for fraudulent entry, sustained.

Race awarded to Down Under Donovan.

Samborino placed third.
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“It seems too wonderful,” said Mary President.

Her eyes were blazing with excitement. “And we have really won the Derby?”

“You have really won the Derby,” said Eric, smiling down into her face, tenderly. “I wonder if the winning of the Derby brings in its train any of the joy which I experienced when I found I had won you?”

She pressed his arm gently, and through her tears, smiled bravely — it was an effort on her part to retain her self-possession at this wonderful moment.

“I cannot understand how you discovered this fraud,” said Eric, when some calm had been restored in the party.

“I did not discover it, exactly,” said Milton with unusual modesty. “I was put on the track by a newspaper paragraph which I found in an obscure South American paper. I went down to Tilbury and watched the disembarkation of the horse and guessed the rest. I followed Sir George and his friends, and thanks to my curiosity, I was enabled to watch the horse being stabled. It meant climbing on to a roof and performing I don’t know how many acrobatic antics,” he smiled. “But I got there. I watched the stable the whole of the day. My only fear was that the real Portonius would be destroyed, but when at night I saw the unfortunate animal being led out by a half-drunken rascal, I guessed what the plan was. The rest was easy,” his lips twitched at the recollection. “I regard Portonius as my own property, at any rate I must have the matter settled by the stewards of the Jockey Club. On a strict point of law, I think I should establish my claim — I rather think I should like to be a racehorse owner. Anyway, I shall base my claim upon the fact that I was under contract to hold the horse for so many minutes, the consideration being, I think, the price of a drink. The other contracting party having broken his part of the agreement, am I entitled to keep the horse?”

“I think you have a chance of establishing your claim,” laughed Eric. “However, it will not come into a court of law. What will happen to Sir George? He will be warned off, of course.”

Milton nodded.

A telegraph boy stepped into the box at that moment with a message, and Milton’s hand went out for it, automatically.

“You are not expecting wires here, are you?” asked Eric in surprise.

“I am expecting wires everywhere,” said the other cheerfully.

He tore open the brown envelope and read its contents.

They seemed to afford him intense satisfaction, and he was smiling all over his face as he folded the form and put it in his waistcoat pocket.

“Excuse me a moment.”

He went out of the box and made a hurried way to the telegraph office.

Eric turned to the girl. “Milton is very full of himself, to-day,” he said. Then— “Would you like to go home now?” he asked.

She shook her head.

“No, the excitement has not affected me in that way,” she said.

She put out her hand on to the ledge of the box and he held it.

“I want to see the rest of the racing. I think I shall be sufficiently calm by the time the day is over. It has been a wonderful day for me,” she said, softly.

How wonderful, she was yet to know. How full that Derby day was of surprises, of nearly tragedies, of shattered ambitions and newfound hopes, was not revealed for some time.

There came a knock at the door, and a uniformed messenger came in, cap in hand.

“Miss Symonds,” he said, looking inquiringly from one to the other.

Janet jumped up.

“Yes?”

“You are wanted,” said the attendant.

The girl flushed. She had been rather hurt at Milton’s neglect of her that day, though it was stupid to have any feeling in the matter, she told herself.

But human beings, when they are in love, are not particularly logical, and she welcomed this little attention to her all the more, because she had been harbouring just the faintest resentment at Milton’s neglect. She followed the man along the corridor and down the stairs into the crowded entrance of the grand stand.

“Who wants me?” she asked, though she had no doubt in her own mind.

“A gentleman, miss,” said the man. “He told me particularly to bring you to him.”

He pushed a way through the crowd to a car drawn up at the kerb.

The girl hesitated.

“Where has he gone?” she asked, in surprise.

“It is all right, miss,” said the driver. He was flushed of face and looked as if he had been drinking, Janet thought. She did not recognise the adaptable Mr. Buncher who could train a Derby winner or, at a pinch, drive a car with equal facility.

“He is waiting for you on the road.”

She got into the car quickly. It was not Milton’s, so far as she knew. She had come to Epsom with John President’s party and this might very well be Eric’s, or one which Milton had hired for the day. At any rate, she had no time to ask questions or to feel any particular trepidation as the result of her little journey. Possibly Milton had chosen this more or less tactless way of making his escape from the party, and wanted her companionship on his road to town. Besides, what harm could befall her on these crowded downs? The car moved slowly along the congested road, crossed the course near the five-furlong post, skirted the South Eastern Railway Station and made for the open road across Banstead Downs. The machine was travelling at full speed, and after ten minutes she began to get alarmed and tapped on the window. But the chauffeur took no notice and did not so much as turn his head. She tapped again, but still the man ignored the signal. She lowered one of the windows and leaned out.

“Where are you taking me?” she asked sharply. The man muttered something which she could not catch. She realised from his tone and his manner towards her that it was useless to ask. The girl was alarmed, yet she could not bring herself to believe that anybody harboured designs against her safety and well-being.

There must be some mistake, or perhaps Milton had gone on some special business which needed her help and had sent a message for her to follow. The driver was just stupid or dense. She would compose herself, so she said, to await the outcome of the journey with patience. Yet there was within her a fear which amounted almost to panic. She knew that Milton Sands had enemies, she had guessed, rather than been told, that there was some plot on foot of a desperate character to rob John President. Men who were concerned in such villainies would be capable of any other. Her terror was renewed when the car made a turn and doubled back on its tracks, heading once more for London.

In the meantime, Sir George Frodmere had made the best of his way to a car which stood waiting for him at the back of the cheap stands. He had no time to wait for Toady Wilton, and, indeed, gave him scarcely a thought. He was deeply concerned in his own deplorable position. This meant the end of things for him, a warning-off notice, as sure as the sun would rise in the east and set in the west….

Ruin too, of a more material kind, for creditors were clamouring insistently.

A man who had a very few expensive tastes, and an estate which cost less for its upkeep than most properties of its kind, it was remarkable that Sir George Frodmere, who “gave nothing away,” in the phrase of the Turf, should find himself so heavily involved.

He was a gambler who lost very little, since he was always playing for safety. He never made a friend who did not pay dividends, he had none of the expensive vices of his class, yet he was of that improvident nature which dissipates volume in line spray. He must find a way out, and at once. He had been dragged into the open, all his precautions, all his furtive scheming, had not availed him. He stood in the glare of publicity, a rogue, touching the utmost degrees of roguery; what else he did was unimportant. He heard his name called and turned. Milton Sands was walking quickly after him. Sir George stood, with unmoved face, watching the approach of the man who had ruined him.

“What do you want?” he asked harshly.

“I thought I would see you before you went. I have an item of news which will interest you,” said Milton.

“I am sufficiently interested in the items you have provided,” drawled Sir George Frodmere, with a look of malignity in his eye.

“But this is of particular interest,” smiled the other, “both to yourself and to your friend Soltykoff.”

It was at that moment that Buncher passed, buttoning up his chauffeur’s coat, and a significant look was exchanged between the two men. Sir George became suddenly affable.

“Any item of interest which you can give me will be appreciated,” he said. “Though I must warn you I have much to occupy my mind between here and London.”

“I will be as brief as possible,” said Milton, “and all that I say is merely to urge upon you the important fact that you and your friend Soltykoff have to face an enormous disappointment. John President’s formula has been found.”

“Found!” gasped the baronet incredulously.

“The man who stole it,” Milton went on, “has gracefully restored it and it is now in the possession of the Lyons Committee.”

“Who was the man?”

“As to that, I cannot inform you,” said the other, with a twinkle in his eye. “You yourself may have some suspicion, and if you have, let me tell you that your suspicion is justified. It is enough to say that the gentleman who extracted the formula and some twenty-thousand pounds in French banknotes from M. Soltykoff, has, in a moment of penitence, made tardy reparation.”

“Kitson?” said Sir George, quickly.

Milton shook his head.

“I can tell you no more,” he said. “But you have learnt sufficient to be able to shock M. Soltykoff.”

Sir George interrupted him, and a slow smile dawned upon his face.

“I always forget that you are a private detective,” he said lightly. “Let me see, you are engaged in quite a number of important commissions, are you not?”

“A few,” said Milton, with extravagant modesty. “And that I have been fairly successful, you will agree. I have detected the greatest fraud in horse-racing that we have seen this decade. I have unravelled the mystery of the stolen formula, and there is only one piece of work which remains to be completed.”

“That piece of work being the discovery of Miss Stanton, as I gather,” smiled Sir George, and there was, obvious and apparent amusement in his eyes.

Milton saw the look and grew alert. In this hour of the baronet’s humiliation, it needed something more than an ordinary cause to inspire his mordant humour, for the vicious joy in his eyes was plain to be seen.

“I can only wish you luck in your last enterprise,” he said, as he stepped into his car. “There is an old saying that the third time pays for all.”

“I don’t quite follow you,” said Milton.

“You soon will in more senses than one,” replied the baronet, and jerked his head in signal to the driver.

Milton stood looking after the car in thought, then he shook his head slowly and made his way back to the box.



XX. Kidnapped!


Table of Contents


Milton Sands went slowly back to the box of his friends. He noted the absence of Janet and remarked upon it.

Mary President smiled.

“She will not get lost,” she said. “There are quite a number of people from whom she can inquire the way back.”

She pulled her chair up to the edge of the box and looked down upon the course. The police were busily clearing it for the next race, but the excitement engendered by the disqualification of the Derby winner, had not died down. You detected it in a shriller buzz of talk from the crowd and the excited gesticulations of the men in the ring. It was responsible for an almost complete absence of wagering on the next event. Little tightly-wedged groups had formed in the various rings. They were in no mood for selling plate events, these racing men; there was too much to discuss for them to concentrate their attention upon the probability of a patched-up plater winning a five-furlong sprint. John President was absent too, he was in the paddock attending to his horse.

“It is a great day for us,” said Eric.

“How great, I don’t think you know,” smiled Milton Sands.

“Perhaps Janet is with grandfather,” suggested Mary President suddenly. “She went out soon after he left.”

Milton nodded. He was not troubled about the absence of the girl. There came a timid knock at the door, and it opened slowly. Milton’s eyebrows rose, for the man in the doorway was Mr. Toady Wilton, white and shaking.

“May I come in?” he asked, humbly.

Milton exchanged a swift glance with Eric Stanton.

“Come in, please,” he said coldly.

Mr. Wilton was conscious of the chilly atmosphere into which he had stepped, and wriggled uncomfortably.

“I feel that I ought to make an apology,” he began, hesitatingly, and in such a flutter of agitation that the girl pitied him.

“That is not exactly the end which I saw to to-day’s happenings, but I ask you to believe me, Mr. Stanton, when I say that I knew nothing of this fraud. It has come as a great shock and a great surprise to me,” he went on, eagerly. “And I do not know how I can face my friends after so terrible an occurrence.”

Eric said nothing. On Milton’s face was a look of curiosity; he wondered how far this stout man would go to save his own neck, and he was to learn that Mr. Wilton had no intention of sacrificing himself if any confession might restore him in the good graces of his sometime patron.

“It has been terrible,” Mr. Wilton went on, mopping his brow with a silk handkerchief and shaking his head mournfully. “I do not know how I have lived through this afternoon. I never suspected Sir George of anything so — may I say villainous?” He cast a pathetic, pleading glance at Mary President. “But,” he went on, “if I cannot undo the harm my — Sir George has done, I can at least prevent him doing a greater mischief.”

He licked his dry lips, and glanced from one face to another for some encouragement to proceed. From Eric, remembering the tragedy of his mothers life, he received none, but Milton’s nod was an invitation which he accepted with some eagerness.

“I had a talk with Buncher,” Toady went on. He still stood in the doorway with his hands on the handle, as though ready to fly at the slightest explosion on the part of his outraged host. “And Buncher, thinking I was more in the confidence of Sir George than I am, has revealed the plot. I might even term it an infamous plot,” again he glanced at Mary President’s face, and there was a twinkle in the girl’s eyes. She was genuinely amused at his change of attitude. She could not help contrasting it with the easy familiarity which he had displayed on that memorable afternoon at Sandown Park.

“And what is this infamous plot?” asked Milton. He anticipated no more than a further elaboration of the El Rey swindle.

Toady shrugged his shoulders.

“Of course I knew nothing about it, you understand.”

“I understand quite well,” said Milton, blandly, “that you were a perfectly innocent agent.”

“Not even an agent,” corrected the other, hastily. “I tell you I was in complete ignorance. Of course, Sir George has told me to-day that he is going to get married, but I did not suspect—”

“Married,” said Milton, in surprise. “This is a new one on me; who is the lady?”

Toady stammered and went red; again sought Eric’s face with a pleading glance.

“I have only an idea as to how Sir George discovered the identity of the lady, but his sister was apparently at the bottom of it all. She called at your office.”

“I wish you would tell a straightforward story,” said Milton, impatiently. “I know Mrs. Gordon Thompson called at my office and talked a great deal of nonsense about the detective business to my friend, Miss Symonds.”

“And something else, I think,” said Toady, gaining a little confidence. “She discussed with your secretary something about identifying marks, and your secretary told her about a certain snake she had around her ankle.”

Milton sprang up as if he had been shot.

“Snake round her ankle,” he gasped. “Tell me, tell me!” He grasped the other by the coat and almost shook him in his excitement. “Is that the girl he is going to marry?”

Toady could only nod his head helplessly.

“When is he going to marry her?” asked Milton, quickly.

“At once,” replied Toady. “A motor car… taking her away this afternoon…

that is the plot.”

“What does it mean?” asked Eric Stanton quickly, looking at the white face of the other.

“It means,” said Milton, in a low voice, “that Janet Symonds is your sister, and if what this man says is true, she is now in the hands of Sir George Frodmere.”

In two strides he was through the door and striding along the corridor. There was no advantage in looking hereabouts for the girl, he ran along to the garage at the end of the grand stand building, found his own chauffeur standing at the gateway with a group of others, watching the animated scene which the crowded approach to the stands presented.

“Get out the car, at once,” said Milton, then— “Have you seen Miss Symonds?”

The man nodded.

“She went past here in a car, about ten minutes ago, sir.”

“Who was with her?”

“She was by herself, as far as I could see,” replied the man. “It was a closed car. I happened to be standing here and just caught a glimpse of her as she went away.”

A description of the car did not help him to trace the girl any further. Motor cars had been leaving and arriving by the hundred all day, but, where the road crosses the course, a police inspector was able to recall such a car as Milton was able to describe and confirmed the identification by a description of the chauffeur. Beyond this, however, no trace of the unwilling fugitive could be found, and Milton returned to the stand to find Eric waiting impatiently. He shook his head in answer to the young man’s anxious inquiry. Toady Wilton still formed a member of the party, a semidetached member, in the party though not of it.

“You are the only man who can give me any information,” said Milton, sharply. “I want to know all the places to which Sir George Frodmere is likely to take this lady.”

Slowly Toady Wilton recited a list of the baronet’s haunts, and to each Milton shook his head.

“There is only one place I can think of,” said Toady, after he had exhausted the list, “and he is not likely to take her there.”

“Where is that?”

“He has a houseboat on the Thames,” said Toady. “A ramshackle affair, a few miles east of Reading, but, of course, that is absurd.”

“Exactly where is it?” asked Milton, quickly. Toady gave a brief topographical sketch of the houseboat’s position.

“But it is not the sort of place he would be likely to take her,” he repeated. “I was there only a few weeks ago. The place has no furniture and is a leaky old tub of a thing that will sink at its moorings one of these days. Besides,” he went on, “Mayton’s — the furniture people, you know — wanted three hundred pounds to furnish it.”

“When did he ask Mayton’s to do this?” demanded Milton.

Toady shook his head.

“I only saw their letter the day before yesterday,” he said. “It may have been written a week ago, I did not notice the date.”

Milton thought, and to think was to act. His car carried him into Epsom town and to the post-office telephone. There was some difficulty in getting connected with London, on this busiest of days, but, after a fretful wait he was connected with the great furnishers. Yes, they had had an order from Sir George Frodmere to refurnish this boat, and the work had been accomplished in record time.

Milton hung up the receiver.

“That is our objective,” he said.

Two hours’ run brought them to Reading. They passed through the town as fast as the local regulations would allow them, and came to the solitary stretch of river where one unattractive houseboat rode at its solitary moorings.

Eric leapt from the car, followed by Milton. They crossed the rough cart track which led to the houseboat. Here, however, a shock was in store. The houseboat was fully occupied. There were two or three girls on its upper deck and a stout man smoking a cigar standing on the bank with his hands in his trousers pockets, watched with curiosity the arrival of the party.

“Yes,” he said, in answer to the inquiry. “This is Sir George Frodmere’s houseboat, but it has been hired by me for a month.”

Milton’s heart sank.

“I brought my family down to-day,” said the man. He had a fine, rolling voice, a declamatory manner, and a trick of gesticulation.

“I am looking for a young lady,” said Milton, “a Miss Symonds.”

The man shook his head.

“She is not on our boat,” he said, courteously. “If you would care to go on board you are perfectly at liberty to do so.”

But Milton, sick at heart, knew such a quest was useless.

“You are not expecting anybody?” he asked.

“Nobody at all,” said the man, politely.

“I am sorry to have troubled you,” said Milton, and the two men made their way back across the field to the waiting car.

“I somehow banked on finding her there,” said Milton Sands, in a low voice. “It is not the reward I am seeking, because finding your sister means losing her.”

“What do you mean?” asked the other, quietly.

“I think you understand,” said Milton Sands, “that Janet and I were engaged, I cannot ask her to marry me, a penniless adventurer, a man guilty of most of the minor crimes, a gambler and a spendthrift,” he shook his head.

“But why shouldn’t you ask her to marry you now? With all these disadvantages you had no hesitation in asking her before,” said Eric Stanton, looking at him gravely.

“Then she was a penniless girl, now she is a rich woman,” said Milton. “That is quite sufficient, so far as I am concerned, I cannot ask her or ask you to make such a sacrifice.”

“You are talking great nonsense,” said Eric Stanton with a smile. “When you find my sister, and if she is still willing to marry you, there is no reason in the world why you should not.”

He held out his hand, and Milton grasped it in silence.

“We will get some dinner at Reading,” he said, after awhile, as they were entering the outskirts of the town. “Starvation will not help us.”

They found an hotel and had a needed meal. Telegraph and telephone brought them in touch with the world. Scotland Yard had received instructions, and had issued orders, but no sign of the missing car had been reported. Detectives had been despatched to Pennwaring to watch the place and every known rendezvous of Sir George Frodmere had been carefully picketed.

“We had better stay here for the night,” said Milton. “It is central enough, and all Frodmere’s interests are in the West of England.”

Eric agreed; they might as well stay here as go back to town.

Whilst they were discussing their plans, a scene of considerable interest was being enacted on the houseboat. The guests were all assembled in the big saloon. There were two present whom Milton had not seen. Had he caught a glimpse of Bud Kitson’s square jaws or the peaked, sharp face of Mrs. Bud Kitson, a light might have dawned upon him, and the significance of the carefully-posed group he had seen.
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East of Reading is an uninteresting stretch of river, and by the lowlying meadows, inundated whenever the river rose above its normal height, the grimy old houseboat had not left its moorings within living memory, for the very good reason, so local tradition had it, that any attempt to move her would result in disaster and wreck.

It had originally been the property of two maiden ladies of Putney who found therein seclusion and relief from the hustle which the motorbus and electric tramway had introduced to that once sedate suburb, and when, after the curious custom of maiden-lady sisters, they had died within a fortnight of one another, the property had come into the market, Sir George Frodmere had purchased the houseboat and the strip of field adjoining the river for a song, hoping to turn over his purchase at a profit. But the busy weeks and the events which had preceded the Derby had prevented him from devoting attention to his crazy purchase, and the boat swayed deserted and tenantless on the recurring tides until four days before the Derby was decided, when there had arrived a pantechnicon laden with furniture and a squad of men from a London decorator, and these had worked feverishly to make the old houseboat as homelike and as habitable as possible. The final touches were directed by a man who spoke with a strong American accent and a sharp-featured woman who accompanied him.

The houseboat was approached by a cart-track across the fields, which joined a little-frequented branch road. It was with some trepidation that Janet Symonds felt the car bumping over this uneven roadway. She had got beyond any illusion as to her position. She was a prisoner; Buncher had made it plain enough when he had stopped to replenish his petrol on a lonely part of the Bath Road.

“You have got to keep quiet and make no disturbance, do you see?” he said, threateningly. “I have been ordered to take you to Mr. Milton Sands. If you don’t believe that you have got to disbelieve it, but I ain’t going to have any trouble with you.”

At the journey’s end, as he half pulled her out of the car, the girl stepped back as she caught sight of the uninviting houseboat and the dull silver of the river, but Bud Kitson was at hand and a no less persuasive Mrs. Bud Kitson, who had little patience and a sharp tongue.

The room in which Janet found herself was the lounge of the houseboat, a spacious apartment, lighted by electricity — the renovations had even included the restoring of an ancient battery — and furnished comfortably.

“Where is Mr. Sands?” she asked.

She held tight to that one illusion for her reason’s sake.

“You will have to wait a bit before you see him,” answered the man, roughly. “I guess there is a lot of us who want to see Mr. Milton Sands. I for one.” He tapped his chest and leant across the table, his huge jaw stuck out menacingly. “He put me in jail, did you know that, kid? Into Portland Prison, and I was there for three days before they found out the low trick he played upon me. I want to see Mr. Sands all right, but I guess that will have to wait.”

“Who has brought me here?” asked the girl, faintly.

“You have come here for a good reason, and if you are a good girl you will go away again just as you have come,” the woman broke in. “There is a gentleman who is very much in love with you, though why he should worry himself about poor trash of a typist I don’t know,” she added contemptuously. “You had better see your room,” she went on, and led the way along a narrow alleyway to another cabin half the size of the saloon, furnished in readiness for the girl’s reception.

It struck her there, as it had occurred to her in the sitting room, that the place had been newly furnished, but she could find no fault, either with the completeness of the arrangements for her reception, or with the quality of the furniture supplied. As she stepped into the room the door closed behind her, and she heard the click of the key turned in the lock.

The one window of the cabin faced the bank. Between her and liberty was a stretch of dark water. So much she discovered from a hasty reconnaissance. She might attract the attention of such passersby as happened along, but she knew instinctively she could only take that desperate course at her peril. She could but wait patiently for developments to learn the extent of her danger. It was near to midnight when she heard the sound of a car being driven over the rough road, and heard men speaking in low tones. She saw the dark form of a man cross the strip of gangway plank from the shore to the boat, and almost immediately following that a knock came at her door and the voice of a woman asked if she was awake. She was not only awake but dressed, and following a moment of hesitation, she stepped through the open door and followed her wardress, for such she was, along the alleyway to the big saloon.

She recognised the man who stood at one end of the long table, although she had only seen him once before in her life. But there was no mistaking Sir George Frodmere, with his colouring and the droop of his carefully brushed moustache, the monocle in his eye and the peculiar freshness of his complexion. He bowed gravely to her as she entered, and at a nod from him the other two occupants of the room made a discreet exit.

“Why have I been brought here?”

Her voice was calm and level, and betrayed nothing of her fear.

He looked at her thoughtfully. She was much more beautiful than he had expected.

“My dear young lady,” he began in his suave voice. “I regret the necessity for bringing you here at all, but you are young,” he smiled, “and possibly romantic, and you will understand my somewhat peculiar situation when I tell you all the facts of the case, and, understanding, you will, perhaps, not only sympathise with but help me.”

She was silent; she could gain nothing by breaking in upon his narrative, and she was content to wait until he had exposed his hand. After that….

“Won’t you sit down?” he invited her.

“I prefer to stand.”

“Which means that I am to stand also,” he smiled easily. “Still, I do not mind, I have been sitting for a long time. You probably know me.”

“You are Sir George Frodmere,” she said, and he nodded.

“That is my name. You probably know something of my family history?” He looked at her keenly, but she shook her head.

“I do not know anything about you, Sir George,” she replied.

She was temporising, to secure what advantage she could from this interview. That she was terribly frightened she even admitted to herself; she was in a position of the gravest danger, she could not doubt that fact.

“You may not be aware,” said Sir George, “that I am the heir to a very large sum of money, to half a million, to be exact,” he went on carelessly, “and that my inheritance is contingent upon my being married at a certain age. Hitherto,” he shrugged his shoulders, “I have felt no desire to embarrass myself with a wife. That sounds ungallant,” he smiled, “but I think you will understand what I mean.”

She nodded. She knew enough of Sir George’s private character to realise what an embarrassment a wife might be.

“The day after tomorrow,” Sir George went on, “I shall be thirty-eight. On my thirty-eighth birthday I must be a married man. I have suddenly awakened to this important crisis in my affairs, to find myself quite unprepared for the situation. It was only yesterday that my lawyer reminded me of the imperative necessity for an early marriage. And so,” he spoke slowly and deliberately, “faced with the urgent and painful position, I must make a hasty choice, but, as I believe, a happy choice, for I have chosen you.”

“Me?” she gasped in astonishment.

“You,” he repeated gravely, nodding his head. “You, because I have learnt something of the hard times you have had, and because you have all the qualities which are particularly attractive to me.” She laughed, genuinely amused.

“But this is absurd, Sir George,” she said. “I could not possibly marry you under any circumstances.”

“I think you underrate the possibilities of life,” he replied easily. “Frankly, I want a wife whom I can leave at the church door.”

He was searching her face all the time, on the lookout for some sign of doubt or hesitation, but, so far, the signs were not encouraging.

“A wife I can leave at the church door,” he repeated with emphasis. “To that wife I am prepared to hand, as a marriage portion, the sum of a hundred thousand pounds.”

“But,” said the girl, frowning in wonder, “there are hundreds of girls who would jump at your offer, Sir George, hundreds of girls who have not—”

He saw the flush come into her face and die away again, and gathered that she had hastily suppressed the confession of her love for Milton Sands at that moment.

“There are hundreds of girls,” he repeated, “but not the girl I want, and women whom I could not trust. In you, I have found one who possesses all the qualities which I require, and,” he shrugged his shoulders, “I repeat, you would have perfect liberty to leave me at the church door with a cheque for a hundred thousand pounds.”

She looked at him steadily.

“You seem to forget, Sir George,” she said, quietly, “that for some months I have been working with Mr. Milton Sands, in his office.”

“I do not see how that affects me,” said Sir George.

“It affects you to this extent,” she replied, in the same level tone, “that Mr. Sands, in the exercise of his new profession, and with the object of educating me that I might be of greater assistance to him, has given me a very comprehensive outlook upon the criminal world. He has taught me,” she went on, still in the same quiet tone, “to meet every artifice which the confidence trickster employs. I do not think your story differs very materially from any I have heard.”

A dull red came into the baronet’s cheeks. The words cut him like a whip.

“You don’t believe me, Miss Symonds?”

“Frankly, I don’t,” she replied.

“Will you believe this “? he said, his voice hardening. “That you are going to marry me within two days, and that I have obtained a special licence with that object.”

“I would find that very difficult indeed to believe,” she replied, her breath coming faster.

“You are relying upon Milton Sands to save you from the necessity,” he went on, with a little smile. “I don’t think I should place too much reliance upon that quarter. You can do much for yourself, for me, and for your friends. I assure you that your marriage to me will be of tremendous financial advantage to Mr. Sands.”

“I do not think we need discuss that any further,” said the girl, with quiet dignity. “You cannot marry a woman against her will.”

With that she turned and walked back to her cabin, and Sir George made no further attempt to speak to her. An hour later, Mrs. Kitson tapped at the door and came in with a tray containing a delicious supper.

“You can eat this without any fear,” she said.

The girl had refused all offers of refreshment since she had left Epsom, and was feeling famished, and the smell of the viands was very enticing. There was, in addition to an excellent supper, tastily served, a small porcelain jug of chocolate — an excellent vehicle for the administration of certain preparations of morphia….

*

It seemed to her that she had sunk into a heavy, dreamless sleep, yet troubled with strange, indefinable discomforts which finally took shape in a bright light before her eyes. She put her hand up to veil off the offending glare and was conscious that something was upon her finger which had not been there before, then she came to her senses swiftly, and sat staring at the shining gold ring upon the third finger of her hand. She looked round, dazed and shaken. She was in the saloon, the centre of a silent group. The baronet was there eyeing her strangely, Kitson and his wife were unmoved spectators to her distress, but it was the fourth man whose presence brought her to her feet, her hands at her throat, and her eyes staring. A man of medium height, sparsely framed and white of hair, it was his garb which sent a sickening sense of horror to her heart. He was a clergyman.

“What — what?” she gasped.

“Aren’t you feeling well, Lady Frodmere?” asked the man.

“Lady Frodmere,” she repeated dully.

“Lady Frodmere,” said Sir George, “you are now my wife.”

“But I have not married you.”

The clergyman smiled.

“I am afraid, young lady, you are a little upset,” he said. “I have married you to Sir George Frodmere with your full consent.”

“It is impossible, impossible,” she cried. “You could not have done this. I did not answer, I was unwilling. I did not want—”

The clergyman shook his head.

“You answered every question I put to you, young lady,” he said. “I do not, as a rule, officiate or take part in midnight weddings, but I can assure you that you are Lady Frodmere.”

The girl fell back in the chair, shaking in every limb.

It was a horrible thought. What had they done to her that she could act so? Every sense told her that the thing was as impossible as it was monstrous, but here was the clergyman, and here, spread upon the table was a slip of paper which she could see was a marriage certificate. She sprang up and caught the paper in her hand; yes, as far as she could see, it was regular, even her own shaky signature appeared in the proper place. She was dumbfounded and crushed by the knowledge. With a cry she turned and fled along the alleyway to her room, slammed the door behind her, and, with frantic haste, piled every article of furniture which she could find against the door.

“I think that is all,” said Sir George.

“Are you going to put me up for the night?” asked the clergyman.

“You would be well advised to clear out, Pentridge,” said Sir George. “There are all sorts of people looking for you.”

The pseudo-clergyman slipped his coat off and ripped away the collar.

“1 hate these cursed things,” he said. “They cut my neck. Did I do it well?” he chuckled.

“You did splendidly,” said Sir George Frodmere, patting him on the back. “You have just the right ecclesiastical note. Really, there was a great actor lost in you, Penty. Did you bring the money?”

“I brought it,” said Pentridge, reluctantly. “Two thousand pounds is a lot to hand over to a fellow broke to the world like you are.”

“Only for a day or two, Mr. Pentridge,” smiled Sir George genially, as he took the notes from the other’s hand, folded them and stuffed them into his inside pocket. “We will soon prove that Sands is a liar and then I shall be rolling in money.”

“I hope you will,” said Pentridge. “And even if you don’t—”

“In that case,” nodded Sir George, “I have a fortune there,” and he pointed to the alleyway. “You are going to be well paid for the trouble you have taken; by the way, that formula of yours has been found.”

Pentridge looked up quickly.

“Has he given it up?” he asked.

“Who?” asked Sir George in surprise.

“Milton Sands, of course,” said the other. “Didn’t you know he had it? Why, you are not half a fly chap.”

“Milton Sands,” repeated Sir George, incredulously.

“That is it! “ Bud Kitson brought his huge fist on to the table with a thud. “That was the guy that had it! Why, I can see it as clear as daylight. He was on the train the night it was lost; came back from Monte Carlo broke to the world. Toady Wilton saw him leaving the Casino and spoke to him. He gets back to London and is suddenly flush of money, opens a detective office in Regent Street—”

“But why should he open a detective office in Regent Street?” interrupted Sir George.

“The only possible way he could get the rewards,” said the other, “without arousing the suspicions of everybody and getting himself into trouble. It’s as clear as mud.”

Sir George bit his finger nails.

“So that was it,” he nodded. “There is a chance of getting even with Milton Sands, but I think I am even enough with him tonight,” he added, with a little laugh.

“But I’m not,” replied Kitson, savagely. “You don’t know what I felt like those three days in that damned jail of yours. I didn’t know there was such a hell in the world as that.”

Sir George looked at him with a speculative eye. The man’s face was distorted with rage — he might serve his purpose, this Kitson, before Sir George rid himself finally of one who might easily prove an incubus.

“Now, Pentridge, you can go off to the town,” he said, “and disappear in the morning. There is no chance of that girl escaping through the window?”

“Nil,” said Bud Kitson, laconically. “I put a couple of iron bars up before she arrived — on the off chance.”

“Good,” said Sir George, nodding approvingly.

He waited till Pentridge had gone before he unfolded his plans.
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“You are getting rattled,” said Eric.

He looked across the table to the big Australian who sat staring into vacancy, one finger curled round his cigar to the utter destruction of that fragile vehicle of comfort.

“I am,” said the other quickly. “I have never felt like this in my life.”

“Come into the town,” urged Eric, rising. “There is a fair on of some sort.”

They made their way to the thronged fair ground, and pushed slowly through the crowd, resisting the enticement of shooting-gallery and coconut-shy, adamantine against the wiles of earnest showmen, and came to a halt before the raised platform which fronted Hallik’s “Royal Theatre.” It was the home of a travelling theatrical company which touched the lowest depths of theatrical art, and presented, so a great painted bill announced, the “Murder of Maria Martin in the Red Ram.”

The actors and actresses concerned in the presentation of the play, had so overcome the modest shrinking which prevents the average actor and actress from appearing in public in their theatrical garb, to display themselves in their costumes and their make-up on the platform outside.

“I seem to know that man,” said Eric, suddenly.

“Which man?” Milton looked up.

“The man there with the red wig,” and he pointed to a stout actor, who, in stentorian tones, invited the youth of Reading to the dramatic feast.

“I have seen that girl somewhere, too,” said Milton. He indicated a heavily rouged. Maria, the heroine of the drama, who was seated on an up turned box, chatting with a ferocious policeman.

“It is curious how one imagines one has seen people before,” said Milton, as they moved on. “It is an experience which I suppose we have all had, and the curious fact is, that the recognition of men who are quite unknown to you is usually mutual, and that they also find in us some resemblance to a friend.”

They completed the fair ground and found it a noisy and a boring experience, and were making their way out when suddenly Milton stopped.

“Let us go back to that booth.”

“To which booth?” asked Eric in surprise.

“To the theatrical booth,” said the other, vapidly.

He elbowed his way through the crowd, followed by Eric.

The play was in course of presentation, and the platform outside was deserted. They mounted the rickety steps, paid their money at the door, and descended another set of stairs into the sawdust-strewn body of the theatre. The place was half filled, and they were able to make their way to the reserved seats in front. The first act was nearly over, and Milton scribbled a note and sent it, by an attendant, to the dressing-room behind. A message came back to the effect that the man he sought would see him after the performance.

“I have an idea,” said Milton. “But I am not sure that I am right. It is probably one of those fantastic illusions one has, but—”

Eric shook his head.

“I don’t know what you are getting at,” he said.

He was to learn.

It was nearly twelve o’clock and the fair ground was deserted, when a man came out of the little tent which the actors used as a dressing-room, and confronted Milton Sands.

They looked at each other for a moment and the man went red in the light of the one naphtha flame which had been left to guide the stall-holders and the showmen to the exit.

“I think I have seen you before,” said Milton quietly.

“I don’t think you have,” said the other man, with a note of defiance.

“Indeed, I am sure. I would like you to come along with me to my hotel, I have a few questions to ask you.”

“I shall do nothing of the sort,” said the man.

“In that case,” said Milton, airily, “I shall invoke the aid of the law and have you arrested.”

“You cannot do anything to me,” said the other, loudly.

“I don’t want to do anything to you except to pay you well for any information you can give me,” said Milton, with a smile. “And if you are a wise man, you will come straight away to the hotel.”

Evidently the actor was a wise man, for he followed obediently.

They found a cab, and in ten minutes they sat, a curious party, in the sitting room which Eric had hired.

“Now, sir,” said Milton, as he closed the door, “Will you explain to me how you came to be on a certain houseboat this afternoon, and will you further explain to me what induced you to say that you had hired that houseboat?”

“I shall refuse to give you any information at all,” said the man, doggedly.

Milton took a pocketbook from his pocket, and, removing five crisp notes, laid them on the table.

“Each of these,” he said, carefully, “is for ten pounds. If your information is of any help to me, those notes are yours.”

The barnstormer eyed the money hungrily.

“Well, I suppose I had better tell you,” he grumbled. “After all, there was no harm in what we did — it was only a sort of an engagement.”

“From whom, Sir George Frodmere?”

The man looked surprised.

“I don’t know who Sir George Frodmere is,” he said, “unless he was the gentleman who hired the boat. No, we were engaged this afternoon by another gentleman on board — Mr. Kitson.”

“Oh, Bud Kitson, was it?” nodded Milton.

The other grinned.

“I don’t know that that is his front name, but Kitson is his other,” said the man. “He told me that there was a young actress who was always being run after by a couple of young men and that she wanted to come down here to have a peaceful time. She knew that if it got out that she owned this houseboat, that she would be pestered by people, and so she wanted me and a few of my colleagues to pretend they were a respectable family party and put the young men off the scent if they came. We were getting ten pounds a day for the job,” he went on, “and we had to go on board every morning at nine o’clock, and stay until the evening.”

“I see the idea — an admirable one,” said Milton, gaily. “Here is your fifty pounds, sir, I will not bother you any more.”

He went into his room, opened a small attaché case which he always carried in his car, and took out an automatic pistol; examined it carefully, clicked the magazine into the box and slipped the pistol into his pocket. Then he came back to Eric.

“I think we will go along and inspect that houseboat,” he said, grimly. “And as Bud Kitson is one of the crew, it may be very necessary to take a few elementary precautions.”

There was some little delay whilst the car was being got ready, and the clocks were striking one as they left the town behind and sped along the river to their destination.

“Here we are,” said Milton.

He recognised the two white posts which marked the roadway across the field. He got out, and the two men passed rapidly along the rough roadway to the river. It was a dark night with a fine rain falling, but there was no difficulty in following the road.

“It seems to me,” said Eric, suddenly, “that we are on the wrong path.”

“Why, by Jove!” said Milton, and gasped.

The houseboat was no longer there.

They found the mooring-post, and with the aid of a pocket lamp, they saw footmarks where the gangway plank had been. The houseboat itself had vanished, as though the prophesied catastrophe had occurred and she had gone down, leaving no trace of her existence.

*

“What time is it?” Sir George asked.

“Half-past twelve,” said Kitson.

“The tug ought to be here now.”

“The tug?” said the other in surprise.

Sir George nodded.

“These people will be hot on our track. I gambled on Toady Wilton telling them about the houseboat. The actors have served their purpose, but I want a little more time, so I chartered a tug from Millwall, to tow us down the river. I know a nice, secluded backwater in which we may hide for a few weeks, and a few weeks will be quite long enough for my purpose,” he said, moodily.

“Will she stand the strain of a towing?” asked the other, dubiously. “She is a rickety old tub.”

Sir George smiled.

“They can lash alongside, she will stand that,” he said. “I have given instructions to cast off when we reach the vicinity of the hiding-place. We shall have to row into the backwater as best we can.”

He switched out the lights of the saloon and opened one of the windows overlooking the river.

“There she is!” he said.

In midstream was the black hulk of a little tug, her red and green lights gleaming brightly.

“Signal her alongside,” said Sir George.

Less than a quarter of an hour later, the mooring-ropes were cast off, the tug made fast to the side of the houseboat and drifted slowly out into midstream, and the descent of the river had been commenced.

“The backwater is on Lord Chanderson’s estate,” explained Sir George. “Chanderson is leaving for the Continent tonight, I heard him tell a man in the ring, to-day, and nobody uses the little stream which runs through his estate, and ends in a small lake. With any luck, we ought to be safe for at least three weeks. Is the boat provisioned?”

Kitson nodded.

“What about the lady?” he asked.

Sir George smiled.

“In three weeks, much can happen,” he said, stroking his moustache. “In three weeks, even the most obdurate young lady may change her mind. I am in a pretty tight hole, Kitson. I suppose that it is not a unique position for you to be in?”•

“I guess not,” said the other, coolly. “I have been in a few with jail at the end of them. That guy gave you two thousand pounds,” he said abruptly. “I suppose I stand in for a share.”

“Naturally,” said the baronet, smoothly. “We share out when this matter is over. Don’t imagine that you will suffer through your loyalty to me. I have plenty of money,” he said cheerfully. “As you know, I have an estate worth an enormous sum.”

“I know all about that,” said Kitson, “and I know it is mortgaged for an enormous sum. I guess your total assets arc in your wallet, at this particular moment, and I would feel kind of good if some of those assets were in mine.”

“We will discuss this in a day or two,” said the baronet with an air of finality, as though to dismiss the subject.

“I guess we had better discuss it now,” drawled Bud Kitson. “It has not been a profitable partnership for me, Sir George. There has been too much ‘going to’ about it. Right now I want something on account.”

They stood now on the upper deck, looking at the black river, as the tug made its slow way along its twisting course.

“No,” he said thoughtfully. “Our partnership has not been so good, and the thousand you are giving me on account will not compensate me any.”

Sir George laughed.

“A thousand on account,” he said. “My dear, good man, you are mad. I want every penny of that two thousand. I tell you you shall have your share when the thing is through.”

“And I tell you,” said Bud Kitson, with no less emphasis because his voice was low, “that I want a half right now.”

The baronet turned and faced him in the halfdarkness. “You will have nothing now,” he said. “You must wait your turn.”

“I guess my turn has come,” persisted Bud Kitson. The baronet turned with a snarl, and something cold and hard pressed against the American’s waistcoat, and his hands went up automatically.

“Your turn must come when I am ready for it,” grated Sir George. “If you are not with me, you are against me. You don’t suppose I am going to give it to you now.”

“Suppose I go ashore and tell the police?” asked the calm Mr. Kitson.

“And suppose you do,” mocked the baronet. “What use will that be to you? You have been in Portland once. Do you want to go again? Because if you do, I can put you there.”

“I guess not,” said the other, quickly.

“You keep guessing,” said the baronet, with a rough laugh. “I have your record at my fingertips. There was a man killed in Monte Carlo, this year,” he went on. “And one who stood by and saw it done and never raised a hand to save the unfortunate devil. Since that time, he has been drawing blood money from the murderer. Blackmailer is an elegant phrase for such a man as you. They might jail you for accessory to a murder, Bud Kitson.”

“I think you know too much,” said Bud Kitson, slowly.

If his words were slow, his actions were not. One hand descended quickly upon the pistol held at his waist and wrenched it from the other’s grasp. It fell with a clang upon the deck.

“Let go,” gasped Sir George, but the other’s huge hand was at his throat. They struggled across the broad deck of the houseboat, and suddenly the baronet went limply to the ground, the other man astraddle. Presently the struggles of the baronet ceased, and Bud Kitson thrust his hand into the inside pockets of his victim’s coat and found what he wanted. He carefully buttoned it in his pistol pocket, then, without an effort, lifted the limp man over the rails, and grasping him by the collar, dropped him into the water. He stood a moment by the rail, peering down into the black river, but there was no sign of Sir George. He walked swiftly across the deck and hailed the tug skipper.

“Cast off,” he said, roughly.

He heard the clang of the engine as the telegraph signalled the tug to stop. The captain came down from his little bridge to the bulwarks of the tug.

“What is wrong?” he asked.

“Cast off,” repeated Bud Kitson.

“I can’t leave you in midstream,” said the other, in wonder.

“Push her up against the bank, and leave her,” commanded Kitson.

“Where is the other gentleman?” asked the captain.

“Gone to lie down.”

The skipper hesitated.

“And what about my haulage?” he asked.

Kitson drew a note from his pocket, and, leaning down, placed it in the skipper’s extended hand.

“That covers it, I reckon,” he said.

The tug captain looked at the note in astonishment.

“You will want some change out of this?”

“You can keep the change,” said the other. “Push me over to the bank and clear.”

Before the tug stood off, and whilst the River Fay
 was grounding gently on the sloping bank, the captain asked, dnbiously, for further information.

“I can make fast here all right,” said Bud’s voice, in the darkness.

He waited half an hour until the rugs lights had disappeared round the bend of the river. So far, all was well. Though he had not moored her, the clumsy houseboat had come to rest upon a mud bank which kept her in the place where she had been left. Kitson went below. His wife was lying on the couch in the saloon. He woke her,

“Sir George has fallen overboard,” he said, simply.

She looked up, and their eyes met in one understanding exchange of glances.

“Get ready to quit this place,” said Kitson, “we can cross the fields to the road and take our chance.”

“What about the girl?” asked the woman,

“She can wait,” said the man with a laugh. “This misunderstanding is providential for her.”

He had few preparations to make, He changed the light shoes he was wearing for a pair of heavier ones. Then he made a careful search of the baronet’s little cabin and found the search profitable, for there was a fairly large sum of cash in one of the bags Sir George had brought aboard.

His wife was ready long before he was, and he came back to the saloon to find her waiting impatiently.

“Do you think I had better call the girl?” she asked.

“Call nothing,” he replied shortly. “We have no time now for doing those silly things. You have got yourself to consider.”

“What happened to him?” she jerked her head towards the deck.

“Ask no questions,” was the reply.

He led the way to the after part of the boat. In a casual survey from the upper deck he had noticed that the stern was nearer the bank and was within springing distance, but now a surprise was in store for him. Between the shore and the boat there was a dozen yards of water.

“She has drifted,” he said, with a curse, and ran to the top deck to get a better view.

The houseboat was making slowly for midstream. Possibly there was a fractional rise of the tide which had released her from her secure resting place, but certain it was that she was now drifting slowly upstream, broadside on. There was a dinghy attached to the houseboat, and into this, after some preliminary manoeuvring to bring the boat within reach, Bud Kitson dropped, assisting his wife to descend. He slipped the painter, and getting out the pair of oars which were in the boat, he pulled with long, strong strokes to the shore.

“I guess this is a better way after all,” he said. “It gives us a chance of getting away. They will find her in the morning and she cannot come to much harm, anyway.”

In this, however, he was wrong.
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Janet Symonds woke from a fitful sleep with a sense that all was not well. She had lain down on her bed determined to keep awake, but the exciting events of the day and the fatigue of her journey no less than the after-effects of the drug she had taken, all combined to assist nature in its munificent course, and she fell into a fitful sleep.

She was awakened by a peculiar movement of the boat; it seemed that it was not at the same angle at which it had been when she lay down. She looked through her little barred window and saw that the boat was in midstream, and that the uncomfortable position in which she lay was due to the fact that the houseboat had a decided list. Very quickly she threw aside her pitiful barricade and opened the door. She sped along the passage, expecting to meet one or other of her custodians, but there was nobody in sight though the lamp still burnt in the saloon. She found it difficult to walk, so decided was the list, but succeeded in mounting to the upper deck. The plight of the River Fay
 was plain to be seen. The unaccustomed strain which towing had put upon her had started some planks, and the old pleasure boat was slowly sinking. There was no sign of Sir George or the man with the square jaw, and she ran below again and called aloud, but received no answer.

They had left her, she thought, to die. She remembered having seen a small dinghy fastened to the stern of the houseboat, but this, too, had gone, and she pulled in nothing more than a slack rope. Very slowly, with groanings and creakings, the boat was settling down in the water. There was no lifebuoy that she could find; the wooden seats which might support her were quite beyond her strength to lift. Then far up the stream she saw a gleaming light which grew brighter with every instant. She heard the throb of a motor launch and screamed.

Eric Stanton, sitting in the bow of the boat, heard the cry, and saw the black hulk of the houseboat ahead. He shouted an order back and the engineer stopped the little engines just in time, as with a twist of his wheel Milton brought the launch alongside the sinking houseboat.

Without a moment’s hesitation he leapt aboard, and as his foot touched the deck, with a gurgle of water and a final despairing squeak of her rotten timber, the boat sank in a swirling eddy of water. But Milton had the girl in his strong arms; and though the water thundered about her ears, and she felt herself sinking, the grasp about her waist did not relax, and after what seemed an eternity she was up again, drawing in the sweet night air with a gasping breath.

They lifted the two over the side of the launch.

“She has fainted,” said Eric. He took off his coat and wrapped it about the girl, looking tenderly upon the face which the light of the lamp revealed. Dawn broke brightly, and the faint grey light revealed to the girl her safety and succour. She woke with a confused memory to find Mary President sitting by her bed, a book upon her knees. She smiled faintly, and fell again into a sleep. When she awoke Mary President was still there, but in place of her book, the table by her side and the floor in her vicinity was strewn with newspapers,

“How do you feel now?” she asked.

“I think I feel much better,” said Janet, and sat up, though her head swam.

“Do you feel well enough to see all the pictures oi Down Under Donovan winning the Derby?” asked Mary President gaily.

“The Derby? “ said the girl,in a puzzled tone.

“Yes, you have not forgotten yesterday?” Janet shook her head.

“Was it only yesterday?” she asked in wonder. “It seems a hundred years ago.”

*

M. Soltykoff, a buoyant soul, read the story of Sir George Frodmere’s death and the arrest of Bud Kitson and his wife (they were taken in the early hours of the morning, near Reading), in his favourite Paris journal.


“Eh bien!”
 said M. Soltykoff sadly, and made a rough calculation of his losses on the snowy tablecloth of the Grand Café.

He was in a philosophical mood, for that morning he had received from his Moscow agent intelligence to the effect that the heavily insured vessel in his ownership had sunk in the Black Sea.


The End
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The room was a small one, and had been chosen for its remoteness from the dwelling rooms. It had formed the billiard room, which the former owner of Weald Lodge had added to his premises, and John Minute, who had neither the time nor the patience for billiards, had readily handed over this damp annex to his scientific secretary.

Along one side ran a plain deal bench which was crowded with glass stills and test tubes. In the middle was as plain a table, with half a dozen books, a microscope under a glass shade, a little wooden case which was opened to display an array of delicate scientific instruments, a Bunsen burner, which was burning bluely under a small glass bowl half filled with a dark and turgid concoction of some kind.

The face of the man sitting at the table watching this unsavory stew was hidden behind a mica and rubber mask, for the fumes which were being given off by the fluid were neither pleasant nor healthy. Save for a shaded light upon the table and the blue glow of the Bunsen lamp, the room was in darkness. Now and again the student would take a glass rod, dip it for an instant into the boiling liquid, and, lifting it, would allow the liquid drop by drop to fall from the rod on to a strip of litmus paper. What he saw was evidently satisfactory, and presently he turned out the Bunsen lamp, walked to the window and opened it, and switched on an electric fan to aid the process of ventilation.

He removed his mask, revealing the face of a goodlooking young man, rather pale, with a slight dark mustache and heavy, black, wavy hair. He closed the window, filled his pipe from the well-worn pouch which he took from his pocket, and began to write in a notebook, stopping now and again to consult some authority from the books before him.

In half an hour he had finished this work, had blotted and closed his book, and, pushing back his chair, gave himself up to reverie. They were not pleasant thoughts to judge by his face. He pulled from his inside pocket a leather case and opened it. From this he took a photograph. It was the picture of a girl of sixteen. It was a pretty face, a little sad, but attractive in its very weakness. He looked at it for a long time, shaking his head as at an unpleasant thought.

There came a gentle tap at the door, and quickly he replaced the photograph in his case, folded it, and returned it to his pocket as he rose to unlock the door.

John Minute, who entered, sniffed suspiciously.

“What beastly smells you have in here, Jasper!” he growled. “Why on earth don’t they invent chemicals that are more agreeable to the nose?”

Jasper Cole laughed quietly.

“I’m afraid, sir, that nature has ordered it otherwise,” he said.

“Have you finished?” asked his employer.

He looked at the still warm bowl of fluid suspiciously.

“It is all right, sir,” said Jasper. “It is only noxious when it is boiling. That is why I keep the door locked.”

“What is it?” asked John Minute, scowling down at the unoffending liquor.

“It is many things,” said the other ruefully. “In point of fact, it is an experiment. The bowl contains one or two elements which will only mix with the others at a certain temperature, and as an experiment it is successful because I have kept the unmixable elements in suspension, though the liquid has gone cold.”

“I hope you will enjoy your dinner, even though it has gone cold,” grumbled John Minute.

“I didn’t hear the bell, sir,” said Jasper Cole. “I’m awfully sorry if I’ve kept you waiting.”

They were the only two present in the big, black-looking dining room, and dinner was as usual a fairly silent meal. John Minute read the newspapers, particularly that portion of them which dealt with the latest fluctuations in the stock market.

“Somebody has been buying Gwelo Deeps,” he complained loudly.

Jasper looked up.

“Gwelo Deeps?” he said. “But they are the shares—”

“Yes, yes,” said the other testily; “I know. They were quoted at a shilling last week; they are up to two shillings and threepence. I’ve got five hundred thousand of them; to be exact,” he corrected himself, “I’ve got a million of them, though half of them are not my property. I am almost tempted to sell.”

“Perhaps they have found gold,” suggested Jasper.

John Minute snorted.

“If there is gold in the Gwelo Deeps there are diamonds on the downs,” he said scornfully. “By the way, the other five hundred thousand shares belong to May.”

Jasper Cole raised his eyebrows as much in interrogation as in surprise.

John Minute leaned back in his chair and manipulated his gold toothpick.

“May Nuttall’s father was the best friend I ever had,” he said gruffly. “He lured me into the Gwelo Deeps against my better judgment We sank a bore three thousand feet and found everything except gold.”

He gave one of his brief, rumbling chuckles.

“I wish that mine had been a success. Poor old Bill Nuttall! He helped me in some tight places.”

“And I think you have done your best for his daughter, sir.”

“She’s a nice girl,” said John Minute, “a dear girl. I’m not taken with girls.” He made a wry face. “But May is as honest and as sweet as they make them. She’s the sort of girl who looks you in the eye when she talks to you; there’s no damned nonsense about May.”

Jasper Cole concealed a smile.

“What the devil are you grinning at?” demanded John Minute.

“I also was thinking that there was no nonsense about her,” he said.

John Minute swung round.

“Jasper,” he said, “May is the kind of girl I would like you to marry; in fact, she is
 the girl I would like you to marry.”

“I think Frank would have something to say about that,” said the other, stirring his coffee.

“Frank!” snorted John Minute. “What the devil do I care about Frank? Frank has to do as he’s told. He’s a lucky young man and a bit of a rascal, too, I’m thinking. Frank would marry anybody with a pretty face. Why, if I hadn’t interfered—”

Jasper looked up.

“Yes?”

“Never mind,” growled John Minute.

As was his practice, he sat a long time over dinner, half awake and half asleep. Jasper had annexed one of the newspapers, and was reading it. This was the routine which marked every evening of his life save on those occasions when he made a visit to London. He was in the midst of an article by a famous scientist on radium emanation, when John Minute continued a conversation which he had broken off an hour ago.

“I’m worried about May sometimes.”

Jasper put down his paper.

“Worried! Why?”

“I am worried. Isn’t that enough?” growled the other. “I wish you wouldn’t ask me a lot of questions, Jasper. You irritate me beyond endurance.”

“Well, I’ll take it that you’re worried,” said his confidential secretary patiently, “and that you’ve good reason.”

“I feel responsible for her, and I hate responsibilities of all kinds. The responsibilities of children—”

He winced and changed the subject, nor did he return to it for several days.

Instead he opened up a new line.

“Sergeant Smith was here when I was out, I understand,” he said.

“He came this afternoon — yes.”

“Did you see him?”

Jasper nodded.

“What did he want?”

“He wanted to see you, as far as I could make out. You were saying the other day that he drinks.”

“Drinks!” said the other scornfully. “He doesn’t drink; he eats it. What do you think about Sergeant Smith?” he demanded.

“I think he is a very curious person,” said the other frankly, “and I can’t understand why you go to such trouble to shield him or why you send him money every week.”

“One of these days you’ll understand,” said the other, and his prophecy was to be fulfilled. “For the present, it is enough to say that if there are two ways out of a difficulty, one of which is unpleasant and one of which is less unpleasant, I take the less unpleasant of the two. It is less unpleasant to pay Sergeant Smith a weekly stipend than it is to be annoyed, and I should most certainly be annoyed if I did not pay him.”

He rose up slowly from the chair and stretched himself.

“Sergeant Smith,” he said again, “is a pretty tough proposition. I know, and I have known him for years. In my business, Jasper, I have had to know some queer people, and I’ve had to do some queer things. I am not so sure that they would look well in print, though I am not sensitive as to what newspapers say about me or I should have been in my grave years ago; but Sergeant Smith and his knowledge touches me at a raw place. You are always messing about with narcotics and muck of all kinds, and you will understand when I tell you that the money I give Sergeant Smith every week serves a double purpose. It is an opiate and a prophy—”

“Prophylactic,” suggested the other.

“That’s the word,” said John Minute. “I was never a whale at the long uns; when I was twelve I couldn’t write my own name, and when I was nineteen I used to spell it with two n’s.”

He chuckled again.

“Opiate and prophylactic,” he repeated, nodding his head. “That’s Sergeant Smith. He is a dangerous devil because he is a rascal.”

“Constable Wiseman—” began Jasper.

“Constable Wiseman,” snapped John Minute, rubbing his hand through his rumpled gray hair, “is a dangerous devil because he’s a fool. What has Constable Wiseman been here about?”

“He didn’t come here,” smiled Jasper. “I met him on the road and had a little talk with him.”

“You might have been better employed,” said John Minute gruffly. “That silly ass has summoned me three times. One of these days I’ll get him thrown out of the force.”

“He’s not a bad sort of fellow,” soothed Jasper Cole. “He’s rather stupid, but otherwise he is a decent, well-conducted man with a sense of the law.”

“Did he say anything worth repeating?” asked John Minute.

“He was saying that Sergeant Smith is a disciplinarian.”

“I know of nobody more of a disciplinarian than Sergeant Smith,” said the other sarcastically, “particularly when he is getting over a jag. The keenest sense of duty is that possessed by a man who has broken the law and has not been found out. I think I will go to bed,” he added, looking at the clock on the mantelpiece. “I am going up to town tomorrow. I want to see May.”

“Is anything worrying you?” asked Jasper.

“The bank is worrying me,” said the old man.

Jasper Cole looked at him steadily.

“What’s wrong with the bank?”

“There is nothing wrong with the bank, and the knowledge that my dear nephew, Frank Merrill, esquire, is accountant at one of its branches removes any lingering doubt in my mind as to its stability. And I wish to Heaven you’d get out of the habit of asking me ‘why’ this happens or ‘why’ I do that.”

Jasper lit a cigar before replying:

“The only way you can find things out in this world is by asking questions.”

“Well, ask somebody else,” boomed John Minute at the door.

Jasper took up his paper, but was not to be left to the enjoyment its columns offered, for five minutes later John Minute appeared in the doorway, minus his tie and coat, having been surprised in the act of undressing with an idea which called for development.

“Send a cable in the morning to the manager of the Gwelo Deeps and ask him if there is any report. By the way, you are the secretary of the company. I suppose you know that?”

“Am I?” asked the startled Jasper.

“Frank was, and I don’t suppose he has been doing the work now. You had better find out or you will be getting me into a lot of trouble with the registrar. We ought to have a board meeting.”

“Am I the directors, too?” asked Jasper innocently.

“It is very likely,” said John Minute. “I know I am chairman, but there has never been any need to hold a meeting. You had better find out from Frank when the last was held.”

He went away, to reappear a quarter of an hour later, this time in his pajamas.

“That mission May is running,” he began, “they are probably short of money. You might inquire of their secretary. They
 will have a secretary, I’ll be bound! If they want anything send it on to them.”

He walked to the sideboard and mixed himself a whisky and soda.

“I’ve been out the last three or four times Smith has called. If he comes tomorrow tell him I will see him when I return. Bolt the doors and don’t leave it to that jackass, Wilkins.”

Jasper nodded.

“You think I am a little mad, don’t you, Jasper?” asked the older man, standing by the sideboard with the glass in his hand.

“That thought has never occurred to me,” said Jasper. “I think you are eccentric sometimes and inclined to exaggerate the dangers which surround you.”

The other shook his head.

“I shall die a violent death; I know it. When I was in Zululand an old witch doctor ‘tossed the bones.’ You have never had that experience?”

“I can’t say that I have,” said Jasper, with a little smile.

“You can laugh at that sort of thing, but I tell you I’ve got a great faith in it. Once in the king’s kraal and once in Echowe it happened, and both witch doctors told me the same thing — that I’d die by violence. I didn’t use to worry about it very much, but I suppose I’m growing old now, and living surrounded by the law, as it were, I am too law-abiding. A law-abiding man is one who is afraid of people who are not law-abiding, and I am getting to that stage. You laugh at me because I’m jumpy whenever I see a stranger hanging around the house, but I have got more enemies to the square yard than most people have to the county. I suppose you think I am subject to delusions and ought to be put under restraint. A rich man hasn’t a very happy time,” he went on, speaking half to himself and half to the young man. “I’ve met all sorts of people in this country and been introduced as John Minute, the millionaire, and do you know what they say as soon as my back is turned?”

Jasper offered no suggestion.

“They say this,” John Minute went on, “whether they’re young or old, good, bad, or indifferent: ‘I wish he’d die and leave me some of his money.’”

Jasper laughed softly.

“You haven’t a very good opinion of humanity.”

“I have no opinion of humanity,” corrected his chief, “and I am going to bed.”

Jasper heard his heavy feet upon the stairs and the thud of them overhead. He waited for some time; then he heard the bed creak. He closed the windows, personally inspected the fastenings of the doors, and went to his little office study on the first floor.

He shut the door, took out the pocket case, and gave one glance at the portrait, and then took an unopened letter which had come that evening and which, by his deft handling of the mail, he had been able to smuggle into his pocket without John Minute’s observance.

He slit open the envelope, extracted the letter, and read:

DEAR SIR: Your esteemed favor is to hand. We have to thank you for the check, and we are very pleased that we have given you satisfactory service. The search has been a very long and, I am afraid, a very expensive one to yourself, but now that discovery has been made I trust you will feel rewarded for your energies.

The note bore no heading, and was signed “J. B. Fleming.”

Jasper read it carefully, and then, striking a match, lit the paper and watched it burn in the grate.



II. The Girl Who Cried
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The northern express had deposited its passengers at King’s Cross on time. All the station approaches were crowded with hurrying passengers. Taxicabs and “growlers” were mixed in apparently inextricable confusion. There was a roaring babble of instruction and counter-instruction from policemen, from cab drivers, and from excited porters. Some of the passengers hurried swiftly across the broad asphalt space and disappeared down the stairs toward the underground station. Others waited for unpunctual friends with protesting and frequent examination of their watches.

One alone seemed wholly bewildered by the noise and commotion. She was a young girl not more than eighteen, and she struggled with two or three brown paper parcels, a hat-box, and a bulky handbag. She was among those who expected to be met at the station, for she looked helplessly at the clock and wandered from one side of the building to the other till at last she came to a standstill in the center, put down all her parcels carefully, and, taking a letter from a shabby little bag, opened it and read.

Evidently she saw something which she had not noticed before, for she hastily replaced the letter in the bag, scrambled together her parcels, and walked swiftly out of the station. Again she came to a halt and looked round the darkened courtyard.

“Here!” snapped a voice irritably. She saw a door of a taxicab open, and came toward it timidly.

“Come in, come in, for heaven’s sake!” said the voice.

She put in her parcels and stepped into the cab. The owner of the voice closed the door with a bang, and the taxi moved on.

“I’ve been waiting here ten minutes,” said the man in the cab.

“I’m so sorry, dear, but I didn’t read—”

“Of course you didn’t read,” interrupted the other brusquely.

It was the voice of a young man not in the best of tempers, and the girl, folding her hands in her lap, prepared for the tirade which she knew was to follow her act of omission.

“You never seem to be able to do anything right,” said the man. “I suppose it is your natural stupidity.”

“Why couldn’t you meet me inside the station?” she asked with some show of spirit.

“I’ve told you a dozen times that I don’t want to be seen with you,” said the man brutally. “I’ve had enough trouble over you already. I wish to Heaven I’d never met you.”

The girl could have echoed that wish, but eighteen months of bullying had cowed and all but broken her spirit.

“You are a stone around my neck,” said the man bitterly. “I have to hide you, and all the time I’m in a fret as to whether you will give me away or not. I am going to keep you under my eye now,” he said. “You know a little too much about me.”

“I should never say a word against you,” protested the girl.

“I hope, for your sake, you don’t,” was the grim reply.

The conversation slackened from this moment until the girl plucked up courage to ask where they were going.

“Wait and see,” snapped the man, but added later: “You are going to a much nicer home than you have ever had in your life, and you ought to be very thankful.”

“Indeed I am, dear,” said the girl earnestly.

“Don’t call me ‘dear,’” snarled her husband.

The cab took them to Camden Town, and they descended in front of a respectable-looking house in a long, dull street. It was too dark for the girl to take stock of her surroundings, and she had scarcely time to gather her parcels together before the man opened the door and pushed her in.

The cab drove off, and a motor cyclist who all the time had been following the taxi, wheeled his machine slowly from the corner of the street where he had waited until he came opposite the house. He let down the supports of his machine, went stealthily up the steps, and flashed a lamp upon the enamel numbers over the fanlight of the door. He jotted down the figures in a notebook, descended the steps again, and, wheeling his machine back a little way, mounted and rode off.

Half an hour later another cab pulled up at the door, and a man descended, telling the driver to wait. He mounted the steps, knocked, and after a short delay was admitted.

“Hello, Crawley!” said the man who had opened the door to him. “How goes it?”

“Rotten,” said the newcomer. “What do you want me for?”

His was the voice of an uncultured man, but his tone was that of an equal.

“What do you think I want you for?” asked the other savagely.

He led the way to the sitting room, struck a match, and lit the gas. His bag was on the floor. He picked it up, opened it, and took out a flask of whisky which he handed to the other.

“I thought you might need it,” he said sarcastically.

Crawley took the flask, poured out a stiff tot, and drank it at a gulp. He was a man of fifty, dark and dour. His face was lined and tanned as one who had lived for many years in a hot climate. This was true of him, for he had spent ten years of his life in the Matabeleland mounted police.

The young man pulled up a chair to the table.

“I’ve got an offer to make to you,” he said.

“Is there any money in it?”

The other laughed.

“You don’t suppose I should make any kind of offer to you that hadn’t money in it?” he answered contemptuously.

Crawley, after a moment’s hesitation, poured out another drink and gulped it down.

“I haven’t had a drink to-day,” he said apologetically.

“That is an obvious lie,” said the younger man; “but now to get to business. I don’t know what your game is in England, but I will tell you what mine is. I want a free hand, and I can only have a free hand if you take your daughter away out of the country.”

“You want to get rid of her, eh?” asked the other, looking at him shrewdly.

The young man nodded.

“I tell you, she’s a millstone round my neck,” he said for the second time that evening, “and I am scared of her. At any moment she may do some fool thing and ruin me.”

Crawley grinned.

“‘For better or for worse,’” he quoted, and then, seeing the ugly look in the other man’s face, he said: “Don’t try to frighten me, Mr. Brown or Jones, or whatever you call yourself, because I can’t be frightened. I have had to deal with worse men than you and I’m still alive. I’ll tell you right now that I’m not going out of England. I’ve got a big game on. What did you think of offering me?”

“A thousand pounds,” said the other.

“I thought it would be something like that,” said Crawley coolly. “It is a fleabite to me. You take my tip and find another way of keeping her quiet. A clever fellow like you, who knows more about dope than any other man I have met, ought to be able to do the trick without any assistance from me. Why, didn’t you tell me that you knew a drug that sapped the will power of people and made them do just as you like? That’s the knockout drop to give her. Take my tip and try it.”

“You won’t accept my offer?” asked the other.

Crawley shook his head.

“I’ve got a fortune in my hand if I work my cards right,” he said. “I’ve managed to get a position right under the old devil’s nose. I see him every day, and I have got him scared. What’s a thousand pounds to me? I’ve lost more than a thousand on one race at Lewes. No, my boy, employ the resources of science,” he said flippantly. “There’s no sense in being a dope merchant if you can’t get the right dope for the right case.”

“The less you say about my doping, the better,” snarled the other man. “I was a fool to take you so much into my confidence.”

“Don’t lose your temper,” said the other, raising his hand in mock alarm. “Lord bless us, Mr. Wright or Robinson, who would have thought that the nice, mild-mannered young man who goes to church in Eastbourne could be such a fierce chap in London? I’ve often laughed, seeing you walk past me as though butter wouldn’t melt in your mouth and everybody saying what a nice young man Mr. So-and-so is, and I have thought, if they only knew that this sleek lad—”

“Shut up!” said the other savagely. “You are getting as much of a danger as this infernal girl.”

“You take things too much to heart,” said the other. “Now I’ll tell you what I’ll do. I am not going out of England. I am going to keep my present menial job. You see, it isn’t only the question of money, but I have an idea that your old man has got something up his sleeve for me, and the only way to prevent unpleasant happenings is to keep close to him.”

“I have told you a dozen times he has nothing against you,” said the other emphatically. “I know his business, and I have seen most of his private papers. If he could have caught you with the goods, he would have had you long ago. I told you that the last time you called at the house and I saw you. What! Do you think John Minute would pay blackmail if he could get out of it? You are a fool!”

“Maybe I am,” said the other philosophically, “but I am not such a fool as you think me to be.”

“You had better see her,” said his host suddenly.

Crawley shook his head.

“A parent’s feelings,” he protested, “have a sense of decency, Reginald or Horace or Hector; I always forget your London name. No,” he said, “I won’t accept your suggestion, but I have got a proposition to make to you, and it concerns a certain relative of John Minute — a nice, young fellow who will one day secure the old man’s swag.”

“Will he?” said the other between his teeth.

They sat for two hours discussing the proposition, and then Crawley rose to leave.

“I leave my final jar for the last,” he said pleasantly. He had finished the contents of the flask, and was in a very amiable frame of mind.

“You are in some danger, my young friend, and I, your guardian angel, have discovered it. You have a valet at one of your numerous addresses.”

“A chauffeur,” corrected the other; “a Swede, Jonsen.”

Crawley nodded.

“I thought he was a Swede.”

“Have you seen him?” asked the other quickly.

“He came down to make some inquiries in Eastbourne,” said Crawley, “and I happened to meet him. One of those talkative fellows who opens his heart to a uniform. I stopped him from going to the house, so I saved you a shock — if John Minute had been there, I mean.”

The other bit his lips, and his face showed his concern.

“That’s bad,” he said. “He has been very restless and rather impertinent lately, and has been looking for another job. What did you tell him?”

“I told him to come down next Wednesday,” said Crawley. “I thought you’d like to make a few arrangements in the meantime.”

He held out his hand, and the young man, who did not mistake the gesture, dived into his pockets with a scowl and handed four five-pound notes into the outstretched palm.

“It will just pay my taxi,” said Crawley lightheartedly.

The other went upstairs. He found the girl sitting where he had left her in her bedroom.

“Clear out of here,” he said roughly. “I want the room.”

Meekly she obeyed. He locked the door behind her, lifted a suitcase on to the bed, and, opening it, took out a small Japanese box. From this he removed a tiny glass pestle and mortar, six little vials, a hypodermic syringe, and a small spirit lamp. Then from his pocket he took a cigarette case and removed two cigarettes which he laid carefully on the dressing table. He was busy for the greater part of the hour.

As for the girl, she spent that time in the cold dining room huddled up in a chair, weeping softly to herself.
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The writer pauses here to say that the story of “The Man Who Knew” is an unusual one. It is reconstructed partly from the reports of a certain trial, partly from the confidential matter which has come into the writer’s hands from Saul Arthur Mann and his extraordinary bureau, and partly from the private diary which May Nuttall put at the writer’s disposal.

Those practiced readers who begin this narrative with the weary conviction that they are merely to see the workings out of a conventional record of crime, of love, and of mystery may be urged to pursue their investigations to the end. Truth is stranger than fiction, and has need to be, since most fiction is founded on truth. There is a strangeness in the story of “The Man Who Knew” which brings it into the category of veracious history. It cannot be said in truth that any story begins at the beginning of the first chapter, since all stories began with the creation of the world, but this present story may be said to begin when we cut into the lives of some of the characters concerned, upon the seventeenth day of July, 19 — .

There was a little group of people about the prostrate figure of a man who lay upon the sidewalk in Gray Square, Bloomsbury.

The hour was eight o’clock on a warm summer evening, and that the unusual spectacle attracted only a small crowd may be explained by the fact that Gray Square is a professional quarter given up to the offices of lawyers, surveyors, and corporation offices which at eight o’clock on a summer’s day are empty of occupants. The unprofessional classes who inhabit the shabby streets impinging upon the Euston Road do not include Gray Square in their itinerary when they take their evening constitutionals abroad, and even the loud children find a less depressing environment for their games.

The gray-faced youth sprawled upon the pavement was decently dressed and was obviously of the superior servant type.

He was as obviously dead.

Death, which beautifies and softens the plainest, had failed entirely to dissipate the impression of meanness in the face of the stricken man. The lips were set in a little sneer, the half-closed eyes were small, the cleanshaven jaw was long and underhung, the ears were large and grotesquely prominent.

A constable stood by the body, waiting for the arrival of the ambulance, answering in monosyllables the questions of the curious. Ten minutes before the ambulance arrived there joined the group a man of middle age.

He wore the pepper-and-salt suit which distinguishes the country excursionist taking the day off in London. He had little side whiskers and a heavy brown mustache. His golf cap was new and set at a somewhat rakish angle on his head. Across his waistcoat was a large and heavy chain hung at intervals with small silver medals. For all his provincial appearance his movements were decisive and suggested authority. He elbowed his way through the little crowd, and met the constable’s disapproving stare without faltering.

“Can I be of any help, mate?” he said, and introduced himself as Police Constable Wiseman, of the Sussex constabulary.

The London constable thawed.

“Thanks,” he said; “you can help me get him into the ambulance when it comes.”

“Fit?” asked the newcomer.

The policeman shook his head.

“He was seen to stagger and fall, and by the time I arrived he’d snuffed out. Heart disease, I suppose.”

“Ah!” said Constable Wiseman, regarding the body with a proprietorial and professional eye, and retailed his own experiences of similar tragedies, not without pride, as though he had to some extent the responsibility for their occurrence.

On the far side of the square a young man and a girl were walking slowly. A tall, fair, goodlooking youth he was, who might have attracted attention even in a crowd. But more likely would that attention have been focused, had he been accompanied by the girl at his side, for she was by every standard beautiful. They reached the corner of Tabor Street, and it was the fixed and eager stare of a little man who stood on the corner of the street and the intensity of his gaze which first directed their attention to the tragedy on the opposite side of the square.

The little man who watched was dressed in an ill-fitting frock coat, trousers which seemed too long, since they concertinaed over his boots, and a glossy silk hat set at the back of his head.

“What a funny old thing!” said Frank Merrill under his breath, and the girl smiled.

The object of their amusement turned sharply as they came abreast of him. His freckled, cleanshaven face looked strangely old, and the big, gold-rimmed spectacles bridged halfway down his nose added to his ludicrous appearance. He raised his eyebrows and surveyed the two young people.

“There’s an accident over there,” he said briefly and without any preliminary.

“Indeed,” said the young man politely.

“There have been several accidents in Gray Square,” said the strange old man meditatively. “There was one in 1875, when the corner house — you can see the end of it from here — collapsed and buried fourteen people, seven of whom were killed, four of whom were injured for life, and three of whom escaped with minor injuries.”

He said this calmly and apparently without any sense that he was acting at all unconventionally in volunteering the information, and went on:

“There was another accident in 1881, on the seventeenth of October, a collision between two hansom cabs which resulted in the death of a driver whose name was Samuel Green. He lived at 14 Portington Mews, and had a wife and nine children.”

The girl looked at the old man with a little apprehension, and Frank Merrill laughed.

“You have a very good memory for this kind of thing. Do you live here?” he asked.

“Oh, no!” The little man shook his head vigorously.

He was silent for a moment, and then:

“I think we had better go over and see what it is all about,” he said with a certain gravity.

His assumption of leadership was a little staggering, and Frank turned to the girl.

“Do you mind?” he asked.

She shook her head, and the three passed over the road to the little group just as the ambulance came jangling into the square. To Merrill’s surprise, the policeman greeted the little man respectfully, touching his helmet.

“I’m afraid nothing can be done, sir. He is — gone.”

“Oh, yes, he’s gone!” said the other quite calmly.

He stooped down, turned back the man’s coat, and slipped his hand into the inside pocket, but drew blank; the pocket was empty. With an extraordinary rapidity of movement, he continued his search, and to the astonishment of Frank Merrill the policeman did not deny his right. In the top left-hand pocket of the waistcoat he pulled out a crumpled slip which proved to be a newspaper clipping.

“Ah!” said the little man. “An advertisement for a manservant cut out of this morning’s Daily Telegraph
 ; I saw it myself. Evidently a manservant who was on his way to interview a new employer. You see: ‘Call at eight-thirty at Holborn Viaduct Hotel.’ He was taking a short cut when his illness overcame him. I know who is advertising for the valet,” he added gratuitously; “he is a Mr. T. Burton, who is a rubber factor from Penang. Mr. T. Burton married the daughter of the Reverend George Smith, of Scarborough, in 1889, and has four children, one of whom is at Winchester. Hum!”

He pursed his lips and looked down again at the body; then suddenly he turned to Frank Merrill.

“Do you know this man?” he demanded.

Frank looked at him in astonishment.

“No. Why do you ask?”

“You were looking at him as though you did,” said the little man. “That is to say, you were not looking at his face. People who do not look at other people’s faces under these circumstances know them.”

“Curiously enough,” said Frank, with a little smile, “there is some one here I know,” and he caught the eye of Constable Wiseman.

That ornament of the Sussex constabulary touched his cap.

“I thought I recognized you, sir. I have often seen you at Weald Lodge,” he said.

Further conversation was cut short as they lifted the body on to a stretcher and put it into the interior of the ambulance. The little group watched the white car disappear, and the crowd of idlers began to melt away.

Constable Wiseman took a professional leave of his comrade, and came back to Frank a little shyly.

“You are Mr. Minute’s nephew, aren’t you, sir?” he asked.

“Quite right,” said Frank.

“I used to see you at your uncle’s place.”

“Uncle’s name?”

It was the little man’s pert but wholly inoffensive inquiry. He seemed to ask it as a matter of course and as one who had the right to be answered without equivocation.

Frank Merrill laughed.

“My uncle is Mr. John Minute,” he said, and added, with a faint touch of sarcasm: “You probably know him.”

“Oh, yes,” said the other readily. “One of the original Rhodesian pioneers who received a concession from Lo Bengula and amassed a large fortune by the sale of gold-mining properties which proved to be of no especial value. He was tried at Salisbury in 1897 with the murder of two Mashona chiefs, and was acquitted. He amassed another fortune in Johannesburg in the boom of ‘97, and came to this country in 1901, settling on a small estate between Polegate and Eastbourne. He has one nephew, his heir, Frank Merrill, the son of the late Doctor Henry Merrill, who is an accountant in the London and Western Counties Bank. He—”

Frank looked at him in undisguised amazement.

“You know my uncle?”

“Never met him in my life,” said the little man brusquely. He took off his silk hat with a sweep.

“I wish you good afternoon,” he said, and strode rapidly away.

The uniformed policeman turned a solemn face upon the group.

“Do you know that gentleman?” asked Frank.

The constable smiled.

“Oh, yes, sir; that is Mr. Mann. At the yard we call him ‘The Man Who Knows!’”

“Is he a detective?”

The constable shook his head.

“From what I understand, sir, he does a lot of work for the commissioner and for the government. We have orders never to interfere with him or refuse him any information that we can give.”

“The Man Who Knows?” repeated Frank, with a puzzled frown. “What an extraordinary person! What does he know?” he asked suddenly.

“Everything,” said the constable comprehensively.

A few minutes later Frank was walking slowly toward Holborn.

“You seem to be rather depressed,” smiled the girl.

“Confound that fellow!” said Frank, breaking his silence. “I wonder how he comes to know all about uncle?” He shrugged his shoulders. “Well, dear, this is not a very cheery evening for you. I did not bring you out to see accidents.”

“Frank,” the girl said suddenly, “I seem to know that man’s face — the man who was on the pavement, I mean—”

She stopped with a shudder.

“It seemed a little familiar to me,” said Frank thoughtfully.

“Didn’t he pass us about twenty minutes ago?”

“He may have done,” said Frank, “but I have no particular recollection of it. My impression of him goes much farther back than this evening. Now where could I have seen him?”

“Let’s talk about something else,” she said quickly. “I haven’t a very long time. What am I to do about your uncle?”

He laughed.

“I hardly know what to suggest,” he said. “I am very fond of Uncle John, and I hate to run counter to his wishes, but I am certainly not going to allow him to take my love affairs into his hands. I wish to Heaven you had never met him!”

She gave a little gesture of despair.

“It is no use wishing things like that, Frank. You see, I knew your uncle before I knew you. If it had not been for your uncle I should not have met you.”

“Tell me what happened,” he asked. He looked at his watch. “You had better come on to Victoria,” he said, “or I shall lose my train.”

He hailed a taxicab, and on the way to the station she told him of all that had happened.

“He was very nice, as he always is, and he said nothing really which was very horrid about you. He merely said he did not want me to marry you because he did not think you’d make a suitable husband. He said that Jasper had all the qualities and most of the virtues.”

Frank frowned.

“Jasper is a sleek brute,” he said viciously.

She laid her hand on his arm.

“Please be patient,” she said. “Jasper has said nothing whatever to me and has never been anything but most polite and kind.”

“I know that variety of kindness,” growled the young man. “He is one of those sly, soft-footed sneaks you can never get to the bottom of. He is worming his way into my uncle’s confidence to an extraordinary extent. Why, he is more like a son to Uncle John than a beastly secretary.”

“He has made himself necessary,” said the girl, “and that is halfway to making yourself wealthy.”

The little frown vanished from Frank’s brow, and he chuckled.

“That is almost an epigram,” he said. “What did you tell uncle?”

“I told him that I did not think that his suggestion was possible and that I did not care for Mr. Cole, nor he for me. You see, Frank, I owe your Uncle John so much. I am the daughter of one of his best friends, and since dear daddy died Uncle John has looked after me. He has given me my education — my income — my everything; he has been a second father to me.”

Frank nodded.

“I recognize all the difficulties,” he said, “and here we are at Victoria.”

She stood on the platform and watched the train pull out and waved her hand in farewell, and then returned to the pretty flat in which John Minute had installed her. As she said, her life had been made very smooth for her. There was no need for her to worry about money, and she was able to devote her days to the work she loved best. The East End Provident Society, of which she was president, was wholly financed by the Rhodesian millionaire.

May had a natural aptitude for charity work. She was an indefatigable worker, and there was no better known figure in the poor streets adjoining the West Indian Docks than Sister Nuttall. Frank was interested in the work without being enthusiastic. He had all the man’s apprehension of infectious disease and of the inadvisability of a beautiful girl slumming without attendance, but the one visit he had made to the East End in her company had convinced him that there was no fear as to her personal safety.

He was wont to grumble that she was more interested in her work than she was in him, which was probably true, because her development had been a slow one, and it could not be said that she was greatly in love with anything in the world save her self-imposed mission.

She ate her frugal dinner, and drove down to the mission headquarters off the Albert Dock Road. Three nights a week were devoted by the mission to visitation work. Many women and girls living in this area spend their days at factories in the neighborhood, and they have only the evenings for the treatment of ailments which, in people better circumstanced, would produce the attendance of specialists. For the night work the nurses were accompanied by a volunteer male escort. May Nuttall’s duties carried her that evening to Silvertown and to a network of mean streets to the east of the railway. Her work began at dusk, and was not ended until night had fallen and the stars were quivering in a hot sky.

The heat was stifling, and as she came out of the last foul dwelling she welcomed as a relief even the vitiated air of the hot night. She went back into the passageway of the house, and by the light of a paraffin lamp made her last entry in the little diary she carried.

“That makes eight we have seen, Thompson,” she said to her escort. “Is there anybody else on the list?”

“Nobody else tonight, miss,” said the young man, concealing a yawn.

“I’m afraid it is not very interesting for you, Thompson,” said the girl sympathetically; “you haven’t even the excitement of work. It must be awfully dull standing outside waiting for me.”

“Bless you, miss,” said the man. “I don’t mind at all. If it is good enough for you to come into these streets, it is good enough for me to go round with you.”

They stood in a little courtyard, a cul-de-sac cut off at one end by a sheer wall, and as the girl put back her diary into her little net bag a man came swiftly down from the street entrance of the court and passed her. As he did so the dim light of the lamp showed for a second his face, and her mouth formed an “O” of astonishment. She watched him until he disappeared into one of the dark doorways at the farther end of the court, and stood staring at the door as though unable to believe her eyes.

There was no mistaking the pale face and the straight figure of Jasper Cole, John Minute’s secretary.



IV. The Accountant at the Bank
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May Nuttall expressed her perplexity in a letter:

DEAR FRANK: Such a remarkable thing happened last night. I was in Silvers Rents about eleven o’clock, and had just finished seeing the last of my patients, when a man passed me and entered one of the houses — it was, I thought at the time, either the last or the last but one on the left. I now know that it was the last but one. There is no doubt at all in my mind that it was Mr. Cole, for not only did I see his face, but he carried the snakewood cane which he always affects.

I must confess I was curious enough to make inquiries, and I found that he is a frequent visitor here, but nobody quite knows why he comes. The last house is occupied by two families, very uninteresting people, and the last house but one is empty save for a room which is apparently the one Mr. Cole uses. None of the people in the Rents know Mr. Cole or have ever seen him. Apparently the downstairs room in the empty house is kept locked, and a woman who lives opposite told my informant, Thompson, whom you will remember as the man who always goes with me when I am slumming, that the gentleman sometimes comes, uses this room, and that he always sweeps it out for himself. It cannot be very well furnished, and apparently he never stays the night there.

Isn’t it very extraordinary? Please tell me what you make of it —

Frank Merrill put down the letter and slowly filled his pipe. He was puzzled, and found no solution either then or on his way to the office.

He was the accountant of the Piccadilly branch of the London and Western Counties Bank, and had very little time to give to outside problems. But the thought of Cole and his curious appearance in a London slum under circumstances which, to say the least, were mysterious came between him and his work more than once.

He was entering up some transactions when he was sent for by the manager. Frank Merrill, though he did not occupy a particularly imposing post in the bank, held nevertheless a very extraordinary position and one which insured for him more consideration than the average official receives at the hands of his superiors. His uncle was financially interested in the bank, and it was generally believed that Frank had been sent as much to watch his relative’s interests as to prepare himself for the handling of the great fortune which John Minute would some day leave to his heir.

The manager nodded cheerily as Frank came in and closed the door behind him.

“Good morning, Mr. Merrill,” said the chief. “I want to see you about Mr. Holland’s account. You told me he was in the other day.”

Frank nodded.

“He came in in the lunch hour.”

“I wish I had been here,” said the manager thoughtfully. “I would like to see this gentleman.”

“Is there anything wrong with his account?”

“Oh, no,” said the manager with a smile; “he has a very good balance. In fact, too large a balance for a floating account. I wish you would see him and persuade him to put some of this money on deposit. The head office does not like big floating balances which may be withdrawn at any moment and which necessitates the keeping here of a larger quantity of cash than I care to hold.

“Personally,” he went on, “I do not like our method of doing business at all. Our head office being in Plymouth, it is necessary, by the peculiar rules of the bank, that the floating balances should be so covered, and I confess that your uncle is as great a sinner as any. Look at this?”

He pushed a check across the table.

“Here’s a bearer check for sixty thousand pounds which has just come in. It is to pay the remainder of the purchase price due to Consolidated Mines. Why they cannot accept the ordinary crossed check Heavens knows!”

Frank looked at the sprawling signature and smiled.

“You see, uncle’s got a reputation to keep up,” he said good-humoredly; “one is not called ‘Ready-Money Minute’ for nothing.”

The manager made a little grimace.

“That sort of thing may be necessary in South Africa,” he said, “but here in the very heart of the money world cash payments are a form of lunacy. I do not want you to repeat this to your relative.”

“I am hardly likely to do that,” said Frank, “though I do think you ought to allow something for uncle’s peculiar experiences in the early days of his career.”

“Oh, I make every allowance,” said the other; “only it is very inconvenient, but it was not to discuss your uncle’s shortcomings that I brought you here.”

He pulled out a pass book from a heap in front of him.

“‘Mr. Rex Holland,’” he read. “He opened his account while I was on my holiday, you remember.”

“I remember very well,” said Frank, “and he opened it through me.”

“What sort of man is he?” asked the manager.

“I am afraid I am no good at descriptions,” replied Frank, “but I should describe him as a typical young man about town, not very brainy, very few ideas outside of his own immediate world — which begins at Hyde Park Corner—”

“And ends at the Hippodrome,” interrupted the manager.

“Possibly,” said Frank. “He seemed a very sound, capable man in spite of a certain languid assumption of ignorance as to financial matters, and he came very well recommended. What would you like me to do?”

The manager pushed himself back in his chair, thrust his hands in his trousers’ pockets, and looked at the ceiling for inspiration.

“Suppose you go along and see him this afternoon and ask him as a favor to put some of his money on deposit. We will pay the usual interest and all that sort of thing. You can explain that he can get the money back whenever he wants it by giving us thirty days’ notice. Will you do this for me?”

“Surely,” said Frank heartily. “I will see him this afternoon. What is his address? I have forgotten.”

“Albemarle Chambers, Knightsbridge,” replied the manager. “He may be in town.”

“And what is his balance?” asked Frank.

“Thirty-seven thousand pounds,” said the other, “and as he is not buying Consolidated Mines I do not see what need he has for the money, the more so since we can always give him an overdraft on the security of his deposit. Suggest to him that he puts thirty thousand pounds with us and leaves seven thousand pounds floating. By the way, your uncle is sending his secretary here this afternoon to go into the question of his own account.”

Frank looked up.

“Cole,” he said quickly, “is he coming here? By Jove!”

He stood by the manager’s desk, and a look of amusement came into his eyes.

“I want to ask Cole something,” he said slowly. “What time do you expect him?”

“About four o’clock.”

“After the bank closes?”

The manager nodded.

“Uncle has a weird way of doing business,” said Frank, after a pause. “I suppose that means that I shall have to stay on?”

“It isn’t necessary,” said Mr. Brandon. “You see Mr. Cole is one of our directors.”

Frank checked an exclamation of surprise.

“How long has this been?” he asked.

“Since last Monday. I thought I told you. At any rate, if you have not been told by your uncle, you had better pretend to know nothing about it,” said Brandon hastily.

“You may be sure I shall keep my counsel,” said Frank, a little amused by the other’s anxiety. “You have been very good to me, Mr. Brandon, and I appreciate your kindness.”

“Mr. Cole is a nominee of your uncle, of course,” Brandon went on, with a little nod of acknowledgment for the other’s thanks. “Your uncle makes a point of never sitting on boards if he can help it, and has never been represented except by his solicitor since he acquired so large an interest in the bank. As a matter of fact, I think Mr. Cole is coming here as much to examine the affairs of the branch as to look after your uncle’s account. Cole is a very first-class man of business, isn’t he?”

Frank’s answer was a grim smile.

“Excellent!” he said dryly. “He has the scientific mind grafted to a singular business capacity.”

“You don’t like him?”

“I have no particular reason for not liking him,” said the other. “Possibly I am being constitutionally uncharitable. He is not the type of man I greatly care for. He possesses all the virtues, according to uncle, spends his days and nights almost slavishly working for his employer. Oh, yes, I know what you are going to say; that is a very fine quality in a young man, and honestly I agree with you, only it doesn’t seem natural. I don’t suppose anybody works as hard as I or takes as much interest in his work, yet I have no particular anxiety to carry it on after business hours.”

The manager rose.

“You are not even an idle apprentice,” he said good-humoredly. “You will see Mr. Rex Holland for me?”

“Certainly,” said Frank, and went back to his desk deep in thought.

It was four o’clock to the minute when Jasper Cole passed through the one open door of the bank at which the porter stood ready to close. He was well, but neatly, dressed, and had hooked to his wrist a thin snakewood cane attached to a crook handle.

He saw Frank across the counter and smiled, displaying two rows of even, white teeth.

“Hello, Jasper!” said Frank easily, extending his hand. “How is uncle?”

“He is very well indeed,” replied the other. “Of course he is very worried about things, but then I think he is always worried about something or other.”

“Anything in particular?” asked Frank interestedly.

Jasper shrugged his shoulders.

“You know him much better than I; you were with him longer. He is getting so horribly suspicious of people, and sees a spy or an enemy in every strange face. That is usually a bad sign, but I think he has been a little overwrought lately.”

He spoke easily; his voice was low and modulated with the faintest suggestion of a drawl, which was especially irritating to Frank, who secretly despised the Oxford product, though he admitted — since he was a very well-balanced and on the whole good-humored young man — his dislike was unreasonable.

“I hear you have come to audit the accounts,” said Frank, leaning on the counter and opening his gold cigarette case.

“Hardly that,” drawled Jasper.

He reached out his hand and selected a cigarette.

“I just want to sort out a few things. By the way, your uncle had a letter from a friend of yours.”

“Mine?”

“A Rex Holland,” said the other.

“He is hardly a friend of mine; in fact, he is rather an infernal nuisance,” said Frank. “I went down to Knightsbridge to see him to-day, and he was out. What has Mr. Holland to say?”

“Oh, he is interested in some sort of charity, and he is starting a guinea collection. I forget what the charity was.”

“Why do you call him a friend of mine?” asked Frank, eying the other keenly.

Jasper Cole was halfway to the manager’s office and turned.

“A little joke,” he said. “I had heard you mention the gentleman. I have no other reason for supposing he was a friend of yours.”

“Oh, by the way, Cole,” said Frank suddenly, “were you in town last night?”

Jasper Cole shot a swift glance at him.

“Why?”

“Were you near Victoria Docks?”

“What a question to ask!” said the other, with his inscrutable smile, and, turning abruptly, walked in to the waiting Mr. Brandon.

Frank finished work at five-thirty that night and left Jasper Cole and a junior clerk to the congenial task of checking the securities. At nine o’clock the clerk went home, leaving Jasper alone in the bank. Mr. Brandon, the manager, was a bachelor and occupied a flat above the bank premises. From time to time he strode in, his big pipe in the corner of his mouth. The last of these occasions was when Jasper Cole had replaced the last ledger in Mr. Minute’s private safe.

“Half past eleven,” said the manager disapprovingly, “and you have had no dinner.”

“I can afford to miss a dinner,” laughed the other.

“Lucky man,” said the manager.

Jasper Cole passed out into the street and called a passing taxi to the curb.

“Charing Cross Station,” he said.

He dismissed the cab in the station courtyard, and after a while walked back to the Strand and hailed another.

“Victoria Dock Road,” he said in a low voice.
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La Rochefoucauld has said that prudence and love are inconsistent. May Nuttall, who had never explored the philosophies of La Rochefoucauld, had nevertheless seen that quotation in the birthday book of an acquaintance, and the saying had made a great impression upon her. She was twenty-one years of age, at which age girls are most impressionable and are little influenced by the workings of pure reason. They are prepared to take their philosophies ready-made, and not disinclined to accept from others certain rigid standards by which they measure their own elastic temperaments.

Frank Merrill was at once a comfort and the cause of a certain half-ashamed resentment, since she was of the age which resents dependence. The woman who spends any appreciable time in the discussion with herself as to whether she does or does not love a man can only have her doubts set at rest by the discovery of somebody whom she loves better. She liked Frank, and liked him well enough to accept the little ring which marked the beginning of a new relationship which was not exactly an engagement, yet brought to her friendship a glamour which it had never before possessed.

She liked him well enough to want his love. She loved him little enough to find the prospect of an early marriage alarming. That she did not understand herself was not remarkable. Twenty-one has not the experience by which the complexities of twenty-one may be straightened out and made visible.

She sat at breakfast, puzzling the matter out, and was a little disturbed and even distressed to find, in contrasting the men, that of the two she had a warmer and a deeper feeling for Jasper Cole. Her alarm was due to the recollection of one of Frank’s warnings, almost prophetic, it seemed to her now:

“That man has a fascination which I would be the last to deny. I find myself liking him, though my instinct tells me he is the worst enemy I have in the world.”

If her attitude toward Frank was difficult to define, more remarkable was her attitude of mind toward Jasper Cole. There was something sinister — no, that was not the word — something “frightening” about him. He had a magnetism, an aura of personal power, which seemed to paralyze the will of any who came into conflict with him.

She remembered how often she had gone to the big library at Weald Lodge with the firm intention of “having it out with Jasper.” Sometimes it was a question of domestic economy into which he had obtruded his views — when she was sixteen she was practically housekeeper to her adopted uncle — perhaps it was a matter of carriage arrangement. Once it had been much more serious, for after she had fixed up to go with a merry picnic party to the downs, Jasper, in her uncle’s absence and on his authority, had firmly but gently forbidden her attendance. Was it an accident that Frank Merrill was one of the party, and that he was coming down from London for an afternoon’s fun?

In this case, as in every other, Jasper had his way. He even convinced her that his view was right and hers was wrong. He had poohpoohed on this occasion all suggestion that it was the presence of Frank Merrill which had induced him to exercise the veto which his extraordinary position gave to him. According to his version, it had been the inclusion in the party of two ladies whose names were famous in the theatrical world which had raised his delicate gorge.

May thought of this particular incident as she sat at breakfast, and with a feeling of exasperation she realized that whenever Jasper had set his foot down he had never been short of a plausible reason for opposing her.

For one thing, however, she gave him credit. Never once had he spoken depreciatingly of Frank.

She wondered what business brought Jasper to such an unsavory neighborhood as that in which she had seen him. She had all a woman’s curiosity without a woman’s suspicions, and, strangely enough, she did not associate his presence in this terrible neighborhood or his mysterious comings and goings with anything discreditable to himself. She thought it was a little eccentric in him, and wondered whether he, too, was running a “little mission” of his own, but dismissed that idea since she had received no confirmation of the theory from the people with whom she came into contact in that neighborhood.

She was halfway through her breakfast when the telephone bell rang, and she rose from the table and crossed to the wall. At the first word from the caller she recognized him.

“Why, uncle!” she said. “Whatever are you doing in town?”

The voice of John Minute bellowed through the receiver:

“I’ve an important engagement. Will you lunch with me at one-thirty at the Savoy?”

He scarcely waited for her to accept the invitation before he hung up his receiver.

The commissioner of police replaced the book which he had taken from the shelf at the side of his desk, swung round in his chair, and smiled quizzically at the perturbed and irascible visitor.

The man who sat at the other side of the desk might have been fifty-five. He was of middle height, and was dressed in a somewhat violent check suit, the fit of which advertised the skill of the great tailor who had ably fashioned so fine a creation from so unlovely a pattern.

He wore a low collar which would have displayed a massive neck but for the fact that a glaring purple cravat and a diamond as big as a hazelnut directed the observer’s attention elsewhere. The face was an unusual one. Strong to a point of coarseness, the bulbous nose, the thick, irregular lips, the massive chin all spoke of the hard life which John Minute had spent. His eyes were blue and cold, his hair a thick and unruly mop of gray. At a distance he conveyed a curious illusion of refinement. Nearer at hand, his pink face repelled one by its crudities. He reminded the commissioner of a piece of scene painting that pleased from the gallery and disappointed from the boxes.

“You see, Mr. Minute,” said Sir George suavely, “we are rather limited in our opportunities and in our powers. Personally, I should be most happy to help you, not only because it is my business to help everybody, but because you were so kind to my boy in South Africa; the letters of introduction you gave to him were most helpful.”

The commissioner’s son had been on a hunting trip through Rhodesia and Barotseland, and a chance meeting at a dinner party with the Rhodesian millionaire had produced these letters.

“But,” continued the official, with a little gesture of despair, “Scotland Yard has its limitations. We cannot investigate the cause of intangible fears. If you are threatened we can help you, but the mere fact that you fancy there is come sort of vague danger would not justify our taking any action.”

John Minute hitched about in his chair.

“What are the police for?” he asked impatiently. “I have enemies, Sir George. I took a quiet little place in the country, just outside Eastbourne, to get away from London, and all sorts of new people are prying round us. There was a new parson called the other day for a subscription to some boy scouts’ movement or other. He has been hanging round my place for a month, and lives at a cottage near Polegate. Why should he have come to Eastbourne?”

“On a holiday trip?” suggested the commissioner.

“Bah!” said John Minute contemptuously. “There’s some other reason. I’ve had him watched. He goes every day to visit a woman at a hotel — a confederate. They’re never seen in public together. Then there’s a peddler, one of those fellows who sell glass and repair windows; nobody knows anything about him. He doesn’t do enough business to keep a fly alive. He’s always hanging round Weald Lodge. Then there’s a Miss Paines, who says she’s a landscape gardener, and wants to lay out the grounds in some newfangled way. I sent her packing about her business, but she hasn’t left the neighborhood.”

“Have you reported the matter to the local police?” asked the commissioner.

Minute nodded.

“And they know nothing suspicious about them?”

“Nothing!” said Mr. Minute briefly.

“Then,” said the other, smiling, “there is probably nothing known against them, and they are quite innocent people trying to get a living. After all, Mr. Minute, a man who is as rich as you are must expect to attract a number of people, each trying to secure some of your wealth in a more or less legitimate way. I suspect nothing more remarkable than this has happened.”

He leaned back in his chair, his hands clasped, a sudden frown on his face.

“I hate to suggest that anybody knows any more than we, but as you are so worried I will put you in touch with a man who will probably relieve your anxiety.”

Minute looked up.

“A police officer?” he asked.

Sir George shook his head.

“No, this is a private detective. He can do things for you which we cannot. Have you ever heard of Saul Arthur Mann? I see you haven’t. Saul Arthur Mann,” said the commissioner, “has been a good friend of ours, and possibly in recommending him to you I may be a good friend to both of you. He is ‘The Man Who Knows.’”

“‘The Man Who Knows,’” repeated Mr. Minute dubiously. “What does he know?”

“I’ll show you,” said the commissioner. He went to the telephone, gave a number, and while he was waiting for the call to be put through he asked: “What is the name of your boy-scout parson?”

“The Reverend Vincent Lock,” replied Mr. Minute.

“I suppose you don’t know the name of your glass peddler?”

Minute shook his head.

“They call him ‘Waxy’ in the village,” he said.

“And the lady’s name is Miss Paines, I think?” asked the commissioner, jotting down the names as he repeated them. “Well, we shall — Hello! Is that Saul Arthur Mann? This is Sir George Fuller. Connect me with Mr. Mann, will you?”

He waited a second, and then continued:

“Is that you, Mr. Mann? I want to ask you something. Will you note these three names? The Reverend Vincent Lock, a peddling glazier who is known as ‘Waxy,’ and a Miss Paines. Have you got them? I wish you would let me know something about them.”

Mr. Minute rose.

“Perhaps you’ll let me know, Sir George—” he began, holding out his hand.

“Don’t go yet,” replied the commissioner, waving him to his chair again. “You will obtain all the information you want in a few minutes.”

“But surely he must make inquiries,” said the other, surprised.

Sir George shook his head.

“The curious thing about Saul Arthur Mann is that he never has to make inquiries. That is why he is called ‘The Man Who Knows.’ He is one of the most remarkable people in the world of criminal investigation,” he went on. “We tried to induce him to come to Scotland Yard. I am not so sure that the government would have paid him his price. At any rate, he saved me any embarrassment by refusing point-blank.”

The telephone bell rang at that moment, and Sir George lifted the receiver. He took a pencil and wrote rapidly on his pad, and when he had finished he said, “Thank you,” and hung up the receiver.

“Here is your information, Mr. Minute,” he said. “The Reverend Vincent Lock, curate in a very poor neighborhood near Manchester, interested in the boy scouts’ movement. His brother, George Henry Locke, has had some domestic trouble, his wife running away from him. She is now staying at the Grand Hotel, Eastbourne, and is visited every day by her brotherin-law, who is endeavoring to induce her to return to her home. That disposes of the reverend gentleman and his confederate. Miss Paines is a genuine landscape gardener, has been the plaintiff in two breach-of-promise cases, one of which came to the court. There is no doubt,” the commissioner went on reading the paper, “that her modus operandi
 is to get elderly gentlemen to propose marriage and then to commence her action. That disposes of Miss Paines, and you now know why she is worrying you. Our friend ‘Waxy’ has another name — Thomas Cobbler — and he has been three times convicted of larceny.”

The commissioner looked up with a grim little smile.

“I shall have something to say to our own record department for failing to trace ‘Waxy,’” he said, and then resumed his reading.

“And that is everything! It disposes of our three,” he said. “I will see that ‘Waxy’ does not annoy you any more.”

“But how the dickens—” began Mr. Minute. “How the dickens does this fellow find out in so short a time?”

The commissioner shrugged his shoulders.

“He just knows,” he said.

He took leave of his visitor at the door.

“If you are bothered any more,” he said, “I should strongly advise you to go to Saul Arthur Mann. I don’t know what your real trouble is, and you haven’t told me exactly why you should fear an attack of any kind. You won’t have to tell Mr. Mann,” he said with a little twinkle in his eye.

“Why not?” asked the other suspiciously.

“Because he will know,” said the commissioner.

“The devil he will!” growled John Minute, and stumped down the broad stairs on to the Embankment, a greatly mystified man. He would have gone off to seek an interview with this strange individual there and then, for his curiosity was piqued and he had also a little apprehension, one which, in his impatient way, he desired should be allayed, but he remembered that he had asked May to lunch with him, and he was already five minutes late.

He found the girl in the broad vestibule, waiting for him, and greeted her affectionately.

Whatever may be said of John Minute that is not wholly to his credit, it cannot be said that he lacked sincerity.

There are people in Rhodesia who speak of him without love. They describe him as the greatest land thief that ever rode a Zeedersburg coach from Port Charter to Salisbury to register land that he had obtained by trickery. They tell stories of those wonderful coach drives of his with relays of twelve mules waiting every ten miles. They speak of his gambling propensities, of ten-thousand-acre farms that changed hands at the turn of a card, and there are stories that are less printable. When M’Lupi, a little Mashona chief, found gold in ‘92, and refused to locate the reef, it was John Minute who staked him out and lit a grass fire on his chest until he spoke.

Many of the stories are probably exaggerated, but all Rhodesia agrees that John Minute robbed impartially friend and foe. The confidant of Lo’Ben and the Company alike, he betrayed both, and on that terrible day when it was a toss of a coin whether the concession seekers would be butchered in Lo’Ben’s kraal, John Minute escaped with the only available span of mules and left his comrades to their fate.

Yet he had big, generous traits, and could on occasions be a tender and a kindly friend. He had married when a young man, and had taken his wife into the wilds.

There was a story that she had met a handsome young trader and had eloped with him, that John Minute had chased them over three hundred miles of hostile country from Victoria Falls to Charter, from Charter to Marandalas, from Marandalas to Massikassi, and had arrived in Biera so close upon their trail that he had seen the ship which carried them to the Cape steaming down the river.

He had never married again. Report said that the woman had died of malaria. A more popular version of the story was that John Minute had relentlessly followed his erring wife to Pieter Maritzburg and had shot her and had thereupon served seven years on the breakwater for his sin.

About a man who is rich, powerful, and wholly unpopular, hated by the majority, and feared by all, legends grow as quickly as toadstools on a marshy moor. Some were half true, some wholly apocryphal, deliberate, and malicious inventions. True or false, John Minute ignored them all, denying nothing, explaining nothing, and even refusing to take action against a Cape Town weekly which dealt with his career in a spirit of unpardonable frankness.

There was only one person in the world whom he loved more than the girl whose hand he held as they went down to the cheeriest restaurant in London.

“I have had a queer interview,” he said in his gruff, quick way, “I have been to see the police.”

“Oh, uncle!” she said reproachfully.

He jerked his shoulder impatiently.

“My dear, you don’t know,” he said. “I have got all sorts of people who—”

He stopped short.

“What was there remarkable in the interview? she asked, after he had ordered the lunch.

“Have you ever heard,” he asked, “of Saul Arthur Mann?”

“Saul Arthur Mann?” she repeated, “I seem to know that name. Mann, Mann! Where have I heard it?”

“Well,” said he, with that fierce and fleeting little smile which rarely lit his face for a second, “if you don’t know him he knows you; he knows everybody.”

“Oh, I remember! He is ‘The Man Who Knows!’”

It was his turn to be astonished.

“Where in the world have you heard of him?”

Briefly she retailed her experience, and when she came to describe the omniscient Mr. Mann— “A crank,” growled Mr. Minute. “I was hoping there was something in it.”

“Surely, uncle, there must be something in it,” said the girl seriously. “A man of the standing of the chief commissioner would not speak about him as Sir George did unless he had very excellent reason.”

“Tell me some more about what you saw,” he said. “I seem to remember the report of the inquest. The dead man was unknown and has not been identified.”

She described, as well as she could remember, her meeting with the knowledgable Mr. Mann. She had to be tactful because she wished to tell the story without betraying the fact that she had been with Frank. But she might have saved herself the trouble, because when she was halfway through the narrative he interrupted her.

“I gather you were not by yourself,” he grumbled. “Master Frank was somewhere handy, I suppose?”

She laughed.

“I met him quite by accident,” she said demurely.

“Naturally,” said John Minute.

“Oh, uncle, and there was a man whom Frank knew! You probably know him — Constable Wiseman.”

John Minute unfolded his napkin, stirred his soup, and grunted.

“Wiseman is a stupid ass,” he said briefly. “The mere fact that he was mixed up in the affair is sufficient explanation as to why the dead man remains unknown. I know Constable Wiseman very well,” he said. “He has summoned me twice — once for doing a little pistol-shooting in the garden just as an object lesson to all tramps, and once — confound him! — for a smoking chimney. Oh, yes, I know Constable Wiseman.”

Apparently the thought of Constable Wiseman filled his mind through two courses, for he did not speak until he set his fish knife and fork together and muttered something about a “silly, meddling jackass!”

He was very silent throughout the meal, his mind being divided between two subjects. Uppermost, though of least importance, was the personality of Saul Arthur Mann. Him he mentally viewed with suspicion and apprehension. It was an irritation even to suggest that there might be secret places in his own life which could be flooded with the light of this man’s knowledge, and he resolved to beard “The Man Who Knows” in his den that afternoon and challenge him by inference to produce all the information he had concerning his past.

There was much which was public property. It was John Minute’s boast that his life was a book which might be read, but in his inmost heart he knew of one dark place which baffled the outside world. He brought himself from the mental rehearsal of his interview to what was, after all, the first and more important business.

“May,” he said suddenly, “have you thought any more about what I asked you?”

She made no attempt to fence with the question.

“You mean Jasper Cole?”

He nodded, and for the moment she made no reply, and sat with eyes downcast, tracing a little figure upon the tablecloth with her finger tip.

“The truth is, uncle,” she said at last, “I am not keen on marriage at all just yet, and you are sufficiently acquainted with human nature to know that anything which savors of coercion will not make me predisposed toward Mr. Cole.”

“I suppose the real truth is,” he said gruffly, “that you are in love with Frank?”

She laughed.

“That is just what the real truth is not,” she said. “I like Frank very much. He is a dear, bright, sunny boy.”

Mr. Minute grunted.

“Oh, yes, he is!” the girl went on. “But I am not in love with him — really.”

“I suppose you are not influenced by the fact that he is my — heir,” he said, and eyed her keenly.

She met his glance steadily.

“If you were not the nicest man I know,” she smiled, “I should be very offended. Of course, I don’t care whether Frank is rich or poor. You have provided too well for me for mercenary considerations to weigh at all with me.”

John Minute grunted again.

“I am quite serious about Jasper.”

“Why are you so keen on Jasper?” she asked.

He hesitated.

“I know him,” he said shortly. “He has proved to me in a hundred ways that he is a reliable, decent lad. He has become almost indispensable to me,” he continued with his quick little laugh, “and that Frank has never been. Oh, yes, Frank’s all right in his way, but he’s crazy on things which cut no ice with me. Too fond of sports, too fond of loafing,” he growled.

The girl laughed again.

“I can give you a little information on one point,” John Minute went on, “and it was to tell you this that I brought you here to-day. I am a very rich man. You know that. I have made millions and lost them, but I have still enough to satisfy my heirs. I am leaving you two hundred thousand pounds in my will.”

She looked at him with a startled exclamation.

“Uncle!” she said.

He nodded.

“It is not a quarter of my fortune,” he went on quickly, “but it will make you comfortable after I am gone.”

He rested his elbows on the table and looked at her searchingly.

“You are an heiress,” he said, “for, whatever you did, I should never change my mind. Oh, I know you will do nothing of which I should disapprove, but there is the fact. If you marry Frank you would still get your two hundred thousand, though I should bitterly regret your marriage. No, my girl,” he said more kindly than was his wont, “I only ask you this — that whatever else you do, you will not make your choice until the next fortnight has expired.”

With a jerk of his head, John Minute summoned a waiter and paid his bill.

No more was said until he handed her into her cab in the courtyard.

“I shall be in town next week,” he said.

He watched the cab disappear in the stream of traffic which flowed along the Strand, and, calling another taxi, he drove to the address with which the chief commissioner had furnished him.



VI. The Man Who Knew
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Backwell Street, in the City of London, contains one palatial building which at one time was the headquarters of the South American Stock Exchange, a superior bucket shop which on its failure had claimed its fifty thousand victims. The ornate gold lettering on its great plate-glass window had long since been removed, and the big brass plate which announced to the passerby that here sat the spider weaving his golden web for the multitude of flies, had been replaced by a modest, oxidized scroll bearing the simple legend:

SAUL ARTHUR MANN

What Mr. Mann’s business was few people knew. He kept an army of clerks. He had the largest collection of file cabinets possessed by any three business houses in the City, he had an enormous post bag, and both he and his clerks kept regulation business hours. His beginnings, however, were well known.

He had been a stockbroker’s clerk, with a passion for collecting clippings mainly dealing with political, geographical, and meteorological conditions obtaining in those areas wherein the great Joint Stock Companies of the earth were engaged in operations. He had gradually built up a service of correspondence all over the world.

The first news of labor trouble on a gold field came to him, and his brokers indicated his view upon the situation in that particular area by “bearing” the stock of the affected company.

If his Liverpool agents suddenly descended upon the Cotton Exchange and began buying May cotton in enormous quantities, the initiated knew that Saul Arthur Mann had been awakened from his slumbers by a telegram describing storm havoc in the cotton belt of the United States of America. When a curious blight fell upon the coffee plantations of Ceylon, a six-hundred-word cablegram describing the habits and characteristics of the minute insect which caused the blight reached Saul Arthur Mann at two o’clock in the afternoon, and by three o’clock the price of coffee had jumped.

When, on another occasion, Señor Almarez, the President of Cacura, had thrown a glass of wine in the face of his brotherin-law, Captain Vassalaro, Saul Arthur Mann had jumped into the market and beaten down all Cacura stocks, which were fairly high as a result of excellent crops and secure government. He “beared” them because he knew that Vassalaro was a dead shot, and that the inevitable duel would deprive Cacura of the best president it had had for twenty years, and that the way would be open for the election of Sebastian Romelez, who had behind him a certain group of German financiers who desired to exploit the country in their own peculiar fashion.

He probably built up a very considerable fortune, and it is certain that he extended the range of his inquiries until the making of money by means of his curious information bureau became only a secondary consideration. He had a marvelous memory, which was supplemented by his system of filing. He would go to work patiently for months, and spend sums of money out of all proportion to the value of the information, to discover, for example, the reason why a district officer in some faraway spot in India had been obliged to return to England before his tour of duty had ended.

His thirst for facts was insatiable; his grasp of the politics of every country in the world, and his extraordinarily accurate information concerning the personality of all those who directed those policies, was the basis upon which he was able to build up theories of amazing accuracy.

A man of simple tastes, who lived in a rambling old house in Streatham, his work, his hobby, and his very life was his bureau. He had assisted the police times without number, and had been so fascinated by the success of this branch of his investigations that he had started a new criminal record, which had been of the greatest help to the police and had piqued Scotland Yard to emulation.

John Minute, descending from his cab at the door, looked up at the imposing facia with a frown. Entering the broad vestibule, he handed his card to the waiting attendant and took a seat in a well-furnished waiting room. Five minutes later he was ushered into the presence of “The Man Who Knew.” Mr. Mann, a comical little figure at a very large writing table, jumped up and went halfway across the big room to meet his visitor. He beamed through his big spectacles as he waved John Minute to a deep armchair.

“The chief commissioner sent you, didn’t he?” he said, pointing an accusing finger at the visitor. “I know he did, because he called me up this morning and asked me about three people who, I happen to know, have been bothering you. Now what can I do for you, Mr. Minute?”

John Minute stretched his legs and thrust his hands defiantly into his trousers’ pockets.

“You can tell me all you know about me,” he said.

Saul Arthur Mann trotted back to his big table and seated himself.

“I haven’t time to tell you as much,” he said breezily, “but I’ll give you a few outlines.”

He pressed a bell at his desk, opened a big index, and ran his finger down.

“Bring me 8874,” he said impressively to the clerk who made his appearance.

To John Minute’s surprise, it was not a bulky dossier with which the attendant returned, but a neat little book soberly bound in gray.

“Now,” said Mr. Mann, wriggling himself comfortably back in his chair, “I will read a few things to you.”

He held up the book.

“There are no names in this book, my friend; not a single, blessed name. Nobody knows who 8874 is except myself.”

He patted the big index affectionately.

“The name is there. When I leave this office it will be behind three depths of steel; when I die it will be burned with me.”

He opened the little book again and read. He read steadily for a quarter of an hour in a monotonous, singsong voice, and John Minute slowly sat himself erect and listened with tense face and narrow eyelids to the record. He did not interrupt until the other had finished.

“Half of your facts are lies,” he said harshly. “Some of them are just common gossip; some are purely imaginary.”

Saul Arthur Mann closed the book and shook his head.

“Everything here,” he said, touching the book, “is true. It may not be the truth as you want it known, but it is the truth. If I thought there was a single fact in there which was not true my raison d’être
 would be lost. That is the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, Mr. Minute,” he went on, and the goodnatured little face was pink with annoyance.

“Suppose it were the truth,” interrupted John Minute, “what price would you ask for that record and such documents as you say you have to prove its truth?”

The other leaned back in his chair and clasped his hands meditatively.

“How much do you think you are worth, Mr. Minute?”

“You ought to know,” said the other with a sneer.

Saul Arthur Mann inclined his head.

“At the present price of securities, I should say about one million two hundred and seventy thousand pounds,” he said, and John Minute opened his eyes in astonishment.

“Near enough,” he reluctantly admitted.

“Well,” the little man continued, “if you multiply that by fifty and you bring all that money into my office and place it on that table in ten-thousand-pound notes, you could not buy that little book or the records which support it.”

He jumped up.

“I am afraid I am keeping you, Mr. Minute.”

“You are not keeping me,” said the other roughly. “Before I go I want to know what use you are going to make of your knowledge.”

The little man spread out his hands in deprecation.

“What use? You have seen the use to which I have put it. I have told you what no other living soul will know.”

“How do you know I am John Minute?” asked the visitor quickly.

“Some twenty-seven photographs of you are included in the folder which contains your record, Mr. Minute,” said the little investigator calmly. “You see, you are quite a prominent personage — one of the two hundred and four really rich men in England. I am not likely to mistake you for anybody else, and, more than this, your history is so interesting a one that naturally I know much more about you than I should if you had lived the dull and placid life of a city merchant.”

“Tell me one thing before I go,” asked Minute. “Where is the person you refer to as ‘X’?”

Saul Arthur Mann smiled and inclined his head never so slightly.

“That is a question which you have no right to ask,” he said. “It is information which is available to the police or to any authorized person who wishes to get into touch with ‘X.’ I might add,” he went on, “that there is much more I could tell you, if it were not that it would involve persons with whom you are acquainted.”

John Minute left the bureau looking a little older, a little paler than when he had entered. He drove to his club with one thought in his mind, and that thought revolved about the identity and the whereabouts of the person referred to in the little man’s record as “X.”



VII. Introducing Mr. Rex Holland
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Mr. Rex Holland stepped out of his new car, and, standing back a pace, surveyed his recent acquisition with a dispassionate eye.

“I think she will do, Feltham,” he said.

The chauffeur touched his cap and grinned broadly.

“She did it in thirty-eight minutes, sir; not bad for a twenty-mile run — half of it through London.”

“Not bad,” agreed Mr. Holland, slowly stripping his gloves.

The car was drawn up at the entrance to the country cottage which a lavish expenditure of money had converted into a bijou palace.

He still lingered, and the chauffeur, feeling that some encouragement to conversation was called for, ventured the view that a car ought to be a good one if one spent eight hundred pounds on it.

“Everything that is good costs money,” said Mr. Rex Holland sententiously, and then continued: “Correct me if I am mistaken, but as we came through Putney did I not see you nod to the driver of another car?”

“Yes, sir.”

“When I engaged you,” Mr. Holland went on in his even voice, “you told me that you had just arrived from Australia and knew nobody in England; I think my advertisement made it clear that I wanted a man who fulfilled these conditions?”

“Quite right, sir. I was as much surprised as you; the driver of that car was a fellow who traveled over to the old country on the same boat as me. It’s rather rum that he should have got the same kind of job.”

Mr. Holland smiled quietly.

“I hope his employer is not as eccentric as I and that he pays his servant on my scale.”

With this shot he unlocked and passed through the door of the cottage.

Feltham drove his car to the garage which had been built at the back of the house, and, once free from observation, lit his pipe, and, seating himself on a box, drew from his pocket a little card which he perused with unusual care.

He read:

One: To act as chauffeur and valet. Two: To receive ten pounds a week and expenses. Three: To make no friends or acquaintances. Four: Never under any circumstances to discuss my employer, his habits, or his business. Five: Never under any circumstances to go farther eastward into London than is represented by a line drawn from the Marble Arch to Victoria Station. Six: Never to recognize my employer if I see him in the street in company with any other person.

The chauffeur folded the card and scratched his chin reflectively.

“Eccentricity,” he said.

It was a nice five-syllable word, and its employment was a comfort to this perturbed Australian. He cleaned his face and hands, and went into the tiny kitchen to prepare his master’s dinner.

Mr. Holland’s house was a remarkable one. It was filled with every form of labor-saving device which the ingenuity of man could devise. The furniture, if luxurious, was not in any great quantity. Vacuum tubes were to be found in every room, and by the attachment of hose and nozzle and the pressure of a switch each room could be dusted in a few minutes. From the kitchen, at the back of the cottage, to the dining room ran two endless belts electrically controlled, which presently carried to the table the very simple meal which his cook-chauffeur had prepared.

The remnants of dinner were cleared away, the chauffeur dismissed to his quarters, a little one-roomed building separated from the cottage, and the switch was turned over which heated the automatic coffee percolator which stood on the sideboard.

Mr. Holland sat reading, his feet resting on a chair.

He only interrupted his study long enough to draw off the coffee into a little white cup and to switch off the current.

He sat until the little silver clock on the mantelshelf struck twelve, and then he placed a card in the book to mark the place, closed it, and rose leisurely.

He slid back a panel in the wall, disclosing the steel door of a safe. This he opened with a key which he selected from a bunch. From the interior of the safe he removed a cedarwood box, also locked. He threw back the lid and removed one by one three check books and a pair of gloves of some thin, transparent fabric. These were obviously to guard against telltale finger prints.

He carefully pulled them on and buttoned them. Next he detached three checks, one from each book, and, taking a fountain pen from his pocket, he began filling in the blank spaces. He wrote slowly, almost laboriously, and he wrote without a copy. There are very few forgers in the criminal records who have ever accomplished the feat of imitating a man’s signature from memory. Mr. Rex Holland was singularly exceptional to all precedent, for from the date to the flourishing signature these checks might have been written and signed by John Minute.

There were the same fantastic “E’s,” the same stiff-tailed “Y’s.” Even John Minute might have been in doubt whether he wrote the “Eight hundred and fifty” which appeared on one slip.

Mr. Holland surveyed his handiwork without emotion.

He waited for the ink to dry before he folded the checks and put them in his pocket. This was John Minute’s way, for the millionaire never used blotting paper for some reason, probably not unconnected with an event in his earlier career. When the checks were in his pocket, Mr. Holland removed his gloves, replaced them with the check books in the box and in the safe, locked the steel door, drew the sliding panel, and went to bed.

Early the next morning he summoned his servant.

“Take the car back to town,” he said. “I am going back by train. Meet me at the Holland Park tube at two o’clock; I have a little job for you which will earn you five hundred.”

“That’s my job, sir,” said the dazed man when he recovered from the shock.

Frank sometimes accompanied May to the East End, and on the day Mr. Rex Holland returned to London he called for the girl at her flat to drive her to Canning Town.

“You can come in and have some tea,” she invited.

“You’re a luxurious beggar, May,” he said, glancing round approvingly at the prettily furnished sitting room. “Contrast this with my humble abode in Bayswater.”

“I don’t know your humble abode in Bayswater,” she laughed. “But why on earth you should elect to live at Bayswater I can’t imagine.”

He sipped his tea with a twinkle in his eye.

“Guess what income the heir of the Minute millions enjoys?” he asked ironically. “No, I’ll save you the agony of guessing. I earn seven pounds a week at the bank, and that is the whole of my income.”

“But doesn’t uncle—” she began in surprise.

“Not a bob,” replied Frank vulgarly; “not half a bob.”

“But—”

“I know what you’re going to say; he treats you generously, I know. He treats me justly. Between generosity and justice, give me generosity all the time. I will tell you something else. He pays Jasper Cole a thousand a year! It’s very curious, isn’t it?”

She leaned over and patted his arm.

“Poor boy,” she said sympathetically, “that doesn’t make it any easier — Jasper, I mean.”

Frank indulged in a little grimace, and said:

“By the way, I saw the mysterious Jasper this morning — coming out of the Waterloo Station looking more mysterious than ever. What particular business has he in the country?”

She shook her head and rose.

“I know as little about Jasper as you,” she answered.

She turned and looked at him thoughtfully.

“Frank,” she said, “I am rather worried about you and Jasper. I am worried because your uncle does not seem to take the same view of Jasper as you take. It is not a very heroic position for either of you, and it is rather hateful for me.”

Frank looked at her with a quizzical smile.

“Why hateful for you?”

She shook her head.

“I would like to tell you everything, but that would not be fair.”

“To whom?” Frank asked quickly.

“To you, your uncle, or to Jasper.”

He came nearer to her.

“Have you so warm a feeling for Jasper?” he asked.

“I have no warm feeling for anybody,” she said candidly. “Oh, don’t look so glum, Frank! I suppose I am slow to develop, but you cannot expect me to have any very decided views yet a while.”

Frank smiled ruefully.

“That is my one big trouble, dear,” he said quietly; “bigger than anything else in the world.”

She stood with her hand on the door, hesitating, a look of perplexity upon her beautiful face. She was of the tall, slender type, a girl slowly ripening into womanhood. She might have been described as cold and a little repressive, but the truth was that she was as yet untouched by the fires of passion, and for all her twenty-one years she was still something of the healthy schoolgirl, with a schoolgirl’s impatience of sentiment.

“I am the last to spin a hard-luck yarn,” Frank went on, “but I have not had the best of everything, dear. I started wrong with uncle. He never liked my father nor any of my father’s family. His treatment of his wife was infamous. My poor governor was one of those easygoing fellows who was always in trouble, and it was always John Minute’s job to get him out. I don’t like talking about him—” He hesitated.

She nodded.

“I know,” she said sympathetically.

“Father was not the rotter that Uncle John thinks he was. He had his good points. He was careless, and he drank much more than was good for him, but all the scrapes he fell into were due to this latter failing.”

The girl knew the story of Doctor Merrill. It had been sketched briefly but vividly by John Minute. She knew also some of those scrapes which had involved Doctor Merrill’s ruin, material and moral.

“Frank,” she said, “if I can help you in any way I would do it.”

“You can help me absolutely,” said the young man quietly, “by marrying me.”

She gasped.

“When?” she asked, startled.

“Now, next week; at any rate, soon.” He smiled, and, crossing to her, caught her hand in his.

“May, dear, you know I love you. You know there is nothing in the world I would not do for you, no sacrifice that I would not make.”

She shook her head.

“You must give me some time to think about this, Frank,” she said.

“Don’t go,” he begged. “You cannot know how urgent is my need of you. Uncle John has told you a great deal about me, but has he told you this — that my only hope of independence — independence of his millions and his influence — you cannot know how widespread or pernicious that influence is,” he said, with an unaccustomed passion in his voice, “lies in my marriage before my twentyfourth birthday?”

“Frank!”

“It is true. I cannot tell you any more, but John Minute knows. If I am married within the next ten days” — he snapped his fingers— “that for his millions. I am independent of his legacies, independent of his patronage.”

She stared at him, open-eyed.

“You never told me this before.”

He shook his head a little despairingly.

“There are some things I can never tell you, May, and some things which you can never know till we are married. I only ask you to trust me.”

“But suppose,” she faltered, “you are not married within ten days, what will happen?”

He shrugged his shoulders.

“‘I am John’s liege man of life and limb and of earthly regard,’” he quoted flippantly. “I shall wait hopefully for the only release that can come, the release which his death will bring. I hate saying that, for there is something about him that I like enormously, but that is the truth, and, May,” he said, still holding her hand and looking earnestly into her face, “I don’t want to feel like that about John Minute. I don’t want to look forward to his end. I want to meet him without any sense of dependence. I don’t want to be looking all the time for signs of decay and decrepitude, and hail each illness he may have with a feeling of pleasant anticipation. It is beastly of me to talk like this, I know, but if you were in my position — if you knew all that I know — you would understand.”

The girl’s mind was in a ferment. An ordinary meeting had developed so tumultuously that she had lost her command of the situation. A hundred thoughts ran riot through her mind. She felt as though she were an arbitrator deciding between two men, of both of whom she was fond, and, even at that moment, there intruded into her mental vision a picture of Jasper Cole, with his pale, intellectual face and his grave, dark eyes.

“I must think about this,” she said again. “I don’t think you had better come down to the mission with me.”

He nodded.

“Perhaps you’re right,” he said.

Gently she released her hand and left him.

For her that day was one of supreme mental perturbation. What was the extraordinary reason which compelled his marriage by his twentyfourth birthday? She remembered how John Minute had insisted that her thoughts about marriage should be at least postponed for the next fortnight. Why had John Minute suddenly sprung this story of her legacy upon her? For the first time in her life she began to regard her uncle with suspicion.

For Frank the day did not develop without its sensations. The Piccadilly branch of the London and Western Counties Bank occupies commodious premises, but Frank had never been granted the use of a private office. His big desk was in a corner remote from the counter, surrounded on three sides by a screen which was half glass and half teak paneling. From where he sat he could secure a view of the counter, a necessary provision, since he was occasionally called upon to identify the bearers of checks.

He returned a little before three o’clock in the afternoon, and Mr. Brandon, the manager, came hurriedly from his little sanctum at the rear of the premises and beckoned Frank into his office.

“You’ve taken an awful long time for lunch,” he complained.

“I’m sorry,” said Frank. “I met Miss Nuttall, and the time flew.”

“Did you see Holland the other day?” the manager interrupted.

“I didn’t see him on the day you sent me,” replied Frank, “but I saw him on the following day.”

“Is he a friend of your uncle’s?”

“I don’t think so. Why do you ask?”

The manager took up three checks which lay on the table, and Frank examined them. One was for eight hundred and fifty pounds six shillings, and was drawn upon the Liverpool Cotton Bank, one was for forty-one thousand one hundred and forty pounds, and was drawn upon the Bank of England, and the other was for seven thousand nine hundred and ninety-nine pounds fourteen shillings. They were all signed “John Minute,” and they were all made payable to “Rex Holland, esquire,” and were crossed.

Now John Minute had a very curious practice of splitting up payments so that they covered the three banking houses at which his money was deposited. The check for seven thousand nine hundred and ninety-nine pounds fourteen shillings was drawn upon the London and Western Counties Bank, and that would have afforded the manager some clew even if he had not been well acquainted with John Minute’s eccentricity.

“Seven thousand nine hundred and ninety-nine pounds fourteen shillings from Mr. Minute’s balance,” said the manager, “leaves exactly fifty thousand pounds.”

Mr. Brandon shook his head in despair at the unbusinesslike methods of his patron.

“Does he know your uncle?”

“Who?”

“Rex Holland.”

Frank frowned in an effort of memory.

“I don’t remember my uncle ever speaking of him, and yet, now I come to think of it, one of the first checks he put into the bank was on my uncle’s account. Yes, now I remember,” he exclaimed. “He opened the account on a letter of introduction which was signed by Mr. Minute. I thought at the time that they had probably had business dealings together, and as uncle never encourages the discussion of bank affairs outside of the bank, I have never mentioned it to him.”

Again Mr. Brandon shook his head in doubt.

“I must say, Mr. Merrill,” he said, “I don’t like these mysterious depositors. What is he like in appearance?”

“Rather a tall, youngish man, exquisitely dressed.”

“Clean shaven?”

“No, he has a closely trimmed black beard, though he cannot be much more than twenty-eight. In fact, when I saw him for the first time the face was familiar to me and I had an impression of having seen him before. I think he was wearing a gold-rimmed eyeglass when he came on the first occasion, but I have never met him in the street, and he hardly moves in my humble social circle.” Frank smiled.

“I suppose it is all right,” said the manager dubiously; “but, anyway, I’ll see him tomorrow. As a precautionary measure we might get in touch with your uncle, though I know he’ll raise Cain if we bother him about his account.”

“He will certainly raise Cain if you get in touch with him to-day,” smiled Frank, “for he is due to leave by the two-twenty this afternoon for Paris.”

It wanted five minutes to the hour at which the bank closed when a clerk came through the swing door and laid a letter upon the counter which was taken in to Mr. Brandon, who came into the office immediately and crossed to where Frank sat.

“Look at this,” he said.

Frank took the letter and read it. It was addressed to the manager, and ran:

DEAR SIR: I am leaving for Paris tonight to join my partner, Mr. Minute. I shall be very glad, therefore, if you will arrange to cash the inclosed check. Yours faithfully, REX A. HOLLAND.

The “inclosed check” was for fifty-five thousand pounds and was within five thousand pounds of the amount standing to Mr. Holland’s account in the bank. There was a postscript to the letter:

You will accept this, my receipt, for the sum, and hand it to my messenger, Sergeant George Graylin, of the corps of commissionaires, and this form of receipt will serve to indemnify you against loss in the event of mishap.

The manager walked to the counter.

“Who gave you this letter?” he asked.

“Mr. Holland, sir,” said the man.

“Where is Mr. Holland?” asked Frank.

The sergeant shook his head.

“At his flat. My instructions were to take this letter to the bank and bring back the money.”

The manager was in a quandary. It was a regular transaction, and it was by no means unusual to pay out money in this way. It was only the largeness of the sum which made him hesitate. He disappeared into his office and came back with two bundles of notes which he had taken from the safe. He counted them over, placed them in a sealed envelope, and received from the sergeant his receipt.

When the man had gone Brandon wiped his forehead.

“Phew!” he said. “I don’t like this way of doing business very much, and I should be very glad indeed to be transferred back to the head office.”

The words were hardly out of his mouth when a bell rang violently. The front doors of the bank had been closed with the departure of the commissioner, and one of the junior clerks, balancing up his day book, dropped his pen, and, at a sign from his chief, walking to the door, pulled back the bolts and admitted — John Minute.

Frank stared at him in astonishment.

“Hello, uncle,” he said. “I wish you had come a few minutes before. I thought you were in Paris.”

“The wire calling me to Paris was a fake,” growled John Minute. “I wired for confirmation, and discovered my Paris people had not sent me any message. I only got the wire just before the train started. I have been spending all the afternoon getting on to the phone to Paris to untangle the muddle. Why did you wish I was here five minutes before?”

“Because,” said Frank, “we have just paid out fifty-five thousand pounds to your friend, Mr. Holland.”

“My friend?” John Minute stared from the manager to Frank and from Frank to the manager, who suddenly experienced a sinking feeling which accompanies disaster.

“What do you mean by ‘my friend’?” asked John Minute. “I have never heard of the man before.”

“Didn’t you give Mr. Holland checks amounting to fifty-five thousand pounds this morning?” gasped the manager, turning suddenly pale.

“Certainly not!” roared John Minute. “Why the devil should I give him checks? I have never heard of the man.”

The manager grasped the counter for support.

He explained the situation in a few halting words, and led the way to his office, Frank accompanying him.

John Minute examined the checks.

“That is my writing,” he said. “I could swear to it myself, and yet I never wrote those checks or signed them. Did you note the commissionaire’s number?”

“As it happens I jotted it down,” said Frank.

By this time the manager was on the phone to the police. At seven o’clock that night the commissionaire was discovered. He had been employed, he said, by a Mr. Holland, whom he described as a slimmish man, clean shaven, and by no means answering to the description which Frank had given.

“I have lived for a long time in Australia,” said the commissionaire, “and he spoke like an Australian. In fact, when I mentioned certain places I had been to he told me he knew them.”

The police further discovered that the Knightsbridge flat had been taken, furnished, three months before by Mr. Rex Holland, the negotiations having been by letter. Mr. Holland’s agent had assumed responsibility for the flat, and Mr. Holland’s agent was easily discoverable in a clerk in the employment of a well-known firm of surveyors and auctioneers, who had also received his commission by letter.

When the police searched the flat they found only one thing which helped them in their investigations. The hall porter said that, as often as not, the flat was untenanted, and only occasionally, when he was off duty, had Mr. Holland put in an appearance, and he only knew this from statements which had been made by other tenants.

“It comes to this,” said John Minute grimly; “that nobody has seen Mr. Holland but you, Frank.”

Frank stiffened.

“I am not suggesting that you are in the swindle,” said Minute gruffly. “As likely as not, the man you saw was not Mr. Holland, and it is probably the work of a gang, but I am going to find out who this man is, if I have to spend twice as much as I have lost.”

The police were not encouraging.

Detective Inspector Nash, from Scotland Yard, who had handled some of the biggest cases of bank swindles, held out no hope of the money being recovered.

“In theory you can get back the notes if you have their numbers,” he said, “but in practice it is almost impossible to recover them, because it is quite easy to change even notes for five hundred pounds, and probably you will find these in circulation in a week or two.”

His speculation proved to be correct, for on the third day after the crime three of the missing notes made a curious appearance.

“Ready-Money Minute,” true to his nickname, was in the habit of balancing his accounts as between bank and bank by cash payments. He had made it a practice for all his dividends to be paid in actual cash, and these were sent to the Piccadilly branch of the London and Western Counties Bank in bulk. After a payment of a very large sum on account of certain dividends accruing from his South African investments, three of the missing notes were discovered in the bank itself.

John Minute, apprised by telegram of the fact, said nothing; for the money had been paid in by his confidential secretary, Jasper Cole, and there was excellent reason why he did not desire to emphasize the fact.



VIII. Sergeant Smith Calls
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The big library of Weald Lodge was brilliantly lighted and nobody had pulled down the blinds. So that it was possible for any man who troubled to jump the low stone wall which ran by the road and push a way through the damp shrubbery to see all that was happening in the room.

Weald Lodge stands between Eastbourne and Wilmington, and in the winter months the curious, represented by youthful holiday makers, are few and far between. Constable Wiseman, of the Eastbourne constabulary, certainly was not curious. He paced his slow, moist way and merely noted, in passing, the fact that the flood of light reflected on the little patch of lawn at the side of the house.

The hour was nine o’clock on a June evening, and officially it was only the hour of sunset, though lowering rain clouds had so darkened the world that night had closed down upon the weald, had blotted out its pleasant villages and had hidden the green downs.

He continued to the end of his beat and met his impatient superior.

“Everything’s all right, sergeant,” he reported; “only old Minute’s lights are blazing away and his windows are open.”

“Better go and warn him,” said the sergeant, pulling his bicycle into position for mounting.

He had his foot on the treadle, but hesitated.

“I’d warn him myself, but I don’t think he’d be glad to see me.”

He grinned to himself, then remarked: “Something queer about Minute — eh?”

“There is, indeed,” agreed Constable Wiseman heartily. His beat was a lonely one, and he was a very bored man. If by agreement with his officer he could induce that loquacious gentleman to talk for a quarter of an hour, so much dull time might be passed. The fact that Sergeant Smith was loquacious indicated, too, that he had been drinking and was ready to quarrel with anybody.

“Come under the shelter of that wall,” said the sergeant, and pushed his machine to the protection afforded by the side wall of a house.

It is possible that the sergeant was anxious to impress upon his subordinate’s mind a point of view which might be useful to himself one day.

“Minute is a dangerous old man,” he said.

“Don’t I know it?” said Constable Wiseman, with the recollection of sundry “reportings” and inquiries.

“You’ve got to remember that, Wiseman,” the sergeant went on; “and by ‘dangerous’ I mean that he’s the sort of old fellow that would ask a constable to come in to have a drink and then report him.”

“Good Lord!” said the shocked Mr. Wiseman at this revelation of the blackest treachery.

Sergeant Smith nodded.

“That’s the sort of man he is,” he said. “I knew him years ago — at least, I’ve seen him. I was in Matabeleland with him, and I tell you there’s nothing too mean for ‘Ready-Money Minute’ — curse him!”

“I’ll bet you have had a terrible life, sergeant,” encouraged Constable Wiseman.

The other laughed bitterly.

“I have,” he said.

Sergeant Smith’s acquaintance with Eastbourne was a short one. He had only been four years in the town, and had, so rumor ran, owed his promotion to influence. What that influence was none could say. It had been suggested that John Minute himself had secured him his sergeant’s stripes, but that was a theory which was poohpoohed by people who knew that the sergeant had little that was good to say of his supposed patron.

Constable Wiseman, a profound thinker and a secret reader of sensational detective stories, had at one time made a report against John Minute for some technical offense, and had made it in fear and trembling, expecting his sergeant promptly to squash this attempt to persecute his patron; but, to his surprise and delight, Sergeant Smith had furthered his efforts and had helped to secure the conviction which involved a fine.

“You go on and finish your beat, Constable,” said the sergeant suddenly, “and I’ll ride up to the old devil’s house and see what’s doing.”

He mounted his bicycle and trundled up the hill, dismounting before Weald Lodge, and propped his bicycle against the wall. He looked for a long time toward the open French windows, and then, jumping the wall, made his way slowly across the lawn, avoiding the gravel path which would betray his presence. He got to a point opposite the window which commanded a full view of the room.

Though the window was open, there was a fire in the grate. To the sergeant’s satisfaction, John Minute was alone. He sat in a deep armchair in his favorite attitude, his hands pushed into his pockets, his head upon his chest. He heard the sergeant’s foot upon the gravel and stood up as the rain-drenched figure appeared at the open window.

“Oh, it is you, is it?” growled John Minute. “What do you want?”

“Alone?” said the sergeant, and he spoke as one to his equal.

“Come in!”

Mr. Minute’s library had been furnished by the Artistic Furniture Company, of Eastbourne, which had branches at Hastings, Bexhill, Brighton, and — it was claimed — at London. The furniture was of dark oak, busily carved. There was a large bookcase which half covered one wall. This was the “library,” and it was filled with books of uniform binding which occupied the shelves. The books had been supplied by a great bookseller of London, and included — at Mr. Minute’s suggestion— “The Hundred Best Books,” “Books That Have Helped Me,” “The Encyclopedia Brillonica,” and twenty bound volumes of a certain weekly periodical of international reputation. John Minute had no literary leanings.

The sergeant hesitated, wiped his heavy boots on the sodden mat outside the window, and walked into the room.

“You are pretty cozy, John,” he said.

“What do you want?” asked Minute, without enthusiasm.

“I thought I’d look you up. My constable reported your windows were open, and I felt it my duty to come along and warn you — there are thieves about, John.”

“I know of one,” said John Minute, looking at the other steadily. “Your constable, as you call him, is, I presume, that thickheaded jackass, Wiseman!”

“Got him first time,” said the sergeant, removing his waterproof cape. “I don’t often trouble you, but somehow I had a feeling I’d like to see you tonight. My constable revived old memories, John.”

“Unpleasant for you, I hope,” said John Minute ungraciously.

“There’s a nice little gold farm four hundred miles north of Gwelo,” said Sergeant Smith meditatively.

“And a nice little breakwater half a mile south of Cape Town,” said John Minute, “where the Cape government keeps highwaymen who hold up the Salisbury coach and rob the mails.”

Sergeant Smith smiled.

“You will have your little joke,” he said; “but I might remind you that they have plenty of accommodation on the breakwater, John. They even take care of men who have stolen land and murdered natives.”

“What do you want?” asked John Minute again.

The other grinned.

“Just a pleasant little friendly visit,” he explained. “I haven’t looked you up for twelve months. It is a hard life, this police work, even when you have got two or three pounds a week from a private source to add to your pay. It is nothing like the work we have in the Matabele mounted police, eh, John? But, Lord,” he said, looking into the fire thoughtfully, “when I think how I stood up in the attorney’s office at Salisbury and took my solemn oath that old John Gedding had transferred his Saibach gold claims to you on his death bed; when I think of the amount of perjury — me a uniformed servant of the British South African Company, and, so to speak, an official of the law — I blush for myself.”

“Do you ever blush for yourself when you think of how you and your pals held up Hoffman’s store, shot Hoffman, and took his swag?” asked John Minute. “I’d give a lot of money to see you blush, Crawley; and now, for about the fourteenth time, what do you want? If it is money, you can’t have it. If it is more promotion, you are not fit to have it. If it is a word of advice—”

The other stopped him with a motion of his hand.

“I can’t afford to have your advice, John,” he said. “All I know is that you promised me my fair share over those Saibach claims. It is a paying mine now. They tell me that its capital is two millions.”

“You were well paid,” said John Minute shortly.

“Five hundred pounds isn’t much for the surrender of your soul’s salvation,” said Sergeant Smith.

He slowly replaced his cape on his broad shoulders and walked to the window.

“Listen here, John Minute!” All the good nature had gone out of his voice, and it was Trooper Henry Crawley, the lawbreaker, who spoke. “You are not going to satisfy me much longer with a few pounds a week. You have got to do the right thing by me, or I am going to blow.”

“Let me know when your blowing starts,” said John Minute, “and I’ll send you a bowl of soup to cool.”

“You’re funny, but you don’t amuse me,” were the last words of the sergeant as he walked into the rain.

As before, he avoided the drive and jumped over the low wall on to the road, and was glad that he had done so, for a motor car swung into the drive and pulled up before the dark doorway of the house. He was over the wall again in an instant, and crossing with swift, noiseless steps in the direction of the car. He got as close as he could and listened.

Two of the voices he recognized. The third, that of a man, was a stranger. He heard this third person called “inspector,” and wondered who was the guest. His curiosity was not to be satisfied, for by the time he had reached the view place on the lawn which overlooked the library John Minute had closed the windows and pulled down the blinds.

The visitors to Weald Lodge were three — Jasper Cole, May Nuttall, and a stout, middle-aged man of slow speech but of authoritative tone. This was Inspector Nash, of Scotland Yard, who was in charge of the investigations into the forgeries. Minute received them in the library. He knew the inspector of old.

Jasper had brought May down in response to the telegraphed instructions which John Minute had sent him.

“What’s the news?” he asked.

“Well, I think I have found your Mr. Holland,” said the inspector.

He took a fat case from his inside pocket, opened it, and extracted a snapshot photograph. It represented a big motor car, and, standing by its bonnet, a little man in chauffeur’s uniform.

“This is the fellow who called himself ‘Rex Holland’ and who sent the commissionaire on his errand. The photograph came into my possession as the result of an accident. It was discovered in the flat and had evidently fallen out of the man’s pocket. I made inquiries and found that it was taken by a small photographer in Putney, and that the man had called for the photographs about ten o’clock in the morning of the same day that he sent the commissionaire on his errand. He was probably examining them during the period of his waiting in the flat, and one of them slipped to the ground. At any rate, the commissionaire has no doubt that this was the man.”

“Do you seriously suggest that this fellow is Rex Holland?”

The inspector shook his head.

“I think he is merely one of the gang,” he said. “I don’t believe you will ever find Rex Holland, for each of the gang took the name in turn to take the part, according to the circumstances in which they found themselves. I have been unable to identify him, except that he went by the name of Feltham and was an Australian. That was the name he gave to the photographer with whom he talked. You see, the photograph was taken in High Street, Putney. The only clew we have is that he has been seen several times on the Portsmouth Road, driving one or two cars in which was a man who is probably the nearest approach to Rex Holland we shall get.

“I put my men on to make further investigations, and the Haslemere police told them that it is believed that the car was the property of a gentleman who lived in a lockup cottage some distance from Haslemere — evidently rather a swagger affair, because its owner had an electric cable and telephone wires laid in, and the cottage was altered and renovated twelve months ago at a very considerable cost. I shall be able to tell you more about that tomorrow.”

They spent the rest of the evening discussing the crime, and the girl was a silent listener. It was not until very late that John Minute was able to give her his undivided attention.

“I asked you to come down,” he said, “because I am getting a little worried about you.”

“Worried about me, uncle?” she said, in surprise.

He nodded.

The two men had gone off to Jasper’s study, and she was alone with her uncle.

“When I lunched with you the other day at the Savoy,” he said, “I spoke to you about your marriage, and I asked you to defer any action for a fortnight.”

She nodded.

“I was coming down to see you on that very matter,” she said. “Uncle, won’t you tell me why you want me to delay my marriage for a fortnight, and why you think I am going to get married at all?”

He did not answer immediately, but paced up and down the room.

“May,” he said, “you have heard a great deal about me which is not very flattering. I lived a very rough life in South Africa, and I only had one friend in the world in whom I had the slightest confidence. That friend was your father. He stood by me in my bad times. He never worried me when I was flush of money, never denied me when I was broke. Whenever he helped me, he was content with what reward I offered him. There was no ‘fifty-fifty’ with Bill Nuttall. He was a man who had no ambition, no avarice — the whitest man I have ever met. What I have not told you about him is this: He and I were equal partners in a mine, the Gwelo Deep. He had great faith in the mine, and I had none at all. I knew it to be one of those properties you sometimes get in Rhodesia, all pocket and outcrop. Anyway, we floated a company.”

He stopped and chuckled as at an amusing memory.

“The pound shares were worth a little less than sixpence until a fortnight ago.”

He looked at her with one of those swift, penetrating glances, as though he were anxious to discover her thoughts.

“A fortnight ago,” he said, “I learned from my agent in Bulawayo that a reef had been struck on an adjoining mine, and that the reef runs through our property. If that is true, you will be a rich woman in your own right, apart from the money you get from me. I cannot tell whether it is true until I have heard from the engineers, who are now examining the property, and I cannot know that for a fortnight. May, you are a dear girl,” he said, and laid his hand on her arm, “and I have looked after you as though you were my own daughter. It is a happiness to me to know that you will be a very rich woman, because your father’s shares was the only property you inherited from him. There is, however, one curious thing about it that I cannot understand.”

He walked over to the bureau, unlocked a drawer, and took out a letter.

“My agent says that he advised me two years ago that this reef existed, and wondered why I had never given him authority to bore. I have no recollection of his ever having told me anything of the sort. Now you know the position,” he said, putting back the letter and closing the drawer with a bang.

“You want me to wait for a better match,” said the girl.

He inclined his head.

“I don’t want you to get married for a fortnight,” he repeated.

May Nuttall went to bed that night full of doubt and more than a little unhappy. The story that John Minute told about her father — was it true? Was it a story invented on the spur of the moment to counter Frank’s plan? She thought of Frank and his almost solemn entreaty. There had been no mistaking his earnestness or his sincerity. If he would only take her into his confidence — and yet she recognized and was surprised at the revelation that she did not want that confidence. She wanted to help Frank very badly, and it was not the romance of the situation which appealed to her. There was a large sense of duty, something of that mother sense which every woman possesses, which tempted her to the sacrifice. Yet was it a sacrifice?

She debated that question half the night, tossing from side to side. She could not sleep, and, rising before the dawn, slipped into her dressing gown and went to the window. The rain had ceased, the clouds had broken and stood in black bars against the silver light of dawn. She felt unaccountably hungry, and after a second’s hesitation she opened the door and went down the broad stairs to the hall.

To reach the kitchen she had to pass her uncle’s door, and she noticed that it was ajar. She thought possibly he had gone to bed and left the light on, and her hand was on the knob to investigate when she heard a voice and drew back hurriedly. It was the voice of Jasper Cole.

“I have been into the books very carefully with Mackensen, the accountant, and there seems no doubt,” he said.

“You think—” demanded her uncle.

“I am certain,” answered Jasper, in his even, passionless tone. “The fraud has been worked by Frank. He had access to the books. He was the only person who saw Rex Holland; he was the only official at the bank who could possibly falsify the entries and at the same time hide his trail.”

The girl turned cold and for a moment swayed as though she would faint. She clutched the jamb of the door for support and waited.

“I am half inclined to your belief,” said John Minute slowly. “It is awful to believe that Frank is a forger, as his father was — awful!”

“It is pretty ghastly,” said Jasper’s voice, “but it is true.”

The girl flung open the door and stood in the doorway.

“It is a lie!” she cried wrathfully. “A horrible lie — and you know it is a lie, Jasper!”

Without another word, she turned, slamming the door behind her.



IX. Frank Merrill at the Altar
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Frank Merrill stepped through the swing doors of the London and Western Counties Bank with a light heart and a smile in his eyes, and went straight to his chief’s office.

“I shall want you to let me go out this afternoon for an hour,” he said.

Brandon looked up wearily. He had not been without his sleepless moments, and the strain of the forgery and the audit which followed was telling heavily upon him. He nodded a silent agreement, and Frank went back to his desk, humming a tune.

He had every reason to be happy, for in his pocket was the special license which, for a consideration, had been granted to him, and which empowered him to marry the girl whose amazing telegram had arrived that morning while he was at breakfast. It had contained only four words:

Marry you to-day. MAY.

He could not guess what extraordinary circumstances had induced her to take so definite a view, but he was a very contented and happy young man.

She was to arrive in London soon after twelve, and he had arranged to meet her at the station and take her to lunch. Perhaps then she would explain the reason for her action. He numbered among his acquaintances the rector of a suburban church, who had agreed to perform the ceremony and to provide the necessary witnesses.

It was a beaming young man that met the girl, but the smile left his face when he saw how wan and haggard she was.

“Take me somewhere,” she said quickly.

“Are you ill?” he asked anxiously.

She shook her head.

They had the Pall Mall Restaurant to themselves, for it was too early for the regular lunchers.

“Now tell me, dear,” he said, catching her hands over the table, “to what do I owe this wonderful decision?”

“I cannot tell you, Frank,” she said breathlessly. “I don’t want to think about it. All I know is that people have been beastly about you. I am going to do all I possibly can to make up for it.”

She was a little hysterical and very much overwrought, and he decided not to press the question, though her words puzzled him.

“Where are you going to stay?” he asked.

“I am staying at the Savoy,” she replied. “What am I to do?”

In as few words as possible he told her where the ceremony was to be performed, and the hour at which she must leave the hotel.

“We will take the night train for the Continent,” he said.

“But your work, Frank?”

He laughed.

“Oh, blow work!” he cried hilariously. “I cannot think of work to-day.”

At two-fifteen he was waiting in the vestry for the girl’s arrival, chatting with his friend the rector. He had arranged for the ceremony to be performed at two-thirty; and the witnesses, a glum verger and a woman engaged in cleaning the church, sat in the pews of the empty building, waiting to earn the guinea which they had been promised.

The conversation was about nothing in particular — one of those empty, purposeless exchanges of banal thought and speech characteristic of such an occasion.

At two-thirty Frank looked at his watch and walked out of the church to the end of the road. There was no sign of the girl. At two-forty-five he crossed to a providential tobacconist and telephoned to the Savoy and was told that the lady had left half an hour before.

“She ought to be here very soon,” he said to the priest. He was a little impatient, a little nervous, and terribly anxious.

As the church clock struck three, the rector turned to him.

“I am afraid I cannot marry you to-day, Mr. Merrill,” he said.

Frank was very pale.

“Why not?” he asked quickly. “Miss Nuttall has probably been detained by the traffic or a burst tire. She will be here very shortly.”

The minister shook his head and hung up his white surplice in the cupboard.

“The law of the land, my dear Mr. Merrill,” he said, “does not allow weddings after three in the afternoon. You can come along tomorrow morning any time after eight.”

There was a tap at the door, and Frank swung round. It was not the girl, but a telegraph boy. He snatched the buff envelope from the lad’s hand and tore it open. It read simply:

The wedding cannot take place.

It was unsigned.

At two-fifteen that afternoon May had passed through the vestibule of the hotel, and her foot was on the step of the taxicab when a hand fell upon her arm, and she turned in alarm to meet the searching eyes of Jasper Cole.

“Where are you off to in such a hurry, May?”

She flushed and drew her arm away with a decisive gesture.

“I have nothing to say to you, Jasper,” she said coldly. “After your horrible charge against Frank, I never want to speak to you again.”

He winced a little, then smiled.

“At least you can be civil to an old friend,” he said good-humoredly, “and tell me where you are off to in such a hurry.”

Should she tell him? A moment’s indecision, and then she spoke.

“I am going to marry Frank Merrill,” she said.

He nodded.

“I thought as much. In that case, I am coming down to the church to make a scene.”

He said this with a smile on his lips; but there was no mistaking the resolution which showed in the thrust of his square jaw.

“What do you mean?” she said. “Don’t be absurd, Jasper. My mind is made up.”

“I mean,” he said quietly, “that I have Mr. Minute’s power of attorney to act for him, and Mr. Minute happens to be your legal guardian. You are, in point of fact, my dear May, more or less of a ward, and you cannot marry before you are twenty-one without your guardian’s consent.”

“I shall be twenty-one next week,” she said defiantly.

“Then,” smiled the other, “wait till next week before you marry. There is no very pressing hurry.”

“You forced this situation upon me,” said the girl hotly, “and I think it is very horrid of you. I am going to marry Frank to-day.”

“Under those circumstances, I must come down and forbid the marriage; and when our parson asks if there is any just cause I shall step forward to the rails, gayly flourishing the power of attorney, and not even the most hardened parson could continue in the face of that legal instrument. It is a mandamus, a caveat, and all sorts of horrific things.”

“Why are you doing this?” she asked.

“Because I have no desire that you shall marry a man who is certainly a forger, and possibly a murderer,” said Jasper Cole calmly.

“I won’t listen to you!” she cried, and stepped into the waiting taxicab.

Without a word, Jasper followed her.

“You can’t turn me out,” he said, “and I know where you are going, anyway, because you were giving directions to the driver when I stood behind you. You had better let me go with you. I like the suburbs.”

She turned and faced him swiftly.

“And Silvers Rents?” she asked.

He went a shade paler.

“What do you know about Silvers Rents?” he demanded, recovering himself with an effort.

She did not reply.

The taxicab was halfway to its destination before the girl spoke again:

“Are you serious when you say you will forbid the marriage?”

“Quite serious,” he replied; “so much so that I shall bring in a policeman to witness my act.”

The girl was nearly in tears.

“It is monstrous of you! Uncle wouldn’t—”

“Had you not better see your uncle?” he asked.

Something told her that he would keep his word. She had a horror of scenes, and, worst of all, she feared the meeting of the two men under these circumstances. Suddenly she leaned forward and tapped the window, and the taxi slowed down.

“Tell him to go back and call at the nearest telegraph office. I want to send a wire.”

“If it is to Mr. Frank Merrill,” said Jasper smoothly, “you may save yourself the trouble. I have already wired.”

Frank came back to London in a pardonable fury. He drove straight to the hotel, only to learn that the girl had left again with her uncle. He looked at his watch. He had still some work to do at the bank, though he had little appetite for work.

Yet it was to the bank he went. He threw a glance over the counter to the table and the chair where he had sat for so long and at which he was destined never to sit again, for as he was passing behind the counter Mr. Brandon met him.

“Your uncle wishes to see you, Mr. Merrill,” he said gravely.

Frank hesitated, then walked into the office, closing the door behind him, and he noticed that Mr. Brandon did not attempt to follow.

John Minute sat in the one easy chair and looked up heavily as Frank entered.

“Sit down, Frank,” he said. “I have a lot of things to ask you.”

“And I’ve one or two things to ask you, uncle,” said Frank calmly.

“If it is about May, you can save yourself the trouble,” said the other. “If it is about Mr. Rex Holland, I can give you a little information.”

Frank looked at him steadily.

“I don’t quite get your meaning, sir,” he said, “though I gather there is something offensive behind what you have said.”

John Minute twisted round in the chair and threw one leg over its padded arm.

“Frank,” he said, “I want you to be perfectly straight with me, and I’ll be as perfectly straight with you.”

The young man made no reply.

“Certain facts have been brought to my attention, which leave no doubt in my mind as to the identity of the alleged Mr. Rex Holland,” said John Minute slowly. “I don’t relish saying this, because I have liked you, Frank, though I have sometimes stood in your way and we have not seen eye to eye together. Now, I want you to come down to Eastbourne tomorrow and have a heart-to-heart talk with me.”

“What do you expect I can tell you?” asked Frank quietly.

“I want you to tell me the truth. I expect you won’t,” said John Minute.

A half smile played for a second upon Frank’s lips.

“At any rate,” he said, “you are being straight with me. I don’t know exactly what you are driving at, uncle, but I gather that it is something rather unpleasant, and that somewhere in the background there is hovering an accusation against me. From the fact that you have mentioned Mr. Rex Holland or the gang which went by that name, I suppose that you are suggesting that I am an accomplice of that gentleman.”

“I suggest more than that,” said the other quickly. “I suggest that you are Rex Holland.”

Frank laughed aloud.

“It is no laughing matter,” said John Minute sternly.

“From your point of view it is not,” said Frank, “but from my point of view it has certain humorous aspects, and unfortunately I am cursed with a sense of humor. I hardly know how I can go into the matter here” — he looked round— “for even if this is the time, it is certainly not the place, and I think I’ll accept your invitation and come down to Weald Lodge tomorrow night. I gather you don’t want to travel down with a master criminal who might at any moment take your watch and chain.”

“I wish you would look at this matter more seriously, Frank,” said John Minute earnestly. “I want to get to the truth, and any truth which exonerates you will be very welcome to me.”

Frank nodded.

“I will give you credit for that,” he said. “You may expect me tomorrow. May I ask you as a personal favor that you will not discuss this matter with me in the presence of your admirable secretary? I have a feeling at the back of my mind that he is at the bottom of all this. Remember that he is as likely to know about Rex Holland as I.

“There has been an audit at the bank,” Frank went on, “and I am not so stupid that I don’t understand what this has meant. There has also been a certain coldness in the attitude of Brandon, and I have intercepted suspicious and meaning glances from the clerks. I shall not be surprised, therefore, if you tell me that my books are not in order. But again I would point out to you that it is just as possible for Jasper, who has access to the bank at all hours of the day and night, to have altered them as it is for me.

“I hasten to add,” he said, with a smile, “that I don’t accuse Jasper. He is such a machine, and I cannot imagine him capable of so much initiative as systematically to forge checks and falsify ledgers. I merely mention Jasper because I want to emphasize the injustice of putting any man under suspicion unless you have the strongest and most convincing proof of his guilt. To declare my innocence is unnecessary from my point of view, and probably from yours also; but I declare to you, Uncle John, that I know no more about this matter than you.”

He stood leaning on the desk and looking down at his uncle; and John Minute, with all his experience of men, and for all his suspicions, felt just a twinge of remorse. It was not to last long, however.

“I shall expect you tomorrow,” he said.

Frank nodded, walked out of the room and out of the bank, and twentyfour pairs of speculative eyes followed him.

A few hours later another curious scene was being enacted, this time near the town of East Grinstead. There is a lonely stretch of road across a heath, which is called, for some reason, Ashdown Forest. A car was drawn up on a patch of turf by the side of the heath. Its owner was sitting in a little clearing out of view of the road, sipping a cup of tea which his chauffeur had made. He finished this and watched his servant take the basket.

“Come back to me when you have finished,” he said.

The man touched his hat and disappeared with the package, but returned again in a few minutes.

“Sit down, Feltham,” said Mr. Rex Holland. “I dare say you think it was rather strange of me to give you that little commission the other day,” said Mr. Holland, crossing his legs and leaning back against a tree.

The chauffeur smiled uncomfortably.

“Yes, sir, I did,” he said shortly.

“Were you satisfied with what I gave you?” asked the man.

The chauffeur shuffled his feet uneasily.

“Quite satisfied, sir,” he said.

“You seem a little distrait, Feltham; I mean a little upset about something. What is it?”

The man coughed in embarrassed confusion.

“Well, sir,” he began, “the fact is, I don’t like it.”

“You don’t like what? The five hundred pounds I gave you?”

“No, sir. It is not that, but it was a queer thing to ask me to do — pretend to be you and send a commissionaire to the bank for your money, and then get away out of London to a quiet little hole like Bilstead.”

“So you think it was queer?”

The chauffeur nodded.

“The fact is, sir,” he blurted out, “I’ve seen the papers.”

The other nodded thoughtfully.

“I presume you mean the newspapers. And what is there in the newspapers that interests you?”

Mr. Holland took a gold case from his pocket, opened it languidly, and selected a cigarette. He was closing it when he caught the chauffeur’s eye and tossed a cigarette to him.

“Thank you, sir,” said the man.

“What was it you didn’t like?” asked Mr. Holland again, passing a match.

“Well, sir, I’ve been in all sorts of queer places,” said Feltham doggedly, as he puffed away at the cigarette, “but I’ve always managed to keep clear of anything — funny. Do you see what I mean?”

“By funny I presume you don’t mean comic,” said Mr. Rex Holland cheerfully. “You mean dishonest, I suppose?”

“That’s right, sir, and there’s no doubt that I have been in a swindle, and it’s worrying me — that bank-forgery case. Why, I read my own description in the paper!”

Beads of perspiration stood upon the little man’s forehead, and there was a pathetic droop to his mouth.

“That is a distinction which falls to few of us,” said his employer suavely. “You ought to feel highly honored. And what are you going to do about it, Feltham?”

The man looked to left and right as though seeking some friend in need who would step forth with ready-made advice.

“The only thing I can do, sir,” he said, “is to give myself up.”

“And give me up, too,” said the other, with a little laugh. “Oh, no, my dear Feltham. Listen; I will tell you something. A few weeks ago I had a very promising valet chauffeur just like you. He was an admirable man, and he was also a foreigner. I believe he was a Swede. He came to me under exactly the same circumstances as you arrived, and he received exactly the same instructions as you have received, which unfortunately he did not carry out to the letter. I caught him pilfering from me — a few trinkets of no great value — and, instead of the foolish fellow repenting, he blurted out the one fact which I did not wish him to know, and incidentally which I did not wish anybody in the world to know.

“He knew who I was. He had seen me in the West End and had discovered my identity. He even sought an interview with some one to whom it would have been inconvenient to have made known my — character. I promised to find him another job, but he had already decided upon changing and had cut out an advertisement from a newspaper. I parted friendly with him, wished him luck, and he went off to interview his possible employer, smoking one of my cigarettes just as you are smoking — and he threw it away, I have no doubt, just as you have thrown it away when it began to taste a little bitter.”

“Look here!” said the chauffeur, and scrambled to his feet. “If you try any monkey tricks with me—”

Mr. Holland eyed him with interest.

“If you try any monkey tricks with me,” said the chauffeur thickly, “I’ll—”

He pitched forward on his face and lay still.

Mr. Holland waited long enough to search his pockets, and then, stepping cautiously into the road, donned the chauffeur’s cap and goggles and set his car running swiftly southward.
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Constable Wiseman lived in the bosom of his admiring family in a small cottage on the Bexhill Road. That “my father was a policeman” was the proud boast of two small boys, a boast which entitled them to no small amount of respect, because P. C. Wiseman was not only honored in his own circle but throughout the village in which he dwelt.

He was, in the first place, a town policeman, as distinct from a county policeman, though he wore the badge and uniform of the Sussex constabulary. It was felt that a town policeman had more in common with crime, had a vaster experience, and was in consequence a more helpful adviser than a man whose duties began and ended in the patrolling of country lanes and law-abiding villages where nothing more exciting than an occasional dog fight or a charge of poaching served to fill the hiatus of constabulary life.

Constable Wiseman was looked upon as a shrewd fellow, a man to whom might be brought the delicate problems which occasionally perplexed and confused the bucolic mind. He had settled the vexed question as to whether a policeman could or could not enter a house where a man was beating his wife, and had decided that such a trespass could only be committed if the lady involved should utter piercing cries of “Murder!”

He added significantly that the constable who was called upon must be the constable on duty, and not an ornament of the force who by accident was a resident in their midst.

The problem of the straying chicken and the egg that is laid on alien property, the point of law involved in the question as to when a servant should give notice and the date from which her notice should count — all these matters came within Constable Wiseman’s purview, and were solved to the satisfaction of all who brought their little obscurities for solution.

But it was in his own domestic circle that Constable Wiseman — appropriately named, as all agreed — shone with an effulgence that was almost dazzling, and was a source of irritation to the male relatives on his wife’s side, one of whom had unfortunately come within the grasp of the law over a matter of a snared rabbit and was in consequence predisposed to anarchy in so far as the abolition of law and order affected the police force.

Constable Wiseman sat at tea one summer evening, and about the spotless white cloth which covered the table was grouped all that Constable Wiseman might legally call his. Tea was a function, and to the younger members of the family meant just tea and bread and butter. To Constable Wiseman it meant luxuries of a varied and costly nature. His taste ranged from rump steak to Yarmouth bloaters, and once he had introduced a foreign delicacy — foreign to the village, which had never known before the reason for their existence — sweetbreads.

The conversation, which was well sustained by Mr. Wiseman, was usually of himself, his wife being content to punctuate his autobiography with such encouraging phrases as, “Dear, dear!” “Well, whatever next!” the children doing no more than ask in a whisper for more food. This they did at regular and frequent intervals, but because of their whispers they were supposed to be unheard.

Constable Wiseman spoke about himself because he knew of nothing more interesting to talk about. His evening conversation usually took the form of a very full résumé of his previous day’s experience. He left the impression upon his wife — and glad enough she was to have such an impression — that Eastbourne was a well-conducted town mainly as a result of P. C. Wiseman’s ceaseless and tireless efforts.

“I never had a clew yet that I never follered to the bitter end,” said the preening constable.

“You remember when Raggett’s orchard was robbed — who found the thieves?”

“You did, of course; I’m sure you did,” said Mrs. Wiseman, jigging her youngest on her knee, the youngest not having arrived at the age where he recognized the necessity for expressing his desires in whispers.

“Who caught them three-card-trick men after the Lewes races last year?” went on Constable Wiseman passionately. “Who has had more summonses for smoking chimneys than any other man in the force? Some people,” he added, as he rose heavily and took down his tunic, which hung on the wall— “some people would ask for promotion; but I’m perfectly satisfied. I’m not one of those ambitious sort. Why, I wouldn’t know at all what to do with myself if they made me a sergeant.”

“You deserve it, anyway,” said Mrs. Wiseman.

“I don’t deserve anything I don’t want,” said Mr. Wiseman loftily. “I’ve learned a few things, too, but I’ve never made use of what’s come to me officially to get me pushed along. You’ll hear something in a day or two,” he said mysteriously, “and in high life, too, in a manner of speaking — that is, if you can call old Minute high life, which I very much doubt.”

“You don’t say so!” said Mrs. Wiseman, appropriately amazed.

Her husband nodded his head.

“There’s trouble up there,” he said. “From certain information I’ve received, there has been a big row between young Mr. Merrill and the old man, and the C. I. D. people have been down about it. What’s more,” he said, “I could tell a thing or two. I’ve seen that boy look at the old man as though he’d like to kill him. You wouldn’t believe it, would you, but I know, and it didn’t happen so long ago either. He was always snubbing him when young Merrill was down here acting as his secretary, and as good as called him a fool in front of my face when I served him with that summons for having his lights up. You’ll hear something one of these days.”

Constable Wiseman was an excellent prophet, vague as his prophecy was.

He went out of the cottage to his duty in a complacent frame of mind, which was not unusual, for Constable Wiseman was nothing if not satisfied with his fate. His complacency continued until a little after seven o’clock that evening.

It so happened that Constable Wiseman, no less than every other member of the force on duty that night, had much to think about, much that was at once exciting and absorbing. It had been whispered before the evening parade that Sergeant Smith was to leave the force. There was some talk of his being dismissed, but it was clear that he had been given the opportunity of resigning, for he was still doing duty, which would not have been the case had he been forcibly removed.

Sergeant Smith’s mien and attitude had confirmed the rumor. Nobody was surprised, since this dour officer had been in trouble before. Twice had he been before the deputy chief constable for neglect of, and being drunk while on, duty. On the earlier occasions he had had remarkable escapes. Some people talked of influence, but it is more likely that the man’s record had helped him, for he was a first-class policeman with a nose for crime, absolutely fearless, and had, moreover, assisted in the capture of one or two very desperate criminals who had made their way to the south-coast town.

His last offense, however, was too grave to overlook. His inspector, going the rounds, had missed him, and after a search he was discovered outside a public house. It is no great crime to be found outside a public house, particularly when an officer has a fairly extensive area to cover, and in this respect he was well within the limits of that area. But it must be explained that the reason the sergeant was outside the public house was because he had challenged a fellow carouser to fight, and at the moment he was discovered he was stripped to the waist and setting about his task with rare workmanlike skill.

He was also drunk.

To have retained his services thereafter would have been little less than a crying scandal. There is no doubt, however, that Sergeant Smith had made a desperate attempt to use the influence behind him, and use it to its fullest extent.

He had had one stormy interview with John Minute, and had planned another. Constable Wiseman, patrolling the London Road, his mind filled with the great news, was suddenly confronted with the object of his thoughts. The sergeant rode up to where the constable was standing in a professional attitude at the corner of two roads, and jumped off with the manner of a man who has an object in view.

“Wiseman,” he said — and his voice was such as to suggest that he had been drinking again— “where will you be at ten o’clock tonight?”

Constable Wiseman raised his eyes in thought.

“At ten o’clock, Sergeant, I shall be opposite the gates of the cemetery.”

The sergeant looked round left and right.

“I am going to see Mr. Minute on a matter of business,” he said, “and you needn’t mention the fact.”

“I keep myself to myself,” began Constable Wiseman. “What I see with one eye goes out of the other, in the manner of speaking—”

The sergeant nodded, stepped on to his bicycle again, turned it about, and went at full speed down the gentle incline toward Weald Lodge. He made no secret of his visit, but rode through the wide gates up the gravel drive to the front of the house, rang the bell, and to the servant who answered demanded peremptorily to see Mr. Minute.

John Minute received him in the library, where the previous interviews had taken place. Minute waited until the servant had gone and the door was closed, and then he said:

“Now, Crawley, there’s no sense in coming to me; I can do nothing for you.”

The sergeant put his helmet on the table, walked to a sideboard where a tray and decanter stood, and poured himself out a stiff dose of whisky without invitation. John Minute watched him without any great resentment. This was not civilized Eastbourne they were in. They were back in the old free-and-easy days of Gwelo, where men did not expect invitations to drink.

Smith — or Crawley, to give him his real name — tossed down half a tumbler of neat whisky and turned, wiping his heavy mustache with the back of his hand.

“So you can’t do anything, can’t you?” he mimicked. “Well, I’m going to show you that you can, and that you will!”

He put up his hand to check the words on John Minute’s lips.

“There’s no sense in your putting that rough stuff over me about your being able to send me to jail, because you wouldn’t do it. It doesn’t suit your book, John Minute, to go into the court and testify against me. Too many things would come out in the witness box, and you well know it — besides, Rhodesia is a long way off!”

“I know a place which isn’t so far distant,” said the other, looking up from his chair— “a place called Felixstowe, for example. There’s another place called Cromer. I’ve been in consultation with a gentleman you may have heard of, a Mr. Saul Arthur Mann.”

“Saul Arthur Mann,” repeated the other slowly. “I’ve never heard of him.”

“You would not, but he has heard of you,” said John Minute calmly. “The fact is, Crawley, there’s a big bad record against you, between your serious crimes in Rhodesia and your blackmail of to-day. I’ve a few facts about you which will interest you. I know the date you came to this country, which I didn’t know before, and I know how you earned your living until you found me. I know of some shares in a non-existent Rhodesian mine which you sold to a feeble-minded gentleman at Cromer, and to a lady, equally feeble-minded, at Felixstowe. I’ve not only got the shares you sold, with your signature as a director, but I have letters and receipts signed by you. It has cost me a lot of money to get them, but it was well worth it.”

Crawley’s face was livid. He took a step toward the other, but recoiled, for at the first hint of danger John Minute had pulled the revolver he invariably carried.

“Keep just where you are, Crawley!” he said. “You are close enough now to be unpleasant.”

“So you’ve got my record, have you?” said the other, with an oath. “Tucked away with your marriage lines, I’ll bet, and the certificate of birth of the kids you left to starve with their mother.”

“Get out of here!” said Minute, with dangerous quiet. “Get away while you’re safe!”

There was something in his eye which cowed the half-drunken man who, turning with a laugh, picked up his helmet and walked from the room.

The hour was seven-thirty-five by Constable Wiseman’s watch; for, slowly patrolling back, he saw the sergeant come flying out of the gateway on his bicycle and turn down toward the town. Constable Wiseman subsequently explained that he looked at his watch because he had a regular point at which he should meet Sergeant Smith at seven-forty-five and he was wondering whether his superior would return.

The chronology of the next three hours has been so often given in various accounts of the events which marked that evening that I may be excused if I give them in detail.

A car, white with dust, turned into the stable yard of the Star Hotel, Maidstone. The driver, in a dust coat and a chauffeur’s cap, descended and handed over the car to a garage keeper with instructions to clean it up and have it filled ready for him the following morning. He gave explicit instructions as to the number of tins of petrol he required to carry always and tipped the garage keeper handsomely in advance.

He was described as a young man with a slight black mustache, and he was wearing his motor goggles when he went into the office of the hotel and ordered a bed and a sitting room. Therefore his face was not seen. When his dinner was served, it was remarked by the waiter that his goggles were still on his face. He gave instructions that the whole of the dinner was to be served at once and put upon the sideboard, and that he did not wish to be disturbed until he rang the bell.

When the bell rang the waiter came to find the room empty. But from the adjoining room he received orders to have breakfast by seven o’clock the following morning.

At seven o’clock the driver of the car paid his bill, his big motor goggles still upon his face, again tipped the garage keeper handsomely, and drove his car from the yard. He turned to the right and appeared to be taking the London Road, but later in the day, as has been established, the car was seen on its way to Paddock Wood, and was later observed at Tonbridge. The driver pulled up at a little tea house half a mile from the town, ordered sandwiches and tea, which were brought to him, and which he consumed in the car.

Late in the afternoon the car was seen at Uckfield, and the theory generally held was that the driver was killing time. At the wayside cottage at which he stopped for tea — it was one of those little places that invite cyclists by an ill-printed board to tarry a while and refresh themselves — he had some conversation with the tenant of the cottage, a widow. She seems to have been the usual loquacious, friendly soul who tells one without reserve her business, her troubles, and a fair sprinkling of the news of the day in the shortest possible time.

“I haven’t seen a paper,” said Rex Holland politely. “It is a very curious thing that I never thought about newspapers.”

“I can get you one,” said the woman eagerly. “You ought to read about that case.”

“The dead chauffeur?” asked Rex Holland interestedly, for that had been the item of general news which was foremost in the woman’s conversation.

“Yes, sir; he was murdered in Ashdown Forest. Many’s the time I’ve driven over there.”

“How do you know it was a murder?”

She knew for many reasons. Her brotherin-law was gamekeeper to Lord Ferring, and a colleague of his had been the man who had discovered the body, and it had appeared, as the good lady explained, that this same chauffeur was a man for whom the police had been searching in connection with a bank robbery about which much had appeared in the newspapers of the day previous.

“How very interesting!” said Mr. Holland, and took the paper from her hand.

He read the description line by line. He learned that the police were in possession of important clews, and that they were on the track of the man who had been seen in the company of the chauffeur. Moreover, said a most indiscreet newspaper writer, the police had a photograph showing the chauffeur standing by the side of his car, and reproductions of this photograph, showing the type of machine, were being circulated.

“How very interesting!” said Mr. Rex Holland again, being perfectly content in his mind, for his search of the body had revealed copies of this identical picture, and the car in which he was seated was not the car which had been photographed. From this point, a mile and a half beyond Uckfield, all trace of the car and its occupant was lost.

The writer has been very careful to note the exact times and to confirm those about which there was any doubt. At nine-twenty on the night when Constable Wiseman had patrolled the road before Weald Lodge and had seen Sergeant Smith flying down the road on his bicycle, and on the night of that day when Mr. Rex Holland had been seen at Uckfield, there arrived by the London train, which is due at Eastbourne at nine-twenty, Frank Merrill. The train, as a matter of fact, was three minutes late, and Frank, who had been in the latter part of the train, was one of the last of the passengers to arrive at the barrier.

When he reached the barrier, he discovered that he had no railway ticket, a very ordinary and vexatious experience which travelers before now have endured. He searched in every pocket, including the pocket of the light ulster he wore, but without success. He was vexed, but he laughed because he had a strong sense of humor.

“I could pay for my ticket,” he smiled, “but I be hanged if I will! Inspector, you search that overcoat.”

The amused inspector complied while Frank again went through all his pockets. At his request he accompanied the inspector to the latter’s office, and there deposited on the table the contents of his pockets, his money, letters, and pocketbook.

“You’re used to searching people,” he said. “See if you can find it. I’ll swear I’ve got it about me somewhere.”

The obliging inspector felt, probed, but without success, till suddenly, with a roar of laughter, Frank cried:

“What a stupid ass I am! I’ve got it in my hat!”

He took off his hat, and there in the lining was a first-class ticket from London to Eastbourne.

It is necessary to lay particular stress upon this incident, which had an important bearing upon subsequent events. He called a taxicab, drove to Weald Lodge, and dismissed the driver in the road. He arrived at Weald Lodge, by the testimony of the driver and by that of Constable Wiseman, whom the car had passed, at about nine-forty.

Mr. John Minute at this time was alone; his suspicious nature would not allow the presence of servants in the house during the interview which he was to have with his nephew. He regarded servants as spies and eavesdroppers, and perhaps there was an excuse for his uncharitable view.

At nine-fifty, ten minutes after Frank had entered the gates of Weald Lodge, a car with gleaming headlights came quickly from the opposite direction and pulled up outside the gates. P. C. Wiseman, who at this moment was less than fifty yards from the gate, saw a man descend and pass quickly into the grounds of the house.

At nine-fifty-two or nine-fifty-three the constable, walking slowly toward the house, came abreast of the wall, and, looking up, saw a light flash for a moment in one of the upper windows. He had hardly seen this when he heard two shots fired in rapid succession, and a cry.

Only for a moment did P. C. Wiseman hesitate. He jumped the low wall, pushed through the shrubs, and made for the side of the house from whence a flood of light fell from the open French windows of the library. He blundered into the room a pace or two, and then stopped, for the sight was one which might well arrest even as unimaginative a man as a county constable.

John Minute lay on the floor on his back, and it did not need a doctor to tell that he was dead. By his side, and almost within reach of his hand, was a revolver of a very heavy army pattern. Mechanically the constable picked up the revolver and turned his stern face to the other occupant of the room.

“This is a bad business, Mr. Merrill,” he found his breath to say.

Frank Merrill had been leaning over his uncle as the constable entered, but now stood erect, pale, but perfectly self-possessed.

“I heard the shot and I came in,” he said.

“Stay where you are,” said the constable, and, stepping quickly out on to the lawn, he blew his whistle long and shrilly, then returned to the room.

“This is a bad business, Mr. Merrill,” he repeated.

“It is a very bad business,” said the other in a low voice.

“Is this revolver yours?”

Frank shook his head.

“I’ve never seen it before,” he said with emphasis.

The constable thought as quickly as it was humanly possible for him to think. He had no doubt in his mind that this unhappy youth had fired the shots which had ended the life of the man on the floor.

“Stay here,” he said again, and again went out to blow his whistle. He walked this time on the lawn by the side of the drive toward the road. He had not taken half a dozen steps when he saw a dark figure of a man creeping stealthily along before him in the shade of the shrubs. In a second the constable was on him, had grasped him and swung him round, flashing his lantern into his prisoner’s face. Instantly he released his hold.

“I beg your pardon, Sergeant,” he stammered.

“What’s the matter?” scowled the other. “What’s wrong with you, Constable?”

Sergeant Smith’s face was drawn and haggard. The policeman looked at him with openmouthed astonishment.

“I didn’t know it was you,” he said.

“What’s wrong?” asked the other again, and his voice was cracked and unnatural.

“There’s been a murder — old Minute — shot!”

Sergeant Smith staggered back a pace.

“Good God!” he said. “Minute murdered? Then he did it! The young devil did it!”

“Come and have a look,” invited Wiseman, recovering his balance. “I’ve got his nephew.”

“No, no! I don’t want to see John Minute dead! You go back. I’ll bring another constable and a doctor.”

He stumbled blindly along the drive into the road, and Constable Wiseman went back to the house. Frank was where he had left him, save that he had seated himself and was gazing steadfastly upon the dead man. He looked up as the policeman entered.

“What have you done?” he asked.

“The sergeant’s gone for a doctor and another constable,” said Wiseman gravely.

“I’m afraid they will be too late,” said Frank. “He is — What’s that?”

There was a distant hammering and a faint voice calling for help.

“What’s that?” whispered Frank again.

The constable strode through the open doorway to the foot of the stairs and listened. The sound came from the upper story. He ran upstairs, mounting two at a time, and presently located the noise. It came from an end room, and somebody was hammering on the panels. The door was locked, but the key had been left in the lock, and this Constable Wiseman turned, flooding the dark interior with light.

“Come out!” he said, and Jasper Cole staggered out, dazed and shaking.

“Somebody hit me on the head with a sandbag,” he said thickly. “I heard the shot. What has happened?”

“Mr. Minute has been killed,” said the policeman.

“Killed!” He fell back against the wall, his face working. “Killed!” he repeated. “Not killed!”

The constable nodded. He had found the electric switch and the passageway was illuminated.

Presently the young man mastered his emotion.

“Where is he?” he asked, and Wiseman led the way downstairs.

Jasper Cole walked into the room without a glance at Frank and bent over the dead man. For a long time he looked at him earnestly, then he turned to Frank.

“You did this!” he said. “I heard your voice and the shots! I heard you threaten him!”

Frank said nothing. He merely stared at the other, and in his eyes was a look of infinite scorn.
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Mr. Saul Arthur Mann stood by the window of his office and moodily watched the traffic passing up and down this busy city street at what was the busiest hour of the day. He stood there such a long time that the girl who had sought his help thought he must have forgotten her.

May was pale, and her pallor was emphasized by the black dress she wore. The terrible happening of a week before had left its impression upon her. For her it had been a week of sleepless nights, a week’s anguish of mind unspeakable. Everybody had been most kind, and Jasper was as gentle as a woman. Such was the influence that he exercised over her that she did not feel any sense of resentment against him, even though she knew that he was the principal witness for the crown. He was so sincere, so honest in his sympathy, she told herself.

He was so free from any bitterness against the man who he believed had killed his best friend and his most generous employer that she could not sustain the first feeling of resentment she had felt. Perhaps it was because her great sorrow overshadowed all other emotions; yet she was free to analyze her friendship with the man who was working day and night to send the man who loved her to a felon’s doom. She could not understand herself; still less could she understand Jasper.

She looked up again at Mr. Mann as he stood by the window, his hands clasped behind him; and as she did so he turned slowly and came back to where she sat. His usually jocund face was lugubrious and worried.

“I have given more thought to this matter than I’ve given to any other problem I have tackled,” he said. “I believe Mr. Merrill to be falsely accused, and I have one or two points to make to his counsel which, when they are brought forward in court, will prove beyond any doubt whatever that he was innocent. I don’t believe that matters are so black against him as you think. The other side will certainly bring forward the forgery and the doctored books to supply a motive for the murder. Inspector Nash is in charge of the case, and he promised to call here at four o’clock.”

He looked at his watch.

“It wants three minutes. Have you any suggestion to offer?”

She shook her head.

“I can floor the prosecution,” Mr. Mann went on, “but what I cannot do is to find the murderer for certain. It is obviously one of three men. It is either Sergeant Crawley, alias Smith, about whose antecedents Mr. Minute made an inquiry, or Jasper Cole, the secretary, or—”

He shrugged his shoulders.

It was not necessary to say who was the third suspect.

There came a knock at the door, and the clerk announced Inspector Nash. That stout and stoical officer gave a noncommittal nod to Mr. Mann and a smiling recognition to the girl.

“Well, you know how matters stand, Inspector,” said Mr. Mann briskly, “and I thought I’d ask you to come here to-day to straighten a few things out.”

“It is rather irregular, Mr. Mann,” said the inspector, “but as they’ve no objection at headquarters, I don’t mind telling you, within limits, all that I know; but I don’t suppose I can tell you any more than you have found out for yourself.”

“Do you really think Mr. Merrill committed this crime?” asked the girl.

The inspector raised his eyebrows and pursed his lips.

“It looks uncommonly like it, miss,” he said. “We have evidence that the bank has been robbed, and it is almost certainly proved that Merrill had access to the books and was the only person in the bank who could have faked the figures and transferred the money from one account to another without being found out. There are still one or two doubtful points to be cleared up, but there is the motive, and when you’ve got the motive you are three parts on your way to finding the criminal. It isn’t a straightforward case by any means,” he confessed, “and the more I go into it the more puzzled I am. I don’t mind telling you this frankly: I have seen Constable Wiseman, who swears that at the moment the shots were fired he saw a light flash in the upper window. We have the statement of Mr. Cole that he was in his room, his employer having requested that he should make himself scarce when the nephew came, and he tells us how somebody opened the door quietly and flashed an electric torch upon him.”

“What was Cole doing in the dark?” asked Mann quickly.

“He had a headache and was lying down,” said the inspector. “When he saw the light he jumped up and made for it, and was immediately slugged; the door closed upon him and was locked. Between his leaving the bed and reaching the door he heard Mr. Merrill’s voice threatening his uncle, and the shots. Immediately afterward he was rendered insensible.”

“A curious story,” said Saul Arthur Mann dryly. “A very curious story!”

The girl felt an unaccountable and altogether amazing desire to defend Jasper against the innuendo in the other’s tone, and it was with difficulty that she restrained herself.

“I don’t think it is a good story,” said the inspector frankly; “but that is between ourselves. And then, of course,” he went on, “we have the remarkable behavior of Sergeant Smith.”

“Where is he?” asked Mr. Mann.

The inspector shrugged his shoulders.

“Sergeant Smith has disappeared,” he said, “though I dare say we shall find him before long. He is only one; the most puzzling element of all is the fourth man concerned, the man who arrived in the motor car and who was evidently Mr. Rex Holland. We have got a very full description of him.”

“I also have a very full description of him,” said Mr. Mann quietly; “but I’ve been unable to identify him with any of the people in my records.”

“Anyway, it was his car; there is no doubt about that.”

“And he was the murderer,” said Mr. Mann. “I’ve no doubt about that, nor have you.”

“I have doubts about everything,” replied the inspector diplomatically.

“What was in the car?” asked the little man brightly. He was rapidly recovering his good humor.

“That I am afraid I cannot tell you,” smiled the detective.

“Then I’ll tell you,” said Saul Arthur Mann, and, stepping up to his desk, took a memorandum from a drawer. “There were two motor rugs, two holland coats, one white, one brown. There were two sets of motor goggles. There was a package of revolver cartridges, from which six had been extracted, a leather revolver holster, a small garden trowel, and one or two other little things.”

Inspector Nash swore softly under his breath.

“I’m blessed if I know how you found all that out,” he said, with a little asperity in his voice. “The car was not touched or searched until we came on the scene, and, beyond myself and Sergeant Mannering of my department, nobody knows what the car contained.”

Saul Arthur Mann smiled, and it was a very happy and triumphant smile.

“You see, I know!” he purred. “That is one point in Merrill’s favor.”

“Yes,” agreed the detective, and smiled.

“Why do you smile, Mr. Nash?” asked the little man suspiciously.

“I was thinking of a county policeman who seems to have some extraordinary theories on the subject.”

“Oh, you mean Wiseman,” said Mann, with a grin. “I’ve interviewed that gentleman. There is a great detective lost in him, Inspector.”

“It is lost, all right,” said the detective laconically. “Wiseman is very certain that Merrill committed the crime, and I think you are going to have a difficulty in persuading a jury that he didn’t. You see Merrill’s story is that he came and saw his uncle, that they had a few minutes’ chat together, that his uncle suddenly had an attack of faintness, and that he went out of the room into the dining room to get a glass of water. While Merrill was in the dining room he heard the shots, and came running back, still with the glass in his hand, and saw his uncle lying on the ground. I saw the glass, which was half filled.

“I was also there in time to examine the dining room and see that Mr. Merrill had spilled some of the water when he was taking it from the carafe. All that part of the story is circumstantially sound. What we cannot understand, and what a jury will never understand, is how, in the very short space of time, the murderer could have got into the room and made his escape again.”

“The French windows were open,” said Mr. Mann. “All the evidence that we have is to this effect, including the evidence of P. C. Wiseman.”

“In those circumstances, how comes it that the constable, who, when he heard the shot, made straight for the room, did not meet the murderer escaping? He saw nobody in the grounds—”

“Except Sergeant Smith, or Crawley,” interspersed Saul Arthur Mann readily. “I have reason to believe, and, indeed, reason to know, that Sergeant Smith, or Crawley, had a motive for being in the house. I supplied Mr. Minute, who was a client of mine, with certain documents, and those documents were in a safe in his bedroom. What is more likely than that this Crawley, to whom it was vitally necessary that the documents in question should be recovered, should have entered the house in search of those documents? I don’t mind telling you that they related to a fraud of which he was the author, and they were in themselves all the proof which the police would require to obtain a conviction against him. He was obviously the man who struck down Mr. Cole, and whose light the constable saw flashing in the upper window.”

“In that case he cannot have been the murderer,” said the detective quickly, “because the shots were fired while he was still in the room. They were almost simultaneous with the appearance of the flash at the upper window.”

“H’m!” said Saul Arthur Mann, for the moment nonplussed.

“The more you go into this matter, the more complicated does it become,” said the police officer, with a shake of his head, “and to my mind the clearer is the case against Merrill.”

“With this reservation,” interrupted the other, “that you have to account for the movements of Mr. Rex Holland, who comes on the scene ten minutes after Frank Merrill arrives and who leaves his car. He leaves his car for a very excellent reason,” he went on. “Sergeant Smith, who runs away to get assistance, meets two men of the Sussex constabulary, hurrying in response to Wiseman’s whistle. One of them stands by the car, and the other comes into the house. It was, therefore, impossible for the murderer to make use of the car. Here is another point I would have you explain.”

He had hoisted himself on the edge of his desk, and sat, an amusing little figure, his legs swinging a foot from the ground.

“The revolver used was a big Webley, not an easy thing to carry or conceal about your person, and undoubtedly brought to the scene of the crime by the man in the car. You will say that Merrill, who wore an overcoat, might have easily brought it in his pocket; but the absolute proof that that could not have been the case is that on his arrival by train from London, Mr. Merrill lost his ticket and very carefully searched himself, a railway inspector assisting, to discover the bit of pasteboard. He turned out everything he had in his pocket in the inspector’s presence, and his overcoat — the only place where he could have concealed such a heavy weapon — was searched by the inspector himself.”

The detective nodded.

“It is a very difficult case,” he agreed, “and one in which I’ve no great heart; for, to be absolutely honest, my views are that while it might have been Merrill, the balance of proof is that it was not. That is, of course, my unofficial view, and I shall work pretty hard to secure a conviction.”

“I am sure you will,” said Mr. Mann heartily.

“Must the case go into the court?” asked the girl anxiously.

“There is no other way for it,” replied the officer. “You see, we have arrested him, and unless something turns up the magistrate must commit him for trial on the evidence we have secured.”

“Poor Frank!” she said softly.

“It is rough on him, if he is innocent,” agreed Nash, “but it is lucky for him if he’s guilty. My experience of crime and criminals is that it is generally the obvious man who commits that crime; only once in fifty years is he innocent, whether he is acquitted or whether he is found guilty.”

He offered his hand to Mr. Mann.

“I’ll be getting along now, sir,” he said. “The commissioner asked me to give you all the assistance I possibly could, and I hope I have done so.”

“What are you doing in the case of Jasper Cole?” asked Mann quickly.

The detective smiled.

“You ought to know, sir,” he said, and was amused at his own little joke.

“Well, young lady,” said Mann, turning to the girl, after the detective had gone, “I think you know how matters stand. Nash suspects Cole.”

“Jasper!” she said, in shocked surprise.

“Jasper,” he repeated.

“But that is impossible! He was locked in his room.”

“That doesn’t make it impossible. I know of fourteen distinct cases of men who committed crimes and were able to lock themselves in their rooms, leaving the key outside. There was a case of Henry Burton, coiner; there was William Francis Rector, who killed a warder while in prison and locked the cell upon himself from the inside. There was — But there; why should I bother you with instances? That kind of trick is common enough. No,” he said, “it is the motive that we have to find. Do you still want me to go with you tomorrow, Miss Nuttall?” he asked.

“I should be very glad if you would,” she said earnestly. “Poor, dear uncle! I didn’t think I could ever enter the house again.”

“I can relieve your mind about that,” he said. “The will is not to be read in the house. Mr. Minute’s lawyers have arranged for the reading at their offices in Lincoln’s Inn Fields. I have the address here somewhere.”

He fumbled in his pocket and took out a card.

“Power, Commons & Co.,” he read, “194 Lincoln’s Inn Fields. I will meet you there at three o’clock.”

He rumpled his untidy hair with an embarrassed laugh.

“I seem to have drifted into the position of guardian to you, young lady,” he said. “I can’t say that it is an unpleasant task, although it is a great responsibility.”

“You have been splendid, Mr. Mann,” she said warmly, “and I shall never forget all you have done for me. Somehow I feel that Frank will get off; and I hope — I pray that it will not be at Jasper’s expense.”

He looked at her in surprise and disappointment.

“I thought—” he stopped.

“You thought I was engaged to Frank, and so I am,” she said, with heightened color. “But Jasper is — I hardly know how to put it.”

“I see,” said Mr. Mann, though, if the truth be told, he saw nothing which enlightened him.

Punctually at three o’clock the next afternoon, they walked up the steps of the lawyers’ office together. Jasper Cole was already there, and to Mr. Mann’s surprise so also was Inspector Nash, who explained his presence in a few words.

“There may be something in the will which will open a new viewpoint,” he said.

Mr. Power, the solicitor, an elderly man, inclined to rotundity, was introduced, and, taking his position before the fireplace, opened the proceedings with an expression of regret as to the circumstances which had brought them together.

“The will of my late client,” he said, “was not drawn up by me. It is written in Mr. Minute’s handwriting, and revokes the only other will, one which was prepared some four years ago and which made provisions rather different to those in the present instrument. This will” — he took a single sheet of paper out of an envelope— “was made last year and was witnessed by Thomas Wellington Crawley” — he adjusted his pince-nez and examined the signature— “late trooper of the Matabeleland mounted police, and by George Warrell, who was Mr. Minute’s butler at the time. Warrell died in the Eastbourne hospital in the spring of this year.”

There was a deep silence. Saul Arthur Mann’s face was eagerly thrust forward, his head turned slightly to one side. Inspector Nash showed an unusual amount of interest. Both men had the same thought — a new will, witnessed by two people, one of whom was dead, and the other a fugitive from justice; what did this will contain?

It was the briefest of documents. To his ward he left the sum of two hundred thousand pounds, “a provision which was also made in the previous will, I might add,” said the lawyer, and to this he added all his shares in the Gwelo Deep.

“To his nephew, Francis Merrill, he left twenty thousand pounds.”

The lawyer paused and looked round the little circle, and then continued:

“The residue of my property, movable and immovable, all my furniture, leases, shares, cash at bankers, and all interests whatsoever, I bequeath to Jasper Cole, so-called, who is at present my secretary and confidential agent.”

The detective and Saul Arthur Mann exchanged glances, and Nash’s lips moved.

“How is that for a ‘motive’?” he whispered.



XII. The Trial of Frank Merrill
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The trial of Frank Merrill on the charge that he “did on the twenty-eighth day of June in the year of our Lord one thousand nine hundred — wilfully and wickedly kill and slay by a pistol shot John Minute” was the sensation of a season which was unusually prolific in murder trials. The trial took place at the Lewes Assizes in a crowded courtroom, and lasted, as we know, for sixteen days, five days of which were given to the examination in chief and the cross-examination of the accountants who had gone into the books of the bank.

The prosecution endeavored to establish the fact that no other person but Frank Merrill could have access to the books, and that therefore no other person could have falsified them or manipulated the transfer of moneys. It cannot be said that the prosecution had wholly succeeded; for when Brandon, the bank manager, was put into the witness box he was compelled to admit that not only Frank, but he himself and Jasper Cole, were in a position to reach the books.

The opening speech for the crown had been a masterly one. But that there were many weak points in the evidence and in the assumptions which the prosecution drew was evident to the merest tyro.

Sir George Murphy Jackson, the attorney general, who prosecuted, attempted to dispose summarily of certain conflictions, and it had to be confessed that his explanations were very plausible.

“The defense will tell us,” he said, in that shrill, clarion tone of his which has made to quake the hearts of so many hostile witnesses, “that we have not accounted for the fourth man who drove up in his car ten minutes after Merrill had entered the house, and disappeared, but I am going to tell you my theory of that incident.

“Merrill had an accomplice who is not in custody, and that accomplice is Rex Holland. Merrill had planned and prepared this murder, because from some statement which his uncle had made he believed that not only was his whole future dependent upon destroying his benefactor and silencing forever the one man who knew the extent of his villainy, but he had in his cold, shrewd way accurately foreseen the exact consequence of such a shooting. It was a big criminal’s big idea.

“He foresaw this trial,” he said impressively; “he foresaw, gentlemen of the jury, his acquittal at your hands. He foresaw a reaction which would not only give him the woman he professes to love, but in consequence place in his hands the disposal of her considerable fortune.

“Why should he shoot John Minute? you may ask; and I reply to that question with another: What would have happened had he not shot his uncle? He would have been a ruined man. The doors of his uncle’s house would have been closed to him. The legacy would have been revoked, the marriage for which he had planned so long would have been an unrealized dream.

“He knew the extent of the fortune which was coming to Miss Nuttall. Mr. Minute made two wills, in both of which he left an identical sum to his ward. The first of these, revoked by the second and containing the same provision, was witnessed by the man in the dock! He knew, too, that the Rhodesian gold mine, the shares of which were held by John Minute on the girl’s behalf, was likely to prove a very rich proposition, and I suggest that the information coming to him as Mr. Minute’s secretary, he deliberately suppressed that information for his own purpose.

“What had he to gain? I ask you to believe that if he is acquitted he will have achieved all that he ever hoped to achieve.”

There was a little murmur in the court. Frank Merrill, leaning on the ledge of the dock, looked down at the girl in the body of the court, and their eyes met. He saw the indignation in her face and nodded with a little smile, then turned again to the counsel with that eager, half-quizzical look of interest which the girl had so often seen upon his handsome face.

“Much will be made, in the course of this trial, of the presence of another man, and the defense will endeavor to secure capital out of the fact that the man Crawley, who it was suggested was in the house for an improper purpose, has not been discovered. As to the fourth man, the driver of the motor car, there seems little doubt but that he was an accomplice of Merrill. This mysterious Rex Holland, who has been identified by Mrs. Totney, of Uckfield, spent the whole of the day wandering about Sussex, obviously having one plan in his mind, which was to arrive at Mr. Minute’s house at the same time as his confederate.

“You will have the taxidriver’s evidence that when Merrill stepped down, after being driven from the station, he looked left and right, as though he were expecting somebody. The plan to some extent miscarried. The accomplice arrived ten minutes too late. On some pretext or other Merrill probably left the room. I suggest that he did not go into the dining room, but that he went out into the garden and was met by his accomplice, who handed him the weapon with which this crime was committed.

“It may be asked by the defense why the accomplice, who was presumably Rex Holland, did not himself commit the crime. I could offer two or three alternative suggestions, all of which are feasible. The deceased man was shot at close quarters, and was found in such an attitude as to suggest that he was wholly unprepared for the attack. We know that he was in some fear and that he invariably went armed; yet it is fairly certain that he made no attempt to draw his weapon, which he certainly would have done had he been suddenly confronted by an armed stranger.

“I do not pretend that I am explaining the strange relationship between Merrill and this mysterious forger. Merrill is the only man who has seen him and has given a vague and somewhat confused description of him. ‘He was a man with a short, close-clipped beard’ is Merrill’s description. The woman who served him with tea near Uckfield describes him as a ‘youngish man with a dark mustache, but otherwise clean shaven.’

“There is no reason, of course, why he should not have removed his beard, but as against that suggestion we will call evidence to prove that the man seen driving with the murdered chauffeur was invariably a man with a mustache and no beard, so that the balance of probability is on the side of the supposition that Merrill is not telling the truth. An unknown client with a large deposit at his bank would not be likely constantly to alter his appearance. If he were a criminal, as we know him to be, there would be another reason why he should not excite suspicion in this way.”

His address covered the greater part of a day — but he returned to the scene in the garden, to the supposed meeting of the two men, and to the murder.

Saul Arthur Mann, sitting with Frank’s solicitor, scratched his nose and grinned.

“I have never heard a more ingenious piece of reconstruction,” he said; “though, of course, the whole thing is palpably absurd.”

As a theory it was no doubt excellent; but men are not sentenced to death on theories, however ingenious they may be. Probably nobody in the court so completely admired the ingenuity as the man most affected. At the lunch interval on the day on which this theory was put forward he met his solicitor and Saul Arthur Mann in the bare room in which such interviews are permitted.

“It was really fascinating to hear him,” said Frank, as he sipped the cup of tea which they had brought him. “I almost began to believe that I had committed the murder! But isn’t it rather alarming? Will the jury take the same view?” he asked, a little troubled.

The solicitor shook his head.

“Unsupported theories of that sort do not go well with juries, and, of course, the whole story is so flimsy and so improbable that it will go for no more than a piece of clever reasoning.”

“Did anybody see you at the railway station?”

Frank shook his head.

“I suppose hundreds of people saw me, but would hardly remember me.”

“Was there any one on the train who knew you?”

“No,” said Frank, after a moment’s thought. “There were six people in my carriage until we got to Lewes, but I think I told you that, and you have not succeeded in tracing any of them.”

“It is most difficult to get into touch with those people,” said the lawyer. “Think of the scores of people one travels with, without ever remembering what they looked like or how they were dressed. If you had been a woman, traveling with women, every one of your five fellow passengers would have remembered you and would have recalled your hat.”

Frank laughed.

“There are certain disadvantages in being a man,” he said. “How do you think the case is going?”

“They have offered no evidence yet. I think you will agree, Mr. Mann,” he said respectfully, for Saul Arthur Mann was a power in legal circles.

“None at all,” the little fellow agreed.

Frank recalled the first day he had seen him, with his hat perched on the back of his head and his shabby, genteel exterior.

“Oh, by Jove!” he said. “I suppose they will be trying to fasten the death of that man upon me that we saw in Gray Square.”

Saul Arthur Mann nodded.

“They have not put that in the indictment,” he said, “nor the case of the chauffeur. You see, your conviction will rest entirely upon this present charge, and both the other matters are subsidiary.”

Frank walked thoughtfully up and down the room, his hands behind his back.

“I wonder who Rex Holland is,” he said, half to himself.

“You still have your theory?” asked the lawyer, eying him keenly.

Frank nodded.

“And you still would rather not put it into words?”

“Much rather not,” said Frank gravely.

He returned to the court and glanced round for the girl, but she was not there. The rest of the afternoon’s proceedings, taken up as they were with the preliminaries of the case, bored him.

It was on the twelfth day of the trial that Jasper Cole stepped on to the witness stand. He was dressed in black and was paler than usual, but he took the oath in a firm voice and answered the questions which were put to him without hesitation.

The story of Frank’s quarrel with his uncle, of the forged checks, and of his own experience on the night of the crime filled the greater part of the forenoon, and it was in the afternoon when Bryan Bennett, one of the most brilliant barristers of his time, stood up to cross-examine.

“Had you any suspicion that your employer was being robbed?”

“I had a suspicion,” replied Jasper.

“Did you communicate your suspicion to your employer?”

Jasper hesitated.

“No,” he replied at last.

“Why do you hesitate?” asked Bennett sharply.

“Because, although I did not directly communicate my suspicions, I hinted to Mr. Minute that he should have an independent audit.”

“So you thought the books were wrong?”

“I did.”

“In these circumstances,” asked Bennett slowly, “do you not think it was very unwise of you to touch those books yourself?”

“When did I touch them?” asked Jasper quickly.

“I suggest that on a certain night you came to the bank and remained in the bank by yourself, examining the ledgers on behalf of your employer, and that during that time you handled at least three books in which these falsifications were made.”

“That is quite correct,” said Jasper, after a moment’s thought; “but my suspicions were general and did not apply to any particular group of books.”

“But did you not think it was dangerous?”

Again the hesitation.

“It may have been foolish, and if I had known how matters were developing I should certainly not have touched them.”

“You do admit that there were several periods of time from seven in the evening until nine and from ninethirty until eleven-fifteen when you were absolutely alone in the bank?”

“That is true,” said Jasper.

“And during those periods you could, had you wished and had you been a forger, for example, or had you any reason for falsifying the entries, have made those falsifications?”

“I admit there was time,” said Jasper.

“Would you describe yourself as a friend of Frank Merrill’s?”

“Not a close friend,” replied Jasper.

“Did you like him?”

“I cannot say that I was fond of him,” was the reply.

“He was a rival of yours?”

“In what respect?”

Counsel shrugged his shoulders.

“He was very fond of Miss Nuttall.”

“Yes.”

“And she was fond of him?”

“Yes.”

“Did you not aspire to pay your addresses to Miss Nuttall?”

Jasper Cole looked down to the girl, and May averted her eyes. Her cheeks were burning and she had a wild desire to flee from the court.

“If you mean did I love Miss Nuttall,” said Jasper Cole, in his quiet, even tone, “I reply that I did.”

“You even secured the active support of Mr. Minute?”

“I never urged the matter with Mr. Minute,” said Jasper.

“So that if he moved on your behalf he did so without your knowledge?”

“Without my pre-knowledge,” corrected the witness. “He told me afterward that he had spoken to Miss Nuttall, and I was considerably embarrassed.”

“I understand you were a man of curious habits, Mr. Cole.”

“We are all people of curious habits,” smiled the witness.

“But you in particular. You were an Orientalist, I believe?”

“I have studied Oriental languages and customs,” said Jasper shortly.

“Have you ever extended your study to the realm of hypnotism?”

“I have,” replied the witness.

“Have you ever made experiments?”

“On animals, yes.”

“On human beings?”

“No, I have never made experiments on human beings.”

“Have you also made a study of narcotics?”

The lawyer leaned forward over the table and looked at the witness between half-closed eyes.

“I have made experiments with narcotic herbs and plants,” said Jasper, after a moment’s hesitation. “I think you should know that the career which was planned for me was that of a doctor, and I have always been very interested in the effects of narcotics.”

“You know of a drug called cannabis indica
 ?” asked the counsel, consulting his paper.

“Yes; it is ‘Indian hemp.’”

“Is there an infusion of cannabis indica
 to be obtained?”

“I do not think there is,” said the other. “I can probably enlighten you because I see now the trend of your examination. I once told Frank Merrill, many years ago, when I was very enthusiastic, that an infusion of cannabis indica
 , combined with tincture of opium and hyocine, produced certain effects.”

“It is inclined to sap the will power of a man or a woman who is constantly absorbing this poison in small doses?” suggested the counsel.

“That is so.”

The counsel now switched off on a new tack.

“Do you know the East of London?”

“Yes, slightly.”

“Do you know Silvers Rents?”

“Yes.”

“Do you ever go to Silvers Rents?”

“Yes; I go there very regularly.”

The readiness of the reply astonished both Frank and the girl. She had been feeling more and more uncomfortable as the cross-examination continued, and had a feeling that she had in some way betrayed Jasper Cole’s confidence. She had listened to the cross-examination which revealed Jasper as a scientist with something approaching amazement. She had known of the laboratory, but had associated the place with those entertaining experiments that an idle dabbler in chemistry might undertake.

For a moment she doubted, and searched her mind for some occasion when he had practiced his medical knowledge. Dimly she realized that there had
 been some such occasion, and then she remembered that it had always been Jasper Cole who had concocted the strange drafts which had so relieved the headache to which, when she was a little younger, she had been something of a martyr. Could he — She struggled hard to dismiss the thought as being unworthy of her; and now, when the object of his visits to Silvers Rents was under examination, she found her curiosity growing.

“Why did you go to Silvers Rents?”

There was no answer.

“I will repeat my question: With what object did you go to Silvers Rents?”

“I decline to answer that question,” said the man in the box coolly. “I merely tell you that I went there frequently.”

“And you refuse to say why?”

“I refuse to say why,” repeated the witness.

The judge on the bench made a little note.

“I put it to you,” said counsel, speaking impressively, “that it was in Silvers Rents that you took on another identity.”

“That is probably true,” said the other, and the girl gasped; he was so cool, so self-possessed, so sure of himself.

“I suggest to you,” the counsel went on, “that in those Rents Jasper Cole became Rex Holland.”

There was a buzz of excitement, a sudden soft clamor of voices through which the usher’s harsh demand for silence cut like a knife.

“Your suggestion is an absurd one,” said Jasper, without heat, “and I presume that you are going to produce evidence to support so infamous a statement.”

“What evidence I produce,” said counsel, with asperity, “is a matter for me to decide.”

“It is also a matter for the witness,” interposed the soft voice of the judge. “As you have suggested that Holland was a party to the murder, and as you are inferring that Rex Holland is Jasper Cole, it is presumed that you will call evidence to support so serious a charge.”

“I am not prepared to call evidence, my lord, and if your lordship thinks the question should not have been put I am willing to withdraw it.”

The judge nodded and turned his head to the jury.

“You will consider that question as not having been put, gentlemen,” he said. “Doubtless counsel is trying to establish the fact that one person might just as easily have been Rex Holland as another. There is no suggestion that Mr. Cole went to Silvers Rents — which I understand is in a very poor neighborhood — with any illegal intent, or that he was committing any crime or behaving in any way improperly by paying such frequent visits. There may be something in the witness’s life associated with that poor house which has no bearing on the case and which he does not desire should be ventilated in this court. It happens to many of us,” the judge went on, “that we have associations which it would embarrass us to reveal.”

This little incident closed that portion of the cross-examination, and counsel went on to the night of the murder.

“When did you come to the house?” he asked.

“I came to the house soon after dark.”

“Had you been in London?”

“Yes; I walked from Bexhill.”

“It was dark when you arrived?”

“Yes, nearly dark.”

“The servants had all gone out?”

“Yes.”

“Was Mr. Minute pleased to see you?”

“Yes; he had expected me earlier in the day.”

“Did he tell you that his nephew was coming to see him?”

“I knew that.”

“You say he suggested that you should make yourself scarce?”

“Yes.”

“And as you had a headache, you went upstairs and lay down on your bed?”

“Yes.”

“What were you doing in Bexhill?”

“I came down from town and got into the wrong portion of the train.”

A junior leaned over and whispered quickly to his leader.

“I see, I see,” said the counsel petulantly. “Your ticket was found at Bexhill. Have you ever seen Mr. Rex Holland?” he asked.

“Never.”

“You have never met any person of that name?”

“Never.”

In this tame way the cross-examination closed, as cross-examinations have a habit of doing.

By the time the final addresses of counsel had ended, and the judge had finished a masterly summing-up, there was no doubt whatever in the mind of any person in the court as to what the verdict would be. The jury was absent from the box for twenty minutes and returned a verdict of “Not guilty!”

The judge discharged Frank Merrill without comment, and he left the court a free but ruined man.
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It was two months after the great trial, on a warm day in October, when Frank Merrill stepped ashore from the big white paddle boat which had carried him across Lake Leman from Lausanne, and, handing his bag to a porter, made his way to the hotel omnibus. He looked at his watch. It pointed to a quarter to four, and May was not due to arrive until half past. He went to his hotel, washed and changed and came down to the vestibule to inquire if the instructions he had telegraphed had been carried out.

May was arriving in company with Saul Arthur Mann, who was taking one of his rare holidays abroad. Frank had only seen the girl once since the day of the trial. He had come to breakfast on the following morning, and very little had been said. He was due to leave that afternoon for the Continent. He had a little money, sufficient for his needs, and Jasper Cole had offered no suggestion that he would dispute the will, in so far as it affected Frank. So he had gone abroad and had idled away two months in France, Spain, and Italy, and had then made his leisurely way back to Switzerland by way of Maggiore.

He had grown a little graver, was a little more set in his movements, but he bore upon his face no mark to indicate the mental agony through which he must have passed in that long-drawn-out and wearisome trial. So thought the girl as she came through the swing doors of the hotel, passed the obsequious hotel servants, and greeted him in the big palm court.

If she saw any change in him he remarked a development in her which was a little short of wonderful. She was at that age when the woman is breaking through the beautiful chrysalis of girlhood. In those two months a remarkable change had come over her, a change which he could not for the moment define, for this phenomenon of development had been denied to his experience.

“Why, May,” he said, “you are quite old.”

She laughed, and again he noticed the change. The laugh was richer, sweeter, purer than the bubbling treble he had known.

“You are not getting complimentary, are you?” she asked.

She was exquisitely dressed, and had that poise which few Englishwomen achieve. She had the art of wearing clothes, and from the flimsy crest of her toque to the tips of her little feet she was all that the most exacting critic could desire. There are well-dressed women who are no more than mannequins. There are fine ladies who cannot be mistaken for anything but fine ladies, whose dresses are a horror and an abomination and whose expressed tastes are execrable.

May Nuttall was a fine lady, finely appareled.

“When you have finished admiring me, Frank,” she said, “tell us what you have been doing. But first of all let us have some tea. You know Mr. Mann?”

The little investigator beaming in the background took Frank’s hand and shook it heartily. He was dressed in what he thought was an appropriate costume for a mountainous country. His boots were stout, the woolen stockings which covered his very thin legs were very woolen, and his knickerbocker suit was warranted to stand wear and tear. He had abandoned his top hat for a large golf cap, which was perched rakishly over one eye. Frank looked round apprehensively for Saul Arthur’s alpenstock, and was relieved when he failed to discover one.

The girl threw off her fur wrap and unbuttoned her gloves as the waiter placed the big silver tray on the table before her.

“I’m afraid I have not much to tell,” said Frank in answer to her question. “I’ve just been loafing around. What is your news?”

“What is my news?” she asked. “I don’t think I have any, except that everything is going very smoothly in England, and, oh, Frank, I am so immensely rich!”

He smiled.

“The appropriate thing would be to say that I am immensely poor,” he said, “but as a matter of fact I am not. I went down to Aix and won quite a lot of money.”

“Won it?” she said.

He nodded with an amused little smile.

“You wouldn’t have thought I was a gambler, would you?” he asked solemnly. “I don’t think I am, as a matter of fact, but somehow I wanted to occupy my mind.”

“I understand,” she said quickly.

Another little pause while she poured out the tea, which afforded Saul Arthur Mann an opportunity of firing off fifty facts about Geneva in as many sentences.

“What has happened to Jasper?” asked Frank after a while.

The girl flushed a little.

“Oh, Jasper,” she said awkwardly, “I see him, you know. He has become more mysterious than ever, quite like one of those wicked people one reads about in sensational stories. He has a laboratory somewhere in the country, and he does quite a lot of motoring. I’ve seen him several times at Brighton, for instance.”

Frank nodded slowly.

“I should think that he was a good driver,” he said.

Saul Arthur Mann looked up and met his eye with a smile which was lost upon the girl.

“He has been kind to me,” she said hesitatingly.

“Does he ever speak about—”

She shook her head.

“I don’t want to think about that,” she said; “please don’t let us talk about it.”

He knew she was referring to John Minute’s death, and changed the conversation.

A few minutes later he had an opportunity of speaking with Mr. Mann.

“What is the news?” he asked.

Saul Arthur Mann looked round.

“I think we are getting near the truth,” he said, dropping his voice. “One of my men has had him under observation ever since the day of the trial. There is no doubt that he is really a brilliant chemist.”

“Have you a theory?”

“I have several,” said Mr. Mann. “I am perfectly satisfied that the unfortunate fellow we saw together on the occasion of our first meeting was Rex Holland’s servant. I was as certain that he was poisoned by a very powerful poisoning. When your trial was on the body was exhumed and examined, and the presence of that drug was discovered. It was the same as that employed in the case of the chauffeur. Obviously, Rex Holland is a clever chemist. I wanted to see you about that. He said at the trial that he had discussed such matters with you.”

Frank nodded.

“We used to have quite long talks about drugs,” he said. “I have recalled many of those conversations since the day of the trial. He even fired me with his enthusiasm, and I used to assist him in his little experiments, and obtained quite a working knowledge of these particular elements. Unfortunately I cannot remember very much, for my enthusiasm soon died, and beyond the fact that he employed hyocine and Indian hemp I have only the dimmest recollection of any of the constituents he employed.”

Saul Arthur nodded energetically.

“I shall have more to tell you later, perhaps,” he said, “but at present my inquiries are shaping quite nicely. He is going to be a difficult man to catch, because, if all I believe is true, he is one of the most coldblooded and calculating men it has ever been my lot to meet — and I have met a few,” he added grimly.

When he said men Frank knew that he had meant criminals.

“We are probably doing him a horrible injustice,” he smiled. “Poor old Jasper!”

“You are not cut out for police work,” snapped Saul Arthur Mann; “you’ve too many sympathies.”

“I don’t exactly sympathize,” rejoined Frank, “but I just pity him in a way.”

Again Mr. Mann looked round cautiously and again lowered his voice, which had risen.

“There is one thing I want to talk to you about. It is rather a delicate matter, Mr. Merrill,” he said.

“Fire ahead!”

“It is about Miss Nuttall. She has seen a lot of our friend Jasper, and after every interview she seems to grow more and more reliant upon his help. Once or twice she has been embarrassed when I have spoken about Jasper Cole and has changed the subject.”

Frank pursed his lips thoughtfully, and a hard little look came into his eyes, which did not promise well for Jasper.

“So that is it,” he said, and shrugged his shoulders. “If she cares for him, it is not my business.”

“But it is your business,” said the other sharply. “She was fond enough of you to offer to marry you.”

Further talk was cut short by the arrival of the girl. Their meeting at Geneva had been to some extent a chance one. She was going through to Chamonix to spend the winter, and Saul Arthur Mann seized the opportunity of taking a short and pleasant holiday. Hearing that Frank was in Switzerland, she had telegraphed him to meet her.

“Are you staying any time in Switzerland?” she asked him as they strolled along the beautiful quay.

“I am going back to London tonight,” he replied.

“Tonight,” she said in surprise.

He nodded.

“But I am staying here for two or three days,” she protested.

“I intended also staying for two or three days,” he smiled, “but my business will not wait.”

Nevertheless, she persuaded him to stay till the morrow.

They were at breakfast when the morning mail was delivered, and Frank noted that she went rapidly through the dozen letters which came to her, and she chose one for first reading. He could not help but see that that bore an English stamp, and his long acquaintance with the curious calligraphy of Jasper Cole left him in no doubt as to who was the correspondent. He saw with what eagerness she read the letter, the little look of disappointment when she turned to an inside sheet and found that it had not been filled, and his mind was made up. He had a post also, which he examined with some evidence of impatience.

“Your mail is not so nice as mine,” said the girl with a smile.

“It is not nice at all,” he grumbled; “the one thing I wanted, and, to be very truthful, May, the one inducement—”

“To stay over the night,” she added, “was — what?”

“I have been trying to buy a house on the lake,” he said, “and the infernal agent at Lausanne promised to write telling me whether my terms had been agreed to by his client.”

He looked down at the table and frowned. Saul Arthur Mann had a great and extensive knowledge of human nature. He had remarked the disappointment on Frank’s face, having identified also the correspondent whose letter claimed priority of attention. He knew that Frank’s anger with the house agent was very likely the expression of his anger in quite another direction.

“Can I send the letter on?” suggested the girl.

“That won’t help me,” said Frank, with a little grimace. “I wanted to settle the business this week.”

“I have it,” she said. “I will open the letter and telegraph to you in Paris whether the terms are accepted or not.”

Frank laughed.

“It hardly seems worth that,” he said, “but I should take it as awfully kind of you if you would, May.”

Saul Arthur Mann believed in his mind that Frank did not care tuppence whether the agent accepted the terms or not, but that he had taken this as a Heavensent opportunity for veiling his annoyance.

“You have had quite a large mail, Miss Nuttall,” he said.

“I’ve only opened one, though. It is from Jasper,” she said hurriedly.

Again both men noticed the faint flush, the strange, unusual light which came to her eyes.

“And where does Jasper write from?” asked Frank, steadying his voice.

“He writes from England, but he was going on the Continent to Holland the day he wrote,” she said. “It is funny to think that he is here.”

“In Switzerland?” asked Frank in surprise.

“Don’t be silly,” she laughed. “No, I mean on the mainland — I mean there is no sea between us.”

She went crimson.

“It sounds thrilling,” said Frank dryly.

She flashed round at him.

“You mustn’t be horrid about Jasper,” she said quickly; “he never speaks about you unkindly.”

“I don’t see why he should,” said Frank; “but let’s get off a subject which is—”

“Which is — what?” she challenged

“Which is controversial,” said Frank diplomatically.

She came down to the station to see him off. As he looked out of the window, waving his farewells, he thought he had never seen a more lovely being or one more desirable.

It was in the afternoon of that day which saw Frank Merrill speeding toward the Swiss frontier and Paris that Mr. Rex Holland strode into the Palace Hotel at Montreux and seated himself at a table in the restaurant. The hour was late and the room was almost deserted. Giovanni, the head waiter, recognized him and came hurriedly across the room.

“Ah, m’sieur,” he said, “you are back from England. I didn’t expect you till the winter sports had started. Is Paris very dull?”

“I didn’t come through Paris,” said the other shortly; “there are many roads leading to Switzerland.”

“But few pleasant roads, m’sieur. I have come to Montreux by all manner of ways — from Paris, through Pontarlier, through Ostend, Brussels, through the Hook of Holland and Amsterdam, but Paris is the only way for the man who is flying to this beautiful land.”

The man at the table said nothing, scanning the menu carefully. He looked tired as one who had taken a very long journey.

“It may interest you to know,” he said, after he had given his order and as Giovanni was turning away, “that I came by the longest route. Tell me, Giovanni, have you a man called Merrill staying at the hotel?”

“No, m’sieur,” said the other. “Is he a friend of yours?”

Mr. Rex Holland smiled.

“In a sense he is a friend, in a sense he is not,” he said flippantly, and offered no further enlightenment, although Giovanni waited with a deferential cock of his head.

Later, when he had finished his modest dinner, he strolled into the one long street of the town, returning to the writing room of the hotel with a number of papers which included the visitors’ list, a publication printed in English, and which, as it related the comings and goings of visitors, not only to Lausanne, Montreux, and Teritet, but also to Evian and Geneva, enjoyed a fair circulation. He sat at the table, and, drawing a sheet of paper from the rack, wrote, addressed an envelope to Frank Merrill, esquire, Hotel de France, Geneva, slipped it into the hotel pillar box, and went to bed.

“There’s a letter here for Frank,” said the girl. “I wonder if it is from his agent.”

She examined the envelope, which bore the Montreux postmark.

“I should imagine it is,” said Saul Arthur Mann.

“Well, I am going to open it, anyway,” said the girl. “Poor Frank! He will be in a state of suspense.”

She tore open the envelope, and took out a letter. Mr. Mann saw her face go white, and the letter trembled in her hand. Without a word she passed it to him, and he read:

“Dear Frank Merrill,” said the letter. “Give me another month’s grace and then you may tell the whole story. Yours, Rex Holland.”

Saul Arthur Mann stared at the letter with open mouth.

“What does it mean?” asked the girl in a whisper.

“It means that Merrill is shielding somebody,” said the other. “It means—”

Suddenly his face lit up with excitement.

“The writing!” he gasped.

Her eyes followed his, and for a moment she did not understand; then, with a lightning sweep of her arm, she snatched the letter from his hand and crumpled it in a ball.

“The writing!” said Mr. Mann again. “I’ve seen it before. It is — Jasper Cole’s!”

She looked at him steadily, though her face was white, and the hand which grasped the crumpled paper was shaking.

“I think you are mistaken, Mr. Mann,” she said quietly.
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Saul Arthur Mann came back to England full of his news, and found Frank at the little Jermyn Street hotel where he had installed himself, and Frank listened without interruption to the story of the letter.

“Of course,” the little fellow went on, “I went straight over to Montreux. The note heading was not on the paper, but I had no difficulty, by comparing the qualities of papers used at the various hotels, in discovering that it was written from the Palace. The head waiter knew this Rex Holland, who had been a frequent visitor, had always tipped very liberally, and lived in something like style. He could not describe his patron, except that he was a young man with a very languid manner who had arrived the previous morning from Holland and had immediately inquired for Frank Merrill.”

“From Holland! Are you sure it was the morning? I have a particular reason for asking,” asked Frank quickly.

“No, it was not in the morning, now you mention it. It was in the evening. He left again the following morning by the northern train.”

“How did he find my address?” asked Frank.

“Obviously from the visitors’ list. The waiter on duty in the writing room remembered having seen him consulting the newspaper. Now, my boy, you have to be perfectly candid with me. What do you know about Rex Holland?”

Frank opened his case, took out a cigarette, and lit it before he replied.

“I know what everybody knows about him,” he said, with a hint of bitterness in his voice, “and something which nobody knows but me.”

“But, my dear fellow,” said Saul Arthur Mann, laying his hand on the other’s shoulder, “surely you realize how important it is for you that you should tell me all you know.”

Frank shook his head.

“The time is not come,” he said, and he would make no further statement.

But on another matter he was emphatic.

“By heaven, Mann, I am not going to stand by and see May ruin her life. There’s something sinister in this influence which Jasper is exercising over her. You have seen it for yourself.”

Saul Arthur nodded.

“I can’t understand what it is,” he confessed. “Of course Jasper is not a bad-looking fellow. He has perfect manners and is a charming companion. You don’t think—”

“That he is winning on his merits?” Frank shook his head. “No, indeed, I do not. It is difficult for me to discuss my private affairs, and you know how reluctant I am to do so, but you are also aware of what I think of May. I was hoping that we should go back to the place where we left off, and, although she is kindness itself, this girl who is more to me than anything or anybody in the world, and who was prepared to marry me, and would have married me but for Jasper’s machinations, was almost cold.”

He was walking up and down the room, and now halted in his stride and spread out his arms despairingly.

“What am I to do? I cannot lose her. I cannot!”

There was a fierceness in his tone which revealed the depth of his feeling, and Saul Arthur Mann understood.

“I think it is too soon to say you have lost her, Frank,” he said.

He had conceived a genuine liking for Frank Merrill, and the period of tribulation through which the young man had passed had heightened the respect in which he held him.

“We shall see light in dark places before we go much farther,” he said. “There is something behind this crime, Frank, which I don’t understand, but which I am certain is no mystery to you. I am sure that you are shielding somebody, for what reason I am not in a position to tell, but I will get to the bottom of it.”

No event in the interesting life of this little man, who had spent his years in the accumulation of facts, had so distressed and piqued him as the murder of John Minute. The case had ended where the trial had left it.

Crawley, who might have offered a new aspect to the tragedy, had disappeared as completely as though the earth had swallowed him. The most strenuous efforts which the official police had made, added to the investigations which Saul Arthur Mann had conducted independently, had failed to trace the fugitive ex-sergeant of police. Obviously, he was not to be confounded with Rex Holland. He was a distinct personality working possibly in collusion, but there the association ended.

It had occurred to the investigator that possibly Crawley had accompanied Rex Holland in his flight, but the most careful inquiries which he had pursued at Montreux were fruitless in this respect as in all others.

To add to his bewilderment, investigations nearer at home were constantly bringing him across the track of Frank Merrill. It was as though fate had conspired to show the boy in the blackest light. Frank had been acting as secretary to his uncle, and then Jasper Cole had suddenly appeared upon the scene from nowhere in particular. The suggestion had been made somewhat vaguely that he had come from “abroad,” and it was certain that he arrived as a result of long negotiations which John Minute himself had conducted. They were negotiations which involved months of correspondence, no letter of which either from one or the other had Frank seen.

While the trial was pending, the little man collected quite a volume of information, both from Frank and the girl, but nothing had been quite as inexplicable as this intrusion of Jasper Cole upon the scene, or the extraordinary mystery which John Minute had made of his engagement.

He had written and posted all the letters to Jasper himself, and had apparently received the replies, which he had burned, at some other address of which Frank was ignorant.

Jasper had come, and then one day there had been a quarrel, not between the two young men, but between Frank and his uncle. It was a singularly bitter quarrel, and again Frank refused to discuss the cause. He left the impression upon Saul Arthur’s mind that he had to some extent been responsible. And here was another fact which puzzled “The Man Who Knew.” Sergeant Smith, as he was then, had been to some extent responsible. It was Frank who had introduced the sergeant to Eastbourne and brought him to his uncle. But this was only one aspect of the mystery. There were others as obscure.

Saul Arthur Mann went back to his bureau, and for the twentieth time gathered the considerable dossiers he had accumulated relating to the case and to the characters, and went through them systematically and carefully.

He left his office near midnight, but at nine o’clock the next morning was on his way to Eastbourne. Constable Wiseman was, by good fortune, enjoying a day’s holiday, and was at work in his kitchen garden when Mr. Mann’s car pulled up before the cottage. Wiseman received his visitor importantly, for, though the constable’s prestige was regarded in official circles as having diminished as a result of the trial, it was felt by the villagers that their policeman, if he had not solved the mystery of John Minute’s death, had at least gone a long way to its solution.

In the spotless room which was half kitchen and half sitting room, with its red-tiled floor covered by bright matting, Mrs. Wiseman produced a well-dusted Windsor chair, which she placed at Saul Arthur Mann’s disposal before she politely vanished. In a very few words the investigator stated his errand, and Constable Wiseman listened in noncommittal silence. When his visitor had finished, he shook his head.

“The only thing about the sergeant I know,” he said, “I have already told the chief constable who sat in that very chair,” he explained. “He was always a bit of a mystery — the sergeant, I mean. When he was ‘tanked,’ if I may use the expression, he would tell you stories by the hour, but when he was sober you couldn’t get a word out of him. His daughter only lived with him for about a fortnight.”

“His daughter!” said Mr. Mann quickly.

“He had a daughter, as I’ve already notified my superiors,” said Constable Wiseman gravely. “Rather a pretty girl. I never saw much of her, but she was in Eastbourne off and on for about a fortnight after the sergeant came. Funny thing, I happen to know the day he arrived, because the wheel of his fly came off on my beat, and I noticed the circumstances according to law and reported the same. I don’t even know if she was living with him. He had a cottage down at Birlham Gap, and that is where I saw her. Yes, she was a pretty girl,” he said reminiscently; “one of the slim and slender kind, very dark and with a complexion like milk. But they never found her,” he said.

Again Mr. Mann interrupted.

“You mean the police?”

Constable Wiseman shook his head.

“Oh, no,” he said; “they’ve been looking for her for years; long before Mr. Minute was killed.”

“Who are ‘they’?”

“Well, several people,” said the constable slowly. “I happen to know that Mr. Cole wanted to find out where she was. But then he didn’t start searching until weeks after she disappeared. It is very rum,” mused Constable Wiseman, “the way Mr. Cole went about it. He didn’t come straight to us and ask our assistance, but he had a lot of private detectives nosing round Eastbourne; one of ’em happened to be a cousin of my wife’s. So we got to know about it. Cole spent a lot of money trying to trace her, and so did Mr. Minute.”

Saul Arthur Mann saw a faint gleam of daylight.

“Mr. Minute, too?” he asked. “Was he working with Mr. Cole?”

“So far as I can find out, they were both working independent of the other — Mr. Cole and Mr. Minute,” explained Mr. Wiseman. “It is what I call a mystery within a mystery, and it has never been properly cleared up. I thought something was coming out about it at the trial, but you know what a mess the lawyers made of it.”

It was Constable Wiseman’s firm conviction that Frank Merrill had escaped through the incompetence of the crown authorities, and there were moments in his domestic circle when he was bitter and even insubordinate on the subject.

“You still think Mr. Merrill was guilty?” asked Saul Arthur Mann as he took his leave of the other.

“I am as sure of it as I am that I am standing here,” said the constable, not without a certain pride in the consistency of his view. “Didn’t I go into the room? Wasn’t he there with the deceased? Wasn’t his revolver found? Hadn’t there been some jiggery-pokery with his books in London?”

Saul Arthur Mann smiled.

“There are some of us who think differently, Constable,” he said, shaking hands with the implacable officer of the law.

He brought back to London a few new facts to be added to his record of Sergeant Crawley, alias Smith, and on these he went painstakingly to work.

As has been already explained, Saul Arthur Mann had a particularly useful relationship with Scotland Yard, and fortunately, about that time, he was on the most excellent terms with official police headquarters, for he had been able to assist them in running to earth one of the most powerful blackmailing gangs that had ever operated in Europe. His files had been drawn upon to such good purpose that the police had secured convictions against the seventeen members of the gang who were in England.

He sought an interview with the chief commissioner, and that same night, accompanied by a small army of detectives, he made a systematic search of Silvers Rents. The house into which Jasper Cole had been seen to enter was again raided, and again without result. The house was empty save for one room, a big room which was simply furnished with a truckle-bed, a table, a chair, a lamp, and a strip of carpet. There were four rooms — two upstairs, which were never used, and two on the ground floor.

At the end of a passage was a kitchen, which also was empty, save for a length of bamboo ladder. From the kitchen a bolted door led on to a tiny square of yard which was separated by three walls from yards of similar dimensions to left and right and to the back of the premises. At the back of Silvers Rents was Royston Court, which was another cul-de-sac, running parallel with Silvers Rents.

Mr. Mann returned to the house, and again searched the upstairs rooms, looking particularly for a trapdoor, for the bamboo ladder suggested some such exit. This time, however, he completely failed. Jasper Cole, he found, had made only one visit to the house since John Minute’s death.

It is a curious fact, as showing the localizing of interest, that Silvers Rents knew nothing of what had occurred almost at its doors, and, though it had at its finger tips all the gossip of the docks and the Thames Iron Works, it was profoundly ignorant of what was common property in Royston Court. It is even more remarkable that Saul Arthur Mann, with his squadron of detectives, should have confined their investigations to Silvers Rents.

The investigator was baffled and disappointed, but by the oddest of chances he was to pick up yet another thread of the Minute mystery, a thread which, however, was to lead him into an ever-deeper maze than that which he had already and so unsuccessfully attempted to penetrate.

Three days after his search of Silvers Rents, business took Mr. Mann to Camden Town. To be exact, he had gone at the request of the police to Holloway Jail to see a prisoner who had turned state’s evidence on a matter in which the police and Mr. Mann were equally interested. Very foolishly he had dismissed his taxi, and when he emerged from the doors there was no conveyance in sight. He decided, rather than take the trams which would have carried him to King’s Cross, to walk, and, since he hated main roads, he had taken a short cut, which, as he knew, would lead him into the Hampstead Road.

Thus he found himself in Flowerton Road, a thoroughfare of respectable detached houses occupied by the superior industrial type. He was striding along, swinging his umbrella and humming, as was his wont, an unmusical rendering of a popular tune, when his attention was attracted to a sight which took his breath away and brought him to a halt.

It was half past five, and dull, but his eyesight was excellent, and it was impossible for him to make a mistake. The houses of Flowerton Road stand back and are separated from the sidewalk by diminutive gardens. The front doors are approached by six or seven steps, and it was on the top of one of these flights in front of an open door that the scene was enacted which brought Mr. Mann to a standstill.

The characters were a young man and a girl. The girl was extremely pretty and very pale. The man was the exact double of Frank Merrill. He was dressed in a rough tweed suit, and wore a soft felt hat with a fairly wide brim. But it was not the appearance of this remarkable apparition which startled the investigator. It was the attitude of the two people. The girl was evidently pleading with her companion. Saul Arthur Mann was too far away to hear what she said, but he saw the young man shake himself loose from the girl. She again grasped his arm and raised her face imploringly.

Mr. Mann gasped, for he saw the young man’s hand come up and strike her back into the house. Then he caught hold of the door and banged it savagely, walked down the stairs, and, turning, hurried away.

The investigator stood as though he were rooted to the spot, and before he could recover himself the fellow had turned the corner of the road and was out of sight. Saul Arthur Mann took off his hat and wiped his forehead. All his initiative was for the moment paralyzed. He walked slowly up to the gate and hesitated. What excuse could he have for calling? If this were Frank, assuredly his own views were all wrong, and the mystery was a greater mystery still.

His energies began to reawaken. He took a note of the number of the house, and hurried off after the young man. When he turned the corner his quarry had vanished. He hurried to the next corner, but without overtaking the object of his pursuit. Fortunately, at this moment, he found an empty taxicab and hailed it.

“Grimm’s Hotel, Jermyn Street,” he directed.

At least he could satisfy his mind upon one point.



XV. A Letter in the Grate
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Grimm’s Hotel is in reality a block of flats, with a restaurant attached. The restaurant is little more than a kitchen from whence meals are served to residents in their rooms. Frank’s suite was on the third floor, and Mr. Mann, paying his cabman, hurried into the hall, stepped into the automatic lift, pressed the button, and was deposited at Frank’s door. He knocked with a sickening sense of apprehension that there would be no answer. To his delight and amazement, he heard Frank’s firm step in the tiny hall of his flat, and the door was opened. Frank was in the act of dressing for dinner.

“Come in, S. A. M.,” he said cheerily, “and tell me all the news.”

He led the way back to his room and resumed the delicate task of tying his dress bow.

“How long have you been here?” asked Mr. Mann.

Frank looked at him inquiringly.

“How long have I been here?” he repeated. “I cannot tell you the exact time, but I have been here since a short while after lunch.”

Mr. Mann was bewildered and still unconvinced.

“What clothes did you take off?”

It was Frank’s turn to look amazed and bewildered.

“Clothes?” he repeated. “What are you driving at, my dear chap?”

“What suit were you wearing to-day?” persisted Saul Arthur Mann.

Frank disappeared into his dressing room and came out with a tumbled bundle which he dropped on a chair. It was the blue suit which he usually affected.

“Now what is the joke?”

“It is no joke,” said the other. “I could have sworn that I saw you less than half an hour ago in Camden Town.”

“I won’t pretend that I don’t know where Camden Town is,” smiled Frank, “but I have not visited that interesting locality for many years.”

Saul Arthur Mann was silent. It was obvious to him that whoever was the occupant of 69 Flowerton Road, it was not Frank Merrill. Frank listened to the narrative with interest.

“You were probably mistaken; the light played you a trick, I expect,” he said.

But Mr. Mann was emphatic.

“I could have taken an oath in a court that it was you,” he said.

Frank stared out of the window.

“How very curious!” he mused. “I suppose I cannot very well prosecute a man for looking like me — poor girl!”

“Of whom are you thinking?” asked the other.

“I was thinking of the unfortunate woman,” answered Frank. “What brutes there are in the world!”

“You gave me a terrible fright,” admitted his friend.

Frank’s laugh was loud and hearty.

“I suppose you saw me figuring in a court, charged with common assault,” he said.

“I saw more than that,” said the other gravely, “and I see more than that now. Suppose you have a double, and suppose that double is working in collusion with your enemies.”

Frank shook his head wearily.

“My dear friend,” he said, with a little smile, “I am tired of supposing things. Come and dine with me.”

But Mr. Mann had another engagement. Moreover, he wanted to think things out.

Thinking things out was a process which brought little reward in this instance, and he went to bed that night a vexed and puzzled man. He always had his breakfast in bed at ten o’clock in the morning, for he had reached the age of habits and had fixed ten o’clock, since it gave his clerks time to bring down his personal mail from the office to his private residence.

It was a profitable mail, it was an exciting mail, and it contained an element of rich promise, for it included a letter from Constable Wiseman:

DEAR SIR: Re our previous conversation, I have just come across one of the photographs of the young lady — Sergeant Smith’s daughter. It was given to the private detective who was searching for her. It was given to my wife by her cousin, and I send it to you hoping it may be of some use. Yours respectfully, PETER JOHN WISEMAN.

The photograph was wrapped in a piece of tissue paper, and Saul Arthur Mann opened it eagerly. He looked at the oblong card and gasped, for the girl who was depicted there was the girl he had seen on the steps of 69 Flowerton Road.

A telephone message prepared Frank for the news, and an hour later the two men were together in the office of the bureau.

“I am going along to that house to see the girl,” said Saul Arthur Mann. “Will you come?”

“With all the pleasure in life,” said Frank. “Curiously enough, I am as eager to find her as you. I remember her very well, and one of the quarrels I had with my uncle was due to her. She had come up to the house on behalf of her father, and I thought uncle treated her rather brutally.”

“Point number one cleared up,” thought Saul Arthur Mann.

“Then she disappeared,” Frank went on, “and Jasper came on the scene. There was some association between this girl and Jasper, which I have never been able to fathom. All I know is that he took a tremendous interest in her and tried to find her, and, so far as I remember, he never succeeded.”

Mr. Mann’s car was at the door, and in a few minutes they were deposited before the prim exterior of Number 69.

The door was opened by a girl servant, who stared from Saul Arthur Mann to his companion.

“There is a lady living here,” said Mr. Mann.

He produced the photograph.

“This is the lady?”

The girl nodded, still staring at Frank.

“I want to see her.”

“She’s gone,” said the girl.

“You are looking at me very intently,” said Frank. “Have you ever seen me before?”

“Yes, sir,” said the girl; “you used to come here, or a gentleman very much like you. You are Mr. Merrill.”

“That is my name,” smiled Frank, “but I do not think I have ever been here before.”

“Where has the lady gone?” asked Saul Arthur.

“She went last night. Took all her boxes and went off in a cab.”

“Is anybody living in the house?”

“No, sir,” said the girl.

“How long have you been in service here?”

“About a week, sir,” replied the girl.

“We are friends of hers,” said Saul Arthur shamelessly, “and we have been asked to call to see if everything is all right.”

The girl hesitated, but Saul Arthur Mann, with that air of authority which he so readily assumed, swept past her and began an inspection of the house.

It was plainly furnished, but the furniture was good.

“Apparently the spurious Mr. Merrill had plenty of money,” said Saul Arthur Mann.

There were no photographs or papers visible until they came to the bedroom, where, in the grate, was a torn sheet of paper bearing a few lines of fine writing, which Mr. Mann immediately annexed. Before they left, Frank again asked the girl:

“Was the gentleman who lived here really like me?”

“Yes, sir,” said the little slavey.

“Have a good look at me,” said Frank humorously, and the girl stared again.

“Something like you,” she admitted.

“Did he talk like me?”

“I never heard him talk, sir,” said the girl.

“Tell me,” said Saul Arthur Mann, “was he kind to his wife?”

A faint grin appeared on the face of the little servant.

“They was always rowing,” she admitted. “A bullying fellow he was, and she was frightened of him. Are you the police?” she asked with sudden interest.

Frank shook his head.

“No, we are not the police.”

He gave the girl half a crown, and walked down the steps ahead of his companion.

“It is rather awkward if I have a double who bullies his wife and lives in Camden Town,” he said as the car hummed back to the city office.

Saul Arthur Mann was silent during the journey, and only answered in monosyllables.

Again in the privacy of his office, he took the torn letter and carefully pieced it together on his desk. It bore no address, and there were no affectionate preliminaries:

You must get out of London. Saul Arthur Mann saw you both to-day. Go to the old place and await instructions.

There was no signature, but across the table the two men looked at one another, for the writing was the writing of Jasper Cole.
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Jasper Cole at that moment was trudging through the snow to the little châlet which May Nuttall had taken on the slope of the mountain overlooking Chamonix. The sleigh which had brought him up from the station was at the foot of the rise. May saw him from the veranda, and coo-ooed a welcome. He stamped the snow from his boots and ran up the steps of the veranda to meet her.

“This is a very pleasant surprise,” she said, giving him both her hands and looking at him approvingly. He had lost much of his pallor, and his face was tanned and healthy, though a little fine drawn.

“It was rather a mad thing to do, wasn’t it?” he confessed ruefully.

“You are such a confirmed bachelor, Jasper, that I believe you hate doing anything outside your regular routine. Why did you come all the way from Holland to the Haute Savoie?”

He had followed her into the warm and cozy sitting room, and was warming his chilled fingers by the big log fire which burned on the hearth.

“Can you ask? I came to see you.”

“And how are all the experiments going?”

She turned him to another topic in some hurry.

“There have been no experiments since last month; at least not the kind of experiments you mean. The one in which I have been engaged has been very successful.”

“And what was that?” she asked curiously.

“I will tell you one of these days,” he said.

He was staying at the Hôtel des Alpes, and hoped to be a week in Chamonix. They chatted about the weather, the early snow which had covered the valley in a mantle of white, about the tantalizing behavior of Mont Blanc, which had not been visible since May had arrived, of the early avalanches, which awakened her with their thunder on the night of her arrival, of the pleasant road to Argentières, of the villages by the Col de Balme, which are buried in snow, of the sparkling, ethereal green of the great glacier — of everything save that which was nearest to their thoughts and to their hearts.

Jasper broke the ice when he referred to Frank’s visit to Geneva.

“How did you know?” she asked, suddenly grave.

“Somebody told me,” he said casually.

“Jasper, were you ever at Montreux?” she asked, looking him straight in the eye.

“I have been to Montreux, or rather to Caux,” he said. “That is the village on the mountain above, and one has to go through Montreux to reach it. Why did you ask?”

A sudden chill had fallen upon her, which she did not shake off that day or the next.

They made the usual excursions together, climbed up the wooded slopes of the Butte, and on the third morning after his arrival stood together in the clear dawn and watched the first pink rays of the sun striking the humped summit of Mont Blanc.

“Isn’t it glorious?” she whispered.

He nodded.

The serene beauty of it all, the purity, the majestic aloofness of mountains at once depressed and exalted her, brought her nearer to the sublimity of ancient truths, cleansed her of petty fears. She turned to him unexpectedly and asked:

“Jasper, who killed John Minute?”

He made no reply. His wistful eyes were fixed hungrily upon the glories of light and shade, of space, of inaccessibility, of purity, of coloring, of all that dawn upon Mont Blanc comprehended. When he spoke his voice was lowered to almost a whisper.

“I know that the man who killed John Minute is alive and free,” he said.

“Who was he?”

“If you do not know now, you may never know,” he said.

There was a silence which lasted for fully five minutes, and the crimson light upon the mountain top had paled to lemon yellow.

Then she asked again:

“Are you directly or indirectly guilty?”

He shook his head.

“Neither directly nor indirectly,” he said shortly, and the next minute she was in his arms.

There had been no word of love between them, no tender passage, no letter which the world could not read. It was a love-making which had begun where other love-makings end — in conquest and in surrender. In this strange way, beyond all understanding, May Nuttall became engaged, and announced the fact in the briefest of letters to her friends.

A fortnight later the girl arrived in England, and was met at Charing Cross by Saul Arthur Mann. She was radiantly happy and bubbling over with good spirits, a picture of health and beauty.

All this Mr. Mann observed with a sinking heart. He had a duty to perform, and that duty was not a pleasant one. He knew it was useless to reason with the girl. He could offer her no more than half-formed theories and suspicions, but at least he had one trump card. He debated in his mind whether he should play this, for here, too, his information was of the scantiest description. He carried his account of the girl to Frank Merrill.

“My dear Frank, she is simply infatuated,” said the little man in despair. “Oh, if that infernal record of mine was only completed I could convince her in a second! There is no single investigation I have ever undertaken which has been so disappointing.”

“Can nothing be done?” asked Frank, “I cannot believe that it will happen. Marry Jasper! Great Cæsar! After all—”

His voice was hoarse. The hand he raised in protest shook.

Saul Arthur Mann scratched his chin reflectively.

“Suppose you saw her,” he suggested, and added a little grimly: “I will see Mr. Cole at the same time.”

Frank hesitated.

“I can understand your reluctance,” the little man went on, “but there is too much at stake to allow your finer feelings to stop you. This matter has got to be prevented at all costs. We are fighting for time. In a month, possibly less, we may have the whole of the facts in our hands.”

“Have you found out anything about the girl in Camden Town?” asked Frank.

“She has disappeared completely,” replied the other. “Every clew we have had has led nowhere.”

Frank dressed himself with unusual care that afternoon, and, having previously telephoned and secured the girl’s permission to call, he presented himself to the minute. She was, as usual, cordiality itself.

“I was rather hurt at your not calling before, Frank,” she said. “You have come to congratulate me?”

She looked at him straight in the eyes as she said this.

“You can hardly expect that, May,” he said gently, “knowing how much you are to me and how greatly I wanted you. Honestly, I cannot understand it, and I can only suppose that you, whom I love better than anything in the world — and you mean more to me than any other being — share the suspicion which surrounds me like a poison cloud.”

“Yet if I shared that suspicion,” she said calmly, “would I let you see me? No, Frank, I was a child when — you know. It was only a few months ago, but I believe — indeed I know — it would have been the greatest mistake I could possibly have made. I should have been a very unhappy woman, for I have loved Jasper all along.”

She said this evenly, without any display of emotion or embarrassment. Frank, narrating the interview to Saul Arthur Mann, described the speech as almost mechanical.

“I hope you are going to take it nicely,” she went on, “that we are going to be such good friends as we always were, and that even the memory of your poor uncle’s death and the ghastly trial which followed and the part that Jasper played will not spoil our friendship.”

“But don’t you see what it means to me?” he burst forth, and for a second they looked at one another, and Frank divined her thoughts and winced.

“I know what you are thinking,” he said huskily; “you are thinking of all the beastly things that were said at the trial, that if I had gained you I should have gained all that I tried to gain.”

She went red.

“It was horrid of me, wasn’t it?” she confessed. “And yet that idea came to me. One cannot control one’s thoughts, Frank, and you must be content to know that I believe in your innocence. There are some thoughts which flourish in one’s mind like weeds, and which refuse to be uprooted. Don’t blame me if I recalled the lawyer’s words; it was an involuntary, hateful thought.”

He inclined his head.

“There is another thought which is not involuntary,” she went on, “and it is because I want to retain our friendship and I want everything to go on as usual that I am asking you one question. Your twentyfourth birthday has come and gone; you told me that your uncle’s design was to keep you unmarried until that day. You are still unmarried, and your twentyfourth birthday has passed. What has happened?”

“Many things have happened,” he replied quietly. “My uncle is dead. I am a rich man apart from the accident of his legacy. I could meet you on level terms.”

“I knew nothing of this,” she said quickly.

He shrugged his shoulders.

“Didn’t Jasper tell you?” he asked.

“No — Jasper told me nothing.”

Frank drew a long breath.

“Then I can only say that until the mystery of my uncle’s death is solved you cannot know,” he said. “I can only repeat what I have already told you.”

She offered her hand.

“I believe you, Frank,” she said, “and I was wrong even to doubt you in the smallest degree.”

He took her hand and held it.

“May,” he said, “what is this strange fascination that Jasper has over you?”

For the second time in that interview she flushed and pulled her hand back.

“There is nothing unusual in the fascination which Jasper exercises,” she smiled, quickly recovering, almost against her will, from the little twinge of anger she felt. “It is the influence which every woman has felt and which you one day will feel.”

He laughed bitterly.

“Then nothing will make you change your mind?” he said.

“Nothing in the world,” she answered emphatically.

For a moment she was sorry for him, as he stood, both hands resting on a chair, his eyes on the ground, a picture of despair, and she crossed to him and slipped her arm through his.

“Don’t take it so badly, Frank,” she said softly. “I am a capricious, foolish girl, I know, and I am really not worth a moment’s suffering.”

He shook himself together, gathered up his hat, his stick, and his overcoat and offered his hand.

“Good-by,” he said, “and good luck!”

In the meantime another interview of a widely different character was taking place in the little house which Jasper Cole occupied on the Portsmouth Road. Jasper and Saul Arthur Mann had met before, but this was the first visit that the investigator had paid to the home of John Minute’s heir.

Jasper was waiting at the door to greet the little man when he arrived, and had offered him a quiet but warm welcome and led the way to the beautiful study which was half laboratory, which he had built for himself since John Minute’s death.

“I am coming straight to the point without any beating about the bush, Mr. Cole,” said the little man, depositing his bag on the side of his chair and opening it with a jerk. “I will tell you frankly that I am acting on Mr. Merrill’s behalf and that I am also acting, as I believe, in the interests of justice.”

“Your motives, at any rate, are admirable,” said Jasper, pushing back the papers which littered his big library table, and seating himself on the edge.

“You are probably aware that you are to some extent under suspicion, Mr. Cole.”

“Under your suspicion or the suspicion of the authorities?” asked the other coolly.

“Under mine,” said Saul Arthur Mann emphatically. “I cannot speak for the authorities.”

“In what direction does this suspicion run?”

He thrust his hands deep in his trousers pockets, and eyed the other keenly.

“My first suspicion is that you are well aware as to who murdered John Minute.”

Jasper Cole nodded.

“I am perfectly aware that he was murdered by your friend, Mr. Merrill,” he said.

“I suggest,” said Saul Arthur Mann calmly, “that you know the murderer, and you know the murderer was not
 Frank Merrill.”

Jasper made no reply, and a faint smile flickered for a second at the corner of his mouth, but he gave no other sign of his inward feelings.

“And the other point you wish to raise?” he asked.

“The other is a more delicate subject, since it involves a lady,” said the little man. “You are about to be married to Miss Nuttall.”

Jasper Cole nodded.

“You have obtained an extraordinary influence over the lady in this past few months.”

“I hope so,” said the other cheerfully.

“It is an influence which might have been brought about by normal methods, but it is also one,” Saul Arthur leaned over and tapped the table emphatically with each word, “which might be secured by a very clever chemist who had found a way of sapping the will of his victim.”

“By the administration of drugs?” asked Jasper.

“By the administration of drugs,” repeated Saul Arthur Mann.

Jasper Cole smiled.

“I should like to know the drug,” he said. “One would make a fortune, to say nothing of benefiting humanity to an extraordinary degree by its employment. For example, I might give you a dose and you would tell me all that you know; I am told that your knowledge is fairly extensive,” he bantered. “Surely you, Mr. Mann, with your remarkable collection of information on all subjects under the sun, do not suggest that such a drug exists?”

“On the contrary,” said “The Man Who Knew” in triumph, “it is known and is employed. It was known as long ago as the days of the Borgias. It was employed in France in the days of Louis XVI. It has been, to some extent, rediscovered and used in lunatic asylums to quiet dangerous patients.”

He saw the interest deepen in the other’s eyes.

“I have never heard of that,” said Jasper slowly; “the only drug that is employed for that purpose is, as far as I know, bromide of potassium.”

Mr. Mann produced a slip of paper, and read off a list of names, mostly of mental institutions in the United States of America and in Germany.

“Oh, that drug!” said Jasper Cole contemptuously. “I know the use to which that is put. There was an article on the subject in the British Medical Journal
 three months ago. It is a modified kind of ‘twilight sleep’ — hyocine and morphia. I’m afraid, Mr. Mann,” he went on, “you have come on a fruitless errand, and, speaking as a humble student of science, I may suggest without offense that your theories are wholly fantastic.”

“Then I will put another suggestion to you, Mr. Cole,” said the little man without resentment, “and to me this constitutes the chief reason why you should not marry the lady whose confidence I enjoy and who, I feel sure, will be influenced by my advice.”

“And what is that?” asked Jasper.

“It affects your own character, and it is in consequence a very embarrassing matter for me to discuss,” said the little man.

Again the other favored him with that inscrutable smile of his.

“My moral character, I presume, is now being assailed,” he said flippantly. “Please go on; you promise to be interesting.”

“You were in Holland a short time ago. Does Miss Nuttall know this?”

Jasper nodded.

“She is well aware of the fact.”

“You were in Holland with a lady,” accused Mr. Mann slowly. “Is Miss Nuttall well aware of this fact, too?”

Jasper slipped from the table and stood upright. Through his narrow lids he looked down upon his accuser.

“Is that all you know?” he asked softly.

“Not all, but one of the things I know,” retorted the other. “You were seen in her company. She was staying in the same hotel with you as ‘Mrs. Cole.’”

Jasper nodded.

“You will excuse me if I decline to discuss the matter,” he said.

“Suppose I ask Miss Nuttall to discuss it?” challenged the little man.

“You are the master of your own actions,” said Jasper Cole quickly, “and I dare say, if you regard it as expedient, you will tell her, but I can promise you that whether you tell her or not I shall marry Miss Nuttall.”

With this he ushered his visitor to the door, and hardly waited for the car to drive off before he had shut that door behind him.

Late that night the two friends forgathered and exchanged their experiences.

“I am sure there is something very wrong indeed,” said Frank emphatically. “She was not herself. She spoke mechanically, almost as though she were reciting a lesson. You had the feeling that she was connected by wires with somebody who was dictating her every word and action. It is damnable, Mann. What can we do?”

“We must prevent the marriage,” said the little man quietly, “and employ every means that opportunity suggests to that purpose. Make no mistake,” he said emphatically; “Cole will stop at nothing. His attitude was one big bluff. He knows that I have beaten him. It was only by luck that I found out about the woman in Holland. I got my agent to examine the hotel register, and there it was, without any attempt at disguise: ‘Mr. and Mrs. Cole, of London.’”

“The thing to do is to see May at once,” said Frank, “and put all the facts before her, though I hate the idea; it seems like sneaking.”

“Sneaking!” exploded Saul Arthur Mann. “What nonsense you talk! You are too full of scruples, my friend, for this work. I will see her tomorrow.”

“I will go with you,” said Frank, after a moment’s thought. “I have no wish to escape my responsibility in the matter. She will probably hate me for my interference, but I have reached beyond the point where I care — so long as she can be saved.”

It was agreed that they should meet one another at the office in the morning and make their way together.

“Remember this,” said Mann, seriously, before they parted, “that if Cole finds the game is up he will stop at nothing.”

“Do you think we ought to take precautions?” asked Frank.

“Honestly I do,” confessed the other, “I don’t think we can get the men from the Yard, but there is a very excellent agency which sometimes works for me, and they can provide a guard for the girl.”

“I wish you would get in touch with them,” said Frank earnestly. “I am worried sick over this business. She ought never to be left out of their sight. I will see if I can have a talk to her maid, so that we may know whenever she is going out. There ought to be a man on a motor cycle always waiting about the Savoy to follow her wherever she goes.”

They parted at the entrance of the bureau, Saul Arthur Mann returning to telephone the necessary instructions. How necessary they were was proved that very night.

At nine o’clock May was sitting down to a solitary dinner when a telegram was delivered to her. It was from the chief of the little mission in which she had been interested, and ran:

Very urgent. Have something of the greatest importance to tell you.

It was signed with the name of the matron of the mission, and, leaving her dinner untouched, May only delayed long enough to change her dress before she was speeding in a taxi eastward.

She arrived at the “hall,” which was the headquarters of the mission, to find it in darkness. A man who was evidently a new helper was waiting in the doorway and addressed her.

“You are Miss Nuttall, aren’t you? I thought so. The matron has gone down to Silvers Rents, and she asked me to go along with you.”

The girl dismissed the taxi, and in company with her guide threaded the narrow tangle of streets between the mission and Silvers Rents. She was halfway along one of the ill-lighted thoroughfares when she noticed that drawn up by the side of the road was a big, handsome motor car, and she wondered what had brought this evidence of luxurious living to the mean streets of Canning Town. She was not left in doubt very long, for as she came up to the lights and was shielding her eyes from their glare her arms were tightly grasped, a shawl was thrown over her head, and she was lifted and thrust into the car’s interior. A hand gripped her throat.

“You scream and I will kill you!” hissed a voice in her ear.

At that moment the car started, and the girl, with a scream which was strangled in her throat, fell swooning back on the seat.

May recovered consciousness to find the car still rushing forward in the dark and the hand of her captor still resting at her throat.

“You be a sensible girl,” said a muffled voice, “and do as you’re told and no harm will come to you.”

It was too dark to see his face, and it was evident that even if there were light the face was so well concealed that she could not recognize the speaker. Then she remembered that this man, who had acted as her guide, had been careful to keep in the shadow of whatever light there was while he was conducting her, as he said, to the matron.

“Where are you taking me?” she asked.

“You’ll know in time,” was the noncommittal answer.

It was a wild night; rain splashed against the windows of the car, and she could hear the wind howling above the noise of the engines. They were evidently going into the country, for now and again, by the light of the headlamps, she glimpsed hedges and trees which flashed past. Her captor suddenly let down one of the windows and leaned out, giving some instructions to the driver. What they were she guessed, for the lights were suddenly switched off and the car ran in darkness.

The girl was in a panic for all her bold showing. She knew that this desperate man was fearless of consequence, and that, if her death would achieve his ends and the ends of his partners, her life was in imminent peril. What were those ends, she wondered. Were these the same men who had done to death John Minute?

“Who are you?” she asked.

There was a little, chuckling laugh.

“You’ll know soon enough.”

The words were hardly out of his mouth when there was a terrific crash. The car stopped suddenly and canted over, and the girl was jerked forward to her knees. Every pane of glass in the car was smashed, and it was clear, from the angle at which it lay, that irremediable damage had been done. The man scrambled up, kicked open the door, and jumped out.

“Level-crossing gate, sir,” said the voice of the chauffeur. “I’ve broken my wrist.”

With the disappearance of her captor, the girl had felt for the fastening of the opposite door, and had turned it. To her delight it opened smoothly, and had evidently been unaffected by the jam. She stepped out to the road, trembling in every limb.

She felt, rather than saw, the level-crossing gate, and knew that at one side was a swing gate for passengers. She reached this when her abductor discovered her flight.

“Come back!” he cried hoarsely.

She heard a roar and saw a flashing of lights and fled across the line just as an express train came flying northward. It missed her by inches, and the force of the wind threw her to the ground. She scrambled up, stumbled across the remaining rails, and, reaching the gate opposite, fled down the dark road She had gained just that much time which the train took in passing. She ran blindly along the dark road, slipping and stumbling in the mud, and she heard her pursuer squelching through the mud in the rear.

The wind flew her hair awry, the rain beat down upon her face, but she stumbled on. Suddenly she slipped and fell, and as she struggled to her feet the heavy hand of her pursuer fell upon her shoulder, and she screamed aloud.

“None of that,” said the voice, and his hand covered her mouth.

At that moment a bright light enveloped the two, a light so intensely, dazzlingly white, so unexpected that it hit the girl almost like a blow. It came from somewhere not two yards away, and the man released his hold upon the girl and stared at the light.

“Hello!” said a voice from the darkness. “What’s the game?”

She was behind the man, and could not see his face. All that she knew was that here was help, unexpected, Heaven sent, and she strove to recover her breath and her speech.

“It’s all right,” growled the man. “She’s a lunatic and I’m taking her to the asylum.”

Suddenly the light was pushed forward to the man’s face, and a heavy hand was laid upon his shoulder.

“You are, are you?” said the other. “Well, I am going to take you to a lunatic asylum, Sergeant Smith or Crawley or whatever your name is. You know me; my name’s Wiseman.”

For a moment the man stood as though petrified, and then, with a sudden jerk, he wrenched his hand free and sprang at the policeman with a wild yell of rage, and in a second both men were rolling over in the darkness. Constable Wiseman was no child, but he had lost his initial advantage, and by the time he got to his feet and had found his electric torch Crawley had vanished.
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“If Wiseman did not think you were a murderer, I should regard him as an intelligent being,” said Saul Arthur Mann.

“Have they found Crawley?” asked Frank.

“No, he got away. The chauffeur and the car were hired from a West End garage, with this story of a lunatic who had to be removed to an asylum, and apparently Crawley, or Smith, was the man who hired them. He even paid a little extra for the damage which the alleged lunatic might do the car. The chauffeur says that he had some doubt, and had intended to inform the police after he had arrived at his destination. As a matter of fact, they were just outside Eastbourne when the accident occurred.” “The Man Who Knew” paused.

“Where did he say he was taking her?” he asked Frank.

“He was told to drive into Eastbourne, where more detailed instructions would be given to him. The police have confirmed his story, and he has been released.

“I have just come from May,” said Frank. “She looks none the worse for her exciting adventure. I hope you have arranged to have her guarded?”

Saul Arthur Mann nodded.

“It will be the last adventure of that kind our friend will attempt,” he said.

“Still, this enlightens us a little. We know that Mr. Rex Holland has an accomplice, and that accomplice is Sergeant Smith, so we may presume that they were both in the murder. Constable Wiseman has been suitably rewarded, as he well deserves,” said Frank heartily.

“You bear no malice,” smiled Saul Arthur Mann.

Frank laughed, and shook his head.

“How can one?” he asked simply.

May had another visitor. Jasper Cole came hurriedly to London at the first intimation of the outrage, but was reassured by the girl’s appearance.

“It was awfully thrilling,” she said, “but really I am not greatly distressed; in fact, I think I look less tired than you.”

He nodded.

“That is very possible. I did not go to bed until very late this morning,” he said. “I was so engrossed in my research work that I did not realize it was morning until they brought me my tea.”

“You haven’t been in bed all night?” she said, shocked, and shook her head reprovingly. “That is one of your habits of life which will have to be changed,” she warned him.

Jasper Cole did not dismiss her unpleasant experience as lightly as she.

“I wonder what the object of it all was,” he said, “and why they took you back to Eastbourne? I think we shall find that the headquarters of this infernal combination is somewhere in Sussex.”

“Mr. Mann doesn’t think so,” she said, “but believes that the car was to be met by another at Eastbourne and I was to be transferred. He says that the idea of taking me there was to throw the police off the scent.”

She shivered.

“It wasn’t a nice experience,” she confessed.

The interview took place in the afternoon, and was some two hours after Frank had interviewed the girl; Saul Arthur Mann had gone to Eastbourne to bring her back. Jasper had arranged to spend the night in town, and had booked two stalls at the Hippodrome. She had told Saul Arthur Mann this, in accordance with her promise to keep him informed as to her movements, and she was, therefore, surprised when, half an hour later, the little investigator presented himself.

She met him in the presence of her fiancé, and it was clear to Jasper what Saul Arthur Mann’s intentions were.

“I don’t want to make myself a nuisance,” he said, “but before we go any further, Miss Nuttall, there are certain matters on which you ought to be informed. I have every reason to believe that I know who was responsible for the outrage of last night, and I do not intend risking a repetition.”

“Who do you think was responsible?” asked the girl quietly.

“I honestly believe that the author is in this room,” was the startling response.

“You mean me?” asked Jasper Cole angrily.

“I mean you, Mr. Cole. I believe that you are the man who planned the coup and that you are its sole author,” said the other.

The girl stared at him in astonishment.

“You surely do not mean what you say.”

“I mean that Mr. Cole has every reason for wishing to marry you,” he said. “What that reason is I do not know completely, but I shall discover. I am satisfied,” he went on slowly, “that Mr. Cole is already married.”

She looked from one to the other.

“Already married?” repeated Jasper.

“If he is not already married,” said Saul Arthur Mann bluntly, “then I have been indiscreet. The only thing I can tell you is that your fiancé has been traveling on the Continent with a lady who describes herself as Mrs. Cole.”

Jasper said nothing for a moment, but looked at the other oddly and thoughtfully.

“I understand, Mr. Mann,” he said at length, “that you collect facts as other people collect postage stamps?”

Saul Arthur Mann bristled.

“You may carry this off, sir,” he began, “if you can—”

“Let me speak,” said Jasper Cole, raising his voice. “I want to ask you this: Have you a complete record of John Minute’s life?”

“I know it so well,” said Saul Arthur Mann emphatically, “that I could repeat his history word for word.”

“Will you sit down, May?” said Jasper, taking the girl’s hand in his and gently forcing her to a chair. “We are going to put Mr. Mann’s memory to the test.”

“Do you seriously mean that you want me to repeat that history?” asked the other suspiciously.

“I mean just that,” said Jasper, and drew up a chair for his unpleasant visitor.

The record of John Minute’s life came trippingly from Mann’s tongue. He knew to an extraordinary extent the details of that strange and wild career.

“In 1892,” said the investigator, continuing his narrative, “he was married at St. Bride’s church, Port Elizabeth, to Agnes Gertrude Cole.”

“Cole,” murmured Jasper.

The little man looked at him with open mouth.

“Cole! Good Lord — you are—”

“I am his son,” said Jasper quietly. “I am one of his two children. Your information is that there was one. As a matter of fact, there were two. My mother left my father with one of the greatest scoundrels that has ever lived. He took her to Australia, where my sister was born six months after she had left John Minute. There her friend deserted her, and she worked for seven years as a kitchen maid, in Melbourne, in order to save up enough money to bring us to Cape Town. My mother opened a tea shop off Aderley Street, and earned enough to educate me and my sister. It was there she met Crawley, and Crawley promised to use his influence with my father to bring about a reconciliation for her children’s sake. I do not know what was the result of his attempt, but I gather it was unsuccessful, and things went on very much as they were before.

“Then one day, when I was still at the South African College, my mother went home, taking my sister with her. I have reason to believe that Crawley was responsible for her sailing and that he met them on landing. All that I knew was that from that day my mother disappeared. She had left me a sum of money to continue my studies, but after eight months had passed, and no word had come from her, I decided to go on to England. I have since learned what had happened. My mother had been seized with a stroke and had been conveyed to the workhouse infirmary by Crawley, who had left her there and had taken my sister, who apparently he passed off as his own daughter.

“I did not know this at the time, but being well aware of my father’s identity I wrote to him, asking him for help to discover my mother. He answered, telling me that my mother was dead, that Crawley had told him so, and that there was no trace of Marguerite, my sister. We exchanged a good many letters, and then my father asked me to come and act as his secretary and assist him in his search for Marguerite. What he did not know was that Crawley’s alleged daughter, whom he had not seen, was the girl for whom he was seeking. I fell into the new life, and found John Minute — I can scarcely call him ‘father’ — much more bearable than I expected — and then one day I found my mother.”

“You found your mother?” said Saul Arthur Mann, a light dawning upon him.

“Your persistent search of the little house in Silvers Rents produced nothing,” he smiled. “Had you taken the bamboo ladder and crossed the yard at the back of the house into another yard, then through the door, you would have come to Number 16 Royston Court, and you would have been considerably surprised to find an interior much more luxurious than you would have expected in that quarter. In Royston Court they spoke of Number 16 as ‘the house with the nurses’ because there were always three nurses on duty, and nobody ever saw the inside of the house but themselves. There you would have found my mother, bedridden, and, indeed, so ill that the doctors who saw her would not allow her to be moved from the house.

“I furnished this hovel piece by piece, generally at night, because I did not want to excite the curiosity of the people in the court, nor did I wish this matter to reach the ears of John Minute. I felt that while I retained his friendship and his confidence there was at least a chance of his reconciliation with my mother, and that, before all things, she desired. It was not to be,” he said sadly. “John Minute was struck down at the moment my plans seemed as though they were going to result in complete success. Strangely enough, with his death, my mother made an extraordinary recovery, and I was able to move her to the Continent. She had always wanted to see Holland, France, and at this moment” — he turned to the girl with a smile— “she is in the châlet which you occupied during your holiday.”

Mr. Mann was dumfounded. All his pet theories had gone by the board.

“But what of your sister?” he asked at last.

A black look gathered in Jasper Cole’s face.

“My sister’s whereabouts are known to me now,” he said shortly. “For some time she lived in Camden Town, at Number 69 Flowerton Road. At the present moment she is nearer and is watched night and day, almost as carefully as Mr. Mann’s agents are watching you.” He smiled again at the girl.

“Watching me?” she said, startled.

Saul Arthur Mann went red.

“It was my idea,” he said stiffly.

“And a very excellent one,” agreed Jasper, “but unfortunately you appointed your guards too late.”

Mr. Mann went back to his office, his brain in a whirl, yet such was his habit that he did not allow himself to speculate upon the new and amazing situation until he had carefully jotted down every new fact he had collected.

It was astounding that he had overlooked the connection between Jasper Cole and John Minute’s wife. His labors did not cease until eleven o’clock, and he was preparing to go home when the commissionaire who acted as caretaker came to tell him that a lady wished to see him.

“A lady? At this hour of the night?” said Mr. Mann, perturbed. “Tell her to come in the morning.”

“I have told her that, sir, but she insists upon seeing you tonight.”

“What is her name?”

“Mrs. Merrill,” said the commissionaire.

Saul Arthur Mann collapsed into his chair.

“Show her up,” he said feebly.

He had no difficulty in recognizing the girl, who came timidly into the room, as the original of the photograph which had been sent to him by Constable Wiseman. She was plainly dressed and wore no ornament, and she was undeniably pretty, but there was about her a furtiveness and a nervous indecision which spoke of her apprehension.

“Sit down,” said Mr. Mann kindly. “What do you want me to do for you?”

“I am Mrs. Merrill,” she said timidly.

“So the commissionaire said,” replied the little man. “You are nervous about something?”

“Oh, I am so frightened!” said the girl, with a shudder. “If he knows I have been here he’ll—”

“You have nothing to be frightened about Just sit here for one moment.”

He went into the next room, which had a branch telephone connection, and called up May. She was out, and he left an urgent message that she was to come, bringing Jasper with her, as soon as she returned. When he got back to his office, he found the girl as he had left her, sitting on the edge of a big armchair, plucking nervously at her handkerchief.

“I have heard about you,” she said. “He mentioned you once — before we went to that Sussex cottage with Mr. Crawley. They were going to bring another lady, and I was to look after her, but he—”

“Who is ‘he’?” asked Mr. Mann.

“My husband,” said the girl.

“How long have you been married?” demanded the little man.

“I ran away with him a long time ago,” she said. “It has been an awful life; it was Mr. Crawley’s idea. He told me that if I married Mr. Merrill he would take me to see my mother and Jasper. But he was so cruel—”

She shuddered again.

“We’ve been living in furnished houses all over the country, and I have been alone most of the time, and he would not let me go out by myself or do anything.”

She spoke in a subdued, monotonous tone that betrayed the nearness of a bad, nervous breakdown.

“What does your husband call himself?”

“Why, Frank Merrill,” said the girl in astonishment; “that’s his name. Mr. Crawley always told me his name was Merrill. Isn’t it?”

Mr. Mann shook his head.

“My poor girl,” he said sympathetically, “I am afraid you have been grossly deceived. The man you married as Merrill is an impostor.”

“An impostor?” she faltered.

Mr. Mann nodded.

“He has taken a good man’s name, and I am afraid has committed abominable crimes in that man’s name,” said the investigator gently. “I hope we shall be able to rid you and the world of a great villain.”

Still she stared uncomprehendingly.

“He has always been a liar,” she said slowly. “He lied naturally and acted things so well that you believed him. He told me things which I know aren’t true. He told me my brother was dead, but I saw his name in the paper the other day, and that is why I came to you. Do you know Jasper?”

She was as naïve and as unsophisticated as a schoolgirl, and it made the little man’s heart ache to hear the plaintive monotony of tone and see the trembling lip.

“I promise you that you will meet your brother,” he said.

“I have run away from Frank,” she said suddenly. “Isn’t that a wicked thing to do? I could not stand it. He struck me again yesterday, and he pretends to be a gentleman. My mother used to say that no gentleman ever treats a woman badly, but Frank does.”

“Nobody shall treat you badly any more,” said Mr. Mann.

“I hate him!” she went on with sudden vehemence. “He sneers and says he’s going to get another wife, and — oh!”

He saw her hands go up to her face, and saw her staring eyes turn to the door in affright.

Frank Merrill stood in the doorway, and looked at her without recognition.

“I am sorry,” he said. “You have a visitor?”

“Come in,” said Mr. Mann. “I am awfully glad you called.”

The girl had risen to her feet, and was shrinking back to the wall.

“Do you know this lady?”

Frank looked at her keenly.

“Why, yes, that’s Sergeant Smith’s daughter,” he said, and he smiled. “Where on earth have you been?”

“Don’t touch me!” she breathed, and put her hands before her, warding him off.

He looked at her in astonishment, and from her to Mann. Then he looked back at the girl, his brow wrinkled in perplexity.

“This girl,” said Mr. Mann, “thinks she is your wife.”

“My wife?” said Frank, and looked again at her.

“Is this a bad joke or something — do you say that I am your husband?” he asked.

She did not speak, but nodded slowly.

He sat down in a chair and whistled.

“This rather complicates matters,” he said blankly, “but perhaps you can explain?”

“I only know what the girl has told me,” said Mr. Mann, shaking his head. “I am afraid there is a terrible mistake here.”

Frank turned to the girl.

“But did your husband look like me?”

She nodded.

“And did he call himself Frank Merrill?”

Again she nodded.

“Where is he now?”

She nodded, this time at him.

“But, great heavens,” said Frank, with a gesture of despair, “you do not suggest that I am the man?”

“You are the man,” said the girl.

Again Frank looked appealingly at his friend, and Saul Arthur Mann saw dismay and laughter in his eyes.

“I don’t know what I can do,” he said. “Perhaps if you left me alone with her for a minute—”

“Don’t! Don’t!” she breathed. “Don’t leave me alone with him. Stay here.”

“And where have you come from now?” asked Frank.

“From the house where you took me. You struck me yesterday,” she went on inconsequently.

Frank laughed.

“I am not only married, but I am a wife beater apparently,” he said desperately. “Now what can I do? I think the best thing that can be done is for this lady to tell us where she lives and I will take her back and confront her husband.”

“I won’t go with you!” cried the girl. “I won’t! I won’t! You said you’d look after me, Mr. Mann. You promised.”

The little investigator saw that she was distraught to a point where a collapse was imminent.

“This gentleman will look after you also,” he said encouragingly. “He is as anxious to save you from your husband as anybody.”

“I will not go,” she cried, “If that man touches me,” and she pointed to Frank, “I’ll scream.”

Again came the tap at the door, and Frank looked round.

“More visitors?” he asked.

“It is all right,” said Saul Arthur Mann. “There’s a lady and a gentleman to see me, isn’t there?” he asked the commissionaire. “Show them in.”

May came first, saw the little tableau, and stopped, knowing instinctively all that it portended. Jasper followed her.

The girl, who had been watching Frank, shifted her eyes for a moment to the visitors, and at sight of Jasper flung across the room. In an instant her brother’s arms were around her, and she was sobbing on his breast.

“Am I entitled to ask what all this means?” asked Frank quietly. “I am sure you will overlook my natural irritation, but I have suffered so much and I have been the victim of so many surprises that I do not feel inclined to accept all the shocks which fate sends me in a spirit of joyful resignation. Perhaps you will be good enough to elucidate this new mystery. Is everybody mad — or am I the sole sufferer?”

“There is no mystery about it,” said Jasper, still holding the girl. “I think you know this lady?”

“I have never met her before in my life,” said Frank, “but she persists in regarding me as her husband for some reason. Is this a new scheme of yours, Jasper?”

“I think you know this lady,” said Jasper Cole again.

Frank shrugged his shoulders.

“You are almost monotonous. I repeat that I have never seen her before.”

“Then I will explain to you,” said Jasper.

He put the girl gently from him for a moment, and turned and whispered something to May. Together they passed out of the room.

“You were confidential secretary to John Minute for some time, Merrill, and in that capacity you made several discoveries. The most remarkable discovery was made when Sergeant Smith came to blackmail my father. Oh, don’t pretend you didn’t know that John Minute was my father!” he said in answer to the look of amazement on Frank Merrill’s face.

“Smith took you into his confidence, and you married his alleged daughter. John Minute discovered this fact, not that he was aware that it was his own daughter, or that he thought that your association with my sister was any more than an intrigue beneath the dignity of his nephew. You did not think the time was ripe to spring a son-in-law upon him, and so you waited until you had seen his will. In that will he made no mention of a daughter, because the child had been born after his wife had left him, and he refused to recognize his paternity.

“Later, in some doubt as to whether he was doing an injustice to what might have been his own child, he endeavored to find her. Had you known of those investigations, you could have helped considerably, but as it happened you did not. You married her because you thought you would get a share of John Minute’s millions, and when you found your plan had miscarried you planned an act of bigamy in order to secure a portion of Mr. Minute’s fortune, which you knew would be considerable.”

He turned to Saul Arthur Mann.

“You think I have not been very energetic in pursuing my inquiries as to who killed John Minute? There is the explanation of my tolerance.”

He pointed his finger at Frank.

“This man is the husband of my sister. To ruin him would have meant involving her in that ruin. For a time I thought they were happily married. It was only recently that I have discovered the truth.”

Frank shook his head.

“I don’t know whether to laugh or cry,” he said. “I have certainly not heard—”

“You will hear more,” said Jasper Cole. “I will tell you how the murder was committed and who was the mysterious Rex Holland.

“Your father was a forger. That is known. You also have been forging signatures since you were a boy. You were Rex Holland. You came to Eastbourne on the night of the murder, and by an ingenious device you secured evidence in your favor in advance. Pretending to have lost your ticket, you allowed station officials to search you and to testify that you had no weapon. You were dropped at the gate of my father’s house, and, as soon as the cab driver had disappeared, you made your way to where you had hidden your car in a field at a short distance from the house.

“You had arrived there earlier in the evening, and had made your way across the metals to Polegate Junction, where you joined the train. As you had taken the precaution to have your return ticket clipped in London, your trick was not discovered. You had regained your car, and drove up to the house ten minutes after you had been seen to disappear through the gateway. From your car you had taken the revolver, and with that revolver you murdered my father. In order to shield yourself you threw suspicion on me and made friends with one of the shrewdest men,” he inclined his head toward the speechless Mr. Mann, “and through him conveyed those suspicions to authoritative quarters. It was you who, having said farewell to Miss Nuttall in Geneva, reappeared the same evening at Montreux and wrote a note forging my handwriting. It was you who left a torn sheet of paper in the room at Number 69 Flowerton Road, also in your writing.

“You have never moved a step but that I have followed you. My agents have been with you day and night ever since the day of the murder. I have waited my time, and that has come now.”

Frank heaved a long sigh, and took up his hat.

“Tomorrow morning I shall have a story to tell,” he said.

“You are an excellent actor,” said Jasper, “and an excellent liar, but you have never deceived me.”

He flung open the door.

“There is your road. You have twenty thousand pounds which my father left you. You have some fifty-five thousand pounds which you buried on the night of the murder — you remember the gardener’s trowel in the car?” he said, turning to Mann.

“I give you twentyfour hours to leave England. We cannot try you for the murder of John Minute; you can still be tried for the murder of your unfortunate servants.”

Frank Merrill made no movement toward the door. He walked over to the other end of the room, and stood with his back to them. Then he turned.

“Sometimes,” he said, “I feel that it isn’t worth while going on. It has been rather a strain — all this.”

Jasper Cole sprang toward him and caught him as he fell. They laid him down, and Saul Arthur Mann called urgently on the telephone for a doctor, but Frank Merrill was dead.

“I knew,” said Constable Wiseman, when the story came to him.


The End
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“I don’t know whether there’s a law that stops my doing this, Jim; but if there is, you’ve got to get round it. You’re a lawyer and you know the game. You’re my pal and the best pal I’ve had, Jim, and you’ll do it for me.”

The dying man looked up into the old eyes that were watching him with such compassion and read their acquiescence.

No greater difference could be imagined than existed between the man on the bed and the slim neat figure who sat by his side. John Millinborn, broad-shouldered, big-featured, a veritable giant in frame and even in his last days suggesting the enormous strength which had been his in his prime, had been an outdoor man, a man of large voice and large capable hands; James Kitson had been a student from his youth up and had spent his manhood in musty offices, stuffy courts, surrounded by crackling briefs and calf-bound law-books.

Yet, between these two men, the millionaire shipbuilder and the successful solicitor, utterly different in their tastes and their modes of life, was a friendship deep and true. Strange that death should take the strong and leave the weak; so thought James Kitson as he watched his friend.

“I’ll do what can be done, John. You leave a great responsibility upon the girl — a million and a half of money.”

The sick man nodded.

“I get rid of a greater one, Jim. When my father died he left a hundred thousand between us, my sister and I. I’ve turned my share into a million, but that is by the way. Because she was a fairly rich girl and a wilful girl, Jim, she broke her heart. Because they knew she had the money the worst men were attracted to her — and she chose the worst of the worst!”

He stopped speaking to get his breath.

“She married a plausible villain who ruined her — spent every sou and left her with a mountain of debt and a month-old baby. Poor Grace died and he married again. I tried to get the baby, but he held it as a hostage. I could never trace the child after it was two years old. It was only a month ago I learnt the reason. The man was an international swindler and was wanted by the police. He was arrested in Paris and charged in his true name — the name he had married in was false. When he came out of prison he took his own name — and of course the child’s name changed, too.”

The lawyer nodded.

“You want me to — ?”

“Get the will proved and begin your search for Oliva Predeaux. There is no such person. The girl’s name you know, and I have told you where she is living. You’ll find nobody who knows Oliva Predeaux — her father disappeared when she was six — he’s probably dead, and her stepmother brought her up without knowing her relationship to me — then she died and the girl has been working ever since she was fifteen.”

“She is not to be found?”

“Until she is married. Watch her, Jim, spend all the money you wish — don’t influence her unless you see she is getting the wrong kind of man…”

His voice, which had grown to something of the old strength, suddenly dropped and the great head rolled sideways on the pillow.

Kitson rose and crossed to the door. It opened upon a spacious sittingroom, through the big open windows of which could be seen the broad acres of the Sussex Weald.

A man was sitting in the window-seat, chin in hand, looking across to the chequered fields on the slope of the downs. He was a man of thirty, with a pointed beard, and he rose as the lawyer stepped quickly into the room.

“Anything wrong?” he asked.

“I think he has fainted — will you go to him, doctor?”

The young man passed swiftly and noiselessly to the bedside and made a brief examination. From a shelf near the head of the bed he took a hypodermic syringe and filled it from a small bottle. Baring the patient’s side he slowly injected the drug. He stood for a moment looking down at the unconscious man, then came back to the big hall where James Kitson was waiting.

“Well?”

The doctor shook his head.

“It is difficult to form a judgment,” he said quietly, “his heart is all gone to pieces. Has he a family doctor?”

“Not so far as I know — he hated doctors, and has never been ill in his life. I wonder he tolerated you.”

Dr. van Heerden smiled.

“He couldn’t help himself. He was taken ill in the train on the way to this place and I happened to be a fellow-passenger. He asked me to bring him here and I have been here ever since. It is strange,” he added, “that so rich a man as Mr. Millinborn had no servant travelling with him and should live practically alone in this — well, it is little better than a cottage.”

Despite his anxiety, James Kitson smiled.

“He is the type of man who hates ostentation. I doubt if he has ever spent a thousand a year on himself all his life — do you think it is wise to leave him?”

The doctor spread out his hands.

“I can do nothing. He refused to allow me to send for a specialist and I think he was right. Nothing can be done for him. Still—”

He walked back to the bedside, and the lawyer came behind him. John Millinborn seemed to be in an uneasy sleep, and after an examination by the doctor the two men walked back to the sittingroom.

“The excitement has been rather much for him. I suppose he has been making his will?”

“Yes,” said Kitson shortly.

“I gathered as much when I saw you bring the gardener and the cook in to witness a document,” said Dr. van Heerden.

He tapped his teeth with the tip of his fingers — a nervous trick of his.

“I wish I had some strychnine,” he said suddenly. “I ought to have some by me — in case.”

“Can’t you send a servant — or I’ll go,” said Kitson. “Is it procurable in the village?”

The doctor nodded.

“I don’t want you to go,” he demurred. “I have sent the car to Eastbourne to get a few things I cannot buy here. It’s a stiff walk to the village and yet I doubt whether the chemist would supply the quantity I require to a servant, even with my prescription — you see,” he smiled, “I am a stranger here.”

“I’ll go with pleasure — the walk will do me good,” said the lawyer energetically. “If there is anything we can do to prolong my poor friend’s life—”

The doctor sat at the table and wrote his prescription and handed it to the other with an apology.

Hill Lodge, John Millinborn’s big cottage, stood on the crest of a hill, and the way to the village was steep and long, for Alfronston lay nearly a mile away. Halfway down the slope the path ran through a plantation of young ash. Here John Millinborn had preserved a few pheasants in the early days of his occupancy of the Lodge on the hill. As Kitson entered one side of the plantation he heard a rustling noise, as though somebody were moving through the undergrowth. It was too heavy a noise for a bolting rabbit or a startled bird to make, and he peered into the thick foliage. He was a little nearsighted, and at first he did not see the cause of the commotion. Then:

“I suppose I’m trespassing,” said a husky voice, and a man stepped out toward him.

The stranger carried himself with a certain jauntiness, and he had need of what assistance artifice could lend him, for he was singularly unprepossessing. He was a man who might as well have been sixty as fifty. His clothes soiled, torn and greasy, were of good cut. The shirt was filthy, but it was attached to a frayed collar, and the crumpled cravat was ornamented with a cameo pin.

But it was the face which attracted Kitson’s attention. There was something inherently evil in that puffed face, in the dull eyes that blinked under the thick black eyebrows. The lips, full and loose, parted in a smile as the lawyer stepped back to avoid contact with the unsavoury visitor.

“I suppose I’m trespassing — good gad! Me trespassing — funny, very funny!” He indulged in a hoarse wheezy laugh and broke suddenly into a torrent of the foulest language that this hardened lawyer had ever heard.

“Pardon, pardon,” he said, stopping as suddenly. “Man of the world, eh? You’ll understand that when a gentleman has grievances…” He fumbled in his waistcoat-pocket and found a black-rimmed monocle and inserted it in his eye. There was an obscenity in the appearance of this foul wreck of a man which made the lawyer feel physically sick.

“Trespassing, by gad!” He went back to his first conceit and his voice rasped with malignity. “Gad! If I had my way with people! I’d slit their throats, I would, sir. I’d stick pins in their eyes — red-hot pins. I’d boil them alive—”

Hitherto the lawyer had not spoken, but now his repulsion got the better of his usually equable temper.

“What are you doing here?” he asked sternly. “You’re on private property — take your beastliness elsewhere.”

The man glared at him and laughed.

“Trespassing!” he sneered. “Trespassing! Very good — your servant, sir!”

He swept his derby hat from his head (the lawyer saw that he was bald), and turning, strutted back through the plantation the way he had come. It was not the way out and Kitson was half-inclined to follow and see the man off the estate. Then he remembered the urgency of his errand and continued his journey to the village. On his way back he looked about, but there was no trace of the unpleasant intruder. Who was he? he wondered. Some broken derelict with nothing but the memory of former vain splendours and the rags of old fineries, nursing a dear hatred for some more fortunate fellow.

Nearly an hour had passed before he again panted up to the levelled shelf on which the cottage stood.

The doctor was sitting at the window as Kitson passed.

“How is he?”

“About the same. He had one paroxysm. Is that the strychnine? I can’t tell you how much obliged I am to you.”

He took the small packet and placed it on the window-ledge and Mr. Kitson passed into the house.

“Honestly, doctor, what do you think of his chance?” he asked.

Dr. van Heerden shrugged his shoulders.

“Honestly, I do not think he will recover consciousness.”

“Heavens!”

The lawyer was shocked. The tragic suddenness of it all stunned him. He had thought vaguely that days, even weeks, might pass before the end came.

“Not recover consciousness?” he repeated in a whisper.

Instinctively he was drawn to the room where his friend lay and the doctor followed him.

John Millinborn lay on his back, his eyes closed, his face a ghastly grey. His big hands were clutching at his throat, his shirt was torn open at the breast. The two windows, one at each end of the room, were wide, and a gentle breeze blew the casement curtains. The lawyer stooped, his eyes moist, and laid his hand upon the burning forehead.

“John, John,” he murmured, and turned away, blinded with tears.

He wiped his face with a pocket-handkerchief and walked to the window, staring out at the serene loveliness of the scene. Over the weald a great aeroplane droned to the sea. The green downs were dappled white with grazing flocks, and beneath the windows the ordered beds blazed and flamed with flowers, crimson and gold and white.

As he stood there the man he had met in the plantation came to his mind and he was half-inclined to speak to the doctor of the incident. But he was in no mood for the description and the speculation which would follow. Restlessly he paced into the bedroom. The sick man had not moved and again the lawyer returned. He thought of the girl, that girl whose name and relationship with John Millinborn he alone knew. What use would she make of the millions which, all unknown to her, she would soon inherit? What —

“Jim, Jim!”

He turned swiftly.

It was John Millinborn’s voice.

“Quick — come…”

The doctor had leapt into the room and made his way to the bed.

Millinborn was sitting up, and as the lawyer moved swiftly in the doctor’s tracks he saw his wide eyes staring.

“Jim, he has…”

His head dropped forward on his breast and the doctor lowered him slowly to the pillow.

“What is it, John? Speak to me, old man…”

“I’m afraid there is nothing to be done,” said the doctor as he drew up the bedclothes.

“Is he dead?” whispered the lawyer fearfully.

“No — but—”

He beckoned the other into the big room and, after a glance at the motionless figure, Kitson followed.

“There’s something very strange — who is that?”

He pointed through the open window at the clumsy figure of a man who was blundering wildly down the slope which led to the plantation.

Kitson recognized the man immediately. It was the uninvited visitor whom he had met in the plantation. But there was something in the haste of the shabby man, a hint of terror in the wide-thrown arms, that made the lawyer forget his tragic environment.

“Where has he been?” he asked.

“Who is he?”

The doctor’s face was white and drawn as though he, too, sensed some horror in that frantic flight.

Kitson walked back to the room where the dying man lay, but was frozen stiff upon the threshold.

“Doctor — doctor!”

The doctor followed the eyes of the other. Something was dripping from the bed to the floor — something red and horrible. Kitson set his teeth and, stepping to the bedside, pulled down the covers.

He stepped back with a cry, for from the side of John Millinborn protruded the ivory handle of a knife.
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Dr. Van Heerden’s surgery occupied one of the four shops which formed the ground floor of the Krooman Chambers. This edifice had been erected by a wealthy philanthropist to provide small model flats for the professional classes who needed limited accommodation and a good address (they were in the vicinity of Oxford Street) at a moderate rental. Like many philanthropists, the owner had wearied of his hobby and had sold the block to a syndicate, whose management on more occasions than one had been the subject of police inquiry.

They had then fallen into the hands of an intelligent woman, who had turned out the undesirable tenants, furnished the flats plainly, but comfortably, and had let them to tenants who might be described as solvent, but honest. Krooman Chambers had gradually rehabilitated itself in the eyes of the neighbourhood.

Dr. van Heerden had had his surgery in the building for six years. During the war he was temporarily under suspicion for sympathies with the enemy, but no proof was adduced of his enmity and, though he had undoubtedly been born on the wrong side of the Border at Cranenburg, which is the Prussian frontier station on the Rotterdam-Cologne line, his name was undoubtedly van Heerden, which was Dutch. Change the “van” to “von,” said the carping critics, and he was a Hun, and undoubtedly Germany was full of von Heerens and von Heerdens.

The doctor lived down criticism, lived down suspicion, and got together a remunerative practice. He had the largest flat in the building, one room of which was fitted up as a laboratory, for he had a passion for research. The mysterious murder of John Millinborn had given him a certain advertisement which had not been without its advantages. The fact that he had been in attendance on the millionaire had brought him a larger fame.

His theories as to how the murder had been committed by some one who had got through the open window whilst the two men were out of the room had been generally accepted, for the police had found footmarks on the flowerbeds, over which the murderer must have passed. They had not, however, traced the seedy-looking personage whom Mr. Kitson had seen. This person had disappeared as mysteriously as he had arrived.

Three months after the murder the doctor stood on the steps of the broad entrance-hall which led to the flats, watching the stream of pedestrians passing. It was six o’clock in the evening and the streets were alive with shopgirls and workers on their way home from business.

He smoked a cigarette and his interest was, perhaps, more apparent than real. He had attended his last surgery case and the door of the “shop,” with its sage-green windows, had been locked for the night.

His eyes wandered idly to the Oxford Street end of the thoroughfare, and suddenly he started. A girl was walking toward him. At this hour there was very little wheeled traffic, for Lattice Street is almost a cul-de-sac, and she had taken the middle of the road. She was dressed with that effective neatness which brings the wealthy and the work-girl to a baffling level, in a blue serge costume of severe cut; a plain white linen coat-collar and a small hat, which covered, but did not hide, a mass of hair which, against the slanting sunlight at her back, lent the illusion of a golden nimbus about her head.

The eyes were deepset and wise with the wisdom which is found alike in those who have suffered and those who have watched suffering. The nose was straight, the lips scarlet and full. You might catalogue every feature of Oliva Cresswell and yet arrive at no satisfactory explanation for her charm.

Not in the clear ivory pallor of complexion did her charm lie. Nor in the trim figure with its promising lines, nor in the poise of head nor pride of carriage, nor in the ready laughter that came to those quiet eyes. In no one particular quality of attraction did she excel. Rather was her charm the charm of the perfect agglomeration of all those characteristics which men find alluring and challenging.

She raised her hand with a free unaffected gesture, and greeted the doctor with a flashing smile.

“Well, Miss Cresswell, I haven’t seen you for quite a long time.”

“Two days,” she said solemnly, “but I suppose doctors who know all the secrets of nature have some very special drug to sustain them in trials like that.”

“Don’t be unkind to the profession,” he laughed, “and don’t be sarcastic, to one so young. By the way, I have never asked you did you get your flat changed?”

She shook her head and frowned.

“Miss Millit says she cannot move me.”

“Abominable,” he said, and was annoyed. “Did you tell her about Beale?”

She nodded vigorously.

“I said to her, says I,” she had a trick of mimicry and dropped easily into the southern English accent, “‘Miss Millit, are you aware that the gentleman who lives opposite to me has been, to my knowledge, consistently drunk for two months — ever since he came to live at Kroomans? Does he annoy you?’ says she. ‘Drunken people always annoy me,’ says I. ‘Mr. Beale arrives home every evening in a condition which I can only describe as deplorable.’”

“What did she say?”

The girl made a little grimace and became serious.

“She said if he did not speak to me or interfere with me or frighten me it was none of my business, or something to that effect.” She laughed helplessly. “Really, the flat is so wonderful and so cheap that one cannot afford to get out — you don’t know how grateful I am to you, doctor, for having got diggings here at all — Miss Millit isn’t keen on single young ladies.”

She sniffed and laughed.

“Why do you laugh?” he asked.

“I was thinking how queerly you and I met.”

The circumstances of their meeting had indeed been curious. She was employed as a cashier at one of the great West End stores. He had made some sort of purchase and made payment in a five-pound note which had proved to be counterfeit. It was a sad moment for the girl when the forgery was discovered, for she had to make up the loss from her own pocket and that was no small matter.

Then the miracle had happened. The doctor had arrived full of apologies, had presented his card and explained. The note was one which he had been keeping as a curiosity. It has been passed on him and was such an excellent specimen that he intended having it framed but it had got mixed up with his other money.

“You started by being the villain of the piece and ended by being my good fairy,” she said. “I should never have known there was a vacancy here but for you. I should not have been admitted by the proper Miss Millit but for the terror of your name.”

She dropped her little hand lightly on his shoulder. It was a gesture of good-comradeship.

She half-turned to go when an angry exclamation held her.

“What is it? Oh, I see — No. 4!”

She drew a little closer to the doctor’s side and watched with narrowing lids the approaching figure.

“Why does he do it — oh, why does he do it?” she demanded impatiently. “How can a man be so weak, so wretchedly weak? There’s nothing justifies that!”

“That” was apparently trying to walk the opposite kerb as though it were a tight-rope. Save for a certain disorder of attire, a protruding necktie and a muddy hat, he was respectable enough. He was young and, under other conditions, passably good looking. But with his fair hair streaming over his forehead and his hat at the back of his head he lacked fascination. His attempt, aided by a walkingstick used as a balancing-pole, to keep his equilibrium on six inches of kerbing, might have been funny to a less sensitive soul than Oliva’s.

He slipped, recovered himself with a little whoop, slipped again, and finally gave up the attempt, crossing the road to his home.

He recognized the doctor with a flourish of his hat.

“Glorious weather, my Escu-escu-lapius,” he said, with a little slur in his voice but a merry smile in his eye; “simply wonderful weather for bacteria trypanosomes (got it) an’ all the jolly little microbes.”

He smiled at the doctor blandly, ignoring the other’s significant glance at the girl, who had drawn back so that she might not find herself included in the conversation.

“I’m goin’ to leave you, doctor,” he went on, “goin’ top floor, away from the evil smells of science an’ fatal lure of beauty. Top floor jolly stiff climb when a fellow’s all lit up like the Hotel Doodledum — per arduis ad astra — through labour to the stars — fine motto. Flying Corps’ motto — my motto. Goo’ night!”

Off came his hat again and he staggered up the broad stone stairs and disappeared round a turn. Later they heard his door slam.

“Awful — and yet—”

“And yet?” echoed the doctor.

“I thought he was funny. I nearly laughed. But how terrible! He’s so young and he has had a decent education.”

She shook her head sadly.

Presently she took leave of the doctor and made her way upstairs. Three doors opened from the landing. Numbers 4, 6 and 8.

She glanced a little apprehensively at No. 4 as she passed, but there was no sound or sign of the reveller, and she passed into No. 6 and closed the door.

The accommodation consisted of two rooms, a bed-and a sittingroom, a bathroom and a tiny kitchen. The rent was remarkably low, less than a quarter of her weekly earnings, and she managed to live comfortably.

She lit the gas-stove and put on the kettle and began to lay the table. There was a “tin of something” in the diminutive pantry, a small loaf and a jug of milk, a tomato or two and a bottle of dressing — the high tea to which she sat down (a little flushed of the face and quite happy) was seasoned with content. She thought of the doctor and accounted herself lucky to have so good a friend. He was so sensible, there was no “nonsense” about him. He never tried to hold her hand as the stupid buyers did, nor make clumsy attempts to kiss her as one of the partners had done.

The doctor was different from them all. She could not imagine him sitting by the side of a girl in a bus pressing her foot with his, or accosting her in the street with a “Haven’t we met before?”

She ate her meal slowly, reading the evening newspaper and dreaming at intervals. It was dusk when she had finished and she switched on the electric light. There was a shilling-in-the-slot meter in the bathroom that acted eccentrically. Sometimes one shilling would supply light for a week, at other times after two days the lights would flicker spasmodically and expire.

She remembered that it was a perilous long time since she had bribed the meter and searched her purse for a shilling. She found that she had half-crowns, florins and sixpences, but she had no shillings. This, of course, is the chronic condition of all users of the slot-meters, and she accepted the discovery with the calm of the fatalist. She considered. Should she go out and get change from the obliging tobacconist at the corner or should she take a chance?

“If I don’t go out you will,” she said addressing the light, and it winked ominously. She opened the door and stepped into the passage, and as she did so the lights behind her went out. There was one small lamp on the landing, a plutocratic affair independent of shilling meters. She closed the door behind her and walked to the head of the stairs. As she passed No. 4, she noted the door was ajar and she stopped. She did not wish to risk meeting the drunkard, and she turned back.

Then she remembered the doctor, he lived in No. 8. Usually when he was at home there was a light in his hall which showed through the fanlight. Now, however, the place was in darkness. She saw a card on the door and walking closer she read it in the dun light.

He was out and was evidently expecting a caller. So there was nothing for it but to risk meeting the exuberant Mr. Beale. She flew down the stairs and gained the street with a feeling of relief.

The obliging tobacconist, who was loquacious on the subject of Germans and Germany, detained her until her stock of patience was exhausted; but at last she made her escape. Halfway across the street she saw the figure of a man standing in the dark hallway of the chambers, and her heart sank.

“Matilda, you’re a fool,” she said to herself.

Her name was not Matilda, but in moments of self-depreciation she was wont to address herself as such.

She walked boldly up to the entrance and passed through. The man she saw out of the corner of her eye but did not recognize. He seemed as little desirous of attracting attention as she. She thought he was rather stout and short, but as to this she was not sure. She raced up the stairs and turned on the landing to her room. The door of No. 4 was still ajar — but what was much more important, so was her door. There was no doubt about it, between the edge of the door and the jamb there was a good two inches of space, and she distinctly remembered not only closing it, but also pushing it to make sure that it was fast. What should she do? To her annoyance she felt a cold little feeling inside her and her hands were trembling.

“If the lights were only on I’d take the risk,” she thought; but the lights were not on and it was necessary to pass into the dark interior and into a darker bathroom — a room which is notoriously adaptable for murder — before she could reach the meter.

“Rubbish, Matilda!” she scoffed quaveringly, “go in, you frightened little rabbit — you forgot to shut the door, that’s all.”

She pushed the door open and with a shiver stepped inside.

Then a sound made her stop dead. It was a shuffle and a creak such as a dog might make if he brushed against the chair.

“Who’s there?” she demanded.

There was no reply.

“Who’s there?”

She took one step forward and then something reached out at her. A big hand gripped her by the sleeve of her blouse and she heard a deep breathing.

She bit her lips to stop the scream that arose, and with a wrench tore herself free, leaving a portion of a sleeve in the hands of the unknown.

She darted backward, slamming the door behind her. In two flying strides she was at the door of No. 4, hammering with both her fists.

“Drunk or sober he is a man! Drunk or sober he is a man!” she muttered incoherently.

Only twice she beat upon the door when it opened suddenly and Mr. Beale stood in the doorway.

“What is it?”

She hardly noticed his tone.

“A man — a man, in my flat,” she gasped, and showed her torn sleeve, “a man…!”

He pushed her aside and made for the door.

“The key?” he said quickly.

With trembling fingers she extracted it from her pocket.

“One moment.”

He disappeared into his own flat and presently came out holding an electric torch. He snapped back the lock, put the key in his pocket and then, to her amazement, he slipped a short-barrelled revolver from his hip-pocket.

With his foot he pushed open the door and she watched him vanish into the gloomy interior.

Presently came his voice, sharp and menacing:

“Hands up!”

A voice jabbered something excitedly and then she heard Mr. Beale speak.

“Is your light working? — you can come hi, I have him in the diningroom.”

She stepped into the bathroom, the shilling dropped through the aperture, the screw grated as she turned it and the lights sprang to life.

In one corner of the room was a man, a white-faced, sickly looking man with a head too big for his body. His hands were above his head, his lower lip trembled in terror.

Mr. Beale was searching him with thoroughness and rapidity.

“No gun, all right, put your hands down. Now turn out your pockets.”

The man said something in a language which the girl could not understand, and Mr. Beale replied in the same tongue. He put the contents, first of one pocket then of the other, upon the table, and the girl watched the proceedings with open eyes.

“Hello, what’s this?”

Beale picked up a card. Thereon was scribbled a figure which might have been 6 or 4.

“I see,” said Beale, “now the other pocket — you understand English, my friend?”

Stupidly the man obeyed. A leather pocket-case came from an inside pocket and this Beale opened.

Therein was a small packet which resembled the familiar wrapper of a seidlitz powder. Beale spoke sharply in a language which the girl realized was German, and the man shook his head. He said something which sounded like “No good,” several times.

“I’m going to leave you here alone for awhile,” said Beale, “my friend and I are going downstairs together — I shall not be long.”

They went out of the flat together, the little man with the big head protesting, and she heard their footsteps descending the stairs. Presently Beale came up alone and walked into the sittingroom. And then the strange unaccountable fact dawned on her — he was perfectly sober.

His eyes were clear, his lips firm, and the fair hair whose tendencies to bedragglement had emphasized his disgrace was brushed back over his head. He looked at her so earnestly that she grew embarrassed.

“Miss Cresswell,” he said quietly. “I am going to ask you to do me a great favour.”

“If it is one that I can grant, you may be sure that I will,” she smiled, and he nodded.

“I shall not ask you to do anything that is impossible in spite of the humorist’s view of women,” he said. “I merely want you to tell nobody about what has happened tonight.”

“Nobody?” she looked at him in astonishment. “But the doctor—”

“Not even the doctor,” he said with a twinkle in his eye. “I ask you this as a special favour — word of honour?”

She thought a moment.

“I promise,” she said. “I’m to tell nobody about that horrid man from whom you so kindly saved me—”

He lifted his head.

“Understand this, Miss Cresswell, please,” he said:

“I don’t want you to be under any misapprehension about that ‘horrid man ‘ — he was just as scared as you, and he would not have harmed you. I have been waiting for him all the evening.”

“Waiting for him?”

He nodded again.

“Where?”

“In the doctor’s flat,” he said calmly, “you see, the doctor and I are deadly rivals. We are rival scientists, and I was waiting for the hairy man to steal a march on him.”

“But, but — how did you get in.”

“I had this key,” he said holding up a small key, “remember, word of honour! The man whom I have just left came up and wasn’t certain whether he had to go in No. 8, that’s the doctor’s, or No. 6 — and the one key fits both doors!”

He inserted the key which was in the lock of her door and it turned easily.

“And this is what I was waiting for — it was the best the poor devil could do.”

He lifted the paper package and broke the seals. Unfolding the paper carefully he laid it on the table, revealing a teaspoonful of what looked like fine green sawdust.

“What is it?” she whispered fearfully.

Somehow she knew that she was in the presence of a big elementary danger — something gross and terrible in its primitive force.

“That,” said Mr. Beale, choosing his words nicely, “that is a passable imitation of the Green Rust, or, as it is to me, the Green Terror.”

“The Green Rust? What is the Green Rust — what can it do?” she asked in bewilderment.

“I hope we shall never know,” he said, and in his clear eyes was a hint of terror.
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Oliva Cresswell rose with the final despairing buzz of her alarm clock and conquered the almost irresistible temptation to close her eyes, just to see what it felt like. Her first impression was that she had had no sleep all night. She remembered going to bed at one and turning from side to side until three. She remembered deciding that the best thing to do was to get up, make some tea and watch the sun rise, and that whilst she was deciding whether such a step was romantic or just silly, she must have gone to sleep.

Still, four hours of slumber is practically no slumber to a healthy girl and she swung her pyjamaed legs over the side of the bed and spent quite five minutes in a fatuous admiration of her little white feet. With an effort she dragged herself to the bathroom and let the tap run. Then she put on the kettle. Half an hour later she was feeling well but unenthusiastic.

When she became fully conscious, which was on her way to business, she realized she was worried. She had been made a party to a secret without her wish — and the drunken Mr. Beale, that youthful profligate, had really forced this confidence upon her. Only, and this she recalled with a start which sent her chin jerking upward (she was in the bus at the time and the conductor, thinking she was signalling him to stop, pulled the bell), only Mr. Beale was surprisingly sober and masterful for one so weak of character.

Ought she to tell the doctor — Dr. van Heerden, who had been so good a friend of hers? It seemed disloyal, it was disloyal, horribly disloyal to him, to hide the fact that Mr. Beale had actually been in the doctor’s room at night.

But was it a coincidence that the same key opened her door and the doctor’s? If it were so, it was an embarrassing coincidence. She must change the locks without delay.

The bus set her down at the corner of Punsonby’s great block. Punsonby’s is one of the most successful and at the same time one of the most exclusive dress-houses in London, and Oliva had indeed been fortunate in securing her present position, for employment at Punsonby’s was almost equal to Government employment in its permanency, as it was certainly more lucrative in its pay.

As she stepped on to the pavement she glanced up at the big ornate clock. She was in good time, she said to herself, and was pushing open the big glass door through which employees pass to the various departments when a hand touched her gently on the arm.

She turned in surprise to face Mr. Beale, looking particularly smart in a well-fitting grey suit, a grey felt hat and a large bunch of violets in his buttonhole.

“Excuse me, Miss Cresswell,” he said pleasantly, “may I have one word with you?”

She looked at him doubtfully.

“I rather wish you had chosen another time and another place, Mr. Beale,” she said frankly.

He nodded.

“I realize it is rather embarrassing,” he said, “but unfortunately my business cannot wait. I am a business man, you know,” he smiled, “in spite of my dissolute habits.”

She looked at him closely, for she thought she detected a gentle mockery behind his words, but he was not smiling now.

“I won’t keep you more than two minutes,” he went on, “but in that two minutes I have a great deal to tell you. I won’t bore you with the story of my life.”

This time she saw the amusement in his eyes and smiled against her will, because she was not feeling particularly amused.

“I have a business in the city of London,” he said, “and again I would ask you to respect my confidence. I am a wheat expert.”

“A wheat expert?” she repeated with a puzzled frown.

“It’s a queer job, isn’t it? but that’s what I am. I have a vacancy in my office for a confidential secretary. It is a nice office, the pay is good, the hours are few and the work is light. I want to know whether you will accept the position.”

She shook her head, regarding him with a new interest, from which suspicion was not altogether absent.

“It is awfully kind of you, Mr. Beale, and adds another to the debts I owe you,” she said, “but I have no desire to leave Punsonby’s. It is work I like, and although am sure you are not interested in my private business” — he could have told her that he was very much interested in her private business, but he refrained— “I do not mind telling you that I am earning a very good salary and I have no intention or desire to change my situation.”

His eyes twinkled.

“Ah well, that’s my misfortune,” he said, “there are only two things I can say. The first is that if you work for me you will neither be distressed nor annoyed by any habits of mine which you may have observed and which may perhaps have prejudiced you against me. In the second place, I want you to promise me that if you ever leave Punsonby’s you will give me the first offer of your services.”

She laughed.

“I think you are very funny, Mr. Beale, but I feel sure that you mean what you say, and that you would confine your — er — little eccentricities to times outside of business hours. As far as leaving Punsonby’s is concerned I promise you that I will give you the first offer of my invaluable services if ever I leave. And now I am afraid I must run away. I am awfully obliged to you for what you did for me last night.”

He looked at her steadily in the eye.

“I have no recollection of anything that happened last night,” he said, “and I should be glad if your memory would suffer the same lapse.”

He shook hands with her, lifted his hat and turned abruptly away, and she looked after him till the boom of the clock recalled her to the fact that the head of the firm of Punsonby was a stickler for punctuality.

She went into the great cloakroom and hung up her coat and hat. As she turned to the mirror to straighten her hair she came face to face with a tall, dark girl who had been eyeing her thoughtfully.

“Good morning,” said Oliva, and there was in her tone more of politeness than friendship, for although these two girls had occupied the same office for more than a year, there was between them an incompatibility which no length of acquaintance could remove.

Hilda Glaum was of Swiss extraction, and something of a mystery. She was good looking in a sulky, saturnine way, but her known virtues stopped short at her appearance. She neither invited nor gave confidence, and in this respect suited Oliva, but unlike Oliva, she made no friends, entered into none of the periodical movements amongst the girls, was impervious to the attractions of the river in summer and of the Proms in winter, neither visited nor received.

“‘Morning,” replied the girl shortly; then: “Have you been upstairs?”

“No — why?”

“Oh, nothing.”

Oliva mounted to the floor where her little office was. She and Hilda dealt with the registered mail, extracted and checked the money that came from the post-shoppers and sent on the orders to the various departments.

Three sealed bags lay on her desk, and a youth from the postal department waited to receive a receipt for them. This she scribbled, after comparing the numbers attached to the seals with those inscribed on the boy’s receipt-book.

For some reason Hilda had not followed her, and she was alone and had tumbled the contents of the first bag on to her desk when the managing director of Punsonby’s made a surprising appearance at the glass-panelled door of her office.

He was a large, stout and important-looking man, bald and bearded. He enjoyed an episcopal manner, and had a trick of pulling back his head when he asked questions, as though he desired to evade the full force of the answer.

He stood in the doorway and beckoned her out, and she went without any premonition of what was in store for her.

“Ah, Miss Cresswell,” he said. “I — ah — am sorry I did not see you before you had taken off your coat and hat. Will you come to my office?”

“Certainly, Mr. White,” said the girl, wondering what had happened.

He led the way with his majestic stride, dangling a pair of pince-nez by their cord, as a fastidious person might carry a mouse by its tail, and ushered her into his rosewood-panelled office.

“Sit down, sit down, Miss Cresswell,” he said, and seating himself at his desk he put the tips of his fingers together and looked up to the ceiling for inspiration. “I am afraid, Miss Cresswell,” he said, “that I have — ah — an unpleasant task.”

“An unpleasant task, Mr. White?” she said, with a sinking feeling inside her.

He nodded.

“I have to tell you that Punsonby’s no longer require your services.”

She rose to her feet, looking down at him openmouthed with wonder and consternation.

“Not require my services?” she said slowly. “Do you mean that I am discharged?”

He nodded again.

“In lieu of a month’s notice I will give you a cheque for a month’s salary, plus the unexpired portion of this week’s salary.”

“But why am I being discharged? Why? Why?”

Mr. White, who had opened his eyes for a moment to watch the effect of his lightning stroke, closed them again.

“It is not the practice of Punsonby’s to give any reason for dispensing with the services of its employees,” he said oracularly, “it is sufficient that I should tell you that hitherto you have given every satisfaction, but for reasons which I am not prepared to discuss we must dispense with your services.”

Her head was in a whirl. She could not grasp what had happened. For five years she had worked in the happiest circumstances in this great store, where everybody had been kind to her and where her tasks had been congenial. She had never thought of going elsewhere. She regarded herself, as did all the better-class employees, as a fixture.

“Do I understand,” she asked, “that I am to leave — at once?”

Mr. White nodded. He pushed the cheque across the table and she took it up and folded it mechanically.

“And you are not going to tell me why?”

Mr. White shook his head.

“Punsonby’s do nothing without a good reason,” he said solemnly, feeling that whatever happened he must make a good case for Punsonby’s, and that whoever was to blame for this unhappy incident it was not an august firm which paid its fourteen per cent, with monotonous regularity. “We lack — ah — definite knowledge to proceed any further in this matter than — in fact, than we have proceeded. Definite knowledge” (the girl was all the more bewildered by his cumbersome diplomacy) “definite knowledge was promised but has not — in fact, has not come to hand. It is all very unpleasant — very unpleasant,” and he shook his head.

She bowed and turning, walked quickly from the room, passed to the lobby where her coat was hung, put on her hat and left Punsonby’s for ever.

It was when she had reached the street that, with a shock, she remembered Beale’s words and she stood stockstill, pinching her lip thoughtfully. Had he known? Why had he come that morning, hours before he was ordinarily visible — if the common gossip of Krooman Mansions be worthy of credence? — and then as though to cap the amazing events of the morning she saw him. He was standing on the corner of the street, leaning on his cane, smoking a long cigarette through a much longer holder, and he seemed wholly absorbed in watching a linesman, perched high above the street, repairing a telegraph wire.

She made a step toward him, but stopped. He was so evidently engrossed in the acrobatics of the honest workman in mid-air that he could not have seen her and she turned swiftly and walked the other way.

She had not reached the end of the block before he was at her side.

“You are going home early, Miss Cresswell,” he smiled.

She turned to him.

“Do you know why?” she asked.

“I don’t know why — unless—”

“Unless what?”

“Unless you have been discharged,” he said coolly.

Her brows knit.

“What do you know about my discharge?” she asked.

“Such things are possible,” said Mr. Beale.

“Did you know I was going to be discharged?” she asked again.

He nodded.

“I didn’t exactly know you would be discharged this morning, but I had an idea you would be discharged at some time or other. That is why I came with my offer.”

“Which, of course, I won’t accept,” she snapped.

“Which, of course, you have accepted,” he said quietly. “Believe me, I know nothing more than that Punsonby’s have been prevailed upon to discharge you. What reason induced them to take that step, honestly I don’t know.”

“But why did you think so?”

He was grave of a sudden.

“I just thought so,” he said. “I am not going to be mysterious with you and I can only tell you that I had reasons to believe that some such step would be taken.”

She shrugged her shoulders wearily.

“It is quite mysterious enough,” she said. “Do you seriously want me to work for you?”

He nodded.

“You didn’t tell me your city address.”

“That is why I came back,” he said.

“Then you knew I was coming out?”

“I knew you would come out some time in the day.”

She stared at him.

“Do you mean to tell me that you would have waited all day to give me your address?”

He laughed.

“I only mean this,” he replied, “that I should have waited all day.”

It was a helpless laugh which echoed his.

“My address is 342 Lothbury,” he went on, “342. You may begin work this afternoon and—” He hesitated.

“And?” she repeated.

“And I think it would be wise if you didn’t tell your friend, the doctor, that I am employing you.”

He was examining his fingernails attentively as he spoke, and he did not meet her eye.

“There are many reasons,” he went on. “In the first place, I have blotted my copybook, as they say, in Krooman Mansions, and it might not rebound to your credit.”

“You should have thought of that before you asked me to come to you,” she said.

“I thought of it a great deal,” he replied calmly.

There was much in what he said, as the girl recognized. She blamed herself for her hasty promise, but somehow the events of the previous night had placed him on a different footing, had given him a certain indefinable position to which the inebriate Mr. Beale had not aspired.

“I am afraid I am rather bewildered by all the mystery of it,” she said, “and I don’t think I will come to the office to-day. Tomorrow morning, at what hour?”

“Ten o’clock,” he said, “I will be there to explain your duties. Your salary will be 5 pounds a week. You will be in charge of the office, to which I very seldom go, by the way, and your work will be preparing statistical returns of the wheat-crops in all the wheatfields of the world for the last fifty years.”

“It sounds thrilling,” she said, and a quick smile flashed across his face.

“It is much more thrilling than you imagine,” were his parting words.

She reached Krooman Mansions just as the doctor was coming out, and he looked at her in surprise.

“You are back early!”

Should she tell him? There was no reason why she shouldn’t. He had been a good friend of hers and she felt sure of his sympathy. It occurred to her at that moment that Mr. Beale had been most unsympathetic, and had not expressed one word of regret.

“Yes, I’ve been discharged,” she exclaimed.

“Discharged? Impossible!”

She nodded.

“To prove that it is possible it has happened,” she said cheerfully.

“My dear girl, this is monstrous! What excuse did they give?”

“None.” This was said with a lightness of tone which did not reflect the indignation she felt at heart.

“Did they give you no reason?”

“They gave me none. They gave me my month’s cheque and just told me to go off, and off I came like the well-disciplined wage-earner I am.”

“But it is monstrous,” he said indignantly. “I will go and see them. I know one of the heads of the firm — at least, he is a patient of mine.”

“You will do nothing of the kind,” she replied firmly. “It really doesn’t matter.”

“What are you going to do? By Jove!” he said suddenly, “what a splendid idea! I want a clinical secretary.”

The humour of it got the better of her, and she laughed in his face.

“What is the joke?” he asked.

“Oh, I am so sorry, doctor, but you mustn’t think I am ungrateful, but I am beginning to regard myself as one of the plums in the labour market.”

“Have you another position?” he asked quickly.

“I have just accepted one,” she said, and he did not disguise his disappointment, which might once have been interpreted, were Oliva more conceited, into absolute chagrin.

“You are very quick,” said he, and his voice had lost some of its enthusiasm. “What position have you taken?”

“I am going into an office in the city,” she said.

“That will be dull. If you have settled it in your mind, of course, I cannot alter your decision, but I would be quite willing to give you 5 or 6 pounds a week, and the work would be very light.”

She held out her hand, and there was a twinkle in her eye.

“London is simply filled with people who want to give me 5 pounds a week for work which is very light; really I am awfully grateful to you, doctor.”

She felt more cheerful as she mounted the stairs than she thought would have been possible had such a position been forecast and had she to speculate upon the attitude of mind with which she would meet such a misfortune.

Punsonby’s, for all the humiliation of her dismissal, seemed fairly unimportant. Some day she would discover the circumstances which had decided the high gods who presided over the ready-made clothing business in their action.

She unlocked the door and passed in, not without a comprehensive and an amused glance which took in the sober front doors of her new employer and her would-be employer.

“Sarah, your luck’s in,” she said, as she banged the door — Sarah was the approving version of Matilda. “If the wheezy man fires you, be sure there’ll be a good angel waiting on the doorstep to offer you 20 pounds a week for ‘phoning the office once a day.”

It occurred to her that it would be wise to place on record her protest against her summary dismissal, and she went to the little bookshelf-writing-table where she kept her writing-material to indite the epistle whilst she thought of it. It was one of those little fumed-oak contraptions where the desk is formed by a hinged flap which serves when not in use to close the desk.

She pulled out the two little supports, inserted the key in the lock, but it refused to turn, for the simple reason that it was unlocked. She had distinctly remembered that morning locking it after putting away the bill which had arrived with the morning post.

She pulled down the flap slowly and stared in amazement at the little which it hid. Every pigeonhole had been ransacked and the contents were piled up in a confused heap. The two tiny drawers in which she kept stamps and nibs were out and emptied.
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She made a rapid survey of the documents. They were unimportant, and consisted mainly of letters from the few girl friends she had made during her stay at Punsonby’s — old theatre programmes, recipes copied from newspapers and bunches of snapshots taken on her last summer excursion.

She arranged the things in some sort of rough order and made an inspection of her bedroom. Here, too, there was evidence that somebody had been searching the room. The drawers of her dressing-table were open, and though the contents had been little disturbed, it was clear that they had been searched. She made another discovery. The window of the bedroom was open at the bottom. Usually it was open halfway down from the top, and was fastened in that position by a patent catch. This precaution was necessary, because the window looked upon a narrow iron parapet which ran along the building and communicated with the fire-escape. She looked out. Evidently the intruder had both come and gone this way, and as evidently her return had disturbed him in his inspection, for it was hardly likely he would leave her papers and bureau in that state of confusion.

She made a brief inspection of the drawers in the dressing-table, and so far as she could see nothing was missing. She went back to the writing-bureau, mechanically put away the papers, little memorandum-books and letters which had been dragged from their pigeonholes, then resting her elbow on the desk she sat, chin in hand, her pretty forehead wrinkled in a frown, recalling the events of the morning.

Who had searched her desk? What did they hope to discover? She had no illusions that this was the work of a common thief. There was something behind all this, something sinister and terrifying.

What association had the search with her summary dismissal and what did the pompous Mr. White mean when he talked about definite knowledge? Definite knowledge of what? She gave it up with a shrug. She was not as much alarmed as disturbed. Life was grating a little, and she resented this departure from the smooth course which it had hitherto run. She resented the intrusion of Mr. Beale, who was drunk one moment and sober the next, who had offices in the city which he did not visit and who took such an inordinate interest in her affairs, and she resented him all the more because, in some indefinable way, he had shaken her faith — no, not shaken her faith, that was too strong a term — he had pared the mild romance which Dr. van Heerden’s friendship represented.

She got up from the table and paced the room, planning her day. She would go out to lunch and indulge in the dissipation of a matinee. Perhaps she would stay out to dinner and come back — she shivered unconsciously and looked round the room. Somehow she did not look forward to an evening spent alone in her flat.

“Matilda, you’re getting maudlin,” she said, “you are getting romantic, too. You are reading too many sensational novels and seeing too many sensational films.”

She walked briskly into her bedroom, unhooked a suit from the wardrobe and laid it on the bed.

At that moment there came a knock at the door. She put down the clothes-brush which was in her hand, walked out into the hall, opened the door and stepped back. Three men stood in the passage without. Two were strangers with that curious official look which the plainclothes policeman can never wholly eradicate from his bearing. The third was Mr. White, more pompous and more solemn than ever.

“Miss Cresswell?” asked one of the strangers.

“That is my name.”

“May we come inside? I want to see you.”

She led the way to her little sittingroom. Mr. White followed in the rear.

“Your name is Oliva Cresswell. You were recently employed by Punsonby’s, Limited, as cashier.”

“That is true,” she said, wondering what was coming next.

“Certain information was laid against you,” said the spokesman, “as a result of which you were discharged from the firm this morning?”

She raised her eyebrows in indignant surprise.

“Information laid against me?” she said haughtily. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, that a charge was made against you that you were converting money belonging to the firm to your own use. That was the charge, I believe, sir?” He turned to Mr. White.

Mr. White nodded slowly.

“It is a lie. It is an outrageous lie,” cried the girl, turning flaming eyes upon the stout managing director of Punsonby’s. “You know it’s a lie, Mr. White! Thousands of pounds have passed through my hands and I have never — oh, it’s cruel.”

“If you will only keep calm for a little while, miss,” said the man, who was not unused to such outbreaks, “I will explain that at the moment of your dismissal there was no evidence against you.”

“No definite knowledge of your offence,” murmured Mr. White.

“And now?” demanded the girl.

“Now we have information, miss, to the effect that three registered letters, containing in all the sum of 63 pounds—”

“Fourteen and sevenpence,” murmured Mr. White.

“Sixty-three pounds odd,” said the detective, “which were abstracted by you yesterday are concealed in this flat.”

“In the left-hand bottom drawer of your bureau,” murmured Mr. White. “That is the definite knowledge which has come to us — it is a great pity.”

The girl stared from one to the other.

“Three registered envelopes,” she said incredulously; “in this flat?”

“In the bottom drawer of your bureau,” mumbled Mr. White, who stood throughout the interview with his eyes dosed, his hands clasped in front of him, a picture of a man performing a most painful act of duty.

“I have a warrant—” began the detective.

“You need no warrant,” said the girl quietly, “you are at liberty to search this flat or bring a woman to search me. I have nothing in these rooms which I am ashamed that you should see.”

The detective turned to his companion.

“Fred,” he said, “just have a look over that writing-bureau. Is it locked, miss?”

She had closed and locked the secretaire and she handed the man the key. The detective who had done the speaking passed into the bedroom, and the girl heard him pulling out the drawers. She did not move from where she stood confronting her late employer, still preserving his attitude of somnolent detachment.

“Mr. White,” she asked quietly, “I have a right to know who accused me of stealing from your firm.”

He made no reply.

“Even a criminal has a right to that, you know,” she said, recovering some of her poise. “I suppose that you have been missing things for quite a long while — people always miss things for quite a long while before the thief is discovered, according to the Sunday papers.”

“I do not read newspapers published on the Lord’s Day,” said Mr. White reproachfully. “I do not know the habits of the criminal classes, but as you say, and I fear I must convey the gist of your speech to the officers of the law, money has been missed from your department for a considerable time. As to your accuser, acting as — ah — as a good citizen and performing the duties which are associated with good-citizenship, I cannot reveal his, her, or their name.”

She was eyeing him curiously with a gleam of dormant laughter in her clear eyes. Then she heard a hurried footstep in the little passage and remembered that the door had been left open and she looked round.

The newcomer was Dr. van Heerden.

“What is this I hear?” he demanded fiercely, addressing White. “You dare accuse Miss Cresswell of theft?”

“My dear doctor,” began White.

“It is an outrage,” said the doctor. “It is disgraceful, Mr. White. I will vouch for Miss Cresswell with my life.”

The girl stopped him with a laugh.

“Please don’t be dramatic, doctor. It’s really a stupid mistake. I didn’t know you knew Mr. White.”

“It is a disgraceful mistake,” said the doctor violently. “I am surprised at you, White.”

Mr. White could not close his eyes any tighter than they were closed. He passed the responsibility for the situation upon an invisible Providence with one heaving shrug of his shoulders.

“It is awfully kind of you to take this interest, doctor,” said the girl, putting out her hands to him, “it was just like you.”

“Is there anything I can do?” he asked earnestly. “You can depend upon me to the last shilling if any trouble arises out of this.”

“No trouble will arise out of it,” she said. “Mr. White thinks that I have stolen money and that that money is hidden in the flat — by the way, who told you that I had been accused?”

For a moment he was taken aback; then:

“I saw the police officers go into your flat. I recognized them, and as they were accompanied by White, and you had been dismissed this morning, I drew my own conclusions.”

It was at this moment that the detective came back from the bedroom.

“There’s nothing there,” he said.

Mr. White opened his eyes to their fullest extent.

“In the bottom drawer of the bureau?” he asked incredulously.

“Neither in the bottom drawer nor the top drawer,” said the detective. “Have you found anything, Fred?”

“Nothing,” said the other man.

“Have a look behind those pictures.”

They turned up the corners of the carpets, searched her one little bookcase, looked under the tables, an unnecessary and amusing proceeding in the girl’s eyes till the detective explained with that display of friendliness which all policemen show to suspected persons whom they do not at heart suspect, it was not an uncommon process for criminals to tack the proceeds of banknote robberies to the underside of the table.

“Well, miss,” said the detective at last, with a smile, “I hope we haven’t worried you very much. What do you intend doing, sir?” He addressed White.

“Did you search the bottom drawer of the bureau?” said Mr. White again.

“I searched the bottom drawer of the bureau, the top drawer and the middle drawer,” said the detective patiently. “I searched the back of the bureau, the trinket-drawer, the trinket-boxes—”

“And it was not there?” said Mr. White, as though he could not believe his ears.

“It was not there. What I want to know is, do you charge this young lady? If you charge her, of course you take all the responsibility for the act, and if you fail to convict her you will be liable to an action for false arrest.”

“I know, I know, I know,” said Mr. White, with remarkable asperity in one so placid. “No, I do not charge her. I am sorry you have been inconvenienced “ — he turned to the girl in his most majestic manner—” and I trust that you bear no ill-will.”

He offered a large and flabby hand, but Oliva ignored it.

“Mind you don’t trip over the mat as you go out,” she said, “the passage is rather dark.”

Mr. White left the room, breathing heavily.

“Excuse me one moment,” said the doctor in a low voice. “I have a few words to say to White.”

“Please don’t make a fuss,” said Oliva, “I would rather the matter dropped where it is.”

He nodded, and strode out after the managing director of Punsonby’s. They made a little group of four.

“Can I see you in my flat for a moment, Mr. White?”

“Certainly,” said Mr. White cheerfully.

“You don’t want us any more?” asked the detective.

“No,” said Mr. White; then: “Are you quite sure you searched the bottom drawer of the bureau?”

“Perfectly sure,” said the detective irritably, “you don’t suppose I’ve been at this job for twenty years and should overlook the one place where I expected to find the letters.”

Mr. White was saved the labour of framing a suitable retort, for the door of Mr. Beale’s flat was flung open and Mr. Beale came forth. His grey hat was on the back of his head and he stood erect with the aid of the doorpost, surveying with a bland and inane smile the little knot of men.

“Why,” he said jovially, “it’s the dear old doctor, and if my eyes don’t deceive me, it’s the jolly old Archbishop.”

Mr. White brindled. That he was known as the Archbishop in the intimate circles of his acquaintances afforded him a certain satisfaction. That a perfect stranger, and a perfectly drunken stranger at that, should employ a nickname which was for the use of a privileged few, distressed him.

“And,” said the swaying man by the door, peering through the half-darkness: “Is it not Detective-Sergeant Peterson and Constable Fairbank? Welcome to this home of virtue.”

The detective-sergeant smiled but said nothing. The doctor fingered his beard indecisively, but Mr. White essayed to stride past, his chin in the air, ignoring the greeting, but Mr. Beale was too quick for him. He lurched forward, caught the lapels of the other’s immaculate frockcoat and held himself erect thereby.

“My dear old Whitey,” he said.

“I don’t know you, sir,” cried Mr. White, “will you please unhand me?”

“Don’t know me, Whitey? Why you astonishing old thing!”

He slipped his arm over the other’s shoulder in an attitude of affectionate regard. “Don’t know old Beale?”

“I never met you before,” said Mr. White, struggling to escape.

“Bless my life and soul,” said Mr. Beale, stepping back, shocked and hurt, “I call you to witness, Detective-Sergeant Peterson and amiable Constable Fairbank and learned Dr. van Heerden, that he has denied me. And it has come to this,” he said bitterly, and leaning his head against the doorpost he howled like a dog.

“I say, stop your fooling, Beale,” said the doctor angrily, “there’s been very serious business here, and I should thank you not to interfere.”

Mr. Beale wiped imaginary tears from his eyes, grasped Mr. White’s unwilling hand and shook it vigorously, staggered back to his flat and slammed the door behind him.

“Do you know that man?” asked the doctor, turning to the detective.

“I seem to remember his face,” said’ the sergeant. “Come on, Fred. Good morning, gentlemen.”

They waited till the officers were downstairs and out of sight, and then the doctor turned to the other and in a different tone from any he had employed, said:

“Come into my room for a moment, White,” and Mr. White followed him obediently.

They shut the door and passed into the study, with its rows of heavily bound books, its long table covered with test-tubes and the paraphernalia of medical research.

“Well,” said White, dropping into a chair, “what happened?”

“That is what I want to know,” said the doctor.

He took a cigarette from a box on the table and lit it and the two men looked at one another without speaking.

“Do you think she had the letters and hid them?”

“Impossible,” replied the doctor briefly.

White grunted, took a cigar from a long leather case, bit off the end savagely and reached out his hand for a match.

“‘ The best-laid schemes of mice and men!’” he quoted.

“Oh, shut up,” said the doctor savagely.

He was pacing the study with long strides. He stopped at one end of the room staring moodily through the window, his hands thrust in his pockets.

“I wonder what happened,” he said again. “Well, that can wait. Now just tell me exactly how matters stand in regard to you and Punsonby’s.”

“I have all the figures here,” said Mr. White, as he thrust his hand into the inside pocket of his frockcoat, “I can raise 40,000 pounds by debentures and — hello, what’s this?”

He drew from his pocket a white packet, fastened about by a rubber band. This he slipped off and gasped, for in his hands were three registered letters, and they were addressed to Messrs. Punsonby, and each had been slit open.
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No. 342, Lothbury, is a block of business offices somewhat unpretentious in their approach but of surprising depth and importance when explored. Oliva Cresswell stood for awhile in the great lobby, inspecting the names of the occupants, which were inscribed on porcelain slips in two big frames on each wall of the vestibule.

After a lengthy search she discovered the name of the Beale Agency under the heading “fourth floor” and made her way to the elevator.

Mr. Beale’s office was at the end of a seemingly interminable corridor and consisted, as she was to find, of an outer and an inner chamber. The outer was simply furnished with a table, two chairs and a railed fence bisected with a little wooden gateway.

A boy sat at one table, engaged in laborious exercise on a typewriter with one finger of one hand.

He jumped up as she came through the door.

“Miss Cresswell?” he asked. “Mr. Beale will see you.”

He opened the wicket-gate and led the way to a door marked “Private.”

It was Beale who opened the door in response to the knock.

“Come in, Miss Cresswell,” he said cheerily, “I didn’t expect you for half an hour.”

“I thought I’d start well,” she smiled.

She had had many misgivings that morning, and had spent a restless night debating the wisdom of engaging herself to an employer whose known weakness had made his name a by-word. But a promise was a promise and, after all, she told herself, her promise was fulfilled when she had given the new work a trial.

“Here is your desk,” he said, indicating a large office table in the centre of the room, “and here is my little library. You will note that it mainly consists of agricultural returns and reports — do you read French?” She nodded. “Good, and Spanish — that’s rather too much to expect, isn’t it?”

“I speak and read Spanish very well,” she said. “When I was a little girl I lived around in Paris, Lyons, and Barcelona — my first regular work — the first I was paid for — was in the Anglo-Spanish Cable office in Barcelona.”

“That’s lucky,” he said, apparently relieved, “though I could have taught you the few words that it is necessary you should know to understand the Argentine reports. What I particularly want you to discover — and you will find two or three hundred local guidebooks on that shelf at the far end of the room, and these will help you a great deal — is the exact locations of all the big wheat-growing districts, the number of hectares under cultivation in normal times, the method by which the wheat areas are divided — by fences, roads, etc.
 — the average size of the unbroken blocks of wheatland and, if possible, the width of the roads or paths which divide them.”

“Gracious!” she cried in dismay.

“It sounds a monumental business, but I think you will find it simple. The Agricultural Department of the United States Government, for instance, tabulate all those facts. For example, they compel farmers in certain districts to keep a clear space between each lot so that in case of the crops being fired, the fire may be isolated. Canada, the Argentine and Australia have other methods.”

She had seated herself at the desk and was jotting down a note of her duties.

“Anything more?” she asked.

“Yes — I want the names of the towns in the centre of the wheat-growing areas, a list of the hotels in those towns. The guidebooks you will find up to date, and these will inform you on this subject. Particularly do I want hotels noted where automobiles can be hired, the address of the local bank and the name of the manager and, where the information is available, the name of the chief constable, sheriff or chef de gendarmerie in each district.”

She looked up at him, her pencil poised.

“Are you serious — of course, I’ll do all this, but somehow it reminds me of a story I once read—”

“I know it,” said Beale promptly, “it is ‘The Case of the RedHaired Man,’ one of Doyle’s stories about a man who, to keep him away from his shop, was employed on the useless task of copying the Encyclopedia Britannica — no, I am asking you to do serious work, Miss Cresswell — work which I do not want spoken about.”

He sat on the edge of the table, looking down at her, and if his eyes were smiling it was because that was their natural expression. She had never seen them when they did not hold the ghost of some joke inwardly enjoyed.

But her instinct told her that he was very much in earnest and that the task he had set her was one which had reason behind it.

“Take the districts first and work up the hotels, et cetera,” he suggested, “you will find it more interesting than a novel. Those little books,” he pointed to the crowded shelf by the window, “will carry you to stations and ranches and farms all over the world. You shall be wafted through Manitoba, and cross the United States from New England to California. You will know Sydney and Melbourne and the great cornland at the back of beyond. And you’ll sit in cool patios and sip iced drinks with Senor Don Perfecto de Cuba who has ridden in from his rancio to inquire the price of May wheat, or maybe you’ll just amble through India on an elephant, sleeping in bungalows, listening to the howling of tigers, mosquitoes—”

“Now I know you’re laughing at me,” she smiled.

“Not altogether,” he said quietly; then: “Is there any question you’d like to ask’ me? By the way, the key of the office is in the right-hand drawer; go to lunch when you like and stay away as long as you like. Your cheque will be paid you every Friday morning.”

“But where — ?” She looked round the room. “Where do you work?”

“I don’t work,” he said promptly, “you do the work and I get the honour and glory. When I come in I will sit on the edge of your desk, which is not graceful but it is very comfortable. There is one question I meant to ask you. You said you were in a cable office — do you add to your accomplishments a working knowledge of the Morse Code?”

She nodded.

“I can see you being useful. If you need me” — he jerked his head toward a telephone on a small table— “call 8761 Gerrard.”

“And where is that?” she asked.

“If I thought you were anything but a very sane young lady, I should tell you that it is the number of my favourite bar,” he said gravely. “I will not, however, practise that harmless deception upon you.”

Again she saw the dancing light of mischief in his eyes.

“You’re a queer man,” she said, “and I will not make myself ridiculous by speaking to you for your good.”

She heard his soft laughter as the door closed behind him and, gathering an armful of the guidebooks, she settled down for a morning’s work which proved even more fascinating than his fanciful pictures had suggested. She found herself wondering to what use all this information she extracted could be put. Was Mr. Beale really a buyer or was he interested in the sale of agricultural machinery? Why should he want to know that Jonas Scobbs was the proprietor of Scobbs’ Hotel and General Emporium in the town of Red Horse Valley, Alberta, and what significance attached to the fact that he had an automobile for hire or that he ran a coach every Wednesday to Regina?

Then she fell to speculating upon the identity and appearance of this man who bore this weird name of Scobbs. She pictured him an elderly man with chin whiskers who wore his pants thrust into top-boots. And why was Red Horse Valley so called? These unexpected and, to her, hitherto unknown names of places and people set in train most interesting processions of thought that slid through the noisy jangle of traffic, and coloured the drab walls of all that was visible of the City of London through the window with the white lights and purple shadows of dream prairies.

When she looked at her watch — being impelled to that act by the indescribable sensation of hunger — she was amazed to discover that it was three o’clock.

She jumped up and went to the outer office in search of the boy who, she faintly remembered, had erupted into her presence hours before with a request which she had granted without properly hearing. He was not in evidence. Evidently his petition had also been associated with the gnawing pangs which assail boyhood at one o’clock in the afternoon.

She was turning back to her office, undecided as to whether she should remain until his return or close the office entirely, when the shuffle of feet brought her round.

The outer office was partitioned from the entrance by a long “fence,” the farther end of which was hidden by a screen of wood and frosted glass. It was from behind that screen that the noise came and she remembered that she had noted a chair there — evidently a place where callers waited.

“Who is there?” she asked.

There was a creak as the visitor rose.

“Eggscuse, mattam,” said a wheezy voice, “I gall to eng-vire for Mister Peale, isn’t it?”

He shuffled forward into view, a small man with a dead white face and a head of monstrous size.

She was bereft of speech and could only look at him, for this was the man she had found in her rooms the night before her dismissal — the man who carried the Green Rust.

Evidently he did not recognize her.

“Mister Peale, he tolt me, I must gall him mit der telephone, but der nomber she vas gone oudt of mine head!”

He blinked at her with his shortsighted eyes and laid a big hairy hand on the gate.

“You must — you mustn’t come in,” she said breathlessly. “I will call Mr. Beale — sit — sit down again.”

“Sch,” he said obediently, and shuffled back to his chair, “dell him der Herr Brofessor it was.”

The girl took up the telephone receiver with a shaking hand and gave the number. It was Beale’s voice that answered her.

“There’s a man here,” she said hurriedly, “a — a — the man — who was in my room — the Herr Professor.”

She heard his exclamation of annoyance.

“I’m sorry,” and if she could judge by the inflection of his voice his sorrow was genuine. “I’ll be with you in ten minutes — he’s quite a harmless old gentleman—”

“Hurry, please.”

She heard the “click” of his receiver and replaced her own slowly. She did not attempt to go back to the outer office, but waited by the closed door. She recalled the night, the terror of that unknown presence in her darkened flat, and shuddered. Then Beale, surprisingly sober, had come in and he and the “burglar” had gone away together.

What had these two, Mr. Beale and the “Herr Professor,” in common? She heard the snap of the outer door, and Beale’s voice speaking quickly. It was probably German — she had never acquired the language and hardly recognized it, though the guttural “Zu befel, Herr Peale” was distinct.

She heard the shuffle of the man’s feet and the closing of the outer door and then Beale came in, and his face was troubled.

“I can’t tell you how sorry I am that the old man called — I’d forgotten that he was likely to come.”

She leant against the table, both hands behind her.

“Mr. Beale,” she said, “will you give me straightforward answers to a number of plain questions?”

He nodded.

“If I can,” he said.

“Is the Herr Professor a friend of yours?”

“No — I know him and in a way I am sorry for him. He is a German who pretends to be Russian. Immensely poor and unprepossessing to a painful degree, but a very clever scientist. In fact, a truly great analytical chemist who ought to be holding a good position. He told me that he had the best qualifications, and I quite believe him, but that his physical infirmities, his very freakishness had ruined him.”

Her eyes softened with pity — the pity of the strong for the weak, of the beautiful for the hideous.

“If that is true—” she began, and his chin went up. “I beg your pardon, I know it is true. It is tragic, but — did you know him before you met him in my room?”

He hesitated.

“I knew him both by repute and by sight,” he said. “I knew the work he was engaged on and I guessed why he was engaged. But I had never spoken to him.”

“Thank you — now for question number two. You needn’t answer unless you wish.”

“I shan’t,” he said.

“That’s frank, anyway. Now tell me, Mr. Beale, what is all this mystery about? What is the Green Rust? Why do you pretend to be a — a drunkard when you’re not one?” (It needed some boldness to say this, and she flushed with the effort to shape the sentence.) “Why are you always around so providentially when you’re needed, and,” here she smiled (as he thought) deliciously, “why weren’t you round yesterday, when I was nearly arrested for theft?”

He was back on the edge of the table, evidently his favourite resting-place, she thought, and he ticked her questions off on his fingers.

“Question number one cannot be answered. Question number two, why do I pretend to be a — a drunkard?” he mimicked her audaciously. “There are other things which intoxicate a man beside love and beer, Miss Cresswell.”

“How gross!” she protested. “What are they?”

“Work, the chase, scientific research and the first spring scent of the hawthorn,” he said solemnly. “As to the third question, why was I not around when you were nearly arrested? Well, I was around. I was in your flat when you came in and escaped along the fire parapet.”

“Mr. Beale!” she gasped. “Then it was you — you are a detective!”

“I turned your desk and dressing-chest upside down? Yes, it was I,” he said without shame, ignoring the latter part of the sentence. “I was looking for something.”

“You were looking for something?” she repeated. “What were you looking for?”

“Three registered envelopes which were planted in your flat yesterday morning,” he said, “and what’s more I found ‘em!”

She put her hand to her forehead in bewilderment.

“Then you—”

“Saved you from a cold, cold prison cell. Have you had any lunch? Why, you’re starving!”

“But—”

“Bread and butter is what you want,” said the practical Mr. Beale, “with a large crisp slice of chicken and stacks of various vegetables.”

And he hustled her from the office.




Chapter VI


Mr. Scobbs of Red Horse Valley
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Mr. White, managing director of Punsonby’s Store, was a man of simple tastes. He had a horror of extravagance and it was his boast that he had never ridden in a taxicab save as the guest of some other person who paid. He travelled by tube or omnibus from the Bayswater Road, where he lived what he described as his private life. He lunched in the staff diningroom, punctiliously paying his bill; he dined at home in solitary state, for he had neither chick nor child, heir or wife. Once an elder sister had lived with him and had died (according to the popularly accepted idea) of slow starvation, for he was a frugal man.

It seems the fate of apparently rich and frugal men that they either die and leave their hoardings to the State or else they disappear, leaving behind them monumental debts. The latter have apparently no vices; even the harassed accountant who disentangles their estates cannot discover the channel through which their hundreds of thousands have poured. The money has gone and, if astute detectives bring back the defaulter from the pleasant life which the Southern American cities offer to rich idlers, he is hopelessly vague as to the method by which it went.

Mr. Lassimus White was the managing director and general manager of Punsonby’s. He held, or was supposed to hold, a third of the shares in that concern, shares which he had inherited from John Punsonby, his uncle, and the founder of the firm. He drew a princely salary and a substantial dividend, he was listed as a debenture holder and was accounted a rich man.

But Mr. White was not rich. His salary and his dividends were absorbed by a mysterious agency which called itself the Union Jack Investment and Mortgage Corporation, which paid premiums on Mr. White’s heavy life insurance and collected the whole or nearly the whole of his income. His secret, well guarded as it was, need be no secret to the reader. Mr. White, who had never touched a playing-card in his life and who grew apoplectic at the sin and shame of playing the races, was an inveterate gambler. His passion was for Sunken Treasure Syndicates, formed to recover golden ingots from ships of the Spanish Armada; for companies that set forth to harness the horsepower of the sea to the services of commerce; for optimistic companies that discovered radium mines in the Ural Mountains — anything which promised a steady three hundred per cent, per annum on an initial investment had an irresistible attraction for Mr. White, who argued that some day something would really fulfill expectations and his losses would be recovered.

In the meantime he was in the hands of Moss Ibramovitch, trading as the Union Jack Investment and Mortgage Corporation, licensed and registered as a moneylender according to law. And being in the hands of this gentleman, was much less satisfactory and infinitely more expensive than being in the hands of the bankruptcy officials.

In the evening of the day Oliva Cresswell had started working for her new employer, Mr. White stalked forth from his gloomy house and his departure was watched by the two tough females who kept house for him, with every pleasure. He strutted eastward swinging his umbrella, his head well back, his eyes half-closed, his massive waistcoat curving regally. His silk hat was pushed back from his forehead and the pince-nez he carried, but so seldom wore, swung from the cord he held before him in that dead-mouse manner which important men affect.

He had often been mistaken for a Fellow of the Royal Society, so learned and detached was his bearing. Yet no speculation upon the origin of species or the function of the nebulae filled his mind.

At a moment of great stress and distraction, Dr. van Heerden had arisen above his horizon, and there was something in Dr. van Heerden’s manner which inspired confidence and respect. They had met by accident at a meeting held to liquidate the Shining Strand Alluvial Gold Mining Company — a concern which had started forth in the happiest circumstances to extract the fabulous riches which had been discovered by an American philanthropist (he is now selling Real Estate by correspondence) on a Southern Pacific island.

Van Heerden was not a shareholder, but he was intensely interested in the kind of people who subscribe for shares in Dreamland Gold mines. Mr. White had attended incognito — his shares were held in the name of his lawyer, who was thinking seriously of building an annex to hold the unprofitable scrip.

Mr. White was gratified to discover a kindred soul who believed in this kind of speculation.

It was to the doctor’s apartment that he was now walking. That gentleman met him in the entrance and accompanied him to his room. There was a light in the fanlight of Oliva’s flat, for she had brought some of her work home to finish, but Mr. Beale’s flat was dark.

This the doctor noted before he closed his own door, and switched on the light.

“Well, White, have you made up your mind?” he demanded without preliminary.

“I — ah — have and I — ah — have not,” said the cautious adventurer. “Forty thousand is a lot of money — a fortune, one might say — yes, a fortune.”

“Have you raised it?”

Mr. White sniffed his objection to this direct examination.

“My broker has very kindly realized the debentures — I am — ah — somewhat indebted to him, and it was necessary to secure his permission and — yes, I have the money at my bank.”

He gazed benignly at the other, as one who conferred a favour by the mere bestowal of his confidences.

“First, doctor — forgive me if I am a little cautious; first I say, it is necessary that I should know a little more about your remarkable scheme, for remarkable I am sure it is.”

The doctor poured out a whisky and soda and passed the glass to his visitor, who smilingly waved it aside.

“Wine is a mocker,” he said, “nothing stronger than cider has ever passed my lips — pray do not be offended.”

“And yet I seem to remember that you held shares in the Northern Saloon Trust,” said the doctor, with a little curl of his bearded lips.

“That,” said Mr. White hastily, “was a purely commercial — ah — affair. In business one must exploit even the — ah — sins and weaknesses of our fellows.”

“As to my scheme,” said the doctor, changing the subject, “I’m afraid I must ask you to invest in the dark. I can promise you that you will get your capital back a hundred times over. I realize that you have heard that sort of thing before, and that my suggestion has all the appearance of a confidence trick, except that I do not offer you even the substantial security of a gold brick. T may not use your money — I believe that I shall not. On the other hand, I may. If it is to be of any use to me it must be in my hands very soon — tomorrow.”

He wandered restlessly about the room as he spoke, and jerked his sentences out now to Mr. White’s face, now over his shoulder.

“I will tell you this,” he went on, “my scheme within the narrow interpretation of the law is illegal — don’t mistake me, there is no danger to those who invest in ignorance. I will bear the full burden of responsibility. You can come in or you can stay out, but if you come in I shall ask you never to mention the name of the enterprise to a living soul.”

“The Green Rust Syndicate?” whispered Mr. White fearfully. “What — ah — is Green Rust?”

“I have offered the scheme to my — to a Government. But they are scared of touching it. Scared, by Jove!” He threw up his arms to the ceiling and his voice trembled with passion. “Germany scared! And there was a time when Europe cringed at the clank of the Prussian sword! When the lightest word of Potsdam set ministries trembling in Petrograd and London. You told me the other day you were a pacifist during the war and that you sympathized with Prussia in her humiliation. I am a Prussian, why should I deny it? I glory in the religion of might — I believe it were better that the old civilization were stamped into the mud of oblivion than that Prussian Kultur should be swept away by the licentious French, the mercenary English—”

“British,” murmured Mr. White.

“And the dollar-hunting Yankees — but I’m making a fool of myself.”

With an effort be regained his calm.

“The war’s over and done with. As I say, I offered my Government my secret. They thought it good but could not help me. They were afraid that the League would come to learn they were supporting it. They’ll help me in other ways — innocent ways. If this scheme goes through they will put the full resources of the State at my disposal.”

Mr. White rose, groped for his hat and cleared his throat.

“Dr. — Ah — van Heerden, you may be sure that I shall — ah — respect your confidence. With your very natural indignation I am in complete sympathy.

“But let us forget, ah — that you have spoken at all about the scheme in any detail — especially in so far as to its legality or otherwise. Let us forget, sir “ — Mr. White thrust his hand into the bosom of his coat, an attitude he associated with the subtle rhetoric of statesmanship. “Let us forget all, save this, that you invite me to subscribe 40,000 pounds to a syndicate for — ah — let us say model dwellings for the working classes, and that I am willing to subscribe, and in proof of my willingness will send you by the night’s post a cheque for that amount. Good night, doctor.”

He shook hands, pulled his hat down upon his head, opened the door and ran into the arms of a man whose hand was at that moment raised to press the electric bellpush by the side of the door.

Both started back.

“Excuse me,” mumbled Mr. White, and hurried down the stairs.

Dr. van Heerden glared at the visitor, white with rage.

“Come in, you fool!” he hissed, and half-dragged the man into his room, “what made you leave Scotland?”

“Scotland I hate!” said the visitor huskily. “Sticking a fellow away in the wilds of the beastly mountains, eh? That’s not playing the game, my cheery sportsman.”

“When did you arrive?” asked van Heerden quickly.

“Seven p.m. Travelled third class! Me! Is it not the most absurd position for a man of my parts — third class, with foul and common people — I’d like to rip them all up — I would, by heavens!”

The doctor surveyed the coarse, drink-bloated face, the loose, weak mouth, half-smiled at the vanity of the dangling monocle and pointed to the decanter.

“You did wrong to come,” he said, “I have arranged your passage to Canada next week.”

“I’ll not go!” said the man, tossing down a drink and wiping his lips with a not over-clean handkerchief. “Curse me, van Heerden, why should I hide and fly like a — a—”

“Like a man who escaped from Cayenne,” suggested the doctor, “or like a man who is wanted by the police of three countries for crimes ranging from arson to wilful murder.”

The man shuddered.

“All fair fights, my dear fellow,” he said more mildly, “if I hadn’t been a boastful, drunken sot, you wouldn’t have heard of ’em — you wouldn’t, curse you. I was mad! I had you in my hand like that!” He closed a not over-clean fist under van Heerden’s nose. “I saw it all, all, I saw you bullying the poor devil, shaking some secret out of him, I saw you knife him—”

“Hush!” hissed van Heerden. “You fool — people can hear through these walls.”

“But there are no windows to see through,” leered the man, “and I saw! He came out of his death-trance to denounce you, by Jove! I heard him shout and I saw you run in and lay him down — lay him down! Lay him out is better! You killed him to shut his mouth, my bonnie doctor!”

Van Heerden’s face was as white as a sheet, but the hand he raised to his lips was without a tremor.

“You were lucky to find me that night, dear lad,” the man went on. “I was in a mind to split on you.”

“You have no cause to regret my finding you, Jackson,” said the doctor. “I suppose you still call yourself by that name?”

“Yes, Jackson,” said the other promptly. “Jack — son, son of Jack. Fine name, eh — good enough for me and good enough for anybody else. Yes, you found me and done me well. I wish you hadn’t. How I wish you hadn’t.”

“Ungrateful fool!” said van Heerden. “I probably saved your life — hid you in Eastbourne, took you to London, whilst the police were searching for you.”

“For me!” snarled the other. “A low trick, by the Everlasting Virtues — !”

“Don’t be an idiot — whose word would they have taken, yours or mine? Now let’s talk — on Thursday next you sail for Quebec…”

He detailed his instructions at length and the man called Jackson, mellowed by repeated visits to the decanter, listened and even approved.

On the other side of the hallway, behind the closed door, Oliva Cresswell, her dining-table covered with papers and books, was working hard.

She was particularly anxious to show Mr. Beale a sample of her work in the morning and was making a fair copy of what she had described to him that afternoon as her “hotel list.”

“They are such queer names,” she said; “there is one called Scobbs of Red Horse Valley — Scobbs!”

He had laughed.

“Strangely enough, I know Mr. Scobbs, who is quite a personage in that part of the world. He owns a chain of hotels in Western Canada. You mustn’t leave him out.”

Even had she wished to, or even had the name been overlooked once, she could not have escaped it. For Jonas Scobbs was the proprietor of Scobbs’ Hotel in Falling Star City; of the Bellevue in Snakefence, of the Palace Hotel in Portage.

After awhile it began to lose its novelty and she accepted the discovery of unsuspected properties of Mr. Scobbs as inevitable.

She filled in the last ruled sheet and blotted it, gathered the sheets together and fastened them with a clip.

She yawned as she rose and realized that her previous night’s sleep had been fitful.

She wondered as she began to undress if she would dream of Scobbs or — no, she didn’t want to dream of big-headed men with white faces, and the thought awoke a doubt in her mind. Had she bolted the door of the flat? She went along the passage in her stockinged feet, shot the bolts smoothly and was aware of voices outside. They came to her clearly through the ventilator above the fanlight.

She heard the doctor say something and then a voice which she had not heard before.

“Don’t worry — I’ve a wonderful memory, by Jove!”

The murmur of the doctor did not reach her, but —

“Yes, yes…Scobbs’ Hotel, Red Horse Valley know the place well… good night, dear old thing…”

A door banged, an uncertain footstep died away in the well of the stairs below, and she was left to recover from her amazement.




Chapter VII


Plain Words From Mr. Beale
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Oliva Cresswell did not feel at all sleepy, so she discovered, by the time she was ready for bed. To retire in that condition of wakefulness meant another sleepless night, and she slipped a kimono over her, found a book and settled into the big wicker-chair under the light for the half-hour’s reading which would reduce her to the necessary state of drowsiness. The book at any other time would have held her attention, but now she found her thoughts wandering. On the other side of the wall (she regarded it with a new interest) was the young man who had so strangely intruded himself into her life. Or was he out? What would a man like that do with his evenings? He was not the sort of person who could find any pleasure in making a round of music-halls or sitting up half the night in a card-room. She heard a dull knock, and it came from the wall.

Mr. Beale was at home then, he had pushed a chair against the wall, or he was knocking in nails at this hour of the night.

“Thud — thud — thud” — a pause— “thud, tap, thud, tap.”

The dull sound was as if made by a fist, the tap by a fingertip.

It was repeated.

Suddenly the girl jumped up with a little laugh. He was signalling to her and had sent “O.C.” — her initials.

She tapped three times with her finger, struck once with the flat of her hand and tapped again. She had sent the “Understood” message.

Presently he began and she jotted the message on the margin of her book.

“Most urgent: Don’t use soap. Bring it to office.”

She smiled faintly. She expected something more brilliant in the way of humour even from Mr. Beale. She tapped “acknowledged” and went to bed.

“Matilda, my innocent child,” she said to herself, as she snuggled up under the bedclothes, “exchanging midnight signals with a lodger is neither proper nor ladylike.”

She had agreed with herself that in spite of the latitude she was allowed in the matter of office hours, that she would put in an appearance punctually at ten. This meant rising not later than eight, for she had her little household to put in order before she left.

It was the postman’s insistent knocking at eight-thirty that woke her from a dreamless sleep, and, half-awake, she dragged herself into her dressing-gown and went to the door.

“Parcel, miss,” said the invisible official, and put into the hand that came round the edge of the door a letter and a small package. She brought them to the sittingroom and pulled back the curtains. The letter was typewritten and was on the notepaper of a well-known firm of perfumers. It was addressed to “Miss Olivia Cresswell,” and ran:

“Dear madame—”

“We have pleasure in sending you for your use a sample cake of our new Complexion Soap, which we trust will meet with your approval.”

“But how nice,” she said, and wondered why she had been singled out for the favour. She opened the package. In a small carton, carefully wrapped in the thinnest of paper, was an oval tablet of lavender-coloured soap that exhaled a delicate fragrance.

“But how nice,” she said again, and put the gift in the bathroom.

This was starting the day well — a small enough foundation for happiness, yet one which every woman knows, for happiness is made up of small and acceptable things and, given the psychological moment, a bunch of primroses has a greater value than a rope of pearls.

In her bath she picked up the soap and dropped it back in the tidy again quickly.

“Don’t use soap; bring it to office.”

She remembered the message in a flash. Beale had known that this parcel was coming then, and his “most urgent” warning was not a joke. She dressed quickly, made a poor breakfast and was at the office ten minutes before the hour.

She found her employer waiting, sitting in his accustomed place on the edge of the table in her office. He gave her a little nod of welcome, and without a word stretched out his hand.

“The soap?” she asked.

He nodded.

She opened her bag.

“Good,” he said. “I see you have kept the wrappings, and that, I presume, is the letter which accompanied the — what shall I say — gift? Don’t touch it with your bare hand,” he said quickly. “Handle it with the paper.”

He pulled his gloves from his pocket and slipped them on, then took the cake of soap in his hand and carried it to the light, smelt it and returned it to its paper.

“Now let me see the letter.”

She handed it to him, and he read it.

“From Brandan, the perfumers. They wouldn’t be in it, but we had better make sure.”

He walked to the telephone and gave a number, and the girl heard him speaking in a low tone to somebody at the other end. Presently he put down the receiver and walked back, his hands thrust into his pockets.

“They know nothing about this act of generosity,” he said.

By this time she had removed her coat and hat and hung them up, and had taken her place at her desk. She sat with her elbows on the blottingpad, her chin on her clasped hands, looking up at him.

“I don’t think it’s fair that things should be kept from me any longer,” she said. “Many mysterious things have happened in the past few days, and since they have all directly affected me, I think I am entitled to some sort of explanation.”

“I think you are,” said Mr. Beale, with a twinkle in his grey eyes, “but I am not prepared to explain everything just yet. Thus much I will tell you, that had you used this soap this morning, by the evening you would have been covered from head to foot in a rather alarming and irritating rash.”

She gasped.

“But who dared to send me this?”

He shrugged his shoulders.

“Who knows? But first let me ask you this, Miss Cresswell. Suppose tonight when you had looked at yourself in the glass you had discovered your face was covered with red blotches and, on further examination, you found your arms and, indeed, the whole of your body similarly disfigured, what would you have done?”

She thought for a moment.

“Why, of course, I should have sent for the doctor.”

“Which doctor?” he asked carelessly.

“Doctor van Heerden — oh!” She looked at him resentfully. “You don’t suggest that Doctor van Heerden sent that hideous thing to me?”

“I don’t suggest anything,” said Mr. Beale coolly.

“I merely say that you would have sent for a doctor, and that that doctor would have been Doctor van Heerden. I say further, that he would have come to you and been very sympathetic, and would have ordered you to remain in bed for four or five days. I think, too,” he said, looking up at the ceiling and speaking slowly, as though he were working out the possible consequence in his mind, “that he would have given you some very palatable medicine.”

“What are you insinuating?” she asked quietly.

He did not reply immediately.

“If you will get out of your mind the idea that I have any particular grievance against Doctor van Heerden, that I regard him as a rival, a business rival let us say, or that I have some secret grudge against him, and if in place of that suspicion you would believe that I am serving a much larger interest than is apparent to you, I think we might discuss” — he smiled— “even Doctor van Heerden without such a discussion giving offence to you.”

She laughed.

“I am really not offended. I am rather distressed, if anything,” she said, knitting her brows. “You see, Doctor van Heerden has always been most kind to me.”

Beale nodded.

“He got you your rooms at the flats,” he replied quietly; “he was also ready to give you employment the moment you were providentially discharged from Punsonby’s. Does it not strike you, Miss Cresswell, that every kind act of Doctor van Heerden’s has had a tendency to bring you together, into closer association, I mean? Does it not appear to you that the net result of all the things that might have happened to you in the past few days would have been to make you more and more dependent upon Doctor van Heerden? For example, if you had gone into his employ as he planned that you should?”

“Planned!” she gasped.

His face was grave now and the laughter had gone out of his eyes.

“Planned,” he said quietly. “You were discharged from Punsonby’s at Doctor van Heerden’s instigation.”

“I will not believe it!”

“That will not make it any less the fact,” said Mr. Beale. “You were nearly arrested — again at Doctor van Heerden’s instigation. He was waiting for you when you came back from Punsonby’s, ready to offer you his job. When he discovered you had already engaged yourself he telephoned to White, instructing him to have you arrested so that you might be disgraced and might turn to him, your one loyal friend.”

She listened speechless. She could only stare at him and could not even interrupt him. For her shrewd woman instinct told her so convincingly that even her sense of loyalty could not eject the doubt which assailed her mind, that if there was not truth in what he was saying there was at least probability.

“I suggest even more,” Beale went on. “I suggest that for some purpose, Doctor van Heerden desires to secure a mental, physical and moral ascendancy over you. In other words, he wishes to enslave you to his will.”

She looked at him in wonder and burst into a peal of ringing laughter.

“Really, Mr. Beale, you are too absurd,” she said.

“Aren’t I?” he smiled. “It sounds like something out of a melodrama.”

“Why on earth should he want to secure a mental ascendancy over me? Do you suggest—” She flushed.

“I suggest nothing any longer,” said Beale, slipping off from the end of the table. “I merely make a statement of fact. I do not think he has any designs on you, within the conventional meaning of that phrase, indeed, I think he wants to marry you — what do you think about that?”

She had recovered something of her poise, and her sense of humour was helping her out of a situation which, without such a gift, might have been an embarrassing one.

“I think you have been seeing too many plays and reading too many exciting books, Mr. Beale,” she said. “I confess I have never regarded Doctor van Heerden as a possible suitor, and if I thought he was I should be immensely flattered. But may I suggest to you that there are other ways of winning a girl than by giving her nettle-rash!”

They laughed together.

“All right,” he said, swinging up his hat, “proceed with the good work and seek out the various domiciles of Mr. Scobbs.”

Then she remembered.

“Do you know — ?”

He was at the door when she spoke and he stopped and turned.

“The name of Mr. Scobbs gives me a cold shiver.”

“Why?”

“Answer me this,” she said: “why should I who have never heard of him before until yesterday hear his name mentioned by a perfect stranger?”

The smile died away from his face.

“Who mentioned him! No, it isn’t idle curiosity,” he said in face of her derisive finger. “I am really serious. Who mentioned his name?”

“A visitor of Doctor van Heerden’s. I heard them talking through the ventilator when I was bolting my door.”

“A visitor to Doctor van Heerden, and he mentioned Mr. Scobbs of Red Horse Valley,” he said half to himself. “You didn’t see the man?”

“No.”

“You just heard him. No names were mentioned?”

“None,” she said. “Is it a frightfully important matter?”

“It is rather,” he replied. “We have got to get busy,” and with this cryptic remark he left her.

The day passed as quickly as its predecessor. The tabulation at which she was working grew until by the evening there was a pile of sheets in the left-hand cupboard covered with her fine writing. She might have done more but for the search she had to make for a missing report to verify one of her facts. It was not on the shelf, and she was about to abandon her search and postpone the confirmation till she saw Beale, when she noticed a cupboard beneath the shelves. It was unlocked and she opened it and found, as she had expected, that it was full of books, amongst which was the missing documentation she sought.

With a view to future contingencies, she examined the contents of the cupboard and was arrested by a thin volume which bore no inscription or title on its blank cover. She opened it, and on the title page read: “The Millinborn Murder.” The author’s name was not given and the contents were made up of very careful analysis of evidence given by the various witnesses at the inquest, and plans and diagrams with little red crosses to show where every actor in that tragedy had been.

She read the first page idly and turned it. She was halfway down the second page when she uttered a little exclamation, for a familiar name was there, the name of Dr. van Heerden.

Fascinated, she read the story to the end, half-expecting that the name of Mr. Beale would occur.

There were many names all unknown to her and one that occurred with the greatest frequency was that of James Kitson. Mr. Beale did not appear to have played any part. She read for an hour, sitting on the floor by the cupboard. She reached the last page, closed the book and slipped it back in the cupboard. She wondered why Beale had preserved this record and whether his antagonism to the doctor was founded on that case. At first she thought she identified him with the mysterious man who had appeared in the plantation before the murder, but a glance back at the description of the stranger dispelled that idea. For all the reputation he had, Mr. Beale did not have “an inflamed, swollen countenance, colourless bloodshot eyes,” nor was he bald.

She was annoyed with herself that she had allowed her work to be interrupted, and in penance decided to remain on until six instead of five o’clock as she had intended. Besides, she half expected that Mr. Beale would return, and was surprised to discover that she was disappointed that he had not.

At six o’clock she dismissed the boy, closed and locked the office, and made her way downstairs into the crowded street.

To her surprise she heard her name spoken, and turned to face Dr. van Heerden.

“One moment,” he begged. “I have a cab here. Won’t you come and have tea somewhere?”

“Where is somewhere?” she asked.

“The Grand Alliance?” he suggested. She nodded slowly.
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The hotel and the cafe of the Grand Alliance was London’s newest rendezvous. Its great palm-court was crowded at the tea-hour and if, as the mysterious Mr. Beale had hinted, any danger was to be apprehended from Dr. van Heerden, it could not come to her in that most open of public places.

She had no fear, but that eighth sense of armed caution, which is the possession of every girl who has to work for her living and is conscious of the perils which await her on every side, reviewed with lightning speed all the possibilities and gave her the passport of approval.

It was later than she had thought. Only a few tables were occupied, but he had evidently reserved one, for immediately on his appearance the waiter with a smirk led him to one of the alcoves and pulled back a chair for the girl. She looked round as she stripped her gloves. The place was not unfamiliar to her. It was here she came at rare intervals, when her finances admitted of such an hilarious recreation, to find comfort for jangled nerves, to sit and sip her tea to the sound of violins and watch the happy crowd at her leisure, absorbing something of the happiness they diffused.

The palm-court was a spacious marble hall, a big circle of polished pillars supporting the dome, through the tinted glass of which the light was filtered in soft hues upon the marble floor below.

“Doctor,” she said, suddenly remembering, “I have been reading quite a lot about you to-day.” He raised his eyebrows. “About me?”

She nodded, smiling mischievously. “I didn’t know that you were such a famous person — I have been reading about the Millinborn murder.”

“You have been reading about the Millinborn murder?” he said steadily, looking into her eyes. “An unpleasant case and one I should like to forget.”

“I thought it was awfully thrilling,” she said. “It read like a detective story without a satisfactory end.”

He laughed.

“What a perfectly gruesome subject for tea-table talk,” he said lightly, and beckoned the head-waiter. “You are keeping us waiting, Jaques.”

“Doctor, it will be but a few minutes,” pleaded the waiter, and then in a low voice, which was not so low that it did not reach the girl. “We have had some trouble this afternoon, doctor, with your friend.”

“My friend?”

The doctor looked up sharply.

“Whom do you mean?”

“With Mr. Jackson.”

“Jackson,” said the doctor, startled. “I thought he had left.”

“He was to leave this morning by the ten o’clock train, but he had a fainting-fit. We recovered him with brandy and he was too well, for this afternoon he faint again.”

“Where is he now?” asked van Heerden, after a pause.

“In his room, monsieur. Tonight he leave for Ireland — this he tell me — to catch the mail steamer at Queenstown.”

“Don’t let him know I am here,” said the doctor.

He turned to the girl with a shrug.

“A dissolute friend of mine whom I am sending out to the colonies,” he said.

“Won’t you go and see him?” she asked. “He must be very ill if he faints.”

“I think not,” said Dr. van Heerden quietly, “these little attacks are not serious — he had one in my room the other night. It is a result of over-indulgence, and six months in Canada will make a man of him.”

She did not reply. With difficulty she restrained an exclamation. So that was the man who had been in the doctor’s room and who was going to Red Horse Valley! She would have dearly loved to supplement her information about Mr. Scobbs, proprietor of many hotels, and to have mystified him with her knowledge of Western Canada, but she refrained.

Instead, she took up the conversation where he had tried to break it off.

“Do you know Mr. Kitson?”

“Kitson? Oh yes, you mean the lawyer man,” he replied reluctantly. “I know him, but I am afraid I don’t know much that is good about him. Now, I’m going to tell you, Miss Cresswell” — he leant across the table and spoke in a lower tone— “something that I have never told to a human being. You raised the question of the Millinborn murder. My view is that Kitson, the lawyer, knew much more about that murder than any man in this world. If there is anybody who knows more it is Beale.”

“Mr. Beale?” she said incredulously.

“Mr. Beale,” he repeated. “You know the story of the murder: you say you have read it. Millinborn was dying and I had left the room with Kitson when somebody entered the window and stabbed John Millinborn to the heart. I have every reason to believe that that murder was witnessed by this very man I am sending to Canada. He persists in denying that he saw anything, but later he may change his tune.”

A light dawned upon her.

“Then Jackson is the man who was seen by Mr. Kitson in the plantation?”

“Exactly,” said the doctor.

“But I don’t understand,” she said, perplexed. “Aren’t the police searching for Jackson?”

“I do not think that it is in the interests of justice that they should find him,” he said gravely. “I place the utmost reliance on him. I am sending Mr. Jackson to a farm in Ontario kept by a medical friend of mine who has made a hobby of dealing with dipsomaniacs.”

He met her eyes unfalteringly.

“Dr. van Heerden,” she said slowly, “you are sending Mr. Jackson to Red Horse Valley.”

He started back as if he had been struck in the face, and for a moment was inarticulate.

“What — what do you know?” he asked incoherently.

His face had grown white, his eyes tragic with fear. She was alarmed at the effect of her words and hastened to remove the impression she had created.

“I only know that I heard Mr. Jackson through the ventilator of my flat, saying goodbye to you the other night. He mentioned Red Horse Valley—”

He drew a deep breath and was master of himself again, but his face was still pale.

“Oh, that,” he said, “that is a polite fiction. Jackson knows of this inebriates’ home in Ontario and I had to provide him with a destination. He will go no farther than—”

“Why, curse my life, if it isn’t the doctor!”

At the sound of the raucous voice both looked up. The man called Jackson had hailed them from the centre of the hall. He was well dressed, but no tailor could compensate for the repulsiveness of that puckered and swollen face, those malignant eyes which peered out into the world through two slits. He was wearing his loud-check suit, his new hat was in his hand and the conical-shaped dome of his head glistened baldly.

“I’m cursed if this isn’t amiable of you, doctor!” He did not look at the girl, but grinned complacently upon her angry companion.

“Here I am “ — he threw out his arms with an extravagant gesture—” leaving the country of my adoption, if not birth, without one solitary soul to see me off or take farewell of me. I, who have been — well, you know, what I’ve been, van Heerden. The world has treated me very badly. By heaven! I’d like to come back a billionaire and ruin all of ‘em. I’d like to cut their throats and amputate ’em limb from limb, I would like—”

“Be silent!” said van Heerden angrily. “Have you no decency? Do you not realize I am with a lady?”

“Pardon.” The man called Jackson leapt up from the chair into which he had fallen and bowed extravagantly in the direction of the girl. “I cannot see your face because of your hat, my dear lady,” he said gallantly, “but I am sure my friend van Heerden, whose taste—”

“Will you be quiet?” said van Heerden. “Go to your room and I will come up to you.”

“Go to my room!” scoffed the other. “By Jove! I like that! That any whippersnapper of a sawbones should tell me to go to my room. After what I have been, after the position I have held in society. I have had ambassadors’ carriages at my door, my dear fellow, princes of the royal blood, and to be told to go to my room like a naughty little boy! It’s too much!”

“Then behave yourself,” said van Heerden, “and at least wait until I am free before you approach me again.”

But the man showed no inclination to move; rather did this rebuff stimulate his power of reminiscence.

“Ignore me, miss — I have not your name, but I am sure it is a noble one,” he said. “You see before you one who in his time has been a squire of dames, by Jove! I can’t remember ‘em. They must number thousands and only one of them was worth two sous. Yes,” he shook his head in melancholy, “only one of ‘em. By Jove! The rest were “ — he snapped his fingers— “that for ‘em!”

The girl listened against her will.

“Jackson!” — and van Heerden’s voice trembled with passion— “will you go or must I force you to go?”

Jackson rose with a loud laugh.

“Evidently I am de trop,” he said with heavy sarcasm.

He held out a swollen hand which van Heerden ignored.

“Farewell, mademoiselle.” He thrust the hand forward, so that she could not miss it.

She took it, a cold flabby thing which sent a shudder of loathing through her frame, and raised her face to his for the first time.

He let the hand drop. He was staring at her with open mouth and features distorted with horror.

“You!” he croaked.

She shrunk back against the wall of the alcove, but he made no movement. She sensed the terror and agony in his voice.

“You!” he gasped. “Mary!”

“Hang you! Go!” roared van Heerden, and thrust him back.

But though he staggered back a pace under the weight of the other’s arm, his eyes did not leave the girl’s face, and she, fascinated by the appeal in the face of the wreck, could not turn hers away.

“Mary!” he whispered, “what is your other name?”

With an effort the girl recovered herself.

“My name is not Mary,” she said quietly. “My name is Oliva Cresswell.”

“Oliva Cresswell,” he repeated. “Oliva Cresswell!”

He made a movement toward her but van Heerden barred his way. She heard Jackson say something in a strangled voice and heard van Heerden’s sharp “What!” and there was a fierce exchange of words.

The attention of the few people in the palm-court had been attracted to the unusual spectacle of two men engaged in what appeared to be a struggle.

“Sit down, sit down, you fool! Sit over there. I will come to you in a minute. Can you swear what you say is true?”

Jackson nodded. He was shaking from head to foot.

“My name is Predeaux,” he said; “that is my daughter — I married in the name of Cresswell. My daughter,” he repeated. “How wonderful!”

“What are you going to do?” asked van Heerden.

He had halfled, half-pushed the other to a chair near one of the pillars of the rotunda.

“I am going to tell her,” said the wreck. “What are you doing with her?” he demanded fiercely.

“That is no business of yours,” replied van Heerden sharply.

“No business of mine, eh! I’ll show you it’s some business of mine. I am going to tell her all I know about you. I have been a rotter and worse than a rotter.” The old flippancy had gone and the harsh voice was vibrant with purpose. “My path has been littered with the wrecks of human lives,” he said bitterly, “and they are mostly women. I broke the heart of the best woman in the world, and I am going to see that you don’t break the heart of her daughter.”

“Will you be quiet?” hissed van Heerden. “I will go and get her away and then I will come back to you.”

Jackson did not reply. He sat huddled up in his chair, muttering to himself, and van Heerden walked quickly back to the girl.

“I am afraid I shall have to let you go back by yourself. He is having one of his fits. I think it is delirium tremens.”

“Don’t you think you had better send for—” she began. She was going to say “send for a doctor,” and the absurdity of the request struck her.

“I think you had better go,” he said hastily, with a glance at the man who was struggling to his feet. “I can’t tell you how sorry I am that we’ve had this scene.”

“Stop!” — it was Jackson’s voice.

He stood swaying halfway between the chair he had left and the alcove, and his trembling finger was pointing at them.

“Stop!” he said in a commanding voice. “Stop! I’ve got something to say to you. I know…he’s making you pay for the Green Rust…”

So far he got when he reeled and collapsed in a heap on the floor. The doctor sprang forward, lifted him and carried him to the chair by the pillar. He picked up the overcoat that the man had been wearing and spread it over him.

“It’s a fainting-fit, nothing to be alarmed about,” he said to the little knot of people from the tables who had gathered about the limp figure. “Jaques” — he called the head-waiter— “get some brandy, he must be kept warm.”

“Shall I ring for an ambulance, m’sieur?”

“It is not necessary,” said van Heerden. “He will recover in a few moments. Just leave him,” and he walked back to the alcove.

“Who is he?” asked the girl, and her voice was shaking in spite of herself.

“He is a man I knew in his better days,” said van Heerden, “and now I think you must go.”

“I would rather wait to see if he recovers,” she said with some obstinacy.

“I want you to go,” he said earnestly; “you would please me very much if you would do as I ask.”

“There’s the waiter!” she interrupted, “he has the brandy. Won’t you give it to him?”

It was the doctor who in the presence of the assembled visitors dissolved a white pellet in the brandy before he forced the clenched teeth apart and poured the liquor to the last drop down the man’s throat.

Jackson or Predeaux, to give him his real name, shuddered as he drank, shuddered again a few seconds later and then went suddenly limp.

The doctor bent down and lifted his eyelid.

“I am afraid — he is dead,” he said in a low voice.

“Dead!” the girl stared at him. “Oh no! Not dead!”

Van Heerden nodded.

“Heart failure,” he said.

“The same kind of heart failure that killed John Millinborn,” said a voice behind him. “The cost of the Green Rust is totalling up, doctor.”

The girl swung round. Mr. Beale was standing at her elbow, but his steady eyes were fixed upon van Heerden.
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“What do you mean?” asked Dr. van Heerden.

“I merely repeat the words of the dead man,” answered Beale, “heart failure!”

He picked up from the table the leather case which the doctor had taken from his pocket. There were four little phials and one of these was uncorked.

“Digitalis!” he read. “That shouldn’t kill him, doctor.”

He looked at van Heerden thoughtfully, then picked up the phial again. It bore the label of a well-known firm of wholesale chemists, and the seal had apparently been broken for the first time when van Heerden opened the tiny bottle.

“You have sent for the police?” Beale asked the agitated manager.

“Oui, m’sieur — directly. They come now, I think.”

He walked to the vestibule to meet three men in plain clothes who had just come through the swing-doors. There was something about van Heerden’s attitude which struck Beale as strange. He was standing in the exact spot he had stood when the detective had addressed him. It seemed as if something rooted him to the spot. He did not move even when the ambulance men were lifting the body nor when the police were taking particulars of the circumstances of the death. And Beale, escorting the shaken girl up the broad staircase to a room where she could rest and recover, looked back over his shoulder and saw him still standing, his head bent, his fingers smoothing his beard.

“It was dreadful, dreadful,” said the girl with a shiver. “I have never seen anybody — die. It was awful.”

Beale nodded. His thoughts were set on the doctor. Why had he stood so motionless? He was not the kind of man to be shocked by so normal a phenomenon as death. He was a doctor and such sights were common to him. What was the reason for this strange paralysis which kept him chained to the spot even after the body had been removed?

The girl was talking, but he did not hear her. He knew instinctively that in van Heerden’s curious attitude was a solution of Predeaux’s death.

“Excuse me a moment,” he said.

He passed with rapid strides from the room, down the broad stairway and into the palm-court.

Van Heerden had gone.

The explanation flashed upon him and he hurried to the spot where the doctor had stood.

On the tessellated floor was a little patch no bigger than a saucer which had been recently washed.

He beckoned the manager.

“Who has been cleaning this tile?” he asked.

The manager shrugged his shoulders.

“It was the doctor, sare — so eccentric! He call for a glass of water and he dip his handkerchief in and then lift up his foot and with rapidity incredible he wash the floor with his handkerchief!”

“Fool!” snapped Beale. “Oh, hopeless fool!”

“Sare!” said the startled manager.

“It’s all right, M’sieur Bam,” smiled Beale ruefully. “I was addressing myself — oh, what a fool I’ve been!”

He went down on his knees and examined the floor.

“I want this tile, don’t let anybody touch it,” he said.

Of course, van Heerden had stood because under his foot he had crushed the digitalis tablet he had taken from the phial, and for which he had substituted something more deadly. Had he moved, the powdered tablet would have been seen. It was simple — horribly simple.

He walked slowly back to where he had left Oliva.

What followed seemed ever after like a bad dream to the girl. She was stunned by the tragedy which had happened under her eyes and could offer no evidence which in any way assisted the police in their subsequent investigation, the sum of which was ably set forth in the columns of the Post Record.

“The tragedy which occurred in the Palm-Court of the Grand Alliance Hotel yesterday must be added to the already long list of London’s unravelled mysteries. The deceased, a man named Jackson, has been staying at the hotel for a week and was on the point of departure for Canada. At the last moment Dr. van Heerden, who was assisting the unfortunate man, discovered that Jackson was no other than the wanted man in the Millinborn murder, a crime which most of our readers will recall.

“Dr. van Heerden stated to our representative that the man had represented that he was a friend of the late John Millinborn, but was anxious to get to Canada. He had produced excellent credentials, and Dr. van Heerden, in a spirit of generosity, offered to assist him. At the eleventh hour, however, he was struck with the likeness the man bore to the published description of the missing man in the Millinborn case, and was on the point of telegraphing to the authorities at Liverpool, when he discovered that Jackson had missed the train.

“The present tragedy points to suicide. The man, it will be remembered, collapsed, and Dr. van Heerden rendered first aid, administering to the man a perfectly harmless drug. The post-mortem examination reveals the presence in the body of a considerable quantity of cyanide of potassium, and the police theory is that this was self-administered before the collapse. In the man’s pocket was discovered a number of cyanide tablets.

“‘ I am satisfied,’ said Dr. van Heerden, ‘that the man already contemplated the deed, and when I voiced my suspicions in the palm-court he decided upon the action. The presence in his pocket of cyanide — one of the deadliest and quickest of poisons — suggests that he had the project in his mind. I did not see his action or, of course, I should have stopped him!’”

Oliva Cresswell read this account in her room two nights following the tragedy and was struck by certain curious inaccuracies, if all that the doctor had told her was true.

Mr. Beale read the account, smiled across the table grimly to the bearded superintendent of the Criminal Investigation Department.

“How does that strike you for ingenuity?” he said, pushing the paper over the table.

“I have read it,” said the other laconically, “I think we have sufficient evidence to arrest van Heerden. The tile from the Grand Alliance shows traces of digitalis.”

Beale shook his head.

“The case would fall,” he said. “What evidence have you? We did not confiscate his medicine-case. He might have dropped a tablet of digitalis by accident. The only evidence you could convict van Heerden on is proof that he brought with him cyanide tablets which he slipped into Predeaux’s pocket. No, we can prove nothing.”

“What is your theory in connection with the crime?”

“I have many theories,” said Mr. Beale, rising and pacing the room, “and one certainty. I am satisfied that Millinborn was killed by Doctor van Heerden. He was killed because, during the absence of Mr. Kitson in the village, the doctor forced from the dying man a secret which up till then he had jealously preserved. When Kitson returned he found his friend, as he thought, in extremis, and van Heerden also thought that John Millinborn would not speak again. To his surprise Millinborn did speak and van Heerden, fearful of having his villainy exposed, stabbed him to the heart under the pretext of assisting him to lie down.

“Something different occurred at the Grand Alliance Hotel. A man swoons, immediately he is picked up by the doctor, who gives him a harmless drug — that is to say, harmless in small quantities. In five seconds the man is dead. At the inquest we find he has been poisoned — cyanide is found in his pocket. And who is this man? Obviously the identical person who witnessed the murder of John Millinborn and whom we have been trying to find ever since that crime.”

“Van Heerden won’t escape the third time. His presence will be a little more than a coincidence,” said the superintendent.

Beale laughed.

“There will be no third tune,” he said shortly, “van Heerden is not a fool.”

“Have you any idea what the secret was that he wanted to get from old Millinborn?” asked the detective.

Beale nodded.

“Yes, I know pretty well,” he said, “and in course of time you will know, too.”

The detective was glancing over the newspaper account.

“I see the jury returned a verdict of ‘Suicide whilst of unsound mind!’” he said. “This case ought to injure van Heerden, anyway.”

“That is where you are wrong,” said Beale, stopping in his stride, “van Heerden has so manoeuvred the Pressmen that he comes out with an enhanced reputation. You will probably find articles in the weekly papers written and signed by him, giving his views on the indiscriminate sale of poisons. He will move in a glamour of romance, and his consulting-rooms will be thronged by new admirers.”

“It’s a rum case,” said the superintendent, rising, “and if you don’t mind my saying so, Mr. Beale, you’re one of the rummiest men that figure in it. I can’t quite make you out. You are not a policeman and yet we have orders from the Foreign Office to give you every assistance. What’s the game?”

“The biggest game in the world,” said Beale promptly, “a game which, if it succeeds, will bring misery and suffering to thousands, and will bring great businesses tumbling, and set you and your children and your children’s children working for hundreds of years to pay off a new national debt.”

“Man alive!” said the other, “are you serious?”

Beale nodded.

“I was never more serious in my life,” he said, “that is why I don’t want the police to be too inquisitive in regard to this murder of Jackson, whose real name, as I say, is Predeaux. I can tell you this, chief, that you are seeing the development of the most damnable plot that has ever been hatched in the brain of the worst miscreant that history knows. Sit down again. Do you know what happened last year?” he asked.

“Last year?” said the superintendent. “Why, the war ended last year.”

“The war ended, Germany was beaten, and had to accept terms humiliating for a proud nation, but fortunately for her Prussia was not proud, she was merely arrogant. Her worst blow was the impoverishing conditions which the Entente Powers imposed. That is to say, they demanded certain concessions of territory and money which, added to the enormous interest of war stock which the Germans had to pay, promised to cripple Prussia for a hundred years.”

“Well?” said the detective, when the other had stopped.

“Well?” repeated Beale, with a hard little smile. “Germany is going to get that money back.”

“War?”

Beale laughed.

“No, nothing so foolish as war. Germany has had all the war she wants. Oh no, there’ll be no war. Do you imagine that we should go to war because I came to the Foreign Office with a crazy story. I can tell you this, that officially the German Government have no knowledge of this plot and are quite willing to repudiate those people who are engaged in it. Indeed, if the truth be told, the Government has not contributed a single mark to bring the scheme to fruition, but when it is working all the money required will be instantly found. At present the inventor of this delightful little scheme finds himself with insufficient capital to go ahead. It is his intention to secure that capital. There are many ways by which this can be done. He has already borrowed 40,000 pounds from White, of Punsonby’s.”

Superintendent McNorton whistled.

“There are other ways,” Beale went on, “and he is at liberty to try them all except one. The day he secures control of that fortune, that day I shoot him.”

“The deuce you will?” said the startled Mr. McNorton.

“The deuce I will,” repeated Beale.

There was a tap at the door and McNorton rose.

“Don’t go,” said Beale, “I would like to introduce you to this gentleman.”

He opened the door and a grey-haired man with a lean, ascetic face came in.

Beale closed the door behind him and led the way to the diningroom.

“Mr. Kitson, I should like you to know Superintendent McNorton.”

The two men shook hands.

“Well?” said Kitson, “our medical friend seems to have got away with it.” He sat at the table, nervously drumming with his fingers. “Does the superintendent know everything?”

“Nearly everything,” replied Beale.

“Nearly everything,” repeated the superintendent with a smile, “except this great Green Rust business. There I admit I am puzzled.”

“Even I know nothing about that,” said Kitson, looking curiously at Beale. “I suppose one of these days you will tell us all about it. It is a discovery Mr. Beale happed upon whilst he was engaged in protecting Miss—” He looked at Beale and Beale nodded— “Miss Cresswell,” said Kitson.

“The lady who was present at the murder of Jackson?”

“There is no reason why we should not take you into our confidence, the more so since the necessity for secrecy is rapidly passing. Miss Oliva Cresswell is the niece of John Millinborn. Her mother married a scamp who called himself Cresswell but whose real name was Predeaux. He first spent every penny she had and then left her and her infant child.”

“Predeaux!” cried the detective. “Why you told me that was Jackson’s real name.”

“Jackson, or Predeaux, was her father,” said Kitson, “it was believed that he was dead; but after John Millinborn’s death I set inquiries on foot and discovered that he had been serving a life sentence in Cayenne and had been released when the French President proclaimed a general amnesty at the close of the war. He was evidently on his way to see John Millinborn the day my unhappy friend was murdered, and it was the recognition of his daughter in the palm-court of the Grand Alliance which produced a fainting-fit to which he was subject.”

“But how could he recognize the daughter? Had he seen her before?”

For answer Kitson took from his pocket a leather folder and opened it. There were two photographs. One of a beautiful woman in the fashion of 25 years before; and one a snapshot of a girl in a modern costume, whom McNorton had no difficulty in recognizing as Oliva Cresswell.

“Yes,” he said, “they might be the same person.”

“That’s the mother on the left,” explained Kitson, “the resemblance is remarkable. When Jackson saw the girl he called her Mary — that was his wife’s name. Millinborn left the whole of his fortune to Miss Cresswell, but he placed upon me a solemn charge that she was not to benefit or to know of her inheritance until she was married. He had a horror of fortune-hunters. This was the secret which van Heerden surprised — I fear with violence — from poor John as he lay dying. Since then he has been plotting to marry the girl. To do him justice, I believe that the coldblooded hound has no other wish than to secure her money. His acquaintance with White, who is on the verge of ruin, enabled him to get to know the girl. He persuaded her to come here and a flat was found for her. Partly,” said the lawyer dryly, “because this block of flats happens to be her own property and the lady who is supposed to be the landlady is a nominee of mine.”

“And I suppose that explains Mr. Beale,” smiled the inspector.

“That explains Mr. Beale,” said Kitson, “whom I brought from New York especially to shadow van Heerden and to protect the girl. In the course of investigations Mr. Beale has made another discovery, the particulars of which I do not know.”

There was a little pause.

“Why not tell the girl?” said the superintendent.

Kitson shook his head.

“I have thought it out, and to tell the girl would be tantamount to breaking my faith with John Millinborn. No, I must simply shepherd her. The first step we must take” — he turned to Beale— “is to get her away from this place. Can’t you shift your offices to — say New York?”

Beale shook his head.

“I can and I can’t,” he said. “If you will forgive my saying so, the matter of the Green Rust is of infinitely greater importance than Miss Cresswell’s safety.”

James Kitson frowned.

“I don’t like to hear you say that, Beale.”

“I don’t like hearing myself say it,” confessed the other, “but let me put it this way. I believe by staying here I can afford her greater protection and at the same tune put a spoke in the wheel of Mr. van Heerden’s larger scheme.”

Kitson pinched his lips thoughtfully.

“Perhaps you are right,” he said. “Now I want to see this young lady, that is why I have come. I suppose there will be no difficulty?”

“None at all, I think,” said Beale. “I will tell her that you are interested in the work she is doing. I might introduce you as Mr. Scobbs,” he smiled.

“Who is Scobbs?”

“He is a proprietor of a series of hotels in Western Canada, and is, I should imagine, a most praiseworthy and inoffensive captain of minor industry, but Miss Cresswell is rather interested in him,” he laughed. “She found the name occurring in Canadian guidebooks and was struck by its quaintness.”

“Scobbs,” said the lawyer slowly. “I seem to know that name.”

“You had better know it if I am going to introduce you as Scobbs himself,” laughed Beale.

“Shall I be in the way?” asked the superintendent.

“No, please stay,” said Beale. “I would like you to see this lady. We may want your official assistance one of these days to get her out of a scrape.”

Mr. Beale passed out of the flat and pressed the bell of the door next to his. There was no response. He pressed it again after an interval, and stepped back to look at the fanlight. No light showed and he took out his watch. It was nine o’clock. He had not seen the girl all day, having been present at the inquest, but he had heard her door close two hours before. No reply came to his second ring, and he went back to his flat.

“She’s out,” he said. “I don’t quite understand it. I particularly requested her yesterday not to go out after dark for a day or two.”

He walked into his bedroom and opened the window. The light of day was still in the sky, but he took a small electric lamp to guide him along the narrow steel balcony which connected all the flats with the fire-escape. He found her window closed and bolted, but with the skill of a professional burglar he unfastened the catch and stepped inside.

The room was in darkness. He switched on the light and glanced round. It was Oliva’s bedroom, and her workday hat and coat were lying on the bed. He opened the long cupboard where she kept her limited wardrobe. He knew, because it was his business to know, every dress she possessed. They were all there as, also, were the three hats which she kept on a shelf. All the drawers of the bureau were closed and there was no sign of any disorder such as might be expected if she had changed and gone out. He opened the door of the bedroom and walked into the sittingroom, lighting his way across to the electric switch by means of his lamp.

The moment the light flooded the room he realized that something was wrong. There was no disorder, but the room conveyed in some indescribable manner a suggestion of violence. An object on the floor attracted his attention and he stooped and picked it up. It was a shoe, and the strap which had held it in place was broken. He looked at it, slipped it in his pocket and passed rapidly through the other rooms to the little kitchen and the tiny bathroom, put on the light in the hall and made a careful scrutiny of the walls and the floor.

The mat was twisted out of its place, and on the left side of the wall there were two long scratches. There was a faint sickly odour. “Ether,” he noted mentally.

He went quickly into the diningroom. The little bureau-desk was open and a letter half-finished was lying on the pad, and it was addressed to him and ran:

“Dear Mr. beale —

“Circumstances beyond my control make it necessary for me to leave tonight for Liverpool.”

That was all. It was obviously half finished. He picked it up, folded it carefully and slipped it in his pocket. Then he returned to the hall, opened the door and passed out.

He explained briefly what had happened and crossed to the doctor’s flat, and rang the bell.
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A light glowed in the hall, the door was opened and the doctor, in slippers and velvet coat, stood in the entrance. He showed no resentment nor did he have time to show it.

“I want a word with you,” said Beale.

“Twenty if you wish,” said the doctor cheerfully. “Won’t you come in?”

Beale was halfway in before the invitation was issued and followed the doctor to his study.

“Are you alone?” he asked.

“Quite alone. I have very few visitors. In fact, my last visitor was that unhappy man Jackson.”

“When did you see Miss Cresswell last?”

The doctor raised his eyebrows.

“By what right — ?” he began.

“Cut all that out,” said Beale roughly. “When did you see Miss Cresswell last?”

“I have not seen her to-day,” said the doctor. “I have not been out of my flat since I came back from the inquest.”

“I should like to search your flat,” said Beale.

“Policeman, eh?” smiled the doctor. “Certainly you can search the flat if you have a warrant.”

“I have no warrant, but I shall search your flat.”

The doctor’s face went dull red.

“I suppose you know you are liable to an action for trespass?”

“I know all about that,” said Beale, “but if you have nothing to conceal, Dr. van Heerden, I don’t see why you should object.”

“I don’t object,” shrugged the doctor, “search by all means. Where would you like to start? Here?”

He pointed to three upright cases which stood at the end of the room nearest the door.

“You will see nothing very pleasant here, they are anatomical models which have just arrived from Berlin. In fact, I have been trading with the enemy,” he smiled. “They are screwed up, but I have a screwdriver here.”

Beale hesitated.

“There is only another room,” the doctor went on, “my bedroom, but you will not find her there.”

Beale twisted round like lightning.

“Her?” he asked. “Who said Her?”

“I gather you are looking for Miss Cresswell,” said the doctor coolly. “You are searching for something, and you ask me when I saw her last. Who else could you be looking for?”

“Quite right,” he said quietly.

“Let me show you the way.” The doctor walked ahead and turned on the light in the inner bedroom.

It was a large apartment, simply furnished with a small steel bed, a hanging wardrobe and a dressing-chest. Beyond that was his bathroom.

Beale was making a casual survey of this when he heard the door of the bedroom click behind him. He turned round, jumped for the door, turned the handle and pulled, but it did not yield. As he did so he thought he heard a mutter of voices.

“Open the door!” he cried, hammering on the panel.

There was no answer. Then:

“Mr. Beale!”

His blood froze at the wild appeal in the tone, for it was the voice of Oliva Cresswell, and it came from the room he had quitted.

He smashed at the panel but it was made of tough oak. His revolver was in his hand and the muzzle was against the lock when the handle turned and the door opened.

“Did you lock yourself in?” smiled the doctor, looking blandly at the other’s pale face.

“Where is the girl, where is Miss Cresswell?” he demanded. “I heard her voice.”

“You are mad, my friend.”

“Where is Miss Cresswell?”

His hand dropped on the other’s shoulder and gripped it with a force that made the other shrink. With an oath the doctor flung him off.

“Hang you, you madman! How should I know?”

“I heard her voice.”

“It was imagination,” said the doctor. “I would have opened the door to you before but I had walked out into the passage and had rung Miss Cresswell’s bell. I found the door open. I suppose you had been in. I just shut the door and came back here.”

Without a word Beale thrust him aside. He had taken one step to the door when he stopped. At the end of the room had been the three long anatomical cases. Now there were only two. One had gone. He did not stop to question the man. He bounded through the door and raced down the stairs. There was no vehicle in sight and only a few pedestrians. At the corner of the street he found a policeman who had witnessed nothing unusual and had not seen any conveyance carrying a box.

As he returned slowly to the entrance of Krooman Mansions something made him look up. The doctor was leaning out of the window smoking a cigar.

“Found her?” he asked mockingly.

Beale made no reply. He came up the stairs, walked straight through the open door of the doctor’s flat and confronted that calm man as he leant against the table, his hands gripping the edge, a cigar in the corner of his mouth and a smile of quiet amusement on his bearded lips.

“Well?” he asked, “did you find her?”

“I did not find her, but I am satisfied that you will.”

Van Heerden’s eyes did not falter.

“I am beginning to think, Mr. Beale, that over-indulgence in alcoholic stimulants has turned your brain,” he said mockingly. “You come into my apartment and demand, with an heroic gesture, where I am concealing a beautiful young lady, in whose welfare I am at least as much interested as you, since that lady is my fiancee and is going to be my wife.”

There was a pause.

“She is going to be your wife, is she?” said Beale softly. “I congratulate you if I cannot congratulate her. And when is this interesting engagement to be announced?”

“It is announced at this moment,” said the doctor. “The lady is on her way to Liverpool, where she will stay with an aunt of mine. You need not trouble to ask me for her address, because I shall not give it to you.”

“I see,” said Beale.

“You come in here, I repeat, demanding with all the gesture and voice of melodrama, the hiding-place of my fiancee,” — he enunciated the two last words with great relish— “you ask to search my rooms and I give you permission. You lock yourself in through your own carelessness and when I release you you have a revolver in your hand, and are even more melodramatic than ever. I know what you are going to say—”

“You are a clever man,” interrupted Beale, “for I don’t know myself.”

“You were going to say, or you think, that I have some sinister purpose in concealing this lady. Well, to resume my narrative, and to show you your conduct from my point of view, I no sooner release you than you stare like a lunatic at my anatomical cases and dash wildly out, to return full of menace in your tone and’ attitude. Why?”

“Doctor van Heerden, when I came into your flat there were three anatomical cases at the end of that room. When I came out there were two. What happened to the third whilst I was locked in the room?”

Doctor van Heerden shook his head pityingly.

“I am afraid, I am very much afraid, that you are not right in your head,” he said, and nodded toward the place where the cases stood.

Beale followed the direction of his head and gasped, for there were three cases.

“I admit that I deceived you when I said they contained specimens. As a matter of fact, they are empty,” said the doctor. “If you like to inspect them, you can. You may find some — clue!”

Beale wanted no invitation. He walked to the cases one by one and sounded them. Their lids were screwed on but the screws were dummies. He found in the side of each a minute hole under the cover of the lid and, taking out his knife, he pressed in the bodkin with which the knife was equipped and with a click the lid flew open. The box was empty. The second one answered the same test and was also empty. The third gave no better result. He flashed his lamp on the bottom of the box, but there was no trace of footmarks.

“Are you satisfied?” asked the doctor.

“Far from satisfied,” said Beale, and with no other word he walked out and down the stairs again.

Halfway down he saw something lying on one of the stairs and picked it up. It was a shoe, the fellow of that which he had in his pocket, and it had not been there when he came up.

Oliva Cresswell had read the story of the crime in the Post Record, had folded up the paper with a little shiver and was at her tiny writing-bureau when a knock came at the door. It was Dr. van Heerden.

“Can I come in for a moment?” he asked.

She hesitated.

“I shan’t eat you,” he smiled, “but I am so distressed by what has happened and I feel that an explanation is due to you.”

“I shouldn’t trouble about that,” she smiled, “but if you want to come in, please do.”

She closed the door behind him and left the light burning in the hall. She did not ask him to sit down.

“You have seen the account in the Post Record?” he asked.

She nodded.

“And I suppose you are rather struck with the discrepancy between what I told you and what I told the reporters, but I feel you ought to know that I had a very special reason for protecting this man.”

“Of that I have no doubt,” she said coldly.

“Miss Cresswell, you must be patient and kind to me,” he said earnestly. ‘‘ I have devoted a great deal of time and I have run very considerable dangers in order to save you.”

“To save me?” she repeated in surprise.

“Miss Cresswell,” he asked, “did you ever know your father?”

She shook her head, so impressed by the gravity of his tone that she did not cut the conversation short as she had intended.

“No,” she said, “I was a girl when he died. I know nothing of him. Even his own people who brought him up never spoke of him.”

“Are you sure he is dead?” he asked.

“Sure? I have never doubted it. Why do you ask me? Is he alive?”

He nodded.

“What I am going to tell you will be rather painful,” he said: “your father was a notorious swindler.” He paused, but she did not protest.

In her life she had heard many hints which did not redound to her father’s credit, and she had purposely refrained from pursuing her inquiries.

“Some time ago your father escaped from Cayenne. He is, you will be surprised to know, a French subject, and the police have been searching for him for twelve months, including our friend Mr. Beale.”

“It isn’t true,” she flamed. “How dare you suggest — ?”

“I am merely telling you the facts, Miss Cresswell, and you must judge them for yourself,” said the doctor. “Your father robbed a bank in France and hid the money in England. Because they knew that sooner or later he would send for you the police have been watching you day and night. Your father is at Liverpool. I had a letter from him this morning. He is dying and he begs you to go to him.”

She sat at the table, stunned. There was in this story a hideous probability. Her first inclination was to consult Beale, but instantly she saw that if what the doctor had said was true such a course would be fatal.

“How do I know you are speaking the truth?” she asked.

“You cannot know until you have seen your father,” he said. “It is a very simple matter.”

He took from his pocket an envelope and laid it before her.

“Here is the address — 64 Hope Street. I advise you to commit it to memory and tear it up. After all, what possible interest could I have in your going to Liverpool, or anywhere else for the matter of that?”

“When is the next train?” she asked.

“One leaves in an hour from Euston.”

She thought a moment.

“I’ll go,” she said decidedly.

She was walking back to her room to put on her coat when he called her back.

“There’s no reason in the world why you should not write to Beale to tell him where you have gone,” he said. “You can leave a note with me and I will deliver it.”

She hesitated again, sat down at her desk and scribbled the few lines which Beale had found. Then she twisted round in her chair in perplexity.

“I don’t understand it all,” she said. “If Mr. Beale is on the track of my father, surely he will understand from this letter that I have gone to meet him.”

“Let me see what you have written,” said van Heerden coolly, and looked over her shoulder. “Yes, that’s enough,” he said.

“Enough?”

“Quite enough. You see, my idea was that you should write sufficient to put him off the track.”

“I don’t understand you — there’s somebody in the passage,” she said suddenly, and was walking to the door leading to the hall when he intercepted her.

“Miss Cresswell, I think you will understand me when I tell you that your father is dead, that the story I have told you about Beale being on his track is quite untrue, and that it is necessary for a purpose which I will not disclose to you that you should be my wife.”

She sprang back out of his reach, white as death. Instinctively she realized that she was in some terrible danger, and the knowledge turned her cold.

“Your wife?” she repeated. “I think you must be mad, doctor.”

“On the contrary, I am perfectly sane. I would have asked you before, but I knew that you would refuse me. Had our friend Beale not interfered, the course of true love might have run a little more smoothly than it has. Now I am going to speak plainly to you, Miss Cresswell. It is necessary that I should marry you, and if you agree I shall take you away and place you in safe keeping. I will marry you at the registrar’s office and part from you the moment the ceremony is completed. I will agree to allow you a thousand a year and I will promise that I will not interfere with you or in any way seek your society.”

Her courage had revived during this recital of her future.

“What do you expect me to do,” she asked contemptuously— “fall on your neck and thank you, you with your thousand a year and your church-door partings? No, doctor, if you are sane then you are either a great fool or a great scoundrel. I would never dream of marrying you under any circumstances. And now I think you had better go.”

This time he did not stop her as she walked to the door and flung it open. She started back with an exclamation of fear, for there were two men in the hall.

“What do you—”

So far she got when the doctor’s arm was round her and his hand was pressed against her mouth. One of the men was carrying what looked like a rubber bottle with a conical-shaped mouthpiece. She struggled, but the doctor held her in a grip of steel. She was thrown to the ground, the rubber cap of the bottle was pressed over her face, there came a rush of cold air heavily charged with a sickly scent, and she felt life slipping away…

“I think she’s off now,” said the doctor, lifting up her eyelid, “see if the coast is clear, Gregory, and open the door of my flat.”

The man departed. The doctor lifted the unconscious girl in his arms. He was in the hall when he felt her move. Half-conscious as she was, she was struggling to prevent the abduction.

“Quick, the door!” he gasped.

He carried her across the landing into his room, and the door closed quietly behind him.
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Oliva Cresswell remembered nothing. She did not remember being thrust limply into a long narrow box, nor hearing Beale’s voice, nor the click of the door that fastened him in Dr. van Heerden’s bedroom. If she cried out, as she did, she had no recollection of the fact.

“Carry her, box and all, to her flat. The door is open,” whispered van Heerden to the two men who had made their lightning disappearance into the anatomical cases at the sound of Beale’s knock.

“What shall we do?”

“Wait till I come to you. Hurry!”

They crossed the landing and passed through the open door of Oliva’s flat and the doctor closed the door behind them and returned in time to release the savage Beale.

He watched him racing down the stairs, darted to the door of Oliva’s rooms, opened it and went in. In ten seconds she had been lifted from her narrow prison and laid on her bed, the box had been returned to the place where it had stood in the doctor’s study and the men had returned to join van Heerden in Oliva’s darkened sittingroom.

Van Heerden had switched on the light in the girl’s room and then noticed for the first time that one of her shoes was missing. Quickly he slipped off the remaining shoe.

“You wait here,” he told the men, “until you hear Beale return. Then make your escape. On your way down leave the shoe on the stairs. It will help to put our friend off the trail.”

Half an hour after the discovery of the shoe on the stairs Beale went out accompanied by his visitors.

The doctor watched the dark figures disappear into the night from the window of his sittingroom and made his way back to the girl’s flat. She was lying where he had left her, feeling dizzy and sick. Her eyes closed in a little grimace of distaste as he put on the light.

“How does my little friend feel now?” he asked coolly.

She made no reply.

“Really, you must not sulk,” he said chidingly, “and you must get used to being polite because you are going to see a great deal of me. You had better get up and put your coat on.”

She noticed that he had a medicine glass in his hand, half-filled with a milky-white liquor.

“Drink this,” he said.

She pushed it away.

“Come, drink it,” he said, “you don’t suppose I want to poison you, do you? I don’t even want to drug you, otherwise it would have been simple to have given you a little more ether. Drink it. It will take that hazy feeling out of your head.”

She took the glass with an unsteady hand and swallowed its contents. It was bitter and hot and burnt her throat, but its effects were magical. In three minutes her mind had cleared and when she sat up she could do so without her head swimming.

“You will now put on your coat and hat, pack a few things that you want for a journey, and come along with me.”

“I shall do nothing of the sort,” she said, “I advise you to go, Dr. van Heerden, before I inform the police of your outrageous conduct.”

“Put on your hat and coat,” he repeated calmly, “and don’t talk nonsense. You don’t suppose that I have risked all that I have risked to let you go at this hour.”

“Dr. van Heerden,” she said, “if you have any spark of decency or manhood you will leave me.”

He laughed a little.

“Now you are talking like a heroine of Lyceum drama,” he said. “Any appeal you might make, Miss Cresswell, is a waste of time and a waste of breath. I shall have no hesitation in using violence of the most unpleasant character unless you do as I tell you.”

His voice was quiet, but there was about him a convincing air of purpose.

“Where are you going to take me?” she asked.

“I am going to take you to a place of safety. When I say safety,” he added, “I mean safety for me. You yourself need fear nothing unless you act foolishly, in which case you have everything to fear. Disabuse your mind of one thought, Miss Cresswell,” he said, “and that is that I am in love with you and that there is any quality or charm in your admirable person which would prevent my cutting your throat if it was necessary for my safety. I am not a brute. I will treat you decently, as well as any lady could wish to be treated, if you do not cross me, but I warn you that if in the street you call for help or attempt to escape you will never know what happened to you.”

She stood at the end of her bed, one hand gripping the rail, her white teeth showing against the red lower lip.

“Don’t bite your lips, it does not stimulate thought, I can tell you that as a medical man, and I can also tell you that this is not the moment for you to consider plans for outwitting me. Get your coat and hat on.”

His voice was now peremptory, and she obeyed. In a few minutes she was dressed ready for the street. He led the way out and holding her arm lightly they passed out into the street. He turned sharply to the left, the girl keeping in step by his side. To the casual observer, and few could observe them in the gloom of the ill-lit thoroughfares through which they passed, they were a couple on affectionate terms, but the arm locked in hers was the arm of a gaoler, and once when they stood waiting to cross busy Oxford Circus, and she had seen a policeman a few yards away and had cautiously tried to slip her arm from his, she found her wrist gripped with a hand of steel.

At the Marylebone Road end of Portland Place a car was waiting and the doctor opened the door and pushed her in, following immediately.

“I had to keep the car some distance from Krooman Mansions or Beale would have spotted it immediately,” he said in an easy conversational tone.

“Where are you taking me?” she asked.

“To a highly desirable residence in the Thames Valley,” he said, “in the days when I thought you might be wooed and wed, as the saying goes, I thought it might make an excellent place for a honeymoon.” He felt her shrink from him.

“Please don’t be distressed, I am rather glad that matters have turned out as they have. I do not like women very much, and I should have been inexpressibly bored if I had to keep up the fiction of being in love with you.”

“What do you intend doing?” she asked. “You cannot hope to escape from Mr. Beale. He will find me.”

He chuckled.

“As a sleuth-hound, Mr. Beale has his points,” he said, “but they are not points which keep me awake at night. I have always suspected he was a detective, and, of course, it was he who planted the registered envelopes on poor old White — that was clever,” he admitted handsomely, “but Beale, if you will excuse my hurting your feelings — and I know you are half in love with him—”

She felt her face go hot.

“How dare you!” she flamed.

“Don’t be silly,” he begged. “I dare anything in these circumstances, the greater outrage includes the less. If I abdicate you I feel myself entitled to tease you. No, I think you had better not place too much faith in Mr. Beale, who doesn’t seem to be a member of the regular police force, and is, I presume, one of those amateur gentlemen who figure in divorce cases.”

She did not reply. Inwardly she was boiling, and she recognized with a little feeling of dismay that it was not so much the indignity which he was offering her, as his undisguised contempt for the genius of Beale, which enraged her.

They had left the town and were spinning through the country when she spoke again.

“Will you be kind enough to tell me what you intend doing?”

He had fallen into a reverie and it was evidently a pleasant reverie, for he came back to the realities of life with an air of reluctance.

“Eh? Oh, what am I going to do with you? Why, I am going to marry you.”

“Suppose I refuse?”

“You won’t refuse. I am offering you the easiest way out. When you are married to me your danger is at an end. Until you marry me your hold on life is somewhat precarious.”

“But why do you insist upon this?” she asked, bewildered. “If you don’t love me, what is there in marriage for you? There are plenty of women who would be delighted to have you. Why should you want to marry a girl without any influence or position — a shopgirl, absolutely penniless?”

“It’s a whim of mine,” he said lightly, “and it’s a whim I mean to gratify.”

“Suppose I refuse at the last moment?”

“Then,” he said significantly, “you will be sorry.”

“I tell you, no harm is coming to you if you are sensible. If you are not sensible, imagine the worst that can happen to you, and that will be the least. I will treat you so that you will not think of your experience, let alone talk of it.”

There was a cold malignity in his voice that made her shudder. For a moment, and a moment only, she was beaten down by the horrible hopelessness of her situation, then her natural courage, her indomitable, self-reliance overcame fear. If he expected an outburst of anger and incoherent reproach, or if he expected her to break down into hysterical supplication, he was disappointed. She had a firm grip upon herself, perfect command of voice and words.

“I suppose you are one of those clever criminals one reads about,” she said, “prepared for all emergencies, perfectly self-confident, capable and satisfied that there is nobody quite so clever as themselves.”

“Very likely,” he smiled. “It is a form of egotism,” he said quietly. “I read a book once about criminals. It was written by an Italian and he said that was the chief characteristic of them all.”

“Vanity? And they always do such clever things and such stupid things at the same time, and their beautiful plans are so full of absurd miscalculations, just as yours are.”

“Just as mine are,” he said mockingly.

“Just as yours are,” she repeated; “you are so satisfied that because you are educated and you are a scientist, that you are ever so much more clever than all the rest of the world.”

“Go on,” he said. “I like to hear you talking. Your analysis is nearly perfect and certainly there is a lot of truth in what you say.”

She held down the surging anger which almost choked her and retained a calm level. Sooner or later she would find the joint in his harness.

“I suppose you have everything ready?”

“My staff work is always good,” he murmured, “marriage licence, parson, even the place where you will spend your solitary honeymoon after signing a few documents.”

She turned toward him slowly. Against the window of the big limousine his head was faintly outlined and she imagined the smile which was on his face at that moment.

“So that is it!” she said. “I must sign a few documents saying that I married you of my own free will!”

“No, madam,” he said, “the circumstances under which you marry me require no justification and that doesn’t worry me in the slightest.”

“What documents have I to sign?” she asked.

“You will discover in time,” said he. “Here is the house, unless my eyesight has gone wrong.”

The car turned from the road, seemed to plunge into a high hedge, though in reality, as the girl saw for a second as the lamps caught the stone gateposts, it was the entrance to a drive, and presently came to a stop before a big rambling house. Van Heerden jumped down and assisted her to alight. The house was in darkness, but as they reached the door it was opened.

“Go in,” said van Heerden, and pushed her ahead.

She found herself in an old-fashioned hall, the walls panelled of oak, the floor made of closely mortised stone flags. She recognized the man who had admitted them as one of those she had seen in her flat that same night. He was a cadaverous man with high cheekbones and short, bristly black hair and a tiny black moustache.

“I won’t introduce you,” said the doctor, “but you may call this man Gregory. It is not his name, but it is good enough.”

The man smiled furtively and eyed her furtively, took up the candle and led the way to a room which opened off the hall at the farther end.

“This is the diningroom,” said van Heerden. “It is chiefly interesting to you as the place where the ceremony will be performed. Your room is immediately above. I am sorry I did not engage a maid for you, but I cannot afford to observe the proprieties or consider your reputation. The fact is, I know no woman I could trust to perform that duty, and you will have to look after yourself.”

He led the way upstairs, unlocked a door and passed in. There was one window which was heavily curtained. He saw her glance and nodded.

“You will find the windows barred,” he said. “This was evidently the nursery and is admirably suited to my purpose. In addition, I might tell you that the house is a very old one and that it is impossible to walk about the room without the door creaking and, as I spend most of my time in the diningroom below, you will find it extremely difficult even to make preparations for escape without my being aware of the fact.”

The room was comfortably furnished. A small fire was alight in the tiny grate and a table had been laid, on which were displayed sandwiches, a thermos flask and a small silver basket of confectionery.

There was a door by the big four-poster bed.

“You may consider yourself fortunate in having the only room in the house with a bathroom attached,” he said. “You English people are rather particular about that kind of thing.”

“And you German people aren’t,” she said coolly.

“German?” he laughed. “So you guessed that, did you?”

“Guessed it?” — it was her turn to laugh scornfully. “Isn’t the fact self-evident? Who but a Hun—”

His face went a dull red.

“That is a word you must not use to me,” he said roughly— “hang your arrogance! Huns! We, who gave the world its kultur, who lead in every department of science, art and literature!”

She stared at him in amazement.

“You are joking, of course,” she said, forgetting her danger for the moment in face of this extraordinary phenomenon. “If you are a German, and I suppose you are, and an educated German at that, you don’t for a moment imagine you gave the world anything. Why, the Germans have never been anything but exploiters of other men’s brains.”

From dull red, his face had gone white, his lip was trembling with passion and when he spoke he could scarcely control his voice.

“We were of all people ordained by God to save the world through the German spirit.”

So far he got when she burst into a fit of uncontrollable laughter. It was so like all the caricatures of German character she had read or seen depicted. He looked at her, his face distorted with rage, and before she had realized what had happened he had raised his hand and struck her across the mouth.

She staggered back, speechless. To her had happened the most incredible thing in the world, more incredible than her abduction, more incredible than all the villainies known or suspected, in this man.

He stood there glowering at her, unrepentant, half-tempted, it seemed, to repeat the blow. He had struck a woman and was not overwhelmed by shame. All her views of men and things, all her conceptions of the codes which govern mankind in their dealings one with the other, crumbled away. If he had fallen on his knees and asked her pardon, if he had shown any contrition, any fear, any shame, she might have gone back to her old standards.

“You swine cat!” he said in German, “Herr Gott, but I will punish you if you laugh at me!”

She was staring at him in intense curiosity. Her lip was bleeding a little, the red mark of his fingers showed against her white face, but she seemed to have forgotten the pain or the shock of the actual blow and was wholly concerned in this new revelation.

“A Hun,” she said, but she seemed to be speaking to herself, “of course he’s a Hun. They do that sort of thing, but I never believed it before.”

He took a step toward her, but she did not flinch, and he turned and walked quickly from the room, locking the door behind him.
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Introducing Parson Homo
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When Beale left Krooman Mansions with his two companions he had only the haziest idea as to where he should begin his search. Perhaps the personal interest he had in his client, an interest revealed by the momentary panic into which her disappearance had thrown this usually collected young man, clouded his better judgment.

A vague discomfort possessed him and he paused irresolutely at the corner of the street. There was a chance that she might still be concealed in the building, but a greater chance that if he followed one of the three plans which were rapidly forming in his mind he might save the girl from whatever danger threatened her.

“You are perfectly sure you heard her voice?”

“Certain,” replied Beale shortly, “just as I am sure that I smelt the ether.”

“She may have been using it for some other purpose. Women put these drugs to all sorts of weird purposes, like cleaning gloves, and—”

“That may be,” interrupted Beale, “but I wasn’t mistaken about her voice. I am not subject to illusions of that kind.”

He whistled. A man who had been lurking in the shadow of a building on the opposite side of the road crossed to him.

“Fenson,” said Beale, “watch these flats. If you see a car drive up just go along and stand in front of the door. Don’t let anybody enter that car or carry any bundle into that car until you are sure that Miss Cresswell is not one of the party or the bundle. If necessary you can pull a gun — I know it isn’t done in law-abiding London,” he smiled at Superintendent McNorton, “but I guess you’ve got to let me do a little lawbreaking.”

“Go all the way,” said the superintendent easily.

“That will do, Fenson. You know Miss Cresswell?”

“Sure, sir,” said the man, and melted back into the shadows.

“Where are you going now?” asked Kitson.

“I am going to interview a gentleman who will probably give me a great deal of information about van Heerden’s other residences.”

“Has he many?” asked Kitson, in surprise.

Beale nodded.

“He has been hiring buildings and houses for the past three months,” he said quietly, “and he has been so clever that I will defy you to trace one of them. All his hiring has been done through various lawyers he has employed, and they are all taken in fictitious names.”

“Do you know any of them?”

“Not one,” said Beale, with a baffled little laugh, “didn’t I tell you he’s mighty clever? I got track of two of them but they were the only two where the sale didn’t go through.”

“What does he want houses for?”

“We shall learn one of these days,” said Beale cryptically. “I can tell you something else, gentlemen, and this is more of a suspicion than a certainty, that there is not a crank scientist who has ever gone under through drink or crime in the whole of this country, aye, and America and France, too, that isn’t working for him. And now, gentlemen, if you will excuse me—”

“You don’t want any assistance?” asked the superintendent.

“I guess not,” said Beale, with a smile, “I guess I can manage the Herr Professor.”

On the south side of the River Thames is a congested and thickly populated area lying between the Waterloo and the Blackfriars Roads. Here old houses, which are gauntly picturesque because of their age, stand cheek-by-jowl with great blocks of model dwellings, which make up in utility all that they lack in beauty. Such dwelling-places have a double advantage. Their rent is low and they are close to the centre of London. Few of the houses are occupied by one family, and indeed it is the exception that one family rents in its entirety so much as a floor.

In a basement room in one of those houses sat two men as unlike one another as it is possible to conceive. The room itself was strangely tidy and bare of anything but the necessary furniture. A camp bed was under the window in such a position as to give its occupant a view of the ankles of those people who trod the pavement of the little street.

A faded cretonne curtain hid an inner and probably a smaller room where the elder of the men slept. They sat on either side of a table, a kerosene lamp placed exactly in the centre supplying light for their various occupations.

The elder of the two was bent forward over a microscope, his big hands adjusting the focus screw. Presently he would break off his work of observation and jot down a few notes in crabbed German characters. His big head, his squat body, his long ungainly arms, his pale face with its little wisp of beard, would have been recognized by Oliva Cresswell, for this was Professor Heyler— “the Herr Professor,” as Beale called him.

The man sitting opposite was cast in a different mould. He was tall, spare, almost aesthetic. The cleanshaven face, the well-moulded nose and chin hinted at a refinement which his shabby threadbare suit and his collarless shirt freakishly accentuated. Now and again he would raise his deepset eyes from the book he was reading, survey the absorbed professor with a speculative glance and then return to his reading.

They had sat in silence for the greater part of an hour, when Beale’s tap on the door brought the reader round with narrow eyes.

“Expecting a visitor, professor?” he asked in German.

“Nein, nein,” rambled the old man, “who shall visit me? Ah yes “ — he tapped his fat forefinger— “I remember, the Fraulein was to call.”

He got up and, shuffling to the door, slipped back the bolt and turned it. His face fell when he saw Beale, and the man at the table rose.

“Hope I am not disturbing you,” said the detective. “I thought you lived alone.”

He, too, spoke in the language which the professor understood best.

“That is a friend of mine,” said old Heyler uncomfortably, “we live together. I did not think you knew my address.”

“Introduce me,” said the man at the table coolly.

The old professor looked dubiously from one to the other.

“It is my friend, Herr Homo.”

“Herr Homo,” repeated Beale, offering his hand, “my name is Beale.”

Homo shot a keen glance at him.

“A split! or my criminal instincts fail me,” he said, pleasantly enough.

“Split?” repeated Beale, puzzled.

“American I gather from your accent,” said Mr. Homo; “pray sit down. ‘Split’ is the phrase employed by the criminal classes to describe a gentleman who in your country is known as a ‘fly cop’!”

“Oh, a detective,” smiled Beale. “No, in the sense you mean I am not a detective. At any rate, I have not come on business.”

“So I gather,” said the other, seating himself, “or you would have brought one of the ‘busy fellows’ with you. Here again you must pardon the slang but we call the detective the ‘busy fellow’ to distinguish him from the ‘flattie,’ who is the regular cop. Unless you should be under any misapprehension, Mr. Beale, it is my duty to tell you that I am a representative of the criminal classes, a fact which our learned friend,” he nodded toward the distressed professor, “never ceases to deplore,” and he smiled blandly.

They had dropped into English and the professor after waiting uncomfortably for the visitor to explain his business had dropped back to his work with a grunt.

“I am Parson Homo and this is my pied-a-terre. We professional criminals must have somewhere to go when we are not in prison, you know.”

The voice was that of an educated man, its modulation, the confidence and the perfect poise of the speaker suggested the college man.

“So that you shall not be shocked by revelations I must tell you that I have just come out of prison. I am by way of being a professional burglar.”

“I am not easily shocked,” said Beale.

He glanced at the professor.

“I see,” said Parson Homo, rising, “that I am de trop. Unfortunately I cannot go into the street without risking arrest. In this country, you know, there is a law which is called the Prevention of Crimes Act, which empowers the unemployed members of the constabulary who find time hanging on their hands to arrest known criminals on suspicion if they are seen out in questionable circumstances. And as all circumstances are questionable to the unimaginative ‘flattie,’ and his no less obtuse friend the ‘split,’ I will retire to the bedroom and stuff my ears with cottonwool.”

“You needn’t,” smiled Beale, “I guess the professor hasn’t many secrets from you.”

“Go on guessing, my ingenious friend,” said the parson, smiling with his eyes, “my own secrets I am willing to reveal but — adios!”

He waved his hand and passed behind the cretonne curtain and the old man looked up from his instrument.

“It is the Donovan Leichmann body that I search for,” he said solemnly; “there was a case of sleeping-sickness at the docks, and the Herr Professor of the Tropical School so kindly let me have a little blood for testing.”

“Professor,” said Beale, sitting down in the place which Parson Homo had vacated and leaning across the table, “are you still working for van Heerden?”

The old man rolled his big head from side to side in an agony of protest.

“Of the learned doctor I do not want to speak,” he said, “to me he has been most kind. Consider, Herr Peale, I was starving in this country which hates Germans and regard as a mad old fool and an ugly old devil, and none helped me until the learned doctor discovered me. I am a German, yes. Yet I have no nationality, being absorbed in the larger brotherhood of science. As for me I am indifferent whether the Kaiser or the Socialists live in Potsdam, but I am loyal, Herr Peale, to all who help me. To you, also,” he said hastily, “for you have been most kind, and once when in foolishness I went into a room where I ought not to have been you saved me from the police.” He shrugged his massive shoulders again. “I am grateful, but must I not also be grateful to the learned doctor?”

“Tell me this, professor,” said Beale, “where can I find the learned doctor tonight?”

“At his so-well-known laboratory, where else?” asked the professor.

“Where else?” repeated Beale.

The old man was silent.

“It is forbidden that I should speak,” he said; “the Herr Doctor is engaged in a great experiment which will bring him fortune. If I betray his secrets he may be ruined. Such ingratitude, Herr Peale!”

There was a silence, the old professor, obviously distressed and ill at ease, looking anxiously at the younger man.

“Suppose I tell you that the Herr Doctor is engaged in a dangerous conspiracy,” said Beale, “and that you yourself are running a considerable risk by assisting him?”

The big hands were outspread in despair.

“The Herr Doctor has many enemies,” mumbled Heyler. “I can tell you nothing, Herr Peale.”

“Tell me this,” said Beale: “is there any place you know of where the doctor may have taken a lady — the young lady into whose room you went the night I found you?”

“A young lady?” The old man was obviously surprised. “No, no, Herr Peale, there is no place where a young lady could go. Ach! No!”

“Well,” said Beale, after a pause, “I guess I can do no more with you, professor.” He glanced round at the cretonne recess: “I won’t inconvenience you any longer, Mr. Homo.”

The curtains were pushed aside and the aesthetic-looking man stepped out, the half-smile on his thin lips.

“I fear you have had a disappointing visit,” he said pleasantly, “and it is on the tip of your tongue to ask me if I can help you. I will save you the trouble of asking — I can’t.”

Beale laughed.

“You are a bad thought-reader,” he said. “I had no intention of asking you.”

He nodded to the old man, and with another nod to his companion was turning when a rap came at the door. He saw the two men exchange glances and noted in the face of the professor a look of blank dismay. The knock was repeated impatiently.

“Permit me,” said Beale, and stepped to the door.

“Wait, wait,” stammered the professor, “if Mr. Peale will permit—”

He shuffled forward, but Beale had turned the latch and opened the door wide. Standing in the entrance was a girl whom he had no difficulty in recognizing as Hilda Glaum, sometime desk companion of Oliva Cresswell. His back was to the light and she did not recognize him.

“Why did you not open more quickly?” she asked in German, and swung the heavy bag she carried into the room, “every moment I thought I should be intercepted. Here is the bag. It will be called for tomorrow—”

It was then that she saw Beale for the first time and her face went white.

“Who — who are you?” she asked; then quickly, “I know you. You are the man Beale. The drunken man—”

She looked from him to the bag at her feet and to him again, then before he could divine her intention she had stooped and grasped the handle of the bag. Instantly all his attention was riveted upon that leather case and its secret. His hand shot out and gripped her arm, but she wrenched herself free. In doing so the bag was carried by the momentum of its release and was driven heavily against the wall. He heard a shivering crash as though a hundred little glasses had broken simultaneously.

Before he could reach the bag she snatched it up, leapt through the open door and slammed it to behind her. His hand was on the latch —

“Put ’em up, Mr. Beale, put ’em up,” said a voice behind him. “Right above your head, Mr. Beale, where we can see them.”

He turned slowly, his hands rising mechanically to face Parson Homo, who still sat at the table, but he had discarded his Greek book and was handling a businesslike revolver, the muzzle of which covered the detective.

“Smells rotten, doesn’t it?” said Homo pleasantly.

Beale, too, had sniffed the musty odour, and knew that it came from the bag the girl had wrenched from his grasp. It was the sickly scent of the Green Rust!




Chapter XIII


At Deans Folly
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With her elbows resting on the broad window-ledge and her cheeks against the cold steel bars which covered the window, Oliva Cresswell watched the mists slowly dissipate in the gentle warmth of the morning sun. She had spent the night dozing in a rocking-chair and at the first light of day she had bathed and redressed ready for any emergency. She had not heard any sound during the night and she guessed that van Heerden had returned to London.

The room in which she was imprisoned was on the first floor at the back of the house and the view she had of the grounds was restricted to a glimpse between two big lilac bushes which were planted almost on a level with her room.

The house had been built on the slope of a gentle rise so that you might walk from the first-floor window on to the grassy lawn at the back of the house but for two important obstacles, the first being represented by the bars which protected the window and the second by a deep area, concrete-lined, which formed a trench too wide to jump.

She could see, however, that the grounds were extensive. The high wall which, apparently, separated the garden from the road was a hundred yards away. She knew it must be the road because of a little brown gate which from time to time she saw between the swaying bushes. She turned wearily from the window and sat on the edge of the bed. She was not afraid — irritated would be a better word to describe her emotion. She was mystified, too, and that was an added irritation.

Why should this man, van Heerden, who admittedly did not love her, who indeed loved her so little that he could strike her and show no signs of remorse — why did this man want to marry her? If he wanted to marry her, why did he kidnap her?

There was another question, too, which she had debated that night. Why did his reference to the American detective, Beale, so greatly embarrass her?

She had reached the point where even such tremendous subjects of debate had become less interesting than the answer to that question which was furnished, when a knock came to her door and a gruff voice said:

“Breakfast!”

She unlocked the door and pulled it open. The man called Gregory was standing on the landing. He jerked his thumb to the room opposite.

“You can use both these rooms,” he said, “but you can’t come downstairs. I have put your breakfast in there.”

She followed the thumb across the landing and found herself in a plainly furnished sittingroom. The table had been laid with a respectable breakfast, and until she had appeased her healthy young appetite she took very little stock of her surroundings.

The man came up in half an hour to clear away the table.

“Will you be kind enough to tell me where I am?” asked Oliva.

“I am not going to tell you anything,” said Gregory.

“I suppose you know that by detaining me here you are committing a very serious crime?”

“Tell it to the doctor,” said the man, with a queer little smile.

She followed him out to the landing. She wanted to see what sort of guard was kept and what possibilities there were of escape. Somehow it seemed easier to make a reconnaissance now under his very eyes than it had been in the night, when in every shadow had lurked a menace.

She did not follow him far, however. He put down the tray at the head of the stairs and reaching out both his hands drew two sliding doors from the wall and snapped them in her face. She heard the click of a door and knew that any chance of escape from this direction was hopeless. The doors had slid noiselessly on their oiled runners and had formed for her a little lobby of the landing. She guessed that the sliding doors had been closed after van Heerden’s departure. She had exhausted all the possibilities of her bedroom and now began an inspection of the other.

Like its fellow, the windows were barred. There was a bookshelf, crowded with old volumes, mostly on matters ecclesiastical or theological. She looked at it thoughtfully.

“Now, if I were clever like Mr. Beale,” she said aloud, “I could deduce quite a lot from this room.”

A distant church bell began to clang and she realized with a start that the day was Sunday. She looked at her watch and was amazed to see it was nearly eleven. She must have slept longer than she had thought.

This window afforded her no better view than did that of the bedroom, except that she could see the gate more plainly and what looked to be the end of a low-roofed brick building which had been erected against the wall. She craned her neck, looking left and right, but the bushes had been carefully planted to give the previous occupants of these two rooms greater privacy.

Presently the bell stopped and she addressed herself again to an examination of the room. In an old-fashioned sloping desk she found a few sheets of paper, a pen and a bottle half-filled with thick ink. There were also two telegraph forms, and these gave her an idea. She went back to the table in the middle of the room. With paper before her she began to note the contents of the apartment.

“I am trying to be Bealish,” she admitted.

She might also have confessed that she was trying to keep her mind off her possibly perilous position and that though she was not afraid she had a fear of fear.

“A case full of very dull good books. That means that the person who lived here before was very serious-minded.”

She walked over and examined the titles, pulled out a few books and looked at their title pages. They all bore the same name, “L. T. B. Stringer.” She uttered an exclamation. Wasn’t there some directory of clergymen’s names? — she was sure this was a clergyman, nobody else would have a library of such weighty volumes.

Her fingers ran along the shelves and presently she found what she wanted — Cracker’s Clergy List of 1879. She opened the book and presently found, “Stringe, Laurence Thomas Benjamin, Vicar of Upper Staines, Deans Folly, Upper Reach Village, near Staines.”

Her eyes sparkled. Instinctively she knew that she had located her prison. Van Heerden had certainly hired the house furnished, probably from the clergyman or his widow. She began to search the room with feverish haste. Near the window was a cupboard built out. She opened it and found that it was a small service lift, apparently communicating with the kitchen. In a corner of the room was an invalid chair on wheels.

She sat down at the table and reconstructed the character of its occupant. She saw an invalid clergyman who had lived permanently in this part of the house. He was probably wheeled from his bedroom to his sittingroom, and in this cheerless chamber had spent the last years of his life. And this place was Deans Folly? She took up the telegraph form and after a few minutes’ deliberation wrote:

“To Beale, Krooman Mansions.”

She scratched that out, remembering that he had a telegraphic address and substituted:

“Belocity, London.” She thought a moment, then wrote: “Am imprisoned at Deans Folly, Upper Reach Village, near Staines. Oliva.” That looked too bold, and she added “Cresswell.”

She took a florin from her bag and wrapped it up in the telegraph form. She had no exact idea as to how she should get the message sent to the telegraph office, and it was Sunday, when all telegraph offices would be closed. Nor was there any immediate prospect of her finding a messenger. She supposed that tradesmen came to the house and that the kitchen door was somewhere under her window, but tradesmen do not call on Sundays. She held the little package irresolutely in her hand. She must take her chance to-day. Tomorrow would be Monday and it was certain somebody would call.

With this assurance she tucked the message into her blouse. She was in no mood to continue her inspection of the room, and it was only because in looking again from the window she pulled it from its hook that she saw the strange-looking instrument which hung between the window and the service lift. She picked it up, a dusty-looking thing. It consisted of a short vulcanite handle, from which extended two flat steel supports, terminating in vulcanite ear-plates. The handle was connected by a green cord with a plug in the wall.

Oliva recognized it. It was an electrophone. One of those instruments by which stay-at-home people can listen to an opera, a theatrical entertainment or — a sermon. Of course it was a church. It was a very common practice for invalids to be connected up with their favourite pulpit, and doubtless the Rev. Mr. Stringer had derived considerable comfort from this invention.

She dusted the receiver and put them to her ears. She heard nothing. Beneath the plug was a little switch. She turned this over and instantly her ears were filled with a strange hollow sound — the sound which a bad gramophone record makes.

Then she realized that she was listening to a congregation singing. This ceased after awhile and she heard a cough, so surprisingly near and loud that she started. Of course, the transmitter would be in the pulpit, she thought. Then a voice spoke, clear and distinct, yet with that drawl which is the peculiar property of ministers of the Established Church. She smiled as the first words came to her.

“I publish the banns of marriage between Henry Colebrook, and Jane Maria Smith both of this parish. This is the second time of asking.” A pause, then: “Also between Henry Victor Vanden and Oliva Cresswell Predeaux, both of this parish. This is the third time of asking. If any of you know cause or just impediment why these persons should not be joined together in holy matrimony, ye are to declare it.”

She dropped the instrument with a crash and stood staring down at it. She had been listening to the publication of her own wedding-notice.

“Vanden” was van Heerden. “Oliva Cresswell Predeaux” was herself. The strangeness of the names meant nothing. She guessed rather than knew that the false name would not be any insuperable bar to the ceremony. She must get away. For the first time she had a horrible sense of being trapped, and for a few seconds she must have lost her head, for she tugged at the iron bars, dashed wildly out and hammered at the sliding door. Presently her reason took charge. She heard the heavy step of Gregory on the stairs and recovered her calm by the time he had unlocked the bar and pulled the doors apart.

“What do you want?” he asked.

“I want you to let me out of here.”

“Oh, is that all?” he said sarcastically, and for the second time that day slammed the door in her face.

She waited until he was out of hearing, then she went back noiselessly to the sittingroom. She pushed open the door of the service lift and tested the ropes. There were two, one which supported the lift and one by which it was hauled up, and she gathered that these with the lift itself formed an endless chain.

Gripping both ropes firmly she crept into the confined space of the cupboard and let herself down hand over hand. She had about twelve feet to descend before she reached the kitchen entrance of the elevator. She squeezed through the narrow opening and found herself in a stone-flagged kitchen. It was empty. A small fire glowed in the grate. Her own tray with all the crockery unwashed was on the dresser, and there were the remnants of a meal at one end of the plain table. She tiptoed across the kitchen to the door. It was bolted top and bottom and locked. Fortunately the key was in the lock, and in two minutes she was outside in a small courtyard beneath the level of the ground.

One end of the courtyard led past another window, and that she could not risk. To her right was a flight of stone steps, and that was obviously the safer way. She found herself in a little park which fortunately for her was plentifully sprinkled with clumps of rhododendrons, and she crept from bush to bush, taking care to keep out of sight of the house. She had the telegram and the money in her hand, and her first object was to get this outside. It took her twenty minutes to reach the wall. It was too high to scale and there was no sign of a ladder. The only way out was the little brown door she had seen from her bedroom window, and cautiously she made her way back, flitting from bush to bush until she came to the place where a clear view of the door and the building to its left could be obtained.

The low-roofed shed she had seen was much longer than she had expected and evidently had recently been built. Its black face was punctured at intervals with square windows, and a roughly painted door to the left of the brown garden gate was the only entrance she could see. She looked for a key but without hope of finding one. She must take her chance, she thought, and a quick run brought her from the cover of the bushes to the brown portal which stood between her and liberty.

With trembling hands she slid back the bolts and turned the handle. Her heart leapt as it gave a little. Evidently it had not been used for years and she found it was only held fast by the gravel which had accumulated beneath it.

Eagerly she scraped the gravel aside with her foot and her hand was on the knob when she heard a muffled voice behind her. She turned and then with a gasp of horror fell back. Standing in the doorway of the shed was a thing which was neither man nor beast. It was covered in a wrap which had once been white but was now dappled with green. The face and head were covered with rubber, two green staring eyes surveyed her, and a great snout-like nose was uplifted as in amazement. She was paralysed for a moment. For the beastliness of the figure was appalling.

Then realizing that it was merely a man whose face was hidden by a hideous mask, she sprang again for the door, but a hand gripped her arm and pulled her back. She heard a cheerful whistle from the road without and remembering the package in her hand she flung it high over the wall and heard its soft thud, and the whistle stop.

Then as the hideous figure slipped his arm about her and pressed a musty hand over her mouth she fainted.
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“Held up by a gunman?” asked James Kitson incredulously, “why, what do you mean?”

“It doesn’t sound right, does it?” smiled Beale, “especially after McNorton telling us the other day that there was no such thing as a gunman in England. Do you remember his long dissertation on the law-abiding criminals of this little old country?” he laughed.

“But a gunman,” protested Mr. Kitson— “by the way, have you had breakfast?”

“Hours ago,” replied Beale, “but don’t let me interrupt you.”

Mr. James Kitson pulled his chair to the table and unfolded his-napkin. It was almost at this hour that Oliva Cresswell had performed a similar act.

“You are not interrupting me,” said Kitson, “go on.”

Beale was frowning down at deserted Piccadilly which Mr. Kitson’s palatial suite at the Ritz-Carlton overlooked.

“Eh?” he said absently, “oh yes, the gunman — a sure enough gunman.”

He related in a few words his experience of the previous night.

“This man Homo,” said Kitson, “is he one of the gang?”

Beale shook his head.

“I don’t think so. He may be one of van Heerden’s ambassadors.”

“Ambassadors?”

“I will explain van Heerden’s game one of these days and you will understand what I mean,” said Beale. “No, I don’t think that Parson Homo is being any more than a gentle knight succouring a distressed lady, whether for love of the lady, out of respect for the professor or from a general sense of antagonism to all detectives, I can only speculate. Anyway, he held me until the lady was out of hearing and presumably out of sight. And then there was no need for me to go. I just sat down and talked, and a more amiable and cultured gentleman it would be impossible to meet.”

Kitson looked at his companion through narrowed lids.

“Why, that’s not like you, Beale,” he said. “I thought you were too hot on the scent to waste time.”

“So I am,” said the other, thrusting his hands deep into his pockets, “that’s just what I am.” He turned suddenly to the older man. “Mr. Kitson, I’ve got to know a little more about John Millinborn’s will than I know at present.”

The lawyer looked up, fixed his glasses and regarded the younger man with a troubled look.

“I’m sorry to jump in on you like this, but I’m rattled. I don’t understand much about the English law, though I know that marriages aren’t as easy to make here in London as they axe in our country. But here as everywhere else it is fairly difficult to force a girl into marriage against her will, and the marriage of course is not good in law.”

He sat down on the arm of a couch, dangling his hat between his legs, and ran his fingers through his hair with a nervous little laugh.

“Here I’m telling you all that I came to ask you.”

“Have a cup of tea,” said Kitson, with a smile, “everybody in England rushes to tea and I hope I shall get you in the habit.”

Beale shook his head.

“You are right about the marriage,” Kitson went on, “but I’ll give you the law on the subject. A marriage can only be solemnized if due notice is given by the parties who must be resident in the district where it is to take place — three weeks is the period of notice.”

“Is there no other way?”

“Yes. By paying special fees and offering a good and sufficient reason a faculty can be secured from the Archbishop of Canterbury, or rather from his officials, authorizing a marriage without notice. It is called a special licence, and the marriage may occur at any hour and at any place.”

“Is there a register of applications?” asked Beale quickly.

“I’ve thought of that,” nodded the lawyer, “yes, I’m keeping that side under observation. It is difficult because officialdom isn’t as obliging as it might be. My own view is that van Heerden will be married in the ordinary way, that is to say by giving notice. To secure his special licence he would be obliged to give his own name and be vouched for; he can be married in the ordinary way even if he gives a false name, which in all probability he will.”

“Would the marriage be legal if it was in a false name?”

“Absolutely. In English law you may commit an offence by marrying in a wrong name, but it would not invalidate the marriage.”

Stanford Beale sat studying the pattern of the carpet.

“Is there any chance of two special licences being issued to marry the same girl?” he asked.

“None — why do you ask?”

Beale did not reply immediately.

“Something Homo said last night when I told him frankly that I was searching for Miss Cresswell. ‘Oh,’ said he, ‘that’s the lady that’s marrying the doctor.’ He wouldn’t tell me more. But he gave me an idea to make sure that no special licence is issued to van Heerden. I shall apply for one myself.”

The lawyer stared at him.

“To marry the girl?” he gasped. “But—”

Stanford Beale laughed a little bitterly.

“Say, don’t get up in the air, Mr. Kitson — I’m only thinking of Miss Cresswell. A special licence in my name would stop one of van Heerden’s paths to easy money. Tell me, and this is what I came to ask you, under Millinborn’s will, does the husband benefit directly by the marriage, or is he dependent upon what his wife gives him?”

“He benefits directly,” said Kitson after a pause, “on his marriage he receives exactly one-half of the girl’s fortune. That was Millinborn’s idea. ‘Make the husband independent,’ he said, ‘do not put him in the humiliating position of dependence on his wife’s generosity, and there will be a chance of happiness for them both.’”

“I see — of course, van Heerden knows that. He has only to produce a marriage certificate to scoop in two and a half million dollars — that is half a million in English money. This is the secret of it all. He wants money immediately, and under the terms of the will — ?”

“He gets it,” said Kitson. “If he came to me tomorrow with proof of his marriage, even if I knew that he had coerced the girl into marriage, I must give him his share — van Heerden was pretty thorough when he put my dying friend through his examination.” His face hardened. “Heavens, I’d give every penny I had in the world to bring that fiend to the gallows, Beale!”

His voice shook, and rising abruptly he walked to the window. Presently he turned. “I think there is something in your idea. Get the licence.”

“I will — and marry her,” said Beale quickly.

“Marry her — I don’t quite understand you?”

For the first time there was suspicion in his voice.

“Mr. Kitson, I’m going to put all my cards on the table,” said Beale quietly, “will you sit down a moment? There are certain facts which we cannot ignore. Fact one is that Oliva Cresswell is in the hands of a man who is absolutely unscrupulous, but has no other object in view than marriage. Her beauty, her charm, all the attractive qualities which appeal to most men and to all brutes have no appeal for him — to him she is just a money proposition. If he can’t marry her, she has no further interest for him.”

“I see that,” agreed the lawyer, “but—”

“Wait, please. If we knew where she was we could stop the marriage and indict van Heerden — but I’ve an idea that we shan’t locate her until it is too late or nearly too late. I can’t go hunting with a pack of policemen. I must play a lone hand, or nearly a lone hand. When I find her I must be in a position to marry her without losing a moment.”

“You mean to marry her to foil van Heerden, and after — to dissolve the marriage?” asked the lawyer, shaking his head. “I don’t like that solution, Beale — I tell you frankly, I don’t like it. You’re a good man and I have every faith in you, but if I consented, even though I were confident that you would play fan-, which I am, I should feel that I had betrayed John Millinborn’s trust. It isn’t because it is you, my son,” he said kindly enough, “but if you were the Archangel Gabriel I’d kick at that plan. Marriage is a difficult business to get out of once you are in it, especially in this country.”

Beale did not interrupt the older man.

“Right, and now if you’ve finished I’ll tell you my scheme,” he said, “as I see it there’s only a ghost of a chance of our saving this girl from marriage. I’ve done my best and we — McNorton and I — have taken all the facts before a judge this morning. We got a special interview with the idea of securing a warrant for van Heerden’s arrest. But there is no evidence to convict him on any single charge. We cannot connect him with the disappearance of Miss Cresswell, and although I pointed out that van Heerden admits that he knows where the girl is, the judge said, fairly I thought, that there was no law which compelled a man to divulge the address of his fiancee to one who was a possible rival. The girl is of an age when she can do as she wishes, and as I understand the matter you have no legal status as a guardian.”

“None,” said James Kitson, “that is our weak point. I am merely the custodian of her money. Officially I am supposed to be ignorant of the fact that Oliva Cresswell is Oliva Predeaux, the heiress.”

“Therefore our hands are tied,” concluded Beale quietly. “Don’t you see that my plan is the only one — but I haven’t told you what it is. There’s a man, a criminal, this Parson Homo who can help: I am satisfied that he does not know where the girl is — but he’ll help for a consideration. As a matter of fact, he was pulled again. I am seeing him this afternoon.”

Mr. Kitson frowned.

“The gunman — how can he help you?”

“I will tell you. This man, as I say, is known to the police as Parson Homo. Apparently he is an unfrocked priest, one who has gone under. He still preserves the resemblance to a gentleman “ — he spoke slowly and deliberately; “in decent clothes he would look like a parson. I propose that he shall marry me to Miss Cresswell. The marriage will be a fake, but neither the girl nor van Heerden will know this. If my surmise is right, when van Heerden finds she is married he will take no further steps — except, perhaps,” he smiled, “to make her a widow. Sooner or later we are bound to get him under lock and key, and then we can tell Miss Cresswell the truth.”

“In other words, you intend breaking the law and committing a serious offence,” said Kitson, shaking his head. “I can’t be a party to that — besides, she may not marry you.”

“I see that danger — van Heerden is a mighty clever fellow. He may be married before I trace them.”

“You say that Homo doesn’t know about the girl, what does he know?”

“He has heard of van Heerden. He has heard probably from the girl Hilda Glaum that van Heerden is getting married — the underworld do not get their news out of special editions — he probably knows too that van Heerden is engaged in some swindle which is outside the parson’s line of business.”

“Will he help you?”

“Sure,” Beale said with quiet confidence, “the man is broke and desperate. The police watch him like a cat, and would get him sooner or later. McNorton told me that much. I have offered him passage to Australia and 500 pounds, and he is ready to jump at it.”

“You have explained the scheme?”

“I had to,” confessed Beale, “there was no tune to be lost. To my surprise he didn’t like it. It appears that even a double-dyed crook has scruples, and even when I told him the whole of my plan he still didn’t like it, but eventually agreed. He has gone to Whitechapel to get the necessary kit. I am putting him up in my flat. Of course, it may not be necessary,” he went on, “but somehow I think it will be.”

Kitson spread out his hands in despair.

“I shall have to consent,” he said, “the whole thing was a mistake from the beginning. I trust you, Stanford,” he went on, looking the other in the eye, “you have no feeling beyond an ordinary professional interest in this young lady?”

Beale dropped his eyes.

“If I said that, Mr. Kitson, I should be telling a lie,” he said quietly. “I have a very deep interest in Miss Cresswell, but that is not going to make any difference to me and she will never know.”

He left soon after this and went back to his rooms. At four o’clock he received a visitor. Parson Homo, cleanly shaved and attired in a well-fitting black coat and white choker, seemed more real to the detective than the Parson Homo he had met on the previous night.

“You look the part all right,” said Beale.

“I suppose I do,” said the other shortly; “what am I to do next?”

“You stay here. I have made up a bed for you in my study,” said Beale.

“I would like to know a little more of this before I go any further,” Homo said, “there are many reasons why I want information.”

“I have told you the story,” said Beale patiently, “and I am going to say right here that I do not intend telling you any more. You carry this thing through and I’ll pay you what I agreed. Nobody will be injured by your deception, that I promise you.”

“That doesn’t worry me so much,” said the other coolly, “as—”

There came a knock at the door, an agitated hurried knock, and Beale immediately answered it. It was McNorton, and from force of habit Parson Homo drew back into the shadows.

“All right, Parson,” said McNorton, “I knew you were here. What do you make of this?”

He turned to Beale and laid on the table a piece of paper which had been badly crumpled and which he now smoothed out. It was the top half of a telegraph form, the lower half had been torn away.

“‘To Belocity, London,’” Beale read aloud.

“That’s you,” interrupted McNorton, and the other nodded.

“‘ To Belocity, London,’” he read slowly. “‘ Am imprisoned at Deans—’”

At this point the remainder of the message had been torn off.
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“Where is the rest?” said Beale. “That’s the lot,” replied McNorton grimly. “It’s the only information you will get from this source for twentyfour hours.”

“But I don’t understand, it is undoubtedly Miss Cresswell’s handwriting.”

“And ‘Belocity’ is as undoubtedly your telegraphic address. This paper,” he went on, “was taken from a drunken tramp—’ hobo ‘you call ‘em, don’t you?”

“Where?”

“At Kingston-on-Thames,” said McNorton— “the man was picked up in the street, fighting drunk, and taken to the police station, where he developed delirium tremens. Apparently he has been on the jag all the week, and to-day’s booze finished him off. The local inspector in searching him found this piece of paper in his pocket and connected it with the” disappearance of Miss Cresswell, the matter being fresh in his mind, as only this morning we had circulated a new description throughout the home counties. He got me on the ‘phone and sent a constable up to town with the paper this afternoon.”

“H’m,” said Beale, biting his lips thoughtfully, “she evidently gave the man the telegram, telling him to dispatch it. She probably gave him money, too, which was the explanation of his final drunk.”

“I don’t think that is the case,” said McNorton, “he had one lucid moment at the station when he was cross-examined as to where he got the money to get drunk, and he affirmed that he found it wrapped up in a piece of paper. That sounds true to me. She either dropped it from a car or threw it from a house.”

“Is the man very ill?”

“Pretty bad,” said the other, “you will get nothing out of him before the morning. The doctors had to dope him to get him quiet, and he will be some time before he is right.”

He looked up at the other occupant of the room.

“Well, Parson, you are helping Mr. Beale, I understand?”

“Yes,” said the other easily.

“Returning to your old profession, I see,” said McNorton.

Parson Homo drew himself up a little stiffly.

“If you have anything against me you can pull me for it,” he said insolently: “that’s your business. As to the profession I followed before I started on that career of crime which brought me into contact with the crude representatives of what is amusingly called ‘the law,’ is entirely my affair.”

“Don’t get your wool off, Parson,” said the other good-humouredly. “You have lost your sense of humour.”

“That’s where you are wrong,” said Homo coolly: “I have merely lost my sense of decency.”

McNorton turned to the other.

“What are you going to do?” he asked.

“‘ I am imprisoned at Deans,’” repeated Beale. “What ‘Deans’ have, you in this country?”

“There are a dozen of them,” replied the police chief: “there’s Deansgate in Manchester, Deanston in Perth, Deansboro’, Deans Abbey — I’ve been looking them up, there is a whole crowd of them.”

“Are there any ‘Deans’ near Kingston?”

“None,” replied the other.

“Then it is obviously the name of a house,” said Beale. “I have noticed that in England you are in the habit of naming rather than numbering your houses, especially in the suburbs.” He looked across to Parson Homo, “Can you help?”

The man shook his head.

“If I were a vulgar burglar I might assist you,” he said, “but my branch of the profession does not take me to the suburbs.”

“We will get a Kingston Directory and go through it,” said McNorton; “we have one on the file at Scotland Yard.”

Beale suddenly raised his hand to enjoin silence; he had heard a familiar step in the corridor outside.

“That’s van Heerden,” he said in a low voice, “he has been out all the morning.”

“Has he been shadowed?” asked McNorton in the same tone.

“My man lost him,” he said.

He tiptoed along the passage and stood listening behind the door. Presently he heard the doctor’s door close and came back.

“I have had the best sleuth in America trailing him,” he said, “and he has slipped him every time.”

“Anyway,” said McNorton, “this telegram disposes of the idea that she has gone to Liverpool. It also settles the question as to whether she went of her own free will. If his name were on that telegram,” he said thoughtfully, “I would take a risk and pull him in.”

“I will give you something bigger to pull him for,” Beale said, “once I have placed Miss Cresswell in safety.”

“The Green Rust?” smiled the police chief.

“The Green Rust,” said Beale, but he did not smile, “that’s van Heerden’s big game. The abduction of Miss Cresswell is merely a means to an end. He wants her money and may want it very badly. The more urgent is his need the sooner that marriage takes place.”

“But there is no clergyman in England who would marry them “ — it was Homo who interrupted. “My dear friend, that sort of thing is not done except in story books. If the woman refuses her consent the marriage cannot possibly occur. As I understand, the lady is not likely to be cowed.”

“That is what I am afraid of,” said Beale, “she is all pluck—”

He stopped, for he had heard the doctor’s door close. In three strides he had crossed the hallway and was in the corridor, confronting his suave neighbour. Dr. van Heerden, carefully attired, was pulling on his gloves and smiled into the stern face of his rival.

“Well,” he asked pleasantly, “any news of Miss Cresswell?”

“If I had any news of Miss Cresswell you would not be here,” said Beale.

“But how interesting,” drawled the doctor. “Where should I be?”

“You would be under lock and key, my friend,” said Beale.

The doctor threw back his head and laughed softly.

“What a lover!” he said, “and how reluctant to accept his dismissal! It may ease your mind to know that Miss Cresswell, whom I hope very soon to call Mrs. van Heerden, is perfectly happy, and is very annoyed at your persistence. I had a telegram from her this morning, begging me to come to Liverpool at the earliest opportunity.”

“That’s a lie,” said Beale quietly, “but one lie more or less, I suppose, doesn’t count.”

“A thoroughly immoral view to take,” said the doctor with much severity, “but I see there is nothing to be gained by arguing with you, and I can only make one request.”

Beale said nothing but stood waiting.

“It is this,” said the doctor, choosing his words with great care: “that you call off the gentleman who has been dogging my footsteps to-day. It was amusing at first but now it is becoming annoying. Some of my patients have complained of this man watching their houses.”

“You’ve not seen a patient to-day, van Heerden,” said Beale, “and, anyway, I guess you had better get used to being shadowed. It isn’t your first experience.”

The doctor looked at him under lowered lids and smiled again.

“I could save your man a great deal of trouble,” he said, “and myself considerable exertion by giving him a list of the places where I intend calling.”

“He will find that out for himself,” said Beale.

“I wish him greater success than he has had,” replied the other, and passed on, descending the stairs slowly.

Beale went back to his flat, passed to his bedroom and looked down into the street. He made a signal to a man at the corner and received an almost imperceptible answer. Then he returned to the two men.

“This fellow is too clever for us, I am afraid, and London with its tubes, its underground stations and taxicabs is a pretty difficult proposition.”

“I suppose your man lost him in the tube,” said McNorton.

“There are two ways down, the elevator and the stairs, and it is mighty difficult to follow a man unless you know which way he is going.”

“But you were interrupted at an interesting moment. What are you going to tell us about the Green Rust?”

“I can only tell you this,” said Beale, “that the Green Rust is the greatest conspiracy against the civilized world that has ever been hatched.”

He looked sharply at Homo.

“Don’t look at me,” said the Parson, “I know nothing about it, unless—” He stopped and frowned. “The Green Rust,” he repeated, “is that old man Heyler’s secret?”

“He’s in it,” said Beale shortly.

“Is it a swindle of some kind?” asked the Parson curiously. “It never struck me that Heyler was that kind of man.”

“There is no swindle in it so far as Heyler’s concerned,” said Beale, “it is something bigger than a swindle.”

A telephone bell rang and he took up the receiver and listened, only interjecting a query or two. Then he hung up the instrument.

“It is as I thought,” he said: “the doctor’s slipped again. Had a car waiting for him in Oxford Street and when he saw there were no taxicabs about, jumped in and was driven eastward.”

“Did you get the number of the car?” asked McNorton.

Beale smiled.

“That’s not much use,” he said, “he’s probably got two or three number-plates.”

He looked at his watch.

“I’ll go along to Kingston,” he said.

“I shan’t be able to come with you,” said McNorton, “I have a meeting with the commissioner at five.”

“Before you go,” remarked Beale, “you might put your signature to this declaration of my bona fides.”

He laid on the table a blue foolscap blank.

“What’s this?” asked the surprised McNorton, “an application for a special licence — are you going to be married?”

“I hope so,” said the other cautiously.

“You don’t seem very cheerful about it. I presume you want me to testify to the urgency of the case. I am probably perjuring myself.” He signed his name with a flourish. “When are you getting the licence and what’s the hurry?”

“I am getting the licence tomorrow,” said Beale.

“And the lady’s name is — ?”

“I thought you had noticed it,” smiled the other, deftly blotting and folding the form.

“Not Miss Cresswell?” demanded the police chief in surprise.

“Miss Cresswell it is.”

‘But I thought—”

“There are circumstances which may be brought to your official notice, McNorton,” said the detective, “for the present it is necessary to keep my plan a secret.”

“Has it anything to do with the Green Rust?” asked the other jokingly.

“A great deal to do with the Green Rust.”

“Well, I’ll get along,” said McNorton. “I will telephone the Kingston police to give you all the assistance possible, but I am afraid you will learn nothing from the tramp till the morning, and perhaps not then.”

He took his leave soon after.

“Now, Homo, it is up to you and me,” said Beale. “You will have to keep close to me after tomorrow. Make yourself at home here until I come back.”

“One moment,” said Homo, as Beale rose and gathered up his hat and gloves to depart. “Before you go I want you to understand clearly that I am taking on this job because it offers me a chance that I haven’t had since I fell from grace, if you will excuse the cliche.”

“That I understand,” said Beale.

“I may be doing you a very bad turn.”

“I’ll take that risk,” said Beale.

“On your own head be it,” said Homo, his hard face creased in a fleeting smile.

Beale’s car was waiting, but his departure was unexpectedly delayed. As he passed down the stairs into the vestibule he saw a stranger standing near the door reading the enamelled name-plates affixed to the wall. Something in his appearance arrested Beale. The man was well dressed in the sense that his clothes were new and well cut, but the pattern of the cloth, no less than the startling yellowness of the boots and that unmistakable sign-manual of the foreigner, the shape and colour of the cravat, stamped him as being neither American nor British.

“Can I be of any assistance?” asked Beale. “Are you looking for somebody?”

The visitor turned a pink face to him.

“You are very good,” he said with the faint trace of an accent. “I understand that Doctor van Heerden lives here?”

“Yes, he lives here,” said Beale, “but I am afraid he is not at home.”

He thought it might be a patient or a summons to a patient.

“Not at home?” The man’s face fell. “But how unfortunate! Could you tell me where I can find him, my business is immediate and I have come a long way.”

From Germany, guessed Beale. The mail train was due at Charing Cross half an hour before.

“I am a friend of Doctor van Heerden and possibly I can assist you. Is the business very important? Does it concern,” he hesitated, “the Green Rust?”

He spoke the last sentence in German and the man started and looked at him with mingled suspicion and uncertainty.

“It is a matter of the greatest importance,” he repeated, “it is of vital importance.”

He spoke in German.

“About the Green Rust?” asked Beale, in the same language.

“I do not know anything of the Green Rust,” said the man hurriedly, “I am merely the bearer of a communication which is of the greatest importance.” He repeated the words— “the greatest importance.”

“If you give me the letter,” said Beale, “I will see that it is sent on to him,” and he held out his hand with the assurance of one who shared the dearest secrets of the doctor. The stranger’s hand wandered to his breast pocket, but came back empty.

“No, it must be given — I must see the doctor himself,” he said. “He does not expect me and I will wait.”

Beale thought quickly.

“Well, perhaps you will come upstairs to my flat and wait,” he said genially, and led the way, and the man, still showing evidence of uneasiness, was ushered into his room, where the sight of the Rev. Parson Homo tended to reassure him.

Would he have tea? He would not have tea. Would he take coffee? He would not take coffee. A glass of wine perhaps? No, he did not drink wine nor beer, nor would he take any refreshment whatever.

“My man,” thought the desperate Beale, “I either chloroform you or hit you on the head with the poker, but I am going to see that letter.”

As if divining his thought, but ‘placing thereon a wrong construction, the man said:

“I should avail myself of your kindness to deliver my letter to Doctor van Heerden, but of what service would it be since it is only a letter introducing me to the good doctor?”

“Oh, is that all?” said Beale, disappointed, and somehow he knew the man spoke the truth.

“That is all,” he said, “except of course my message, which is verbal. My name is Stardt, you may have heard the doctor speak of me. We have had some correspondence.”

“Yes, yes, I remember,” lied Beale.

“The message is for him alone, of course, as you will understand, and if I deliver it to you,” smiled Herr Stardt, “you should not understand it, because it is one word.”

“One word?” said Beale blankly. “A code — hang!”
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Oliva Cresswell awoke to consciousness as she was being carried up the stairs of the house. She may have recovered sooner, for she retained a confused impression of being laid down amidst waving grasses and of hearing somebody grunt that she was heavier than he thought.

Also she remembered as dimly the presence of Dr. van Heerden standing over her, and he was wearing a long grey dustcoat.

As her captor kicked open the door of her room she scrambled out of his arms and leant against the bedrail for support.

“I’m all right,” she said breathlessly, “it was foolish to faint, but — but you frightened me.”

The man grinned, and seemed about to speak, but a sharp voice from the landing called him, and he went out, slamming the door behind him. She crossed to the bathroom, bathed her face in cold water and felt better, though she was still a little giddy.

Then she sat down to review the situation, and in that review two figures came alternately into prominence — van Heerden and Beale.

She was an eminently sane girl. She had had the beginnings of what might have been an unusually fine education, had it not been interrupted by the death of her foster-mother. She had, too, the advantage which the finished young lady does not possess, of having grafted to the wisdom of the schools the sure understanding of men and things which personal contact with struggling humanity can alone give to us.

The great problems of life had been sprung upon her with all their hideous realism, and through all she had retained her poise and her clear vision. Many of the phenomena represented by man’s attitude to woman she could understand, but that a man who admittedly did not love her and had no other apparent desire than to rid himself of the incubus of a wife as soon as he was wed, should wish to marry her was incomprehensible. That he had already published the banns of her marriage left her gasping at his audacity. Strange how her thoughts leapt all the events of the morning: the wild rush to escape, the struggle with the hideously masked man, and all that went before or followed, and went back to the night before.

Somehow she knew that van Heerden had told her the truth, and that there was behind this act of his a deeper significance than she could grasp. She remembered what he had said about Beale, and flushed.

“You’re silly, Matilda,” she said to herself, employing the term of address which she reserved for moments of self-depreciation, “here is a young man you have only met half a dozen tunes, who is probably a very nice married policeman with a growing family and you are going hot and cold at the suggestion that you’re in love with him.” She shook her head reproachfully.

And yet upon Beale all her thoughts were centred, and however they might wander it was to Beale they returned. She could analyse that buoyancy which had asserted itself, that confidence which had suddenly become a mental armour, which repelled every terrifying thought, to this faith she had in a man, who in a few weeks before she had looked upon as an incorrigible drunkard.

She had time for thought, and really, though this she did not acknowledge, she desperately needed the occupation of that thought. What was Beale’s business? Why did he employ her to copy out this list of American and Canadian statistics? Why did he want to know all these hotels, their proprietors, the chief of the police and the like? She wished she had her papers and books so that she might go on extracting that interminable list.

What would van Heerden do now? Would her attempted escape change his plans? How would he overcome the difficulty of marrying a girl who was certain to denounce him in the presence of so independent a witness as a clergyman? She would die before she married him, she told herself.

She could not rest, and walked about the room examining the framed prints and looking at the books, and occasionally walking to the glass above the dressing-chest to see if any sign was left of the red mark on her cheek where van Heerden’s hand had fallen. This exercise gave her a curious satisfaction, and when she saw that the mark had subsided and was blending more to the colour of her skin she felt disappointed. Startled, she analysed this curious mental attitude and again came to Beale. She wanted Beale to see the place. She wanted Beale’s sympathy. She wanted Beale’s rage — she was sure he would rage.

She laughed to herself and for want of other and better amusement walked to the drawers in the dressing-bureau and examined their contents. They were empty and unlocked save one, which refused to respond to her tug. She remembered she had a small bunch of keys in her bag.

“I am going to be impertinent. Forgive the liberty,” she said, as she felt the lock give to the first attempt.

She pulled the drawer open. It contained a few articles of feminine attire and a thick black leather portfolio. She lifted this out, laid it on the table and opened it. It was filled with foolscap. Written on the cover was the word “Argentine” and somehow the writing was familiar to her. It was a bold hand, obviously feminine.

“Where have I seen that before?” she asked, and knit her forehead.

She turned the first leaf and read:

“Alsigar Hotel, Fournos, Proprietor, Miguel Porcorini. Index 2.”

Her mouth opened in astonishment and she ran down the list. She took out another folder. It was marked “Canada,” and she turned the leaves rapidly. She recognized this work. It was the same work that Beale had given to her, a list of the hotels, their proprietors and means of conveyance, but there was no reference to the police. And then it dawned upon her. An unusually long description produced certain characteristics of writing which she recognized.

“Hilda Glaum!” she said. “I wonder what this means!”

She examined the contents of the drawer again and some of them puzzled her. Not the little stack of handkerchiefs, the folded collars and the like. If Hilda Glaum was in the habit of visiting Deans Folly and used this room it was natural that these things should be here. If this were her bureau the little carton of nibs and the spare note book were to be expected. It was the steel box which set her wondering. This she discovered in the far corner of the drawer. If she could have imagined anything so fantastic she might have believed that the box had been specially made to hold the thing it contained and preserve it from the dangers of fire. The lid, which closed with a spring catch, released by the pressure of a tiny button, was perfectly fitted so that the box was in all probability airtight.

She opened it without difficulty. The sides were lined with what seemed to be at first sight thick cardboard but which proved on closer inspection to be asbestos. She opened it with a sense of eager anticipation, but her face fell. Save for a tiny square blue envelope at the bottom, the box was empty!

She lifted it in her hand to shake out the envelope and it was then that the idea occurred to her that the box had been made for the envelope, which refused to budge until she lifted one end with a hairpin.

It was unsealed, and she slipped in her finger and pulled out — a pawn ticket!

She had an inclination to laugh which she checked. She examined the ticket curiously. It announced the fact that Messrs. Rosenblaum Bros., of Commercial Road, London, had advanced ten shillings on a “Gents’ Silver Hunter Watch,” and the pledge had been made in the name of van Heerden!

She gazed at it bewildered. He was not a man who needed ten shillings or ten dollars or ten pounds. Why should he pledge a watch and why having pledged it should he keep the ticket with such care?

Oliva hesitated a moment, then slipped the ticket from its cover, put back the envelope at the bottom of the box and closed the lid. She found a hiding-place for the little square pasteboard before she returned the box and portfolio to the drawer and locked it.

There was a tap at the door and hastily she replaced the key in her bag.

“Come in,” she said.

She recognized the man who stood in the doorway as he who had carried her back to the room.

There was a strangeness in his bearing which made her uneasy, a certain subdued hilarity which suggested drunkenness.

“Don’t make a noise,” he whispered with a stifled chuckle, “if Gregory hears he’ll raise fire.”

She saw that the key was in the lock on the outside of the door and this she watched. But he made no attempt to withdraw it and closed the door behind him softly.

“My name is Bridgers,” he whispered, “van Heerden has told you about me — Horace Bridgers, do you — ?” He took a little tortoiseshell box from the pocket of his frayed waistcoat and opened it with a little kick of his middle finger. It was half-full of white powder that glittered in a stray ray of sunlight. “Try a sniff,” he begged eagerly, “and all your troubles will go — phutt!”

“Thank you, no “ — she shook her head, looking at him with a perplexed smile— “I don’t know what it is.”

“It’s the white terror,” he chuckled again, “better than the green — not so horribly musty as the green, eh?”

“I’m not in the mood for terrors of any kind,” she said, with a half-smile. She wondered why he had come, and had a momentary hope that he was ignorant of van Heerden’s character.

“All right” — he stuffed the box back into his waistcoat pocket— “you’re the loser, you’ll never find heaven on earth!”

She waited.

All the time he was speaking, it seemed to her that he was on the qui vive for some interruption from below. He would stop in his speech to turn a listening ear to the door. Moreover, she was relieved to see he made no attempt to advance any farther into the room. That he was under the influence of some drug she guessed. His eyes glittered with unnatural brilliance, his hands, discoloured and uncleanly, moved nervously and were never still.

“I’m Bridgers,” he said again. “I’m van Heerden’s best man — rather a come down for the best analytical chemist that the school ever turned out, eh? Doing odd jobs for a dirty Deutscher!’’ He walked to the door, opened it and listened, then tiptoed across the room to her.

“You know,” he whispered, “you’re van Heerden’s girl — what is the game?”

“What is — ?” she stammered.

“What is the game? What is it all about? I’ve tried to pump Gregory and Milsom, but they’re mysterious. Curse all mysteries, my dear. What is the game? Why are they sending men to America, Canada, Australia and India? Come along and be a pal! Tell me! I’ve seen the office, I know all about it. Thousands of sealed envelopes filled with steamship tickets and money. Thousands of telegraph forms already addressed. You don’t fool me!” He hissed the last words almost in her face. “Why is he employing the crocks and the throw-outs of science? Perrilli, Maxon, Boyd Heyler — and me? If the game’s square why doesn’t he take the new men from the schools?”

She shook her head, being, by now, less interested in such revelations as he might make, than in her own personal comfort. For his attitude was grown menacing…then the great idea came to her. Evidently this man knew nothing of the circumstances under which she had come to the house. To him she was a wilful but willing assistant of the doctor, who for some reason or other it had been necessary to place under restraint.

“I will tell you everything if you will take me back to my home,” she said. “I cannot give you proofs here.”

She saw suspicion gather in his eyes. Then he laughed.

“That won’t wash,” he sneered— “you know it all. I can’t leave here,” he said; “besides, you told me last time that there was nothing. I used to watch you working away at night,” he went on to the girl’s amazement. “I’ve sat looking at you for hours, writing and writing and writing.”

She understood now. She and Hilda Glaum were of about the same build, and she was mistaken for Hilda by this bemused man who had, in all probability, never seen the other girl face to face.

“What made you run away?” he asked suddenly; but with a sudden resolve she brought him back to the subject he had started to discuss.

“What is the use of my telling you?” she asked. “You know as much as I.”

“Only bits,” he replied eagerly, “but I don’t know van Heerden’s game. I know why he’s marrying this other girl, everybody knows that. When is the wedding? ‘‘

“What other girl?” she asked.

“Cresswell or Predeaux, whatever she calls herself,” said Bridgers carelessly. “She was a store girl, wasn’t she?”

“But” — she tried to speak calmly— “why do you think he wants to marry her?”

He laughed softly.

“Don’t be silly,” he said, “you can’t fool me. Everybody knows she’s worth a million.”

“Worth a million?” she gasped.

“Worth a million.” He smacked his lips and fumbled for the little box in his waistcoat pocket. “Try a sniff — you’ll know what it feels like to be old man Millinborn’s heiress.”

There was a sound in the hall below and he turned with an exaggerated start (she thought it theatrical but could not know of the jangled nerves of the drug-soddened man which magnified all sound to an intensity which was almost painful).

He opened the door and slid out — and did not close the door behind him.

Swiftly she followed, and as she reached the landing saw his head disappear down the stairs. She was in a blind, panic; a thousand formless terrors gripped her and turned her resolute soul to water. She could have screamed her relief when she saw that the sliding door was half-open — the man had not stopped to close it — and she passed through and down the first flight. He had vanished before she reached the halfway landing and the hall below was empty. It was a wide hall, stone-flagged, with a glass door between her and the open portal.

She flew down the stairs, pulled open the door and ran straight into van Heerden’s arms.
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If there were committed in London the crime of the century — a crime so tremendous that the names of the chief actors in this grisly drama were on the lips of every man, woman and talkative child in Europe — you might walk into a certain department of Scotland Yard with the assurance that you would not meet within the confining walls of that bureau any police officer who was interested in the slightest, or who, indeed, had even heard of the occurrence save by accident. This department is known as the Parley Voos or P.V. Department, and concerns itself only in suspicious events beyond the territorial waters of Great Britain and Ireland. Its body is on the Thames Embankment, but its soul is at the Central Office, or at the Surete or even at the Yamen of the police minister of Pekin.

It is sublimely ignorant of the masters of crime who dwell beneath the shadows of the Yard, but it could tell you, without stopping to look up reference, not only the names of the known gunmen of New York, but the composition of almost every secret society in China.

A Pole had a quarrel with a Jew in the streets of Cracow, and they quarrelled over the only matter which is worthy of quarrel in that part of Poland. The sum in dispute was the comparatively paltry one of 260 Kronen, but when the Jew was taken in a dying condition to the hospital he made a statement which was so curious that the Chief of Police in Cracow sent it on to Vienna and Vienna sent it to Berne and Berne scratched its chin thoughtfully and sent it forward to Paris, where it was distributed to Rio de Janeiro, New York, and London.

The Assistant Chief of the P.V. Department came out of his room and drifted aimlessly into the uncomfortable bureau of Mr. McNorton.

“There’s a curious yarn through from Cracow,” he said, “which might interest your friend Beale.”

“What is it?” asked McNorton, who invariably found the stories of the P.V. Department fascinating but profitless.

“A man was murdered,” said the P.V. man lightly, as though that were the least important feature of the story, “but before he pegged out he made a will or an assignment of his property to his son, in the course of which he said that none of his stocks — he was a corn factor — were to be sold under one thousand Kronen a bushel. That’s about 30 pounds.”

“Corn at 30 pounds a bushel?” said McNorton. “Was he delirious?”

“Not at all,” said the other. “He was a very well-known man in Cracow, one Zibowski, who during the late war was principal buying agent for the German Government. The Chief of the Police at Cracow apparently asked him if he wasn’t suffering from illusions, and the man then made a statement that the German Government had an option on all the grain in Galicia, Hungary and the Ukraine at a lower price. Zibowski held out for better terms. It is believed that he was working with a member of the German Government who made a fortune in the war out of army contracts. In fact, he as good as let this out just before he died, when he spoke in his delirium of a wonderful invention which was being worked on behalf of the German Government, an invention called the Green Rust.”

McNorton whistled.

“Is that all?” he said.

“That’s all,” said the P.V. man. “I seem to remember that Beale had made one or two mysterious references to the Rust. Where is he now?”

“He left town last night,” replied McNorton.

“Can you get in touch with him?”

The other shook his head.

“I suppose you are sending on a copy of this communication to the Cabinet,” he said— “it may be rather serious. Whatever the scheme is, it is being worked in London, and van Heerden is the chief operator.”

He took down his hat and went out in search of Kitson, whom he found in the lobby of the hotel. James Kitson came toward him eagerly.

“Have you news of Beale?”

“He was at Kingston this morning,” said McNorton, “with Parson Homo, but he had left. I was on the ‘phone to the inspector at Kingston, who did not know very much and could give me no very definite news as to whether Beale had made his discovery. He interviewed the tramp early this morning, but apparently extracted very little that was helpful. As a matter of fact, I came to you to ask if he had got in touch with you.”

Kitson shook his head.

“I want to see him about his Green Rust scare — Beale has gone single-handed into this matter,” said the superintendent, shaking his head, “and he has played the lone game a little too long.”

“Is it very serious?”

“It may be an international matter,” replied McNorton gravely, “all that we know at present is this. A big plot is on foot to tamper with the food supplies of the world and the chief plotter is van Heerden. Beale knows more about the matter than any of us, but he only gives us occasional glimpses of the real situation. I have been digging out van Heerden’s record without, however, finding anything very incriminating. Up to a point he seems to have been a model citizen, though his associates were not always of the best. He has been seen in the company of at least three people with a bad history. Milsom, a doctor, convicted of murder in the ‘nineties; Bridgers, an American chemist with two convictions for illicit trading in drugs; Gregory — who seems to be his factotum and general assistant, convicted in Manchester for saccharine smuggling; and a girl called Glaum, who is an alien, charged during the war for failing to register.”

“But against van Heerden?”

“Nothing. He has travelled a great deal in America and on the Continent. He was in Spain a few years ago and was suspected of being associated with the German Embassy. His association with the Millinborn murder you know.”

“Yes, I know that,” said James Kitson bitterly.

“Beale will have to tell us all he knows,” McNorton went on, “and probably we can tell him something he doesn’t know; namely, that van Heerden conducts a pretty expensive correspondence by cable with all parts of the world. Something has happened in Cracow which gives a value to all Beale’s suspicions.”

Briefly he related the gist of the story which had reached him that morning.

“It is incredible,” said Kitson when the chief had finished. “It would be humanly impossible for the world to buy at that price. And there is no reason for it. It happens that I am interested in a milling corporation and I know that the world’s crops are good — in fact, the harvest will be well above the average. I should say that the Cracow Jew was talking in delirium.”

But McNorton smiled indulgently.

“I hope you’re right,” he said. “I hope the whole thing is a mare’s nest and for once in my life I trust that the police clues are as wrong as hell. But, anyway, van Heerden is cabling mighty freely — and I want Beale!”

But Beale was unreachable. A visit to his apartment produced no results. The “foreign gentleman” who on the previous day had called on van Heerden had been seen there that morning, but he, too, had vanished, and none of McNorton’s watchers had been able to pick him up.

McNorton shifted the direction of his search and dropped into the palatial establishment of Punsonby’s. He strolled past the grill-hidden desk which had once held Oliva Cresswell, and saw out of the tail of his eye a stranger in her place and by her side the darkly taciturn Hilda Glaum.

Mr. White, that pompous man, greeted him strangely. As the police chief came into the private office Mr. White half-rose, turned deadly pale and became of a sudden bereft of speech. McNorton recognized the symptoms from long acquaintance with the characteristics of detected criminals, and wondered how deeply this pompous man was committed to whatever scheme was hatching.

“Ah — ah — Mr. McNorton!” stammered White, shaking like a leaf, “won’t you sit down, please? To what — to what,” he swallowed twice before he could get the words out, “to what am I indebted?”

“Just called in to look you up,” said McNorton genially. “Have you been losing any more — registered letters lately?”

Mr. White subsided again into his chair.

“Yes, yes — no, I mean,” he said, “no — ah — thank you. It was kind of you to call, inspector—”

“Superintendent,” corrected the other good-humouredly.

“A thousand pardons, superintendent,” said Mr. White hastily, “no, sir, nothing so unfortunate.”

He shot a look half-fearful, half-resentful at the police officer.

“And how is your friend Doctor van Heerden?”

Mr. White twisted uncomfortably in his chair. Again his look of nervousness and apprehension.

“Mr. — Ah — van Heerden is not a friend of mine,” he said, “a business acquaintance,” he sighed heavily, “just a business acquaintance.”

The White he had known was not the White of to-day. The man looked older, his face was more heavily lined and his eyes were dark with weariness.

“I suppose he’s a pretty shrewd fellow,” he remarked carelessly. “You are interested in some of his concerns, aren’t you?”

“Only one, only one,” replied White sharply, “and I wish to Heaven—”

He stopped himself.

“And you wish you weren’t, eh?”

Again the older man wriggled in his chair.

“Doctor van Heerden is very clever,” he said; “he has great schemes, in one of which I am — ah — financially interested, That is all — I have put money into his — ah — syndicate, without, of course, knowing the nature of the work which is being carried out. That I would impress upon you.”

“You are a trusting investor,” said the good-humoured McNorton.

“I am a child in matters of finance,” admitted Mr. White, but added quickly, “except, of course, in so far as the finance of Punsonby’s, which is one of the soundest business concerns in London, Mr. McNorton. We pay our dividends regularly and our balance sheets are a model for the industrial world.”

“So I have heard,” said McNorton dryly. “I am interested in syndicates, too. By the way, what is Doctor van Heerden’s scheme?”

Mr. White shrugged his shoulders.

“I haven’t the slightest idea,” he confessed with a melancholy smile. “I suppose it is very foolish of me, but I have such faith in the doctor’s genius that when he came to me and said: ‘My dear White, I want you to invest a few thousand in one of my concerns,’ I said: ‘My dear doctor, here is my cheque, don’t bother me about the details but send in my dividends regularly.’ Ha! ha!”

His laugh was hollow, and would not have deceived a child of ten.

“So you invested 40,000 pounds—” began McNorton.

“Forty thousand!” gasped Mr. White, “how did you know?”

He went a trifle paler.

“These things get about,” said McNorton, “as I was going to say, you invested 40,000 pounds without troubling to discover what sort of work the syndicate was undertaking. I am not speaking now as a police officer, Mr. White,” he went on, and White did not disguise his relief, “but as an old acquaintance of yours.”

“Say friend,” said the fervent Mr. White. “I have always regarded you, Mr. McNorton, as a friend of mine. Let me see, how long have we known one another? think the first time we met was when Punsonby’s was burgled in ‘93.”

“It’s a long time,” said McNorton; “but don’t let us get off the subject of your investment, which interests me as a friend. You gave Doctor van Heerden all this money without even troubling to discover whether his enterprise was a legal one. I am not suggesting it was illegal,” he said, as White opened his mouth to protest, “but it seems strange that you did not trouble to inquire.”

“Oh, of course, I inquired, naturally I inquired, Mr. McNorton,” said White eagerly, “it was for some chemical process and I know nothing about chemistry. I don’t mind admitting to you,” he lowered his voice, though there was no necessity, “that I regret my investment very much. We business men have many calls. We cannot allow our money to be tied up for too long a time, and it happens — ah — that just at this moment I should be very glad, very glad indeed, to liquidate that investment.”

McNorton nodded. He knew a great deal more about White’s financial embarrassments than that gentleman gave him credit for. He knew, for example, that the immaculate managing director of Punsonby’s was in the hands of moneylenders, and that those moneylenders were squeezing him. He suspected that all was not well with Punsonby’s. There had been curious rumours in the City amongst the bill discounters that Punsonby’s “paper” left much to be desired.

“Do you know the nationality of van Heerden?” he asked.

“Dutch,” replied Mr. White promptly.

“Are you sure of this?”

“I would stake my life on it,” answered the heroic Mr. White.

“As I came through to your office I saw a young lady at the cashier’s desk — Miss Glaum, I think her name is. Is she Dutch, too?”

“Miss Glaum — ah — well Miss Glaum.” White hesitated. “A very nice, industrious girl, and a friend of Doctor van Heerden’s. As a matter of fact, I engaged her at his recommendation. You see, I was under an obligation to the doctor. He had — ah — attended me in my illness.”

That this was untrue McNorton knew. White was one of those financial shuttlecocks which shrewd moneylenders toss from one to the other. White had been introduced by van Heerden to capital in a moment of hectic despair and had responded when his financial horizon was clearer by pledging his credit for the furtherance of van Heerden’s scheme.

“Of course you know that as a shareholder in van Heerden’s syndicate you cannot escape responsibility for the purposes to which your money is put,” he said, as he rose to go. “I hope you get your money back.”

“Do you think there is any doubt?” demanded White, in consternation.

“There is always a doubt about getting money back from syndicates,” said McNorton cryptically.

“Please don’t go yet.” Mr. White passed round the end of his desk and intercepted the detective with unexpected agility, taking, so to speak, the door out of his hands and closing it. “I am alarmed, Mr. McNorton,” he said, as he led the other back to his chair, “I won’t disguise it. I am seriously alarmed by what you have said. It is not the thought of losing the money, oh dear, no. Punsonby’s would not be ruined by — ah — a paltry 40,000 pounds. It is, if I may be allowed to say so, the sinister suggestion in your speech, inspector — superintendent I mean. Is it possible “ — he stood squarely in front of McNorton, his hands on his hips, his eyeglass dangling from his fastidious fingers and his head pulled back as though he wished to avoid contact with the possibility, “is it possible that in my ignorance I have been assisting to finance a scheme which is — ah — illegal, immoral, improper and contrary — ah — to the best interests of the common weal?”

He shook his head as though he were unable to believe his own words.

“Everything is possible in finance,” said McNorton with a smile. “I am not saying that Doctor van Heerden’s syndicate is an iniquitous one, I have not even seen a copy of his articles of association. Doubtless you could oblige me in that respect.”

“I haven’t got such a thing,” denied Mr. White vigorously, “the syndicate was not registered. It was, so to speak, a private concern.”

“But the exploitation of Green Rust?” suggested the superintendent, and the man’s face lost the last vestige of colour it possessed.

“The Green Rust?” he faltered. “I have heard the phrase. I know nothing—”

“You know nothing, but suspect the worst,” said McNorton. “Now I am going to speak plainly to you. The reason you know nothing about this syndicate of van Heerden’s is because you had a suspicion that it was being formed for an illegal purpose — please don’t interrupt me — you know nothing because you did not want to know. I doubt even whether you deceived yourself. You saw a chance of making big money, Mr. White, and big money has always had an attraction for you. There isn’t a fool’s scheme that was ever hatched in a back alley bar that you haven’t dropped money over. And you saw a chance here, more tangible than any that had been presented to you.”

“I swear to you—” began White.

“The time has not come for you to swear anything,” said McNorton sternly, “there is only one place where a man need take his oath, and that is on the witness-stand. I will tell you this frankly, that we are as much in the dark as you pretend to be. There is only one man who knows or guesses the secret of the Green Rust, and that man is Beale.”

“Beale!”

“You have met the gentleman, I believe? I hope you don’t have to meet him again. The Green Rust may mean little. It may mean no more than that you will lose your money, and I should imagine that is the least which will happen to you. On the other hand, Mr. White, I do not disguise from you the fact that it may also mean your death at the hands of the law.”

White made a gurgling noise in his throat and held on to the desk for support.

“I have only the haziest information as to what it is all about, but somehow “ — McNorton knit his brows in a frown and was speaking half to himself— “I seem to feel that it is a bad business — a damnably bad business.”

He took up his hat from the table and walked to the door.

“I don’t know whether to say au revoir or goodbye,” he said with twitching lips.

“Goodbye — ah — is a very good old-fashioned word,” said Mr. White, in an heroic attempt to imitate the other’s good humour.
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Dr. Van Heerden sat by the side of the big four-poster bed, where the girl lay, and his cold blue eyes held a spark of amusement.

“You look very foolish,” he said.

Oliva Cresswell turned her head sharply so as to remove the man from her line of vision.

More than this she could not do, for her hands and feet were strapped, and on the pillow, near her head, was a big bath-towel saturated with water which had been employed in stifling her healthy screams which marked her return to understanding.

“You look very foolish,” said the doctor, chewing at the end of his cigar, “and you look no more foolish than you have been. Bridgers let you out, eh? Nice man, Mr. Bridgers; what had he been telling you?”

She turned her head again and favoured him with a stare. Then she looked at the angry red mark on her wrists where the straps chafed.

“How Hun-like!” she said; but this time he smiled.

“You will not make me lose my temper again, Little-wife-to-be,” he mocked her; “you may call me Hun or Heinz or Fritz or any of the barbarous and vulgar names which the outside world employ to vilify my countrymen, but nothing you say will distress or annoy me. Tomorrow you and I will be man and wife.”

“This is not Germany,” she said scornfully. “You cannot make a woman marry you against her will, this —

“The land of the free,” he interrupted suavely. “Yes — I know those lands, on both sides of the Atlantic. But even there curious things happen. And you’re going to marry me — you will say ‘Yes’ to the sleek English clergyman when he asks you whether you will take this man to be your married husband, to love and cherish and all that sort of thing, you’ll say ‘Yes.’”

“I shall say ‘No!’” she said steadily.

“You will say ‘Yes,’” he smiled. “I had hoped to be able to give sufficient time to you so that I might persuade you to act sensibly. I could have employed arguments which I think would have convinced you that there are worse things than marriage with me.”

“I cannot think of any,” she replied coldly.

“Then you are singularly dense,” said the doctor. “I have already told you the conditions under which that marriage will take place. There might be no marriage, you know, and a different end to this adventure,” he said, significantly, and she shivered.

He said nothing more for five minutes, simply sitting biting at the cigar between his teeth and looking at her blankly, as though his thoughts were far away and she was the least of the problems which confronted him.

“I know it is absurd to ask you,” he said suddenly, “but I presume you have not devoted any of your studies to the question of capital punishment. I see you haven’t; but there is one interesting fact about the execution of criminals which is not generally known to the public, and it is that in many countries, my own for example, before a man is led to execution he is doped with a drug which I will call ‘Bromocine.’ Does that interest you?”

She made no reply, and he laughed quietly.

“It should interest you very much,” he said. “The effect of Bromocine,” he went on, speaking with the quiet precision of one who was lecturing on the subject to an interested audience, “is peculiar. It reduces the subject to a condition of extreme lassitude, so that really nothing matters or seems to matter. Whilst perfectly conscious the subject goes obediently to his death, behaves normally and does just what he is told — in fact, it destroys the will.”

“Why do you tell me this?” she asked, a sudden fear gripping her heart.

He half-turned in his chair, reached out his hand and took a little black case from the table near the window. This he laid on the bed and opened, and she watched him, fascinated. He took a tiny bottle containing a colourless liquid, and with great care laid it on the coverlet. Then he extracted a small hypodermic syringe and a needle-pointed nozzle. He uncorked the bottle, inserted the syringe and filled it, then he screwed on the needle, pressed the plunger until a fine jet leapt in the air, then he laid it carefully back in the case.

“You say you will not marry me and I presume that you would make a scene when I bring in the good English parson to perform the ceremony. I had hoped,” he said apologetically, “to have given you a wedding with all the pomp and circumstance which women, as I understand, love. Failing that, I hoped for a quiet wedding in the little church out yonder.” He jerked his head toward the window. “But now I am afraid that I must ask his reverence to carry out the ceremony in this house.”

He rose, leant over her and deftly pulled back her sleeve.

“If you scream I shall smother you with the towel,” he said. “This won’t hurt you very much. As I was going to say, you will be married here because you are in a delicate state of health and you will say ‘Yes.’”

She winced as the needle punctured the skin.

“It won’t hurt you for very long,” he said calmly. “You will say ‘Yes,’ I repeat, because I shall tell you to say ‘Yes.’”

Suddenly the sharp pricking pain in her arm ceased. She was conscious of a sensation as though her arm was being blown up like a bicycle tyre, but it was not unpleasant. He withdrew the needle and kept his finger pressed upon the little red wound where it had gone in.

“I shall do this to you again tonight,” he said, “and you will not feel it at all, and tomorrow morning, and you will not care very much what happens. I hope it will not be necessary to give you a dose tomorrow afternoon.”

“I shall not always be under the influence of this drug,” she said between her teeth, “and there will be a tune of reckoning for you, Dr. van Heerden.”

“By which time,” he said calmly, “I shall have committed a crime so wonderful and so enormous that the mere offence of ‘administering a noxious drug’ — that is the terminology which describes the offence — will be of no importance and hardly worth the consideration of the Crown officers. Now I think I can unfasten you.” He loosened and removed the straps at her wrists and about her feet and put them in his pocket.

“You had better get up and walk about,” he said, “or you will be stiff. I am really being very kind to you if you only knew it. I am too big to be vindictive. And, by the way, I had an interesting talk with your friend, Mr. Beale, this afternoon, a persistent young man who has been having me shadowed all day.” He laughed quietly. “If I hadn’t to go back to the surgery for the Bromocine I should have missed our very interesting conversation. That young man is very much in love with you” — he looked amusedly at the growing red in her face. “He is very much in love with you,” he repeated. “What a pity! What a thousand pities!”

“How soon will this drug begin to act?” she asked.

“Are you frightened?”

“No, but I should welcome anything which made me oblivious to your presence — you are not exactly a pleasant companion,” she said, with a return to the old tone he knew so well.

“Content yourself, little person,” he said with simulated affection. “You will soon be rid of me.”

“Why do you want to marry me?”

“I can tell you that now,” he said: “Because you are a very rich woman and I want your money, half of which comes to me on my marriage.”

“Then the man spoke the truth!” She sat up suddenly, but the effort made her head swim.

He caught her by the shoulders and laid her gently down.

“What man — not that babbling idiot, Bridgers?” He said something, but instantly recovered his self-possession. “Keep quiet,” he said with professional sternness. “Yes, you are the heiress of an interesting gentleman named John Millinborn.”

“John Millinborn!” she gasped. “The man who was murdered!”

“The man who was killed,” he corrected. “‘ Murder’ is a stupid, vulgar word. Yes, my dear, you are his heiress. He was your uncle, and he left you something over six million dollars. That is to say he left us that colossal sum.”

“But I don’t understand. What does it mean?”

“Your name is Predeaux. Your father was the ruffian—”

“I know, I know,” she cried. “The man in the hotel. The man who died. My father!”

“Interesting, isn’t it?” he said calmly, “like something out of a book. Yes, my dear, that was your parent, a dissolute ruffian whom you will do well to forget. I heard John Millinborn tell his lawyer that your mother died of a broken heart, penniless, as a result of your father’s cruelty and unscrupulousness, and I should imagine that that was the truth.”

“My father!” she murmured.

She lay, her face as white as the pillow, her eyes closed.

“John Millinborn left a fortune for you — and I think that you might as well know the truth now — the money was left in trust. You were not to know that you were an heiress until you were married. He was afraid of some fortune-hunter ruining your young life as Predeaux ruined your mother’s. That was thoughtful of him. Now I don’t intend ruining your life, I intend leaving you with half your uncle’s fortune and the capacity for enjoying all that life can hold for a high-spirited young woman.”

“I’ll not do it, I’ll not do it, I’ll not do it,” she muttered.

He rose from the chair and bent over her.

“My young friend, you are going to sleep,” he said to himself, waited a little longer and left the room, closing the door behind him.

He descended to the hall and passed into the big dining-hall beneath the girl’s bedroom. The room had two occupants, a stout, hairless man who had neither hair, eyebrows, nor vestige of beard, and a younger man.

“Hello, Bridgers,” said van Heerden addressing the latter, “you’ve been talking.”

“Well, who doesn’t?” snarled the man.

He pulled the tortoiseshell box from his pocket, opened the lid and took a pinch from its contents, snuffling the powder luxuriously.

“That stuff will kill you one of these days,” said van Heerden.

“It will make him better-tempered,” growled the hairless man. “I don’t mind people who take cocaine as long as they are taking it. It’s between dopes that they get on my nerves.”

“Dr. Milsom speaks like a Christian and an artist,” said Bridgers, with sudden cheerfulness. “If I didn’t dope, van Heerden, I should not be working in your beastly factory, but would probably be one of the leading analytical chemists in America. But I’ll go back to do my chore,” he said rising. “I suppose I get a little commission for restoring your palpitating bride? Milsom tells me that it is she. I thought it was the other dame — the Dutch girl. I guess I was a bit dopey.”

Van Heerden frowned.

“You take too keen an interest in my affairs,” he said.

“Aw! You’re getting touchy. If I didn’t get interested in something I’d go mad,” chuckled Bridgers.

He had reached that stage of cocaine intoxication when the world was a very pleasant place indeed and full of subject for jocularity.

“This place is getting right on my nerves,” he went on, “couldn’t I go to London? I’m stagnating here. Why, some of the stuff I cultivated the other day wouldn’t react. Isn’t that so, Milsom? I get so dull in this hole that all bugs look alike to me.”

Van Heerden glanced at the man who was addressed as Dr. Milsom and the latter nodded.

“Let him go back,” he said, “I’ll look after him. How’s the lady?” asked Milsom when they were alone.

The other made a gesture and Dr. Milsom nodded.

“It’s good stuff,” he said. “I used to give it to lunatics in the days of long ago.”

Van Heerden did not ask him what those days were. He never pryed too closely into the early lives of his associates, but Milsom’s history was public property. Four years before he had completed a “life sentence” of fifteen years for a crime which had startled the world in ‘99.

“How are things generally?” he asked.

Van Heerden shrugged his shoulders.

“For the first time I am getting nervous,” he said. “It isn’t so much the fear of Beale that rattles me, but the sordid question of money. The expenses are colossal and continuous.”

“Hasn’t your — Government “ — Milsom balked at the word— “haven’t your friends abroad moved in the matter yet?”

Van Heerden shook his head.

“I am very hopeful there,” he said. “I have been watching the papers very closely, especially the Agrarian papers, and, unless I am mistaken, there is a decided movement in the direction of support. But I can’t depend on that. The marriage must go through tomorrow.”

“White is getting nervous, too,” he went on. “He is pestering me about the money I owe him, or rather the syndicate owes him. He’s on the verge of ruin.”

Milsom made a little grimace.

“Then he’ll squeal,” he said, “those kind of people always do. You’ll have to keep him quiet. You say the marriage is coming off tomorrow?”

“I have notified the parson,” said van Heerden. “I told him my fiancee is too ill to attend the church and the ceremony must be performed here.”

Milsom nodded. He had risen from the table and was looking out upon the pleasant garden at the rear of the house.

“A man could do worse than put in three or four weeks here,” he said. “Look at that spread of green.”

He pointed to an expanse of waving grasses, starred with the varicolored blossoms of wild flowers.

“I was never a lover of nature,” said van Heerden, carelessly.

Milsom grunted.

“You have never been in prison,” he said cryptically. “Is it time to give your lady another dose?”

“Not for two hours,” said van Heerden. “I will play you at piquet.”

The cards were shuffled and the hands dealt when there was a scamper of feet in the hall, the door burst open and a man ran in. He was wearing a soiled white smock and his face was distorted with terror.

“M’sieur, m’sieur,” he cried, “that imbecile Bridgers!”

“What’s wrong?” Van Heerden sprang to his feet.

“I think he is mad. He is dancing about the grounds, singing, and he has with him the preparation!”

Van Heerden rapped out an oath and leapt through the door, the doctor at his heels. They took the short cut and ran up the steps leading from the well courtyard, and bursting through the bushes came within sight of the offender.

But he was not dancing now. He was standing with open mouth, staring stupidly about him.

“I dropped it, I dropped it!” he stammered.

There was no need for van Heerden to ask what he had dropped, for the green lawn which had excited Milsom’s admiration was no longer to be seen. In its place was a black irregular patch of earth which looked as though it had been blasted in the furnaces of hell, and the air was filled with the pungent mustiness of decay.
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It seemed that a grey curtain of mist hung before Oliva’s eyes. It was a curtain spangled with tiny globes of dazzling light which grew from nothing and faded to nothing. Whenever she fixed her eyes upon one of these it straightway became two and three and then an unaccountable quantity.

She felt that she ought to see faces of people she knew, for one half of her brain had cleared and was calmly diagnosing her condition, but doing so as though she were somebody else. She was emerging from a drugged sleep; she could regard herself in a curious impersonal fashion which was most interesting. And people who are drugged see things and people. Strange mirages of the mind arise and stranger illusions are suffered. Yet she saw nothing save this silvery grey curtain with its drifting spots of light and heard nothing except a voice saying, “Come along, come along, wake up.” A hundred, a thousand times this monotonous order was repeated, and then the grey curtain faded and she was lying on the bed, her head throbbing, her eyes hot and prickly, and two men were looking down at her, one of them a big barefaced man with a coarse mouth and sunken eyes.

“Was it my father really?” she asked drowsily.

“I was afraid of that second dose you gave her last night,” said Milsom. “You are getting a condition of coma and that’s the last thing you want.”

“She’ll be all right now,” replied van Heerden, but his face was troubled. “The dose was severe — yet she seemed healthy enough to stand a three-minim injection.”

Milsom shook his head.

“She’ll be all right now, but she might as easily have died,” he said. “I shouldn’t repeat the dose.”

“There’s no need,” said van Heerden.

“What time is it?” asked the girl, and sat up. She felt very weak and weary, but she experienced no giddiness.

“It is twelve o’clock; you have been sleeping since seven last night. Let me see if you can stand. Get up.”

She obeyed meekly. She had no desire to do anything but what she was told. Her mental condition was one of complete dependence, and had she been left to herself she would have been content to lie down again.

Yet she felt for a moment a most intense desire to propound some sort of plan which would give this man the money without going through a marriage ceremony. That desire lasted a minute and was succeeded by an added weariness as though this effort at independent thought had added a new burden to her strength. She knew and was mildly amazed at the knowledge that she was under the influence of a drug which was destroying her will, yet she felt no particular urge to make a fight for freedom of determination. “Freedom of determination.” She repeated the words, having framed her thoughts with punctilious exactness, and remembered that that was a great war phrase which one was constantly discovering in the newspapers. All her thoughts were like this — they had the form of marshalled language, so that even her speculations were punctuated.

“Walk over to the window,” said the doctor, and she obeyed, though her knees gave way with every step she took. “Now come back — good, you’re all right.”

She looked at him, and did not flinch when he laid his two hands on her shoulders.

“You are going to be married this afternoon — that’s all right, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” she said, “that is all right.”

“And you’ll say ‘yes’ when I tell you to say ‘yes,’ won’t you?”

“Yes, I’ll say that,” she said.

All the time she knew that this was monstrously absurd. All the time she knew that she did not wish to marry this man. Fine sentences, pompously framed, slowly formed in her mind such as: “This outrage will not go unpunished, comma, and you will suffer for this, comma, Dr. van Heerden, full stop.”

But the effort of creating the protest exhausted her so that she could not utter it. And she knew that the words were stilted and artificial, and the working-cells of her brain whispered that she was recalling and adapting something she had heard at the theatre. She wanted to do the easiest thing, and it seemed absurdly easy to say “yes.”

“You will stay here until the parson comes,” said van Heerden, “and you will not attempt to escape, will you?”

“No, I won’t attempt to escape,” she said.

“Lie down.”

She sat on the bed and swung her feet clear of the ground, settling herself comfortably.

“She’ll do,” said van Heerden, satisfied. “Come downstairs, Milsom, I have something to say to you.”

So they left her, lying with her cheek on her hand, more absorbed in the pattern on the wallpaper than in the tremendous events which threatened.

“Well, what’s the trouble?” asked Milsom, seating himself in his accustomed place by the table.

“This,” said van Heerden, and threw a letter across to him. “It came by one of my scouts this morning — I didn’t go home last night. I cannot risk being shadowed here.”

Milsom opened the letter slowly and read:

“A man called upon you yesterday afternoon and has made several calls since. He was seen by Beale, who cross-examined him. Man calls himself Stardt, but is apparently not British. He is staying at Saraband Hotel, Berners Street.”

“Who is this?” asked Milsom.

“I dare not hope—” replied the doctor, pacing the room nervously.

“Suppose you dared, what form would your hope take?”

“I told you the other day,” said van Heerden, stopping before his companion, “that I had asked my Government to assist me. Hitherto they have refused, that is why I am so desperately anxious to get this marriage through. I must have money. The Paddington place costs a small fortune — you go back there tonight, by the way—”

Milsom nodded.

“Has the Government relented?” he asked.

“I don’t know. I told you that certain significant items in the East Prussian newspapers seemed to hint that they were coming to my assistance. They have sent no word to me, but if they should agree they would send their agreement by messenger.”

“And you think this may be the man?”

“It is likely.”

“What have you done?”

“I have sent Gregory up to see the man. If he is what I hope he may be, Gregory will bring him here — I have given him the password.”

“What difference will it make?” asked Milsom. “You are on to a big fortune, anyway.”

“Fortune?” The eyes of Dr. van Heerden sparkled and he seemed to expand at the splendour of the vision which was conjured to his eyes.

“No fortune which mortal man has ever possessed will be comparable. All the riches of all the world will lie at my feet. Milliards upon milliards—”

“In fact, a lot of money,” said the practical Dr. Milsom. “‘Umph! I don’t quite see how you are going to do it. You haven’t taken me very much into your confidence, van Heerden.”

“You know everything.”

Milsom chuckled.

“I know that in the safe of my office you have a thousand sealed envelopes addressed, as I gather, to all the scallywags of the world, and I know pretty well what you intend doing; but how do you benefit? And how do I benefit?”

Van Heerden had recovered his self-possession.

“You have already benefited,” he said shortly, “more than you could have hoped.”

There was an awkward pause; then Milsom asked:

“What effect is it going to have upon this country?”

“It will ruin England,” said van Heerden fervently, and the old criminal’s eyes narrowed.

“‘Umph!” he said again, and there was a note in his voice which made van Heerden look at him quickly.

“This country hasn’t done very much for you,” he sneered.

“And I haven’t done much for this country — yet,” countered the other.

The doctor laughed.

“You’re turning into a patriot in your old age,” he said.

“Something like that,” said Milsom easily. “There used to be a fellow at Portland — you have probably run across him — a clever crook named Homo, who used to be a parson before he got into trouble.”

“I never met the gentleman, and talking of parsons,” he said, looking at his watch, “our own padre is late. But I interrupted you.”

“He was a man whose tongue I loathed, and he hated me poisonously,” said Milsom, with a little grimace, “but he used to say that patriotism was the only form of religion which survived penal servitude. And I suppose that’s the case. I hate the thought of putting this country in wrong.”

“You’ll get over your scruples,” said the other easily. “You are putting yourself in right, anyway. Think of the beautiful time you’re going to have, my friend.”

“I think of nothing else,” said Milsom, “but still—” He shook his head.

Van Heerden had taken up the paper he had brought down and was reading it, and Milsom noted that he was perusing the produce columns.

“When do we make a start?”

“Next week,” said the doctor. “I want to finish up the Paddington factory and get away.”

“Where will you go?”

“I shall go to the Continent,” replied van Heerden, folding up the paper and laying it on the table. “I can conduct operations from there with greater ease. Gregory goes to Canada. Mitchell and Samps have already organized Australia, and our three men in India will have ready workers.”

“What about the States?”

“That has an organization of its own,” Van Heerden said; “it is costing me a lot of money. All the men except you are at their stations waiting for the word ‘Go.’ You will take the Canadian supplies with you.”

“Do I take Bridgers?”

Van Heerden shook his head.

“I can’t trust that fool. Otherwise he would be an ideal assistant for you. Your work is simple. Before you leave I will give you a sealed envelope containing a list of all our Canadian agents. You will also find two code sentences, one of which means ‘Commence operations,’ and the other, ‘Cancel all instructions and destroy apparatus.’”

“Will the latter be necessary?” asked Milsom.

“It may be, though it is very unlikely. But I must provide against all contingencies. I have made the organization as simple as possible. I have a chief agent in every country, and on receipt of my message by the chief of the organization, it will be repeated to the agents, who also have a copy of the code.”

“It seems too easy,” said Milsom. “What chance is there of detection?”

“None whatever,” said the doctor promptly. “Our only danger for the moment is this man Beale, but he knows nothing, and so long as we only have him guessing there is no great harm done — and, anyway, he hasn’t much longer to guess.”

“It seems much too simple,” said Milsom, shaking his head.

Van Heerden had heard a footfall in the hall, stepped quickly to the door and opened it.

“Well, Gregory?” he said.

“He is here,” replied the other, and waved his hand to a figure who stood behind him. “Also, the parson is coming down the road.”

“Good, let us have our friend in.”

The pink-faced foreigner with his stiff little moustache and his yellow boots stepped into the room, clicked his heels and bowed.

“Have I the honour of addressing Doctor von Heerden?”

“Van Heerden,” corrected the doctor with a smile, “that is my name.”

Both men spoke in German.

“I have a letter for your excellency,” said the messenger. “I have been seeking you for many days and I wish to report that unauthorized persons have attempted to take this from me.”

Van Heerden nodded, tore open the envelope and read the half a dozen lines.

“The test-word is ‘Breslau,’” he said in a low voice, and the messenger beamed.

“I have the honour to convey to you the word.” He whispered something in van Heerden’s ear and Milsom, who did not understand German very well and had been trying to pick up a word or two, saw the look of exultation that came to the doctor’s face.

He leapt back and threw out his arms, and his strong voice rang with the words which the German hymnal has made famous:

“Gott sei Dank durch alle Welt, Gott sei Dank durch alle Welt!”

“What are you thanking God about?” asked Milsom.

“It’s come, it’s come!” cried van Heerden, his eyes ablaze. “The Government is with me; behind me, my beautiful country. Oh, Gott sei Dank!”

“The parson,” warned Milsom.

A young man stood looking through the open door.

“The parson, yes,” said van Heerden, “there’s no need for it, but we’ll have this wedding. Yes, we’ll have it! Come in, sir.”

He was almost boyishly jovial. Milsom had never seen him like that before.

“Come in, sir.”

“I am sorry to hear your fiancee is ill,” said the curate.

“Yes, yes, but that will not hinder the ceremony. I’ll go myself and prepare her.”

Milsom had walked round the table to the window, and it was he who checked the doctor as he was leaving the room.

“Doctor,” he said, “come here.”

Van Heerden detected a strain of anxiety in the other’s voice.

“What is it?” he said.

“Do you hear somebody speaking?”

They stood by the window and listened intently.

“Come with me,” said the doctor, and he walked noiselessly and ascended the stairs, followed more slowly by his heavier companion.
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A quarter of a mile from Deans Folly a motorcar was halted on the side of a hill overlooking the valley in which van Heerden’s house was set.

“That’s the house,” said Beale, consulting the map, “and that wall that runs along the road is the wall the tramp described.”

“You seem to put a lot of faith in the statement of a man suffering from delirium tremens,” said Parson Homo dryly.

“He was not suffering from delirium tremens this morning. You didn’t see him?”

Homo shook his head.

“I was in London fixing the preliminaries of your nuptials,” he said sarcastically. “It may be the house,” he admitted; “where is the entrance?”

“There’s a road midway between here and the river and a private road leading off,” said Beale; “the gate, I presume, is hidden somewhere in those bushes.”

He raised a pair of field-glasses and focused them.

“Yes, the gate’s there,” he said. “Do you see that man?”

Homo took the glasses and looked.

“Looks like a watcher,” he said, “and if it is your friend’s place the gate will be locked and barred. Why don’t you get a warrant?”

Beale shook his head.

“He’d get wind of it and be gone. No, our way in is over the wall. The ‘hobo’ said there’s a garden door somewhere.”

They left the car and walked down the hill and presently came to a corner of the high wall which surrounded Deans Folly.

Beale passed on ahead,

“Here’s the door,” he said.

He tried it gingerly and it gave a little.

“It’s clogged, and you won’t get it open,” said Homo; “it’s the wall or nothing.”

Beale looked up and down the road. There was nobody in sight and he made a leap, caught the top of the wall and drew himself up. Luckily the usual chevaux de frise was absent. Beneath him and a little to the right was a shed built against the wall, the door of which was closed.

He signalled Homo to follow and dropped to the ground. In a minute both men were sheltering in the clump of bushes where on the previous day Oliva had waited before making a dart for the garden door.

“There’s been a fire here,” said Homo in a low voice, and pointed to a big ugly patch of black amidst the green.

Beale surveyed it carefully, then wormed his way through the bushes until he was within reach of the ruined plot. He stretched out his hand and pulled in a handful of the debris, examined it carefully and stuffed it into his pocket. “You are greatly interested in a grass fire,” said Homo curiously.

“Yes, aren’t I?” replied Beale.

They spent the next hour reconnoitring the ground.

Once the door of the wall-shed opened, two men came out and walked to the house, and they had to lie motionless until after a seemingly interminable interval they returned again, stopping in the middle of the black patch to talk. Beale saw one pointing to the ruin and the other shook his head and they both returned to the shed and the door closed behind them.

“There’s somebody coming down the main drive,” whispered Homo.

They were now near the house and from where they lay had a clear view of fifty yards of the drive.

“It’s a brother brush!” said Homo, in a chuckling whisper.

“A what?” asked Beale.

“A parson.”

“A parson?”

He focused his glasses. Some one in clerical attire accompanied by the man whom Beale recognized as the guard of the gate, was walking quickly down the drive. There was no time to be lost. But now for the first time doubts assailed him. His great scheme seemed more fantastic and its difficulties more real. What could be easier than to spring out and intercept the clergyman, but would that save the girl? What force did the house hold? He had to deal with men who would stop short at nothing to achieve their purpose and in particular one man who had not hesitated at murder.

He felt his heart thumping, not at the thought of danger, though danger he knew was all round, but from sheer panic that he himself was about to play an unworthy part. Whatever fears or doubts he may have had suddenly fell away from him and he rose to his knees, for not twenty yards away at a window, her hands grasping the bars, her apathetic eyes looking listlessly toward where he crouched, was Oliva Cresswell.

Regardless of danger, he broke cover and ran toward her.

“Miss Cresswell,” he called.

She looked at him across the concrete well without astonishment and without interest.

“It is you,” she said, with extraordinary calm.

He stood on the brink of the well hesitating. It was too far to leap and he remembered that behind the lilac bush he had seen a builder’s plank. This he dragged out and passed it across the chasm, leaning the other end upon a ledge of brickwork which butted from the house.

He stepped quickly across, gripped the bars and found a foothold on the ledge, the girl standing watching him without any sign of interest. He knew something was wrong. He could not even guess what that something was. This was not the girl he knew, but an Oliva Cresswell from whom all vitality and life had been sapped.

“You know me?” he said. “I am Mr. Beale.”

“I know you are Mr. Beale,” she replied evenly.

“I have come to save you,” he said rapidly. “Will you trust me? I want you to trust me,” he said earnestly. “I want you to summon every atom of faith you have in human nature and invest it in me. Will you do this for me?”

“I will do this for you,” she said, like a child repeating a lesson.

“I — I want you to marry me.” He realized as he said these words in what his fear was founded. He knew now that it was her refusal even, to go through the form of marriage which he dared not face.

The truth leapt up to him and sent the blood pulsing through his head, that behind and beyond his professional care for her he loved her. He waited with bated breath, expecting her amazement, her indignation, her distress. But she was serene and untroubled, did not so much as raise her eyelids by the fraction of an inch as she answered:

“I will marry you.”

He tried to speak but could only mutter a hoarse, “Thank you.”

He turned his head. Homo stood at the end of the plank and he beckoned him.

Parson Homo came to the centre of the frail bridge, slipped a Prayer Book from his tail pocket and opened it.

“Dearly beloved, we are come together here in the sight of God to join together this Man and this Woman in Holy Matrimony…

“I require and charge you both as ye will answer at the dreadful Day of Judgment when the secret of all hearts shall be disclosed that if either of you know any impediment why ye may not be joined together in Matrimony ye do now confess it.”

Beale’s lips were tight pressed. The girl was looking serenely upward to a white cloud that sailed across the western skies.

Homo read quickly, his enunciation beautifully clear, and Beale found himself wondering when last this man had performed so sacred an office. He asked the inevitable question and Beale answered. Homo hesitated, then turned to the girl.

“Wilt thou have this man to be thy wedded husband to live together after God’s ordinance in the holy estate of Matrimony? Wilt thou obey him and serve him, love, honour and keep him in sickness and in health; and forsaking all others keep thee only unto him, so long as ye both shall live?”

The girl did not immediately answer, and the pause was painful to the two men, but for different reasons. Then she suddenly withdrew her gaze from the sky and looked Homo straight in the face.

“I will,” she said.

The next question in the service he dispensed with. He placed their hands together, and together repeating his words, they plighted their troth. Homo leant forward and again joined their hands and a note of unexpected solemnity vibrated in his voice when he spoke.

“Those whom God hath joined together let no man put’ asunder.”

Beale drew a deep breath, then:

“Very pretty indeed,” said a voice.

The detective swung across the window to bring the speaker into a line of fire.

“Put down your gun, admirable Mr. Beale.” Van Heerden stood in the centre of the room and the bulky figure of Milsom filled the doorway.

“Very pretty indeed, and most picturesque,” said van Heerden. “I didn’t like to interrupt the ceremony. Perhaps you will now come into the house, Mr. Beale, and I will explain a few things to you. You need not trouble about your — wife. She will not be harmed.”

Beale, revolver still in hand, made his way to the door and was admitted.

“You had better come along, Homo,” he said, “we may have to bluff this out.”

Van Heerden was waiting for him in the hall and invited him no farther.

“You are perfectly at liberty to take away your wife,” said van Heerden; “she will probably explain to you that I have treated her with every consideration. Here she is.”

Oliva was descending the stairs with slow, deliberate steps.

“I might have been very angry with you,” van Heerden went on, with that insolent drawl of his; “happily I do not find it any longer necessary to marry Miss Cresswell. I was just explaining to this gentleman “ — he pointed to the pallid young curate in the background— “when your voices reached me. Nevertheless, I think it only right to tell you that your marriage is not a legal one, though I presume you are provided with a special licence.”

“Why is it illegal?” asked Beale.

He wondered if Parson Homo had been recognized.

“In the first place because it was not conducted in the presence of witnesses,” said van Heerden.

It was Homo who laughed.

“I am afraid that would make it illegal but for the fact that you witnessed the ceremony by your own confession, and so presumably did your fat friend behind you.”

Mr. Milsom scowled.

“You were always a bitter dog to me, Parson,” he said, “but I can give you a reason why it’s illegal,” he said triumphantly. “That man is Parson Homo, a well-known crook who was kicked out of the Church fifteen years ago. I worked alongside him in Portland.”

Homo smiled crookedly.

“You are right up to a certain point, Milsom,” he said, “but you are wrong in one essential. By a curious oversight I was never unfrocked, and I am still legally a priest of the Church of England.”

“Heavens!” gasped Beale, “then this marriage is legal!”

“It’s as legal as it can possibly be,” said Parson Homo complacently.
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“In a sense,” said Lawyer Kitson, “it is a tragedy. In a sense it is a comedy. The most fatal comedy of errors that could be imagined.”

Stanford Beale sat on a low chair, his head in his hands, the picture of dejection.

“I don’t mind your kicks,” he said, without looking up; “you can’t say anything worse about me than I am saying about myself. Oh, I’ve been a fool, an arrogant mad fool.”

Kitson, his hands clasped behind his back under his tail coat, his gold-rimmed pince-nez perched on his nose, looked down at the young man.

“I am not going to tell you that I was against the idea from the beginning, because that is unnecessary. I ought to have put my foot down and stopped it. I heard you were pretty clever with a gun, Stanford. Why didn’t you sail in and rescue the girl as soon as you found where she was?”

“I don’t think there would have been a ghost of a chance,” said the other, looking up. “I am not finding excuses, but I am telling you what I know. There were four or five men in the house and they were all pretty tough citizens — I doubt if I would have made it that way.”

“You think he would have married her?”

“He admitted as much,” said Stanford Beale, “the parson was already there when I butted in.”

“What steps are you taking to deal with this man van Heerden?”

Beale laughed helplessly.

“I cannot take any until Miss Cresswell recovers.”

“Mrs. Beale,” murmured Kitson, and the other went red.

“I guess we’ll call her Miss Cresswell, if you don’t mind,” he said sharply, “see here, Mr. Kitson, you needn’t make things worse than they are. I can do nothing until she recovers and can give us a statement as to what happened. McNorton will execute the warrant just as soon as we can formulate a charge. In fact, he is waiting downstairs in the hope of seeing—” he paused, “Miss Cresswell. What does the doctor say?”

“She’s sleeping now.”

“It’s maddening, maddening,” groaned Beale, “and yet if it weren’t so horrible I could laugh. Yesterday I was waiting for a ‘hobo’ to come out of delirium tremens. To-day I am waiting for Miss Cresswell to recover from some devilish drug. I’ve made a failure of it, Mr. Kitson.”

“I’m afraid you have,” said the other dryly; “what do you intend doing?”

“But does it occur to you,” asked Kitson slowly, “that this lady is not aware that she has married you and that we’ve got to break the news to her? That’s the part I don’t like.”

“And you can bet it doesn’t fill me with rollicking high spirits,” snapped Beale; “it’s a most awful situation.”

“What are you going to do?” asked the other again.

“What are you going to do?” replied the exasperated Beale, “after all, you’re her lawyer.”

“And you’re her husband,” said Kitson grimly, “which reminds me.” He walked to his desk and took up a slip of paper. “I drew this out against your coming. This is a certified cheque for 400,000 pounds, that is nearly two million dollars, which I am authorized to hand to Oliva’s husband on the day of her wedding.”

Beale took it from the other’s fingers, read it carefully and tore it into little pieces, after which conversation flagged. After awhile Beale asked:

“What do I have to do to get a divorce?”

“Well,” said the lawyer, “by the English law if you leave your wife and go away, and refuse to return to her she can apply to a judge of the High Court, who will order you to return within fourteen days.”

“I’d come back in fourteen seconds if she wanted me,” said Beale fervently.

“You’re hopeless,” said Kitson, “you asked how you could get a divorce. I presume you want one.”

“Of course I do. I want to undo the whole of this horrible tangle. It’s absurd and undignified. Can nothing be done without Miss Cresswell knowing?”

“Nothing can be done without your wife’s knowledge,” said Kitson.

He seemed to take a fiendish pleasure in reminding the unhappy young man of his misfortune.

“I am not blaming you,” he said more soberly, “I blame myself. When I took this trust from poor John Millinborn I never realized all that it meant or all the responsibility it entailed. How could I imagine that the detective I employed to protect the girl from fortune hunters would marry her? I am not complaining,” he said hastily, seeing the wrath rise in Beale’s face, “it is very unfortunate, and you are as much the victim of circumstances as I. But unhappily we have not been the real victims.”

“I suppose,” said Beale, looking up at the ceiling, “if I were one of those grand little mediaeval knights or one of those gallant gentlemen one reads about I should blow my brains out.”

“That would be a solution,” said Mr. Kitson, “but we should still have to explain to your wife that she was a widow.”

“Then what am I to do?”

“Have a cigar,” said Kitson.

He took two from his vest pocket and handed one to his companion, and his shrewd old eyes twinkled.

“It’s years and years since I read a romantic story,” he said, “and I haven’t followed the trend of modern literature very closely, but I think that your job is to sail in and make the lady love you.”

Beale jumped to his feet.

“Do you mean that? Pshaw! It’s absurd! It’s ridiculous! She would never love me.”

“I don’t see why anybody should, least of all your wife,” said Kitson, “but it would certainly simplify matters.”

“And then?”

“Marry her all over again,” said Kitson, sending a big ring of smoke into the air, “there’s no law against it. You can marry as many times as you like, providing you marry the same woman.”

“But, suppose — suppose she loves somebody else?” asked Beale hoarsely.

“Why then it will be tough on you,” said Kitson, “but tougher on her. Your business is to see that she doesn’t love somebody else.”

“But how?”

A look of infinite weariness passed across Kitson’s face. He removed his glasses and put them carefully into their case.

“Really, as a detective,” he said, “you may be a prize exhibit, but as an ordinary human being you wouldn’t even get a consolation prize. You have got me into a mess and you have got to get me out. John Millinborn was concerned only with one thing — the happiness of his niece. If you can make your wife, Mrs. Stanford Beale” (Beale groaned), “if you can make your good lady happy,” said the remorseless lawyer, “my trust is fulfilled. I believe you are a white man, Beale,” he said with a change in his tone, “and that her money means nothing to you. I may not be able to give a young man advice as to the best method of courting his wife, but I know something about human nature, and if you are not straight, I have made one of my biggest mistakes. My advice to you is to leave her alone for a day or two until she’s quite recovered. You have plenty to occupy your mind. Go out and fix van Heerden, but not for his treatment of the girl — she mustn’t figure in a case of that kind, for all the facts will come out. You think you have another charge against him; well, prove it. That man killed John Millinborn and I believe you can put him behind bars. As the guardian angel of Oliva Cresswell you have shown certain lamentable deficiencies “ — the smile in his eyes was infectious and Stanford Beale smiled in sympathy. “In that capacity I have no further use for your services and you are fired, but you can consider yourself re-engaged on the spot to settle with van Heerden. I will pay all the expenses of the chase — but get him.”

He put out his hand and Stanford gripped it.

“You’re a great man, sir,” he breathed.

The old man chuckled.

“And you may even be a great detective,” he said. “In five minutes your Mr. Lassimus White will be here. You suggested I should send for him — who is he, by the way?”

“The managing director of Punsonby’s. A friend of van Heerden’s and a shareholder in his Great Adventure.”

“But he knows nothing?”

There was a tap at the door and a page-boy came into the sittingroom with a card.

“Show the gentleman up,” said Kitson; “it is our friend,” he explained.

“And he may know a great deal,” said Beale.

Mr. White stalked into the room dangling his glasses with the one hand and holding his shiny silk hat with the other. He invariably carried his hat as though it were a rifle he were shouldering.

He bowed ceremoniously and closed the door behind him.

“Mr. — Ah — Kitson?” he said, and advanced a big hand. “I received your note and am, as you will observe, punctual. I may say that my favourite motto is ‘Punctuality is the politeness of princes.’”

“You know Mr. Beale?”

Mr. White bowed stiffly.

“I have — ah — met Mr. Beale.”

“In my unregenerate days,” said Beale cheerfully, “but I am quite sober now.”

“I am delighted to learn this,” said Mr. White. “I am extremely glad to learn this.”

“Mr. Kitson asked you to come, Mr. White, but really it is I who want to see you,” said Beale. “To be perfectly frank, I learnt that you were in some slight difficulty.”

“Difficulty?” Mr. White bristled. “Me, sir, in difficulty? The head of the firm of Punsonby’s, whose credit stands, sir, as a model of sound industrial finance? Oh no, sir.”

Beale was taken aback. He had depended upon information which came from unimpeachable sources to secure the cooperation of this pompous windbag.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I understood that you had called a meeting of creditors and had offered to sell certain shares in a syndicate which I had hoped to take off your hands.”

Mr. White inclined his head graciously.

“It is true, sir,” he said, “that I asked a few — ah — wholesale firms to meet me and to talk over things. It is also true that I — ah — had shares which had ceased to interest me, but those shares are sold.”

“Sold! Has van Heerden bought them in?” asked Beale eagerly; and Mr. White nodded.

“Doctor van Heerden, a remarkable man, a truly remarkable man.” He shook his head as if he could not bring himself and never would bring himself to understand how remarkable a man the doctor was. “Doctor van Heerden has repurchased my shares and they have made me a very handsome profit.”

“When was this?” asked Beale.

“I really cannot allow myself to be cross-examined, young man,” he said severely, “by your accent I perceive that, you are of transAtlantic origin, but I cannot allow you to hustle me — hustle I believe is the word. The firm of Punsonby’s—”

“Forget ‘em,” said Beale tersely. “Punsonby’s has been on the verge of collapse for eight years. Let’s get square, Mr. White. Punsonby’s is a one man company and you’re that man. Its balance sheets are faked, its reserves are non-existent. Its sinking fund is spurlos versenkt.”

“Sir!”

“I tell you I know Punsonby’s — I’ve had the best accountants in London working out your position, and I know you live from hand to mouth and that the margin between your business and bankruptcy is as near as the margin between you and prison.”

Mr. White was very pale.

“But that isn’t my business and I dare say that the money van Heerden paid you this morning will stave off your creditors. Anyway, I’m not running a Pure Business Campaign. I’m running a campaign against your German friend van Heerden.”

“A German?” said the virtuous Mr. White in loud astonishment. “Surely not — a Holland gentleman—”

“He’s a German and you know it. You’ve been financing him in a scheme to ruin the greater part of Europe and the United States, to say nothing of Canada, South America, India and Australia.”

“I protest against such an inhuman charge,” said Mr. White solemnly, and he rose. “I cannot stay here any longer—”

“If you go I’ll lay information against you,” said Beale. “I’m in dead earnest, so you can go or stay. First of all, I want to know in what form you received the money?”

“By cheque,” replied White in a flurry.

“On what bank?”

“The London branch of the Swedland National Bank.”

“A secret branch of the Dresdner Bank,” said Beale. “That’s promising. Has Doctor Van Heerden ever paid you money before?”

By now Mr. White was the most tractable of witnesses. All his old assurance had vanished, and his answers were almost apologetic in tone.

“Yes, Mr. Beale, small sums.”

“On what bank?”

“On my own bank.”

“Good again. Have you ever known that he had an account elsewhere — for example, you advanced him a very considerable sum of money; was your cheque cleared through the Swedland National Bank?”

“No, sir — through my own bank.”

Beale fingered his chin.

“Money this morning and he took his loss in good part — that can only mean one thing.” He nodded. “Mr. White, you have supplied me with valuable information.”

“I trust I have said nothing which may — ah — incriminate one who has invariably treated me with the highest respect,” Mr. White hastened to say.

“Not more than he is incriminated,” smiled Stanford. “One more question. You know that van Heerden is engaged in some sort of business — the business in which you invested your money. Where are his factories?”

But here Mr. White protested he could offer no information. He recalled, not without a sinking of heart, a similar cross-examination on the previous day at the hands of McNorton. There were factories — van Heerden had hinted as much — but as to where they were located — well, confessed Mr. White, he hadn’t the slightest idea.

“That’s rubbish,” said Beale roughly, “you know. Where did you communicate with van Heerden? He wasn’t always at his flat and you only came there twice.”

“I assure you—” began Mr. White, alarmed by the other’s vehemence.

“Assure nothing,” thundered Beale, “your policies won’t sell — where did you see him?”

“On my honour—”

“Let’s keep jokes outside of the argument,” said Beale truculently, “where did you see him?”

“Believe me, I never saw him — if I had a message to send, my cashier — ah — Miss Glaum, an admirable young lady — carried it for me.”

“Hilda Glaum!”

Beale struck his palm. Why had he not thought of Hilda Glaum before?

“That’s about all I want to ask you, Mr. White,” he said mildly; “you’re a lucky man.”

“Lucky, sir!” Mr. White recovered his hauteur as quickly as Beale’s aggressiveness passed. “I fail to perceive my fortune. I fail to see, sir, where luck comes in.”

“You have your money back,” said Beale significantly, “if you hadn’t been pressed for money and had not pressed van Heerden you would have whistled for it.”

“Do you suggest,” demanded White, in his best judicial manner, “do you suggest in the presence of a witness with a due appreciation of the actionable character of your words that Doctor van Heerden is a common swindler?”

“Not common,” replied Beale, “thank goodness!”
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Beale had a long consultation with McNorton at Scotland Yard, and on his return to the hotel, had his dinner sent up to Kitson’s private room and dined amidst a litter of open newspapers. They were representative journals of the past week, and he scanned their columns carefully. Now and again he would cut out a paragraph and in one case half a column.

Kitson, who was dining with a friend in the restaurant of the hotel, came up toward nine o’clock and stood looking with amusement at the detective’s silent labours.

“You re making a deplorable litter in my room,” he said, “but I suppose there is something very mysterious and terrible behind it all. Do you mind my reading your cuttings?”

“Go ahead,” said Beale, without raising his eyes from his newspaper.

Kitson took up a slip and read aloud:

“The reserves of the Land Bank of the Ukraine have been increased by ten million roubles. This increase has very considerably eased the situation in Southern Ukraine and in Galicia, where there has been considerable unrest amongst the peasants due to the high cost of textiles.”

“That is fascinating news,” said Kitson sardonically. “Are you running a scrapbook on high finance?”

“No,” said the other shortly, “the Land Bank is a Loan Bank. It finances peasant proprietors.”

“You a shareholder?” asked Mr. Kitson wonderingly.

“No.”

Kitson picked up another cutting. It was a telegraphic dispatch dated from Berlin:

“As evidence of the healthy industrial tone which prevails in Germany and the rapidity with which the Government is recovering from the effects of the war, I may instance the fact that an order has been placed with the Leipzieger Spoorwagen Gesselshaft for 60,000 box cars. The order has been placed by the L.S.G. with thirty firms, and the first delivery is due in six weeks.”

“That’s exciting,” said Kitson, “but why cut it out?”

The next cutting was also dated “Berlin” and announced the revival of the “War Purchase Council” of the old belligerent days as “a temporary measure.”

“It is not intended,” said the dispatch, “to invest the committee with all its old functions, and the step has been taken in view of the bad potato crop to organize distribution.”

“What’s the joke about that?” asked Kitson, now puzzled.

“The joke is that there is no potato shortage — there never was such a good harvest,” said Beale. “I keep tag of these things and I know. The Western Mail had an article from its Berlin correspondent last week saying that potatoes were so plentiful that they were a drug on the market.”

“H’m!”

“Did you read about the Zeppelin sheds?” asked Beale. “You will find it amongst the others. All the old Zepp. hangars throughout Germany are to be put in a state of repair and turned into skating-rinks for the physical development of young Germany. Wonderful concrete floors are to be laid down, all the dilapidations are to be made good, and the bands will play daily, wet or fine.”

“What does it all mean?” asked the bewildered lawyer. “That The Day — the real Day is near at hand,” said Beale soberly. “War?”

“Against the world, but without the flash of a bayonet or the boom of a cannon. A war fought by men sitting in their little offices and pulling the strings that will choke you and me, Mr. Kitson. Tonight I am going after van Heerden. I may catch him and yet fail to arrest his evil work — that’s a funny word, ‘evil,’ for everyday people to use, but there’s no other like it. Tomorrow, whether I catch him or not, I will tell you the story of the plot I accidentally discovered. The British Government thinks that I have got on the track of a big thing — so does Washington, and I’m having all the help I want.”

“It’s a queer world,” said Kitson. “It may be queerer,” responded Beale, then boldly: “How is my wife?”

“Your — well, I like your nerve!” gasped Kitson. “I thought you preferred it that way — how is Miss Cresswell?”

“The nurse says she is doing famously. She is sleeping now; but she woke up for food and is nearly normal. She did not ask for you,” he added pointedly. Beale flushed and laughed.

“My last attempt to be merry,” he said. “I suppose that tomorrow she will be well.”

“But not receiving visitors,” Kitson was careful to warn him. “You will keep your mind off Oliva and keep your eye fixed on van Heerden if you are wise. No man can serve two masters.”

Stanford Beale looked at his watch.

“It is the hour,” he said oracularly, and got up.

“I’ll leave this untidiness for your man to clear,” said Kitson. “Where do you go now?”

“To see Hilda Glaum — if the fates are kind,” said Beale. “I’m going to put up a bluff, believing that in her panic she will lead me into the lion’s den with the idea of van Heerden making one mouthful of me. I’ve got to take that risk. If she is what I think she is, she’ll lay a trap for me — I’ll fall for it, but I’m going to get next to van Heerden tonight.”

Kitson accompanied him to the door of the hotel.

“Take no unnecessary risks,” he said at parting, “don’t forget that you’re a married man.”

“That’s one of the things I want to forget if you’ll let me,” said the exasperated young man.

Outside the hotel he hailed a passing taxi and was soon speeding through Piccadilly westward. He turned by Hyde Park Corner, skirted the grounds of Buckingham Palace and plunged into the maze of Pimlico. He pulled up before a dreary-looking house in a blank and dreary street, and telling the cabman to wait, mounted the steps and rang the bell.

A diminutive maid opened the door.

“Is Miss Glaum in?” he demanded.

“Yes, sir. Will you step into the drawingroom. All the other boarders are out. What name shall I say?”

“Tell her a gentleman from Krooman Mansions,” he answered diplomatically.

He walked into the tawdry parlour and put down his hat and stick, and waited. Presently the door opened and the girl came in. She stopped openmouthed with surprise at the sight of him, and her surprise deepened to suspicion.

“I thought—” she began, and checked herself.

“You thought I was Doctor van Heerden? Well, I am not.”

“You’re the man I saw at Heyler’s,” she said, glowering at him.

“Yes, my name is Beale.”

“Oh, I’ve heard about you. You’ll get nothing by prying here,” she cried.

“I shall get a great deal by prying here, I think,” he said calmly. “Sit down, Miss Hilda Glaum, and let us understand one another. You are a friend of Doctor van Heerden’s?”

“I shall answer no questions,” she snapped.

“Perhaps you will answer this question,” he said, “why did Doctor van Heerden secure an appointment for you at Punsonby’s, and why, when you were there, did you steal three registered envelopes which you conveyed to the doctor?”

Her face went red and white.

“That’s a lie!” she gasped.

“You might tell a judge and jury that and then they wouldn’t believe you,” he smiled. “Come, Miss Glaum, let us be absolutely frank with one another. I am telling you that I don’t intend bringing your action to the notice of the police, and you can give me a little information which will be very useful to me.”

“It’s a lie,” she repeated, visibly agitated, “I did not steal anything. If Miss Cresswell says so—”

“Miss Cresswell is quite ignorant of your treachery,” said the other quietly; “but as you are determined to deny that much, perhaps you will tell me this, what business brings you to Doctor van Heerden’s flat in the small hours of the morning?”

“Do you insinuate — ?”

“I insinuate nothing. And least of all do I insinuate that you have any love affair with the doctor, who does not strike me as that kind of person.”

Her eyes narrowed and for a moment it seemed that her natural vanity would overcome her discretion.

“Who says I go to Doctor van Heerden’s?”

“I say so, because I have seen you. Surely you don’t forget that I live opposite the amiable doctor?”

“I am not going to discuss my business or his,” she said, “and I don’t care what you threaten me with or what you do.”

“I will do something more than threaten you,” he said ominously, “you will not fool me, Miss Glaum, and the sooner you realize the fact the better. I am going all the way with you if you give me any trouble, and if you don’t answer my questions. I might tell you that unless this interview is a very satisfactory one to me I shall not only arrest Doctor van Heerden tonight but I shall take you as an accomplice.”

“You can’t, you can’t.” She almost screamed the words.

All the sullen restraint fell away from her and she was electric in the violence of her protest.

“Arrest him! That wonderful man! Arrest me? You dare not! You dare not!”

“I shall dare do lots of things unless you tell me what I want to know.”

“What do you want to know?” she demanded defiantly.

“I want to know the most likely address at which your friend the doctor can be found — the fact is, Miss Glaum, the game is up — we know all about the Green Rust.”

She stepped back, her hand raised to her mouth.

“The — the Green Rust!” she gasped. “What do you mean?”

“I mean that I have every reason to believe that Doctor van Heerden is engaged in a conspiracy against this State. He has disappeared, but is still in London. I want to take him quietly — without fuss.”

Her eyes were fixed on his. He saw doubt, rage, a hint of fear and finally a steady light of resolution shining. When she spoke her voice was calm.

“Very good. I will take you to the place,” she said.

She went out of the room and came back five minutes later with her hat and coat on.

“It’s a long way,” she began.

“I have a taxi at the door.”

“We cannot go all the way by taxi. Tell the man to drive to Baker Street,” she said.

She spoke no word during the journey, nor was Beale inclined for conversation. At Baker Street Station they stopped and the cab was dismissed. Together they walked in silence, turning from the main road, passing the Central Station and plunging into a labyrinth of streets which was foreign territory to the American.

It seemed that he had passed in one step from one of the best-class quarters of the town to one of the worst. One minute he was passing through a sedate square, lined with the houses of the well-to-do, another minute he was in a slum.

“The place is at the end of this street,” she said.

They came to what seemed to be a stable-yard. There was a blank wall with one door and a pair of gates. The girl took a key from her bag, opened the small door and stepped in, and Beale followed.

They were in a yard littered with casks. On two sides of the yard ran low-roofed buildings which had apparently been used as stables. She locked the door behind her, walked across the yard to the corner and opened another door.

“There are fourteen steps down,” she said, “have you a light of any kind?”

He took his electric torch from his pocket.

“Give it to me,” she said, “I will lead the way.”

“What is this place?” he asked, after she had locked the door.

“It used to be a wine merchant’s,” she said shortly, “we have the cellars.”

“We?” he repeated.

She made no reply. At the bottom of the steps was a short passage and another door which was opened, and apparently the same key fitted them all, or else as Beale suspected she carried a pass key.

They walked through, and again she closed the door behind them.

“Another?” he said, as her light flashed upon a steel door a dozen paces ahead.

“It is the last one,” she said, and went on.

Suddenly the light was extinguished.

“Your lamp’s gone wrong,” he heard her say, “but I can find the lock.”

He heard a click, but did not see the door open and did not realize what had happened until he heard a click again. The light was suddenly flashed on him, level with his eyes.

“You can’t see me,” said a mocking voice, “I’m looking at you through the little spyhole. Did you see the spyhole, clever Mr. Beale? And I am on the other side of the door.” He heard her laugh. “Are you going to arrest the doctor tonight?” she mocked. “Are you going to discover the secret of the Green Rust — ah! That is what you want, isn’t it?”

“My dear little friend,” said Beale smoothly, “you will be very sensible and open that door. You don’t suppose that I came here alone. I was shadowed all the way.”

“You lie,” she said coolly, “why did I dismiss the cab and make you walk? Oh, clever Mr. Beale!”

He chuckled, though he was in no chuckling mood.

“What a sense of humour!” he said admiringly, “now just listen to me!”

He made one stride to the door, his revolver had flicked out of his hip-pocket, when he heard the snap of a shutter, and the barrel that he thrust between the bars met steel. Then came the grind of bolts and he pocketed his gun.

“So that’s that,” he said.

Then he walked back to the other door, struck a match and examined it. It was sheathed with iron. He tapped the walls with his stick, but found nothing to encourage him. The floor was solidly flagged, the low roof of the passage was vaulted and cased with stone.

He stopped in his search suddenly and listened. Above his head he heard a light patter of feet, and smiled. It was his boast that he never forgot a voice or a footfall.

“That’s my little friend on her way back, running like the deuce, to tell the doctor,” he said. “I have something under an hour before the shooting starts!”
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Dr. Van Heerden did not hurry his departure from his Staines house. He spent the morning following Oliva’s marriage in town, transacting certain important business and making no attempt to conceal his comings and goings, though he knew that he was shadowed. Yet he was well aware that every hour that passed brought danger nearer. He judged (and rightly) that his peril was not to be found in the consequences to his detention of Oliva Cresswell.

“I may have a week’s grace,” he said to Milsom, “and in the space of a week I can do all that I want.”

He spent the evening superintending the dismantling of apparatus in the shed, and it was past ten o’clock on Tuesday before he finished.

It was not until he was seated by Milsom’s side in the big limousine and the car was running smoothly through Kingston that he made any further reference to the previous afternoon.

“Is Beale content?” he asked.

“Eh?”

Milsom, dozing in the corner of the car, awoke with a start.

“Is Beale content with his prize — and his predicament?” asked van Heerden.

“Well, I guess he should be. That little job brings him a million. He shouldn’t worry about anything further.”

But van Heerden shook his head.

“I don’t think you have things quite right, Milsom,” he said. “Beale is a better man than I thought, and knows my mind a little too well. He was astounded when Homo claimed to be a priest — I never saw a man more stunned in my life. He intended the marriage as a bluff to keep me away from the girl. He analysed the situation exactly, for he knew I was after her money, and that she as a woman had no attraction for me. He believed — and there he was justified — that if I could not marry her I had no interest in detaining her, and engaged Homo to follow him around with a special licence. He timed everything too well for my comfort.”

Milsom shifted round and peered anxiously at his companion.

“How do you mean?” he asked. “It was only by a fluke that he made it in time.”

“That isn’t what I mean. It is the fact that he knew that every second was vital, that he guessed I was keen on a quick marriage and that to forestall me he carried his (as he thought) pseudo-clergyman with him so that he need not lose a minute: these are the disturbing factors.”

“I don’t see it,” said Milsom, “the fellow’s a crook, all these Yankee detectives are grafters. He saw a chance of a big rake off and took it, fifty-fifty of a million fortune is fine commission!”

“You’re wrong. I’d like to think as you do. Man! Can’t you see that his every action proves that he knows all about the Green Rust?”

“Eh?”

Milsom sat up.

“How — what makes you say that?”

“It’s clear enough. He has already some idea of the scheme. He has been pumping old Heyler; he even secured a sample of the stuff — it was a faulty cultivation, but it might have been enough for him. He surmised that I had a special use for old Millinborn’s money and why I was in a hurry to get it.”

The silence which followed lasted several minutes.

“Does anybody except Beale know? If you settled him…?”

“We should have to finish him tonight” said van Heerden, “that is what I have been thinking about all day.”

Another silence.

“Well, why not?” asked Milsom, “it is all one to me. The stake is worth a little extra risk.”

“It must be done before he finds the Paddington place; that is the danger which haunts me.” Van Heerden was uneasy, and he had lost the note of calm assurance which ordinarily characterized his speech. “There is sufficient evidence there to spoil everything.”

“There is that,” breathed Milsom, “it was madness to go on. You have all the stuff you want, you could have closed down the factory a week ago.”

“I must have a margin of safety — besides, how could I do anything else? I was nearly broke and any sign of closing down would have brought my hungry workers to Krooman Mansions.”

“That’s true,” agreed the other, “I’ve had to stall ’em off, but I didn’t know that it was because you were broke. It seemed to me just a natural reluctance to part with good money.”

Further conversation was arrested by the sudden stoppage of the car. Van Heerden peered through the window ahead and caught a glimpse of a red lamp.

“It is all right,” he said, “this must be Putney Common, and I told Gregory to meet me with any news.”

A man came into the rays of the headlamp and passed to the door.

“Well,” asked the doctor, “is there any trouble?”

“I saw the green lamp on the bonnet,” said Gregory (Milsom no longer wondered how the man had recognized the car from the score of others which pass over the common), “there is no news of importance.”

“Where is Beale?”

“At the old man’s hotel. He has been there all day.”

“Has he made any further visits to the police?”

“He was at Scotland Yard this afternoon.”

“And the young lady?”

“One of the waiters at the hotel, a friend of mine, told me that she is much better. She has had two doctors.”

“And still lives?” said the cynical Milsom. “That makes four doctors she has seen in two days.”

Van Heerden leant out of the car window and lowered his voice.

“The Fraulein Glaum, you saw her?”

“Yes, I told her that she must not come to your laboratory again until you sent for her. She asked when you leave.”

“That she must not know, Gregory — please remember.”

He withdrew his head, tapped at the window and the car moved on.

“There’s another problem for you, van Heerden,” said Milsom with a chuckle.

“What?” demanded the other sharply.

“Hilda Glaum. I’ve only seen the girl twice or so, but she adores you. What are you going to do with her?”

Van Heerden lit a cigarette, and in the play of the flame Milsom saw him smiling.

“She comes on after me,” he said, “by which I mean that I have a place for her in my country, but not—”

“Not the sort of place she expects,” finished Milsom bluntly. “You may have trouble there.”

“Bah!”

“That’s foolish,” said Milsom, “the convict establishments of England are filled with men who said ‘Bah’ when they were warned against jealous women. If,” he went on, “if you could eliminate jealousy from the human outfit, you’d have half the prison warders of England unemployed.”

“Hilda is a good girl,” said the other complacently, “she is also a good German girl, and in Germany women know their place in the system. She will be satisfied with what I give her.”

“There aren’t any women like that,” said Milsom with decision, and the subject dropped.

The car stopped near the Marble Arch to put down

Milsom, and van Heerden continued his journey alone, reaching his apartments a little before midnight. As he stepped out of the car a man strolled across the street. It was Beale’s watcher. Van Heerden looked round with a smile, realizing the significance of this nonchalant figure, and passed through the lobby and up the stairs.

He had left his lights full on for the benefit of watchers, and the hall-lamp glowed convincingly through the fanlight. Beale’s flat was in darkness, and a slip of paper fastened to the door gave his address.

The doctor let himself into his own rooms, closed the door, switched out the light and stepped into his bureau.

“Hello,” he said angrily, “what are you doing here? — I told you not to come.”

The girl who was sitting at the table and who now rose to meet him was breathless, and he read trouble in her face. He could have read pride there, too, that she had so well served the man whom she idolized as a god.

“I’ve got him, I’ve got him, Julius!”

“Got him! Got whom?” he asked, with a frown.

“Beale!” she said eagerly, “the great Beale!”

She gurgled with hysterical laughter.

“He came to me, he was going to arrest me tonight, but I got him.”

“Sit down,” he said firmly, “and try to be coherent, Hilda. Who came to you?”

“Beale. He came to my boardinghouse and wanted to know where you had taken Oliva Cresswell. Have you taken her?” she asked earnestly.

“Go on,” he said.

“He came to me full of arrogance and threats. He was going to have me arrested, Julius, because of those letters which I gave you. But I didn’t worry about myself, Julius. It was all for you that I thought. The thought that you, my dear, great man, should be put in one of these horrible English prisons — oh, Julius!”

She rose, her eyes filled with tears, but he stood over her, laid his hands on her shoulders and pressed her back.

“Now, now. You must tell me everything. This is very serious. What happened then?”

“He wanted me to take him to one of the places.”

“One of what places?” he asked quickly.

“I don’t know. He only said that he knew that you had other houses — I don’t even know that he said that, but that was the impression that he gave me, that he knew you were to be found somewhere.”

“Go on,” said the doctor.

“And so I thought and I thought,” said the girl, her hands clasped in front of her, her eyes looking up into his, “and I prayed God would give me some idea to help you. And then the scheme came to me, Julius. I said I would lead him to you.”

“You said you would lead him to me?” he said steadily, “and where did you lead him?”

“To the factory in Paddington,” she said.

“There!” he stared at her.

“Wait, wait, wait!” she said, “oh, please don’t blame me! I took him into the passage with the doors. I borrowed his light, and after we had passed and locked the second door I slipped through the third and slammed it in his face.”

“Then—”

“He is there! Caught! Oh, Julius, did I do well? Please don’t be angry with me! I was so afraid for you!”

“How long have you been here?” he asked.

“Not ten minutes, perhaps five minutes, I don’t know. I have no knowledge of time. I came straight back to see you.”

He stood by the table, gnawing his finger, his head bowed in concentrated thought.

“There, of all places!” he muttered; “there, of all places!”

“Oh, Julius, I did my best,” she said tearfully.

He looked down at her with a little sneer.

“Of course you did your best. You’re a woman and you haven’t brains.”

“I thought—”

“You thought!” he sneered. “Who told you you could think? You fool! Don’t you know it was a bluff, that he could no more arrest me than I could arrest him? Don’t you realize — did he know you were in the habit of coming here?”

She nodded.

“I thought so,” said van Heerden with a bitter laugh. “He knows you are in love with me and he played upon your fears. You poor little fool! Don’t cry or I shall do something unpleasant. There, there. Help yourself to some wine, you’ll find it in the tantalus.”

He strode up and down the room.

“There’s nothing to be done but to settle accounts with Mr. Beale,” he said grimly. “Do you think he was watched?”

“Oh no, no, Julius “ — she checked her sobs— “I was so careful.”

She gave him a description of the journey and the precautions she had taken.

“Well, perhaps you’re not such a fool after all.”

He unlocked a drawer in his desk and took out a long-barrelled Browning pistol, withdrew the magazine from the butt, examined and replaced it, and slipped back the cover.

“Yes, I think I must settle accounts with this gentleman, but I don’t want to use this,” he added thoughtfully, as he pushed up the safety-catch and dropped the weapon in his pocket; “we might be able to gas him. Anyway, you can do no more good or harm,” he said cynically.

She was speechless, her hands, clasped tightly at her breast, covered a damp ball of handkerchief, and her tear-stained face was upturned to his.

“Now, dry your face.” He stooped and kissed her lightly on the cheek. “Perhaps what you have done is the best after all. Who knows? Anyway,” he said, speaking his thoughts aloud, “Beale knows about the Green Rust and it can’t be very long before I have to go to earth, but only for a little time, my Hilda.” He smiled, showing his white teeth, but it was not a pleasant smile, “only for a little tune, and then,” he threw up his arms, “we shall be rich beyond the dreams of Frankfurt.”

“You will succeed, I know you will succeed, Julius,” she breathed, “if I could only help you! If you would only tell me what you are doing! What is the Green Rust? Is it some wonderful new explosive?”

“Dry your face and go home,” he said shortly, “you will find a detective outside the door watching you, but I do not think he will follow you.”

He dismissed the girl and followed her after an interval of time, striding boldly past the shadow and gaining the cab-stand in Shaftesbury Avenue without, so far as he could see, being followed. But he dismissed the cab in the neighbourhood of Baker Street and continued his journey on foot. He opened the little door leading into the yard but did not follow the same direction as the girl had led Stanford Beale. It was through another door that he entered the vault, which at one time had been the innocent repository of bubbling life and was now the factory where men worked diligently for the destruction of their fellows.
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Tanford Beale spent a thoughtful three minutes in the darkness of the cellar passage to which Hilda Glaum had led him and then he began a careful search of his pockets. He carried a little silver cigar-lighter, which had fortunately been charged with petrol that afternoon, and this afforded him a beam of adequate means to take note of his surroundings.

The space between the two locked doors was ten feet, the width of the passage three, the height about seven feet. The roof, as he had already noted, was vaulted. Now he saw that along the centre ran a strip of beading. There had evidently been an electric light installation here, probably before the new owners took possession, for at intervals was a socket for an electric bulb. The new occupants had covered these and the rest of the wall with whitewash, and yet the beading and the electric fittings looked comparatively new. One wall, that on his left as he had come in, revealed nothing under his close inspection, but on the right wall, midway between the two doors, there had been a notice painted in white letters on a black background, and this showed faintly through the thick coating of distemper which had been applied. He damped a handkerchief with his tongue and rubbed away some of the whitewash where the letters were least legible and read:

AID LTER.

ULANCE & T AID.

This was evidently half an inscription which had been cut off exactly in the middle. To the left there was no sign of lettering. He puzzled the letters for a few moments before he came to an understanding.

“Air-raid shelter. Ambulance and first aid!” he read.

So that explained the new electric fittings. It was one of those underground cellars which had been ferreted out by the Municipality or the Government for the shelter of the people in the neighbourhood during air-raids in the Great War. Evidently there was extensive accommodation here, since this was also an ambulance post. Faintly discernible beneath the letters was a painted white hand which pointed downward. What had happened to the other half of the inscription? Obviously it had been painted on the door leading into the first-aid room and as obviously that door had been removed and had been bricked up. In the light of this discovery he made a more careful inspection of the wall to the left. For the space of four feet the brickwork was new. He tapped it. It sounded hollow. Pressing his back against the opposite wall to give him leverage he put his foot against the new brickwork and pushed.

He knew that the class of workmanship which was put into this kind of job was not of the best, that only one layer of brick was applied, and it was a mechanical fact that pressure applied to the centre of new work would produce a collapse.

At the first push he felt the wall sag. Releasing his pressure it came back. This time he put both feet against the wall and bracing his shoulders he put every ounce of strength in his body into a mighty heave. The next second he was lying on his back. The greater part of the wall had collapsed. He was curious enough to examine the work he had demolished. It had evidently been done by amateurs, and the whitewash which had been thickly applied to the passage was explained.

A current of fresh air came to meet him as he stepped gingerly across the debris. A flight of six stone steps led down to a small room containing a sink and a water supply, two camp beds which had evidently been part of the ambulance equipment and which the new owners had not thought necessary to remove, and a broken chair. The room was still littered with the paraphernalia of first-aid. He found odd ends of bandages, empty medicine bottles and a broken glass measure on the shelf above the sink.

What interested him more was a door which he had not dared to hope he would find. It was bolted on his side, and when he had slid this back he discovered to his relief that it was not locked. He opened it carefully, first extinguishing his light. Beyond the door was darkness and he snapped back the light again. The room led to another, likewise empty. There were a number of shelves, a few old wine-bins, a score of empty bottles, but nothing else. At the far corner was yet another door, also bolted on the inside. Evidently van Heerden did not intend this part of the vault to be used.

He looked at the lock and found it was broken. He must be approaching the main workroom in this new factory, and it was necessary to proceed with caution. He took out his revolver, spun the cylinder and thrust it under his waistcoat, the butt ready to his hand. The drawing of the bolts was a long business. He could not afford to risk detection at this hour, and could only move them by a fraction of an inch at a time. Presently his work was done and he pulled the door cautiously.

Instantly there appeared between door and jamb a bright green line of light. He dare not move it any farther, for he heard now the shuffle of feet, and occasionally the sound of hollow voices, muffled and indistinguishable. In that light the opening of the door would be seen, perhaps by a dozen pair of eyes. For all he knew every man in that room might be facing his way. He had expected to hear the noise of machinery, but beyond the strangled voices, occasionally the click of glass against glass and the shuff-shuff-shuff of slippered feet crossing the floor, he heard nothing.

He pulled the door another quarter of an inch and glued his eye to the crack. At this angle he could only see one of the walls of the big vault and the end of a long vapour-lamp which stood in one of the cornices and which supplied the ghastly light. But presently he saw something which filled him with hope. Against the wall was a high shadow which even the overhead lamp did not wholly neutralize. It was an irregular shadow such as a stack of boxes might make, and it occurred to him that perhaps beyond his range of vision there was a barricade of empty cases which hid the door from the rest of the room.

He spent nearly three-quarters of an hour taking a bearing based upon the problematical position of the lights, the height and density of the box screen and then boldly and rapidly opened the door, stepped through and closed it behind him. His calculations had been accurate. He found himself in a room, the extent of which he could only conjecture. What, however, interested him mostly was the accuracy of his calculation that the door was hidden. An “L”-shaped stack of crates was piled within two feet of the ceiling, and formed a little lobby to anybody entering the vault the way Beale had come. They were stacked neatly and methodically, and with the exception of two larger packing-cases which formed the “corner stone” the barrier was made of a large number of small boxes about ten inches square.

There was a small step-ladder, evidently used by the person whose business it was to keep this stack in order. Beale lifted it noiselessly, planted it against the corner and mounted cautiously.

He saw a large, broad chamber, its groined roof supported by six squat stone pillars. Light came not only from mercurial lamps affixed to the ceiling, but from others suspended above the three rows of benches which ran the length of the room.

Mercurial lamps do not give a green light, as he knew, but a violet light, and the green effect was produced by shades of something which Beale thought was yellow silk, but which he afterwards discovered was tinted mica.

At intervals along the benches sat white-clad figures, their faces hidden behind rubber masks, their hands covered with gloves. In front of each man was a small microscope under a glass shade, a pair of balances and a rack filled with shallow porcelain trays. Evidently the work on which they were engaged did not endanger their eyesight, for the eyepieces in the masks were innocent of protective covering, a circumstance which added to the hideous animal-like appearance of the men. They all looked alike in their uniform garb, but one figure alone Beale recognized. There was no mistaking the stumpy form and the big head of the Herr Professor, whose appearance in Oliva Cresswell’s room had so terrified that young lady.

He had expected to see him, for he knew that this old German, poverty-stricken and ill-favoured, had been roped in by van Heerden, and Beale, who pitied the old man, had been engaged for a fortnight in trying to worm from the ex-professor of chemistry at the University of Heidelberg the location of van Heerden’s secret laboratory. His efforts had been unsuccessful. There was a streak of loyalty in the old man, which had excited an irritable admiration in the detective but had produced nothing more.

Beale’s eyes followed the benches and took in every detail. Some of the men were evidently engaged in tests, and remained all the time with their eyes glued to their microscopes. Others were looking into their porcelain trays and stirring the contents with glass rods, now and again transferring something to a glass slide which was placed on the microscope and earnestly examined.

Beale was conscious of a faint musty odour permeating the air, an indescribable earthy smell with a tang to it which made the delicate membrane of the nostrils smart and ache. He tied his handkerchief over his nose and mouth before he took another peep. Only part of the room was visible from his post of observation. What was going on immediately beneath the far side of the screen he could only conjecture. But he saw enough to convince him that this was the principal factory, from whence van Heerden was distilling the poison with which he planned humanity’s death.

Some of the workers were filling and sealing small test-tubes with the contents of dishes. These tubes were extraordinarily delicate of structure, and Beale saw at least three crumble and shiver in the hands of the fillers.

Every bench held a hundred or so of these tubes and a covered gas-jet for heating the wax. The work went on methodically, with very little conversation between the masked figures (he saw that the masks covered the heads of the chemists so that not a vestige of hair showed), and only occasionally did one of them leave his seat and disappear through a door at the far end of the room, which apparently led to a canteen.

Evidently the fumes against which they were protected were not virulent, for some of the men stripped their masks as soon as they left their benches.

For half an hour he watched, and in the course of that time saw the process of filling the small boxes which formed his barrier and hiding-place with the sealed tubes. He observed the care with which the fragile tubes were placed in their beds of cotton wool, and had a glimpse of the lined interior of one of the boxes. He was on the point of lifting down a box to make a more thorough examination when he heard a quavering voice beneath him.

“What you do here — eh?”

Under the step-ladder was one of the workers who had slipped noiselessly round the corner of the pile and now stood, grotesque and menacing, his uncovered eyes glowering at the intruder, the black barrel of his Browning pistol covering the detective’s heart.

“Don’t shoot, colonel,” said Beale softly. “I’ll come down.”
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After all, it was for the best — van Heerden could almost see the hand of Providence in this deliverance of his enemy into his power. There must be a settlement with Beale, that play-acting drunkard, who had so deceived him at first.

Dr. van Heerden could admire the ingenuity of his enemy and could kill him. He was a man whose mental poise permitted the paradox of detached attachments. At first he had regarded Stanford Beale as a smart police officer, the sort of man whom Pinkerton and Burns turn out by the score. Shrewd, assertive, indefatigable, such men piece together the scattered mosaics of humdrum crimes, and by then: mechanical patience produce for the satisfaction of courts sufficient of the piece to reveal the design. They figure in divorce suits, in financial swindles and occasionally in more serious cases.

Van Heerden knew instinctively their limitations and had too hastily placed Beale in a lower category than he deserved. Van Heerden came to his workroom by way of the buffet which he had established for the use of his employees. As he shut the steel door behind him he saw Milsom standing at the rough wooden sideboard which served as bar and table for the workers.

“This is an unexpected pleasure,” said Milsom, and then quickly, as he read the other’s face: “Anything wrong?”

“If the fact that the cleverest policeman in America or England is at present on the premises can be so described, then everything is wrong,” said van Heerden, and helped himself to a drink.

“Here — in the laboratory?” demanded Milsom, fear in his eyes. “What do you mean?”

“I’ll tell you,” said the other, and gave the story as he had heard it from Hilda Glaum.

“He’s in the old passage, eh?” said Milsom, thoughtfully, “well there’s no reason why he should get out — alive.”

“He won’t,” said the other.

“Was he followed — you saw nobody outside?”

“We have nothing to fear on that score. He’s working on his own.”

Milsom grunted.

“What are we going to do with him?”

“Gas him,” said van Heerden, “he is certain to have a gun.”

Milsom nodded.

“Wait until the men have gone. I let them go at three — a few at a time, and it wants half an hour to that. He can wait. He’s safe where he is. Why didn’t Hilda tell me? I never even saw her.”

“She went straight up from the old passage — through the men’s door — she didn’t trust you probably.”

Milsom smiled wryly. Though he controlled these works and knew half the doctor’s secrets, he suspected that the quantity of van Heerden’s trust was not greatly in excess of his girl’s.

“We’ll wait,” he said again, “there’s no hurry and, anyway, I want to see you about old man Heyler.”

“Von Heyler? I thought you were rid of him?” said van Heerden in surprise, “that is the old fool that Beale has been after. He has been trying to suck him dry, and has had two interviews with him. I told you to send him to Deans Folly. Bridgers would have taken care of him.”

“Bridgers can look after nothing,” said Milsom.

His eyes roved along the benches and stopped at a worker at the farther end of the room.

“He’s quiet tonight,” he said, “that fellow is too full of himself for my liking. Earlier in the evening before I arrived he pulled a gun on Schultz. He’s too full of gunplay that fellow — excuse the idiom, but I was in the same tailor’s shop at Portland Gaol as Ned Garrand, the Yankee bank-smasher.”

Van Heerden made a gesture of impatience.

“About old Heyler,” Milsom went on, “I know you think he’s dangerous, so I’ve kept him here. There’s a room where he can sleep, and he can take all the exercise he wants at night. But the old fool is restless — he’s been asking me what is the object of his work.”

“He’s difficult. Twice he has nearly betrayed me. As I told you in the car, I gave him some experimental work to do and he brought the result to me — that was the sample which fell into Beale’s hands.”

“Mr. Beale is certainly a danger,” said Milsom thoughtfully.

Van Heerden made a move toward the laboratory, but Milsom’s big hand detained him.

“One minute, van Heerden,” he said, “whilst you’re here you’d better decide — when do we start dismantling? I’ve got to find some excuse to send these fellows away.”

Van Heerden thought.

“In two days,” he said, “that will give you time to clear. You can send the men — well, send them to Scotland, some out-of-the-way place where news doesn’t travel. Tell them we’re opening a new factory, and put them up at the local hotel.”

Milsom inclined his head.

“That sounds easy,” he said, “I could take charge of them until the time came to skip. One can get a boat at Greenock.”

“I shall miss you,” said van Heerden frankly, “you were necessary to me, Milsom. You’re the driving force I wanted, and the only man of my class and calibre I can ever expect to meet, one who would go into this business with me.”

They had reached the big vault and van Heerden stood regarding the scene of mental activity with something approaching complacency.

“There is a billion in process of creation,” he said.

“I could never think in more than six figures,” said Milsom, “and it is only under your cheering influence that I can stretch to seven. I am going to live in the Argentine, van Heerden. A house on a hill—”

The other shivered, but Milsom went on.

“A gorgeous palace of a house, alive with servants. A string band, a perfectly equipped laboratory where I can indulge my passion for research, a high-powered auto, wine of the rarest — ah!”

Van Heerden looked at his companion curiously.

“That appeals to you, does it? For me, the control of finance. Endless schemes of fortune; endless smashings of rivals, railways, ships, great industries juggled and shuffled — that is the life I plan.”

“Fine!” said the other laconically.

They walked to a bench and the worker looked up and took off his mask.

He was an old man, and grinned toothlessly at van Heerden.

“Good evening, Signer Doctor,” he said in Italian. “Science is long and life is short, signer.”

He chuckled and, resuming his mask, returned to his work, ignoring the two men as though they had no existence.

“A little mad, old Castelli,” said Milsom, “that’s his one little piece — what crooked thing has he done?”

“None that I know,” said the other carelessly; “he lost his wife and two daughters in the Messina earthquake. I picked him up cheap. He’s a useful chemist.”

They walked from bench to bench, but van Heerden’s eyes continuously strayed to the door, behind which he pictured a caged Stanford Beale, awaiting his doom. The men were beginning to depart now. One by one they covered their instruments and their trays, slipped off their masks and overalls and disappeared through the door, upon which van Heerden’s gaze was so often fixed. Their exit, however, would not take them near Beale’s prison. A few paces along the corridor was another passage leading to the yard above, and it was by this way that Hilda Glaum had sped to the doctor’s room.

Presently all were gone save one industrious worker, who sat peering through the eyepiece of his microscope, immovable.

“That’s our friend Bridgers,” said Milsom, “he’s all lit up with the alkaloid of Enythroxylon Coca — Well, Bridgers, nearly finished?”

“Huh!” grunted the man without turning.

Milsom shrugged his shoulders.

“We must let him finish what he’s doing. He is quite oblivious to the presence of anybody when he has these fits of industry. By the way, the passing of our dear enemy” — he jerked his head to the passage door— “will make no change in your plans?”

“How?”

“You have no great anxiety to marry the widow?”

“None,” said the doctor.

“And she isn’t a widow yet.”

It was not Milsom who spoke, but the man at the bench, the industrious worker whose eye was still at the microscope.

“Keep your comments to yourself,” said van Heerden angrily, “finish your work and get out.”

“I’ve finished.”

The worker rose slowly and loosening the tapes of his mask pulled it off.

“My name is Beale,” he said calmly, “I think we’ve met before. Don’t move, Milsom, unless you want to save living-expenses — I’m a fairly quick shot when I’m annoyed.”

Stanford Beale pushed back the microscope and seated himself on the edge of the bench.

“You addressed me as Bridgers,” he said, “you will find Mr. Bridgers in a room behind that stack of boxes. The fact is he surprised me spying and was all for shooting me up, but I induced him to come into my private office, so to speak, and the rest was easy — he dopes, doesn’t he? He hadn’t the strength of a rat. However, that is all beside the point; Dr. van Heerden, what have you to say against my arresting you out of hand on a conspiracy charge?”

Van Heerden smiled contemptuously.

“There are many things I can say,” he said. “In the first place, you have no authority to arrest anybody. You’re not a police officer but only an American amateur.”

“American, yes; but amateur, no,” said Beale gently. “As to the authority, why I guess I can arrest you first and get the authority after.”

“On what charge?” demanded Milsom, “there is nothing secret about this place, except Doctor van Heerden’s association with it — a professional man is debarred from mixing in commercial affairs. Is it a crime to run a—” He looked to van Heerden.

“A germicide factory,” said van Heerden promptly.

“Suppose I know the character of this laboratory?” asked Beale quietly.

“Carry that kind of story to the police and see what steps they will take,” said van Heerden scornfully. “My dear Mr. Beale, as I have told you once before, you have been reading too much exciting detective fiction.”

“Very likely,” he said, “but anyhow the little story that enthralls me just now is called the Green Terror, and I’m looking to you to supply a few of the missing pages. And I think you’ll do it.”

The doctor was lighting a cigarette, and he looked at the other over the flaring match with a gleam of malicious amusement in his eyes.

“Your romantic fancies would exasperate me, but for your evident sincerity. Having stolen my bride you seem anxious to steal my reputation,” he said mockingly.

“That,” said Beale, slipping off the bench and standing, hands on hips, before the doctor, “would take a bit of finding. I tell you, van Heerden, that I’m going to call your bluff. I shall place this factory in the hands of the police, and I am going to call in the greatest scientists in England, France and America, to prove the charge I shall make against you on the strength of this!”

He held up between his forefinger and thumb a crystal tube, filled to its seal with something that looked like green sawdust.

“The world, the sceptical world, shall know the hell you are preparing for them.” Stanford Beale’s voice trembled with passion and his face was dark with the thought of a crime so monstrous that even the outrageous treatment of a woman who was more to him than all the world was for the moment obliterated from his mind in the contemplation of the danger which threatened humanity.

“You say that the police and even the government of this country will dismiss my charge as being too fantastic for belief. You shall have the satisfaction of knowing that you are right. They think I am mad — but I will convince them! In this tube lies the destruction of all your fondest dreams, van Heerden. To realize those dreams you have murdered two men. For these you killed John Millinborn and the man Predeaux. But you shall not—”

“Bang!”

The explosion roared thunderously in the confined space of the vault. Beale felt the wind of the bullet and turned, pistol upraised.
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A dishevelled figure stood by the boxes, revolver in hand — it was Bridgers, the man he had left strapped and bound in the “ambulance-room,” and Beale cursed the folly which had induced him to leave the revolver behind.

“I’ll fix you — you brute!” screamed Bridgers, “get away from him — ah!”

Beale’s hand flew up, a pencil of flame quivered and again the vault trembled to the deafening report.

But Bridgers had dropped to cover. Again he shot, this time with unexpected effect. The bullet struck the fusebox on the opposite wall and all the lights went out.

Beale was still holding the glass tube, and this Milsom had seen. Quick as thought he hurled himself upon the detective, his big, powerful hands gripped the other’s wrist and wrenched it round.

Beale set his teeth and manoeuvred for a lock grip, but he was badly placed, pressed as he was against the edge of the bench. He felt van Heerden’s fingers clawing at his hand and the tube was torn away.

Then somebody pulled the revolver from the other hand and there was a scamper of feet. He groped his way through the blackness and ran into the pile of boxes. A bullet whizzed past him from the half-crazy Bridgers, but that was a risk he had to take. He heard the squeak of an opening door and stumbled blindly in its direction. Presently he found it. He had watched the other men go out and discovered the steps — two minutes later he was in the street.

There was no sign of either of the two men. He found a policeman after he had walked half a mile, but that intelligent officer could not leave his beat and advised him to go to the police station. It was an excellent suggestion, for although the sergeant on duty was wholly unresponsive there was a telephone, and at the end of the telephone in his little Haymarket flat, a Superintendent McNorton, the mention of whose very name galvanized the police office to activity.

“I have found the factory I’ve been looking for, McNorton,” said Beale. “I’ll explain the whole thing to you in the morning. What I want now is a search made of the premises.”

“We can’t do that without a magistrate’s warrant,” said McNorton’s voice, “but what we can do is to guard the premises until the warrant is obtained. Ask the station sergeant to speak on the ‘phone — by the way, how is Miss Cresswell, better, I hope?”

“Much better,” said the young man shortly.

It was unbelievable that she could ever fill his heart with the ache which came at the mention of her name.

He made way for the station sergeant and later accompanied four men back to the laboratory. They found all the doors closed. Beale scaled the wall but failed to find a way in. He rejoined the sergeant on the other side of the wall.

“What is the name of this street?” he asked.

“Playbury Street, sir — this used to be Henderson’s Wine Vaults in my younger days.”

Beale jotted down the address and finding a taxi drove back to the police station, wearied and sick at heart.

He arrived in time to be a witness to a curious scene. In the centre of the charge-room and facing the sergeant’s desk was a man of middle age, shabbily dressed, but bearing the indefinable air of one who had seen better days. The grey hair was carefully brushed from the familiar face and gave him that venerable appearance which pale eyes and a pair of thin straight lips (curled now in an amused smile) did their best to discount.

By his side stood his captor, a station detective, a bored and apathetic man.

“It seems,” the prisoner was saying, as Stanford Beale came noiselessly into the room, “it seems that under this detestable system of police espionage, a fellow may not even take a walk in the cool of the morning.”

His voice was that of an educated man, his drawling address spoke of his confidence.

“Now look here, Parson,” said the station sergeant, in that friendly tone which the police adopt when dealing with their pet criminals, “you know as well as I do that under the Prevention of Crimes Act you, an old lag, are liable to be arrested if you are seen in any suspicious circumstances — you oughtn’t to be wandering about the streets in the middle of the night, and if you do, why you mustn’t kick because you’re pinched — anything found on him, Smith?”

“No, sergeant — he was just mouching round, so I pulled him in.”

“Where are you living now, Parson?”

The man with extravagant care searched his pockets.

“I have inadvertently left my card-case with my coiner’s outfit,” he said gravely, “but a wire addressed to the Doss House, Mine Street, Paddington, will find me — but I don’t think I should try. At this moment I enjoy the protection of the law. In four days’ time I shall be on the ocean — why, Mr. Beale?”

Mr. Beale smiled.

“Hullo, Parson — I thought you had sailed to-day.”

“The first-class berths are all taken and I will not travel to Australia with the common herd.”

He turned to the astonished sergeant.

“Can I go — Mr. Beale will vouch for me?”

As he left the charge-room he beckoned the detective, and when they were together in the street Beale found that all the Parson’s flippancy had departed.

“I’m sorry I got you into that scrape,” he said seriously. “I ought to have been unfrocked, but I was sentenced for my first crime under an assumed name. I was not attached to any church at the time and my identity has never been discovered. Mr. Beale,” he went on with a quizzical smile, “I have yet to commit my ideal crime — the murder of a bishop who allows a curate to marry a wife on sixty pounds a year.” His face darkened, and Beale found himself wondering at the contents of the tragic years behind the man. Where was the wife…?

“But my private grievances against the world will not interest you,” Parson Homo resumed, “I only called you out to — well, to ask your pardon.”

“It was my own fault, Homo,” said Beale quietly, and held out his hand. “Good luck — there may be a life for you in the new land.”

He stood till the figure passed out of sight, then turned wearily toward his own rooms. He went to his room and lay down on his bed fully dressed. He was aroused from a troubled sleep by the jangle of the ‘phone. It was McNorton.

“Come down to Scotland House and see the Assistant-Commissioner,” he said, “he is very anxious to hear more about this factory. He tells me that you have already given him an outline of the plot.”

“Yes — I’ll give you details — I’ll be with you in half an hour.”

He had a bath and changed his clothes, and breakfast-less, for the woman who waited on him and kept his flat and who evidently thought his absence was likely to be a long one, had not arrived. He drove to the grim grey building on the Thames Embankment.

Assistant-Commissioner O’Donnel, a white-haired police veteran, was waiting for him, and McNorton was in the office.

“You look fagged,” said the commissioner, “take that chair — and you look hungry, too. Have you breakfasted?”

Beale shook his head with a smile.

“Get him something, McNorton — ring that bell. Don’t protest, my good fellow — I’ve had exactly the same kind of nights as you’ve had, and I know that it is grub that counts more than sleep.”

He gave an order to an attendant and not until twenty minutes later, when Beale had finished a surprisingly good meal in the superintendent’s room, did the commissioner allow the story to be told.

“Now I’m ready,” he said.

“I’ll begin at the beginning,” said Stanford Beale. “I was a member of the United States Secret Service until after the war when, at the request of Mr. Kitson, who is known to you, I came to Europe to devote all my time to watching Miss Cresswell and Doctor van Heerden. All that you know.

“One day when searching the doctor’s rooms in his absence, my object being to discover some evidence in relation to the Millinborn murder, I found this.”

He took a newspaper cutting from his pocketbook and laid it on the table.

“It is from El Impartial, a Spanish newspaper, and I will translate it for you.

“‘ Thanks to the discretion and eminent genius of Dr. Alphonso Romanos, the Chief Medical Officer of Vigo, the farmers of the district have been spared a catastrophe much lamentable’ (I am translating literally). ‘On Monday last, Senor Don Marin Fernardey, of La Linea, discovered one of his fields of corn had died in the night and was already in a condition of rot. In alarm, he notified the Chief of Medicines at Vigo, and Dr. Alphonso Romanos, with that zeal and alacrity which has marked his acts, was quickly on the spot, accompanied by a foreign scientist. Happily the learned and gentle doctor is a bacteriologist superb. An examination of the dead corn, which already emitted unpleasant odours, revealed the presence of a new disease, the verde orin (green rust). By his orders the field was burnt. Fortunately, the area was small and dissociated from the other fields of Senor Fernardey by wide zanzas. With the exception of two small pieces of the infected corn, carried away by Dr. Romanes and the foreign medical-cavalier, the pest was incinerated.’”

“The Foreign Medical-Cavalier,” said Beale, “was Doctor van Heerden. The date was 1915, when the doctor was taking his summer holiday, and I have had no difficulty in tracing him. I sent one of my men to Vigo to interview Doctor Romanes, who remembers the circumstances perfectly. He himself had thought it wisest to destroy the germ after carefully noting their characteristics, and he expressed the anxious hope that his whilom friend, van Heerden, had done the same. Van Heerden, of course, did nothing of the sort. He has been assiduously cultivating the germs in his laboratory. So far as I can ascertain from Professor Heyler, an old German who was in van Heerden’s service and who seems a fairly honest man, the doctor nearly lost the culture, and it was only by sending out small quantities to various seedy scientists and getting them to experiment in the cultivation of the germ under various conditions that he found the medium in which they best flourish. It is, I believe, fermented rye-flour, but I am not quite sure.”

“To what purpose do you suggest van Heerden will put his cultivations?” asked the commissioner.

“I am coming to that. In the course of my inquiries and searchings I found that he was collecting very accurate data concerning the great wheatfields of the world. From the particulars he was preparing I formed the idea that he intended, and intends, sending an army of agents all over the world who, at a given signal, will release the germs in the growing wheat.”

“But surely a few germs sprinkled on a great wheatfield such as you find in America would do no more than local damage?”

Beale shook his head.

“Mr. O’Donnel,” he said soberly, “if I broke a tube of that stuff in the corner of a ten-thousand-acre field the whole field would be rotten in twentyfour hours! It spreads from stalk to stalk with a rapidity that is amazing. One germ multiplies itself in a living cornfield a billion times in twelve hours. It would not only be possible, but certain that twenty of van Heerden’s agents in America could destroy the harvests of the United States in a week.”

“But why should he do this — he is a German, you say — and Germans do not engage in frightfulness unless they see a dividend at the end of it.”

“There is a dividend — a dividend of millions at the end of it,” said Beale, graver, “that much I know. I cannot tell you any more yet. But I can say this: that up till yesterday van Heerden was carrying on the work without the aid of his Government. That is no longer the case. There is now a big syndicate in existence to finance him, and the principal shareholder is the German Government. He has already spent thousands, money he has borrowed and money he has stolen. As a sideline and sheerly to secure her money he carried off John Millinborn’s heiress with the object of forcing her into a marriage.”

The commissioner chewed the end of his cigar.

“This is a State matter and one on which I must consult the Home Office; You tell me that the Foreign Office believe your story — of course I do, too,” he added quickly, “though it sounds wildly improbable. Wait here.”

He took up his hat and went out.

“It is going to be a difficult business to convict van Heerden,” said the superintendent when his chief had gone, “you see, in the English courts, motive must be proved to convict before a jury, and there seems no motive except revenge. A jury would take a lot of convincing that a man spent thousands of pounds to avenge a wrong done to his country.”

Beale had no answer to this. At the back of his mind he had a dim idea of the sheer money value of the scheme, but he needed other evidence than he possessed. The commissioner returned soon after.

“I have been on the ‘phone to the UnderSecretary, and we will take action against van Heerden on the evidence the factory offers. I’ll put you in charge of the case, McNorton, you have the search-warrant already? Good!”

He shook hands with Beale.

“You will make a European name over this, Mr. Beale,” he said.

“I hope Europe will have nothing more to talk about,” said Beale.

They passed back to McNorton’s office.

“I’ll come right along,” said the superintendent. He was taking his hat from a peg when he saw a closed envelope lying on his desk.

“From the local police station,” he said. “How long has this been here?”

His clerk shook his head.

“I can’t tell you, sir — it has been there since I came in.”

“H’m — I must have overlooked it. Perhaps it is news from your factory.”

He tore it open, scanned the contents and swore.

“There goes your evidence, Beale,” he said.

“What is it?” asked Beale quickly.

“The factory was burned to the ground in the early hours of the morning,” he said. “The fire started in the old wine vault and the whole building has collapsed.”

The detective stared out of the window.

“Can we arrest van Heerden on the evidence of Professor Heyler?”

For answer McNorton handed him the letter. It ran:

“From Inspector-in-charge, S. Paddington, to Supt. McNorton. Factory in Playbury St. under P.O. (Police Observation) completely destroyed by fire, which broke out in basement at 5.20 this morning. One body found, believed to be a man named Heyler.”
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Here is a menace about Monday morning which few have escaped. It is a menace which in one guise or another clouds hundreds of millions of pillows, gives to the golden sunlight which niters through a billion panes the very hues and character of jaundice. It is the menace of factory and workshop, harsh prisons which shut men and women from the green fields and the pleasant by-ways; the menace of new responsibilities to be faced and new difficulties to be overcome. Into the space of Monday morning drain the dregs of last week’s commitments to gather into stagnant pools upon the desks and benches of toiling and scheming humanity. It is the end of the holiday, the foot of the new hill whose crest is Saturday night and whose most pleasant outlook is the Sunday to come.

Men go to their work reluctant and resentful and reach out for the support which the lunch-hour brings. One o’clock in London is about six o’clock in Chicago. Therefore the significance of shoals of cablegrams which lay on the desks of certain brokers was not wholly apparent until late in the evening, and was not thoroughly understood until late on Tuesday morning, when to other and greater shoals of cables came the terse price-lists from the Board of Trade in Chicago, and on top of all the wirelessed Press accounts for the sensational jump in wheat.

“Wheat soaring,” said one headline. “Frantic scenes in the Pit,” said another. “Wheat reaches famine price,” blared a third.

Beale passing through to Whitehall heard the shrill call of the newsboys and caught the word “wheat.” He snatched a paper from the hands of a boy and read.

Every corn-market in the Northern Hemisphere was in a condition of chaos. Prices were jumping to a figure beyond any which the most stringent days of the war had produced.

He slipped into a telephone booth, gave a Treasury number and McNorton answered.

“Have you seen the papers?” he asked.

“No, but I’ve heard. You mean about the wheat boom?”

“Yes — the game has started.”

“Where are you — wait for me, I’ll join you.”

Three minutes later McNorton appeared from the Whitehall end of Scotland Yard. Beale hailed a cab and they drove to the hotel together.

“Warrants have been issued for van Heerden and Milsom and the girl Glaum,” he said. “I expect we shall find the nest empty, but I have sent men to all the railway stations — do you think we’ve moved too late?”

“Everything depends on the system that van Heerden has adopted,” replied Beale, “he is the sort of man who would keep everything in his own hands. If he has done that, and we catch him, we may prevent a world catastrophe.”

At the hotel they found Kitson waiting in the vestibule.

“Well?” he asked, “I gather that you’ve lost van Heerden, but if the newspapers mean anything, his hand is down on the table. Everybody is crazy here,” he said, as he led the way to the elevator, “I’ve just been speaking to the Under-Minister for Agriculture — all Europe is scared. Now what is the story?” he asked, when they were in his room.

He listened attentively and did not interrupt until Stanford Beale had finished.

“That’s big enough,” he said. “I owe you an apology — much as I was interested in Miss Cresswell, I realize that her fate was as nothing beside the greater issue.”

“What does it mean?” asked McNorton.

“The Wheat Panic? God knows. It may mean bread at a guinea a pound — it is too early to judge.”

The door was opened unceremoniously and a man strode in. McNorton was the first to recognize the intruder and rose to his feet.

“I’m sorry to interrupt you,” said Lord Sevington — it was the Foreign Secretary of Great Britain himself. “Well, Beale, the fantastic story you told me seems in a fair way to being realized.”

“This is Mr. Kitson,” introduced Stanford, and the grey-haired statesman bowed.

“I sent for you, but decided I couldn’t wait — so I came myself. Ah, McNorton, what are the chances of catching van Heerden?”

“No man has ever escaped from this country once his identity was established,” said the police chief hopefully.

“If we had taken Beale’s advice we should have the gentleman under lock and key,” said the Foreign Minister, shaking his head. “You probably know that Mr. Beale has been in communication with the Foreign Office for some time?” he said, addressing Kitson.

“I did not know,” admitted the lawyer.

“We thought it was one of those brilliant stories which the American newspaper reporter loves,” smiled the minister.

“I don’t quite get the commercial end of it,” said Kitson. “How does van Heerden benefit by destroying the crops of the world?”

“He doesn’t benefit, because the crops won’t be destroyed,” said the minister. “The South Russian crops are all right, the German crops are intact — but are practically all mortgaged to the German Government.”

“The Government?”

“This morning the German Government have made two announcements. The first is the commandeering of all the standing crops, and at the same time the taking over of all options on the sale of wheat. Great granaries are being established all over Germany. The old Zeppelin sheds—”

“Great heavens!” cried Kitson, and stared at Stanford Beale. “That was the reason they took over the sheds?”

“A pretty good reason, too,” said Beale, “storage is everything in a crisis like this. What is the second announcement, sir?”

“They prohibit the export of grain,” said Lord Sevington, “the whole of Germany is to be rationed for a year, bread is to be supplied by the Government free of all cost to the people; in this way Germany handles the surpluses for us to buy.”

“What will she charge?”

“What she wishes. If van Heerden’s scheme goes through, if throughout the world the crops are destroyed and only that which lies under Germany’s hand is spared, what must we pay? Every penny we have taken from Germany; every cent of her war costs must be returned to her in exchange for wheat.”

“Impossible!”

“Why impossible? There is no limit to the price of rarities. What is rarer than gold is more costly than gold. You who are in the room are the only people in the world who know the secret of the Green Rust, and I can speak frankly to you. I tell you that we must either buy from Germany or make war on Germany, and the latter course is impossible, and if it were possible would give us no certainty of relief. We shall have to pay, Britain, France, America, Italy — we shall have to pay. We shall pay in gold, we may have to pay in battleships and material. Our stocks of corn have been allowed to fall and to-day we have less than a month’s supply in England. Every producing country in the world will stop exporting instantly, and they, too, with the harvest nearly due, will be near the end of their stocks. Now tell me, Mr. Beale, in your judgment, is it possible to save the crops by local action?”

Beale shook his head.

“I doubt it,” he said; “it would mean the mobilisation of millions of men, the surrounding of all corn-tracts — and even then I doubt if your protection would be efficacious. You could send the stuff into the fields by a hundred methods. The only thing to do is to catch van Heerden and stifle the scheme at its fountain-head.”

The Chief of the Foreign Ministry strode up and down the room, his hands thrust into his pockets, his head upon his breast.

“It means our holding out for twelve months,” he said. “Can we do it?”

“It means more than that, sir,” said Beale quietly.

Lord Sevington stopped and faced him.

“More than that? What do you mean?”

“It may mean a cornless world for a generation,” said Beale. “I have consulted the best authorities, and they agree that the soil will be infected for ten years.”

The four men looked at one another helplessly.

“Why,” said Sevington, in awe, “the whole social and industrial fabric of the world would crumble into dust. America would be ruined for a hundred years, there would be deaths by the million. It means the very end of civilization!”

Beale glanced from one to the other of the little group.

Sevington, with his hard old face set in harsh lines, a stony sphinx of a man showing no other sign of his emotions than a mop of ruffled hair.

Kitson, an old man and almost as hard of feature, yet of the two more human, stood with pursed lip, his eyes fixed on the floor, as if he were studying the geometrical pattern of the parquet for future reference.

McNorton, big, redfaced and expressionless, save that his mouth dropped and that his arms were tightly folded as if he were hugging himself in a sheer ecstasy of pain. From the street outside came the roar and rumble of London’s traffic, the dull murmur of countless voices and the shrill high-pitched whine of a newsboy.

Men and women were buying newspapers and seeing no more in the scare headlines than a newspaper sensation.

Tomorrow they might read further and grow a little uncomfortable, but for the moment they were only mildly interested, and the majority would turn to the back page for the list of “arrivals” at Lingfield.

“It is unbelievable,” said Kitson. “I have exactly the same feeling I had on August 1, 1914 — that sensation of unreality.”

His voice seemed to arouse the Foreign Minister from the meditation into which he had fallen, and he started.

“Beale,” he said, “you have unlimited authority to act — Mr. McNorton, you will go back to Scotland Yard and ask the Chief Commissioner to attend at the office of the Privy Seal. Mr. Beale will keep in touch with me all the time.”

Without any formal leave-taking he made his exit, followed by Superintendent McNorton.

“That’s a badly rattled man,” said Kitson shrewdly, “the Government may fall on this news. What will you do?”

“Get van Heerden,” said the other.

“It is the job of your life,” said Kitson quietly, and Beale knew within a quarter of an hour that the lawyer did not exaggerate.

Van Heerden had disappeared with dramatic suddenness. Detectives who visited his flat discovered that his personal belongings had been removed in the early hours of the morning. He had left with two trunks (which were afterwards found in a cloakroom of a London railway terminus) and a companion who was identified as Milsom. Whether the car had gone east or north, south or west, nobody knew.

In the early editions of the evening newspapers, side by side with the account of the panic scenes on ’Change was the notice:

“The Air Ministry announce the suspension of Order 63 of Trans-Marine Flight Regulations. No aeroplane will be allowed to cross the coastline by day or night without first descending at a coast control station. Aerial patrols have orders to force down any machine which does not obey the ‘Descend’ signal. This signal is now displayed at all coast stations.”

Every railway station in England, every port of embarkation, were watched by police. The one photograph of van Heerden in existence, thousands of copies of an excellent snapshot taken by one of Beale’s assistants, were distributed by aeroplane to every district centre. At two o’clock Hilda Glaum was arrested and conveyed to Bow Street. She showed neither surprise nor resentment and offered no information as to van Heerden’s whereabouts.

Throughout the afternoon there were the usual crops of false arrest and detention of perfectly innocent people, and at five o’clock it was announced that all telegraphic communication with the Continent and with the Western Hemisphere was suspended until further notice.

Beale came back from Barking, whither he had gone to interview a choleric commercial traveller who bore some facial resemblance to van Heerden, and had been arrested in consequence, and discovered that something like a Council of War was being held in Kitson’s private room.

McNorton and two of his assistants were present. There was an UnderSecretary from the Foreign Office, a great scientist whose services had been called upon, and a man whom he recognized as a member of the Committee of the Corn Exchange. He shook his head in answer to McNorton’s inquiring glance, and would have taken his seat at the table, but Kitson, who had risen on his entrance, beckoned him to the window.

“We can do without you for a little while, Beale,” he said, lowering his voice. “There’s somebody there,” he jerked his head to a door which led to another room of his suite, “who requires an explanation, and I think your time will be so fully occupied in the next few days that you had better seize this opportunity whilst you have it.”

“Miss Cresswell!” said Beale, in despair.

The old man nodded slowly.

“What does she know?”

“That is for you to discover,” said Kitson gently, and pushed him toward the door.

With a quaking heart he turned the knob and stepped guiltily into the presence of the girl who in the eyes of the law was his wife.
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He rose to meet him, and he stood spellbound, still holding the handle of the door. It seemed that she had taken on new qualities, a new and an ethereal grace. At the very thought even of his technical possession of this smiling girl who came forward to greet him, his heart thumped so loudly that he felt she must hear it. She was pale, and there were dark shadows under her eyes, but the hand that gripped his was firm and warm and living.

“I have to thank you for much, Mr. Beale,” she said. “Mr. Kitson has told me that I owe my rescue to you.”

“Did he?” he asked awkwardly, and wondered what else Kitson had told her.

“I am trying to be very sensible, and I want you to help me, because you are the most sensible man I know.”

She went back to the lounge-chair where she had been sitting, and pointed to another.

“It was horribly melodramatic, wasn’t it? but I suppose the life of a detective is full of melodrama.”

“Oh, brimming over,” he said. “If you keep very quiet I will give you a resume of my most interesting cases,” he said, making a pathetic attempt to be flippant, and the girl detected something of his insincerity.

“You have had a trying day,” she said, with quick sympathy, “have you arrested Doctor van Heerden?”

He shook his head.

“I am glad,” she said.

“Glad?”

She nodded.

“Before he is arrested,” she spoke with some hesitation, “I want one little matter cleared up. I asked Mr. Kitson, but he put me off and said you would tell me everything.”

“What is it?” he asked steadily.

She got up and went to her bag which stood upon a side-table, opened it and took out something which she laid on the palm of her hand. She came back with hand extended, and Beale looked at the glittering object on her palm and was speechless.

“Do you see that?” she asked.

He nodded, having no words for the moment, for “that” was a thin gold ring.

“It is a wedding ring,” she said, “and I found it on my finger when I recovered.”

“Oh!” said Beale blankly.

“Was I married?” she asked.

He made two or three ineffectual attempts to speak and ended by nodding.

“I feared so,” she said quietly, “you see I recollect nothing of what happened. The last thing I remembered was Doctor van Heerden sitting beside me and putting something into my arm. It hurt a little, but not very much, and I remember I spoke to him. I think it was about you,” a little colour came to her face, “or perhaps he was speaking about you, I am not sure,” she said hurriedly; “I know that you came into it somehow, and that is all I can recall.”

“Nothing else?” he asked dismally.

“Nothing,” she said.

“Try, try, try to remember,” he urged her.

He realized he was being a pitiable coward and that he wanted to shift the responsibility for the revelation upon her. She smiled, and shook her head.

“I am sorry but I can’t remember anything. Now you are going to tell me.”

He discovered that he was sitting on the edge of the chair and that he was more nervous than he had ever been in his life.

“So I am going to tell you,” he said, in a hollow voice, “of course I’ll tell you. It is rather difficult, you understand.”

She looked at him kindly.

“I know it must be difficult for a man like you to speak of your own achievements. But for once you are going to be immodest,” she laughed.

“Well, you see,” he began, “I knew van Heerden wanted to marry you. I knew that all along. I guessed he wanted to marry you for your money, because in the circumstances there was nothing else he could want to marry you for,” he added. “I mean,” he corrected himself hastily, “that money was the most attractive thing to him.”

“This doesn’t sound very flattering,” she smiled.

“I know I am being crude, but you will forgive me when you learn what I have to say,” he said huskily. “Van Heerden wanted to marry you—”

“And he married me,” she said, “and I am going to break that marriage as soon as I possibly can.”

“I know, I hope so,” said Stanford Beale. “I believe it is difficult, but I will do all I possibly can. Believe me, Miss Cresswell—”

“I am not Miss Cresswell any longer,” she said with a wry little face, “but please don’t call me by my real name.”

“I won’t,” he said fervently.

“You knew he wanted to marry me for my money and not for my beauty or my accomplishments,” she said, “and so you followed me down to Deans Folly.”

“Yes, yes, but I must explain. I know it will sound horrible to you and you may have the lowest opinion of me, but I have got to tell you.”

He saw the look of alarm gather in her eyes and plunged into his story.

“I thought that if you were already married van Heerden would be satisfied and take no further steps against you.”

“But I wasn’t already married,” she said, puzzled.

“Wait, wait, please,” he begged, “keep that in your mind, that I was satisfied van Heerden wanted you for your money, and that if you were already married or even if you weren’t and he thought you were I could save you from dangers, the extent of which even I do not know. And there was a man named Homo, a crook. He had been a parson and had all the manner and style of his profession. So I got a special licence in my own name.”

“You?” she said breathlessly. “A marriage licence? To marry me?” He nodded.

“And I took Homo with me in my search for you. I knew that I should have a very small margin of time, and I thought if Homo performed the ceremony and I could confront van Heerden with the accomplished deed—”

She sprang to her feet with a laugh.

“Oh, I see, I see,” she said. “Oh, how splendid! And you went through this mock ceremony! Where was I?”

“You were at the window,” he said miserably.

“But how lovely! And you were outside and your parson with the funny name — but that’s delicious! So I wasn’t married at all and this is your ring.” She picked it up with a mocking light in her eyes, and held it out to him, but he shook his head.

“You were married,” he said, in a voice which was hardly audible.

“Married? How?”

“Homo was not a fake! He was a real clergyman! And the marriage was legal!”

They looked at one another without speaking. On the girl’s part there was nothing but pure amazement; but Stanford Beale read horror, loathing, consternation and unforgiving wrath, and waited, as the criminal waits for his sentence, upon her next words.

“So I am really married — to you,” she said wonderingly.

“You will never forgive me, I know.” He did not look at her now. “My own excuse is that I did what I did because I — wanted to save you. I might have sailed in with a gun and shot them up. I might have waited my chance and broken into the house. I might have taken a risk and surrounded the place with police, but that would have meant delay. I didn’t do the normal things or take the normal view — I couldn’t with you.”

He did not see the momentary tenderness in her eyes, because he was not looking at her, and went on:

“That’s the whole of the grisly story. Mr. Kitson will advise you as to what steps you may take to free yourself. It was a most horrible blunder, and it was all the more tragic because you were the victim, you of all the persons in the world!”

She had put the ring down, and now she took it up again and examined it curiously.

“It is rather — quaint, isn’t it?” she asked.

“Oh, very.”

He thought he heard a sob and looked up. She was laughing, at first silently, then, as the humour of the thing seized her, her laugh rang clear and he caught its infection.

“It’s funny,” she said at last, wiping her eyes, “there is a humorous side to it. Poor Mr. Beale!”

“I deserve a little pity,” he said ruefully.

“Why?” she asked quickly. “Have you committed bigamy?”

“Not noticeably so,” he answered, with a smile.

“Well, what are you going to do about it? It’s rather serious when one thinks of it — seriously. So I am Mrs. Stanford Beale — poor Mr. Beale, and poor Mrs. Beale-to-be. I do hope,” she said, and this time her seriousness was genuine, “that I have not upset any of your plans — too much. Oh,” she sat down suddenly, staring at him, “it would be awful,” she said in a hushed voice, “and I would never forgive myself. Is there — forgive my asking the question, but I suppose,” with a flashing smile, “as your wife I am entitled to your confidence — is there somebody you are going to marry?”

“I have neither committed bigamy nor do I contemplate it,” said Beale, who was gradually recovering his grip of the situation, “if you mean am I engaged to somebody — in fact, to a girl,” he said recklessly, “the answer is in the negative. There will be no broken hearts on my side of the family. I have no desire to probe your wounded heart—”

“Don’t be flippant,” she stopped him sternly; “it is a very terrible situation, Mr. Beale, and I hardly dare to think of it.”

“I realize how terrible it is,” he said, suddenly bold, ‘and as I tell you, I will do everything I can to correct my blunder.”

“Does Mr. Kitson know?” she asked. He nodded.

“What did Mr. Kitson say? Surely he gave you some advice.”

“He said—” began Stanford, and went red. The girl did not pursue the subject. “Come, let us talk about the matter like rational beings,” she said cheerfully. “I have got over my first inclination to swoon. You must curb your very natural desire to be haughty.”

“I cannot tell you what we can do yet. I don’t want to discuss the unpleasant details of a divorce,” he said, “and perhaps you will let me have a few days before we decide on any line of action. Van Heerden is still at large, and until he is under lock and key and this immense danger which threatens the world is removed, I can hardly think straight.”

“Mr. Kitson has told me about van Heerden,” she said quietly. “Isn’t it rather a matter for the English police to deal with? As I have reason to know,” she shivered slightly, “Doctor van Heerden is a man without any fear or scruple.”

“My scruples hardly keep me awake at night,” he said, “and I guess I’m not going to let up on van Heerden. I look upon it as my particular job.”

“Isn’t it” — she hesitated— “isn’t it rather dangerous?”

“For me?” he laughed, “no, I don’t think so. And even if it were in the most tragic sense of the word dangerous, why, that would save you a great deal of unpleasantness.”

“I think you are being horrid,” she said. “I am sorry,” he responded quickly, “I was fishing for a little pity, and it was rather cheap and theatrical. No, I do not think there is very much danger. Van Heerden is going to keep under cover, and he is after something bigger than my young life.”

“Is Milsom with him?”

“He is the weak link in van Heerden’s scheme,” Beale said. “Somehow van Heerden doesn’t strike me as a good team leader, and what little I have seen of Milsom leads me to the belief that he is hardly the man to follow the doctor’s lead blindly. Besides, it is always easier to catch two men than one,” he laughed. “That is an old detective’s axiom and it works out.”

She put out her hand.

“It’s a tangled business, isn’t it?” she said. “I mean us. Don’t let it add to your other worries. Forget our unfortunate relationship until we can smooth things out.”

He shook her hand in silence.

“And now I am coming out to hear all that you clever people suggest,” she said. “Please don’t look alarmed. I have been talking all the afternoon and have been narrating my sad experience — such as I remember — to the most important people. Cabinet Ministers and police commissioners and doctors and things.”

“One moment,” he said.

He took from his pocket a stout book.

“I was wondering what that was,” she laughed. “You haven’t been buying me reading-matter?”

He nodded, and held the volume so that she could read the title.

“‘ A Friend in Need,’ by S. Beale. I didn’t know you wrote!” she said in surprise.

“I am literary and even worse,” he said flippantly. “I see you have a shelf of books here. If you will allow me I will put it with the others.”

“But mayn’t I see it?”

He shook his head.

“I just want to tell you all you have said about van Heerden is true. He is a most dangerous man. He may yet be dangerous to you. I don’t want you to touch that little book unless you are in really serious trouble. Will you promise me?”

She opened her eyes wide.

“But, Mr. Beale — ?”

“Will you promise me?” he said again.

“Of course I’ll promise you, but I don’t quite understand.”

“You will understand,” he said.

He opened the door for her and she passed out ahead of him. Kitson came to meet them.

“I suppose there is no news?” asked Stanford.

“None,” said the other, “except high political news. There has been an exchange of notes between the Triple Alliance and the German Government. All communication with the Ukraine is cut off, and three ships have been sunk in the Bosphorus so cleverly that our grain ships in the Black Sea are isolated.”

“That’s bad,” said Beale.

He walked to the table. It was littered with maps and charts and printed tabulations. McNorton got up and joined them.

“I have just had a ‘phone message through from the Yard,” he said. “Carter, my assistant, says that he’s certain van Heerden has not left London.”

“Has the girl spoken?”

“Glaum? No, she’s as dumb as an oyster. I doubt if you would get her to speak even if you put her through the third degree, and we don’t allow that.”

“So I am told,” said Beale dryly.

There was a knock at the door.

“Unlock it somebody,” said Kitson. “I turned the key.”

The nearest person was the member of the Corn Exchange Committee, and he clicked back the lock and the door opened to admit a waiter.

“There’s a man here—” he said; but before he could say more he was pushed aside and a dusty, dishevelled figure stepped into the room and glanced round.

“My name is Milsom,” he said. “I have come to give King’s Evidence!”
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“I’m Milsom,” said the man in the doorway again.

His clothes were grimed and dusty, his collar limp and soiled. There were two days’ growth of red-grey stubble on his big jaw, and he bore himself like a man who was fault from lack of sleep.

He walked unsteadily to the table and fell into a chair.

“Where is van Heerden?” asked Beale, but Milsom shook his head.

“I left him two hours ago, after a long and unprofitable talk on patriotism,” he said, and laughed shortly. “At that time he was making his way back to his house in Southwark.”

“Then he is in London — here in London!”

Milsom nodded.

“You won’t find him,” he said brusquely. “I tell you I’ve left him after a talk about certain patriotic misgivings on my part — look!”

He lifted his right hand, which hitherto he had kept concealed by his side, and Oliva shut her eyes and felt deathly sick.

“Right index digit and part of the phalanges shot away,” said Milsom philosophically. “That was my trigger-finger — but he shot first. Give me a drink!”

They brought him a bottle of wine, and he drank it from a long tumbler in two great breathless gulps.

“You’ve closed the coast to him,” he said, “you shut down your wires and cables, you’re watching the roads, but he’ll get his message through, if—”

“Then he hasn’t cabled?” said Beale eagerly. “Milsom, this means liberty for you — liberty and comfort. Tell us the truth, man, help us hold off this horror that van Heerden is loosing on the world and there’s no reward too great for you.”

Milsom’s eyes narrowed.

“It wasn’t the hope of reward or hope of pardon that made me break with van Heerden,” he said in his slow way. “You’d laugh yourself sick if I told you. It was — it was the knowledge that this country would be down and out; that the people who spoke my tongue and thought more or less as I thought should be under the foot of the Beast — fevered sentimentality! You don’t believe that?”

“I believe it.”

It was Oliva who spoke, and it appeared that this was the first time that Milsom had noticed her presence, for his eyes opened wider.

“You — oh, you believe it, do you?” and he nodded.

“But why is van Heerden waiting?” asked McNorton. “What is he waiting for?”

The big man rolled his head helplessly from side to side, and the hard cackle of his laughter was very trying to men whose nerves were raw and on edge.

“That’s the fatal lunacy of it! I think it must be a national characteristic. You saw it in the war again and again — a wonderful plan brought to naught by some piece of over-cleverness on the part of the superman.”

A wild hope leapt to Scale’s heart.

“Then it has failed! The rust has not answered — ?”

But Milsom shook his head wearily.

“The rust is all that he thinks — and then some,” he said. “No, it isn’t that. It is in the work of organization where the hitch has occurred. You know something of the story. Van Heerden has agents in every country in the world. He has spent nearly a hundred thousand pounds in perfecting his working plans, and I’m willing to admit that they are wellnigh perfect. Such slight mistakes as sending men to South Africa and Australia where the crops are six months later than the European and American harvests may be forgiven, because the German thinks longitudinally, and north and south are the two points of the compass which he never bothers his head about. If the Germans had been a seafaring people they’d have discovered America before Columbus, but they would never have found the North Pole or rounded the Cape in a million years.”

He paused, and they saw the flicker of a smile in his weary eyes.

“The whole scheme is under van Heerden’s hand. At the word ‘Go’ thousands of his agents begin their work of destruction — but the word must come from him. He has so centralized his scheme that if he died suddenly without that word being uttered, the work of years would come to naught. I guess he is suspicious of everybody, including his new Government. For the best part of a year he has been arranging and planning. With the assistance of a girl, a compatriot of his, he has reduced all things to order. In every country is a principal agent who possesses a copy of a simple code. At the proper moment van Heerden would cable a word which meant ‘Get busy’ or ‘Hold off until you hear from me,’ or ‘Abandon scheme for this year and collect cultures.’ I happen to be word-perfect in the meanings of the code words because van Heerden has so often drummed them into me.”

“What are the code words?”

“I’m coming to that,” nodded Milsom. “Van Heerden is the type of scientist that never trusts his memory. You find that kind in all the school — they usually spend their time making the most complete and detailed notes, and their studies are packed with memoranda. Yet he had a wonderful memory for the commonplace things — for example, in the plain English of his three messages he was word perfect. He could tell you offhand the names and addresses of all his agents. But when it came to scientific data his mind was a blank until he consulted his authorities. It seemed that once he made a note his mind was incapable of retaining the information he had committed to paper. That, as I say, is a phenomenon which is not infrequently met with amongst men of science.”

“And he had committed the code to paper?” asked Kitson.

“I am coming to that. After the fire at the Paddington works, van Heerden said the time had come to make a get away. He was going to the Continent, I was to sail for Canada. ‘Before you go,’ he said, ‘I will give you the code — but I am afraid that I cannot do that until after ten o’clock.’”

McNorton was scribbling notes in shorthand and carefully circled the hour.

“We went back to his flat and had breakfast together — it was then about five o’clock. He packed a few things and I particularly noticed that he looked very carefully at the interior of a little grip which he had brought the previous night from Staines. He was so furtive, carrying the bag to the light of the window, that I supposed he was consulting his code, and I wondered why he should defer giving me the information until ten o’clock. Anyway, I could swear he took something from the bag and slipped it into his pocket. We left the flat soon after and drove to a railway station where the baggage was left. Van Heerden had given me banknotes for a thousand pounds in case we should be separated, and I went on to the house in South London. You needn’t ask me where it is because van Heerden is not there.”

He gulped again at the wine.

“At eleven o’clock van Heerden came back,” resumed Milsom, “and if ever a man was panic-stricken it was he — the long and the short of it is that the code was mislaid.”

“Mislaid!” Beale was staggered.

Here was farce interpolated into tragedy — the most grotesque, the most unbelievable farce.

“Mislaid,” said Milsom. “He did not say as much, but I gathered from the few disjointed words he flung at me that the code was not irredeemably lost; in fact, I have reason to believe that he knows where it is. It was after that that van Heerden started in to do some tall cursing of me, my country, my decadent race and the like. Things have been strained all the afternoon. Tonight they reached a climax. He wanted me to help him in a burglary — and burglary is not my forte.”

“What did he want to burgle?” asked McNorton, with professional interest.

“Ah! There you have me! It was the question I asked and he refused to answer. I was to put myself in his hands and there was to be some shooting if, as he thought likely, a caretaker was left on the premises to be entered. I told him flat — we were sitting on Wandsworth Common at the time — that he could leave me out, and that is where we became mutually offensive.”

He looked at his maimed hand.

“I dressed it roughly at a chemist’s. The iodine open dressing isn’t beautiful, but it is antiseptic. He shot to kill, too, there’s no doubt about that. A very perfect little gentleman!”

“He’s in London?” said McNorton. “That simplifies matters.”

“To my mind it complicates rather than simplifies,” said Beale. “London is a vast proposition. Can you give us any idea as to the hour the burglary was planned for?”

“Eleven,” said Milsom promptly, “that is to say, in a little over an hour’s time.”

“And you have no idea of the locality?”

“Somewhere in the East of London. We were to have met at Aldgate.”

“I don’t understand it,” said McNorton. “Do you suggest that the code is in the hands of somebody who is not willing to part with it? And now that he no longer needs it for you, is there any reason why he should wait?”

“Every reason,” replied Milsom, and Stanford Beale nodded in agreement. “It was not only for me he wanted it. He as good as told me that unless he recovered it he would be unable to communicate with his men.”

“What do you think he’ll do?”

“He’ll get Bridgers to assist him. Bridgers is a pretty sore man, and the doctor knows just where he can find him.”

As Oliva listened an idea slowly dawned in her mind that she might supply a solution to the mystery of the missing code. It was a wildly improbable theory she held, but even so slender a possibility was not to be discarded. She slipped from the group and went back to her room. For the accommodation of his ward, James Kitson had taken the adjoining suite to his own and had secured a lady’s maid from an agency for the girl’s service. She passed through the sittingroom to her own bedroom, and found the maid putting the room ready for the night.

“Minnie,” she said, throwing a quick glance about the apartment, “where did you put the clothes I took off when I came?”

“Here, miss.”

The girl opened the wardrobe and Oliva made a hurried search.

“Did you find — anything, a little ticket?”

The girl smiled.

“Oh yes, miss. It was in your stocking.”

Oliva laughed.

“I suppose you thought it was rather queer, finding that sort of thing in a girl’s stocking,” she asked, but the maid was busily opening the drawers of the dressing-table in search of something.

“Here it is, miss.”

She held a small square ticket in her hand and held it with such disapproving primness that Oliva nearly laughed.

“I found it in your stocking, miss,” she said again.

“Quite right,” said Oliva coolly, “that’s where I put it. I always carry my pawn tickets in my stocking.”

The admirable Minnie sniffed.

“I suppose you have never seen such a thing,” smiled Oliva, “and you hardly knew what it was.”

The lady’s maid turned very red. She had unfortunately seen many such certificates of penury, but all that was part of her private life, and she had been shocked beyond measure to be confronted with this too-familiar evidence of impecuniosity in the home of a lady who represented to her an assured income and comfortable pickings.

Oliva went back to her sittingroom and debated the matter. It was a sense of diffidence, the fear of making herself ridiculous, which arrested her. Otherwise she might have flown into the room, declaimed her preposterous theories and leave these clever men to work out the details. She opened the door and with the ticket clenched in her hand stepped into the room.

If they had missed her after she had left nobody saw her return. They were sitting in a group about the table, firing questions at the big unshaven man who had made such a dramatic entrance to the conference and who, with a long cigar in the corner of his mouth, was answering readily and fluently.

But faced with the tangible workings of criminal investigation her resolution and her theories shrank to vanishing-point. She clasped the ticket in her hand and felt for a pocket, but the dressmaker had not provided her with that useful appendage.

So she turned and went softly back to her room, praying that she would not be noticed. She closed the door gently behind her and turned to meet a well-valeted man in evening-dress who was standing in the middle of the room, a light overcoat thrown over his arm, his silk hat tilted back from his forehead, a picture of calm assurance.

“Don’t move,” said van Heerden, “and don’t scream. And be good enough to hand over the pawn ticket you are holding in your hand.”

Silently she obeyed, and as she handed the little pasteboard across the table which separated them she looked past him to the bookshelf behind his head, and particularly to a new volume which bore the name of Stanford Beale.
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“Thanks,” said van Heerden, pocketing the ticket, it is of no use to me now, for I cannot wait. I gather that you have not disclosed the fact that this ticket is in your possession.”

“I don’t know how you gather that,” she said.

“Lower your voice!” he hissed menacingly. “I gather as much because Beale knew the ticket would not be in my possession now. If he only knew, if he only had a hint of its existence, I fear my scheme would fail. As it is, it will succeed. And now,” he said with a smile, “time is short and your preparations must be of the briefest. I will save you the trouble of asking questions by telling you that I am going to take you along with me. I certainly cannot afford to leave you. Get your coat.”

With a shrug she walked past him to the bedroom and he followed.

“Are we going far?” she asked.

There was no tremor in her voice and she felt remarkably self-possessed.

“That you will discover,” said he.

“I am not asking out of idle curiosity, but I want to know whether I ought to take a bag.”

“Perhaps it would be better,” he said.

She carried the little attache case back to the sittingroom.

“You have no objection to my taking a little light reading-matter?” she asked contemptuously. “I am afraid you are not a very entertaining companion, Dr. van Heerden.”

“Excellent girl,” said van Heerden cheerfully. “Take anything you like.”

She slipped a book from the shelf and nearly betrayed herself by an involuntary exclamation as she felt its weight.

“You are not very original in your methods,” she said, “this is the second time you have spirited me off.”

“The gaols of England, as your newfound friend Milsom will tell you, are filled with criminals who departed from the beaten tracks,” said van Heerden. “Walk out into the corridor and turn to the right. I will be close behind you. A little way along you will discover a narrow passage which leads to the service staircase. Go down that. I am sure you believe me when I say that I will kill you if you attempt to make any signal or scream or appeal for help.”

She did not answer. It was because of this knowledge and this fear, which was part of her youthful equipment — for violent death is a very terrible prospect to the young and the healthy — that she obeyed him at all.

They walked down the stone stairs, through an untidy, low-roofed lobby, redolent of cooking food, into the street, without challenge and without attracting undue notice.

Van Heerden’s car was waiting at the end of the street, and she thought she recognized the chauffeur as Bridgets.

“Once more we ride together,” said van Heerden gaily, “and what will be the end of this adventure for you depends entirely upon your loyalty — what are you opening your bag for?” he asked, peering in the dark.

“I am looking for a handkerchief,” said Oliva. “I am afraid I am going to cry!”

He settled himself back in the corner of the car with a sigh of resignation, accepting her explanation — sarcasm was wholly wasted on van Heerden.

“Well, gentlemen,” said Milsom, “I don’t think there’s anything more I can tell you. What are you going to do with me?”

“I’ll take the responsibility of not executing the warrant,” said McNorton. “You will accompany one of my men to his home tonight and you will be under police supervision.”

“That’s no new experience,” said Milsom, “there’s only one piece of advice I want to give you.”

“And that is?” asked Beale.

“Don’t underrate van Heerden. You have no conception of his nerve. There isn’t a man of us here,” he said, “whose insurance rate wouldn’t go up to ninety per cent, if van Heerden decided to get him. I don’t profess that I can help you to explain his strange conduct to-day. I can only outline the psychology of it, but how and where he has hidden his code and what circumstances prevent its recovery, is known only to van Heerden.”

He nodded to the little group, and accompanied by McNorton left the room.

“There goes a pretty bad man,” said Kitson, “or I am no judge of character. He’s an old lag, isn’t he?”

Beale nodded.

“Murder,” he said laconically. “He lived after his time. He should have been a contemporary of the Borgias.”

“A poisoner!” shuddered one of the undersecretaries. “I remember the case. He killed his nephew and defended himself on the plea that the youth was a degenerate, as he undoubtedly was.”

“He might have got that defence past in America or France,” said Beale, “but unfortunately there was a business end to the matter. He was the sole heir of his nephew’s considerable fortune, and a jury from the Society of Eugenics would have convicted him on that.”

He looked at his watch and turned his eyes to Kitson.

“I presume Miss Cresswell is bored and has retired for the night,” he said.

“I’ll find out in a moment,” said Kitson. “Did you speak to her?”

Beale nodded, and his eyes twinkled.

“Did you make any progress?”

“I broke the sad news to her, if that’s what you mean.”

“You told her she was married to you? Good heavens! What did she say?”

“Well, she didn’t faint, I don’t think she’s the fainting kind. She is cursed with a sense of humour, and refused even to take a tragic view.”

“That’s bad,” said Kitson, shaking his head. “A sense of humour is out of place in a divorce court, and that is where your little romance is going to end, my friend.”

“I am not so sure,” said Beale calmly, and the other stared at him.

“You have promised me,” he began, with a note of acerbity in his voice.

“And you have advised me,” said Beale.

Kitson choked down something which he was going to say, but which he evidently thought was better left unsaid.

“Wait,” he commanded, “I will find out whether Miss Cresswell,” he emphasized the words, “has gone to bed.”

He passed through the door to Oliva’s sittingroom and was gone a few minutes. When he came back Beale saw his troubled face, and ran forward to meet him.

“She’s not there,” said Kitson.

“Not in her room?”

“Neither in the sittingroom nor the bedroom. I have rung for her maid. Oh, here you are.”

Prim Minnie came through the bedroom door.

“Where is your mistress?”

“I thought she was with you, sir.”

“What is this?” said Beale, stooped and picked up a white kid glove. “She surely hasn’t gone out,” he said in consternation.

“That’s not a lady’s glove, sir,” said the girl, “that is a gentleman’s.”

It was a new glove, and turning it over he saw stamped inside the words: “Glebler, Rotterdam.”

“Has anybody been here?” he asked.

“Not to my knowledge, sir. The young lady told me she did not want me any more tonight.” The girl hesitated. It seemed a veritable betrayal of her mistress to disclose such a sordid matter as the search for a pawn ticket.

Beale noticed the hesitation.

“You must tell me everything, and tell me quickly,” he said.

“Well, sir,” said the maid, “the lady came in to look for something she brought with her when she came here.”

“I remember!” cried Kitson, “she told me she had brought away something very curious from van Heerden’s house and made me guess what it was. Something interrupted our talk — what was it?”

“Well, sir,” said the maid, resigned, “I won’t tell you a lie, sir. It was a pawn ticket.”

“A pawn ticket!” cried Kitson and Beale in unison.

“Are you sure?” asked the latter.

“Absolutely sure, sir.”

“But she couldn’t have brought a pawn ticket from van Heerden’s house. What was it for?”

“I beg your pardon, sir.”

“What was on the pawn ticket?” said Kitson impatiently. “What article had been pledged?”

Again the girl hesitated. To betray her mistress was unpleasant. To betray herself — as she would if she confessed that she had most carefully and thoroughly read the voucher — was unthinkable.

“You know what was on it,” said Beale, in his best third degree manner, “now don’t keep us waiting. What was it?”

“A watch, sir.”

“How much was it pledged for?”

“Ten shillings, sir.”

“Do you remember the name.”

“In a foreign name, sir — van Horden.”

“Van Heerden,” said Beale quickly, “and at what pawnbrokers?”

“Well, sir,” said the girl, making a fight for her reputation, “I only glanced at the ticket and I only noticed—”

“Yes, you did,” interrupted Beale sharply, “you read every line of it. Where was it?”

“Rosenblaum Bros., of Commercial Road,” blurted the girl.

“Any number?”

“I didn’t see the number.”

“You will find them in the telephone book,” said Kitson. “What does it mean?”

But Beale was halfway to Kitson’s sittingroom, arriving there in time to meet McNorton who had handed over his charge to his subordinate.

“I’ve found it!” cried Beale.

“Found what?” asked Kitson.

“The code!”

“Where? How?” asked McNorton.

“Unless I am altogether wrong the code is contained, either engraved on the case or written on a slip of paper enclosed within the case of a watch. Can’t you see it all plainly now? Van Heerden neither trusted his memory nor his subordinates. He had his simple code written, as we shall find, upon thin paper enclosed in the case of a hunter watch, and this he pledged. A pawnbroker’s is the safest of safe deposits. Searching for clues, suppose the police had detected his preparations, the pledged ticket might have been easily overlooked.”

Kitson was looking at him with an expression of amazed indignation. Here was a man who had lost his wife, and Kitson believed that this young detective loved the girl as few women are loved; but in the passion of the chase, in the production of a new problem, he was absorbed to the exclusion of all other considerations in the greater game.

Yet he did Beale an injustice if he only knew, for the thought of Oliva’s new peril ran through all his speculations, his rapid deductions, his lightning plans.

“Miss Cresswell found the ticket and probably extracted it as a curiosity. These things are kept in little envelopes, aren’t they, McNorton?”

The police chief nodded.

“That was it, then. She took it out and left the envelope behind, and van Heerden did not discover his loss until he went to find the voucher to give Milsom the code. Don’t you remember? In the first place he said he couldn’t give him the code until after ten o’clock, which is probably the hour the pawnbrokers open for business.”

McNorton nodded again.

“Then do you remember that Milsom said that the code was not irredeemably lost and that van Heerden knew where it was. In default of finding the ticket he decided to burgle the pawnbroker’s, and that burglary is going through tonight.”

“But he could have obtained a duplicate of the ticket,” said McNorton.

“How?” asked Beale quickly.

“By going before a magistrate and swearing an affidavit.”

“In his own name,” said Beale, “you see, he couldn’t do that. It would mean walking into the lion’s den. No, burglary was his only chance.”

“But what of Oliva?” said Kitson impatiently, “I tell you, Beale, I am not big enough or stoical enough to think outside of that girl’s safety.”

Beale swung round at him.

“You don’t think I’ve forgotten that, do you?” he said in a low voice. “You don’t think that has been out of my mind?” His face was tense and drawn. “I think, I believe that Oliva is safe,” he said quietly. “I believe that Oliva and not any of us here will deliver van Heerden to justice.”

“Are you mad?” asked Kitson in astonishment.

“I am very sane. Come here!”

He gripped the old lawyer by the arm and led him back to the girl’s room.

“Look,” he said, and pointed.

“What do you mean, the bookshelf?”

Beale nodded.

“Half an hour ago I gave Oliva a book,” he said, “that book is no longer there.”

“But in the name of Heaven how can a book save her?” demanded the exasperated Kitson.

Stanford Beale did not answer.

“Yes, yes, she’s safe. I know she’s safe,” he said. “If Oliva is the girl I think she is then I see van Heerden’s finish.”
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The church bells were chiming eleven o’clock when a car drew up before a gloomy corner shop, bearing the dingy sign of the pawnbroker’s calling, and Beale and McNorton alighted.

It was a main street and was almost deserted. Beale looked up at the windows. They were dark. He knocked at the side-entrance of the shop, and presently the two men were joined by a policeman.

“Nobody lives here, sir,” explained the officer, when McNorton had made himself known. “Old Rosenblaum runs the business, and lives at Highgate.”

He flashed his lamp upon the door and tried it, but it did not yield. A nightfarer who had been in the shade on the opposite side of the street came across and volunteered information.

He had seen another car drive up and a gentleman had alighted. He had opened the door with a key and gone in. There was nothing suspicious about him. He was “quite a gentleman, and was in evening-dress.” The constable thought it was one of the partners of Rosenblaum in convivial and resplendent garb. He had been in the house ten minutes then had come out again, locking the door behind him, and had driven off just before Beale’s car had arrived.

It was not until half an hour later that an agitated little man brought by the police from Highgate admitted the two men.

There was no need to make a long search. The moment the light was switched on in the shop Beale made his discovery. On the broad counter lay a sheet of paper and a little heap of silver coins. He swept the money aside and read:

“For the redemption of one silver hunter, ids. 6d.”

It was signed in the characteristic handwriting that Beale knew so well “Van Heerden, M.D.”

The two men looked at one another.

“What do you make of that?” asked McNorton.

Beale carried the paper to the light and examined it, and McNorton went on:

“He’s a pretty cool fellow. I suppose he had the money and the message all ready for our benefit.”

Beale shook his head.

“On the contrary,” he said, “this was done on the spur of the moment. A piece of bravado which occurred to him when he had the watch. Look at this paper. You can imagine him searching his pocket for a piece of waste paper and taking the first that came to his hand. It is written in ink with the pawnbroker’s own pen. The inkwell is open,” he lifted up the pen, “the nib is still wet,” he said.

McNorton took the paper from his hands.

It was a bill from a corn-chandler’s at Horsham, the type of bill that was sent in days of war economy which folded over and constituted its own envelope. It was addressed to “J. B. Harden, Esq.” (“That was the alias he used when he took the wine vaults at Paddington,” explained McNorton) and had been posted about a week before. Attached to the bottom of the account, which was for 3 pounds 10 shllings, was a little slip calling attention to the fact that “this account had probably been overlooked.”

Scale’s finger traced the item for which the bill was rendered, and McNorton uttered an exclamation of surprise.

“Curious, isn’t it?” said Beale, as he folded the paper and put it away in his pocket, “how these very clever men always make some trifling error which brings them to justice. I don’t know how many great schemes I have seen brought to nothing through some such act of folly as this, some piece of theatrical bravado which benefited the criminal nothing at all.”

“Good gracious,” said McNorton wonderingly, “of course, that’s what he is going to do. I never thought of that. It is in the neighbourhood of Horsham we must look for him, and I think if we can get one of the Messrs. Billingham out of bed in a couple of hours’ time we shall do a good night’s work.”

They went outside and again questioned the policeman. He remembered the car turning round and going back the way it had come. It had probably taken one of the innumerable side-roads which lead from the main thoroughfare, and in this way they had missed it.

“I want to go to the ‘Megaphone’ office first,” said Beale. “I have some good friends on that paper and I am curious to know how bad the markets are. The night cables from New York should be coming in by now.”

In his heart was a sickening fear which he dared not express. What would the morrow bring forth? If this one man’s cupidity and hate should succeed in releasing the terror upon the world, what sort of a world would it leave? Through the windows of the car he could see the placid policemen patrolling the streets, caught a glimpse of other cars brilliantly illuminated bearing then: laughing men and women back to homes, who were ignorant of the monstrous danger which threatened their security and life.

He passed the facades of great commercial mansions which in a month’s time might but serve to conceal the stark ruin within.

To him it was a night of tremendous tragedy, and for the second time in his life in the numbness induced by the greater peril and the greater anxiety he failed to wince at the thought of the danger in which Oliva stood.

Indeed, analysing his sensations she seemed to him on this occasion less a victim than a fellow-worker and he found a strange comfort in that thought of partnership.

The Megaphone buildings blazed with light when the car drew up to the door, messenger-boys were hurrying through the swing-doors, the two great elevators were running up and down without pause. The grey editor with a gruff voice threw over a bundle of flimsies.

“Here are the market reports,” he growled, “they are not very encouraging.”

Beale read them and whistled, and the editor eyed him keenly.

“Well, what do you make of it?” he asked the detective. “Wheat at a shilling a pound already. God knows what it’s going to be tomorrow!”

“Any other news?” asked Beale.

“We have asked Germany to explain why she has prohibited the export of wheat and to give us a reason for the stocks she holds and the steps she has taken during the past two months to accumulate reserves.”

“An ultimatum?”

“Not exactly an ultimatum. There’s nothing to go to war about. The Government has mobilized the fleet and the French Government has partially mobilized her army. The question is,” he said, “would war ease the situation?”

Beale shook his head.

“The battle will not be fought in the field,” he said, “it will be fought right here in London, in all your great towns, in Manchester, Coventry, Birmingham, Cardiff. It will be fought in New York and in a thousand townships between the Pacific and the Atlantic, and if the German scheme comes off we shall be beaten before a shot is fired.”

“What does it mean?” asked the editor, “why is everybody buying wheat so frantically? There is no shortage. The harvests in the United States and Canada are good.”

“There will be no harvests,” said Beale solemnly; and the journalist gaped at him.
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Mr. Van Heerden expected many things and was prepared for contingencies beyond the imagination of the normally minded, but he was not prepared to find in Oliva Cresswell a pleasant travelling-companion. When a man takes a girl, against her will, from a pleasant suite at the best hotel in London, compels her at the peril of death to accompany him on a motorcar ride in the dead of the night, and when his offence is a duplication of one which had been committed less than a week before, he not unnaturally anticipates tears, supplications, or in the alternative a frigid and unapproachable silence.

To his amazement Oliva was extraordinarily cheerful and talkative and even amusing. He had kept Bridgers at the door of the car whilst he investigated the pawnbroking establishment of Messrs. Rosenblaum Bros., and had returned in triumph to discover that the girl who up to then had been taciturn and uncommunicative was in quite an amiable mood.

“I used to think,” she said, “that motorcar abductions were the invention of sensational writers, but you seem to make a practice of it. You are not very original, Dr. van Heerden. I think I’ve told you that before.”

He smiled in the darkness as the car sped smoothly through the deserted streets.

“I must plead guilty to being rather unoriginal,” he said, “but I promise you that this little adventure shall not end as did the last.”

“It can hardly do that,” she laughed, “I can only be married once whilst Mr. Beale is alive.”

“I forgot you were married,” he said suddenly, then after a pause, “I suppose you will divorce him?”

“Why?” she asked innocently.

“But you’re not fond of that fellow, are you?”

“Passionately,” she said calmly, “he is my ideal.”

The reply took away his breath and certainly silenced him.

“How is this adventure to end?” she demanded. “Are you going to maroon me on a desert island, or are you taking me to Germany?”

“How did you know I am trying to get to Germany?” he asked sharply.

“Oh, Mr. Beale thought so,” she replied, in a tone of indifference, “he reckoned that he would catch you somewhere near the coast.”

“He did, did he?” said the other calmly. “I shall deny him that pleasure. I don’t intend taking you to Germany. Indeed, it is not my intention to detain you any longer than is necessary.”

“For which I am truly grateful,” she smiled, “but why detain me at all?”

“That is a stupid question to ask when I am sure you have no doubt in your mind as to why it is necessary to keep you close to me until I have finished my work. I think I told you some time ago,” he went on, “that I had a great scheme The other day you called me a Hun, by which I suppose you meant that I was a German. It is perfectly true that I am a German and I am a patriotic German. To me even in these days of his degradation the Kaiser is still little less than a god.”

His voice quivered a little, and the girl was struck dumb with wonder that a man of such intelligence, of such a wide outlook, of such modernity, should hold to views so archaic.

“Your country ruined Germany. You have sucked us dry. To say that I hate England and hate America — for you Anglo-Saxons are one in your soulless covetousness — is to express my feelings mildly.”

“But what is your scheme?” she asked.

“Briefly I will tell you, Miss Cresswell, that you may understand that tonight you accompany history and are a participant in world politics. America and England are going to pay. They are going to buy corn from my country at the price that Germany can fix. It will be a price,” he cried, and did not attempt to conceal his joy, “which will ruin the Anglo-Saxon people more effectively than they ruined Germany.”

“But how?” she asked, bewildered.

“They are going to buy corn,” he repeated, “at our price, corn which is stored in Germany.”

“But what nonsense!” she said scornfully, “I don’t know very much about harvests and things of that kind, but I know that most of the world’s wheat comes from America and from Russia.”

“The Russian wheat will be in German granaries,” he said softly, “the American wheat — there will be no American wheat.”

And then his calmness deserted him. The story of the Green Rust burst out in a wild flood of language which was half-German and half-English. The man was beside himself, almost mad, and before his gesticulating hands she shrank back into the corner of the car. She saw his silhouette against the window, heard the roar and scream of his voice as he babbled incoherently of his wonderful scheme and had to piece together as best she could his disconnected narrative. And then she remembered her work in Beale’s office, the careful tabulation of American farms, the names of the sheriffs, the hotels where conveyances might be secured.

So that was it! Beale had discovered the plot, and had already moved to counter this devilish plan. And she remembered the man who had come to her room in mistake for van Heerden’s and the phial of green sawdust he carried and Beale’s look of horror when he examined it. And suddenly she cried with such vehemence that his flood of talk was stopped:

“Thank God! Oh, thank God!”

“What — what do you mean?” he demanded suspiciously. “What are you thanking God about?”

“Oh, nothing, nothing.” She was her eager, animated self. “Tell me some more. It is a wonderful story. It is true, is it not?”

“True?” he laughed harshly, “you shall see how true it is. You shall see the world lie at the feet of German science. Tomorrow the word will go forth. Look!” He clicked on a little electric light and held out his hand. In his palm lay a silver watch.

“I told you there was a code” (she was dimly conscious that he had spoken of a code but she had been so occupied by her own thoughts that she had not caught all that he had said). “That code was in this watch. Look!”

He pressed a knob and the case flew open. Pasted to the inside of the case was a circular piece of paper covered with fine writing.

“When you found that ticket you had the code in your hands,” he chuckled; “if you or your friends had the sense to redeem that watch I could not have sent tomorrow the message of German liberation! See, it is very simple!” He pointed with his finger and held the watch halfway to the roof that the light might better reveal the wording. “This word means ‘Proceed.’ It will go to all my chief agents. They will transmit it by telegram to hundreds of centres. By Thursday morning great stretches of territory where the golden corn was waving so proudly to-day will be blackened wastes. By Saturday the world will confront its sublime catastrophe.”

“But why have you three words?” she asked huskily.

“We Germans provide against all contingencies,” he said, “we leave nothing to chance. We are not gamblers. We work on lines of scientific accuracy. The second word is to tell my agents to suspend operations until they hear from me. The third word means ‘Abandon the scheme for this year’! We must work with the markets. A more favourable opportunity might occur — with so grand a conception it is necessary that we should obtain the maximum results for our labours.”

He snapped the case of the watch and put it back in his pocket, turned out the light and settled himself back with a sigh of content.

“You see you are unimportant,” he said, “you are a beautiful woman and to many men you would be most desirable. To me, you are just a woman, an ordinary fellow-creature, amusing, beautiful, possessed of an agile mind, though somewhat frivolous by our standards. Many of my fellow-countrymen who do not think like I do would take you. It is my intention to leave you just as soon as it is safe to do so unless—” A thought struck him, and he frowned.

“Unless — ?” she repeated with a sinking heart in spite of her assurance.

“Bridgers was speaking to me of you. He who is driving.” He nodded to the dimly outlined shoulders of the chauffeur. “He has been a faithful fellow—”

“You wouldn’t?” she gasped.

“Why not?” he said coolly. “I don’t want you. Bridgers thinks that you are beautiful.”

“Is he a Hun, too?” she asked, and he jerked round toward her.

“If Bridgers wants you he shall have you,” he said harshly.

She knew she had made a mistake. There was no sense in antagonizing him, the more especially so since she had not yet learnt all that she wanted to know.

“I think your scheme is horrible,” she said after awhile, “the wheat destruction scheme, I mean, not Bridgers. But it is a very great one.”

The man was susceptible to flattery, for he became genial again.

“It is the greatest scheme that has ever been known to science. It is the most colossal crime — I suppose they will call it a crime — that has ever been committed.”

“But how are you going to get your code word away? The telegraphs are in the hands of the Government and I think you will find it difficult even if you have a secret wireless.”

“Wireless, bah!” he said scornfully. “I never expected to send it by telegraph with or without wires. I have a much surer way, fraulein, as you will see.”

“But how will you escape?” she asked.

“I shall leave England tomorrow, soon after daybreak,” he replied, with assurance, “by aeroplane, a long-distance flying-machine will land on my Sussex farm which will have British markings — indeed, it is already in England, and I and my good Bridgers will pass your coast without trouble.” He peered out of the window.

“This is Horsham, I think,” he said, as they swept through what appeared to the girl to be a square. “That little building on the left is the railway station. You will see the signal lamps in a moment. My farm is about five miles down the Shoreham Road.”

He was in an excellent temper as they passed through the old town and mounted the hill which leads to Shoreham, was politeness itself when the car had turned off the main road and had bumped over cart tracks to the door of a large building.

“This is your last escapade, Miss Cresswell, or Mrs. Beale I suppose I should call you,” he said jovially, as he pushed her before him into a room where supper had been laid for two. “You see, you were not expected, but you shall have Bridgers’. It will be daylight in two hours,” he said inconsequently, “you must have some wine.”

She shook her head with a smile, and he laughed as if the implied suspicion of her refusal was the best joke in the world.

“Nein, nein, little friend,” he said, “I shall not doctor you again. My days of doctoring have passed.”

She had expected to find the farm in occupation, but apparently they were the only people there. The doctor had opened the door himself with a key, and no servant had appeared, nor apparently did he expect them to appear. She learnt afterwards that there were two farm servants, an old man and his wife, who lived in a cottage oh the estate and came in the daytime to do the housework and prepare a cold supper against their master’s coming.

Bridgers did not make his appearance. Apparently he was staying with his car. About three o’clock in the morning, when the first streaks of grey were showing in the sky, van Heerden rose to go in search of his assistant. Until then he had not ceased to talk of himself, of his scheme, of his great plan, of his early struggles, of his difficulties in persuading members of his Government to afford him the assistance he required. As he turned to the door she checked him with a word:

“I am immensely interested,” she said, “but still, you have not told me how you intend to send your message.”

“It is simple,” he said, and beckoned to her.

They passed out of the house into the chill sweet dawn, made a half-circuit of the farm and came to a courtyard surrounded on three sides by low buildings. He opened a door to reveal another door covered with wire netting.

“Behold!” he laughed.

“Pigeons!” said the girl.

The dark interior of the shed was aflicker with white wings.

“Pigeons!” repeated van Heerden, closing the door, “and every one knows his way back to Germany. It has been a labour of love collecting them. And they are all British,” he said with a laugh. “There I will give the British credit, they know more about pigeons than we Germans and have used them more in the war.”

“But suppose your pigeon is shot down or falls by the way?” she asked, as they walked slowly back to the house.

“I shall send fifty,” replied van Heerden calmly; “each will carry the same message and some at least will get home.”

Back in the diningroom he cleared the remains of the supper from the table and went out of the room for a few minutes, returning with a small pad of paper, and she saw from the delicacy with which he handed each sheet that it was of the thinnest texture. Between each page he placed a carbon and began to write, printing the characters. There was only one word on each tiny sheet. When this was written he detached the leaves, putting them aside and using his watch as a paperweight, and wrote another batch.

She watched him, fascinated, until he showed signs that he had completed his task. Then she lifted the little valise which she had at her side, put it on her knees, opened it and took out a book. It must have been instinct which made him raise his eyes to her.

“What have you got there?” he asked sharply.

“Oh, a book,” she said, with an attempt at carelessness.

“But why have you got it out? You are not reading.”

He leant over and snatched it from her and looked at the title.

“‘ A Friend in Need,’” he read. “By Stanford Beale — by Stanford Beale,” he repeated, frowning. “I didn’t know your husband wrote books?”

She made no reply. He turned back the cover and read the title page.

“But this is ‘Smiles’s Self Help,’” he said.

“It’s the same thing,” she replied.

He turned another page or two, then stopped, for he had come to a place where the centre of the book had been cut right out. The leaves had been glued together to disguise this fact, and what was apparently a book was in reality a small box.

“What was in there?” he asked, springing to his feet.

“This,” she said, “don’t move, Dr. van Heerden!”

The little hand which held the Browning was firm and did not quiver.

“I don’t think you are going to send your pigeons off this morning, doctor,” she said. “Stand back from the table.” She leant over and seized the little heap of papers and the watch. “I am going to shoot you,” she said steadily, “if you refuse to do as I tell you; because if I don’t shoot you, you will kill me.”

His face had grown old and grey in the space of a few seconds. The white hands he raised were shaking. He tried to speak but only a hoarse murmur came. Then his face went blank. He stared at the pistol, then stretched out his hands slowly toward it.

“Stand back!” she cried.

He jumped at her, and she pulled the trigger, but nothing happened, and the next minute she was struggling in his arms. The man was hysterical with fear and relief and was giggling and cursing in the same breath. He wrenched the pistol from her hand and threw it on the table.

“You fool! You fool!” he shouted, “the safety-catch! You didn’t put it down!”

She could have wept with anger and mortification. Beale had put the catch of the weapon at safety, not realizing that she did not understand the mechanism of it, and van Heerden in one lightning glance had seen his advantage.

“Now you suffer!” he said, as he flung her in a chair. “You shall suffer, I tell you! I will make an example of you. I will leave your husband something which he will not touch!”

He was shaking in every limb. He dashed to the door and bellowed “Bridgers!”

Presently she heard a footstep in the hall.

“Come, my friend,” van Heerden shouted, “you shall have your wish. It is—”

“How are you going, van Heerden? Quietly or rough?”

He spun round. There were two men in the doorway, and the first of these was Beale.

“It’s no use your shouting for Bridgers because Bridgers is on the way to the jug,” said McNorton. “I have a warrant for you, van Heerden.”

The doctor turned with a howl of rage, snatched up the pistol which lay on the table, and thumbed down the safety-catch.

Beale and McNorton fired together, so that it seemed like a single shot that thundered through the room. Van Heerden slid forward, and fell sprawling across the table.

It was the Friday morning, and Beale stepped briskly through the vestibule of the Ritz-Carlton, and declining the elevator went up the stairs two at a time. He burst into the room where Kitson and the girl were standing by the window.

“Wheat prices are tumbling down,” he said, “the message worked.”

“Thank Heaven for that!” said Kitson. “Then van Heerden’s code message telling his gang to stop operations reached its destination!”

“Its destinations,” corrected Beale cheerfully. “I released thirty pigeons with the magic word. The agents have been arrested,” he said; “we notified the Government authorities, and there was a sheriff or a policeman in every post office when the code word came through — van Heerden’s agents saw some curious telegraph messengers yesterday.”

Kitson nodded and turned away.

“What are you going to do now?” asked the girl, with a light in her eyes. “You must feel quite lost without this great quest of yours.”

“There are others,” said Stanford Beale.

“When do you return to America?” she asked.

He fenced the question, but she brought him back to it.

“I have a great deal of business to do in London before I go,” he said.

“Like what?” she asked.

“Well,” he hesitated, “I have some legal business.”

“Are you suing somebody?” she asked, wilfully dense.

He rubbed his head in perplexity.

“To tell you the truth,” he said, “I don’t exactly know what I’ve got to do or what sort of figure I shall cut. I have never been in the Divorce Court before.”

“Divorce Court?” she said, puzzled, “are you giving evidence? Of course I know detectives do that sort of thing. I have read about it in the newspapers. It must be rather horrid, but you are such a clever detective — oh, by the way you never told me how you found me.”

“It was a very simple matter,” he said, relieved to change the subject, “van Heerden, by one of those curious lapses which the best of criminals make, left a message at the pawnbroker’s which was written on the back of an account for pigeon food, sent to him from a Horsham tradesman. I knew he would not try to dispatch his message by the ordinary courses and I suspected all along that he had established a pigeon-post. The bill gave me all the information I wanted. It took us a long time to find the tradesman, but once we had discovered him he directed us to the farm. We took along a couple of local policemen and arrested Bridgers in the garage.”

She shivered.

“It was horrible, wasn’t it?” she said.

He nodded.

“It was rather dreadful, but it might have been very much worse,” he added philosophically.

“But how wonderful of you to switch yourself from the crime of that enthralling character to a commonplace divorce suit.”

“This isn’t commonplace,” he said, “it is rather a curious story.”

“Do tell me.” She made a place for him on the window-ledge and he sat down beside her.

“It is a story of a mistake and a blunder,” he said. “The plaintiff, a very worthy young man, passably good looking, was a man of my profession, a detective engaged in protecting the interests of a young and beautiful girl.”

“I suppose you have to say she’s young and beautiful or the story wouldn’t be interesting,” she said.

“It is not necessary to lie in this case,” he said, “she is certainly young and undoubtedly beautiful. She has the loveliest eyes—”

“Go on,” she said hastily.

“The detective,” he resumed, “hereinafter called the petitioner, desiring to protect the innocent maiden from the machinations of a fortune-hunting gentleman no longer with us, contracted as he thought a fraudulent marriage with this unfortunate girl, believing thereby he could choke off the villain who was pursuing her.”

“But why did the unfortunate girl marry him, even fraudulently?”

“Because,” said Beale, “the villain of the piece had drugged her and she didn’t know what she was doing. After the marriage,” he went on, “he discovered that so far from being illegal it was good in law and he had bound this wretched female.”

“Please don’t be rude,” she said.

“He had bound this wretched female to him for life. Being a perfect gentleman, born of poor but American parents, he takes the first opportunity of freeing her.”

“And himself,” she murmured.

“As to the poor misguided lad,” he said firmly, “you need feel no sympathy. He had behaved disgracefully.”

“How?” she asked.

“Well, you see, he had already fallen in love with her and that made his offence all the greater. If you go red I cannot tell you this story, because it embarrasses me.”

“I haven’t gone red,” she denied indignantly. “So what are you — what is he going to do?”

Beale shrugged his shoulders.

“He is going to work for a divorce.”

“But why?” she demanded. “What has she done?”

He looked at her in astonishment.

“What do you mean?” he stammered.

“Well” — she shrugged her shoulders slightly and smiled in his face— “it seems to me that it is nothing to do with him. It is the wretched female who should sue for a divorce, not the handsome detective — do you feel faint?”

“No,” he said hoarsely.

“Don’t you agree with me?”

“I agree with you,” said the incoherent Beale. “But suppose her guardian takes the necessary steps?”

She shook her head.

“The guardian can do nothing unless the wretched female instructs him,” she said. “Does it occur to you that even the best of drugs wear off in time and that there is a possibility that the lady was not as unconscious of the ceremony as she pretends? Of course,” she said hurriedly, “she did not realize that it had actually happened, and until she was told by Apollo from the Central Office — that’s what you call Scotland Yard in New York, isn’t it? — that the ceremony had actually occurred she was under the impression that it was a beautiful dream — when I say beautiful,” she amended, in some hurry, “I mean not unpleasant.”

“Then what am I to do?” said the helpless Beale.

“Wait till I divorce you,” said Oliva, and turned her head hurriedly, so that Beale only kissed the tip of her ear.


The End
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‘Strategy,’ growled the General, ‘is the comfort of heroes.’

‘And the science of Generals,’ piped the little girl sitting crossed-legged at his feet.

The old man looked down at her suspiciously under his white shaggy brows and chuckled.

‘I wish you were a boy,’ he complained. The little girl laughed shrilly and looked up at her grandfather with big shining eyes, for if Katharine Westhanger adored any human being in the world, it was the grim old man, white-maned and eagle-faced, whose constant companion she was.

They sat under a big elm on a hot day in June.

From where they sat there was as cheerful a view as County Galway could offer. On their left was the ancient home of the Masserfields, of which General Sir Shaun Masserfield, that great strategist, was the last representative in the tail male. Beyond the house lay a big black field where leisurely labourers were digging and stacking the peat. In a smaller field with broken stone walls grazed four cows which formed the last of the Masserfield stock.

It was a poor house and a poor estate. Poverty showed in the broken windows of the east wing — visible from where they sat — which had been long since abandoned to rats and mice and lumber, in the peeling plaster work, in the unkempt garden, even in the General’s own shiny attire.

He looked down at the girl and smiled.

‘Faith,’ he said, ‘ye’ve been reading strategy, have ye?’

Katharine nodded.

’Tis a wonderful science,’ said Sir Shaun with a sigh. ‘I’ve written six books on the subject, and I’ve been robbed on every one of ‘em!’

An old man with bowed shoulders came out of the house, and without hurrying made his way through the garden to pick those dead leaves which caught and offended his eye. He came up to the two and knuckled his forehead.

‘The dinner is sarved, ye’r honour’s lordship.’

The General got up with the aid of his stick.

‘The dinner is sarved, Kate,’ he repeated solemnly and hand in hand they went back to the house, and over a leg of pork — most untempting meal for a hot day, yet the General and his granddaughter did it full justice — they resumed their discussion on what was to the General the profoundest subject that civilization offered.

It is unnecessary to say that General Sir Shaun MasserfieId was an authority. His books, particularly his Modern Artillery as Applied to the Principles of Strategy, have been translated into every language. He was for many years at the head of a department at the War Office, and at least two of his works have been adopted as textbooks for the Italian army.

The girl listened in silence as the old man waxed more and more eloquent on his favourite subject, ‘Napoleon’s defeat of Schwarzenberg’ and those wonderful battles which led to the armistice of 1814, and then —

‘It seems such a waste,’ she said.

He stared at her.

‘Waste,’ he roared, ‘ — waste of what?’

‘Of life and money and everything,’ she said.

‘Ye’re a silly little donkey,’ he growled. ‘What can you know about it, a child of thirteen!’

‘Colonel Westhanger says—’

‘Colonel Westhanger,’ snapped the old man, ‘is a fool and a rascal! He is a bigger fool, and a bigger rascal, than your father,’ he added violently. ‘The Westhangers are all fools, and Molly Maguires. Bad luck to them! If teeth were diamonds, ye’d have to live on pap!’

The little girl listened unmoved to this tirade against her nearest relations.

‘Colonel Westhanger says,’ she continued, ‘hat if all the genius which was put into war—’

‘It’s little he has put in,’ sneered the old man, ‘the bould militiaman!’

‘He is in the regular army,’ corrected the girl.

‘It’s nothing for the army to be proud of,’ countered the General, thumping the table with the handle of his knife; ‘and did he talk about strategy? The poor stupid man!’

Katharine shook her head laughingly. ‘Oh, General,’ she said (she never called him by any other term), ‘of course be didn’t talk about strategy. He only said what a waste it was of money, and life, and everything.’

‘And he put money first, I’ll swear.’

‘Of life and everything,’ said the girl, not noticing the interruption, ‘when all the science and cleverness could be applied to making money.’

‘To making money! ‘ repeated the General triumphantly. ‘That is the sort of fool he is. He couldn’t make money by strategy or anything else. God knows what is going to happen to you when I die, for this estate goes to my own brother’s son, a miserable reptile of an Orangeman, and your father is no more capable of keeping you than I am of being dishonest.’

He cut himself another thick slice of pork before he spoke again, and then he asked a little curiously, as though he had been turning the matter over in his mind – ‘And how would a knowledge of strategy help a man to make money?’ he asked.

The girl rolled up her serviette before she replied.

‘There are many ways,’ she said quietly, ‘but I don’t think that Colonel Westhanger or father could make it. They aren’t great strategists like us,’ she said calmly.

The old man chuckled.

‘Us! ‘ he repeated; ‘and how would you make money?’

Katharine Westhanger shook her head. ‘I cannot tell you right off,’ she said; ‘there are so many ways.’

‘Give me one,’ asked the General, pushing back his chair.

‘Well,’ she said slowly, ‘suppose we sent Terence down to the railway station and took the grease cap off his wheel, and when he got to the road past the O’Gormans’ the wheel came off. What would Terence do?’

She looked up at the ceiling and worked out each development of the situation in slow, even tones.

‘First of all Terence would go up to the O’Gormans’ house, and the Major’s agent would lend him his grand new chaise.’

‘Well, we could borrow it anyway,’ said the General, ‘so what’s the good of that foolery?’

‘All the world would know we had borrowed the chaise to impress the gentleman who is coming down from Dublin to buy your pictures.’

‘How did you know I was selling the pictures?’ asked the General sharply. It was a subject on which he was rather sore. The two Vandykes which hung in the gaunt entrance hall of the house represented the last of his valuable possessions, and only the eccentric behaviour of certain Mexican stocks in which he had invested many years before, and the consequent stoppage of his income — he had long since mortgaged his pension — would have induced him to part with these relics of Masserfield prosperity.

‘How did I know?’ she answered; ‘how does a General know what is happening out of sight?’

‘You have been spying,’ he accused, but she shook her head.

‘Never mind how I know, dear,’ she said; ‘let me go on with the story. Terence brings the fine stranger back, and we meet him near the O’Gormans’. We go up to the O’Gormans’ grand house and we ask for the Major, who, being a good Irish landlord, is now in London with Mrs. O’Gorman and the children.’

‘The Major said I could use the house while he was away. He has a fine library,’ said the General.

‘Take him to the library and show him the books. Have the pictures waiting for him there — it’s the surroundings that count. Mrs. O’Shea, the Major’s housekeeper, will do anything for me.’

‘Where’s the strategy? ‘ asked the old man.

The girl laughed.

‘ “To compel the enemy to fight on chosen ground secures for the attacker an advantage– “‘

‘She’s quoting my own book at me,’ said the General in despair; ‘but why make a mystery of it? Why not go straight away to Mrs. O’Shea, and tell her what you want to do?’

‘We should then be there by design. Otherwise we shall be there by accident,’ said the girl decisively. ‘If by design, the enemy will know, for we shall be at the mercy of any chance word which Mrs. O’Shea might drop. If by accident, our presence at the Hall will be understood by both parties.’

‘A tricky business,’ growled the General. ‘Kate, there’s either a great strategist, or a great criminal, lost in you.’

She got up and pulled her skirts down over her thin legs.

‘I don’t think anything is lost yet,’ she said complacently.

*

This is one little glimpse of Katharine Westhanger’s childhood. It was a childhood spent almost entire1y in the company of old Shaun Masserfield, for the visits to her disreputable father and her no less questionable uncle were few and far between.

They were legally her trustees for the small property which her mother had left, but which the General suspected, and the girl knew, had long since been dissipated by her ‘guardians,’ and it was necessary from time to time that they should make some show of conferring with her. In the main she was alone, ‘completing her education in Ireland,’ as her father would glibly explain.

She read much, thought a great deal, and she had the vast experience of her grandfather to draw upon.

A year before his death, when she was nearing fifteen, an event occurred which probably did more to shape the after-course of her remarkable life than any other. There was a jack-of-all-trades employed about the house who was variously gardener, coachman, valet and general factotum to Sir Shaun.

Terence (he seems to have had no other name) was a townsman. He had been born, and lived the earlier years of his life, in the city of Dublin. Whatever might be his faults, he was devoted to the girl, and there was no service which mortal man could render that he hesitated to give.

One afternoon Kate was waited upon by an inspector of police. Her grandfather had gone to bed with an attack of rheumatism, and she received the officer of the law in the poverty-stricken drawingroom with its framed photographs and mahogany furniture.

‘Good afternoon, Miss Westhanger,’ said the inspector with a cheery smile. ‘I am sorry to bother you, but we are having a little trouble in this neighbourhood, and I thought you might help me.’

She knew well enough what the trouble was, before he began to speak.

‘In three weeks there have been three burglaries in this neighbourhood, and it is very clear that the work is being done by a local man. Major O’Gorman’s, Lord Pretherston’s and Mr. Castlereigh’s houses have been broken into and property has been taken. All the stations have been watched and the roads have been patrolled, and no strangers have been seen here or hereabouts.’

‘And do you think it is grandfather?’ she asked innocently.

He laughed.

‘No, miss,’ he said; ‘but it is very possible that it is somebody h this house.’

‘Me?’ she asked with affected alarm.

‘I put all my cards on the table, Miss. I think it is your man Terence. He has had a conviction in Dublin, as I suppose you know.’

‘For burglary?’

‘For petty larceny,’ said the inspector. ‘Can you tell me where he was last night?’

She nodded. ‘I can tell you almost ail his movements between six o’clock and eleven,’ she said readily.

‘The burglary was committed at ten, if you will excuse the interruption, so that if you can account for Terence between nine and ten that will satisfy me.’

‘Won’t you sit down, inspector?’ She seated herself. ‘At nine o’clock, or perhaps it was ten minutes to nine, because the diningroom clock is ten minutes fast, Terence came in with my supper. The General was in bed, and Cassidy and his wife had gone to see his mother, who is ill.’

‘So that there were only you and Terence in the house?’

‘And the General,’ she smiled; ‘‘but the General was in bed. At half-past nine Terence cleared away, and at a quarter to ten I rang the bell for my coffee. Then I remembered that the bell was out of order, and went to the kitchen. When Terence brought the coffee I was writing a letter, and I asked him to wait till I had finished it because the bell not being in good working order I didn’t want to go down into the kitchen again as I did for my coffee. The clock had struck ten before I had finished my letter, and I then began another letter to Mullins the grocer, which was finished by ten minutes past ten. Terence left the house—’

‘That’s all right,’ interrupted the inspector, obviously disappointed; ‘it cannot be Terence, because the burglar was seen to leave from the balcony of Lord Pretherston’s house at five minutes to ten. He was shot at when he was crossing the lawn. I am sorry to have bothered you. By the way, where is he now?’ he asked.

‘He is in the stable. Shall I call him?’

The inspector hesitated.

‘No, it is not necessary. May I ask you not to mention the fact that I called?’

She waited until she saw the police officer mount his horse and, riding through the drive, go galloping along the ugly road that led to the village, and then she rang the bell. The old servitor appeared.

‘Tell Terence I want him,’ she said.

Terence came in a little apprehensively, a lank young man with a smiling eye and with well-plastered hair. Terence had the reputation of being a local dandy.

‘Close the door, Terence,’ said the girl quietly. ‘What is the matter with your hand?’

‘I cut it, m’lady,’ said Terence, putting the bandaged hand behind him.

‘You were shot,’ said the girl calmly; ‘you were shot while you were crossing Lord Pretherston’s lawn. Where do you keep the loot?’

The man turned a sickly white. ‘I’ll swear…!’

‘Don’t be silly, Terence,’ said the girl. ‘Show me all you have stolen.’

‘For the Virgin’s sake, Miss, don’t betray me! ‘ gasped Terence. ‘I must have been mad…!’

‘You are being mad now,’ said the girl coolly.

‘Gee up. Don’t make an exhibition of yourself! Show me where all the things are you have stolen. You were out last night from eight to ten-thirty. I saw you sneaking back to the house from my window.’

At the back of the house was a big tool shed where the peat-cutters kept their implements, and in the floor of this a square hole had been dug, which had been cunningly framed in and covered by a trapdoor. The trap in its turn was hidden by a large chest which had been drawn across it. Terence alone had the key, and only Terence ever entered the little building.

‘It took me a month to dig and fix it,’ said Terence with dismal pride. ‘Oh, whirra!’

From the interior of the ‘safe deposit’ Terence extracted three small handbags. Two of them were new, and one the girl recognized as the property of her grandfather.

‘Bring them to the house,’ she said. She led the way to her room, ushered him in and closed and locked the door. ‘Now, we will see what you have.’

It was a remarkable display, for the man’s operations had been thorough, and since most of his robberies had been committed in a restricted period of time before the alarm had spread, and householders had paid extra attention to the fastening of their windows and the security of their valuables, the haul had been amazingly big.

There was a pearl collar and a pearl necklace which the girl recognized as Mrs. O’Gorman’s. There were two big wads of banknotes, and as far as the girl could judge about £200 in gold contained in a little washleather bag.

‘How could you get rid of the jewellery?’ she asked.

The young man, a dejected figure sitting on the edge of a chair, shook his melancholy head. ‘Sure, ’twas a bad day for me entirely when I came here,’ he moaned.

‘Listen, you wretched creature,’ said the girl impatiently, ‘how can you get rid of this jewellery?’

‘I’d be selling it in Dublin, miss. There’s an ould man—’

‘That will do,’ she said. With skilful fingers she separated the jewellery and packed it securely in a large cardboard box, wrapping each jewel in paper.

‘Where do you live in Dublin? Have you an address?’ she asked.

The man looked at her suspiciously.

‘I stay wid my brother,’ he said.

‘Write his address down here.’

She gave him a sheet of paper, and after a moment’s hesitation he crossed to her little writing-table and laboriously wrote.

‘Now fill in this form,’ she said. She took from her stationery case a yellow parcels’ post label and stood over the man directing him. When he had finished she blotted the form, took £5 from the heap of gold and handed it to him. Then she sat down, her hands folded on her lap, her two steady eyes fixed upon him.’

‘Terence,’ she said, ‘there is a train leaves Galway for Dublin at eight o’clock tonight. It will take you three hours to walk to Galway, or you can put the pony in the car and drive over and leave it with Donoghue.’

He stared at her with mouth wide open.

‘What will ye be afther doing, miss? ‘ he whispered.

‘I shall send these things on by parcels post. Go to your brother’s house. You should receive the parcel tomorrow afternoon,’ she said calmly. ‘My advice to you is to sell the jewels and get out of Ireland as quickly as you can. America is a good place for a man with your ability.’

‘And you are not sending for the police?’ he asked after a long pause.

She shook her head.

A slow cunning smile dawned on his face.

The arrogant thought which flowed through his shallow brain was revealed when he said with a smirk, ‘You may be getting yourself into trouble for my sake, m’lady?’

She looked him up and down, and he wilted under the scorn in her eyes.

‘I shall have my reward, Terence,’ she said steadily. ‘I am taking the money as my share.’ She opened the drawer of her table and swept the package of notes and the bag of gold into its interior, then closed the drawer with a snap.

He put his hand to his head in a gesture of bewilderment.

‘Sure, miss, ye’re joking! ‘ he gasped. ‘Why, if ye are found out — if I give ye away…!’

She laughed.

‘Go quickly, Terence,’ she said quietly. ‘If you walk you’ve got three hours to consider what chance you have of being believed.’

It took longer than three hours for Terence to settle the matter to his satisfaction. He was still wrestling with the problem a week later, from the deck of the big Cunarder when she swung out of Queenstown Harbour.
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The Earl of Flanborough pressed a bellpush by the side of his study table, and, after an interval of exactly three seconds, pressed it again, though the footman’s lobby could not have been far short of fifty yards from the library, and the serving-man was never born who could sprint that distance in three seconds.

Yet, in such awe was his lordship held that morning by his manservants, his maidservants and everything within his gates, that Sibble, the first footman, made the distance in five.

‘Why the dickens didn’t you answer my bell when I ring?’ snapped the Earl and glared at his redfaced servant. Sibble did not reply, knowing by experience that, even as silence was insolence, speech could be nothing less than impertinence.

Lord Flanborough was slightly over middle age, thin, bald and dyspeptic. His face was mean and insignificant, and if you looked for any resemblance to the somewhat pleasant faces of the Feltons and Flanboroughs of past generations which stared mildly or fiercely, or (as in the case of the first Baron Felton and Flanborough, a poet and contemporary of Lovelace) with gentle melancholy from their massive frames in the long hall, you looked in vain. For George Percy Allington Felton, Earl of Flanborough, Baron Felton and Baron Sedgely of Waybrook, was only remotely related to the illustrious line of Feltons, and had inherited the title and the heavily mortgaged estates of his great-uncle by sheer bad luck. This was the uncharitable view of truer Feltons who stood, however, more remotely in the line of succession.

Lord Flanborough had been Mr. George Felton of Felton, Heinrich & Somes, a firm which controlled extensive mining properties in various parts of the world, and the one bright spot in his succession to the peerage lay in the fact that he brought some two millions sterling to the task of freeing the estates of their encumbrances. He was a shrewd man, and an unpleasant man, but he had never been so objectionably unpleasant until he assumed the style and title of Flanborough; and never so completely and impossibly unpleasant in the period of his lordship as he had been that morning.

‘Now, what did I want you for?’ asked Lord Flanborough in vexation, ‘I rang for something – if you had only answered at once instead of dawdling about, I should – ah, yes – tell Lady Moya that I wish to see her.’

Sibble made his escape thankfully. Lord Flanborough pulled at his weedy moustache and looked at the virgin sheet of paper before him. Then he took up his pen and wrote –

‘LOST OR STOLEN

‘Valuable pearl chain, consisting of eighty-three graduated pearls. Any person giving information which will lead to its recovery will receive a reward of two hundred pounds.’

He paused, scratched out ‘two hundred pounds’ and substituted ‘one hundred pounds.’ This did not satisfy him, and he altered the sum to ‘fifty pounds.’ He sat considering even this modest figure, and eventually struck out that amount and wrote, ‘will be suitably rewarded.’

He heard the door click, and looked up. ‘Ah — Moya. I am just tinkering away at an advertisement,’ he said with a smile. The Lady Moya Felton was twenty-two and pretty. She recollected in her admirable person many of the traditional family graces which had so malignantly avoided her parent. Well-shaped and of a gracious carriage, though no more than medium in height, the face with its delicacy of moulding was wholly Felton. If the stubborn chin, the firm mouth and the china-blue eyes had come from the dead and gone Sedgelys, the hair of bronze gold was peculiarly Feltonesque. When she spoke, however, the carping critic might complain that the voice lacked the rich quality upon which the family prided itself, for the Feltons were orators in those days when a parliamentary speech read like something out of a book. Moya’s voice was a trifle hard and without body; it was also just a little unsympathetic.

Lord Flanborough boasted with good cause that his daughter was a practical little woman,’ and at least one man beside her father could testify to this quality.

‘Dear, don’t you think it is a little absurd — advertising?’ asked the girl. She seated herself at the other side of the desk and, reaching out her hand, opened a silver box and helped herself to one of her father’s cigarettes.

‘Why absurd, darling?’ asked Lord Flanborough testily. ‘Lost property has been found, before now, by means of advertising. I remember, years ago when I was in the city, there was a fellow named Goldberg –’

‘Please forget all about the city for a moment,’ she smiled lighting her cigarette, ‘and review all the circumstances. Firstly, I had the pearls when I was at Lady Machinstone’s house. I danced with quiet, respectable people — Sir Ralph Sapson, Sir George Felixburn, Lord Fethington, Major Aitkens, and that awfully nice boy of Machinstones’. They didn’t steal them. I had the pearls when I left, because I saw them as I was fastening my fur cloak. I had them in the car, because I touched them just before we reached the house. I don’t remember taking them off — but then I was dead tired and hardly remember going to bed. Obviously, Martin is the thief. She is the only person who has access to my room, she helped me undress; it is as plain as a pikestaff.’

Lord Flanborough tapped his large white teeth with his penholder, a practice of his which annoyed his daughter beyond words, though at the moment she deemed it expedient to overlook the fault. The loss had frightened her, for the pearls were worth three thousand pounds, and she was one of those people whose standard of values had a currency basis.

‘I have asked Scotland Yard to send their very best man,’ said Lord Flanborough importantly. ‘Where is Martin?’

‘Locked in her room. I have told Fellows to sit outside her door,’ said the girl, and then interestedly, ‘When will the detective arrive?’

Lord Flanborough picked up an open telegraph form from the table. ‘ “Sending Inspector Pretherston” – by Jove!’ He blinked across the desk at his daughter.

‘Pretherston,’ she repeated thoughtfully, ‘isn’t it strange?’

‘Pretherston — hum,’ said her father, and looked at her again. If he expected to see any confusion, any heightening of colour, even so much as a faltering of glance, he was relieved, for she met his gaze steadfastly, save that there was a faraway look in her eyes, and a certain speculative narrowing of lids.

The romance was five years old, and if she cherished the memory of it, it was the charity which she might show to a favoured piece in her china cupboard; it was something to be taken out and dusted at intervals.

Michael Pretherston was a bad match from every point of view, though his invalid cousin was a peer of the realm and Michael would one day be Pretherston of Pretherston. He was hideously poor, he was casual, he had no respect for wealth, he held the most outrageous views on the church, society and the state; he was, in fact, something as nearly approaching an anarchist as Lord Flanborough ever expected or feared to meet. His wooing had been brief but tempestuous. The girl had been overwhelmed and had given her promise. Recovering her reason in the morning, and realizing (as she said) that love was not ‘everything,’ she had written him a letter of fourteen pages in which she had categorically set forth the essential conditions to their union. These called for the abandonment of all his principles, the reestablishment of all his shattered beliefs and an estimate of the cost of placing Pretherston Court in a state of repair for the reception of the Lady Moya Pretherston (nee Felton).

To her fourteen pages, he had returned a thirty-two-page letter which was at once an affront and a justification for anarchy. It was not a love-letter, rather was it something between a pamphlet by Henry George and a treatise by Jean Jacques Rousseau, interspersed with passionate appeals to her womanhood and offensive references to her ‘huckster-souled’ father.

‘He was always a wild sort of chap,’ said Lord Flanborough; shaking his head darkly. ‘I understood that he had gone abroad.’

‘I suppose there are other Pretherstons,’ said the girl; ‘still it is strange, isn’t it?’

‘Do you ever feel… ?’ began her father awkwardly. She smiled and laid down her cigarette on the crystal ashtray.

‘He was wholly impossible,’ she agreed. There came a gentle tap at the door and a girl entered. She was dressed neatly in black, and her prettiness was of a different type to that of her employer (for Lady Moya indulged in the luxury of a secretary).

It was a beautiful face, with a hint of tragedy in the downturned lips, and, it seemed, a history of mild sorrow in her big grey eyes. Yet of sorrow she knew nothing, and such tragedy as she had met had left her unmoved. Her abundant hair was of a rich brown, the hand that clasped a notebook to her bosom was small and artistic. She was an inch taller than Lady Moya, but because she did not show the same erectness of carriage, she seemed shorter.

‘Father, you asked me to let you have Miss Tenby this morning,’ said Lady Moya, with a nod for the girl. ‘I don’t know whether you will still want her!’

‘I am so sorry this dreadful thing has happened, Lord Flanborough,’ said the girl in a low voice; ‘it must be terrible to feel that there is a thief in the house.’

Lord Flanborough smiled good-humouredly.

‘We shall recover the pearls, I am certain,’ he said. ‘Don’t let it worry you, Miss Tenby — I hope you are comfortable?’

‘Very, Lord Flanborough,’ said the girl gratefully.

‘And the work is not too hard, eh?’ The girl smiled slightly.

‘It is nothing – I feel awfully ashamed of myself sometimes. I have been with you a month, and have hardly earned my salt.’

‘That’s all right,’ replied his lordship with great condescension, ‘You have already been of the greatest assistance to me and we shall find you plenty of other work. I was glad to see you in church on Sunday. The vicar tells me that you are a regular attendant.’

The girl inclined her head, but said nothing. For a while she waited, and then at a word of polite dismissal she left the library.

‘Deuced nice girl, that,’ said his lordship approvingly.

‘She works well and quickly, and she can read French beautifully — I was very fortunate,’ said Moya carelessly.

‘What were we talking about when she came in? Oh, yes – Michael Pretherston. I wonder now –’

The door opened and a footman announced – ‘Inspector Pretherston, m’lord.’

‘Inspector Michael Pretherston, you silly ass,’ corrected the annoyed young man in the doorway. It was Michael then!

A little older, a little better-looking, a little more decisive — but Michael as impetuous and irresponsible as ever.

‘He spoilt my entrance, Moya,’ he laughed as he came with rapid strides toward the girl. ‘How are you after all these years? — as pretty as ever, confound you! Ah, Lord Flanborough, you’re wearing well — I read your speech in the House of Lords on the Shipping Bill — a fine speech, did you make it up your self?’

Moya laughed softly, and saved what might have been a most embarrassing situation – for his lordship was framing a dignified protest against the suggestion that he had shared the honours of authorship.

‘You are not changed, Michael,’ she said, looking at him with undisguised, but none the less detached admiration; ‘but what on earth are you doing in the police force?’

‘Extraordinary,’ murmured Lord Flanborough, and added humorously, ‘and an anarchist, too!’

‘It is a long story,’ said Michael. ‘I really received my promotion in the Special Branch — the Foreign Office branch — and was transferred to the C.I.D. after we caught the Callam crowd, the continental confidence tricksters. It is disgraceful that I should be an inspector, isn’t it? But merit tells!’

He chuckled again, then of a sudden grew serious.

‘I’m forgetting I’ve a job to do — what’s the trouble?’

Lord Flanborough explained the object of his urgent call, and a look of disappointment appeared upon Michael Pretherston’s face.

‘A miserable little larceny,’ he said reproachfully. ‘I thought at least Moya had been kidnapped. Now, tell me all that happened on the night you lost the pearls.’

Step by step the girl related her movements, and the periods at which she had evidence that the pearls were still with her.

‘And then you reached your bedroom,’ said Michael, ‘and what happened there? First of all, you took your fur wrap off.’

‘Yes,’ nodded the girl.

‘Were you in a cheerful frame of mind or were you rather cross?’

‘Does that matter?’ she asked in surprise.

‘Everything matters to the patient and systematic officer of the law. Temperamental clues are as interesting and material as any other.’

‘Well, if the truth were told,’ she confessed, ‘I was rather cross and very tired.’

‘Did you take your cloak off, or did your woman?’

‘I took it off myself,’ she said, after a pause, ‘and hung it up.’

He asked her few more questions.

‘Now we will see the sorrowful Martin,’ he said; ‘and let me tell you this, Moya, that if this girl is innocent, she has grounds for action against you for false imprisonment.’

‘What do you mean?’ demanded Lord Flanborough with asperity. ‘I have a perfect right to detain anybody I think is guilty of theft.’

‘You have no more right to lock a woman in a room,’ said the other calmly, ‘than I have to stand you on your head. But that is beside the point. Lead me to the prisoner.’

The prisoner was very pale and very tearful, a middle-aged woman who felt her position acutely, and between sobs and wails made an incoherent protest of her innocence.

‘I suppose you have searched everywhere?’ asked Michael, turning to the girl.

‘Everywhere,’ she replied emphatically. ‘I have had every box and every corner of the room examined.’

‘Suppose the string of the pearls broke, would they all fall off?’

‘No, they would still remain on, because each pearl was secured. Father gave them to me as a birthday present, and he was very particular on that point.’

‘I would like to bet,’ said Michael suddenly, ‘that those pearls are not out of this room. Show me your wardrobe.’

The girl’s wardrobe occupied the whole of one wall of her dressing-room, and the tearful Martin opened the rosewood doors for his inspection.

‘This your fur coat, I presume? Did you examine this after the loss?’

‘Examine the cloak!’ said Lady Moya in surprise; ‘of course not. What has the cloak to do with the loss? There are no pockets in it.’

‘But if I know anything about the fur cloaks that are fashionable this season,’ said Michael wisely, ‘I should say that there is a possibility that this luxurious garment had a great deal to do with the loss. In fact, my dear Moya,’ he said, ‘your mysterious loss has been duplicated and triplicated this year. In two cases the police were called in, and in the other case the owner had the intelligence to find her lost trinket without assistance.’ He lifted the cloak down very carefully and opened it to show the silk lining, and there, caught in one of the long flat hooks, dangled the pearls.

The girl uttered an exclamation of delight and slipped them from its fastening.

‘Wonderful, isn’t it?’ said Michael drily. ‘That is what has happened, not three times but half a dozen times since these flat hooks have been introduced. You take the cloak off in a bad temper, the hook catches the chain, breaks it, you bundle the cloak in your wardrobe, and there you have the beginning of a great jewel mystery.’

‘I can’t tell you how delighted I am,’ said the girl. ‘Michael, you’re wonderful!’

Michael did not reply. He turned to the frightened waiting woman with a kindly smile. ‘I am so sorry you have been worried about this, Mrs. Martin,’ he said; ‘but when people lose very valuable property they are also inclined to lose their very valuable heads. I am sure Lady Moya is sorry, and will make you due compensation for any inconvenience you have been put to.’

The girl stared at him resentfully.

‘Of course, I am awfully sorry, Martin,’ she said coldly.

‘Oh, my lady,’ said the woman eagerly, ‘I am only too pleased that you have recovered your chain. The worry of it has made me quite ill.’

‘You can have a week’s holiday,’ said Lord Flanborough magnificently. ‘I will get you a free railway ticket to Seahampton,’ he added.

‘So you see, Mrs. Martin,’ said Michael, with that bland air of his which scarcely veiled the sarcasm so irritating to his lordship, ‘your generous employers will leave no stone unturned to minister to your comfort, regardless of expense. And when you are at Seahampton, Mrs. Martin (I trust you will not lose the return half of your free ticket) you will be allowed to walk up and down the promenade on equal terms with the aristocracy and breathe the ozone which, ordinarily, is created for your betters. You may sit on the free seats and watch the pageant of life step past you, and, reflecting upon the generosity of your betters, you may appreciate the good fortune which brought you into hourly contact with the aristocracy of England. And on Sundays, Mrs. Martin, you may go to church where quite a number of the seats are also free and may even share a hymn-book with a Gracious Person who is so vastly above you in social standing that he will never recognize you again, and there, I trust, you will pray with a new fervour that the deliberations of the House of Lords may receive divine inspiration.’

‘Oh, indeed I will, sir,’ said Mrs. Martin, almost stunned by his eloquence. He left the woman overwhelmed, and returned with a very ruffled Lord Flanborough and an indignant Moya to the library.

‘What utter nonsense you talk, Michael! ‘ said the girl angrily. ‘I don’t think it was kind of you to attempt to set my servants against me.’

‘Beastly bad taste,’ said Lord Flanborough, ‘and really, Pretherston, you came here as an officer of the law and not as an old acquaintance, and I think that you exceed your duties, if you don’t mind my saying so.’

‘Old acquaintances,’ said Michael, picking up his hat and his coat from a chair where he had put them before the interview, ‘are especially made to be forgotten, a peculiarity of which one is reminded in that Bacchanalian anthem which is sung at all public dinners where sobriety is bad form. I was merely endeavouring to inculcate into the mind of your slave a few moral principles, beneficial to you, and to society.’

‘Don’t tell me that,’ growled Lord Flanborough, ‘as though I didn’t recognize your sarcasm.’

‘Children, and the lower orders, never recognize sarcasm,’ said Michael with a broad smile. He held out his hand and somewhat reluctantly his lordship extended his own flabby paw.

‘Before I go,’ he said, ‘I suppose I had better take a full account of this case. You haven’t a secretary or anybody to whom you can dictate the circumstances? You see, I have to make a report to my coldblooded superiors.’

Moya had reached the stage where the remains of her friendship with Michael Pretherston had not only died, but had been cremated in the fires of her smothered anger, and she was as anxious to see the end of this interview as was her father.

‘Perhaps you will ring for Miss Tenby,’ she said after a pause. Her father pressed the bell and the waiting Sibble answered it.

‘Send Miss Tenby,’ said his lordship.

‘And I do hope, Michael,’ said the girl severely, ‘that when Miss Tenby is here you will not make such extravagant comments as you did before Martin.’

‘Miss Tenby,’ interposed Lord Flanborough, ‘will not welcome such talk. She is a young girl with — er—’

‘I know, I know,’ said Michael solemnly, ‘she is genteel. She does forty words a minute on the typewriter and goes to church, filling in her odd moments with needlework and accompanying you on the piano.’

‘It must be a wonderful thing to be a detective,’ said Moya sarcastically. ‘As a matter of fact, Miss Tenby is one of the fastest typists in the world.’

Michael swung round on her with an odd look on his face.

‘Fastest typists in the world,’ he repeated, with all the humour gone out of his tone. ‘Does she sing?’

It was the girl’s turn to be astonished.

‘Yes, she does, and very beautifully.’

‘Does she prefer Italian opera?’ he asked.

At this the girl laughed aloud. ‘Somebody has been telling you all about her, and you are trying to be mysterious,’ she accused. Further conversation was cut short by the arrival of the girl, who walked in, closed the door, and came straight to the desk.

She stopped dead at the sight of Michael. Moya saw the meeting, saw the girl stiffen and her sorrowful eyes fixed upon the detective’s face.

‘Why, Kate!’ said Michael Pretherston softly. ‘Well, well, well! and to think that we meet again under such noble auspices.’

Miss Tenby said nothing.

‘And what is the great game?’ asked Michael banteringly. ‘What beautiful impulse brought you to this sheltered home, and how is the Colonel and friend Gregori and all those dear boys? By the way, the Colonel must be out by now, Kate. What did he get — three years?’

Still Miss Tenby made no reply.

‘What is the meaning of this?’ demanded Lord Flanborough, feeling that the moment had arrived to assert himself. ‘Do you know this lady?’

‘Do I know her?’ said Michael ecstatically. ‘Why, I am one of her greatest admirers; am I not, Kate?’

The girl’s sad face softened to a smile which showed the regular lines of her white teeth. She spoke, and her voice was gentle and appealing.

‘It is perfectly true, Lord Flanborough,’ she said quietly, ‘Mr. Pretherston knows me. He also knows that my uncle, Colonel Westhanger, was mixed up in a very serious scandal which brought him within the reach of the law. It is perfectly true that when I was a little girl I was known as Kate. It is just as true that I am trying now to live down my association with lawbreakers, and am trying to rehabilitate myself in the world.’

‘H’m! ‘ murmured Lord Flanborough, a little taken aback, ‘very creditable.’

Moya turned to Michael indignantly.

‘I suppose that you think you are rendering a great service to the world, in trying to drag this poor girl down to the gutter, in exposing her to her employers, and in obtaining her dismissal from honest employment.’

‘I do,’ said Michael shamelessly.

‘I think it is a barbarous thing to do!’ said Moya angrily. She had not yet decided in her own mind as to what steps she would take in face of this revelation. In view of her own character, it is possible that ‘Miss Tenby’ would have a very short shift at her hands. But for the moment the opportunity for the display of benevolence and Christian charity was not to be passed over. She saw the girl’s appealing eyes and clasped hands, and, for a moment, she felt a sincere thrill of pity for a brave sister struggling to escape the octopus tentacles of law and crime; for a moment she felt a genuinely unselfish desire to help another.

If she expected Inspector the Hon. Michael Pretherston — for such was his incongruous title — to wilt under her reproaches, she was disappointed. Michael had not taken his eyes from the secretary, nor had the twinkle in those eyes abated. He nodded to ‘Miss Tenby.’

‘Kate,’ he said, ‘you are really a wonder, and to think that you have never yet come into the clutches of the law until now.’ ‘Until now,’ said the girl, quickly raising her voice.

He nodded.

‘The Prevention of Crimes Act,’ murmured Michael. ‘I can take you’ – he emphasized the ‘can’ – ‘on a charge of obtaining employment with forged letters of recommendation, also with being a Suspected Person.’

The girl dropped her attitude of humility, threw back her head and laughed, showing her even white teeth.

‘Oh, you Mike! ‘ she railed him. ‘Oh, you busy fellow! ‘ Her amusement did not last long, for instantly her face was set again and the grey eyes blazed with rage. ‘One of these days you will be too clever,’ she said bitterly. ‘I have seen better men than you, and cleverer men than you, go out, Michael Pretherston. You and your Prevention of Crimes Act! You can’t put that bluff over me. The Act does not come into operation until you have a conviction against my name, and that you will never get, you brute!’

‘Kate, Kate! ‘ murmured Michael, ‘there’s a lady present!’

She nodded.

‘I guess I’ll get my kit together,’ she said; ‘it hasn’t been exactly a holiday trip.’

‘My sympathies are entirely with you,’ said Michael; ‘it must have been awfully dull after the gay orgies of Crime Street.’

‘There is one thing I have always wanted to know,’ said the girl, pinching her lip thoughtfully. She walked to the desk, and Lord Flanborough was too much taken aback to arrest her progress. Without a word she opened the silver box on the table and took out a cigarette. ‘I have always wanted to know what kind of dope this dear old gentleman smoked.’

She looked at the cigarette critically, and with an exclamation of disgust threw it back on the desk.

‘Gold Flavours! ‘ she said scornfully. ‘Can you beat it, Mike? And he has a hundred thousand a year!’

‘You must make allowances for the decadence of the governing classes,’ said the soothing Michael. He turned and nodded farewell to Moya, and with Miss Tenby’s arm in his, he passed out of the room, and Lord Flanborough and his daughter looked at one another in speechless amazement.
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‘You might do worse than lunch with me,’ said Michael Pretherston. He stood outside Felton House with the girl, whose belongings in one small Gladstone bag had been deposited on the kerb, pending the arrival of a taxicab.

‘Why should I lunch with you?’ she asked insolently. ‘I thought you were going to pinch me.’

‘Your vulgarity is appalling!’ said Michael, shaking his head in reproof. ‘I cannot pinch you in the vulgar sense. I have no desire to perform that operation in the corporeal sense. You had better compromise and lunch with me.’

The girl hesitated. ‘Think of my reputation,’ she said.

‘Thoughts of your reputation keep me awake at night,’ answered Michael lightly, and called a taxi.

They found a little restaurant in Soho, and in an underground cellar where the bad ventilation was compensated for by a blaze of light, they ate their simple little meal.

‘Now, Kate, I want to ask you what your little game is,’ said Michael, ‘and I need the information because I know it isn’t a little game.’

‘I was scared sick over those pearls,’ said the girl, ignoring the question; ‘it would have been horribly bad luck to have been taken for a job I had nothing to do with, and such a paltry job too!’

‘You owe me something,’ said Michael.

‘I owe you more than I can ever repay you,’ said the girl significantly.

‘I suppose one of these days,’ suggested the detective, after an interval of thought, ‘you will instruct some of your hired pals, Gregori or the Colonel or little Stockmar, to inflict on me a painful injury.’

‘You! ‘ said the girl scornfully; ‘if there were not men like you in the police, we should have been destroyed years ago! You are a sort of an insurance scheme, and it pays us to keep you alive and well. Why, Crime Street would go into mourning the day you were buried.’

‘You are not trying to be rude to me, are you?’ he asked.

She looked at him slyly from under her long lashes, and her eyes were dancing with fun.

‘Why do you think I went to Lord Flanborough?’ she asked.

He shook his head. ‘I’m blessed if I know,’ he confessed. ‘Of course I knew it was you the moment I heard of the rapid typewriting and the Italian songs. Now listen: I am not trying to speak to you for your good …’

‘Don’t! ‘ she said laconically.

‘But I have often wondered why a well-educated girl and a nice girl, as far as I know to the contrary, should prefer the life of a crook to …’

‘To earning £2 or £3 a week and working all day to earn it,’ she finished for him. ‘To living my life in one little room on a top floor in Bloomsbury, waiting my turn every morning for my bath. To being made love to by the assistant manager! I have had the experience for professional purposes and I don’t like it a bit, Mike.’ She looked at him straight in the eyes. She had dropped her air of flippancy, her slang; the voice that spoke was not to be distinguished from that of any other gentlewoman.

‘You see, a woman is differently circumstanced to a man. She wants nice things, and her attitude toward life, and indeed the whole of her conduct, depends entirely upon the degree of niceness she requires. Men don’t do things for women for nothing. They lend to their men friends all the money in the world, and are grateful if they get it back. They expect nothing more than their money, and are surprised when they get it. But if I were a typist in a city office, and I borrowed £2 from the assistant manager or from the chief bookkeeper, or a fiver from one of the partners, why, Mike, I should be booked for supper on Wednesday. Suppose a man lent you £2 and asked you in exchange, not only to repay the money, but to renounce all your dearest principles for the sake of the loan; if he asked you to betray the friends you had been loyal to, and lie where you had been truthful; break your word where you had been faithful, be a thief where you had been honest — would you surrender every reticence, every honourable instinct, every precious faith?’

Mike said nothing. For there was nothing to say. He paid the bill and escorted the girl to a cab.

‘I am not going to be sorry for you,’ he said. ‘You are having The Life. One of these days I shall come along and take you; but I shall hate it. Hop it, Kate!’

Kate literally hopped into the waiting taxi, waved her hand in farewell and was gone.

Michael Pretherston stood for fully five minutes on the edge of the pavement meditating upon what the girl had said. She had struck a responsive note in his soul, for she spoke no more than was the truth, as he knew. He went, a little sadly, back to headquarters, remembering en route that he had forgotten to write the report.

Should he go back to the Yard and compose it from memory, or should he return to the unsympathetic atmosphere of Felton House?

He decided upon the latter, and surprised Lord Flanborough in the act of taking an afternoon nap.

Michael was full of apologies and was so unusually respectful that his lordship forgot to be annoyed.

‘Moya’s out,’ he explained.

‘I will endeavour to bear up,’ replied Michael, seating himself at his lordship’s desk, and preparing to take a note of the circumstances which had led to his lordship’s call for assistance. He finished the report, blotted and folded it and placed the document in his pocket.

‘I want to ask you one or two questions, and they concern Kate — or Miss Tenby as you call her. I’m afraid I gave you a shock this morning.’

‘It was certainly a surprise,’ admitted Lord Flanborough cautiously. ‘Who is this Kate? We have made a very careful search of the house, but nothing is missing so far as we can tell.’

Mike laughed.

‘You needn’t worry about that. Kate is not a pilferer. Her real name is Katharine Westhanger; they call her Kate and she is the Colonel’s niece. Her age is nineteen or twenty, and from a child she has been brought up to regard the world as her oyster. Her mother was a wholesome parson’s daughter; her father was a rascal who was kicked out of the army in ‘89 for an offence against the law of property. Her maternal grandfather was General Sir Shaun Masserfield, who was a neighbour of my brother’s in Ireland and the greatest strategist the British army has ever held – Kate inherits his genius, but has not learnt his code. Her father died when she was sixteen, and her uncle, who is a greater scoundrel than her father was — the family on the Westhanger side has a criminal history which goes back at intervals for two hundred years — completed her education. Kate has been brought up to be a thief, but a big thief. She is, I believe the brains of the biggest criminal organization in the world. Every member of the gang has been taken, but no evidence has ever been offered against Kate. She plans the big swindles, and each one is bigger than the last — but never once have we traced the offence to her door.’

‘Why is it that the police — ?’ began Lord Flanborough.

‘The police, my dear Flanborough,’ said Michael wearily, ‘are human beings who have to deal with human beings They are not angels, nor thought-readers, nor are they clairvoyant. The laws of this country are so framed that the criminal has six chances to every one possessed by his enemy. We know Kate was concerned in that big bank-smashing exploit which took two million crowns from the treasury of the Bank of Holland. It was Kate who organized the raid upon the London jewellers in June of last year. Kate is the mother of Crime Street. You don’t know that thoroughfare, but one of these days I’ll introduce you to it, if you are curious — but I warn you that if you expect to steep your soul in sordidness, you will be disappointed — it is the most respectable street in London. Her ingenuity is remarkable, her patience beyond praise, and that is partly why I have come back; I want to know why she was here, and what she was doing?’

‘As I say—’ began Lord Flanborough again.

‘For Heaven’s sake,’ interrupted Michael, ‘don’t tell me that you haven’t missed things! I tell you Kate would not touch a pin in your house. In the first place she is a well-off woman. Why in Heaven’s name should she bother her head about your belongings? I don’t suppose, if she had the full run of your house, she could find £100 worth of realizable property! No, that is not why Kate came to you. How long has she been here?’

‘Nearly a month,’ said Lord Flanborough, a little annoyed that the result of his own private investigations had so utterly failed to impress a representative of Scotland Yard.

‘What work has she been doing?’

‘Ordinary secretarial work for Moya. She came with excellent letters of recommendation.’

‘You can forget those,’ interrupted Michael testily. ‘The gentleman who wrote them lives at Number 9, Crime Street, and his name is Millet.’

‘She was a wonderful typist,’ began his lordship, who was seeking about in his own mind for some excuse which would explain why he had been deceived.

‘That I also know. She is, as you say, one of the fastest typists in the world. In fact, no aspect of her education has been neglected. She speaks five languages, and read French fluently she was nine. What work has she done for you?’

Lord Flanborough considered for a while.

‘She has copied a few letters and reports.’

‘What kind of reports?’

‘Reports from our South African companies. You see, Michael, I still retain the direction of most of my old interests.’

‘Were they very important — the reports, I mean?’

‘Yes and no,’ replied Lord Flanborough slowly, ‘they were merely reports of output, cost of production and projected shipments.’

‘On what other work was she employed?’

‘Let me think,’ said Lord Flanborough.

‘I am letting you!’ replied Michael tartly.

‘You used to have a very private codebook if I remember rightly.’

‘That is true,’ said Lord Flanborough, ‘but of course she did not see that.’

‘Where did you keep it?’

‘In my desk,’ said Lord Flanborough.

‘Is it possible that she could have seen it!’ ‘It is possible, but wholly impossible that she could have copied it.’

‘For how long a time together was she left alone?’

‘Five minutes was the longest period she was left in the library alone,’ said his lordship after consideration.

Michael fingered his chin.

‘Did you ever come into the library and find her in a semi-fainting condition?’ he asked.

Lord Flanborough looked at him with openmouthed amazement.

‘Did she tell you?’

Michael shook his head.

‘No, she has told me nothing. I gather from your question that there was such an occurrence?’

‘It is remarkable that you should ask the question,’ said his lordship. ‘I did come in one morning to find the poor girl — er — the wretched girl — in a state of collapse.’

‘And you went out and got her a glass of water and sent for your housekeeper, I suppose,’ said Michael, his lip curling.

‘Yes, I did,’ admitted his lordship. ‘Which means, in plain language,’ smiled Michael, ‘that you surprised her in the act of examining some of your private documents, and that whilst you were getting the water and calling assistance, she was replacing whatever she was looking at where she had found it. Did she on any other occasion draw your attention, on your entering the room, to some peculiar circumstance, such as one of the pictures not hanging straight or a broken vase?’

Again Lord Flanborough looked astounded.

‘Yes, once she pointed to the china cupboard, and asked me who cracked the glass. As a matter of fact, the glass was not cracked at all,’ he explained.

‘But you went over and examined it?’

‘Naturally,’ said his lordship.

‘That was exactly the same trick,’ said Michael. ‘Whilst you were making your inspection she was able to replace any documents she had been examining and close the drawer — if they were in a drawer. Now, I wonder what her game is?’

‘You don’t suggest,’ began his lordship in alarm, ‘that she is scheming to rob me?’

‘I hope not,’ said Michael gravely. ‘From the idea of your being robbed, the imagination reels.’

‘I wish you wouldn’t be so sarcastic. I am afraid you have never quite forgiven Moya—’

‘I bless Moya every time I think of her,’ said Michael quickly. ‘She rendered me the greatest service that one human being could render to another, when she refused me. I hope to do better than Moya. As Moya’s father, you utter a pained protest. I know, I know,’ said Michael, and be waved his hand cheerfully from the door.
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Michael Pretherston was back at the Yard in time to catch his chief before he departed for the day.

Commissioner T.B. Smith, to whose recommendation this young scion of the aristocracy owed his promotion was not helpful.

‘If we took Kate on any charge it would not prevent the swindle going forward,’ he said. ‘You may be sure she has mobilized all her resources, and her little army is ready to the last button of the last gaiter. There is supposed to be a fellow watching her all the time, but he seems to have missed her rather cleverly. Anyway, I don’t think there is much to be gained from shadowing her, because she knows she is under observation and acts accordingly. But I have a word of advice to you, my young Hibernian friend, and that is to keep a sharp eye on your own precious life. Kate is afraid of you.’

‘She didn’t give me that impression this afternoon,’ said Michael sadly.

‘Kate is a bluff; you mustn’t take any notice of what she says. You accept a friend’s advice, and go very carefully to work. I am not so sure that you didn’t behave indiscreetly this afternoon.’

‘That is impossible! ‘ said Michael stoutly, and T.B. Smith laughed.

‘The thing to have done was not to have recognized her, and to have kept her under observation, pursuing your inquiries in the usual way.’

‘If you can suggest any method by which I could have prevented her from recognizing me, and recognizing the fact that I recognized her, I will admit that I was wrong,’ and T.B. Smith agreed.

‘You may be right,’ he said; ‘any way, look after yourself.’

Michael promptly forgot his chief’s advice, and spent his evening making a solitary reconnaissance of Crime Street. Crime Street does not appear upon any plan of London, but if you will look at any large survey of the Hampstead district, you will find in a somewhat irregular tangle of buildings within a stone’s throw of the Heath, a curious oval which is conspicuous on the plan, not only by its own symmetry but by the graceful lines of the thoroughfares which radiate therefrom.

This is Amberscombe Gardens. The centre of the oval is occupied by four houses – Numbers 2, 4, 6 and 8; the northern side of the gardens by five houses – Numbers 1, 3, 5, 7 and 9. Into Amberscombe Gardens from the north run three roads, the first of which (opening into the oval between Numbers 1 and 3) is called The Approach; the second, dividing Numbers 5 and 7, called Bethburn Avenue; the third, between Numbers 7 and 9, Coleburn Avenue. On the south side of the oval the arrangement of the streets is very similar. Originally the central space had been occupied by nine houses, but these had been pulled down by the proprietors of the remaining four, and a private garden, common to all four houses, had been laid out by the owners of these properties. So that on the southern side of the central oval there were no buildings but a wall bisected at regular intervals by plain garden doors which form such a common feature of London suburban residences.

In reality, the roadway to the north and south of the plot is all Amberscombe Gardens, but the oval which curves round to the north was at the period this story covers known to the police as ‘Crime Street,’ and in his description the nine houses on both sides of the northern curve were involved.

Number 1, the most modest of all the buildings, was in the occupation of Dr. Philip Garon, an American practitioner who made frequent visits across the Atlantic and invariably returned to deposit a very handsome surplus in the local branch of the London and Western Counties Bank. Dr. Garon was successful as a result of the sublime assurance of every ocean-going passenger, that the notice, conspicuously displayed in the smoking-room warning passengers not to play cards with strangers, did not apply to him.

Number 3, a pretty house smothered in clematis in the proper season of the year, with its white window sashes and its sober red front, was the town house of Mr. Cunningham, who, apparently, had no initial and no Christian name. He was known to his intimate friends as Mush, the derivation of which is a little obscure. Mr Cunningham described himself as ‘Independent,’ which meant no more than that he was independent of the ordinary necessities of making an honest living. In a sense, he was by far the best known of the colony, for Mush had served two terms of penal servitude, one in an English and one in a French prison. He had the reputation of being able to cut holes in steel safes with a greater rapidity than any other gentleman in his profession, and it is said, probably with truth, that he had improved upon the oxyhydrogen jet and had introduced a new element which shortened the work by half.

The tenant of Number 5 was a gentleman, benign of countenance, and very good to the poor. He was called the Bishop by friends and foes alike. His real name was Brown, and he had been concerned in more bank swindles than any of the other colonists, though he had only one conviction to his discredit, and that a comparative fleabite of nine months hard labour.

The owner of Number 7 was described as ‘Mr. Colling Jacques, Civil Engineer,’ in the local directories. The official’ police Who’s Who noted that he was a wonderful pistol shot, and recorded, in parenthesis, that on the occasion of his arrest in connection with the smashing of the Bank of Holland, no weapon was found upon him, It was also added that there was no conviction against him in England, though he, too, had seen the inside of a French prison.

Number 9 was pointed out to sightseers with a certain amount of local pride by the guide, as the home of Millet the forger, who had received on one occasion a fifteen years’ sentence, but had been released after serving two years; an act of grace on the part of the authorities which earned for him a certain unpopularity with his peers, and was held to be not unconnected with the subsequent arrest of a few of his former associates; the suggestion being that Mr. Millet had turned King’s evidence.

At Number 2 on the ‘oval’ side of the street, lived H. Mulberry, a respectable and methodical man, who went to his little office in Chancery Lane every morning of his life by the 9.15 a.m. and returned to his home at exactly 5.30 p.m. year in and year out. Mulberry was a begging letter writer on a magnificent scale. He had a wonderful literary style which seldom failed to extract the necessary emolument which he sought.

Number 4, a much larger house, indeed the second largest in Crime Street, was the habitat of ‘Senor Gregori, a teacher of languages.’ Unfortunately for him, he had in the course of his thrilling career taught other things than the liquid tongue of Spain. For example, he had taught the Bank of Chile that their ‘unforgeable’ notes, which, it was boasted, defied photographic reproduction, could be turned out by the tens of thousands, and that the six tints in which a gold bond was printed, offered no insuperable difficulty to a clever craftsman with an artist’s eye and a sense of colour.

In Number 8 lived the two brothers Thomas and Francis Stockmar, of Austrian extraction, who were described as political refugees, but were undoubtedly criminals of a peculiarly dangerous type. The Stockmars were dour, white-faced men with short bristling hair and were certainly the least presentable of all the colonists.

Number 6 has been left to the last, for this was the most important house in Crime Street. It was a storey higher than any other, built squarely with no attempt at beauty. It is said that the third floor consisted of one room, and that from its many windows it was possible to command not only all the approaches to the northern side of the gardens, but those to the south; it has even been suggested that it was so planned, that in case of necessity the house could be converted into a fortress, from the third floor of which a last desperate stand might be made. This, then, was Number 6, the abiding-place of Colonel Westhanger and his brilliant niece.

Michael Pretherston was no stranger to Crime Street. He had made many visits to this locality, and it was at his initiative that the roadway of Amberscombe Gardens had been dug up one fine morning by a gang of road-breakers, and there had been revealed that remarkable subterranean passage which connected the one side of the street with the other. The passageway led from the summerhouse in the gardens of the oval to a stable in Number 3.

The colonists, however, swore stoutly that they knew nothing whatever of the existence of this passage, and that it must have existed years before they came to the street. The civil engineer, Colling Jacques, pointed out to the district surveyor that the very character of the passage suggested tan this was some storm-water drain which had been laid down and forgotten by the contractor. Or else it had been laid down in error and the contractor had been either too lazy, or too rushed, to break it up, There were many other explanations, none of which were wholly acceptable.

Michael, swinging his stick, passed that portion of the road in which the passage had run and wondered with a reminiscent smile where the new tunnel was, for that there was a new one he did not doubt.

Night was falling and Dr. Philip Garon’s diningroom widows blazed with light. Mr. Mulberry’s on the right was more modestly illuminated. Mr. Cunningham’s house was in darkness, as also was ‘The Bishop’s. There were lights in the bedroom at Number 7, but Number 6 was black, as also was Number 8.

He saw Millet, who was smoking, standing at his garden gate, and crossed the road toward him, realizing that the keen-eyed gentleman had already observed his presence. Millet, a florid man with a genial, almost fulsome manner, met him with a friendly nod.

‘Good evening, Mr. Pretherston,’ he said. ‘I hope you are not looking for trouble.’

Michael leant on the top bar of the gate and shook his head. ‘I shouldn’t come here for trouble,’ he said. ‘This is the most law-abiding spot in London.’

Mr. Millet sighed, and murmured something about misfortunes which overtake mankind, and added a pious expression of his desire to forget the past and to end his days in that security and peace which sin denies its votaries.

‘Very pretty,’ said Michael blandly; ‘and how are all our good neighbours? I was thinking of taking a house here myself. By the way,’ he added innocently, ‘I suppose you don’t know any that are to let?’

Mr. Millet shook his head.

‘I am all alone here,’ he said. ‘If you were really serious about wishing to live in this neighbourhood, you could have a couple of rooms in my house. I should be honoured to act as your host, Mr. Pretherston.’

‘And how is Kate?’ demanded Michael, ignoring the invitation.

‘Kate?’ asked the puzzled Mr. Millet. ‘Oh, you mean Miss Westhanger. I haven’t seen her for several days – I think it was last Tuesday afternoon I saw her last.’

‘Yes, at 2.30-in the afternoon,’ mocked Michael. ‘She was wearing a blue dress with white spots, and a green hat with an ostrich feather. You remember her distinctly because she dropped her bag and you crossed to pick it up. You needn’t start the alibi factory working, Millet; I have nothing against Kate for the moment.

Mr. Millet laughed softly.

‘You will have your joke,’ he said.

‘I will,’ said Michael with grim emphasis, ‘but it is going to be a long time developing. I haven’t seen the Stockmars lately either.’

‘I never see them at all,’ Mr. Millet hastened to state. ‘I have very little in common with foreigners. Whatever there is against me, Mr. Pretherston, I am a patriot through and through. I am proud to be English, and I don’t take. kindly to foreign gentlemen, and never will.’

‘Your patriotism does you credit, Millet,’ said the detective drily, as he prepared to move on. ‘I wish you would be patriotic enough to give me a tip as to what game is on.’ He lowered his voice. ‘You know all that is happening here, and you might do yourself a little bit of good.’

‘If I knew anything,’ said the other earnestly, ‘I would tell you in a moment, Mr. Pretherston; but here I am out of the world, so to speak. Nobody ever consults me, and I am glad they don’t. I want to be left alone to forget the past –’

‘Cut all that little Eva stuff out, Uncle Tom,’ said Michael coarsely.

Other eyes had watched Michael, from behind blinds, through unsuspected peepholes; a dozen pairs of eyes had followed him as he took his slow promenade along Crime Street.

Colonel Westhanger, a tall grey man, stood in that big room on the third floor of his house, his hands folded behind him, his chin upon his breast, following every movement of the detective. Gregori, handsome and lithe, stood at his elbow, shading the glow of his cigarette in the palm of his hand.

‘Colonel mio,’ he said softly, ‘I would give much for an opportunity of meeting that gentleman in a nice dark passage, in one of those old Harrison Ainsworth houses which were so providentially built over a river.’

‘You will have your wish one of these days,’ said the Colonel gruffly. ‘I don’t like that fellow. He is not one of the ordinary run of policemen. They are bad enough, but this fellow knows too much.’

He nibbled his white moustache, shook his head and turned away from the window as Michael took his farewell of the forger.

‘Watch him on the other side,’ he said, ‘and send one of the boys out to follow him.’ He descended the thickly carpeted stairs to the first floor, which was the living-suite. The drawingroom into which he turned was a beautifully furnished apartment, and the girl who had been sitting at the piano, her nimble hands running over the keys, looked up as he appeared.
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‘Where did he go? ‘ she asked.

‘He went to Millet,’ said the Colonel, throwing himself down to a divan and biting off the end of a fresh cigar. ‘I wonder what the dickens he wants?’ he mused.

Kate Westhanger made a little grimace.

‘You can never tell whether a policeman finds his duty a pleasure, or his pleasure a duty,’ she said. ‘I suppose he is just renewing acquaintance with Crime Street.’

‘Don’t use that phrase,’ snapped her uncle.

‘I shall use whatever phrase I wish,’ she said calmly. ‘You are getting nervous. Why?’

‘I’m not nervous,’ he protested loudly. ‘I am getting old, I suppose, and the job is such a big one. It is almost too big for me, and if I occupied the position I had a few years ago, Kate, I would drop it. After all, we have made a good deal of money, and we might as well all of us live to enjoy it.’

She was back at the piano again, and was playing with the soft pedal down.

‘Can’t you find anything more cheerful than the “Death of Asa”?’ growled her relative. ‘It is nerves, of course; I am awfully sorry.’

She got up and closed the piano with a bang which made him jump.

‘I don’t know what to do about Mike,’ she mused.

‘Gregori has a solution,’ said the Colonel.

‘To cut his throat, I suppose,’ said the girl coolly. ‘Gregori is so elemental and so horrific! I can’t imagine that he ever has cut a throat in his life. But I suppose he feels that it is in keeping with his sunny southern nature to talk like that. No, Colonel mio,’ she mimicked, ‘we have stopped short of murder so far, and I think we will remain on the safe side. My theory coincides with Mike’s. I was reading an article of his in a Socialistic paper the other day, and it was all about the Right to Live. I don’t believe in killing people. I believe in bleeding those who have grown apoplectic with their money, and I don’t even know whether I believe in that.’

‘What do you mean’?’ The Colonel looked up at her under his shaggy brows. She shrugged her shoulders.

‘I mean,’ she said slowly, ‘I never know whether my views are my own views, or whether they are just your views, which I reflect like a mirror. You see, dear,’ she said, ‘I am very young, but I have a logical mind, and my logical mind tells me that no girl can have any very definite views at nineteen – not of her own, I mean. Perhaps when I am twentyfive I shall look upon you as a terrible person, and all this’ – she spread her hands out – ‘as something to think of with a shudder.’

‘In the meantime,’ said her uncle practically, ‘you are Miss Ali Baba, chief strategist of our little army and a very exigent young lady – by the way, Gregori is kicking.’

She looked at him with a contemptuous little twist of her lips.

‘There is a great centre forward lost in Gregori,’ she said. ‘What has moved that dago’s feet?’

‘Hush, hush, my child,’ cautioned her uncle. ‘Our admirable friend is upstairs, and anyway, it doesn’t do to speak disrespectfully of one’s criminal associates. There is a certain punctilio in our profession which you my have noticed.’

‘How queer it sounds,’ she said, leaning forward and clasping her knee. ‘Do you know, uncle, I cannot think straight. Ever since I was so high’ – she stretched her hand out before her – ‘I have never known a desire to secure anything I wanted, save by taking it from somebody else. At the school in Lausanne before I came back to Ireland I seemed to be amongst the queerest people, and, honestly, although you had warned me, I thought they were all mad. All their fathers made money in business, which seems to be a slow method of stealing allowed by the law. Think of the horrible monotony of working steadily day after day without any holidays, with no excitement, no adventures, save the artificial thrill of a theatre and the adventures that meet you on your way home.’

‘I didn’t even know there were those kind of adventures,’ said the Colonel, fingering his trim moustache, and enjoying with closed eyes the fragrance of his cigar.

‘Oh, yes,’ nodded the girl, ‘you meet all sorts of men who raise their hats and say “Good evening, miss,” or “Haven’t we met before?” I don’t think they have ever said anything else,’ she reflected thoughtfully; ‘they all belong to the “Good evening” or the “Met you before” school, and they all want to know if you are “going their way.”‘

‘What happens then?’ asked the amused Colonel, carefully removing his cigar in order that he might laugh without detriment to the accumulating ash.

‘I have only had one experience,’ said Kate. ‘It was with a young man with a horribly weak chin. He had studied in both schools, for his “Good evening” was followed by a request for information upon my immediate plans, and I let him walk with me. I expected something very dreadful, but he talked mostly about his mother, and the difficulties he had about getting a latchkey. He wanted to take my arm, but I told him it wasn’t done, and then he suggested that I should meet him on Sunday. By this time I had learnt all about his family, his mother, and the girl he was prepared to sacrifice to retain a continuation of our intimacy. I also discovered his name was Ernest, and that he was the cleverest man in his office.’

‘He wanted to kiss you, I’ll be bound,’ said the Colonel.

‘I think he did,’ admitted the girl, ‘but he didn’t say so. All he said was that he hoped it wouldn’t rain, and asked if he might write to me. I told him he might, but, unfortunately, he forgot to ask me my address –”

She broke off suddenly. ‘What is Gregori kicking about?’

‘That Madrid affair didn’t go off as well as it might have gone,’ said the Colonel, avoiding her eye.

She nodded. ‘I know; and Gregori blames me, I presume.’

‘Gregori never blames you,’ said the Colonel. ‘I think Gregori would knife anybody who said a word against you.’

‘No,’ she said, nodding her head, her eyes fixed on the opposite wall. ‘The Madrid affair went badly, in spite of the fact that there were forty-two sheets of manuscript, in Spanish and English, giving the most elaborate directions. It was a month’s work for me, and it was all wasted, with the greater part of a hundred thousand pesetas, because Gregori’s trusted Senor Rahboulla thought he could improve upon my instructions, and joined the train at Cordova in a light grey suit when I told him to wear the conventional black of the madrilleno and insisted upon his making his entrance to Madrid from Toledo. I knew that Cordova was watched by the French and Spanish police, and I knew too that they would be looking for a stranger. Rahboulla advertised himself, was arrested, and the chain which I had carefully pieced together was broken. By the time he had shaken off the police and arrived in Madrid the closing hour of the Prado had been advanced from six to five, and the consequence is that the Velasquez is still in the picture gallery and we are a hundred thousand pesetas the poorer.’

The Colonel shook his head. ‘You are a wonderful girl and I will admit you are right. Heavens! the patience required to work out these details!’

‘‘The ideal criminal is a strategist,’ said the girl. ‘He foresees every move of the enemy and forestalls him. He makes a diversion at one point and his real attack at another. He prepares the way for retreat at the same time as he is preparing his advance. It took me six months to obtain all the information I wanted, and it took six minutes for Rahboulla to upset our plans.’ She laughed. ‘If things go wrong, you blame the General,’ she said. ‘Two years ago, Gregori the Kicker introduced an Italian into one of our schemes – the business of the Nottingham Post Office. That went wrong too.’

‘There I admit you were right,’ the Colonel hurried to say. ‘Tolmini made a mess of it.’

‘And tried to drag us all into it when he was caught,’ said the girl. ‘He went to prison under the impression that I had led him into a trap – though the fool was told the mail bags were not to be touched until the night shift came on duty.’

‘Why do you mention him now with such emphasis?’ asked the Colonel curiously.

‘Because he’s out of prison – and he’ll be kicking too,’ she replied, ‘just as Gregori kicks!’

‘Let the dead bury the dead,’ quoted the Colonel. ‘And how’s the new scheme?’

‘Much further advanced than you think. There are still one or two roads to be made smooth, one or two outposts to be rushed, some barbed wire to be cut.’

‘By Gad!’ cried the Colonel admiringly, ‘you ought to have been a soldier, Kate.’

She leant back in the chair with her hands clasped behind her head and looked at him searchingly.

‘You were once a gentleman, uncle,’ she said in that direct way of hers, and Colonel Westhanger flushed and frowned.

‘Well, my dear uncle,’ she expostulated, ‘you are not a gentleman by the ordinary code now, are you?’

‘I have certain instincts,’ protested the Colonel gruffly. ‘Hang it all, Kate, you don’t let a fellow down very lightly.’

‘I suppose you are still something of a gentleman,’ said the girl reflectively. ‘The mere fact that you are annoyed at the suggestion that you are not, proves that. But what I mean to say is this: there was a time when you obeyed another code, when you thought stealing was a disgraceful thing and robbery under arms a crime. You must have associated with men on whose word you could rely and who would never commit a dishonest or a mean action – men who were prepared in battle to give their lives for you. And you must have commanded men who had the same views and have punished soldiers who stepped aside from the straight path and committed little crimes which, compared with yours, were as pins’ heads to the dome of St. Paul’s.’

‘I can’t see why you want to talk about the past,’ said the Colonel irritably. He was still a fine figure of a man, grey moustached, broad of shoulder, tall and straight of back, and had about him that indefinable something which men who have commanded men never entirely lose.

‘I am merely comparing you with me,’ she said. ‘You have the advantage of having seen both sides. Tell me, which is the better?’

‘Which do you think?’ he demanded suspiciously. She tossed her cigarette into the grate.

‘I think this is the better,’ she said frankly. ‘It is very pleasant and very exciting. And all the good people I have met have been very dull. I think that is because all good people are dull.’

‘There are some good people,’ said the Colonel virtuously, ‘who are very interesting.’

‘Not because of their goodness,’ rejoined the girl quickly. ‘if you meet a very popular good man it is because there is something about him which is not absolutely good. If you hear a man speak of a parson as a good fellow, you will generally discover that be goes to the National Sporting Club and sees boxing or rides to hounds or does something which is quite unassociated with his professional duties or the exercise of his innocent qualities. But you have not answered me. Which is better?’

‘If I had my life to live over again …’ began the Colonel with a wry face.

‘That’s silly,’ said the girl calmly. ‘You won’t have your life to live over again, so why speculate upon the possibility? Anyway, if you could live your life over again, you could not possibly benefit by your present experience, because you would not remember it. You have lived two lives; which is the better?’

‘You are in a queer mood tonight,’ said Colonel Westhanger, rising and stalking past her to the fireplace. ‘Have you got religion, or something?’

‘Which is the better?’ she asked again– ‘to be a free thief, or to be in the dull bondage of honesty?’

‘For your peace of mind the honest life is the better,’ said the Colonel. ‘You have no sleepless nights, no agony of mind which it is necessary to conceal with whatever skill you possess at every knock at the door, no fear of the police, no wondering what the next day is going to bring forth.’

‘Really!’ She looked up at him quizzically. ‘Do honest men never have any of those experiences? Do honest men get into debt, for example, and dread the coming of the collector? Does an honest man, who is getting grey, feel a little sickening sensation in his heart every time his employer looks at him thoughtfully?’

The Colonel turned round and snarled over his shoulder. ‘As you seem to have all your answers ready-made, I don’t know why you trouble to ask me,’ he snapped. ‘There are advantages and disadvantages on both sides of the picture.’

The girl was in a restless mood, and presently she sprang up, walked to the little window, opened the little square of shutter and looked out into the darkening street. Then she crossed to her little desk at one side of the fireplace. She sat down and wrote for a while, then as suddenly she dropped her pen and got up again. ‘You are going to ask another question,’ warned the Colonel.

‘Only one,’ she pleaded.

‘Well, fire away,’ he grumbled ungraciously. ‘What would induce you to forsake your career and apply your undoubted talents, as the assize judge said to poor dear Mr. Mulberry, to better purpose?’

‘Wealth,’ said the Colonel promptly; ‘enough stuff put aside to bring me in a nice little income. And here again, let me say, Kate, that you and I could well afford to knock off –’

She interrupted him. ‘That is a purely material inducement,’ she said. ‘What other – spiritual or ethical?’

‘Oh, rot!’ he snapped; ‘why do you ask these fool questions?’

‘Because I am wondering,’ she said, ‘what influence could be brought to bear upon me. The opinion of my fellow-creatures? No, I don’t care what they think. I know they are mostly fools, and so why should they influence me? Wealth? No, if I were as rich as Croesus I should go on for the sport of it. Punishment? No, I should use my spare time in correcting the faults in me which had resulted in my detection. I am afraid I am incorrigible, uncle, for there is something about this life which appeals to me no end – and now I am going to dress,’ she said, making for the door.

‘Going out?’ asked the Colonel in surprise.

She nodded.

‘But Gregori –’

‘Gregori can wait,’ said Kate, ‘and Gregori bores me. He is always trying to make love.’

‘Is that remarkable?’ suggested the Colonel archly.

‘It is remarkably annoying,’ said the girl.

She flung open the door and stepped back. Gregori, politest of cavaliers, stood deferentially in the entrance, and she surveyed him coolly.

‘Were you listening?’ she asked.

‘Señorita!’ he said, shocked.

She laughed, and passed out.

Gregori watched her as she mounted the stairs till she turned out of sight, then he closed the door and came across to the Colonel.

‘Our little friend is hard on me,’ he said, but with no hint of malice in his voice.

‘She is a queer girl, Gregori,’ replied the Colonel, shaking his head.

‘She is a queer girl,’ repeated Gregori – ‘queer indeed, yes.’ He stroked his little black moustache. ‘She doesn’t like me.’

‘Whom does she like? ‘ snapped the older man.

‘You, I trust,’ smiled the Spaniard.

The Colonel tossed his head despairingly. ‘I hardly know,’ he said. ‘What a reversal of positions!’

The Spaniard took the seat the girl had vacated.

‘I know what you are thinking about,’ he nodded. ‘A few years ago she was the obedient child absorbing our code – today, the is the tyrannical mistress of the situation.’ He deftly unrolled and rolled a Spanish cigarette, licked its edges and fumbled for a match in his waistcoat pocket. ‘She is all brain, our Kate,’ he said admiringly; ‘but her heart, – pouf! ‘ He puffed out a cloud of smoke to emphasize the word.

‘There is no end to her energy,’ he went on. ‘Sometimes I think she is dangerous, and then when I come to consider all things it is impossible to say that she can be. After all, hers is only the plan. The responsibility for the bungling is with us – the plan is so perfect that you can hardly pick a hole in it. She works out to the last minute detail the chronology of a coup; she dresses it, rehearses it. She never fails. Yes, it was Rahboulla,’ he agreed, ‘and I was wrong to kick. What was it she called me?’ – a “centre forward” and a “dago.” ‘ He laughed softly.

‘She is very young,’ said the Colonel apologetically, ‘and a little impetuous of speech; she talks too much, I think.’

‘A pretty woman can never talk too much,’ said the gallant Gregori; ‘she can think too much and talk too little. A person who talks is like a lighted house with all the blinds up and the doors open, you know where you are. Now, Colonel mio, how far gave we got with this new scheme?’

The Colonel brought a chair in one hand, and a light table in the other, to where the Spaniard sat, produced from his inside-pocket a bunch of memoranda, and in a few minutes the men were deep in the discussion of the most remarkable, the most startling and the most daring enterprise Crime Street had ever undertaken.
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Sebo’s Club was crowded, for it was the dinner hour and Sebo’s is the most extensively patronized of the dining clubs. Here, all that was beautiful, all that was smart, all that was famous and brilliant in the world of society, letters and the drama met on common ground – the inherent and universal desire which humanity had for careless comfort. A Cabinet Minister and his party sat at the next table to that presided over by a great revue actress; the owner of a Derby winner sat back to back against a famous Radical satirist. The editor of a great London daily could look across his table, and, without shifting his eyes, could count in his field of vision the pretty dancer from the Empire-drome, a royal physician, a peer of the realm and a ragtime singer.

The big dining-hall blazed with lights; the little tables were crowded together so as scarcely to leave room for the waiters, who, by some mysterious dispensation of Providence, seemed able to thread their ways through impossible spaces. The noisy coon band kept up its rhythmic pandemonium in one corner of the room, but did not drown the rippling laughter and the buzz of lighthearted talk. In the little vestibule, a young man, very tall and very thin, paced the tessellated floor with that evidence of resignation — which tells so eloquently the story of the Unpunctual Guest. He was very fair, and very pink. His countenance was vacant, and the vacancy was by no means relieved when he screwed a gold-rimmed monocle into his right eye.

Presently the glass doors swung and a girl came hurriedly toward him, holding out her gloved hand.

‘I am awfully sorry I am late, Reggie,’ she said with easy familiarity.

‘If you were an hour late, or five hours late, or a day late,’ said the young man with gentle ecstasy, ‘I should be content to wait, Miss Flemming.’

She flashed a dazzling smile at him.

‘I shouldn’t be horribly shocked if you called me Vera,’ she said. The young man went pinker than ever, coughed, stuttered, ran his gloved finger inside the high-upstanding collar about his thin throat, dropped his eyeglass, retrieved it, and did all this in the space of four seconds, thereby betraying his perturbation and his gratitude.

‘You have a table, I suppose,’ said the girl when she had returned from depositing her coat.

‘Rather!’ said the young man, and added after a second’s thought, ‘rather!’

He fussily shepherded her through the mass of tables, for his own attenuation enabled him to emulate the deeds of the agile serving-man, and brought her to a corner table which was smothered with rare flowers. Heads were turned, sharp eyes focused the couple, some smiled, though for the girl the glances held nothing but admiration or coldblooded appraisement, according to the sex of the observer.

‘Reggie Boltover,’ said one young man.

‘Who is Reggie Boltover? ‘ asked his companion.

‘A human being loosely attached to a million,’ was the laconic description.

The girl was radiant, the smile hardly left her face, and the eyes which glanced shyly up to her tall companion were full of wonder and delight.

‘So this is Sebo’s,’ she said; ‘isn’t it a dreadfully wicked place?’

Reggie Boltover’s face creased alarmingly – he, too, was smiling.

‘My dear Miss – my dear Vera,’ he said boldly, ‘should I bring you to a wicked place? Now I ask you, should I bring you to a wicked place, should?’

His conversational powers were not brilliant, but his heart was pure. He was not really a wicked young man about town, and his chief wickedness lay in his implicit belief that he was. He had met the girl one night by accident. A more daring friend of his, and nearer approaching Reggie’s own ideal of doggishness, had induced him (he protesting feebly) to call at a stage door where he was meeting a charming friend to take her to supper. The charming friend, in the generous large-hearted way of chorus-girls, had introduced her friend, Vera Flemming, a newcomer to the ranks of the chorus, and they had all supped together, and Vera had been very charming to Mr. Reggie Boltover, and be had asked her to go with him up the river, and had serious thoughts, because of her evident refinement, of introducing her to his mother, which shows that Reggie had reached the most dangerous stage of infatuation.

There was really nothing wrong about Reggie Boltover, and nothing remarkably terrible about this strangely initiated friendship. Chorus-girls are merely shopgirls with a taste for caviar and peaches. They are no more sinful than their sisters in the same social strata, and the only difference between them is that, whilst they are exposed to similar temptations, the chorus-girl has a larger field to pick from, and the candidates are much more presentable. A shopgirl accepts the hospitality of a teashop, the chorus-girl goes to the Fritz. Both have one consuming passion, a desire for good food for which they do not have to pay.

Reggie Boltover, who, to do him justice, knew everybody, entertained the girl for half an hour by pointing out the various celebrities in the room, and Vera Flemming was interested without being enthusiastically so.

‘I would rather you talked about yourself,’ she said. ‘You are ever so much more interesting than these people.’

‘Oh, no,’ said Reggie, with a little giggle; ‘oh, no! ‘‘

‘You are, indeed, you are,’ she said earnestly. ‘Oh, come,’ said Reggie, ‘oh, come! no! I am not interesting, oh, dear no!’

His life, he admitted frankly, was very ordinary. All that he did was to sign a few cheques, liquidate a few debts, see a few ‘fellows’ about ‘things,’ and ‘there you are,’ said Reggie.

‘It must be wonderful to be in a position of power,’ said the girl musingly. ‘Of course, I come from a very poor family. We only think in shillings, where you think in thousands of pounds. And it is awfully hard to realize what it feels like to order people to do things, instead of being ordered.’

Reggie Boltover, who had never ordered anybody to do anything in his life, and would not have dared to dispute the judgment of the innumerable managers and directors whom his sainted father had appointed in his lifetime, wondered himself what it felt like. He had often meditated, with a shudder, upon necessity, which might one day arise, for his taking the initiative in the conduct of his business. He dimly realized that in time, all his managers and directors would die, and he had dimly speculated upon the question as to who would replace them. He had a feeling that perhaps one might go to Whiteleys and order some new ones, but it had never occurred to him that at his autocratic word managers and people of that description could be made out of mud, or that an order affecting the business which he was supposed to control, would be acted upon if he were to give that order.

‘Well, you know,’ he said, ‘I never really tell people to do anything. You see, I never see them except very occasionally. Of course, they make reports, and all that sort of thing, and I have a man who reads them, so everything is all right, and I just sign cheques and see a few fellows, and there you are.’

Under the genial influence of her sympathetic interest he expanded a little, and proved that he was not as wholly incompetent as he pretended to be. For instance, he knew that the iron works and shipbuilding yard which still bore his father’s name, and incidentally his own, made ‘a deuced lot of money’ every year, and that certain other properties made no money.

There was one property of which he spoke with great bitterness, but only because his father, in his lifetime, had also spoken of that matter with similar violence and asperity. Apparently, the one redeeming feature about Boltover’s Cement Works lay in the fact that it had no manager and therefore produced no reports. It was, in fact, a deserted shell of a building, so infamously unprofitable that Boltover senior (now in heaven) had directed almost with his last breath, if you believed Reggie, that his name should be erased from the official designation of the company.

‘You see, it was bad cement. You know how cement is made, don’t you?’

‘I should love to,’ said the girl, her eyes shining. ‘I have often wondered.’

‘Well,’ said Reggie, looking round the table for something to illustrate the object lesson, ‘You dig in the river, and you take out a lot of stuff, and you chuck it in a cart, and then you chuck it into a fire, and you pull it out and do something to it, and there you are! That’s cement. Only our cement wasn’t cement, if you understand. That is what made the beastly thing so awkward.’

‘How wonderful!’ said the girl; ‘I shall always remember that.’

‘Of course, we’ve got our eyes open,’ said Reggie, now fairly launched upon the story of his life, ‘and one of these days we shall catch a mug.’

‘Catch a – ?’ asked the girl, puzzled.

Reggie went very pink, but he was excited and grateful at this demonstration of the girl’s refinement. ‘Forgive the vulgarity, Miss – Vera; I mean we shall find a purchaser. I once nearly sold the beastly thing for £10,000, and the day the deed was to be signed, they took the poor chap away to a lunatic asylum. Poor old bird, not right in his bead, you know. That is why he wanted to buy our cement works. Comic, wasn’t it? D’you know,’ said Mr. Boltover suddenly, ‘when I came round to the stage door that night, I never expected to meet you?’

She looked at him in innocent surprise. ‘Didn’t you really?’ she said incredulously, as though the idea had occurred to her for the first time, and then, thoughtfully, ‘I suppose you didn’t.’

‘I didn’t expect to meet you,’ repeated Mr. Boltover, who, when he had got hold of one complete sentence, held tight to it until his groping mentality had reached out and securely grasped another. ‘No, I didn’t expect to meet you, but I’m awfully glad. I feel I owe that young lady more than I can ever repay.’

He said this with an unusual display of sentimentality. ‘That young lady,’ was his companion’s chorus-girl friend, who at that moment was retailing to her youthful companion at the far side of the room such details of Vera’s life as she had been able to secure in a seven-day acquaintance.

‘Vera’s not in our show now, of course,’ she said. ‘I don’t think she had ever been on the stage before. She’s an awfully fresh kid. Came late to rehearsals, and all that sort of thing, but I like her immensely.’

She smiled and bowed to Vera, who, at that moment had caught her eye.

‘She’s very pretty,’ said her companion.

‘Yes, isn’t she?’ agreed the girl, her interest in her friend suddenly evaporating. But there was one in that crowded diningroom whose every disengaged moment was employed in watching the girl and her companion. It involved his getting into the way of other waiters, and called down upon his head execrations in Neapolitan, Sicilian, and the choicest slang of the Montmartre. He was a man who had prayed for two years for such a moment as this, and his soul rejected in savage exaltation that so Heavensent an opportunity had come.

As the night wore on, his plan took a definite shape. For the consequence he cared nothing. Here was his opportunity, here was his enemy. He seized a moment, slipped through the service door and passed down a flight of stone steps to the crowded kitchen filled at that moment with a babble of sound as the orders were repeated across the steaming brass pots and the blistering hot plates. He passed through the kitchen to the larder department, and found what he sought in the big cool vault where the butchers worked. It was a long thin knife. He waited until the butcher’s back was turned and slipped it up his sleeve, passed rapidly through the kitchen, ignoring the chef’s demand as to his business, and reached the warm bright restaurant again.

He had no time to waste.

The butcher might at any moment detect the theft, and the thief be hauled into the service-room to explain his conduct. He made his way across the room to where Mr. Reginald Boltover and his fair companion sat.

Reggie thought the man had a message, but Vera, looking up, saw the man’s evil face – and knew. She half twisted, half flung herself against Reginald Boltover as the waiter’s hand came up to strike. She saw the knife glitter for a space of a second, and closed her eyes. Then there was the sound of a struggle, and she opened them in time to see the vengeful man flung backward to the floor, and an immaculate Michael Pretherston standing over him examining the knife with some interest. She met the inspector’s eye and smiled, though the smile was forced, for even as he bowed, she heard the mockery of his surprise.

‘Why, Kate! ‘ he murmured, ‘‘I’m always meeting you.’



Chapter 6
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‘At 9.40 on the night of the 15th instant I was present at Sebo’s Club. The room was full of diners, and amongst them was Mr. Reginald Boltover and a girl giving the name of Miss Vera Flemming, who was in reality Kate Westhanger. At 9.52 an Italian named Emil Tolmini, employed as waiter at Sebo’s Club, attempted to stab Kate Westhanger, but was prevented and taken into custody. In the course of the struggle, in which he was disarmed, he sustained a scalp wound, and permission was given for him to be taken to the kitchen to have the wound dressed. I regret to state that he succeeded in making his escape. He is a convict on licence (record No. P.C.A./C.C.C. 85943). He is an old associate of the Crime Street gang, and was obviously attempting to avenge himself upon the girl for some injury, real or imaginary, which he had suffered.

‘I made no attempt to warn Mr, Boltover as to the character of his companion, but subsequently calling at his flat in Piccadilly on the pretence that I wished to get information about the attempted murder, I discovered that he had been introduced to the girl at a theatre where she was posing as a chorus-girl. She had evidently laid a deep plan to meet him, for what reason it is not clear. He is a very wealthy man, and it may be necessary at a later stage to warn him; but at present I have taken upon myself the responsibility of refraining from that act.’

Michael Pretherston ended off the report with his neat signature, folded it and inserted it into an official envelope, which he addressed to his chief. By good fortune he met that brilliant man coming into Scotland House as he himself was going out.

‘I think you did right,’ said T.B. after he had heard the story.

‘I wonder what her game is? I have a good mind to detail a man to take the whole case up.’

‘Let me do it,’ said Michael eagerly. T.B. Smith pursed his lips.

‘You are rather a big man for a job like that, Michael,’ he said; ‘It may turn out to be nothing more than a common or garden chorus-girl’s romance.’

‘Kate isn’t the chorus-girl type,’ said Michael; ‘if it is big enough for her to be in it, it is quite big enough for me.’

The chief thought for a moment.

‘Very well then,’ he said at length, ‘You can take on the job. Do .it by yourself if you possibly can, for I haven’t any men to spare. But keep in touch with me. Blowing a whistle won’t be of any service to you if these people mean business and get after you.’

He hesitated again.

‘Confound Kate! ‘ he said. ‘I suppose you have circulated a description of the ice-cream merchant?’

All Latin criminals came under this generic description with T.B.

Michael nodded.

‘Well, good luck,’ said the chief; ‘but be careful!’

When the young man had gone, T.B. beckoned to an officer who was passing.

‘You’re the very man, Barr,’ he said. ‘Pick up Mr. Pretherston and don’t lose him – you may choose your own opposite number.’

The sergeant saluted, and hurried out after his charge.

Michael went away with a light heart. It was the kind of job that be liked better than any other. He had not told the chief all his suspicions. Kate’s game was a big one. High-flyer as she was, she was out for a height record – that he realized. There was some association between her month with Lord Flanborough, and the careful cultivation of Reggie Boltover’s acquaintance. When he came to think of it she must have met Boltover while she was still with Flanborough. He had taken it for granted that the girl was a resident secretary, but possibly he had arrived at this conclusion in error. So it proved next morning when he called Lord Flanborough’s house on the telephone, and had a private conversation with the butler. The young lady, during the time she had been at Felton House, had left every afternoon at four o’clock.

A little talk with the stage manager at the theatre showed that the girl had never attended any of the morning rehearsals and had missed one of the matinees. Michael saw this part of the scheme plainly enough. Kate, through her spies, had discovered that Boltover had an acquaintance who had a friend at the theatre. She had come to the stage with no other object than making a friend of the girl who all unwittingly was the instrument by which she was to meet Reggie.

The detective knew that this was no chance acquaintance. He followed the manoeuvres of Kate through all their devious paths. He took the opportunity in the afternoon to call upon Reggie at his office, which was something between a boardroom and a boudoir.

Reggie’s theoretical interests were multifarious. He was the nominal head of a dozen different corporations which his industrious father had created for his profit. In practice he knew very little about any of them and nothing about some.’

‘ hope your lady was not alarmed,’ said Michael with spurious anxiety.

‘Oh, no, the lady was not alarmed, oh, no,’ said Reggie, shaking his head violently, ‘oh, dear no. She was not alarmed. Of course, it would have been different if she had been alone; but being with me, naturally she – er – she – er – was not alone.’

‘Naturally,’ agreed Michael. ‘No, she was not alarmed,’ said Mr. Boltover; ‘in fact, she was very cool, remarkably cool. I have never seen anybody so cool.’

‘I hope when you see her again,’ said Michael, ‘you will tell her I asked.’

‘Certainly,’ said Mr. Boltover heartily, ‘certainly I shall tell her you asked.’ And he added after a moment, ‘When I meet her again.’

‘She seemed, if you will forgive the impertinence, so interested in everything,’ encouraged Michael.

‘You are quite right,’ said Reggie eagerly, ‘You are perfectly right. That just describes her. She is interested in everything.’

‘It is nice to meet people who are interested in one’s business,’ Michael went on artlessly. ‘I never mind people being interested in my business, do you?’

‘Oh, dear no,’ replied Mr. Boltover in alarm, as though the very thought that anybody should be discouraged from an interest in his affairs caused him acute mental unhappiness. ‘Oh, dear no. Certainly not. Not at all’

‘Of course,’ smiled Michael, ‘she could not very well understand all the complexities of your business, Mr. Boltover – it is such an enormous one.’

‘Well,’ hesitated the other, ‘I don’t know, I am not so sure. She is a very intelligent young lady. I was talking to her about my business when this dreadful affair happened, and she was so calm that she just went on talking about it, don’t you know. My business, I mean. I thought it was a most remarkable instance of coolness. I was telling one of our directors today, about it, and he thought it was a remarkable instance of coolness, Yes, even when I was taking her home she told me a lot about herself and – things. Her grandfather is a very wealthy man, a financier. I didn’t know that.’

Michael might have said that he too was unaware of the fact, but he knew just the moment when a tactless interpolation might dry up the fount of Mr. Boltover’s eloquence.

‘Very intelligent lady indeed,’ wandered Mr. Boltover; ‘oh yes, I was talking about her grandfather — he is a very rich man. She thought that he might be able to take one of our properties off our hands. I was awfully surprised. Naturally, I did not think she had any money being in the chorus and all that – I hope I haven’t been indiscreet,’ he asked anxiously. You possibly did not know that she was on the stage.’

‘Oh, yes, I did,’ said Michael with a smile; ‘you have betrayed nothing, Mr. Boltover.’

‘I am awfully glad,’ replied the other, relieved. ‘What was I saying, about her grandfather, yes. I think I might sell him that property. I hate parting with properties – we have refused quite a number of good offers – sheer sentiment, don’t you know.’

‘But perhaps this is not a paying property.’

‘Oh, no, not at all,’ said Mr. Boltover, ‘by no manner of means whatever. Still we don’t like parting with them. Of course, I talk a lot of rot about people wanting to buy the works, and I always tell that great joke about a lunatic – ha, ha – but really it isn’t true. No, not really true, oh, no.’

Michael had never heard the great joke about the lunatic. What he was anxious to hear were details of Kate’s projected purchase, but in this he was foiled. There was precious little of the business man about Mr. Reggie Boltover, but one lesson he had learnt, and learnt thoroughly, and that was the art of silence. His revered father was wont to say, ‘If you never open your mouth Reggie, nobody will know what an ass you are’; and in business, at any rate, Reggie most religiously lived up to this injunction.

What was the girl’s object? Michael was puzzled. Strangely enough, the obvious never occurred to him, or if it did he dismissed it without a second consideration. He did not look upon Kate as the type that would find any amusement, whatever the profit might be, in the inveigling of a young fool to the altar. Kate wanted the excitement, not the money. That was her history. He had first met her when he was in the Special Department, and it had been over a little matter of a King’s messenger’s despatch bag which on a cross-channel journey had mysteriously disappeared, though it was practically handcuffed to the owner’s wrist, that he had first become acquainted with the girl. He was interested in her, but only mildly so, because, at the time, he arrived at a somewhat hasty judgment. It was later, when the strong room of the Muranic was forced and twentyfive packets of diamonds vanished in mid-ocean, and when he had been in charge of the investigations which had resulted in the imprisonment of Colonel Westhanger, that he had first formed a true estimate of the girl’s character – an estimate which he had had cause to modify, but never to change.

Michael lived in a big block of flats near Baker Street, where he maintained a somewhat elaborate establishment for an inspector of police. He had, however, a private income of his own which he had inherited from his maternal grandmother, and as he was a man of simple tastes and very extravagant needs, he was able to live very comfortably indeed. He reached his home a little before eight o’clock, and was astonished as he came through the lobby of the flat to meet Beston, his manservant, clad in fine raiment and going forth.

‘Hello, Beston, where are you off to?’ he asked in surprise.

The man touched his hat cheerfully. ‘I am going to the theatre, sir, and thank you very much for the tickets,’ he said. ‘Cook went ten minutes ago and I stayed behind to tidy things up.’

‘Oh, Cook went ten minutes ago, did she?’ said Michael. ‘That’s good. When did the tickets arrive?’

‘About an hour ago, sir, by a district messenger. It was very kind of you to wire to us that you were sending them.’

Michael laughed softly.

‘Your surprise at my consideration hurts me, Beston,’ he said. ‘I always do things like that. By the way, did they spell your name correctly in the telegram?’

‘I think so, sir,’ said the man in surprise. He fumbled in his pocket, and produced the orange slip.

‘I am sending you two tickets for the theatre tonight. May not be home until tomorrow.– Pretherston.’

The wire had been handed in at the Strand Office. Beston sensed some difficulty.

‘I hope it’s all right, sir? ‘ he asked anxiously.

‘Quite all right,’ replied Michael with a cheerful nod. ‘Don’t wait for me now; I shall not be in very long.’ He mounted the carpeted stairs, opened the door of his flat and closed it carefully behind him. He went straight to his study, pulled down the blinds and drew the thick curtains across the windows, then he turned on the light, took up the telephone, and gave a Treasury number.

‘Is that Sergeant Pears?’ he asked. ‘Is there a telegram waiting at the Yard for me?’

‘Yes, sir,’ said the sergeant’s voice.

Michael winked at the wall.

‘Do you mind opening and reading it?’

There was a little pause and then the sergeant repeated into the receiver: –

‘To Inspector Michael Pretherston, Scotland House. Come up by the earliest train. Am staying at Adelphi.– T.B.’

‘Handed in at Manchester, I suppose?’

‘Yes, sir,’ said the sergeant, ‘at three-fifteen.’

‘Is the chief in Manchester?’

‘Yes, sir, he went by the morning train.’

‘Excellent,’ said Michael. ‘Thank you very much, sergeant.’ He hung up the receiver.

This was Kate’s work – the beautiful detail of it, the knowledge she possessed of T. B. Smith’s movements. She had probably sent a man up on the same train with the chief, and had given him the telegram in advance, with exact instructions as to the minute it was to be handed in. Yes, it was Kate. Yet he became uncomfortable at the thought it was not like her to leave things to chance. How came she to miss him at the Yard? He returned to the telephone and again called up his assistant.

‘What time did the telegram arrive?’ be asked.

The sergeant was apologetic.

‘I am very sorry, sir, I am afraid it arrived while you were here, this afternoon. It was given to a messenger to take in to you, and in some extraordinary way the constable forgot it. I have reprimanded him.’

‘That’s all right,’ said Michael, relieved. His relief, curiously founded, he might have found it difficult to explain. It was the relief which the matador feels when he sees the bull which steps so proudly into the ring, will put up a good fight. It was the relief of the huntsman when a strong fox breaks from covert. He wanted Kate and that extraordinary organization which he had set himself to conquer, to be at its best that his victory might be the more satisfactory.

He looked at his watch. It was five minutes past eight. He knew that his visitor would give the servants an hour, and he must employ that hour profitably. He began to write rapidly on a pad of scribbling paper, tearing of the sheets as fast as he had filled them. He had been working for an hour when he heard a bell tinkle. Someone was at the front door. He switched out the light, walked into the passage (he had already removed his shoes) and listened. Whoever was coming had sent an agent in advance to discover whether the flat was empty. Again the bell rang. Michael made no sign. It rang a third and last time. The detective made his way stealthily to the window, and slipped behind the curtains. He had left the study door open, so that he could hear every sound. He had a few seconds to wait before the faint click of the lock told him that the door had been opened. He knew that the visitor would come to the study last, and he proved to be right. One minute passed – as near as he could judge – before he caught the flash of a lamp which was directed cautiously to the curtained window. The light passed slowly along the floor until it reached the skirting, travelled round until it found the lower edge of the drawn curtain. Through the slit he had cut in the heavy velvet hangings Michael witnessed the search. Presently the light went out focusing itself upon the electric switch. There was a click and the room was illuminated.

The girl who stood by the desk was soberly dressed, and was apparently in no hurry. She pulled her gloves off slowly, whilst she allowed her eyes to rove over the littered table. Half a dozen sheets of writing attracted her attention, and when her gloves removed she picked the papers up, pulled the big writing chair to the table, and sat down to read. She read the notes through carefully and once she smiled. When she had finished she put them down, leant back in the chair and looked around the room, then –

‘Come out, Mike,’ she said.

Michael stepped forth without embarrassment.

‘I was nearly deceived,’ she said, ‘with your precious account of the happening at Sebo’s, and then I realized that this could not have been written more than a few minutes before. You forgot to blot the last sheet and the ink is still damp.’

She rubbed her fingers over to prove the fact. ‘Why aren’t you in Manchester? ‘ she asked.

The staggering question nearly took his breath away.

‘Well, if you aren’t the real Kate!’ he said admiringly.

‘I’m in your chair, I’m afraid,’ she said.

‘Not a bit.’ He dropped into a deep settee. ‘Now tell me all the news. But before we go any farther,’ he said with mock concern, ‘wouldn’t you like a chaperon?’

‘Don’t worry,’ she replied, ‘I have a chaperon.’

‘Not in my flat, I hope,’ he said in a tone of alarm. ‘You, I can trust, Kate; but the idea of your low thieving friends being up against all my movable goods gives me a little pain.’

She fished in her bag, and produced a little gold case. She opened it and took out a cigarette.

‘You won’t have one, of course?’

‘Not one of yours, Kate,’ he said reproachfully. ‘No, I’ll have one of my own if you don’t mind.’

‘I think you are very rude,’ she said, with a lift of her brows.

‘It’s better to be rudely awake than politely asleep,’ he said meaningly. ‘When one has to deal with clever criminals, one to take all sorts of precautions.’

She laughed and looked at him curiously.

‘I wonder what made you a policeman?’

‘Nature,’ he said promptly.

She was puzzled. ‘I don’t quite get your humour,’ she said.

‘Nature provides all things with some form of protection. It gives the oyster its shell and the tiger its stripes. It gives the squid his ink-sac, and the shark his teeth. Nature always produces antidotes. When criminals are stupid, they have stupid policemen to deal with them. When criminals are extraordinarily clever, nature provides the police force with an officer of unusual intelligence. I came to the police in blind obedience to the laws of nature.’

She laughed softly in his face.

‘It’s so nice to be able to discuss things with a man of sensibility,’ she said. ‘Of course, some of my friends are awfully clever, and my uncle is very philosophical; but then they all take a very one-sided view of things, and I think it’s so much better to hear the other side of every question. You can get two views on all subjects except crime,’ she went on. ‘If you believe in Darwin’s theory, you can meet hosts of clever people who bitterly oppose it. If you are a Christian scientist, you can meet hosts of theosophists. Even if you are a firm believer in monogamy, you can generally hire a Mormon to argue on the other side. It is only when we come down to crime that you meet the truly insular view, held by people who know nothing whatever about its finesse, or the genius necessary to break the laws without leaving a big hole to show where you went in and another to show where you came out. That is why I like you, Mike,’ she said frankly.

‘Any appreciation is very gratifying to me,’ said Michael, ‘but that which is so enthusiastic that it leads my admirer to break into my flat to ravish my secret thoughts, is a little overwhelming.’

‘I wanted to know what you were saying about me,’ she said, ‘though I ought to have known that you would not leave things about for me to read – still,’ she justified herself, ‘to do myself justice, I did not expect to find your confidential reports on your desk.’

There was a big safe in one corner of the room. ‘I was going to open that.’ She nodded towards the strong-box. Then she turned the conversation suddenly.

‘You saw me the other night.’

‘At Sebo’s – yes,’ he said. ‘I saw you.’

‘What did you think?’ she asked quietly.

‘I thought you were with the loquacious Mr. Boltover for a special reason of your own,’ he said slowly.

‘He is an orator, isn’t he?’ she agreed, ‘but he’s quite a nice boy, really. God didn’t give him brains, and it’s not fair to make fun of a man’s deficiencies.’

‘What did you want from Reggie?’ asked Michael.

‘I just wanted to know all about him,’ she said. ‘Those kind of people are always interesting to me.’

‘What did you want from Reggie?’ he asked again.

‘How insistent you are! ‘ she laughed, She got up and began strolling about the room, taking down books from the big bookshelf, and examining their titles.

‘What catholic tastes you have, Mike – and Tennyson, too. How depraved!’

‘You will find a Browning somewhere,’ he said carelessly.

‘That’s more encouraging,’ she smiled. ‘It’s an awfully comfortable room. Quite like the room I thought you would have.’

She looked at a book-plate on the cover of one volume. ‘You were at Winchester, I see. So was uncle.’

‘The poison and the antidote!’

‘You are not fair with uncle. He’s a mental degenerate, too. Crime is a disease with him.’

‘And with you?’ said Michael quickly.

‘It’s a hobby. It’s a tremendous excitement.’

She put the book down, and turned to him.

‘You don’t know what it’s like. To work things out and make them happen, to cover a couple of sheets of paper with writing and then see all sorts of things move in obedience to those instructions, to see thousands and tens of thousands of pounds change hands, to know that men are going long journeys, that special trains are being run, that telegraph wires are humming all over the Continent, that a dozen brilliant thief-catchers are working and worrying in a vain attempt to undo all that twenty or thirty lines of writing have done.’

‘This will be used in evidence against you,’ warned Michael flippantly. The girl was not posing. Of that he was convinced. Her big grey eyes were brighter, her whole face was alight with the excitement of the thought, her voice had a new thrill. She was exalted, transfigured at the thought of the power which her shrewd brain gave to her.

‘What do you want from Reggie?’ he asked again.

The light faded out of her eyes and she was her normal self again.

‘Oh, I wanted to pick his pocket,’ she said mockingly, ‘or, no, I know something better – I wanted to marry him. He’s worth two million.’

‘I don’t think you will ever marry for money,’ said Michael.

‘What makes you say that?’ she asked quickly.

He shrugged his shoulders. ‘That is the estimate I have formed of you. I may be wrong.’

‘I shall never marry,’ she said with decision. ‘I’m not of the marrying kind. I hate men in some ways. I hate them so much, that it gives me a real joy to take away the one thing in the world that they really love. You know the Claude Duval tradition – I mean the idealized Claude Duval of tradition, not the sneak-thief valet of actuality – of robbing the rich and never robbing the poor – well, I rob men, and I never rob women.’

‘In fact, you rob the people who have the money,’ said Michael. ‘That isn’t clever.’

‘No, but it sounds awfully good. I’m thinking of including it in the great speech I shall deliver one of these days at the Old Bailey.’

‘What did you want from Reggie?’ he asked.

‘You are almost monotonous,’ she laughed. ‘Well, I wanted information.’

She turned, and again he saw that bright light in her eye, and that eager look in her face.

‘I will tell you, Michael Pretherston,’ she said, pointing a white finger toward him. ‘We will play fair. I am going to do a big thing. I am going to make the most wonderful steal that the world has ever known. That is why I found Reggie. That is why I made a martyr of myself, and endured the boredom of Lord Flanborough’s society.’

She clapped her hands like a child.

‘It’s a big thing, Michael, but it’s full of complications, wonderfully full of strategy, and I am going to do it all with your assistance.’

He jumped up, and flung out his hand.

‘Put it there, Kate,’ he said. ‘This is going to be the big thing for both of us, and I am going to be the victor. If I win, I have whatever I am after. If you win, you have me,’ she said with a little laugh.

He looked at her in silence.

‘I can almost see you gripping my arm, and pushing me into the steel pen,’ she said. ‘I can see you sitting in court in a brown – no, a blue – overcoat, with your hat nicely balanced on your knees, looking up at me in the dock, and wondering how I am going to take it.’

A cloud passed over his face.

‘You’re a pessimistic little devil,’ he growled. ‘No, I wasn’t thinking about that.’

‘What were you thinking about?’ she asked, her eyes wide open in surprise.

‘I was thinking I’d marry you,’ he said.

She looked at him in amusement.

‘You’re mad, aren’t you?’

Yes,’ he said. ‘Didn’t you know?’

‘Marry you?’ she said scornfully. ‘Great Heavens!’

‘You might do worse,’ he said with his cheerful smile.

‘Can you name anything I could do that would be more hopelessly degrading than marry a policeman?’

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘you might be an old maid and keep cats. You take it for granted, of course,’ he went on, ‘that I am letting you go now.

‘Naturally,’ she replied, ‘I have given you something to live for.’

‘You may be right,’ he said quietly, and opened the door for her. They walked down the felt-covered passage to the front door.

‘I owe you something,’ she said as they stood in the doorway. The young man from the South nearly put an end to my promising career.’

‘A little thing like that is hardly worth mentioning. Good night, Kate. Are you sure it is safe for you to be out alone so late?’

She made a little face at him, and went tripping down the stairs. She turned into the street, but had not gone two paces when a hand caught her arm.

‘Excuse me,’ said a voice. By the light of a street lamp she recognized her captor as a detective sergeant from Scotland Yard.

Before she could protest a voice spoke from the darkness of the balcony above, and it was the voice of Michael.

‘All right, sergeant,’ he said. She shook herself free of the man and looked wrathfully up at the dim figure.

‘I forgot you’d have your nurse handy, Michael,’ she jeered.

‘Good night, dear,’ said the voice from the balcony, and to her intense annoyance she felt an extraordinary sensation wholly new to her, but which with her quick woman’s wit she correctly diagnosed, as she hurried angrily along the street.

For Kate Westhanger had blushed for the first time in her life.
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Lord Flanborough gave a dinner-party. He was a methodical man, and invariably made his arrangements a long time in advance, and he was not unnaturally annoyed when, at the eleventh hour, his daughter suggested a change in the plans.

‘My dear Moya.’ he said testily, ‘don’t be absurd. Surely after what has passed – after his extraordinary attitude –’

‘Oh, Daddy, what nonsense! ‘ said the girl. ‘Michael is really a good sort, and he will be amusing. I really cannot sit out a dinner with all those boring people, and if you don’t invite him, I shall have a headache.’

‘But, my dear,’ protested her father, ‘Sir Ralph will be quite entertainment enough, surely?’

‘Sir Ralph is the biggest bore of all,’ she said calmly. ‘Please let me have my way.’

So, to his surprise and amusement, Michael received an invitation to dinner, couched in such gracious terms that he formed the wholly incorrect impression that some other guest had failed Moya and that he was being called in to relieve her of the responsibility for thirteen people sitting at table.

It was even a more dreary dinner-party than Moya had imagined. Sir Ralph Sapson was amusing in his own way, but his own way was not Moya’s way. He was a stout, handsome, young man on the right side of thirty, immensely wealthy, and according to her father, immensely capable. Though there had been no definite arrangement, it was understood, mainly by Lord Flanborough, that Sir Ralph desired a closer association with the Flanborough family than his directorships gave him.

The remainder of the guests were even less entertaining than Sir Ralph. There were three other members of the peerage: Old Lord Katstock, who was a political lord who had once occupied a position as UnderSecretary in some forgotten administration; the Marquis of Cheddar, who was a sporting lord and had theories on the Bruce Low system of breeding; Lord Dumburton, who was a soldier lord, very poor and very wicked, unless rumour lied; and an assortment of directors which included Mr. Reginald Boltover, who recognized Michael with a guilty start, and took no interest whatever in his dinner, but waited with bated breath for Michael to reveal his guilty secret.

There were two or three ladies, who gave Michael the impression that they had been dipped in diamonds by their herculean maids, and there was a thin, dowdily dressed lady with a hooked nose.

‘Has the Duchess borrowed anything, Moya?’ said Michael under his breath.

‘Not from me,’ said the girl significantly, ‘but father is always susceptible. She’s an awfully good sort really, but I do wish she wouldn’t take snuff.’

Michael knew, or was known to, them all.

‘It’s a rum idea of yours, going into the police, Pretherston,’ said Sir Ralph with that air of patronage which he reserved for people poorer than himself.

‘It’s just as rum an idea as your going into trade and keeping shops,’ said Michael.

Sir Ralph smiled indulgently.

‘We have to do something to make an honest living,’ he said. ‘I suppose the reference to the shops is my association with the Colonial Retail Stores. That makes a hundred thousand a year, Pretherston.’

‘Then you have a hundred thousand reasons for selling bad jam,’ said Michael. ‘I’ve given up buying things at your shops.’

‘That is a tragedy,’ said Ralph with heavy humour. ‘Try us again and we will endeavour to merit your patronage.’

‘I have another bone to pick with you,’ said Michael. He did not like Sir Ralph Sapson. ‘I came up the other day from Seahampton; the railway carriage was beastly, hadn’t been cleaned for a month, and the train was fifty minutes late. The London and Seahampton is another of your profitable ventures, isn’t it?’

‘I am told that I have an interest in it,’ said Sir Ralph, with a smile at the girl; ‘but, really, my dear Pretherston, when you find a railway so badly conducted you ought to complain to the police.’

This amused him so much that he laughed without restraint, and was, as a result, compelled to explain his joke to fourteen people who were anxious to share it.

Michael had to leave early. ‘I should dearly love to stay and play bridge with you,’ he said.

‘Michael, you are a little horrid, aren’t you?’ asked the girl.

‘Horrid! ‘ he asked, puzzled.

‘You are so practical; you weren’t always like that.’

‘And you weren’t always unpractical,’ he laughed.

She had hoped – she did not know exactly what she had hoped, but the new Michael was so unlike the old that she could almost have cried with vexation. Gone was the old recklessness, the old extravagance (save in directions annoying to her guests) and the old adoration which shone in his eyes. There was an unpleasant feeling that he was laughing at her all the time, and that did not add to her happiness.

‘I don’t think you’re nice, anyway,’ she said. ‘Won’t you come more often to see us?’

‘When you lose a pearl necklace, or find the hired lady surreptitiously carrying off your provisions, drop a line to Inspector Michael Pretherston, Room 26, Scotland House, and I will be with you in a jiffy.’

‘By which I understand you don’t want to see us at all,’ she said petulantly.

‘I am sorry I asked you tonight.’

‘I, for my part, am very glad,’ he said.

Later, when Michael had left, Sir Ralph was to find her a very unamusing companion, though why she should be annoyed with her sometime suitor, only a woman can understand. She did not love him. In some ways she rather disliked him, and possibly the underlying reason for her inviting him at all, was in order to confirm and seal her indifference. If Michael had been in the least way attentive, had shown the slightest desire to recover the lost ground and to resume the old romance, she would have found an intense satisfaction in checking him, and would have gone to bed that night happy in the knowledge that she had permanently attached to her, one for whom she had not the slightest tenderness. This is the way of women who when offered a dish, a dress, a colour, a material or a man, invariably say, ‘I would like to see something else.’

Her abstraction was so marked that Sir Ralph thought she was ill, which instantly produced the headache which it is every woman’s privilege to adopt at a moment’s notice.

‘You ought to take care of Moya, Flanborough,’ he aid to his host at parting; ‘she’s not at all well.’

‘I have noticed it,’ said the dutiful parent, who had noticed nothing of the kind, and had inwardly remarked that Moya was sulking about something. ‘You have an extraordinary eye for things of that kind, Sir Ralph.’

‘I understand human beings,’ admitted Sir Ralph; ‘it has been my one engrossing study in life. It is almost a vice with me. When a man comes into my office, I can generally sum up his character, his business and his capabilities before he has opened his mouth.’

‘It’s a great gift,’ said Lord Flanborough solemnly.

Sir Ralph Sapson was in a particularly cheerful mood that night. In the brief interview which he had had with his future fatherin-law, he had not only secured a tacit agreement of his right to be admitted to the family and an expression of Lord Flanborough’s approval, but he had clinched a very excellent business arrangement which had been hanging fire for twelve months – an arrangement which may be briefly summarized – Lord Flanborough was the chairman of the Austral-African Steamship Company which carried merchandise and passengers between Cape Town and Plymouth. Sir Ralph was the chairman of the London and Seahampton Railway and was also chairman and a large shareholder in the Seahampton Dock Improvement Company. The docks had improved much more rapidly than had the trade which could justify their existence, and the deal which was really a sideline to the more romantic business of a matrimonial alliance, was that the ships of the A.-A. line should shamelessly abandon Plymouth and Liverpool, and should have their headquarters at Seahampton, an arrangement which offered advantages on both sides, since Lord Flanborough was not without interest in the Seahampton docks.

The night was chilly, a full moon rode serenely in the skies; there was a touch of frost in the air, and more than a suspicion of frost on the sidewalk. Sir Ralph Sapson’s car was waiting, but he ordered the chauffeur to drive home, saying that he would prefer to walk. Sir Ralph lived in Park Lane, so that he had nearly a mile to cover, but he was in that mood which made light of so unusual an exercise. He reached the door of his imposing residence, and his hand was on the bell when he heard his name called. He had noticed, as he walked up to his door, that a little distance along the road was a big motorcar, its head lamps gleaming, and a chauffeur busy tinkering with the engine.

‘I am afraid you don’t know me,’ said a sweet voice.

Sir Ralph raised his hat. The girl who stood on the sidewalk was obviously a lady. She was as obviously beautifully dressed, and Sir Ralph, who had an appraising eye, valued the ermine cloak she wore at something not far short of a thousand pounds. A single broad collar of diamonds about her slender throat was all the jewellery she wore.

‘I am afraid I don’t,’ he said.

‘I only met you once,’ said the girl timidly, ‘in Paris. You were introduced to me in the foyer of –’

‘Oh, yes, at the Opera, of course,’ said Sir Ralph, who, amongst other things, was a patron of the Arts. She nodded and seemed pleased that he had remembered her, a compliment which Sir Ralph did not fail to observe.

‘My car has broken down,’ she said, ‘and I was wondering if I could beg your hospitality. It is so horribly shivery here.’ She drew her cloak tighter around her.

‘With all the pleasure in life,’ said Sir Ralph heartily; ‘but I have only a bachelor’s establishment, you know,’ he laughed.

He rang the bell and the door was opened instantly.

‘Put some lights in the drawingroom,’ he said to the servant. ‘Is there a fire there?’

‘Yes, Sir Ralph,’ said the man. ‘Can I get you some coffee or a little wine?’

She had pulled a big chair up before the blaze, and was resting her little white slippers upon the silver fender. Her shapely hands were outspread to the fire, and Sir Ralph noted that though many jewels glittered on her fingers there was no sign of the plain gold circle of bondage.

‘You will think it awfully rude of me, but I cannot recall your name,’ he said, when the servant had gone.

‘I don’t suppose you do; my name is rather a barbarous one,’ she laughed. ‘I am the Princess Bacheffski.’

‘Why, of course! ‘ said Sir Ralph heartily, ‘I remember distinctly now.’

To do him justice, Russian princesses are not unusual phenomena in Paris, and he had a very bad memory for foreign names.

‘I suppose I am being very unconventional,’ she said with a little grimace, and for the first time he noticed that she spoke with the slightest accent; ‘but needs must when the devil drives, and I had either to sit in that cold car, or grasp the good fortune which fate threw in my way. And you, Sir Ralph, are looking just the same as when I saw you last. You are one of the big business men of London, aren’t you?’

‘I have a few interests,’ admitted Sir Ralph modestly. They talked of Paris, which Sir Ralph knew, and of Russia through which he had travelled on one occasion, and of London, and then the coffee came and, a few minutes later, her chauffeur, to tell her that the repairs had been effected.

‘Before I go I want to ask you one favour, Sir Ralph,’ she said.

She was a little embarrassed and nervously twisted a ring on her finger. Sir Ralph saw this and wondered.

‘You have only to ask anything, Princess, and it is granted,’ he said gallantly.

She hesitated a moment and bit her lip in thought. ‘I am going to take you into my confidence, and I know as a man of honour’ – Sir Ralph bowed – ‘you will not betray me. I am in London, but I am not supposed to be in London.’

She looked at him anxiously as she made this confession.

‘I understand,’ said Sir Ralph, which was not true.

‘You have probably noticed – you were so quick at seeing those things – that I am not wearing my wedding ring. Well’ – she hesitated – ‘Dimitri and I have quarrelled, and I do not want him to find me. I haven’t been to the Embassy, or to call on any of my old friends.’

‘You may be sure,’ said Sir Ralph, ‘that your secret is safe. I may say,’ he added, ‘that this is not the first time I have been entrusted with a confidence as delicate.’

‘I know I can trust you,’ she said, warmly gripping his hand. ‘I am staying in a little furnished flat which I have taken in Half Moon Street. I have a duenna with me for the sake of the proprieties – Dimitri is so funny about those things – so if a busy man can spare the time, I am always in between four and five –’

‘It will give me the greatest happiness to renew the acquaintance,’ said Sir Ralph and raised her hand to his lips. Sir Ralph retired to rest more pleased with himself than ever,
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No Man has ever understood a woman, for the simple reason that woman is unintelligible even to her own kind. If she were not, and if she were susceptible to explanation by her own sisters, be sure that her own sisters would lose no time in telling the first man she met all about her.

Lady Moya Felton possessed that rare combination of talents, beauty and acumen. She dressed well, she spoke well, and she looked well. She was a product of Newnham, an institution which, more often than not, gives the world a being which is something less than a woman and something more than a babu. This being is crammed with erudition and for many years fights life with a textbook. Sometimes she continues to the end, very self-assured, very confident of the facts she has culled from the printed page, and very determined that she will never surrender her mechanical facts or her machine-made values. Sometimes she succumbs to the humanizing influences which daily contact with the verities of life bring to her and develops into a useful and charming member of society.

Moya had absorbed just as much of life as she thought was necessary to her comfort. She stopped short of the supreme lesson which finds expression in cheerful sacrifice, but she was an eminently pleasing person, and never discussed biological justice or gave forth as her own the shoddy philosophies she had acquired in hall. Therefore, she was bearable. Moreover, by realizing – here her instinct served her – that Newnham had turned her out fit for nothing better than a churchgoing schoolma’am, she conveyed an impression of her education rather than declaimed the fact.

Practical as she was, she had a guilty secret, not only a very dear one, to be hugged tight to her heart, but one which evoked the unusual emotion of profound disapproval in the more ordered compartments of her mind. Moya was a dreamer, a coldblooded romanticist who had wonderful adventures with wonderful people whenever she walked or rode abroad. In the privacy of her big limousine, she would be absorbed in events of her own creation, wholly monopolized by men and women who bore no likeness to, and had no relation with, any person in her somewhat extensive list of acquaintances. She would often find herself in situations so absurdly impossible that even the penny novelette reader would have rejected them with the scorn which their crudity deserved. She did not dream of living people, the mere mental suggestion – for the roving mind has a trick of taking charge at times – that any of her visionary heroes had his prototype in flesh and blood, ensured the ejection of the offending dream-man and the substitution of another, more wildly improbably, but at the same time more unlikely to challenge relationship with anybody in the material world.

She could dream and yet accept the cold practicality of a Ralph Sapson, and calmly consider a marriage so hopelessly prosaic.

That was inexplicable.

For an engaged lover Ralph had been singularly remiss. He had called once since his unemotional declaration of love. To do him justice he had skipped the tender demonstrations which usually accompany even the most formal engagements, and had got down to the question of settlement in the shortest space of time. This was as Moya could wish, for she also was embarrassed at the thought that a human being might possibly approach – suffering in comparison – the extravagance, wordless and intangible as it was, of her shadowy friends.

It is a remarkable circumstance that romance in concrete form did not come to Moya, until the very week she engaged herself to marry Sir Ralph Sapson. It came in a curious way. She had driven to Leicester Square to see an exhibition of pictures. It was one of those collections which dawn upon London, bringing in its wake a name which has never been heard before, save in a very select circle and is never heard again outside of that circle; an orbit which swings beyond the ken of ordinary mortals.

She went into the gallery and found it a veritable desert. Save for a young man and a small pinched and preoccupied girl, wearing a large pendant in which was inserted the photograph of her uninteresting fiancé, the place was empty. The girl with the pendant carried her excuse in her hand, in the shape of a bunch of catalogues. There was less excuse for the young man for he was healthy in appearance, and it was not raining.

Moya began a conscientious inspection of the pictures, chiefly remarkable for their colouring and for the atmosphere which the artist had managed to secure. Indeed, the pictures were all atmosphere. The girl made a slow progress along the wall, comparing each framed atrocity with her catalogue and striving to sense, dimly, something of the artist’s honourable intentions.

She looked round once to discover what effect the pictures had upon her fellow sightseer. He was standing before a long panel representing, if the catalogue had been rightly compiled, ‘A Blue Wind on a Green Hill.’ His face bore an expression of the deepest gloom, his hat was tilted to the back of his head and his hands were thrust deeply into his trousers pockets. The longer he looked at the ‘Blue Wind on the Green Hill’ the more morose and unhappy did he appear.

This then was the attitude which the new colourist school demanded, one of fierce but approving antagonism if the paradox be permitted. She moved up till she was almost by his side, never thinking that in the presence of the girl with the programmes and the photographic miniature, he would dare address her. Yet he did.

‘What do you think of that one?’ he asked without turning his head.

She was taken aback and was prepared to be chilly and noncommittal. She looked at his face, and the nearer view was a pleasing one. He was very fair, very goodlooking, and had the bluest eyes she had ever seen in a man. He was also unshaven, and his collar was not clean, but he was well-dressed enough, and his tone was wholly Oxford – and Balliol at that.

‘I think it is rather weird,’ she said.

‘So do I,’ he nodded vigorously, ‘I think it is – “weird” is the word. As a work of art how does it strike you?’

She hesitated. She had a full range of studio jargon which she had acquired in the course of her after-education, and could speak glibly on atmosphere, tone and light. She knew that it was possible to refer to a still-life study of a bunch of bananas as being ‘full of movement,’ without being guilty of an absurdity. In fact, she knew enough about art to have occupied a position on any average newspaper as a critic.

‘As a work of art,’ she said, ‘it is original and a little eccentric.’

‘Frankly?’ he demanded fiercely.

All the time he spoke he was glaring at the picture, and had not turned his head toward her.

‘Frankly,’ she replied, ‘I think these are monstrosities.’

He nodded again.

‘I agree with you,’ he said, ‘and I know better than anybody else how monstrous they are – I painted ‘em!’

Moya gasped.

‘I am awfully sorry,’ she began.

‘I am sorry too – that I painted them,’ he replied. ‘I am not sorry that I exhibited them, because all my friends told me that they were wonderful, and naturally I get some satisfaction from proving that my friends are mentally deficient.’

He turned round and looked at her, and was in turn surprised.

‘Hello,’ he said, staring at her with his blue eyes wide open, ‘I thought you were much older.’

She laughed.

‘The fact is I didn’t look at you,’ he confessed. ‘How can anybody look at anything with these beastly things staring one in the face? Hi! Emma!’

Fortunately the programme girl was looking his way, and realized that he was speaking to her. ‘Your name is Emma, I suppose?’

‘No, sir,’ said the girl impressively; ‘my name is Evangeline.’

He turned to the girl.

‘Here is an Evangeline whom I thought was an Emma; and here are my Emmas that I thought were Evangelines,’ be said despairingly. ‘What made you come to this exhibition?’

‘I saw a criticism of the pictures in yesterday’s papers.’

‘In the Megaphone,’ he said accusingly.

‘Yes – it was a very flattering criticism, I thought,’ said Moya.

He nodded.

‘I wrote it myself,’ he said without shame.

He turned to the programme girl. ‘Tell your master to shut up the gallery, have the pictures packed away and sent home.’

‘But,’ said Moya in alarm, ‘I hope my stupid views won’t influence you.’

‘It isn’t your stupid view,’ he said; ‘it is my original stupid view. You see, I can’t paint really. I know not the slightest thing about art. I have never had an artistic education or served under any master. I am a genius. These works are works of a genius. The frames cost a lot of money, and the amount of paint I have used is prodigious. There is everything there’ – he waved his hand to the covered walls – ‘except the know-how.’

She murmured a conventional expression of sympathy, but he did not invite sympathy, he invited condemnation, and seemed to find a comfort in his own misfortune, and was obviously all the happier that he had reached a decision on his own merits.

They walked out of the gallery together, and Moya wondered at herself. That she had in so brief a space of time entered into the aspirations and disappointments of a perfect stranger, and now felt something of his chagrin, was truly amazing.

‘I know you,’ he said, breaking off in the midst of a sardonic dissertation on art; ‘you are Lady Moya Melton of Pelton.’

‘Felton,’ she suggested, amused.

‘Oh, yes, Felton,’ he nodded; ‘I saw your portrait in the academy, a very bad portrait too.’

‘People thought it was rather good,’ she demurred.

‘Idealized, but lord, what do I know about art? This char-a-banc de luxe is yours, I presume.’ He pointed to the big limousine.

‘It does happen to be mine,’ she said. ‘My father gave it to me on my twenty-first birthday.’

He inspected it critically.

‘I wonder if I know as much about motorcars as I know about painting,’ he said. ‘I used to think I knew something about both; but here, at any rate, is something real, it is a very nice car.’ He opened the door for her, and she offered her hand.

‘I am so sorry about the pictures,’ she said.

‘Don’t worry,’ he replied cheerfully.

She thought for a moment.

‘Can I drop you anywhere?’

He fingered his unshaven chin.

‘If you know of a nice deep pond where a man may drown himself without interference, I shall be obliged if you will take me there,’ he said gravely; then, seeing the look of alarm in her eyes, he laughed.

‘You probably don’t know my name,’ he said.

As a matter of fact, she did not, and had been trying throughout the interview to take a surreptitious look at the catalogue. She knew it was something like Brixel.

‘Fonso Blaxton,’ he said shortly. ‘ “Fonso” stands for Alphonso – a perfectly rotten name, isn’t it? It would be quite all right for an artist. If there’s any need to send flowers, my address is Oxford Chambers.’ He shook hands abruptly, handed her into the car, and closed the door. He waited only the briefest spell, and had lifted his hat and vanished before the car had started.

Moya drove back with so much to occupy her thoughts that she forgot to dream. So preoccupied was she, that she passed Sir Ralph Sapson and his chic companion turning into the park before she was aware that he was bowing to her, or had time to note anything more about the lady than that she was very beautifully gowned and that her sunshade was tilted at such an angle that it was impossible to see her face.

‘Who is your friend?’

Sir Ralph turned with a smirk.

‘That, Princess,’ he said, ‘is Lady Moya Felton.’

‘Oh, your fiancée,’ said the girl. ‘Isn’t it a bore being in London incognito? I should so much like to have met her.’

‘Perhaps some day,’ said Ralph.

‘I should dearly love to,’ murmured the girl; ‘but please go on, you interest me so much. I am beginning to realize why you English are so successful. You seem to know every detail of your business.’

‘Oh, dear no,’ protested Sir Ralph good-humouredly. ‘‘I am rather a dunce if the truth be told, but one must know something of the details.’

‘Something! ‘ said the girl, raising her eyebrows. ‘I think you are very modest. Why, you seem to know the workings of your railway system from beginning to end.’

Sir Ralph stroked his moustache thoughtfully.

‘One has to go into things,’ he said vaguely, ‘and of course one takes a lot of credit for things which one is not entitled to take credit for. But the gold train was my idea altogether.’

‘I never thought there was so much romance in business,’ said the Princess; then suddenly, ‘Do you mind telling the driver to turn about? I am tired of the park now.’

He leant forward and instructed the chauffeur and the big car circled round.

‘I am glad you suggested that,’ he said.

‘Why? ‘ she asked.

‘Did you notice a man in a grey felt hat talking to a lady in a victoria?’

She shook her head.

‘He’s a weird bird,’ said Sir Ralph; ‘he is a policeman, Michael Pretherston, Lord Pretherston’s brother. I don’t want to meet him, apart from the fact that he might recognize you, even through that veil of yours which would deny him so much happiness,’ he added gallantly.

‘Tell me some more about the gold train,’ she said.

Nothing loath, Sir Ralph explained. He told the story of the Seahampton Docks, and the big liners which would be coming in, and the new services he had inaugurated to meet the increased traffic.

‘We shall carry practically the whole of the gold which comes from the Rand mines,’ he said impressively. ‘Naturally we have to be very careful, although there is not much danger in England. The gold train is really two big safes on wheels. To outward appearance, they are just like ordinary closed railway trucks. In reality they are steel boxes, burglarproof and fireproof. Of course, nothing can go wrong, and even if we had a smash the cars would be uninjured. But I have the best men on the system to run the train.’

‘How very fascinating! ‘ she said, intensely interested. ‘I suppose you have a most elaborate timetable?’

‘I have worked out every detail myself,’ he said. He took out a notebook from his pocket. ‘I will show you, Princess,’ he said impressively.

He turned the gilt-edged leaves until he came to two pages covered with his fine writing.

‘You will get some idea of the work involved in the running of a special train,’ he said. ‘Here are the times. There is the driver’s name, the fireman’s name, the assistant fireman’s name, the names of the two guards.’

She looked at the book. ‘I cannot read your writing very well,’ she laughed. ‘You must not forget that my family was very old-fashioned, and my dear father never allowed us to learn the Roman alphabet until we were quite grown up. But I can see what a very difficult business it is.’

She handed the book back to him with a little sigh.

‘I am afraid I am very stupid,’ she said. ‘Figures always bother me, and I can see that you revel in them. I hate writing, but by the way your book is filled, it seems that you revel in it! I cannot understand people who like to write. It is always an agony for me to compose an ordinary letter. My thoughts come so much faster than my poor hand can move.’

She took a pad and a pencil from the silver-mounted stationary case in front of her. ‘I will show you something,’ she said. She wrote rapidly, resting the pad on her knee, and he watched her in astonishment as she proceeded to fill the sheet.

‘There,’ she said triumphantly, ‘that is what I can do best.’

‘It looks like shorthand,’ he said.

‘It is something like Russian shorthand,’ said the girl, ‘and I am such a lazy person that I always use it whenever I want to write a note. My secretary, who is the only person in the world who understands it, transcribes it. I do it because I hate writing.’

‘So you are clever, after all, Princess.’

She reached out her little hand, and patted his arm.

‘You don’t know how clever I am,’ she said, and they both laughed together.
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Colonel Westhanger looked at his watch.

‘She’s twenty minutes late already,’ he said.

Gregori rolled another cigarette, and looked inquiringly at Dr. Philip Garon, who was fingering his trim beard and talking with some animation to the middle-aged pallid man, who was known to the world as Mr. Cunningham, and to the police as an expert safe breaker.

All Crime Street, with the exception of the admirable Mr. Millet, was present. The Bishop with his large placid face was playing bezique with Francis Stockmar. Colling Jacques, who had the appearance of a prosperous butler who had settled down to the management of his own private hotel was reading the newspaper. Mr. Mulberry, that respectable man with his grey sidewhiskers and his sad doglike eyes, was discussing Renaissance architecture with the other Stockmar; and the Colonel, pacing the room impatiently, stopped now and again to fling a word to one or the other.

Presently there was a slight sound in the hall below, and the Colonel went to the door of the room.

‘She is here,’ he said, and passed out to the landing to meet Kate. She was wearing a dark coat-dress and a big black fox wrap which she loosened and flung off as she came into the room. It was notable that the Colonel, who had every right to complain of her unpunctuality, did not attempt to criticize her for her late arrival, other than to make a mild reference to the fact that he had expected her earlier.

She looked round the room.

‘Where is Millet?’ she asked.

‘Millet is working on the telegrams,’ he said, and she nodded, satisfied.

‘Everything is ready now,’ she said.

‘Did you see Boltover, Mr. Mulberry?’

He rose and came toward her with that noiseless step of his.

‘A most amiable young man,’ he said in his unctuous singsong voice, ‘such a pleasant young man! We had a very long talk together.’

‘And?’

‘We arranged everything.’

He took a long envelope from his pocket, pulled out a stiff parchment, and handed it to her with the gravity and deference of an ambassador delivering a treaty to his sovereign lady. She ran her eyes quickly over the document, turned its crinkling page and read rapidly to the last flourishing signatures.

‘That’s all right,’ she said, and returned the document. The long table had been placed in the middle of the room, and to this, without instructions, the whole of the company had drawn. Colonel Westhanger sat at one end and Kate at the other. From her bag she took a thick roll of manuscript, cut the strings that fastened it, and smoothed the sheets out before her. One by one she called their names, at the same time handing them, in some cases one, in other cases two or three sheets covered with writing.

‘You have a week to master all this,’ she said, ‘and in a week’s time we will meet again and I will see that everybody understands.’

She caught Jacques’ eye.

‘About men?’ she said. ‘How many have you arranged for?’

‘Sixty,’ he said. ‘I have been bringing them into England for the past month.’

‘Will sixty be enough?’ she asked dubiously. ‘How many did we use for the Bank of Edinburgh?’

‘That was a different job,’ said Jacques. ‘We had to cut through thirty feet of concrete. I used two hundred and twenty in relays of thirty.’

‘Sixty will be quite enough,’ she said after a moment’s thought. ‘You will see that I have allowed only for fifty, but if they are the right kind of people –’

‘They are all good men, most of them from Italy, a few of them from France, and one Portuguese. They are the pick of my men, and represent years of organization.’

‘You have full details there, Cunningham,’ she said, turning to that dour man. ‘I took a shorthand note about the gold train, the driver and the officials who will be on the train, and I have all their addresses except one. You will find a cross against that; I think the address is Berne Street, Seahampton, but I had to time to verify it.’

‘This will be easy,’ said Cunningham, reading his instructions. ‘These times won’t be altered, I suppose?’

‘If they are, I shall know all about it,’ said the girl. ‘Every one must make a note of those instructions in his own code, and must do it pretty quickly.’

‘What’s the hurry?’ asked Westhanger, who alone of the men about the table had received no paper.

‘I want to see every sheet burnt before we leave the room,’ she said. The Colonel frowned.

‘But – ‘ he began.

‘I want all the papers burnt before we leave the room,’ she said again emphatically.

Her uncle growled, but the others knew her well enough to realize that she had an excellent reason.

Each man in his own way, some in notebooks, some on the back of loose sheets of paper, faithfully transcribed the instructions, using his own pet abbreviations, his own particular symbols; and one by one, as fast as they completed their copies, the girl collected the papers, heard the instructions read over, corrected one, amended another, and finally, gathering all the sheets in her hand, walked to the fireplace, deposited them in the grate, and set a lighted match to them. She watched them burn until they were black ash, and put her foot upon them, crushing the embers to dust.

‘Are you nervous? ‘ asked the Colonel sarcastically.

‘Are you? ‘ she asked coolly.

‘Well, it does seem a little –’

From the corner of the room came a soft but insistent purr. The men jumped to their feet.

‘Put away the tables quickly,’ said the girl under her breath.

They separated the tables into three parts. With an agility remarkable in one of his years, the Colonel flung a cloth over each, lifted a pot of flowers on to one, arranged a photograph on another, and left the third to the bezique players. The girl seated herself at the piano, opened it and began a soft movement from Rigoletto.

‘Sing,’ she said under her breath. The obedient Mr. Mulberry shuffled up to her side. He had a pleasing voice and the girl picked up the strain …

‘I am sorry to disturb the harmony,’ said Michael Pretherston from the doorway.

‘May I ask what is the meaning of this intrusion?’ demanded Colonel Westhanger haughtily, as half a dozen Scotland Yard men crowded into the room behind their chief.

‘It is what is vulgarly known as a raid,’ said Michael. ‘Everybody will remain where he is while I run a foot rule over him. Parsons, you will take these gentlemen one by one into an adjoining room and search them most thoroughly. Mrs. Gray’ – he called to the door and a stout middle-aged woman with a pleasant face appeared – ‘you will perform the same kind office for Miss Westhanger.’

‘Why not “Kate”?’ asked the girl scornfully. ‘You are getting polite in your old age, Mike.’

‘Miss Westhanger,’ he repeated suavely.

‘Suppose I refuse to be searched?’

‘Then I shall convey you to a vulgar police station,’ said Michael, ‘and the process of search will be carried out in uncongenial surroundings.’

‘I take it that you have a warrant?’ demanded Colonel Westhanger.

‘My dear Colonel! ‘ said Michael, ‘do you imagine I should come without having gone through that little formality?’

He produced the document.

‘Signed by two stipendiary magistrates to be absolutely sure,’ he said flippantly. ‘Impound all documents you find, Parsons.’

‘Yes, sir,’ said the man, and led away the first of his victims, which happened to be the docile Mr. Mulberry.

‘It is an unpleasant business,’ sighed Michael, as he watched the girl pass from the room, followed by her searcher; ‘but then, you will understand, Colonel, that our profession is full of heartrending moments. You are still on ticket of leave, I understand?’

‘Expired,’ growled Colonel Westhanger.

‘Pardon me,’ said Michael, ‘I have been misinformed. I would like a word with you.’

He led the other to the corner of the room out of earshot, and the good humour died out of his voice as he confronted the older man.

‘Westhanger,’ he said, ‘who was the tutor of this girl?’

‘I don’t quite get you?’ said the other insolently.

‘Who taught Kate to be a thief – is that plain enough for you?’

‘If she is a thief, it is a matter of aptitude. I deny that she is a thief or that she is a party to any illegal act of which my unfortunate friends may have been guilty – nobody taught her.’

‘You are a queer fellow,’ said Michael. ‘I suppose you are just unmoral.’

‘My personal character – ‘ began the other.

‘By unmoral I mean you have no sense of meum and tuum. In other words, you are a born thief. You forgive me, but subtlety seems to be wasted on you. I ask you again, who educated Kate?’

The Colonel smiled.

‘Kate has much to thank me for,’ he said smugly. ‘I have been a father, and more than a father, to that child, and I assure you, Mr. Pretherston, that you are altogether wrong when you think that she is a thief. Why do you ask?’ he demanded, suddenly breaking off.

‘Because,’ said Michael, looking him steadily in the eye, ‘I believe that you have deliberately set yourself to exploit the genius of a clever child for your own profit. I believe that you, and you only, have so distorted her viewpoint that you have destroyed her soul. I am not sure yet,’ be admitted, ‘but when I am –’

‘When you are,’ sneered the Colonel.

‘On one charge or another, I shall put you into prison,’ said Michael simply, ‘and I shall keep you in prison until you are dead. I will set myself the agreeable task of ensuring your end in a prison infirmary – which, I understand, is not a very cheerful place.’

The Colonel shuddered. There was something fateful, there was something malignant, a scarcely suppressed expression of hate in the police officer’s tone. For a second the older man wilted and shrunk back beneath the fierce intensity in Michael’s voice, and then, like the weakling that he was, he burst into a torrent of abuse which was founded in fear and energized by rage.

‘Hang you,’ he hissed, ‘threaten me…! I will have your coat off your back, you rotten policeman… ! You sneaking slop…. ! Kate is what she is. She will beat you and all your flat-footed pals! If she’s bad, you can’t make her anything else. I made her; yes, I made her! She is going to beat you, do you hear, and you will never catch her or me. I made her! You can’t scare me!’

His shrill voice trembled with anger; he was shaking from head to foot, and the bony fist which shivered in Michael’s face was so tightly clenched that the knuckles stood out whitely.

‘She is not the kind you can cure with psalms, Mr. Policeman! You can’t pray over her because she has nothing to pray to, do you hear that? You caught me. You sent me to that hell at Wandsworth, and I am going to get back on you, you and all people like you. Kate’s the biggest thing you have handled, and she is going to break you, break you!’

‘Uncle! ‘ He turned round to meet the white face of the girl.

‘Are you mad?’ she asked quietly.

He dropped his eyes before hers. ‘He got me rattled,’ he muttered.

Michael looked at the searcher, and the woman shook her head. With a nod he dismissed her.

‘Not guilty! ‘ he said flippantly.

He looked at the trembling man in front of him with a calm intensity. ‘I shall remember a lot of what you said, Westhanger, and you will hear from me one of these days.’

He walked over to the fireplace, for out of the tail of his eye he had seen the burnt paper. He thrust a finger gently through the ash.

‘Still warm,’ he said. ‘I gather we were a little late.’

He scooped out a handful of the ash, and carried it to the light. A word or two of the burnt instructions was still faintly visible, but there was nothing to assist him. Nevertheless he had the whole of the ashes carefully deposited in a box and carried away – he himself being the last of the police to leave.

He stood in the centre of the room, carefully smoothing the nap of his felt hat, and Crime Street waited for the inevitable warning. In this they were disappointed, for Michael addressed himself solely to Kate.

‘I will give you a chance, Miss Westhanger,’ he said and they wondered why he did not employ the more familiar style of address. ‘You are about to commit a crime which will render every one of you liable to long terms of penal servitude. What that crime is, I don’t know, but I am certain it is what Stockmar would call “kolossal.” It would not matter to me if you all rotted in prison for the rest of your lives.’

‘Tank you,’ said Mr. Stockmar, ‘dat is fery goot of you!’

‘When I say all,’ said Michael, ‘I exclude Kate. She is a young girl, and if there is one of you who has any pretensions to manhood, you will get her out of this gang before you go any farther. If there is one of you who has a mother or a sister or any woman in the world for whom he has the slightest respect, he will try to save that child from herself. That is all.’

The meek Mr. Mulberry stood by the piano, his plump fingers ranged across the keys producing a melancholy symphony.

‘We will now sing Hymn 847,’ he said, in his melancholy oily voice, and it was in the burst of laughter that this sally provoked that Michael Pretherston took his leave, followed at a respectful distance down the stairs by Colonel Westhanger, who did not breathe freely until the front door had clanged behind his unwelcome visitor, and until the oiled bolts shot home in their sockets.

‘Where’s Kate?’

‘Such nonsense,’ growled the elder Stockmar, ‘she has to the high-room gone to make scare mit Predderston.’

Michael, at the far end of Crime Street, was taking leave of his assistants when there cut into the quiet night a sound almost terrifying in its unexpectedness. It could only be described as a hollow shriek which rose and fell from a wailing scream to a throaty sob. It lasted no more than ten seconds and stopped as unexpectedly as it began.

‘What’s that?’ asked his startled sergeant. Michael scratched his chin.

‘The Colonel in hysterics,’ he suggested callously.

Nevertheless, the noise puzzled him.
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Michael took the card from the uniformed constable, and raised his eyebrows in surprise.

‘Sir Ralph Sapson,’ he said, ‘what the dickens does he want?’

The constable made no reply, for he was neither thought-reader nor inquisitive.

‘Show him in,’ said Michael.

Sir Ralph Sapson had never before called at Scotland House, or showed the slightest desire to improve his acquaintance with Michael, and the visit was therefore a little puzzling. Ralph bustled in, less important than usual, and probably somewhat overawed by the difficulty he had experienced in reaching his objective.

‘I daresay you wonder why I have called,’ he said.

‘As long as it isn’t to take me out to lunch, I don’t care,’ said Michael with a laugh. ‘Sit down, Ralph, and tell me all your troubles. By the way,’ he said, as the thought occurred to him, ‘I suppose you are not in any kind of trouble, are you?’

‘That’s just it, Michael,’ said the other, depositing his silk hat carefully on the ground. ‘I am really worried over two matters, and knowing what a good chap you are, and how very nice you have been to me—’

‘Don’t be silly,’ said Michael kindly. ‘I have not been nice to you and I am not a good chap. Have you lost something?’

‘I want to see you on two matters,’ said Sir Ralph, who was given to preambles; ‘they are altogether different, and one, of course, is not a police matter at all — I merely want your advice as a friend. Do you know the Princess Bacheffski?’

‘I don’t know Her Royal Highness, Her Serene Highness, or Her Nibs, as the case may be.’

‘She is neither,’ said the other; ‘she is the wife of Prince Dimitri Bacheffski, who is a large landowner in Poland.’

Michael shook his head. ‘The world is filled with the wives of princes who are large landowners in Poland,’ he said.

‘I met her in Paris,’ exclaimed Sir Ralph.

‘When I said the world,’ said Michael, ‘I meant Paris. What has she done? Stolen your watch?’

‘Please don’t be an ass,’ said the other testily. ‘I tell you she is a princess and enormously wealthy. She had a row with her husband, came to London, and I have seen a great deal of her. Yesterday, when I called to take her driving, I found that she had gone away, left without a word, paid her bill at the furnished flat she had taken and vanished—’

‘Gone back to her husband, I suppose,’ said Michael. ‘I have heard of such things happening. You will not hear from her until a suit is filed for divorce, and then the newspapers will be filled with grisly details, about your directorships, your early life and your hobbies; also the Sunday papers will publish your portrait.’

Sir Ralph wagged his head in despair. ‘If I thought you would have taken this kind of view, I would not have come,’ he said severely. ‘There is nothing of that kind in this business. She is just a lady whom I had helped very slightly, and who had been kind enough to give me her confidence.’

‘Do you want me to find her?’ said the other in surprise.

‘No, that isn’t it,’ said Sir Ralph. ‘The story has a curious sequel. This morning I was in the city, and I met a friend who asked me to lunch with him. I had a lot of business to get through, and it was not until ten to one that I was able to get away. My car was not in the city, but I thought I should have no difficulty in getting a taxi. When I got into the street, however, it was pouring with rain, and not a taxi could be had for love or money. It was only a few steps to the Bank station, and l decided to go by tube.’

‘Sensation! ‘ said the admiring Michael.

‘Well, to cut a long story short,’ said Sir Ralph, ‘I travelled to Oxford Circus and changed into a train which took me to the Thames Embankment. Here comes the extraordinary part of the story,’ he said impressively: ‘As I came up the escalator on the one side, the Princess passed down on the other.’

‘Yes?’ said Michael, unimpressed.

‘She was plainly, even poorly dressed,’ said Ralph. ‘I raised my hat to her, but she stared at me as though she had never seen me before in her life.’

‘You made a mistake probably,’ said the other.

‘I will swear it was she,’ said Sir Ralph emphatically. ‘There was no mistaking her. She has a very tiny mole just below the right ear, which I had seen—’

‘Eh?’ Michael was all attention now. ‘A tiny mole beneath the right ear, dark grey eyes, large, well-marked eyebrows, very delicate mouth and rounded chin?’ he said.

‘That is she. Good Lord! ‘ cried Sir Ralph in amazement, ‘do you know her?’

‘Oh, yes, I know her,’ said Michael grimly.

‘Now let me hear the story of this Princess all over again. How did you come to meet her?’

‘I met her in Paris. She was introduced to me after the opera,’ said Sir Ralph patiently. ‘As a matter of fact, I forgot all about it until she reminded me of the fact.’

‘Ah, this is where the story begins,’ said Michael. ‘When did she remind you of the fact?’

Sir Ralph detailed briefly the unconventional character of the meeting.

‘I see,’ said Michael, ‘her car had broken down providentially just outside your house. Beautiful and most gorgeously arrayed, how could you resist her pathetic appeal? And so that is how you met her, is it? Oh, Kate, Kate!’ He shook his head.

‘Kate?’ asked the bewildered magnate—’What on earth are you talking about?’

Michael took no notice of the question. ‘I must ask you to give me a more detailed account of your meetings. Of course, you met her afterwards.’

‘Yes, I met her. And she was very charming,’ said Sir Ralph. ‘And particularly interested in business?’

‘No, she did not know much about business. There you are wrong. You are trying to prove that she is an adventuress. She knew nothing whatever about business,’ said Sir Ralph triumphantly; ‘in fact, I had to explain things over and over again.’

Michael leant over and patted his arm, as he might have done to a distraught child. ‘What things did you explain, little man?’ he asked.

Here, however, he lost the trail, either because Sir Ralph could not or would not remember. He became very vague at this point.

Michael sat at his desk, his head between his hands, thinking rapidly. First Flanborough, then Boltover, and now Ralph Sapson, what was the association?

‘Have you any business dealings with Flanborough?’ he said.

‘What do you mean?’ asked Ralph cautiously. ‘Is there any connection between your companies?’

‘My dear chap, what a question to ask,’ said Sir Ralph. ‘You know, as well as I, that all business people who operate on a big scale are associated in some way or other. I run railways and quarries and things, and Flanborough runs ships and gold mines. I am interested in his things, and he has shares in mine.’

Being a business man he did not tell Michael of the arrangement which he had entered into for the benefit of the unthriving port of Seahampton, because it is the way of business men to be mysterious and uninforming about the commonplaces of commercial intercourse.

‘Well, that’s that,’ said Michael, after waiting in vain for some illuminating observation from his friend. ‘And what is the other matter?’

Here Sir Ralph found it more difficult to make a beginning.

‘It is rather a delicate subject, Michael,’ he said, ‘for it touches my personal honour.’

‘Dear, dear,’ said Michael sympathetically, and, if the truth be told, a little mechanically, because his mind was occupied elsewhere with a greater and more important problem than with the personal honour of the Sapsons.

‘And not only that, but the honour of somebody we both admire,’ said Sir Ralph awkwardly. ‘The fact is, Michael, I am engaged to Moya. It isn’t generally known, but it is so, and naturally I haven’t seen as much of her as I could have wished in the past week. Also I have been a very busy man.’

‘Naturally,’ said Michael sympathetically. ‘You have already told me about the Princess, you remember.’

‘Well, you are a man of the world,’ said Sir Ralph, going very red, ‘and you will understand. Anyway, I haven’t seen as much of Moya as I could have wished. The fact is,’ he blurted out, ‘Moya is carrying on!’

‘Carrying on,’ said the puzzled Michael; ‘carrying on what, or whom?’

‘She meets him every day in the park, and they go sketching together in the country,’ said Sir Ralph rapidly. ‘I haven’t spoken to Flanborough about it, but it is all rather rotten.’

‘If by “carrying on” you mean that Moya is indulging in a flirtation, it is not only very rotten, but it must have been very awkward for you,’ said Michael. ‘Unless you could be perfectly certain of your fiancée’s movements, you and your Princess were liable at any moment to run against her. It was very inconsiderate of Moya. Who is her friend?’

‘A beastly artist,’ said Ralph savagely, ‘a man who had an exhibition of simply rotten pictures. I don’t think he has a bob in the world, and he’s a most untidy looking person. I have seen them together with my own eyes and he treats Moya outrageously. And Moya seems to like it.’

‘Does he beat her or anything?’ asked Michael wearily. He was growing tired of the interview, and wanted to be alone to work out the new combinations which had been presented to him.

‘He compromises her,’ said Ralph with vehemence, ‘holds her hand and calls her “child” in public. It is simply disgraceful!’

‘You can trust Moya,’ said Michael; ‘she will do nothing which jeopardizes her prospects.’

‘She has plenty of money of her own,’ interrupted Ralph.

‘It is curious how your mind runs to money. I wasn’t thinking of that. I was thinking of her social prospects. She is a very shrewd girl. A little romance will do her no harm, Ralph.’

‘But, hang it, she’s got me!’ said Ralph wrathfully.

‘I said “romance”,’ said Michael with offensive emphasis. ‘You’re not ‘romance,” you’re ‘business”.’

But Sir Ralph was not satisfied.

‘Perhaps if you saw her and had a few words with her,’ he suggested, ‘she might take a little notice.’

‘I should leave her presence a mental and physical wreck,’ said Michael decidedly. ‘No, Ralph, you must manage your own love-making without calling in the — er — police.’ (Sir Ralph winced.) ‘I don’t know Moya well enough to give her advice on so delicate a matter — I only proposed to her once, and that has given me no right to urge your suit. One question I should like to ask you before you go,’ he said, as Sir Ralph gathered up his hat and gloves; ‘did the Princess question you about any bank with which you are associated?’

‘I can answer you definitely, that she did not,’ replied Sir Ralph. ‘You have an altogether wrong impression of that lady — in my judgment.’

‘Your judgment! ‘ said Michael scornfully, as he ushered him out of the room.
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There Was a greater reason for Sir Ralph’s perturbation than either he knew or Michael guessed. Both might have been enlightened, had they stood on Cannon Street Station one Sunday morning and seen the distress of Mr. Alphonso Blaxton as the big minute hand of the station clock grew nearer to nine. The guard was closing the doors of the carriages and the collector was preparing to shut the gate, when Moya came flying breathlessly through the barrier.

‘Oh, I am so sorry! ‘ she gasped, ‘my watched stopped.’

Mr. Alphonso Blaxton bundled her into an empty first-class carriage, and jumped in himself as the train moved.

‘There’s not another train for three hours,’ he said severely.

‘We could have gone to church.’

‘What a mind! ‘ said the young man in admiration. ‘I never thought of church!’

‘Anyway, I didn’t lose the train,’ she said tartly. ‘Have you brought everything?’

She looked round for the collapsible easel, the paint boxes and the paraphernalia which usually accompanied their sketching tours.

‘I have brought nothing,’ he said frankly.

‘But how can you sketch’?’ ‘I am not going to sketch,’ he said. ‘I decided that it was too nice a day to waste.’

She looked up at him, and laughed.

‘You will never be an artist,’ she said, suddenly severe. ‘To what part of the country are we going?’ ‘I thought we would go to Maidmore. There are some lovely drives from there. I’ve hired a motorcar to meet us at the station, and I thought we would go through Sussex and lunch at Seahampton.’

‘Not Seahampton,’ she said quickly. ‘My father is at Seahampton today.’ She might have added that Sir Ralph was also at Seahampton, but, for reasons of her own, she kept that information to herself, because Sir Ralph was not a subject which she had found it necessary to discuss. She looked at her companion approvingly.

‘You are ever so much more presentable than I have ever seen you before,’ she said, ‘and you have actually shaved! You are getting less and less like an artist every day.’

He had a peculiarly sweet smile, and a laugh which was all bubbling youth and happiness. He laughed like a girl, indeed it nearly approached a giggle. He laughed now as the train sped through the suburban stations, stretched out his feet on the cushions opposite, and searched for a cigarette. She watched him with glee as he produced, not the ornate case in which the men of her acquaintances carried the expensive products of Egypt and Syria, but a gaudy yellow carton containing fifty of the cheapest cigarettes that ever brought credit to the fair State of Virginia.

‘Do you like those things? ‘ she asked.

‘These “yellow perils”? Rather!’

‘Your taste is awfully uncultivated, isn’t it?’ she bantered. ‘Why don’t you – ‘ She abruptly attempted to change the subject by an incoherent reference to a cow which was grazing in a field by the side of the line.

‘Why don’t I smoke gold-laced Machinopolos through an amber and diamond cigarette holder?’ he suggested. ‘Because, little Moya, I am a poor hardworking artist who has been saving up all the week for this bust.’

‘I am so sorry,’ she said. ‘I am awfully thoughtless. Won’t you forgive me?’

‘I won’t forgive you,’ he said, ‘unless you keep in your mind the big fact that I am as immensely poor as you are immensely rich.’

‘Why should I keep that in my mind? ‘ she asked.

‘Because,’ he said slowly, ‘until you are immensely poor or I am immensely rich we shall meet very occasionally and indulge in very infrequent busts.’

‘But what difference does money make?’ she faltered. She found it difficult to speak plainly or even clearly. There was a lump in her throat which made her voice sound unnaturally hoarse. She had a strange sinking feeling within her, and to her amazement she found the hand that she put up to brush back a stray curl trembling. She had never experienced any such sensation before. Her heart was thumping quickly; she was breathless, hot and cold by turns.

He did not answer. She was seated by his side, and she could only see his face out of the corner of her eyes; then she felt his arm slipping about her, and before she knew what had happened, his lips were pressed to hers. This happened in a first-class railway carriage on a non-stop train. It had happened before to quite common people (as Moya had heard), but she never thought it would possibly happen to her, or that so vulgar a proceeding could be so wonderfully sweet.

*

SIR RALPH and Lord Flanborough had met the local authorities. There had been a lunch and speeches in which Sir Ralph had distinguished himself by likening the forthcoming arrival of the Austral-African mail ship to the return of Ulysses and the landing of the Pilgrim Fathers. A wireless message from the ship stated that she did not expect to make harbour until nine o’clock in the evening, and this explained the earlier festivities. That they were of a sober and restricted nature was explained by the fact that the day was Sunday. Later, it was intended that the sailings of the Austral-African line from Cape Town should be timed to bring the ships to port on the Saturday; but there had been no time to alter the arrangements, for the Charter Queen had sailed before Lord Flanborough and Sir Ralph had definitely decided the date on which the new service should be inaugurated.

A few pressmen who had come down from London for the purpose, with certain directors and their wives, were shown over the docks; the new trains were admired, and particularly two brand-new trucks, the peculiar character of which was exhibited by Sir Ralph to a select few of his fellow-directors. A safe on wheels was an excellent description for one of these. Specially strengthened undercarriages, each truck supported by two bogies, they were designed to carry a tremendous weight.

‘I am sure Lord Flanborough doesn’t mind my telling you,’ said Sir Ralph to the little party, ‘that this will carry twenty tons of bar gold tonight.’

‘What will be the value of that?’ asked one of the interested audience.

‘£2,867,200,’ said Sir Ralph impressively, ‘representing six months’ output of the whole of Lord Flanborough’s gold properties.’

The directors made appropriate noises to signify their astonishment.

There were visitors to Seahampton interested in this great transportation who were not invited to participate in the function. One of these, a dark, foreign-looking man, went no nearer to the docks than a little public house in the ancient High Street. He was visited by a man who was pallid of face and laconic of speech.

‘It’s all up!’ he said under his breath.

‘What is wrong?’ said the other in the same tone.

‘It is quite impossible to get the driver or the fireman. They are two old servants of the company, both have money saved, and would no more think of accepting a bribe than Flanborough himself.’

‘You didn’t press the matter, I hope?’ asked the other quickly.

The pallid man shook his head.

‘I went as far as I dared with the driver,’ he said. ‘I found out he had a son in the army in India, and I told him that I had met the boy, and got quite friendly with the old chap; but he is a sea-green incorruptible, Gregori.’

‘I will get on the ‘phone to Kate,’ said the other. ‘I suppose we shall have to hold up the train somewhere – I don’t want to do any shooting if it can be avoided. Are the drivers armed?’

‘It is funny you should ask that,’ said the pallid man, sipping his beer. ‘The old man is armed for the first time in his life. He was full of it, and quite proud of his ability to loose off a gun.’

Gregori looked very serious.

‘Kate must be prepared with the alternative scheme,’ he said; ‘anyway, you will join me here with Cunningham at eight o’clock. I am perfectly prepared for almost all contingencies. Millet has given me a dozen authorities to meet almost any developments. Did you see the train?’

‘I couldn’t get near it,’ said the other. ‘I left just before Sapson brought his party to make their inspection.’

Sir Ralph had carried his guests from the siding to the engine shed and shown them the brand-new Atlantic locomotive which was to draw the train to London.

‘They don’t seem to have finished it yet,’ said one of the guests, and pointed to a workman busily drilling a hole in the front plate.

Ralph laughed.

‘They omitted to put a bracket for the lamp. You see, I wanted three green lights in a line for the gold train – it is very necessary that it should be very accurately and easily distinguished and signalled. By some chance only two of the brackets were in place when the engine came from the works. It is all the more annoying, because I had already given definite instructions upon that point; but we shall not go wrong for a lamp,’ he said humorously.

It is agreed that the three hours between two and five on a Sunday afternoon are the three dullest in the hundred and sixty-eight which constitute a week. After the guests had left for London, Sir Ralph and Lord Flanborough remained at the little station hotel – Ralph had already projected a more palatial establishment to meet the increased traffic – for it had been arranged that they should greet the Charter Queen on her arrival.

At three o’clock that afternoon Ralph burst unceremoniously into Lord Flanborough’s sittingroom where his lordship sat dozing.

‘Have you had a wire?’ he said. He held a pink form in his own hand.

‘A wire! What about?’ asked Lord Flanborough, startled.

‘Read this.’

The telegram was signed ‘Michael’ and ran –

‘Simultaneous attempt made to burgle your strong room at Austral-African office and Flanborough’s safe at headquarters of mining corporation. Both unsuccessful. Both doors blown out by nitro-gelatine. Will confirm by ‘phone.’

Lord Flanborough looked at the other openmouthed.

‘This is very serious,’ he said. ‘I have ordered a special to take us to town. We will wait till we get the ‘phone message through.’

Ten minutes after they were in communication with Michael.

‘Both doors have been blown out,’ he repeated, ‘and there are one or two very puzzling features about the burglaries. Nobody could have been present in either office when the explosions occurred. There was no fire, and, so far as I can see, nothing has been taken away. You had better come up and examine them for yourself.’

‘It is rather awkward,” said Sir Ralph thoughtfully, as he hung up the receiver. ‘My “special” driver is also the driver of the gold special.’

‘It doesn’t require any great genius to drive a gold special,’ snapped Flanborough. ‘Put another man on to work tonight’s train and let us get up to town as soon as we can.’

The special was waiting in the station by the time they had reached the platform. Sir Ralph stayed long enough to give a few instructions to the superintendent, and then boarded the train and was soon flying northward.

That Sunday morning had been an interesting one for Michael.

He had been aroused by telephone at five o’clock only to learn from an apologetic operator that the wrong number had been called. Although it was two hours before he usually rose, he had his bath and dressed and without waking his servants made himself some coffee.

It was a bright morning, such as so often precedes a day of rain, when he turned into the deserted street. He had no particular aim or destination, but he was in that mood which invites exercise. He walked along the Marylebone Road and through Portland Place without meeting anybody save an occasional policeman, and so came to Piccadilly Circus, where he bought a Sunday newspaper from an early vendor and passed down through Waterloo Place to the Park.

The gates had only just been opened, and beyond the park-keepers and a slouching tramp he met nobody. He sat on one of the garden seats by the side of the lake, pulled his overcoat about his legs, for the morning was chilly, and began to scan the headlines in the newspaper. There was nothing startling here, but he read the columns conscientiously.

There was nothing in life which did not interest Michael Pretherston. He, also, might have taken for his motto, home sum; humani nihil a me alienum puto. It was a saying of T.B. Smith’s that Michael could even write a readable volume on the psychology of dog-fights. Every little larceny however sordid, every tiny embezzlement however paltry, every swindle whether it was carried out by the great confidence men who ‘worked London’, or by the smaller fry in the half-crown line of business, gave him food for reflection and some little scrap of information which he stored away for future use.

He was in the midst of a long account of an East End arson charge, when he heard his name called softly and looked up. He jumped to his feet.

‘Why, Kate,’ he said, ‘haven’t you got any home?’

The girl was standing a few feet from him with an odd look on her face.

‘I think it must be fate that brought me out this morning,’ she said. ‘Sit down, Mike, and tell me all the news.’

She showed no sign of resentment of his uncavalier treatment.

‘Did you follow me here, or did I follow you?’

‘I tell you it was fate,’ she said. ‘I could not sleep and I drove my Mercedes down.’

‘And how is the Princess Bacheffski?’ he asked, as she seated herself by his side.

‘The Princess – ?’

‘Bacheffski – poor old Ralph! What a thing to put over him!’

She leant forward, her chin on her palm, her elbow on her crossed knee.

‘You frighten me sometimes,’ she said. ‘I have not been able to make up my mind whether you are clever, or whether you are lucky.’

‘I am both lucky and clever,’ he said. ‘Tell me something about your property in the Ural Mountains,’ he said.

‘In Poland,’ she corrected him.

‘Mines, I suppose?’

‘There are no mines on my property,’ she said calmly. ‘Would you be greatly surprised if I told you I had an estate in Poland?’

‘Nothing you said would surprise me, unless you told me you were going to be a good girl and respect the law relating to property.’ He folded his paper and dropped it into a wire receptacle provided for that purpose, and she followed the operations with amusement.

‘What a tidy soul you are,’ she said. ‘Fancy doing things you are told, and obeying even by-laws.’

‘We all obey by-laws. You are not so original as you think. for instance, I observe that your dress is very short. You are not wearing a Roman toga or a Grecian gown. Why? Because it is against the by-laws. It is absurd to disobey one set and slavishly obey another.’

‘You are quaint!’ was the only answer she gave.

‘Will you tell me, Princess — ?’

‘Don’t call me “Princess,” if you please,’ she said quietly.

‘Well, will you tell me, my landowner, what was the game with Ralph? He described you with the greatest enthusiasm by the way. The night you met him you were all dolled up to kill. Did you bring down your birds?’

‘I got him,’ she admitted.

She was not as bright as usual, he thought, and said as much. ‘You are overdoing it; you are trying yourself too highly. Your doctor would probably tell you that you ought not to commit more than one burglary a month.’

She laughed softly.

‘You are very quaint,’ she said again.

‘You don’t feel like making a full and frank confession, I suppose?’ he suggested. ‘You would not like to burst into tears and sob out your young heart on my shoulder?’

‘That sob stuff never did agree with me.’

He raised a disapproving hand.

‘Kate,’ he said, ‘I have noticed a disposition in you to adopt the slang which is employed exclusively by American Newspaper reporters, vaudeville artistes, and other members of the criminal classes.’

‘I will tell you this,’ she said, sitting upright and looking him fully in the face; ‘we are going to do a big thing. The most colossal, the most daring that has ever been done, and we are going to do it today. You want to know why I went to Flanborough’s, why I made up to that unspeakable person, Ralph Sapson? Those are my two victims. I will tell you more than this,’ she said after a moment’s thought; ‘in order to ensure the success of my scheme, I have arranged for those two gentlemen to be out of London on this bright Sabbath day. I can’t tell you any more, Mike.’

‘You are like a serial story; you finish at the most interesting place,’ he grumbled.

His keen grey eyes searched hers, and she met them fairly.

‘I wish you weren’t,’ he said.

‘Weren’t what?’ she asked.

‘In this business,’ he nodded. ‘I wish you weren’t.’

‘Perhaps I will be good one of these days,’ she said, ‘and then you can recommend me for a job at two-ten-per. I’d make an ideal secretary for you, Mike; I know all the underworld by name. You could cut out your fingerprint department, and leave it to Kate. What would happen, do you think?’ she went on, ‘if I went to a Salvation Army officer and said, “I have been very wicked, but now I am going to be good. Will you please assist me? I have no money, but I’ve a good heart –” Mike, he would put me to chopping wood for a week, and then he would find me a place as undersecretary to a housemaid in a strictly religious family which gave me two evenings and one Sunday a month. You see, Mike, even at goodliness one has to start at the bottom of the ladder; you can’t break in on the roof. I hate good people.’

Michael nodded.

‘I hate good people, too,’ he said, ‘if they advertise their goodness; but goodness is not hardness or sourness, it is just – goodness. For example,’ he went on, ‘I am good.’

‘And I am wicked,’ she said, and appealed with outstretched hands to a startled duck which had waddled to the railings, ‘choose between us!’

He laughed, but was instantly serious again. ‘Your confession puts me in a dilemma. As you are a lady, I cannot believe you are lying; as you are a criminal, I dare not take your word. I am sufficiently acquainted with your methods to know that your presence is not essential to the commission of a crime, so I can gain nothing by pulling you in.’

‘Poor Mike,’ she said mockingly.

‘Poor Kate,’ he said, but the girl detected the note of sincerity in his voice. ‘Kate, you can’t get away with it,’ he said; ‘you have got to fall sooner or later. Think what it means. Think of that horrible drab life in Aylesbury, where every minute is an hour and every hour an eternity. Think of the menial things they will set you to do – scrubbing floors, washing shirts and sewing sacks. Think how you will be marshalled to church every Sunday, and think how you will be stared at and jeered at by friends of the Home Secretary who come to visit the gaol.’

‘When that happens I shall be dead,’ she said. ‘I believe you mean kindly, Michael Pretherston, and I will tell you this, that neither you nor any other human being can make me think or feel any different to what I think and feel. There is no power on earth that can tear out the foundations on which my life is built. I have read everything, all the philosophies, Christian and pagan, and all the arguments from the feeble evangelism of the tract writer to the blatant nonsense of the professional atheist; and I am just where I began. You can’t touch me by reason or by devotion, by faith or by prayers. I am all stone – here.’

She laid her white hand upon her bosom and he saw the mocking laughter in her eyes.

‘Poor Michael! ‘ she said; ‘why, if devotion could change me, think of the chances I have had! I could have taken Ralph Sapson, and made of him a snake ring for my little finger. I nearly had Flanborough on the point of proposing to me. He is rather sentimental, did you know that?’

‘All people with indigestion are sentimental between paroxysms,’ said Michael sagely. He gave his hand to the girl, though it was unnecessary, and helped her to her feet, and they walked out of the park together. Her little Mercedes was unattended, and he cranked it up for her.

‘Goodbye, Michael,’ she said, ‘Au revoir,’ said Michael, ‘we shall meet at the sessions.’

*

AT TWO o’clock that afternoon a constable on duty in Moorgate Street heard the first of the two explosions which agitated police circles that day. Michael was on the spot half an hour later, and his brief examination led to the view which he afterwards communicated to Ralph. It was then he discovered that what the girl had told him was true, and that both Lord Flanborough and Sir Ralph Sapson were out of town. Curiously enough, though he had been impressed at the time, he had dismissed the girl’s statement as a piece of bravado on a par with the badinage in which she usually indulged. He had cursed his folly in ignoring the warning all the way from Baker Street to the city, and it was a great relief to discover what was evident, that no attempt had been made to rifle either the safe in BarthoIomew Close or the strong room in Moorgate Street. The outrages were similar in character; in both cases the steel doors had been burst open by the application of an infernal machine. In neither case had the thieves benefited by their crime. The constable who heard the first explosion said he had been admitted by the caretaker of the building within three minutes, but in that time he managed to send another policeman who came up, to guard the back of the premises. Nobody had either entered or left the building in that period.

The explosion in Bartholomew Close had blown a skylight into the street. The safe was in a concrete cellar in which a light had been burning day and night, and although this had been extinguished by the force of the explosion, it was possible for the constable who was outside to see the safe and secure a fairly comprehensive view of the chamber. He, too, had asserted that nobody had entered the room or left the building after the explosion.

‘It is very curious,’ said Michael.

T.B. Smith had come at his urgent request, and the chief was as puzzled as his subordinate. ‘Did Flanborough say he would come up?’

‘He is on his way now,’ replied Michael.

‘Do you know what I think?’ said T.B. after a moment’s thought, ‘I think that this is a blind. That there was never any intention of rifling either the strong room or the safe. There is a big move on somewhere; Mike, call in all the reserves.’

This was an order which Michael heard with pleasure, for he had already anticipated these instructions, and detectives were at that moment flocking to Scotland Yard from every point of the compass.
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Whatever distress animated the bosoms of humanity on that fateful Sunday afternoon and evening, there were two people riotously and supremely happy, though the car which Alphonso Blaxton drove was an old one and badly sprung, and though every hill it met reduced the two young adventurers to breathless apprehension, for the car had a trick of stopping with its goal in sight, and refusing to budge any farther.

They were happy, though no word of love had been spoken between them from the moment she had drawn from his arms. And their happiness was such that even a faulty cylinder and a choked carburettor were matters of little moment.

They had eaten a very bad luncheon in Maidmore without noticing the fact. They had encountered perils innumerable (the steering gear had gone wrong, and temporary repairs had to be effected without the aid of a tool chest), and were yet cheerful. They had been bumped and shaken and jarred, but they had had compensation. They had seen the uprising ridges of the Kentish Rag, green and white, and starred with flowers. They had looked through a golden haze across mysterious valleys. They had heard the songs of birds, and had tasted the joys which come only to those who love youth and young things.

If the clouds were banking up in the west and an occasional puff of cold wind came to remind them of May’s treachery, they, for their part, saw no cloud in their sky, felt no chill winds in their rosy world.

They reached the top of a particularly trying hill, and Alphonso stopped the car and got down. Before them the road dipped straightly down to a level crossing. A mile beyond the railway there was a little hill which promised no distress of mind.

‘Wouldn’t this be a lovely place to paint?’ said the girl.

‘Don’t let’s talk about art,’ he begged with a wry face. ‘Let us talk of beautiful things – such as tea and shrimps.’ She shrieked with merriment at his feeble jest.

‘I wonder what is going to happen,’ said the girl, becoming grave.

‘Happen, how, where?’ he asked in surprise.

‘About us,’ she said.

He took her two hands in his. ‘I am going to be tremendously rich.’

‘Did I tell you I was engaged?’ she asked timidly after a long silence. It was nothing less than an act of heroism for her to ask this question.

‘I have a dim idea you said something about it a long time ago,’ he said.

‘Did I really?’ she asked, relieved. ‘I had a feeling—’

‘You didn’t tell me, I saw your ring,’ he said, and she went red because she had removed that ring after their second meeting, and had never worn it again.

‘I think I told you that I had £300 a year,’ he went on. ‘Now that we are confessing our handicaps, I might as well own up to mine.’

‘You told me you were absolutely penniless,’ she said severely; ‘£300 a year is a fortune.’

‘£300 a year is only a fortune to the immensely rich, to the poor it is worse than poverty.’

‘You can do a lot with £300 a year,’ she said thoughtfully, ‘and what shall I do with my money? I can’t throw it away.’

‘You will do nothing with it,’ he said firmly. ‘When my £300 a year has become £10,000 a year, we can do things.’ She laughed happily, twisting his watchguard round her finger.

‘I cannot understand myself,’ she said. ‘I have been such a selfish mercenary pig. I didn’t know there was any happiness in the world.’

For the second time that day he slipped his arm around her, raised her face to his and kissed her.

‘Tea,’ he said practically, started the engine and climbed into the driver’s seat, stretching out his hand to assist her to his side. The car started with a jerk, but ran smoothly down the hill.

‘It is rather lucky that gate is open,’ he said, as the machine gathered speed; ‘it would be rather comic if we couldn’t stop the car.’

A piercing shriek of an engine brought his head round.

‘That must be another line,’ he said uneasily and put his hand on the brake; ‘anyway, the gate is open,’ he said, relieved.

Again came the frenzied scream of the engine and he heard the thunder of its wheels. He was fifty yards from the crossing when he saw the gates begin to move. He pressed on the footbrake without any diminution of speed, gripped the handbrake, pulled it back until he felt the snap of the rotten handle as it broke. There was nothing for it but to take a risk. He pushed over the accelerator and the car leapt forward …

Car and gate and train seemed to reach the spot simultaneously.

The girl found herself flung headlong into a ditch, fortunately landing in the soft mud at the bottom. Alphonso’s fall was broken by the quick-set hedge, which ripped his clothes to ribbons and scarred his face and hands. He picked himself up and went in search of the girl and found her as she was climbing unsteadily on to the permanent way.

The train had pulled up with a jerk amidst a chaos of smashed gate and mangled motorcar. Fortunately, it was slowing at the closed gate at the time the collision occurred, otherwise these two young people presenting a fantastic appearance might have ended their promising careers.

‘Are you hurt? ‘ were the first words she asked. His face was scratched and his clothes were torn, but though he had by far the worst experience, his was not the woebegone appearance which the girl presented. She was caked with mud, a dab of mud was on her cheek, her hat was gone, and her long brown hair was flying in all directions.

The passengers of the ‘special’ were perhaps more perturbed than its victims.

‘It is an accident. We have run into a motorcar,’ reported the conductor.

‘Is anybody killed?’ asked Sir Ralph in alarm.

‘No, sir, a young man and a young woman who are more frightened than hurt.’

‘Let us go and look at them,’ said Lord Flanborough, and stepped down to the permanent way. It is a truism that there is no such thing as a paternal instinct, and he would have indeed been a wise father who recognized his child in such disarray. He was speechless for a moment.

‘Moya!’ he gasped hollowly, ‘Moya! Great heavens! What were you doing here?’

He stared round at the scarecrow by her side, and at sight of the young man, Sir Ralph, who had been struck dumb by the apparition, found his voice.

‘I see, I see,’ he said bitterly.

‘You have the advantage of me,’ said the young man, ‘for I have got a little piece of Hampshire in my eye.’

The girl swung round to him, fumbling for her handkerchief.

‘It is nothing, dear,’ said the young man, blissfully unconscious of the identity of the well-fed gentleman who was regarding him so sternly.

‘But, darling, you might be blinded,’ pleaded the girl. ‘Please let me.’

‘Moya,’ said Lord Flanborough in a pained tone, ‘may I ask what is the meaning of this?’

‘Oh, I want you to meet Mr. Blaxton,’ said the girl, going red and white. ‘Fonso, this is papa.’

‘I should be glad to see you,’ said Fonso, groping wildly on the blind side of him.’’

‘“Fonso”?’ repeated the enraged Flanborough; ‘and who, may I ask, is Fonso?’

She fastened back her unruly hair and rubbed her mud stained cheek with her handkerchief before she replied. ‘I suppose it will come as a shock to you and a greater shock to Sir Ralph, but Fonso and I are going to be married,’ she said.

Alphonso Baxton blinked at her.

‘I haven’t asked you yet,’ he said.

‘That doesn’t matter,’ she replied calmly. ‘You do want me, don’t you?’ and before her horrified father and her promised husband, Alphonso took her in his arms and hugged her.

It was an awkward journey back to town. Sir Ralph sat by himself and rejected all Lord Flanborough’s attempts to discuss the matter. He was hurt in his pride, and if the truth be told, hurt in his pocket, because an alliance with the family meant a considerable addition to his fortune. It is a mistake to believe that rich people do not care for money, or that a man with two millions is wholly indifferent as to whether he has two or three. Indeed, the reverse is the case. The man who thinks in thousands is indifferent to a figure or two, the man who counts his fortune in shillings seldom knows the number of shillings he has.

Only your two-millionaire reaches the full value of money. The thrift of the millionaire might well serve as an example to the improvident poor.

‘I shall speak to Moya when we get home,’ said Lord Flanborough. ‘I have never been so distressed at anything so much in my life. It is disgraceful, Ralph.’

But Ralph did not encourage sympathy. As a matter of fact, his lordship spoke to the girl before the special ran into the terminus. It required some courage on his part, for it meant intruding upon the couple in the little stateroom which ordinarily served as a sleeping apartment when Sir Ralph’s private coach carried him on night journeys.

He found them a picture of decorum, sitting rigidly bolt upright, one on either side of the carriage, looking out of the window with fine unconcern; but this attitude was probably due to the fact that the door of the compartment made a very loud rattling noise when the handle was turned.

‘I want to speak to you alone, Moya.’

‘Run away, Fonso,’ said the girl with a gaiety out of harmony with her rigidity of attitude.

Alphonso stepped out of the saloon and closed the sliding door behind him.

‘Now, Moya,’ said his lordship with a badly simulated air of friendliness, ‘perhaps you will explain?’

‘Why I am going to marry Fonso?’ she asked. ‘Because I love him. Why do you think that I should be marrying him?’

‘This sounds very much like Michael. It is the way he would talk,’ said Lord Flanborough bitterly. ‘This shows the danger of letting your children associate with irregular people. You know very well that you are engaged to Sir Ralph.’

‘I know he gave me a ring and we agreed to get married,’ she said, ‘but I have changed my mind.’

‘But you can’t change your mind,’ stormed her father; ‘it is impossible that my daughter should marry a wretched artist.’

‘He’s not wretched, and he is not an artist,’ said the girl. ‘We have both agreed that he is not an artist, and he is going to find something useful to do.’

‘If you marry this man’ — he pointed a trembling finger at her—’I will not receive you as my daughter.’

‘I don’t want to be received at all. You married whom you wanted to marry, didn’t you?’

‘I married,’ said Lord Flanborough virtuously, ‘in accordance with the wishes of my parents.’

‘Do you mean to say,’ said the girl incredulously, ‘that you had no voice in it? I cannot imagine it. My dear Daddy, it is preposterous to suggest that a person of your strong character accepted the wife that somebody else found for him!’

‘Well, I admit,’ said her father, somewhat mollified, ‘that I had a say in the matter, but I had the sense to choose the right person.’

‘That is just what I am doing,’ she cried in triumph, ‘choosing the right person! And, Daddy, if you are rude to Fonso, I shall be very rude to Ralph.’

‘The man of course is a fortune hunter,’ said Lord Flanborough savagely. ‘He knows that you have money in your own right, and that I cannot save you from the consequence of your folly.’

‘What is Ralph getting with me?’ she said tartly.

‘Sir Ralph is a very rich man,’ said her father with emphasis.

‘What does he get? ‘ she asked again.

This was a question which Lord Flanborough did not find it convenient to answer. He knew that marriage with his daughter would bring to Sir Ralph a much greater fortune than she possessed in her own right.

‘Go and ask your disinterested friend if he will take me with out a dot, and if I were to give my own income to found a hospital for women.’

‘I am sure Sir Ralph would answer in the affirmative,’ replied Lord Flanborough.

‘Ask him,’ she challenged.

He passed out of the compartment scowling at the offending Fonso and made his way to Sir Ralph. He had not intended putting the question, but some chance remark of the baronet’s just before the train reached London gave him an opportunity of introducing the subject.

‘Would you care to marry Moya without the settlement we agreed, Ralph?’

‘What on earth do you mean?’ asked Sir Ralph, astonished out of his sulks. Money was a subject which invariably aroused him from the deepest lethargy.

‘I mean,’ said his future fatherin-law, ‘suppose I say, “You love Moya and all that sort of thing. You are a very rich man, you can afford to keep her, take her without a settlement,” what would you answer?’

‘Certainly not!’ said Sir Ralph furiously, ‘certainly not! I don’t understand this business at all, Flanborough; I really don’t understand it. We made an arrangement, and now, it seems, you want to back out of it. What is the objection to the settlement?’

‘I have no objection at all,’ admitted Lord Flanborough uncomfortably, ‘but Moya thinks that money is a big factor in your choice of her.’

‘Of course it is,’ said Sir Ralph, with brutal directness. ‘I was very fond of Moya, but the settlement was a big consideration.’

‘I see,’ said Lord Flanborough incoherently. ‘Moya’s idea, of course …’

Michael met them at the station and noticed the constraint of the party. He understood the reason when a bedraggled Moya and a young man whose face was crisscrossed with scratches and whose clothes were in shreds made their appearance. There was no explanation possible, and Michael wisely asked for none. He handed over Lord Flanborough and his friend to the care of the city detective officer in charge of the case, and when they had gone he turned to Moya.

‘Have you two people been fighting?’ he asked.

‘Father’s horribly angry with me,’ she said, ‘because I am going to marry Fonso.’

He stared at her in amazement. ‘Do you mean to tell me that you are not going to marry Ralph?’

‘I am not,’ she said resolutely.

‘And this is Fonso?’ The girl nodded. Michael threw back his head and filled the station with laughter.

‘You don’t know Fonso, do you?’ she said. ‘He’s horribly poor. Aren’t you. dear?’

‘Horribly,’ admitted the young man, but did not seem unhappy. ‘And you are going to marry him,’ said Michael.

‘Of course I am going to marry him,’ said the girl wrathfully. ‘I didn’t expect that you would disapprove.’ ‘Disapprove?’ he chuckled, and catching her up in his strong arms he kissed her.

‘We will all go along and have some grub,’ he said. ‘Dash home and make yourself respectable, Moya. I see your father has left his car for you. Meet me at Sebo’s in an hour’s time.’
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It is necessary to tell the story of what was undoubtedly one of the strangest and most audacious crimes recorded in the annals of crime with greater detail and at greater length than is ordinarily necessary.

Le Flavier of the French police, who is surely the greatest living authority on the subject of modern crime, has likened Kate Westhanger’s masterpiece (he does not refer to her, by the way) to the first of the Napoleonic campaigns against Italy, and has published an elaborate treatise showing the points of resemblance which are not so farfetched as some of the critics in their hasty review of his work are justified in saying. Kirschner, a little-quoted authority, but nevertheless a brilliant and talented philocriminologist, has said that it would be humanly impossible to reduplicate such a crime, and that at any rate it would be wholly impossible to excel the ingenuity which planned the strategies of the issue.

At 8.30 on the night of May 14th the Charter Queen, eight thousand tons, commander T. Brown, came to her moorings in E basin, No. 3 Quay of the Seahampton Docks. She carried a hundred and twenty third-class, seventy-four second-class and fifty-nine first-class passengers, a general cargo, and in her strong room £44,800 of bar gold. They were made up of four hundred and forty-eight £100 ingots, bearing the stamp of the Central Rand Gold Extraction Company.

The passengers were landed and dispatched by special train to Landon, preceded by another train carrying the mails. The mail train left at 9.27, the passenger at 9.42. By 10.17 the gold ingots had been landed, checked and conveyed to a waiting train, where they were checked again under the superintendence of Inspector K. Morris of the Dock police. At 10.22 the engine backed into the train and was coupled up, and the superintendent of the line being unavoidably absent (he was discovered locked in an empty house the next morning), the driver received his ‘right away’ from Assistant-Inspector Thomas Massey, who had arrived that day from London, and who spoke to the driver and fireman before the train pulled out.

‘You know this road, I suppose?’ he said.

‘Yes, sir,’ replied the driver, ‘I have been down here several times.’

The inspector was not wholly satisfied. In the first place, he resented seeing ‘foreign drivers’ on his road, but the two men had arrived from London bearing a letter from Sir Ralph to the superintendent of the road, a letter which afterwards proved to be a forgery. The letter instructed the superintendent to give the men charge of the engine, offering, as a reason, their reliability and the fact that they were two of the best drivers on the North Central, which railway was also under the control of Sir Ralph Sapson.

The train pulled out, and from this onward its adventures began.

From the moment it left Seahampton Town station, the train was never out of sight for longer than ten minutes. Every signal box along the line bad received special instructions particularly to note its passing, and in addition to the conventional record which is kept of every train, specially to notify not only to the next box, but to London the hour of its dispatch. The road may be briefly described.

From Seahampton it ran straight to the market own of Sevilley, and then over the S-shape road across to Tolbridge. It may be remarked, in passing, that between Sevilley and Tolbridge was the level crossing at which Moya had met with her accident. Between Tolbridge and Pinham the road pushed straight through uneven ground, passing successively under Tolbridge Hill, Beckham Beacon and Pinham Heights, under each of which it passed through tunnels, the tunnels being connected nearly all the way by deep cuttings.

It was a rainy night, for the drizzle which set in at six in the evening had continued until there was a veritable deluge. Sevilley (East) signal box reported the gold train as having passed at 11.7, and this fact was supported by the times given by six signalmen between Tolbridge and Sevilley. The train slowed at Tolbridge and entered Tolbridge tunnel. Between Beckham tunnel and Tolbridge tunnel is a signal box which reported the special at 11.32. The signal box was situated close to the line and rather near the ground and the signalman states that he no only saw the train pass him in the pelting rain, but that he saw the tail-lights disappear into Beckham tunnel, which is built on a curve.

The times are interesting. At 11.32 the train entered Beckham tunnel. At 11.42 the signalman on the northern side of Pinham tunnel reported the train as having passed. It was raining, but owing to the unusual character of this new service and his natural curiosity to see a £3,000,000 ‘special,’ he had his window open and saw the three green lights flash past and the red tail-lights disappearing in the distance. Between Beckham signal box and Pinham signal box the distance is five miles, but the theory is that at this point the train slowed to thirty miles an hour, which accounted for the unusual length of time it took to traverse this short distance.

At Maidmore, Stanborn, Quexley Paddocks and Catford Bridge, on the outskirts of London, the train was reported and timed. The next station to Catford Bridge is Balham Hill, and the signalman at Balham Hill stated at the subsequent inquiry that he was given and accepted the gold special at 11.53 and lowered the ‘distant off’ and the ‘home’ signals, at the same time warning the next northern station, which was Kennington Junction, that he had accepted the ‘.46 up,’ which was the official designation of the special.

He waited for ten minutes and saw no sign of the train, whereupon he called Quexley Paddocks and asked if there had not been a mistake, since the run was not more than seven minutes. Quexley Paddocks replied that the train had passed through going at fifty miles an hour at the moment she had been signalled. No further news was received, and the Catford Bridge signalman, becoming alarmed, reported to the stationmaster on duty, who sent two platelayers along the line. They walked as far as Quexley Paddocks, but saw no sign of a train. Tube gold special had disappeared as though the earth had opened and received it.

All these times had been verified. Every signalman and stationmaster was interrogated, without in any way shaking the veracity of the witnesses. When the platelayers reached Quexley Paddocks and reported the disappearance of the train, London was informed. Between Quexley Paddocks and Catford Bridge the line runs through market gardens, and what is very unusual so close to London, it passes over a level crossing, the gates of which are electrically controlled from Quexley Paddocks signal box.

And here is the most remarkable of the statements that were made. The signalman, Henry George Wallis, states that after the gold special had passed and he had brought his signals back to danger, he had noticed a strange disturbance on the dial of the electrical apparatus by which the gates were opened or closed, and it was discovered the next morning, when he endeavoured to open the gates to allow an army traction-engine to pass, that the gates refused to work. That happening, however, was very thoroughly investigated on the following day.

Michael had dined and supped with Moya and Fonso Blaxton, and they had had a riotous and wholly joyous evening. He had returned to his flat at half-past eleven, calling en route at the Yard, for he was still very uneasy about Kate’s threat, and he was anxious also to find out if there had been any discovery made in connection with the outrage of the morning. The case was not in his hands, since the crime had been committed within the jurisdiction of the city police, and the City Criminal Investigation Department had control of the investigations.

T.B. was at the office, and had no news to give. Michael went home and to bed. He was aroused at half-past twelve by telephone. It was the voice of T.B. Smith.

‘They’ve done it, Mike. Come down at once.’

‘What have they done?’ asked Michael with a sinking heart.

‘They’ve pinched the blooming train!’ said T. B. vulgarly.

A special train had been made up for the police, and Michael was on the platform of Catford Bridge station by half-past one, and was reading the reports which had been transmitted by the various signalmen. To add to the mystery, a mineral train from Seahampton which had followed the gold special at half an hour’s interval, but at a slower pace, had come straight through without noticing anything unusual. It had crossed the down empty at Tolbridge, and that was the only other train that was met until it reached the suburbs of London, where the night traffic was more general. Sir Ralph was one of the party that went down to Catford Bridge, and a very distressed and worried man he was.

‘I asked that fellow Flanborough to come,’ he wailed, ‘and what do you think the selfish beast said? He said it was my responsibility. Can you imagine anything more brutal?’

‘Is the gold insured?’

Sir Ralph shook his head.

‘Not wholly: it was fully insured as far as Seahampton,’ he said grimly. ‘After that the responsibility is partly mine, and partly Flanborough’s, and partly the underwriters’. Isn’t it too awful for words?’

T. B. came into the waiting-room at that moment, clad in oilskins and sou’wester.

‘You had better take complete charge of this case, Mike,’ he said. ‘Sir Ralph will give you any assistance, I’m sure.’

‘Can I have a breakdown train?’

‘I can bring one down here in twenty minutes,’ said Sir Ralph.

‘Is it equipped with searchlights?’

Sir Ralph consulted an official.

‘We’ve naptha flares. Will they do?’

‘They will do,’ said Michael. ‘Put a truck in front of the engine and arrange the flares so that they light up the line.’

He spent the night in an open truck, slowly passing down the line searching for some clue which would afford a solution to the mystery. Particularly thorough was his search of the three tunnels, but they yielded nothing, and he reached Seahampton as the dawn was breaking without having made any discovery which would help him.

He went back to town by the breakdown train, sleeping in the guard’s caboose and reached Quexley in time to receive from the retiring signalman the story of his eccentric gates. Michael was interested, and with the man for a guide, he followed the course of the controlling wire which passed through a length of iron piping from the signal box to the gate.

‘The electrician tells me that the wire has been cut somewhere,’ said the man. ‘He has tried his instrument on it.’

‘The wire cannot be cut if it is inside the iron casing,’ said Michael.

‘It is either cut or fused,’ said the man.

The detective walked very slowly, pausing now and again to examine the black painted pipe. Presently he stopped. He had detected something and stopped to examine the pipe more closely. It was clear that it had been freshly painted. He passed his hand round it slowly, and suddenly he felt an unexpected softness. ‘This isn’t iron,’ he said.

He took out his pocket-knife and scraped. A little hole had been burnt into the steel by a portable blowpipe, and thee wires inside had been fused together by the heat.

‘That explains it,’ said Michael. ‘What effect would this have on the gates? ‘ he asked.

‘Well, you couldn’t open them from the box,’ said the man. ‘Could you open them by hand?’

‘Yes, sir. We’ve got a chap on duty now who does nothing but open and shut them,’ said the man. ‘While the current is on, they are locked. They work like ordinary gates, except that you have to be very careful when you lock them.’

Michael waited until a train had passed and then experimented. The gates opened and closed easily enough.

‘What do you mean when you tell me that you have to be careful with the catch?’

‘Well, ordinarily, when you use it without the current,’ said the man, ‘the catch falls, and cannot be lifted except by electric control.’

Michael made an inspection of the ‘catch.’ It was a steel block working on a pivot and obviously operated magnetically.

‘It doesn’t go up or down, now,’ said Michael after testing it.

‘It looks to me,’ said the man, ‘as though it has been forced up.’

There was no doubt that what he said was true, for the detective saw the unmistakable mark of a jemmy on the wooden casing about the lock. But why on earth did they want to open the gate? If the train had been found rifled on this stretch of line the need for an open gate would have been easy to explain. The train would have been stopped here and, supposing they could force the locks of the safe, the thieves could have loaded their gold and got away – but no train had been found.

Michael passed through the turnstile and examined the road for something to guide him to a solution. It had been raining throughout the night, and more than one traction engine had passed, as was evident from the wheel marks. Re explored the road for a hundred yards and found nothing, Then he tried the other gate and found that there the catch had also been forced. The first twenty yards of the road was soft and the wheel tracks were indistinguishable. At the end of this patch, however, the going was harder, the crown of the road had drained off the rain and even the traction engine had left no great impression.

Michael walked a pace or two, then stopped and whistled and well might he whistle, for there plain to be seen, and not to be confused with any other track, was the deep and narrow furrow and the broad impression which could have only been made by railway wheels. He followed the track for another hundred yards where it struck the main road and a tram line, and from there every track disappeared.

Very weary and dishevelled, he presented himself to T.B. Smith and made his report.

‘You don’t seriously suggest that they took a railway train off the line and put it on the road, do you?’ asked T.B. in wonder. ‘It’s impossible!’

‘Of course it’s impossible,’ said Michael irritably, ‘the whole thing is impossible. You can’t steal a railway train – but they’ve done it!’

He found with the assistant commissioner Sir Ralph whose agitation was pathetic.

‘It’s pretty rough on me, old man,’ said the baronet, with that friendliness which the superior person invariably adopts in a moment of his misfortune. ‘I have lost a wife and a railway train in twentyfour hours. What the dickens are you laughing at?’

‘Nothing,’ said Michael, recovering his gravity. ‘It was almost worth everything to see your face!’
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By six o’clock that evening Michael Pretherston was back again at his work, passing down from station to station on a pilot engine, questioning and cross-examining the officials concerned.

T.B. Smith picked him up at Maidmore, going down by the ordinary train.

‘Have you found anything?’

‘I have a theory,’ said Michael. ‘I’d like you to listen to what the stationmaster here has to say.’

‘Have you questioned him?’

‘Not yet,’ said Michael, ‘but I have an idea he will say exactly what the man at Stanborn said.’

The inspector, who had been on night duty at the time the train passed, proved to be a very intelligent and observant man. He told the same story, that the rain was falling very heavily and that he had seen the distant lights of the gold special, which had flown through the dark station at an incredible pace.

‘is it not a fact,’ said Michael, ‘that it passed you before you realized it was gone?’

The man was surprised.

‘That is so, sir. It seemed as though I had hardly seen the headlights come into the station before I saw the tail-lights going out.’

‘Did it whistle as it passed through?’

‘Yes, sir,’ said the man, ‘a deafening whistle. I remarked to my porter at the time that it must be trying a new kind of “shrieker.” It made the most fiendish row, and you could hear nothing else.’

‘It whistled through all the stations where there was somebody on duty,’ said Michael, turning to T.B. Smith. ‘It is a curious fact that at Stanborn halt and Merchley, which are closed for the night, they made no noise at all. Was the station in darkness?’ he said, turning to the inspector.

‘Practically so, sir,’ said the man. ‘There was one light on the down platform where I was standing, but it was a very dark night and it was impossible to distinguish anything on the other platform. All that we saw was the flash of lights, and the train had passed before one had realized that it had gone.’

The inspector at Pinham Heights station had a similar story to tell. But the Tolbridge Junction signalman and the Tolbridge assistant stationmaster did not report any whistle or any unusual happening.

T.B. and Michael spent the night at Tolbridge, and resumed their journey at daybreak. It was a slow and laborious business. Once between Pinham and Beckham Beacon, Michael had stopped the train and switched it on to a sidetrack.

‘Why is there a sidetrack here? ‘ he asked.

The railway official who accompanied him, and who by this time was very weary of the whole business, explained vaguely that it was partly to provide a very necessary relief for any congestion on this section, and partly to connect up a ‘chalk pit or something’ which now, however, was no longer used.

Michael walked along the rusted rails for a quarter of a mile. They led toward a low line of hills about three miles away. Rank vegetation grew between the sleepers, for it had been many years since its private owners had taken the trouble to put this little branch line in working order. The road ended abruptly with a big buffer made of sleepers, and behind this the rail drooped limply over a great hole as though there had been a subsidence of the earth.

Michael turned back and joined T.B.

‘It could not have passed over here. The rail is rusty and runs into a large-sized hole at the other end,’ said Michael in despair. ‘Well, go on, driver.’

It was a day of inquiries which led nowhere, and Michael returned that night to town, weary and sick at heart. Nevertheless, he had the dim beginnings of a theory which, however, he refused to communicate to his chief.

‘It is rather fantastic,’ he excused himself; ‘but then, the whole thing is fantastic. It is obviously impossible to steal a railway train and carry it through the streets of London without somebody being attracted by the novelty of the spectacle.’

‘Will you see Sir Ralph?’ asked T.B. ‘He has been waiting here for an hour to meet you.’

‘Hasn’t he got a home? ‘ asked Michael irritably. He saw the distracted baronet, but could offer him little hope.

‘It is impossible they can get away with it,’ said Sir Ralph. ‘My expert tells me that it will take them two days to break through the steel walls whatever they use.’

A thought struck Michael. ‘Have you a large scale map of your southern railway system?’ he asked.

‘I will have it sent round to you tonight,’ said the baronet. ‘What chance do you think there is?’ he asked anxiously.

‘I think a very poor chance,’ said Michael frankly. ‘You see Kate doesn’t take any risk.’

‘Kate?’ said the baronet.

‘You call her the “Princess Bacheffski.” Flanborough calls her “Miss Tenby.” As “Miss Tenby” she secured Flanborough’s code, and through some of her agents in the telegraph office learned about the shipment. As “Princess Bacheffski” she wheedled from you the whole of your wonderful scheme for bringing gold from Seahampton, and probably discovered the nature of the steel you use.’

‘Good heavens! ‘ Sir Ralph sank into a chair and turned pale. ‘You don’t mean to tell me — ?’

‘That is what I mean to tell you. Didn’t you realize that the whole thing was a put-up job? Why should the car of the Princess break down at your front door?’

‘But she was so beautifully dressed.’

‘Why shouldn’t she be beautifully dressed?’ asked Michael mercilessly. ‘She probably carried twenty thousand pounds worth of diamonds. Wasn’t it worth it? Didn’t you give her information which she could not have bought for the money?’

‘Then you mean to say that she is a common swindler?’

‘She is a very uncommon swindler,’ said Michael. ‘There’s only one thing that puzzles me,’ he said, half to himself; ‘what did she want of Reggie?’

Mr. Reginald Boltover was interrupted in the delicate business of dressing for dinner by a peremptory demand that an officer of Scotland Yard should be admitted. He was relieved to discover that it was nothing more formidable than Michael.

‘I have come to ask you about your friend Vera.’

Mr. Boltover winced.

‘My dear fellow,’ he said, ‘don’t mention that lady’s name. It is a sore subject. Don’t mention her, dear old fellow, don’t.’

‘Don’t be an ass,’ said Michael good-humouredly. ‘You must give me an idea of the questions which she asked you. What did she talk about?’

But Mr. Boltover’s mind was a blank. It was his boast that he did not know there was such a thing as yesterday.

‘Did she ask you to give her any information about things you are interested in?’

‘My dear fellow,’ said Reggie Boltover, shaking his head, ‘if she did I have forgotten it. All I know is that she very seriously compromised me. I have not been to Sebo’s since.’

‘As you are such a perfectly hopeless person,’ said Michael, ‘will you give me a note to your secretary or your factotum or whatever human substitute for mentality you possess, instructing him to give me a full list of your properties?’

‘With the greatest pleasure in life, with every happiness,’ said Reggie earnestly, ‘with the greatest alacrity!’

Armed with this, Michael called the next morning at the office of one who was frequently referred to by journalists as a ‘merchant prince,’ and when he came out into Threadneedle Street his step was lighter and his eye was brighter than it had been for weeks.

‘Now, Kate,’ he said between his teeth, ‘this is where you finish.’

He could have had all the men he wanted, but he preferred making his investigation without assistance. He went home and changed into a knickerbocker suit, took his oldest overcoat, a walking stick and a Browning pistol with two spare magazines. He did not ask for a special engine, but travelled to Pinham Heights station by ordinary train. He showed his authority to the stationmaster, who, however, recognized him.

‘I don’t want anybody to know that I am down here,’ he said, ‘and I must rely upon your discretion to see that my wishes in this respect are carried out. Am I likely to meet any platelayers or people on the line between here and Tolbridge?’

‘You will meet nobody until you come to Tolbridge box; but be very careful,’ warned the stationmaster, ‘the down express goes through the tunnel in ten minutes. I should advise you not to leave until that has passed.’

This advice Michael thought it expedient to accept, and not until the rocking train had shrieked through the station, and the receding red lamps were disappearing in the darkness of the tunnel, did he walk down the sloping platform into the six-foot way and pass into the smoking tunnel. He could have reached his destination by the high road which runs from Pinham round the foot of the Beacon, but for reasons of his own, he preferred to accept the discomforts of the darker way and the uneven going. He passed through the tunnel after a seemingly interminable walk and came to the switch line where his engine had been sidetracked. He followed this until he came to the buffer and the deep hole beyond.

He examined the buffer very carefully, retraced his footsteps, and examined the rail. It was as he had seen before, red with rust. Nevertheless, he went on his knees and examined the rail through a magnifying glass. Then he wetted his finger, and drew it along the red surface. He looked at his finger. It was red. But it was not the red of rust.

He walked back, carefully examining every inch of the rail until he found what he sought. At one place by the side of the actual rail was a little red spot. It was no larger than a threepenny-piece and it was to all appearance rust. But rust does not develop on a wooden sleeper, and he found the counterpart of this spot, a trifle larger, on the wood. Again he wetted his finger and was satisfied. For this was not rust, but a very common form of distemper employed by builders.

He went back to the buffer and the sagging rail, and climbed down the hole which was about six feet deep. He had noticed that a quantity of green stagnant water at the bottom of the hole advertised its age. Again he drew his hand along the water and examined his palm. It was green, but his strongest magnifying glass (and he had one of peculiarly high power) failed to reveal any sign of that fluorescence which forms on the surface of water, and gives it its peculiar vivid green. Instead, he saw a number of irregular specks, which were undoubtedly crystals.

‘Which means,’ said Michael to himself, ‘that Kate is an artist even if Fonso isn’t.’

The green scum which had deceived him at first had been artificially created. Some chemical had been dissolved and had re-crystallized on the surface. He dug into the soft earth on the other side without securing any data as to when the hole had been made, but nearer the surface and on the rim, he saw the white tendrils of growing coltsfoot which was still humid. One tentacle had been shaved away, but the plant had not yet begun to die, nor the exposed root to blacken.

‘This hole was dug on the night of the robbery,’ said Michael, ‘and the earth was artistically removed. Kate would depend upon the railway officials not having bothered to inspect this bit of line.’

As matter of fact, this was so. It was on private property, and after it left the edge of the railway land, it ceased to be their responsibility. The buffer was also newly erected. He found this when he had dug down to its foundation. The wood was still dry, and there were blades of grass and tiny fragments of plant in the earth beneath. He walked round the little pit and reached the rails on the opposite side. They were rusted as artistically as their fellows. The line twisted and curved across level country for a mile before it turned the shoulder of a hill and disappeared into a gorge, evidently excavated in the course of the working. Behind this was another chalk hole, and he gathered from an examination on the map, that along this further ridge ran a road.

The abandoned cement works had been so built that they were not in view from the railway itself. Possibly the philanthropic purchaser had pulled down the one remaining smoke stack on his occupation and the whitened buildings did not stand out against the chalky soil behind them.

He had all the evidence he wanted before he had traversed one-half of the two miles which separated him from the chalk pits. The mark of the heavy wheels was visible now. In places the weeds which grew thickly between the sleepers had been crushed by their passage. He now left the rail and began moving round in a wide semicircle that would bring him to a low neck in the hill. His plan was to climb the hill from here, and work his way back along its crest until he overlooked the works.

He was now in the danger zone. He shifted his stick to his left hand and slipped out his pistol and pulled back the cover.

It took him an hour to gain the crest of the neck. He found it more difficult to climb than he had thought. Evidently chalk had been quarried here, and save in one or two places, he was faced by a sheer unscaleable wall. It was hard climbing all the way, and he was hot and thirsty by time he reached the top.

From the neck he could only secure a partial view of the works. He had taken the precaution to bring a pair of prismatic glasses, and with these he surveyed the ground. There was no sign of the train and for a moment his heart sank. Then he picked up the trail, and followed it yard by yard, and he could scarcely restrain himself from a yell of joy when he saw the rail led to a big shed, the gates of which were closed.

Originally, this may have been the mill house, but the new tenants had re-laid the line so that it passed into the building. He replaced his glasses and continued his climb. He was halfway between the neck and the point which would directly overlook the works when he heard the hum of a motorcar, and dropped flat.

He was within fifty yards of the road which was slightly above him, and looking up very cautiously he saw a car dash past, and disappear over the rise. There was no mistaking its occupant. It was the Spaniard, Gregori. He rose cautiously and continued his progress, keeping a sharp lookout for the sentries which he knew would be posted on the road. The path he followed was a beaten track. He realized this before he had gone much farther, and sought to find a way either to the left or the right, but without success.

He halted and debated with himself the question as to whether he should go back. It was madness to attempt to make the capture alone. Even now, he may have been detected, but if this was the case, by the time he went back and procured assistance, the whole gang would have gone, and probably the gold with them. Of the two risks he decided to take the first.

Little time was given to him to regret this decision. He had taken three paces when he heard the unmistakable whirr of a lariat. He turned to face the danger, pistol in hand, but too late, The rope settled about his neck, he felt a sharp nerve-racking jar and fell heavily to the ground.
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T.B. Smith walked into his outer office.

‘Any news of Mr. Pretherston?’ he asked.

‘No, sir,’ was the reply.

‘Any news of Barr?’

‘No, sir.’

T.B. clicked his lips impatiently.

‘Who’s looking after them?’

‘Detective-sergeant Grey, sir,’ was the reply. ‘You know we traced him as far as Pinham Heights. After that he seems to have been lost sight of.’

‘Have you notified the chief constables of Hampshire, Sussex and Surrey?’ asked T.B.

‘That has been done, sir,’ said the officer. ‘The local constabulary are making a search.’

T.B. bit his lips.

‘I can understand Mr. Pretherston going,’ he said, ‘but what has happened to Barr?’

His subordinate very wisely offered no solution.

There were other anxious inquirers. Moya Felton had called that morning. Sir Ralph had made two visits to headquarters, though it was doubtful whether his anxiety was in any way associated with the well-being of Michael Pretherston.

‘I think Michael will find the gang,’ said T.B., ‘though he may be too late to get the gold.’

‘What do I want the gang for?’ demanded Sir Ralph wrathfully. ‘Will the Government give me K2,800,000 for them? The gang can go to the devil, so far as I am concerned. I want the gold.’

‘You may get neither,’ said T.B. ‘At any rate it ought to be very pleasing to you, Sir Ralph, that Michael Pretherston is risking his life to recover your property.’

‘Isn’t he paid to do it?’ demanded Sir Ralph; ‘isn’t that the job of a policeman? By Gad! commissioner, one would imagine that Pretherston was doing something out of the common! I take risks every day of my life.’

‘If you could see my mind,’ said T.B. Smith suavely, ‘you would realize that you are taking the biggest risk you have taken today. I advise you to go home and get into a calmer frame of mind.’

‘When shall I hear anything?’ asked the truculent baronet. ‘Whenever you are within earshot,’ snapped the commissioner.

‘Show Sir Ralph out, constable.’

Lord Flanborough did not obtrude his inquiries. He was so far reconciled to Moya that he could discuss the matter dispassionately, without reference to the mesalliance which threatened his family.

‘I think on the whole, Moya,’ he said, ‘I had better not see Ralph. After all, business is business and friends are friends; but I disclaim ail responsibility for that gold after it left the ship. It is Ralph’s business entirely, and I simply won’t accept his suggestion that I share his responsibility to the slightest degree.’

‘Will he have to bear the loss?’

‘Well, partially bear the loss. A portion will be borne by the underwriters. Ralph, I am afraid, is a very mean man. I hate saying anything about my friends, but Ralph is really economical to a point of meanness. I advised him to insure the gold, and to save a beggarly premium he only insured half of it. I am very sorry for him’ — he shook his head mournfully as evidence of his sympathy—’I am very, very sorry for him, but I think it is wiser that we do not meet until this business matter is completely settled. On the whole,’ he added thoughtfully, ‘perhaps it is better that your engagement with Ralph is broken off. He has said some very unkind things about you, Moya, which aroused my anger. I do not think you have been sensible, but I cannot allow any person to discuss you uncharitably.’

If the truth be told, Sir Ralph had said very little about the girl, and very much about his lordship, whom he had accused of deliberately evading his responsibilities.

This was at the one interview which they had had. It pleased Lord Flanborough to pose as a devoted father, but he did not deceive anybody but himself, for Moya had had a first-hand account of the interview from Ralph, who had asked her to use her influence to bring about a change in Lord Flanborough’s attitude. It was the day after the disappearance of Michael Pretherston, and Sir Ralph’s nerves were a little shaky.

It was unfortunate in the circumstances that he had decided that afternoon to make a call upon the man who, a week before, he had fondly believed was to be his fatherin-law. Lord Flanborough had not taken the precaution of warning his servants that he was not at home to Sir Ralph, so he had nobody to blame but himself when the door of his study was flung violently open that afternoon and Sir Ralph Sapson stalked in.

‘My dear Sapson,’ stammered his lordship, flabbergasted by the unexpectedness of the visit. ‘Pray, do sit down.’

‘I am not going to sit down. I tell you I am not going to sit down,’ roared, rather than said, Ralph.

‘Let me close the door,’ said his lordship in alarm. ‘My dear man, please remember—’

‘I remember nothing except that I am on the brink of ruin. That is what it means. I am on the brink of ruin,’ said Ralph, violently thumping the desk. ‘It is going to cost me a million and a half, and you must bear your share, Flanborough! You are responsible. If it had not been for your infernal daughter, this would not have occurred.’

‘My daughter,’ said Lord Flanborough, and feeling himself on perfectly safe ground he could speak with hauteur, ‘is not a matter for discussion, and if you cannot speak respectfully of her, I beg you to leave this room.’

‘If it had not been for your daughter, we should have remembered to send Griggs back.’

‘I am not in charge of the railway,’ said his lordship with mock humility. ‘I cannot order engine-drivers to return to Seahampton. Be reasonable, Sapson!’

‘You have got to bear your share,’ said the other doggedly. ‘You are morally responsible. I wish I had never thought of bringing your infernal ships to Seahampton.’ He was haggard and drawn of face. In two days he seemed to have shrunk so that his usually well-fitting clothes hung on him loosely.

‘Everything can be discussed in a quiet businesslike way,’ said Lord Flanborough. ‘I am very sorry that you have this loss. It is by no means certain that it is a loss, but business is business — you cannot expect me to shoulder your responsibilities, my dear friend.’

‘It is your responsibility as well as mine,’ stormed Ralph, jumping up from his chair and advancing upon the little man who stepped cautiously backward, ‘and I insist upon your accepting your share.’

‘Which would amount to?’ suggested his lordship.

‘About £700,000,’ growled the other.

‘£700,000! Impossible! ‘ said Lord Flanborough emphatically.

Ralph turned livid. ‘If you don’t,’ he hissed, thumping his palm with his fist, ‘if you don’t –’

At that moment help came in the shape of Moya. She nodded coolly to Sir Ralph, and crossed the room to her father.

‘There is no news of Michael,’ she said.

‘Dear me,’ sighed his lordship.

‘Michael!’ sneered Ralph. ‘There is no news of the money! That’s the important thing, Moya!’

‘We are not on “Moya” terms any more, Sir Ralph,’ she said quietly.

‘Rub it in,’ groaned the man.

‘I don’t want to rub it in. We all have our troubles, but some of us bear them less courageously than others. It won’t ruin you if you do lose all this money. You know you are enormously rich.’

‘I am not going to lose it,’ said Sir Ralph doggedly. ‘Your father has to bear his share.’

‘If father is responsible, he will bear his share,’ said the girl; ‘But it is not by any means certain that he is responsible, is it, Papa?’

‘Certainly not,’ said Lord Flanborough, placing a table between himself and his infuriated partner.

There was a tap at the door and Sibble came in, somewhat furtively. He looked mysteriously at Moya and she went to him.

‘What is it, Sibble?’ she asked.

‘There’s a man to see you, miss,’ he said. ‘I think it is something very special.’

‘To see me? Who is he?’

‘I don’t know who he is, miss, but he has a very special message for you.’

She went out into the hall. A respectable-looking man stood hat in hand. By his thick coat she thought at first he was an omnibus driver. In a sense, she was right.

‘Are you Lady Moya Felton, madam?’

‘Yes,’ said the girl.

He handed her a card. She took it. It was a business card announcing that Messrs. Acton & Arkwright, contractors, were prepared to remove anything from machinery to furniture, and that they had a ‘larger number of motor lorries than any other firm doing business in the south of England.’

‘I am afraid there is a mistake,’ she said. ‘I didn’t send for you.’

‘No, miss, we’ve brought the goods.’

‘The goods? ‘ she said, puzzled.

He led the way to the door. Lining one side of the street and stretching from the house to the corner of Gaspard Place were ten motor lorries.

‘Here’s the name.’ He turned the card over.

‘Lord Flanborough, Felton House, Grosvenor Avenue,’ said the man, reading it over her shoulder.

‘Have you any letter?’

‘No, miss, these are all the instructions I had. I was told to bring the chemicals to his lordship, and ask for you.’

‘Chemicals?’ she said.

Her father had followed her to the door.

‘What is it?’ he asked.

‘This man has brought some chemicals for you.’

‘Oh, nonsense, there is some mistake,’ said Lord FIanborough. ‘I am not a chemist.’

He went down the steps with the girl to the first lorry. She looked inside and apparently it was empty.

‘What is it you have brought?’ she asked in surprise.

‘There they are, miss, on the floor.’ And then she saw a number of packages wrapped in sacking.

‘They’re pretty heavy,’ said the man, ‘considering their size.’

She reached out her hand and tried to draw one toward her. It defied her efforts. Lord Flanborough tried and succeeded in moving it. Something in its shape startled him.

‘Have you a knife?’ he asked the man. The contractor produced a big clasp-knife and opened it.

‘Be careful, my lord,’ he warned, ‘they’re dangerous’ – But Lord Flanborough had ripped the canvas package and exposed a dull yellow ingot.

He dropped the knife and stepped back. ‘How many wagons are there?’ he asked huskily.

‘Ten, sir. They’ve all got the same number of packages – we was to take them to the Docks.’

Lord Flanborough made a rapid calculation.

‘Take them into the basement and put them into the coal cellar,’ he said, and went up the steps two at a time and back into his study.

Sir Ralph was still waiting. The rudeness of his host neither increased nor decreased his irritation.

Lord Flanborough stepped up to him briskly.

‘Look here, Sapson,’ he said. ‘What responsibility do you want me to bear in the matter of this gold?’’

‘I want you to bear half.’

‘I will do more than that,’ said his lordship, ‘I will assume the whole responsibility for £200,000.’

Ralph swung round.

‘You will?’ he said incredulously.

‘I will.’

‘Done,’ said Sir Ralph and pulled out his cheque book. He wrote quickly and nervously but quite legibly enough, and handed the slip to Lord Flanborough, what time his lordship was writing with more leisure but no less excitement on the other side of the table.

‘There’s your cheque, ‘ said Sir Ralph.

‘And there’s my note freeing you from responsibility,’ said his lordship.

‘I am sorry I have been so unpleasant,’ said the baronet, wiping his steaming brow, ‘but you will understand.’

‘I quite understand,’ said Lord Flanborough.

‘Business is business,’ said Ralph.

‘Business is business,’ repeated his lordship, and folding cheque he slipped it into his pocket.
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The Main building of what had once been Boltover’s Cement Works consisted of four high walls and a slate roof. Here had stood the wash mills and the revolving knives which had reduced the clay and mud from the near-by river into slurry. Leading therefrom was the heating chamber and the kiln house. There was no trace of mill, though the kilns still stood.

All the machinery had been removed, the concrete floor strengthened, and the only engine visible was a great Atlantic locomotive which had stood with steam up day and night before the wreckage of two trucks. In each of these was a rough circular hole, and the blistered paint and the drops of metal which hung upon the edge or had trickled down its blackened side told of the terrific heat which had been employed to break through the steel walls.

Near one wall were a number of small packages neatly stitched in canvas and ready for removal, and on these sat Mr. Mulberry, the benignity of whose countenance was somewhat discounted by the fact that a loaded rifle lay across his knees. Leading from the main building was a small office approached through a steel door, and in this was seated the seven guiding spirits of the great raid. Francis Stockmar, Gregori, Colonel Westhanger, Colling Jacques, Thomas Stockmar, Mr. Cunningham and Kate.

Gregori was talking. He leant across the table, his hands lightly clasped, his head on one side turned to the girl who sat opposite to him and a little to his right.

‘I think, Kate, we finish here,’ he was saying. ‘Crime Street is getting a little too warm.’

‘I didn’t expect you to lose your nerve,’ she said.

‘I’m not losing my nerve,’ he said with a scowl. ‘I am afraid of losing my life, if you want to know the truth. We are watched all the time. They know you are out of town and are searching for you.’

‘They found me,’ said the girl coolly. ‘I am staying at Brighton.’

‘We have made a big haul and it will take us a year to get rid of it,’ Gregori went on; ‘but when we have got rid of it, we shall have enough to settle down.’

‘But why do you want to settle down?’ she asked.

‘My dear Kate,’ said her uncle querulously, ‘don’t ask absurd questions. You know there is no reason in the world why we should not settle down. We have enough money.’

‘Exactly what do you mean by settling down?’ she insisted. ‘I am not being sarcastic. I merely want information. You have taught me that it is the game and not the prize that is worth while. That has been my life’s teaching. Why, you told me if you were a millionaire’ – she looked at her uncle under her bent brows – ‘nothing would induce you to be “dull and honest.” These were your words.’

‘My dear child,’ said Colonel Westhanger, ‘I have told you lots of things which have to be interpreted in a liberal spirit. We have had all the fun we want, and now we will – ‘ He was at a loss in his desire to avoid a tautological repetition of a certain phrase.

‘Settle down,’ she suggested; ‘be dull and honest?’

‘But, surely, Kate,’ said Gregori impatiently, ‘you don’t want to be a hunted beast all your life?’

‘Why not?’ she asked in astonishment. ‘It is just as much fun being hunted as hunting. You have said that a score of times. Does Michael Pretherston –’

‘Oh, hang Michael Pretherston! ‘ said Gregori.

‘Does Michael Pretherston,’ she went on, ‘get as much fun out of chasing me, as I get out of escaping from him? Does Michael Pretherston find the same exhilaration of mind in following on my tracks as I find in keeping ahead of him?’

‘Anyway,’ said Gregori, ‘I have had enough of it, and I want to go out of the business, and I advise you to do the same. And there is another thing, Kate –’ He looked at the Colonel for support, but Colonel Westhanger found it convenient at that moment to be staring at the skylight.’

‘What is the other thing? ‘ she asked.

‘Well, you know I am fond of you,’ he said, ‘and I want to – ‘ He floundered.

‘Settle down,’ she suggested innocently.

‘What is all this “settling down” that everybody loves so much? Does it mean we shall never plan mother great coup?’ She leant her elbows on the table. ‘Honestly, I am not being wilfully dense. I know money is useful, because it helps one to prepare the way for making more money; but I have not been in this’ – she waved her hand – ‘in all these things for money. I told Michael Pretherston so and he believed me.’

‘What have you been telling Michael Pretherston?’ asked Gregori suspiciously.

‘I told him that,’ she said simply.

‘But, my dear girl,’ said her uncle, ‘fun and excitement and all that sort of thing are well enough in their way; but you don’t mean to tell me, at this hour, that you have not been working for the “stuff”?’

‘I will tell you as much at this or any other hour,’ she answered immediately.

‘I see,’ said Gregori with a faint smile; ‘then really you are what I would call a criminal artist – art for art’s sake, eh?’

‘I mean that,’ she said again. ‘One must judge one’s successes by the amount of money one has made.’

‘That is how I joodge it,’ said the thick voice of Francis Stockmar, ‘so much mooney, so much sugsess, isn’t it?’

‘I tell you frankly,’ said Gregori, ‘I am in this for the money and so is your uncle. We have taken many risks, some of us have been caught and some of us,’ he said significantly, ‘have been lucky. I’ve got thirty years in front of me, with any luck, and So I am going to –’

‘Settle down,’ suggested Kate ironically.

‘I am going to quit.’

‘Come, come, be sensible, Kate,’ said the Colonel, patting her on the shoulder. ‘You have been a very good girl, and we owe you almost everything we have. I am sure everyone agrees that you have been the brains of our – er – association. The only time when any of us have been caught is when we have gone out on a side line of our own. Now leave well alone.’’

‘When hunters have caught the fox,’ she said, ‘do they leave well alone, and never hunt again? In war, when a soldier comes through a battle safely does he leave well alone, and never go into action again? Does the huntsman, who is nearly caught by a lion, leave well and lions alone?’

‘This is different,’ said her uncle doggedly.

‘But I don’t understand it. If what you say is right, then I am wrong, and have been wrong all my life. I am wrong, and the police are right.’

‘Of course they’re right,’ said Gregori. ‘What rubbish you are talking!’

‘The police are right?’ she asked in open-eyed astonishment.

‘Of course they are right. They must protect society. In five years’ time, when I am settled on my little estate in Spain, and my house is burgled, do you imagine I shall not call in the police?’

‘I know they are right in their way,’ she said, as if she were speaking her thoughts aloud, ‘but we are right, too.’

‘We cannot both be right,’ said Colonel Westhanger. ‘I asked you some time ago,’ she said, turning to him, ‘which was the better life – the dull life or ours. They cannot both be better. The elementary conditions cannot change. That life must be the best, or ours.’

‘That life is best,’ said the Colonel decisively. She looked at him steadily.

Then why have you let me live this?’ she asked. ‘You cannot change me. I cannot change. I cannot! ‘ she said with vehemence, and the men noted with amazement the emotion she displayed. ‘Nothing can change me!’

Gregori reached out and took her hand, but she snatched it away.

‘I will tell you what can change you, little girl,’ he said, undeterred by the rebuff. ‘Love can change you. Give me a chance.’

She looked at him, and laughed in his face. ‘Will you be good or bad, honest or dishonest? You will only be a half a man living two lives. Marry you! And am I to go into witnessboxes to testify against your burglar? And prosecute your poachers? I am living now, what I believe to be the truth, I believe I have the right to match my wits against the world and take, by my intelligence, what the old robber barons took by brutal strength. If I pass to the other side I should be a liar, living a life in which I did not believe. I am going on.’

‘Then you will go on by yourself.’

‘Will I?’ she asked softly.

‘Go out and find somebody who thinks as you think if you can,’ sneered Gregori. ‘You will be obliged to live a lie, anyway. You will never meet a man who believes in stealing, who believes in fraud and who will go on so believing, until he is an old man. You will never meet a man on the other side of life who would trust you if he knew you, and he would know you unless you – went on lying.’

He laughed.

‘You are in a cleft stick, my little friend, and if you take my tip you will stick to the friends who know you.’ He laughed again.

‘Suppose I come down into Spain and burgle your house?’ – her eyes lit up – ‘and I would do it. Or, suppose, when you have – settled down, and when you have all deposited your symbols of success in your banks, I planned a little coup and smashed your banks? I could do it easily, and I would do it,’ she said.

‘What would you do?’ Their faces were a study. The Colonel was stroking his white moustache. Francis Stockmar was scowling horribly. Mr. Cunningham was staring blankly at the opposite wall.

‘Naturally you would not play such a low-down trick upon your old friends,’ said the Colonel soothingly. ‘Nobody believes you would, Kate, I mean, it would be tragic for some of us, after spending years of our lives accumulating a little nest-egg, to find we had become beggars in a night. Of course, speaking personally, I should consider myself exonerated from any responsibility I had in regard to our relationship, and I should have to tell the police –’

‘You would call the police, too, would you? Would you, Stockmar?’

‘Yas,’ said the solid Austrian, ‘of goorse. The mooney to cover, ain’t it?’

‘And you?’

‘I don’t think you would do anything so treacherous,’ said Mr. Cunningham. ‘Naturally, we would not take that sort of thing lying down.’

‘Naturally,’ said Colling Jacques. ‘The whole matter is this: when we go back to the respectable world and obey the laws we, as citizens, are entitled to the protection which the laws give us.’

‘I see. You are, so to speak, Touching Wood. The Wood is the Law.’

‘That is it,’ he said. Kate got up and walked to the one window of the room and looked out upon the dreary yard with its tangle of twisted machinery, its rusted boilers, its chaos of rotting cement bags.

‘Well, you can all do as you like’ – she turned on them – ‘but I tell you this, that if you think you are going to – settle down – at my expense, and if you think I have been planning and scheming, and play-acting and lying, only in order that you might all become respected parish councillors, you have made a mistake. You talk about my friends. If you are my friends, Heaven help me! There is one man in the world who is worth the whole crowd of you.’

She was interrupted by a crash as though a heavy body had been thrown against a door. Somebody fumbled with the lock and Gregori jumped up and threw it open. They half carried, half pushed a gagged and bound man through the doorway. Behind him peered the saturnine malignant face of his captor, Dr. Garon.

‘Got him,’ he said triumphantly.

‘Who is it?’ asked Gregori, staring at the half conscious man.

The girl did not ask. She went suddenly cold, for she knew it was Michael Pretherston.
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It is a fact worth remarking upon, that in all her career, though she had been associated with the most desperate of criminals, and though she had been surrounded on all sides by men who would stop at nothing to gain their ends, Kate had never witnessed an act of violence. Such arrests of members of the confederation as she had seen had been very humdrum affairs. The arrival of two strangers, a consultation carried on in a low tone by a pleasant detective officer, an urgent call to somebody to ‘get my hat’ and the disappearance, very often for a long time, of the member affected. She had never seen a fellow-creature manhandled, nor did she believe that there was in her confederates the tigerish malignity which was now displayed. She looked from face to face in amazement and horror when they crowded round the handcuffed figure, and flung him into a chair.

Michael had been choked to insensibility at the first attack. With the loosening of the rope, he had recovered consciousness and put up a fight, and had been hammered back to insensibility by the three men who had watched him from the moment he had crossed the open ground to the east of the railway, and had lain in wait for him. They had manacled him with his own handcuffs. This he realized, as he came back to consciousness, with his head throbbing and every bone in his body aching.

He leaned his elbows on the table and buried his face in his hands, striving to collect his thoughts. It was the cold steel of the handcuff against his nose which was the starting point from whence he unravelled the situation. The blow which had felled him had fortunately been broken by his soft, felt hat and he raised his hand and gingerly felt the bump which Dr. Garon’s loaded cane had raised.

‘Now then, wake up,’ said Gregori’s voice roughly. ‘Let’s have a look at you.’

Michael raised his head, and looked at the speaker.

‘Hello, Gregori,’ he said dully. He looked round the room, and caught the girl’s eyes and for a moment held them.

‘You seem to have tumbled into it, my young friend,’ said Colonel Westhanger.

Michael slowly shifted his eyes to the speaker and smiled.

‘We all seem to have tumbled into it, you worse than anybody. This means a life sentence for you, Colonel.’

The old man’s face went white.

‘It is only bluff,’ said Garon. ‘He is here by himself. I have been watching him for an hour. You tried to pull off the job on your lonely!’

‘Alone,’ said the Colonel, and the girl, watching him, saw his face go hard. ‘Alone! Are you sure?’

‘Absolutely sure,’ said the doctor. He sat straddle-legged on a chair, leaning on the back and puffing the cigar he had just lighted.

It would be rather a serious business if you had made a mistake, wouldn’t it?’ drawled Michael. He was recovering his scattered senses and something of his good spirits.

‘You fellows had better make the best of a bad job.’

‘What is your idea of the best of a bad job?’ sneered Gregori, ‘to take the handcuffs off you and put them on me and the Colonel? If it means a “lifer” for the Colonel, what does it mean for me? You don’t suppose I am going back to Dartmoor to build walls for the moor farmers, do you?’

‘What is the alternative?’ asked Michael.

‘I’ll tell you what is the alternative,’ hissed the other, thrusting his face into the detective’s; ‘it is the only alternative that will give me any satisfaction – and it is to put you out.’

‘Dot is id,’ nodded Stockmar.

The girl’s heart almost stopped beating, and for a moment she closed her eyes and gripped tight to the edge of the table. She felt physically sick and her knees were trembling under her. Fortunately their attention was fully occupied with Michael, and nobody noticed that she had suddenly grown peaked and grey. She bit her lips, and by sheer effort of will regained control of herself. She looked at Michael: that little smile of his still played about the corners of his mouth, and the eyes that were lifted to Colling Jacques were full of good humour.

‘It is you or us, Pretherston,’ the engineer was saying. ‘You don’t suppose we have been working for this stuff and taken all the risk, only to see ourselves standing in the dock of the Old Bailey?’

‘Winchester,’ corrected the detective. ‘It is a very pretty assize court; the vaulted ceiling will appeal to you, Jacques. It is in the Gothic style.’

‘One moment,’ said the Colonel suddenly. With a nod he called the men to a corner of the room, and for five minutes there was a whispered consultation. The girl and Michael were left alone, and obeying some impulse which she could not define, she suddenly turned her back upon him and walked to the window, a proceeding which Gregori noticed out of the corner of his eye. Presently the little conference broke up, and the Colonel came back with the others.

‘Look here, Pretherston, I am going to make a proposition to you. You are not a rich man, I take it.’

‘My private affairs don’t concern you,’ said Michael calmly, ‘and I certainly am not prepared to discuss them with you.’

‘This job is worth two and a half millions, and there are ten of us in it. Help us to make a getaway, and there is not far short of a quarter of a million for you.’

The girl swung round and looked at Michael. How would he take this offer? She knew how great was the appeal which money made to men, especially money easily earned. She waited in breathless, almost painful, suspense.

‘£250,000,’ said Michael; ‘that is a lot of money. But why do you put such a proposition to me?’

‘It is a lot of money,’ repeated the Colonel significantly.

Michael laughed. ‘I suppose there was a time in your life,’ he drawled, ‘when if somebody had offered you money to do a dishonest act, you would have knocked him down? But perhaps there never was such a time,’ he said, searching the other’s face.

‘I no more want to discuss my affairs than you want to discuss yours,’ said the Colonel gruffly.

‘Here is the proposition’ – he thumped the table – ‘do you take it?’

Michael shook his head. ‘I won’t be rude to you,’ he said, ‘because you are an older man, and because you are going to end your life rather miserably in a very short time.’ He saw the man wince. ‘I am not saying that with the object of offending you,’ Michael continued. ‘I am just telling you what is the truth. Suppose you get away from here, how are you going to make your escape from England? By this time every port is closed to you.’

‘I will tell you how we are going to get out of England,’ said Gregori. ‘We are going to leave by the only route possible – by ship from London.’

‘By ship from London?’ It was the surprised voice of the girl.

We have done a little planning on our own, Kate,’ said Gregori with a grin. ‘This is our last job. We didn’t tell you, because we didn’t think it was worth while upsetting you. Everything was arranged last week.’

‘Without my knowledge?’ she said. He nodded.

‘What do you say, Pretherston’? It is your last chance.’

‘It isn’t my last chance,’ said the other cheerfully.

‘What do you mean?’

‘That you will find out,’ said Michael with a sudden sternness. ‘I warn you that your time is very short.’

‘Your time will be shorter,’ said Gregori with a sinister smile.

‘We will give him half an hour to think over it,’ suggested Jacques. ‘Put him in the engine-room.’

The engine-room was the uncomfortable little shed which had been built on to the mixing-shop to accommodate a dynamo. It was now empty save for a truckle bed on which one of the gang had slept. Padlocked iron doors led to the mixing-room and to the outer world; but to make doubly sure, Garon volunteered to stand outside the building and keep guard.

Michael was thrust into the little room and the door slammed upon him.

‘Now,’ said Gregori when they were back again in the office, ‘we have to decide and decide quickly. If we can be sure that this fellow is alone, he has got to be killed.’

‘Killed?’ said Kate. ‘Oh, no, no.’

He turned on her with a snarl.

‘This is our job. You keep out of this, Kate,’ he said. ‘I tell you it must be done, for all our sakes.’’

‘The first thing,’ said the Colonel, ‘is to get the gold away.’

‘It will be loaded on to the trucks tomorrow morning,’ said Gregori, ‘and we had better keep this fellow alive until it is gone.’

‘Are we using our own trucks?’ Gregori shook his head.

‘Oh, no,’ he said, ‘that would be too dangerous. I have hired ten, from a man in Eastbourne who is used to handling machinery. He has no idea what sort of factory this is, and I have told him it is a preparation of lead we are shipping to the docks. Young Stockmar will meet the convoy in London. Our own men are on board the ship, and will load the stuff.’

‘It is a bit risky,’ said Colling Jacques, shaking his head, ‘sending all that money through London without a guard.’

‘It would be more risky to guard it,’ said the other calmly. ‘Our only chance lies in not rousing the suspicion of the contractor, who has promised to come down himself to superintend the carriage to the docks. His people won’t be allowed to handle any of it, and I have told him especially that it is dangerous to touch the packages. Now, Kate, you must be sensible about this business of Pretherston.’

She shrugged her shoulders and leant back against the windowsill, her hands behind her.

‘I suppose it is necessary,’ she said in her cool even tone, and the Colonel heaved a sigh of relief.

‘Gad, that’s the way to look at it, my girl,’ he said admiringly. ‘I knew you wouldn’t fail us.’

She said nothing.

‘You said there were ten shares,’ she asked presently; ‘do you count me – as the one who is sharing?’

‘You stand in with me, my dear,’ said the Colonel, patting her on the shoulder. ‘Don’t you be afraid. I have never denied you anything, have I?’

She shook her head.

‘I have never been aware that you denied me anything,’ she said absently. ‘When is this – ‘ She could not find words to complete the sentence.

‘Pretherston,’ said Gregori, ‘oh, we can’t do anything yet. I think you will agree, Colonel. We must make absolutely sure that he is not being followed and that he has not half the Metropolitan police force within call. I shall do nothing at all till tomorrow night.’

She inclined her head. ‘I see,’ she said simply, and then, ‘I think I will go to my room.’

They had made her comfortable quarters in what had been once the foreman’s of5ce. She passed through the great sheds slowly and stopped for a moment to look at the powerful engine which stood near the closed doors, a tiny feather of steam at its safety valve, then she went into her room.
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It was ten o’clock the following morning before any of the gang saw the girl. She had spent a sleepless night revising her philosophies, and arranging the future as she saw it.

Mulberry, who had put away his rifle and was appearing in the capacity of an urbane general-manager, greeted Kate with a nod. He was superintending the transference of the ingots to the waiting trolleys which stood on the road at the top of the chalk-pit, and was approached by a zigzag path which had been cut in the face of the bluff by the original owner of the property.

Later Mr. Mulberry climbed up the path to interview the stout contractor.

‘I will pay you in advance,’ said Mr. Mulberry, beaming benevolently and producing a wad of notes from his pocketbook.

‘You have full instructions as to where these packages are to go?’

‘Yes, sir,’ said the man. ‘To the Thames Docks, and I am to hand them over to the gentleman who engaged me the day before yesterday.’

‘Mr. Stockmar,’ said Mulberry.

‘That is the name, sir. Are these things valuable?’

Mulberry shook his head.

‘Scientifically they are of the greatest value, commercially they are of no value. You have probably heard of dioxide of lead, the heaviest metal that the earth holds?’

‘I can’t say that I have, sir,’ said the contractor frankly. ‘I am not much of a scientist.’

‘It is a very useful element,’ lied Mr. Mulberry glibly, ‘in the creation of paper. It is highly inflammable but not explosive so long as it is handled by experts like my men here.’

He waved his hand to the procession of swarthy labourers who were coming up the hill, each bearing a package on his shoulder.

‘They are Italians, aren’t they, sir?’

Mr. Mulberry nodded.

‘They are the only people who can handle this chemical,’ he explained.

‘I see, sir,’ said the master carman wisely; ‘some of these foreigners are wonderful chaps with chemicals.’

He looked down into the hollow. ‘Mighty nice young lady that, sir,’ he said respectfully, not knowing whether Kate, who had just emerged from the building and was wandering aimlessly across the yard, was an employee or a friend.

‘Oh, yes, that is my confidential secretary,’ said Mr. Mulberry.

‘Mighty nice, if I may be allowed to say so, very ladylike.’

‘Yes, yes,’ said Mr. Mulberry.

He lingered long enough to see the last packages laid on the floor of the last truck, shook hands with the contractor with great affability, and strode nonchalantly down the slope, and none to see him would have imagined that he had just entrusted nearly £3,000,000 worth of gold to the tender mercies of a chance carman.

He was halfway down the first of the slopes when he met Kate coming up.

‘Kate,’ he said in a low voice, ‘if you are going up to the top, and that fellow asks you who you are, you must tell him you are my confidential secretary. I hope you don’t mind, I had to explain you.’

She nodded, and continued her slow walk until she came to the road.

The cars were now buzzing preparatory to making a start. The contractor, whom she had met before, gave her a cheery nod.

‘Have you a piece of paper?’ she asked.

‘I’ve a card, miss,’ he said.

‘That will do,’ she said. ‘Lend me your pencil.’

She wrote a few lines and handed them to the man. ‘I am the managing director’s confidential secretary,’ she said.

‘I know, miss,’ replied the man. He looked at the card with a frown.

‘You are to take the trucks first of all to this address and see the gentleman whose name I have written.’

‘But I was told to go straight to the docks.’

She smiled and nodded.

‘I know,’ she said, ‘but my chief thinks you had better first go here. His lordship will either accompany you to their destination, or he may store your chemicals for the night.’

He looked at the address.

‘The Earl of Flanborough,’ he read. ‘Suppose he isn’t there, miss?’

This was a contingency which she had overlooked.

‘Ask for Lady Moya Felton — that is his daughter,’ she said. ‘You had best see her first in any circumstances.’

‘I see, miss,’ said the man, a little impressed. ‘I know his lordship. I have often seen him at Seahampton.’

‘Now I think you had better go,’ said Kate, ‘before you receive any fresh instructions.’

The man chuckled, swung himself into the seat of the second car beside the driver, and first one and then the other of the great lorries moved slowly down the white road. She watched them until the last one had passed the crest of the hill, then she slowly descended the zigzag path.

She met Gregori in the doorway.

‘Where have you been, Kate? ‘ he demanded.

‘I have been to see the loot off,’ she said flippantly.

‘The less you are seen, the better,’ he grumbled. ‘I told that ass, Mulberry, not to let the man catch a glimpse of you. Don’t go in, I want to talk to you.’

He was ill at ease, and evidently found it difficult to make a beginning. ‘You know Kate, I am very fond of you,’ he said.

‘You have had every reason to be.’

‘I still have,’ he said.

‘I am not so sure of that,’ she interrupted, ‘but go on.’

‘What do you mean by that?’ he asked suspiciously.

‘Go on,’ she demanded; ‘where does your fondness lead?’

‘It leads to your marrying me,’ he said. ‘Your uncle does not object, and we will be married as soon as we reach South America.’

‘South America! ‘ She stared at him.

‘So that is our destination, is it?’ she said slowly, ‘and I am to marry you when we arrive, by arrangement with my uncle?’

‘That’s about the size of it,’ replied Gregori. ‘And suppose I make other arrangements?’

‘There are no other arrangements you can make,’ he said with easy confidence. ‘The fact is, Kate, that you have to drop these high-and-mighty manners of yours. We stood them very well because it paid us to stand them, I suppose. But we are all in the same boat — and shall be literally.’

He laughed aloud at the sally.

‘You hold some queer views, you know, and we can’t afford to let you run loose.’

She jerked up her head, and turned abruptly away, and would have left him, but he caught her by the arm and pulled her back.

‘When I say you must marry me,’ he said, ‘I mean just what I say.’

‘Have I a voice in this arrangement?’ she asked slowly disengaging her arm. ‘You have a voice in it if you agree. You have no voice if you cut up rough.’

‘I see,’ she said. ‘I will think about it. This is not a decision which I can arrive at in a minute.’

She went to her room and locked the door.

At five o’clock that evening her uncle came for her.

‘Have you been to sleep?’ he asked. It was curious, she thought, how the manner and even the tone of these men had changed in the past few hours.

She was so used to an attitude of deference, almost sycophantic, which they ordinarily displayed, that the change had come in the nature of a shock. And there was a change. Even her uncle had dropped his mask of goodnature, and now treated her as a child, and a child that needed to be disciplined.

‘I have been thinking,’ she said.

He grunted something and walked back with her to the office. ‘This fellow, Michael Pretherston, has to be settled with. Do you understand that?’

‘Yes,’ she replied.

‘The cars will be on the road in half an hour and you and I will be the first to leave.’

‘Do you think so?’

‘What do you mean?’ he asked sharply. ‘I warn you, Kate, that I am not going to stand any monkey tricks from you.’

To this she made no answer, but pushed at the iron door that led to the meeting place and entered. To her surprise Michael was present. In addition to his handcuffs his arms had been bound. Gregori was sitting on the table, and made no attempt to stand up, which was another piece of evidence that the hold she thought she had over these men had gone, if it had ever existed.

‘Kate, you can use your persuasion on this fellow,’ said Gregori wearily; ‘it is his last chance. He has had a night to think it over, and he’s still obstinate.’

The girl walked up to the detective.

‘Michael,’ she said softly, ‘would anything induce you to become – one of us?’

‘Nothing,’ he said.

‘Nothing that we could give you — that I could give you?’

He looked at her steadily. ‘Nothing that I would take from you at that price,’ he said quietly.

‘Don’t you love your life?’

‘“As dearly as any alive”,’ quoted Michael.

‘Don’t you love anything in the world? Isn’t there a girl?’ she asked with a little break in her voice.

He nodded.

‘There is a girl,’ he said, and looked past her.

It seemed as though an icy hand had gripped her heart, and for a while she could not frame the next question.

‘Isn’t she worth it?’ she said, recovering her balance at last.

‘She is worth many things,’ said Michael, ‘but not that.’

She looked down at the floor.

‘Poor girl,’ she said.

‘Having tried sentiment,’ sneered Gregori, ‘we will now try a little practical argument. Pretherston, you have got about an hour to live.’

‘I shall die in very bad company,’ said Michael with a wry face. ‘I had hoped at the least that I might die at the hands of a lawful hangman, as you will die. To be butchered by a cheap cutthroat half-breed is not a pleasant prospect.’

‘Curse you,’ said Gregori with passion, and struck him in the face. He would have repeated the blow, but the girl slipped between them.

‘Michael, you shall die in good company,’ she said in so matter-of-fact a tone that none of them realized immediately what she was saying, ‘that is, if you think I am good company.’

‘What do you mean? ‘ gasped the Colonel.

‘Why, I think you will kill me too,’ she said with a serenity which to Michael was wonderful, ‘because I have betrayed you all.’

Garon came flinging through the door.

‘They haven’t turned up! ‘ he screamed. ‘The wagons have gone!’

‘Gone! ‘ said Gregori huskily; ‘gone where?’

‘I have just been on the ‘phone,’ gasped the doctor; ‘they went to Lord Flanborough’s. He has got the stuff.’

There was a dead silence, broken by the girl.

‘They went to Lord Flanborough’s,’ she repeated, nodding her head. ‘I know that. I sent them there.’

The tension was dreadful; no man spoke; then suddenly Gregori swung round on the girl and his face was the face of a devil.

‘You!’ he grated, and leapt at her throat.

In that one moment all the scattered atoms of race, of pride, of kinship united in the distorted brain of Colonel Westhanger. His lean arms shot out, and Gregori fell headlong to the floor.

‘Back, you dog!’ roared the old man. It was the last word he uttered. There was a stinging report from the floor and Colonel Westhanger fell limply across the table with a bullet through his heart.

The girl, who was half fainting with terror, shrank back against the wall as Gregori rose, his still smoking pistol in his hand. ‘You are a prophet,’ he said harshly; ‘you said you would die with Michael Pretherston, and you spoke the truth. Put them together,’ he said. ‘I want to think things out.’
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The girl rose up from the chair where she had been sitting and crossed to where Michael lay on the floor where they had thrown him.

He looked up and smiled.

‘Kate,’ he said faintly, ‘always…meeting .. you.’

She sat down at his side, and lifting his head laid it upon her lap.

‘That’s nice,’ he murmured.

‘Why is it nice?’ she asked curiously. ‘Because I make a softer pillow than the stone?’

‘That and something more,’ he answered.

‘What more?’ she insisted.

‘Oh — because it is you, I suppose,’ he said vaguely. Her lips twitched in amusement.

‘But it would be just the same if it were any other person,’ she said, ‘wouldn’t it, Mike?’

He looked up at her.

‘Put your hand on my forehead,’ he said.

‘Like this?’ She laid her soft palm against his throbbing head.

‘What does that do?’ she asked after a long interval of silence.

‘It just makes my head better — don’t ask a lot of questions.’

Her fingers stole down his face, and she gently pinched his nose.

‘Oh, Kate,’ he murmured sleepily, ‘I was just going to sleep.’

‘Then don’t,’ she said; ‘what is the use of dozing? – you’ll be dead soon and so will I.’

She said this very calmly, in the same matter-of-fact tone in which she might have announced that there would be roast chicken for dinner.

‘I hope they will kill you first,’ she said thoughtfully.

‘You’re a bloodthirsty little beggar,’ said Michael indignantly. ‘Why do you wish that?’

She shrugged her shoulders, and went on pressing back the hair from his forehead, never taking her eyes from his face.

‘I don’t know,’ she said at last, ‘only I want to make sure that you’re gone and nobody else can have you — and then I shan’t care.’

He did not move; for a second she saw his eyelids quiver, but he lay still staring past her to the dingy roof of the engine-house.

‘Say that again,’ he whispered.

‘Say what again? That I want you to be killed first?’ she asked innocently. ‘Mike,’ she said suddenly, ‘who was the girl?’

‘Which girl?’

‘You know,’ she said, ‘the girl you — care about.’

‘Why you, of course,’ he said in surprise.

Her hand slipped down from his forehead and covered his eyes.

‘Say that again,’ she mimicked.

‘You,’ he repeated, ‘you see I am more obliging than you were.’

‘And you would not come in with us, not even for me?’

‘Not even for you.’ She did not speak for some time.

‘How did you know we were here?’ she asked.

‘I knew you could be nowhere else,’ he said.

‘You are an awfully arrogant young man, aren’t you? Do you know how it was all done?’

He nodded.

‘The train ran into the tunnel where you had a long motorcar mounted with flanged wheels, and having three green lamps on the front, and two red-tail-lamps behind. That was the “train” which the signalman saw dashing through the rain, and you had a horrible siren.’

She laughed softly.

‘It was terrible wasn’t it?’ she admitted. ‘Do you remember that day you were in Crime Street, you heard it?’

He recalled the uncanny sound which had then excited his curiosity.

‘When you got to the level crossing gates, the car was lifted off the rail and went on to the road. It followed the tram lines for some distance, where it turned into a convenient garage, which I suppose you had already arranged for?’

‘That’s right,’ she nodded.

‘The train went no farther than the tunnel. It then backed on to a sidetrack. Gregori had his Italian workmen ready and fixed up the buffer which had been dropped – you know the rest. The hole behind the buffer and the green scum — that was your idea, I suppose.’

‘It was cunning, wasn’t it, and did you see the rust I made?’

‘It is a fortunate thing you are dying young, Kate,’ he said; ‘you have a criminal mind.’

‘But I haven’t a criminal mind,’ she protested; ‘it is a game, a sort of highly complicated jig-saw puzzle. Do you ever read detective stories?’

‘Very seldom.’

‘But you have read them?’ she persisted.

‘I have read one or two,’ he confessed. ‘Did the men who wrote those have criminal minds? It was a game to them. It was a game to me. I know it is all wrong, horribly wrong, but I never thought I should realize that much. I thought nothing would turn me.’

‘And what has turned you? ‘ he asked. She hesitated.

‘I don’t know what it is,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘It is a curious feeling that I get when I meet one man in the world. A feeling that makes my heart turn to ice, and makes me tremble. That is all it is, Mike – how do you think they are going to do it?’

Her thoughts had gone back to the approaching end. ‘Heaven knows,’ said Michael. ‘I haven’t any time to think of it. I am thinking of something else. Why do they keep the steam up in that engine?’ he asked.

‘It was Gregori’s idea,’ she said. ‘He had the hole filled in today, and the buffer taken down. He thought it might be useful to let the engine run on to the main line and block it. That is, if we had word that they were sending a lot of police down to search this part of the country.’

‘Here they are,’ said Michael. ‘Help me to sit up.’

She raised him to a sitting position as the door opened, and a dim figure appeared silhouetted against the dusk. It struck a match and lit a candle, and Dr. Garon was revealed. He placed the candle carefully upon the floor just behind the half-closed door, and gassed slowly over to where Michael lay.

‘Well, my young sleuth,’ he said pleasantly, ‘the best of friends must part.’

‘Fortunately,’ said Michael, ‘I do not fall into the category of your friends.’

The doctor hummed a little tune as he took a small leather case from his pack.’

‘You have seen a hypodermic syringe before, I suppose.’

He held up the tiny instrument. ‘I am going to give you a slight dope, which won’t hurt you.’

‘One moment,’ said Michael. ‘do I understand that this dope is — final?’

The doctor bowed. From his heightened colour and his unsteady hand Michael guessed he had been drinking, either to give himself nerve for his task or to drown the memory of his misfortune.

‘Very good,’ said Michael. He looked up at the girl and raised his face, and Kate stooped and kissed him on the lips.

‘That is it, it is,’ said the doctor unpleasantly. ‘Gregori will be pleased.’

He caught the manacled wrists of the prisoner and pulled back his sleeve, and the girl’s heart almost ceased to beat.

It was at that moment that the light went out.

‘Who is there?’ said the doctor, releasing his grip of Michael’s arm and turning quickly. He took a groping step forward through the darkness.

‘Who’s there?’ he said again, and they heard a soft thud followed by the sound that a body might make when it struck the ground. Michael caught his breath. Suddenly a beam of light danced in the room and focused upon the prostrate figure of Dr. Garon.

‘Got him,’ said a well-satisfied voice.

‘Barr,’ whispered Michael, ‘where did you spring from?’

‘I came through the door,’ said the voice. ‘Did you see it open? That is what knocked the candle over.’

He flashed the light on his superior.

‘They have got the bracelets on you, sir,’ he chuckled softly, took a key from his pocket and with a few deft turns released the other. His pocket-knife finished the work. Michael stretched his cramped limbs.

‘I tried to get in last night, but they had too many sentries — I couldn’t come here or get back to a telephone. I have been lying on that hillside all last night, and all today,’ said Detective-sergeant Barr. ‘I dared not move until it was dark. I tell you, sir, I had a bit of a fright. I thought they would get away.’

‘Have you a revolver?’ asked his chief. The man slipped a weapon into his hand. They made their way softly back through the room where the engine was still smoking, through the little steel door of the office. It was empty save for a shrouded figure which lay beneath the table. There was a second door in the room. Michael tried this. It was locked. He heard voices and tapped at the door.

‘Who is there?’ said Gregori.

‘Open the door,’ said Michael. ‘Who is there?’ demanded Gregori again.

‘Open, in the name of the law,’ said Michael. He heard a shuffle of feet and an oath and stood waiting, his pistol extended, but the door did not open.

A sudden silence came. ‘Is there any way out of here?’

‘There is a door leading into the shed where the engine is,’ said the girl.

She was white and trembling…that shrouded figure under the table had been the last straw.

Michael dashed out into the shed, but it was too late. As his feet crossed the foothold a bullet struck the steel door and ricocheted to the roof. In the dim light offered by an oil flare he saw Mulberry and Stockmar hoisting the inanimate figure of Dr. Garon to the cab of the engine. He fired twice, and Cunningham stumbled, but was dragged into the cab.

Then with a mighty ‘schuff! ‘ which reverberated through the building, the engine began to move toward the closed door. It gathered speed in the dozen yards or so it had to traverse, and then with a crash it struck the gate, splintering and sending it flying.

Michael flew the length of the shed and arrived at the outer gates in time to see the engine disappearing round the edge of the bluff. Barr was at his side, and the two men stood helpless, as their enemies gradually receded into the grey dusk.

‘There is a telephone here,’ said Michael quickly, ‘but it is probably laid for their own purpose.’

‘I left my motorbike on the top of the hill somewhere, sir,’ said Barr.

‘Get on to it,’ said Michael. He stood listening to the sound of the locomotive going faster and faster.

A hand touched his timidly.

‘Did they get away?’

He slipped his arm round the girl. ‘I am afraid they did,’ he said.

He was turning back to the shed when the roar of an explosion set the building trembling.

‘What was that?’ whispered the girl.

They walked back to the end of the bluff. There was no need for him to speculate as to the direction from whence the explosion had come, for a bright red glow two miles away illuminated the whole countryside.

‘Something has happened to the engine,’ he said.

He did not know till an hour later that running at full speed the Atlantic had dashed into a down goods train and that blaze he witnessed was the blaze of a burning petroleum tank which the wrecked Atlantic had crushed in its death flurry.

*

‘We have not been able to recognize any of them,’ said T. B. ‘Do you think Kate Westhanger was with them?’

‘Kate Westhanger is no more,’ said Michael gravely, and he spoke the truth, for Kate Pretherston was at that moment on her way to France, where her husband intended joining her just as soon as his resignation was accepted.

‘But why give up the work, Michael? ‘ said T.B.

‘I found, sir,’ said Michael, ‘that it was sapping my moral qualities.’

‘Your moral qualities?’ said his puzzled chief. ‘I didn’t know that you had any. What particular form did the sapping take?’

‘I found, sir,’ said Michael, ‘that I was developing a fondness for the criminal classes.’


The End
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“I am afraid I don’t understand you, Mr. Lyne.”

Odette Rider looked gravely at the young man who lolled against his open desk. Her clear skin was tinted with the faintest pink, and there was in the sober depths of those grey eyes of hers a light which would have warned a man less satisfied with his own genius and power of persuasion than Thornton Lyne.

He was not looking at her face. His eyes were running approvingly over her perfect figure, noting the straightness of the back, the fine poise of the head, the shapeliness of the slender hands.

He pushed back his long black hair from his forehead and smiled. It pleased him to believe that his face was cast in an intellectual mould, and that the somewhat unhealthy pastiness of his skin might be described as the “pallor of thought.”

Presently he looked away from her through the big bay window which overlooked the crowded floor of Lyne’s Stores.

He had had this office built in the entresol and the big windows had been put in so that he might at any time overlook the most important department which it was his good fortune to control.

Now and again, as he saw, a head would be turned in his direction, and he knew that the attention of all the girls was concentrated upon the little scene, plainly visible from the floor below, in which an unwilling employee was engaged.

She, too, was conscious of the fact, and her discomfort and dismay increased. She made a little movement as if to go, but he stopped her.

“You don’t understand, Odette,” he said. His voice was soft and melodious, and held the hint of a caress. “Did you read my little book?” he asked suddenly.

She nodded.

“Yes, I read — some of it,” she said, and the colour deepened on her face.

He chuckled.

“I suppose you thought it rather curious that a man in my position should bother his head to write poetry, eh?” he asked. “Most of it was written before I came into this beastly shop, my dear — before I developed into a tradesman!”

She made no reply, and he looked at her curiously.

“What did you think of them?” he asked.

Her lips were trembling, and again he mistook the symptoms.

“I thought they were perfectly horrible,” she said in a low voice. “Horrible!”

He raised his eyebrows.

“How very middle-class you are, Miss Rider!” he scoffed. “Those verses have been acclaimed by some of the best critics in the country as reproducing all the beauties of the old Hellenic poetry.”

She went to speak, but stopped herself and stood with lips compressed.

Thornton Lyne shrugged his shoulders and strode to the other end of his luxuriously equipped office.

“Poetry, like cucumbers, is an acquired taste,” he said after a while. “You have to be educated up to some kind of literature. I daresay there will come a time when you will be grateful that I have given you an opportunity of meeting beautiful thoughts dressed in beautiful language.”

She looked up at this.

“May I go now, Mr. Lyne?” she asked.

“Not yet,” he replied coolly. “You said just now you didn’t understand what I was talking about. I’ll put it plainer this time. You’re a very beautiful girl, as you probably know, and you are destined, in all probability, to be the mate of a very average suburban-minded person, who will give you a life tantamount to slavery. That is the life of the middle-class woman, as you probably know. And why would you submit to this bondage? Simply because a person in a black coat and a white collar has mumbled certain passages over you — passages which have neither meaning nor, to an intelligent person, significance. I would not take the trouble of going through such a foolish ceremony, but I would take a great deal of trouble to make you happy.”

He walked towards her slowly and laid one hand upon her shoulder. Instinctively she shrank back and he laughed.

“What do you say?”

She swung round on him, her eyes blazing but her voice under control.

“I happen to be one of those foolish, suburban-minded people,” she said, “who give significance to those mumbled words you were speaking about. Yet I am broadminded enough to believe that the marriage ceremony would not make you any happier or more unhappy whether it was performed or omitted. But, whether it were marriage or any other kind of union, I should at least require a man.”

He frowned at her.

“What do you mean?” he asked, and the soft quality of his voice underwent a change.

Her voice was full of angry tears when she answered him.

“I should not want an erratic creature who puts horrid sentiments into indifferent verse. I repeat, I should want a man.”

His face went livid.

“Do you know whom you are talking to?” he asked, raising his voice.

“I am talking to Thornton Lyne,” said she, breathing quickly, “the proprietor of Lyne’s Stores, the employer of Odette Rider who draws three pounds every week from him.”

He was breathless with anger.

“Be careful!” he gasped. “Be careful!”

“I am speaking to a man whose whole life is a reproach to the very name of man!” she went on speaking rapidly. “A man who is sincere in nothing, who is living on the brains and reputation of his father, and the money that has come through the hard work of better men.

“You can’t scare me,” she cried scornfully, as he took a step towards her. “Oh, yes, I know I’m going to leave your employment, and I’m leaving tonight!”

The man was hurt, humiliated, almost crushed by her scorn. This she suddenly realised and her quick woman’s sympathy checked all further bitterness.

“I’m sorry I’ve been so unkind,” she said in a more gentle tone. “But you rather provoked me, Mr. Lyne.”

He was incapable of speech and could only shake his head and point with unsteady finger to the door.

“Get out,” he whispered.

Odette Rider walked out of the room, but the man did not move. Presently, however, he crossed to the window and, looking down upon the floor, saw her trim figure move slowly through the crowd of customers and assistants and mount the three steps which led to the chief cashier’s office.

“You shall pay for this, my girl!” he muttered.

He was wounded beyond forgiveness. He was a rich man’s son and had lived in a sense a sheltered life. He had been denied the advantage which a public school would have brought to him and had gone to college surrounded by sycophants and poseurs as blatant as himself, and never once had the cold breath of criticism been directed at him, except in what he was wont to describe as the “reptile Press.”

He licked his dry lips, and, walking to his desk, pressed a bell. After a short wait — for he had purposely sent his secretary away — a girl came in.

“Has Mr. Tarling come?” he asked.

“Yes, sir, he’s in the boardroom. He has been waiting a quarter of an hour.”

He nodded.

“Thank you,” he said.

“Shall I tell him—”

“I will go to him myself,” said Lyne.

He took a cigarette out of his gold case, struck a match and lit it. His nerves were shaken, his hands were trembling, but the storm in his heart was soothing down under the influence of this great thought. Tarling! What an inspiration! Tarling, with his reputation for ingenuity, his almost sublime uncanny cleverness. What could be more wonderful than this coincidence?

He passed with quick steps along the corridor which connected his private den with the boardroom, and came into that spacious apartment with outstretched hand.

The man who turned to greet him may have been twenty-seven or thirty-seven. He was tall, but lithe rather than broad. His face was the colour of mahogany, and the blue eyes turned to Lyne were unwinking and expressionless. That was the first impression which Lyne received.

He took Lyne’s hand in his — it was as soft as a woman’s. As they shook hands Lyne noticed a third figure in the room. He was below middle height and sat in the shadow thrown by a wall pillar. He too rose, but bowed his head.

“A Chinaman, eh?” said Lyne, looking at this unexpected apparition with curiosity. “Oh, of course, Mr. Tarling, I had almost forgotten that you’ve almost come straight from China. Won’t you sit down?”

He followed the other’s example, threw himself into a chair and offered his cigarette case.

“The work I am going to ask you to do I will discuss later,” he said. “But I must explain, that I was partly attracted to you by the description I read in one of the newspapers of how you had recovered the Duchess of Henley’s jewels and partly by the stories I heard of you when I was in China. You’re not attached to Scotland Yard, I understand?”

Tarling shook his head.

“No,” he said quietly. “I was regularly attached to the police in Shanghai, and I had intended joining up with Scotland Yard; in fact, I came over for that purpose. But several things happened which made me open my own detective agency, the most important of which happenings, was that Scotland Yard refused to give me the free hand I require!”

The other nodded quickly.

China rang with the achievements of Jack Oliver Tarling, or, as the Chinese criminal world had named him in parody of his name, “Lieh Jen,” “The Hunter of Men.”

Lyne judged all people by his own standard, and saw in this unemotional man a possible tool, and in all probability a likely accomplice.

The detective force in Shanghai did curious things by all accounts, and were not too scrupulous as to whether they kept within the strict letter of the law. There were even rumours that “The Hunter of Men” was not above torturing his prisoners, if by so doing he could elicit confessions which could implicate some greater criminal. Lyne did not and could not know all the legends which had grown around the name of “The Hunter” nor could he be expected in reason to differentiate between the truth and the false.

“I pretty well know why you’ve sent for me,” Tarling went on. He spoke slowly and had a decided drawl. “You gave me a rough outline in your letter. You suspect a member of your staff of having consistently robbed the firm for many years. A Mr. Milburgh, your chief departmental manager.”

Lyne stopped him with a gesture and lowered his voice.

“I want you to forget that for a little while, Mr. Tarling,” he said. “In fact, I am going to introduce you to Milburgh, and maybe, Milburgh can help us in my scheme. I do not say that Milburgh is honest, or that my suspicions were unfounded. But for the moment I have a much greater business on hand, and you will oblige me if you forget all the things I have said about Milburgh. I will ring for him now.”

He walked to a long table which ran half the length of the room, took up a telephone which stood at one end, and spoke to the operator.

“Tell Mr. Milburgh to come to me in the boardroom, please,” he said.

Then he went back to his visitor.

“That matter of Milburgh can wait,” he said. “I’m not so sure that I shall proceed any farther with it. Did you make inquiries at all? If so, you had better tell me the gist of them before Milburgh comes.”

Tarling took a small white card from his pocket and glanced at it.

“What salary are you paying Milburgh?”

“Nine hundred a year,” replied Lyne.

“He is living at the rate of five thousand,” said Tarling. “I may even discover that he’s living at a much larger rate. He has a house up the river, entertains very lavishly—”

But the other brushed aside the report impatiently.

“No, let that wait,” he cried. “I tell you I have much more important business. Milburgh may be a thief—”

“Did you send for me, sir?”

He turned round quickly. The door had opened without noise, and a man stood on the threshold of the room, an ingratiating smile on his face, his hands twining and intertwining ceaselessly as though he was washing them with invisible soap.
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“This is Mr. Milburgh,” said Lyne awkwardly.

If Mr. Milburgh had heard the last words of his employer, his face did not betray the fact. His smile was set, and not only curved the lips but filled the large, lustreless eyes. Tarling gave him a rapid survey and drew his own conclusions. The man was a born lackey, plump of face, bald of head, and bent of shoulder, as though he lived in a perpetual gesture of abasement.

“Shut the door, Milburgh, and sit down. This is Mr. Tarling. Er — Mr. Tarling is — er — a detective.”

“Indeed, sir?”

Milburgh bent a deferential head in the direction of Tarling, and the detective, watching for some change in colour, some twist of face — any of those signs which had so often betrayed to him the convicted wrongdoer — looked in vain.

“A dangerous man,” he thought.

He glanced out of the corner of his eye to see what impression the man had made upon Ling Chu. To the ordinary eye Ling Chu remained an impassive observer. But Tarling saw that faint curl of lip, an almost imperceptible twitch of the nostrils, which invariably showed on the face of his attendant when he “smelt” a criminal.

“Mr. Tarling is a detective,” repeated Lyne. “He is a gentleman I heard about when I was in China — you know I was in China for three months, when I made my tour round the world?” he asked Tarling.

Tarling nodded.

“Oh yes, I know,” he said. “You stayed at the Bund Hotel. You spent a great deal of time in the native quarter, and you had rather an unpleasant experience as the result of making an experiment in opium smoking.”

Lyne’s face went red, and then he laughed.

“You know more about me than I know about you, Tarling,” he said, with a note of asperity in his voice, and turned again to his subordinate.

“I have reason to believe that there has been money stolen in this business by one of my cashiers,” he said.

“Impossible, sir!” said the shocked Mr. Milburgh. “Wholly impossible! Who could have done it? And how clever of you to have found it out, sir! I always say that you see what we old ones overlook even though it’s right under our noses!”

Mr. Lyne smiled complacently.

“It will interest you to know, Mr. Tarling,” he said, “that I myself have some knowledge of and acquaintance with the criminal classes. In fact, there is one unfortunate protégé of mine whom I have tried very hard to reform for the past four years, who is coming out of prison in a couple of days. I took up this work,” he said modestly, “because I feel it is the duty of us who are in a more fortunate position, to help those who have not had a chance in the cruel competition of the world.”

Tarling was not impressed.

“Do you know the person who has been robbing you?” he asked.

“I have reason to believe it is a girl whom I have summarily dismissed tonight, and whom I wish you to watch.”

The detective nodded.

“This is rather a primitive business,” he said with the first faint hint of a smile he had shown. “Haven’t you your own shop detective who could take that job in hand? Petty larceny is hardly in my line. I understood that this was bigger work—”

He stopped, because it was obviously impossible to explain just why he had thought as much, in the presence of the man whose conduct, originally, had been the subject of his inquiries.

“To you it may seem a small matter. To me, it is very important,” said Mr. Lyne profoundly. “Here is a girl, highly respected by all her companions and consequently a great influence on their morals, who, as I have reason to believe, has steadily and persistently falsified my books, taking money from the firm, and at the same time has secured the goodwill of all with whom she has been brought into contact. Obviously she is more dangerous than another individual who succumbs to a sudden temptation. It may be necessary to make an example of this girl, but I want you clearly to understand, Mr. Tarling, that I have not sufficient evidence to convict her; otherwise I might not have called you in.”

“You want me to get the evidence, eh?” said Tarling curiously.

“Who is the lady, may I venture to ask, sir?”

It was Milburgh who interposed the question.

“Miss Rider,” replied Lyne.

“Miss Rider!”

Milburgh’s face took on a look of blank surprise, as he gasped the words.

“Miss Rider — oh, no, impossible!”

“Why impossible?” demanded Mr. Lyne sharply.

“Well, sir, I meant—” stammered the manager, “it is so unlikely — she is such a nice girl—”

Thornton Lyne shot a suspicious glance at him.

“You have no particular reason for wishing to shield Miss Rider, have you?” he asked coldly.

“No, sir, not at all. I beg of you not to think that,” appealed the agitated Mr. Milburgh, “only it seems so — extraordinary.”

“All things are extraordinary that are out of the common,” snapped Lyne. “It would be extraordinary if you were accused of stealing, Milburgh. It would be very extraordinary indeed, for example, if we discovered that you were living a five-thousand pounds life on a nine-hundred pounds salary, eh?”

Only for a second did Milburgh lose his self-possession. The hand that went to his mouth shook, and Tarling, whose eyes had never left the man’s face, saw the tremendous effort which he was making to recover his equanimity.

“Yes, sir, that would be extraordinary,” said Milburgh steadily.

Lyne had lashed himself again into the old fury, and if his vitriolic tongue was directed at Milburgh, his thoughts were centred upon that proud and scornful face which had looked down upon him in his office.

“It would be extraordinary if you were sent to penal servitude as the result of my discovery that you had been robbing the firm for years,” he growled, “and I suppose everybody else in the firm would say the same as you — how extraordinary!”

“I daresay they would, sir,” said Mr. Milburgh, his old smile back, the twinkle again returning to his eyes, and his hands rubbing together in ceaseless ablutions. “It would sound extraordinary, and it would be extraordinary, and nobody here would be more surprised than the unfortunate victim — ha! ha!”

“Perhaps not,” said Lyne coldly. “Only I want to say a few words in your presence, and I would like you to give them every attention. You have been complaining to me for a month past,” he said speaking with deliberation, “about small sums of money being missing from the cashier’s office.”

It was a bold thing to say, and in many ways a rash thing. He was dependent for the success of his hastily-formed plan, not only upon Milburgh’s guilt, but upon Milburgh’s willingness to confess his guilt. If the manager agreed to stand sponsor to this lie, he admitted his own peculations, and Tarling, to whom the turn of the conversation had at first been unintelligible, began dimly to see the drift it was taking.

“I have complained that sums of money have been missing for the past month?” repeated Milburgh dully.

The smile had gone from his lips and eyes. His face was haggard — he was a man at bay.

“That is what I said,” said Lyne watching him. “Isn’t that the fact?”

There was a long pause, and presently Milburgh nodded.

“That is the fact, sir,” he said in a low voice.

“And you have told me that you suspected Miss Rider of defalcations?”

Again the pause and again the man nodded.

“Do you hear?” asked Lyne triumphantly.

“I hear,” said Tarling quietly. “Now what do you wish me to do? Isn’t this a matter for the police? I mean the regular police.”

Lyne frowned.

“The case has to be prepared first,” he said. “I will give you full particulars as to the girl’s address and her habits, and it will be your business to collect such information as will enable us to put the case in the hands of Scotland Yard.”

“I see,” said Tarling and smiled again. Then he shook his head. “I’m afraid I can’t come into this case, Mr. Lyne.”

“Can’t come in?” said Lyne in astonishment. “Why not?”

“Because it’s not my kind of job,” said Tarling. “The first time I met you I had a feeling that you were leading me to one of the biggest cases I had ever undertaken. It shows you how one’s instincts can lead one astray,” he smiled again, and picked up his hat.

“What do you mean? You’re going to throw up a valuable client?”

“I don’t know how valuable you’re likely to be,” said Tarling, “but at the present moment the signs are not particularly encouraging. I tell you I do not wish to be associated with this case, Mr. Lyne, and I think there the matter can end.”

“You don’t think it’s worth while, eh?” sneered Lyne. “Yet when I tell you that I am prepared to give you a fee of five hundred guineas—”

“If you gave me a fee of five thousand guineas, or fifty thousand guineas, I should still decline to be associated with this matter,” said Tarling, and his words had the metallic quality which precludes argument.

“At any rate, I am entitled to know why you will not take up this case. Do you know the girl?” asked Lyne loudly.

“I have never met the lady and probably never shall,” said Tarling. “I only know that I will not be concerned with what is called in the United States of America a ‘frame up.’”

“Frame up?” repeated the other.

“A frame up. I dare say you know what it means — I will put the matter more plainly and within your understanding. For some reason or other you have a sudden grudge against a member of your staff. I read your face, Mr. Lyne, and the weakness of your chin and the appetite of your mouth suggest to me that you are not over scrupulous with the women who are in your charge. I guess rather than know that you have been turned down with a dull, sickening thud by a decent girl, and in your mortification you are attempting to invent a charge which has no substance and no foundation.

“Mr. Milburgh,” he turned to the other, and again Mr. Milburgh ceased to smile, “has his own reasons for complying with your wishes. He is your subordinate, and moreover, the side threat of penal servitude for him if he refuses has carried some weight.”

Thornton Lyne’s face was distorted with fury.

“I will take care that your behaviour is widely advertised,” he said. “You have brought a most monstrous charge against me, and I shall proceed against you for slander. The truth is that you are not equal to the job I intended giving you and you are finding an excuse for getting out.”

“The truth is,” replied Tarling, biting off the end of a cigar he had taken from his pocket, “that my reputation is too good to be risked in associating with such a dirty business as yours. I hate to be rude, and I hate just as much to throw away good money. But I can’t take good money for bad work, Mr. Lyne, and if you will be advised by me, you will drop this stupid scheme for vengeance which your hurt vanity has suggested — it is the clumsiest kind of frame up that was ever invented — and also you will go and apologise to the young lady, whom, I have no doubt, you have grossly insulted.”

He beckoned to his Chinese satellite and walked leisurely to the door. Incoherent with rage, shaking in every limb with a weak man’s sense of his own impotence, Lyne watched him until the door was half-closed, then, springing forward with a strangled cry, he wrenched the door open and leapt at the detective.

Two hands gripped his arm and lifting him bodily back into the room, pushed him down into a chair. A not unkindly face blinked down at him, a face relieved from utter solemnity by the tiny laughter lines about the eyes.

“Mr. Lyne,” said the mocking voice of Tarling, “you are setting an awful example to the criminal classes. It is a good job your convict friend is in gaol.”

Without another word he left the room.
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Two days later Thornton Lyne sat in his big limousine which was drawn up on the edge of Wandsworth Common, facing the gates of the gaol.

Poet and poseur
 he was, the strangest combination ever seen in man.

Thornton Lyne was a storekeeper, a Bachelor of Arts, the winner of the Mangate Science Prize and the author of a slim volume. The quality of the poetry therein was not very great — but it was undoubtedly a slim volume printed in queerly ornate type with old-fashioned esses and wide margins. He was a storekeeper because storekeeping supplied him with caviare and peaches, a handsome little two-seater, a six-cylinder limousine for state occasions, a country house and a flat in town, the decorations of which ran to a figure which would have purchased many stores of humbler pretensions than Lyne’s Serve First Emporium.

To the elder Lyne, Joseph Emanuel of that family, the inception and prosperity of Lyne’s Serve First Emporium was due. He had devised a sale system which ensured every customer being attended to the moment he or she entered one of the many departments which made up the splendid whole of the emporium. It was a system based upon the age-old principle of keeping efficient reserves within call.

Thornton Lyne succeeded to the business at a moment when his slim volume had placed him in the category of the gloriously misunderstood. Because such reviewers as had noticed his book wrote of his “poetry” using inverted commas to advertise their scorn, and because nobody bought the volume despite its slimness, he became the idol of men and women who also wrote that which nobody read, and in consequence developed souls with the celerity that a small boy develops stomachache.

For nothing in the wide world was more certain to the gloriously misunderstood than this: the test of excellence is scorn. Thornton Lyne might in different circumstances have drifted upward to sets even more misunderstood — yea, even to a set superior to marriage and soap and clean shirts and fresh air — only his father died of a surfeit, and Thornton became the Lyne of Lyne’s Serve First.

His first inclination was to sell the property and retire to a villa in Florence or Capri. Then the absurdity, the rich humour of an idea, struck him. He, a scholar, a gentleman and a misunderstood poet, sitting in the office of a store, appealed to him. Somebody remarked in his hearing that the idea was “rich.” He saw himself in “character” and the part appealed to him. To everybody’s surprise he took up his father’s work, which meant that he signed cheques, collected profits and left the management to the Soults and the Neys whom old Napoleon Lyne had relied upon in the foundation of his empire.

Thornton wrote an address to his 3,000 employees — which address was printed on decided antique paper in queerly ornate type with wide margins. He quoted Seneca, Aristotle, Marcus Aurelius and the “Iliad.” The “address” secured better and longer reviews in the newspapers than had his book.

He had found life a pleasant experience — all the more piquant because of the amazement of innumerable ecstatic friends who clasped their hands and asked awefully: “How can
 you — a man of your temperament … !”

Life might have gone on being pleasant if every man and woman he had met had let him have his own way. Only there were at least two people with whom Thornton Lyne’s millions carried no weight.

It was warm in his limousine, which was electrically heated. But outside, on that raw April morning, it was bitterly cold, and the shivering little group of women who stood at a respectful distance from the prison gates, drew their shawls tightly about them as errant flakes of snow whirled across the open. The common was covered with a white powder, and the early flowers looked supremely miserable in their wintry setting.

The prison clock struck eight, and a wicket-gate opened. A man slouched out, his jacket buttoned up to his neck, his cap pulled over his eyes. At sight of him, Lyne dropped the newspaper he had been reading, opened the door of the car and jumped out, walking towards the released prisoner.

“Well, Sam,” he said, genially “you didn’t expect me?”

The man stopped as if he had been shot, and stood staring at the fur-coated figure. Then:

“Oh, Mr. Lyne,” he said brokenly. “Oh, guv’nor!” he choked, and tears streamed down his face, and he gripped the outstretched hand in both of his, unable to speak.

“You didn’t think I’d desert you, Sam, eh?” said Mr. Lyne, all aglow with consciousness of his virtue.

“I thought you’d given me up, sir,” said Sam Stay huskily. “You’re a gentleman, you are, sir, and I ought to be ashamed of myself!”

“Nonsense, nonsense, Sam! Jump into the car, my lad. Go along. People will think you’re a millionaire.”

The man gulped, grinned sheepishly, opened the door and stepped in, and sank with a sigh of comfort into the luxurious depths of the big brown cushions.

“Gawd! To think that there are men like you in the world, sir! Why, I believe in angels, I do!”

“Nonsense Sam. Now you come along to my flat, and I’m going to give you a good breakfast and start you fair again.”

“I’m going to try and keep straight, sir, I am s’help me!”

It may be said in truth that Mr. Lyne did not care very much whether Sam kept straight or not. He might indeed have been very much disappointed if Sam had kept to the straight and narrow path. He “kept” Sam as men keep chickens and prize cows, and he “collected” Sam as other men collect stamps and china. Sam was his luxury and his pose. In his club he boasted of his acquaintance with this representative of the criminal classes — for Sam was an expert burglar and knew no other trade — and Sam’s adoration for him was one of his most exhilarating experiences.

And that adoration was genuine. Sam would have laid down his life for the palefaced man with the loose mouth. He would have suffered himself to be torn limb from limb if in his agony he could have brought ease or advancement to the man who, to him, was one with the gods.

Originally, Thornton Lyne had found Sam whilst that artist was engaged in burgling the house of his future benefactor. It was a whim of Lyne’s to give the criminal a good breakfast and to evince an interest in his future. Twice had Sam gone down for a short term, and once for a long term of imprisonment, and on each occasion Thornton Lyne had made a parade of collecting the returned wanderer, driving him home, giving him breakfast and a great deal of worldly and unnecessary advice, and launching him forth again upon the world with ten pounds — a sum just sufficient to buy Sam a new kit of burglar’s tools.

Never before had Sam shown such gratitude; and never before had Thornton Lyne been less disinterested in his attentions. There was a hot bath — which Sam Stay could have dispensed with, but which, out of sheer politeness, he was compelled to accept, a warm and luxurious breakfast; a new suit of clothes, with not two, but four, five-pound notes in the pocket.

After breakfast, Lyne had his talk.

“It’s no good, sir,” said the burglar, shaking his head. “I’ve tried everything to get an honest living, but somehow I can’t get on in the straight life. I drove a taxicab for three months after I came out, till a busyfellow [A] tumbled to me not having a license, and brought me up under the Prevention of Crimes Act. It’s no use my asking you to give me a job in your shop, sir, because I couldn’t stick it, I couldn’t really! I’m used to the open air life; I like being my own master. I’m one of those fellows you’ve read about — the word begins with
1

 .”

“Adventurers?” said Lyne with a little laugh. “Yes, I think you are, Sam, and I’m going to give you an adventure after your own heart.”

And then he began to tell a tale of base ingratitude — of a girl he had helped, had indeed saved from starvation and who had betrayed him at every turn. Thornton Lyne was a poet. He was also a picturesque liar. The lie came as easily as the truth, and easier, since there was a certain crudeness about truth which revolted his artistic soul. And as the tale was unfolded of Odette Rider’s perfidy, Sam’s eyes narrowed. There was nothing too bad for such a creature as this. She was wholly undeserving of sympathy.

Presently Thornton Lyne stopped, his eyes fixed on the other to note the effect.

“Show me,” said Sam, his voice trembling. “Show me a way of getting even with her, sir, and I’ll go through hell to do it!”

“That’s the kind of stuff I like to hear,” said Lyne, and poured out from the long bottle which stood on the coffee-tray a stiff tot of Sam’s favourite brandy. “Now, I’ll give you my idea.”

For the rest of the morning the two men sat almost head to head, plotting woe for the girl, whose chief offence had been against the dignity of Thornton Lyne, and whose virtue had incited the hate of that vicious man.
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Jack Tarling lay stretched upon his hard bed, a long cigarette-holder between his teeth, a book on Chinese metaphysics balanced on his chest, at peace with the world. The hour was eight o’clock, and it was the day that Sam Stay had been released from gaol.

It had been a busy day for Tarling, for he was engaged in a bank fraud case which would have occupied the whole of his time had he not had a little private business to attend to. This private matter was wholly unprofitable, but his curiosity had been piqued.

He lay the book flat on his chest as the soft click of the opening door announced the coming of his retainer. The impassive Ling Chu came noiselessly into the room, carrying a tray, which he placed upon a low table by the side of his master’s bed. The Chinaman wore a blue silk pyjama suit — a fact which Tarling noticed.

“You are not going out tonight then, Ling Chu?”

“No, Lieh Jen,” said the man.

They both spoke in the soft, sibilant patois of Shantung.

“You have been to the Man with the Cunning Face?”

For answer the other took an envelope from an inside pocket and laid it in the other’s hand. Tarling glanced at the address.

“So this is where the young lady lives, eh? Miss Odette Rider, 27, Carrymore Buildings, Edgware Road.”

“It is a clan house, where many people live,” said Ling Chu. “I myself went, in your honourable service, and saw people coming in and going out interminably, and never the same people did I see twice.”

“It is what they call in English a ‘flat building,’ Ling,” said Tarling with a little smile. “What did the Man with the Cunning Face say to my letter?”

“Master, he said nothing. He just read and read, and then he made a face like this.” Ling gave an imitation of Mr. Milburgh’s smile. “And then he wrote as you see.”

Tarling nodded. He stared for a moment into vacancy, then he turned on his elbow and lifted the cup of tea which his servant had brought him.

“What of Face-White-and-Weak Man, Ling?” he asked in the vernacular. “You saw him?”

“I saw him, master,” said the Chinaman gravely. “He is a man without a heaven.”

Again Tarling nodded. The Chinese use the word “heaven” instead of “God,” and he felt that Ling had very accurately sized up Mr. Thornton Lyne’s lack of spiritual qualities.

He finished the tea, and swung his legs over the edge of the bed.

“Ling,” he said, “this place is very dull and sad. I do not think I shall live here.”

“Will the master go back to Shanghai?” asked the other, without any display of emotion.

“I think so,” nodded Tarling. “At any rate, this place is too dull. Just miserable little taking-money-easily cases, and wife-husband-lover cases and my soul is sick.”

“These are small matters,” said Ling philosophically. “But The Master” — this time he spoke of the great Master, Confucius— “has said that all greatness comes from small things, and perhaps some smallpiece man will cut off the head of some big-piece man, and then they will call you to find the murderer.”

Tarling laughed.

“You’re an optimist, Ling,” he said. “No, I don’t think they’ll call me in for a murder. They don’t call in private detectives in this country.”

Ling shook his head.

“But the master must find murderers, or he will no longer be Lieh Jen, the Hunter of Men.”

“You’re a bloodthirsty soul, Ling,” said Tarling, this time in English, which Ling imperfectly understood, despite the sustained efforts of eminent missionary schools. “Now I’ll go out,” he said with sudden resolution. “I am going to call upon the smallpiece woman whom White-Face desires.”

“May I come with you?” asked Ling.

Tarling hesitated.

“Yes, you may come,” he said, “but you must trail me.”

Carrymore Mansions is a great block of buildings sandwiched between two more aristocratic and more expensive blocks of flats in the Edgware Road. The ground floor is given up to lock-up shops which perhaps cheapened the building, but still it was a sufficiently exclusive habitation for the rents, as Tarling guessed, to be a little too high for a shop assistant, unless she were living with her family. The explanation, as he was to discover, lay in the fact that there were some very undesirable basement flats which were let at a lower rental.

He found himself standing outside the polished mahogany door of one of these, wondering exactly what excuse he was going to give to the girl for making a call so late at night. And that she needed some explanation was clear from the frank suspicion which showed in her face when she opened the door to him.

“Yes, I am Miss Rider,” she said.

“Can I see you for a few moments?”

“I’m sorry,” she said, shaking her head, “but I am alone in the flat, so I can’t ask you to come in.”

This was a bad beginning.

“Is it not possible for you to come out?” he asked anxiously, and in spite of herself, she smiled.

“I’m afraid it’s quite impossible for me to go out with somebody I have never met before,” she said, with just a trace of amusement in her eyes.

“I recognise the difficulty,” laughed Tailing. “Here is one of my cards. I’m afraid I am not very famous in this country, so you will not know my name.”

She took the card and read it.

“A private detective?” she said in a troubled voice. “Who has sent you? Not Mr.—”

“Not Mr. Lyne,” he said.

She hesitated a moment, then threw open the door wider.

“You must come in. We can talk here in the hall. Do I understand Mr. Lyne has not sent you?”

“Mr. Lyne was very anxious that I should come,” he said. “I am betraying his confidence, but I do not think that he has any claim upon my loyalty. I don’t know why I’ve bothered you at all, except that I feel that you ought to be put on your guard.”

“Against what?” she asked.

“Against the machinations of a gentleman to whom you have been—” he hesitated for a word.

“Very offensive,” she finished for him.

“I don’t know how offensive you’ve been,” he laughed, “but I gather you have annoyed Mr. Lyne for some reason or other, and that he is determined to annoy you. I do not ask your confidence in this respect, because I realise that you would hardly like to tell me. But what I want to tell you is this, that Mr. Lyne is probably framing up a charge against you — that is to say, inventing a charge of theft.”

“Of theft?” she cried in indignant amazement. “Against me? Of theft? It’s impossible that he could be so wicked!”

“It’s not impossible that anybody could be wicked,” said Tarling of the impassive face and the laughing eyes. “All that I know is that he even induced Mr. Milburgh to say that complaints have been made by Milburgh concerning thefts of money from your department.”

“That’s absolutely impossible!” she cried emphatically. “Mr. Milburgh would never say such a thing. Absolutely impossible!”

“Mr. Milburgh didn’t want to say such a thing, I give him credit for that,” said Tarling slowly, and then gave the gist of the argument, omitting any reference, direct or indirect, to the suspicion which surrounded Milburgh.

“So you see,” he said in conclusion, “that you ought to be on your guard. I suggest to you that you see a solicitor and put the matter in his hands. You need not move against Mr. Lyne, but it would strengthen your position tremendously if you had already detailed the scheme to some person in authority.”

“Thank you very, very much, Mr. Tarling,” she said warmly, and looked up into his face with a smile so sweet, so pathetic, so helpless, that Tarling’s heart melted towards her.

“And if you don’t want a solicitor,” he said, “you can depend upon me. I will help you if any trouble arises.”

“You don’t know how grateful I am to you, Mr. Tarling, I didn’t receive you very graciously!”

“If you will forgive my saying so, you would have been a fool to have received me in any other way,” he said.

She held out both hands to him: he took them, and there were tears in her eyes. Presently she composed herself, and led him into her little drawingroom.

“Of course, I’ve lost my job,” she laughed, “but I’ve had several offers, one of which I shall accept. I am going to have the rest of the week to myself and to take a holiday.”

Tarling stopped her with a gesture. His ears were superhumanly sensitive.

“Are you expecting a visitor?” he asked softly.

“No,” said the girl in surprise.

“Do you share this flat with somebody?”

“I have a woman who sleeps here,” she said. “She is out for the evening.”

“Has she a key?”

The girl shook her head.

The man rose, and Odette marvelled how one so tall could move so swiftly, and without so much as a sound, across the uncarpeted hallway. He reached the door, turned the knob of the patent lock and jerked it open. A man was standing on the mat and he jumped back at the unexpectedness of Tarling’s appearance. The stranger was a cadaverous-looking man, in a brand-new suit of clothes, evidently ready-made, but he still wore on his face the curious yellow tinge which is the special mark of the recently liberated gaolbird.

“Beg pardon,” he stammered, “but is this No. 87?”

Tarling shot out a hand, and gripping him by the coat, drew the helpless man towards him.

“Hullo, what are you trying to do? What’s this you have?”

He wrenched something from the man’s hand. It was not a key but a flat-toothed instrument of strange construction.

“Come in,” said Tarling, and jerked his prisoner into the hall.

A swift turning back of his prisoner’s coat pinioned him, and then with dexterousness and in silence he proceeded to search. From two pockets he took a dozen jewelled rings, each bearing the tiny tag of Lyne’s Store.

“Hullo!” said Tarling sarcastically, “are these intended as a loving gift from Mr. Lyne to Miss Rider?”

The man was speechless with rage. If looks could kill, Tarling would have died.

“A clumsy trick,” said Tarling, shaking his head mournfully. “Now go back to your boss, Mr. Thornton Lyne, and tell him that I am ashamed of an intelligent man adopting so crude a method,” and with a kick he dismissed Sam Stay to the outer darkness.

The girl, who had been a frightened spectator of the scene, turned her eyes imploringly upon the detective.

“What does it mean?” she pleaded. “I feel so frightened. What did that man want?”

“You need not be afraid of that man, or any other man,” said Tarling briskly. “I’m sorry you were scared.”

He succeeded in calming her by the time her servant had returned and then took his leave.

“Remember, I have given you my telephone number and you will call me up if there is any trouble. Particularly,” he said emphatically, “if there is any trouble tomorrow.”

But there was no trouble on the following day, though at three o’clock in the afternoon she called him up.

“I am going away to stay in the country,” she said. “I got scared last night.”

“Come and see me when you get back,” said Tarling, who had found it difficult to dismiss the girl from his mind. “I am going to see Lyne tomorrow. By the way, the person who called last night is a protégé of Mr. Thornton Lyne’s, a man who is devoted to him body and soul, and he’s the fellow we’ve got to look after. By Jove! It almost gives me an interest in life!”

He heard the faint laugh of the girl.

“Must I be butchered to make a detective’s holiday?” she mocked, and he grinned sympathetically.

“Any way, I’ll see Lyne tomorrow,” he said.

The interview which Jack Tarling projected was destined never to take place.

On the following morning, an early worker taking a short cut through Hyde Park, found the body of a man lying by the side of a carriage drive. He was fully dressed save that his coat and waistcoat had been removed. Wound about his body was a woman’s silk nightdress stained with blood. The hands of the figure were crossed on the breast and upon them lay a handful of daffodils.

At eleven o’clock that morning the evening newspapers burst forth with the intelligence that the body had been identified as that of Thornton Lyne, and that he had been shot through the heart.
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“The London police are confronted with a new mystery, which has features so remarkable, that it would not be an exaggeration to describe this crime as the Murder Mystery of the Century. A well-known figure in London Society, Mr. Thornton Lyne, head of an important commercial organisation, a poet of no mean quality, and a millionaire renowned for his philanthropic activities, was found dead in Hyde Park in the early hours of this morning, in circumstances which admit of no doubt that he was most brutally murdered.

“At half-past five, Thomas Savage, a bricklayer’s labourer employed by the Cubitt Town Construction Company, was making his way across Hyde Park en route
 to his work. He had crossed the main drive which runs parallel with the Bayswater Road, when his attention was attracted to a figure lying on the grass near to the sidewalk. He made his way to the spot and discovered a man, who had obviously been dead for some hours. The body had neither coat nor waistcoat, but about the breast, on which his two hands were laid, was a silk garment tightly wound about the body, and obviously designed to stanch a wound on the left side above the heart.

“The extraordinary feature is that the murderer must not only have composed the body, but had laid upon its breast a handful of daffodils. The police were immediately summoned and the body was removed. The police theory is that the murder was not committed in Hyde Park, but the unfortunate gentleman was killed elsewhere and his body conveyed to the Park in his own motorcar, which was found abandoned a hundred yards from the scene of the discovery. We understand that the police are working upon a very important clue, and an arrest is imminent.”

Mr. J. O. Tarling, late of the Shanghai Detective Service, read the short account in the evening newspaper, and was unusually thoughtful.

Lyne murdered! It was an extraordinary coincidence that he had been brought into touch with this young man only a few days before.

Tarling knew nothing of Lyne’s private life, though from his own knowledge of the man during his short stay in Shanghai, he guessed that that life was not wholly blameless. He had been too busy in China to bother his head about the vagaries of a tourist, but he remembered dimly some sort of scandal which had attached to the visitor’s name, and puzzled his head to recall all the circumstances.

He put down the newspaper with a little grimace indicative of regret. If he had only been attached to Scotland Yard, what a case this would have been for him! Here was a mystery which promised unusual interest.

His mind wandered to the girl, Odette Rider. What would she think of it? She would be shocked, he thought — horrified. It hurt him to feel that she might be indirectly, even remotely associated with such a public scandal, and he realised with a sudden sense of dismay that nothing was less unlikely than that her name would be mentioned as one who had quarrelled with the dead man.

“Pshaw!” he muttered, shrugging off the possibility as absurd, and, walking to the door, called his Chinese servant.

Ling Chu came silently at his bidding.

“Ling Chu,” he said, “the white-faced man is dead.”

Ling Chu raised his imperturbable eyes to his master’s face.

“All men die some time,” he said calmly. “This man quick die. That is better than long die.”

Tarling looked at him sharply.

“How do you know that he quick die?” he demanded.

“These things are talked about,” said Ling Chu without hesitation.

“But not in the Chinese language,” replied Tarling, “and, Ling Chu, you speak no English.”

“I speak a little, master,” said Ling Chu, “and I have heard these things in the streets.”

Tarling did not answer immediately, and the Chinaman waited.

“Ling Chu,” he said after awhile, “this man came to Shanghai whilst we were there, and there was trouble-trouble. Once he was thrown out from Wing Fu’s tea-house, where he had been smoking opium. Also there was another trouble — do you remember?”

The Chinaman looked him straight in the eyes.

“I am forgetting,” he said. “This white-face was a bad man. I am glad he is dead.”

“Humph!” said Tarling, and dismissed his retainer.

Ling Chu was the cleverest of all his sleuths, a man who never lifted his nose from the trail once it was struck, and he had been the most loyal and faithful of Tarling’s native trailers. But the detective never pretended that he understood Ling Chu’s mind, or that he could pierce the veil which the native dropped between his own private thoughts and the curious foreigner. Even native criminals were baffled in their interpretation of Ling Chu’s views, and many a man had gone to the scaffold puzzling the head, which was soon to be snicked from his body, over the method by which Ling Chu had detected his crime.

Tarling went back to the table and picked up the newspaper, but had hardly begun to read when the telephone bell rang. He picked up the receiver and listened. To his amazement it was the voice of Cresswell, the Assistant Commissioner of Police, who had been instrumental in persuading Tarling to come to England.

“Can you come round to the Yard immediately, Tarling?” said the voice. “I want to talk to you about this murder.”

“Surely,” said Tarling. “I’ll be with you in a few minutes.”

In five minutes he was at Scotland Yard and was ushered into the office of Assistant Commissioner Cresswell. The white-haired man who came across to meet him with a smile of pleasure in his eyes disclosed the object of the summons.

“I’m going to bring you into this case, Tarling,” he said. “It has certain aspects which seem outside the humdrum experience of our own people. It is not unusual, as you know,” he said, as he motioned the other to a chair, “for Scotland Yard to engage outside help, particularly when we have a crime of this character to deal with. The facts you know,” he went on, as he opened a thin folder. “These are the reports, which you can read at your leisure. Thornton Lyne was, to say the least, eccentric. His life was not a particularly wholesome one, and he had many undesirable acquaintances, amongst whom was a criminal and exconvict who was only released from gaol a few days ago.”

“That’s rather extraordinary,” said Tarling, lifting his eyebrows. “What had he in common with the criminal?”

Commissioner Cresswell shrugged his shoulders.

“My own view is that this acquaintance was rather a pose of Lyne’s. He liked to be talked about. It gave him a certain reputation for character amongst his friends.”

“Who is the criminal?” asked Tarling.

“He is a man named Stay, a petty larcenist, and in my opinion a much more dangerous character than the police have realised.”

“Is he—” began Tarling. But the Commissioner shook his head.

“I think we can rule him out from the list of people who may be suspected of this murder,” he said. “Sam Stay has very few qualities that would commend themselves to the average man, but there can be no doubt at all that he was devoted to Lyne, body and soul. When the detective temporarily in charge of the case went down to Lambeth to interview Stay, he found him lying on his bed prostrate with grief, with a newspaper containing the particulars of the murder by his side. The man is beside himself with sorrow, and threatens to ‘do in’ the person who is responsible for this crime. You can interview him later. I doubt whether you will get much out of him, because he is absolutely incoherent. Lyne was something more than human in his eyes, and I should imagine that the only decent emotion he has had in his life is this affection for a man who was certainly good to him, whether he was sincere in his philanthropy or otherwise. Now here are a few of the facts which have not been made public.” Cresswell settled himself back in his chair and ticked off on his fingers the points as he made them.

“You know that around Lyne’s chest a silk nightdress was discovered?”

Tarling nodded.

“Under the nightdress, made into a pad, evidently with the object of arresting the bleeding, were two handkerchiefs, neatly folded, as though they had been taken from a drawer. They were ladies’ handkerchiefs, so we may start on the supposition that there is a woman in the case.”

Tarling nodded.

“Now another peculiar feature of the case, which happily has escaped the attention of those who saw the body first and gave particulars to the newspapers, was that Lyne, though fully dressed, wore a pair of thick felt slippers. They were taken out of his own store yesterday evening, as we have ascertained, by Lyne himself, who sent for one of his assistants to his office and told him to get a pair of very soft-soled slippers.

“The third item is that Lyne’s boots were discovered in the deserted motorcar which was drawn up by the side of the road a hundred yards from where the body was lying.

“And the fourth feature — and this explains why I have brought you into the case — is that in the car was discovered his bloodstained coat and waistcoat. In the right-hand pocket of the latter garment,” said Cresswell, speaking slowly, “was found this.” He took from his drawer a small piece of crimson paper two inches square, and handed it without comment to the detective.

Tarling took the paper and stared. Written in thick black ink were four Chinese characters, “tzu chao fan nao
 ”— “He brought this trouble upon himself.”
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The two men looked at one another in silence.

“Well?” said the Commissioner at last.

Tarling shook his head.

“That’s amazing,” he said, and looked at the little slip of paper between his finger and thumb.

“You see why I am bringing you in,” said the Commissioner. “If there is a Chinese end to this crime, nobody knows better than you how to deal with it. I have had this slip translated. It means ‘He brought this trouble upon himself.’”

“Literally, ‘self look for trouble,’” said Tarling. “But there is one fact which you may not have noticed. If you will look at the slip, you will see that it is not written but printed.”

He passed the little red square across the table, and the Commissioner examined it.

“That’s true,” he said in surprise. “I did not notice that. Have you seen these slips before?”

Tarling nodded.

“A few years ago,” he said. “There was a very bad outbreak of crime in Shanghai, mostly under the leadership of a notorious criminal whom I was instrumental in getting beheaded. He ran a gang called ‘The Cheerful Hearts’ — you know the fantastic titles which these Chinese gangs adopt. It was their custom to leave on the scene of their depredations the Hong
 , or sign-manual of the gang. It was worded exactly as this slip, only it was written. These visiting cards of ‘The Cheerful Hearts’ were bought up as curios, and commanded high prices until some enterprising Chinaman started printing them, so that you could buy them at almost any stationer’s shop in Shanghai — just as you buy picture postcards.”

The Commissioner nodded.

“And this is one of those?”

“This is such a one. How it came here, heaven knows,” he said. “It is certainly the most remarkable discovery.”

The Commissioner went to a cupboard, unlocked it and took out a suitcase, which he placed upon the table and opened.

“Now,” said the Commissioner, “look at this, Tarling.”

“This” was a stained garment, which Tarling had no difficulty in recognising as a nightdress. He took it out and examined it. Save for two sprays of forget-me-nots upon the sleeves it was perfectly plain and was innocent of lace or embroidery.

“It was found round his body, and here are the handkerchiefs.” He pointed to two tiny squares of linen, so discoloured as to be hardly recognisable.

Tarling lifted the flimsy garment, with its evidence of the terrible purpose for which it had been employed, and carried it to the light.

“Are there laundry marks?”

“None whatever,” said the Commissioner.

“Or on the handkerchiefs?”

“None,” replied Mr. Cresswell.

“The property of a girl who lived alone,” said Tarling. “She is not very well off, but extremely neat, fond of good things, but not extravagant, eh?”

“How do you know that?” asked the Commissioner, surprised.

Tarling laughed.

“The absence of laundry marks shows that she washes her silk garments at home, and probably her handkerchiefs also, which places her amongst the girls who aren’t blessed with too many of this world’s goods. The fact that it is silk, and good silk, and that the handkerchiefs are good linen, suggests a woman who takes a great deal of trouble, yet whom one would not expect to find overdressed. Have you any other clue?”

“None,” said the Commissioner. “We have discovered that Mr. Lyne had rather a serious quarrel with one of his employees, a Miss Odette Rider—”

Tarling caught his breath. It was, he told himself, absurd to take so keen an interest in a person whom he had not seen for more than ten minutes, and who a week before was a perfect stranger. But somehow the girl had made a deeper impression upon him than he had realised. This man, who had spent his life in the investigation of crime and in the study of criminals, had found little time to interest himself in womanhood, and Odette Rider had been a revelation to him.

“I happen to know there was a quarrel. I also know the cause,” he said, and related briefly the circumstances under which he himself had met Thornton Lyne. “What have you against her?” he said, with an assumption of carelessness which he did not feel.

“Nothing definite,” said the Commissioner. “Her principal accuser is the man Stay. Even he did not accuse her directly, but he hinted that she was responsible, in some way which he did not particularise, for Thornton Lyne’s death. I thought it curious that he should know anything about this girl, but I am inclined to think that Thornton Lyne made this man his confidant.”

“What about the man?” asked Tarling. “Can he account for his movements last night and early this morning?”

“His statement,” replied the Commissioner, “is that he saw Mr. Lyne at his flat at nine o’clock, and that Mr. Lyne gave him five pounds in the presence of Lyne’s butler. He said he left the flat and went to his lodgings in Lambeth, where he went to bed very early. All the evidence we have been able to collect supports his statement. We have interviewed Lyne’s butler, and his account agrees with Stay’s. Stay left at five minutes past nine, and at twentyfive minutes to ten — exactly half an hour later — Lyne himself left the house, driving his two-seater. He was alone, and told the butler he was going to his club.”

“How was he dressed?” asked Tarling.

“That is rather important,” nodded the Commissioner. “For he was in evening dress until nine o’clock — in fact, until after Stay had gone — when he changed into the kit in which he was found dead.”

Tarling pursed his lips.

“He’d hardly change from evening into day dress to go to his club,” he said.

He left Scotland Yard a little while after this, a much puzzled man. His first call was at the flat in Edgware Road which Odette Rider occupied. She was not at home, and the hall porter told him that she had been away since the afternoon of the previous day. Her letters were to be sent on to Hertford. He had the address, because it was his business to intercept the postman and send forward the letters.

“Hillington Grove, Hertford.”

Tarling was worried. There was really no reason why he should be, he told himself, but he was undoubtedly worried. And he was disappointed too. He felt that, if he could have seen the girl and spoken with her for a few minutes, he could have completely disassociated her from any suspicion which might attach. In fact, that she was away from home, that she had “disappeared” from her flat on the eve of the murder, would be quite enough, as he knew, to set the official policeman nosing on her trail.

“Do you know whether Miss Rider has friends at Hertford?” he asked the porter.

“Oh, yes, sir,” said the man nodding. “Miss Rider’s mother lives there.”

Tarling was going, when the man detained him with a remark which switched his mind back to the murder and filled him with a momentary sense of hopeless dismay.

“I’m rather glad Miss Rider didn’t happen to be in last night, sir,” he said. “Some of the tenants upstairs were making complaints.”

“Complaints about what?” asked Tarling, and the man hesitated.

“I suppose you’re a friend of the young lady’s, aren’t you?” and Tarling nodded.

“Well, it only shows you,” said the porter confidentially, “how people are very often blamed for something they did not do. The tenant in the next flat is a bit crotchety; he’s a musician, and rather deaf. If he hadn’t been deaf, he wouldn’t have said that Miss Rider was the cause of his being wakened up. I suppose it was something that happened outside.”

“What did he hear?” asked Tarling quickly, and the porter laughed.

“Well, sir, he thought he heard a shot, and a scream like a woman’s. It woke him up. I should have thought he had dreamt it, but another tenant, who also lives in the basement, heard the same sound, and the rum thing was they both thought it was in Miss Rider’s flat.”

“What time was this?”

“They say about midnight, sir,” said the porter; “but, of course, it couldn’t have happened, because Miss Rider had not been in, and the flat was empty.”

Here was a disconcerting piece of news for Tarling to carry with him on his railway journey to Hertford. He was determined to see the girl and put her on her guard, and though he realised that it was not exactly his duty to put a suspected criminal upon her guard, and that his conduct was, to say the least of it, irregular, such did not trouble him very much.

He had taken his ticket and was making his way to the platform when he espied a familiar figure hurrying as from a train which had just come in, and apparently the man saw Tarling even before Tarling had recognised him, for he turned abruptly aside and would have disappeared into the press of people had not the detective overtaken him.

“Hullo, Mr. Milburgh!” he said. “Your name is Milburgh, if I remember aright?”

The manager of Lyne’s Store turned, rubbing his hands, his habitual smile upon his face.

“Why, to be sure,” he said genially, “it’s Mr. Tarling, the detective gentleman. What sad news this is, Mr. Tarling! How dreadful for everybody concerned!”

“I suppose it has meant an upset at the Stores, this terrible happening?”

“Oh, yes, sir,” said Milburgh in a shocked voice. “Of course we closed the Store for the day. It is dreadful — the most dreadful thing within my experience. Is anybody suspected, sir?” he asked.

Tarling shook his head.

“It is a most mysterious circumstance, Mr. Milburgh,” he said. And then: “May I ask if any provision had been made to carry on the business in the event of Mr. Lyne’s sudden death?”

Again Milburgh hesitated, and seemed reluctant to reply.

“I am, of course, in control,” he said, “as I was when Mr. Lyne took his trip around the world. I have received authority also from Mr. Lyne’s solicitors to continue the direction of the business until the Court appoints a trustee.”

Tarling eyed him narrowly.

“What effect has this murder had upon you personally?” he asked bluntly. “Does it enhance or depreciate your position?”

Milburgh smiled.

“Unhappily,” he said, “it enhances my position, because it gives me a greater authority and a greater responsibility. I would that the occasion had never arisen, Mr. Tarling.”

“I’m sure you do,” said Tarling dryly, remembering Lyne’s accusations against the other’s probity.

After a few commonplaces the men parted.

Milburgh! On the journey to Hertford Tarling analysed that urbane man, and found him deficient in certain essential qualities; weighed him and found him wanting in elements which should certainly form part of the equipment of a trustworthy man.

At Hertford he jumped into a cab and gave the address.

“Hillington Grove, sir? That’s about two miles out,” said the cabman. “It’s Mrs. Rider you want?”

Tarling nodded.

“You ain’t come with the young lady she was expecting?” said the driver

“No,” replied Tarling in surprise.

“I was told to keep my eyes open for a young lady,” explained the cabman vaguely.

A further surprise awaited the detective. He expected to discover that Hillington Grove was a small suburban house bearing a grandiose title. He was amazed when the cabman turned through a pair of impressive gates, and drove up a wide drive of some considerable length, turning eventually on to a gravelled space before a large mansion. It was hardly the kind of home he would have expected for the parent of a cashier at Lyne’s Store, and his surprise was increased when the door was opened by a footman.

He was ushered into a drawingroom, beautifully and artistically furnished. He began to think that some mistake had been made, and was framing an apology to the mistress of the house, when the door opened and a lady entered.

Her age was nearer forty than thirty, but she was still a beautiful woman and carried herself with the air of a grand dame. She was graciousness itself to the visitor, but Tarling thought he detected a note of anxiety both in her mien and in her voice.

“I’m afraid there’s some mistake,” he began. “I have probably found the wrong Mrs. Rider — I wanted to see Miss Odette Rider.”

The lady nodded.

“That is my daughter,” she said. “Have you any news of her? I am quite worried about her.”

“Worried about her?” said Tarling quickly. “Why, what has happened? Isn’t she here?”

“Here?” said Mrs. Rider, wide-eyed. “Of course she is not.”

“But hasn’t she been here?” asked Tarling. “Didn’t she arrive here two nights ago?”

Mrs. Rider shook her head.

“My daughter has not been,” she replied. “But she promised to come and spend a few days with me, and last night I received a telegram — wait a moment, I will get it for you.”

She was gone a few moments and came back with a little buff form, which she handed to the detective. He looked and read:

“My visit cancelled. Do not write to me at flat. I will communicate with you when I reach my destination.”

The telegram had been handed in at the General Post Office, London, and was dated nine o’clock — three hours, according to expert opinion, before the murder was committed!
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“May I keep this telegram?” asked Tarling.

The woman nodded. He saw that she was nervous, ill at ease and worried.

“I can’t quite understand why Odette should not come,” she said. “Is there any particular reason?”

“That I can’t say,” said Tarling. “But please don’t let it worry you, Mrs. Rider. She probably changed her mind at the last moment and is staying with friends in town.”

“Then you haven’t seen her?” asked Mrs. Rider anxiously.

“I haven’t seen her for several days.”

“Is anything wrong?” Her voice shook for a second, but she recovered herself. “You see,” she made an attempt to smile. “I have been in the house for two or three days, and I have seen neither Odette nor — nor anybody else,” she added quickly.

Who was she expecting to see, wondered Tarling, and why did she check herself? Was it possible that she had not heard of the murder? He determined to test her.

“Your daughter is probably detained in town owing to Mr. Lyne’s death,” he said, watching her closely.

She started and went white.

“Mr. Lyne’s death?” she stammered. “Has he died? That young man?”

“He was murdered in Hyde Park yesterday morning,” said Tarling, and she staggered back and collapsed into a chair.

“Murdered! Murdered!” she whispered. “Oh, God! Not that, not that!”

Her face was ashen white, and she was shaking in every limb, this stately woman who had walked so serenely into the drawingroom a few minutes before.

Presently she covered her face with her hands and began to weep softly and Tarling waited.

“Did you know Mr. Lyne?” he asked after a while.

She shook her head.

“Have you heard any stories about Mr. Lyne?”

She looked up.

“None,” she said listlessly, “except that he was — not a very nice man.”

“Forgive me asking you, but are you very much interested—” He hesitated, and she lifted her head.

He did not know how to put this question into words. It puzzled him that the daughter of this woman, who was evidently well off, should be engaged in a more or less humble capacity in Lyne’s Store. He wanted to know whether she knew that the girl had been dismissed, and whether that made much difference to her. Then again, his conversation with Odette Rider had not led him to the conclusion that she could afford to throw up her work. She spoke of finding another job, and that did not sound as though her mother was in a good position.

“Is there any necessity for your daughter working for a living?” he asked bluntly, and she dropped her eyes.

“It is her wish,” she said in a low voice. “She does not get on with people about here,” she added hastily.

There was a brief silence, then he rose and offered his hand.

“I do hope I haven’t worried you with my questions,” he said, “and I daresay you wonder why I have come. I will tell you candidly that I am engaged in investigating this murder, and I was hoping to hear that your daughter, in common with the other people who were brought into contact with Mr. Lyne, might give me some thread of a clue which would lead to more important things.”

“A detective?” she asked, and he could have sworn there was horror in her eyes.

“A sort of detective,” he laughed, “but not a formidable one, I hope, Mrs. Rider.”

She saw him to the door, and watched him as he disappeared down the drive; then walked slowly back to the room and stood against the marble mantelpiece, her head upon her arms, weeping softly.

Jack Tarling left Hertford more confused than ever. He had instructed the fly driver to wait for him at the gates, and this worthy he proceeded to pump.

Mrs. Rider had been living in Hertford for four years, and was greatly respected. Did the cabman know the daughter? Oh yes, he had seen the young lady once or twice, but “She don’t come very often,” he explained. “By all accounts she doesn’t get on with her father.”

“Her father? I did not know she had a father,” said Tarling in surprise.

Yes, there was a father. He was an infrequent visitor, and usually came up from London by the late train and was driven in his own brougham to the house. He had not seen him — indeed, very few people had, but by all accounts he was a very nice man, and well-connected in the City.

Tarling had telegraphed to the assistant who had been placed at his disposal by Scotland Yard, and Detective-Inspector Whiteside was waiting for him at the station.

“Any fresh news?” asked Tarling.

“Yes, sir, there’s rather an important clue come to light,” said Whiteside. “I’ve got the car here, sir, and we might discuss it on the way back to the Yard.”

“What is it?” asked Tarling.

“We got it from Mr. Lyne’s manservant,” said the inspector. “It appears that the butler had been going through Mr. Lyne’s things, acting on instructions from headquarters, and in a corner of his writing-desk a telegram was discovered. I’ll show it you when I get to the Yard. It has a very important bearing upon the case, and I think may lead us to the murderer.”

On the word “telegram” Tarling felt mechanically in his pockets for the wire which Mrs. Rider had given him from her daughter. Now he took it out and read it again. It had been handed in at the General Post Office at nine o’clock exactly.

“That’s extraordinary, sir,” Detective-Inspector Whiteside, sitting by his side, had overlooked the wire.

“What is extraordinary?” asked Tarling with an air of surprise.

“I happened to see the signature to that wire—’Odette,’ isn’t it?” said the Scotland Yard man.

“Yes,” nodded Tarling. “Why? What is there extraordinary in that?”

“Well, sir,” said Whiteside, “it’s something of a coincidence that the telegram which was found in Mr. Lyne’s desk, and making an appointment with him at a certain flat in the Edgware Road, was also signed ‘Odette,’ and,” he bent forward, looking at the wire still in the astonished Tarling’s hand, “and,” he said in triumph, “it was handed in exactly at the same time as that!”

An examination of the telegram at Scotland Yard left no doubt in the detective’s mind that Whiteside had spoken nothing but the truth. An urgent message was despatched to the General Post Office, and in two hours the original telegrams were before him. They were both written in the same hand. The first to her mother, saying that she could not come; the second to Lyne, running:

“Will you see me at my flat tonight at eleven o’clock? ODETTE RIDER.”

Tarling’s heart sank within him. This amazing news was stunning. It was impossible, impossible, he told himself again and again, that this girl could have killed Lyne. Suppose she had? Where had they met? Had they gone driving together, and had she shot him in making the circuit of the Park? But why should he be wearing list slippers? Why should his coat be off, and why should the nightdress be bound round and round his body?

He thought the matter out, but the more he thought the more puzzled he became. It was a very depressed man who interviewed an authority that night and secured from him a search warrant.

Armed with this and accompanied by Whiteside he made his way to the flat in Edgware Road, and, showing his authority, secured a passkey from the hall porter, who was also the caretaker of the building. Tarling remembered the last time he had gone to the flat, and it was with a feeling of intense pity for the girl that he turned the key in the lock and stepped into the little hall, reaching out his hand and switching on the light as he did so.

There was nothing in the hall to suggest anything unusual. There was just that close and musty smell which is peculiar to all buildings which have been shut up, even for a few days.

But there was something else.

Tarling sniffed and Whiteside sniffed. A dull, “burnt” smell, some pungent, “scorched” odour, which he recognised as the stale stench of exploded cordite. He went into the tiny diningroom; everything was neat, nothing displaced.

“That’s curious,” said Whiteside, pointing to the sideboard, and Tarling saw a deep glass vase half filled with daffodils. Two or three blossoms had either fallen or had been pulled out, and were lying, shrivelled and dead, on the polished surface of the sideboard.

“Humph!” said Tarling. “I don’t like this very much.”

He turned and walked back into the hall and opened another door, which stood ajar. Again he turned on the light. He was in the girl’s bedroom. He stopped dead, and slowly examined the room. But for the disordered appearance of the chest of drawers, there was nothing unusual in the appearance of the room. At the open doors of the bureau a little heap of female attire had been thrown pell-mell upon the floor. All these were eloquent of hasty action. Still more was a small suitcase, half packed, an the bed, also left in a great hurry.

Tarling stepped into the room, and if he had been half blind he could not have missed the last and most damning evidence of all. The carpet was of a biscuit colour and covered the room flush to the wainscot. Opposite the fireplace was a big, dark red, irregular stain.

Tarling’s face grew tense.

“This is where Lyne was shot,” he said.

“And look there!” said Whiteside excitedly, pointing to the chest of drawers.

Tarling stepped quickly across the room and pulled out a garment which hung over the edge of the drawer. It was a nightdress — a silk nightdress with two little sprays of forget-me-nots embroidered on the sleeves. It was the companion to that which had been found about Lyne’s body. And there was something more. The removal of the garment from the drawer disclosed a mark on the white enamel of the bureau. It was a bloody thumb print!

The detective looked round at his assistant, and the expression of his face was set in its hardest mask.

“Whiteside,” he said quietly, “swear out a warrant for the arrest of Odette Rider on a charge of wilful murder. Telegraph all stations to detain this girl, and let me know the result.”

Without another word he turned from the room and walked back to his lodgings.
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There was a criminal in London who was watched day and night. It was no new experience to Sam Stay to find an unconcerned-looking detective strolling along behind him; but for the first time in his life the burglar was neither disconcerted nor embarrassed by these attentions.

The death of Thornton Lyne had been the most tragic blow which had ever overtaken him. And if they had arrested him he would have been indifferent. For this hangdog criminal, with the long, melancholy face, lined and seamed and puckered so that he appeared to be an old man, had loved Thornton Lyne as he had loved nothing in his wild and barren life. Lyne to him had been some divine creature, possessed gifts and qualities which no other would have recognised in him. In Sam’s eyes Lyne could have done no wrong. By Sam Stay’s standard he stood for all that was beautiful in human nature.

Thornton Lyne was dead! Dead, dead, dead.

Every footfall echoed the horrible, unbelievable word. The man was incapable of feeling — every other pain was deadened in this great suffering which was his.

And who had been the cause of it all? Whose treachery had cut short this wonderful life? He ground his teeth at the thought. Odette Rider! He remembered the name. He remembered all the injuries she had done to this man, his benefactor. He remembered that long conversation which Lyne and he had had on the morning of Sam’s release from prison and the plannings which had followed.

He could not know that his hero was lying, and that in his piqué and hurt vanity he was inventing grievances which had no foundation, and offences which had never been committed. He only knew that, because of the hate which lay in Thornton Lyne’s heart, justifiable hate from Sam’s view, the death of this great man had been encompassed.

He walked aimlessly westward, unconscious of and uncaring for his shadower, and had reached the end of Piccadilly when somebody took him gently by the arm. He turned, and as he recognised an acquaintance, his thick lips went back in an ugly snarl.

“It’s all right, Sam,” said the plainclothes policeman with a grin. “There’s no trouble coming to you. I just want to ask you a few questions.”

“You fellows have been asking questions day and night since — since that happened,” growled Sam.

Nevertheless, he permitted himself to be mollified and led to a seat in the Park.

“Now, I’m putting it to you straight, Sam,” said the policeman. “We’ve got nothing against you at the Yard, but we think you might be able to help us. You knew Mr. Lyne; he was very decent to you.”

“Here, shut up,” said Sam savagely. “I don’t want to talk about it. I don’t want to think about it! D’ye hear? He was the grandest fellow that ever was, was Mr. Lyne, God bless him! Oh, my God! My God!” he wailed, and to the detective’s surprise this hardened criminal buried his face in his hands.

“That’s all right, Sam. I know he was a nice fellow. Had he any enemies — he might have talked to a chap like you where he wouldn’t have talked to his friends.”

Sam, red-eyed, looked up suspiciously.

“Am I going to get into any trouble for talking?” he said.

“None at all, Sam,” said the policeman quickly. “Now, you be a good lad and do all you can to help us, and maybe, if you ever get into trouble, we’ll put one in for you. Do you see? Did anybody hate him?”

Sam nodded.

“Was it a woman?” asked the detective with studied indifference.

“It was,” replied the other with an oath. “Damn her, it was! He treated her well, did Mr. Lyne. She was broke, half-starving; he took her out of the gutter and put her into a good place, and she went about making accusations against him!”

He poured forth a stream of the foulest abuse which the policeman had ever heard.

“That’s the kind of girl she was, Slade,” he went on, addressing the detective, as criminals will, familiarly by their surnames. “She ain’t fit to walk the earth—”

His voice broke.

“Might I ask her name?” demanded Slade.

Again Sam looked suspiciously around.

“Look here,” he said, “leave me to deal with her. I’ll settle with her, and don’t you worry!”

“That would only get you into trouble, Sam,” mused Slade. “Just give us her name. Did it begin with an ‘R’?”

“How do I know?” growled the criminal. “I can’t spell. Her name was Odette.”

“Rider?” said the other eagerly.

“That’s her. She used to be cashier in Lyne’s Store.”

“Now, just quieten yourself down and tell me all Lyne told you about her, will you, my lad?”

Sam Stay stared at him, and then a slow look of cunning passed over his face.

“If it was her!” he breathed. “If I could only put her away for it!”

Nothing better illustrated the mentality of this man than the fact that the thought of “shopping” the girl had not occurred to him before. That was the idea, a splendid idea! Again his lips curled back, and he eyed the detective with a queer little smile.

“All right, sir,” he said. “I’ll tell the head-split. I’m not going to tell you.”

“That’s as it ought to be, Sam,” said the detective genially. “You can tell Mr. Tarling or Mr. Whiteside and they’ll make it worth your while.”

The detective called a cab and together they drove, not to Scotland Yard, but to Tarling’s little office in Bond Street. It was here that the man from Shanghai had established his detective agency, and here he waited with the phlegmatic Whiteside for the return of the detective he had sent to withdraw Sam Stay from his shadower.

The man shuffled into the room, looked resentfully from one to the other, nodded to both, and declined the chair which was pushed forward for him. His head was throbbing in an unaccountable way, as it had never throbbed before. There were curious buzzes and noises in his ears. It was strange that he had not noticed this until he came into the quiet room, to meet the grave eyes of a hardfaced man, whom he did not remember having seen before.

“Now, Stay,” said Whiteside, whom at least the criminal recognised, “we want to hear what you know about this murder.”

Stay pressed his lips together and made no reply.

“Sit down,” said Tarling, and this time the man obeyed. “Now, my lad,” Tarling went on — and when he was in a persuasive mood his voice was silky— “they tell me that you were a friend of Mr. Lyne’s.”

Sam nodded.

“He was good to you, was he not?”

“Good?” The man drew a deep breath. “I’d have given my heart and soul to save him from a minute’s pain, I would, sir! I’m telling you straight, and may I be struck dead if I’m lying! He was an angel on earth — my God, if ever I lay me hands on that woman, I’ll strangle her. I’ll put her out! I’ll not leave her till she’s torn to rags!”

His voice rose, specks of foam stood on his lips his whole face seemed transfigured in an ecstasy of hate.

“She’s been robbing him and robbing him for years,” he shouted. “He looked after her and protected her, and she went and told lies about him, she did. She trapped him!”

His voice rose to a scream, and he made a move forward towards the desk, both fists clenched till the knuckles showed white. Tarling sprang up, for he recognised the signs. Before another word could be spoken, the man collapsed in a heap on the floor, and lay like one dead.

Tarling was round the table in an instant, turned the unconscious man on his back, and, lifting one eyelid, examined the pupil.

“Epilepsy or something worse,” he said. “This thing has been preying on the poor devil’s mind—’phone an ambulance, Whiteside, will you?”

“Shall I give him some water?”

Tarling shook his head.

“He won’t recover for hours, if he recovers at all,” he said. “If Sam Stay knows anything to the detriment of Odette Rider, he is likely to carry his knowledge to the grave.”

And in his heart of hearts J. O. Tarling felt a little sense of satisfaction that the mouth of this man was closed.



IX. Where the Flowers Came From
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Where was Odette Rider? That was a problem which had to be solved. She had disappeared as though the earth had opened and swallowed her up. Every police station in the country had been warned; all outgoing ships were being watched; tactful inquiries had been made in every direction where it was likely she might be found; and the house at Hertford was under observation day and night.

Tarling had procured an adjournment of the inquest; for, whatever might be his sentiments towards Odette Rider, he was, it seemed, more anxious to perform his duty to the State, and it was very necessary that no prurient-minded coroner should investigate too deeply into the cause and the circumstances leading up to Thornton Lyne’s death, lest the suspected criminal be warned.

Accompanied by Inspector Whiteside, he reexamined the flat to which the bloodstained carpet pointed unmistakably as being the scene of the murder. The red thumb prints on the bureau had been photographed and were awaiting comparison with the girl’s the moment she was apprehended.

Carrymore Mansions, where Odette Rider lived, were, as has been described, a block of good-class flats, the ground floor being given over to shops. The entrance to the flats was between two of these, and a flight of stairs led down to the basement. Here were six sets of apartments, with windows giving out to the narrow areas which ran parallel to the side streets on either side of the block.

The centre of the basement consisted of a large concrete storeroom, about which were set little cubicles or cellars in which the tenants stored such of their baggage, furniture, etc., as they did not need. It was possible, he discovered, to pass from the corridor of the basement flat, into the store room, and out through a door at the back of the building into a small courtyard. Access to the street was secured through a fairly large door, placed there for the convenience of tenants who wished to get their coal and heavy stores delivered. In the street behind the block of flats was a mews, consisting of about a dozen shut-up stables, all of which were rented by a taxicab company, and now used as a garage.

If the murder was committed in the flat, it was by this way the body would have been carried to the mews, and here, too, a car would attract little attention. Inquiries made amongst employees of the cab company, some of whom occupied little rooms above their garages, elicited the important information that the car had been seen in the mews on the night of the murder — a fact, it seemed, which had been overlooked in the preliminary police investigations.

The car was a two-seater Daimler with a yellow body and a hood. This was an exact description of Thornton Lyne’s machine which had been found near the place where his body was discovered. The hood of the car was up when it was seen in the mews and the time apparently was between ten and eleven on the night of the murder. But though he pursued the most diligent inquiries, Tarling failed to discover any human being who had either recognised Lyne or observed the car arrive or depart.

The hall porter of the flats, on being interviewed, was very emphatic that nobody had come into the building by the main entrance between the hours of ten and half-past. It was possible, he admitted, that they could have come between half-past ten and a quarter to eleven because he had gone to his “office,” which proved to be a stuffy little place under the stairs, to change from his uniform into his private clothes before going home. He was in the habit of locking the front door at eleven o’clock. Tenants of the mansions had passkeys to the main door, and of all that happened after eleven he would be ignorant. He admitted that he may have gone a little before eleven that night, but even as to this he was not prepared to swear.

“In fact,” said Whiteside afterwards, “his evidence would lead nowhere. At the very hour when somebody might have come into the flat — that is to say, between half-past ten and a quarter to eleven — he admits he was not on duty.”

Tarling nodded. He had made a diligent search of the floor of the basement corridor through the storeroom into the courtyard, but had found no trace of blood. Nor did he expect to find any such trace, since it was clear that, if the murder had been committed in the flat and the nightdress which was wound about the dead man’s body was Odette Rider’s, there would be no bleeding.

“Of one thing I am satisfied,” he said; “if Odette Rider committed this murder she had an accomplice. It was impossible that she could have carried or dragged this man into the open and put him into the car, carried him again from the car and laid him on the grass.”

“The daffodils puzzle me,” said Whiteside. “Why should he be found with daffodils on his chest? And why, if he was murdered here, should she trouble to pay that tribute of her respect?”

Tarling shook his head. He was nearer a solution to the latter mystery than either of them knew.

His search of the flat completed, he drove to Hyde Park and, guided by Whiteside, made his way to the spot where the body was found. It was on a gravelled sidewalk, nearer to the grass than to the road, and Whiteside described the position of the body. Tarling looked round, and suddenly uttered an exclamation.

“I wonder,” he said, pointing to a flowerbed.

Whiteside stared, then laughed.

“That curious,” he said. “We seem to see nothing but daffodils in this murder!”

The big bed to which Tarling walked was smothered with great feathery bells that danced and swayed in the light spring breezes.

“Humph!” said Tarling. “Do you know anything about daffodils, Whiteside?”

Whiteside shook his head with a laugh.

“All daffodils are daffodils to me. Is there any difference in them? I suppose there must be.”

Tarling nodded.

“These are known as Golden Spurs,” he said, “a kind which is very common in England. The daffodils in Miss Rider’s flat are the variety known as the Emperor.”

“Well?” said Whiteside.

“Well,” said the other slowly, “the daffodils I saw this morning which were found on Lyne’s chest were Golden Spurs.”

He knelt down by the side of the bed and began pushing aside the stems, examining the ground carefully.

“Here you are,” he said.

He pointed to a dozen jagged stems.

“That is where the daffodils were plucked, I’d like to swear to that. Look, they were all pulled together by one hand. Somebody leaned over and pulled a handful.”

Whiteside looked dubious.

“Mischievous boys sometimes do these things.”

“Only in single stalks,” said Tarling, “and the regular flower thieves are careful to steal from various parts of the bed so that the loss should not be reported by the Park gardeners.”

“Then you suggest—”

“I suggest that whoever killed Thornton Lyne found it convenient, for some reason best known to himself or herself, to ornament the body as it was found, and the flowers were got from here.”

“Not from the girl’s flat at all?”

“I’m sure of that,” replied Tarling emphatically. “In fact, I knew that this morning when I’d seen the daffodils which you had taken to Scotland Yard.”

Whiteside scratched his nose in perplexity.

“The further this case goes, the more puzzled I am,” he said. “Here is a man, a wealthy man, who has apparently no bitter enemies, discovered dead in Hyde Park, with a woman’s silk nightdress wound round his chest, with list slippers on his feet, and a Chinese inscription in his pocket — and further, to puzzle the police, a bunch of daffodils on the chest. That was a woman’s act, Mr. Tarling,” he said suddenly.

Tarling started. “How do you mean?” he asked.

“It was a woman’s act to put flowers on the man,” said Whiteside quietly. “Those daffodils tell me of pity and compassion, and perhaps repentance.”

A slow smile dawned on Tarling’s face.

“My dear Whiteside,” he said, “you are getting sentimental! And here,” he added, looking up, “attracted to the spot, is a gentleman I seem to be always meeting — Mr. Milburgh, I think.”

Milburgh had stopped at the sight of the detective, and looked as if he would have been glad to have faded away unobserved. But Tarling had seen him, and Milburgh came forward with his curious little shuffling walk, a set smile on his face, the same worried look in his eyes, which Tarling had seen once before.

“Good morning, gentlemen,” he said, with a flourish of his top hat. “I suppose, Mr. Tarling, nothing has been discovered?”

“At any rate, I didn’t expect to discover you
 here this morning!” smiled Tarling. “I thought you were busy at the Stores.”

Milburgh shifted uneasily.

“The place has a fascination for me,” he said huskily, “I — I can’t keep away from it.”

He dropped his eyes before Tarling’s keen gaze and repeated the question.

“Is there any fresh news?”

“I ought to ask you that,” said Tarling quietly.

The other looked up.

“You mean Miss Rider?” he asked. “No, sir, nothing has been found to her detriment and I cannot trace her present address, although I have pursued the most diligent inquiries. It is very upsetting.”

There was a new emphasis in his voice. Tarling remembered that when Lyne had spoken to Milburgh before, and had suggested that the girl had been guilty of some act of predation, Milburgh had been quick to deny the possibility. Now his manner was hostile to the girl — indefinitely so, but sufficiently marked for Tarling to notice it.

“Do you think that Miss Rider had any reason for running away?” asked the detective.

Milburgh shrugged his shoulders.

“In this world,” he said unctuously, “one is constantly being deceived by people in whom one has put one’s trust.”

“In other words, you suspect Miss Rider of robbing the firm?”

Up went Mr. Milburgh’s plump hands.

“I would not say that,” he said. “I would not accuse a young woman of such an act of treachery to her employers, and I distinctly refuse to make any charges until the auditors have completed their work. There is no doubt,” he added carefully, “that Miss Rider had the handling of large sums of money, and she of all people in the business, and particularly in the cashier’s department would have been able to rob the firm without the knowledge of either myself or poor Mr. Lyne. This, of course, is confidential.” He laid one hand appealingly on Tarling’s arm, and that worthy nodded.

“Have you any idea where she would be?”

Again Milburgh shook his head.

“The only thing—” he hesitated and looked into Tarling’s eyes.

“Well?” asked the detective impatiently.

“There is a suggestion, of course, that she may have gone abroad. I do not offer that suggestion, only I know that she spoke French very well and that she had been to the Continent before.”

Tarling stroked his chin thoughtfully.

“To the Continent, eh?” he said softly. “Well, in that case I shall search the Continent; for on one thing I am determined, and that is to find Odette Rider,” and, beckoning to his companion, he turned on his heel and left the obsequious Mr. Milburgh staring after him.
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Tarling went back to his lodgings that afternoon, a puzzled and baffled man. Ling Chu, his impassive Chinese servant, had observed those symptoms of perplexity before, but now there was something new in his master’s demeanour — a kind of curt irritation, an anxiety which in the Hunter of Men had not been observed before.

The Chinaman went silently about the business of preparing his chief’s tea and made no reference to the tragedy or to any of its details. He had set the table by the side of the bed, and was gliding from the room in that catlike way of his when Tarling stopped him.

“Ling Chu,” he said, speaking in the vernacular, “you remember in Shanghai when the ‘Cheerful Hearts’ committed a crime, how they used to leave behind their hong
 ?”

“Yes, master, I remember it very well,” said Ling Chu calmly. “They were certain words on red paper, and afterwards you could buy them from the shops, because people desired to have these signs to show to their friends.”

“Many people carried these things,” said Tarling slowly, “and the sign of the ‘Cheerful Hearts’ was found in the pocket of the murdered man.”

Ling Chu met the other’s eyes with imperturbable calmness.

“Master,” he said, “may not the white-faced man who is now dead have brought such a thing from Shanghai? He was a tourist, and tourists buy these foolish souvenirs.”

Tarling nodded again.

“That is possible,” he said. “I have already thought that such might have been the case. Yet, why should he have this sign of the ‘Cheerful Hearts’ in his pocket on the night he was murdered?”

“Master,” said the Chinaman, “why should he have been murdered?”

Tarling’s lips curled in a half smile.

“By which I suppose you mean that one question is as difficult to answer as the other,” he said. “All right, Ling Chu, that will do.”

His principal anxiety for the moment was not this, or any other clue which had been offered, but the discovery of Odette Rider’s present hiding-place. Again and again he turned the problem over in his mind. At every point he was baffled by the wild improbability of the facts that he had discovered. Why should Odette Rider be content to accept a servile position in Lyne’s Stores when her mother was living in luxury at Hertford? Who was her father — that mysterious father who appeared and disappeared at Hertford, and what part did he play in the crime? And if she was innocent, why had she disappeared so completely and in circumstances so suspicious? And what did Sam Stay know? The man’s hatred of the girl was uncanny. At the mention of her name a veritable fountain of venom had bubbled up, and Tarling had sensed the abysmal depths of this man’s hate and something of his boundless love for the dead man.

He turned impatiently on the couch and reached out his hand for his tea, when there came a soft tap at the door and Ling Chu slipped into the room.

“The Bright Man is here,” he said, and in these words announced Whiteside, who brought into the room something of his alert, fresh personality which had earned him the pseudonym which Ling Chu had affixed.

“Well, Mr. Tarling,” said the Inspector, taking out a little notebook, “I’m afraid I haven’t done very much in the way of discovering the movements of Miss Rider, but so far as I can find out by inquiries made at Charing Cross booking office, several young ladies unattended have left for the Continent in the past few days.”

“You cannot identify any of these with Miss Rider?” asked Tarling in a tone of disappointment.

The detective shook his head. Despite his apparent unsuccess, he had evidently made some discovery which pleased him, for there was nothing gloomy in his admission of failure.

“You have found out something, though?” suggested Tarling quickly, and Whiteside nodded.

“Yes,” he said, “by the greatest of luck I’ve got hold of a very curious story. I was chatting with some of the ticket collectors and trying to discover a man who might have seen the girl — I have a photograph of her taken in a group of Stores employees, and this I have had enlarged, as it may be very useful.”

Tarling nodded.

“Whilst I was talking with the man on the gate,” Whiteside proceeded, “a travelling ticket inspector came up and he brought rather an extraordinary story from Ashford. On the night of the murder there was an accident to the Continental Express.”

“I remember seeing something about it,” said Tarling, “but my mind has been occupied by this other matter. What happened?”

“A luggage truck which was standing on the platform fell between two of the carriages and derailed one of them,” explained Whiteside. “The only passenger who was hurt was a Miss Stevens. Apparently it was a case of simple concussion, and when the train was brought to a standstill she was removed to the Cottage Hospital, where she is to-day. Apparently the daughter of the travelling ticket inspector is a nurse at the hospital, and she told her father that this Miss Stevens, before she recovered consciousness, made several references to a ‘Mr. Lyne’ and a ‘Mr. Milburgh’!”

Tarling was sitting erect now, watching the other through narrowed lids.

“Go on,” he said quietly.

“I could get very little from the travelling inspector, except that his daughter was under the impression that the lady had a grudge against Mr. Lyne, and that she spoke even more disparagingly of Mr. Milburgh.”

Tarling had risen and slipped off his silk dressing-gown before the other could put away his notebook. He struck a gong with his knuckles, and when Ling Chu appeared, gave him an order in Chinese, which Whiteside could not follow.

“You’re going to Ashford? I thought you would,” said Whiteside. “Would you like me to come along?”

“No, thank you,” said the other. “I’ll go myself. I have an idea that Miss Stevens may be the missing witness in the case and may throw greater light upon the happenings of the night before last than any other witness we have yet interviewed.”

He found he had to wait an hour before he could get a train for Ashford, and he passed that hour impatiently walking up and down the broad platform. Here was a new complication in the case. Who was Miss Stevens, and why should she be journeying to Dover on the night of the murder?

He reached Ashford, and with difficulty found a cab, for it was raining heavily, and he had come provided with neither mackintosh nor umbrella.

The matron of the Cottage Hospital reassured him on one point.

“Oh, yes, Miss Stevens is still in the hospital,” she said, and he breathed a sigh of relief. There was just a chance that she might have been discharged, and again the possibility that she would be difficult to trace.

The matron showed him the way through a long corridor, terminating in a big ward. Before reaching the door of the ward there was a smaller door on the right.

“We put her in this private ward, because we thought it might be necessary to operate,” said the matron and opened the door.

Tarling walked in. Facing him was the foot of the bed, and in that bed lay a girl whose eyes met his. He stopped dead as though he were shot For “Miss Stevens” was Odette Rider!
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For a time neither spoke. Tarling walked slowly forward, pulled a chair to the side of the bed and sat down, never once taking his eyes off the girl.

Odette Rider! The woman for whom the police of England were searching, against whom a warrant had been issued on a charge of wilful murder — and here, in a little country hospital. For a moment, and a moment only, Tarling was in doubt. Had he been standing outside the case and watching it as a disinterested spectator, or had this girl never come so closely into his life, bringing a new and a disturbing influence so that the very balance of his judgment was upset, he would have said that she was in hiding and had chosen this hospital for a safe retreat. The very name under which she was passing was fictitious — a suspicious circumstance in itself.

The girl’s eyes did not leave his. He read in their clear depths a hint of terror and his heart fell. He had not realised before that the chief incentive he found in this case was not to discover the murderer of Thornton Lyne, but to prove that the girl was innocent.

“Mr. Tarling,” she said with a queer little break in her voice, “I — I did not expect to see you.”

It was a lame opening, and it seemed all the more feeble to her since she had so carefully rehearsed the statement she had intended making. For her waking moments, since the accident, had been filled with thoughts of this hardfaced man, what he would think, what he would say, and what, in certain eventualities, he would do.

“I suppose not,” said Tarling gently. “I am sorry to hear you have had rather a shaking, Miss Rider.”

She nodded, and a faint smile played about the corners of her mouth.

“It was nothing very much,” she said. “Of course, it was very harried at first and — what do you want?”

The last words were blurted out. She could not keep up the farce of a polite conversation.

There was a moment’s silence, and then Tarling spoke.

“I wanted to find you,” he said, speaking slowly, and again he read her fear.

“Well,” she hesitated, and then said desperately and just a little defiantly, “you have found me!”

Tarling nodded.

“And now that you have found me,” she went on, speaking rapidly, “what do you want?”

She was resting on her elbow, her strained face turned towards him, her eyes slightly narrowed, watching him with an intensity of gaze which betrayed her agitation.

“I want to ask you a few questions,” said Tarling, and slipped a little notebook from his pocket, balancing it upon his knee.

To his dismay the girl shook her head.

“I don’t know that I am prepared to answer your questions,” she said more calmly, “but there is no reason why you should not ask them.”

Here was an attitude wholly unexpected. And Odette Rider panic-stricken he could understand. If she had burst into a fit of weeping, if she had grown incoherent in her terror, if she had been indignant or shamefaced — any of these displays would have fitted in with his conception of her innocence or apprehension of her guilt.

“In the first place,” he asked bluntly, “why are you here under the name of Miss Stevens?”

She thought a moment, then shook her head.

“That is a question I am not prepared to answer,” she said quietly.

“I won’t press it for a moment,” said Tarling, “because I realise that it is bound up in certain other extraordinary actions of yours, Miss Rider.”

The girl flushed and dropped her eyes, and Tarling went on:

“Why did you leave London secretly, without giving your friends or your mother any inkling of your plans?”

She looked up sharply.

“Have you seen mother?” she asked quietly, and again her eyes were troubled.

“I’ve seen your mother,” said Tarling. “I have also seen the telegram you sent to her. Come, Miss Rider, won’t you let me help you? Believe me, a great deal more depends upon your answers than the satisfaction of my curiosity. You must realise how very serious your position is.”

He saw her lips close tightly and she shook her head.

“I have nothing to say,” she said with a catch of her breath. “If — if you think I have—”

She stopped dead.

“Finish your sentence,” said Tarling sternly. “If I think you have committed this crime?”

She nodded.

He put away his notebook before he spoke again, and, leaning over the bed, took her hand.

“Miss Rider, I want to help you,” he said earnestly, “and I can help you best if you’re frank with me. I tell you I do not believe that you committed this act. I tell you now that though all the circumstances point to your guilt, I have absolute confidence that you can produce an answer to the charge.”

For a moment her eyes filled with tears, but she bit her lip and smiled bravely into his face.

“That is good and sweet of you, Mr. Tarling, and I do appreciate your kindness. But I can’t tell you anything — I can’t, I can’t!” She gripped his wrist in her vehemence, and he thought she was going to break down, but again, with an extraordinary effort of will which excited his secret admiration, she controlled herself.

“You’re going to think very badly of me,” she said, “and I hate the thought, Mr. Tarling — you don’t know how I hate it. I want you to think that I am innocent, but I am going to make no effort to prove that I was not guilty.”

“You’re mad!” he interrupted her roughly “Stark, raving mad! You must do something, do you hear? You’ve got to do something.”

She shook her head, and the little hand which rested on his closed gently about two of his fingers.

“I can’t,” she said simply. “I just can’t.”

Tarling pushed back the chair from the bed. He could have groaned at the hopelessness of the girl’s case. If she had only given him one thread that would lead him to another clue, if she only protested her innocence! His heart sank within him, and he could only shake his head helplessly.

“Suppose,” he said huskily, “that you are charged with this — crime. Do you mean to tell me that you will not produce evidence that could prove your innocence, that you will make no attempt to defend yourself?”

She nodded.

“I mean that,” she said.

“My God! You don’t know what you’re saying,” he cried, starting up. “You’re mad, Odette, stark mad!”

She only smiled for the fraction of a second, and that at the unconscious employment of her Christian name.

“I’m not at all mad,” she said. “I am very sane.”

She looked at him thoughtfully, and then of a sudden seemed to shrink back, and her face went whiter. “You — you have a warrant for me!” she whispered.

He nodded.

“And you’re going to arrest me?”

He shook his head.

“No,” he said briefly. “I am leaving that to somebody else. I have sickened of the case, and I’m going out of it.”

“He sent you here,” she said slowly.

“He?”

“Yes — I remember. You were working with him, or he wanted you to work with him.”

“Of whom are you speaking?” asked Tarling quickly.

“Thornton Lyne,” said the girl.

Tarling leaped to his feet and stared down at her.

“Thornton Lyne?” he repeated. “Don’t you know?”

“Know what?” asked the girl with a frown.

“That Thornton Lyne is dead,” said Tarling, “and that it is for his murder that a warrant has been issued for your arrest?”

She looked at him for a moment with wide, staring eyes.

“Dead!” she gasped. “Dead! Thornton Lyne dead! You don’t mean that, you don’t mean that?” She clutched at Tarling’s arm. “Tell me that isn’t true! He did not do it, he dare not do it!”

She swayed forward, and Tarling, dropping on his knees beside the bed, caught her in his arms as she fainted.
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While the nurse was attending to the girl Tarling sought an interview with the medical officer in charge of the hospital.

“I don’t think there’s a great deal the matter with her,” said the doctor. “In fact, she was fit for discharge from hospital two or three days ago, and it was only at her request that we let her stay. Do I understand that she is wanted in connection with the Daffodil Murder?”

“As a witness,” said Tarling glibly. He realised that he was saying a ridiculous thing, because the fact that a warrant was out for Odette Rider must have been generally known to the local authorities. Her description had been carefully circulated, and that description must have come to the heads of hospitals and public institutions. The next words of the doctor confirmed his knowledge.

“As a witness, eh?” he said dryly. “Well, I don’t want to pry into your secrets, or rather into the secrets of Scotland Yard, but she is fit to travel just as soon as you like.”

There was a knock on the door, and the matron came into the doctor’s office.

“Miss Rider wishes to see you, sir,” she said, addressing Tarling, and the detective, taking up his hat, went back to the little ward.

He found the girl more composed but still deathly white. She was out of bed, sitting in a big arm chair, wrapped in a dressing-gown, and she motioned Tarling to pull up a chair to her side. She waited until after the door had closed behind the nurse, then she spoke.

“It was very silly of me to faint, Mr. Tarling but the news was so horrible and so unexpected. Won’t you tell me all about it? You see, I have not read a newspaper since I have been in the hospital. I heard one of the nurses talk about the Daffodil Murder — that is not the—”

She hesitated, and Tarling nodded. He was lighter of heart now, almost cheerful. He had no doubt in his mind that the girl was innocent, and life had taken on a rosier aspect.

“Thornton Lyne,” he began, “was murdered on the night of the 14th. He was last seen alive by his valet about half-past nine in the evening. Early next morning his body was found in Hyde Park. He had been shot dead, and an effort had been made to stanch the wound in his breast by binding a woman’s silk nightdress round and round his body. On his breast somebody had laid a bunch of daffodils.”

“Daffodils?” repeated the girl wonderingly. “But how—”

“His car was discovered a hundred yards from the place,” Tarling continued, “and it was clear that he had been murdered elsewhere, brought to the Park in his car, and left on the sidewalk. At the time he was discovered he had on neither coat nor vest, and on his feet were a pair of list slippers.”

“But I don’t understand,” said the bewildered girl. “What does it mean? Who had—” She stopped suddenly, and the detective saw her lips tighten together, as though to restrain her speech. Then suddenly she covered her face with her hands.

“Oh, it’s terrible, terrible!” she whispered. “I never thought, I never dreamed — oh, it is terrible!”

Tarling laid his hand gently on her shoulder.

“Miss Rider,” he said, “you suspect somebody of this crime. Won’t you tell me?”

She shook her head without looking up.

“I can say nothing,” she said.

“But don’t you see that suspicion will attach to you?” urged Tarling. “A telegram was discovered amongst his belongings, asking him to call at your flat that evening.”

She looked up quickly.

“A telegram from me?” she said. “I sent no telegram.”

“Thank God for that!” cried Tarling fervently. “Thank God for that!”

“But I don’t understand, Mr. Tarling. A telegram was sent to Mr. Lyne asking him to come to my flat? Did he go to my flat?”

Tarling nodded.

“I have reason to believe he did,” he said gravely. “The murder was committed in your flat.”

“My God!” she whispered. “You don’t mean that! Oh, no, no, it is impossible!”

Briefly he recited all his discoveries. He knew that he was acting in a manner which, from the point of view of police ethics, was wholly wrong and disloyal. He was placing her in possession of all the clues and giving her an opportunity to meet and refute the evidence which had been collected against her. He told her of the bloodstains on the floor, and described the nightdress which had been found around Thornton Lyne’s body.

“That was my nightdress,” she said simply and without hesitation. “Go on, please, Mr. Tarling.”

He told her of the bloody thumbprints upon the door of the bureau.

“On your bed,” he went on, “I found your dressing-case, half-packed.”

She swayed forward, and threw out her hands, groping blindly.

“Oh, how wicked, how wicked!” she wailed “He did it, he did it!”

“Who?” demanded Tarling.

He took the girl by the shoulder and shook her.

“Who was the man? You must tell me. Your own life depends upon it. Don’t you see, Odette, I want to help you? I want to clear your name of this terrible charge. You suspect somebody. I must have his name.”

She shook her head and turned her pathetic face to his.

“I can’t tell you,” she said in a low voice. “I can say no more. I knew nothing of the murder until you told me. I had no idea, no thought… I hated Thornton Lyne, I hated him, but I would not have hurt him… it is dreadful, dreadful!”

Presently she grew calmer.

“I must go to London at once,” she said. “Will you please take me back?”

She saw his embarrassment and was quick to understand its cause.

“You — you have a warrant, haven’t you?”

He nodded.

“On the charge of — murder?”

He nodded again. She looked at him in silence for some moments.

“I shall be ready in half an hour,” she said, and without a word the detective left the room.

He made his way back to the doctor’s sanctum, and found that gentleman awaiting him impatiently.

“I say,” said the doctor, “that’s all bunkum about this girl being wanted as a witness. I had my doubts and I looked up the Scotland Yard warning which I received a couple of days ago. She’s Odette Rider, and she’s wanted on a charge of murder.”

“Got it first time,” said Tarling, dropping wearily into a chair. “Do you mind if I smoke?”

“Not a bit,” said the doctor cheerfully. “I suppose you’re taking her with you?”

Tarling nodded.

“I can’t imagine a girl like that committing a murder,” said Dr. Saunders. “She doesn’t seem to possess the physique necessary to have carried out all the etceteras of the crime. I read the particulars in the Morning Globe
 . The person who murdered Thornton Lyne must have carried him from his car and laid him on the grass, or wherever he was found — and that girl couldn’t lift a large-sized baby.”

Tarling jerked his head in agreement.

“Besides,” Dr. Saunders went on, “she hasn’t the face of a murderer. I don’t mean to say that because she’s pretty she couldn’t commit a crime, but there are certain types of prettiness which have their origin in spiritual beauty, and Miss Stevens, or Rider, as I suppose I should call her, is one of that type.”

“I’m one with you there,” said Tarling. “I am satisfied in my own mind that she did not commit the crime, but the circumstances are all against her.”

The telephone bell jingled, and the doctor took up the receiver and spoke a few words.

“A trunk call,” he said, explaining the delay in receiving acknowledgment from the other end of the wire.

He spoke again into the receiver and then handed the instrument across the table to Tarling.

“It’s for you,” he said. “I think it is Scotland Yard.”

Tarling put the receiver to his ear.

“It is Whiteside,” said a voice. “Is that you, Mr. Tarling? We’ve found the revolver.”

“Where?” asked Tarling quickly.

“In the girl’s flat,” came the reply.

Tarling’s face fell. But after all, that was nothing unexpected. He had no doubt in his mind at all that the murder had been committed in Odette Rider’s flat, and, if that theory were accepted, the details were unimportant, as there was no reason in the world why the pistol should not be also found near the scene of the crime. In fact, it would have been remarkable if the weapon had not been discovered on those premises.

“Where was it?” he asked.

“In the lady’s workbasket,” said Whiteside. “Pushed to the bottom and covered with a lot of wool and odds and ends of tape.”

“What sort of a revolver is it?” asked Tarling after a pause.

“A Colt automatic,” was the reply. “There were six live cartridges in the magazine and one in the breach. The pistol had evidently been fired, for the barrel was foul. We’ve also found the spent bullet in the fireplace. Have you found your Miss Stevens?”

“Yes,” said Tarling quietly. “Miss Stevens is Odette Rider.”

He heard the other’s whistle of surprise.

“Have you arrested her?”

“Not yet,” said Tarling. “Will you meet the next train in from Ashford? I shall be leaving here in half an hour.”

He hung up the receiver and turned to the doctor.

“I gather they’ve found the weapon,” said the interested medico.

“Yes,” replied Tarling, “they have found the weapon.”

“Humph!” said the doctor, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “A pretty bad business.” He looked at the other curiously. “What sort of a man was Thornton Lyne?” he asked.

Tarling shrugged his shoulders.

“Not the best of men, I’m afraid,” he said; “but even the worst of men are protected by the law, and the punishment which will fall to the murderer—”

“Or murderess,” smiled the doctor.

“Murderer,” said Tarling shortly. “The punishment will not be affected by the character of the dead man.”

Dr. Saunders puffed steadily at his pipe.

“It’s rum a girl like that being mixed up in a case of this description,” he said. “Most extraordinary.”

There was a little tap at the door and the matron appeared.

“Miss Stevens is ready,” she said, and Tarling rose.

Dr. Saunders rose with him, and, going to a shelf took down a large ledger, and placing it on his table, opened it and took up a pen.

“I shall have to mark her discharge,” he said, turning over the leaves, and running his finger down the page. “Here she is — Miss Stevens, concussion and shock.”

He looked at the writing under his hand and then lifted his eyes to the detective.

“When was this murder committed?” he asked.

“On the night of the fourteenth.”

“On the night of the fourteenth?” repeated the doctor thoughtfully. “At what time?”

“The hour is uncertain,” said Tarling, impatient and anxious to finish his conversation with this gossiping surgeon; “some time after eleven.”

“Some time after eleven,” repeated the doctor. “It couldn’t have been committed before. When was the man last seen alive?”

“At half-past nine,” said Tarling with a little smile. “You’re not going in for criminal investigation, are you, doctor?”

“Not exactly,” smiled Saunders. “Though I am naturally pleased to be in a position to prove the girl’s innocence.”

“Prove her innocence? What do you mean?” demanded Tarling quickly.

“The murder could not have been committed before eleven o’clock. The dead man was last seen alive at half-past nine.”

“Well?” said Tarling.

“Well,” repeated Dr. Saunders, “at nine o’clock the boat train left Charing Cross, and at half-past ten Miss Rider was admitted to this hospital suffering from shock and concussion.”

For a moment Tarling said nothing and did nothing. He stood as though turned to stone, staring at the doctor with open mouth. Then he lurched forward, gripped the astonished medical man by the hand, and wrung it.

“That’s the best bit of news I have had in my life,” he said huskily.



XIII. Two Shots in the Night


Table of Contents


The journey back to London was one the details of which were registered with photographic realism in Tarling’s mind for the rest of his life. The girl spoke little, and he himself was content to meditate and turn over in his mind the puzzling circumstances which had surrounded Odette Rider’s flight.

In the very silences which occurred between the interchanges of conversation was a comradeship and a sympathetic understanding which both the man and the girl would have found it difficult to define. Was he in love with her? He was shocked at the possibility of such a catastrophe overtaking him. Love had never come into his life. It was a hypothetical condition which he had never even considered. He had known men to fall in love, just as he had known men to suffer from malaria or yellow fever, without considering that the same experience might overtake him. A shy, reticent man, behind that hard mask was a diffidence unsuspected by his closest friends.

So that the possibility of being in love with Odette Rider disturbed his mind, because he lacked sufficient conceit to believe that such a passion could be anything but hopeless. That any woman could love him he could not conceive. And now her very presence, the fragrant nearness of her, at once soothed and alarmed him. Here was a detective virtually in charge of a woman suspected of murder — and he was frightened of her! He knew the warrant in his pocket would never be executed, and that Scotland Yard would not proceed with the prosecution, because, though Scotland Yard makes some big errors, it does not like to have its errors made public.

The journey was all too short, and it was not until the train was running slowly through a thin fog which had descended on London that he returned to the subject of the murder, and only then with an effort.

“I am going to take you to an hotel for the night,” he said, “and in the morning I will ask you to come with me to Scotland Yard to talk to the Chief.”

“Then I am not arrested?” she smiled.

“No, I don’t think you’re arrested.” He smiled responsively. “But I’m afraid that you are going to be asked a number of questions which may be distressing to you. You see, Miss Rider, your actions have been very suspicious. You leave for the Continent under an assumed name, and undoubtedly the murder was committed in your flat.”

She shivered.

“Please, please don’t talk about that,” she said in a low voice.

He felt a brute, but he knew that she must undergo an examination at the hands of men who had less regard for her feelings.

“I do wish you would be frank with me,” he pleaded. “I am sure I could get you out of all your troubles without any difficulty.”

“Mr. Lyne hated me,” she said. “I think I touched him on his tenderest spot — poor man — his vanity. You yourself know how he sent that criminal to my flat in order to create evidence against me.”

He nodded.

“Did you ever meet Stay before?” he asked.

She shook her head.

“I think I have heard of him,” she said. “I know that Mr. Lyne was interested in a criminal, and that this criminal worshipped him. Once Mr. Lyne brought him to the Stores and wanted to give him a job but the man would not accept it. Mr. Lyne once told me that Sam Stay would do anything in the world for him.”

“Stay thinks you committed the murder,” said Tarling bluntly. “Lyne has evidently told stories about you and your hatred for him, and I really think that Stay would have been more dangerous to you than the police, only fortunately the little crook has gone off his head.”

She looked at him in astonishment.

“Mad?” she asked. “Poor fellow! Has this awful thing driven him…”

Tarling nodded.

“He was taken to the County Asylum this morning. He had a fit in my office, and when he recovered he seemed to have lost his mind completely. Now, Miss Rider, you’re going to be frank with me, aren’t you?”

She looked at him again and smiled sadly.

“I’m afraid I shan’t be any more frank than I have been, Mr. Tarling,” she said. “If you want me to tell you why I assumed the name of Stevens, or why I ran away from London, I cannot tell you. I had a good reason—” she paused, “and I may yet have a better reason for running away…”

She nearly said “again” but checked the word.

He laid his hand on hers.

“When I told you of this murder,” he said earnestly, “I knew by your surprise and agitation that you were innocent. Later the doctor was able to prove an alibi which cannot be shaken. But, Miss Rider, when I surprised you, you spoke as though you knew who committed the crime. You spoke of a man and it is that man’s name I want.”

She shook her head.

“That I shall never tell you,” she said simply.

“But don’t you realise that you may be charged with being an accessory before or after the act?” he urged. “Don’t you see what it means to you and to your mother?”

Her eyes closed at the mention of her mother’s name, as though to shut out the vision of some unpleasant possibility.

“Don’t talk about it, don’t talk about it!” she murmured, “please, Mr. Tarling! Do as you wish. Let the police arrest me or try me or hang me — but do not ask me to say any more, because I will not, I will not!”

Tarling sank back amongst the cushions, baffled and bewildered, and no more was said.

Whiteside was waiting for the train, and with him were two men who were unmistakably branded “Scotland Yard.” Tarling drew him aside and explained the situation in a few words.

“Under the circumstances,” he said, “I shall not execute the warrant.”

Whiteside agreed.

“It is quite impossible that she could have committed the murder,” he said. “I suppose the doctor’s evidence is unshakable?”

“Absolutely,” said Tarling, “and it is confirmed by the station master at Ashford, who has the time of the accident logged in his diary, and himself assisted to lift the girl from the train.”

“Why did she call herself Miss Stevens?” asked Whiteside. “And what induced her to leave London so hurriedly?”

Tarling gave a despairing gesture.

“That is one of the things I should like to know,” he said, “and the very matter upon which Miss Rider refuses to enlighten me. I am taking her to an hotel,” he went on. “Tomorrow I will bring her down to the Yard. But I doubt if the Chief can say anything that will induce her to talk.”

“Was she surprised when you told her of the murder? Did she mention anybody’s name?” asked Whiteside.

Tarling hesitated, and then, for one of the few times in his life, he lied.

“No,” he said, “she was just upset… she mentioned nobody.”

He took the girl by taxi to the quiet little hotel he had chosen — a journey not without its thrills, for the fog was now thick — and saw her comfortably fixed.

“I can’t be sufficiently grateful to you, Mr. Tarling, for your kindness,” she said at parting “and if I could make your task any easier… I would.”

He saw a spasm of pain pass across her face.

“I don’t understand it yet; it seems like a bad dream,” she said half to herself. “I don’t want to understand it somehow… I want to forget, I want to forget!”

“What do you want to forget?” asked Tarling.

She shook her head.

“Don’t ask me,” she said. “Please, please, don’t ask me!”

He walked down the big stairway, a greatly worried man. He had left the taxi at the door. To his surprise he found the cab had gone, and turned to the porter.

“What happened to my taxi?” he said. “I didn’t pay him off.”

“Your taxi, sir?” said the head porter. “I didn’t see it go. I’ll ask one of the boys.”

As assistant porter who had been in the street told a surprising tale. A gentleman had come up out of the murk, had paid off the taxi, which had disappeared. The witness to this proceeding had not seen the gentleman’s face. All he knew was that this mysterious benefactor had walked away in an opposite direction to that in which the cab had gone, and had vanished into the night.

Tarling frowned.

“That’s curious,” he said. “Get me another taxi.”

“I’m afraid you’ll find that difficult, sir.” The hotel porter shook his head. “You see how the fog is — we always get them thick about here — it’s rather late in the year for fogs…”

Tarling cut short his lecture on meteorology, buttoned up his coat, and turned out of the hotel in the direction of the nearest underground station.

The hotel to which he had taken the girl was situated in a quiet residential street, and at this hour of the night the street was deserted, and the fog added something to its normal loneliness.

Tarling was not particularly well acquainted with London, but he had a rough idea of direction. The fog was thick, but he could see the blurred nimbus of a street lamp, and was midway between two of these when he heard a soft step behind him.

It was the faintest shuffle of sound, and he turned quickly. Instinctively he threw up his hands and stepped aside.

Something whizzed past his head and struck the pavement with a thud.

“Sandbag,” he noted mentally, and leapt at his assailant.

As quickly his unknown attacker jumped back. There was a deafening report. His feet were scorched with burning cordite, and momentarily he released his grip of his enemy’s throat, which he had seized.

He sensed rather than saw the pistol raised again, and made one of those lightning falls which he had learnt in far-off days from Japanese instructors of jujitsu. Head over heels he went as the pistol exploded for the second time. It was a clever trick, designed to bring the full force of his foot against his opponent’s knee. But the mysterious stranger was too quick for him, and when Tailing leapt to his feet he was alone.

But he had seen the face — big and white and vengeful. It was glimpse and guesswork, but he was satisfied that he knew his man.

He ran in the direction he thought the would-be assassin must have taken, but the fog was patchy and he misjudged. He heard the sound of hurrying footsteps and ran towards them, only to find that it was a policeman attracted by the sound of shots.

The officer had met nobody.

“He must have gone the other way,” said Tarling, and raced off in pursuit, without, however, coming up with his attacker.

Slowly he retraced his footsteps to where he had left the policeman searching the pavement for same clue which would identify the assailant of the night.

The constable was using a small electric lamp which he had taken from his pocket.

“Nothing here, sir,” he said. “Only this bit of red paper.”

Tarling took the small square of paper from the man’s hand and examined it under the light of the lamp — a red square on which were written four words in Chinese: “He brought this trouble upon himself.”

It was the same inscription as had been found neatly folded in the waistcoat pocket of Thornton Lyne that morning he was discovered lying starkly dead.
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Mr. Milburgh had a little house in one of the industrial streets of Camden Town. It was a street made up for the most part of blank walls, pierced at intervals with great gates, through which one could procure at times a view of gaunt factories and smoky-looking chimney-stacks.

Mr. Milburgh’s house was the only residence in the road, if one excepted the quarters of caretakers and managers, and it was agreed by all who saw his tiny demesne, that Mr. Milburgh had a good landlord.

The “house” was a detached cottage in about half an acre of ground, a one-storey building, monopolising the space which might have been occupied by factory extension. Both the factory to the right and the left had made generous offers to acquire the ground, but Mr. Milburgh’s landlord had been adamant. There were people who suggested that Mr. Milburgh’s landlord was Mr. Milburgh himself. But how could that be? Mr. Milburgh’s salary was something under £400 a year, and the cottage site was worth at least £4,000.

Canvey Cottage, as it was called, stood back from the road, behind a lawn, innocent of flowers, and the lawn itself was protected from intrusion by high iron railings which Mr. Milburgh’s landlord had had erected at considerable cost. To reach the house it was necessary to pass through an iron gate and traverse a stone-flagged path to the door of the cottage.

On the night when Tarling of Scotland Yard was the victim of a murderous assault, Mr. Milburgh unlocked the gate and passed through, locking and double-locking the gate behind him. He was alone, and, as was his wont, he was whistling a sad little refrain which had neither beginning nor end. He walked slowly up the stone pathway, unlocked the door of his cottage, and stood only a moment on the doorstep to survey the growing thickness of the night, before he closed and bolted the door and switched on the electric light.

He was in a tiny hallway, plainly but nicely furnished. The note of luxury was struck by the Zohn etchings which hung on the wall, and which Mr. Milburgh stopped to regard approvingly. He hung up his coat and hat, slipped off the galoshes he was wearing (for it was wet underfoot), and, passing through a door which opened from the passage, came to his living room. The same simple note of furniture and decoration was observable here. The furniture was good, the carpet under his feet thick and luxurious. He snicked down another switch and an electric radiator glowed in the fireplace. Then he sat down at the big table, which was the most conspicuous article of furniture in the room. It was practically covered with orderly little piles of paper, most of them encircled with rubber bands. He did not attempt to touch or read them, but sat looking moodily at his blottingpad, preoccupied and absent.

Presently he rose with a little grunt, and, crossing the room, unlocked a very commonplace and old-fashioned cupboard, the top of which served as a sideboard. From the cupboard he took a dozen little books and carried them to the table. They were of uniform size and each bore the figures of a year. They appeared to be, and indeed were, diaries, but they were not Mr. Milburgh’s diaries. One day he chanced to go into Thornton Lyne’s room at the Stores and had seen these books arrayed on a steel shelf of Lyne’s private safe. The proprietor’s room overlooked the ground floor of the Stores, and Thornton Lyne at the time was visible to his manager, and could not under any circumstances surprise him, so Mr. Milburgh had taken out one volume and read, with more than ordinary interest, the somewhat frank and expansive diary which Thornton Lyne had kept.

He had only read a few pages on that occasion, but later he had an opportunity of perusing the whole year’s record, and had absorbed a great deal of information which might have been useful to him in the future, had not Thornton Lyne met his untimely end at the hands of an unknown murderer.

On the day when Thornton Lyne’s body was discovered in Hyde Park with a woman’s nightdress wrapped around the wound in his breast, Mr. Milburgh had, for reasons of expediency and assisted by a duplicate key of Lyne’s safe, removed those diaries to a safer place. They contained a great deal that was unpleasant for Mr. Milburgh, particularly the current diary, for Thornton Lyne had set down not only his experiences, but his daily happenings, his thoughts, poetical and otherwise, and had stated very exactly and in libellous terms his suspicions of his manager.

The diary provided Mr. Milburgh with a great deal of very interesting reading matter, and now he turned to the page where he had left off the night before and continued his study. It was a page easy to find, because he had thrust between the leaves a thin envelope of foreign make containing certain slips of paper, and as he took out his improvised book mark a thought seemed to strike him, and he felt carefully in his pocket. He did not discover the thing for which he was searching, and with a smile he laid the envelope carefully on the table, and went on at the point where his studies had been interrupted.

“Lunched at the London Hotel and dozed away the afternoon. Weather fearfully hot. Had arranged to make a call upon a distant cousin — a man named Tarling — who is in the police force at Shanghai, but too much of a fag. Spent evening at Chu Han’s dancing hall. Got very friendly with a pretty little Chinese girl who spoke pigeon English. Am seeing her tomorrow at Ling Foo’s. She is called ‘The Little Narcissus.’ I called her ‘My Little Daffodil’—”

Mr. Milburgh stopped in his reading.

“Little Daffodil!” he repeated, then looked at the ceiling and pinched his thick lips. “Little Daffodil!” he said again, and a big smile dawned on his face.

He was still engaged in reading when a bell shrilled in the hall. He rose to his feet and stood listening and the bell rang again. He switched off the light, pulled aside the thick curtain which hid the window, and peered out through the fog. He could just distinguish in the light of the street lamp two or three men standing at the gate. He replaced the curtain, turned up the light again, took the books in his arms and disappeared with them into the corridor. The room at the back was his bedroom, and into this he went, making no response to the repeated jingle of the bell for fully five minutes.

At the end of that time he reappeared, but now he was in his pyjamas, over which he wore a heavy dressing-gown. He unlocked the door, and shuffled in his slippers down the stone pathway to the gate.

“Who’s that?” he asked.

“Tarling. You know me,” said a voice.

“Mr. Tarling?” said Milburgh in surprise. “Really this is an unexpected pleasure. Come in, come in, gentlemen.”

“Open the gate,” said Tarling briefly.

“Excuse me while I go and get the key,” said Milburgh. “I didn’t expect visitors at this hour of the night.”

He went into the house, took a good look round his room, and then reappeared, taking the key from the pocket of his dressing-gown. It had been there all the time, if the truth be told, but Mr. Milburgh was a cautious man and took few risks.

Tarling was accompanied by Inspector Whiteside and another man, whom Milburgh rightly supposed was a detective. Only Tarling and the Inspector accepted his invitation to step inside, the third man remaining on guard at the gate.

Milburgh led the way to his cosy sittingroom.

“I have been in bed some hours, and I’m sorry to have kept you so long.”

“Your radiator is still warm,” said Tarling quietly, stooping to feel the little stove.

Mr. Milburgh chuckled.

“Isn’t that clever of you to discover that?” he said admiringly. “The fact is, I was so sleepy when I went to bed, several hours ago, that I forgot to turn the radiator off, and it was only when I came down to answer the bell that I discovered I had left it switched on.”

Tarling stooped and picked the butt end of a cigar out of the hearth. It was still alight.

“You’ve been smoking in your sleep, Mr. Milburgh,” he said dryly.

“No, no,” said the airy Mr. Milburgh. “I was smoking that when I came downstairs to let you in. I instinctively put a cigar in my mouth the moment I wake up in the morning. It is a disgraceful habit, and really is one of my few vices,” he admitted. “I threw it down when I turned out the radiator.”

Tarling smiled.

“Won’t you sit down?” said Milburgh, seating himself in the least comfortable of the chairs. “You see,” his smile was apologetic as he waved his hand to the table, “the work is frightfully heavy now that poor Mr. Lyne is dead. I am obliged to bring it home, and I can assure you, Mr. Tarling, that there are some nights when I work till daylight, getting things ready for the auditor.”

“Do you ever take exercise?” asked Tarling innocently. “Little night walks in the fog for the benefit of your health?”

A puzzled frown gathered on Milburgh’s face.

“Exercise, Mr. Tarling?” he said with an air of mystification. “I don’t quite understand you. Naturally I shouldn’t walk out on a night like this. What an extraordinary fog for this time of the year!”

“Do you know Paddington at all?”

“No,” said Mr. Milburgh, “except that there is a station there which I sometimes use. But perhaps you will explain to me the meaning of this visit?”

“The meaning is,” said Tarling shortly, “that I have been attacked tonight by a man of your build and height, who fired twice at me at close quarters. I have a warrant—” Mr. Milburgh’s eyes narrowed— “I have a warrant to search this house.”

“For what?” demanded Milburgh boldly.

“For a revolver or an automatic pistol and anything else I can find.”

Milburgh rose.

“You’re at liberty to search the house from end to end,” he said. “Happily, it is a small one, as my salary does not allow of an expensive establishment.”

“Do you live here alone?” asked Tarling.

“Quite,” replied Milburgh. “A woman comes in at eight o’clock tomorrow morning to cook my breakfast and make the place tidy, but I sleep here by myself. I am very much hurt,” he was going on.

“You will be hurt much worse,” said Tarling dryly and proceeded to the search.

It proved to be a disappointing one, for there was no trace of any weapon, and certainly no trace of the little red slips which he had expected to find in Milburgh’s possession. For he was not searching for the man who had assailed him, but for the man who had killed Thornton Lyne.

He came back to the little sittingroom where Milburgh had been left with the Inspector and apparently he was unruffled by his failure.

“Now, Mr. Milburgh,” he said brusquely, “I want to ask you: Have you ever seen a piece of paper like this before?”

He took a slip from his pocket and spread it on the table. Milburgh looked hard at the Chinese characters on the crimson square, and then nodded.

“You have?” said Tarling in surprise.

“Yes, sir,” said Mr. Milburgh complacently. “I should be telling an untruth if I said I had not. Nothing is more repugnant to me than to deceive anybody.”

“That I can imagine,” said Tarling.

“I am sorry you are sarcastic, Mr. Tarling,” said the reproachful Milburgh, “but I assure you that I hate and loathe an untruth.”

“Where have you seen these papers?”

“On Mr. Lyne’s desk,” was the surprising answer

“On Lyne’s desk?”

Milburgh nodded.

“The late Mr. Thornton Lyne,” he said, “came back from the East with a great number of curios, and amongst them were a number of slips of paper covered with Chinese characters similar to this. I do not understand Chinese,” he said, “because I have never had occasion to go to China. The characters may have been different one from the other, but to my unsophisticated eye they all look alike.”

“You’ve seen these slips on Lyne’s desk?” said Tarling. “Then why did you not tell the police before? You know that the police attach a great deal of importance to the discovery of one of these things in the dead man’s pocket?”

Mr. Milburgh nodded.

“It is perfectly true that I did not mention the fact to the police,” he said, “but you understand Mr. Tarling that I was very much upset by the sad occurrence, which drove everything else out of my mind. It would have been quite possible that you would have found one or two of these strange inscriptions in this very house.” He smiled in the detective’s face. “Mr. Lyne was very fond of distributing the curios he brought from the East to his friends,” he went on. “He gave me that dagger you see hanging on the wall, which he bought at some outlandish place in his travels. He may have given me a sample of these slips. I remember his telling me a story about them, which I cannot for the moment recall.”

He would have continued retailing reminiscences of his late employer, but Tarling cut him short, and with a curt good night withdrew. Milburgh accompanied him to the front gate and locked the door upon the three men before he went back to his sittingroom smiling quietly to himself.

“I am certain that the man was Milburgh,” said Tarling. “I am as certain as that I am standing here.”

“Have you any idea why he should want to out you?” asked Whiteside.

“None in the world,” replied Tarling. “Evidently my assailant was a man who had watched my movements and had probably followed the girl and myself to the hotel in a cab. When I disappeared inside he dismissed his own and then took the course of dismissing my cab, which he could easily do by paying the man his fare and sending him off. A cabman would accept that dismissal without suspicion. He then waited for me in the fog and followed me until he got me into a quiet part of the road, where he first attempted to sandbag and then to shoot me.”

“But why?” asked Whiteside again. “Suppose Milburgh knew something about this murder — which is very doubtful — what benefit would it be to him to have you put out of the way?”

“If I could answer that question,” replied Tarling grimly, “I could tell you who killed Thornton Lyne.”
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All trace of the fog of the night before had disappeared when Tarling looked out from his bedroom window later that morning. The streets were flooded with yellow sunshine, and there was a tang in the air which brought the colour to the cheek and light to the eye of the patient Londoner.

Tarling stretched his arms and yawned in the sheer luxury of living, before he took down his silk dressing-gown and went in to the breakfast which Ling Chu had laid for him.

The blue-bloused Chinaman who stood behind his master’s chair, poured out the tea and laid a newspaper on one side of the plate and letters on the other. Tarling ate his breakfast in silence and pushed away the plate.

“Ling Chu,” he said in the vernacular of Lower China, “I shall lose my name as the Man Hunter, for this case puzzles me beyond any other.”

“Master,” said the Chinaman in the same language, “there is a time in all cases, when the hunter feels that he must stop and weep. I myself had this feeling when I hunted down Wu Fung, the strangler of Hankow. Yet,” he added philosophically, “one day I found him and he is sleeping on the Terrace of Night.”

He employed the beautiful Chinese simile for death.

“Yesterday I found the little-young-woman,” said Tarling after a pause. In this quaint way did he refer to Odette Rider.

“You may find the little-young-woman and yet not find the killer,” said Ling Chu, standing by the side of the table, his hands respectfully hidden under his sleeves. “For the little-young-woman did not kill the white-faced man.”

“How do you know?” asked Tarling; and the Chinaman shook his head.

“The little-young-woman has no strength, master,” he said. “Also it is not known that she has skill in the driving of the quick cart.”

“You mean the motor?” asked Tarling quickly, and Ling Chu nodded.

“By Jove! I never thought of that,” said Tarling. “Of course, whoever killed Thornton Lyne must have put his body in the car and driven him to the Park. But how do you know that she does not drive?”

“Because I have asked,” said the Chinaman simply. “Many people know the little-young-woman at the great Stores where the white-faced man lived, and they all say that she does not drive the quick cart.”

Tarling considered for a while.

“Yes, it is true talk,” he said. “The little-young-woman did not kill the white-faced man, because she was many miles away when the murder was committed. That we know. The question is, who did?”

“The Hunter of Men will discover,” said Ling Chu

“I wonder,” said Tarling.

He dressed and went to Scotland Yard. He had an appointment with Whiteside, and later intended accompanying Odette Rider to an interview before the Assistant Commissioner. Whiteside was at Scotland Yard before him, and when Tarling walked into his room was curiously examining an object which lay before him on a sheet of paper. It was a short-barrelled automatic pistol.

“Hullo!” he said, interested. “Is that the gun that killed Thornton Lyne?”

“That’s the weapon,” said the cheerful Whiteside. “An ugly-looking brute, isn’t it?”

“Where did you say it was discovered?”

“At the bottom of the girl’s workbasket.”

“This has a familiar look to me,” said Tarling, lifting the instrument from the table. “By-the-way, is the cartridge still in the chamber?”

Whiteside shook his head.

“No, I removed it,” he said. “I’ve taken the magazine out too.”

“I suppose you’ve sent out the description and the number to all the gunsmiths?”

Whiteside nodded.

“Not that it’s likely to be of much use,” he said. “This is an American-made pistol, and unless it happens to have been sold in England there is precious little chance of our discovering its owner.”

Tarling was looking at the weapon, turning it over and over in his hand. Presently he looked at the butt and uttered an exclamation. Following the direction of his eyes, Whiteside saw two deep furrows running diagonally across the grip.

“What are they?” he asked.

“They look like two bullets fired at the holder of the revolver some years ago, which missed him but caught the butt.”

Whiteside laughed.

“Is that a piece of your deduction, Mr. Tarling?” he asked.

“No,” said Tarling, “that is a bit of fact. That pistol is my own!”
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“Your
 pistol?” said Whiteside incredulously, “my dear good chap, you are mad! How could it be your pistol?”

“It is nevertheless my pistol,” said Tarling quietly. “I recognised it the moment I saw it on your desk, and thought there must be some mistake. These furrows prove that there is no mistake at all. It has been one of my most faithful friends, and I carried it with me in China for six years.”

Whiteside gasped.

“And you mean to tell me,” he demanded, “that Thornton Lyne was killed with your pistol?”

Tarling nodded.

“It is an amazing but bewildering fact,” he said. “That is undoubtedly my pistol, and it is the same that was found in Miss Rider’s room at Carrymore Mansions, and I have not the slightest doubt in my mind that it was by a shot fired from this weapon that Thornton Lyne lost his life.”

There was a long silence.

“Well, that beats me,” said Whiteside, laying the weapon on the table. “At every turn some new mystery arises. This is the second jar I’ve had to-day.”

“The second?” said Tarling. He put the question idly, for his mind was absorbed in this new and to him tremendous aspect of the crime. Thornton Lyne had been killed by his pistol! That to him was the most staggering circumstance which had been revealed since he had come into the case.

“Yes,” Whiteside was saying, “it’s the second setback.”

With an effort Tarling brought his mind back from speculating upon the new mystery.

“Do you remember this?” said Whiteside. He opened his safe and took out a big envelope, from which he extracted a telegram.

“Yes, this is the telegram supposed to have been sent by Odette Rider, asking Mr. Lyne to call at her flat. It was found amongst the dead man’s effects when the house was searched.”

“To be exact,” corrected Whiteside, “it was discovered by Lyne’s valet — a man named Cole, who seems to be a very honest person, against whom no suspicion could be attached. I had him here this morning early to make further inquiries into Lyne’s movements on the night of the murder. He’s in the next room, by-the-way. I’ll bring him in.”

He pushed a bell and gave his instructions to the uniformed policeman who came. Presently the door opened again and the officer ushered in a respectable-looking, middle-aged man, who had “domestic service” written all over him.

“Just tell Mr. Tarling what you told me,” said Whiteside.

“About that telegram, sir?” asked Cole. “Yes, I’m afraid I made a bit of a mistake there, but I got flurried with this awful business and I suppose I lost my head a bit.”

“What happened?” asked Tarling.

“Well, sir, this telegram I brought up the next day to Mr. Whiteside — that is to say, the day after the murder—” Tarling nodded. “And when I brought it up I made a false statement. It’s a thing I’ve never done before in my life, but I tell you I was scared by all these police inquiries.”

“What was the false statement?” asked Tarling quickly.

“Well, sir,” said the servant, twisting his hat nervously, “I said that it had been opened by Mr. Lyne. As a matter of fact, the telegram wasn’t delivered until a quarter of an hour after Mr. Lyne left the place. It was I who opened it when I heard of the murder. Then, thinking that I should get into trouble for sticking my nose into police business, I told Mr. Whiteside that Mr. Lyne had opened it.”

“He didn’t receive the telegram?” asked Tarling.

“No, sir.”

The two detectives looked at one another.

“Well, what do you make of that, Whiteside?”

“I’m blest if I know what to think of it,” said Whiteside, scratching his head. “We depended upon that telegram to implicate the girl. It breaks a big link in the chain against her.”

“Supposing it was not already broken,” said Tarling almost aggressively.

“And it certainly removes the only possible explanation for Lyne going to the flat on the night of the murder. You’re perfectly sure, Cole, that that telegram did not reach Mr. Lyne?”

“Perfectly, sir,” said Cole emphatically. “I took it in myself. After Mr. Lyne drove off I went to the door of the house to get a little fresh air, and I was standing on the top step when it came up. If you notice, sir, it’s marked ‘received at 9.20’ — that means the time it was received at the District Post Office, and that’s about two miles from our place. It couldn’t possibly have got to the house before Mr. Lyne left, and I was scared to death that you clever gentlemen would have seen that.”

“I was so clever that I didn’t see it,” admitted Tarling with a smile. “Thank you, Mr. Cole, that will do.”

When the man had gone, he sat down on a chair opposite Whiteside and thrust his hands into his pockets with a gesture of helplessness.

“Well, I’m baffled,” he said. “Let me recite the case, Whiteside, because it’s getting so complicated that I’m almost forgetting its plainest features. On the night of the fourteenth Thornton Lyne is murdered by some person or persons unknown, presumably in the flat of Odette Rider, his former cashier, residing at Carrymore Mansions. Bloodstains are found upon the floor, and there is other evidence, such as the discovery of the pistol and the spent bullet, which emphasises the accuracy of that conclusion. Nobody sees Mr. Lyne come into the flat or go out. He is found in Hyde Park the next morning without his coat or vest, a lady’s silk nightdress, identified as Odette Rider’s, wrapped tightly round his breast, and two of Odette Rider’s handkerchiefs are found over the wound. Upon his body are a number of daffodils, and his car, containing his coat, vest and boots, is found by the side of the road a hundred yards away. Have I got it right?”

Whiteside nodded.

“Whatever else is at fault,” he smiled, “your memory is unchallengeable.”

“A search of the bedroom in which the crime was committed reveals a bloodstained thumbprint on the white bureau, and a suitcase, identified as Odette Rider’s, half-packed upon the bed. Later, a pistol, which is mine, is found in the lady’s workbasket, hidden under repairing material. The first suggestion is that Miss Rider is the murderess. That suggestion is refuted, first by the fact that she was at Ashford when the murder was committed, unconscious as a result of a railway accident; and the second point in her favour is that the telegram discovered by Lyne’s valet, purporting to be signed by the girl, inviting Lyne to her flat at a certain hour, was not delivered to the murdered man.”

He rose to his feet.

“Come along and see Cresswell,” he said. “This case is going to drive me mad!”

Assistant Commissioner Cresswell heard the story the two men had to tell, and if he was astounded he did not betray any signs of his surprise.

“This looks like being the murder case of the century,” he said. “Of course, you cannot proceed any further against Miss Rider, and you were wise not to make the arrest. However, she must be kept under observation, because apparently she knows, or think she knows, the person who did commit the murder. She must be watched day and night, and sooner or later, she will lead you to the man upon whom her suspicions rest.

“Whiteside had better see her,” he said, turning to Tarling. “He may get a new angle of her view. I don’t think there’s much use in bringing her down here. And, by-the-way, Tarling, all the accounts of Lyne’s Stores have been placed in the hands of a clever firm of chartered accountants — Dashwood and Solomon, of St. Mary Axe. If you suspect there has been any peculation on the part of Lyne’s employees, and if that peculation is behind the murder, we shall probably learn something which will give you a clue.”

Tarling nodded.

“How long will the examination take?” he asked.

“They think a week. The books have been taken away this morning — which reminds me that your friend, Mr. Milburgh — I think that is his name — is giving every assistance to the police to procure a faithful record of the firm’s financial position.”

He looked up at Tarling and scratched his nose.

“So it was committed with your pistol, Tarling?” he said with a little smile. “That sounds bad.”

“It sounds mad,” laughed Tarling. “I’m going straight back to discover what happened to my pistol and how it got into that room. I know that it was safe a fortnight ago because I took it to a gunsmith to be oiled.”

“Where do you keep it as a rule?”

“In the cupboard with my colonial kit,” said Tarling. “Nobody has access to my room except Ling Chu, who is always there when I’m out.”

“Ling Chu is your Chinese servant?”

“Not exactly a servant,” smiled Tarling. “He is one of the best native thief catchers I have ever met. He is a man of the greatest integrity and I would trust him with my life.”

“Murdered with your pistol, eh?” asked the Commissioner.

There was a little pause and then:

“I suppose Lyne’s estate will go to the Crown? He has no relations and no heir.”

“You’re wrong there,” said Tarling quietly.

The Commissioner looked up in surprise.

“Has he an heir?” he asked.

“He has a cousin,” said Tarling with a little smile, “a relationship close enough to qualify him for Lyne’s millions, unfortunately.”

“Why unfortunately?” asked Mr. Cresswell.

“Because I happen to be the heir,” said Tarling.
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Tarling walked out of Scotland Yard on to the sunlit Embankment, trouble in his face. He told himself that the case was getting beyond him and that it was only the case and its development which worried him. The queer little look which had dawned on the Commissioner’s face when he learnt that the heir to the murdered Thornton Lyne’s fortune was the detective who was investigating his murder, and that Tarling’s revolver had been found in the room where the murder had been committed, aroused nothing but an inward chuckle.

That suspicion should attach to him was, he told himself, poetic justice, for in his day he himself had suspected many men, innocent or partly innocent.

He walked up the stairs to his room and found Ling Chu polishing the meagre stock of silver which Tarling possessed. Ling Chu was a thief-catcher and a great detective, but he had also taken upon himself the business of attending to Tarling’s personal comfort. The detective spoke no word, out went straight to the cupboard where he kept his foreign kit. On a shelf in neat array and carefully folded, were the thin white drill suits he wore in the tropics. His sun helmet hung on a peg, and on the opposite wall was a revolver holster hanging by a strap. He lifted the holster. It was empty. He had had no doubts in his mind that the holster would be empty and closed the door with a troubled frown.

“Ling Chu,” he said quietly.

“You speak me, Lieh Jen?” said the man, putting down the spoons and rubber he was handling.

“Where is my revolver?”

“It is gone, Lieh Jen,” said the man calmly.

“How long has it been gone?”

“I miss him four days,” said Ling Chu calmly;

“Who took it?” demanded Tarling.

“I miss him four days,” said the man.

There was an interval of silence, and Tarling nodded his head slowly.

“Very good, Ling Chu,” he said, “there is no more to be said.”

For all his outward calm, he was distressed in mind.

Was it possible that anybody could have got into the room in Ling Chu’s absence — he could only remember one occasion when they had been out together, and that was the night he had gone to the girl’s flat and Ling Chu had shadowed him.

What if Ling Chu — ?

He dismissed the thought as palpably absurd. What interest could Ling Chu have in the death of Lyne, whom he had only seen once, the day that Thornton Lyne had called Tarling into consultation at the Stores?

That thought was too fantastic to entertain, but nevertheless it recurred again and again to him and in the end he sent his servant away with a message to Scotland Yard, determined to give even his most fantastic theory as thorough and impartial an examination as was possible.

The flat consisted of four rooms and a kitchen. There was Tarling’s bedroom communicating with his dining and sittingroom. There was a spare-room in which he kept his boxes and trunks — it was in this room that the revolver had been put aside — and there was the small room occupied by Ling Chu. He gave his attendant time to get out of the house and well on his journey before he rose from the deep chair where he had been sitting in puzzled thought and began his inspection.

Ling Chu’s room was small and scrupulously clean. Save for the bed and a plain black-painted box beneath the bed, there was no furniture. The well-scrubbed boards were covered with a strip of Chinese matting and the only ornamentation in the room was supplied by a tiny red lacquer vase which stood on the mantelpiece.

Tarling went back to the outer door of the flat and locked it before continuing his search. If there was any clue to the mystery of the stolen revolver it would be found here, in this black box. A Chinaman keeps all his possessions “within six sides,” as the saying goes, and certainly the box was very well secured. It was ten minutes before he managed to find a key to shift the two locks with which it was fastened.

The contents of the box were few. Ling Chu’s wardrobe was not an extensive one and did little more than half fill the receptacle. Very carefully he lifted out the one suit of clothes, the silk shirts, the slippers and the odds and ends of the Chinaman’s toilet and came quickly to the lower layer. Here he discovered two lacquer boxes, neither of which were locked or fastened.

The first of these contained sewing material, the second a small package wrapped in native paper and carefully tied about with ribbon. Tarling undid the ribbon, opened the package and found to his surprise a small pad of newspaper cuttings. In the main they were cuttings from colloquial journals printed in Chinese characters, but there were one or two paragraphs evidently cut from one of the English papers published in Shanghai.

He thought at first that these were records of cases in which Ling Chu had been engaged, and though he was surprised that the Chinaman should have taken the trouble to collect these souvenirs — especially the English cuttings — he did not think at first that there was any significance in the act. He was looking for some clue — what he knew not — which would enable him to explain to his own satisfaction the mystery of the filched pistol.

He read the first of the European cuttings idly, but presently his eyes opened wide.

“There was a fracas at Ho Hans’s tearoom last night, due apparently to the too-persistent attentions paid by an English visitor to the dancing girl, the little Narcissus, who is known to the English, or such as frequent Ho Hans’s rooms, as The Little Daffodil—”

He gasped. The Little Daffodil! He let the cutting drop on his knee and frowned in an effort of memory. He knew Shanghai well. He knew its mysterious underworld and had more than a passing acquaintance with Ho Hans’s tearooms. Ho Hans’s tearoom was, in fact, the mask which hid an opium den that he had been instrumental in cleaning up just before he departed from China. And he distinctly remembered the Little Daffodil. He had had no dealings with her in the way of business, for when he had had occasion to go into Ho Hans’s tearooms, he was usually after bigger game than the graceful little dancer.

It all came back to him in a flash. He had heard men at the club speaking of the grace of the Little Daffodil and her dancing had enjoyed something of a vogue amongst the young Britishers who were exiled in Shanghai.

The next cutting was also in English and ran:

“A sad fatality occurred this morning, a young Chinese girl, O Ling, the sister of Inspector Ling Chu, of the Native Police, being found in a dying condition in the yard at the back of Ho Hans’s tearooms. The girl had been employed at the shop as a dancer, much against her brother’s wishes, and figured in a very unpleasant affair reported in these columns last week. It is believed that the tragic act was one of those ‘save-face’ suicides which are all too common amongst native women.”

Tarling whistled, a soft, long, understanding whistle.

The Little Daffodil! And the sister of Ling Chu! He knew something of the Chinese, something of their uncanny patience, something of their unforgiving nature. This dead man had put an insult not only upon the little dancing girl, but upon the whole of her family. In China disgrace to one is a disgrace to all and she, realising the shame that the notoriety had brought upon her brother, had taken what to her, as a Chinese girl, had been the only way out.

But what was the shame? Tarling searched through the native papers and found several flowery accounts, not any two agreed save on one point, that an Englishman, and a tourist, had made public love to the girl, no very great injury from the standpoint of the Westerner, a Chinaman had interfered and there had been a “rough house.”

Tarling read the cuttings through from beginning to end, then carefully replaced them in the paper package and put them away in the little lacquer box at the bottom of the trunk. As carefully he returned all the clothes he had removed, relocked the lid and pushed it under the iron bedstead. Swiftly he reviewed all the circumstances. Ling Chu had seen Thornton Lyne and had planned his vengeance. To extract Tarling’s revolver was an easy matter — but why, if he had murdered Lyne, would he have left the incriminating weapon behind? That was not like Ling Chu — that was the act of a novice.

But how had he lured Thornton Lyne to the flat? And how did he know — a thought struck him.

Three nights before the murder, Ling Chu, discussing the interview which had taken place at Lyne’s Stores, had very correctly diagnosed the situation. Ling Chu knew that Thornton Lyne was in love with the girl and desired her, and it would not be remarkable if he had utilised his knowledge to his own ends.

But the telegram which was designed to bring Lyne to the flat was in English and Ling Chu did not admit to a knowledge of that language. Here again Tarling came to a dead end. Though he might trust the Chinaman with his life, he was perfectly satisfied that this man would not reveal all that he knew, and it was quite possible that Ling Chu spoke English as well as he spoke his own native tongue and the four dialects of China.

“I give it up,” said Tarling, half to himself and half aloud.

He was undecided as to whether he should wait for his subordinate’s return from Scotland Yard and tax him with the crime, or whether he should let matters slide for a day or two and carry out his intention to visit Odette Rider. He took that decision, leaving a note for the Chinaman, and a quarter of an hour later got out of his taxi at the door of the West Somerset Hotel.

Odette Rider was in (that he knew) and waiting for him. She looked pale and her eyes were tired, as though she had slept little on the previous night, but she greeted him with that half smile of hers.

“I’ve come to tell you that you are to be spared the ordeal of meeting the third degree men of Scotland Yard,” he said laughingly, and her eyes spoke her relief.

“Haven’t you been out this beautiful morning?” he asked innocently, and this time she laughed aloud.

“What a hypocrite you are, Mr. Tarling!” she replied. “You know very well I haven’t been out, and you know too that there are three Scotland Yard men watching this hotel who would accompany me in any constitutional I took.”

“How did you know that?” he asked without denying the charge.

“Because I’ve been out,” she said naively and laughed again. “You aren’t so clever as I thought you were,” she rallied him. “I quite expected when I said I’d not been out, to hear you tell me just where I’d been, how far I walked and just what I bought.”

“Some green sewing silk, six handkerchiefs, and a toothbrush,” said Tarling promptly and the girl stared at him in comic dismay.

“Why, of course, I ought to have known you better than that,” she said. “Then you do have watchers?”

“Watchers and talkers,” said Tarling gaily. “I had a little interview with the gentleman in the vestibule of the hotel and he supplied me with quite a lot of information. Did he shadow you?”

She shook her head.

“I saw nobody,” she confessed, “though I looked most carefully. Now what are you going to do with me, Mr. Tarling?”

For answer, Tarling took from his pocket a flat oblong box. The girl looked wonderingly as he opened the lid and drew forth a slip of porcelain covered with a thin film of black ink and two white cards. His hand shook as he placed them on the table and suddenly the girl understood.

“You want my finger prints?” she asked and he nodded.

“I just hate asking you,” he said, “but—”

“Show me how to do it,” she interrupted and he guided her.

He felt disloyal — a very traitor, and perhaps she realised what he was thinking, for she laughed as she wiped her stained finger tips.

“Duty’s duty,” she mocked him, “and now tell me this — are you going to keep me under observation all the time?”

“For a little while,” said Tarling gravely. “In fact, until we get the kind of information we want.”

He put away the box into his pocket as she shook her head.

“That means you’re not going to tell us anything,” said Tarling. “I think you are making a very great mistake, but really I am not depending upon your saying a word. I depend entirely upon—”

“Upon what?” she asked curiously as he hesitated.

“Upon what others will tell me,” said Tarling

“Others? What others?”

Her steady eyes met his.

“There was once a famous politician who said ‘Wait and see,’” said Tarling, “advice which I am going to ask you to follow. Now, I will tell you something, Miss Rider,” he went on. “Tomorrow I am going to take away your watchers, though I should advise you to remain at this hotel for a while. It is obviously impossible for you to go back to your flat.”

The girl shivered.

“Don’t talk about that,” she said in a low voice. “But is it necessary that I should stay here?”

“There is an alternative,” he said, speaking slowly, “an alternative,” he said looking at her steadily, “and it is that you should go to your mother’s place at Hertford.”

She looked up quickly.

“That is impossible,” she said.

He was silent for a moment.

“Why don’t you make a confidant of me, Miss Rider?” he said. “I should not abuse your trust. Why don’t you tell me something about your father?”

“My father?” she looked at him in amazement. “My father, did you say?”

He nodded.

“But I have no father,” said the girl.

“Have you—” he found a difficulty in framing his words and it seemed to him that she must have guessed what was coming. “Have you a lover?” he asked at length.

“What do you mean?” she countered, and there was a note of hauteur in her voice.

“I mean this,” said Tarling steadily. “What is Mr. Milburgh to you?”

Her hand went up to her mouth and she looked at him in wide-eyed distress, then:

“Nothing!” she said huskily. “Nothing, nothing!”
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Tarling, his hands thrust into his pockets, his chin dropped, his shoulders bent, slowly walked the broad pavement of the Edgware Road on his way from the girl’s hotel to his flat. He dismissed with good reason the not unimportant fact that he himself was suspect. He, a comparatively unknown detective from Shanghai was by reason of his relationship to Thornton Lyne, and even more so because his own revolver had been found on the scene of the tragedy, the object of some suspicion on the part of the higher authorities who certainly would not poohpooh the suggestion that he was innocent of any association with the crime because he happened to be engaged in the case.

He knew that the whole complex machinery of Scotland Yard was working, and working at top speed, to implicate him in the tragedy. Silent and invisible though that work may be, it would nevertheless be sure. He smiled a little, and shrugged himself from the category of the suspected.

First and most important of the suspects was Odette Rider. That Thornton Lyne had loved her, he did not for one moment imagine. Thornton Lyne was not the kind of man who loved. Rather had he desired, and very few women had thwarted him. Odette Rider was an exception. Tarling only knew of the scene which had occurred between Lyne and the girl on the day he had been called in, but there must have been many other painful interviews, painful for the girl, humiliating for the dead millionaire.

Anyway, he thought thankfully, it would not be Odette. He had got into the habit of thinking of her as “Odette,” a discovery which had amused him. He could rule her out, because obviously she could not be in two places at once. When Thornton Lyne was discovered in Hyde Park, with Odette Rider’s nightdress round about his wound, the girl herself was lying in a cottage hospital at Ashford fifty miles away.

But what of Milburgh, that suave and oily man? Tarling recalled the fact that he had been sent for by his dead relative to inquire into Milburgh’s mode of living and that Milburgh was under suspicion of having robbed the firm. Suppose Milburgh had committed the crime? Suppose, to hide his defalcations, he had shot his employer dead? There was a flaw in this reasoning because the death of Thornton Lyne would be more likely to precipitate the discovery of the manager’s embezzlements — there would be an examination of accounts and everything would come out. Milburgh himself was not unmindful of this argument in his favour, as was to be revealed.

As against this, Tarling thought, it was notorious that criminals did foolish things. They took little or no account of the immediate consequences of their act, and a man like Milburgh, in his desperation, might in his very frenzy overlook the possibility of his crime coming to light through the very deed he had committed to cover himself up.

He had reached the bottom of Edgware Road and was turning the corner of the street, looking across to the Marble Arch, when he heard a voice hail him and turning, saw a cab breaking violently to the edge of the pavement.

It was Inspector Whiteside who jumped out.

“I was just coming to see you,” he said. “I thought your interview with the young lady would be longer. Just wait a moment, till I’ve paid the cabman — by-the-way, I saw your Chink servant and gather you sent him to the Yard on a spoof errand.”

When he returned, he met Tarling’s eye and grinned sympathetically.

“I know what’s in your mind,” he said frankly, “but really the Chief thinks it no more than an extraordinary coincidence. I suppose you made inquiries about your revolver?”

Tarling nodded.

“And can you discover how it came to be in the possession of—” he paused, “the murderer of Thornton Lyne?”

“I have a theory, half-formed, it is true, but still a theory,” said Taxiing. “In fact, it’s hardly so much a theory as an hypothesis.”

Whiteside grinned again.

“This hair-splitting in the matter of logical terms never did mean much in my young life,” he said, “but I take it you have a hunch.”

Without any more to-do, Tarling told the other of the discovery he had made in Ling Chu’s box, the press cuttings, descriptive of the late Mr. Lyne’s conduct in Shanghai and its tragic sequel.

Whiteside listened in silence.

“There may be something on that side,” he said at last when Tarling had finished. “I’ve heard about your Ling Chu. He’s a pretty good policeman, isn’t he?”

“The best in China,” said Tarling promptly, “but I’m not going to pretend that I understand his mind. These are the facts. The revolver, or rather the pistol, was in my cupboard and the only person who could get at it was Ling Chu. There is the second and more important fact imputing motive, that Ling Chu had every reason to hate Thornton Lyne, the man who had indirectly been responsible for his sister’s death. I have been thinking the matter over and I now recall that Ling Chu was unusually silent after he had seen Lyne. He has admitted to me that he has been to Lyne’s Store and in fact has been pursuing inquiries there. We happened to be discussing the possibility of Miss Rider committing the murder and Ling Chu told me that Miss Rider could not drive a motorcar and when I questioned him as to how he knew this, he told me that he had made several inquiries at the Store. This I knew nothing about.

“Here is another curious fact,” Tarling went on. “I have always been under the impression that Ling Chu did not speak English, except a few words of ‘pigeon’ that Chinamen pick up through mixing with foreign devils. Yet he pushed his inquiries at Lyne’s Store amongst the employees, and it is a million to one against his finding any shopgirl who spoke Cantonese!”

“I’ll put a couple of men on to watch him,” said Whiteside, but Tarling shook his head.

“It would be a waste of good men,” he said, “because Ling Chu could lead them just where he wanted to. I tell you he is a better sleuth than any you have got at Scotland Yard, and he has an absolute gift for fading out of the picture under your very nose. Leave Ling Chu to me, I know the way to deal with him,” he added grimly.

“The Little Daffodil!” said Whiteside thoughtfully, repeating the phrase which Tarling had quoted. “That was the Chinese girl’s name, eh? By Jove! It’s something more than a coincidence, don’t you think, Tarling?”

“It may be or may not be,” said Tarling; “there is no such word as daffodil in Chinese. In fact, I am not so certain that the daffodil is a native of China at all, though China’s a mighty big place. Strictly speaking the girl was called ‘The Little Narcissus,’ but as you say, it may be something more than a coincidence that the man who insulted her, is murdered whilst her brother is in London.”

They had crossed the broad roadway as they were speaking and had passed into Hyde Park. Tarling thought whimsically that this open space exercised the same attraction on him as it did upon Mr. Milburgh.

“What were you going to see me about?” he asked suddenly, remembering that Whiteside had been on his way to the hotel when they had met.

“I wanted to give you the last report about Milburgh.”

Milburgh again! All conversation, all thought, all clues led to that mystery man. But what Whiteside had to tell was not especially thrilling. Milburgh had been shadowed day and night, and the record of his doings was a very prosaic one.

But it is out of prosaic happenings that big clues are born.

“I don’t know how Milburgh expects the inquiry into Lyne’s accounts will go,” said Whiteside, “but he is evidently connected, or expects to be connected, with some other business.”

“What makes you say that?” asked Tarling.

“Well,” replied Whiteside, “he has been buying ledgers,” and Tarling laughed.

“That doesn’t seem to be a very offensive proceeding,” he said good-humouredly. “What sort of ledgers?”

“Those heavy things which are used in big offices. You know, the sort of thing that it takes one man all his time to lift. He bought three at Roebuck’s, in City Road, and took them to his house by taxi. Now my theory,” said Whiteside earnestly, “is that this fellow is no ordinary criminal, if he is a criminal at all. It may be that he has been keeping a duplicate set of books.”

“That is unlikely,” interrupted Tarling, “and I say this with due respect for your judgment, Whiteside. It would want to be something more than an ordinary criminal to carry all the details of Lyne’s mammoth business in his head, and it is more than possible that your first theory was right, namely, that he contemplates either going with another firm, or starting a new business of his own. The second supposition is more likely. Anyway, it is no crime to own a ledger, or even three. By-the-way, when did he buy these books?”

“Yesterday,” said Whiteside, “early in the morning, before Lyne’s opened. How did your interview with Miss Rider go off?”

Tarling shrugged his shoulders. He felt a strange reluctance to discuss the girl with the police officer, and realised just how big a fool he was in allowing her sweetness to drug him.

“I am convinced that, whoever she may suspect, she knows nothing of the murder,” he said shortly.

“Then she does
 suspect somebody?”

Tarling nodded.

“Who?”

Again Tarling hesitated.

“I think she suspects Milburgh,” he said.

He put his hand in the inside of his jacket and took out a pocket case, opened it, and drew forth the two cards bearing the finger impressions he had taken of Odette Rider. It required more than an ordinary effort of will to do this, though he would have found it difficult to explain just what tricks his emotions were playing.

“Here are the impressions you wanted,” he said. “Will you take them?”

Whiteside took the cards with a nod and examined the inky smudges, and all the time Tarling’s heart stood still, for Inspector Whiteside was the recognised authority of the Police Intelligence Department on finger prints and their characteristics.

The survey was a long one.

Tarling remembered the scene for years afterwards; the sunlit path, the straggling idlers, the carriages pursuing their leisurely way along the walks, and the stiff military figure of Whiteside standing almost to attention, his keen eyes peering down at the little cards which he held in the fingertips of both hands. Then:

“Interesting,” he said. “You notice that the two figures are almost the same — which is rather extraordinary. Very interesting.”

“Well?” asked Tarling impatiently, almost savagely.

“Interesting,” said Whiteside again, “but none of these correspond to the thumb prints on the bureau.”

“Thank God for that!” said Tarling fervently “Thank God for that!”
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The firm of Dashwood and Solomon occupied a narrow-fronted building in the heart of the City of London. Its reputation stood as high as any, and it numbered amongst its clients the best houses in Britain. Both partners had been knighted, and it was Sir Felix Solomon who received Tarling in his private office.

Sir Felix was a tall, goodlooking man, well past middle age, rather brusque of manner but kindly withal, and he looked up over his glasses as the detective entered.

“Scotland Yard, eh?” he said, glancing at Tarling’s card. “Well, I can give you exactly five minutes, Mr. Tarling. I presume you’ve come to see me about the Lyne accounts?”

Tarling nodded.

“We have not been able to start on these yet,” said Sir Felix, “though we are hoping to go into them tomorrow. We’re terribly rushed just now, and we’ve had to get in an extra staff to deal with this new work the Government has put on us — by-the-way, you know that we are not Lyne’s accountants; they are Messrs. Purbrake & Store, but we have taken on the work at the request of Mr. Purbrake, who very naturally wishes to have an independent investigation, as there seems to be some question of defalcation on the part of one of the employees. This, coupled with the tragic death of Mr. Lyne, has made it all the more necessary that an outside firm should be called in to look into the books.”

“That I understand,” said Tarling, “and of course, the Commissioner quite appreciates the difficulty of your task. I’ve come along rather to procure information for my own purpose as I am doubly interested—”

Sir Felix looked up sharply.

“Mr. Tarling?” he repeated, looking at the card again. “Why, of course! I understand that letters of administration are to be applied for on your behalf?”

“I believe that is so,” said Tarling quietly. “But my interest in the property is more or less impersonal at the moment. The manager of the business is a Mr. Milburgh.”

Sir Felix nodded.

“He has been most useful and helpful,” he said. “And certainly, if the vague rumours I have heard have any substantial foundation — namely, that Milburgh is suspected of robbing the firm — then he is assuredly giving us every assistance to convict himself.”

“You have all the books in your keeping?”

“Absolutely,” replied Sir Felix emphatically. “The last three books, unearthed by Mr. Milburgh himself, came to us only this morning. In fact, those are they,” he pointed to a brown paper parcel standing on a smaller table near the window. The parcel was heavily corded and was secured again by red tape, which was sealed.

Sir Felix leaned over and pressed a bell on the table, and a clerk came in.

“Put those books with the others in the strongroom,” he said, and when the man had disappeared, staggering under the weight of the heavy volumes he turned to Tarling.

“We’re keeping all the books and accounts of Lyne’s Stores in a special strongroom,” he said. “They are all under seal, and those seals will be broken in the presence of Mr. Milburgh, as an interested party, and a representative of the Public Prosecutor.”

“When will this be?” asked Tarling.

“Tomorrow afternoon, or possibly tomorrow morning. We will notify Scotland Yard as to the exact hour, because I suppose you will wish to be represented.”

He rose briskly, thereby ending the interview.

It was another dead end, thought Tarling, as he went out into St. Mary Axe and boarded a westward-bound omnibus. The case abounded in these culs-de-sac which seemed to lead nowhere. Cul-de-sac No. 1 had been supplied by Odette Rider; cul-de-sac No. 2 might very easily lead to the dead end of Milburgh’s innocence.

He felt a sense of relief, however, that the authorities had acted so promptly in impounding Lyne’s books. An examination into these might lead to the discovery of the murderer, and at any rate would dispel the cloud of suspicion which still surrounded Odette Rider.

He had gone to Dashwood and Solomon to make himself personally acquainted with that string in the tangled skein which he was determined to unravel; and now, with his mind at rest upon that subject, he was returning to settle matters with Ling Chu, that Chinese assistant of his who was now as deeply under suspicion as any suspect in the case.

He had spoken no more than the truth when he had told Inspector Whiteside that he knew the way to deal with Ling Chu. A Chinese criminal — and he was loath to believe that Ling Chu, that faithful servant, came under that description — is not to be handled in the Occidental manner; and he, who had been known throughout Southern China as the “Hunter of Men” had a reputation for extracting truth by methods which no code of laws would sanction.

He walked into his Bond Street flat, shut the door behind him and locked it, putting the key in his pocket. He knew Ling Chu would be in, because he had given him instructions that morning to await his return.

The Chinaman came into the hall to take his coat and hat, and followed Tarling into the sittingroom.

“Close the door, Ling Chu,” said Tarling in Chinese. “I have something to say to you.”

The last words were spoken in English, and the Chinaman looked at him quickly. Tarling had never addressed him in that language before, and the Chinaman knew just what this departure portended.

“Ling Chu,” said Tarling, sitting at the table, his chin in his hand, watching the other with steady eyes, “you did not tell me that you spoke English.”

“The master has never asked me,” said the Chinaman quietly, and to Tarling’s surprise his English was without accent and his pronunciation perfect.

“That is not true,” said Tarling sternly. “When you told me that you had heard of the murder, I said that you did not understand English, and you did not deny it.”

“It is not for me to deny the master,” said Ling Chu as coolly as ever. “I speak very good English. I was trained at the Jesuit School in Hangkow, but it is not good for a Chinaman to speak English in China, or for any to know that he understands. Yet the master must have known I spoke English and read the language, for why should I keep the little cuttings from the newspapers in the box which the master searched this morning?”

Tarling’s eyes narrowed.

“So you knew that, did you?” he said.

The Chinaman smiled. It was a most unusual circumstance, for Ling Chu had never smiled within Tarling’s recollection.

“The papers were in certain order — some turned one way and some turned the other. When I saw them after I came back from Scotland Yard they had been disturbed. They could not disturb themselves, master, and none but you would go to my box.”

There was a pause, awkward enough for Tarling, who felt for the moment a little foolish that his carelessness had led to Ling Chu discovering the search which had been made of his private property.

“I thought I had put them back as I had found them,” he said, knowing that nothing could be gained by denying the fact that he had gone through Ling Chu’s trunk. “Now, you will tell me, Ling Chu, did those printed words speak the truth?”

Ling Chu nodded.

“It is true, master,” he said. “The Little Narcissus, or as the foreigners called her, the Little Daffodil, was my sister. She became a dancer in a tea-house against my wish, our parents being dead. She was a very good girl, master, and as pretty as a sprig of almond blossom. Chinese women are not pretty to the foreigner’s eyes, but little Daffodil was like something cast in porcelain, and she had the virtues of a thousand years.”

Tarling nodded.

“She was a good girl?” he repeated, this time speaking in Chinese and using a phrase which had a more delicate shade of meaning.

“She lived good and she died good,” said the Chinaman calmly. “The speech of the Englishman offended her, and he called her many bad names because she would not come and sit on his knee; and if he put shame upon her by embracing her before the eyes of men, she was yet good, and she died very honourably.”

Another interval of silence.

“I see,” said Tarling quietly. “And when you said you would come with me to England, did you expect to meet — the bad Englishman?”

Ling Chu shook his head.

“I had put it from my mind,” he said, “until I saw him that day in the big shop. Then the evil spirit which I had thought was all burnt out inside me, blazed up again.” He stopped.

“And you desired his death?” said Tarling, and a nod was his answer.

“You shall tell me all, Ling Chu,” said Tarling.

The man was now pacing the room with restless strides, his emotion betrayed only by the convulsive clutching and unclutching of his hands.

“The Little Daffodil was very dear to me,” he said. “Soon I think she would have married and have had children, and her name would have been blessed after the fashion of our people; for did not the Great Master say: ‘What is more worshipful than the mother of children?’ And when she died, master, my heart was empty, for there was no other love in my life. And then the Ho Sing murder was committed, and I went into the interior to search for Lu Fang, and that helped me to forget. I had forgotten till I saw him again. Then the old sorrow grew large in my soul, and I went out—”

“To kill him,” said Tarling quietly.

“To kill him,” repeated the man.

“Tell me all,” said Tarling, drawing a long breath.

“It was the night you went to the little girl,” said Ling Chu (Tarling knew that he spoke of Odette Rider). “I had made up my mind to go out, but I could not find an excuse because, master, you have given me orders that I must not leave this place whilst you are out. So I asked if I might go with you to the house of many houses.”

“To the flat?” nodded Tarling. “Yes, go on.”

“I had taken your quick-quick pistol and had loaded it and put it in my overcoat pocket. You told me to trail you, but when I had seen you on your way I left you and went to the big shop.”

“To the big shop?” said Tarling in surprise. “But Lyne did not live in his stores!”

“So I discovered,” said Ling Chu simply. “I thought in such a large house he would have built himself a beautiful room. In China many masters live in their shops. So I went to the big store to search it.”

“Did you get in?” asked Tarling in surprise, and again Ling Chu smiled.

“That was very easy,” he said. “The master knows how well I climb, and there were long iron pipes leading to the roof. Up one of these I climbed. Two sides of the shop are on big streets. One side is on a smaller street, and the fourth side is in a very smallpiece street with few lights. It was up this side that I went. On the roof were many doors, and to such a man as me there was no difficulty.”

“Go on,” said Tarling again.

“I came down from floor to floor, always in darkness, but each floor I searched carefully, but found nothing but great bundles and packing-cases and long bars—”

“Counters,” corrected Tarling.

“Yes,” nodded Ling Chu, “they are called counters. And then at last I came to the floor where I had seen The Man.” He paused. “First I went to the great room where we had met him, and that was locked. I opened it with a key, but it was in darkness, and I knew nobody was there. Then I went along a passage very carefully, because there was a light at the other end, and I came to an office.”

“Empty, of course?”

“It was empty,” said the Chinaman, “but a light was burning, and the desk cover was open. I thought he must be there, and I slipped behind the bureau, taking the pistol from my pocket. Presently I heard a footstep. I peeped out and saw the big white-faced man.”

“Milburgh!” said Tarling.

“So he is called,” replied the Chinaman. “He sat at the young man’s desk. I knew it was the young man’s desk, because there were many pictures upon it and flowers, such as he would have. The big man had his back to me.”

“What was he doing?” asked Tarling.

“He was searching the desk, looking for something. Presently I saw him take from one of the drawers, which he opened, an envelope. From where I stood I could see into the drawer, and there were many little things such as tourists buy in China. From the envelope he took the Hong
 .”

Tarling started. He knew of the Hong
 to which the man referred. It was the little red slip of paper bearing the Chinese characters which was found upon Thornton Lyne’s body that memorable morning in Hyde Park.

“Yes, yes,” he said eagerly. “What happened then?”

“He put the envelope in his pocket and went out. I heard him walking along the passage, and then I crept out from my hiding place and I also looked at the desk. I put the revolver down by my side, because I wanted both hands for the search, but I found nothing — only one little piece book that the master uses to write down from day to day all that happens to him.”

“A diary?” thought Tarling. “Well, and what next?” he asked.

“I got up to search the room and tripped over a wire. It must have been the wire attached to the electric light above the desk, for the room suddenly became dark, and at that moment I heard the big man’s footsteps returning and slipped out of the door. And that is all, master,” said Ling Chu simply. “I went back to the roof quickly for fear I should be discovered and it should bring dishonour to you.”

Tarling whistled.

“And left the pistol behind?” he said.

“That is nothing but the truth,” said Ling Chu. “I have dishonoured myself in your eyes, and in my heart I am a murderer, for I went to that place to kill the man who had brought shame to me and to my honourable relation.”

“And left the pistol behind?” said Tarling again. “And Milburgh found it!”
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Ling Chu’s story was not difficult to believe. It was less difficult to believe that he was lying. There is no inventor in the world so clever, so circumstantial, so exact as to detail, as the Chinaman. He is a born teller of stories and piecer together of circumstances that fit so closely that it is difficult to see the joints. Yet the man had been frank, straightforward, patently honest. He had even placed himself in Tarling’s power by his confession of his murderous intention.

Tarling could reconstruct the scene after the Chinaman had left. Milburgh stumbling in in the dark, striking a match and discovering a wall plug had been pulled away, reconnecting the lamp, and seeing to his amazement a murderous-looking pistol on the desk. It was possible that Milburgh, finding the pistol, had been deceived into believing that he had overlooked it on his previous search.

But what had happened to the weapon between the moment that Ling Chu left it on Thornton Lyne’s private desk and when it was discovered in the workbasket of Odette Rider in the flat at Carrymore Mansions? And what had Milburgh been doing in the store by himself so late at night? And more particularly, what had he been doing in Thornton Lyne’s private room? It was unlikely that Lyne would leave his desk unlocked, and the only inference to be drawn was that Milburgh had unlocked it himself with the object of searching its contents.

And the Hong
 ? Those sinister little squares of red paper with the Chinese characters, one of which had been found in Thornton Lyne’s pocket? The explanation of their presence in Thornton Lyne’s desk was simple. He had been a globetrotter and had collected curios, and it was only natural that he should collect these slips of paper, which were on sale in most of the big Chinese towns as a souvenir of the predatory methods of the “Cheerful Hearts.”

His conversation with Ling Chu would have to be reported to Scotland Yard, and that august institution would draw its own conclusions. In all probability they would be most unfavourable to Ling Chu, who would come immediately under suspicion.

Tarling, however, was satisfied — or perhaps it would be more accurate to say inclined to be satisfied — with his retainer’s statement. Some of his story was susceptible to verification, and the detective lost no time in making his way to the Stores. The topographical situation was as Ling Chu had described it. Tarling went to the back of the big block of buildings, into the small, quiet street of which Ling Chu had spoken, and was able to distinguish the iron rain pipe (one of many) up which the Chinaman had clambered. Ling Chu would negotiate that task without any physical distress. He could climb like a cat, as Tarling knew, and that part of his story put no great tax upon the detective’s credulity.

He walked back to the front of the shop, passed the huge plate-glass windows, fringed now with shoppers with whom Lyne’s Store had acquired a new and morbid interest, and through the big swinging doors on to the crowded floor. Mr. Milburgh was in his office, said a shopwalker, and led the way.

Mr. Milburgh’s office was much larger and less ornate than his late employer’s. He greeted Tarling effusively, and pushed an armchair forward and produced a box of cigars.

“We’re in rather a turmoil and upset now, Mr. Tarling,” he said in his ingratiating voice, with that set smile of his which never seemed to leave his face. “The auditors — or rather I should say the accountants — have taken away all the books, and of course that imposes a terrible strain on me, Mr. Tarling. It means that we’ve got to organise a system of interim accounts, and you as a business man will understand just what that means.”

“You work pretty hard, Mr. Milburgh?” said Tarling.

“Why, yes, sir,” smiled Milburgh. “I’ve always worked hard.”

“You were working pretty hard before Mr. Lyne was killed, were you not?” asked Tarling.

“Yes—” hesitated Milburgh. “I can say honestly that I was.”

“Very late at night?”

Milburgh still smiled, but there was a steely look in his eye as he answered:

“Frequently I worked late at night.”

“Do you remember the night of the eleventh?” asked Tarling.

Milburgh looked at the ceiling for inspiration.

“Yes, I think I do. I was working very late that night.”

“In your own office?”

“No,” replied the other readily, “I did most of my work in Mr. Lyne’s office — at his request,” he added. A bold statement to make to a man who knew that Lyne suspected him of robbing the firm. But Milburgh was nothing if not bold.

“Did he also give you the key of his desk?” asked the detective dryly.

“Yes, sir,” beamed Mr. Milburgh, “of course he did! You see, Mr. Lyne trusted me absolutely.”

He said this so naturally and with such assurance that Tarling was staggered. Before he had time to speak the other went on:

“Yes, I can truthfully say that I was in Mr. Lyne’s confidence. He told me a great deal more about himself than he has told anybody and—”

“One moment,” said Tarling, and he spoke slowly. “Will you please tell me what you did with the revolver which you found on Mr. Lyne’s desk? It was a Colt automatic, and it was loaded.”

Blank astonishment showed in Mr. Milburgh’s eyes.

“A loaded pistol?” he asked, raising his eyebrows, “but, my dear good Mr. Tarling, whatever are you talking about? I never found a loaded pistol on Mr. Lyne’s desk — poor fellow! Mr. Lyne objected as much to these deadly weapons as myself.”

Here was a facer for Tarling, but he betrayed no sign either of disappointment or surprise. Milburgh was frowning as though he were attempting to piece together some half-forgotten recollection.

“Is it possible,” he said in a shocked voice, “that when you examined my house the other day it was with the object of discovering such a weapon as this!”

“It’s quite possible,” said Tarling coolly, “and even probable. Now, I’m going to be very straightforward with you, Mr. Milburgh. I suspect you know a great deal more about this murder than you have told us, and that you had ever so much more reason for wishing Mr. Lyne was dead than you are prepared to admit at this moment. Wait,” he said, as the other opened his mouth to speak. “I am telling you candidly that the object of my first visit to these Stores was to investigate happenings which looked very black against you. It was hardly so much the work of a detective as an accountant,” he said, “but Mr. Lyne thought that I should be able to discover who was robbing the firm.”

“And did you?” asked Milburgh coolly. There was the ghost of a smile still upon his face, but defiance shone in his pale eyes.

“I did not, because I went no further in the matter after you had expressed your agreement with Mr. Lyne that the firm had been robbed by Odette Rider.”

He saw the man change colour, and pushed home his advantage.

“I am not going to inquire too closely into your reasons for attempting to ruin an innocent girl,” he said sternly. “That is a matter for your own conscience. But I tell you, Mr. Milburgh, that if you are innocent — both of the robbery and of the murder — then I’ve never met a guilty person in my life.”

“What do you mean?” asked the man loudly. “Do you dare to accuse me — ?”

“I accuse you of nothing more than this,” said Tarling, “that I am perfectly satisfied that you have been robbing the firm for years. I am equally satisfied that, even if you did not kill Mr. Lyne, you at least know who did.”

“You’re mad,” sneered Milburgh, but his face was white. “Supposing it were true that I had robbed the firm, why should I want to kill Mr. Thornton Lyne? The mere fact of his death would have brought an examination into the accounts.”

This was a convincing argument — the more so as it was an argument which Tarling himself had employed.

“As to your absurd and melodramatic charges of robbing the firm,” Milburgh went on, “the books are now in the hands of an eminent firm of chartered accountants, who can give the lie to any such statement as you have made.”

He had recovered something of his old urbanity, and now stood, or rather straddled, with his legs apart, his thumbs in the armholes of his waistcoat, beaming benignly upon the detective.

“I await the investigation of that eminent firm, Messrs. Dashwood and Solomon, with every confidence and without the least perturbation,” he said. “Their findings will vindicate my honour beyond any question. I shall see this matter through!”

Tarling looked at him.

“I admire your nerve,” he said, and left the office without another word.
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Tarling had a brief interview with his assistant Whiteside, and the Inspector, to his surprise, accepted his view of Ling Chu’s confession.

“I always thought Milburgh was a pretty cool customer,” Whiteside said thoughtfully. “But he has more gall than I gave him credit for. I would certainly prefer to believe your Chink than I would believe Milburgh. And, by the way, your young lady has slipped the shadow.”

“What are you talking about?” asked Tarling in surprise.

“I am referring to your Miss Odette Rider — and why on earth a grownup police officer with your experience should blush, I can’t imagine.”

“I’m not blushing,” said Tarling. “What about her?”

“I’ve had two men watching her,” explained Whiteside, “and whenever she has taken her walks abroad she has been followed, as you know. In accordance with your instructions I was taking off those shadows tomorrow, but to-day she went to Bond Street, and either Jackson was careless — it was Jackson who was on the job — or else the young lady was very sharp; at any rate, he waited for half an hour for her to come out of the shop, and when she didn’t appear he walked in and found there was another entrance through which she had gone. Since then she has not been back to the hotel.”

“I don’t like that,” said Tarling, a little troubled. “I wished her to be under observation as much for her own protection as anything else. I wish you would keep a man at the hotel and telephone me just as soon as she returns.”

Whiteside nodded.

“I’ve anticipated your wishes in that respect,” he said. “Well, what is the next move?”

“I’m going to Hertford to see Miss Rider’s mother; and incidentally, I may pick up Miss Rider, who is very likely to have gone home.”

Whiteside nodded.

“What do you expect to find out from the mother?” he asked.

“I expect to learn a great deal,” said Tarling. “There is still a minor mystery to be discovered. For example, who is the mysterious man who comes and goes to Hertford, and just why is Mrs. Rider living in luxury whilst her daughter is working for her living at Lyne’s Store?”

“There’s something in that,” agreed Whiteside. “Would you like me to come along with you?”

“Thanks,” smiled Tarling, “I can do that little job by myself.”

“Reverting to Milburgh,” began Whiteside.

“As we always revert to Milburgh,” groaned Tarling. “Yes?”

“Well, I don’t like his assurance,” said Whiteside. “It looks as if all our hopes of getting a clue from the examination of Lyne’s accounts are fated to be dashed.”

“There’s something in that,” said Tarling. “I don’t like it myself. The books are in the hands of one of the best chartered accountants in the country, and if there has been any monkey business, he is the fellow who is certain to find it; and not only that, but to trace whatever defalcations there are to the man responsible. Milburgh is not fool enough to imagine that he won’t be found out once the accountants get busy, and his cheeriness in face of exposure is to say the least disconcerting.”

Their little conference was being held in a prosaic public tearoom opposite the House of Commons — a tearoom the walls of which, had they ears, could have told not a few of Scotland Yard’s most precious secrets.

Tarling was on the point of changing the subject when he remembered the parcel of books which had arrived at the accountant’s office that morning.

“Rather late,” said Whiteside thoughtfully. “By Jove! I wonder!”

“You wonder what?”

“I wonder if they were the three books that Milburgh bought yesterday?”

“The three ledgers?”

Whiteside nodded.

“But why on earth should he want to put in three new ledgers — they were new, weren’t they? That doesn’t seem to me to be a very intelligent suggestion. And yet—”

He jumped up, almost upsetting the table in his excitement.

“Quick, Whiteside! Get a cab while I settle the bill,” he said.

“Where are you going?”

“Hurry up and get the cab!” said Tarling, and when he had rejoined his companion outside, and the taxi was bowling along the Thames Embankment: “I’m going to St. Mary Axe.”

“So I gathered from your directions to the cabman,” said Whiteside. “But why St. Mary Axe at this time of the afternoon? The very respectable Dashwood and Solomon will not be glad to see you until tomorrow.”

“I’m going to see these books,” said Tarling, “the books which Milburgh sent to the accountants this morning.”

“What do you expect to find?”

“I’ll tell you later,” was Tarling’s reply. He looked at his watch. “They won’t be closed yet, thank heaven!”

The taxi was held up at the juncture of the Embankment and Blackfriars Bridge, and was held up again for a different reason in Queen Victoria Street. Suddenly there was a clang-clang of gongs, and all traffic drew to one side to allow the passage of a flying motor fire-engine. Another and another followed in succession.

“A big fire,” said Whiteside. “Or it may be a little one, because they get very panicky in the City, and they’ll put in a divisional call for a smoking chimney!”

The cab moved on, and had crossed Cannon Street, when it was again held up by another roaring motor, this time bearing a fire escape.

“Let’s get out of the cab; we’ll walk,” said Tarling.

They jumped out, and Whiteside paid the driver.

“This way,” said Tarling. “We’ll make a short cut.”

Whiteside had stopped to speak to a policeman.

“Where’s the fire, constable?” he asked.

“St. Mary Axe, sir,” was the policeman’s reply. “A big firm of chartered accountants — Dashwood and Solomon. You know them, sir? I’m told the place is blazing from cellar to garret.”

Tarling showed his teeth in an unamused grin as the words came to him.

“And all the proof of Milburgh’s guilt gone up in smoke, eh?” he said. “I think I know what those books contained — a little clockwork detonator and a few pounds of thermite to burn up all the clues to the Daffodil Murder!”
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All that remained of the once stately, if restricted, premises of Messrs. Dashwood and Solomon was a gaunt-looking front wall, blackened by the fire. Tarling interviewed the Chief of the Fire Brigade.

“It’ll be days before we can get inside,” said that worthy, “and I very much doubt if there’s anything left intact. The whole of the building has been burnt out — you can see for yourself the roof has gone in — and there’s very little chance of recovering anything of an inflammable nature unless it happens to be in a safe.”

Tarling caught sight of the brusque Sir Felix Solomon gazing, without any visible evidence of distress, upon the wreckage of his office.

“We are covered by insurance,” said Sir Felix philosophically, “and there is nothing of any great importance, except, of course, those documents and books from Lyne’s Store.”

“They weren’t in the fireproof vault?” asked Tarling, and Sir Felix shook his head.

“No,” he said, “they were in a strongroom; and curiously enough, it was in that strong room where the fire originated. The room itself was not fireproof, and it would have been precious little use if it had been, as the fire started inside. The first news we received was when a clerk, going down to the basement, saw flames leaping out between the steel bars which constitute the door of No. 4 vault.”

Tarling nodded.

“I need not ask you whether the books which Mr. Milburgh brought this morning had been placed in that safe, Sir Felix,” he said, and the knight looked surprised.

“Of course not. They were placed there whilst you were in the office,” he said. “Why do you ask?”

“Because in my judgment those books were not books at all in the usually understood sense. Unless I am at fault, the parcel contained three big ledgers glued together, the contents being hollowed out and that hollow filled with thermite, a clockwork detonator, or the necessary electric apparatus to start a spark at a given moment.”

The accountant stared at him.

“You’re joking,” he said, but Tarling shook his head.

“I was never more serious in my life.”

“But who would commit such an infernal act as that? Why, one of my clerks was nearly burnt to death!”

“The man who would commit such an infernal act as that,” repeated Tarling slowly, “is the man who has every reason for wishing to avoid an examination of Lyne’s accounts.”

“You don’t mean — ?”

“I’ll mention no names for the moment, and if inadvertently I have conveyed the identity of the gentleman of whom I have been speaking, I hope you will be good enough to regard it as confidential,” said Tarling, and went back to his crestfallen subordinate.

“No wonder Milburgh was satisfied with the forthcoming examination,” he said bitterly. “The devil had planted that parcel, and had timed it probably to the minute. Well, there’s nothing more to be done tonight — with Milburgh.”

He looked at his watch.

“I’m going back to my flat, and afterwards to Hertford,” he said.

He had made no definite plan as to what line he should pursue after he reached Hertford. He had a dim notion that his investigation hereabouts might, if properly directed, lead him nearer to the heart of the mystery. This pretty, faded woman who lived in such style, and whose husband was so seldom visible, might give him a key. Somewhere it was in existence, that key, by which he could decipher the jumbled code of the Daffodil Murder, and it might as well be at Hertford as nearer at hand.

It was dark when he came to the home of Mrs. Rider, for this time he had dispensed with a cab, and had walked the long distance between the station and the house, desiring to avoid attention. The dwelling stood on the main road. It had a high wall frontage of about three hundred and fifty feet. The wall was continued down the side of a lane, and at the other end marked the boundary of a big paddock.

The entrance to the grounds was through a wrought-iron gate of strength, the design of which recalled something which he had seen before. On his previous visit the gate had been unfastened, and he had had no difficulty in reaching the house. Now, however, it was locked.

He put his flashlight over the gate and the supporting piers, and discovered a bell, evidently brand new, and recently fixed. He made no attempt to press the little white button, but continued his reconnaissance. About half-a-dozen yards inside the gateway was a small cottage, from which a light showed, and apparently the bell communicated with this dwelling. Whilst he was waiting, he heard a whistle and a quick footstep coming up the road, and drew into the shadow. Somebody came to the gate; he heard the faint tinkle of a bell and a door opened.

The newcomer was a newspaper boy, who pushed a bundle of evening papers through the iron bars and went off again. Tarling waited until he heard the door of the cottage or lodge close. Then he made a circuit of the house, hoping to find another entrance. There was evidently a servants’ entrance at the back, leading from the lane, but this too was closed. Throwing his light up, he saw that there was no broken glass on top of the wall, as there had been in the front of the house, and, making a jump, he caught the stone coping and drew himself up and astride.

He dropped into the darkness on the other side without any discomfort to himself, and made his cautious way towards the house. Dogs were the danger, but apparently Mrs. Rider did not keep dogs, and his progress was unchallenged.

He saw no light either in the upper or lower windows until he got to the back. Here was a pillared-porch, above which had been built what appeared to be a conservatory. Beneath the porch was a door and a barred window, but it was from the conservatory above that a faint light emanated. He looked round for a ladder without success. But the portico presented no more difficulties than the wall had done. By stepping on to the windowsill and steadying himself against one of the pillars, he could reach an iron stanchion, which had evidently been placed to support the framework of the superstructure. From here to the parapet of the conservatory itself was but a swing. This glass-house had casement windows, one of which was open, and he leaned on his elbows and cautiously intruded his head.

The place was empty. The light came from an inner room opening into the glass sheltered balcony. Quickly he slipped through the windows and crouched under the shadow of a big oleander. The atmosphere of the conservatory was close and the smell was earthy. He judged from the hot-water pipes which his groping hands felt that it was a tiny winter garden erected by the owner of the house for her enjoyment in the dark, cold days. French windows admitted to the inner room, and, peering through the casement curtains which covered them, Tarling saw Mrs. Rider. She was sitting at a desk, a pen in her hand, her chin on her fingertips. She was not writing, but staring blankly at the wall, as though she were at a loss for what to say.

The light came from a big alabaster bowl hanging a foot below the ceiling level, and it gave the detective an opportunity of making a swift examination. The room was furnished simply if in perfect taste, and had the appearance of a study. Beside her desk was a green safe, half let into the wall and half exposed. There were a few prints hanging on the walls, a chair or two, a couch half hidden from the detective’s view, and that was all. He had expected to see Odette Rider with her mother, and was disappointed. Not only was Mrs. Rider alone, but she conveyed the impression that she was practically alone in the house.

Tarling knelt, watching her, for ten minutes, until he heard a sound outside. He crept softly back and looked over the edge of the portico in time to see a figure moving swiftly along the path. It was riding a bicycle which did not carry a light. Though he strained his eyes, he could not tell whether the rider was man or woman. It disappeared under the portico and he heard the grating of the machine as it was leant against one of the pillars, the click of a key in the lock and the sound of a door opening. Then he crept back to his observation post overlooking the study.

Mrs. Rider had evidently not heard the sound of the door opening below, and sat without movement still staring at the wall before her. Presently she started and looked round towards the door. Tarling noted the door — noted, too the electric switch just in view. Then the door opened slowly. He saw Mrs. Rider’s face light up with pleasure, then somebody asked a question in a whisper, and she answered — he could just hear her words:

“No darling, nobody.”

Tarling held his breath and waited. Then, of a sudden, the light in the room was extinguished. Whoever had entered had turned out the light. He heard a soft footfall coming towards the window looking into the conservatory and the rattle of the blinds as they were lowered. Then the light went up again, but he could see nothing or hear nothing.

Who was Mrs. Rider’s mysterious visitor? There was only one way to discover, but he waited a little longer — waited, in fact, until he heard the soft slam of a safe door closing — before he slipped again through the window and dropped to the ground.

The bicycle was, as he had expected, leaning against one of the pillars. He could see nothing, and did not dare flash his lamp, but his sensitive fingers ran over its lines, and he barely checked an exclamation of surprise. It was a lady’s bicycle!

He waited a little while, then withdrew to a shrubbery opposite the door on the other side of the drive up which the cyclist had come. He had not long to wait before the door under the portico opened again and closed. Somebody jumped on to the bicycle as Tarling leaped from his place of concealment. He pressed the key of his electric lamp, but for some reason it did not act. He felt rather than heard a shiver of surprise from the person on the machine.

“I want you,” said Tarling, and put out his hands.

He missed the rider by the fraction of an inch, but saw the machine swerve and heard the soft thud of something falling. A second later the machine and rider had disappeared in the pitch darkness.

He refixed his lamp. Pursuit, he knew, was useless without his lantern, and, cursing the maker thereof, he adjusted another battery, and put the light on the ground to see what it was that the fugitive had dropped. He thought he heard a smothered exclamation behind him and turned swiftly. But nobody came within the radius of his lamp. He must be getting nervy, he thought, and continued his inspection of the wallet.

It was a long, leather portfolio, about ten inches in length and five inches in depth, and it was strangely heavy. He picked it up, felt for the clasp, and found instead two tiny locks. He made another examination by the light of his lantern, an examination which was interrupted by a challenge from above.

“Who are you?”

It was Mrs. Rider’s voice, and just then it was inconvenient for him to reveal himself. Without a word in answer, he switched off his light and slipped into the bushes, and, more as the result of instinct than judgment, regained the wall, at almost the exact spot he had crossed it.

The road was empty, and there was no sign of the cyclist. There was only one thing to do and that was to get back to town as quickly as possible and examine the contents of the wallet at his leisure. It was extraordinary heavy for its size, he was reminded of that fact by his sagging pocket.

The road back to Hertford seemed interminable and the clocks were chiming a quarter of eleven when he entered the station yard.

“Train to London, sir?” said the porter. “You’ve missed the last train to London by five minutes!”



XXIII. The Night Visitor


Table of Contents


Tarling was less in a dilemma than in that condition of uncertainty which is produced by having no definite plans one way or the other. There was no immediate necessity for his return to town and his annoyance at finding the last train gone was due rather to a natural desire to sleep in his own bed, than to any other cause. He might have got a car from a local garage, and motored to London, if there had been any particular urgency, but, he told himself, he might as well spend the night in Hertford as in Bond Street.

If he had any leanings towards staying at Hertford it was because he was anxious to examine the contents of the wallet at his leisure. If he had any call to town it might be discovered in his anxiety as to what had happened to Odette Rider; whether she had returned to her hotel or was still marked “missing” by the police. He could, at any rate, get into communication with Scotland Yard and satisfy his mind on that point. He turned back from the station in search of lodgings. He was to find that it was not so easy to get rooms as he had imagined. The best hotel in the place was crowded out as a result of an agricultural convention which was being held in the town. He was sent on to another hotel, only to find that the same state of congestion existed, and finally after half an hour’s search he found accommodation at a small commercial hotel which was surprisingly empty.

His first step was to get into communication with London and this was established without delay. Nothing had been heard of Odette Rider, and the only news of importance was that the exconvict, Sam Stay, had escaped from the county lunatic asylum to which he had been removed.

Tarling went up to the commodious sittingroom. He was mildly interested in the news about Stay, for the man had been a disappointment. This criminal, whose love for Thornton Lyne had, as Tarling suspected rightly, been responsible for his mental collapse, might have supplied a great deal of information as to the events which led up to the day of the murder, and his dramatic breakdown had removed a witness who might have offered material assistance to the police.

Tarling closed the door of his sittingroom behind him, pulled the wallet from his pocket and laid it on the table. He tried first with his own keys to unfasten the flap but the locks defied him. The heaviness of the wallet surprised and piqued him, but he was soon to find an explanation for its extraordinary weight. He opened his pocket-knife and began to cut away the leather about the locks, and uttered an exclamation.

So that was the reason for the heaviness of the pouch — it was only leather-covered! Beneath this cover was a lining of fine steel mail. The wallet was really a steel chain bag, the locks being welded to the chain and absolutely immovable. He threw the wallet back on the table with a laugh. He must restrain his curiosity until he got back to the Yard, where the experts would make short work of the best locks which were ever invented. Whilst he sat watching the thing upon the table and turning over in his mind the possibility of its contents, he heard footsteps pass his door and mount the stairway opposite which his sittingroom was situated. Visitors in the same plight as himself, he thought.

Somehow, being in a strange room amidst unfamiliar surroundings, gave the case a new aspect. It was an aspect of unreality. They were all so unreal, the characters in this strange drama.

Thornton Lyne seemed fantastic, and fantastic indeed was his end. Milburgh, with his perpetual smirk, his little stoop, his broad, fat face and half-bald head; Mrs. Rider, a pale ghost of a woman who flitted in and out of the story, or rather hovered about it, never seeming to intrude, yet never wholly separated from its tragic process; Ling Chu, imperturbable, bringing with him the atmosphere of that land of intrigue and mystery and motive, China. Odette Rider alone was real. She was life; warm, palpitating, wonderful.

Tarling frowned and rose stiffly from his chair. He despised himself a little for this weakness of his. Odette Rider! A woman still under suspicion of murder, a woman whom it was his duty, if she were guilty, to bring to the scaffold, and the thought of her turned him hot and cold!

He passed through to his bedroom which adjoined the sittingroom, put the wallet on a table by the side of his bed, locked the bedroom door, opened the windows and prepared himself, as best he could, for the night.

There was a train leaving Hertford at five in the morning and he had arranged to be called in time to catch it. He took off his boots, coat, vest, collar and tie, unbuckled his belt — he was one of those eccentrics to whom the braces of civilisation were anathema — and lay down on the outside of the bed, pulling the eiderdown over him. Sleep did not come to him readily. He turned from side to side, thinking, thinking, thinking.

Suppose there had been some mistake in the time of the accident at Ashford? Suppose the doctors were wrong and Thornton Lyne was murdered at an earlier hour? Suppose Odette Rider was in reality a coldblooded — . He growled away the thought.

He heard the church clock strike the hour of two and waited impatiently for the quarter to chime — he had heard every quarter since he had retired to bed. But he did not hear that quarter. He must have fallen into an uneasy sleep for he began to dream. He dreamt he was in China again and had fallen into the hands of that baneful society, the “Cheerful Hearts.” He was in a temple, lying on a great black slab of stone, bound hand and foot, and above him he saw the leader of the gang, knife in hand, peering down into his face with a malicious grin — and it was the face of Odette Rider! He saw the knife raised and woke sweating.

The church clock was booming three and a deep silence lay on the world. But there was somebody in his room. He knew that and lay motionless, peering out of half-closed eyes from one corner to the other. There was nobody to be seen, nothing to be heard, but his sixth sense told him that somebody was present. He reached out his hand carefully and silently to the table and searched for the wallet. It was gone!

Then he heard the creak of a board and it came from the direction of the door leading to the sittingroom. With one bound he was out of bed in time to see the door flung open and a figure slip through. He was after it in a second. The burglar might have escaped, but unexpectedly there was a crash and a cry. He had fallen over a chair and before he could rise Tarling was on him and had flung him back. He leapt to the door, it was open. He banged it close and turned the key.

“Now, let’s have a look at you,” said Tarling grimly and switched on the light.

He fell back against the door, his mouth open in amazement, for the intruder was Odette Rider, and in her hand she held the stolen wallet.
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He could only gaze in stupified silence.

“You!” he said wonderingly.

The girl was pale and her eyes never left his face.

She nodded.

“Yes, it is I,” she said in a low voice.

“You!” he said again and walked towards her.

He held out his hand and she gave him the wallet without a word.

“Sit down,” he said kindly.

He thought she was going to faint.

“I hope I didn’t hurt you? I hadn’t the slightest idea—”

She shook her head.

“Oh, I’m not hurt,” she said wearily, “not hurt in the way you mean.”

She drew a chair to the table and dropped her face upon her hands and he stood by, embarrassed, almost terrified, by this unexpected development.

“So you were the visitor on the bicycle,” he said at last. “I didn’t suspect—”

It struck him at that moment that it was not an offence for Odette Rider to go up to her mother’s house on a bicycle, or even to take away a wallet which was probably hers. If there was any crime at all, he had committed it in retaining something to which he had no right. She looked up at his words.

“I? On the bicycle?” she asked. “No, it was not I.”

“Not you?”

She shook her head.

“I was in the grounds — I saw you using your lamp and I was quite close to you when you picked up the wallet,” she said listlessly, “but I was not on the bicycle.”

“Who was it?” he asked.

She shook her head.

“May I have that please?”

She held out her hand and he hesitated.

After all, he had no right or title to this curious purse. He compromised by putting it on the table and she did not attempt to take it.

“Odette,” he said gently and walked round to her, laying his hand on her shoulder. “Why don’t you tell me?”

“Tell you what?” she asked, without looking up.

“Tell me all there is to be told,” he said. “I could help you. I want to help you.”

She looked up at him.

“Why do you want to help me?” she asked simply.

He was tongue-tied for a second.

“Because I love you,” he said, and his voice shook.

It did not seem to him that he was talking. The words came of their own volition. He had no more intention of telling her he loved her, indeed he had no more idea that he did love her, than Whiteside would have had. Yet he knew he spoke the truth and that a power greater than he had framed the words and put them on his lips.

The effect on the girl seemed extraordinary to him. She did not shrink back, she did not look surprised. She showed no astonishment whatever. She just brought her eyes back to the table and said: “Oh!”

That calm, almost uncannily calm acceptance of a fact which Tarling had not dared to breathe to himself, was the second shock of the evening.

It was as though she had known it all along. He was on his knees by her side and his arm was about her shoulders, even before his brain had willed the act.

“My girl, my girl,” he said gently. “Won’t you please tell me?”

Her head was still bent and her voice was so low as to be almost inaudible.

“Tell you what?” she asked.

“What you know of this business,” he said. “Don’t you realise how every new development brings you more and more under suspicion?”

“What business do you mean?”

He hesitated.

“The murder of Thornton Lyne? I know nothing of that.”

She made no response to that tender arm of his, but sat rigid. Something in her attitude chilled him and he dropped her hand and rose. When she looked up she saw that his face was white and set. He walked to the door and unlocked it.

“I’m not going to ask you any more,” he said quietly. “You know best why you came to me tonight — I suppose you followed me and took a room. I heard somebody going upstairs soon after I arrived.”

She nodded.

“Do you want — this?” she asked and pointed to the wallet on the table.

“Take it away with you.”

She got up to her feet unsteadily and swayed toward him. In a second he was by her side, his arms about her. She made no resistance, but rather he felt a yielding towards him which he had missed before. Her pale face was upturned to his and he stooped and kissed her.

“Odette! Odette!” he whispered. “Don’t you realise that I love you and would give my life to save you from unhappiness? Won’t you tell me everything, please?”

“No, no, no,” she murmured with a little catch in her voice. “Please don’t ask me! I am afraid. Oh, I am afraid!”

He crushed her in his arms, his cheek against hers, his lips tingling with the caress of her hair.

“But there is nothing to be afraid of, nothing,” he said eagerly. “If you were as guilty as hell, I would save you! If you are shielding somebody I would shield them because I love you, Odette!”

“No, no!” she cried and pushed him back, both her little hands pressing against his chest. “Don’t ask me, don’t ask me—”

“Ask me!”

Tarling swung round. There was a man standing in the doorway, in the act of closing the door behind him.

“Milburgh!” he said between his teeth.

“Milburgh!” smiled the other mockingly. “I am sorry to interrupt this beautiful scene, but the occasion is a desperate one and I cannot afford to stand on ceremony, Mr. Tarling.”

Tarling put the girl from him and looked at the smirking manager. One comprehensive glance the detective gave him, noted the cycling clips and the splashes of mud on his trousers, and understood.

“So you were the cyclist, eh?” he said.

“That’s right,” said Milburgh, “it is an exercise to which I am very partial.”

“What do you want?” asked Tarling, alert and watchful.

“I want you to carry out your promise, Mr. Tarling,” said Milburgh smoothly.

Tarling stared at him.

“My promise,” he said, “what promise?”

“To protect, not only the evildoer, but those who have compromised themselves in an effort to shield the evildoer from his or her own wicked act.”

Tarling started.

“Do you mean to say—” he said hoarsely. “Do you mean to accuse — ?”

“I accuse nobody,” said Milburgh with a wide sweep of his hands. “I merely suggest that both Miss Rider and myself are in very serious trouble and that you have it in your power to get us safely out of this country to one where extradition laws cannot follow.”

Tarling took one step towards him and Milburgh shrank back.

“Do you accuse Miss Rider of complicity in this murder?” he demanded.

Milburgh smiled, but it was an uneasy smile.

“I make no accusation,” he said, “and as to the murder?” he shrugged his shoulders. “You will understand better when you read the contents of that wallet which I was endeavouring to remove to a place of safety.”

Tarling picked up the wallet from the table and looked at it.

“I shall see the contents of this wallet tomorrow,” he said. “Locks will present very little difficulty—”

“You can read the contents tonight,” said Milburgh smoothly, and pulled from his pocket a chain, at the end of which dangled a small bunch of keys. “Here is the key,” he said. “Unlock and read tonight.”

Tarling took the key in his hand, inserted it in first one tiny lock and then in the other. The catches snapped open and he threw back the flap. Then a hand snatched the portfolio from him and he turned to see the girl’s quivering face and read the terror in her eyes.

“No, no!” she cried, almost beside herself, “no, for God’s sake, no!”

Tarling stepped back. He saw the malicious little smile on Milburgh’s face and could have struck him down.

“Miss Rider does not wish me to see what is in this case,” he said.

“And for an excellent reason,” sneered Milburgh.

“Here!”

It was the girl’s voice, surprisingly clear and steady. Her shaking hands held the paper she had taken from the wallet and she thrust it toward the detective.

“There is a reason,” she said in a low voice. “But it is not the reason you suggest.”

Milburgh had gone too far. Tarling saw his face lengthen and the look of apprehension in his cold blue eyes. Then, without further hesitation, he opened the paper and read.

The first line took away his breath.

“THE CONFESSION OF ODETTE RIDER.”

“Good God!” he muttered and read on. There were only half a dozen lines and they were in the firm caligraphy of the girl.

“I, Odette Rider, hereby confess that for three years I have been robbing the firm of Lyne’s Stores, Limited, and during that period have taken the sum of £25,000.”

Tarling dropped the paper and caught the girl as she fainted.
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Milburgh had gone too far. He had hoped to carry through this scene without the actual disclosure of the confession. In his shrewd, clever way he had realised before Tarling himself, that the detective from Shanghai, this heir to the Lyne millions, had fallen under the spell of the girl’s beauty, and all his conjectures had been confirmed by the scene he had witnessed, no less than by the conversation he had overheard before the door was opened.

He was seeking immunity and safety. The man was in a panic, though this Tarling did not realise, and was making his last desperate throw for the life that he loved, that life of ease and comfort to secure which he had risked so much.

Milburgh had lived in terror that Odette Rider would betray him, and because of his panicky fear that she had told all to the detective that night he brought her back to London from Ashford, he had dared attempt to silence the man whom he believed was the recipient of the girl’s confidence.

Those shots in the foggy night which had nearly ended the career of Jack Tarling had their explanation in Milburgh’s terror of exposure. One person in the world, one living person, could place him in the felon’s dock, and if she betrayed him —

Tarling had carried the girl to a couch and had laid her down. He went quickly into his bedroom, switching on the light, to get a glass of water. It was Milburgh’s opportunity. A little fire was burning in the sittingroom. Swiftly he picked the confession from the floor and thrust it into his pocket.

On a little table stood a writing cabinet. From this he took a sheet of the hotel paper, crumpled it up and thrust it into the fire. It was blazing when Tarling returned.

“What are you doing?” he asked, halting by the side of the couch.

“I am burning the young lady’s confession,” said Milburgh calmly. “I do not think it is desirable in the interests—”

“Wait,” said Tarling calmly.

He lowered the girl’s head and sprinkled some of the water on her face, and she opened her eyes with a little shudder.

Tarling left her for a second and walked to the fire. The paper was burnt save a scrap of the edge that had not caught, and this he lifted gingerly, looked at it for a moment, then cast his eyes round the room. He saw that the stationery cabinet had been disturbed and laughed. It was neither a pleasant nor an amused laugh.

“That’s the idea, eh?” he said, walked to the door, closed it and stood with his back to it.

“Now, Milburgh, you can give me that confession you’ve got in your pocket.”

“I’ve burnt it, Mr. Tarling.”

“You’re a liar,” said Tarling calmly. “You knew very well I wouldn’t let you go out of this room with that confession in your pocket and you tried to bluff me by burning a sheet of writing-paper. I want that confession.”

“I assure you—” began Milburgh.

“I want that confession,” said Tarling, and with a sickly smile. Milburgh put his hand in his pocket and drew out the crumpled sheet.

“Now, if you are anxious to see it burn,” said Tarling, “you will have an opportunity.”

He read the statement again and put it into the fire, watched it until it was reduced to ashes, then beat the ashes down with a poker.

“That’s that,” said Tarling cheerfully.

“I suppose you know what you’ve done,” said Milburgh. “You’ve destroyed evidence which you, as an officer of the law—”

“Cut that out,” replied Tarling shortly.

For the second time that night he unlocked the door and flung it wide open.

“Milburgh, you can go. I know where I can find you when I want you,” he said.

“You’ll be sorry for this,” said Milburgh.

“Not half as sorry as you’ll be by the time I’m through with you,” retorted Tarling.

“I shall go straight to Scotland Yard,” fumed the man, white with passion.

“Do, by all means,” said the detective coolly, “and be good enough to ask them to detain you until I come.”

With this shot he closed the door upon the retreating man.

The girl was sitting now on the edge of the sofa, her brave eyes surveying the man who loved her.

“What have you done?” she asked.

“I’ve destroyed that precious confession of yours,” said Tarling cheerfully. “It occurred to me in the space of time it took to get from you to my washstand, that that confession may have been made under pressure. I am right, aren’t I?”

She nodded.

“Now, you wait there a little while I make myself presentable and I’ll take you home.”

“Take me home?” said the startled girl. “Not to mother, no, no. She mustn’t ever know.”

“On the contrary, she must know. I don’t know what it is she mustn’t know,” said Tarling with a little smile, “but there has been a great deal too much mystery already, and it is not going to continue.”

She rose and walked to the fireplace, her elbows on the mantelpiece, and her head back.

“I’ll tell you all I can. Perhaps you’re right,” she said. “There has been too much mystery. You asked me once who was Milburgh.”

She turned and half-faced him.

“I won’t ask you that question any more,” he said quietly, “I know!”

“You know?”

“Yes, Milburgh is your mother’s second husband.”

Her eyes opened.

“How did you find out that?”

“I guessed that,” he smiled, “and she keeps her name Rider at Milburgh’s request. He asked her not to reveal the fact that she was married again. Isn’t that so?”

She nodded.

“Mother met him about seven years ago. We were at Harrogate at the time. You see, mother had a little money, and I think Mr. Milburgh thought it was much more than it actually was. He was a very agreeable man and told mother that he had a big business in the city. Mother believes that he is very well off.”

Tarling whistled.

“I see,” he said. “Milburgh has been robbing his employers and spending the money on your mother.”

She shook her head.

“That is partly true and partly untrue,” she said. “Mother has been an innocent participant. He bought this house at Hertford and furnished it lavishly, he kept two cars until a year ago, when I made him give them up and live more simply. You don’t know what these years have meant, Mr. Tarling, since I discovered how deeply mother would be dragged down by the exposure of his villainy.”

“How did you find it out?”

“It was soon after the marriage,” said the girl. “I went into Lyne’s Store one day and one of the employees was rude to me. I shouldn’t have taken much notice, but an officious shopwalker dismissed the girl on the spot, and when I pleaded for her reinstatement, he insisted that I should see the manager. I was ushered into a private office, and there I saw Mr. Milburgh and realised the kind of double life he was living. He made me keep his secret, painted a dreadful picture of what would happen, and said he could put everything right if I would come into the business and help him. He told me he had large investments which were bringing in big sums and that he would apply this money to making good his defalcations. That was why I went into Lyne’s Store, but he broke his word from the very beginning.”

“Why did he put you there?” asked Tarling.

“Because, if there had been another person,” said the girl, “he might have been detected. He knew that any inquiries into irregularities of accounts would come first to my department, and he wanted to have somebody there who would let him know. He did not betray this thought,” said the girl, “but I guessed that that was the idea at the back of his mind…”

She went on to tell him something of the life she had lived, the humiliation she suffered in her knowledge of the despicable part she was playing.

“From the first I was an accessory,” she said. “It is true that I did not steal, but my reason for accepting the post was in order to enable him, as I thought, to right a grievous wrong and to save my mother from the shame and misery which would follow the exposure of Milburgh’s real character.”

She looked at him with a sad little smile.

“I hardly realise that I am speaking to a detective,” she said, “and all that I have suffered during these past years has been in vain; but the truth must come now, whatever be the consequences.”

She paused.

“And now I am going to tell you what happened on the night of the murder.”
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There was a deep silence. Tarling could feel his heart thumping almost noisily.

“After I had left Lyne’s Store,” she said, “I had decided to go to mother to spend two or three days with her before I began looking for work. Mr. Milburgh only went to Hertford for the weekends, and I couldn’t stay in the same house with him, knowing all that I knew.

“I left my flat at about half-past six that evening, but I am not quite sure of the exact time. It must have been somewhere near then, because I was going to catch the seven o’clock train to Hertford. I arrived at the station and had taken my ticket, and was stooping to pick up my bag, when I felt a hand on my arm, and turning, saw Mr. Milburgh. He was in a state of great agitation and distress, and asked me to take a later train and accompany him to the Florentine Restaurant, where he had taken a private room. He told me he had very bad news and that I must know.

“I put my bag in the cloakroom and went off with him, and over the dinner — I only had a cup of tea, as a matter of fact — he told me that he was on the verge of ruin. He said that Mr. Lyne had sent for a detective (which was you), and had the intention of exposing him, only Mr. Lyne’s rage against me was so great, that for the moment he was diverted from his purpose.

“‘Only you can save me,’ said Milburgh.

“‘I?’ I said in astonishment, ‘how can I save you?’

“‘Take the responsibility for the theft upon yourself,’ he said. ‘Your mother is involved in this heavily.’

“‘Does she know?’

“He nodded. I found afterwards that he was lying to me and was preying upon my love for mother.

“I was dazed and horrified,” said the girl, “at the thought that poor dear mother might be involved in this horrible scandal, and when he suggested that I should write a confession at his dictation and should leave by the first train for the Continent until the matter blew over, I fell in with his scheme without protest — and that is all.”

“Why did you come to Hertford tonight?” asked Tarling.

Again she smiled.

“To get the confession,” she said simply “I knew Milburgh would keep it in the safe. I saw him when I left the hotel — he had telephoned to me and made the appointment at the shop where I slipped the detectives, and it was there that he told me—” she stopped suddenly and went red.

“He told you I was fond of you,” said Tarling quietly, and she nodded.

“He threatened to take advantage of that fact, and wanted to show you the confession.”

“I see,” said Tarling, and heaved a deep sigh of relief. “Thank God!” he said fervently.

“For what?” she asked, looking at him in astonishment.

“That everything is clear. Tomorrow I will arrest the murderer of Thornton Lyne!”

“No, no, not that,” she said, and laid her hand on his shoulder, her distressed face looking into his, “surely not that. Mr. Milburgh could not have done it, he could not be so great a scoundrel.”

“Who sent the wire to your mother saying you were not coming down?”

“Milburgh,” replied the girl.

“Did he send two wires, do you remember?” said Tarling.

She hesitated.

“Yes, he did,” she said, “I don’t know who the other was to.”

“It was the same writing anyway,” he said.

“But—”

“Dear,” he said, “you must not worry any more about it. There is a trying time ahead of you, but you must be brave, both for your own sake and for your mother’s, and for mine,” he added.

Despite her unhappiness she smiled faintly.

“You take something for granted, don’t you?” she asked.

“Am I doing that?” he said in surprise.

“You mean—” she went redder than ever— “that I care enough for you — that I would make an effort for your sake?”

“I suppose I do,” said Tarling slowly, “it’s vanity, I suppose?”

“Perhaps it is instinct,” she said, and squeezed his arm.

“I must take you back to your mother’s place,” he said.

The walk from the house to the station had been a long and tedious one. The way back was surprisingly short, even though they walked at snail’s pace. There never was a courting such as Tarling’s, and it seemed unreal as a dream. The girl had a key of the outer gate and they passed through together.

“Does your mother know that you are in Hertford?” asked Tarling suddenly.

“Yes,” replied the girl. “I saw her before I came after you.”

“Does she know—”

He did not care to finish the sentence.

“No,” said the girl, “she does not know. Poor woman, it will break her heart. She is — very fond of Milburgh. Sometimes he is most kind to mother. She loves him so much that she accepted his mysterious comings and goings and all the explanations which he offered, without suspicion.”

They had reached the place where he had picked up the wallet, and above him gloomed the dark bulk of the portico with its glass-house atop. The house was in darkness, no lights shone anywhere.

“I will take you in through the door under the portico. It is the way Mr. Milburgh always comes. Have you a light?”

He had his electric lamp in his pocket and he put a beam upon the keyhole. She inserted the key and uttered a note of exclamation, for the door yielded under her pressure and opened.

“It is unlocked,” she said. “I am sure I fastened it.”

Tarling put his lamp upon the lock and made a little grimace. The catch had been wedged back into the lock so that it could not spring out again.

“How long were you in the house?” he asked quickly.

“Only a few minutes,” said the girl. “I went in just to tell mother, and I came out immediately.”

“Did you close the door behind you when you went in?”

The girl thought a moment.

“Perhaps I didn’t,” she said. “No, of course not — I didn’t come back this way; mother let me out by the front door.”

Tarling put his light into the hall and saw the carpeted stairs half-a-dozen feet away. He guessed what had happened. Somebody had seen the door ajar, and guessing from the fact that she had left it open that she was returning immediately, had slipped a piece of wood, which looked to be and was in fact the stalk of a match, between the catch of the spring lock and its sheath.

“What has happened?” asked the girl in a troubled voice.

“Nothing,” said Tarling airily. “It was probably your disreputable stepfather did this. He may have lost his key.”

“He could have gone in the front door,” said the girl uneasily.

“Well, I’ll go first,” said Tarling with a cheerfulness which he was far from feeling.

He went upstairs, his lamp in one hand, an automatic pistol in the other. The stairs ended in a balustraded landing from which two doors opened.

“That is mother’s room,” said the girl, pointing to the nearest.

A sense of impending trouble made her shiver. Tarling put his arms about her encouragingly. He walked to the door of the room, turned the handle and opened it. There was something behind the door which held it close, and exerting all his strength he pushed the door open sufficiently far to allow of his squeezing through.

On the desk a table-lamp was burning, the light of which was hidden from the outside by the heavily-curtained windows, but it was neither at the window nor at the desk that he was looking.

Mrs. Rider lay behind the door, a little smile on her face, the haft of a dagger standing out with hideous distinctness beneath her heart.
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Tarling gave one glance before he turned to the girl, who was endeavouring to push past him, and catching her by the arm gently thrust her back into the passage.

“What is wrong? What is wrong?” she asked in a terrified whisper. “Oh, let me go to mother.”

She struggled to escape from his grip, but he held her firmly.

“You must be brave, for your own sake — for everybody’s sake,” he entreated her.

Still holding her arm, he forced her to the door of the second inner room. His hand felt for the electric switch and found it.

He was in what appeared to be a spare bedroom, plainly furnished, and from this a door led, apparently into the main building.

“Where does that door lead?” he asked, but she did not appear to hear him.

“Mother, mother!” she was moaning, “what has happened to my mother?”

“Where does that door lead?” he asked again, and for answer she slipped her trembling hand into her pocket and produced a key.

He opened the door and found himself in a rectangular gallery overlooking the hall.

She slipped past him, but he caught her and pushed her back.

“I tell you, you must be calm, Odette,” he said firmly, “you must not give way. Everything depends upon your courage. Where are the servants?”

Then, unexpectedly, she broke away from him and raced back through the door into the wing they had left. He followed in swift pursuit.

“For God’s sake, Odette, don’t, don’t,” he cried, as she flung herself against the door and burst into her mother’s room.

One glance she gave, then she fell on the floor by the side of her dead mother, and flinging her arms about the form kissed the cold lips.

Tarling pulled her gently away, and half-carried, half-supported her back to the gallery. A dishevelled man in shirt and trousers whom Tarling thought might be the butler was hurrying along the corridor.

“Arouse any women who are in the house,” said Tarling in a low voice. “Mrs. Rider has been murdered.”

“Murdered, sir!” said the startled man. “You don’t mean that?”

“Quick,” said Tarling sharply, “Miss Rider has fainted again.”

They carried her into the drawingroom and laid her on the couch, and Tarling did not leave her until he had seen her in the hands of two women servants.

He went back with the butler to the room where the body lay. He turned on all the lights and made a careful scrutiny of the room. The window leading on to the glass-covered balcony where he had been concealed a few hours before, was latched, locked and bolted.

The curtains, which had been drawn, presumably by Milburgh when he came for the wallet, were undisturbed. From the position in which the dead woman lay and the calm on her face he thought death must have come instantly and unexpectedly. Probably the murderer stole behind her whilst she was standing at the foot of the sofa which he had partly seen through the window. It was likely that, to beguile the time of waiting for her daughter’s return, she had taken a book from a little cabinet immediately behind the door, and support for this theory came in the shape of a book which had evidently fallen out of her hand between the position in which she was found and the bookcase.

Together the two men lifted the body on to the sofa.

“You had better go down into the town and inform the police,” said Tarling. “Is there a telephone here?”

“Yes, sir,” replied the butler.

“Good, that will save you a journey,” said the detective.

He notified the local police officials and then got on to Scotland Yard and sent a messenger to arouse Whiteside. The faint pallor of dawn was in the sky when he looked out of the window, but the pale light merely served to emphasise the pitch darkness of the world.

He examined the knife, which had the appearance of being a very ordinary butcher’s knife. There were some faint initials burnt upon the hilt, but these had been so worn by constant handling that there was only the faintest trace of what they had originally been. He could see an “M” and two other letters that looked like “C” and “A.”

“M.C.A.?”

He puzzled his brain to interpret the initials. Presently the butler came back.

“The young lady is in a terrible state, sir, and I have sent for Dr. Thomas.”

Tarling nodded.

“You have done very wisely,” he said. “Poor girl, she has had a terrible shock.”

Again he went to the telephone, and this time he got into connection with a nursing home in London and arranged for an ambulance to pick up the girl without further delay. When he had telephoned to Scotland Yard he had asked as an afterthought that a messenger should be sent to Ling Chu, instructing him to come without delay. He had the greatest faith in the Chinaman, particularly in a case like this where the trail was fresh, for Ling Chu was possessed of superhuman gifts which only the bloodhound could rival.

“Nobody must go upstairs,” he instructed the butler. “When the doctor and the coroner’s officer come, they must be admitted by the principal entrance, and if I am not here, you must understand that under no circumstances are those stairs leading to the portico to be used.”

He himself went out of the main entrance to make a tour of the grounds. He had little hope that that search would lead to anything. Clues there might be in plenty when the daylight revealed them, but the likelihood of the murderer remaining in the vicinity of the scene of his crime was a remote one.

The grounds were extensive and well-wooded. Numerous winding paths met, and forked aimlessly, radiating out from the broad gravel paths about the house to the high walls which encircled the little estate.

In one corner of the grounds was a fairly large patch, innocent of bush and offering no cover at all. He made a casual survey of this, sweeping his light across the ordered rows of growing vegetables, and was going away when he saw a black bulk which had the appearance, even in the darkness, of a gardener’s house. He swept this possible cover with his lamp.

Was his imagination playing him a trick, or had he caught the briefest glimpse of a white face peering round the corner? He put on his light again. There was nothing visible. He walked to the building and round it. There was nobody in sight. He thought he saw a dark form under the shadow of the building moving towards the belt of pines which surrounded the house on the three sides. He put on his lamp again, but the light was not powerful enough to carry the distance required, and he went forward at a jog trot in the direction he had seen the figure disappear. He reached the pines and went softly. Every now and again he stopped, and once he could have sworn he heard the cracking of a twig ahead of him.

He started off at a run in pursuit, and now there was no mistaking the fact that somebody was still in the wood. He heard the quick steps of his quarry and then there was silence. He ran on, but must have overshot the mark, for presently he heard a stealthy noise behind him. In a flash he turned back.

“Who are you?” he said. “Stand out or I’ll fire!”

There was no answer and he waited. He heard the scraping of a boot against the brickwork and he knew that the intruder was climbing the wall. He turned in the direction of the sound, but again found nothing.

Then from somewhere above him came such a trill of demoniacal laughter as chilled his blood. The top of the wall was concealed by the overhanging branch of a tree and his light was valueless.

“Come down,” he shouted, “I’ve got you covered!”

Again came that terrible laugh, half-fear, half-derision, and a voice shrill and harsh came down to him.

“Murderer! Murderer! You killed Thornton Lyne, damn you! I’ve kept this for you — take it!”

Something came crashing through the trees, something small and round, a splashing drop, as of water, fell on the back of Tarling’s hand and he shook it off with a cry, for it burnt like fire. He heard the mysterious stranger drop from the coping of the wall and the sound of his swift feet. He stooped and picked up the article which had been thrown at him. It was a small bottle bearing a stained chemist’s label and the word “Vitriol.”
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It was ten o’clock in the morning, and Whiteside and Tarling were sitting on a sofa in their shirtsleeves, sipping their coffee. Tarling was haggard and weary, in contrast to the dapper inspector of police. Though the latter had been aroused from his bed in the early hours of the morning, he at least had enjoyed a good night’s sleep.

They sat in the room in which Mrs. Rider had been murdered, and the rusty brown stains on the floor where Tarling had found her were eloquent of the tragedy.

They sat sipping their coffee, neither man talking, and they maintained this silence for several minutes, each man following his own train of thought. Tarling for reasons of his own had not revealed his own adventure and he had told the other nothing of the mysterious individual (who he was, he pretty well guessed) whom he had chased through the grounds.

Presently Whiteside lit a cigarette and threw the match in the grate, and Tarling roused himself from his reverie with a jerk.

“What do you make of it?” he asked.

Whiteside shook his head.

“If there had been property taken, it would have had a simple explanation. But nothing has gone. Poor girl!”

Tarling nodded.

“Terrible!” he said. “The doctor had to drug her before he could get her to go.”

“Where is she?” asked Whiteside

“I sent her on an ambulance to a nursing-home in London,” said Tarling shortly. “This is awful, Whiteside.”

“It’s pretty bad,” said the detective-inspector, scratching his chin. “The young lady could supply no information?”

“Nothing, absolutely nothing. She had gone up to see her mother and had left the door ajar, intending to return by the same way after she had interviewed Mrs. Rider. As a matter of fact, she was let out by the front door. Somebody was watching and apparently thought that she was coming out by the way she went in, waited for a time, and then as she did not reappear, followed her into the building.”

“And that somebody was Milburgh?” said Whiteside.

Tarling made no reply. He had his own views and for the moment was not prepared to argue.

“It was obviously Milburgh,” said Whiteside. “He comes to you in the night — we know that he is in Hertford. We know, too, that he tried to assassinate you because he thought the girl had betrayed him and you had unearthed his secret. He must have killed his wife, who probably knows much more about the murder than the daughter.”

Tarling looked at his watch.

“Ling Chu should be here by now,” he said.

“Oh, you sent for Ling Chu, did you?” said Whiteside in surprise. “I thought that you’d given up that idea.”

“I ‘phoned again a couple of hours ago,” said Tarling.

“H’m!” said Whiteside. “Do you think that he knows anything about this?”

Tarling shook his head.

“I believe the story he told me. Of course, when I made the report to Scotland Yard I did not expect that you people would be as credulous as I am, but I know the man. He has never lied to me.”

“Murder is a pretty serious business,” said Whiteside. “If a man didn’t lie to save his neck, he wouldn’t lie at all.”

There was the sound of a motor below, and Tarling walked to the window.

“Here is Ling Chu,” he said, and a few minutes later the Chinaman came noiselessly into the room.

Tarling greeted him with a curt nod, and without any preliminary told the story of the crime. He spoke in English — he had not employed Chinese since he discovered that Ling Chu understood English quite as well as he understood Cantonese, and Whiteside was able from time to time to interject a word, or correct some little slip on Tarling’s part. The Chinaman listened without comment and when Tarling had finished he made one of his queer jerky bows and went out of the room.

“Here are the letters,” said Whiteside, after the man had gone.

Two neat piles of letters were arranged on Mrs. Rider’s desk, and Tarling drew up a chair.

“This is the lot?” he said.

“Yes,” said Whiteside. “I’ve been searching the house since eight o’clock and I can find no others. Those on the right are all from Milburgh. You’ll find they’re simply signed with an initial — a characteristic of his — but they bear his town address.”

“You’ve looked through them?” asked Tarling

“Read ’em all,” replied the other. “There’s nothing at all incriminating in any of them. They’re what I would call bread and butter letters, dealing with little investments which Milburgh has made in his wife’s name — or rather, in the name of Mrs. Rider. It’s easy to see from these how deeply the poor woman was involved without her knowing that she was mixing herself up in a great conspiracy.”

Tarling assented. One by one he took the letters from their envelopes, read them and replaced them. He was halfway through the pile when he stopped and carried a letter to the window.

“Listen to this,” he said:

“Forgive the smudge, but I am in an awful hurry, and I have got my fingers inky through the overturning of an ink bottle.”

“Nothing startling in that,” said Whiteside with a smile.

“Nothing at all,” admitted Tarling. “But it happens that our friend has left a very good and useful thumbprint. At least, it looks too big for a fingerprint.”

“Let me see it,” said Whiteside, springing up.

He went to the other’s side and looked over his shoulder at the letter in his hand, and whistled. He turned a glowing face upon Tarling and gripped his chief by the shoulder.

“We’ve got him!” he said exultantly. “We’ve got him as surely as if we had him in the pen!”

“What do you mean?” asked Tarling.

“I’ll swear to that thumbprint,” replied Whiteside. “It’s identical with the blood mark which was left on Miss Rider’s bureau on the night of the murder!”

“Are you sure?”

“Absolutely,” said Whiteside, speaking quickly. “Do you see that whorl? Look at those lineations! They’re the same. I have the original photograph in my pocket somewhere.” He searched his pocketbook and brought out a photograph of a thumbprint considerably enlarged.

“Compare them!” cried Whiteside in triumph. “Line for line, ridge for ridge, and furrow for furrow, it is Milburgh’s thumbprint and Milburgh is my man!”

He took up his coat and slipped it on.

“Where are you going?”

“Back to London,” said Whiteside grimly, “to secure a warrant for the arrest of George Milburgh, the man who killed Thornton Lyne, the man who murdered his wife — the blackest villain at large in the world to-day!”
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Upon this scene came Ling Chu, imperturbable, expressionless, bringing with him his own atmosphere of mystery.

“Well,” said Tarling, “what have you discovered?” and even Whiteside checked his enthusiasm to listen.

“Two people came up the stairs last night,” said Ling Chu, “also the master.” He looked at Tarling, and the latter nodded. “Your feet are clear,” he said; “also the feet of the smallpiece woman; also the naked feet.”

“The naked feet?” said Tarling, and Ling Chu assented.

“What was the naked foot — man or woman?” asked Whiteside.

“It may have been man or woman,” replied the Chinaman, “but the feet were cut and were bleeding. There is mark of blood on the gravel outside.”

“Nonsense!” said Whiteside sharply.

“Let him go on,” warned Tarling.

“A woman came in and went out—” continued Ling Chu.

“That was Miss Rider,” said Tarling.

“Then a woman and a man came; then the barefooted one came, because the blood is over the first women’s footmarks.”

“How do you know which was the first woman and which was the second?” asked Whiteside, interested in spite of himself.

“The first woman’s foot was wet,” said Ling Chu.

“But there had been no rain,” said the detective in triumph.

“She was standing on the grass,” said Ling Chu, and Tarling nodded his head, remembering that the girl had stood on the grass in the shadow of the bushes, watching his adventure with Milburgh.

“But there is one thing I do not understand master,” said Ling Chu. “There is the mark of another woman’s foot which I cannot find on the stair in the hall. This woman walked all round the house; I think she walked round twice; and then she walked into the garden and through the trees.”

Tarling stared at him.

“Miss Rider came straight from the house on to the road,” he said, “and into Hertford after me.”

“There is the mark of a woman who has walked round the house,” insisted Ling Chu, “and, therefore, I think it was a woman whose feet were bare.”

“Are there any marks of a man beside us three?”

“I was coming to that,” said Ling Chu. “There is a very faint trace of a man who came early, because the wet footsteps are over his; also he left, but there is no sign of him on the gravel, only the mark of a wheel-track.”

“That was Milburgh,” said Tarling.

“If a foot has not touched the ground,” explained Ling Chu, “it would leave little trace. That is why the woman’s foot about the house is so hard for me, for I cannot find it on the stair. Yet I know it came from the house because I can see it leading from the door. Come, master, I will show you.”

He led the way down the stairs into the garden, and then for the first time Whiteside noticed that the Chinaman was barefooted.

“You haven’t mixed your own footmarks up with somebody else’s?” he asked jocularly.

Ling Chu shook his head.

“I left my shoes outside the door because it is easier for me to work so,” he said calmly, slipping his feet into his small shoes.

He led the way to the side of the house, and there pointed out the footprints. They were unmistakably feminine. Where the heel was, was a deep crescent-shaped hole, which recurred at intervals all round the house. Curiously enough, they were to be found in front of almost every window, as though the mysterious visitor had walked over the garden border as if seeking to find an entrance.

“They look more like slippers than shoes to me. They’re undoubtedly a woman’s,” said Whiteside, examining one of the impressions. “What do you think, Tarling?”

Tarling nodded and led the way back to the room.

“What is your theory, Ling Chu?” he asked.

“Somebody came into the house,” said the Chinaman, “squeezed through the door below and up the stairs. First that somebody killed and then went to search the house, but could not get through the door.”

“That’s right,” said Whiteside. “You mean the door that shuts off this little wing from the rest of the house. That was locked, was it not, Tarling, when you made the discovery?”

“Yes,” said Tarling, “it was locked.”

“When they found they could not get into the house,” Ling Chu went on, “they tried to get through one of the windows.”

“They, they?” said Tarling impatiently. “Who are they? Do you mean the woman?”

The new theory was disturbing. He had pierced the second actor in the tragedy — a brown vitriol burn on the back of his hand reminded him of his existence — but who was the third?

“I mean the woman,” replied Ling Chu quietly.

“But who in God’s name wanted to get into the house after murdering Mrs. Rider?” asked Whiteside irritably. “Your theory is against all reason, Ling Chu. When a person has committed a murder they want to put as much distance between themselves and the scene of the crime as they can in the shortest possible space of time.”

Ling Chu did not reply.

“How many people are concerned in this murder?” said Tarling. “A barefooted man or woman came in and killed Mrs. Rider; a second person made the round of the house, trying to get in through one of the windows—”

“Whether it was one person or two I cannot tell,” replied Ling Chu.

Tarling made a further inspection of the little wing. It was, as Ling Chu had said and as he had explained to the Chinaman, cut off from the rest of the house, and had evidently been arranged to give Mr. Milburgh the necessary privacy upon his visits to Hertford. The wing consisted of three rooms; a bedroom, leading from the sittingroom, evidently used by Mrs. Rider, for her clothes were hanging in the wardrobe; the sittingroom in which the murder was committed, and the spare room through which he had passed with Odette to the gallery over the hall.

It was through the door in this room that admission was secured to the house.

“There’s nothing to be done but to leave the local police in charge and get back to London,” said Tarling when the inspection was concluded.

“And arrest Milburgh,” suggested Whiteside. “Do you accept Ling Chu’s theory?”

Tarling shook his head.

“I am loath to reject it,” he said, “because he is the most amazingly clever tracker. He can trace footmarks which are absolutely invisible to the eye, and he has a bushman’s instinct which in the old days in China led to some extraordinary results.”

They returned to town by car, Ling Chu riding beside the chauffeur, smoking an interminable chain of cigarettes. Tarling spoke very little during the journey, his mind being fully occupied with the latest development of a mystery, the solution of which still evaded him.

The route through London to Scotland Yard carried him through Cavendish Place, where the nursing home was situated in which Odette Rider lay. He stopped the car to make inquiries, and found that the girl had recovered from the frenzy of grief into which the terrible discovery of the morning had thrown her, and had fallen into a quiet sleep.

“That’s good news, anyway,” he said, rejoining his companion. “I was half beside myself with anxiety.”

“You take a tremendous interest in Miss Rider, don’t you?” asked Whiteside dryly.

Tarling brindled, then laughed.

“Oh, yes, I take an interest,” he admitted, “but it is very natural.”

“Why natural?” asked Whiteside.

“Because,” replied Tarling deliberately, “Miss Rider is going to be my wife.”

“Oh!” said Whiteside in blank amazement, and had nothing more to say.

The warrant for Milburgh’s arrest was waiting for them, and placed in the hands of Whiteside for execution.

“We’ll give him no time,” said the officer. “I’m afraid he’s had a little too much grace, and we shall be very lucky if we find him at home.”

As he had suspected, the house in Camden Town was empty, and the woman who came daily to do the cleaning of the house was waiting patiently by the iron gate. Mr. Milburgh, she told them, usually admitted her at half-past eight. Even if he was “in the country” he was back at the house before her arrival.

Whiteside fitted a skeleton key into the lock of the gate, opened it (the charwoman protesting in the interests of her employer) and went up the flagged path. The door of the cottage was a more difficult proposition, being fitted with a patent lock. Tarling did not stand on ceremony, but smashed one of the windows, and grinned as he did so.

“Listen to that?”

The shrill tinkle of a bell came to their ears.

“Burglar alarm,” said Tarling laconically, and pushed back the catch, threw up the window, and stepped into the little room where he had interviewed Mr. Milburgh.

The house was empty. They went from room to room, searching the bureaux and cupboards. In one of these Tarling made a discovery. It was no more than a few glittering specks which he swept from a shelf into the palm of his hand.

“If that isn’t thermite, I’m a Dutchman,” he said. “At any rate, we’ll be able to convict Mr. Milburgh of arson if we can’t get him for murder. We’ll send this to the Government analyst right away, Whiteside. If Milburgh did not kill Thornton Lyne, he certainly burnt down the premises of Dashwood and Solomon to destroy the evidence of his theft.”

It was Whiteside who made the second discovery. Mr. Milburgh slept on a large wooden four-poster.

“He’s a luxurious devil,” said Whiteside. “Look at the thickness of those box springs.” He tapped the side of that piece of furniture and looked round with a startled expression.

“A bit solid for a box spring, isn’t it?” he asked, and continued his investigation, tearing down the bed valance.

Presently he was rewarded by finding a small eyelet hole in the side of the mattress. He took out his knife, opened the pipe cleaner, and pressed the narrow blade into the aperture. There was a click and two doors, ludicrously like the doors which deaden the volume of gramophone music, flew open.

Whiteside put in his hand and pulled something out.

“Books,” he said disappointedly. Then, brightening up. “They are diaries; I wonder if the beggar kept a diary?”

He piled the little volumes on the bed and Tarling took one and turned the leaves.

“Thornton Lyne’s diary,” he said. “This may be useful.”

One of the volumes was locked. It was the newest of the books, and evidently an attempt had been made to force the lock, for the hasp was badly wrenched. Mr. Milburgh had, in fact, made such an attempt, but as he was engaged in a systematic study of the diaries from the beginning he had eventually put aside the last volume after an unsuccessful effort to break the fastening.

“Is there nothing else?” asked Tarling.

“Nothing,” said the disappointed inspector, looking into the interior. “There may be other little cupboards of this kind,” he added. But a long search revealed no further hiding-place.

“Nothing more is to be done here,” said Tarling. “Keep one of your men in the house in case Milburgh turns up. Personally I doubt very much whether he will put in an appearance.”

“Do you think the girl has frightened him?”

“I think it is extremely likely,” said Tarling. “I will make an inquiry at the Stores, but I don’t suppose he will be there either.”

This surmise proved to be correct. Nobody at Lyne’s Store had seen the manager or received word as to his whereabouts. Milburgh had disappeared as though the ground had opened and swallowed him.

No time was lost by Scotland Yard in communicating particulars of the wanted man to every police station in England. Within twentyfour hours his description and photograph were in the hands of every chief constable; and if he had not succeeded in leaving the country — which was unlikely — during the time between the issue of the warrant and his leaving Tarling’s room in Hertford, his arrest was inevitable.

At five o’clock that afternoon came a new clue. A pair of ladies’ shoes, mud-stained and worn, had been discovered in a ditch on the Hertford road, four miles from the house where the latest murder had been committed. This news came by telephone from the Chief of the Hertford Constabulary, with the further information that the shoes had been despatched to Scotland Yard by special messenger.

It was half-past seven when the little parcel was deposited on Tarling’s table. He stripped the package of its paper, opened the lid of the cardboard box, and took out a distorted-looking slipper which had seen better days.

“A woman’s, undoubtedly,” he said. “Do you note the crescent-shaped heel.”

“Look!” said Whiteside, pointing to some stains on the whitey-brown inner sock. “That supports Ling Chu’s theory. The feet of the person who wore these were bleeding.”

Tailing examined the slippers and nodded. He turned up the tongue in search of the maker’s name, and the shoe dropped from his hand.

“What’s on earth the matter?” asked Whiteside, and picked it up.

He looked and laughed helplessly; for on the inside of the tongue was a tiny label bearing the name of a London shoemaker, and beneath, written in ink, “Miss O. Rider.”
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The matron of the nursing home received Tarling. Odette, she said, had regained her normal calm, but would require a few days’ rest. She suggested she should be sent to the country.

“I hope you’re not going to ask her a lot of questions, Mr. Tarling,” said the matron, “because she really isn’t fit to stand any further strain.”

“There’s only one question I’m going to ask,” said Tarling grimly.

He found the girl in a prettily-furnished room, and she held out her hand to him in greeting. He stooped and kissed her, and without further ado produced the shoe from his pocket.

“Odette dear,” he said gently, “is this yours?”

She looked at it and nodded.

“Why yes, where did you find it?”

“Are you sure it is yours?”

“I’m perfectly certain it’s mine,” she smiled. “It’s an old slipper I used to wear. Why do you ask?”

“Where did you see it last?”

The girl closed her eyes and shivered.

“In mother’s room,” she said. “Oh, mother, mother!”

She turned her head to the cushion of the chair and wept, and Tarling soothed her.

It was some time before she was calm, but then she could give no further information.

“It was a shoe that mother liked because it fitted her. We both took the same size…”

Her voice broke again and Tarling hastened to change the conversation.

More and more he was becoming converted to Ling Chu’s theory. He could not apply to that theory the facts which had come into his possession. On his way back from the nursing home to police headquarters, he reviewed the Hertford crime.

Somebody had come into the house barefooted, with bleeding feet, and, having committed the murder, had looked about for shoes. The old slippers had been the only kind which the murderer could wear, and he or she had put them on and had gone out again, after making the circuit of the house. Why had this mysterious person tried to get into the house again, and for whom or what were they searching?

If Ling Chu was correct, obviously the murderer could not be Milburgh. If he could believe the evidence of his senses, the man with the small feet had been he who had shrieked defiance in the darkness and had hurled the vitriol at his feet. He put his views before his subordinate and found Whiteside willing to agree with him.

“But it does not follow,” said Whiteside, “that the barefooted person who was apparently in Mrs. Rider’s house committed the murder. Milburgh did that right enough, don’t worry! There is less doubt that he committed the Daffodil Murder.”

Tarling swung round in his chair; he was sitting on the opposite side of the big table that the two men used in common.

“I think I know who committed the Daffodil Murder,” he said steadily. “I have been working things out, and I have a theory which you would probably describe as fantastic.”

“What is it?” asked Whiteside, but the other shook his head.

He was not for the moment prepared to reveal his theory.

Whiteside leaned back in his chair and for a moment cogitated.

“The case from the very beginning is full of contradictions,” he said. “Thornton Lyne was a rich man — by-the-way, you’re a rich man, now, Tarling, and I must treat you with respect.”

Tarling smiled.

“Go on,” he said.

“He had queer tastes — a bad poet, as is evidenced by his one slim volume of verse. He was a poseur, proof of which is to be found in his patronage of Sam Stay — who, by the way, has escaped from the lunatic asylum; I suppose you know that?”

“I know that,” said Tarling. “Go on.”

“Lyne falls in love with a pretty girl in his employ,” continued Whiteside. “Used to having his way when he lifted his finger, all women that in earth do dwell must bow their necks to the yoke. He is repulsed by the girl and in his humiliation immediately conceives for her a hatred beyond the understanding of any sane mortal.”

“So far your account doesn’t challenge contradiction,” said Tarling with a little twinkle in his eye.

“That is item number one,” continued Whiteside, ticking the item off on his fingers. “Item number two is Mr. Milburgh, an oleaginous gentleman who has been robbing the firm for years and has been living in style in the country on his ill-earned gains. From what he hears, or knows, he gathers, that the jig is up. He is in despair when he realises that Thornton Lyne is desperately in love with his stepdaughter. What is more likely than that he should use his stepdaughter in order to influence Thornton Lyne to take the favourable view of his delinquencies?”

“Or what is more likely,” interrupted Tarling, “than that he would put the blame for the robberies upon the girl and trust to her paying a price to Thornton Lyne to escape punishment?”

“Right again. I’ll accept that possibility,” said Whiteside. “Milburgh’s plan is to get a private interview, under exceptionally favourable circumstances, with Thornton Lyne. He wires to that gentleman to meet him at Miss Rider’s flat, relying upon the magic of the name.”

“And Thornton Lyne comes in list slippers,” said Tarling sarcastically. “That doesn’t wash, Whiteside.”

“No, it doesn’t,” admitted the other. “But I’m getting at the broad aspects of the case. Lyne comes. He is met by Milburgh, who plays his trump card of confession and endeavours to switch the young man on to the solution which Milburgh had prepared. Lyne refuses, there is a row, and is desperation Milburgh shoots Thornton Lyne.”

Tarling shook his head. He mused a while, then:

“It’s queer,” he said.

The door opened and a police officer came in.

“Here are the particulars you want,” he said and handed Whiteside a typewritten sheet of paper.

“What is this?” said Whiteside when the man had gone. “Oh, here is our old friend, Sam Stay. A police description.” He read on: “Height five foot four, sallow complexion… wearing a grey suit and underclothing bearing the markings of the County Asylum… Hullo!”

“What is it?” said Tarling.

“This is remarkable,” said Whiteside, and read

“When the patient escaped, he had bare feet. He takes a very small size in shoes, probably four or five. A kitchen knife is missing and the patient may be armed. Bootmakers should be warned…”

“Bare feet!” Tarling rose from the table with a frown on his face. “Sam Stay hated Odette Rider.”

The two men exchanged glances.

“Now, do you see who killed Mrs. Rider?” asked Tarling. “She was killed by one who saw Odette Rider go into the house, and did not see her come out; who went in after her to avenge, as he thought, his dead patron. He killed this unhappy woman — the initials on the knife, M.C.A., stand for Middlesex County Asylum, and he brought the knife with him — and discovered his mistake; then, having searched for a pair of shoes to cover his bleeding feet, and having failed to get into the house by any other way, made a circuit of the building, looking for Odette Rider and seeking an entrance at every window.”

Whiteside looked at him in astonishment.

“It’s a pity you’ve got money,” he said admiringly. “When you retire from this business there’ll be a great detective lost.”
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“I have seen you somewhere before, ain’t I?”

The stout clergyman in the immaculate white collar beamed benevolently at the questioner and shook his head with a gentle smile.

“No, my dear friend, I do not think I have ever seen you before.”

It was a little man, shabbily dressed, and looking ill. His face was drawn and lined; he had not shaved for days, and the thin, black stubble of hair gave him a sinister look. The clergyman had just walked out of Temple Gardens and was at the end of Villiers Street leading up to the Strand, when he was accosted. He was a happy-looking clergyman, and something of a student, too, if the stout and serious volume under his arm had any significance.

“I’ve seen you before,” said the little man, “I’ve dreamt about you.”

“If you’ll excuse me,” said the clergyman, “I am afraid I cannot stay. I have an important engagement.”

“Hold hard,” said the little man, in so fierce a tone that the other stopped. “I tell you I’ve dreamt about you. I’ve seen you dancing with four black devils with no clothes on, and you were all fat and ugly.”

He lowered his voice and was speaking in a fierce earnest monotone, as though he was reciting some lesson he had been taught.

The clergyman took a pace back in alarm.

“Now, my good man,” he said severely, “you ought not to stop gentlemen in the street and talk that kind of nonsense. I have never met you before in my life. My name is the Reverend Josiah Jennings.”

“Your name is Milburgh,” said the other. “Yes, that’s it, Milburgh. He
 used to talk about you! That lovely man — here!” He clutched the clergyman’s sleeve and Milburgh’s face went a shade paler. There was a concentrated fury in the grip on his arm and a strange wildness in the man’s speech. “Do you know where he is? In a beautivault built like an ‘ouse in Highgate Cemetery. There’s two little doors that open like the door of a church, and you go down some steps to it.”

“Who are you?” asked Milburgh, his teeth chattering.

“Don’t you know me?” The little man peered at him. “You’ve heard him talk about me. Sam Stay — why, I worked for two days in your Stores, I did. And you — you’ve only got what he’s
 given you. Every penny you earned he gave you, did Mr. Lyne. He was a friend to everybody — to the poor, even to a hook like me.”

His eyes filled with tears and Mr. Milburgh looked round to see if he was being observed.

“Now, don’t talk nonsense!” he said under his breath, “and listen, my man; if anybody asks you whether you have seen Mr. Milburgh, you haven’t, you understand?”

“Oh, I understand,” said the man. “But I knew you! There’s nobody connected with him that I don’t remember. He lifted me up out of the gutter, he did. He’s my idea of God!”

They had reached a quiet corner of the Gardens and Milburgh motioned the man to sit beside him on a garden seat.

For the first time that day he experienced a sense of confidence in the wisdom of his choice of disguise. The sight of a clergyman speaking with a seedy-looking man might excite comment, but not suspicion. After all, it was the business of clergymen to talk to seedy-looking men, and they might be seen engaged in the most earnest and confidential conversation and he would suffer no loss of caste.

Sam Stay looked at the black coat and the white collar in doubt.

“How long have you been a clergyman, Mr. Milburgh?” he asked.

“Oh — er — for a little while,” said Mr. Milburgh glibly, trying to remember what he had heard about Sam Stay. But the little man saved him the labour of remembering.

“They took me away to a place in the country,” he said, “but you know I wasn’t mad, Mr. Milburgh. He
 wouldn’t have had a fellow hanging round him who was mad, would he? You’re a clergyman, eh?” He nodded his head wisely, then asked, with a sudden eagerness: “Did he make you a clergyman? He could do wonderful things, could Mr. Lyne, couldn’t he? Did you preach over him when they buried him in that little vault in ‘Ighgate? I’ve seen it — I go there every day, Mr. Milburgh,” said Sam. “I only found it by accident. ‘Also Thornton Lyne, his son.’ There’s two little doors that open like church doors.”

Mr. Milburgh drew a long sigh. Of course, he remembered now. Sam Stay had been removed to a lunatic asylum, and he was dimly conscious of the fact that the man had escaped. It was not a pleasant experience, talking with an escaped lunatic. It might, however, be a profitable one. Mr. Milburgh was a man who let very few opportunities slip. What could he make out of this, he wondered? Again Sam Stay supplied the clue.

“I’m going to settle with that girl—” He stopped and closed his lips tightly, and looked with a cunning little smile at Milburgh. “I didn’t say anything, did I?” he asked with a queer little chuckle. “I didn’t say anything that would give me away, did I?”

“No, my friend,” said Mr. Milburgh, still in the character of the benevolent pastor. “To what girl do you refer?”

The face of Sam Stay twisted into a malignant smile.

“There’s only one girl,” he said between his teeth, “and I’ll get her. I’ll settle with her! I’ve got something here—” he felt in his pocket in a vague, aimless way. “I thought I had it, I’ve carried it about so long; but I’ve got it somewhere, I know I have!”

“So you hate Miss Rider, do you?” asked Milburgh.

“Hate her!”

The little fellow almost shouted the words, his face purple, his eyes starting from his head, his two hands twisted convulsively.

“I thought I’d finished her last night,” he began, and stopped.

The words had no significance for Mr. Milburgh, since he had seen no newspapers that day.

“Listen,” Sam went on. “Have you ever loved anybody?”

Mr. Milburgh was silent. To him Odette Rider was nothing, but about the woman Odette Rider had called mother and the woman he called wife, circled the one precious sentiment in his life.

“Yes, I think I have,” he said after a pause. “Why?”

“Well, you know how I feel, don’t you?” said Sam Stay huskily. “You know how I want to get the better of this party who brought him down. She lured him on — lured him on — oh, my God!” He buried his face in his hands and swayed from side to side.

Mr. Milburgh looked round in some apprehension. No one was in sight.

Odette would be the principal witness against him and this man hated her. He had small cause for loving her. She was the one witness that the Crown could produce, now that he had destroyed the documentary evidence of his crime. What case would they have against him if they stood him in the dock at the Old Bailey, if Odette Rider were not forthcoming to testify against him?

He thought the matter over coldbloodedly, as a merchant might consider some commercial proposition which is put before him. He had learnt that Odette Rider was in London in a nursing home, as the result of a set of curious circumstances.

He had called up Lyne’s Store that morning on the telephone to discover whether there had been any inquiries for him and had heard from his chief assistant that a number of articles of clothing had been ordered to be sent to this address for Miss Rider’s use. He had wondered what had caused her collapse, and concluded that it was the result of the strain to which the girl had been subjected in that remarkable interview which she and he had had with Tarling at Hertford on the night before.

“Suppose you met Miss Rider?” he said. “What could you do?”

Sam Stay showed his teeth in a grin.

“Well, anyway, you’re not likely to meet her for some time. She is in a nursing home,” said Milburgh, “and the nursing home,” he went on deliberately, “is at 304, Cavendish Place.”

“304, Cavendish Place,” repeated Sam. “That’s near Regent Street, isn’t it?”

“I don’t know where it is,” said Mr. Milburgh. “She is at 304, Cavendish Place, so that it is very unlikely that you will meet her for some time.”

He rose to his feet, and he saw the man was shaking from head to foot like a man in the grip of ague.

“304, Cavendish Place,” he repeated, and without another word turned his back on Mr. Milburgh and slunk away.

That worthy gentleman looked after him and shook his head, and then rising, turned and walked in the other direction. It was just as easy to take a ticket for the Continent at Waterloo station as it was at Charing Cross. In many ways it was safer.
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Tarling should have been sleeping. Every bone and sinew in him ached for rest. His head was sunk over a table in his flat. Lyne’s diaries stood in two piles on the table, the bigger pile that which he had read, the lesser being those which Tarling had yet to examine.

The diaries had been blank books containing no printed date lines. In some cases one book would cover a period of two or three years, in other cases three or four books would be taken up by the record of a few months. The pile on the left grew, and the pile on the right became smaller, until there was only one book — a diary newer than the others which had been fastened by two brass locks, but had been opened by the Scotland Yard experts.

Tarling took up this volume and turned the leaves. As he had expected, it was the current diary — that on which Thornton Lyne had been engaged at the time of his murder. Tarling opened the book in a spirit of disappointment. The earlier books had yielded nothing save a revelation of the writer’s egotism. He had read Lyne’s account of the happenings in Shanghai, but after all that was nothing fresh, and added little to the sum of the detective’s knowledge.

He did not anticipate that the last volume would yield any more promising return for his study. Nevertheless, he read it carefully, and presently drawing a writing pad toward him, he began to note down excerpts from the diary. There was the story, told in temperate language and with surprising mildness, of Odette Rider’s rejection of Thornton Lyne’s advances. It was a curiously uninteresting record, until he came to a date following the release of Sam Stay from gaol, and here Thornton Lyne enlarged upon the subject of his “humiliation.”

“Stay is out of prison,” the entry ran. “It is pathetic to see how this man adores me. I almost wish sometimes that I could keep him out of gaol; but if I did so, and converted him into a dull, respectable person, I should miss these delicious experiences which his worship affords. It is good to bask in the bright sunlight of his adoration! I talked to him of Odette. A strange matter to discuss with a lout, but he was so wonderful a listener! I exaggerated, the temptation was great. How he loathed her by the time I was through… he actually put forward a plan to ‘spoil her looks,’ as he put it. He had been working in the same prison gang as a man who was undergoing a term of penal servitude for ‘doing in’ his girl that way… vitriol was used, and Sam suggested that he should do the work… I was horrified, but it gave me an idea. He says he can give me a key that will open any door. Suppose I went… in the dark? And I could leave a clue behind. What clue? Here is a thought. Suppose I left something unmistakably Chinese? Tarling had evidently been friendly with the girl… something Chinese might place him under suspicion…”

The diary ended with the word “suspicion,” an appropriate ending. Tarling read the passages again and again until he almost had them by heart. Then he closed the book and locked it away in his drawer.

He sat with his chin on his hand for half an hour. He was piecing together the puzzle which Thornton Lyne had made so much more simple. The mystery was clearing up. Thornton Lyne had gone to that flat not in response to the telegram, but with the object of compromising and possibly ruining the girl. He had gone with the little slip of paper inscribed with Chinese characters, intending to leave the Hong in a conspicuous place, that somebody else might be blamed for his infamy.

Milburgh had been in the flat for another purpose. The two men had met; there had been a quarrel; and Milburgh had fired the fatal shot. That part of the story solved the mystery of Thornton Lyne’s list slippers and his Chinese characters; his very presence there was cleared up. He thought of Sam Stay’s offer.

It came in a flash to Tarling that the man who had thrown the bottle of vitriol at him, who had said he had kept it for years — was Sam Stay. Stay, with his scheme for blasting the woman who, he believed, had humiliated his beloved patron.

And now for Milburgh, the last link in the chain.

Tarling had arranged for the superintendent in charge of the Cannon Row Police Station to notify him if any news came through. The inspector’s message did not arrive, and Tarling went down through Whitehall to hear the latest intelligence at first hand. That was to be precious little. As he was talking there arrived on the scene an agitated driver, the proprietor of a taxicab which had been lost. An ordinary case such as come the way of the London police almost every day. The cabman had taken a man and a woman to one of the West End theatres, and had been engaged to wait during the evening and pick them up when the performance was through. After setting down his fares, he had gone to a small eating-house for a bit of supper. When he came out the cab had disappeared.

“I know who done it,” he said vehemently, “and if I had him here, I’d…”

“How do you know?”

“He looked in at the coffee-shop while I was eating my bit of food.”

“What did he look like?” asked the station inspector.

“He was a man with a white face,” said the victim, “I could pick him out of a thousand. And what’s more, he had a brand-new pair of boots on.”

Tarling had strolled away from the officer’s desk whilst this conversation was in progress, but now he returned.

“Did he speak at all?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” said the cabman. “I happened to ask him if he was looking for anybody, and he said no, and then went on to talk a lot of rubbish about a man who had been the best friend any poor chap could have had. My seat happened to be nearest the door, that’s how I got into conversation with him. I thought he was off his nut.”

“Yes, yes, go on,” said Tarling impatiently. “What happened then?”

“Well, he went out,” said the cabman, “and presently I heard a cab being cranked up. I thought it was one of the other drivers — there were several cabs outside. The eating-house is a place which cabmen use, and I didn’t take very much notice until I came out and found my cab gone and the old devil I’d left in charge in a public-house drinking beer with the money this fellow had given him.”

“Sounds like your man, sir,” said the inspector, looking at Tarling.

“That’s Sam Stay all right,” he said, “but it’s news to me that he could drive a taxi.”

The inspector nodded.

“Oh, I know Sam Stay all right, sir. We’ve had him in here two or three times. He used to be a taxidriver — didn’t you know that?”

Tarling did not know that. He had intended looking up Sam’s record that day, but something had occurred to put the matter out of his mind.

“Well, he can’t go far,” he said. “You’ll circulate the description of the cab, I suppose? He may be easier to find. He can’t hide the cab as well as he can hide himself, and if he imagines that the possession of a car is going to help him to escape he’s making a mistake.”

Tarling was going back to Hertford that night, and had informed Ling Chu of his intention. He left Cannon Row Police Station, walked across the road to Scotland Yard, to confer with Whiteside, who had promised to meet him. He was pursuing independent inquiries and collecting details of evidence regarding the Hertford crime.

Whiteside was not in when Tarling called, and the sergeant on duty in the little office by the main door hurried forward.

“This came for you two hours ago, sir,” he said “We thought you were in Hertford.”

“This” was a letter addressed in pencil, and Mr. Milburgh had made no attempt to disguise his handwriting. Tarling tore open the envelope and read the contents:

“Dear Mr. Tarling,” it began. “I have just read in the Evening Press
 , with the deepest sorrow and despair, the news that my dearly Beloved wife, Catherine Rider, has been foully murdered. How terrible to think that a few hours ago I was conversing with her assassin, as I believe Sam Stay to be, and had inadvertently given him information as to where Miss Rider was to be found! I beg of you that you will lose no time in saving her from the hands of this cruel madman, who seems to have only one idea, and that to avenge the death of the late Mr. Thornton Lyne. When this reaches you I shall be beyond the power of human vengeance, for I have determined to end a life which has held so much sorrow and disappointment. — M.”

He was satisfied that Mr. Milburgh would not commit suicide, and the information was superfluous that Sam Stay had murdered Mrs. Rider. It was the knowledge that this vengeful lunatic knew where Odette Rider was staying which made Tarling sweat.

“Where is Mr. Whiteside?” he asked.

“He has gone to Cambours Restaurant to meet somebody, sir,” said the sergeant.

The somebody was one of Milburgh’s satellites at Lyne’s Store. Tarling must see him without delay. The inspector had control of all the official arrangements connected with the case, and it would be necessary to consult him before he could place detectives to watch the nursing home in Cavendish Place.

He found a cab and drove to Cambours, which was in Soho, and was fortunate enough to discover Whiteside in the act of leaving.

“I didn’t get much from that fellow,” Whiteside began, when Tarling handed him the letter.

The Scotland Yard man read it through without comment and handed it back.

“Of course he hasn’t committed suicide. It’s the last thing in the world that men of the Milburgh type ever think about seriously. He is a coldblooded villain. Imagine him sitting down to write calmly about his wife’s murderer!”

“What do you think of the other matter — the threat against Odette?”

Whiteside nodded.

“There may be something in it,” he said. “Certainly we cannot take risks. Has anything been heard of Stay?”

Tarling told the story of the stolen taxicab.

“We’ll have him,” said Whiteside confidently. “He’ll have no pals, and without pals in the motor business it is practically impossible to get a car away.”

He got into Tarling’s cab, and a few minutes later they were at the nursing home.

The matron came to them, a sedate, motherly lady.

“I’m sorry to disturb you at this hour of the night,” said Tarling, sensing her disapproval. “But information has come to me this evening which renders it necessary that Miss Rider should be guarded.”

“Guarded?” said the matron in surprise. “I don’t quite understand you, Mr. Tarling. I had come down to give you rather a blowing up about Miss Rider. You know she is absolutely unfit to go out. I thought I made that clear to you when you were here this morning?”

“Go out?” said the puzzled Tarling. “What do you mean? She is not going out.”

It was the matron’s turn to be surprised.

“But you sent for her half an hour ago,” she said.

“I sent for her?” said Tarling, turning pale. “Tell me, please, what has happened?”

“About half an hour ago, or it may be a little longer,” said the matron, “a cabman came to the door and told me that he had been sent by the authorities to fetch Miss Rider at once — she was wanted in connection with her mother’s murder.”

Something in Tarling’s face betrayed his emotion.

“Did you not send for her?” she asked in alarm.

Tarling shook his head.

“What was the man like who called?” he asked:

“A very ordinary-looking man, rather undersized and ill-looking — it was the taxidriver.”

“You have no idea which way they went?”

“No,” replied the matron. “I very much objected to Miss Rider going at all, but when I gave her the message, which apparently had come from you, she insisted upon going.”

Tarling groaned. Odette Rider was in the power of a maniac who hated her, who had killed her mother and had cherished a plan for disfiguring the beauty of the girl whom he believed had betrayed his beloved master.

Without any further words he turned and left the waiting-room, followed by Whiteside.

“It’s hopeless,” he said, when they were outside, “hopeless, hopeless! My God! How terrible! I dare not think of it. If Milburgh is alive he shall suffer.”

He gave directions to the cab-driver and followed Whiteside into the cab.

“I’m going back to my flat to pick up Ling Chu,” he said. “I can’t afford to lose any help he may be able to give us.”

Whiteside was pardonably piqued.

“I don’t know if your Ling Chu will be able to do very much in the way of trailing a taxicab through London.” And then, recognising something of the other’s distress, he said more gently, “Though I agree with you that every help we can get we shall need.”

On their arrival at the Bond Street flat, Tarling opened the door and went upstairs, followed by the other. The flat was in darkness — an extraordinary circumstance, for it was an understood thing that Ling Chu should not leave the house whilst his master was out. And Ling Chu had undoubtedly left. The diningroom was empty. The first thing Tarling saw, when he turned on the light, was a strip of rice paper on which the ink was scarcely dry. Just half a dozen Chinese characters and no more.

“If you return before I, learn that I go to find the little-little woman,” read Tarling in astonishment.

“Then he knows she’s gone! Thank God for that!” he said. “I wonder—”

He stopped. He thought he had heard a low moan, and catching the eye of Whiteside, he saw that the Scotland Yard man had detected the same sound.

“Sounds like somebody groaning,” he said. “Listen!”

He bent his head and waited, and presently it came again.

In two strides Tarling was at the door of Ling Chu’s sleeping place, but it was locked. He stooped to the keyhole and listened, and again heard the moan. With a thrust of his shoulder he had broken the door open and dashed in.

The sight that met his eyes was a remarkable one. There was a man lying on the bed, stripped to the waist. His hands and his legs were bound and a white cloth covered his face. But what Tarling saw before all else was that across the centre of the broad chest were four little red lines, which Tarling recognised. They were “persuaders,” by which native Chinese policemen secretly extract confessions from unwilling criminals — light cuts with a sharp knife on the surface of the skin, and after —

He looked around for the “torture bottle,” but it was not in sight.

“Who is this?” he asked, and lifted the cloth from the man’s face.

It was Milburgh.



XXXIII. Ling Chu — Torturer


Table of Contents


Much had happened to Mr. Milburgh between the time of his discovery lying bound and helpless and showing evidence that he had been in the hands of a Chinese torturer and the moment he left Sam Stay. He had read of the murder, and had been shocked, and, in his way, grieved.

It was not to save Odette Rider that he sent his note to Scotland Yard, but rather to avenge himself upon the man who had killed the only woman in the world who had touched his warped nature. Nor had he any intention of committing suicide. He had the passports which he had secured a year before in readiness for such a step (he had kept that clerical uniform of his by him all that time) and was ready at a moment’s notice to leave the country.

His tickets were in his pocket, and when he despatched the district messenger to Scotland Yard he was on his way to Waterloo station to catch the Havre boat train. The police, he knew, would be watching the station, but he had no fear that they would discover beneath the benign exterior of a country clergyman, the wanted manager of Lyne’s Store, even supposing that there was a warrant out for his arrest.

He was standing at a bookstall, purchasing literature to while away the hours of the journey, when he felt a hand laid on his arm and experienced a curious sinking sensation. He turned to look into a brown mask of a face he had seen before.

“Well, my man,” he asked with a smile, “what can I do for you?”

He had asked the question in identical terms of Sam Stay — his brain told him that much, mechanically.

“You will come with me, Mr. Milburgh,” said Ling Chu. “It will be better for you if you do not make any trouble.”

“You are making a mistake.”

“If I am making a mistake,” said Ling Chu calmly, “you have only to tell that policeman that I have mistaken you for Milburgh, who is wanted by the police on a charge of murder, and I shall get into very serious trouble.”

Milburgh’s lips were quivering with fear and his face was a pasty grey.

“I will come,” he said.

Ling Chu walked by his side, and they passed out of Waterloo station. The journey to Bond Street remained in Milburgh’s memory like a horrible dream. He was not used to travelling on omnibuses, being something of a sybarite who spared nothing to ensure his own comfort. Ling Chu on the contrary had a penchant for buses and seemed to enjoy them.

No word was spoken until they reached the sittingroom of Tarling’s flat. Milburgh expected to see the detective. He had already arrived at the conclusion that Ling Chu was but a messenger who had been sent by the man from Shanghai to bring him to his presence. But there was no sign of Tarling.

“Now, my friend, what do you want?” he asked. “It is true I am Mr. Milburgh, but when you say that I have committed murder you are telling a wicked lie.”

He had gained some courage, because he had expected in the first place to be taken immediately to Scotland Yard and placed in custody. The fact that Tarling’s flat lay at the end of the journey seemed to suggest that the situation was not as desperate as he had imagined.

Ling Chu, turning suddenly upon Milburgh, gripped him by the wrist, half-turning as he did so. Before Milburgh knew what was happening, he was lying on the floor, face downwards, with Ling Chu’s knee in the small of his back. He felt something like a wire loop slipped about his wrists, and suffered an excruciating pain as the Chinaman tightened the connecting link of the native handcuff.

“Get up,” said Ling Chu sternly, and, exerting a surprising strength, lifted the man to his feet.

“What are you going to do?” said Milburgh, his teeth chattering with fear.

There was no answer. Ling Chu gripped the man by one hand and opening the door with the other, pushed him into a room which was barely furnished. Against the wall there was an iron bed, and on to this the man was pushed, collapsing in a heap.

The Chinese thief-catcher went about his work in a scientific fashion. First he fastened and threaded a length of silk rope through one of the rails of the bed and into the slack of this he lifted Milburgh’s head, so that he could not struggle except at the risk of being strangled.

Ling Chu turned him over, unfastened the handcuffs, and methodically bound first one wrist and then the other to the side of the bed.

“What are you going to do?” repeated Milburgh, but the Chinaman made no reply.

He produced from a belt beneath his blouse a wicked-looking knife, and the manager opened his mouth to shout. He was beside himself with terror, but any cause for fear had yet to come. The Chinaman stopped the cry by dropping a pillow on the man’s face, and began deliberately to cut the clothing on the upper part of his body.

“If you cry out,” he said calmly, “the people will think it is I who am singing! Chinamen have no music in their voices, and sometimes when I have sung my native songs, people have come up to discover who was suffering.”

“You are acting illegally,” breathed Milburgh, in a last attempt to save the situation. “For your crime you will suffer imprisonment”

“I shall be fortunate,” said Ling Chu; “for prison is life. But you will hang at the end of a long rope.”

He had lifted the pillow from Milburgh’s face, and now that pallid man was following every movement of the Chinaman with a fearful eye. Presently Milburgh was stripped to the waist, and Ling Chu regarded his handiwork complacently.

He went to a cupboard in the wall, and took out a small brown bottle, which he placed on a table by the side of the bed. Then he himself sat upon the edge of the bed and spoke. His English was almost perfect, though now and again he hesitated in the choice of a word, and there were moments when he was a little stilted in his speech, and more than a little pedantic. He spoke slowly and with great deliberation.

“You do not know the Chinese people? You have not been or lived in China? When I say lived I do not mean staying for a week at a good hotel in one of the coast towns. Your Mr. Lyne lived in China in that way. It was not a successful residence.”

“I know nothing about Mr. Lyne,” interrupted Milburgh, sensing that Ling Chu in some way associated him with Thornton Lyne’s misadventures.

“Good!” said Ling Chu, tapping the flat blade of his knife upon his palm. “If you had lived in China — in the real China — you might have a dim idea of our people and their characteristics. It is said that the Chinaman does not fear death or pain, which is a slight exaggeration, because I have known criminals who feared both.”

His thin lips curved for a second in the ghost of a smile, as though at some amusing recollection. Then he grew serious again.

“From the Western standpoint we are a primitive people. From our own point of view we are rigidly honourable. Also — and this I would emphasise.” He did, in fact, emphasise his words to the terror of Mr. Milburgh, with the point of his knife upon the other’s broad chest, though so lightly was the knife held that Milburgh felt nothing but the slightest tingle.

“We do not set the same value upon the rights of the individual as do you people in the West. For example,” he explained carefully, “we are not tender with our prisoners, if we think that by applying a little pressure to them we can assist the process of justice.”

“What do you mean?” asked Milburgh, a grisly thought dawning upon his mind.

“In Britain — and in America too, I understand — though the Americans are much more enlightened on this subject — when you arrest a member of a gang you are content with cross-examining him and giving him full scope for the exercise of his inventive power. You ask him questions and go on asking and asking, and you do not know whether he is lying or telling the truth.”

Mr. Milburgh began to breathe heavily.

“Has that idea sunk into your mind?” asked Ling Chu.

“I don’t know what you mean,” said Mr. Milburgh in a quavering voice. “All I know is that you are committing a most—”

Ling Chu stopped him with a gesture.

“I am perfectly well aware of what I am doing,” he said. “Now listen to me. A week or so ago, Mr. Thornton Lyne, your employer, was found dead in Hyde Park. He was dressed in his shirt and trousers, and about his body, in an endeavour to stanch the wound, somebody had wrapped a silk nightdress. He was killed in the flat of a small lady, whose name I cannot pronounce, but you will know her.”

Milburgh’s eyes never left the Chinaman’s, and he nodded.

“He was killed by you,” said Ling Chu slowly, “because he had discovered that you had been robbing him, and you were in fear that he would hand you over to the police.”

“That’s a lie,” roared Milburgh. “It’s a lie — I tell you it’s a lie!”

“I shall discover whether it is a lie in a few moments,” said Ling Chu.

He put his hand inside his blouse and Milburgh watched him fascinated, but he produced nothing more deadly than a silver cigarette-case, which he opened. He selected a cigarette and lit it, and for a few minutes puffed in silence, his thoughtful eyes fixed upon Milburgh. Then he rose and went to the cupboard and took out a larger bottle and placed it beside the other.

Ling Chu pulled again at his cigarette and then threw it into the grate.

“It is in the interests of all parties,” he said in his slow, halting way, “that the truth should be known, both for the sake of my honourable master, Lieh Jen, the Hunter, and his honourable Little Lady.”

He took up his knife and bent over the terror-stricken man.

“For God’s sake don’t, don’t,” half screamed, half sobbed Milburgh.

“This will not hurt you,” said Ling Chu, and drew four straight lines across the other’s breast. The keen razor edge seemed scarcely to touch the flesh, yet where the knife had passed was a thin red mark like a scratch.

Milburgh scarcely felt a twinge of pain, only a mild irritating smarting and no more. The Chinaman laid down the knife and took up the smaller bottle.

“In this,” he said, “is a vegetable extract. It is what you would call capsicum, but it is not quite like your pepper because it is distilled from a native root. In this bottle,” he picked up the larger, “is a Chinese oil which immediately relieves the pain which capsicum causes.”

“What are you going to do?” asked Milburgh, struggling. “You dog! You fiend!”

“With a little brush I will paint capsicum on these places.” He touched Milburgh’s chest with his long white ringers. “Little by little, millimetre by millimetre my brush will move, and you will experience such pain as you have never experienced before. It is pain which will rack you from head to foot, and will remain with you all your life in memory. Sometimes,” he said philosophically, “it drives me mad, but I do not think it will drive you mad.”

He took out the cork and dipped a little camel-hair brush in the mixture, withdrawing it moist with fluid. He was watching Milburgh all the time, and when the stout man opened his mouth to yell he thrust a silk handkerchief, which he drew with lightning speed from his pocket, into the open mouth.

“Wait, wait!” gasped the muffled voice of Milburgh. “I have something to tell you — something that your master should know.”

“That is very good,” said Ling Chu coolly, and pulled out the handkerchief. “You shall tell me the truth.”

“What truth can I tell you?” asked the man, sweating with fear. Great beads of sweat were lying on his face.

“You shall confess the truth that you killed Thornton Lyne,” said Ling Chu. “That is the only truth I want to hear.”

“I swear I did not kill him! I swear it, I swear it!” raved the prisoner. “Wait, wait!” he whimpered as the other picked up the handkerchief. “Do you know what has happened to Miss Rider?”

The Chinaman checked his movement.

“To Miss Rider?” he said quickly. (He pronounced the word “Lider.”)

Brokenly, gaspingly, breathlessly, Milburgh told the story of his meeting with Sam Stay. In his distress and mental anguish he reproduced faithfully not only every word, but every intonation, and the Chinaman listened with half-closed eyes. Then, when Milburgh had finished, he put down his bottle and thrust in the cork.

“My master would wish that the little woman should escape danger,” he said. “Tonight he does not return, so I must go myself to the hospital — you can wait.”

“Let me go,” said Milburgh. “I will help you.”

Ling Chu shook his head.

“You can wait,” he said with a sinister smile. “I will go first to the hospital and afterwards, if all is well, I will return for you.”

He took a clean white towel from the dressing-table and laid it over his victim’s face. Upon the towel he sprinkled the contents of a third bottle which he took from the cupboard, and Milburgh remembered no more until he looked up into the puzzled face of Tarling an hour later.
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Tarling stooped down and released the cords which bound Milburgh to the couch. The stout man was white and shaking, and had to be lifted into a sitting position. He sat there on the edge of the bed, his face in his hands, for five minutes, and the two men watched him curiously. Tarling had made a careful examination of the cuts on his chest, and was relieved to discover that Ling Chu — he did not doubt that the Chinaman was responsible for Milburgh’s plight — had not yet employed that terrible torture which had so often brought Chinese criminals to the verge of madness.

Whiteside picked up the clothes which Ling Chu had so systematically stripped from the man’s body, and placed them on the bed by Milburgh’s side. Then Tarling beckoned the other into the outer room.

“What does it all mean?” asked Whiteside.

“It means,” said Tarling grimly, “that my friend, Ling Chu, has been trying to discover the murderer of Thornton Lyne by methods peculiarly Chinese. Happily he was interrupted, probably as a result of Milburgh telling him that Miss Odette Rider had been spirited away.”

He looked back to the drooping figure by the side of the bed.

“He’s a little bigger than I,” he said, “but I think some of my clothes will fit him.”

He made a hasty search of his wardrobe and came back with an armful of clothes.

“Come, Milburgh,” he said, “rouse yourself and dress.”

The man looked up, his lower lip trembling pathetically.

“I rather think these clothes, though they may be a bad fit, will suit you a little better than your clerical garb,” said Tarling sardonically.

Without a word, Milburgh took the clothes in his arms, and they left him to dress. They heard his heavy footfall, and presently the door opened and he came weakly into the sittingroom and dropped into a chair.

“Do you feel well enough to go out now?” asked Whiteside.

“Go out?” said Milburgh, looking up in alarm. “Where am I to go?”

“To Cannon Row Police Station,” said the practical Whiteside. “I have a warrant for your arrest, Milburgh, on a charge of wilful murder, arson, forgery, and embezzlement.”

“Wilful murder!” Milburgh’s voice was high and squeaky and his shaking hands went to his mouth. “You cannot charge me with wilful murder. No, no, no! I swear to you I am innocent!”

“Where did you see Thornton Lyne last?” asked Tarling, and the man made a great effort to compose himself.

“I saw him last alive in his office,” he began.

“When did you see Thornton Lyne last?” asked Tarling again. “Alive or dead.”

Milburgh did not reply. Presently Whiteside dropped his hand on the man’s shoulder and looked across at Tarling.

“Come along,” he said briskly. “It is my duty as a police officer to warn you that anything you now say will be taken down and used as evidence against you at your trial.”

“Wait, wait!” said Milburgh. His voice was husky and thick. He looked round. “Can I have a glass of water?” he begged, licking his dry lips.

Tarling brought the refreshment, which the man drank eagerly. The water seemed to revive something of his old arrogant spirit, for he got up from his chair, jerked at the collar of his ill-fitting coat — it was an old shooting-coat of Tarling’s — and smiled for the first time.

“I think, gentlemen,” he said with something of his old airiness, “you will have a difficulty in proving that I am concerned in the murder of Thornton Lyne. You will have as great a difficulty in proving that I had anything to do with the burning down of Solomon’s office — I presume that constitutes the arson charge? And most difficult of all will be your attempt to prove that I was concerned in robbing the firm of Thornton Lyne. The lady who robbed that firm has already made a confession, as you, Mr. Tarling, are well aware.” He smiled at the other, but Tarling met his eye.

“I know of no confession,” he said steadily.

Mr. Milburgh inclined his head with a smirk. Though he still bore the physical evidence of the bad time through which he had been, he had recovered something of his old confidence.

“The confession was burnt,” he said, “and burnt by you, Mr. Tarling. And now I think your bluff has gone on long enough.”

“My bluff!” said Tarling, in his turn astonished. “What do you mean by bluff?”

“I am referring to the warrant which you suggest has been issued for my arrest,” said Milburgh.

“That’s no bluff.” It was Whiteside who spoke, and he produced from his pocket a folded sheet of paper, which he opened and displayed under the eyes of the man. “And in case of accidents,” said Whiteside, and deftly slipped a pair of handcuffs upon the man’s wrists.

It may have been Milburgh’s overweening faith in his own genius. It may have been, and probably was, a consciousness that he had covered his trail too well to be detected. One or other of these causes had kept him up, but now he collapsed. To Tarling it was amazing that the man had maintained this show of bravado to the last, though in his heart he knew that the Crown had a very poor case against Milburgh if the charge of embezzlement and arson were proceeded with. It was on the murder alone that a conviction could be secured; and this Milburgh evidently realised, for he made no attempt in the remarkable statement which followed to do more than hint that he had been guilty of robbing the firm. He sat huddled up in his chair, his manacled hands clasped on the table before him, and then with a jerk sat upright.

“If you’ll take off these things, gentlemen,” he said, jangling the connecting chain of the handcuffs, “I will tell you something which may set your mind at rest on the question of Thornton Lyne’s death.”

Whiteside looked at his superior questioningly, and Tarling nodded. A few seconds later the handcuffs had been removed, and Mr. Milburgh was soothing his chafed wrists.

The psychologist who attempted to analyse the condition of mind in which Tarling found himself would be faced with a difficult task. He had come to the flat beside himself with anxiety at the disappearance of Odette Rider. He had intended dashing into his rooms and out again, though what he intended doing thereafter he had no idea. The knowledge that Ling Chu was on the track of the kidnapper had served as an opiate to his jagged nerves; otherwise he could not have stayed and listened to the statement Milburgh was preparing to make.

Now and again it came back to him, like a twinge of pain, that Odette Rider was in danger; and he wanted to have done with this business, to bundle Milburgh into a prison cell, and devote the whole of his energies to tracing her. Such a twinge came to him now as he watched the stout figure at the table.

“Before you start,” he said, “tell me this: What information did you give to Ling Chu which led him to leave you?”

“I told him about Miss Rider,” said Milburgh, “and I advanced a theory — it was only a theory — as to what had happened to her.”

“I see,” said Tarling. “Now tell your story and tell it quickly, my friend, and try to keep to the truth. Who murdered Thornton Lyne?”

Milburgh twisted his head slowly towards him and smiled.

“If you could explain how the body was taken from Odette Rider’s flat,” he said slowly, “and left in Hyde Park, I could answer you immediately. For to this minute, I believe that Thornton Lyne was killed by Odette Rider.”

Tarling drew a long breath.

“That is a lie,” he said.

Mr. Milburgh was in no way put out.

“Very well,” he said. “Now, perhaps you will be kind enough to listen to my story.”
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“I do not intend,” said Mr. Milburgh in his best oracular manner, “describing all the events which preceded the death of the late Thornton Lyne. Nor will I go to any length to deal with his well-known and even notorious character. He was not a good employer; he was suspicious, unjust, and in many ways mean. Mr. Lyne was, I admit, suspicious of me. He was under the impression that I had robbed the firm of very considerable sums of money — a suspicion which I in turn had long suspected, and had confirmed by a little conversation which I overheard on the first day I had the pleasure of seeing you, Mr. Tarling.”

Tarling remembered that fatal day when Milburgh had come into the office at the moment that Lyne was expressing his views very freely about his subordinate.

“Of course, gentlemen,” said Milburgh, “I do not for one moment admit that I robbed the firm, or that I was guilty of any criminal acts. I admit there were certain irregularities, certain carelessnesses, for which I was morally responsible; and beyond that I admit nothing. If you are making a note” — he turned to Whiteside, who was taking down the statement in shorthand, “I beg of you to make a special point of my denial. Irregularities and carelessnesses,” he repeated carefully. “Beyond that I am not prepared to go.”

“In other words, you are not confessing anything?”

“I am not confessing anything,” agreed Mr. Milburgh with heavy gravity. “It is sufficient that Mr. Lyne suspected me, and that he was prepared to employ a detective in order to trace my defalcations, as he termed them. It is true that I lived expensively, that I own two houses, one in Camden Town and one at Hertford; but then I had speculated on the Stock Exchange and speculated very wisely.

“But I am a sensitive man, gentlemen; and the knowledge that I was responsible for certain irregularities preyed upon my mind. Let us say, for example, that I knew somebody had been robbing the firm, but that I was unable to detect that somebody. Would not the fact that I was morally responsible for the finances of Lyne’s Stores cause me particular unhappiness?”

“You speak like a book,” said Whiteside, “and I for one don’t believe a word you say. I think you were a thief, Milburgh; but go on your own sweet way.”

“I thank you,” said Mr. Milburgh sarcastically. “Well, gentlemen, matters had come to a crisis. I felt my responsibility. I knew somebody had been robbing the house and I had an idea that possibly I would be suspected, and that those who were dear to me” — his voice shook for a moment, broke, and grew husky— “those who were dear to me,” he repeated, “would be visited with my sins of omission.

“Miss Odette Rider had been dismissed from the firm of Lyne’s Stores in consequence of her having rejected the undesirable advances of the late Mr. Lyne. Mr. Lyne turned the whole weight of his rage against this girl, and that gave me an idea.

“The night after the interview — or it may have been the same night — I refer to the interview which Mr. Tarling had with the late Thornton Lyne — I was working late at the office. I was, in fact, clearing up Mr. Lyne’s desk. I had occasion to leave the office, and on my return found the place in darkness. I reconnected the light, and then discovered on the desk a particularly murderous looking revolver.

“In the statement I made to you, sir,” he turned to Tarling, “I said that that pistol had not been found by me; and indeed, I professed the profoundest ignorance of its existence. I regret to confess to you that I was telling an untruth. I did find the pistol; I put it in my pocket and I took it home. It is probable that with that pistol Mr. Lyne was fatally shot.”

Tarling nodded.

“I hadn’t the slightest doubt about that, Milburgh. You also had another automatic pistol, purchased subsequent to the murder from John Wadham’s of Holborn Circus.”

Mr. Milburgh bowed his head.

“That is perfectly true, sir,” he said. “I have such a weapon. I live a very lonely kind of life, and—”

“You need not explain. I merely tell you,” said Tarling, “that I know where you got the pistol with which you shot at me on the night I brought Odette Rider back from Ashford.”

Mr. Milburgh closed his eyes and there was resignation written largely on his face — the resignation of an illused and falsely-accused man.

“I think it would be better not to discuss controversial subjects,” he said. “If you will allow me, I will keep to the facts.”

Tarling could have laughed at the sublime impertinence of the man, but that he was growing irritable with the double strain which was being imposed upon him. It was probable that, had not this man accused Odette Rider of the murder, he would have left him to make his confession to Whiteside, and have gone alone in his hopeless search for the taxicab driven by Sam Stay.

“To resume,” continued Mr. Milburgh, “I took the revolver home. You will understand that I was in a condition of mind bordering upon a nervous breakdown. I felt my responsibilities very keenly, and I felt that if Mr. Lyne would not accept my protestations of innocence, there was nothing left for me but to quit this world.”

“In other words, you contemplated suicide?” said Whiteside.

“You have accurately diagnosed the situation,” said Milburgh ponderously. “Miss Rider had been dismissed, and I was on the point of ruin. Her mother would be involved in the crash — those were the thoughts which ran through my mind as I sat in my humble diningroom in Camden Town. Then the idea flashed upon me. I wondered whether Odette Rider loved her mother sufficiently well to make the great sacrifice, to take full responsibility for the irregularities which had occurred in the accounts’ department of Lyne’s Stores, and clear away to the Continent until the matter blew over. I intended seeing her the next day, but I was still doubtful as to whether she would fall in with my views. Young people nowadays,” he said sententiously, “are terribly selfish.”

“As it happened, I just caught her as she was leaving for Hertford, and I put the situation before her. The poor girl was naturally shocked, but she readily fell in with my suggestion and signed the confession which you, Mr. Tarling, so thoughtfully burnt.”

Whiteside looked at Tarling.

“I knew nothing of this,” he said a little reproachfully.

“Go on,” said Tarling. “I will explain that afterwards.”

“I had previously wired the girl’s mother that she would not be home that night. I also wired to Mr. Lyne, asking him to meet me at Miss Rider’s flat. I took the liberty of fixing Miss Rider’s name to the invitation, thinking that that would induce him to come.”

“It also covered you,” said Tarling, “and kept your name out of the business altogether.”

“Yes,” said Mr. Milburgh, as though the idea had not struck him before, “yes, it did that. I had sent Miss Rider off in a hurry. I begged that she would not go near the flat, and I promised that I myself would go there, pack the necessary articles for the journey and take them down in a taxi to Charing Cross.”

“I see,” said Tarling, “so it was you who packed the bag?”

“Half-packed it,” corrected Mr. Milburgh. “You see, I’d made a mistake in the time the train left. It was only when I was packing the bag that I realised it was impossible for me to get down to the station in time. I had made arrangements with Miss Rider that if I did not turn up I would telephone to her a quarter of an hour before the train left. She was to await me in the lounge of a near-by hotel. I had hoped to get to her at least an hour before the train left, because I did not wish to attract attention to myself, or,” he added, “to Miss Rider. When I looked at my watch, and realised that it was impossible to get down, I left the bag as it was, half-packed and went outside to the tube station and telephoned.”

“How did you get in and out?” asked Tarling. “The porter on duty at the door said he saw nobody.”

“I went out the back way,” explained Mr. Milburgh. “It is really the simplest thing in the world to get into Miss Rider’s basement flat by way of the mews behind. All the tenants have keys to the back door so that they can bring their cycles in and out, or get in their coals.”

“I know that,” said Tarling. “Go on.”

“I am a little in advance of the actual story,” said Milburgh. “The business of packing the bag takes my narrative along a little farther than I intended it to go. Having said goodbye to Miss Rider, I passed the rest of the evening perfecting my plans. It would serve no useful purpose,” said Milburgh with an airy wave of his hand, “if I were to tell you the arguments I intended putting before him.”

“If they did not include the betrayal of Miss Rider, I’m a Dutchman,” said Tarling. “I pretty well know the arguments you intended using.”

“Then, Mr. Tarling, allow me to congratulate you upon being a thought-reader,” said Milburgh, “because I have not revealed my secret thoughts to any human being. However, that is beside the point. I intended to plead with Mr. Lyne. I intended to offer him the record of years of loyal service to his sainted father; and if the confession was not accepted, and if he still persisted in his revengeful plan, then, Mr. Tarling, I intended shooting myself before his eyes.”

He said this with rare dramatic effect; but Tarling was unimpressed, and Whiteside looked up from his notes with a twinkle in his eye.

“You hobby seems to be preparing for suicide and changing your mind,” he said.

“I am sorry to hear you speak so flippantly on a solemn subject,” said Milburgh. “As I say, I waited a little too long; but I was anxious for complete darkness to fall before I made my way into the flat. This I did easily because Odette had lent me her key. I found her bag with no difficulty — it was in the diningroom on a shelf, and placing the case upon her bed, I proceeded, as best I could, for I am not very familiar with the articles of feminine toilette, to put together such things as I knew she would require on the journey.

“I was thus engaged when, as I say, it occurred to me that I had mistaken the time of the train, and, looking at my watch, I saw to my consternation that I should not be able to get down to the station in time. Happily I had arranged to call her up, as I have already told you.”

“One moment,” said Tarling. “How were you dressed?”

“How was I dressed? Let me think. I wore a heavy overcoat, I know,” said Mr. Milburgh, “for the night was chilly and a little foggy, if you remember.”

“Where was the revolver?”

“In the overcoat pocket,” replied Milburgh immediately.

“Had you your overcoat on?”

Milburgh thought for a moment.

“No, I had not. I had hung it up on a hook at the foot of the bed, near the alcove which I believe Miss Rider used as a wardrobe.”

“And when you went out to telephone, had you your overcoat?”

“No, that I am perfectly certain about,” said Milburgh readily. “I remember thinking later how foolish it was to bring an overcoat out and not use it.”

“Go on,” said Tarling.

“Well, I reached the station, called up the hotel, and to my surprise and annoyance Miss Rider did not answer. I asked the porter who answered my ‘phone call whether he had seen a young lady dressed in so-and-so waiting in the lounge, and he replied ‘no.’ Therefore,” said Mr. Milburgh emphatically, “you will agree that it is possible that Miss Rider was not either at the station or at the hotel, and there was a distinct possibility that she had doubled back.”

“We want the facts,” interrupted Whiteside. “We have enough theories. Tell us what happened. Then we will draw our own conclusions.”

“Very good, sir,” replied Milburgh courteously. “By the time I had telephoned it was half-past nine o’clock. You will remember that I had wired to Mr. Lyne to meet me at the flat at eleven. Obviously there was no reason why I should go back to the flat until a few minutes before Mr. Lyne was due, to let him in. You asked me just now, sir,” he turned to Tarling, “whether I had my overcoat on, and I can state most emphatically that I had not. I was going back to the flat with the intention of collecting my overcoat, when I saw a number of people walking about the mews behind the block. I had no desire to attract attention, as I have told you before, so I stood waiting until these people, who were employees of a motorcar company which had a garage behind the flat, had dispersed.

“Now, waiting at the corner of a mews on a cold spring night is a cold business, and seeing that it would be some time before the mews would be clear, I went back to the main street and strolled along until I came to a picture palace. I am partial to cinematograph displays,” explained Mr. Milburgh, “and, although I was not in the mood for entertainment, yet I thought the pictures would afford a pleasant attraction. I forget the name of the film—”

“It is not necessary that you should tell us for the moment,” said Tarling. “Will you please make your story as short as possible?”

Milburgh was silent for a moment.

“I am coming now to the most extraordinary fact,” he said, “and I would ask you to bear in mind every detail I give you. It is to my interest that the perpetrator of this terrible crime should be brought to justice—”

Tarling’s impatient gesture arrested his platitudes, but Mr. Milburgh was in no way abashed.

“When I got back to the mews I found it deserted. Standing outside the door leading to the storerooms and cellars was a two-seater car. There was nobody inside or in attendance and I looked at it curiously, not realising at the moment that it was Mr. Thornton Lyne’s. What did interest me was the fact that the back gate, which I had left locked, was open. So, too, was the door leading to what I would call the underground room — it was little better — through which one had to pass to reach Odette’s flat by the back way.

“I opened the door of the flat,” said Mr. Milburgh impressively, “and walked in. I had extinguished the light when I went, but to my surprise I saw through the transom of Odette’s bedroom that a light was burning within. I turned the handle, and even before I saw into the room, my nose was assailed by a smell of burning powder.

“The first sight which met my gaze was a man lying on the floor. He was on his face, but I turned him over, and to my horror it was Mr. Thornton Lyne. He was unconscious and bleeding from a wound in the chest,” said Mr. Milburgh, “and at the moment I thought he was dead. To say that I was shocked would be mildly to describe my terrible agitation.

“My first thought — and first thoughts are sometimes right — was that he had been shot down by Odette Rider, who for some reason had returned. The room, however, was empty, and a curious circumstance, about which I will tell you, was that the window leading out to the area of the flat was wide open.”

“It was protected with heavy bars,” said Tarling, “so nobody could have escaped that way.”

“I examined the wound,” Milburgh went on, nodding his agreement with Tarling’s description, “and knew that it was fatal. I do not think, however, that Mr. Thornton Lyne was dead at this time. My next thought was to stanch the wound, and I pulled open the drawer and took out the first thing which came to my hand, which was a nightdress. I had to find a pad and employed two of Odette’s handkerchiefs for the purpose. First of all I stripped him of his coat and his vest, a task of some difficulty, then I fixed him up as best I could. I knew his case was hopeless, and indeed I believe,” said Mr. Milburgh soberly, “I believe he was dead even before the bandaging was completed.

“Whilst I was doing something I found it was possible to forget the terrible position in which I would find myself if somebody came into the room. The moment I saw the case was hopeless, and had a second to think, I was seized with a blind panic. I snatched my overcoat from the peg and ran out of the room; through the back way into the mews, and reached Camden Town that night, a mental and physical wreck.”

“Did you leave the lights burning?” asked Tarling.

Mr. Milburgh thought for a moment.

“Yes,” he said, “I left the lights burning.”

“And you left the body in the flat?”

“That I swear,” replied Milburgh.

“And the revolver — when you got home was it in your pocket?”

Mr. Milburgh shook his head.

“Why did you not notify the police?”

“Because I was afraid,” admitted Mr. Milburgh. “I was scared to death. It is a terrible confession to make, but I am a physical coward.”

“There was nobody in the room?” persisted Tarling.

“Nobody so far as I could see. I tell you the window was open. You say it is barred — that is true, but a very thin person could slip between those bars. A woman—”

“Impossible,” said Tarling shortly. “The bars have been very carefully measured, and nothing bigger than a rabbit could get through. And you have no idea who carried the body away?”

“None whatever,” replied Milburgh firmly.

Tarling had opened his mouth to say something, when a telephone bell shrilled, and he picked up the instrument from the table on which it stood.

It was a strange voice that greeted him, a voice husky and loud, as though it were unused to telephoning.

“Tarling the name?” shouted the voice quickly.

“That is my name,” said Tarling.

“She’s a friend of yours, ain’t she?” asked the voice.

There was a chuckle. A cold shiver ran down Tarling’s spine; for, though he had never met the man, instinct told him that he was speaking to Sam Stay.

“You’ll find her tomorrow,” screamed the voice, “what’s left of her. The woman who lured him on… what’s left of her…”

There was a click, and the receiver was hung up.

Tarling was working the telephone hook like a madman.

“What exchange was that?” he asked, and the operator after a moment supplied the information that it was Hampstead.
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Odette Rider sat back in a corner of the smooth-running taxicab. Her eyes were closed, for the inevitable reaction had come. Excitement and anxiety had combined to give her the strength to walk to the cab with a firm step which had surprised the matron; but now, in the darkness and solitude, she was conscious of a depression, both physical and mental, which left her without the will or power for further effort.

The car sped through interminably long streets — in what direction she neither knew nor cared. Remember that she did not even know where the nursing home was situated. It might have been on the edge of London for all she was aware. Once, that was as the car was crossing Bond Street from Cavendish Square, she saw people turn and look at the cab and a policeman pointed and shouted something. She was too preoccupied to worry her head as to the cause.

She appreciated in a dim, vague way the skill of the taxidriver, who seemed to be able to grope his way through and around any obstruction of traffic; and it was not until she found the cab traversing a country road that she had any suspicion that all was not well. Even then her doubts were allayed by her recognition of certain landmarks which told her she was on the Hertford Road.

“Of course,” she thought. “I should be wanted at Hertford rather than in London,” and she settled herself down again.

Suddenly the cab stopped, backed down a side lane, and turned in the direction from whence they had come. When he had got his car’s head right, Sam Stay shut off his engine, descended from his seat, and opened the door.

“Come on out of that!” he said sharply.

“Why — what—” began the bewildered girl, but before she could go much farther the man dived in, gripped her by the wrist, and pulled her out with such violence that she fell.

“You don’t know me, eh?” The words were his as he thrust his face into hers, gripping her shoulders so savagely that she could have cried out in pain.

She was on her knees, struggling to get to her feet, and she looked up at the little man wonderingly.

“I know you,” she gasped. “You are the man who tried to get into my flat!”

He grinned.

“And I know you!” he laughed harshly. “You’re the devil that lured him on! The best man in the world… he’s in the little vault in Highgate Cemetery. The door is just like a church. And that’s where you’ll be tonight, damn you! Down there I’m going to take you. Down, down, down, and leave you with him, because he wanted you!”

He was gripping her by both wrists, glaring down into her face, and there was something so wolfish, so inhuman, in the madman’s staring eyes that her mouth went dry, and when she tried to scream no sound came. Then she lurched forward towards him, and he caught her under the arms and dragged her to her feet.

“Fainted, eh? You’ll faint, me lady,” he chuckled. “Don’t you wish you might never come round, eh? I’ll bet you would if you knew… if you knew!”

He dropped her on the grass by the side of the road, took a luggage strap from the front of the cab, and bound her hands. Then he picked up the scarf she had been wearing and tied it around her mouth.

With an extraordinary display of strength he lifted her without effort and put her back into the corner of the seat. Then he slammed the door, mounted again to his place, and sent the car at top speed in the direction of London. They were on the outskirts of Hampstead when he saw a sign over a tobacconist’s shop, and stopped the car a little way beyond, at the darkest part of the road. He gave a glance into the interior. The girl had slid from the seat to the floor and lay motionless.

He hurried back to the tobacconist’s where the telephone sign had been. At the back of his fuddled brain lingered an idea that there was somebody who would be hurt. That cruel looking devil who was cross-examining him when he fell into a fit — Tarling. Yes, that was the name, Tarling.

It happened to be a new telephone directory, and by chance Tarling’s name, although a new subscriber, had been included. In a few seconds he was talking to the detective.

He hung up the receiver and came out of the little booth, and the shopman, who had heard his harsh, loud voice, looked at him suspiciously; but Sam Stay was indifferent to the suspicions of men. He half ran, half walked back to where his cab was standing, leaped into the seat, and again drove the machine forward.

To Highgate Cemetery! That was the idea. The gates would be closed, but he could do something. Perhaps he would kill her first and then get her over the wall afterwards. It would be a grand revenge if he could get her into the cemetery alive and thrust her, the living, down amongst the dead, through those little doors which opened like church doors to the cold, dank vault below.

He screamed and sang with joy at the thought, and those pedestrians who saw the cab flash past, rocking from side to side, turned at the sound of the wild snatch of song, for Sam Stay was happy as he had not been happy in his life before.

But Highgate Cemetery was closed. The gloomy iron gates barred all entrance, and the walls were high. It was a baffling place, because houses almost entirely surrounded it; and he was half an hour seeking a suitable spot before he finally pulled up before a place where the wall did not seem so difficult. There was nobody about and little fear of interruption on the part of the girl. He had looked into the cab and had seen nothing save a huddled figure on the floor. So she was still unconscious, he thought.

He ran the car on to the sidewalk, then slipped down into the narrow space between car and wall and jerked open the door.

“Come on!” he cried exultantly. He reached out his fingers — and then something shot from the car, something lithe and supple, something that gripped the little man by the throat and hurled him back against the wall.

Stay struggled with the strength of lunacy, but Ling Chu held him in a grip of steel.
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Tarling dropped the telephone receiver on its hook and had sunk into a chair with a groan. His face was white — whiter than the prisoner’s who sat opposite him, and he seemed to have gone old all of a sudden.

“What is it?” asked Whiteside quietly. “Who was the man?”

“Stay,” said Tarling. “Stay. He has Odette! It’s awful, awful!”

Whiteside, thoughtful, preoccupied; Milburgh, his face twitching with fear, watched the scene curiously.

“I’m beaten,” said Tarling — and at that moment the telephone bell rang again.

He lifted the receiver and bent over the table, and Whiteside saw his eyes open in wide amazement. It was Odette’s voice that greeted him.

“It is I, Odette!”

“Odette! Are you safe? Thank God for that!” he almost shouted. “Thank God for that! Where are you?”

“I am at a tobacconist’s shop in—” there was a pause while she was evidently asking somebody the name of the street, and presently she came back with the information.

“But, this is wonderful!” said Tarling. “I’ll be with you immediately. Whiteside, get a cab, will you? How did you get away?”

“It’s rather a long story,” she said. “Your Chinese friend saved me. That dreadful man stopped the cab near a tobacconist’s shop to telephone. Ling Chu appeared by magic. I think he must have been lying on top of the cab, because I heard him come down by the side. He helped me out and stood me in a dark doorway, taking my place. Please don’t ask me any more. I am so tired.”

Half an hour later Tarling was with the girl and heard the story of the outrage. Odette Rider had recovered something of her calm, and before the detective had returned her to the nursing home she had told him the story of her adventure.

“I must have fainted,” she said. “When I woke up I was lying at the bottom of the cab, which was moving at a tremendous rate. I thought of getting back to the seat, but it occurred to me that if I pretended to be faint I might have a chance of escape. When I heard the cab stop I tried to rise, but I hadn’t sufficient strength. But help was near. I heard the scraping of shoes on the leather top of the car, and presently the door opened and I saw a figure which I knew was not the cabman’s. He lifted me out, and fortunately the cab had stopped opposite a private house with a big porch, and to this he led me.

“‘Wait,’ he said. ‘There is a place where you may telephone a little way along. Wait till we have gone.”

“Then he went back to the cab, closed the door noiselessly, and immediately afterwards I saw Stay running along the path. In a few seconds the cab had disappeared and I dragged myself to the shop — and that’s all.”

No news had been received of Ling Chu when Tarling returned to his flat. Whiteside was waiting; and told him that he had put Milburgh into the cells and that he would be charged the following day.

“I can’t understand what has happened to Ling Chu. He should be back by now,” said Tarling.

It was half-past one in the morning, and a telephone inquiry to Scotland Yard had produced no information.

“It is possible, of course,” Tarling went on, “that Stay took the cab on to Hertford. The man has developed into a dangerous lunatic.”

“All criminals are more or less mad,” said the philosophical Whiteside. “I wonder what turned this fellow’s brain.”

“Love!” said Tarling.

The other looked at him in surprise.

“Love?” he repeated incredulously, and Tarling: nodded.

“Undoubtedly Sam Stay adored Lyne. It was the shock of his death which drove him mad.”

Whiteside drummed his fingers on the table, thoughtfully.

“What do you think of Milburgh’s story?” he asked, and Tarling shrugged his shoulders.

“It is most difficult to form a judgment,” he said. “The man spoke as though he were telling the truth, and something within me convinces me that he was not lying. And yet the whole thing is incredible.”

“Of course, Milburgh has had time to make up a pretty good story,” warned Whiteside. “He is a fairly shrewd man, this Milburgh, and it was hardly likely that he would tell us a yarn which was beyond the range of belief.”

“That is true,” agreed the other, “nevertheless, I am satisfied he told almost the whole of the truth.”

“Then, who killed Thornton Lyne?”

Tarling rose with a gesture of despair.

“You are apparently as far from the solution of that mystery as I am, and yet I have formed a theory which may sound fantastic—”

There was a light step upon the stair and Tarling crossed the room and opened the door.

Ling Chu came in, his calm, inscrutable self, and but for the fact that his forehead and his right hand were heavily bandaged, carrying no evidence of his tragic experience.

“Hello, Ling Chu,” said Tarling in English, “you’re hurt?”

“Not badly,” said Ling Chu. “Will the master be good enough to give me a cigarette? I lost all mine in the struggle.”

“Where is Sam Stay?”

Ling Chu lit the cigarette before he answered, blew out the match and placed it carefully in the ashtray on the centre of the table.

“The man is sleeping on the Terrace of Night,” said Ling Chu simply.

“Dead?” said the startled Tarling.

The Chinaman nodded.

“Did you kill him?”

Again Ling Chu paused and puffed a cloud of cigarette smoke into the air.

“He was dying for many days, so the doctor at the big hospital told me. I hit his head once or twice, but not very hard. He cut me a little with a knife, but it was nothing.”

“Sam Stay is dead, eh?” said Tarling thoughtfully. “Well, that removes a source of danger to Miss Rider, Ling Chu.”

The Chinaman smiled.

“It removes many things, master, because before this man died, his head became good.”

“You mean he was sane?”

“He was sane, master,” said Ling Chu, “and he wished to speak to paper. So the big doctor at the hospital sent for a judge, or one who sits in judgment.”

“A magistrate?”

“Yes, a magistrate,” said Ling Chu, nodding, “a little old man who lives very near the hospital, and he came, complaining because it was so late an hour. Also there came a man who wrote very rapidly in a book, and when the man had died, he wrote more rapidly on a machine and gave me these papers to bring to you, detaining others for himself and for the judge who spoke to the man.”

He fumbled in his blouse and brought out a roll of paper covered with typewriting.

Tarling took the documents and saw that it consisted of several pages. Then he looked up at Ling Chu.

“First tell me, Ling Chu,” he said, “what happened? You may sit.”

Ling Chu with a jerky little bow pulled a chair from the wall and sat at a respectful distance from the table, and Tarling, noting the rapid consumption of his cigarette, passed him the box.

“You must know, master, that against your wish and knowledge, I took the large-faced man and put him to the question. These things are not done in this country, but I thought it best that the truth should be told. Therefore, I prepared to give him the torture when he told me that the small-small girl was in danger. So I left him, not thinking that your excellency would return until the morning, and I went to the big house where the small-small girl was kept, and as I came to the corner of the street I saw her get into a quick-quick car.

“It was moving off long before I came to it, and I had to run; it was very fast. But I held on behind, and presently when it stopped at this street to cross, I scrambled up the back and lay flat upon the top of the cab. I think people saw me do this and shouted to the driver, but he did not hear. Thus I lay for a long time and the car drove out into the country and after a while came back, but before it came back it stopped and I saw the man talking to the small-small woman in angry tones. I thought he was going to hurt her and I waited ready to jump upon him, but the lady went into the realms of sleep and he lifted her back into the car.

“Then he came back to the town and again he stopped to go into a shop. I think it was to telephone, for there was one of those blue signs which you can see outside a shop where the telephone may be used by the common people. Whilst he had gone in I got down and lifted the small-small woman out, taking the straps from her hands and placing her in a doorway. Then I took her place. We drove for a long time till he stopped by a high wall, and then, master, there was a fight,” said Ling Chu simply.

“It took me a long time to overcome him and then I had to carry him. We came to a policeman who took us in another car to a hospital where my wounds were dressed. Then they came to me and told me the man was dying and wished to see somebody because he had that in his heart for which he desired ease.

“So he talked, master, and the man wrote for an hour, and then he passed to his fathers, that little white-faced man.”

He finished abruptly as was his custom. Tarling took the papers up and opened them, glanced through page after page, Whiteside sitting patiently by without interrupting.

When Tarling had finished the documents, he looked across the table.

“Thornton Lyne was killed by Sam Stay,” he said, and Whiteside stared at him.

“But—” he began.

“I have suspected it for some time, but there were one or two links in the evidence which were missing and which I was unable to supply. Let me read you the statement of Sam Stay.”
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“My name is Sam Stay. I was born at Maidstone in the County of Kent. My age is twenty-nine years. I left school at the age of eleven and got mixed up with a bad set, and at the age of thirteen I was convicted for stealing from a shop, and was sent to Borstal Institute for four years.

“On my release from Borstal I went to London, and a year later was convicted of housebreaking, receiving a sentence of twelve months’ imprisonment with hard labour. On my release from prison I was taken up by a society who taught me motor-driving, and I secured a licence in another name as a taxicab driver and for twelve months drove a cab on the streets. At the end of that period I was convicted for stealing passengers’ baggage and was sent to prison for eighteen months.

“It was after my release from this term of imprisonment that I first met Mr. Thornton Lyne. I met him in the following manner. I had been given a letter from the Prisoners’ Aid Society and went to Mr. Thornton Lyne to get a job. He took a great interest in me and from the very first was the best friend I had ever had. His kindness was wonderful and I think there never was a man in the world with such a beautiful nature as his.

“He assisted me many times, and although I went back to prison, he never deserted me, but helped me as a friend and was never disgusted when I got into trouble.

“I was released from gaol in the spring of this year and was met at the prison gates by Mr. Thornton Lyne in a beautiful motorcar. He treated me as though I were a prince and took me home to his grand house and gave me food and beautiful wine.

“He told me that he had been very much upset by a young lady whom he had looked after. This young lady worked for him and he had given her work when she was starving. He said that she had been spreading lies about him and that she was a bad girl. I had never seen this person, whose name was Odette Rider, but I felt full of hatred towards her, and the more he spoke about the girl the more determined I was to have revenge on her.

“When he told me that she was very beautiful, I remembered in the same gang as me at Wandsworth Gaol there had been a man named Selser. That is the name as far as I can remember. He was serving a lagging [a term of penal servitude] for throwing vitriol in the face of his girl. She had let him down and had married another man while he was serving a term of imprisonment. I believe she was very beautiful. When Selser got out he laid wait for her and threw vitriol in her face, and he has often told me that he didn’t regret it.

“So that when Mr. Lyne told me that the girl was beautiful, this idea struck me that I would have revenge upon her. I was living in Lambeth at the house of an old lag, who practically took nobody but crooks as lodgers. It cost more than ordinary lodging but it was worth it, because if the police made any inquiries the landlord or his wife would always give wrong information. I went to this place because I intended committing a burglary at Muswell Hill with a man who was released from gaol two or three days before me, who knew the crib and asked me, when we were at work one day, if I would go in with him on the job. I thought there might be a chance of getting away with the stuff, if I could get somebody to swear that I hadn’t left the house that night.

“I told the landlord I had a job on the 14th and gave him £1. I saw Mr. Lyne on the 14th at his house and put the idea up to him. I showed him the vitriol which I had bought in the Waterloo Road and he said he would not hear of my doing it. I thought he only said that because he did not want to be mixed up in the case. He asked me to leave the girl to him and he would settle with her.

“I left his house about nine o’clock at night, telling him I was going back to my lodgings. But really I went to the block of flats in the Edgware Road where this girl Rider lived. I knew the flat because I had been there the night before at Mr. Lyne’s suggestion to plant some jewellery which had been taken from the store. His idea was that he would pinch her for theft. I had not been able to get into the house, owing to the presence there of a detective named Tarling, but I had had a very good look round and I knew the way in, without coming through the front door, where a porter was always on duty.

“I had no difficulty either in getting into the building or into the flat. I thought it best to go in early because the girl might be out at the theatre and I should have a chance of concealing myself before her return. When I got into the flat I found it was in darkness. This suited my purpose very well. I went from one room to another. At last I came to the bedroom. I made an inspection of the room, looking about for a likely place where I could hide.

“At the foot of the bed was an alcove covered by a curtain where several dresses and a dressing-gown were hanging, and I found that I could easily get in there behind the clothes and nobody would be the wiser. There were two clothes-hooks projecting outside the curtain just inside the alcove. I mention these because of something which happened later.

“Whilst I was prying around I heard a key turn in the lock and switched off the lights. I had just time to get into the alcove when the door opened and a man named Milburgh appeared. He turned on the lights as he came into the room and shut the door after him. He looked around as though he was thinking about something and then, taking off his coat, he hung it on one of the hooks near the alcove. I held my breath fearing that he would look inside, but he did not.

“He walked about the room as though he was looking for something, and again I was afraid that I should be discovered after all, but by and by he went out and came back with a small suitcase. It was after he had gone that I saw poking out of the pocket of the overcoat which had been hung on the hook, the butt of a pistol. I didn’t quite know what to make of it, but thinking that it was better in my pocket than in his if I were discovered, I lifted it out of the pocket and slipped it into my own.

“After a while he came back as I say and started packing the bag on the bed. Presently he looked at his watch and said something to himself, turned out the lights and hurried out. I waited and waited for him to come back but nothing happened, and knowing that I would have plenty of time if he came back again, I had a look at the pistol I had. It was an automatic and it was loaded. I had never worked with a gun in my life, but I thought I might as well take this as I intended committing a crime which might land me in jug for the term of my natural life. I thought I might as well be hung as go to penal servitude.

“Then I put out the lights and sat down by the window, waiting for Miss Rider’s return. I lit a cigarette, and opened the window to let out the smell of the smoke. I took out the bottle of vitriol, removed the cork and placed it on a stool near by.

“I don’t know how long I waited in the dark, but about eleven o’clock, as far as I can judge, I heard the outer door click very gently and a soft foot in the hall. I knew it wasn’t Milburgh because he was a heavy man. This person moved like a cat. In fact, I did not hear the door of the bedroom open. I waited with the vitriol on the stool by my side, for the light to be switched on, but nothing happened. I don’t know what made me do it but I walked towards the person who had come into the room.

“Then, before I knew what had happened, somebody had gripped me. I was half-strangled by an arm which had been thrown round my neck and I thought it was Milburgh who had detected me the first time and had come back to pinch me. I tried to push him away, but he struck me on the jaw.

“I was getting frightened for I thought the noise would rouse the people and the police would come, and I must have lost my head. Before I knew what had happened I had pulled the gun out of my pocket and fired point-blank. I heard a sound like a thud of the body falling. The pistol was still in my hand, and my first act was to get rid of it. I felt a basket by my legs in the darkness. It was full of cotton and wool and stuff and I pushed the pistol down to the bottom and then groped across the room and switched on the lights.

“As I did so, I heard the key turn in the lock again. I gave one glance at the body which had fallen on its face and then I dived for the alcove.

“The man who came in was Milburgh. His back was to me. As he turned the body over I could not see its face. I saw him take something out of the drawer and bind it round the chest and I saw him strip off the coat and vest, but not until he had gone out and I came from the recess, did I realise that the man I had killed was dear Mr. Lyne.

“I think I must have gone raving mad with grief. I don’t know what I did. All I thought of was that there must be some chance and he wasn’t dead at all and he must be got away to a hospital. We had discussed the plan of going into the flat and he had told me how he would bring his car to the back. I rushed out of the flat, going through the back way. Sure enough there was the car waiting and nobody was about.

“I came back to the bedroom and lifted him in my arms and carried him back to the car, propping him up in the seat. Then I went back and got his coat and vest and threw them on to the seat by him. I found his boots were also in the car and then for the first time I noticed that he had slippers on his feet.

“I have been a taxidriver so I know how to handle a car and in a few minutes I was going along the Edgware Road, on my way to St. George’s Hospital. I turned in through the park because I didn’t want people to see me, and it was when I had got into a part where nobody was about that I stopped the car to have another look at him. I realised that he was quite dead.

“I sat in that car with him for the best part of two hours, crying as I never have cried, then after a while I roused myself and carried him out and laid him on the sidewalk, some distance from the car. I had enough sense to know that if he were found dead in my company it would go very badly with me, but I hated leaving him and after I had folded his arms I sat by him for another hour or two.

“He seemed so cold and lonely that it made my heart bleed to leave him at all. In the early light of morning I saw a bed of daffodils growing close by and I plucked a few and laid them on his breast because I loved him.”

Tarling finished reading and looked at his assistant.

“That is the end of the Daffodil Mystery,” he said. “A fairly simple explanation, Whiteside. Incidentally, it acquits our friend Milburgh, who looks like escaping conviction altogether.”

*

A week later two people were walking slowly along the downs overlooking the sea. They had walked for a mile in complete silence, then suddenly Odette Rider said:

“I get very easily tired. Let us sit down.”

Tarling obediently sunk down by her side.

“I read in the newspapers this morning, Mr. Tarling,” she said, “that you have sold Lyne’s Store.”

“That’s true,” said Tarling. “There are very many reasons why I do not want to go into the business, or stay in London.”

She did not look at him, but played with the blades of grass she had plucked.

“Are you going abroad?” she asked.

“We are,” said Tarling.

“We?” she looked at him in surprise. “Who are we?”

“I am referring to myself and a girl to whom I made violent love at Hertford,” said Tarling, and she dropped her eyes.

“I think you were sorry for me,” she said, “and you were rather led into your wild declaration of — of—”

“Love?” suggested Tarling.

“That’s the word,” she replied with a little smile. “You were led to say what you did because of my hopeless plight.”

“I was led to say what I did,” said Tarling, “because I loved you.”

“Where are you — we — going?” she asked awkwardly.

“To South America,” said Tarling, “for a few months. Then afterwards to my well-beloved China for the cool season.”

“Why to South America?” asked the girl.

“Because,” said Tarling, “I was reading an article on horticulture in this morning’s papers and I learnt that daffodils do not grow in the Argentine.”




Footnote:
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They picked up the young man called “Snow” Gregory from a Lambeth gutter, and he was dead before the policeman on point duty in Waterloo Road, who had heard the shots, came upon the scene.

He had been shot in his tracks on a night of snow and storm and none saw the murder.

When they got him to the mortuary and searched his clothes they found nothing except a little tin box of white powder which proved to be cocaine, and a playing card — the Jack of Clubs!

His associates had called him “Snow” Gregory because he was a doper, and cocaine is invariably referred to as “snow” by all its votaries. He was a gambler too, and he had been associated with Colonel Dan Boundary in certain of his business enterprises. That was all. The colonel knew nothing of the young man’s antecedents except that he had been an Oxford man who had come down in the world. The colonel added a few particulars designed, as it might seem to the impartial observer, to prove that he, the colonel, had ever been an uplifting quantity. (This colonelcy was an honorary title which he held by custom rather than by law.)

There were people who said that “Snow” Gregory, in his more exalted moments, talked too much for the colonel’s comfort, but people were very ready to talk unkindly of the colonel, whose wealth was an offence and a shame.

So they buried “Snow” Gregory, the unknown, and a jury of his fellow-countrymen returned a verdict of “Wilful murder against some person or persons unknown.”

And that was the end of a sordid tragedy, it seemed, until three months later there dawned upon Colonel Boundary’s busy life a brand new and alarming factor.

One morning there arrived at his palatial flat in Albemarle Place a letter. This he opened because it was marked “Private and Personal.” It was not a letter at all — as it proved — but a soiled and stained playing card, the Knave of Clubs.

He looked at the thing in perplexity, for the fate of his erstwhile assistant had long since passed from his mind. Then he saw writing on the margin of the card, and twisting it sideways read:

“JACK O’ JUDGMENT.”

Nothing more!

“Jack o’ Judgment!”

The colonel screwed up his tired eyes as if to shut out a vision.

“Faugh!” he said in disgust and dropped the pasteboard into his wastepaper basket.

For he had seen a vision — a white face, unshaven and haggard, its lips parted in a little grin, the smile of “Snow” Gregory on the last time they had met.

Later came other cards and unpleasant, not to say disconcerting happenings, and the colonel, taking counsel with himself, determined to kill two birds with one stone.

It was a daring and audacious thing to have done, and none but Colonel Dan Boundary would have taken the risk. He knew better than anybody else that Stafford King had devoted the whole of his time for the past three years to smashing the Boundary Gang. He knew that this grave young man with the steady, grey eyes, who sat on the other side of the big Louis XV table in the ornate private office of the Spillsbury Syndicate, had won his way to the chief position in the Criminal Intelligence Department by sheer genius, and that he was, of all men, the most to be feared.

No greater contrast could be imagined than that which was presented between the two protagonists — the refined, almost aesthetic chief of police on the one hand, the big commanding figure of the redoubtable colonel on the other.

Boundary with his black hair parted in the centre of his sleek head, his big weary eyes, his long, yellow walrus moustache, his double chin, his breadth and girth, his enormous hairy hands, now laid upon the table, might stand for force, brutal, remorseless, untiring. He stood for cunning too — the cunning of the stalking tiger.

Stafford was watching him with dispassionate interest. He may have been secretly amused at the man’s sheer daring, but if he was, his inscrutable face displayed no such emotion.

“I dare say, Mr. King,” said the colonel, in his slow, heavy way, “you think it is rather remarkable in all the circumstances that I should ask for you? I dare say,” he went on, “my business associates will think the same, considering all the unpleasantness we have had.”

Stafford King made no reply. He sat erect, alert and watchful.

“Give a dog a bad name and hang him,” said the colonel sententiously. “For twenty years I’ve had to fight the unjust suspicions of my enemies. I’ve been libelled,” he shook his head sorrowfully. “I don’t suppose there’s anybody been libelled more than me — and my business associates. I’ve had the police nosing — I mean investigating — into my affairs, and I’ll be straight with you, Mr. Stafford King, and tell you that when it came to my ears and the ears of my business associates, that you had been put on the job of watching poor old Dan Boundary, I was glad.”

“Is that intended as a compliment?” asked Stafford, with the faintest suspicion of a smile.

“Every way,” said the colonel emphatically. “In the first place, Mr. King, I know that you are the straightest and most honest police official in England, and possibly in the world. All I want is justice. My life is an open book, which courts the fullest investigation.”

He spread out his huge hands as though inviting an even closer inspection than had been afforded him hitherto.

Mr. Stafford King made no reply. He knew, very well he knew, the stories which had been told about the Boundary Gang. He knew a little and guessed a lot about its extraordinary ramifications. He was well aware, at any rate, that it was rich, and that this slow-speaking man could command millions. But he was far from desiring to endorse the colonel’s inferred claim as to the purity of his business methods.

He leant a little forward.

“I am sure you didn’t send for me to tell me all about your hard lot, colonel,” he said, a little ironically.

The colonel shook his head.

“I wanted to get to know you,” he said with fine frankness. “I’ve heard a lot about you, Mr. King. I am told you do nothing but specialise on the Boundary enterprises, and I tell you, sir, that you can’t know too much about me, nor can I know too much about you.”

He paused.

“But you’re quite right when you say that I didn’t ask you to come here — and a great honour it is for a big police chief to spare time to see me — to discuss the past. It is the present I want to talk to you about.”

Stafford King nodded.

“I’m a law-abiding citizen,” said the colonel unctuously, “and anything I can do to assist the law, why, I’m going to do it. I wrote you on this matter about a fortnight ago.”

He opened a drawer and took out a large envelope embossed with a monogram of the Spillsbury Syndicate. This he opened and extracted a plain playing-card. It was a white-backed card of superfine texture, gilt-edged, and bore a familiar figure.

“The Knave of Clubs,” said Stafford King lifting his eyes.

“The Jack of Clubs,” said the colonel gravely; “that is its name I understand, for I am not a gambling man.”

He did not bat a lid nor did Stafford King smile.

“I remember,” said the detective chief, “you received one before. You wrote to my department about it.”

The colonel nodded.

“Read what’s written underneath.”

King lifted the card nearer to his eyes. The writing was almost microscopic and read:

“Save crime, save worry, save all unpleasantness. Give back the property you stole from Spillsbury.”

It was signed “Jack o’ Judgment.”

King put the card down and looked across at the colonel.

“What happened after the last card came?” he asked, “there was a burglary or something, wasn’t there?”

“The last card,” said the colonel, clearing his throat, “contained a diabolical and unfounded charge that I and my business associates had robbed Mr. George Fetter, the Manchester merchant, of L60,000 by means of card tricks — a low practice of which I would not be guilty nor would any of my business associates. My friends and myself knowing nothing of any card game, we of course refused to pay Mr. Fetter, and I am sure Mr. Fetter would be the last person who would ask us to do so. As a matter of fact, he did give us bills for L60,000, but that was in relation to a sale of property. I cannot imagine that Mr. Fetter would ever take money from us or that he knew of this business — I hope not, because he seems a very respectable — gentleman.”

The detective looked at the card again.

“What is this story of the Spillsbury deal?” he asked.

“What is that story of the Spillsbury deal?” said the colonel.

He had a trick of repeating questions — it was a trick which frequently gave him a very necessary breathing space.

“Why, there’s nothing to it. I bought the motor works in Coventry. I admit it was a good bargain. There’s no law against making a profit. You know what business is.”

The detective knew what business was. But Spillsbury was young and wild, and his wildness assumed an unpleasant character. It was the kind of wildness which people do not talk about — at least, not nice people. He had inherited a considerable fortune, and the control of four factories, the best of which was the one under discussion.

“I know Spillsbury,” said the detective, “and I happen to know Spillsbury’s works. I also know that he sold you a property worth L300,000 in the open market for a sum which was grossly inadequate — L30,000, was it not?”

“L35,000,” corrected the colonel. “There’s no law against making a bargain,” he repeated.

“You’ve been very fortunate with your bargains.”

Stafford King rose and picked up his hat.

“You bought Transome’s Hotel from young Mrs. Rachemeyer for a sum which was less than a twentieth of its worth. You bought Lord Bethon’s slate quarries for L12,000 — their value in the open market was at least L100,000. For the past fifteen years you have been acquiring property at an amazing rate — and at an amazing price.”

The colonel smiled.

“You’re paying me a great compliment, Mr. Stafford King,” he said with a touch of sarcasm, “and I will never forget it. But don’t let us get away from the object of your coming. I am reporting to you, as a police officer, that I have been threatened by a blackguard, a thief, and very likely a murderer. I will not be responsible for any action I may take — Jack o’ Judgment indeed!” he growled.

“Have you ever seen him?” asked Stafford.

The colonel frowned.

“He’s alive, ain’t he?” he growled. “If I’d seen him, do you think he’d be writing me letters? It is your job to pinch him. If you people down at Scotland Yard spent less time poking into the affairs of honest business men—”

Stafford King was smiling now, frankly and undisguisedly. His grey eyes were creased with silent laughter.

“Colonel, you have some
 nerve!” he said admiringly, and with no other word he left the room.
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The wrong side of a stage door was the outside on a night such as this was. The rain was bucketing down and a chill northwester howled up the narrow passage leading from the main street to the tiny entry.

But the outside, and the darkest corner of the cul-de-sac
 whence the stage door of the Orpheum Music Hall was reached, satisfied Stafford King. He drew further into the shadow at sight of the figure which picked a finicking way along the passage and paused only at the open doorway to furl his umbrella.

Pinto Silva, immaculately attired with a white rose in the buttonhole of his faultless dress-jacket, had no doubt in his mind as to which was the most desirable side of the stage door. He passed in, nodding carelessly to the doorkeeper.

“A rotten night, Joe,” he said. “Miss White hasn’t gone yet, has she?”

“No, sir,” said the man obsequiously, “she’s only just left the stage a few minutes. Shall I tell her you’re here, sir?”

Pinto shook his head.

He was a goodlooking man of thirty-five. There were some who would go further and describe him as handsome, though his peculiar style of good looks might not be to everybody’s taste. The olive complexion, the black eyes, the well-curled moustache and the effeminate chin had their attractions, and Pinto Silva admitted modestly in his reminiscent moments that there were women who had raved about him.

“Miss White is in No. 6,” said the doorkeeper. “Shall I send somebody along to tell her you’re here?”

“You needn’t trouble,” said the other, “she won’t be long now.”

The girl, hurrying along the corridor, fastening her coat as she came, stopped dead at the sight of him and a look of annoyance came to her face. She was tall for a girl, perfectly proportioned and something more than pretty.

Pinto lifted his hat with a smile.

“I’ve just been in front, Miss White. An excellent performance!”

“Thank you,” she said simply. “I did not see you.”

He nodded.

There was a complacency in his nod which irritated her. It almost seemed to infer that she was not speaking the truth and that he was humouring her in her deception.

“You’re quite comfortable?” he asked.

“Quite,” she replied politely.

She was obviously anxious to end the interview, and at a loss as to how she could.

“Dressing room comfortable, everybody respectful and all that sort of thing?” he asked. “Just say the word, if they give you trouble or cheek, and I’ll have them kicked out whoever they are, from the manager downwards.”

“Oh, thank you,” she said hurriedly, “everybody is most polite and nice.” She held out her hand. “I am afraid I must go now. A — a friend is waiting for me.”

“One minute, Miss White.” He licked his lips, and there was an unaccustomed embarrassment in his manner. “Maybe you’ll come along one night after the show and have a little supper. You know I’m very keen on you and all that sort of thing.”

“I know you’re very keen on me and all that sort of thing,” said Maisie White, a note of irony in her voice, “but unfortunately I’m not very keen on supper and all that sort of thing.”

She smiled and again held out her hand.

“I’ll say good night now.”

“Do you know, Maisie—” he began.

“Good night,” she said and brushed past him.

He looked after her as she disappeared into the darkness, a little frown gathering on his forehead, then with a shrug of his shoulders he walked slowly back to the doorkeeper’s office.

“Send somebody to get my car,” he snapped.

He waited impatiently, chewing his cigar, till the dripping figure of the doorkeeper reappeared with the information that the car was at the end of the passage. He put up his umbrella and walked through the pelting rain to where his limousine stood.

Pinto Silva was angry, and his anger was of the hateful, smouldering type which grew in strength from moment to moment and from hour to hour. How dare she treat him like this? She, who owed her engagement to his influence, and whose fortune and future were in his hands. He would speak to the colonel and the colonel could speak to her father. He had had enough of this.

He recognised with a start that he was afraid of the girl. It was incredible, but it was true. He had never felt that way to a woman before, but there was something in her eyes, a cold disdain which cowed even as it maddened him.

The car drew up before a block of buildings in a deserted West End thoroughfare. He flashed on the electric light and saw that the hour was a little after eleven. The last thing in the world he wanted was to take part in a conference that night. But if he wanted anything less, it was to cross the colonel at this moment of crisis.

He walked through the dark vestibule and entered an automatic lift, which carried him to the third floor. Here, the landing and the corridor were illuminated by one small electric lamp sufficient to light him to the heavy walnut doors which led to the office of the Spillsbury Syndicate. He opened the door with a latchkey and found himself in a big lobby, carpeted and furnished in good style.

A man was sitting before a radiator, a paper pad upon his knees, and he was making notes with a pencil. He looked up startled as the other entered and nodded. It was Olaf Hanson, the colonel’s clerk — and Olaf, with his flat expressionless face, and his stiff upstanding hair, always reminded Pinto of a Struwwelpeter which had been cropped.

“Hullo, Hanson, is the colonel inside?”

The man nodded.

“They’re waiting for you,” he said.

His voice was hard and unsympathetic, and his thin lips snapped out every syllable.

“Aren’t you coming in?” asked Pinto in surprise, his hand upon the door.

The man called Hanson shook his head.

“I’ve got to go to the colonel’s flat,” he said, “to get some papers. Besides, they don’t want me.”

He smiled quickly and wanly. It was a grimace rather than an expression of amusement and Pinto eyed him narrowly. He had, however, the good sense to ask no further questions. Turning the handle of the door, he walked into the large, ornate apartment.

In the centre of the room was a big table and the chairs at its sides were, for the most part, filled.

He dropped into a seat on the colonel’s right and nodded to the others at the table. Most of the principals were there— “Swell” Crewe, Jackson, Cresswell, and at the farther end of the table, Lollie Marsh with her baby face and her permanent expression of openmouthed wonder.

“Where’s White?” he asked.

The colonel was reading a letter and did not immediately reply. Presently he took off his pince-nez and put them into his pocket.

“Where’s White?” he repeated. “White isn’t here. No, White isn’t here,” he repeated significantly.

“What’s wrong?” asked Pinto quickly.

The colonel scratched his chin and looked up to the ceiling.

“I’m settling up this Spillsbury business,” he said. “White isn’t in it.”

“Why not?” asked Pinto.

“He never was in it,” said the colonel evasively. “It was not the kind of business that White would like to be in. I guess he’s getting religious or something, or maybe it’s that daughter of his.”

The eyelids of Pinto Silva narrowed at the reference to Maisie White and he was on the point of remarking that he had just left her, but changed his mind.

“Does she know anything about — about her father?” he asked.

The colonel smiled.

“Why, no — unless you’ve told her.”

“I’m not on those terms,” said Pinto savagely. “I’m getting tired of that girl’s airs and graces, colonel, after what we’ve done for her!”

“You’ll get tireder, Pinto,” said a voice from the end of the table and he turned round to meet the laughing eyes of Lollie Marsh.

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“I’ve been out taking a look at her to-day,” she said, and the colonel scowled at her.

“You were out taking a look at something else if I remember rightly,” he said quietly. “I told you to get after Stafford King.”

“And I got after him,” she said, “and after the girl too.”

“What do you mean?”

“That’s a bit of news for you, isn’t it?” She was delighted to drop the bombshell: “you can’t shadow Stafford King without crossing the tracks of Maisie White.”

The colonel uttered an exclamation.

“What do you mean?” he asked again.

“Didn’t you know they were acquainted? Didn’t you know that Stafford King goes down to Horsham to see her, and takes her to dinner twice a week?”

They looked at one another in consternation. Maisie White was the daughter of a man who, next to the colonel, had been the most daring member of the gang, who had organised more coups than any other man, save its leader. The news that the daughter of Solomon White was meeting the Chief of the Criminal Intelligence Department, was incredible and stunning.

“So that’s it, is it?” said the colonel, licking his dry lips. “That’s why Solomon White’s fed up with the life and wants to break away.”

He turned to Pinto Silva, whose face was set and hard.

“I thought you were keen on that girl, Pinto,” he said coarsely. “We left the way open to you. What do you know about it?”

“Nothing,” said the man shortly. “I don’t believe it.”

“Don’t believe it,” broke in the girl. “Listen! There was a matinee at the Orpheum to-day and King went there. I followed him in and got a seat next to him and tried to get friendly. But he had only eyes for the girl on the stage, and I might as well have been the paper on the wall for all the notice he took of me. After her turn, he went out and waited for her at the stage door. They went to Roymoyers for tea. I went back to the theatre and saw her dresser. She is the woman I recommended when Pinto put her on the stage.”

“What sort of work is Maisie doing?” asked the saturnine Crewe.

“Male impersonations,” said the girl. “Say! she looks dandy in a man’s kit! She’s the best male impersonator I’ve ever seen. Why, when she talks—”

“Never mind about that,” interrupted the colonel, “what did you discover?”

“I discovered that Stafford King comes regularly to the theatre, that he takes her to dinner and that he visits the house at Horsham.”

“Solly never told me that — the swine!” rapped the colonel, “he’s going to doublecross us, that fellow.”

“I don’t believe it.”

It was Crewe that spoke. “Swell” Crewe, whose boast it was that he had a suit for every day in the year.

“I know Solomon and I’ve known him for years,” he said. “I know him as well as you, colonel. As far as we are concerned, Solly is straight. I’m not denying the possibility that he wants to break away, but that’s only natural. He’s a man with a daughter, and he’s made his pile, but I’ll stake my life that he’ll never doublecross us.”

“Doublecross us?” the colonel had recovered his wonted equanimity. “What has he to ‘doublecross’?” he demanded almost jovially. “We have a straightforward business! I am not aware that any of us are guilty of dishonest actions. Doublecross! Bah!”

He brought his big hand down with a thump on the table, and they knew from experience that this was the gavel of the chairman that ended all discussions.

“Now, gentlemen,” said the colonel, “let us get to business. Ask Hanson to come in — he’s got the figures. It is the last lot of figures of ours that he’ll ever handle,” he added.

Somebody went to the door of the anteroom and called the secretary, but there was no reply.

“He’s gone out.”

“Gone out?” said the colonel and bent his brows. “Who told him to go out? Never mind, he’ll be back in a minute. Shut the door.”

He lifted a deed-box from the floor at his feet, placed it on the table, opened it with a key attached to his watch-chain and removed a bundle of documents.

“We’re going to settle the Spillsbury business tonight,” he said. “Spillsbury looks like squealing.”

“Where is he?” asked Pinto.

“In an inebriates’ home,” said the colonel grimly; “it seems there are some trustees to his father’s estate who are likely to question the legality of the transfers. But I’ve had the best legal opinion in London and there is no doubt that our position is safe. The only thing we’ve got to do tonight is to make absolutely sure that all those fool letters he wrote to Lollie have been destroyed.”

“You’ve got them?” said the girl quickly.

“I had them?” said the colonel, “and I burnt them all except one when the transfer was completed. And the question is, gentlemen,” he said, “shall we burn the last?”

He took from the bundle before him an envelope and held it up.

“I kept this in case there was anything coming, but if he’s in a booze home, why, he’s not going to be influenced by the threat of publishing a slushy letter to a girl. I guess his trustees are not going to be very much influenced either. On the other hand, if this letter were found among business documents, it would look pretty bad for us.”

“Found by whom?” asked Pinto.

“By the police,” said the colonel calmly.

“Police?”

The colonel nodded.

“They’re getting after us, but you needn’t be alarmed,” he said. “King is working to get a case, and he is not above applying for a search warrant. But I’m not scared of the police so much.” His voice slowed and he spoke with greater emphasis. “I guess there are enough court cards in the Boundary pack to beat that combination. It’s the Jack—”

“The Jack — ha! ha! ha!
 ”

It was a shrill bubble of laughter which cut into his speech and the colonel leapt to his feet, his hand dropping to his hip-pocket. The door had opened and closed so silently that none had heard it, and a figure stood confronting them.

It was clad from head to foot in a long coat of black silk, which shimmered in the half-light of the electrolier. The hands were gloved, the head covered with a soft slouch hat and the face hidden behind a white silk handkerchief.

The colonel’s hand was in his hip-pocket when he thought better and raised both hands in the air. There was something peculiarly businesslike in the long-barrelled revolver which the intruder held, in spite of the silver-plating and the gold inlay along the chased barrel.

“Everybody’s hands in the air,” said the Jack shrilly, “right up to the beautiful sky! Yours too, Lollie. Stand away from the table, everybody, and back to the wall. For the Jack o’ Judgment is amongst you and life is full of amazing possibilities!”

They backed from the table, peering helplessly at the two unwinking eyes which showed through the holes in the handkerchief.

“Back to the wall, my pretties,” chuckled the Thing. “I’m going to make you laugh and you’ll want some support. I’m going to make you rock with joy and merriment!”

The figure had moved to the table, and all the time it spoke its nimble fingers were turning over the piles of documents which the colonel had disgorged from the dispatch box.

“I’m going to tell you a comical tale about a gang of blackmailers.”

“You’re a liar,” said the colonel hoarsely.

“About a gang of blackmailers,” said the Jack with shrill laughter, “fellows who didn’t work like common blackmailers, nor demand money. Oh, no! not naughty blackmailers! They got the fools and the vicious in their power and made them sell things for hundreds of pounds that were worth thousands. And they were such a wonderful crowd! They were such wonderfully amusing fellows. There was Dan Boundary who started life by robbing his dead mother, there was ‘Swell’ Crewe, who was once a gentleman and is now a thief!”

“Damn you!” said Crewe, lurching forward, but the gun swung round on him and he stopped.

“There was Lollie who would sell her own child—”

“I have no child,” half-screamed the girl.

“Think again, Lollie darling — dear little soul!”

He stopped. The envelope that his fingers had been seeking was found. He slipped it beneath the black silk cloak and in two bounds was at the door.

“Send for the police,” he mocked. “Send for the police, Dan! Get Stafford King, the eminent chief. Tell him I called! My card!”

With a dexterous flip of his fingers he sent a little pasteboard planing across the room. In an instant the door opened and closed upon the intruder and he was gone.

For a second there was silence, and then, with a little sob, Lollie Marsh collapsed in a heap on the floor. Colonel Dan Boundary looked from one white face to the other.

“There’s a hundred thousand pounds for any one of you who gets that fellow,” he said, breathing hard, “whether it is man or woman.”
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Colonel Boundary, sitting at his desk the morning after, pushed a bell. It was answered by the thickset Olaf. He was dressed, as usual, in black from head to foot and the colonel eyed him thoughtfully.

“Hanson,” he said, “has Miss Marsh come?”

“Yes, she has come,” said the other resentfully.

“Tell her I want her,” said the colonel and then as the man was leaving the room: “Where did you get to last night when I wanted you?”

“I was out,” said the man shortly. “I get some time for myself, I suppose?”

The colonel nodded slowly.

“Sure you do, Hanson.”

His tone was mild, and that spelt danger to Hanson, had he known it. This was the third sign of rebellion which the man had shown in the past week.

“What’s happened to your temper this morning, Hanson?” he asked.

“Everything,” exploded the man and in his agitation his foreign origin was betrayed by his accent. “You tell me I shall haf plenty money, thousands of pounds! You say I go to my brother in America. Where is dot money? I go in March, I go in May, I go in July, still I am here!”

“My good friend,” said the colonel, “you’re too impatient. This is not a moment I can allow you to go away. You’re getting nervous, that’s what’s the matter with you. Perhaps I’ll let you have a holiday next week.”

“Nervous!” roared the man. “Yes, I am. All the time I feel eyes on me! When I walk in the street, every man I meet is a policeman. When I go to bed, I hear nothing but footsteps creeping in the passage outside my room.”

“Old Jack, eh?” said the colonel, eyeing him narrowly.

Hanson shivered.

He had seen the Jack o’ Judgment once. A figure in gossamer silk who had stood beside the bed in which the Scandinavian lay and had talked wisdom whilst Olaf quaked in a muck sweat of fear.

The colonel did not know this. He was under the impression that the appearance of the previous night had constituted the first of this mysterious menace.

So he nodded again.

“Send Miss Marsh to me,” he said.

Hanson would have got on his nerves if he had nerves. The man, at any rate, was becoming an intolerable nuisance. The colonel marked him down as one of the problems calling for early solution.

The secretary had not been gone more than a few seconds before the door opened again and the girl came in. She was tall, pretty in a doll-like way, with an aura of golden hair about her small head. She might have been more than pretty but for her eyes, which were too light a shade of blue to be beautiful. She was expensively gowned and walked with the easy swing of one whose position was assured.

“Good morning, Lollie,” said the colonel. “Did you see him again?”

She nodded.

“I got a pretty good view of him,” she said.

“Did he see you?”

She smiled.

“I don’t think so,” she said; “besides, what does it matter if he did?”

“Was the girl with him?”

She shook her head.

“Well?” asked the colonel after a pause. “Can you do anything with him?”

She pursed her lips.

If she had expected the colonel to refer to their terrifying experience of the night before, she was to be disappointed. The hard eyes of the man compelled her to keep to the matter under discussion.

“He looks pretty hard,” said the girl. “He is not the man to fall for that heart-to-heart stuff.”

“What do you mean?” asked the colonel.

“Just that,” said the girl with a shrug. “I can’t imagine his picking me up and taking me to dinner and pouring out the secrets of his young heart at the second bottle.”

“Neither can I,” said the colonel thoughtfully. “You’re a pretty clever girl, Lollie, and I’m going to make it worth your while to get close to that fellow. He’s the one man in Scotland Yard that we want to put out of business. Not that we’ve anything to be afraid of,” he added vaguely, “but he’s just interfering with—”

He paused for a word.

“With business,” said the girl. “Oh, come off it, colonel! Just tell me how far you want me to go.”

“You’ve got to go to the limit,” said the other decidedly. “You’ve got to put him as wrong as you can. He must be compromised up to his neck.”

“What about my young reputation?” asked the girl with a grimace.

“If you lose it, we’ll buy you another,” said the colonel drily, “and I reckon it’s about time you had another one, Lollie.”

The girl fingered her chin thoughtfully.

“It is not going to be easy,” she said again. “It isn’t going to be like young Spillsbury — Pinto Silva could have done that job without help — or Solomon White even.”

“You can shut up about Spillsbury,” growled the colonel. “I’ve told you to forget everything that has ever happened in our business! And I’ve told you a hundred times not to mention Pinto or any of the other men in this business! You can do as you’re told! And take that look off your face!”

He rose with extraordinary agility and leant over, glowering at the girl.

“You’ve been getting a bit too fresh lately, Lollie, and giving yourself airs! You don’t try any of that grand lady stuff with me, d’ye hear?”

There was nothing suave in the colonel’s manner, nothing slow or ponderous or courtly. He spoke rapidly and harshly and revealed the brute that many suspected but few knew.

“I’ve no more respect for women than I have for men, understand! If you ever get gay with me, I’ll take your neck in my hand like that,” he clenched his two fists together with a horribly suggestive motion and the frightened girl watched him, fascinated. “I’ll break you as if you were a bit of china! I’ll tear you as if you were a rag! You needn’t think you’ll ever get away from me — I’ll follow you to the ends of the earth. You’re paid like a queen and treated like a queen and you play straight — there was a man called ‘Snow’ Gregory once—”

The trembling girl was on her feet now, her face ashen white.

“I’m sorry, colonel,” she faltered. “I didn’t intend giving you offence. I — I—”

She was on the verge of tears when the colonel, with a quick gesture, motioned her back to the chair. His rage subsided as suddenly as it had risen.

“Now do as you’re told, Lollie,” he said calmly. “Get after that young fellow and don’t come back to me until you’ve got him.”

She nodded, not trusting herself to speak, and almost tiptoed from his dread presence.

At the door he stopped her.

“As to Maisie,” he said, “why, you can leave Maisie to me.”
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Colonel Dan Boundary descended slowly from the Ford taxicab which had brought him up from Horsham station and surveyed without emotion the domicile of his partner. It was Colonel Boundary’s boast that he was in the act of lathering his face on the tenth floor of a Californian hotel when the earthquake began, and that he finished his shaving operations, took his bath and dressed himself before the earth had ceased to tremble.

“I shall want you again, so you had better wait,” he said to the driver and passed through the wooden gates toward Rose Lodge.

He stopped halfway up the path, having now a better view of the house. It was a red brick villa, the home of a well-to-do man. The trim lawn with its border of rose trees, the little fountain playing over the rockery, the quality of the garden furniture within view and the general air of comfort which pervaded the place, suggested the home of a prosperous City man, one of those happy creatures who have never troubled to get themselves in line for millions, but have lived happily between the four and five figure mark.

Colonel Boundary grunted and continued his walk. A trim maid opened the door to him and by her blank look it was evident that he was not a frequent visitor.

“Boundary — just say Boundary,” said the colonel in a deep voice which carried to the remotest part of the house.

He was shown to the drawingroom and again found much that interested him. He felt no twinge of pity at the thought that Solomon White would very soon exchange this almost luxury for the bleak discomfort of a prison cell, and not even the sight of the girl who came through the door to greet him brought him a qualm.

“You want to see my father, colonel?” she asked.

Her tone was cold but polite. The colonel had never been a great favourite of Maisie White’s, and now it required a considerable effort on her part to hide her deep aversion.

“Do I want to see your father?” said Colonel Boundary. “Why, yes, I think I do and I want to see you too, and I’d just as soon see you first, before I speak to Solly.”

She sat down, a model of patient politeness, her hands folded on her lap. In the light of day she was pretty, straight of back, graceful as to figure and the clear grey eyes which met his faded blue, were very understanding.

“Miss White,” he said, “we have been very good to you.”

“We?” repeated the girl.

“We,” nodded the colonel. “I speak for myself and my business associates. If Solomon had ever told you the truth you would know that you owe all your education, your beautiful home,” he waved his hand, “to myself and my business associates.” His tongue rolled round the last two words. They were favourites of his.

She nodded her head slightly.

“I was under the impression that I owed it to my father,” she said, with a hint of irony in her voice, “for I suppose that he earned all he has.”

“You suppose that he earned all that he has?” repeated the colonel. “Well, very likely you are right. He has earned more than he has got but pay-day is near at hand.”

There was no mistaking the menace in his tone, but the girl made no comment. She knew that there had been trouble. She knew that her father had for days been locked in his study and had scarcely spoken a word to anybody.

“I saw you the other night,” said the colonel, changing the direction of his attack. “I saw you at the Orpheum. Pinto Silva came with me. We were in the stage box.”

“I saw you,” said the girl quietly.

“A very good performance, considering you’re a kid,” said Boundary; “in fact, Pinto says you’re the best mimic he has ever seen on the stage—” He paused— “Pinto got you your contracts.”

She nodded.

“I am very grateful to Mr. Silva,” she said.

“You have all the world before you, my girl,” said Boundary in his slow, ponderous way, “a beautiful and bright future, plenty of money, pearls, diamonds,” he waved his hand with a vague gesture, “and Pinto, who is the most valuable of my business associates, is very fond of you.”

The girl sighed helplessly.

“I thought that matter had been finished and done with, colonel,” she said. “I don’t know how people in your world would regard such an offer, but in my world they would look upon it as an insult.”

“And what the devil is your world?” asked the colonel, without any sign of irritation.

She rose to her feet.

“The clean, decent world,” she said calmly, “the law-abiding world. The world that regards such arrangements as you suggest as infamous. It is not only the fact that Mr. Silva is already married—”

The colonel raised his hand.

“Pinto talks very seriously of getting a divorce,” he said solemnly, “and when a gentleman like Pinto Silva gives his word, that ought to be sufficient for any girl. And now you have come to mention law-abiding worlds,” he went on slowly, “I would like to speak of one of the law-abiders.”

She knew what was coming and was silent.

“There’s a young gentleman named Stafford King hanging round you.” He saw her face flush but went on, “Mr. Stafford King is a policeman.”

“He is an official of the Criminal Intelligence Department,” said the girl, “but I don’t think you would call him a policeman, would you, colonel?”

“All policemen are policemen to me,” said Boundary, “and Mr. Stafford King is one of the worst of the policemen from my point of view, because he’s trying to trump up a cock-and-bull story about me and get me into very serious trouble.”

“I know Mr. King is connected with a great number of unpleasant cases,” said the girl coolly. “It would be a coincidence if he was in a case which interested you.”

“It would be a coincidence, would it?” said the colonel, nodding his huge head. “Perhaps it is a coincidence that my clerk, Hanson, has disappeared and has been seen in the company of your friend, eh? It is a coincidence that King is working on the Spillsbury case — the one case that Solly knows nothing about — eh?”

She faced him, puzzled and apprehensive.

“Where does all this lead?” she asked.

“It leads to trouble for Solly, that’s all,” said the colonel. “He’s trying to put me away and put his business associates away, and he has got to go through the mill unless—”

“Unless what?” she asked.

“Pinto’s a merciful man, I’m a merciful man. We don’t want to make trouble with former business associates, but trouble there is going to be, believe me.”

“What kind of trouble?” asked the girl. “If you mean that your so-called business association with my father will cease, I shall be happier. My father can earn his living and I have my stage work.”

“You have your stage work,” the colonel did not smile but his tone betrayed his amusement, “and your father can earn his living, eh? He can earn his living in Portland Gaol,” he said, raising his voice.

“For the matter of that, so can you, colonel.”

The colonel turned his head slowly and surveyed the spare figure in the doorway.

“Oh, you heard me, did you, Solly,” he said not unpleasantly.

“I heard you,” said Solomon White, his lean face a shade whiter than the girl had ever seen it and his breathing was a little laboured.

“If you are thinking of gaoling me,” said White, “why, I think we shall make up a pretty jolly party.”

“Meaning me?” said the colonel, raising his eyebrows.

“You amongst others. Pinto Silva, ‘Swell’ Crewe and Selby, to name a few.”

Colonel Boundary permitted himself to chuckle.

“On what charge?” he asked, “tell me that, Solly? The cleverest men in Scotland Yard have been laying for me for years and they haven’t got away with it. Maybe they have your assistance and that dog Hanson—”

“That’s a lie,” interrupted White, “so far as I am concerned — I know nothing about Hanson.”

“Hanson,” said the colonel slowly, “is a thief. He bolted with L300 of mine, as I’ve reported to the police.”

“I see,” said White with a little smile of contempt, “got your charge in first, eh, colonel — discredit the witness. And what have you framed for me?”

“Nothing,” said the colonel, “except this. I’ve just had from the bank a cheque for L4,000 drawn in your favour on our joint account and purporting to be signed by Silva and myself.”

“As it happens,” said White, “it was signed by you fellows in my presence.”

The colonel shook his head.

“Obdurate to the last, brazening it out to the end — why not make a frank confession to an old business associate, Solly? I came here to see you about that cheque.”

“That’s the game, is it?” said White. “You are going to charge me with forgery, and suppose I spill it?”

“Spill what?” asked the colonel innocently. “If by ‘spill’ you mean make a statement to the police derogatory to myself and my business associates, what can you tell? I can bring a dozen witnesses to prove that both Pinto and I were in Brighton the morning that cheque was signed.”

“You came up by car at night,” said White harshly. “We arranged to meet outside Guildford to split the loot.”

“Loot?” said Colonel Boundary, puzzled. “I don’t understand you.”

“I’ll put it plainer,” said White, his eyes like smouldering fire: “a year ago you got young Balston the shipowner to put fifty thousand pounds into a fake company.”

He heard Maisie gasp, but went on.

“How you did it I’m not going to tell before the girl, but it was blackmail which you and Pinto engineered. He paid his last instalment — the four thousand pounds was my share.”

Colonel Boundary rose and looked at his watch.

“I have a taxicab waiting, and with a taxicab time is money. If you are going to bring in the name of an innocent young man, who will certainly deny that he had any connection with myself and my business associates, that is a matter for your own conscience. I tell you I know nothing about this cheque. I have made your daughter an offer.”

“I can guess what it is,” interrupted White, “and I can tell you this, Boundary, that if you are going to sell me, I’ll be even with you, if I wait twenty years! If you imagine I am going to let my daughter into that filthy gang—” His voice broke, and it was some time before he could recover himself. “Do your worst. But I’ll have you, Boundary! I don’t doubt that you’ll get a conviction, and you know the things that I can’t talk about, and I’ll have to take my medicine, but you are not going to escape.”

“Wait, colonel.” It was the girl who spoke in so low a voice that he would not have heard her, but that he was expecting her to speak. “Do you mean that you will — prosecute my father?”

“With law-abiding people,” said the colonel profoundly, “the demands of justice come first. I must do my duty to the state, but if you should change your mind—”

“She won’t change her mind,” roared White.

With one stride he had passed between the colonel and the door. Only for a second he stood, and then he fell back.

“Do your worst,” he said huskily, and Colonel Boundary passed out, pocketing the revolver which had come from nowhere into his hand, and presently they heard the purr of the departing motor.

He came to Horsham station in a thoughtful frame of mind. He was still thinking profoundly when he reached Victoria.

Then, as he stepped on the platform, a hand was laid on his arm, and he turned to meet the smiling face of Stafford King.

“Hullo,” said the colonel, and something within him went cold.

“Sorry to break in on your reverie, colonel,” said Stafford King, “but I’ve a warrant for your arrest.”

“What is the charge?” asked the colonel, his face grey.

“Blackmail and conspiracy,” said King, and saw with amazement the look of relief in the other’s eyes.

Then:

“Boundary,” he said between his teeth, “you thought I wanted you for ‘Snow’ Gregory!”

The colonel said nothing.



V. In the Magistrate’s Court
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Never before in history had the dingy little street, in which North Lambeth Police Court stands, witnessed such scenes as were presented on that memorable 4th of December, when counsel for the Crown opened the case against Colonel Dan Boundary.

Long before the building was open the precincts of the court were besieged by people anxious to secure one of the very few seats which were available for the public. By nine o’clock it became necessary to summon a special force of police to clear a way for the numerous motorcars which came bowling from every point of the compass and which were afterwards parked in the narrow side streets, to the intense amazement and interest of the curious denizens of the unsavoury neighbourhood in which the court is located.

Admission was by ticket. Even the reporters, those favoured servants of democracy, had need to produce a printed pass before the scrutinising policeman at the door allowed them to enter. Every available seat had been allotted. Even the magistrate’s sacristy had been invaded, and chairs stood three-deep to left and right of him.

There were some who came out of sheer morbid curiosity, in order that they might boast that they were present when this remarkable case was heard. There were others who came, inwardly quaking at the revelations which were promised or hinted at in the daily Press, for the influence which the Boundary gang exercised was wide and far-reaching.

A young man stood upon the congested pavement, watching with evident impatience the arrival of belated cars. The magistrate had already come and had disappeared behind the slate-coloured gates which led to the courtyard. Stafford saw fashionably-dressed women and (with a smile) worried-looking men who were figures in the political and social world, and presently he involuntarily stepped forward into the roadway as though to meet the electric limousine which came noiselessly to the main entrance.

The solitary occupant of the car was a man of sixty — a grey-haired gentleman of medium height, dressed with scrupulous care, and wearing on his cleanshaven face a perpetual smile, as though life were an amusement which never palled.

Stafford King took the extended hand with a little twinkle in his eye.

“I was afraid we shouldn’t be able to keep your place for you, Sir Stanley,” he said.

Sir Stanley Belcom, First Commissioner of Criminal Intelligence, accentuated his smile.

“Well, Stafford,” he drawled, “I’ve come to see the culminating triumph of your official career.”

Stafford King made a little grimace.

“I hope so,” he said dryly.

“I hope so, too,” said the baronet, “yet — I’ll tell you frankly, Stafford, I have a feeling that the ordinary processes of the law are inadequate to trap this organisation. The law has too wide a mesh to deal with the terror which this man exercises. Such men are the only justification of lynch law, the quick, sharp justice which is administered without subtlety and without quibble.”

Stafford looked at the other and made no attempt to hide his astonishment.

“You believe in — the Jack o’ Judgment?” he asked.

Sir Stanley shot a swift glance at him.

“That is the bugbear of the gang, isn’t it?”

“So Hanson says,” replied the other. “I verily believe that Hanson is more afraid of that mysterious person than he is of Boundary himself.”

The Attorney-General had begun his opening speech when the two men made their way into the crowded court and found their seats at the end of the solicitors table.

In the dock sat Colonel Boundary, the least concerned of all that assembly. The colonel was leaning forward, his arms resting on the rails, his chin on the back of his hairy hand, his eyes glued upon the grey-haired lawyer who was dispassionately opening the case.

“The contention of the Crown,” the Attorney-General was saying, “is that Colonel Boundary is at the head of a huge blackmailing organisation, and that in the course of the past twenty years, by such means as I shall suggest and as the principal witness for the Crown will tell you, he has built up his criminal practice until he now controls the most complex and the most iniquitous organisation that has been known in the long and sordid history of crime.

“Your Worship will doubtless hear,” he went on, “of a bizarre and fantastic figure which flits through the pages of this story, a mysterious somebody who is called the ‘Jack.’ But I shall ask your Worship, as I shall ask the jury, when this case reaches, as it must reach ultimately, the Central Criminal Court, to disregard this apparition, which displayed no part in bringing Boundary to justice.

“The contention of the Crown is, as I say, that Boundary, by means of terrorisation and blackmail, through the medium and assistance of his creatures, has from time to time secured a hold over rich and foolish men and women, and from these has acquired the enormous wealth which is now his and his associates’. As to these latter, their prosecution depends very largely upon the fate of Boundary. There are, I believe, some of them in court at this moment, and though they are not arrested, it will be no news to them to learn that they are under police observation.”

“Swell” Crewe, sitting at the back of the court, shifted uneasily and, turning his head, he met the careless gaze of the tall, military-looking man who had “detective” written all over him.

There had been a pause in the Attorney-General’s speech whilst he examined, shortsightedly, the notes before him.

“In the presentation of this case, your Worship,” he went on, “the Crown is in somewhat of a dilemma. We have secured one important and, I think, convincing witness — a man who has been closely associated with the prisoner, a Scandinavian named Hanson, who, considering himself badly treated by this gang, has been for a long time secretly getting together evidence of an incriminating character. As to his object we need not inquire. There is a possibility suggested by my learned friend, the counsel for the defence, that Hanson intended blackmailing the blackmailers, and presenting such a weight of evidence against Boundary that he could do no less than pay handsomely for his confederate’s silence. That is as may be. The main fact is that Hanson has accumulated this documentary evidence, and that that documentary evidence is in existence in certain secret hiding-places in this country, which will be revealed in the course of his examination.

“We are at this disadvantage, that Hanson has not yet made anything but the most scanty of statements. Fearing for his life, since this gang will stick at nothing, he has been closely guarded by the police from the moment he made his preliminary statement. Every effort which has been made to induce him to commit his revelations to writing has been in vain, and we are compelled to take what is practically his affidavit in open court.”

“Do I understand,” interrupted the magistrate, in that weary tone which is the prerogative of magistrates, “that you are not as yet in possession of the evidence on which I am to be asked to commit the prisoner to the Old Bailey?”

“That is so, your Worship,” said the counsel. “All we could procure from Hanson was the bald affidavit which was necessary to secure the man’s arrest.”

“So that if anything happened to your witness, there would be no case for the Crown?”

The Attorney-General nodded.

“Those are exactly the circumstances, your Worship,” he said, “and that is why we have been careful to keep our witness in security. The man is in a highly nervous condition, and we have been obliged to humour him. But I do not think your Worship need have any apprehension as to the evidence which will be produced to-day, or that there will not be sufficient to justify a committal.”

“I see,” said the magistrate.

Sir Stanley turned to Stafford and whispered:

“Rather a queer proceeding.”

Stafford nodded.

“It is the only thing we could do,” he said. “Hanson refused to speak until he was in court — until, as he said, he saw Boundary under arrest.”

“Does Boundary know this?”

“I suppose so,” replied Stafford with a little smile, “he knows everything. He has a whole army of spies. Sir Stanley, you don’t know how big this organisation is. He has roped in everybody. He has Members of Parliament, he has the best lawyers in London, and two of the big detective agencies are engaged exclusively on his work.”

Sir Stanley pursed his lips thoughtfully and turned his attention to the prosecuting counsel. The address was not a long one, and presently the Attorney-General sat down, to be followed by a leading member of the Bar, retained for the defence. Presently he too had finished, and again the Attorney-General rose.

“Call Olaf Hanson,” he said, and there was a stir of excitement.

The door leading to the cells opened, and two tall detectives came through, and two others followed. In the midst of the four walked the short, grey-faced man, in whose hands was the fate, and indeed the life, of Colonel Dan Boundary.

He did not as much as glance at the dock, but hurried across the floor of the court and was ushered to the witness stand, his four guardians disposing themselves behind and before him. The man seemed on the point of crumbling. His fearfull eyes ranged the court, always avoiding the gross figure in the railed dock. The lips of the witness were white and trembling. The hands which clutched the front of the box for support twitched spasmodically.

“Your name is Olaf Hanson?” asked the Attorney-General soothingly.

The witness tried to speak but his lips emitted no sound. He nodded.

“You are a native of Christiania?”

Again Hanson nodded.

“You must speak out,” said Counsel kindly, “and you need have no fear. How long have you known Colonel Boundary?”

This time Hanson found his voice.

“For ten years,” he said huskily.

An usher came forward from the press at the back of the court with a glass of water and handed it to the witness, who drank eagerly. Counsel waited until he had drained the glass before he spoke again.

“You have in your possession certain documentary evidence convicting Colonel Boundary of certain malpractices?”

“Yes,” said the witness.

“You have promised the police that you will reveal in court where those documents have been stored?”

“Yes,” said Hanson again.

“Will you tell the court now, in order that the police may lose as little time as possible, where you have hidden that evidence?”

Colonel Boundary was showing the first signs of interest he had evinced in the proceedings. He leaned forward, his head craned round as though endeavouring to catch the eye of the witness.

Hanson was speaking, and speaking with difficulty.

“I haf — put those papers,” — he stopped and swayed— “I haf put those papers—” he began again, and then, without a second’s warning, he fell limply forward.

“I am afraid he has fainted,” said the magistrate.

Detectives were crowding round the witness, and had lifted him from the witness stand. One said something hurriedly, and Stafford King left his seat. He was bending over the prostrate figure, tearing open the collar from his throat, and presently was joined by the police surgeon, who was in court. There was a little whispered consultation, and then Stafford King straightened himself up and his face was pale and hard.

“I regret to inform your Worship,” he said, “that the witness is dead.”



VI. Stafford King Resigns
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A week later, Stafford King came into the office of the First Commissioner of the Criminal Intelligence Department, and Sir Stanley looked up with a kindly but pitying look in his eye.

“Well, Stafford,” he said gently, “sit down, won’t you. What has happened?”

Stafford King shrugged his shoulders.

“Boundary is discharged,” he said shortly.

Sir Stanley nodded.

“It was inevitable,” he said, “I suppose there’s no hope of connecting him and his gang with the death of Hanson?”

“Not a ghost of a hope, I am afraid,” said Stafford, shaking his head. “Hanson was undoubtedly murdered, and the poison which killed him was in the glass of water which the usher brought. I’ve been examining the usher again to-day, and all he can remember is that he saw somebody pushing through the crowd at the back of the court, who handed the glass over the heads of the people. Nobody seems to have seen the man who passed it. That was the method by which the gang got rid of their traitor.”

“Clever,” said Sir Stanley, putting his fingertips together. “They knew just the condition of mind in which Hanson would be when he came into court. They had the dope ready, and they knew that the detectives would allow the usher to bring the man water, when they would not allow anybody else to approach him. This is a pretty bad business, Stafford.”

“I realise that,” said the young chief. “Of course, I shall resign. There’s nothing else to do. I thought we had him this time, especially with the evidence we had in relation to the Spillsbury case.”

“You mean the letter which Spillsbury wrote to the woman Marsh? How did that come, by the way?”

“It reached Scotland Yard by post.”

“Do you know who sent it?”

“There was no covering note at all,” replied Stafford. “It was in a plain envelope with a typewritten address and was sent to me personally. The letter, of course, was valueless by itself.”

“Have you made any search to discover the documents which Hanson spoke about?”

“We have searched everywhere,” said the other a little wearily, “but it is a pretty hopeless business looking through London for a handful of documents. Anyway, friend Boundary is free.”

The other was watching him closely.

“It is a bitter disappointment to you, my young friend,” he said; “you’ve been working on the case for years. I fear you’ll never have another such chance of putting Boundary in the dock. He’s got a lot of public sympathy, too. Your thorough-paced rascal who escapes from the hands of the police has always a large following amongst the public, and I doubt whether the Home Secretary will sanction any further proceedings, unless we have most convincing proof. What’s this?”

Stafford had laid a letter on the table.

“My resignation,” said that young man grimly.

The First Commissioner took up the envelope and tore it in four pieces.

“It is not accepted,” he said cheerfully; “you did your best, and you’re no more responsible than I am. If you resign, I ought to resign, and so ought every officer who has been on this game. A few years ago I took exactly the same step — offered my resignation over a purely private and personal matter, and it was not accepted. I have been glad since, and so will you be. Go on with your work and give Boundary a rest for awhile.”

Stafford was looking down at him abstractedly.

“Do you think we shall ever catch the fellow, sir?”

Sir Stanley smiled.

“Frankly, I don’t,” he admitted. “As I said before, the only danger I see to Boundary is this mysterious individual who apparently crops up now and again in his daily life, and who, I suspect, was the person who sent you the Spillsbury letter — the Jack o’ Judgment, doesn’t he call himself? Do you know what I think?” he asked quietly. “I think that if you found the ‘Jack,’ if you ran him to earth, stripped him of his mystic guise, you would discover somebody who has a greater grudge against Boundary than the police.”

Stafford smiled.

“We can’t run about after phantoms, sir,” he said, with a touch of asperity in his voice.

The chief looked at him curiously.

“I hear you do quite a lot of running about,” he said carelessly, as he began to arrange the papers on his table. “By the way, how is Miss White?”

Stafford flushed.

“She was very well when I saw her last night,” he said stiffly; “she is leaving the stage.”

“And her father?”

Stafford was silent for a second.

“He left his home a week before the case came into court and has not been seen since,” he said.

The chief nodded.

“Whilst White is away and until he turns up I should keep a watchful eye on his daughter,” he said.

“What do you mean, sir?” asked Stafford.

“I’m just making a suggestion,” said the other. “Think it over.”

Stafford thought it over on his way to meet the girl, who was waiting for him on a sunny seat in Temple Gardens, for the day was fine and even warm, and, two hours before luncheon, the place was comparatively empty of people.

She saw the trouble in his face and rose to meet him, and for a moment forgot her own distress of mind, her doubts and fears. Evidently she knew the reason for his attendance at Scotland Yard, and something of the interview which he had had.

“I offered my resignation,” he replied, in answer to her unspoken question, “and Sir Stanley refused it.”

“I think he was just,” she said. “Why, it would be simply monstrous if your career were spoilt through no fault of your own.”

He laughed.

“Don’t let us talk about me,” he said. “What have you done?”

“I’ve cancelled all my contracts; I have other work to do.”

“How are—” He hesitated, but she knew just what he meant, and patted his arm gratefully.

“Thank you, I have all the money I want,” she said. “Father left me quite a respectable balance. I am closing the house at Horsham and storing the furniture, and shall keep just sufficient to fill a little flat I have taken in Bloomsbury.”

“But what are you going to do?” he asked curiously.

She shook her head.

“Oh, there are lots of things that a girl can do,” she said vaguely, “besides going on the stage.”

“But isn’t it a sacrifice? Didn’t you love your work?”

She hesitated.

“I thought I did at first,” she said. “You see, I was always a very good mimic. When I was quite a little girl I could imitate the colonel. Listen!”

Suddenly to his amazement he heard the drawling growl of Dan Boundary. She laughed with glee at his amazement, but the smile vanished and she sighed.

“I want you to tell me one thing, Mr. King—”

“Stafford — you promised me,” he began.

She reddened.

“I hardly like calling you by your christian name but it sounds so like a surname that perhaps it won’t be so bad.”

“What do you want to ask?” he demanded.

She was silent for a moment, then she said:

“How far was my father implicated in this terrible business?”

“In the gang?”

She nodded.

He was in a dilemma. Solomon White was implicated as deeply as any save the colonel. In his younger days he had been the genius who was responsible for the organisation and had been for years the colonel’s right-hand man until the more subtle villainy of Pinto Silva, that Portuguese adventurer, had ousted him, and, if the truth be told, until the sight of his girl growing to womanhood had brought qualms to the heart of this man, who, whatever his faults, loved the girl dearly.

“You don’t answer me,” she said, “but I think I am answered by your silence. Was my father — a bad man?”

“I would not judge your father,” he said. “I can tell you this, that for the past few years he has played a very small part in the affairs of the gang. But what are you going to do?”

“How persistent you are!” she laughed. “Why, there are so many things I am going to do that I haven’t time to tell you. For one thing, I am going to work to undo some of the mischief which the gang have wrought. I am going to make such reparation as I can,” she said, her lips trembling, “for the evil deeds my father has committed.”

“You have a mission, eh?” he said with a little smile.

“Don’t laugh at me,” she pleaded. “I feel it here.” She put her hand on her heart. “There’s something which tells me that, even if my father built up this gang, as you told me once he did — ah! you had forgotten that.”

Stafford King had indeed forgotten the statement.

“Yes?” he said. “You intend to pull it down?”

She nodded.

“I feel, too, that I am at bay. I am the daughter of Solomon White, and Solomon White is regarded by the colonel as a traitor. Do you think they will leave me alone? Don’t you think they are going to watch me day and night and get me in their power just as soon as they can? Think of the lever that would be, the lever to force my father back to them!”

“Oh, you’ll be watched all right,” he said easily, and remembered the commissioner’s warning. “In fact, you’re being watched now. Do you mind?”

“Now?” she asked in surprise.

He nodded towards a lady who sat a dozen yards away and whose face was carefully shaded by a parasol.

“Who is she?” asked the girl curiously.

“A young person called Lollie Marsh,” laughed Stafford. “At present she has a mission too, which is to entangle me into a compromising position.”

The girl looked towards the spy with a new interest and a new resentment.

“She has been trailing me for weeks,” he went on, “and it would be embarrassing to tell you the number of times we have been literally thrown into one another’s arms. Poor girl!” he said, with mock concern, “she must be bored with sitting there so long. Let us take a stroll.”

If he expected Lollie to follow, he was to be disappointed She stayed on watching the disappearing figures, without attempting to rise, and waiting until they were out of sight, she walked out on to the Embankment and hailed a passing taxi. She seemed quite satisfied in her mind that the plan she had evolved for the trapping of Stafford King could not fail to succeed.
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A merry little dinner party was assembled that night in a luxurious flat in Albemarle House. It was a bachelor party, and consisted of three — the colonel, resplendent in evening dress, “Swell” Crewe and a middle-aged man whose antique dress coat and none too spotless linen certainly did not advertise their owner’s prosperity. Yet this man with the stubbly moustache and the bald head could write his cheque for seven figures, being Mr. Thomas Crotin, of the firm of Crotin and Principle, whose swollen mills occupy a respectable acreage in Huddersfield and Dewsbury.

“You’re Colonel Boundary, are you?” he said admiringly, and for about the seventh time since the meal started.

The colonel nodded with a good-humoured twinkle in his eye.

“Well, fancy that!” said Mr. Crotin. “I’ll have something to talk about when I go back to Yorkshire. It is lucky I met your friend, Captain Crewe, at our club in Huddersfield.”

There was something more than luck in that meeting, as the colonel well knew.

“I read about the trial and all,” said the Yorkshireman; “I must say it looked very black against you, colonel.”

The colonel smiled again and lifted a bottle towards the other.

“Nay, nay!” said the spinner. “I’ll have nowt more. I’ve got as much as I can carry, and I know when I’ve had enough.”

The colonel replaced the bottle by his side.

“So you read of the trial, did you?”

“I did and all,” said the other, “and I said to my missus: ‘Yon’s a clever fellow, I’d like to meet him.’”

“You have an admiration for the criminal classes, eh?” said the colonel good-humouredly.

“Well, I’m not saying you’re a criminal,” said the other, taking his host literally, “but being a J.P. and on the bench of magistrates, I naturally take an interest in these cases. You never know what you can learn.”

“And what did your lady wife say?” asked Boundary.

The Yorkshireman smiled broadly.

“Well, she doesn’t take any interest in these things. She’s a proper London lady, my wife. She was in a high position when I married.”

“Five years ago,” said Boundary, “you married the daughter of Lord Westsevern. It cost you a hundred thousand pounds to pay the old man’s debts.”

The Yorkshireman stared at him.

“How did you know that?” he asked.

“You’re nominated for Parliament, too, aren’t you. And you’re to be Mayor of Little Thornhill?”

Mr. Crotin laughed uproariously.

“Well, you’ve got me properly taped,” he said admiringly, and the colonel agreed with a gesture.

“So you’re interested in the criminal classes?”

Mr. Crotin waved a protesting hand.

“I’m not saying you’re a member of the criminal classes, colonel,” he said. “My friend Crewe here wouldn’t think I would be so rude. Of course, I know the charge was all wrong.”

“That’s where you’re mistaken,” interrupted the colonel calmly; “it was all right.”

“Eh?”

The man stared.

“The charge was perfectly sound,” said the colonel, playing with his fruit knife; “for twenty years I have been making money by buying businesses at about a twentieth of their value and selling them again.”

“But how—” began the other.

“Wait, I’ll tell you. I’ve got men working for me all over the country, agents and sub-agents, who are constantly on the lookout for scandal. Housekeepers, servants, valets — you know the sort of people who get hold of information.”

Mr. Crotin was speechless.

“Sooner or later I find a very incriminating fact which concerns a gentleman of property. I prefer those scandals which verge on the criminal,” the colonel went on.

The outraged Mr. Crotin was rolling his serviette.

“Where are you going? What are you going to do? The night’s young,” said the colonel innocently.

“I’m going,” said Mr. Crotin, very red of face. “A joke’s a joke, and when friend Crewe introduced me to you, I hadn’t any idea that you were that kind of man. You don’t suppose that I’m going to sit here in your society — me with my high connections — after what you’ve said?”

“Why not?” asked the colonel; “after all, business is business, and as I’m making an offer to you for the Riverborne Mill—”

“The Riverborne Mill?” roared the spinner. “Ah! that’s a joke of yours! You’ll buy no Riverborne Mill of me, sitha!”

“On the contrary, I shall buy the Riverborne Mill from you. In fact, I have all the papers and transfers ready for you to sign.”

“Oh, you have, have you?” said the man grimly. “And what might you be offering me for the Riverborne?”

“I’m offering you thirty thousand pounds cash,” said the colonel, and his bearer was stricken speechless.

“Thirty thousand pounds cash!” he said after awhile. “Why, man, that property is worth two hundred thousand pounds.”

“I thought it was worth a little more,” said the colonel carelessly.

“You’re a fool or a madman,” said the angry Yorkshireman. “It isn’t my mill, it is a limited company.”

“But you hold the majority of the shares — ninety-five per cent., I think,” said the colonel. “Those are the shares which you will transfer to me at the price I suggest.”

“I’ll see you damned first,” roared Crotin, bringing his hand down smash on the table.

“Sit down again for one moment.” The colonel’s voice was gentle but insistent. “Do you know Maggie Delman?”

Suddenly Crotin’s face went white.

“She was one of your father’s mill-girls when you were little more than a boy,” the colonel proceeded, “and you were rather in love with her, and one Easter you went away together to Blackpool. Do you remember?”

Still Crotin did not speak.

“You married the young lady and the marriage was kept secret because you were afraid of your father, and as the years went on and the girl was content with the little home you had made for her and the allowance you gave her, there seemed to be no need to admit your marriage, especially as there were no children. Then you began to take part in local politics and to accumulate ambitions. You dared not divorce your wife and you thought there was no necessity for it. You had a chance of improving yourself socially by marrying the daughter of an English lord, and you jumped at it.”

“You’ve got to prove that,” he said huskily.

The man found his voice.

“I can prove it all right. Oh, no, your wife hasn’t betrayed you — your real wife, I mean. You’ve betrayed yourself by insisting on paying her by telegraphic money orders. We heard of these mysterious payments but suspected nothing beyond a vulgar love affair. Then one night, whilst your placid and complacent wife was in a cinema, one of my people searched her box and came upon the certificate of marriage. Would you like to see it?”

“I’ve nothing to say,” said Crotin thickly. “You’ve got me, mister. So that is how you do it!”

“That is how I do it,” said the colonel. “I believe in being frank with people like you. Here are the transfers. You see the place for your signature marked with a pencil.”

Suddenly Crotin leaped at him in a blind fury, but the colonel gripped him by the throat with a hand like a steel vice, and shook him as a dog would shake a rat. And the gentle tone in his voice changed as quickly.

“Sit down and sign!” snarled Boundary. “If you play that game, I’ll break your damned neck! Come any of those tricks with me and I’ll smash you. Give him the pen, Crewe.”

“I’ll see you in gaol for this,” said the white-faced man shakily.

“That’s about the place you will see me, if you don’t sign, and it is the inside of that gaol you’ll be to see me.”

The man rose up unsteadily, flinging down the pen as he did so.

“You’ll suffer for this,” he said between his teeth.

“Not unduly,” said the colonel.

There was a tap at the door and the colonel swung round.

“Who’s that?” he asked.

“Can I come in?” said a voice.

Crewe was frowning.

“Who is it?” asked the colonel.

The door opened slowly. A gloved hand, and then a white, hooded face, slipped through the narrow entry.

“Jack o’ Judgment! Poor old Jack o’ Judgment come to make a call,” chuckled the hateful voice. “Down, dog; down!” He flourished the long-barrelled revolver theatrically, then turned with a chuckle of laughter to the gaping Mr. Crotin.

“Poor Jacob!” he crooned, “he has sold his birthright for a mess of pottage! Don’t touch that paper, Crewe, or you die the death!”

His hand leapt out and snatched the transfer, which he thrust into the hand of the wool-spinner.

“Get out and go home, my poor sheep,” he said, “back to the blankets! Do you think they’d be satisfied with one mill? They’d come for a mill every year and they’d never leave you till you were dead or broke. Go to the police, my poor lamb, and tell them your sad story. Go to the admirable Mr. Stafford King — he’ll fall on your neck. You won’t, I see you won’t!”

The laughter rose again, and then swiftly with one arm he swung back the merchant and stood in silence till the door of the flat slammed.

The colonel found his voice.

“I don’t know who you are,” he said, breathing heavily, “but I’ll make a bargain with you. I’ve offered a hundred thousand pounds to anybody who gets you. I’ll offer you the same amount to leave me alone.”

“Make it a hundred thousand millions!” said Jack o’ Judgment in his curious, squeaky voice, “give me the moon and an apple, and I’m yours!”

He was gone before they could realise he had passed through the door, and he had left the flat before either moved.

“Quick! The window!” said the colonel.

The window commanded a view of the front entrance of Albemarle House, and the entry was well lighted. They reached the window in time to see the Yorkshireman emerge with unsteady steps and stride into the night. They waited for their visitor to follow. A minute, two minutes passed, and then somebody walked down the steps to the light. It was a woman, and as she turned her face the colonel gasped.

“Maisie White!” he said in a wondering voice. “What the devil is she doing here?”
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Maisie White had taken up her abode in a modest flat in Doughty Street, Bloomsbury. The building had been originally intended for a dwelling house, but its enterprising owner had fitted a kitchenette and a bathroom to every floor and had made each suite self-contained.

She found the one bedroom and a sittingroom quite sufficient for her needs. Since the day of her father’s departure she had not heard from him, and she had resolutely refused to worry. What was Solomon White’s association with the Boundary gang, she could only guess. She knew it had been an important one, but her fears on his behalf had less to do with the action the police might take against him than with Boundary’s sinister threat.

She had other reasons for leaving the stage than she had told Stafford King. On the stage she was a marked woman and her movements could be followed for at least three hours in the day, and she was anxious for more anonymity. She was conscious of two facts as she opened the outer door that night to let herself into the hallway, and hurried up to her apartments. The first was that she had been followed home, and that impression was the more important of the two. She did not switch on the light when she entered her room, but bolting the door behind her, she moved swiftly to the window and raised it noiselessly. Looking out, she saw two men on the opposite side of the street, standing together in consultation. It was too dark to recognise them, but she thought that one figure was Pinto Silva.

She was not frightened, but nevertheless she looked thoughtfully at the telephone, and her hand was on the receiver before she changed her mind. After all, they would know where she lived and an inquiry at her agents or even at the theatre would tell them to where her letters had been readdressed. She hesitated a moment, then pulled down the blinds and switched on the light.

Outside the two men saw the light flash up and watched her shadow cross the blind.

“It is Maisie all right,” said Pinto. “Now tell me what happened.”

In a few words Crewe described the scene which he had witnessed in the Albemarle flat.

“Impossible!” said Pinto; “are you suggesting that Maisie is Jack o’ Judgment?”

Crewe shrugged.

“I know nothing about it,” he said; “there are the facts.”

Pinto looked up at the light again.

“I’m going across to see her,” he said, and Crewe made a grimace.

“Is that wise?” he asked; “she doesn’t know we have followed her home. Won’t she be suspicious?”

Pinto shrugged.

“She’s a pretty clever girl that,” he said, “and if she doesn’t know we’re outside, there’s nothing of Solomon White in her composition.”

He crossed the road and struck a match to discover which was her bell. He guessed right the first time. Maisie heard the tinkle and knew what it portended. She had not started to disrobe, and after a few moments’ hesitation she went down the stairs and opened the door.

“It is rather a late hour to call on you,” said Pinto pleasantly, “but we saw you going away from Albemarle Place, and could not overtake you.”

There was a question in his voice, though he did not give it actual words.

“It is rather late for small talk,” she said coolly. “Is there any reason for your call?”

“Well, Miss White, there were several things I wanted to talk to you about,” said Pinto, taken aback by her calm. “Have you heard from your father?”

“Don’t you think,” she said, “it would be better if you came at a more conventional hour? I don’t feel inclined to gossip on the doorstep and I’m afraid I can’t ask you in.”

“The colonel is worrying,” Pinto hastened to explain. “You see, Solly’s one of his best friends.”

The girl laughed softly.

“I know,” she said. “I heard the colonel talking to my father at Horsham,” she added meaningly.

“You’ve got to make allowances for the colonel,” urged Pinto; “he lost his temper, but he’s feeling all right now. Couldn’t you persuade your father to communicate with us — with him?”

She shook her head.

“I am not in a position to communicate with my father,” she replied quietly. “I am just as ignorant of his whereabouts as you are. If anybody is anxious it is surely myself, Mr. Silva.”

“And another point,” Silva went on, so that there should be no gap in the conversation, “why did you give up your theatrical engagements, Maisie? I took a lot of trouble to get them for you, and it is stupid to jeopardise your career. I have plenty of influence, but managers will not stand that kind of treatment, and when you go back—”

“I am not going back,” she said. “Really, Mr. Silva, you must excuse me tonight. I am very tired after a hard day’s work—” she checked herself.

“What are you doing now, Maisie?” asked Silva curiously.

“I have no wish to prolong this conversation,” said the girl, “but there is one thing I should like to say, and that is that I would prefer you to call me Miss White.”

“All right, all right,” said Silva genially, “and what were you doing at the flat tonight, Mai — Miss White?”

“Good night,” said the girl and closed the door in his face.

He cursed angrily in the dark and raised his hand to rap on the panel of the door, but thought better of it and, turning, walked back to the interested Crewe, who stood in the shadow of a lamppost watching the scene.

“Well?” asked Crewe.

“Confound the girl, she won’t talk,” grumbled Silva. “I’d give something to break that pride of hers, Crewe. By jove, I’ll do it one of these days,” he added between his teeth.

Crewe laughed.

“There’s no sense in going off the deep end because a girl turns you down,” he said. “What did she say about the flat? And what did she say about her visit to Albemarle Place?”

“She said nothing,” said the other shortly. “Come along, let’s go back to the colonel.”

On the return journey he declined to be drawn into any kind of conversation, and Crewe, after one or two attempts to procure enlightenment as to the result of the interview, relapsed into silence.

They found the colonel waiting for them, and to all appearances the colonel was undisturbed by the happenings of the evening.

“Well?” he asked.

“She admits she was here,” said Pinto.

“What was she doing?”

“You’d better ask her yourself,” said the other with some asperity. “I tell you, colonel, I can’t handle that woman.”

“Nobody ever thought you could,” said the colonel. “Did she give you any idea as to what her business was?”

Pinto shook his head and the colonel paced the big room thoughtfully, his big hands in his pockets.

“Here’s a situation,” he said. “There’s some outsider who’s following every movement we make, who knew that boob from Huddersfield was coming, and who knew what our business was. That somebody was this infernal Jack o’ Judgment, but who is Jack o’ Judgment, hey?”

He looked round fiercely.

“I’ll tell you who he is,” he went on, speaking slowly “He’s somebody who knows our gang as well as we know it ourselves, somebody who has been on the inside, somebody who has access, or who has had access, to our working methods. In fact,” he said using his pet phrase, “a business associate.”

“Rubbish!” said Pinto.

This polished man of Portugal, who had come into the gang very late in the day, was one of the few people who were privileged to offer blunt opposition to the leader of the Boundary Gang.

“You might as well say it is I, or that it is Crewe, or Dempsey, or Selby—”

“Or White,” said the colonel slowly; “don’t forget White.”

They stared at him.

“What do you mean?” asked Crewe with a frown.

White had been a favourite of his.

“How could it be White?”

“Why shouldn’t it be White?” said the colonel. “When did Jack o’ Judgment make his first appearance? I’ll tell you. About the time we started getting busy framing up something against White. Did we ever see him when White was with us — no! Isn’t it obviously somebody who has been a business associate and knows our little ways? Why, of course it is. Tell me somebody else?

“You don’t suggest it is ‘Snow’ Gregory, anyway?” he added sarcastically.

Crewe shivered and half-closed his eyes.

“For heaven’s sake don’t mention ‘Snow’ Gregory,” he said irritably.

“Why shouldn’t I?” snarled the colonel. “He’s worth money and life and liberty to us, Crewe. He’s an awful example that keeps some of our business associates on the straight path. Not,” he added with elaborate care, “not that we were in any way responsible for his untimely end. But he died — providentially. A doper’s bad enough, but a doper who talks and boasts and tells me, as he told me in this very room, just where he’d put me, is a mighty dangerous man, Crewe.”

“Did he do that?” asked Crewe with interest.

The colonel nodded.

“In this very room where you’re standing,” he said impressively, “at the end of that table he stood, all lit up with ‘coco’ and he told me things about our organisation that I thought nobody knew but myself. That’s the worst of drugs,” he said, shaking his head reprovingly; “you never know how clever they’ll make a man, and they made ‘Snow’ a bit too clever. I’m not saying that I regretted his death — far from it. I don’t know how he got mixed up in the affair—”

“Oh, shut up!” growled Pinto; “why go on acting before us? We were all in it.”

“Hush!” said the colonel with a glance at the door.

There was a silence. All eyes were fixed on the door.

“Did you hear anything?” asked the colonel under his breath.

His face was a shade paler than they had ever remembered seeing it.

“It is nothing,” said Pinto; “that fellow’s got on your nerves.”

The colonel walked to the sideboard and poured out a generous portion of whisky and drank it at a gulp.

“Lots of things are getting on my nerves,” he said, “but nothing gets on my nerves so much as losing money. Crewe, we’ve got to go after that Yorkshireman again — at least somebody has got to go after him.”

“And that somebody is not going to be me,” said Crewe quietly. “I did my part of the business. Let Pinto have a cut.”

Pinto Silva shook his head.

“We’ll drop him,” he said decisively, and for the first time Crewe realised how dominating a factor Pinto had become in the government of the band.

“We’ll drop him—”

Suddenly he stopped and craned his head round.

It was he who had heard something near the door, and now with noiseless steps he tiptoed across the room to the door, and gripping the handle, opened it suddenly. A gun had appeared in his hand, but he did not use it. Instead, he darted through the open doorway and they heard the sound of a struggle. Presently he came back, dragging by the collar a man.

“Got him!” he said triumphantly, and hurled his captive into the nearest chair.



IX. The Colonel Employs a Detective


Table of Contents


Their prisoner was a stranger. He was a lean, furtive-looking man of thirty-five, below middle height, respectably dressed, and at first glance, the colonel, whose hobby was distinguishing at a look the social standing of humanity, was unable to place him.

Crewe locked the door.

“Now then,” said the colonel, “what the devil were you doing listening at my door? Was that his game, Mr. Silva?”

“That was his game,” said the other, brushing his hands.

“What have you got to say before I send for the police?” asked the colonel virtuously. “What have you got to say for yourself? Sneaking about a gentleman’s flat, listening at keyholes!”

The man, who had been roughly handled, had risen and was putting his collar straight. If he had been taken aback by the sudden onslaught, he was completely self-possessed now.

“If you want to send for the police, you’d better start right away,” he said; “you’ve got a telephone, haven’t you? Perhaps I’ll have a job for the policeman, too. You’ve no right to assault me, my friend,” he said, addressing Pinto resentfully.

“What were you doing?” asked the colonel.

“Find out,” said the man sharply.

The colonel stroked his long moustache, and his manner underwent a change.

“Now look here, old man,” he said almost jovially; “we’re all friends here, and we don’t want any trouble. I daresay you’ve made a mistake, and my friend has made a mistake. Have a whisky and soda?”

The man grinned crooked.

“Not me, thank you,” he said emphatically; “if I remember rightly, there was a young gentleman who took a glass of water in North Lambeth Police Court the other day, and—”

The colonel’s eyes narrowed.

“Well, sit down and be sociable. If you’re suggesting that I’m going to poison you, you’re also suggesting that you know something which I don’t want you to tell. Or that you have discovered one of those terrible secrets that the newspapers are all writing about. Now be a sensible man; have a drink.”

The man hesitated.

“You have a drink of whisky out of the same bottle, and I’ll join you.”

“Help yourself,” said the colonel goodnaturedly. “Give me any glass you like.”

The man went to the sideboard, poured out two pegs and sent the soda-water sizzling into the long glasses.

“Here’s yours and here’s mine,” he said; “good luck!”

He drank the whisky off, after he had seen the colonel drink his, and wiped his mouth with a gaudy handkerchief.

“I’m taking it for granted,” said the colonel, “that we’ve made no mistake and that you were listening at our door. Now we want no unpleasantness, and we’ll talk about this matter as sensible human beings and man to man.”

“That’s the way to talk,” said the other, smacking his lips.

“You’ve been sent here to watch me.”

“I may have and I may not have,” said the other.

Pinto shifted impatiently, but the colonel stopped him with a look.

“Now let me see what you are,” mused the colonel, still wearing that benevolent smile of his. “You’re not an ordinary tradesman. You’ve got a look of the book canvasser about you. I have it — you’re a private detective!”

The man smirked.

“Perhaps I am,” said he, “and,” he added, “perhaps I’m not.”

The colonel slapped him on the shoulder.

“Of course you are,” he said confidently; “we don’t see shrewd-looking fellows like you every day. You’re a split!”

“Not official,” said the man quickly.

He had all the English private detective’s fear of posing as the genuine article.

“Now look here,” said the colonel, “I’m going to be perfectly straight with you, and you’ve got to be straight with me. That’s fair, isn’t it?”

“Quite fair,” said the man; “if I’ve been misconducting myself in any manner—”

“Don’t mention it,” said the colonel politely, “my friend here will apologise for handling you roughly, I’m sure; won’t you, Mr. Silva?”

“Sure!” said the other, without any great heartiness.

He was tired of this conversation and was anxious to know where it was leading.

“You’re not in the private detective business for your health,” said the colonel, and the man shook his head.

“I bet you’re working for a firm that’s paying you about three pounds a week and your miserable expenses — a perfect dog’s life.”

“You’re quite right there,” said the man, and he spoke with the earnestness of the illused wage-earner, “it is a dog’s life; out in all kinds of weather, all hours of the day and night, and never so much as ‘thank you’ for any work you do. Why, we get no credit at all, sir. If we go into the witnessbox, the lawyers treat us like dirt.”

“I absolutely agree with you,” said the colonel, shaking his head. “I think the private detective business in this country isn’t appreciated as it ought to be. And it is very curious we should have met you,” he went on; “only this evening I was saying to my friends here, that we ought to get a good man to look after our interests. You’ve heard about me, I’m sure, Mr.—”

“Snakit,” said the other; “here’s my card.”

He produced a card from his waistcoat pocket, and the colonel read it.

“Mr. Horace Snakit,” he said, “of Dooby and Somes. Now what do you say to coming into our service?”

The man blinked.

“I’ve got a good job—” he began inconsistently.

“I’ll give you a better — six pounds a week, regular expenses and an allowance for dressing.”

“It’s a bet!” said Mr. Snakit promptly.

“Well, you can consider yourself engaged right away. Now, Mr. Snakit, as frankness is the basis of our intercourse, you will tell me straight away whether you were engaged in watching me?”

“I’ll admit that, sir,” said the man readily. “I had a job to watch you and to discover if you knew the whereabouts of a certain person.”

“Who engaged you?”

“Well—” the man hesitated. “I don’t know whether it isn’t betraying the confidence of a client,” he waited for some encouragement to pursue the path of rectitude and honour, but received none. “Well, I’ll tell you candidly, our firm has been engaged by a young lady. She brought me here tonight—”

“Miss White, eh?” said the colonel quickly.

“Miss White it was, sir,” said Snakit.

“So that was why she was here? She wanted to show you—”

“Just where your rooms were, sir,” said the man. “She also wanted to show me the back stairs by which I could get out of the building if I wanted to.”

“What were your general instructions?”

“Just to watch you, sir, and if I had an opportunity when you were out, of sneaking in and nosing round.”

“I see,” said the colonel. “Crewe, just take Mr. Snakit downstairs and tell him where to report. Fix up his pay — you know,” he gave a significant sideways jerk of his head, and Crewe escorted the gratified little detective from the apartment.

When the door had closed, the colonel turned on Silva.

“Pinto,” he said and there was a rumble in his voice which betrayed his anger, “that girl is dangerous. She may or may not know where her father is — this detective business may be a blind. Probably Snakit was sent here knowing that he would be captured and spill the beans.”

“That struck me, too,” said Pinto.

“She’s dangerous,” repeated the colonel.

He resumed his promenade up and down the room.

“She’s an active worker and she’s working against us. Now, I’m going to settle with Miss White,” he said gratingly. “I’m going to settle with her for good and all. I don’t care what she knows, but she probably knows too much. She’s hand in glove with the police and maybe she’s working with her father. You’ll get Phillopolis here tomorrow morning—”

The other’s eyes opened.

“Phillopolis?” he almost gasped. “Good heavens! You’re not going to—”

The colonel faced him squarely.

“You’ve had your chance with the girl and you’ve missed it,” he said. “You’ve tried your fancy method of courting and you’ve fallen down.”

“But I’m not going to stand for Phillopolis,” said the other, with tense face. “I tell you I like the girl. There’s going to be none of that—”

“Oh, there isn’t, isn’t there?” said the colonel in his silkiest tone.

Then suddenly he leaned forward across the table and his face was the face of a devil.

“There’s only one Boundary Gang, Pinto, and this is it,” he said between his clenched white teeth, “and there’s only one Dan Boundary and that’s me. Do you get me, Pinto? You can go a long way with me if I happen to be going that way. But you stand in the road and you’re going to get what’s coming. I’ve been good to you, Pinto. I’ve stood your interference because it amused me. But you come up against me, really up against me, and by the Lord Harry! you’ll know it. Did you get that?”

“I’ve got it” said Pinto sullenly.
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The upbuilding of the Boundary gang had neither been an accident, nor was it exactly designed on the lines which it ultimately followed.

The main structure was Boundary himself, with his extraordinary financial genius, his plausibility, his lightning exploitation of every advantage which offered. Outwardly he was the head of three trading corporations which complied with the laws, paid small but respectable dividends and cloaked other operations which never appeared in the official records of the companies.

The sidelines of the gang came through force of circumstances. Men — good, bad and indifferent — were drawn into the orbit of its activities, as extraordinary circumstances arose or dire necessities dictated. Throughout the length and breadth of Britain, through France, Italy, and in the days before the war, and even during the war, in Germany, in Russia and in the United States, were men who, if they could not be described as agents, were at least ready tools.

He had a finger in every unsavoury pie. The bank robber discharged from gaol did not ask Colonel Boundary to finance him in the purchase of a new kit of tools — an up-to date burglar’s kit costs something over two hundred pounds — but there were people who would lend the money, which eventually came out of the colonel’s pocket. Some of the businesses he financed were on the border line of respectability. Some into which his money was sunk were frankly infamous. But it was a popular fiction that he knew nothing of these. Or, if he did know, that he was financing or at the back of a scoundrel, it was insisted that that scoundrel was engaged in (so far as the colonel knew) legitimate enterprise.

Paul Phillopolis was a small Greek merchant, who had an office in Mincing Court — a tiny room at the top of four flights of stairs. On the glass panel of its door was the announcement: “General Exporter.”

Mr. Phillopolis spent three or four hours at his office daily and for the rest of the time, particularly towards the evening, was to be found in a brasserie
 in Soho. He was a dark little man, with fierce moustachios and a set of perfect white teeth which he displayed readily, for he was easily amused. His most intimate acquaintances knew him to be an exporter of Greek produce to South America, and he was, in the large sense of the word, eminently respectable.

Occasionally he would be seen away from his customary haunt, discussing with a compatriot some very urgent business, which few knew about. For there were ships which cleared from the Greek ports, carrying cargoes to the order of Mr. Phillopolis, which did not appear in any bill of lading. Dazed-looking Armenian girls, girls from South Russia, from Greece, from Smyrna, en route to a promised land, looked forward to the realisation of those wonderful visions which the Greek agent had so carefully sketched.

In half a dozen South American towns the proprietors of as many dance halls would look over the new importations approvingly and remit their bank drafts to the merchant of Mincing Court. It was a profitable business, particularly in pre-war days.

The colonel departed from his usual practice and met the Greek himself, the place of meeting being a small hotel in Aldgate. Whatever other pretences the colonel made, he did not attempt to continue the fiction that he was ignorant of the Greek’s trade.

“Paul,” he said after the first greetings were over, “I’ve been a good friend to you.”

“You have indeed, colonel,” said the man gratefully.

He spoke English with a very slight accent, for he had been born and educated in London.

“If ever I can render you a service—”

“You can,” said the colonel, “but it is not going to be easy.”

The Greek eyed him curiously.

“Easy or hard,” he said, “I’ll go through with it.”

The colonel nodded.

“How is the business in South America?” he asked suddenly.

The Greek spread out his hands in deprecation.

“The war!” he said tragically, “you can imagine what it has been like. All those girls waiting for music-hall engagements and impossible to ship them owing to the fleets. I must have lost thousands of pounds.”

“The demand hasn’t slackened off, eh?” asked the colonel, and the Greek smiled.

“South America is full of money. They have millions — billions. Almost every other man is a millionaire. The music-halls have patrons but no talent.”

The colonel smiled grimly.

“There’s a girl in London of exceptional ability,” he said. “She has appeared in a music-hall here, and she’s as beautiful as a dream.”

“English?” asked the Greek eagerly.

“Irish, which is better,” said the other; “as pretty as a picture, I tell you. The men will rave about her.”

The Greek looked puzzled.

“Does she want to go?” he asked.

The colonel snarled round at him:

“Do you think I should come and ask you to book her passage if she wanted to go?” he demanded. “Of course she doesn’t want to go, and she doesn’t know she’s going. But I want her out of the way, you understand?”

Mr. Phillopolis pulled a long face.

“To take her from England?”

“From London,” said the colonel.

The Greek shook his head.

“It is impossible,” he said; “passports are required and unless she was willing to go it would be impossible to take her. You can’t kidnap a girl and rush her out of the country except in storybooks, colonel.”

Boundary interrupted him impatiently.

“Don’t you think I know that?” he asked; “your job is, when she’s in a fit state of mind, to take her across and put her somewhere where she’s not coming back for a long time. Do you understand?”

“I understand that part of it very well,” said the Greek.

“I’m not to be mixed up in it,” said Boundary. “The only thing I can promise you is that she’ll go quietly. I’ll have her passports fixed. She’ll be travelling for her health — you understand? When you get to South America I want you to take her into the interior of the country. You’re not to leave her in the music-halls in one of the coast towns where English and American tourists are likely to see her.”

“But how are you going to—”

“That’s my business,” said the colonel. “You understand what you have to do. I’ll send you the date you leave and I’ll pay her passage and yours. For any out-of-pocket expenses you can send the bill to me, you understand?”

Obviously it was not a job to the liking of Phillopolis, but he had good reason to fear the colonel and acquiesced with a nod. Boundary went back to where he had left Pinto and found the Portuguese biting his fingernails — a favourite spare-time occupation of his.

“Did you fix it?” he asked in a low voice.

“Of course, I fixed it,” said the colonel sharply.

“I’m not going to have anything to do with it,” said the other, and the colonel smiled.

“Maybe you’ll change your mind,” he said significantly.

There was a knock at the door and the colonel himself answered it. He took the card from the servant’s hand and read:

“Mr. STAFFORD KING, “Criminal Intelligence Department.”

He looked from the card to Pinto, then

“Show him in.”
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The two men had not met since they had parted at the door of the North Lambeth Police Court, and there was in Colonel Boundary’s smile something of forgiveness and gentle reproach.

“Well, Mr. King,” he said, “come in, come in, won’t you?”

He offered his hand to the other, but Stafford apparently did not see it.

“No malice, I trust, Mr. King?” said the colonel genially. “You know my friend Mr. Silva? A business associate of mine, a director of several of my companies.”

“I know him all right,” said Stafford and added, “I hope to know him better.”

Pinto recognised the underlying sense of the words, but not a muscle of his face moved. For Stafford King the hatred with which he regarded the law lost its personal character. This man was something more than a thief-taker and a tracker of criminals. Pinto chose to regard him as the close friend of Maisie White, and as such, his rival.

“And to what are we indebted for this visit?” asked the bland colonel.

“The chief wants to see you.”

“The chief?”

“Sir Stanley Belcom. Being the chief of our department I should have thought you had heard of him.”

“Sir Stanley Belcom,” repeated the other; “why, of course, I know Sir Stanley by repute. May I ask what he wants to see me about? And how is my young friend — er — Miss White?” asked the colonel.

“When I saw her last,” replied Stafford steadily, “she was looking pretty well, so far as I could tell.”

“Indeed!” said the colonel politely. “I have a considerable interest in the welfare of Miss White. May I ask when you saw her?

“Last night,” replied Stafford. “She was standing at the door of her apartments in Doughty Street, having a little talk with your friend,” he nodded to Pinto, and Pinto started; “also,” said the cheerful Stafford, “another mutual friend of ours, Mr. Crewe, was within hailing distance, unless I am greatly mistaken.”

“So you were watching, eh?” burst out Pinto “I thought after the lesson you had a couple of weeks ago, you’d have—”

“Let me carry on this conversation, if you don’t mind,” said the colonel, and the fury in his eyes silenced the Portuguese.

“We have agreed to let bygones be bygones, Mr. King, and I am sure it is only his excessive zeal on my behalf that induced our friend to be so indiscreet as to refer to the unpleasant happenings — which we will allow to pass from our memories.”

So the girl was being watched. That made things rather more difficult than he had imagined. Nevertheless, he anticipated no supreme obstacle to the actual abduction. His plans had been made that morning, when he saw in the columns of the daily newspaper a four-line advertisement which, to a large extent, had cleared away the greatest of his difficulties.

“And if Mr. King is looking after our young friend, Maisie White, the daughter of one of our dearest business associates — why, I’m glad,” he went on heartily. “London, Mr. King, is a place full of danger for young girls, particularly those who are deprived of the loving care of a parent, and one of the chief attractions, if I may be allowed to say so, which the police have for me, is the knowledge that they are the protectors of the unprotected, the guardians of the unguarded.”

He made a little bow, and for all his amusement Stafford gravely acknowledged the handsome compliment which the most notorious scoundrel in London had paid the Metropolitan Police Force.

“When am I to see your chief?”

“You can come along with me now, if you like, or you can go tomorrow morning at ten o’clock,” said Stafford.

The colonel scratched his chin.

“Of course, I understand that this summons is in the nature of a friendly—” he stopped questioningly.

“Oh, certainly,” said Stafford, his eyes twinkling, “it isn’t the customary ‘come-along-o’-me’ demand. I think the chief wants to meet you, to discover just the kind of person you are. You will like him, I think, colonel. He is the sort of man who takes a tremendous interest in — er—”

“In crime?” said the colonel gently.

“I was trying to think of a nice word to put in its place,” admitted Stafford; “at any rate, he is interested in you.”

“There is no time like the present,” said the colonel. “Pinto, will you find my hat?”

On the way to Scotland Yard they chatted on general subjects till Stafford asked:

“Have you had another visitation from your friend?”

“The Jack o’ Judgment?” asked the colonel. “Yes, we met him the other night. He’s rather amusing. By the way, have you had complaints from anywhere else?”

Stafford shook his head.

“No, he seems to have specialised on you, colonel. You have certainly the monopoly of his attentions.”

“What is going to happen supposing he makes an appearance when I happen to have a lethal weapon ready?” asked the colonel. “I have never killed a person in my life, and I hope the sad experience will not be mine. But from the police point of view, how do I stand suppose — there is an accident?”

Stafford shrugged his shoulders.

“That is his look out,” he said. “If you are threatened, I dare say a jury of your fellow countrymen will decide that you acted in self-defence.”

“He came the other night,” the colonel said reminiscently, “when we were fixing up a particularly difficult — er — business negotiation.”

“Bad luck!” said Stafford. “I suppose the mug was scared?”

“The what?” asked the puzzled colonel.

“The mug,” said Stafford. “You may not have heard the expression. It means ‘can’—’fool’—’dupe.’”

The colonel drew a long breath.

“You still bear malice, I see, Mr. King,” he said sadly.

He entered the portals of Scotland Yard without so much as a tremor, passed up the broad stairs and along the unlovely corridors, till he came to the double doors which marked the First Commissioner’s private office. Stafford disappeared for a moment and presently returned with the news that the First Commissioner would not be able to see his visitor for half an hour. Stafford apologised but the colonel was affability itself and kept up a running conversation until a beckoning secretary notified them that the great man was disengaged.

It was King who ushered the colonel into his presence. Sir Stanley was writing at a big desk and looked up as the colonel entered.

“Sit down, colonel,” he said, nodding his head to a chair on the opposite side of the desk. “You needn’t wait, King. There are one or two things I want to speak to the colonel about.”

When the door had closed behind the detective, Sir Stanley leaned back in his chair. Their eyes met, the grey and the faded blue, and for the space of a few seconds they stared. Sir Stanley Belcom was the first to drop his eyes.

“I’ve sent for you, colonel,” he said, “because I think you might give me a great deal of information, if you’re willing.”

“Command me,” said the colonel grandly.

“It is on the matter of a murder which was committed in London a few months ago,” said the commissioner quietly and for a moment Colonel Boundary did not speak.

“I presume you are referring to the ‘Snow’ Gregory murder?” he said at last.

“Exactly,” nodded the commissioner. “We have had an inquiry from America as to the identity of this young man. Now, you knew him better than anybody else in London, colonel. Can you tell me, was he an American?”

“Emphatically not,” said the colonel with a little sigh, as though he were relieved at the turn the conversation was taking. “I came to know him through — er — circumstances, and exactly what they were I cannot for the moment remember. I had a lot to do with him. He did odd jobs for me.”

“Was he well educated?” asked the commissioner.

“Yes, I should say he was,” said the colonel slowly. “There was a story that he had been to Oxford, and that’s very likely true. He spoke like a college man.”

“Do you know if he had any relations in England?”

The commissioner eyed the other straightly and the colonel hesitated. How much does this man know? he wondered, and decided that he could do no harm if he told all the truth.

“He had no relations in England,” he said, “but he had a father who was abroad.”

“Ah, now we’re getting at some facts,” said the commissioner and drew a slip of paper towards him. “What was the father’s name?”

The colonel shook his head.

“That I can’t tell you, sir,” he said. “I should like to oblige you but I have no more idea of what his name was than the man in the moon. I believe he was in India, because letters from India used to come to Gregory.”

“Was Gregory his name?”

“His Christian name, I think,” said the colonel after a moment’s thought. “He went wrong at college and was sent down. Then he went to Paris and started to study art, and he got in trouble there, too. That’s as much as he ever told me.”

“He had no brothers?” asked the commissioner.

“None,” said the colonel emphatically. “I am certain of that, because he once thanked God that he was the only child.”

“I see,” the commissioner nodded; “you have formed no theory as to why he met his death or how?”

“No theory at all,” said the colonel, but corrected himself. “Of course, I’ve had ideas and opinions, but none of them has ever worked out. So far as I know, he had no enemies, although he was a quick-tempered chap, especially when he was recovering from a dose of ‘coco,’ and would quarrel with his own grandmother.”

“You’ve no idea why he was in London? Apparently he did not live here.”

The colonel shrugged his massive shoulders.

“No, I couldn’t tell you anything about that, sir,” he said.

“He was not an American?” asked the commissioner again.

“I could swear to that,” answered the colonel.

There was a pause and he waited.

“There’s another matter.” The commissioner spoke slowly. “I understand that you are being bothered by a mysterious individual who calls himself the Knave of Judgment.”

“Jack o’ Judgment,” corrected the colonel with a contemptuous smile. “Those sort of monkey tricks don’t bother me, I can assure you.”

“I have my theories about the Jack o’ Judgment,” said the commissioner. “I have been looking up the circumstances of the murder, and I seem to remember that on the body was found a playing card.”

“That’s right,” said the colonel, who had remembered the fact himself many times, “the Jack of Clubs.”

“Do you know what that Jack of Clubs signified?” asked the commissioner, but the colonel could honestly say that he did not. Its presence on the body had frequently puzzled him and he had never found a solution.

“There is a certain type of ruffian to be found, particularly in Paris, who affects this sort of theatrical trademark — did you know that?” asked the commissioner.

The colonel was suddenly stricken to silence. He did not know this fact, in spite of his extraordinary knowledge of the criminal world.

“These men have their totems and their sign manuals,” said the commissioner. “For example, the apache Flequier, who was executed at Nantes the other day, invariably left a domino — the double-six — near his victim.”

This was news to the colonel too.

“I’ve been giving a great deal of thought and time to this case,” said the commissioner, “and I was hoping that perhaps you could help me. The most workable theory that I can suggest is that this unfortunate man was destroyed by a French criminal of the class which I have indicated, the bullying apache type, which is so common in France. Why the murder was committed,” the commissioner fingered his paperknife carelessly, “what led to it and who committed it, and more especially who instigated the crime, are matters which seem to me to defy detection. Do you agree?”

“I quite agree,” said the colonel, licking his dry lips.

“Now I suggest to you,” said the commissioner, “that your Jack o’ Judgment, whoever he is, is some relation to the dead man.”

He spoke slowly and emphatically and the colonel did not raise his eyes from the desk.

“It is not my business to make life any easier for you,” the commissioner was saying, “or to assist you in any way. But as the Jack o’ Judgment seems to me to be engaged in a wholly illegal practice, and as I, in my capacity, must suppress illegal practices, I make you a present of this suggestion.”

“That the Jack o’ Judgment is related to ‘Snow’ Gregory?” asked the colonel huskily.

“That is my suggestion,” said the commissioner.

“And you think—”

The commissioner raised his shoulders.

“I think he is your greatest danger, colonel,” he said, “far greater than the police, far greater than the clever minds which are planning to bring you to the dock and possibly,” he added, “to the gallows.”

Ordinarily the colonel would have protested at the suggestion in the speech, protested laughingly or with dignity, but now he was stricken dumb, both by the seriousness of the commissioner’s voice and by the consciousness of a new and a more terrible danger than any that had confronted him. He rose, realising that the interview was ended.

“I am greatly obliged to you, Sir Stanley,” he said clearing his throat. “It is good of you to warn me, but I’d not like you to think that I am engaged in any dishonest—”

“We’ll let that matter stand over for discussion until another time,” said the commissioner dryly, as Stafford King came into the room. “You might show the colonel the way to the street. Otherwise he will be getting himself entangled in some of our detention rooms. Good morning, Colonel Boundary. Don’t forget.”

“I’m not likely to,” said the colonel.

He recovered his poise quickly enough and by the time he was in the street he was back in his old mood. But he had had a shock. That sunny afternoon was filled with shadows. The booming bells of Big Ben tolled “Jack o’ Judgment,” the very wheels of the taxi droned the words. And Colonel Boundary came back to Albemarle Place for the first time in his life with his confidence in Colonel Boundary shaken.

There was nobody in save the one manservant he kept by the day, and he passed into the diningroom overlooking the street. He had work to do and it had to be done quickly. In one of the walls was set a stout safe, and this he opened, taking from it a steel box which he carried to the table. There was a fire laid on the hearth and to this he put a match though the day was warm enough. Then he proceeded to unlock the box. Apparently it was empty, but, taking out his scarf-pin, he inserted the point in a tiny hole, which would have escaped casual observation, and pressed.

Half the steel bottom of the box leapt up, disclosing a shallow cavity beneath. The colonel stared. There had been two letters put in there, letters which he had put away against the moment when it might be necessary to bring a recalcitrant agent to heel. They had gone. He slid his fingers beneath the half of the bottom which had not opened and felt a card. He drew this out and looked at it, licking his lips the while.

For the space of a minute he stared and stared at the Knave of Clubs he held in his hand. A Knave of Clubs signed with a flourish across its face: “Jack o’ Judgment.” Then he flung the card into the fire and, walking to the sideboard, splashed whisky into a tumbler with a hand that shook.
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The building in which Colonel Boundary had his beautiful home was of a type not uncommonly met with in the West End of London. The street floor was taken up entirely with shops, the first floor with offices and the remainder of the building was practically given over to the colonel. One by one he had ousted every tenant from the building, and practically the whole of the fourteen sets of apartments which constituted the residential portion of the building was held by him in one name or another. Some he had obtained by the payment of heavy premiums, some he had secured when the lease of the former tenant had lapsed, some he had gathered in by sub-hiring. He had tried to buy the building, since it served his purpose well, but came against a deed of trust and the Court of Chancery, and had wisely refrained from going any further into a matter which must bring him vis-a-vis with a Master in Chancery, with all the publicity which such a transaction entailed.

Nor had he been successful in acquiring any of the premises on the first floor. They were held by three very old established businesses — an estate agent, a firm of land surveyors and the offices of a valuer. He missed his opportunity, at any rate, of securing the business of Lee and Hol, the surveyors, and did not know it was in the market until after it had been transferred to a new owner. But they were quiet, sober tenants, who closed their offices between five and six every night and did not open them until between nine or ten on the following morning, and their very respectability gave him a certain privacy.

The new proprietor of Lee and Hol was a shortsighted, elderly man of no great conversational power, and apparently of no fixed purpose in life except to say “no” to the very handsome offers which the colonel’s agents made when they discovered there was a chance of repurchasing the business. Boundary had personally inspected all the offices. He had found an excuse to visit them several times, duly noted the arrangement of the furniture, the sizes of the staffs and the general character of the business which was being carried on. This was a necessary precaution because these offices were immediately under his own flat. But just now they had a special value, because it was a practice during the daytime for the three firms to employ a commissionaire, who occupied a little glass-partitioned office on the landing and attended impartially to the needs of all three tenants to the best of his ability.

Boundary descended the stairs and found the elderly man in his office, leisurely and laboriously affixing stamps to a pile of letters. He called him from his task.

“Judson,” he said, “have you seen anybody go up to my rooms this afternoon?”

The man thought.

“No, sir, I haven’t,” he replied.

“Have you been here all the time?”

“Yes, since one o’clock I have been in my office,” said the commissionaire. “None of our young gentlemen wanted anything.”

“You didn’t go out to go to the post?”

“No, sir,” said the man. “I’ve not stirred from this office except for one minute when I went into Mr. Lee’s office to get these letters.”

“And you’ve seen nobody go upstairs?”

“Not since Mr. Silva came down, sir. He came down after you, if you remember.”

“Nobody’s been up?” insisted the other.

“Not a soul. Your servant came down before you, sir.”

“That’s true,” said the colonel remembering that he had sent the man on a special journey to Huddersfield with a letter to the bigamous Mr. Crotin. “You haven’t seen a lady go up at all?” he asked suddenly.

“Nobody has gone up them stairs,” said the commissionaire emphatically. “I hope you haven’t lost anything, sir?”

The colonel shook his head.

“No, I haven’t lost anything. Rather, I’ve found something,” he said grimly.

He slipped half-a crown into the man’s hand.

“You needn’t mention the fact that I’ve been making inquiries,” he said and went slowly up the stairs again.

The card had been put there that day. He would swear it. The ink on the card had not had time to darken and when he made a further search of his room, this view was confirmed by the appearance of his blottingpad. The card had been dried there, and the pen, which had been left on the table, was still damp.

The colonel passed into his bedroom and took off his coat and vest. He searched his drawer and found what looked to be like a pair of braces made of light fabric. These he slipped over his shoulder, adjusting them so that beneath his left arm hung a canvas holster. From another drawer he took an automatic pistol, pulled the magazine from the butt and examined it before he returned it, and forced a cartridge into the breach by drawing back the cover. This he carefully oiled, and then, pressing up the safety catch, he slipped the pistol into the holster and resumed his coat and vest.

It was a long time since the colonel had carried a gun under his arm, but his old efficiency was unimpaired. He practised before a mirror and was satisfied with his celerity. He loaded a spare magazine, and dropped it into the capacious pocket of his waistcoat. Then, putting the remainder of the cartridges away tidily, he closed the box, shut the drawer and went back to his room. If all the commissioner had hinted were true, if this mysterious visitor was laying for him because of the ‘Snow’ Gregory affair, he should have what was coming to him.

The colonel was no coward and if this eerie experience had got a little on his nerves, it was not to be wondered at. He drew up a chair to the table, sitting in such a position that he could see the door, took a pencil and a sheet of paper and began to write rapidly.

The man’s knowledge was encyclopaedic. Not once did he pause or refer to a catalogue, and he was still writing when Crewe came in. The colonel looked up.

“You’re the man I want,” he said.

He handed the other three sheets of paper, closely covered with writing.

“What’s this?” asked Crewe and read:

“Twentythree iron bedsteads, twentythree mattresses, twentythree—”

“Why, what’s all this, colonel?”

“You can go down to Tottenham Court Road and you can order all that furniture to be taken into No. 3, Washburn Avenue.”

“Are you furnishing a children’s orphanage or something?” asked the other in surprise.

“I am furnishing a nursing home, to be exact,” said the colonel slowly. “I bought it this morning, and I’m going to furnish it tomorrow. Send Lollie Marsh to me. Tell her I want her to get three women of the right sort to take charge of a mental case which is coming to my nursing home. By the way, you had better telegraph to old Boyton, or better still, go in a cab and get him. He’ll probably be drunk but he’s still on the medical register and he’s the man I want. Take him straight away to Washburn Avenue, and don’t forget that it’s his nursing home and not mine. My name doesn’t occur in this matter and you’d better get a dummy to do the buying for you from the furniture people.”

“Who is the mental case?” asked the other.

“Maisie White,” snapped the colonel, and Crewe stared.

“Mad?” he said incredulously. “Is Maisie mad?”

“She may not be at present,” said Boundary, “but—”

He did not finish his sentence, and Crewe, who was once a gentleman and was now a thief, swallowed something — but he had swallowed too much to choke at the threat to a girl in whom he had not the slightest interest.
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Maisie White had no illusions. When the report came to her that the detective she had employed had passed his services over to the man he was engaged to watch, she knew that the full force of the Boundary Gang would be employed to her extinction. Strangely enough, she did not appear to be disturbed, as she confessed to Stafford King. They were lunching together at the Hotel Palatine and the detective was unusually thoughtful.

“Why don’t you go out of London?” he asked.

“I must go on with my work,” she said.

“What is your work?” he asked.

“I have told you once,” she replied. “I am trying to disentangle my father from disgrace. I am working to put him apart when the day of reckoning comes.”

“You’ve not heard from him?” he asked.

She shook her head, and her eyes filled with tears.

“He has been a good father to me,” she said, “the kindest and best of daddies. It is dreadful to think—” her lips quivered and she could go no further.

Nor could Stafford King make matters any easier for her. He knew better than she the depth of Solomon White’s commitments. If the gang ever smashed, and if by good fortune the law ever took its course, there was no hope for Solomon White’s escape from his share of the responsibility.

“Why do you think your father went away?” he asked, to turn the subject to a new aspect.

She did not reply instantly.

“I think he was scared,” she said after a while. “I was shocked when I discovered how much in awe of the colonel he stood. He was just terrified at the threat, and yet I know he would have given his life to protect me from harm. I think it was just I that spurred him on to make the plans he did.”

Stafford King agreed with a gesture.

“Now what are we going to do about you?” he asked, half-humorously, half-seriously. “I cannot let you go wandering loose about London — I’m scared to death as it is.”

She smiled at him.

“You had better lock me up,” she said flippantly and he nodded in the same spirit.

“I know a little house in St. John’s Wood that would serve us beautifully as a prison,” he said. “It has ten rooms and two admirable bathrooms. There is central heating and a large shady garden, and if you will only let me take you before a Justice of the Peace, or even a commonplace clergyman—”

She shook her head.

“That isn’t prison,” she said quietly and put her hand over the table.

He caught it in his and held it tight.

“Maisie,” he said, “you know I love you. I love you more dearly than anything in the world.”

She did not speak.

“As my wife,” he went on, “you would be safe and I should be happy. I just want you all the time.”

Gently she disengaged her hand, shaking her head with a little smile.

“What would that mean, Stafford?” she said. “You know you are deceiving me when you agree that my father—” again her voice shook— “no, no,” she said, “it would ruin your career to have the daughter of a convict for your wife. I realise very well what it will mean, for I know — I know — I know!”

“What do you know?” he asked in a low voice.

“I know that all my work will be in vain. But I must go on with it. I must, or I shall go mad. I know nothing on earth can clear my father, but I’m not going to tell you that again. I just want to think there is a possibility that some miracle will happen, that all the evidence which even I have against him will be explained away.”

He took her unresisting hand in his, and under the cover of the tablecloth held it tight.

“That is why I wanted to leave the service,” he said, and she looked at him quickly.

“Because you thought that it would mean ruin?”

He smiled.

“No, not that. It would hurt you, that is all. Of course, if such a thing happened I would be obliged to resign.”

“And you’d never forgive yourself.”

“I wanted to anticipate such a happening, and, darling, you’ve got to face the future without any other illusions.”

She winced at the word “other” but he went on, unnoticing:

“Boundary is a tiger. If he thinks there is reason to fear you, he will never let up on you till he has you in his grip. I tell you this,” he said earnestly, “that for all the power of the police, for all their organisation and the backing which the law gives them, they may be helpless against this man if he has marked you down for punishment.”

“I’m not afraid,” she said quietly.

“But I am,” said he. “I’m so afraid, that I’m sick with apprehension sometimes.”

“Poor Stafford!” she said softly, and there was a look in her eyes which compensated him for much. “But you mustn’t worry, dear. Truly, truly, you mustn’t worry. I’m quite capable of looking after myself.”

“And that’s the greatest of all your illusions,” he said, half-laughingly and half-irritably. “You’re just the meekest little mouse that ever came under the paw of a cat.”

She shook her head smilingly.

“But I tell you I’m speaking seriously,” he went on. “I’ll do my best to look after you. I’ll have a man watching you day and night.”

“But you mustn’t,” she protested. “There’s no immediate cause for worry.”

He saw her to the door of the restaurant and showed her into the taxicab which came at his whistle, and she leant out of the window and waved her hand in farewell as she drove off.

Two men stood on the opposite side of the road and watched her depart.

“That’s the girl,” said Crewe.
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A week passed without anything exceptional happening, and Maisie White had ceased even to harbour doubts as to her own safety — doubts which had been present, in spite of the courageous showing she had made before Stafford King. Undeterred by her previous experience, she had made arrangements with another and a more responsible detective agency and had chosen a new watcher, though she had small hopes of obtaining results. She knew his task was one of almost insuperable difficulty, and she was frank in exposing to him what those difficulties were. Still, there was a faint chance that he might discover something, and moreover she had another purpose to serve.

She had seen Pinto Silva once. He had called, and she had noticed with surprise that the debonair, self-confident man she had known, whose air of conscious superiority had been so annoying to her, had undergone a considerable change. He was ill-at-ease, almost incoherent at moments, and it was a long time before she could discover his business.

This time she received him in her tiny sittingroom, for Pinto was somehow less alarming to her than he had been. Perhaps she was conscious that at the corner of the street stood a quietly dressed man doing nothing particular, who was relieved at the eighth hour by an even less obtrusive-looking gentleman from Scotland Yard.

She waited for Pinto to disclose his business, and the Portuguese was apparently in no hurry to do so. Presently he blurted it out.

“Look here, Maisie,” he said, “you’ve got things all wrong. Things are going to be very rotten for you unless — unless—” he floundered.

“Unless what?” she asked.

“Unless you make up with me,” he said in a low voice. “I’m not so bad, Maisie, and I’ll treat you fair. I’ve always been in love with you—”

“Stop,” she said quietly. “I dare say it is a great honour for a girl that any man should be in love with her, but it takes away a little of the compliment when the man is already married.”

“That’s nothing,” he said eagerly. “I can divorce her by the laws of my country. Maisie, she hates me and I hate her.”

“In those circumstances,” she smiled, “I wonder you wait until you fall in love again before you get divorced. No, Mr. Silva, that story doesn’t convince me. If you were single or divorced, or if you were ever so eligible, I would not marry you.”

“Why not?” he demanded truculently. “I’ve got money.”

“So have I,” she said, “of a sort.”

“My money’s as clean as yours, if it is Solomon White’s money.”

She nodded.

“I’m well aware of that, too,” she said. “It is Gang money, isn’t it — loot money. I don’t see what good I shall get out of exchanging mine for yours, anyway. It is just as dirty. The money doesn’t come into it at all, Mr. Silva, it is just liking people well enough — for marriage. And I don’t like you that way.”

“You don’t like me at all,” he growled.

“You’re very nearly right,” she smiled.

“You’re a fool, you’re a fool!” he stormed, “you don’t know what’s coming to you. You don’t know.”

“Perhaps I do,” she said. “Perhaps I can guess. But whatever is coming to me, as you put it, I prefer that to marrying you.”

He started back as though she had struck him across the face, and he turned livid.

“You won’t say that when—”

He checked himself and without another word left the room, and she heard his heavy feet blundering down the stairs.

And then she met him again. It was two nights after. She met him in a horrible dream. She dreamt he was flying after her, that they were both birds, she a pigeon and he a hawk; and as she made her last desperate struggle to escape, she heard his hateful voice in her ear:

“Maisie, Maisie, it is your last chance, your last chance!”

She had gone to bed at ten o’clock that night, and it seemed that she had hardly fallen asleep before the vision came. She struggled to sit up in bed, she tried to speak, but a big hand was over her mouth.

Then it was true, it was no dream. He was in the room, his hand upon her mouth, his voice in her ear. The room was in darkness. There was no sound save the sound of his heavy breathing and his voice.

“They’ll be up here in five minutes,” he whispered. “I can save you from hell! I can save you, Maisie! Will you have me?”

She summoned all the strength at her command to shake her head.

“Then keep quiet!”

There was a note of savagery in his voice which made her turn sick.

For a second she filled her lungs to scream, but at that instant a mass of cottonwool was thrust over her face, and she began to breathe in a sickly sweet vapour. Somebody else was in the room now. They were holding her feet. The voice in her ear said:

“Breathe. Take a deep breath!”

She sobbed and writhed in an agony of mind, but all the time she was breathing, she was drawing into her lungs the chloroform with which the wool was saturated.

At two o’clock in the morning a uniformed constable, patrolling his beat, saw an ambulance drawn up outside a house in Doughty Street. He crossed the road to make inquiries.

“A case of scarlet fever,” said the driver.

“You don’t say,” said the sympathetic constable.

The door opened and two men walked out, carrying a figure in a blanket. The policeman stood by and saw the “patient” laid upon a stretcher and the back of the ambulance closed. Then he continued his walk to the corner of the street, where he found, huddled up in a doorway, the unconscious figure of a Scotland Yard detective, whose observation had been interrupted by a well-directed blow from a life preserver.
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“To all stations. Stop Ambulance Motor No. LKO 9943. Arrest and detain driver and any person found therein. Warn all garages and report. — COMMISSIONER.”

This order flashed from station to station throughout the night, and before the dawn, nine thousand policemen were on the lookout for the motor ambulance.

“There’s a chance, of course,” said Stafford, “but it is a poor chance.”

He was looking white and heavyeyed.

“I don’t know, sir,” said Southwick, his subordinate. “There’s always a chance that a crook will do the obviously wrong thing. I suppose you’ve no theory as to where they have gone?”

“Not out of town — of that I’m certain,” said King, “that is why the quest is so hopeless. Why, they’ll have got to their destination hours before the message went out!”

They were standing in the girl’s bedroom, which still reeked with chloroform, and all the clues were piled together on the table. There were not many. There was a pad of cottonwool, a half-empty bottle of chloroform, bearing the label of a well-known wholesaler, and one of a pair of old washleather gloves, which had evidently been worn by somebody in his desire to avoid leaving fingerprints.

“We’ve not much to go on there,” said Stafford disconsolately; “the chloroform may have been sold years ago. Any chemist would have supplied the cottonwool, and as for the glove” — he picked it up and looked at it carefully, then he carried it to the light.

Old as it was, it was of good shape and quality, and when new had probably been supplied to order by a first-class glove-maker.

“There’s nothing here,” said Stafford again, and threw the glove back on the table.

A policeman came into the room and saluted.

“I’ve cycled over from the Yard, sir. We have had a message asking you to go at once to Sir Stanley Belcom’s private house.”

“How did Sir Stanley know about this affair?” asked Stafford listlessly.

“He telephoned through, sir, about five o’clock this morning. He often makes an early inquiry.”

Stafford looked round. There was nothing more that he could do. He passed down the stairs into the street and jumped on to the motorcycle which had brought him to the scene.

Sir Stanley Belcom lived in Cavendish Place, and Stafford had been a frequent visitor to the house. Sir Stanley was a childless widower, who was wont to complain that he kept up his huge establishment in order to justify the employment of his huge staff of servants. Stafford suspected him of being something of a sybarite. His dinners were famous, his cellar was one of the best in London and because of his acquaintances and friendships in the artistic sets, he was something of a dabbler in the arts he patronised.

The door was opened and an uncomfortable-looking butler was waiting on the step to receive Stafford.

“You’ll find Sir Stanley in the library, sir,” he said.

Despite his sorrow, Stafford could not help smiling at this attempt on the part of an English servant to offer the conventional greeting in spite of the hour.

“I’m afraid we’ve got you up early, Perkins,” he said.

“Not at all, sir.”

The man’s stout face creased in a smile.

“Sir Stanley’s a rare gentleman for getting up in the middle of the night and ordering a meal.”

Stafford found his grey-haired chief, arrayed in a flowered silk dressing-gown, balancing bread on an electric toaster.

“Bad news, eh, Stafford?” he said. “Sit down and have some coffee. The girl is gone?”

Stafford nodded.

“And our unfortunate detective-constable, who was sent to watch, is halfway to the mortuary, I presume?”

“Not so bad as that, sir,” said Stafford, “but he’s got a pretty bad crack. He’s recovered consciousness but remembers nothing that happened.”

Sir Stanley nodded.

“Very scientifically done,” he said admiringly. “This, of course, is the work of the Boundary Gang.”

“I wish—” began Stafford between his teeth.

“Save your breath, my friend,” smiled Sir Stanley; “wishing will do nothing. You could arrest every known member of the gang, and they’d have twenty alibis ready, and jolly good alibis too. It is years since the colonel staged an outrage of this kind and his right hand has not lost its cunning. Look at the organisation of it! The men get into the house without attracting the attention of your watcher. Then, at the exact second that the ambulance is due, along comes their ‘cosher,’ knocks down the policeman on duty. I don’t suppose the thing took more than ten minutes. Everything was timed. They must have known the hour the policeman on the beat passed along the street.”

Sir Stanley poured out the coffee with his own hands, and relapsed back into his armchair.

“Why do you think they did it?”

“They were afraid of her, sir,” said Stafford.

Sir Stanley laughed softly.

“I can’t imagine Boundary being afraid of a girl.”

“She was Solly White’s daughter,” said Stafford.

“Even then I can’t understand it,” replied the chief, “unless — by jove! Of course.”

He hit his knee a smack and Stafford waited.

“Probably they’ve got some other game on, but I’ll tell you one of the ideas of taking that girl — it is to bring back Solomon White. He disappeared, didn’t he?”

Stafford nodded.

“That’s the game — to bring back Solomon White. And whatever the danger to himself, he’ll be in London tomorrow as soon as this news is known.”

Sir Stanley sat thinking, with his chin in his hand, his forehead wrinkled.

“There’s some other reason, too. Now, what is it?”

Stafford guessed, but did not say.

“That girl will take some recovering before harm comes to her,” said Sir Stanley softly, “your only hope is that friend Jack comes to your rescue.”

“Jack o’ Judgment?”

Sir Stanley nodded and the other smiled sadly.

“That’s unlikely,” he said; “indeed, it is impossible. I think I might as well tell you my own theory as to why she was taken and why Boundary took so much trouble to capture her.”

“What is your theory?” asked Sir Stanley curiously.

“My theory, sir, is that she is Jack o’ Judgment,” said Stafford King.

“She — Jack o’ Judgment?”

Sir Stanley was on his feet staring at him.

“Impossible! It is a man—”

“You seem to forget, sir,” said Stafford, “that Miss White is a wonderful mimic.”

“But why?”

“She wants to clear her father. She told me that only a week ago. And then I’ve been making inquiries on my own. I found that she was seen coming out of the Albemarle mansion, the night that Jack made his last visit to Boundary’s flat.”

Sir Stanley rose.

“Wait,” he said and left the room.

Presently he came back with something in his hand.

“If Miss White is Jack o’ Judgment, and if she were captured tonight, how do you account for this? it was under my pillow when I woke up.”

He laid on the table the familiar Jack of Clubs.
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Colonel Boundary had a breakfast party of three. Though he had been up the whole of the night, he showed no signs of weariness. Not so Pinto or Crewe, who looked fagged out and all the more tired because they were both conspicuously unshaven.

“Half the game’s won,” said the colonel. “We’ll get rid of this girl and Solly White by the same stroke. I’m afraid of Solly, he knows too much. By the way, Raoul is coming over.”

“Raoul!” said Crewe, sitting up suddenly, “why, colonel, you’re mad! Didn’t the Scotland Yard man tell you—”

“That he suspected a French hand in the case of ‘Snow’ Gregory? All the more reason why Raoul should come,” said the colonel calmly; “he ought to report this morning.”

“You’re taking a risk,” growled Pinto.

“Nothing unusual,” replied the colonel, shelling a plover’s egg. “It is the last thing in the world they would suspect at Scotland Yard after their warning, that I should bring Raoul over again. Besides, they don’t know him anyway. He’s just a harmless young French cabinet-maker. He doesn’t talk and I will get him out of the silly habit of leaving his visiting-card.”

There was a silence, which Crewe broke.

“You want him for—”

He did not finish the sentence.

“For work,” replied the colonel. “It is a thousand pities, but it would be a thousand times more so if you and I were jugged, and waiting in the condemned cell for the arrival of Mr. Ellis, the eminent hangman. Raoul’s a workman. We can trust him. He doesn’t try any funny business. He lives out of this country and I can cover his tracks. Besides,” the colonel went on, “I shall give him enough to live in comfort for the next two years. Raoul is a grateful little beast, and thank God! he can neither read nor write.”

“I don’t like it,” said Crewe. “I hate that kind of thing. Why not give Solly a chance? Why not get up a fight — a duel, anything but coldblooded murder?”

The colonel turned his cold eyes upon the other, and his lips parted in a mirthless smile.

“You’re speaking up to your character now, aren’t you, Crewe?” he said unpleasantly. “You’re ‘Gentleman Crewe’ once again, eh? Want to do everything in the public school fashion? Well, you can cut out all that stuff and feed it to the pigs. I’m Dan Boundary, looking forward to a pleasant old age. There’s nothing of the Knights of the Round Table about me.”

Crewe flushed.

“All right,” he said, “have it your own way.”

“You bet your life I’m going to have it my own way,” said the colonel. “Have you seen the girl this morning, Pinto?”

Pinto shook his head.

“You’ll keep away from there for a couple of days. I’ve got Boyton on the spot and he’ll be feeding her with bromide till she won’t care whether she’s in hell or Wigan. Besides, we’ll all be shadowed for the next day or two, make no mistake about that. Stafford King won’t let the grass grow under his feet. And now, you chaps, go home and try to look as though you’ve had a night’s rest.”

After their departure the colonel made his own preparations. There were Turkish baths in Westminster and it was to the Turkish baths he went. Clad in a towel, he passed from hot room to hot room, and finally came to the big, vaulted saloon, tiled from floor to roof, where in canvas-backed chairs the bathers doze and read. The colonel lay back in his chair, his eyes closed, apparently oblivious to his surroundings. Nor was it to be observed that he saw the thin little man who came and sat beside him. The newcomer was sallow-skinned and lantern-jawed, and his long arms were tattooed from shoulder to wrist.

“Here!” said a soft voice in French.

The colonel did not open his eyes. He merely dropped the palm fan which he was idly waving to and fro so that it hid his mouth.

“Do you remember a Monsieur White?” he said in the same tone.

“Perfectly,” replied the other. “He was the man who would not have your little ‘coco’ friend — disposed of.”

“That is the man,” said the other. “You have a good memory, Raoul.”

“Monsieur, my memory is wonderful, but alas! one cannot live on memory,” he added sententiously.

“Then remember this: there is a place near London called Putney Heath.”

“Putney Heath,” repeated the other.

“There is a house called Bishopsholme.”

“Bishopsholme,” repeated the other.

“It is empty — to let, a louer
 , you understand. It is in a sad state of desolation. The garden, the house — you know the kind of place?”

“Perfectly, monsieur.”

“At nine o’clock tonight and at nine o’clock tomorrow night you will be near the door. There is a large clump of bushes, behind which you will stand. You will stay there until ten. Between those hours M. White will approach and go into the house. You understand?”

“Perfectly, monsieur,” said the voice again.

“You will shoot him so that he dies immediately.”

“He is a dead man,” said the other.

There was a long pause.

“I will pay you sixty thousand francs, and I will have a motorcar to take you direct to Dover. You will catch the night boat for Ostend. Your passport will be in order, and you can make your way to Paris at your leisure. The payment you will receive in Paris. Is that satisfactory?”

“Eminently so, monsieur,” said the other. “I need a little for expenses for the moment. Also I wish information as to where the motorcar will meet me.”

“It will be waiting for you at the corner of the first road past the house, on the way from London. You will not speak to the chauffeur and he will not speak to you. In the car you will find sufficient money for your immediate needs. Is there any necessity to explain further?”

“None whatever, monsieur,” said the soft voice, and Raoul dropped his head on one side as though he were sleeping.

As for the colonel, he did not simulate slumber, but passed into dreamland, sleeping quietly and calmly, with a look of benevolence upon his big face.

The only other occupant of the cooling room, a big-framed man who was reading a newspaper, closed his eyes too — but he did not sleep.
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At nine o’clock that night the colonel, in immaculate evening-dress, sat playing double-dummy bridge with his two companions. In the light of the big shaded lamp overhead there was something particularly peaceful and innocent in their occupation. No word was spoken save of the game.

It was a quarter to nine, noted the colonel, looking at the little French clock on the mantelpiece. He rose, walked to the window and looked out. It was a stormy night and the wind was howling down the street, sending the rain in noisy splashes against the window panes. He grumbled his satisfaction and returned to the table.

“Did you see the paper?” asked Pinto presently.

“I saw the paper,” said the colonel, not looking up from his hand. “I make a point of reading the newspapers.”

“You see they’ve made a feature of—”

“Mention no names,” said the colonel. “I know they’ve made a feature about it. So much the better. Everything depends—”

It was as he spoke that Solomon White came into the room. Boundary knew it was he before the door handle turned, before the hum of voices in the hall outside had ceased, but it was with a great pretence of surprise that he looked up.

“Why, if it isn’t Solomon White!” he said.

The man was haggard and sick-looking. He had evidently dressed in a hurry, for his cravat was ill-tied and the collar gaped. He strode slowly up to the table and Boundary’s manservant, with a little grin, closed the door.

“Where have you been all this time, Solomon?” asked Boundary genially. “Sit you down and play a hand.”

“You know why I’ve come,” breathed Solomon White.

“Surely I know why you’ve come. You’ve come to explain where you’ve been, old boy. Sit down,” said Boundary.

“Where is my daughter?” asked White.

“Where is your daughter?” repeated the colonel. “Well, that’s a queer question to ask us. We’ve
 been saying where is Solomon White all this time.”

“I’ve been to Brighton,” said the man, “but that’s nothing to do with it.”

“Been at Brighton? A very pleasant place, too,” said Boundary. “And what were you doing at Brighton?”

“Keeping out of your way, damn you!” said White fiercely. “Trying to cure the fear of you which has made a rank coward of me. If you wanted to find a method for curing me, colonel, you’ve found it. I’ve come back for my daughter — where is she?”

The colonel pushed his chair back from the table and looked up with a quizzical smile.

“Now you’re not going to take it hard, Solomon,” he said. “We had to have you back and that was the only scheme we could think of. You see, there are lots of little bits of business that have to be cleared up, bits of business in which you had a hand the same as my other business associates.”

“Where is the girl?” asked the man steadily.

“Well, I’m going to admit to you,” said the colonel, with a fine show of frankness, “that I’ve put her away — no harm has come to her, you understand. She’s at a little place at Putney Heath, a house I took specially for her, surrounded by loving guardians—”

“Like Pinto?” asked the man, looking down at the silent Silva.

“Like Lollie. Now you can’t deny that Lollie’s a very nice girl,” said the colonel. “Sit down, Solomon, and talk things over.”

“When I’ve got my girl I’ll talk things over with you. Where is this place?”

“It is on Putney Heath,” said the colonel. “Now aren’t I being straightforward with you? If I had any bad designs against the girl, should I tell you where she is? If you go there, Solomon, take some of your copper friends.”

“I have no copper friends,” said the man angrily. “You know that well enough. What am I that I should go to the police? Can I go to them with clean hands?”

“Well, that’s a question I’ve often asked myself,” said the colonel. “I’ve often said—”

“What is the name of the house?” interrupted White. “I want to see whether you’re playing square with me, Boundary, and if you’re not, by—”

“Don’t threaten me, don’t threaten me, Solomon,” said the colonel with a good-humoured gesture. “I’m a nervous man and I suffer from heart disease. You ought to know better than that. Bishopsholme is the place. It is the fourth big house after passing Tredennis Road — a fine villa standing in its own grounds. It looks a bit deserted because it was empty until a few days ago, when I put a scrap or two of furniture into it. Why not wait—”

“First I’ll find out whether you’re speaking the truth, and if you’re not—”

“Gently, gently,” growled Crewe. “What’s the good of kicking up a row, White? The colonel’s dealing straighter with you than you’re dealing with us.”

He was not in the colonel’s secrets, and he himself was deceived, thinking that the girl had been removed to the house which he now heard about for the first time, and that the sole object of the abduction was to bring White back.

“Stay a while,” said Boundary. “It is only just nine—”

But White was gone.

He pushed past the servant, one of the readiest and most dangerous of the colonel’s instruments, and into the half-dark corridor. There was a light on the landing below, and as he ran down the stairs he thought he saw somebody standing there. It looked like a woman till the figure turned, and then Solomon White stood stock still. It was the first time he had seen Jack o’ Judgment. The shimmer of the black silk coat, the curious suggestion of pallor which the white mask conveyed, the slouch hat, throwing a black bar of shadow diagonally across the face, lent the figure a peculiarly sinister aspect.

“Stand!”

The voice was commanding, the glittering revolver in the figure’s hand more so.

“Who are you?” gasped Solomon White.

“Jack o’ Judgment! Have you ever heard of little Jack?” chuckled the figure. “Oh, here’s a new one — Solomon White, too, and never heard of Jack o’ Judgment! Didn’t you see me when they took me out of ‘Snow’ Gregory’s pocket? Little Jack o’ Judgment!”

Solomon White stepped back, his face twitching.

“I had nothing to do with that,” he said hoarsely, “nothing to do with that, do you hear?”

“Where are you going? Won’t you tell Jack something, give him a bit of news? Poor old Jack hears nothing these days,” sighed the figure, laughter bubbling between the words.

“I’m going on private business. Get out of my way,” said the other, remembering the urgency of his mission.

“But you’ll tell Jack o’ Judgment?” wheedled the figure, “you’ll tell poor old Jack where you are going to find your beautiful daughter?”

“You know!” said the man.

He took a step forward, but the revolver waved him back.

“You’ll speak, or you don’t pass,” said Jack o’ Judgment. “You don’t pass until you speak; do you hear, Solomon White?”

The man thought.

“It is a place called Bishopsholme,” he said gruffly, “on Putney Heath. Now let me pass.”

“Wait, wait!” said the figure eagerly, “wait for me — only five minutes! I won’t keep you! But don’t go, there’s death there, Solomon White! It is waiting for you — don’t you feel it in your bones?”

The voice sank to a whisper, and in spite of himself, a cold shiver passed down White’s spine. He half-turned to go back.

“Wait!” said the figure again eagerly, fiercely. “I shall not keep you a minute — a second!”

Solomon White stood irresolutely, and the mask seemed to melt into the darkness. White strained his ears to catch the soft patter of its shoes as it mounted the stairs, but no sound came. Then with a start he seemed to awake as if from a bad dream, and without another word strode down the remaining stairs into the night.

On the landing above, the strange being who called himself “Jack o’ Judgment” stood outside the door of Boundary’s flat. He had taken a key from his pocket and had it poised, when he heard the clatter of the other’s feet. He stood undecidedly, but only for a second, then the key slipped into the lock and the door opened. The butler from his little pantry saw the figure and slammed his own door, bolting it with trembling fingers.

In a second Jack o’ Judgment was in the room facing the paralysed trio.

He spoke no word, but suddenly his right arm was raised, some shining object flew from his hand, and there was a crash of glass and instantly a vile odour. On the opposite wall where the bottle had broken appeared a dark and irregular stain.

Then, without so much as a laugh, he stepped back through the door and raced down the stairs in pursuit of White. It was too late; the man had disappeared. Jack o’ Judgment stood for a moment listening, then he slipped off the black coat and ripped off the mask. The coat was of the finest silk, for he rolled it into the space of a pocket-handkerchief and slipped it in his pocket. The handkerchief went the same way. If there had been observers, they would have caught a glimpse of a man in evening dress as he went swiftly down the half-lighted stairway.

He turned and walked in the shadow of the building and passed down a side street, where a big limousine was awaiting him. He gave a murmured direction to the driver, and the car sped on its way.
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Solomon White had a taxi waiting, and gave his directions. He was sufficiently loyal to the band to avoid calling especial attention to the house where the girl was imprisoned, and he told his cab to wait at the end of Putney Heath. The night was wild and boisterous and very dark, but he carried an electric torch, and presently he came to weather-stained gates bearing in letters which had half-faded the name he sought. He pushed open the gate with some trouble. There was a curving carriage-drive which led to the front door, which stood at the head of a flight of steps under a square and ugly portico.

He looked up at the building, but it was in darkness. Apparently it was empty, but he knew enough of the colonel’s methods to know that Boundary would not advertise the presence of the girl to the outside world.

He stood hesitating, wondering. The whole thing might be a trap, but Solomon White was not easily scared. He took a revolver from his pocket, drew back the hammer and walked forward cautiously. There was no sign of life. The rustling of shrubs and trees was the only mournful sound which varied the roar of the storm.

He was opposite the door, and one foot was raised to surmount the first step, when there came a sound like the sharp tap of a drum.

“Rap-rap!”

Solomon White stood for fully a second before he crumbled and fell, and he was dead before he reached the ground.

Still there was no sign or sound of life. A church clock boomed out the quarter to ten. A motorcar went past, and then the laurel bushes by the side of the steps moved, and a man in a black mackintosh stepped out. He bent over the dead man, picked up the fallen torch and flashed the light on the dead man’s face, then, with a grunt of satisfaction, Raoul Pontarlier unscrewed his Soubet silencer and slipped his automatic into the wet pocket of his mackintosh.

Feeling in an inside pocket for a cigarette, he found one and lit it from the smouldering end of a tinder-lighter. Then, carefully concealing the lighted cigarette in the palm of his hand, he walked softly and noiselessly down the drive, keeping to the shadow of the bushes and watching to left and right for signs of approaching pedestrians. At two points he could see the heath road, and nobody was in sight. There was plenty of time, and men had been ruined by haste. He reached the gate and carefully looked over. The road was deserted. His hand was on the gate, when something cold and hard was pushed against his ear and he turned round.

“Put up your hands!” said a mocking voice. “Put them up!”

The Frenchman’s hands rose slowly.

“Now turn round and face the house. Quick!” said the voice. “Marchez!
 Halt!”

Raoul stopped. If he could only get his hands down and duck, one lightning dive… .

His captor evidently read his thoughts, for he felt a hand slip into his mackintosh pocket, and he was relieved of the weight of his automatic.

“Go forward, up the steps. Stop!”

The stranger had seen the huddled figure of White, and stooped over him. He made no comment. He knew the man was dead before his hands had touched him.

“Mount the steps, canaille!
 ” said the voice, and Raoul walked slowly up the steps of the house and halted with his face against the door.

A hand came up under his uplifted arm and sought the keyhole. A few minutes’ fumbling until the prongs of the skeleton key had found its corresponding wards, and then the door swung open, emitting a scent of mustiness and decay.

“Marchez!
 ” said the stranger, and Raoul walked forward and heard the door slam behind him.

The house was not empty, in the sense that it was unfurnished. The unknown was using an electric torch of extraordinary brilliancy, and revealed a dilapidated hall-stand and a musty chair. He took a brief survey and then:

“Down those stairs!” he said, and the murderer obeyed.

They were in the kitchen now, and again the bright light gleamed about. The windows were heavily shuttered, the grate was rusty, and a few odd pieces of china on the sideboard were dirty. There was a gas bracket in the centre over a large deal table, and this the stranger turned on. He heard the hiss of escaping gas, struck a match and lit it, and then for the first time Raoul gazed in fear and astonishment upon the man who held him.

“Monsieur,” he stammered, “who are you?”

The masked figure slipped his hand into his pocket and flicked a card upon the table, and Raoul, looking down, saw the Jack of Clubs, and knew that his end was near.

*

For three hours the Frenchman had lain on the floor, tied hand and foot, a gag in his mouth, and the clocks were striking two when Jack o’ Judgment came back. This time he wore neither mask nor coat but over his arm he carried a coil of fine rope. Raoul watched him, fascinated, as he walked about the kitchen, whistling softly to himself, and now and again breaking into scraps of song.

“Monsieur, monsieur,” blubbered the terrified man, “I would make a confession. I will make a statement before the judge—”

Jack o’ Judgment smiled.

“You shall make a statement before your judge, for I am he,” he said, “and I think this is the place.”

He glanced up at the high roof of the kitchen, for there was a stout hook, where in old times heavy sides of bacon hung. He drew the table under the place and put a chair on top. Then he mounted, and with a skillful cast of his rope caught the hook and drew the rope slowly through. He did not move the table or take any notice of the man on the floor, but stood as a workman might stand who was calculating distances, and all the time he whistled softly.

“Monsieur, monsieur, for God’s sake spare me! I will make reparation!”

“You speak truly,” said the other without taking his eyes from the rope, “for it is reparation you make this night for two dead men, and God knows how many besides.”

“Two?”

The murderer twisted his head.

“For a man called Gregory particularly,” said Jack o’ Judgment, “shot down like a mad dog.”

“I was paid to do it. I knew nothing against him, I had no malice in my heart,” said the man eagerly.

“Nor have I,” said Jack o’ Judgment, “for behold! I shall kill you without passion, as a warning to all villains of all nationalities.”

“This is against the law,” whined the man, beads of sweat standing on his forehead. “Give me a knife and let me fight you. You coward!”

“Give Solomon White a pistol, and let him fight you,” said the other. “It is against the law — well, I know it. But it is much more speedy than the law, my little cabbage!”

He was busy making a slipknot at one end of the rope, and presently he had finished it to his satisfaction.

“Raoul Pontarlier,” he said, “this is a moment for which I have waited.”

The man screamed and twisted his head, but the noose was about his neck and tightening. Then with a wrench Jack o’ Judgment jerked him to his feet.

“On to the table,” he said sternly. “Mount! It is quicker so!”

“I will not, I will not!” yelled the Frenchman. His voice rose to a shrill scream. “I — help!… help!…”

Half an hour later Jack o’ Judgment came down the dark path, stopping only for a second to look upon the figure of Solomon White.

“God have mercy on you all!” he said soberly, and passed into the night.
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“The Putney mystery,” said the Daily Megaphone
 , “surpasses any of recent years in its sensational character. There is a touch of the bizarre in this grim spectacle of the dead man at the door of the empty house, and the swaying figure of his murderer hanging in the kitchen, with no other mark of identification than a playing card pinned to his breast.

“The tragedy can be reconstructed up to a point. Mr. White was evidently killed in the garden by the Frenchman who was found hanging. The automatic pistol in his pocket, which had recently been discharged, might support this theory even if the police had not found tracks of his feet in the laurels. But who hanged the man Raoul with a hangman’s rope? That is the supreme mystery of all. The Putney police can offer no information on the subject, and Scotland Yard is as reticent. The circumstances of the discovery are as follows. At three o’clock on the morning of the 4th, Police-Constable Robinson, who was patrolling his beat, entered the garden, as is customary when houses are empty, to see if any doors had been forced. There had been an epidemic of burglaries in the region of Putney Heath during the past two or three months, and the police are exercising unusual vigilance in relation to these houses. The constable might not have made his inspection that night but for the fact that the garden gate had been left wide open… .”

Here followed an account of how the body was found and how further investigation led the constable to the kitchen to make his second gruesome discovery.

Colonel Boundary folded up the paper slowly and put it down. He had bought a copy of an early edition of the evening newspaper as he was stepping into his car, and now he was driving slowly through the park. He lit a cigar and gazed stolidly from the window. But his face showed no sign of mental perturbation.

The car had made the circuit of the Park twice when, turning again by Marble Arch, he saw Crewe standing on the sidewalk. A word to his chauffeur, and the machine drew up.

“Come in,” he said curtly, and the other obeyed.

The hand that he lifted to take his cigarette from his lips trembled, and the colonel eyed him with quiet amusement.

“They’ve got you rattled too, have they?” he said.

“My God! It’s awful!” said Crewe. “Awful!”

“What’s awful about it?” asked the colonel. “White’s dead, ain’t he? And Raoul’s dead, ain’t he? Two men who might talk and give a lot of trouble.”

“What did he say before he died? That’s what I’ve been thinking. What did he say?”

“Who? Raoul?” demanded the colonel. He had asked himself the same question before. “What could he say? Anyway, if he had a statement to make, and his statement was worth taking, why, he’d be alive to-day! Raoul was the one witness that they wanted, if they only knew it. They’ve bungled pretty badly, whoever they are.”

“This Jack o’ Judgment,” quavered Crewe, his mouth working. “Who is he? What is he?”

“How do I know?” snarled the colonel. “You ask me these fool questions — do you expect a reply? They’re dead, and that’s done with. I’d sooner he killed Raoul than made a mess of my room, anyway!”

“Why did he do it?” asked Crewe.

The colonel growled something about fools and their questions, but offered no explanation.

“It may have been a monkey trick to make us change, our quarters — the stuff was sulphuretted hydrogen and asafoetida. It may have been just bravado, but if he thinks he can scare me—”

He sucked viciously at his cigar end.

“I’ve got workmen in to strip the walls and re-paper the bit that’s soiled,” he said. “I’ll be back there tonight.”

The colonel threw the end of his cigar from the window and relapsed into moody reverie. When he spoke it was in a more cheerful tone.

“Crewe,” he said, “that guy at Scotland Yard has given me an idea.”

“Which guy?” asked Crewe, steadying his voice.

“The First Commissioner,” said the colonel, lighting another cigar. “He particularly wanted to know if ‘Snow’ had any relations. Curse ‘Snow’!” he said between his teeth, and dropping his mask of urbanity. “I wish he’d — well, it doesn’t matter; he’s dead, anyway — he’s dead.”

“Relations?” said Crewe. “Did you tell him anything?”

“I told him all I knew, and that was very little,” said the colonel, “but it struck me that Sir Stanley knows much more about this fellow ‘Snow’ than we do. At any rate, somebody’s been making inquiries, and I guess that somebody is the fellow who settled Raoul.”

“Jack o’ Judgment?”

“Jack o’ Judgment,” repeated the colonel grimly. “You showed ‘Snow’ Gregory into the gang — what do you know about him?”

Crewe shook his head.

“Very little,” he said. “I met him in Monte Carlo. He was down and out. He seemed a likely fellow — educated, a gentleman and all that sort of thing — and when I found that he’d hit the dope, I thought he’d be the kind of man you might want.”

The colonel nodded.

“He never talked about his relations. The only thing I know was that he had a father or an uncle, who was in India, and I gathered that he had forged his name to a bill. When I arrived in Monte Carlo he was spending the money as fast as he could. I guess that was why he called himself Gregory, for I’m sure it wasn’t his name.”

“You’re sure he never spoke of a brother?”

“Never,” said Crewe; “he never talked about himself at all. He was generally under the influence of dope or was recovering from it.”

The colonel pushed back his hat and rubbed his forehead.

“There must be some way of identifying him,” he said. “He came from Oxford, you say?”

“Yes, I know that,” said Crewe; “he spoke of it once.”

“What house in Oxford? There are several colleges, aren’t there?”

“From Balliol,” said Crewe. “I distinctly remember him talking about Balliol.”

“What year would that be?”

Crewe reflected.

“He left college two years before I met him at Monte Carlo,” he said; “that would be—” He gave the year.

“Well, it is pretty simple,” said the colonel. “Send a man to Oxford and get the names of all the men that left Balliol in that year. Find out how many you can trace, and I dare say that will narrow the search down to two or three men. Now get after this at once, Crewe. Spare no expense. If it costs half a million I’m going to discover who Mr. Jack o’ Judgment is when he’s at home.”

He dismissed Crewe and gave fresh instructions to his driver, and ten minutes later he was stepping out of his limousine at the entrance to Scotland Yard.

Stafford King was not in, or at any rate was not available. Greatly daring, the colonel sent his card to the First Commissioner. Sir Stanley Belcom read the name and raised his eyebrows.

“Show him in,” he said, and for the second time the colonel was ushered into the presence of the chief.

“Well, colonel,” said Sir Stanley, “this is rather a dreadful business.”

“Terrible, terrible!” said the colonel, shaking his head. “Solomon White was one of my best friends. I’ve been searching for him for weeks.”

“So I’ve heard,” said Sir Stanley dryly. “Have you any theory?”

“None whatever.”

“What about this man called Raoul? Is he unknown to you?” asked Sir Stanley.

“That’s what I’ve come to see you about, sir,” said the colonel in a confidential tone. “You remember the last time I was here, you suggested that possibly the murderer of poor Gregory might be a Frenchman. You
 remember how you told me that these French assassins have a trick of leaving some fantastic card or sign of their handiwork?”

Sir Stanley nodded.

“Well, here you have the same thing repeated,” said the colonel triumphantly, “and the identical card. Do you think, sir, that the murderer of my poor friend Gregory and my poor friend White was the same man?”

“In fact, Raoul?” asked Sir Stanley.

The colonel nodded, and for a few moments Sir Stanley communed with his well-kept fingernails.

“I don’t think it will do any harm if I tell you that that is my theory also, Colonel Boundary,” he said, “and, giving confidence for confidence, would you have any objection to telling me whether Raoul is one of your — er — business associates?”

There was just the slightest shade of irony in the last two words, but the colonel preferred to ignore it.

“I’m very glad you asked me that question, sir,” he said with a sigh, so palpably a sigh of relief that the recording angel might be excused if he were deceived. “I have never seen Raoul before. In fact, my knowledge of Frenchmen is a very small one. I do very little business in France, and I certainly do no business at all with men of that class.”

“What class?” asked the other quickly.

The colonel shrugged his big shoulders.

“I am only going on what the newspapers say,” he said. “They suggest that this man is an apache.”

“You do not know him?” asked Sir Stanley after a pause.

“I have never seen him in my life,” said the colonel.

Again Sir Stanley examined his fingernails as though searching for some flaw.

“Then you will be surprised to learn,” he drawled at last, “that you sat next to him in the cooling-room of the Yildiz Turkish Baths.”

The colonel’s heart missed a beat, but he did not flinch.

“You surprise me,” he said. “I have only been to the Turkish baths once during the past three months, and that was yesterday.”

Sir Stanley nodded.

“According to my information, which was supplied to me by my very able assistant, Mr. Stafford King, that was also the morning when Raoul was seen to enter that building.”

“And he sat next to me?” said the colonel incredulously.

“He sat next to you,” said Sir Stanley, with evidence of enjoyment.

“Well, that is the most amazing coincidence,” exclaimed the colonel, “I have ever met with in my life! To imagine that that scoundrel sat shoulder to shoulder with me — good heavens! It makes me hot to think about it.”

“I was afraid it would,” said the First Commissioner.

He pressed the bell and his secretary came in.

“See if Mr. Stafford King is in the building, and tell him to come to me, please,” he said. “You see, colonel, we were hoping you would supply us with a great deal of very useful information. We naturally thought it was something more than a coincidence that this man and you should foregather at a Turkish bath — a most admirable rendezvous, by the way.”

“You may accept my word of honour,” said Colonel Boundary impressively, “that I had no more idea of that man’s presence, or of his identity, or of his very existence, than you had.”

Stafford King came in at that moment, and the colonel, noting the haggard face and the look of care in the darklined eyes, felt a certain amount of satisfaction.

“I’ve just been telling the colonel about his meeting in the Turkish baths,” said Sir Stanley. “I suppose there is no doubt at all as to that happening?”

“None whatever, sir,” said Stafford shortly. “Both the colonel and this man were seen by Sergeant Livingstone.”

“The colonel suggests that it was a coincidence, and that he has never spoken to the man,” said Sir Stanley. “What do you say to that, King?”

Stafford King’s lips curled.

“If the colonel says so, of course, it must be true.”

“Sarcasm never worries me,” said the colonel. “I’m always getting into trouble, and I’m always getting out again. Give a dog a bad name and—”

He stopped. There arose in his mind a mental picture of a man swinging in an underground kitchen, and in spite of his self-control he shuddered.

“And hang him, eh?” said Sir Stanley. “Now, I’m going to put matters to you very plainly, colonel. There have been three or four very unpleasant happenings. There has been the death of the chief witness for the Crown against you; there has been the death of this unhappy man White, who was closely associated with you in your business deals, and who had recently broken away from you, unless our information is inaccurate; there is the death of Raoul, who was seen seated next to you and apparently carrying on a conversation behind a fan.”

“He never spoke a word to me,” protested the colonel.

“And we have the disappearance of Miss White, which is one of the most important of the happenings, because we have reason to believe that Miss White, at any rate, is still alive,” said Sir Stanley, taking no notice of the interruption. “Now, colonel, you may or may not have the key to all these mysteries. You may or may not know who your mysterious friend, the Jack o’ Judgment—”

“He’s no friend of mine, by heaven!” said the colonel, and neither man doubted that he spoke the truth.

“As I say, you may know all these things. But principally at this moment we are anxious to secure authentic news concerning Miss White. Both I and Mr. Stafford King have particular reasons for desiring information on that subject. Can you help us?”

The colonel shook his head.

“If by spending a hundred thousand pounds I could help you, I would do it,” he said fervently, “but as to Miss White and where she is, I am as much at sea as you. Do you believe that, sir?”

“No,” said Sir Stanley truthfully; “I don’t.”
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The colonel left Scotland Yard with a sense that he had spent the morning not unprofitably. It was his way to beard the lion in his den, and after all, the police department was no more formidable than any other public department. He spent the morning quietly in Pinto’s flat, making certain preparations. The workmen were making a thorough job of his damaged wall, as he found when he looked in, and the horrible odour had almost disappeared. It was to be a much longer job than he thought. It had been necessary to cut away and replace the plaster under the paper for the infernal mixture had soaked deep. Still the colonel had plenty to occupy his mind. What he called his legitimate business had been sadly neglected of late. Reports had come in from all sorts of agencies, reports which might by careful study be turned to the greatest advantage. There was the affair of Lady Glenmerrin. He had been months accumulating evidence of that lady’s marital delinquencies, and now the iron was ready to strike — and he simply had no interest in a deal which might very easily transfer the famous Glenmerrin Farms to his charge at a nominal figure.

And there were other prospects as alluring. But for the moment the colonel was mainly interested in the stock value of Colonel Dan Boundary and the possibility of violent fluctuations. He was losing grip. The story of Jack o’ Judgment had circulated with amazing rapidity, by all manner of underground channels, to people vitally concerned. Crewe, who had been a stand-by in almost every big coup he had pulled off, was as stable as pulp. White his right-hand man, was dead. Pinto — well, Pinto would go his own way just when it suited him. He had no doubt whatever as to Pinto’s loyalty. Silva had big estates in Portugal, to which he would retire just when things were getting warm and interesting. Moreover, the British Government could not extradite Pinto from his native land.

The colonel found himself regretting that he had missed the opportunity of taking up American citizenship during the seven years he had spent in San Francisco. And what of Crewe? Crewe was to reveal himself most unmistakably. He came in in the late afternoon and found the colonel working through the litter on his desk.

“Have you started your search at Oxford?” asked the colonel.

“I’ve sent two men down there — the best men in London,” replied Crewe.

He drew up a chair to the desk and flung his hat on a near-by couch.

“I want to have a little talk with you, colonel.”

Boundary looked up sharply.

“That sounds bad,” he said. “What do you want to talk about? The weather?”

“Hardly,” said Crewe. A little pause, and then: “Colonel, I’m going to quit.”

The colonel made no reply. He went on writing his letter, and not until he reached the end of the page and carefully blotted the epistle did he meet Crewe’s eyes.

“So you’re going to quit, are you?” said Boundary. “Cold feet?”

“Something like that,” said Crewe. “Of course, I’m not going to leave you in the lurch.”

“Oh, no,” said the colonel with elaborate politeness, “nobody’s going to leave me in the lurch. You’re just going to quit, that’s all, and I’ve got to face the music.”

“Why don’t you quit too, colonel?”

“Quit what?” asked Boundary. “And how? You might as well ask a tree to quit the earth, to uproot itself and go on living. What happens when I walk out of this office and take a first-class stateroom to New York? You think the Boundary Gang collapses, fades away, just dies off, eh? The moment I leave there’s a squeal, and that squeal will be loud enough to reach me in whatever part of the world I may be. There are a dozen handy little combinations which will think that I am doublecrossing them, and they’ll be falling over one another to get in with the first tale.”

Crewe licked his dry lips.

“Well that certainly may be in your case, colonel, but it doesn’t happen to be in mine. I’ve covered all my tracks so that there’s no evidence against me.”

“That’s true,” said the colonel. “You’ve just managed to keep out of taking an important part. I congratulate you.”

“There’s no sense in getting riled about it,” said Crewe; “it has just been my luck, that’s all. Well, I want to take advantage of this luck.”

“In what way?”

“I’m out of any bad trouble. The police, if they search for a million years, couldn’t get a scrap of evidence to convict me,” he said, “even if they’d had you when Hanson betrayed you, they couldn’t have convicted me.”

“That’s true,” said the colonel again. He shook his head impatiently. “Well, what does all this lead to, Crewe? Do you want to be demobilised?” he asked humorously.

“That’s about the size of it,” said Crewe. “I don’t want to be in anything fresh, and I certainly don’t want to be in this—”

“What?”

“In this Maisie White business,” said Crewe doggedly. “Let Pinto do his own dirty work.”

“My dirty work too,” said the colonel. “But I reckon you’ve overlooked one important fact.”

“What’s that?” demanded Crewe suspiciously.

“You’ve overlooked a young gentleman called Jack o’ Judgment,” said the colonel, and enjoyed the look of consternation which came to the other’s face. “There’s a fellow that doesn’t want any evidence. He hanged Raoul all right.”

“Do you think he did it?” said Crewe in a hushed voice.

“Do I think he did it?” The colonel smiled. “Why, who else? And when he comes to judge you, I guess he’s not going to worry very much about affidavits and sworn statements, and he’s not going to take you before a magistrate before he hands you over to the coroner.”

Crewe jumped to his feet.

“What have I done?” he asked harshly.

“What have you done? Well, you know that best,” said the colonel with a wave of his hand. “You say the police haven’t got you and haven’t a case against you. Maybe you’re right. That Greek was saying the same sort of thing to me. He was here this afternoon squealing about taking the girl to the Argentine, and wanted us to send the doctor, and he’ll be waiting to meet us when we land. There’s no evidence against him either. Maybe there’s more evidence than you imagine. I wouldn’t bank too much upon the police passing you by, if I were you, Crewe. There’s something about Mr. Stafford King that I don’t like. He’s got more brains in his little finger than that dude commissioner has in the whole of his body. He doesn’t say much, but I guess he thinks a lot, and I’d give something to know what he’s thinking about me just now.”
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Time had long ceased to have any significance for Maisie White. There was daylight and nightlight. She seemed to remember that she had made a great fight on the day she arrived at this strange house when the hardfaced nurses had strapped her to the bed, and an old man, with trembling fingers, had pushed a needle into her arm. She remembered it hurt, and then she remembered very little else. She viewed life with a dull apathy and without much understanding. She ceased to resent the presence of the women who came and went, and even the uncleanly old doctor no longer filled her with a sense of revulsion. She just wanted to be left alone to sleep, to dream the strangest dreams that any girl had ever had. She did not know that this was the action of bromide of potassium, consistently administered in every drink she took, in every morsel of food she ate. Bromide in bread, in coffee, in mashed potatoes, in rice, in all the vehicles by which the drug could be administered.

Sometimes by reason of her sheer vitality she flung off the effects of the dope, and was keenly conscious of her surroundings. There was one girl who came and went, a pretty girl with fluffy golden hair, who looked at her dispassionately and made no reply to the questions with which Maisie plied her. And once she had seen Pinto and would have screamed, but they stopped her in time. One night the old doctor had come into the room very drunk. He was crying and moaning in a maudlin fashion about some mysterious position which he had lost, and he had sat on the bed and, cursed his passion for strong drink with such vehemence that she, in her half-dazed state of mind, had found herself interested against her will.

In one of her lucid intervals she had realised a vital fact, that she was under the influence of a drug, and instinctively knew that she was becoming more and more immune to its action. She formed a vague plan, which she had almost forgotten the next morning. She must always be sleepy, almost dazed; she must never show signs of returning consciousness. She had been a week in the “nursing home” before she made this plan. She could lie now with her eyes shut, picking up the threads. She heard somebody talk of a ship and of a passport, and learned that she was to be removed in another week. She could not find where, but it was somewhere on a ship. She tried once, when the nurses were out of the room, to get out of bed and walk to the window. Her legs gave way beneath her, and it was with the greatest difficulty that she managed to crawl back to bed.

There was no escape that way. There was no help either from the nurses who were not nurses at all, nor from the maudlin little doctor, nor from the pretty girl who came sometimes and looked down on her with undisguised contempt — or was it pity? Then one night she woke in a fright. Two people were talking. She half turned her head and saw that Pinto was in the room, and his face was a flaming fury. She had seen that look before, but now his rage was directed at somebody else, and with a start she recognised the pretty girl that the nurses called Lollie.

“You’re not in this, Lollie,” said the man, and she laughed.

“That’s just where you’re wrong, Silva,” she replied. “I’m very much in it. What happens to this girl when she leaves here heaven only knows — I guess it’s up to the colonel. But while she’s here I’m looking after her.”

“You are, are you?” he said between his teeth. “Well, now you can go and take a walk.”

“I can also take a seat too,” she said.

He walked over to her and glowered down at the girl, and she puffed a cloud of cigarette smoke in his face.

“I’m a crook because it pays me to be a crook,” said the girl calmly. “If it’s jollying along one of the colonel’s blue-eyed innocents, or keeping a watchful eye upon Mr. King, or acting trustful maiden to some poor fool from the country — why, I’m ready and willing, because that’s my job. But this is a different matter altogether. If the colonel says she’s got to go abroad, why, I suppose she’s got to go. But she’s not going to be on my conscience, that’s all,” said Lollie.

They passed through the door into a smaller room where the night watchers sat. She made as though to sit at the table when he gripped her arm and swung her round. She put up her hands to defend herself, but was thrown against the wall, and his grip was on her throat.

“Do you know what I’ll do for you?” he hissed.

“I don’t care what you do,” she said. She was on the verge of tears. “You’re not going into that room — you’re not
 going!”

She sprang at him, but with a snarl like a wild beast, he turned and struck her, and she fell against the wall.

“Now get out” — he pointed to the door— “get out and don’t show your face here again. And if you’ve got any information, you can report it to the colonel and see what he’s got to say to you!”

She slunk from the room. Pinto went back to the room where the girl lay.

“Cover your head with a blanket, my pretty?” he said. “Pinto must not see that pretty face, eh?”

He laid hold of the blanket’s edge and pulled it gently down. But the blanket would not come away. It was being clutched tightly. With a jerk he wrenched it down, then stumbled backwards to the floor, a grotesque and ludicrous figure, for the white silk mask of Jack o’ Judgment confronted him and the hateful voice of his enemy shrilled:

“I’m Death! Jack o’ Judgment! Poor old Jack! Jack, the hangman! You’ll meet him one day, Pinto — meet him now!”

Pinto collapsed — he had fainted.
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“There is one fact which I would impress upon you,” said Sir Stanley Belcom, addressing the heads of his departments at the early morning conference at Scotland Yard, “and it is this, that the criminal has nine chances against the one which the law possesses. He has the initiative in the first place, and if he fails to evade detection, the law gives him certain opportunities of defence and imposes certain restrictions which prevent one taking a line which would bring the truth of his assertions or denials to light. It protects him; it will not admit evidence against him; it will not allow the jury to be influenced by the record of his previous crimes until they have delivered their verdict upon the one on which he stands charged; in fact, gentlemen, the criminal, if he were intelligent, would score all the time.”

“That’s true enough, sir,” said Cole, of the Record Office. “I’ve never yet met a criminal who wasn’t a fool.”

“And you never will till you meet Colonel Boundary,” said Sir Stanley with a goodnatured smile, “and the reason you do not meet him is because he is not a fool. But, gentlemen, every criminal has one weak spot, and sooner or later he exposes the chink in his armour to the sword of justice — if you do not mind so theatrical an illustration. Here, again, I do not think that Boundary will make any such exposure. One of you gentlemen has again brought up the question as to the prosecution of the Boundary Gang, and particularly the colonel himself. Well, I am all in favour of it, though I doubt whether the Home Secretary or the Public Prosecutor would agree with my point of view. We have a great deal of evidence, but not sufficient evidence to convict. We know this man is a blackmailer and that he engages in terrorising his unfortunate victims, but the mere fact that we know is not sufficient. We need the evidence, and that evidence we have not got. And that is where our mysterious Jack o’ Judgment is going to score. He knows, and it is sufficient for him that he does
 know. He calls for no corroborative evidence, but convicts and executes his judgment without recourse to the law books. I do not think that the official police will ever capture Boundary, and if it is left to them, he will die sanctified by old age and ten years of comfortable repentance. He will probably end his life in a cathedral town, and may indeed become a member of the town council — hullo, King, what is the matter?”

Stafford King had rushed in. He was dusty and hot of face, and there was a light of excitement in his eyes.

“She’s found, sir, she’s found!”

“She’s found?” Sir Stanley frowned. “To whom are you referring? Miss White?”

Stafford could only nod.

With a gesture the commissioner dismissed the conference. Then:

“Where was she found?” he asked.

“In her own flat, sir. That is the amazing thing about it.”

“What! Did she come back herself?”

Stafford shook his head.

“It is an astonishing story, sir. She was, of course, detained and held prisoner somewhere, and last night — she will not give me any details — she was carried from the house where she had been kept prisoner. She had an awful experience, at which she only hints, poor girl! Apparently she fainted, and when she came to she was in a motorcar being carried along rapidly. And that is about all she’ll tell me.”

“But who brought her away?” asked the commissioner.

Again Stafford shook his head.

“For some reason or other she is reticent and will give no information at all. It is evident she has been drugged, for she looks wretchedly ill — of course, I haven’t pressed her for particulars.”

“It is a strange story,” said the commissioner.

“I have a feeling,” Stafford went on, “that she has given a promise to her unknown rescuer that she will not tell more than is necessary.”

“But it is necessary to tell the police,” said the commissioner, “and even more important for the young lady to tell her — fiance, I hope, King?”

The young man reddened and smiled.

“I agree with you that this is not the moment when you can cross-examine the girl, but I want you to see her as soon as you possibly can and try to induce her to tell you all she knows.”

*

Maisie White lay on the sofa in her own room. She was still weak, but oh! the relief of being back again and of ending that terrible nightmare which had oppressed her for — how long? Even the depressing effect of the drug could not quench the exaltation of finding herself free. She went over the details of the night one by one. She must do it, she thought. She must never lose grip of what happened or forget her promise.

First she recalled seeing the weird figure of Jack o’ Judgment. He had lifted her from the bed and had laid her on the floor. She remembered seeing him slip beneath the blankets, and then Pinto had come. She recalled the cracked voice of her rescuer, his fantastic language.

She had awakened to consciousness to find herself in a big car which was passing quickly through the dark and deserted streets. She had no recollection of being carried from the room or of being handed to the thickset man who stood on a ladder outside the open window. All she recalled was her waking to consciousness and seeing in the half-light the gleam of a white silk handkerchief.

She was too dazed to be terrified, and the soft voice which spoke into her ear quelled any inclinations she might have had to struggle. For the man was holding her in his arms as tenderly as a brother might hold a sister, or a father a child.

“You’re safe, Miss White,” said the voice. “Do you understand? Are you awake?”

“Yes,” she whispered.

“You know what I have saved you from?”

She nodded.

“I want you to do something for me now. Will you?” She nodded again. “Are you sure you understand?” said the voice anxiously.

“I quite understand,” she replied.

She could have almost smiled at his consideration.

“I am taking you to your home, and tomorrow your friends will know that you have returned. But you’re not to tell them about the house where they have kept you. You must not tell them about Silva or anybody that was in that house. Do you understand?”

“But why?” she began, and he laughed softly.

“I am not trying to shield them,” he said, answering her unspoken thought, “but if you give information you can only tell a little, and the police can only discover a little, and the men can only be punished a little. And there’s so much that they deserve, so many lives they have ruined, so much sorrow they have caused, that it would be a hideous injustice if they were only punished — a little. Will you leave them to me?”

She struggled to an erect position and stared at him.

“I know you,” she whispered fearlessly; “you are Jack o’ Judgment.”

“Jack o’ Judgment!” he laughed a little bitterly. “Yes, I am Jack o’ Judgment.”

“Who are you?” she asked.

“A living lie,” he replied bitterly, “a masquerader, a mummer, a nobody.”

She did not know what impelled her to do the thing, but she put out her hand and laid it on his. She felt the silky smoothness of the glove and then his other hand covered hers.

“Thank you,” he said simply. “Do you think you can walk? We are just turning into Doughty Street. We’ve passed the policeman on his beat; he is going the other way. Can you walk upstairs by yourself?”

“I — I’ll try,” she said, but when he assisted her from the car she nearly fell, and he half carried, half supported her into her room.

He stood hesitating near the door.

“I shall be all right,” she smiled. “How quickly you understand my thoughts!”

“Wouldn’t it be well if I sent somebody to you — a nurse? Have you the key I gave you?”

“How did you get it?” she asked suddenly, and he laughed again.

“Jack o’ Judgment,” he mocked, “wise old Jack o’ Judgment! He has everything and nothing! Suppose I send a nurse to you, a nice nurse. I could send the key to her by messenger. Would you like that?”

She looked doubtful.

“I think I would,” she said with a weak smile. “I am not quite sure of myself.”

He did not take off the soft felt hat which was drawn tightly over his ears, nor did he remove his mask or cloak. She was making up her mind to take a closer stock of him, when unexpectedly he backed towards the door, and with a little nod was gone. He had left her on the couch, and there she was, half dozing and half drugged when the matronly nurse from St. George’s Institute arrived half an hour later.

Stafford called in the afternoon and was surprised and delighted to learn that he could speak to the girl. He found her looking better and more cheerful. He bent over and kissed her cheek, and her hand sought his.

“Now, I’m going to be awfully official,” he laughed, “I want you to tell me all sorts of things. The chief is very anxious that we should lose no time in getting your story.”

She shook her head.

“There’s no story to tell, Stafford,” she said.

“No story to tell?” he said incredulously. “But weren’t you abducted?”

She nodded.

“There’s that much you know,” she said; “I was abducted and taken away. I have been detained and I think drugged.”

“No harm has come to you?” he asked anxiously.

Again she shook her head.

“But where did they take you? Who was it? Who were the people?”

“I can’t tell you,” she said.

“You don’t know?”

She hesitated.

“Yes, I think I know, but I can’t tell you.”

“But why?” he asked in astonishment.

“Because the man who rescued me begged me not to tell, and, Stafford, you don’t know what he saved me from.”

“He — he — who was it?” asked Stafford.

“The man called Jack o’ Judgment,” said the girl slowly, and Stafford jumped up with a cry.

“Jack o’ Judgment!” he said. “I ought to have guessed! Did you see his face?” he demanded eagerly.

She shook her head again.

“Did he give you any clue as to his identity?”

“None whatever,” she replied with a little gleam of amusement in her eyes. “What a detective you are, Stafford! And I thought you were coming down here to tell me” — the colour went to her cheeks— “well, to tell me the news,” she added hastily. “Is there any news?”

“None, except—”

Then he remembered that she knew nothing whatever of her father’s death and its tragic sequel, and this was not the moment to tell her. Later, when she was stronger, perhaps.

She was watching him with trouble in her eyes. She had noted how quickly he had stopped and guessed that there was something to be told which he was withholding for fear of hurting her. Her father was uppermost in her mind and it was natural that she should think of him.

“Is there any news of my father?” she asked quietly.

“None,” he lied.

“You’re not speaking the truth, Stafford.” She put her hand on his arm. “Stafford, is there any news of my father?”

He looked at her, and she saw the pain in his face.

“Why don’t you wait a little while, and I’ll tell you all the news,” he said with an assumption of gaiety. “There have been several fashionable weddings—”

“Please tell me,” she said, “Stafford. I’ve been for weeks under the influence of a drug, and somehow it has numbed pain, even mental pain, and perhaps you will never find me in a better condition to hear — the worst.”

“The worst has happened, Maisie,” he said gently.

“He has been arrested?” she asked.

He shook his head.

“No, dear, worse than that.”

“Not — not suicide?” she said between her set teeth.

Again he shook his head. “He is dead,” he said softly.

“Dead!”

There was a long silence which he did not break.

“Dead!” she said again. “How?”

“He was shot by — we think it was by a member of the Boundary Gang, a man named Raoul.”

She looked up at him.

“I have never heard my father speak of him.”

“He was a man imported from France, according to our theory.”

“And was he captured?”

“He was killed too,” said Stafford; “he was caught in the act and instantly executed.”

“By whom?” she asked.

“By Jack o’ Judgment,” replied Stafford.

“Jack o’ Judgment!” She breathed the words. “And I — I never thanked him! I never knew!”

He told her the story step by step of the discovery which the police had made and the theories they had formed.

“He was lured there,” said the girl.

She did not cry. She seemed incapable of tears.

“He was lured there and murdered, and Jack o’ Judgment slew his murderer? Poor father! Poor, dear daddy!”

And then the tears came.

Half an hour later he left her in charge of the nurse and went back to Scotland Yard to report.
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The news of the girl’s escape had been received in another quarter. Colonel Boundary had sat in his favourite chair and listened without comment to Pinto’s halting explanation.

“Oh, they went out of the window and down a ladder, did they?” said the colonel sarcastically when the Portuguese had finished, “and you had a fit on the mat, I suppose? Well, that’s a hell of a fine story! And what did you do? You who were plastered all over with guns? Couldn’t you shoot?”

“Did you shoot when you saw Jack o’ Judgment?” said the other sullenly. “It is no good your telling me what I ought to do.”

“Maybe it isn’t,” said the colonel. “Well, there’s nothing to do now, anyway. The girl’s gone, and all your fine plans have come unstuck.”

“They weren’t my plans,” said Pinto indignantly, “it was your scheme throughout.”

The colonel bit off the end of his cigar and contemplated the ceiling reflectively.

“We can only wait and see what will happen,” he said. “The odds are all in favour of our being raided.”

Pinto went pale.

“Yes,” said the colonel, talking to himself, “I guess this is our last day of freedom. Well, Pinto, I hope you can pick oakum.”

“Oh, shut up about oakum,” growled the other; “it isn’t a joke.”

“It is not a joke,” said the colonel, “and if it is, it is one of those jokes that make people laugh the most. And do you know the kind of joke that makes people laugh the most, Pinto? It is when somebody gets hurt; and we are the people who are going to get hurt.”

“Do you think she’ll tell the police?”

“It is extremely likely,” said the colonel; “in fact, it is extremely unlikely that she won’t tell the police. I am rather glad I’m out of it.”

Pinto leaped up.

“You’re out of it!” he shouted. “You’re in it up to the neck!”

The colonel shook his head.

“I’m absolutely out of it, Pinto,” he said, flicking the ash of his cigar into the fireplace. “I cannot be identified with this unhappy affair by so much as a fingerprint.”

The Portuguese scowled down at him.

“So that’s the game, is it? You’re going to doublecross us? You’re going to be out of it and we’re going to be in it.”

“Sit down, you fool. Doublecross you! You are easily scared at a little leg-pulling. I’m merely pointing out that it is not a matter in which I am greatly interested. It is a good thing for you I’m not. Who are the police after? You and Crewe and the rest of the gang? Not on your life! They’re after me. They get the trunk and all the branches come down with it. Do you see? There’s no sense in lopping off a few branches even of deadwood. It won’t be good enough if they connect you with the case, unless they connect me too. They’re after the big horns, they’re not shooting the little bucks. If she tells the police, they’re going to nose around for two or three days, seeing how far they can connect me with it. And if there’s any connection — the slightest, Pinto — why, they’ll pinch you without a doubt, but they’ll pinch me too.”

The colonel blew a blue ring of smoke into the air and watched it float to the ceiling.

“The advantage of having a business associate like me is that I’m a sort of insurance to you little crooks. I am the big fish they’re trying to hook, and their bait isn’t the kind of bait that you’d swallow.”

“I’ve burnt all the papers I had,” explained Pinto, “and covered my trail.”

“When you burnt your boats and came in with me,” said the colonel, “you burnt everything that was worth burning. I tell you it isn’t you they’re trailing. It is me or nothing. Maybe they’ll scare you,” he said reflectively, “hoping you’ll turn King’s evidence. I’ve got a feeling that you won’t — if I had a feeling the other way about, Pinto, you wouldn’t see the curtain rise at the Orpheum tonight. And now,” said the colonel, “we’ll go out.”

He rose abruptly, walked into his bedroom, and came out wearing his broad felt hat. He found Pinto biting his fingernails nervously and looking out of the window.

“I don’t want to go out,” said Pinto.

“Come out,” said the colonel. “What’s the good of staying here, anyway? Besides, if they are going to pinch you, I don’t want them to pinch you in my rooms. It would look bad.”

They walked downstairs into the street, and a few minutes later were strolling across the Green Park, the colonel a picture of a contented bourgeoisie with his half-smoked cigar, and his hands clasped together under the tails of his alpaca coat.

“I don’t see how you can say they’ve no evidence against you. Suppose Crotin squeals?”

“He ain’t stopped squealing yet,” said the colonel philosophically, “but I don’t see what difference it makes. Pinto, you haven’t got the hang of my methods, and I doubt if you ever will. You’re a clever, useful fellow, but if you were allowed to run the gang, you’d have it in gaol in a month. Take Crotin,” he said. “I dare say he’s feeling sore, and maybe this damned Jack o’ Judgment person is standing behind him telling him—” He stopped. “No, he wouldn’t either,” he said after a moment’s thought, “Jack o’ Judgment knows as much about it as I do.”

“What are you talking about?” asked the other impatiently.

“Crotin,” said the colonel; “he hasn’t any evidence against me. You see, I do not do any business by letters. You fellows have often wanted me to write to this person and that, but writing is evidence. Do you get me? And what evidence has Crotin? Absolutely none. I have never written a line to him in my life. Crewe brought him down to the flat. We gave him a dinner and put the proposal to him in plain language. There’s nothing he could take before a judge and jury — absolutely nothing.”

He took the cigar from his mouth and blew a cloud of smoke.

“That’s the way I’ve built the business up — no letters, no documents, nothing that a lawyer can make head or tail of.”

“What about the documents that Hanson talked about?”

The colonel frowned and then laughed.

“They’re nothing but records of our transactions, and they’re not evidence. Why, even the police have given up the search for them. By the way, I haven’t done with Crotin,” he said after a while.

“He’s done with you, I should think,” said Pinto grimly.

The colonel nodded.

“I guess so, but he hasn’t done with the gang. You can take him on next.”

“I?” said Pinto in affright. “Now look here, colonel, don’t you think it’s time we laid low—”

“Laid low!” said the colonel scornfully. “We’re either going to get into trouble or we’re not. If we’re not going to get into trouble, we might as well go on. Besides, we want the money. The business has slackened off, and we haven’t had a deal since the Spillsbury affair, and that won’t last very long. We’ve got to split our loot six ways, Pinto, and that leaves very little for anybody.”

“Where are you going now?” asked the other, as the colonel changed his direction.

“It just struck me that we might as well go over to the bank and see how our balance stands. Also, with the exchange going against us, I want to tell Ferguson to buy dollars.”

The handsome premises of the Victoria and City Bank in Victoria Street were only a stone’s throw from the park; and, whatever might be the views of Ferguson, the manager, as to the colonel’s moral character, he had a considerable respect for him as a financier, and Dan Boundary was shown immediately into the manager’s office.

He was gone some time, whilst Pinto waited impatiently outside. The colonel never invited other members, even of the inmost council, to share his knowledge of finances. They all knew roughly the condition of the exchequer, but really the balance at the Victoria and City was the colonel’s own. It was the practice of the Boundary Gang (as was subsequently revealed) to share, after each coup, every man taking that to which he was entitled. The money was split between five, the sixth share going to what was known as the Gang Account, a common fund upon which all could draw in moments of necessity.

The Gang Fund was not so described in the books of the bank. It was known as “Account B.” The expenses of operations were usually paid out of the colonel’s private account, and credited to him when the share-out came. He was absolute master of his own balance, but it required three signatures to extract a cheque from Account B. One of the objects of the colonel’s visit was to reduce this number to two, the death of Solomon White having removed one of the signatories.

He returned to Pinto, apparently not too well satisfied.

“There’s quite a lot of money in the Gang Account,” he said. “I’ve struck off Solly’s name, and your signature and mine, or mine and Crewe’s, is sufficient now.”

“Or mine and Crewe’s, I suppose?” suggested Pinto, and the colonel smiled.

“Oh, no,” said he. “I’m not a great believer in the indispensability of any man, but I’m making the signature of Dan Boundary indispensable before that account is touched.”

They walked back through the park, and the colonel expounded his philosophy of wrong living.

“The man who runs an honest business and mixes it with a little crooked work is bound to be caught,” he said, “because his mind is concentrated on the unpaying side of the game. You’ve got to run a crook business in an honest way if you want to escape the law and pay big dividends. They call our system blackmail, but it ain’t. A blackmailer asks for something for nothing, and he’s bound to get caught sooner or later. We offer spot cash for all the things we steal, and that baffles the law. And we’re not the only people in London, or in England, or in the world, who are pulling bargains by scaring the fellow we buy from. It is done every day in the City of London; it is done every day by the trusts that control the little shops in the suburbs; it is done even by the big proprietary companies that tell a miserable little tradesman that, if he doesn’t stop selling one article, they won’t supply him with theirs. Living, Pinto, is preying. The only mistake a crook ever makes is when he goes outside of his legitimate business and lets some other consideration than the piling up of money influence him.”

“How do you mean?” asked Pinto wearily. He hated the colonel when he was in this communicative mood of his.

“Well,” said the colonel slowly, “I shouldn’t have been so keen to go after Maisie White if it hadn’t been that you were fond of her and wanted her. That’s what I call letting love interfere with business.”

“But you said you were afraid of her blabbing. You don’t put it on to me,” said the indignant Pinto.

“I was and I wasn’t,” said the colonel. “I think I almost persuaded myself that the girl was a danger. Of course, she isn’t. Even Solomon White wasn’t a danger.”

He stopped dead, and, speaking slowly and pointing his words with a huge forefinger on the other’s chest, he said:

“Bear this fact in mind, Pinto, that I have no malice against Miss White, and I don’t think that she can harm me. As far as I’m concerned, I will never hurt a hair of her head or do her the slightest harm. I believe that she has nothing against me, and I give orders to anybody who’s connected with me — in fact, to all of my business associates — that that girl is not to be interfered with.”

Slowly, emphatically, every word emphasised, the colonel spoke, but Pinto did not smile. He had seen the colonel in this gentle mood before, and he knew that Maisie White was doomed.
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Had Pinto been a psychologist, which he was not, he might have been struck by the unusual reference on the part of the colonel to the funds of the gang. It was a subject to which the colonel very seldom referred, and it was certainly one which he did not emphasise. The truth was that the colonel’s investigations into his own private affairs had not been as satisfactory as he had hoped would be the case.

He was in the habit of advancing money, and the gang owed him a considerable sum, money which had been advanced for the pursuit of various enterprises. To draw that money would leave the Gang Fund sadly depleted, and he could not afford to draw upon it at a moment when they were all on edge. Not only were the two principal subordinates in the condition of mind which led them to jump at every knock and start at every shadow, but he had been receiving urgent messages from all parts of the country from the other men, and he had determined upon a step which he had not taken for three years — a meeting of the full “Board” of his lawless organisation.

That night summonses went forth calling his “business associates” to an Extraordinary General Meeting of the North European Smelter Syndicate. This was one of the companies which he operated, and the existence of which was justified by a small smelting works in the North of England, and owed its international character to the fact that it had branch works in Sweden. Its turnover was small, its list of stockholders was select. A summons to a General Meeting of the North European Smelter Company meant that the affairs of the gang were critical, and in this spirit the call was obeyed.

The meeting was held in the banquet hall of a West End restaurant, and the twenty men who assembled differed very little in appearance from twenty other provincial business men who might have been gathered to discuss the affairs of any company.

Their coming excited no comment, and apparently did not even arouse the attention of vigilant Scotland Yard. Nor, had the colonel’s speech been taken down by a shorthand writer and submitted to the police, could any suggestion be found of the significance of the meeting. He spoke of the difficulties of trading, of the “competition” with which the company was faced, and called upon all the shareholders to assist loyally the executive in a very critical and trying time. But those who listened knew very well that the “competition” was the competition of the police, and they had their own ideas as to what constituted the trying time to which the colonel made reference.

It was a very commonplace, ordinary company meeting, which ended in a conventional way by a vote of confidence in the directors. It was when that had been passed, and the meeting had been broken up, and members and officials were talking together, that the real business started.

Then it was that Selby, the stout little man whose special job was to act as intermediary between the company and its more criminal enterprises, received his instructions to speed up. Selby was the receiver of letters. A burglar or a pickpocket who acquired in the course of his activities documents and letters which had hitherto been worthless found a ready market through Selby. Eighty letters out of every hundred were absolutely valueless, but occasionally they would find a rich gem, a love letter discreetly cherished, on which a new “operation” would be based. Then would begin the torturing of a human soul, the opening of new vistas of despair, the stage be cleared for a new tragedy.

The colonel was to find that the chief anxiety of his “shareholders” was not as to the future of the company or as to the success of its trading. Again and again he was asked a question couched in identical words, and again and again he replied with a shrug of his big shoulders:

“What’s the good of worrying about a thing like that? Jack o’ Judgment is a crook! That’s all he is, boys, a crook. He’s not the sort of man who’ll go to the police and give us away; he wouldn’t dare put his nose inside a police station. You leave him to us, we’ll fix him sooner or later.”

“But,” somebody asked uneasily, “what about Raoul, that fellow who was killed at Putney?”

The colonel lifted his eyebrows.

“Raoul,” he said; “he was nothing to do with us. I never heard the fellow’s name until I read it in the paper. As to White” — he shrugged his shoulders again— “we can’t prevent people having private quarrels, and may be this Frenchman and White had one. My theory is,” he said, elaborating an idea which had only at that moment occurred to him, “that Raoul, White and this Jack o’ Judgment were working together. Maybe it isn’t a bad thing that White was killed under the circumstances.”

He dropped his hand on the other man’s shoulder and oozed geniality.

“Now, back you go, my lads, and don’t worry. Leave it to old Dan to fix Jack o’ Judgment, or Bill o’ Judgment, or Tom o’ Judgment, whoever he may be, and that we’ll fix him you can be certain.”

Coming away from the meeting, he expressed himself as being perfectly satisfied with its results. He brought Pinto and Crewe back with him in his car, and dropped the latter at Piccadilly Circus. Pinto would have been glad to have joined the “Swell,” but the colonel detained him.

“I want to talk to you, Pinto,” he said.

“I’ve had enough business for to-day,” said the Portuguese.

“So have I,” said the colonel, “but that doesn’t prevent my attending to pressing affairs. I was talking to you to-day — or was it yesterday? — about Crotin.”

“The Yorkshire woollen merchant?” said Pinto.

“That’s the fellow,” replied the colonel. “I suggested you should go and see him.”

“And I suggested that I shouldn’t,” said Pinto; “let him rest. You’ll never get another chance like you had before.”

“Rest nothing,” said the colonel testily, “you’re scared because you imagine Crotin is warned? What do you think?”

Pinto was silent.

“I suppose you think that, because Jack o’ Judgment intervened at the right moment, he went back to Yorkshire feeling full of himself? Well, you’re wrong. You don’t understand one side of the psychology of this business. That little fellow is quaking in his shoes and wondering what his grand wife would say if the fact that he was a bigamist was revealed. And there’s more reason for his fear to-day than ever there was. Look here!”

He took a newspaper out of his pocket and Pinto remembered that, even during the meeting, the colonel had twice made reference to its columns and had wondered why. He had suspected that there had been some reference to the Boundary Gang, but this was not the case. The paragraph which the colonel pointed out with his thick forefinger was this:

“By the death of Sir George Tressillian Morgan an ancient baronetcy has become extinct. His estate, which has been sworn at over a million, passes to his niece, Lady Sybil Crotin, the daughter of Lord Westsevern, Sir George’s son and heir having been killed in the war. Lady Sybil is the wife of a well-known Yorkshire mill-owner.”

“I didn’t know that,” said Pinto, interested in spite of himself.

“Nor did I till to-day,” said the colonel. “The fact is, this damned Jack o’ Judgment has put everything else out of our minds. And you can see for yourself, Pinto, that this business is important.”

Pinto nodded.

“We are not only after the mill, but here’s a chance of making a real big coup. Now I can’t send anybody else to Yorkshire — Crewe is impossible. Crotin knows him, and the moment he puts in an appearance, as likely as not Crotin would lose his head and give the whole show away. It is you or nobody.”

He rubbed his chin thoughtfully.

“You know, there are times when I’m sorry about Solomon White,” he said, “he was the boy for this kind of business — that is to say in the old days — he got a bit above himself towards the end.”

Pinto was to find that the colonel had made all arrangements, and that for the previous two days he had been planning a predatory raid on the Yorkshireman.

There was to be a bazaar in Huddersfield on behalf of a local hospital, in which Lady Sybil Crotin took a great interest. She was organising the fete and had invited subscriptions.

“They’re not coming in very fast, according to their local paper,” said the colonel, “and that has given me an idea. You’re a presentable sort of fellow, Pinto, and it is likely you’ll be all the more successful because you’re a foreigner. You’ll go up to Yorkshire and you’ll take a thousand pounds, and if necessary you’ll subscribe pretty liberally to the fund, but it must be done through Lady Sybil. You can make yourself known to her and invite yourself to the house, where you can meet Crotin himself.”

He made other suggestions, for he had worked out the whole scheme in detail for the other to carry into effect. Pinto’s objections slowly dissipated. He was a vain man and had all the vices of his vanity. A desire to be thought well of, to be regarded as a rich man when he was in fact on the verge of ruin, had brought him into crooked practices and eventually into the circle of the colonel’s acquaintances.

To appear amongst the fair as a giver of largesse on a magnificent scale suited him down to the ground. It was a part for which he was eminently fitted, as the colonel, a shrewd judge of humanity, knew quite well.

“I’ll take it on,” said Pinto, “but do you think he’ll squeal?”

Boundary shook his head.

“I never knew a man who was caught on the rebound to squeal,” he said. “No, no, you needn’t worry about that. All you have to do is to use your discretion, choose the right moment, preparing him by a few hints for what is coming, and you’ll find he’ll sit down, like the hard-headed business man he is, and talk money.”

Pinto pulled a little face.

“I know what you’re thinking,” said the colonel. “You hate the idea of the generous donor being unmasked and appearing to anybody as a blackmailer. Well, you needn’t worry about that. Lady Sybil will not know, nor will anybody else that counts. And, believe me, Crotin doesn’t count. Anyway, you can pretend that you’re a perfectly innocent agent in the matter, that you know me slightly and that I’ve dropped hints which made you curious and which you are anxious to verify.”

Pinto went off to make preparations for the journey. He had one of the top flats in the Albemarle building, a suite of rooms which, if they were not as expensively furnished as the colonel’s, were more artistic. He had recently acquired the services of a new “daily valet” — a step he could take without fear that his secrets would be betrayed, since he had no secrets in his own rooms, kept no documents of any kind, and received no visitors.

The man opened the door to his ring.

“No, sir, nobody has been,” said the servant in answer to his query, and Pinto was relieved.

For the past two days he had been living in a condition bordering on panic. It seemed unlikely that the colonel’s confidence would be justified and that the police would take no action. And yet the incredible had happened. There had not been so much as an inquiry; and not once, though he had been on his guard, had he detected one shadow trailing him. His spirits rose, and he whistled cheerfully as he directed the packing of his trunk, for he was travelling North fully equipped for any social event which might await him.

“I am going to Yorkshire,” he explained. “I’ll give you my address before I leave, and you can let me know if there are any inquiries and who the inquirers were.”

“Certainly, sir,” said the man respectfully, and Pinto eyed him approvingly.

“I think you’ll suit me, Cobalt,” he said. “My last valet was rather a fool and inclined to stick his nose into business which did not concern him.”

The man smiled.

“I shan’t trouble you that way, sir,” he said.

“Of course, there’s nothing to hide,” said Pinto with a shrug, “but you know what people are. They think that because you’re associated in business with Colonel Boundary you’re up to all sorts of tricks.”

“That’s what Mr. Snakit said, sir,” remarked the man.

“Snakit?” said the puzzled Pinto. “Who the devil is Snakit?”

Then he remembered the little detective whom Maisie had employed and who had been bought over by the colonel.

“Oh, you see him, do you?” he asked carelessly.

“He comes up, sir, now and again. He’s the colonel’s valet, isn’t he, sir?”

Pinto grinned.

“Not exactly,” he said. “I shouldn’t discuss things with Snakit. That man is quite reliable and—”

“Anyway, sir, I should not discuss your business,” said the valet with dignity.

He finished packing and, after assisting his master to dress, was dismissed for the night.

“A useful fellow, that,” thought Pinto, as the door closed behind the man. The “useful fellow” reached the street and, after walking a few hundred yards, found a disengaged taxi and gave an address. Maisie White was writing when her bell rang. It rang three times — two long and one short peals — and she went downstairs to admit her visitor. She did not speak until she was back in her room, and then she faced the polite little man whom Pinto had called Cobalt.

“Well, Mr. Grey,” she said.

“I wish you’d call me Cobalt, miss,” said the man with a smile. “I like to keep up the name, otherwise I’m inclined to give myself away.”

“Have you found out anything?”

“Very little, miss,” said the detective. “There’s nothing to find in the apartment itself.”

“You secured the situation as valet?”

He nodded.

“Thanks to the recommendations you got me, miss, there was no difficulty at all. Silva wanted a servant and accepted the testimonials without question.”

“And you’ve discovered nothing?” she said in a disappointed tone.

“Not in Mr. Silva’s room. The only thing I found out was that he’s going to Yorkshire tomorrow.”

“For long?” she asked.

“For some considerable time,” said the detective.

“At least, I guess so, because he has packed half a dozen suits, top hats and all sorts of things which I should imagine he wouldn’t take away unless he intended making a long stay.”

“Have you any idea of the place he’s going to?”

“I shall discover that tomorrow, miss,” said Cobalt. “I thought I’d tell you as much as I know.”

“And you have not been into the colonel’s flat?”

The man shook his head.

“It is guarded inside and out, miss, now. He has not only his butler, who is a tough customer, to look after him, but he has Snakit, the man you employed, I understand.”

“That’s the gentleman,” said the girl with a little smile. “Very good, Cobalt — you’ll ‘phone me if you make any other discoveries.”

She was sitting at her solitary breakfast the next morning when the telephone bell rang. It was from a call office, and presently she heard Cobalt’s voice. “Just a word, miss. He leaves by the ten-twenty-five train for Huddersfield,” said the voice, “and the person he is going to see is Lady Sybil somebody, and there’s money in it.”

“How do you know?” she asked quickly.

“I heard him speaking to the colonel on the landing and I heard the words: ‘He’ll pay.’”

She thought a moment.

“Ten-twenty-five,” she repeated; “thank you very much, Mr. Cobalt.”

She hung up the receiver and sat for a moment in thought, then passed quickly to her bedroom and began to dress.
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Lady Sybil Crotin was not a popular woman. She was conscious that she had married beneath her — more conscious lately that there had been no necessity to make the marriage, and she had grown a little soured. She could never mix with the homely wives of local millionaires; she professed a horror of the vulgarities with which she was surrounded, hated and loathed her lord and master’s flamboyant home, which she described as something between a feudal castle and a picture-palace; and openly despised her husband’s friends and their feminine relatives.

She made a point of spending at least six months of the year away from Yorkshire, and came back with protest at her lot written visibly upon her face.

A thin, angular woman, with pale green eyes and straight, tight lips, she had never been beautiful, but five or six years in an uncongenial environment had hardened and wasted her. That her husband adored her and never spoke of her save in a tone of awe was common property and a favourite subject for local humour. That she regarded him with contempt and irritation was as well known.

In view of Lady Sybil Crotin’s unpopularity, it was perhaps a great mistake that she should make herself responsible for the raising of funds for the local women’s hospital. But she was under the impression that there was a magic in her name and station which would overcome what she described as shyness, but which was in point of fact the frank dislike of her neighbours. A subscription list that she had opened had a weak and unpromising appearance. She had with the greatest difficulty secured help for the bazaar, and knew, even though it had been opened by a duchess, that it was a failure, even from the very first day.

Had she herself made a generous contribution to the bazaar fund, there might have been a hope; but she was mean, and the big, bleak hall she had chosen as the venue because of its cheapness was unsuitable for the entertainment she sponsored.

On the afternoon of the second day, Lady Sybil was pulling on her gloves, eyeing her husband with an unfriendly gaze as he sat at lunch.

“It was no more than I expected,” she said bitterly. “I was a fool ever to start the thing — this is the last time I ever attempt to help local charities.”

Mr. Crotin rubbed his bald head in perplexity.

“They’ll come,” he said hopefully, referring to the patrons whose absence was the cause of Lady Sybil’s annoyance. “They’ll come when they hear what a fine show it is. And if they don’t, Syb, I’ll come along and spend a couple of hundred pounds myself.”

“You’ll do no such thing,” she snapped; “and please get out of that ridiculous habit of reducing my name to one syllable. If the people of the town can’t help to support their own hospital, then they don’t deserve to have one, and I’m certainly not going to allow you to waste our money on that sort of nonsense.”

“Have your own way, love,” said Mr. Crotin meekly.

“Besides,” she said, “it would be all over the town that it was your money which was coming in, and these horrid people would be laughing at me.”

She finished buttoning her gloves and was looking at him curiously.

“What is the matter with you, John?” she asked suddenly, and he almost jumped.

“With me, love?” he said with a brave attempt at a smile. “Why, there’s nothing the matter with me. What should there be?”

“You’ve been very strange lately,” she said, “ever since you came back from London.”

“I think I ate something that disagreed with my digestion,” he said uneasily. “I didn’t know that I’d been different.”

“Are things well at your — factory?” she asked.

“At mills? Oh, aye, they’re all right,” he said. “I wish everything was as right as them.”

“As they,” she corrected.

“As they,” said the humble Mr. Crotin.

“There’s something wrong,” she said, and shook her head, and Mr. Crotin found himself going white. “I’ll have a talk with you when I’ve got this wretched bazaar business out of my head,” she added, and with a little nod she left him.

He walked to the window of the long dining-hall and watched her car disappearing down the drive, and then with a sigh went back to his entremets
 .

When Colonel Dan Boundary surmised that this unfortunate victim of his blackmail would be worried, he was not far from the mark. Crotin had spent many sleepless nights since he came back from London, nights full of terror, that left him a wreck to meet the fears of the days which followed. He lived all the time in the shadow of vengeful justice and exaggerated his danger to an incredible degree; perhaps it was in anticipating what his wife would say that he experienced the most poignant misery.

He had taken to secret drinking too; little nips at odd intervals, both in his room and in his private office. Life had lost its savour, and now a new agony was added to the knowledge that his wife had detected the change. He went to his office and spent a gloomy afternoon wandering about the mills, and came back an hour before his usual time. He had not the heart to make a call at the bazaar, and speculated unhappily upon the proceeds of the afternoon session.

It was therefore with something like pleasure that he heard his wife on the telephone speaking more cheerfully than he had heard her for months.

“Is that you, John?” she was almost civil. “I’m bringing somebody home to dinner. Will you tell Phillips?”

“That’s right, love,” said Mr. Crotin eagerly.

He would be glad to see some new face, and that it was a new face he could guess by the interest in Lady Sybil’s tone.

“It is a Mr. de Silva. Have you ever met him?”

“No, love, I’ve not. Is he a foreigner?”

“He’s a Portuguese gentleman,” said his wife’s voice; “and he has been most helpful and most generous.”

“Bring him along,” said Crotin heartily. “I’ll be glad to meet him. How has the sale been, love?”

“Very good indeed,” she replied; “splendid, in fact — thanks to Mr. de Silva.”

John Crotin was dressing when his wife returned, and it was not until half an hour later that he met Pinto Silva for the first time. Pinto was a man who dressed well and looked well. John Crotin thought he was the most impressive personality he had met, when he stalked into the drawingroom and took the proffered hand of the mill-owner.

“This is Mr. de Silva,” said his wife, who had been waiting for her guest. “As I told you, John, Mr. de Silva has been awfully kind. I don’t know what you’re going to do with all those perfectly useless things you’ve bought,” she added to the polished Portuguese, and Pinto shrugged.

“Give them away,” he said; “there must, for example, be a lot of poor women in the country who would be glad of the linen I have bought.”

At this point dinner was announced and he took Lady Sybil in. The meal was approaching its end when she revived the question of the disposal of his purchases.

“Are you greatly interested in charities, Mr. de Silva?”

Pinto inclined his head.

“Both here and in Portugal I take a very deep interest in the welfare of the poor,” he said solemnly.

“That’s fine,” said Mr. Crotin, nodding approvingly. “I know what these poor people have to suffer. I’ve been amongst them—”

His wife silenced him with a look.

“It frequently happens that cases are brought to my notice,” Pinto went on, “and I have one or two cases of women in my mind where these purchases of mine would be most welcome. For example,” he said, “I heard the other day, quite by accident, of a poor woman in Wales whose husband deserted her.”

Mr. Crotin had his fork halfway to his mouth, but put it down again.

“I don’t know much about the case personally,” said Pinto carelessly, “but the circumstances were brought to my notice by a friend. I think these people suffer more than we imagine; and I’ll let you into a secret, Lady Sybil,” he said, speaking impressively. He did not look at Crotin, but went on: “A few of my friends are thinking of buying a mill.”

“A woollen mill?” she said, raising her eyebrows.

“A woollen mill!” he repeated.

“But why?” she asked.

“We wish to make garments and blankets for the benefit of the poor. We feel that, if we could run this sort of thing on a cooperative basis, we could manufacture the stuff cheaply, always providing, of course, that we could purchase a mill at a reasonable figure.”

For the first time he looked at Crotin, and the man’s face was ghastly white.

“What a queer idea!” said Lady Sybil. “A good mill will cost you a lot of money.”

“We don’t think so,” said Pinto. “In fact, we expect to purchase a very excellent mill at a reasonable sum. That was my object in coming to Yorkshire, I may tell you, and it was only by accident that I saw the advertisement of your bazaar and called in.”

“A fortunate accident for me,” said Lady Sybil.

Crotin’s eyes were on his plate, and he did not raise them.

“I think it is a great mistake to be too generous with the poor,” said Lady Sybil, shaking her head. “These women are very seldom grateful.”

“I realise that,” said Pinto gravely. “But I am not seeking their gratitude. We find that many of these women are in terrible circumstances owing to no fault of their own. For example, this woman in Wales, whose husband is supposed to have deserted her — now, there is a bad case.”

Lady Sybil was interested.

“We found on investigation,” said Pinto, speaking slowly and impressively, “that the man who deserted her has since married and occupies a very important position in a town in the north of England.”

Mr. Crotin dropped his knife with a crash and with a mumbled apology picked it up.

“But how terrible!” said Lady Sybil. “What a shocking thing! The man should be exposed. He is not fit to associate with human beings. Can’t you do something to punish him?”

“That could be done,” said Silva, “it could be done, but it would bring a great deal of unhappiness to his present wife, who is ignorant of her husband’s treachery.”

“Better she should know now than later,” said the militant Lady Sybil. “I think you do very wrong to keep it from her.”

Mr. Crotin rose unsteadily and his wife looked at him with suspicion.

“Aren’t you feeling well, John?” she asked with asperity.

It was not the first time she had seen her husband’s hand shaking and had diagnosed the cause more justly than she was doing at present, for John Crotin had scarcely taken a drink that evening.

“I’m going into the library, if you’ll excuse me, love,” he said. “Maybe, Mr. — Mr. de Silva will join me. I’d — I’d like to talk over the question of that mill with him.”

Pinto nodded.

“Then run along now,” said Lady Sybil, “and when you’ve finished talking, come back to me, Mr. de Silva. I want to know something about your charitable organisations in Portugal.”

Pinto followed the other at a distance, saw him enter a big room and switch on the lights and followed, closing the door behind him.

Mr. Crotin’s library was the most comfortable room in the house. It was lighted by French windows which opened on to a small terrace. Long red velvet curtains were drawn, and a little fire crackled on the hearth.

When the door closed Crotin turned upon his guest.

“Now, damn you,” he said harshly, “what’s thy proposition? Make it a reasonable sum and I’ll pay thee.”
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In the train which had carried Pinto Silva to Huddersfield were one or two remarkable passengers, and it was not a coincidence that they did not meet. In a third-class carriage at the far end of the train was a soldier who carried a kit-bag and who whiled away the journey by reading a seemingly endless collection of magazines.

He got out at Huddersfield too, and Pinto might and probably did see him as he passed through the barrier. The soldier left his kit-bag at the cloakroom and eventually became one of the two dozen people who patronised Lady Sybil’s bazaar on that afternoon. He passed Pinto twice, and once made a small purchase at the same stall where the Portuguese was buying lavishly. If Pinto saw him, then he did not remember the fact. One soldier looks very much like another, anyway.

Lady Sybil had reason to notice the representative of His Majesty’s forces, and herself informed him severely that smoking was not allowed, and the man had put his cigarette under his heel with an apology and had walked out of the building. When Lady Sybil and her guest had entered her car and were driven away to Mill Hall, the soldier had been loitering near the entrance, and a few minutes later he was following the party in a taxicab which had been waiting at his order for the past two hours.

The taxi did not turn in at the stone-pillared gates of the Hall, but continued some distance beyond, when the soldier alighted and, turning back, walked boldly through the main entrance and passed up the drive. It was dusk by now, and nobody challenged him.

He made a reconnaissance of the house and found the diningroom without any difficulty. The blinds were up and the servants were setting the table. Then he passed round to the wing of the building and discovered the library. He actually went into that room, because it was one of Lady Sybil’s standing orders that the library should be “aired” and that the scent of Mr. Crotin’s atrocious tobacco should be cleared.

He sniffed the stale fragrance and was satisfied that this was a room which was lived in.

If there was any real, confidential talk between the two men, it would be here, he thought, and looked round for a likely place of concealment. The room was innocent of cupboards. Only a big settee drawn diagonally across a corner of the room promised cover, and that looked too dangerous. If anybody sat there and by chance dropped something — a pipe or an ashtray —

He walked back to the terrace to take his bearings in case he had to make a rapid exit. He looked round and then dropped suddenly to the cover of the balustrade, for he had seen a dark figure moving across the lawn, and it was coming straight for the terrace. He slipped back into the room and as he did so he heard a step in the passage without. He stepped lightly over to the settee and crouched down.

It was evidently a servant, for he heard the French windows closed and the clang of the shutters. They were evidently very ordinary folding-shutters, fastened with an old-fashioned steel bar — he made a mental note of this. Then he heard the swish of the curtain-rings upon the brass pole as the curtains were drawn. A dim light was switched on, somebody poked the fire, and then the light was put out and the door closed softly.

The intruder did some rapid thinking. He crossed to the nearest of the windows, noiselessly opened the shutters and pushed them back to the position in which they stood when not in use. Then he unlatched the window and left it, hoping that it would not blow open and betray him. This done, he again pulled the heavy curtains across and returned to his place of concealment. That was to be the way out for him if the necessity for a rapid retreat should arise.

There was no sound save the ticking of the clock and the noise of falling cinders for ten minutes, and then he heard something which brought him to the alert, all his senses awakened and concentrated. It was the sound of a light and stealthy footstep on the terrace outside. He wondered whether it was a servant and whether he would see that one of the windows was unshuttered. He had half a mind to investigate, when there came another sound — a lumbering foot in the passage. Suddenly the door was opened, the lights were flashed on, and the man behind the settee hugged the floor and held his breath.

*

“How much do I want?”

Pinto laughed and lit a cigarette.

“My dear Mr. Crotin, I really don’t know what you mean.”

“Let’s have no more foolery,” said the Yorkshireman roughly. “I know that you’ve come up from Colonel Boundary and I know what you’ve come for. You want to buy my mill, eh? Well, I’ll make it worth your while not to buy my mill. You can take the money instead.”

“I really am honest when I tell you that I don’t understand what you are talking about. I have certainly come up to buy a mill — that is true. It is also true that I want to buy your mill.”

“And what might you be thinking of paying for it?” asked Crotin between his teeth.

“Twenty thousand pounds,” said Pinto nonchalantly.

“Twenty thousand, eh? It was thirty thousand the last time. You’ll want me to give it to you soon. Nay, nay, my friend, I’ll pay, but not in mills.”

“Think of the poor,” murmured Pinto.

“I’m thinking of them,” said the other. “I’m thinking of the poor woman in Wales, too, and the poor woman in there.” He jerked his head. Then, in a calmer tone: “I guessed at dinner where you came from. Colonel Boundary sent you.”

Pinto shrugged.

“Let us mention no names,” he said politely. “And who is Colonel Boundary, anyway?”

Crotin was at his desk now. He had taken out his chequebook and slapped it down upon the writing-pad.

“You’ve got me proper,” he said, and his voice quavered. “I’ll make an offer to you. I’ll give you fifty thousand pounds if you write an agreement that you will not molest or bother me again.”

There was a silence, and the soldier crouched behind the settee, listening intently. He heard Pinto laugh softly as one who is greatly amused.

“That, my good friend,” said Pinto, “would be blackmail. You don’t imagine that I would be guilty of such an iniquity? I know nothing about your past; I merely suggest that you should sell me one of your mills at a reasonable price.”

“Twenty thousand pounds is reasonable for you, I suppose,” said Crotin sarcastically.

“It is a lot of money,” replied Pinto.

The Yorkshireman pulled open the drawer of his desk and slammed in the chequebook, closing it with a bang.

“Well, I’ll give you nothing,” he said, “neither mill nor money. You can clear out of here.”

He crossed the room to the telephone.

“What are you going to do?” asked Pinto, secretly alarmed.

“I’m going to send for the police,” said the other grimly. “I’m going to give myself up and I’m going to pinch thee too!”

If Crotin had turned the handle of the old-fashioned telephone, if he had continued in his resolution, if he had shown no sign of doubt, a different story might have been told. But with his hand raised, he hesitated, and Pinto clinched his argument.

“Why have all that trouble?” he said. “Your liberty and reputation are much more to you than a mill. You’re a rich man. Your wife is wealthy in her own right. You have enough to live on for the rest of your life. Why make trouble?”

The little man dropped his head with a groan and walked wearily back to the desk.

“Suppose I sell this?” he said in a low voice. “How do I know you won’t come again—”

“When a gentleman gives his word of honour,” began Pinto with dignity, but was interrupted by a shrill laugh that made his blood run cold.

He swung round with an oath. Framed in an opening of the curtains which covered one of the windows was the Figure!

The black silk gown, the white masked face, the soft felt hat pulled down over the eyes — his teeth chattered at the sight of it, and he fell back against the wall.

“Who wouldn’t trust Pinto?” squeaked the voice. “Who wouldn’t take Pinto’s word of honour? Jack o’ Judgment wouldn’t, poor old Jack o’ Judgment!”

Jack o’ Judgment! The soldier behind the settee heard the words and gasped. Without any thought of consequence he raised his head and looked. The Jack o’ Judgment was standing where he expected him to be. He had come through the window which the soldier had left unbarred. This time he carried no weapon in his hand, and Pinto was quick to see the possibilities. The electric switch was within reach, and his hand shot out. There was a click and the room went dark.

But the figure of Jack o’ Judgment was silhouetted against the night, and Pinto whipped out the long knife which never left him and sent it hurtling at his enemy. He saw the figure duck, heard the crash of broken glass, and then Jack o’ Judgment vanished. In a rage which was three parts terror, he sprang through the open French windows on to the terrace in time to see a dark figure drop over the balustrade and fly across the park.
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Pinto leapt the parapet and was following swiftly in its wake. He guessed rather than knew that for once Jack o’ Judgment had come unarmed, and a wild exultation filled him at the thought that it was left to him to unveil the mystery which was weighing even upon the iron nerve of the colonel.

The figure gained the shrubbery, and the pursuer heard the rustle of leaves as it plunged into the depths. In a second he was blundering after. He lost sight of his quarry and stopped to listen. There was no sound.

“Hiding,” grunted Pinto. And then aloud: “Come out of it. I see you and I’ll shoot you like a dog if you don’t come to me!”

There was no reply. He dashed in the direction he thought Jack o’ Judgment must have taken and again missed. With a curse he turned off in another direction and then suddenly glimpsed a shape before him and leapt at it. He was flung back with little or no effort, and stood bewildered, for the coat his hand had touched was rough and he had felt metal buttons.

“A soldier!” he gasped. “Who are you?”

“Steady,” said the other; “don’t get rattled, Pinto.”

“Who are you?” asked Pinto again.

“My name is Stafford King,” said the soldier, “and I think I shall want you.”

Pinto half turned to go, but was gripped.

“You can go back to Huddersfield and pack your boxes,” said Stafford King. “You won’t leave the town except by my permission.”

“What do you mean?” demanded Pinto, breathing heavily.

“I mean,” said Stafford King, “that the unfortunate man you tried to blackmail must prosecute whatever be the consequence to himself. Now, Pinto, you’ve a grand chance of turning King’s evidence.”

Pinto made no reply. He was collecting his thoughts. Then, after a while, he said:

“I’ll talk about that later, King. I’m staying at the Huddersfield Arms. I’ll meet you there in an hour.”

Stafford King did not move until the sound of Pinto’s footsteps had died away. Then he began a systematic search, for he too was anxious to end the mystery of Jack o’ Judgment. He had followed Pinto when he dashed from the room and had heard the Portuguese calling upon Jack o’ Judgment to surrender. That mysterious individual, who was obviously lying low, could not be very far away.

He was in a shrubbery which proved later to be a clump of rhododendrons, in the centre of which was a summerhouse. To the heart of this shrubbery led three paths, one of which Stafford discovered quite close at hand. The sound of gravel under his feet gave him an idea, and he began walking backward till he came to the shadow of a tree, and then, simulating the sound of retreating footsteps, he waited.

After a while he heard a rustle, but did not move.

Somebody was coming cautiously through the bushes, and that somebody appeared as a shadowy, indistinct figure, not twenty yards away. Only the keenest eyesight could have detected it, and still Stafford waited. Presently he heard the soft crunch of gravel under its feet, and at that moment leapt towards it. The figure stood as though paralysed for a second, and then, turning quickly, fled back to the heart of the bushes. Before it had gone a dozen paces Stafford had reached it, and his arm was about its neck.

“My friend,” he breathed, “I don’t know what I’m to do with you now I’ve got you, but I certainly am going to register your face for future reference.”

“No, no,” said a muffled voice from behind the mask. “No, no, don’t; I beg of you!”

But the mask was plucked away, and, fumbling in his pocket, Stafford produced his electric lamp and flashed it on the face of his prisoner. Then, with a cry of amazement, he stepped back — for he had looked upon the face of Maisie White!

For a moment there was silence, neither speaking. Then Stafford found his voice.

“Maisie!” he said in bewilderment, “Maisie! You — Jack o’ Judgment?”

She did not answer.

“Phew!” whistled Stafford.

Then sitting on a trunk, he laughed.

“It is Maisie, of all people in the world. And I suspected it, too!”

The girl had covered her face with her hands and was crying softly, and he moved towards her and put his arm about her shoulder.

“Darling, it is nothing very terrible. Please don’t go on like that.”

“Oh, you don’t understand, you don’t understand!” she wailed. “I wanted to catch Silva. I guessed that he was coming north on one of his blackmailing trips, and I followed him.”

“Did you come up by the same train?”

He felt her nod.

“So did I,” said Stafford with a little grin.

“I followed him to the bazaar,” she said, “and then I watched him from a little eating-house on the opposite side of the road. Do you know, I wondered whether you were here too, and I looked everywhere for you, but apparently there was nobody in sight when Pinto came out with Lady Sybil, only a soldier.”

“I was that soldier,” said Stafford.

“I discovered where Mr. Crotin lived and came up later,” she went on. “Of course, I had no very clear idea of what I was going to do, and it was only by the greatest luck that I found the window of the library open. It was the only window that was open,” she said with a little laugh.

“It wasn’t so much your luck as my forethought,” smiled Stafford.

“Now I want to tell you about Jack o’ Judgment,” she began, but he stopped her.

“Let that explanation wait,” he said; “the point is, that with your evidence and mine we have Pinto by the throat — what was that?”

There was the sound of a shot.

“Probably a poacher,” said Stafford after a moment. “I can’t imagine Pinto using a gun. Besides, I don’t think he carries one. What did he throw at you?”

“A knife,” she said, and he felt her shiver; “it just missed me. But tell me, how have we got Pinto?”

They had left the shrubbery and were walking towards the house. She stopped a little while to take off her long black cloak, and he saw that she was wearing a short-skirted dress beneath.

“We must compel Crotin to prosecute,” said Stafford. “With our evidence nothing can save Pinto, and probably he will drag in the colonel, too. Even your evidence isn’t necessary,” he said after a moment’s thought, “and if it’s possible I will keep you out of it.”

A woman’s scream interrupted him.

“There’s trouble there,” he said, and raced for the house. Somebody was standing on the terrace as he approached, and hailed him excitedly.

“Is that you, Terence?”

It was a servant’s voice.

“No,” replied Stafford, “I am a police officer.”

“Thank God!” said the man on the terrace. “Will you come up, sir? I thought it was the gamekeeper I was speaking to.”

“What is the matter?” asked Stafford as he vaulted over the parapet.

“Mr. Crotin has shot himself, sir,” said the butler in quavering tones.

*

Twelve hours later Stafford King reported to his chief, giving the details of the overnight tragedy.

“Poor fellow!” said Sir Stanley. “I was afraid of it ending that way.”

“Did you know he was being blackmailed?” asked Stafford.

Sir Stanley nodded.

“We had a report, which apparently emanated from Jack o’ Judgment, who of late has started sending his communications to me direct,” said Sir Stanley. “You can, of course, do nothing with Pinto. Your evidence isn’t sufficient. What a pity you hadn’t a second witness.” He thought for a moment. “Even then it wouldn’t have been sufficient unless we had Crotin to support you.”

Stafford cleared his throat.

“I have a second witness, sir,” he said.

“The devil you have!” Sir Stanley raised his eyebrows. “Who was your second witness?”

“Jack o’ Judgment,” said Stafford, and Sir Stanley jumped to his feet.

“Jack o’ Judgment!” he repeated. “What do you mean?”

“Jack o’ Judgment was there,” said Stafford, and told the story of the remarkable appearance of that mysterious figure.

He told everything, reserving the identification of Jack till the last.

“And then you flashed the lamp on his face,” said Sir Stanley. “Well, who was it?”

“Maisie White,” said Stafford.

“Good Lord!”

Sir Stanley walked to the window and stood looking out, his hands thrust into his pockets. Presently he turned.

“There’s a bigger mystery here than I suspected,” he said. “Have you asked Miss White for an explanation?”

Stafford shook his head.

“I thought it best to report the matter to you, sir, before I asked her to—”

“To incriminate herself, eh? Well, perhaps you did wisely, perhaps you did not. I should imagine that her explanation is a very simple one.”

“What do you mean, sir?”

“I mean,” said Sir Stanley, “that unless Jack o’ Judgment has the gift of appearing in two places at once, she is not Jack.”

“But I don’t understand, sir?”

“I mean,” said Sir Stanley, “that Jack o’ Judgment was in the colonel’s room last night, was in fact sitting by the colonel’s bedside when that gentleman awoke, and according to the statement which Colonel Boundary has made to me about two hours ago in this room, warned him of his approaching end.”

It was Stafford’s turn to be astonished.

“Are you sure, sir?” he asked incredulously.

“Absolutely!” said Sir Stanley. “You don’t imagine that the colonel would invent that sort of thing. For some reason or other, possibly to keep close to the trouble that’s coming, the colonel insists upon bringing all his little chit-chat to me. He asked for an interview about ten o’clock this morning and reported to me that he had had this visitation. Moreover, the experience has had the effect of upsetting the colonel, and for the first time he seems to be thoroughly rattled. Where is Miss White?”

“She’s here, sir.”

“Here, eh?” said the commissioner. “So much the better. Can you bring her in?”

A few minutes later the girl sat facing the First Commissioner.

“Now, Miss White, we’re going to ask you for a few facts about your masquerade,” said Sir Stanley kindly. “I understand that you appeared wearing the costume, and giving a fairly good imitation of the voice of Jack o’ Judgment. Now, I’m telling you before we go any further that I do not believe for one moment that you are Jack o’ Judgment. Am I right?”

She nodded.

“Perfectly true, Sir Stanley,” she said. “I don’t know why I did such a mad thing, except that I knew Pinto was scared of him. I got the cloak from my dress-basket and made the mask myself. You see, I didn’t know whether I might want it, but I thought that in a tight pinch, if I wished to terrify this man, that was the role to assume.”

Sir Stanley nodded.

“And the voice, of course, was easy.”

“But how could you imitate the voice if you have never seen Jack o’ Judgment?”

“I saw him once.” She shivered a little. “You seem to forget, Sir Stanley, that he rescued me from that dreadful house.”

“Of course,” said Sir Stanley, “and you imitated him, did you?” He turned to his subordinate. “I’m accepting Miss White’s explanation, Stafford, and I advise you to do the same. She went up to watch Silva, as I understand, and took the costume with her as a sort of protection. Well, Miss White, are you satisfied with your detective work?”

She smiled ruefully.

“I’m afraid I’m a failure as a detective,” she said.

“I’m afraid you are,” laughed Sir Stanley, as he rose and offered his hand. “There is only one real detective in the world — and that is Jack o’ Judgment!”
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If Pinto Silva had a hobby, it was the Orpheum Theatre. The Orpheum had been in low water and had come into the market at a moment when theatrical managers and proprietors were singularly unenterprising and money was short. Pinto had bought the property for a song, and had converted his purchase into a moderate success. The theatre served a double purpose; it provided Pinto with a hobby, and offered an excuse for his wealth. Since it was a one-man show, and he produced no balance-sheet, his contemporaries could only make a guess as to the amount of money he made. If the truth be told, it was not very large, but small as it was, its dividends more or less justified his own leisure.

There had been one or two scandals about the Orpheum which had reached the public Press — scandals of a not particularly edifying character. But Pinto had managed to escape public opprobrium.

The Orpheum, at any rate, helped to baffle the police, who saw Silva living at the rate of twenty thousand a year, and were unable to trace the source of his income. That he had estates in Portugal was known; but they had been acquired, apparently, on the profits of the music-hall. He was not a speculator, though he was a shareholder in a number of companies which were controlled by the colonel; and he was certainly not a gambler, in the generally accepted sense of the term.

Whilst he was suspected of being intimately connected with several shady transactions, he could boast truly that there was not a scrap of evidence to associate him with any breach of the law. He was less inclined to boast that evening, when he turned into the stage-box at the Orpheum, and pulling his chair into the shadow of the draperies, sat back and considered his position. He had returned from Yorkshire in a panic, and had met the fury of the colonel’s reproaches. It was the worst quarter of an hour that Pinto had ever spent with his superior, and the memory made him shiver.

The stage-box at the Orpheum was never sold to any member of the public. It was Pinto’s private possession, his sittingroom and his office. He sat watching with gloomy interest the progress of the little revue which was a feature of the Orpheum programme, and his mind was occupied by a very pressing problem. He was shaken, too, by the interview he had had with the Huddersfield police.

He had had to fake a story to explain why he left the library, and why, in his absence, Mr. Crotin had committed suicide. Fortunately, he had returned to the house by the front hall and was in the hall inventing a story of burglars to the agitated Lady Sybil when they heard the shot which ended the wretched life of the bigamist. That had saved him from being suspected of actual complicity in the crime. Suppose they had — he sweated at the thought.

There was a knock on the door of the box, and an attendant put in his head.

“There’s a gentleman to see you, sir,” he said; “he says he has an appointment.”

“What is his name?”

“Mr. Cartwright.”

Pinto nodded.

“Show him in, please,” he said, and dismissed all unpleasant thoughts.

The newcomer proved to be a dapper little man, with a weatherbeaten face. He was in evening dress, and spoke like a gentleman.

“I had your letter, Mr. Silva,” he said. “You received my telephone message?”

“Yes,” said Silva. “I wanted to see you particularly. You understand that what I say is wholly confidential.”

“That I understand,” said the man called Cartwright.

He took Pinto’s proferred cigarette and lit it.

“I have been reading about you in the papers,” said Pinto. “You’re the man who did the non-stop flight for the Western Aeroplane Company?”

“That’s right,” smiled Cartwright. “I have done many long nights. I suppose you are referring to my San Sebastian trip?”

Pinto nodded.

“Now I want to ask you a few questions, and if they seem to be prying or personal, you must believe that I have no other wish than to secure information which is vital to myself. What position do you occupy with the Western Company?”

Cartwright shrugged his shoulders.

“I am a pilot,” he said. “If you mean, am I a director of the firm or am I interested in the company financially, I regret that I must answer No. I wish I were,” he added, “but I am merely an employee.”

Pinto nodded.

“That is what I wanted to know,” he said. “Now, here is another question. What does a first-class aeroplane cost?”

“It depends,” said the other. “A long distance machine, such as I have been flying, would cost anything up to five thousand pounds.”

“Could you buy one? Are they on the market?” asked Pinto quickly.

“I could buy a dozen tomorrow,” said the other promptly. “The R.A.F. have been selling off their machines, and I know just where I could get one of the best in Britain.”

Pinto was looking at the stage, biting his lips thoughtfully.

“I’ll tell you what I want,” he said. “I am not very keenly interested in aviation, but it may be necessary that I should return to Portugal in a great hurry. It is no news to you that we Portuguese are generally in the throes of some revolution or other.”

“So I understand,” said Cartwright, with a twinkle in his eye.

“In those circumstances,” Pinto went on, “it may be necessary for me to leave this country without going through the formality of securing a passport. I want a machine which will carry me from London to, say, Cintra, without a stop, and I want a pilot who can take me across the sea by the direct route.”

“Across the Bay of Biscay?” asked the aviator in surprise, and Pinto nodded.

“I should not want to touch any other country en route, for reasons which, I tell you frankly, are political.”

Cartwright thought a moment.

“Yes, I think I can get you the machine, and I’m certain I can find you the pilot,” he said.

“To put it bluntly,” said Pinto, “would you take on an engagement for twelve months, secure the machine, house it and have it ready for me? I will pay you liberally.” He mentioned a sum which satisfied the airman. “It must not be known that the machine is mine. You must buy it and keep it in your own name.”

“There’s no difficulty about that,” said Cartwright. “Am I to understand that I must go ahead with the purchase of the aeroplane?”

“You can start right away,” said Pinto. “The sooner you have the machine ready for a flight the better. I am here almost every night, and I will give orders to the collectors on the barrier that you are to come to me just whenever you want. If you will meet me here tomorrow morning, say at eleven o’clock, I can give you cash for the purchase of the machine, and I shall be happy to pay you half a year’s salary in advance.”

“It will take some time to clear my old job,” said Cartwright thoughtfully, “but I think I can do it for you. At any rate, I can get time off to buy the machine. You say that you do not want anybody to know that it is yours?”

Pinto nodded.

“Well, that’s easy,” said the other. “I’ve been thinking about buying a machine of my own for some time and have made inquiries in several quarters.”

He rose to leave and shook hands.

“Remember,” said Pinto as a final warning, “not a word about this to any human soul.”

“You can trust me,” said the man.

Pinto watched the rest of the play with a lighter heart. After all, there could be nothing very much to fear. What had thrown him off his balance for the moment was the presence of Stafford King in Yorkshire, and when that detective chief did not make his appearance at the police inquiry nor had sought him in his hotel, it looked as though the colonel’s words were true, and that Scotland Yard were after Boundary himself and none other.

He sat the performance through and then went to his club — an institution off Pall Mall which had been quite satisfied to accept Pinto to membership without making any too close inquiries as to his antecedents.

He spent some time before the tape machine, watching the news tick forth, then strolled into the smoking-room and read the evening papers for the second time. Only one item of news really interested him — it had interested the colonel too. The diamondsmiths’ premises in Regent Street had been burgled the night before and the contents of the safe cleared. The colonel had arrested his flow of vituperation, to speculate as to the “artist” who had carried out this neat job.

Pinto read for a little, then threw the paper down. He wondered what made him so restive and why he was so anxious to find something to occupy his attention, and then he realised with a start that he did not want to go back to face Colonel Boundary. It was the first time he had ever experienced this sensation, and he did not like it. He had held his place in the gang by the assurance, which was also an assumption, that he was at least the colonel’s equal. This irritated him. He put on his overcoat and turned into the street. It was a chilly night and a thin drizzle of rain was falling. He pulled up his coat-collar and looked about for a taxicab. Neither outside the club nor in Pall Mall was one visible.

He started to walk home, but still felt that disinclination to face the colonel. Then a thought struck him; he would go and see Phillopolis, the little Greek.

Phillopolis patronised a night-club in Soho, where he was usually to be found between midnight and two in the morning. Having an objective, Pinto felt in a happier frame of mine and walked briskly the intervening distance. He found his man sitting at a little marble-topped table by himself, contemplating a half-bottle of sweet champagne and a half-filled glass. He was evidently deep in thought, and started violently when Pinto addressed him.

“Sit down,” he said with evident relief. “I thought it was—”

“Who did you think it was? You thought it was the police, I suppose?” said Pinto with heavy jocularity, and to his amazement he saw the little man wince.

“What has happened to Colonel Boundary?” asked the Greek irritably. “There used to be a time when anybody he spoke for was safe. I’m getting out of this country and I’m getting out quick,” he added.

“Why?” asked Pinto, who was vitally interested.

The Greek threw out his hands with a little grimace.

“Nerves,” he said. “I haven’t got over that affair with the White girl.”

“Pooh!” said the other. “If the police were moving in that matter, they’d have moved long ago. You are worrying yourself unnecessarily, Phillopolis.”

Pinto’s words slipped glibly from his tongue, but Phillopolis was unimpressed.

“I know when I’ve had enough,” he said. “I’ve got my passport and I’m clearing out at the end of this week.”

“Does the colonel know this?”

The Greek raised his shoulders indifferently.

“I don’t know whether he does or whether he doesn’t,” he said. “Anyway, Boundary and I are only remotely connected in business, and my movements are no affair of his.”

He looked curiously at the other.

“I wonder that a man like you, who is in the heart of things, stays on when the net is drawing round the old man.”

“Loyalty is a vice with me,” said Pinto virtuously. “Besides, there’s no reason to bolt — as yet.”

“I’m going whilst I’m safe,” said Phillopolis, sipping his champagne. “At present the police have nothing against me and I’m going to take good care they have nothing. That’s where I’ve the advantage of people like you.”

Pinto smiled.

“They’ve nothing on me,” he said easily. “I have an absolutely clean record.”

It disturbed him, however, to discover that even so minor a member of the gang as Phillopolis was preparing to desert what he evidently regarded as a sinking ship. More than this, it confirmed him in the wisdom of his own precautions, and he was rather glad that he had taken it into his head to visit Phillopolis on that night.

“When do you leave?” he asked.

“The day after tomorrow,” said Phillopolis. “I think I’ll go down into Italy for a year. I’ve made enough money now to live without worrying about work, and I mean to enjoy myself.”

Pinto looked at the man with interest. Here, at any rate, was one without a conscience. The knowledge that he had accumulated his fortune through the miseries of innocent girls shipped to foreign dance halls did not weigh greatly upon his mind.

“Lucky you!” said Pinto, as they walked out of the club together. “Where do you live, by the way?”

“In Somers Street, Soho. It is just round the corner,” said Phillopolis. “Will you walk there with me?”

Pinto hesitated.

“Yes, I will,” he said.

He wanted to see the sort of establishment which Phillopolis maintained. They chatted together till they came to the street, and then Phillopolis stopped.

“Do you mind if I go ahead?” he said. “I have a — friend there who might be worried by your coming.”

Pinto smiled to himself.

“Certainly,” he said. “I’ll wait on the opposite side of the road until you are ready.”

The man lived above a big furniture shop, and admission was gained by a side door. Pinto watched him pass through the portals and heard the door close. He was a long time gone, and evidently his “friend” was unprepared to receive visitors at that hour, or else Phillopolis himself had some reason for postponing the invitation.

The reason for the delay was explained in a sensational manner. Suddenly the door opened and a man came out. He was followed by two others and between them was Phillopolis, and the street-lamp shone upon the steel handcuffs on his wrists. Pinto drew back into a doorway and watched. Phillopolis was talking — it would perhaps be more accurate to say that he was raving at the top of his voice, cursing and sobbing in a frenzy.

“You planted them — it is a plant!” he yelled. “You devils!”

“Are you coming quietly?” said a voice. “Or are you going to make trouble? Take him, Dempsey!”

Phillopolis seemed to have forgotten Pinto’s presence, for he went out of the street without once calling upon him to testify to his character and innocence. Pinto waited till he was gone, and then strolled across the road to the detective who stood before the door lighting his pipe.

“Good evening,” he said, “has there been some trouble?”

The officer looked at him suspiciously. But Pinto was in evening dress and talked like a gentleman, and the policeman thawed.

“Nothing very serious, sir,” he said, “except for the man. He’s a fence.”

“A what?” said Pinto with well-feigned innocence.

“A receiver of stolen property. We found his lodgings full of stuff.”

“Good Heavens!” gasped Pinto.

“Yes, sir,” said the man, delighted that he had created a sensation. “I never saw so much valuable property in one room in my life. There was a big burglary in Regent Street last night. A jeweller’s shop was cleared out of about twenty thousand pounds’ worth of necklaces, and we found every bit of it here tonight. We’ve always suspected this man,” he went on confidentially. “Nobody knew how he got his living, but from information we received to-day we were able to catch him red-handed.”

“Thank you,” said Pinto faintly, and walked slowly home, for now he no longer feared to meet the colonel. He had something to tell him, something that would inspire even Boundary with apprehension.
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As Silva anticipated, the colonel was up and waiting for him. He was playing Patience on his desk and looked up with a scowl as the Portuguese entered.

“So you’ve been skulking, have you, Pinto?” he began, but the other interrupted him.

“You can keep all that talk for another time,” he said. “They’ve taken Phillopolis!”

The colonel swept his cards aside with a quick, nervous gesture.

“Taken Phillopolis?” he repeated slowly. “On what charge?”

“For being the receiver of stolen property,” said the other. “They found the proceeds of the Regent Street burglary in his apartments.”

The colonel opened his mouth to speak, then shut it again, and there was silence for two or three minutes.

“I see. They have planted the stuff on him, have they?”

“What do you mean?” asked Pinto.

“You don’t suppose that Phillopolis is a fence, do you?” said the colonel scornfully. “Why, it is a business that a man must spend the whole of his life at before he can be successful. No, Phillopolis knows no more about that burglary or the jewels than you or I. The stuff has been planted in his rooms.”

“But the police don’t do that sort of thing.”

“Who said the police did it?” snarled the colonel. “Of course they didn’t. They haven’t the sense. That’s Mr. Jack o’ Judgment once more, and this time, Pinto, he’s real dangerous.”

“Jack o’ Judgment!” gasped Pinto. “But would he commit a burglary?”

The colonel laughed scornfully.

“Would he commit murder? Would he hang Raoul? Would he shoot you? Don’t ask such damn-fool questions, Silva! Of course it was Jack o’ Judgment. I tell you, the night you were in Yorkshire making a mess of that Crotin business, Jack o’ Judgment came here, to this very room, and told me that he would ruin us one by one, and that he would leave me to the last. He mentioned us all — you, Crewe, Selby—”

He stopped suddenly and scratched his chin.

“But not Lollie Marsh,” he said. “That’s queer, he never mentioned Lollie Marsh!”

He was deep in thought for a few moments, then he went on:

“So he’s worked off Phillopolis, has he? Well, Phillopolis has got to take his medicine. I can do nothing for him.”

“But surely he can prove—” began Pinto.

“What can he prove?” asked the other. “Can he prove how he earns his money? He’s been taken with the goods; he hasn’t that chance,” he snapped his fingers. “I’ll make a prophecy,” he said: “Phillopolis will get five years’ penal servitude, and nothing in the world can save him from that.”

“An innocent man!” said Pinto in amazement. “Impossible!”

“But is he innocent?” asked the colonel sourly. “That’s the point you’ve got to keep in your mind. He may be innocent of one kind of crookedness, and be so mixed up in another that he cannot prove he is innocent of either. That’s where they’ve got this fellow. He dare not appeal to the people who know him best, because they’d give him away. He can’t tell the police who are his agents in Greece or Armenia, or they’ll find out just the kind of agency he was running.”

He squatted back in his chair, pulling at his long moustache.

“Phillopolis, Crewe, Pinto, Selby, and then me,” said he, speaking to himself, “and he never mentioned Lollie Marsh. And Lollie has been the decoy duck that has been in every hunt we’ve had. This wants looking into, Pinto.”

As he finished speaking there was a little buzz from the corner of the room and Pinto looked up startled. The colonel looked up too and a slow smile dawned on his face.

“A visitor,” he said softly. “Not our old friend Jack o’ Judgment, surely!”

“What is it?” asked Pinto.

“A little alarm I’ve had fixed under one of the treads of the stairs,” said the other. “I don’t like to be taken unawares.”

“Perhaps it is Crewe,” suggested the other.

“Crewe’s gone home an hour ago,” said the colonel. “No, this is a genuine visitor.”

They waited for some time and then there was a knock at the outer door.

“Open it, Pinto,” and as the other did not instantly move, “open it, damn you! What are you afraid of?”

“I’m not afraid of anything,” growled the Portuguese and flung out of the room.

Yet he hesitated again before he turned the handle of the outer door. He flung it open and stepped back. He would have gone farther, but the wall was at his back and he could only stand with open mouth staring at the visitor. It was Maisie White.

She returned his gaze steadily.

“I want to see Colonel Boundary,” she said.

“Certainly, certainly,” said Pinto huskily.

He shut the door and ushered her into the colonel’s presence. Boundary’s eyes narrowed as he saw the girl. He suspected a trap and looked past her as though expecting to see an escort behind her.

“This is an unexpected honour, Miss White,” he said suavely, and he looked meaningly at the clock on the mantelpiece. “We do not usually receive visitors so late, and especially charming lady visitors.”

She was carrying a thick package, and this she laid on the table.

“I’m sorry it is so late,” she said calmly, “but I have been all the evening checking my father’s accounts. This is yours.”

She handed the package to the colonel.

“That parcel contains banknotes to the value of twenty-seven thousand three hundred pounds,” said the girl quietly; “it represents what remains of the money which my father drew from your gang.”

“Tainted money, eh?” said the colonel humorously. “I think you’re very foolish, Miss White. Your father earned this money by legitimate business enterprises.”

“I know all about them,” she said. “I won’t ask you to count the notes, because it is only a question of getting the money off my own conscience, and the amount really doesn’t matter.”

“So you came here alone to make this act of reparation?” sneered the colonel.

“I came here to make this act of reparation,” she replied steadily.

“Not alone, eh? Surrounded entirely by police. Mr. Stafford King in the offing, waiting outside in a taxi, or probably waiting on the mat,” said the colonel in the same tone. “Well, well, you’re quite safe with us, Miss White.”

He took up the package and tore off the wrapping, revealing two wads of banknotes, and ran his finger along the edges.

“And how are you going to live?” he asked.

“By working,” said the girl; “that’s a strange way of earning a living, don’t you think, colonel?”

“You’ll never work harder than I have worked,” said Colonel Dan Boundary good-humouredly. And, looking down at the money: “So that’s Solly White’s share, is it? And I suppose it doesn’t include the house he bought, or the car?”

“I’ve sold everything,” said the girl quietly; “every piece of property he owned has been realised, and that is the proceeds.”

With a little nod she was withdrawing, but Pinto barred her way.

“One moment, Miss White,” he said, and there was a dangerous glint in his eye, “if you choose to come here alone in the middle of the night—”

The colonel stepped between them, and he swept the Portuguese backwards. Without a word he opened the door.

“Good night, Miss White,” he said. “My kind regards to Mr. Stafford King, who I suppose is somewhere on the premises, and to all the bright lads of the Criminal Intelligence Department who are at this moment watching the house.”

She smiled, but did not take his proffered hand.

“Goodbye,” she said.

The colonel accompanied her to the outer door and switched on all the stair lights, as he could from the master-switch near the entrance to his flat, and waited until the echo of her footsteps had passed away before he came back to the man.

“You’re a clever fellow, you are, Pinto,” he said quietly; “you have one of the brightest minds in the gang.”

“If she comes here alone—” began Pinto.

“Alone!” snarled the colonel. “I hinted a dozen times, if I hinted once, that she’d come with a young army of police. The first shout she made would have been the signal for your arrest and mine. Haven’t you had your lesson tonight? How long do you think it would take Stafford King to trump up a charge against you and put you where the dogs wouldn’t bite, eh?”

He walked to the window and watched the girl. There was a taxicab waiting at the entrance, and as he had suspected, a man was standing by the door and followed the girl into the cab before it drove away.

“She timed her visit. I suppose she gave herself five minutes. If she’d been here any longer, they would have been up for her, make no mistake about that, Pinto.”

The colonel drew down the blinds with a crash and began pacing the room. He stopped at the farther end and looked at the wall.

“Do you know, I’ve often wondered why Jack o’ Judgment damaged that wall?” he said. “He’s got me guessing, and I’ve been guessing ever since.”

“You thought it was a freak?” said Pinto, glad to keep his master off the subject of his Huddersfield blunder.

The colonel shook his head.

“I shouldn’t think it was that,” he said. “It was not like Jack o’ Judgment to do freakish things. He has an object in everything he does.”

“Perhaps it was to get you out of the room for the morning and make a search for your papers,” suggested Pinto.

Again the colonel shook his head.

“He knows me better than that. He knew very well that I would shift every document from the room and that there was nothing for his bloodhounds to discover.” He thought a moment, pulling at his long, yellow moustache. “Maybe,” he said to himself, “maybe—”

“Maybe what?” asked Pinto.

“The workmen may have been up to some kind of dodge. They might have been policemen for all I know.” He shrugged his shoulders. “Anyway, that’s long ago, and if he’d made a discovery, why, I think we should have heard about it. Now, Pinto,” — his tone changed— “I’m not going to talk to you about Crotin. You’ve made a proper mess of it, and I ought never to have sent you. We have two matters to settle. Crewe wants to get out, and I think you’re getting ready to bolt.”

“Me?” said Pinto with virtuous indignation. “Do you imagine I should leave you, colonel, if you were in for a bad time?”

“Do I imagine it?” The colonel laughed. “Don’t be a fool. Sit down. When did you see Lollie Marsh last?”

Pinto considered.

“I haven’t seen her for weeks.”

“Neither have I,” said the colonel. “Of course she has an excuse for staying away. She never comes unless she’s sent for. If we’ve got a mug we want to lead down the easy path, why, there’s nobody in London who can do it like Lollie. And I understand you had some disagreement with the young lady over Maisie White?”

“She interfered—” began Pinto.

“And probably saved your life,” remarked the colonel meaningly. “No, you have no kick against Lollie for that.”

He pulled open the drawer of his desk, took out a card and wrote rapidly.

“I’ll put Snakit on her trail,” he said.

“Snakit!” said the other contemptuously.

“He’s all right for this kind of work,” said the colonel, alluding to the little detective whom he had bought over from Maisie White’s service. “Snakit can trail her. He does nothing for his keep, and Lollie doesn’t know him, does she?”

“I don’t think so,” said Pinto absently. “If you believe that Lollie is doublecrossing you, why don’t you—”

“I’ll write to you when I want any suggestions as to how to run my business,” said the colonel unpleasantly. “Where does Lollie live?”

“Tavistock Avenue,” said Pinto. “I wish you’d be a little more decent to me, colonel. I’m trying to play the game by you.”

“And you’ll soon get tired of trying,” said the colonel. “Don’t worry, Pinto. I know just how much I can depend upon you and just what your loyalty is worth. You’ll sell me at the first opportunity, and you’ll be dead about the same day. I only hope for your sake that the opportunity never arises. That’s that,” he said, as he finished the card and put it on one side. “Now what is the next thing?” He looked up at the ceiling for inspiration. “Crewe,” he said, “Crewe is getting out of hand too. I put him on a job to trace ‘Snow’ Gregory’s past. I haven’t seen or heard of him for two days, either.”

Somebody laughed. It was a queer, little faraway laugh, but Pinto recognised it and his hair almost stood on end. He looked across at the colonel with ashen face, and then swung round apprehensively toward the door.

“Did you hear that?” he whispered.

“I heard it — thank the lord!” said the colonel, and fetched a long sigh.

Pinto gazed at him in amazement.

“Why,” he said in a low voice, “that was Jack o’ Judgment!”

“I know,” said the colonel nodding; “but I still thank the lord!”

He got up slowly and walked round the room, opened the door that led to his bedroom, and put on the light. The room was empty, and the only cupboard which might have concealed an intruder was wide open. He came back, walked into the entrance hall, and opened the door softly. The landing was empty too. He returned after fastening the door and slipping the bolts — bolts which he had had fixed during the previous week.

“You wonder why I held a thanksgiving service?” said the colonel slowly. “Well, I’ve heard that laugh before, and I thought my brain was going — that’s all. I’d rather it were Jack o’ Judgment in the flesh than Jack o’ Judgment wandering loose around my hut.”

“You heard it before?” said Pinto. “Here?”

“Here in this room,” said the colonel. “I thought I was going daft. You’re the first person who has heard it besides myself.” He looked at Pinto. “A hell of a prospect, isn’t it?” he said gloomily. “Let’s talk about the weather!”
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There was no hope for Phillopolis from the first. The case against him was so clear and so damning that the magistrate, before whom the preliminary inquiry was heard, had no hesitation in committing him to take his trial at the Old Bailey on a charge of receiving, and that at the first hearing. Every article which had been stolen from the diamondsmiths’ company had been recovered in his flat. The police experts gave evidence to the effect that he had been a suspected man for years, that his method of earning a living had on several occasions been the subject of police inquiry. He was known to be, so the evidence ran, the associate of criminal characters, and on two occasions his flat had been privately raided.

The woman who passed as his wife had nothing good to say of him. It was not she who had admitted the police. Indeed, they found her in an upper room, locked in. Phillopolis was something of a tyrant, and on the day of his arrest he had had a quarrel with the woman, who had threatened to expose him to the police for some breach of the law. He had beaten her and locked her into an upper bedroom, and this act of tyranny had proved his downfall, if it were true, as he swore so vehemently that the articles which were found in his room had been planted there.

The colonel was not present, nor were any other members of the gang, save little Selby, who had been summoned to the colonel’s presence and had arrived in the early morning.

“He hasn’t a ghost of a chance,” reported Selby, who had a lifelong acquaintance with criminals of the meaner sort, and had spent no small amount of his time in police courts, securing evidence as to the virtue of his proteges. “If he doesn’t get ten years I’m a Dutchman.”

“What does Phillopolis say?”

“He swears that the goods were not in his flat when he went out that night,” he said, “but if they were planted, the work was done thoroughly. The detectives found jewel cases under cushions, hidden in cupboards, on the tops of shelves, and one of the best bits of swag — a wonderful diamond necklace — was discovered in his boot, at the bottom of his trunk.”

The conversation took place in the Green Park, which was a favourite haunt of the colonel’s. He loved to sit on a chair by the side of the lake, watching the children sailing their boats and the ducks mothering their broods. He was silent. His eyes were bent upon the efforts of a small boy to bring a little waterlogged boat to a level keel and apparently he had no other interest.

“Have a cigar, Selby,” he said at last. “What is the news in your part of the world?”

Selby was carefully biting off the end of his gift.

“Nothing much,” he said. “We got some letters the other day from Mrs. Crombie-Brail. Her son has got into trouble at the Cape. Lew Litchfield got them. He was doing a job in Manchester.”

Lew Litchfield was a bright young burglar of whom the colonel had heard, and he knew the kind of “job” on which Lew was engaged.

“You bought ‘em?” he asked.

“I gave a tenner for them,” said Selby. “I don’t think they’re much use.”

The colonel shook his head.

“That’s not the kind of letter that brings in money,” he said. “You can’t bleed a mother because her son got into trouble — at least, not for more than a hundred.”

“Letters have been scarce lately,” said his agent disconsolately; “I think people have either given up keeping or writing them.”

“Maybe,” said the colonel. “Anyway, I didn’t bring you down to talk about letters. I’ve work for you.”

Selby looked uneasy, and that in itself was a discouraging sign. Usually the little crook from the north hailed a job of any kind with enthusiasm.

It was an unmistakable proof to the colonel that he was losing grip, that the magic of his name and all that it implied in the way of protection from punishment, was less than it had been.

“You don’t seem very pleased,” he said.

Selby forced a smile.

“Well, colonel,” he said, “I’ve a feeling they’re after us, and I don’t want to take any risks.”

“You’ll take this one,” said the colonel. “There’s somebody to be put away.”

The man licked his lips.

“Well, I’m not in it,” he said. “I had enough with that Hanson business.”

“By ‘put away’ I don’t mean murdered or ill-treated in any sense,” said the colonel, “and besides, it is one of our own people.”

But even this assurance did not satisfy the man.

“I don’t like it,” he said; “they tell me that this Jack o’ Judgment—”

“Just forget Jack o’ Judgment for a minute and think of yourself,” snapped the colonel. “You’ve made your pile, and you find England’s getting a bit too hot for you, don’t you?”

“I do indeed,” said the man fervently. “You know, colonel, I was thinking that a trip to America wouldn’t be a bad idea.”

“There are plenty of places to go to without going to America,” said the colonel. “I tell you that I mean Lollie no harm.”

“Lollie?” Selby was surprised, and showed it. “She hasn’t—”

“I don’t know what she’s done yet, but I think it is time she went away,” said the colonel, “and so far as I can judge, it is time you went too, Selby. I don’t know whether Lollie is betraying us, and maybe I’m doing her an injustice,” he went on, “but if I put up to her a suggestion that she should leave the country, maybe she’d probably turn me down. You know how suspicious these women are. The only idea I can think of is to scare her and make her bolt quick and sudden, and I want you to provide the means.”

Selby was waiting.

“I bought a motorboat, one of those swift motorboats that the Government used during the war. I have it ready at Twickenham, and you can get all your goods on board and go to—”

“Where?”

“Anywhere you like,” said the colonel, “Holland, Denmark — one place is as good as another, and it’ll be a good seagoing boat. You see, my idea is this. If I think Lollie is negotiating to put us away, I can give her a fright which will make her jump at the means of getting out of England by the quickest and shortest route. You can go with her and keep her under your eye until the trouble blows over.”

He saw a look in the man’s face and correctly interpreted it.

“I’m not worried about you
 doublecrossing me,” he said, “even if you are abroad. I’ve enough evidence against you to bring you back under an extradition warrant.” He laughed as Selby’s face fell. “You see Selby, there’s nothing in it that you can take exception to. I don’t even know that Lollie will refuse to go in the ordinary way, but I must make preparations.”

“It is a reasonable suggestion,” said Selby, after considering the matter for a few minutes. “I’ll do it, colonel.”

“You’d better bring a couple of men to London who can handle Lollie if she gives any trouble — no, no,” said the colonel, raising his hand in dignified protest, “there’s going to be nothing rough. How can there be? You’ll be in charge of it all, and it is up to you as to how Lollie is treated.”

It did not occur to Selby until an hour later to ask the colonel how he knew that his hobby was motorboating, but by that time the colonel had gone.

It was true, as Boundary said, that the gang was scared — and badly scared. It was equally true that they needed only one jar before it became a case of every man for himself. Already even the minor members were making their preparations to break away. The red light was burning clear before all eyes. But none knew how readily the colonel had recognised the signs, and how, in spite of his apparent philosophy and his contempt of danger, he, more than any of the others, was preparing for the inevitable crash.

Jack o’ Judgment, he told himself, was playing his game better than he could play it himself. The arrest of Phillopolis had removed one of the men who might have been an inconvenient witness against him. White was gone, Raoul was gone. He had planned the disappearance of Selby, a most dangerous man, and Lollie Marsh, an even more dangerous woman and there remained only Pinto and Crewe.

When he had taken leave of his agent, the colonel walked to Westminster and boarded a car which carried him along the Embankment to Blackfriars. He might have been followed, and probably was, but this possibility did not worry him. He walked across Ludgate Circus, up St. Bride Street to Hatton Garden, and turned into the office of Myglebergs’. Mr. Mygleberg, a very suave and polite gentleman, received him and ushered him into a private room. This shrewd Dutchman had no illusions as to the colonel’s probity, but he had no doubt either that the big man could pay handsomely for everything he bought.

“I’m glad you’ve come, colonel,” he said; “I have been expecting you for a couple of days. We have just had a wonderful parcel of stones from Amsterdam, and I think some of them would suit you.”

He disappeared and came back with a tray covered with the most beautiful diamonds that had ever left the cutter’s hands. The colonel went over them slowly, examining them and putting a selected number aside.

“I’ll take those,” he said, and Mr. Mygleberg laughed.

“They’re the best,” he chuckled. “Trust you to know a good thing when you see it, colonel!”

“What have I to pay for these?”

Mygleberg made a rapid calculation and put the figures before Colonel Boundary.

“It is a big price,” said the colonel, “but I don’t think you have overcharged. Besides, I could always sell them again for that much.”

Mr. Mygleberg nodded.

“I think you are wise to put your money into stones, colonel,” he said; “they always go up and never go down in value. You can lose other things. They’re easy and they’re always convertible. I always tell my partner that if I ever become a millionaire I shall invest every penny in stones.”

The colonel paid for the gems from a thick wad of notes he took from his hip-pocket. They were, in point of fact, the identical notes which Maisie White had handed to him the night previous. He waited whilst the jewels were made up into a little oblong package, heavily sealed and inscribed with the colonel’s name and address, and then, shaking hands with Mygleberg and fixing a further appointment, he came out into Hatton Garden, whistling a little song and apparently the picture of contentment.

He was getting ready for flight too. This, the first of many packages which he intended depositing in the private safe of his bank, would go with the ever-increasing pile of American gold bonds of high denomination which filled that steel repository. For months the colonel had been converting his property into paper dollars. They were more easily negotiated and less traceable than English banknotes, and they were more get-at-able. A big balance in the books of the bank might be creditable and, given time, convertible into cash. Then nobody knew but himself the amount standing to his credit. He was not at the mercy of prying bank clerks or a manager who might be got at by the police. At a minute’s notice, and without anybody being the wiser, he could demand the contents of his safe and walk from the bank premises without a soul being aware that he was carrying the bulk of his fortune away.

He took a cab and drove now to the bank premises. Ferguson, the manager, received him.

“Good morning, colonel,” he said. “I was just writing you a note. You know your account is getting very low.”

“Is that so?” said the colonel in surprise.

“I thought you wouldn’t realise the fact,” said Ferguson, “but you’ve been drawing very heavily of late.”

“I’ll put it right,” said the colonel. “It is not overdrawn?” he asked jocularly, and Ferguson smiled.

“You’ve eighty thousand pounds in Account B,” he said. “I suppose you don’t want to touch that?”

Account B was the euphonious name for the fund which was the common property of all the leaders of the Boundary Gang.

“Unless you’re anxious that I should get penal servitude for fraudulently converting the company’s funds?” said the colonel in the same strain. “No, I’ll fix my account some time to-day. In the meantime” — he produced a package from his hip-pocket— “I want this to go into my safe.”

“Certainly,” said Ferguson, and struck a bell. A clerk answered the call. “Take Colonel Boundary to the vaults. He wants to deposit something in his safe,” he said, “or would you like me to do it, colonel?”

“I’ll do it myself,” said the colonel.

He followed the clerk down the spiral staircase to the well-lit vault, and with the key which the man handed him opened Safe No. 20. It was divided into two compartments, that on the left consisting of a deep drawer, which he pulled out. It was half filled with American paper currency, as he knew — currency neatly parcelled and carefully packed by his own hands.

“I often wonder, Colonel Boundary,” said the interested clerk, “why you don’t use the bank safe. When a customer has his own, you know, we are not responsible for any of his losses.”

“I know that,” said the colonel genially. “Still one must take a risk.”

He placed the package on the top of the money, pushed back the drawer, locked the safe and handed the key to the young man.

“I think the bank takes enough risks without asking them to accept any more,” he said, “and besides, I like to take a little risk myself sometimes.”

“So I’ve heard,” said the clerk innocently, and the colonel shot a questioning look at the young man.



XXXI. The Voice Again


Table of Contents


He left the bank with the sense of having done his duty by himself. He had not planned the route by which he was leaving the country, or the hour. Much was to happen before he shook the dust of England from his feet, and as he had arranged matters he would have plenty of time to think things over before he made his departure.

A great deal happened in the next few days to make him believe that the necessity for getting away was not very urgent. He met Stafford King in the Park one morning, and Stafford had been unusually communicative and friendly. Then the whispering voices in the flat had temporarily ceased, and Jack o’ Judgment had given him no sign of his existence. It was five days after he had made his deposit in the bank that the first shock came to him. He found Snakit waiting on returning from a matinee, and the little detective was so important and mysterious that the colonel knew something had been discovered.

“Well,” he asked, closing the door, “what have you found?”

“She is in communication with the police,” said Snakit, “that’s what I’ve found.”

“Lollie?”

“Miss Marsh is the lady. In communication with the police,” said the other impressively.

“Now just tell me what you mean,” said the colonel. “Do you mean she’s on speaking terms with the policeman on point duty at Piccadilly Circus?”

“I mean, sir,” said Snakit with dignity, “that she’s in the habit of meeting Mr. Stafford King, who is a well-known man at Scotland Yard—”

“He’s well-known here too,” interrupted the colonel. “Where does she meet him?”

“In all sorts of queer places — that’s the suspicious part of it,” said Snakit, who had joyously entered into the work which had been given to him, without realising its unlawful character.

He had accepted without question the colonel’s story that he was the victim of police persecution, and as this was the first news of any importance he had been able to bring to his employer, he was naturally inclined to make the most of it.

“He has met her twice at eleven o clock at night, at the bottom of St. James’s Street, and walked up with her, very deeply engaged in conversation,” said Snakit, consulting his notebook. “He met her once at the foot of the steps leading down from Waterloo Place, and they were together for an hour. This morning,” he went on, speaking slowly, and evidently this was his tit-bit, “this morning Mr. Stafford King went to the Cunard office in Cockspur Street and booked cabin seventeen on the shelter deck of the Lapland
 for New York.”

“In what name?”

“In the name of Miss Isabel Trenton.”

The colonel nodded. It was a name that Lollie had used before, and the story rang true.

“When does the Lapland
 sail?” he asked, and again the detective consulted his book.

“Next Saturday,” he said, “from Liverpool.”

“Very good,” said the colonel; “thank you, Snakit, you’ve done very well. See if you can pick them up tonight, or, stay—” He thought a moment. “No, don’t shadow her tonight. I’ll have a talk with her.”

The news disturbed him. Lollie was getting ready to bolt — that was unimportant. But she was bolting with the assistance of the police, who had booked her passage. That meant that they had got as much out of her as she had to tell, and were clearing her out of the country before the blow fell. That was not only important, but it was grave. Either the police were going to strike at once or —

An idea struck him, and he telephoned through to Pinto. Another got him into touch with Crewe, and these three were in consultation when Selby came that afternoon.

He arrived at an unpropitious moment, for the colonel was in a cold fury, and the object of his wrath was Crewe, who sat with folded arms and tense face, looking down at the table.

“That gentleman business is played out, Crewe,” stormed the colonel, “and I’m just about tired of hearing what you won’t do and what you will do! If Lollie’s put us away, she has got to go through it.”

“What use will it be, supposing she has?” said the other doggedly. “I don’t for a moment believe she has done anything of the sort. But suppose she has given you away, what are you going to do? Add to the indictment? She’s sick of the game and wants to get away somewhere where she can live a decent life.”

“Oh, you’ve been discussing it with her, have you?” said the colonel with dangerous calm. “And maybe you also are sick of the game and want to get away and live a decent life? I remember hearing you say something of that sort a few weeks ago.”

“We’re all sick of it,” said Crewe. “Look at Pinto. Do you think he’s keen?”

Pinto started.

“Why do you bring me into it?” he complained. “I’m standing by the colonel to the last. And I agree with him that we ought to know what Lollie told the police.”

“She’s told them nothing,” said Crewe. “She isn’t that kind of girl. Besides, what does she know?”

“She knows a lot,” said the colonel. “I’ll put a supposition to you. Suppose she’s Jack o’ Judgment?”

Crewe looked at him in astonishment.

“That’s an absurd suggestion,” he said. “How could she be?”

“I’ll tell you how she could be,” said the colonel; “she has never been with us when Jack made his appearance — you’ll grant that?”

Crewe thought for a moment.

“There you’re wrong,” he said; “she was with us the night Jack first came.”

The colonel was taken aback. A theory which he had formed was destroyed by that recollection.

“So she was. That’s right, she was there! I remember he insulted her. But I’m certain she’s seen him since; I am certain she’s been working hand-in-glove with him since. Who was the Jack who went to Yorkshire?”

It was Crewe’s turn to be nonplussed.

“Jack o’ Judgment must be working with a pal,” the colonel went on triumphantly, “and I suggest that that pal is Lollie Marsh.”

“That’s a lie!”

The colonel looked up quickly.

“Who said that?” he demanded harshly.

Crewe shook his head.

“It was not me,” he said.

“Was it you, Selby?”

“Me?” said the astonished Selby. “No, I thought it was you who said it. It came from your end of the table, colonel.”

The colonel got up.

“There’s something wrong here,” he said.

“I’ve got it!” It was Pinto who spoke. “Did you notice anything peculiar about the voice, colonel?” he asked eagerly. “I did, the first time I heard it, and I’ve been wondering how I’d heard it before, and just now it has struck me. It was a gramophone voice!”

“A gramophone voice?”

“It sounded like a voice on a speaking machine.”

The colonel nodded slowly.

“Now you come to mention it, I think you’re right,” he said; “it sounded familiar to me. Of course, it was a gramophone voice.”

They made a careful search of the apartment, taking down every book from the big shelf in one of the alcoves, and turning the leaves to discover the hidden machine. With this idea to guide them the search was more complete than it had been before. Every drawer in the desk was taken out, every scrap of furniture was minutely examined, even the massive legs of the colonel’s writing table were tapped.

Crewe took no part in the search, but watched it with a slight smile of amusement, and the colonel turning, detected this.

“What the devil are you grinning about?” he said. “Why aren’t you helping, Crewe? You’ve got an interest in this business.”

“Not such an interest that I’m going to fool around looking for a gramophone voice that goes off at appropriate intervals,” said Crewe. “Doesn’t it strike you that it would have to be a pretty smart gramophone to chip in at the right moment?”

The colonel pondered this a minute and then went back to his place at the table, mopping his forehead.

“Pinto’s right,” he said; “the fellow has smuggled some fool machine into the flat, and we shall discover it sooner or later. I don’t know how he controls it, or who controls it” — he looked suspiciously at Crewe— “or who controls it,” he repeated.

“You said that before,” said Crewe coolly.

The colonel had something on his lips to say, but swallowed it.

“We’ll meet here tonight at eleven. I told Lollie to come. Now, Crewe,” he said in a more gentle tone, “you’re in this up to the neck, and you’ve got to go through with it. After all, your life and liberty are at stake as much as ours. If Lollie’s played us false, we’ve got to be—”

“Lollie has not played you false, colonel,” said Crewe. His face was very pale, the colonel noticed. “I like that girl, and—”

“So that’s it,” said the colonel, “a little love romance introduced into our sordid commercial lives! Maybe you know what she’s been talking to Stafford King about?”

Crewe did not immediately reply.

“Do you?” asked the colonel.

“I know she has been trying to get out of the country, to break with the gang, but that she has given you or any of us away is a lie. Lollie’s had a rotten life, and she’s just sick of it, that’s all. Do you blame her?”

“There’s no question of blaming her or praising her,” said the colonel patiently; “the question is whether we condemn her or whether she still has our confidence, and that we shall know tonight. You will be present, Crewe.”

“I shall be present, you may be sure,” said Crewe, and there was a look on his face which Pinto, for one, did not like.
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It seemed to “Swell” Crewe that the scene was curiously reminiscent of a trial in which he had once participated. The colonel, at the end of the long table, sat aloof and apparently noncommittal, a veritable judge and a merciless judge at that. Pinto sat at his right, Selby on his left, and Crewe himself sat halfway between the girl at the farther end of the table and Pinto.

Lollie Marsh had no doubt as to why she had been summoned. Her pretty face was drawn, the hands which were clasped on the table before her were restless, but what Crewe noticed more particularly was a certain untidiness both in her costume and in her usually well-coiffured hair. As though wearying of the part she had been playing, she was already discarding her makeup.

“I hate to bring you here, Lollie, and ask you these questions,” the colonel was saying, “but we are all in some danger and we want to know just where we stand with you.”

She made no reply.

“The charge against you is that you’ve been in communication with the police. Is that true?”

“If you mean that I’ve been in communication with Mr. Stafford King, that’s true,” she said. “You told me to get into touch with him. Haven’t I been for weeks—”

“That’s a pretty good excuse,” interrupted the colonel, “but it won’t work, Lollie. You don’t touch with a man like Stafford King and meet him secretly in St. James’s Street. And you don’t touch by seeing him for half an hour at a time, and I haven’t heard of you ever getting off with a fellow to the extent of his paying for your passage to America.”

She started.

“You know the way it is done. You did it before, Lollie,” the colonel went on. “Now, you’ve got to be a good girl and tell us how far you’ve gone.”

She hesitated.

“I’ll tell you the truth,” she said. “I’m sick of this life, colonel. I want to go straight. I want to get away out of it all and — and — he’s going to help me.”

“A social reformer, eh?” said the colonel. “I didn’t know the police went in for that sort of stunt. And when did he take this sudden liking for you, Lollie?”

“It wasn’t a sudden liking at all,” she said, “but I think it was because — well, because I stopped Pinto in the nursing home — and Miss White told him — I think that’s all.”

The colonel looked down on his pad.

“There’s something in that,” he said. “It sounds feasible. Didn’t he question you?” he said, raising his eyes.

“About you?” she said.

“About us,” corrected the colonel.

“He asked me nothing about you, nothing about your habits or your methods or about any of our funny business. I’ll swear it,” she said.

“You’re not going to believe that, are you, colonel?” demanded Pinto. “You can see that she is lying and that she’s doublecrossing you?”

“She’s neither lying nor doublecrossing us.” It was Crewe who spoke. “I don’t know what you think about it, colonel, but I am convinced that Lollie is speaking the truth.”

“You!” Pinto laughed loudly. “I think you’re in a state of mind when you’d believe anything Lollie said. And anyway you’re probably in with her.”

“You’re a liar,” said Crewe, so quietly that none suspected the surprising thing that would follow, for of a sudden his fist shot out and caught Pinto under the jaw, sending him sprawling to the floor.

The colonel was instantly on his feet, his hand outspread.

“That’s enough, Crewe,” he said harshly. “I’ll have none of that!”

Pinto picked himself up, his face livid.

“You’ll pay for that,” he said breathlessly, but “Swell” Crewe had walked to the girl and had laid his hand on her shoulder.

“Lollie,” he said, “I’m believing you and I think the colonel is, too. If you’re going out of the country, why I’ll say good luck to you. You’ve made a very wise decision and one which we shall all make — some of us perhaps too late.”

“Wait a moment,” said the colonel. He exchanged a glance with Selby and the man slipped quietly from the room. “Before we do any of that fare-thee-well stuff, I’ve got a few words to say to you, Lollie. I’m with Crewe. I think it is time you went out of the country, but you’re going out my way.”

“What do you mean?” she asked.

Her hand clutched “Swell” Crewe’s sleeve.

“You’re going out my way,” said the colonel, “and I swear no harm will come to you. You’re leaving tonight.”

“But how?” she asked, affrighted.

“Selby will tell you. You’ll meet him downstairs. Now be a sensible girl and do as I tell you. Selby will go with you and see you safe. We made all preparations for your departure tonight.”

“What’s this, colonel?” asked Crewe.

“You’re out of it,” said the colonel savagely. “I’m running this show myself. If you want to join Lollie later, why you can. For the present, she’s going just where I want her to go and in the way I have planned.”

He held out his hand to the girl and she took it.

“Goodbye and good luck, Lollie!” he said.

“But can’t I go back to my rooms?” she asked.

He shook his head.

“Do as I tell you,” he said shortly.

She stood at the door and for a moment her eyes met Crewe’s and he moved toward her.

“Wait.”

The colonel gripped his arm.

“Goodbye, Lollie,” and the door shut on the girl.

“Let me go,” said Crewe between his teeth. “If she trusts you, I don’t. This is some trick of that dirty half-breed!”

With a snarl of rage Pinto whipped his ever-ready knife from his hip pocket and flung it. It was the colonel who drew Crewe aside, or that moment was his last. The knife whizzed past and was buried almost to the hilt in the wall. The colonel broke the tense silence which followed.

“Pinto,” he said in his silkiest voice, “if you ever want to know what it feels like to be a dead man, just repeat that performance, will you?” Then his rage burst forth. “By God! I’ll shoot either of you if you play the fool in front of me again. You dirty little pickpockets that I’ve taken from the gutter! You miserable little sneak-thieves!”

He let loose a flood of abuse that made even Crewe wince.

“Now sit down, both of you,” he finished up, out of breath.

He went to the window and looked out. The car which he had hired for the occasion was still standing at the door and he distinguished Selby talking to the chauffeur.

“Listen you,” he said, “and especially you, Crewe. You’re too trusting with these females. Maybe Lollie’s speaking the truth, but it is just as likely she’s lying. I’m not going to take your corroboration, you know, Crewe,” he said. “We’ve got to depend on her word. There’s nobody else can speak for her, is there?”

Before Crewe could speak the colonel was answered:

“Jack o’ Judgment! Poor old Jack o’ Judgment! He’ll speak for Lollie!
 ”

The colonel looked up with a curse. There was nobody in the room, but the voice had been louder than ever he had heard it before. It seemed as though it emanated from a disembodied spirit that was floating through the air. There was a knock at the outer door.
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“Open it,” said the colonel in a low voice; “open it, Crewe” — he pulled open the drawer and took out something— “and if it is Jack o’ Judgment—”

Crewe opened the door, his heart beating at a furious rate, but it was Selby who came into the room and faced the half-levelled gun of the colonel.

“What do you want?” asked Boundary quickly. “You fool, I told you not to lose sight of her—”

“But when is she coming down?” asked Selby. “I’ve been waiting there all this time and there’s a policeman at the corner of the street — I wondered whether you had seen him too.”

“Not come down?” said the colonel. “She left here five minutes ago!”

“She hasn’t come down,” he said, “and I’ve certainly not passed her on the stairs. Is there any other way out?”

“No way that she could use,” said the colonel shaking his head. “I’ve had new locks put on all the doors.” He thought a moment. “If she hasn’t come down she’s gone up.”

They went up the stairs together and searched, first Pinto’s flat, and then the storerooms and empty apartments on the floor higher up.

“Go down to the door and wait, in case she tries to get out,” said the colonel.

He returned to the room with the two men and they looked at one another in frank astonishment.

“Have you any idea what’s happened, Crewe?” asked the colonel suspiciously.

“No idea in the world,” said Crewe.

“But she went downstairs,” said the colonel. “I heard the alarm click.”

“The alarm?” questioned Crewe.

“I’ve got a buzzer under one of the treads of the stairs,” said the colonel. “It is useful to know when people are coming up.”

*

Ten minutes passed and Selby returned to say that the policeman had been making inquiries as to whom the car belonged.

“You’d better get it away,” said the colonel, “and send away your men.”

“They’ve gone,” said the other. “I wasn’t taking any risks.”

He disappeared to carry out the colonel’s instructions, and they heard the whine of the moving car.

Boundary unlocked his tantalus and took out a full decanter of whisky. Without a word he poured three stiff doses into as many glasses and filled them with soda. Each man was thinking, and thinking after his own interests.

“Well, gentlemen,” said the colonel at last. “I incline to give this business best.”

He looked up and saw the dagger which Pinto had thrown. It was still embedded in the wall.

“It isn’t enough that I should have Jack o’ Judgment messing my room about,” he growled, “but you must do something to the same wall! Pull it out and don’t let me see it again, Pinto.”

The Portuguese smiled sheepishly, walked to the wall and gripped the handle. Evidently the point had embedded in a lath, for the knife did not move. He pulled again, exerting all his strength and this time succeeded in extracting not only the knife but a large portion of the plaster and a strip of the wallpaper.

“You fool!” said the colonel angrily, “see what you have done — Jumping Moses!”

He walked to the wall and stared, for the dislodgment of plaster and paper had revealed three round black discs, set flush with the plaster and only separated from the room by the wallpaper, which had been stripped.

“Jumping Moses!” said the colonel softly. “Detectaphones!”

He took Pinto’s knife from his hand and prised one of the discs loose. It was attached to a wire which was embedded in the plaster and this the colonel severed with a stroke of the knife.

“This is the business end of a microphone,” he said.

“The voice!” gasped Pinto, and the colonel nodded.

“Of course. I was mad not to guess that,” he said. “That’s how he heard and that’s how he spoke. Now, we’re going to get to the bottom of this.”

With a knife he slashed the plaster and exposed three wires that led straight downward and apparently through the floor. The colonel rested and eyed the debris thoughtfully.

“What is under this flat? Lee’s office, isn’t it? Of course, Lee’s!” he said. “I’m the fool!”

He handed the knife back to Pinto, took an electric torch from his pocket and led the way from the flat. They passed down the half-darkened stairs to the floor beneath, on which was situated the three sets of offices. The colonel took a bunch of keys and tried them on the door of the surveyor’s office. Presently he found one that fitted, and the door opened. He fumbled about for the electric switch, found it and flooded the room with light. It was a very ordinary clerk’s office, with a small counter, the flap of which was raised. Inside the flap he saw something white on the floor, and, stooping, picked it up. It was a lady’s handkerchief.

“L,” he read. “That sounds like Lollie. Do you know this, Crewe?”

Crewe took the handkerchief and nodded.

“That is Lollie’s,” he said shortly.

“I thought so. This is where she was when we were looking for her. Here with Jack o’ Judgment, eh? Let’s try the inner office.”

The inner office was locked, but he had no difficulty in gaining admission. Inside this was a private office which was simply furnished and had in one corner what appeared to be a telephone box. He opened the glass door and flashed his lamp inside. There was a little desk, a pair of receivers fastened to a headpiece, and a small vulcanite transmitter.

“This is where he sat,” said the colonel meditatively, pointing to a stool, “and this—” he lifted up the earpieces— “is how he heard all our very interesting conversations. Go upstairs, Pinto, I want to try this transmitter.”

He fixed the receiver to his ears and waited, and presently he heard distinctly the sound of Pinto closing the door of the room upstairs. Then he spoke through the receiver.

“Do you hear me, Pinto?”

“I hear you distinctly,” said Pinto’s voice.

“Speak a little lower. Carry on a conversation with yourself and let me try to hear you.”

Pinto obeyed. He recited something from the Orpheum revue, a line or two of a song, and the colonel heard distinctly every syllable. He replaced the earpieces where he had found them, closed the door of the box and that of the outer office, and led the way upstairs. The whisky still stood upon the table and he lifted a glass and drained it at a draught.

“If you’re a linguist, Crewe, you’ll have heard of the phrase: Sauve qui peut
 . It means ‘Git!’ And that’s the advice I’m giving and taking. Tomorrow we’ll meet to liquidate the Boundary Gang and split the Gang Fund.”

He turned his companions out to get what sleep they could. For him there was little sleep that night. Before the dawn came, he was at Twickenham, examining a big motor-launch that lay in a boathouse. It was the launch which should have carried Lollie Marsh and Selby on their river and sea journey. It was provisioned and ready for the trip. But first the colonel had to take from a locker in the stern of the boat a small black box and disconnect the wires from certain terminals before he stopped a little clock which ticked noisily. He had tuned his bomb to go off at four in the morning, by which time, he calculated, Lollie Marsh and her escort would be well out to sea. For the colonel regarded no evidence that might be brought against him as unimportant.
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The colonel was sleeping peacefully when Pinto rushed into his bedroom with the news. He was awake in a second and sat up in bed.

“What!” he said incredulously.

“Selby’s pinched,” said Pinto, his voice shaking. “My God! It’s awful! It’s dreadful! Colonel, we’ve got to get away to-day. I tell you they’ll have us—”

“Just shut up for a minute, will you?” growled the colonel, swinging out of bed and searching for his slippers with the detached interest of one who was hearing a little gossip from the morning papers. “What is the charge against him?”

“Loitering with intention to commit a felony,” said Pinto. “They took him to the station and searched his bag. He had brought a bag with him in preparation for the journey. And what do you think they found?”

“I know what they found,” said the colonel; “a complete kit of burglar’s tools. The fool must have left his bag in the hall and of course Jack o’ Judgment planted the stuff. It is simple!”

“What can we do?” wailed Pinto. “What can we do?”

“Engage the best lawyer you can. Do it through one of your pals,” said the colonel. “It will go hard with Selby. He’s had a previous conviction.”

“Do you think he’ll split?” asked Pinto.

He looked yellow and haggard and he had much to do to keep his teeth from chattering.

“Not for a day or two,” said the colonel, “and we shall be away by then. Does Crewe know?”

Pinto shook his head.

“I haven’t any time to run about after that swine,” he said impatiently.

“Well, you’d better do a little running now then,” said the colonel. “We may want his signature for the bank.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to draw what we’ve got and I advise you to do the same. I suppose you haven’t made any preparations to get away, have you?”

“No,” lied Pinto, remembering with thankfulness that he had received a letter that morning from the aviator Cartwright, telling him that the machine was in good order and ready to start at any moment. “No, I have never thought of getting away, colonel. I’ve always said I’ll stick to the colonel—”

“H’m!” said the colonel, and there was no very great faith in Pinto revealed in his grunt.

Crewe came along an hour later and seemed the least perturbed of the lot.

“Here’s the chequebook,” said the colonel, taking it from a drawer. “Now the balance we have,” he consulted a little waistcoat-pocket notebook, “is L81,317. I suggest we draw L80,000, split it three ways and part tonight.”

“What about your own private account?” asked Pinto.

“That’s my business,” said the colonel sharply. He filled in the cheque, signed his name with a flourish and handed the pen to Crewe.

Crewe put his name beneath, saw that the cheque was made payable to bearer, and handed the book to the colonel.

“Here, Pinto.” The colonel detached the form and blotted it. “Take a taxicab, see Ferguson, bring the money straight back here. Or, better still, go on to the City to the New York Guaranty and change it into American money.”

“Do you trust Pinto?” asked Crewe bluntly after the other had gone.

“No,” said the colonel, “I don’t trust Pinto or you. And if Pinto had plenty of time I shouldn’t expect to see that money again. But he’s got to be back here in a couple of hours, and I don’t think he can get away before. Besides, at the present juncture,” he reflected, “he wouldn’t bolt because he doesn’t know how serious the position is.”

“Where are you going, colonel?” asked Crewe curiously. “I mean, when you get away from here?”

Boundary’s broad face creased with smiles.

“What a foolish question to ask,” he said. “Timbuctoo, Tangier, America, Buenos Ayres, Madrid, China—”

“Which means you’re not going to tell, and I don’t blame you,” said Crewe.

“Where are you going?” asked the colonel. “If you’re a fool you’ll tell me.”

Crewe shrugged his shoulders.

“To gaol, I guess,” he said bitterly, and the colonel chuckled.

“Maybe you’ve answered the question you put to me,” he said, “but I’m going to make a fight of it. Dan Boundary is too old in the bones and hates exercise too much to survive the keen air and the bracing employment of Dartmoor — if we ever got there,” he said ominously.

“What do you mean?” demanded Crewe.

“I mean that, when they’ve photographed Selby and circulated his picture, somebody is certain to recognise him as the man who handed the glass of water over the heads of the crowd when Hanson was killed—”

“Was it Selby?” gasped Crewe. “I wasn’t in it. I knew nothing about it—”

The colonel laughed again.

“Of course you’re not in anything,” he bantered. “Yes, it was Selby, and it is ten chances to one that the usher would recognise him again if he saw him. That would mean — well, they don’t hang folks at Dartmoor.” He looked at his watch again. “I expect Pinto will be about an hour and a half,” he said. “You will excuse me,” he added with elaborate politeness “I have a lot of work to do.”

He cleared the drawers of his writing-table by the simple process of pulling them out and emptying their contents upon the top. He went through these with remarkable rapidity, throwing the papers one by one into the fire, and he was engaged in this occupation when Pinto returned.

“Back already?” said the colonel in surprise, and then, after a glance at the other’s face, he demanded: “What’s wrong?”

Pinto was incapable of speech. He just put the cheque down upon the table.

“Haven’t they cashed it?” asked the colonel with a frown.

“They can’t cash it,” said Pinto in a hollow voice. “There’s no money there.”

The colonel picked up the cheque.

“So there’s no money there to meet it?” he said softly. “And why is there no money there to meet it?”

“Because it was drawn out three days ago. I thought—” said Pinto incoherently. “I saw Ferguson, and he told me that a cheque for the full amount came through from the Bank of England.”

“In whose favour was it drawn?”

Pinto cleared his throat.

“In favour of the Chancellor of the Exchequer,” he said. “That’s why Ferguson passed it without question. He said that otherwise he would have sent a note to you.”

“The Chancellor of the Exchequer!” snarled the colonel. “What does it mean?”

“Look here! Ferguson showed it me himself.” He took a copy of The Times
 from his pocket and laid it on the table, pointing out the paragraph with trembling fingers.

It was in the advertisement column and it was brief:

“The Chancellor of the Exchequer desires to acknowledge the receipt of L81,000 Conscience Money from Colonel D. B.”

“Conscience money!”

The colonel sat back in his chair and laughed softly. He was genuinely amused.

“Of course, we can get this back,” he said at last. “We can explain to the Chancellor of the Exchequer the trick that has been played upon us, but that means delay, and at the moment delay is really dangerous. I suppose both you fellows have money of your own? I know Pinto has. How do you stand, Crewe?”

“I have a little,” said Crewe, “but honestly, I was depending upon my share of the Gang Fund.”

“What about you, colonel?” asked Pinto meaningly. “If I may suggest it, we should pool our money and divide.”

The colonel smiled.

“Don’t be silly,” he said tersely. “I doubt whether my balance at the bank is more than a couple of thousand pounds.”

“But what about your private safe?” persisted Pinto. “A-ha! You didn’t know I knew that, did you? As a matter of fact, Ferguson told me—”

“What the devil does Ferguson mean by discussing my business?” said the colonel wrathfully. “What did he tell you?”

“He told me that the package was received and that he had put it with the other in your safe.”

“Package!” The colonel’s voice was quiet, almost inaudible. “The package was received! When was the package received?”

“Yesterday,” said Pinto. “He said it came along and he put it with the other. Now what have you got in—”

But the colonel was walking towards his bedroom with rapid strides. Presently he reappeared with his hat and coat on.

“Come with me, Crewe. We’ll go down to the bank,” he said. “You stay here, Pinto, and report anything that happens.”

When they were on their way he confided to the other:

“I have a little money put aside,” he said, “and I’m willing to finance you. You haven’t been a bad fellow, Crewe. The only rotten turn you’ve ever done us is introducing that damned fellow, ‘Snow’ Gregory, and you didn’t even do that, for I had met him before you brought him from Monte — which reminds me. Have you found out anything about him?”

“I have a letter here from Oxford,” said Crewe, putting his hand in his pocket. “I hadn’t opened my letters when Pinto came. You’ll find all the news there, if there is any news.”

He handed the envelope to the other and the colonel transferred it to his pocket.

“That’ll keep,” he said. “What was I talking about? Oh, yes, Gregory. The whole of this business has come about through Gregory. Gregory made Jack o’ Judgment, and Jack o’ Judgment has ruined us.”

He sprang from the taxi at the door of the bank with an agile step, and went straight to the manager’s office. Without any preliminary he began:

“What is this package that came for me yesterday, Ferguson?”

The manager looked surprised.

“It was an ordinary package, similar to that which you put in the safe the other day. It was sealed and wrapped and had your name on it. I rather wondered you hadn’t brought it yourself, but it was put into your safe in the presence of two clerks.”

“I’d like to see it,” said the colonel.

Ferguson led the way down the stairs to the vaults and snapped back the lock of Safe 20. As he did so Crewe was conscious of a faint, musty odour.

“I smell something,” said the colonel suspiciously.

He reached his hand into the safe and pulled open the long drawer, and as he did so a cloud of sickly-smelling vapour rose from its interior. For the first time Crewe heard Boundary groan. He pulled the drawer out under the light and looked in. There was nothing but a black mass of pulp, out of which glinted and gleamed a dozen pinpoints of light.

With a howl of rage the colonel turned the contents upon the stone floor of the vault and raked it over with the end of his walkingstick. The diamonds were intact, and they at least were something; but the greater part of eight hundred thousand dollars was indistinguishable from any other kind of paper that had been treated with one of the most destructive acids known to chemical science.
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The colonel wiped his burnt and discoloured hands after he had dropped the last diamond into a medicine bottle which the bank manager happened to have in the room.

“That’s something saved from the wreck, at any rate,” he said.

He had gone suddenly old, and his mouth trembled, as many a younger mouth had trembled in despair that Colonel Boundary might become a rich man.

“Something saved from the wreck,” he repeated slowly.

The manager’s grave eyes were fixed on his.

“I’m not blaming you, Ferguson,” said the colonel. “It was a plot to ruin me, and it succeeded.”

“What do you think happened?” asked the troubled Ferguson.

“The second package was a box filled with a very strong acid,” said the colonel. “Probably the box was made of soft metal, through which the acid would eat in a few hours. It was placed in the safe, and in time the corrosive worked through—”

He shrugged his shoulders and left the room without another word.

“Thirty-five years’ work that represents, Crewe,” he said as they were driving back to the flat; “thirty-five years of risk and thought and organisation, and ended in pulp — stinking pulp — that burns your fingers when you touch it.”

He began to whistle and Crewe noticed with curiosity that he chose the “Soldiers’ Chorus” from “Faust” for the dirge to his lost fortune.

“Jack o’ Judgment!” he said wonderingly. “Jack o’ Judgment! Well, he’s had his judgment all right, and I’m going to have mine. You needn’t tell Pinto what happened this morning. Leave him guessing. He’s got a pretty thick bankroll, and I’ll agree to that grand scheme of his for sharing out.”

The thought seemed to cheer him, and by the time they reached the flat he was almost jovial.

“Well, what’s the news?” asked Pinto eagerly.

“Fine,” said the colonel. “Everything is as it should be.”

“Stop rotting,” growled the other. “What is the news?”

“The news, my lad,” said the colonel, “is that I’ve decided to agree to your unselfish suggestion.”

“What’s that?” said the unsuspicious Pinto.

“That we should pool and divide.”

“Jack o’ Judgment’s got your money, too!” said Pinto, who cherished no illusions about the colonel’s generosity.

“How well he knows me!” said Boundary. “Now, come, Pinto, we’re all in this, sink or swim. I told Crewe going down that I intended dividing; didn’t I, Crewe?”

“You said something like that,” said Crewe cautiously.

“Now we’ll pool our money,” said the colonel, “and split three ways. I’ll make a fair proposition. We’ll divide it into four and the man who puts in the most shall take two shares. Is it a bet?”

“I suppose so,” said Pinto reluctantly. “What is the truth about your money? Did Jack o’ Judgment get it?”

“I hadn’t any money,” said the colonel blandly. “I’ve about a thousand pounds hidden away in this room; that is all, if Jack hasn’t been in.”

He unlocked the safe and made an inspection.

“Yes, a little over a thousand, if anything. How much have you, Crewe?”

“Three thousand,” said Crewe.

“That makes four thousand. Now what have you got, Pinto?”

“I’ve about five thousand,” said Pinto, trying to appear unconcerned.

The colonel made a little whistling noise through his teeth.

“Bring fifty,” he said. “I’m dead serious, Pinto. Bring fifty!”

“But how can I get it?” demanded the other frantically.

“Get it,” said the colonel. “It is highly probable that it will be of no use to any of us. Let us at least have the illusion of being well off.”

*

In greater leisure than either of her three companions in crime were exhibiting, Lollie Marsh was preparing to take her departure to New York. She was packing at leisure in her cosy flat on Tavistock Avenue, stopping now and again to consider the problem of the superfluous article of clothing — a problem which presents itself to all packers.

Between whiles she arrested her labours to think of something else. Kneeling down by the side of her trunk, she would give herself up to long reveries, which ended in a sigh and the resumption of her packing.

By the commonly accepted standards of civilisation she was a wicked woman, but there are degrees of wickedness. She had searched her mind to recall all the qualms she had felt in her long association with the Boundary Gang, and took an unusual pleasure in her strange recollection. She remembered when she had refused to be drawn into the Crotin fraud; she recalled her stormy interview with the colonel when she declined to take a part in the ruining of young Debenham.

But mostly she was glad that she had never gone any farther to carry out the colonel’s instructions in regard to Stafford King. Not that she would have succeeded, she told herself with a little smile, but she was glad she had never seriously tried. Her mind switched to Crewe and switched back again. Crewe’s was the one face she did not wish to see, the one member of the gang that she put aside from the others and wilfully veiled. Crewe had always been kind to her, always courteous, her champion in all bad times, and yet had never made love to her. She wondered what had brought him down to his present level, and why a man possessed of education, and who at one time, as she knew, had been an officer in a crack regiment, should have fallen so readily under Boundary’s influence.

She made a little face and went on with her packing. She did not want to think about Crewe for obvious reasons. Yet, as he had said — But he hadn’t said, she told herself. Very likely he was married, though that fact did not greatly trouble the girl. Such men as these have always a good as well as a bad past, pleasant as well as bitter memories, and possibly he included amongst the former the recollection of a girl whose shoelaces Lollie Marsh was not fit to tie.

She took a delight in torturing herself with pictures of her own humiliation, though she may have counted it to the good that she was capable of feeling humiliated at all. She finished her trunk, squeezed in the last article and locked down the lid. She looked at her wrist watch — it was half-past nine. Stafford King had not asked to see her, and she had the evening free.

She had only spoken the truth when she had told Boundary that the police chief had made no inquiries as to the gang. Stafford King knew human nature rather well, and he would not make the mistake of questioning her. Or perhaps it was because he did not wish to spoil the value of his gifts by fixing a price — the price of treachery.

She wondered what the colonel was doing, and Pinto — and Crewe. She impatiently stamped her foot. She was indulging in the kind of insanity of which hitherto she had shown no symptoms. She looked at her watch again and then remembered the Orpheum. It was a favourite house of hers. She could always get a free box if there was one vacant, and she had spent many of her lonely evenings in that way. She had always declined Pinto’s offer to share his own, and of late he had got out of the habit of inviting her.

She dressed and took a taxi to the Orpheum. The booking office clerk knew her, and without asking her desires drew a slip from the ticket rack.

“I can give you Box C tonight, Miss Marsh,” he said. “That is the one above the governor’s.”

The “governor” was Pinto.

“Have you a good house?”

The youth shook his head.

“We’re not having the houses we had when Miss White was here,” he said. “What’s become of her, miss?”

“I don’t know,” said Lollie shortly.

She had to pass to the back of Pinto’s box to reach the little staircase which led to the box above. She thought she heard voices, and stopping at the door, listened. Perhaps Crewe had come down or the colonel. But it was not Crewe’s voice she heard. The door was slightly ajar, and the man who was talking was evidently on the point of departure, because she glimpsed his hand upon the handle and his voice was so distinct that he must have been quite near her.

“ — three o’clock in the morning. You can’t miss the aerodrome. It is a mile out of Bromley on the main road and on the right. You will see three red lamps burning in a triangle.”

The aerodrome! She put her hand to her mouth to suppress an exclamation. Pinto was talking, but his voice was a mumble.

“Very good,” said the strange voice. “I can carry three or four passengers if you like. There’s plenty of room — of course, if you’re by yourself, so much the better. I shall expect you at three o’clock. The weather’s beautiful.”

The door opened and she crouched against the wall so that the opening door hid her, and heard Pinto call the man back by name.

“Cartwright!” she repeated. “Cartwright. A mile out of Bromley on the main road. Three lamps in a red triangle!”

She was going to slip up the stairs, but the door had closed on Cartwright, and making a swift decision she passed the box and came again into the vestibule of the theatre. Presently she saw the man appear. She guessed it was he by the smile on his face, and when he said “Good night” to the attendant at the barrier she recognised his voice. She followed him but let him get outside the theatre before she spoke to him. Then suddenly she laid her hand on his arm: “Mr. Cartwright!”

He looked round into her smiling face in surprise, taking off his hat.

“That is my name,” he said with a smile. “I don’t remember—”

“Oh, I’m a friend of Mr. Silva,” she said. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“Oh, indeed?” said he.

He was a little puzzled because he thought that the projected flight was a dead secret; and she guessed his thoughts.

“You won’t tell Mr. Silva I told you? He begged me not to repeat it to anybody, even to you. But he’s leaving tomorrow morning, isn’t he?”

He nodded.

“I know an awful lot,” she said, and then: “Won’t you come and have supper with me? I’m starving!”

Cartwright hesitated. He had not expected so charming a diversion, and really there was no reason why he should not accept the invitation. He was not due at Bromley until early in the morning, and the girl was young and pretty and a friend of his employer. It was she who hailed the taxi and they drove to a select little restaurant at the back of Shaftesbury Avenue.

“You’re not seeing Pinto — I mean Mr. Silva — again tonight, are you?” she asked.

“No, I’m not seeing him until — well, until I see him,” he smiled again.

“Well, I want to tell you something.”

He thought she was charmingly embarrassed, and in truth she was, to invent the story she had to tell.

“You know why Mr. Silva is leaving England in such a hurry?”

He nodded. She wished she knew too, or had the slightest inkling of the yarn which Pinto had spun. And then the man enlightened her.

“Political,” he said.

“Exactly; political,” she said easily. “But you will realise that it is not necessarily he himself who is making this flight.”

“I did understand that he was making the flight himself,” said the aviator in surprise.

“But” — she was desperate now— “has he never told you of the other gentleman who was coming, the other political person who really must go to Portugal at once?”

“No, he certainly did not,” said Cartwright; “he told me distinctly that he was going himself.”

The girl leaned back in her chair, baffled, but thoughtful.

“Oh, of course, he told you that,” she said with a knowing smile. “You see, there are some things he is not allowed to tell you. But do not be surprised if you have two passengers instead of one.”

“I shan’t be surprised, I shall be pleased. The machine will carry half a dozen,” said Cartwright readily, “but I certainly thought—”

“Wait till you see him,” said the girl, waving a warning finger with mock solemnity.

He found her a cheerful companion through the meal, but there were certain intervals of abstraction in her cheerfulness, intervals when she was thinking very rapidly and reconstructing the plan which Pinto had made. So he was one of the rats who were deserting the sinking ship and leaving the Colonel and Crewe to face the music. And Crewe — that was the thought uppermost in her mind.

When she parted from the pilot she had only one thought — to warn the colonel of Pinto’s treachery — and Crewe. And somehow Crewe seemed to bulk most importantly at that moment.
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What should she do? It was her sense of loyalty which brought the colonel first to her mind. She must warn him. She went into a Tube station telephone box and rang through but received no answer. Her quest for Crewe had as little result. She drove off to the flat, thinking that possibly the telephone might be out of order or that they would have returned by the time she reached there, but there was no answer to her ring. She went out again into the street in despair and walked slowly towards Regent Street. Then she saw two people ahead of her, and recognised the swing of the colonel’s shoulders. She broke into a run and overtook them. The colonel swung round as she uttered his name and peered at her.

“Lollie!” he said in surprise, and he looked past her as though seeking some police shadow.

“I have something important to tell you,” she said. “Let us go up here.”

They turned into a deserted side street, and rapidly she told her story.

“So Pinto’s getting out, is he?” said the colonel thoughtfully. “Well, it is no more than I expected. An aeroplane, too? Well, that’s enterprising. I thought of something of the sort, but there’s nowhere I could go, except to America.”

He dropped his head on to his chest and was considering something.

“Thank you, Lollie,” he said simply. “I’m glad that you didn’t go with Selby — you would never have got to the Continent alive.”

He said this in an ordinary conversational tone, and the girl gasped. She did not ask him for an explanation and he offered none. Crewe, standing in the background, looked at the man with something like bewilderment.

“And now I think you’d better make a real getaway, and not trust to the police,” said the colonel. “Maybe with the best intentions in the world, Stafford King can’t save you if I happen to be jugged. And you too, Crewe,” he turned to the other.

“So Pinto is going, eh?” he bit his nether lip, “and that is why he promised to bring the fifty thousand tomorrow morning. Well, somehow I don’t think Pinto will go,” he spoke deliberately. “I don’t think Pinto will go.”

“It is too dangerous for you to stop him—” began Crewe.

“I shall not try to stop him,” said the other; “there’s somebody besides myself on Pinto’s track, and that somebody is going to pull him down.”

“But why don’t you escape, colonel?” she urged. “There is the aeroplane waiting at Bromley. We could easily persuade the man that Pinto had sent us.”

He shook his head.

“You take your own advice,” he said, “and clear out tonight. Get her away, Crewe. Don’t worry about the police. You’ve got twentyfour hours in hand. This is Pinto’s night,” he said between his teeth. “Pinto — the dirty hound!”

Slowly they paced the street together in silence. When they came to the end the colonel turned.

“I want to shake hands with you, Lollie. I shook hands with you once before, intending to send you to a very quick decease. You’re carrying your money with you, aren’t you, Crewe?”

“Yes,” said the other.

“Good!” responded the colonel. “Now get away.”

He took no other farewell but turned abruptly and left them. Crewe was following him, but the girl caught his arm.

“Don’t go,” she said in a low voice. “Don’t you know the colonel better?”

“I hate leaving him like this,” he said.

“So do I,” said the girl quietly. “I’ve still got some decent feeling left. We’re all in this together. We’re all crooks, as bad as we can possibly be, and if he’s used us we’ve been willing tools. What is your Christian name?” she asked.

He looked at her in surprise.

“Jack,” he said. “What a weird question to ask!”

“Isn’t it?” she said with a laugh but a little catch in her throat. “Only we’re to be comrades and stick to one another, and I hate calling you by your surname, so I’m going to call you Jack.”

It was his turn to be amused. They walked in the opposite direction to that which the colonel had taken.

“You’re very quiet,” she said after a while.

“Aren’t I?” he laughed.

“Have I offended you?” she asked quickly. “Was it wrong to call you Jack? Oh, yes, somebody else must have called you Jack.”

“No, no, it isn’t that,” he said, “but I haven’t been called by my Christian name for years and years,” he said wearily, “and somehow it seems to span all the bad times and take me back to the — the—”

“The ‘Jack’ days?” she suggested, and he nodded.

Then after another period of silence.

“This is a queer ending to it all, isn’t it?” he said, and her heart skipped a beat.

“Ending?” she whispered. “No, no, not ending! It may be the beginning of a new life. I haven’t got religious,” she added quickly, “and I’m not getting sentimental. All my past life doesn’t come up in front of me as it does in the storybooks. Only I’ve just faith that there’s something better in life than I’ve ever found.”

“I should think there is,” said Crewe. “It couldn’t be much worse, could it?”

“I haven’t been bad,” she said— “not bad like you probably think I have.”

“I never thought you were bad,” he said. “You were just a victim like the rest of them. You were only a kid when you started working for the colonel, weren’t you?”

She nodded.

“Well, there’s a chance for you, Lollie. Your passage is booked and all that sort of thing — have you sufficient money?”

“I’ve plenty of money,” she said.

“Fine!” He dropped his hand lightly on her shoulder. “There’s a big, big chance for you, my girl.”

“And for you?” she asked.

He laughed.

“There is no chance for me at all,” he said simply. “They’ll take me and they’ll take Pinto and last of all they’ll take the colonel. It is written,” he added philosophically. “Why — why, what is the matter?”

She stood stockstill and was holding on to his arm with both hands.

“You mustn’t say that, you mustn’t say that!” she said brokenly. “It isn’t finished for you, Jack. There’s a chance to get out, and the colonel has told you there’s a chance. He meant it. He knows much more than we do. If you’ve got murder on your soul, or something worse; if you feel that you’re altogether so bad that there isn’t a chance for you, that there’s no goodness in your life which can be expanded, why, just wait and take what’s coming. But for God’s sake know your mind, and if you feel that in another land, with — with someone who loves you by your side—”

Her voice broke.

“Why, Lollie,” he said very gently. “You don’t mean — ?”

“I’m just as shameless as I’ve ever been” she said, “but I’m not proposing to marry you, I’m not asking for anything save your friendship and your comradeship. I think people can love one another without — marrying and all that sort of thing; but do you — will you—”

“Will I go?” he asked.

She nodded.

“I’ll go anywhere with that prospect in sight,” and he slipped his arm round her shoulders, and, bending, kissed her on the cheek.
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Whilst Pinto was putting the finishing touches to his scheme of flight, the colonel paced his room, whistling the “Soldiers’ Chorus” jerkily. He was restless and nervous, and rendered all the more irritable by the disappearance of his servant, a minor member of the gang, who had been a participant in every act of villainy, and who had been in charge of the arrangements for the abduction of Maisie White. Twice in the course of the evening he wandered through the hall, opened the outer door, and looked out on to the landing.

On the first occasion there was nothing to see, but on the second it was only by the narrowest margin of time that he failed to detect a dark figure moving noiselessly up the stairs and disappearing on to the second landing. The man above heard the door open and close again, and stood watching. Then, when no sound reached him, he moved to the door of Pinto’s flat, opened it, deposited the suitcase which he was carrying in the hall, and closed the door softly behind him.

He was within for about a quarter of an hour, then he reappeared, and still carrying his suitcase, passed swiftly down the stairs and out into the street. The clock struck half-past nine as he disappeared, and a quarter of an hour later Stafford King received by special messenger a communication which gave him something to think about. He read it through twice, then called up the First Commissioner and gave him the gist of the communication.

“That’s the third time we’ve had this sort of message,” he said.

“The others have proved right,” said the Commissioner’s voice, “why shouldn’t this?”

“But it seems incredible,” said Stafford in perplexity. “We’ve been watching these people for years and we’ve never found them with the goods.”

“I should certainly act on it, King, if I were you,” said the Commissioner. “Let me know what happens. Of course, you may make a mistake, but you must take a chance on that.”

Pinto had a lot of business to do at the theatre that night. For a week he had not banked the theatre’s takings, but had converted them into paper money, and now he took from his safe the last penny he could carry. It was half-past eleven when he came to his Club, where supper had been prepared for him. He paid the bill from notes he had taken from the bank that day. Presently the waiter came back.

“I beg your pardon, sir, but the cashier says that this note is a wrong ‘un.”

“A wrong ‘un?” said Pinto in surprise, and took it in his hand.

There was no doubt whatever that the man was right. It was the most obvious forgery he had ever handled.

“Then I’ve been sold,” he smiled; “here’s another.”

He took the second note and examined it. That also was bad, as he could tell at a glance. In the tail pocket of his dress-coat he had the money he had taken from the theatre and was able to settle the bill. He was worried on the journey back to the flat. He had drawn a hundred pounds from the bank that morning in five-pound notes. He remembered putting them into his pocketbook and had no occasion to disturb them since. It was unlikely that the bank would have given him such obvious forgeries. He was stepping from the taxi when the awful truth dawned on him. The notes had been planted, the forgeries substituted for the good paper! He was putting his hand in his pocket, intending to take out the money and push it down the nearest drain, when he was gripped.

“Sorry and all that,” said a voice.

He turned round shaking like an aspen.

“Stafford King,” he said dully.

“Stafford King it is. I have a warrant for your arrest, Silva, on a charge of forging and uttering. Bring him up to his rooms.”

The colonel heard the noise on the stairs and came to the door. He stood, a silent spectator, watching with unmoved face the procession as it passed up to the floor above.

“I want your key,” said Stafford, and humbly the Portuguese handed it to him.

Stafford opened the door and snapped on the light.

“Bring him in,” he said to the detective who held Pinto. “What room is this?”

“My diningroom,” said Pinto faintly.

Stafford entered the room, turning on the light as he did so.

“Hullo, Pinto,” he said.

Pinto could only look.

The table was littered with copperplates and ink rollers. There was a thick pad of counterfeit money on one corner of the table, held down by a paper weight; little bottles of acids were scattered about, and near the table was a small lever press, so small that a man might carry it in a corner of his handbag.

“I think I have got you, Pinto,” said Stafford King, and Pinto Silva nodded before he fell limply into the arms of his captor.

*

Maisie White had gone to bed early and the bell rang three times before she awoke. She slipped into a dressing-gown, and, going to the window, leaned out. She looked down upon the upturned face of a girl and in spite of the distance and the darkness of the night, recognised her. The man who stood in the background, however, she could not for the moment place. Nevertheless, she did not hesitate to go downstairs.

“Is that Miss White?” asked the girl.

“Yes. It is Lollie Marsh, isn’t it? Won’t you come in?”

Lollie was hesitant.

“Yes,” she said after awhile and they went upstairs together. “I’m very sorry I disturbed you, Miss White, but it is a matter which can’t very well wait. You know that Mr. Stafford King has been kind to me?”

Maisie nodded. She was looking at the girl with interest and was surprised to note how pretty she was. She could not forget what Lollie Marsh had done for her that dreadful night at the nursing home, and if the truth be told, she had inspired the assistance which Stafford had been giving the girl.

“Mr. King has booked my passage to America, as you probably know,” Lollie went on, “but at the last moment I have been obliged to change my plans.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” said the girl. “I was hoping that you’d get away before—”

“I am hoping to get away before,” Lollie smiled faintly. “But you see, one has to be very quick, because things are moving at such a rapid rate. They arrested Pinto tonight — we only just heard of it.”

“Arrested Silva?” said the girl in surprise. “That is news to me. What is the charge?”

“I didn’t quite understand what the charge was. I know he’s arrested,” said Lollie. “The colonel has advised me to get out as quickly as I can. And there’s a big chance for me, Miss White. I’m going to be married!”

She blurted the words out, and Maisie stared at her. Somehow she had never thought of Lollie Marsh as a person who would get married, and it was amazing to see the confusion and shyness in which her confession had thrown her.

“I congratulate you with all my heart,” said Maisie. “Who is the fortunate man?”

“I can’t tell you. Yes, I will,” said the girl. “I’ll trust you. I’m marrying Jack Crewe.”

“Crewe? I remember. Mr. King spoke about him. But isn’t he one of the — isn’t he a friend of the colonel?”

Lollie nodded.

“Yes, but we’re going away tonight. That is why I came to see you.”

Maisie White clasped the girl’s hands in hers.

“You yourself are facing a great happiness and a beautiful life,” pleaded Lollie, her eyes filling with tears. “Can’t you feel some sympathy with me? For I want love and happiness and security more even than you, because you have never known anything of the dreadful apprehensions and uncertainties such as I have passed through. And I want you to help me in this. I’m not going to ask you to influence Mr. King to do anything but his duty. But I want just a chance for Jack.”

Maisie shook her head.

“I don’t know that I can promise that,” she said. “Mr. King has always spoken of your friend as one of the least dangerous of the gang. When are you leaving?”

“Tonight.”

“Tonight? But how?”

“That’s a secret.”

“But it is a secret I won’t reveal,” smiled Maisie.

“By aeroplane,” said Lollie after a moment’s hesitation, and told the story of Pinto’s preparation.

“You’d better not tell me where you’re going,” warned Maisie, but she didn’t stop Lollie in time. “Well, I wish you luck and I’ll do my best for you.” She stopped and kissed the girl.

“There’s one warning I want to give you, Miss White,” said Lollie as she stood in the doorway. “The colonel is a desperate man and I don’t think somehow that he’s coming through this with his life. He’s been a good friend of mine up to a point and according to his lights, but you’ve been good and Mr. King has been more than good. Beware of the colonel now that you have him at bay! That is all!”

Then she was gone.
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They brought Pinto Silva into the magistrate’s court at Bow Street the following morning in a condition of collapse. The man was dazed by his misfortune, incapable of answering the questions which were put to him, or even of instructing the exasperated solicitor who had been with him for an hour.

By the solicitor’s side was a grey-faced, shrunken man, whose clothes did not seem to fit him and who at the end of the proceedings whispered something into the lawyer’s ear. But the application which was made for bail was rejected. The evidence was too damning, and the knowledge that the prisoner was not English and that it would be impossible to extradite him if he managed to make his escape to certain countries, all helped to influence the magistrate in his refusal.

Colonel Boundary did not speak to the man in the dock or as much as look at him. He got out of court after the proceedings had terminated, the cynosure of every policeman’s eye, and drove back to his apartments. He had not heard from Crewe or Lollie that morning and he guessed that the two had left by aeroplane. So he was alone, he thought, and the very knowledge had the effect of stiffening him.

He could go through the remainder of his papers at his leisure, without fear of interruption. The lesser members of the gang had been controlled by Selby or Crewe, and they would not approach him directly, but he did not doubt that there were a score of little men waiting to jump into the witness box the moment he was caught, but he had by no means given up hope of escaping.

For days he had carried in his pocket the means of disguise, a safety razor, scissors and a small bottle of anatto solution to darken his face.

Despite his sixty-one years, he was a healthy and virile man, capable of undergoing hardships if the necessity arose, but, above all, he had a plan and an alternative plan.

He finished the destruction of his correspondence, and then began to search his pocket for any stray letters which he might have put away absentmindedly. In making this search he came upon a long, white envelope addressed to Crewe, and wondered how it had come into his possession. Then he remembered that Crewe had handed him a letter.

He looked at the postmark.

From Oxford.

This was the report of the agents whom Crewe had sent down to discover the names of the men who had left Balliol in a certain year. “Snow” Gregory, who had been found shot in the streets of London, was a Balliol man who had left Oxford in that year. It was certain that it was a relative of “Snow” Gregory who was called Jack o’ Judgment and who had taken upon himself the task of avenging the man’s death.

What was “Snow” Gregory’s real name? If he could find that, he might find Jack o’ Judgment.

Slowly, as though with a sense that the great discovery was imminent, he tore open the letter and pulled out the three foolscap pages, which, with a covering note, constituted the contents. There were two lists of names of graduates who had passed out in the year which, if “Snow” Gregory spoke the truth in a moment of unusual confidence, was the year of his leaving.

The colonel’s finger traced the lines one by one and he finished the first list without discovering a name which was familiar. He was half way through the second list when he stopped and his finger jumped. For fully three minutes he sat glaring at the paper openmouthed. Then:

“Merciful God!” he whispered.

He sat there for the greater part of an hour, his chin on his hand, his eyes glued to the name. And all the time his active mind was running back through the years, piecing together the evidence which enabled him to identify, without any shadow of doubt, Jack o’ Judgment.

He rose and went to his bookcase and took down volume after volume. They were mostly reference books, and for some time he searched in vain. Then he found a Year Book which gave him the data he wanted, and he brought it back to the table and scribbled a few notes. These he read through and carefully burnt.

He finished his labours with a bright look in his eye and strutted into his bedroom ten years younger in appearance than he had been that afternoon. He put out all the lights and sat for a little while in the shadow of the curtain, watching the street from the open window. At the corner of the block a Salvation Army meeting was in progress, and he was surprised that he had not noticed the fact, although this practice of the Salvationists holding meetings near his flat had before now driven him to utter distraction.

Very keenly he scrutinised the street for some sign of a lurking figure, and once saw a man walk past under the light of a street lamp and melt into the shadow of a doorway on the opposite side of the road. He went into his bedroom and brought back a pair of night glasses, and focused them upon the figure.

He chuckled and went out of the flat into the street, turning southward.

He did not go far, however, before he stopped and looked back, and his patience was rewarded by the sight of a figure crossing the road and entering the building he had just left. The colonel gave him time, and then retraced his steps. He took off his boots in the vestibule and went upstairs quietly. He was halfway up when he heard the soft thud of his own door closing, and grinned again. He gave the intruder time to get inside before he too inserted his key, and turning it without a sound, came into the darkened hall. There was a light in his room, and he heard the sound of a drawer being pulled open. Then he gripped the handle, and, flinging the door open, stepped in. The man who was looking through the desk sprang up in affright.

As Boundary had suspected, it was his former butler, the man who had deserted him the day before without a word. He was a big, heavy-jowled man of powerful build, and the momentary look of fright melted to a leer at the sight of the colonel’s face.

“Well, Tom,” said Boundary pleasantly, “come back for the pickings?”

“Something like that, guv’nor,” said the other. “You don’t blame me?”

“I’ve been pretty good to you, Tom,” said the colonel.

“Ugh! I don’t know that I’ve anything to thank you for.”

Here was a man who a month before would have cringed at the colonel’s upraised finger!

“Oh, don’t you, Tom?” said Boundary softly. “Come, come, that’s not very grateful.”

“What have I got to be grateful to you for?” demanded the man.

“Grateful that you’re alive, Tom,” said the colonel, and the servant’s face went hard.

“None of that, colonel,” he snarled; “you can’t afford to talk ‘fresh’ with me. I know a great deal more about you than you suppose. You think I’ve got no brains.”

“I know you have brains, Tom,” said the colonel, “but you can’t use ‘em.”

“Can’t I, eh? I haven’t been looking after you for four or five years and doing your dirty work, colonel, without picking up a little intelligence — and a little information! You’d look comic if they put me in the witness box!”

He was gaining courage at the very mildness of the man of whom he once stood in terror.

“So you’ve come for the pickings?” said the colonel, ignoring his threat. “Well, help yourself.”

He went to the sideboard, poured himself out a little whisky and sat down by the window to watch the man search. Tom pulled open another drawer and closed it again.

“Now look here, colonel,” he said, “I haven’t made so much money out of this business as you have. Things are pretty bad with me, and I think the least you can do is to give me something to remember you by.”

The colonel did not answer. Apparently his thoughts were wandering.

“Tom,” he said after awhile, “do you remember three months ago I bought a lot of old cinema films?”

“Yes, I remember,” said the man, surprised at the change of subject. “What’s that to do with it?”

“There were about ten boxes, weren’t there?”

“A dozen, more likely,” said the man impatiently. “Now look here, colonel—”

“Wait a moment, Tom. I’ll discuss your share when you’ve given me a little help. Meeting you here — by the way, I saw you out of the window, skulking on the other side of the street — has given me an idea. Where did you put those films?”

The man grinned.

“Are you starting a cinema, colonel?”

“Something like that,” replied Boundary; “it was the Salvation Army that gave me the idea really. Do you hear what an infernal noise that drum makes?”

The man made a gesture of impatience.

“What is it you want?” he asked. “If you want the films, I put them in my pantry, underneath the silver cupboard. I suppose, now that the partnership’s broken up, you don’t object to me taking the silver? I might be starting a little house on my own.”

“Certainly, certainly, you can take the silver,” said the colonel genially. “Bring me the films.”

The man was halfway out of the room when he turned round.

“No tricks, mind you,” he said, “no doing funny business when my back’s turned.”

“I shall not move from the chair, Tom. You don’t seem to trust me.”

The ex-valet made two journeys before he deposited a dozen shallow tin boxes on the desk.

“There they are,” he said, “now tell me what’s the game.”

“First of all,” said the colonel, “were you serious when you suggested that you knew something about me that would be worth a lot to the police? There goes that drum again, Tom. Do you know what use that drum is to me?”

“I don’t know,” growled the man. “Of course I meant what I said — and what’s this stuff about the drum?”

“Why, the people in the street can hear nothing when that’s going,” said the colonel softly.

He put his hand in the inside of his coat, as though searching for a pocketbook, and so quick was he that the man, leaning over the table, did not see the weapon that killed him. Three times the colonel fired and the man slid in an inert heap to the ground.

“Might as well be hung for a sheep as a lamb, Tom,” said the colonel, replacing the weapon; and turning the body over, he took the scarf-pin from his own tie and fastened it in that of the dead man. Then he took his watch and chain from his pocket and slipped it in the waistcoat of the other. He had a signet ring on his little finger and this he transferred to the finger of the limp figure.

Then he began opening the boxes of old films and twined their contents about the floor, pinning them to the curtains, twining them about the legs of the chairs, all the time whistling the “Soldiers’ Chorus.” He found a candle in the butler’s pantry and planted it with a steady hand in the heap of celluloid coils. This he lighted with great care and went out, closing the door softly behind him. Half an hour later, Albemarle Place was blocked with fire engines and a dozen hoses were playing in vain upon the roaring furnace behind the gutted walls of Colonel Dan Boundary’s residence.

*

Stafford King was an early caller at Doughty Street, and Maisie knew, both by the unusual hour of the visit and by the gravity of the visitor, that something extraordinary had happened.

“Well, Maisie,” he said, “there’s the end of the Boundary Gang — the colonel is dead.”

“Dead?” she said, open-eyed.

“We don’t know what happened, but the theory is that he shot himself and set light to the house. The body was found in the ruins, and I was able to identify some of the jewellery — you remember the police had it when he was arrested, and we kept a special note of it for future reference.”

She heaved a long sigh.

“That’s over, at last; it is the end of a nightmare,” she said, “a horrible, horrible nightmare. I wonder—”

“What do you wonder?”

“I wonder if this is also the end of Jack o’ Judgment?” she asked. “Or whether he will continue working to bring to justice those people whom the law cannot touch.”

“Heaven only knows,” said Stafford, “but I’ll admit that Jack o’ Judgment has been a most useful person so far as we are concerned. We should never have collected Pinto or Selby, or even the colonel, but for Jack. By the way, there is no news of Crewe and the girl.”

“I suppose they’ve reached their destination by now?” she asked.

“Oh, rather,” said Stafford; “hours and days ago. Where were they going, by the way?”

She shook her head.

“I’m not going to tell you that.”

“You needn’t,” smiled Stafford. “They’ve gone to Portugal. It was Pinto’s machine and I don’t suppose he had any other idea in the world than to get back to his own beloved land. By the way, Pinto looks like getting ten years. To satisfy myself in regard to Crewe, I telegraphed to an Englishman at Finisterre, who is a good friend of mine and who lives in a wild and isolated spot somewhere near the lighthouse, and he sent me back a message to the effect that an aeroplane passed over Finisterre yesterday afternoon soon after lunch time. That must be friend Lollie.”

She nodded.

“Do you know, I hope they get away. Is that rather dreadful of me?” she said.

He shook his head.

“No, I don’t think so. I believe the chief shares your hope. He has queer views on things, and they irritate me sometimes. For example, he doesn’t think that the colonel is dead.”

“But I thought you had found the body?”

“He gets over that by saying that it isn’t the body,” said Stafford with a little laugh of annoyance. “It rather worries you after you have decided that you’ve rounded up the gang. I still believe that it is the colonel.”

She thought a moment.

“I am inclined to agree with Sir Stanley,” said she. “It isn’t the sort of thing that the colonel would do. Men like Colonel Boundary are never without hope.”

Stafford scratched his head.

“Well, if it isn’t the colonel, he’s gone; and please the pigs, we’ll never see him again! There is only the question of rounding up the little people of the gang, and that won’t be much trouble.”

She put both her hands on his shoulders and looked at him smilingly.

“You’re an optimist, dear,” she said.

“Who wouldn’t be?” he replied cheerfully. “You said that when the gang was wound up we would drop our sad and lonely lives apart and form a little gang of our own.”

She laughed and kissed him, and he went back to his office to find that his chief had already arrived and had asked for him. Sir Stanley was reading the morning paper when Stafford came into his room, and his first words brought consternation to the younger man.

“Stafford,” he said, “this is not the body of the colonel. I’ve just been to see it and I’m certain. Now, you’ve got to send a call out to all stations throughout the country, particularly the south of England, to look for a man, possibly cleanshaven, certainly without moustaches, who will be disguised as a tramp.”

“Why a tramp, sir?” asked Stafford with an heroic attempt to preserve an open mind on a subject where he had reached a definite decision.

“Fifteen years ago,” replied Sir Stanley, “when the colonel did most of his own dirty work, it was his favourite disguise. Search the casual wards, the common lodging-houses and the prisons. It is just likely that the colonel will commit a small offence, with the object of getting himself three months in gaol — there’s no hiding-place like gaol, you know, Stafford. The real danger is that he may not actually tramp or assume the guise of the real low-down loafer. He may have the sense to become a poor but honest workman, travelling third-class from town to town in search of work. Then he will present the greatest difficulty.” He saw the look of doubt on the young man’s face and laughed.

“You think he’s dead, don’t you?” he said.

“I’m perfectly sure he is, sir,” replied Stafford frankly.

“An optimist to the last,” smiled Sir Stanley and dismissed him with a nod.

Later he was to come to Stafford’s little bureau and tell him things which he did not know before. Then for the first time Stafford King discovered how closely his lackadaisical chief had followed the developments of the past few months. He learnt for the first time of the big part which Jack o’ Judgment had played in the detection of the gang.

“He had an office under the colonel’s flat,” said Sir Stanley. “Apparently it was bought with no other object than to provide our friend with an opportunity of spying on the colonel. He discoloured the wall, brought in his own workmen and in the colonel’s absence — he was driven from the occupation of the room by the smell — he installed microphones. With the aid of these he was able to listen to all the conversation downstairs and sometimes to chime in. It was Jack o’ Judgment who — well, perhaps I’d better not tell you that, because officially, I am not supposed to know it. At any rate, Stafford,” he said more seriously, “we have seen the smashing of one of the most iniquitous, villainous gangs that ever existed. God knows how many broken hearts there are in England to-day, how many poor souls who have been brought to a suicide’s grave through the machinations of Colonel Boundary and his tools. I do not think there has been a more immoral force in existence in our time, and I hope we shall never see its like again. You sent out the message?” he asked at parting.

“Yes, sir. I warned all stations and all chief constables.”

“Good!” said Sir Stanley, and his last words were: “Don’t forget — Boundary is not dead!”
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A stoutish, grey-haired man descended from a third-class carriage at Chatham Station and inquired of a porter the way to the dockyard. He carried a lot of carpenter’s tools in a straw bag and smoked a short clay pipe. The porter looked at the man with his white, stubby beard critically.

“Trying to get a job, mate?” he asked.

“Why, yes,” said the man.

“How old might you be?” demanded the porter.

“Sixty-four,” said the other, and the porter shook his head.

“You won’t get work easy. They’re not very keen on us old ‘uns,” he said. “Why don’t you try at Markham’s, the builders in the High Street? They’re short of men. I saw a notice outside their yard only this morning.”

The workman thanked the porter, shouldered his basket and tramped down the High Street. He was respectably dressed, and policemen on the lookout for suspicious tramps did not give him a second glance. He spent the greater part of the day walking from yard to yard, everywhere receiving the same answer. Late in the afternoon he had better luck. A small firm of ship repairers were in want of a jobbing carpenter and put him to work at once.

It was many years since Colonel Boundary had wielded a saw, but he made a good showing. After two hours’ work, however, his back was aching and his hands were sore. He was glad when the yard bell announced the hour for knocking off. He had yet to find lodgings, but this did not worry him. He was careful to avoid the cheaper kind of lodging-house, and went to one which catered for the artisan, where he could get a room of his own and a clean bed. He paid a deposit, washed himself and left his tools, then went out in search of some refreshment.

At seven o’clock the next morning he was back at the yard. He thought several times during the day that he would have to throw the work up. His back ached furiously, his arms were like lead. But he persevered, and again another day drew to a close. By the third day he had got his muscles into play and found the work easy. He was asked by the foreman if he would care to go into the country to work at a house that the head of the firm was building, but he declined. He wanted to remain in the town where there were crowds. At the end of the week came his great chance. He had been sent down to the docks to do some repairs on a small steamer and had pleased the skipper, who was himself an elderly man, by the ability he had shown.

“You’re worth twice as much as some of these darned young ‘uns,” grumbled the old man. “Are you married?”

“No,” said the other.

“Got any kids?”

Boundary shook his head.

“Why don’t you sign on with me?” asked the skipper. “I want a carpenter bad.”

“Where are you going?” asked Boundary, breathing more quickly.

“We’re going to Valparaiso first, then we’re going to work down the coast, round the Horn to San Francisco and maybe we’ll get a cargo across to China.”

“I’ll think it over,” said the colonel.

That night he called on the captain and told him that he had made up his mind to go.

“Good!” said the skipper, “but you’ll have to sign on tonight. I’m leaving tomorrow by the first tide.”

The colonel nodded, not daring to speak. Here was luck, the greatest in the world. Nobody would suspect a carpenter, taken from a local firm and shipped with the captain’s goodwill. At seven o’clock the next morning he was standing on the deck of the Arabelle Sands
 , watching the low coastline slipping past. The ship was to make one call at Falmouth and two days later she reached that port. Boundary went ashore to buy some wood and a few tools that he found he needed, and pulled back to the ship in the afternoon. In the evening he accompanied the captain ashore.

“We shan’t leave till tomorrow at twelve,” said the captain. “You might as well spend a night on solid earth whilst you can. It will be a long time before you smell dirt again.”

The captain’s idea of a pleasant evening was to sit in the bar-parlour of the Sun Inn and drink interminable hot rums. He had fixed up a room for himself at the inn and offered Boundary a share, but the colonel preferred to sleep alone. He secured lodgings in the town, and making an excuse to the captain returned to his room early. He had purchased all the newspapers he could find and he wanted to study them quietly. It was with unusual relish that he read the account of an inquest on himself. There was no breath of suspicion that he was not dead.

“Old Dan Boundary has tricked them all. Clever old Dan Boundary!”

He chuckled at the thought. He had deceived all those clever men at Scotland Yard — Sir Stanley Belcom, Stafford King, Jack o’ Judgment! Yes, he had deceived Jack o’ Judgment and that seemed the least believable part of the affair. All the rest of the gang were captured or fugitives. He wondered whether Lollie Marsh and Crewe had reached Portugal and what they were doing there and how long their money would last and how they would earn more. He had his own money well secured. He had managed to get together quite a respectable sum, for there were other banks than the Victoria and City — odd accounts in assumed names which he had drawn upon on the very day of his supposed death.

There was a tap at the door.

“Come in,” said Boundary, thinking it was the landlady.

He was in the middle of the room as he spoke, and he went back step by step as the visitor entered. His tongue clave to the roof of his mouth, his eyes were starting out of his head.

“You! You!” he croaked.

“Little Jack o’ Judgment,” said the mask mockingly. “Poor old Jack! Come to take farewell of the colonel before he goes to foreign parts!”

“Stop!” cried Boundary hoarsely. “I know you, damn you! I know you!”

He pulled back the curtains and glared out of the window. There was no need to ask any further questions. The house was surrounded. He swung round again at his tormentor and faced the white mask in a blind fury of rage.

“You’re clever, aren’t you?” he said. “Cleverer than all the police! But you weren’t clever enough to save your son from death!”

The masked figure reeled back.

“Ah, that’s got you! Little Jack o’ Judgment!” mocked the colonel. “That’s got you where it hurts you most, hasn’t it? Your only son, too! And he went to the devil all the faster because of me — me — me!” He struck his breast with his clenched fist. “You can’t bring him back to life, can you? That’s one I’ve got against you.”

“No,” said Jack o’ Judgment in a low voice. “I cannot bring him back to life, but I can destroy the man who destroyed him, who blighted his young life, who taught him vicious practices, who sapped his vitality with drugs—”

“That’s a lie!” said the colonel. “Crewe picked him up at Monte Carlo, when he was on his beam-ends.”

“Who sent him to Monte Carlo?” asked the other. “Who was the gambler who brought him down, and received the wreck he had made with the pretence that he had never met him before? It was you, Boundary?”

The colonel nodded.

“I was a fool to deny it. I pretended to Crewe that I hadn’t met him before. Yes, it was I, and I glory in it. You think you’re going to pinch me, now, and put me where I belong — on the scaffold maybe. But you can never wipe that memory out of your mind, that you had a son who died in the gutter, that you’re a childless old man who has no son to follow you!”

“I can’t wipe that out!” said Jack o’ Judgment. “O, God! I can’t wipe that out!”

He raised his hand to his masked face as though to hide the picture which Boundary conjured up.

“But I can wipe you out,” he said fiercely, “and I’ve given my life, my career, my reputation, all that I hold dear to get you! I’ve smashed your schemes, I’ve ruined you, even if I’ve ruined myself. They’re waiting for you downstairs, Boundary. I told them to be here at this very minute. Stafford King—”

“You’ll never see me taken,” said Boundary.

Two shots rang out together, and the colonel sprawled back over the bed — dead.

Propped against the wall was Jack o’ Judgment, and the hand that gripped his breast dripped red. They heard the shots outside and Stafford King was the first to enter the room. One glance at the colonel was sufficient, and then he turned to the figure who had slipped to the floor and was sitting with his back propped against the wall.

“Good God!” said Stafford. “Jack o’ Judgment!”

“Poor old Jack!” said the mocking voice.

Stafford’s arm was about his shoulder, and he laid the head gently back upon his bent knee. He lifted the mask gently and the light of the oil lamp which swung from the ceiling fell upon the white face.

“Sir Stanley Belcom! Sir Stanley!” he softly whispered.

Sir Stanley turned his head and opened his eyes. The old look of good-humour shone.

“Poor old Jack o’ Judgment!” he mimicked. “This is going to be a first-class scandal, Stafford. For the sake of the service you ought to hush it up.”

“But nobody need know, sir,” said Stafford. “You can explain to the Home Secretary—”

Sir Stanley shook his head.

“I’m going to see a greater Home Secretary than ever lived in Whitehall,” he said slowly. “I’m finished, Stafford. Strip this mummery from me, if you can.”

With shaking hands Stafford King tore off the black cloak and flung it under the bed.

“Now,” said Sir Stanley weakly, “you can introduce me to the provincial police as the head of our department and you can keep my secret, Stafford — if you will.”

Stafford laid his hand upon Sir Stanley’s.

“I told my solicitor,” Sir Stanley spoke with difficulty, “to give you a letter in case — in case anything happened. I know I haven’t played the game by the department. I ought to have resigned years ago when I found what had happened to my poor boy. I was Chief of Police in one of the provinces of India at the time, but they wouldn’t let me go. I came to Scotland Yard and was promoted — no, I haven’t played the game with the department. And yet perhaps I have.”

He did not speak for some time.

His breathing was growing fainter and fainter, and when Stafford asked him, he said he was in no pain.

“I had to deceive you,” he said after awhile. “I had to pretend that Jack o’ Judgment called on me too. That was to take suspicion from your — Miss White,” he smiled. “No, I haven’t played the game. I stood for the law, and yet — I broke that gang, which the law could not touch. Yes, I broke them! I broke them!” he whispered. “If Boundary hadn’t known me I should have been gone before you came and resigned tomorrow,” he said, “but he must have discovered the boy’s name. I wonder he hadn’t tried before. I smashed them, didn’t I, Stafford? It cost me thousands. I have committed almost every kind of crime — I burgled the diamondsmiths’, but you must give me your word you will never tell. Phillopolis must suffer. They must all be punished.”

Stafford had sent the police from the room, but the police-surgeon would not be denied. He had the sense to see that nothing could be done for the dying man, however, and that a change of position would probably hasten the end. He, too, went and left them alone.

“Stafford, I have quite a lot of money,” said the First Commissioner; “it is yours. There’s a will… yours… .”

Then he ceased to speak and Stafford thought that the end had come but did not dare move in case he were mistaken. After five minutes the man in his arms stirred slightly and his voice sounded strangely clear and strong.

“Gregory, my boy, good old Gregory! Father’s here, old man!”

His voice died away to a rumble and then to a murmur.

The tears were running down Stafford’s face. He sensed all the tragedy, all the loneliness of this man who had offered so cheerful a face to the world. Then Sir Stanley struggled to draw himself to his feet, and Stafford held him.

“Gently, sir, gently,” he said, “you’re only hurting yourself.”

The dying man laughed. It was a little shrill chuckle of merriment and Stafford’s blood ran cold.

“Here I am, poor old Jack o’ Judgment! Little old Jack o’ Judgment! Give me the lives you took and the hopes you’ve blasted. Give them to Jack… Jack o’ Judgment!”

They were his last words.

*

A year later First Commissioner Sir Stafford King received a letter from South America. It contained nothing but the photograph of a very goodlooking man, and a singularly pretty woman, who held in her lap a very tiny baby.

“Here is the last of the Boundary Gang,” said Sir Stafford to Maisie. “It is the one happy ending that has emerged from so much misery and evil.”

“Why, it is Lollie Marsh!”

“Lollie Crewe, I think her name is now,” said Stafford. “It was queer how Sir Stanley recognised the only human members of the gang.”

“Then they got away after all?” said the girl. “I’ve often wondered what happened at that aerodrome.”

Stafford laughed.

“Oh, yes,” he said drily, “they got away. They left at twenty minutes past three, after a long argument with the aviator, a man named Cartwright.”

“How do you know?” she asked.

“Sir Stanley and I watched them go off,” said Stafford.

He looked at the photograph again and shook his head.

“There were times when the Judgment of Jack was very merciful,” he said soberly.


The End
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The hush of the court, which had been broken when the foreman of the jury returned their verdict, was intensified as the Judge, with a quick glance over his pince-nez at the tall prisoner, marshalled his papers with the precision and method which old men display in tense moments such as these. He gathered them together, white paper and blue and buff and stacked them in a neat heap on a tiny ledge to the left of his desk. Then he took his pen and wrote a few words on a printed paper before him.

Another breathless pause and he groped beneath the desk and brought out a small square of black silk and carefully laid it over his white wig. Then he spoke:

“James Meredith, you have been convicted after a long and patient trial of the awful crime of wilful murder. With the verdict of the jury I am in complete agreement. There is little doubt, after hearing the evidence of the unfortunate lady to whom you were engaged, and whose evidence you attempted in the most brutal manner to refute, that, instigated by your jealousy, you shot Ferdinand Bulford. The evidence of Miss Briggerland that you had threatened this poor young man, and that you left her presence in a temper, is unshaken. By a terrible coincidence, Mr. Bulford was in the street outside your fiancée’s door when you left, and maddened by your insane jealousy, you shot him dead.

“To suggest, as you have through your counsel, that you called at Miss Briggerland’s that night to break off your engagement and that the interview was a mild one and unattended by recriminations is to suggest that this lady has deliberately committed perjury in order to swear away your life, and when to that disgraceful charge you produce a motive, namely that by your death or imprisonment Miss Briggerland, who is your cousin, would benefit to a considerable extent, you merely add to your infamy. Nobody who saw the young girl in the box, a pathetic, and if I may say, a beautiful figure, could accept for one moment your fantastic explanation.

“Who killed Ferdinand Bulford? A man without an enemy in the world. That tragedy cannot be explained away. It now only remains for me to pass the sentence which the law imposes. The jury’s recommendation to mercy will be forwarded to the proper quarter…”

He then proceeded to pass sentence of death, and the tall man in the dock listened without a muscle of his face moving.

So ended the great Berkeley Street Murder Trial, and when a few days later it was announced that the sentence of death had been commuted to one of penal servitude for life, there were newspapers and people who hinted at mistaken leniency and suggested that James Meredith would have been hanged if he were a poor man instead of being, as he was, the master of vast wealth.

“That’s that,” said Jack Glover between his teeth, as he came out of court with the eminent King’s Counsel who had defended his friend and client, “the little lady wins.”

His companion looked sideways at him and smiled.

“Honestly, Glover, do you believe that poor girl could do so dastardly a thing as lie about the man she loves?”

“She loves!” repeated Jack Glover witheringly.

“I think you are prejudiced,” said the counsel, shaking his head. “Personally, I believe that Meredith is a lunatic; I am satisfied that all he told us about the interview he had with the girl was born of a diseased imagination. I was terribly impressed when I saw Jean Briggerland in the box. She — by Jove, there is the lady!”

They had reached the entrance of the Court. A big car was standing by the kerb and one of the attendants was holding open the door for a girl dressed in black. They had a glimpse of a pale, sad face of extraordinary beauty, and then she disappeared behind the drawn blinds.

The counsel drew a long sigh.

“Mad!” he said huskily. “He must be mad! If ever I saw a pure soul in a woman’s face, it is in hers!”

“You’ve been in the sun, Sir John — you’re getting sentimental,” said Jack Glover brutally, and the eminent lawyer choked indignantly.

Jack Glover had a trick of saying rude things to his friends, even when those friends were twenty years his senior, and by every rule of professional etiquette entitled to respectful treatment.

“Really!” said the outraged Sir John. “There are times, Glover, when you are insufferable!”

But by this time Jack Glover was swinging along the Old Bailey, his hands in his pockets, his silk hat on the back of his head.

He found the grey-haired senior member of the firm of Rennett, Glover and Simpson (there had been no Simpson in the firm for ten years) on the point of going home.

Mr. Rennett sat down at the sight of his junior.

“I heard the news by ‘phone,” he said. “Ellbery says there is no ground for appeal, but I think the recommendation to mercy will save his life — besides it is a crime passionelle
 , and they don’t hang for homicidal jealousy. I suppose it was the girl’s evidence that turned the trick?”

Jack nodded.

“And she looked like an angel just out of the refrigerator,” he said despairingly. “Ellbery did his poor best to shake her, but the old fool is half in love with her — I left him raving about her pure soul and her other celestial etceteras.”

Mr. Rennett stroked his iron grey beard.

“She’s won,” he said, but the other turned on him with a snarl.

“Not yet!” he said almost harshly. “She hasn’t won till Jimmy Meredith is dead or—”

“Or — ?” repeated his partner significantly. “That ‘or’ won’t come off, Jack. He’ll get a life sentence as sure as ‘eggs is eggs.’ I’d go a long way to help Jimmy; I’d risk my practice and my name.”

Jack Glover looked at his partner in astonishment.

“You old sportsman!” he said admiringly. “I didn’t know you were so fond of Jimmy?”

Mr. Rennett got up and began pulling on his gloves. He seemed a little uncomfortable at the sensation he had created.

“His father was my first client,” he said apologetically. “One of the best fellows that ever lived. He married late in life, that was why he was such a crank over the question of marriage. You might say that old Meredith founded our firm. Your father and Simpson and I were nearly at our last gasp when Meredith gave us his business. That was our turning point. Your father — God rest him — was never tired of talking about it. I wonder he never told you.”

“I think he did,” said Jack thoughtfully. “And you really would go a long way — Rennett — I mean, to help Jim Meredith?”

“All the way,” said old Rennett shortly.

Jack Glover began whistling a long lugubrious tune.

“I’m seeing the old boy tomorrow,” he said. “By the way, Rennett, did you see that a fellow had been released from prison to a nursing home for a minor operation the other day? There was a question asked in Parliament about it. Is it usual?”

“It can be arranged,” said Rennett. “Why?”

“Do you think in a few months’ time we could get Jim Meredith into a nursing home for — say an appendix operation?”

“Has he appendicitis?” asked the other in surprise.

“He can fake it,” said Jack calmly. “It’s the easiest thing in the world to fake.”

Rennett looked at the other under his heavy eyebrows.

“You’re thinking of the ‘or’?” he challenged, and Jack nodded.

“It can be done — if he’s alive,” said Rennett after a pause.

“He’ll be alive,” prophesied his partner, “now the only thing is — where shall I find the girl?”
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Lydia Beale gathered up the scraps of paper that littered her table, rolled them into a ball and tossed them into the fire.

There was a knock at the door, and she half turned in her chair to meet with a smile her stout landlady who came in carrying a tray on which stood a large cup of tea and two thick and wholesome slices of bread and jam.

“Finished, Miss Beale?” asked the landlady anxiously.

“For the day, yes,” said the girl with a nod, and stood up stretching herself stiffly.

She was slender, a head taller than the dumpy Mrs. Morgan. The dark violet eyes and the delicate spiritual face she owed to her Celtic ancestors, the grace of her movements, no less than the perfect hands that rested on the drawing board, spoke eloquently of breed.

“I’d like to see it, miss, if I may,” said Mrs. Morgan, wiping her hands on her apron in anticipation.

Lydia pulled open a drawer of the table and took out a large sheet of Windsor board. She had completed her pencil sketch and Mrs. Morgan gasped appreciatively. It was a picture of a masked man holding a villainous crowd at bay at the point of a pistol.

“That’s wonderful, miss,” she said in awe. “I suppose those sort of things happen too?”

The girl laughed as she put the drawing away.

“They happen in stories which I illustrate, Mrs. Morgan,” she said dryly. “The real brigands of life come in the shape of lawyers’ clerks with writs and summonses. It’s a relief from those mad fashion plates I draw, anyway. Do you know, Mrs. Morgan, that the sight of a dressmaker’s shop window makes me positively ill!”

Mrs. Morgan shook her head sympathetically and Lydia changed the subject.

“Has anybody been this afternoon?” she asked.

“Only the young man from Spadd & Newton,” replied the stout woman with a sigh. “I told ‘im you was out, but I’m a bad liar.”

The girl groaned.

“I wonder if I shall ever get to the end of those debts,” she said in despair. “I’ve enough writs in the drawer to paper the house, Mrs. Morgan.”

Three years ago Lydia Beale’s father had died and she had lost the best friend and companion that any girl ever had. She knew he was in debt, but had no idea how extensively he was involved. A creditor had seen her the day after the funeral and had made some uncouth reference to the convenience of a death which had automatically cancelled George Beale’s obligations. It needed only that to spur the girl to an action which was as foolish as it was generous. She had written to all the people to whom her father owed money and had assumed full responsibility for debts amounting to hundreds of pounds.

It was the Celt in her that drove her to shoulder the burden which she was ill-equipped to carry, but she had never regretted her impetuous act.

There were a few creditors who, realising what had happened, did not bother her, and there were others…

She earned a fairly good salary on the staff of the Daily Megaphone
 , which made a feature of fashion, but she would have had to have been the recipient of a cabinet minister’s emoluments to have met the demands which flowed in upon her a month after she had accepted her father’s obligations.

“Are you going out tonight, miss?” asked the woman.

Lydia roused herself from her unpleasant thoughts.

“Yes. I’m making some drawings of the dresses in Curfew’s new play. I’ll be home somewhere around twelve.”

Mrs. Morgan was halfway across the room when she turned back.

“One of these days you’ll get out of all your troubles, miss, you see if you don’t! I’ll bet you’ll marry a rich young gentleman.”

Lydia, sitting on the edge of the table, laughed.

“You’d lose your money, Mrs. Morgan,” she said, “rich young gentlemen only marry poor working girls in the kind of stories I illustrate. If I marry it will probably be a very poor young gentleman who will become an incurable invalid and want nursing. And I shall hate him so much that I can’t be happy with him, and pity him so much that I can’t run away from him.”

Mrs. Morgan sniffed her disagreement.

“There are things that happen—” she began.

“Not to me — not miracles, anyway,” said Lydia, still smiling, “and I don’t know that I want to get married. I’ve got to pay all these bills first, and by the time they are settled I’ll be a grey-haired old lady in a mob cap.”

Lydia had finished her tea and was standing somewhat scantily attired in the middle of her bedroom, preparing for her theatre engagement, when Mrs. Morgan returned.

“I forgot to tell you, miss,” she said, “there was a gentleman and a lady called.”

“A gentleman and a lady? Who were they?”

“I don’t know, Miss Beale. I was lying down at the time, and the girl answered the door. I gave her strict orders to say that you were out.”

“Did they leave any name?”

“No, miss. They just asked if Miss Beale lived here, and could they see her.”

“H’m!” said Lydia with a frown. “I wonder what we owe them!”

She dismissed the matter from her mind, and thought no more of it until she stopped on her way to the theatre to learn from the office by telephone the number of drawings required.

The chief subeditor answered her.

“And, by the way,” he added, “there was an inquiry for you at the office to-day — I found a note of it on my desk when I came in tonight. Some old friends of yours who want to see you. Brand told them you were going to do a show at the Erving Theatre tonight, so you’ll probably see them.”

“Who are they?” she asked, puzzled.

She had few friends, old or new.

“I haven’t the foggiest idea,” was the reply.

At the theatre she saw nobody she knew, though she looked round interestedly, nor was she approached in any of the entr’actes
 .

In the row ahead of her, and a little to her right, were two people who regarded her curiously as she entered. The man was about fifty, very dark and bald — the skin of his head was almost copper-coloured, though he was obviously a European, for the eyes which beamed benevolently upon her through powerful spectacles were blue, but so light a blue that by contrast with the mahogany skin of his cleanshaven face, they seemed almost white.

The girl who sat with him was fair, and to Lydia’s artistic eye, singularly lovely. Her hair was a mop of fine gold. The colour was natural, Lydia was too sophisticated to make any mistake about that. Her features were regular and flawless. The young artist thought she had never seen so perfect a “cupid” mouth in her life. There was something so freshly, fragrantly innocent about the girl that Lydia’s heart went out to her, and she could hardly keep her eyes on the stage. The unknown seemed to take almost as much interest in her, for twice Lydia surprised her backward scrutiny. She found herself wondering who she was. The girl was beautifully dressed, and about her neck was a platinum chain that must have hung to her waist — a chain which was broken every few inches by a big emerald.

It required something of an effort of concentration to bring her mind back to the stage and her work. With a book on her knee she sketched the somewhat bizarre costumes which had aroused a mild public interest in the play, and for the moment forgot her entrancing companion.

She came through the vestibule at the end of the performance, and drew her worn cloak more closely about her slender shoulders, for the night was raw, and a sou’westerly wind blew the big wet snowflakes under the protecting glass awning into the lobby itself. The favoured playgoers minced daintily through the slush to their waiting cars, then taxis came into the procession of waiting vehicles, there was a banging of cab doors, a babble of orders to the scurrying attendants, until something like order was evolved from the chaos.

“Cab, miss?”

Lydia shook her head. An omnibus would take her to Fleet Street, but two had passed, packed with passengers, and she was beginning to despair, when a particularly handsome taxi pulled up at the kerb.

The driver leant over the shining apron which partially protected him from the weather, and shouted:

“Is Miss Beale there?”

The girl started in surprise, taking a step toward the cab.

“I am Miss Beale,” she said.

“Your editor has sent me for you,” said the man briskly.

The editor of the Megaphone
 had been guilty of many eccentric acts. He had expressed views on her drawing which she shivered to recall. He had aroused her in the middle of the night to sketch dresses at a fancy dress ball, but never before had he done anything so human as to send a taxi for her. Nevertheless, she would not look at the gift cab too closely, and she stepped into the warm interior.

The windows were veiled with the snow and the sleet which had been falling all the time she had been in the theatre. She saw blurred lights flash past, and realised that the taxi was going at a good pace. She rubbed the windows and tried to look out after a while. Then she endeavoured to lower one, but without success. Suddenly she jumped up and tapped furiously at the window to attract the driver’s attention. There was no mistaking the fact that they were crossing a bridge and it was not necessary to cross a bridge to reach Fleet Street.

If the driver heard he took no notice. The speed of the car increased. She tapped at the window again furiously. She was not afraid, but she was angry. Presently fear came. It was when she tried to open the door, and found that it was fastened from the outside, that she struck a match to discover that the windows had been screwed tight — the edge of the hole where the screw had gone in was rawly new, and the screw’s head was bright and shining.

She had no umbrella — she never carried one to the theatre — and nothing more substantial in the shape of a weapon than a fountain pen. She could smash the windows with her foot. She sat back in the seat, and discovered that it was not so easy an operation as she had thought. She hesitated even to make the attempt; and then the panic sense left her, and she was her own calm self again. She was not being abducted. These things did not happen in the twentieth century, except in sensational books. She frowned. She had said almost the same thing to somebody that day — to Mrs. Morgan, who had hinted at a romantic marriage. Of course, nothing was wrong. The driver had called her by name. Probably the editor wanted to see her at his home, he lived somewhere in South London, she remembered. That would explain everything. And yet her instinct told her that something unusual was happening, that some unpleasant experience was imminent.

She tried to put the thought out of her mind, but it was too vivid, too insistent.

Again she tried the door, and then, conscious of a faint reflected glow on the cloth-lined roof of the cab, she looked backward through the peephole. She saw two great motorcar lamps within a few yards of the cab. A car was following, she glimpsed the outline of it as they ran past a street standard.

They were in one of the roads of the outer suburbs. Looking through the window over the driver’s shoulder she saw trees on one side of the road, and a long grey fence. It was while she was so looking that the car behind shot suddenly past and ahead, and she saw its tail lights moving away with a pang of hopelessness. Then, before she realised what had happened, the big car ahead slowed and swung sideways, blocking the road, and the cab came to a jerky stop that flung her against the window. She saw two figures in the dim light of the taxi’s head lamps, heard somebody speak, and the door was jerked open.

“Will you step out, Miss Beale,” said a pleasant voice, and though her legs seemed queerly weak, she obliged. The second man was standing by the side of the driver. He wore a long raincoat, the collar of which was turned up to the tip of his nose.

“You may go back to your friends and tell them that Miss Beale is in good hands,” he was saying. “You may also burn a candle or two before your favourite saint, in thanksgiving that you are alive.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said the driver sulkily. “I’m taking this young lady to her office.”

“Since when has the Daily Megaphone
 been published in the ghastly suburbs?” asked the other politely.

He saw the girl, and raised his hat.

“Come along, Miss Beale,” he said. “I promise you a more comfortable ride — even if I cannot guarantee that the end will be less startling.”
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The man who had opened the door was a short, stoutly built person of middle age. He took the girl’s arm gently, and without questioning she accompanied him to the car ahead, the man in the raincoat following. No word was spoken, and Lydia was too bewildered to ask questions until the car was on its way. Then the younger man chuckled.

“Clever, Rennett!” he said. “I tell you, those people are superhumanly brilliant!”

“I’m not a great admirer of villainy,” said the other gruffly, and the younger man, who was sitting opposite the girl, laughed.

“You must take a detached interest, my dear chap. Personally, I admire them. I admit they gave me a fright when I realised that Miss Beale had not called the cab, but that it had been carefully planted for her, but still I can admire them.”

“What does it mean?” asked the puzzled girl. “I’m so confused — where are we going now? To the office?”

“I fear you will not get to the office tonight,” said the young man calmly, “and it is impossible to explain to you just why you were abducted.”

“Abducted?” said the girl incredulously. “Do you mean to say that man—”

“He was carrying you into the country,” said the other calmly. “He would probably have travelled all night and have left you stranded in some un-get-at-able place. I don’t think he meant any harm — they never take unnecessary risks, and all they wanted was to spirit you away for the night. How they came to know that we had chosen you baffles me,” he said. “Can you advance any theory, Rennett?”

“Chosen me?” repeated the startled girl. “Really, I feel I’m entitled to some explanation, and if you don’t mind, I would like you to take me back to my office. I have a job to keep,” she added grimly.

“Six pounds ten a week, and a few guineas extra for your illustrations,” said the man in the raincoat. “Believe me, Miss Beale, you’ll never pay off your debts on that salary, not if you live to be a hundred.”

She could only gasp.

“You seem to know a great deal about my private affairs,” she said, when she had recovered her breath.

“A great deal more than you can imagine.”

She guessed he was smiling in the darkness, and his voice was so gentle and apologetic that she could not take offence.

“In the past twelve months you have had thirty-nine judgments recorded against you, and in the previous year, twenty-seven. You are living on exactly thirty shillings a week, and all the rest is going to your father’s creditors.”

“You’re very impertinent!” she said hotly and, as she felt, foolishly.

“I’m very pertinent, really. By the way, my name is Glover — John Glover, of the firm of Rennett, Glover and Simpson. The gentleman at your side is Mr. Charles Rennett, my senior partner. We are a firm of solicitors, but how long we shall remain a firm,” he added pointedly, “depends rather upon you.”

“Upon me?” said the girl in genuine astonishment. “Well, I can’t say that I have so much love for lawyers—”

“That I can well understand,” murmured Mr. Glover.

“But I certainly do not wish to dissolve your partnership,” she went on.

“It is rather more serious than that,” said Mr. Rennett, who was sitting by her side. “The fact is, Miss Beale, we are acting in a perfectly illegal manner, and we are going to reveal to you the particulars of an act we contemplate, which, if you pass on the information to the police, will result in our professional ruin. So you see this adventure is infinitely more important to us than at present it is to you. And here we are!” he said, interrupting the girl’s question.

The car turned into a narrow drive, and proceeded some distance through an avenue of trees before it pulled up at the pillared porch of a big house.

Rennett helped her to alight and ushered her through the door, which opened almost as they stopped, into a large panelled hall.

“This is the way, let me show you,” said the younger man.

He opened a door and she found herself in a big drawingroom, exquisitely furnished and lit by two silver electroliers suspended from the carved roof.

To her relief an elderly woman rose to greet her.

“This is my wife, Miss Beale,” said Rennett. “I need hardly explain that this is also my home.”

“So you found the young lady,” said the elderly lady, smiling her welcome, “and what does Miss Beale think of your proposition?”

The young man Glover came in at that moment, and divested of his long raincoat and hat, he proved to be of a type that the Universities turn out by the hundred. He was goodlooking too, Lydia noticed with feminine inconsequence, and there was something in his eyes that inspired trust. He nodded with a smile to Mrs. Rennett, then turned to the girl.

“Now Miss Beale, I don’t know whether I ought to explain or whether my learned and distinguished friend prefers to save me the trouble.”

“Not me,” said the elder man hastily. “My dear,” he turned to his wife, “I think we’ll leave Jack Glover to talk to this young lady.”

“Doesn’t she know?” asked Mrs. Rennett in surprise, and Lydia laughed, although she was feeling far from amused.

The possible loss of her employment, the disquieting adventure of the evening, and now this further mystery all combined to set her nerves on edge.

Glover waited until the door closed on his partner and his wife and seemed inclined to wait a little longer, for he stood with his back to the fire, biting his lips and looking down thoughtfully at the carpet.

“I don’t just know how to begin, Miss Beale,” he said. “And having seen you, my conscience is beginning to work overtime. But I might as well start at the beginning. I suppose you have heard of the Bulford murder?”

The girl stared at him.

“The Bulford murder?” she said incredulously, and he nodded.

“Why, of course, everybody has heard of that.”

“Then happily it is unnecessary to explain all the circumstances,” said Jack Glover, with a little grimace of distaste.

“I only know,” interrupted the girl, “that Mr. Bulford was killed by a Mr. Meredith, who was jealous of him, and that Mr. Meredith, when he went into the witnessbox, behaved disgracefully to his fiancée.”

“Exactly,” nodded Glover with a twinkle in his eye. “In other words, he repudiated the suggestion that he was jealous, swore that he had already told Miss Briggerland that he could not marry her, and he did not even know that Bulford was paying attention to the lady.”

“He did that to save his life,” said Lydia quietly. “Miss Briggerland swore in the witnessbox that no such interview had occurred.”

Glover nodded.

“What you do not know, Miss Beale,” he said gravely, “is that Jean Briggerland was Meredith’s cousin, and unless certain things happen, she will inherit the greater part of six hundred thousand pounds from Meredith’s estate. Meredith, I might explain, is one of my best friends, and the fact that he is now serving out a life sentence does not make him any less a friend. I am as sure, as I am sure of your sitting there, that he no more killed Bulford than I did. I believe the whole thing was a plot to secure his death or imprisonment. My partner thinks the same. The truth is that Meredith was engaged to this girl; he discovered certain things about her and her father which are not greatly to their credit. He was never really in love with her, beautiful as she is, and he was trapped into the proposal. When he found out how things were shaping and heard some of the queer stories which were told about Briggerland and his daughter, he broke off the engagement and went that night to tell her so.”

The girl had listened in some bewilderment to this recital.

“I don’t exactly see what all this is to do with me,” she said, and again Jack Glover nodded.

“I can quite understand,” he said, “but I will tell you yet another part of the story which is not public property. Meredith’s father was an eccentric man who believed in early marriages, and it was a condition of his will that if Meredith was not married by his thirtieth birthday, the money should go to his sister, her heirs and successors. His sister was Mrs. Briggerland, who is now dead. Her heirs are her husband and Jean Briggerland.”

There was a silence. The girl stared thoughtfully into the fire.

“How old is Mr. Meredith?”

“He is thirty next Monday,” said Glover quietly, “and it is necessary that he should be married before next Monday.”

“In prison?” she asked.

He shook his head.

“If such things are allowed that could have been arranged, but for some reason the Home Secretary refuses to exercise his discretion in this matter, and has resolutely refused to allow such a marriage to take place. He objects on the ground of public policy, and I dare say from his point of view he is right. Meredith has a twenty-years sentence to serve.”

“Then how—” began Lydia.

“Let me tell this story more or less understandably,” said Glover with that little smile of his. “Believe me, Miss Beale, I’m not so keen upon the scheme as I was. If by chance,” he spoke deliberately, “we could get James Meredith into this house tomorrow morning, would you marry him?”

“Me?” she gasped. “Marry a man I’ve not seen — a murderer?”

“Not a murderer,” he said gently.

“But it is preposterous, impossible!” she protested. “Why me?”

He was silent for a moment.

“When this scheme was mooted we looked round for some one to whom such a marriage would be of advantage,” he said, speaking slowly. “It was Rennett’s idea that we should search the County Court records of London to discover if there was a girl who was in urgent need of money. There is no surer way of unearthing financial skeletons than by searching County Court records. We found four, only one of whom was eligible and that was you. Don’t interrupt me for a moment, please,” he said, raising his hand warningly as she was about to speak. “We have made thorough inquiries about you, too thorough in fact, because the Briggerlands have smelt a rat, and have been on our trail for a week. We know that you are not engaged to be married, we know that you have a fairly heavy burden of debts, and we know, too, that you are unencumbered by relations or friends. What we offer you, Miss Beale, and believe me I feel rather a cad in being the medium through which the offer is made, is five thousand pounds a year for the rest of your life, a sum of twenty thousand pounds down, and the assurance that you will not be troubled by your husband from the moment you are married.”

Lydia listened like one in a dream. It did not seem real. She would wake up presently and find Mrs. Morgan with a cup of tea in her hand and a plate of her indigestible cakes. Such things did not happen, she told herself, and yet here was a young man, standing with his back to the fire, explaining in the most commonplace conversational tone, an offer which belonged strictly to the realm of romance, and not too convincing romance at that.

“You’ve rather taken my breath away,” she said after a while. “All this wants thinking about, and if Mr. Meredith is in prison—”

“Mr. Meredith is not in prison,” said Glover quietly. “He was released two days ago to go to a nursing home for a slight operation. He escaped from the nursing home last night and at this particular moment is in this house.”

She could only stare at him openmouthed, and he went on.

“The Briggerlands know he has escaped; they probably thought he was here, because we have had a police visitation this afternoon, and the interior of the house and grounds have been searched. They know, of course, that Mr. Rennett and I were his legal advisers, and we expected them to come. How he escaped their observation is neither here nor there. Now, Miss Beale, what do you say?”

“I don’t know what to say,” she said, shaking her head helplessly. “I know I’m dreaming, and if I had the moral courage to pinch myself hard, I should wake up. Somehow I don’t want to wake, it is so fascinatingly impossible.”

He smiled.

“Can I see Mr. Meredith?”

“Not till tomorrow. I might say that we’ve made every arrangement for your wedding, the licence has been secured and at eight o’clock tomorrow morning — marriages before eight or after three are not legal in this country, by the way — a clergyman will attend and the ceremony will be performed.”

There was a long silence.

Lydia sat on the edge of her chair, her elbows on her knees, her face in her hands.

Glover looked down at her seriously, pityingly, cursing himself that he was the exponent of his own grotesque scheme. Presently she looked up.

“I think I will,” she said a little wearily. “And you were wrong about the number of judgment summonses, there were seventy-five in two years — and I’m so tired of lawyers.”

“Thank you,” said Jack Glover politely.
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All night long she had sat in the little bedroom to which Mrs. Rennett had led her, thinking and thinking and thinking. She could not sleep, although she had tried hard, and most of the night she spent pacing up and down from window to door turning over the amazing situation in which she found herself. She had never thought of marriage seriously, and really a marriage such as this presented no terrors and might, had the prelude been a little less exciting, been accepted by her with relief. The prospect of being a wife in name only, even the thought that her husband would be, for the next twenty years, behind prison walls, neither distressed nor horrified her. Somehow she accepted Glover’s statement that Meredith was innocent, without reservation.

She wondered what Mrs. Morgan would say and what explanation she would give at the office. She was not particularly in love with her work, and it would be no wrench for her to drop it and give herself up to the serious study of art. Five thousand pounds a year! She could live in Italy, study under the best masters, have a car of her own — the possibilities seemed illimitable — and the disadvantages?

She shrugged her shoulders as she answered the question for the twentieth time. What disadvantages were there? She could not marry, but then she did not want to marry. She was not the kind to fall in love, she told herself, she was too independent, too sophisticated, and understood men and their weaknesses only too well.

“The Lord designed me for an old maid,” she said to herself.

At seven o’clock in the morning — a grey, cheerless morning it was, thought Lydia, looking out of the window — Mrs. Rennett came in with some tea.

“I’m afraid you haven’t slept, my dear,” she said with a glance at the bed. “It’s very trying for you.”

She laid her hand upon the girl’s arm and squeezed it gently.

“And it’s very trying for all of us,” she said with a whimsical smile. “I expect we shall all get into fearful trouble.”

That had occurred to the girl too, remembering the gloomy picture which Glover had painted in the car.

“Won’t this be very serious for you, if the authorities find that you have connived at the escape?” she asked.

“Escape, my dear?” Mrs. Rennett’s face became a mask. “I have not heard anything of an escape. All that we know is that poor Mr. Meredith, anticipating that the Home Office would allow him to get married, had made arrangements for the marriage at this house. How Mr. Meredith comes here is quite a matter outside our knowledge,” said the diplomatic lady, and Lydia laughed in spite of herself.

She spent half an hour making herself presentable for the forthcoming ordeal.

As a church clock struck eight, there came another tap on the door. It was Mrs. Rennett again.

“They are waiting,” she said. Her face was a little pale and her lips trembled.

Lydia, however, was calmness itself, as she walked into the drawingroom ahead of her hostess.

There were four men. Glover and Rennett she knew. A third man wearing a clerical collar she guessed was the officiating priest, and all her attention was concentrated upon the fourth. He was a gaunt, unshaven man, his hair cut short, his face and figure wasted, so that the clothes he wore hung on him. Her first feeling was one of revulsion. Her second was an impulse of pity. James Meredith, for she guessed it was he, appeared wretchedly ill. He swung round as she came in, and looked at her intently, then, walking quickly towards her, he held out his thin hand.

“Miss Beale, isn’t it?” he said. “I’m sorry to meet you under such unpleasant circumstances. Glover has explained everything, has he not?”

She nodded.

His deepset eyes had a magnetic quality that fascinated her.

“You understand the terms? Glover has told you just why this marriage must take place?” he said, lowering his voice. “Believe me, I am deeply grateful to you for falling in with my wishes.”

Without preliminary he walked over to where the parson stood.

“We will begin now,” he said simply.

The ceremony seemed so unreal to the girl that she did not realise what it portended, not even when a ring (a loosely-fitting ring, for Jack Glover had made the wildest guess at the size) was slipped over her finger. She knelt to receive the solemn benediction and then got slowly to her feet and looked at her husband strangely.

“I think I’m going to faint,” she said.

It was Jack Glover who caught her and carried her to the sofa. She woke with a confused idea that somebody was trying to hypnotise her, and she opened her eyes to look upon the sombre face of James Meredith.

“Better?” he asked anxiously. “I’m afraid you’ve had a trying time, and no sleep you said, Mrs. Rennett?”

Mrs. Rennett shook her head.

“Well, you’ll sleep tonight better than I shall,” he smiled, and then he turned to Rennett, a grave and anxious man, who stood nervously stroking his little beard, watching the bridegroom. “Mr. Rennett,” he said, “I must tell you in the presence of witnesses, that I have escaped from a nursing home to which I had been sent by the clemency of the Secretary of State. When I informed you that I had received permission to come to your house this morning to get married, I told you that which was not true.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” said Rennett politely. “And, of course, it is my duty to hand you over to the police, Mr. Meredith.” It was all part of the game. The girl watched the play, knowing that this scene was carefully rehearsed, in order to absolve Rennett and his partner from complicity in the escape.

Rennett had hardly spoken when there was a loud rat-tat at the front door, and Jack Glover hastened into the hall to answer. But it was not the policeman he had expected. It was a girl in a big sable coat, muffled up to her eyes. She pushed past Jack, crossed the hall, and walked straight into the drawingroom.

Lydia, standing shakily by Mrs. Rennett’s side, saw the visitor come in, and then, as she unfastened her coat, recognised her with a gasp. It was the beautiful girl she had seen in the stalls of the theatre the night before!

“And what can we do for you?” It was Glover’s voice again, bland and bantering.

“I want Meredith,” said the girl shortly, and Glover chuckled.

“You have wanted Meredith for a long time, Miss Briggerland,” he said, “and you’re likely to want. You have arrived just a little too late.”

The girl’s eyes fell upon the parson.

“Too late,” she said slowly, “then he is married?”

She bit her red lips and nodded, then she looked at Lydia, and the blue eyes were expressionless.

Meredith had disappeared. Lydia looked round for him in her distress, but he had gone. She wondered if he had gone out to the police, to make his surrender, and she was still wondering when there came the sound of a shot.

It was from the outside of the house, and at the sound Glover ran through the doorway, crossed the hall and flew into the open. It was still snowing, and there was no sign of any human being. He raced along a path which ran parallel with the house, turned the corner and dived into a shrubbery. Here the snow had not laid, and he followed the garden path that twisted and turned through the thick laurel bushes and ended at a roughly-built tool house. As he came in sight of the shed he stopped.

A man lay on the ground, his arm extended, his head in a pool of blood, his grey hand clutching a revolver.

Jack uttered an exclamation of horror and ran to the side of the fallen man.

It was James Meredith, and he was dead.
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Jack Glover heard footsteps coming down the path, and turned to meet a man who had “detective” written largely all over him. Jack turned and looked down again at the body as the man came up.

“Who is this?” asked the officer sharply.

“It is James Meredith,” said Jack simply.

“Dead?” said the officer, startled. “He has committed suicide!”

Jack did not reply, and watched the inspector as he made his brief, quick examination of the body. A bullet had entered just below the left temple, and there was a mark of powder near the face.

“A very bad business, Mr. Glover,” said the police officer seriously. “Can you account for this man being here?”

“He came to get married,” said Jack listlessly. “I dare say that startles you, but it is the fact. He was married less than ten minutes ago. If you will come up to the house I will explain his presence here.”

The detective hesitated, but just then another of his comrades came on the scene, and Jack led the way back to the house through a back door into Rennett’s study.

The lawyer was waiting for them, and he was alone.

“If I’m not very much mistaken, you’re Inspector Colhead, of Scotland Yard,” said Glover.

“That is my name,” nodded the officer. “Between ourselves, Mr. Glover, I don’t think I should make any statement which you are not prepared to verify publicly.”

Jack noted the significance of the warning with a little smile, and proceeded to tell the story of the wedding.

“I can only tell you,” he said in answer to a further inquiry, “that Mr. Meredith came into this house at a quarter to eight this morning, and surrendered himself to my partner. At eight o’clock exactly, as you are well aware, Mr. Rennett telephoned to Scotland Yard to say that Mr. Meredith was here. During the period of his waiting he was married.”

“Did a parson happen to be staying here, sir?” asked the police officer sarcastically.

“He happened to be staying here,” said Jack calmly, “because I had arranged for him to be here. I knew that if it was humanly possible, Mr. Meredith would come to this house, and that his desire was to be married, for reasons which my partner will explain.”

“Did you help him to escape? That is asking you a leading question,” smiled the detective.

Jack shook his head.

“I can answer you with perfect truth that I did not, any more than the Home Secretary helped him when he gave him permission to go to a nursing home.”

Soon after the detective returned to the shed, and Jack and his partner were left alone.

“Well?” said Rennett, in a shaking voice, “what happened?”

“He’s dead,” said Jack quietly.

“Suicide?”

Jack looked at him oddly.

“Did Bulford commit suicide?” he asked.

“Where is the angel?”

“I left her in the drawingroom with Mrs. Rennett and Miss Beale.”

“Mrs. Meredith,” corrected Jack quietly.

“This complicates matters,” said Rennett, “but I think we can get out of our share of the trouble, though it is going to look a little black.”

They found the three women in the drawingroom. Lydia, looking very white, came to meet them.

“What happened?” she asked, and then she guessed from his face. “He’s not dead?” she gasped.

Jack nodded. All the time his eyes were on the other girl. Her beautiful lips were drooped a little. There was a look of pain and sorrow in her eyes that caught his breath.

“Did he shoot himself?” she asked in a low voice.

Jack regarded her coldly.

“The only thing that I am certain about,” and Lydia winced at the cruelty in his voice, “is that you did not shoot him, Miss Briggerland.”

“How dare you!” flamed Jean Briggerland. The quick flush that came to her cheek was the only other evidence of emotion she betrayed.

“I dare say a lot,” said Jack curtly. “You asked me if it is a case of suicide, and I tell you that it is not — it is a case of murder. James Meredith was found with a revolver clutched in his right hand. He was shot through the left temple, and if you’ll explain to me how any man, holding a pistol in a normal way, can perform that feat, I will accept your theory of suicide.”

There was a dead silence.

“Besides,” Jack went on, with a little shrug, “poor Jimmy had no pistol.”

Jean Briggerland had dropped her eyes, and stood there with downcast head and compressed lips. Presently she looked up.

“I know how you feel, Mr. Glover,” she said gently. “I can well understand, believing such dreadful things about me as you do, that you must hate me.”

Her mouth quivered and her voice grew husky with sorrow.

“I loved James Meredith,” she said, “and he loved me.”

“He loved you well enough to marry somebody else,” said Jack Glover, and Lydia was shocked.

“Mr. Glover,” she said reproachfully, “do you think it is right to say these things, with poor Mr. Meredith lying dead?”

He turned slowly toward her, and she saw in his humorous eyes a hardness that she had not seen before.

“Miss Briggerland has told us that I hate her,” he said in an even voice, “and she spoke nothing but the truth. I hate her perhaps beyond understanding — Mrs. Meredith.” He emphasised the words, and the girl winced. “And one day, if the Circumstantialists spare me—”

“The Circumstantialists,” said Jean Briggerland slowly. “I don’t quite understand you.”

Jack Glover laughed, and it was not a pleasant laugh.

“Perhaps you will,” he said shortly. “As to your loving poor Jim — well, you know best. I am trying to be polite to you, Miss Briggerland, and not to gloat over the fact that you arrived too late to stop this wedding! And shall I tell you why you arrived too late?” His eyes were laughing again. “It was because I had arranged with the vicar of St. Peter’s to be here at nine o’clock this morning, well knowing that you and your little army of spies would discover the hour of the wedding, and would take care to be here before. And then I secretly sent for an old Oxford friend of mine to be here at eight — he was here last night.”

Still she stood regarding him without visible evidence of the anger which Lydia thought would have been justified.

“I had no desire to stop the wedding,” said the girl, in a low, soft voice. “If Jim preferred to be married in this way to somebody who does not know him, I can only accept his choice.” She turned to the girl and held out her hand. “I am very sorry that this tragedy has come to you, Mrs. Meredith,” she said. “May I wish you a greater happiness than any you have found?”

Lydia was touched by the sincerity, hurt a little by Glover’s uncouthness, and could only warmly grip the little hand that was held out to her.

“I’m sorry too,” she said a little unsteadily. “For you more than for — anything else.”

The girl lowered her eyes and again her lips quivered, and then without a word she walked out of the room, pulling her sable wrap about her throat.

It was noon before Rennett’s car deposited Lydia Meredith at the door of her lodging.

She found Mrs. Morgan in a great state of anxiety, and the stout little woman almost shed tears of joy at the sight of her.

“Oh, miss, you’ve no idea how worried I’ve been,” she babbled, “and they’ve been round here from your newspaper office asking where you are. I thought you had been run over or something, and the Daily Megaphone
 have sent to all the hospitals—”

“I have been run over,” said Lydia wearily. “My poor mind has been under the wheels of a dozen motorbuses, and my soul has been in a hundred collisions.”

Mrs. Morgan gaped at her. She had no sense of metaphor.

“It’s all right, Mrs. Morgan,” laughed her lodger over her shoulder as she went up the stairs. “I haven’t really you know, only I’ve had a worrying time — and by the way, my name is Meredith.”

Mrs. Morgan collapsed on to a hall chair.

“Meredith, miss?” she said incredulously. “Why I knew your father—”

“I’ve been married, that’s all,” said Lydia grimly. “You told me yesterday that I should be married romantically, but even in the wildest flights of your imagination, Mrs. Morgan, you could never have supposed that I should be married in such a violent, desperate way. I’m going to bed.” She paused on the landing and looked down at the dumbfounded woman. “If anybody calls for me, I am not at home. Oh, yes, you can tell the Megaphone
 that I came home very late and that I’ve gone to bed, and I’ll call tomorrow to explain.”

“But, miss,” stammered the woman, “your husband—”

“My husband is dead,” said the girl calmly. She felt a brute, but somehow she could not raise any note of sorrow. “And if that lawyer man comes, will you please tell him that I shall have twenty thousand pounds in the morning,” and with that last staggering statement, she went to her room, leaving her landlady speechless.
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The police search of the house and grounds at Dulwich Grange, Mr. Rennett’s residence, occupied the whole of the morning, and neither Rennett’s nor Jack’s assistance was invited or offered.

Before luncheon Inspector Colhead came to the study.

“We’ve had a good look round your place, Mr. Rennett,” he said, “and I think we know where the deceased hid himself.”

“Indeed!” said Mr. Rennett.

“That hut of yours in the garden is used, I suppose, for a tool house. There are no tools there now, and one of my men discovered that you can pull up the whole of the floor, it works on a hinge and is balanced with counterweights.”

Mr. Rennett nodded.

“I believe it was used as a wine cellar by a former tenant of the house,” he said coolly. “We have no cellars at the Grange, you know. I do not drink wine, and I’ve never had occasion to use it.”

“That’s where he was hidden. We found a blanket, and pillows, down there, and, as you say, it has obviously been a wine cellar, because there is a ventilating shaft leading up into the bushes. We should never have found the trap, but one of my men felt one of the corners of the floor give under his feet.”

The two men said nothing.

“Another thing,” the detective went on slowly, “is that I’m inclined to agree that Meredith did not commit suicide. We found footmarks, quite fresh, leading round to the back of the hut.”

“A big foot or a little foot?” asked Jack quickly.

“It is rather a big foot,” said the detective, “and it has rubber heels. We traced it to a gate at the back of your premises, and the gate has been opened recently — probably by Mr. Meredith when he came to the house. It’s a queer case, Mr. Rennett.”

“What is the pistol?”

“That’s new too,” said Colhead. “Belgian make and impossible to trace, I should imagine. You can’t keep track of these Belgian weapons. You can buy them in any shop in any town in Ostend or Brussels, and I don’t think it is the practice for the sellers to keep any record of the numbers.”

“In fact,” said Jack quietly, “it is the same kind of pistol that killed Bulford.”

Colhead raised his eyebrows.

“So it was, but wasn’t it established that that was Mr. Meredith’s own weapon?”

Jack shook his head.

“The only thing that was established was that he had seen the body and he picked up the pistol which was lying near the dead man. The shot was fired as he opened the door of Mr. Briggerland’s house. Then he saw the figure on the pavement and picked up the pistol. He was in that position when Miss Briggerland, who testified against him, came out of the house and saw him.”

The detective nodded.

“I had nothing to do with the case,” he said, “but I remember seeing the weapon, and it was identical with this. I’ll talk to the chief and let you know what he says about the whole affair. You’ll have to give evidence at the inquest of course.”

When he had gone the two men looked at one another.

“Well, Rennett, do you think we’re going to get into hot water, or are we going to perjure our way to safety?”

“There’s no need for perjury, not serious perjury,” said the other carefully. “By the way, Jack, where was Briggerland the night Bulford was murdered?”

“When Miss Jean Briggerland had recovered from her horror, she went upstairs and aroused her father, who, despite the early hour, was in bed and asleep. When the police came, or rather, when the detective in charge of the case arrived, which must have been some time after the policeman on point duty put in an appearance, Mr. Briggerland was discovered in a picturesque dressing gown and, I presume, no less picturesque pyjamas.”

“Horrified, too, I suppose,” said Rennett dryly.

Jack was silent for a long time. Then: “Rennett,” he said, “do you know I am more rattled about this girl than I am about any consequences to ourselves.”

“Which girl are you talking about?”

“About Mrs. Meredith. Whilst poor Meredith was alive she was in no particular danger. But do you realise that what were advantages from our point of view, namely, the fact that she had no relations in the world, are to-day a source of considerable peril to this unfortunate lady?”

“I had forgotten that,” said Rennett thoughtfully. “What makes matters a little more complicated, is the will which Meredith made this morning before he was married.”

Jack whistled.

“Did he make a will?” he said in surprise.

His partner nodded.

“You remember he was here with me for half an hour. Well, he insisted upon writing out a will and my wife and Bolton, the butler, witnessed it.”

“And he has left his money — ?”

“To his wife absolutely,” replied the other. “The poor old chap was so frantically keen on keeping the money out of the Briggerland exchequer, that he was prepared to entrust the whole of his money to a girl he had not seen.”

Jack was serious now.

“And the Briggerlands are her heirs? Do you realise that, Rennett — there’s going to be hell!”

Mr. Rennett nodded.

“I thought that too,” he said quietly.

Jack sank down in a seat, his face screwed up into a hideous frown, and the elder man did not interrupt his thoughts. Suddenly Jack’s face cleared and he smiled.

“Jaggs!” he said softly.

“Jaggs?” repeated his puzzled partner.

“Jaggs,” said Jack, nodding, “he’s the fellow. We’ve got to meet strategy with strategy, Rennett, and Jaggs is the boy to do it.”

Mr. Rennett looked at him helplessly.

“Could Jaggs get us out of our trouble too?” he asked sarcastically.

“He could even do that,” replied Jack.

“Then bring him along, for I have an idea he’ll have the time of his life.”
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Miss Jean Briggerland reached her home in Berkeley Street soon after nine o’clock. She did not ring, but let herself in with a key and went straight to the diningroom, where her father sat eating his breakfast, with a newspaper propped up before him.

He was the dark-skinned man whom Lydia had seen at the theatre, and he looked up over his gold-rimmed spectacles as the girl came in.

“You have been out very early,” he said.

She did not reply, but slowly divesting herself of her sable coat she threw it on to a chair, took off the toque that graced her shapely head, and flung it after the coat. Then she drew out a chair, and sat down at the table, her chin on her palms, her blue eyes fixed upon her parent.

Nature had so favoured her that her face needed no artificial embellishment — the skin was clear and fine of texture, and the cold morning had brought only a faint pink to the beautiful face.

“Well, my dear,” Mr. Briggerland looked up and beamed through his glasses, “so poor Meredith has committed suicide?”

She did not speak, keeping her eyes fixed on him.

“Very sad, very sad,” Mr. Briggerland shook his head.

“How did it happen?” she asked quietly.

Mr. Briggerland shrugged his shoulders.

“I suppose at the sight of you he bolted back to his hiding place where — er — had been located by — er — interested persons during the night, then seeing me by the shed — he committed the rash and fatal act. Somehow I thought he would run back to his dug-out.”

“And you were prepared for him?” she said.

He smiled.

“A clear case of suicide, my dear,” he said.

“Shot through the left temple, and the pistol was found in his right hand,” said the girl.

Mr. Briggerland started.

“Damn it,” he said. “Who noticed that?”

“That goodlooking young lawyer, Glover.”

“Did the police notice?”

“I suppose they did when Glover called their attention to the fact,” said the girl.

Mr. Briggerland took off his glasses and wiped them.

“It was done in such a hurry — I had to get back through the garden gate to join the police. When I got there, I found they’d been attracted by the shot and had entered the house. Still, nobody would know I was in the garden, and anyway my association with the capture of an escaped convict would not get into the newspapers.”

“But a case of suicide would,” said the girl. “Though I don’t suppose the police will give away the person who informed them that James Meredith would be at Dulwich Grange.”

Mr. Briggerland sat back in his chair, his thick lips pursed, and he was not a beautiful sight.

“One can’t remember everything,” he grumbled.

He rose from his chair, went to the door, and locked it. Then he crossed to a bureau, pulled open a drawer and took out a small revolver. He threw out the cylinder, glanced along the barrel and the chambers to make sure it was not loaded, then clicked it back in position, and standing before a glass, he endeavoured, the pistol in his right hand, to bring the muzzle to bear on his left temple. He found this impossible, and signified his annoyance with a grunt. Then he tried the pistol with his thumb on the trigger and his hand clasping the back of the butt. Here he was more successful.

“That’s it,” he said with satisfaction. “It could have been done that way.”

She did not shudder at the dreadful sight, but watched him with the keenest interest, her chin still in the palm of her hand. He might have been explaining a new way of serving a tennis ball, for all the emotion he evoked.

Mr. Briggerland came back to the table, toyed with a piece of toast and buttered it leisurely.

“Everybody is going to Cannes this year,” he said, “but I think I shall stick to Monte Carlo. There is a quiet about Monte Carlo which is very restful, especially if one can get a villa on the hill away from the railway. I told Morden yesterday to take the new car across and meet us at Boulogne. He says that the new body is exquisite. There is a micraphonic attachment for telephoning to the driver, the electrical heating apparatus is splendid and—”

“Meredith was married.”

If she had thrown a bomb at him she could not have produced a more tremendous sensation. He gaped at her, and pushed himself back from the table.

“Married?” His voice was a squeak.

She nodded.

“It’s a lie,” he roared. All his suavity dropped away from him, his face was distorted and puckered with anger and grew a shade darker. “Married, you lying little beast! He couldn’t have been married! It was only a few minutes after eight, and the parson didn’t come till nine. I’ll break your neck if you try to scare me! I’ve told you about that before…”

He raved on, and she listened unmoved.

“He was married at eight o’clock by a man they brought down from Oxford, and who stayed the night in the house,” she repeated with great calmness. “There’s no sense in lashing yourself into a rage. I’ve seen the bride, and spoken to the clergyman.”

From the bullying, raging madman, he became a whimpering, pitiable thing. His chin trembled, the big hands he laid on the tablecloth shook with a fever.

“What are we going to do?” he wailed. “My God, Jean, what are we going to do?”

She rose and went to the sideboard, poured out a stiff dose of brandy from a decanter and brought it across to him without a word. She was used to these tantrums, and to their inevitable ending. She was neither hurt, surprised, nor disgusted. This pale, ethereal being was the dominant partner of the combination. Nerves she did not possess, fears she did not know. She had acquired the precise sense of a great surgeon in whom pity was a detached emotion, and one which never intruded itself into the operating chamber. She was no more phenomenal than they, save that she did not feel bound by the conventions and laws which govern them as members of an ordered society. It requires no greater nerve to slay than to cure. She had had that matter out with herself, and had settled it to her own satisfaction.

“You will have to put off your trip to Monte Carlo,” she said, as he drank the brandy greedily.

“We’ve lost everything now,” he stuttered, “everything.”

“This girl has no relations,” said the daughter steadily. “Her heirs-at-law are ourselves.”

He put down the glass, and looked at her, and became almost immediately his old self.

“My dear,” he said admiringly, “you are really wonderful. Of course, it was childish of me. Now what do you suggest?”

“Unlock that door,” she said in a low voice, “I want to call the maid.”

As he walked to the door, she pressed the footbell, and soon after the faded woman who attended her came into the room.

“Hart,” she said, “I want you to find my emerald ring, the small one, the little pearl necklet, and the diamond scarf pin. Pack them carefully in a box with cotton wool.”

“Yes, madam,” said the woman, and went out.

“Now what are you going to do, Jean?” asked her father.

“I am returning them to Mrs. Meredith,” said the girl coolly. “They were presents given to me by her husband, and I feel after this tragic ending of my dream that I can no longer bear the sight of them.”

“He didn’t give you those things, he gave you the chain. Besides, you are throwing away good money?”

“I know he never gave them to me, and I am not throwing away good money,” she said patiently. “Mrs. Meredith will return them, and she will give me an opportunity of throwing a little light upon James Meredith, an opportunity which I very much desire.”

Later she went up to her pretty little sittingroom on the first floor, and wrote a letter.

“Dear Mrs. Meredith. — I am sending you the few trinkets which James gave to me in happier days. They are all that I have of his, and you, as a woman, will realise that whilst the possession of them brings me many unhappy memories, yet they have been a certain comfort to me. I wish I could dispose of memory as easily as I send these to you (for I feel they are really your property) but more do I wish that I could recall and obliterate the occasion which has made Mr. Glover so bitter an enemy of mine.


“Thinking over the past, I see that I was at fault, but I know that you will sympathise with me when the truth is revealed to you. A young girl, unused to the ways of men, perhaps I attached too much importance to Mr. Glover’s attentions, and resented them too crudely. In those days I thought it was unpardonable that a man who professed to be poor James’s best friend, should make love to his fiancée, though I suppose that such things happen, and are endured by the modern girl. A man does not readily forgive a woman for making him feel a fool — it is the one unpardonable offence that a girl can commit. Therefore, I do not resent his enmity as much as you might think. Believe me, I feel for you very much in these trying days. Let me say again that I hope your future will be bright.
 ”

She blotted the letter, put it in an envelope, and addressed it, and taking down a book from one of the well-stocked shelves, drew her chair to the fire, and began reading.

Mr. Briggerland came in an hour after, looked over her shoulder at the title, and made a sound of disapproval.

“I can’t understand your liking for that kind of book,” he said.

The book was one of the two volumes of “Chronicles of Crime,” and she looked up with a smile.

“Can’t you? It’s very easily explained. It is the most encouraging work in my collection. Sit down for a minute.”

“A record of vulgar criminals,” he growled. “Their infernal last dying speeches, their processions to Tyburn — phaugh!”

She smiled again, and looked down at the book. The wide margins were covered with pencilled notes in her writing.

“They’re a splendid mental exercise,” she said. “In every case I have written down how the criminal might have escaped arrest, but they were all so vulgar, and so stupid. Really the police of the time deserve no credit for catching them. It is the same with modern criminals…”

She went to the shelf, and took down two large scrapbooks, carried them across to the fire, and opened one on her knees.

“Vulgar and stupid, every one of them,” she repeated, as she turned the leaves rapidly.

“The clever ones get caught at times,” said Briggerland gloomily.

“Never,” she said, and closed the book with a snap. “In England, in France, in America, and in almost every civilised country, there are murderers walking about to-day, respected by their fellow citizens. Murderers, of whose crimes the police are ignorant. Look at these.” She opened the book again. “Here is the case of Rell, who poisons a troublesome creditor with weed-killer. Everybody in the town knew he bought the weed-killer; everybody knew that he was in debt to this man. What chance had he of escaping? Here’s Jewelville — he kills his wife, buries her in the cellar, and then calls attention to himself by running away. Here’s Morden, who kills his sister-in-law for the sake of her insurance money, and who also buys the poison in broad daylight, and is found with a bottle in his pocket. Such people deserve hanging.”

“I wish to heaven you wouldn’t talk about hanging,” said Briggerland tremulously, “you’re inhuman, Jean, by God—”

“I’m an angel,” she smiled, “and I have press cuttings to prove it! The Daily Recorder
 had half a column on my appearance in the box at Jim’s trial.”

He looked over toward the writing-table, saw the letter, and picked it up.

“So you’ve written to the lady. Are you sending her the jewels?”

She nodded.

He looked at her quickly.

“You haven’t been up to any funny business with them, have you?” he asked suspiciously, and she smiled.

“My dear parent,” drawled Jean Briggerland, “after my lecture on the stupidity of the average criminal, do you imagine I should do anything so gauche
 ?”
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“And now, Mrs. Meredith,” said Jack Glover, “what are you going to do?”

He had spent the greater part of the morning with the new heiress, and Lydia had listened, speechless, as he recited a long and meaningless list of securities, of estates, of ground rents, balances and the like, which she had inherited.

“What am I going to do?” she said, shaking her head, hopelessly. “I don’t know. I haven’t the slightest idea, Mr. Glover. It is so bewildering. Do I understand that all this property is mine?”

“Not yet,” said Jack with a smile, “but it is so much yours that on the strength of the will we are willing to advance you money to almost any extent. The will has to be proved, and probate must be taken, but when these legal formalities are settled, and we have paid the very heavy death duties, you will be entitled to dispose of your fortune as you wish. As a matter of fact,” he added, “you could do that now. At any rate, you cannot live here in Brinksome Street, and I have taken the liberty of hiring a furnished flat on your behalf. One of our clients has gone away to the Continent and left the flat for me to dispose of. The rent is very low, about twenty guineas a week.”

“Twenty guineas a week!” gasped the horrified girl, “why, I can’t—”

And then she realised that she “could.”

Twenty guineas a week was as nothing to her. This fact more than anything else, brought her to an understanding of her fortune.

“I suppose I had better move,” she said dubiously. “Mrs. Morgan is giving up this house, and she asked me whether I had any plans. I think she’d be willing to come as my housekeeper.”

“Excellent,” nodded Jack. “You’ll want a maid as well and, of course, you will have to put up Jaggs for the nights.”

“Jaggs?” she said in astonishment.

“Jaggs,” repeated Jack solemnly. “You see, Miss — I beg your pardon, Mrs. Meredith, I’m rather concerned about you, and I want you to have somebody on hand I can rely on, sleeping in your flat at night. I dare say you think I am an old woman,” he said as he saw her smile, “and that my fears are groundless, but you will agree that your own experience of last week will support the theory that anything may happen in London.”

“But really, Mr. Glover, you don’t mean that I am in any serious danger — from whom?”

“From a lot of people,” he said diplomatically.

“From poor Miss Briggerland?” she challenged, and his eyes narrowed.

“Poor Miss Briggerland,” he said softly. “She certainly is poorer than she expected to be.”

“Nonsense,” scoffed the girl. She was irritated, which was unusual in her. “My dear Mr. Glover, why do you pursue your vendetta against her? Do you think it is playing the game, honestly now? Isn’t it a case of wounded vanity on your part?”

He stared at her in astonishment.

“Wounded vanity? Do you mean pique?”

She nodded.

“Why should I be piqued?” he asked slowly.

“You know best,” replied Lydia, and then a light dawned on him.

“Have I been making love to Miss Briggerland by any chance?” he asked.

“You know best,” she repeated.

“Good Lord!” and then he began to laugh, and she thought he would never stop.

“I suppose I made love to her, and she was angry because I dared to commit such an act of treachery to her fiancé! Yes, that was it. I made love to her behind poor Jim’s back, and she ‘ticked me off,’ and that’s why I’m so annoyed with her?”

“You have a very good memory,” said Lydia, with a scornful little smile.

“My memory isn’t as good as Miss Briggerland’s power of invention,” said Jack. “Doesn’t it strike you, Mrs. Meredith, that if I had made love to that young lady, I should not be seen here to-day?”

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“I mean,” said Jack Glover soberly, “that it would not have been Bulford, but I, who would have been lured from his club by a telephone message, and told to wait outside the door in Berkeley Street. It would have been I, who would have been shot dead by Miss Briggerland’s father from the drawingroom window.”

The girl looked at him in amazement.

“What a preposterous charge to make!” she said at last indignantly. “Do you suggest that this girl has connived at a murder?”

“I not only suggest that she connived at it, but I stake my life that she planned it,” said Jack carefully.

“But the pistol was found near Mr. Bulford’s body,” said Lydia almost triumphantly, as she conceived this unanswerable argument.

Jack nodded.

“From Bulford’s body to the drawingroom window was exactly nine feet. It was possible to pitch the pistol so that it fell near him. Bulford was waiting there by the instructions of Jean Briggerland. We have traced the telephone call that came through to him from the club — it came from the Briggerlands’ house in Berkeley Street, and the attendant at the club was sure it was a woman’s voice. We didn’t find that out till after the trial. Poor Meredith was in the hall when the shot was fired. The signal was given when he turned the handle to let himself out. He heard the shot, rushed down the steps and saw the body. Whether he picked up the pistol or not, I do not know. Jean Briggerland swears he had it in his hand, but, of course, Jean Briggerland is a hopeless liar!”

“You can’t know what you’re saying,” said Lydia in a low voice. “It is a dreadful charge to make, dreadful, against a girl whose very face refutes such an accusation.”

“Her face is her fortune,” snapped Jack, and then penitently, “I’m sorry I’m rude, but somehow the very mention of Jean Briggerland arouses all that is worst in me. Now, you will accept Jaggs, won’t you?”

“Who is he?” she asked.

“He is an old army pensioner. A weird bird, as shrewd as the dickens, in spite of his age a pretty powerful old fellow.”

“Oh, he’s old,” she said with some relief.

“He’s old, and in some ways, incapacitated. He hasn’t the use of his right arm, and he’s a bit groggy in one of his ankles as the result of a Boer bullet.”

She laughed in spite of herself.

“He doesn’t sound a very attractive kind of guardian. He’s a perfectly clean old bird, though I confess he doesn’t look it, and he won’t bother you or your servants. You can give him a room where he can sit, and you can give him a bit of bread and cheese, and a glass of beer, and he’ll not bother you.”

Lydia was amused now. It was absurd that Jack Glover should imagine she needed a guardian at all, but if he insisted, as he did, it would be better to have somebody as harmless as the unattractive Jaggs.

“What time will he come?”

“At about ten o’clock every night, and he’ll leave you at about seven in the morning. Unless you wish, you need never see him,” said Jack.

“How did you come to know him?” she asked curiously.

“I know everybody,” said the boastful young man, “you mustn’t forget that I am a lawyer and have to meet very queer people.”

He gathered up his papers and put them into his little bag.

“And now what are your plans for to-day?” he demanded.

She resented the self-imposed guardianship which he had undertaken, yet she could not forget what she owed him.

By some extraordinary means he had kept her out of the Meredith case and she had not been called as a witness at the inquest. Incidentally, in as mysterious a way he had managed to whitewash his partner and himself, although the Law Society were holding an inquiry of their own (this the girl did not know) it seemed likely that he would escape the consequence of an act which was a flagrant breach of the law.

“I am going to Mrs. Cole-Mortimer’s to tea,” she said.

“Mrs. Cole-Mortimer?” he said quickly. “How do you come to know that lady?”

“Really, Mr. Glover, you are almost impertinent,” she smiled in spite of her annoyance. “She came to call on me two or three days after that dreadful morning. She knew Mr. Meredith and was an old friend of the family’s.”

“As a matter of fact,” said Jack icily, “she did not know Meredith, except to say ‘how-do-you-do’ to him, and she was certainly not a friend of the family. She is, however, a friend of Jean Briggerland.”

“Jean Briggerland!” said the exasperated girl. “Can’t you forget her? You are like the man in Dickens’s books — she’s your King Charles’s head! Really, for a respectable and a responsible lawyer, you’re simply eaten up with prejudices. Of course, she was a friend of Mr. Meredith’s. Why, she brought me a photograph of him taken when he was at Eton.”

“Supplied by Jean Briggerland,” said the unperturbed Jack calmly, “and if she’d brought you a pair of socks he wore when he was a baby I suppose you would have accepted those too.”

“Now you are being really abominable,” said the girl, “and I’ve got a lot to do.”

He paused at the door.

“Don’t forget you can move into Cavendish Mansions tomorrow. I’ll send the key round, and the day you move in, Jaggs will turn up for duty, bright and smiling. He doesn’t talk a great deal—”

“I don’t suppose you ever give the poor man a chance,” she said cuttingly.
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Mrs. Cole-Mortimer was a representative of a numerous class of women who live so close to the borderline which separates good society from society which is not quite as good, that the members of either set thought she was in the other. She had a small house where she gave big parties, and nobody quite knew how this widow of an Indian colonel made both ends meet. It was the fact that her menage was an expensive one to maintain; she had a car, she entertained in London in the season, and disappeared from the metropolis when it was the correct thing to disappear, a season of exile which comes between the Goodwood Race Meeting in the south and the Doncaster Race Meeting in the north.

Lydia had been surprised to receive a visit from this elegant lady, and had readily accepted the story of her friendship with James Meredith. Mrs. Cole-Mortimer’s invitation she had welcomed. She needed some distraction, something which would smooth out the ravelled threads of life which were now even more tangled than she had ever expected they could be.

Mr. Rennett had handed to her a thousand pounds the day after the wedding, and when she had recovered from the shock of possessing such a large sum, she hired a taxicab and indulged herself in a wild orgy of shopping.

The relief she experienced when he informed her he was taking charge of her affairs and settling the debts which had worried her for three years was so great that she felt as though a heavy weight had been lifted from her heart.

It was in one of her new frocks that Lydia, feeling more confident than usual, made her call. She had expected to find a crowd at the house in Hyde Park Crescent, and she was surprised when she was ushered into the drawingroom to find only four people present.

Mrs. Cole-Mortimer was a chirpy, pale little woman of forty-something. It would be ungallant to say how much that “something” represented. She came toward Lydia with outstretched hands.

“My dear,” she said with extravagant pleasure, “I am glad you were able to come. You know Miss Briggerland and Mr. Briggerland?”

Lydia looked up at the tall figure of the man she had seen in the stalls the night before her wedding and recognised him instantly.

“Mr. Marcus Stepney, I don’t think you have met.”

Lydia bowed to a smart looking man of thirty, immaculately attired. He was very handsome, she thought, in a dark way, but he was just a little too “new” to please her. She did not like fashion-plate men, and although the most captious of critics could not have found fault with his correct attire, he gave her the impression of being overdressed.

Lydia had not expected to meet Miss Briggerland and her father, although she had a dim recollection that Mrs. Cole-Mortimer had mentioned her name. Then in a flash she recalled the suspicions of Jack Glover, which she had covered with ridicule. The association made her feel a little uncomfortable, and Jean Briggerland, whose intuition was a little short of uncanny, must have read the doubt in her face.

“Mrs. Meredith expected to see us, didn’t she, Margaret?” she said, addressing the twittering hostess. “Surely you told her we were great friends?”

“Of course I did, my dear. Knowing your dear cousin and his dear father, it was not remarkable that I should know the whole of the family,” and she smiled wisely from one to the other.

Of course! How absurd she was, thought Lydia. She had almost forgotten, and probably Jack Glover had forgotten too, that the Briggerlands and the Merediths were related.

She found herself talking in a corner of the room with the girl, and fell to studying her face anew. A closer inspection merely consolidated her earlier judgment. She smiled inwardly as she remembered Jack Glover’s ridiculous warning. It was like killing a butterfly with a steam hammer, to loose so much vengeance against this frail piece of china.

“And how do you feel now that you’re very rich?” asked Jean kindly.

“I haven’t realised it yet,” smiled Lydia.

Jean nodded.

“I suppose you have yet to settle with the lawyers. Who are they? Oh yes, of course Mr. Glover was poor Jim’s solicitor.” She sighed. “I dislike lawyers,” she said with a shiver, “they are so heavily paternal! They feel that they and they only are qualified to direct your life and your actions. I suppose it is second nature with them. Then, of course, they make an awful lot of money out of commissions and fees, though I’m sure Jack Glover wouldn’t worry about that. He’s really a nice boy,” she said earnestly, “and I don’t think you could have a better friend.”

Lydia glowed at the generosity of this girl whom the man had so maligned.

“He has been very good to me,” she said, “although, of course, he is a little fussy.”

Jean’s lips twitched with amusement.

“Has he warned you against me?” she asked solemnly. “Has he told you what a terrible ogre I am?” And then without waiting for a reply: “I sometimes think poor Jack is just a little — well, I wouldn’t say mad, but a little queer. His dislikes are so violent. He positively loathes Margaret, though why I have never been able to understand.”

“He doesn’t hate me,” laughed Lydia, and Jean looked at her strangely.

“No, I suppose not,” she said. “I can’t imagine anybody hating you, Lydia. May I call you by your Christian name?”

“I wish you would,” said Lydia warmly.

“I can’t imagine anybody hating you,” repeated the girl thoughtfully. “And, of course, Jack wouldn’t hate you because you’re his client — a very rich and attractive client too, my dear.” She tapped the girl’s cheek and Lydia, for some reason, felt foolish.

But as though unconscious of the embarrassment she had caused, Jean went on.

“I don’t really blame him, either. I’ve a shrewd suspicion that all these warnings against me and against other possible enemies will furnish a very excellent excuse for seeing you every day and acting as your personal bodyguard!”

Lydia shook her head.

“That part of it he has relegated already,” she said, giving smile for smile. “He has appointed Mr. Jaggs as my bodyguard.”

“Mr. Jaggs?” The tone was even, the note of inquiry was not strained.

“He’s an old gentleman in whom Mr. Glover is interested, an old army pensioner. Beyond the fact that he hasn’t the use of his right arm, and limps with his left leg, and that he likes beer and cheese, he seems an admirable watch dog,” said Lydia humorously.

“Jaggs?” repeated the girl. “I wonder where I’ve heard that name before. Is he a detective?”

“No, I don’t think so. But Mr. Glover thinks I ought to have some sort of man sleeping in my new flat and Jaggs was duly engaged.”

Soon after this Mr. Marcus Stepney came over and Lydia found him rather uninteresting. Less boring was Briggerland, for he had a fund of stories and experiences to relate, and he had, too, one of those soft soothing voices that are so rare in men.

It was dark when she came out with Mr. and Miss Briggerland, and she felt that the afternoon had not been unprofitably spent.

For she had a clearer conception of the girl’s character, and was getting Jack Glover’s interest into better perspective. The mercenary part of it made her just a little sick. There was something so mysterious, so ugly in his outlook on life, and there might not be a little self-interest in his care for her.

She stood on the step of the house talking to the girl, whilst Mr. Briggerland lit a cigarette with a patent lighter. Hyde Park Crescent was deserted save for a man who stood near the railings which protected the area of Mrs. Cole-Mortimer’s house. He was apparently tying his shoe laces.

They went down on the sidewalk, and Mr. Briggerland looked for his car.

“I’d like to take you home. My chauffeur promised to be here at four o’clock. These men are most untrustworthy.”

From the other end of the Crescent appeared the lights of a car. At first Lydia thought it might be Mr. Briggerland’s, and she was going to make her excuses for she wanted to go home alone. The car was coming too, at a tremendous pace. She watched it as it came furiously toward her, and she did not notice that Mr. Briggerland and his daughter had left her standing alone on the sidewalk and had withdrawn a few paces.

Suddenly the car made a swerve, mounted the sidewalk and dashed upon her. It seemed that nothing could save her, and she stood fascinated with horror, waiting for death.

Then an arm gripped her waist, a powerful arm that lifted her from her feet and flung her back against the railings, as the car flashed past, the mudguard missing her by an inch. The machine pulled up with a jerk, and the white-faced girl saw Briggerland and Jean running toward her.

“I should never have forgiven myself if anything had happened. I think my chauffeur must be drunk,” said Briggerland in an agitated voice.

She had no words. She could only nod, and then she remembered her preserver, and she turned to meet the solemn eyes of a bent old man, whose pointed, white beard and bristling white eyebrows gave him a hawklike appearance. His right hand was thrust into his pocket. He was touching his battered hat with the other.

“Beg pardon, miss,” he said raucously, “name of Jaggs! And I have reported for dooty!”
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Jack Glover listened gravely to the story which the girl told. He had called at her lodgings on the following morning to secure her signature to some documents, and breathlessly and a little shamefacedly, she told him what had happened.

“Of course it was an accident,” she insisted, “in fact, Mr. and Miss Briggerland were almost knocked down by the car. But you don’t know how thankful I am your Mr. Jaggs was on the spot.”

“Where is he now?” asked Jack.

“I don’t know,” replied the girl. “He just limped away without another word and I did not see him again, though I thought I caught a glimpse of him as I came into this house last night. How did he come to be on the spot?” she asked curiously.

“That is easily explained,” replied Jack. “I told the old boy not to let you out of his sight from sundown to sun up.”

“Then you think I’m safe during the day?” she rallied him.

He nodded.

“I don’t know whether to laugh at you or to be very angry,” she said, shaking her head reprovingly. “Of course it was an accident!”

“I disagree with you,” said Jack. “Did you catch a glimpse of the chauffeur?”

“No,” she said in surprise. “I didn’t think of looking at him.”

He nodded.

“If you had, you would probably have seen an old friend, namely, the gentleman who carried you off from the Erving Theatre,” he said quietly.

It was difficult for Lydia to analyse her own feelings. She knew that Jack Glover was wrong, monstrously wrong. She was perfectly confident that his fantastic theory had no foundation, and yet she could not get away from his sincerity. Remembering Jean’s description of him as “a little queer” she tried to fit that description into her knowledge of him, only to admit to herself that he had been exceptionally normal as far as she was concerned. The suggestion that his object was mercenary, and that he looked upon her as a profitable match for himself, she dismissed without consideration.

“Anyway, I like your Mr. Jaggs,” she said.

“Better than you like me, I gather from your tone,” smiled Jack. “He’s not a bad old boy.”

“He is a very strong old boy,” she said. “He lifted me as though I were a feather — I don’t know now how I escaped. The steering gear went wrong,” she explained unnecessarily.

“Dear me,” said Jack politely, “and it went right again in time to enable the chauffeur to keep clear of Briggerland and his angel daughter!”

She gave a gesture of despair.

“You’re hopeless,” she said. “These things happened in the dark ages; men and women do not assassinate one another in the twentieth century.”

“Who told you that?” he demanded. “Human nature hasn’t changed for two thousand years. The instinct to kill is as strong as ever, or wars would be impossible. If any man or woman could commit one coldblooded murder, there is no reason why he or she should not commit a hundred. In England, America, and France fifty coldblooded murders are detected every year. Twice that number are undetected. It does not make the crime more impossible because the criminal is good looking.”

“You’re hopeless,” she said again, and Jack made no further attempt to convince her.

On the Thursday of that week she exchanged her lodgings for a handsome flat in Cavendish Place, and Mrs. Morgan had promised to join her a week later, when she had settled up her own business affairs.

Lydia was fortunate enough to get two maids from one of the agencies, one of whom was to sleep on the premises. The flat was not illimitable, and she regretted that she had promised to place a room at the disposal of the aged Mr. Jaggs. If he was awake all night as she presumed he would be, and slept in the day, he might have been accommodated in the kitchen, and she hinted as much to Jack. To her surprise the lawyer had turned down that idea.

“You don’t want your servants to know that you have a watchman.”

“What do you imagine they will think he is?” she asked scornfully. “How can I have an old gentleman in the flat without explaining why he is there?”

“Your explanation could be that he did the boots.”

“It wouldn’t take him all night to do the boots. Of course, I’m too grateful to him to want him to do anything.”

Mr. Jaggs reported again for duty that night. He came at half-past nine, a shabby-looking old man, and Lydia, who had not yet got used to her new magnificence, came out into the hall to meet him.

He was certainly not a prepossessing object, and Lydia discovered that, in addition to his other misfortunes, he had a slight squint.

“I hadn’t an opportunity of thanking you the other day, Mr. Jaggs,” she said. “I think you saved my life.”

“That’s all right, miss,” he said, in his hoarse voice. “Dooty is dooty!”

She thought he was looking past her, till she realised that his curious slanting line of vision was part of his infirmity.

“I’ll show you to your room,” she said hastily.

She led the way down the corridor, opened the door of a small room which had been prepared for him, and switched on the light.

“Too much light for me, miss,” said the old man, shaking his head. “I like to sit in the dark and listen, that’s what I like, to sit in the dark and listen.”

“But you can’t sit in the dark, you’ll want to read, won’t you?”

“Can’t read, miss,” said Jaggs cheerfully. “Can’t write, either. I don’t know that I’m any worse off.”

Reluctantly she switched out the light.

“But you won’t be able to see your food.”

“I can feel for that, miss,” he said with a hoarse chuckle. “Don’t you worry about me. I’ll just sit here and have a big think.”

If she was uncomfortable before, she was really embarrassed now. The very sight of the door behind which old Jaggs sat having his “big think” was an irritation to her. She could not sleep for a long time that night for thinking of him sitting in the darkness, and “listening” as he put it, and had firmly resolved on ending a condition of affairs which was particularly distasteful to her, when she fell asleep.

She woke when the maid brought her tea, to learn that Jaggs had gone.

The maid, too, had her views on the “old gentleman.” She hadn’t slept all night for the thought of him, she said, though probably this was an exaggeration.

The arrangement must end, thought Lydia, and she called at Jack Glover’s office that afternoon to tell him so. Jack listened without comment until she had finished.

“I’m sorry he is worrying you, but you’ll get used to him in time, and I should be obliged if you kept him for a month. You would relieve me of a lot of anxiety.”

At first she was determined to have her way, but he was so persistent, so pleading, that eventually she surrendered.

Lucy, the new maid, however, was not so easily convinced.

“I don’t like it, miss,” she said, “he’s just like an old tramp, and I’m sure we shall be murdered in our beds.”

“How cheerful you are, Lucy,” laughed Lydia. “Of course, there is no danger from Mr. Jaggs, and he really was very useful to me.”

The girl grumbled and assented a little sulkily, and Lydia had a feeling that she was going to lose a good servant. In this she was not mistaken.

Old Jaggs called at half-past nine that night, and was admitted by the maid, who stalked in front of him and opened his door.

“There’s your room,” she snapped, “and I’d rather have your room than your company.”

“Would you, miss?” wheezed Jaggs, and Lydia, attracted by the sound of voices, came to the door and listened with some amusement.

“Lord, bless me life, it ain’t a bad room, either. Put the light out, my dear, I don’t like light. I like ’em dark, like them little cells in Holloway prison, where you were took two years ago for robbing your missus.”

Lydia’s smile left her face. She heard the girl gasp.

“You old liar!” she hissed.

“Lucy Jones you call yourself — you used to be Mary Welch in them days,” chuckled old Jaggs.

“I’m not going to be insulted,” almost screamed Lucy, though there was a note of fear in her strident voice. “I’m going to leave tonight.”

“No you ain’t, my dear,” said old Jaggs complacently. “You’re going to sleep here tonight, and you’re going to leave in the morning. If you try to get out of that door before I let you, you’ll be pinched.”

“They’ve got nothing against me,” the girl was betrayed into saying.

“False characters, my dear. Pretending to come from the agency, when you didn’t. That’s another crime. Lord bless your heart, I’ve got enough against you to put you in jail for a year.”

Lydia came forward.

“What is this you’re saying about my maid?”

“Good evening, ma’am.”

The old man knuckled his forehead.

“I’m just having an argument with your young lady.”

“Do you say she is a thief?”

“Of course she is, miss,” said Jaggs scornfully. “You ask her!”

But Lucy had gone into her room, slammed the door and locked it.

The next morning when Lydia woke, the flat was empty, save for herself. But she had hardly finished dressing when there came a knock at the door, and a trim, fresh-looking country girl, with an expansive smile and a look of good cheer that warmed Lydia’s heart, appeared.

“You’re the lady that wants a maid, ma’am, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” said Lydia in surprise. “But who sent you?”

“I was telegraphed for yesterday, ma’am, from the country.”

“Come in,” said Lydia helplessly.

“Isn’t it right?” asked the girl a little disappointedly. “They sent me my fare. I came up by the first train.”

“It is quite all right,” said Lydia, “only I’m wondering who is running this flat, me or Mr. Jaggs?”
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Jean Briggerland had spent a very busy afternoon. There had been a string of callers at the handsome house in Berkeley Street.

Mr. Briggerland was of a philanthropic bent, and had instituted a club in the East End of London which was intended to raise the moral tone of Limehouse, Wapping, Poplar and the adjacent districts. It was started without ostentation with a man named Faire as general manager. Mr. Faire had had in his lifetime several hectic contests with the police, in which he had been invariably the loser. And it was in his role as a reformed character that he undertook the management of this social uplift club.

Well-meaning police officials had warned Mr. Briggerland that Faire had a bad character. Mr. Briggerland listened, was grateful for the warning, but explained that Faire had come under the influence of the new uplift movement, and from henceforward he would be an exemplary citizen. Later, the police had occasion to extend their warning to its founder. The club was being used by known criminal characters; men who had already been in jail and were qualifying for a return visit.

Again Mr. Briggerland pointed to the object of the institution which was to bring bad men into the society of good men and women, and to arouse in them a desire for better things. He quoted a famous text with great effect. But still the police were unconvinced.

It was the practice of Miss Jean Briggerland to receive selected members of the club and to entertain them at tea in Berkeley Street. Her friends thought it was very “sweet” and very “daring,” and wondered whether she wasn’t afraid of catching some kind of disease peculiar to the East End of London. But Jean did not worry about such things. On this afternoon, after the last of her callers had gone, she went down to the little morning-room where such entertainments occurred and found two men, who rose awkwardly as she entered.

The gentle influence of the club had not made them look anything but what they were. “Jailbird” was written all over them.

“I’m very glad you men have come,” said Jean sweetly. “Mr. Hoggins—”

“That’s me, miss,” said one, with a grin.

“And Mr. Talmot.”

The second man showed his teeth.

“I’m always glad to see members of the club,” said Jean busy with the teapot, “especially men who have had so bad a time as you have. You have only just come out of prison, haven’t you, Mr. Hoggins?” she asked innocently.

Hoggins went red and coughed.

“Yes, miss,” he said huskily and added inconsequently, “I didn’t do it!”

“I’m sure you were innocent,” she said with a smile of sympathy, “and really if you were guilty I don’t think you men are so much to blame. Look what a bad time you have! What disadvantages you suffer, whilst here in the West End people are wasting money that really ought to go to your wives and children.”

“That’s right,” said Mr. Hoggins.

“There’s a girl I know who is tremendously rich,” Jean prattled on. “She lives at 84, Cavendish Mansions, just on the top floor, and, of course, she’s very foolish to sleep with her windows open, especially as people could get down from the roof — there is a fire escape there. She always has a lot of jewellery — keeps it under her pillow I think, and there is generally a few hundred pounds scattered about the bedroom. Now that is what I call putting temptation in the way of the weak.”

She lifted her blue eyes, saw the glitter in the man’s eyes and went on.

“I’ve told her lots of times that there is danger, but she only laughs. There is an old man who sleeps in the house — quite a feeble old man who has only the use of one arm. Of course, if she cried out, I suppose he would come to her rescue, but then a real burglar wouldn’t let her cry out, would he?” she asked.

The two men looked at one another.

“No,” breathed one.

“Especially as they could get clean away if they were clever,” said Jean, “and it isn’t likely that they would leave her in a condition to betray them, is it?”

Mr. Hoggins cleared his throat.

“It’s not very likely, miss,” he said.

Jean shrugged her shoulders.

“Women do these things, and then they blame the poor man to whom a thousand pounds would be a fortune because he comes and takes it. Personally, I should not like to live at 84, Cavendish Mansions.”

“84, Cavendish Mansions,” murmured Mr. Hoggins absentmindedly.

His last sentence had been one of ten years’ penal servitude. His next sentence would be for life. Nobody knew this better than Jean Briggerland as she went on to talk of the club and of the wonderful work which it was doing.

She dismissed her visitors and went back to her sittingroom. As she turned to go up the stairway her maid intercepted her.

“Mary is in your room, miss,” she said in a low voice.

Jean frowned but made no reply.

The woman who stood awkwardly in the centre of the room awaiting the girl, greeted her with an apologetic smile.

“I’m sorry, miss,” she said, “but I lost my job this morning. That old man spotted me. He’s a split — a detective.”

Jean Briggerland regarded her with an unmoved face save that her beautiful mouth took on the pathetic little droop which had excited the pity of a judge and an army of lawyers.

“When did this happen?” she asked.

“Last night, miss. He came and I got a bit cheeky to him, and he turned on me, the old devil, and told me my real name and that I’d got the job by forging recommendations.”

Jean sat down slowly in the padded Venetian chair before her writing table.

“Jaggs?” she asked.

“Yes, miss.”

“And why didn’t you come here at once?”

“I thought I might be followed, miss.”

The girl bit her lip and nodded.

“You did quite right,” she said, and then after a moment’s reflection, “We shall be in Paris next week. You had better go by the night train and wait for us at the flat.”

She gave the maid some money and after she had gone, sat for an hour before the fire looking into its red depths.

She rose at last a little stiffly, pulled the heavy silken curtain across the windows and switched on the light, and there was a smile on her face that was very beautiful to see. For in that hour came an inspiration.

She sought her father in his study and told him her plan, and he blanched and shivered with the very horror of it.
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Mr. Briggerland, it seemed, had some other object in life than the regeneration of the criminal classes. He was a sociologist — a loose title which covers a great deal of inquisitive investigation into other people’s affairs. Moreover, he had published a book on the subject. His name was on the title page and the book had been reviewed to his credit; though in truth he did no more than suggest the title, the work in question having been carried out by a writer on the subject who, for a consideration, had allowed Mr. Briggerland to adopt the child of his brain.

On a morning when pale yellow sunlight brightened his diningroom, Mr. Briggerland put down his newspaper and looked across the table at his daughter. He had a club in the East End of London and his manager had telephoned that morning sending a somewhat unhappy report.

“Do you remember that man Talmot, my dear?” he asked.

She nodded, and looked up quickly.

“Yes, what about him?”

“He’s in hospital,” said Mr. Briggerland. “I fear that he and Hoggins were engaged in some nefarious plan and that in making an attempt to enter — as, of course, they had no right to enter — a block of flats in Cavendish Place, poor Talmot slipped and fell from the fourth floor windowsill, breaking his leg. Hoggins had to carry him to hospital.”

The girl reached for bacon from the hot plate.

“He should have broken his neck,” she said calmly. “I suppose now the police are making tender inquiries?”

“No, no,” Mr. Briggerland hastened to assure her. “Nobody knows anything about it, not even the — er — fortunate occupant of the flat they were evidently trying to burgle. I only learnt of it because the manager of the club, who gets information of this character, thought I would be interested.”

“Anyway I’m glad they didn’t succeed,” said Jean after a while. “The possibility of their trying rather worried me. The Hoggins type is such a bungler that it was almost certain they would fail.”

It was a curious fact that whilst her father made the most guarded references to all their exploits and clothed them with garments of euphemism, his daughter never attempted any such disguise. The psychologist would find in Mr. Briggerland’s reticence the embryo of a once dominant rectitude, no trace of which remained in his daughter’s moral equipment.

“I have been trying to place this man Jaggs,” she went on with a little puzzled frown, “and he completely baffles me. He arrives every night in a taxicab, sometimes from St. Pancras, sometimes from Euston, sometimes from London Bridge Station.”

“Do you think he is a detective?”

“I don’t know,” she said thoughtfully. “If he is, he has been imported from the provinces. He is not a Scotland Yard man. He may, of course, be an old police pensioner, and I have been trying to trace him from that source.”

“It should not be difficult to find out all about him,” said Mr. Briggerland easily. “A man with his afflictions should be pretty well-known.”

He looked at his watch.

“My appointment at Norwood is at eleven o’clock,” he said. He made a little grimace of disgust.

“Would you rather I went?” asked the girl.

Mr. Briggerland would much rather that she had undertaken the disagreeable experience which lay before him, but he dare not confess as much.

“You, my dear? Of course not! I would not allow you to have such an experience. No, no, I don’t mind it a bit.”

Nevertheless, he tossed down two long glasses of brandy before he left.

His car set him down before the iron gates of a squat and ugly stucco building, surrounded by high walls, and the uniformed attendant, having examined his credentials, admitted him. He had to wait a little while before a second attendant arrived to conduct him to the medical superintendent, an elderly man who did not seem overwhelmed with joy at the honour Mr. Briggerland was paying him.

“I’m sorry I shan’t be able to show you round, Mr. Briggerland,” he said. “I have an engagement in town, but my assistant, Dr. Carew, will conduct you over the asylum and give you all the information you require. This, of course, as you know, is a private institution. I should have thought you would have got more material for your book in one of the big public asylums. The people who are sent to Norwood, you know, are not the mild cases, and you will see some rather terrible sights. You are prepared for that?”

Mr. Briggerland nodded. He was prepared to the extent of two full noggins of brandy. Moreover, he was well aware that Norwood was the asylum to which the more dangerous of lunatics were transferred.

Dr. Carew proved to be a young and enthusiastic alienist whose heart and soul was in his work.

“I suppose you are prepared to see jumpy things,” he said with a smile, as he conducted Mr. Briggerland along a stone-vaulted corridor.

He opened a steel gate, the bars of which were encased with thick layers of rubber, crossed a grassy plot (there were no stone-flagged paths at Norwood) and entered one of the three buildings which constituted the asylum proper.

It was a harrowing, heartbreaking, and to some extent, a disappointing experience for Mr. Briggerland. True, his heart did not break, because it was made of infrangible material, and his disappointment was counterbalanced by a certain vague relief.

At the end of two hours’ inspection they were standing out on the big playing fields, watching the less violent of the patients wandering aimlessly about. Except one, they were unattended by keepers, but in the case of this one man, two stalwart uniformed men walked on either side of him.

“Who is he?” asked Briggerland.

“That is rather a sad case,” said the alienist cheerfully. He had pointed out many “sad cases” in the same bright manner. “He’s a doctor and a genuine homicide. Luckily they detected him before he did any mischief or he would have been in Broadmoor.”

“Aren’t you ever afraid of these men escaping?” asked Mr. Briggerland.

“You asked that before,” said the doctor in surprise. “No. You see, an insane asylum is not like a prison; to make a good getaway from prison you have to have outside assistance. Nobody wants to help a lunatic escape, otherwise it would be easier than getting out of prison, because we have no patrols in the grounds, the wards can be opened from the outside without a key and the night patrol who visits the wards every half-hour has no time for any other observation. Would you like to talk to Dr. Thun?”

Mr. Briggerland hesitated only for a second.

“Yes,” he said huskily.

There was nothing in the appearance of the patient to suggest that he was in any way dangerous. A fair, bearded man, with pale blue eyes, he held out his hand impulsively to the visitor, and after a momentary hesitation, Mr. Briggerland took it and found his hand in a grip like a vice. The two attendants exchanged glances with the asylum doctor and strolled off.

“I think you can talk to him without fear,” said the doctor in a low voice, not so low, however, that the patient did not hear it, for he laughed.

“Without fear, favour or prejudice, eh? Yes, that was how they swore the officers at my court martial.”

“The doctor was the general who was responsible for the losses at Caperetto,” explained Dr. Carew. “That was where the Italians lost so heavily.”

Thun nodded.

“Of course, I was perfectly innocent,” he explained to Briggerland seriously, and taking the visitor’s arm he strolled across the field, the doctor and the two attendants following at a distance. Mr. Briggerland breathed a little more quickly as he felt the strength of the patient’s biceps.

“My conviction,” said Dr. Thun seriously, “was due to the fact that women were sitting on the court martial, which is, of course, against all regulations.”

“Certainly,” murmured Mr. Briggerland.

“Keeping me here,” Thun went on, “is part of the plot of the Italian government. Naturally, they do not wish me to get at my enemies, who I have every reason to believe are in London.”

Mr. Briggerland drew a long breath.

“They are in London,” he said a little hoarsely. “I happen to know where they are.”

“Really?” said the other easily, and then a cloud passed over his face and he shook his head.

“They are safe from my vengeance,” he said a little sadly. “As long as they keep me in this place pretending that I am mad, there is no possible chance for me.”

The visitor looked round and saw that the three men who were following were out of ear shot.

“Suppose I came tomorrow night,” he said, lowering his voice, “and helped you to get away? What is your ward?”

“No. 6,” said the other in the same tone. His eyes were blazing.

“Do you think you will remember?” asked Briggerland.

Thun nodded.

“You will come tomorrow night — No. 6, the first cubicle on the left,” he whispered, “you will not fail me? If I thought you’d fail me—” His eyes lit up again.

“I shall not fail you,” said Mr. Briggerland hastily. “When the clock strikes twelve you may expect me.”

“You must be Marshal Foch,” murmured Thun, and then with all a madman’s cunning, changed the conversation as the doctor and attendants, who had noticed his excitement, drew nearer. “Believe me, Mr. Briggerland,” he went on airily, “the strategy of the Allies was at fault until I took up the command of the army…”

Ten minutes later Mr. Briggerland was in his car driving homeward, a little breathless, more than a little terrified at the unpleasant task he had set himself; jubilant, too, at his amazing success.

Jean had said he might have to visit a dozen asylums before he found his opportunity and the right man, and he had succeeded at the first attempt. Yet — he shuddered at the picture he conjured — that climb over the high wall (he had already located the ward, for he had followed the General and the attendants and had seen him safely put away), the midnight association with a madman…

He burst in upon Jean with his news.

“At the first attempt, my dear, what do you think of that?” His dark face glowed with almost childish pride, and she looked at him with a half-smile.

“I thought you would,” she said quietly. “That’s the rough work done, at any rate.”

“The rough work!” he said indignantly.

She nodded.

“Half the difficulty is going to be to cover up your visit to the asylum, because this man is certain to mention your name, and it will not all be dismissed as the imagination of a madman. Now I think I will make my promised call upon Mrs. Meredith.”
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There was one thing which rather puzzled and almost piqued Lydia Meredith, and that was the failure of Jean Briggerland’s prophecy to materialise. Jean had said half jestingly that Jack Glover would be a frequent visitor at the flat; in point of fact, he did not come at all. Even when she visited the offices of Rennett, Glover and Simpson, it was Mr. Rennett who attended to her, and Jack was invisible. Mr. Rennett sometimes explained that he was at the courts, for Jack did all the court work, sometimes that he had gone home.

She caught a glimpse of him once as she was driving past the Law Courts in the Strand. He was standing on the pavement talking to a bewigged counsel, so possibly Mr. Rennett had not stated more than the truth when he said that the young man’s time was mostly occupied by the processes of litigation.

She was curious enough to look through the telephone directory to discover where he lived. There were about fifty Glovers, and ten of these were John Glovers, and she was enough of a woman to call up six of the most likely only to discover that her Mr. Glover was not amongst them. She did not know till later that his full name was Bertram John Glover, or she might have found his address without difficulty.

Mrs. Morgan had now arrived, to Lydia’s infinite relief, and had taken control of the household affairs. The new maid was as perfect as a new maid could be, and but for the nightly intrusion of the taciturn Jaggs, to whom, for some reason, Mrs. Morgan took a liking, the current of her domestic life ran smoothly.

She was already becoming accustomed to the possession of wealth. The habit of being rich is one of the easiest acquired, and she found herself negotiating for a little house in Curzon Street and a more pretentious establishment in Somerset, with a sangfroid which astonished and frightened her.

The purchase and arrival of her first car, and the engagement of her chauffeur had been a thrilling experience. It was incredible, too, that her new bankers should, without hesitation, deliver to her enormous sums of money at the mere affixing of her signature to an oblong slip of paper.

She had even got over the panic feeling which came to her on her first few visits to the bank. On these earlier occasions she had felt rather like an inexpert forger, who was endeavouring to get money by false pretence, and it was both a relief and a wonder to her when the nonchalant cashier thrust thick wads of banknotes under the grille, without so much as sending for a policeman.

“It’s a lovely flat,” said Jean Briggerland, looking round the pink drawingroom approvingly, “but of course, my dear, this is one that was already furnished for you. I’m dying to see what you will make of your own home when you get one.”

She had telephoned that morning to Lydia saying that she was paying a call, asking if it was convenient, and the two girls were alone.

“It is
 a nice flat, and I shall be sorry to leave it,” agreed Lydia. “It is so extraordinarily quiet. I sleep like a top. There is no noise to disturb one, except that there was rather an unpleasant happening the other morning.”

“What was that?” asked Jean, stirring her tea.

“I don’t know really what happened,” said Lydia. “I heard an awful groaning very early in the morning and I got up and looked out of the window. There were two men in the courtyard. One, I think, had hurt himself very badly. I never discovered what happened.”

“They must have been workmen, I should think,” said Jean, “or else they were drunk. Personally, I have never liked taking furnished flats,” she went on. “One always breaks things, and there’s such a big bill to pay at the end. And then I always lose the keys. One usually has two or three. You should be very careful about that, my dear, they make an enormous charge for lost keys,” she prattled on.

“I think the house agent gave me three,” said Lydia. She walked to her little secretaire, opened it and pulled out a drawer.

“Yes, three,” she said, “there is one here, one I carry, and Mrs. Morgan has one.”

“Have you seen Jack Glover lately?”

Jean never pursued an enquiry too far, by so much as one syllable.

“No, I haven’t seen him,” smiled Lydia, “You weren’t a good prophet.”

“I expect he is busy,” said the girl carelessly. “I think I could like Jack awfully — if he hadn’t such a passion for ordering people about. How careless of me!” She had tipped over her teacup and its contents were running across the little tea table. She pulled out her handkerchief quickly and tried to stop the flow.

“Oh, please, please don’t spoil your beautiful handkerchief,” said Lydia, rising hurriedly, “I will get a duster.”

She ran out of the room and was back almost immediately, to find Jean standing with her back to the secretaire examining the ruins of her late handkerchief with a smile.

“Let me put your handkerchief in water or it will be stained,” said Lydia, putting out her hand.

“I would rather do it myself,” laughed Jean Briggerland, and pushed the handkerchief into her bag.

There were many reasons why Lydia should not handle that flimsy piece of cambric and lace, the most important of which was the key which Jean had taken from the secretaire in Lydia’s absence, and had rolled inside the tea-stained handkerchief.

A few days later Mr. Bertram John Glover interviewed a high official at Scotland Yard, and the interview was not a particularly satisfactory one to the lawyer. It might have been worse, had not the police commissioner been a friend of Jack’s partner.

The official listened patiently whilst the lawyer, with professional skill, marshalled all his facts, attaching to them the suspicions which had matured to convictions.

“I have sat in this chair for twentyfive years,” said the head of the C.I.D., “and I have heard stories which beat the best and the worst of detective stories hollow. I have listened to cranks, amateur detectives, crooks, parsons and expert fictionists, but never in my experience have I ever heard anything quite so improbable as your theory. It happens that I have met Briggerland and I’ve met his daughter too, and a more beautiful girl I don’t think it has been my pleasure to meet.”

Jack groaned.

“Aren’t you feeling well?” asked the chief unpleasantly.

“I’m all right, sir,” said Jack, “only I’m so tired of hearing about Jean Briggerland’s beauty. It doesn’t seem a very good argument to oppose to the facts—”

“Facts!” said the other scornfully. “What facts have you given us?”

“The fact of the Briggerlands’ history,” said Jack desperately. “Briggerland was broke when he married Miss Meredith under the impression that he would get a fortune with his wife. He has lived by his wits all his life, and until this girl was about fifteen, they were existing in a state of poverty. They lived in a tiny house in Ealing, the rent of which was always in arrears, and then Briggerland became acquainted with a rich Australian of middle age who was crazy about his daughter. The rich Australian died suddenly.”

“From an overdose of veronal,” said the chief. “It was established at the inquest — I got all the documents out after I received your letter — that he was in the habit of taking veronal. You suggest he was murdered. If he was, for what? He left the girl about six thousand pounds.”

“Briggerland thought she was going to get it all,” said Jack.

“That is conjecture,” interrupted the chief. “Go on.”

“Briggerland moved up west,” Jack went on, “and when the girl was seventeen she made the acquaintance of a man named Gunnesbury, who went just as mad about her. Gunnesbury was a midland merchant with a wife and family. He was so infatuated with her that he collected all the loose money he could lay his hands on — some twentyfive thousand pounds — and bolted to the continent. The girl was supposed to have gone on ahead, and he was to join her at Calais. He never reached Calais. The theory was that he jumped overboard. His body was found and brought in to Dover, but there was none of the money in his possession that he had drawn from the Midland Bank.”

“That is a theory, too,” said the chief, shaking his head. “The identity of the girl was never established. It was known that she was a friend of Gunnesbury’s, but there was proof that she was in London on the night of his death. It was a clear case of suicide.”

“A year later,” Jack went on, “she forced a meeting with Meredith, her cousin. His father had just died — Jim had come back from Central Africa to put things in order. He was not a woman’s man, and was a grave, retiring sort of fellow, who had no other interest in life than his shooting. The story of Meredith you know.”

“And is that all?” asked the chief politely.

“All the facts I can gather. There must be other cases which are beyond the power of the investigator to unearth.”

“And what do you expect me to do?”

Jack smiled.

“I don’t expect you to do anything,” he said frankly. “You are not exactly supporting my views with enthusiasm.”

The chief rose, a signal that the interview was at an end.

“I’d like to help you if you had any real need for help,” he said. “But when you come to me and tell me that Miss Briggerland, a girl whose innocence shows in her face, is a heartless criminal and murderess, and a conspirator — why, Mr. Glover, what do you expect me to say?”

“I expect you to give adequate protection to Mrs. Meredith,” said Jack sharply. “I expect you, sir, to remember that I’ve warned you that Mrs. Meredith may die one of those accidental deaths in which Mr. and Miss Briggerland specialise. I’m going to put my warning in black and white, and if anything happens to Lydia Meredith, there is going to be serious trouble on the Thames Embankment.”

The chief touched a bell, and a constable came in.

“Show Mr. Glover the way out,” he said stiffly.

Jack had calmed down considerably by the time he reached the Thames Embankment, and was inclined to be annoyed with himself for losing his temper.

He stopped a newsboy, took a paper from his hand, and, hailing a cab, drove to his office.

There was little in the early edition save the sporting news, but on the front page a paragraph arrested his eye.

“DANGEROUS LUNATIC AT LARGE.”

“The Medical Superintendent at Norwood Asylum reports that Dr. Algernon John Thun, an inmate of the asylum, escaped last night, and is believed to be at large in the neighbourhood. Search parties have been organised, but no trace of the man has been found. He is known to have homicidal tendencies, a fact which renders his immediate recapture a very urgent necessity.”

There followed a description of the wanted man. Jack turned to another part of the paper, and dismissed the paragraph from his mind.

His partner, however, was to bring the matter up at lunch. Norwood Asylum was near Dulwich, and Mr. Rennett was pardonably concerned.

“The womenfolk at my house are scared to death,” he said at lunch. “They won’t go out at night, and they keep all the doors locked. How did your interview with the commissioner go on?”

“We parted the worst of friends,” said Jack, “and, Rennett, the next man who talks to me about Jean Briggerland’s beautiful face is going to be killed dead through it, even though I have to take a leaf from her book and employ the grisly Jaggs to do it.”



Chapter XIV


Table of Contents


That night the “grisly Jaggs” was later than usual. Lydia heard him shuffling along the passage, and presently the door of his room closed with a click. She was sitting at the piano, and had stopped playing at the sound of his knock, and when Mrs. Morgan came in to announce his arrival, she closed the piano and swung round on the music stool, a look of determination on her delicate face.

“He’s come, miss.”

“And for the last time,” said Lydia ominously. “Mrs. Morgan, I can’t stand that weird old gentleman any longer. He has got on my nerves so that I could scream when I think of him.”

“He’s not a bad old gentleman,” excused Mrs. Morgan.

“I’m not so worried about his moral character, and I dare say that it is perfectly blameless,” said Lydia determinedly, “but I have written a note to Mr. Glover to tell him that I really must dispense with his services.”

“What’s he here for, miss?” asked Mrs. Morgan.

Her curiosity had been aroused, but this was the first time she had given it expression.

“He’s here because—” Lydia hesitated, “well, because Mr. Glover thinks I ought to have a man in the house to look after me.”

“Why, miss?” asked the startled woman.

“You’d better ask Mr. Glover that question,” said Lydia grimly.

She was beginning to chafe under the sense of restraint. She was being “school-marmed” she thought. No girl likes the ostentatious protection of the big brother or the head mistress. The soul of the schoolgirl yearns to break from the “crocodile” in which she is marched to church and to school, and this sensation of being marshalled and ordered about, and of living her life according to a third person’s programme, and that third person a man, irked her horribly.

Old Jaggs was the outward and visible sign of Jack Glover’s unwarranted authority, and slowly there was creeping into her mind a suspicion that Jean Briggerland might not have been mistaken when she spoke of Jack’s penchant for “ordering people about.”

Life was growing bigger for her. She had broken down the barriers which had confined her to a narrow promenade between office and home. The hours which she had had to devote to work were now entirely free, and she could sketch or paint whenever the fancy took her — which was not very often, though she promised herself a period of hard work when once she was settled down.

Toward the goodlooking young lawyer her point of view had shifted. She hardly knew herself how she regarded him. He irritated, and yet in some indefinable way, pleased her. His sincerity — ? She did not doubt his sincerity. She admitted to herself that she wished he would call a little more frequently than he did. He might have persuaded her that Jaggs was a necessary evil, but he hadn’t even taken the trouble to come. Therefore — but this she did not admit — Jaggs must go.

“I don’t think the old gentleman’s quite right in his head, you know, sometimes,” said Mrs. Morgan.

“Why ever not, Mrs. Morgan?” asked the girl in surprise.

“I often hear him sniggering to himself as I go past his door. I suppose he stays in his room all night, miss?”

“He doesn’t,” said the girl emphatically, “and that’s why he’s going. I heard him in the passage at two o’clock this morning; I’m getting into such a state of nerves that the slightest sound awakens me. He had his boots off and was creeping about in his stockings, and when I went out and switched the light on he bolted back to his room. I can’t have that sort of thing going on, and I won’t! it’s altogether too creepy!”

Mrs. Morgan agreed.

Lydia had not been out in the evening for several days, she remembered, as she began to undress for the night. The weather had been unpleasant, and to stay in the warm, comfortable flat was no great hardship. Even if she had gone out, Jaggs would have accompanied her, she thought ironically.

And then she had a little twinge of conscience, remembering that Jaggs’s presence on a memorable afternoon had saved her from destruction.

She wondered for the twentieth time what was old Jaggs’s history, and where Jack had found him. Once she had been tempted to ask Jaggs himself, but the old man had fenced with the question, and had talked vaguely of having worked in the country, and she was as wise as she had been before.

But she must get rid of old Jaggs, she thought, as she switched off the light and kicked out the innumerable waterbottles, with which Mrs. Morgan, in mistaken kindness, had encumbered the bed… old Jaggs must go… he was a nuisance…

She woke with a start from a dreamless sleep. The clock in the hall was striking three. She realised this subconsciously. Her eyes were fixed on the window, which was open at the bottom. Mrs. Morgan had pulled it down at the top, but now it was wide open, and her heart began to thump, thump, rapidly. Jaggs! He was her first thought. She would never have believed that she could have thought of that old man with such a warm glow of thankfulness. There was nothing to be seen. The storm of the early night had passed over, and a faint light came into the room from the waning moon. And then she saw the curtains move, and opened her mouth to scream, but fear had paralysed her voice, and she lay staring at the hangings, incapable of movement or sound. As she watched the curtain she saw it move again, and a shape appeared faintly against the gloomy background.

The spell was broken. She swung herself out of the opposite side of the bed, and raced to the door, but the man was before her. Before she could scream, a big hand gripped her throat and flung her back against the rail of the bed.

Horrified she stared into the cruel face that leered down at her, and felt the grip tighten. And then as she looked into the face she saw a sudden grimace, and sensed the terror in his eyes. The hand relaxed; he bubbled something thickly and fell sideways against the bed. And now she saw. A man had come through the doorway, a tall man, with a fair beard and eyes that danced with insane joy.

He came slowly toward her, wiping on his cuff the long-handled knife that had sent her assailant to the floor.

He was mad. She knew it instinctively, and remembered in a hazy, confused way, a paragraph she had read about an escaped lunatic. She tried to dash past him to the open door, but he caught her in the crook of his left arm, and pressed her to him, towering head and shoulders over her.

“You have no right to sit on a court martial, madam,” he said with uncanny politeness, and at that moment the light in the room was switched on and Jaggs appeared in the doorway, his bearded lips parted in an ugly grin, a long-barrelled pistol in his left hand.

“Drop your knife,” he said, “or I’ll drop you.”

The mad doctor turned his head slowly and frowned at the intruder.

“Good morning, General,” he said calmly. “You came in time,” and he threw the knife on to the ground. “We will try her according to regulations!”



Chapter XV


Table of Contents


A TRAGIC AFFAIR IN THE WEST END.

MAD DOCTOR WOUNDS A BURGLAR IN A SOCIETY WOMAN’S BEDROOM.

“There was an extraordinary and tragic sequel to the escape of Dr. Thun from Norwood Asylum, particulars of which appeared in our early edition of yesterday. This morning at four o’clock, in answer to a telephone call, Detective-Sergeant Miller, accompanied by another officer, went to 84, Cavendish Mansions, a flat occupied by Mrs. Meredith, and there found and took into custody Dr. Algernon Thun, who had escaped from Norwood Asylum. In the room was also found a man named Hoggins, a person well known to the police. It appears that Hoggins had effected an entrance into Mrs. Meredith’s flat, descending from the roof by means of a rope, making his way into the premises through the window of Mrs. Meredith’s bedroom. Whilst there he was detected by Mrs. Meredith, who would undoubtedly have been murdered had not Dr. Thun, who, in some mysterious manner, had gained admission to the flat, intervened. In the struggle that followed the doctor, who is suffering from the delusion of persecution, severely wounded the man, who is not expected to live. He then turned his attention to the lady. Happily an old man who works at the flat, who was sleeping on the premises at the time, was roused by the sound of the struggle, and succeeded in releasing the lady from the maniacal grasp of the intruder. The wounded burglar was removed to hospital and the lunatic was taken to the police station and was afterwards sent under a strong guard to the asylum from whence he had escaped. He made a rambling statement to the police to the effect that General Foch had assisted his escape and had directed him to the home of his persecutors.”

Jean Briggerland put down the paper and laughed.

“It is nothing to snigger about,” growled Briggerland savagely.

“If I didn’t laugh I should do something more emotional,” said the girl coolly. “To think that that fool should go back and make the attempt single-handed. I never imagined that.”

“Faire tells me that he’s not expected to live,” said Mr. Briggerland. He rubbed his bald head irritably. “I wonder if that lunatic is going to talk?”

“What does it matter if he does?” said the girl impatiently.

“You said the other day—” he began.

“The other day it mattered, my dear father. To-day nothing matters very much. I think we have got well out of it. I ignored all the lessons which my textbook teaches when I entrusted work to other hands. Jaggs,” she said softly.

“Eh?” said the father.

“I’m repeating a well-beloved name,” she smiled and rose, folding her serviette. “I am going for a long run in the country. Would you like to come? Mordon is very enthusiastic about the new car, the bill for which, by the way, came in this morning. Have we any money?”

“A few thousands,” said her father, rubbing his chin. “Jean, we shall have to sell something unless things brighten.”

Jean’s lips twitched, but she said nothing.

On her way to the open road she called at Cavendish Mansions, and was neither surprised nor discomfited to discover that Jack Glover was there.

“My dear,” she said, warmly clasping both the girl’s hands in hers, “I was so shocked when I read the news! How terrible it must have been for you.”

Lydia was looking pale, and there were dark shadows under her eyes, but she treated the matter cheerfully.

“I’ve just been trying to explain to Mr. Glover what happened. Unfortunately, the wonderful Jaggs is not here. He knows more about it than I, for I collapsed in the most feminine way.”

“How did he get in — I mean this madman?” asked the girl.

“Through the door.”

It was Jack who answered.

“It is the last way in the world a lunatic would enter a flat, isn’t it? He came in with a key, and he was brought here by somebody who struck a match to make sure it was the right number.”

“He might have struck the match himself,” said Jean, “but you’re so clever that you would not say a thing like that unless you had proof.”

“We found two matches in the hall outside,” said Jack, “and when Dr. Thun was searched no matches were found on him, and I have since learnt that, like most homicidal lunatics, he had a horror of fire in any form. The doctor to whom I have been talking is absolutely sure that he would not have struck the match himself. Oh, by the way, Miss Briggerland, your father met this unfortunate man. I understand he paid a visit to the asylum a few days ago?”

“Yes, he did,” she answered without hesitation. “He was talking about him this morning. You see, father has been making a tour of the asylums. He is writing a book about such things. Father was horrified when he heard the man had escaped, because the doctor told him that he was a particularly dangerous lunatic. But who would have imagined he would have turned up here?”

Her big, sad eyes were fixed on Jack as she shook her head in wonder.

“If one had read that in a book one would never have believed it, would one?”

“And the man Hoggins,” said Jack, who did not share her wonder. “He was by way of being an acquaintance of yours, a member of your father’s club, wasn’t he?”

She knit her brows.

“I don’t remember the name, but if he is a very bad character,” she said with a little smile, “I should say distinctly that he was a member of father’s club! Poor daddy, I don’t think he will ever regenerate the East End.”

“I don’t think he will,” agreed Jack heartily. “The question is, whether the East End will ever regenerate him.”

A slow smile dawned on her face.

“How unkind!” she said, mockery in her eyes now. “I wonder why you dislike him so. He is so very harmless, really. My dear,” she turned to the girl with a gesture of helplessness. “I am afraid that even in this affair Mr. Glover is seeing my sinister influence!”

“You’re the most un-sinister person I have ever met, Jean,” laughed Lydia, “and Mr. Glover doesn’t really think all these horrid things.”

“Doesn’t he?” said Jean softly, and Jack saw that she was shaking with laughter.

There was a certain deadly humour in the situation which tickled him too, and he grinned.

“I wish to heaven you’d get married and settle down, Miss Briggerland,” he said incautiously.

It was her chance. She shook her head, the lips drooped, the eyes again grew moist with the pain she could call to them at will.

“I wish I could,” she said in a tone a little above a whisper, “but, Jack, I could never marry you, never!”

She left Jack Glover bereft of speech, totally incapable of arousing so much as a moan.

Lydia, returning from escorting her visitor to the door, saw his embarrassment and checked his impulsive explanation a little coldly.

“I — I believed you when you said it wasn’t true, Mr. Glover,” she said, and there was a reproach in her tone for which she hated herself afterwards.
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Lydia had promised to go to the theatre that night with Mrs. Cole-Mortimer, and she was glad of the excuse to leave her tragic home.

Mrs. Cole-Mortimer, who was not lavish in the matter of entertainments that cost money, had a box, and although Lydia had seen the piece before (it was in fact the very play she had attended to sketch dresses on the night of her adventure) it was a relief to sit in silence, which her hostess, with singular discretion, did not attempt to disturb.

It was during the last act that Mrs. Cole-Mortimer gave her an invitation which she accepted joyfully.

“I’ve got a house at Cap Martin,” said Mrs. Cole-Mortimer. “It is only a tiny place, but I think you would rather like it. I hate going to the Riviera alone, so if you care to come as my guest, I shall be most happy to chaperon you. They are bringing my yacht down to Monaco, so we ought to have a really good time.”

Lydia accepted the yacht and the house as she had accepted the invitation — without question. That the yacht had been chartered that morning and the house hired by telegram on the previous day, she could not be expected to guess. For all she knew, Mrs. Cole-Mortimer might be a very wealthy woman, and in her wildest dreams she did not imagine that Jean Briggerland had provided the money for both.

It had not been a delicate negotiation, because Mrs. Cole-Mortimer had the skin of a pachyderm.

Years later Lydia discovered that the woman lived on borrowed money, money which never could and never would be repaid, and which the borrower had no intention of refunding.

A hint dropped by Jean that there was somebody on the Riviera whom she desired to meet, without her father’s knowledge, accompanied by the plain statement that she would pay all expenses, was quite sufficient for Mrs. Cole-Mortimer, and she had fallen in with her patron’s views as readily as she had agreed to pose as a friend of Meredith’s. To do her justice, she had the faculty of believing in her own invention, and she was quite satisfied that James Meredith had been a great personal friend of hers, just as she would believe that the house on the Riviera and the little steam-yacht had been procured out of her own purse.

It was harder for her, however, to explain the great system which she was going to work in Monte Carlo and which was to make everybody’s fortune.

Lydia, who was no gambler and only mildly interested in games of chance, displayed so little evidence of interest in the scheme that Mrs. Cole-Mortimer groaned her despair, not knowing that she was expected to do no more than stir the soil for the crop which Jean Briggerland would plant and reap.

They went on to supper at one of the clubs, and Lydia thought with amusement of poor old Jaggs, who apparently took his job very seriously indeed.

Again her angle of vision had shifted, and her respect for the old man had overcome any annoyance his uncouth presence brought to her.

As she alighted at the door of the club she looked round, half expecting to see him. The club entrance was up a side street off Leicester Square, an ill-lit thoroughfare which favoured Mr. Jaggs’s retiring methods, but there was no sign of him, and she did not wait in the drizzling night to make any closer inspection.

Mrs. Cole-Mortimer had not disguised the possibility of Jean Briggerland being at the club, and they found her with a gay party of young people, sitting in one of the recesses. Jean made a place for the girl by her side and introduced her to half a dozen people whose names Lydia did not catch, and never afterwards remembered.

Mr. Marcus Stepney, however, that sleek, dark man, who bowed over her hand and seemed as though he were going to kiss it, she had met before, and her second impression of him was even less favourable than the first.

“Do you dance?” asked Jean.

A jazz band was playing an infectious two-step. At the girl’s nod Jean beckoned one of her party, a tall, handsome boy who throughout the subsequent dance babbled into Lydia’s ear an incessant pæan in praise of Jean Briggerland.

Lydia was amused.

“Of course she is very beautiful,” she said in answer to the interminable repetition of his question. “I think she’s lovely.”

“That’s what I say,” said the young man, whom she discovered was Lord Stoker. “The most amazingly beautiful creature on the earth, I think.”

“Of course you’re awfully goodlooking, too,” he blundered, and Lydia laughed aloud.

“But she’s got enemies,” said the young man viciously, “and if ever I meet that infernal cad, Glover, he’ll be sorry.”

The smile left Lydia’s face.

“Mr. Glover is a friend of mine,” she said a little quickly.

“Sorry,” he mumbled, “but—”

“Does Miss Briggerland say he is so very bad?”

“Of course not. She never says a word against him really.” His lordship hastened to exonerate his idol. “She just says she doesn’t know how long she’s going to stand his persecutions. It breaks one’s heart to see how sad this — your friend makes her.”

Lydia was a very thoughtful girl for the rest of the evening; she was beginning in a hazy way to see things which she had not seen before. Of course Jean never said anything against Jack Glover. And yet she had succeeded in arousing this youth to fury against the lawyer, and Lydia realised, with a sense of amazement, that Jean had also made her feel bad about Jack. And yet she had said nothing but sweet things.

When she got back to the flat that night she found that Mr. Jaggs had not been there all the evening. He came in a few minutes after her, wrapped up in an old army coat, and from his appearance she gathered that he had been standing out in the rain and sleet the whole of the evening.

“Why, Jaggs,” she said impulsively, “wherever have you been?”

“Just dodging round, miss,” he grunted. “Having a look at the little ducks in the pond.”

“You’ve been outside the theatre, and you’ve been waiting outside Niro’s Club,” she said accusingly.

“Don’t know it, miss,” he said. “One theayter is as much like another one to me.”

“You must take your things off and let Mrs. Morgan dry your clothes,” she insisted, but he would not hear of this, compromising only with stripping his sodden great coat.

He disappeared into his dark room, there to ruminate upon such matters as appeared of interest to him. A bed had been placed for him, but only once had he slept on it.

After the flat grew still and the last click of the switch told that the last light had been extinguished, he opened the door softly, and, carrying a chair in his hand, he placed this gently with its back to the front door, and there he sat and dozed throughout the night. When Lydia woke the next morning he was gone as usual.
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Lydia had plenty to occupy her days. The house in Curzon Street had been bought and she had been a round of furnishers, paper-hangers and fitters of all variety.

The trip to the Riviera came at the right moment. She could leave Mrs. Morgan in charge and come back to her new home, which was to be ready in two months.

Amongst other things, the problem of the watchful Mr. Jaggs would be settled automatically.

She spoke to him that night when he came.

“By the way, Mr. Jaggs, I am going to the South of France next week.”

“A pretty place by all accounts,” volunteered Mr. Jaggs.

“A lovely place — by all accounts,” repeated Lydia with a smile. “And you’re going to have a holiday, Mr. Jaggs. By the way, what am I to pay you?”

“The gentleman pays me, miss,” said Mr. Jaggs with a sniff. “The lawyer gentleman.”

“Well, he must continue paying you whilst I am away,” said the girl. “I am very grateful to you and I want to give you a little present before I go. Is there anything you would like, Mr. Jaggs?”

Mr. Jaggs rubbed his beard, scratched his head and thought he would like a pipe.

“Though bless you, miss, I don’t want any present.”

“You shall have the best pipe I can buy,” said the girl. “It seems very inadequate.”

“I’d rather have a briar, miss,” said old Jaggs mistakenly.

He was on duty until the morning she left, and although she rose early he had gone. She was disappointed, for she had not given him the handsome case of pipes she had bought, and she wanted to thank him. She felt she had acted rather meanly towards him. She owed her life to him twice.

“Didn’t you see him go?” she asked Mrs. Morgan.

“No, miss,” the stout housekeeper shook her head. “I was up at six and he’d gone then, but he’d left his chair in the passage — I’ve got an idea that’s where he slept, miss, if he slept at all.”

“Poor old man,” said the girl gently. “I haven’t been very kind to him, have I? And I do owe him such a lot.”

“Maybe he’ll turn up again,” said Mrs. Morgan hopefully. She had the mother feeling for the old, which is one of the beauties of her class, and she regretted Lydia’s absence probably as much because it would entail the disappearance of old Jaggs as for the loss of her mistress. But old Jaggs did not turn up. Lydia hoped to see him at the station, hovering on the outskirts of the crowd in his furtive way, but she was disappointed.

She left by the eleven o’clock train, joining Mrs. Cole-Mortimer on the station. That lady had arranged to spend a day in Paris, and the girl was not sorry, after a somewhat bad crossing of the English Channel, that she had not to continue her journey through the night.

The South of France was to be a revelation to her. She had no conception of the extraordinary change of climate and vegetation that could be experienced in one country.

She passed from a drizzly, bedraggled Paris into a land of sunshine and gentle breezes; from the bare sullen lands of the Champagne, into a country where flowers grew by the side of the railway, and that in February; to a semitropic land, fragrant with flowers, to white beaches by a blue, lazy sea and a sky over all unflecked by clouds.

It took her breath away, the beauty of it; and the sense and genial warmth of it. The trees laden with lemons, the wisteria on the walls, the white dust on the road, and the glory of the golden mimosa that scented the air with its rare and lovely perfume.

They left the train at Nice and drove along the Grande Corniche. Mrs. Cole-Mortimer had a call to make in Monte Carlo and the girl sat back in the car and drank in the beauty of this delicious spot, whilst her hostess interviewed the house agent.

Surely the place must be kept under glass. It looked so fresh and clean and free from stain.

The Casino disappointed her — it was a place of plaster and stucco, and did not seem built for permanent use.

They drove back part of the way they had come, on to the peninsula of Cap Martin and she had a glimpse of beautiful villas between the pines and queer little roads that led into mysterious dells. Presently the car drew up before a good looking house (even Mrs. Cole-Mortimer was surprised into an expression of her satisfaction at the sight of it).

Lydia, who thought that this was Mrs. Cole-Mortimer’s own demesne, was delighted.

“You are lucky to have a beautiful home like this, Mrs. Cole-Mortimer,” she said, “it must be heavenly living here.”

The habit of wealth had not been so well acquired that she could realise that she also could have a beautiful house if she wished — she thought of that later. Nor did she expect to find Jean Briggerland there, and Mr. Briggerland too, sitting on a big cane chair on the veranda overlooking the sea and smoking a cigar of peace.

Mrs. Cole-Mortimer had been very careful to avoid all mention of Jean on the journey.

“Didn’t I tell you they would be here?” she said in careless amazement. “Why, of course, dear Jean left two days before we did. It makes such a nice little party. Do you play bridge?”

Lydia did not play bridge, but was willing to be taught.

She spent the remaining hour of daylight exploring the grounds which led down to the road which fringed the sea.

She could look across at the lights already beginning to twinkle at Monte Carlo, to the white yachts lying off Monaco, and farther along the coast to a little cluster of lights that stood for Beaulieu.

“It is glorious,” she said, drawing a long breath.

Mrs. Cole-Mortimer, who had accompanied her in her stroll, purred the purr of the pleased patron whose protégée has been thankful for favours received.

Dinner was a gay meal, for Jean was in her brightest mood. She had a keen sense of fun and her sly little sallies, sometimes aimed at her father, sometimes at Lydia’s expense, but more often directed at people in the social world, whose names were household words, kept Lydia in a constant gurgle of laughter.

Mrs. Cole-Mortimer alone was nervous and ill at ease. She had learnt unpleasant news and was not sure whether she should tell the company or keep her secret to herself. In such dilemma, weak people take the most sensational course, and presently she dropped her bombshell.

“Celeste says that the gardener’s little boy has malignant smallpox,” she almost wailed.

Jean was telling a funny story to the girl who sat by her, and did not pause for so much as a second in her narrative. The effect on Mr. Briggerland was, however, wholly satisfactory to Mrs. Cole-Mortimer. He pushed back his chair and blinked at his “hostess.”

“Smallpox?” he said in horror, “here — in Cap Martin? Good God, did you hear that, Jean?”

“Did I hear what?” she asked lazily, “about the gardener’s little boy? Oh, yes. There has been quite an epidemic on the Italian Riviera, in fact they closed the frontier last week.”

“But — but here!” spluttered Briggerland.

Lydia could only look at him in open-eyed amazement. The big man’s terror was pitiably apparent. The copper skin had turned a dirty grey, his lower lip was trembling like a frightened child’s.

“Why not here?” said Jean coolly, “there is nothing to be scared about. Have you been vaccinated recently?” she turned to the girl, and Lydia shook her head.

“Not since I was a baby — and then I believe the operation was not a success.”

“Anyway, the child is isolated in the cottage and they are taking him to Nice tonight,” said Jean. “Poor little fellow! Even his own mother has deserted him. Are you going to the Casino?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” replied Lydia. “I’m very tired but I should love to go.”

“Take her, father — and you go, Margaret. By the time you return the infection will be removed.”

“Won’t you come too?” asked Lydia.

“No, I’ll stay at home tonight. I turned my ankle to-day and it is rather stiff. Father!”

This time her voice was sharp, menacing almost, thought Lydia, and Mr. Briggerland made an heroic attempt to recover his self-possession.

“Cer — certainly, my dear — I shall be delighted — er — delighted.”

He saw her alone whilst Lydia was changing in her lovely big dressing-room, overlooking the sea.

“Why didn’t you tell me there was smallpox in Cap Martin?” he demanded fretfully.

“Because I didn’t know till Margaret relieved her mind at our expense,” said his daughter coolly. “I had to say something. Besides, I’d heard one of the maids say that somebody’s mother had deserted him — I fitted it in. What a funk you are, father!”

“I hate the very thought of disease,” he growled. “Why aren’t you coming with us — there is nothing the matter with your ankle?”

“Because I prefer to stay at home.”

He looked at her suspiciously.

“Jean,” he said in a milder voice, “hadn’t we better let up on the girl for a bit — until that lunatic doctor affair has blown over?”

She reached out and took a gold case from his waistcoat pocket, extracted a cigarette and replaced the case before she spoke.

“We can’t afford to ‘let up’ as you call it, for a single hour. Do you realise that any day her lawyer may persuade her to make a will leaving her money to a — a home for cats, or something equally untouchable? If there was no Jack Glover we could afford to wait months. And I’m less troubled about him than I am about the man Jaggs. Father, you will be glad to learn that I am almost afraid of that freakish old man.”

“Neither of them are here—” he began.

“Exactly,” said Jean, “neither are here — Lydia had a telegram from him just before dinner asking if he could come to see her next week.”

At this moment Lydia returned and Jean Briggerland eyed her critically.

“My dear, you look lovely,” she said and kissed her.

Mr. Briggerland’s nose wrinkled, as it always did when his daughter shocked him.
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Jean Briggerland waited until she heard the sound of the departing car sink to a faint hum, then she went up to her room, opened the bureau and took out a long and tightly fitting dustcoat that she wore when she was motoring. She had seen a large bottle of peroxide in Mrs. Cole-Mortimer’s room. It probably contributed to the dazzling glories of Mrs. Cole-Mortimer’s hair, but it was also a powerful germicide. She soaked a big silk handkerchief in a basin of water, to which she added a generous quantity of the drug, and squeezing the handkerchief nearly dry, she knotted it loosely about her neck. A rubber bathing cap she pulled down over her head, and smiled at her queer reflection in the glass. Then she found a pair of kid gloves and drew them on.

She turned out the light and went softly down the carpeted stairs. The servants were at their dinner, and she opened the front door and crossed the lawn into a belt of trees, beyond which she knew, for she had been in the house two days, was the gardener’s cottage.

A dim light burnt in one of the two rooms and the window was uncurtained. She saw the bed and its tiny occupant, but nobody else was in the room. The maid had said that the mother had deserted the little sufferer, but this was not quite true. The doctor had ordered the mother into isolation, and had sent a nurse from the infection hospital to take her place. That lady, at the moment, was waiting at the end of the avenue for the ambulance to arrive.

Jean opened the door and stepped in, pulling up the saturated handkerchief until it covered nose and mouth. The place was deserted, and, without a moment’s hesitation, she lifted the child, wrapped a blanket about it and crossed the lawn again. She went quietly up the stairs straight to Lydia’s room. There was enough light from the dressing-room to see the bed, and unwrapping the blanket she pulled back the covers and laid him gently in the bed. The child was unconscious. The hideous marks of the disease had developed with remarkable rapidity and he made no sound.

She sat down in a chair, waiting. Her almost inhuman calm was not ruffled by so much as a second’s apprehension. She had provided for every contingency and was ready with a complete explanation, whatever happened.

Half an hour passed, and then rising, she wrapped the child in the blanket and carried him back to the cottage. She heard the purr of the motor and footsteps as she flitted back through the trees.

First she went to Lydia’s room and straightened the bed, spraying the room with the faint perfume which she found on the dressing table; then she went back again into the garden, stripped off the dust coat, cap and handkerchief, rolling them into a bundle, which she thrust through the bars of an open window which she knew ventilated a cellar. Last of all she stripped her gloves and sent them after the bundle.

She heard the voices of the nurse and attendant as they carried the child to the ambulance.

“Poor little kid,” she murmured, “I hope he gets better.”

And, strangely enough, she meant it.

*

It had been a thrilling evening for Lydia, and she returned to the house at Cap Martin very tired, but very happy. She was seeing a new world, a world the like of which had never been revealed to her, and though she could have slept, and her head did nod in the car, she roused herself to talk it all over again with the sympathetic Jean.

Mrs. Cole-Mortimer retired early. Mr. Briggerland had gone up to bed the moment he returned, and Lydia would have been glad to have ended her conversation; since her head reeled with weariness, but Jean was very talkative, until —

“My dear, if I don’t go to bed I shall sleep on the table,” smiled Lydia, rising and suppressing a yawn.

“I’m so sorry,” said the penitent Jean.

She accompanied the girl upstairs, her arm about her waist, and left her at the door of her dressing-room.

A maid had laid out her night things on a big settee (a little to Lydia’s surprise) and she undressed quickly.

She opened the door of her bedroom, her hand was on a switch, when she was conscious of a faint and not unpleasant odour. It was a clean, pungent smell. “Disinfectant,” said her brain mechanically. She turned on the light, wondering where it came from. And then as she crossed the room she came in sight of her bed and stopped, for it was saturated with water — water that dropped from the hanging coverlet, and made little pools on the floor. From the head of the bed to the foot there was not one dry place. Whosoever had done the work was thorough. Blankets, sheets, pillows were soddened, and from the soaked mass came a faint acrid aroma which she recognised, even before she saw on the floor an empty bottle labelled “Peroxide of Hydrogen.”

She could only stand and stare. It was too late to arouse the household, and she remembered that there was a very comfortable settee in the dressing-room with a rug and a pillow, and she went back.

A few minutes later she was fast asleep. Not so Miss Briggerland, who was sitting up in bed, a cigarette between her lips, a heavy volume on her knees, reading:

“Such malignant cases are almost without exception rapidly fatal, sometimes so early that no sign of the characteristic symptoms appear at all,” she read and, dropping the book on the floor, extinguished her cigarette on an alabaster tray, and settled herself to sleep. She was dozing when she remembered that she had forgotten to say her prayers.

“Oh, damn!” said Jean, getting out reluctantly to kneel on the cold floor by the side of the bed.
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Her maid woke Jean Briggerland at eight o’clock the next morning.

“Oh, miss,” she said, as she drew up the table for the chocolate, “have you heard about Mrs. Meredith?”

Jean blinked open her eyes, slipped into her dressing jacket and sat up with a yawn.

“Have I heard about Mrs. Meredith? Many times,” she said.

“But what somebody did last night, miss?”

Jean was wide awake now.

“What has happened to Mrs. Meredith?” she asked.

“Why, miss, somebody played a practical joke on her. Her bed’s sopping.”

“Sopping?” frowned the girl.

“Yes, miss,” the woman nodded. “They must have poured buckets of water over it, and used up all Mrs. Cole-Mortimer’s peroxide, what she uses for keeping her hands nice.”

Jean swung out of her bed and sat looking down at her tiny white feet.

“Where did Mrs. Meredith sleep? Why didn’t she wake us up?”

“She slept in the dressing-room, miss. I don’t suppose the young lady liked making a fuss.”

“Who did it?”

“I don’t know who did it. It’s a silly kind of practical joke, and I know none of the maids would have dared, not the French ones.”

Jean put her feet into her slippers, exchanged her jacket for a gown, and went on a tour of inspection.

Lydia was dressing in her room, and the sound of her fresh, young voice, as she carolled out of sheer love of life, came to the girl before she turned into the room.

One glance at the bed was sufficient. It was still wet, and the empty peroxide bottle told its own story.

Jean glanced at it thoughtfully as she crossed into the dressing-room.

“Whatever happened last night, Lydia?”

Lydia turned at the voice.

“Oh, the bed you mean,” she made a little face. “Heaven knows. It occurred to me this morning that some person, out of mistaken kindness, had started to disinfect the room — it was only this morning that I recalled the little boy who was ill — and had overdone it.”

“They’ve certainly overdone it,” said Jean grimly. “I wonder what poor Mrs. Cole-Mortimer will say. You haven’t the slightest idea—”

“Not the slightest idea,” said Lydia, answering the unspoken question.

“I’ll see Mrs. Cole-Mortimer and get her to change your bed — there’s another room you could have,” suggested Jean.

She went back to her own apartment, bathed and dressed leisurely.

She found her father in the garden reading the Nicoise
 , under the shade of a bush, for the sun was not warm, but at that hour, blinding.

“I’ve changed my plans,” she said without preliminary.

He looked up over his glasses.

“I didn’t know you had any,” he said with heavy humour.

“I intended going back to London and taking you with me,” she said unexpectedly.

“Back to London?” he said incredulously. “I thought you were staying on for a month.”

“I probably shall now,” she said, pulling up a basket-chair and sitting by his side. “Give me a cigarette.”

“You’re smoking a lot lately,” he said as he handed his case to her.

“I know I am.”

“Have your nerves gone wrong?”

She looked at him out of the corner of her eye and her lips curled.

“It wouldn’t be remarkable if I inherited a little of your yellow streak,” she said coolly, and he growled something under his breath. “No, my nerves are all right, but a cigarette helps me to think.”

“A yellow streak, have I?” Mr. Briggerland was annoyed. “And I’ve been out since five o’clock this morning—” he stopped.

“Doing — what?” she asked curiously.

“Never mind,” he said with a lofty gesture.

Thus they sat, busy with their own thoughts, for a quarter of an hour.

“Jean.”

“Yes,” she said without turning her head.

“Don’t you think we’d better give this up and get back to London? Lord Stoker is pretty keen on you.”

“I’m not pretty keen on him,” she said decidedly. “He has his regimental pay and £500 a year, two estates, mortgaged, no brains and a title — what is the use of his title to me? As much use as a coat of paint! Beside which, I am essentially democratic.”

He chuckled, and there was another silence.

“Do you think the lawyer is keen on the girl?”

“Jack Glover?”

Mr. Briggerland nodded.

“I imagine he is,” said Jean thoughtfully. “I like Jack — he’s clever. He has all the moral qualities which one admires so much in the abstract. I could love Jack myself.”

“Could he love you?” bantered her father.

“He couldn’t,” she said shortly. “Jack would be a happy man if he saw me stand in Jim Meredith’s place in the Old Bailey. No, I have no illusion about Jack’s affections.”

“He’s after Lydia’s money I suppose,” said Mr. Briggerland, stroking his bald head.

“Don’t be a fool,” was the calm reply. “That kind of man doesn’t worry about a girl’s money. I wish Lydia was dead,” she added without malice. “It would make things so easy and smooth.”

Her father swallowed something.

“You shock me sometimes, Jean,” he said, a statement which amused her.

“You’re such a half-and-half man,” she said with a note of contempt in her voice. “You were quite willing to benefit by Jim Meredith’s death; you killed him as coldbloodedly as you killed poor little Bulford, and yet you must whine and snivel whenever your deeds are put into plain language. What does it matter if Lydia dies now or in fifty years time?” she asked. “It would be different if she were immortal. You people attach so much importance to human life — the ancients, and the Japanese amongst the modern, are the only people who have the matter in true perspective. It is no more cruel to kill a human being than it is to cut the throat of a pig to provide you with bacon. There’s hardly a dish at your table which doesn’t represent wilful murder, and yet you never think of it, but because the man animal can talk and dresses himself or herself in queer animal and vegetable fabrics, and decorates the body with bits of metal and pieces of glittering quartz, you give its life a value which you deny to the cattle within your gates! Killing is a matter of expediency. Permissible if you call it war, terrible if you call it murder. To me it is just killing. If you are caught in the act of killing they kill you, and people say it is right to do so. The sacredness of human life is a slogan invented by cowards who fear death — as you do.”

“Don’t you, Jean?” he asked in a hushed voice.

“I fear life without money,” she said quietly. “I fear long days of work for a callous, leering employer, and strap-hanging in a crowded tube on my way home to one miserable room and the cold mutton of yesterday. I fear getting up and making my own bed and washing my own handkerchiefs and blouses, and renovating last year’s hats to make them look like this year’s. I fear a poor husband and a procession of children, and doing the housework with an incompetent maid, or maybe without any at all. Those are the things I fear, Mr. Briggerland.”

She dusted the ash from her dress and got up.

“I haven’t forgotten the life we lived at Ealing,” she said significantly.

She looked across the bay to Monte Carlo glittering in the morning sunlight, to the green-capped head of Cap-d’Ail, to Beaulieu, a jewel set in greystone and shook her head.

“‘It is written’,” she quoted sombrely and left him in the midst of the question he was asking. She strolled back to the house and joined Lydia who was looking radiantly beautiful in a new dress of silver grey charmeuse.
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“Have you solved the mystery of the submerged bed?” smiled Jean.

Lydia laughed.

“I’m not probing too deeply into the matter,” she said. “Poor Mrs. Cole-Mortimer was terribly upset.”

“She would be,” said Jean. “It was her own eiderdown!”

This was the first hint Lydia had received that the house was rented furnished.

They drove into Nice that morning, and Lydia, remembering Jack Glover’s remarks, looked closely at the chauffeur, and was startled to see a resemblance between him and the man who had driven the taxicab on the night she had been carried off from the theatre. It is true that the taxidriver had a moustache and that this man was cleanshaven, and moreover, had tiny side whiskers, but there was a resemblance.

“Have you had your driver long?” she asked as they were running through Monte Carlo, along the sea road.

“Mordon? Yes, we have had him six or seven years,” said Jean carelessly. “He drives us when we are on the continent, you know. He speaks French perfectly and is an excellent driver. Father has tried to persuade him to come to England, but he hates London — he was telling me the other day that he hadn’t been there for ten years.”

That disposed of the resemblance, thought Lydia, and yet — she could remember his voice, she thought, and when they alighted on the Promenade des Anglaise she spoke to him. He replied in French, and it is impossible to detect points of resemblance in a voice that speaks one language and the same voice when it speaks another.

The promenade was crowded with saunterers. A band was playing by the jetty and although the wind was colder than it had been at Cap Martin the sun was warm enough to necessitate the opening of a parasol.

It was a race week, and the two girls lunched at the Negrito. They were in the midst of their meal when a man came toward them and Lydia recognised Mr. Marcus Stepney. This dark, suave man was no favourite of hers, though why she could not have explained. His manners were always perfect and, towards her, deferential.

As usual, he was dressed with the precision of a fashion-plate. Mr. Marcus Stepney was a man, a considerable portion of whose time was taken up every morning by the choice of cravats and socks and shirts. Though Lydia did not know this, his smartness, plus a certain dexterity with cards, was his stock in trade. No breath of scandal had touched him, he moved in a good set and was always at the right place at the proper season.

When Aix was full he was certain to be found at the Palace, in the Deauville week you would find him at the Casino punting mildly at the baccarat table. And after the rooms were closed, and even the Sports Club at Monte Carlo had shut its doors, there was always a little game to be had in the hotels and in Marcus Stepney’s private sittingroom.

And it cannot be denied that Mr. Stepney was lucky. He won sufficient at these out-of-hour games to support him nobly through the trials and vicissitudes which the public tables inflict upon their votaries.

“Going to the races,” he said, “how very fortunate! Will you come along with me? I can give you three good winners.”

“I have no money to gamble,” said Jean, “I am a poor woman. Lydia, who is rolling in wealth, can afford to take your tips, Marcus.”

Marcus looked at Lydia with a speculative eye.

“If you haven’t any money with you, don’t worry. I have plenty and you can pay me afterwards. I could make you a million francs to-day.”

“Thank you,” said Jean coolly, “but Mrs. Meredith does not bet so heavily.”

Her tone was a clear intimation to the man of wits that he was impinging upon somebody else’s preserves and he grinned amiably.

Nevertheless, it was a profitable afternoon for Lydia. She came back to Cap Martin twenty thousand francs richer than she had been when she started off.

“Lydia’s had a lot of luck she tells me,” said Mr. Briggerland.

“Yes. She won about five hundred pounds,” said his daughter. “Marcus was laying ground bait. She did not know what horses he had backed until after the race was run, when he invariably appeared with a few mille
 notes and Lydia’s pleasure was pathetic. Of course she didn’t win anything. The twenty thousand francs was a sprat — he’s coming tonight to see how the whales are blowing!”

Mr. Marcus Stepney arrived punctually, and, to Mr. Briggerland’s disgust, was dressed for dinner, a fact which necessitated the older man’s hurried retreat and reappearance in conventional evening wear.

Marcus Stepney’s behaviour at dinner was faultless. He devoted himself in the main to Mrs. Cole-Mortimer and Jean, who apparently never looked at him and yet observed his every movement, knew that he was merely waiting his opportunity.

It came when the dinner was over and the party adjourned to the big stoep facing the sea. The night was chilly and Mr. Stepney found wraps and furs for the ladies, and so manoeuvred the arrangement of the chairs that Lydia and he were detached from the remainder of the party, not by any great distance, but sufficient, as the experienced Marcus knew, to remove a murmured conversation from the sharpest eavesdropper.

Jean, who was carrying on a three-cornered conversation with her father and Mrs. Cole-Mortimer, did not stir, until she saw, by the light of a shaded lamp in the roof, the dark head of Mr. Marcus Stepney droop more confidently towards his companion. Then she rose and strolled across.

Marcus did not curse her because he did not express his inmost thoughts aloud.

He gave her his chair and pulled another forward.

“Does Miss Briggerland know?” asked Lydia.

“No,” said Mr. Stepney pleasantly.

“May I tell her?”

“Of course.”

“Mr. Stepney has been telling me about a wonderful racing coup to be made tomorrow. Isn’t it rather thrilling, Jean? He says it will be quite possible for me to make five million francs without any risk at all.”

“Except the risk of a million, I suppose,” smiled Jean. “Well, are you going to do it?” Lydia shook her head.

“I haven’t a million francs in France, for one thing,” she said, “and I wouldn’t risk it if I had.”

And Jean smiled again at the discomfiture which Mr. Marcus Stepney strove manfully to hide.

Later she took his arm and led him into the garden.

“Marcus,” she said when they were out of range of the house, “I think you are several kinds of a fool.”

“Why?” asked the other, who was not in the best humour.

“It was so crude,” she said scornfully, “so cheap and confidence-trickish. A miserable million francs — twenty thousand pounds. Apart from the fact that your name would be mud in London if it were known that you had robbed a girl—”

“There’s no question of robbery,” he said hotly, “I tell you Valdau is a certainty for the Prix.”

“It would not be a certainty if her money were on,” said Jean dryly. “It would finish an artistic second and you would be full of apologies, and poor Lydia would be a million francs to the bad. No, Marcus, that is cheap.”

“I’m nearly broke,” he said shortly.

He made no disguise of his profession, nor of his nefarious plan.

Between the two there was a queer kind of camaraderie. Though he may not have been privy to the more tremendous of her crimes, yet he seemed to accept her as one of those who lived on the frontiers of illegality.

“I was thinking about you, as you sat there telling her the story,” said Jean thoughtfully. “Marcus, why don’t you marry her?”

He stopped in his stride and looked down at the girl.

“Marry her, Jean; are you mad? She wouldn’t marry me.”

“Why not?” she asked. “Of course she’d marry you, you silly fool, if you went the right way about it.”

He was silent.

“She is worth six hundred thousand pounds, and I happen to know that she has nearly two hundred thousand pounds in cash on deposit at the bank,” said Jean.

“Why do you want me to marry her?” he asked significantly. “Is there a rake-off for you?”

“A big rake-off,” she said. “The two hundred thousand on deposit should be easily get-at-able, Marcus, and she’d even give you more—”

“Why?” he asked.

“To agree to a separation,” she said coolly. “I know you. No woman could live very long with you and preserve her reason.”

He chuckled.

“And I’m to hand it all over to you?”

“Oh no,” she corrected. “I’m not greedy. It is my experience that the greedy people get into bad trouble. The man or woman who ‘wants it all’ usually gets the dressing-case the ‘all’ was kept in. No, I’d like to take a half.”

He sat down on a garden seat and she followed his example.

“What is there to be?” he asked. “An agreement between you and me? Something signed and sealed and delivered, eh?”

Her sad eyes caught his and held them.

“I trust you, Marcus,” she said softly. “If I help you in this — and I will if you will do all that I tell you to do — I will trust you to give me my share.”

Mr. Marcus Stepney fingered his collar a little importantly.

“I’ve never let a pal down in my life,” he said with a cough. “I’m as straight as they make ‘em, to people who play the game with me.”

“And you are wise, so far as I am concerned,” said the gentle Jean. “For if you doublecrossed me, I should hand the police the name and address of your other wife who is still living.”

His jaw dropped.

“Wha — what?” he stammered.

“Let us join the ladies,” mocked Jean, as she rose and put her arm in his.

It pleased her immensely to feel this big man trembling.
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It seemed to Lydia that she had been abroad for years, though in reality she had been three days in Cap Martin, when Mr. Marcus Stepney became a regular caller.

Even the most objectionable people improve on acquaintance, and give the lie to first impressions.

Mr. Stepney never bored her. He had an inexhaustible store of anecdotes and reminiscences, none of which was in the slightest degree offensive. He was something of a sportsman, too, and he called by arrangement the next morning, after his introduction to the Cap Martin household, and conducting her to a sheltered cove, containing two bathing huts, he introduced her to the exhilarating Mediterranean.

Sea bathing is not permitted in Monte Carlo until May, and the water was much colder than Lydia had expected. They swam out to a floating platform when Mr. Briggerland and Jean put in an appearance. Jean had come straight from the house in her bathing-gown, over which she wore a light wrap. Lydia watched her with amazement, for the girl was an expert swimmer. She could dive from almost any height and could remain under water an alarming time.

“I never thought you had so much energy and strength in your little body,” said Lydia, as Jean, with a shriek of enjoyment, drew herself on the raft and wiped the water from her eyes.

“There’s a man up there looking at us through glasses,” said Briggerland suddenly. “I saw the flash of the sun on them.”

He pointed to the rising ground beyond the seashore, but they could see nothing.

Presently there was a glitter of light amongst the green, and Lydia pointed.

“I thought that sort of thing was never done except in comic newspapers,” she said, but Jean did not smile. Her eyes were focused on the point where the unseen observer lay or sat, and she shaded her eyes.

“Some visitor from Monte Carlo, I expect. People at Cap Martin are much too respectable to do anything so vulgar.”

Mr. Briggerland, at a glance from his daughter, slipped into the water, and with strong heavy strokes, made his way to the shore.

“Father is going to investigate,” said Jean, “and the water really is the warmest place,” and with that she fell sideways into the blue sea like a seal, dived down into its depths, and presently Lydia saw her walking along the white floor of the ocean, her little hands keeping up an almost imperceptible motion. Presently she shot up again, shook her head and looked round, only to dive again.

In the meantime, though Lydia, who was fascinated by the manoeuvre of the girl, did not notice the fact, Mr. Briggerland had reached the shore, pulled on a pair of rubber shoes, and with his mackintosh buttoned over his bathing dress, had begun to climb through the underbrush towards the spot where the glasses had glistened. When Lydia looked up he had disappeared.

“Where is your father?” she asked the girl.

“He went into the bushes.” Mr. Stepney volunteered the information. “I suppose he’s looking for the Paul Pry.”

Mr. Stepney had been unusually glum and silent, for he was piqued by the tactless appearance of the Briggerlands.

“Come into the water, Marcus,” said Jean peremptorily, as she put her foot against the edge of the raft, and pushed herself backward, “I want to see Mrs. Meredith dive.”

“Me?” said Lydia in surprise. “Good heavens, no! After watching you I don’t intend making an exhibition of myself.”

“I want to show you the proper way to dive,” said Jean. “Stand up on the edge of the raft.”

Lydia obeyed.

“Straight up,” said Jean. “Now put both your arms out wide. Now—”

There was a sharp crack from the shore; something whistled past Lydia’s head, struck an upright post, splintering the edge, and with a whine went ricochetting into the sea.

Lydia’s face went white.

“What — what was that?” she gasped. She had hardly spoken before there was another shot. This time the bullet must have gone very high, and immediately afterwards came a yell of pain from the shore.

Jean did not wait. She struck out for the beach, swimming furiously. It was not the shot, but the cry which had alarmed her, and without waiting to put on coat or sandals, she ran up the little road where her father had gone, following the path through the undergrowth. Presently she came to a grassy plot, in the centre of which two tall pines grew side by side, and lying against one of the trees was the huddled figure of Briggerland. She turned him over. He was breathing heavily and was unconscious. An ugly wound gaped at the back of his head, and his mackintosh and bathing dress were smothered with blood.

She looked round quickly for his assailant, but there was nobody in sight, and nothing to indicate the presence of a third person but two shining brass cartridges which lay on the grass.
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Lydia Meredith only remembered swooning twice in her life, and both these occasions had happened within a few weeks.

She never felt quite so unprepared to carry on as she did when, with an effort she threw herself into the water at Marcus Stepney’s side and swam slowly toward the shore.

She dare not let her mind dwell upon the narrowness of her escape. Whoever had fired that shot had done so deliberately, and with the intention of killing her. She had felt the wind of the bullet in her face.

“What do you suppose it was?” asked Marcus Stepney as he assisted her up the beach. “Do you think it was soldiers practising?”

She shook her head.

“Oh,” said Mr. Stepney thoughtfully, and then: “If you don’t mind, I’ll run up and see what has happened.”

He wrapped himself in the dressing gown he had brought with him, and followed Jean’s trail, coming up with her as Mr. Briggerland opened his eyes and stared round.

“Help me to hold him, Marcus,” said Jean.

“Wait a moment,” said Mr. Stepney, feeling in his pocket and producing a silk handkerchief, “bandage him with that.”

She shook her head.

“He’s lost all the blood he’s going to lose,” she said quietly, “and I don’t think there’s a fracture. I felt the skull very carefully with my finger.”

Mr. Stepney shivered.

“Hullo,” said Briggerland drowsily, “Gee, he gave me a whack!”

“Who did it?” asked the girl.

Mr. Briggerland shook his head and winced with the pain of it.

“I don’t know,” he moaned. “Help me up. Stepney.”

With the man’s assistance he rose unsteadily to his feet.

“What happened?” asked Stepney.

“Don’t ask him any questions now,” said the girl sharply. “Help him back to the house.”

A doctor was summoned and stitched the wound. He gave an encouraging report, and was not too inquisitive as to how the injury had occurred. Foreign visitors get extraordinary things in the regions of Monte Carlo, and medical men lose nothing by their discretion.

It was not until that afternoon, propped up with pillows in a chair, the centre of a sympathetic audience, that Mr. Briggerland told his story.

“I had a feeling that something was wrong,” he said, “and I went up to investigate. I heard a shot fired, almost within a few yards of me, and dashing through the bushes, I saw the fellow taking aim for the second time, and seized him. You remember the second shot went high.”

“What sort of a man was he?” asked Stepney.

“He was an Italian, I should think,” answered Mr. Briggerland. “At any rate, he caught me an awful whack with the back of his rifle, and I knew no more until Jean found me.”

“Do you think he was firing at me?” asked Lydia in horror.

“I am certain of it,” said Briggerland. “I realised it the moment I saw the fellow.”

“How am I to thank you?” said the girl impulsively. “Really, it was wonderful of you to tackle an armed man with your bare hands.”

Mr. Briggerland closed his eyes and sighed.

“It was nothing,” he said modestly.

Before dinner he and his daughter were left alone for the first time since the accident.

“What happened?” she asked.

“It was going to be a little surprise for you,” he said. “A little scheme of my own, my dear; you’re always calling me a funk, and I wanted to prove—”

“What happened?” she asked tersely.

“Well, I went out yesterday morning and fixed it all. I bought the rifle, an old English rifle, at Amiens from a peasant. I thought it might come in handy, especially as the man threw in a packet of ammunition. Yesterday morning, lying awake before daybreak, I thought it out. I went up to the hill — the land belongs to an empty house, by the way — and I located the spot, put the rifle where I could find it easily, and fixed a pair of glass goggles on to one of the bushes, where the sun would catch it. The whole scheme was not without its merit as a piece of strategy, my dear,” he said complacently.

“And then — ?” she said.

“I thought we’d go bathing yesterday, but we didn’t, but to-day — it was a long time before anybody spotted the glasses, but once I had the excuse for going ashore and investigating, the rest was easy.”

She nodded.

“So that was why you asked me to keep her on the raft, and make her stand up?”

He nodded.

“Well — ?” she demanded.

“I went up to the spot, got the rifle and took aim. I’ve always been a pretty good shot—”

“You didn’t advertise it to-day,” she said sardonically. “Then I suppose somebody hit you on the head?”

He nodded and made a grimace, but any movement of his injured cranium was excessively painful.

“Who was it?” she asked.

He shrugged his shoulders.

“Don’t ask fool questions,” he said petulantly. “I know nothing. I didn’t even feel the blow. I just remember taking aim, and then everything went dark.”

“And how would you have explained it all, supposing you had succeeded?”

“That was easy,” he said. “I should have said that I went in search of the man we had seen, I heard a shot and rushed forward and found nothing but the rifle.”

She was silent, pinching her lips absently.

“And you took the risk of some peasant or visitor seeing you — took the risk of bringing the police to the spot and turning what might have easily been a case of accidental death into an obvious case of wilful murder. I think you called yourself a strategist,” she asked politely.

“I did my best,” he growled.

“Well, don’t do it again, father,” she said. “Your foolhardiness appals me, and heaven knows, I never expected that I should be in a position to call you foolhardy.”

And with this she left him to bask in the hero-worship which the approaching Mrs. Cole-Mortimer would lavish upon him.

The “accident” kept them at home that night, and Lydia was not sorry. A settee is not a very comfortable sleeping place, and she was ready for a real bed that night. Mr. Stepney found her yawning surreptitiously, and went home early in disgust.

The night was warmer than the morning had been. The Föhn
 wind was blowing and she found her room with its radiator a little oppressive. She opened the long French windows, and stepped out on to the balcony. The last quarter of the moon was high in the sky, and though the light was faint, it gave shadows to trees and an eerie illumination to the lawn.

She leant her arms on the rail and looked across the sea to the lights of Monte Carlo glistening in the purple night. Her eyes wandered idly to the grounds and she started. She could have sworn she had seen a figure moving in the shadow of the tree, nor was she mistaken.

Presently it left the tree belt, and stepped cautiously across the lawn, halting now and again to look around. She thought at first that it was Marcus Stepney who had returned, but something about the walk of the man seemed familiar. Presently he stopped directly under the balcony and looked up and she uttered an exclamation, as the faint light revealed the iron-grey hair and the grisly eyebrows of the intruder.

“All right, miss,” he said in a hoarse whisper, “it’s only old Jaggs.”

“What are you doing?” she answered in the same tone.

“Just lookin’ round,” he said, “just lookin’ round,” and limped again into the darkness.
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So old Jaggs was in Monte Carlo! Whatever was he doing, and how was he getting on with these people who spoke nothing but French, she wondered! She had something to think about before she went to sleep.

She opened her eyes singularly awake as the dawn was coming up over the grey sea. She looked at her watch; it was a quarter to six. Why she had wakened so thoroughly she could not tell, but remembered with a little shiver another occasion she had wakened, this time before the dawn, to face death in a most terrifying shape.

She got up out of bed, put on a heavy coat and opened the wire doors that led to the balcony. The morning was colder than she imagined, and she was glad to retreat to the neighbourhood of the warm radiator.

The fresh clean hours of the dawn, when the mind is clear, and there is neither sound nor movement to distract the thoughts, are favourable to sane thinking.

Lydia reviewed the past few weeks in her life, and realised, for the first time, the miracle which had happened. It was like a legend of old — the slave had been lifted from the king’s anteroom — the struggling artist was now a rich woman. She twiddled the gold ring on her hand absentmindedly — and she was married… and a widow! She had an uncomfortable feeling that, in spite of her riches, she had not yet found her niche. She was an odd quantity, as yet. The Cole-Mortimers and the Briggerlands did not belong to her ideal world, and she could find no place where she fitted.

She tried, in this state of mind so favourable to the consideration of such a problem, to analyse Jack Glover’s antagonism toward Jean Briggerland and her father.

It seemed unnatural that a healthy young man should maintain so bitter a feud with a girl whose beauty was almost of a transcendant quality and all because she had rejected him.

Jack Glover was a public school boy, a man with a keen sense of honour. She could not imagine him being guilty of a mean action. And such men did not pursue vendettas without good reason. If they were rejected by a woman, they accepted their congé
 with a good grace, and it was almost unthinkable that Jack should have no other reason for his hatred. Yet she could not bring herself even to consider the possibility that the reason was the one he had advanced. She came again to the dead end of conjecture. She could believe in Jack’s judgment up to a point — beyond that she could not go.

She had her bath, dressed, and was in the garden when the eastern horizon was golden with the light of the rising sun. Nobody was about, the most energetic of the servants had not yet risen, and she strolled through the avenue to the main road. As she stood there looking up and down a man came out from the trees that fringed the road and began walking rapidly in the direction of Monte Carlo.

“Mr. Jaggs!” she called.

He took no notice, but seemed to increase his limping pace, and after a moment’s hesitation, she went flying down the road after him. He turned at the sound of her footsteps and in his furtive way drew into the shadow of a bush. He looked more than usually grimy; on his hands were an odd pair of gloves and a soft slouch hat that had seen better days, covered his head.

“Good-morning, miss,” he wheezed.

“Why were you running away, Mr. Jaggs?” she asked, a little out of breath.

“Not runnin’ away, miss,” he said, glancing at her sharply from under his heavy white eyebrows. “Just havin’ a look round!”

“Do you spend all your nights looking round?” she smiled at him.

“Yes, miss.”

At that moment a cyclist gendarme came into view. He slowed down as he approached the two and dismounted.

“Good morning, madame,” he said politely, and then looking at the man, “is this man in your employ? I have seen him coming out of your house every morning?”

“Oh, yes,” said Lydia hastily, “he’s my—”

She was at a loss to describe him, but old Jaggs saved her the trouble.

“I’m madame’s courier,” he said, and to Lydia’s amazement he spoke in perfect French, “I am also the watchman of the house.”

“Yes, yes,” said Lydia, after she had recovered from her surprise. “M’sieur is the watchman, also.”

“Bien
 , madame,” said the gendarme. “Forgive my asking, but we have so many strangers here.”

They watched the gendarme out of sight. Then old Jaggs chuckled.

“Pretty good French, miss, wasn’t it?” he said, and without another word, turned and limped in the trail of the police.

She looked after him in bewilderment. So he spent every night in the grounds, or somewhere about the house? The knowledge gave her a queer sense of comfort and safety.

When she went back to the villa she found the servants were up. Jean did not put in an appearance until breakfast, and Lydia had an opportunity of talking to the French housekeeper whom Mrs. Cole-Mortimer had engaged when she took the villa. From her she learnt a bit of news, which she passed on to Jean almost as soon as she put in an appearance.

“The gardener’s little boy is going to get well, Jean.”

Jean nodded.

“I know,” she said. “I telephoned to the hospital yesterday.”

It was so unlike her conception of the girl, that Lydia stared.

“The mother is in isolation,” Lydia went on, “and Madame Souviet says that the poor woman has no money and no friends. I thought of going down to the hospital to-day to see if I could do anything for her.”

“You’d better not, my dear,” warned Mrs. Cole-Mortimer nervously. “Let us be thankful we’ve got the little brat out of the neighbourhood without our catching the disease. One doesn’t want to seek trouble. Keep away from the hospital.”

“Rubbish!” said Jean briskly. “If Lydia wants to go, there is no reason why she shouldn’t. The isolation people are never allowed to come into contact with visitors, so there is really no danger.”

“I agree with Mrs. Cole-Mortimer,” grumbled Briggerland. “It is very foolish to ask for trouble. You take my advice, my dear, and keep away.”

“I had a talk with a gendarme this morning,” said Lydia to change the subject. “When he stopped and got off his bicycle I thought he was going to speak about the shooting. I suppose it was reported to the police?”

“Er — yes,” said Mr. Briggerland, not looking up from his plate, “of course. Have you been into Monte Carlo?”

Lydia shook her head.

“No, I couldn’t sleep, and I was taking a walk along the road when he passed,” she said nothing about Mr. Jaggs. “The police at Monaco are very sociable.”

Mr. Briggerland sniffed.

“Very,” he said.

“Have they any theories?” she asked. In her innocence she was persisting in a subject which was wholly distasteful to Mr. Briggerland. “About the shooting I mean?”

“Yes, they have theories, but my dear, I should advise you not to discuss the matter with the police. The fact is,” invented Mr. Briggerland, “I told them that you were unaware of the fact that you had been shot at, and if you discussed it with the police, you would make me look rather foolish.”

When Lydia and Mrs. Cole-Mortimer had gone, Jean seized an opportunity which the absence of the maid offered.

“I hope you are beginning to see how perfectly insane your scheme was,” she said. “You have to support your act with a whole series of bungling lies. Possibly Marcus, like a fool, has mentioned it in Monte Carlo, and we shall have the detectives out here asking why you have not reported the matter.”

“If I were as clever as you—” he growled.

“You’re not,” said Jean, rolling her serviette. “You’re the most unclever man I know.”
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Lydia went up to her bedroom to put away her clothes and found the maid making the bed.

“Oh, madame,” said the girl, “I forgot to speak to you about a matter — I hope madame will not be angry.”

“I’m hardly likely to be angry on a morning like this,” said Lydia.

“It is because of this matter,” said the girl. She groped in her pocket and brought out a small shining object, and Lydia took it from her hand.

“This matter” was a tiny silver cross, so small that a five-franc piece would have covered it easily. It was brightly polished and apparently had seen service.

“When we took your bed, after the atrocious and mysterious happening,” said the maid rapidly, “this was found in the sheets. It was not thought that it could possibly be madame’s, because it was so poor, until this morning when it was suggested that it might be a souvenir that madame values.”

“You found it in the sheets?” asked Lydia in surprise.

“Yes, madame.”

“It doesn’t belong to me,” said Lydia. “Perhaps it belongs to Madame Cole-Mortimer. I will show it to her.”

Mrs. Cole-Mortimer was a devout Catholic and it might easily be some cherished keepsake of hers.

The girl carried the cross to the window; an “X” had been scrawled by some sharp-pointed instrument at the junction of the bars. There was no other mark to identify the trinket.

She put the cross in her bag, and when she saw Mrs. Cole-Mortimer again she forgot to ask her about it.

The car drove her into Nice alone. Jean did not feel inclined to make the journey and Lydia rather enjoyed the solitude.

The isolation hospital was at the top of the hill and she found some difficulty in obtaining admission at this hour. The arrival of the chief medical officer, however, saved her from making the journey in vain. The report he gave about the child was very satisfactory; the mother was in the isolation ward.

“Can she be seen?”

“Yes, madame,” said the urbane Frenchman in charge. “You understand, you will not be able to get near her? It will be rather like interviewing a prisoner, for she will be behind one set of bars and you behind another.”

Lydia was taken to a room which was, she imagined, very much like a room in which prisoners interviewed their distressed relations. There were not exactly bars, but two large mesh nets of steel separated the visitor from the patient under observation. After a time a nun brought in the gardener’s wife, a tall, gaunt woman, who was a native of Marseilles, and spoke the confusing patois of that city with great rapidity. It was some time before Lydia could accustom her ear to the queer dialect.

Her boy was getting well, she said, but she herself was in terrible trouble. She had no money for the extra food she required. Her husband who was away in Paris when the child had been taken, had not troubled to write to her. It was terrible being in a place amongst other fever cases, and she was certain that her days were numbered…

Lydia pushed a five-hundred franc note through the grating to the nun, to settle her material needs.

“And, oh, madame,” wailed the gardener’s wife, “my poor little boy has lost the gift of the Reverend Mother of San Surplice! His own cross which has been blessed by his holiness the Pope! It is because I left his cross in his little shirt that he is getting better, but now it is lost and I am sure these thieving doctors have taken it.”

“A cross?” said Lydia. “What sort of a cross?”

“It was a silver cross, madame; the value in money was nothing — it was priceless. Little Xavier—”

“Xavier?” repeated Lydia, remembering the “X” on the trinket that had been found in her bed. “Wait a moment, madame.” She opened her bag and took out the tiny silver symbol, and at the sight of it the woman burst into a volley of joyful thanks.

“It is the same, the same, madame! It has a small ‘X’ which the Reverend Mother scratched with her own blessed scissors!”

Lydia pushed the cross through the net and the nun handed it to the woman.

“It is the same, it is the same!” she cried. “Oh, thank you, madame! Now my heart is glad…”

Lydia came out of the hospital and walked through the gardens by the doctor’s side. But she was not listening to what he was saying — her mind was fully occupied with the mystery of the silver cross.

It was little Xavier’s… it had been tucked inside his bed when he lay, as his mother thought, dying… and it had been found in her bed! Then little Xavier had been in her bed! Her foot was on the step of the car when it came to her — the meaning of that drenched couch and the empty bottle of peroxide. Xavier had been put there, and somebody who knew that the bed was infected had so soaked it with water that she could not sleep in it. But who? Old Jaggs!

She got into the car slowly, and went back to Cap Martin along the Grande Corniche.

Who had put the child there? He could not have walked from the cottage; that was impossible.

She was halfway home when she noticed a parcel lying on the floor of the car, and she let down the front window and spoke to the chauffeur. It was not Mordon, but a man whom she had hired with the car.

“It came from the hospital, madame,” he said. “The porter asked me if I came from Villa Casa. It was something sent to the hospital to be disinfected. There was a charge of seven francs for the service, madame, and this I paid.”

She nodded.

She picked up the parcel — it was addressed to “Mademoiselle Jean Briggerland” and bore the label of the hospital.

Lydia sat back in the car with her eyes closed, tired of turning over this problem, yet determined to get to the bottom of the mystery.

Jean was out when she got back and she carried the parcel to her own room. She was trying to keep out of her mind the very possibility that such a hideous crime could have been conceived as that which all the evidence indicated had been attempted. Very resolutely she refused to believe that such a thing could have happened. There must be some explanation for the presence of the cross in her bed. Possibly it had been found after the wet sheets had been taken to the servants’ part of the house.

She rang the bell, and the maid who had given her the trinket came.

“Tell me,” said Lydia, “where was this cross found?”

“In your bed, mademoiselle.”

“But where? Was it before the clothing was removed from this room or after?”

“It was before, madame,” said the maid. “When the sheets were turned back we found it lying exactly in the middle of the bed.”

Lydia’s heart sank.

“Thank you, that will do,” she said. “I have found the owner of the cross and have restored it.”

Should she tell Jean? Her first impulse was to take the girl into her confidence, and reveal the state of her mind. Her second thought was to seek out old Jaggs, but where could he be found? He evidently lived somewhere in Monte Carlo, but his name was hardly likely to be in the visitors’ list. She was still undecided when Marcus Stepney called to take her to lunch at the Café de Paris.

The whole thing was so amazingly improbable. It belonged to a world of unreality, but then, she told herself, she also was living in an unreal world, and had been so for weeks.
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Mr. Stepney had become more bearable. A week ago she would have shrunk from taking luncheon with him, but now such a prospect had no terrors. His views of things and people were more generous than she had expected. She had anticipated his attitude would be a little cynical, but to her surprise he oozed loving-kindness. Had she known Mr. Marcus Stepney as well as Jean knew him, she would have realised that he adapted his mental attitude to his audience. He was a man whose stockin-trade was a knowledge of human nature, and the ability to please. He would no more have attempted to shock or frighten her, than a first-class salesman would shock or annoy a possible customer.

He had goods to sell, and it was his business to see that they satisfied the buyer. In this case the goods were represented by sixty-nine inches of goodlooking, well-dressed man, and it was rather important that he should present the best face of the article to the purchaser. It was almost as important that the sale should be a quick one. Mr. Stepney lived from week to week. What might happen next year seldom interested him, therefore his courting must be rapid.

He told the story of his life at lunch, a story liable to move a tender-hearted woman to at least a sympathetic interest. The story of his life varied also with the audience. In this case, it was designed for one whom he knew had had a hard struggle, whose father had been heavily in debt, and who had tasted some of the bitterness of defeat. Jean had given him a very precise story of the girl’s career, and Mr. Marcus Stepney adapted it for his own purpose.

“Why, your life has almost run parallel with mine,” said Lydia.

“I hope it may continue,” said Mr. Stepney not without a touch of sadness in his voice. “I am a very lonely man — I have no friends except the acquaintances one can pick up at night clubs, and the places where the smart people go in the season, and there is an artificiality about society friends which rather depresses me.”

“I feel that, too,” said the sympathetic Lydia.

“If I could only settle down!” he said, shaking his head. “A little house in the country, a few horses, a few cows, a woman who understood me…”

A false move this.

“And a few pet chickens to follow you about?” she laughed. “No, it doesn’t sound quite like you, Mr. Stepney.”

He lowered his eyes.

“I am sorry you think that,” he said. “All the world thinks that I’m a gadabout, an idler, with no interest in existence, except the pleasure I can extract.”

“And a jolly good existence, too,” said Lydia briskly. She had detected a note of sentiment creeping into the conversation, and had slain it with the most effective weapon in woman’s armoury.

“And now tell me all about the great Moorish Pretender who is staying at your hotel — I caught a glimpse of him on the promenade — and there was a lot about him in the paper.”

Mr. Stepney sighed and related all that he knew of the redoubtable Muley Hafiz on the way to the rooms. Muley Hafiz was being lionised in France just then, to the annoyance of the Spanish authorities, who had put a price on his head.

Lydia showed much more interest in the Moorish Pretender than she did in the pretender who walked by her side.

He was not in the best of tempers when he brought her back to the Villa Casa, and Jean, who entertained him whilst Lydia was changing, saw that his first advances had not met with a very encouraging result.

“There will be no wedding bells, Jean,” he said.

“You take a rebuff very easily,” said the girl, but he shook his head.

“My dear Jean, I know women as well as I know the back of my hand, and I tell you that there’s nothing doing with this girl. I’m not a fool.”

She looked at him earnestly.

“No, you’re not a fool,” she said at last. “You’re hardly likely to make a mistake about that sort of thing. I’m afraid you’ll have to do something more romantic.”

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“You’ll have to run away with her; and like the knights of old carry off the lady of your choice.”

“The knights of old didn’t have to go before a judge and jury and serve seven years at Dartmoor for their sins,” he said unpleasantly.

She was sitting on a low chair overlooking the sea, whittling a twig with a silver-handled knife she had taken from her bag — a favourite occupation of hers in moments of cogitation.

“All the ladies of old didn’t go to the police,” she said. “Some of them were quite happy with their powerful lords, especially delicate-minded ladies who shrank from advertising their misfortune to the readers of the Sunday press. I think most women like to be wooed in the caveman fashion, Marcus.”

“Is that the kind of treatment you’d like, Jean?”

There was a new note in his voice. Had she looked at him she would have seen a strange light in his eyes.

“I’m merely advancing a theory,” she said, “a theory which has been supported throughout the ages.”

“I’d let her go and her money, too,” he said. He was speaking quickly, almost incoherently. “There’s only one woman in the world for me, Jean, and I’ve told you that before. I’d give my life and soul for her.”

He bent over, and caught her arm in his big hand.

“You believe in the caveman method, do you?” he breathed. “It is the kind of treatment you’d like, eh, Jean?”

She did not attempt to release her arm.

“Keep your hand to yourself, Marcus, please,” she said quietly.

“You’d like it, wouldn’t you, Jean? My God, I’d sacrifice my soul for you, you little devil!”

“Be sensible,” she said. It was not her words or her firm tone that made him draw back. Twice and deliberately she drew the edge of her little knife across the back of his hand, and he leapt away with a howl of pain.

“You — you beast,” he stammered, and she looked at him with her sly smile.

“There must have been cave women, too, Marcus,” she said coolly, as she rose. “They had their methods — give me your handkerchief, I want to wipe this knife.”

His face was grey now. He was looking at her like a man bereft of his senses.

He did not move when she took his handkerchief from his pocket, wiped the knife, closed and slipped it into her bag, before she replaced the handkerchief tidily. And all the time he stood there with his hand streaming with blood, incapable of movement. It was not until she had disappeared round the corner of the house that he pulled out the handkerchief and wrapped it about his hand.

“A devil,” he whimpered, almost in tears, “a devil!”
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Jean Briggerland discovered a new arrival on her return to the house.

Jack Glover had come unexpectedly from London, so Lydia told her, and Jack himself met her with extraordinary geniality.

“You lucky people to be in this paradise!” he said. “It is raining like the dickens in London, and miserable beyond description. And you’re looking brown and beautiful, Miss Briggerland.”

“The spirit of the warm south has got into your blood, Mr. Glover,” she said sarcastically. “A course at the Riviera would make you almost human.”

“And what would make you human?” asked Jack blandly.

“I hope you people aren’t going to quarrel as soon as you meet,” said Lydia.

Jean was struck by the change in the girl. There was a colour in her cheeks, and a new and a more joyous note in her voice, which was unmistakable to so keen a student as Jean Briggerland.

“I never quarrel with Jack,” she said. She assumed a proprietorial air toward Jack Glover, which unaccountably annoyed Lydia. “He invents the quarrels and carries them out himself. How long are you staying?”

“Two days,” said Jack, “then I’m due back in town.”

“Have you brought your Mr. Jaggs with you?” asked Jean innocently.

“Isn’t he here?” asked Jack in surprise. “I sent him along a week ago.”

“Here?” repeated Jean slowly. “Oh, he’s here, is he? Of course.” She nodded. Certain things were clear to her now; the unknown drencher of beds, the stranger who had appeared from nowhere and had left her father senseless, were no longer mysteries.

“Oh, Jean,” it was Lydia who spoke. “I’m awfully remiss, I didn’t give you the parcel I brought back from the hospital.”

“From the hospital?” said Jean. “What parcel was that?”

“Something you had sent to be sterilized. I’ll get it.”

She came back in a minute or two with the parcel which she had found in the car.

“Oh yes,” said Jean carelessly, “I remember. It is a rug that I lent to the gardener’s wife when her little boy was taken ill.”

She handed the packet to the maid.

“Take it to my room,” she said.

She waited just long enough to find an excuse for leaving the party, and went upstairs. The parcel was on her bed. She tore off the wrapping — inside, starched white and clean, was the dust coat she had worn the night she had carried Xavier from the cottage to Lydia’s bed. The rubber cap was there, discoloured from the effects of the disinfectant, and the gloves and the silk handkerchief, neatly washed and pressed. She looked at them thoughtfully.

She put the articles away in a drawer, went down the servants’ stairs and through a heavy open door into the cellar. Light was admitted by two barred windows, through one of which she had thrust her bundle that night, and she could see every corner of the cellar, which was empty — as she had expected. The clothing she had thrown down had been gathered by some mysterious agent, who had forwarded it to the hospital in her name.

She came slowly up the stairs, fastened the open door behind her, and walked out into the garden to think.

“Jaggs!” she said aloud, and her voice was as soft as silk. “I think, Mr. Jaggs, you ought to be in heaven.”
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“Who were the haughty individuals interviewing Jean in the saloon?” asked Jack Glover, as Lydia’s car panted and groaned on the stiff ascent to La Turbie.

Lydia was concerned, and he had already noted her seriousness.

“Poor Jean is rather worried,” she said. “It appears that she had a love affair with a man three or four years ago, and recently he has been bombarding her with threatening letters.”

“Poor soul,” said Jack dryly, “but I should imagine she could have dealt with that matter without calling in the police. I suppose they were detectives. Has she had a letter recently?”

“She had one this morning — posted in Monte Carlo last night.”

“By the way, Jean went into Monte Carlo last night, didn’t she?” asked Jack.

She looked at him reproachfully.

“We all went into Monte Carlo,” she said severely. “Now, please don’t be horrid, Mr. Glover, you aren’t suggesting that Jean wrote this awful letter to herself, are you?”

“Was it an awful letter?” asked Jack.

“A terrible letter, threatening to kill her. Do you know that Mr. Briggerland thinks that the person who nearly killed me was really shooting at Jean.”

“You don’t say,” said Jack politely. “I haven’t heard about people shooting at you — but it sounds rather alarming.”

She told him the story, and he offered no comment.

“Go on with your thrilling story of Jean’s mortal enemy. Who is he?”

“She doesn’t know his name,” said Lydia. “She met him in Egypt — an elderly man who positively dogged her footsteps wherever she went, and made himself a nuisance.”

“Doesn’t know his name, eh?” said Jack with a sniff. “Well, that’s convenient.”

“I think you’re almost spiteful,” said Lydia hotly. “Poor girl, she was so distressed this morning; I have never seen her so upset.”

“And are the police going to keep guard and follow her wherever she goes? And is that impossible person, Mr. Marcus Stepney, also in the vendetta? I saw him wandering about this morning like a wounded hero, with his arm in a sling.”

“He hurt his hand gathering wild flowers for me on the—”

But Jack’s outburst of laughter checked her, and she glared at him.

“I think you’re boorish,” she snapped angrily. “I’m sorry I came out with you.”

“And I’m sorry I’ve been such a fool,” apologised the penitent Jack, “but the vision of the immaculate Mr. Stepney gathering wild flowers in a top hat and a morning suit certainly did appeal to me as being comical!”

“He doesn’t wear a top hat or a morning suit in Monte Carlo,” she said, furious at his banter. “Let us talk about somebody else than my friends.”

“I haven’t started to talk about your friends yet,” he said. “And please don’t try to tell your chauffeur to turn round — the road is too narrow, and he’d have the car over the cliff before you knew where you were, if he were stupid enough to try. I’m sorry, deeply sorry, Mrs. Meredith, but I think that Jean was right when she said that the southern air had got into my blood. I’m a little hysterical — yes, put it down to that. It runs in the family,” he babbled on. “I have an aunt who faints at the sight of strawberries, and an uncle who swoons whenever a cat walks into the room.”

“I hope you don’t visit him very much,” she said coldly.

“Two points to you,” said Jack, “but I must warn Jaggs, in case he is mistaken for the elderly Lothario. Obviously Jean is preparing the way for an unpleasant end to poor old Jaggs.”

“Why do you think these things about Jean?” she asked, as they were running into La Turbie.

“Because I have a criminal mind,” he replied promptly. “I have the same type of mind as Jean Briggerland’s, wedded to a wholesome respect for the law, and a healthy sense of right and wrong. Some people couldn’t be happy if they owned a cent that had been earned dishonestly; other people are happy so long as they have the money — so long as it is real money. I belong to the former category. Jean — well, I don’t know what would make Jean happy.”

“And what would make you happy — Jean?” she asked.

He did not answer this question until they were sitting on the stoep of the National, where a light luncheon was awaiting them.

“Jean?” he said, as though the question had just been asked. “No, I don’t want Jean. She is wonderful, really, Mrs. Meredith, wonderful! I find myself thinking about her at odd moments, and the more I think the more I am amazed. Lucretia Borgia was a child in arms compared with Jean — poor old Lucretia has been maligned, anyway. There was a woman in the sixteenth century rather like her, and another girl in the early days of New England, who used to denounce witches for the pleasure of seeing them burn, but I can’t think of an exact parallel, because Jean gets no pleasure out of hurting people any more than you will get out of cutting that cantaloup. It has just got to be cut, and the fact that you are finally destroying the life of the melon doesn’t worry you.”

“Have cantaloups life?” She paused, knife in hand, eyeing the fruit with a frown. “No, I don’t think I want it. So Jean is a murderess at heart?”

She asked the question in solemn mockery, but Jack was not smiling.

“Oh yes — in intention, at any rate. I don’t know whether she has ever killed anybody, but she has certainly planned murders.”

Lydia sighed and sat back in her chair patiently.

“Do you still suggest that she harbours designs against my young life?”

“I not only suggest it, but I state positively that there have been four attempts on your life in the past fortnight,” he said calmly.

“Let us have this out,” she said recklessly. “Number one?”

“The nearly-a-fatal accident in Berkeley Street,” said Jack.

“Will you explain by what miracle the car arrived at the psychological moment?” she asked.

“That’s easy,” he said with a smile. “Old man Briggerland lit his cigar standing on the steps of the house. That light was a brilliant one, Jaggs tells me. It was the signal for the car to come on. The next attempt was made with the assistance of a lunatic doctor who was helped to escape by Briggerland, and brought to your house by him. In some way he got hold of a key — probably Jean manoeuvred it. Did she ever talk to you about keys?”

“No,” said the girl, “she—” She stopped suddenly, remembering that Jean had discussed keys with her.

“Are you sure she didn’t?” asked Jack, watching her.

“I think she may have done,” said the girl defiantly; “what was the third attempt?”

“The third attempt,” said Jack slowly, “was to infect your bed with a malignant fever.”

“Jean did it?” said the girl incredulously. “Oh no, that would be impossible.”

“The child was in your bed. Jaggs saw it and threw two buckets of water over the bed, so that you should not sleep in it.”

She was silent.

“And I suppose the next attempt was the shooting?”

He nodded.

“Now do you believe?” he asked.

She shook her head.

“No, I don’t believe,” she said quietly. “I think you have worked up a very strong case against poor Jean, and I am sure you think you’re justified.”

“You are quite right there,” he said.

He lifted a pair of field glasses which he had put on the table, and surveyed the road from the sea. “Mrs. Meredith, I want you to do something and tell Jean Briggerland when you have done it.”

“What is that?” she asked.

“I want you to make a will. I don’t care where you leave your property, so long as it is not to somebody you love.”

She shivered.

“I don’t like making wills. It’s so gruesome.”

“It will be more gruesome for you if you don’t,” he said significantly. “The Briggerlands are your heirs at law.”

She looked at him quickly.

“So that is what you are aiming at? You think that all these plots are designed to put me out of the way so that they can enjoy my money?”

He nodded, and she looked at him wonderingly.

“If you weren’t a hard-headed lawyer, I should think you were a writer of romantic fiction,” she said. “But if it will please you I will make a will. I haven’t the slightest idea who I could leave the money to. I’ve got rather a lot of money, haven’t I?”

“You have exactly £160,000 in hard cash. I want to talk to you about that,” said Jack. “It is lying at your bankers in your current account. It represents property which has been sold or was in process of being sold when you inherited the money, and anybody who can get your signature and can satisfy the bankers that they are bona fide payees, can draw every cent you have of ready money. I might say in passing that we are prepared for that contingency, and any large cheque will be referred to me or to my partner.”

He raised his field glasses for a second time and looked steadily down along the hill road up which they had come.

“Are you expecting anybody?” she asked.

“I’m expecting Jean,” he said grimly.

“But we left her—”

“The fact that we left her talking to the police doesn’t mean that she will not be coming up here, to watch us. Jean doesn’t like me, you know, and she will be scared to death of this tête-à-tête
 .”

The conversation had been arrested by the arrival of the soup and now there was a further interruption whilst the table was being cleared. When the ma tre d’hôtel
 had gone the girl asked:

“What am I to do with the money? Reinvest it?”

“Exactly,” said Jack, “but the most important thing is to make your will.”

He looked along the deserted veranda. They were the only guests present who had come early. From the veranda two curtained doors led into the salon
 of the hotel and it struck him that one of these had not been ajar when he looked at it before, and it was the door opposite to the table where they were sitting.

He noted this idly without attaching any great importance to the fact.

“Suppose somebody were to present a cheque to the bank in my name?” she asked. “What would happen?”

“If it were for a large sum? The manager would call us up and one of us would probably go round to your bank. It is only a block from our office. If Rennett or I said it was all right the cheque would be honoured. You may be sure that I should make very drastic inquiries as to the origin of the signature.”

And then she saw him stiffen and his eyes go to the door. He waited a second, then rising noiselessly, crossed the wooden floor of the veranda quickly and pushed open the door, to find himself face to face with the smiling Jean Briggerland.
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“However did you get here?” asked Lydia in surprise.

“I went into Nice,” said the girl carelessly. “The detectives were going there and I gave them a lift.”

“I see,” said Jack, “so you came into Turbie by the back road? I wondered why I hadn’t seen your car.”

“You expected me, did you?” she smiled, as she sat down at the table and selected a peach from its cottonwool bed. “I only arrived a second ago, in fact I was opening the door when you almost knocked my head off. What a violent man you are, Jack! I shall have to put you into my story.”

Glover had recovered his self-possession by now.

“So you are adding to your other crimes by turning novelist, are you?” he said good-humouredly. “What is the book, Miss Briggerland?”

“It is going to be called ‘Suspected,’” she said coolly. “And it will be the Story of a Hurt Soul.”

“Oh, I see, a humorous story,” said Jack, wilfully dense. “I didn’t know you were going to write a biography.”

“But do tell me about this, it is very thrilling, Jean,” said Lydia, “and it is the first I’ve heard of it.”

Jean was skinning the peach and was smiling as at an amusing thought.

“I’ve been two years making up my mind to write it,” she said, “and I’m going to dedicate it to Jack. I started work on it three or four days ago. Look at my wrist!” She held out her beautiful hand for the girl’s inspection.

“It is a very pretty wrist,” laughed Lydia, “but why did you want me to see it?”

“If you had a professional eye,” said the girl, resuming her occupation, “you would have noticed the swelling, the result of writers’ cramp.”

“The yarn about your elderly admirer ought to provide a good chapter,” said Jack, “and isn’t there a phrase ‘A Chapter of Accidents’ — that
 ought to go in?”

She did not raise her eyes.

“Don’t discourage me,” she said a little sadly. “I have to make money somehow.”

How much had she heard? Jack was wondering all the time, and he groaned inwardly when he saw how little effect his warning had upon the girl he was striving to protect. Women are natural actresses, but Lydia was not acting now. She was genuinely fond of Jean and he could see that she had accepted his warnings as the ravings of a diseased imagination. He confirmed this view when after a morning of sightseeing and the exploration of the spot where, two thousand years before, the Emperor Augustine had erected his lofty “trophy,” they returned to the villa. There are some omissions which are marked, and when Lydia allowed him to depart without pressing him to stay to dinner he realised that he had lost the trick.

“When are you going back to London?” she asked.

“Tomorrow morning,” said Jack. “I don’t think I shall come here again before I go.”

She did not reply immediately. She was a little penitent at her lack of hospitality, but Jack had annoyed her and the more convincing he had become, the greater had been the irritation he had caused. One question he had to ask but he hesitated.

“About that will—” he began, but her look of weariness stopped him.

It was a very annoyed young man that drove back to the Hôtel de Paris. He had hardly gone before Lydia regretted her brusqueness. She liked Jack Glover more than she was prepared to admit, and though he had only been in Cap Martin for two days she felt a little sense of desolation at his going. Very resolutely she refused even to consider his extraordinary views about Jean. And yet —

Jean left her alone and watched her strolling aimlessly about the garden, guessing the little storm which had developed in her breast. Lydia went to bed early that night, another significant sign Jean noted, and was not sorry, because she wanted to have her father to herself.

Mr. Briggerland listened moodily whilst Jean related all that she had learnt, for she had been in the salon
 at the National for a good quarter of an hour before Jack had discovered her.

“I thought he would want her to make a will,” she said, “and, of course, although she has rejected the idea now, it will grow on her. I think we have the best part of a week.”

“I suppose you have everything cut and dried as usual,” growled Mr. Briggerland. “What is your plan?”

“I have three,” said Jean thoughtfully, “and two are particularly appealing to me because they do not involve the employment of any third person.”

“Had you one which brought in somebody else?” asked Briggerland in surprise. “I thought a clever girl like you—”

“Don’t waste your sarcasm on me,” said Jean quietly. “The third person whom I considered was Marcus Stepney,” and she told him the gist of her conversation with the gambler. Mr. Briggerland was not impressed.

“A thief like Marcus will get out of paying,” he said, “and if he can stall you long enough to get the money you may whistle for your share. Besides, a fellow like that isn’t really afraid of a charge of bigamy.”

Jean, curled up in a big armchair, looked up under her eyelashes at her father and laughed.

“I had no intention of letting Marcus marry Lydia,” she said coolly, “but I had to dangle something in front of his eyes, because he may serve me in quite another way.”

“How did he get those two slashes on his hand?” asked Mr. Briggerland suddenly.

“Ask him,” she said. “Marcus is getting a little troublesome. I thought he had learnt his lesson and had realised that I am not built for matrimony, especially for a hectic attachment to a man who gains his livelihood by cheating at cards.”

“Now, now, my dear,” said her father.

“Please don’t be shocked,” she mocked him. “You know as well as I do how Marcus lives.”

“The boy is very fond of you.”

“The boy is between thirty and thirty-six,” she said tersely. “And he’s not the kind of boy that I am particularly fond of. He is useful and may be more useful yet.”

She rose, stretched her arms and yawned.

“I’m going up to my room to work on my story. You are watching for Mr. Jaggs?”

“Work on what?” he said.

“The story I am writing and which I think will create a sensation,” she said calmly.

“What’s this?” asked Briggerland suspiciously. “A story? I didn’t know you were writing that kind of Stuff.”

“There are lots of important things that you know nothing about, parent,” she said and left him a little dazed.

For once Jean was not deceiving him. A writing table had been put in her room and a thick pad of paper awaited her attention. She got into her kimono and with a little sigh sat down at the table and began to write. It was half-past two when she gathered up the sheets and read them over with a smile which was half contempt. She was on the point of getting into bed when she remembered that her father was keeping watch below. She put on her slippers and went downstairs and tapped gently at the door of the darkened diningroom.

Almost immediately it was opened.

“What did you want to tap for?” he grumbled. “You gave me a start.”

“I preferred tapping to being shot,” she answered. “Have you heard anything or seen anybody?”

The French windows of the diningroom were open, her father was wearing his coat and on his arm she saw by the reflected starlight from outside he carried a shotgun.

“Nothing,” he said. “The old man hasn’t come tonight.”

She nodded.

“Somehow I didn’t think he would,” she said.

“I don’t see how I can shoot him without making a fuss.”

“Don’t be silly,” said Jean lightly. “Aren’t the police well aware that an elderly gentleman has threatened my life, and would it be remarkable if seeing an ancient man prowl about this house you shot him on sight?”

She bit her lips thoughtfully.

“Yes, I think you can go to bed,” she said. “He will not be here tonight. Tomorrow night, yes.”

She went up to her room, said her prayers and went to bed and was asleep immediately.

Lydia had forgotten about Jean’s story until she saw her writing industriously at a small table which had been placed on the lawn. It was February, but the wind and the sun were warm and Lydia thought she had never seen a more beautiful picture than the girl presented sitting there in a garden spangled with gay flowers, heavy with the scent of February roses, a dainty figure of a girl, almost ethereal in her loveliness.

“Am I interrupting you?”

“Not a bit,” said Jean, putting down her pen and rubbing her wrist. “Isn’t it annoying. I’ve got to quite an exciting part, and my wrist is giving me hell.”

She used the word so naturally that Lydia forgot to be shocked.

“Can I do anything for you?”

Jean shook her head.

“I don’t exactly see what you can do,” she said, “unless you could — but, no, I would not ask you to do that!”

“What is it?” asked Lydia.

Jean puckered her brows in thought.

“I suppose you could do it,” she said, “but I’d hate to ask you. You see, dear, I’ve got a chapter to finish and it really ought to go off to London to-day. I am very keen on getting an opinion from a literary friend of mine — but, no, I won’t ask you.”

“What is it?” smiled Lydia. “I’m sure you’re not going to ask the impossible.”

“The thought occurred to me that perhaps you might write as I dictated. It would only be two or three pages,” said the girl apologetically. “I’m so full of the story at this moment that it would be a shame if I allowed the divine fire of inspiration — that’s the term, isn’t it — to go out.”

“Of course I’ll do it,” said Lydia. “I can’t write shorthand, but that doesn’t matter, does it?”

“No, longhand will be quick enough for me. My thoughts aren’t so fast,” said the girl.

“What is it all about?”

“It is about a girl,” said Jean, “who has stolen a lot of money—”

“How thrilling!” smiled Lydia.

“And she’s got away to America. She is living a very full and joyous life, but the thought of her sin is haunting her and she decides to disappear and let people think she has drowned herself. She is really going into a convent. I’ve got to the point where she is saying farewell to her friend. Do you feel capable of being harrowed?”

“I never felt fitter for the job in my life,” said Lydia, and sitting down in the chair the girl had vacated, she took up the pencil which the other had left.

Jean strolled up and down the lawn in an agony of mental composition and presently she came back and began slowly to dictate.

Word by word Lydia wrote down the thrilling story of the girl’s remorse, and presently came to the moment when the heroine was inditing a letter to her friend.

“Take a fresh page,” said Jean, as Lydia paused halfway down one sheet. “I shall want to write something in there myself when my hand gets better. Now begin:

“MY DEAR FRIEND.”

Lydia wrote down the words and slowly the girl dictated.

“I do not know how I can write you this letter. I intended to tell you when I saw you the other day how miserable I was. Your suspicion hurt me less than your ignorance of the one vital event in my life which has now made living a burden. My money has brought no joy to me. I have met a man I love, but with whom I know a union is impossible. We are determined to die together — farewell—”


“You said she was going away,” interrupted Lydia.

“I know,” Jean nodded. “Only she wants to give the impression—”

“I see, I see,” said Lydia. “Go on.”

“Forgive me for the act I am committing, which you may think is the act of a coward, and try to think as well of me as you possibly can. Your friend—”


“I don’t know whether to make her sign her name or put her initials,” said Jean, pursing her lips.

“What is her name?”

“Laura Martin. Just put the initials L.M.”

“They’re mine also,” smiled Lydia. “What else?”

“I don’t think I’ll do any more,” said Jean. “I’m not a good dictator, am I? Though you’re a wonderful amanuensis.”

She collected the papers tidily, put them in a little portfolio and tucked them under her arm.

“Let us gamble the afternoon away,” said Jean. “I want distraction.”

“But your story? Haven’t you to send it off?”

“I’m going to wrestle with it in secret, even if it breaks my wrist,” said Jean brightly.

She took the portfolio up to her room, locked the door and sorted over the pages. The page which held the farewell letter she put carefully aside. The remainder, including all that part of the story she had written on the previous night, she made into a bundle, and when Lydia had gone off with Marcus Stepney to swim, she carried the paper to a remote corner of the grounds and burnt it sheet by sheet. Again she examined the “letter,” folded it and locked it in a drawer.

Lydia, returning from her swim, was met by Jean halfway up the hill.

“By the way, my dear, I wish you would give me Jack Glover’s London address,” she said as they went into the house. “Write it here. Here is a pencil.” She pulled out an envelope from a stationery rack and Lydia, in all innocence, wrote as she requested.

The envelope Jean carried upstairs, put into it the letter signed “L. M.,” and sealed it down. Lydia Meredith was nearer to death at that moment than she had been on the afternoon when Mordon the chauffeur brought his big Fiat on to the pavement of Berkeley Street.
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It was in the evening of the next day that Lydia received a wire from Jack Glover. It was addressed from London and announced his arrival.

“Doesn’t it make you feel nice, Lydia,” said Jean, when she saw the telegram, “to have a man in London looking after your interests — a sort of guardian angel — and another guardian angel prowling round your demesne at Cap Martin?”

“You mean Jaggs? Have you seen him?”

“No, I have not seen him,” said the girl softly. “I should rather like to see him. Do you know where he is staying at Monte Carlo?”

Lydia shook her head.

“I hope I shall see him before I go,” said Jean. “He must be a very interesting old gentleman.”

It was Mr. Briggerland who first caught a glimpse of Lydia’s watchman. Mr. Briggerland had spent the greater part of the day sleeping. He was unusually wakeful at one o’clock in the morning, and sat on the veranda in a fur-lined overcoat, his gun lay across his knees. He had seen many mysterious shapes flitting across the lawn, only to discover on investigation that they were no more than the shadows which the moving treetops cast.

At two o’clock he saw a shape emerge from the tree belt and move stealthily in the shadow of the bushes toward the house. He did not fire because there was a chance that it might have been one of the detectives who had promised to keep an eye upon the Villa Casa in view of the murderous threats which Jean had received.

Noiselessly he rose and stepped in his rubber shoes to the darker end of the stoep. It was old Jaggs. There was no mistaking him. A bent man who limped cautiously across the lawn and was making for the back of the house. Mr. Briggerland cocked his gun and took aim…

Both girls heard the shot, and Lydia, springing out of bed, ran on to the balcony.

“It’s all right, Mrs. Meredith,” said Briggerland’s voice. “It was a burglar, I think.”

“You haven’t hurt him?” she cried, remembering old Jaggs’s nocturnal habits.

“If I have, he’s got away,” said Briggerland. “He must have seen me and dropped.”

Jean flew downstairs in her dressing-gown and joined her father on the lawn.

“Did you get him?” she asked in a low voice.

“I could have sworn I shot him,” said her father in the same tone, “but the old devil must have dropped.”

He heard the quick catch of her breath and turned apprehensively.

“Now, don’t make a fuss about it, Jean, I couldn’t help it.”

“You couldn’t help it!” she almost snarled. “You had him under your gun and you let him go. Do you think he’ll ever come again, you fool?”

“Now look here, I’m not going to—” began Mr. Briggerland, but she snatched the gun from his hand, looked swiftly at the lock and ran across the lawn toward the trees.

Somebody was hiding. She sensed that and all her nerves were alert. Presently she saw a crouching figure and lifted the gun, but before she could fire it was wrested from her hand.

She opened her lips to cry out for help, but a hand closed over her mouth, and swung her round so that her back was toward her assailant, and then in a flash his arm came round her neck, the flex of the elbow against her throat.

“Say one of them prayers of yours,” said a voice in her ear, and the arm tightened.

She struggled furiously, but the man held her as though she were a child.

“You’re going to die,” whispered the voice. “How do you like the sensation?”

The arm tightened on her neck. She was suffocating, dying she thought, and her heart was filled with a wild, mad longing for life and a terror undreamt of. She could faintly hear her father’s voice calling her and then consciousness departed.

When Jean came to herself she was in Lydia Meredith’s arms. She opened her eyes and saw the pathetic face of her father looming from the background. Her hand went up to her throat.

“Hallo, people — how did I get here?” she asked as she struggled into a sitting position.

“I came in search of you and found you lying on the ground,” quavered Mr. Briggerland.

“Did you see the man?” she asked.

“No. What happened to you, darling?”

“Nothing,” she said with that composure which she could command. “I must have fainted. It was rather ridiculous of me, wasn’t it?” she smiled.

She got unsteadily to her feet and again she felt her throat. Lydia noticed the action.

“Did he hurt you?” she asked anxiously. “It couldn’t have been Jaggs.”

“Oh no,” smiled Jean, “it couldn’t have been Jaggs. I think I’ll go to bed.”

She did not expect to sleep. For the first time in her extraordinary life fear had come to her, and she had shivered on the very edge of the abyss. She felt the shudder she could not repress and shook herself impatiently. Then she extinguished the light and went to the window and looked out. Somewhere there in the darkness she knew her enemy was hidden, and again that sense of apprehension swept over her.

“I’m losing my nerve,” she murmured.

It was extraordinary to Lydia Meredith that the girl showed no sign of her night’s adventure when she came in to breakfast on the following morning. She looked bright. Her eyes were clear and her delicate irony as pointed as though she had slept the clock round.

Lydia did not swim that day, and Mr. Stepney had his journey out to Cap Martin in vain. Nor was she inclined to go back with him to Monte Carlo to the Casino in the afternoon, and Mr. Stepney began to realise that he was wasting valuable time.

Jean found her scribbling in the garden and Lydia made no secret of the task she was undertaking.

“Making your will? What a grisly idea?” she said as she put down the cup of tea she had carried out to the girl.

“Isn’t it,” said Lydia with a grimace. “It is the most worrying business, too, Jean. There is nobody I want to leave money to except you and Mr. Glover.”

“For heaven’s sake don’t leave me any or Jack will think I am conspiring to bring about your untimely end,” said Jean. “Why make a will at all?”

There was no need for her to ask that, but she was curious to discover what reply the girl would make, and to her surprise Lydia fenced with the question.

“It is done in all the best circles,” she said good-humouredly. “And, Jean, I’m not interested in a single public institution! I don’t know by title the name of any home for dogs, and I shouldn’t be at all anxious to leave my money to one even if I did.”

“Then you’d better leave it to Jack Glover,” said the girl, “or to the Lifeboat Institution.”

Lydia threw down her pencil in disgust.

“Fancy making one’s will on a beautiful day like this, and giving instructions as to where one should be buried. Brrr! Jean,” she asked suddenly, “was it Mr. Jaggs you saw in the wood?”

Jean shook her head.

“I saw nobody,” she said. “I went in to look for the burglar; the excitement must have been too much for me, and I fainted.”

But Lydia was not satisfied.

“I can’t understand Mr. Jaggs myself,” she said, but Jean interrupted her with a cry.

Lydia looked up and saw her eyes shining and her lips parting in a smile.

“Of course,” she said softly. “He used to sleep at your flat, didn’t he?”

“Yes, why?” asked the girl in surprise.

“What a fool I am, what a perfect fool!” said Jean, startled out of her accustomed self-possession.

“I don’t quite know where your folly comes in, but perhaps you will tell me,” but Jean was laughing softly.

“Go on and make your will,” she said mockingly. “And when you’ve finished we’ll go into the rooms and chase the lucky numbers. Poor dear Mrs. Cole-Mortimer is feeling a little neglected, too, we ought to do something for her.”

The day and night passed without any untoward event. In the evening Jean had an interview with her French chauffeur, and afterwards disappeared into her room. Lydia tapping at her door to bid her good night received no answer.

Day was breaking when old Jaggs came out from the trees in his furtive way and glancing up and down the road made his halting way toward Monte Carlo. The only objects in sight was a donkey laden with market produce led by a barelegged boy who was going in the same direction as he.

A little more than a mile along the road he turned sharply to the right and began climbing a steep and narrow bridle path which joined the mountain road, halfway up to La Turbie. The boy with the donkey turned off to the main road and continued the steep climb toward the Grande Corniche. There were many houses built on the edge of the road and practically on the edge of precipices, for the windows facing the sea often looked sheer down for two hundred feet. At first these dwellings appeared in clusters, then as the road climbed higher, they occurred at rare intervals.

The boy leading the donkey kept his eye upon the valley below, and from time to time caught a glimpse of the old man who had now left the bridle path, and was picking his way up the rough hillside. He was making for a dilapidated house which stood at one of the hairpin bends of the road, and the donkey-boy, shading his eyes from the glare of the rising sun, saw him disappear into what must have been the cellar of the house, since the door through which he went was a good twenty feet beneath the level of the road. The donkey-boy continued his climb, tugging at his burdened beast, and presently he came up to the house. Smoke was rising from one of the chimneys, and he halted at the door, tied the rope he held to a rickety gate post, and knocked gently.

A bright-faced peasant woman came to the open door and shook her head at the sight of the wares with which the donkey was laden.

“We want none of your truck, my boy,” she said. “I have my own garden. You are not a Monogasque.”

“No, signora,” replied the boy, flashing his teeth with a smile. “I am from San Remo, but I have come to live in Monte Carlo to sell vegetables for my uncle, and he told me I should find a lodging here.”

She looked at him dubiously.

“I have one room which you could have, boy,” she said, “though I do not like Italians. You must pay me a franc a night, and your donkey can go into the shed of my brotherin-law up the hill.”

She led the way down a flight of ancient stairs and showed him a tiny room overlooking the valley.

“I have one other man who lives here,” she said. “An old one, who sleeps all day and goes out all night. But he is a very respectable man,” she added in defence of her client.

“Where does he sleep?” asked the boy.

“There!” The woman pointed to a room on the opposite side of the narrow landing. “He has just come in, I can hear him.” She listened.

“Will madame get me change for this?” The boy produced a fifty-franc note, and the woman’s eyebrows rose.

“Such wealth!” she said goodnaturedly. “I did not think that a little boy like you could have such money.”

She bustled upstairs to her own room, leaving the boy alone. He waited until her heavy footsteps sounded overhead, and then gently he tried the door of the other lodger. Mr. Jaggs had not yet bolted the door, and the spy pushed it open and looked. What he saw satisfied him, for he pulled the door tight again, and as the footfall of old Jaggs came nearer the door, the donkey-boy flew upstairs with extraordinary rapidity.

“I will come later, madame,” he said, when he had received the change. “I must take my donkey into Monte Carlo.”

She watched the boy and his beast go down the road, and went back to the task of preparing her lodger’s breakfast.

To Monte Carlo the cabbage seller did not go. Instead, he turned back the way he had come, and a hundred yards from the gate of Villa Casa, Mordon, the chauffeur, appeared, and took the rope from his hand.

“Did you find what you wanted, mademoiselle?” he asked.

Jean nodded. She got into the house through the servants’ entrance and up to her room without observation. She pulled off the black wig and applied herself to removing the stains from her face. It had been a good morning’s work.

“You must keep Mrs. Meredith fully occupied to-day.” She waylaid her father on the stairs to give him these instructions.

For her it was a busy morning. First she went to the Hôtel de Paris, and on the pretext of writing a letter in the lounge, secured two or three sheets of the hotel paper and an envelope. Next she hired a typewriter and carried it with her back to the house. She was working for an hour before she had the letter finished. The signature took her some time. She had to ransack Lydia’s writing case before she found a letter from Jack Glover — Lydia’s signature was easy in comparison.

This, and a cheque drawn from the back of Lydia Meredith’s chequebook, completed her equipment.

That afternoon Mordon, the chauffeur, motored into Nice, and by nine o’clock that night an aeroplane deposited him in Paris. He was in London the following morning, a bearer of an urgent letter to Mr. Rennett, the lawyer, which, however, he did not present in person.

Mordon knew a French girl in London, and she it was who carried the letter to Charles Rennett — a letter that made him scratch his head many times before he took a sheet of paper, and addressing the manager of Lydia’s bank, wrote:

“This cheque is in order. Please honour.”
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“Desperate diseases,” said Jean Briggerland, “call for desperate remedies.”

Mr. Briggerland looked up from his book.

“What was that tale you were telling Lydia this morning,” he asked, “about Glover’s gambling? He was only here a day, wasn’t he?”

“He was here long enough to lose a lot of money,” said Jean. “Of course he didn’t gamble, so he did not lose. It was just a little seed-sowing on my part — one never knows how useful the right word may be in the right season.”

“Did you tell Lydia that he was losing heavily?” he asked quickly.

“Am I a fool? Of course not! I merely said that youth would be served, and if you have the gambling instinct in you, why, it didn’t matter what position you held in society or what your responsibilities were, you must indulge your passion.”

Mr. Briggerland stroked his chin. There were times when Jean’s schemes got very far beyond him, and he hated the mental exercise of catching up. The only thing he knew was that every post from London bore urgent demands for money, and that the future held possibilities which he did not care to contemplate. He was in the unfortunate position of having numerous pensioners to support, men and women who had served him in various ways and whose approval, but what was more important, whose loyalty, depended largely upon the regularity of their payments.

“I shall gamble or do something desperate,” he said with a frown. “Unless you can bring off a coup that will produce twenty thousand pounds of ready money we are going to get into all kinds of trouble, Jean.”

“Do you think I don’t know that?” she asked contemptuously. “It is because of this urgent need of money that I have taken a step which I hate.”

He listened in amazement whilst she told him what she had done to relieve her pressing needs.

“We are getting deeper and deeper into Mordon’s hands,” he said, shaking his head. “That is what scares me at times.”

“You needn’t worry about Mordon,” she smiled. Her smile was a little hard. “Mordon and I are going to be married.”

She was examining the toe of her shoe attentively as she spoke, and Mr. Briggerland leapt to his feet.

“What!” he squeaked. “Marry a chauffeur? A fellow I picked out of the gutter? You’re mad! The fellow is a rascal who has earned the guillotine time and time again.”

“Who hasn’t?” she asked, looking up.

“It is incredible! It’s madness!” he said. “I had no idea—” he stopped for want of breath.

Mordon was becoming troublesome. She had known that better than her father.

“It was after the ‘accident’ that didn’t happen that he began to get a little tiresome,” she said. “You say we are getting deeper and deeper into his hands? Well, he hinted as much, and I did not like it. When he began to get a little loving I accepted that way out as an easy alternative to a very unpleasant exposure. Whether he would have betrayed us I don’t know; probably he would.”

Mr. Briggerland’s face was dark.

“When is this interesting event to take place?”

“My marriage? In two months, I think. When is Easter? That class of person always wants to be married at Easter. I asked him to keep our secret and not to mention it to you, and I should not have spoken now if you had not referred to the obligation we were under.”

“In two months?” Mr. Briggerland nodded. “Let me know when you want this to end, Jean,” he said.

“It will end almost immediately. Please do not trouble,” said Jean, “and there is one other thing, father. If you see Mr. Jaggs in the garden tonight, I beg of you do not attempt to shoot him. He is a very useful man.”

Her father sank back in his chair.

“You’re beyond me,” he said, helplessly.

Mordon occupied two rooms above the garage, which was conveniently situated for Jean’s purpose. He arrived late the next night, and a light in his window, which was visible from the girl’s room, told her all she wanted to know.

Mr. Mordon was a goodlooking man by certain standards. His hair was dark and glossily brushed. His normal pallor of countenance gave him the interesting appearance which men of his kind did not greatly dislike, and he had a figure which was admired in a dozen servants’ halls, and a manner which passed amongst housemaids for “gentlemanly,” and amongst gentlemen as “superior.” He heard the foot of the girl on the stairs, and opened the door.

“You have brought it?” she said, without a preliminary word.

She had thrown a dark cloak over her evening dress, and the man’s eyes feasted on her.

“Yes, I have brought it — Jean,” he said.

She put her finger to her lips.

“Be careful, François,” she cautioned in a low voice.

Although the man spoke English as well as he spoke French, it was in the latter language that the conversation was carried on. He went to a grip which lay on the bed, opened it and took out five thick packages of thousand-franc notes.

“There are a thousand in each, mademoiselle. Five million francs. I changed part of the money in Paris, and part in London.”

“The woman — there is no danger from her?”

“Oh no, mademoiselle,” he smiled complacently. “She is not likely to betray me, and she does not know my name or where I am living. She is a girl I met at a dance at the Swiss Waiters’ Club,” he explained. “She is not a good character. I think the French police wish to find her, but she is very clever.”

“What did you tell her?” asked Jean.

“That I was working a coup with Vaud and Montheron. These are two notorious men in Paris whom she knew. I gave her five thousand francs for her work.”

“There was no trouble?”

“None whatever, mademoiselle. I watched her, and saw she carried the letter to the bank. As soon as the money was changed I left Croydon by air for Paris, and came on from Paris to Marseilles by aeroplane.”

“You did well, François,” she said, and patted his hand.

He would have seized hers, but she drew back.

“You have promised, François,” she said with dignity, “and a French gentleman keeps his word.”

François bowed.

He was not a French gentleman, but he was anxious that this girl should think he was, and to that end had told her stories of his birth which had apparently impressed her.

“Now will you do something more for me?”

“I will do anything in the world, Jean,” he cried passionately, and again a restraining hand fell on his shoulder.

“Then sit down and write; your French is so much better than mine.”

“What shall I write?” he asked. She had never called upon him for proof of his scholarship, and he was childishly eager to reveal to the woman he loved attainments of which he had no knowledge.

“Write, ‘Dear Mademoiselle’.” He obeyed.

“‘have returned from London, and have confessed to Madame Meredith that I have forged her name and have drawn £100,000 from her bank—’
 ”

“Why do I write this, Jean?” he asked in surprise.

“I will tell you one day — go on. François,” she continued her dictation.

“‘And now I have learnt that Madame Meredith loves me. There is only one end to this — that which you see—’
 ”

“Do you intend passing suspicion to somebody else?” he asked, evidently fogged, “but why should I say — ?”

She stopped his mouth with her hand.

“How wonderful you are, Jean,” he said, admiringly, as he blotted the paper and handed it to her. “So that if this matter is traced to you—” She looked into his eyes and smiled.

“There will be trouble for somebody,” she said, softly, as she put the paper in her pocket.

Suddenly, before she could realise what was happening he had her in his arms, his lips pressed against hers.

“Jean, Jean!” he muttered. “You adorable woman!”

Gently she pressed him back and she was still smiling, though her eyes were like granite.

“Gently, François,” she said, “you must have patience!”

She slipped through the door and closed it behind her, and even in her then state of mind she did not slam it, nor did she hurry down the stairs, but went out, taking her time, and was back in the house without her absence having been noticed. Her face, reflected in her long mirror, was serene in its repose, but within her a devil was alive, hungry for destruction. No man had roused the love of Jean Briggerland, but at least one had succeeded in bringing to life a consuming hate which, for the time being, absorbed her.

From the moment she drew her wet handkerchief across her red lips and flung the dainty thing as though it were contaminated through the open window, François Mordon was a dead man.
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A letter from Jack Glover arrived the next morning. He had had an easy journey, was glad to have had the opportunity of seeing Lydia, and hoped she would think over the will. Lydia was not thinking of wills, but of an excuse to get back to London. Of a sudden the loveliness of Monte Carlo had palled upon her, and she had almost forgotten the circumstances which had made the change of scene and climate so welcome.

“Go back to London, my dear?” said Mrs. Cole-Mortimer, shocked. “What a — a rash notion! Why it is freezing
 in town and foggy and… and I really can’t let you go back!”

Mrs. Cole-Mortimer was agitated at the very thought. Her own good time on the Riviera depended upon Lydia staying. Jean had made that point very clear. She, herself, she explained to her discomforted hostess, was ready to go back at once, and the prolongation of Mrs. Cole-Mortimer’s stay depended upon Lydia’s plans. A startling switch of cause and effect, for Mrs. Cole-Mortimer had understood that Jean’s will controlled the plans of the party.

Lydia might have insisted, had she really known the reason for her sudden longing for the grimy metropolis. But she could not even convince herself that the charms of Monte Carlo were contingent upon the presence there of a man who had aroused her furious indignation and with whom she had spent most of the time quarrelling. She mentioned her unrest to Jean, and Jean as usual seemed to understand.

“The Riviera is rather like Turkish Delight — very sweet, but unsatisfying,” she said. “Stay another week and then if you feel that way we’ll all go home together.”

“This means breaking up your holiday,” said Lydia in self-reproach.

“Not a bit,” denied the girl, “perhaps I shall feel as you do in a week’s time.”

A week! Jean thought that much might happen in a week. In truth events began to move quickly from that night, but in a way she had not anticipated.

Mr. Briggerland, who had been reading the newspaper through the conversation, looked up.

“They are making a great fuss of this Moor in Nice,” he said, “but if I remember rightly, Nice invariably has some weird lion to adore.”

“Muley Hafiz,” said Lydia. “Yes, I saw him the day I went to lunch with Mr. Stepney, a fine-looking man.”

“I’m not greatly interested in natives,” said Jean carelessly. “What is he, a negro?”

“Oh, no, he’s fairer than—” Lydia was about to say “your father,” but thought it discreet to find another comparison. “He’s fairer than most of the people in the south of France,” she said, “but then all very highly-bred Moors are, aren’t they?”

Jean shook her head.

“Ethnology means nothing to me,” she said humorously. “I’ve got my idea of Moors from Shakespeare, and I thought they were mostly black. What is he then? I haven’t read the papers.”

“He is the Pretender to the Moorish throne,” said Lydia, “and there has been a lot of trouble in the French Senate about him. France supports his claims, and the Spaniards have offered a reward for his body, dead or alive, and that has brought about a strained relationship between Spain and France.”

Jean regarded her with an amused smile.

“Fancy taking an interest in international politics. I suppose that is due to your working on a newspaper, Lydia.”

Jean discovered that she was to take a greater interest in Muley Hafiz than she could have thought was possible. She had to go into Monte Carlo to do some shopping. Mentone was nearer, but she preferred the drive into the principality.

The Rooms had no great call for her, and whilst Mordon went to a garage to have a faulty cylinder examined, she strolled on to the terrace of the Casino, down the broad steps towards the sea. The bathing huts were closed at this season, but the little road down to the beach is secluded and had been a favourite walk of hers in earlier visits.

Near the huts she passed a group of dark-looking men in long white jellabs, and wondered which of these was the famous Muley. One she noticed with a particularly negro type of face, wore on his flowing robe the scarlet ribbon of the Legion of Honour. Somehow or other he did not seem interesting enough to be Muley, she thought as she went on to a strip of beach.

A man was standing on the sea shore, a tall, commanding man, gazing out it seemed across the sunlit ocean as though he were in search of something. He could not have heard her footfall because she was walking on the sand, and yet he must have realised her presence, for he turned, and she almost stopped at the sight of his face. He might have been a European; his complexion was fair, though his eyebrows and eyes were jet black, as also was the tiny beard and moustache he wore. Beneath the conventional jellab he wore a dark green jacket, and she had a glimpse of glittering decorations before he pulled over his cloak so that they were hidden. But it was his eyes which held her. They were large and as black as night, and they were set in a face of such strength and dignity that Jean knew instinctively that she was looking upon the Moorish Pretender.

They stood for a second staring at one another, and then the Moor stepped aside.

“Pardon,” he said in French, “I am afraid I startled you.”

Jean was breathing a little quicker. She could not remember in her life any man who had created so immediate and favourable an impression. She forgot her contempt for native people, forgot his race, his religion (and religion was a big thing to Jean), forgot everything except that behind those eyes she recognised something which was kin to her.

“You are English, of course,” he said in that language.

“Scottish,” smiled Jean.

“It is almost the same, isn’t it?” He spoke without any trace of an accent, without an error of grammar, and his voice was the voice of a college man.

He had left the way open for her to pass on, but she lingered.

“You are Muley Hafiz, aren’t you?” she asked, and he turned his head. “I’ve read a great deal about you,” she added, though in truth she had read nothing.

He laughed, showing two rows of perfect white teeth. It was only by contrast with their whiteness that she noticed the golden brown of his complexion.

“I am of international interest,” he said lightly and glanced round toward his attendants.

She thought he was going and would have moved on, but he stopped her.

“You are the first English speaking person I have talked to since I’ve been in France,” he said, “except the American Ambassador.” He smiled as at a pleasant recollection.

“You talk almost like an Englishman yourself.”

“I was at Oxford,” he said. “My brother was at Harvard. My father, the brother of the late Sultan, was a very progressive man and believed in the Western education for his children. Won’t you sit down?” he asked, pointing to the sand.

She hesitated a second, and then sank to the ground, and crossing his legs he sat by her side.

“I was in France for four years,” he carried on, evidently anxious to hold her in conversation, “so I speak both languages fairly well. Do you speak Arabic?” He asked the question solemnly, but his eyes were bright with laughter.

“Not very well,” she answered gravely. “Are you staying very long?” It was a conventional question and she was unprepared for the reply.

“I leave tonight,” he said, “though very few people know it. You have surprised a State secret,” he smiled again.

And then he began to talk of Morocco and its history, and with extraordinary ease he traced the story of the families which had ruled that troubled State.

He touched lightly on his own share in the rebellion which had almost brought about a European war.

“My uncle seized the throne, you know,” he said, taking up a handful of sand and tossing it up in the air. “He defeated my father and killed him, and then we caught his two sons.”

“What happened to them?” asked Jean curiously.

“Oh, we killed them,” he said carelessly. “I had them hanged in front of my tent. You’re shocked?”

She shook her head.

“Do you believe in killing your enemies?”

She nodded.

“Why not? It is the only logical thing to do.”

“My brother joined forces with the present Sultan, and if I ever catch him I shall hang him too,” he smiled.

“And if he catches you?” she asked.

“Why, he’ll hang me,” he laughed. “That is the rule of the game.”

“How strange!” she said, half to herself.

“Do you think so? I suppose from the European standpoint—”

“No, no,” she stopped him. “I wasn’t thinking of that. You are logical and you do the logical thing. That is how I would treat my enemies.”

“If you had any,” he suggested.

She nodded.

“If I had any,” she repeated with a hard little smile. “Will you tell me this — do I call you Mr. Muley or Lord Muley?”

“You may call me Wazeer, if you’re so hard up for a title,” he said, and the little idiom sounded queer from him.

“Well, Wazeer, will you tell me: Suppose somebody who had something that you wanted very badly and they wouldn’t give it to you, and you had the power to destroy them, what would you do?”

“I should certainly destroy them,” said Muley Hafiz. “It is unnecessary to ask. ‘The common rule, the simple plan’” he quoted.

Her eyes were fixed on his face, and she was frowning, though this she did not know.

“I am glad I met you this afternoon,” she said. “It must be wonderful living in that atmosphere, the atmosphere of might and power, where men and women aren’t governed by the finicking rules which vitiate the Western world.”

He laughed.

“Then you are tired of your Western civilisation,” he said as he rose and helped her to her feet (his hands were long and delicate, and she grew breathless at the touch of them). “You must come along to my little city in the hills where the law is the sword of Muley Hafiz.”

She looked at him for a moment.

“I almost wish I could,” she said and held out her hand.

He took it in the European fashion and bowed over it. She seemed so tiny a thing by the side of him, her head did not reach his shoulder.

“Goodbye,” she said hurriedly and turning, walked back the way she had come, and he stood watching her until she was out of sight.
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“Jean!”

She looked round to meet the scowling gaze of Marcus Stepney.

“I must say you’re the limit,” he said violently. “There are lots of things I imagine you’d do, but to stand there in broad daylight talking to a nigger—”

“If I stand in broad daylight and talk to a cardsharper, Marcus, I think I’m just low enough to do almost anything.”

“A damned Moorish nigger,” he spluttered, and her eyes narrowed.

“Walk up the road with me, and if you possibly can, keep your voice down to the level which gentlemen usually employ when talking to women,” she said.

She was in better condition than he, and he was a little out of breath by the time they reached the Café de Paris, which was crowded at that hour with the afternoon tea people.

He found a quiet corner, and by this time his anger, and a little of his courage, had evaporated.

“I’ve only your interest at heart, Jean,” he said almost pleadingly, “but you don’t want people in our set to know you’ve been hobnobbing with this infernal Moor.”

“When you say ‘our set,’ to which set are you referring?” she asked unpleasantly. “Because if it is the set I believe you mean, they can’t think too badly of me for my liking. It would be a degradation to me to be admired by your set, Marcus.”

“Oh, come now,” he began feebly.

“I thought I had made it clear to you and I hoped you would carry the marks to your dying day” — there was malice in her voice, and he winced— “that I do not allow you to dominate my life or to censor my actions. The ‘nigger’ you referred to was more of a gentleman than you can ever be, Marcus, because he has breed, which the Lord didn’t give to you.”

The waiter brought the tea at that moment, and the conversation passed to unimportant topics till he had gone.

“I’m rather rattled,” he apologised. “I lost six thousand louis last night.”

“Then you have six thousand reasons why you should keep on good terms with me,” said Jean smiling cheerfully.

“That cave man stuff?” he asked, and shook his head. “She’d raise Cain.”

Jean was laughing inside herself, but she did not show her merriment.

“You can but try,” she said. “I’ve already told you how it can be done.”

“I’ll try tomorrow,” he said after a thought. “By heavens, I’ll try tomorrow!”

It was on the tip of her tongue to say “Not tomorrow,” but she checked herself.

Mordon came round with the car to pick her up soon after. Mordon! Her little chin jerked up with a gesture of annoyance, which she seldom permitted herself. And yet she felt unusually cheered. Her meeting with the Moor was a milestone in her life from which memory she could draw both encouragement and comfort.

“You met Muley?” said Lydia. “How thrilling! What is he like, Jean? Was he a blackamoor?”

“No, he wasn’t a blackamoor,” said the girl quietly. “He was an unusually intelligent man.”

“H’m,” grunted her father. “How did you come to meet him, my dear?”

“I picked him up on the beach,” said Jean coolly, “as any flapper would pick up any nut.”

Mr. Briggerland choked.

“I hate to hear you talking like that, Jean. Who introduced him?”

“I told you,” she said complacently. “I introduced myself. I talked to him on the beach and he talked to me, and we sat down and played with the sand and discussed one another’s lives.”

“But how enterprising of you, Jean,” said the admiring Lydia.

Mr. Briggerland was going to say something, but thought better of it.

There was a concert at the theatre that night and the whole party went. They had a box, and the interval had come before Lydia saw somebody ushered into a box on the other side of the house with such evidence of deference that she would have known who he was even if she had not seen the scarlet fez and the white robe.

“It is your Muley,” she whispered.

Jean looked round.

Muley Hafiz was looking across at her; his eyes immediately sought the girl’s, and he bowed slightly.

“What the devil is he bowing at?” grumbled Mr. Briggerland. “You didn’t take any notice of him, did you, Jean?”

“I bowed to him,” said his daughter, not troubling to look round. “Don’t be silly, father; anyway, if he weren’t nice, it would be quite the right thing to do. I’m the most distinguished woman in the house because I know Muley Hafiz, and he has bowed to me! Don’t you realise the social value of a lion’s recognition?”

Lydia could not see him distinctly. She had an impression of a white face, two large black spaces where his eyes were and a black beard. He sat all the time in the shadow of a curtain.

Jean looked round to see if Marcus Stepney was present, hoping that he had witnessed the exchange of courtesies, but Marcus at that moment was watching little bundles of twelve thousand franc notes raked across to the croupier’s end of the table — which is the business end of Monte Carlo.

Jean was the last to leave the car when it set them down at the Villa Casa. Mordon called her respectfully.

“Excuse me, mademoiselle,” he said, “I wish you would come to the garage and see the new tyres that have arrived. I don’t like them.”

It was a code which she had agreed he should use when he wanted her.

“Very good, Mordon, I will come to the garage later,” she said carelessly.

“What does Mordon want you for?” asked her father, with a frown.

“You heard him. He doesn’t approve of some new tyres that have been bought for the car,” she said coolly. “And don’t ask me questions. I’ve got a headache and I’m dying for a cup of chocolate.”

“If that fellow gives you any trouble he’ll be sorry,” said Briggerland. “And let me tell you this, Jean, that marriage idea of yours—”

She only looked at him, but he knew the look and wilted.

“I don’t want to interfere with your private affairs,” he mumbled, “but the very thought of it gets me crazy.”

The garage was a brick building erected by the side of the carriage drive, built much nearer the house than is usually the case.

Jean waited a reasonable time before she slipped away. Mordon was waiting for her before the open doors of the garage. The place was in darkness; she did not see him standing in the entrance until she was within a few paces of the man.

“Come up to my room,” he said briskly.

“What do you want?” she asked.

“I want to speak to you and this is not the place.”

“This is the only place where I am prepared to speak to you at the moment, François,” she said reproachfully. “Don’t you realise that my father is within hearing, and at any moment Madame Meredith may come out? How would I explain my presence in your room?”

He did not answer for the moment, then:

“Jean, I am worried,” he said, in a troubled voice. “I cannot understand your plans — they are too clever for me, and I have known men and women of great attainment. The great Bersac—”

“The great Bersac is dead,” she said coldly. “He was a man of such great attainments that he came to the knife. Besides, it is not necessary that you should understand my plans, François.”

She knew quite well what was troubling him, but she waited.

“I cannot understand the letter which I wrote for you,” said Mordon. “The letter in which I say Madame Meredith loved me. I have thought this matter out, Jean, and it seems to me that I am compromised.”

She laughed softly.

“Poor François,” she said mockingly. “With whom could you be compromised but with your future wife? If I desire you to write that letter, what else matters?”

Again he was silent.

“I cannot speak here,” he said almost roughly. “You must come to my room.”

She hesitated. There was something in his voice she did not like.

“Very well,” she said, and followed him up the steep stairs.
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“Now explain.” His words were a command, his tone peremptory.

Jean, who knew men, and read them without error, realised that this was not a moment to temporise.

“I will explain to you, François, but I do not like the way you speak,” she said. “It is not you I wish to compromise, but Madame Meredith.”

“In this letter I wrote for you I said I was going away. I confessed to you that I had forged a cheque for five million francs. That is a very serious document, mademoiselle, to be in the possession of anybody but myself.” He looked at her straight in the eyes and she met his gaze unflinchingly.

“The thing will be made very clear to you tomorrow, François,” she said softly, “and really there is no reason to worry. I wish to end this unhappy state of affairs.”

“With me?” he asked quickly.

“No, with Madame Meredith,” she answered. “I, too, am tired of waiting for marriage and I intend asking my father’s permission for the wedding to take place next week. Indeed, François,” she lowered her eyes modestly, “I have already written to the British Consul at Nice, asking him to arrange for the ceremony to be performed.”

The sallow face of the chauffeur flushed a dull red.

“Do you mean that?” he said eagerly. “Jean, you are not deceiving me?”

She shook her head.

“No, François,” she said in that low plaintive voice of hers, “I could not deceive you in a matter so important to myself.”

He stood watching her, his breast heaving, his burning eyes devouring her, then:

“You will give me back that letter I wrote, Jean?” he said.

“I will give it to you tomorrow.”

“Tonight,” he said, and took both her hands in his. “I am sure I am right. It is too dangerous a letter to be in existence, Jean, dangerous for you and for me — you will let me have it tonight?”

She hesitated.

“It is in my room,” she said, an unnecessary statement, and, in the circumstances, a dangerous one, for his eyes dropped to the bag that hung at her wrist.

“It is there,” he said. “Jean darling, do as I ask,” he pleaded. “You know, every time I think of that letter I go cold. I was a madman when I wrote it.”

“I have not got it here,” she said steadily. She tried to draw back, but she was too late. He gripped her wrists and pulled the bag roughly from her hand.

“Forgive me, but I know I am right,” he began, and then like a fury she flew at him, wrenched the bag from his hand, and by the very violence of her attack, flung him backward.

He stared at her, and the colour faded from his face leaving it a dead white.

“What is this you are trying to do?” he glowered at her.

“I will see you in the morning, François,” she said and turned.

Before she could reach the head of the stairs his arm was round her and he had dragged her back.

“My friend,” he said between his teeth, “there is something in this matter which is bad for me.”

“Let me go,” she breathed and struck at his face.

For a full minute they struggled, and then the door opened and Mr. Briggerland came in, and at the sight of his livid face, Mordon released his hold.

“You swine!” hissed the big man. His fist shot out and Mordon went down with a crash to the ground. For a moment he was stunned, and then with a snarl he turned over on his side and whipped a revolver from his hip pocket. Before he could fire, the girl had gripped the pistol and wrenched it from his hand.

“Get up,” said Briggerland sternly. “Now explain to me, my friend, what you mean by this disgraceful attack upon mademoiselle.”

The man rose and dusted himself mechanically and there was that in his face which boded no good to Mr. Briggerland.

Before he could speak Jean intervened.

“Father,” she said quietly, “you have no right to strike François.”

“François,” spluttered Briggerland, his dark face purple with rage.

“François,” she repeated calmly. “It is right that you should know that François and I will be married next week.”

Mr. Briggerland’s jaw dropped.

“What?” he almost shrieked.

She nodded.

“We are going to be married next week,” she said, “and the little scene you witnessed has nothing whatever to do with you.”

The effect of these words on Mordon was magical. The malignant frown which had distorted his face cleared away. He looked from Jean to Briggerland as though it were impossible to believe the evidence of his ears.

“François and I love one another,” Jean went on in her even voice. “We have quarrelled tonight on a matter which has nothing to do with anybody save ourselves.”

“You’re — going — to — marry — him — next — week ?” said Mr. Briggerland dully. “By God, you’ll do nothing of the sort!”

She raised her hand.

“It is too late for you to interfere, father,” she said quietly. “François and I shall go our way and face our own fate. I’m sorry you disapprove, because you have always been a very loving father to me.”

That was the first hint Mr. Briggerland had received that there might be some other explanation for her words, and he became calmer.

“Very well,” he said, “I can only tell you that I strongly disapprove of the action you have taken and that I shall do nothing whatever to further your reckless scheme. But I must insist upon your coming back to the house now. I cannot have my daughter talked about.”

She nodded.

“I will see you tomorrow morning early, François,” she said. “Perhaps you will drive me into Nice before breakfast. I have some purchases to make.”

He bowed, and reached out his hand for the revolver which she had taken from him.

She looked at the ornate weapon, its silver-plated metal parts, the graceful ivory handle.

“I’m not going to trust you with this tonight,” she said with her rare smile. “Good night, François.”

He took her hand and kissed it.

“Good night, Jean,” he said in a tremulous voice. For a moment their eyes met, and then she turned as though she dared not trust herself and followed her father down the stairs.

They were halfway to the house when she laid her hand on Briggerland’s arm.

“Keep this,” she said. It was François’ revolver. “It is probably loaded and I thought I saw some silver initials inlaid in the ivory handle. If I know François Mordon, they are his.”

“What do you want me to do with it?” he said as he slipped the weapon in his pocket.

She laughed.

“On your way to bed, come in to my room,” she said. “I’ve quite a lot to tell you,” and she sailed into the drawingroom to interrupt Mrs. Cole-Mortimer, who was teaching a weary Lydia the elements of bezique.

“Where have you been, Jean?” asked Lydia, putting down her cards.

“I have been arranging a novel experience for you, but I’m not so sure that it will be as interesting as it might — it all depends upon the state of your young heart,” said Jean, pulling up a chair.

“My young heart is very healthy,” laughed Lydia. “What is the interesting experience?”

“Are you in love?” challenged Jean, searching in a big chintz bag where she kept her handiwork for a piece of unfinished sewing. (Jean’s domesticity was always a source of wonder to Lydia.)

“In love — good heavens, no.”

“So much the better,” nodded Jean, “that sounds as though the experience will be fascinating.”

She waited until she had threaded the fine needle before she explained.

“If you really are not in love and you sit on the Lovers’ Chair, the name of your future husband will come to you. If you’re in love, of course, that complicates matters a little.”

“But suppose I don’t want to know the name of my future husband?”

“Then you’re inhuman,” said Jean.

“Where is this magical chair?”

“It is on the San Remo road beyond the frontier station. You’ve been there, haven’t you, Margaret?”

“Once,” said Mrs. Cole-Mortimer, who had not been east of Cap Martin, but whose rule it was never to admit that she had missed anything worth seeing.

“In a wild, eerie spot,” Jean went on, “and miles from any human habitation.”

“Are you going to take me?”

Jean shook her head.

“That would ruin the spell,” she said solemnly. “No, my dear, if you want that thrill, and, seriously, it is worth while, because the scenery is the most beautiful of any along the coast, you must go alone.”

Lydia nodded.

“I’ll try it. Is it too far to walk?” she asked.

“Much too far,” said Jean. “Mordon will drive you out. He knows the road very well and you ought not to take anybody but an experienced driver. I have a permis
 for the car to pass the frontier; you will probably meet father in San Remo — he is taking a motorcycle trip, aren’t you, daddy?”

Mr. Briggerland drew a long breath and nodded. He was beginning to understand.
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There was lying in Monaco harbour a long white boat with a stumpy mast, which delighted in the name of Jungle Queen
 . It was the property of an impecunious English nobleman who made a respectable income from letting the vessel on hire.

Mrs. Cole-Mortimer had seemed surprised at the reasonable fee demanded for two months’ use until she had seen the boat the day after her arrival at Cap Martin.

She had pictured a large and commodious yacht; she found a reasonably sized motor-launch with a whale-deck cabin. The description in the agent’s catalogue that the Jungle Queen
 would “sleep four” was probably based on the experience of a party of young roisterers who had once hired the vessel. Supposing that the “four” were reasonably drunk or heavily drugged, it was possible for them to sleep on board the Jungle Queen
 . Normally two persons would have found it difficult, though by lying diagonally across the “cabin” one small-sized man could have slumbered without discomfort.

The Jungle Queen
 had been a disappointment to Jean also. Her busy brain had conceived an excellent way of solving her principal problem, but a glance at the Jungle Queen
 told her that the money she had spent on hiring the launch — and it was little better — was wasted. She herself hated the sea and had so little faith in the utility of the boat, that she had even dismissed the youth who attended to its well-worn engines.

Mr. Marcus Stepney, who was mildly interested in motorboating, and considerably interested in any form of amusement which he could get at somebody else’s expense, had so far been the sole patron of the Jungle Queen
 . It was his practice to take the boat out every morning for a two hours’ sail, generally alone, though sometimes he would take somebody whose acquaintance he had made, and who was destined to be a source of profit to him in the future.

Jean’s talk of the caveman method of wooing had made a big impression upon him, emphasised as it had been, and still was, by the two angry red scars across the back of his hand. Things were not going well with him; the supply of rich and trusting youths had suddenly dried up. The little games in his private sittingroom had dwindled to feeble proportions. He was still able to eke out a living, but his success at his private séances had been counterbalanced by heavy losses at the public tables.

It is a known fact that people who live outside the law keep to their own plane. The swindler very rarely commits acts of violence. The burglar who practises cardsharping as a sideline, is virtually unknown.

Mr. Stepney lived on a plausible tongue and a pair of highly dexterous hands. It had never occurred to him to go beyond his own sphere, and indeed violence was as repugnant to him as it was vulgar.

Yet the caveman suggestion appealed to him. He had a way with women of a certain kind, and if his confidence had been rather shaken by Jean’s savagery and Lydia’s indifference, he had not altogether abandoned the hope that both girls in their turn might be conquered by the adoption of the right method.

The method for dealing with Jean he had at the back of his mind.

As for Lydia — Jean’s suggestion was very attractive. It was after a very heavily unprofitable night spent at the Nice Casino, that he took his courage in both hands and drove to the Villa Casa.

He was an early arrival, but Lydia had already finished her petite déjeuner
 and she was painfully surprised to see him.

“I’m not swimming to-day, Mr. Stepney,” she said, “and you don’t look as if you were either.”

He was dressed in perfectly fitting white duck trousers, white shoes, and a blue nautical coat with brass buttons; a yachtsman’s cap was set at an angle on his dark head.

“No, I’m going out to do a little fishing,” he said, “and I was wondering whether, in your charity, you would accompany me.”

She shook her head.

“I’m sorry — I have another engagement this morning,” she said.

“Can’t you break it?” he pleaded, “as an especial favour to me? I’ve made all preparations and I’ve got a lovely lunch on board — you said you would come fishing with me one day.”

“I’d like to,” she confessed, “but I really have something very important to do this morning.”

She did not tell him that her important duty was to sit on the Lovers’ Chair. Somehow her trip seemed just a little silly in the cold clear light of morning.

“I could have you back in time,” he begged. “Do come along, Mrs. Meredith! You’re going to spoil my day.”

“I’m sure Lydia wouldn’t be so unkind.”

Jean had made her appearance as they were speaking.

“What is the scheme, Lydia?”

“Mr. Stepney wants me to go out in the yacht,” said the girl, and Jean smiled.

“I’m glad you call it a ‘yacht,’” she said dryly. “You’re the second person who has so described it. The first was the agent. Take her tomorrow, Marcus.”

There was a glint of amusement in her eyes, and he felt that she knew what was at the back of his mind.

“All right,” he said in a tone which suggested that it was anything but all right, and added, “I saw you flying through Nice this morning with that yellow-faced chauffeur of yours, Jean.”

“Were you up so early?” she asked carelessly.

“I wasn’t dressed, I was looking out of the window — my room faces the Promenade d’Anglaise. I don’t like that fellow.”

“I shouldn’t let him know,” said Jean coolly. “He is very sensitive. There are so many fellows that you dislike, too.”

“I don’t think you ought to allow him so much freedom,” Marcus Stepney went on. He was not in an amiable frame of mind, and the knowledge that he was annoying the girl encouraged him. “If you give these French chauffeurs an inch they’ll take a kilometre.”

“I suppose they would,” said Jean thoughtfully. “How is your poor hand, Marcus?”

He growled something under his breath and thrust his hand deep into the pocket of his reefer coat.

“It is quite well,” he snapped, and went back to Monaco and his solitary boat trip, flaming.

“One of these days… “ he muttered, as he tuned up the motor. He did not finish his sentence, but sent the nose of the Jungle Queen
 at full speed for the open sea.

Jean’s talk with Mordon that morning had not been wholly satisfactory. She had calmed his suspicions to an extent, but he still harped upon the letter, and she had promised to give it to him that evening.

“My dear,” she said, “you are too impulsive — too Gallic. I had a terrible scene with father last night. He wants me to break off the engagement; told me what my friends in London would say, and how I should be a social outcast.”

“And you — you, Jean?” he asked.

“I told him that such things did not trouble me,” she said, and her lips drooped sadly. “I know I cannot be happy with anybody but you, François, and I am willing to face the sneers of London, even the hatred and scorn of my father, for your sake.”

He would have seized her hand, though they were in the open road, but she drew away from him.

“Be careful, François,” she warned him.

“Remember that you have a very little time to wait.”

“I cannot believe my good fortune,” he babbled, as he brought the car up the gentle incline into Monte Carlo. He dodged an early morning tram, missing an unsuspecting passenger, who had come round the back of the tramcar, by inches, and set the big Italia up the palm avenue into the town.

“It is incredible, and yet I always thought some great thing would happen to me, and, Jean, I have risked so much for you. I would have killed Madame in London if she had not been dragged out of the way by that old man, and did I not watch for you when the man Meredith—”

“Hush,” she said in a low voice. “Let us talk about something else.”

“Shall I see your father? I am sorry for what I did last night,” he said when they were nearing the villa.

“Father has taken his motor-bicycle and gone for a trip into Italy,” she said. “No, I do not think I should speak to him, even if he were here. He may come round in time, François. You can understand that it is terribly distressing; he hoped I would make a great marriage. You must allow for father’s disappointment.”

He nodded. He did not drive her to the house, but stopped outside the garage.

“Remember, at half-past ten you will take Madame Meredith to the Lovers’ Chair — you know the place?”

“I know it very well,” he said. “It is a difficult place to turn — I must take her almost into San Remo. Why does she want to go to the Lovers’ Chair? I thought only the cheap people went there—”

“You must not tell her that,” she said sharply. “Besides, I myself have been there.”

“And who did you think of, Jean?” he asked suddenly.

She lowered her eyes.

“I will not tell you — now,” she said, and ran into the house.

François stood gazing after her until she had disappeared, and then, like a man waking from a trance, he turned to the mundane business of filling his tank.
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Lydia was dressing for her journey when Mrs. Cole-Mortimer came into the saloon where Jean was writing.

“There’s a telephone call from Monte Carlo,” she said. “Somebody wants to speak to Lydia.”

Jean jumped up.

“I’ll answer it,” she said.

The voice at the other end of the wire was harsh and unfamiliar to her.

“I want to speak to Mrs. Meredith.”

“Who is it?” asked Jean.

“It is a friend of hers,” said the voice. “Will you tell her? The business is rather urgent.”

“I’m sorry,” said Jean, “but she’s just gone out.”

She heard an exclamation of annoyance.

“Do you know where she’s gone?” asked the voice.

“I think she’s gone in to Monte Carlo,” said Jean.

“If I miss her will you tell her not to go out again until I come to the house?”

“Certainly,” said Jean politely, and hung up the telephone.

“Was that a call for me?”

It was Lydia’s voice from the head of the stairs.

“Yes, dear. I think it was Marcus Stepney who wanted to speak to you. I told him you’d gone out,” said Jean. “You didn’t wish to speak to him?”

“Good heavens, no!” said Lydia. “You’re sure you won’t come with me?”

“I’d rather stay here,” said Jean truthfully.

The car was at the door, and Mordon, looking unusually spruce in his white dust coat, stood by the open door.

“How long shall I be away?” asked Lydia.

“About two hours, dear, you’ll be very hungry when you come back,” said Jean, kissing her. “Now, mind you think of the right man,” she warned her in mockery.

“I wonder if I shall,” said Lydia quietly.

Jean watched the car out of sight, then went back to the saloon. She was hardly seated before the telephone rang again, and she anticipated Mrs. Cole-Mortimer, and answered it.

“Mrs. Meredith has not gone in to Monte Carlo,” said the voice. “Her car has not been seen on the road.”

“Is that Mr. Jaggs?” asked Jean sweetly.

“Yes, miss,” was the reply.

“Mrs. Meredith has come back now. I’m dreadfully sorry, I thought she had gone into Monte Carlo. She’s in her room with a bad headache. Will you come and see her?”

There was an interval of silence.

“Yes, I will come,” said Jaggs.

Twenty minutes later a taxicab set down the old man at the door, and a maid admitted him and brought him into the saloon.

Jean rose to meet him. She looked at the bowed figure of old Jaggs. Took him all in, from his iron-grey hair to his dusty shoes, and then she pointed to a chair.

“Sit down,” she said, and old Jaggs obeyed. “You’ve something very important to tell Mrs. Meredith, I suppose.”

“I’ll tell her that myself, miss,” said the old man gruffly.

“Well, before you tell her anything, I want to make a confession,” she smiled down on old Jaggs, and pulled up a chair so that she faced him.

He was sitting with his back to the light, holding his battered hat on his knees.

“I’ve really brought you up under false pretences,” she said, “because Mrs. Meredith isn’t here at all.”

“Not here?” he said, half rising.

“No, she’s gone for a ride with our chauffeur. But I wanted to see you, Mr. Jaggs, because—” she paused. “I realise that you’re a dear friend of hers and have her best interests at heart. I don’t know who you are,” she said, shaking her head, “but I know, of course, that Mr. John Glover has employed you.”

“What’s all this about?” he asked gruffly. “What have you to tell me?”

“I don’t know how to begin,” she said, biting her lips. “It is such a delicate matter that I hate talking about it at all. But the attitude of Mrs. Meredith to our chauffeur Mordon, is distressing, and I think Mr. Glover should be told.”

He did not speak and she went on.

“These things do happen, I know,” she said, “but I am happy to say that nothing of that sort has come into my experience, and, of course, Mordon is a goodlooking man and she is young—”

“What are you talking about?” His tone was dictatorial and commanding.

“I mean,” she said, “that I fear poor Lydia is in love with Mordon.”

He sprang to his feet.

“It’s a damned lie!” he said, and she stared at him. “Now tell me what has happened to Lydia Meredith,” he went on, “and let me tell you this, Jean Briggerland, that if one hair of that girl’s head is harmed, I will finish the work I began out there,” he pointed to the garden, “and strangle you with my own hands.”

She lifted her eyes to his and dropped them again, and began to tremble, then turning suddenly on her heel, she fled to her room, locked the door and stood against it, white and shaking. For the second time in her life Jean Briggerland was afraid.

She heard his quick footsteps in the passage outside, and there came a tap on her door.

“Let me in,” growled the man, and for a second she almost lost control of herself. She looked wildly round the room for some way of escape, and then as a thought struck her, she ran quickly into the bathroom, which opened from her room. A large sponge was set to dry by an open window, and this she seized; on a shelf by the side of the bath was a big bottle of ammonia, and averting her face, she poured its contents upon the sponge until it was sodden, then with the dripping sponge in her hand, she crept back, turned the key and opened the door.

The old man burst in, then, before he realised what was happening, the sponge was pressed against his face. The pungent drug almost blinded him, its paralysing fumes brought him on to his knees. He gripped her wrist and tried to press away her hand, but now her arm was round his neck, and he could not get the purchase.

With a groan of agony he collapsed on the floor. In that instant she was on him like a cat, her knee between his shoulders.

Half unconscious he felt his hands drawn to his back, and felt something lashing them together. She was using the silk girdle which had been about her waist, and her work was effective.

Presently she turned him over on his back. The ammonia was still in his eyes, and he could not open them. The agony was terrible, almost unendurable. With her hand under his arm he struggled to his feet. He felt her lead him somewhere, and suddenly he was pushed into a chair. She left him alone for a little while, but presently came back and began to tie his feet together. It was a most amazing single-handed capture — even Jean could never have imagined the ease with which she could gain her victory.

“I’m sorry to hurt an old man.” There was a sneer in her voice which he had not heard before. “But if you promise not to shout, I will not gag you.”

He heard the sound of running water, and presently with a wet cloth she began wiping his eyes gently.

“You will be able to see in a minute,” said Jean’s cool voice. “In the meantime you’ll stay here until I send for the police.”

For all his pain he was forced to chuckle.

“Until you send for the police, eh? You know me?”

“I only know you’re a wicked old man who broke into this house whilst I was alone and the servants were out,” she said.

“You know why I’ve come?” he insisted. “I’ve come to tell Mrs. Meredith that a hundred thousand pounds have been taken from her bank on a forged signature.”

“How absurd,” said Jean. She was sitting on the edge of the bath looking at the bedraggled figure. “How could anybody draw money from Mrs. Meredith’s bank whilst her dear friend and guardian, Jack Glover, is in London to see that she is not robbed.”

“Old Jaggs” glared up at her from his inflamed eyes.

“You know very well,” he said distinctly, “that I am Jack Glover, and that I have not left Monte Carlo since Lydia Meredith arrived.”
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Mr. Briggerland did not enthuse over any form of sport or exercise. His hobbies were confined to the handsome motorcycle, which not only provided him with recreation, but had, on occasion, been of assistance in the carrying out of important plans, formulated by his daughter.

He stopped at Mentone for breakfast and climbed the hill to Grimaldi after passing the frontier station at Pont St. Louis. He had all the morning before him, and there was no great hurry. At Ventimille he had a second breakfast, for the morning was keen and his appetite was good. He loafed through the little town, with a cigar between his teeth, bought some curios at a shop and continued his leisurely journey.

His objective was San Remo. There was a train at one o’clock which would bring him and his machine back to Monte Carlo, where it was his intention to spend the remainder of the afternoon. At Pont St. Louis he had had a talk with the Customs Officer.

“No, m’sieur, there are very few travellers on the road in the morning,” said the official. “It is not until late in the afternoon that the traffic begins. Times have changed on the Riviera, and so many people go to Cannes. The old road is almost now deserted.”

At eleven o’clock Mr. Briggerland came to a certain part of the road and found a hiding-place for his motorcycle — a small plantation of olive trees on the hill side. Incidentally it was an admirable resting place, for from here he commanded an extensive view of the western road.

Lydia’s journey had been no less enjoyable. She, too, had stopped at Mentone to explore the town, and had left Pont St. Louis an hour after Mr. Briggerland had passed.

The road to San Remo runs under the shadow of steep hills through a bleak stretch of country from which even the industrious peasantry of northern Italy cannot win a livelihood. Save for isolated patches of cultivated land, the hills are bare and menacing.

With these gaunt plateaux on one side and the rock-strewn seashore on the other, there was little to hold the eye save an occasional glimpse of the Italian town in the far distance. There was a wild uncouthness about the scenery which awed the girl. Sometimes the car would be running so near the sea level that the spray of the waves hit the windows; sometimes it would climb over an out-jutting headland and she would look down upon a bouldered beach a hundred feet below.

It was on the crest of a headland that the car stopped.

Here the road ran out in a semicircle so that from where she sat she could not see its continuation either before or behind. Ahead it slipped round the shoulder of a high and overhanging mass of rock, through which the road must have been cut. Behind it dipped down to a cove, hidden from sight.

“There is the Lovers’ Chair, mademoiselle,” said Mordon.

Half a dozen feet beneath the road level was a broad shelf of rock. A few stone steps led down and she followed them. The Lovers’ Chair was carved in the face of the rock and she sat down to view the beauty of the scene. The solitude, the stillness which only the lazy waves broke, the majesty of the setting, brought a strange peace to her. Beyond the edge of the ledge the cliff fell sheer to the water, and she shivered as she stepped back from her inspection.

Mordon did not see her go. He sat on the running board of his car, his pale face between his hands, a prey to his own gloomy thoughts. There must be a development, he told himself. He was beginning to get uneasy, and for the first time he doubted the sincerity of the woman who had been to him as a goddess.

He did not hear Mr. Briggerland, for the dark man was light of foot, when he came round the shoulder of the hill. Mordon’s back was toward him. Suddenly the chauffeur looked round.

“M’sieur,” he stammered, and would have risen, but Briggerland laid his hand on his shoulder.

“Do not rise, François,” he said pleasantly. “I am afraid I was hasty last night.”

“M’sieur, it was I who was hasty,” said Mordon huskily, “it was unpardonable…”

“Nonsense,” Briggerland patted the man’s shoulder. “What is that boat out there — a man o’ war, François?”

François Mordon turned his head toward the sea, and Briggerland pointed the ivory-handled pistol he had held behind his back and shot him dead.

The report of the revolver thrown down by the rocks came to Lydia like a clap of thunder. At first she thought it was a tyre burst and hurried up the steps to see.

Mr. Briggerland was standing with his back to the car. At his feet was the tumbled body of Mordon.

“Mr. — Brig… !” she gasped, and saw the revolver in his hand. With a cry she almost flung herself down the steps as the revolver exploded. The bullet ripped her hat from her head, and she flung up her hands, thinking she had been struck.

Then the dark face showed over the parapet and again the revolver was presented. She stared for a second into his benevolent eyes, and then something hit her violently and she staggered back, and dropped over the edge of the shelf down, straight down into the sea below.
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Probably Jean Briggerland never gave a more perfect representation of shocked surprise than when old Jaggs announced that he was Jack Glover.

“Mr. Glover,” she said incredulously.

“If you’ll be kind enough to release my hands,” said Jack savagely, “I will convince you.”

Jean, all meekness, obeyed, and presently he stood up with a groan.

“You’ve nearly blinded me,” he said, turning to the glass.

“If I’d known it was you—”

“Don’t make me laugh!” he snapped. “Of course you knew who it was!” He took off the wig and peeled the beard from his face.

“Was that very painful?” she asked, sympathetically, and Jack snorted.

“How was I to know that it was you?” she demanded, virtuously indignant, “I thought you were a wicked old man—”

“You thought nothing of the sort, Miss Briggerland,” said Jack. “You knew who I was, and you guessed why I had taken on this disguise. I was not many yards from you when it suddenly dawned upon you that I could not sleep at Lydia Meredith’s flat unless I went there in the guise of an old man.”

“Why should you want to sleep at her flat at all?” she asked innocently. “It doesn’t seem to me to be a very proper ambition.”

“That is an unnecessary question, and I’m wasting my time when I answer you,” said Jack sternly. “I went there to save her life, to protect her against your murderous plots!”

“My murderous plots?” she repeated aghast. “You surely don’t know what you’re saying.”

“I know this,” and his face was not pleasant to see. “I have sufficient evidence to secure the arrest of your father, and possibly yourself. For months I have been working on that first providential accident of yours — the rich Australian who died with such remarkable suddenness. I may not get you in the Meredith case, and I may not be able to jail you for your attacks on Mrs. Meredith, but I have enough evidence to hang your father for the earlier crime.”

Her face was blank — expressionless. Never before had she been brought up short with such a threat as the man was uttering, nor had she ever been in danger of detection. And all the time she was eyeing him so steadily, not a muscle of her face moving, her mind was groping back into the past, examining every detail of the crime he had mentioned, seeking for some flaw in the carefully prepared plan which had brought a good man to a violent and untimely end.

“That kind of bluff doesn’t impress me,” she said at last. “You’re in a poor way when you have to invent crimes to attach to me.”

“We’ll go into that later. Where is Lydia?” he said shortly.

“I tell you I don’t know, except that she has gone out for a drive. I expect her back very soon.”

“Is your father with her?”

She shook her head.

“No, father went out early. I don’t know who gave you authority to cross-examine me. Why, Jack Glover, you have all the importance of a French examining magistrate,” she smiled.

“You may learn how important they are soon,” he said significantly. “Where is your chauffeur, Mordon?”

“He is gone, too — in fact, he is driving Lydia. Why?” she asked with a little tightening of heart. She had only just been in time, she thought. So they had associated Mordon with the forgery!

His first words confirmed this suspicion.

“There is a warrant for Mordon which will be executed as soon as he returns,” said Jack. “We have been able to trace him in London and also the woman who presented the cheque. We know his movements from the time he left Nice by aeroplane for Paris to the time he returned to Nice. The people who changed the money for him will swear to his identity.”

If he expected to startle her he was disappointed. She raised her eyebrows.

“I can’t believe it is possible. Mordon was such an honest man,” she said. “We trusted him implicitly, and never once did he betray our trust. Now, Mr. Glover,” she said coolly, “might I suggest that an interview with a gentleman in my bedroom is not calculated to increase my servants’ respect for me? Will you go downstairs and wait until I come?”

“You’ll not attempt to leave this house?” he said, and she laughed.

“Really, you’re going on like one of those infallible detectives one reads about in the popular magazines,” she said a little contemptuously. “You have no authority whatever to keep me from leaving this house and nobody knows that better than you. But you needn’t be afraid. Sit on the stairs if you like until I come down.”

When he had gone she rang the bell for her maid and handed her an envelope.

“I shall be in the saloon, talking to Mr. Glover,” she said in a low voice. “I want you to bring this in and say that you found it in the hall.”

“Yes, miss,” said the woman.

Jean proceeded leisurely to her toilet. In the struggle her dress had been torn, and she changed it for a pale green silk gown, and Jack, pacing in the hall below, was on the point of coming up to discover if she had made her escape, when she sailed serenely down the stairs.

“I should like to know one thing, Mr. Glover,” she said as she went into the saloon. “What do you intend doing? What is your immediate plan? Are you going to spirit Lydia away from us? Of course, I know you’re in love with her and all that sort of thing.”

His face went pink.

“I am not in love with Mrs. Meredith,” he lied.

“Don’t be silly,” she said practically, “of course you’re in love with her.”

“My first job is to get that money back, and you’re going to help me,” he said.

“Of course I’m going to help you,” she agreed. “If Mordon has been such a scoundrel, he must suffer the consequence. I’m sure that you are too clever to have made any mistake. Poor Mordon. I wonder what made him do it, because he is such a good friend of Lydia’s, and seriously, Mr. Glover, I do think Lydia is being indiscreet.”

“You made that remark before,” he said quietly. “Now perhaps you’ll explain what you mean.”

She shrugged her shoulders.

“They are always about together. I saw them strolling on the lawn last night till quite a late hour, and I was so scared lest Mrs. Cole-Mortimer noticed it too—”

“Which means that Mrs. Cole-Mortimer did not notice it. You’re clever, Jean! Even as you invent you make preparations to refute any evidence that the other side can produce. I don’t believe a word you say.”

There was a knock at the door and the maid entered bearing a letter on a salver.

“This was addressed to you, miss,” she said. “It was on the hall table — didn’t you see it?”

“No,” said Jean in surprise. She took the letter, looked down at the address and opened it.

He saw a look of amazement and horror come to her face.

“Good God!” gasped Jean.

“What is it?” he said, springing up.

She stared at the letter again and from the letter to him.

“Read it,” she said in a hollow voice.

“Dear Mademoiselle
 ,

“I have returned from London and have confessed to Madame Meredith that I have forged her name and have drawn £100,000 from her bank. And now I have learnt that Madame Meredith loves me. There is only one end to this — that which you see—”


Jack read the letter twice.

“It is in his writing, too,” he muttered. “It’s impossible, incredible! I tell you I’ve had Mrs. Meredith under my eyes all the time she has been here. Is there a letter from her?” he asked suddenly. “But no, it is impossible, impossible!”

“I haven’t been into her room. Will you come up with me?”

He followed her up the stairs and into Lydia’s big bedroom, and the first thing that caught his eye was a sealed letter on a table near the bed. He picked it up. It was addressed to him, in Lydia’s handwriting, and feverishly he tore it open.

His face, when he had finished reading, was as white as hers had been.

“Where have they gone?” he asked.

“They went to San Remo.”

“By car?”

“Of course.”

Without a word he turned and ran down the stairs out of the house.

The taxi that had brought him in the role of Jaggs had gone, but down the road, a dozen yards away, was the car he had hired on the day he came to Monte Carlo. He gave instructions to the driver and jumped in. The car sped through Mentone, stopped only the briefest while at the Customs barrier whilst Jack pursued his inquiries.

Yes, a lady had passed, but she had not returned.

How long ago?

Perhaps an hour; perhaps less.

At top speed the big car thundered along the sea road, twisting and turning, diving into valleys and climbing steep headlands, and then rounding a corner, Jack saw the car and a little crowd about it. His heart turned to stone as he leapt to the road.

He saw the backs of two Italian gendarmes, and pushing aside the little knot of idlers, he came into the centre of the group and stopped. Mordon lay on his face in a pool of blood, and one of the policemen was holding an ivory-handled revolver.

“It was with this that the crime was committed,” he said in florid Italian. “Three of the chambers are empty. Now, at whom were the other two discharged?”

Jack reeled and gripped the mudguard of the car for support, then his eyes strayed to the opening in the wall which ran on the seaward side of the road.

He walked to the parapet and looked over, and the first thing he saw was a torn hat and veil, and he knew it was Lydia’s.
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Mr. Briggerland, killing time on the quay at Monaco, saw the Jungle Queen
 come into harbour and watched Marcus land, carrying his lines in his hand.

As Marcus came abreast of him he called and Mr. Stepney looked round with a start.

“Hello, Briggerland,” he said, swallowing something.

“Well, have you been fishing?” asked Mr. Briggerland in his most paternal manner.

“Yes,” admitted Marcus.

“Did you catch anything?”

Stepney nodded.

“Only one,” he said.

“Hard luck,” said Mr. Briggerland, with a smile, “but where is Mrs. Meredith — I understood she was going out with you to-day?”

“She went to San Remo,” said Stepney shortly, and the other nodded.

“To be sure,” he said. “I had forgotten that.”

Later he bought a copy of the Nicoise
 and learnt of the tragedy on the San Remo road. It brought him back to the house, a visibly agitated man.

“This is shocking news, my dear,” he panted into the saloon and stood stock still at the sight of Mr. Jack Glover.

“Come in, Briggerland,” said Jack, without ceremony. There was a man with him, a tall, keen Frenchman whom Briggerland recognised as the chief detective of the Préfecture. “We want you to give an account of your actions.”

“My actions?” said Mr. Briggerland indignantly. “Do you associate me with this dreadful tragedy? A tragedy,” he said, “which has stricken me almost dumb with horror and remorse. Why did I ever allow that villain even to speak to poor Lydia?”

“Nevertheless, m’sieur,” said the tall man quietly, “you must tell us where you have been.”

“That is easily explained. I went to San Remo.”

“By road?”

“Yes, by road,” said Mr. Briggerland, “on my motor-bicycle.”

“What time did you arrive in San Remo?”

“At midday, or it may have been a quarter of an hour before.”

“You know that the murder must have been committed at half-past eleven?” said Jack.

“So the newspapers tell me.”

“Where did you go in San Remo?” asked the detective.

“I went to a café and had a glass of wine, then I strolled about the town and lunched at the Victoria. I caught the one o’clock train to Monte Carlo.”

“Did you hear nothing of the murder?”

“Not a word,” said Mr. Briggerland, “not a word.”

“Did you see the car?”

Mr. Briggerland shook his head.

“I left some time before poor Lydia,” he said softly.

“Did you know of any attachment between the chauffeur and your guest?”

“I had no idea such a thing existed. If I had,” said Mr. Briggerland virtuously, “I should have taken immediate steps to have brought poor Lydia to her senses.”

“Your daughter says that they were frequently together. Did you notice this?”

“Yes, I did notice it, but my daughter and I are very democratic. We have made a friend of Mordon and I suppose what would have seemed familiar to you, would pass unnoticed with us. Yes, I certainly do remember my poor friend and Mordon walking together in the garden.”

“Is this yours?” The detective took from behind a curtain an old British rifle.

“Yes, that is mine,” admitted Briggerland without a moment’s hesitation. “It is one I bought in Amiens, a souvenir of our gallant soldiers—”

“I know, I quite understand your patriotic motive in purchasing it,” said the detective dryly, “but will you tell us how this passed from your possession.”

“I haven’t the slightest notion,” said Mr. Briggerland in surprise. “I had no idea it was lost — I’d lost sight of it for some weeks. Can it be that Mordon — but no, I must not think so evilly of him.”

“What were you going to suggest?” asked Jack. “That Mordon fired at Mrs. Meredith when she was on the swimming raft? If you are, I can save you the trouble of telling that lie. It was you who fired, and it was I who knocked you out.”

Mr. Briggerland’s face was a study.

“I can’t understand why you make such a wild and unfounded charge,” he said gently. “Perhaps, my dear, you could elucidate this mystery.”

Jean had not spoken since he entered. She sat bolt upright on a chair, her hands folded in her lap, her sad eyes fixed now upon Jack, now upon the detective. She shook her head.

“I know nothing about the rifle, and did not even know you possessed one,” she said. “But please answer all their questions, father. I am as anxious as you are to get to the bottom of this dreadful tragedy. Have you told my father about the letters which were discovered?”

The detective shook his head.

“I have not seen your father until he arrived this moment,” he said.

“Letters?” Mr. Briggerland looked at his daughter. “Did poor Lydia leave a letter?”

She nodded.

“I think Mr. Glover will tell you, father,” she said. “Poor Lydia had an attachment for Mordon. It is very clear what happened. They went out to-day, never intending to return—”

“Mrs. Meredith had no intention of going to the Lovers’ Chair until you suggested the trip to her,” said Jack quietly. “Mrs. Cole-Mortimer is very emphatic on that point.”

“Has the body been found?” asked Mr. Briggerland.

“Nothing has been found but the chauffeur,” said the detective.

After a few more questions he took Jack outside.

“It looks very much to me as though it were one of those crimes of passion which are so frequent in this country,” he said. “Mordon was a Frenchman and I have been able to identify him by tattoo marks on his arm, as a man who has been in the hands of the police many times.”

“You think there is no hope?”

The detective shrugged his shoulders.

“We are dragging the pool. There is very deep water under the rock, but the chances are that the body has been washed out to sea. There is clearly no evidence against these people, except yours. The letters might, of course, have been forged, but you say you are certain that the writing is Mrs. Meredith’s.”

Jack nodded.

They were walking down the road towards the officers’ waiting car, when Jack asked:

“May I see that letter again?”

The detective took it from his pocket book and Jack stopped and scanned it.

“Yes, it is her writing,” he said and then uttered an exclamation.

“Do you see that?”

He pointed eagerly to two little marks before the words “Dear friend.”

“Quotation marks,” said the detective, puzzled. “Why did she write that?”

“I’ve got it,” said Jack. “The story! Mademoiselle Briggerland told me she was writing a story, and I remember she said she had writer’s cramp. Suppose she dictated a portion of the story to Mrs. Meredith, and suppose in that story there occurred this letter: Lydia would have put the quotation marks mechanically.”

The detective took the letter from his hand.

“It is possible,” he said. “The writing is very even — it shows no sign of agitation, and of course the character’s initials might be ‘L.M.’ It is an ingenious hypothesis, and not wholly improbable, but if this were a part of the story, there would be other sheets. Would you like me to search the house?”

Jack shook his head.

“She’s much too clever to have them in the house,” he said. “More likely she’s put them in the fire.”

“What fire?” asked the detective dryly. “These houses have no fires, they’re central heated — unless she went to the kitchen.”

“Which she wouldn’t do,” said Jack thoughtfully. “No, she’d burn them in the garden.”

The detective nodded, and they returned to the house.

Jean, deep in conversation with her father, saw them reappear, and watched them as they walked slowly across the lawn toward the trees, their eyes fixed on the ground.

“What are they looking for?” she asked with a frown.

“I’ll go and see,” said Briggerland, but she caught his arm.

“Do you think they’ll tell you?” she asked sarcastically.

She ran up to her own room and watched them from behind a curtain. Presently they passed out of sight to the other side of the house, and she went into Lydia’s room and overlooked them from there. Suddenly she saw the detective stoop and pick up something from the ground, and her teeth set.

“The burnt story,” she said. “I never dreamt they’d look for that.”

It was only a scrap they found, but it was in Lydia’s writing, and the pencil mark was clearly visible on the charred ashes.

“‘Laura Martin,’” read the detective. “‘L.M.,’ and there are the words ‘tragic’ and ‘remorse’.”

From the remainder of the charred fragments they collected nothing of importance. Jean watched them disappear along the avenue, and went down to her father.

“I had a fright,” she said.

“You look as if you’ve still got it,” he said. He eyed her keenly.

She shook her head.

“Father, you must understand that this adventure may end disastrously. There are ninety-nine chances against the truth being known, but it is the extra chance that is worrying me. We ought to have settled Lydia more quietly, more naturally. There was too much melodrama and shooting, but I don’t see how we could have done anything else — Mordon was very tiresome.”

“Where did Glover come from?” asked Mr. Briggerland.

“He’s been here all the time,” said the girl.

“What?”

She nodded.

“He was old Jaggs. I had an idea he was, but I was certain when I remembered that he had stayed at Lydia’s flat.”

He put down his tea cup and wiped his lips with a silk handkerchief.

“I wish this business was over,” he said fretfully. “It looks as if we shall have trouble.”

“Of course we shall,” she said coldly. “You didn’t expect to get a fortune of six hundred thousand pounds without trouble, did you? I dare say we shall be suspected. But it takes a lot of suspicion to worry me. We’ll be in calm water soon, for the rest of our lives.”

“I hope so,” he said without any great conviction.

Mrs. Cole-Mortimer was prostrate and in bed, and Jean had no patience to see her.

She herself ordered the dinner, and they had finished when a visitor in the shape of Mr. Marcus Stepney came in.

It was unusual of Marcus to appear at the dinner hour, except in evening dress, and she remarked the fact wonderingly.

“Can I have a word with you, Jean?” he asked.

“What is it, what is it?” asked Mr. Briggerland testily. “Haven’t we had enough mysteries?”

Marcus eyed him without favour.

“We’ll have another one, if you don’t mind,” he said unpleasantly, and the girl, whose every sense was alert, picked up a wrap and walked into the garden, with Marcus following on her heels.

Ten minutes passed and they did not return, a quarter of an hour went by, and Mr. Briggerland grew uneasy. He got up from his chair, put down his book, and was halfway across the room when the door opened and Jack Glover came in, followed by the detective.

It was the Frenchman who spoke.

“M’sieur Briggerland, I have a warrant from the Préfect of the Alpes Maritimes for your arrest.”

“My arrest?” spluttered the dark man, his teeth chattering. “What — what is the charge?”

“The wilful murder of François Mordon,” said the officer.

“You lie — you lie,” screamed Briggerland. “I have no knowledge of any—” his words sank into a throaty gurgle, and he stared past the detective. Lydia Meredith was standing in the doorway.
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The morning for Mr. Stepney had been doubly disappointing; again and again he drew up an empty line, and at last he flung the tackle into the well of the launch.

“Even the damn fish won’t bite,” he said, and the humour of his remark cheered him. He was ten miles from the shore, and the blue coast was a dim, ragged line on the horizon. He pulled out a big luncheon basket from the cabin and eyed it with disfavour. It had cost him two hundred francs. He opened the basket, and at the sight of its contents, was inclined to reconsider his earlier view that he had wasted his money, the more so since the maŒtre d’h”tel
 had thoughtfully included two quart bottles of champagne.

Mr. Marcus Stepney made a hearty meal, and by the time he had dropped an empty bottle into the sea, he was inclined to take a more cheerful view of life. He threw over the debris of the lunch, pushed the basket under one of the seats of the cabin, pulled up his anchor and started the engines running.

The sky was a brighter blue and the sea held a finer sparkle, and he was inclined to take a view of even Jean Briggerland, more generous than any he had held.

“Little devil,” he smiled reminiscently, as he murmured the words.

He opened the second bottle of champagne in her honour — Mr. Marcus Stepney was usually an abstemious man — and drank solemnly, if not soberly, her health and happiness. As the sun grew warmer he began to feel an unaccountable sleepiness. He was sober enough to know that to fall asleep in the middle of the ocean was to ask for trouble, and he set the bow of the Jungle Queen
 for the nearest beach, hoping to find a landing place.

He found something better as he skirted the shore. The sea and the weather had scooped out a big hollow under a high cliff, a hollow just big enough to take the Jungle Queen
 and deep and still enough to ensure her a safe anchorage. A rock barrier interposed between the breakers and this deep pool which the waves had hollowed in the stony floor of the ocean. As he dropped his anchor he disturbed a school of fish, and his angling instincts re-awoke. He let down his line over the side, seated himself comfortable in one of the two big basket chairs, and was dozing comfortably…

It was the sound of a shot that woke him. It was followed by another, and a third. Almost immediately something dropped from the cliff, and fell with a mighty splash into the water.

Marcus was wide awake now, and almost sobered. He peered down into the clear depths, and saw a figure of a woman turning over and over. Then as it floated upwards it came on its back, and he saw the face. Without a moment’s hesitation he dived into the water.

He would have been wiser if he had waited until she floated to the surface, for now he found a difficulty in regaining the boat. After a great deal of trouble, he managed to reach into the launch and pull out a rope, which he fastened round the girl’s waist and drew tight to a small stanchion. Then he climbed into the boat himself, and pulled her after him.

He thought at first she was dead, but listening intently he heard the beating of her heart, and searched the luncheon basket for a small flask of liqueurs, which Alphonse, the head waiter, had packed. He put the bottle to her lips and poured a small quantity into her mouth. She choked convulsively, and presently opened her eyes.

“You’re amongst friends,” said Marcus unnecessarily.

She sat up and covered her face with her hands. It all came back to her in a flash, and the horror of it froze her blood.

“What has happened to you?” asked Marcus.

“I don’t know exactly,” she said faintly. And then: “Oh, it was dreadful, dreadful!”

Marcus Stepney offered her the flask of liqueurs, and when she shook her head, he helped himself liberally.

Lydia was conscious of a pain in her left shoulder. The sleeve was torn, and across the thick of the arm there was an ugly raw weal.

“It looks like a bullet mark to me,” said Marcus Stepney, suddenly grave. “I heard a shot. Did somebody shoot at you?”

She nodded.

“Who?”

She tried to frame the word, but no sound came, and then she burst into a fit of weeping.

“Not Jean?” he asked hoarsely.

She shook her head.

“Briggerland?”

She nodded.

“Briggerland!” Mr. Stepney whistled, and as he whistled he shivered. “Let’s get out of here,” he said. “We shall catch our death of cold. The sun will warm us up.”

He started the engines going, and safely navigated the narrow passage to the open sea. He had to get a long way out before he could catch a glimpse of the road, then he saw the car, and a cycling policeman dismounting and bending over something. He put away his telescope and turned to the girl.

“This is bad, Mrs. Meredith,” he said. “Thank God I wasn’t in it.”

“Where are you taking me?” she asked.

“I’m taking you out to sea,” said Marcus with a little smile. “Don’t get scared, Mrs. Meredith. I want to hear that story of yours, and if it is anything like what I fear, then it would be better for you that Briggerland thinks you are dead.”

She told the story as far as she knew it and he listened, not interrupting, until she had finished.

“Mordon dead, eh? That’s bad. But how on earth are they going to explain it? I suppose,” he said with a smile, “you didn’t write a letter saying that you were going to run away with the chauffeur?”

She sat up at this.

“I did write a letter,” she said slowly. “It wasn’t a real letter, it was in a story which Jean was dictating.”

She closed her eyes.

“How awful,” she said. “I can’t believe it even now.”

“Tell me about the story,” said the man quickly.

“It was a story she was writing for a London magazine, and her wrist hurt, and I wrote it down as she dictated. Only about three pages, but one of the pages was a letter supposed to have been written by the heroine saying that she was going away, as she loved somebody who was beneath her socially.”

“Good God!” said Marcus, genuinely shocked. “Did Jean do that?”

He seemed absolutely crushed by the realisation of Jean Briggerland’s deed, and he did not speak again for a long time.

“I’m glad I know,” he said at last.

“Do you really think that all this time she has been trying to kill me?”

He nodded.

“She has used everybody, even me,” he said bitterly. “I don’t want you to think badly of me, Mrs. Meredith, but I’m going to tell you the truth. I’d provisioned this little yacht to-day for a twelve hundred mile trip, and you were to be my companion.”

“I?” she said incredulously.

“It was Jean’s idea, really, though I think she must have altered her view, or thought I had forgotten all she suggested. I intended taking you out to sea and keeping you out there until you agreed—” he shook his head. “I don’t think I could have done it really,” he said, speaking half to himself. “I’m not really built for a conspirator. None of that rough stuff ever appealed to me. Well, I didn’t try, anyway.”

“No, Mr. Stepney,” she said quietly, “and I don’t think, if you had, you would have succeeded.”

He was in his frankest mood, and startled her later when he told her of his profession, without attempting to excuse or minimise the method by which he earned his livelihood.

“I was in a pretty bad way, and I thought there was easy money coming, and that rather tempted me,” he said. “I know you will think I am a despicable cad, but you can’t think too badly of me, really.”

He surveyed the shore. Ahead of them the green tongue of Cap Martin jutted out into the sea.

“I think I’ll take you to Nice,” he said. “We’ll attract less attention there, and probably I’ll be able to get into touch with your old Mr. Jaggs. You’ve no idea where I can find him? At any rate, I can go to the Villa Casa and discover what sort of a yarn is being told.”

“And probably I can get my clothes dry,” she said with a little grimace. “I wonder if you know how uncomfortable I am?”

“Pretty well,” he said calmly. “Every time I move a new stream of water runs down my back.”

It was half-past three in the afternoon when they reached Nice, and Marcus saw the girl safely to an hotel, changed himself and brought the yacht back to Monaco, where Briggerland had seen him.

For two hours Marcus Stepney wrestled with his love for a girl who was plainly a murderess, and in the end love won. When darkness fell he provisioned the Jungle Queen
 , loaded her with petrol, and heading her out to sea made the swimming cove of Cap Martin. It was to the boat that Jean flew.

“What about my father?” she asked as she stepped aboard.

“I think they’ve caught him,” said Marcus.

“He’ll hate prison,” said the girl complacently. “Hurry, Marcus, I’d hate it, too!”
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Lydia took up her quarters in a quiet hotel in Nice and Mrs. Cole-Mortimer agreed to stay on and chaperon her.

Though she had felt no effects from her terrifying experience on the first day, she found herself a nervous wreck when she woke in the morning, and wisely decided to stay in bed.

Jack, who had expected the relapse, called in a doctor, but Lydia refused to see him. The next day she received the lawyer.

She had only briefly outlined the part which Marcus Stepney had played in her rescue, but she had said enough to make Jack call at Stepney’s hotel to thank him in person. Mr. Stepney, however, was not at home — he had not been home all night, but this information his discreet informant did not volunteer. Nor was the disappearance of the Jungle Queen
 noticed for two days. It was Mrs. Cole-Mortimer, in settling up her accounts with Jack, who mentioned the “yacht.”

“The Jungle Queen
 ,” said Jack, “that’s the motor-launch, isn’t it? I’ve seen her lying in the harbour. I thought she was Stepney’s property.”

His suspicions aroused, he called again at Stepney’s hotel, and this time his inquiry was backed by the presence of a detective. Then it was made known that Mr. Stepney had not been seen since the night of Briggerland’s arrest.

“That is where they’ve gone. Stepney was very keen on the girl, I think,” said Jack.

The detective was annoyed.

“If I’d known before we could have intercepted them. We have several destroyers in the harbour at Villafrance. Now I am afraid it is too late.”

“Where would they make for?” asked Jack.

The officer shrugged his shoulders.

“God knows,” he said. “They could get into Italy or into Spain, possibly Barcelona. I will telegraph the Chief of the Police there.”

But the Barcelona police had no information to give. The Jungle Queen
 had not been sighted. The weather was calm, the sea smooth, and everything favourable for the escape.

Inquiries elicited the fact that Mr. Stepney had bought large quantities of petrol a few days before his departure, and had augmented his supply the evening he had left. Also he had bought provisions in considerable quantities.

The murder was a week old, and Mr. Briggerland had undergone his preliminary examination, when a wire came through from the Spanish police that a motorboat answering the description of the Jungle Queen
 had called at Malaga, had provisioned, refilled, and put out to sea again, before the police authorities, who had a description of the pair, had time to investigate.

“You’ll think I have a diseased mind,” said Lydia, “but I hope she gets away.”

Jack laughed.

“If you had been with her much longer, Lydia, she would have turned you into a first-class criminal,” he said. “I hope you do not forget that she has exactly a hundred thousand pounds of yours — in other words, a sixth of your fortune.”

Lydia shook her head.

“That is almost a comforting thought,” she said. “I know she is what she is, Jack, but her greatest crime is that she was born six hundred years too late. If she had lived in the days of the Italian Renaissance she would have made history.”

“Your sympathy is immoral,” said Jack. “By the way, Briggerland has been handed over to the Italian authorities. The crime was committed on Italian soil and that saves his head from falling into the basket.”

She shuddered.

“What will they do to him?”

“He’ll be imprisoned for life,” was the reply “and I rather think that’s a little worse than the guillotine. You say you worry for Jean — I’m rather sorry for old man Briggerland. If he hadn’t tried to live up to his daughter he might have been a most respectable member of society.”

They were strolling through the quaint, narrow streets of Grasse, and Jack, who knew and loved the town, was showing her sights which made her forget that the Perfumerie Factory, the Mecca of the average tourist, had any existence.

“I suppose I’ll have to settle down now,” she said with an expression of distaste.

“I suppose you will,” said Jack, “and you’ll have to settle up, too; your legal expenses are something fierce.”

“Why do you say that?” she asked, stopping in her walk and looking at him gravely.

“I am speaking as your mercenary lawyer,” said Jack.

“You are trying to put your service on another level,” she corrected. “I owe everything I have to you. My fortune is the least of these. I owe you my life three times over.”

“Four,” he corrected, “and to Marcus Stepney once.”

“Why have you done so much for me? Were you interested?” she asked after a pause.

“Very,” he replied. “I was interested in you from the moment I saw you step out of Mr. Mordon’s taxi into the mud, but I was especially interested in you—”

“When?” she asked.

“When I sat outside your door night after night and discovered you didn’t snore,” he said shamelessly, and she went red.

“I hope you’ll never refer to your old Jaggs’s adventures. It was very—”

“What?”

“I was going to say horrid, but I shouldn’t be telling the truth,” she admitted frankly. “I liked having you there. Poor Mrs. Morgan will be disconsolate when she discovers that we’ve lost our lodger.”

They walked into the cool of the ancient cathedral and sat down.

“There’s something very soothing about a church, isn’t there?” he whispered. “Look at that gorgeous window. If I were ever rich enough to marry the woman I loved, I should be married in a cathedral like this, full of old tombs and statues and stained glass.”

“How rich would you have to be?” she asked.

“As rich as she is.”

She bent over toward him, her lips against his ear.

“Tell me how much money you have,” she whispered, “and I’ll give away all I have in excess of that amount.”

He caught her hand and held it fast, and they sat there before the altar of St. Catherine until the sun went down and the disapproving old woman who acted as the cathedral’s caretaker tapped them on the shoulder.
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“That is Gibraltar,” said Marcus Stepney, pointing ahead to a grey shape that loomed up from the sea.

He was unshaven for he had forgotten to bring his razor and he was pinched with the cold. His overcoat was turned up to his ears, in spite of which he shivered.

Jean did not seem to be affected by the sudden change of temperature. She sat on the top of the cabin, her chin in the palm of her hand, her elbow on her crossed knee.

“You are not going into Gibraltar?” she asked.

He shook his head.

“I think not,” he said, “nor to Algeciras. Did you see that fellow on the quay yelling for the craft to come back after we left Malaga? That was a bad sign. I expect the police have instructions to detain this boat, and most of the ports must have been notified.”

“How long can we run?”

“We’ve got enough gas and grub to reach Dacca,” he said. “That’s roughly an eight-days’ journey.”

“On the African coast?”

He nodded, although she could not see him.

“Where could we get a ship to take us to South America?” she asked, turning round.

“Lisbon,” he said thoughtfully. “Yes, we could reach Lisbon, but there are too many steamers about and we’re certain to be sighted. We might run across to Las Palmas, most of the South American boats call there, but if I were you I should stick to Europe. Come and take this helm, Jean.”

She obeyed without question, and he continued the work which had been interrupted by a late meal, the painting of the boat’s hull, a difficult business, involving acrobatics, since it was necessary for him to lean over the side. He had bought the grey paint at Malaga, and happily there was not much surface that required attention. The stumpy mast of the Jungle Queen
 had already gone overboard — he had sawn it off with great labour the day after they had left Cap Martin.

She watched him with a speculative eye as he worked, and thought he had never looked quite so unattractive as he did with an eight-days’ growth of beard, his shirt stained with paint and petrol. His hands were grimy and nobody would have recognised in this scarecrow the elegant habitué of those fashionable resorts which smart society frequents.

Yet she had reason to be grateful to him. His conduct toward her had been irreproachable. Not one word of love had been spoken, nor, until now, had their future plans, for it affected them both, been discussed.

“Suppose we reach South America safely?” she asked. “What happens then, Marcus?”

He looked round from his work in surprise.

“We’ll get married,” he said quietly, and she laughed.

“And what happens to the present Mrs. Stepney?”

“She has divorced me,” said Stepney unexpectedly. “I got the papers the day we left.”

“I see,” said Jean softly. “We’ll get married—” then stopped.

He looked at her and frowned.

“Isn’t that your idea, too?” he asked.

“Married? Yes, that’s my idea, too. It seems a queer uninteresting way of finishing things, doesn’t it, and yet I suppose it isn’t.”

He had resumed his work and was leaning far over the bow intent upon his labour. Suddenly she spun the wheel round and the launch heeled over to starboard. For a second it seemed that Marcus Stepney could not maintain his balance against that unexpected impetus, but by a superhuman effort he kicked himself back to safety, and stared at her with a blanched face.

“Why did you do that?” he asked hoarsely. “You nearly had me overboard.”

“There was a porpoise lying on the surface of the sea, asleep, I think,” she said quietly. “I’m very sorry, Marcus, but I didn’t know that it would throw you off your balance.”

He looked round for the sleeping fish but it had disappeared.

“You told me to avoid them, you know,” she said apologetically. “Did I really put you in any danger?”

He licked his dry lips, picked up the paint-pot, and threw it into the sea.

“We’ll leave this,” he said, “until we are beached. You gave me a scare, Jean.”

“I’m dreadfully sorry. Come here, and sit by me.”

She moved to allow him room, and he sat down by her, taking the wheel from her hand.

On the horizon the high lands of northern Africa were showing their saw-edge outlines.

“That is Morocco,” he pointed out to her. “I propose giving Gibraltar a wide berth, and following the coast line to Tangier.”

“Tangier wouldn’t be a bad place to land if there weren’t two of us,” he went on. “It is our being together in this yacht that is likely to cause suspicion. You could easily pretend that you’d come over from Gibraltar, and the port authorities there are pretty slack.”

“Or if we could land on the coast,” he suggested. “There’s a good landing, and we could follow the beach down, and turn up in Tangier in the morning — all sorts of oddments turn up in Tangier without exciting suspicion.”

She was looking out over the sea with a queer expression in her face.

“Morocco!” she said softly. “Morocco — I hadn’t thought of that!”

They had a fright soon after. A grey shape came racing out of the darkening east, and Stepney put his helm over as the destroyer smashed past on her way to Gibraltar.

He watched the stern light disappearing, then it suddenly turned and presented its side to them.

“They’re looking for us,” said Marcus.

The darkness had come down, and he headed straight for the east.

There was no question that the destroyer was on an errand of discovery. A white beam of light shot out from her decks, and began to feel along the sea. And then when they thought it had missed them, it dropped on the boat and held. A second later it missed them and began a search. Presently it lit the little boat, and it did something more — it revealed a thickening of the atmosphere. They were running into a sea fog, one of those thin white fogs that come down in the Mediterranean on windless days. The blinding glare of the searchlight blurred.

“Bang!
 ”

“That’s the gun to signal us to stop,” said Marcus between his teeth.

He turned the nose of the boat southward, a hazardous proceeding, for he ran into clear water, and had only just got back into the shelter of the providential fog bank when the white beam came stealthily along the edge of the mist. Presently it died out, and they saw it no more.

“They’re looking for us,” said Marcus again.

“You said that before,” said the girl calmly.

“They’ve probably warned them at Tangier. We dare not take the boat into the bay,” said Stepney, whose nerves were now on edge.

He turned again westward, edging toward the rocky coast of northern Africa. They saw little clusters of lights on the shore, and he tried to remember what towns they were.

“I think that big one is Cutra, the Spanish convict station,” he said.

He slowed down the boat, and they felt their way gingerly along the coast line, until the flick and flash of a lighthouse gave them an idea of their position.

“Cape Spartel,” he identified the light. “We can land very soon. I was in Morocco for three months, and if I remember rightly the beach is good walking as far as Tangier.”

She went into the cabin and changed, and as the nose of the Jungle Queen
 slid gently up the sandy beach she was ready.

He carried her ashore, and set her down, then he pushed off the nose of the boat, and manoeuvred it so that the stern was against the beach, resting in three feet of water. He jumped on board, lashed the helm, and started the engines going, then wading back to the shore he stood staring into the gloom as the little Jungle Queen
 put out to sea.

“That’s that,” he said grimly. “Now my dear, we’ve got a ten mile walk before us.”

But he had made a slight miscalculation. The distance between himself and Tangier was twentyfive miles, and involved several detours inland into country which was wholly uninhabited, save at that moment it held the camp of Muley Hafiz, who was engaged in negotiation with the Spanish Government for one of those “permanent peaces” which frequently last for years.

Muley Hafiz sat drinking his coffee at midnight, listening to the strains of an ornate gramophone, which stood in a corner of his square tent.

A voice outside the silken fold of his tent greeted him, and he stopped the machine.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Lord, we have captured a man and a woman walking along by the sea.”

“They are Riffi people — let them go,” said Muley in Arabic. “We are making peace, my man, not war.”

“Lord, these are infidels; I think they are English.”

Muley Hafiz twisted his trim little beard.

“Bring them,” he said.

So they were brought to his presence, a dishevelled man and a girl at the sight of whose face, he gasped.

“My little friend of the Riviera,” he said wonderingly, and the smile she gave him was like a ray of sunshine to his heart.

He stood up, a magnificent figure of a man, and she eyed him admiringly.

“I am sorry if my men have frightened you,” he said. “You have nothing to fear, madame. I will send my soldiers to escort you to Tangier.”

And then he frowned. “Where did you come from?”

She could not lie under the steady glance of those liquid eyes.

“We landed on the shore from a boat. We lost our way,” she said.

He nodded.

“You must be she they are seeking,” he said. “One of my spies came to me from Tangier tonight, and told me that the Spanish and the French police were waiting to arrest a lady who had committed some crime in France. I cannot believe it is you — or if it is, then I should say the crime was pardonable.”

He glanced at Marcus.

“Or perhaps,” he said slowly, “it is your companion they desire.”

Jean shook her head.

“No, they do not want him,” she said, “it is I they want.”

He pointed to a cushion.

“Sit down,” he said, and followed her example.

Marcus alone remained standing, wondering how this strange situation would develop.

“What will you do? If you go into Tangier I fear I could not protect you, but there is a city in the hills,” he waved his hand, “many miles from here, a city where the hills are green, mademoiselle, and where beautiful springs gush out of the ground, and there I am lord.”

She drew a long breath.

“I will go to the city of the hills,” she said softly, “and this man,” she shrugged her shoulders, “I do not care what happens to him,” she said, with a smile of amusement at the pallid Marcus.

“Then he shall go to Tangier alone.”

But Marcus Stepney did not go alone. For the last two miles of the journey he had carried a bag containing the greater part of five million francs that the girl had brought from the boat. Jean did not remember this until she was on her way to the city of the hills, and by that time money did not interest her.


The End
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It is a ponderable fact that had not the 29th of a certain September been the anniversary of Monsieur Victor Pallion’s birth, there would have been no Crimson Circle mystery; a dozen men, now dead, would in all probability be alive, and Thalia Drummond would certainly never have been described by a dispassionate inspector of police as “a thief and the associate of thieves.”

M. Pallion entertained his three assistants to dinner at the Coq d’Or in the city of Toulouse, and the proceedings were both joyous and amiable. At three o’clock in the morning it dawned upon M. Pallion that the occasion of his visit to Toulouse was the execution of an English malefactor named Lightman.

“My children,” he said gravely but unsteadily, “it is three hours and the ‘red lady’ has yet to be assembled!”

So they adjourned to the place before the prison where a trolley containing the essential parts of the guillotine had been waiting since midnight, and with a skill born of practice they erected the grisly thing, and fitted the knife into its proper slots.

But even mechanical skill is not proof against the heady wines of southern France, and when they tried the knife it did not fall truly.

“I will arrange this,” said M. Pallion, and drove a nail into the frame at exactly the place where a nail should not have been driven.

But he was getting flurried, for the soldiers had marched on to the ground..

Four hours later (it was light enough for an enterprising photographer to snap the prisoner close at hand), they inarched a man from the prison..

“Courage!” murmured M. Pallion.

“Go to hell!” said the victim, now lying strapped upon the plank.

M. Pallion pulled a handle and the knife fell as far as the nail. Three times he tried and three times he failed, and then the indignant spectators broke through the military cordon, and the prisoner was taken back into the gaol. Eleven years later that nail killed many people.
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It was an hour when most respectable citizens were preparing for bed, and the upper windows of the big, old-fashioned houses in the square showed patches of light, against which the outlines of the leafless trees, bending and swaying under the urge of the gale, were silhouetted. A cold wind was sweeping up the river, and its outriders penetrated icily into the remotest and most sheltered places.

The man who paced slowly by the high iron railings shivered, though he was warmly clad, for the unknown had chosen a rendezvous which seemed exposed to the full blast of the storm.

The debris of the dead autumn whirled in fantastic circles about his feet, the twigs and leaves came rattling down from the trees which threw their long gaunt arms above him, and he looked enviously at the cheerful glow in the windows of a house where, did he but knock, he would be received as a welcome guest.

The hour of eleven boomed out from a nearby clock, and the last stroke was reverberating when a car came swiftly and noiselessly into the square and halted abreast of him. The two headlamps burned dimly. Within the closed body there was no spark of light. After a moment’s hesitation the waiting man stepped to the car, opened the door, and got in. He could only guess the outline of the driver’s figure in the seat ahead, and he felt a curious thumping of heart as he realised the terrific importance of the step he had taken. The car did not move, and the man in the driver’s seat remained motionless. For a little time there was a dead silence, which was broken by the passenger.

“Well?” he asked nervously, almost irritably.

“Have you decided?” asked the driver.

“Should I be here if I hadn’t?” demanded the passenger. “Do you think I’ve come out of curiosity? What do you want of me? Tell me that, and I will tell you what I want of you.”

“I know what you want of me,” said the driver. His voice was muffled and indistinct, as one who spoke behind a veil.

When the newcomer’s eyes grew accustomed to the gloom, he detected the vague outline of the black silk cowl which covered the driver’s head.’

“You are on the verge of bankruptcy,” the driver went on. “You have used money which was not yours to use, and you are contemplating suicide. And it is not your insolvency which makes you consider this way out. You have an enemy who has discovered something to your discredit, something which would bring you into the hands of the police. Three days ago you obtained from a firm of manufacturing chemists, a member of which is a friend of yours, a particularly deadly drug, which cannot be obtained from a retail chemist. You have spent a week reading up poisons and their effects, and it is your intention, unless something turns up which will save you from ruin, to end your life either on Saturday or Sunday. I think it will be Sunday.” He heard the man behind him gasp, and laughed softly. “Now, sir,” said the driver, “are you prepared for a consideration to act for me?”

“What do you want me to do?” demanded the man behind him shakily.

“I ask no more than that you should carry out my instructions. I will take care that you run no risks and that you are well paid. I am prepared at this moment to place in your hands a very large sum of money, which will enable you to meet your more pressing obligations. In return for this I shall want you to put into circulation all the money I send you, to make the necessary exchanges, to cover up the trail of bills and banknotes, the numbers of which are known to the police; to dispose of bonds, which I cannot dispose of, and generally to act as my agent—” he paused, adding significantly, “and to pay on demand what I ask.”

The man behind him did not reply for some time, and then he asked with a hint of petulance; “What is the Crimson Circle?”

“You,” was the startling reply.

“I?” gasped the man.

“You are of the Crimson Circle,” said the other carefully. “You have a hundred comrades, none of whom will ever be known to you, none of whom will ever know you.”

“And you?”

“I know them all,” said the driver. “You agree?”

“I agree,” said the other after a pause. The driver half-turned in his seat and held out his hand.

“Take this,” he said. “This” was a large, bulky envelope, and the newly initiated member of the Crimson Circle thrust it into his pocket.

“And now get out,” said the driver curtly, and the man obeyed without question.

He slammed the door behind him and walked abreast of the driver. He was still curious as to his identity, and for his own salvation it was necessary that he should know the man who drove.

“Don’t light your cigar here,” said the driver, “or I shall think that your smoking is really an excuse to strike a match. And remember this, my friend, that the man who knows me, carries his knowledge to hell.”

Before the other could reply the car moved on and the man with the envelope stood watching its red tail light until it disappeared from view.

He was shaking from head to foot, and when he did light the cigar which his chattering teeth gripped, the flame of the match quivered tremulously.

“That is that,” he said huskily, and crossed the road, to disappear in one of the side-turnings. He was scarcely out of sight before a figure moved stealthily from the doorway of a dark house and followed. It was the figure of a man tall and broad, and he walked with difficulty, for he was naturally short of breath. He had gone a hundred paces in his pursuit before he realised that he still held in his hand the ship’s binoculars through which he had been watching.

When he reached the main street his quarry had vanished.

He had expected as much and was not perturbed. He knew where to find him. But who was in the car? He had read the number and could trace its owner in the morning. Mr. Felix Marl grinned. Had he so much as guessed the character of the interview he had overlooked, he would not have been amused. Stronger men than he had grown stiff with fear at the menace of the Crimson Circle.
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Philip Bassard paid, and lived, for apparently the Crimson Circle kept faith; Jacques Rizzi, the banker, also paid, but in a panic. He died from natural causes a month later, having a weak heart. Benson, the railway lawyer, poohpoohed the threat and was found dead by the side of his private saloon.

Mr. Derrick Yale, with his amazing gifts, ran down the coloured man who had crept into Benson’s private car and killed him before he threw the body from the window, and the coloured man was hanged, without, however, revealing the identity of his employer. The police might sneer at Yale’s psychometrical powers — as they did — but within forty-eight hours he had led the police to the criminal’s house at Yareside and the dazed murderer had confessed.

Following this tragedy many men must have paid without reporting the matter to the police, for there was a long period during which no reference to the Crimson Circle found its way into the newspapers. And then one morning there came to the breakfast table of James Beardmore, a square envelope containing a card, on which was stamped a Crimson Circle.

“You are interested in the melodrama of life, Jack — read that.”

James Stamford Beardmore tossed the message across the table to his son and proceeded to open the next letter in the pile which stood beside his plate.

Jack retrieved the message from the floor, where it had fallen, and examined it with a little frown. It was a very ordinary letter-card, save that it bore no address. A big circle of crimson touched its four edges, and had the appearance of having been printed with a rubber stamp, for the ink was unevenly distributed. In the centre of the circle, written in printed characters, were the words:

“One hundred thousand represents only a small portion of your possessions. You will pay this in notes to a messenger I will send in response to an advertisement in the Tribune within the next twentyfour hours, stating the exact hour convenient to you. This is the final warning.”

There was no signature.

“Well?” Old Jim Beardmore looked up over his spectacles and his eyes were smiling.

“The Crimson Circle!” gasped his son.

Jim Beardmore laughed aloud at the concern in the boy’s voice.

“Yes, the Crimson Circle — I have had four of ‘em!”

The young man stared at him. “Four?” he repeated. “Good heavens! Is that why Yale has been staying with us?”

Jim Beardmore smiled.

“That is a reason,” he said.

“Of course, I knew that he was a detective, but I hadn’t the slightest idea—”

“Don’t worry about this infernal circle,” interrupted his father a little impatiently. “I’m not scared of them. Froyant is in terror of his life that he will be marked down. And I don’t wonder. He and I have made a few enemies in our time.”

James Beardmore, with his hard, lined face and his stubbly grey beard, might have been mistaken for the grandfather of the goodlooking young man who sat opposite to him. The Beardmore fortune had been painfully won. It had materialised from the wreckage of dreams and had its beginnings in the privations, the dangers and the heartaches of a prospector’s life. This man whom Death had stalked on the waterless plains of the Kalahari, who had scraped in the mud of the Vale River for illusory diamonds, and thawed out his claim in the Klondyke, had faced too many real dangers to be greatly disturbed by the threat of the Crimson Circle. For the moment his perturbation was based on a more tangible peril, not to himself, but to his son.

“I’ve got a whole lot of faith in your good sense, Jack,” he said, “so don’t be hurt by anything I’m going to say. I’ve never interfered in your amusements or questioned your judgment — but — do you think that you’re being wise just now?”

Jack understood. “You mean about Miss Drummond, father?”

The older man nodded.

“She’s Froyant’s secretary,” began the youth.

“I know she is Froyant’s secretary,” said the other, “and she’s none the worse for that. But the point is, Jack, do you know anything more about her?”

The young man rolled his napkin deliberately. His face was red and there was a queer set look about his jaw which secretly amused Jim.

“I like her. She is a friend of mine. I’ve never made love to her, if that is what you mean, dad, and I rather think our friendship would be at an end if I did.”

Jim nodded. He had said all that was necessary and now he took up a more bulky envelope and looked at it curiously. Jack saw that it bore French postage stamps and wondered who was the correspondent.

Tearing open the flap, the old man took out a pad of correspondence, which included yet another envelope heavily sealed. He read the superscription and his nose wrinkled.

“Ugh!” he said, and put the envelope down unopened. He glanced through the remainder of the correspondence, then looked across at his son.

“Never trust a man or woman until you know the worst of them,” he said. “I’ve got a man coming to see me to-day who is a respectable member of society. He has a record as black as my hat and yet I’m going to do business with him — I know the worst!”

Jack laughed. Further conversation was interrupted by the arrival of their guest.

“Good morning, Yale — did you sleep well?” asked the old man. “Ring for some more coffee, Jack.”

Derrick Yale’s visit had been an unmixed pleasure to Jack Beardmore. He was at the age when romance had its full appeal and the companionship of the most commonplace detective would have brought him a peculiar joy. But the glamour which surrounded Yale was the glamour of the supernatural. This man had unusual and peculiar qualities which made him unique. The delicate aesthetic face, the grave mystery of his eyes, the very gesture of his long, sensitive hands, were part of his uniqueness.

“I never sleep,” he said good-humouredly as he unrolled his serviette. He held the silver napkin ring for a second between his two fingers, and James Beardmore watched him with amusement. As for Jack, his eager admiration was unconcealed.

“Well?” asked the old man.

“Who handled this last has had very bad news — some near relation is desperately ill.”

Beardmore nodded.

“Jane Higgins was the servant who laid the table,” he said. “She had a letter this morning saying that her mother was dying.”

Jack gasped.

“And you felt that in the serviette ring?” he asked in amazement. “How do you get that impression, Mr. Yale?”

Derrick Yale shook his head.

“I don’t attempt to explain,” he said quietly. “All that I know is that the moment I took up my serviette I had a sensation of profound and poignant sorrow. It is weird, isn’t it?”

“But how did you know about her mother?”

“I traced it somehow,” said the other almost brusquely; “it is a matter of deduction. Have you any news, Mr. Beardmore?”

For answer Jim handed him the card he had received that morning. Yale read the message, then weighed the card on the palm of his white hand.

“Posted by a sailor,” he said, “a man who has been in prison and has recently lost a great deal of money.”

Jim Beardmore laughed.

“Which I shall certainly not replace,” he said, rising from the table. “Do you take these warnings seriously?”

“I take them very seriously,” said Derrick in his quiet way. “So seriously that I do not advise you to leave this house except in my company. The Crimson Circle,” he went on, arresting Beardmore’s indignant protest with a characteristic gesture, “is, I admit, vulgarly melodramatic in its operations, but it will be no solace to your heirs to learn that you have died theatrically.”

Jim Beardmore was silent for a time, and his son regarded him anxiously.

“Why don’t you go abroad, father?” he asked, and the old man snapped round on him.

“Go abroad be damned!” he roared. “Run away from a cheap Black Hand gang? I’ll see them — !”

He did not mention their destination, but they could guess.
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A heavy weight lay on Jack Beardmore’s mind as he walked slowly across the meadows that morning. His feet carried him instinctively in the direction of the little valley which lay a mile from the house, and in the exact centre of which ran the hedge which marked the division between the Beardmore and Froyant estates. It was a glorious morning. The storm of wind and rain which had swept the country the night before had blown itself out, and the world lay bathed in yellow sunlight. Far away, beyond the olive-green covens that crowned Penton Hill, he caught a glimpse of Harvey Froyant’s big white mansion. Would she venture out with the ground so sodden and the grasses soaked with rain, he wondered?

He stopped by a big elm tree on the lip of the valley and cast an anxious glance along the untidy hedge, until his eyes rested on a tiny summer house which the former owners of Tower House had erected — Harvey Froyant, who loathed solitude, would never have been guilty of such extravagance.

There was nobody in sight, and his heart sank. Ten minutes’ walking brought him to the gap he had made in the fence, and he stepped through. The girl who sat in the tiny house might have heard his sigh of relief.

She looked round, then rose with some evidence of reluctance.

She was remarkably pretty, with her fair hair and flawless skin, but there was no welcome in her eyes as she came slowly toward him. “Good morning,” she said coolly.

“Good morning, Thalia,” he ventured, and her frown returned.

“I wish you wouldn’t,” she said, and he knew that she meant what she said. Her attitude toward him puzzled and worried him. For she was a thing of laughter and bubbling life. He had once surprised her chasing a hare, and had watched, spellbound, the figure of this laughing Diana as her little feet flew across the field in pursuit of the scared beast. He had heard her singing, too, and the very joy of life was vibrant in her voice — but he had seen her so depressed and gloomy that he had feared she was ill.

“Why are you always so stiff and formal with me?” he grumbled.

For a second a ghost of a smile showed at the comer of her mouth.

“Because I’ve read books,” she said solemnly, “and poor girl secretaries who aren’t stiff and formal with millionaire’s sons usually come to a bad end!”

She had a trick of directness which was very disconcerting.

“Besides,” she said, “there is no reason why I shouldn’t be stiff and formal. It is the conventional attitude which people adopt toward their fellow creatures, unless they are very fond of them, and I’m not very fond of you.”

She said this calmly and deliberately, and the young man’s face went red. He felt a fool, and cursed himself for provoking this act of cruelty.

“I will tell you something, Mr. Beardmore,” she went on in her even tone. “Something which you haven’t realised. When a boy and girl are thrown together on a desert island, it is only natural that the boy gets the idea that the girl is the only girl in the world. All his wayward fancies are concentrated on one woman and as the days pass she grows more and more wonderful in his eyes. I’ve read a lot of these desert island stories, and I’ve seen a lot of pictures that deal with that interesting situation, and that is how it strikes me. You are on a desert island here — you spend too much time on your estate, and the only things you see are rabbits and birds and Thalia Drummond. You should go into the city and into the society of people of your own station.”

She turned from him with a nod, for she had seen her employer approaching, had watched him out of the corner of her eye as he stopped to survey them, and had guessed his annoyance.

“I thought you were doing the house accounts, Miss Drummond,” he said with asperity.

He was a skinny man, in the early fifties, colourless, sharp-featured, prematurely bald. He had an unpleasant habit of baring his long yellow teeth when he asked a question, a grimace which in some curious way suggested his belief that the answer would be an evasion.

“Morning, Beardmore,” he jerked the salutation grudgingly and turned again to his secretary.

“I don’t like to see you wasting your time, Miss Drummond,” he said.

“I am not wasting either your time or mine, Mr. Froyant,” she answered calmly. “I have finished the accounts — here!” She tapped the worn leather portfolio which was under her arm.

“You could have done the work in my library,” he complained; “there is no need to go into the wilderness.”

He stopped and rubbed his long nose and glanced from the girl to the silent young man.

“Very good; that will do,” he said. “I am going to see your father, Beardmore. Perhaps you will walk with me?”

Thalia was already on her way to Tower House, and Jack had no excuse for lingering.

“Don’t occupy that girl’s time, Beardmore, don’t, please,” said Froyant testily. “You’ve no idea how much she has to do — and I’m sure your father wouldn’t like it.”

Jack was on the point of saying something offensive, but checked himself. He loathed Harvey Froyant, and at the moment hated him for his domineering attitude toward the girl.

“That class of girl,” began Mr. Froyant, turning to walk by the side of the hedge toward the gate at the end of the valley, “that class of girl—” he stood still and stared. “Who the devil has broken through the hedge?” he demanded, pointing with his stick.

“I did,” said Jack savagely. “It is our hedge, anyway, and it saves half a mile — come on, Mr. Froyant.”

Harvey Froyant made no comment as he stepped gingerly through the hedge.

They walked slowly up the hill toward the big elm tree where Jack and stood looking down into the valley.

Mr. Harvey Froyant preserved a tight-lipped silence. He was a stickler for the conventions, where their observations benefited himself.

They had reached the crest of the rise, when suddenly his arm was gripped, and he turned to see Jack Beardmore, staring at the bole of the tree. Froyant followed the direction of his eye and took a step backward, his unhealthy face a shade paler. Painted on the tree trunk was a rough circle of crimson, and the paint was yet wet.
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Jack Beardmore looked round, scanning the country. The only human being in sight was a man who was walking slowly away from them, carrying a bag in his hand. Jack shouted, and the man turned.

“Who are you?” demanded Jack. Then, “What are you doing here?”

The stranger was a tall, stoutish man, and the exertion of carrying his grip had left him a little breathless. It was some time before he could reply.

“My name is Marl,” he said, “Felix Marl. You may have heard of me. I think you are young Mr. Beardmore, aren’t you?”

“That is my name,” said Jack. “What are you doing here?” he asked again.

“They told me there was a short cut from the railway station, but it is not so short as they promised,” said Mr. Marl, breathing stertorously. “I’m on my way to see your father.”

“Have you been near that tree?” asked Jack, and Marl glared at him.

“Why should I go near any tree?” he demanded aggressively. “I tell you I’ve come straight across the fields.”

By this time Harvey Froyant arrived, and apparently recognised the newcomer.

“This is Mr. Marl; I know him. Marl, did you see anybody near that tree?”

The man shook his head. Apparently the tree and its secret was a mystery to him.

“I never knew there was a tree there,” he said. “What — what has happened?”

“Nothing,” said Harvey Froyant sharply.

They came to the house soon after, Jack carrying the visitor’s bag. He was not impressed by the big man’s appearance. His voice was coarse, his manner familiar, and Jack wondered what association this uncouth specimen of humanity could have with his father.

They were nearing the house when suddenly and for no obvious reason the stout Mr. Marl emitted a frightened squeal and leapt back. There was no doubt of his fear. It was written visibly in the blanched cheeks and the quivering lips of the man, who was shaking from head to foot. Jack could only look at him in astonishment — and even Harvey Froyant was startled into an interest.

“What the hell is wrong with you, Marl?” he asked savagely.

His own nerves were on edge, and the sight of the big man’s undisguised terror was a further strain which he could scarcely endure.

“Nothin’ — nothin’,” muttered Marl huskily. “I’ve been—”

“Drinking, I should think,” snapped Froyant.

After seeing the man into the house Jack hurried off in search of Derrick Yale. He discovered the detective in the shrubbery sitting in a big cane chair, his chin upon his breast, his arms folded, a characteristic attitude of his. Yale looked up at the sound of the young man’s footsteps. “I can’t tell you,” he said, before Jack had framed his question, and then, seeing the look of astonishment on his face, he laughed. “You were going to ask me what scared Marl, weren’t you?”

“I came with that intention,” laughed Jack. “What an extraordinary fellow you are, Mr. Yale! Did you see his extraordinary exhibition of funk?”

Derrick Yale nodded. “I saw him just before he had his shock,” he said. “You can see the field path from here.” He frowned. “He reminds me of somebody,” he said slowly, “yet I cannot for the life of me tell who it is. Is he a frequent visitor here? Your father told me he was coming, and I guessed it was he.”

Jack shook his head. “This is the first time I’ve seen him,” he said. “I remember now, though, that father and Froyant have had some business dealings with a man named Marl — Dad mentioned him one day. I think he is a land speculator. Father is rather interested in land just now. By the way, I have seen the mark of the Crimson Circle,” he added, and described the newly-painted “O” he had found on the elm. Instantly Yale lost interest in Mr. Marl. “It was not on the tree when I went down into the valley,” said Jack. “I’ll swear to that. It must have been painted whilst I was talking to — to a friend. The trunk is out of sight from the boundary fence, and it was quite possible for somebody to have painted the sign without being seen. What does it mean, Mr. Yale?”

“It means trouble,” said Yale shortly. He rose abruptly and began pacing the flagged walk, and Jack, after waiting a little while, left him to his meditations.

In the meantime, Mr. Felix Marl was comparatively a useless third of a conference which dealt with the transfer of lands. Marl was, as Jack had said, a land speculator, and he had come that morning bringing a promising proposition which he was wholly incapable of explaining.

“I can’t help it, gentlemen,” he said, and for the fourth time his trembling hand rose to his lips. “I’ve had a bit of a shock this morning.”

“What was that?”

But Marl seemed incapable of explanation. He could only shake his head helplessly. “I’m not fit to discuss things calmly,” he said. “You’ll have to put the matter off until tomorrow.”

“Do you think I’ve come here to-day for the purpose of listening to that sort of nonsense?” snarled Mr. Froyant. “I tell you I want this business settled. So do you, Beardmore.”

Jim Beardmore, who was indifferent as to whether the matter was settled then or the following week, laughed.

“I don’t know that it is very important,” he said. “If Mr. Marl is upset, why should we bother him? Perhaps you’ll stay here tonight. Marl?”

“No, no, no,” the man’s voice rose almost to a shout. “No, I won’t stay here, if you don’t mind — I would much rather not!”

“Just as you like,” said Jim Beardmore indifferently, and folded up the papers he had prepared for signature.

They walked out into the hall together, and there Jack found them.

Beardmore’s car carried the visitor and his bag back to the station, and from there on Mr. Marl’s conduct was peculiar. He registered his bag through to the city, but he himself descended at the next station, and for a man who so disliked walking, and as by nature so averse from physical exercise, he displayed an almost heroic spirit, for he set forth to walk the nine miles which separated him from the Beardmore estate — and he did not go by the shortest route.

It was nearing nightfall when Mr. Marl made his furtive way into a thick plantation on the edge of the Beardmore property.

He sat down, a tired, dusty but determined man, and waited for the night to close down over the countryside. And during the period of waiting, he examined with tender care the heavy automatic pistol he had taken from his bag in the train.
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“I can’t understand why that fellow hasn’t come back this morning,” said Jim Beardmore with a frown.

“Which fellow?” asked Jack carelessly.

“I’m speaking of Marl,” said his father.

“Was that the large-sized gentleman I saw yesterday?” asked Derrick Yale.

They were standing on the terrace of the house, which, from its elevated position, gave them a view across the country.

The morning train had come and gone. They could see the trail of white smoke it left as it disappeared into the foothills nine miles away.

“Yes. I’d better ‘phone Froyant, and tell him not to come over.”

Jim Beardmore stroked his stubbly chin.

“Marl puzzles me,” he said “He is a brilliant fellow I believe, a reformed thief I know — at least I hope he is reformed. What upset him yesterday, Jack? He came into the library looking like death.”

“I haven’t the slightest idea,” said Jack. “I think he has a weak heart, or something of the sort. He told me he gets these spasms occasionally.”

Beardmore laughed softly, and going into the house returned with a walkingstick.

“I’m going for a stroll, Jack. No, you needn’t come along. I’ve one or two things I wish to think out, and I promise you, Yale, I won’t leave the grounds, though I think you attach too much importance to the threats of these ruffians.”

Yale shook his head.

“What of the sign on the tree?” he asked.

Jim Beardmore snorted contemptuously.

“It will take more than that to extract a hundred thousand from me,” he said.

He waved a farewell at them as he went down the broad stone steps, and they watched him walking slowly across the park.

“Do you really think my father is in any kind of danger?” asked Jack.

Yale, who had been staring after the figure, turned with a start.

“In danger?” he repeated, and then after a second’s hesitation. “Yes, I believe there is very serious danger for him in the next day or two.”

Jack turned his troubled gaze upon the disappearing figure.

“I hope you’re wrong,” he said. “Father doesn’t seem to take the matter as seriously as you.”

“That is because your father has not the same experience,” said the detective, “but I understand that he saw Chief Inspector Parr, and the inspector thought there was considerable danger.”

Jack chuckled in spite of his fears.

“How do the lion and the lamb amalgamate?” he asked. “I didn’t think that headquarters had much use for private men like you, Mr. Yale?”

“I admire Parr,” said Derrick slowly. “He’s slow, but thorough. I am told that he is one of the most conscientious men at headquarters, and I fancy that the headquarters chiefs have treated him badly over the last Crimson Circle crime. They have practically told him that if he cannot run the organisation to earth he must send in his resignation.”

Whilst they were speaking, the figure of Mr. Beardmore had disappeared into the gloom of a little wood on the edge of the estate.

“I worked with him during the last Circle murder,” Derrick Yale went on, “and he struck me—”

He stopped, and the two men looked at one another.

There was no mistaking the sound. It was a shot near and distinct, and it came from the direction of the wood. In an instant Jack had leapt over the balustrade and was racing across the meadow. Derrick Yale behind him.

Twenty paces along the woodland path they found Jim Beardmore lying on his face, and he was quite dead, and even as Jack was staring down at his father with horrified eyes, a girl emerged from the wood at the farther end, and stopping only long enough to wipe with a handful of grass something that was red from her hands, she flew along the shadow of the hedge which divided the Froyant estate.

Never once did Thalia Drummond look back until she reached the shelter of the little summer house. Her face was drawn and white, and her breath came gaspingly as she stood for a second in the doorway of the little hut, and looked back to the wood. A swift glance round and she was in the house and on her knees tugging with quivering hands at the end of a floor board. It came up disclosing a black cavity. Another second’s hesitation, and she threw into the hole the revolver she had held in her hand, and dropped the board back in its place.
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The Commissioner looked down at the newspaper cutting before him and tugged at his grey moustache. Inspector Parr, who knew the signs, watched with an apparently detached interest.

He was a short, thickset man, so lacking in inches that it was remarkable that he had ever satisfied the stringent requirements of the police authorities. His age was something below fifty, but his big red face was unlined. It was a face from whence every indication of intelligence and refinement was absent. The round, staring eyes were bovine in their lack of expression, the big fleshy nose, the heavy cheeks, pouched beneath the jaws, and the half-bald head, were units of his unimpressiveness. The Commissioner picked up the cutting. “Listen to this,” he said curtly, and read. It was the editorial of the Morning Monitor and it was direct to a point of offensiveness.

“For the second time during the past year the country has been shocked and outraged by the assassination of a prominent man. It is not necessary to give here the details of this Crimson Circle crime, particulars of which appear on another page. But it is very necessary that we should state in emphatic and unmistakable terms that we view with consternation the seeming helplessness of police headquarters to deal with this criminal gang. Inspector Parr, who has devoted himself for the past year to tracking the murdering blackmailers, can offer us nothing more than vague promises of revelations which never materialise. It is obvious that police headquarters needs a thorough overhauling, and the introduction of new blood, and we trust that those responsible for the government of the country, will not hesitate to make the drastic changes which are necessary.”

“Well,” growled Colonel Morton, “what do you think of that, Parr?”

Mr. Parr rubbed his big chin and said nothing.

“James Beardmore was murdered after due warning had been given to the police,” said the Commissioner deliberately. “He was shot within sight of his house, and the murderer is at large. This is the second bad case, Parr, and I’ll tell you candidly that it is my intention to act on the advice which this newspaper gives.”

He tapped the cutting suggestively.

“On the previous occasion you allowed Mr. Yale to get away with all the kudos for the capture of the murderer. You have seen Mr. Yale, I presume?”

The detective nodded.

“And what does he say?”

Mr. Parr shifted uneasily on his feet.

“He told me a lot of nonsense about a dark man with toothache.”

“How did he get that?” asked the Commissioner quickly.

“From the shell of the cartridge he found on the ground,” said the detective. “I don’t take any notice of this psychometrical stuff—”

The Commissioner leant back in his chair and sighed.

“I don’t think you take notice of any stuff that is serviceable. Parr,” he said, “and don’t sneer at Yale. That man has unusual and peculiar gifts. The fact that you don’t understand them does not make them any less peculiar.”

“Do you mean to say, sir,” said Parr, stirred into protest, “that a man can take a cartridge in his hand and tell you from that the appearance of the person who last handled it and what he was thinking about? Why, it is absurd!”

“Nothing is absurd,” said the Commissioner quietly. “The science of psychometry has been practised for years. Some people, unusually sensitive to impression, are able to tell the most remarkable things, and Yale is one of these.”

“He was there when the murder was committed,” replied Parr. “He was with Mr. Beardmore’s son, not a hundred yards away, and yet he did not catch the murderer.”

The Commissioner nodded. “Neither have you,” he said. “Twelve months ago you told me of your scheme for trapping the Crimson Circle, and I agreed. We’ve both expected a little too much for your plan, I think. You must try something else. I hate to say it, but there it is.”

Parr did not answer for a time, and then to the Commissioner’s surprise, he pulled up a chair to the desk and sat down uninvited.

“Colonel,” he said, “I’m going to tell you something,” and he was so earnest, so unlike his usual self, that the Commissioner could only look at him in amazement.

“The Crimson Circle gang is easy to get. I can find every one of them, and will find them if you will give me time. But it is the hub of the wheel that I’m after. If I can get the hub the spokes don’t count. But you’ve got to give me a little more authority that I have at present.”

“A little more authority?” said the dumbfounded Commissioner. “What the devil do you mean?”

“I’ll explain,” said the bovine Mr. Parr, and he explained to such purpose that he left the Commissioner a very silent and a very thoughtful man.

After he left headquarters, Mr. Parr’s first call was at an office in the centre of the city.

On the third floor, in a tiny suite, which was distinguished only by the name of the occupant, Mr. Derrick Yale was waiting for him, and a greater contrast between the two men could not be imagined.

Yale, the overstrung, nervous, and sensitive dreamer; Parr, solid and beefy, seemingly incapable of an independent thought.

“How did your interview go on, Parr?”

“Not very well,” said Parr, ruefully. “I think the Commissioner’s got one against me. Have you discovered anything?”

“I’ve discovered your man with the toothache,” was the astonishing reply. “His name is Sibly; he is a seafaring man, and was seen in the vicinity of the house the following day. Yesterday,” he picked up a telegram, “he was arrested for drunken and’ disorderly conduct, and in his possession was found an automatic pistol, which I should imagine was the weapon with which the crime was committed. You remember that the bullet which was extracted from poor Beardmore, was obviously fired from an automatic.”

Parr gaped at him in amazement.

“How did you find this out?”

And Derrick Yale laughed softly. “You haven’t a great deal of faith in my deductions,” he said with a glint of humour in his eyes. “But when I felt that cartridge I was as certain that I could see the man as I am certain I can see you. I sent one of my own staff down to make enquiries, with this result.” He picked up the telegram.

Mr. Parr stood, a heavy frown disfiguring what little claim to beauty he might have.

“So they’ve caught him,” he said softly. “Now I wonder if he wrote this?”

He took out a pocketbook, and Derrick Yale saw him extract a scrap of paper which had evidently been burnt, for the edges were black.

Yale took the scrap from his hand.

“Where did you find this?” he asked.

“I raked it out of the ashpan at Beardmore’s place yesterday,” he said.

The writing was in a large scrawling hand, and the scrap ran:

You alone me alone Block B Graft

“Me alone.. you alone,’” read Yale. “‘Block B.. Graft’?” He shook his head. “It is Greek to me.”

He balanced the letter upon the palm of his hand and shook his head.

“I can’t even feel an impression,” he said. “Fire destroys the aura.”

Parr carefully put away the scrap into his case and replaced it in his pocket.

“There is another thing I’d like to tell you,” he said. “Somebody was in the wood who wore pointed shoes and smoked cigars. I found the cigar ashes in a little hollow, and his footprint was on the flowerbeds.”

“Near the house?” asked Derrick Yale, startled,

The solid man nodded.

“My own theory is,” he went on, “that somebody wanted to warn Beardmore, wrote this letter and brought it to the house after dark. It must have been received by the old man, because he burnt it. I found the ashes in the place where the servants dump their cinders.”

There was a gentle tap at the door.

“Jack Beardmore,” said Yale under his breath.

Jack Beardmore showed signs of the distressing period through which he had passed. He nodded to Parr and came toward Yale with outstretched hand.

“No news, I suppose?” he asked, and turning to the other: “You were at the house yesterday, Mr. Parr. Did you find anything?”

“Nothing worth speaking about,” said Parr.

“I’ve just been to see Froyant, he is in town,” said Jack. “It wasn’t a very successful visit, for he is in a pitiable state of nerves.” He did not explain that the unsatisfactory part of his call was that he had not seen Thalia Drummond, and only one of the men guessed the reason of his disappointment.

Derrick Yale told him of the arrest which had been made.

“I don’t want you to build any hopes on this,” he said, “even if he is the man who tired the shot, he is certain to be no more than the agent. We shall probably hear the same story as we heard before, that he was in low water and that the chief of the Crimson Circle induced him to commit the act. We are as far from the real solution as ever we have been.”

They strolled out of the office together, into the clean autumn sunlight.

Jack, who had an engagement with a lawyer who was settling his father’s estate, accompanied the two men, who were on their way to catch a train for the town where the suspected murderer was detained. They were passing through one of the busiest streets when Jack uttered an exclamation. On the opposite side of the road was a big pawnbroker’s, and a girl was coming from the side entrance devoted to the service of those who needed temporary loans.

“Well, I’m blessed!” It was Parr’s unemotional voice. “I haven’t seen her for two years.”

Jack turned on him open-eyed. “Haven’t seen her for two years,” he said slowly. “Are you referring to that lady?”

Parr nodded.

“I’m referring to Thalia Drummond,” he said calmly, “who is a crook and a companion of crooks!”
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Jack heard him and was stunned. He stood motionless and speechless, as the girl, as though unconscious of the scrutiny, hailed a taxicab and was driven away.

“Now what the dickens was she doing there?” said Parr.

“A crook and a companion of crooks,” repeated Jack mechanically. “Good God! Where are you going?” he asked quickly, as the inspector took a step into the roadway.

“I intend discovering what she has been doing in the pawnbroker’s,” said the stolid Parr.

“She may have gone there because she was short of money. It is no crime to be short of money.”

Jack realised the feebleness of his defence even as he spoke. Thalia Drummond a thief! It was incredible, impossible! And yet he followed unresistingly the detective as he crossed the road; followed him down the dark passage to the loaning department, and was present in the manager’s room when an assistant brought in the article which the girl had pledged. It was a small golden figure of Buddha.

“I thought it queer,” said the manager, when Parr had made himself known. “She only wanted ten pounds and it is worth a hundred if it’s worth a penny.”

“What explanation did she give?” asked Derrick Yale, who had been a silent listener.

“She said she was short of money and that her father had a number of these curios, but wanted to pledge them at a price which would allow him to redeem them.”

“Did she leave her address? What name did she give?”

“Thalia Drummond,” said the assistant, “of 29, Park Gate.”

Derrick Yale uttered an exclamation. “Why, that’s Froyant’s address, isn’t it?”

Too well Jack knew it was the address of the miserly Harvey Froyant, and he remembered with a sinking of heart that Froyant made a hobby of collecting these eastern antiquities. The inspector gave a receipt for the idol and slipped it into his pocket.

“We’ll go along and see Mr. Froyant,” he said, and Jack interposed desperately: “For heaven’s sake, don’t let us get this girl into trouble,” he pleaded. “It may have been some sudden temptation — I will make things right, if money can settle the affair.”

Derrick Yale was eyeing the young man with a grave, understanding look.

“You know Miss Drummond?”

Jack nodded. He was too miserable to speak; he felt an absurd desire to run away and hide himself.

“It can’t be done,” said Inspector Parr definitely. He was the conventional police officer now. “I’m going along to Froyant’s to discover whether this article was pledged with his approval.”

“Then you’ll go by yourself,” said Jack wrathfully.

He could not contemplate being a witness of the girl’s humiliation. It was monstrous. It was beastly of Parr, he said to Yale when they were alone.

“The girl would not commit so mean a theft, the stupid, blundering fool! I wish to heaven I had never called his attention to her.”

“It was he who saw her first,” said Yale, and dropped his hand upon the young man’s shoulder. “Jack, you’re a little unstrung, I think. Why are you so interested in Miss Drummond? Of course,” he said suddenly, “you must have seen a lot of her when you were at home. Froyant’s estate joins yours, doesn’t it?”

Jack nodded.

“If he would give as much attention to the running down of the Crimson Circle as he gives to the hounding of that poor girl,” he said bitterly, “my poor father would be alive to-day.”

Derrick Yale did his best to soothe him. He took him back to his office and tried to bring his thoughts to a more pleasant channel. They had been there a quarter of an hour when the telephone bell rang. It was Parr who spoke.

“Well?” asked Yale.

“I’ve arrested Thalia Drummond, and I am charging her in the morning,” was the laconic message.

Yale put down the receiver gently and turned to the young man,

“She’s arrested?” Jack guessed before he spoke.

Yale nodded.

Jack Beardmore’s face was very white.

“You see, Jack,” said Yale gently, “you have probably been as much deceived as Froyant. The girl is a thief.”

“If she were a thief and murderess,” said Jack doggedly, “I love her.”
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Mr. Parr’s interview with Harvey Froyant was a short one. At the sight of the detective, that thin man blanched. He knew him by sight and had met him in connection with the Beardmore tragedy.

“Well, well,” he asked tremulously. “What is wrong? Have these infernal people started a new campaign?”

“Nothing so bad as that, sir,” said Parr. “I came to ask you a few questions. How long have you had Thalia Drummond in your house?”

“She has been my secretary for three months,” said Froyant suspiciously. “Why?”

“What wages do you pay her?” asked Parr.

Mr. Froyant mentioned a sum grossly inadequate, and even he was apologetic for its inefficiency.

“I give her her food, you know, and she has evenings off,” he said, feeling that the starvation wage must be justified.

“Has she been short of money lately?”

Mr. Froyant stared at him.

“Why — yes. She asked me if I could advance her five pounds yesterday,” he said. “She said she had a call upon her purse which she could not meet. Of course, I didn’t advance the money. I do not approve of advancing money for work which is not performed,” said Froyant virtuously. “It tends to pauperise—”

“You have a large number of antiques, I understand, Mr. Froyant, some of them very valuable. Have you missed any lately?”

Froyant jumped to his feet. The very hint that he might have been robbed was sufficient to set his mind in a panic. Without a word he rushed from the room. He was gone three minutes and when he came back his eyes were almost bulging from his head.

“My Buddha!” he gasped. “It is worth a hundred pounds. It was there this morning—”

“Send for Miss Drummond,” said the detective briefly.

Thalia came, a cool, self-possessed girl, who stood by her employer’s desk, her hands clasped behind her, scarcely looking at the detective.

The interview was short, and for Mr. Froyant, painful. Upon the girl it had no apparent effect whatever. And yet she must have known, from the steely glare in Froyant’s eyes, that her theft had been detected. For a little time the man found a difficulty in framing a coherent sentence.

“You — you have stolen something of mine,” he blurted out. His voice was almost a squeak. The accusing hand trembled in the intensity of his emotion. “You — you are a thief!”

“I asked you for the money,” said the girl coolly. “If you hadn’t been such a wicked old skinflint, you’d have let me have it.”

“You — you—” spluttered Froyant, and then with a gasp— “I charge her, inspector. I charge her with theft. You shall go to prison for this. Mark my words, young woman. Wait — wait,” he raised his hand. “I will see if anything else is missing.”

“You can save yourself the trouble,” said the girl, as he was leaving the room. “The Buddha was the only thing I took, and it was an ugly little beast anyway.”

“Give me your keys,” stormed the enraged man. “To think that I’ve allowed you to open my business letters!”

“I’ve opened one which will not be pleasant for you, Mr. Froyant,” she said quietly, and then he saw what she was holding in her hand.

She passed the envelope across to him, and with staring eyes he saw the Crimson Circle, but the words written within the hoop were blurred and indistinct. He dropped the card and collapsed into a chair.
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The magistrate was a kind-hearted man and seemed uncomfortable. He looked from the unemotional Mr. Parr who stood on the witness-stand, to the girl in the steel pen, and she was almost as cool and as self-controlled as the police witness. Her face was one which would have attracted attention in any circumstances, but in the drab setting of the police court, her beauty was emphasised and enhanced.

The magistrate glanced down at the charge-sheet before him. Her age was described as twenty-one, her occupation as secretary.

The man of law, who had had many shocks in his lifetime, and had steeled himself to the most unusual and improbable happenings, could only shake his head in despair. “Is anything known against this woman?” he asked, and felt it was absurd even to refer to the slim, girlish prisoner as a “woman.”

“She has been under observation for some time, your worship,” was the reply, “but she has not been in the hands of the police before.”

The magistrate looked over his glasses at the girl.

“I cannot understand how you got yourself into this terrible position,” he said. “A girl who has evidently had the education of a lady, you have been charged with a theft of a few pounds, for although the article you stole was worth a large sum, that was all that your dishonesty realised. Your act was probably due to some great temptation. I suppose the need for the money was very urgent; yet that does not excuse your act. I shall bind you over to come up for judgment when called upon, treating you as a first offender, and I do most earnestly appeal to you to live honestly and avoid a repetition of this unpleasant experience.” The girl bowed slightly and left the box for the police office, and the next case was called.

Harvey Froyant rose at the same time and made his way out of the court. He was a rich man to whom money represented the goal and object of life. He was the type of man who counted the contents of his pocket every night before he went to bed, and he would have had his own mother arrested in similar circumstances. Thalia Drummond’s offence was made more hideous in his eyes because her last act of service had been to hand to him the warning of the Crimson Circle, from the shock of which he had not yet recovered. He was a large, thin man with a permanent stoop. His attitude towards the world was one of acute suspicion; for the moment it was one of resentment, for he held the strongest views on the sacredness of property.

To Parr, who followed him out of the court, he expressed his disappointment that the girl had not been sent to prison.

“A woman like that is a danger to society,” he complained in his high-pitched, peevish voice. “How do I know that she isn’t in league with these blackguards who are threatening me? Pony thousand they ask for! Forty thousand!” He wailed the last words. “It is your duty to see that I come to no harm! Understand that — it is your duty!”

“I heard you!” said Inspector Parr wearily. “And as to the girl, I don’t suppose she ever heard of the Crimson Circle. She’s very young.”

“Young!” snarled the lean man. “That’s the time to punish them, isn’t it? Catch them young and punish them young, and you may turn them into respectable citizens!”

“I dare say you’re right,” agreed the stout Mr. Parr with a sigh, and then inconsequently, “Children are a great responsibility.”

Froyant muttered something under his breath, and without so much as a nod of farewell, walked rapidly through the court, into the motorcar which was waiting for him at the entrance to the courthouse.

The inspector watched him depart with a slow smile, and, looking round, caught the eye of a young man who was waiting by the clerk’s door.

“Good morning, Mr. Beardmore,” he said. “Are you waiting to see the young lady?”

“Yes. How long will they keep her?” asked Jack nervously.

Mr. Parr gazed at him with expressionless eyes, and sniffed.

“If you don’t mind my saying so, Mr. Beardmore,” he said quietly, “you are probably taking a greater interest in Miss Drummond than is good for you.”

“What do you mean?” asked Jack quietly. “The whole thing was a plot. That beast Froyant—”

The inspector shook his head. “Miss Drummond admitted that she took the statuette,” he said, “and, besides, we saw her coming out of Isaacs. There isn’t any doubt about it.”

“She only made the admission for some reason best known to herself,” said Jack violently. “Do you think a girl like that would steal? Why should she? I would have given her anything she wanted “ — he checked himself suddenly. “There is something behind this,” he went on more quietly, “something which I do not understand, and probably you do not understand either, inspector,”

The door opened at that moment and the girl came out. She stopped at the sight of Jack and a faint flush crept into her pale face.

“Were you in court?” she asked quickly. He nodded, and she shook her head. “You shouldn’t have come,” she said almost vehemently. “How did you know? Who told you?” She seemed oblivious to the presence of the inspector, but for the first time since her arrest she showed some sign of her pent emotion. The colour came and went, and her voice shook a little as she continued: “I am sorry you knew anything about it, Mr. Beardmore, and am desperately sorry you came,” she said.

“But it isn’t true,” he interrupted. “You can tell me that, Thalia? It was a plot, wasn’t it? A plot intended to ruin you?” His voice was almost pleading, but she shook her head.

“There was no plot,” she said quietly, “I stole from Mr. Froyant.”

“But why, why?” he asked despairingly. “Why did you—”

“I am afraid I can’t tell you why,” she said with the ghost of a smile on her lips, “except that I needed the money, and that is good and sufficient reason, isn’t it?”

“I’ll never believe it.” Jack’s face was set and his grey eyes regarded her steadily. “You are not the kind who would indulge in petty pilfering.”

She looked at him for a long time, and then turned her eyes to the inspector.

“You may be able to undeceive Mr. Beardmore,” she said. “I am afraid I cannot.”

“Where are you going?” he asked as, with a little nod, she was passing on.

“I am going home,” she replied. “Please don’t come with me, Mr. Beardmore.”

“But you have no home.”

“I have a lodging,” she said with a hint of impatience.

“Then I am going with you,” he said doggedly. She did not make any remonstrance, and they passed from the court together into the busy street. No word was spoken until they reached the entrance of a tube station.

“Now I must go home,” she said more gently than before.

“But what are you going to do?” he demanded. “How are you going to get your living with this terrible charge against you?”

“Is it so terrible?” she asked coolly. She was walking into the station entrance when he took her arm and swung her round with almost savage violence.

“Now listen to me, Thalia,” he said between his teeth. “I love you and I want to marry you. I haven’t told you that before, but you’ve guessed it. I am not going to allow you to go out of my life. Do you understand that? I do not believe that you are a thief and—”

Very gently she disengaged his grip.

“Mr. Beardmore,” she said in a low voice, “you are just being quixotic and foolish! You have told me what you will not allow, and I tell you that I am not going to allow you to ruin your life through your infatuation for a convicted thief. You know nothing of me except that I am a seemingly nice girl whom you met by accident in the country, and it is my duty to be your mother and your maiden aunt.” There was a glint of amusement in her eye as she took his offered hand. “Some day perhaps we shall meet again, and by that time the glamour of romance will have worn off. Goodbye.”

She had disappeared into the booking hall before he could find his voice.
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Thalia Drummond went back to the lodging she had occupied before she had entered Mr. Harvey Froyant’s service as resident secretary, and apparently the story of her ill-deeds had preceded her, for the stout landlady gave her a chilly welcome, and had she not continued to pay the rent of her one room during the time she was working for Froyant, it was probable that she would not have been admitted.

It was a small room, neatly if plainly furnished, and oblivious to the landlady’s glum face and cold reception, she went to her apartment and locked the door behind her. She had spent a very unpleasant week, for she had been remanded in custody, and her very clothes seemed to exhale the musty odour of Holloway Gaol. Holloway, however, had an advantage which No. 14, Lexington Street, did not possess. It had an admirable system of bathrooms, for which the girl was truly grateful as she began to change.

She had plenty to occupy her mind. Harvey Froyant…Jack Beardmore…she frowned as though at a distasteful thought, and tried to dismiss him from her mind. It was a relief to go back to Froyant. She almost hated him. She certainly despised him. The time she had spent in his house had been the most wretched period in her life. She had taken her meals with the servants and had been conscious that every scrap of food she ate had been measured and weighed and duly apportioned by a man whose cheque for seven figures would have been honoured. “At least, he didn’t make love to you, my dear,” she said to herself, and smiled. Somehow she couldn’t imagine Harvey Froyant making love to anybody. She recalled the days she had followed him about his big house with a notebook in her hand, whilst he searched for evidence of his servants’ neglect, drawing his fingers along the polished shelves in the library in a vain search for dust, turning up carpet corners, examining silver, or else counting, as he did regularly every week, the contents of his still-room, He measured the wine at table and counted the empty bottles, even the corks. It was his boast that in his big garden he could tell the absence of a flower. These he sent to market regularly, with the vegetables he grew and the peaches which ripened on the wall, and woe betide the unlucky gardener who had poached so much as a ripe apple from the orchard, for Harvey had an uncanny instinct which led him to the rifled tree.

She smiled a little wryly at the recollection, and, having completed her change of costume, she went out, locking the door behind her. Her landlady watched her pass down the street, and nodded ominously.

“Your lodger’s come back,” said a neighbour.

“Yes, she’s come back,” said the woman grimly. “A nice lady she is — I don’t think! It is the first time I’ve ever had a crook in my house, and it’ll be the last. I am giving her notice tonight.”

Unconscious of the criticism, Thalia boarded a bus which took her into the city. She got down in Fleet Street, went into the large office of a popular newspaper. At the desk she took an advertisement form, looked at the white sheet for a moment thoughtfully, then wrote:

SECRETARY. — Young lady from the Colonies requires post as Secretary. Resident-Secretary preferred. Small wages required. Shorthand and Typewriting.

She left a space for the box number, handed the advertisement across the counter, and paid the fee.

She was back again in Lexington Street in time for tea, a meal which was brought up to her on a battered tray by her landlady.

“Look here. Miss Drummond,” said that worthy person,

“I’ve got a few words to say to you.”

“Say them,” said the girl carelessly.

“I shall want your room after next week.”

Thalia turned slowly. “Does that mean I’ve got to get out?”

“That’s what it means. I can’t have people like you staying in a respectable house. I’m surprised at you, a young lady as I always thought you were.”

“Continue to think so,” said Thalia coolly. “I’m both young and ladylike.”

But the stout landlady was not to be checked in her well-rehearsed indictment.

“A nice lady you are,” she said, “giving my house a bad name. You’ve been in prison for a week. Perhaps you don’t think I know, but I read the newspapers.”

“I’m sure you do,” said the girl quietly. “That will do, Mrs. Boled. I leave your house next week.”

“And I should like to say—” began the woman.

“Say it on the mat,” said Thalia, and closed the door in the choleric lady’s face.

As it was now growing dark, she lit a kerosene lamp and occupied the evening by manicuring her nails, an operation which was interrupted by the arrival of the nine o’clock post. She heard the rat-tat at the door and the heavy feet of her landlady on the stairs.

“A letter for you,” called the woman. Thalia unlocked the door and took the envelope from the landlady’s hand. “You had better tell your friends that you’re going to get a new address,” said the woman, loath to leave her quarrel half-finished.

“I haven’t told my friends yet that I live in such a horrible place,” said Thalia sweetly, and locked the door before the woman could think of a suitable reply.

She smiled as she carried the envelope to the light. It was addressed in printed characters. She turned it over, looking at the postmark before she opened it, and extracted a thick white card. At the first glance of the message her face changed its expression.

The card was a square one, and in the centre was a large crimson circle. Within the circle was written in the same printed characters:

“We have need of you. Enter the car which you will find waiting at the corner of Steyne Square at ten o’clock tomorrow night.”

She put the card down on the table and stared at it.

The Crimson Circle had need of her! She had expected the summons, but it had come earlier than she had anticipated.
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At three minutes to ten the following night, a closed car drove slowly into Steyne Square and came to a halt at the corner of Clarges Street. A few minutes later Thalia Drummond walked into the square from the other end. She wore a long black cloak, and the little hat upon her head was held in its position by a thick veil knotted under her chin.

Without a second’s hesitation she opened the door of the car and stepped in. It was in complete darkness, but she could see the figure of the driver indistinctly. He did not turn his head, nor did he attempt to start the car, although she felt the vibration of the engines beneath her feet.

“You were charged at the Marylebone Police Court yesterday morning with theft,” said the driver without preamble. “Yesterday afternoon you inserted an advertisement, describing yourself as a newly-arrived colonial, your intention being to find another situation, where you could continue your career of petty pilfering.”

“This is very interesting,” said Thalia without a tremor of voice, “but you did not bring me here to give me my past history. When I had your letter I guessed that you thought I would be a very useful assistant. But there is one question I want to ask you.”

“If I wish to reply I shall,” was the uncompromising answer.

“I realise that,” said Thalia, with a faint smile in the darkness. “Suppose I had communicated with the police and I had come here attended by Mr. Parr and the clever Mr. Derrick Yale?”

“You would have been lying on the pavement dead by now,” was the calm announcement. “Miss Drummond, I am going to put easy money in your way and find you a very excellent job. I do not even mind if you indulge in your eccentricity in your spare time, but your principal task will be to serve me. You understand?”

She nodded, and then realising he could not see her, she said: “Yes.”

“You will be paid well for everything you do; I shall always be on hand to help you — or to punish you if you attempt to betray me,” he added. “Do you understand?”

“Perfectly,” she replied,

“Your job will be a very simple one,” went on the unknown driver. “You will present yourself at Brabazon’s Bank tomorrow. Brabazon is in need of a secretary.”

“But will he employ me?” she interrupted. “Must I go in another name?”

“Go in your own name,” said the man impatiently. “Don’t interrupt. I will pay you two hundred pounds for your services. Here is the money.” He thrust two notes over his shoulder and she took them.

Her hand accidentally touched his shoulder, and she felt something hard beneath his fleecy coat.

“A bullet-proof waistcoat,” she noted mentally, and then aloud: “What am I to say to Mr. Brabazon about my earlier experience?”

“It will be unnecessary to say anything, or do anything. You will receive your instructions from time to time. That is all,” he added shortly.

A few minutes later Thalia Drummond sat in the corner of the taxicab which was taking her back to Lexington Street. Behind her, at intervals, came another taxicab which slowed when hers did, but never overtook her, not even when she descended at the comer of the street where her lodgings were situated. And when she turned the key of her street door, Inspector Parr was only a dozen paces from her. If she knew that she was being shadowed, she made no sign.

Parr only waited for a few minutes, watching the house from the opposite side of the roadway, and then; as her light appeared in the upper window, he turned and walked thoughtfully back to the cab which had brought him so far eastward.

He had opened the door of the cab and was stepping in, when somebody passed him on the sidewalk; somebody who was walking briskly with his collar turned up, but Inspector Parr knew him.

‘Flush’, he called sharply, and the man turned round on his heel.

He was a little dark, thin-faced, lithe man, at the sight of the Inspector his jaw dropped.

“Why — why, Mr. Parr,” he said, with ill-affected geniality, “whoever thought of seeing you in this part of the world?”

“I want a little talk with you. Flush. Will you walk along with me?”

It was an ominous invitation, which Mr. ‘Flush’ had heard before.

“You haven’t got anything against me, Mr. Parr?” he said loudly.

“Nothing,” admitted Parr. “Besides, you’re going straight now. I seem to remember you telling me that day you came out of prison.”

“That’s right,” said ‘Flush’ Barnet, heaving a sigh of relief. “Going straight, working for my living, and engaged to be married.”

“You don’t tell me?” said the stout Mr. Parr with simulated astonishment. “And is it Bella or Milly?”

“It is Milly,” said ‘Flush’, inwardly cursing the excellent memory of the police inspector. “She’s going straight, too. She’s got a job at one of the shops.”

“At Brabazon’s Bank, to be exact,” said the inspector, and then turned as though some thought had arrested him. “I wonder,” he muttered, “I wonder if that is it?”

“She’s a perfect young lady, is Milly,” Mr. ‘Flush’ hastened to explain. “Honest as the day, wouldn’t swipe a clock, not if her life depended on it. I don’t want you to think she is bad, Mr. Parr, because she’s not. We’re both living what I might term an honest life.”

Parr’s placid face wrinkled in a smile. “That’s grand news you’re telling me, Flush. Where is Milly to be found in these days?”

“She’s living in diggings on the other side of the river,” said ‘Flush’ reluctantly. “You’re not going to rake up old scandals, are you, Mr. Parr?”

“Heaven forbid,” said Inspector Parr piously. “No, I’d like to have a talk with her. Perhaps—” he hesitated, “anyway, it can wait. It was rather providential meeting you, ‘Flush’.”

But ‘Flush’ did not share that view, even though he expressed a faint acquiescence.

“So that’s it,” said Inspector Parr to himself, but he did not express the nature of his suspicions, even when he met Derrick Yale at his club half-an-hour later. And it was a further curious fact, that though they touched every aspect of the Crimson Circle mystery in the long conversation which followed, never once did Mr. Parr mention Thalia Drummond’s interview, which, if he had not seen, he had at least guessed.

The two men left early the next morning for the little country town where one Ambrose Sibly, described as an able-seaman, was held on a charge of murder. At his own earnest request, Jack Beardmore was allowed to accompany them, though he was not present at the interview between the two detectives and the sullen man who had slain his father.

A brawny, unshaven fellow, half Scottish, half Swede, Sibly proved to be. He could neither read nor write, and had been in the hands of the police before. This much Parr had discovered from a reference of his fingerprints.

At first he was not inclined to commit himself, and it was rather Derrick Yale’s skilful cross-examination, than Inspector Parr’s efforts, which produced the confession.

“Yes, I did it all right,” he said at last. They were seated in the cell with an official shorthand-writer taking a note of his statement.

“You’ve got me proper, but you wouldn’t have got me if I hadn’t been drunk. And whilst I’m confessing, I might as well own up that I killed Harry Hobbs. He was a shipmate of mine on the Oritianga in 1912 — they can only hang me once. Killed him and chucked his body overboard, I did, over the question of a woman that we met at Newport News, which is in America. I’ll tell you how this happened, gentlemen. I lost my ship about a month ago, and was stranded at the Sailors’ Home at Wapping. I got chucked out of there for being drunk, and on top of that I was locked up and got seven days’ imprisonment. If the old fool had only given me a month I shouldn’t have been here. One night after I came out of prison I was walking through the East End, down on my luck and starving for a drink, and feeling properly miserable. To make it worse, I had the toothache—” Parr met Derrick Yale’s eyes, and Derrick smiled faintly.

“I was loafing along the edge of the pavement looking for cigarette ends, and thinking of nothing except where I could get a bit of food and a night’s lodging. It was beginning to rain, too, and it looked as though I was going to have another night on the streets, when I heard a voice say, almost in my ear, ‘Jump in.’ I looked round. A motorcar was standing by the side of the roadway. I couldn’t believe my ears. Presently the man in the car said ‘Jump in. It’s you I mean!’ and he mentioned my name. We drove along for a while without his saying anything, and I noticed that he kept clear of all the streets where the big lights were.

“After a bit he stopped the car, and began to tell me who I was. I can assure you I was surprised. He knew the whole of my history. He even knew about Harry Hobbs — I was tried for that killing and acquitted — and then he asked me if I’d like to earn a hundred pounds. I told him I would, and he said there was an old gentleman in the country who had done him a lot of harm, and he wanted him ‘outed.’ I didn’t want to take the job on for some time, but he gave me such a lot of talk about how he could get me hung for Hobbs’s murder, and how it was safe, and he’d give me a bicycle to get away on, and at last I agreed.

“He picked me up by arrangement a week later in Steyne Square. Then he gave me all the final particulars. I got down to Beardmore’s place soon after it was dark, and hid in the wood. He told me Mr. Beardmore generally walked through the wood every morning, and that I was to make myself comfortable for the night. I hadn’t been in the wood an hour when I had a fright. I heard somebody moving. I think it must have been a gamekeeper. He was a big fellow, and I only just got a glimpse of him.

“And I think that’s about all, gentlemen, except that the next morning the old fellow came in the wood and I shot him. I don’t remember much about it, for I was drunk at the time, having taken a bottle of whisky into the wood with me. But I was sober enough to get on to the bicycle, and I rode off. And I should have got away altogether, if it hadn’t been for the booze.”

“And that is all?” asked Parr, when the confession had been read over and the man had affixed a rough cross.

“That’s all, guv’nor,” said the sailor.

“And you don’t know who it was who employed you?”

“Not the faintest idea,” said the other cheerfully. “There’s one thing about him, though, I could tell you,” he said after a pause. “He kept using a word that I’ve never heard before. I’m not highly educated, but I’ve noticed that some men have favourite words. We had an old skipper who always used the word ‘morbid’.”

“What was the word?” asked Parr.

The man scratched his head. “I’ll remember it and let you know,” he said, and they left him to his meditations, which were few, and probably not unpleasant.

Four hours after, the jailor took Ambrose Sibly some food. He was lying on his bed, and the jailor shook him by the shoulder.

“Wake up,” he said, but Ambrose Sibly never woke again.

He was stone dead. And in the tin dipper, half-filled with water, which stood by his bed, and with which he had slaked his thirst, they found sufficient hydrocyanic acid to kill fifty men.

But it was not the poison which interested Inspector Parr so much as the little circle of crimson paper which was found floating on the top of the water.
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Mr. Felix Marl sat behind the locked door of his bedroom, and he was engaged in a task which had the elements of unpleasant familiarity.

Twentyfive years before, when he was an inmate of the big French prison at Toulouse, he had worked in a bootmaker’s shop, and the handling of boots was an everyday experience. It is true his business had been to repair, and not to destroy. To-day, with a razor-sharp knife, he was cutting to shreds a pair of pointed patent leather shoes which he had only worn three times. Strip by strip he cut the leather, which he then placed on the fire.

Some men live intensely and suffer intensely, Mr. Felix Marl was one of those who could crowd into a day the terrors of an aeon. In some manner a newspaper had got hold of the story of the footprint in Beardmore’s ground, and a new fear had been added to the many which confused and paralysed this big man. He was sitting in his shirt sleeves, the perspiration rolling down his face, for the fire was a big one and the room was superheated.

Presently the last shred was thrown into the fire and he sat watching it grill and flame before he put away the knife, washed his hands and opened the windows to let out the acrid odour of burning leather.

It would have been better, he thought, if he had carried out his first resolution, and he cursed himself for the cowardice which had induced him to substitute his revolver for a fountain pen. But he was safe. Nobody had seen him leave the grounds.

With such men as he, blind panic and unreasoning confidence succeed one another, almost as a natural reaction. By the time he had descended his stairs to his little library he had almost forgotten that he was in any danger.

In the fading light of day he had written a conciliatory, even a grovelling letter, and had, as he believed, delivered it safely. Would it be found? He had another moment of panic.

“Pshaw!” said Mr. Marl, and dismissed that dangerous possibility.

His servant brought him a teatray and arranged it on a small table by the side of his desk, where the big man sat. “Will you see that gentleman now, sir?”

“Eh?” said Mr. Marl, turning round. “Which gentleman?”

“I told you there was a man who wanted to see you.”

Marl remembered that his boot-destroying operation had been interrupted by a knock. “Who is he?” he asked. “I put his card on the table, sir.”

“Didn’t you tell him that I was engaged?”

“Yes, but he said he’d wait until you came down.” The man handed him the card, and Mr. Marl reading it, jumped and turned a sickly yellow.

“Inspector Parr,” he said unsteadily. “What does he want with me?”

His shaking hand fingered his mouth.

“Show him in,” he said with an effort.

He had not met Inspector Parr either professionally or socially, and his first glance at the little man reassured him. There was nothing particularly menacing in the appearance of the redfaced detective.

“Sit down, inspector. I’m sorry I was busy when you came,” said Mr. Marl. When he was agitated his voice was almost birdlike in its thinness.

Parr sat down on the edge of the nearest chair, balancing his Derby hat on his knee.

“I thought I’d wait until you came down, Mr. Marl. I wanted to see you about this Beardmore murder.”

Mr. Marl said nothing. With an effort he kept his trembling lips from quivering, and assumed, as he believed, an air of polite interest.

“You knew Mr. Beardmore very well?”

“Not very well,” said Marl. “I certainly have had business dealings with him.”

“Have you met him before?”

Marl hesitated. He was the kind of man to whom a lie came most readily, and his natural habit of mind was to state the exact opposite of the truth.

“No,” he admitted. “I had seen him years ago, but that was before he had grown a beard.”

“Where was Mr. Beardmore when you were coming into the house?” asked Parr.

“He was standing on the terrace,” replied Marl with unnecessary loudness.

“And you saw him?”

Marl nodded.

“They tell me, Mr. Marl,” Parr went on, looking down at his hat, “that for some reason or other you were startled — Mr. Jack Beardmore says that he thought you were momentarily terrified. What was the cause of that?”

Mr. Marl shrugged his shoulders and forced a smile.

“I think I explained it was a little heart attack. I am subject to them,” he said.

Pan-had turned his hat so that he was looking into the interior, and he did not raise his eyes when he asked: “It was not the sight of Mr. Beardmore?”

“Of course not,” said the other vigorously. “Why should I be scared of Mr. Beardmore? I’ve had a lot of correspondence with him, and know him almost as well—”

“But you hadn’t met him for years?”

“I hadn’t seen him for years,” corrected Marl irritably.

“And the cause of your agitation was just a heart attack, Mr. Marl?” asked the inspector.

For the first time his eyes rose and fixed themselves upon the other’s.

“Absolutely.” Marl’s voice did not lack heartiness. “I had forgotten all about my little seizure until you reminded me.”

“There is another point I wanted cleared up,” said the detective. His attention had gone back to his fascinating hat, which he was turning over and over mechanically until it had the appearance of a revolving butter-churn. “When you came to Mr. Beardmore’s house you were wearing pointed patent shoes.”

Marl frowned.

“Was I? I’ve forgotten.”

“Did you take any walk into the grounds, except the walk you had from the railway station?”

“No.”

“You didn’t walk around the house to admire the — er — architecture?”

“No, I did not. I was only in the house a few minutes, and then I drove away.”

Mr. Parr raised his eyes to the ceiling.

“Would it be asking you too much,” he demanded apologetically, “if I requested you to show me the patent shoes you wore that day?”

“Certainly,” said Marl, rising with alacrity.

He was out of the room a few minutes, and came back with a pair of long pointed patent boots.

The detective took them in his hand and looked earnestly at the sole.

“Yes,” he said. “Of course, these are not the boots you were wearing, because—” he rubbed the soles gently with his hand, “there is dust on them, and the ground has been wet for the last week.”

Marl’s heart nearly stopped beating.

“Those are the boots I wore,” he said defiantly. “What you call ‘dust’ is really dried mud.”

Parr looked at his dusty fingers and shook his head.

“I think there must be some mistake, Mr. Marl,” he said gently. “This is chalk dust.” He put the boots down and rose. “However, it isn’t very important,” he said. He stood so long, looking down at the carpet, that Mr. Marl, in spite of his fear, became impatient.

“Is there anything more I can do for you, officer?” he asked.

“Yes,” said Parr. “I want you to give me the name and address of your tailor. Perhaps you would write it down for me.”

“My tailor?” Mr. Marl glared at the visitor. “What the dickens do you want of my tailor?” And then, with a laugh, “Well, you are a curious man, inspector; but I’ll do it with pleasure.”

He went to his secretaire, pulled out a sheet of paper, wrote down a name and address and, blotting it, handed it to the detective.

“Thank you, sir.” Parr did not even look at the address, but put the paper into his pocket.

“I’m sorry to bother you, but you will realise that everybody who was present at the house within twentyfour hours of Mr. Beardmore’s death must necessarily be interrogated. The Crimson Circle—”

“The Crimson Circle!” gasped Mr. Marl, and the detective looked at him straightly.

“Didn’t you know that the Crimson Circle were responsible for this murder?”

To do him justice, Mr. Felix Marl knew nothing of the kind. He had seen a brief report that James Beardmore had been found shot but the association of the murder with the Crimson Circle had not been disclosed except by the Monitor, a newspaper which Mr. Marl never read.

He dropped into a chair, quaking. “The Crimson Circle,” he muttered. “Good God — I never thought—” he checked himself.

“What didn’t you think?” asked Parr gently.

“The Crimson Circle,” murmured the big man again. “I thought it was just a—” he did not complete his sentence.

For an hour after the detective’s departure Felix Marl sat huddled up in his chair, his head in his hands. The Crimson Circle! It was the first time he had ever been brought into even the remotest touch with that blackmailing organisation, and now its obtrusion upon the order of his thoughts was so violent that it disturbed every theory he had formed.

“I don’t like it,” he muttered as he got up painfully and turned on the light in the darkened room. “I think this is where I get away.” He spent the evening examining his bankbook, and the examination was very comforting. He could squeeze out a little more, he thought, and then —
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Another agent of the Crimson Circle found her lines cast in pleasant places. She had been accepted by Mr. Brabazon without question, and evidently the man in the car possessed extraordinary influences.

What was even more extraordinary was that day followed day without a word from her mysterious employer. She had expected that he would almost immediately avail himself of her services, but she had been at Brabazon’s (late Seller’s) Bank nearly a month before she received any communication. It came one morning. She found the letter on her desk, addressed in bold pen-print.

There was no sign of the Circle on the letter, which began without preamble:

Make the acquaintance of Marl. Discover why he has a hold over Brabazon. Send me the figures of his account and notify me immediately his account is closed. Notify me also if Parr and Derrick Yale come to the bank. Wire Johnson, 23, Mildred Street, City.

She carried out her instructions faithfully, though it was not for a few days that she had an opportunity of seeing Mr. Marl.

Only once did Derrick Yale come into the bank. She had seen him before, when he was a guest of the Beardmores, and even if she had not, she would have recognised him from the portrait of the famous detective which had appeared in the newspapers.

What his business was she did not learn, but, looking out of the corner of her eye from the little office she occupied alone, by virtue of her position as Brabazon’s private secretary, she saw him talking with one of the tellers at the counter, and duly notified the Crimson Circle. Inspector Parr, however, did not come, nor did she see Jack Beardmore. She did not want to think too much of Jack. He was not a pleasant subject.

In moments of perturbation John Brabazon, the austere and stately president of Seller’s Bank, had a characteristic little trick. His white hands would stray to the hair, curly and thick at the back of his head. One curl he would twist about his forefinger for a moment, and then he would slowly bring the tips of his fingers across his bald dome until they rested on his forehead. In such moments, with his head bowed and his fingers resting on his brow, he had the appearance of being engaged in prayer.

The gentleman who sat with him in his neat office had no characteristics at all. He was a big man, who breathed noisily, and he was puffy with lazy, indulgent living, but he did not fidget and his hands were folded over his large waistcoat.

“My dear Marl,” the banker’s voice was soft and almost caressing, “you try my patience at times. I will say nothing about the strain you put upon my resources.”

The big man chuckled. “I give you security, Brab — excellent security, old man. You can’t deny that!”

Mr. Brabazon’s white fingers played a tune on the edge of his desk.

“You bring me impossible schemes, and hitherto I have been foolish enough to finance them,” he said. “There must come an end to such folly. You have no need for help. Your balance at this bank alone is nearly a hundred thousand.”

Marl looked round at the door and bent forward.

“I’ll tell you a story,” he mumbled, “a story about a penniless young clerk that married the widow of Seller, of Seller’s Bank. She was old enough to be his mother, and died suddenly — in Switzerland. She fell over a precipice. Don’t I know it? Wasn’t I takin’ photographs of the bee-utiful mountain scenery? Did I ever show you the picture of that accident, Brab? You are in it! Yes, you’re in it, though you told the examining magistrate you were miles and miles away!”

Mr. Brabazon’s eyes were on the desk. Not a muscle of his face moved.

“Besides,” said Mr. Marl in a more normal tone, “you can afford it. You’re making another matrimonial alliance — that’s the expression, ain’t it?”

The banker raised his eyes and frowned at his visitor. “What do you mean?” he demanded.

Mr. Marl was evidently amused. He slapped his knee and choked with laughter.

“What about the person you met in Steyne Square the other night — the one in the closed motorcar, eh? Don’t deny it! I saw you! A nice little car, it was.”

Now, for the first time, Brabazon displayed signs of emotion. His face was grey and drawn and his eyes seemed to have receded further into their sockets. “I will arrange your loan,” he said. Mr. Marl’s expression of satisfaction was interrupted by a knock at the door. At Brabazon’s “Come in,” the door opened to admit one whose appearance put all other matters out of the visitor’s head.

The girl brought a paper which she placed before her employer — evidently a pencilled telephone message.

“White — gold — red,” Mr. Marl’s senses registered the impression he received. White, creamy white and delicate skin, red as poppies the scarlet lips, yellow as ripe corn the hair. He saw her in profile, was revolted a little at the firmness of her chin — Mr. Marl liked women who were yielding and soft and malleable in his hands — but the beauty of mouth and nose and brow — they made him blink.

He breathed a little more quickly, a little more loudly, and when she had gone after a colloquy, in a low tone, he sighed.

“What a queen!” he said. “I’ve seen her somewhere before. What is her name?”

“Drummond — Thalia Drummond,” said Mr. Brabazon, eyeing the gross man coldly.

“Thalia Drummond!” repeated Felix slowly. “Isn’t she the girl who used to be with Froyant? Bit sweet on her yourself, eh, Brabazon?”

The man at the writing-table looked at the other steadily.

“I do not make it a practice to be ‘sweet on’ my employees, Mr. Marl,” he said. “Miss Drummond is a very efficient worker. That is all that I require of my staff.”

Marl rose heavily, chuckling. “I’ll see you tomorrow morning about that other business,” he said.

He laughed wheezily, but Mr. Brabazon did not smile. “At half-past ten tomorrow,” he said, going to the door with the visitor. “Or can you make it eleven?”

“Eleven,” agreed the man.

“Good morning,” said the banker, but did not offer his hand. Hardly had the door closed on the visitor before Mr. Brabazon locked it and returned to his desk. He took from his pocketbook a plain white card, and dipping his pen in the red ink, drew a small circle. Beneath he wrote the words:

‘Felix Marl saw our interview in Steyne Square. He lives at 79, Marisburg Place.’

He put the card into an envelope and addressed it:

‘Mr. Johnson, 23, Mildred Street, City.’
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Mr. Marl had to pass through the bank premises, and he glanced along the two rows of desks without, however, catching a glimpse of the girl whose face he sought. Near the end of the counter was a small compartment, the occupant of which was shielded from observation by opaque glass windows. The door was ajar, and he caught just a flash of the figure and walked toward the door. A girl at a typewriter watched him curiously.

Thalia Drummond looked up from her desk to see the big smiling face of a man looking down at her.

“Busy, Miss Drummond?”

“Very,” she replied, but did not seem to resent his intrusion.

“Don’t get much fun here, do you?” he asked.

“Not a lot.” Her dark eyes were surveying him appraisingly.

“What about a bit of dinner one of these nights and a show to follow?” he asked.

Her eyes took him in from his dyed hair to his painfully varnished boots.

“You’re a wicked old man,” she said calmly, “but dinner is my favourite meal.”

His grin broadened and the fires of conquest flickered in his faded eyes.

“What about ‘The Moulin Gris’?” He suggested the restaurant, without doubting her acceptance, but her lips curled scornfully.

“Why not at Hooligans Fish Parlour?” she asked. “No, it’s the Ritz-Carlton or nothing for me.”

Mr. Marl was staggered, but pleased. “You’re a princess,” he beamed, “and you shall have a royal feed! What about tonight?” She nodded. “Meet me at my house in Marisburg Place, Bayswater Road. 7.30. You’ll find my name on the door.”

He paused, expecting her to demur, but to his surprise, she nodded again.

“Goodbye, darling,” said the bold Mr. Marl and kissed the tips of his fat fingers.

“Shut the door,” said the girl and went on with her work.

She was destined again to be interrupted. This time the visitor was a goodlooking girl, whose forearms were gauntletted in shiny leather. It was the typist who had followed Mr. Marl’s movements with such curiosity.

Thalia leant back in her chair as the newcomer carefully closed the door behind her and sat down.

“Well, Macroy, what’s biting you?” she asked inelegantly.

The words did not seem to harmonise with the delicate refinement of face, and not for the first time did Milly Macroy look at the girl wonderingly.

“Who’s the old nut?” she asked.

“An admirer,” replied Thalia calmly.

“You do attract ‘em, kid,” commented Milly Macroy, with some envy, and there was a little pause.

“Well?” asked Thalia. “You haven’t come here to discuss my amours, have you?”

Milly smiled furtively. “If amours is French for boys, I haven’t,” she said. “I’ve come to have a straight talk with you, Drummond.”

“Straight talks are meat and drink to me,” said Thalia Drummond.

“Do you remember the money that went out by registered post last Friday to the Sellinger Corporation?”

Thalia nodded.

“Well, I suppose you know that they claim that when the package arrived it contained nothing but paper?”

“Is that so?” asked Thalia. “Mr. Brabazon has said nothing to me about it,” and she returned the other’s scrutinising glance without faltering.

“I packed that money in the envelope,” said Milly Macroy slowly, “and you had it to check. There’s only you and me in this business. Miss Drummond, and one of us pinched the money, and I’ll swear it wasn’t me.”

“Then it must be me,” said Thalia with an innocent smile. “Really, Macroy, that’s a fairly serious accusation to make against an innocent female.”

The admiration in Milly’s eyes increased. “You’re a Thorough-Bad, if ever there was one!” she said. “Now, look here, kid, let’s put all our cards on the table. A month ago, soon after you came to the bank, there was a hundred note missing from the Foreign Exchange desk.”

“Well?” asked Thalia when she paused.

“Well, I happen to know that you had it and that it was changed by you at Bilbury’s in the Strand. I can tell you the number if you want to know.”

Thalia swung round and looked at the other under lowered brows.

“What have we here?” she asked in mock consternation. “A female sleuth! Heavens, I am indeed undone!”

The extravagant mockery of it all took Milly aback. “You’ve got ice in your brain!” she said. She leant forward and laid her hand on the girl’s arm. “There may be trouble over this Sellinger business, and you will want all the friends you can get.”

“So will you, for the matter of that,” said Thalia coolly. “You handled the money.”

“And you took it,” said the other, in a matter-of-fact tone. “Don’t let us have any argument about it, Drummond. If we stick together there’ll be no trouble at all — I can swear that the envelope was sealed in my presence and that the money was there.”

There was a dancing light of amusement in Thalia Drummond’s eyes and she laughed silently.

“All right,” she said, with a little shrug of her shoulders. “Let it go at that. Now, I suppose, having saved me from ruin, you’re going to ask me a favour? I’ll set your mind at rest about the money. I took it because I had a good home for it. I need money frequently and anyway there have been lots of postal robberies lately. There was a long article in the paper about it the other day. Now go ahead.”

Milly Macroy, who had not a slight acquaintance with the criminal classes, stared at the girl in amazement.

“You’re ice all right,” she nodded, “but you’ve got to cut out this cheap pilfering, otherwise you’re liable to spoil a real big thing and I can’t afford to see it spoilt. If you want a share of big money you’ve got to come in with people who are working big — do you get that?”

“I get it,” said Thalia, “and who are your collaborators?”

Miss Macroy did not recognise the term but answered discreetly: “There’s a gentleman I know—”

“Say ‘man’,” said Thalia. “Gentleman always reminds me of a tailor’s ad.”

“Well, a man if you like,” said the patient Miss Macroy.

“He’s a friend of mine and he’s been watching you for a week or two, and he thinks you’re the kind of clever girl who might make a lot of money without trouble. I told him about the other affair and he wants to see you.”

“Another admirer?” asked Thalia Drummond with a lift of her perfect eyebrows, and Macroy’s face darkened.

“There’ll be none of that, you understand, Drummond,” she said decisively. “This fellow and I are sort of — engaged.”

“Heaven forbid,” said Thalia Drummond piously, “that I should come between two loving hearts.”

“And you needn’t be sarcastic either,” said Macroy, redder still. “I tell you that there’s to be no lovey-dovey stuff in this. It’s real business, you understand?”

Thalia played with her paperknife. Presently she asked: “Suppose I don’t want to come into your combination?”

Milly Macroy looked suspiciously at the girl. “Come and have a bit of dinner after the bank closes,” she said.

“Nothing but invitations to dinner,” murmured Thalia and the nimble-witted Milly Macroy jumped at the truth.

“The old boy asked you to dinner, did he?” she demanded. “Well, ain’t that luck!” She whistled and her eyes brightened. She was about to offer a confidence, but changed her mind. “He’s got loads of money out of moneylending. My dear, I can see you with a diamond necklace in a week or two!”

Thalia straightened herself and took up her pen. “Pearls are my weakness,” she said. “All right, Macroy, I’ll see you tonight,” and she went on working.

Milly Macroy lingered. “Look here, you’re not going to tell this gentleman what I said about my being engaged to him, are you?”

“There’s Brab’s bell,” said Thalia, rising and taking up her notebook as a buzzer sounded. “No, I’m not going to discuss anything of the kind — I hate fairy stories anyway.”

Miss Macroy looked after the retreating figure of the girl with an expression which was not friendly.

Mr. Brabazon was sitting at his desk when the girl came in, and handed her a scaled envelope,

“Send this by hand,” he said. Thalia looked at the address and nodded, and then looked at Mr. Brabazon with a new interest. Truly the Crimson Circle was recruited from many and various classes.
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Thalia Drummond was almost the last of the staff to leave the bank that night, and she stood on the steps looking idly from left to right as she pulled on her gloves. If she saw the man who was watching her from the opposite side of the road she did not reveal the fact by so much as a glance. Presently her eyes lighted upon Milly waiting a few yards up the street, and she walked toward her.

“You’ve been a long time, Drummond,” grumbled Miss Macroy. “You mustn’t keep my friend waiting, you know. He doesn’t like it.”

“He’ll get over that,” said Thalia. “I do not run to timetable where men are concerned.”

She fell in by Milly’s side and they walked a hundred yards along the busy thoroughfare before they turned into Reeder Street.

The restaurants in Reeder Street have taken to themselves names which are designed to suggest the gaiety and epicurean wonders of Paris. The “Moulin Gris” was a small, deep shop which, with the aid of numerous mirrors and the application of gold leaf, had managed to create an atmosphere of cramped splendour.

The tables were set for dinner and empty, for it was two hours before the meal, and to the proprietors of the “Moulin Gris” such a function as afternoon tea was unknown. They went up a narrow stairway to another diningroom on the first floor, and a man who was seated at one of the tables rose briskly to meet them. He was a sleek, dark, young man, his beautifully brilliantined hair was brushed back from his forehead, and he was dressed, if not in the height of fashion, at least in the height of the fashion which he favoured.

A faint odour of l’origan, a soft large hand, a pair of bright unwinking eyes, were the first impressions which Thalia received.

“Sit down, sit down, Miss Drummond,” he said brightly. “Waiter, bring that tea.”

“This is Thalia Drummond,” said Miss Macroy, unnecessarily it seemed.

“We needn’t be introduced,” laughed the young man. “I’ve heard a lot about you, Miss Drummond. My name’s Barnet.”

“‘Flush’ Barnet,” said Thalia, and he seemed surprised and not ill-pleased. “You’ve heard of me, have you?”

“She’s heard of everything,” said Miss Macroy in resignation, “and what’s more,” she added significantly, “she knows Marl, and is dining with him tonight.”

Barnet looked sharply from one to the other, then back again at Milly Macroy. “Have you told her anything?” he asked. There was a note of menace in his voice.

“You don’t have to tell her anything,” said Miss Macroy recklessly. “She knows it all!”

“Did you tell her?” he repeated.

“About Marl? No, I thought you’d tell her that.”

The waiter brought the tea at that moment and there was a silence until he had gone.

“Now, I’m a plain-spoken man,” said ‘Flush’ Barnet, “And I’m going to tell you what I call you.”

“This sounds interesting,” said the girl, never taking her eyes from his face.

“I call you Thorough-Bad Thalia. How’s that? Good, eh?” said Mr. Barnet, leaning back in his chair and surveying her. “Thorough-Bad Thalia! You’re a naughty girl! I was in court the day old Froyant charged you with pinching!” He shook his head waggishly.

“You’re as full of information as last year’s almanac,” said Thalia Drummond coolly. “I suppose you didn’t bring me here to exchange compliments?”

“No, I didn’t,” admitted ‘Flush’ Barnet, and the jealous Miss Macroy recognised, by certain signs, the fascination that the girl was casting over her lover. “I brought you here to talk business. We’re all friends here, and we’re all in the same old business. I want to tell you straight away that I’m not one of your little thieving crooks, who lives from hand to mouth.”

He spoke very correctly, but aspirated his “h’s” just a trifle heavily, Thalia duly remarked.

“I have people behind me who can find money to any amount if the job is good enough, and you’re spoiling a good pitch, Thalia.”

“Oh, I am, am I?” said Thalia. “Admitting I am all you think I am, in what way do I spoil the pitch?”

Mr. Barnet rolled his head from side to side with a smile. “My dear girl,” he said with goodnatured reproach. “How long do you think you’re going to last, taking money from envelopes and sending on old bits of paper? Eh? If my friend Brabazon hadn’t got the idea into his silly head that the fraud was worked in the post, you’d have had the police in your office in no time. And when I say my friend Brabazon, I’m not being funny, see?”

Here, he evidently thought he had said too much, though he found it very difficult indeed to leave the question of his friendship with the austere banker. Challenged, he might have said more, but Thalia offered no comment. “Now, I’m going to tell you something,” he leant over the table and regulated his voice. “Milly and me have been working Brabazon’s bank for two months. There’s a big lot of money to be got, but not out of the bank — Brabazon is a friend of mine — but it can be done through one of the clients, and the man with the biggest balance is Marl.”

Her lips curled for the second time that day. “That’s where you’re wrong,” she said quietly. “Marl’s balance wouldn’t buy a row of beans.”

He stared at her incredulously, then looked at Milly Macroy with a frown.

“You told me that he had the best part of a hundred thousand—”

“So he has,” said the girl.

“He had until to-day,” replied Thalia. “But this afternoon Mr. Brabazon went out — I think he went to the Bank of England, because the notes were all new. He sent for me and I saw them stacked up on his desk. He told me he was closing Marl’s account, and that he was not the kind of man he wanted as a client. Then he took the money and called on Marl, I think, for when he came back just before the bank closed he handed me Marl’s cheque.”

“‘I’ve settled that account, Miss Drummond,’ he said. ‘I don’t think we’ll be troubled with that blackguard again.’”

“Did he know about Marl asking you out to dinner?” asked Milly, but the girl shook her head.

Mr. Barnet said nothing. He was sitting back in his chair, fondling his chin, with a faraway look in his eyes. “A big amount, was it?” he asked.

“Sixty-two thousand,” replied the girl.

“And it is in his house?” said Barnet, his face pink with excitement. “Sixty-two thousand! Did you hear that, Milly? And you’re dining with him tonight?” said ‘Flush’ Barnet slowly and significantly. “Now, what about it?”

She met his gaze without flinching. “What about what?” she asked.

“Here’s the chance of a lifetime,” he said, husky with emotion. “You’re going to the house. You’re not above stringing the old man along, are you, Thalia?”

She was silent.

“I know the place,” said ‘Flush’ Barnet, “one of those quaint little houses in Kensington that cost a fortune to keep up. Marisburg Place, Bayswater Road.”

“I know the address pretty well,” said the girl.

“He keeps three menservants,” said ‘Flush’ Barnet, “but they’re usually out any night he happens to be entertaining a lady friend. Do you get me?”

“But he’s not entertaining me in his house,” said the girl.

“What’s the matter with a little bit of supper after the show, eh?” asked Barnet. “Suppose he puts it up to you, and you say yes. There’ll be no servants in the house when you get back. That I’ll take my oath. I’ve studied Marl.”

“What do you expect me to do? Rob him?” asked Thalia. “Stick a gun under his nose and say, ‘Deliver your pieces of eight’?”

“Don’t be a fool,” said Mr. Barnet, startled out of his pose of elegant gentleman. “You’re to do nothing but have your supper and come away. Keep him amused, make him laugh. You needn’t be frightened because I’ll be in the house soon after you, and if there’s any trouble I’ll be on hand.”

The girl was playing with her teaspoon, her eyes fixed on the tablecloth.

“Suppose he doesn’t send his servants away?”

“You can bank on that,” interrupted Mr. Barnet. “Moses! There never was such a wonderful opportunity! Do you agree?”

Thalia shook her head.

“It is too big for me. Maybe you’re right and I’m likely to get into trouble, but it seems to me that petty pilfering is my long suit.”

“Bah!” said Barnet in disgust. “You’re mad! Now’s your time to make a harvest, my dear. You’re not known to the police. You’re not under the limelight like me. Are you going to do it?”

She dropped her eyes again to the cloth and again fidgeted with her spoon nervously.

“All right,” she said with a sudden shrug, “I might as well be hung for a sheep as a lamb.”

“Or for a good share of sixty thousand as for a miserable couple of hundred, eh?” said Barnet jovially, and beckoned the waiter.

Thalia left the restaurant and turned homeward. She had to pass the bank, and it was not good policy, she thought, to hail a taxicab until she had left the neighbourhood, where Mr. Brabazon’s grave eyes might observe her extravagance. She had turned into the stream of pedestrians that thronged Regent Street at this hour when she felt a touch on her arm, and turned.

A young man was walking by her side, a goodlooking, keen-faced young man who did not smile ingratiatingly as others had done who had nudged her arm in Regent Street, nor did he inquire if she were going the same way as he.

“Thalia!”

She turned quickly at the sound of the voice, and for a second her self-possession failed her.

“Mr. Beardmore!” she faltered.

Jack’s face was flushed and he was obviously embarrassed.

“I only wanted to speak to you for a moment. I have waited for a week for the opportunity,” he said hurriedly.

“You knew I was at Brabazon’s — who told you?”

He hesitated.

“Inspector Parr,” he said, and when he saw the smile curl on the girl’s lips, he went on: “Old Parr isn’t a bad sort, really. He has never said another word against you, Thalia.”

“Another!” she quoted, “but does it really matter? And now, Mr. Beardmore, I really must go. I have a very important engagement.”

But he held fast to her hand.

“Thalia, won’t you tell me why you did it?” he asked quietly. “Who is behind you?”

She laughed.

“There is a reason for your keeping this extraordinary company,” he went on, when she stopped him.

“What extraordinary company?” she demanded.

“You have just come from a restaurant,” he said. “You have been there with a man called ‘Flush’ Barnet, a notorious crook and a man who has served a term of penal servitude. The woman with you was Milly Macroy, a confederate of his who was concerned in the Darlington CoOperative robbery and has also served a term of imprisonment. At present she is engaged at Brabazon’s Bank.”

“Well?” said the girl again.

“Surely you don’t know the character of these people?” urged Jack.

“And how do you know them?” she asked calmly. “Am I wrong in supposing that you were not alone in your — vigil? Were you accompanied by the admirable Mr. Parr? I see you were. Why, you are almost a policeman yourself, Mr. Beardmore.”

Jack was staggered. “Do you realise that it is Parr’s duty to inform your employer that you keep that kind of company?” he asked. “For heaven’s sake, Thalia, take a sane view of your position.”

But she laughed. “Heaven forbid that I should interfere with the duty of a responsible police officer,” she said, “but on the whole I’d rather Mr. Parr didn’t. That at least is a sign of grace,” she smiled. “Yes, I’d much rather he didn’t. I don’t mind the police speaking to me for my good because it is only right and proper that they should try to lead the weak from their sinful ways. But an employer who attempts to reform an erring girl might be a bit of a nuisance, don’t you think?”

In spite of himself he laughed. “Really, Thalia, you’re much too clever for the kind of company you’re keeping and for the kind of life you’re drifting to,” he added earnestly. “I know I have no right to interfere, but perhaps I could help you. Particularly,” he hesitated, “if you have done something which places you in the power of these people.”

She put out her hand with a rare smile. “Goodbye,” she said sweetly, and left him feeling something of a fool.

The girl walked quickly through Burlington Arcade to Piccadilly and entered a taxi. The block of mansions at which she alighted was situated in the Marylebone Road and was a distinct improvement on Lexington Street.

The liveried porter took her up in the elevator to the third floor, and she let herself into a flat which was both prettily and expensively furnished. She pressed a bell, and it was answered by a staid middle-aged woman.

“Martha,” she said, “I shan’t want any tea, thank you. Lay out my blue evening gown and telephone to Waltham’s, Garage and tell them that I shall want a car to be here at five minutes before half past seven.”

Miss Drummond’s wages from the bank were exactly £4 a week.
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“So you’ve come, eh?” said Mr. Marl, rising to greet the girl. “My word, but you look smart! And you look lovely, my dear, too!”

He took both her hands in his and led her into the little gold and white drawingroom.

“Lovely!” he repeated in an almost hushed voice. “I can tell you I was a little bit scared about taking you to the Ritz-Carlton. You don’t mind my frankness, do you — have a cigarette?”

He fumbled in the tail-pocket of his dress coat, produced a large gold case and opened it.

“You thought I’d turn up in one of Morne & Gillingsworth’s six guinea models, eh?” she laughed as she lit the cigarette.

“Well, I did, my dear. I’ve had a lot of unhappy experiences,” explained Marl as he seated himself heavily in an armchair. “I’ve had ’em turn up in queer clothes, I can tell you!”

“Do you make a practice of entertaining the young and the fair?” Thalia had seated herself on the big padded fireguard and was looking down at him under her half-closed lids.

“Well,” said Mr. Marl complacently, rubbing his hands. “I’m not so old that I don’t get some pleasure out of ladies’ society. But you’re stunning!”

He was a blonde, redfaced man with suspiciously brown hair, suspiciously even teeth, and for this evening he had acquired a waist which seemed wholly unreal.

“We’re going to dinner and then we’ll go on and see ‘The Boys and the Girls’ at the Winter Palace,” he said, “and then,” he hesitated, “what do you say to a little supper?” he asked.

“A little supper? I don’t take supper,” said the girl.

“Well, you can peck a bit of fruit, I suppose?” suggested Mr. Marl

“Where?” asked the girl steadily. “Most of the restaurants are closed before the theatres are out, aren’t they?”

“There’s no reason why you shouldn’t come back here? You’re not a prude, my dear, are you?”

“Not much,” she confessed.

“I can see you home in my car,” he said.

“I’ve got my own car, thank you,” said the girl, and Mr. Marl’s eyes opened. Then he began to laugh steadily at first, and his laughter ended in an asthmatical paroxysm. Presently he gasped: “Oh, you wicked little devil!”

The evening was an interesting one for Thalia, more interesting by reason of the fact that she caught a glimpse of Mr. ‘Flush’ Barnet in the hall of the hotel as she passed through.

It was after the theatre was over and they were standing in the vestibule, waiting for the liftman to call their car, that Thalia showed some symptom of hesitation, but the eloquent Mr. Felix Marl overcame whatever reluctance she felt, and as the clock was striking the half hour after eleven she passed into the hall, not failing to notice that Mr. Marl did not ring for his servants, but let himself in with his own latchkey.

The supper was laid in a rose-panelled diningroom.

“I will help you, my dear,” said Mr. Marl. “We won’t bother about the servants.”

But she shook her head. “I can eat nothing, and I think I’ll go home now,” she said.

“Wait, wait,” he begged. “I want to have a little talk with you about your boss. I can do you a lot of good in that firm — at the bank, Thalia. Who called you Thalia?”

“My godfathers and godmothers, M. or N,” said Thalia solemnly, and Mr. Marl squeaked his delight at her humour.

He was passing behind her, ostensibly to reach one of the dishes which were set on the table, when he stooped and, had she not slipped from his grasp, would have kissed her. “I think I’ll go home,” said Thalia.

“Rubbish!” Mr. Marl was annoyed, and when Mr. Marl was annoyed he forgot that he made any pretensions to gentle birth. “Come and sit down.”

She looked at him long and thoughtfully, and then, turning suddenly, went to the door, and turned the handle. It was locked.

“I think you had better open this door, Mr. Marl,” she said quietly.

“I think not,” chuckled Mr. Marl. “Now, Thalia, be the dear, good little girl I thought you were.”

“I should hate to dissipate any illusions you may have about my character,” said Thalia coolly. “You’ll open that door, please.”

“Certainly,”

He ambled toward the door, feeling in his pocket, then before she could realise his intention he had seized her in his arms. He was a powerful man, a head taller than she, and his big hands gripped her arms like steel clamps.

“Let me go,” said Thalia steadily. She did not lose her nerve nor show the least sign of fear.

Suddenly he felt her tense muscles relax. He had conquered.

With a quick intake of breath he released his hold of the sullen girl.

“Let me have some supper,” she said, and he beamed.

“Now, my dear, you are being the little girl I — what’s that?”

The last was a squeak of terror.

She had strolled slowly to the table and had taken up the brocade bag. He had watched her and thought she was seeking a handkerchief. Instead she had produced a small, black, egg-shaped thing, and with a flick of her left hand had pulled out a small pin and dropped the pin on to the table. He knew what it was — he had dabbled in army supplies and had seen many Mills bombs.

“Put it down — no, no, put the pin in, you young fool!” he whimpered.

“Don’t worry,” she said coolly. “I have a spare pin in my bag — open that door!”

His hand shook like a man with palsy as he fumbled at the keyhole. Then he turned and blinked at her.

“A Mills bomb!” he mumbled, and fell back an obese mass of quivering flesh against the delicate panelling.

Slowly she nodded. “A Mills bomb,” she said softly, and went out, still gripping the lever of the deadly egg-like thing. He followed her to the door and slammed it after he, then went shakily up the stairs to his bedroom.

“Flush” Barnet, standing in the shadow of a clothes-press, heard the click of locks and the snap of a bolt as Mr. Marl entered his room. The house was still. Through the thick door of Mr. Marl’s bedroom no sound came. There was no transom to the door, and the only evidence that there was somebody in his room was afforded by a fret of light in the ceiling of the passage, which came through a ventilator in the wall of the bedroom.

During the war this house had been used as an officers’ convalescent home, and certain hygienic arrangements had been introduced, which were more useful than beautiful.

‘Flush’ crept softly in his stockinged feet to the door and listened. He thought he heard the man talking to himself and looked around for some means by which he could obtain a view of the room. There was a small oaken table in the corridor and he placed this against the wall and mounted. His eyes came to the level of the ventilator and he looked down upon Mr. Marl pacing the room in his shirtsleeves, obviously disturbed. Then ‘Flush’ Barnet heard a sound. Just a faint “hush-hush” of feet on a carpet, and he slipped down, walked quickly along the corridor, passing the head of the stairs.

The hall below was in darkness, but he felt rather than saw a figure on the stairway. Whether it was man or woman he could not say, and did not stop to discover. It might be one of the servants returning furtively — servants did not always stay away when they were bidden. ‘Flush’ passed to the farther end of the corridor and from an angle in the wall watched. He saw nobody pass the head of the stairs, but there was no background. After a while he crept back again. There was nothing to be gained by forcing the door of Marl’s bedroom, even if it were possible. He had had time to inspect the house at his leisure, and he had already decided upon investigating the little safe in the library, for Mr. Marl’s own room had drawn blank.

The “investigation”, which took two hours and the employment of one of the best sets of tools in the profession, was not unprofitable. But it did not reveal the huge sum of money which he anticipated. He hesitated. The night was too far through to make an attempt on the bedroom, even if he had not already searched it from wall to wall. He folded his kit and slipped it into one pocket, his loot into another, and went upstairs again. There was no sound from Marl’s room, but the light was still on. He tried to look through the keyhole, but the key was still there. The only inducement there was for him to enter the room was the possibility that the money was in the man’s clothes. This likelihood was remote, he thought. Possibly Marl had taken it to some safe deposit — a contingency which Barnet had foreseen.

He went slowly down the stairs, through the hall and the butler’s pantry to the side door, where he had left his boots, his overcoat and his shiny silk hat, for he was in evening dress. Then he stole softly forth along the covered passageway running by the side of the house. Here a door opened into the little forecourt of Marl’s house. He reached the garden and his hand was on the gate when somebody touched him and he spun round.

“I want you, ‘Flush’,” said a well-remembered voice. “Inspector Parr. You may remember me?”

“Parr!” gasped the bewildered Barnet, and with an oath wrenched himself free and leapt through the gate, but the three policemen who were waiting for him were not so easy to dispose of, and they marched ‘Flush’ Barnet to the nearest police station, a worried man.

In the meantime Parr conducted a search of his own. Accompanied by a detective he made his way to the hall of the house and up the stairs.

“This is the only room occupied apparently,” he said, and knocked at the door.

There was no reply. “Go along and see if you can rouse any of the servants,” said Parr.

The man came back with the startling information that there were no servants in the house.

“There’s somebody here,” said the old inspector, and flashing his lamp along the corridor he saw the table, and with an agility remarkable in one of his age, he leapt up and peered through the ventilator.

“I can just see somebody asleep,” he said. “Hi! Wake up!” he called, but there was no reply. Hammering on the door did not produce any response.

“Go down and see if you can find a hatchet, we’ll break open the door,” said Parr. “I don’t like this.” Hatchet there was none, but they found a hammer, “Can you show a light, Mr. Parr?” asked the man, and the inspector flashed his lamp on the door. It was a white door — white except for the Crimson Circle affixed to a panel as by a rubber stamp.

“Break in the door,” said Parr, breathing heavily.

For five minutes they smashed at a panel before they finally hammered it through, and the sleeper within gave no sign of consciousness.

Parr reached his hand through the door, turned the key and, by dint of stretching, found the bolt at the top. He slipped into the room. The light was still burning and its rays fell across the man on the bed, who lay upon his back, a twisted smile on his face, most obviously dead.
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It was long after midnight and Derrick Yale was sitting in his pretty little study — he lived in a flat overlooking the park — when the knock came to the door and he rose to admit Inspector Parr.

Parr related the incident of the evening. “But why didn’t you tell me?” asked Derrick a little reproachfully, and then laughed. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I always seem to be butting in on your affairs. But how came the murderer to escape? You say you had had the house surrounded for two hours. Did the girl come out?”

“Undoubtedly; she came out and drove home.”

“And nobody else went in?”

“I wouldn’t like to swear that,” said Parr. “Whoever was in the house had probably arrived long before Marl returned from the theatre. I have since discovered that there was a way out through the garage at the back of the house. When I said the house was surrounded that was an exaggeration. There was a way through the back garden which I did not know. I didn’t even suspect there were gardens there. Undoubtedly he went through the garage door.”

“Do you suspect the girl at all?” Parr shook his head. “But why were you surrounding Marl’s house at all?” asked Derrick Yale seriously.

The answer was as unexpected as it was sensational.

“Because Marl has been under police observation ever since he came back to London,” said Parr. “In fact, ever since I discovered that he was the man who wrote the letter, the scrap of which I found and which I compared last week with his writing — I asked him for the address of his tailor.”

“Marl?” said the other incredulously.

Inspector Parr nodded.

“I don’t know what there was between old man Beardmore and Marl, or what brought him to the house. I’ve been trying to reconstruct the scene. You may remember that when Marl came to the house on a visit he was suddenly seized with a panic.”

“I remember,” nodded Yale. “Jack Beardmore told me about it. Well?”

“He refused to stay at the house, said he was going back to London,” said Parr. “As a matter of fact, he went no farther than Kingside, which is a station some eight or nine miles away. He sent his bag on to London and came back by road. He was probably the person whom the murderer saw in the wood that night. Now why had he come back if he was so scared that he ran away in the first place? And why did he write that letter for delivery in the night when he had every opportunity to tell James Beardmore by day, when he was with him?”

There was a long silence. “How was Marl killed?” asked Yale.

The other shook his head. “That is a mystery to me. The murderer could not possibly have entered the room. I had an interview with ‘Flush’ Barnet — as yet he knows nothing about the murder — and he admits he broke in for the purpose of burglary. He says he heard the sound of somebody moving about the house, and very naturally hid himself. He also says he heard a strange hissing sound, like air escaping from a pipe. Another remarkable clue was a round wet patch on the pillow, within a few inches of the dead man’s hand. It was exactly circular. At first I thought it was a symbol of the Crimson Circle, until I discovered another patch on the counterpane. The doctor has not been able to diagnose the cause of death, but the motive is clear. According to his banker — I’ve just been talking to Brabazon on the telephone — he drew a large sum of money from the bank yesterday. In fact, Brabazon closed his account. They had a quarrel over something or other. The safe was of course opened by ‘Flush’ Barnet, but there was no money found on him when he was searched at the police station. Curiously enough, we did discover several little oddments that ‘Flush’ had picked up — now, who took the money?”

Derrick Yale paced the floor, his hands behind him, his chin on his breast. “Do you know anything of Brabazon?” he asked.

The other did not reply immediately. “Only that he is a banker and does a lot of foreign work.”

“Is he solvent?” asked Derrick Yale bluntly, and the inspector raised his dull eyes slowly until they were on a level with the other’s.

“No,” he said, “and I don’t mind telling you that we’ve had one or two complaints about his methods.”

“Were they good friends — Marl and Brabazon?”

“Fairly good,” was the hesitating reply. “The impression I have from reports is that Marl had some hold over Brabazon.”

“And Brabazon was insolvent,” mused Derrick Yale. “And this afternoon Marl closes his account. In what circumstances? Did he come to the bank?”

Briefly the detective explained what had happened. It seemed that there was precious little that did happen at Brabazon’s bank that he did not know.

Derrick Yale was beginning to respect this man, whom at first he had regarded, with a goodnatured scorn, as a little stupid.

“I wonder if it would be possible for me to go to Marl’s house tonight?”

“I came to suggest that,” said the other. “In fact, I kept a cab waiting at the door with that idea.”

Derrick Yale did not speak during the journey to Bayswater, and it was not until he stood in the hall of the house in Marisburg Place that he broke the silence.

“We ought to find a small steel cylinder somewhere,” he said slowly.

The policeman standing on duty in the hall came forward and saluted the inspector.

“We found an iron bottle in the garage, sir?” he said.

“Ah!” cried Derrick Yale triumphantly. “I thought so!”

He almost ran up the stairs ahead of the detective and paused in the passage, which was now lighted. The little oak table stood against the ventilator and toward that he moved. Then he went down on his hands and knees and sniffed the carpet. Presently he choked and coughed and got up, red in the face.

“Let me see that cylinder,” he said. They brought it to him. The policeman’s description of it as a bottle was nearer the truth. It was an iron bottle, at the end of which was a small pipe to which was attached a tiny turnkey.

“And now there ought to be a cup somewhere,” he said, looking round, “unless he brought it in a bottle.”

“There was a small glass bottle in the garage near this, sir,” said the policeman who had found it, “it is broken, though.”

“Bring it to me quickly,” said Yale. “And I can only hope that it isn’t so completely smashed that none of its contents are left.”

The stout Mr. Parr was regarding him sombrely.

“What is all this about?” he asked, and Derrick Yale chuckled.

“A new way of committing a murder, my dear Mr. Parr,” he said airily, “now let us go into the room.”

The body of Marl lay on the bed covered by a sheet and the circular patch of wet on the pillow had not dried. The windows were open and a fitful wind kept the curtains fluttering.

“Of course you can’t smell it here,” said Yale speaking to himself, and again went on his knees and nosed the carpet. And again he coughed and rose hurriedly.

By this time they had returned with the lower half of a glass bottle. It contained a few drops of liquid, and this Yale poured into his hand.

“Soap and water,” he said; “I thought it would be. And now I’ll explain how Marl was killed. Your thief, ‘Flush’ Barnet, heard a hissing sound. It was the sound of a heavy gas escaping from this cylinder. I may be wrong, but I should imagine there is enough poison gas in that little iron bottle to settle your account and mine. It is still lying on the floor, by the way. It is one of those heavy gases which descend.”

“But how did it kill Marl? Did they pump it through the grating on to his head?”

Derrick Yale shook his head. “It is a much simpler and a much more deadly method which the Crimson Circle employed,” he said quietly.

“They blew bubbles.”

“Bubbles?”

Derrick Yale nodded. “The end of this cylinder — you can still feel the slime of the soap upon it — was first dipped into the soap solution, then thrust through the grating. The tap was turned down and a bubble formed, which was shaken off. From the ventilator,” he ran outside and jumped on to the table, “yes, I thought so,” he said, “he could see Marl’s head. Two or three of the bubbles must have been failures. One struck the pillow, but I should imagine that that was blown after his death; one struck the wall, you will find the wet patch, but one, and probably more, burst on his face. He must have been killed almost instantaneously.” Parr could only gape. “I thought it all out on the way here. The circular patch on the pillow reminded me of my own boyish exploits and their disastrous effect when I started blowing bubbles in the bedroom. And then when you mentioned the ventilator and the hissing noise, I was perfectly certain that my theory was right.”

“But we smelt no gas when we came into the room,” said Parr.

“The wind may have blown away the fumes,” said Derrick Yale. “But apart from that, the weight of the gas would send it to the floor, and by its own density it would spread evenly — look!” He struck a match, shielded it for a moment until it caught light, and then slowly brought it to the floor level. An inch from the carpet the match was suddenly extinguished.

“I see,” said Inspector Parr.

“Now what about searching the place? Perhaps I can be of use,” suggested Yale, but his offer of help did not meet with any very gracious response.

A small police audience, which had listened awestricken while Yale had developed his theory, could understand the Inspector’s feelings. Apparently Yale did, too, for with a good-humoured laugh he made his excuses and went home. There are moments when the headquarters police should be left alone with their own emotions. Nobody realised this more than Derrick Yale.
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Inspector Parr, after a further search, proceeded to the nearest police station to interview Mr. ‘Flush’ Barnet.

‘Flush’, a depressed and weary man, had no illuminating information to give.

The proceeds of his robbery lay upon the station-sergeant’s table, a miscellaneous collection of rings and watches, a perfectly valueless bankbook — valueless to ‘Flush’, at any rate — and a silver flask. But the most surprising circumstance was that in ‘Flush’ Barnet’s pocket were two brand new bank notes for a hundred pounds, which he insisted stoutly were his own property.

Now burglars, and particularly the type of burglar that ‘Flush’ Barnet was, are notoriously improvident people. They do not work whilst they have money, and with two hundred pounds in his possession, it is certain that ‘Flush’ Barnet would not have attempted to break into Marisburg Place.

“They’re my own, I tell you, Mr. Parr,” he protested. “Would I tell you a lie?”

“Of course you would,” said Inspector Parr without heat. “If they are your own, where did you get them?”

“They were given to me by a friend.”

“Why did you light a fire in the library?” asked Parr unexpectedly, and ‘Flush’ Barnet started. “Because I was cold,” he said after a pause. “H’m,” said Inspector Parr, and then as though speaking his thoughts aloud, “he has two hundred of his own, he breaks into a house, he burgles a safe and lights a fire. Now, why did he light the fire? Why did he light the fire? To burn something he’d found in the safe!”

‘Flush’ Barnet listened without offering any comment, but he was visibly distressed.

“Therefore,” said Parr, “you were paid to break into Marl’s house and you got two hundred for pinching something from his safe and burning it. Am I right?”

“If I died this moment—” began ‘Flush’ Barnet.

“You’d go to hell,” said the inspector dispassionately, “where all liars go. Who is your pal, Barnet? You’d better tell me, because I’m in two minds whether I shall charge you with the murder—”

“Murder!” almost screamed ‘Flush’ Barnet, as he sprang to his feet. “What do you mean? I haven’t committed a murder!”

“Marl’s dead, that’s all; found dead in his bed.”

He left the prisoner in a state of mental prostration, and when he returned in the early hours of the morning to renew his inquisition, ‘Flush’ Barnet told him all. “I don’t know anything about Crimson Circles, Mr. Parr,” he said, “but this is the truth.”

He added a pious wish that Providence would deal hardly with him if he departed from veracity.

“I’m keeping company with a young lady at Brabazon’s bank. One night when she was working late, I was waiting for her when a gentleman came out of the side entrance of the bank and called me. I was surprised to hear him mention my name, and I nearly dropped dead when I saw his face.”

“It was Mr. Brabazon?” suggested Parr.

“That’s right, sir. He asked me into his private office. I thought he’d got something against Milly.”

“Go on,” said Parr, when the man paused.

“Well, I’ve got to save myself, haven’t I? And I suppose I’d better speak the whole truth. He told me that Marl was blackmailing him, and that Marl had some letters of his which he kept in his private safe, and offered me a thousand if I’d get them. That’s the truth. And then he gave me an idea that Marl kept a lot of money in the house. He didn’t exactly say so, but that is what he hinted. He knew I’d been inside for burglary, he’d made inquiries about me, and said that I was the right kind of man. Well, sir, I went round and took a squint at the place, and it seemed to me that it was a bit difficult. There were always men servants in the house, except when Mr. Marl was entertaining ladies to supper,” he grinned. “I’d have given up the job, only there’s a young lady in the office that Marl was sweet on.”

“Thalia Drummond?” suggested Parr.

“That’s right, sir,” nodded ‘Flush’. “It was what you might call an act of Providence, him being sweet on her, and when I found that he’d invited her to dinner, I thought that was a good opportunity to get in. It seemed money for nothing when I found out that he’d drawn his bank balance. I opened the safe — that was easy — found the envelope, but it had no papers, only a photograph of a man and a woman on a rock. I think it was a photograph of some place abroad, for there were lots of mountains in the background, and he seemed to be pushing her over and she was holding on to a bit of tree. Maybe it was one of those cinema pictures. Anyway, I burnt it.”

“I see,” said Inspector Parr. “And that is all?”

“That’s all, sir. I never found any money.”

At seven o’clock, with a warrant in his pocket, and accompanied by two detectives, Inspector Parr made a call at the block of flats where Brabazon had his residence.

A servant in night attire opened the door to them and indicated the banker’s room. The door was locked, but Parr kicked it open without ceremony. The room, however, was empty. An open window and a fire escape suggested the method by which the eminent banker had made his getaway, and the fact that the bed had not been slept in and that there was no sign of disorder in the room, showed that he had gone hours before the detective’s arrival.

By the side of the bed there was a telephone, and Parr called the exchange.

“Can you find if any message came through to this number during the night?” he asked. “I am Inspector Parr, of police headquarters.”

“Two,” was the reply. “I put them through myself. One from Bayswater—”

“That was mine,” said the Inspector. “What was the other?”

“From the Western Exchange — at 2.30.”

“Thank you,” said the inspector grimly, and hung up the telephone.

He looked at his companions and rubbed his big nose irritably.

“Thalia Drummond is going to get another job,” he said.
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It took over a week to settle the preliminaries of Brabazon’s insolvency, and at the end of that time, Thalia walked from the bank with a week’s salary in her little leather bag, and no immediate prospects of employment.

Inspector Parr had not minced his words, which he had addressed to her before an impressed audience.

“Only the fact that I saw you come out of Marl’s house and saw him close the door on you, saves you from a serious charge,” he said.

“If it had only saved me from a lecture also, I should have been pleased,” said Thalia coolly.

“What do you make of her?” asked Parr, as the girl disappeared through the swing doors of the office.

“She rather puzzles me,” It was Derrick Yale to whom he had addressed his question. “And the more I think of her, the more I am puzzled. The woman Macroy says that she has been engaged in pilfering since she has been at the bank, but there is no proof of that. In fact, the only person who could supply the proof is our absent friend, Brabazon. Why didn’t you call her as a witness in the prosecution of Barnet?”

“It would be a case of Barnet’s word against hers,” said the detective, shaking his head, “and the case against Barnet was so clear that I didn’t want any further evidence than my own eyes.”

Yale was frowning thoughtfully. “I wonder,” he said, half to himself.

“What do you wonder?”

“I wonder if this girl could give us a little more information about the Crimson Circle than we have at present. I’m half inclined to engage her.” Parr muttered something under his breath. “I know you think I’m mad, but really I have method in my madness. There is nothing to steal in my office; she would be under my eye all the time, and if she were in communication with the Circle, I should certainly know all about it. Besides, she interests me.”

“Why did you shake hands with her?” asked Parr curiously, and the other laughed.

“That is why she interests me. I wanted to get an impression, and the impression I had was of some dark sinister force in the background of her life. That girl is not working independently. She has behind her—”

“The Crimson Circle?” suggested Parr, and there was the suggestion of a sneer in his tone.

“Very likely,” said the other seriously. “Anyway, I’m going to see her.” He called at Thalia’s flat that afternoon, and her servant showed him into the pretty little drawingroom. A minute after Thalia came in, and there was a smile in her fine eyes as she recognised her visitor.

“Well, Mr. Yale, have you come to give me a few words of warning?”

“Not exactly,” laughed Yale. “I’ve come to offer you a job.”

Her eyebrows rose. “Do you want an assistant,” she asked ironically, “acting on the principle that to catch a thief you must employ a thief? Or have you views about my reformation? Several people want to reform me,” she said. She sat down on the piano stool, her hands behind her, and he knew that she was mocking him.

“Why do you steal, Miss Drummond?”

“Because it is my nature to,” she said without hesitation. “Why should kleptomania be confined to the ruling classes?”

“Do you get any satisfaction out of it?” he demanded. “I’m not asking out of idle curiosity, but as a student of human man and woman.”

She waved her hand round the apartment. “I have the satisfaction of a very comfortable home,” she said. “I have a good servant, and I am not likely to starve. All these things are particularly satisfying to me. Now tell me about the job, Mr. Yale. Do you want me to be a policewoman?”

“Not exactly,” he smiled, “but I want a secretary, somebody upon whom I can rely. My work is increasing at a tremendous rate; my correspondence is much more than I can cope with. I will add, that there is little opportunity in my office for the exercise of your pet vice,” he added good-humouredly, “and anyway, I’ll take that risk.”

She considered a moment, looking at him steadily. “If you’re willing to take the risk, so am I,” she said at last. “Where is your office?” He gave her the address. “I shall be with you at ten o’clock in the morning. Lock up your chequebook and clear away your loose change,” she said.

“A remarkable girl,” he thought as he was going back to the city.

He spoke no more than the truth when he had told Parr that she puzzled him, and yet he had met with every type of criminal, and probably knew more of criminal psychology than did Parr with all his experience.

His mind strayed to Parr, that unhappy individual whom he knew was in disgrace. How much longer would police headquarters tolerate him after this third failure to deal with the Crimson Circle, he wondered.

Mr. Parr was thinking on the same lines that night. A brief official memo, had awaited him on his arrival at headquarters, and he read it with a grimace of pain. And there was worse to follow, he guessed, and he had good reason for that fear. The next morning he was summoned to the house of Mr. Froyant, and found Derrick Yale already there.

For all their good relationship, the chase of the Crimson Circle had developed into a duel between these strangely different personalities. It was an open secret in newspaper land that Parr’s impending ruin was due less to the unchecked villainies of the Crimson Circle, than to the superhuman brilliancy of this unofficial rival. To do him justice, Yale did his best to discredit this view, but it was held.

Froyant, for all his meanness and his knowledge of Yale’s heavy fees, had commissioned him immediately after he had received the warning. His faith in the police had evaporated, and he made no attempt to disguise his scepticism.

“Mr. Froyant has decided to pay,” were the words which greeted the inspector.

“Eh, of course I shall pay!” exploded Mr. Froyant.

He had aged ten years in the past few days, thought Parr; his face was white, and thinner, and he seemed to have shrunk within himself.

“If police headquarters allow this dastardly association to threaten respectable citizens, and cannot even protect their lives, what else is there to be done, but to pay. My friend Pindle has had a similar threat, and he has paid. I cannot stand the strain of this any longer.”

He paced up and down the library floor like a man demented.

“Mr. Froyant will pay,” said Derrick Yale slowly. “But this time I think the Crimson Circle have been just a little too venturesome.”

“What do you mean?” asked Parr.

“Have you the letter, sir?” demanded Yale, and Froyant pulled open a drawer savagely and slammed down the familiar card upon his blottingpad.

“When did this arrive?” asked Parr as he took it up, noting the Crimson Circle. “By this morning’s post.”

Parr read the words inscribed in the centre:

‘We shall call for the money at the office of Mr. Derrick Yale at 3.30 on Friday afternoon. The notes must not run in series. If it is not there for us, you will die the same night.’

Three times the inspector read the short message, and then he sighed.

“Well, that simplifies matters,” he said. “Of course, they will not call—”

“I think they will,” said Yale quietly; “but I shall be prepared for them, and I should like you to be on hand, Mr. Parr.”

“If there is one thing more certain that another,” said the inspector phlegmatically, “it is that I shall be on hand. But I don’t think they will come.”

“There I can’t agree with you,” said Yale. “Whoever the central figure of the Crimson Circle is, he or she does not lack courage. And, by the way,” he lowered his voice, “you will meet an old acquaintance at my office.”

Parr shot a quick, suspicious glance at the detective, and saw that he was mildly amused. “Drummond?” he asked. Yale nodded. “You are engaging her?”

“She rather interests me, and I fancy that she is going to be a real help in the solution of this mystery.”

Froyant came in at that moment, and, the conversation was tactfully changed.
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It was arranged that Froyant should draw the necessary money from his bank on the Thursday morning to pay the demand, and that Yale should call for it and meet Parr at the former’s office in ample time to make the necessary preparations for the visitor’s reception.

Mr. Parr’s way to headquarters took him past the big house where Jack Beardmore was living in solitude.

The events of the past few weeks had wrought an extraordinary change in the youth. From a boy he had suddenly become a man, with all a man’s balance and understanding. He had inherited an enormous fortune, but with its coming the incentive of life had, for the most part, fallen away. He could never escape the memory of Thalia Drummond; her face was before him, sleeping or waking, and though he called himself a fool, and could, as he did, argue the matter to a logical conclusion, the sum of all his reasoning faded before the image he carried in his heart.

Between Inspector Parr and he there had grown a curious friendship. There was a time when he was near to hating the stout little man, but his good sense had told him that however large a part sentiment had played in his own life, and in the direction of his own actions, it could have no place in a police officer’s moral equipment.

The inspector stopped before the door of the house, and was for passing on, but, obeying an impulse, he walked slowly up the steps and rang the bell. The footman who admitted him was one of the dozen servants who accentuated the emptiness of the mansion.

Jack was in the diningroom, pretending to be interested in a late breakfast.

“Come in, Mr. Parr,” he said, rising. “I suppose you breakfasted hours ago. Is there anything new?”

“Nothing,” said Parr, “except that Mr. Froyant has decided to pay.”

“He would,” said Jack contemptuously, and then, for the first time in a long while, he laughed. “I shouldn’t like to be the Red or Crimson Circle, or whatever it calls itself.”

“Why not?” asked Mr. Parr, with a little light of amusement in his eyes, but he could guess the answer.

“My poor father used to say that Froyant fretted over every cent that was taken from him and never rested until he got it back. When Harvey’s panic is over he will go after the Crimson Circle, and will never leave it until every banknote he has handed to them is repaid.”

“Very likely,” agreed the inspector, “but they aren’t holding the money yet.” He told Jack the contents of the letter which Froyant had received that morning, and his young host was visibly astonished.

“They’re taking a big risk, aren’t they? It would be a clever man who got the better of Derrick Yale.”

“So I think,” said the inspector, crossing his legs comfortably. “I must take my hat off to Yale. There are things about him that I admire tremendously.”

“His psychometrical powers, for example,” smiled Jack, but the inspector shook his head.

“I don’t know enough about those to admire them. They seem uncanny to me, yet in a certain way I can understand them. No, I am thinking of other of his qualities.”

He was suddenly silent, and Jack sensed his depression.

“You’re having a pretty bad time at headquarters, aren’t you?” he asked. “I don’t suppose they are particularly pleased with the immunity of the Crimson Circle?”

Parr nodded.

“I’m not exactly in a bed of roses just now,” he admitted. “But that doesn’t worry me a bit.” He looked steadily at Jack. “By the way, your young friend is in a new job.”

Jack started. “My young friend?” he stammered. “You mean Miss—”

“Miss Drummond, I mean. Derrick Yale has engaged her,” he chuckled softly at Jack’s astonishment.

“Engaged Miss Thalia Drummond? You’re joking, surely?” said Jack.

“I thought he was joking when he suggested it. He’s a queer bird, is Yale.”

“He ought to be at headquarters, a lot of people think,” said Jack, and realised that he had made a faux pas before the words were out.

But if Mr. Parr was hurt he did not show it.

“They don’t take them in from outside,” he said with a smile, and the inspector very rarely smiled. “Otherwise, Mr. Beardmore, we should have taken you! No, our friend is clever. I suppose you don’t expect a headquarters’ man to admit that what we call a ‘fancy’ detective can be anything but an interfering fool? But Yale is clever.”

They had strolled together to the window, and were looking out into the sedate street in which Jack Beardmore’s residence was situated.

“Isn’t that Miss Drummond?” he asked suddenly.

Parr had already seen her. She was walking slowly along the other side of the road, looking at the numbers of the houses. Presently she crossed.

“She’s coming here,” gasped Jack. “I wonder what—” He did not wait to finish what he had to say, but rushed out of the room and opened the hall door to her whilst her finger was lingering on the bell push.

“It is good to see you, Thalia,” he said, gripping her warmly by the hand. “Won’t you come in? An old acquaintance of yours is in the diningroom.”

She raised her eyebrows. “Not Mr. Parr?”

“You’re a wonderful guesser,” laughed Jack as he closed the door behind her. “Did you want to see me alone?” he asked suddenly.

She shook her head.

“No; I’ve only a message for you from Mr. Yale. He wanted you to let him have the key of your riverside house.”

By this time they were in the diningroom, and the girl, meeting the expressionless gaze of Mr. Parr, nodded curtly.

“You evidently do not love my friend, Mr. Parr,” thought Jack.

He explained the object of the girl’s visit.

“My poor father had a derelict property by the riverside,” he said. “It has not been tenanted for years, and the surveyors tell me it will cost almost as much as the property is worth to put it into repair. For some reason Yale thinks that Brabazon will use this as a hiding-place. Brabazon had it in his hands for some time, trying to sell it. He looked after some of my father’s property. But is he at all likely to be there?”

Mr. Parr pursed his large lips and blinked meditatively.

“The only thing I know about him is that so far he has not left the country,” he said at last. “I should not think he’d go to a house which he must know would be searched.” He stared absently at Thalia. “Yet he might,” he mused. “I suppose he has a key to the place. What is it, a house?”

“It is half house and half warehouse,” said Jack. “I have never seen it, but I believe it is one of those dwellings which the old merchants favoured two hundred years ago, in the days when they lived in the places where they carried on business.”

He unlocked his desk and pulled out a drawer full of keys, each bearing a label.

“This is the one, I think, Miss Drummond,” he said, handing the key to her. “How do you like your new job?”

It required some courage to ask the question, for he was almost awestricken in her presence.

She smiled faintly.

“It is amusing,” she said, “without being in any way tempting! I cannot tell you very much about it, because I only started this morning.” She turned to the detective. “‘No, I shan’t trouble you very much, Mr. Parr,” she said. “The only thing of value in the office is a silver paperweight — I don’t even have to post the letters,” she went on mockingly. “The office is, built on the American plan, and there is a little chute in Mr. Yale’s private office that drops the letters straight away into the box in the hall below. It is very disappointing!”

Solemn though she was, her eyes were dancing with merriment.

“You’re a queer woman, Thalia Drummond,” said Parr, “and yet I’m sure there is some good in you.”

The remark seemed to cause her unbounded amusement. She laughed until the tears were in her eyes, and Jack grinned sympathetically.

Parr, on the other hand, showed no sign of amusement.

“Be careful,” he said ominously, and the smile faded from her lips.

“You may be sure I shall be very careful, Mr. Parr,” she said, “and if I am in any kind of trouble, you can be equally sure that I shall send immediately for you!”

“I hope you will,” said Parr, “though I have my doubts.”
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Thalia went straight back to the office and found Derrick Yale sitting in his room reading through a heap of unanswered correspondence.

“Is that the key? Thank you. Put it down there,” he said. “I am afraid you will have to answer most of these yourself. The majority of them are from foolish young people who wish to be trained as private detectives. You will find a form reply, and you can sign the answers yourself. And will you tell this lady,” he handed a letter across to her, “that I am so busy now that I cannot undertake any further commissions?”

He took up the key from the table and held it for a second on his hand.

“You saw Mr. Parr?”

She laughed.

“You’re almost terrifying, Mr. Yale. I did see Mr. Parr, but how did you know?”

He shook his head smilingly.

“It is really very simple, and I should take no credit for my gift,” he said, “any more than you take credit for your good looks and your predisposition to — shall I say ‘take things as you find them’?”

She did not answer at once, then: “I am a reformed character.”

“I believe you will reform in time. You interest me,” said Yale, and then, after a pause, “immensely!” And with a jerk of his head he dismissed her.

She was in the midst of her work and her typewriter was clacking furiously when he appeared at the door of his room.

“Will you try to get Mr. Parr on the telephone?” he said. “You will find his number on the register.”

Mr. Parr was not in his office when she called, but half an hour later she reached him, and switched through the wire to the next room.

“Is that you, Parr?”

She heard his voice through the door, which was left ajar.

“I am going to Beardmore’s river property to make a search. I have an idea that Brabazon may be hiding there! After lunch; all right. Will you be here at half-past two?”

Thalia Drummond listened and made a shorthand note on her blottingpad.

At half-past two Parr called. She did not see him, for there was a direct entrance to Yale’s room from the corridor without, but she heard the rumble of his voice, and presently they went out.

She waited until their footsteps had died away, then she took a telegraph form, and addressing it to Johnson, 23, Mildred Street, City, she wrote:

‘Derrick Yale has gone to search Beardmore’s riverside house.’

Thalia Drummond was nothing if not dutiful.

The house stood upon a little wharf, and was a picture of desolation and neglect. The stone foundation of the wharf was in decay, the parapet broken, the yard a wilderness of weed; rank grasses and nettles formed almost an impenetrable barrier to their progress after they had opened the gate which led from the mean east-end street in which the wharfage was cited.

The house itself might at one time have been picturesque, but now, with its broken lower windows, its weather-stained woodwork and discoloured walls, it was a pitiable piece of architectural wreckage.

At one end was a big, gaunt, stone store, built flush with the wharf’s edge, and apparently communicating with the house. An air-raid during the war had demolished one corner of the wall, and robbed it of a few slates which remained, leaving the skeleton of rotting roof ribs nakedly bare to inspection.

“A cheerful place,” said Yale, as he opened the door. “It is not the sort of setting in which one could imagine the elegant Brabazon, is it?”

The passageway was dusty. Cobwebs hung from the ceiling and the house was silent and lifeless. They made a rapid tour through the rooms, without, however, discovering any sign of the fugitive.

“There is a garret here,” said Yale, pointing to a flight of steps that led to a trapdoor in the ceiling of the upper floor.

He ran up the steps, pushed open the flap and disappeared. Parr-heard him walking along and presently he came down.

“Nothing there,” he said as he slammed the trapdoor in its place.

“I never expected that you would find anything,” said Parr as he led the way out of the house.

They crossed the weed-grown path to the outer gate, and from a garret window a white-faced man watched them through the dusty glass; a man with a week’s growth of beard, whom even his most intimate friends would never have recognised as Mr. Brabazon, the well-known banker,
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“You’RE a fool, sir, and an idiot. I thought you were a clever detective, but you’re a fool!”

Mr. Froyant was in his most savage mood, and the neat stack of banknotes which stood upon his desk supplied the reason.

The sight of so much good money going away from him was a cause of unspeakable anguish to the miserly Harvey, and if his eyes strayed away from that accumulation of wealth, they came back again almost instantly.

Derrick Yale was a difficult man to offend.

“Perhaps I am,” he said, “but I must run my own business in my own way, Mr. Froyant, and if I think that the girl can lead me to the Crimson Circle — as I do think — then I shall employ her.”

“Mark my words,” Froyant shook his fingers in the detective’s face, “that girl is with the gang. You will discover, my friend, that she is the messenger who will call for the money!”

“In which case she will be immediately arrested,” said the other. “Believe me, Mr. Froyant, I have no intention of losing sight of these notes, but if they are taken by the Crimson Circle, the responsibility must be mine not yours. My job is to save your life, and to divert the vengeance of the Circle from you to myself.”

“Quite right, quite right,” said Mr. Froyant hastily, “that is the proper way to look at it, Yale. I see that you are not as unintelligent as I thought. Have it your own way,” he said. He fingered the notes lovingly, and putting them into a long envelope, handed them, with every evidence of reluctance, to the detective, who slipped the package into his pocket.

“I suppose there is no news of Brabazon? The rascal has robbed me of over two thousand pounds, which I foolishly invested in one of Marl’s rotten concerns.”

“Did you know anything about Marl?” asked the detective, opening the door. —

“I only know that he was a blackguard.”

“Did you know anything that isn’t as well known?” asked Yale patiently. “His beginnings, where he came from?”

“He came from France, I believe,” said Froyant. “I know very little about him. In fact, it was James Beardmore who introduced me. There was some story about his having been concerned in land swindles in France, and of having been imprisoned there, but I never take much notice of gossip. He was useful to me, and I made quite a considerable sum out of most of my investments with him.”

The other smiled. In those circumstances, he thought, the miser might very well forgive the erring Marl for his later losses.

When he got back to his office he found Parr waiting, with Jack Beardmore. He had not expected a visit from the younger man, and guessed that the real attraction was Thalia Drummond, for whose absence he tactfully apologised.

“I’ve sent Miss Drummond home. Parr,” he said. “I don’t want a girl mixed up in the business of this afternoon. There may be a little rough-and-tumble work.” He looked keenly at Jack Beardmore. “For which I hope you are prepared.”

“I shall be disappointed if there isn’t,” said Jack cheerfully.

“What is your plan?” asked Parr.

“I am going into my room a few minutes before the messenger is due to arrive. I shall have both doors locked, that into the passage and that into this outer office. In the case of this door, I will leave the key on your side and ask you to lock me in. My object, of course, is to prevent a surprise. As soon as you hear a knock, and hear me rise and go to the door and unlock it, you will know that the visitor has arrived, and when the door closes again, I want you to station yourself outside in the corridor.”

Parr nodded. “That seems simple,” he said. He walked to the window, looked out, and waved a handkerchief, and Yale smiled approvingly.

“I see you have taken the necessary precautions. How many men have you?”

“I think there are eighty,” said Mr, Parr calmly, “and they will practically surround the place.”

Yale nodded. “We have to remember,” he said, “that the Crimson Circle may send a very ordinary district messenger, in which case, of course, he must be followed. I am determined that the money shall pass into the hands of the chief of the Crimson Circle himself — that is an essential.”

“I quite agree,” said Parr, “but I have an idea that the gentleman, or whoever he is, will not come himself. May I look at your office?”

He walked in and inspected the room. It was lighted by one window. In a corner was a cupboard, the door of which he opened. It was empty save for a hanging coat. “If you don’t mind,” Inspector Parr was almost humble, “I want you to stay in the outer office. Thank you, I’ll close the door on you. I get rattled if I am overlooked.” Laughingly Yale walked from the office, and Mr. Parr closed the door on him. He opened the second door, and looked out into the corridor. Presently they heard him close that also.

“You can come in,” he said, “I’ve seen all I want.”

The room was simply but comfortably furnished. There was a wide fireplace, in which, however, no fire burnt, although the day was chilly. “I don’t expect him to get up the chimney,” said Yale, humorously, as he noticed the detective’s inspection, “I never have a fire in this office; I’m one of those hot-blooded mortals who are never really cold.”

Jack, a fascinated observer of the search, picked up the deadly little pistol that lay on the detective’s table, and examined it cautiously.

“Be careful, that trigger is a little sensitive,” said Yale.

He took from his pocket the envelope containing the notes, and laid it by the side of the weapon. Then he looked at his watch.

“Now I think that to be on the safe side we should go to the other office, and lock the door,” he said, He accompanied his words by locking the door into the corridor.

“It is rather thrilling,” whispered Jack. He felt that a whisper was the fitting tone for that exciting moment.

“I hope it won’t be too thrilling,” said Yale. They went to the outer office, and turned the key on him, and sat down — Jack unconsciously on Thalia Drummond’s chair, a fact which he realised with a start.

Was she of the Crimson Circle, he wondered? Parr had hinted as much. Jack set his teeth; he could not, and would not believe even the evidence of his own eyes, and his own common sense. So far from her influence waning, it was gathering strength. She was a being apart, and if she was guilty — He looked up, and saw Parr’s eyes fixed upon him. “I don’t pretend to be psychometrical,” said the detective slowly, “but I’ve an idea you’re thinking about Thalia Drummond.”

“I was,” admitted the young man. “Mr. Parr, do you think she is really as bad as she appears to be?”

“Do you mean, do I think that she stole Froyant’s Buddha, because if that’s what you mean, it is not a question of thinking. I am certain.”

Jack was silent. He could never hope to convince this stolid man of the girl’s innocence and anyway it was madness, he recognised, to think of her as innocent when she had confessed her fault.

“You had better keep quiet in there.” It was Yale’s voice, and Parr grunted a reply.

Thereafter they sat in dead silence. They heard him moving about the room, then he too was quiet, for the hour was approaching. Inspector Parr pulled his watch from his pocket and laid it on the table; the hands pointed to halt-past three. It was now that the messenger was due and he sat, his head strained forward, listening, but there was no sound of attack.

Presently there was a noise in Yale’s room, a queer bumping noise as though Yale had sat down heavily.

Parr jumped to his feet.

“What was that?”

“It is all right,” said Yale’s voice, “I stumbled over something. Be quiet.”

They sat for another five minutes, and then Parr called. “Are you all right, Yale?” There was no answer. “Yale!” he called more loudly. “Do you hear me?”

There was no reply and springing to the door he snapped the lock, and rushed into the room, Jack at his heels.

What he saw might have paralysed even a more experienced officer than Inspector Parr.

Stretched upon the ground, his wrists fastened with handcuffs, his ankles strapped, and a towel over his face lay the prostrate figure of Derrick Yale. The window was open, and there was a strong scent of ether and chloroform. The package of money which had laid upon the table had disappeared. Three seconds later, an aged postman left the hall of the building, carrying his letter-bag on his shoulder, and the police who were watching the house, let him pass without question.
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Parr bent down, and snatched the saturated towel from the detective’s face, and he opened his eyes, and stared around.

“What is it?” he asked thickly, but the inspector was busy unscrewing the handcuffs. Presently he threw them clanking to the floor, and lifted the man to his feet, as Jack, with trembling fingers, unbuckled the straps about Yale’s legs.

They led him to his chair, and he fell heavily into its depths, passing his hand across his forehead.

“What happened?” he asked.

“That’s what I’d like to know,” said Parr. “Which way did they go?”

The other shook his head.

“I don’t know, I can’t remember,” he said. “Is the door locked?”

Jack ran to the door. The key was turned from the inside. He could not have gone that way, but the window was open. That was the first thing Parr had seen when he entered the room.

He ran to the window, and looked out. There was a sheer fall of eighty feet, and no sign of a ladder or of any means by which Yale’s assailant could have escaped.

“I don’t know what happened,” said Yale, when he had partially recovered. “I was sitting in this chair when suddenly a cloth was pulled across my face, and two powerful hands gripped me with a strength which I shouldn’t have thought possible in any human being. Before I could struggle or cry out I must have lost consciousness.”

“Did you hear my call?” asked Parr.

The other man shook his head. “But, Mr. Yale, we heard a noise and Mr. Parr asked if you were all right. You replied that you had only stumbled.”

“It was not me,” said Yale. “I remember nothing from the moment the cloth was put on my face until the moment you found me here.”

Inspector Parr was at the window. He pulled down the sash, and he pushed it up again, and then he looked on the windowsill, and when he turned there was a large smile on his face.

“That is the cleverest thing I’ve ever seen,” he said.

Something of Jack’s old antipathy to the stout detective returned.

“I don’t think it is particularly clever. They’ve half-killed Yale, and they’ve got away,” he said.

“I said it was clever, and it was clever,” said Mr. Parr stolidly, “and now I think I’ll go down, and interview the officers I left on duty in the hall.”

But the watching officers had nothing to say. “Nobody had entered or left the building except the postman.

“Except the postman, eh?” said Parr thoughtfully. “Why, of course, the postman! All right, sergeant, you can dismiss your men.”

He went up in the elevator and rejoined Vale.

“The money’s gone all right,” he said. “I don’t know what we can do except report the matter to headquarters.”

Yale was now nearly his normal self, and sat at his desk with his head resting on his hands. “Well, I’m the culprit this time,” he said, “and they can’t blame you, Parr. I’m still trying to puzzle out how they got into that window, and how they reached me without making a sound.”

“Was your back to the window?”

Yale nodded. “I never dreamt of the window. I sat so that I could see both doors.”

“Your back was also to the fireplace?”

“They couldn’t have come that way,” said the other, shaking his head. “No, this is the supreme mystery of my career; more astounding than the identity of the Crimson Circle,” he got up slowly, “I must report this to old man Froyant, and you had better come along and lend me your moral support,” he said. “He will be furious.”

They left the office together, Yale locking both doors and slipping the key into his pocket.

To say that Mr. Froyant was furious is to employ a very mild expression to describe his hectic frenzy.

“You told me, you practically promised me,” he stormed, “that the money would come back to me, and now you have come with a cock-and-bull story of being drugged. It is monstrous! Where were you, Parr?”

“I was on the premises,” said Mr. Parr, “and the story Mr. Yale has told is correct.”

Suddenly Froyant’s rage died down, so suddenly that the calmness of his voice was almost startling after its previous rancour.

“All right,” he said, “nothing can be done. The Crimson Circle have had their money, and that is the end of it. I’m much obliged to you, Yale. Please send your bill to me.”

And with these brusque instructions, he sent them to rejoin Jack, who was waiting in the street outside.

“Well, that beats the band,” said Parr. “I thought at one time he was going to have a fit, and then did you notice how his manner changed?”

Yale nodded slowly. At the moment of Froyant’s change of manner a great idea was formed in his mind, a tremendous and startling doubt that was almost paralysing.

“And now,” said Parr good-humouredly, “as I have given you moral support, perhaps you will extend the same service to me. At police headquarters I am not so much persona grata as you. Come along and see the Commissioner and tell him what happened.”

Derrick Yale’s office was silent and deserted. Ten minutes had passed since the drone of the elevator announced the departure of the three men. The silence was broken by a click, and slowly the doors in the big cupboard in the corner of Derrick Yale’s office were pushed open and Thalia Drummond came out. She closed the doors behind her and stood for a while contemplating the room, deep in thought. From her pocket she took a key, opened the door and, passing into the corridor, locked the door behind her.

She did not ring for the elevator. At the farther end of the passage was a flight of narrow stairs which communicated with the caretaker’s room, on the top floor, and which were used only by him. Down these she went. At the bottom was a door leading into the courtyard of a building. This, too, she unlocked and soon after had joined the throng of homeward bound clerks that thronged the pavement at this hour.
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‘The Associated Merchants Bank are authorised to offer a reward of ten thousand pounds for information which will lead to the arrest and conviction of the leader of what is known as the Crimson Circle Gang. In conjunction with this reward the Secretary of State promises a free pardon to any member of the gang, other than one actually guilty of wilful murder, providing that the said member will furnish the information and evidence requisite to the conviction of the man or woman known as the Crimson Circle.’

On every hoarding, in every post office window, on every police station board, the announcement flared in blood-red print.

Derrick Yale, on his way to his office, saw the announcement and read it and passed on, wondering what effect this would have upon the minor members of the gang he had been engaged to hunt.

Thalia Drummond read it from the top of a bus, when that vehicle had pulled up close to a hoarding, to take on a passenger, and she smiled to herself. But the most remarkable effect of the poster was upon Harvey Froyant. It brought a colour to his face and a light to his eye which made him almost youthful. He, too, was on his way to the office when he read the announcement, but hurried back to his house, and took from a drawer in his study a long list.

They were the numbers of the banknotes which the Crimson Circle had taken, and he had compiled them laboriously, almost lovingly.

With his own hands he now made another copy, a work that occupied him until late in the morning. When he had finished he wrote a letter, and enclosing the new list of notes, he addressed it, posting the letter himself, to a firm of lawyers which he knew specialised in the tracing of lost and stolen property.

Heggitts’ had rendered him good service before, and the next morning brought a representative of the firm, Mr. James Heggitt, the senior partner, a widened little man with a chronic sniff.

The name of Heggitt was not one which was universally respected, nor did lawyers, when they met, speak of it with affection or regard. And yet it was one of the most prosperous firms of lawyers in the city. The majority of its clients were on or over the borderline which separates the lawful from the unlawful, but to the law-abiding also it was very useful, and was frequently consulted by more eminent firms whose clients wished to recover valuable goods which had been taken by the light-fingered gentry. In some mysterious way Heggitts’ could always place their finger upon a “gentleman” who had “heard” of the property which was lost, and, in the majority of cases, the missing article was restored.

“I got your note, Mr. Froyant,” said the little lawyer, “and I can tell you now that none of these notes are likely to go through the usual channels.” He paused and licked his lips, looking past Mr. Froyant. “The biggest ‘fence’ of all has gone, so I’m not doing him any injustice when I mention the fact.”

“Who was that?”

“Brabazon,” was the startling reply, and the other stared at him in astonishment.

“You don’t mean Brabazon of Brabazon’s Bank?”

“Yes, I do,” said Heggitt, nodding. “I should say he did a bigger business in stolen money than any other man in London. You sec, it could pass through his bank without anybody being the wiser, and as he did a lot of business abroad and was constantly changing and re-changing money for export, he got away with it. We knew who was fencing it. At least, when I say we knew,” he corrected himself, “we had a shrewd suspicion. As officers of the court, we should, of course, have notified the authorities had we been certain. I thought it better to call to explain to you that it is going to be a very difficult job to trace this money. Most stolen notes are passed on racecourses, but quite a considerable number find their way abroad, where it is a much simpler matter to change them, and where they are ever so much more difficult to trace. You say it was the Crimson Circle who did it?”

“Do you know them?” asked Froyant quickly.

The lawyer shook his head. “I have never had any dealings with them at all,” he said, “but, of course, I knew about them, and enough to know that they are clever people. It is likely that this man Brabazon has been doing their work, consciously or unconsciously. In that case they might find a difficulty in disposing of the stuff, for a banknote ‘fence’ is one of the hardest to find. What am I to do when I track one of these notes and have discovered the person who passed it?”

“I want you to notify me at once,” said Froyant, “and nobody else. You understand that this is a matter on which my life may hang, and if by any chance the Crimson Circle get to know that I am trying to recover the money it will be a very serious thing for me.”

The lawyer agreed. The Crimson Circle apparently interested him, for he lingered, and skillfully plied his employer with questions without Mr. Froyant realising that he was being pumped.

“They are something new in criminals,” he said. “In Italy, where the Black Hand thrives, the demand for money, followed by a threat of death, is quite a common occurrence, but I should not have thought it possible in this country. The most amazing thing of all is that the Crimson Circle holds together. I should imagine,” he said thoughtfully, “that there is only one man in it, and that he employs a very considerable number of people unknown to one another and each having his particular job to perform. Otherwise he would have been betrayed a long time ago. It is only the fact that the people serving him do not know him that makes it possible for him to carry on,”

He took up his hat. “By the way, did you know Felix Marl? A client of ours is under charge of burgling his house. Mr. Barnet. You may not have heard of him.”

Mr. Froyant had not heard of ‘Flush’ Barnet, but he knew Marl, and Marl interested him almost as much as the Crimson Circle interested the lawyer. “I knew Marl. Why do you ask?”

The lawyer smiled. “A strange character,” he said. “A remarkable character in many ways. He was a member of the gang engaged in frauds on French banks. I suppose you didn’t know that? His lawyer came to see me to-day. Apparently a Mrs. Marl has turned up to claim his property, and she has told the whole story. He and a man named Lightman made a fortune in France until they were caught. Marl would have been sent to the guillotine, only he turned State’s evidence. Lightman, I believe, went to the knife.”

“What a charming man Mr. Marl must have been!” said Mr. Froyant ironically.

The little lawyer smiled. “What charming people we all are when our lives are laid bare!” he said, and Mr. Froyant resented the implied censure, for it was his boast that his life was a book. He might have added in truth a bankbook.

So Brabazon was a dealer in stolen notes and Marl a convicted murderer! Mr. Froyant wondered how Marl managed to escape from his term of imprisonment, which must have been a severe one, and he inwardly rejoiced that his business relationships with the deceased had not ended even more disastrously than they had.

He dressed and went to his club to dine, and his car was running into Pall Mall when a hoarding poster showed under the light of a lamp and reminded him of the unpleasant fact that he was a fifty-thousand pounds poorer man that night than he had been in the morning.

“Ten thousand reward!” he muttered. “Bah! Who is going to turn King’s evidence? I don’t suppose even Brabazon would dare.”

But he did not know Brabazon.
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Mr. Brabazon sat in a chill upper room of River House, eating slowly a large portion of bread and cheese. He wore the dress suit he was wearing when the warning came to him, and he was a ludicrous figure in the smartly-fitting, but now soiled and dusty garb. His white shirt was grey with the grime of the house, he was collarless, and his general air of dissipation was heightened by the stubbly beard that decorated his face.

He finished his repast, opened the window carefully and threw out the remnants of bread, and passing through the trapdoor, he descended the ladder and made his way to the big kitchen at the back of the house. He had neither soap nor towel, but he made some attempt to wash himself without their aid, utilising one of the two handkerchiefs he had brought with him to the house in his flight. With the exception of the clothes he stood up in, an overcoat and the soft felt hat he had seized when he made his escape, he was quite unequipped for this undesirable adventure.

The provisions which the mystery man had brought the night after he had reached his hiding place were almost exhausted (he had spent twentyfour hours without any food whatever, but in his agitation had not realised the fact until the stranger arrived carrying a basket of foodstuffs). As to his nerves, they were almost gone. A week spent in that hovel without communion with man, with the knowledge that the police were searching for him, and that a long term of imprisonment would automatically follow his capture, had played havoc with his placid features, and to the solitude had been added the terror of a search.

He had shrunk in a corner behind a door which opened to the inner room leading to the garret whilst the detective had explored the room. The memory of Derrick Yale’s visit was a nightmare.

He settled himself down in the old chair that he had found in the house, to spend yet another night. The man whose warning had sent him flying to cover must come soon, and must bring more food. Brabazon was dozing when he heard the sound of a key put into the lock below and jumped up. He tiptoed carefully to the trapdoor and lifted it and then he heard the booming voice of the stranger.

“Come down,” it said, and he obeyed.

The previous interview had been in the passage where the darkness seemed thicker than anywhere else in the house. He had accustomed himself to the darkness and walked down the rickety stairs without mishap.

“Stay where you are,” said the voice. “I have brought you some food and clothing. You will find everything you need. You had better shave yourself and make yourself presentable.”

“Where am I going?” asked Brabazon.

“I have taken a berth for you on a steamer leaving Victoria Dock tomorrow for New Zealand. You will find your passport papers and ticket inm the grip. Now listen. You are to leave your moustache, or what there is of it unshaven, and shave your eyebrows. They are the most conspicuous features of your face,”

Brabazon wondered when this man had seen him. Mechanically his hand stole up to his shaggy eyebrows and mentally he agreed with the mysterious visitor.

“I have not brought you any money,” the voice went on. “You have sixty thousand which you stole from Marl — you closed his account, forging his name to a cheque, believing that I would settle with him — as I did.”

“Who are you?” asked Brabazon.

“I am the Crimson Circle,” was the reply. “Why do you ask that question? You have met me before.”

“Yes, of course,” Brabazon muttered. “I think this place is driving me mad. When may I leave this house?”

“You may leave tomorrow. Wait until nightfall. Your ship leaves on the following morning, but you can get on board tomorrow night.”

“But they will be watching the ship,” pleaded Brabazon. “Don’t you think it is too dangerous?”

“There is no danger for you,” was the reply. “Give me your money.”

“My money?” gasped the banker, turning pale.

“Give me your money.” There was an ominous note in the voice that spoke in the darkness, and tremblingly Brabazon obeyed. Two large packets of money passed into the gloved hand of the visitor, and then:

“Here, take this.”

“This” was a thinner wad of notes, and the sensitive fingers of the banker told him that they were new.

“You can change them when you get abroad,” said the man.

“Couldn’t I leave tonight?” Brabazon’s teeth were chattering now. “This place gives me the horrors.” The Crimson Circle was evidently thinking, for it was some time before he spoke.

“If you wish,” he said, “but remember you are taking a risk. Now go upstairs.” The order was sharp and peremptory, and meekly Brabazon obeyed.

He heard the door close, and peering through the dusty windows, he saw the dark shadow stalk along the path and disappear into the darkness. Presently he heard the gate click. The man was gone.

Brabazon groped for the bag which the other had left and, finding it, carried it to the kitchen. Here he could show a light without fear of detection, and he lit one of the scraps of candle he had discovered in his search of the house during the week.

The stranger had not exaggerated when he said that the bag contained all that Brabazon required. But the banker’s first thought was to examine the money which the other had put into his hand. They were notes of all series and all numbers. His own had been in a series, and yet they were new. He looked at them curiously. He knew that new banknotes were not usually issued higgledy-piggledy, and then he guessed the reason. The Crimson Circle had blackmailed somebody and had asked that the notes should not be numbered consecutively. He put the money down and began to change.

It was a very smart Brabazon who stepped cautiously through the gates carrying his bag an hour later, and yet so remarkable was the change which the shaved eyebrows had made, that when, at eleven o’clock that night, he passed one of the many detective officers who were looking for him, he was unrecognised.

He had engaged a room in a small hotel near Euston Station, and went to bed. It was the first night of untroubled sleep he had enjoyed for over a week.

The next day he spent in his room, not caring to trust himself abroad in daylight, but in the evening, after a solitary meal served in his sittingroom, he went out to take the air. He was gaining in confidence, and was now satisfied that he could pass the scrutiny of the ship detective. He chose the less frequented streets and was passing near the Museum when he saw a bill newly pasted on the hoarding, and stopped to read it.

As he read, an idea took shape. Ten thousand pounds and a free pardon! It was by no means sure that he would escape in the morning; more likely was it that he would be detected, and at best what would his life be? The life of a hunted dog, for which even his money would not compensate him. Ten thousand pounds and freedom! And nobody knew about the money that he had tricked from Felix Marl’s estate. He would put that in a safe deposit in the morning, go straight to police headquarters with information which he felt sure must lead to the Crimson Circle’s undoing.

“I’ll do it,” he said aloud.

“I think you’re very wise.”

The voice was at his elbow and he swung round.

A little, stocky man had walked noiselessly behind him in his rubber-soled shoes, and Brabazon recognised him instantly.

“Inspector Parr,” he gasped. “That’s right,” said the inspector. “Now, Mr. Brabazon, will you come a little walk with me, or are you going to make trouble?” As they went into the police-station, a woman came out, and the pallid Brabazon failed to recognise his former clerk. He stood in the steel pen whilst the story of his iniquities was told in the cold, official language of the warrant.

“You can save yourself a lot of trouble, Mr. Brabazon,” said Inspector Parr, “by telling me the truth. I know where you are staying — at Bright’s Hotel in the Euston Road. You arrived there late last night and your passage is booked in the name of Thomson to New Zealand by the Icinga, which is due to leave Victoria Dock tomorrow morning.”

“Good God!” said the startled Brabazon. “How did you know that?”

But here Inspector Parr did not inform him.

Brabazon did not intend lying. He told everything he knew. All that had happened from the moment he was called by telephone and told to make a getaway, until he was arrested.

“So you were in the house all the time?” said the inspector thoughtfully. “How did you come to escape Mr. Yale’s search?”

“Oh, was it Yale?” said Brabazon. “I thought it was you. There was an inner room — just a little storehouse, I think it was in the old times — I got behind the door and hid. He came almost to the door. I nearly died with fright.”

“So Yale was right again. You were there!” said the inspector speaking half to himself. “Now, what are you going to do about it, Brabazon?”

“I’m going to tell you all I know about the Crimson Circle, and I think I can give you information which will lead to his arrest. But you’ll have to be smart.”

He was recovering something of his old pomposity. Parr observed.

“I told you that he exchanged my notes for his, and his notes for mine. I’m sure he did that because he was afraid of the numbers being taken, but my notes were in a series — series E. 19, and I can give you the number of every one of them,” he went on easily. “He wouldn’t change the stuff he got.”

“That was Froyant’s money, I think,” said the inspector. “Yes, go on.”

“He dare not change that, but he will change mine. Don’t you see what a chance this gives to you?”

The inspector was a little sceptical. Nevertheless, after Brabazon had been locked in the cell, he called up Froyant on the ‘phone and told him as much of what had happened as was necessary for him to know.

“You’ve got the money?” said Froyant eagerly. “Come up to the house at once.”

“I’ll bring it up to the house with pleasure,” replied Parr, “but I feel I ought to warn you that this is not your money, although it is the actual cash that was transferred by you to the Crimson Circle.”

Later on, in Mr. Froyant’s presence, he explained the situation. That spare man made no attempt to hide his disappointment, for he seemed to think that in whatever circumstances the money was recovered, he was entitled to claim. After a while Inspector Parr got him into a more reasonable frame of mind. Froyant was talking quite calmly on the matter, when he suddenly broke off with the question:

“Have you the numbers of the notes which Brabazon handed to him?”

“They are easy to remember,” said Parr, “they belong to a series,” and he recited the numbers, Mr. Froyant making a rapid note on his desk-pad.
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Thalia Drummond was writing a letter when her visitor arrived, and of the many people whom Thalia expected to call, Millie Macroy was the last. The girl looked ill and tired, but she was not so far from human that she could not stand and admire the dainty drawingroom into which Thalia showed her, her servant having gone home for the night.

“Why this is a palace, kid,” she said, and regarded Thalia with reluctant admiration. “You know how to do it all right, better than poor ‘Flush’.”

“And how is the elegant ‘Flush’?” asked Thalia coolly.

Millie Macroy’s face darkened. “See here,” she said roughly, “I don’t want any kind of talk about ‘Flush’ in that tone, do you understand? He is where you ought to be. You were in it as well as him.”

“Don’t be silly. Take off your hat and sit down. Why, it’s like old times seeing you, Macroy.”

The girl grumbled something under her breath, but accepted the invitation.

“It is about ‘Flush’ I want to see you,” she said. “There’s some talk of framing a murder charge against him, but you know he didn’t commit any murder.”

“I know? Why should I know?” asked Thalia. “I didn’t even know that he was in the house until I read the newspapers in the morning — how wonderfully clever they are on the Press to get news so red-hot.”

Milly Macroy had not come to discuss the enterprise of the Press. She drove straight into her subject, which was, as Thalia had expected, ‘Flush’ Barnet and his immediate prospects.

“Drummond, I’m not going to quarrel with you,” she said.

“I’m glad of that,” said Thalia. “I can’t exactly see what there is to quarrel about, anyway.”

“That may or may not be,” said Miss Macroy, ironically. “The point is, what are you going to do for ‘Flush’? You know all these swells, and you’re working for that swine Yale,” she almost hissed. “It was Yale who put Parr up to the Marisburg Place job; Parr hadn’t got brains enough to think it out for himself. Were you working with Yale all the time?”

“Don’t make me laugh,” said Thalia scornfully. “It’s certainly true I am working for Yale, if writing his letters and tidying his desk is work. But what swells are you talking about? And what can I do for ‘Flush’ Barnet?”

“You can go to Inspector Parr and tell him the old, old story,” said Macroy. “I’ve got it all worked out; you can say that ‘Flush’ was sweet on you, saw you go into the house and followed, and couldn’t get out.”

“What about my young reputation?” asked the girl coolly. “No, Milly Macroy, you’ve got to think up something prettier and, anyway, I don’t think they’re making a charge for murder against him, from what Derrick Yale said this morning.”

She rose and walked slowly across the room, her hands clasped behind her.

“Besides, what interest have I in your young man? Why should I take the trouble of speaking for him?”

“I’ll tell you why.” Miss Macroy rose, her hands on her hips, and glared at the girl. “Because when the Brabazon case comes on, there’s nothing to prevent me going into the box and saying a few plain words about what you did in the way of quick money-getting when you were Brab’s secretary. Ah! That’s made you jump, miss!”

“When the Brabazon case comes on!” said the girl slowly. “Why? Have they caught Brabazon?”

“They pinched him tonight,” answered the girl triumphantly. “Parr did it: I was up at the police station making inquiries about some money that ‘Flush’ left over for me, when they brought him in.”

“Brabazon a prisoner,” said Thalia slowly. “Poor old Brab!”

Macroy was watching her through her half-closed lids. She had never liked Thalia Drummond, and now she hated her. She feared her too, for there was something sinister in her very coolness. Presently Thalia spoke. “I’ll do what I can for ‘Flush’ Barnet,” she said. “Not because I’m scared of your going into the box — that’s the part of the police court where you’ll be least at home, Macroy — but because the poor little wretch was innocent of the murder.”

Miss Macroy swallowed something at this description of her lover.

“I’ll talk to Yale in the morning. I can’t be sure it will do any good, but I’ll get a heart-to-heart talk with him if he gives me a chance.”

“Thank you,” said Miss Macroy, a little more graciously, and proceeded to admire the flat in conventional language. Thalia showed her from room to room.

“What’s this place?”

“The kitchen,” said Thalia, but made no attempt to open the door. The girl looked at her suspiciously, “Have you got a friend?” she asked, and before Thalia could stop her she had opened the door and walked in.

The kitchen was a small one and empty. The electric light was burning, which suggested to Miss Macroy that the girl had left the kitchen to answer her knock.

Thalia could have smiled at the obvious disappointment on Milly Macroy’s face, but her inclination to amusement departed as Macroy walked to the sink and picked up a bottle.

“What is this?” said she, and read the label. It was half-filled with a colourless liquid, and Miss Macroy did not attempt to take out the stopper. The label told her all she wanted to know.

“‘Chloroform and Ether’,” she read, looking at the girl. “Why have you been using chloroform?” Only for a second was Thalia taken aback, and then she laughed.

“Well, do you know, Milly Macroy,” she drawled, “when I think of poor ‘Flush’ Barnet in Brixton Gaol, I have to sniff something to put him out of my mind.” Macroy banged down the bottle on the table with a snort. “You’re a bad lot, Thalia Drummond, and one of these days they’ll be waking you at eight o’clock, and ask you if you have any message for your friends.”

“And I shall reply,” said Thalia sweetly, “bury me next to ‘Flush’ Barnet, the eminent crook.”

Miss Milly Macroy did not think of a suitable retort until she was in the Marylebone Road, and then it came to her with annoying force that, for all her interview, Thalia Drummond had promised nothing.
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Jack Beardmore had heard of Brabazon’s arrest, and went straight to police headquarters to see Mr. Parr. He found that excellent gentleman had gone home. “If it is important, Mr. Beardmore,” said the police clerk on duty, “you will find him at home in his house at Stamford Avenue.”

Beyond his natural interest in the Crimson Circle and all that pertained thereto. Jack had no particular wish to see the inspector, and Derrick Yale had telephoned all that was known or could be told.

“Parr thinks this arrest may have an important development,” he said. “No, I haven’t seen Brabazon, but I accompany Parr tomorrow morning when he visits him.”

Yale, too, was apparently un-get-at-able; he had hinted that he had a theatre party that night, and Jack bent his steps homeward. He had sent his car away, for he felt he needed exercise to dissipate his energies, and as he crossed the gloomy park, taking a short cut to his house, he found himself wondering what sort of a home life a man like Parr could have. He had never spoken about his family, and his mode of living outside of the police headquarters was almost as much of a mystery as that which he was trying to unravel.

Where was Stamford Avenue, he wondered. He had reached a deserted spot of the park, when he thought he heard footsteps behind him, and turned his head. He was not a nervous type, and ordinarily the sound of somebody walking in his rear would not have interested him sufficiently to make him turn. The path here skirted a dense thicket of rhododendrons. There was nobody in sight. Jack went on, quickening his pace.

He heard no more footsteps, but looking round he thought he saw a man walking on the grass by the side of the path. As Jack stopped he too halted. He was doubtful as to what he should do. To challenge the man might put him into an absurd position; there was no reason in the world why any good citizen should not walk in the park at night, or, for the matter of that, why they should not walk behind him anywhere at a respectable distance.

And then ahead of him he made out a slowly strolling figure, and heard the unmistakable “beat walk” of a policeman.

To his own amazement he felt relieved, and when he looked round, the figure that had followed him had disappeared. He tried to reconstruct his impression; whoever his tracker had been, he was smally made. At first Jack had thought it was a boy; perhaps some poor park beggar who was mustering up courage to approach him for the price of a night’s bed. It seemed absurd that he was glad to be out of the park, and to step into the well-lighted street, but it was the case.

He made an inquiry of a policeman.

“Stamford Avenue, sir? That bus you see over there will take you, or you can get there in a taxi in ten minutes.”

Jack stood for a long time before he called the taxicab. Mr. Parr would rightly resent this intrusion into his domestic privacy, and really he had no excuse to offer. But making up his mind of a sudden, he called a cab, and in a very short time was experiencing exactly the same doubts and misgivings before the door of Inspector Parrs’ maisonette.

It was Parr himself who opened the door. His face was naturally free from expression, and he neither showed surprise nor annoyance at the arrival of his late visitor.

“Come in, Mr. Beardmore,” he said. “I have just arrived, and am having supper. I suppose you’ve had your evening meal a long time ago.”

“Don’t let me interrupt you, Mr. Parr, only I was rather interested to hear that you had caught Brabazon, and I thought I’d come along.”

The inspector was showing him into the diningroom, when suddenly he stopped.

“Good Lord!” he said. Jack could only wonder what had startled him. “Do you mind waiting here?” For the first time since Jack had known the police officer, Parr was embarrassed. “I must first tell an old aunt of mine who is staying here who you are,” he said. “She’s not used to visitors. I’m a widower, you know, and my aunt keeps house for me.” He entered the diningroom hurriedly, closing the door behind him, and Jack felt something of his host’s embarrassment.

A minute, two minutes passed. He heard a hurried movement in the room, and Parr opened the door. “Come in, sir.” His red face was even a deeper red. “Sit you down, and please forgive me for keeping you waiting.”

The room in which he found himself was well and tastefully furnished. Jack was annoyed with himself for expecting anything else.

Mr. Parr’s aunt was a faded lady with an absent manner, and she seemed to cause Mr. Parr a considerable amount of anxiety. He scarcely took his eyes from her as she moved about the room, and she hardly spoke before he jumped in to interrupt her, always politely, but always very definitely.

The inspector’s supper was set upon a tray; he had just about finished when Jack had knocked at the door.

“I hope you’ll excuse our untidiness, Mr. — Er—”

“Beardmore,” said Jack.

“She’ll never remember it,” murmured the inspector.

“I can’t keep the place as mother kept it,” she said.

“Of course not, of course not, auntie,” said Mr. Parr hurriedly. “A little absent,” he murmured. “Now what did you want to know, Mr. Beardmore?”

Jack laughingly excused himself for his call. “The Crimson Circle is such a complicated business that I suspect every new agent to be the central figure,” he said. “Do you think that the arrest of Brabazon is going to help us?”

“I don’t know,” replied Parr slowly. “There is just a chance that Brabazon will be a very big help indeed. By the way, I’ve put one of my own men to look after him, and I have given instructions that the jailer is not to go into the cell under any circumstances.”

“You’re thinking of Sibly, the sailor, who was poisoned?”

Parr nodded. “Don’t you think, Mr. Beardmore, that that was one of the greatest mysteries of all the mysterious Crimson Circle murders?” He asked this question very soberly, but there was a little glint in his eye which Jack did not fail to notice.

“You’re laughing. Why? I think it was mysterious, don’t you?”

“Very,” said the inspector. “In some respects, and the poisoning of Sibly will, to my mind, be a much more important factor in the eventual capture of the Crimson Circle than is the arrest of our friend Brabazon.”

“I wish you wouldn’t talk about crime and criminals,” said his aunt fretfully; “really, John, you are very trying. It may have suited mother—”

“Yes, of course, auntie; I’m sorry,” said Parr hurriedly, and when she had left the room, Jack Beardmore’s curiosity got the better of his discretion.

“Mother seems to have been rather a paragon,” he smiled, and wondered if he had made a faux pas.

The answering laugh reassured him. “Yes, rather a paragon; she is not staying with us just now.”

“Is she your mother, Mr. Parr?”

“No, my grandmother,” said Mr. Parr, and Jack looked at him in astonishment.
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The inspector must have been nearly fifty, and he made a rapid calculation as to the age of this wonderful grandmother who took an interest in crime, and kept the house tidy.

“She must be a wonderful old lady,” he said, “and I suppose she’d even be interested in the Crimson Circle?”

“Interested!” Mr. Parr laughed. “If mother was on the track of that gang with the same authority as I have, they would be high and dry in Cannon Street police station tonight. As it is,” he paused, “they are not.”

All the time they were talking Jack was puzzling his head as to why, in spite of its order, the room gave him an impression of untidiness. But he was not left to his own thoughts for very long, for Mr. Parr was in an unusually communicative mood. He even went so far as to tell Jack some of the unpleasant things said to him by the Commissioner.

“Naturally police headquarters are rather rattled by the continuance of these crimes,” he said. “We haven’t had anything like this for fifty years. In fact, I don’t think since the Ripper murders there has been such an orgy of destruction. It may interest you, too, Mr. Beardmore, to know that the Crimson Circle, whoever he is, is the first real organising criminal we have had to deal with for nearly fifty years. Criminal organisations are loose affairs, and as they depend for their safety upon that sense of honour which every thief is supposed to possess, but which I have never met with, the game doesn’t last very long. The Crimson Circle, however, is a man who obviously trusts nobody. He cannot be betrayed because nobody is in a position to betray him. Even the minor members of the gang cannot betray one another, because it is just as clear to me that they do not know one another by name or by sight.” He went on to discuss interestingly cases in which he had been concerned, and it was nearly half-past eleven when Jack rose with a further apology.

“I’ll take you to the front door; your car is here, isn’t it?”

“No,” said Jack. “I came by taxi.”

“H’m,” said the inspector. “I thought I saw a car drawn up in front of the door. We are not a motorcar owning neighbourhood; probably it is a doctor’s machine.”

He opened the door, and, as he had said, a black car was drawn up at the kerb.

“I seem to have seen that before,” said the inspector, and took a step forward. As he did so a pencil of flame leapt from the dark interior of the car; there was a deafening report, and Inspector Parr fell into Jack’s arms and slid to the ground. A second later and the car was speeding up the street; it showed no light and vanished round the corner as the doors in the street began to open and to let out the alarmed residents.

A policeman came running along the pavement, and together they lifted the detective and carried him into the diningroom. Happily the aunt had gone to bed, and had apparently heard and noticed nothing.

Inspector Parr opened his eyes and blinked. “That was a nasty one,” he said with a wince of pain. He felt gingerly in his waistcoat and brought out a flat piece of lead. “I’m glad he didn’t use an automatic,” he said, and then, seeing the blank amazement on Jack’s face, he grinned.

“The Crimson Circle gentleman is only one of three who wear a bullet-proof waistcoat,” he said. “I am the second, and—” he paused, “Thalia Drummond is the third, as I happen to know.”

He did not speak again for some time, and then he said to Jack:

“Will you telephone to Derrick Yale? I think he is going to be considerably startled.” The prophecy understated the case. Derrick Yale arrived half an hour after the shooting in such haste that his appearance suggested that he had dressed over his pyjama suit. He listened to Parr’s story, and then: “I don’t want to be uncomplimentary, inspector,” he laughed, “but you’re the last person in the world I should have thought they would have wanted to shoot.”

“Thank you,” said Parr, who was gingerly fixing a lint pad over his bruised chest. “I don’t mean that as uncomplimentary; I merely mean that such a definite challenge to the police is the last thing in the world I expected them to deliver.” He frowned heavily. “I don’t understand it,” he said as though speaking to himself. “I wonder why she wanted to know. I’m talking about Thalia Drummond. She asked me this morning what was your address,” he said. “I understand your name is not even in the telephone book or in the local directory.”

“What did you say?”

“I gave her some evasive answer, but I’ve just remembered that my private address book is accessible, and she could easily have discovered it without troubling to ask me. I wonder she didn’t.”

Jack gave a weary sigh. “Really, Yale, you’re not suggesting that Miss Drummond fired that shot, are you? Because, if you are, it’s a ridiculous suggestion. Oh, I know what you’re going to say: she’s a bad lot and has been guilty of all sorts of miserable little crimes, but that doesn’t make her a murderess!”

“You’re quite right,” replied Yale after a pause. “I’m being unjust to the girl, and it doesn’t seem that I’m starting fair if I am sincere in my desire to give her a chance. I wanted to see you tonight, by the way, Parr.” He took from his pocket a card and laid it on the table before the inspector. “How does that strike you for nerve?”

“When did you get it?”

“It was waiting in the letterbox for me, but I didn’t see it, curiously enough, until I was rushing out to find a taxi to bring me here. Isn’t it colossal?”

The card bore a symbol familiar enough to the two men, but at the very sight of that Crimson Circle, Jack shuddered. Within the hoop was written: ‘You are serving the losing side. Serve us instead and you shall be rewarded tenfold. Continue your present work, and you die on the fourth of next month.’

“That gives you about ten days,” said Parr seriously, and it might have been the pain he had suffered, or excitement, but he seemed suddenly to lose his colour. “Ten days,” he muttered.

“Of course, I take not the slightest notice of that threat,” said Derrick Yale cheerfully. “I must confess that after my unpleasant experience at the office I almost credit them with supernatural gifts.”

“Ten days,” repeated the detective. “Have you made any plans? Ordinarily, where would you be on the fourth of next month?”

“It is curious that you should ask that,” said Yale, “but I had arranged to go down to Deal for some fishing. A friend of mine has lent me a motor-launch, and I thought of spending the night in the Channel; in fact, I had arranged to go on that day.”

“You can make what arrangements you like, but you are not going alone,” said Parr emphatically. “And now you can all clear out. Thank your lucky stars that my aunt has not wakened, and that mother isn’t here.”

The last he said was intended for Jack, and Jack smiled understandingly.
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It was Harvey Froyant’s boast that he trusted nobody completely. He trusted the lawyer up to a point, but his known connection with questionable people would have been alone sufficient to prevent Harvey from trusting implicitly to his agent. Two nights after the shooting of Inspector Parr the little lawyer called on his employer, and he was all aquiver with excitement. He had traced one of the new series of banknotes which the Crimson Circle had taken from Brabazon.

“Now, we’ve got a good line on this, Mr. Froyant, and if we continue in the direction we are going, we can certainly pick up the original changer.”

But here Mr. Harvey Froyant was firm. He could not and would not place the case completely in the hands of this man. So far might the knowledgeable firm of Heggitt take him, but he would carry on the rest through another agency. He said so in as many words.

“I’m sorry you won’t let me go on with it,” said the disappointed Heggitt. “I have undertaken this search personally, and I can assure you that there are only a few steps now between the man we discovered with the money and the man you are looking for.”

Harvey Froyant knew that as well as the lawyer. Jack Beardmore had spoken a great truth when he said that this mean man would never be satisfied until he had recovered the money he had lost. It was a goad and an irritation, a source of thought which kept him awake at night and woke him in the morning with a sense of blank despair.

And Harvey was well equipped to carry the investigations to their final stage now that he had the ground clear for him. He had derived his fortune from buying and selling land in every country in the world. Beginning with practically no capital, he had, by personal application to his business, built up a seven figure fortune. And this had not been accomplished by sitting in an office and trusting to subordinates. It had involved considerable travel, restless inquiry and relentless probing into the private circumstances of negotiators, a peculiarity he had shared with James Beardmore, though this he did not know.

He took up his own case with alacrity, and informed neither Yale nor Parr of his intentions.

As Heggitt had said, it was a fairly simple matter to trace the note, for at least three stages. His investigations brought Mr. Froyant successively to a moneychanger’s in the Strand, a tourist office and finally to a highly respectable bank. And here he was particularly favoured, for it was a branch of one of the banks which conducted his business. For three days he pried and questioned, searched books — which he had no right to search — and slowly but surely he came to a conclusion. He was not, however, satisfied to leave the matter with the discovery of the original passer of the note. Not even the bank manager, who gave him facilities for examining private accounts, and was afterwards reprimanded by his superiors for doing so, knew exactly what object he had, or against whom his investigations were directed.

On the morning of the first day Froyant left hurriedly for France. He spent only two hours in Paris, and the night found him on his way to the south. Toulouse he reached at nine o’clock in the morning; here again luck was with him, for an important official of the city had been an agent of his in a purchase he had made a few years before. Monsieur Brassard offered his guest an emphatic welcome, which Mr. Froyant discounted on the ground that his former agent was under the impression that a new deal and a new commission was in prospect. This seemed to be the case, for he was less enthusiastic when he learnt the object of the visit.

“I do not trouble myself with these matters,” he said, shaking his head, “for although I am a lawyer, my dear Mr. Froyant, my practice does not touch the criminal court.” He stroked his long beard thoughtfully. “I remember Marl very well indeed — Marl and another man, an Englishman, I think.”

“A man named Lightman?”

“Yes, that was the fellow. Good gracious, yes!” He made a grimace of disgust. “Of course, that is common history,” he went on. “They were scoundrels, those men. One shot the cashier and the watchman of the Nimes Bank, and there were two murders here in Toulouse with which their names were associated. I remember their names very well — and the terrible incident!” He shook his head.

“What terrible incident?” asked Mr. Froyant curiously.

“It was when Lightman was led to execution. I think our executioners must have been drunk, for the knife did not work; twice, three times it fell, but only just touched his neck. And when the horrified spectators interfered — you know our French people are very emotional — there would have been a riot if they had not taken the prisoner back to gaol. Yes, the Red Circle escaped the knife.”

Mr. Froyant, who was sipping a cup of coffee, leapt to his feet, overturning the cup and its contents.

“The what?” he almost shouted.

Mr. Brassard looked at him openmouthed.

“Why, what is wrong, m’sieur?” he asked, one eye on the damaged carpet.

“The Red Circle! What do you mean?” demanded Froyant, trembling with excitement.

“That was Lightman,” nodded Brassard, astonished at the effect his words produced. “It was his public name. But my clerk will know more, for he was interested in the matter, which I was not.”

He rang the bell, and an elderly Frenchman came in.

“Do you remember the Red Circle, Jules?”

The aged Jules nodded. “Very well, m’sieur. I was at the execution. What horror!” He raised his two hands in an expressive gesture.

“Why was he called the Red Circle?” demanded Froyant.

“Because of a mark.” The man drew his long finger about his neck. “Around his throat, m’sieur, was a red circle; it was the colour of his skin, and it was a legend long before the execution that no knife would ever touch him, for such marks are said to be charmed. I think it was a birthmark, but I know that on the way to the execution I met a great number of people — my friend Thiep, for example — who were sure that the execution would not take place. If they were as sure that the executioner and his assistants would be drunk,” added Jules, “and that they had put up the guillotine in the morning so badly that the knife would not work, I think they would have been more intelligent.”

Mr. Froyant was now breathing quickly. Little by little the truth was being revealed, and now he saw the whole thing clearly.

“What happened to the Red Circle?” he asked.

“I do not know,” shrugged Jules. “He was sent to one of the island settlements, but Marl was released because he had given evidence for the Republic. I heard some time ago that Lightman had escaped, but I don’t know how true that is.”

Lightman had escaped, as Froyant had already guessed. He passed that day in a feverish search of all available documents, in a visit to the Public Prosecutor, and he ended a strenuous twelve hours in the bureau of the prison governor, examining photographs.

It may be said that Mr. Harvey Froyant went to bed that night in the Hotel Anglaise with a feeling of complete satisfaction, and with the added pleasure that he had succeeded where the cleverest police had failed. The secret of the Crimson Circle was no longer a secret.
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Harvey Froyant’s visit to France had not escaped attention, and both Derrick Yale and Inspector Parr knew that he had gone; so also did the Crimson Circle, if Thalia Drummond’s telegram reached its destination.

Curiously enough these telegrams and messages which Thalia was sending was the excuse for Derrick Yale’s call at police headquarters, on the very evening that Mr. Froyant was returning triumphantly from France.

Parr, returning to his office, found Yale sitting at the inspector’s table, delighting a small but select audience of police officials with an exhibition of his curious power.

His ability in this direction was amazing. From a ring which a police inspector handed him he told the mystified hearer not only his known history but, to his confusion, a little secret history of the man’s life.

As Parr came in his assistant gave him a sealed envelope. He glanced at the typewritten address, and then laid it on Yale’s outstretched hand. “Tell me who sent that?” he said, and Yale laughed.

“A very small man with an absurd yellow beard; he talks through his nose and keeps a shop.”

A slow smile dawned on Parr’s face. Yale added: “And that isn’t psychometry, because I happen to know it is from Mr. Johnson of Mildred Street.” He chuckled at the inspector’s blank expression, and when they were alone, explained.

“I happen to know that you discovered the place to which all the Crimson Circle messages were sent. I, on the contrary, have known of its existence for a long time, and every message which has been sent to the Crimson Circle has been read by me. Mr. Johnson told me you were making inquiries, and I asked him to give you a very full explanation in the addressed envelope which you sent to him.”

“So you knew it all the time?” asked Parr slowly.

Derrick Yak nodded. “I know that messages intended for the Crimson Circle have been addressed to this little newsagent, and that every afternoon and evening a small boy calls to collect them. It is a humiliating confession to make, but I have never been able to trace the person who picks the boy’s pocket.”

“Picks his pocket?” repeated Parr, and Yale enjoyed the mystery.

“The boy’s instructions are to put the letters in his pocket, and to walk into the crowded High Street. Whilst he is there somebody takes them from his pocket without his being any the wiser.”

Inspector Parr sat down on the chair which Yale had vacated, and rubbed his chin.

“You’re an amazing fellow,” he said. “And what else have you discovered?”

“What I have all along suspected,” said Yale, “that Thalia Drummond is in communication with the Crimson Circle and has given him every scrap of information which she has been able to gather.”

Parr shook his head. “What are you going to do about that?”

“I told you all along that she would lead us to the Crimson Circle,” said Yale quietly, “and sooner or later I am sure my predictions will be justified. It is nearly two months since I induced our friend who keeps a small newsagent’s shop to which letters may be addressed, to give me the first look over all letters addressed to Johnson. He wanted a little inducing, because our newsagent is a very honest, straightforward man, but it is my experience, and probably yours, that the mere suggestion that a man is assisting the cause of justice will induce him to commit the most outrageous acts of disloyalty. I took the liberty of suggesting, without stating, that I was a regular police officer. I hope you don’t mind.”

“There are times when I think you should be a regular police officer,” said Parr. “So Thalia Drummond is in communication with the Crimson Circle?”

“I shall continue to employ her, of course,” said Yale. “The closer she is to me, the less dangerous she will be.”

“Why did Froyant go abroad?” asked Parr.

The other shrugged his shoulders. “He has many business connections abroad, and probably is engaged in a deal. He owns about a third of the vineyards in the Champagne. I suppose you know that?”

The inspector nodded. Then, for some reason or other, a silence fell upon them. Each man was busy with his own thoughts, and Mr. Parr particularly was thinking of Froyant, and wondering why he had gone to Toulouse, “How did you know he had gone to Toulouse?” asked Derrick Yale.

The question was so unexpected, such a startling continuation of his own thoughts, that Parr jumped. “Good heavens!” he said, “can you read a man’s mind?”

“Sometimes,” said Yale, unsmilingly. “I thought he had gone to Paris.”

“He went to Toulouse,” said the inspector shortly, and did not explain how he came to know.

Possibly nothing Derrick Yale had ever done, no demonstration he had given of his gifts, had so disconcerted this placid inspector of police as that experiment in thought transference. It alarmed, indeed, frightened him, and he was still shaken in his mind when Harvey Froyant’s telephone call came through.

“Is that you, Parr? I want you to come to my house. Bring Yale with you. I have a very important communication to make.”

Inspector Parr hung up the receiver deliberately, “Now, what the devil does he know?” he said, speaking to himself, and Derrick Yale’s keen eyes, which had not left the inspector’s face all the time he was speaking, shone for a moment with a strange light.

Thalia Drummond had finished her simple dinner and was engaged in the domestic task of darning a stocking. Her undomestic task, which was of greater urgency, was to prevent herself thinking of Jack Beardmore. There were times when the thought of him was an acute agony, and since such moments of quietness and solitude as these were favourable for such meditation, she had just put down her work and turned to something new for distraction, when the door bell rang. It was a district messenger, and he carried in his hand a square parcel that looked like a boot box.

It was addressed to her in pen-printed characters, and she had a little flutter at her heart as she realised from whom it had come. Back in her room she cut the string and opened the box.

On the top lay a letter which she read. It was from the Crimson Circle, and ran:

‘You know the way into Froyant’s house. There is an entrance from the garden into the bombproof shelter beneath his study. Gain admission, taking with you the contents of this box. Wait in the underground room until I give you further instructions.’

She lifted out the contents of the box. The first article was a large gauntlet glove that reached almost to her elbow. It was a man’s glove, and left-handed. The only other thing in the box was a long, sharp-pointed knife with a cuplike guard. She handled it carefully, feeling the edge; it was as sharp as a razor. For a long time she sat looking at the weapon and the glove, and then she got up and went to the telephone and gave a number. She waited for a long time, until the operator told her there was no answer.

At nine o’clock, she looked at her watch. It was past eight already, and she had no time to lose. She put the glove and the knife in a big leather handbag, wrapped herself in her cloak, and went out.

Half an hour later, Derrick Yale and Mr. Parr ascended the steps of Froyant’s residence and were admitted by a servant. The first thing Derrick Yale noticed was that the passage was brilliantly illuminated; all the lights in the hall were on, and even the lamps on the landing above were in full blaze, a curious circumstance, remembering Mr. Harvey Froyant’s parsimony. Usually he contented himself with one feeble light in the hall, and any room in the house that was not in use was in darkness.

The library was a room opening from the main hall; the door was wide open, and the visitors saw that the room was as brilliantly lighted as the hall. Harvey Froyant was sitting at his desk, a smile on his tired face, but for all his weariness there was self-satisfaction in every gesture, every note in his voice.

“Well, gentlemen,” he said almost jovially, “I’m going to give you a little information which I think will startle and amuse you.” He chuckled and rubbed his hands. “I have just called up the Chief Commissioner, Parr,” he said, peering up at the stout detective. “In a case like this one wants to be on the safe side. Anything may happen to you two gentlemen after you leave this house, and we cannot have too many people in our secret. Will you take your overcoats off? I am going to tell you a story which may take some time.”

At that moment the telephone bell trilled, and they stood watching him as he took down the receiver.

“Yes, yes, colonel,” he said. “I have a very important communication to make; may I call you up in a second or two? You will be there? Good.” He replaced the instrument. They saw him frown undecidedly, and then: “I think I’ll talk to the colonel now, if you don’t mind stepping into another room and closing the door. I don’t want to anticipate the little sensation which I am creating.”

“Certainly,” said Parr, and walked from the room.

Derrick Yale hesitated. “Is this communication about the Crimson Circle?”

“I will tell you,” said Mr. Froyant. “Just give me five minutes and then you shall have your thrill of sensation.” Derrick Yale laughed, and Parr, who had reached the hall, smiled in sympathy.

“It takes a lot to thrill me,” said Derrick. He came out of the room, stood for a moment with the door edge in his hand. “And afterwards I think I shall be able to tell you something about our young friend Drummond,” he said. “Oh, I know you’re not interested, but this little fact will interest you perhaps as much as the story you are going to tell us.”

Parr saw him smile, and guessed that Froyant had growled something uncomplimentary about Thalia Drummond. Derrick Yale closed the door softly. “I wonder what his sensation is, Parr,” he mused thoughtfully. “And what the dickens has he to tell your colonel?”

They walked into the front drawingroom, which was equally well lighted.

“This is unusual, isn’t it, Steere?” said Derrick Yale, who knew the butler.

“Yes, sir,” said the stately man. “Mr. Froyant is not as a rule extravagant in the matter of current. But he told me that he’d want all the lights tonight, and that he was not taking any risks, whatever that might mean. I’ve never known him to do such a thing. He’s got two loaded revolvers in his pocket — that is what strikes me as queer. He hates firearms, does Mr. Froyant, as a rule.”

“How do you know he has revolvers?” asked Parr sharply.

“Because I loaded them for him,” replied the butler. “I used to be in the Yeomanry, and I understand the use of weapons. One of them is mine.”

Derrick Yale whistled and looked at the inspector. “It looks as if he not only knows the Crimson Circle, but he expects a visit,” he said. “By the way, have you any men on hand?”

Parr nodded. “There are a couple of detectives in the street; I told them to hang around in case they were wanted,” he said. They could not hear Froyant’s voice at the telephone, for the house was solidly built, and the walls were thick.

Half an hour passed, and Yale grew impatient.

“Will you ask him if he wants us, Steere?” he said, but the butler shook his head.

“I can’t interrupt him, sir. Perhaps one of you gentlemen would go in. We never go in unless we are rung for.” Parr was halfway out of the room, and in an instant had flung open the door of Harvey Froyant’s study. The lights were blazing, and he had no doubt of what had happened from the second his eyes fell upon the figure huddled back in his chair. Harvey Froyant was dead. The handle of a knife projected from his left breast, a knife with a steel cuplike guard. On the narrow desk was a bloodstained leather gauntlet.

It was the startled cry of Parr that brought Derrick Yale rushing into the room. Parr’s face was as white as death as he stared at the tragic figure in the chair, and neither man spoke a word. Then Parr spoke. “Call my men in,” he said. “Nobody is to leave this house. Tell the butler to assemble the servants in the kitchen and keep them there.”

He took in every detail of the room. Across the big windows which looked on to a square of green at the back of the house, heavy velvet curtains were drawn. He pulled them aside. Behind these were shutters and they were securely fastened.

How had Harvey Froyant been killed?

His desk was opposite the fireplace, and the desk was a narrow Jacobean affair which would have distracted any ordinary man by its lack of width, but it was a favourite of the dead financier.

From which way had the murderer approached him?

From behind? The knife was thrust in a downward direction, and the theory that his assailant came upon him unawares was at least plausible. But why the glove? Inspector Parr handled it gingerly. It was a leather gauntlet, such as a chauffeur uses, and had been well worn.

His next move was to call the Police Commissioner and, as he had suspected, the colonel was waiting for a communication from Harvey Froyant.

“Then he did not telephone to you?”

“No. What has happened?”

Parr told him briefly, and listened unmoved to the almost incoherent fury of his chief at the other end of the wire. Presently he hung up the receiver and went back to the hall, to find his men already posted.

“I am searching every room in the house,” he said, He was gone half an hour, and returned to Derrick Yale.

“Well?” asked Yale eagerly.

Parr shook his head. “Nothing,” he said. “There is nobody here who has no right to be here.”

“How did they get into the room? The hallway was never empty except when Steere came into the drawingroom.”

“There may be a trap in the floor,” suggested Yale.

“There are no traps in drawingroom floors in the West End of London,” snapped Parr, but a further search had a surprising result. Turning up one corner of the carpet, a small trapdoor was discovered, and the butler explained that in the days of the war, when air raids were a nightly occurrence, Mr. Froyant had had a bombproof shelter constructed of concrete in a lower wine cellar, ingress to which was gained by means of a flight of stairs leading from his study.

Parr went down the stairs with a lighted candle and discovered himself in a small, square, cell-like room. There was a door, which was locked, but, searching the body of Harvey Froyant, they found a master key. Beyond the first door was a second of steel and this brought them into the open.

The houses in the street shared a common strip of lawn and shrubbery.

“It is quite possible to get into here through the gate at the end of the garden,” said Yale, “and I should say that the murderer came this way.”

He was flashing his electric lamp along the ground. Suddenly he went down on to the ground and peered. “Here is a recent footprint,” he said, “and a woman’s!”

Parr looked over his shoulder. “I don’t think there is any doubt about that,” he said. “It is recent.” And then suddenly he stepped back. “My God!” he gasped in awestricken tones. “What a devilish plot!”

For it came upon him with a rush that this was the footprint of Thalia Drummond.




Chapter XXXI


Thalia Answers a Few Questions


Table of Contents


Derrick Yale sat with his head on his hands, reading a newspaper. He had read a dozen that morning, and one by one he had cast them aside to open another.

“Under the eyes of the police,” he quoted. “Incompetence at Police Headquarters.” He shook his head. “They are giving our poor friend Parr a bad time in this morning’s press,” he said as he threw the paper aside, “and yet he was as incapable of preventing that crime as you or I, Miss Drummond.”

Thalia Drummond looked a little peaked that morning. There were dark circles about her eyes, and an air of general listlessness which was in contrast to her usual cheerful buoyancy.

“If you’re in that game you expect to get kicks, don’t you?” she asked coolly. “The police can’t have it all their own way.”

He looked at her curiously. “You aren’t a particular admirer of police methods, are you, Miss Drummond?” he asked.

“Not tremendously,” she replied, as she laid a stack of correspondence before him. “You aren’t expecting me to get up testimonials to the efficiency of headquarters, are you?”

He laughed quietly. “You’re a strange girl,” he said. “Sometimes I think that you were born without compassion. You worked for Froyant, too, didn’t you?”

“Yes,” she said shortly.

“You lived some time in the house?”

She did not reply, but her grey eyes met his steadily. “I did live some time in the house,” she admitted.

“Why do you ask that?”

“I wondered if you knew of the existence of this underground room?” said Derrick Yale carelessly.

“Of course I knew of the room. Poor Mr. Froyant made no secret of his cleverness. He has told me a dozen times how much it cost,” she added with a faint smile.

He cogitated a moment. “Where were the keys usually kept that opened the door of the bombproof room?”

“In Mr. Froyant’s desk. Are you suggesting that I have had access to them, or that I was concerned in last night’s murder?”

He laughed. “I am not suggesting anything,” he said, “I am merely inquiring, and as you seem to know a great deal more about the house than most of the people who live in it, my curiosity is natural. Would it be possible, do you think, to push up that trap without making a noise?”

“Quite,” she said. “The trapdoor works on counterbalances. Are you going to answer any of those letters?”

He pushed the pile of letters aside. “What were you doing last light, Miss Drummond?”

This time his method was more direct. “I spent my evening at home,” she said. Her hands went behind her, and that curious rigidity which he had noticed before stiffened her frame.

“Did you spend the whole of the evening at home?” She did not answer. “Isn’t it a fact that about half-past eight you went out, carrying a small parcel?”

Again she made no reply. “One of my men accidentally saw you,” said Derrick Yale carelessly, “and then lost sight of you. Where did you spend the evening — you did not return to your flat until nearly eleven o’clock at night.”

“I went for a walk,” said Thalia Drummond coolly. “If you will give me a map of London, I will endeavour to retrace my footsteps.”

“Suppose some of them have already been traced?”

Her eyes narrowed. “In that case,” she said quietly, “I am saved the bother of telling you where I went.”

“Now look here, Miss Drummond,” he leant across the table. “I am perfectly sure that you are not, in your heart of hearts, a murderess. That word makes you wince, and it is an ugly one. But there are suspicious circumstances which I have not yet revealed to Parr about your movements last night.”

“Being under suspicion is a normal condition with me,” she said, “and since you know so much, it is quite unnecessary for me to tell you more.”

He looked at her, but she returned his gaze without faltering, and then with a shrug of his shoulders, he said: “Really, I don’t think it matters where you were.”

“I’m almost inclined to agree with you,” she mocked him, and went back to her office and her typewriter. “An amazing personality,” thought Derrick Yale. Women did not ordinarily interest him, but Thalia Drummond was beyond and outside of the general run. Her beauty had no appeal for him; he knew she was pretty, just as he knew his office door was painted brown and that the colour of a penny stamp was red.

He took up the paper again and re-read some of the comments upon the inefficiency of police headquarters, and soon after, as he had expected, Parr came into the room with a certain briskness and dropped into a chair.

“The Commissioner, has asked for my resignation,” he said, and to the other’s surprise, his voice was almost cheerful. “I’m not worrying. I intended to retire three years ago when my brother left me his money.”

This was the first intimation Derrick Yale had received that Inspector Parr was a comparatively rich man.

“What are you going to do?” he asked, and Parr smiled. “In Government offices’when you are asked to resign, you resign,” he said drily. “But my resignation will not take effect until the end of next month. I must wait and see what happens to you, my friend.”

“To me?” said Derrick in surprise. “Oh, you mean the warning that I am to be polished off on the fourth? Let me see, there are only two or three days of life left for me,” he laughed ironically as he glanced at the calendar. “I don’t think you need wait for that. But, joking apart, why resign at all? Do you think if I saw the Commissioner—”

“He’d take much less notice of you than he would of a row of beans if they started articulating,” said Mr. Parr. “As a matter of fact, he isn’t taking me off the case until my resignation comes into effect, and I have you to thank for that.”

“Me?”

The stout inspector was laughing silently.

“I told him that your life was so precious to the country that it was necessary I should remain on duty until I had got you over the fatal date,” he said.

Thalia Drummond came in at that moment with another batch of correspondence.

“Good morning. Miss Drummond.”

The inspector raised his eyes to the girl.

“I’ve been reading about you this morning,” said Thalia coolly. “You’re becoming quite a public character, Mr. Parr.”

“Anything for the sake of a little advertisement,” murmured the inspector without resentment. “It is a long time since I saw your name in the paper, Miss Drummond.”

His reference to her appearance in a police court seemed to afford Thalia a great deal of amusement. “I shall have my share in time,” she said. “What is the latest news about the Crimson Circle?”

“The latest news,” said Mr. Parr slowly, “is that all correspondence addressed to the Crimson Circle of Mildred Street must in future be sent elsewhere.”

He saw her face change; it was only a momentary flash, but the effect was very gratifying to Inspector Parr.

“Are they opening offices in the city?” she asked, recovering herself rapidly. “I don’t see why they shouldn’t. They seem to do almost as much as they like, and I don’t see why they should not live in a very handsome block with elevators and electric signs — no, I don’t think they’d better have electric signs, because even the police would see them!”

“Sarcasm in a young woman,” said Mr. Parr severely, “is not only unbecoming, it is indecent!”

Yale was listening to this exchange with a delighted smile. If the girl surprised him, there were moments when Inspector Parr surprised him as much. This heavy man had a very light malicious touch when he wished.

“And where were you last night. Miss Drummond?” asked Parr, his eyes on the ground.

“In bed and dreaming,” said Thalia Drummond.

“Then you must have been walking in your sleep when you were loafing about at the back of Froyant’s house about half-past nine,” suggested the inspector.

“So that is it, eh?” said Thalia. “You found my dainty footsteps in the garden? Mr. Yale has hinted as much already. No, inspector, I went for a walk in the park at night. The solitude is very inspiring.”

Still Parr regarded the carpet attentively.

“Well, when you walk in the park, young lady, keep at some distance from Jack Beardmore, because the last time you trailed him, you scared him!”

He had hit truly this time. Her face flushed crimson and her delicate eyebrows met in a frown.

“Mr. Beardmore isn’t easily scared,” she said, “and besides — besides—”

Suddenly she turned and went from the room, and when Parr, after a little further conversation, also went into the outer office, she looked up at him and scowled.

“There are times, inspector, when I positively hate you!” she said vehemently.

“You surprise me,” said Inspector Parr.
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Police headquarters was on its trial. The uncomfortable amount of space which the newspapers were giving to the latest of these tragedies which were associated with the name of Crimson Circle, the questions which were on the paper to be asked in Parliament no less than the conferences behind closed doors at headquarters, and the aloofness of all who were ordinarily connected with Inspector Parr in his work, were ominous signs which he did not fail to appreciate.

There was hardly a newspaper which did not publish a very complete list of the outrages for which the Crimson Circle was responsible, and not one which did not mention pointedly the damning fact that from the very beginning of the Circle’s activity, Inspector Parr had had charge of the various cases.

He asked for, and was granted, leave to make enquiries in France. During his few days’ absence, his superiors arranged for his successor. He had only one friend at headquarters, and that curiously and strangely enough was Colonel Morton, the Commissioner in control of Parr’s department.

Morton fought his case, but knew that it was a hopeless one from the beginning. In this he had the assistance of Derrick Yale. Yale made an early call at headquarters and gave the fullest particulars with the object of exonerating his official colleague.

“The mere fact that I was on the spot, and that I had been specially engaged to protect Froyant, must take a lot of responsibility from Parr’s shoulders,” he urged.

The Commissioner leant back in his chair and folded his arms. “I don’t want to hurt your feelings, Mr. Yale,” he said bluntly, “but officially you have no existence, and I am afraid that nothing you will say is going to help Mr. Parr. He has had his chance — in fact, he has had several chances, and he has missed them.”

Just as Yale was going the Commissioner beckoned him to remain.

“You can throw light upon one subject, Mr. Yale,” he said. “It has reference to the killing of the man who shot James Beardmore: you remember Sibly, the sailor.”

Yale nodded, and resumed the seat he had vacated.

“Who was in the cell when you were taking this man’s evidence?”

“Myself, Mr. Parr and an official shorthand writer.”

“Man or woman?” asked the Commissioner.

“A man. I think he was a member of your staff. And that was all. The jailer came in once or twice; in fact he came in while we were there, and brought the water, which was found afterwards to contain the poison.”

The Commissioner opened a folder and selected from many documents a sheet of foolscap.

“Here is the jailer’s statement,” he said. “I’ll save you the preliminaries, but this is what he says,” said the Commissioner; he fixed his glasses and read slowly:

“The prisoner sat on his bed. Mr. Parr was sitting facing him and Mr. Yale was standing with his back to the cell door, which was open when I went in. I took a tin mug half full of water which I drew from a faucet which had been fixed for the purpose of supplying drinking water. I remember putting the tin down whilst I attended a bell call from another cell. So far as I know it was impossible that this tin could be tampered with, though it is true that the door into the yard was open. When I went into the cell Mr. Parr took the tin from my hand, and set it on a ledge near the door and told me not to interrupt them.”

“You notice that no reference is made to the shorthand-writer. Was he obtained locally, do you think?”

“I’m almost sure he was from your office.”

“I must ask Parr about that,” said the Commissioner.

Mr. Parr (who had returned from France) when questioned on the telephone, admitted that the shorthand-writer was a local man whom he had secured by making enquiries in the little town. In the confusion which had followed the discovery that Sibly was dead, he had not thought to enquire about the man’s identity.

A typewritten transcript of Sibly’s statement had been given to him, and he remembered indistinctly paying the writer for his trouble. That was as far as he could help the Commissioner, whose information on the subject was not greatly increased.

Derrick Yale waited whilst this telephonic communication was in progress, and when the colonel had finished, he gathered from his dissatisfied expression that Parr’s information was of no particular value.

“You don’t remember the man yourself?”

Yale shook his head.

“His back was to me, most of the time,” he said, “and he sat by the side of Parr.”

The Commissioner muttered something about gross carelessness, and then:

“I shouldn’t be surprised if your shorthand-writer was an emissary of the Crimson Circle,” he said. “It was a piece of criminal neglect to have taken a man whose identity cannot be established for such an important piece of work. Yes, Parr has failed.” He sighed. “I am sorry, in many ways. I like Parr. Of course, he’s one of the old-fashioned police officers whom you bright outside men affect to despise, and he hasn’t any extraordinary gifts, although he has been, in his time, a remarkably good officer. But he’ll have to go. That is decided. I may tell you this, because I have already made the same intimation to Parr himself. It is a thousand pities.”

It was no news to Vale: nor was it news to the youngest officer at police headquarters.

But the person who seemed least concerned was Inspector Parr himself. He went about his routine work as though unconscious that any extraordinary change in his position was contemplated, and even when he met his successor, who came to look at the office he was shortly to occupy, was geniality itself.

One afternoon he met Jack Beardmore by accident in the park, and Jack was struck by the stout little man’s good spirits.

“Well, inspector,” said Jack, “are we any nearer the end?”

Parr nodded. “I think we are,” he said. “The end of me.”

This was the first definite news Jack had received of the inspector’s retirement.

“But surely you’re not going? You have all the threads in your hands, Mr. Parr. They can’t be so foolish as to dispense with you at this very critical moment unless they have given up all hope of capturing the scoundrel.”

Mr. Parr thought “they” had given up all hope long ago, but the attitude of headquarters was a subject which he did not care to pursue.

Jack was going down to his country house. He had not visited the place since his father’s death, and he would not have gone now but the necessity had arisen for revising a number of farm leases, and since the business could not be done in town, and there were other matters which needed local attention, he decided to spend a night in a place which had, in addition to the memory of this tragedy, memories almost as distasteful.

“Going down into the country are you?” said Mr. Parr thoughtfully. “Alone?”

“Yes,” said Jack, and then as he guessed the other’s thoughts, he asked eagerly, “You would not care to come down as my guest, would you, Mr. Parr? I should be delighted if you could, but I suppose this Crimson Circle investigation will keep you in town.”

“I think they’ll get on very well without me,” said Mr. Parr grimly. “Yes, I think I should like to come down with you. I haven’t been to the house since your poor father’s death, and I should like to go over the grounds again.” He asked for an additional two days’ leave, and headquarters, which would have willingly dispensed with him for the remainder of his lifetime, agreed.

As Jack was leaving that night the inspector went home, packed a small Gladstone bag, and met him at the station.

Neither the weather nor the roads were conducive to a long motorcar journey, and on the whole the inspector agreed that travelling by train was more comfortable.

He had left a little note addressed to Derrick Yale, telling him where he was going, and added at the foot:

‘It is possible circumstances may arise which would need my presence in town. Do not hesitate to send for me if this should be the case.’

Remembering this postscript, Mr. Parr’s subsequent conduct was not a little odd.
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Jack did not find him a pleasant travelling companion; the inspector had brought with him a whole bundle of newspapers, in each of which he read religiously the comments upon the Crimson Circle. His host saw what he was reading, and was astonished that the man, phlegmatic as he was, could find any pleasure in the uncomplimentary references to himself which filled the journals. He said as much. The inspector put down a paper on his knees, and took off his steel-rimmed pince-nez.

“I don’t know,” he said. “Criticism never did anybody any harm; it is only when a man knows he is wrong that this kind of stuff irritates him. As I happen to know I am right, it doesn’t matter to me what they say.”

“You really think you are right? In what respect?” asked Jack curiously, but here Parr was not offering any information. They arrived at the little station and drove the three miles which separated the line from the big gaunt house which had been James Beardmore’s delight.

Jack’s butler, who had come down to superintend arrangements for his master’s comfort, handed a telegram to Inspector Parr almost as soon as he put his foot across the threshold. Parr looked at the face of the envelope and then at the back.

“How long has this been here?”

“It arrived about five minutes ago; a cyclist messenger brought it up from the village,” he said.

The inspector tore open the envelope and extracted the form. It was signed “Derrick Yale,” and read: ‘Come back to London at once; most important development.’

Without a word he handed the message to the young man. “Of course you’ll go. It’s rather a nuisance; there isn’t a train until nine o’clock,” said Jack, who was disappointed at the prospect of losing his companion.

“I’m not going,” said Parr calmly. “Nothing in the wide world would make me take another train journey tonight. It must wait.”

This attitude toward the summons did not somehow go with Jack’s perception of the inspector’s character. He was, if the truth be told, secretly disappointed, although he was glad enough that Parr would share his first night in the house, every corner, every room of which, seemed to have its own especial ghost.

Parr looked at the telegram again. “He must have sent this within half-an-hour of our leaving the station,” he said. “You have a telephone, haven’t you?”

Jack nodded, and Parr put through a long distance call. It was a quarter of an hour before the tinkle of the bell announced that he had been connected.

Jack heard his voice in the hall, and presently the detective came in.

“As I thought,” he said, “the wire was a fake. I’ve just been on to friend Yale.”

“And did you guess it was a fake?”

Mr. Parr nodded. “I’m getting almost as good a guesser as Yale,” said the detective good-humouredly. He spent the evening initiating the young man into the mysteries of picquet, of which Parr was a past-master. There is probably no more fascinating card game for two in the world than this, and so pleasantly was the evening passed, that it was with a shock that Jack looked at the clock and found it was midnight.

The room to which the inspector was shown was that which had been occupied by James Beardmore in his lifetime. It was a roomy apartment, lofty and expansive. There were three long windows, and at night the room, as the rest of the house, was lighted by means of an acetylene-gas plant which James Beardmore had installed.

“Where are you sleeping, by the way?” he said as he paused at the entrance of his room, after saying goodnight.

“I’m in the next room,” said Jack, and Parr nodded and closed the door, locking it behind him.

He heard Jack’s door shut, and proceeded to divest himself of part of his clothing. He made no attempt to undress, but taking from his battered suitcase an old silk dressing-gown, he wrapped it about him, turned out the light and, walking to the windows, pulled up the three blinds.

The night was fairly light; there was sufficient to enable him to find his way back to the bed, on which he lay, pulling the eiderdown over him. There is a method by which the worst cases of insomnia-haunted patients may obtain sleep, though it is one which I believe is very little known. It is to attempt deliberately to keep one’s eyes open in the dark.

Mr. Parr succeeded only by turning on his side and staring out of the nearest window, which he had opened a little.

Towards morning he rose suddenly and stepped noiselessly towards the nearest window; he had heard a faint whirr of sound, a noise which a smoothly-running motorcar makes, but now there was a profound silence. He went to the washstand, and rubbed his face with cold water, drying it leisurely. Then he walked back to the window, pulled up a chair and sat so that he commanded whatever view there was of the avenue leading to the front of the house.

He had to wait nearly half an hour before he saw a dark figure steal from the shadow of the trees, only to disappear again in a deeper shadow. He momentarily glimpsed it again as it passed out of his range of vision into the shadow of the house itself. The inspector moved softly from the room and, crossing the landing, went down the stairs. The main door of the house was bolted and locked, and it was some time before he could open it. When he stepped out into the night there was nobody in sight. He crept stealthily along the path which ran parallel with the house, but found no intruder, and he had reached the main entrance again when he heard the sound of the motor fading gradually — the midnight visitor had gone.

He closed and bolted the door and went back to his room. This visit puzzled him. It was clear that the man, whoever he was, had not seen Parr, nor could he have been certain that he was under observation. He must have come and gone almost immediately.

It was not until he came down to breakfast in the morning that the mystery of the visitation was revealed. Jack was standing before the fire reading a crumpled paper which looked as if it had been posted up and torn. It was the size of a small poster and handprinted. Before he saw its contents, Parr knew that it was a message from the Crimson Circle.

“What do you think of this?” asked Jack, looking round as the detective came in. “We found half a dozen of these posters pasted or tacked on to the trees of the drive, and this one was stuck up under my window!”

The detective read:

‘Your father’s debt is still unpaid. It will remain unpaid if you persuade your friends Derrick Yale and Parr to cease their activity.’

Underneath was written in smaller characters, and evidently added as an afterthought:

‘We shall make no further demands upon private individuals.’

“So he was bill-posting,” said Parr thoughtfully. “I wondered why he came and left so early.”

“Did you see him?” asked Jack in surprise.

“I just glimpsed him. In fact, I knew he would call, though I expected a more startling consequence,” said the detective.

He sat through breakfast without saying a word, except to answer the questions that Jack put to him, and then only in the briefest fashion, and it was not until they were walking across the meadows that Parr asked: “I wonder if he knows you’re fond of Thalia Drummond?”

Jack went red. “Why do you ask that?” he said a little anxiously. “You don’t think they will take their vengeance on Thalia, do you?”

“If it would serve his purpose, he would wipe out Thalia Drummond like that.” The detective snapped his fingers. He put an end to further conversation by stopping and turning about in his tracks. “This will do,” he said.

“I thought you wanted to go to the station gate — the way Marl came to the house that morning?”

Parr shook his head. “No, I wished to be sure how he approached the house. Can you point out the spot where he suddenly became so agitated?”

“Why, of course,” said Jack readily, but wondering what it was all about. “It was much nearer the house; in fact, I can give you the exact spot, because I particularly remember his stepping aside from the path and ruining a young rose tree on which he put his foot. There is the tree — or one the gardener has put in its place.”

He pointed, and Parr nodded his large head several times.

“This is very important,” he said. He walked to where the ruined tree had been. “I knew he was lying,” he said half to himself. “You cannot see the terrace from here at all. Marl told me that he saw your father standing on the terrace at the very moment he had his seizure, and my first impression was that it was the sight of your father which was responsible for his scare.”

He gave Jack details of the conversation he had had with Felix Marl before his death.

“I could have corrected that,” said Jack. “My father was in the library all the morning, and he did not come out of the house until we were ascending the steps of the terrace.”

Parr, notebook in hand, was making a rough sketch. On his left front was the solid block of Sedgwood House, immediately before him were the gardens, enclosed by light iron railings to prevent the cattle straying on to the flower beds, and broken by the gate through which Marl must have passed. On the right was a patch of bushes, in the midst of which showed the gay top of a garden umbrella.

“Dad was very fond of the shrubbery,” explained Jack. “We get high winds here even on the warmest days, and the shrubbery affords shelter. Dad used to sit there for hours reading.”

Parr was slowly turning on his heel, taking in every detail of the view. Presently he nodded. “I think. I have seen all there is to be seen,” he said.

As they were walking back to the house he reverted to the midnight bill-poster, and to Jack’s surprise: “That was the only false move that the Crimson Circle have made, and I think it was very much an afterthought. That was not their original intention, I’ll swear.”

He sat down on the steps of the terrace and stared out over the landscape. Jack could not but think that a more uninspiring figure than Mr. Parr he had never met. His lack of inches, his rotundity, his large placid face, did not somehow fit in with Jack’s conception of a shrewd criminal investigator. “I’ve got it,” said Parr at last. “My first idea was right. He was coming down to blackmail you for the money your father did not pay. On his way he conceived this new idea, which is hinted at in the postscript of his message. He has decided upon some big coup, so that the reference to myself and Yale may be genuine; and he really does want us out of the game, though he’d be a fool if he did not know that the likelihood of his wishes being fulfilled in that respect are pretty remote. Let me see the poster again.”

Jack brought it and the inspector spread it upon the pavement of the terrace.

“Yes, this has been written in a hurry; probably written in his car, and it is a substitute for the poster he originally intended.” He rubbed his chin impatiently. “Now, what is the new scheme?” He was to learn almost immediately, for the butler came hurrying out to say that the telephone bell had been ringing in Jack’s study for five minutes.

“It is you they want,” said Jack, handing the receiver to the detective.

Mr. Parr took the instrument in his hands, and recognised immediately Colonel Morton’s voice. “Come back to London at once, Parr; you are to attend a meeting of the Cabinet this afternoon.”

Mr. Parr put down the receiver, and a smile spread over his big face.

“What is it?” asked Jack.

“I’m joining the Cabinet,” said Mr. Parr, and laughed as Jack had never seen him laugh before.
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When they reached London the evening newspapers were filled with the new sensation. The Crimson Circle had indeed decided upon an ambitious programme. Briefly the story, as related in an official communique to the Press, was as follows:

That morning every member of the Government had received a typewritten document, bearing no address and no other indication of its origin save a Crimson Circle stamped on every page. The document ran:

‘Every effort of your police, both official and private, the genius of Mr. Derrick Yale, and the plodding efforts of Chief Inspector Parr have failed to check Our activity. The full story of Our success is not known. It has been unfortunately Our unpleasant duty to remove a number of people from life, not so much in a spirit of vengeance, as to serve as a salutary warning to others, and only this morning it has been Our unhappy duty to remove Mr. Samuel Heggitt, a lawyer, who was engaged by the late Harvey Froyant on particular work, in the course of which he came unpleasantly close to Our identity. Fortunately for the other members of his firm, he undertook that task personally. His body will be found by the side of the railway between Buxton and Marsden.’

Since the police are unable to hold Us, and since We are in complete agreement with those in authority who say that We are the most dangerous menace to society that exists, We have agreed to forego Our activities on condition that the sum of a million pounds sterling is placed at Our disposal. The method by which this money shall be transferred will be detailed later. This must be accompanied by a free pardon in blank, so that We may, if occasion necessitates, or hereinafter Our identity is disclosed, avail Ourselves of that document.’

Refusal to agree to Our terms will have unpleasant consequences. We name hereunder twelve eminent Parliamentarians, who must stand as hostages for the fulfilment of Our desire. If, at the end of the week, the Government have not agreed to Our terms, one of these gentlemen will be removed.’

The first person that Parr met on his arrival at Whitehall was Derrick Yale, and for once the famous detective looked worried.

“I was afraid of this development,” he said, “and the queer thing is that it has come at a moment when I thought I was in a position to lay my hand on the chief offender.”

He took Parr’s hand in his, and walked him along the gloomy corridor.

“This spoils my day’s fishing,” he said, and Inspector Parr remembered.

“Of course, to-day is the day you die! But I suppose you are reprieved under the general amnesty which the Crimson Circle have issued,” he said drily, and his companion laughed.

“I want to tell you, before we go into this meeting, that I am willing to place myself unreservedly at your disposal,” he said quietly. “I think you ought to know, Parr, that the present wishes of the Cabinet are to give me an official status and place the whole of the investigations in my charge. I have been sounded on the matter, and have given them point-blank refusal. I am convinced that you are the best man for the job, and I will serve under no other chief.”

“Thank you,” said Parr simply. “Perhaps the Cabinet will take another view.”

The Cabinet meeting was held in the Secretary of State’s office; all the recipients of the Crimson Circle’s memo were present from the beginning, but it was some time before outsiders were called in. Yale was summoned first, and a quarter of an hour later the messenger beckoned the inspector.

Inspector Parr knew most of the illustrious gathering by sight, and being on the opposite side in politics, had no particular respect for any. He felt an air of hostility as he came into the big room, and the chilly nod which the white-bearded Prime Minister gave him in response to his bow, confirmed this impression.

“Mr. Parr,” said the Prime Minister icily, “we are discussing the question of the Crimson Circle, which, as you must realise, has become almost a national problem. Their dangerous character has been emphasised by a memorandum which has been addressed to the various members of the Cabinet by this infamous association, and which, I have no doubt, you have read in the newspapers.”

“Yes, sir,” said the inspector.

“I will not disguise from you the fact that we are profoundly dissatisfied with the course which our investigations have taken. Although you have had every facility and every power granted you, including—” he consulted a paper before him, but Parr interrupted him.

“I should not like you to tell the meeting what powers I have received, Prime Minister,” he said firmly, “or what particular privileges have been granted me by the Secretary of State.”

The Prime Minister was taken aback.

“Very well,” he said. “I will add that, although you have had extraordinary privileges, and opportunities, and you have even been present when the outrages have taken place, you have not succeeded in bringing the criminal to justice.” The inspector nodded. “It was our original wish to place the matter in the hands of Mr. Derrick Yale, who has been especially successful in tracing two of the murderers, without, however, being able to bring the prime culprit to justice. Mr. Yale, however, refuses to accept the commission unless you are in control. He has kindly expressed his willingness to serve under you, and in this course we are agreed. I understand that your resignation is already before the Commissioners, and that it has been formally accepted. That acceptance, for the time being, is reserved. Now remember, Mr. Parr,” the Prime Minister leant forward and spoke very earnestly and emphatically: “It is absolutely impossible that we can accede to the Crimson Circle’s demands: such a course would be the negation of all law, and the surrender of all authority. We rely upon you to afford to every member of the Government who is threatened, that protection which is his right as a citizen. Your whole career is in the balance.”

The inspector, thus dismissed, rose slowly. “If the Crimson Circle keeps its word,” he said, “I guarantee that not a hair of one member of your Government shall be harmed in London. Whether I can capture the man who describes himself as the Crimson Circle, remains to be seen.”

“I suppose,” said the Prime Minister, “there is no doubt that this unfortunate man, Heggitt, has been killed.”

It was Derrick Yale who answered. “No, sir; the body was found early this morning. Mr. Heggitt, who lives at Marsden, left London last night by train, and apparently the crime was committed en route.”

“It is deplorable, deplorable.” The Prime Minister shook his head. “A terrible orgy of murder and crime, and it seems that we are not at the end of it yet.”

When they came out into Whitehall, Yale and his companion found that a large crowd had gathered, for news had leaked out that a meeting was being held to discuss this new and extraordinary problem which confronted the Government.

Yale, who was recognised, was cheered, but Inspector Parr passed unnoticed through the crowd — to his intense relief.

Undoubtedly the Crimson Circle was the sensation of the hour. Some of the evening newspaper placards bore a crimson circle in imitation of the famous insignia of the gang, and wherever men met, there the possibility of the Circle carrying their threat into effect was discussed.

Thalia Drummond looked up as her employer came in. The evening newspaper was in front of her, and her chin rested on her clasped hands, and she read every line, word by word. Derrick noticed the interest, and observed, too, her momentary confusion as she folded the paper and put it away.

“Well, Miss Drummond, what do you think of their last exploit?”

“It is colossal,” she said. “In some respects, admirable.”

He looked at her gravely.

“I confess I can see little to admire,” he said. “You take rather a queer, twisted view of things.”

“Don’t I?” she said coolly. “You must never forget, Mr. Yale, that I have a queer, twisted mind.”

He paused at the door of his room and looked back at her, a long, keen scrutiny, which she met without so much as an eyelid quivering.

“I think you should be very grateful that Mr. Johnson, of Mildred Street, no longer receives your interesting communications,” he said, and she was silent.

He came out again soon after. “I am probably going to establish my offices at police headquarters,” he said, “and realising that that atmosphere is one in which you will not nourish, I am leaving you here in control of my ordinary business.”

“Are you accepting the responsibility for capturing the Crimson Circle?” she asked steadily.

He shook his head. “Inspector Parr is in control,” he said, “but I am going to help him.”

He made no further reference to his new task, and the rest of the morning was spent in routine work. He went out to lunch and said he would not be back that day, giving her instructions regarding letters he wished despatched.

He had hardly gone before his telephone bell went, and at the sound of the voice at the other end, she nearly dropped the receiver.

“Yes, it is I,” she said. “Good morning, Mr. Beardmore.”

“Is Yale there?” asked Jack.

“He has just gone out: he will not be back to-day. If there is anything important to tell him, I may be able to find him,” she said, steadying her voice with an effort.

“I don’t know whether it’s important or not,” said Jack, “but I was going through my father’s papers this morning, a very disagreeable job, by the way, and I found a whole bunch of papers relating to Marl.”

“To Marl?” she said slowly.

“Yes, apparently poor Dad knew a great deal more about Marl than we imagined. He had been in prison: did you know that?”

“I could have guessed it,” said Thalia.

“Father always put through an inquiry about people before he did business with them,” Jack went on, “and apparently there is a lot of explanation about Marl’s early life, collected by a French agency. He seems to have been a pretty bad lot, and I wonder the governor had dealings with him. One curious document is an envelope which is marked ‘Photograph of Execution’: it was sealed up by the French people, and apparently the governor didn’t open it. He hated gruesome things of that kind.”

“Have you opened it?” she asked quickly.

“No,” he answered in a tone of surprise. “Why do you jump at me like that?”

“Will you do me a favour, Jack?” It was the first time she had ever called him by name, and she could almost see him redden.

“Why — why, of course, Thalia, I’d do anything for you,” he said eagerly.

“Don’t open the envelope,” she said intensely. “Keep all the papers relating to Marl in a safe place. Will you promise that?”

“I promise,” he said. “What a queer request to make!”

“Have you told anybody about it?” she asked.

“I sent a note to Inspector Parr.”

He heard her exclamation of annoyance. “Will you promise me not to tell anybody, especially about the photograph?”

“Of course, Thalia,” he answered. “I’ll send it along to you, if you like.”

“No, no, don’t do that,” she said, then abruptly she finished the conversation.

She sat for a few minutes breathing quickly, and then she rose, and putting on her hat, she locked up the office, and went to lunch.
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The fourth of the month had passed, and Derrick Yale was still alive. He commented on the fact as he came into the office which he and Inspector Parr jointly occupied. “Incidentally,” he said, “I have lost my fishing.”

Parr grunted. “It is better that you lost your fishing than that we lost sight of you,” he said. “I am perfectly convinced that if you had taken that trip, you would never have returned.”

Yale laughed. “You have a tremendous faith in the Crimson Circle, and their ability to keep their promises.”

“I have — to a point,” said the inspector, without looking up from the letter he was writing.

“I hear that Brabazon has made a statement to the police,” said Yale, after an interval.

“Yes,” said the inspector. “Not a very informative one, but a statement of sorts. He has admitted that for a long time he was changing the money which the Crimson Circle extracted from their victims, though he was unaware of the fact. He also gives particulars of his joining the Circle, after which, of course, he acted as a conscious agent.”

“Are you charging him with the murder of Marl?”

Inspector Parr shook his head. “We haven’t sufficient evidence for that,” he said, blotted his letter, folded it and enclosed it in an envelope.

“What did you discover in France? I have not had an opportunity of talking to you about that,” asked Yale.

Parr leant back in his chair, felt for his pipe, and lit it before he answered.

“About as much as poor old Froyant discovered,” he said. “In fact, I followed very closely the same line of investigation that he had. It was mostly and mainly about Marl and his iniquities. You know that he was a member of a criminal gang in France, and that he and his companion, Lightman — I think that was the name — were condemned to death. Lightman should have died, but the executioners bungled the job, and he was sent off to Devil’s Island, or Cayenne, or one of those French settlements, where he died.”

“He escaped,” said Yale quietly.

“The devil he did.” Mr. Parr looked up. “Personally, I wasn’t so interested in Lightman as I was in Marl.”

“Do you speak French, Parr?” asked Yale suddenly.

“Fluently,” was the reply, and the inspector looked up. “Why do you ask?”

“I have no reason, except that I wondered how you pursued your inquiries.”

“I speak French — very well,” said Parr, and would have changed the subject.

“And Lightman escaped,” said Yale softly. “I wonder where he is now.”

“That is a question I have never troubled to ask myself.” There was a note of impatience in the inspector’s voice.

“You were not the only person interested in Marl, apparently. I saw a note on your desk from young Beardmore, saying that he had discovered some papers relating to the late Felix. His father had also made inquiries about the man. Of course, James Beardmore would. He was a cautious man.”

He was lunching with the Commissioner, Mr. Parr learnt, and was not at all hurt that he was excluded from the invitation. He was very busy in these days, selecting the men who were to form the bodyguard of the Cabinet, and he could well afford to miss engagements which invariably bored him.

As it happens, his company would have been a great embarrassment, for Yale had something to communicate to the Commissioner, something which it was not well that Inspector Parr should hear. It was near to the end of the meal that he dropped his bombshell, and it was so effective that the Commissioner fell back in his chair and gasped.

“Somebody at police headquarters,” he said incredulously. “Why, that is impossible, Mr. Yale.”

Derrick Yale shook his head. “I wouldn’t say anything was impossible, sir,” he said, “but doesn’t it seem to you that all the evidence tends to support that idea? Every effort that we make to bring about the undoing of the Crimson Circle is anticipated. Somebody having access to the cell of Sibly, killed him. Who but a person having authority from headquarters? Take the case of Froyant: there were a number of detectives on duty round and about the house; nobody apparently came in and nobody went out.”

The Commissioner was calmer now. “Let us have this thing clear, Mr. Yale,” he said. “Are you accusing Parr?”

Derrick Yale laughed and shook his head. “Why, of course not,” he said. “I cannot imagine Parr having a single criminal instinct. Only if you will think the matter out,” he leant over the table and lowered his voice, “and will go into every detail and every crime that the Crimson Circle has committed, you cannot fail to be struck by this fact: that, hovering in the background all the time was somebody in authority.”

“Parr?” said the Commissioner.

Derrick Yale bit his lower lip thoughtfully. “I don’t want to think of Parr,” he said. “I would rather think of him as being victimised by a subordinate he trusts. You quite understand,” he went on quickly, “that I should not hesitate to accuse Parr if my discoveries took me in that direction. I would not even free you, sir, from suspicion, if you gave me cause.”

The Commissioner looked uncomfortable. “I can assure you that I know nothing whatever about the Crimson Circle,” he said gruffly, and realising the absurdity of his protest, laughed.

“Who is that girl over there?” he pointed to a couple who were dining in a corner of the big restaurant. “She keeps looking across toward you.”

“That girl,” said Mr. Derrick Yale carefully, “is a young lady named Thalia Drummond, and her companion, unless I am greatly mistaken, is the Honourable Raphael Willings, a member of the Government and one who has been threatened by the Crimson Circle.”

“Thalia Drummond?” The Commissioner whistled. “Isn’t she the young person who was in very serious trouble some time ago? She was Froyant’s secretary, was she not?”

The other nodded.

“She is an enigma to me,” he said, shaking his head, “and the greatest mystery of all is her nerve. At this precise moment she is supposed to be sitting in my office answering telephone calls and dealing with any correspondence which may arrive.”

“You employ her, do you?” asked the astonished Commissioner, and then with a little smile, “I agree with you about her nerve, but how does a girl of that class come to be acquainted with Mr. Willings?”

Here Derrick Yale was not prepared to supply an answer.

He was still sitting with the Commissioner when he saw the girl rise and, followed by her companion, walk slowly down the room. Her way led her past his table, and she met his enquiring glance with a smile and a little nod, and said something over her shoulder to the middle-aged man who was following her.

“How is that for nerve?” asked Derrick.

“I should imagine you’d have something to say to the young lady,” was the Commissioner’s only comment. Derrick Yale was very seldom conventional, either in his speech or his behaviour, but for once he found it difficult to deal with a painful situation other than in the time-honoured way.

The girl had reached the office a few minutes before him, and she was taking off her hat when he came in.

“One moment, Miss Drummond,” he said. “I have a few words to say to you before you continue your work. Why were you away from the office at lunch time? I particularly asked you to be here,”

“And Mr. Willings particularly asked me to go to lunch,” said Thalia with an innocent smile, “and as he is a member of the Government, I am sure you would not have liked me to refuse.”

“How did you come to know Mr. ‘Willings?”

She looked at him up and down with that cool, insolent glance of hers.

“There are many ways one may meet men,” she said. “One may advertise for them in the matrimonial newspapers, or one may meet them in the park, or one may be introduced to them. I was introduced to Mr. Willings.”

“When?”

“This morning,” she said, “at about two o’clock. I sometimes go to dances at Merros Club,” she explained. “It is the relaxation which my youth excuses. That is where we became acquainted.”

Yale took some money from his pocket and laid it on the desk.

“There is your week’s wages. Miss Drummond,” he said without heat. “I shall not require your services after this afternoon.”

She raised her eyebrows. “Aren’t you going to reform me?” she asked him so seriously that he was taken aback. Then he laughed.

“You’re beyond reformation. There are many things I will excuse, and had there been a serious shortage in the petty cash, I could have overlooked that. But I cannot allow you to leave my office when I give you explicit instructions to stay here.”

She picked up the money and counted it. “Exactly the sum,” she mocked. “You must be Scottish, Mr. Yale.”

“There is only one way that you could be reformed, Thalia Drummond.” His voice was very earnest, and he seemed to experience a difficulty in finding the right words.

“And what is that, pray?”

“For a man to marry you. I’m almost inclined to make the experiment.”

She sat on the edge of the desk and rocked with silent laughter.

“You are funny,” she said at last, “and now I see that you are a true reformer.” She was solemnity itself now. “Confess, Mr. Yale, that you only look upon me as an experiment, and that you have no more affection for me than I have for that aged and decrepit blue-bottle crawling up the wall.”

“I’m not in love with you, if that is what you mean.”

“I did mean something of the sort,” she said. “No, on the whole, I think I’ll take my dismissal and my week’s wages, and thank you for giving me the opportunity of meeting and serving such a brilliant genius.”

He ended the conversation as though he had made some business proposal which had been declined, and said something about giving her a reference, and there the matterended for him. He went into his office, and did not even do her the honour of slamming the door after him.

And yet her dismissal was a serious matter for Thalia. It meant one of two things. Either that Derrick Yale seriously suspected her — and that was the gravest possibility to her — or else that her discharge was only a ruse, part of a deeper plan to bring about her undoing.

On her way home she recalled his reference to Johnson of Mildred Street. There might be something behind that beyond the revelation of the fact that he knew she was associated with the Crimson Circle, and he wanted her to know he knew.

When she reached her flat there was a letter waiting for her, as there had been on the previous night. The controlling spirit of the Crimson Circle was an assiduous correspondent as far as she was concerned. In the privacy of her own room she tore open the envelope.

‘You did well,’ (the letter ran). ‘You have carried out my instructions to the letter. The introduction to Willings was well managed and, as I promised you, there was no difficulty. I wish you to know this man thoroughly and discover what are his little weaknesses. Particularly do I wish to know his attitude of mind and the real attitude of the Cabinet towards my proposal. The dress you wore at lunch to-day was not quite good enough. Do not spare expense in the matter of costume. Derrick Yale is dismissing you this afternoon, but that need not trouble you, for there is no further need for you to stay in his office. You are dining tonight with Willings. He is particularly susceptible to feminine charms. If possible, let him invite you to his house. He has a collection of ancient swords of which he is very proud. You will then be able to discover the lay of the house.’

She looked into the envelope. There were two crisp notes for a hundred pounds, and as she put them into her little handbag her face was very grave.
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Mr. Raphael Willings was a product of his age. Though he was still in the early forties, he had pushed himself into Cabinet rank by the sheer force of his character. To describe him as a popular Minister would be to stretch the truth beyond permissible bounds. He was neither popular with his colleagues, nor with the country who, whilst recognising his remarkable powers and acclaiming him as the greatest of the parliamentary orators, nevertheless distrusted him. He had given so many proofs of his insincerity that it was remarkable that he should have attained to the position he occupied.

But he had a number of followers. Men who were unwavering in their faith, who could be depended upon to vote steadily at the lift of his finger, and the Government majority was too small to risk the exclusion of the Willings’ bloc.

Amongst his colleagues he had a bad name. It is not necessary to particularise the circumstances which produced his reputation, but it is a notorious fact that he escaped appearing in an unsavoury divorce case by the skin of his teeth. So unpopular was he that twice Merros Club and a fashionable night club of which he was a member and an habitue, were raided by the police in the hope of compromising this nighty politician. The raid had been planned by the wife of one of his colleagues, and that Willings was not unaware of the fact, was proved when the newspaper he owned aimed a bitter attack on the lady’s unfortunate husband, an attack so worded, so framed, that the Minister retired from public life.

A well-built man inclined to plumpness, slightly bald, there was no gainsaying his personal charm. He was under the impression that his introduction to Thalia Drummond had been skillfully manoeuvred by himself. He would have been horrified to know that the lady who introduced him had received instructions that morning from the Crimson Circle to bring the introduction about. The Crimson Circle had its agents in all branches of life and in all classes. There were bookkeepers, there was at least one railway director, there was a doctor and three chefs d’hotel amongst the hundred who obeyed the call of the Crimson Circle. They were well paid and their duties were not onerous. Sometimes, as in this case, they had no more to do than to bring about an introduction between two people whom the Crimson Circle desired to meet, but in every case their instructions came to them in exactly in every the same form.

The organisation of this great force was extraordinarily complete. In some uncanny way the chief of the Crimson Circle had smelt penury and disaster almost as soon as the recipients of these two evil factors were aware that they were present. One by one they had been absorbed, each ignorant of the other’s identity, and profoundly ignorant of their master. He had come to them in strange places and circumstances. Each had his own function to perform, and generally the part which was played by the subordinate members of the league was ludicrously simple and unimportant.

A few members of the Circle had, in a panic, made statements to police headquarters, and from them it was learned how simple were some of the tasks which were given out by the mystery man.

From fear of the tragic consequences of disloyalty, the majority of the Crimson Circle remained loyal to their unknown chief, and it was a remarkable tribute to his system of espionage, that when he sent forth his summons, as he did on the day Derrick Yale lunched with the Commissioner, calling every member of the Crimson Circle to the first meeting they had ever held, giving them the most explicit instructions as to the garb they should wear, and the means they should adopt to avoid disclosing themselves to their fellows, he omitted the waverers and the malcontents as though their very thoughts were written plainly before him. To Thalia Drummond that meeting will always remain the most vivid and poignant memory of her association with the Crimson Circle.

The city contains many old churches, but none anterior in date to the church of St. Agnes on Powder Hill. It had escaped the ravages of the Great Fire, only to be smothered under by the busy city which had grown up about it. Enclosed by tall warehouses, so that its squat steeple was absent from the skyline, it had a congregation which might be numbered on the fingers of two hands, although it supported a vicar who preached punctiliously every week to a congregation which was practically paid to attend. Once a churchyard had surrounded it, and the bones of the faithful had been laid to peace within its shadow, but the avaricious city, grudging so much waste building land, had passed Acts which had removed the bones to a more salubrious situation and had covered the place of family vaults with office buildings.

Entrance to the church was up an alley which led from a side passage and the figures which slunk along the unlighted way seemed to melt through the almost invisible doors into a gloom even thicker than the night.

For in the church of St. Agnes the Crimson Circle held the first and last meeting of his servitors.

Here, again, his organisation was marvellous. Every member of his company had received explicit orders telling him to the very minute when he must arrive, so that no two came together. How he obtained the keys of the church; what careful manoeuvring he must have planned to bring the hour of meeting and the dispersal between the two periods when the lane would be patrolled by the City police, Thalia Drummond could only guess.

She came into the alleyway punctually, went up the two steps to a door which opened as she approached and was closed immediately she entered the lobby. There was no light of any kind, save for the faint light of night which filtered through a stained-glass window.

“Go straight ahead,” whispered a voice. “You will take the end of the second pew on the right.”

There were other people in the church. She could just distinguish them, two in each pew, a silent, ghostly congregation, none speaking to the other. Presently the man who had admitted her came into the church and walked to the altar rails, and at the first words she knew that the servants of the Crimson Circle sat in the presence of their master.

His voice was low and muffled and hollow; she guessed he wore the veil she had seen over his head the first night she had met him.

“My friends,” he said, and she heard every word, “the time has come when our society will be dispersed. You have read my offer in the public press; and you are interested to this extent, that I intend distributing at least twenty per cent. of the money which the Government must eventually give me amongst those who have served me. If there are any here who are nervous that we shall be interrupted, let me assure them that the police patrol does not pass for another quarter of an hour, and that it is quite impossible for the sound of my voice to reach outside the church.”

He raised his voice a little, and there was a hard note in it when he added:

“And to those who may have treachery in their hearts, and imagine that so widely announced a meeting might bring about my undoing, let me say that it is impossible that I shall be captured tonight. Ladies and gentlemen, I will not disguise from you that we are in considerable danger. Facts which may enable the police to identify me have on two occasions come to light. I have upon my tracks Derrick Yale, who I will not deny is a source of considerable anxiety to me, and Inspector Parr” — he paused— “who is not to be despised. In this supreme moment I do not hesitate to call upon every one of you for an extraordinary effort of assistance. Tomorrow you will each receive operation orders prepared in such detail that it will be impossible for you to misunderstand any particular requirement I have made known. Remember that you are as much in danger as I,” he said more softly, “and your reward shall be correspondingly great. Now you will pass out of the church one by one, at thirty seconds interval, beginning with the first two on the right, continuing with the first two on the left. Go!”

At intervals these dark figures glided along the aisle and vanished through the door to the left of the pulpit.

The man at the chancel rails waited until the church was empty and then he, too, passed through the door into the lobby and into the passage.

He locked the outer door and slipped the key into his pocket. The church clock was booming the half-hour when he called a taxicab and was driven westward.

Thalia Drummond had preceded him by a quarter of an hour, and in the taxi which carried her to the same end of the town she brought about a lightning transformation of her appearance. The old black raincoat which covered her to the throat, the heavy-veiled black hat, were taken off. Beneath it she wore a cloak of delicate silk tissue, covering an evening dress which would have satisfied her apparently exigent master.

She took off her hat and tidied her hair as well as she could, and when she stepped down at the flashing entrance of Merros Club and handed a small attache case to the bowing attendant, she was a picture of radiant loveliness.

So jack Beardmore thought. He was supping with some friends much against his will, for he hated the night side of life, when he saw her come in, and scowled jealously at her debonair escort.

“Who is he?”

Jack’s companion glanced across lazily.

“I don’t know the lady,” he said, “but the man is Raphael Willings. He is a big pot in the Government.”

Thalia Drummond had seen the young man before he had seen her, and she groaned inwardly. Half of what her host said she missed; her mind was completely absorbed in other directions, and it was not until a familiar phrase reached her ear that she turned her interest toward the Minister.

“Antique swords,” she said with a start. “I’m told you have a wonderful collection, Mr. Willings.”

“Are you interested?” he smiled.

“A little. In fact, quite a lot,” she said awkwardly, and it was not like Thalia to be at a loss for a reply.

“Could I ask you to come along to tea one day and see them?” said Raphael. “One doesn’t often find a woman who is interested in such things. Shall we say tomorrow?”

“Not tomorrow,” said Thalia hastily. “Perhaps the next day.”

He made the appointment then and there, writing it ostentatiously on his cuff.

She saw Jack leave the club without a look in her direction, and she felt absurdly miserable. She did so want to talk to him and was praying that he would come over to their table.

Mr. Willings insisted upon driving her home in his car, and she left him with a sigh of relief. He did not harmonise with her mood that night.

There was a little forecourt to the flats in which she lived, and she had dismissed her admirer (he made no secret of this relationship) in the street outside. She had to walk a dozen paces to reach one of the two entrances, and even before she had sent her escort away, she was aware that a man was waiting for her in the darkened court.

She stood on the pavement until Willings’s car had moved on, and then she came slowly toward the waiting man. He spoke for a minute in a voice that was a little above a whisper, and she responded in the same tone.

The conversation was of very short duration. Presently the man turned without sign or word of farewell, and walked quickly away and the girl entered her flat.

Though the man made no sign, he knew he was being followed. He had been waiting for ten minutes in the dark of the forecourt and had seen the stealthy figure in the doorway of a closed shop opposite the flats. Apparently, however, he was oblivious of the fact that somebody was walking behind him, somebody he knew would presently overtake him and look into his face. He turned into a side thoroughfare where the street lamps were few and far between, and as he did so he slackened his pace. Presently the spy overtook him, choosing for the point of passing, a place within the radius of a lamp. He had bent his head to peer into the first man’s face when suddenly the quarry turned and sprang at him. The trailer was taken by surprise; before he could shout, a grip of iron was around his throat and he was flung half-senseless to the stone pavement. And then from nowhere in particular, appeared as by magic three men, who pounced upon the prostrate tracker and jerked him to his feet.

He glared round, dazed and shaken, and his eyes fell upon the man he had been set to watch. “My God!” he gasped. “I know you!”

The other smiled. “You will never be able to employ your information, my friend,” he said.
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Jack Beardmore went home savage and sick at heart. Thalia Drummond was an obsession to him, and yet he had every reason to believe the worst of her. He was a fool, a thrice-condemned fool, he told himself as he paced the library, his hands thrust into his pockets, his handsome young face clouded with the gloom of despair. He felt at that moment he would like to hurt her, punish her as she unconsciously had punished him. He flung himself down into his chair and sat for an hour with his head on his hands, covering the old ground which reason had so often trodden that it had left a worn and familiar track.

He got up sick and weary, and, opening a safe, took out a packet of documents and flung them on the table. It was the sealed envelope addressed to his father and unopened which interested him most, and he had a childish desire to open it if only to spite Thalia.

Why was she so anxious that he should not see the photograph which it contained? Was she so interested in Marl? He remembered with a scowl that she had spent the evening with that man on the night he died so mysteriously. He rose, and gathering the papers together, he carried them to his bedroom. He was so tired that he had not even the curiosity to probe into the mystery which attached to the photograph of an execution. He shivered at the thought of the grisly contents, and he dropped the package on his dressing-table with a little grimace and began leisurely to undress. He quite expected that he would pass a sleepless night; his emotion and the state of his mind seemed to call for such an end to a miserable day, but youth, if it has its anguish, has also its natural reaction. He was asleep almost as soon as his head touched the pillow. And then he began to dream. To dream of Thalia Drummond; and in his dream, Thalia was in the power of an ogre whose face was remarkably like Inspector Parr’s. He dreamt of Marl, a grotesque terrifying figure, whom he somehow associated with Inspector Parr’s grandmother — that “mother” of whom he stood in such awe.

What woke him was the reflection of a light from the dressing-table mirror. The light had been extinguished when he sat up in bed, but, half-asleep as he was, he was certain that there had been a flash of some kind — it was hardly the season for lightning.

“Who is there?” he asked, and put out his hand to reach for the lamp. But the lamp was not there; somebody had moved it. Now he saw, and was out of bed in a second.

He heard a movement toward the door and ran. Somebody was in his grip, somebody who squirmed and struggled, and then he released his hold with a gasp. It was a woman — instinct told him that it was Thalia Drummond.

Slowly he put out his hand, groping for the electric switch, and the room was flooded with light.

It was Thalia — Thalia as white as death and trembling. Thalia who held something behind her and met his pained gaze with a tragic attempt at defiance. “Thalia!” he groaned, and sat down. “Thalia in his room! What had she been doing? Why did you come?” he asked shakily, “and what are you concealing?”

“Why did you bring those papers up to your room?” she asked almost fiercely. “If you had left them in your safe — oh, why didn’t you leave them in your safe?” And now he saw that she held the sealed packet containing the photograph of the execution.

“But — but, Thalia,” he stammered, “I don’t understand you. Why didn’t you tell me—”

“I told you not to look at the picture. I never dreamt you would bring it here. They have been here tonight searching for it.”

She was breathless, on the verge of tears that were not all anger.

“Been here tonight?” he said slowly. “Who have been here?”

“The Crimson Circle. They knew you had that photograph, and they came and burgled your library. I was in the house when they came, and prayed — prayed “ — she wrung her hands and he saw the look of anguish on her face. “I prayed that they would find it, and now they will think you have seen the picture. Oh, why did you do it?”

He reached for his dressing-gown, realising that his attire was somewhat scanty, and in the warm folds he felt a little more assurance.

“You are still talking Greek to me,” he said. “The thing I understand perfectly is that my house has been burgled. Will you come with me?”

She followed him down the stairs and into his library.

She had spoken the truth. The door of the safe hung drunkenly upon its hinges. A hole had been cut through the shutter and it was open. The contents of the safe lay upon the floor; the drawers of his desk had been forced open and apparently a search had been made amongst the papers on the desk. Even the wastepaper basket had been turned out and searched.

“I can’t understand it,” he muttered. He was pulling the heavy curtains across the window.

“You will understand better, though I hope you do not understand too well,” she said grimly. “Now, please take a sheet of paper and write as I dictate.”

“To whom must I write?” he asked in surprise.

“Inspector Parr,” she said. “Say ‘Dear Inspector. — Here is the photograph which my father received the day before his death. I have not opened it, but perhaps it may interest you.’”

Meekly he wrote as she ordered and signed the letter, which, with the photograph, she put into a large envelope. “And now address it,” she said. “And write on it on the top left-hand corner, ‘From John Beardmore,’ and put after that ‘Photograph, very urgent.’”

With the envelope in her hand she walked to the door. “I shall see you tomorrow, Mr. Beardmore, if you are alive.”

He would have laughed, but there was something in her drawn face, some message in her quivering lips, that checked the laughter on his.
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It was the seventh day following the meeting of the Cabinet, and, so far from agreeing with the terms of the Crimson Circle, the Government had made it known, in the most unmistakable terms, that it refused to deal with the Circle or its emissaries.

That afternoon Mr. Raphael Willings prepared for a visitor. His house in Onslow Gardens was one of the show places of the country. His collection of antique armour and swords, his priceless intaglios and his rare prints were without equal in the world. But he had no thought of his visitor’s antiquarian interests when he made his preparations, and he was less deterred than stimulated by a confidential document which had come to him, intimating in plain language the character which Thalia Drummond bore.

Thief she might be — well, she could take any sword in the armoury, any print on the wall, the rarest intaglio among his show cases, so long as she was pleasant and complacent.

When Thalia came she was admitted by a foreign-looking footman and remembered that Raphael Willings had only Italian servants in the house.

Warily she surveyed the room into which she was ushered. There were open windows at each end — which surprised her. She had expected to find a little tete-a-tete tea table. That was missing, and yet in this room was the cream of his collection, as she could see at a glance. Willings came in a few seconds later, and greeted her warmly.

“Eat, drink, and be merry, for tomorrow we die; perhaps to-day,” he said melodramatically. “Have you heard the news?”

She shook her head. “I am the newest victim of the Crimson Circle,” he said gaily enough. “You probably read the newspapers, and know all about that famous company. Yes,” he went on with a laugh, “of all my colleagues I have the honour to be the first chosen for sacrifice; pour encourager les autres.”

She could not help wondering how, in these circumstances, Ralph Willings could preserve so unruffled a mien.

“As the tragedy is due to occur in this house some time this afternoon,” he was continuing, “I must ask you to extend your kindness—” There was a tap at the door, and a servant came in to say something in Italian, which the girl did not understand.

Raphael nodded. “My car is at the door, if you would honour me, we will have tea at my little place in the country. We shall be there in half-an-hour.”

This was a development she had not looked for. “Where is your little place in the country?” she asked.

It was, he explained, between Barnet and Hatfield, and expatiated on the loveliness of Hertfordshire.

“I prefer to have tea here,” she said, but he shook his head.

“Believe me, my dear young lady,” he said earnestly, “the threat of the Crimson Circle distresses me not at all, Onslow Gardens is ‘paradise enow’ with so delightful a guest, but the police have been to see me this afternoon, and have changed all my plans. I told them that I had a friend coming to tea, and they suggested a more public rendezvous. The police, however, quite approve of my alternative scheme. Now, Miss Drummond, you are not going to spoil a very happy afternoon? I owe you a thousand apologies, but I shall be very disappointed if you refuse: I have sent two of my servants down to have everything in readiness, and I hope to be able to show you one of the loveliest little houses within a hundred miles of London.”

She nodded. “Very well,” she said, and when he had gone, she strolled through the room examining its fascinating contents with every appearance of interest.

He came back wearing his greatcoat, and found her looking at a section of the wall which was covered with beautiful examples of the Eastern swordmaker’s art.

“They’re lovely, aren’t they? I’m so sorry I can’t explain the history of them,” he said, and then in a changed tone: “Who has taken the Assyrian dagger?”

There was undoubtedly a blank space in the wall where a weapon had hung, and a little label beneath the empty space was sufficient to call attention to its absence.

“I was wondering the same thing,” said the girl.

Mr. Willings frowned. “Perhaps one of the servants have taken it down,” he suggested. “Though I have given them strict instructions that they are not to be cleaned except under my personal directions.” He hesitated, and then: “I’ll see about that when I come back,” he said, and he ushered her out of the room into the waiting limousine.

She could see that the loss of his precious trophy had disturbed him, for some of his animation had departed.

“I can’t understand it,” he said as they were passing through Barnet. “I know the dagger was there yesterday, because I was showing it to Sir Thomas Summers. He is keenly interested in Eastern steel work. None of the servants would dare touch the swords.”

“Perhaps you’ve had strangers in the room.”

He shook his head. “Only the gentleman from police headquarters,” he said, “and I’m quite sure he wouldn’t have taken it. No, it is a little mystery which we can put on one side at the moment.”

For the rest of the journey he was attentive, polite, and mildly amusing. Not once did he give the slightest hint that he entertained any other emotion towards her than that of a wellbred man for a respected guest.

He had not exaggerated the charms of his “little place” on the Hatfield Road. In truth, it lay nearly three miles from the main road, and was delightfully situated in the midst of rolling and wooded country.

“Here we are,” he said, as he led her through a panelled hall into an exquisitely decorated little drawing room. Tea was laid, but there was no servant in sight. “And now, my dear,” said Willings, “we are alone, thank heaven.”

His tone, his very manner had changed, and the girl knew that the critical moment was at hand. Yet her hand did not tremble as she filled the teapot from the steaming kettle, seemingly oblivious to all that he was saying. She had poured out the tea and was setting his cup in its place, when, without preliminary, he stooped over her and kissed her; another second, and she was in his arms.

She did not struggle, but her grave eyes were fixed steadfastly on his, and she said quietly: “I have something I’d like to say to you.”

“Well, you can say anything you wish, my dear,” said the amorous Willings, holding her tightly, and looking into her unflinching eyes.

Before she could speak again his mouth was against hers.

She tried to get her arm between them, and to exercise the jujitsu trick she had learnt at school, but he knew something of that science. She had seen on entering the room that at one end was a curtained recess, and toward this he was half-lifting, half-carrying her. She did not scream, indeed, to Raphael, she seemed more yielding than he had dared to hope. Twice she tried to speak, and twice he stopped her. She struggled nearer and nearer to the curtained brocade..

The two Italian servants were in the kitchen which was somewhat removed from the room, but they heard the scream and looked at one another, and then with one accord they flew into the hall. The door of the drawingroom was unlocked: they flung it open. Near by the curtain Raphael Willings lay on his face, three inches of Assyrian dagger in his shoulder, and standing by him, staring down at him, was a white-faced girl.

One of the men jerked the dagger from his master’s back, and lifted him groaning to a sofa, whilst the other rushed to the telephone. In his agitation the Italian who was endeavouring to staunch the flow of blood from the wound, jabbered unintelligibly at the girl, but she did not hear him, and would not have understood him if she had.

Like one in a dream she walked slowly from the room, through the hall, and into the open.

Raphael Willings’s car was drawn up some distance from the front of the house, and the chauffeur had left it unattended.

She looked round; there was nobody in sight; then all her energies awakened, and she sprang into the driver’s seat and pressed the plug of the starter. With a whine and a splutter the engines started up, and she sent the car flying down the drive — but here was an obstacle. The iron gates at the end were closed, and she remembered that the chauffeur had had to get down to unlock them. There was no time to be lost. She backed the car, then sent it full speed at the gates. There was a smashing of glass, a crash as the gates broke, and she was in the road with a damaged radiator, lamps twisted beyond recognition, and a mudguard that hung in shreds. But the car was moving, and she set it spinning in the direction of London.

The hall porter of the flats in which she lived did not recognise her, she looked so wild and changed.

“Aren’t you well, miss?” he asked as he took her up in the lift.

She shook her head. Once behind the door of her flat she went straight to the telephone and gave a number, and to the man who answered, she poured forth such a wild, incoherent story, a story so punctuated by sobs, that he found it difficult to discover exactly what had happened.

“I’m through, I’m through,” she gasped. “I can do no more! I will no do more! It was horrible, horrible!”

She hung up the receiver, and staggered to her room, feeling that she was going to faint unless she took tight hold of herself; hours passed before she was normal.

And it was in that condition that Mr. Derrick Yale found her when he called that evening — her old calm, insolent self.

“This is an unexpected honour,” she said coolly, “and who is your friend?”

She looked at the man who was standing behind Yale.

“Thalia Drummond,” said Yale sternly. “I have a warrant for your arrest.”

“Again?” she raised her eyebrows. “I seem always to be in the hands of the police. What is the charge?”

“Attempted murder,” said Yale. “The attempted murder of Mr. Raphael Willings. I caution you that what you now say may be taken down, and used in evidence against you.” The second man stepped forward and took her arm.

Thalia Drummond spent that night in the cells of Marylebone Police Station.
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“As to what happened, I have yet to learn,” said Derrick Yale to a silent but attentive Inspector Parr. “I arrived at Onslow Gardens just after Willings had taken the girl away. The servants at the house were rather reluctant about giving me information, but I soon discovered that she had been taken to Willings’s house in the country. Whether she enticed him or he lured her is a matter for discovery. Probably he is under the impression that she went against her will. All along I have suspected Thalia Drummond as being something more than a servant of the Crimson Circle; naturally I was a little alarmed and flew off to Thetfield, arriving at the house just after she had left. She escaped in Willings’s car, smashing the lodge gates en route; by the way — that girl has got nerve.”

“How is Willings?”

“He will recover; the wound is superficial, but what is significant is the proof that the crime was premeditated. Willings only missed the dagger with which he was stabbed this afternoon, after he had left the girl alone in his armoury whilst he put on his overcoat. He thinks she must have carried it in her muff, and that, of course, is very likely. He gives me no very clear account of what were the events which immediately preceded the stabbing.”

“H’m,” said Inspector Parr. “What sort of a room was it? I mean, the room where this nearly — occurred?”

“A pretty little drawingroom communicating with what Willings calls his Turkish room. It is a marvellous replica of an Eastern interior, and I should imagine the scene of more or less disreputable happenings — Willings hasn’t the best of reputations. It is only separated from the drawingroom by a curtain, and it was near the curtain that he was found.”

Mr. Parr was so absorbed in his meditation that his companion thought he had gone to sleep. But the inspector was not asleep; he was very wide awake. He was conscious of the appalling fact that once more whatever kudos attached to the latest of the Crimson Circle’s outrages went to his companion, and yet he did not grudge him the honour.

Without warning he delivered himself of a sentiment which seemed to have no bearing whatever upon the matter they were discussing.

“All great criminals come to grief through trifling errors of judgment,” he said oracularly.

Yale smiled. “The error of judgment in this case, I presume, being that they didn’t kill our friend Willings — he is not a nice man, and I should imagine of all the members of the Cabinet he could best be spared. But I for one am very grateful that these devils did not get him.”

“I am not referring to Mr. Willings,” said Inspector Parr rising slowly. “I am referring to a stupid little lie told me by a man who really should have known better.”

And with this cryptic utterance, Mr. Parr went off to break the news to Jack Beardmore.

It was typical of him that Jack was the first person who came to his mind when he learnt of Thalia Drummond’s arrest. He was fond of the boy, fonder than Jack could guess, and he knew, even better than Yale, how heavily the weight of Thalia Drummond’s guilt would lie upon the man who loved her.

Jack had already received his shock. The news of the girl’s arrest had been published in the stop-press columns of the late editions, and when Parr arrived he was the picture of desolation.

“She must have the best lawyers procurable,” he said quietly. “I don’t know that I ought to take you into my confidence, Mr. Parr, because you naturally will be on the other side.”

“Naturally,” said the inspector, “but I’ve got a sneaking regard for Thalia Drummond, too.”

“You?” said Jack in astonishment. “Why, I thought—”

“I’m human,” said the inspector. “A criminal to me is just a criminal. I have no personal grudge against the men I have arrested. Truland, the poisoner, whom I sent to the gallows, was one of the nicest fellows I’ve ever met, and I got quite fond of him after a bit.”

Jack shuddered.

“Don’t talk of poisoners and Thalia Drummond in the same breath,” he said testily. “Do you honestly believe she is the leading spirit of the Crimson Circle?”

Mr. Parr pursed his thick lips.

“If somebody came to me and told me the Archbishop was the leading light, I shouldn’t be surprised, Mr. Beardmore,” he said. “By the time this Crimson Circle business is settled, we are all going to have shocks. I started my investigations prepared to believe that anybody might be the Crimson Circle — you, or Marl, the Commissioner or Derrick Yale, Thalia Drummond — almost anybody.”

“And you still hold that opinion?” asked Jack with an attempt at a smile. “For the matter of that, Mr. Parr, you yourself might be the villain of the piece.”

Mr. Parr did not deny the possibility.

“Mother thinks—” he began, and this time Jack did actually laugh.

“Your grandmother must be a remarkable personality; has she views on the Crimson Circle?”

The inspector nodded vigorously.

“She always has had, since the first murder. She put her finger down on the very spot, Mr. Beardmore, but mother always could do that sort of thing. I’ve had my best inspirations from her; in fact, all the—” He stopped himself.

Jack was amused, but he was pitying, too. This man, so ill-equipped by nature for his work, had probably won himself a high place in the police service by dogged unimaginative persistence. In every service men had reached near to the top with no other merit than their seniority. It was just a little fantastic at this moment, when the keenest brains were exercised to lay this bizarre association by the heels, to hear this stout man talking solemnly of the advice he had received from his grandmother!

“I must come along and renew my acquaintance with your aunt,” said Jack.

“She has gone into the country,” was the reply, “and I’m all alone. A woman comes in every morning to clean the place, but there’s nobody there evenings — it doesn’t seem like home to me now.”

It was a relief to Jack to get on to the subject of Mr. Parr’s domestic affairs. Their very unimportance was a sedative to his racked mind. He felt that an evening spent with the inspector’s knowledgeable grandparent might even restore him to something like normality.

Parr himself led the conversation back to more serious channels.

“Drummond will be brought up tomorrow and remanded,” he said.

“Is there any hope of getting bail for her?”

Parr shook his head. “No. She’ll have to go to Holloway, but that won’t do her much harm,” he said, heartlessly, as Jack thought. “It is one of the best prisons in the country, and maybe she’ll be glad of the rest.”

“How came Yale to arrest her? I should have thought that was your job?”

“I instructed him,” said Parr. “He has now the status of a regular police officer, and as he had been in the case earlier in the day, I thought I would let him continue it to the end.”

Just as the inspector had foreshadowed, the police-court proceedings of the next day were confined only to evidence of arrest, and Thalia Drummond was remanded in custody.

The court house was packed, and a big crowd, attracted by the sensational character of the charge, filled all the roads approaching the court. Mr. Willings was not well enough to attend, but well enough to send his resignation to the Cabinet in response to the Prime Minister’s suggestion, contained in a letter couched in such unpleasant terms — and the acidulated vocabulary of the Prime Minister was notorious — that even he, the thick-skinned Willings, was pained.

Whatever happened, he was everlastingly disgraced; even the thick and thin supporters of his policy would be revolted by the evidence he must give. He had taken the girl — a comparative stranger — to his country house, made violent love to her, and had been stabbed. There could be no romantic version of that unpleasant story; and he heartily cursed himself for his stupidity.

Parr made one call upon the girl whilst she was in prison. She refused to see him in her cell, and insisted upon the interview taking place in the presence of a wardress. She explained her attitude when they sat together in the big gaunt waiting-room of the gaol, he at one end of the table and she at the other.

“You must excuse my not seeing you in my apartment, Mr. Parr,” she said, “But so many promising young emissaries of the Crimson Circle have met with an untimely end through interviewing policemen in their cells.”

“The only one I can recall,” said Parr stolidly, “is Sibly.”

“Who was a shining example of indiscretion.” She showed her even white teeth in a smile. “Now what do you want of me?”

“I want you to tell me what happened when you called at Onslow Gardens.”

She gave him a faithful and a detailed account of that afternoon visit.

“When did you discover the dagger was gone?”

“When I was looking round the room whilst Willings was putting on his coat. How is Lothario?”

“He’s all right,” said Parr. “I am afraid he will recover — I mean,” he added hastily, “I am glad to say he’ll get better. Was that the first time Willings noticed the absence of the dagger?”

She nodded.

“Did you carry a muff?”

“Yes,” she said. “Is that the place where the deadly weapon was supposed to be concealed?”

“Did you have your muff in your hand when you went into his house at Hatfield?”

She thought a moment. “Yes,” she nodded.

Inspector Parr rose.

“You’re getting all the food you require?”

“Yes: from prison,” she said emphatically. “Prison food will suit me very well, thank you, and I do not want anybody, out of mistaken kindness, to send in luscious dishes from outside, as I understand prisoners on remand are allowed.”

He scratched his chin. “I think you’re wise,” he said.
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The outrage upon Raphael Willings had produced something like a panic in the Cabinet.

Mr. Parr learnt how profound was the concern when he returned to headquarters. And the Prime Minister was justified in his anxiety. The Crimson Circle had not stated when the next blow would fall, or upon whom.

The inspector was sent for to Downing Street, and was closeted with the Prime Minister for two hours. It was the first personal consultation he had had, and it was followed by a meeting of the inner Cabinet, a fact that was duly recorded in the newspapers.

It was said, but without authority, that the life of the Prime Minister had been threatened, and this statement was neither denied nor affirmed.

Derrick Yale, returning to his flat that night, found Inspector Parr waiting on the doormat.

“Is anything wrong?” he asked quickly.

“I want your help,” said Parr, and did not speak again until he was sitting in a comfortable chair before the fire in Yale’s sitting room.

“You know, Yale, that I’ve got to go, and the Prime Minister is considering the advisability of my going a little sooner than I had expected. There has been a Cabinet committee appointed, and they are calling into question the methods which headquarters are employing and I have been asked by the Commissioner to attend an informal meeting at the Prime Minister’s house tomorrow evening.”

“What is the idea?” asked Yale.

“I’m to give a sort of lecture,” said Parr gloomily, “and explain to the members of the Cabinet the methods I have employed against the Crimson Circle. You probably know that I have been given unusual powers, and that I have not been asked to tell the Government all I know. I intend doing that on Friday evening, and I want your help.”

“My dear chap, you have it before you ask it,” said Yale warmly, and Parr went on.

“There is still a lot about the Crimson Circle that is a mystery to me, but I am piecing it together. At the moment I am under the impression that there is somebody at police headquarters who is working with them.”

“That is my view, too,” said Yale quickly. “Why do you say that?”

“Well,” said the slow Parr, “I’ll give you an instance. Young Beardmore had a photograph that he found in his father’s papers and this was posted to me. It arrived all right, with the seal of the envelope intact, but when I opened it, there was a blank card. I have since discovered that he gave that card to Thalia Drummond to post; he swears he stood on the doorstep and watched her slip it into the letterbox on the opposite side of the road. If that is the case, the envelope must have been tampered with after it reached headquarters.”

“What kind of a photograph?” asked the other curiously.

“It was either a picture of an execution or the condemned man Lightman, for I think it was taken on the occasion when they tried to execute Lightman and failed. It came to old man Beardmore the day before his death — a great number of things seem to have happened to the victims of the Crimson Circle the day before their death — and was found by Jack and, as I say, sent on—”

“By Thalia Drummond!” said Yale significantly. “My view is that you can exonerate the people at headquarters. This girl is deeper in the Crimson Circle than you imagine. I searched her house tonight — that is where I’ve been, and this is what I found.”

He went out into the hall and returned with a brown paper parcel, opened it, and the inspector stared.

A gauntlet glove and a long bright-bladed knife were exposed when Yale cut the string and stripped away the paper wrapping.

“This glove is a fellow to that which was found in Froyant’s study. The knife is an exact pair to the other.”

Parr took up the gauntlet and examined it.

“Yes, this is the left hand, and the one on Froyant’s desk was the right,” he agreed. “It is a worn motor-glove. Who was the owner? Try your psychometric powers, Yale.”

“I’ve already tried,” said the other, shaking his head, “but the glove has passed through so many hands that the impressions I receive are very confused. At any rate, this discovery confirms the theory that Thalia Drummond is in the business up to her neck. As to the other matter you were speaking about,” he said, as he wrapped the knife and glove carefully in the paper, “I shall be most happy to assist you.”

“What I want from you,” said Parr, “is that you shall fill in the spaces which I cannot fill,” He shook his head. “I only wish Mother could be there,” he said regretfully.

“Mother?” said the astonished Yale.

“My grandmother,” said Mr. Parr soberly. “The only detective in England — bar you and I.”

It was the first time that Derrick Yale ever had reason to suspect that Mr. Parr possessed a sense of humour.

It was typical of that period of excitement, when the name of the Crimson Circle was on every tongue, that sensation should follow sensation. But probably no incident created so much excitement as that which, in scrawling headlines, greeted Derrick Yale as, sitting in bed sipping his tea, he read the newspaper the following morning.

Thalia Drummond had escaped!

People escape from prison in works of fiction; they have been known to make a temporary getaway from dread Dartmoor, but never before in the history of the prison service had a woman escaped from Holloway. And yet the wardress unlocking the door of Thalia Drummond’s cell in the morning found it empty.

It took a great deal to shock Derrick Yale, but the news temporarily paralysed him. He read the account of the escape word by word, and in the end he was as mystified as ever.

But there it was in cold print, officially admitted, and communicated to the early morning press by the Government with unnatural haste.

‘Owing to the unusual importance of the prisoner, and the character of the offence alleged against her, extraordinary precautions were taken to guard her. The patrol which usually visits the ward in which her cell was situated, was doubled, and instead of hourly, half-hourly visits were paid by the officers on duty. It is not customary to look into every cell on these occasions, but at three o’clock this morning the wardress — Mrs. Hardy — looked through the observation hole and saw the prisoner was there. At six o’clock when the cell door was opened, Drummond was missing. The bars of the window were intact, and the door had not been tampered with.

‘A search of the prison grounds showed no trace of her footsteps, and it is almost impossible that she could have escaped over the wall. It is equally impossible that she could have left by the ordinary means, since it would have necessitated her passing through six separate doors, none of which had been forced, or through the gatekeeper’s lodge, which is occupied throughout the night.

‘This new proof of the Crimson Circle’s omnipotence and extraordinary powers is very disconcerting, coming, as it does, at a moment when the lives of Cabinet Ministers are threatened by this mysterious gang.’

Yale glanced at the clock. It was half-past eleven. And then he looked at the newspaper and saw that his servant had brought him an early edition of one of the evening papers. He was out of bed in a second and, not waiting for breakfast, rushed off to headquarters to find Inspector Parr in a very good humour, considering all the circumstances.

“But this is incredible, Parr, it is impossible! She must have friends in the prison!”

“That is my idea entirely,” said Parr. “I told the Commissioner in the identical words that she must have friends in the prison. Otherwise,” he said after a pause, “how did she get out?”

Yale looked at him suspiciously. It did not seem the moment or the occasion for flippant talk, and Inspector Parr’s tone was undoubtedly flippant.
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Yale learnt no more details than those he had already read, and took a taxi to his city office, which he had not visited for two days.

The escape of Thalia Drummond was a much more important affair than Parr seemed to think. Parr! An awful thought occurred to Derrick Yale. John Parr! That stolid, stupid-looking man — it was impossible! He shook his head, yet put his mind resolutely to the task of piecing together every incident in which Inspector Parr-had figured, and in the end: “Impossible!” he muttered again, as he walked slowly up the stairs to his office, declining the invitation of the lift-boy.

The first thing he noticed when he unlocked the door was that the letterbox was empty. It was a very large letterbox, with a patent flap device, designed so that it was impossible for an outside pilferer to extract any of its contents. The wire cage reached almost to the floor, and letters that came through the slot in the door had to fall through revolving aluminium blades, which made the letter thief’s task a hopeless one. And the letterbox was empty! There was not so much as a tradesman’s circular.

He closed the door quietly and went into his own room. He took no more than a pace into the interior and then stopped. Every drawer in his desk was open. The little steel safe by the side of the fireplace, concealed from view by the wooden panelling, had been unlocked and the door was now open. He looked under the desk. There was a tiny cupboard, which only an expert could have found, and here Derrick Yale had kept the more intimate documents connected with the Crimson Circle case.

He saw nothing but a broken panel and the mark of the chisel that had wrenched it free. He sat for a long time in his chair, staring out of the window. There was no need to ask who was the artist. He could guess that. Nevertheless, he made a few perfunctory inquiries, and the lift boy supplied him with all the information he needed.

“Yes, sir, your secretary has been this morning, the pretty young lady. She came in soon after the offices were open. She was only here about an hour, and then she left.”

“Did she carry a bag?”

“Yes, sir. A little bag,” said the boy.

“Thank you,” said Derrick Yale, and went back to headquarters, to pour into the phlegmatic Mr. Parr’s ear a tale of rifled desk and stolen documents.

“Now, I’m going to tell you, Parr, what I have told nobody else, not even the Commissioner,” said Yale. “We think of the Crimson Circle organisation as being run by a man. I happen to know that this girl has met the man who initiated her into the mysteries of the gang, whatever they are. But I also know that, so far from being the master, this mysterious gentleman in the motorcar takes his orders, as everybody else does, from the real centre of the organisation — which is Thalia Drummond!”

“Good Lord!” said the inspector.

“You wonder why I had her in my office? I told you it was because I thought she would bring us closer to the Circle. And I was right.”

“But why dismiss her?” asked the other quickly.

“Because she had done something which merited dismissal,” said Yale, “and if I had not fired her then and there, she would have known that I was keeping her in my office with an object. I might have saved myself the trouble, apparently,” he smiled, “because this morning’s work proves that she knew what my game was.” His thin, delicate face darkened, and then he said almost sharply: “When you have told your story tonight to the Prime Minister and his friends, I have a little story to tell which I think will surprise you.”

“Nothing you can say will ever surprise me,” said Mr Parr.

The third shock which Derrick Yale received that day came on his return home. The first half of his surprise was to find that his servant was out. The one woman he employed did not sleep on the premises, but she was supposed to remain in the flat until nine o’clock in the evening. It was exactly six when Derrick Yale came in to find the place in darkness.

He turned on the light and made a tour of the rooms.

Apparently, the sittingroom was the only apartment which had been disturbed, but here, whoever the intruder had been — and he could guess her name — she had been very thorough and painstaking. It was not necessary for him to seek out the servant and discover what had happened. She had been called away from the house by a message purporting to come from him — he guessed that much. And whilst she was away Thalia Drummond had examined the contents of the flat at her leisure.

“A clever young woman!” said Derrick without malice, for he could admire even the genius which was employed against himself. She had lost no time. Within twelve hours she had broken gaol, ransacked both his office and his flat, and had removed documents which had a vital bearing upon the Crimson Circle.

He dressed himself leisurely, wondering what would be her next move. Of his own he was certain. Within twentyfour hours Inspector Parr would be a broken man. From a drawer in his dressing-room he took a revolver, looked at it for a moment speculatively, and slipped it into his hip pocket. There was going to be a startling and a sensational end to the chase of the Crimson Circle, an end wholly unforeseen by the spectators of the tragic game.

In the wide lobby of the Prime Minister’s house he found a guest, the excuse for whose presence he could not fathom. Jack Beardmore had certainly been a sufferer from the activities of the Crimson Circle, but he had no part in the latter incidents.

“I suppose you are surprised to see me, Mr. Yale,” laughed Jack, as he took the other’s hand, “but you’re not more surprised than I am to be invited to a meeting of the Cabinet.” He chuckled.

“Who invited you? — Parr?”

“To be exact, the Prime Minister’s secretary. But I think Parr must have had something to do with the invitation. Don’t you feel scared in this company?”

“Not very,” smiled Derrick, slapping the other on the back.

A youthful private secretary bustled in and ushered them into the severe drawingroom, where a dozen gentlemen were talking in two groups.

The Prime Minister came forward to meet the detective.

“Inspector Parr has not arrived,” He looked questioningly at Jack. “I presume this is Mr. Beardmore?” he said. “The inspector particularly asked that you should be present. I suppose he has some light to throw upon poor James Beardmore’s death — by the way, your father was a great friend of mine.”

The inspector came in at that moment. He wore a dress suit which had seen better days, a low collar with an awkwardly-tied bow, and he seemed an incongruous figure in that atmosphere of intellect and refinement. Following him came the grey-moustached Commissioner, who nodded curtly to his junior and led the Prime Minister aside.

The two were engaged in a whispered conversation for a little time, and then the colonel came across to where Yale was standing with Jack.

“Have you any idea what sort of a lecture Parr is going to give?” he said, a little impatiently. “I was quite under the impression that he was making a statement by invitation, but from what the Prime Minister tells me, it was Parr who suggested he should give the history of the Crimson Circle. I hope he isn’t going to make a fool of himself.”

“I don’t think he will, sir.” It was Jack’s quiet voice that had interrupted, and the Commissioner looked at him inquiringly until Yale introduced the young man.

“I agree with Mr. Beardmore,” said Derrick Yale. “I have not the slightest expectation of Mr. Parr making a fool of himself, in fact, I think he is going to fill up a number of gaps and bridge over seemingly irreconcilable circumstances, and I am ready to fill in a number of spaces which he may leave blank.”

The company seated itself, and the Prime Minister beckoned the inspector forward.

“If you don’t mind, sir, I’ll stay where I am,” he said. “I’m not an orator, and I should like to tell this yarn as if I were telling it to any one of you.”

He cleared his throat and began speaking. At first his words were hesitant and he paused again and again to find the right phrase, but as he warmed to his subject he spoke more quickly and lucidly.

“The Crimson Circle,” he began, “is a man named Lightman, a criminal who committed several murders in France, was condemned to death, but was saved by an accident from execution. His full name is Ferdinand Walter Lightman, and on the date of his attempted execution his age was twentythree years and four months. He was transported to Cayenne, and escaped from that settlement after murdering a warder, and it is believed got away to Australia. A man answering his description, but giving another name, was working for a storekeeper in Melbourne for eighteen months, and was afterwards in the employment of a squatter named Macdonald for two years and five months. He left Australia in a hurry, a warrant having been issued against him by the local police for attempting to blackmail his employer.

“What happened to him subsequently we have not been able to trace until there appeared in England an unknown and mysterious blackmailer who signed himself the Crimson Circle, and who, by careful organisation and a display of remarkable patience and energy, gathered around him a large number of assistants, all of whom were unknown to one another. His modus operandi—” (the inspector stumbled at the phrase) “ — was to find out somebody in a responsible position, who was either in need of money or in fear of prosecution for some offence which he or she had committed. He made the most careful inquiries before he approached his recruit, who was finally interviewed in a closed car driven by the Crimson Circle himself. Usually the rendezvous was one of the London squares which had the advantage of having four or five exits and a further advantage of being poorly lighted; you gentlemen are probably aware that the residential squares of London are the worst illuminated streets in the metropolis.

“Another class of recruit the Crimson Circle was very eager to secure was the convicted criminal. In this way he dragged in Sibly, an ex-sailor of a particularly low intelligence, who was already suspected of having committed murder, and who was the very man for the Crimson Circle’s purpose. In this way he secured Thalia Drummond—” he paused— “a thief, and an associate of thieves. In this way, too, he found the black man who murdered the railway director. For his own purpose he put in Brabazon the banker, and would have taken Felix Marl only, unfortunately for Marl, they had been associated together in the very crime for which Lightman nearly lost his life. More unfortunate still, Marl recognised Lightman when he met him in England, and this is the reason why Marl was eventually destroyed, the murderer employing perhaps the most ingenious method that has ever been used by a homicidal criminal.

“You can well understand, gentlemen,” he went on. They were following the little man with strained interest. “The Crimson Circle—”

“Why did he call himself Crimson Circle?” It was Derrick Yale who asked the question, and for a little while the inspector was silent.

“He called himself Crimson Circle,” he said slowly, “because it was a name he had amongst his fellow convicts. About his neck was a red birthmark — and I’ll blow the top of your head off if you move!”

The heavy calibre Webley he held in his hand covered Derrick Yale.

“Put your hands right up!” said the inspector, and then suddenly he reached out his hand and tore away the high white collar which covered Yale’s neck.

There was a gasp. Red, blood-red, as though it were painted by human agency, a circle of crimson ran about the throat of Derrick Yale.
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In the room three men had mysteriously appeared — the three who had captured Parr’s spy two nights before — and in a second Yale was manacled hand and foot. A deft hand jerked the pistol that he carried from his pocket, a third man dropped a cloth bag over his head and face, and he was hurried from the room.

Inspector Parr wiped the perspiration from his streaming forehead, and faced his amazed audience.

“Gentlemen,” he said a little shakily, “if you will excuse me for tonight I will tell you the whole of this story tomorrow.”

They surrounded him, plying him with questions, but he could only shake his head.

“He’s had a very bad time,” It was the colonel’s voice, “and nobody knows it better than I. I should be very glad, Prime Minister, if you could accede to the inspector’s request, and allow the further explanation to stand over until tomorrow.”

“Perhaps the inspector will lunch with us,” said the Premier, and his Commissioner accepted on Parr’s behalf. Gripping Jack’s arm Parr marched from the room and into the street. A taxicab was awaiting him and he bundled the young man in.

“I feel that I’ve been dreaming,” said Jack when he had found his voice. “Derrick Yale! Impossible! And yet—”

“Oh, it is possible all right,” said the inspector with a little laugh,

“Then he and Thalia Drummond were working together?”

“Exactly,” was the reply.

“But, inspector, how did you get on to this story?”

“Mother put me on to it,” was the unexpected answer. “You don’t realise what a clever old lady Mother is. She told me tonight—”

“Then she’s come back?”

“Yes, she’s come back,” said the inspector. “I want you to meet her. She’s a bit dogmatic, and she is inclined to argue, but I always let her have her way in that respect.”

“And you may be sure I shall, too,” laughed Jack, though he did not feel like laughing. “You really believe that the Crimson Circle is in your hands?”

“I am sure of it,” said the inspector. “As sure as I’m sitting in this taxicab with you, and as sure as I am that Grandmother is the wisest old lady in the world.” Jack maintained a silence until they were turning into the avenue.

“Then this means that Thalia is dragged a little lower?” he said quietly. “If this man Yale is, as you believe, the Crimson Circle, he will not spare her.”

“I’m certain of that,” said the inspector; “but, lord bless you, Mr. Beardmore, why trouble your head about Thalia Drummond?”

“Because I love her, you damned fool!” said Jack savagely, and instantly apologised.

“I know I’m a bit of a fool,” the inspector spoke, between gusts of laughter, “but I’m not the only one in London, Mr. Beardmore, believe me. And if you’ll take my advice you’ll forget that Thalia Drummond ever existed. And if you’ve got any love to spare, why, give it to Mother!”

Jack was about to say something uncomplimentary about this paragon of a grandmother, but suppressed his desire. The inspector’s maisonette was on the first floor, and he went up the stairs ahead, opened the door and stood for a moment in the doorway.

“Hello, Mother,” he said. “I’ve brought Mr. Jack Beardmore to see you.” Jack heard an exclamation. “Come in, Mr. Beardmore, come in and meet Mother.”

Jack stepped into the room and stood as if he had been shot. Facing him was a smiling girl, a little pale and a little tired looking, but undoubtedly, unless he were mad or dreaming, Thalia Drummond!

She took his outstretched hand in hers and led him to the table, where a meal for three was laid.

“Daddy, you told me you were going to bring the Commissioner,” she said reproachfully.

“Daddy?” stammered Jack. “But you told me she was your grandmother.”

She patted his hand. “Daddy has developed a sense of humour, which is very distressing,” she said. “I’m always called ‘Mother’ at home, because I’ve mothered him ever since my own dear mother died. And that story about his grandmother is nonsense, but you must forgive him.”

“Your father?” said Jack.

Thalia nodded. “Thalia Drummond Parr, that is my name. Thank goodness, you aren’t a crime investigator, or you would have made inquiries and discovered my ghastly secret. Now eat your supper, Mr. Beardmore; I cooked it myself.” But Jack could neither eat nor drink until he had learnt more, and she proceeded to enlighten him.

“When the first of the Crimson Circle murders occurred and Daddy was put into the case, I knew that he had a tremendous work in front of him and that the chances were he would fail. Daddy has a lot of enemies at headquarters, and our Commissioner asked him not to take the case, knowing how difficult it was going to be. You see, the Commissioner is my godfather,” she added smilingly, “and naturally he takes an interest in our affairs. But Daddy insisted, though I think he regretted it the moment he had taken it on. I have always been interested in police work, and just as soon as Father got behind the Crimson Circle organisation and knew the methods that the Circle employed to gather its recruits, I decided to start upon a career of crime.

“Your father received the first threat three months before it was put into execution. It was two or three days afterwards that I secured a post as secretary to Harvey Froyant, for no other reason than that his estate adjoined yours. He was a friend of your father, and it gave me an opportunity of watching. I tried to get employment with your father. Perhaps you don’t know that,” she said quietly, “but I failed. Even more dreadful, I was in the wood when he was killed.” She squeezed his hand sympathetically. “I didn’t see who it was who fired the shot, but I flew forward to where your father was lying, only to discover that he was beyond help, and then, seeing you through the trees running across the meadows toward the wood, I thought I had better get away. The more so,” she added, “since I had a revolver in my hand at the time, for I had seen a man stalking in the wood and I had gone in to investigate.

“With the death of your father there was no longer any need for me to remain in the service of Mr. Froyant. I wanted to get closer to the Crimson Circle, and I knew the best way to attract the attention of the man who controlled the gang was for me to embark on a criminal career. It was not providential that you were passing the pawnshop when I came out after pledging Mr. Froyant’s golden image. My father manoeuvred that, and when he described me as a thief and an associate of crooks, it was to create an atmosphere, which would impress Derrick Yale, or Ferdinand Walter Lightman, to give him his real name. There was no danger of my being sent to prison. The magistrate treated me as a first offender, but my reputation was gone, and immediately after, as I expected, I received a summons to meet the head of the Crimson Circle.

“I met him one night in Steyne Square. I think Daddy was watching me all the time and shadowed me back to the house. He was never far away, were you, darling?”

“Only at Barnet,” he shook his head. “I was scared there, Mother.”

“My first task as a member of the Crimson Circle was to go to Brabazon. You see, Yale’s method was to set one member to spy upon another. Mr. Brabazon puzzled me. I was never quite sure whether he was straight or crooked, and of course I had no idea at first that he was a member of the gang. I had to begin stealing again in order to sustain my character. It brought down on me a reprimand from my mysterious chief, but it served a useful purpose, for it brought me into contact with a gang of crooks and led unconsciously to my being present in Marisburg Place when Felix Marl also died.

“Yale’s object in employing me was to divert suspicion from himself. Besides which, he had intended a very pretty ending to my youthful life. The night he killed Froyant I was ordered to be in the vicinity of the house with a similar knife and the fellow gauntlet to that which Yale used himself in his dreadful crime.”

“But how did you escape from prison?” asked Jack.

She looked at him with amusement in her eyes. “You dear boy,” she said, “how could I escape from prison? I was let out by the governor in the middle of the night and escorted to my home by a respectable inspector of police!”

“We wanted to force Yale’s hand, you see,” explained Parr. “As soon as he knew that Mother was out he got rattled and began to hurry his preparations for flight. When he found that his office had been burgled he was pretty sure that Thalia was something more than he had dreamt she was.”
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Jack went to the luncheon party the next day and so, too, did Thalia, who had played such a part, and was the public heroine of the hour. After lunch the inspector completed his story.

“If you take your minds back, gentlemen, you will remember that the name of Derrick Yale had never been heard until the first of the Crimson Circle murders. It is true that he had established himself in a city office, that he had issued circulars, had put advertisements in the paper describing himself as a psychometric detective, but the cases which came to him were very few. Of course, he did not want any cases. He was working up to his big coup. It was after the first murder, you remember, that Derrick Yale was employed by a newspaper, which wanted a good sensational story, to employ his psychometric powers in the tracking of the criminal.

“Who knew better than Yale the name of the murderer and how the murder was committed? You remember that he was able to reconstruct the crime by feeling the weapon with which it was committed. And, in consequence, a black man was arrested, in exactly the spot where Derrick Vale said he would be. Naturally when these facts were disclosed Yale’s reputation rose sky-high. It was the very situation that he expected. He knew now that a man threatened by the Crimson Circle would be inclined to call in his assistance, and that is just what happened.

“By being near his victims and gaining their confidence — for Yale was a most convincing type of man — he was able to urge them to pay the demands of the Crimson Circle, and if they refused he was on hand to encompass their death.

“Froyant might not have died, and certainly would not have died at Yale’s hands, but for the fact that, annoyed by losing so much money, he made inquiries himself. Starting on a hypothesis which was based upon the faintest suspicion, he worked up the case against Derrick Yale, and was able to identify Lightman and Derrick Yale as one and the same person. On the night of his death he sent for us, intending to make this disclosure, and as a proof that he was in some fear he had two loaded revolvers by his hand, and it is well known that Froyant disliked intensely the employment of firearms.

“And you will remember, if you have read the official minutes of the case, the Commissioner rang up Froyant in response to a call which Harvey Froyant had put through. That call gave Yale his opportunity. It was an excuse for Froyant sending us out of the room. I went first, never dreaming that he would dare do what he did. When we went into the room we wore our overcoats, and I particularly noticed that Derrick Yale kept his hand in his pocket. On the hand, gentlemen,” he said impressively, “was a motor-driver’s gauntlet, and in that hand was the knife that slew Froyant.”

“But why did he wear the glove?” asked the Prime Minister.

“In order that his hand, which I should see immediately afterwards, should not be bloodstained. The moment my back was turned, he lunged straight at Froyant’s heart, and Froyant must have died instantly. He slipped off the glove and left it on the table, walked to the door, and seemed to be carrying on a conversation with a man who was already dead.

“I knew this had happened, but I had no proof. He had brought my daughter there, intending to get her into the house, which we immediately searched, with the intention of accusing her of the crime. But she very wisely went no farther than to the back of the house and then, suspecting his plot, went home. But I am anticipating. Amongst the people whom we had to guard was James Beardmore, and James Beardmore was a land speculator, a man who knew all kinds of people, good and bad. That day he was expecting a visit from Marl, whom he had never seen, and he mentioned Marl’s name earlier in the day to his son, but not to Derrick Yale. As Marl came toward the house the last person in the world he expected to see was his fellow criminal of Toulouse Gaol, a man whom he had betrayed to his death.

“Derrick Yale must have been standing at the end of the shrubbery, and Marl caught a momentary glimpse of him and went back to the village, ostensibly to London, in a panic of fright, determined, in his fear, that he would kill Lightman before Lightman killed him. His courage must have oozed. He was not a particularly brave man, and instead he wrote a letter to Yale, pushing it under his window — a letter which Yale read and partially burnt. What the letter was I cannot tell you, except it was probably a statement that if he, Marl, was left alone, he would leave Yale alone. He could not have known in what capacity Mr. Derrick Yale was posing. The words ‘Block B’ undoubtedly referred to the Block at Toulouse Prison.

“From that moment Marl was a doomed man. He was conducting a little blackmail of his own with Brabazon, an agent of the Crimson Circle, and Brabazon must have intimated the danger to Yale who, in his capacity as detective, visited the shop to which all the Crimson Circle letters were addressed, and on the pretext of aiding justice opened them of course and saw their contents, without having the responsibility of being the person to whom they were addressed.

“It was Brabazon’s intention to bolt on the day of Marl’s murder, and with that object he had cleared out the whole of Marl’s balance and had made preparations for flight. On Marl’s death suspicion naturally fell upon him and, intimated by the Crimson Circle that he was in danger, he hurried off to the riverside house which we searched.”

Detective-Inspector Parr chuckled.

“When I say ‘we searched it,’ I mean Yale searched it. In other words, he went into the room where he knew Brabazon was, and came down reporting that all was clear.”

“There is one point I’d like you to clear up — the chloroforming of Yale in his office,” said the Prime Minister.

“That was clever, and deceived me for a moment, Yale handcuffed, strapped and chloroformed himself after he had put the money in an envelope and dropped it down the letter-chute — it was addressed to his private residence. Do you remember, sir, that the postman left the building, having cleared the box, a few minutes after the ‘outrage’? Unfortunately for Yale, I had let Thalia into the room and put her into the cupboard, where she witnessed the whole comedy and retrieved the chloroform bottle which he had put into a drawer of his desk.”

“The last victim, Mr. Raphael Willings,” here Parr spoke very clearly and deliberately, “owes his life to the fact that he conceived an unhealthy attachment for my daughter. She was struggling with him, when, looking over her shoulder, she saw a hand come from behind the curtain holding the very knife that had been stolen earlier in the day by Yale (again in his capacity as detective). It was aimed at Mr. Willings’s heart, but by a superhuman effort, she thrust him aside, but not so far as to save him completely. Yale, of course, was on hand to discover the outrage (I should imagine he was very annoyed when he found it was not a murder), and of course he had no difficulty in fixing it upon mother — upon Thalia Drummond Parr.

“Consider the cleverness of his operations!” said Parr admiringly. “He had thrust himself into the front rank of private detectives, so that he was on hand to receive information which was invaluable to him as the Crimson Circle. He was eventually taken to police headquarters — at my suggestion — where the most important documents came under his notice. Some of them were not quite as important as he thought, but it saved Mr. Beardmore’s life when Yale had the first handling of a photograph of himself taken a few moments before the abortive execution.

“Now, gentlemen, are there any other points that you wish cleared up? There is one I will clear up which is probably not obscure. Two days ago I told Yale that great criminals are usually brought to their end through ridiculous mistakes. Yale had the effrontery to tell me that he had called at Mr. Willings’s house after he had left and that the servants had told him where Thalia and Willings had gone. That alone was sufficient to damn him, because he had not been near Willings’s house since the morning, and had arrived at the country place at least an hour before the servants had come.”

“The question that disturbs me for the moment,” said the Prime Minister, “is what reward we can give to your daughter, Mr. Parr? Your promotion is of course an easy matter to arrange, for there is an assistant-commissionership vacant at this moment; but I don’t exactly see what we can do for Miss Drummond, except of course to give her the monetary reward which is due for having brought about the capture of this dangerous criminal.”

Then a husky voice spoke. It sounded to Jack as though it were his, and the rest of the people about the table seemed to be under the same impression.

“There is no need to bother about Miss Parr,” said this strange voice, that was speaking Jack’s thoughts, “we are getting married very soon.”

When the buzz of congratulation had subsided, Inspector Parr leant toward his daughter.

“You didn’t tell me. Mother,” he said reproachfully.

“I didn’t even tell him,” she said, looking at Jack wonderingly.

“Do you mean to say he hasn’t asked you to marry him?” demanded her amazed father.

She shook her head.

“No,” she said, “and I haven’t told him I would marry him either, but I had a feeling that something like this would happen.”

*

Lightman, or Yale, as he was best known, was an exemplary prisoner. His only complaint against the authorities was that they would not let him smoke on his way to his execution.

“They order these things much better in France,” he said to the governor. “Now, the last time I was executed—”

To the chaplain he expressed the warmest interest in Thalia Drummond.

“There is a girl in a million!” he said. “I suppose she will marry young Beardmore — he is a very lucky fellow. Personally, women arouse very little enthusiasm in me, and I ascribe my success in life to this fact. But if I were a marrying man, I think Thalia Drummond would be the very type I should search for.”

He liked the chaplain because the padre was a big human man who could talk interestingly on places and things and people, and Derrick Yale had seen most of the fascinating places in the world.

On a grey March morning a man came into his cell and strapped his hands.

Yale looked at him over his shoulder.

“Have you ever heard of M. Pallion? He was a member of your profession.”

The executioner did not reply, being by etiquette forbidden to discuss other matters than the prisoner’s forgiveness for the deed which was about to be committed.

“You should find out something about Pallion,” said Yale, as the procession formed, “and profit by his example. Never drink. Drink was my ruin! If it were not for drink I should not be here!”

This little conceit kept him amused all the way to the scaffold. They slipped the noose about his neck and covered his face with a white cloth, and then the executioner stepped back to the steel lever.

“I hope this rope won’t break,” said Derrick Yale.

It was the last message from the Crimson Circle.


The End
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It was two hours, after the muezzin had called to evening prayer, and night had canopied Tangier with a million stars. In the little Sok, the bread-sellers, sat cross-legged behind their wares, their candles burning steadily, for there was not so much as, the whisper of a wind blowing. The monotonous strumming of a guitar from a Moorish cafe, the agonised barlak! of a belated donkey-driver bringing his charge down the steep streets which lead to the big bazaar, the shuffle of bare feet on Tangier’s cobbles, and the distant hush-hush of the rollers breaking upon the amber shore — these were the only sounds which the night held.

John Maxell sat outside the Continental Cafe, in the condition of bodily content which a good dinner induces. Mental content should have accompanied such a condition, but even the memory of a perfect dinner could not wholly obliterate a certain uneasiness of mind. He had been uneasy when he came to Tangier, and his journey through France and Spain had been accompanied by certain apprehensions and doubts which Cartwright had by no means dispelled.

Rather, by his jovial evasions, his cheery optimism, and at times his irritable outbreaks of temper, he had given the eminent King’s Counsel further cause for disquiet.

Cartwright sat at the other side of the table, and was unusually quiet. This was a circumstance which was by no means displeasing to Maxell, for the night was not conducive to talk. There are in North Africa many nights like this, when one wishes to sit in dead silence and let thought take its own course, unchecked and untrammelled. In Morocco such nights are common and, anyway, Maxell had always found it difficult to discuss business matters after dinner.

Cartwright had no temperament and his quiet was due to other causes. It was he who broke the silence, knocking out his pipe on the iron-topped table with a bang which jarred his more sensitive companion to the very spine.

“I’d stake my life and my soul on there being a reef,” he said with a suddenness which was almost as jarring. “Why, you’ve seen the outcrop for yourself, and isn’t it exactly the same formation as you see on the Rand?”

Maxell nodded.

Though a common-law man, he had been associated in mining cases and had made a very careful study of the whole problem of gold extraction.

“It looks right enough to me,” he said, “but as against that we have the fact that some clever engineers have spent a great deal of time and money trying to locate the reef. That there is gold in Morocco everybody knows, and I should say, Cartwright, that you are right. But where is the reef? It would cost a fortune to bore, even though we had the other borings to guide us.”

The other made an impatient noise.

“Of course, if the reef were all mapped out it would be a simple matter, but then we shouldn’t get on to it, as we are to-day, at the cost of a few thousands. Hang it all, Maxell, we’ve got to take a certain amount of risk! I know it’s a gamble quite as well as you. There’s no sense in arguing that point with me. But other things are gambles too. Law was a gamble to you for many years, and a bigger gamble after you took silk.”

This was a sore point with Maxell, as the other knew. A prosperous junior, he had been called within the Bar, and taken upon himself the function and style of King’s Counsellor in the hope that his prosperity would still further be expanded. And, like so many other men, he had discovered that the successful junior is not necessarily the successful K.C.

Fortunately for him, he had not long before contested and won a seat in Parliament, and his service to the Government of the day had to some extent ensured his future. But, financially, he had suffered considerably.

“No,” he said, “silk isn’t any great catch to a man, I agree; and it was certainly a gamble, and a losing gamble.”

“Which reminds me,” said Cartwright, “there was talk, before I left London, that you would be given Cabinet rank.”

Maxell laughed.

“It is extremely unlikely,” he said. “Anyway, if they make me Solicitor-General, that doesn’t carry Cabinet rank.”

“It carries a lot of money,” said Cartwright after a pause for a moment, “and it’s money that counts just now, Maxell.”

Again the lawyer nodded.

He might have added that, but for the need for money, he would long since have dropped his association with Alfred Cartwright, though Cartwright’s name stood very high in certain circles of the City of London. They had been at school together, though in that period there had been no very great friendship between them. And Cartwright was marked out for success from the beginning. He inherited a considerable business when his father died, and he enlarged and improved upon it. He had taken up a hundred and one outside interests, and had made most of them pay. A few of them did not pay, and it was whispered that the losses upon his failures took a considerable slice of the balance that accrued from his successes.

They had met again when Maxell was a junior and Cartwright the defendant in a case which, had he lost, would have made him some thirty thousand pounds the poorer. When Maxell thought back upon that event, he had to confess that it was not a pleasant case, being one in which Cartwright had been charged with something which was tantamount to misrepresentation; and, although he had won, and won brilliantly, he had never felt any great pride in his achievement.

“No,” he said (the pauses were frequent and long), “I should hardly imagine that the Prime Minister loves me to that extent. In Parliament you have to be an uncomfortable quantity to be really successful. You must be strong enough to have a national following, and sufficiently independent to keep the Whips guessing. I am known as a safe man, and I hold a safe seat, which I couldn’t lose if I tried. That doesn’t make for promotion. Of course, I could have had an Under-Secretaryship for the asking, and that means a couple of thousand a year, but it also means that you last out the life of the administration in a subordinate capacity, and that, by the time you have made good, your party is in the cold shade of opposition, and there are no jobs going.”

He shook his head, and returned immediately to the question of the missing reef, as though he wished to take the subject from his own personal affairs.

“You say that it would cost us a lot of money if the reef was proved,” he said. “Isn’t it costing us a lot now?”

Cartwright hesitated.

“Yes, it is. As a matter of fact,” he confessed, “the actual reef is costing nothing, or next to nothing, because El Mograb is helping me. In our own business — that is to say, in the Syndicate — our expenses are more or less small; but I am doing a little independent buying, and that has meant the spending of money. I am taking up all the ground to the south of the Angera — a pretty expensive business.”

Maxell shifted uneasily in his chair.

“That is rather worrying me, you know, Cartwright,” he said; “your scheme is ever so much too ambitious. I was figuring it out this afternoon as I was sitting in my room, and I came to the conclusion that, if the scheme as you outlined it to me yesterday went through, it would mean your finding two millions.”

“Three,” corrected the other cheerfully, “but think what it means, Maxell! Supposing it went through. Supposing we struck a reef, and the reef continued, as I believe it will, through the country I am taking up! Why, it may mean a hundred millions to me!”

The other sighed.

“I have reached the point where I think a hundred thousand is an enormous sum,” he said. “However, you know your own business best, Cartwright. But I want to be satisfied in the matter in which we are associated together, that my liability does not exceed my power to pay. And there is another matter.”

Cartwright guessed the “other matter.”

“Well?” he asked.

“I was looking over your titles this afternoon,” said Maxell, “and I see no reference to the old Spanish working. I remember that you told me a Spaniard had taken up a considerable stretch of country and had exhausted his capital trying to prove the reef — Senor Brigot, wasn’t that his name?”

The other nodded curtly.

“A drunkard — and a bad lot,” he said. “He’s broke.”

Maxell smiled.

“His moral character doesn’t count so far as the details go; what does matter is that if your theory is correct, the reef must run through his property. What are you going to do about that?”

“Buy him out,” said the other.

He rose abruptly.

“I’m walking up to the Sok,” he said. “Come along?”

They tramped up the long, steep hill-street together, and they did not speak till they had passed through the ancient gate into the unrelieved gloom which lies outside the city.

“I don’t understand you, Maxell — you take an old man’s view of things,” said Cartwright irritably. “You’re comparatively young, you’re a goodlooker. Why the devil don’t you marry, and marry money?”

Maxell laughed.

“Have you ever tried to marry money?” he asked dryly.

“No,” said the other after a pause, “but I should think it is pretty simple.”

“Try it,” said the laconic Maxell. “It is simple in books, but in real life it is next to impossible. I go about a great deal in society of all kinds, and I can tell you that I have never yet met an eligible spinster wit money — that is to say, large money. I agree with you,” he went on after a while, “a man like myself should marry. And he should marry well. I could give a woman a good position, but she’s got to be the right kind of woman. There are some times when I’m just frantic about my position. I am getting older — I am forty-seven next birthday — and every day that slips past is a day lost. I ought to be married, but I can’t afford a wife. It is a blackguardly thing to talk about money in connection with marriage and yet somehow I can think of nothing else — whenever the thought arises in my mind I see an imaginary beauty sitting on a bag of gold!” He chuckled to himself. “Let’s go back,” he said, “the big Sok always gives me the creeps.”

Something lumbered past him in the darkness, some big, overpowering beast with an unpleasant smell, and a guttural voice cried in Arabic: “Beware!”

“Camels!” said Cartwright briefly. “They’re bringing in the stuff for the morning market. The night’s young yet, Maxell. Let us go up to the theatre.”

“The theatre?” said Maxell. “I didn’t even know the theatre was open.”

“It is called theatre by courtesy,” explained Cartwright; “the inhabitants refer to it as the circus. It’s a big wooden place on the sea edge—”

“I know it, I know it,” said Maxell. “What is being played? The only people I have ever seen there have been Spanish artistes — and pretty bad artistes, too.”

“Well, there’s a treat for you. It is an English company, or rather, a variety company with a number of English turns,” said Cartwright. “We might do worse — at least, I might,” he added ominously.

When they reached the theatre they found it sparsely filled. Cartwright took one of the open boxes, and his companion settled himself into a corner to smoke. The turns were of the kind which are usually to be met with on the Levant; a tawdrily attired lady sang a humorous song in Spanish, the humour being frankly indecent. There were a juggler and a man with performing dogs, and then “Miss O’Grady” was announced.

“English,” said Cartwright, turning to the programme.

“She may even be Irish,” said Maxell dryly.

The wheezy little orchestra played a few bars and the girl came on. She was pretty — there was no doubt about that — and of a prettiness which satisfied both men. She was also British or American, for the song she sang was in French with which both men were familiar.

“It is horrible to see an English girl in a place like this and in such company,” said Maxell.

Cartwright nodded.

“I wonder where she’s staying,” he asked, half to himself, and a contemptuous little smile curled Maxell’s lips.

“Are you going to rescue her from infamous surroundings?” he asked, and Cartwright snapped round on him.

“I wish to heaven you wouldn’t be sarcastic, Maxell. That’s twice this evening—”

“Sorry,” said the other, snicking off the ash of his cigar. “I am in a cynical mood tonight.”

He raided his hands to applaud the girl as she bowed herself from the stage, and glanced round the house. Three boxes away was a small party of men, whom he judged were the sons of prosperous members of the Spanish colony. Their fingers flashed with diamonds, their cigarettes burnt from jewelled holders. Cartwright followed the direction of the other’s eyes.

“She’s made a hit, that Miss O’Grady,” he said. “These fellows will be tumbling over one another to present her with verbal bouquets. I wonder where she lives!” he said again.

Presently the young men rose in a body and left the box, and Cartwright grinned.

“Do you mind hanging on here whilst I go outside?”

“Not a bit,” said the other. “Where are you off to? To find out where she lives?”

“There you go again,” grumbled Cartwright. “I think Tangier makes you liverish.”

When he had got on to the promenade, the men had disappeared, but a question directed to the head attendant revealed, as he had expected, the objective of the little party at the stage door.

The stage door was reached from the outside of the theatre and involved a journey over rubble and brick heaps. Presently he came to an open doorway, where sat a solitary half-caste smoking a pipe and reading an old Heraldo.

“Oh, hombre,” said Cartwright in Spanish, “have you seen my three friends come in here?”

“Yes, Senor,” nodded the man; “they have just entered.”

He indicated the direction, which lay through a dark and smelly passage.

Cartwright walked along this stuffy hallway, and, turning the corner, came upon an interesting group gathered about a closed door, against which one, and the least sober, of the party was hammering. Near by stood a small, stout man in soiled evening dress, grinning his approval, and it was clear that the visitors were at once known and welcome.

“Open the door, my dream of joy,” hiccupped the young man, hammering at the panel. “We have come to bring you homage and adoration — tell her to open the door, Jose,” he addressed the manager of Tangier’s theatre, and the small man minced forward and spoke in English.

“It is all right, my dear. Some friends of mine wish to see you.”

A voice inside, which Cartwright recognised, answered: “I will not see them. Tell them to go away.”

“You hear?” said the manager, shrugging his shoulders. “She will not see you. Now go back to your seats and let me persuade her.”

“Senor!” He raised his eyebrows to the unexpected apparition of Cartwright. “What are you doing here?”

“I have come to see my friend,” said Cartwright, “Miss O’Grady.”

“It is forbidden to enter the theatre through the saloon of artistes,” said the small man pompously. “If Miss O’Grady is your friend, you must wait for her until the performance is over.”

Cartwright took no notice. He was a tall man of athletic build, and shouldering his way past the others with no difficulty, he tapped on the panel.

“Miss O’Grady,” he said, “here is an English visitor wants to see you!”

“English?” said the voice. “Come in for the love of Mike!”

The door was opened, and a girl with a silk kimono pulled over her stage dress, offered him a smiling welcome. The young Spaniard who had been hammering on the panel of the door would have followed, but Cartwright’s arm barred him.

“Do you want this fellow?” he asked.

“Do I want him—” said Miss O’Grady bitterly, “do I want the scarlet fever or measles? You bet I don’t want him. He’s been pestering me ever since I’ve been here.”

“Do you hear what the lady says?” said Cartwright, speaking in Spanish. “She does not desire your acquaintance.”

“My father owns this theatre,” said the young man loudly.

“Then he’s got a rotten property,” replied the calm Cartwright.

The Spaniard turned in a rage to his soiled satellite.

“You will put this man out at once, Jose, or there will be trouble for you,”

The little man shrugged his helplessness.

“Sir,” he said in English, “you see my unhappy position. The senor is the son of my proprietor and it will be bad for me if you stay. I ask you as a friend and caballero to go at once and spare me misfortune.”

Cartwright looked at the girl.

“Must you go on again in this infernal place?” he asked.

She nodded, laughter and admiration in her eyes.

“What happens if you chuck this infernal job?”

“I’m fired,” said the girl. “I’ve a ten weeks’ contract with these people.”

“What do you get?”

“Two hundred and fifty pesetas a week,” she said contemptuously. “It’s a wonderful salary, isn’t it?”

He nodded.

“How many more weeks have you to go before your contract is finished?”

“Another four,” she said; “we’re playing in Cadiz next week, in Seville the week after, then Malaga, then Granada.”

“Do you like it?”

“Like it!” the scorn in her voice was her answer.

“The dresses belong to the troupe, I guess,” he said. “Get into your street clothes and I’ll wait for you.”

“What are you going to do?” she asked, eyeing him narrowly.

“I’ll make good your lost contract,” he said.

“Why?”

He shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t like to see an English girl—”

“Irish,” she corrected.

“I mean Irish,” he laughed. “I don’t like to see an Irish girl doing this kind of thing with a lot of horrible half-breeds. You’ve talent enough for London or Paris. What about Paris? I know any number of people there.”

“Could you get me a good engagement?” she asked eagerly.

He nodded.

“What’s your name, anyway?” she demanded.

“Never mind about my name. Smith, Brown, Jones, Robinson — anything you like.”

It was the agitated little manager who interfered.

“Sir,” he said, “you must not persuade this lady to leave the theatre. I have her under heavy penalties. I can bring her before the judge—”

“Now just forget that!” said Cartwright, “there is no judge in Tangier. She is a British subject, and the most you can do is to take her before the British Consul.”

“When she returns to Spain — —” said the little man growing apoplectic.

“She will not return to Spain. She will go to Gibraltar if she goes anywhere,” said Cartwright, “and from Gibraltar she will be on the sea until she reaches a British port.”

“I will go to the Spanish Consul,” screamed the little manager, clawing the air. “I will not be robbed. You shall not interfere with my business, you—”

Much of this, thought Cartwright, was intended for the glowering young Spaniard who stood in the background. He went outside, closed the door and stood with his back toward it. On a whispered instruction from his employer’s son, whose hands were now flickering fire as he gesticulated in his excitement. Jose the manager disappeared, and returned a few minutes later with two stalwart stage hands.

“Will you leave this theatre at once and quietly?” demanded the foaming manager.

“I will not leave the theatre until I am ready,” said Cartwright, “and if I leave otherwise, I shall certainly not leave quietly.”

The manager stood back with a melodramatic gesture.

“Eject the caballero,” he said finally.

The two men hesitated. Then one came forward.

“The senor must leave,” he said.

“In good time, my friend,” replied Cartwright.

A hand gripped his arm, but instantly he had shaken free, and had driven with all his strength at the man’s jaw. The stage hand dropped like a log. He pushed at the door behind him.

“Put your kimono over your things,” he said quickly. “You can send the stage kit back tomorrow. There is going to be a rough house.”

“All right,” said a voice behind him, and the girl slipped out, still in her kimono and carrying a bundle of clothes under her arm.

“You know the way out? I’ll follow you. Now, Jose,” he said flippantly. “I’m going — quietly.”
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He left behind him a pandemonium of sound and a scintillation of flickering diamonds. He found the girl waiting for him in the darkness.

“Br-r-r! It’s cold!” she shivered.

“Where are you staying?” he asked.

“At the little hotel opposite the British Consulate,” she said. “It isn’t much of a place, but it was the only room I could get — at the price.”

“You’d better not go there,” he said. “I’ll send for your boxes in the morning. Give me those clothes.”

He took them from her and put them under his arm, and she fell in by his side.

“I am glad to be out of it,” she said breathlessly, taking his arm; “it’s a dog’s life. I was going to quit tomorrow. Those boys have been following me round ever since I came to Tangier. I don’t think I’d better go back to my hotel, anyway,” she said after a moment; “they’re a pretty tough crowd, these Spaniards, and though I don’t understand their beastly language, I know just what kind of happy holiday they’re planning for me.”

They were in the town, passing up the street of the mosque, when she asked him:

“Where are you taking me?”

“To the Continental,” he said.

“Like this?” she said in dismay, and he laughed.

“I have an office in this street,” he said; “you can go in and dress. I’ll wait for you outside.”

He showed her into the tiny room which served as the headquarters of the Angera Gold Mining Syndicate, and sat on the irregular stone steps, waiting until she was dressed. Presently she came out, a presentable and an attractive figure.

“I have just thought,” he said, “that you had better go to the Central — I am staying at the Continental and it wouldn’t look nice.”

“I’ve been thinking something of the sort myself,” she said. “What about my broken engagement? Were you joking when you said you would pay? I hate talking about money, but I am broke — Jose owes me a week’s salary.”

“I’ll make good the money tomorrow,” he said. “I can give you a tenner now.”

“What is the idea?” she asked him again. “I’ve read a lot of books, and I know the knight errant business backwards. You don’t strike me as being a something-for-nothing man.”

“I’m not,” he said coolly. “It occurred to me when I saw you on the stage, that you might be useful. I want a person in Paris I can trust — somebody who could look after my interests.”

“I’m not a business woman,” she said quickly. “I hate business.”

“Business is done by men,” he said significantly. “And there are a few men I want you to keep track of. Do you understand that?”

She nodded.

“I see,” she said at last. “It is better than I thought.”

He did not trouble to ask her what she had thought, or what she imagined he had planned, but saw her into the hotel, arranged for a room, and walker slowly back to the Continental. He was in the vestibule of that hotel before he remembered that he had left an eminent King’s Counsel and Member of Parliament smoking his cigar in a loge of the Tangier circus.

“I missed you,” said Maxell the next morning. “When you remembered and came to pick me up, I was on my way back — we must have passed somewhere in the little Sok. What happened last night?”

“Nothing much,” said Cartwright airily. “I went round and saw the girl. She was very amusing.”

“How amusing?” asked the other curiously.

“Oh, just amusing.” Vaguely: “I found her annoyed by the attention which was being paid to her by a veritable Spanish hidalgo.”

“And you sailed in and rescued her, eh?” said Maxell. “And what happened to her after she was rescued?”

“I saw her home to her hotel, and there the matter ended. By the way, she leaves by the Gibd Musa for Gibraltar this morning.”

“Hm!” Maxell looked absently at the letter he had in his hand, folded it and put it away.

“Is the mail in?” asked Cartwright, interested, and Maxell nodded.

“I suppose you’ve had your daily letter from your kiddie?”

Maxell smiled.

“Yes,” he said, “it is not a baby letter, but it is very amusing.”

“How old is she?” asked Cartwright.

“She must be nine or ten,” said the other.

“I wonder if it is just coincidence, or whether it is fate,” mused Cartwright.

“What is a coincidence?” asked the other.

“The fact that you’ve got a kid to look after, and I’m in a sort of way responsible for a bright lad. Mine is less interesting than yours, I think. Anyway, he’s a boy and a sort of cousin. He has two fool parents who were born to slavery — the sort of people who are content to work for somebody all their lives and regard revolt against their condition as an act of impiety. I’ve only seen the kid once, and he struck me as the sort who might break loose from that kind of life and take a chance. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have interested myself in him.”

“How far does your interest extend?” asked Maxell curiously. “You’re not the sort of person, I should imagine, who would take up the unfortunate poor as a hobby.”

“Not the something-for-nothing man, in fact,” laughed Cartwright. “I’ve been told that twice in twentyfour hours.”

“Who was the other person — the actress?”

Cartwright roared with laughter and slapped the other on the knee.

“You’re a good guesser,” he said. “No, I am not a something-for-nothing person. I’m one of those optimists who plant fir cones so that I shall have some good firewood for my old age. I don’t know what sort of a man Timothy will make, but, as I say, he shapes good, and anyway, you and I are in the same boat.”

“Except this,” said Maxell, “that from what you say, you aren’t particularly interested in your protege, and you don’t really care whether he shapes good or shapes bad.”

“That’s true,” admitted Cartwright. “He’s an experiment.”

“My little girl is something more than that,” said Maxell quietly; “she’s the only living thing I have any real affection for — she is my dead brother’s child.”

“Your niece, eh? Well, that gives you an interest which I have not. I never had a niece and I should just hate to be called uncle, anyway.”

Their conversation was interrupted at this point by the arrival of a small man dressed in his best clothes. On his brow was a frown which was intended to be terrible, but was slightly amusing. Jose Ferreira had dressed and prepared himself for an interview which, as he had described to his friends, could not fail to be at once “terrifying and vital.” For, as he had said;

“This man has sliced my life!”

He began his speech to Cartwright as he had rehearsed it.

“Estoy indignado—”

But Cartwright cut him short with an expression of mock fear. “Horroroso! You are indignant, are you? Well, come, little man, and tell me why you are indignant.”

“Senor,” said the man solemnly, “you have put upon me a humiliation and a shame which all my life I shall regret.”

The conversation was in Spanish, but Maxell was an excellent Spanish scholar.

“What’s the trouble?” he asked, before Jose, still labouring under the sense of his wrongs, could get going again.

“Listen to him and discover,” mocked Cartwright. “I have taken from his incomparable company its joy and its gem.”

“In other words, the amiable Miss O’Grady,” said Maxell.

“Yes, yes, senor,” broke in Jose. “For me it is ruin! The money I have spent to make my company perfect! It is financed by one who is the greatest man in Tangier and it is his son who tells me that, unless I bring back this lady — for me there is the street and the gutter,” he wept.

Maxell looked slyly at his companion.

“There’s another chance for you to plant a fir cone,” he said. “Can’t you find some use for this gentleman?”

But Cartwright was not smiling.

“Senor Ferreira,” he said crisply, “you are, as all Spain knows, a thief and a rogue. If you associate with bigger thieves and bigger scoundrels, that is your business. I can only tell you that you may think yourself lucky I did not bring this case before the Spanish Consul. I assure you, you would never have put your foot in Tangier again after the stories I have heard about you.”

The little Spaniard was openmouthed and impressed. He was also a little frightened. Cartwright’s accusation had been at a venture, but he argued that it was scarcely likely that, in an establishment of the description which Mr. Ferreira controlled, there could have been no incidents which reflected upon the manager.

“Everything which is said about me is a lie!” said the little man vigorously. “I have lived a life of the highest virtue! To-day I complain to the British Consul, and we shall see!”

“Complain,” said Cartwright.

“This chance I will give you.” Senor Ferreira wagged a fat, stumpy finger. “Restore to me Miss O’Grady, and the matter shall go no farther.”

“Miss O’Grady has left Tangier,” said the other calmly, “so it is clear to you that I cannot restore her.”

“She has not left,” vociferated the Spaniard. “We had a man to watch the boat leaving for the Gihel Musi and she did not leave the pier.”

“She left the beach,” explained Cartwright patiently, “she was rowed out by a boatman from the Cecil. At this moment she is half way to Gibraltar.”

Mr. Ferreira groaned.

“It is ruin for me,” he said. “Perhaps for you also,” he added ominously. “I can do no less than depart for Paris to lay this matter before my excellent patron, Senor Don—”

Cartwright jerked his head to the door.

“Get out,” he said, and turned his attention to the newspaper which he had picked up from the table.

Maxell waited until the little man had gone, still seething with his “indignado,” then turned to Cartwright.

“This is rather a serious matter, Cartwright; what has happened to the girl?”

“Didn’t you hear? I have sent her to Gibraltar,” said Cartwright. “I wouldn’t leave a dog in that company. And from Gibraltar she goes home by the first P. & O.,” he said briefly.

“Hm!” said Maxell for the second time.

“What the devil are you ‘hming’ about?” snarled his companion. “The girl is gone. I shall not see her again. It was an act of charity. Do you disapprove?”

“I’m sorry,” said Maxell. “I didn’t know you felt so bad about it. No, I think you’ve done the girl a very good turn. But in these days one doesn’t expect—”

“Blessed is he that expecteth nothing, Maxell,” said Cartwright sententiously, “for he shall not be disappointed. I don’t suppose that the proprietor, whoever he is, cares a snap of his fingers about the matter — it is his infernal son who will fire the adorable Jose.”

That afternoon the two men had an interview on the outskirts of the town with a very plainly dressed Moor, who came to them so cautiously that the observers might have been pardoned if they thought he was a criminal. In the eyes of the divine rulers of Morocco he was something more than a criminal, because he was an emissary of El Mograb, the Pretender. There was a price upon the messenger’s head, and his caution was, therefore, commendable. He brought a letter from El Mograb to Cartwright, and it was a message of cheer.

Maxell and his friend had gone out early in the afternoon and had waited two hours under a scorching sun for the courier to arrive. For a man of law, the fact that he was coquetting with the Sultan’s enemy did not distress Maxell, who knew the history of the country too well to worry very much about Sultan or Pretender. The Sultan’s reign, marked with the turbulence of people and the self-indulgence of monarch, was already doomed. His uncle, El Mograb, a born leader of men and captain of seven thousand well-armed soldiers, was but waiting the psychological moment to strike; and Abdul, with his motorcars and brass bedstead, his geegaws and his frippery, would disappear into the limbo which is especially reserved for extravagant and unstable rulers.

The news from El Mograb was good. It reconfirmed the concession which one of his shereefs had made on his behalf, and sent a message in flowery Arabic — a message of thanks to the man who had supplied him with the very necessary rifles.

“That was news to me,” said Cartwright as they rode back to the town. “I didn’t know you were gun-running, Maxell, or that you were so solid with El Mograb.”

“I like El Mograb,” said Maxell. “He’s one of the many Moors who have impressed me. You mustn’t forget that I have been visiting Morocco since I was a boy and most of the chiefs are known to me personally. I knew El Mograb’s brother, who was killed at Tetuan, and when he was a favourite in court circles he entertained me at Fez.”

“What is his word worth?” asked Cartwright carelessly.

“It is worth all the contracts that ever went to Somerset House for stamping,” said the other with emphasis. “I think you can go ahead with your scheme.”

Cartwright nodded.

“I’ll go back to London and raise the money,” he said. “We shall want a couple of millions eventually, but half a million will do to go on with. You had better be with me in the big scheme, Maxell. There is nothing to lose for you. You’ll be in on the ground floor. What is the good of your pottering about with your little Company — I mean the Parent Company?”

“I have faith in that,” said Maxell. “I know just the amount of my indebtedness.”

“You’re a fool,” said the other shortly. “The big scheme may mean millions to you, and I shall want your help and guidance.”

Maxell hesitated. The lure was dazzling, the prize was immense. But it meant risks which he was not prepared to take. He knew something of Cartwright’s financial methods; he had seen them in their working, and had done not a little on one occasion to save Cartwright from the consequences of his own cleverness. Yet, as he argued, Cartwright would have no difficulty in raising the money from the general public, and his presence on the board would certainly be a guarantee against his companion departing from the narrow path.

Although it was not generally known that he was associated in any of Cartwright’s enterprises, there had been a whisper of an inquiry in influential quarters, and it had been hinted to him that, on the whole, it would be better if he kept himself aloof from the gentleman who, admirable business man as he was, had a passion for enterprises which occasionally verged upon the illegal. But those influential quarters had not whispered anything in the shape of a definite promise that his welfare was entirely in their keeping and that his future would not be overlooked.

He was an ambitious man, but his ambitions ran in realisable directions. The services he had rendered to the Government were such as deserved a recognition, and the only question was what form that recognition would take? His knowledge of languages qualified him for an important appointment under the Foreign Office; but the Foreign Office was a close preserve and difficult to break into. There were too many permanent officials who regarded the service as a family affair, and were jealous of patronage outside their own charmed circle.

He went in to lunch that day to find Cartwright reading a telegram which he folded up and put into his pocket upon the other’s appearance.

“My little friend has arrived in Gibraltar,” said Cartwright.

Maxell looked at him curiously.

“What happens now?” he demanded.

“Oh, I’m sending her home.”

Cartwright’s voice was brisk and he spoke in the manner of a man referring to a topic too unimportant to be discussed.

“And after?” pursued Maxell, and the other shrugged his shoulders.

“I have given her a letter of introduction to a friend of mine,” he said carelessly. “I have one or two theatrical interests in town.”

Maxwell said nothing, and could have dismissed the matter as lightly as his companion, for the girl’s future scarcely interested him.

She had been but a figure on the stage; her personality, her very appearance, left no definite impression. But if he was not interested in the girl, he was interested in Cartwright’s private mind. Here was a man of whom he could not know too much. And somehow he felt that he had hardly cracked the surface of Cartwright’s character, though he had known him for years, and though they were working together to a common end.

The way of a man with a maid is wonderful, but it is also instructive to the coldblooded onlooker who discovers in that way a kind of creature he has never met before; a new man, so entirely different from the familiar being he had met in club or drawingroom as to be almost unrecognisable. And he wanted to know just this side of Cartwright, because it was the side on which he had scarcely any information.

“I suppose you won’t see her again?” he said, playing with his knife and looking abstractedly out of the window.

“I shouldn’t think so,” said Cartwright, and then, with a sudden irritation: “What the devil are you driving at, Maxell? I may see the girl — I go to music-halls, and it is hardly likely I should miss her. Naturally I am interested in the lady I have rescued from this kind of thing “ — he waved his hand vaguely toward Tangier Bay— “and she may be useful. You don’t mean to say you’re struck on her?”

He tried to carry war into the enemy’s camp and failed, for Maxell’s blue eyes met his steadily.

“I hardly know what she looks like,” he said, “and I am not likely to fall in love with a lady who left absolutely no impression upon me.”

He left next day on the boat for Cadiz, en route to Paris and London, and he and Cartwright had as a fellow-passenger a shabby little man whose belongings were packed in an American-cloth suitcase inscribed in flourishing capitals, evidently by the owner, “Jose Ferreira.”

Mr. Ferreira spent most of his time on the ship’s deck, biting his nails and enlarging his grievance against the unconscious Cartwright.
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Maxell did not stay many hours in Paris. The Sud Express landed him in the French capital at seven in the morning. He left Paris by the midday train for London. The Long Vacation was drawing to an end, and there were briefs of certain importance requiring examination. There was also a consultation with the Attorney-General on an interpretation of a clause in the new Shipping Act, and he was also due to address his constituents before the reassembling of Parliament.

He might ruminate in vain to find one attractive feature of his programme. Parliament wearied him, and the ordinary practices of the law no longer gave him pleasure. There was an interest in the work he was doing for the Government, and if he had the faintest hint of pleasure in his immediate prospects, the cause was to be found in the vexed problems centring about this new, and loosely drawn, shipping law. It was a measure which had been passed in a hurry, and when the acid test of litigation had been applied, some of its weak points had been discovered.

The weakest of these points was one affecting the load-line. In an action heard before a High Court Judge, the doubtful clause had been interpreted so as to render the Act a dead letter; and there were particular and especial Governmental reasons why the appeal which the Government had made from the verdict of the lower Court should upset that decision.

There is no need to give the particulars of the great dispute, which arose over the three words “or otherwise loaded,” and it is only necessary to say that, before he had reached London, Mr. Maxell had discovered a way for the Government out of their difficulty.

It was this opinion which he delivered to a relieved Attorney-General, and, with the new argument, the Government were able to present so strong a case to the Court of Appeal, that a month after his return the verdict of the lower Court was reversed.

“And,” said the Attorney-General, “the devils can take it to the House of Lords now and still lose — thanks to your brain wave, Maxell!”

They were smoking in the Crown Room at the Law Courts after the decision had been delivered.

“Where have you been for your holiday, by the way?” asked the Attorney suddenly.

“Morocco,” replied the other.

“Morocco?” The Attorney nodded thoughtfully. “Did you hear anything of friend Cartwright?” he asked.

“We were staying at the same hotel,” replied Maxell.

“A weird person,” said the thoughtful Attorney. “A very curious man — what a Chancellor that fellow would make!”

“He never struck me that way,” smiled Maxell.

“Do you know him well — I mean, are you a particular friend of his?” demanded the Attorney.

“No,” said Maxell indifferently. “I know him — so many men in the law know him.”

“You’re not by any chance associating with him in business now, are you?”

“No,” said Maxell promptly.

It was a lie and he knew it was a lie. It was told deliberately from the desire to stand well in the eyes of his friends. He knew Cartwright’s reputation well enough, and just how he was regarded by the party whom he had served for three years. Cartwright had been a Member for a London borough, but had resigned. “Pressure of business” was the excuse he gave, but there were people who said that it was owing to the pressure of the Party Whips, who smelt a somewhat unsavoury case coming into Court with Cartwright figuring prominently.

There is no way of proving and disproving the statement, because the case in which Cartwright most decidedly was interested was withdrawn from the list at the last moment. The uncharitable say that it cost Cartwright a small fortune to bring about this withdrawal, and certainly one of the ladies interested (she was a small-part actress at the Hippoceus) gave up her stage work and had been living in affluence ever since. Cartwright poohpoohed the suggestion that the case held anything sensational — but he did not enter political life again.

“I am glad you’re not associated with him,” said the Attorney simply. “He’s an awfully nice fellow and I suppose he is as straight and as sound as the best man in the City. But he’s a shifty fellow — just a little bit” — he hesitated— “a little wrong. You understand, Maxell — or shall we say shop-soiled?”

“He is certainly a brilliant man,” said Maxell, not desirous of defending his friend too vigorously.

“Yes, I suppose he is,” admitted the Attorney. “All men like that are brilliant. What a pity his genius does not run in a smooth channel, but must follow the course of a burning cracker, here, there and everywhere, exploding at every turn!”

He slipped down from the table, on the edge of which he had been sitting and pulled off his robe.

“I’m glad to know you’re not associated with Cartwright, anyway,” he said.

Maxell did not attempt to probe beneath the surface of his twice-repeated remark.

He went back to Cavendish Square to his flat and to a tiny, solemn-eyed little girl who had been brought up from Hindhead that day on her monthly visit to “Uncle Max.”

Cartwright had not accompanied his friend to England, and with good reasons. A great deal of his work was carried out in Paris, where he had an important financial backing. He occupied a flat overlooking the imposing, but none too convenient, Avenue of the Grand Army. His home was at the unfashionable end of this interminable thoroughfare, which meant that his rooms were larger and his rent cheaper, and that he was freer from observation than he would have been had he lived according to his means or station in a luxurious flat nearer the Etoil.

He had a board meeting to attend, an informal board meeting, it is true, but none the less important.

Cartwright was the chairman and managing director of the London and Paris Gold Syndicate, a flourishing concern which held big blocks of shares in various land and gold-mining companies, and controlled three mines of its own on the West Rand. Though a Company drawing a modest revenue from its Johannesburg property, its operations were not confined to gold development pure and simple. It was, in fact, an outside broker’s on a grand scale. It gambled heavily and gambled wisely. The shareholders seldom received less than twelve and a half per cent. dividend, and there were years when in addition it paid a bonus equal to its own share capital.

It numbered its clients at one hundred and fifty thousand, the majority being small people who preferred speculation to investment — country parsons, doctors and the small gamblers who lived fearfully on the fringe of high finance. The shares were at a premium and Cartwright’s interest brought him a considerable sum annually. What probably attracted the little speculator was the knowledge of the Company’s reserve, which stood in the balance-sheet at a respectable figure. It was the question of these reserves that occupied the attention of the four quiet men who met informally in the room of a Paris hotel.

There were three to one against Cartwright, because none of his companions could see eye to eye with him.

“It is too dangerous, M. Cartwright,” said Gribber, whose nationality was suspect; “our risks are already high and we cannot afford, in my judgment, to extend them. The money would be subscribed over and over again if you went to the English public.”

Cartwright frowned.

“Why shouldn’t we make the profit?” he asked; “we could borrow from our reserve.”

“That we can’t touch!” interrupted the cautious Glibber, shaking his head violently. “My faith, no, we cannot touch that! For it is certain that the lean years will come when our clients will require their dividends.”

Cartwright did not pursue the subject. There were other ways of financing his Moorish scheme. The Benson Syndicate, for example.

He spoke eloquently of his new venture, which was to have its headquarters in Paris, and would be under the eye of his sceptical co-directors. He mentioned names glibly and easily — names that carried weight in the financial world. The three men agreed that the Benson Syndicate had the appearance of a safe investment.

More important was the business which brought Alfred Cartwright to the St. Lazaire Station to meet a passenger a week later.

She sprang from the train and looked round with doubting face, which lighted the moment she saw the saturnine Cartwright.

“My! I am relieved,” she said. “I was scared to think you wouldn’t be here to meet me, and I’d only got a few pounds left.”

“You got my wire?” he asked, and she smiled, showing two rows of pearly teeth.

“I’m still mystified,” she said. “What is it you want me to do in Paris?”

“Let us eat first and talk afterwards,” he said. “You must be hungry.”

“I’m starving!” she laughed.

He had a car waiting for her, and whisked her off to a little street leading from the Boulevard des Italiens, where one of the best restaurants in Pans is situated.

The girl looked about her with an approving air. The gaiety and luxury of the place appealed to her.

“My word!” she said enviously; “do you come to lunch here every day?”

“Do you know this place?” he asked.

“I’ve seen it,” she admitted, “but a three-franc dinner at Duval’s has been my limit so far.”

She told him how she had come to the Continent as a dancer, and had “starred” in a tiny little cabaret in Montmartre as one of the “dashing Sisters Jones,” before she had been seen by the impresario who was recruiting material for his tour through the Levant.

Cartwright judged her to be nineteen, knew her to be extremely pretty, and guessed that, under certain conditions, she would be presentable even to the best of the circles in which he moved. He wondered, with a grim smile, what Maxell, that austere and fastidious man, would say if he knew that the girl was with him in Paris. Would Maxell accept her? He thought not, Maxell was a thought straitlaced and in some ways was a bore. But Maxell was necessary. He was a brilliant lawyer, and moreover stood well with the Government, and there might come a time when Maxell would be immensely useful. He could well afford to give the lawyer a slice of the pickings he intended making, because Maxell’s wants were few and his ambitions on the modest side.

Cartwright thought in millions. Maxell was a five-figure man. If all went well with Cartwright’s scheme, undoubtedly he could well afford the five figures.

“What happened to your friend?” asked the girl, as though divining his thoughts: “The man you told me I was to keep away from. Why didn’t you want him to see me?”

Cartwright shrugged his shoulders.

“Does it really matter?” he asked; “he’s in England, anyway.”

“Who is he?” She was curious.

“Oh, a friend of mine.”

“And who are you?” she asked, facing him squarely. “If I’m going to see anything of you in Paris, that Smith, Brown or Robinson business isn’t quite good enough. You’ve been decent to me, but I want to know who I’m working for, and what is the kind of work you want me to do.”

Cartwright pinched his neck — a nervous little trick of his when he was thinking.

“I have business interests here,” he said.

“You don’t want me for an office?” she asked suspiciously. “My education is perfectly rotten.”

He shook his head.

“No, I don’t want you for an office,” he replied with a smile. “And yet in a sense I want you to do office work. I have a little syndicate here, which is known as the Benson Syndicate. Benson is my name—”

“Or the name you go by,” she said quickly, and he laughed.

“How sharp you are! Well, I don’t suppose O’Grady is your name, if it comes to that.”

She made no reply and he went on:

“I want somebody in Paris I can rely upon; somebody who will receive money, transmit it to the Benson Syndicate, and reinvest that money in such concerns as I shall indicate.”

“Don’t use long words,” she said. “How do you know I’m not going to rob you? Nobody’s ever trusted me with money before.”

He might have told her that she would not be trusted with a great deal at a time and that she would be carefully watched. He preferred, however, an explanation more flattering to his new assistant. And not only was it flattering, but it contained a big grain of truth, expressing, to an extent, Alfred Cartwright’s creed.

“Women are more honest than men,” he said. “I should think twice before I put a man — even my best friend — in the position I’m putting you. It will be a simple matter, and I shall pay you well. You can live at one of the best hotels — in fact, it is absolutely necessary that you should. You may” — he hesitated— “you may be Madam Benson, a rich Englishwoman.”

She looked at him from under perplexed brows.

“What is the good of asking me to do that?” she said in a tone of disappointment. “I thought you were going to give me a job I could do. I’m a fool at business.”

“You can remain a fool,” he said coolly. “There’s nothing to do except carry out a certain routine, which I shall explain to you so that you can’t possibly make a mistake. Here is a job which gives you plenty of time, pays you well, gives you good clothes and an auto. Now, are you going to be a sensible girl and take it?”

She thought for a moment, then nodded.

“If it means lunching here every day, I’ll take it,” she said decidedly.

Thus was formed the remarkable Benson Syndicate, about which so much has been written, and so many theories evolved. For, if the truth be told, the Benson Syndicate had no existence until Cartwright called it into being in Ciro’s Restaurant. It was born of the opposition he had received, and its creation was hastened by certain disquieting telegrams which arrived almost every hour from London.

Cartwright was, as has been said, a man of many interests. The doorplate of his office in Victoria Street, London, was covered with the names of the companies which had their headquarters in the ornate suite which he occupied. There were two other suites of offices in the City of London for which Mr. Cartwright paid the rent, although he did not pay it in his own name. There were syndicates and companies innumerable, Development Syndicates, Exploitation Companies, Financial and Mining Companies, all duly registered and all keeping one solicitor busy; for the Companies Acts are tricky, and Cartwright was too clever a man to contravene minor regulations.

And to all these companies there were shareholders; some of them contented, some — the majority — wholly dissatisfied with their lot, and quite a large number who were wont to show their share certificates to their friends as curiosities, and tell them the sad story of how they were inveigled into investment.

Only a clever company lawyer can describe in detail the tortuous character of Cartwright’s system of finance. It involved loans from one company to another, very often on the security of shares in a third company; it involved a system of overdrafts, drawn in favour of some weakly member of his family, secured by the assets of one which could show a bold face to the world, and was even quoted in the Stock Exchange list; and divers other complicated transactions, which only the expert mathematician could follow.

Cartwright was a rich man, accounted a millionaire by his friends; but he was that type of millionaire who was never at a loss for a thousand, but who was generally hard up for ten thousand. He came to London much against his will, in response to an urgent telegram, and, having cleared the difficulties which his subordinates had found insuperable, he had a few hours to attend to his private affairs before he took the train back to Paris.

His secretary produced a heap of small bills requiring settlement, and going through these, he paused before one printed slip, and frowned.

“That boy’s school fees weren’t paid last term,” he said.

“No, sir,” said the secretary. “If you remember, I mentioned the matter to you when you were in London last. I was taking upon myself the responsibility of paying the fees, if you hadn’t returned. The boy is coming up to-day, by the way, sir, to be measured for some clothes.”

“Coming here?” asked Mr. Cartwright, interested.

“Yes, sir.”

Cartwright picked up the bill.

“T. A. C. Anderson,” he read. “What does T. A. C. stand for—’Take A Chance’?”

“I understand he was named after you — Timothy Alfred Cartwright,” said the secretary.

“Yes; of course,” Cartwright grinned. “Still, Take A Chance isn’t a bad name for a kid. When is he arriving?”

“He ought to be here now,” said the man, looking at his watch. “I’ll go out and see.”

He disappeared into the outer office, and presently returned.

“The boy is here, sir,” he said. “Would you like to see him?”

“Bring him in,” said Cartwright. “I’d like to meet this nephew, or cousin, or whatever he is.”

He wondered vaguely what had induced him to take upon himself the responsibility of the small child, and with remorseless judgment analysed the reason as being personal vanity.

The door opened and a child strode in. “Strode” is the only word to describe the quick, decisive movement of the bright-eyed lad who looked with unflinching eye at Cartwright. Cartwright did not look at his clothes, but at the grey, clear eyes, the firm mouth, extraordinarily firm for a boy of fourteen, and the capable and not over-clean hands.

“Sit down, son,” said Cartwright. “So you’re my nephew.”

“Cousin, I think,” said the boy, critically examining the contents of Cartwright’s table. “You’re Cousin Alfred, aren’t you?”

“Oh, I’m a cousin, am I? Yes, I suppose I am,” said Cartwright, amused.

“I say,” said the boy, “is that the school bill? The Head has been rather baity about that.”

“‘Baity’?” said the puzzled Cartwright. “That’s a new one on me.”

“Shirty,” said the boy calmly. “Annoyed, I suppose, is the correct word.”

Cartwright chuckled.

“What do you want to be?” he asked.

“A financier,” said T. A. C. Anderson promptly.

He seated himself, leant his elbow on the desk and his head on his hand, his eyes never leaving Cartwright.

“I think that’s a great scheme — finance,” he said. “I’m a whale at mathematics.”

“What particular branch of finance?” asked Cartwright with a smile.

“Other people’s finance,” said the boy promptly; “the same business as yours.”

Cartwright threw back his head and laughed.

“And do you think you’d be able to keep twenty companies in the air at the same time?” he said.

“In the air?” the boy frowned. “Oh, you mean going all at once? Rather! Anyway, I’d take a chance.”

The phrase struck Cartwright. By

“Take a chance? That’s curious. I called you Take A Chance Anderson just before you came in.”

“Oh, they all call me that,” said the boy indifferently. “You see, they’re bound to stick a label on to a fellow with an initial like mine. Some of them call me ‘Tin and Copper Anderson,’ but most of them — the other name.”

“You’re a rum kid,” said his cousin. “You can come to lunch with me.”
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Mr. Alfred Cartwright had the enviable faculty of placing outside of his mind all subjects and persons which were unpleasant to think upon. Possessing this power, he could as lightly dismiss the memory of responsibilities, pleasant or unpleasant. He had scarcely left London before he had waived Master T. A. C. Anderson into oblivion. To do him justice, he had certainly speculated vaguely upon assuring his cousin’s future; but his mind was so completely occupied with his own that there was really not room for both — and Take A Chance Anderson had to go.

He reached Paris by the evening train, and drove straight to the apartment he had taken for his new protegee. He found her installed in a very comfortable flat on the unfashionable side of the Seine, and was welcomed with relief.

Miss Sadie O’Grady had not entirely overcome her suspicions of the bona fides of her newfound acquaintance. Yet, since he had not made love to her, but, on the contrary, had made it very clear that the part he expected her to play in his schemes involved no loss of self-respect, she was becoming reconciled to a relationship which, to say the least, was a strange one. She had established herself in a third-floor office on one of the boulevards, an uncomfortable and unaccustomed figure in an environment which was wholly foreign to her experience, though there was no need for her embarrassment, since she constituted the whole of the staff, and the callers were confined to the postman and the concierge who acted as office-cleaner.

She was to learn, however, that a daily attendance at her “bureau” did not constitute the whole of her duties, or fulfil all Cartwright’s requirements.

It was not until after dinner that night that Cartwright revealed himself.

“Sadie, my young friend,” he said, between puffs of his cigar, “I am going to tell you just what I want you to do.”

“I thought I knew,” she said, on her guard, and he laughed softly.

“You’ll never quite know what I want you to do,” he said frankly, “until I tell you. Now, I’m putting it to you very straight. I want nothing from you except service. And the service I require is of a kind which you need not hesitate to give me. You’re an actress, and I can speak to you more plainly than I could to some unsophisticated girl.”

She wondered what was coming, but had not long to wait.

“I will tell you something,” he said, “which is really more important than my name, about which you showed so much curiosity. There is a man in this city whom I want to get at.”

“How do you mean?” she asked suspiciously.

“He is a man who has it in his power to ruin me — a drunken sot of a fellow, without brain or imagination.”

He went on to explain briefly that he himself was a company promoter, and that he had an interest in a mine, as yet unproved, in Morocco.

“That is why you were there?” she nodded.

“That is exactly why,” replied Cartwright. “Unfortunately, right in the midst of the ground which I have either bought or secured mineral rights over, is a block of land which is the property of this man. He is a Spaniard — do you speak Spanish?”

“A little,” she admitted, “but it is precious little!”

“It doesn’t matter,” Cartwright shook his head. “He speaks English very well. Now, this land is absolutely valueless to the man, but every attempt I have made to buy it has been unsuccessful, and it is vitally necessary at this moment, when I am floating a company to develop the property, that his claims should be included in my properties.”

“What is his name?” asked the girl.

“Brigot,” replied Cartwright.

“Brigot?” repeated Sadie O’Grady thoughtfully. “I seem to have heard that name before.”

“It is pretty common in France, but not so common in Spain,” said Mr. Cartwright.

“And what am I to do?” asked the girl again.

“I will get you an introduction to him,” said Cartwright; “he’s a man with a fine eye for beauty, and in the hands of a clever girl could be wound round her little finger.”

The girl nodded.

“I see what you mean,” she said, “but nothing doing!”

“Wait!” said Cartwright. “I have told you that it is necessary for me to acquire this property. I am taking you into my confidence, and I know that you will respect that confidence. I am willing to pay any reasonable sum, and I neither want you to steal it nor make any personal sacrifice to serve my ends. I am willing to pay, and pay heavily.”

“What do you call heavily?” asked the girl coolly.

“For the property twenty thousand — for you ten thousand pounds,” suggested Cartwright, and the girl nodded.

“That’s got me,” she said. “Tell me what your plan is.”

“My plan is this,” said Cartwright. “You will appear to Senor Brigot — I will arrange that — as a wealthy young American lady who has been spending the winter in Morocco. His property follows a half wooded hill, one of the prettiest formations of its kind in the Angera country. You must rave about that hill, never cease speaking of its beauty and its attractiveness; and you must tell him that you would give anything in the world if you could build a house amidst that beautiful scenery — do you understand me?”

The girl nodded again.

“Brigot is a man somewhat susceptible to feminine charms,” Cartwright went on, “and, unless I am greatly mistaken, he will in one of his obliging moods, offer you the land at a nominal figure, particularly as he has been bitterly disappointed in his attempt to find gold.”

“I don’t like it,” said the girl after consideration. “You promised me that if I came to Paris you would get me a job in one of the theatres. That is what I am after, and the only thing I am fit for. The other business doesn’t seem decent—”

“Ten thousand pounds!” murmured Cartwright.

“It is a lot,” agreed the girl, “but how am I coming out of this business? I come out hopelessly compromised.”

Cartwright shrugged his shoulders with a deprecating smile.

“My dear girl—” he began.

“Wait a moment,” she said quietly; “let’s have a clear understanding. You don’t expect me to walk up to Senor Brigot the first time I meet him, or even the second, and say: ‘You’ve a very nice property. What will you sell it for?’ That is not the kind of transaction you expect me to conduct, is it?”

“Not exactly,” admitted Cartwright.

“It means just a little more than you say,” said the girl; “It means dinners and suppers and hand-holdings and stringing him along. And after it is all over, where am I? I’ve got as much respect for my character as you have for yours, Mr. Mysterious. I want to come out well in this business as you do, and I don’t want to leave my name behind, or be known in Paris — which is the world — as a decoy duck. I’d do an awful lot to please you, because I like you and because you’ve been decent to me. But ‘an awful lot’ does not mean making me so cheap that I am left in the slightly-soiled basket. Do you understand what I mean?”

“Perfectly,” said Cartwright, amazed at the girl’s cool reasoning. He had not given her credit for any of these fine sentiments she now enunciated, and he was piqued, and at the same time a little pleased.

“When you said you’d give me ten thousand pounds,” said the girl, “that sounded good. But it is not good enough. I’ve an idea in the back of my mind that the matter is a much bigger one for you than you’ve told me.”

“How big do you imagine?” bantered Cartwright.

“I think it is big enough to ruin you,” said the girl calmly, “and that you’d be willing to pay any price to get this property. Otherwise, you’d go to the man or send your lawyer in the ordinary way. Now, I don’t want your ten thousand pounds, but I’m going to make a proposition to you. I’ve said I like you and that’s no more than the truth. You told me you were a bachelor and I’ve told you that I’m man-free and heart-free. I don’t say I love you, and I don’t flatter myself that you love me. But if you want this thing to go through, and if you want me to go down in the mud to get it, you’ve got to pay the price—”

“And the price is — ?” asked Cartwright curiously.

“You’ve got to marry me,” said the girl.

“Well, I’m—” Cartwright could only gasp his admiration; and then he began to laugh, at first quietly, and then, as the humour of the situation gained upon him, so loudly that the other patrons of the Cafe Scribe turned to look at him.

“It is a rum idea,” he said, “but—”

“But?” she repeated, keeping her eyes on his.

He nodded to her.

“It’s a bargain!” he said.

She looked at him as she put out her hand and took his, and slowly shook her head.

“My!” she said. “You want that fellow’s land pretty badly, I know!” and Cartwright began to laugh again.

Senor Brigot lived in some style for a man who was on the verge of ruin. He had a small house at Maisons Lafitte and a flat on the Boulevard Webber. He was a heavy, tired-looking man, with a dark moustache, obviously dyed, and a short beard, bearing evidence of the same attention. M. Brigot, like Mr. Cartwright, had many interests; but his chief interests were his own tastes and predilections. It was Senor Brigot’s boast that, although he had lived for twenty years in Paris, he had never seen Paris between the hours of six in the morning and one in the afternoon. His breakfast hour was two o’clock. By six o’clock in the evening he was becoming interested in life; and at the hour when most people retire to rest, he was in the prime of his day.

It happened on a certain evening that M. Brigot, who usually met dinner in an amicable frame of mind, sat down at his favourite table at the Abbaye with a big frown, and answered the polite maitre d’hotel’s cheery “Good evening” with a snarl.

Amongst his many enterprises and few possessions, and this Mr. Cartwright did not know, was the proprietorship and management of a small, ramshackle wooden theatre in the town of Tangier. He was likewise interested in several cabarets throughout Spain. But what pained him most at the moment was not distressing reports from any of these, but a six-page letter received that afternoon from his son, in which the hope of the house of Brigot had explained his reasons for discharging immediately a very necessary servant. Therefore Senor Brigot swore under his breath and cursed his firstborn.

Coincident with the arrival of the letter had come one Jose Ferreira, who had been detained for a week at Madrid. Senor Brigot’s mind was occupied with Jose Ferreira when that worthy, smirking apologetically, as though conscious of the shabbiness of his dress-clothes, sidled into a seat on the opposite side of the table. Senor Brigot glared at him a moment, and Jose Ferreira shifted uneasily in his chair.

“If you had telegraphed to me, I would have settled the matter,” said Brigot, as though carrying on a conversation which he had broken off a few minutes before. “Instead, like the fool you are, you come all the way to Paris, wasting your time in Madrid, and the first I hear of the matter is from my son.”

“It was deplorable,” murmured Jose, “but Don Brigot—”

“Don Brigot!” sneered the father of that worthy. “Don Brigot is a monkey! Why did you take notice of him? Have you nothing else to do in Tangier but to look after that flea-ridden theatre? Have you no other duties?”

“The young senor was emphatic,” murmured the apologetic Jose. “He demanded that I should leave and what could I do?”

Brigot grunted something uncomplimentary. Whether it was intended for his son or for Ferreira, it was difficult to say. Ferreira was content to take it to himself.

Halfway through the dinner Brigot became more human.

“There will always be quarrels about women, my good Jose, and it is your business to be diplomatic,” he said. “My son is a fool; but then, all young men are fools. Why should you neglect my interests because Emanuel is a bigger fool than ever? Only this week I intended travelling to Tangier with the representative of a very rich syndicate who wishes to buy my land.”

“The same senor as before?” asked the interested Jose, who was not only the manager of Tangier’s theatre, but was also the representative of the rusty little gold-mining company which Brigot had floated.

The other nodded.

“The same cursed Englishman,” he said

Quite unconscious of the fact that his master was cursing the very man whom Jose had most recently cursed, the little man smiled sympathetically.

“I also have a hatred of the English,” he said. “With what insolence do they treat one!”

For some time M. Brigot sat in silence, but presently he wiped his mouth on his napkin, tossed down a tumbler of red wine, and crooked his finger at his companion, inviting closer attention.

“In a day, or perhaps two, I shall send you back to Tangier,” he said.

“The theatre?” began Jose.

“The theatre — bah!” exclaimed the other scornfully. “A donkey-driver could look after the theatre! It is the mine!”

“The mine?” repeated the other in some astonishment,

So long had it been since a spade had been put to the ground, so long had those hopes of Brigot’s been apparently dead, that the very word “mine” had ceased to be employed when referring to the property.

“My Englishman will buy it,” said Brigot confidently. “I happen to know that he has taken up property in the neighbourhood, and he has already made me an offer. But such an offer! He shall pay my price, Jose,” he said, nodding as he picked his teeth, “and it will be a big price, because it is desirable that I should have money.”

Jose did not ask the price, but his employer saved him the trouble.

“Five million pesetas,” he said confidently; “for such a price the property will be sold, always providing, my friend, that we do not discover gold before the sale.”

Jose smiled weakly, a circumstance which seemed to annoy his companion.

“You are a fool,” said Brigot irritably; “you have no brains! You think that is a preposterous sum? Wait!”

When his subordinate’s dinner was finished, Jose was dismissed peremptorily. Brigot had a round of calls to make, a succession of people to be visited; and whilst he might interview the little man at dinner without losing caste, he had no desire to take him round to his usual haunts.

It was at the Abbaye at that golden hour when the price of wine soars and all that is smartest in Paris is assembled in the big saloon, that M. Brigot, who had reached a stage of geniality, met an entrancing vision. Brigot saw the girl and her cavalier at one of the tables, and recognised in the latter a well-known man about town. The latter caught his eye and walked across to him.

“Who is your charming companion?” whispered Brigot, whose failing was, as Cartwright accurately surmised, a weakness for pretty faces.

“She is an American lady who has just come from Morocco,” said the other glibly.

Cartwright had chosen Sadie O’Grady’s companion very well. In a few minutes Brigot had crossed to the other table and taken a seat, was introduced, and was in that pleasant glow of mind which comes to the man of his class who is conscious of having made an impression.

This “American widow,” with her queer, broken French, her beautiful eyes, and the charming distinction which goes best with good clothes, was more lovely than any woman he had ever met — so he swore to himself, as he had sworn before. The friendship progressed from day to day, and so great was the impression which the girl had made, that Brigot was seen abroad at most unusual hours.

The patient Jose Ferreira was despatched on a mission to Madrid, partly because Brigot was tired of seeing him hanging about, and partly because there was some genuine business to be done in the capital.

Sadie reported progress to her employer.

“Oh, yes, he’s crazy enough about me,” she said complacently, “and I’m going a little crazy myself. How long is this to go on?”

“Another week?” suggested Cartwright, smiling approvingly at the gloom on the pretty face. “Have you mentioned the fact that you’ve taken a fancy to his land?”

She nodded.

“He wanted to give it to me there and then,” she said, “but you know what these Spaniards are. If I had accepted, there would have been nothing for me but the front door.”

“Quite right,” agreed Cartwright. “He is the kind of fish you must play. Did he say anything about other offers he had received for the property?”

The girl nodded.

“He spoke about you,” she said; “he called you Benson — is that your real name?”

“It is good enough,” said Cartwright.

“It is queer,” mused the girl, looking at him thoughtfully, “that I never meet any of your friends in Paris, and that nobody knows you — by name. I went down to your flat on the Avenue of the Grand Army,” she confessed frankly, “and asked the concierge. You’re Benson there too.”

Cartwright chuckled.

“In my business,” he said, “it is necessary that one should be discreet. The name which goes in London is not good enough for Paris. And vice versa,” he added.

“You’re a strange man. I suppose if you marry me in the name of Benson it will be legal?” she asked dubiously.

“Of course it will be legal. I’m surprised at a girl of your intelligence asking such a question,” said Cartwright. “What is the programme for tonight?”

She pulled a little face.

“The Marigny and supper at Corbet’s — supper in a private diningroom.”

He nodded.

“So it has come to that, has it? Well, you ought to make good tonight, Sadie. Remember, I am willing to pay up to fifty thousand pounds. It is going to be a tough job raising that money, and it will break my heart to pay it. But it will not only break my heart, but it will break me everlastingly and confoundedly to pay the man’s own price — and his property must be bought.”

“I’ll do my best,” said the girl, “but you have no doubt in your mind that it is going to be hard.”

He nodded.

At one o’clock the next morning he sat reading in his room, when a knock came to his door and the girl came in. She was half hysterical, but the light of triumph was in her eyes.

“Got it,” she said.

“Got it!” he repeated in wonder. “You don’t mean he sold?”

She nodded.

“For ten thousand pounds — three hundred thousand francs. What do you think of your little Sadie?”

“Are you serious?” he asked.

She nodded, smiling.

“What did he — ?” he began.

She hesitated and closed her eyes.

“Don’t talk about it,” she said quickly. “I haw to see him tomorrow at his lawyers, and the property will be transferred to me.”

“And after?”

She smiled grimly.

“The after-part will not be as pleasant as M. Brigot imagines,” she said. “I tell you, that fellow’s crazy — stark, staring mad. But I felt an awful beast, and I think he’ll kill me when he discovers I’ve sold him.”

“Don’t let that worry you,” said Cartwright easily.
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He saw the girl down to her waiting auto, and went back to his rooms to think. It was curious that at that hour, when the big trouble on his mind seemed likely to roll away, that his thoughts flew instantly to Maxell. What would the prim Maxell say, if he knew? He was satisfied that Maxell would not only disapprove, but would instantly and without notice sever all connection with the adventurous company promoter. Maxell would be outraged, appalled. Cartwright smiled at the thought.

He was under no illusion as to his own conduct. He knew he was acting despicably; but this view he dismissed from his mind as being too unpleasant for contemplation. Maxell was a prig — a necessary prig, but none the less priggish. He was necessary, at any rate, to Cartwright. Anyway, Maxell stood to win if the scheme went through.

Cartwright had reached nearly the end of his financial tether, and his whole future was bound up in the success or failure of the new promotion. He had exhausted every bit of his credit in order to take up the Angera property which he knew was rich in gold, and offered possibilities which no project of his had offered before.

He had milked his other companies dry, he had played with reserves; all except his Anglo-Parisian Finance Company, where the directors were too strong to allow him his own way; and although Maxell was not aware of the fact, his partner had spent fabulous sums, not only in acquiring the land itself but in purchasing the other gold-mining property in the region. It was a gamble, and a dangerous gamble. He was risking the substance of his fortune for the shadow of unlimited wealth.

Yet, was it a risk? he asked himself; with the properties that he could include in his new North Morocco Gold-Mining Association — that was to be the title of the new company — there could be no doubt as to the result of the public issue. The British public dearly love a gamble, and a gold-mining gamble, with all its mysteries and uncertainties, more dearly than any.

He went to bed late, but was taking his chocolate and roll before a little cafe on the boulevard before nine. At half-past nine he was joined by the girl.

Cartwright had been undecided as to whether he should take his petit dejeuner outside or inside the cafe, and had decided, since the morning was bright and warm to breakfast under the striped awning in full view of the street. Such great events hang upon slight issues.

Scarcely had the girl seated herself opposite to him, when a pedestrian, passing on the other side of the boulevard, halted and stared. Mr. Ferreira had sharp eyes and a wit not altogether dulled by his monotonous occupation.

Cartwright produced a bulky package from his pocket and laid it on the table before the girl.

“Put that in your bag and be careful with it,” he said; “there are three hundred thousand francs in notes. When the property is transferred to you, you must bring the transfer along to me.”

“What about your promise?” she asked suspiciously.

“That I will keep,” he said. “Don’t forget that you have the best guarantee in the possession of the transfer. Legally, it is your property until it is made over to me.”

She sat looking at the package absently, and presently she said: “You’ve got to get me out of Paris at once. Otherwise I am due to leave by the Sud Express — with Brigot.”

He nodded.

“There is a tram for Havre at two-fifteen,” he said.

He saw her into her car — another indiscretion since it brought him out of the shadow which the awning afforded, and gave the observer on the other side of the road an unmistakable view.

Brigot was waiting for her — a heavyeyed, weary-looking man, whose hand shook whenever it rose to stroke his short, pointed beard.

His lawyer watched him curiously as he stepped forward to meet the girl with hands outstretched. It was not the first time that he had seen his client overwhelmed by a pretty face.

“Everything is ready, Nanette,” said the eager M. Brigot. (“Nannette” was the newfound name which Sadie O’Grady employed for this adventure.) “See here, I have all the documents ready!”

“And I have the money,” smiled the girl as she put the package down on the table.

“The money!” Senor Brigot waved such sordid matters out of existence with a magnificent flourish. “What is money?”

“Count it,” said the girl.

“I will do no such thing,” said the other extravagantly. “As a caballero, it hurts me to discuss money in connection—”

But his lawyer had no sentiment, and had slipped the string from the package and was now busily counting the thousand-franc notes. When he had finished, he put them on the desk.

“Can I see you one moment, M, Brigot?” he asked. Brigot, holding the girl’s hand and devouring her with his eyes, turned impatiently.

“No, no,” he said. “The document, my friend, the document! Give me a pen!”

“There is one point in the deed I must discuss,” said the lawyer firmly. “If mademoiselle will excuse us for a moment—” He opened the door of his inner office invitingly and with a shrug M. Brigot followed him in.

“I have told you, monsieur,” said the lawyer, “that I do not think your action is wise. You are surrendering a property for a sum less than a quarter of what you paid for it to a perfectly unknown woman—”

“M. L’avocat,” said the other gravely, “you are speaking of a lady who to me is more precious than life!”

The lawyer concealed a smile.

“I have often spoken to you about ladies who have been more precious to you than life,” he said dryly, “but in their cases, no transfer of valuable property was involved. What do you know of this lady?”

“I know nothing except that she is adorable,” said the reckless Spaniard. “But for the fact that, alas, my wife most obstinately refuses to die or divorce me, I should be honoured to make madame my wife. As it is, what a pleasure to give her the land on which to build a beautiful villa overlooking my gorgeous Tangier — I am moving to Tangier very soon to look after my other property — and to know that her blessed presence—”

The lawyer spread out despairing hands.

“Then there is nothing to be done,” he said. “I only tell you that you are transferring a valuable property to a lady who is comparatively unknown to you, and it seems to me a very indiscreet and reckless thing to do.”

They returned again to the outer apartment, where the girl had been standing nervously twisting the moke bag in her hand.

“Here is the document, madame,” said the lawyer to her relief. “Senor Brigot will sign here “ — he indicated a line— “and you will sign there. I will cause these signatures to be witnessed, and a copy of the document will be forwarded for registration.”

The girl sat down at the table, and her hand shook as she took up the pen. It was at that moment that Jose Ferreira dashed into the room.

He stood openmouthed at the sight of the girl at the table. He tried to speak, but the sound died in his throat. Then he strode forward, under the glaring eye of his employer.

“This woman — this woman!” he gasped.

“Ferreira,” cried Brigot in a terrible voice, “you are speaking of a lady who is my friend!”

“She — she” — the man pointed to her with shaking finger— “she is the woman! She escaped!… The woman I told you of, who ran away with an Englishman from Tangier!”

Brigot stared from one to the other. “You’re mad,” he said.

“She is the woman,” squeaked Ferreira, “and the man also is in Paris. I saw them together this morning at the Cafe Furnos! The man who was in Tangier, of whom I told the senor, and this woman, Sadie O’Grady!”

Brigot looked at the girl. She had been caught off her guard, and never once had the keen eyes of the lawyer left her. Given some warning, she might have dissembled and carried the matter through with a high hand. But the suddenness of the accusation, the amazingly unexpected vision of Jose, had thrown her off her guard, and Brigot did not need to look twice at her to know that the charges of his subordinate were justified. She was not a born conspirator, nor was she used to intrigues of this character.

Brigot gripped her by the arm and pulled her from the chair. He was half mad with rage and humiliation.

“What is the name of this man?” he hissed. “The name of the man who took you from Tangier and brought you here?”

She was white as death and terribly afraid. “Benson,” she stammered. “Benson!”

The lawyer and Brigot uttered the words together, and the Spaniard, releasing his hold stepped back.

“So it was Benson!” he said softly. “Our wonderful Englishman who wanted to swindle me out of my property, eh? And I suppose he sent you, my beautiful American widow, to purchase land for your villa! Now, you can go back to Mr. Benson and tell him that, if my property is good enough for him to buy, it is good enough for me to keep. You — you!”

He made a dart at her with upraised hand, but the lawyer was before him and gently pushed him back.

He jerked his head to the girl and, shaking like a leaf, she stepped to the door and went stumbling down the stairs, which she had mounted with such confidence a few minutes before.

Cartwright received the news with extraordinary equanimity.

“It has saved us the bother of going out of Paris,” he said thoughtfully. “And it was my own fault. I never connected that infernal fellow Ferreira with Brigot’s enterprises. And anyway, we should not have met in public. He said he saw us at the cafe, did he?”

The girl nodded.

“I did my best,” she faltered.

“Of course you did your best,” said Cartwright, patting her hand. “It is tough luck, but it can’t be helped.”

There was a long silence, then:

“What about me?” asked the girl. “Where do I come in? I suppose you have no further use for my services?”

Cartwright smiled.

“Of course I have,” he said genially. Then, after a longer pause, “Do you know that you’re the only person in this world that I have ever taken so completely into my confidence and shown what, for a better expression, I will call the seamy side of my business? I’d like to tell you a lot more, because it would be a relief to me to get it off my chest. But I’m telling you this, that if I marry you to-day, you’ll have to play your part to save me from everlasting ruin.”

“Ruin?” she said, startled, and he laughed.

“Not the kind of ruin that means you’ll go short of food,” he said, “but the sort of ruin that may mean — well, ruin from my point of view. Now you must understand this thing clearly, Sadie. I’m out for a big stake, and if I don’t pull it off, it’s as likely as not that I’ll go out. You’re a clever, useful sort of kid, and I have an idea that you may be even more useful. But there’s to be no sentiment in this marriage, mind! You have just to sit here and hold tight and do as you’re told, and you haven’t got to pry into my business any further than I want you to. And if I go away and don’t come back, you must reckon me as dead. I’ve a lot of business in America and elsewhere, which often takes me away for months at a time, and you’re not to get uneasy. But if you don’t hear from me — why, you can go down to the Lafayette and buy yourself the grandest little suit of mourning that you can afford!”

“Shall I be able to afford it?” she asked.

He nodded.

“I shall put some Rentes to your credit at the Lyonnais. That will give you a steady income in case anything happens.”

The girl was troubled.

“I don’t quite like this idea,” she said. “What will happen?”

Mr. Cartwright flicked away the ash from the end of his cigar and said cheerfully:

“That depends entirely upon the view which is taken of a certain prospectus issued in London this morning.”
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The new Angera Syndicate was registered as a private company, and its prospectus was not made public. Officially, the shares were not offered to general subscription, and actually they had been subscribed — or the first issue of five hundred thousand had — by a little group of shrewd speculators in the City of London, who, before now, had made vast sums from Cartwright’s promotions. The five hundred thousand shares brought in about half that number of pounds, and nobody doubted that the properties consolidated for the purposes of notation included the block of claims described in the prospectus as “lately the property of Senor Brigot.”

Gold had been found on the Angera reef, and gold in sufficient quantity to make the new company a very promising speculation. That Brigot’s property could be made to pay, had it been properly managed, was common knowledge in the City of London. A dozen offers had been made for this concession, but none had been quite acceptable to Senor Brigot, whose estimate of the value of the mine varied with the passing hour.

Probably, had it been possible to secure an interview with M. Brigot at one o’clock in the afternoon, when he arose with a splitting head and a dry throat, his possessions might have been acquired at the price of a quart of sweet champagne.

But, as the day progressed and his views of life became more charitable, his estimate expanded until, by seven o’clock in the evening, which hour he as a rule reserved for any business discussion, his figure was awe-inspiring. Nobody in the City doubted for one moment that Cartwright had purchased the property. Though his system of finance might not commend itself to the barons and even the baronets of Capel Court, there was no question of his honesty.

Was it by some extraordinary fluke that Maxell, who had hitherto shared in the profits of promotion, had kept aloof from this last and greatest of Cartwright’s flutters? No application for shares was ever found. He heard (he said at a subsequent inquiry) in a roundabout way of the flotation, and saw a copy of the prospectus, and was a little worried. He knew that when he left Cartwright in Paris, not only was the Brigot mine outside of his friend’s control, but there was precious little prospect of bringing the Spaniard to a reasonable frame of mind.

Cartwright must have done his work quickly, he thought, and have paid heavily; and this latter reflection worried him even more because he had a fairly accurate idea as to the condition of Cartwright’s private finances. His private thoughts on this occasion are set forth in the report on the Attorney-General’s Committee of Investigation.

He was eating a solitary dinner in Cavendish Square when the telephone bell rang and the voice of Sir Gregory Fane, the Attorney-General, saluted him.

“I should like to see you, Maxell,” he said. “Will you come round to Clarges Street after dinner?”

“Certainly,” replied Maxell promptly, and hung up the receiver, wondering what new difficulties had arisen, which called for a consultation; for he was not on visiting terms with Mr. Attorney.

In the tiny drawingroom of the house occupied by the Cabinet Minister, Maxell was surprised to find another visitor waiting — no less a person than Fanshaw, the Prime Minister’s private secretary.

The Attorney-General came straight to the point.

“Maxell,” he said, “we want your seat in the House of Commons.”

“The deuce you do!” said Maxell, raising his eyebrows.

The Attorney nodded.

“We also want to give you some reward for the excellent services you have rendered to the Government,” he said. “But mostly “ — his eyes twinkled— “it is necessary to find a seat for Sir Milton Boyd — the Minister of Education has been defeated at a by-election, as you know.”

The other nodded. The communication was a surprise to him and he wondered exactly what position was to be offered him which would involve his resignation from the House. For one brief, panicky moment he had connected Cartwright and his delinquencies with this request for an interview, but the Attorney’s speech had dispelled that momentary fear.

“Quilland, as you know, has been raised to the Court of Appeal,” said the Attorney, speaking of a well-known Chancery Judge, “and we are departing from our usual practice by bringing over a man from the King’s Bench to take his place. Now, Maxell, how does a judgeship appeal to you?”

The K.C. could only stare.

Of the many things he did not expect, it was elevation to the Bench, although he was a sound, good lawyer, and the Bench is the ambition of every silk.

“I would like that,” he said huskily.

“Good!” said the brisk Attorney. “Then we will regard it as settled. The appointment will not be announced for two or three days, so you’ve a chance of clearing up your more urgent work and preparing a letter for your constituents. You might say a kind word for the new candidate who isn’t particularly popular in your part of the world.”

One of Maxell’s first acts was to write a letter to Cartwright. All Cartwright’s correspondence went to his London office, and was forwarded under separate cover to Paris. It was a long letter, recapitulating their friendly relationship, and ending:

“This promotion, of course, means that we can no longer be associated in business, and I have instructed my broker to sell all the shares I possess in your and other companies forthwith. As you know, I have very definite views about the high prestige of the Bench; and whilst, in any circumstances, I feel that I can go to that dignified position with clean hands, my mind will be freer if I cut all the cords which hold me to commerce of every shape and description.”

Three days later the letter came to Cartwright, and he read it through with a thoughtful expression on his face. He read it twice before he slowly folded it and put it into his inside pocket.

Maxell was to be made a Judge!

He had never considered that contingency, and did not know whether to be pleased or sorry. He was losing the service of a man who had been a directing force in his life, greater than Maxell himself ever imagined. It was not so much the advice which he asked and received from the King’s Counsel, but rather Cartwright had secured help by the simple process of making a study of the other’s moods and expressions.

He knew the half-frown which greeted some schemes, put forward tentatively over the dinner table, and it was that little sign of displeasure which could squash the scheme rather than any considered advice which Maxell might have given. He was losing a good advocate, a very sound legal adviser. He shrugged his shoulders. Well, it did not matter very much. Fate had put a period to an old phase of life, and many things had come to an end coincidently. He was taking his afternoon tea when the letter had arrived, and the new Mrs. Cartwright marked with interest the depression which followed the arrival of the mail.

The new period was beginning excitingly, he thought. He had found a new method of doing business, bolder and more desperate than any he had attempted before; and with this development he had lost a man upon whom he placed a great deal of reliance. Incidentally, he had just been married, but this fact did not bulk very largely in his reckoning. Maxell might serve him yet. The memory of an old business partnership — for in such an aspect did Cartwright interpret their previous relationship — the memory, too, of favours done, of financial dangers shared, might serve him well if things went wrong, Maxell had a pull with the Government — a greater pull, since he was now a Judge of the Supreme Court.

Maxell a Judge! It seemed queer. Cartwright had all the properly constituted Englishman’s reverence for the Bench. In spite of much experience in litigation, and an acquaintance with lawyers of all kinds and stations, he reserved his awe for the godlike creature who sat in wig and gown, and dispensed justice evenhandedly.

“Have you had a worrying letter?” asked the girl.

He shook his head.

“No, no,” he said, a little impatiently; “it is nothing.”

She had hoped for a glimpse of the envelope, but was disappointed. Curiously enough, she ascribed the fact that her husband passed under a strange name and would not divulge his own, to a cause which was far from the truth, and was a great injustice to a man who, if he had not given her his proper name, had given her a title to whatever name he had. That thought she revealed for the first time.

“Do you know what I think?” she said unexpectedly.

“I didn’t know you thought very much,” he smiled. “In what particular department of speculation does your mind wonder?”

“Don’t be sarcastic,” she answered. She was a little afraid of sarcasm, as are all children and immature grownups. “It was about your name I was thinking.”

He frowned.

“Why the dickens don’t you leave my name alone?” he snapped. “I have told you that it is all for your good that I’m called Benson and known as Benson in this town. When we go to London you will discover my name.”

She nodded.

“I know why you keep it dark.”

He looked at her sharply.

“Why do I keep it dark?” he asked, fixing his eyes on her.

“Because you’re married already.”

He looked at her for a moment, and then burst into such a peal of laughter that the girl knew her shot was wide of the mark.

“You’re a weird person,” he said, getting up. “I’m going out to see an old friend of ours.”

“Of ours?” she asked suspiciously.

“Brigot is the gentleman’s name.”

“He won’t see you,” she said decidedly.

“Oh, won’t he?” said the grim man. “I rather think he will.”

M. Brigot would not willingly have received one whose name was anathema, but Cartwright got over the difficulty of his reception by the simple process of sending up a card inscribed with the name of Brigot’s lawyer.

“You!” spluttered M. Brigot, rising to his feet as the other entered the room and closed the door behind him. “This is an outrage! It is monstrous! You will leave this house immediately, or I will send for the police!”

“Now, just keep quiet for a moment, Brigot,” said Cartwright, seating himself coolly. “I have come to see you as one business man to another.”

“I refuse to discuss any business with you,” stormed his unwilling host. “You are a scoundrel, a conspirator — bah! why do I talk to you?”

“Because you’re broke!” said Cartwright in calm, level tones, and he used the Spanish word for “broke,” which is so much more expressive than any word in English.

The conversation was carried on in this language, for Cartwright had an intimate knowledge of its idioms and even of its patois.

“Your creditors in Paris are gathering round like hawks about a dead cow. Your attempt to sell your Moorish property has been a failure.”

“You know a great deal,” sneered Brigot. “Possibly you also know that I am going to work the mine myself.”

The Englishman chuckled.

“I’ve heard that said of you for years,” said he, “but the truth is, you’re wholly incapable of working anything. You are one of nature’s little spenders — now, Brigot, don’t let us quarrel. There is a time to end feuds like ours, and this is that time. I am a business man, and so are you. You’re as anxious to sell your property at a good price as I am to buy it. I’ve come to make you an offer.”

M. Brigot laughed sarcastically.

“Ten thousand pounds?” he demanded with gentle irony. “To build a house for a beautiful American widow, eh?”

Cartwright accepted the gibe with a smile.

“I’m not going to show you my hand,” he said.

“It will be infamously dirty,” said M. Brigot, who was in his bright six o’clock mood.

“I know there is gold in the Angera,” the other went on, without troubling to notice the interruption, “and I know that, properly worked, your mine may pay big profits.”

“I will sell out,” said M. Brigot after consideration, “but at a price. I have told you before I will sell out — at a price.”

“But what a price!” said Cartwright, raising his eyebrows and with a gesture of extravagant despair. “It is all the money in the world!”

“Nevertheless, it is the price,” said M. Bigot comfortably.

“I’ll tell you what I am willing to do.” Cartwright stroked his chin as though the solution had just occurred to him. “I will float your property in London, tacking on a number of other properties which I have bought in the neighbourhood. I am willing to pay you two hundred thousand pounds — that is to say, six million francs.”

M Brigot was interested. He was so interested that, for the moment, he could forget his animosity and private grievances. It was true that, as Cartwright had said, his creditors were becoming noisy.

“In cash, of course?” he said suddenly.

Cartwright shook his head.

“You can have a portion in cash and the rest in shares.”

“Bah!” Brigot snapped his fingers. “I also can issue shares, my friend. What are shares? Pieces of paper which are not worth their ink. No, no, you deceive me. I thought you had come to me with a genuine offer. There is no business to be done between you and me, Mr. Cartwright. Good evening.”

Cartwright did not move.

“A portion in cash — say, fifteen thousand pounds,” he suggested; “that is a lot of money.”

“To you — yes, but not to me,” said the magnificent Brigot. “Give me two-thirds in cash and I will take the rest in shares. That is my last word.”

Cartwright rose.

“This offer is open until — when?”

“Until tomorrow at this hour,” replied Brigot.

As Cartwright was going, a man tapped at the door. It was Brigot’s “secretary,” who was also his valet. He handed a telegram to the Spaniard, and Brigot opened and read. He was a long time digesting its contents, and Cartwright waited for a favourable opportunity to say goodbye. All the time his mind was working, and he thought he saw daylight. Two-thirds of the money could be raised, and he could breathe again.

Presently Brigot folded up the telegram and put it in his pocket, and there was on his face a beatific smile.

“Good night, Senor Brigot,” said Cartwright. “I will see you tomorrow with the money.”

“It will have to be big money, my friend,” said Brigot, and there was a note of exultation in his voice. “To buy my little property will cost you half a million English pounds.”

Cartwright gasped.

“What do you mean?” he demanded quickly.

“Do you know Solomon Brothers, the financiers of London?”

“I know them very well,” replied Cartwright steadily. He had good reason to know Solomon Brothers, who had taken a large block of shares in his new syndicate.

“I have just had a telegram from Solomon Brothers,” said Senor Brigot, speaking slowly, “and they ask me to give them the date when my property was transferred to your syndicate. They tell me it is included in your properties which you have floated. You know best, Mr. Cartwright, whether my little mine is worth half a million English pounds to you — especially if I put a date agreeable to you.”

“Blackmail, eh?” said Cartwright between his teeth, and without a word left the room.
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He went straight back to his flat on the Avenue of the Grand Army, and the girl could see by his face that something had happened.

“You might pack my bag, will you?” he said almost brusquely. “I have a letter or two to write. I’m going to London. Important business has arisen, and I may be gone some time.”

Wisely she asked no questions, but carried out his instructions. When she came back from the room with a little gripsack packed, he was blotting the envelope of the last letter.

“Post these after I have gone,” he said.

“Shall I come down to the station and see you off?”

He shook his head.

“The less you and I are seen together, the better, I think,” he said with a faint smile.

He opened a drawer of his desk and took out a cashbox. From this he extracted a thick wad of notes, and, counting them rapidly, he tossed a respectable bundle into her lap.

“You may want this,” he said. “You know you have a regular income, but you must keep in touch with the Lyonnais. For the moment I should advise you to go to “ — he looked at the ceiling for inspiration— “to Nice or Monte Carlo. Keep away from the tables,” he added humorously.

“But — but,” said the bewildered girl, “for how long will you be gone? Can’t I come with you?”

“That is impossible,” he said sharply. “You must go to the South of France, leave by tonight’s train. Give your address to nobody, and take another name if necessary.”

“Are things very wrong?”

“Pretty bad,” he said. “But don’t worry. I may be gone for a year, even more. There are plenty of things you can do, but don’t go back into the profession yet awhile.”

“I thought of taking up cinema work,” she said.

He nodded.

“You might do worse than go to America — if I am a long time gone.”

He stuffed the remainder of the notes into his pocket, picked up his bag, and with no other farewell than a curt nod, left her.

She was only to see him once again in her lifetime.

He crossed the Channel by the night boat and came to London in the early hours of the morning. He drove straight away to his hotel, had a bath and shaved. His plan was fairly well formed. Everything depended upon the charity which Messrs. Solomon Brothers might display towards his strange lapse.

At breakfast he read in The Times that “Mr. Justice Maxell took his seat upon the Bench” on the previous day, and that paragraph, for some reason seemed to cheer him.

At ten o’clock he was in the City. At half-past ten he was interviewing the senior partner of Solomon Brothers, a man with an expressionless face, who listened courteously to the somewhat lame excuses which Cartwright offered.

“It was a mistake of a blundering clerk,” said Cartwright airily. “As soon as I discovered the error, I came back to London to withdraw all the money which had been subscribed.”

“It is a pity you didn’t come back yesterday, Mr. Cartwright,” said Solomon.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean,” said the other, “that we have already placed this matter in the hands of our solicitors. I suggest that you had better interview them.”

Cartwright made a further pilgrimage to the solicitors of Solomon Brothers, and found them most unwilling to see him. That was an ominous sign, and he went back to his office in Victoria Street conscious that a crisis was at hand. At any rate, the girl was out of the way; but, what was more important, she, one of the principal witnesses in so far as Brigot and his property were concerned, was not available for those who might bring a charge against him. She was his wife, and her lips were sealed, and this consequence of his marriage was one which he had not wholly overlooked when he had contracted his strange alliance.

What a fool he had been! The property might have been transferred and in his hands, if he had not antagonised a wretched little Spanish theatrical manager. But, he reflected, if he had not antagonised that manager, he would not have possessed the instrument for extracting the transfer from the amorous Brigot.

At the top of a heap of letters awaiting him was one written in a firm boyish hand, and Cartwright made a little grimace, as though for the first time recognising his responsibility.

“Take A Chance Anderson; my lad, you will have to take a chance,” he said, and pushed the letter aside unopened.

He lunched at his club, sent a brief letter to Maxell, and returned to his office at two in the afternoon. His clerk told him that a man was waiting for him in the inner office. Cartwright hesitated with his hand on the door; then, setting his teeth, he stepped in.

The stranger rose.

“Are you Mr. Alfred Cartwright?” he asked.

“That is my name,” replied Cartwright.

“I am Inspector Guilbury, of the City Police,” said the stranger, “and I shall take you into custody on charges under the Companies Act, and a further charge of conspiracy to defraud.”

Cartwright laughed.

“Go ahead,” he said.

All the week preceding the trial, Cartwright’s heart was filled with warm gratitude to his erstwhile friend. He did not doubt, when his solicitor told him that Mr. Justice Maxell would try his case, that Maxell had gone a long way out of his way to get himself appointed the Old Bailey judge. How like Maxell it was — that queer, solemn stick — and how loyal!

Cartwright had a feeling for Maxell which he had never had, before. At first he had feared the embarrassment which might be Maxell’s at having to try a case in which an old friend was implicated, and had even hoped that the new judge would have nothing to do with the trial. He did not despair of Maxell pulling strings on his behalf, and he realised that much could be done by judicious lobbying.

The charge against him was a grave one. He had not realised how serious it was until he had seen that respectful array of counsel in the Lord Mayor’s Court, and had heard his misdemeanours reduced to cold legal phraseology. But he did not wholly despair. Brigot had been coming to London to give evidence, and on his journey there had occurred an incident which suggested to the accused man that Providence was fighting on his side. The Spaniard had had a stroke in the train to Calais, and the doctors reported that he might not recover. Not that Brigot’s evidence was indispensable. There was, apparently, a letter and two telegrams in existence, in the course of which Brigot denied that he had ever parted with his property; and the onus lay upon Cartwright to prove that he had acted in a bona fide manner — that was impossible of proof, and nobody knew this better than Cartwright.

And ever his mind reverted to the singular act of generosity on the part of his old friend. He did not doubt for one moment that Maxell had “worked” the case so that it fell to him to try it.

It was a bright morning in May when he came up the steps of the Old Bailey and took his place in the dock. Almost immediately after, the Judge and the Sheriff entered from the door behind the plain oaken bench. How well the judicial robes became Maxell, thought Cartwright. He bowed slightly and received as slight a bow in reply. Maxell was looking pale. His face was drawn, and there was resolution in his speech and in his eyes.

“Before this case proceeds,” he said, “I wish to direct attention to a statement in one of the newspapers this morning, that I was associated with the accused in business, and that I am in some way involved, directly or indirectly, in the company promotion — either as a shareholder or an indirect promoter — which is the subject of the present charge. I wish to utter an emphatic denial to that statement.”

He spoke clearly and slowly and looked the prisoner straight in the eye, and Cartwright nodded.

“I can only endorse your lordship’s statement,” he said emphatically. “Your lordship has never had any dealings with me or any business transactions whatsoever.”

It was a minor sensation which provided a headline for the evening newspapers. The case proceeded. It was not particularly involved and the witnesses were few but vital. There were those business men who had subscribed or promised to subscribe to the syndicate. There was Mr. Solomon, who could give an account of his dealings with the prisoner. But, most damning of all, was a sworn statement made by Brigot before an English solicitor, a Commissioner of Oaths. And it was such a statement which only documentary proof, produced by the accused man, could refute.

Cartwright listened to the evidence untroubled of mind. He knew that his counsel’s speech, delivered with such force, was little less than an admission of guilt and a plea for mercy. The last word would be with the judge. A verdict of “guilty” there must necessarily be. But he thought that, when later his counsel pleaded for a minimum sentence, he saw a responsive look in the Judge’s eyes.

The stigma of imprisonment did not greatly distress Cartwright. He had lived on the narrow borderline of illegalities too long; he had weighed chances and penalties too nicely to bother about such ephemeral things as “honour.” His system of finance was reviewed, and certain minor charges arising out of the manipulation of funds were gone into. It was late in the evening when the Judge began his summing up.

It was a fair, if a conventional address he delivered to the jury. Obviously, thought Cartwright, he could do nothing less than call attention to the serious nature of the charge, the interests involved, the betrayal of shareholders, and the like. On the whole, the summing up did not diminish the comforting sense that the worst that lay before him was a few months’ imprisonment and then a start in another land under another name. He never doubted his ability to make money. The summing up was ended, and the jury retired. They were gone twenty minutes, and when they came back it was a foregone conclusion what their verdict would be.

“Do you find the prisoner at the bar guilty or not guilty?”

“Guilty,” was the reply.

“And is that the verdict of you all?”

“It is.”

Mr. Justice Maxell was examining his notes, and presently he closed the little book which he was consulting.

“The charge against Alfred Cartwright,” he said, “is one of the most serious which could be brought against a business man. The jury have returned a verdict of guilty, and I must say that I concur with that verdict. I am here in my place “ — his voice shook a little— “to administer and maintain the laws of England. I must do all that in me is possible to preserve the purity of commercial life and the condition of English commercial honesty.”

Cartwright waited for that “but “ — it did not come.

“In view of the seriousness of the frauds and irregularities which the accused has committed, with a cynical disregard for the happiness or fortune of those people whose interests should have been his own, I cannot do less than pass a sentence which will serve as an example to all wrongdoers.”

Cartwright gasped and gripped the edge of the dock.

“You, Alfred Cartwright,” said Maxell, and again looked him straight in the eye, “will be kept in penal servitude for twenty years.”

Cartwright swallowed something. Then he leaned across the edge of the dock.

“You swine!” he said huskily, and then the warders dragged him away.

Two days later there was a new sensation. The newspapers announced that Mr. Justice Maxell had been compelled, on account of ill-health, to resign from the Bench, and that His Majesty had been pleased to confer a baronetcy of the United Kingdom upon the ex-Judge.
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Some nine years after the events detailed in the last chapter, a fairly clever young actress who had drifted into the cinematograph business, faced one of the many disappointments which had made up her life. In many ways the disappointment was more bitter than any she had previously experienced, because she had banked so heavily upon success.

If there was any satisfaction to be had out of the new tragedy it was to be found in the fact that the fault was not entirely hers. An impartial critic might, indeed, absolve her from all responsibility.

In this particular instance she regarded herself in the light of a martyr to indifferent literature — not without reason.

When the Westminster Art Film Company was tottering on its last legs, Mr. Willie Ellsberger, chairman and chief victim, decided on one big throw for fortune. The play decided upon does not matter, because it was written by Willie himself, with the assistance of his advertising man, but it contained all the stunts that had ever got by in all the photo plays that had ever been produced, and in and out of every breathless situation flashed Sadie O’Grady, the most amazing, the most charming, the most romantic, the highest salaried artiste that filmland had ever known.

Sadie O’Grady had come to London from Honolulu, after she had inherited her father’s considerable fortune. She came, a curious visitor, to the studios, merely as a spectator, and had laughingly refused Mr. Ellsberger’s first offer, that gentleman having been attracted by her perfect face and the grace of her movements; but at last, after extraordinary persuasion, she had agreed to star in that stupendous production, “The Soul of Babylon,” for a fee of $25,000, which was to be distributed amongst certain Honolulu charities in which she was interested.

“No,” she told a newspaper man, “this is to be my first and my last film. I enjoy the work very much, but naturally it takes up a great deal of my time.”

“Are you returning to Honolulu?” asked our representative.

“No,” replied Miss O’Grady, “I am going on to Paris. My agent has bought me the Due de Montpelier’s house in the Avenue d’Etoile.”

A week after the picture was finished, Miss Sadie O’Grady waited on the chairman by appointment.

“Well, Sadie,” said that gentleman, leaning back in his chair, and smiling unhappily, “it’s a flivver!”

“You don’t say!” said Sadie aghast.

“We ran it off for the big renter from the North, and he says it is as about as bad as it can be, and that all the good in it is so obviously stolen, that he dare not risk the injunction which would follow the first exhibition. Did Simmons pay you your last week’s salary?”

“No, Mr. Ellsberger,” said the girl.

Ellsberger shrugged.

“That sets me back another twenty pounds,” he said, and reached for his cheque book. “It is tough on you, Sadie, but it’s tougher on us. I’m not so sure that it is so tough on you, though. I spent a fortune advertising you. There isn’t anybody in this country who hasn’t heard of Sadie O’Grady, and,” he added grimly, “you’ve more publicity than I hope I shall get when I this business goes into the hands of the Official Receiver.”

“So there’s no more work?” asked the girl after a pause.

Mr. Ellsberger’s hands said: “What can I do?”

“You ought not to have any difficulty in getting a shop,” he said, “with your figure.”

“Especially when the figure’s twenty pounds a week,” she said unsmilingly. “I was a fool ever to leave Paris. I was doing well there and I wish I’d never heard of the cinema business.”

Still young and pretty and slim, with a straight nose and a straighter mouth, she had no appeal for Mr. Ellsberger, who in matters of business had an unsympathetic nature.

“Why don’t you go back to Paris?” he said, speaking very deliberately and looking out of the window. “Perhaps that affair has blown over by now.”

“What affair?” she asked sharply. “What do you mean?”

“I’ve friends in Paris,” said the chairman, “good, bright boys who go around a lot, and they know most of what’s going on in town.”

She looked at him, biting her lips thoughtfully.

“Reggie van Rhyn — that’s the trouble you heard about?”

Mr. Ellsberger nodded.

“I didn’t know what happened, and I’ll never believe in a thousand years that I stabbed him,” she said vigorously. “I’ve always been too much of a lady for that sort of thing — I was educated at a convent.”

Mr. Ellsberger yawned.

“Take that to Curtis, will you,” he said. “If he can get any free publicity for you, why, I’ll be glad. Now take my advice — stay on. I’ve put Sadie O’Grady way up amongst the well-known products of Movieland, and you’ll be a fool if you quit just when the public is getting interested in you. I’m in bad, but that doesn’t affect you, Sadie, and there ain’t a producer in England who wouldn’t jump at you and give you twice the salary I’m paying.”

She stood up, undecided. Ellsberger was growing weary of the interview. He made a great show of pulling out notepaper and rang the bell for his stenographer.

“The publicity’s fine,” she admitted, “and I’ve felt good about the work. Why the letters that I’ve had from people asking for my autograph and pictures of my Honolulu estate “ — she smiled a little frostily—”

people in society, too. Why, a titled man who wrote to me from Bournemouth, Sir John Maxell—”

“Sir John Maxell!”

Mr. Ellsberger was interested, indeed, he was fascinated. He waved away his stenographer.

“Sit down, Sadie,” he said. “You’re sure it was Maxell? Sir John Maxell?”

She nodded.

“That’s him,” she said. “There’s class there.”

“And there’s money, too,” said the practical Ellsberger. “Why don’t you get in touch with him, Sadie? A fellow like that would think nothing of putting ten thousand into a picture if he was interested in a girl! If you happen to be the girl, Sadie, there’ll be a thousand pound contract for you right away.”

Her straight lips were a trifle hard.

“What you want is an angel, and the Judge is the best kind of angel you could wish for.”

“Has he got money?” she asked.

“Money!” said the hands of Ellsberger. “What a ridiculous question to ask!

“Money!” he scoffed. “Money to burn. Do you mean to say you’ve never heard of Sir John Maxell, never heard of the man who sent his best friend to gaol for twenty years? Why, it was the biggest sensation of the year!”

Sadie was not very interested in history, but momentarily, by virtue of the very warm and well punctuated letter which reposed in her bag, she was interested in Sir John.

“Is he married?” asked the girl naturally.

“He is not married,” said Ellsberger emphatically.

“Any children?”

“There are no children, but he has a niece — he’s got some legal responsibility as regards her; I remember seeing it in the newspapers, he’s her guardian or something.”

Mr. Ellsberger looked at the girl with a speculative eye.

“Have you this letter?”

She nodded and produced the epistle.

It was polite but warm. It had some reference to her “gracious talent,” to her “unexampled beauty” which had “brought pleasure to one who was no longer influenced by the commonplace,” and it finished up by expressing the hope that they two would meet in the early future, and that before leaving for Paris she would honour him by being his guest for a few days.

Ellsberger handed the letter back.

“Write him,” he said, “and, Sadie, consider yourself engaged for another week — write to him in my time He’s fallen for all that Press stuff, and maybe, if he got that passionate admiration for your genius he’ll — say, you don’t want to stay in the picture business and finish by marrying that kind of trouble, do you?”

He pointed through the wide windows to a youth who was coming across from the studio to the office, swinging a cane vigorously.

“Observe the lavender socks and the wrist watch,” he chuckled. “But don’t make any mistake about Timothy Anderson. He’s the toughest amateur at his weight in this or any other state and a good boy, but he’s the kind of fellow that women like you marry — get acquainted with the Judge.”

With only a preliminary knock, which he did not wait to hear answered, the young man had swung through the door, hat in hand.

“How do, Miss O’Grady?” he said. “I saw your picture — fine! Good acting, but a perfectly rotten play. I suppose you wrote it, Ellsberger?”

“I wrote it,” admitted that gentleman gloomily.

“It bears the impression of your genius, old bird.” Timothy Anderson shook his head reproachfully.

“It only wanted you as the leading man, and it would have been dead before we put the titles in,” said Ellsberger with a grin.

“I’m out of the movies for good,” said Timothy Anderson, sitting himself on a table. “It is a demoralising occupation — which reminds me.”

He slipped from the table, thrust his hand into his pocket, and producing a roll of notes: “I owe you twentyfive pounds, Ellsberger,” he said. “Thank you very much. You saved me from ruin and starvation.”

He counted the money across, and Mr. Ellsberger was undoubtedly surprised and made no attempt to conceal the fact. So surprised was he that he could be jocose.

“Fixed a big contract with Mary Pickford?” he asked.

“N-no,” said Timothy, “but I struck a roulette game — and took a chance.”

“Took a chance again, eh?” said Ellsberger. “One of these days you’ll take a chance and never get better of it.”

“Pooh!” said the other in derision. “Do you think that’s any new experience for me? Not on your life. I went into this game with just twelve pounds and my hotel bill three weeks in arrears. I was down to my last half-crown, but I played it and came out with three hundred pounds.”

“Whose game was it?” asked Mr. Ellsberger curiously.

“Tony Smail,” and Mr. Ellsberger whistled.

“Why that’s one of the toughest places in town,” he said. “It is a wonder you came away with the money — and your life.”

“I took a chance,” said the other carelessly, and swung his legs once more over the edge of the desk. “There was some slight trouble when I came out of Smail’s,” he shrugged his shoulders, “just a little horseplay.”

The girl had followed the conversation keenly. Any talk which circled about finance had the effect of concentrating her attention.

“Do you always take a chance?” she asked.

“Always,” said the other promptly.

This woman did not appeal to him. Timothy possessed a seventh sense which he called his “Sorter,” and Miss Sadie O’Grady was already sorted into the heap of folks who, had life been a veritable voyage, would have been labelled “Not Wanted.”

He held out his hand to Ellsberger.

“I’m going by the next boat to New York,” he said, “then I’ll go to California. Maybe I’ll take in Kempton on my way, for a fellow I met at the hotel has a horse running which can catch pigeons. Goodbye, Miss O’Grady. I wish you every kind of luck.”

She watched him disappear, sensing his antagonism and responding thereto. If he could judge women by intuition, she judged him by reason, and she knew that here was a man whose mental attitude was one of dormant hostility.

It would be unfair to her to say that it was because she recognised the clean mind and the healthy outlook and the high principles of this young, man that she disliked him. She was not wholly bad, because she had been the victim of circumstances and had lately lived a two-thousand pound life on a one-hundred pound capacity. She looked after him, biting her lips as though she were solving a great problem.

Presently she turned to Ellsberger.

“I’ll write to Sir John,” she said.

By a curious coincidence Timothy Anderson had the idea of approaching Sir John Maxell also, though nearly a year passed before he carried his idea into execution.
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The initials “T. A. C,” before young Mr. Andersen’s name stood for Timothy Alfred Cartwright, his pious but practical parent having, by this combination, made a bid for the protection of the saints and the patronage of Cousin Al Cartwright, reputedly a millionaire and a bachelor. It was hoped in this manner that his position on earth and in heaven would be equally secure.

What Timothy’s chances are in the hereafter the reader must decide; but we do know that Cousin Al Cartwright proved both a weak reed and a whited sepulchre. Timothy’s parents had departed this life two years after Alfred Cartwright had disappeared from public view, leaving behind him two years’ work for a committee of Investigating Accounts.

When his surviving parent died, the boy was at school, and if he was not a prodigy of learning he was at least brilliant in parts.

Though it was with no great regret that he left school, he was old enough and shrewd enough to realise that a bowing acquaintance with the differential calculus, and the ability to conjugate the verb “avoir” did not constitute an equipment, sufficiently comprehensive (if you will forgive these long words), to meet and defeat such enemies to human progress as he was likely to meet in this cruel and unsympathetic world.

He had a small income bequeathed by his mother in a will which was almost apologetic because she left so little, and he settled himself down as a boarder in the house of a schoolmaster, and took up those branches of study which interested him, and set himself to forget other branches of education which interested him not at all.

Because of his ineradicable passion for challenging fate it was only natural that “T. A. C,” should bear a new significance, and since some genius had christened him “Take A Chance” Anderson the name stuck. And he took chances. From every throw with fate he learnt something. He had acquired some knowledge of boxing at school, and had learnt enough of the art to enable him to head the school. Such was his faith in himself and his persuasive eloquence that he induced Sam Murphy, ex-middle-weight and proprietor of the Stag’s Head, Dorking, to nominate and support him for a ten rounds contest with that redoubtable featherweight, Bill Schenk.

“Take A Chance” Anderson took his chance. He also took the count in the first round, and, returning to consciousness, vowed a vow — not that he would never again enter the ring, but that he would learn something more of the game before he did. Of course, it was very disgraceful that a man of his antecedents should become a professional boxer — for professional he became in the very act of failure — but that worried him not at all.

It is a matter of history that Bill Schenk was knocked out by Kid Muldoon, and that twelve months after his initiation into the prize ring “T. Anderson” fought twenty rounds with the Kid and got the decision on points. Thereafter, the ring knew “Take A Chance” Anderson no more.

He took a chance on racecourses, backing horses that opened at tens and closed at twenties. He backed horses that had never won before on the assumption that they must win some time. He had sufficient money left after this adventure to buy a book of form. He devoted his undoubted talent to the study of other games of chance. He played cards for matches with a broker’s clerk, who harboured secret ambitions of going to Monte Carlo with a system; he purchased on the hire system wonderfully cheap properties on the Isle of Thanet — and he worked.

For all his fooling and experimenting, for all his gambling and his chancing, Timothy never let a job of work get past him, if he could do it, and when he wasn’t working for sordid lucre he was working for the good of his soul. He went to the races with a volume of Moliere’s plays under his arm, and between events he read, hereby acquiring the respect of the racing fraternity as an earnest student of form.

So he came by violent, yet to him easy, stages to Movieland — that Mecca which attracts all that is enterprising and romantic and restless. He took a chance in a juvenile lead, but his method and his style of actions were original. Producers are for ever on the lookout for novelty, but they put up the bar against novel styles of acting and expression. Ellsberger had tried him out because he had known his father, but more because he had won money over him when he had beaten Kid Muldoon; but even Ellsberger was compelled to suggest that Timothy put in two long years “atmosphering” before he essayed an individual role on the screen.

Timothy was not certain whether his train left at ten minutes to seven or at ten minutes past seven, so he arrived in time for the ten minutes to seven, which was characteristic of him, because he never took a chance against the inflexible systems,

He reached New York without misadventure, but on his way westward he stayed over at Nevada. He intended spending a night, but met a man with a scheme for running a mail-order business on entirely new lines, invested his money, and by some miracle managed to make it last a year. At the end of that time the police were after his partner, and Timothy was travelling eastward by easy stages.

He came back to New York with fifty-five dollars which he had won from a Westerner on the last stage of the journey. The track ran for about twenty miles along one side of the road, the wager between them was a very simple one; it was whether they would pass more men than women on the road. The Westerner chose men and Timothy chose women. For every man they saw Timothy paid a dollar, for every woman he received a dollar. In the agreed hour they passed fifty-five more women than they passed men and Timothy was that many dollars richer. There were never so many women abroad as there were that bright afternoon, and the Westerner couldn’t understand it until he realised that it was Sunday — a fact which Timothy had grasped before he had made his wager.

Two months later he was back in London. How he got back he never explained. He stayed in London only long enough to fit himself up with a new kit before he presented himself at a solid mansion in Branksome Park, Bournemouth. Years and years before, Sir John Maxell had written to him, asking him to call upon him for any help he might require, and promising to assist him in whatever difficulties he might find himself. Timothy associated the offer with the death of his father — maybe they were friends.

He was shown into the sunny drawingroom bright with flowers, and he looked round approvingly. He had lived in other people’s houses all his life — schools, boardinghouses, hotels and the like — and an atmosphere of home came to him like the forgotten fragrance of a garden he had known.

The servant came back.

“Sir John will see you in ten minutes, sir, but you must not keep him long, because he has to go out to meet Lady Maxell.”

“Lady Maxell?” asked Timothy in surprise, “I didn’t know he was married.”

The servant smiled and said: “The Judge married a year ago, sir. It was in all the newspapers.”

“I don’t read all the newspapers,” said Timothy. “I haven’t sufficient time. Who was the lady?”

The man looked round, as if fearing to be overheard.

“Sir John married the cinema lady, Miss Sadie O’Grady,” he said, and the hostility in his tone was unmistakable.

Timothy gasped.

“You don’t say!” he said. “Well, that beats the band! Why, I knew that da — , that lady in London!”

The servant inclined his head sideways.

“Indeed, sir,” he said, and it was evident that he did not regard Timothy as being any fitter for human association by reason of his confession.

A distant bell buzzed.

“Sir John is ready, sir,” he said. “I hope you will not mention the fact that I spoke of madam?”

Timothy winked, and was readmitted to the confidence of the democracy.

Sir John Maxell was standing up behind his writing-table, a fine, big man with his grey hair neatly brushed back from his forehead and his blue eyes magnified behind rimless glasses.

“T. A. C. Anderson,” he said, coming round the table with slow steps. “Surely this is not the little Timothy I heard so much about years and years ago!”

“That is I, sir,” said Timothy.

“Well, well,” said Maxell, “I should never have known you. Sit down, my boy. You smoke, of course — everybody smokes nowadays, but it seems strange that a boy I knew in short breeches should have acquired the habit. I’ve heard about you,” he said, as Timothy lit his cigar.

“Nothing to my discredit, I hope, sir?”

Maxell shook his head.

“I have heard about you,” he repeated diplomatically, “let it go at that. Now I suppose you’ve come here because, five years ago, on the twenty-third of December to be correct, I wrote to you, offering to give you any help that lay in my power.”

“I won’t swear to the date,” said Tim.

“But I will,” smiled the other. “I never forget a date, I never forget a letter, I never forget the exact wording of that letter. My memory is an amazing gift. Now just tell me what I can do for you.”

Timothy hesitated.

“Sir John,” he said, “I have had a pretty bad time in America. I’ve been running in a team with a crook and I’ve had to pay out every cent I had in the world.”

Sir John nodded slowly.

“Then it is money you want,” he said, without enthusiasm.

“Not exactly money, sir, but I’m going to try to start in London and I thought, maybe, you might give me a letter of introduction to somebody.”

“Ah, well,” said Maxell, brightening up, “I think I can do that for you. What did you think of doing in London?”

“I thought of getting some sort of secretarial job,” he said. “Not that I know much about it!”

Sir John pinched his lower lip.

“I know a man who may help you,” he said. “We were in the House of Commons together and he would give you a place in one of his offices, but unfortunately for you he has made a great deal of money and spends most of his time at Newmarket.”

“Newmarket sounds good to me,” said Timothy. “Why, I’d take a chance there. Perhaps he’d try me out in that office?”

The Judge permitted himself to smile.

“In Newmarket,” he said, “our friend does very little more, I fear, than waste his time and money on the racecourse. He has half a dozen horses — I had a letter from him this morning.”

He walked back to his table, searched in the litter, and presently amongst the papers pulled out a letter.

“As a matter of fact, I had some business with him and I wrote to him for information. The only thing he tells me is “ — this with a gesture of despair— “that Skyball and Polly Chaw — those are the names of racehorses, I presume — will win the two big handicaps next week and that he has a flyer named Swift Kate that can beat anything — I am quoting his own words — on legs over six furlongs.”

He looked up over his glasses at Timothy, and on that young man’s face was a seraphic smile.

“Newmarket sounds real nice to me,” glowed Timothy.

Remembering the injunctions of the servant, he was taking his adieu, when his host asked, in a lower voice than that in which the conversation had been carried on: “I suppose you have not heard from your cousin?”

Timothy looked at him in astonishment. Had Sir John asked after the Grand Llama of Tibet he would have been as well prepared to answer.

“Why, no, sir — no — er — is he alive?”

Sir John Maxell looked at him sharply.

“Alive? Of course. I thought you might have heard from him.”

Timothy shook his head.

“No, sir,” he said, “he disappeared. I only met him once when I was a kid. Was he a friend — er — an acquaintance of yours?”

Sir John was drumming his fingers on the desk and his mind was far away.

“Yes and no,” he said shortly. “I knew him, and at one time I was friendly with him.”

Suddenly he glanced at his watch, and a look of consternation came to his face.

“Great heavens!” he cried. “I promised to meet my wife a quarter of an hour ago. Goodbye! Goodbye!”

He hand-shook Timothy from the room and the young man had to find his way downstairs without guidance, because the manservant was at that moment heavily engaged.

From the floor below came a shrill, unpleasant sound, and Timothy descended to find himself in the midst of a domestic crisis. There were two ladies in the hall — one a mere silent, contained spectator, the other the principal actress. He recognised her at once, but she did not see him, because her attention was directed to the redfaced servant.

“When I ring you on the ‘phone, I expect to be answered,” she was saying. “You’ve nothing to do except to sit round and keep your ears open, you big, lazy devil!”

“But, my lady, I—”

“Don’t answer me,” she stormed. “If you think I’ve got nothing better to do than to sit at a ‘phone waiting till you wake up, why, you’re mistaken — that’s all. And if Sir John doesn’t fire you—”

“Don’t worry about Sir John firing me,” said the man with a sudden change of manner. “I’ve just had about as much of you as I can stand. You keep your bossing for the movies, Lady Maxell. You’re not going to try any of that stuff with me!”

She was incapable of further speech, nor was there any necessity for it since the man turned on his heels and disappeared into that mysterious region which lies at the back of every entrance hall. Then for the first time she saw Timothy.

“How do you do, Lady Maxell?”

She glared round at the interrupter, and for a moment he thought she intended venting her anger on him. She was still frowning when he took her limp hand.

“You’re the Andersen boy, aren’t you?” she asked a little ungraciously.

The old sense of antagonism was revived and intensified in him at the touch of her hand. She was unchanged, looking, if anything, more pretty than when he had seen her last, but the hardness at her mouth was accentuated, and she had taken on an indefinable air of superiority which differed very little from sheer insolence.

A gold-rimmed lorgnette came up to survey him, and he was nettled — only women had the power to annoy him.

“You haven’t changed a bit,” he bantered. “I’m sorry your eyesight is not so good as it was. Studio life is pretty tough on the eyes, isn’t it?”

She closed her lorgnette with a snap, and turned to the girl.

“You’d better see what Sir John is doing,” she said. “Ask him what he thinks I am, that I should wait in the hall like a tramp.”

It was then that the girl came out of the shadow and Timothy saw her.

“This is the ward or niece,” he said to himself, and sighed, for never had he seen a human creature who so satisfied his eye. There is a beauty which is neither statuesque nor cold, nor to be confounded with prettiness. It is a beauty which depends upon no regularity of feature or of colour, but which has its reason in its contradictions.

The smiling Madonna whom Leonardo drew had such contradictory quality as this girl possessed. For she was ninety per cent. child, and carried in her face all the bubbling joy of youth. Yet she impressed Timothy as being strange and unnatural. Her meekness, her ready obedience to carry out the woman’s instruction, the very dignity of her departure — these things did not fit in with the character he read in her face. Had she turned curtly to this insolent woman and told her to carry her message herself, or had she flown up the stairs calling for Sir John as she went, these things would have been natural.

Lady Maxell turned upon him.

“And see here, Mr. What’s-your-name, if you’re a friend of Sir John, you’ll forget that I was ever in a studio. There are enough stories about me in Bournemouth without your adding to the collection.”

“Mother’s little thoroughbred!” said Timothy admiringly; “spoken like a true little lady.”

In some respects he was wholly undisciplined, and had never learnt the necessity of refraining from answering back. And the woman irritated him, and irritation was a novel sensation.

Her face was dark with rage, but it was upon Sir John, descending in haste to meet his offended wife, that she turned the full batteries of her anger.

“You didn’t know the time, of course. Your watch has stopped. It is hard enough for me to keep my end up without you helping to make me look foolish!”

“My dear,” protested Maxell in a flurry, “I assure you—”

“You can spend your time with this sort of trash,” she indicated Timothy, and Timothy bowed, “but you keep me waiting like a tailor’s model at Sotheby’s, of all people in the world, when you know well enough—”

“My dear,” pleaded the lawyer wearily, “my watch has certainly stopped—”

“Ah! You make me tired. What are you doing with this fellow? Do you think I want reminding of movie days? Everybody knows this fellow — a cheap gambler, who’s been fired out of every studio in England. You allow your servants to insult me — and now I suppose you’ve brought this prizefighter to keep me in my place,” and she pointed scornfully at the amused Timothy.

Halfway downstairs the girl stood watching the scene in silence, and it was only when he became conscious of her presence that Timothy began to feel a little uncomfortable.

“Well, goodbye, Sir John,” he said. “I’m sorry I intruded.”

“Wait,” said the woman. “John, this man has insulted me! I don’t know what he’s come for, but I suppose he wants something. He’s one of those shifty fellows that hang around studios begging for money to bet with. If you raise a hand to help him, why, I’m finished with you.”

“I assure you,” said Sir John in his most pompous manner, “that this young man has asked for nothing more than a letter of introduction. I have a duty—”

“Stop!” said the woman. “You’ve a duty to me, too. Hold fast to your money. Likely as not, you’ll do neither with ‘Take A Chance’ Anderson floating around.”

It was not her words, neither the contempt in her voice nor the insult which stung him. The man who went twenty rounds with Kid Muldoon had learned to control his temper, but there was a new factor present — a factor who wore a plain grey dress, and had two big, black eyes which were now solemnly surveying him.

“Lady Maxell,” he said, “it is pretty difficult to give the lie to any woman, but I tell you that what you say now is utterly false. I had no intention when I came to Bournemouth of asking for anything that would cost Sir John a penny. As to my past, I suppose it has been a little eccentric, but it is clean, Lady Maxell.”

He meant no more than he said. He had no knowledge of Sadie O’Grady’s antecedents, or he might not have emphasized the purity of his own. But the woman went back as though she had been whipped, and Timothy had a momentary vision of a charging fury, before she flung herself upon him, tearing at his face, shrieking aloud in her rage…

“Phew!” said Timothy.

He took off his hat and fanned himself. It was the first time he had ever run away from trouble, but now he had almost flown. Those favoured people who were in sight of Sir John Maxell’s handsome villa, saw the door swung open and a young man taking the front path in four strides and the gate in another before he sped like the wind along the street.

“Phew!” said Timothy again.

He went the longest way back to his hotel, to find that a telephone message had been received from Sir John. It was short and to the point. “Please don’t come again.” Timothy read the slip and chuckled.

“Is it likely?” he asked the page who brought the message.

Then he remembered the girl in grey, with the dark eyes, and he fingered his smooth chin thoughtfully.

“I wonder if it is worth while taking a chance,” he said to himself, and decided that, for the moment, it was not.
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Lady Maxell yawned and put down the magazine she was reading. She looked at her watch. It was ten o’clock. At such an hour Paris would be beginning to wake up. The best people would still be in the midst of their dinner, and Marie de Montdidier (born Hopkins) would be putting the final dabs of powder on her nose in her dressing-room at the Folies Bergeres before making her first and her final appearance.

The boulevards would be bright with light, and there would be lines of twinkling autos in the Bois for the late diners at the Aromonville. She looked across at the girl sitting under a big lamp in a window recess, a book on her knees, but her mind and eyes elsewhere.

“Mary,” she said, and the girl, with a start, woke from her reverie.

“Do you want me, Lady Maxell?”

“What is the matter with Sir John? You know him better than I do.”

The girl shook her head.

“I hardly know, Lady Maxell—”

“For heaven’s sake don’t call me ‘Lady Maxell,’” said the other irritably. “I’ve told you to call me Sadie if you want to.” There was a silence. “Evidently you don’t want,” snapped the woman. “You’re what I call a fine, sociable family. You seem to get your manners from your new friend.”

The girl went red.

“My new friend?” she asked, and Lady Maxell turned her back to her with some resolution and resumed for a moment the reading of her magazine.

“I don’t mind if you find any pleasure in talking to that kind of insect,” she said, putting the periodical down again. “Why, the world’s full of these do-nothing boys. I suppose he knows there’s money coming to you.”

The girl smiled.

“Very little, Lady Maxell,” she said.

“A little’s a lot to a man like that,” said the other. “You mustn’t think I am prejudiced because I was — er — annoyed the other day. That is temperament.”

Again the girl smiled, but it was a different kind of smile, and Lady Maxell observed it.

“You can marry him as far as I am concerned,” she said. “These sneaking meetings are not exactly complimentary to Sir John, that’s all.”

The girl closed her book, walked across to the shelf and put it away before she spoke.

“I suppose you’re speaking of Mr. Anderson,” she said. “Yes, I have met him, but there has been nothing furtive in the meetings. He stopped me in the park and apologised for having been responsible for the scene — for your temperament, you know.”

Lady Maxell looked up sharply, but the girl met her eyes without wavering.

“I hope you aren’t trying to be sarcastic,” complained the older woman. “One never knows how deep you are. But I can tell you this, that sarcasm is wasted on me.”

“I’m sure of that,” said the girl.

Lady Maxell looked again, but apparently the girl was innocent of offensive design.

“I say I met Mr. Anderson. He was very polite and very nice. Then I met him again — in fact, I have met him several times,” she said thoughtfully. “So far from his being a do-nothing. Lady Maxell, I think you are doing him an injustice. He is working at the Parade Drug Store.”

“He win make a fine match for you,” said the woman: “Sir John will just love having a shopwalker in the family!”

That ended the conversation for both of them, and they sat reading for a quarter of an hour before Lady Maxell threw her magazine on the floor and got up.

“Sir John had a telegram yesterday that worried him,” she said. “Do you know what it was about?”

“Honestly I do not know, Lady Maxell,” said the girl. “Why don’t you ask him yourself?”

“Because he would tell me a lie,” said the woman coolly, and the girl winced.

“He brought all his money and securities from the Dawlish and County Bank to-day and put them in his safe, and he had the chief constable with him for half an hour this morning.” This was news to the girl, and she was interested in spite of herself.

“Now, Mary,” said Lady Maxell, “I’m going to be frank with you — frankness pays sometimes. They called my marriage a romance of the screen. Every newspaper said as much and I suppose that is true. But the most romantic part of the marriage was my estate in Honolulu, my big house in Paris and my bank balance. Ellsberger’s publicity man put all that stuff about, and I’ve an idea that Sir John was highly disappointed when he found he’d married me for myself alone. That’s how it stakes me.”

Here was a marriage which had shocked Society and had upset the smooth current of the girl’s life, placed in an entirely new light.

“Aren’t you very rich?” she asked slowly, and Sadie laughed.

“Rich! There was a tram fare between me and the workhouse the day I married Sir John,” she said. “I don’t blame him for being disappointed. Lots of these cinema stars are worth millions — I wasn’t one of them. I married because I thought I was going to have a good time — lots of money and plenty of travel — and I chose with my eyes shut.”

The girl was silent. For once Sadie Maxell’s complaint had justification. Sir John Maxell was not a spending man. He lived well, but never outside the circle of necessity.

The girl was about to speak, when there came a dramatic interruption.

There was a “whang!”, a splintering of glass and something thudded against the wall. Lady Maxell stood up as white as death.

“What was that?” she gasped.

The girl was pale, but she did not lose her nerve.

“Somebody fired a shot. Look!”

She pulled aside the curtain. “The bullet went through the window.”

“Keep away from the window, you fool!” screamed the woman. “Turn out the light! Ring the bell!”

Mary moved across the room and turned the switch. They waited in silence, but no other shot was fired. Perhaps it was an accident. Somebody had been firing at a target…

“Go and tell my husband!” said Sadie. “Quickly!”

The girl passed through the lighted hall upstairs and knocked at Sir John’s door. There was no answer. She tried the door, but found it locked. This was not unusual. He had a separate entrance to his study, communicating by a balcony and a flight of stairs with the garden. A wild fear seized her. Possibly Sir John had been in the garden when the shot was fired; it may have been intended for him. She knocked again louder, and this time she heard his step and the door was opened.

“Did you knock before?” he asked. “I was writing—”

Then he saw her face.

“What has happened?” he demanded.

The girl told him, and he made his way downstairs slowly, as was his wont. He entered the drawingroom switched on the lights, and without a glance at his wife walked to the window and examined the shattered pane.

“I imagined I heard a noise, but thought somebody had dropped something. When did this happen? Just before you came up?”

The girl nodded.

Maxell looked from one to the other. His wife was almost speechless with terror, and Mary Maxell alone was calm.

“It has come already,” he said musingly. “I did not think this would happen so soon.”

He walked down to the hall where the telephone hung and rang through to the police station, and the girl heard all he said.

“Yes, it is Sir John Maxell speaking. A shot has just been fired through my window. No, not at me — I was in my study. Apparently a rifle shot. Yes, I was right—”

Presently he came back.

“The police will be here in a few moments to make a search of the grounds,” he said, “but I doubt whether they will catch the miscreant.”

“Is it possible that it was an accident?” asked the girl.

“Accident?” He smiled. “I think not,” he said dryly. “That land of accident is liable to happen again. You had better come up to my study, both of you, till the police arrive,” he said, and led the way up the stairs.

He did not attempt to support his wife, though her nerve was obviously shaken. Possibly he did not observe this fact until they were in the room, for after a glance at her face he pushed a chair forward.

“Sit down,” he said.

The study was the one room to which his wife was seldom admitted. Dominated as he was by her in other matters, he was firm on this point. It was perhaps something of a novelty for her — a novelty which will still the whimper of the crying child has something of the same effect upon a nervous woman.

The door of the safe was open and the big table was piled high with sealed packages. The only money she saw was a thick pad of banknotes tautened about with a paper bandage, on which something was written. On this she fixed her eyes. She had never seen so much money in her life, and he must have noticed the attention this display of wealth had created, for he took up the money and slipped it into a large envelope.

“This is your money, Mary,” he beamed over his glasses at the girl.

She was feeling the reaction of her experience now and was trembling in every limb. Yet she thought she recognised in this diversion an attempt on his part to soothe her, and she smiled and tried hard to respond.

They had been daily companions since she was a mite of four, and between him and his dead brother’s child there was a whole lot of understanding and sympathy which other people never knew.

“My money, uncle?” she asked.

He nodded. “I realised your investments last week,” he said. “I happened to know that the Corporation in which the money stood had incurred very heavy losses through some error in insurance. It isn’t a great deal, but I couldn’t afford to let you take any further risks.

“There was, of course, a possibility of this shot having been fired by accident,” he went on, reverting to the matter which would naturally be at the back of his mind. Then he fell into thought, pacing the room in silence.

“I thought you were out,” he said, stopping suddenly in front of the girl. “You told me you were going to a concert.”

Before she could explain why she changed her mind they heard the sound of voices in the hall.

“Stay here,” said Sir John. “It is the police. I will go down and tell them all there is to know.”

When her husband had gone, Lady Maxell rose from her chair. The table, with its sealed packages, drew her like a magnet. She fingered them one by one, and came at last to the envelope containing Mary’s patrimony. This she lifted in her hands, weighing it. Then, with a deep sigh, she replaced the package on the table.

“There’s money there,” she said, and Mary smiled.

“Not a great deal, I’m afraid. Father was comparatively poor when he died.”

“There’s money,” said Lady Maxell thoughtfully; “more than I have ever seen since I have been in this house, believe me.”

She returned, as though fascinated, and lifted the envelope again and peered inside.

“Poor, was he?” she said. “I think you people don’t know what poverty is. Do you know what all this means?”

She held the envelope up and there was a look in her face which the girl had never seen before.

“It means comfort, it means freedom from worry, it means that you don’t have to pretend and make love to men whom you loathe.”

The girl had risen and was staring at her.

“Lady Maxell!” she said in a shocked voice. “Why — why — I never think of money like that!”

“Why should you?” said the woman roughly, as she flung the package on the table. “I’ve been after money in quantities like that all my life. It has always been dangling in front of me and eluding me — eluding is the word, isn’t it?” she asked carelessly.

“What are all those pictures?” she changed the subject abruptly, pointing to the framed photographs which covered the walls. “They’re photographs of India, aren’t they?”

“Morocco,” said the girl. “Sir John was born in Morocco and lived there until he went to school. He speaks Arabic like a native. Did you know that?”

“Morocco,” said Lady Maxell. “That’s strange. Morocco!”

“Do you know it?” asked the girl.

“I’ve been there — once,” replied the other shortly. “Did Sir John go often?”

“Before he married, yes,” said Mary. “He had large interests there at one time, I think.”

Sir John came back at that moment, and Mary noticed that his first glance was at the table.

“Well, they’ve found nothing,” he said, “neither footprints nor the empty shell. They’re .making a search of the grounds tomorrow. Lebbitter wanted to post a man to protect the house in view of the other matter.”

“What other matter?” asked his wife quickly.

“It is nothing,” he said, “nothing really which concerns you. Of course, I would not allow the police to do that. It would make the house more conspicuous than it is at present.”

He looked at the two.

“Now,” he said bluntly. “I think you had better go off to bed. I have still a lot of work to do.”

His wife obeyed without a word, and the girl was following her, when he called her back.

“Mary,” he said, laying his hand upon her shoulder, “I’m afraid I’m not the best man that ever lived, but I’ve tried to make you happy, my dear, in my own way. You’ve been as a daughter to me.”

She looked up at him with shining eyes. She could not trust herself to speak.

“Things haven’t gone as well as they might during the past year,” he said. “I made a colossal blunder, but I made it with my eyes open. It hasn’t been pleasant for either of us, but there’s no sense in regretting what you cannot mend. Mary, they tell me that you’ve been seeing a lot of this young man Anderson?”

She was annoyed to find herself going red when there was really no reason for it. She need not ask who “they” were, she could guess.

“I’ve been making enquiries about that boy,” said Sir John slowly, “and I can tell you this, he is straight. Perhaps he has led an unconventional life, but all that he told Sadie was true. He’s clean, and, Mary, that counts for something in this world.”

He seemed at a loss how to proceed.

“Anything might happen,” he went on. “Although I’m not an old man, I have enemies…”

“You don’t mean—”

“I have many enemies,” he said. “Some of them are hateful, and I want to tell you this, that if trouble ever comes and that boy is within call — go to him. I know men, good, bad and indifferent; he’s neither bad nor indifferent. And now, good night!”

He kissed her on the forehead.

“You needn’t tell your aunt what I’ve been talking about,” he said at parting and led her to the door, closing it and locking it behind her.

He sat down in his chair for a very long time before he made a move, then he began picking up the packages and carrying them to the gate. He stopped halfway through and resumed his seat in the chair, waiting for the hour to pass, by which time he judged the household would be asleep.

At midnight he took a pair of rubber boots from a locker, pulled them on, and went out through the door leading to the balcony, down the covered stairway to the garden. Unerringly he walked across the lawn to a corner of his grounds which his gardeners had never attempted to cultivate. He stopped once and groped about in the bushes for a spade which he had carefully planted there a few nights before. His hand touched the rotting wood of an older spade and he smiled. For six years the tool had remained where he had put it the last time he had visited this No-Man’s Land.

Presently he came to a little hillock and began digging. The soil was soft, and he had not gone far before the spade struck wood. He cleared a space two feet square and drew from the earth a small crescent of wood. It was, in fact, a part of the wooden cover of a well which had long since gone dry but which had been covered up by its previous owner and again covered by Maxell.

Lying at full-length on the ground, he reached down through the aperture, and his fingers found a big rusty nail on which was suspended a length of piano wire. At the end of the wire was attached a small leather bag and this he drew up and unfastened, and putting the bag on one side, let the free end of the wire fall into the well.

He replaced the wood, covered it again with earth, all the time exercising care, for, small as the aperture was, it was big enough for even a man of his size to slip through.

A cloaked figure standing in the shadow of the bushes watching him, and which had followed him as noiselessly across the lawn, saw him lift the bag and take it back to the house and disappear through the covered stairway. So still a night it was, that the watcher could hear the click of the lower door as Sir John locked it, and the soft pad of his feet as they mounted the stairs.
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Mr. Goldberg, the manager and proprietor of the Parade Drug Store, was a man who possessed neither a sense of imagination nor the spirit of romance. He sent peremptorily for Timothy, and Timothy came with a feeling that all was not well.

“Mr. Anderson,” said Goldberg in his best magisterial manner, “I took you into my shop because I was short of a man and because I understood that you had had some business experience.”

“I have business experience,” said Timothy carefully, “of a kind.”

“I gave you particular instructions,” said Mr. Goldberg solemnly, “on one very vital point. We carry a full line of all the best proprietorial medicines, and our customers can always get them upon application. Each of those medicines we duplicate, as you know, providing the same constituents and charging some sixpence to a shilling less — in fact, we are out to save the public from being robbed.”

“I understand you,” said Timothy, “but I don’t see much difference between robbing the public and robbing the patent medicine proprietors, and all that just-as-good stuff never did impress me, anyway. It stands to reason,” he said, leaning over the desk and speaking with the earnestness of a crusader, “that the advertised article must be more even in quality and it must be good all round. You can’t advertise a bad article and get away with it, except on the first sale, and that doesn’t pay the advertiser. The goods sell the goods, and the advertisement is only to make you take the first lick.”

“I do not want a lecture on advertising or on commercial morality,” said Mr. Goldberg with ominous calm. “I merely want to tell you that you were overheard by my chief assistant telling a customer not to ‘take a chance’ on one of my own pills.”

“That’s right,” said Timothy, nodding his head vigorously. “Guilty, my lord. What about it?”

“I have had a further complaint,” said Mr. Goldberg, consulting with elaborate ceremony a little notebook. “I understand that you have initiated the awful practice of offering to toss customers for their change. People have written me strong letters of complaint about it.”

“Because they lost,” said the indignant Timothy; “what’s wrong with that, anyway, Mr. Goldberg? I don’t pocket the money, and I win twice out of every three times. If a fellow likes to take a chance as to whether he gets sixpence or we get a shilling, why worry?”

The outraged Mr. Goldberg brindled. “That sort of thing may be all right at a country fair or even in a country shop,” he said, “but it is not good enough for the Parade Drug Store, Bournemouth, and I’ll dispense with your services as from this morning.”

“You’re losing a good man,” said Timothy solemnly, but Mr. Goldberg did not seem to take that loss to heart.

All “Take A Chance” Andersen’s jobs ended violently. He never conceived of them ending in any other way, and invariably regarded the sum of money which was received in lieu of notice, or as compensation for breach of contract, as being something in the nature of a nest-egg which a kindly Providence had foreordained, and he was neither cast down nor elated by the crisis in his affairs, when, by a fortunate accident, he met Mary Maxell — the fortune was apparent, but the accident belonged to the category which determined the hour at which trains leave stations.

Hitherto, on the girl’s part, these meetings had been fraught with a certain amount of apprehension, if not terror. They had begun when Timothy had stopped her on the morning after his quarrel with Lady Maxell, and had made bland enquiries as to that lady’s condition. Then she had been in a panic and frantically anxious to end the interview, and it required all her self-restraint to prevent her flying at top speed from this wicked young man who had been so abominably rude.

At their second meeting he had greeted her as an old friend, and she had left him with the illusion of a lifetime acquaintance. Hereafter matters went smoothly, and they went so because Timothy Andersen was unlike any of the other boys she had ever met.

He paid her no compliments, he did not grow sentimental, he neither tried to hold her hand nor kiss her, nor was he ever oppressed by that overwhelming melancholy which is the heritage and pride of youth.

Not once did he hint at an early decline or the possibility of his going away to die in far lands. Instead he kept her in screams of laughter at his interpretation of movie plays in the making. He did not ask for a keepsake; the only request he made of her in this direction was one which first took her breath away. Thereafter she never met him unless she had in the bag which slung from her wrist one small box of matches; for “Take A Chance” Anderson had never possessed or carried the means of ignition for his cigarette for one whole hour together.

Timothy told her most of what the proprietor of the Parade Drug Store had told him. The girl thought it was a joke, because that was exactly the way Timothy presented the matter.

“But you won’t be going away soon?” she asked.

“Not till I go abroad,” replied Timothy calmly.

“Are you going abroad too?” she asked in surprise. He nodded.

“I’m going to Paris and Monte Carlo — especially to Monte Carlo,” he said, “and afterwards I may run across to Algeria or to Egypt.”

She looked at him with a new respect. She was less impressed by the great possessions which his plans betrayed than by his confident independence, and dimly she wondered why he was working at a drug store for low wages and wondered, too, whether he was —

“What are you blushing about?” asked Timothy curiously.

“I wasn’t blushing,” she protested; “I was just wondering whether I could ever afford a trip like that.”

“Of course you can,” said the young man scornfully. “If I can afford it, you can, can’t you? If I go abroad and stay a the best hotels, and go joy rides in the Alps and plan all this when I haven’t got fifteen shillings over my rent—”

“You haven’t fifteen shillings over your rent!” she repeated, aghast. “But how can you go abroad without money?”

Timothy was genuinely astounded that she could ask so absurd a question.

“Why, I’d take a chance on that,” he said. “A little thing like money doesn’t really count.”

“I think you’re very silly,” she said. “Oh, there was something I wanted to tell you, Mr. Anderson.”

“You may call me Timothy,” he said.

“I don’t want to call you Timothy,” she replied.

He shook his head with a pained expression.

“It’ll be ever so much more sociable if you call me Timothy and I call you Mary.”

“We can be very sociable without that familiarity,” she said severely. “I was just going to tell you something.”

They sat on the grass together, on the shadow fringe of a big oak and the spring sunshine wove its restless arabesques on her lap.

“Do you know,” she said after a pause, “that last night I had two queer experiences and I was scared; oh, scared to death!”

“Eating things at night,” said Timothy oracularly, “especially before you go to bed—”

“I wasn’t dreaming,” she said indignantly, “nor was it a nightmare. I won’t tell you if you’re so horrid.”

“I’m only speaking as an ex-chemist and druggist,” said Timothy gravely; “but please forgive me. Tell me what it is, Mary.”

“Miss Maxell,” she said.

“Miss Mary Maxell,” he compromised.

“First I’ll tell you the least worst,” she began. “It happened about one o’clock in the morning. I had gone to bed awfully tired, but somehow I couldn’t sleep, so I got up and walked about the room, I didn’t like putting on the light because that meant drawing down the blinds which I had let up when I went to bed, and the blinds make such a noise that I thought the whole of the house would hear. So I put on my dressing-gown and sat by the window. It was rather chilly, but my wrap was warm, and sitting there I dozed. I don’t know how long, but it was nearly an hour, I think. When I woke up I saw a man right in the centre of the lawn.”

Timothy was interested.

“What sort of a man?”

“That is the peculiar thing about it,” she said. “He wasn’t a white man.”

“A coon?” he asked.

She shook her head.

“No, I think it must have been a Moor. He wore a long white dress that reached down to his ankles, and over that he had a big, heavy black cloak.”

Timothy nodded.

“Well?”

“He went round the corner of the house towards uncle’s private stairway and he was gone quite a long time. My first thought was to awaken uncle and tell him, but then I remembered that Sir John had spent a long time in Morocco and possibly he knew that the man was about the house. You see, we have had in Moorish visitors before, when ships have come to Poole. Once we had a very important man, a Kaid, and Sir John made queer tea for him in glasses with mint and stuff. So I just didn’t know what to do. Whilst I was wondering whether I ought not at least to wake Lady Maxell, he reappeared, walked across the lawn and went down the path which leads to the back entrance — you’re laughing at me,” she said suddenly.

“What you mistake for a laugh,” said Timothy solemnly, “is merely one large smile of pleasure at being in your confidence.”

She was in two minds as to whether she would be angry or pleased, but his tone changed to a more serious one.

“I don’t like the idea of the gaudy East wandering loose under your bedroom window in the middle of the night,” he said. “Did you tell Lady Maxell this morning?”

The girl shook her head.

“No, she was up very early and has been out all day. I have not seen her — in fact, she was not at breakfast. Now I’ll tell you the really serious thing that happened, and I do hope, Mr. Anderson, that you won’t be flippant.”

“Trust me,” said Timothy.

The girl had no reason to complain of his attitude when she had described the shooting incident. He was aghast.

“That is terrible!” he said vigorously. “Why, it might have hit you!”

“Of course it might have hit me,” she said indignantly. “That’s the whole point of my story, so far as you are concerned — I mean so far as I am concerned,” she added hastily.

“So far as I am concerned too,” said Timothy quietly. “I just hate the idea of anything even frightening you.”

She rose hurriedly.

“I am going to shop now,” she said.

“What’s the hurry?” grumbled Timothy.

“Mr. Anderson,” she said, ignoring his question, “I don’t want you to think that uncle is feeling badly about you because of what has happened in the house. He spoke to me of you last night, and he spoke very nicely. I am worried to death about Sir John. He has made enemies in his life, and I am sure that this shooting affair is the sequel to some old feud.”

Timothy nodded.

“I should say that is so,” he said.

He looked down at the grass very thoughtfully and then:

“Well, I’ll go home,” he said. “I had better sleep this afternoon if I am to be up all night.”

“Up all night?” she said in surprise. “What is happening? Is there a ball or something?”

“There will be something livelier than a ball,” he said grimly, “If I find anybody in your garden tonight. And Miss Maxell, if you look out of your window and you see a solitary figure on sentry-go don’t shoot, because it will be me.”

“But you mustn’t,” she gasped. “Please don’t do it, Mr. Anderson. Uncle would be—”

He stopped her with a gesture.

“Possibly nobody will come tonight,” he said, “and as likely as not I shall be pinched by the police as a suspicious character. But there’s a chance that somebody will come, and that’s the chance I’m going to take.”
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True to his word, he returned to his lodgings and spent the afternoon in slumber. He had the gift which all great men possess, of being able to sleep at will. He was staying at a boardinghouse, and occupied a room which had originally been a side veranda, but had been walled in and converted into an extra bedroom. It was a remarkably convenient room for him, as he had discovered on previous occasions. He had but to open the window and drop on to the grass to make his exit without anybody in the house being the wiser. More to the point, he could return at any hour by the same route without disturbing the household.

He had his supper, and whilst it was still very light he went out to reconnoitre Sir John’s demesne. He was able to make the circuit of the house, which occupied a corner site and was isolated by two lanes, and he saw nobody until, returning to the front of the house, a car drove up and a woman alighted.

He had no difficulty in recognising Lady Maxell, but the taxi interested him more than the lady. It was smothered with mud and had evidently come a long journey. As evidently she had hired it in some distant town and she had not as yet finished with it, because she gave the man some directions and money, and from the profound respect which the chauffeur showed, it was clear that that money was merely a tip.

Timothy stood where he could clearly be seen, but her back was toward him all the time and she did not so much as glance in his direction when she passed through the gate and up the garden path.

It was curious, thought Timothy, that she did not take the car up the drive to the house. More curious was it that she should, at this late hour of the evening, have further use for it.

He returned to his room, full of theories, the majority of which were wholly wild and improbable. He lay on his bed, indulging in those dreams which made up the happiest part of his life. Of late he had taken a new and a more radiant pattern to the web of his fancy and —

“Oh fiddlesticks!” he said in disgust, rolling over and sitting up with a yawn.

He heard the feet of the boarders on the gravel path outside, and once he heard a girl say evidently to a visitor: “Do you see that funny room! That is Mr. Andersen’s.”

There was still an hour or so to be passed, and he joined the party in the parlour so restless and distrait as to attract attention and a little mild raillery from his fellow guests. He went back to his room, turned on the light and pulled a trunk from under the bed.

Somehow his mind had been running all day upon that erring cousin whose name he bore and whose disappearance from public life was such a mystery. Possibly it was Sir John’s words which had brought Alfred Cartwright to his mind. His mother had left him a number of family documents, which, with the indolence of youth, he had never examined very closely. He had the impression that they consisted in the main of receipts, old diplomas of his father’s (who was an engineer) and sundry other family documents which were not calculated to excite the curiosity of the adventurous youth.

He took out the two big envelopes in which these papers were kept and turned them on to the bed, examining them one by one. Why his cousin should be in his mind, why he should have taken this action at that particular moment, the psychologist and the psychical expert alone can explain. They may produce in explanation such esoteric phenomena as auras, influences, and telepathies, and perhaps they are right.

He had not searched long before he came upon a small package of newspaper cuttings, bound about by a rubber band. He read them at first without interest, and then without comprehension. There was one cutting, however, which had been clipped from its context, which seemed to tell the whole story of the rest. It ran:

“When Cartwright stood up for sentence he did not seem to be greatly troubled by his serious position. As the words ‘twenty years’ passed Mr. Justice Maxell’s lips, he fell back as if he had been shot. Then, springing to the edge of the dock, he hurled an epithet at his lordship. Some of his business associates suggest that the learned judge was a partner of Cartwright’s — an astonishing and most improper suggestion to make. In view of the statement that the prisoner made before the trial, when suggestions had been made in a newspaper that the judge had been connected with him in business years before, and remembering that Cartwright’s statement was to the effect that he had had no business transactions with the judge, it seems as though the outburst was made in a fit of spleen at the severity of the sentence. Sir John Maxell, after the case, took the unusual step of informing a Press representative that he intended placing his affairs in the hands of a committee for investigation, and had invited the Attorney-General to appoint that committee. ‘I insist upon this being done he said, ‘because after the prisoner’s accusation I should not feel comfortable until an impartial committee had examined my affairs.’ It is understood that after the investigation the learned judge intends retiring from the Bench.”

Timothy gasped. So that was the explanation. That was why Maxell had written to him, that was why he made no reference at all to his father, but to this disreputable cousin of his. Slowly he returned the package to its envelope, dropped it into his trunk and pushed the trunk under the bed.

And that was the secret of Cousin Cartwright’s disappearance. He might have guessed it; he might even have known had he troubled to look at these papers.

He sat on the bed, his hands clasping his knees. It was not a pleasant reflection that he had a relative, and a relative moreover after whom he was named, serving what might be a life sentence in a convict establishment. But what made him think of the matter tonight?

“Mr. Anderson! Timothy!”

Timothy looked round with a start. The man whose face was framed in the open window might have been forty, fifty or sixty. It was a face heavily seamed and sparsely bearded — a hollow-eyed, hungry face, but whose eyes burnt like fire. Timothy jumped up.

“Hullo!” he said. “Who are you ‘Timothying’?”

“You don’t know me, eh?” the man laughed unpleasantly. “Can I come in?”

“Yes, you can come in,” said Timothy.

He wondered what old acquaintance this was who had come to the tramp level, and rapidly turned over in his mind all the possible candidates for trampdom he had met.

“You don’t know me, eh?” said the man again. “Well, I’ve tracked you here, and I’ve been sitting in those bushes for two hours. I heard one of the boarders say that it was your window and I waited till it was dark before I came out.”

“All this is highly interesting,” said Timothy, surveying the shrunken figure without enthusiasm, “but who are you?”

“I had a provisional pardon,” said the man, “and they put me in a sanatorium — I’ve something the matter with one of my lungs. It was always a trouble to me. I was supposed to stay in the sanatorium — that was one of the terms on which I was pardoned — but I escaped.”

Timothy stared at him with open mouth.

“Alfred Cartwright!” he breathed.

The man nodded.

“That’s me,” he said.

Timothy looked down at the edge of the black box.

“So that is why I was thinking about you,” he said. “Well, this beats all! Sit down, won’t you?”

He pulled up a chair for his visitor and again gazed on him with curiosity but without affection. Something in Timothy’s attitude annoyed Cartwright.

“You’re not glad to see me?” he said.

“Not very,” admitted Timothy. “The truth is, you’ve only just come into existence so far as I am concerned. I thought you were dead.”

“You didn’t know?”

Timothy shook his head. “Not until a few minutes ago. I was reading the cuttings about your trial—”

“So that was what you were reading?” said the man. “I’d like to see ’em one of these days. Do you know what I’ve come for?”

It was only at that moment that Sir John flashed through Timothy’s mind.

“I guess what you’ve come after,” he said slowly. “You’re here to see Sir John Maxell.”

“I’m here to see Mister Justice Maxell,” said the man between his teeth. “You’re a good guesser.”

He took the stump of a cigar from his waistcoat pocket and lit it.

“John Maxell and I have a score to settle, and it is going to be settled very soon.”

“Tide and weather permitting,” said Timothy flippantly, recovering his self-possession. “All that vendetta stuff doesn’t go, Mr. Cartwright.” Then he asked in a flash: “Did you shoot at him last night?”

The man’s surprise was a convincing reply.

“Shoot at him? I only got to this place this afternoon. It’s more likely he’s waiting to shoot at me, for the sanatorium people will have telegraphed to him the moment I was missing.”

Timothy walked to the window and pulled down the blinds.

“Now tell me, Mr. Cartwright. before we go any farther, do you still persist in the story you told the court, that the judge was a party to your swindle?”

“A party to it!” said the other man furiously. “Of course he was! I was using the money of my companies to buy concessions from the Moorish Government, as much on his behalf as on mine. He wasn’t in the Brigot swindle — but he held shares in the company I was financing. We located a gold mine in the Agera country, and Maxell and I went across to Europe every year regularly to look after our property.

“We had to keep it quiet because we secured the concession from the Pretender, knowing that he’d put the Sultan out of business the moment he got busy. If it had been known, the Sultan would have repudiated the concession, and our Government would have upheld the repudiation. Maxell speaks the language like a native, and I learnt enough to get on with El Mograb, who is the biggest thing amongst the rebel tribes. El Mograb wanted us to stay there, Maxell and I; he’d have made us shereefs or pashas, and I’d have done it, because I knew there was going to be an investigation sooner or later into the affairs of my companies. But Maxell wouldn’t have it. He always pretended that, so far as he knew, my financing was straight. You know the rest,” he said. “When I came before Maxell, I thought I was safe.”

“But Sir John allowed his affairs to be inspected,” said Timothy. “If he had been engaged with you in this Morocco business, there must have been papers to prove it.”

Cartwright laughed harshly.

“Of course he’d allow his affairs to be investigated,” he sneered. “Do you think that old fox couldn’t cache all the documents that put him wrong? Papers? Why, he must have enough papers to hang him, if you could only find ‘em!”

“What are you going to do?” asked Timothy.

There was one thing he was determined that this man should not do, and that was to disturb the peace of mind, not of Sir John Maxell or his wife, but of a certain goddess whose bedroom overlooked the lawn.

“What am I going to do?” replied Cartwright. “Why, I’m going up to get my share. And he’ll be lucky if that’s all he loses. One of the mines was sold to a syndicate last year — I had news of it in gaol. He didn’t get much for it because he was in a hurry to sell — I suppose his other investments must have been going wrong twelve months ago — but I want my share of that!”

Timothy nodded.

“Then you had best see Sir John in the morning. I will arrange an interview.”

“In the morning!” said the other contemptuously. “Suppose you make the arrangement, what would happen? When I went up there I should find a couple of cops waiting to pinch me. I know John! I’m going to see him tonight.”

“I think not,” said Timothy, and the man stared at him.

“You think not?” he said. “What has it to do with you?”

“Quite a lot,” said Timothy. “I merely state that you will not see him tonight.”

Cartwright stroked his bristly chin undecidedly and then:

“Oh, well,” he said in a milder tone, “maybe you can fix things up for me in the morning.”

“Where are you sleeping tonight?” asked Timothy. “Have you any money?”

He had money, a little; and he had arranged to sleep at the house of a man he had known in better times. Timothy accompanied him through the window and into the street, and walked with him to the end of the road.

“If my gamble had come off, you’d have benefited, Anderson,” said the man unexpectedly, breaking in upon another topic which they were discussing.

They parted, and Timothy watched him out of sight, then turned on and walked in the opposite direction, to take up his self-imposed vigil.
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There was something in the air that was electrical, and Mary Maxell felt it as she sat at supper with Sir John and his wife. Maxell was unusually silent and his wife amazingly so. She was nervous and almost jumped when a remark was addressed to her. The old truculence which distinguished her every word and action, her readiness to take offence, to see a slight in the most innocent remark, and her combativeness generally, had disappeared; she was almost meek when she replied to her husband’s questions.

“I just went round shopping and then decided to call on a girl I had known a long time ago. She lives in the country, and I felt so nervous and depressed this morning that I thought a ride in a taxi would do me good.”

“Why didn’t you take our car?” asked the other.

“I didn’t decide until the last moment to go out to her, and then I went by train one way.”

Sir John nodded.

“I’m glad you went into the fresh air,” he said, “it will do you good. The country is not so beautiful as Honolulu, but it is not without its attractions.”

It was unusual for the Judge to be sarcastic, but it was less usual for Lady Maxell to accept sarcasm without a retort. To Mary’s surprise she made no reply, though a faint smile curved those straight lips of hers for a second.

“Do you think it was a burglar last night?” she asked suddenly.

“Good heavens, no!” said Maxell. “Burglars do not shoot up the house they burgle.”

“Do you think it is safe to have all this money in the house?” she asked.

“Perfectly safe,” he said. “I do not think that it need alarm you.”

No further reference was made to the matter, and presently Sir John went up to his study. Mrs. Maxell did not go to the parlour, but drew a chair to the fire in the diningroom and read, and the girl followed her example. Presently the elder woman left the room and was gone a quarter of an hour before she returned.

“Mary,” she said, so sweetly that the girl was startled, “such an annoying thing has happened — I have lost the key of my wardrobe. You borrowed one of Sir John’s duplicates the other day — where did you put the ring?”

John Maxell was a methodical and systematic man. He had a duplicate set of all the keys in the house, and these as a rule were kept in a small wall-safe in his own bedroom. He had never invited his wife to use that receptacle, but she had a shrewd idea that the combination which was denied to her had been given to the girl.

Mary hesitated.

“Don’t you think if you asked Uncle—”

“My dear,” smiled the lady, “if I went to him now, he’d never forgive me. If you know where the keys are, be an angel and get them for me.”

The girl rose, and Lady Maxell followed her upstairs. Her own room was next to her husband’s and communicated, but the door was invariably locked on Maxell’s side. Presently the girl came in to her.

“Here they are,” she said. “Please let me put them back quickly. I feel very guilty at having taken them at all without his permission.”

“And for goodness sake don’t tell him,” said Lady Maxell, examining the keys.

At last she found the one she wanted, but was a long time in the process. She opened her bureau and the girl took the big key-ring from her hand with such evident relief that Lady Maxell laughed.

It had been much easier than she thought and unless she made a blunder, the key she had selected from the bunch while she was fumbling at the bureau, would make just the difference — just the difference.

It was not customary for Sir John to come down from his study to enjoy the ladies’ company after dinner, but on this evening he made an exception to his rule. He found his wife and ward reading, one each side of the fireplace. Lady Maxell looked up when her husband came in.

“Here is a curious story, John,” she said. “I think it must be an American story, about a woman who robbed her husband and the police refused to arrest her.”

“There’s nothing curious about that,” said the lawyer, “in law a wife cannot rob her husband or a husband his wife.”

“So that if you came to my Honolulu estate and stole my pearls,” she said banteringly, “I could not have you arrested.”

“Except for walking in my sleep!” he said smilingly, and they both laughed together.

He had never seen her so amiable, and for the first time that day — it had been a very trying and momentous day — he had his misgivings. She, with the memory of her good day’s work, the excellent terms she had arranged with the skipper of the Lord Lawrence, due to leave Southampton for Cadiz at daylight the next morning, had no misgivings at all, especially when she thought of a key she had placed under her pillow. She had the choice of two boats, the Lord Lawrence, and the Saffi, but the Saffi’s voyage would have been a long one, and its port of destination might hold discomfort which she had no wish to experience.

The household retired at eleven o’clock, and it was past midnight before Sadie Maxell heard her husband’s door close, and half an hour later before the click of the switch told her that his light had been extinguished.

He was a ready sleeper, but she gave him yet another half-hour before she opened the door of her bedroom and stepped out into the black corridor. She moved noiselessly towards the study, her only fear being that the baronet had locked the door before he came out. But this fear was not well-founded, and the door yielded readily to her touch. She was dressed, and carried only a small attache case filled with the bare necessities for the voyage.

She pushed the catch of her electric lamp, located the safe and opened it with no difficulty. She found herself surprisingly short of breath, and her heart beat at such a furious rate that she thought it must be audible to everybody in the house. The envelope with the money lay at the bottom of the others, and she transferred its contents to her attache case in a few seconds.

Then her heart stood still…

It was only the faintest creak she heard, but it came from a corner of the room where the door leading to the cupboard stairway was placed. She saw a faint grey line of light appear — the stairway had a glass roof and admitted enough light to show her that the door was slowly opening. She had to bite her lips to stop herself from screaming. To make her escape or to rouse Sir .John was impossible, and she opened the attache case again, and with trembling fingers felt for the little revolver which she had taken from her drawer. She felt safer now, yet she had not the courage to switch on the light.

She saw the figure of a man silhouetted in the opening, then the door closed, and her terror bred of itself a certain courage.

She flashed the light full on his face. The dead silence was broken when she whispered:

“Oh, God! Benson!”

“Who’s that?” he whispered, and snatched the torch from her hand.

He looked at her long and curiously, and then: “I expected to find that Maxwell had taken most of my possessions,” he said, “but I never thought he would take my wife!”

“Let us see what all this is about!” boomed the big voice of John Maxell — almost in the man’s ear, he was so close — and suddenly the room was flooded with light.
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The self-appointed watcher found time pass very slowly. Twelve and one o’clock struck from a distant church, but there was no sign of midnight assassins, and the house, looking very solemn and quiet in the light of a waning moon, irritated and annoyed him. From the roadway where he paced silently to and fro — he had taken the precaution of wearing a pair of rubber-soled shoes — he could glimpse Mary’s window, and once he thought he saw her looking out.

He made a point of walking entirely round the house twice in every hour, and it was on one of these excursions that he heard a sound which brought him to a standstill. It was a sound like two pieces of flat board being smacked together sharply.

“Tap… tap!”

He stopped and listened, but heard nothing further. Then he retraced his footsteps to the front of the house and waited, but there was no sound or sign. Another half-hour passed, and then a patrolling policeman came along on the other side of the roadway. At the sight of the young man he crossed the road, and Jim recognised an acquaintance of his drug-store days. Nothing was to be gained by being evasive or mysterious, and Timothy told the policeman frankly his object.

“I heard about the shooting last night,” said the man, “and the inspector offered to put one of our men on duty here, but Sir John wouldn’t hear of it.”

He took a professional look at the house, and pointed to its dark upper windows.

“That house is asleep — you needn’t worry about that,” he said; “besides, it’ll be daylight in two hours, and a burglar wants that time to get home.”

Timothy paused irresolutely. It seemed absurd to wait any longer, and besides, to be consistent he must be prepared to adopt this watchman role every night.

There was no particular reason why Sir John Maxell’s enemy should choose this night or any other. He had half expected to see Cartwright and was agreeably disappointed that he did not loom into view.

“I think you’re right,” he said to the policeman. “I’ll walk along down the road with you.”

They must have walked a quarter of a mile, and were standing chatting at the corner of the street, when a sound, borne clearly on the night air, made both men look back in the direction whence they had come. They saw two glaring spots of light somewhere in the vicinity of the Judge’s house.

“There’s a car,” said the officer, “what is it doing there at this time of the morning? There is nobody sick in the house, is there?”

Timothy shook his head. Already he had begun to walk back, and the policeman, sensing something wrong, kept him company. They had covered half the distance which separated them from the car, when it began to move toward them, gathering speed. It flashed past and Timothy saw nothing save the driver, for the hood was raised and its canvas blinds hid whatever passenger it carried.

“It came in from the other end of the avenue,” said the policeman unnecessarily. “Maybe Sir John is going a long journey and is starting early.”

“Miss Maxell would have told me,” said Timothy, troubled. “I nearly took a chance and made a jump for that car.”

It was one of the few chances Timothy did not take, and one that he bitterly regretted afterwards.

“If you had,” said the practical policeman, “I should have been looking for the ambulance for you now.”

Timothy was no longer satisfied to play the role of the silent watcher. When he came to the house he went boldly through the gate and up the drive, and his warrant for the intrusion was the officer who followed him. It was then that he saw the open window of the girl’s room, and his heart leapt into his mouth.

He quickened his step, but just as he came under the window, she appeared, and Timothy sighed his relief.

“Is that you?” she said in a low worried voice; “is that Mr. Anderson? Thank heaven you’ve come! Wait, I will come down and open the door for you.”

He walked to the entrance, and presently the door was opened and the girl, dressed in a wrapper, appeared. She tried to keep her voice steady, but the strain of the past half-hour had been too much for her, and she was on the verge of tears when Timothy put his arm about her shaking shoulders and forced her down into a chair.

“Sit down,” he said, “and tell us what has happened.”

She looked at the officer and tried to speak.

“There’s a servant,” said the policeman; “perhaps he knows something.”

A man dressed in shirt and trousers was coming down the stairs.

“I can’t make him hear,” he said, “or Lady Maxell, either.”

“What has happened?” asked Timothy.

“I don’t know, sir. The young lady woke me and asked me to rouse Sir John.”

“Wait, wait,” said the girl. “I am sorry I am so silly. I am probably making a lot of trouble over nothing. It happened nearly an hour ago, I was asleep and I heard a sound; thought I was dreaming of what happened last night. It sounded like two shots, but, whatever it was, it woke me.”

Timothy nodded.

“I know. I thought I heard them too,” he said.

“Then you were out there all the time?” she asked and put out her hand to him.

For that look she gave him Timothy would have stayed out the three hundred and sixty-five nights in the year.

“I lay for a very long time, thinking that the sound would wake my uncle, but I heard nothing.”

“Is your room near Sir John’s?” asked the policeman.

“No, mine is on this side of the building; Sir John and Lady Maxell sleep on the other side. I don’t know what it was, but something alarmed me and filled me with terror — something that made my flesh go rough and cold — oh, it was horrible!” she shuddered.

“I couldn’t endure it any longer, so I got out of bed and went out into the corridor to wake uncle. Just then I heard a sound outside my window, but I was just too terrified to look out. Then I heard a motorcar and footsteps on the path outside. I went to Sir John’s door and knocked, but got no answer. Then I tried Lady Maxell’s door, but there was no answer there either. So I went to Johnson’s room and woke him;” she looked at Timothy, “I — I — thought that you might be there, so I came back to the open window and looked.”

“Show me Sir John’s room,” said the policeman to the servant, and the three men passed up the stairs, followed by the girl.

The door which the man indicated was locked, and even when the policeman hammered on the panel there was no response.

“I think the key of my door will unlock almost any of the room doors,” said the girl suddenly. “Sir John told me once that all the room locks were made on the same plan.”

She went away and came back with a key. The policeman fitted it in the lock and opened the door feeling for and finding the electric switch as he entered. The room was empty, and apparently the bed had not been occupied.

“Where does that door lead?” he asked.

“That leads to Lady Maxell’s room,” said the girl; “there is a key on this side.” This door he found was open and again they found an empty room and a bed which had not been slept in. They looked at one another.

“Wouldn’t Sir John be in his study till late?” asked Timothy.

The girl nodded.

“It is at the end of the corridor,” she said in a broken voice, for she felt that the study held some dreadful secret.

This door was locked too, locked from the inside. By now the policeman was standing on no ceremony, and with a quick thrust of his shoulder he broke the lock, and the door flew open.

“Let us have a little light,” he said, unconsciously copying words which had been spoken in that room an hour before.

The room was empty, but here at any rate was evidence. The safe stood open, the fireplace was filled with glowing ashes, and the air of the room was pungent with the scent of burnt paper.

“What is this?” asked Timothy, pointing to the ground.

The floor of the study was covered with a thick, biscuit-coloured carpet, and “this” was a round, dark stain which was still wet. The policeman went on his knees and examined it.

“It is blood,” he said briefly; “there’s another patch near the door. Where does this door lead? Catch that girl, she’s fainting!”

Timothy was just in time to slip his arm round Mary’s waist before she collapsed. By this time the household was aroused, and a woman servant was on the spot to take charge of Mary. When Timothy had rejoined the policeman, that officer had discovered where the door led.

“You go down the stairway into the garden,” he said. “It looks as if two shots were fired here. Look, there’s the mark of both of them on the wall.”

“Do you suggest that two people have been killed?”

The policeman nodded.

“One was shot in the middle of the room, and one was probably shot on the way to the door. What do you make of this?” and he held up a bag, discoloured and weatherworn, with a handle to which was fastened a long length of rusty wire.

“It is empty,” said the officer, examining the contents of the little grip which, up till an hour before, had held John Maxell’s most jealously guarded secrets.

“I’ll use this ‘phone,” said the officer. “You’d better stay by, Mr. Anderson. We shall want your evidence — it will be important. It isn’t often we have a man watching outside a house where a murder is committed — probably two.”

The sun had risen before the preliminary interrogation and the search of the house and grounds had been concluded. Blewitt the detective, who had taken charge of the case, came into the diningroom, where a worried servant was serving coffee for the investigators, and dropped down on to a chair.

“There’s one clue and there’s one clue alone,” he said, and drew from his pocket a soft hat. “Do you recognise this, Anderson?”

Timothy nodded.

“Yes,” he said, “that was worn last night by the man I spoke to you about.”

“Cartwright?” said the detective.

“I could swear to it,” said Timothy. “Where did you find it?”

“Outside,” said the detective; “and that is all we have to go on. There is no sign of any body. My first theory stands.”

“You believe that the murderer carried Sir John and Lady Maxell into the car and drove away with them?” said Timothy; “but that presupposes that the chauffeur was in the plot.”

“He may have been and he may have been terrorised,” said the detective. “Even a taxidriver will be obliging if you stick a gun in his stomach.”

“But wouldn’t Miss Maxell have heard—” began Timothy.

“Miss Maxell heard,” said the detective, “but was afraid to look out. She also heard two shots. My theory is that Sir John and Lady Maxell were killed, that the murderer first locked both the bedrooms, went through Sir John’s papers, presumably to discover something incriminating himself, and to destroy such documents.”

“But why not leave the bodies?” said Timothy.

“Because without the bodies no indictment of murder could hold against him.”

Timothy Anderson turned as the girl came in. She was looking very tired, but she was calmer than she had been earlier in the morning.

“Is there any news?” she asked, and Timothy shook his head.

“We have searched every inch of the ground,” he said.

“Do you think—” She hesitated to ask the question.

“I am afraid,” replied Timothy gently, “that there is very little hope.”

“But have you searched everywhere?” insisted the girl.

“Everywhere,” replied Timothy.

Soon after, Timothy took the girl away to a hotel for breakfast and to arrange for a room, and the house was left in charge of the police. Later came the famous detective Gilborne, who made an independent search, but he, like his predecessors, failed to discover any further evidence, because he also knew nothing of the disused well, which lay hidden under a rubbish heap.
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Who killed Sir John Maxell and his wife?

Where had their bodies been hidden? These were the two questions which were to agitate England for the traditional space of nine days. For one day, at any rate, they formed the sole topic of speculation amongst the intelligent section of fifty million people.

The first question was easier to answer than the second. It was obvious to the newsmen that the murderer was Cartwright, whose threats of vengeance were recalled and whose appearance at Bournemouth had been described at secondhand by the detective in charge of the case. First-hand information was for the moment denied the pressmen, for Timothy, fully dressed, lay on his bed in a sound sleep. Happily for him, neither then nor later did any of the enterprising newspaper men associate the “A. C,” in his name with the wanted criminal. He was at least spared that embarrassment.

But the story of his vigil as “a friend of Sir John’s” was in print long before he woke up to find a small and impatient army of reporters waiting to interview him. He answered the reporters’ interrogations as briefly as possible, bathed and changed and made his way to the hotel where the girl was. She was leaving as he arrived, and the warmth of her greeting almost banished the depression which lay upon him. She put her arm through his so naturally that he did not realise his wonderful fortune.

“I’ve got something to tell you,” she said, “unless you know already. All my money has gone.”

He stopped with a gasp.

“You don’t mean that?” he said seriously.

“It is true,” she replied. “I believe it was very little and my loss is so insignificant compared with the other awful affair that I am not worrying about it.”

“But Sir John had money?”

She shook her head.

“I have just seen his lawyers,” she said, “they have been to the bank and there is not a hundred pounds to his credit, and that amount will be absorbed by the cheques he has drawn. He drew a very, very large sum, including my money, from the bank two days ago. You know,” she went on, “I think that Sir John contemplated leaving for America? He had already given me a hint, asking how long it would take me to pack my belongings, and I fancy that had something to do with the telegram he received—”

“Announcing Cartwright’s escape,” nodded Timothy.

“He was so kind and gentle,” said the girl, her eyes filling with tears, “that to me he was more like a father. Oh, it is awful, awful!”

“But you?” asked the agitated Timothy. “What are you going to do? Good heavens! It is dreadful!”

“I shall, have to work,” said the girl practically and with a little smile. “I do not think that will kill me. Hundreds of thousands of girls have to work for their living, Timothy, and I shall have to work for mine.”

Timothy drew a long breath.

“Not if I can help it you won’t,” he said. “I am sure I shall make a lot of money. I can feel it in my bones. If a man takes a job—”

“You mustn’t talk like that,” she said, pressing his arm, “and anyway, how could I let you help me or keep me? That sort of thing isn’t done — not by nice girls.”

She laughed, but became sober again.

“Do you know that Sir John was very much interested in you?”

“In me?” said Timothy.

She nodded.

“I told you so the other day. I think he liked you, because he was saying how uncomfortable you must be at Vermont House, living in that queer little room of yours.”

Timothy was startled.

“How did he know I was living at Vermont House?” he said.

She smiled.

“Vermont House happens to be Sir John’s property,” she said. “In fact, I think it is the only realisable piece of property he has, now that the money has gone.”

“What shall you do immediately?” asked Timothy.

She shook her head.

“I don’t know,” she replied. “I think the first step is to get out of this hotel, which is much too expensive for me. I have a few pounds in the bank, but that won’t last very long.”

At his earnest entreaty she agreed to see a solicitor and appoint him to save whatever was possible from the wreckage of Sir John’s estate. Two hours passed like as many minutes, until Timothy remembered that he had an appointment with a London reporter — one Brennan. Brennan he had known in his cinema days, and Timothy literally fell upon his neck.

“I’ve nothing to tell the boys that hasn’t already been told,” he said, putting down the newspaper winch Brennan handed to him. “I am as anxious for news as you are. Have there been any developments?”

“None,” said the reporter, “except that Sir John had no money at the bank and no money could be found in the house.”

Timothy nodded.

“That I know,” he said, “all his securities were drawn out two days ago. That was the stuff that Cartwright was after.”

“Does Miss Maxell know—” Brennan began.

“She does know and she took it like a brick.”

“It was about twenty thousand pounds,” Brennan went on. “The only other clue the police have is that the safe was opened by Maxell’s duplicate key. The old man had two sets made, one of which he used to keep in his combination safe in his bedroom and the other he carried around with him. Miss Maxell told a story that the night before the murder Lady Maxell asked her to secure possession of the keys in order to open a bureau.”

Timothy nodded.

“I see. Is it suggested that Lady Maxell detached the key of the safe and that it was she who opened it?”

“That is one theory,” said the other, “the police have miles of ‘em! They’ve got everything except the bodies and the murderer. Now come out with that story, Anderson! You must know a great deal more than you’ve told, and I’m simply without a new fact that these evening papers haven’t got, to hang my story on. Why did Cartwright come to your room, anyway? Do you know him?”

“He was an acquaintance of my father’s,” said Timothy diplomatically, “and perhaps he thought I knew Maxell better than I did.”

“What sounds pretty thin,” said the reporter. “Why should he come to you?”

“Suppose I am the only person he knew or knew about,” said Timothy patiently. “Suppose he’d been all round Bournemouth trying to find a familiar name.”

“There’s something in that,” admitted the reporter.

“Anyway,” said Timothy, “I was a kid when he went to gaol. You don’t imagine I knew him at all, do you?”

He had gone out to meet the girl, forgetting to take his watch, and now he was looking round for it.

“Here is a theory,” said Brennan suddenly. “Suppose Lady Maxell isn’t dead at all.”

“What do you mean?” asked the other.

“Suppose Cartwright killed Maxell and Lady Maxell witnessed the’ murder. Suppose this fellow had to decide whether he would kill the witness or whether he would go away with her? You said the motorcar which came to the house in the middle of the night was the same as that in which Lady Maxell came home. Isn’t it likely that she should have told the murderer, for some reason or other, that the car was coming, because evidently she had arranged for it to come, and that they went away together? Isn’t it likely, too, that she was in the plot, and that, so far from being a victim, she was one of the criminals? We know her antecedents. There was some trouble over her stabbing a young American, Reggie van Rhyn. In fact, most of the evidence seems to incriminate her. There is the key, for example. Who else but she could have taken the duplicate key? Doesn’t it look as though she planned the whole thing, and that her accomplice came in at the last moment to help her get away and possibly to settle Sir John?”

“Take the incident of the two locked bedrooms. Obviously somebody who lived in the house and who knew the family routine must have done that. Both Sir John and Lady Maxell were in the habit of fastening their doors at night, and the servants did not go into the bedrooms unless they were rung for. It seems to me fairly clear that Lady Maxell locked the doors so that the suspicions of the servants should not be aroused in the morning.”

“If I had your powers of deduction,” said the admiring Timothy, “I should never miss a winner. Where the blazes is my watch?”

“Try under the pillow,” said Brennan.

“I never put it there,” replied Timothy, but nevertheless turned the pillow over and stood gaping.

For beneath the pillow was a long, stout envelope with a telltale blood stain in one corner.

“For heaven’s sake!” breathed Timothy, and took up the package.

It bore no address and was sealed.

“What on earth is this?” he asked.

“I can tell you what those stains are,” said the practical Brennan. “Is there any name on it?”

Timothy shook his head.

“Open it,” suggested the reporter, and the other obeyed.

The contents were even more astonishing, for they consisted of a thick pad of money. They were new Bank of England notes and were bound about by a tight band of paper. On the band was written in Sir John’s handwriting:

“Proceeds of the sale of stocks held in trust for Miss Mary Maxell. £21,300.”

The detective in charge of the case was a man of many theories. But his new theory was an uncomfortable one for Timothy Anderson.

“This puts a new light upon the case,” said the detective, “and I’m being perfectly frank with you, Mr. Anderson, that the new light isn’t very favourable to you. Here you are, outside the building when the crime is committed. You are seen by a policeman a few minutes after the shots are fired, and a portion of the money stolen from the house is discovered under your pillow.”

“Discovered by me,” said Timothy, “in the presence of a witness. And are you suggesting that, whilst I was with your policeman, I was also driving the car, or that I was wearing Cartwright’s cap which was found in the grounds? Anyway, you’ve the fingerprint of your man and you’re at liberty to compare it with mine.”

“It isn’t a fingerprint anyway,” said the detective, “it is the print of a knuckle, and we do not keep a record of knuckles. No. I admit that the motorcar conflicts a little with my theory. Have you any suggestion to offer?”

Timothy shook his head.

“The only suggestion I can make,” he said, “is that Cartwright, in a hurry to get away and knowing the position of my room, hid the money there for fear he should get caught with the goods. At any rate, if I were the criminal I would not hide a bloodstained envelope under my pillow. I should at least have the intelligence to burn the envelope and put the money where the servants of this house could not find it. Why, don’t you see,” he said vigorously, “that any of the servants at this boardinghouse would have found the envelope if I hadn’t?”

The detective scratched his head.

“There’s something in that,” he said. “It is a very queer case.”

“And it is being investigated by very queer people,” said Timothy irritably.

A little further investigation, however, relieved Timothy of all suspicion. He had not returned to the house until ten o’clock that morning. The maid, who had taken him a cup of tea at eight, noticing that he had been out all night, thought it was an excellent opportunity to straighten the room to “get it off her mind,” as she said. She did not remake the bed, but had tidied it. Whilst sweeping she had seen the envelope lying on the floor near the open window and had picked it up and, for want of a better place, thinking “it was private” had slipped it under Timothy’s pillow.

As Timothy had not been out of sight of the police since the tragedy until his return to his lodgings, there could be no suggestion that he had any part in hiding the envelope. Whatever irritation he felt was dispelled by his large and generous satisfaction when the poverty which threatened Mary was averted. But why should Cartwright hide the money there? Why should he stop in his headlong flight to come to the window, as evidently he did, and throw the package into the room? There were a hundred places where he might have left it.

“That cousin stuff doesn’t work,” thought Timothy, “and if you think he’s going to rely upon his relationship with me and can use me to look after his money, he’s made one large mistake.”

He saw the girl again at the official inquiry, and met her again on the day after. She was going to Bath where she had some distant relations, and they had met to say goodbye.

It was a gloomy occasion — less gloomy for Timothy than for the girl, because he was already planning a move to the town in which she was taking up her quarters. This cheerful view was banished, however, when she explained that her stay in Bath was merely a temporary expedient.

“Mrs. Renfrew has wired asking me to come — and it seems as good a place as any for a few months. I don’t think I shall stay here any longer,” she said. “I want a change of air and a change of scene. Timothy, I feel that I shall never get over Sir John’s death.”

“Never is a very long time, my dear,” said Timothy gently, and she could only wonder at the tender kindness in his voice.

She had little time to wonder, however, for she had a proposition to make to him and she hardly knew how to reduce it to words.

“Are you — are you — working?” she asked.

Timothy’s broad smile answered her plainly that he was not.

“The fact is,” he said airily, “I haven’t quite decided what I am going to do. If you were going down to Bath for good, I was going down to Bath also. Maybe I could start a druggist’s or buy a store, or run errands for somebody. I am the most accommodating worker.”

“Well—” she began and stopped.

“Well?” he repeated.

“I had an idea that maybe you would like to go on and conduct an independent search — independent of the police, I mean — and find something about the man who killed Sir John, and perhaps bring him to justice. You know, I think you are clever enough,” she went on hurriedly, “and it would be work after your own heart.”

He was looking at her steadily.

“Quite right, Mary,” he said quietly, “but that involves spending a whole lot of money. What misguided person do you suggest would send me out on that kind of job?”

“Well, I thought—” She hesitated, and then a little coherently, “You see, I have the money — mainly through you — my own money, I mean. I feel I have a duty to my poor uncle and I could trust you to do your very best. I could afford it, Timothy “ — she laid her hand on his arm and looked up at him almost beseechingly— “indeed I can afford it. I have more money than ever I shall spend.”

He patted her hand softly.

“Mary,” he said, “it is just the kind of job I should like, and with anybody’s money but yours, why, I’d be out of the country in two shakes, looking for Mr. Cartwright in the most expensive cities of the world. But, my dear, I cannot accept your commission, because I know just what lies behind it. You think I’m a restless rather shiftless sort of fellow, and you want to give me a good time — with your money.”

He stopped and shook his head —

“No, my dear,” he said, “thank you, but, no!”

She was disappointed and for a moment a little hurt.

“Would two hundred pounds—” she suggested timidly.

“Not your two hundred,” he said. “That lawyer of yours should take better care of your money, Mary. He shouldn’t allow you to make these tempting offers to young men,” he was smiling now. “Will you go abroad?”

“Perhaps — some day,” she said vaguely. “Sir John wanted me to go — and I feel that I should be pleasing him. Some day, yes, Timothy.”

He nodded.

“Maybe I’ll go over at the same time as you,” he said. “I thought of taking a chance in Paris for a while — you can make big money in Paris.”

“In — a while?” she smiled.

“In a minute,” said Timothy grimly, “if the horse and the jockey are of the same way of thinking. I know a fellow who races pretty extensively in France. He has a horse called Flirt—”

She held out her hand for the second time.

“Timothy, you’re incorrigible,” she said.

She did not see him again for twelve months, not indeed until, after a winter spent in Madeira, she put her foot over the gangway of the S.S. Tigilanes and met the quizzical smile of the youth who was waiting to receive her.

For Timothy had been in Funchal a month, seeing but unseen, since Mary was generally in bed before the Casino woke up and play reached any exciting level.
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Timothy sat now on an upturned trunk, his elbows on the rails of the S.S. Tigilanes and his speculative eye roving the riverfront of Liverpool.

It was the last hour of the voyage, and Timothy, who had left Funchal with four hundred pounds in his pocketbook, had exactly three genuine shillings and a five-milreis piece of dubious quality.

A man strolled along the deck and fell in at his side.

“Cleaned you out last night, didn’t they?” he asked sympathetically.

“Eh? Oh, yes, I believe they did. That redhaired man had all the luck and most of the cards.”

He smiled and Timothy had a swift, happy smile that brought tired little ridges under his eyes. He was not only goodlooking and young, but he was interesting.

The man at his side took the cigar from his teeth and looked at it before he spoke.

“Of course, you know they were crooks — they work this coast line regularly.”

“Eh?”

Timothy looked round, shocked and pained.

“You don’t say? Crooks! What, that little redhaired fellow who has been trying to pick a quarrel with me all the voyage, and the tall, nicelooking Englishman?”

His companion nodded.

“Don’t you remember the Captain warned us not to play cards—”

“They always do that to be on the safe side,” said Timothy, but he was obviously uneasy. “Of course, if I knew they were crooks—”

“Knew! Good lord! Anybody will tell you. Ask the purser. Anyway, you’ve been stung and you can do nothing. The best thing to do is to grin and bear your losses. It is experience.”

Timothy felt the three honest shillings in his pocket and whistled dismally.

“Of course, if I were sure—”

He turned abruptly away and raced down the main companionway to the purser’s little office under the stairs.

“Mr. Macleod, I want to see you.”

“Yes, sir,” — all pursers are a little suspicious— “anything wrong with your bill?”

“No — not unless his name’s Bill. Shall I come in?”

The purser opened the half-door and admitted him to the sanctuary.

“There are two fellows aboard this packet — a redhaired fellow named Chelwyn and a disguised duke named Brown — what do you know about ‘em?”

The purser made a face. It was intended to convey his lack of real interest in either.

“I’ll put it plainly,” said the patient Timothy. “Are they crooks?”

“They play cards,” said the purser diplomatically.

He desired at this eleventh hour to avoid scandal, explanations, and such other phenomena which he associated in his mind with the confrontation of the wise men and their dupes. That sort of thing brought the Line into disrepute, and indirectly reflected upon the ships’ officers. Besides, the ship was making port, and, like all pursers, he was up to his eyes in work and frantically anxious to clear it off in a minimum time so that he could take a train to his little villa at Lytham, where his family was established.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Anderson, if you’ve been stung,” he said, “but the captain gives fair warning the first night out of Cape Town and Madeira — that’s where you came aboard, isn’t it? — and there were notices posted up, both in the saloon and in the smoking-room. Have you lost much?”

He looked up with some sympathy at the tall, athletic figure with the tired, smiling eyes.

“I cleared up £500 at the Funchal Casino,” said Timothy, “and I reckon I have spent £100 legitimately.”

“The rest is gone, eh?” said the purser. “Well, Mr. Anderson, I am afraid I can do nothing. The best thing to do is to mark it down against ‘Experience’.”

“I’ll forgive you for being philosophical about my losses,” said Timothy. “Will you be kind enough to tell me the number of Mr. Chelwyn’s cabin?”

“Two seventy-four,” said the purser. “I say, Mr. Anderson, if I were you I’d let the matter drop.”

“I know you would, dear old thing,” said Timothy, shaking him warmly by the hand, “and if I were you I should let it drop too. But, as I am me — 274, I think you said?”

“I hope you’re not going to make any trouble, Mr. Anderson,” said the alarmed purser. “We’ve done our best to make you comfortable on the voyage.”

“And I did my best to pay for my ticket, so we’re quits,” and with a wave of his hand Timothy strode out of the cabin, dodged down past the steward carrying up the luggage to the next deck, and walked swiftly along the carpeted corridor till he found a little number-plate bearing the figures “274.” He knocked at the cabin-door, and a gruff voice said, “Come in!”

Chelwyn, the redhaired man, was in his shirt sleeves, fastening his collar. Brown was sitting on the edge of his bunk, smoking a cigarette, and Chelwyn, who had seen Timothy reflected in the mirror as he came in, was first to recognise him.

“Hullo, Mr. Anderson, do you want anything?” he asked politely. “Sorry you’ve had such bad luck — what the devil are you doing?”

Timothy had shut the door and slipped the bolt.

“Yes, I want something,” he said. “I want four hundred pounds.”

“You want—”

“Listen. I thought you were playing straight, you fellows, or I wouldn’t have played with you. I’m willing to take a chance, for that’s my motto in life, dear lads, but there isn’t a chance to take when you’re playing with crooks.”

“Look here,” said the redhaired man, walking over to him and emphasising his words with his forefinger against Timothy’s chest, “that kind of stuff doesn’t amuse me. If you lose your money, lose it like a sportsman and a gentleman, and don’t squeal.”

Timothy grinned.

“Boys,” he said, “I want four hundred pounds from you, so step lively.”

The suave Mr. Brown, who had been watching the scene with bored eyes, stroking his drooping moustache the while, made a gentle entrance into the conversation.

“I’m rather surprised, in fact, I am shocked, Mr. Anderson, that you should take this line,” he said. “You’ve lost your money fairly and squarely—”

“That’s where you’re lying,” said Timothy pleasantly. “Now, I’m telling you this. We’re very near the shore. Somewhere at the back of those warehouses there’s certain to be a police organisation and a well-paid magistrate. You are going to have a grand opportunity of appearing in the respectable part of the court as a prosecutor, for I’m going to beat you up — first you,” he pointed to the redhaired Chelwyn, “and then you.”

“You’re going to beat me up, are you?” said the redhaired man and made a quick dive.

It was not pretty to watch, unless you took an interest in fighting. They closed for a second and something jolted twice under Chelwyn’s jaw. He fell back against the cabin partition. He leapt again, but Timothy’s fist met him halfway, and he never really felt what hit him.

“I’ve won this fight,” said Timothy, “and I award myself a purse of four hundred pounds. Do you take any interest in these proceedings, Brown?”

The other man had not moved from his bunk, but now he rose and lifted his dazed companion to his feet. “We’d better pay this fellow.”

“I’ll see him—” mumbled the other, but Brown was apparently the brains of the organisation and had merely mentioned his intention of paying out of sheer politeness to his companion.

He took a thick pocketbook from his hip pocket and counted out the notes, and Timothy picked them up.

“I’ll fix you for this,” said Chelwyn, mopping his bleeding lip. “You’ve taken this from me — not him.”

“Don’t frighten me,” said Timothy as he unbolted the door and stepped out.

“Some day I’ll get you,” said the livid man, and the finger he pointed at Timothy was shaking with anger.

“I’ll take a chance on that,” said Timothy. He ascended the companionway feeling remarkably cheerful, and met the purser coming down. That officer regarded him even more suspiciously than ever. But as there were no signs of the fray upon him, the purser went to his cabin relieved, and Timothy passed out to relieve his feelings by the side of the rail. So he sat whilst the big liner was brought alongside the wharf, and then he heard his name spoken and jumped up, hat in hand.

“I just wanted to tell you, Timothy, in case I did not see you on the train,” she remarked, “that Mrs. Renfrew has decided not to go back to Bath but to go on to Paris almost immediately.”

“Good for Mrs. Renfrew,” said Timothy. “Bath or Paris will find me hanging around. I nearly came down to you just now to borrow my fare to Bath.”

“Timothy,” she said in a shocked voice, “did you lose all the money you won in Funchal?”

Timothy rubbed his nose.

“I didn’t exactly lose it,” he said. “I lent it and it has just been repaid.”

“Mrs. Renfrew doesn’t think it proper your travelling on the same boat. She thinks you ought not to have come to Madeira after me — us.”

There was mischief in Mary’s eyes, in spite of the solemnity of her tone.

“I shouldn’t worry about what Mrs. Renfrew thinks,” said Timothy. “Why, you’re almost as badly off for cousins as I am.”

“As you are?” she said in surprise. “Have you any cousins?”

“Hundreds of ‘em,” said Timothy glibly.

“Who are they?” she asked, interested.

She had reached a stage in their friendship when his relatives were immensely interesting.

“I don’t know their names,” lied Timothy. “I don’t give ’em names but numbers — one, two, three, four, etc.
 — just at that moment I was thinking of number seventy-nine — good morning, Mrs. Renfrew.”

Mrs. Renfrew was severe and thin, with a yellow face and hooked nose. She was a member of one of the best, if not the best, families in Bath, and it was an unfailing source of pride that she did not know the people that other people knew.

Mary watched the encounter with dancing eyes.

“Shall I have the pleasure of your company to London?” asked Mrs. Renfrew.

She invariably made a point of leaving Mary out, and indeed sustained the pleasant fiction that Mary had no existence on board the ship.

“The pleasure will be mine,” said Timothy. “I am not travelling with you to London.”

He said this so innocently that Mrs. Renfrew was in the middle of her next observation before she had any idea that the remark had an offensive interpretation.

“You seem to have had a very unfortunate experience — what do you mean?”

Happily a very hot-looking steward made his appearance at that moment and called Mrs. Renfrew away. She gathered up her charge and with a withering glance at Timothy departed.

“Take A Chance” Anderson, feeling particularly happy, was one of the first to land and strolled along the quayside waiting within view of the gangway for Mary to disembark. Immediately above him towered the high decks of the Tigilanes — a fact of which he was reminded when, with a crash, a heavy wooden bucket dropped so close to his head that it grazed his shoulder It was a large bucket, and, dropped from that height, might have caused him considerable physical distress.

He looked up. The two card-players with whom he had had some argument were lolling over the rail, their faces turned in quite another direction and talking earnestly.

“Hi!” said Timothy.

They were deaf, it appeared, for they still continued their discussion. A deckhand was passing with a crate load of oranges; one fell out and Timothy picked it up. The attention of Messrs. Chelwyn and Brown was still directed elsewhere, and with a little swing of his arm Timothy sent the orange upon its swift and unerring course. It caught the redhaired man square in the side of the face and burst, and he jumped round with an oath.

“You’ve dropped your bucket,” said Timothy sweetly. “Shall I throw it at you or will you come down and get it?”

The man said something violent, but his companion pulled him away, and Timothy went to look for a seat with peace in his heart.
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The train was crowded, but he secured a corner seat in one of the cell-like compartments. It was empty when he entered, but immediately after, to his surprise, Brown and Chelwyn. followed him in and deposited their goods upon three seats that they might in the manner of all experienced travellers, occupy breathing space for three at the cost of two tickets.

They took no notice of Timothy until the train drew out and he wondered what their game was. It was hardly likely that they would start any rough work with him after their experience of the morning and less likely because these boat trains were well policed.

Clear of the Riverside Station the smooth Englishman leant forward.

“I hope, Mr. Anderson,” he said, “that you will forget and forgive.”

“Surely,” said Timothy, “I have nothing to forgive.”

“My friend,” said Mr. Brown with a smile, “is very — precipitate — which means hasty,” he explained.

“Thank you,” said Timothy, “I thought it meant crooked.”

A spasm contorted the features of Mr. Chelwyn, but he said nothing. As for Brown, he laughed. He laughed heartily but spuriously.

“That’s not a bad joke,” he said, “but to tell you the truth, we mistook you for — one of us, and my friend and I thought it would be a good joke to get the better of you.”

“And was it?” asked Timothy.

“It was and it wasn’t,” said Mr. Brown, not easily nonplussed. “Of course, we intended restoring the money to you before you left the ship.”

“Naturally,” said Timothy. “I never thought you would do anything else.”

“Only you know you rather spoilt our little esprit.”

“If the conversation is to develop into a foreign language,” said Timothy, “I would only remark: ‘Honi soit qui mal y pense”, and the polite Mr. Brown laughed again.

“You do not mind if my friend and I have a little quiet game by ourselves, if,” he said humorously, “we swindle one another.”

“Not at all,” said Timothy. “I have no objection to watching, but if,” he said cheerfully, “you should suddenly draw my attention whilst your friend’s head is turned, to the ease with which I could win a hundred pounds by picking the lady, or discovering the little pea under the little shell, or show me a way of getting rich from any of the other devices which the children of the public schools find so alluring at the county fair, I shall be under the painful necessity of slapping you violently on the wrist.”

Thereafter the conversation languished until the train had run through Crewe and was approaching Rugby. It was here that Mr. Brown stopped in the midst of a long, learned discussion on English politics to offer his cigarette-case to Timothy. Timothy chose a cigarette and put it in his pocket.

“That is one of the best Egyptian brands made,” said Mr. Brown casually.

“Best for you or best for me?” asked Timothy.

“Bah!” It was the redhaired Chelwyn who addressed him for the first time. “What have you to be afraid of? You’re as scared as a cat! Do you think we want to poison you?”

Mr. Brown produced a flask and poured a modicum of whisky into the cup and handed it to his companion, then he drank himself. Then, without invitation he poured a little more into the cup and offered it to Timothy.

“Let bygones be bygones,” he said.

“I have no desire to be a bygone,” said Timothy. “I would much rather be a herenow.”

Nevertheless, he took the cup and smelt it.

“Butyl chloride,” he said, “has a distinctive odour. I suppose you don’t call it by its technical name, and to you it is just vulgarly ‘a knockout drop.’ Really,” he said, handing back the cup, “you boys are so elementary. Where did you learn it all — from the movies?”

The redhaired man half rose from his seat with a growl.

“Sit down,” said Timothy sharply, and with a jerk of his hand he flung open the carriage door.

The men shrank back at the sight of the rapidly running line, and at the certainty of death which awaited any who left the train on that side of the carriage.

“Start something,” said Timothy, “and I’ll undertake to put either one or both of you on to the line. We’re going at about sixty miles an hour, and a fellow that went out there wouldn’t be taking a chance. Now, is there going to be a rough house?”

“Close the door, close the door,” said Mr. Brown nervously. “What a stupid idea, Mr. Anderson!”

Timothy swung the door to and the man moved up towards him.

“Now, I’m just going to put it to you plainly,” said Brown. “We’ve made the voyage out to the Cape and the voyage back and the only mug we met was you. What we won from you just about paid our expenses, and I’m putting it to you, as a sportsman and a gentleman, that you should let us have half of that stuff back.”

“The sportsman in me admires your nerve,” said Timothy, “but I suppose it is the gentleman part that returns an indignant ‘No!’ to your interesting observation.”

Brown turned to his companion.

“Well, that’s that, Len,” he said, “you’ll just have to let the money go. It is a pity,” he said wistfully and his companion grunted.

That ended the conversation so far as the journey was concerned, and Timothy heard no more until he was in the gloomy courtyard at Euston Station and stepping into his taxi.

To his surprise it was the redhaired man who approached him, and something in his manner prevented Timothy from taking the action which he otherwise would have thought necessary.

“Look here, young fellow,” he said, “you watch Brown — he’s wild.”

“You’re not exactly tame,” smiled Timothy.

“Don’t take any notice of me,” said the man a little bitterly. “I am engaged in the rough work. I should have got two hundred out of your money — that’s what made me so wild. Brown paid all my expenses and gives me ten pound a week and a commission. It sounds funny to you, doesn’t it, but it is the truth,” and somehow Timothy knew that the man was not lying.

“He’s finished with me — says I am a hoodoo,” said the little man. “Do you know what I’ve got out of five weeks’ work? Look!”

He held out his hand and disclosed two ten-pound notes.

“Brown’s dangerous,” he warned Timothy. “Don’t you make any mistake about that. I was only wild because I was losing money, but he’s wild because you’ve got fresh with him and caught him out every time. Good night!”

“Here, wait,” said Timothy.

He felt in his pocket.

“If you’re lying, it is a plausible lie and one that pleases me,” he said. “This will salve my conscience.”

He slipped two notes into the man’s hands.

Chelwyn was speechless for a moment. Then he asked:

“And where are you staying in London, Mr. Anderson?”

“At the Brussell Hotel.”

“At the Brussell Hotel,” repeated the other, “I’ll remember that. I shall hear if anything is going on and I’ll ‘phone you. You’re a gentleman, Mr. Anderson.”

“So Mr. Brown said,” remarked Timothy and drove off, feeling unusually cheerful.

If Timothy could be cheerful under the depressing conditions which prevailed on the night of his arrival in London, he was a veritable pattern of cheer. A drizzling rain was falling as the taxi squeaked its way through a labyrinth of mean streets. He had glimpses of wretched-looking people, grotesque of shape and unreal, through the rain-blurred window of the cab.

Then suddenly the character of the streets changed, and he was in a broad street twinkling with light. There was a glimpse of trees, wide open spaces, dotted with light. The street grew busier and the traffic thicker, then suddenly the cab turned again into semi-darkness and pulled up before the hotel.

A porter opened the door.

“What do I think of Madeira?” asked Timothy of the astonished man. “I haven’t had time to think. Will I be staying long in London? No. What are my opinions of the political crisis which has arisen in my absence? I would rather not say.”

It takes a great deal to upset the equilibrium of a well-conducted hall man. “Have you booked your room?” he asked. Timothy meekly admitted that he had.

He woke to a London much more beautiful, to a vista of old-world buildings such as Cruikshank loved to draw, to a green square and glimpses of greener trees. Mary was staying at the Carlton, but he had arranged to meet her for lunch. He had not arranged to meet her dragon, but he knew she would be there. He had breakfasted, and was on the point of leaving the hotel, when Chelwyn came.

To say that Timothy regretted his generosity of the night before would be to do him an injustice. Nevertheless, he had some misgivings as to whether he had not been a little too generous. The appearance of Mr. Chelwyn, early in the morning, looking so spruce and confident, was in itself a suspicious happening, though events proved that the suspicion was unfounded.

“Can I see you alone for a moment, Mr. Anderson?” asked the redhaired man.

Timothy hesitated.

“Come along to the drawingroom,” he said.

It was the one public room which would be empty at that time of the morning. Mr. Chelwyn deposited his hat and stick and brand-new yellow gloves before he spoke.

“Now, Mr. Anderson, I’ve come to tell you a few facts which will surprise you.”

“You haven’t had a gold brick sent to you by your Uncle George in Alaska, have you?” asked Timothy dubiously. “Because I’m not buying that kind of fact.”

The man smiled and shook his head.

“It is hardly likely I should try that stuff on you, sir,” he said. “No, this is a much more serious matter. Before I go any farther I’ll tell you that I am not asking for money. I am grateful for what you did to me last night, Mr. Anderson. A crook has a wife and children the same as anybody else. I have been in this funny business for ten years, but now I’m out of it for good.” He looked round and dropped his voice. “Mr. Anderson, I told you last night that we’ve been five or six weeks away from England. Didn’t that sound strange to you?”

“Not to me,” said Timothy.

“That is because you don’t know the game,” said the man. “As a rule, when we’re working these liners, we go out to Cape Town and come back by the next ship that sails. What do you think we stayed at Funchal for — there’s no money in short voyages — it’s all on the long run from Madeira to Cape Town.”

“I haven’t the slightest idea,” said Timothy wearily. “I don’t even remember seeing you in Funchal—”

“We laid low,” interrupted the man.

“That may be, but if you’ve come to tell me the interesting story of your life, Ginger, I beg that you will cut it short — the history, I mean, not necessarily your life.”

“Well, I’ll tell it to you as quickly as possible,” said the man. “I don’t always work with Brown. In fact, I’ve only worked with him about three times before. I’m not as good a man with the broads—”

“The broads?” said the puzzled Timothy.

“With the cards,” corrected the man. “I say that I’m not as good a man with the broads as some of the others. I’ve got a bit of a reputation for scrapping. I’ve never left a pal in the lurch and I’ve always been ready for any ‘rough house’ that came along. About two months ago Brown sent for me — he’s got a flat off Piccadilly and lives like a lord. He told me he was going to Madeira on a special job, that he’d been employed by a lady in Paris — a Madame Serpilot (you’d better write that down in your pocketbook) — to shepherd a young lady who was coming over. Mind you, there was no harm intended to the young lady, but the general idea was that she might be accompanied by a man, and he was the fellow who had to be looked after.”

“What was the lady’s name?” asked Timothy quickly.

“Miss Maxell,” said the man without hesitation, “and you were the fellow we were asked to put out of business. Brown’s idea was to break you; then, when you got to London, one of his pals would have met you and offered to lend you money. They’d have framed up a charge against you of obtaining money by false pretences, and you would have been pinched.”

Timothy’s eyebrows rose.

“Was this Mrs. Serpilot’s plan?” he asked, but the man shook his head.

“No, sir, she gave just the details to Brown. She never said what was to be done to you, according to him, but you were to be stopped going around with the young lady.”

“Who is Madame Serpilot?”

“There you’ve got me,” said Chelwyn. “I believe she’s an old widow, but Brown never told me much about her. He got instructions from her while he was in Paris, but I never discovered how. I went to Madeira with him because he knew I was tough — but I wasn’t tough enough,” he added with a dry smile.

Timothy held out his hand.

“Ginger,” he said solemnly, “please forgive the orange!”

“Oh, I didn’t mind that,” said the man, “that’s all in the day’s work. It made me a bit wild, and my eye’s feeling sore, but don’t let that worry you. What you’ve got to do now is to look out for Brown, because he’ll have you as sure as death.”

“I’ll look out for Madame Serpilot, too,” said Timothy. “I think I’ll go to Paris.”

“She’s not in Paris now, I can tell you that,” said the man. “The wire Brown got at Liverpool was from Monte Carlo.”

“Monte Carlo,” said Timothy, “is even more attractive than Paris.”
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Chelwyn left Timothy with something to think about. Who was this Madame Serpilot, this old lady who had such an interest in Mary travelling alone? And why, oh why had she left Paris for Monte Carlo at the fag end of the season? For he and Mary had privately decided between them that London and Paris should only be stopping places on the route to the Riviera. Why should Madame Serpilot have changed her plans at the same time? There was something more than a coincidence in this. At lunchtime he had Mary to herself, her chaperon having a headache.

“Mary,” he said, “can you tell me why we changed our plans on the boat and decided to go straight on to Monte Carlo instead of staying in Paris?”

“Yes,” she said readily. “Don’t you remember my telling you about those beautiful books of views that I saw on the ship?”

“Where did you see them?” asked Timothy.

“I found them in my cabin one day. I think the steward must have left them,” she said. “They were most wonderful productions, full of coloured prints and photographs — didn’t I tell you about them?”

“I remember,” said Timothy slowly. “Found them in your cabin, eh? Well, nobody left any beautiful or attractive pictures of Monte Carlo in my berth, but I think that won’t stop me going on to Monte Carlo.”

It was an opportunity she had been seeking for a week and she seized it.

“I want to ask you something, Timothy,” she said. “Mrs. Renfrew told me the other day that they call you ‘Take A Chance’ Anderson. Why is that, Timothy?”

“Because I take a chance, I suppose,” he smiled. “I’ve been taking chances all my life.”

“You’re not a gambler, Timothy, are you?” she asked gravely. “I know you bet and play cards, but men do that for amusement, and somehow it is all right. But when men start out to make a living, and actually make a living, by games of chance, they somehow belong to another life and another people.”

He was silent.

“You’re just too good to go on that way, Timothy,” she went on. “There are lots of chances that a man can take in this world, in matching his brains, his strength and skill against other men, and when he wins his stake is safe. He doesn’t lose it the next day or the next month, and he’s picking winners all the time, Timothy.”

His first inclination was to be nettled. She was wounding the tender skin of his vanity, and he was startled to discover how tender a skin that was. All that she said was true and less than true. She could not guess how far his mind and inclination were from commonplace labour and very little work came into the calculations of his future. He looked upon a job as a thing not to be held and developed into something better, but as a stopgap between two successful chances. He was almost shocked when this truth came home to him. The girl, was nervous, and painfully anxious not to hurt him, and yet well aware that she was rubbing a sore place.

“Timothy, for your sake, as well as for mine, for you’re a friend of mine, I want to be proud of you, to see you past this present phase of life. Mrs. Renfrew speaks of you as a gambler, and says your name, even at your age, is well known as one who would rather bet than buy. That isn’t true, Timothy, is it?”

She put her hand on his and looked into his face. He did not meet her eyes.

“I think that is true, Mary,” he said steadily. “How it comes to be true, I don’t quite know. I suppose I have drifted a little over the line and I’m grateful to you for pulling me up. Oh, no, I don’t regret the past — it has all been useful — and I have made good on chances, but I see there are other chances that a man can take than putting his money on the pace of a horse or backing against zero. Maybe, when I get back to London I’ll settle down into a respectable citizen and keep hens or something.”

He was speaking seriously, though at first she thought he was being sarcastic.

“And you won’t gamble again?” she asked.

He hesitated to reply.

“That isn’t fair,” she said quickly. “I mean it isn’t fair of me to ask you. It is almost cruel,” she smiled, “to let you go to Monte Carlo and ask you not to put money on the tables. But promise me, Timothy, that when I tell you to stop playing, you will stop.”

“Here’s my hand on it,” said Timothy, brightening up already at the prospect of being allowed to gamble at all. “Hereafter—” He raised his hand solemnly. “By the way,” he asked, “do you know a lady named Madame Serpilot?”

She shook her head. “No, I do not,” she said. “I have never heard the name.”

“You have no relations or friends in France?”

“None,” she replied immediately.

“What made you go to France at all?” he asked “When I heard from you, Mary, you talked about taking a holiday in Madeira before setting up house in Bath, and the first thing I knew of your intention to go abroad again was the letter you sent me just before I started for Madeira.”

“I wanted to go a year ago, after Sir John’s death,” she said; “then Mrs. Renfrew couldn’t take the trip — one of her younger children had measles.”

“Has that woman children?” asked Timothy in an awed voice.

“Don’t be absurd. Of course she has children. It was she who decided on making the trip. She writes little articles in the Bath County Herald — a local paper — on the care of children and all that sort of thing. She’s not really a journalist, she is literary.”

“I know,” said Timothy, “sometimes they write poetry, sometimes recipes for ice cream—’ take three cups of flour, a pint of cream in which an egg has been boiled and a pinch of vanilla’—”

The girl smiled. Evidently Timothy had hit upon the particular brand of journalism to which Mrs. Renfrew was addicted.

“Well,” said the girl, “there was to have been a sort of Mothers’ Welfare Meeting in Paris next week — an International affair — and when we were in Madeira she received an invitation to attend with a free return ticket — wasn’t that splendid?”

“Splendid,” said Timothy absently. “Naturally you thought it was an excellent opportunity to go also.”

The girl nodded.

“And now you have arrived here you find that the Mothers’ Welfare Meeting has been postponed for ten years?”

She looked at him, startled.

“How did you know that the meeting had been postponed?” she asked.

“Oh. I guessed it,” he said airily, “such things have happened before.”

“The truth is,” said the girl, “nobody knows anything about this meeting, and the letter which Mrs. Renfrew sent to the Mothers’ Welfare Society in Paris was waiting for us when we arrived at the Carlton. It had been returned—’Addressee Unknown.’ Mrs. Renfrew had put the Carlton address inside.”

Here was ample excuse for speculation of an innocuous kind. Mrs. Renfrew had been approached because it was known by this mysterious somebody that she would take the girl with her, and this sinister somebody had hired two thugs to shepherd her from Madeira and to put Timothy out of action, should he decide to accompany the party to France. The situation was distinctly interesting.

Three days later the party crossed the Channel. Timothy had high hopes of adventure, which were fated to be more than fulfilled. They stayed three days in Paris and he had the time of his life. He went to the races at Maisons Lafitte, and came back glowing with a sense of his virtue, for he had not made a bet. He drifted in to the baccarat rooms at Enghien, watched tens of thousands of francs change hands, and returned to Paris that night with a halo fitted by Mary’s own hands.

“I think you’re really wonderful, Timothy,” she said. “You know you are allowed one final flutter.”

“I’m saving that up for Monte Carlo,” said Timothy.

Since his arrival in Paris he had lost the right to his name, for he was taking no chances. If he went abroad at night he kept to the brilliantly illuminated boulevards or the crowded cafes. He kept clear of the crowds — especially crowds which formed quickly and for no apparent reason.

He was taking no chances because he felt it was not fair upon the particular genius who presided over his destinies that he should squander his luck in a miraculous escape from death or disablement. Only once, when dining at the Scribe, did he think he saw the familiar face of Mr. Brown. With an apology he left the two ladies and made his way with difficulty through the crowded restaurant, only to find that his man had disappeared.

“These cafes have as many doors as a trick scene,” he grumbled when he came back.

“Did you see a friend of yours?” asked the girl.

“Not so much a friend as one who has a financial interest in me,” replied Timothy.

Mrs. Renfrew had thawed a little under the beneficient influences of Paris. She was busy sending off picture-postcards and had written to Bath her first impression of the French capital to the extent of three columns. She had also written a poem which began: “Oh, city of light that shines so bright,” and went on rhyming “vain” with “Seine,” “gay” with “play” “joy” with “alloy,” through twentythree stanzas.

“I rather pride myself,” said Mrs. Renfrew, “upon that description of Paris—’the city of light.’ Don’t you think it is very original, Mr. Anderson?”

“It was,” said Timothy diplomatically. “Parisians have been calling it the ‘Ville Lumiere’ for about two hundred years.”

“That’s almost the same, isn’t it?” said Mrs. Renfrew. “How clever the French are!”

Mrs. Renfrew did not speak French and took a more generous view of the young man when she discovered that he did. It fell to Timothy’s lot to order tickets, arrange cabs, pay bills and act as unofficial courier to the party. He was anxious to be gone from Paris. impatient for the big game to begin. For some reason, he did not anticipate that any harm would come to the girl. This struck him as strange later, but at the moment all his thoughts were centred upon the match between himself and this old French lady who had set herself out to separate him from Mary Maxell.

No unpleasant incident — the crowded condition of the dining-car excepted — marred the journey to Monte Carlo. There was the inevitable night spent in a stuffy sleeping-berth in a car that rocked and swayed to such an extent that Timothy expected it to jump the line, as thousands of other passengers have expected it to do; and they came with the morning to the Valley of the Rhone, a wide, blue, white-flecked stream flowing between gaunt hills, past solitary chateaux and strange walled towns, which looked as if they had been kept under glass cases for centuries, that the modern world should be reminded of the dangers under which our forefathers lived. So to Marseilles, and a long, hot and slow journey to Nice.

To the girl it was a pilgrimage of joy. She would not have missed a single moment of that ride. The blue sea, the white villas with their green jalousies, the banked roses over wall and pergola and the warm-scented breeze, and above all the semitropical sun, placed her in a new world, a wonder world more beautiful than imagination had painted.

There is something about Monte Carlo, which is very satisfying. It is so orderly, so clean, so white and bright, that you have the impression that it is carefully dusted every morning and that the villas on the hills are taken down weekly by tender hands, polished and replaced.

There is nothing garish about Monte Carlo, for all its stucco and plaster. Some of the buildings, and particularly the Casino, were compared by the irreverent Timothy to the White City, but it was a refined White City and the Casino itself, with its glass-roofed porch, its great, solemn hanging lamps and its decorous uniformed attendants, had something of the air of a National Bank.

Timothy took a room at the Hotel de Paris, where the girl was staying, and lost no time in seeking information.

“Madame Serpilot?” said the concierge. “There is a madame who bears that name, I think, but she is not staying here, monsieur.”

“Of whom should I inquire, I pray you?” asked Timothy in the vernacular.

“Of the Municipal Council, monsieur,” said the concierge, “or, if the madame is a wealthy madame, of the manager of the Credit Lyonnais, who will perhaps inform monsieur.”

“Thanks many times,” said Timothy.

He went first to the Credit Lyonnais, and found the manager extremely polite but uncommunicative. It was not the practice of the bank, he aid, to disclose the addresses of their clients. He would not say that Madame Serpilot was his client, but if she were, he could certainly not give her address to any unauthorised person. From this Timothy gathered that Madame Serpilot was a client. He went on to the Maine and met with better fortune. The Maine had no respect for persons. It was there to supply information and what the Maine of Monte Carlo does not know about Monaco, the cleverest detective force in the world would be wasting its time trying to discover.

Madame Serpilot lived at the Villa Condamme. The Villa Condamme was not, as the name suggested, in the poorer part of Monte Carlo but in that most exclusive territory, the tiny peninsular of Cap Martin.

“Has madame been a resident long?”

“For one hundred and twenty-nine days,” replied the official promptly. “Madame hired the villa furnished from the agent, of the Grand Duchess Eleana who, alas! was destroyed in that terrible revolution.”

He gave Timothy some details of the family from which the Grand Duchess had sprung, the amount of her income in pre-war days, and was passing to her eccentricities when Timothy took his departure. He was not interested in the Grand Duchess Eleana, alive or dead.
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He went to the house agent on the main street and from them procured the exact position of Madame Serpilot’s residence.

“An old madame?” said the agent. “No, monsieur, I cannot say that she is old. And I cannot say that she is young.”

He thought a moment, as though endeavouring to find some reason for this reticence on the subject of her age, and then added:

“I have not seen her. Madame is a widow,” he went on. “Alas, there are so many in France as the result of the terrible war.”

“Then she is young,” said Timothy. “They didn’t send old men to the front.”

“She may be young,” replied the agent, “or she may be old. One does not know.”

He called the assistant who had shown the lady the house and had taken the documents for her to sign. The assistant was aged sixteen, and at the age of sixteen most people above twenty are listed amongst the aged. He was certain that she was a widow and very feeble, because she walked with a stick. She always wore a heavy black veil, even when she was in the garden.

“Is it not natural,” said the house agent romantically, “that the madame who has lost all that makes life worth living should no longer desire the world to look upon her face?”

“It may be natural in Monte Carlo,” said Timothy, “but it is not natural in London.”

He located the house on a large plan which the obliging agent produced, and went back to the hotel, firmly resolved to take the first opportunity of calling on Madame Serpilot and discovering what object she had in view when she arranged to endanger his young life.

Mary was waiting for him, a little impatiently for one who had such a horror of gambling.

“We have to get tickets at the Bureau,” she said, “and the concierge says we must have special membership cards for the Cercle Privee.”

The tickets were easy to procure, and they passed into the great saloon where, around five tables, stood silent ovals of humanity. The scene was a weird one to Timothy and fascinating too. Besides this, all the other gambling games in the world, all the roulette tables and baccarat outfits, were crude and amateurish. The eight croupiers who sat at each table in their black frock coats and their black ties, solemn visaged, unemotional, might have been deacons in committee. The click of rakes against chips, the whirr of the twirling ball, the monotonous singsong announcement of the chief croupier — it was a ritual and a business at one and the same time.

It was amazing to reflect that, year in and year out, from ten o’clock in the morning until ten o’clock at night (until midnight in the Cercle Privee) these black-coated men sat at their tables, twirling their rakes, watching without error every note or counter that fell on the table, separating notes from chips with a deftness that was amazing, doing this in such an atmosphere of respectability that the most rabid anti-gambler watching the scene must come in time to believe that roulette was a legitimate business exercise.

Through the years this fringe of people about the table would remain, though units would go out, and as units went out new units would replace them, and everlastingly would sit shabby old men and women with their cryptic notebooks, making their tableaux with red and black pencils, religiously recording the result of every coup, staking now and again their five franc pieces, and watching them raked to the croupier with stony despair or drawing with trembling hands the few poor francs which fortune had sent them.

Timothy was very silent when they passed the portals of the Cercle Privee, into that wonderful interior which, viewed from the entrance room, had the appearance of some rich cathedral.

“What do you think of them?” asked Mary. He did not answer at once. “What did you think of the people?” she demanded again. “Did you see that quaint old woman — taking a chance? I’m sorry,” she said quickly, “I really didn’t mean to be—”

“I know you didn’t,” said Timothy, and sighed. The roulette table did not attract him. He strolled off to watch the players at trente et quarante. Here the procedure was more complicated. One of the officials dealt two lines of cards, ending each when the pips added to something over thirty. The top line stood for black, the lower line for red, and that which was nearest to thirty won. After mastering this, the process was simple; you could either back the red or the black, or you could bet that the first card that was dealt was identical with the colour that won, or was the reverse.

The game interested him. It had certain features which in a way were fascinating. He noticed that the croupier never spoke of the black. The black might have had no existence at the trente et quarante table; either “red won” or “red lost.” He staked a louis and won twice. He staked another and lost it. Then he won three coups of louis and looked around uncertainly, almost guiltily, for Mary.

She was watching the roulette players, and Timothy took a wad of bills from his pocket and counted out six milles. That was another thing he was to discover: there were three classes of players — those who punted one or five louis pieces, those who bet handsomely in milles (a thousand franc note is a “mille” and has no other name), and those who went the maximum of twelve thousand francs on each coup. Money had no value. He threw six thousand down to the croupier and received in exchange six oblong plaques like thin cakes of blue soap. He put a thousand francs on the black and lost it. He looked round apprehensively for Mary, but she was still intent upon the roulette players. He ventured another thousand, and lost that too. A young Englishman sitting at the table looked up with a smile.

“You’re betting against the tableau,” he said. “The table is running red tonight. Look!” He showed a little notebook ruled into divisions, and long lines of dots, one under the other. “You see,” he said, “all these are reds. The table has only swung across to black twice for any run, and then it was only a run of four. If you bet against the table you’ll go broke.”

At any other place than at the tables at Monte Carlo advice of this character, and intimate references to financial possibilities, would be resented. But the Rooms, like the grave, level all the players, who are a great family banded together in an unrecognised brotherhood for the destruction of a common enemy.

“I’ll take a chance against the table,” said Timothy, “and I shall go broke, anyway.”

The Englishman laughed.

The four thousand francs he had left went the same way as their friends and Timothy changed another six thousand and threw two on the black. Then, acting on the impulse of the moment, he threw down the remaining four.

“Timothy!”

He turned at the shocked voice and Mary was standing behind him.

“Do you gamble like that?” she asked.

He tried to smile, but produced a grimace.

“Why, it is nothing,” he said, “it is only francs, and francs aren’t real money, anyway.”

She turned and walked away and he followed. The Englishman, twisting round in his chair, said something. Timothy thought he was asking whether he should look after his money and answered “Certainly.”

The girl walked to one of the padded benches by the wall and sat down. There was such real trouble in her face that Timothy’s heart sank.

“I’m sorry, Mary,” he said, “but this is my last fling and you told me I could have it. After tonight I cut out everything that doesn’t qualify for the earned income column of the tax-inspector.”

“You frighten me,” she said. “It isn’t the amount of money you were venturing, but there was something in your face which made me feel — why! I just felt sick,” she said.

“Mary!” he said in surprise.

“I know I’m being unreasonable,” she interrupted, “but Timothy. I — I just don’t want to think of you like this.”

She looked into his dejected face and the softest light that ever shone in a woman’s eyes was in hers.

“Poor Timothy!” she said, half in jest, “you’re paying the penalty for having a girl friend.”

“I’m paying the penalty for being a loafer,” he said huskily. “I think there must be some bad blood in me. Mary, I know what I’m losing,” he said, and took one of her hands. “I’m losing the right to love you, dearest.”

It was a queer place for such a confession, and in her wildest dreams the girl never imagined that the first word of love spoken to her by any man would come in a gambling saloon at Monte Carlo. Above her where she sat was the great canvas of the Florentine Graces; half-nude reliefs on the ceiling dangled glittering chains of light and all over sounded the monotonous voice of the croupier:

“Rouge perd — et couleur.”

The young Englishman at the table turned round with an inquiring lift of his eyebrows, and Timothy nodded.

“He wants to know if I’m finished, I suppose,” he said, “and honestly Mary, I am. I’m going back to London when this trip’s over, and I’m going to start at the bottom and work up.”

“Poor Timothy!” she said again.

“I’m not going to lie to you, or pretend any longer. I just love you, Mary, and if you’ll wait for me, I’ll make good. I have been a gambler,” he said, “a poor, low gambler, and all the time I’ve thought I’ve been clever! I’ve been going round puffed up with my own self-importance, and my head’s been so much in the air that I haven’t seen just where my feet were leading me,” he laughed. “This sounds like the sort of thing you get at the Salvation Army penitent farm,” he said, “but I’m straight and sincere.”

“I know you are, Timothy, but you needn’t start at the bottom. I have my money—”

“Stop where you are, Mary,” he said quietly. “Not a penny would I take from you, darling.”

“What did they ring that bell for?” she asked.

It was the second time the tinkle of sound had come from the croupier at the trente et quarante table.

“Heaven knows!” said Timothy. “Maybe it is to call the other worshippers.”

Again the young Englishman looked round and said, something.

“What did he say?” asked Timothy.

“He said seventeen,” said the girl. “Was that the number you backed?”

Timothy smiled.

“There are no numbers on that table except No. 1 — and No. 1 is the fat man with the rake — he gets it coming and going. Mary, I’m going to ask you one question: If I make good will you marry me?”

She was silent and again the voice of the croupier came:

“Rouge perd — couleur gagne.”

“What does ‘rouge perd’ mean?” she asked. “He has said that ever so many times.”

“It means ‘black wins,’” said Timothy.

“Does black always win?” she asked.

“Not always,” said Timothy gently. “Maybe he’s only saying that to lure me back to the table. Mary, what do you say?”

“I say yes,” she said, and to the scandal of the one attendant who was watching them he bent forward and kissed her.

A terrible act this, for the gold-laced and liveried footman, who came with slow, majestic steps to where they sat.

“Monsieur,” he said, “this is not done.”

Timothy looked up at him.

“Chassez-vous,” he said firmly.

It was startling French, but it was the nearest he could get at the moment to “chase yourself.”

Again the bell tinkled, and the young Englishman rose, thrust a small packet of money into his pocket and came forward toward them, bearing what looked to be a large book without covers. His face was a little haggard and the perspiration stood on his forehead.

“This is getting on my nerves, old man. You had better play yourself,” he said, and he handed the book to Timothy, and Timothy looked vaguely from his hands to the hot Englishman.

“What’s this?” he croaked.

“A run of twenty-eight on the black,” said the Englishman. “It is phenomenal! You wanted me to go on, didn’t you? I asked you whether I should play your thousand francs. The bank bust four times — didn’t you hear them ring for more money?”

Timothy nodded. He had no words.

“Well, your six went to twelve and I left the maximum run,” the Englishman said. “I asked you if that was right and you nodded.”

“Yes, I nodded,” said Timothy mechanically.

“You’ve won twenty-seven and a-half maximums.”

Timothy looked at the money in his hand, looked up at the ceiling and gulped something down.

“Thank you,” he gasped. “I am obliged to you.”

It was inadequate, but it was all that he could say.

“Not at all,” said the Englishman. “I won a lot of money myself.”

“I’m not a great hand at arithmetic,” said Timothy, “will you tell me how many pounds twenty-seven and a half maximums make?”

It was a remarkable situation. Somebody should have laughed, but they were all too serious, the girl as serious as Timothy, and the young Englishman scrawling calculations on a loose page of his notebook.

“Thirty-five francs to a pound,” he said, “makes 340 a coup. Twenty-seven and a-half is about—”

“Thank you!” said Timothy, and he gripped the other’s hand and wrung it. “Thank you, fairy godmother — I don’t know your other name.”

They stood together watching his lanky figure, as he, wholly unconscious of the providential part he had played, moved down to the roulette table, eyeing the game with the air of superiority which every player of trente et quarante has for a game with a paltry maximum of six thousand francs.

“Timothy,” whispered the girl, “isn’t it wonderful?”

He put the money into his pocket and it bulged untidily.

“What are you going to do with it?” she asked.

“Give it to the poor,” said Timothy, taking her arm.

“To the poor?”

She was wondering whether his fortune had driven him mad.

“The poor,” he said firmly, “money won by gambling—”

“Nonsense,” she broke in, “to what poor are you giving it?”

“To poor Timothy,” said he. “Let us dash madly to the bar and drink orangeade.”
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The band was playing one of de Courville’s new revue tunes, and the Cafe de Paris was crowded out. There had been a big influx of visitors from Nice, and Monte Carlo presented an appearance comparable with the height of the season. Mrs. Renfrew had motored up to La Turbie, and a bank of cloud having descended upon the mountain made the road dangerous. (Those who have journeyed from the Corniche to Monte Carlo by night will appreciate just how dangerous is that road.) She had, therefore, elected to spend the night at the hotel on the top of the hill.

This information she had telephoned to the girl on the night following Timothy’s great win, and had added that she could see “the twinkling lights of Monte Carlo” and that “the misty spaces of ocean filled her with strange unrest,” which observation had been repeated to the unsympathetic Timothy.

“It must be awful to have a mind like that,” he said, and then, “Mary, I’ve been a long time waiting to exchange confidences about cousins.”

“I have no confidences to give to you about Mrs. Renfrew,” said Mary with a smile, “but you have been on the point of telling me about your cousin so often that I feel a little curious.”

The story he had to tell was not a nice one. It meant opening old wounds and reviving sad memories, but it had to be done. She was not so shocked as he had expected.

“You have not told me anything new,” she said quietly. “You see, all along I have known that the ‘A. C.’ in your name stood for ‘Alfred Cartwright,’ and once uncle told me that he had known a relative of yours, and I guessed.”

Suddenly she demanded: “Do you think Cartwright is in Europe?”

Timothy nodded.

“I am certain. That is, if Morocco is in Europe,” he said. “I have had it in the back of my mind ever since the crime was committed that that is the place he would make for. You see, in the few minutes I had with him he told me, perhaps not the whole of the story, but at any rate his version. He knows Morocco and has been there before. He spoke about a Moorish chief named El Mograb, who wanted him to stay with the tribe, and he told me he was sorry he had not followed the Moor’s advice.”

“Did you tell the police that?” she asked.

He shook his head.

“I did not tell the police very much about that visit. Cartwright revived his accusations against Sir John. It meant digging up these charges, and that is what I did not wish to do, for — for—”

“For my sake?” she said quietly.

“That’s about the size of it,” replied Timothy.

A little stream of diners were leaving the restaurant, moving slowly down the narrow aisle between the tables, and Timothy stopped talking as they passed and eyed them with a bored interest usual to the circumstances.

It was after the interruption had ended, and the last of the little stream had departed, that he saw the card on the table. It was near his place and it had not been there before. He picked it up and on the uppermost side was written: “Do not let your friend see this.”

“Well, I’m—” he began, and turned the card over. It was not written but printed in capital letters; “IF YOU DO NOT HEAR FROM ME BY THE TWENTY-NINTH, I BEG OF YOU THAT YOU WILL GO TO TANGIER AND ENQUIRE AT THE CONTINENTAL HOTEL FOR A MAN CALLED RAHBAT — A MOOR, WHO WILL LEAD YOU TO ME. I BEG YOU FOR THE SAKE OF OUR RELATIONSHIP TO COME. DID YOU GET THE MONEY?”

Timothy laid the card down and stared at the girl.

“What is it?” she asked and reached out her hand.

“I — it is nothing,” he said hurriedly.

“Nonsense, Timothy. What is it? Let me see it, please.”

Without a word he handed the card to the girl, who read it through in silence.

“Who is that from?” she asked. “Cartwright?”

He nodded.

“Obviously,” he said, “the reference to the money and the appeal to our relationship — but how did it get there?”

He called the head waiter.

“Who were those people who went out just now?” he asked.

“They are very well known,” explained the head waiter. “There was a monsieur, a London theatrical manager, and a madame who was his wife. There was another monsieur, an American writer, and an English monsieur who was in the employment as secretary to a madame who lives at Cap Martin.”

“Madame Serpilot?” asked Timothy quickly.

“Yes, that is the name. She is a widow, helas! but immensely rich!”

Timothy put the card into his pocket. He had said nothing to the girl about Madame Serpilot since they had left London, and for the first time he had some misgivings as to her safety. Yet in truth that sixth sense of his, which had hitherto worked so to his advantage, offered him no warning that the girl’s happiness was threatened. He was sure that whatever danger the situation held was danger to him personally. He had not seen the English monsieur who was secretary to Madame Serpilot, but then his back had been toward the far end of the room from whence the man came and he had presented no other view than the back of his head.

“It is a message from Cartwright,” he said, “and I am going to get to the bottom of this story if I stay in Monte Carlo for the rest of my life.”

He saw Mary back to her hotel, went to his room and changed, and just as the Casino was disgorging its tired clients, he walked through the palm-shaded avenue that led to the main road and began his tramp to Cap Martin. To discover a house in this area by daylight, with the aid of a plan, might have been a simple matter — by night it presented almost insuperable difficulties.

Cap Martin is a promontory of hill and pine and wild flower. Its roads run at the will of its wealthy residents, and there are lanes and paths and broad roads which are not really broad roads at all, but the private entrances to the wonderful villas in which the district abounds, and the grey light was in the eastern sky when Timothy finally located the Villa Condamine. It stood by the edge at the sea, surrounded on the land side by a high wall, though if its owner sought seclusion the woods which surrounded the villa were sufficient.

Timothy worked round a little bay until he commanded a view of the place from the sea. A zig-zag path led down from the house to the seashore, terminating in a little concrete quay. Presently he heard the sound of footsteps and a Monogasque workman, in blue overalls, came slouching along the shore path, pipe in mouth.

He bade the young man a cheery good-morning and stopped, in the friendly way of the Monogasques, to talk. He was a gardener on his way to the villa. He could be on his way to nowhere else, for the rough path on which Timothy stood led straight to a door in the high wall. It was a good job, but he wished he lived nearer. But then, none of madame’s servants slept in the house, and —

“Ah! voila! It is the Moor!” and he pointed out to sea.

A tiny steam yacht was coming slowly to land — Timothy had seen its lights for an hour — and was steaming now to its anchorage, leaving the line of its wake on the smooth surface of the water.

“The Moor!” said Timothy quickly, and then carelessly, “Does any Moor live here?”

“No, monsieur,” said the man, “but this is a great Moor who sometimes comes here from Morocco. A long journey, monsieur”. It is five days’ voyage from the Moorish coast—”

“Does he come to the Villa Condamine?” asked Timothy.

“But yes,” said the man. “He is a friend of the madame, and twice has he been there in three months.”

There was a little splash of water under the bow of the yacht, when the anchor was dropped, and presently a boat drew away and in the stem-sheets was a figure muffled in a white jellab.

Timothy looked after the retreating figure of the gardener, who was leisurely pursuing his way, and, turning, followed him. It was unlikely that the mysterious madame would allow a humble workman to have the key of the garden gate, yet to his surprise this was the case. The man opened the gate and waited, looking round as if he expected somebody. Timothy guessed that there were two or more workmen and that this particular man had the key and admitted the lot. In this surmise he proved to be right. Presently yet another blue-bloused gardener appeared, and the two stood together waiting for a third. He made no appearance, and the two men passed through the door and pulled it close behind them.

Timothy quickened his pace. As he had thought, the door was left ajar for the third man. He pushed it open gently, but saw nothing but the end of a twisting path, which disappeared between high hedges of lilac.

If ever there was a time to take a chance it was now; and he was through the gate, gingerly treading the path, before he realised what he had done. He heard voices and moved with caution. Then, after about five minutes, he heard the garden gate behind him bang. The third workman had arrived and the exit was closed. He made his way through the pines which served to screen the house from observation. There was nobody in sight, and the voices had died away. He could walk more boldly now and came at last to the edge of the wood in full view of the villa. Between him and the house was about fifty yards of clear space. He took a chance and crossed it, his objective being a ground-floor window which was open.

The entrance was not so easily effected as he had expected. The sill of the window was just above the level of his head, and offered no grip to his hands. He made a tour of reconnaissance, but failed to find any other entrance. Behind the sill, he thought, must be a window-frame, and stepping back two paces he made a leap and gripped the frame. Quickly he pulled himself up and dropped into the room.

He was conscious of a sweet, fragrant perfume the moment his head became level with the window, and now he saw the explanation. The bare floor was covered three inches thick with rose petals. Evidently the owner made her own perfumery, and this hobby explained the open window. There was no furniture in the room, winch was apparently given up to the purpose of drying the petals. The door was unfastened, and he passed into a stone corridor. The structure of the house puzzled him. He did not expect to find himself in the basement; then he remembered that the villa was built on sloping ground, and that the main entrance must be on a higher floor.

A flight of stone steps led to the upper level, and he went up cautiously, a step at a time, and found his exit barred by a door which was fastened on the other side with padlock and staple. It was a primitive method of locking up a cellar, and Timothy, remembering that he had passed a recess filled with garden tools, went back to find the means to remove this obstruction. A long chisel prised the staples from the door with ridiculous ease.

He heard voices speaking in low, guarded tones and moved along the carpeted hall on tiptoe. He listened at the door of the room from which the voices proceeded, and was in two minds as to what his next step should be. The door was one of two let in the same wall. He stopped and brought his, ear to the keyhole of the second and there was no sound. Turning the handle, he looked in.

As he expected, it was separated from the other room by a pair of folding doors which were closed. The voices were more distinct but still indistinguishable. He was now in a small drawingroom, well but not luxuriously furnished. Tall French windows led to a loggia, and, what was more important, on either side of these hung long velvet curtains, which might serve, in case of necessity, as a place of concealment.

He heard the door of the next room open, and the voices proceeded along the passage. Then the handle of his own door turned. He had just time to slip behind the curtains before somebody entered. It was a woman, and at the sound of her voice he nearly jumped. She was speaking to somebody in the passage.

“He has gone to his room,” she said. “Have your breakfast. He will want you to go into Monte Carlo this morning.”

“By daylight?” said the person to whom she spoke, and again Timothy recognised the voice.

“He would not know you with those spectacles. Besides, you had a moustache when you saw him before.”

The man in the passage mumbled something, and Timothy heard the door of the room close. There was a desk, he had noticed, against the blank wall of the room, and it was to this she made her way. He heard the scratching of her pen on paper, then he walked from his place of concealment. Her back was to him and she did not hear him until his shadow fell across the table. Then, with a little cry, she leapt up.

“Good morning. Lady Maxell,” said Timothy.
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Sadie Maxell was as white as the paper on which she had been writing.

“How did you get in here?”

Timothy did not answer. He stepped round so that he was between the woman and the door.

“Where is Cartwright?”

“Cartwright?” she repeated. “What do you want to know of him?”

“Lower your voice, if you please,” said Timothy sharply. “What is Cartwright to you?”

She licked her dry lips before she spoke. Then:

“I married Cartwright or Benson in Paris — years ago,” she said.

Timothy took a step back.

“You married Cartwright,” he said incredulously. “That explains why you came away?”

She was looking at him steadily.

“If it wanted any explanation — yes,” she said. “What are you going to do?”

“I’m going after the man you have upstairs, the fake Moor, who came into this house half an hour ago, and I’m going to hand him to justice.”

Before he knew what had happened, she gripped him by his coat with both hands.

“You are not going to do anything of the kind, Mr Take A Chance Anderson,” she said between her teeth, and her voice trembled with passion. “I hated him once, but that was before I knew him. I would sooner see you dead as the other man died than that you should bring him more trouble.”

“Let me go,” said Timothy, trying to press loose the hands.

“You’ll leave this house and forget that you were ever here. Oh, you fool, you fool!”

He had wrenched himself clear of her and flung her backward.

“I have a few words to say to your friend,” he said, “and I think you’d better stay here whilst I’m saying them. I hate having family quarrels in public, anyway.”

He had not heard the door open behind him and it was the “swish” of the loaded cane which warned him. It did not strike him fair on the head, as was intended, but caught him a glancing blow and he fell on his knees, turning his face to his attacker. He knew it was Brown even before the blow fell.

“Shall I settle him?” said a voice as the stick went up again.

“No, no!” cried the woman, “for God’s sake, no!”

It was at that moment that Timothy low-tackled his assailant. Brown tried to strike, but he was too late and went crashing to the floor, his head against the wall. He made one effort to rise, and then with a groan collapsed.

Timothy rose, shaking himself and rubbing his bruised shoulder. Without a word, and with only a look at the woman, he made for the door and banged it in her face. His head was swimming as he made his way up the stairs, swaying at every step. From the broad landing at the top led three doors, only one of which was closed. He turned the handle and went in.

A man was standing by the window, which overlooked the calm expanse of ocean, glittering in the light of the rising sun. From shoulder to heel he was clad in a long white mantle and a dark blue turban encircled his head.

“Now, Cartwright,” said Timothy, “you and I will settle accounts.”

The man had not moved at the sound of the voice, but when Timothy had finished he turned.

“My God!” cried Timothy. “Sir John Maxell.”
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“Timothy,” said Mary, “I was just thinking about that beautiful house you took me to see at Cap Martin.”

“Were you, dear?” said Timothy without any show of interest.

They were on the cross-Channel boat and Boulogne was astern.

“Yes,” said the girl. “Do you know, I had a feeling that you had taken me there to show me to somebody, some friend of yours perhaps. All the time I was walking about the garden I had a sense of being watched. It is not an uncomfortable sensation, but just that overlooked feeling one has sometimes. I love Monte Carlo. Do you think we shall go back there after — after—”

“It is likely,” said Timothy.

The girl rose and went forward along the deck to get a view of a passing destroyer. Timothy took a letter from his pocket and read it for about the twentieth time. It was undated and began:

“MY DEAR ANDERSON — I cannot tell you how grateful I am to you for your kindness and for the big, generous sympathy you have shown me. Especially am I glad that you brought Mary so that I could see her again, for I just hungered for a sight of the child. Won’t you please forgive Sadie? She acted without my knowledge but in my interests, as she thought, in trying to keep you away from Monte Carlo after she had planned to bring the girl so that I could see her.

“Yes, I killed Cartwright, but I shot him in self-defence. His body lies at the bottom of a disused well in the garden of my house. It is perfectly true that I had been associated in business with him and that I was in his Moorish syndicate and heavily involved. I was so very deeply involved at one time, and so near ruin that, deceived by some statement which had been made to Sadie’s fortune, I made her acquaintance and married her. During the past year I have never ceased to thank God that I did so, for she had been the most loyal companion and friend that a man could desire.

“It was I who fired the shot through my own window. I contemplated flight from Cartwright, and was manufacturing evidence against him in advance — God forgive me. Sadie guessed, and when she watched me drawing from the well the bag containing proof that Cartwright’s charge was not wholly false, she knew the end was near.

“I am perfectly happy, and spend most of my time developing my property in Morocco, under the protection of El Mograb, an old Moorish friend of mine, and the supreme protection of the Sultan, who, as the Pretender, received considerable help from me. I am six months of the year with Sadie, for Sadie either lives on the Riviera or at Cadiz and is easily reachable in my hired yacht.

“I think it best for all concerned, and especially for our dear Mary, that I remain as dead. Some day I the whole story may be told, but no useful purpose would be served by publishing it to-day. The card with the message was intended for her, but I am glad that it fell into your hands. As you guessed, it was I who flung Mary’s money into your room — I dared not post it to her for fear I was betrayed by my writing, and I knew that you were safe. God bless you both and bring you happiness and prosperity, to which I hope this property of mine will one day contribute.”

Timothy folded the letter and was putting it in his pocket, then changed his mind and took it out. He read it again, then tore it into pieces and flung it over the side of the ship.

Then he too went forward to the wife he had married in Paris — much against the wishes of a scandalised Mrs. Renfrew — who nevertheless termed it “a pretty romance” in the article she wrote for the Bath County Herald.


The End
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Fate and an easy-running Spanz brought Andrew Macleod to the environs of Beverley. The town itself was at the end of a reluctant branch line, and had no visible excuse for existence, or means of support. Yet, for some extraordinary reason, the people of Beverley did not starve and the queer little shops that formed its one, broad, shaded street had the appearance of prosperity. This it could not have drawn from its aristocratic suburb, for Beverley Green had its supplies from the great department stores elsewhere, and came only to the town for such stocks as had been overlooked in the ordering.

Andy brought his long-bonneted car to a rest before the post office and got down. In five minutes he was chatting to headquarters, and the subject of his conversation was Allison John Wicker, alias Four-Eyed Scottie, from his practice of wearing spectacles. Scottie was one of the few men of his profession who enjoyed walking. When the manager of the Regent Diamond Syndicate came to his office one morning and found that somebody had saved him the bother of opening the large fire-and thief-resisting safe by means of an acetylene blower, it was as clearly Scottie’s work as though he had left his receipt for the seven parcels of stones he had taken. Railway stations and ports of embarkation were instantly picketed by extra police, hotels were visited, and all constabularies warned.

Andy Macleod, spending his holiday with a fishing-rod and an accumulation of books which he had not time to read during the year, was dragged away from his recreation to organise the search.

He had started life as Dr Macleod, an assistant pathologist at headquarters, and had drifted into the profession of thief-catcher without exactly knowing how. Officially he was still a pathologist, a man to be called to the witness stand to testify the manner of deceased’s death; unofficially, though they called him ‘sir’, he was ‘Andy’ to the youngest policeman that walked a beat.

“He passed through Panton Mills three days ago on a walking tour. I’m pretty certain it was Scottie,” he said. “I’m quartering the country between here and Three Lakes. The local police swear that he hasn’t been near Beverley, which means that he must have been living under their noses. They are a bright lot; asked me if he had done anything wrong, and they have had full particulars of the theft and a description of Scottie for a week.”

A girl walked into the post office at this moment. Glancing sideways through the glass panel of the telephone booth, Andy noted her admiringly. Attractive — pretty — beautiful? To all men, all women look their best in tailored costumes of severe cut. She was tall for a woman; slim, but not thin.

“Yes, I think so,” he answered his chief mechanically, his eyes on the girl.

She raised her hand, and he saw a ring on the engagement finger; a gold ring with little emeralds, or they may have been sapphires — no, they were emeralds. He caught the sea-green of them.

He had opened the door of the booth an inch after the more secret portion of his report had been made, and with one free ear he caught the murmur of her voice.

More than pretty, he decided, and admired the profile turned towards him.

And then a curious thing happened. She must have looked at him when his eyes were turned. Possibly she asked who he was; more likely the garrulous old postmaster, to whom Andy had shown his card to facilitate his call, volunteered the information. Andy heard the word ‘detective’. From where he stood he had a clear view of her face.

“Detective!” she no more than whispered the word, but he heard — and saw. Her hands gripped the edge of the counter and the colour went out other face, leaving it a deathly white. Even the lips changed their hue queerly.

So intent, so startled was he, that he took the receiver from his ear, and at that moment she turned and met his gaze. Fear, panic, horror were in those eyes. He had a sense of something trapped and tortured as he stared at her, openmouthed. Her eyes left his, and she fumbled at the money on the counter, the change the old man had put there, her hands shaking so that at last she scooped the coins into her palm and went out of the office hurriedly.

Unconscious of the fact that at the other end of the wire a puzzled police official was tapping the receiver urgently, having his own views to express, Andy hung up and passed into the shop.

“Who was that lady?” he asked as he paid the telephone charge.

“That, sir? Why, that’s Miss Nelson, from the Green — Beverley Green, over by the hills. Wonderful place; you ought to see it. Lot of rich people live there. Mr Boyd Salter, you’ve heard of him? And Mr Merrivan, he’s a rich man, too, though he’s a bit mean, and oh, a lot of swell people. It’s a sort of a — what do you call it? A garden city, that’s what it is. Some of the biggest houses in the country. Mr Nelson’s family lived there for years, long before there was any garden city. Remember his grandfather; a fine old fellow he was.”

The postmaster was prepared to offer detailed biographies of the favoured folk who lived at Beverley Green, and Andy was anxious to catch another glimpse of the girl, and cut short the explanation.

He saw her walking quickly down the middle of the road, and guessed that she was on her way to the railway station.

He was puzzled and irritated. How might he explain her agitation? What had she to fear from detectives? What folly, big or small, had been responsible for the cold terror that had come to her eyes?

It was a waste of time to consider the cause. The folk of these little towns, picturesque, aloof from the world, where the stream of life seemed so idyllic and unruffled by the great passion storms which lash the surfaces of the cities, must inevitably experience crises no less tragic than these which disturb the people of the greater world. But —

The word ‘detective’, implying, as it would, the secret investigations of the law, holds no discomfort for normal, law-abiding people.

“Humph!” said Andy, and rubbed his smooth chin. “This won’t catch Scottie!”

He drove the car out of the village, intending to push forward to the main road and begin his quartering of the network of secondary feeders which lie to the south from a point twenty miles away.

Slowing to take a sharp bend, a mile or more from Beverley, he saw an opening in the hedge to the right. There was a broad, gravelled boulevard flanked by trees; the paths, bordered by well-trimmed turf, curved out of view. An artistic signpost said private road to beverley green.

His speed had carried him beyond the opening, and he backed, looked thoughtfully at the sign, then turned into the drive. It was hardly likely that Scottie would pass into what was probably a dead end. On the other hand, Scottie was a versatile genius and a great opportunist. And Beverley Green was a rich community. So Andy told himself by way of excuse, though in his heart he knew that his curiosity had its causation in a new interest. He wanted to see the house in which she lived. What kind of style did Miss Nelson keep up?

The drive twisted and turned and at last took a sharper turn than usual, and Beverley Green, in all its summery beauty, came suddenly into view. Andy reduced speed to a walking pace. Before him was a broad space. It was almost flat, and was fringed with an unbroken border of flowering shrubs. Within a dozen yards from the drive was a tee, an indication of a golf course which probably extended along the valley. Set about the green, half revealed through the trees which surrounded them, were a dozen houses. A glimpse of a gable, a flash of a white-sashed window, a hint of timbering, the upstanding lift of a twisted Elizabethan chimney, indicated the type of architecture.

Andy looked around for somebody to question. The road bent sharply left and right from where he sat, and at the corner was a quaintly shingled building which suggested a club. He guessed it was a noticeboard attached to the gatepost, and was getting out of the car to investigate further when a man came into view around the corner on which the building was situated.

“Prosperous city merchant — retired,” said Andy mentally. “Black alpaca coat, broad-toed shoes, stiff collar, and a double watchguard. Probably pompous, and wondering what the devil I mean by trespassing in these Elysian fields.”

Certainly the newcomer eyed the intruder gravely, though it would be an exaggeration to say that he looked in any way resentful.

His age might have been anything between forty-five and sixty. The big, smooth face was unlined, and his gait was alert to the point of briskness. A big man, he supported his stoutness so well that Andy did not notice that he was inclined to fat until some time later.

The greeting he offered dispelled any doubt of welcome that the visitor may have harboured.

“Good morning, sir,” he said. “You seem to be looking for somebody. The Green is a difficult locality for strangers; our houses have no names or numbers.”

He laughed sedately.

“I am not looking for anybody in particular,” said Andy, giving smile for smile. “I was led here by curiosity. It is a beautiful spot. I heard about it at Beverley.”

The other inclined his head.

“We get very few visitors — I nearly said ‘happily’, but that would be unkind. The estate is privately owned by myself and my neighbours, and we have no inn to tempt visitors to stay. A guesthouse.” He waved his hand to the wisteria-covered building which Andy had thought might be a club. “We maintain that for visitors. Sometimes we cannot accommodate all our friends, and sometimes we have a distinguished — ah — person who is, so to speak, the guest of our little community. At present, for example,” he went on, “we have an eminent Canadian geologist.”

“Happy man,” smiled Andy, “and happy community. Are all these houses occupied?”

He asked the question well knowing that every house would be in occupation, but anticipating the form a reply would take.

“Oh indeed, yes. That last house on the left is Mr Pearson’s, the great architect, now of course retired. The next house with the gables is Mr Wilmot’s, a gentleman who is — er — well, I don’t know what he is, even though he is my nephew — shall we say something in the city? The next house, where you see the rambler roses, is Mr Nelson’s — Kenneth Leonard Nelson, of whom you must have heard.”

“The artist?” Andy was interested.

“Exactly. A great artist. He has a studio, but you cannot see it from here; it is on the northern side. Artists, I understand, prefer the northern light. The house on the far corner — you may not observe the corner from here, but there is a lane at the side leading to the tennis courts — that is my feudal mansion,” he chuckled good-humouredly.

“What is that big mansion on the side of the hill?” asked Andy.

So her father was Nelson the artist. Now what had he heard about Nelson the artist? The name suggested something unpleasant.

“That house on the hill?” replied the guide. “That, unhappily, is not of our community. It is, in fact, the real feudal castle around which we humble — er — peasants have built our hovels.”

The conceit seemed to please him, and he repeated, “Built our hovels,” before he went on: “That is Mr Boyd Salter’s place. The family has lived here or hereabouts for centuries, sir. The Salters come down from — well, I won’t inflict their history upon you. Mr Boyd Salter is a very rich man, but a semi-invalid.”

Andy nodded and the other went on:

“There is our guest. Professor Bellingham. My name, by the way, is Merrivan.”

So this was Mr Merrivan. “Rich, but a bit mean,” was the description the postmaster gave.

Andy was eyeing the approaching figure of the Canadian geologist — a spare man in baggy breeches with a studious stoop.

“Been out on the hills collecting fossils. Quite a number have been found here,” explained Mr Merrivan.

“I think I know him rather well,” said Andy, more than interested.

He walked across to meet the professor, and when they were separated by a few yards the geologist looked up and stopped.

“Hard lines, Scottie,” said Andrew Macleod, with ill-simulated sorrow. “Are you going to make a fuss, or shall I take you somewhere to lunch?”

“Logic is my weakness,” confessed Scottie, “and if you’ll let me go up to my room to pack a few articles of raiment I’ll step along with you. I see you’ve got a car, but I’d rather walk.”

Andy said nothing, but when they joined Mr Merrivan: “The professor is going to show me some of his specimens,” he said pleasantly, “and thank you very much, Mr Merrivan, for your kindness and courtesy.”

“Perhaps you will come back one day and let me show you round?” invited the big man.

“I should be delighted,” answered Andy, and meant it.

He followed Scottie up the oaken stairs of the guesthouse to the delightful little room that he had occupied for two days.

“Scepticism is the curse of this age,” said Scottie bitterly. “Do you think I wouldn’t have come back if you’d let me go alone to my room?”

There were times when Scottie was childish, and Andy Macleod did not trouble to reply.

The lank man stepped into the car, wearing on his countenance an expression of sheer distaste.

“There are too many motor cars in these days,” he complained. “Lack of exercise is killing thousands every day. What do you want me for, Mac? Whatever it is, I’ve got an alibi.”

“Where did you find it? With the fossils?” demanded his captor, and Scottie relapsed into a dignified silence.
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With scottie lodged in the adequate lock-up, Andy discovered that there were certain formalities that need be gone through before his prisoner could be transferred to the area where he must answer for his sins.

“Where can I find one?” asked Andy, when he was told that the transfer must be approved and ordered by the local justice.

“Well, sir,” meditated the sergeant of police, “there’s Mr. Staining, but he’s ill; and there’s Mr James Bolter, but he’s on his holidays, and there’s Mr Carrol, but, now I come to think of it, he’s gone up to the horse show. He breeds—”

Andy interrupted him.

“There is something in the air of this place which makes people talkative, sergeant,” he said patiently, “but perhaps I was a little obscure. I don’t want the names of the men who aren’t here. Is there anybody in the neighbourhood who is on the Commission of the Peace?”

“There is one gentleman,” emphasised the sergeant. “Mr Boyd Salter. He’ll sign the order.” He added: “If he’s at home.”

Andy grinned, and went in search of Mr Boyd Salter.

He found that the nearest way to the house avoided Beverley Green; in fact, Mr Salter’s demesne ran well into Beverley, and was reached through a pair of lodge gates at the end of the town. He had seen them before and wondered who lived beyond them.

Beverley Hall was a handsome mansion of the type that Inigo Jones had made famous.

It was a house of silence. The first sound he heard as he was taken into a spacious, stone-flagged hall was the ticking of a clock. The manservant moved noiselessly to carry Andy’s visiting card, and Andy saw that he wore rubber-soled shoes. He was a long time gone, and when he returned he beckoned the caller forward.

“Mr Salter is a martyr to nerve trouble, sir,” he whispered. “If you would speak quietly to him he would be obliged, I am sure.”

Andy expected to meet an invalid, and had a vision of a trembling figure propped in a cushioned chair. Instead, he found a healthy-looking man of fifty, who looked up quickly as, unannounced, Andy was shown into the room.

“Good afternoon, Mr Macleod. What can I do for you? I see you are on police business,” he said, examining the card.

Andy explained the reason for his visit.

“You needn’t lower your voice,” smiled the other. “I suppose Tilling told you? Sometimes I am rather jumpy, but this is one of my good days.” He looked at the document which Andy put before him and signed it. “Our friend is the jewel burglar, isn’t he?” he said. “Where has he been hiding?”

“In your garden city,” said Andy, and a frown puckered Mr Salter’s handsome face.

“Beverley Green? At the guesthouse, of course?”

Andy nodded. “Did you meet any of the citizens?”

“One; Mr Merrivan.” There was nothing said for a little while, then: “A curious lot of people. Wilmot is a rum fish. I can’t quite get the measure of him. I’ve often thought he was an aristocratic burglar. What is the name of that fellow in the book — Ruffles? Ah, Raffles, that’s it! A queer fish, Wilmot. Then there’s Nelson. There is a weird fellow! Drinks like the devil! He’d drink the sea dry.”

It was then Andy remembered the story he had heard about the artist.

“He has a daughter,” he suggested.

“Ah, yes. Nice girl; very pretty. Wilmot is engaged to her or something of the sort. My son is a great news-gatherer when he’s at home. He ought to be in the police service — at school now. H’m.”

He looked down at the warrant, blotted it, and passed it across to Andy.

“Mr Merrivan seems a very nice man,” he suggested.

The justice shook his had.

“Know nothing about him whatever,” he said. “I’ve just said ‘How d’ye do’ to him, nothing more. He appears an inoffensive gentleman. Rather a bore, but inoffensive. Talks too fluently; everybody does in Beverley.”

To emphasise this local weakness he went on, without stopping, to give the history of Beverley and its people. Presently he spoke of the Hall.

“Yes, it’s a beautiful little place, but the estate is a very expensive one to keep up. I’ve not been able to do what I should have done, if—”

He looked quickly away, as though he feared his visitor could read his thoughts. It was some time before he spoke again. “Have you ever associated with the devil, Mr Macleod?”

He was not joking. The look he shot at Andy was straight and stern.

“I have associated with a number of minor devils,” smiled Andy, “but I cannot lay claim to knowing the father of them.”

The eyes of Mr Salter did not waver. They fixed Andy absently, it is true, but steadfastly, for fully thirty seconds.

“There is a man in London called Abraham Selim,” he said, speaking slowly, “who is a devil. I am not telling you this as a police officer. I don’t know why I am telling you at all. I think it comes of a natural association of ideas. I have had to sign many orders of arrest, but never once have I put pen to paper without thinking of this greatest of criminals. He is a murderer — a murderer!”

Andy, startled, moved in his chair.

“He has killed men; broken their hearts; ground them into the earth. He had a friend of mine like that!” He clasped his hand tight until the knuckles showed white.

“Abraham Selim?” Andy could think of nothing else to say, and his host nodded.

“If, as I believe, he will one day make a slip and fall into your hands, send me word. No, no, I don’t mean that; he will never be trapped!”

“Is he Semitic — or Turkish? His name suggests both origins.”

Boyd Salter shook his head.

“I’ve never seen him. I’ve not met anybody who has,” he said surprisingly. “Now off you go, Mr Macleod. What is your rank, by the way?”

“I’ve been trying to discover for years,” said Andy. “I’m by way of being a medical.”

“A doctor?”

Andy nodded.

“I do a lot of analytical work. I’m a sort of assistant pathologist.”

Boyd Salter smiled.

“Then I should have called you ‘Doctor’,” he said. “Edinburgh, of course.”

Andy agreed.

“I’ve a weakness for doctors. My nerves are — terrible. Is there any cure?”

“Psychoanalysis,” said Andy promptly. “It enables you to take out your inhibited worries and stare ’em out of countenance. Goodbye, sir.”

There was no more effectual way of giving Andy Macleod his conge than to talk medicines with him.

“Goodbye-er — Doctor. You look very young for such a position — thirty or thirty-one?”

“You suggested midway, sir,” laughed Andy, and went out.
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Stella Nelson left the post office in a panic. Though she did not turn her head, she was conscious that the goodlooking, strong-faced man she had seen in the telephone box was looking after her. What would he think, he, a man to whom, in all probability, the flicker of an eyelash had significance? She had nearly swooned at the shock of that word ‘detective’, and he had seen her sway and turn pale, and must have wondered what was the cause.

She wanted to run, and it required all her reserve of will to keep her from increasing her already hurried pace. She went rapidly down the declivity to the railway station and found she had half an hour to wait, and only then remembered that when she had left the house she had given herself time to order a number of commodities that were required for the kitchen. Should she go back? Dare she face the grave scrutiny which had so terrified her?

Eventually she did go back. The spur of self-contempt urged her, yet she was relieved to discover that the blue car had gone. She hurried from store to store with her orders, and then, after a moment’s hesitation, went across to the post office and bought some stamps.

“What did you say that man was?”

With an effort she kept her voice steady.

“A detective, miss,” said the old postmaster with relish. “You could have knocked me down with a feather duster when he showed me his card. I don’t know what he’s after.”

“Where has he gone?” she asked, dreading the reply.

“He’s gone up to Beverley Green, Miss, according to what he told me.”

The postmaster’s memory was not of the brightest, or he would have recalled the fact that Andy had expressed no such intention.

“To Beverley Green?” she said slowly.

“That’s it, miss — Macleod!” he said suddenly. “That’s the name. I couldn’t remember it. Macleod.” He pronounced it “Mac-lo-ed.”

“Macleod,” she corrected him. “Is he staying here?”

“No, miss, he’s just passing through. Banks, the butcher, wouldn’t believe that we had a detective in the town — a real man from headquarters. He’s the fellow who gave evidence in that Marchmont poisoning murder. Do you remember it, miss? A wonderful murder it was, too. A man poisoned his wife, being anxious to marry another lady, and this Macleod’s evidence got him hanged. Banks told me that, but I remembered it the moment he spoke. I’ve got a wonderful memory for murder cases.”

She went back at a more leisurely pace to the station and took a ticket. She was undecided, tormented by doubt and fear. She hated the idea of going away from the place, even for a few hours, whilst that man was prying into heaven knows what, she told herself fretfully.

Again she walked back towards the village, and then she heard the scream of the train whistle. No, she would carry out her original idea. One danger at any rate was definite. She hated Macleod. He was an enemy. She hated him, but she feared him too. She shivered at the recollection of that inquiring stare of his, which said so plainly: “You have something to fear.” She tried hard to read, but her mind was never upon the newspaper, and, though her eyes followed the lines, she saw nothing, read nothing.

Nearing her destination, she wondered that she had ever dreamt of going back. She had only a week to settle this ghastly business of hers — exactly a week — and every day counted. She might be successful. She might be returning that afternoon, her heart singing with happiness, passing by these very fields and bridges, her mind at peace.

Mechanically she noticed the objects of the landscape as the train flashed through. She must remember to register her emotions when they came to that white farmhouse on the return journey. By the time she saw it again she might not have a care in the world.

Dreams and journey ended simultaneously. She hurried out through the big terminus, crowded with jostling, horrible people, who would not so much as turn their heads if she died that moment. A taxicab came to her signal.

“Ashlar Building?” he pondered, and then: “I know where you mean, miss.”

The Ashlar Building was a great block of offices; she had never seen it before, and had no idea as to how she was to find the man on whom she was calling. Inside the hall, however, and covering both walls, was an indicator, and her eyes went down column after column of names until they stopped.

309, Abraham Selim.

The office was on the fifth floor.

It was some time before she found it, for it stood in a corner of a long wing — two office doors, one marked private, the other abr. selim.

She knocked at the door, and a voice said:

“Come in.”

A small rail separated the office from the narrow gangway in which callers were permitted to stand.

“Yes, miss?”

The man who advanced to her was brusque and a little hostile.

“I want to see Mr Selim,” she said, and the young man shook his well-pomaded head.

“You can’t see him, miss, without an appointment,” he said, “and even then he won’t talk to you.” He stopped suddenly and stared at her. “Why, Miss Nelson!” he said. “I never expected to see you here.”

She flushed, and strove vainly to recall where he had ever seen her.

“You remember me, miss — Sweeny,” he said, and her face went a deeper red.

“Why, of course. Sweeny.”

She was embarrassed, humiliated, at this discovery.

“You left Mr Merrivan’s service rather hurriedly, didn’t you?”

He was uncomfortable in his turn.

“Yes, I did, miss.” He coughed. “I had a bit of a disagreement with Mr Merrivan. A very mean gentleman, and awfully suspicious.” He coughed again. “Did you hear nothing, miss?”

She shook her head. The Nelsons did not keep their servants long enough to reach the stage of intimacy where they could gossip with them, even if they were so inclined.

“Well, the fact is,” said Sweeny, a trifle relieved that he had the opportunity of getting in his version first, “Mr Merrivan missed some silver. Very foolishly I had lent it to a brother of mine to copy. He was very interested in old silver, being a working jeweller, and when Mr Merrivan missed the silver—” He coughed again, and grew weakly incoherent. He had been accused of stealing — he! And he had been fired without ado. “I’d have been starving now, miss, only Mr Selim got to hear of me and gave me this job. It is not much,” he added deprecatingly, “but it is something. I often wish I was back in the happy valley. That’s what I always called Beverley Green.”

She cut short his flow of explanation and reminiscence.

“When can I see Mr Selim?” she asked.

He shook his head. “I can’t tell you that, miss. I’ve never seen him myself.”

“What!” she said, staring at him in amazement.

“It’s a fact, miss. He’s a moneylender — why, of course, I needn’t tell you that.”

He looked knowingly at her, and she felt ready to sink through the floor from very shame.

“All his business is done by letter. I receive visitors and fix appointments. Not that he ever keeps them,” he said, “but the clients fill in blanks — you understand, miss, the amount of money they want, the security they can offer, and all that sort of thing — and I leave them here in that safe for Mr Selim when he comes.”

“When does he come?”

“God knows,” said the other piously. “He must come, because the letters are taken away two or three times a week. He communicates with the people himself. I never know how much they borrow or how much they pay back.”

“But when he wants to give instructions does he write them?” asked the girl, her curiosity getting the better other disappointment.

“He telephones. I don’t know where from. It’s a queer job. Only two hours a day, and only four days a week.”

“Is there no possibility of seeing him?” she asked desperately.

“Not a scrap,” said Sweeny, becoming important again. “There’s only one way of conducting business with Abe — he wouldn’t be mad if he knew I called him Abe, not at all — and that is by correspondence.”

She dropped her eyes to the counter and stood awhile thinking.

“Is Mr Nelson quite well, miss?” asked Sweeny.

“Very well, thank you,” she said hastily. “Thank you, Sweeny. I—” It was hateful to take a servant into her confidence. “You won’t mention the fact that you saw me here?”

“Certainly not,” said the virtuous Sweeny. “Lord, miss, if you knew the people who come up here you would be surprised. Actors and actresses, people you read about in the daily papers, ministers, religious ones—”

“Goodbye, Sweeny.”

She closed the door on his recital.

Her knees wobbled as she walked down the stairs, which she took in preference to the lift, for she knew now just how much she had counted upon the interview. With despair in her heart she saw the iron inevitability of everything. What could now arrest the sword already swinging for the blow? Nothing, nothing! The man she wanted she could not reach — the only man, she told herself bitterly, the only man!

Looking up on the journey back she saw the white farmhouse and could have wept.

She changed at the junction and arrived at Beverley at five o’clock, and the first person she saw as she stepped off the train was the calm, capable, grey-eyed man. He had seen her first, and his eyes were on hers when she stepped down. For a second her heart stood still, and then she saw at his side the man with the handcuffs on his wrist — the Canadian professor! So that was whom he was after — the Canadian professor, who had talked so entertainingly on fossils.

Scottie knew a great deal about fossils; it was his favourite subject. In prison, if one takes up a subject, one usually discovers three or four books in the library that have a bearing upon the matter. On Scottie’s other side stood a uniformed policeman. As for the criminal, he met her horrified glance with a bland smile. She supposed that people got callous and hardened after a while, and the shame of captivity ceased to be. But there must have been a time when even that lean-faced man would have dropped his eyes before the gaze of a woman who had so much as spoken to him.

She glanced quickly at Andy and went on. The relief! The dismal despair of the return journey was lightened. She was almost cheerful as she came up the rose-bordered path to the door.
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In nelson’s house you stepped from the street to a big hall, around three sides of which ran a gallery reached by a broad flight of stairs.

Nelson was standing at an easel examining a picture, and his face was hidden from her. But there was no need to see his face. The attitude was eloquent. He turned and surveyed her with a certain strange hauteur which a king might reserve for unwelcome intruders. He was a man with a narrow face, slightly bald. The nose was thin and aristocratic, the chin and mouth a little weak. A thin brown moustache, turning grey, gave him a quasi-military appearance, in keeping with a mood which at the moment was certainly militant.

“Well,” he said, “you have come back.”

He stalked slowly towards her, his hands behind him, his thin shoulders thrown back.

“Are you aware that I have had no lunch?” he asked ominously.

“I told you I was going to town this morning. Why didn’t you ask Mary?”

She dreaded the reply.

“I have discharged Mary,” he said, and Stella groaned inwardly.

“You haven’t discharged the cook by any chance?” she asked.

“I have also discharged the cook.”

“Did you also pay them their wages?” she demanded, angered beyond restraint. “Oh, Father, why do you do these things?”

“I discharged them because they were impertinent,” said Mr Nelson with a gesture. “That is sufficient. I am master in my house.”

“I wish you were a little more master of yourself,” she said wearily, as she walked across to the mantelpiece, took down a bottle, and held it to the light. “Why do you always discharge the servants when you are drunk, Father?”

“Drunk?” he said, shocked.

She nodded.

In such moments as these she did not use euphemisms, it was not the occasion for delicacy.

“Tomorrow you will tell me you have no recollection of anything that happened, and you will be very penitent. But I shall have to go into Beverley and find two servants who have not been discharged by us. They will be difficult to find.”

Nelson raised his eyebrows.

“Drunk?” he repeated, but she took no notice of him, and presently, in the kitchen, where she was preparing her meal, she heard him going up the stairs, repeating “Drunk” and laughing sardonically at intervals.

She sat by the spotless kitchen table and made her meal of a cup of chocolate and a slice of bread and butter. She looked for the cheese, though she knew her search would be fruitless. It was another characteristic of Mr Nelson that in his ‘cups’ he had a partiality for cheese. If he had done any work — she went out into the studio at the back of the house. The canvas she had placed for him that morning had not felt so much as the touch of a charcoal suck. Stella Nelson sighed.

“What’s the use?” she asked, addressing her query to one of the many half finished studies that hung on the wall.

She was working at her household accounts at a small writing-table in a corner of the studio when she heard the bell tinkle, and went to the front door. It was dusk, and the figure of the man who had rung had retreated some half a dozen paces from the door, so that at first she could not distinguish him.

“Oh, is that you, Arthur? Come in, won’t you? Father’s gone to bed.”

“I guessed he had.”

Mr Arthur Wilmot waited until she had switched on the light in the studio before he came in.

“You went to town today?”

“Did you see me?” she asked quickly.

“No. Somebody told me; I think it was Merrivan. And did you hear about our Canadian geologist? He is quite an important burglar; important enough to have a man like Andrew Macleod looking for him. He’s the pathologist.”

“Who is Andrew Macleod?” she asked. She knew at once that Andrew Macleod was the man with the grey eyes, but she wanted to be sure.

“He’s a detective. Well, he’s not exactly a detective; I believe he’s a doctor — a pathologist. He only takes the big cases, and the professor is a pretty big man in his business. ‘Scottie’ I think they call him; at least, that is how Mr Macleod addressed him.”

“I must have seen him at the station,” she said; “rather a goodlooking man with peculiar eyes.”

“I wouldn’t call Scottie good looking,” said Wilmot, and she was so confused that she did not correct the mistaken impression he had formed.

“I can’t ask you to stay very long,” she said. “We have lost our domestic staff.”

“Again?” he said in surprise. “Oh no, that’s too bad! Really I think your father is impossible. That means you’ve got to be cook and housemaid until you get somebody in.”

“With a penitent parent most anxious to assist,” she said savagely, “and all the time getting in my way! It is one of the crosses we have to bear, and father is really a wonderful darling when—”

It was on the tip of the young man’s tongue to ask when was Mr Nelson ever completely sober. He was too wise, however, to let it go any further. Yet not so wise, as it transpired.

“To what part of the city did you go?” he asked.

She was over by the desk, tidying her papers.

“Why?” she asked, looking across at him.

“Oh, I — just asked—” he said lamely. “I wish I’d known you were in town. We’d have gone to lunch somewhere.”

“I have a soul above food when I go to the city,” she said. “What is it you do, Arthur?” she went on. “I have asked you that question more or less obliquely before. Permit me the luxury of a real indiscretion. Is it an indiscretion to ask you what you do for a living?”

He was silent.

“I just do things,” he said vaguely.

“Have you an office?”

He hesitated, then nodded.

“Yes, I have an office,” he said.

“Where?”

She saw the quick pucker of brow, and then:

“Mostly I use other people’s offices. I have any number of friends, and my—” he stopped again. “I see my clients as near their homes as I can.”

“You’re not a lawyer and you’re not a doctor.” She ticked off the two professions on her fingers. “You’re not a broker. Really, Arthur, you’re almost as mysterious as” — a silence— “as Mr Scottie, as you call him, our poor professor. And now,” she said briskly, “I think you had better go. I am not a stickler for the proprieties” — there was a bump overhead, and she looked up— “but when my parent has finally retired — I think he is just taking his boots off — you will have to retire also.”

“I suppose,” he began awkwardly, “you haven’t thought any more — about — I don’t want to rush or take advantage of — of things—”

She looked at him kindly enough, and took him in from the top of his tidy hair to the points of his polished shoes. He had a broad face and a small black moustache (it sometimes reminded Stella of a black caterpillar that had come to rest across his upper lip), and there were times when he appeared a little ridiculous. For some reason he was not so tonight and her heart went out to him in sympathy.

“I have thought about it, Arthur,” she said quietly, “but it is wholly impossible. I really do not want to marry anybody. And now go home and forget all about it.”

He sat, his eyes looking at the floor, his fingertips touching, and a silence followed, she did not care to break in upon thoughts which she guessed were not too happy.

Suddenly:

“Now, Stella, perhaps you had better drop that little-boy-don’t-bother attitude,” he said. “You’re a woman and I’m a man. I’m offering you something. I’m not exactly empty-handed as it is, but when Merrivan dies — well, I’m his only relative. You’re broke, and you’ve been up to some damned folly. I don’t know what it is, but I’ll know sooner or later. You can’t stay in Beverley Green much longer. Your father has drunk two mortgages on to this house and he’ll drink the furniture before he’s through. I dare say you think it will be fine and large to earn your living, but it isn’t. Five employers in seven will want to cuddle you, I know. I’m willing to put that poor soak into a good inebriates’ home. It will be kill or cure, and, anyway, it has got to come to that. I’m speaking plainly. I’ve tried the other way and it hasn’t worked. You’re woman enough to see that it is kindest to be cruel. I want you, Stella, I want you more than I’ve wanted anything. And I know!”

This significantly. Her lips moved; but the question she put had no sound.

“I know just how bad your affairs are, and I tell you that I am going to use my knowledge to get you. There isn’t a low-down thing on earth that I won’t do to get you. That’s straight?”

They had been on such good terms that the reticences which separate ordinary friends from one another had been thawed away. He was the only man in the world, with the exception of her father, who addressed her by her Christian name. She called him “Arthur” naturally. To Stella Nelson he was a type of young business man who played tennis, danced well, talked about himself with satisfaction and owned a mid-opulent car. He was the most engaging of that type she had met, and she had studied him sufficiently well to know exactly what he would do in any given set of circumstances.

Her first sensation when he began to speak was one of dismay and chagrin. She was not hurt; it was a long time before she was hurt. But she was annoyed by the mistake she had made. She had felt that way when at a bridge party she had inadvertently or abstractedly led the wrong card, knowing that it was the wrong card, and had lost the rubber in consequence. She had an absurd desire to apologise to him for having misjudged his character, but, even had she not recognised its absurdity, she was incapable of speech. She was wrong, not he. He was right, natural, his own self, aggressive and ‘hell-sure’. The Canadian professor had used that expression in her hearing and it had tickled her. Arthur Wilmot was hell-sure of himself, of his advantageous position, of her.

Then she found her voice.

“You’d better go, Arthur,” she said gently.

In age she was little more than a child. She felt motherly towards him. He was so pathetically foolish that she felt sorry for him.

“I’ll go when I want to,” he said. “If you want me thrown out, call your father. Why don’t you? Call the servants he fired! You think I’m being a cad, but I’m underlining and italicising the fact that you are alone, not in this house, but in the world.”

She had found her strength and her weapon.

“And you are being the strong, talkative man. The silent variety was sure to produce his opposite sooner or later,” she said.

She leant against the back of a chair, her hands behind her. Her poise was disconcerting to this stormer of citadels. Neither hectic defiance nor surrender met him, but the consciousness that there was some hidden reserve. He felt it coming and was uneasy.

“I’m not frantically annoyed by your — I am trying to think of a good description — tragic clowning; clowning because it was intended to be tragic. I don’t want to marry you, Arthur, because — well, you admitted that of yourself you have no particular quality or charm, didn’t you? You must ‘get me’ by virtue of your better financial position. That is snobbish in you, isn’t it? Or by blackmail, or some other thing. The villain in the melodrama does that. You should have had a green limelight focused on you — the strong, talkative man and the weak, silent woman. That would be novel, wouldn’t it? You are the second drunken man I have met today, only you have swallowed a more potent intoxicant. You’re vanity-drunk, and you’ll find it hard to get sober again.”

Her voice never lost its command of him. He writhed, made grunting little noises. Once he tried to break in on her, but in the end he was beaten down, and arrested the employment of arguments which he had so carefully thought out in a shrinking fear that they would sound silly even to himself. She crossed to the door and opened it.

“I only want to say—” he began, and she laughed.

“You still want to say something?” she asked. He walked out without a word and she crossed and locked the door, behind him.

She stood with one hand on the knob, thinking, her head bent low in the attitude of one who was listening. But she was only thinking, and still in thought she put out the lights and went upstairs to her room. It was very early to go to bed, but there was no reason why she should stay below. She undressed slowly by the light of the moon. Her room was on the top floor, on the same level as that of the servants. It was the gable window which Andrew Macleod had seen, and she chose it because it gave her a view uninterrupted by the trees.

She pulled a dressing-gown over her pyjamas and, throwing open the casement windows, leant her elbows on the edge and looked out. The world was a place of misty hues. The light flooding the central green turned the grass to a dove grey. The beams caught the white scar of old Beverley Quarry, and it showed like a big oyster-shell against the wooded slope of the hill. A night of peace; no sound but the faint screech of an owl from the hills and the crunching of feet on the gravel road. Tramp, tramp, tramp, like the measured march of a soldier. Who was abroad? She did not recognise the leisurely footstep. Then he came into view.

Looking down between the branches of two trees, she saw a man, and knew him before he turned his face inquiringly towards the house.

The detective with the grey eyes — Andrew Macleod!

She bit her lip to check the cry that rose, and, stepping back, closed the windows stealthily.

Her heart was thumping painfully; she almost heard the ‘Ugh!’of it.

The detective! She crept to the windows and looked out, and, waiting, she pulled them open. There was no sound, not even the distant sound of feet on gravel. In a moment she saw him. He was walking across the grass, and soon after disappeared. There came to her the drone of a motor that died away to nothing.

She staggered to her bed and sat down.

At that moment Arthur Wilmot was torturing himself with speculations. What would she think of him? He might have spared himself that sleepless night. She had forgotten that Arthur Wilmot existed.
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Waiting on the station platform, Scottie had grown suddenly communicative, even rhetorical.

“You think that you’re tolerably well acquainted with all the dirt of life, Macleod; because you know the hot spots in town, the Chink pipe cellars, and the silk curtains and divan emporiums, that you know it all. I admit you’re not so hell-sure as some of those misapplications they call detectives, and your doctoring has taken you down to the lining of things, but you don’t know it all.”

“I don’t,” confessed Andy.

“That is where some of you people go wrong — not you, I admit, but some of you coppers. It isn’t the dive and the thieves’ kitchen, or the place where the scum and scrapings are found — little hooks who reckon they’re Rothschildren when they touch a fiver — it isn’t these that are the bad places.” He looked round. The county policeman who was escorting him to town was not listening. “If you want to find tabulated hell, go to Beverley Green!”

Andy eyed him keenly and felt an inexplicable thrill run down his spine.

“What do you mean? Did you hear anything?”

Scottie conveyed a negative with a curl of his lips. “No, nothing; but I smelt it. I’m sensitive to — what’n hell’s the word? Atmosphere, that’s it. You’ll snigger at that, but it was a fortune to me in what I might term my unregenerate days. I’ll let you snigger now, but you won’t laugh when you see the size and appearance of my alibi. In those days that sort of creepy feeling has saved me many a long stretch of wasted time. I’ve been in a prison when they brought in a man to be hanged. Nobody knew he was there; he was transferred the day before his execution, because the flooring of the death house caught fire. Fact! And I knew he was in the prison, knew the hour he came in. That is how I feel about Beverley Green. There is something — evil about it. Queer word for me to use, Macleod, eh? They touch your elbow as you walk — ghosts! Laugh! But I tell you there’s a bunch of ‘em. That’s how I’ve named it the Valley of Ghosts! Now I’ll tell you something that would look bad against me if you put it in the charge. But I trust you, Macleod, because you’re different to the general run of bulls; you’re a gentleman. I carried a gun. Always had one in my kit, but never carried one in my jeans before. I did. I had it on me when you pinched me. I chucked it away as we drove into Beverley. I won’t tell you where, for you didn’t see me do it.’

“When you pretended to yawn as we were coming round the bend into the town,” said Andy. “But we won’t mention that, and I’ll countermand the order I gave to search the ditches. Why, Scottie, you’re not easily scared.”

Scottie clicked his lips. He was quite serious.

“I don’t know. I’m not nervy; never was. Not afraid of anything human. It was just — well — shooting stars used to give me the same creep. It was a fear. I let it out yesterday to Merrivan, the Community-Barker—”

Andy grinned at the tribute to Mr Merrivan as the advertising agent of, and guide to, Beverley Green.

“Not a bad fellow. He’s forgotten how to learn, but that comes with fat. Not a bad fellow. He said the same thing — after I’d said it. Agreed with me. Maybe he’d agree with anybody; he’s accommodating. But it seemed to me that I’d put into words all that he would have thought if the Lord had given him the power of thinking. Macleod, go and stay a day or so in Beverley Green and smell it yourself — something brooding, the dead silence before the flash of lightning that hits your house — and here’s the train. If you’re called to give evidence about me, say the good word.”

“Have I ever said anything against you, Scottie?” asked Andy reproachfully. “Good luck to the alibi!”

Scottie winked.

It was at that moment that the train stopped and Stella Nelson got out. Andy’s eyes followed her until she was out of sight.

“And she’s in it somewhere,” whispered Scottie, almost in his ear. “So long, Macleod.”

So Scottie went off to the bar of justice, a less disastrous experience than he had anticipated, for his alibi was well and truly laid, and the evidence of four apparently respectable persons who were playing cards with him at the moment the crime was committed was unshaken by the scorn of the prosecution and unmoved by the deft questions of a sceptical judge.

Andy had promised himself the pleasure of a moonlight drive across country to the holiday place whence he had been dragged. Evidence of arrest would be given by the inspector in charge of the case, to whom the receiving of the prisoner from the county policeman constituted arrest. If Andy’s presence was necessary in court it would only mean a day in town.

Scottie’s words had bitten into the surface of his mind as acid bites into a plate. When he went back to the inn where he had garaged the car he had no intention of leaving Beverley, although he was embarrassed to discover that his identity was public property, and the sparse but human population of Beverley turned to look awefully after him as he passed.

If he had no intention of leaving Beverley that night, he had less thought of paying a visit to Beverley Green. Subconsciously he may have already decided his action, but consciously he was obeying a sudden impulse, when, after dinner, he had his car out and drove towards the happy community. He turned at the guesthouse, shut off his engine, and extinguished his lights. The moon was at its full, and its magic was working powerfully within him.

He stood for a long time greedily absorbing the delicate beauty of the scene, and then he crossed the green, and again subconsciously his feet carried him in the direction of the Nelson home.

An oblong of yellow light suddenly appeared; the door had opened, and he stopped in the shadow of a clump of rhododendrons, one of many that edged the village green.

He saw a man come out, and there was something in his gait that immediately attracted Andy’s attention. It was literally true of Andy that his study of mankind was man. A grimace, a movement of the hands, the very way a man sat down to table and unfolded his napkin, had a meaning to this student.

“There goes one who is in a very bad temper,” he thought, and watched the form of Arthur Wilmot as he strode wrathfully along the gravelled road. He threw open the gate of his own house and paused. As if a thought had struck him, he came out again, closed the gate, and continued his walk, turning into a house that stood at the corner of the lane — Mr Merrivan’s house, Andy noted, and remembered that they were uncle and nephew.

He walked on, still keeping to the shadow of the bushes. Something — a twinge of apprehension — had communicated itself to him. He was imaginative in a practical way, but he was certainly not as susceptible as Scottie claimed to be. He had passed the burglar’s narrative under review, and, allowing for certain natural extravagances of language, there remained his natural sincerity. Andy had discounted the fear which he man had so graphically described as part and portion of the extravagance, but now he himself was experiencing something of the same vague dread. It was as though his soul was passing under the shadow of a menace. He conceived that menace in the shape of a gigantic figure with an upraised sword, and smiled to himself at the romantic conceit.

Nevertheless, he kept to the shadows, and stopped opposite Mr Merrivan’s house. What made him do it he never knew. He was jeopardising a better acquaintance with the people of Beverley Green, and, by all standards of behaviour, he was acting unpardonably. The gate of Mr Merrivan’s house was open as Arthur Wilmot had left it, and, crossing the road, he passed through, walking on the grass border of the drive.

It was a house of many windows, he saw, when he was clear of the obstructing trees — white, owlish windows, which the moon had transmuted into polished silver. There was no sign of light, and he followed the border until he stood under a window on the entrance floor, and then, with startling clearness, he heard a voice.

“You won’t! By God, you won’t! I’ll see you dead before you do!”

It was not Merrivan speaking. He guessed it must be the visitor. Presently he heard a murmur of sound. The window was opened a few inches at the top. Behind, he guessed, were heavy curtains, and the speakers were in this room. And now he heard Merrivan distinctly.

“You’re ridiculous, you’re absurd, my dear man. I am not afraid of your threats. And now I will tell you something — something that will surprise you. I know — mysterious occupation in the city—”

And then the voices dropped, and although Andy put his ear to the pane, he could not distinguish anything more, only he heard the quick, urgent murmur of the visitor’s voice, and once Mr Merrivan laughed.

Then he caught the moving of a chair and went back the way he had come, standing by the bushes until Arthur Wilmot came out, and, walking more slowly, disappeared into his own house.

Family jars can very well seem more important, more tragic than they are. But this was an unusual quarrel. What was this mysterious occupation of Mr Arthur Wilmot, the very mention of which had reduced him from a hectoring bully, breathing fire and slaughter, to a murmuring supplicant?

He waited until the door of the Wilmot house closed, then he stepped down to the gravel and paced slowly back. As he came to the Nelson residence he stopped and looked, and his heart beat a little faster. He saw the girl distinctly. The moonlight gave her beautiful face a delicacy which was unearthly. He saw her draw back and the window slowly close, and knew that she had seen him. Was she afraid? Had she recognised him? It was queer, he told himself, as he drove back to Beverley, and queerest of all was the sudden lightening of spirit and the rolling away of a sense of impending trouble which he experienced as his car turned into the main road. If there was a devil at Beverley Green he was a most potent devil. For a second he had scared Andrew Macleod.
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Stella nelson was at breakfast when her father came down. He was no longer a haughty dismisser of servants, but an ashamed and humble man. His whole attitude was an apology.

Once Stella used to be deceived by his penitence. She had argued that if a man realised and was truly sorry for his faults — and he had not grown so callous that he passed over these acts in silence — there must be something in him and a chance of reformation. But that illusion had passed, with many others.

“Good morning, my dear. I hardly like to look you in the face,” he said as he sat down and unfolded his serviette with uncertain hands. “I am a beast, a beast!”

She poured out his tea unimpressed.

“This is the last time, Stella, the very last time. I resolved as I was dressing this morning that never again would a wineglass touch my lips. Was I unusually stupid? I didn’t dismiss the servants, did I?”

“They’ve gone,” she said.

He groaned.

“Perhaps I could see them,” he said eagerly. “I think I could put things right with Nellie. She was not a bad girl, though she did lose my gold studs. I’ll go down and explain, and we’ll have them all up by lunchtime, my love. I can’t allow you to do the housework.”

“Nellie came for her box this morning,” said the girl in a matter-of-fact tone, “and I made the same suggestion to her. She says she wouldn’t come back if I paid her a million a year. I didn’t offer it to her.”

“Did I — did I call her names?” he asked guiltily.

She nodded and pushed the marmalade towards him.

“Have you any money? I want to go shopping,” she said.

He shifted uneasily in his chair.

“I’m afraid I haven’t,” he said. “I went into Beverley yesterday morning after you had gone and made one or two purchases—”

“I know,” Stella interrupted calmly. “You left exactly half a bottle, which I poured down the sink.”

“You shouldn’t have done that, my dear,” he murmured. “It is poisonous stuff, but it is good to have in the house in case of sudden sickness.”

Kenneth Nelson, on such occasions as these, invariably presupposed the outbreak of some malady which could only be cured by the liberal application of whisky.

“If we’re sick we’ll send for Dr. Grannitt,” said the girl briskly. “Are you sure you have no money, Father?”

“I have a few shillings.” He put his hand in his pocket and produced a handful of loose silver. “I shall want that,” he said hastily. “I get my cheque from the dealers today. Why it hasn’t come this morning I don’t know. These dealers are most unbusinesslike.”

“The cheque came last week,” she said, without heat. “You took the letter from the maid and asked her not to tell me anything about it. She told me that yesterday, amongst other things.”

He groaned again.

“I’m a spendthrift, I’m a wastrel,” he wailed. “I drove your poor mother into her grave by my beastliness. You know I did, Stella.”

In such moments of self-abnegation he found pleasure in the exposure of his weakness. That it might hurt his daughter did not occur to him. He himself derived such complete satisfaction in his role of flagellant that he could not imagine she did not share his painful pleasure.

“Don’t,” she said almost sharply, and returned instantly to the money question. “I must have some money, Father. The maids are coming up for their wages today. Or, to be more exact, I promised to send it down to them.”

He was hunched up in his chair, an injured, brooding man.

“I’ll make a start on that Pygmalion today,” he said. “It will take some while to do, and it will be a long time before I get the money. These infernal dealers—”

He had started on the Pygmalion three years before, but had not been quite in the mood ever since. Stella had given up engaging models for him and accepted the announcement that a start was to be made upon the great picture with the same indifference as she received his penitence.

He brightened up as a thought occurred to him and leant across the table, dropping his voice to a confidential tone.

“I suppose, Stella, you couldn’t get — You remember the money you got when that wretched jam manufacturer sued me for the money he had deposited — as if I could paint a picture to order! I was never a tradesman, dear. I don’t sing a song about art, but art is the essence of existence to me.”

He looked at her expectantly, pleadingly. She shook her head.

“I cannot get any more money that way,” she said. “I’d sooner die.” She shivered at the recollection. “Don’t let us talk about it. Father,” she said.

Presently he got up and strolled disconsolately about the room, posing before the half-finished portrait of her which had been begun when she was three years younger.

“There’s the makings of a picture,” he said. “I’ve a jolly good mind to concentrate on that.”

Later, however, she found him in the studio examining another incomplete canvas.

“A couple of weeks’ work on that, Stella, and, by gad! I’ve got an Academy picture!”

“Why don’t you make a start. Father?” she asked. “I’ll help you fix the palette. Get into your smock and start.”

“There’s tons of time,” he said airily. “I’m going to see if I can find a professional. One round would make a man of me.”

She saw him afterwards disappearing into the valley, with his caddie behind him and the professional walking by his side, a man without a care in the world, without a thought of tomorrow or a real regret for yesterday.

When he came back to lunch he was so bright and confident, so dogmatic and optimistic, that she knew that his good resolution of the morning was already an amusing memory.

“It is knowing where to stop, Stella, that makes all the difference between a man and a fool,” he said. “There is nobody who knows better than myself when he’s had enough. The trouble with me is that I am an artist. My mind goes wandering into rosy dreamlands, and I drink mechanically, without realising that I am drinking at all.” He laughed outrageously and pinched her cheek. “We’ll have that Pygmalion finished in a week,” he said. “You think that’s a stupid promise, don’t you? I can tell you, my dear, that as a young man, when I painted the picture which made me famous — Homer drinking the hemlock — I began to work on the Sunday morning and the thing was finished on Tuesday night. Of course I touched it up afterwards.”

She had heard the story innumerable times.

“Did you drink anything at the club, Father?”

The club was a tiny bungalow at the end of the village, and had perhaps the smallest membership of any golfing club in the world.

“Just a whisky and soda,” he said airily, and added something about a man knowing when he had had enough.

Kenneth Nelson had the habit of repression, a habit to which neurotics are susceptible. He could put out of his mind any aspect of life and every memory of word or deed that was unpleasant to think about, or shocked his artistic soul. He referred to this facility as a gift; it was, in fact, a weakness, symptomatic of his neurosis. His speech abounded in wise sayings, old saws that had crystallised into a habit of thought. His favourite, and, indeed, the only poetical quotation, was that stanza from Omar which deals with the inevitability of the moving finger.

“Oh, by the way, Stella, we have a visitor at the guesthouse. Upon my word, it is poetical justice,” he chuckled. “That rascal Bellingham was a thief, a burglar. By gad! I shouldn’t have slept soundly if I had known that.”

The girl wondered what there was in the house, other than unfinished paintings, that might have tempted the errant Scottie.

Before her father could continue she had an intuitive knowledge of what he was going to say.

“The detective?” she asked quickly.

He nodded.

“He is staying here for a day or two — quite an interesting fellow, a most charming fellow. He’s a guest of Merrivan’s in a sense. You know how Merrivan picks up odd people, impossible people as a rule; but this time he’s picked a winner. This detective fellow — Andrew, Andrew, what the devil is it? A Scottish name. I never can remember all the Macs.”

“Macleod.”

“Andrew Macleod, that’s it! Well, he is the fellow who was sent down to arrest the burglar, and very smart he was about it. He is quite a lion. Of course, it is unusual to find a detective who is a gentleman, except in books. You’d like to meet him, wouldn’t you, my dear? He would interest you.”

“No,” she said, so quickly that he looked at her. “I’m really not interested,” she went on hurriedly, “and besides, I saw him in the post office yesterday morning and didn’t like the look of him.”

Mr Nelson yawned and looked at his watch.

“Well, I’ll get along. I promised Pearson I’d partner him in a foursome this afternoon. You’re sure you won’t come up to tea?”

She did not ask him inconvenient questions about the unfinished Pygmalion. Two years ago, when she first came back from school, she would have been surprised that he had so quickly forgotten his noble intentions, and would have suggested that he spent the afternoon in his studio, and he would have replied that he would get up early the next morning and make a good start. If she had repeated the suggestion now, she would have had the same answer. She was resigned now, resigned to everything. Things must work out as they might. She had made her effort and had failed. Recalling the journey to town and the high hopes she had set upon the interview which had proved impossible, she knew that her wild flutter to escape had been futile from the conception of the idea. The worst must happen. It was Kismet.

When she had come down that morning she had found a letter from Arthur Wilmot, and, after making sure that he was the writer, she had torn it up unread and thrown it into the wastepaper basket. He was the least disturbing element of all.

As to the detective, he also was fate. He must do whatever he wished, whatever it was his duty to do. She was resigned to the worst, and he was included in her category of misfortunes. Today he headed the list.

She spent the afternoon interviewing the raw materials of service. They were crude country girls, who gaped at her, and giggled at the labour-saving devices to which she introduced them. It was a waste of time to look for trained servants, for they knew the house, and they had heard of Kenneth Nelson in his cups.

A secret and dwindling reserve of money which she kept in her desk enabled her to discharge her liabilities to the servants whom Nelson, in his lordly way, had dismissed. She had just finished the heartbreaking task of teaching the new cook the delicate art of tea-making (“I likes it hot and strong myself, miss,” said that lady) when Mr Merrivan arrived. She saw him through the window, and opened the door to him herself.

He was an unwelcome visitor, though she did not dislike him. She stilled the nutter of apprehension which she felt by committing him to the category of her inevitabilities, and gained a certain peace of mind thereby.

“A delicate errand. Miss — er — Nelson,” he said, shaking his head, and thereby implying his unfitness for the mission. “A very delicate errand. I hardly know where to begin.”

She waited, fearing that he would begin by reminding her of a certain obligation she had once undertaken and happily discharged. To her relief, the subject which he had come to expound was the brutality of his nephew.

“I don’t know what he said to you. I can only guess. May I sit down?”

“I’m so sorry.”

She pushed forward a chair, and Mr Merrivan seated himself slowly and gave her elaborate thanks.

“He has insulted you beyond forgiveness,” he was starting, but she stopped him.

“I do hope you’re not going to talk about that, Mr Merrivan. Arthur is very young, and he doesn’t know a very great deal about women.”

“Doesn’t he?” said Mr Merrivan significantly. “I am sorry to say I disagree with you. He knows enough about ladies to understand what is his duty.”

“Did he tell you?” she asked, wondering how this big man came to know.

It occurred to her that Arthur must have inherited his talkativeness from Mr Merrivan’s branch of the family.

“He certainly told me,” nodded the other, “and he asked me to use my influence with you — ahem!” he coughed. “I told him,” he spoke very distinctly and slowly, “that I certainly could not hope to press the suit of another.”

There was a pause whilst she was taking this in.

“Of another?” she repeated. “Do you mean — oh, no, you cannot mean—”

“I mean,” said Mr Merrivan, very quietly, and, as before, very distinctly, “myself. The disparity in our ages, Miss Nelson, is apparently an insuperable obstacle to my happiness.”

“Age has nothing to do with it, Mr Merrivan,” she said hastily, “only I — I don’t want to get married. You do mean that? You want to marry me? I hope you don’t — it would make me look a little foolish if you didn’t, but — I’d rather feel foolish.”

“That is what I mean,” said Darius Merrivan in his stateliest manner. “I have for a long time contemplated such a step. Miss Nelson, and every day I have seen you I have become more and more convinced that you are the only woman in the world with whom life would be in any way agreeable.”

Stella laughed.

“I’m a little hysterical, I think,” she excused herself. “I never dreamt that you — Of course, I am very honoured, Mr Merrivan, I cannot tell you how honoured, and you have been so good to me.”

He raised his hand in protest.

“Do not let us speak of that matter,” he said. “I can offer you—”

“Wait,” she interrupted urgently. “I don’t want to be married; that is the truth. I am very young, and I have no fixed ideas about matrimony, and I don’t want to be married. It isn’t because it is you, Mr Merrivan, any more than it was because it was Arthur. I just don’t want to be married!”

She might have thought that he had expected some such reply, he took her refusal so calmly and with such a little show of chagrin.

“The matter can wait,” he said. “I cannot expect a young lady to make up her mind on the spot, but I shall not give up hoping.”

She shook her head.

“I think it would be kinder to tell you not to hope,” said she. “I like you awfully, and you have been very kind to me.”

Again his hands protested.

“But I don’t want to marry you, Mr Merrivan, any more than I want to marry your nephew, and I don’t think any time you may allow me to reconsider the matter will cause me to change my views. They are fixed and immutable.”

Still he did not make any attempt to rise, but sat there feeling his smooth check and staring past her, until she began to wonder what there was to attract his gaze.

“Are things well with you, Miss Nelson?”

“Very well indeed,” she answered brightly.

“You are not troubled at all?”

She shook her head.

“Another delicate matter,” he said. “I am a very rich man and have no relatives and few calls upon my purse. If a matter of two thousand would be of any use to you, to tide over these hard times, you may command me.”

“No, Mr Merrivan,” she answered quietly, “it is big and generous of you. I have once trespassed upon your kindness, but — it wasn’t a nice experience. Oh, yes, you were very sweet about it, but I can’t accept anything more.”

He got up to his feet, flicked a speck of dust from his sleeve, and picked up his hat.

“Arthur knows,” he said. “I told him.”

“Told him what?” she demanded, startled.

“That I was going to ask you to marry me.”

He laughed softly.

“He was very violent. Miss Nelson, and threatened — I think he threatened to kill me.” He turned at the door. “By the way, did he say anything to you about knowing your secret?”

“Did he tell you that, too?”

He shook his head.

“No, I guessed that. The secret he knew was that you had borrowed money from me, and how he came to know is beyond my understanding. Perhaps I can induce you to change your mind?”

She shook her head.

He was standing in the doorway, his hand on the handle, looking out into the garden.

“When is the twentyfourth of the month?” he asked, not turning his head,

A very considerable space of time elapsed before she replied.

“Next Monday,” she breathed, and stood motionless as he closed the door behind him.

So he knew. He really did know. And the detective was here, for what other purpose than to serve Mr Merrivan in his discretion?
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Andy spent two unprofitable days at Beverley Green — unprofitable because the person he had come to meet had studiously avoided him. Once he saw a girl walking on the other side of the green. She was accompanied by two dogs, which ran erratically before and behind, and occasionally around her, and, quickening his steps, found that it was a Miss Sheppard, a girl to whom he had been introduced on the links.

He dined the first night with Mr Merrivan and Sheppard, the architect, a man of such elusive personality that thereafter Andrew could never form a mental picture of him. Mr Merrivan was a bachelor, he told them; not an incorrigible one by any means. He was open to conviction, and, if he dare talk about himself, though he was sure nobody was particularly interested, he had been convinced.

“Indeed?” said his guests, variously impressed.

Andy wondered what kind of woman his host would marry. Mr Sheppard did not speculate. He gave the impression that he had stopped thinking when he had made sufficient money to retire from his profession.

Andy recalled the great architect as a round-faced man, but was uncertain whether he had a moustache or was cleanshaven.

He wore a large gold stud, flat, and resembling a button. It had a small black stone in the centre. It was the only hint of his personality that Andy could ever recollect.

“The fact is, gentlemen,” said Mr Merrivan, lowering his voice as if he were revealing a great secret, “beautiful as this place is, and charming as the community is and always will be, I am sure, I have planned an existence even more — ah — serene. Do you know Lake Como, Dr Macleod?”

Andy knew it rather well.

“I have purchased a villa — the Villa Frescoli — a little place where I hope to find even greater happiness than has been my lot at Beverley.”

Andy was thoughtful. The Villa Frescoli, so far from being a little place, was a palace, and Mr Merrivan was not the kind of man who would boast; a big white marble palace, he remembered, because the title of villa had seemed so inadequate to him when it had been pointed out.

There was a woman in the party that day on the lake, a woman with a practical housekeeping mind.

“They call it a villa,” she said, “but it would require a staff of a hundred servants to run it.”

She had been over the place, which had been built for a Russian Grand Duke.

Mr Merrivan assumed a new interest in Andy Macleod’s eyes. He had spent the evening wondering whether the Nelsons would drop in after dinner, for such was the practice amongst members of the ‘community’. But life ran much more conventionally than he had supposed, and, really there had been no reason why he should expect it to run otherwise. Neighbours did not call on one another. Beverley Green kept itself to itself.

Mr Sheppard left early, and, at the invitation of his host, Andy took his coffee into what Mr Merriman called his ‘den’. He found himself in the room where Merrivan and Wilmot had been when he had overheard their conversation on the previous night. In some respects it was a remarkable apartment. It was long, and also appeared narrower than it was. It ran from the front to the back of the house, and was lighted from both ends by two tall windows. In the very centre was a big carved fireplace, which would have been more in keeping with a baronial hall, and it was probably due to this feature that the room seemed out of proportion and the ceiling unusually low.

Oak panelling covered the walls, and the first thing Andy noticed was the absence of books. Evidently Mr Merrivan was not a literary man and made no attempt to deceive a casual caller into believing that he was. The pictures on the wall were mostly etchings, and very valuable. Andy noticed some priceless examples of Zohn’s works, and Mr Merrivan pointed out to him, with justifiable pride, a cartoon of Leonardo da Vinci.

For the fireplace he apologised. He had bought it from the executors of Stockley Castle. The coats of arms of the Stockleys appeared on the entablature. The furniture was good and modern — two deep settees fitted into the window recesses, and besides Mr Merrivan’s desk, which was in that portion of the room at the front of the house, there was a long table at the other end, a beautifully carved cabinet of Eastern origin, and a sprinkling of most comfortable armchairs.

“I am a simple person with simple tastes,” said Mr Merrivan complacently. “My nephew thinks that the apartment is more like an office. Well, I have been very comfortable in offices. You smoke, doctor?”

Andy selected a cigar from the silver case that was pushed towards him.

“Do you find our community restful?”

Andy smiled.

“It is a delightful backwater,” he said, and Mr Merrivan purred.

“I take a great deal of credit upon myself for its creation,” he said. “I acquired these houses one by one. Some of them are very old, though you may not think so, and it was I who laid out Beverley Green as you now see it, I sold every house and made not a penny profit, sir, not a penny,” he shook his head.

Andy was surprised.

“That was unbusinesslike of you.”

“Not a all, not at all,” said Mr Merrivan, shaking his head. “The idea is to get the right kind of people here. I am afraid they are not all quite the right kind. People are not all they seem, and character deteriorates. But in contrast to your own active life, doctor, Beverley Green must be very restful.”

They passed on to a discussion of crime and criminals, a discussion which, in the main, took the form of questions on the part of Mr Merrivan and answers, long and short, according to the interest he had in the particular object of Mr Merrivan’s research, from Andy.

“Have you ever met in your travels,” Mr Merrivan hesitated, “a man named Abraham Selim?”

“Somebody else was asking me that very question,” said Andy. “Now who was it? Anyway, I have not met him, Mr Merrivan. He is rather a bad egg, isn’t he?”

“He is a usurer, and, as I have every reason to believe, a blackmailer,” said Mr Merrivan soberly. “Happily I have not been in his clutches, although other people — can you remember who spoke about him? It was not Nelson, by any chance?”

“No, it was not Nelson,” said Andy. “I think it was Mr Boyd Salter who asked me whether I had met him.”

“Our feudal lord,” said Merrivan humorously. “A very nice man, Mr Boyd Salter. Do you know him very well? I was not aware that you had met him when I was speaking to you the other day.”

“I met him the same afternoon,” said Andy. “I had to get his signature as Justice of the Peace before I could remove my prisoner.”

“A charming fellow; we see too little of him,” said Merrivan. “He is a nervous wreck in these days, I am told.”

Andy remembered the soft-footed servant and the silence of the house and smiled. He left soon after. Mr Merrivan would have accompanied him to the guesthouse, but this Andy declined. He was anxious to be alone; he wanted to make the journey at his leisure. The Nelson house could only be seen from one part of the green.

“I seem to spend my time listening at people’s doors,” thought Andy. He was standing opposite the gate, a very amazed man, for from within there reached him the sound of a man’s violent raving. Suddenly the door was flung open and two women came flying out, blubbering in their rage. Behind them, with long strides, came Nelson. He was dressed in his shirt and trousers and slippers. Andy guessed he was drunk, but although he had seen many drunken men, he had never met one who walked so steadily as he followed the women outside the gate, or whose voice and enunciation were so clear.

“Don’t ever let me see you again, you—” He broke into a volley of vilest abuse.

“Father!” The girl was at his side and had slipped her arm into his. “I think you had better come back.”

“I will not come back. I will do as I wish. Stella, go to your room!” He pointed dramatically. “Am I to be talked to by these sluts, these scourings of the gutter, I, Kenneth Nelson, an Associate of the Royal Academy? I’ll not stand it!”

“Will you please come into the house, Father, or are you anxious to let Beverley Green—”

“Damn Beverley Green! I am superior to Beverley Green! A lot of retired jam manufacturers! Go to your room, Stella.” But she did not move, and then Andy thought it was a propitious moment to make his influence felt.

“Ah, Mr Macleod.” Nelson was geniality itself.

“Good evening, Mr Nelson. I wanted a little talk with you.”

He took the arm of the man and led him unresistingly into the house, and the girl followed.

She was grateful, but she was frightened, curious to know more of him, to see him at closer quarters, and humiliated by the circumstances under which they met. First she recognised — and herein her gratitude was founded — the strength of him. He was one who had handled men before. She sensed something of his magnetism, and perhaps gave him greater credit for the docility of her father than he was entitled to.

“I have just dismissed two impertinent members of the lower classes — two infernal domestic servants, Mr Macleod,” said Nelson, with a return of his old hauteur. “The lower orders are becoming more and more unbearable. My dear,” he looked reprovingly at his daughter, “I cannot congratulate you on your selection. I really cannot. Now get Mr Macleod something to drink, and I will have just a little tot to keep him company.”

“Then we’ll have a tot of water, Mr Nelson,” said Andy, smiling.

“Water!” Kenneth Nelson did not attempt to disguise his contempt for the suggestion. “Whilst I have a house and a cellar, my dear friend, no guest goes away from here without a beaker of the good yellow wine of Scotland. Ha, ha!”

Andy had expected to find the girl distressed, and was shocked to note her self-possession, shocked because her very poise in this crisis was eloquent of great experience. These outbreaks of Nelson must be of frequent occurrence, he thought, and she seemed so young, such a child. He had once read in a novel of a heroine that she was flower-like, and had dismissed this description as a piece of extravagance on the part of the writer. And yet the description fitted her. The petal purity of her colouring, the stem straightness of her figure — it wasn’t these things, though they were there, that he admired. She was a bud, half-revealing the splendour of the flower, and yet wholly satisfying in her immaturity. He had seen her kind in the higher forms at girls’ schools — something between girl and child — so exactly satisfying as they were that you grudged their improvement.

She made no attempt to go in search of the whisky. She knew there was none in the house.

“The cellar is empty. Father,” she said dryly. “There has been a strike amongst the wine miners.”

Ridicule infuriated him, and he swung round on her, but something brought his eyes to Andy. They dominated and held him.

“May I see your father alone for a few minutes, Miss Nelson?” he said. “There is something I want to speak to him about.”

She nodded and disappeared.

“My dear fellow,” murmured Nelson in weak protest.

“You called me Mr Macleod just now. You have forgotten that I am a doctor. Have you seen a doctor lately?”

“No, I haven’t. My health is perfect, perfect,” said the other defiantly.

“So far from being perfect,” said Andy, “you are on the verge of a complete breakdown, from which you may never wholly recover. I can tell you, without troubling to examine your heart, that you have an aneurism. That made you jump, because you know it is true. I have watched you at golf, and I know, Mr Nelson, you will not live for another year unless you stop drinking.”

Nelson bunked.

“You’re trying to frighten me,” he said. “I know I’m a fool, but I’m not such a fool as you think. I’ve got a lot of trouble on my mind — Mr — Dr Macleod.”

“You can get rid of the greatest by cutting out whisky — though I hate to say anything that will reduce the manufacturing output of my native land. Will you let me come over and see you tomorrow? Who is your doctor?”

“Granitt of Beverley. I have never had him for myself. He attended my poor wife.”

“Well, I’ll examine you and he can treat you. We’ll have a second examination. I’ll call in Granitt. Probably he’ll want to run the rule over you himself, but that isn’t going to hurt you very much.”

“I don’t know why—” began Nelson in his old haughty way, but Andrew overrode his objections.

“I don’t want to alarm your daughter,” he said, lowering his voice, “so we will not discuss it any further.”

When the girl returned, she found her father almost lamblike in his mildness. Kenneth Nelson was terribly afraid, for he had had a shock from which he was not likely to recover in a hurry. “I think I’ll go to bed, Stella,” he said. “I am a bit run down. I haven’t been feeling so well lately.”

Andrew was amused, but he did not smile. He walked with the girl to the gate, waiting on the step whilst she put on a little scarf — a black scarf, he noticed idly. There was a little red monogram in the corner. Everything about her was interesting to him. He told her as they walked down the path something of the conversation he had had with her father.

“I don’t for one moment suppose he has an aneurism, but I’ll see Granitt. I think I know his son rather well — he was at Guy’s with me — and we can fix up something peculiarly complicated that will keep him away from drink for a very long while.”

“I hope so,” she said dubiously.

“You have lost faith, haven’t you?”

She nodded.

“A little. One gets that way.”

“I’ll tell you something,” he said. “There are taxicabs on the streets run by a man named Stadmere. The Stadmere cabs are by far the most luxurious of any. I have trained myself, when I have not been in a very great hurry, to wait for a Stadmere. It is generally a long time coming. Sometimes you can get one almost at once. But it is remarkable, if you make-ip your mind that you will take nothing but a Stadmere, how quickly it comes.”

“That is a parable,” she smiled. “But I am wanting something chat is even more rare than a Stadmere; I am wanting a miracle.”

He did not say anything to this, and she was regretting that she had said so much to a stranger when he turned, holding the wicket gate with his hands.

“I have even seen miracles happen,” he said. “They’re worth waiting for, too, but I suppose when you’re very young, very impatient, days pass so very quickly, and years are such enormous gulfs of time, that you grow tired of waiting.”

“You talk like an old gentleman.” She smiled in spite of herself.

“A very old gentleman, with long white whiskers, eh?” he said good-humouredly. “Old enough to be impatient sometimes. But still I can wait!”

He held her hand in his for a moment, and she watched him crossing the Green until she saw his blurred figure enter the door of the guesthouse.
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The days went on. Andy extended his stay for another week. He consulted Dr Granitt, and that physician had called upon Nelson, and, though he had not discovered the alarming aneurism, he left his patient impressed with the number and character of maladies from which he was suffering.

Andy did not see the girl again, save at a distance. His holiday was approaching its end, and he really must put in a week at fishing. His room at the guesthouse was a comfortable one, the golf course was excellent, and there was really no reason why he should fish at all.

On Sunday he went to church. He went somewhat hurriedly, for he was in his pyjamas reading when he saw Stella Nelson pass with a prayer-book in her hand. He was in church ten minutes after she entered, and secured a pew which gave him a view of her profile. She recognised him outside, and they walked back to Beverley Green together.

“It was rather an interesting sermon, don’t you think, Dr Macleod?”

“Very,” he agreed, and tactfully changed the subject. He knew there had been a sermon, because he had seen an old man curled up in one corner of the pew fast asleep. But what it was about he had not the slightest idea.

“I hear you are going away tomorrow,” she said.

“I had intended going tomorrow,” he said, “but probably I shall stay a few more days, unless they turn me out of the guesthouse.”

She shook her head.

“Nobody is turned out of the guesthouse,” she said. “Except by the police,” she added a little maliciously, and he chuckled.

As they strolled up the road a man was coming to meet them. Unexpectedly he turned off and disappeared down a side-street.

“Sweeny looks as if he didn’t want to meet me,” said the girl with a smile.

“I was thinking the same myself. Who is Sweeny?”

“He used to be Mr Merrivan’s butler, but I rather think he left under a cloud. He hates Mr Merrrivan.”

She was puzzled. She did not credit Sweeny with such a sense of delicacy that he avoided her in order to save her an embarrassing reminder of their last meeting. The explanation of his visit came from Mr Merrivan himself. That genial gentleman came up to them as they were standing by the gate of the house.

“Good morning. Miss Nelson,” he said cheerfully. “You didn’t meet that rascally Sweeny, did you?”

“I thought it was he,” she said.

“The scoundrel!” Mr Merrivan shook his large fist. “He has the audacity to show his nose in Beverley Green again. I caught the fellow spying round my house — or, at least, my gardener did. If I had been at church, as is my usual practice, I should probably never have heard of his appearance. All these servants hang together.”

What was there especially heinous in overlooking Mr Merrivan’s private grounds, Andy wondered, when he explained to him that Sweeny had done no more than wormed his way through a hedge, at which point he was discovered by the vigilant gardener. Probably the vigilant gardener would have said nothing, only Mr Merrivan happened to be pottering about — he was the sort of man who pottered — and had heard the sound of voices.

Nothing remarkable happened that day, and the machinery of fate, which in its working was to make Beverley Green world-notorious, did not begin grinding until the moon came up over the hills.

Stella was reading in the hall. She had just been up to see her father and make him comfortable for the night, since Mr Nelson had taken the medical advice very seriously and had not left his room since Andy’s warning.

She was turning over the page when she heard a stealthy ‘Tap, tap’ at the window. She waited a moment, thinking she must have been mistaken or that it was a dripping faucet in the kitchen she had heard. It came again,’ Tap, tap, tap,’ and she put down the book and got up. She was not nervous. Arthur Wilmot, in the old days, used to attract her attention that way when he wanted her to come out and walk round the Green.

She pulled aside the curtain and looked into the garden, but saw nothing. Heavy clouds had been rolling up all the afternoon from the southwest, and the moon was obscured. She walked to the front door, and her hand was on the knob to open it when she saw a letter at her feet. It had been pushed under the door. It was unaddressed, and after a moment’s hesitation she tore it open. It was a long letter; four pages were covered with close writing. At first she thought it was from Arthur. She had had several letters from him, and they had all gone the way of the first.

She turned to the signature, puzzled over it a little while, then began to read. The further she read, the colder grew her heart, and tighter seemed that restricted band about it, until she could hardly breathe. She went out into the kitchen and drew herself a glass of water, and, clutching the letter in her hand, she read it again, and every line was a knife-thrust. Presently she found what she was seeking — a small colt revolver which belonged to her father, and which she had locked away in the old days, when his drunken threats meant more to her than they did today. She found also a little green box, packed tight with cartridges. With a duster she cleaned the pistol, opened it calmly, put in three cartridges, and reclosed the breech. Then she went up to her room, found a dark overcoat, put it on, and slipped the pistol into her pocket.

Back in the hall she wished she had not burnt the letter; she wanted to make absolutely sure. She could find out, she told herself. She was cool and unshaken. The hand that turned the switch, plunging the room into darkness, did not shake. She slipped on her scarf and made sure that she had the key in her pocket before she closed the door gently.

At the garden gate she stopped to look over to the guesthouse. What a strength was there! For one wild moment she was tempted to lay her burden of agony upon his broad shoulders — for one moment. Then the absurdity of it struck her. Call a police officer! So she went on, a figure of doom, and her heart was as black as the room she had left, for the light of hope had gone out.

Andy Macleod had changed his mind for the third time that day. He would go tomorrow, he told himself; he was just being a stupid, sentimental fool, and that is a confession which does not sound nice to a man of thirty-five.

He walked over to the house, and, seeing the rooms black, he came back to his own apartment and tried to read. He put the book down after an unsuccessful attempt, undressed, and went to bed. He had a good conscience and a good digestion, and, though he told himself he was going to have a restless night, he was asleep within five minutes.

A rattling at the bedroom door awoke him instantly.

“Who is that?”

“Johnston the manager, sir. Can I see you? It is very urgent.”

Andy Macleod put on the light. The watch at his bedside marked the hour of a quarter to two. What had happened? He guessed that the telephone message had come through from headquarters requiring his presence in connection with Scottie’s arrest, and he cursed that man unjustly.

His first glance at the manager’s face told him that the trouble was nearer at hand. Johnston’s face was grey and his lips were trembling.

“Oh, sir,” he gasped, “such a terrible thing has happened. Mr Pearson told me to go and fetch you at once before I went to the police.”

“What is the matter?” asked Andy quickly.

“Mr Merrivan, sir, Mr Merrivan,” whimpered the man.

“What has happened?”

“Dead, sir, murdered, sir. Oh, it is dreadful!”

“Merrivan — murdered! Just wait a moment. I’ll be down in a few minutes. Make a cup of tea if you can.”

He dressed rapidly, swallowed the tea that the manager handed him (how the cup shivered and rattled in his hands!). Somebody else had notified the local authorities. A sergeant of police opened the door of Mr Merrivan’s house to his knock.

“I’m glad you’ve come, sir,” he said. “This is a pretty bad business. I’ve had every man of the police force roused and I’ve notified all stations on the road.”

“Is he dead?”

“Oh yes, sir, he’s quite dead. He must have been dead an hour. I’ve sent for Dr Granitt.”

Andy nodded.

“Where is he?”

“There,” said the sergeant, “in his ‘den’, as he used to call it.”

Andy opened the door and walked into the long room. All the lights had been switched on, and he turned automatically to the right where Merrivan’s desk was to be found, but he was not there. He lay at the other end of the room, his feet towards the window, his hands upraised, as though to ward off an attacker, and a fearful grin upon his face. He had been shot at close quarters, for there was a blackening of powder upon his white waistcoat. There was no necessity to carry out a medical examination; one glance at the still figure told its story.
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He came into the hall.

“Where are the servants?” he asked.

“The butler is pacifying the women, sir.”

“Send for him,” said Andy shortly.

The butler had heard nothing. His master had sent the servants to bed early. He had said that he would put out the lights and lock up. He often did this, so the butler did not see anything unusual in the order.

“Has he had any visitors this evening?”

The man hesitated.

“I couldn’t say for certain, sir. I heard voices once. I came down for a candle, and I thought I heard him talking.”

“To whom?”

“Well, sir,” hesitated the man, “as far as I could judge, it was to a lady.”

“Did you recognise her voice?”

“No, sir.”

“What time was this?”

“Between half past ten and eleven.”

“Did you hear no shot?”

“No, sir. Something woke me up; it may have been that. Cook says she heard a sound like a door creaking loudly. She came and woke me up. She didn’t wake me up immediately she’d heard the sound, but lay shivering in bed thinking it was burglars. Then she got up and knocked at Mr Merrivan’s door, and, as he didn’t answer, she came to me. That’s how I discovered Mr Merrivan, sir.”

“When you went into the room were the windows open or closed?”

“They were closed, sir.”

“Is there any other way out besides the front door?”

“Yes, sir. There’s a way out through the kitchen, and there’s another way out along the rosery path which Mr Merrivan uses himself.”

The doors leading to both these exits were barred and bolted, and Andy returned to the room where the murder had been committed. He noticed something peculiar about the carved Chinese cabinet. The door did not seem to fit, and, pulling it open, it came away in his hand. Then he understood the utility of the cabinet. Inside was a steel safe, which was also open. A bunch of keys dangled from the lock. He pulled open this door, to discover that the safe was empty. Then in the fireplace he saw a heap of burnt papers. Part of the heap was still smouldering red, and carefully he extracted such unburnt scraps as remained. He rescued a little leather-covered diary which had only been partly consumed, and this he placed carefully on a piece of paper.

“Nobody is to touch those ashes, you understand, sergeant?”

“I understand, sir.”

Andy examined the windows. Those in the front of the house were secured, and had not been tampered with. He tried the windows at the rear, and, as he had expected, one of them was unfastened.

“Excuse me, sir,” said the sergeant. “Did you see the letter?”

“The letter?” said Andy. “No, where?”

“The butler found it on the floor by the desk. He tells me he picked it up and put it under a heap of papers on the desk. He has just remembered that. He said he thought it was a letter Mr Merrivan had been reading just before he was killed.”

Andy searched the desk and drew forth from beneath a heap of accounts and unanswered letters a sheet of yellow notepaper. The calligraphy was cramped and of that style which is known as backhand, and is usually used by people who seek to disguise their handwriting.

The first words arrested Andy’s attention. He sat down in the swing chair. The letter ran:

‘I have given you a chance. You have failed me. You must bear the consequence. If in twentyfour hours you do not agree to carry out your promise, look out! This is final. I have been patient too long.’

It was signed ‘A.S.’. He looked up at the ceiling. A.S.? Abraham Selim! There was a postscript.

‘A trusted friend of mine will put this under your door.’

Andy folded up the letter and put it into his pocketbook as Dr Granitt came in.

“Well?”

“Very bad,” said the old doctor, shaking his head. “Oh, yes, he’s dead all right; been dead for an hour, I should think. Just lift his head, Dr Macleod. Yes, there’s the wound. The thoracic aorta is severed and the fourth dorsal vertebra smashed by the same bullet. You may say he has been killed twice. Bad, very bad.”

“Do you notice anything peculiar about him, Dr Granitt?”

“No,” said the other, looking down with a professional eye at the dead man.

“Look at his boots.”

The old man obeyed, and raised his eyebrows.

“Good lord, he’s got a pair of labourer’s boots on!”

They were thick, unshapely articles, the kind that agricultural labourers wear, and they were yellow with dried mud. The doctor looked and shook his head.

“You won’t want me any more, Macleod?”

“No. I don’t even think we shall want you at the coroner’s inquiry unless they wish to call corroborative evidence.”

“Thank heaven for that,” said the doctor. He had all the general practitioner’s horror of court proceedings, with their time-wasting protractions. “I’m frightfully busy just now. Hardly a night I’m not called up by anguished husbands — a very prolific people, the people of Beverley.”

Andy saw him out of the house and went back to the death-chamber to conduct a more thorough examination. He worked away from the body, and began with the window through which the murderer must have come. Here he had a complete confirmation of his theory. There were three dusty footprints on the settee, which was covered in black poplin and showed the prints of shoes, two lefts and a right. They were very, very small, no bigger than a woman’s, though the heel was broader. They might have been the marks of a woman’s house-shoes — the butler had heard a woman’s voice. The window was unbolted and moved up easily and noiselessly. He found nothing until he came to the writing-table. It was a broad pedestal desk in black oak. It looked an antique; a man like Merrivan would hardly have imitation Jacobean furniture.

There were two drawers on either side, and one of these — the lower and the nearest to the window — was open. It looked as though it had been opened by Merrivan as he sat in the swing chair. Andy pulled it out still further, and the glitter of gold caught his eye. It was a woman’s dress ring — a thin hoop of gold with five small emeralds set at intervals.

He frowned. He had seen that ring before. Where? He knew, but he fought off an admission that he knew. It was Stella Nelson’s ring. He had seen it on her engagement finger in the post office, and had felt a momentary pang of disappointment, the pang that all men feel when they see a pretty woman is not for them.

He stared at the little hoop in the centre of his palm, turned it over, and put it into his pocket, closing the drawer. Now he began to search about the desk and underneath.

Again he was rewarded. He picked up a tiny box, leather-covered. It was a jeweller’s ring case, and it was empty. He did not trouble to fit the ring to the slot in the white velvet. A ring of any size would fit. There was a step in the passage, and he slipped the case into his jacket pocket.

The newcomer was the local inspector, an important man, very naturally anxious to extract whatever kudos was to be had from the conduct of the case.

He said it was a “very bad business”. It was curious how people always said that on these occasions.

“I’ll take over charge here, Mr — um — Macleod,” he said.

“Certainly,” agreed Andy, “but you must definitely instruct me in writing not to conduct any further investigation.”

At this the inspector hesitated.

“I dare say we can work together, Mr Macleod. I’ve got on the ‘phone to the chief constable and he told me to notify headquarters.”

“We’ll work together if I am in charge,” said Andy. “You shall have all the credit that is going, Inspector. Leave me to find the murderer.”

“I don’t want any credit. But I’m sure you’ll see me right, Mr Macleod. What do you want me to do?”

Andy gave his instructions and in half an hour the body was removed. Later the inspector came to him with information.

“Mr Pearson heard the shot; it woke him up, he said. He came over just as the butler made the discovery. The shot came from the orchard at the back of Merrivan’s house.”

Andy listened incredulously.

“From the orchard? Impossible. He was shot at close range. The waistcoat is scorched and blackened.”

“But one of the maids heard it, too — the hysterical one. We’ve got her calm now, and she swears she heard the shot. The window of her room overlooks the orchard. She was awake, too, the knocking on the butler’s door had awakened her.”

“But the butler didn’t hear it?”

“He was on his way downstairs by then,” explained the officer.

Andy scratched his nose irritably.

“Merrivan was dead by then and the safe rifled. It must have taken at least four minutes to find the keys, open the safe — no, that is impossible. The butler must have made a noise of some kind — knocked a chair over probably.”

“But Mr Pearson wouldn’t have heard that.”

Andrew was silent.

“Neither would he,” he confessed.

It was getting light now, and he passed out through the kitchen into the garden. It was very still and solemn, and the fresh morning air tasted indescribably sweet.

The orchard lay beyond the truck garden. You followed a cinder path through a wooden gate and came to row upon row of fruit trees, the limewashed trunks showing whitely in the dawn light.

Before this the path frayed to an end in coarse grass.

Andy peered left and right, but saw nothing until he had passed the first line of trees, and even then, so much a part of the shadows was it that he did not see the huddled figure by the tree-trunk for some time. He was dead, shot square through the heart.

Andy went back to the house and summoned the inspector.

“There is a second body in the garden,” he said, “and, if my eyesight is not at fault, he should be an old acquaintance of yours.”

The police officer accompanied him to where the dead man lay.

“I know him, a man named Sweeny,” he said. “He was in Mr Merrivan’s service and was discharged for stealing. So he was the murderer; first shot Mr Merrivan and then came out here and shot himself!”

“Where is the revolver?” asked Andy quietly.

The inspector searched the ground about, but without success. The grass was quite short and had been grazed over (Andy afterwards found that sheep had been admitted to the orchard that week), and there was no possible hiding-place for the weapon.

“There has been a struggle here,” said Andy of a sudden. “Look at the turf! Three scars where the heel of somebody’s boot has tried to get a foothold, and — Go and bring the butler, Inspector, will you, please?”

Andy waited until he was out of sight, then walked quickly to the next tree and picked up something from the ground. It was a black silk scarf — the scarf that Stella Nelson had worn when she came to the gate two nights before.

There was no doubt whatever. In one corner was a monogram worked in red silk, S.N. The scarf was torn slightly. He smelt it. He was aware that she used a perfume, an elusive scent; as delicate a fragrance as he remembered. Yes, it was Stella Nelson’s scarf beyond any doubt. He rolled it up into as small a compass as possible and pushed it into his hip pocket, realising ruefully that he was loaded up with clues, and every clue pointed to this girl as the murderer.

Yet in his heart he had no doubt. It was not her beauty or her youth that convinced him of the impossibility of Stella being a murderess. It was something within him. Perhaps, like Scottie, he was fey. He was smiling at the thought when it came to him that he no longer felt the oppression that had irritated him all the time he had been in the valley. Perhaps it was the daylight. No, he had felt that lurking shape when the sun was shining its brightest.

The inspector came back, and for appearance sake, to justify his sending the officer away, he had to submit the agitated servant to the ordeal of identifying the dead man.

“Yes, sir, that was the man that Mr Merrivan found in the grounds this morning — yesterday morning, sir.”

“Of course!” Andy had forgotten the incident. This man Sweeny hated Merrivan. Probably he had some reason outside his natural dislike for an employer who had detected him in the act of theft.

Back in the house he gave his final instructions.

“Nobody is to be admitted. No information is to be given to the reporters beyond the bare fact that Mr Merrivan was murdered some time between midnight and one o’clock this morning. The position of the body can be shown diagrammatically, nobody must enter the room. Motive — robbery. The man in the orchard — let them try to explain him their own way.”

He was half way down the garden path when Arthur Wilmot dashed in at the gate. He had dressed hurriedly — his pyjama jacket showed under the light buttoned coat — and he was very pale.

“Mr Macleod, is it true — my poor uncle — Good God, it can’t be!”

“I’m glad I’ve seen you,” said Andy slowly. “Yes, I’m afraid it is true. Your uncle has been killed — shot.”

“Murdered?”

He whispered the word fearfully. Andy nodded.

“But — he has no enemies—”

“Few people are murdered from enmity,” said Andy. “The only man who has threatened Mr Merrivan’s life recently is you.”

Wilmot staggered back as if he had been struck.

“I?” he stammered. “I’ve never — did he say — ?”

“He was dead when he was found,” answered Andy, “and he has not said anything to me about the matter at any time. Now, Mr Wilmot, don’t answer in a hurry, and don’t answer at all if you’d rather not. Had you a quarrel with Darius Merrivan?”

The young man was shocked to speechlessness. He could only wag his head impotently and stare horrified at the inquisitor.

“I’ll tell you this much, that, standing outside this house a week ago, I heard you say, ‘I will kill you first.’”

Wilmot recovered his voice.

“Somebody has been telling lies about me.” His voice rose to a shout. “And I can tell you a few truths about somebody. I quarrelled with him — yes, I did! Over a girl who isn’t worth a packet of pins. Now you know. He talked about marrying her — and he’s married already. He didn’t know I knew, and I never told him. His wife ran away from him and went abroad, and they were never divorced. He was afraid to divorce her — and when he said he was going to marry—”

“Don’t shout,” said Andy sharply. “I’m not deaf. And I’m not keen on knowing any of your family troubles. I’m pretty sure you had nothing to do with the murder. Although” — he paused to give point to the next sentence— “although you are his heir and benefit by his death. Unless, of course,” he added, looking past the man but observing the understanding in his eyes, “unless you care to prove that he has a wife living. In that case his wife gets the lot. There may be a will.”

Wilmot shook his head.

“There isn’t a will,” he said in a milder tone. “I’m sorry I lost my temper, Macleod, but I’m rattled, and who wouldn’t be?”

“Who wouldn’t be?” agreed Andy.

He walked back with Arthur Wilmot and watched him into the house. The man had a charge to bring against somebody — against the girl who was not worth quarrelling about? That gave him material for thought. Had they quarrelled, these two, whom Beverley Green regarded as ‘practically engaged’? What hurt vanity went to the framing of those words “not worth a packet of pins”? He knew by the symptoms. The girl had wounded Wilmot’s pride, had touched him on a very raw place. And the conceit of the young man had been patent to Andy from the beginning. He had a trick of closing his eyes for a second or so when he spoke about himself and his accomplishments — a glaring advertisement of a man’s vanity.

Slowly he paced the gravel.

Should he go to the house? He looked at his watch. It was six o’clock. She would not be up. He looked dubiously at the silent house. The blinds were drawn, but she had told him that she rose at six when they had no servants. Yet, he hesitated, his knuckles raised to rap on the door. If she were about, she would hear him. If she were asleep, he could do no harm. He knocked, and instantly the door was opened.
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Her face was white; there were shadows under her eyes. But — more damning evidence to him — she was wearing the grey silk stockings she had worn on the previous day, and a woman does not wear light-coloured stockings two days in succession. She had not undressed that night!

She walked into the hall room. One light burnt, for the curtains had not been pulled apart nor the blinds raised.

“I was expecting you,” she said listlessly. “Will you please let me tell father before you take me away?”

He stood, a man turned to ice.

“Before — I take — you away?” he repeated.

“I knew you would come for me. I have been waiting all night for you, Mr Macleod. I don’t think I have moved from that chair.”

She saw how ill he looked and dropped her head.

“I’m sorry,” she muttered. “I was mad, just mad.”

He recovered himself, and in two strides was before her, his hands gripping her shoulders.

“You fool — you poor, dear fool,” he breathed. “Oh, God! you fool! Look what you left — look!”

He wrenched the scarf from his pocket and threw it on to the table. On to this he tossed the ring.

“My scarf — my ring! I remember.”

He found some difficulty in speaking; his heart was beating at a rate that made the pathologist in him wonder. “I’m being as big a fool as you, Stella,” he said, “but I can’t — I can’t let you go through that hell. I’m in love with you, I suppose, which sounds pretty mad to me, but I’ll have my car ready in a quarter of an hour and I can get you out of the country before anybody suspects — associates you with the crime. I’m mad, of course, but I can’t see that—”

She was looking at him in a frowning, puzzled way, open-eyed, and the eyes were wet.

“You’re very — wonderful, Doctor, but I can’t, and Mr Merrivan knows and is probably watching.”

He stepped back.

“Knows — watching? He’s dead!”

She did not understand him.

“Merrivan is dead — murdered last night.”

“Murdered last night,” she repeated, and a stone rolled from his heart.

“Phew!” he wiped his clammy forehead. “I am mad after all — to think you knew anything about it.” And then he sprang forward and caught her as her knees gave way.

The first thought that came to her as she recovered consciousness was that he had thought her a murderess and had wanted to save her. Mr Merrivan was dead. That was terrible news. They might suspect her, too, but he didn’t, the man with the grey eyes who had searched her face and whom she had hated. Nothing else really mattered.

“I think I am a little mad,” she said unsteadily, and the glass he held to her lips rattled against her chattering teeth.

She looked up into his face as she drank; he saw the confidence of a child — the confidence her father might have inspired.

“You’re wonderful, and I think you’ve been making love to me — love amongst the ruins!” she said jerkily. “It is dreadful, Mr Merrivan’s death. I went to his house last night. He sent for me, and I agreed, because I wanted something.”

“What was it, Stella?” he asked gently.

“I’ll never tell you that,” she said. “If I die I cannot tell you, Doctor — Andrew, and I used to hate you so — and you’re quite nice.”

His arm was about her shoulder and pillowed her brown head. As she spoke she played with the fingers of his supporting hand.

“And then what happened?”

“He was horrible to me. I mustn’t talk that way about him now that he is dead, must I? But he was — awful — and I had to let him paw me” — he felt her shiver— “and kiss me, and then he showed me things I wanted, and he made me take my ring off and he put on the big flashing diamond ring; and then I snatched the things I wanted — they were on the table. And then he came after me; I pointed a revolver at him.”

“You had a revolver? Oh, Lord, Stella, you did all that you could to endanger your dear neck, didn’t you?”

“I did, didn’t I? And then I flew out of the house.”

“Which way did you come?”

“By the front door. I don’t know any other way.”

“You didn’t go through the orchard?”

“No. Why should I?”

“Go on — you came straight home. What time was that?”

“Eleven. Beverley church clock struck eleven as I opened the door.”

“What made you go to him?”

“A letter — a terrible letter — putting things plainly, and — and — alternatives as plainly. I — I destroyed the things I brought from the house, and then I waited for you to come and arrest me for what I’d done. I hoped a little bit that it wouldn’t be you, and then I hoped it would. I thought you wouldn’t be gruff and horrid like Inspector Dane. And when I saw you come to the gate — I somehow knew you were at the gate — I felt that I just wanted to get things over. I couldn’t endure any more. What are you thinking about, Doct — Andrew?”

“Did anybody see you go to the house?”

She shook her head.

“Do you think — Wilmot saw you?”

“Arthur Wilmot? No. Why?”

“He was rather mysterious about something. The things you destroyed, they were documents of some kind?”

She nodded.

“Where did you burn them — here or at the house?”

“Here.” She pointed to the fireplace. “Where I burnt the letter.”

“The letter asking you to go over?” he demanded in dismay. “You didn’t burn that? Why, that would have proved everything!”

She was not perturbed.

“I don’t care — if you believe me,” she said, and came painfully to her feet. “I’m going to bed. No, I’m not. There is nobody to get daddy’s breakfast. He combines with a healthy appetite the fastidiousness proper to an invalid.”

“You’re going to bed,” said Andy authoritatively. “I’ll fix your father’s breakfast. I ‘phoned yesterday for my man to come down. He can cook perfectly, and as a sweeper he has no rival.”

“Are you sure?” she asked doubtfully, yet willing to be convinced, for she was aching for sleep.

“I won’t suggest anything so indelicate as that I should carry you up,” he said gravely. “I have carried ladies of great weight in the execution of my duty. They have generally been rather intoxicated.”

“Thank you, I’ll walk,” hastily. She stopped halfway up and leant over the rail, dropping her hand.

“I’m very glad it was you,” she said as he took her hand in his and laid it to his cheek.

“Father’s room is on the first floor — the front room,” were her last instructions.

When she had gone he pulled up the blinds and opened the windows. He had not ‘phoned for his servant. He had a servant, but the memory of his cooking made him shudder. Searching the kitchen and pantry, he made himself some tea, then he proceeded to the preparation of Kenneth Nelson’s breakfast. Several times, while so doing, he explained to himself that he was engaged in the detection of a double murderer, and that it was absurd of him to be dusting a room, pausing now and then to listen for a boiling kettle.

Kenneth Nelson was even more surprised at Andy than that gentleman had been at himself. He sat up gaping at the spectacle of an MD (Edinburgh) carrying in a tray, and his first impression was that he had suffered a relapse, and, following a period of unconsciousness, was a little lightheaded.

“What day is it?” he gasped.

“It is still Monday,” said Andy, setting down the tray. “Or it was, before I came upstairs. I’ve sent your daughter to bed.”

“She’s not ill?” Kenneth was genuinely alarmed.

“She’s tired. There has been an exciting night. Merrivan is dead, and I think you might get up today. A little intercourse with your fellow-men will be all to the good. But, Nelson, this village is dry for you. I can’t run a risk.”

Nelson was shocked.

“Merrivan dead! When did it happen? He looked the picture of health when I saw him last.”

Andy did not give him particulars until the artist was dressed and downstairs. He came down carrying a tray of cold eggs and tea and they breakfasted together.

“That’s very bad. Poor Merrivan. He was not an especial friend of mine, but—”

Andy saw his face twitch as though some ugly and long inhibited memory had come to him. He knew this man’s weakness, and, given time, he could reach its foundation. The death of Merrivan had broken a seal that covered some chamber of his mind and the dark thought was loose and disturbing him. Throughout breakfast Andy saw him striving to catch and imprison the prison-breaker. But the thing had grown too big for its narrow cell, and Nelson grew graver and quieter, and more like the man that Andy had expected him to be.

“Why was Stella up all night, Doctor?” he asked,

“She may have heard the shot, and possibly was told. One of the servants had hysteria and screamed for an hour on end. I wonder anybody in Beverley Green could sleep.”

He left Mr Nelson preparing to go out and went off to the guesthouse. It was then eight o’clock, and he had had an exhausting six hours and at least three minutes of concentrated mental agony which had been more wearing than all the rest of his experiences.

Inspector Dane was coming out of the bungalow as he arrived.

“Phone message from headquarters,” he reported. “All stations have been warned, and a warrant will be issued this morning for the arrest of Abraham Selim. Headquarters wants to know if you have any idea where he lives. They have found his office.”

Andy had no information to offer.

“Nothing else has been found?” he asked.

“Nothing. There are fingerprints on the polished part of the desk, and I am arranging for these to be photographed. The coroner would like to see you at eleven o’clock.”

The formalities attaching to wilful murder are infinite, the actual ‘committee work’ wearisome, but necessary. Andy was dog-tired and sleeping at an hour when most people were sitting down to dinner.

Stella Nelson woke some time in the afternoon, and her first waking impression was that something pleasant had happened. In this spirit she continued as she bathed and dressed, though she knew that a murder had been committed within a few yards of her, and that she was the last known person to be in the victim’s company. She told herself this much, and accepted the self-reproach with great calmness. She was very sorry, and if people thought evilly of her it was unfortunate. She might be arrested yet. Even this terrific ending did not frighten her from her equable frame of mind.

“You are coldblooded, callous, and inhuman,” she said, “and unwomanly.”

Possibly she was more womanly in that mood than in any other. The world is more narrowly and specifically confined to a woman than to a man. It can be reduced to one shining figure that stands out against a smudged background of vague and meaningless shapes.

Andrew’s servant was evidently a rough and ready duster of rooms, she thought, as she straightened the ornaments he had left askew, and picked up the broom and dustpan from the top of the piano.

Kenneth Nelson came in bubbling with news. He had lunched at the club, and everybody had been there, and all had agreed that the murders were ‘bad business’.

“I saw you were up,” she said. “Do you know where Andrew Macleod’s servant is? I want to thank him. Did he bring you your breakfast? I suppose you were surprised to see him?”

“Dr Macleod brought my breakfast. I didn’t see any servant,” he said. “I didn’t know he had one. I say, Stella, this is terrible news about Merrivan and that man.”

“What man?”

She asked the question without thinking. So Andrew was the awkward duster? She felt inclined to put the broom and dustpan back on the piano.

“What was his name — Sweeny—”

“Sweeny? What about him?” she asked quickly.

He told her the story, glad to find somebody who did not know.

“Didn’t Macleod tell you? He said you’d heard the shot and were awake all night. Now, I’ve got a theory that Merrivan and this man had a sort of duel—”

He expounded his theory at length, and she was only too glad to hear him talk and be relieved of the necessity for replying.

She wondered how Andrew had found the eggs. She ought to have told him that the bread was in the earthenware pan and the butter in the refrigerator. She would not finish his dusting: that would be a desecration — like ‘improving’ a beautiful ruin. The teaspoons — how did he find the teaspoons? Of course he was a detective.

“What the dickens are you laughing at?” asked the outraged Mr Nelson. “I don’t think it is a laughing matter, Stella, by gad!”

“I’m sorry, dear — hysteria — or something. What is this?”

She took the letter from his hand.

“A cheque from Mandbys, bigger than I expected,” he said. “I’d nearly forgotten, dear, but seeing you sniggering reminded me.”

He had never before given her a cheque he had received. Usually he carried it to the bank himself and the next morning she was looking for new servants. He was absurdly proud of his reformation, and she was touched.

“You dear!” She kissed him and hung to him, and Mr Nelson experienced some of the forgotten satisfaction which belongs to virtue.

“Macleod’s in charge of the case. I saw him for a minute or two, looking perfectly ghastly. It shocked even him. He told me so. ‘I had a bad ten minutes this morning,’ he said. Poor chap; but cheerful! My dear, he was as cheerful as — as you are. I suppose these fellows get used to it. A capable man that. I’m glad he is here.”

“So am I,” she said, and glanced at the streaks of dust on the top of a table.

Mr Nelson had one item of good news. He had met a former cook of theirs in Beverley, and to that good lady’s surprise had stopped and talked to her. In his sober moments he never admitted outside of the house that he was anything else. This had made reconciliations between discharged helps and their former employer a little difficult.

“I told her that I’d given up drinking,” he said. “A bit of a pill to swallow, eh, Stella? But I did it. After all, she knew. Her sister is expecting her fourth baby,” he added inconsequently, and went on, “She’s coming this afternoon and bringing her sister — no, not that one, a younger one. She’s a good parlourmaid. Quite a nice girl, engaged to a soldier in India, so we shall keep her for a bit.”

Stella blessed Andrew once more.

She tried all that afternoon to recall or to reconstruct within herself just how she felt when she had first met him. It was a little difficult. You cannot reconstruct fear without being afraid. There are certain elements of emotion which defy synthesis. She would have given all that she had to give to live over those three minutes when he thought she was confessing to the murder. His terror — his love; she felt the grip of his hand on her shoulders. How long had she known him? She had seen him four times and had spoken a dozen sentences before he told her that he would sacrifice his profession and his honour for her safety. The violence of his abuse — he had called her a fool, a damned fool —

Fortunately her father had gone. He would never have understood her gurgling laughter. Resolutely she went in search of the dustpan and the broom, and put them on the top of the piano with a bang.
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‘Who was the woman in Mr Merrivan’s room? The butler of the deceased man heard a woman’s voice distinctly. Mr Merrivan had received no visitors that evening. The butler had admitted nobody, and yet, coming downstairs half an hour after Mr Merrivan had told him to go to bed, he heard the sound of voices, and one of those voices was a woman’s. Who was this mysterious visitor? In all probability she can throw a light upon a double crime, which in its sensational features has no parallel in recent years.’

Andy read the newspaper leader calmly. There were others very similarly worded. The reporters had got to the butler. That was inevitable. He couldn’t keep the man locked up, and apparently the warning he had delivered had had no effect. The first reporter he saw the next morning brought the incident of the woman forward as being of supreme importance. “Possibly,” said Andy, “she might tell us something, but obviously she could not throw any light on the murder. She was seen leaving the house at eleven o’clock. The murder was not committed until past one.”

“Who saw her leave?”

“Ah, ha!” said Andy, smiling, “that is my own pet mystery. Seriously, I shouldn’t bank on the woman. She may have been a neighbour who very naturally is horrified at the thought of publicity.” To the second reporter he was more explicit. “Curiously enough, it was I who saw her. I was sitting at the open window. It was a warm, beautiful night and almost as clear as though the moon was shining. I saw her crossing the Green: she passed under my window and out on the main road.”

Andrew Macleod was a problem to Andrew Macleod. He was working for two ends — to keep the girl out of the case; to bring to justice the murderer. The facility with which he had lied amazed him. Ordinarily scrupulous to a degree, so that even to gain a conviction when the guilt of a prisoner was known to him he would never stretch supposition into fact, yet he was now lying glibly, shamelessly.

At the announcement of every new reporter he expected to see the hard features of one man who would be more difficult than any other. Happily, a certain Mr Downer did not put in an appearance. He asked one of the other reporters:

“I should have thought that this was a case for Downer?”

The journalist made a wry face. “Downer is away on his holidays. I’m very glad. I hate working with him.”

Andy smiled to himself. He shared the other’s relief. He had replied to the wire he had received from headquarters placing him in charge and asking if he required any help. There was a big end of the case in town, and he left that to the town men, expressing himself as satisfied with the assistance that was at hand. His unofficial and most unexpected helper arrived at about eleven, when he had seen the last of the reporters.

A thin, long man, wearing loose knickerbockers and golfing shoes, arrived at the guesthouse, and the manager’s jaw dropped at the sight of him.

“Good morning, Johnston,” said the newcomer cheerfully. “Is Macleod about?”

“Mr Macleod is in his sittingroom,” said the manager slowly. “It is rather surprising to see you, Professor.”

Four-eyed Scottie took off his gold-mounted spectacles and polished them with a purple silk handkerchief.

“It was a mistake, a foolish police error. I do not resent it. After all, Johnston, we must remember that in every highly efficient police system such mistakes must occur. Never blame the police, whatever inconvenience you may be put to. It is better that a dozen innocent citizens shall be arrested than one miscreant should escape.”

“Yes, sir,” said the dazed Johnston, falling naturally into the attitude of deference which he had shown to the former guest. “Did you want to see Mr Macleod?” He hesitated. “What name shall I give?”

“Bellingham, Professor Bellingham,” said Scottie, and added: “My own name.”

A minute later:

“Professor who?” said Andy.

“Bellingham, sir, the gentleman who was staying here before.”

“The devil!” said Andy. “Show him up.”

Scottie strolled into the room, dismissed Mr Johnston with a nod, and closed the door.

“To what miracle am I indebted for this visit, Scottie?”

“The miracle of justice,” said Scottie as he sat down uninvited. “Fiat justicia, etc.
 I bear no ill-feeling, Macleod.”

Andy chuckled.

“So your alibi got past, did it?”

Scottie nodded solemnly.

“The beak said that he could not commit me, and that it was evidently a case of mistaken identity. Such things have happened before and will happen again, Macleod. To be absolutely honest, I was playing solo whist with Mr Felix Lawson, a well-known licensed victualler—”

“And a receiver of stolen goods,” added Andy pointedly. “There is a conviction against him on that score unless I am mistaken.”

“Don’t let us rake up old scandals,” said Scottie; “the point is that here I am, and at your service.”

Andy swung round to face his visitor.

“What name did you give Johnston?”

“Bellingham, Professor Bellingham. It is a nom de guerre. After all, what is a professor? One who professes. I profess to understand geology, from Leibnitz to Hutton. The Paleozoic rock, with which I include the Devonian system, is my long suit, and—”

“We won’t quarrel over the question of your erudition,” said Andy good-temperedly. “The point is, why have you come here? Having escaped the just processes of the law — I suspect perjury on an extensive scale.”

Scottie drew up his chair nearer.

“I told you something about this place,” he said sombrely. “I told you there was trouble coming, and it has come.”

Andy nodded. He had remembered Scottie’s warning a good many times since the murder.

“Now I’ll unfurl another fold of information,” said Scottie. “Under the rose, over the stone, and on the square” — he shifted his feet symbolically— “we’re talking as brothers.”

“Do you know anything about it?” asked Andy.

“I don’t know; I’m only guessing. I took to this place partly because it was off the main road, and partly because it looked pretty good to me, with all those rich people hanging round with silver and gold for the taking. That Sheppard woman wears pearls like eggs. Her husband is a municipal architect, and naturally a grafter. But that is by the way. I tell you, there are pickings in this place for a — a scientist. Naturally I have reconnoitred the village from the clubhouse to the Sheppards’ garage. The only house in the village that wouldn’t show a profit on a night’s work is the Nelsons’, but probably you know that as well as I do. Not that it doesn’t hold a treasure—”

“Get on with your speculations,” said Andy shortly, and was sorry, for Scottie shot a quick, inquiring glance at him. Nevertheless, he made no further reference either to the Nelsons’ house or to the treasure it contained.

“I’ve been all over Merrivan’s grounds, and he is the only man who has taken adequate precautions to deal with robbers and thieves. There is a burglar alarm on every window except the back window of his study, and that has a patent bolt at the edge and can’t be forced from the outside. He’s got a gun, which he keeps in a little cupboard behind his desk. The door looks like one of the panels of the wall, but it isn’t.”

“That is one I missed,” said Andy, interested. “How does it open?”

Scottie shook his head.

“I’ve never been inside, but I’ve seen it. And I’ll tell you another one, Macleod; the back window hasn’t a burglar alarm because that’s the way old Merrivan used to go out at nights. Under the window outside there is a broad stone seat. You saw that?”

“Where did he go?”

“I don’t know; I only saw him once; but he stepped out so pert and lively that I knew he must have gone that way before — through the orchard to God knows where. I never followed him; it would have been indelicate. Fat men are entitled to their adventures as much as we thin men.”

“When did you see him go out by the window?”

“The night before you fixed me,” said Scottie. “The time was about eleven-thirty. I didn’t see him come back, but I did observe the man who followed him. Not distinctly in the sense that I could tell you who he was, or pick him out from twenty other men. That is why I didn’t follow. I guessed that Merrivan had his own trouble coming to him, and although, due to the miscarriage of justice, I have certainly appeared in law courts, I have never descended to taking the stand in a divorce case. Have I interested you?”

“You have indeed, Scottie. I suppose you’ve some idea of the height of the man?”

“He is a little man, rather about your size,” said Scottie, with the insolence of six feet.

“About fifty-nine inches?”

“That’s it,” nodded Scottie, and corrected himself. “No, I wouldn’t say he was even as big as that. Honestly, he was a little fellow. I should say he didn’t come up to your shoulder. Bu it is very difficult to judge, even in the moonlight. I spotted his fellow before Merrivan came out. The trunks of the trees in the orchard are limewashed, and I saw him pass a trunk and that scared me a bit. I took an entirely selfish view; my first thought was for my own safety, so I didn’t go along and investigate. And then Merrivan came out and walked off as I told you. He had disappeared before this fellow who was watching in the orchard made any move, and then I saw him just for a second in the moonlight. The impression I had was that this wasn’t the first time he had been watching, and maybe he had good reason.”

“What you say puts rather a new complexion upon the case,” said Andy thoughtfully. “To tell you the truth, Scottie, I was anxious to find that new complexion. It gives us a line. You’ve heard no scandal?”

Scottie shook his head.

“I never listen to such things,” he said virtuously. “But I certainly did look hard at all the women up at the golf-house the next morning, without finding one of the married ladies who would inspire a man of taste and discrimination.”

Andy thought for a while.

“I don’t exactly know what I am going to do with you, Scottie, or how I am going to explain you. I think you would be very helpful, but naturally you can’t go back to your old role of social pet.”

“I was never exactly that,” said Scottie, unabashed. “I had the glamour with which science envelops her votaries.”

Andy laughed.

“Anyway, I’m glad to see you, Scottie, and almost glad, though it is an immoral thing to say, that you’ve got away with it. Now what am I to do with you? I wonder if the Nelsons would harbour you? I’m not certain about Mr Nelson.” He implied that he was very certain of the girl, and Scottie gathered that at least he had got acquainted.

“Just wait here whilst I run over,” he said. “Don’t read my correspondence if you can avoid it.”

Here his guest was genuinely ruffled, but Andy laughed him down.

Stella, rioting in the sense of luxury which two capable servants brought to her, was working in the garden when Andy came through the gate, and she stripped off her gloves and offered her hand.

“Stella, I want you to help me. There’s an old friend of mine arrived, and I cannot exactly keep him in the guesthouse, and I really want his assistance.”

“But why not the guesthouse?” she asked in surprise. “Father could sponsor him.”

“It is Scottie,” he explained. “You remember Four-Eyed Scottie?”

“The professor?” she said in surprise. “I thought he was in prison.”

“There has been a miscarriage of justice,” said Andy calmly, “and he’s got off. Could you put him up? I know that it is an extraordinary thing to ask, for Scottie is undoubtedly a crook. But I promise you that he won’t disgrace you or steal your silver. At the same time it will be necessary to offer a plausible explanation to your father.”

She wrinkled her forehead in thought.

“If father ever really thought it was a miscarriage of justice — I mean his being arrested at all — and that the professor was in consequence a little sensitive—”

“That’s it,” said Andy, and went into the house to interview Mr Kenneth Nelson.

He found him in the studio paying marked attention to Pygmalion’s left eye, and Mr Nelson listened with interest to the story of Scottie’s return.

“I quite understand,” he said. “The poor chap will not want to meet all these people again, and if, as you say, he wants to complete his study of the Beverley strata — Beverley, by the way, has the distinction of possessing a strata of its own — I’ll accommodate him with pleasure, though I have never heard of people geologising by night.”

“The professor is a remarkable man,” said Andy gravely.



Chapter 12


Table of Contents


Scottie’s installation at the Nelsons’ served a double purpose. It recruited to Andy a shrewd, if unprincipled, lieutenant, and it gave him a more comfortable feeling about leaving Stella with no other protection than her father. There was the indisputable fact that somewhere at large was the murderer, and that that murderer had possibly seen the interview between the girl and Merrivan, and might, to save his own skin, implicate her. For how had Stella’s scarf reached the orchard? For what purpose it had been taken he could not guess, but this was clear — that the murderer was well aware of her presence. He drove to town that morning, carrying with him the charred diary which had told him nothing, for half the pages had been torn out and burnt separately before the book was thrown upon the fire. His first call was at Ashlar Buildings.

Mr Abraham Selim’s office was in the hands of the police, and the predecessor of Sweeny had been found and was waiting for him. The most important find that the police had made was a letter which was addressed to Sweeny. It was evidently in answer to one which Sweeny had left for his master, and it dealt with the prosaic matter of office-cleaning and the expenses to be incurred. Its importance, from Andy’s point of view, was that the writing was identical with that which had been discovered on Merrivan’s desk.

The second fact which was elicited — and this evidence came from an elevator boy who knew Sweeny — was that the man had been discharged the day before his murder. The reason for his being fired was also learnt. Selim had accused him of steaming open letters and reading the contents, and his complaint was probably well founded, though the man had denied it to his confidant.

There was little else to learn. Sweeny’s predecessor had never seen his employer, and he apparently followed the same procedure as the man to whom he had handed over his duties. The letters were left in the safe and usually collected on Saturdays and Wednesdays, on which days the clerk was not expected to go anywhere near the office. Nobody had ever seen the mysterious Mr Selim enter or leave the office, and the hall porter did not know him. There was a possibility that he occupied another suite in the building, but inquiries accounted for all the other tenants. Thinking that from proximity the staff might have seen something of Mr Selim, Andy personally visited the next office, which was occupied by a firm of shippers, Messrs Wentworth & Wentworth.

He found that the staff consisted of a girl typist, and, from what she told him, the firm of Wentworth & Wentworth had seen better days, and the business was kept on from sentiment rather than from any profits which accrued.

“Mr Wentworth is out just now,” said the girl. “He is not in very good health, and only comes to the office two days a week, and I know that he could not tell you much about Mr Selim.”

“Have you ever seen Mr Selim by any chance?”

“No, sir,” she shook her head, “and I am sure Mr Wentworth hasn’t, because he said to me once or twice how curious it was that nobody ever saw Mr Selim. The only person from that office I have seen was the clerk. He was there from eleven to one. It was a nice easy job for him. I wonder he was so silly as to lose it.”

She had heard also of the steamed envelope apparently. Andy called on the local Income Tax Inspector. He reported that Mr Selim’s accounts were always rendered in excellent order and that the tax was paid. He had not seen the man and had had no occasion to call upon him. Andy left a detective in charge of the office and went back to Beverley Green, very little wiser than when he had started out.

Would Scottie know — Scottie, with his queer knowledge of the underworld and the strange people who constituted its population? He would consult Scottie. He had frequently consulted him since he had been staying at the Nelsons’. It gave him an excuse for calling.

He found that worthy gentleman initiating Stella into the mysteries of bezique. Mr Nelson was at the club expounding a new theory.

“Selim? Abraham Selim? Yes, he is a moneylender, and he’s on the crook, too, I think.”

Andy observed that the girl’s face had become suddenly serious. She was, in fact, experiencing the first twinge of uneasiness she had felt since the crime had been committed.

“I have never met anybody who knew him, but I have met lots of people who have been financed by him. He is a bad egg.”

“Is he the kind of man who would threaten someone who would not pay?”

“Threaten?” said the other contemptuously. “There’s nothing that Selim wouldn’t do. A friend of mi—” He corrected himself. “A man I have heard about, Harry Hopson, doublecrossed him for a matter of two hundred. He got Harry ten years. Not that Harry didn’t deserve it, but Selim certainly put a fine case against him, an old one that Harry had forgotten. Anyway, he went down for ten years.”

One thing was certain, that if Merrivan was in such financial difficulties that he had been obliged to borrow from Selim his indebtedness represented an enormous sum. His tradesmen had been paid up until the Saturday, there was a balance at his bank amounting to several thousands, and there was no evidence at all that he was pressed for money. Until the accountant had set to work on his securities it was difficult to tell how rich he was. No correspondence of any kind had been discovered that revealed the slightest obligation to the mystery man, nor were any other letters found from the moneylender.

One point had not been cleared up — the extraordinary boots which Merrivan had been wearing at the moment of his death. He had been in the habit of making nocturnal visits — but why the heavy boots, if, as Scottie supposed, the object of his midnight rambles was in the village itself? And if that were the case, why wear boots which would make an infernal din the moment they were on gravel or wood? Surely rubber-soled shoes would be more in keeping with that kind of adventure? Andy considered these matters as he walked across to Merrivan’s house.

All day long and for two days the place had been besieged by reporters. There had been an inflow of strange men with cameras and inquisitive youths with notebooks. At this hour the last of the newspaper men had gone. He had promised himself the task of a thorough inspection of the house. Up till now he had confined his minutest scrutiny to the long room and contented himself with a casual examination of the other apartments.

The remaining inspection narrowed itself to a more careful search of Mr Merrivan’s bedroom. It was on the first floor, in front of the house, and consisted of a large and airy bedroom, furnished only with the necessities of toilet, a dressing-room leading out from one door and a handsomely appointed bathroom opening from another. Mr Merrivan had taken a great deal of pains to secure his comfort. The bathroom was surprisingly luxurious. It was lined with marble, and had been fitted by a Swiss firm which specialised in this kind of work. The furniture in the bedroom consisted of a four-poster bed, a tallboy, and a large bureau. The floor was partly covered by a square of grey carpet. There was also a dressing-chest, a smaller table, and a low armchair and two other chairs, and this practically comprised the contents.

He began by devoting a little more attention to the bed than he had been able to give to it. It was a very solid piece of furniture, and the supports at both sides were heavy and thick. He tapped one of them at the head of the bed and found it solid. The footboard was beautifully carved on the inner side, the outer side being fairly plain, except for two carved shields surmounted by a heraldic rose which appeared on the squat footsteps. He turned up the bed and examined the mattresses, spent an unprofitable half hour in tapping the walls and examining the remaining furniture.

It baffled him that he could find no further reference to Abraham Selim. Not a single document had been discovered which threw any light upon the threat contained in the letter found by the dead man’s desk. As for Abraham Selim, he had disappeared completely. Every letter arriving at his office had been opened, and the surprising volume of his business and the solid character of his clientele had been revealed, but neither letter of appeal for loans or time to pay gave any clue to his identity. The man was a usurer of the worst type, and his disappearance must have been a relief to scores of unhappy people who were in his clutches.

But it was an extraordinary circumstance, and one which puzzled the police, that there was no documentary proof of the obligations of his clients. No bills or promissory notes were discovered in the office or at his bank. Usually a moneylender lodges these, with his other securities, in the bank’s vaults. Nor was his credit a very high one. Though an enormous volume of business passed through his accounts, his floating balance was never more than a few thousands, and the money he paid in was, as soon as the cheques were cleared, withdrawn again. When it was necessary for him to cover a cheque he had issued for any large amount, it came to the bank manager in the shape of notes.

Here again it would seem impossible that this elusive man could have escaped observation. He must have gone to the bank to open an account, argued the police, but it proved to be that the account had been transferred from a country branch the manager of which was dead. Even had be been alive, it is probable he would have failed to have given any satisfactory testimony as to the identity of Abraham Selim.

To say that he had hidden his tracks would be untrue. He had made no tracks to hide. He had come from nowhere unseen, and, unseen, had vanished into the void from whence he came.
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Scottie rarely went abroad in the daylight, not because of any secretiveness on his own part, but in deference to the wishes of Andy. If he were visible in the daytime, it was usually between one o’clock and two in the afternoon, at which hour Beverley Green was usually settled at lunch.

He came out by the side entrance of Nelson’s house, his objective being the guesthouse and Andy. Under his arm was the morning newspaper, a report in which was the subject of his visit, for there was a reference to himself which had made him uneasy. Some callow reporter who had evidently not heard of the happy conclusion to what Scottie euphemistically described as his ‘law suit’ had written of a ‘sensational arrest in this delightful backwater of life’ prior to the murder, and had evolved from this a conclusion unflattering to Scottie.

He had hardly taken a step upon the road when he stopped.

A big car blocked his way, being half on the road and half embedded in the shrubbery which bordered the Green, and which, as Scottie knew, was the pride of its inhabitants.

The redfaced chauffeur was making a frantic attempt to turn in the narrow road, with deplorable results to the arboreal beauties of the community. But it was not the chauffeur or the resplendent machine, nor yet the flurry and the snort of engines in reverse, that absorbed Scottie. It was the solitary occupant of the car.

She was a woman of uncertain age, stout and still comely. Under a toque of silver tissue her hair shone with a metallic redness, from which hue her black eyebrows rebelled. The red of her face was equally defiant of the thick layer of powder with which she had overlaid her natural heartiness of colouring. Her blue eyes bulged somewhat, giving the impression that she was permanently surprised. All this Scottie saw between an expert inspection of embellishments more substantial.

In the lobe of each ear was a diamond the size of a peanut; about her neck were three strings of pearls of great size; and attached to her person in this region was a diamond bar, a brilliant plaque that flashed a thousand colours in his dazzled eyes, and a large emerald clasp.

Scottie, looking at her glittering hands, concluded there were no rings on her thumbs.

“Very sorry to make such a fuss, but why don’t you build your roads wider?” She favoured Scottie with a friendly smile.

He started at the sound of her voice. It was so utterly unlike anything that he had expected, and he gathered from her accent that she had lived some years in America. It was that strange intonation which English people acquire after a long sojourn in the United States. And it was a voice that made Scottie wince, for this woman with the diamonds was gutter-bred and gutter-reared, for all her obvious wealth.

“Common,” thought Scottie, and wondered how she had charmed the diamonds.

“I ain’t — haven’t been around here for years,” she went on, naturally mistaking her audience for a resident. “They tell me all about this place at Beverley. There’s been a murder here, hasn’t there?”

“There has,” said Scottie, and politely handed up his paper. “You’ll find a very full account here if you’d like to read it, madam.”

“Didn’t bring my glasses,” she said briskly, but took the newspaper from his hand. “A gentleman murdered! How shocking! They didn’t tell me his name, and it wouldn’t have meant anything to me if they had. Say, these murders are awful, ain’t they? We had one right near to us in Santa Barbara, and the Senator, my dear late husband, wouldn’t tell me anything about it. Thought it would upset me, I guess. Senator Crafton-Bonsor. Maybe you’ve heard of him? His name was in the newspapers a whole lot. Not that he worried about what newspapers said.”

Scottie judged that the newspapers had been unkind. But a United States Senator? That was a stiff one to swallow. He knew little about American public men, his experience being limited to a nodding acquaintance with sundry District Attorneys, but he had an idea that Senators were men of taste and discrimination.

“Well, I’ll get along, mister. My, it must be creepy living in a place where murder was committed! I’d never sleep at nights, mister—”

“My name is Bellingham, Professor Bellingham.”

She was impressed.

“Why, isn’t that fine! It must be grand to be a professor. There was one came to our house in Santa Barbara — I’d like you to see my house; why, the lawn’s as big as this village — he was wonderful. Got rabbits out of a plug hat, and he showed me the hat before and it was certainly empty. Such a clever man. Well, I’ll get along, mister — professor, I mean. I’m staying at the Great Metropolitan. My, they know how to charge. And when I asked for a cantaloupe they’d no idea what I meant. Goodbye.”

The car went on and out of sight, leaving Scottie a very thoughtful man.

“Did you see that car?” was the first question he put to Andy.

“No, I heard one. I thought it was a tradesman’s truck.”

“It was surely a truck,” agreed Scottie, “but, Macleod, you should have seen the goods. About — well, I won’t attempt to give you an estimate. It was fierce! And what a lady!”

Andy had other interests than chance visitors to Beverley Green.

“How is Miss Nelson?” he asked.

“Wonderful,” said Scottie. “She is going a long walk up the valley this afternoon.”

Andy went red.

“Who said so?” he demanded.

“She did,” said Scottie coolly, “and she particularly reminded me to tell you. There’s something highly intelligent about Miss Nelson, that’s why she’s different to the majority of girls I’ve met. A lot of that maidenly modesty you read about in books is punk.”

“I certainly am not going to discuss Miss Nelson’s sense of modesty, Scottie,” said Andy haughtily, “and I see no particular reason why you should draw any inferences from what Miss Nelson said. She probably meant you to tell me that she is feeling well enough to take a solitary walk.”

“Maybe,” agreed Scottie. “She told me that she’d be at the second golf hut at three o’clock and she’d wait for you.”

Andy had no immediate explanation to offer.

“And talking of love,” Scottie went on, “I’d like you to see what the Post Herald reporter said about the arrest of a dangerous criminal — meaning me — a few days before the murder.”

Andy had been waiting by the golf hut ten minutes before the girl came into view.

“I was afraid that you wouldn’t be able to get away,” she said when she reached him. “The professor told you, didn’t he?”

“Oh, yes, he told me,” said Andy dryly.

“Oh, and did he tell you what that queer-looking woman said?” she asked eagerly. “He had quite a long conversation with her. Her car has broken down two lovely lilac bushes. Really, people are careless, trying to turn a big car in that narrow road!”

“What queer woman was this?” asked Andy. “Scottie made some reference to her. A visitor?”

Stella nodded.

“I saw her through the window. She simply blazed! I haven’t had a chance of speaking to Mr Scottie. I was dressing when he came back.”

They were walking at a leisurely pace towards — Andy wasn’t quite sure then or after which way they went, except that they came to the hedged boundaries of Beverley Hall. He was out of the world, in a new and tangible heaven. Attractive, pretty, beautiful? He had asked that question before. The profile was perfect, the colouring as delicate in the unromantic sunlight as it had been when the glamour of soft lights might have played tricks with his eyesight.

“Arthur Wilmot cut me this morning,” she said.

“Oh! Why? I thought — people said—”

He did not finish his awkward sentence.

“That I was engaged to him?” she laughed softly. “They engage you very — very fluently at Beverley. I never was engaged to him. I used to wear a ring on the finger because — well, the ring fitted that finger. Daddy gave it to me.”

He heaved a sigh, and she heard it, and glanced quickly sideways at him, then looked as quickly in the opposite direction.

“What does Arthur Wilmot do for a living?”

“I don’t know,” she answered. “He is something in the city. He never talks about his business and nobody knows what he is. That is curious, because most boys talk of their work-most of the boys I know. They’re frightfully proud of their own cleverness, and there isn’t very much more for them to talk about. You never talk about yourself, Doctor Andrew.”

“I thought that I was unusually loquacious — Miss Nelson.”

“Don’t be silly. You called me Stella, and a fool, and a somethinged fool, almost the first time we met. It is rather wonderful, isn’t it?”

“I certainly had a nerve,” he confessed.

“I mean about — well, about our knowing each other so well, and liking you. I don’t like people until I’ve known them for ever so long. Perhaps it was the reaction. I used to hate you; you made me feel so guilty when you looked at me. I used to think what a horrible man you must be; just like a bloodhound that hunts poor wretched slaves.”

“So I made you feel like something out of ‘Uncle Tom’s Cabin’?” he smiled. “I rather enjoy that sensation. I suppose people think of the police that way. But we flatter ourselves that the sight of a policeman’s bright buttons brings a glow of joy to the good citizen’s heart.”

“I’m not a good citizen,” she said shortly. “I’m a very bad citizen. You don’t know how bad.”

“I can guess,” said he.

They went on for a long time after this, neither speaking a word.

“Stella,” he said suddenly, “when you saw Merrivan, did he — well, did he give you any idea of the future — where he was going to live?”

“In Italy,” she said with a shiver. “He told me that he would have a lot of money and that he had bought a beautiful palace on Como.”

“He didn’t say that he had the money?”

“No. I distinctly remember him saying ‘will have’. He gave me the impression that he was going to get it from somewhere. Please don’t let us talk about it.”

Where was the money to come from? wondered Andy. From Abraham Selim? Or had he already secured and hidden the money, and had Abraham Selim, discovering his intention of living abroad, tried to get it back? Selim never sued a man in court. That was a curious circumstance. It seemed that he never lent money unless he had some sort of hold on his victim.

Crossing a stile, he took Stella’s hand and did not release it when he had helped her over. Nor did she draw it away. She was peacefully happy in the communionship. The touch of that strong hand that held hers as lightly as though it were a piece of fragile china was especially soothing. Something of his strength and equanimity had passed to her when those hands had first gripped her shoulders. Now she was invincible, could look to any future that Fate might send, without a qualm.

“You’re very serious, aren’t you?” she asked as they were coming back. “Andrew, I knew our walk would be just like this — lovely. This, and nothing more. I don’t want any more — yet, it is perfect. And we can’t repeat it tomorrow, because — well, it is like trying to repeat a party that has been spontaneously happy. It falls flat the next time. Our walks would never be that.”

They stopped by the second golf hut where their stroll had begun. There was nobody in sight.

“I want you to kiss me,” she said simply. Andy bent his head, and her quivering lips touched his.
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Mr boyd salter was sitting at a small table drawn up near the open window of his library, a window which commanded an extensive view of the valley and a corner of Beverley Green. He was engaged in an elaborate game of patience, yet he was not so completely absorbed that he could not pause for lengthy periods and take an interest in such trivial things as came into his range of vision. Once it was a small flock of sheep that cropped their way slowly across the meadowlands. Once it was the swift downward swoop of a greyish hawk, and its disappearance with a limp victim. Then he saw a man in a long dark coat, and him he watched for a time. The stranger was behaving curiously, but he was too far away for the master of Beverley Hall to distinguish exactly his business, for he was skirting a plantation from which, apparently, he had emerged.

Mi Salter pressed a bell at his elbow.

“Bring me my field-glasses. Tilling. Is there a keeper about?”

“Madding is in the servants’ hall, sir.”

“Send him, please, but bring my glasses first.”

Through the prismatics he saw the stranger, without then recognising him. He seemed to be searching for something, for his progress was slow and he followed a zigzag path.

Boyd Salter turned his head. A stout and redfaced man, in velveteen coat and gaiters, had been ushered into the room.

“Madding, who is that walking by Spring Covert?”

The gamekeeper shaded his eyes.

“Looks to me like one of those Beverley Green gentlemen,” he said, “name of Wilmot, I think.”

His employer looked again.

“Yes, I think it is. Go to him with my compliments, Madding, and ask him if there is anything we can do for him. He may have lost something, though how he lost it on this part of my estate is beyond me.”

Madding went out, and Mr Salter resumed his game of patience. He looked up to see the stout gamekeeper striding across the grounds and returned to his cards. When he looked out again he saw Madding only; the unauthorised visitor had disappeared.

“Tiresome,” said Mr Boyd Salter, and, gathering up the cards, shuffled and began all over again.

Some time after —

“Thank you, Madding. I saw that you had missed him.”

“I found this, sir, a little way beyond where the gentleman was searching. I should think it was this he was looking for.”

He held out a gold cigarette case, from which he had wiped the yellow mud, for Spring Covert was sited in marshland, and got its name from the tiny river that had its source in the heart of the wood.

The Justice took the case in his hand and pressed it open. It contained two damp cigarettes and a torn scrap of newspaper on which an address had been scribbled in pencil.

“Thank you, Madding. I will see that it is restored to Mr Wilmot. Yes, Mr Wilmot. There are his initials. I dare say he will reward you. I hear you trapped a stoat yesterday — this morning, was it? Good. They are pests with the young birds. Are the birds plentiful this year? Good. Thank you, Madding.”

“I beg your pardon, sir.”

The gamekeeper stood waiting, and Salter nodded to him to go on.

“About these murders, sir. I’ve got an idea that the man who did it escaped through the park.”

“Good heavens! What makes you think so?”

“Well, sir, I was out that night looking after things. These fellows of Beverley are poaching worse than ever. Mr Golding’s head keeper told me only today that he’d caught a fellow with six brace of pheasants in his bag. Well, sir, I was out and wandering about when I heard a shot, down by Valley Bottom, so off I went as fast as I could, though poachers don’t usually work with guns around here. When I’d gone some way I stopped and listened, and I’ll swear I heard somebody walking on the hard path — the path that goes up to Spring Covert, where that gentleman was. I called out ‘Hello!’ and then the sound stopped. ‘Come on, the game’s up,’ I said, thinking it was a poacher, but I never heard another sound, nor saw anybody.”

“Have you informed the police? You should have done so, Madding. It may be a very important clue. Fortunately, Mr Macleod is coming to see me this afternoon.”

“I didn’t know what to do exactly. As a matter of fact, sir, I didn’t connect the shot with the murder until I’d talked it over with my wife — a rare headpiece my good lady’s got, sir — and she up and said ‘You must tell the squire.’”

Mr Boyd Salter smiled.

“Your wife is an intelligent woman, Madding. You had better be around when Mr Macleod calls. I think that is he coming up the Long Drive,” he said. “You had better wait.”

Andy, who had called in connection with the inquests, heard the gamekeeper’s story with interest and questioned the man as to the time.

“Madding has also found a cigarette case belonging to Mr Wilmot,” said Boyd Salter, and related the story of Arthur Wilmot’s search. “I tell you this, not because it has anything to do with the murder — thank you, Madding, you need not wait, unless Mr Macleod has any further questions to ask you. No? Thank you, Madding.”

Andy was examining the case.

“How did he come to be near the Covert? Is it on a public road?’

“Nowhere near. He must have been trespassing, though I would not use that harsh word about the wanderings of a neighbour. Our friends of Beverley Green have a standing invitation to avail themselves of the estate for picnics. I expect them to give notice to my head gamekeeper, and, of course, they never come too near the coverts and particularly Spring Covert, which is not the most pleasant of places.”

Andy opened the case and took out the scrap of paper.

“An address, I think?” suggested Mr Boyd Salter.

“It is an address — the address of Sweeny,” said Andy, “and it was given to Wilmot on the day of the murder!”

He turned over the scrap of paper.

It had been torn from the edge of a Sunday news-sheet, and the date line ran: ‘…unday, 23rd June’.

Obviously, thought Andy, the newspaper from which this scrap had been torn was the property of Sweeny. As clearly, the address had been written in the morning, because people do not as a rule carry about Sunday newspapers in the afternoon. They had met and talked, these two men, and, for some reason, Wilmot had decided that he had a use for Abraham Selim’s clerk and had taken his address. The meeting would hardly have taken place in Spring Covert, near where the case had been found, so that either they met again after dark, or else, for some purpose or other, Wilmot had made a furtive visit to the place after nightfall. He accepted the first hypothesis as being the more likely. Wilmot was in it, then — Wilmot, whose mysterious occupation Merrivan had discovered, and whose announcement of his discovery had cowed his hectoring nephew.

“What do you think?” asked Boyd Salter.

“I don’t know. It is curious. I’ll see Wilmot and restore his case, if you will allow me.”

Certain coincidences occurred to him walking back to Beverley Green. Every important incident which had marked his stay had been in duplicate. He had heard the threat of Wilmot and the ravings of Nelson from the outside of their houses. There were burnings of paper at Merrivan’s and burnings at Nelson’s. Now something had been picked up —

“We have found a valuable diamond ring — at least Mr Nelson discovered it when he was walking across the Green,” were the inspector’s first words. “I haven’t heard that any ring has been missing from Mr Merrivan’s house, but nobody in the village claims it.”

Really, Stella was the most careless of suspects! She strewed most damning evidence behind her with the prodigality of a ‘hare’ in a paperchase.

“Somebody will claim it,” he said carelessly.

He overtook Wilmot that night as he was turning in at the gate.

“I think this belongs to you,” he said, and produced the case.

The man went red and white.

“I don’t think so,” he said loudly. “I haven’t lost—”

“Your monogram is on it,” insisted Andy, “and two people have already identified it as yours.”

This was not exactly the truth.

“So it is. Thank you, Macleod. I’ve never missed it.”

Andy smiled.

“You were probably searching Spring Covert for something else,” he said, and the last vestige of colour left Wilmot’s face.

“When did you take Sweeny’s address?”

Wilmot’s eyes blazed his hate of the man who was questioning him. This manifestation was so unexpected that Andy was momentarily taken aback. There could be two causes for such an attitude — guilt or jealousy. He fancied that the second reason was the real one. He either guessed or knew just how Andy felt towards Stella Nelson.

“I met him on Sunday morning,” said Wilmot suddenly. “He came to ask me to recommend him for a job. I knew him when he was in my uncle’s employ. I met him on the golf course and wrote down his address on a piece of newspaper.”

“You did not tell me or Inspector Dane that you had met him.”

“I had forgotten. No, I hadn’t forgotten, but I did not want to come into this case.”

“You met him again at night. Why at Spring Covert?”

Wilmot was silent, and the question was repeated.

“He had been turned away from Beverley Green and was anxious to see me. He thought that I wouldn’t want to be seen speaking to him.”

“When did he think this? In the morning, when the second meeting must have been arranged?”

“Yes,” reluctantly, and then: “Will you come in, Macleod?”

“Are you alone?”

“Yes, quite. Anyway, the servants never come into my room unless I send for them, and they are out.”

Arthur Wilmot’s bachelor establishment was the smallest house in the village, and it was furnished with exceptional taste. If it faulted, it was because it was a thought too finicky for a man.

And on a table in the room into which he was ushered was a woman’s hat. Wilmot followed the direction of the glance and smothered an exclamation. It was a hat, in the course of creation — a glittering needle-point, a festoon of coloured silk.

Their arrival had interrupted somebody, thought Andy, and pretended that he had not seen the evidence of anything remarkable. Wilmot was too flustered to leave well alone, and must needs explain.

“One of the servants, I expect,” he said, and flung the hat viciously into a corner of the room.

The incident, which might well have increased his embarrassment, seemed to have the opposite effect, and his voice was steady when he spoke.

“I met Sweeny on both occasions, and it was stupid of me not to admit it. Sweeny hated my uncle, and came to me with a story — at least, with the hint of a story that he said would give me a hold on Mr Merrivan. Even now I do not know what this great secret was. The second meeting in Spring Coven was really to discuss the terms on which Sweeny would impart this information. I wish I hadn’t gone, and certainly I did not stay very long. I had placed myself in a false, and, to say the least, an undignified position. I promised to write to him, and there the matter ended.”

“What was this secret of Sweeny’s?”

Wilmot hesitated.

“Honestly, I don’t know. The impression I received was that Mr Merrivan was in Selim’s debt — Selim was the name of Sweeny’s employer. But that, of course, was ridiculous. My uncle was a rich man when he died.”

Andy was silent, pondering the possibilities of this story being true. And then:

“Mr Wilmot, have you, in your mind, any opinion as to who killed your uncle?”

Wilmot’s brown eyes rose.

“Have you?” he asked.

Andy knew then the direction in which this man’s evidence would run if there came the slightest hint of danger to himself.

“I have many theories,” he answered coolly, “but it would be a rash proceeding to pin myself to any one of them. Which reminds me, Mr Wilmot. The last time you and I spoke together you talked about some worthless girl. That interested me. You quarrelled over her, you told me, quarrelled with your uncle. That is rather important, you know. Who was she?”

It was a masterful challenge, well planned, and delivered at the most propitious moment.

Wilmot was not prepared for a question so brutally direct. He knew that Macleod was well aware that he had been speaking of Stella Nelson. He must speak now or —

“I am not prepared to say,” was his compromise, but Andy had gone too far and risked too much to allow his enemy to break off action.

“You either know such a girl or you do not. There was either a quarrel between your uncle and yourself or there was no such quarrel. I am speaking to you as the police officer in charge of these investigations and I want the truth.”

His voice was harsh, menacing. Arthur Wilmot was no fighter.

“I was a little distracted that morning,” he said grudgingly, “I didn’t know what I was saying. There was no woman and no quarrel.”

Slowly Andy drew a notebook from his pocket and wrote down the words, and the other watched him in a cold and growing fury.

“Thank you,” said Andy. “I won’t trouble you again.”

He went out without another word and left behind him a man who now, at least, had murder in his heart.

“Mr Macleod!”

Andy, at the end of the path, turned. Wilmot was behind him.

“I suppose there is no reason why I shouldn’t visit the house now. I am my uncle’s heir-at-law and there are certain preparations that have to be made for his funeral.”

“The only thing is that for the moment I do not want you to go into the long room. I have kept that undisturbed until after the inquest.”

He went across and spoke to the police sergeant in charge.

“It will be quite in order, Mr Wilmot. I have told the sergeant to admit you.”

Andy took certain phenomena for granted. He was neither surprised nor amused to have discovered the telltale woman’s hat in Wilmot’s room. The man’s embarrassment had been as eloquent as his explanation had been feeble. “One of the servants” did not quite accord with the statement he had made, only a few seconds earlier, that none of Wilmot’s household staff ever went into that particular room unless they were sent for. Wilmot was a bachelor — no better, no worse, perhaps, than the generality of well-off bachelors — though it was a little surprising that he brought his indiscretions to Beverley Green, where servants were notorious gossips. Yet it did not seem quite like Arthur Wilmot.

He called at the Nelsons’. He would have gone there every day and remained all day if his own wishes governed. As it was, he usually consulted Scottie in the early hours of the morning, usually in the very centre of the village Green.

Stella received him. Her father was in the studio working against the failing light and the girl was enthusiastic, for Kenneth Nelson had started a new picture, and the obliging Scottie was his principal model.

“It will be useful to have a real good picture of Scottie available,” said Andy heartlessly. “When I want him in the future I’ll send my hounds to the Academy to study him.”

“But he’ll never do wrong again,” said she, horrified at the thought. “He was telling me that he had given up his old life and that nothing would ever tempt him to steal.” Andy smiled.

“I shall be glad if he does,” he said, and changed the topic. “Do you know Arthur Wilmot very well, Stella?”

Her impulse was to say very well. “I thought I did. Evidently I don’t. Why?”

“Do you know whether he has any girl friends or relations?”

She shook her head.

“The only relation I know was his uncle and a very old aunt. Do you mean, does he have people staying with him? I’ve never known him to entertain people except the aunt, whom I think is dead now. He doesn’t ever have bachelor parties. Why?”

“I wondered,” he said, and she smiled, but became serious instantly.

“I don’t know what is happening. Have you found any — any clue? The place has been crowded with reporters. One of them came here and asked me if I could give him any details about Mr Merrivan’s daily life. Did he go to church, was he a quiet man, and things like that. I told him I didn’t know much about him. He was easily satisfied.”

Andy drew a long breath.

“Thank heaven Downer wasn’t amongst them. Who is Downer? He is a reporter, the toughest of the whole bunch, and not as easily satisfied as your caller. And he wouldn’t have asked such crude questions. He’d have talked art to your father, and been in the studio admiring Pygmalion and discussing colour values and atmosphere and movement and all the other jargon of the studio — and when he had gone he would have left you with an uneasy feeling that you had said much more than you ought to have said, not about old masters, but Mr Merrivan’s private life.”

She never took her eyes from his face when he was speaking. For his part, he never looked too long at her, for fear he would gather her into his arms and not let her go.

“You must know an awful lot of people. I don’t mean that they’re ‘awful’ — I mean — you know what I mean. I had no idea you were like you are. The man Downer, for instance, and people like the professor — Scottie. I called him ‘Scottie’ quite inadvertently and he seemed tremendously pleased. There is nothing new?”

“Except that Dane found your ring. Do you usually scatter diamond rings over the countryside?”

She was not at all perturbed.

“I threw it away. I don’t remember where. Are you going? You hive only been here a minute and you haven’t seen father or the picture.”

“I have been here long enough to scandalise the neighbourhood,” he said. “Do you realise that I cannot visit you unless I call on almost everybody on some excuse or other? I make myself a nuisance a dozen times a day in order — well, to see you.”

She went with him to the door.

“I wish you’d come and dust the hall-room again,” she said softly.

“And I — I wish we were at the second golf hut,” he said fervently.

She laughed. He heard the sound of it as he went down the path.
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It was no exaggeration to say that since his uncle’s death Arthur Wilmot had lived under a strain that he thought at times would drive him mad. Neither his character nor his training fitted him for the ordeal through which he was passing. He had inherited from his mother, a highly strung, nervous woman, that weakness of resistance which had made a surrender to emotions of the moment seem natural and proper. Restraint, other than the restraint imposed by fear, he no more applied to the inclinations of maturity than he had to the tantrums of childhood. That Stella for one had not known him in his true character was entirely due to his confidence that the friendship between them would, in his own time, develop as he might direct. She did not know that their relationship had progressed on his side with the greatest caution. If in its earlier and longer period he had not given her the slightest hint that he was in love with her, it was because he had consciously avoided the compromising of his life. He thought he was acting ‘fairly’. He told himself as much. He honestly believed that in the course of their relationship she had offered him certain opportunities for guiding their relationship into a closer one, and when he had at last decided that she was made for him, and he had, in carefully chosen words, explained his intentions, her prompt refusal came in the nature of a thunderbolt from a clear sky.

His vanity did not allow him to believe that her answer was final. He treated her rejection lightly, knowing (and saying) that women are a little perverse and illogical on such occasions. After a further rejection it pleased him to assume an attitude of gentle resignation, a role which enabled him to return to the subject without any violent interruption of their intercourse.

Then came the tremendous moment when he had attempted to carry by assault all that he had failed to win by patience and blandishment. And the lash of her tongue, her studied contempt, her sheer indifference to his fine feelings, had produced the effect which high and unscalable peaks have upon mountaineers. Whether he loved her or hated her was not important; he loved himself very dearly, and, seeing himself robbed of something he desired, he gave to its object so great a value that life without its attainment seemed not worth while.

The coming of Andy Macleod, the frequent visits he paid to the Nelsons, the gossip that ran from servant to servant, these pushed him to the borderland of dementia. And to this was added the burden of his uncle’s death and the knowledge that suspicion might attach to himself. Third of the causes of his agony of mind was the uncertainty of his own material future. His uncle had financed him. What provision had he made for him in his will? Was there a will at all? He had been called into consultation both with Mr Merrivan’s lawyer and with Inspector Dane, and no mention had been made of the discovery of such a document. Arthur was asked by both whether he knew of any safe deposit or other hiding-place where papers might be hidden. He had said “No,” yet once his uncle, in an expansive moment, had taken him into his bedroom and showed him such a place as the police were seeking.

When he asked Dane or Andy whether “anything had been found” he had this in his mind. It was strange that Darius Merrivan should have shown it to him at all. They were not intimates, and Arthur often wondered why his uncle should have made such generous advances to him for investment in a business, the nature of which he never asked. That was the curious thing — Darius never asked, and once, when Arthur Wilmot, a little shamefaced, was on the point of advancing information, the elder man had cut him short.

He had never asked for interest or mentioned the money, and this circumstance had been the basis of his belief that Merrivan intended leaving his considerable fortune to him on his death.

His uncle had once asked him to keep secret the fact that he was married. But he would hardly have paid so heavily for a silence which the request of a relation would impose, particularly as the manner in which the marriage had ended had been so scandalous.

Arthur Wilmot waited until he saw Andy vanish into the hedges towards Nelsons’, then crossed over to his uncle’s house.

“Mr Macleod said that you might be coming over, Mr Wilmot,” said the sergeant. “I suppose he told you that he doesn’t want you to go into the long room?”

Wilmot nodded and passed up the stairs.

Three of Mr Merrivan’s servants had been sent home. They were all natives of Beverley and were available for the inquest. Two others Arthur had taken into his own establishment. They refused to sleep in the murder house, though they worked there during the day.

He went straight to Merrivan’s bedroom. At any moment Andy could learn that he had taken immediate advantage of the permission and might return to supervise his search. He stood at the open door listening to make sure that the sergeant had not followed him up, then, crossing the room, he knelt at the foot of the bed. He gripped the carved rose that marked the juncture of the sides with the stout footpost and screwed it quickly to the left. There was a click, he tugged, and a shield-shaped drawer came out. There were a number of papers, a small roll of banknotes fastened about with a rubber band, and a flat case containing a paper of some kind. He pushed them into his inside pocket, closed the drawer, and turned the carved rose. Was there another drawer behind the shield on the second footpost? He walked to the door and listened. Down below he heard the sergeant sneeze and went back to the bed. But here rose and shield were immovable. They were part of the solid embellishments of the furniture. He was trembling violently, anxious to get back to his own room, and yet fearful that his agitation would be visible to the observant police officer.

Looking in a mirror, he saw that his face was chalk-like in its pallor, and rubbed his cheeks vigorously. To give himself time to recover his composure he went from room to room, and at last descended the stairs, his knees shivering.

“Find anything, sir?” The sergeant, sitting in the hall in a comfortable armchair, looked up from his newspaper.

“Nothing at all. I am afraid I am a little overcome by the—”

The quaver in his voice was not assumed.

“I quite understand, sir,” said the sympathetic policeman. “This is my first murder case in twenty years’ service. Mr Macleod is used to ‘em, being a doctor, too. Lord! The coldblooded way he talks of things gives me the creeps!”

Arthur locked the door of his room when he got in, pulled down the blinds, and switched on the lights. Then he emptied the contents of his pocket. It only needed a glance to see that a will was not one of his finds, unless — He pulled out the folded paper which the leather case held. It was a certificate of marriage. His uncle’s? No, it certified the marriage of Hilda Masters, her occupation described as parlourmaid, with John Severn, student. The marriage was thirty years old. Arthur was puzzled. Why had his uncle taken the trouble to preserve the evidence of a serving maid’s marriage? He read the document carefully, thinking he might find some clue. It had been celebrated at St Paul’s Church, Marylebone, London, and his uncle did not figure in the document, even as a witness. Yet this certificate must have possessed an exceptional value to the dead man. All thoughts of the will were driven from his mind by the discovery he made when he examined the next of his finds.

They were two bills of exchange, one for seven hundred and another for three hundred, drawn in favour of Abraham Selim, and were signed by Kenneth Nelson. He turned them over for the signature of the acceptor, and found, as he had expected, the name of his uncle.

The two bills were pinned together, and attached was a slip of paper, and in Merrivan’s handwriting: “These acceptances are forgeries. Due 24th of June.”

Forgeries! Wilmot’s eyes narrowed. Did Stella know? Was that the reason she had gone to Darius Merrivan’s house on the night of the 23rd? She knew! That was the hold Merrivan had over her. That was why he was so sure that she would marry him. In some mad, drunken moment Kenneth Nelson, hard-pressed for money, had given two bills with forged acceptances into Merrivan’s possession.

He whistled softly. He could not take it in yet. Idly he examined the money. It was a very large sum, and he breathed more quickly as he put it into his own notecase. Here is something at any rate. A legacy, and not inconsiderable. The other papers were long lists of securities. His uncle had written a beautiful copperplate, and they were easy to follow. Against each line was a letter. These could wait. He locked them and the certificate in a wall safe, and devoted his evening to speculations.

At half past ten he went out. The summer afterglow still lingered in the sky: the night was very still. He could hear voices from a garden on the far side of the Green.

The lights were burning in Stella’s hall. He must risk meeting Andrew Macleod; more than this, must risk the inquiries which would start at the point where he produced the bills of exchange.

Stella was alone, however. She blocked the doorway when she recognised the caller.

“Can I see you, Stella? I won’t keep you very long.”

“You can see me now, Mr Wilmot,” she said, “and I hope you will be very brief.”

“I cannot tell you here,” he said, checking his sudden anger, “unless you want everybody to hear what I am saying.”

But she was adamant.

“I can’t ask you in. I’m being unusually kind in speaking to you at all.”

“Oh, you are, are you?” he said furiously. “Perhaps you’ll think I’m unusually kind too, before I’m finished!”

She tried to close the door upon him, but he was too quick for her. His foot was an immovable wedge.

She was angry now.

“I shall call my father,” she said.

“Do,” he returned. “I’d like him to identify my uncle’s signature on two bills of exchange drawn in favour of Abraham Selim.”

He did not hear through his own speech the gasping intake of her breath, but the pressure on the door suddenly relaxed. She had fallen back against the wall, her hands at her side, her head drooped.

“Come in,” she said huskily. Arthur Wilmot entered victoriously. He waited until she moved into the ballroom, then he followed and put his Homburg hat on the table with the air of one who was taking possession of her very soul.

She sat down and looked across at him. The table lamp was between them, and its shade hid her eyes, but he saw her quivering mouth and swelled with gratification.

“Your father forged the name of the acceptor,” he said, dispensing with the preamble he had planned.

“May I see the — the things?” she asked.

He unfolded them on the table. “Yes, they were like those,” she said listlessly. “I don’t know very much about these things, but they looked like — I suppose the two I took were — dummies. He manufactured them just to fool me. I thought they were real.”

“You went to see him on Sunday night?” he accused. “I saw you go in, I saw you come flying out. You went to get those bills. He gave you fakes.” He asked her a question which made her feel physically ill. He was so foul, so foul! “Then you stole them, but the old man fooled you! Of course, he fooled you. You don’t suppose that he’d allow you to get the better of him? What are you going to do about it?”

She did not answer.

“I’ll tell you what you’re going to do. You are going to be sensible and marry me. This damned detective doesn’t mean anything. He is only a policeman. You’ve got some self-respect left, haven’t you? You’re soiled by knowing a man like that. I’ll give you these as a wedding present. There will be trouble if you don’t! These are legally mine now. I inherit my uncle’s bad debts, and I’ll put Mr Kenneth Nelson where he belongs. I can do it. Look! My uncle wrote on this paper, ‘These acceptances are forgeries.’ That is all the evidence that is required, Stella!”

He came round the table towards her with outstretched hands, but she had risen from her chair and was backing away from him.

“All right. Sleep on it. I’ll come to you tomorrow. You can’t tell Macleod without telling him that your father’s a thief. He couldn’t stomach that. He’s done his best to keep you out of mischief, but he’d have to move against your father. Be sensible, Stella.”

He stood at the door, peering towards the shadows where she stood. When he closed the door he was smiling. Smiling, he reached out to pull open the gate, and a big hand came sudden over his mouth and he was pulled violently backwards. Before he could understand what had happened, somebody was gripping his throat with one hand and searching his pocket with the other.

Then he was jerked to his feet, and he saw the fierce gleam of spectacled eyes.

“You talk about this and you’re in trouble — hell-sure! Go and tell Macleod. He’ll search your house tonight. Where did you get those bills, anyway? And what else did you get?”

“Give me back those — papers,” quavered Wilmot.

Scottie grinned unpleasantly. “Go, tell the police,” he said, “and see if they can get ’em back.”

Arthur Wilmot went home. He was no fighter.
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“A good deed,” said Scottie sententiously, “brings its own reward, and I am merely acting in consonance with all the high-class literature I’ve read dealing with reformed criminals. I’m not sure that ‘consonance’ is the word, but it sounds right. In my last prison they ran a line of fiction dealing exclusively with the good deeds of old lags that had been saved from a life of shame and misery by the smile of a child. Sometimes she was the governor’s daughter and sometimes the chaplain’s sister, and her age varied from nine to nineteen. But she was always rescued from drowning by the hook — generally when he was on his way to commit an even more hideous crime. And the memory of her blue eyes turned him from his career, and he lived happily ever after. The end!”

“You’re only — talking — to stop me — from getting hysterical,” gasped Stella.

There was a new litter of ashes on the hearth; they still smoked.

“You shouldn’t have burnt the pin,” said Scottie, and picking it out, hot as it was, thrust it into the edge of his waistcoat. “Burnt paper is just burnt paper, but supposing Willy does run to the police and tells a story of two bills that were pinned together and suppose they find the burnt pin — well, that would look as if he were telling the truth, and I should hate that.”

“You heard everything?” she said, dabbing her eyes.

“Mostly,” confessed Scottie. “I was in the garden when he was talking to you on the step. And he left the front door open, so I heard — most of the things. That man isn’t, from a professional point of view, a crook. It would take five years’ hard learning to make him anything like a professional. He’s all nerves. And he’s talkative. Everybody round here is that way. You’re looking at me. Miss Nelson, with a sort of doubtful expression. Perhaps you think I’m in that class, too. I am, but my conversation is backed by knowledge. I admit it. You can’t go round the world as I’ve been, all through Canada and the United States, Australia, to South Africa, and the islands, without acquiring knowledge which an occasional sojourn in jug helps you to consolidate.”

“I’m going up to my room, Mr — Scottie. I haven’t thanked you, have I? I must tell Mr Macleod.”

Scottie shook his head violently.

“You mustn’t do that, miss. It would put him in a hole. My experience of the police has taught me two things — what they want to know and what they don’t want to know. It is fatal to make a mistake on either side.”

He was right. She hadn’t the strength to argue. This last shock had exhausted her reserves. She just wanted to go away and be quiet. She did not give another thought to Arthur Wilmot. He was with the ashes in the hearth.

“Good night and thank you.”

“Pleasant dreams,” said Scottie, and did not look up from the book he was reading until she was gone.

Then he carefully brushed up the ashes of paper, carried them to the kitchen, and mixed them in a glass with water. This he poured away, and washed and dried the glass.

“Would that one’s past could be washed away as easily,” said Scottie poetically.

There came to Beverley Green the next morning, and long after the vanguard of the reporting army had struck their tents, a clever, middle-aged newspaper man who was attached to no particular journal, but had the entree to all. He was in the most exact sense a gleaner of news, for he found his harvest among the stubble — tiny ears of news thinly scattered. Sometimes his gleaning gave him a poor return for his labour, but often the yield dwarfed the hastily-gathered sheaf of the earlier harvester.

He had the true news conscience, which means that all things were subservient to the truth, whoever was hurt or whatever interests were jeopardised by the telling. His methods presented the problem in ethics over which the metaphysician and the moralist have for ever disagreed. To secure the truth he would lie and cheat, and, if necessary, steal. He would betray a confidence as lightheartedly as he would order his breakfast. The solemn pledge to observe secrecy was part of his equipment. The majority of his fellows — more honest men — despised him, and made no secret of their dislike. But they admitted that he was a great newsman, and expressed their wishes that they, too, had been born without a sense of decency.

He was a short, coarse-featured man, who wore powerful pince-nez and who smoked cigars from getting up to lying down. Normally, he looked bad-tempered and discontented, and was, in consequence, spoke of as ‘repulsive’. He could be almost anything that complemented his vis-a-vis, and in this quality lay his power, and, for the victim, his danger.

It is on record that he talked theology to the Bishop of Grinstead for three hours and never made a false move, before the bishop, by way of illustrating some point, told him the inside story of the Rev. Stoner Jelph and why he resigned his living. Of course, the bishop did not mention Mr Jelph by name. He was, in the simple prelate’s argument, a hypothetical X. But Downer (which was the reporter’s name) had the story, and printed it. He did not mention names either, but he left no doubt as to who he was writing about.

Andy was the first to see Downer arrive. He had been expecting his advent ever since the day of the murder. The reporter came straight to him.

“Good morning, Macleod. I thought I would see you before I made any independent inquiries. I always say that it is not fair to the man in charge of the case to start nosing without telling him first. Very often a reporter does a deuce of a lot of harm that way. I think I’ve got the main facts. Is there any new development?”

Andy offered him his cigar case.

“I’m glad you’ve come. Downer, but you’re rather late. No, there is nothing new.”

“No fresh clues of any description? Who is this Abraham Selim you are after? I seem to know the name.”

“He is your story. Downer,” said Andy, pulling at his cigar and watching the other from under his drooped lids. “All the other men have missed it. And we’ve missed Selim.”

“Great. Maybe this is the best place to get hold of his tail. You can trust me, Macleod. I’ll not go barging into your lines. I’m too much of a fisher myself.”

It would be inaccurate to say that Downer was afraid of Andy. He was not afraid of a hill of dynamite, but he would not have chosen its crest as a place for a quiet smoke. He respected him, and, if possible, avoided him. Andy was the only man he knew who could and would engage in an intelligent vendetta against him if he were crossed. Downer respected the capability of this antagonist. Nevertheless:

“You have Four-Eyed Scottie here, they tell me. He got past with an alibi on some charge or other?”

“He is here now,” said Andy. “Some friends of mine are giving him house-room.”

“You think he has a string to the story?” said Downer, nodding. “Possibly. He is a sharp boy and I’ll give him a miss. I don’t believe in interfering with regular police witnesses. I’ll be getting along.”

Andy watched him as he loafed aimlessly in the direction of Merrivan’s house. He had been frank about Scottie, knowing that Downer would find out sooner or later. Therein he had been wise, for the reporter had visited Beverley Green the night before, and had trailed Scottie to his home. Mentally ruling out Scottie as a source of sensation, Downer made his leisurely way to the house. Ten minutes later he was discussing with the fascinated sergeant the slowness of promotion in the county police.

The inquest was held that afternoon, and the little court was crowded to its fullest capacity.

Andy saw Mr Boyd Salter in a privileged seat near the Coroner and the Justice beckoned him forward.

“I have brought Madding, the gamekeeper, down,” he said. “His evidence may be of value as to fixing the time the murder occurred. I have been trying to get you further particulars about Abraham Selim. He seems to have begun his operations about thirty-five years ago, somewhere in the west. A very old friend of mine, who, of course, does not want his name mentioned, had some dealings with him when he was a young man at college. He never saw Selim and never knew anybody who did. Selim seems to have come to town twentyfive years ago and to have established a profitable connection amongst shipping men, exporters, and agents, about whose financial position he had an extraordinary knowledge. I am afraid that is all I know.”

Andy thanked him and went back to his seat.

Shippers! Who were shippers? He had been in an agent’s office lately, and then he remembered with a start — Wentworth & Wentworth, the decaying firm whose offices were next door to Abraham Selim. It might only be a coincidence, but it was well worth a second investigation, he decided, as he settled himself down to the swearing-in of the jury.

His own evidence followed that of Mr Arthur Wilmot, who had identified his uncle and who had seen him on the night of the murder.

The butler followed him to the witness stand and told the story he had already told to a dozen reporters and to Andy.

The question which was exercising Mr Andrew Macleod was whether Arthur Wilmot would be recalled to testify as to the names of his uncle’s women friends. No question had been asked him on this point when he had been giving his evidence. The coroner made no special point of the woman’s voice, but seemed much more interested in the incident of the letter. The butler pointed out on a sketch-map exactly where the letter had been found, and how he had picked it up and placed it mechanically under Merrivan’s other papers.

“Had it been folded or was it open?”

The butler was not sure. He thought it was half open when he picked it up.

“Had an envelope been discovered?”

Here Andy was recalled, and stated that after a very careful search no envelope was found. This had seemed strange to Andy at the time. The letter was undated, and it might have been delivered earlier in the day.

“Did you discover anything that would lead you to believe that Mr Merrivan was in fear of his life?”

“I found a loaded revolver,” said Andy. “It was in a cupboard behind the desk and was in easy reach of his hand. It had not been discharged or touched.”

(He had found this weapon after Scottie had described to him the location of the cupboard.)

The policeman who had first seen the body, Mr Vetch, the dead man’s lawyer, Madding, the gamekeeper, Merrivan’s cook, and his hysterical housemaid, who gave yet another exhibition of her weakness in this direction and had to be carried out of court, and the calling of Inspector Dane, concluded the proceedings; and the inquest seemed well through when the coroner, who was a fussy old gentleman with a defective memory, looked up from the papers he was examining, and:

“Doctor Macleod, I’d like to recall you again. There is a point here which does not seem to be cleared up. It is in relation to the woman whose voice was heard by the butler.”

Andy walked calmly to his place.

“There is a newspaper report to the effect that you saw a woman leaving Mr Merrivan’s house at eleven o’clock, and she passed under your window at the guesthouse, on her way apparently to Beverley. Usually,” said the coroner, “I do not take much notice of newspaper reports, but here it is distinctly stated in an interview with you by one of the reporters, and I do not remember any reference to the incident having been made in the course of this inquiry.”
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It was a novel experience for Andrew Macleod to find himself standing up in a court of law committing wilful perjury. He could hardly believe that it was he who was speaking so calmly.

“Yes,” he said, “I saw the door of Merrivan’s house open, and a little while after I saw a woman coming across the Green.”

“At what time was this?”

“Eleven o’clock. The fact is, the clock of Beverley church was striking eleven as she passed.”

“You could not distinguish her features?”

“No, your honour; the moon was obscured that night.”

That concluded the evidence, and the jury retired. They returned in half an hour with a verdict of wilful murder against Abraham Selim. They had been practically directed to that verdict by the coroner.

Downer had not come to court. Andy had looked round in search of him, but he was neither at the reporters’ table nor in the body of the little hall where the inquest was held.

He stopped to chat a moment with Mr Boyd Salter and a representative of the Public Prosecutor’s department, and then he walked back to the village, having very much the same state of mind towards Mr Downer as Stella had had towards himself on the first day they had met.

He walked so slowly that Merrivan’s lawyer was able to overtake him.

“The story about Mr Merrivan being in the clutches of a moneylender is nonsense,” said that gentleman, whose name was Vetch. “Mr Merrivan was a rich man.”

“Did he leave a will? You did not mention that in your evidence,” said Andy.

“None has been discovered,” said the other, shaking his head. “The estate will go to Mr Wilmot unless a nearer relative turns up.”

Andy wondered how much truth there was in the story that Merrivan was married. A search had been made of the marriage registers, but no trace of such a marriage had been unearthed.

“You described Merrivan as a merchant. What does that mean exactly? In what particular branch of merchandise did he trade?”

Mr Vetch shook his head.

“I haven’t the slightest idea. He was very reticent about his business affairs and did not come to us until he had retired. I have an idea he was in the tea trade.”

“What makes you think that?” asked Andy quickly.

“He was rather fastidious about tea. I think it was the only commodity in his household in which he took the slightest interest. Often when I have been up at his house and the tea has been brought in, he has asked me what I thought of it, very much as a man who is a connoisseur of wines would ask you to pass an opinion on some old port.”

They had turned into Beverley Green road when they came in sight of a man who was strolling in the same direction.

“Isn’t that a reporter, a man named Downer? I saw him this morning. A very intelligent fellow,” said Vetch. “We discussed that new judgment in the High Court on the liability of agents. He seems very well read in law.”

“In everything,” said Andy grimly. “I suppose he didn’t ask you anything about Merrivan’s private affairs?”

“If he had I shouldn’t have told him,” said the lawyer. “I am too old a bird to be caught discussing my clients’ affairs. The only subject we did discuss was innocuous — the cost of living!”

“In what respect?” asked Andy curiously.

“He was suggesting that it must have cost Merrivan a lot of money to run that house. It hadn’t occurred to me to check his expenditure, but I did then. Of course, I didn’t show him the bills.”

“If you had the bills on the table you showed them to him,” said Andy. “That fellow can read upside down. Was there any especial bill — any exceptionally heavy bill amongst them?

“One for £130,” said the lawyer. “It wasn’t exactly a bill, but a memorandum written in Mr Merrivan’s hand — Stelling Bros., £130. What it was for I do not know. Who are Stellings?”

Andy did not enlighten him.

Stellings were the biggest jewellers in town, and that memorandum which the methodical Mr Merrivan had jotted down, probably after he had destroyed the bill, was the price of the diamond cluster he had purchased in anticipation of his easy conquest.

By this time they were within earshot of Downer, and Andy discreetly changed the subject.

“No, I didn’t come to the inquest,” said Downer. “I had one or two calls to make, and inquests bore me, anyway. Nothing came out, I suppose?”

“Nothing that would enlighten us and which is not already published,” said Andy.

At this point the lawyer left them. He had to settle accounts with Merrivan’s household.

“Has anything come out about a diamond cluster Merrivan bought four or five days before his death?” asked Downer, lashing at the grass with his walkingstick, and apparently interested in nothing more than the decapitation of a daisy. “I think it must have been the ring that the Inspector found on the Green,” he went on. “Queer thing, old Merrivan buying a diamond cluster and then chucking it away. It looks almost as if he bought it for somebody who hated him so much that as soon as she got out of the house — say at about eleven o’clock at night — she pulled it off her finger and threw it as far away from her as she could.”

“That idea occurred to me also,” said Andy. “The woman who passed under my window may have done almost anything between the time she walked out of Merrivan’s house and the time she came into view.”

There was a silence, and then:

“There was a policeman on duty at this end of Beverley High Street,” said Downer. “He was waiting outside a house. A servant had brought him out some coffee, and he was chatting to her from eleven to half-past. Nobody passed from eleven until twenty minutes after.”

He was still engaged in decapitating wild flowers and did not once look at Andy.

“She may have gone another way. There are two ends to the road,” said Andy.

Another silence, and then Downer went on monotonously:

“A cyclist policeman started out at ten minutes to eleven from Hylton Crossroads — that’s the other end of the road — and pedalled into Beverley. He saw nobody until he came up to the policeman who was talking to the servant. He had a bright acetylene lamp in the front of his machine, and the road is fairly narrow. She couldn’t even have hidden in the shadow of a hedge, could she?”

“It is a curious case altogether,” agreed Andy. “The woman may have retraced her footsteps after I went away from the window. I went to bed a little later.”

“You mean, she may have gone back to Merrivan’s?” Downer raised his eyes. “Gone back after she had thrown away her ring?”

“She may have lost it, that is an explanation,” said Andy, “and, discovering her loss, may have gone back to look for it.”

“The ring was found near the road,” persisted the indefatigable Downer. “She either threw it away or else she didn’t come straight across the Green, as you said. The centre of the Green is about eighty-five yards from the place where the ring was found.”

“Eighty-six,” said Andy gravely; and Downer laughed.

“I agree with you that there is not much in the woman incident,” he said. “These elderly men have queer friends. She was probably some slut from the village.”

He fixed the detective with his eyes, but Andy did not flinch. This man knew. How he knew — whether it was clever deduction or information received — he did not bother to speculate upon.

“I don’t think we ought to take away Merrivan’s character,” he said, “The man lived a very wholesome life, so far as we know.”

“She didn’t commit the murder,” said Downer with conviction, “but she ought to be cleared up. Scottie busy?” he asked abruptly, and Andy laughed.

“Very. He is temporarily a reformed character. I believe he is posing for Mr Nelson, an artist who lives in these parts. But I needn’t tell you anything about him. Downer. A sleuth like you will have his biography at his fingertips.”

“He has gone in for a course of reformation himself, hasn’t he?” said Downer. “Yes, I’ve made inquiries in the ordinary way of business. A very charming girl. Miss Nelson.”

“Very,” agreed Andy, “a very charming girl.”

Downer nodded.

“I suppose she is very upset about the murder. She was a friend of Mr Merrivan’s, wasn’t she? He lent her £300 about nine months ago. Of course,” he added apologetically, “that is no business of mine or yours. And it is not a very terrible thing for a lady to borrow money from a man old enough to be her father.”

This was indeed news to Andy, but he knew that Downer was not speaking at random.

“How did you get to know that?” he asked.

“I forget who told me,” said Downer with a yawn. “So long. I’ll see you later.”

One of his own men had come down to help him prepare a report on the crime, and to him Andy gave an urgent commission.

“Go into the town and find out whether Downer was here last night and whom he saw. He probably stayed at the Beverley Hotel.”

Andy’s surmise was not far off the mark. Mr Downer had arrived on the evening train, and he had as a guest to dinner a clerk of the Micham Farmers’ Bank.

“He is some sort of relation of Downer’s,” reported the detective on the telephone. “The clerk hasn’t been in Beverley very long.”

“And he won’t be much longer,” said Andy grimly.

That was obviously the source of Downer’s information. The fact that his relative would certainly be fired if he had betrayed the secrets of the bank meant no more to Mr Downer than if a similar misfortune had overtaken his worst enemy.

Money was under discussion in the Nelson household that afternoon. Mr Nelson came in from his study wearing his long white coat, and the girl had expected him. He had been very quiet all the morning, hardly spoke at lunch, and she was a little apprehensive, because these signs of an unquiet spirit usually had only one consequence.

He shut the door leading into the passage which connected with the studio and then went back to make sure that it was shut.

“Stella,” he said, “I woke rather early this morning and I did a lot of thinking. Do you remember that money we borrowed from poor Merrivan, or, rather, that you borrowed?”

She nodded.

“Did we ever pay it back?”

She nodded again.

“Where did you get the money to pay it back? I remember that I was in a tremendous hole when I sent you to get it.”

She did not reply.

“It was £300, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, Father,” she said quietly.

“Where the dickens did we get £300 to pay him back? You are sure we did pay him?”

“Oh yes. Father,” she said. “I have the receipt.”

He sat down and for a long time examined his nails, his forehead knit.

“I’ve only the vaguest idea about it,” he said. “It comes to me like scraps of a dream. But was the repayment made during that” — he hesitated— “that horrible week I gave you?”

He had not over-described those seven days of mental torture, during which he had never once appeared in the house wholly sober.

“I got hold of a lot of money just about then, didn’t I? Where did I get it from?”

“I don’t know,” she said.

He started drumming his fingers on the table nervously, irritatingly.

“It is strange,” he said. “I invariably associate that time with some unpleasant happening — something that makes my blood run cold — and I don’t know what it is. Of course, it may be just a realisation of my beastliness, but I can’t think it was that. I did not do anything particularly outrageous, did I?”

“No, Father,” she said. The consequence of his outrageous deed had been wiped out with its charred evidence.

“You know of nothing?” he insisted, watching her narrowly. “I used to have my maudlin moments of contrition even in that period, didn’t I? And if I had done anything wrong I should have told you. Where on earth did the money come from?”

She did not help him to discover. The burden of his sin she had borne at its heaviest. She would not share the memory of that crushing load.

At dusk Stella was watering a flowerbed under the shadow of the hedge which separated the front garden from the road. Two men were walking past, and she caught a scrap of their conversation. It was rather one-sided, for the speaker gave his companion very little opportunity of getting a word in.

“I thought when I saw you at first, Mr Wilmot, that you were going to be difficult. You quiet, deep men are always the most baffling to a reporter—”

Mr Downer was discussing a subject very dear to Mr Arthur Wilmot, namely, Mr Arthur Wilmot.
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Andy macleod had ordered all the morning newspapers, and they were brought up to him whilst he was in bed. He ran his fingers over their folds and chose the Megaphone because he had learnt it was on behalf of the Megaphone that Mr Downer was conducting his investigations.

He opened the paper with a dull sense of apprehension and he discovered that he had sufficient cause. The Megaphone is not a journal that deals with sensational news sensationally. It has a strong political following, an excellent foreign correspondence, and a certain literary quality. The record of crimes was usually relegated to interior pages, but for once the Megaphone had splashed the crime story on its principal page.

Andy read the headline:

THE MIDNIGHT WOMAN!

but it was the second line which brought him to his feet with an oath:

MISS NELSON’s RELATIONS WITH THE DEAD MAN

He did not read the paragraph which followed, but put the paper down on the bed. His first feeling was one of consternation as he thought of the girl and what she would feel when she saw that headline. His second was of Mr Downer. He had never strangled a reporter, but he felt that in certain circumstances it would be rather a pleasant job. He picked up the newspaper and read:

‘Yesterday’s inquest at Beverley on the two men who were found murdered in such sensational circumstances was (writes our special correspondent) the merest formality. The proceedings neither revealed facts unknown to the public nor did they bring us any nearer a solution of the mystery.

‘For some extraordinary reason the police pretend they do not know the name of the woman who called at Mr Merrivan’s house at half past ten and is alleged to have left the house at eleven o’clock. Dr Andrew Macleod, who is not only an eminent pathologist but a brilliant member of that inner council of crime investigators which is the terror of evildoers, stated in evidence that he had seen a woman leave the house at that hour. It is clear, however, from inquiries which have been made, that the night was so dark — the moon was entirely hidden behind clouds — that it was humanly impossible for Dr Macleod to have followed the woman across the Green. That a woman did leave Beverley Green I have established. She was a servant of Mr Sheppard, who went to the end of the lane to post a letter in a letterbox which stands on the juncture of a lane on the main road. It is certain that this is the woman whom Dr Macleod saw, and not the woman who was heard by Mr Merrivan’s butler quarrelling with his employer. Who, then, was this lady? It is generally known in Beverley that it was Miss Stella Nelson, the daughter of that eminent artist, Kenneth Nelson, who resides in Beverley Green.

‘It is no secret that for this lady Mr Merrivan entertained the highest and, I might say without offence, the most affectionate regard. He had offered her marriage, an offer which must have been favourably entertained, for three days before the murder he purchased an engagement ring from Stelling Bros. On the day following the murder that ring was found in the grass within fifty yards of Miss Nelson’s front gate. It is known, too, that, some time before. Miss Nelson was in financial difficulties and secured a loan of £300 from Mr Merrivan, repaying this from the proceeds of two bills which she successfully negotiated with the man who is cited as the murderer, namely, Abraham Selim.

‘Those bills, which were in the house the day before the murder, have vanished. How came the girl acquainted with Selim? So well acquainted that, without any security whatever, he had advanced her a large sum of money? The question of this acquaintanceship is yet to be cleared up, but it is undoubtedly the fact that the name of Darius Merrivan appeared on the bills as acceptor, and that the receipt of those bills by the deceased man came as a thunderclap. The inference is that the acceptances were forged. I am not suggesting that Miss Nelson knew that these acceptances were false or that she was in any sense a party to any fraud that may have been perpetrated. A week before the tragedy Mr Merrivan had shown his nephew, Mr Arthur Wilmot, the bills, which, together with the marriage certificate of an old servant of his, which was probably preserved for sentimental reasons, and a few other documents, were locked in a desk in the room where Merrivan interviewed Miss Nelson, and where he met his death.

‘Those documents have disappeared. There was in the fireplace when the police came upon the spot a heap of burnt paper, and it is clear that the murderer had ransacked the safe in search of these papers and had burnt them before he made his escape. Who had an object in burning the contents of the safe? Obviously one such was the person who had forged Mr Merrivan’s acceptances.

‘Now, as to Miss Nelson’s movements on the night of the crime, this fact is established, that whilst a witness exists who saw her enter the house, there is no living person who saw her come out. Dr Macleod’s evidence can be dismissed as a pardonable mistake. He saw a woman pass under his window; he fancied he saw somebody coming out of Mr Merrivan’s house — the writer has since been in the room from which Dr Macleod obtained this view, and can vouch for the impossibility of anybody seeing Merrivan’s front door — and in his honest mistake has to some extent increased his own difficulties.

‘But the most remarkable feature of the case is the extraordinary trouble he has taken to gloss over the important clue of the woman visitor. To one person he had stated it was a neighbour — which hardly goes with his story of a woman who passed under his window — to another he has told a second story. The discovery of the ring he treated as lightly. In one respect, however, he has been consistent. He has steadfastly kept the name of Miss Nelson from discussion, and has stood between her and those who, like himself, are endeavouring to discover the murderer of Darius Merrivan.’

Andy read the account again. It was in a sense a masterpiece. The truth was so dovetailed into the maliciously false that it was impossible for anybody, other than one acquainted with all the facts, to see the joints. This was, of course, Arthur Wilmot, presented by that expert stater of cases, Mr Downer.

He dressed quickly and went across to see Stella, and at the first glance at her face he knew she had read the report.

“Mr Scottie saw it first,” she said as she closed the door after him, “and he has taken father out on a sketching tour. Luckily he had planned this days ago.”

“Your father hasn’t seen it?”

She shook her head.

She was amazingly self-possessed, he thought. He had expected to find her on the verge of a nervous breakdown. Instead, she was as calm as she was serious.

“I think Arthur told him all this,” she said. “You know the truth now, Andrew.”

“I knew it all along,” said he quietly, “except about your borrowing money. Of course, you borrowed it for your father?”

“Yes,” she said without hesitation, “There is no sense at this moment in pretending that father hasn’t been perfectly dreadful.”

She looked at him with a light in her eyes that he had not seen before.

“And it is true that you shielded me, Andy,” she said.

“What will happen now?”

“I’ll tell you what Downer expects — that I will send in my resignation this morning,” he said in a matter-of-fact tone, and she gasped.

“Then this has — ruined you — professionally, I mean? Oh, Andy!”

“I admit that I have no false idea about the truth of what this swi — this gentleman says,” he went on, “but I have neglected my duty only in the sense that I refused to follow up avenues which I knew would lead me nowhere. I know you didn’t commit the murder. If I resign I must also issue a writ for libel against the Megaphone, which you also would be compelled to do. But we won’t take it to law, Stella. I know another way and a better. That cursed woman under the window! Of course, I didn’t see anybody,” he said, unashamed. “I was just making alibis for you. It was the worst luck in the world that Sheppard’s servant went out at that time and supplied Downer with an explanation.”

“I suppose Sheppard’s servant did go out?” she asked.

He nodded. “Downer never makes mistakes of that kind,” he said. “If he says that servant went out at eleven o’clock you can bet all your money that he’s right. Wilmot gave him all his information. It is true that Wilmot had no right to be in possession of it. You brought the bills here, didn’t you?”

She was silent.

Presently:

“Andy, I had a confession to make. I should have told you before, but Mr Scottie advised me not to.”

There and then, and with all frankness, she told him of Arthur Wilmot’s visit with the bills intact, and of Scottie’s act of highway robbery with violence. He listened, and a light dawned upon him.

“Now I understand. The blackmailing brute! He is getting back on you in the easiest way. Nobody can prove that his uncle did not show him the bills a week before his death, and their disappearance, taken with the burnt ashes in the fireplace of Merrivan’s sittingroom, looks all the more suspicious. Now, what are we going to do, Stella?” He stopped suddenly and frowned. “I gave Wilmot permission to go into the house. That is where he found that stuff. What was it? A wedding certificate of an old servant, a few important documents, and the notes. Wait!”

He was out of the house and striding across the Green in a minute.
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It was the last day the police were in occupation of the house, and he was fortunate in finding the sergeant who had been there when Arthur Wilmot had paid his visit.

“No, sir, I think he was in the bedroom most of the time. He wasn’t there long,” said that official in reply to a question.

Andy went up the stairs two at a time. He had visited the bedroom three or four times. Again he made his scrutiny. Instinctively he knew that the hiding-place was somewhere in the vicinity of the bed. The shield and the Tudor rose attracted his attention by reason of the fact that whilst on the footpost the flat end of the petal was exactly straight and at the upright post, on the other post it had been twisted askew. He bent down, first pulled, then turned the florette. It clicked, and he pulled open an empty drawer.

It was not exactly empty, he found, when he had pulled it right out — it ran for eighteen inches into the seemingly solid side supports — there was a slip of paper on which three sets of figures were written. The first was £6700, and this had been crossed out. The second was £6500. This, too, had been crossed out, and written beneath it were the ciphers £6370. The difference was £130. The price of the ring! Andrew was sure of one thing, that it was in this drawer that the bills had been concealed, and with them the ‘marriage certificate of an old servant,’ and — he whistled — £6370!

A methodical man was Mr Merrivan. He kept account of the money that was in the drawer, and when he extracted any he crossed out the total and substituted the new sum that was left. If he could be sure! Andy’s eyes sparkled.

He went back to the girl feeling almost cheerful and found her sitting where he had left her.

“Andy, you are not to dream of resigning,” she said as he came into the room. “I will write down a statement telling the truth, and will give it to you.”

“And how are you going to explain Scottie?” asked Andy, and her jaw dropped. “No, my dear, we are living examples of that jolly old adage which deals with deceivers and the webs they weave, and we are so interlocked that one of us can’t come down without the other. Anyway, I shan’t resign. We’ll let the matter slide until I hear what headquarters are doing.”

Now police headquarters is so inured to newspaper criticism that it grows uneasy if it is withheld. Moreover, there existed between headquarters and the Megaphone a coolness over the publication of an indiscreet paragraph which had sent a much-wanted company promoter scuttling abroad.

Andy was sent for, and, going up to town, spent two hours with his immediate chief, and the end of it was that he came back with his authority strengthened. He found a semi-apologetic note from Downer, which was not like the reporter. Mr Nelson had returned, had read the paper, and searched Beverley Green with a hunting-crop looking for Mr Downer and the absent Arthur Wilmot, and in the end had been quieted by Scottie.

“It is monstrous, monstrous, Macleod,” he raved, to the undoing of all Scottie’s good work. “I’ll sue those people for libel, by gad! and I’ll break that fellow’s infernal head.”

“You can do as you like about the libel,” said Andy, “but you will put me in a very awkward position if you interfere at this moment, Mr Nelson. I will undertake to weaken the assurance of Downer. I dare say he has a very hot one ready for us tomorrow, but, unless I am mistaken, that will not be printed. You attack reporters in exactly the same manner as you attack juries. You shake the credibility of the witnesses. And I am going to give Arthur Wilmot the shock of his life tonight.”

Mr Arthur Wilmot had found in Downer a man of sensibility and judgment. He was not, he told Downer several times, the kind of man who made sudden friendships. Downer agreed with him; he had never had that illusion. In fact, the first time he had seen Mr Arthur Wilmot he had said: “There goes a man of singular judgment and a difficult man to know.”

He beamed benevolently at the object of his admiration.

They were dining in a private room at the Beverley Hotel, which had the advantage, from Mr Wilmot’s point of view, of being away from Beverley Green, and from Mr Downer’s point of view the advantage of being near to the telegraph office. “That article of yours was a little bit fierce this morning, wasn’t it. Downer?” he asked.

It was a question he had put before.

“No, I don’t think so,” said Downer indifferently. “It puts the young lady in an awkward position, but, after all, Mr Wilmot, we have certain responsibilities as citizens, and, whilst I do not suggest, and have not suggested for one moment, that she knows anything about the murder, she certainly has behaved in a peculiar manner.”

“I quite agree,” said Arthur. “The point I want to make is this — I want to avoid, as far as possible, any hint that I gave you this information. When I told you I saw her going into the house you promised me that my name should not be mentioned.”

“In that connection,” corrected the other. “You may be sure that I shall not put a word about you in any account I write which will compromise you to the slightest degree. You haven’t told me any of your private business, Mr Wilmot, because you are one of those reticent people who don’t wear their hearts on their sleeves, but I’ve got an idea at the back of my mind that this young lady hasn’t treated you very well?”

“She hasn’t,” said the other shortly; “but don’t let us talk about it. I don’t bear her any grudge, but, as you say, we have certain duties as citizens.”

“Exactly,” said Mr Downer.

They strolled back to the Green, following the path that was farthest away from the Nelsons’. Downer was getting a little impatient; he had quite a number of new facts, but just this once he wanted Wilmot’s permission before he sent them off. Later, when all the threads were in his hands, he would dispense with his permission and approval. The hour was getting late, and although a wire was kept open for him at the post office, he had still a lot of work to do.

He accepted Arthur Wilmot’s invitation to “Come in for a minute or two” as his right, and his host ushered him into the apartment where Andy had seen the unfinished lady’s hat.

It was a good-sized corner room, with two large stained glass windows set in deep recesses, across which blue velvet curtains were drawn. Wilmot had told the truth when he said that no servant was allowed in this room, for he had to unlock the door before he opened it.

“There you are,” he said, switching on all the lights. “Take a seat, Downer. That’s a comfortable one. Will you have a drink?”

“No, thank you,” said Mr Downer. “I’ve got a lot of work to do. Now, what about this girl? I must follow up today’s story. Have you any reason to believe that Macleod is sweet on her?”

“One moment,” said Wilmot, and, getting up, he went to the curtains at the far end of the room and drew them aside. “I thought I felt a draught. The infernal window is open. Heaven knows who might have been listening. Now, who the devil did that?” He made the window fast, rearranged the curtains, and came back. “That is a point I don’t want you to touch on,” he said. “She is a very impressionable girl at a romantic age, and the fellow has probably fascinated her.”

“Then there is something between them?” asked the alert Downer.

“There is a kind of—” Wilmot hesitated. “I hardly know what to call it. Put it this way; he is a man much older than the lady, and he has used his wiles and his art—”

“I don’t think I should put it that way,” said Mr Downer gently. “There are certain limitations imposed, even upon a crime reporter. Shall we say that a great friendship has sprung up between them? The reader will know what that means. It will give the idea that he has got entangled with this girl.”

It was at that moment that a gentle knock sounded on the door and a maidservant came in.

“Will you see Mr Macleod?” she asked.

The two men exchanged glances, and Downer nodded.

“Show him in,” said Wilmot, wetting his lips, which had gone suddenly dry.

“Evening, Downer. Good evening, Mr Wilmot.” Andy put down his hat and stood by the door eyeing them.

“Won’t you sit down, Macleod?” asked Wilmot nervously. “You know Mr Downer?”

“I know him remarkably well,” said Andy, without enthusiasm.

“You are not wild about my article, are you, Macleod?” asked Downer, in well-feigned surprise. “You are too old a hand at this game to worry about what newspapers say.”

“This, I presume,” Andy nodded towards Wilmot, “is the source of your information?”

“I wouldn’t say that,” said Downer.

“God knows you wouldn’t!” said Andy.

“I’ll say this for you. Downer, that in your articles you tell as near to the truth as possible, and it is about the only time you do. This morning you printed a lot of stuff which was designed” — Downer smiled— “to defeat the ends of justice. Don’t interrupt. I have never said this to you before, and it is extremely unlikely that I shall ever tell you again. Miss Nelson may or may not take an action against your paper, but, if she does, it will cost them twenty thousand.”

“The statements I have made are authenticated.”

“By whom? By this man?” Andy pointed to the scowling Wilmot. “I am going to show you just how much reliance you can place upon Wilmot,” He walked over to where Wilmot was sitting and looked down at him. “I have come to make inquiries as to the whereabouts of £6370, extracted from the secret drawer in Mr Merrivan’s bedstead.”

Wilmot leapt to his feet as though he were shot.

“What — what?” he spluttered.

“There are also other documents stolen by you.”

“Stolen?” repeated Wilmot shrilly. “What do you mean? I am my uncle’s heir.”

“Stolen by you, I repeat, and as to being your uncle’s heir, that is a matter for the courts to decide. There was also a marriage certificate—” He was watching the other narrowly as he spoke, and saw him start. “Now, Wilmot, there seems to be serious trouble ahead for you. What are you going to do about it?”

Arthur Wilmot was breathing painfully. He was for the moment incapable of speech, and Andrew turned to the reporter.

“Does it occur to you that this man may be suspect, and that you may be accused of conspiring with him to throw suspicion upon an innocent woman?”

“I am not in this case at all,” said Downer loudly. He was thoroughly alarmed. “I am merely reporting the events as I find them.”

“You are doing a little to invent those events,” said Andy, “and, so far as your being a disinterested spectator. Downer, you are a participant. The inference which must be drawn is that you knew of this theft—”

“I won’t have it called a theft,” interrupted Wilmot, finding his voice. “I admit I took several things from my uncle’s drawer. It was his wish that I should.”

“Did you report the matter to his lawyer?” asked Andy dryly.

“That was not necessary.”

“Indeed, it was very necessary,” corrected Andy.

“I took these things because I was afraid of their falling into the hands of the servants.”

“What was there?” asked Andy.

“If you had come to me before I would have handed them over to you,” Wilmot was going on.

“What were they?” asked Andy.

“There was a marriage certificate, a sum of money — I think it was the amount you mentioned, though I haven’t counted it — a list of securities, and—” He paused, and went on deliberately, “Two forged bills drawn by Mr Nelson in favour of Abraham Selim and accepted by my uncle. The acceptance was a forgery. Those bills were stolen from me by a criminal in your employ, and are probably destroyed.”

“When did the robbery occur?” asked Andy.

“Two nights ago.”

“Did you report it?”

“No; you know very well I didn’t report it.”

“Why not?” asked Andy coolly. “The law protects you as much as it protects any other man. You don’t expect me to believe that you would be robbed of valuable securities and never mention a word, although the place is teeming with police officers?”

Wilmot was silent.

“Anyway, we’ll see these things. Have you got them?”

“I’ve got them here in this wall safe,” said Wilmot sulkily.

He took a bunch of keys from his pocket and began searching.

“Where the devil is the key of the safe?” he said.

Andy suspected him of wilfully procrastinating for some purpose, but the man’s surprise was genuine. He could not have simulated that look of blank dismay which spread over his face as he handled key after key.

“It was on my ring this afternoon when I was at the bathing-pool,” he said. “It hasn’t left me except then.”

He palled aside the sliding panel that hid the safe.

“The safe door isn’t fastened,” said Andy.

With an exclamation Wilmot opened the door of the safe and put in his hand.

“Good Lord!” he gasped, relieved. “I thought somebody had stolen it.”

He threw the pocketbook on the table.

“The other documents,” said Andy.

“Here is the list of securities, and here—” He groped, and Andy saw a look of bewilderment come to his face. “I’ll swear I put it there.”

“What?”

“The marriage certificate is gone!”

It happened that at that moment Andy turned his head towards the door. Between the door and the curtained recess were three electric switches that controlled the lights of the room. As he looked he saw a hand come out from behind the curtains and move towards the switches. He was momentarily paralysed with surprise at the strangeness of the sight.

There was a click, and the room was plunged into darkness. Another instant and the glare of an electric lamp thrust into their faces blinded them.

“Don’t move,” said a husky voice. “If you do, I’ll shoot, whether you are policeman, reporter, or just plain thief.”

“Who are you?” asked Andy sternly.

“My name is Abraham Selim,” said the voice.

Another moment and the door opened and closed; they heard the snap of the key being turned in the lock and the thud of the front door as it slammed behind the intruder.

Andy tore to the window in front of the house and pulled aside the curtains. Through Wilmot’s stained glass panes nothing would have been visible even if it had been broad daylight. By the time the window was open and Andy had slipped through into the night all sign of the visitor had disappeared.

Presently Wilmot and the reporter joined him outside. The servant, answering Wilmot’s furious bell, had released them.

“Another adventure of your friend Scottie,” said Wilmot between his teeth.

Andy turned his head towards the speaker.

“My friend Scottie, as you call him, would hardly have left £6000 behind him, and of one thing I am perfectly certain — he does not indulge in the luxury of a manicure!”

Andy’s shrill whistle brought a policeman at the run.

“Send the sergeant to me and telephone your station to turn out every man for a search. Get any assistance you can. Rush!”
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At this hour Scottie might have been out, but it happened that he was helping Stella prepare Kenneth Nelson’s newest picture for transportation, and he had not left the house all the evening, she told Andy. He went back to the Wilmot establishment. Mr Downer was gone.

“I’ll take this money,” said Andy, gathering up the pocketbook. “And now, Wilmot, I would like you to tell me as much as you can remember about this marriage certificate.”

“Do you really think that was Abraham Selim?”

“I am certain that it was the man who killed your uncle,” said Andy shortly, “and he was pointing at us the identical weapon with which that murder was committed.”

Mr Wilmot shivered.

“The certificate referred to a marriage between a man called John Severn and Hilda Masters, a parlourmaid. The marriage occurred about thirty years ago at St Paul’s, Marylebone.”

Andy jotted down the particulars.

“Did your uncle’s name appear in any capacity?”

Wilmot shook his head.

“You know nobody named John Severn? You have not heard your uncle refer to him?”

“Never,” said Wilmot. “Now about this money, Macleod. I don’t want any trouble if I can avoid it. I really took it for safe keeping. How did you find out?”

“You know my methods, Wilmot,” said Andrew sarcastically. “This will look pretty ugly, but my advice to you is to keep as far away from Mr Downer as you possibly can. He’ll have no mercy on you, and he will betray you with as little concern as he would betray Abraham Selim if he knew him.”

Something of the same idea was dawning upon the young man.

“He’s scared about that libel action,” he said. “I think tomorrow’s paper will be milder. Besides, the dramatic appearance of Selim is going to give him all the copy he wants.”

Andrew had thought the same thing.

He looked in on Stella before he went to the guesthouse. Scottie had gone to bed, like the virtuous man that he was.

“Everybody in Beverley is being sweet about the article,” said Stella. “I have never had so many people call upon me — the Sheppards, the Masons, and that quiet couple, the Gibbs. They are furious with Arthur Wilmot. What will the newspapers say tomorrow?” she asked.

“Very little,” said Andy. “Downer will lay himself out to do the burglary at Wilmot’s and the visit of the mysterious Abraham. He will also seize this opportunity of releasing you from all suspicion. People frequently threaten newspapers with libel actions in similar circumstances but they very seldom get any farther than threats. But Downer knew he had overdone it, and I knew he was a little nervous on that score when I got his note this morning. It was very unlike Downer to write, because, really, he doesn’t care tuppence about my opinion of him, and he is not easily scared. He must have had some doubt as to the reliability of Wilmot.”

The fog which enveloped the Beverley Green murder was growing deep. It had grown so thick that Andrew, figuratively speaking, could not see a yard before him. The appearance of Abraham Selim brought him no nearer to the solution. Why had the man taken this risk to obtain an apparently worthless marriage certificate? Who was John Severn and who was the parlourmaid, Hilda Masters?

He waited at the guesthouse, from time to time receiving reports on the telephone from the meagre force of police which was searching the countryside for a stranger. In this search the police from the neighbouring villages were assisting. The main roads were patrolled and the crossroads guarded. To work with his small force across open country was impossible. He must leave that until daylight.

At one o’clock in the morning he came out of the guesthouse to get a little air. His room was hot and stuffy and his head was aching.

No light showed in Beverley Green. Its people were sleeping. Not even in Stella’s upper room did so much as a glimmer appear.

He was joined by Dane, who had cycled up with the latest report.

“We’ve held up every motor car between here and Cranford Corner. Do you think it is advisable to have a house to house search of Beverley Green?”

Andrew shook his head.

“I don’t see what result could come from that,” he said. “If Selim were a local inhabitant he can account for himself, and it is impossible to search every house thoroughly. It would be illegal without the necessary warrant. Perhaps—”

Andy was going on when the stillness of the night was broken by the sound of a shot. It was followed by a second and a third, an interval, and then a fourth. It came from the direction of the high lands beyond the village.

“They can’t be poachers,” said Dane.

“Poachers do not use revolvers,” snapped Andy, “and that those were pistol shots I’ll swear!”

And then the guesthouse telephone began to ring furiously. They heard it through the open door, before the weary Johnston hurried out to call him.

“Mr Boyd Salter, sir, on the ‘phone. He wants you urgently. That was his word — urgently!”

Andrew ran into the house, took up the receiver, and heard Boyd Salter’s voice.

“Is that you, Mr Macleod? Did you hear the shots?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I fired ‘em,” was the grim reply. “There has been a burglary at the Hall. Somebody tried to break in. He was making towards Covert. Can you come?”

Andy got his car out of the guesthouse garage, and, with Dane at his side, flew along the main road, and after some delay succeeded in arousing the lodgekeeper.

Mr Boyd Salter, looking very white and ill, and wearing a dressing-gown over his pyjamas, was waiting for them in his library.

“I’m sorry to disturb you, Macleod,” he said.

“Did you see the man?” asked Andy quickly.

“Only the back of him. He must have been in the house half an hour before I heard him, and I shouldn’t have heard him then only the rascal had the audacity to come into my room.”

He showed them the window that had been forced. It was in a small drawingroom off the library.

“He has been in the library, too,” explained Mr Boyd Salter. “You see, those desks have been forced.”

The drawers had been broken open and pulled out, and half their contents were on the floor.

“Probably he had the impression that there was money here,” the Justice went on. “Of course I never keep anything of value in the library.”

“Did he go into any other rooms?”

“I have an idea he went into my son’s room — my son is away at Cambridge — but I am not sure.”

He led the way to the floor above, but here nothing had been disturbed, though the door of young Boyd Salter’s room was undoubtedly open.

“He may very well have mistaken this room for mine. Mine is exactly opposite,” said the owner of Beverley Hall. “I don’t know what woke me. It may have been the creaking of the door, though I have such a detestation of creaking doors that the hinges of all the doors at the hall are thoroughly oiled at regular intervals.”

“He took nothing from here?” asked Andy.

“Nothing,” was the reply. “He hadn’t time. The moment I sat up in bed I heard the shuffle of his feet and he was gone. I caught a glimpse of him at the other end of the corridor as I came out of the room and ran downstairs shouting for Tilling. I caught another glimpse of him as he got through the window of the library, which was in darkness when I reached it. I always keep a pistol in my room, a Colt automatic, and I fired after him as he ran down the steps of the terrace and vanished into the darkness.”

“You didn’t hear him speak?”

Mr Boyd Salter shook his head.

It was the work of an expert, Andy could see that at a glance. If he were not absolutely sure that Scottie was at that moment sleeping the sleep of the just, and was hardly likely at this juncture to go back to his old ways, he could have sworn to that individual being the midnight visitor.

Against this was the fact that Scottie had never been guilty of rifling a place unless he had exact information as to the quantity and position of the valuables it contained.

This burglar had had no fixed plan. Scottie would not have turned out papers from the desk, and would certainly not have bearded Mr Boyd Salter in his room.

“This is the second burglary that has been committed tonight, sir,” said Andy, and told of Wilmot’s visitor.

“Abraham Selim,” said the other thoughtfully. “No, I won’t interfere with your theories, Mr Macleod.”

“Is anything missing?”

The other shook his head.

“I hardly think so. There was nothing here worth taking except a few leases, and I should not think he would trouble about those.”

“What is that?”

Andy walked to the fireplace. It was empty, as all the other fireplaces had been empty, since the weather was unusually warm. At the bottom of the grate were the black ashes of burnt paper! The identical feature that had distinguished the murder of Darius Merrivan!

“Did you burn something?”

The squire shook his head.

“No,” he said. “Is the writing distinguishable? It sometimes is after it is burnt.”

Andrew knelt down and flashed his lamp upon the ashes.

“No, this has been broken up,” he said, and gently lifted a scrap larger than the others and carried it to the table.

“It looks like ‘RYL’,” he said. “A curious combination of letters.”

“Orylbridge,” suggested Boyd Salter. “I have some property in that village.”

He picked up some papers from the floor.

“It would be impossible for me to check them tonight,” he said. “Perhaps you will come up in the morning, doctor.”

Andy waited to receive the report from two gamekeepers, who, hastily summoned from bed, had searched the covert, before he returned to the Green.

“This case is getting on my nerves, Dane,” he said as the car went down the hill to the lodge gates. “One thing is certain, that concealed somewhere in this valley is a murderer, call him Abraham Selim or whatever you wish. Obviously he is a local. There is no other possible explanation for the rapidity and sureness of his movements. He knows every inch of the ground, and he is looking for something. He killed Merrivan to find whatever it was he sought. He killed Sweeny because by some accident Sweeny happened to be in the orchard. He broke into Beverley Hall also for the purpose of search. But why did he in both cases burn the ‘something’ in the fireplace?”

“Where else could he burn it?” asked Inspector Dane intelligently. “In both cases the fireplace was near at hand.”

Andrew did not reply.

There was a third case of burning, he remembered, and it had been Stella who had employed the same method of disposing of something she wished destroyed.

It was half past two, and the east was lighting palely when he said good night to the inspector and turned into his lodgings. As he did so he glanced to the Nelson house and stopped dead. Stella was up; her light showed through the blinds.

He waited for nearly an hour, waited until the world was dawn-grey, and then the light was extinguished.

Andrew sighed and went to bed.
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Scottie loafed into his room before Andy was awake the following morning. Scottie had his hands thrust into his pockets and his face wore a look of supreme discontent.

“Hullo, Scottie,” said Andrew, struggling to his elbow. “Anything wrong?”

“Nothing, except the general moral tone of this community,” said Scottie, sitting down. “I am going up to town, Macleod. This place is a bit too exciting for me, and, anyway, you’re getting yourself a bad name. I met that pen-pusher, Downer, this morning, and he was as full of trouble as a dog is full of fleas. Said it was the worst case he had ever handled, and that he had given up a good, comfortable, straightforward murder to come here, and he wishes he hadn’t.”

“Have you seen his paper?”

Scottie nodded.

“Mild, Macleod, that’s the word, and punk. It was all about what terrible danger he was in, and how a masked figure sprang from the curtains and threatened him with death.”

“Whether it was masked or not, nobody knows. I should say it wasn’t,” said Andy. “What does he say about Miss Nelson?”

“He gives her a clean bill. Everything has been satisfactorily explained, he says, and there is an apology in the paper.”

“Then he’s going away?” asked Andy with some satisfaction.

Scottie shook his head.

“He said so. But what a — a — reporter! I’ll bet he’s staying another week.”

He strolled to the door.

“Maybe I’ll come back, Macleod,” he said. “So long.”

He was gone before Andy could ask him whether Stella Nelson was visible at that hour.

He was reaching the dead end of this crime, facing a baffling cul-de-sac. The time was approaching when he must leave Beverley Green and the murder must pass into the category of unpunished crimes.

The real mystery was the chain of circumstances that bound together Darius Merrivan, Abraham Selim, and the murderer.

He intended calling on Stella, but his plan was changed by the arrival of a long telegram from headquarters. He read it and whistled.

‘Come to town at once. Mr Wentworth, a member of a business in Ashlar Buildings, has disappeared. Inquiries at his bank show that he has an enormous sum of money on deposit. There is reason to believe that Abraham Selim is connected with the disappearance.’

Mr Wentworth had occupied a suite of offices next door to that which Abraham Selim had rented. Andrew knew this from his previous inquiries; knew, too, something of the standing of the firm before he questioned Mr Wentworth’s distressed lady clerk.

“He was in the office last Friday,” said the girl. “He left my salary, money for petty cash, and told me that he would be in on Monday or Tuesday. I had a little talk with him about the business, because we were doing practically none, and I was worrying about how long he would go on before he closed up the office. But he was very cheerful and told me that he would soon have good news for me. He said this in a joking way. He was always a little jocular.”

“You know where he lives, of course?” asked Andy.

“No, sir, I don’t. I have an idea that he lives in hotels. He wrote me once or twice when he was away, and his address was always an hotel, though I never sent any letters to him there. Another remark I remember his making the last time I saw him was, that it was funny we never saw much of Mr Selim.”

“You told me that before,” said Andy, nodding. “Do you remember the hotel he wrote you from and about what date?”

“I’ve got those in the day book,” she said. “I thought you might want them, and I have taken them out.”

Andy glanced at the list she had prepared. They were well-known hotels in various parts of the country and he pocketed the memorandum for future action.

“Have you a photograph of Mr Wentworth?”

She shook her head.

“In appearance, what was he like?”

Here she was very vague indeed. Her own age was nineteen, which is an age when anybody over thirty-five is ‘old’. He had a stoop, she remembered, and wore horn-rimmed spectacles. She knew very little about the business, and had only been in his employ for twelve months. She knew no other houses that he did business with; she never sent out accounts, and apparently her job was to receive callers who did not come, to make a precis from the newspapers of transactions on the Provision Exchange (she showed him a great heap of manuscript she had compiled in this way), and to receive her salary regularly on Friday afternoon.

It was not much of a business, she admitted.

“I did write a letter or two to him about the prices, but beyond that I did nothing.”

Andrew visited the two hotels in town which were included in the list the girl had given him. They turned up their books and confirmed her story. Mr Wentworth had stayed with them, but they knew nothing about him, except that he was a name and a number.

Andy went back to headquarters and reported.

“Wentworth and Abraham Selim are identical personages,” he said. “‘Wentworth & Wentworth’ is a fake concern, and existed to give Selim an excuse for being in the building. Remember that Selim’s clerk only attended at the office between eleven and one. Wentworth never came to Ashlar Buildings until two o’clock in the afternoon, and then only on certain days, which were the days that the clerk was away on his holiday. For Wentworth to slip into Abraham Selim’s office, take out the letters, and get back into his own room was a simple matter. Wentworth’s banker tells me that he has a dozen deed boxes filled with papers, and with these, I think, we shall be able to establish the identity beyond any doubt.”

“Has Wentworth drawn any money from the bank since he disappeared?”

“I asked that, and they tell me that he has not. That, however, is easily accounted for. Selim knew that we should go straight to his office. He probably thought that we should immediately discover the relationship between Wentworth and himself. To draw a cheque as Wentworth would mean that he would run the risk of detection.”

He secured the necessary orders for access to the possessions of Wentworth, and in the manager’s private office he sat through the afternoon and far into the night, examining the contents of six tightly packed steel boxes.

His work was facilitated by the discovery that two of the boxes had documents relating to the legitimate firm of Wentworth. Apparently Selim had purchased the business some years before, and even then it was not in a nourishing condition. Under his guidance it had gone from bad to worse, for the simple reason there was no need for his exploiting legitimate trade when he found an easier way to wealth, a way which offered few risks and enormous benefits.

The other boxes held title deeds, instruments of transfer, old contracts, and in every case they were made out in the name of Abraham Selim.

The man seemed to possess property in every part of the country. A farm here, a few workmen’s cottages there, a coalmine in some other place; there were particulars of mineral rights he had acquired, details of a sugar plantation in the West Indies, and numerous other pieces of documentary evidence of his enormous wealth.

It was nearing the hour of midnight, and the last pile of papers was being disposed of, when Andrew, glancing at an old contract, saw a familiar name.

“John Aldayn Severn.”

Severn!

The contract was drawn up in legal language. It was between Abraham Selim on the one part, ‘hereinafter called the lender’, and John Aldayn Severn on the other part. And as he read he grew more and more amazed at the extraordinary conditions which were imposed. Stripped of its legal terminology, the lender agreed to place at the unknown Severn’s disposal the sum of five thousand pounds per annum for life, and “for particular services rendered” Severn agreed that, in the event of his inheriting any property which produced the sum assured to him, he would pay regularly to Selim’s account one-half of the revenues he acquired. The property concerned was not particularised.

Andy looked at the deed thoughtfully. It was dated five years after Severn’s marriage, if Arthur Wilmot’s information was correct. Had Severn ever inherited his estate, and, if he had, did he ever fulfil the contract?

The bank manager had left two clerks to assist him, and there were available all the books dealing with Selim’s accounts. Andrew ran his finger down page after page but it was difficult to distinguish the origin of any sum except —

He glanced at the contract again. The payments were to be made on the 1st of March and the 1st of September. He turned to the books and traced back the accounts for twenty years, and on the 1st March and the 1st September, every year, there had been paid to Selim’s account sums varying from seven thousand to nine thousand five hundred. So Severn had acquired his property and was paying.

“Here is my man,” said Andrew to himself. “If I find Severn I can find Abraham Selim.”

There were no works of reference available, and on the following morning he examined carefully every directory of landed proprietors he could find. The name Severn occurred three times, but in each case they owned very little land, and his telegraph inquiries brought him no nearer to the identity of the John Aldayn Severn of the contract. It was a name entirely unknown in the vicinity of Beverley except to one man.

Mr Boyd Salter was something of an authority on the landed gentry, and Andy called on him the morning he came back to Beverley Green.

“I think the Severn you are in search of went to Australia some years ago. I told you when we first met that a friend of mine had suffered grievously at the hands of Selim. I was speaking of Severn at the time. I knew him rather well, and I knew he was in the hands of moneylenders.”

“Then the estate he inherited was in Australia?” suggested Andy.

“You sound disappointed,” smiled Boyd Salter.

“I am a little,” replied Andy. “Can you suggest any reason why Merrivan should have treasured his marriage certificate?”

“I had no idea that he had, and talking of Merrivan reminds me of my burglar. I hit him.”

“The dickens you did!” said Andy, interested. “How do you know, sir?”

“We found blood marks the next morning; not many, but sufficient to show that he had been wounded, and in the hand. The imprint of his hand is on a leaf. I took the liberty of informing Inspector Dane in your absence, and I believe he has made inquiries of the doctors around, so far without success.”

Instead of going to the village by car Andy walked back, leaving the car to be brought round to the village by Mr Boyd Salter’s chauffeur. He followed the supposed track of the thief, and Madding, the gamekeeper, pointed out where the bloodstains had been found. The faintest trace remained. He examined the leaf; that and the twigs about it were gory evidence of the burglar’s hurt.

Andy went on by the covert path into the village. His way skirted the orchard where Sweeny had been found, and he came on to the Green via the tennis court and the narrow lane which ran by the side of Mr Merrivan’s house.

He had not seen Stella for two days. It seemed more like two years, and a century since he had first watched her through the glass panel of the telephone-booth in Beverley post office.

A servant answered the door.

“Miss Nelson has gone away, sir.”

“Gone away?” repeated Andy in astonishment. “Where has she gone?”

“Would you like to see Mr Nelson, sir? He is in the studio. You know your way.”

Andy found the artist pretending to work, and Kenneth Nelson welcomed him warmly.

“You don’t know how glad I am you are back, Macleod,” he said. “I am worried almost to death.”

“Where is Stella?”

“Well, she is supposed to be at her aunt’s,” said Nelson slowly.

“Supposed to be? Isn’t she there?”

“I sent a wire asking when she was coming back, and I had a reply from my sister saying that Stella had only spent the afternoon in the house and that she had gone north on business.”

“Very probably she has,” said Andy, relieved.

What he had expected he could not say, but Nelson’s news was certainly not alarming. He had a suspicion that Stella did not take her father into her confidence even in matters pertaining to his own welfare.

“That alone wouldn’t worry me,” said Nelson, as though he read his thoughts. “I’ll show you what does.” He went upstairs with a wondering Andy behind him, and on the second floor he opened a door disclosing a pretty little bedroom.

“This is Stella’s room,” he said unnecessarily, for Andrew knew the exact location.

“I came up here the day she left, which, by the way, was the same day that you went to town, to get some soft rags — Stella keeps a supply of them for me — but the cupboard was locked. Fortunately, or unfortunately, I had a key which fitted, and the first thing which met my eye when I opened the door was this.”

He put his hand on to a shelf and pulled down a little bundle of linen strips. They were stained a deep red.

“And look there.”

He pointed to the floor, where the telltale spots showed dearly.

“And on the edge of that basin. She must have cut herself and did not tell me a word. Her hand, I should think, from the regular intervals in which the stain occurs. Of course she can look after herself. She had a full nursing course during the war and liked it.”

Andy looked at the bandages without seeing them. The sudden light which had occurred in Stella’s room after the burglary at Beverley Hall! The stains which had been found in the park! It was incredible, impossible, that Stella could have been the burglar, but her sudden disappearance from view almost confirmed his half-formed suspicion. Why had she gone away so unexpectedly?

“Did you see Stella’s hand when she went?” he asked.

“No, she had it in her muff. It was strange that she had a muff on a warm day like this. I particularly remembered that after I had found the bandages. She was awfully nervous, too. Quite jumpy for Stella.”

Andrew threw out his arms with a gesture of despair.

“I’m beaten,” he said.

He packed his bag that afternoon and stowed it behind his car, and with one glance at the valley of mystery he drove through Beverley village and to town. But it was not the Beverley mystery which had beaten him. It was the inexplicable Miss Nelson.
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Mr Downer came out of the Newspaper Club with a tightly rolled umbrella under his arm and two inches of cigar in the corner of his mouth.

The day was hot and breathless. It seemed that unless he employed his umbrella to relieve him of the pitiless glare of the sun it was a superfluity. But Mr Downer would no more have thought of going out without his umbrella than an ordinary man would have thought of going about without his collar and tie. It was part of his personality, like his cigar and his hard Derby hat, and the three pencils and stylo that peeped out of his left-hand waistcoat pocket.

He examined the visible world through his highly magnifying glasses and found it neither good nor bad. What was good was the brief respite he had from labour, for it was the end of the week, and he had a bungalow on the seashore, where he could carry his umbrella along the beach and stare through his powerful glasses at the sea.

What was bad was the uncomfortable memory of a failure. He had been reminded of it that morning when his cheque came in from the Megaphone for the Beverley murder case. If the newspapers referred to the killing of Darius Merrivan it was only in a few lines of type on one of the inside pages, for two weeks had passed, there had been an interesting bank failure and a fascinating divorce case to carry the public along, and his offer to begin his investigations anew had been coldly received by the newspaper to which it had been made.

He knew that Andrew Macleod had returned to town. He had seen him twice on other matters. Andrew had given up the case as a bad job, evidently. He had, in fact, conveyed as much in his interview with Downer.

Probate of the Merrivan estate had been applied for on behalf of Mr Arthur Wilmot, who had expressed his intention of selling the Merrivan house just as soon as a likely buyer came along.

Mr Downer stepped out into the crowded streets aloof from and superior to his surroundings. He had wondered whether Andy was in love with the Nelson girl — a train of thought brought his mind to her — and promised himself the luxury of describing their wedding and attaching thereto a rechauffe of the murder case and its romantic sequel.

But apparently Andy had not been back to Beverley Green since he left. That proved nothing, for, according to his information, Stella Nelson had not returned to Beverley either. Downer’s explanation of this latter circumstance was that she was waiting until the little scandal he had aroused had blown over. That, however, did not account for the detachment of Dr Andrew Macleod.

He was on his way to leave a manuscript at the office of a magazine. Mr Downer had literary moments. He was the author of Famous Criminals I Have Met; Professional Sharpers and their Methods; Some Famous Cases of Forgery, and divers other contributions to belles-lettres bore his name upon the title-page.

The office was situated in an unfashionable corner of the town, and to reach his objective he found it necessary to pass through a network of small streets occupied by working-class people. He was pausing at a corner marked with the inevitable general store when a girl came from the shop and walked away quickly. She carried a parcel under her arm, and he thought he recognised the figure. There was a certain familiar swing of shoulders, and, instead of pursuing his way, which lay in the opposite direction, he followed her. She turned another corner and he caught a glimpse of her face. There was no doubt at all. It was Stella Nelson. What was she doing in this neighbourhood? he wondered, and followed her cautiously.

He saw her stop at the door of a small house, insert the key, and disappear from view. It was a very tiny house indeed. The number on the discoloured door was 73. He made a mental note and continued until he found a woman standing idly in her doorway. Her arms were rolled in her apron, and she was pathetically eager to find somebody who had as much time as she to gossip.

“No, mister, she doesn’t live here,” she said, shaking her head when Downer asked for a fictitious name.

“I haven’t been in the street for years,” mused Downer. “It hasn’t changed.”

“Nothing changes here,” said the woman oracularly. “It will be just the same in a hundred years’ time.”

“I thought I recognised that young lady who went into 73. How long has she been living here? She used to be very well off.”

“Oh, she,” said the woman. “She doesn’t live here. She comes every day and goes home every night. Quite a lady, too, and yet she does the housework. I’ve seen her sweeping the front of the pavement.”

“Who lives there?”

“A seafaring man, as far as I can understand. Maybe it is her father.”

“A seafaring man, eh?” said Downer. “A sailor?”

“Something like that. He goes away for months at a time, but I have never seen her before.”

Mr Downer pulled at his dead cigar, scenting a scandal.

“Rather a nicelooking fellow, tall—”

She shook her head.

“No, he isn’t what I’d call strong on looks. He’s ill now, and I suppose she’s come to look after him. Got on in the world and hasn’t forgotten her old father. That’s what I like to see about a girl.”

The good lady, now thoroughly wound up, was prepared to express her views on girls at length, but Mr Downer had his appointment.

He pulled the brim of his hard hat farther over his eyes, an action less designed to disguise himself than to shut him still further from the world in which he moved, and, shifting his umbrella from one arm to the other, moved back the way he had come.

It was characteristic of him that he left the woman without an apology and in the midst of her narrative. She had served her purpose, could be of no further use. He might spend time and art in finding acquaintances; he wasted neither in demolishing the structure of friendship which often he had so laboriously created.

After making his call, he worked out to a more salubrious neighbourhood. Passing police headquarters as he did on his way to the station, he stopped and thought, and, reaching a decision, he went into the gloomy building.

“Dr Macleod is in the laboratory, Mr Downer.” The door sergeant shook his head dubiously. “I shouldn’t think he’d see anybody.” He lowered his voice. “He’s on the poisoned woman, the Sweizer case. Yes, Reeder is in charge, but the doctor is doing the examinations. We had Tensey, the big specialist, here this afternoon. That’s for yourself.”

Downer nodded, and impressed these two facts upon his memory. He had thought of taking up the case. The Daily Globe-Herald had invited him to do so, but the Globe-Herald were notoriously tight-fisted, and fought every item of the most reasonable expense account.

“Find out if he is visible, and, if he is, get my card to him.”

The gateman beckoned a uniformed man, who was gone some time before he reappeared flourishing Downer’s card.

“Will you step up, Mr Downer?”

Andy, in his white overall, was washing his bands when Downer came in.

“Sit, will you, Downer? I’ve nothing for you in this case. The autopsy isn’t complete, but you can say that Sweizer has been arrested this morning as he was going aboard a French boat.”

Andy bore no malice. The man had his living to get; he was indubitably painstaking, and had been, and could be again, of real help to the police. Besides which, he was telling him nothing.

“I didn’t come to see you about the Sweizer case, and the news of his arrest is in the evening editions,” said Downer, tossing his cigar-butt into a wastepaper basket. “I came up to see you about Miss Nelson.”

Andy finished drying his hands and hung up the towel.

“I should have thought your interest in Miss Nelson had evaporated by now,” he said. “What is the latest discovery?”

“She’s in town.”

“Here?”

Andy’s surprise was genuine.

“Do you mean that she is living here, or that you saw her passing through?”

“I don’t know where she lives, but for a fortnight she has been visiting a sick sailor at 73 Castle Street.”

Andy was using an orange stick on his nails; he looked across at his informant.

“At 73 Castle Street?”

He gave Downer the impression that he was trying to collect his thoughts. Then:

“A pretty poor neighbourhood, isn’t it?”

Downer nodded. “I thought you would like to know. Somehow it didn’t strike me that you were aware of this.”

Andy resumed his manicure.

“There is no particular reason why she should not nurse a sick sailor at 73 Castle Street, is there?” he asked carefully.

“Not at all,” said Downer.

“I suppose you know that Miss Nelson had a nursing course? She did a lot of that kind of work during the war.”

“I didn’t know,” said Downer, choosing a cigar from his packed case with some care. “Maybe she’s carrying on the good work.”

“Very likely,” said Andy.

Downer rose.

“I thought of going to Beverley one day next week to see whether there are any loose threads that I could get hold of,” he suggested, and Andy smiled.

“Your old pet thread will be difficult to grip,” he said significantly.

“Wilmot?”

Andy nodded.

“He’s a queer fellow,” ruminated Downer, lighting his cigar. “What does he do for a living? He has some sort of an office in town, hasn’t he?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never inquired.”

“Isn’t there a possibility that he is Abraham Selim?”

“The idea occurred to me, but I did not pursue it,” said Andrew. “Why not try your expert hand in that direction? It would make a fine story.”
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Andy was glad when Downer had gone. The news the reporter had brought was startling. He had neither seen nor heard from Stella since he had left Beverley. A letter from her father had told him that she was staying with relations for a month, for apparently Kenneth Nelson was satisfied. It would be a simple matter for Andy to discover the identity of the sick sailor, but he shrank from spying upon the girl and whatever secret she had. He was even more reluctant to revive the painful unrest which he had experienced when he had returned to town. Life had lost a great deal of its colour and sweetness when she had gone out of his life. Pique? Perhaps he was piqued that she did not come to him in her trouble. He wished he had asked Downer about her hand. Was it bandaged still? he wondered. Why hadn’t she told him everything? He had heard things from outside. That had hurt him.

As to the sick sailor — He shrugged his shoulders. He found nothing significant in that episode. Stella was a law unto herself. If it pleased her to devote herself to the sick poor, that was a matter entirely for herself. And yet — he told himself that he was curious to discover the identity of the invalid. In reality, as he knew, he was hungry to see the girl again.

He sat down to write her a letter, and succeeded in writing and destroying three before he came to his decision. She knew him well enough to believe that he would not spy on her, and that his intentions were not antagonistic. Having decided this much, the rest was easy.

He put on his hat, and out of the laboratory walked at a leisurely pace in the direction of Castle Street. Even his leisure had a significance. It was consistent with an indefinite and haphazard call. He intended walking through the street; whether he would call or not he would decide when he got there. In reality, his decision had been taken, and he did not hesitate for a second before he raised the knocker of No 73.

He heard a whisper of voices and a creak on the stairs. A little interval, and then the door was opened.

Stella’s jaw dropped at the sight of him.

“Oh!” she said. It was the first time he had seen her embarrassed. “This is a surprise, Andrew,” she went on. “However did you find out where I was? I don’t live here. I’m just paying a visit.”

She was jerky of speech and inconsequent. More noticeable was the fact that she stood square in the doorway and made no attempt to invite him inside.

“I thought I’d look you up,” said Andrew quietly. “They told me you were nursing somebody here.”

“Who told you? Father doesn’t know,” she said quickly.

She had gone red and white again, and was so palpably distressed at having been found that, with a sick little feeling at his heart, he was on the point of turning away when she stopped him.

“Will you wait here one moment?” she said.

She went down the passage and into a room. Presently she came out again.

“Come in,” she said. “I want to introduce you to my patient.”

Andy hesitated for a second, and then followed her. She stood inside the room holding the door, and from where he stood in the passage he could only see the foot of a bed.

“Come in,” she said again, and Andy entered.

He stared at the invalid, unable to believe his eyes. It was Scottie!

“Well, I’m damned!” said Andy, and his profanity was justified.

Scottie did not look very ill, and, though he lay on the bed under a light coverlet, he was fully dressed.

“What is the matter with you, Scottie?”

“Malaria with complications,” said Scottie promptly.

“What is the matter with him?” asked Andy.

The girl looked at Scottie, then looked back at Andy again.

“I suppose I shall have to tell you,” she said. “Scottie hurt himself,” she continued hurriedly. “He didn’t want to go to a doctor, and, you see, I had a nursing course, and though it was a terrible wound, I managed to heal it.”

Scottie nodded.

“That’s right, Macleod. With all due respect to you, she is the only doctor I have ever had who worked a miracle.”

“You’re hurt, are you?” said Andy slowly. “In the hand, by any chance?”

Scottie nodded.

“Not as the result of a pistol fired haphazard in the dark by an outraged householder, whose home had been burgled?”

“Got it first time,” said Scottie cheerfully. “I happened to be in the park and stepped in the way of one of his projectiles.”

“I see,” said Andy softly, and, seeing, was relieved. “So it was your hand that was hurt, and Miss Nelson took you up to her room and bandaged it? I didn’t notice anything when you went away.”

“I kept my hands in my pockets,” said Scottie. “It gave me a little extra hell, but it was worth it.”

“You see, Andrew,” said the girl, laying her hand on his arm, “Mr Scottie was badly hurt, and if he had gone to a doctor there would have been all sorts of stupid inquiries. The police were looking for a man with a hurt hand.”

“So you burgled Beverley Hall, did you?” said Andy, sitting down and glowering at the unabashed Scottie. “What’s all this talk I heard about your reformation?”

“It is working very well,” said Scottie agreeably. “The camouflage being no longer necessary, I will take my hand from beneath the counterpane and get up. The truth is, Macleod,” he said with convincing frankness, “I had an idea that the gent who held up you and Wilmot with a gun was a servant at the Hall, so I went up to investigate. I was anxious to get the marriage certificate back.”

“What servant at the Hall?” asked Andy.

“I didn’t know then and I don’t know now which one, and maybe it would have been better if I had given you my views and you had conveyed them to Salter. That it was a servant at the Hall I am sure. I have seen him. After you told me about what happened at Wilmot’s place I slipped out of the house and got into Salter’s grounds. I’ve always had a theory that Merrivan’s murderer made his escape that way. In fact, my pet theory was that he was one of the gamekeepers, and so he is!”

“What!” Scottie nodded. There was no doubt about his earnestness.

“Don’t you see why it might have been? The gamekeepers were the only people who were around at night and who have the range of the estate to hide in. I told you about the man I saw sneaking in the trees. What I didn’t tell you was that he was dressed like a gamekeeper — brown velvet coat and gaiters—”

“Well, why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because I wanted to do a little private detective work myself,” said Scottie. “It would have tickled me to death if I could have come up to you and said: ‘Macleod, meet the murderer of Merrivan and Sweeny.’ Conceit. I admit it. I am human.”

“Well, what happened?”

“I got into the park,” said Scottie, “and I made a beeline for the house. Unless the lad who held you up went straight back I should see him, if my theory was correct. I did see him,” he said impressively. “I was lying under a bush when he came up. I could have put out my hand and touched him, but for certain reasons I didn’t. He went straight into the house.”

“By which way?” asked Andy.

“Through a window,” said the other. “The window I opened afterwards, though I didn’t find it so easy. There was no light in the room when he pulled the window down after him. I thought I had missed him, but after a while he put on a light — the little lamp on Salter’s desk.”

“That was in the library?”

Scottie nodded. “His back was towards me and he was leaning over the desk looking at something.”

“Was he a gamekeeper?”

“He was a gamekeeper,” agreed Scottie. “Which of the bunch I couldn’t swear to. I’ve never shot up the estate, though I’ve met a few brigands from Beverley that have.”

Andrew stared at him.

“Are you sure?”

“Absolutely,” said Scottie. “I only saw him for a few seconds. He pulled open one drawer and then he pulled open another, and then, quite unexpectedly, he put the light out. I didn’t understand why he did this at first, but I soon found it out. I had only just time to dip down under the window when he came to it and pulled down the blind. Then the light went on again, and was on for about four or five minutes. After that time it went out, and I waited for a long while before I moved. You see, I expected him to come out by the front door, and that’s where I made a mistake. It was an hour before I discovered that he had come out by the servants’ hall. I worked my way round the house, and was wondering what I should do next, when a door leading to the courtyard opened and a man came out. I guessed by his kit that he was my man, and I watched him out of sight.”

“Did you see his face?”

Scottie shook his head. “It was much too dark,” he said. “He was a gamekeeper, and my gamekeeper, I’ll swear. After he’d gone I went back to the front and tried the window where he got in, but he had fastened it. It took me about a quarter of an hour to get it open, and I went straight to the library. I admit I made it untidy,” said Scottie, “but I’ll swear to you, Macleod, that I was not after loot. It is not my game to burgle a house unless I know where the stuff is to be found.”

“I thought that, too, Scottie, but I can’t quite understand why you made such a mess, as you call it.”

“I don’t know myself,” said Scottie, “but I had an idea he had broken in to read Salter’s private papers, and I was mighty anxious to see what he could have been looking for.”

“Did you burn anything?”

“Did I what?” said Scottie in surprise.

“Did you burn anything?”

“No, I didn’t burn anything.” Scottie shook his head. “Why, was anything burnt?”

“Go on with your story,” said Andy.

“There isn’t much more to tell,” replied the other. “Like a fool, I started loafing around the house and barged into Salter’s room. I wish I hadn’t,” he said ruefully, examining his bandaged hand.

The girl’s eyes had been on Andy all the time. She had heard the story again and again. Now she added her narrative.

“When Scottie came back and told me, I was awfully worried. I thought he really had been burgling. But when he explained he had been looking for the murderer I did all I could for him. He told me he would be caught because you were certain to notify the doctors in the neighbourhood to look for a man with a gunshot wound, and when Mr Scottie said he had a little house in town that he rented, I promised to come and dress his hand every day.”

Andrew drew a long sigh.

“My professional training induces me to call Scottie a liar. My instinct tells me he is speaking the truth,” he said. “Really, you people are almost as much a nuisance to me as Abraham Selim. Have you lost the use of your hand, Scottie?”

“I have not,” said the other with satisfaction. “Sorry to disappoint you, Macleod, but my hand’s in thorough working order. The bullet missed the bone and I am nearly well again. If you hadn’t come today, Macleod, you wouldn’t have seen me. And I wish you hadn’t.”

“I had to come,” said Andy slowly. “Downer trailed you — at least, he trailed Miss Nelson. By the way, who is the gentleman upstairs?”

Scottie looked guilty for a second.

“He is a friend of mine,” he said carelessly, “an old college chum.”

“Dartmoor College, or Pentonville Preparatory?” asked the sarcastic Andy, and Scottie smiled indulgently.

“The stage lost something when you went in for doctoring, Macleod,” he said. “No, he is just an old friend. You wouldn’t know him, and don’t call him down,” he added hastily. “He’s much too shy!”

The discreet Andy acceded to his request.
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Andy waited whilst the girl impressed upon Scottie for the twentieth time the necessity for dressing his hand twice a day and drilled into him the medicinal value in an array of lotions, powders and ointments, and then he walked back with her to her lodgings.

He was absurdly happy to see her again, even to meet her under these somewhat compromising circumstances, and happiness made him silent. She thought he was offended with her, and was disappointed.

“Andrew,” she said, speaking for the first time since they had left the house, “I did it because I thought you would want me to do it.”

“Did what?” he said with a start, emerging from his dreams. “Oh, looking after Scottie? I think it was most noble of you, Stella. I realise that I am being feeble-minded in believing all that Scottie says, and in ninety-nine cases out of a hundred his story of the murderous gamekeeper would be bunkum. Somehow, though I know he would lie to me, I am pretty certain that he would not lie to you. I am going down to Beverley Green again,” he said. “The gamekeeper gives me an excuse.”

“Do you want an excuse?” she asked, looking up at him, and dropping her eyes almost as quickly.

“No,” he said slowly, after a pause, “I don’t think I do.”

“Come down tonight,” she said, and instantly regretted her impulsiveness.

“I was thinking of doing that,” said Andy, “but it had occurred to me that it would look less — er—”

She flushed.

“You mean if we went back together after going away the same day?” she said quietly. “It is curious how things like that occur to men before they occur to women. I suppose I have no sense of propriety. Now you must wait here, Andrew, whilst I pack my bag — which you can carry.”

He walked up and down outside the little house where she had taken lodgings, peace in his heart and a glowing sense of triumph that his greatest successes had never brought to him.

Something of the same happiness possessed Stella Nelson as she packed her suitcase in frantic haste, for fear she should keep him waiting too long. There was a bill to be settled with her landlady, and Stella fretted whilst that good woman went in search of change. It was five minutes before she came back, and Stella, not waiting to count the silver she had given her, picked up her case and walked out of the house.

She looked up and down the street in dismay. Andy had disappeared. She waited ten minutes before she despatched a boy in search of a cab, and when the cab came and she put her baggage inside she could have wept.

Andy, pacing the pavement before the house, was so completely absorbed in his thoughts that the impression he received of his surroundings was of the faintest. On the opposite side of the street was a high wall, behind which the glass skylight of a workshop showed. It was evidently part of one of the shops in the High Street, the back of which he could see from where he stood. In the wall was a small door, and he was looking abstractedly at this when it opened and a man came out, followed by a bareheaded woman. She was smartly dressed, and they stood for a moment in consultation before, with a little nod, she went back, closing the door behind her, and the man set off at a smart pace towards the main road.

Andrew’s interest was an idle one. He would have watched two sparrows fighting with a concern as great. It was not until the man, reaching the corner, turned to beckon something (a cab, thought Andy) that all his senses were awake. It was Arthur Wilmot! Never before had he seen that young man in town, and, though he had set inquiries on foot, he had not discovered the mysterious business which brought Arthur so regularly to the city. He looked round, hoping to see the girl, but he knew that she could not have finished her packing. It was an opportunity too good to be lost, and, although it was a wrench, he turned reluctantly and crossed the road as Wilmot jumped into the car he had summoned. Stella would understand. He would explain to her tomorrow. Such a chance might not occur again, he thought. Nevertheless, Andrew wished Arthur Wilmot at the bottom of the sea. He called a taxi to him as the car drove off.

“Follow that car,” he said.

*

Stella’s homecoming had been a disappointing experience. She was glad to be back at Beverley Green, almost as glad as Kenneth Nelson was to see her. He fussed around her, took her to the studio to show her a new picture, and produced a glowing record of the new cook’s economy and efficiency, and yet she felt dispirited and amazingly lonely. The note which she found waiting for her from Arthur Wilmot, and which she read without realising that he was the writer, neither added to nor relieved her gloom.

“Now tell me all about what you have been doing,” said Kenneth, beaming. “People have been inquiring about you, but I told them you had gone in for an extra nursing course. By the way, what made you take it up again, my dear? I suppose you were bored, and I don’t wonder. Did you see our mutual friend Macleod?”

“I saw him for a moment,” she said briefly.

“People have stopped talking about poor Merrivan,” Mr Nelson rattled on, “and I must say it is a relief. Arthur Wilmot is selling the house — there was no will, by the way. A curious fellow, Wilmot. He glares at me every time I meet him, as though he had any cause for offence, by gad! He’s a lucky fellow I didn’t meet him the night that infernal reporter—”

She listened without hearing. Beverley Green would be very different without Andy. She could not realise what it would be like, and yet she had spent nearly three years in the village before she had known him. But she was only a child then (she was immeasurably superior to those adolescent days), a woman now. Andy was necessary.

She almost wished, she thought whimsically, that she had asked Scottie to come down and commit a burglary — just a little burglary, where nothing really valuable was stolen, but which would necessitate the permanent return of Andrew Macleod. She made a mental calculation; if every house in the Green was burgled, he would only be there three months, supposing there was a sufficient interval between each crime, and probably Scottie would be bored too. But Scottie was reformed. She had a little warm feeling of satisfaction at the thought that she had been responsible for his reformation.

At one time she had hated Andy. She recalled this period with satisfaction, and strove again, without success, to remember just how she felt. Andy was not coming back. He had thought things out whilst she was in the house, and he had decided to break off the friendship then and there. It had been cruel of him to go away without a word — moral cowardice on his part.

“I am going over to the Sheppards’ to play bridge. Will you come? They’ll be delighted if you will,” said Nelson.

She shook her head.

“No, thank you. Father, but please go.”

She was glad to be alone in her present mood. Of course, Andy had not believed Scottie’s story. All the time, when he was being so pleasant to her, he was secretly disapproving, and had seized the moment of her departure to run away. She couldn’t imagine Andy running away from anything. It was inconsistent with her knowledge of him. But, then, she had made so many mistakes about men. Take Arthur Wilmot, for example; her error there had been disastrous. She wished she could hate Andy again. After all, she had only helped Scottie because she thought she was helping him. The acquaintance, the friendship, could not end this way. She would write to him.

She had got as far as “Dear Dr Macleod” when the maid came through to open the door. Stella had not heard the faint tinkle of the bell, and then she looked up into the smiling face of Andy, and, regardless of the maid, who was hurrying to obliterate herself, ran at him and caught him by the arms.

“You did come? You are a brute, Andy! Why did you leave me?”

“I’m all you say and worse, but I’ve come with the loveliest story — something that will amuse you, Stella.”

Evidently it appealed to Andy. His laughter filled the room.

“I don’t want to be amused,” she said obstinately. “I want to be mollified. I was just writing you a terrible letter. No, you can’t see it!”

But he had snatched up the paper.

“Dear Dr Macleod,” he mimicked. “I should have answered you with even greater dignity.”

“Tell me all the amusing news. I am glad to see you,” she breathed. “Why did you leave me, Andy?”

“Because I saw Arthur Wilmot behaving as mysteriously as a stage criminal. I just had to find out what this secret business of his was. Do you know Flora?”

“Flora?” She frowned. “Flora who?”

“Have you never heard of Flora? I thought her name was famous amongst women.”

“I know Flora the milliner,” she said.

He nodded.

“Flora the milliner,” he said solemnly, “is Arthur Wilmot!”

She gasped.

“Arthur Wilmot! Oh, that’s too ridiculous. Arthur doesn’t know anything about hats.”

“On the contrary, he is an authority,” he chuckled. “A little time ago I went into his house, saw a woman’s hat in course of making lying on the table, and drew the worst possible conclusions. That is Arthur’s secret. He is a man milliner; he is, in fact, Flora. He has three stores in town, and I followed him from one to the other. Apparently he always goes round in the evening to check the takings. Of course, there is no reason in the world why he shouldn’t be a milliner.”

“Wait,” she said, and went to her desk.

She returned with a letter.

“This was waiting for me when I got back,” she said.

It was a stiff little note, in which Mr Arthur Wilmot presented his compliments to Miss Nelson and requested her to furnish his lawyer with particulars of any financial transactions she may have had with the late Mr Darius Merrivan.

Andy read it through.

“As Scottie says, ‘What a lady!’” he said vulgarly.

They saw Arthur Wilmot the next morning at the golf club, and he greeted them with a haughty little bow.

“Good morning, Arthur,” said Stella sweetly. “I had your note.”

He went very red.

“Perhaps you would discuss it with Vetch,” he said gruffly as he began to move off to the first tee.

“Oh, Flora!” murmured the girl in a low voice, but not so low that Mr Arthur Wilmot did not hear her.

He played a bad game for the rest of the day.
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Mr Downer was passing the police station at Sea Beach on the way to his bungalow when his eye was attracted to a notice that was pasted on the board outside the station.

It occupied a central position amidst other advertisements dealing with bodies found, absconding cashiers, and particulars of men wanted by the police, and he had not read two words before he realised that he had already perused the poster in town.

‘INFORMATION IS REQUIRED CONCERNING ABRAHAM SELIM

(Alias WENTWORTH).

Wanted in connection with the murders of Darius Merrivan and John Albert Sweeny, on the night of the 24th of June.

Selim is a moneylender, and is believed to be a man of fifty-five. He has a stoop and wears gold-rimmed glasses, and is cleanshaven. He may endeavour to change cheques signed ‘Jos. Wentworth’, but he is probably in possession of large sums of money. Any information that will lead to his detention will be rewarded, and should be laid with Dr A. Macleod, Police Headquarters, or with the inspector in charge of this station.’

Mr Downer read and was annoyed. Anything that reminded him of the Beverley Green murder annoyed him. He had confidently believed that he had found the solution when Arthur Wilmot had told him in the greatest confidence (“You can trust me, my dear sir,” said the virtuous Downer) that Stella Nelson had visited the house on the night of the murder.

If matters had followed the hoped-for course, Mr Downer would have been as near to being a happy man as it was possible for him to reach. He did not dislike Stella. In a faint, misty kind of way he admired her. He knew what to admire in women as he knew what to admire in architecture. Nor would it have given him any personal gratification if he had ruined Andrew Macleod. He honestly liked Andy. Only in business hours he had no friends. If Downer’s fiancee (supposing he had such an appendage) had been murdered by his best friend his first instinct would have been to estimate the news value of the occurrence. He would have been bitterly unhappy, but he would have described the victim’s funeral and the murderer’s execution with taste and judgment. He was an ideal reporter, a model for all juniors, and deserved the respect he had earned.

His bungalow was on the seashore. It consisted of a livingroom, a bedroom, bath, and kitchen. There was a broad wooden veranda with hooks for a hammock, and a ten-by-twenty ‘garden’ where chrysanthemums grew wild in the autumn.

So he was told. He had never occupied the bungalow after summer, so he did not know. He opened the windows, pulled a basket chair on to the stoep, and lit a gas-ring under a kettle. The rooms were furnished plainly but comfortably, and twice a week (as arranged by contract) the widow of a fisherman came in to dust and clean.

From his bag Mr Downer produced a wad of copy-paper and certain galley proofs. He was at the moment completing his greatest work: Some Theoretical Solutions of Undiscovered Crimes, he called it, in the manner of a scientist. His publisher, having a large family to keep and being naturally anxious to make money from the work, had rechristened it Light on Mystery Murders.

Amongst the manuscript there was a letter from the publisher received by Mr Downer that morning.

“If you could only include the Beverley murder the sales would be immense. We want something hot and strong. The public would eat a good theory in regard to that crime.”

Vulgarity in a publisher is rare, but such things have been known.

“Oh, damn the Beverley murder!” said Mr Downer irritably.

He might thus condemn it, yet not evade its intrusive interruption to his thoughts. When he sat on his wicker chair, and examined the sea impartially (as he did), or when he strode determinedly along the hard sand of the beach, the point of his umbrella leaving a miniature shaft at every two paces, or when he lay in bed and glared at the text over the door, the legacy of a former possessor which Mr Downer had not troubled to remove, it mattered little what subject occupied his mind, whether it was the need for a new summer suit or the reckless calling of his bridge partners, into the current of his meditations bobbed and spun the crime of Beverley Green. Two men had been murdered. Presumably the slayer was one Abraham Selim, whose habits were unknown, whose very appearance was beyond identification. Abraham or X — he could not be considered except as an impersonality — could never be found, because for all practical purposes he did not exist. Mr Downer had dismissed all idea of Stella’s guilt. Wise man that he was, he saw that the most suspicious feature so far as she was concerned was Andy’s desire to shield her.

And — here he was, thinking about that infernal case, he told himself irritably, and turned over in bed seeking yet another hour’s sleep, although the sun was up and gilding the wall with rods of gold that expanded and contracted as the sea breezes moved the blind. But he had done with sleep. He got up, and, finding his slippers, went into the kitchen and began the preparation of his breakfast. By the time he had had his bath the kettle lid was rattling urgently and the bacon he had left under the low-turned griller was curved and crisp.

It was only then that he went into the sittingroom and pulled up the blinds.

“Good Lord!” said Mr Downer. Sitting in the basket-chair on the veranda, his back towards him, was a man. He was well dressed; the one polished shoe that Downer could see had the covering of a white spat, the hand nearest to him was gloved, and rested on the golden head of a malacca cane. Mr Downer unbolted and unlocked his door and walked out. He had strong views of the sanctity of property and the reprehensibility of trespass.

“Excuse me,” he said, in a tone which implied that if any excuse was called for it was not from him. “You’ve made a mistake. Why, Mr Boyd Salter!”

Mr Salter rose with his shrewd, cheerful smile, and held out a gloved hand.

“Will you forgive me for this liberty, Mr Downer? Unpardonable of me, I’m sure. But I remember that when you came to see me at the Hall — I fear I kept you waiting a long time, but it was one of my bad days — you said you had a bungalow at Sea Beach and I told you that — er — Sea Beach belongs to my family — more than half the land.” He followed his host indoors.

“You don’t know how glad I am to see you,” said Mr Downer with great heartiness. “I must apologise for my scanty attire, but I’ve only just got up.”

“Pray, not a word.” Mr Salter raised a protesting hand. “The apology is due from me. It is a warm morning and green pyjamas harmonise so perfectly with this charming little room. I was afraid I had come too early, but — er — it is eleven o’clock, and Sea Beach is only an hour’s run from Beverley.” Whilst Mr Downer sought a few articles of clothing his visitor; surveyed the room dispassionately.

“I was only saying to myself yesterday,” said Mr Downer through the half opened door of his bedroom, “what a pity I shan’t have another excuse for seeing Mr Boyd Salter. I see a great many people in the course of my professional duties, and very few impress me. That sounds as if I am trying to flatter. I wouldn’t be such a fool as to butter a man of your experience, and, if you don’t mind my saying so, your age. But probably you have felt that yourself, Mr Salter?”

“Yes, indeed,” said Mr Salter earnestly, “and I assure you that I should not have intruded into your delightful little home—”

“A mere rabbit-hutch,” said Mr Downer disparagingly, “but I am a simple man, with simple tastes.”

“A charming little pied-a-terre,” said the other graciously, “but I should not have come if I had not recognised certain appealing qualities in you, Mr Downer.”

Mr Downer had seldom in his life been flattered. It was a novel experience for one whose chief asset was his skilful employment of the flattering word to find himself smeared with a little of his own oleaginous unguent. And he was more than interested, because this visit meant business. Mr Boyd Salter, for all his prejudice in his favour, was not making an early morning call for the pleasure of looking upon Mr Downer’s hard features or listening to Mr Downer’s soft phrases.

“I suppose you wonder why I have come?”

Mr Downer did.

“In a sense, yes,” he said. “I can only hope that you want me to render you some small service. If that is the case you are doubly welcome.”

“Not a small service.” Salter shook his head gently. “On the contrary, a great service. The only thing I am worried about is whether I shall offend you.”

Mr Downer smiled so broadly that he had to refix his glasses.

“I am a difficult man to offend,” he said truly.

Mr Boyd Salter pursed his lips and stroked his short-clipped grey moustache.

“Well, it is this,” he said at last. “I am going to take the unpardonable liberty of asking you to accept a commission which really should be offered to a detective agency. Now I’ve offended you?”

“No, you haven’t,” said Mr Downer. “You must remember that my work is almost parallel with that of a private detective. He reports to his employer; I report, in perhaps a little better English and at greater length, to the public.”

“And with greater accuracy,” acknowledged Mr Salter. “And that is why I have come to you in preference to employing one of those agency people. You are sure you are not offended?”

Mr Downer was very sure.

“If you had told me that I was asking you to do something which you, as a member of the great profession of letters, considered derogatory to your dignity and your calling, I should have understood. Out of your kindness, however, you have not repulsed me.”

He smiled and Mr Downer smiled, too.

“What I want you to do is this. You were engaged in investigating the Beverley Green murder. For reasons which, I presume, were purely professional, you relinquished your work. I imagine that it was no longer a profitable occupation. Forgive me if I adduce the lowest motive for your retirement. You are a professional man living by your pen, and I imagine that your movements and preoccupations are dictated by the arbitrary will of your employers, your editors and publishers, or whatever they are.”

Mr Downer nodded. He remembered his curt letter of recall and the distressing smallness of his cheque.

“Suppose I ask you to go down to Beverley Green and reopen your inquiries? I want to know more than I know at present. Particularly” — he spoke very deliberately— “do I wish to discover the secret of the burglary at the Hall. What was behind it? Was our friend Dr Macleod privy to that — er — crime? What does Dr Macleod know that I do not know? Has he any information concerning Abraham Selim that he has not communicated to his superiors? Where is Miss Stella Nelson?”

“Ah!” said Mr Downer. “I think I can begin right away by imparting information.”

He told the story of the house in Castle Street and Stella’s mysterious visits thereto.

“Who is the invalid?” asked Boyd Salter, but here his new employee had not pursued his inquiries.

“I think you will find that it is the man who broke into my house,” said Salter, and the other glared at him through his glasses.

“Of course! Now why didn’t that occur to me?”

“Find out for certain. I may be wrong, but somehow, when I jump to conclusions I am usually right, Mr Downer. I do know that she and the man — Scottie, I think his name is — went away on the same day. Scottie is probably the burglar. He is wounded if he is that rascal. But remember this — I do not wish that Dr Macleod should know that you are conducting investigations. I don’t know how you will manage it, and I would not be so impertinent as to offer you any suggestion.”

“You may rely upon me, Mr Boyd Salter,” said Downer.

His employer took from his waistcoat pocket a folded paper and put it on the table.

“There will be certain expenses incurred,” he said. “Regard this as on that account, please.”

Mr Downer came to the end of the veranda to watch his visitor enter the car that was waiting for him on the Beach Road. Then he went back to his room and unfolded the paper. It was a banknote of considerable value, and Mr Downer smiled.

“I think I’ll go back to town,” he mused, and put the flat-iron on the gas-ring. He always pressed his own trousers.
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“Get thee behind me, Satan,” said Scottie sternly.

“You haven’t grown religious, too, have you, Mr Scottie?” asked Big Martin in some anxiety.

Scottie was sitting on his bed in the little house in Castle Street, and his companion was that same attendant who had scuttled upstairs at the sound of Andy’s knock. He was not naturally of a retiring disposition, but before announcing the arrival of Andrew Macleod he had, in his argot, taken a ‘dekho’ at the visitor through the front-room window. And the ‘dekho’ had produced a slight palpitation of heart.

He was called “Big” Martin because his height did not exceed four feet six inches, and there was a time when there wasn’t a handier man than Big Martin for getting through a small scullery window in the profession.

Of late, however, good living had broadened him sideways and frontways, and, like many another specialist, he found now that his special qualities which had given him an advantage over his fellows had failed, and he was wholly unfitted for the general practice of his calling.

Scottie he had served in many capacities. He was an indefatigable reader of newspapers and a remarkable collector of information, and could reconnoitre a house with greater acumen than anybody Scottie had known in the course of a long and interesting career.

It was Big Martin who peddled buttons at kitchen doors and heard all the domestic gossip which was so useful to his various employers.

Scottie was above this kind of work. He had specialised in dealers in precious stones, and that required a more highly efficient intelligence department than Big Martin could supply. Yet Big Martin was useful. He maintained the establishment in Castle Street during Scottie’s absences, he ran errands, made beds, and could at a pinch cook a simple meal.

“No, I haven’t got religious,” admitted Scottie, breathing on his spectacles and polishing them with a corner of the sheet, “but I have got careful. Have you ever heard the tale about the pitcher and the well?”

“No,” said Big Martin suspiciously. “Is there a catch in it?”

“There is a catch in it,” said the other grimly, and added: “I have made enough money to live quietly.”

Mr Martin wrinkled his face.

“If you don’t do it somebody else will,” he said. “She’s asking for it, walking about with all them diamonds.”

It was Fate, thought Scottie.

“You needn’t tell me anything about her,” he interrupted the intelligence department. “I’ve met her socially. Mrs Crafton-Bonsor, near-American. Suite 907, Great Metropolitan Hotel.”

“A bank couldn’t buy her pearls,” urged Big Martin. “They’re as big as that.” He made an ‘o’ of his forefinger and thumb. “Diamonds! You never saw anything like it, Mr Scottie.”

“I know; but she keeps them in the hotel safe,” suggested Scottie, and the other made a discouraging noise.

“Does she! My cousin’s in the kitchen there, that’s how I got to hear about it. She peels potatoes.”

“Who, Mrs Bonsor?”

“No, my cousin.”

Scottie was thoughtful. His fingers were busily playing a tune on his knee and his gaze was absent.

“No, I don’t think so, Martin,” he said. “Macleod would know it was me, and besides—” He hesitated and was about to speak, and changed his mind.

Big Martin would not understand his views in relation to Stella Nelson. It would be untrue to say that Scottie was reformed, or, if he was reformed, that he harboured any penitence for his past ill-deeds. The principal factor in whatever reformation had come about was the factor of personal safety. There was really no reason why he should take the risk. He was fairly well off. The Regent Street haul had sold well — one of the purchasers was a witness who helped to prove his alibi — and he had got another nest-egg which, together with his more recent acquisitions, would keep him in comparative comfort all the days of his life.

“I’ll go and have another look at this Mrs. Bonsor,” he said and Martin rubbed his hands joyously. “Not that I believe she’s such a hell-fired fool as you made her out to be. Where does she come from?”

“Saint Barbara,” said the other.

“Santa Barbara, so she does,” corrected Scottie. “She told me — maybe she knows some friends of mine of the Pacific slope. And talking of friends. Big ‘un, I saw you last night coming out of Finnagin’s with a perfect gentleman.”

Big Martin looked uncomfortable.

“He’s a reporter,” he said.

“What a bit of news!” said Scottie sarcastically. “As if I didn’t know he was a reporter. What did he want?”

“It was about a job I was on four years ago,” said Big Martin. “I got eighteen months for it — Harry Weston’s job.”

“I know it, and if he hadn’t remembered it he would have looked it up. Any cop would have given him particulars and saved him that trouble. Well?”

“He was quite friendly, asked me what had become of Harry. We just chatted.”

Scottie’s lip curled.

“As if he didn’t know that Harry is doing seven years in Parkhurst! Well, you chatterer, what did you chat about?”

Big Martin was now thoroughly alarmed. What had he said?

“If I die this minute I didn’t say anything about you. He knew you were here and asked how your hand was.” Scottie groaned. “But I didn’t tell him. He’s a good friend of yours, Scottie; said that if you was ever in trouble to send for him. Those were his very words.”

“Take ‘em, tie ’em up, and hand ’em to him,” said Scottie. “You didn’t tell him that Macleod knew all about it, did you?”

“He didn’t want telling,” said the other with satisfaction.

“You never could hold anything in your head,” said Scottie, resigned, and began to change.

He dressed himself with care, found at the bottom of a box a small case, filled with cards, and selected one. It described him as Professor Bellingham, and the address was Pantagalla, Alberta. There was no such town on the map as Pantagalla, but he had once lived in a suburban boardinghouse which bore that name, and it seemed sufficiently Canadian.

The reception clerk at the Great Metropolitan discovered that Mrs. Crafton-Bonsor was in and the bellboy carried his card to her, what time Scottie sat in an easychair, seemingly absorbed in his thoughts, but in reality watching every man that entered or left the vestibule. The hotel detective he spotted at once. He wore that strained expression which all hotel detectives adopt, and is never wholly absent from the face of any detective.

Presently the bellboy came back and conducted him to the third floor, ushering him into an expensive suite (Scottie knew exactly how much per diem that suite cost).

The lady who was standing by the window looking out turned at the entrance of Scottie. “Good morning,” she said briskly. “Mr—”

“Professor Bellingham,” said Scottie deferentially. “We met before, you remember?”

“We surely did. I couldn’t read your card without my glasses,” she said. “Sit down, Professor. Now, isn’t it nice of you to look me up?”

It was Scottie’s experience that nobody was quite like what they were when he met them before, but he was not prepared for the surprising sameness of Mrs. Crafton-Bonsor. If anything, she was now more expensively garnished than when he had seen her lolling in her large car. Her jewels were magnificent. When she raised her hand it glittered as a jeweller’s window display. There must have been a ring on every finger, and there were certainly three diamond bracelets on one arm which must have been worth a fortune.

All Scottie’s old predatory instincts were aroused. It was a sin and a shame that this woman should have all these wonderful possessions, whilst he eked out a bare existence.

“I thought I’d come along and see you, Mrs. Crafton-Bonsor,” he drawled. “I’m from Pantagalla, and seeing you were from Santa Barbara, why, I thought it would be neighbourly to come along and say how-do-you-do. I knew Santa Barbara very well — knew it before you rich people took it up and spoilt it. Ha, ha! My little joke, Mrs. Bonsor!”

“It’s real kind of you. Professor—”

“Bellingham,” he suggested. “Professor Bellingham, It is such a nuisance, my maid has mislaid my glasses, and I am as blind as a bat without them. It is a lonely city this. I was here some years ago, but it is all new and strange to me now, and I shall be glad to get back home again.”

“Have you been here long?”

“For a fortnight,” said the woman, “and I haven’t met a single nice person since I have been here. They are a lot of stuck-up people. I guess they haven’t a cent to their names. Why, I called on a woman I met in San Francisco and the Senator was real nice to her, and they didn’t ask me to stay to tea — not that I drink tea,” she added.

Scottie could well understand that Mrs Crafton-Bonsor was not regarded as a social acquisition in spite of her wealth.

They chatted about Santa Barbara, about people (whose names fortunately Scottie knew) in San Francisco, and Mrs Crafton-Bonsor returned to her favourite topic, which was the inhospitable character of the people in foreign countries and the deterioration of the servant class.

“Why, this room is supposed to have been dusted this morning,” she said, flicking a piece of fluff from the chair on which she was sitting. “Look at that — not a brush has touched it!”

Scottie was silent.

Mrs Crafton-Bonsor could not read his card because of her defective eyesight and yet she was picking minute specks of fluff from the chair without any visible effort. Some curious eye disease, he decided, and never gave the matter another thought.

He made himself agreeable to such an extent that he was invited to come to dinner that night.

“I dine in my suite,” she said. “The trash that you find in hotel diningrooms certainly get my goat.”

As he came down the steps of the hotel, a little jubilant with the success of his preliminary visit, somebody tapped him on the arm, and he looked round into a familiar face.

“Andy wants you,” said the detective. “He told me to ask you to step up to headquarters.”

Scottie gave an impatient click of his lips but said nothing.

“Hallo, Scottie. Better? Take a seat, won’t you? One of my men saw you were calling on Mrs Crafton-Bonsor, the rich American woman at the Great Metropolitan. What’s the idea?”

“Can’t a man have his social recreations?” said Scottie, grieved.

“All that you want, and more,” said Andy brightly, “but I am acting in your own interests when I pull you in. This woman is a walking Kimberley diamond mine, and I hate to see you fall into temptation. By the way, I’ve just come back from Beverley Green,” he added carelessly. “Miss Nelson was asking kindly after you.”

Scottie licked his lips.

“That is very good of Miss Nelson,” he said slowly, “and about this diamond woman, Macleod. My intentions are strictly honourable. You don’t know what a comfort it is to get near to so much money or you wouldn’t grudge me these few emotions.”

“I grudge you nothing, Scottie,” said Andy quietly, “but we’ve had her under observation since she came to town. We’ve already warned off two old friends of yours. Harry Murton and Dutch John, and it wouldn’t be fair to you if I let you think you were working free from the observations of guardian angels.”

Scottie was silent.

“Dees that mean I can’t go and see her again?”

“You can go and see her as often as you like,” said Andy, “but it she comes here with a squeal about the diamond tiara that you were admiring only a few minutes before you left, and which has mysteriously disappeared, why, Scottie, I shall put you on the file!”

A slow smile dawned on Scottie’s face.

“Hasn’t anybody told you I am reformed?” he asked innocently.

“I’ve heard about it,” replied Andy with a laugh. “Scottie, I’m serious. I don’t want to see you get into trouble, and I think, in the circumstances, that Mrs Bonsor is a dangerous acquaintance. Your morals are my first consideration,” he said piously. “You can certainly see her as often as you like, but it is a little dangerous, isn’t it? Suppose some other hook gets busy and there is a lacuna in the jewel case—”

“What’s that fellow ‘lacuna’?” asked Scottie, interested.

Andy explained.

“So you see.”

“Thank you, Macleod.” Scottie gathered up his hat and got up. “I still think I’ll see her. She is fascinating. Apart from her jewellery, I mean. Have you met her?”

“No, I have not met her. She is not in my department,” said Andy. “Steel is away on a holiday, and I am taking his place, luckily for you, because Steel wouldn’t have given you half a chance.”

“Thank you,” said Scottie again, “and by the way, Macleod, that reporter Downer is alive and active.”

This was no news to Andy.

“So I know,” he said. “He has returned to Beverley or rather, to a village a mile or two out. Has he been after you?”

Scottie nodded.

“He’s pumping a friend of mine. You know that he’s wise to Miss Nelson being at Castle Street? You do? What a sleuth you are, Macleod. So long.”

That night he walked boldly into the Great Metropolitan, though he knew he was being watched, and the evening was a pleasant one. Mrs Bonsor had taken to him, and laid herself out to give her professor a good time. He learned incidentally that the ‘Senator’, her husband, was not really a Senator at all. He gathered it was a name bestowed ironically by certain citizens of California. This information cleared the way to a better understanding. Scottie had been puzzled to account for an educated man having married a woman of this character. She talked about her palatial home in Santa Barbara, of her cars, her servants, her garden-parties, and every time she moved she scintillated.

“Scottie’s been to see that Bonsor woman three times,” reported a watcher. “He dines with her every night and took a joy-ride with her this afternoon.”

Andy nodded.

“Put a man on to Big Martin and see if there’s a job in progress.”

He liked Scottie as an individual, but officially Scottie was a possible menace to human security. One afternoon a police officer called on Mrs Bonsor, and when Scottie came to dinner that night, resplendent in a new dress-suit, her manner was cold and her attitude distinctly distant.

“I nearly didn’t let you up at all, mister,” she said. (It was ominous that she called him “mister”.) “But I thought I would have a little talk with you. The bulls are after you.”

“After me?” said Scottie.

He was annoyed, but not resentful. It was the duty of the police to warn this woman, and he had rather wondered how long Andy would let him go before he did his duty.

“They say you are a crook called Scottie.” She shook her head reprovingly. “I can only tell you that I am very much hurt.”

“Why?” asked Scottie calmly. “I haven’t stolen anything of yours, and I would never take so much as a hairpin from your beautiful head.” Yes, Scottie said this, and, in a sense, meant it. “I admit that I am called Scottie. It is not my name, but it is good enough to identify me in two or three countries. I admit that I am a crook, but do you realise what it means, Mrs Crafton-Bonsor,” he said with a quaver in his voice, “for a man like myself to meet a woman like you, a woman of the world, young, comparatively speaking, certainly in the prime of life, who takes an interest in a — a — an adventurer? It isn’t your money or your jewels. They don’t mean anything to me. I could have got ’em the first day I met you, lady,” he went on recklessly. “I came to see those stones of yours. Everybody was talking about them, and I’m a geologist by profession. I admit it. But when I’d seen you and talked to you — it was like a dream. A man of refinement and taste in my profession doesn’t meet a lady like you — not often.”

“I’m nothing much, I’m sure,” said Mrs Crafton-Bonsor, unwilling to interrupt the smooth flow of Scottie’s comfortable eloquence, and yet feeling that modesty demanded such an interruption.

“I knew you weren’t American the first time I spoke to you. They don’t raise people like you on the Pacific slope,” (which was true), “and when I’d seen you once I knew that I’d have to see you again. I fought with my foolishness, but every day you lured me back.”

“Not intentionally,” murmured Mrs Crafton-Bonsor.

“Don’t I know it?” said Scottie wearily, as he rose and held out his hand. “Goodbye, Mrs Bonsor. It has been like living in another world.”

She shook his hand, reluctant to end an interview which was not unpleasing.

“Goodbye, Mr Scottie,” she said. “I’d like to see you again, but—”

“I understand,” said Scottie bitterly. “It is what the world would think of you — what all these la-de-da people in the hotel would say.”

Mrs Crafton-Bonsor stiffened. “If you think I care two cents for their opinions,” she said shrilly, “why, you’re wrong! Come up to dinner tomorrow night.” Her words were a command, her mien a little majestic.

Scottie did not speak. He bowed and went out quickly. She might have changed her mind if he hadn’t. Halfway down the stairs he tried to recall the conversation in its entirety. There were certain good books circulated amongst convicts designed to bring to them an appreciation of a virtuous life. He had made mention of these to Stella Nelson on one occasion. In these books there was recorded inevitably a speech delivered by the reformed lag usually to the gentle woman who had, by her sweet influence, brought about his reformation.

In the main the thief of fiction expressed very much the same sentiments as the Scottie of fact. But he had forgotten something — Then he remembered, with a “Tut” of impatience. “I didn’t say anything about my mother!” he said.

Considering this omission later, he decided that on the whole it was well that he had forgotten. It would be advisable to hold something in reserve for the second interview. Nevertheless, he must take no chances, and, turning into the nearest railway terminus, he made for the news-stall.

“Have you got a book called Saved by a Child, or one called Only a Convict?”

“No,” said the youth in charge, “we don’t sell kid books.”

“‘Kid’ is exactly the word, my son,” said Scottie.
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‘My dear Macleod’ (wrote an attache at the American Embassy)—’I do not know Mrs Crafton-Bonsor personally, but I have heard quite a lot about her. As you rightly surmise, Crafton-Bonsor was not a United States Senator. In this country you have what you call ‘courtesy titles’, ‘Senator’ may be described in in this case as a discourtesy title! The original name of Crafton-Bonsor is difficult to unearth. He was called variously ‘Mike’ and ‘Murphy’ by old associates, but he was ‘Bonsor’ Murphy and ‘Grafter’ Bonsor, and from these two appellations he probably arrived at Crafton-Bonsor. He had some sort of political pull, and in his latter days was universally known as ‘the Senator’. He died immensely rich, and his widow inherited every cent.’

Andy read the letter to Stella Nelson the first time they were alone.

He had performed his duty, and Mrs Crafton-Bonsor could now have no doubt as to her friend’s character. So far from the knowledge having interfered with the association of these strange people, it seemed to have had exactly the opposite effect.

“She may be trying to reform him,” suggested Stella, her eyes twinkling. “Bad men have an irresistible fascination for susceptible ladies. Not that Scottie is bad or that Mrs Bonsor is particularly susceptible. I remember her now. She came to Beverley Green and smashed up our beautiful lilac. Scottie told me her name afterwards.”

“At lunch, afternoon tea, and dinner!” protested Andy. “For all I know, he is breakfasting there! I am not concerned with Scottie’s light recreations, and I suppose, having warned the lady, my responsibility is at an end, but still—”

“Perhaps he loves her,” suggested the girl, “and please, Andy, don’t sneer. Scottie has always struck me as having a romantic disposition.”

“I wouldn’t deny it,” said Andy. “That alibi of his—”

“Andrew! Don’t be unpleasant! Besides, you’ve got to meet her.”

“I have to meet her?” said Andy in surprise.

Stella nodded solemnly.

“Scottie has written to me to ask if he can bring her down to dinner, and of course I have said yes. I gave a brief description of her to Father and he has been shuddering ever since. I think he will have an engagement at the club tonight, which makes it all the more imperative that you should be here.”

“Do you mean to tell me,” said Andy incredulously, “that Scottie has had the audacity to invite himself and his bejewelled friend to dine with you?”

Apparently Scottie had, and that evening Andrew Macleod made the acquaintance of a lady whom he had endeavoured to serve.

Mrs Crafton-Bonsor was arrayed in a tight-fitting plum velvet gown, cut perilously low, and, having seen her, Andy was smitten dumb. Never on one human being had he seen such a display of precious stones. From the diamond band about her red hair to the diamond buckles on her shoes, she was overpowering. Standing beside her, a Rajah in full uniform and wearing the jewels of State would have seemed mean and unadorned. Scottie was joyous. His pride was so absurdly sincere that Andy could only gape at him.

“Meet my friend, Mrs Crafton-Bonsor,” he said. “This is Dr Macleod, Mirabel.” (‘Mirabel’ repeated Andy, mentally, and gasped.) “Dr Macleod and I have had many contests — you might even call them fights — but I bear him no malice. He was the gentleman that warned you against me, and wasn’t he justified?” He took Andy’s hand in his and shook it intensely.

Mrs Bonsor, on the contrary, favoured Andy with a stony glance from her blue eyes. “Meet Miss Nelson, Mirabel,” said Scottie. Something glittered on his finger as he waved the introduction.

“Glad to meet you, I’m sure,” said Mrs Bonsor without enthusiasm. “Any friend of the professor’s — Professor Bellingham” — she glared towards Andy— “is a friend of mine.”

It was an awkward beginning to what Stella had hoped would be a very pleasant and amusing evening. It dawned upon her half way through dinner, and the thought left her helpless, that Mrs Crafton-Bonsor was jealous of her! But by this time that lady had overridden her earlier suspicions and antagonism, and was chatting genially with Andy.

The poison was creeping into Scottie’s veins. That sober man, whose unostentation was his greatest charm, had developed two large solitaire rings. Andy did not look at them too closely; nor was there any need, he decided, for Scottie would not display jewellery that had been fully described in the Hue and Cry.

“Yes, I am leaving next week,” Mrs Crafton-Bonsor was saying, with a glance at Scottie. “I have had a better time than I thought I should, but naturally I want to get back to my beautiful home in Santa Barbara. The lawn is as big as this village — I showed the professor a picture of it, and he thought it was wonderful. It is natural that, having a beautiful home like that, I want to stay with it.”

She glanced at Scottie, as that gentleman dropped his eyes to the tablecloth. There was something obscenely modest about Scottie at that moment, and Andy would dearly have loved to have kicked him.

“I hope you won’t find the journey too lonely for you, Mrs Crafton-Bonsor,” said Andy. “You will miss our friend, the professor.”

“Yes,” said Mrs Bonsor, and coughed.

Scottie looked up.

“I was thinking of going over to California to have a look round,” he said, and on this occasion it was Mrs Bonsor who simpered.

“The fact is, Mister—” she said, “Stanhope and I—”

“Stanhope? Who is Stanhope?” asked the baffled Andy, but he had no need to ask; the pleading eyes of Scottie met his.

“Stanhope and I are very good friends. I thought you would have noticed the ring.” She held up a plump hand.

There and then Andy noticed about twenty. He made a good recovery. “May I offer you my congratulations,” he said heartily. “Really, this is surprising news, Mrs Crafton-Bonsor.”

“Nobody was more surprised than myself,” said that lady cheerfully, “but you’ll understand, mister — I always forget your name; I used to forget the Senator’s sometimes. You understand how lonely a woman in my position can get. Besides, I want Stanhope to begin a new life. There is a peach of a mountain near my house where he could — what’s the word, Stan?”

“Geologise,” murmured Scottie.

“That’s the word,” said Mrs Bonsor. “And if that doesn’t suit, there are some dandy mountains within a car-ride.”

“So you are going to leave us?” smiled Andy. “And I suppose that in a month’s time you will have forgotten Beverley Green and Wilmot, and the murderous Abraham Selim, and—”

There was a crash. Mrs Crafton-Bonsor had fallen to the floor in a dead faint.

“It was the heat of the room,” she gasped, a dishevelled, untidy woman, her jewels awry. “I — I think I’ll go back to the hotel. Stanhope” — it was pathetic to see how much she relied on him— “will you order the car?” Her face had gone suddenly old and grey, against which the carmined lips looked ghastly. Andy expected any minute to see her collapse again. He thought it was a more serious attack at first. She was of the build that is susceptible to such trouble, and he was relieved when she showed signs of recovery. He and the concerned Scottie assisted her to her car.

“The drive will do me good,” she said with a nervous little laugh as she glanced round. “I am sorry to give you all this trouble. Miss What’s-your-name, and I wanted to hear about that murder, too. Who was killed? Abraham Selim?”

“No, a man named Merrivan. It was foolish of me to mention that ghastly business,” said Andy.

“Oh, that didn’t worry me. Good night, mister.”

Andy went back with the girl to the unfinished meal. “Abraham Selim,” he said softly.

She frowned. “Do you think it was the mention of that name that made her faint?”

Andy nodded. “There is no doubt about it in my mind,” he said, “but why should the name of the murderer of Merrivan have that result?” He sat studying the pattern of the cloth for a long time, and she did not interrupt his thoughts.

“I really think I must interview Mrs Crafton-Bonsor,” he said slowly, “for unless I am greatly mistaken, that lady can tell us more about this murder and its motive than the murderer himself.”
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Andy stayed at the house until Mr Nelson returned, and strolled across the Green to the guesthouse, where he had reserved his old room.

He was the only visitor in the house, and Johnston hailed his arrival with unfeigned pleasure. “Thank goodness you’ve come,” he said. “I was afraid you wouldn’t be here for another hour.”

Andy shot a swift professional glance at the man; his face was drawn, his teeth were chattering.

“What is the matter with you, Johnston?” he said. “You seem to be under the weather.”

“My nerves have all gone to pieces since this murder,” said Johnston. “I get that jumpy I can hardly keep still, and I never go to sleep until three o’clock in the morning.”

“Why not?” asked Andy.

The man laughed hysterically.

“If I tell you, you’ll probably think I am mad, and there are times when I feel that way, doctor. And I’m not naturally a nervous man — never was. I don’t mind telling you in confidence that in my younger days I poached on every estate in this county. But—”

“But what?” asked Andy after an interval of silence.

“I’m a religious man, too, in a manner of speaking,” Johnston went on. “I never miss the evening service, and I don’t believe in anything supernatural — spiritualism and all that sort of rubbish. I’ve always said that the spirits men see are the spirits they put inside of ‘em.”

“And you’ve been seeing ghosts, eh?” said Andy, interested. “Which means, Johnston, that you are thoroughly run down. I’ll see Mr Nelson tomorrow and ask him to recommend to the committee that you have a holiday.”

Johns on shook his head. “Perhaps you are right, sir, but — I’m a fool, I suppose, but I’ve seen things in Beverley Green that would make your blood turn to water, and you’re a doctor. It is a valley of ghosts. I’ve always said it was, and it is.”

“Have you been seeing any of the ghostly inhabitants?”

The man licked his lips.

“I’ve seen Mr Merrivan,” he said.

Andy, who had turned with a laugh to go upstairs, swung round again.

“You’ve seen Mr Merrivan? Where?”

“I have seen him, as I’ve seen him dozens of times, standing at his front gate in his dressing-gown. He used to come out in the old days in the early morning, just wearing his long yellow dressing-gown — before people were about, you understand — at five or six o’clock, and I’ve seen him out there on warm summer nights, standing with his hands in his pockets, taking the air.”

“Oh, you have, have you?” said Andy softly, “And you’ve seen him since his death?”

The man nodded. “I saw him two nights ago,” he said. “I haven’t told a soul about it, but I’ve been sleeping badly, and I usually take a walk round the Green before I go to bed. I have been as many as twenty times round the Green in the course of a night,” he explained. “At first I used to go as near Mr Merrivan’s house as my nerves would let me, and after two or three nights I found I couldn’t go within fifty yards of it. Two nights ago I was strolling up and down, wondering who would buy the house. Mr Wilmot has had all the furniture cleared out, the only things left being the curtains in the windows. I was loafing along, thinking how desolate the place looked, when all of a sudden I saw a light, and—” His voice shook tremulously. “It was in the room where the body was found.”

“What sort of a light?”

“It looked to me like a candle, sir. It wasn’t a bright light, as though somebody had turned on the electricity. As a matter of fact, Mr Wilmot has had the electric current cut off.”

“And then what happened?” asked Andy.

“Then, sir,” Johnston shivered, “well, I only saw a crack of light between the blinds and the wall, and I was thinking that I was imagining things, when the blind was slowly pulled up—”

Andy waited until the man had overcome his emotions.

“I couldn’t see him distinctly, but he was in a dressing-gown, and he was looking out into the garden. I was paralysed, just stood stock still and couldn’t move. Then the blind was pulled down and the light went out. I saw it a few minutes afterwards in the hall. There is a fanlight over the door. I don’t know how long I stood there, possibly ten minutes, probably ten seconds — I didn’t sort of realise that time was passing. And then, when I was just recovering myself, the door opened. There was only a faint light in the passage — and he came out.”

“Merrivan?”

The man nodded.

“Or, at any rate, somebody in a dressing-gown, eh?” said Andy.

“Yes, sir.”

“And have you seen it since?”

“I saw it again last night. I made myself walk towards the house. There he was standing at the front gate, with his hands in his pockets.”

“Did you see his face?”

“No, sir, I didn’t wait to see his face. I bolted.”

“Have you told Mr Wilmot?”

“No, sir, I didn’t like to tell him, Mr Merrivan being his uncle.”

Andy thought over the matter for a long time.

“You are probably suffering from hallucinations due to a bad attack of nerves,” he said. “I’ll give you an examination tomorrow, Johnston.”

It was eleven o’clock when Andy turned his light out and slipped into bed. For some reason he could not sleep. He had had a hard day’s work, and it was absurd to suggest that his nerves had been in any way disordered by Johnston’s narrative. The man was certainly neurotic. He had seen the reflection of a light from some other house and had imagined the rest. And yet there would be no lights in other houses at that hour of the morning. Turning over the matter in his mind, Andy fell into an uneasy sleep.

It was a scream that aroused him, a hoarse shriek of fear. He leapt out of bed and turned on the light, and a second later there came to him the scuttle of hurrying footsteps along the passage. He opened the door to confront Johnston. The caretaker’s face was the colour of chalk, and in his terror he mouthed and gibbered incoherently, pointing towards the window. Andy ran to the window and threw it up. He could see nothing.

“Turn out the light, Johnston,” he said sharply. A second later the room was dark. Still peering into the darkness, he saw nothing.

“I saw him, I saw him!” gasped Johnston. “He was there on the Green, under my window, just walking up and down in his dressing-gown! I opened the window and looked out, to make sure. And he spoke to me. Oh, my God!”

“What did he say?” asked Andy, shaking the blubbering man by the shoulder. “Speak up, man! what did he say?”

“He asked for the key,” wailed Johnston. “He called me by my name. ‘Give me the key,’ he said.”

Andy slipped on an overcoat, ran down the stairs, and out into the open. He saw nobody, and, throwing himself flat on the grass to secure a skyline, he searched in every direction, but in vain.

Returning to Johnston, he found the man on the verge of collapse, and applied such rough-and-ready restoratives as he could secure. He succeeded in bringing him back to some semblance of manhood, but he held stoutly to his story.

“Why did he ask you for the key?”

“Because I have it,” said Johnston. “Here it is, sir.”

He took a key from a cupboard in his room.

“Mr Wilmot gave me this. I was supposed to show people over the house — people who want to buy it.”

“Give it to me,” said Andrew, and put it in his pocket.

There could be no more sleep for Andy that night. He dressed and went abroad on a tour of inspection. He met nothing human or supernatural in his walk across the Green. An eerie sensation came to him as he passed through the gates and by the aid of his flashlamp turned the key. His footsteps echoed hollowly in the bare hall.

He hesitated only for a second before he turned the handle and threw open the door leading into Mr Merrivan’s ‘den’. Every article of furniture had been removed, even the carpet had been taken up from the floor, and only a few hanging strands of wire showed where Mr Merrivan’s etchings had hung.

He paused for a second to examine the dark stain on the floorboard where the owner of the house had met his death, and then he flashed his lamp on the window. In that second of time he saw something, and a cold shiver ran down his spine. It was the glimpse of a figure in the garden outside, the figure dimly illuminated by the flash of his electric torch. Another second, and it had disappeared.

He jumped to the window and tried to force it up, but the side screws had been put into place, and it was some time before he came out into the garden and followed the cinder-path to the orchard. There was no sign of man or ghost.

“Phew!” said Andy, wiping his moist forehead.

Going back to the room, he fastened the window behind him and closed and locked the street door before he returned to the guesthouse, and then —

“Well I’m—”

Andy stood stock still in the middle of the Green and looked up to Stella’s window. Once more in a moment of crisis her light was burning.
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This time Andy decided he would not wait till the morning for an explanation. It would probably be a very simple one, and — a light had appeared in the hall-room. He only tapped gently on the door, but Stella answered him.

“Who is that?”

There was a note of anxiety in her voice.

“It is Andy!”

“Andy!” He heard her fingers fumbling with the chain. “Oh, Andy!” She fell into his arms, sobbing. “I’m so frightened! I’m such a fool!”

“Everybody seems frightened and foolish tonight,” said Andy as he smoothed the brown head that lay on his shoulder. “What have you seen?”

“Have you seen anything?” she asked, looking up.

Mr Nelson’s voice called from upstairs.

“It is Andy, Father. Will you come down?”

“Anything wrong?” Nelson was fastening his dressing-gown as he descended the stairs.

“I’m just trying to find out,” said Andy. “Beverley Green seems to be in a state of nerves tonight.”

Mr Nelson’s dressing-gown was purple, he noted, and he had the appearance of a man who had just been aroused from sleep.

“Did you knock before?” he asked. “I could have sworn I heard somebody.”

“No, Daddy, it wasn’t Andy.” She shivered.

“Did somebody knock?” asked Andy.

She nodded.

“I sleep very lightly,” she said, “and I must have heard the knock the first time. I thought it was you and opened the window to look out. I saw somebody down below standing on the path. He was quite distinct.”

“How was he dressed?” asked Andy quickly. “In a dressing-gown?”

“Have you seen him?” she said. “Who was it, Andy?”

“Go on, my dear, what happened?”

“I called out ‘Who is it?’ and he didn’t answer at first,” Stella went on, “and then in a deep kind of voice he said, ‘Have you got your scarf?’ I didn’t know what he meant at first, then I remembered the scarf which had been found in the orchard. ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Who are you?’ But he didn’t answer, and I saw him walking away. I sat for a long time in the dark puzzling my head as to who it could be. It wasn’t your voice; it wasn’t the voice of anybody unless — but that is absurd.”

“Unless it was Merrivan’s?” said Andy quietly.

“Of course it wasn’t his, but it was very low and gentle, just as his was, and the more I thought about it the more frightened I became. Yes, I did think it was Mr Merrivan’s, and fought hard against the idea. Then I put my light on and came downstairs, intending to call Father and to get a glass of milk. Then you knocked, Andy.”

“It is extraordinary,” said Andy, and told them what he had seen and heard in the night. “Johnston is a dithering wreck. You’ll have to let him go away, Mr Nelson.”

“But who could it be? Do you think it was somebody trying to frighten us?”

“They succeeded very well if it was,” said Andy.

“My theory is,” said Mr Nelson, who was never at a loss for a theory, “that you were all upset by that wretched woman’s fit. I knew you were upset the moment I came in.”

“Johnston wasn’t upset,” said Andy, “and I think my nerves are in pretty good order.” He took the key out of his pocket. “Go along and have a look at Merrivan’s house,” he smiled.

“Not for a thousand,” said Mr Nelson fervently. “Now, off you go to bed, Stella. You’ll be a wreck in the morning.”

“It is morning now,” said the girl, pulling aside the blinds. “I wonder if Arthur Wilmot is awake?”

The same thought had come into Andy’s mind, and, having extracted a solemn promise from Stella that she would go straight to bed, he left her and made his way to Mr Wilmot’s bijou residence.

It was a very long time before he aroused the milliner, and Arthur Wilmot received the news with strange calmness. “It is curious,” he said. “I was in the house yesterday. In fact it was I who put the bolts in the back window. They haven’t been bolted since the murder.”

“You have seen nothing?” asked Andy.

“Nothing whatever,” said Wilmot. “If you’ll wait a minute while I dress, I’ll come over to the house with you. It ought to be light enough then to see whether there are any footprints in the garden.”

“Don’t bother your head about footprints,” said Andy irritably. “A cinder path and an asphalted courtyard are not the best material to collect that sort of evidence from.”

Nevertheless, he accompanied Arthur to the house, and they made a thorough search of the rooms, beginning at the hall.

“Here’s something.” Wilmot pointed to the floor.

“Candle grease,” said Andy, interested. “Have you had anybody here with candles?” Arthur Wilmot shook his head. They found another gout of grease in Merrivan’s room, and then they discovered a half burnt candle. It lay at the back of the deep fireplace.

“I didn’t need this to know that something more substantial than a spirit had been in this place,” said Andy. “Without professing to be an authority on ghosts, I always understood they carried their own illumination.” He wrapped the candle carefully in paper.

“What are you going to do with that?” asked Wilmot in astonishment, and Andy smiled.

“Really, for a man who suggests that I should look for footprints on asphalt you are singularly dense, Wilmot. This candle is covered with fingerprints.”

The murderer, sane or insane, was attracted to the scene of the crime, and probably his visits were of frequent occurrence.

He said nothing about his plans to Wilmot or to the Nelsons. His first business lay with Mrs Crafton-Bonsor, but that lady was not visible. More than that, when Andy urged the imperative necessity for an interview, she flatly and firmly refused to see him. And Scottie was her messenger.

“Women’s whims,” murmured Scottie. “It is no good, Macleod, she is as hard as a neolithic fossil. I have done my best, but she won’t see you.”

“Now, Scottie,” said Andy. “I have treated you fair and you have got to help me. What was Abraham Selim to her?”

Scottie gave an elaborate shrug.

“Never inquire into a woman’s past, Macleod,” he said. “‘The past is dead, so let it die’ as the song says, and ‘happiness is with the future’.”

“I am not concerned with the future, but with Mrs Crafton-Bonsor’s past,” said Andy unpleasantly, “and I intend seeing that lady or there is going to be serious trouble.”

Scottie disappeared, and was gone for nearly half an hour before he returned.

“She’s ill, Macleod, there is no doubt about it. You, as a medical man, will see it with half an eye. But she’ll give you two minutes.”

Mrs Bonsor was lying on a couch, and Scottie had not exaggerated the tragic effect which his chance reference of the previous night had produced upon the woman. Her plump cheeks seemed to have grown haggard, the insolence in her blue eyes had departed.

“I’ve got nothing to tell you, mister,” she said sharply, almost as soon as Andy was in the room. “I don’t know Abraham Selim and I don’t want to talk about him. If he is a friend of yours, well, I don’t admire your taste.”

“Hasn’t Scottie told you—” he began.

“Scottie has told me nothing,” she said shrilly, “and I don’t see why you should come up here into my private sittingroom — God knows they charge me enough for it — and try to pump me.”

“Did you ever know Abraham Selim?”

She hesitated.

“Well, I did,” she said reluctantly. “That was years and years ago. I don’t want to talk to you about it, mister. My private affairs are my own private affairs. I don’t care who you are, policeman or not. My character will bear investigation, believe me.”

Andy waited until she was finished, and then he said:

“Your name was Hilda Masters, and you married John Severn at St Paul’s Church; Marylebone.”

Her jaw dropped, and she stared up at him. And then she began to cry, and from tears she turned to laughter.

It was a wonderful Scottie that Andrew Macleod saw in the moment of the woman’s despair. He was by turns tender and authoritative, soothing and sarcastic. Andy in his discretion left them alone for half an hour, at the end of which time Scottie came to him.

“Macleod,” he said quietly, “she’s going to tell you the whole truth, and, stenography being my long suit, I’d like to take it down for you. Mirabel,” he hesitated, “hasn’t got what I might term my flair for high-class language, and I guess it will look better if I put it into police-English than if you dig up the hotel stenog. She’s a freckled-nosed woman with gold-filled teeth. I took a dislike to her the first time I saw her. Your surprise at my versatility does credit to your intelligence, but I used to do 180 when I was a youngster, and few key-punchers have ever passed me in a straightforward bit of typing. I’m keen on this girl. She’s not a girl to you, but you’ll get elastic in your ideas as you get older. Will you let me do it? You fire in the questions and I’ll sort out the answers and fix ’em together.”

Andy nodded, and of this strange partnership was born a stranger story.
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“My name is Mirabel Hilda Crafton-Bonsor. I am not sure whether that was my late husband’s real name. I believe that it was Michael Murphy. He was of Irish extraction, and when I first met him he was a contractor in the City of Sacramento, in the State of California.

“I was born in the village of Uckfield, Sussex, but came to London when I was aged seven. My parents dying, I lived with an aunt, Mrs Pawl, of Bayham Street, Camden Town, and entered domestic service at the age of sixteen, going as parlourmaid to Miss Janet Severn, of 104 Manchester Square. Miss Severn was a maiden lady and very eccentric. She had strong views about marriage, and particularly about the marriages of the lower classes.

“The only other person in the house beside Miss Janet and the other servants was Mr John Severn, Miss Severn’s nephew, and he was only there during vacations. He was a student at Cambridge University. I do not know the college, but I know that it was Cambridge, because I have posted a good many letters from Miss Janet to him and she always read out the address aloud before she gave it to me. I know the college had a religious name.

“Unfortunately, I cannot read or write, and though I have since learnt to write my name on a cheque I can do no more. That explains why I never read of the murder, nor knew the names of the persons concerned. I used to see a lot of Mr John when he was at home. He was partial to me, for in those days I was a very goodlooking girl, but he never made love to me.

“Whilst I was in Manchester Square I met a man who was called Mr Selim — Abraham Selim. He used to come to the servants’ entrance once a week, and I thought he was one of those people who sell goods to servants on credit. I afterwards found out that he was a moneylender who had a big trade in the West End amongst servants. The cook was heavily in his debt and a housemaid named Rachael was also in debt to him.

“He was not a bad-looking fellow, and when he found that I didn’t want to borrow money, but had a bit of my own in the savings bank (I being a saving kind, and always was), he seemed to be struck on me, and asked if I would go walking with him on my first Sunday out. I said yes, because I’d never had a fellow, and, as I say, he was not at all bad-looking. He met me the next Sunday. We drove to Hampton in a hansom cab. I must say that it was a grand experience for me. He gave me everything of the best and behaved like a gentleman in every way.

“To cut a long story short, he met me a good number of times, and then suggested that we should get married. He said that it would have to be secret, and I should have to stay on in my job for a month or two, as he had certain plans. I didn’t mind that idea, because I was perfectly comfortable with Miss Janet. So one Monday I had the day off, and we were married before the registrar at Brixton, where he lived, and in the evening I went back to Miss Janet’s.

“Then one day he came in a state of great excitement and asked me if I’d ever heard of a gentleman whose name I forget. I told him I’d heard Miss Janet speak of him. He was her brotherin-law, and she was not on speaking terms with him, because he had treated his wife (her sister) badly. He was well off, but from what I heard neither Miss Janet nor Mr John ever expected a penny from the old man. I told my husband all that I knew, and he seemed very pleased. He asked me if Mr John ever made love to me, and I was very upset at the question, for I was a respectable girl and did not hold with such things. He pacified me and said that perhaps he could make a fortune if I’d help him. He also said that when he married me he had no idea until I put an X on the register instead of my name that I couldn’t read or write, and that was going to be a handicap to him.

“But I could help him a lot if I could find out where Mr John went in the evenings. I discovered afterwards that he wanted this information in order to plan a meeting with Mr John, whom he did not know. I did know that Mr John was in debt. He’d told me that the cost of living at Cambridge was very heavy and that he had borrowed money, and begged me not to say a word to his aunt.

“I naturally thought that Abraham had got word of this and wanted to do a little business with Mr John. If I had known what their meeting would lead to I’d have cut my tongue out rather than told Abraham the place where Mr John spent his evenings — which was in a club in Soho where young gentlemen used to go to gamble.

“About a week after, Selim informed me that he had met Mr John and had helped him. “‘Whatever you do, don’t tell him that you know me in ar shape or form.’ I promised, and I wasn’t likely to tell. Miss Janet was very straitlaced, and there would have been trouble for me if she knew that I was married and was masquerading as a single girl. The Severns are a very old family, and have a motto which means class people must never do anything mean. It was in Latin. And there was a bird’s head on the notepaper, holding a snake in its beak. She did explain what it meant, but I’ve forgotten. I don’t know what business he had with Mr John, but Abraham seemed very pleased when he met me. He had given up calling at the house now and sent a clerk.

“It is a strange thing that the clerk had never seen Abraham, and I afterwards found out that although Selim said that he had met Mr John they had never been face to face. It was just about that time that Abraham began to be very secretive. I found this out when Mr John told me that he had done a very good stroke of business with a man who had written to him.

“‘He thinks I am going to inherit an estate,’ he said. ‘I told him there was no hope, but he insisted on lending me all the money I wanted.’

“I told Abe this when I saw him, but he only laughed. I remember the evening I told him very well. It was a Sunday, and we had met at a restaurant near King’s Cross. I want to say that although I had been married to him over a month he and I had never met except, so to speak, in public. He never kissed me in his life.

“It had been raining very heavily, and when we came out of the restaurant he put me in a hansom and told the driver to drop me at the corner of Portman Square. It was about ten o’clock when I paid the cabman — Abraham always gave me plenty of money — and I had the shock of my life when I turned away from the cab and almost ran into the arms of Miss Janet. She didn’t say anything then, but when I got home she sent for me.

“She said she couldn’t understand how a respectable girl could ride in a hansom cab, and where did I get the money from? I told her that I had money saved and that a friend paid for the cab. She didn’t like it a bit, I could see that and I knew that I should get notice next pay day.

“‘Please wait up for Mr John,’ she said. ‘He’s dining with some friends, but he will not be later than eleven.’

“I was glad to see the back of her when she went upstairs to bed. Mr John did not come in until past twelve, and I could see with half an eye that he had been drinking. I had laid a little supper for him in the breakfast-room and I waited on him.

“He was what we call in America ‘fresh’, called me his darling little girl, and told me that he was going to buy me a pearl brooch.

“And then, before I knew what was happening, he had taken me in his arms and was kissing me. I struggled with him, but he was very strong, and he had his lips against mine when the door opened — and there was Miss Janet.

“She gave me one look and pointed to the door and I went, and glad I was to go. I fully expected the next morning to be packed off bag and baggage, especially as Miss Janet had sent up word to say that I was not on any account to do any work. At about ten o’clock she sent for me to the drawingroom.

“I shall never forget her sitting there in her black alpaca, with her little white lace cap and her beautiful hands folded on her lap. She had lovely hands; all we servants used to admire them.

“‘Hilda,’ she said, ‘my nephew has done you a great wrong, how great I have not inquired. I understand now why you have so much money and showed the cook five golden sovereigns only last week. But that is beside the point. You are a young girl in my house and under my protection. I have a great responsibility, both to God and my fellows, and I have arranged that my nephew shall do the honourable thing and marry you.’

“I simply couldn’t speak. In the first place, I’d started crying the moment she began to talk, and in the second place her words struck me all of a heap. I wanted to tell her that I was already married and had my certificate to prove it. At least I hadn’t got it, but Abraham had. I think it was remembering this that shut me up.

“‘I have spoken to my nephew and I have sent a note to my lawyer giving him the necessary particulars in order that he may get a licence from the bishop. You will be married at St. Paul’s, Marylebone, on Thursday next.’

“And with that she sort of waved me out of the room. When Miss Janet moved her hand that way nobody breathing would have the courage to argue with her. When I came to my senses I wanted to go back and tell her the truth, and I asked if I could see her. But the other parlourmaid came back to say that Miss Janet was feeling poorly and that I could have the day off.

“I went straight away to find Abraham. He had a little office above Ashlar’s, the tobacconist. Ashlar became a rich man after, I believe, and has a building named after him. Abe was there, for a wonder, but it was a long time before he unlocked the door and let me in. He told me that he never saw clients personally and was rather annoyed with me for coming. But when I told him the fix I was in he sort of changed his tone. I said that I should have to tell Miss Janet, but he wouldn’t hear of it.

“‘I always thought something like this might happen,’ he said. ‘Now, Hilda, you’ve got to be a good girl and do something for me. I’ve treated you very well, and it is now your turn to help me.’

“When I found what it was he wanted me to do I couldn’t believe my ears. I was to marry Mr John!

“‘But how can I when I’m already married?’ I said. ‘I should get put in prison.’

“‘Nobody will ever know,’ he said. ‘You were married to me in another part of the town. I promise you that you shall leave him at the church and never see him again. Do this for me, Hilda, and I will give you a hundred pounds.’

“He said that if I married Mr John we should both be rich for life, but he didn’t say why. He was always a wonderful talker, and he confused me so that I didn’t know whether I was on my head or my heels. He made black look white as the saying goes, and the long and short of it was that I consented. I suppose I was a weak fool, but I admired his cleverness and his education so much that I simply didn’t think for myself.

“I’ve often wondered whether he did this to get rid of me, but that doesn’t seem right, because there was no reason why he should have married me at all. I think now that he wanted a pretty girl in the house who was so bound up with him that she would do what he told her to do. I don’t think he ever expected Mr John would ask me to marry him, but perhaps he foresaw something worse than that. There wasn’t a meaner, more coldblooded villain in the world than Abraham Selim.

“On the day before the marriage I went to see Miss Janet.

“‘Hilda,’ she said, ‘tomorrow you will marry my nephew. I need not tell you that I am not boasting of this marriage, and I advise you to keep your own counsel. Now as to the future, it is not reasonable to expect that Mr John, who is a gentleman, will want to introduce a girl like you to his friends. You are totally uneducated, and, if your manners are nice, your terrible Cockney accent is impossible.’

“It is strange how I remember every single word that Miss Janet said, though it is over thirty years ago. I felt very upset and crushed by her words, but I did pluck up enough spirit to ask her what she intended doing.

“‘I am going to send you to a first-class establishment where neglected educations are unproved. You will be there until you are twenty-two, and by that time you will be fit to take your place by your husband’s side without humiliating him or yourself.’

“In a way this fitted in with what Abraham had promised me. In fact, I thought that he had arranged it, but I can see now that, if he had a plan, this was Miss Janet’s own.

“Not until I walked into St Paul’s Church on the Thursday did I see Mr John. I don’t know now what passed between him and his aunt. I do know that he was very pale and very standoffish, though polite. There were only about four people in the church, and the ceremony was over quicker than I expected. I had learnt to write my own name, so I didn’t disgrace him by putting my mark. Why he married me I don’t know. I am prepared to take an oath on the Bible that there was nothing between us but that kissing of his, and then he wasn’t quite himself. But marry me he did. Perhaps the Latin motto of the family and the bird’s head had something to do with it. It seems silly to me even now. Before I came to the church Miss Janet gave me £50 and the address I was to go to. It was in Victoria Drive, Eastbourne. She also wrote out the times of the trains.

“I just said goodbye to Mr John and walked out of the church, leaving him and his friend — Miss Janet did not come — and I never saw him again.

“Abraham had arranged to meet and take me to dinner (or lunch, as it was; it was dinner to me in those days).

“Sure enough, there he was, waiting for me outside the King’s Cross restaurant, and when we got inside I told him just what had occurred.

“‘Let me have the certificate,’ he said, and I gave him my new marriage lines. We did not talk very much more about the marriage, though I was a little nervous. I didn’t want to go to Eastbourne, and, what was more, I never intended going. But I was dependent on Abraham. I knew he would have a plan for me. He had. But it wasn’t as I had hoped and prayed — that we should go into the country somewhere (which he’d promised when I agreed lo marry Mr John) and begin our married life in reality.

“When we had nearly finished the meal he pulled out a big envelope from his pocket.

“‘I’ve got you a good berth — first-class. If you keep your mouth shut nobody will know that you’re a domestic servant. There’s £500 in notes, and you will have two days to get yourself some clothes.’

“I was bewildered. I didn’t know what he was talking about.

“‘You’re going to America,’ he said. ‘I have got you some letters of introduction from my friend, Mr Merry — something.’ It may have been Merrivan. I think it was. I understood from him that Mr Merrivan was a client. ‘They’ll get you a job,’ he said, ‘and you have all that money.’

“‘But I don’t want to go, and I won’t go,’ I almost shouted at him. I knew that I spoke so loudly that the people in the restaurant turned round and looked at us.

“That made him mad. I’ve never seen a man who could look so like a devil as he did. It frightened me.

“‘You’ll either go or I’ll call a policeman and give you in charge for having committed bigamy.’

“I just hadn’t the strength to fight him. I left by a ship called the Lucania for New York. From New York I went to a place called Denver City, where one of my letters was addressed to. I was in a situation for a year. They do not call you a ‘servant’, but a ‘help’. I was a ‘help’ for thirteen months, and then I had an offer to go as working housekeeper to Mr Bonsor, who was a widower with one child that died. When Mr Bonsor asked me to marry him I had to tell him the truth, and he said a marriage more or less made no difference to him. He had independent views about religion.

“I never saw Abraham again, but I know that he wrote to the place where I was working in Denver asking what had become of me. The people did not know. That was seven years after I arrived in the United States. I have not heard of Mr John, but I know that Miss Janet died a month after I left from pneumonia. I found this out by a notice Mr Bonsor saw in an English paper.”
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There was one person to whom the statement of Hilda Masters should be shown, thought Andy. For some time he had had a suspicion that Mr Boyd Salter could have thrown more illumination upon his friend Severn’s life and folly than he cared to cast. He sent a wire to the master of Beverley Hall asking for an interview, and had found a note awaiting him on his return to the Green asking him to come up at once.

“I’ll go up with you,” said Stella. “You can leave me in the car outside.”

Tilling, that anxious man, seemed a little more nervous than usual.

“You’ll be careful with the squire, doctor, won’t you? He hasn’t been sleeping any too well, and the doctor told Mr Francis — that’s our young master — that his nerves may go at any moment.”

“Thank you, Tilling,” said Andy. “I will be careful.”

He was to find that Tilling had not exaggerated Mr Salter’s condition. His face was grey and sunken, but he greeted the detective with a smile.

“You’ve come to tell me that you’ve found my burglar,” he said good-humouredly. “You can save yourself the trouble. It was that jewel thief of yours!”

Andy was not prepared for this piece of information. “I am afraid it was,” he said, “but I honestly believe that he came here without felonious intent. In fact he was trailing my burglar.”

“And found him, eh?” said Salter slyly. “A mysterious gamekeeper.”

“How on earth did you find that out?”

Salter laughed, and as he laughed he winced. Andy saw, and was distressed. The man had heart trouble. “I won’t attempt to mystify you,” said Boyd Salter, enjoying his sensation. “Scottie — that’s the rascal’s name, eh? — disappeared the day after. Miss Nelson went away the same day. She went to a place called Castle Street and nursed somebody. Who but your disreputable friend?”

A light dawned on Andy.

“Downer, of course,” he said, and the other nodded smilingly. “But the gamekeeper, how did you know about him?”

“Downer again, plus another rascal’ — Martin is he called?” Andy was too big a man to withhold the admiration which the clever Mr Downer deserved.

“I hand it to Downer. He is certainly the best of the newsmen.”

“He came down to see me,” explained Salter, “and for his benefit I had all my gamekeepers paraded and questioned. There was one man who admitted that he was in the kitchen — we have cocoa for them when they are on night duty — and he thinks he must have gone out at about the time Scottie saw a man go out. That was as far as I got. Now what is your important news?”

“I have found Hilda Masters.”

Mr Salter looked up.

“Hilda Masters? Who is she?”

“You remember, Mr Salter, that in a secret drawer in Merman’s room was found a marriage certificate.”

“I remember. It was reported in the newspaper. The marriage certificate of an old servant. And it was afterwards stolen from you by the ghost called Selim. Was that the name of the woman who was married? And you have found her, you say?”

Andy took a copy of the statement from his pocket and laid it on the desk before the Justice, and Mr Salter looked at it for a long time before he fixed a pair of folding horn-rimmed glasses on his nose and began to read. He read slowly, very slowly. It seemed to Andy that he assessed the value of every word. Once he turned back and read a page all over again. Five — ten — fifteen minutes passed in a silence punctuated only by the swish of a turned page. And Andy grew impatient, remembering the girl in the car outside.

“Ah!” said Mr Salter as he put the manuscript down, “the ghost of the valley is laid — the greatest of all those malignant shapes that haunt us, Dr Macleod.”

Andy could not follow him readily, and the other saw he was puzzled and came to the rescue. “Selim,” he said, “revealed in his naked hideousness — the seller of souls, the breaker of hearts, the gambler in lives. This is he.” He tapped the manuscript, and Andy saw that his eyes were unnaturally bright. But of all the miracles most startling it seemed that his face had filled out and the deeply scored lines in his face had vanished. He must have touched a secret bell, for Tilling came in.

“Bring me a bottle of green seal port. Tilling,” he said, and when the servitor had gone out, “You have achieved a triumph — an even greater triumph than if you had laid your hand on the shoulder of Abraham Selim. We must celebrate your success, Doctor.”

“I am afraid I cannot wait. The fact is. Miss Nelson is waiting outside in my car.”

Salter jumped up, turned white, and sat down again.

“I’m sorry,” he said breathlessly. “Really, it was unpardonable of me to leave her there and of you not to tell me. Please bring her in.”

*

“And you nearly killed him,” said Andy. “At least the news that you were sitting outside. I don’t like the look of him, Stella.”

Mr Salter had recovered before they returned and was watching Tilling as he poured the precious wine into the glasses. “Forgive me for not getting up,” smiled Salter. “So you helped my burglar?”

“Did Andy tell you?” she asked in alarm.

“No, Andy didn’t tell me. You will drink a glass of port, Miss Nelson? No? It was old wine when your father was a baby.”

He raised his glass to her and drank.

“And Miss Masters, or Mrs Bonsor, what is going to happen to her?” he asked.

“I rather think that she will not wait in London. She has confessed to an indictable crime, but it is so old that I doubt we could move in the matter even if we would. From certain indications I should say that this much-married lady will make yet a fourth plunge into the troubled sea of matrimony.”

Salter nodded.

“Poor soul!” he said softly. “Poor duped soul!”

Andy had not expected to find sympathy for Mrs Crafton-Bonsor in the magistrate. “She is not particularly poor,” he said dryly. “Scottie, who is something of an expert, estimates her jewels as being worth a hundred thousand, and there are sundry properties in the States. What I wanted particularly to see you about was Severn. Have you any idea where he is? I cannot help feeling that Selim used the marriage for his own profit!”

“He did,” said Salter. “Selim represented to Mr Severn that the woman was dead, and Severn married again, and, I believe, had children. Once he was safely married Selim held his bigamy and the illegitimacy of his children over his head, and extracted from him enormous sums of money. The contract you found was a fake. Selim never paid my friend a penny. He merely cancelled an old obligation — that to which the woman refers in her statement — and substituted one more onerous. And as the years went on his cupidity found new methods of extortion. You see, Doctor, I am being frank with you. I did know more about Severn’s concerns than I have stated.”

“I never doubted that,” smiled Andy.

“And you, young lady — you also are nearing the end of the great chase. You have not come through this past month without losing something.”

“And finding something too, Mr Salter,” she said.

He looked at Andy, and from him to the girl. “That is true, I hope,” he said quietly. “Your little ghost — was it laid?” She nodded. “And your — Andy’s? I suppose he has adopted all our ghosts; taken them on to his own broad shoulders? May you soon conjure up and destroy the last!”

To the accompaniment of this good wish they left him.

Andy slept through the afternoon, and, as soon as it was dark, he began his vigil in the long, empty room. The night passed without any interruption to his quiet. Soon after daybreak, as he was looking through the front window across the dusky Green, he saw Stella come out from the house, carrying something in her hand, and drew back to cover. She made straight for the house, and, to his amazement, knocked. He opened the door for her.

“I’ve brought you over some coffee and sandwiches, Andrew,” she said. “Poor dear, you must be very tired.”

“How did you know I was staying here?”

“Oh, I guessed that. When you didn’t come last night I was pretty certain you were on ghost duty.”

“You queer girl! And I purposely did not tell you.”

“And seeing me come into the house in the early morning, you suspected the worst?” She pinched his ear. “You heard nothing and saw nothing, I suppose?”

“Nothing,” said Andy. She glanced along the gloomy passage and shook her head.

“I don’t think I should like to be a detective,” she said. “Andy, aren’t you ever afraid?”

“Often,” said Andy, “when I think of the kind of home I’m going to give you—”

“Let’s talk about it,” said Stella, and they sat down in the haunted room until the sun came in at the windows, and talked of houses and flats and the high cost of furnishing.

At eleven o’clock Andy, bearing no signs of his sleepless night, presented himself at the Great Metropolitan Hotel. There were yet one or two points that wanted clearing up. “Mrs Crafton-Bonsor has gone, sir,” said the clerk.

“Gone?” said Andy in surprise. “When did she go?”

“Yesterday afternoon, sir. She and Professor Bellingham went together.”

“Has she taken her baggage?”

“All of it, sir.”

“Do you know where it has gone?”

“I haven’t the slightest idea. She said she was going to the sea for a few days.”

It was a setback for Andy. He called at 73 Castle Street in the hope of finding Scottie. He found, instead, the embarrassed Mr Martin.

“No, Doctor, Scottie hasn’t been here for three days.”

“And he didn’t give you any instructions about running this den of thieves?” asked Andy.

“No, sir,” said Martin. There was a complacency about his tone that told Andy that he was lying.

No useful purpose could be served by cross-examining one whose respect for the truth was conspicuously minus at any time, and Andy returned to Beverley Green and to bed.

At nine o’clock he let himself into the Merrivan house. During the day Johnston had placed an armchair in the room. It was a comfortable armchair, and Andy found himself nodding.

“This won’t do,” he said to himself, and walking to the front window, opened it to let in the cool air.

Beverley Church struck one o’clock, and still there was no sign of the visitor. He had removed the bolt from the back window, being sure that that was the way the stranger had entered, when Johnston had seen him at the window.

Two o’clock and Andy’s chin was on his breast, and his mind was filled with confused thoughts of Stella and Mrs Crafton-Bonsor.

And then he heard a sound, and was wide awake in an instant. Looking towards the back window, he saw a dark figure against the faint light. The electric current had been restored at his request during the day, and he moved stealthily to the switch. The man outside was gently raising the lower sash. Higher and higher it came, and then Andy heard the soft pad of feet striking the floor. Still he did not turn on the light, but waited, and then:

“Get up and face me, Abraham Selim, you dog!” The voice rang out thunderously in that empty room. “Get up!” it called again, and Andy turned on the light. Standing with his back to the open window was a man in a yellow dressing-gown, and in his extended hand, pointing straight at his invisible enemy, was a long-barrelled revolver.

Salter! Boyd Salter! Andy gave a gasp. Then it was Boyd Salter, that cool, languid man who had fenced with him so skilfully, so surely!

His eyes were wide open, fixed, vacant. He was asleep. Andrew had known that when he heard the slurred, harsh voice. “Take that, you damned villain!”

The figure hissed the word, and there was a click. And then he saw Salter’s head incline towards the floor. He was looking down upon the spot where Merrivan had been found, then slowly he went on his knees and his groping palms touched the body that he saw. And all the time he was talking to himself; little sobbing sounds of hateful gratification escaped him.

He was reconstructing the crime — not for the first time. Night after night Salter had come down from his bed and had gone over and over every incident of the murder. It was queer to see him searching a desk that was not there, and unlocking a safe that had been removed, but Andrew watched him, fascinated, as he struck a match and set light, as he thought, to a heap of papers he had placed on the hearth. Then he stopped. It was at the spot where the letter had been found. “You won’t send any more letters, Merrivan, damn you! No more letters put under doors. That letter was for me, wasn’t it?” He turned to where he thought the body was lying. “For me?” His gaze suddenly shifted. He seemed to be picking up something. “I must take the girl’s scarf,” he muttered. “Poor Stella! This fiend will not hurt you. I’ll take it.” He put his hand into his pocket as though he were placing something there. “If they find it they’ll think that you were here when I shot him.”

Andrew gasped. Now it was as clear as light to him. Abraham Selim and Merrivan were one and the same person, and the threatening letter which he had thought had been received by Merrivan had really been written by him. That was it! Merrivan was going out that night to leave the letter at the Hall; had written it, folded it, and had no time to address an envelope before doom appeared to him.

Salter was moving slowly round the room. A few seconds later and he had passed through the window. He closed it behind him, but Andrew was out in the garden in a few seconds, trailing the sleepwalker as with stealthy strides he passed into the orchard, and then:

“Stand out of my way, damn you!” It was Salter’s voice, and again came the click of the pistol. So that was how Sweeny died? Sweeny was there. He had probably discovered the identity of Selim, and was watching the house that night. It was so simple now. Merrivan had blackmailed Salter. But who was Severn — Severn, the husband of Hilda Masters?

He followed the walker under the trees of the orchard and out through a gate in the hedge. Salter was on his own estate now, and moved with that curious, deliberate stride which is the sleepwalker’s own. Still keeping him in sight, Andrew followed. The man kept to a path that led to Spring Covert, then turned off abruptly to the left, crossing the grassland that would lead him directly to Beverley Hall.

He had hardly taken a dozen paces when out of the grass cane a flash of flame, there was a deafening explosion, and Salter stumbled forward and fell. Andy was at his side in a second, but the figure was motionless.

He flashed his lamp and shouted for help, and a voice almost at once answered him. It proved to be the gamekeeper he had met before, Madding.

“What’s wrong, sir?” said Madding when he had recognised Andy. “You must have tripped over one of those alarm guns. We have put several in the park to trap the poachers. My God!” he gasped. “That’s Mr Salter!”

They turned the stricken man on his back; Andy pulled open the pyjamas and listened for a minute to Salter’s breast.

“I am afraid he’s dead,” he said.

“Dead?” said the other, awestricken. “There was no shot in the gun.”

“It woke him, and I think the shock must have killed him, and, on the whole, Madding, I think it as well that he died that way.”
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“The last ghost is laid.” Andy came into the Nelsons’ sittingroom and sank wearily into a chair.

“What is the last, dear?” Stella seated herself on an arm of the chair and laid her hand on his head.

“That’s the last.” Andy took a newspaper cutting from his pocket and gave it into her hands. “I found that in Salter’s safe. Oh yes, the boy has taken it very well. They expected such an end. They knew that he had been sleepwalking by the mud they found on the legs of his pyjamas, and they had a guard outside his door. But the old Hall has half a dozen secret stairways, and he got away every time. What do you think of that?”

She read the cutting again. It was from The Times of 1889:

In accordance with the conditions of the late Mr Philip Boyd Salter’s will, Mr John Severn, his nephew, who is his uncle’s sole heir, will assume the name and style of John Boyd Salter. A statutory declaration to this effect appears in our legal advertisement columns of today’s date.

“That is the story,” said Andy. “Severn was Boyd Salter all the time; if I had had the sense to look up the will of his uncle I should have known a month ago. He died a happy man. For years he has lived under the shadow of his guilt, and with the knowledge that, if Merrivan spoke his son would have no title to the estate, which cannot be left to anybody but legal heirs. And when I brought him the statement of Hilda Masters — she married Scottie, by the way, the day before they left — a statement which proved the legality of his marriage with the mother of his son, do you remember how I told you he seemed to grow twenty years younger?

“It puzzled me when he said that the biggest ghost had been laid, but he spoke the truth. That was the greatest terror. To save his boy from disgrace he killed Merrivan or Selim. To save him he got into Wilmot’s house dressed as a gamekeeper and stole and burnt the marriage certificate.”

“How did he know it was there?”

“Downer revealed it in that shocking article he wrote about us.”

“What happens to Selim’s fortune — it goes to Arthur Wilmot?”

Andy shook his head. “It goes to swell the wealth of Mrs Professor Bellingham,” he said. “It is rather tragic, isn’t it?”

She laughed and slipped her arm about his neck. “Andy, aren’t I a ghost, too? You’re not going away until you lay my unquiet spirit, are you?”

“You’re a shameless woman,” said Andy. “You always were.” There was a happy little interregnum of silence.

“Scottie is clever,” she said suddenly.

“Clever? Well, yes, I suppose he is. Why do you say that?”

“Look how quickly Scottie got — the marriage licence—”

A week later Mr Downer heard the news. He neither grieved nor did he rejoice. He was a man of business, and weddings and murders had one value. Getting the Megaphone on the wire, he was put through to the City editor.

“See Macleod’s married that Nelson girl. I can give you a column of real good inside stuff about that engagement. Sure I can get a picture of her. She’d do anything for me. Two columns? All right!”


The End
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Beryl Merville wrote:

“Dear Ronnie, We are back again from Italy, arriving this afternoon. Daddy thought you would be there to meet us, and I was so disappointed to find nobody but Mr. Steppe. Oh yes! I know that he is a most important person, and his importance was supported by his new car, such an impressive treasure, with a collapsible writing-table and cigar-lighter and library — actually a library in a cunning little locker under one of the seats. I just glanced at them. I am a little afraid of Mr. Steppe, yet he was kindness itself, and that bull voice of his, bellowing orders to porters, and chauffeurs, and railway policemen was comforting in a way. Daddy is a little plaintive on such occasions.

I thought he was looking unusually striking; Steppe I mean. People certainly do look at him, with his black, pointed beard and his bristling black eyebrows. You like him, don’t you? Perhaps I should, too, only — he is very magnetic, a commanding person, he frightens me, I repeat. And I have met another man; I don’t think you know him, he said he had never met you. Daddy knows him rather well, and so does Mr. Steppe. Such a queer man, Ronnie! He arrived after daddy had gone to his club, to collect some correspondence. The maid came, and told me there was a strange man in the hall who said Dr. Merville had sent for him; so I went down to see him. He made the queerest impression on me. You will be amused, but not flattered, when I confess that the moment I saw him, I thought of you! I had a sort of warm impulse toward him. I felt as though I were meeting you, as I wanted you to be. That sounds feeble, and lame, but employing my limited vocabulary to the best of my poor ability, I am striving to reduce my mad impression to words.

How mad it was, you’ll understand. For, Ronnie, he was a stoutish man of middle-age — no more like you than I am like Mr. Steppe! Yet when I saw this shabbily-dressed person — the knees of his trousers shone, and the laces of his untidy boots were dragging — I just gasped. He sat squarely in one of the hall chairs, a big rough hand on each knee, and he was staring in an absentminded way at the wall. He didn’t even see me when I stood almost opposite to him. But his head, Ronnie! It was the head of a conqueror, one of those heroes of antiquity. You see their busts in the museums and wonder who they are. A broad eagle face, strangely dark, and on top a shock of grey-white hair brushed back into a mane. He had the most beautiful eyes I have ever seen in a man, and when they turned in my direction, and he got up from his chair, not awkwardly as I expected, but with the ease of an Augustus, there was within them so much loving kindness that I felt I could have cried. And please, Ronnie, do not tell me that I am neurotic and overtired. I was just mad — nothing worse than that. I’m mad still, for I cannot get him out of my mind.

His name is Ambrose Sault, and he is associated with daddy and Mr. Steppe, though I think that he is really attached to that horrid Greek person to whom daddy introduced me — Moropulos. What sort of work he does for Moropulos I have not discovered. There is always a great deal of mystery about Mr. Moropulos, and Mr. Steppe’s business schemes. Sometimes I am very uncomfortable — which is a very mild way of describing my feelings — about daddy… and things. Ronnie, you have some kind of business dealings with father. What is it all about? I should so like to discover. It is to do with companies and corporations, isn’t it? I know Mr. Steppe is a great financier, but I don’t quite know how financiers work. I suppose I ought not to be curious, but it worries me — no, bothers is a better word, sometimes.

Come and see me soon, Ronnie. I promise you I won’t… you know. I’ve never forgiven myself for hurting you so. It was such a horrid story… I blame myself for listening, and hate myself for telling you. But the girl’s brother was so earnest, and so terribly upset, and the girl herself was so wickedly circumstantial. You have forgiven me? It was my first experience of blackmailers, and I ought to have known you better and liked you better than to believe that you would be such a brute… and she was such a common girl, too…”

She stopped writing and looked round. “Come in.” The maid was straightening her face as she entered. “That gentleman, miss, Mr. Sault, has called.”

Beryl tapped her lips with the feathered pen holder. “Did you tell him that the doctor was out?”

“Yes, miss. He asked if you were in. I told him I’d go and see.” Something about the visitor had amused the girl, for the corners of her lips twitched.

“Why are you laughing, Dean?” Beryl’s manner was unusually cold and her grave eyes reproving. For no reason that she could assign, she felt called upon to defend this man, against the ridicule which she perceived in the maid’s attitude.

“Oh, miss, he was so strange! He said: ‘Perhaps she will see me’. ‘Do you mean Miss Merville?’ says I. ‘Merville!’ he says in a queer way, ‘of course, Beryl Merville’, and then he said something to himself. It sounded like ‘how pitiful’. I don’t think he is quite all there, miss.”

“Show him up, please,” said Beryl quietly. She recognized the futility of argument. Dean and her type found in the contemplation of harmless lunacy a subject for merriment… and Dean was the best maid she had had for years. She sat waiting for the man, uncertain… Why did she want to see him? She was not really curious by nature, and the crude manners of the class to which he belonged usually rubbed her raw. The foulness of their speech, the ugliness of their ideals and their lives; the gibberish — almost an unknown language to her — of the cockney man and woman, all these things grated. Perhaps she was neurotic after all; Ronnie was quite sure of his judgement in most matters affecting her.

Ambrose Sault, standing in the doorway, hat in hand, saw her bite her lower lip reflectively. She looked round with a start of surprise, and, seeing him, got up. He was a coloured man! She had not realized this before, and she was unaccountably hurt; just coloured, and yet his eyes were grey!

“I hope I haven’t disturbed you, mademoiselle,” he said. His voice was very soft and very sweet. Mademoiselle? A Creole… a Madagascan… an Octoroon? From one of the French foreign territories perhaps. He spoke English without an accent, but the ‘mademoiselle’ had come so naturally to his lips.

“You are French, Mr. Sault… your name, of course…” She smiled at him questioningly and wondered why she troubled to ask questions at all.

“No, mademoiselle.” He shook his great head, and the mask of a face did not relax. “I am from Barbadoes, but I have lived in Port de France, that is, in Martinique, for many years. I was also in Noumea, in New Caledonia, that is also French.” There was an awkward silence here. Yet he was not embarrassed and displayed no incertitude of his position. Her dilemma came from the fact that she judged men by her experience and acquaintance with them, and the empirical method fails before the unusual… Ambrose Sault was that.

“My father will be home very soon, Mr. Sault. Won’t you please sit down?”

As he chose a chair with some deliberation it occurred to her that she would find a difficulty in explaining to the fastidious Dr. Merville why she had invited this man to await him in the drawingroom. Strangely enough, she herself felt the capacity of entertaining and being entertained by the visitor, and she had no such spasm of dismay as had come to her, when other, and more presentable visitors, had settled themselves for a lengthy call. This fact puzzled her. Ambrose Sault was… an artisan perhaps, a messenger, more likely. The shabbiness of his raiment and the carelessness of his attire suggested some menial position. One waistcoat button had been fastened into the wrong buttonhole; the result was a little grotesque. “Have you been working very long with my father?” she asked.

“No… not a very long time,” he said. “Moropulos and Steppe know him better than I.” He checked himself. She knew that he would not talk any more about his associates, and the enigma which their companionship presented would remain unsolved, so far as he could give a solution. ‘Moropulos’—’Steppe’? He spoke as an equal. Even Ronnie was deferential to Mr. Steppe, and was in awe of him. Her father made no attempt to hide his nervousness in the presence of that formidable person. Yet this man could dispense with the title. It was not bravado on his part, the conscious impertinence of an underling desirous of asserting his equality. Obviously he thought of Mr. Steppe as “Steppe’. What would he call her father? No occasion arose, but she was certain he would have been ‘Merville’ and no more.

Sault’s eyes were settled on her, absorbing her; yet his gaze lacked offence, being without hostility, or notable admiration. She had a ridiculous sensibility of praise. So he might have looked upon Naples from the sea, or upon the fields of narcissi above Les Avants, or the breathtaking loveliness of the hills of Monticattini in the blue afterlight of sunset. She could not meet his eyes… yet was without discomfort. The praise of his conspection was not human. She laughed, artificially, she thought, and reached out for a book that lay on the table. “We have just returned from Italy,” she said. “Do you know Italy at all, Mr. Sault?”

“I do not know Italy,” he said, and took the book she held to him. “That is rather a wonderful account of Lombardy and its history,” she said. “Perhaps you would like to read it?” He turned the leaves idly and smiled at her. She had never seen a man smile so sweetly.

“I cannot read,” he said simply. She did not understand his meaning for a while, thinking that his eyesight was failing.

“Perhaps you would care to take it home.”

He shook his head and the book came back to her. “I cannot read,” he said, without shame, “or write — at least I cannot write words. Figures, yes, figures are easy; somebody told me — he was a Professor of English, I think, at one of the Universities — that it was astonishing that I could work out mathematical problems and employ all the signs and symbols of trigonometry and algebra without being able to write. I wish I could read. When I pass a bookshop I feel like an armless man who is starving within hands’ reach of salvation. I know a great deal, and I pay a man to read to me — Livy and Prescott and Green and, of course, Bacon — I know them all. Writing does not worry me… I have no friends.”

If he had spoken apologetically, if he had displayed the least aggression, she might have classified and held him in a place. But he spoke of his shortcomings as he might have spoken of his grey hair: as a phenomenon beyond his ordering.

She was thunderstruck; possibly he was so used to shocking people from this cause that he did not appear to observe the effect he had produced.

He was so completely content with this, the first contact with his dream — woman, that he was almost incapable of receiving any other impression. Her hair was fairer than he had thought, her nose thinner, and the moulding of her delicate face was more spiritual. The lips redder and fuller, the rounded chin less firm. And her eyes… He wished she would turn her head so that he could be sure of their colour. They were big, set wide apart, there was depth in them and a something upon which he yearned. The figure of her he knew by heart. Straight and tall, and most gracious. A patrician; he thought of her as that. And Oriental. He had pictured her as a great lady at Constantine’s court; he set her upon the marble terrace of a decent villa on the hills above Chrysopolis; a woman of an illustrious order.

She could never suspect that he thought of her at all as a distinct personality. She could not guess that he knew her as well as his own right hand; that, day after day, he had waited in the Row, a shabby and inconspicuous figure amongst the smart loungers; waited for the benison of her presence. She had not seen him in Devon in the spring… he had been there. Living on the rain-soaked grass of Tapper Downs to watch her walking with her father; sitting amidst gorse on the steep slope of the cliff, she was unconscious of his guardianship, reading in her chair on the smooth beach.

“How curious, I nearly said ‘sad’. But you do not feel very sad about it, Mr. Sault, do you?”

Amused, he shook his head. “It would be irritating,” he said, “if I were sorry for myself. But I am never that. Half the unhappiness of life comes from the vanity of self-pity. It is the mother of all bitterness. Do you realize that? You cannot feel bitter without feeling sorry for yourself.”

She nodded. “You miss a great deal — but you know that. Poetry? I suppose you have that read to you?”

Ambrose Sault laughed softly. “Yes — poetry.”

“Out of the dark which covers me,

Black as a pit from Pole to Pole,

I thank whatever gods there be,

For my unconquerable soul.”

“That poem and Theocrite, and only two lines of Theocrite are the beginning and the end of my poetical leanings. I attend lectures, of course. Lectures on English, on architecture, music, history — especially history — oh, a hundred subjects. And mathematics. You can get those in the extension classes, only, unfortunately, I cannot qualify for admission to the classes themselves.”

“Have you never tried to — to…”

“Read and write? Yes. My room is packed with little books and big books. A-b, ab; c-a-t, cat; and copybooks. But I just can’t. I can write the letters of the alphabet, a few of them that are necessary for mathematical calculations, very well; but I cannot go any further. I seem to slip into a fog, a sort of impenetrable wall of thick mist, that confuses and baffles me. I know that c-a-t is ‘cat’, but when I see ‘cat’ written it is a meaningless combination of straight and curved lines. It is sheerly physical — the doctors have a word for it… I cannot remember what it is for the moment, I just can’t read…”

Dr. Merville came in at that moment, a thin, colourless man, myopic, irritable, chronically worried. He entered the drawing — room hurriedly. Beryl thought he must have run upstairs. His frowning, dissatisfied glance was toward Sault; the girl he ignored. “Hello, Sault — had no idea you were here. Will you come into my study?” He was breathless, and Beryl knew by the signs that he was angry about something. It occurred to her instantly that he was annoyed with her for entertaining the untidy visitor. The study was next door to the drawing — room, and he walked out with a beckoning jerk of his chin.

“I am glad to have met you, mademoiselle.” Ambrose Sault was not to be hurried. Returning to the open doorway, Dr. Merville, clucking his impatience, witnessed the leisurely leave-taking. The study door had scarcely closed on the visitor before it opened again and her father returned. “Why the deuce did you ask that fellow up, Beryl? He could have very well waited in the servants’ hall — or in the breakfast-room, or anywhere. Suppose — somebody had called!”

“I thought he was a friend of Mr. Steppe’s,” she said calmly. “You know such extraordinary people. What is he?”

“Who, Sault? Well, he is…” Dr. Merville was not immediately prepared to define the position of his visitor. “In a sense, he is an employee of Moropulos — picked him up in his travels. He is an anarchist.”

She stared. “A what?”

“Well, not exactly an anarchist… communist… anyway, he has quaint views on — things. Believes in the equality of the human race. An extraordinary fellow, a dreamer, got a crazy idea of raising a million to found a college, that’s what he calls it, The Mother College… can’t stop now, darling, but please don’t make a fuss of him. He is just a little difficult as it is. I will tell you about him some day.”

He bustled out of the room and the study door closed with a thud. Beryl Merville considered Ambrose Sault for a very long time before she turned to her writing-table where the unfinished letter to Ronald Morelle invited a conclusion.
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“Well, Sault, why have you come? Anything wrong?”

Beryl would have thought Dr. Merville’s manner strangely mild and conciliatory after his show of antagonism toward the visitor.

Sault had seated himself on the edge of a low chesterfield under the curtained window. “Moropulos is worried about some people who called at his bureau today. They came to ask him about a letter that had been sent to him from South Africa by the assistant manager of the Brakfontein Diamond Mine.”

Merville was standing by the library-table, in the centre of the room. The hand that played with the leaves of a magazine was trembling ever so slightly. “What has happened… how did they know… who were they?” he demanded shakily.

“I think it was the managing director — the American gentleman. He was very angry. They discovered that the manager had been receiving money from London soon after he made his report. Moropulos told me that the shares had dropped thirty points since yesterday morning. Mr. Divverly said that Moropulos and his gang — those were the words, I think — had bribed the manager to keep back the report that the mine was played out. I suppose he did. I know very little about stocks and shares.”

Dr. Merville was biting his knuckles, a weak and vacillating man; Sault had no doubts as to this, and it hurt him every time he realized that this invertebrate creature was Beryl Merville’s father. How and why had he come into the strange confederation?

“I can do nothing.” The doctor was fretful, his voice jerky; he fixed and removed his pince-nez and fixed them again. “Nothing! I do not know why these people make inquiries. There was nothing dishonest in selling stock which you know will fall… it is a part of the process of speculation, isn’t it, Sault? All the big houses work on secret information received or bought. If — if Moropulos or Steppe care to buy information, that is nobody’s affair…”

“There may be an inquiry on the Stock Exchange,” said Sault calmly. “Moropulos asked me to tell you that. The Johannesburg committee have taken up the matter and have called for information. You see, the manager has confessed.”

“Confessed!” gasped the doctor, and went white.

“So Mr. Divverly says. He had told the directors that Moropulos had the information a month before the directors.”

The doctor sat down heavily on the nearest chair. “I don’t see — that it affects us,” he protested feebly; “there is no offence in getting a tip about a failing property, is there, Sault?”

“I don’t know. Moropulos says it is conspiracy. They can prove it if…”

“If?”

“If they find the letters which the manager wrote. Moropulos has them in his desk.”

Merville sprang up. “Then they must be destroyed!” he cried violently. “It is madness to keep them… I had no idea — of course he must burn them. Go back and tell him to do this, Sault.”

Ambrose Sault put his hand into the fold of his shabby jacket and brought out a bundle of documents. “They are here,” he said in a matter-of-fact tone. “Moropulos says that you must keep them. They may get a warrant to search his house.”

“Keep them — I?” Merville almost screamed. “Moropulos is a fool — burn them!”

Sault shook his head. “Steppe says ‘no’. They may be useful later. You must keep them, doctor. It is Steppe’s wish. To — morrow I will start working on the safe.”

Dr. Merville took the papers from the outstretched hand and looked round helplessly. There was a steel box on his desk. He took out his key, looked again and more dubiously at the packet of letters, and dropped them into the box. “What is this safe, Sault? I know that you are a devilish clever fellow with your hands, and Moropulos mentioned something about a safe. You are not making it?”

Sault nodded, and there was a gleam in his fine eyes. “But why? Moropulos has a safe and Steppe must possess dozens. Why not buy another, if he must have a special place for these wretched things?”

“You cannot buy the safe that I shall make,” said the dark man quietly. “It has taken me a year to invent the dial… eh? Yes. Combination. They are easy, but not this one. A word will open it, any other word, any other combination of letters, and there will be nothing to find.”

The doctor frowned. “You mean if any other person — the police, for example — try to open the safe, the contents are destroyed?” Sault nodded. “How?”

The visitor, his business at an end, rose. “That is simple, a twist of the hand, unless the combination is true, releases a quart of acid, any of the corrosive acids will serve.”

Merville bent his head in thought. Presently he saw a flaw in the invention. “Suppose they don’t touch the lock?” he asked. “Suppose they burn out the side of the safe — it can be done, I believe — what then?”

Ambrose Sault gave that soft laugh of his. “The sides will be hollow, and filled, from the inside of the safe, with water pumped in at a pressure. Cut through the safe, and the water escapes and releases a plunger that brings about the same result — the contents of the safe are destroyed.”

“You are a strange creature — the strangest I have met. I don’t understand you,” Merville shook his head. “I hope you will hurry with that safe.” As Sault was at the door he asked: “Where did Moropulos find you, Sault?”

The man turned. “He found me in the sea,” he said. “Moropulos was trading in those days. He had a sloop — pearl smuggling, I think. I thought he had told you. I never make any secret about it.”

“In the sea — for heaven’s sake, what do you mean? Where?”

“Ten miles off the Isle of Pines. I got away from Noumea in a boat. Noumea is the capital of New Caledonia. I and three Canaques — they were under sentence for cannibalism. We ran into a cyclone and swamped, just as we were trying to make the sloop which was standing in to the lee of the island. Moropulos took me on board and the natives; when he found that I was a convict—”

“A convict… a French convict!”

Sault was leaning easily, his cheek against the hand that gripped the edge of the open door. He nodded. “I thought he had told you. Of course he would have taken me back to Noumea for the reward, only he had a cargo on board which he did not want the French to see. I found afterwards that when we called at the Loyalty Island he tried to sell me back, but couldn’t get a price.” He smiled broadly as at a very pleasant recollection. “Moropulos would sell me now,” he said, “only I am useful.”

“But why… why were you imprisoned?” asked Merville, awestricken at the tremendous revelation.

“I killed a man,” said Sault. “Good night, doctor.”
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It was a Monday morning and a bank holiday. A few regular habitues of the park, to whom the word ‘holiday’ had no especial significance, had overlooked the fact and took their cantering exercise a little self-consciously under admiring eyes of the people who seldom saw people riding on horseback for the pleasure of it. The day was fine and warm, the hawthorn trees were thickly frosted with their cerise and white blossoms; stiff crocuses flamed in every bed, and the banners of the daffodils fluttered in the light breeze that blew halfheartedly across the wide green spaces. On every path the holiday-makers struggled, small mothers laden with large babies; shop-boys in garments secretly modelled on the supermen they served; girls from the stores in their bargain-price finery; young men with and without hats, the waitresses of closed teashops, and here and there a pompous member of the bourgeoisie conscious of his superiority to the crowd with which, in his condescension, he mingled.

There is one shady place which faces Park Lane — a stretch of wooded lawn where garden-chairs are set six deep. Behind this phalanx there is an irregular fringe of seats, usually in couples, and greatly in request during the darker hours. In the early morning, before the energies of the promenaders are exhausted, the spot is deserted. But two young people occupied chairs this morning. There was nothing in the appearance of the girl that would have made the companionship seem incongruous. In her tailored costume, the unobtrusive hat and the simplicity of the toilette, she might as well have been the youngest daughter of a duke, or a work-girl with a judgement in dress. Her clothes would not be ‘priced’ by the most expert of woman critics, and even stockings and shoes, the last hope of the appraiser, would have baffled.

No two glandes would have been required to put the man in his class. If he was a thought dandified, it was the dandification of a gentleman. He looked what he was, a man of leisure; the type which is to be found in the Guards, or the smartest regiment of cavalry. Yet Ronald Morelle was no soldier. He had served during the war, but had seen none of its devastations. He hated the violence of battle and despised the vulgarity of a noisy patriotism. His knowledge of Italian had secured him a quasi-diplomatic appointment, nominally at Italian headquarters, actually in Rome. He had used every influence that could be employed, pulled every string that could be pulled, to keep him from the disorder of the front line, and fortune had favoured him to an extraordinary extent. On the very day he received instructions to report to the regiment with which he had trained, the armistice was signed… he saw the last line of trenches which the British had prepared, but never occupied, south of Amiens, saw them from the train that carried him home, and thought that they looked beastly uncomfortable.

The girl by his side would not be alone in thinking him goodlooking. He was that rarity, a perfectly-featured man. His skin was faultless; his straight nose, his deepset brown eyes, his irreproachable mouth, were excellent. The hypercritical might cavil at the almost feminine chin. A small brown moustache was probably responsible for the illusion that he favoured the profession of arms. Evie Colebrook thought he was the most beautiful man in the world, and when he smiled, as he was smiling now, she dared not look at him. He was talking about looks, and she was deliciously flattered. “How ridiculous you are, Mr. Morelle,” she protested. “I suppose you have said that to thousands and thousands of girls?”

“Not quite so many, Evie,” he answered. “To be exact, I can’t remember having been so shamelessly complimentary to any girl before. You need not call me ‘Mr. Morelle’ unless you wish to — my friends call me ‘Ronnie’,”

She played with the handkerchief on her lap. “It seems so familiar. Honestly, Ronnie, aren’t you rather… what is the word? The book you lent me… a play?”

“A philanderer?” suggested the other. “My dear child, how silly you are. Of course I’m not. Very few people have impressed me as you have. It must have been Fate that took me into Burts — I never go into shops, but Francois — that’s my man—”

“I know him,” she nodded, ‘he often comes in. I used to wonder who he was.”

“He was out and I wanted… I forget what it was I wanted, even forget whether I bought it. I must have done, otherwise I should not have found myself staring over a pay-desk at the most lovely girl in all the world.”

She laughed, a gurgling laugh of sheer happiness, and looked at him swiftly before she dropped her eyes again. “I like to hear that,” she said softly. “It is so wonderful… that you like me, I mean. Because I’m nothing, really. And you, you’re a… well, gentleman. I know you hate the word, but you are. Miles and miles above me. Why, I live in a miserable little house in a horrible neighbourhood… full of thieves and terrible creatures who drink. And my mother does odd jobs for people. And I’m not very well educated… really. I can read and write, but I’m not half so clever as Christina, that is my sister. She’s an invalid and reads all day, and all night too, if I’d let her.”

He was watching her as she spoke. The play of colour in her pretty face, the rise and fall of her narrow chest, the curve of chin and the velvet smoothness of her throat… he marked them all with the eye of the gourmet who watches lambs frisking in the pasture and sees not the poetry and beauty of young life, but a likeable dish that will one day mature. “If you were a beggar-maid and I were a prince..,” he began.

“I’m not much better, am I?” she asked ruefully, “and you are a prince, to me, Ronnie…” She was thinking.

“Yes?”

“How can anything come right for us? I don’t want to think about it, and I try ever so hard to keep it out of my thoughts, I’m so happy… meeting you… and loving you… and tomorrow never comes, but—”

“You mean how will this dear friendship end?” She nodded. “How would you like it to end?”

Evie Colebrook poked the ferrule of her sunshade into the grass and turned up a tuft of clover. “There is only one way it can ever end — happily,” she said in a low voice, “and that is well, you know, Ronnie.”

He laughed. “With you in a beautiful white dress and a beautiful white veil and a wreath of orange blossom round your glorious hair, and a priest in a surplice reading from a book; and people watching you as you go down the aisle and saying — well, you know what they say. I think a wedding is the most uninteresting function which Society affects.”

She said nothing, but continued prodding at the turf. “It can be done quietly,” she said at last.

Leaning toward her, he slipped his hand under her arm. “Evie, is love nothing?” he asked earnestly, “isn’t it the biggest thing? Which is the best, a wedding between two people who half hate one another, but are marrying because one wants money and the other a swagger wife, or an everlasting love-union between a man and a woman who are bound with bonds that cannot break?”

She sighed, the quick, double sigh of one half convinced. “You make me feel that I’m common and… and brainless, and, anyway, I don’t want to talk about it. Ronnie, I suppose you’re awfully busy this morning?” She looked wistfully at the big Rolls that was drawn up by the side of the road.

“I am rather,” he said, “I wish I weren’t. I’d love to drive you somewhere — anywhere so long as you were by my side, little fairy. When shall I see you again?”

“On Sunday?” she asked, as they strolled toward the car.

“Why not come up to the flat to tea on Saturday afternoon?” he suggested, but she shook her head.

“I’d rather not, Ronnie — do you mind? I… well, I don’t want to somehow. Am I an awful pig?”

He smiled down on her. “Of course not… oh, damn!” A girl on a horse had just cantered past. She saw him and lifted her whip to acknowledge his raised hat.

“Who is that?” Evie was more than curious.

“A girl I know,” he said suavely. “The daughter of my doctor, and rather a gossip.”

“You’re ashamed of being seen with me.”

“Rubbish!” he laughed. “I am so proud of you that I wish she had stopped, confound her!” He took her hand and smiled into her eyes. “Goodbye, beloved,” he breathed.

Evie Colebrook watched the car until it had turned out of sight. It was following the gossiping girl, but she did not care. She went home walking on air. At the corner of the Row, the big car drew abreast of the rider. “Why on earth are you riding on Bank Holiday, Beryl — the park is full of louts, and there aren’t half a dozen people in the Row!”

Beryl Merville looked at him quizzically. “And why on earth are you in the park, Ronnie; and who was your beautiful little friend?”

He frowned. “Friend… ? Oh, you mean the girl I was speaking to? Would you call her beautiful?… yes, I suppose she is pretty, but quite a kid. Her father is an old friend of mine — colonel — I forget his name, he is something at the War Office. I have an idea they live near the park. I saw her walking, and stopped the car to talk to her. Frankly, I was so bored that I almost fell on her neck. I wasn’t with her for five minutes.”

Beryl nodded and dismissed the matter from her mind. She was more interested in another subject.

“Yes, dear, I had your letter. I’m an awful brute not to have come over and seen you. But the fact is, I have been working hard. Don’t sneer, Beryl. I really have. Sturgeon, the editor of the Post Herald, has discovered in me a latent genius for writing. It is rather fun… apparently I have a flair for that kind of work.”

“But, Ronnie, this is great news! Stop your car by the corner and find a man to hold my horse… there is an awful lot I want to talk to you about.” He parked his car, and, helping her dismount, handed the reins to an idle groom. A watchful attendant drew near. “You will have to pay for the seats, Ronnie, I have no money.”

“Happily I have two tickets,” he said, and realized his mistake before he drew them from his pocket.

“I thought you hadn’t been with your colonel’s daughter more than five minutes?” she challenged, and laughed. “I sometimes think that you’d rather lie than eat!”

“My dear Beryl.” Mr. Morelle’s tone revealed both shock and injury. “Did I say that I didn’t sit with her? I couldn’t be so uncivil as to expect her to stand. The fact is, that she hinted that she would like me to drive her round the park, and I had no wish to.”

“Never mind your guilty secret,” she said gaily, “tell me all about your new job. Poor Ronnie, so they have made you work at last! I feared this.”

Ronnie smiled goodnaturedly. “It is amusing,” he said. “I was always rather keen on that kind of work, even when I was at Oxford. Sturgeon saw some verses of mine in one of the quarterlies, and asked me if I would care to describe a motorcar race… the Gordon Bennett Cup. I took it on and he seemed immensely pleased with the account I wrote. I feel that I am doing some poor devil out of a job, but—”

“But it doesn’t keep you awake at nights,” she finished. “But how lovely, Ronald. You will be able to describe Mr. Steppe’s trial… everybody says that one of these days he will be tried…”

Ronald Morelle was not amused. She saw a frown gather on his forehead and remembered that he and Mr. Steppe had some association. “Of course I’m joking, Ronnie. How awfully touchy you are! Mr. Steppe is quite nice, and people invariably say unpleasant things about a successful man.”

“Steppe..,” he paused. There was a nervousness in his manner and in his tone which he could not disguise. “Steppe is quite a good fellow. A little rough, but he was trained in a rough school. He is very nearly the cleverest financier in this country or any other.” He would have changed the conversation had she not interpolated a question. “I do not know him… Sault you said? No, I’ve never met him. He does odd jobs for Moropulos. A half-caste, isn’t he? What a nerve the fellow had to come to the house! Why didn’t you kick him out?”

“It is obvious that you haven’t seen him or you wouldn’t ask such a question,” she replied, her eyes twinkling.

“I don’t know what he does,” Ronnie went on. “Steppe has a good opinion of him. That is all I know. He has three decorations for something he did in the war. He was in the Field Ambulance and brought in a lot of people from No-Man’s-Land. He is quite old, isn’t he?” She nodded. “Moropulos isn’t anything to boast about. Steppe likes him, though.” Apparently the cachet of Mr. Steppe satisfied Ronnie in all things. “He’s a Greek… you’ve met him? A sleek devil. They say that he’s afraid of Sault, except when he is drunk.”

“Ronnie!”

“A fact. Moropulos drinks like a fish. Absinthe and all sorts of stuff. Steppe told me. That is why this nigger fellow Sault is useful. Sault is the only man who can handle him. He’s as strong as an ox. There isn’t a smarter devil than Moropulos. He has the brain of a Cabinet Minister, and is as close as an oyster. But when the fit is on him he’d stand up in the street and talk himself into gaol. And others… not Steppe, of course,” he added hastily, “Steppe has nothing to be afraid of, only… well, Moropulos might say things that would look bad.”

“And is that all?” she asked, with an odd sense of disappointment. “Doesn’t Mr. Sault do anything else but act as an sort of keeper?”

Ronnie, already weary of the subject, yawned behind his hand. “Awfully sorry, but I was up late last night. Sault? Oh yes, I believe he does odd jobs. He is rather an ugly brute, isn’t he?”

She did not answer this. Her interest in the man puzzled her. He appealed in a strange fashion to something within her that was very wholesome. She was glad, very glad, about his war decorations. That he should have done fine things… she liked to forget Ronnie’s war services. “I wish I had decided to ride this morning,” complained Ronnie. “I never dreamt you would be out on a day like this. Why I came into the park at all I really do not know. I didn’t realize it was a bank holiday and that all these dreadful people would be unchained for the day. How is the doctor — well?” She nodded. “He looked a little peaked when I saw him last. Look, Beryl… Steppe!” A car, headed for Marble Arch, had swerved across the road in response to the signal of its occupant. It pulled up behind Ronald’s machine, and Mr. Steppe, with his queer sideways smile, alighted, waving a white-gloved hand. “Oh, dear,” said Beryl plaintively, “why did I get off that horse? I could have pretended that I had not recognized him.”

“My dear girl!” Ronald was genuinely distressed, and it came to Beryl in the nature of an unpleasant discovery that he was so completely in awe of the financier, that his manner, his attitude, the very tone of his voice, changed at the sight of him. And Steppe seemed to expect this homage, took it as his right, dismissed and obliterated Ronnie from participation with a jerk of his head intended as an acknowledgement of his greeting and as an excusal of his presence. Beryl could not help realizing his unimportance in the millionaire’s scheme of life.

The photographs of Jan Steppe, which have from time to time appeared in the public press, at once flatter and disparage him. The lens has depicted faithfully the short black beard, the thick black eyebrows, the broad nose and the thick bull-neck of him. They missed his immense vitality, the aura of power which enveloped him, his dominant and forceful ego. His voice was thick and deep, sometimes in moments of excitement, guttural, for his grandfather had been a Transvaal boer, a byworner who had become, successively, farmer and mine-owner. Jan Cornelius Steppe, the first, had spoken no English, his son, Commandant Steppe, an enlightened and scholarly man, spoke it well. He had been killed at Tugela Drift in the war, whilst Jan the third was in England at a preparation school.

“Huh! Beryl! Very good luck, huh? I shall miss my train, but it is worth while. Riding? God! I wish I wasn’t so fat and lazy. Motorcars are the ruin of us. My grandfather rode twenty miles a day and my father was never off a horse. Huh!”

Beryl often asked her father why Mr. Steppe grunted at the end of his every question. But it was not a grunt. It was a throaty growl cut short, a terrifying mannerism of his, meaningless but menacing. She used to wonder whether the impression of ruthless ferocity which he gave was not more than half due to this peculiarity. He towered above her, a mountain of a man, broad of shoulder and long of arm. There was something simian about him, something that was almost obscene. He was fond of describing himself as fat, but this was an exaggeration. He had bulk, he was in the truest sense gross, but she would not have described him as fat.

“Sit down,” he commanded, “I haven’t seen you since Friday. The doctor came in yesterday morning. Nerves, huh? What’s the matter with him?”

Beryl laughed. “Father receives a great deal of misplaced sympathy. He is really very well. He has been jumpy ever since I can remember.”

Steppe nodded. He was sitting by her side in the chair vacated by Ronnie, and Ronnie was standing. “Sit down, Ronnie.” She pointed to a chair at the other side of her. “N — no thank you, Beryl,” he said hastily, for all the world like a schoolboy asked to sit in the presence of his master.

“Sit down,” growled Steppe, and, to the girl’s amazement, Ronnie sat. It was the only notice Jan Steppe took of his presence throughout the interview, and Ronnie neither showed resentment nor made the slightest attempt to intrude into the conversation that followed. Presently Steppe looked at his watch. “I can catch that train,” he said, and got up. “You’re coming to dinner with me next week — I’ll fix the date with the doctor,” she said she would be delighted. Something of the mastership extended to her. “You saw Sault?” He turned back after he had taken her hand. “Queer fellow, huh? Big man, huh?”

“I thought he was… interesting,” she admitted.

“Yes… interesting. A man.” He glowered at Ronald Morelle. “Interesting,” he repeated, and went away with that. Her fascinated gaze followed him as he strode toward the car. “Paddington… get me there, damn you,” she heard him say; and when the car had gone…

“Dynamic,” she said, with a sigh. “He is like a power-house. When I shake hands with him I feel as though I’m going to get a bad burn! You were very silent, Ronnie.”

“Yes” — absently. “Old Steppe is rather a shocker, isn’t he? How did he know you had seen Sault?”

“Father told him, I suppose. Ronnie, are you afraid of Mr. Steppe?”

He coloured. “Afraid? How stupid you are, Beryl! Why should I be afraid of him? He’s… well, I do business with him. I am a director of a company or two; he put me into them. One has to — how shall I put it? One has to be polite to these people. I’ll go along now, Beryl… lot of work to do.”

He was uncomfortable and she did not pursue the subject. The knowledge brought a little ache to her heart — that Ronnie was afraid of Jan Steppe! She would have given her soul to respect Ronald Morelle as she respected the swarthy grey-haired man whom even Steppe respected.
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“Children,” said Mrs. Colebrook, peering into the saucepan that bubbled and splashed and steamed on the kitchen fire, “are a great responsibility… especially in this neighbourhood where, as you might say, there is nothing but raffle.” Sometime in her youth, it is probable that Mrs. Colebrook had to choose between ‘rabble’ and ‘riffraff’ and had found a compromise. “That man Starker who lives up the street, number 39 I think it is… no maybe it’s 37 — it is the house before the sweep’s. Well, I did think he was all right; geraniums in his window, too, and canaries. A very homely man, wouldn’t say boo to a goose. He got nine months this morning.”

Ambrose Sault, sitting in a wooden chair which was wedged tightly between the kitchen table and the dresser, drummed his fingers absently upon the polished cloth table-cover and nodded. His dark sallow face wore an expression of strained interest. “Evie… well, I’m worried about Evie. She sits and broods — there’s no other word for it — by the hour, and she used to be such a bright, cheerful girl. I wonder sometimes if it is through her working at the drug-stores. Being attached to medicines in a manner of speaking, you’re bound to hear awful stories… people’s insides and all that sort of thing. It is depressing for a young girl. Christina says she talks in her sleep and moans and tosses about. It can’t be over a young man, or she’d bring him home. I asked her the other day — I think a girl’s best friend is her mother — and all I got was, ‘Oh, shut up, mother’. In my young days I wouldn’t have dared to speak to my mother like that, but girls have changed. They want to go to business, cashiering and typewriting and such nonsense. I went out to service when I was sixteen and was first parlourmaid before I was twenty. But talk to these girls about going into domestic service and they laugh at you.”

A silence followed which Sault felt it was his duty to break. “I suppose they do. Life is very hard on women, even the most favoured of women. I hardly blame them for getting whatever happiness they can.”

“Happiness!” scoffed Mrs. Colebrook, shifting the saucepan to the hob, “it all depends on what you call ‘happiness.’ I don’t see much happiness in standing in a draughty shop taking money all day and adding up figures and stamping bills! Besides, look at the temptation. She meets all kinds of people…”

“I think I’ll go upstairs to my room, Mrs. Colebrook. I want to do a little work.”

“You’re a worker,” said Mrs. Colebrook admiringly. “I’ll call you when supper is ready.”

“May I walk in to see Christina?”

He asked permission in the same words every night and received the same answer. “Of course you can; you need never ask, Mr. Sault. She’ll be glad to see you.”

At the head of the narrow stairway Sault knocked on a door and a cheerful voice bade him come in. It was a small room containing two beds. That which was nearest the window was occupied by a girl whose pallor was made more strangely apparent by a mop of bright red hair. Over her head, and hooked to the wall, was a kerosene lamp of unusual design and brilliance. She had been reading and one white hand lay over the open page of a book by her side. Sault looked up at the lamp, touched the button that controlled the light and peered into the flame. “Working all right?”

“Fine,” she said enthusiastically. “You’re a brick, Ambrose, to make it. I had no idea you could do anything like that. Mother won’t touch it, she thinks it will explode.”

“It can’t explode,” he said, shaking his head. “These vapour gas lamps are safe, unless you fool with them. Have it put outside the door in the morning and I’ll fill it. Well, where have you been today, Christina?”

She showed her small white teeth in a smile. “To Etruria,” she said solemnly. “It is the country that was old when Rome was young. I went on an exploring expedition. We left Croydon Aerodrome by aeroplane and stayed overnight in Paris. My fiance is a French marquess, and we stayed at his place in the Avenue Kleber. The next morning we went by special train to Rome. I visited the Coliseum by car and saw the temples and the ruins. I spent another day at the Vatican and St. Peters and saw the Pope. Then we went on to Volsinii and Tarquinii and I found a wonderful old tomb full of glorious Etruscan ware. Plates and amphoras and vases. They must have been worth millions. There we met a magician. He lived in an old ruined house on the side of the hill. He had a flock of goats and gave us milk. It was magic milk for suddenly we found ourselves in the midst of an enormous marble city full of beautiful men and women in togas and wonderful robes. The streets were filled with rich chariots drawn by little horses. The chariots shone like gold and were covered with figures of lions and hunters and trees and scrolls… wonderful! And the gardens! They were beautiful. Flowers of every kind, heliotrope, and roses, and big white trumpet lilies, and the marble houses were covered with wisteria… oh, dear!”

“Etruria?” repeated Sault thoughtfully. “Older than Rome? Of course, there must have been people before the Romans, the sort of ancient Britons of Rome…”

Her eyes, fixed on his, were gleaming with merriment. “Of course. I told you about the marvellous trip I had to China? When I was the lovely concubine of Yang-Kuei-Fee? And how the eunuchs strangled me? That was long after Rome, but China was two thousand years old then.”

“I remember,” he said soberly, “you went to China once before then…”

His glance fell on the pages of the book, and he picked it up, turning its meaningless leaves. “It is all about Etruria,” she said. “Evie borrowed it from the store. They have a circulating library at the store. Have you seen Evie?”

He shook his head. “Not for weeks,” he said. “I am usually in my room when she comes home.” Christina Colebrook, invalid and visionary, puckered her smooth brows into a frown. She had emerged from her world of dreams and make-belief and was facing the ugliness of life that eddied about her bed. “Evie is changed quite a lot,” she said. “She is quieter and dresses more carefully. Not in the way you would notice. She always had good taste, but especially in the way of underclothes. All girls adore swagger underclothes. They live in dread that one day they will be knocked down by a motorbus and taken in hospital wearing a shabby camisole! But Evie… she’s collecting all sorts of things. You might think she was getting together a trousseau. Has she ever spoken to you about anybody called ‘Ronnie’?”

“No — she never speaks to me,” said Ambrose.

“You know nobody called ‘Ronnie’?” He signified his ignorance. At the moment he did not associate the name.

“She talks in her sleep.” Christina went on slowly, “and she’s spoken that name lots of times. I haven’t told mother; what would be the good with her heart as it is? ‘Ronnie’ is the man who is worrying her. I think she is in love with him or what she thinks is love. And he is somebody in a good station of life because once she called out in the middle of the night. ‘Ronnie. take me in your car.”

Sault was silent. This was the first time Christina had ever spoken to him about the girl.

“There is only one thing that can happen,” said she wisely, “and that would break mother’s heart. Mother has very narrow views. The people of our class have. I should feel that way myself if I hadn’t seen the world,” she patted the book by her side. “Perhaps mother’s view is right. She is respectable and the old Roman Emperor Constantine, when he classified the nobility, made the ‘respectable’ much superior to the ‘honourable’.”

“What do you mean… about Evie?”

“I mean that she’ll come to me one night and tell me that she is in trouble. And then I shall have to get mother into a philosophical mood and try to make her see that it is better for a child to be illegitimate than not to be born at all.”

“Good gracious!” said Ambrose, startled. “But it may be… just a friendship.”

“Rats!” said Christina contemptuously. “Friendships between attractive shopgirls and well-to-do young men! I’ve heard about ’em — platonic. Have you ever heard of Archianassa? She was Plato’s mistress. He didn’t even practice the kind of love that is named after him. Evie is a good girl and has really fine principles. I shock her awfully at times; I wish I didn’t. I don’t mean I wish I didn’t say things that make her shocked, but that she wouldn’t be shocked at all. You have to have a funny kink in your mind before you take offence at the woman and man facts. If you blush easily, you fall easily. I wish to God Evie wasn’t so pretty. And she’s a dear, too, Ambrose. She has great schemes for getting me away to a country where my peculiar ailment will dissolve under uninterrupted sunlight. Poor darling. It would be better if she thought more of her own dangerous sickness…”

“Ronald Morelle,” said Ambrose suddenly, “but it wouldn’t be he.”

“Who is Ronald Morelle?”

“He is the only Ronald I know. I don’t even know him. He’s a friend of a… a friend of mine.”

“Rich — where does he live?”

“In Knightsbridge somewhere.”

Christina whistled. “Glory be! Evie’s shop is in Knightsbridge!”

At eleven o’clock that night Evie Colebrook came into the room, and, as she stooped over the bed to kiss her sister, Christina saw something. “You’ve been crying, Evie.”

Evie turned away quickly and began to unfasten her skirt. “I… I twisted my ankle… slipped off the sidewalk… I was a baby to cry!”

Christina watched her as she undressed rapidly. “You haven’t said your prayers, Evie.”

“Damn my prayers!” There was a little choke at the end. “Put out the light, Christina, I’m awfully tired.”

Christina reached up for the dangling chain that Ambrose Sault had fixed to the lamp, but she did not immediately pull it. “Mr. Sault was talking about people he knew tonight,” she said carelessly. “Have you ever heard of a man called Ronald Morelle?”

There was no answer, then…”Good night, Christina.” Christina pulled the chain and the light went out.
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Beryl Merville told herself, at least once a day, that the average girl did not give two thoughts about the source of her father’s income. In her case, there was less reason why she should trouble her head. Dr. Merville had retired from practice four years before. In his time, he was what is loosely described as ‘a fashionable physician’ and certainly was regarded as one of the first authorities of cardiac diseases in the country. His practice, as a consultant, was an extensive one, and his fees were exceptionally high, even for a fashionable physician. When he retired he was indubitably a rich man. He sold his house in Devonshire Street and bought a more pretentious home in Park Place, but…

The zest for speculation, repressed during the time he was following his profession, had occupied the hours of leisure which retirement brought to him. An active man, well under sixty, the emptiness of his days after he had turned over his work filled him with dismay. He had broken violently from the routine of twentyfive years and found time the heaviest of the burdens he had ever carried. He tried to find interests and failed. He was under an agreement to the doctor who had purchased his practice not to return to his profession, or he would have been back in Devonshire Street a month after he had left. He bought a few thoroughbreds and sent them to a trainer, but he had no love for the Turf, and although he won a few respectable stakes, he quitted the game at the end of the first season.

Then he tried the stock market, made a few thousands in oil and grew more interested. A rubber speculation hurt him, but not so much that his enthusiasm was damped or his bank balance was seriously affected. He followed this loss with what might have been a disastrous investment in South African Mines. Then, at a nerve-wracking moment, came Steppe, who held up the market and let out Merville, bruised and shaken, but not ruinously so. Here might have ended the speculative career of Dr. Merville, had he not been under an obligation to the South African. Within a month of their meeting, the doctor’s name appeared on the prospectus of one of Steppe’s companies — a mild and unromantic Cold Storage flotation which was a success in every sense.

Merville had many friends in Society; people who might look askance at the name of Jan Steppe, and be disturbed by the recollection of certain other companies which that gentleman had floated, accepted Dr. Merville’s directorship as evidence of the company’s stability and financial soundness. The issue was over-subscribed and paid a dividend from the first year.

This object lesson was not lost upon the big man. He followed the promotion with another. The East Rand Consolidated Deep was floated for three-quarters of a million. Applications came in for two millions. Dr. Merville was chairman of the board. Even Jan Steppe was surprised. Large as was the circle of Merville’s acquaintances, neither his personal popularity nor his standing as a financial authority could account for this overwhelming success. Merville himself discounted his own influence, not realizing that in the twentyfive years of professional life he had built up a national reputation. His name had been a household word since his treatment of a foreign royalty whose case had been regarded by native physicians as hopeless. This may not have been a complete explanation; probably the fact that the stock in the Cold Storage Company stood at a premium had something to do with the rush for Consolidated Deeps.

The new company did not pay dividends, but long before the first was due, Mr. Steppe had launched two others. On paper Dr. Merville made a fortune; actually, he acquired heavy liabilities, not the least of which was his heavy participation in a private flotation which Mr. Steppe, with unconscious humour, labelled ‘The Investment Salvage Syndicate’. It was a stockholding company and in the main it held such stock as a general public declined to purchase.

There are rules of behaviour which normal people do not transgress. A gentleman does not search the overcoat pockets of his fellow club-men, and confiscate such valuables as he may find; nor does he steal into the houses of people he does not know and remove their silver. A corporation man has a less rigid code. Dr. Merville found himself consciously assisting in the manipulation of a stock, a manipulation which could only be intended to deprive stockholders of their legitimate rights. There was one unpleasant moment of doubt and shame when Merville sought to disentangle his individuality from this corporative existence. He tried to think singly, applying the tests which had governed his life… he found it easier to divide his responsibility. Somehow he felt less venal when only a fourteenth of the blame attached to him. This fraction represented his holding in Consolidated Deeps.

Wealth is an effective narcotic. Rich and fearless men can find a melancholy pleasure in the contemplation of their past sins. But poverty and the danger of poverty acts as a microphone through the medium of which the still small voice of conscience is a savage roar. Beryl thought he was unusually nervous when she went to find him in his study. He started at the sound of her voice. “Ready… yes, dear. What time did Steppe say?”

“Eight o’clock. We have plenty of time, father — the car isn’t here yet. Do you know whether Ronnie will be there?”

Dr. Merville was looking abstractedly at her; his mind, she knew, was very far away. “Ronnie? I don’t know. John Maxton will be there. I saw him today. Steppe admires him and John is clever; he will be a judge one of these days. Yes… a judge.” The little grimace he made was involuntary.

“One would think you expected to meet him in his official capacity,” she laughed.

“Absurd, of course… as to Ronnie? How do you feel about him, Beryl?”

The maid tapped at the door to say the car had arrived. Beryl answered: “Do you mean — ? I don’t quite know what you do mean.”

“About the scandal. Do you remember a man who came to see you — why he should have come to you, I don’t know — with a story about his sister?”

“East was the name. Yes, Ronnie told me all about it. The man is a blackmailer and his sister was not much better. Ronnie had shown a kindness to the girl, he met her at some… some mission or other. Ronnie does queer things like that… and he gave her some money to go on a holiday. That was all.”

“Humph… ready?”

“But, daddy, don’t you believe Ronnie?” She was desperately anxious to consolidate her own faith.

“I don’t know. Ronnie is a queer fellow.” He was ready to go, his overcoat was over his arm, and yet he lingered. She guessed he would say something more about Ronald Morelle and was stiffening to defend him, but she was mistaken. “Beryl, you are twenty-two and very beautiful. I may be biased, but I hardly think I am. I have seen many lovely women in my life and you could hold your own with any of them. Do you ever think of getting married?”

She tried hard to control herself, but the colour in her face deepened and faded. “I haven’t thought much about it,” she said. “There are two parties to a marriage, daddy.”

“Are you fond of anybody? I mean are you, in your heart… committed to any man?”

A pause, then: “No.”

“I’m glad,” said her father, relieved. “Very glad… you must look for something in a man which fellows like Ronnie Morelle can never give to a woman… power, fortune, mental strength and stability… come along.”

She followed him to the car, dumb with astonishment, but not at that moment apprehensive. She knew that he had been talking of Jan Steppe.
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Mr. Steppe had a house in Berkeley Square which he rented from its lordly owner. Beryl had dined there before, and it had been a baffling experience, for in no respect did the personality of the tenant find an opportunity of expressing itself. The furnishings and colour-schemes of the landlord had been left as they had been found, and, since the atmosphere of the place was late Victorian, Mr. Steppe was unconformable to his surroundings. Beryl thought of him as a sultan amidst samplers. Sir John Maxton was talking to him when they were announced. One of the greatest advocates at the bar, Maxton was tall, slender, aesthetic. His gentle manner had led many a confident witness into trouble. He had a reputation at the Bar as a just and merciless man; a master of the art of cross-examination. “The doctor told me you were likely to be here,” he said, when she had escaped from Steppe’s thunderous civilities. “I hoped Ronnie would have come — have you seen him lately?”

“Only for a few minutes on Monday. I met him in the park. I didn’t know you were a friend of his, Sir John?” Maxton’s lips curled. Beryl wondered if he was trying to smile, or whether that twitch indicated something uncomplimentary to Ronnie. “I’m more than a friend — and less. I was one of the executors of his father’s will. Old Bennett Morelle was my first client and I suppose I stand in loco parentis to Ronnie by virtue of my executorship. I have not seen him for quite a year. Somebody told me that he was scribbling! He always had a bent that way — it is a thousand pities he didn’t take the law seriously — an occupation would have kept him out of mischief.”

“Has Ronnie been called to the Bar?” she asked in astonishment.”

Maxton nodded. “Just before the war, but he has never practised. I hope that his newspaper connection will keep him busy.”

“But Ronnie works very hard,” she asserted stoutly. “He has his company work, he is a director of several, and chairman of one, I believe.”

Maxton looked at her with the faintest shade of amusement in his eyes. “Of course,” he said dryly, “that is an occupation.” He lowered his voice. “Do you mind if I am ill-bred and ask if you have known our host very long?”

“A few years.”

He nodded. Beryl, glancing across at her father and Steppe, saw that the doctor was talking earnestly. She caught Steppe’s gaze and looked back to Sir John. “I have been fighting a case for him. Rather a hopeless proposition, but we won. The jury was wrong, I think, in giving us a verdict. I can say this because the other side have entered an appeal which is certain to succeed.”

Jan Steppe must have heard the last sentence. “Huh? Succeed? Yes, perhaps… it doesn’t matter very much. I had a verdict, a disqualified winner is still a moral winner, huh, doctor? You used to be a racing man; what do you think?” Dinner was announced whilst the doctor was disclaiming any knowledge of the Turf or its laws. The dinner was exquisite in its selection and brevity. Mr. Steppe had one special course which none of the others shared. He invited them and showed no regret when they refused. A footman brought a silver dish piled high with steaming mealie cobs. He took them in his hands and gnawed at the hot corn. It was probably the only way that mealies could be eaten, she told herself… no more inelegant an exhibition than the sword-swallowing manoeuvre which followed the serving of asparagus.

“Sault?” Mr. Steppe was wiping his fingers on his serviette. “You asked me once before, Beryl… where was it? In the park. No, I haven’t seen him. I very seldom do. Strange man, huh?”

The butler had attended more frequently to Dr. Merville’s wineglass than to any other of the guests. His gloom had disappeared and he was more like the cheerful man Beryl remembered. “Sault is a danger and a menace to Society,” he said. Steppe’s brows lowered but he did not interrupt. “At the same time, he can exercise one of the most beneficent forces that Nature has ever given into the care of a human being.”

“You pique my curiosity,” said Maxton, interested. “Is he psychic or clairvoyant?… from your tone one would imagine that he had some supernatural power.”

“He has,” nodded Merville. “I discovered it some time ago. He lodges with a woman named Colebrook in a very poor part of the town. Mrs. Colebrook suffers from an unusual form of heart disease. She had a seizure one night and Sault came for me. You will remember, dear, when I was called out in the middle of the night… a year ago. The moment I examined the woman, who was unconscious and in my opinion in extremis, I knew that nothing could be done. I applied the remedies which I had brought with me, and which I had thought, from his description of the seizure, would be necessary, but with no effect. Sault was terribly upset. The woman had two daughters, one bedridden. His grief at the thought that she would die without her daughter seeing her was tragic. I think he was going upstairs to bring the girl down, when I said casually that if I could lend the patient strength to live for another hour, she would probably recover. What followed, seems to me even now as part of a fantastic dream.”

Beryl’s elbow was on the table, her chin in her palm, and she was absorbed. Maxton lay back, his arm hanging over the back of his chair, weighing every word; Steppe, his hands clasped on the table, his head bent, sceptical. “Sault bent down and took the inert hands of the woman in his… just held them. Remember this, that she was the colour of this serviette, her lips grey. I wondered what he was doing… I don’t know now. Only her face went gradually pink and her eyes opened.”

“How long after he took her hands?” asked Maxton.

“Less than a minute, I should think. As I say, she opened her eyes and looked round, and then she nodded very slowly. “What do you think of that, Dr. Merville?’ she said.”

“She knew you, of course?”

“She had never seen me in her life. I learnt that afterwards. Sault dropped her hands and stood up. He was looking ghastly. Not a vestige of colour. I said to him: “Sault, what is the matter?’ and he answered in a cockney whine, that was ‘h’-less and ungrammatical — Sault never makes an error in that respect—’It’s me ‘eart, sir, I get them attacks at times — haneurism’.”

“Sault?” Steppe’s face was puckered into a grimace of incredulity.

“Go on, please, father!” urged the girl.

“What came after was even more curious. Mrs. Colebrook got up quite unaided, sat down in a chair before the fire and fell fast asleep. Sault sat down too. I gave him some brandy and he seemed to recover. But he did not speak again, not even to answer my questions. He sat bolt upright in a wooden chair by the side of the kitchen table — all this happened in the kitchen. He didn’t move for a long time, and then his hands began to stray along the table. There was a big workbasket at the other side and presently his hands reached it and he drew it toward him. I watched him. He took out some garment, I think it was a nightdress belonging to one of the girls. It was unfinished and the needle was sticking into it… he began to sew!”

“Good God!” cried Maxton. “Do you suggest that on the touching of hands the two identities changed?”

“I suggest that — I assert that,” said the doctor quietly, and drank his wine.

“Rubbish!” growled Steppe. “What did Sault say about it?”

“I will tell you. Exactly an hour after this extraordinary transference had been made, I saw Mrs. Colebrook going pale. She opened her eyes and looked at me in a puzzled way, then at the daughter, a pretty child who had been present all the time. ‘I always ‘ave these attacks, sir’, she said, ‘a haneurism the doctors call it’.”

“And Sault?”

“He was himself again, but distressingly tired and wan.”

“Did he explain?”

The doctor shook his head. “He didn’t understand or remember much. The next day out of curiosity I called at the house and asked if he could sew. He was amused. He said that he had never used a needle in his life, his hands were too big.”

Beryl sat back with a sigh. “It doesn’t seem — human,” she said. The doctor had opened his mouth to reply when there was a crash in the hall outside and the sound of a high aggressive voice. Another second and the door was thrown violently open and a man lurched in. He was hatless and his frock coat was covered with the coffee-coloured stains of wet mud. His cravat was awry and the ends hung loose over his unbuttoned waistcoat. A stray lock of black hair hung over his narrow forehead. He strode into the centre of the room, and with legs apart, one hand on his hip and the other caressing his long brown beard, he surveyed the company with a sardonic smile.

“Hail, thieves and brother bandits!” he said thickly. He spoke with a slight lisp. “Hail, head devil and chief of the tribe! Hail, Helen—”

Steppe was on his feet, his head thrust forward, his shoulders bent. Maxton saw him and started. There was something feline in that crouching attitude. “You drunken fool! How dare you come here, huh?”

Mr. Moropulos snapped his fingers contemptuously. “I come, because I have the right,” he said, with drunken gravity; “who will deny the Prime Minister the right of calling upon the King?” He bowed and nearly lost his balance, recovering by the aid of a chair-back.

“Go to my study, Moropulos, I will come out with you,” Steppe had gained control of himself, but the big frame was trembling with pent rage. “Study — bah! Here is my study! Hail, doctor, man of obnoxious draughts; hail, stranger, whoever you are… where’s the immaculate Ronnie? Flower of English chivalry and warrior of a million flights — huh?” He bellowed his imitation of Steppe’s grunt and chuckled with laughter. “Now, listen, confederates, I have done with you all. I am going to live honest. Why? I will tell you…”

“Moropulos!” Beryl turned quickly toward the door. She knew before she saw the stolid figure that it was Sault.

Moropulos turned too. “Ah! The Faithful Ambrose… do you want me, Sault?” His tone was mild; he seemed to wilt under the steady gaze of the man in the doorway. Ambrose Sault beckoned and the drunken intruder shuffled out, shamefaced, fearful.

“Quite an interesting evening,” said Sir John Maxton, as he closed the car door on the Mervilles that night.
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Two days later Sir John Maxton made an unexpected call upon the doctor, and it occurred to him that he might also have made an unwelcome appearance, for he interrupted a tete-a-tete. “I thought I should find the doctor in. Well, Ronnie, how are you after all these years?”

Ronnie was relieved to see him — that was the impression which the lawyer received. And Beryl, although she was her sweet, equable self, would gladly have excused his presence. Maxton had an idea that he had surprised them in the midst of a quarrel. The girl was flushed and her eyes were unusually bright. Ronnie’s countenance was clouded with gloom. Sir John was sensitive to atmosphere. “No, I really won’t stay. I wanted to have a chat with the doctor about the extraordinary story he told us the other night. I was dining with the Lord Chief and some other judges last night, and without mentioning names, of course, I repeated the story. They were remarkably interested. Barham says that he had heard of such a case…”

“What is all this about?” asked Ronnie curiously. “You didn’t tell me anything, Beryl. Who, what, and where is the ‘case’?”

“Mr. Sault,” she said shortly.

“Oh, Sault! He is an extraordinary fellow… I must meet him. They say that he cannot read or write.”

“Is that a fact?” Sir John Maxton looked at the girl. “Yes… I believe so. Ronnie, on the contrary, is in the way of becoming a famous writer, Sir John.”

“So I hear.” He wondered why she had so deliberately and so abruptly brought the conversation into another channel.

Ronald Morelle, for his part, was not inclined to let the subject drift. “It is quaint how that coon intrigues you all,” he said; “Oh yes, he is coloured. You haven’t seen him, John, or you wouldn’t ask that question.”

“I have seen him; it did not appear to me that he was coloured — he has a striking face.”

“At any rate, he seems to have struck you and Beryl all of a heap,” said Ronnie, smiling. “Really, I must meet him. Are you going, Sir John?” Maxton was taking his farewell of the girl. “Because if you are, I’ll walk a little way with you. ‘Bye, Beryl.”

“Goodbye, Ronnie,” she said quietly.

Once in the street Maxton asked: “What is the matter with you and Beryl?”

“Nothing… Beryl is just a little grandmotherly. She went to the theatre last night with some people and she spotted me in a box.”

“I see,” said Sir John dryly; “and of course you were not alone in the box.”

“Why on earth should I be?” demanded the other. “Beryl is really unreasonable. She swore that my friend was a girl she had seen me with in the park.”

“And who was it… is that a discreet question?”

“No, it isn’t,” said Ronnie instantly. “I don’t think one ought to chuck names about… it is most dishonourable and caddish. The lady was a very great friend of mine.”

“Then I probably know her,” said Sir John, wilfully dense. “I know most of the people in your set, and I cannot imagine that you would be scoundrel enough to escort the kind of girl you couldn’t introduce to me or Beryl or any other of your friends.”

“I give you my word of honour” — Ronnie was earnest— “that the lady was not only presentable, but is known personally to you. The fact is that she had a row with her fiance, a man I know very well, a Coldstreamer, and I was doing no more than trying to reconcile them… bring them together, you understand? She was dreadfully depressed and I got a box at the theatre with the idea of cheering her up. My efforts,” he added virtuously, “were successful. Beryl said that it was a girl — the daughter of a dear friend of mine, she had seen me talking with in the park.”

“What dear friend of yours was this?”

“I don’t think you’ve met him,” parried Ronnie.

“Did she have trouble with her fiance too?” asked Sir John innocently. “Really, Ronnie, you are coming out strong as a disinterested friend of distressed beauty! If I may employ the imagery and language of an American burglar whom I recently defended, Sir Galahad has nothing on you!”

“You don’t believe me, John,” said Ronnie, injured.

“Of course I cannot believe you. I am not a child. You had some girl with you, some ‘pick up’, innocent or guilty, God knows. I will assume her innocence. The sophisticated have no appeal for you. There was a girl named East — a chorus girl, if I remember rightly—”

“If you’re going to talk about that disgraceful attempt to blackmail me, I’m finished,” said Ronnie, resigned.

“Why didn’t you charge her and her brother with blackmail? They came to me…”

“Good lord, did they? I’ll break that infernal blackguard’s neck!”

“When will you meet him?” Ronnie did not answer. “They came to me and I knew that the story was true. The brother, of course, is a blackmailer. He is levying blackmail now and you are paying him… don’t argue, Ronnie, of course you are paying him. You said just now that you would break his neck, which meant to me that you see him frequently… when he comes to draw his blood-money. If it was a case of blackmail, why did you not prosecute? The mere threat of the prosecution would have been sufficient to have sent him to ground — it struck me that the girl was acting under the coercion of her brother, and I do not think you would have had any trouble from her. Ronnie, you are rotten.”

He said this as he stopped at the corner of Park Lane and Piccadilly, and Ronnie smiled nervously. “Oh, come now, John, that is rather a strong expression.”

“Rotten,” repeated the lawyer. He screwed a monocle in his eye and surveyed his companion dispassionately. “Chorus-girls… shopgirls… the mechanics of joy who serve Madame Ritti… that made you jump, eh? I know quite a lot about you. They are your life. And God gave you splendid gifts and the love of the sweetest, dearest girl in this land.”

“Who is this?” asked the young man slowly.

“Beryl. You do not need to be told that. Search the ranks of your light women for her beauty, Ronnie.”

A girl passed them, a wisp of a girl on the borderline of womanhood. She carried a little bag and was hurrying home from the store where she was employed. Even as he listened to the admonition of his companion, Ronnie caught her eyes and smiled into them… she paused and looked round once… he was still watching her. “I am afraid I must leave you, John, I’ve a lot of work to do, and you are quite mistaken as to my character… and Beryl.”

He left the lawyer abruptly and walked toward the gates of the park where the girl had stopped, ostensibly to tie a shoelace. Sir John saw her pass leisurely into the park; a few seconds later Ronnie had followed. His time was his own, for Evie Colebrook was working that evening, the annual stocktaking was in progress, as she had told him when they were at the theatre on the previous night. “Rotten!” repeated Maxton, and stalked gloomily to his club.
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Mr. Ronald Morelle’s flat was on the third floor of a block that faced busy Knightsbridge. His library was a large and airy room at the back and from the open casements commanded an uninterrupted view of the park. It was a pleasant room with its rows of bookshelves and its chintzes. The silver fireplace and the rich Persian rugs which covered the parquet were the only suggestions of luxury. There were one or two pictures which Francois had an order to remove when certain visitors were expected. The rest were decent reproductions with the exception of a large oil-painting above the mantelpiece. It was a St. Anthony and was attributed to Titiano Vecellio. The austere saint loomed darkly from a sombre background and was represented as an effeminate youth. The veining of the neck and shoulders was characteristically Titian, so too was the inclination of a marble column which showed faintly in the picture. Titiano’s inability to draw a true vertical line is well known, and upon this column, more than upon other evidence, the experts accepted the picture as an early example of the fortunate painter’s work.

Ronnie was indifferent as to the authenticity of the picture. The dawning carnality on Anthony’s lean face, the misty shape of the temptress… Titian or his disciple had reduced to visibility the doubt, the gloating and the very thoughts of the saint. A black oak table stood in the centre of the room and a deep Medici writing-chair was placed opposite the black blottingpad. It pleased Ronnie to imitate those ministers of state who employed this colour to thwart curious-minded servants who, with the aid of a mirror, might discover the gist of outward correspondence. It was nearing midnight when the sound of Ronnie’s key in the lock sent his sleepy servant into the lobby. Ronnie stood in the hall tenderly stripping his gloves.

“Has anybody been?”

“No, m’sieur.”

“Letters?”

“Only one, m’sieur. An account.” He opened the library door and Ronnie walked in. He switched on the light of his desk lamp and sat down. “I have not been out all the evening, Francois.”

“No, m’sieur.”

“I came home after dinner and I have not left this room, do you understand?”

“Perfectly, m’sieur.”

“Have we any iodine… look for it, damn you, don’t gape!”

Francois hurried out to inspect the contents of the bathroom locker, where were stored such first-aid remedies as were kept in the flat. Ronnie looked at his hand and pulled back the cuff of his coat; three ugly red scratches ran from the wrist to the base of the middle fingers. His lips pursed angrily. “Little beast,” he said. “Well?”

“There is a bottle… would m’sieur like a bandage?”

“It is not necessary… have you a cat in the flat?… no, well, get one tomorrow. You need not keep it permanently. I don’t think there will be any trouble. Bring me a hand-mirror from my dressing-table — hurry!”

He lifted the shade from the table lamp and, in the mirror, examined his face carefully. His right cheek was red, he imagined fingermarks, but the fine skin had not been torn. “I have had a quarrel with a lady, Francois. A common girl… I do not think she will make any further trouble, but if she does… she does not know me, anyway.” Ronald’s love-making had ended unpleasantly, and he had left the dark aisles of the park in a hurry, before the scream of a frightened girl had brought the police to the spot.

“I was expecting m’sieur to telephone me saying that I might go home,” said Francois. He lodged in Kensington, and sometimes it was convenient for Ronnie that he should go home early. Two women came in the morning to clean the flat and he usually arrived in time to carry in his master’s breakfast from the restaurant attached to the building.

“No, I didn’t telephone. Take this glass back and bring me the evening newspapers. That is all. You can clear out.”

When the front door closed upon his valet, Ronnie got up and, walking to the window, pulled aside the curtains. The casement was open and he sat down on the padded window-seat, looking out into the darkness. He was not thinking of his night’s adventure, being something of a philosopher. The sordidness and the vulgarity of it would not distress him in any circumstances. He was thinking of Beryl and what John Maxton had said. He knew that she liked him, but he had made no special effort to foster her affection or to evolve from their relationship one more intimate. By his code, she was taboo; love-making with Beryl could only lead to marriage, and matrimony was outside of his precarious plans. It pleased him to ponder upon Beryl… perhaps she was in love with him. He had not considered the possibility before. That women only differed by the hats they wore was a working rule of his; but it was strange that the influence he exercised was common to girls so widely separated by birth, education and taste as Beryl was from Evie Colebrook… and others.

Self-disparagement was the last weakness to be expected in Ronald Morelle, and yet it was true to say that he had restricted his hunting for so long to one variety of game, that he doubted his ability to follow another. His father had been an enthusiastic hawker, one of the remaining few who followed the sport of kings, and Ronnie invariably thought of his adventuring in terms of falconry. He was a hawk, enseamed, a hawk that swung on its rigid sails, waiting on until the quarry was sprung… sometimes the quarry was not without talons to rend and tear at the embarrassed falcon… he felt the wounds on his hand gingerly. But a trained hawk respects the domestic fowl, even the folk of the dovecot may coo at peace whilst he waits on in the sky.

Beryl?… She was certainly lovely. Her figure was delectable. And her mouth, red and full… a Rossetti woman should not have such lips. Was it Rossetti who painted those delicately-featured women? He got up and found a big portfolio filled with prints. Yes, it was Rossetti, but Beryl’s figure was incomparably more delicious than any woman’s that the painter had drawn. He came back to the window, staring out into the night, until, in the grey of dawn; the outlines of trees emerged from the void. Then he went to bed and to sleep.

He did not move for five hours, and then he woke with a horrible sense of desolation. He blinked round the room and at that instant the clock of a church began to strike… the quarters sounded… a pause…”Toll… toll… toll… toll… toll… toll… toll… toll… toll.” Nine o’clock! “No… no… Christ… no!”

Francois, an early arrival, heard his voice and rushed in. “M’sieur!” he gasped. Ronald Morelle was sitting on his bed, sobbing into his hands. “A nightmare, Francois… a nightmare… get out, blast you!” But he had had no nightmare, could recall nothing of dreams, though he strove all day, his head throbbing. Only he knew that to hear nine o’clock striking had seemed very dreadful.
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“i Saw your friend Ronald Morelle today,” said Moropulos, sending a writhing ring of smoke to the ceiling. Sprawling on a big morris chair, his slippered feet resting on the edge of a fender, he watched the circle break against the ceiling. A pair of stained grey flannel trousers, a silk shirt and a velvet coat that had once been a vivid green; these and an immense green silk cravat, the colour of which showed through his beard, constituted his usual morning neglige. Ambrose Sault, busy with the body of an unfinished safe, which in the rough had come from the maker’s hands that morning, released the pressure of his acetylene lamp and removed his goggles before he replied. He was working in shirt and trousers, and his sleeves were rolled up, displaying the rope-like muscles of his arm. He looked across to his indolent companion and wiped the perspiration from his forehead. “Mr. Ronald Morelle is neither a friend nor an acquaintance, Moropulos. I don’t think I have ever seen him. I have heard of him.”

“You haven’t missed much by not knowing him,” said Moropulos, ‘but he’s a goodlooking fellow.” He flicked the ash of his cigarette on to the tiled hearth. “Steppe is still annoyed with me.” Sault smiled to himself. “You think he is justified? Perhaps. I was terribly drunk, but I was happy. Some day, my dear brother, I shall get so drunk that even you will not hold me. I move toward my apotheosis of intoxication certainly and surely. Then I will be irresistible and I shall have no fear of those brute arms of yours.” He sucked at the cigarette without speaking for a long time.

Sault went back to his work. “I have often wondered!” said Moropulos at last.

“What?”

“Whether it would have been better if I had followed the advice of my head man that morning I pulled you aboard the sloop. You remember Bob the Kanaka boy? He wanted to knock you on the head and drop you overboard; you were too dangerous, he said. If a Government boat had picked us up and you had been found on board as well as certain other illicit properties, I should have had a double charge against me. I said ‘no’ because I was sorry for you.”

“Because you were afraid of me,” said Sault calmly, “I knew you were afraid when I looked into your eyes. Why do you speak of the islands now… we haven’t talked about the Pacific since I left the boat.”

“I’ve been thinking about you,” confessed Moropulos, with a quick, sly glance at the man. “Do you realize how — not ‘curious’… what is the word?”

“Incurious!” suggested Sault, and Moropulos looked at him with reluctant admiration. “You are an extraordinary hombre, Sault. Merville says you have the vocabulaire… that is English or something like it… of an educated man. But to return… do you realize how incurious I am? For example, I have never once asked you, in all our years of knowing one another, why you killed that man.”

“Which man?”

Moropulos laughed softly. “Butcher! Have you killed so many? I refer to the victim for whose destruction the French Government sent you to New Caledonia.”

Sault stood leaning his back against the table, his eyes fixed on the floor. “He was a bad man,” he said simply. “I tried to find another way of… stopping him, but he was clever and he had powerful friends, who were Government officials. So I killed him. He hired two men to wait for me one night. I was staying at a little hotel on the Plassy Road. They tried to beat me because I had reported this man. Then I knew that the only thing I could do was to kill him. I should do it again.”

Moropulos surveyed him from under his lowered brows. “You were lucky to escape ‘the widow’, my friend,” he said, but Ambrose shook his head.

“Nobody was executed in those days; capital punishment had not been abolished, but the Senate refused to vote the executioner his salary. It had the same effect. I was lucky to go to New Caledonia. Cayenne is worse.”

“How long did you serve?”

“Eight years and seven months,” was the reply.

Moropulos made a little grimace. “I would sooner die,” he said, and lit another cigarette. Deep in thought he smoked until Ambrose made a move to pick up his Crooke’s glasses. “Don’t work. I hate to see you — and hate worse to hear you. What do you think of Morelle?”

“I don’t know him; I have heard about him. He is not a good man.”

“What is a good man?” Moropulos demanded contemptuously. “He is a lover of ladies, who isn’t? He is a cur too… Steppe walks on him. He is scared of Steppe, but then everybody is, except you and I.” Ambrose smiled. “Well, perhaps I am… he is such a gorilla. But you are not.”

“Why should I be? I am stronger than he.”

Moropulos looked at the man’s bare arms. “Yes… I suppose it comes down to that. The basis of all fear is physical. When will the safe be finished?”

“In a week. I am assembling the lock at home. I shall make it work to five letters. The only word I can spell. I shouldn’t have known that but I heard a man spell it once… on the ship that brought me home. He was a steerage passenger and he used to take his little child on the deck when it was fine, and the little one used to read scripture stories to him. When she came to a hard word he spelt it. I heard one word and never forgot it.”

“I’ll be glad when the thing is finished,” the Greek meditated. “We have a whole lot of papers that we never want to see the light of day, Steppe and I. We could destroy them but they may be useful — correspondence that it isn’t safe to keep and it isn’t wise to burn. You are an ingenious devil!”

In the Paddington directory, against “Moropulos, 49 Junction Terrace’, were the words, ‘mining engineer’. It was a courtesy status, for he had neither mined nor engineered. Probably the people of Junction Terrace were too occupied with their own strenuous affairs to read the directory. They knew him as one who at regular periods was brought home in the middle of the night singing noisily in a strange language. Cicero’s oration was Greek to Cassius; the melodious gibberish of Mr. Moropulos was Greek to Junction Terrace, though they were not aware of the fact.

No. 49 was a gaunt, damp house with a mottled face, for the stucco had peeled in patches and had never been renewed. Moropulos bought it at a bargain price and made no contingency allowance for dilapidations. The windows of the upper floors were dingy and unwashed. The owner argued that as he did not occupy the rooms above it would be wicked waste of money to clean the windows. Similarly he dispensed with carpets in the hall and on the stairs. His weekends he spent in more pleasing surroundings, for he had a cottage on the borders of Hantshire where he kept hens and grew cabbage-roses and on Sundays loafed in his garden, generally in his pyjamas, to the scandal of the neighbourhood. He had a whimsical turn of mind and named his cottage ‘The Pantheon’, and supported this conceit by decorating his arcadian groves with plaster reproductions of the great figures of mythology, such figures as Phidias and Polycletus and Praxiteles chiselled. He added to this a wooden pronaos which the local builder misguidedly surmised was intended for the entrance to a new cinema. When they discovered that the erection had no other purpose than to remind Moropulos of departed Hellenic splendours, the grief of the villagers was pathetic. Here he was kept, reluctantly, tidy. He owned a small American car which supplied him with the transportation he required, and made his country home accessible. It was Friday, the day he usually left town, but he had lingered on, hoping to see some tangible progress in the construction of the safe. “You never seem to get any further,” he complained. “You have been fiddling with that noisy lamp for two hours and, so far as I can see, you’ve done nothing. How long will it be before anything happens?” and then before Sault could reply he went on: “Why don’t you come to my little Athens, Sault? You prefer to stay in town. And you are a man of brains! Have you got a girl here, eh?”

“No.”

“Gee! What a time that fellow Ronnie must have! But they will catch him some day… a mad father or a lunatic fiance, and ping! There will be Ronnie Morelle’s brains on the floor, and the advocates pleading the unwritten law!”

“You seem to know a lot about him.”

Moropulos ran his fingers through his beard and grinned at the ceiling. “Yes… I can’t know too much. We shall have trouble with him. Steppe laughs at the idea. He has him bound to his heel… is that the expression, no? Well, he has him like that! But how can you bind a liar or chain an eel? His very cowardice is a danger.”

“What have you to be afraid of?” asked Sault. “So far as I can make out, you are carrying on an honest business. It must be, or the doctor wouldn’t be in it.” His tone was sharp and challenging. Moropulos had sufficient nous not to accept that kind of challenge. “I can understand that you have papers that you wish to keep, in such a way that nobody but yourselves can get at them. All businesses have their secrets.”

“Quite so,” agreed the Greek, and yawned. “Ronnie will pay,” he said, “but I am anxious that I should not be asked to contribute to the bill. I have had a great deal of amusement from watching him. The other night I was in the park. I go there because he goes. I know the paths he uses. And there came with him a most pretty young lady. She did not know him.”

“You guessed that?”

“I know, because later, when she complained, she did not know his name. Ronnie!” he mused. “Now I tell you what 1 will undertake to do. I will make a list, accurate and precise, of all his love affairs. It will be well to know these, because there may come a day when it will be good to flourish a weapon in this young man’s face. Such men marry rich women.” Sault was working and only muttered his reply. He was not then interested in Ronnie Morelle.
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He stayed on in the house long after Moropulos had dragged himself to his room and had dressed for the journey. So absorbed was he in his task that the Greek left without his noticing. At seven o’clock he finished, put away his tools in a cupboard, threw a cloth over the safe, and went out, locking the door behind him. Both Steppe and Moropulos had urged him to live in the house, but though he had few predilections that were not amenable to the necessities of his friends, Sault was firm on this point. He preferred the liberty which his lodgings gave him. Possibly he foresaw the difficulties which might arise if he lived entirely with the Greek.

Moropulos had a vicious and an uncertain tongue; was tetchy on some points, grotesquely so on the question of Greek decadence, although he had lived so long away from his native country that English was almost his mother tongue. Sault could be tactful, but he had a passion for truth, and the two qualities are often incompatible. A bus carried him to the end of the street where he lodged, and he stopped at a store on the corner and bought a box of biscuits for Christina. She was secretary and reader to him, and he repaid her services with a library subscription and such delicacies as she asked him to get for her. The subscription was a godsend to the girl, and augmented, as it was, by an occasional volume which Evie was allowed to bring from the store library by virtue of her employment, her days were brightened and her dreams took a wider range than ever.

The driving force of learning is imagination. By imagination was Christina educated. Evie sometimes said that she did not understand one half of the words that Christina used. To Mrs. Colebrook her daughter was an insoluble enigma. She associated education with brain-fever and ideas above your station, and whilst she was secretly proud of the invalid’s learning, she regarded Christina’s spinal trouble as being partly responsible for the abnormality. Mrs. Colebrook believed in dreams and premonitions, and the sinister significance of broken picture-wires. It was part of her creed that people who are not long for this world possess supernatural accomplishments. Therefore she eyed Christina’s books askance, and looked upon the extra library subscription as being a wild flight in the face of providence. She expressed that view privately to Ambrose Sault.

“You have come at a propitious moment, Sault Effendi,” said Christina solemnly as he came in. “I have just been taking my last look at the silvery Bosphorous. My husband, taking offence at a kiss I threw to the handsome young Sultan as he rose beneath my latticed window, has decreed that tonight I am to be tied in a sack and thrown into the dark waters!”

“Good gracious!” said Ambrose. “You have been in trouble today, Christina.”

“Not very much. The journey was a lovely one. We went by way of Bergen — and thank you ever so much for that old Bradshaw you got for me. It was just the thing I wanted.”

“Mr. Moropulos kindly gave it to me… yes… Bergen?”

“And then to Petrograd… the Tsars there, poor people… and then to Odessa, and down the Black Sea in… oh, I don’t know. It was a silly journey today, Ambrose… I wasn’t in the heart for a holiday.”

“Is your back any worse?”

She shook her head. “No… it seems better. I nearly let myself dream about getting well. Do you think that other idea is possible? We can borrow a spinal carriage from the Institute, but mother hasn’t much time, and besides, I couldn’t get down those narrow stairs without a lot of help. Yes… yes, yes, I know it is possible now. But the chariot, dear Ambrose?”

“I’ve got it!” He chuckled at her astonishment. “It will come tomorrow. It is rather like a motorcar, for I have to find a garage for it. In this tiny house there is no room. But I got it… no, it didn’t cost me a great deal. Dr. Merville told me where I could get one cheap. I put new tyres on and the springs are grand. Christina, you will be… don’t cry, Christina, please… you make me feel terrible!”

His agitation had the effect of calming her. “There must be something in this room that makes people weep,” she gulped. “Ambrose… Evie is just worrying me to death.”

“What is wrong?”

She shook her red head helplessly. “I don’t know. She is changed… she is old. She’s such a kid, too… such a kid! If that man hurts her” — the knuckles of her clenched hand showed bone-white through the skin— “I’ll ask you to do what you did for mother, Ambrose, give me strength for an hour..,” her voice sank to a husky whisper, “and I’ll kill him… kill him…”

Sault sat locking and unlocking his fingers, his eyes vacant. “She will not be hurt. I wish I was sure it was Ronald Morelle… Steppe has only to lift his finger…”

They heard the sound of Mrs. Colebrook’s heavy feet on the stairs and Christina wondered why she was coming up. She had never interrupted their little talks before. “Somebody to see you, Christina, and I’m sure it is too kind of you, miss, and please thank the doctor. I’ll never be grateful enough for what he did…”

Ambrose Sault got up slowly to his feet as Beryl came into the room. “I wonder if you really mind my coming — I am Beryl Merville.”

“It is very good of you, Miss Merville,” said Christina primly. She was ready to dislike her visitor; she hated the unknown people who called upon her, especially the people who brought jelly and fruit and last year’s magazines. Their touching faith in the virtues of calves-foot and fruit as a panacea for human ills, their automatic cheerfulness and mechanical good humour, drove her wild. The church and its women had given up Christina ever since she had asked, in answer to the inevitable question: “Yes, there are some things I want; I’d like a box of perfumed cigarettes, some marron glace, and a good English translation of Liaisons Dangereux.” She loathed marron glace, and scented tobacco was an abomination. Her chief regret was that the shocked inquirer had never heard of Liaisons Dangereux. Christina only knew of its existence from a reference in a literary weekly which came her way.

Beryl sensed the hidden antagonism and the cause. “I really haven’t come in a district visitor spirit,” she said, “and I’m not frightfully sorry for you and I haven’t brought you oranges—”

“Grapes,” corrected Christina. “They give you appendicitis — mother read that on the back page of Health Hints. Sit down, Miss Merville. This is Mr. Sault.”

She nodded to Ambrose. “Mr. Sault and I are old acquaintances,” she said. She did not look at him. “I have to explain why I came at all. I know that you are not particularly enthusiastic about stray visitors — nobody is. But my father was talking about you at lunch today. He has never seen you, but Mr. Sault has spoken about you and, of course, he does know your mother. And father said: ‘Why don’t you go along and see her, Beryl?’ I said, ‘She would probably be very annoyed — but I’ll take her that new long wordy novel that is so popular. I’m sure she’ll hate it as much as I’.”

“If it is Let the World Go, I’m certain I shall,” said Christina promptly, “but I’d love to read it. Let us sneer together.” Beryl laughed and produced the book. It seemed an appropriate moment for Ambrose to retire, and he went out of the room quietly; he thought that neither of the girls saw him go, but he was mistaken. Christina Colebrook was sensitive to his every movement, and Beryl had really come to the house to see him.

On her way home she tried to arraign herself before the bar of intelligence, but it was not until she was alone in her room that night that she set forth the stark facts of her folly. She loved Ronald Morelle, loved him with an intensity which frightened her; loved him, although be was, according to all standards by which men arc judged, despicable. He was a coward, a liar, a slave to his baser appetites. She had no doubt in her mind, when she faced the truth, that the stories which had been told of him were true. The East girl… the pretty parlourmaid who had begun an action against him… And yet there was something infinitely pathetic about Ronnie Morelle, something that made her heart go out to him. Or was that a case of self-deception, too? Was it not the beautiful animal she loved, the sleek, lithe tiger… alive, and vital, and remorseless?

To all that was brain and spirit in her, he was loathsome. There were periods when she hated him and was bitterly contemptuous of herself. And in these periods came the soft voice of Ambrose Sault, whispering, insinuating… That was lunacy, too. He was old enough to be her father; was an illiterate workman, an exconvict, a murderer; when her father had told her he had killed a man, she was neither shocked nor surprised. She had guessed, from his brief reference to New Caledonia, that he had lived on that island under duress. He must have been convicted of some great crime; she could not imagine him in any mean or petty role. A coarse-handed workman, shabby of attire… it was madness to dream and dream of him as she did. And dreams, so Freud had said, were the expressions of wishes unfulfilled.

What did she wish? She was prepared to answer the question frankly if any answer could be framed. But she had no ultimate wish. Her dreams of Ambrose Sault were unfinishable. Their ends ran into unfathomable darkness. “I wonder if he is very fond of that redhaired girl?” she asked her mirror. Contemplating such a possibility she experienced a pang of jealousy and hated herself for it.

Jan Steppe came back from Paris on the eve of her birthday. He called at the house the next morning, before she was down, and interviewed Dr. Merville; when Beryl went in to breakfast, two little packages lay on her plate. The first was a diamond shawl pin. “You are a dear, daddy!” She went round the table and kissed him. “It is beautiful and I wanted one badly.” She hurried back to her place. Perhaps Ronnie had remembered… She picked up the card that was enclosed and read it. “Mr. Steppe?”

Her father shot a quick glance at her. “Yes… bought it in Paris. He came in person to present it, but left when he found that you were not down… rather pretty.”

This was an inadequate description of the beautiful plaque that flashed and glittered from its velvet bed. “It is lovely,” she said, but without warmth. “Ought I accept… it is a very expensive present!”

“Why not? Steppe is a good friend of ours; besides, he likes you,” said the doctor, not looking up from his plate; “he would be terribly hurt if you didn’t take it… in fact, you cannot very well refuse.”

She ran through her letters. There was a note from Ronnie, an invitation to a first night. He said nothing about her birthday. “Oh, by the way, some flowers came. I told Dean to put them in your room. I have been puzzling my head to remember when I told him the date of your birthday. I suppose I must have done so, and, of course, he has the most colossal memory.”

“Who, father?”

“Sault. He must have got up very early and gone to the market to get them. Very decent of him.”

She went out of the room with an excuse and found her maid in the pantry. She had filled a big bowl with the roses. There were so many that only room for half of them had been found. “The others I will put in the doctor’s room, miss,” said the maid.

“Put them all in my room, everyone of them,” demanded Beryl. She selected three and fastened them in her belt before she went back to the breakfast-room. The doctor laughed. “I’ve never seen you wearing flowers before — Sault would be awfully pleased.” This she knew. That was why she wore them.
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Evie Colebrook came home at an unusually early hour, and the girl on the bed looked up in surprise. “I heard mother talking to somebody, but I had no idea it was you, Evie. What is the matter — has your swain another engagement?”

“My swain, as you call him, is working tonight,” said Evie, “and it is so hot that I thought I would come home and get into my pyjamas.”

“Mother has been talking about your eccentric tastes, with particular reference to pyjamas,” said Christina. “She thinks that pyjamas are indelicate. In her young days girls weren’t supposed to have legs.”

“Father wore pyjamas.”

“Father also drank. Mother thinks that the pyjamas had something to do with it. She also thinks that book-reading was a contributory cause.”

“What terrible jaw-breaking words you use, Christina! Father did read a lot, didn’t he?”

“Father was a student. He studied, amongst other things, racehorses. Do you know who father was?” Evie stared at her expectantly. “He was a carpenter, wasn’t he?”

“He was the youngest son of the youngest son of a lord. Take that look off your face, Evie; there is no possibility of our being the rightful heiresses of the old Hall. But it is true; he had a coat of arms.”

“Then why did he marry mother?”

“Why do people marry anybody?” demanded Christina. “Why did grandfather marry grandmother? Besides, why shouldn’t he have married mother? He was only a cabinet-maker when he met her. She has told me so. And his father was a parson, and his mother the Honourable Mrs. Colebrook, the daughter of Lord Faushelm. There is blue blood in your veins, Evie.”

“But really, Christina” — Evie’s voice was eager and her eyes bright— “you are not fooling; is it true? It makes such an awful difference—”

Christina groaned. “My God, what have I said?” she asked dramatically.

“But really, Christina?”

“You are related so distantly to nobility that you can hardly see it without a telescope,” said Christina. “I thought you knew, Mother used always to be talking about it at one time. My dear, what difference does it make?” Evie was silent. “A man doesn’t love a girl any more because she has a fifth cousin in the House of Lords; be doesn’t love her any less because her mother takes in laundry, and if her lowly origin stands in the way of his marriage, and he finds that really she is the great granddaughter of a princess, he cannot obliterate her intermediate relations.”

“What is ‘intermediate’?”

“Well, mother and father, and the parson who got into trouble through drinking, and his wife who ran away with a groom.”

Evie drew a long sigh. “Where is your swain?” she asked. “I don’t like that word ‘swain’, it sounds so much like ‘swine’.”

“I hope you will never see the resemblance any clearer,’” said Christina. “My swain is working too. I shouldn’t take off that petticoat if I were you, Evie; he may come in and you can see your knickers through that dressing-gown.”

“Christina!”

“I hate mentioning knickers to a pure-minded girl,” said Christina, fanning herself with a paper, “but sisters have no secrets from one another. Ambrose — if that is who you mean — is very busy these days.”

“Do you call him Ambrose to his face?” asked Evie curiously, and her sister snorted.

“Would you call Julius Cesar ‘Bill’ or ‘Juley’ to his face; of course not. But I can’t think of him as Ambrose Sault Esquire, can I?”

“I don’t understand him,” said Evie. “He seems so dull and quiet.”

“I’ll get him to jazz with you the next time you’re home early,” said Christina sardonically.

“Don’t be silly. Naturally he isn’t very lively being so old.”

“Old! He is lively enough to carry me downstairs as though I were a pillow and wheel me for hours at a time in that glorious chariot he got for me! And he is old enough — but what is the good of talking to you, Evie?” Presently her irritation passed and she laughed. “Tell me the news of the great world, Evie; what startling happenings have there been in Knightsbridge?”

“I can tell you something about Mr. Sault you don’t know,” Evie was piqued into saying; “he has been in prison.”

Christina turned on her side with a wince of pain. “Say that again.”

“He has been in prison.” A long pause.

“I hoped he had,” Christina said at last. “I believe in imprisonment as an essential part of a man’s education — who told you?”

“I’m not going to say.”

“Ronald Morelle… aha!” She pointed an accusing finger at the dumbfounded Evie. “I know your guilty secret! The ‘Ronnie’ you babble about in your sleep is Ronnie Morelle!”

“Wh — what makes you… it isn’t true… it is a damned lie!…”

“Don’t be profane, Evie. That is the worst of druggists’ shops, you pick up such awful language. Mother says that you can’t work amongst pills without getting ideas in your head.”

“I never talk in my sleep… and I don’t know Ronnie Morelle… who is he?” Evie’s ignorance was badly assumed. Christina became very thoughtful. She lay with her hand under her cheek, her grey eyes searching her sister’s face. “Would Ronnie be impressed by your distant relationship with nobility?” she asked quietly. “Would it make such an awful difference if he knew about the coat of arms in father’s Bible? I don’t think it would. If it did, he isn’t worth worrying about. What is he?”

“Didn’t Mr. Sault tell you?” asked Evie hotly. “He seems to spend his time gossiping about people who are a million times better than him—”

“Than he,” murmured Christina, her eyes closed.

“He is a nasty scandalmongering old man! I hate him!”

“He didn’t say that Ronnie had been in prison.” Christina’s voice was gentle. “All that he said was that the only ‘Ronnie’ he knew was Ronald Morelle. He did not even describe him or give him a character.”

“How absurd, Christina! As if old Sault could give Mr. Morelle a character’! One is a gentleman and the other is an old fossil!”

“Old age is honourable,” said Christina tolerantly— “the arrogance of you babies!”

“You’re half in love with him!”

“Wholly,” nodded Christina. “I love his mind and soul. I am incapable of any other kind of love. I never want a man to draw my flaming head to his shoulder and whisper that, until he met me, the world was a desert and food didn’t taste good. It is because Ambrose Sault never paws me or holds my hand or kisses me on the brow in the manner of a father who hopes to be something closer, that I love him. And I shall love him through Eternity. When I am dead and he is dead. And I want nothing more than this. If he were to die tomorrow, I should not grieve, because his flesh means nothing to me. The thing he gives me is everlasting. That is where I am better off than you, Evie. You have nothing but what you give yourself. You think he gives you these wonderful memories which keep you awake at nights. You think it is his love for you that thrills you. It isn’t that, Evie. Your love is the love of the martyr who finds an ecstatic joy in his suffering.” Groping towards understanding, Evie seized this illustration. “God loves the martyr… it isn’t one-sided,” she quavered, and Christina nodded.

“That is true, or it may be true. Does your god love you?”

“It is blasphemous to… to talk of Ronnie as God.”

“God with a small ‘g’.”

“It is blasphemous, anyhow. Ronnie does love me. He hasn’t silly and conventional ideas about… about love as most people have. He is much broader-minded, but he does love me. I know it. A girl knows when a man loves her.”

“That is one of the things she doesn’t know,” interrupted Christina. “She knows when he wants her, but she doesn’t know how continuously he will want her. How unconventional, too? And broadminded? the broadminded are usually people who take a generous view of their own shortcomings. Is he one of those unconventional souls who think that marriage is a barbarous ceremony?”

“Who told you that?” Evie was breathless from surprise.

“It isn’t an unique view… broadminded men often try to get narrow-minded girls to see that standpoint.”

“You’re cynical… I hate cynical people,” said Evie, throwing herself on her bed, “and you have all your ideas of life out of books, and the rotten people who come in her, moaning about their troubles. You can’t believe writers, not some writers… there are some, of course, that give just a true picture of life… not in books, but in articles in the newspapers. They just seem to know what people are thinking and feeling, and express themselves wonderfully.”

“Ah — so Ronnie writes for the newspapers, does he?” Evie’s indignant retort was checked by a knock on the door. “That is Mr. Sault… can he come in?”

“I suppose so,” answered Evie grudgingly. She got off the bed and tied her dressing-gown more tightly. “I don’t really show my legs through this kimono, do I, Christina?”

“Not unless you want to… come in!”

Ambrose Sault looked tired. “Just looked in before I went to my room,” he said. “Good evening, Evie.”

“Good evening, Mr. Sault.” Evie’s dressing-gown was wrapped so tightly as to give her a mummified appearance.

“I saw the osteopath today and I’ve arranged for him to come and talk to you tomorrow,” said Ambrose, sitting on the edge of the bed at the inviting gesture of Christina’s hand.

“I will parley with him,” she nodded. “I don’t believe that he will make a scrap of difference. I’ve seen all sorts of doctors and specialists. Mother has a list of them — she is very proud of it.”

“I’m only hoping that this man may do you some good,” said Ambrose, rubbing his chin meditatively. “I have seen some wonderful cures… in America. Even Dr. Merville believes in them. He says that if you build a skyscraper and the steel frame isn’t true, you cannot expect the doors to shut or the windows to open. I’m sorry I am so late, but the osteopath was dining out, and I had to wait until he came back. He hurt his ankle too, and that took time. I had to give him a rubbing. He is the best man in London. Dr. Duncan More.”

She did not take her eyes from his face. Evie noticed this and discounted Christina’s earlier assertion. “Will it cost a lot of money?” asked Christina.

“Not much, in fact very little. The first examination is free. He doesn’t really examine you, you know. He will just feel your back, through your clothes. I asked him that, because I know how you dislike examinations. And if he doesn’t think that you can be treated, and that there is no chance of making you better, he won’t bother you any more.”

“I don’t believe in these quack doctors,” said Evie decidedly. “They promise you all sorts of cures and they only take your money. We have a lot of those kind of remedies at the store, but Mr. Donker, the manager, says that they are all fakes… don’t tell me that an osteopath isn’t a medicine. I know that. He’s a sort of doctor, but I’ll bet you he doesn’t do any good.”

“Cheer up, Job!” said Christina. “Faith is something. I suppose you mean well, but if I took any notice of you I’d give up the struggle now.”

“I don’t want to depress you, you’re very unkind, Christina! But I don’t think you ought to be too hopeful. It would be such an awful — what’s the word? — come-down for you.”

“Reaction,” said Sault and Christina together, and they laughed.

Sault went soon after, and Evie felt that a dignified protest was called for. “There is no reason why you should make me look a fool before Sault,” she said, hurt. “Nobody would be happier than I should be if you got well. You know that. I’m not so sure that Mr. Sault is sincere—”

“What?” Christina leant up on her arm and her eyes were blazing, “You can say that he is old and ugly if you like, and shabby, and… anything. But don’t dare to say that, Evie… don’t dare to say he isn’t sincere!”

Evie lay awake for a long time that night. Christina was certainly a strange girl… and when she said she did not love Sault, she was not speaking the truth. That was just how she had felt, when Christina had hinted that Ronnie was not sincere. Only she had been too much of a lady to lose her temper. About old Sault, too! What did he do for a living? She must ask Christina.
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Mr. Jan Steppe sat astride of a chair, his elbows on the back rest, his saturnine face clouded with doubt. “It certainly looks like a very ordinary safe to me, Sault. Do you mean to say that an expert could not get inside without disturbing the apparatus, huh?”

“Impossible,” replied Sault. “I have filled the top chamber with water and I have tried at least a thousand combinations, and every time I put the combination wrong the safe has been flooded.” He twisted the dials on the face of the unpretentious repository until he brought five letters, one under the other, in line with an arrow engraved on the safe door. He was a long time doing this and Steppe and the Greek watched him. “Now!” said Sault. He turned the handle and the door swung open. The contents were two or three old newspapers, and they were intact. “What is the codeword?” Steppe peered forward. “Huh — why did you choose that word, Sault?”

“It is one of the very few words I can spell. Besides which, each letter is different.”

“It is not an inappropriate word,” said Moropulos, amused, “and one easy to remember. I intend pasting a notice on the safe. Steppe, explaining frankly that unless the codeword is used, and if any other combination of letters is tried, indeed, if the handle is turned, whilst the dial is set at any other word than the codeword, the contents of the safe are destroyed. This may act as a deterrent to promiscuous burglars.”

Steppe fingered his stubbly beard. “That will be telling people that we have something in the safe that we want to keep hidden, huh?” he said dubiously; ‘a fool idea!”

“Everybody has something in his safe that he wants to keep hidden,” said the other coolly. “Now let me try… shut the door, Sault, that is right.” Steppe got out of the chair to spin the dials. “Now we will suppose that I am some unauthorised person trying to find a way of opening the safe. So !” He turned the handle. “Open it.” Sault worked at the dials and presently the door swung open. The newspapers were saturated and an inch of water at the bottom of the safe splashed out and into a bathtub that Sault had put ready. “How about cutting into the safe? Suppose I am a burglar, huh? I burn out the lock or the side, and don’t touch the combination?”

“I have left a hole in one side of the safe,” said Sault, and pointed to a rubber plug that had been rammed into a small aperture. With a pair of pincers he pulled this out and a stream of water spurted forth and was mostly caught in the can he held. “That has the same effect,” he explained, ‘the water is pumped at a pressure into the hollow walls of the safe. The door is also hollow. When the water runs out, a float drops and releases the contents of the upper chamber. In the case of the door, the float operates the same spring that floods the safe when the handle is turned.”

Steppe scratched his head. “Perfect,” he said. “You have experimented with the acid.”

Sault nodded. “Both with sulphuric and hydrochloric,” he said; “I think hydrochloric is the better.”

Steppe turned to the Greek. “You had better keep it here,” he said, and then: “Will it be ready today? I want to get those Brakpan letters out of the way. I needn’t tell you, Sault. that the codeword must be known only to us three, huh? I don’t mind your knowing… but you, Moropulos! You have got to cut out absinthe… d’ye hear? Cut it out — right out!”

His growl became a roar that shook the room, and Moropulos quailed. “It is cut out,” he said sulkily. “I am confining my boozing to the ‘Pantheon’… I’ve got to have some amusement.”

“You have it, if all I hear is true,” said Steppe grimly. “Give Sault a hundred, Moropulos. It is worth it. What do you do with your money, Sault? You don’t spend it on fine clothes, huh?”

“He goes about doing good,” said Moropulos, with a goodnatured sneer. “I met him in Kensington Gardens the other day, wheeling an interesting invalid. Who was she, Sault?”

“My landlady’s daughter,” replied the other shortly.

“No business of yours, anyhow,” growled Steppe. “You’ve met Miss Merville, huh? Nice lady?”

“Yes, a very nice lady,” said Sault steadily. He pushed back his long grey hair from his forehead.

“Pretty, huh?”

Sault nodded, and was glad when his employer had departed.

“Steppe is gone on that girl,” said Moropulos, ‘he’d have brained you if you had said she wasn’t pretty.”

“He wouldn’t have brained me,” said Sault quietly.

“I suppose he wouldn’t. Even Steppe would have thought twice about lifting his hand to you. He’s a brute though, I saw him smash a man in the face once for calling him a liar… at a director’s meeting. It was an hour before the poor devil knew what had happened. Yes, she is pretty. I see her riding some mornings, a young Diana… delicious. I’d give a lot to be in Steppe’s shoes.”

“Why?”

Moropulos rolled a cigarette with extraordinary rapidity and lit it. “Why? Well, if he wants her, he’ll have her. Steppe is that kind. I don’t suppose the doctor would have much to say in the matter. Or she either.”

Sault picked up an iron bar from the tables. It was one of four that he had brought for the purpose of strengthening the safe, and it was nearly an inch in diameter. “I think she would have something to say,” he said, weighing the bar on the palms of his hands. And then, to the Greek’s amazement, he bent the steel into a V. He used no apparent effort, the bar just changed its shape in his hands as though it had been made of lead.

“Why did you do that?” he gasped.

“I don’t know,” said Ambrose Sault, and, with a jerk, brought the steel almost straight.

“Phew!” Moropulos took the bar from his hand. “I shouldn’t like to annoy you seriously,” he said. He did not speak of Beryl again.
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Evie Colebrook had found a note awaiting her at the store on the morning of the day she came home early. It consisted of a few words scrawled on a plain card and had neither address nor signature:

‘Dearest Girl, — I shall not be able to see you tonight. I have a long article to write and shall probably be working through the night, when your dear and precious eyes are closed in sleep. Your Lover.’

She had the card under her pillow when she slept.

“Are you sure you aren’t too busy?” said Beryl when she came down, a radiant figure, to the waiting Ronnie. “Now that you have taken up a literary career, I picture you as being rushed every hour of the day.”

“Sarcasm is wasted on me,” Ronnie displayed his beautiful teeth. “Unflattering though it be, I admit to a slump in my literary stock. I have had no commissions for a week.”

“And I’m not taking you away from any of those beautiful friends of yours?”

“Beryl!” he muttered reproachfully. “You know that I have no friends… if by friends you mean girl friends.”

“It is my mad jealousy which makes me ask these questions,” she said quizzically. “Come along, Ronnie, we will be late.”

What the play was about Beryl never quite remembered. Ronnie, sitting in the shade of the curtains, was more interested in his companion. It was strange that he had known her ever since she was a child and he was a schoolboy, and yet had never received a true impression of her beauty. He watched her through the first act, the tilt of her chin, the quick smile. “Beryl, you ought to be painted,” he said in the first interval. “I mean by a portrait painter. You look so perfectly splendid that I couldn’t take my eyes off you.” The colour came slowly, and in the dim light of the box a man who had not been looking for this evidence of her pleasure would have seen nothing.

“That is a little less subtle than the usual brand of flattery you practise, isn’t it, Ronnie? Or is your artlessness really an art that conceals art?”

“I’m not flattering you… I simply speak as I feel. I never realized your loveliness until tonight.” She straightened up and laughed. “You think I’m crude… I suppose I am. You do not say that I am keeping my hand in, though you probably think so. I admit I have had all sorts of flirtations, in fact I have been rather a blackguard in that way, and of course I’ve said nice things to girls… buttered them, and played to their vanity. But if I were trying to make love to you, I should be a little more subtle, as you say. I should imply my compliments. It is just because my… my spasm is unpremeditated that I find myself at a loss for words. There is no sense in my making love to you, anyway, supposing that you would allow me. I can’t marry… I simply won’t marry until I have enough money, and I haven’t nearly enough. If in four years’ time the money doesn’t come… well then, I’ll risk being a pauper, but the girl will have to know.”

She said nothing. Here was an unexpected side to his character. He had some plan of life and a code of sorts. If she had been better acquainted with that life of his, which she so far suspected, she would have grown alert when Ronnie unmasked his way of retreat. She was surprised at his virtuous reluctance to make a woman share his comparative poverty — she should have been suspicious when he fixed a time limit to his bachelorhood. It was not like Ronnie to plan so far in advance, that she knew. It might have occurred to her that he was definitely excusing the postponement of marriage. As it was, she was seeing him in a more favourable light. Ronnie desired that she should. His instinct in these matters was uncannily accurate. “It was worth coming out with you, if only to hear your views on matrimony,” was all the comment she made. “I don’t know..,” he looked gloomily into the auditorium, “in many ways I have been regretting it. That doesn’t sound gallant, but I am not in a mood for nice speeches… you think I am? I did not mean to be nice when I said that you were lovely, any more than I wish to be nice to Titian when I praise his pictures. Beryl, I’ve been fond of you for years. I suppose I’ve been in love with you, though I’ve never wanted to be. That is the truth. I’ve recognized just how unfair it would be to chain a woman like you to a rake — I’m not sparing myself — like me. God knows whether I could be constant. In my heart I know that if I had you there could be no other woman in the world for me… an intimate knowledge of my own character makes me sceptical.”

Beryl was spared the necessity for replying. The curtain went up on the second act just then. She knew he was looking at her, and turned in her chair to hide her face. Her heart was beating tumultuously. She was trembling. She was a fool… a fool. He meant nothing… he was a liar; lied as readily as other men spoke the truth. That frankness of his was assumed… he was acting. Versed in the weaknesses of women, he had chosen the only approach that would storm her citadel. She told herself these truths, her reason battling in a last desperate stand against his attack. And yet… why should he not be sincere? For the first time he had admitted the unpleasant charges which hitherto he had denied. He surely could not expect to make her love him more by the confession of his infidelities? If he had followed up his talk, had made any attempt to carry on the conversation from the point where he left it, she would have been invincible.

But he did not. When the curtain went down again, he was more cheerful and was seemingly interested in the people he recognized in the stalls. He asked her if she would mind if he left her. He wanted to smoke and to meet some men he knew. She assented and was disappointed. They had a long wait between these two acts, and as he had returned to the box after a shorter interval than she had expected, there was plenty of time, had he so wished, to have resumed his conversation. He showed no such desire, and it was she who began it. “You puzzle me, Ronnie. I can’t see… if you loved me, how you could do some of the things you have done. You won’t be so commonplace as to tell me that you wanted to keep me out of your mind and that that form of amusement helped you to forget me.”

“No,” he admitted, “but, Beryl dear, need we discuss it? I don’t know why I spoke to you as I did, I felt like it.”

“But I am going to discuss it,” she insisted. “I want my mind set in order. It is overthrown for the moment. What prevented you from keeping me as a friend all this time… a real close friend, if you loved me? Oh, Ronnie, I do want to be fair to you even at the risk of being shameless, as I am now. Why could you not have asked me, even if it meant waiting?”

He looked down at the floor. “I have some sense of decency left,” he said in a low voice. And then the curtain went up. Beryl looked at her programme. The play had four acts; there was another interval. He did not leave her this time; nor did he wait for her to begin.

“I’m going to be straight with you, Beryl,” he said. “I want you — I adore you. But I cannot commit you to an engagement which may adversely affect your father and incidentally myself. I am being brutally selfish and mercenary, but I am going to say what I think. You’ll be amused and perhaps horrified when I tell you that Steppe is very keen on you.”

She was neither amused nor horrified; but, on the other hand, if Ronnie Morelle realized that in his invention he had accidentally hit upon the truth he would not have been amused, and most certainly terror would have struck him dumb. If Beryl had only said what she was of a mind to say, that she had learnt from her father that Steppe was in love with her, she might have silenced him. But she said nothing. Ronnie’s explanation seemed natural… knowing Ronnie.

“I’d sooner see you dead than married to him,” he said vehemently, “but none of us can say that now. We are in a very tight place. Steppe could ruin your father with a gesture… he could very seriously inconvenience me.” Here he was very much in earnest, and the girl, with a cold feeling at her heart, knew he spoke the truth. “But that time will pass. We shall weather the storm which is shrieking round our ears… you don’t read the financial papers… you’re wise. You see what might happen, Beryl?”

Beryl nodded. She was ridiculously happy.

“A great play, don’t you think so, Miss Merville?” It was Sir John Maxton who had pushed through the crowd in the vestibule.

“Splendid,” she said.

“Ronnie, did you like it?”

“I never heard a word,” said Ronnie, and somehow that statement was so consonant with his new honesty that it confirmed her in a faith which was as novel.

The car carried them through the crowded Circus and into the quietude of Piccadilly. “Oh, Ronnie… I am so happy!…” His arm slipped round her and his lips pressed fiercely against her red mouth.

“Why can’t you sleep?” asked the drowsy Christina, as the girl lit her candle for the second time.

“I don’t know… I’m having such beastly dreams,” said Evie fretfully.
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The step of Ambrose Sault was light and there was a buoyancy in his mien when he came into Mrs. Colebrook’s kitchen, surprising that good lady with so unusual an appearance at an hour of the day when she was taking her afternoon Siesta. “Lord, how you startled me!” she said. “The ostymopat came this morning. A stout gentleman with whiskers. Very nice, too, and American. But bless you, Mr. Sault, he’ll never do any good to Christina, though I wish he could, for I’m up and down these blessed stairs from the moment I get up to the moment I go to bed. He’ll never cure her. She’s had ten doctors and four specialists, and she’s been three times to St. Mary’s Hospital, to say nothing of the Evelyna when she was a child and fell out of the perambulator; that did it. Ten doctors and four specialists — they’re doctors too in a manner of speaking, so you might say fourteen.”

Sault never interrupted his landlady, although his forbearance meant, very often, a long period of patient waiting. “Can I see Christina, Mrs. Colebrook?” he begged.

“Certainly you can; you needn’t ask me. She’ll be glad to see you,” said Mrs. Colebrook conventionally. “I thought of going up myself, but she has always got those books. Do you think so much reading is good for her?…”

“I’m sure it is.”

“But… well, I don’t know. I’ve never read anything but the Sunday papers, and they’ve got enough horrors in ’em — but they actually happened. It isn’t guesswork like it is in books. I never read a book through in my life. My husband!… Why, when he passed away, there was enough books in the house to fill a room. He’d sooner read than work at any time. He was a bit aristocratic in his way.”

Sault had come to understand that ‘aristocratic’ did not stand, as Mrs. Colebrook applied the word, for gentleness of birth, but for a loftiness of demeanour in relation to labour. He made his escape up the stairs.

Christina was not reading. She lay on her back, her hands lightly folded, and she was inspecting the end bedrail with a fixity of gaze that indicated to Ambrose how far she was from Walter Street and the loud little boys who played beneath her window. “I have nothing for you today… I haven’t been baking.”

She patted the bed and he sat down. “The osteopath has been, I suppose mother told you? She has the queerest word for him, ‘ostymopat’. Yes, he came and saw, or rather he prodded, in a gentle, harmless kind of way, but I fancy that my spine has conquered. He didn’t say very much, but seemed to be more interested in the bones of my neck and shoulders than he was in the place where it hurts. He wouldn’t tell me anything. I suppose he didn’t want to make me feel miserable. Poor kind soul… after all the uncomplimentary things that have been said about my spinal column!”

“He told me,” said Ambrose, and something in his face made her open her eyes wide.

“What did he say… please tell me… was it good?”

He nodded and a beatific smile lightened his face. “You can be cured; completely cured. You will walk in a year or maybe less. He thinks it will take six months to manipulate the bones into their place, he talked about ‘breaking down’ something, but he didn’t mean that he would hurt you. He just meant that he would have to remove… I don’t know what it is, but it would be a gradual process and you would feel nothing. He wants your mother to put you into a sort of thin overall before he comes.” He lugged a parcel from his pocket. “I bought one… a smock of thick silk. I thought you had better have silk. He works at you through it, and it makes his work easier for him and for you if… anyhow, I got silk, Christina.”

Her eyes were shining, but she did not look at him.

“It doesn’t seem possible,” she said softly, “and it is going to cost a lot of money… cost you. The silk overall is lovely, but I wouldn’t mind if I wore sackcloth. You great soul!” She caught his hand in both of hers, and gripped it with a strength that surprised him. “Evie is quite sure that I am in love with you, Ambrose… I lied to her when I said I never called you Ambrose. And, of course, we are in love with one another, but in a way that poor Evie doesn’t understand. If I were normal, I suppose I’d love you in her way… poor Ambrose, you would be so embarrassed.” She laughed quietly.

“Love is a great disturbance,” said Ambrose. “I think Evie means that kind.”

“Were you ever in love that way? I have never been. I think I love you as I should love my child if I had one. If you say that you love me — as a mother, I shall be offended, Ambrose. Do you think it will really happen… will it cost very much?”

“A pound a visit, and he is coming every day except Sunday.”

Christina made a calculation, and the immensity of the sum left her horror-stricken. “A hundred and fifty pounds!” she cried. “Oh, Ambrose… how can you? I won’t have the treatment. It is certain to fail… I won’t, Ambrose!”

“I’ve paid a hundred on account. He didn’t want to take it, but I said that I would only let him come on those terms. I wasn’t speaking the truth… I’d have let him come on any terms. So you see, Christina, I’ve paid and you must be treated!”

“Hold my hand, Ambrose… and don’t speak a word. I’m going for a long walk… I haven’t dared walk before…” She resumed her gaze upon the bedrail and he sat in silence whilst she dreamt. Evie returned at ten o’clock that night and heard Christina singing as she mounted the stairs. “Enter, sister; has mother told you that I am practically a well woman?”

“Don’t put too high hopes—”

“Shut up! I’m a well woman, I tell you. In a year I shall walk into your medicine shop and sneer at you as I pass. Have you brought home any candy? ‘Sweets’ is hopelessly vulgar, and I like the American word better. And you look bright and sonsy. Did you see the god?”

“I wish you wouldn’t use religious words, Christina, just when we are going to bed, too. I wonder you’re not afraid. Yes, I saw my boy.”

“Have you a boy?” — in simulated surprise. “Evie, you are a surprising child. Whom does he take after?”

“Really, I think you are indecent,” said her sister, shocked. “You know perfectly well I mean… Ronnie.”

“Oh, is he the ‘boy’? To you girls everything that raises a hat or smokes a cheap cigar is strangely boyish. Well, is he nearly dead from his midnight labours?”

“I’d like to see you write a long article for the newspapers,” said Evie witheringly.

“I wish you could. You may even see that. Tell me about him, Evie. What is he like… what sort of a house has he?” She waited.

“He lives in a flat, and, of course, I’ve never seen it. You don’t imagine that I would go into a man’s flat alone, do you?”

Christina sighed. “There are points about the bourgeoisie mind which are admirable,” she said. “What does ‘bourgeoisie’ mean? The bourgeoisie are the people who have names instead of numbers to their houses; they catch the nine-twenty-five to town and go home by the five-seventeen. They go to church at least once on Sunday, and their wives wear fascinators and patronise the dress-circle.”

“You talk such rubbish, Christina. I can’t make head or tail of it half the time. I don’t see what it has got to do with my going into Ronnie’s flat. It wouldn’t be respectable.”

“Why didn’t I think of that word?” wailed Christina. “Evie?”

“Huh?” said Evie, her mouth full of pins and in an unconscious imitation of one who, did she but know it, held her soul in the hollow of his hands.

“Where do you meet your lad — I simply can’t say ‘boy’.”

“Oh, anywhere,” said Evie vaguely. “We used to meet a lot in the park. As a matter of fact, that is where I first saw him, but now he doesn’t go to the park. He says the crowd is vulgar, and it is you know, Christina; why I’ve heard men addressing meetings and saying that there wasn’t a God! And talking about the King most familiarly It made my blood boil!”

“I don’t suppose the King minds, and I’m sure God only laughed.”

“Christina!”

“Well, why not? What’s the use of being God if He hasn’t a sense of humour? He has everything He wants, and that is one of the first blessings He would give Himself. Where do you meet Ronnie, Evie?”

“Sometimes I have dinner with him, and sometimes we just meet at the tube-station and go to the pictures.” Christina pinched her chin in thought. “He knows that girl who came to see you — Miss Merville. I told him about her visit, and he asked me if she knew that I was a friend of his, and whether she had seen me. She rather runs after him I think. He doesn’t say so, he is too much a gentleman. I can’t imagine Ronnie saying anything unkind.”

“But he sort of hinted?” suggested Christina.

“You are uncharitable, Christina! Nothing Ronnie does is right in your eyes. Of course he didn’t hint. It is the way he looks, when I speak about her. I know that he doesn’t like her very much. He admitted it, because, just after we had been talking about her, he said that I was the only girl he had ever met who did not bore him — unutterably. His very words!”

“That was certainly convincing evidence,” said Christina, and her sister arrested the motion of her hairbrush to look suspiciously in her direction. You could never be sure whether Christina was being nice or unpleasant.
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Ronald Morelle had once been the victim of a demoralising experience. He had awakened in time to hear the church clock strike nine, and for the space of a few seconds he had suffered the tortures of hell. Why, he never discovered. He had heard the clock strike nine since then, in truth he had been specially wakened by Francois the very next morning in the expectation that the tolling of the bell would recall to his mind the cause of his abject fear. But not again did the chimes affect him. He had made a very thorough examination of his mind in the Freudian method, but could trace no connection between his moments of terror and the sound of a bell. ‘A nightmare, as an unpleasant dream is called, may be intensely vivid, yet from the second of waking, leaves no definite memory behind it’, said a lesser authority. He had to rest content with that.

He had other matters to think about. Steppe, an unusual visitor, came to his flat one morning. Ronnie was in his dressing-gown, reading the morning newspapers, and he leapt up with a curious sense of guilt when the big man was announced. “You dabble in press work, Morelle, don’t you?” Ronnie acknowledged his hobby. “Do you know anybody in Fleet Street… editors and suchlike?”

“I know a few… why, Mr. Steppe?”

Steppe lit a cigar, and, strolling across the room, looked out of the window. He carried the air of a patron to such an extent that Ronnie felt an interloper, an uncomfortable feeling to a man still in pyjamas. “Because we’ve got to beat up a few friendly press criticisms,” said Steppe at last. “The financial papers are raising merry hell about that Klein River diamond flotation and we have to get our story in somehow or other. You don’t want to be called a swindling company promoter, huh? Wouldn’t look good, huh?”

“I don’t see how I come into it,” said Ronnie.

“You don’t, huh? Of course you don’t! Have you ever seen anything but a shopgirl’s ankles? You… don’t see! You’re a director, so is Merville. You’ve drawn director’s fees. I’m not a director… it doesn’t matter a damn to me what they say.”

The name of Jan Steppe seldom appeared amongst the officers or directors of a company. He had his nominees who voted according to the orders they received. “What makes it so almighty bad is that I was floating the Midwell Traction Corporation next week. We’ll have to put that back now, but it will keep. What are you going to do?”

“I don’t exactly know what to do,” said Ronnie. It was the first time he had ever been called upon to justify his director’s fees. “I know a few men… but I doubt if I can do anything. Fleet Street is a little rigid in these things.”

“Get an article in somehow,” ordered Steppe peremptorily. “Take this line: That we bought the Klein River Mine on the report of the best engineer in South Africa. We did. There’s no lie about that. Mackenzie — he’s in a lunatic asylum now. And the report was in his own handwriting, so there won’t be a copy. And you needn’t mention that he is in a lunatic asylum, most people think he is dead.”

“Didn’t he write to us complaining that we only put an extract from his report into the prospectus?”

“Never mind about that!” snarled Steppe. “I didn’t come here for a conversation. He did write; said that we’d published a sentence away from the context. He didn’t think I was going to put the worst into the prospectus, did he? What he said was that the Klein River Mine would be one of the richest in South Africa if we could get over difficulties of working, which he said were insuperable. He was right. They are. The only way to work that mine is with deep-sea divers! Now, have this right, Morelle, and try to forget Flossie’s blue eyes and Winnie’s golden hair. This is business. Your business. You’ve got to take that report (Moropulos will give it to you, but you mustn’t take it from the office) and extract all that is good in it. At the General Meeting you have to produce your copy and read it. If anybody wants to see the original, refer ’em to Mackenzie. You’ve got to make Klein River look alive, and you haven’t to defend it, d’ye hear me? You’ve got to handle that mine as though you wished it was yours, huh? No defence! The hundred pound shares are at twelve; you’ve got to make ’em look worth two hundred. And it is dead easy if you go the right way about it. Ask any pickpocket. The easiest way to steal a pocketbook is to go after the man that’s just lost his watch. Make ’em think that the best thing they can do is to buy more Klein Rivers and hold them, huh? You’ve got to think it, or you won’t say it. Get this meeting through without a fuss, and there’s a thousand for you.”

“I’ll try,” said Ronnie.

Yet it was in no very confident mood that he faced a hall full of enraged stockholders a week later. The meeting was described as ‘noisy’; it ended in the passing of a vote of confidence in the directors. Ronnie was not elated; no other man but Steppe could have induced him to present a forged document to a meeting of critical stockholders, and when Klein Rivers rose the next day to seventeen, he was not as enthusiastic as Dr. Merville, who ‘phoned his congratulations on what was undoubtedly a remarkable achievement. He spoke of nothing else that day, and Beryl basked in the reflected approval.

Her father knew nothing. He wondered why Ronnie, whom he did not like overmuch, called with greater frequency. He had too large an experience of life to harbour any misconception as to his second cousin’s private character, although he would, in other circumstances, have passively accepted him as a son-in-law. Men take a very tolerant view of other men’s weaknesses. The theory that the world holds a patch of arable land reserved for young men to put under wild oats, and that without exciting the honest farmers whose lands adjoin, is a theory that dies hard as the cultivated fields increase in number. He did not regard Ronnie as a marrying man, and with the exception of a few moments of uneasiness he had when he noted Beryl’s preference for his associate’s society, he found nothing objectionable in the new interest which Ronnie had found. But he wished he wouldn’t call so often.

Dr. Merville might, and did, dismiss Ronnie’s errant adventures with a philosophical sua cuique voluptas… he found himself talking a more and more lenient view of Ronald Morelle’s character. A man is never himself until he is idle. Successions of nurses, schoolmasters, and professors shepherd him into the service of his fellows, and the conventions of his profession, no less than a natural desire to stand well with the friends and clients he has acquired in his progress, assist him in maintaining something of the appearance and mental attitude which his tutors have formed in him. Many a man has gone through life being some other man who has impressed him, or some great teacher who has imparted his personality into his plastic pupil. The first instinct of a man lost in the desert is to discard his clothes. The doctor, wandering in this financial waste, began to discard his principles. He was unconscious of the sacrifice. If, in the course of his professional life he had made a mistaken diagnosis, or blundered in an operation, he would have known. If at school he had committed some error, he would have been corrected. Now, though this he did not realize, he was, for the first time in his life, free from any other authority than his own will and conscience. He fell into a common error when he believed, as he did, that standards of honour and behaviour are peculiar to the trades in which they are exercised and that right and wrong are adaptable to circumstances.

“Ronnie is coming to dinner tonight, isn’t he? You know I shall not be here, my dear? I promised Steppe I should spend the evening with him. I wish you would tell Ronnie how pleased we all are at his very fine speech. I never dreamt that he had it in him. Steppe talks of making him chairman of the company.”

“I thought he was that.”

“No… er… no. The chairman is a man named Howitt… a very troublesome fellow. Steppe bought him out before the meeting, Ronnie was only acting-chairman.”

“I thought you were a director, daddy?” She was curious on this point, and had waited an opportunity of asking him why he had not been present at the meeting.

“I am… in a sense… but my nerves are in such a state just now, that I simply couldn’t bear the strain of listening to a crowd of noisy louts jabbering stupid criticism. The company is in a perfectly sound position. You can see that from the way the stock has jumped up in the past few days. These city people aren’t fools, you know.”

She wondered if it was the ‘city people’ who were buying the stock or were responsible for the encouraging rise in Klein River Diamonds. More likely, she thought, the buyers were the people who knew very little about stock exchange transactions.

Ronnie arrived as the doctor was going out, and they met in the street before the door. “It was nothing,” said Ronnie modestly; ‘they were rather rowdy at first, but after I had had a little talk with them… you know how sheeplike these fellows are. I discovered from Steppe who was likely to be the leader of the opposition, and I saw him before the meeting. Of course, he was difficult and full of threats about appointing a committee of investigation. However…”

“Yes, yes, you did splendidly… you’ll find Beryl waiting for you. Er… Ronnie.”

“Yes?”

“Don’t unsettle her… she is in an maddening mood just now, especially about the companies and things. I shouldn’t talk too much about Klein Rivers. She is a very shrewd girl. Not that there is anything about Klein Rivers that is discreditable.”

“I never talk business to Beryl,” said Ronnie. Which was nearly true.

He found her in the drawingroom and took her into his arms. She was so dear and fragrant. So malleable in his skilled hands now that the barrier of her suspicion had been broken down.



Chapter XVI


Table of Contents


In the middle of the night Ambrose Sault turned in his narrow bed and woke. He was a light sleeper and the party-walls of the tiny house were thin. He got out bed, switched on the light of a portable electric lamp which stood within reach of his hand, and, thrusting his feet into slippers, opened the door. The house was silent, but a crack of light showed under Christina’s door. “Are you awake, Christina?” he asked softly. “Is anything wrong?”

“Nothing, Mr. Sault.” It was not Christina. There was no hint of tears in her voice. Ambrose went back to his bed, and to sleep. He knew that he had not been mistaken either as to the sound that had awakened him or the direction from whence it came. For one terrific moment he had thought it was Christina and that the new treatment which had already commenced was responsible for the loud sobs which had disturbed his sleep. He was sorry for Evie. He was easily sorry. A cat writhing in the middle of the street, where a too — swift motorcar had passed, wrung his heart. A child crying in pain made him sweat. When he saw a man and a woman quarrelling in this vile neighbourhood, he rushed from the scene lest the woman be struck.

“What did he get… up for?” whispered Evie; “he is always… interfering.”

“The wonder to me is that the whole street isn’t up,” said Christina. “What is the matter, Evie?”

“I don’t know… I’m miserable.” Evie flounced over in her bed. “I just had to cry. I’m sorry.”

Christina was very serious; she too had been awakened by the hysterical outburst. It carried a meaning to her that she had the courage to face. “There is nothing wrong is there, Evie?” No answer. “I can’t be all the help to you that I should like, darling, and I am a pig to you at times. But I get tetchy myself, and it is a bore lying here day after day. You would tell me if there was anything wrong, wouldn’t you?”

“Yes,” whispered the girl.

“I mean, really wrong. If it was anything that affected your health. Nothing would make you wrong in my eyes. I should just love you and help you all I could. You know that. It isn’t wise to keep some secrets, Evie, not if you know that there is somebody who loves you well enough to take half your burden from you.”

“I don’t know what you’re driving at,” said Evie in a fret. “I’ve nothing to reproach myself with, if that’s what you mean.”

Christina snorted. “Then what are you snivelling about?” she demanded. She was not unreasonably irritated.

“I haven’t… seen… Ronnie… for a week!” sobbed the girl.

“I wish to God you’d never seen him,” snapped Christina, and wished she hadn’t, for the next minute Evie was in bed with her, in her arms.

“I’m so unhappy… I wish I hadn’t met him, too… I know that it isn’t right, Chris… I know it isn’t… I know I shall never be happy. He is so much above me… and I’m so ignorant… such a… such a shopgirl.”

Christina cuddled the slim figure and kissed her damp face. “You’ll get over that, Evie,” she said soothingly.

“But I love him so!”

“You don’t really… you are too young, Evie you can’t test your feelings. I was reading today about some people who live in Australia, natives, who think that a sort of sour apple is the most lovely fruit in the world. But it is only because they haven’t any other kind of fruit. If you go to a poor sort of store to buy a dress, you get to think the best they have in stock is the best you can buy anywhere. It takes a lot of courage to walk out of that shop and find another. After a while you are sure and certain that the dress they show you is lovely. It is only when you put it against the clothes that other women have bought from the better shops that you see how old-fashioned and tawdry and what an ugly colour it is.” She waited for an answer, but Evie was asleep.

Ambrose came home early the next day. Every other afternoon he took Christina to Kensington Gardens. He kept the long spinal carriage in a stable and spent at least half an hour in cleaning and polishing the wheels and lacquered panels of the ‘chariot’. “Shut the door, Ambrose.” He obeyed. “You heard Evie crying? It was nothing. She hasn’t seen her man for a week and she was a little upset. I promised her to tell you that it was all your imagination if you asked. Poor Evie doesn’t know that you wouldn’t ask, anyhow.”

“Is it Ronald Morelle, Christina?” She nodded, and seeing his face lengthen she asked: “Is he a good man, Ambrose? Do you think there is my danger to Evie?”

“I don’t know him personally.” Ambrose was speaking very slowly. “No. I don’t know him. Once or twice I have seen him, but I have never spoken. Moropulos says he is rotten. That was the word he used. There have been one or two nasty incidents. Moropulos likes talking about that sort of thing… what was that word you told me, Christina? It is not like me to forget? It describes a man with a bad curiosity.”

“Prurient?”

“That is the word. Moropulos has that kind of mind. He is interested in that kind of subject. He says that Ronald Morelle is bad. The worst man he has ever met. He wasn’t condemning him, you understand? In fact he was admiring him. Moropulos would.”

Christina was plucking at her underlip pensively. “Poor Evie!” she said. “She thinks she is in love with him. He is a beautiful dream to her, naturally, because she has never met anybody like him. I wish he had made the mistake of treating her cheaply the first time he met her. That would have ended it. What I am afraid of is that he does understand her, and is proceeding on a definite plan. What am I to do, Ambrose?”

Years before, when he was working in a penal settlement, Ambrose Sault had bruised and cut his chin. He had been working in tapioca fields and the prison doctor had warned him not to touch the healing wound with his hand for fear of poisoning it. From this warning he had acquired a curious trick. In moments of doubt he rubbed his chin with the knuckle of a finger. Christina had often seen him do this and had found in the gesture sure evidence of his perplexity. “You can’t advise me?” she said, reading the sign. “I didn’t think you would be able to.”

“I can go to Morelle and warn him,” suggested Sault, ‘but that means trouble — here. I don’t want to make mischief.”

She nodded. “Evie would never forgive us,” she said, with a sigh. “I’m ready, Ambrose.”

He stooped and lifted her from the bed, as though, as she once described it, she were of no greater weight than a pillow.

Mr. Jan Steppe was dressing for dinner when Sault was announced. “Tell him to wait… no, send him up.”

“Here, sir?” asked the valet.

“Where else, you fool, huh?” Sault came into the dressing-room and waited until his employer had fixed a refractory collar. “Don’t wait, you.”

The valet retired discreetly. “Well, Sault, what do you want?”

“The daughter of the woman I lodge with knows Morelle,” said Ambrose Sault briefly, ‘she’s a pretty child and I don’t want anything to happen to her that will necessitate my taking Morelle and breaking his neck.”

Steppe looked round with a scowl. “Necessitate’? You talk like a damned professor. I’m not Morelle’s keeper. It is enough trouble to keep him up to the scratch in other matters. As to breaking his neck, I’ve got something to say to that, Sault, huh?” He faced the visitor, a terrifying figure, his attitude a threat and a challenge.

“You might have to identify him,” said Sault thoughtfully, “that is true.”

Steppe’s face went red. “Now see here, Sault. I’ve never had a fight with you and I don’t want to, huh? You’re the only one of the bunch that is worth ten cents as a man, but I’ll allow nobody to dictate to me… nobody, whether he is a girl-chasing dude or an escaped convict. Get that right! I’ve smashed bigger men and stronger men than you, by God!”

“You’ll not smash me,” said Sault coolly, “and you needn’t smash: Morelle. I’m telling you that I won’t have that girl hurt. A word from you will send Morelle crawling at her feet. I don’t know him, but I know of him. He’s that kind,”

Steppe glared. “You’re telling me, are you?” he breathed. “You think you’ve got me because you’re indispensable now that you know about the safe. But I’ll have another safe and another word. D’ye hear? I’ll show you that no damned lag can bully me!”

The other smiled. “You know that the code is safe with me. That’s my way. I would break Morelle or you for the matter of that… kill you with my hands before your servant could come… but the code would be with me. You know that, too.”

He met — had not feared to meet — the fury of Steppe’s eyes, and presently the big man turned away with a shrug. “You might,” he said, speaking more to himself than to Ambrose Sault. “One of these days I’ll try you out. I’m not a weakling and I’ve beaten every man that stood up to me.” He looked round at the visitor and the anger had gone from his face. “I believe you about the safe. You’re the first man or woman I’ve ever believed in my life. Sounds queer, huh? It is a fact. I’m not frightened of you… nobody knows that better than you.” Sault nodded. “About Morelle… I’ll talk to him. What is this girl… you’re not in love with her yourself, huh? Can’t imagine that. All right, I’ll speak to Morelle… a damned cur! Anything more?”

“Nothing,” said Ambrose, and went out. Steppe stared at the closed door. “A man,” he said, and shivered. No other man breathing had caused Steppe to shiver.

He saw Ronnie at a club late that night. “Here, I want you.” He jerked his head in the direction of a quiet corner of the smoking-room, and Ronnie followed him, expecting compliments, for they had not met since the meeting.

“You’ve got a parcel of women in tow, huh?” said Steppe.

“I don’t quite understand—” began Ronnie.

“You understand all right. One of them is a friend of Sault’s… Colebrook, I think her name must be. Go steady. She is a friend of Sault’s. He says he’ll break your neck if you monkey around there; do you get that, huh? Sault says so. He’ll do it.”

Ronnie did not know Ambrose Sault any better than Ambrose knew him. The threat did not sound very dreadful and he smiled.

“You can grin; maybe I’ll see the same grin when I come to look at you on the mortuary slab. Sault is a hell of a bad man to cross. He has had his kill once, that will make the second seem like blowing bubbles. That’s all.”

Ronnie was annoyed, but not greatly impressed. He only knew Sault as a sort of superior workman, who did the dirty work of the confederacy. Sometimes he used to wonder how Steppe employed him, but then he also speculated upon the exact standing of Moropulos whose name never appeared on a prospectus and who had, apparently, no particular duties. Threats did not greatly distress Ronnie Morelle. He had been threatened so often; and it was his experience that the worst was over when the threat came. He was free of the park now. Walking down Regent Street, one Saturday afternoon, he had come face to face with The Girl Who Had Screamed. She was with a tall, broad-shouldered young man and she had recognized him. After he had passed them, Ronnie, from the tail of his eye, saw the couple stop and the girl point after him. The man looked as though he were going to follow, but The Girl Who Had Screamed caught his arm. And that was the end of it. The man might hate him, but would not make a fuss. The offence was comparatively old, and men did not pursue other people’s stale vendettas. The beginning and end of vengeance was a threatening gesture.

He knew just what that broad-shouldered man was saying, and thinking. He was a scoundrel, he deserved flogging. If he had been on hand when the girl squealed, he would have torn the heart out of the offender. But he wasn’t there; and the girl had shown both her purity and her intelligence by preferring his gentle courtship to the violent love-making of Ronnie Morelle. In a sense the incident was subtly flattering to the broad-shouldered young man.

Ronnie was not seeing Evie in these days; he was more pleasingly engaged. The new game was infinitely more intriguing, an opponent better armed for the fight and offering a more glorious triumph. But Steppe’s warning piqued him. Sault! His lips curled in derision. That nigger! That half-caste jailbird! He wrote to Evie that night making an appointment.
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“You don’t know how happy I was when I found your letter at the store this morning. The manager doesn’t like girls to get letters; he is an awful fossil, but he’s rather keen on me. I told him your letters were from an uncle who isn’t friends with mother.”

“What a darling little liar you are!” said Ronnie, amused. “My dear, I’ve missed you terribly. I shall have to give up my writing if it is going to keep me from my girl.” She snuggled closer to his side as they walked slowly through the gloom to her favourite spot. She did not tell him how she had sat there every evening, braving the importunities of those less attractive ghouls who haunt the park in the hours of dusk. “There have been times,” said Ronnie when they had found chairs and drawn them to the shadow of a big elm, “when I felt that I could write no more unless I saw you for a moment. But I set my teeth and worked. I pretend sometimes that you are sitting on the other side of the table, and I look up and talk to you.”

“You are like Christina,” said the delighted girl; “she makes up things like that. Would you have liked to see me really walk into the room and sit down opposite to you?”

“Nine-tenths of my troubles would vanish,” he said fervently, “and I could work… by heaven, how I should work if I had the inspiration of your company! I wish you weren’t such a dear little puritan. I’m half inclined to engage a housekeeper if only to chaperon you.” He waited for a rejoinder, but it did not come. “You have such queer ideas about how people should behave,” he said. “In fact you are awfully old-fashioned, darling.”

“Am I… I suppose I am.”

“Why, the modern girl goes everywhere: bachelor parties and dances… chaperons are as much out of date as the dodo.”

“What is a dodo?”

“A bird… a sort of duck,” he gurgled with laughter.

“You funny boy…”

“You know Sault, don’t you? Isn’t he a great friend of yours?”

She struggled up out of his arms. “Friend! Of course not, He is a great friend of Christina’s, but not of mine. He is so old and funny — looking, He has grey hair and he is quite dark… when I say dark, I mean he is not a negro, but… well, dark.”

“I understand. Not a friend of yours?”

“Of course not. There are times when I can’t stand him! He doesn’t read or write, did you know that? Of course you do… and he has been in prison, you told me that too. If mother knew she would have a fit. Why do you talk about him, Ronnie?”

“I’ve no special reason, only…”

“Only what? Has he been talking about me?”

“Not to me, of course… he told a friend of mine that he didn’t like you to know me. It was a surprise to me that he was aware we were friends. Did you tell him?”

“Me — I? Of course not. I never heard of such nerve! How dare he!”

“Ssh… don’t get angry, darling. I’m sure he meant well. You have to do something for me, Evie dear.”

“Talking about me!…”

“What is the use.” He bent his head and kissed her. “It will be easy for you to say that you’ve only met me once or twice… and that you are not seeing me any more.”

“But you… you will see me, Ronnie?”

“Surely. You don’t suppose that anything in the world will ever come between us, do you? Not fifty Saults.”

“It is Christina!” she said. “How mean of her to discuss me with Sault! And I’ve done so much for her; brought her books from the store and given her little things… I do think it is deceitful of her.”

“Will you do as I ask?”

“Of course, Ronnie darling. I’ll tell her that I’ve given you up. But she is terribly sharp and I must be careful. We sleep in the same room; ours is a very small house. I used to have a room of my own until Sault came — the horrid old man. He is in love with Christina. It does seem ridiculous, doesn’t it, a man like that? Christina says she doesn’t, but really… she is so deceitful.”

“Will you tell her what I suggest?” he insisted.

“Yes… I’ll tell her. As for Mr. Sault…”

“Leave me to deal with Mr. Sault,” said Ronnie grandly.

Evie reached home, her little brain charged with conflicting emotions. Her relief at meeting the man again, the happiness that meeting had brought, her resentment at Sault’s unwarranted interference, her hurt from Christina’s supposed duplicity and breach of confidence, each contended for domination and each in turn triumphed. “I have given up Ronnie and I am not going to meet him again,” she said, as she entered the room.

She was without finesse and Christina, instantly alert, was not impressed. “This is very sudden. What has happened?”

“I’ve given him up!” Evie slammed her hat down on the rickety dressing-table. She had no intention of letting the matter rest there. Her annoyance with Sault must be expressed. “If a girl cannot have a friendship without her own sister and her sister’s friends making up all sorts of stories about her and breaking their sacred word, too, by telling people about their private affairs, then she’d better give up having friendships,” she said a trifle incoherently.

“I want to sort that out,” said Christina, frowning. “The only thing I’m perfectly sure about, is that somebody is behaving badly. Do you mean that people have been talking about you and your… Ronnie?”

Evie glowered at her. “You know… you know!” she blurted tremulously. “You and Sault between you, trying to interfere in my… interfering in my affairs.”

“Oh,” said Christina, “is that all?”

“Is that all! Don’t you think it enough, parting Ronnie and I? Breaking my heart, that is what you’re doing!” she wailed. “I’ll never speak to Sault again. The old murderer… that’s what he is, a murderer! I’m going to tell mother and have him chucked out of the house. We’re not safe. Some night he’ll come along with a knife and cut our throats. A nigger murderer,” she screamed, ‘he may be good enough to be your friend, but he’s not good enough for me!”

“Open the window and tell the street all about it,” suggested Christine. “You’ll get an audience in no time! Go along! Open the window! They would love to hear. Every woman in this street screams her trouble, sooner or later. The woman across the road was shouting ‘murder’ all last night. Be fashionable, Evie. Ronnie would love to know that you made a hit in Walter Street.”

Evie was weeping now. “You’re horrible and vulgar, and I wish I was dead. You’ve… parted Ronnie and I… you and Sault.”

“I don’t think so,” said Christina quietly, “my impression is that you are saying what Ronnie told you to say.”

“I swear—” began Evie.

“Don’t swear, Evie, screech. It is more convincing. Ronnie told you to say that you had given him up. What did Ambrose Sault do?”

“He went to a friend of Ronnie’s with a lot of lies… about me and Ronnie. And you must have told him, Christina. It was mean, mean, mean of you!”

“He didn’t want telling. He heard you the other night when you were having hysterics and yelling ‘Oh, Ronnie, Ronnie!’ at the top of your voice. You did everything except give Ronnie’s address and telephone number. Apart from that, I did tell him. I wanted to know what kind of man you’re raving about. And your Ronnie is just dirt.”

“Don’t dare to say that — don’t dare!”

“If mother didn’t sleep like a dormouse she’d hear you. Some people think they can make white black if they shout ‘black’ loudly enough. Ronald Morelle has a bad reputation with girls. I don’t care if you foam at the mouth, Evie, I’m going to say it. He is a blackguard!”

“Sault told you! Sault told you!” Evie’s voice had a shrill thin edge to it. “I know he did… a murderer, a nigger murderer, that is what he is. Not fit to live under the same roof as me… I shall tell Ronnie what he is.”

“As you are permanently parted, I don’t see how you will have an opportunity of telling him,” said Christina. “I could have told him myself today, I saw him.”

“Saw him, how?” Evie was surprised into interest.

“With my eyes. Mr. Sault took me into Kensington Gardens and I saw him — he pointed him out to me.”

Evie smiled contemptuously. “That is where you and your damned Sault were wrong,” she said in triumph. “Ronnie has been working in his flat all the afternoon! He was writing an article for The Statesman!”

“He didn’t seem to be working very hard when I saw him,” said Christina, unmoved, “unless he was dictating his article to Miss Merville. They were driving together. Sault said: ‘There is Morelle’—”

“He should have said ‘Mister’.”

“And I saw him. He is goodlooking; the best-looking man I have ever seen.”

“It wasn’t Ronnie… I don’t mean that Ronnie isn’t goodlooking. He’s lovely. But it couldn’t have been him. Besides, he hates that Merville girl, at least he doesn’t like her. You are only saying this to make me jealous. How was he dressed?”

“So far as I could see, he wore a long-tailed coat — he certainly had a top hat. Mr. Sault said that he thought had been to Lady Somebody-or-other’s garden-party. Mr. Steppe was going, but couldn’t get away.”

“Now I know it wasn’t Ronnie! He was wearing a blue suit… no, he hadn’t changed his clothes. He told me he didn’t dress until an hour before he met me. Sault is a… he must have been mistaken.”

Before she went to bed she came over to say ‘good night’. “I’m sorry I lost my temper, Chris.”

“My dear, if you lose nothing else I shall be happy.”

“I hate your insinuations, Christina! Some day you will find out what a splendid man Ronnie is… and then you’ll be surprised.”

“I shall,” admitted Christina, and later, when Evie was dropping into sleep: “Who did Ambrose kill?”

“Eh?… I don’t know. Somebody in Paris…” Another long silence.

“He must have been a terrible villain!”

“Who, Sault?”

“No, the man he killed,” said Christina.

She lay awake for a long time. It was two o’clock when she heard his key in the lock. She raised her head, listening to the creaking of the stairs as he came up. He had to pass her room and she whispered: “Good night, Ambrose!”

“Good night, Christina.” She blew a kiss at the door.
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Mr. Steppe, with a gardenia in his buttonhole, leant out of the window of his car and waved his yellow glove in greeting, and Beryl, who was just about to enter her own machine, stepped back upon the sidewalk and waited. She felt a little twinge of impatience, for she was on her way to the Horse Show and Ronald. “Is the doctor in? Good! He can wait… Where are you off to, Beryl, huh? Looking perfectly lovely too… I often wonder what those old backveld relation of mine would say if they ever saw a girl like you. Their women are just trek-oxen… mustn’t say ‘cows’, huh! Are you in a great hurry?”

“Not a great hurry,” she smiled, ‘but I think father is expecting you.”

“I know. But he’ll not be worried if I’m late. Drive me somewhere. I want to talk.”

She jumped at the opportunity of placing a time-limit on the conversation. “Drive to Regent’s Park, round the inner circle an back to the house,” she ordered, and Mr. Steppe handed her into the car. “I want to have a little chat about your father,” he said, greatly to her surprise. He had never before spoken more than two consecutive sentences in reference to Dr. Merville. “What I tell you, Beryl, is in confidence,” he said. I’m not sure whether I ought to tell you at all, but you’re a sensible girl, huh? No nonsense. That is how a woman should be. The doctor has lost a lot of money — you know that?”

“I didn’t know,” she answered in alarm, “but I thought that father confined his investments to your companies?”

“Yes… so he has. He has taken up a lot of shares… against my advice. He is carrying… well I shouldn’t like to tell you the figure. He bought them — against my advice. Most of my stock is only partly paid up. He is carrying nearly a million shares in one concern or another. That is all right. You can carry millions, always providing there is a market, and that you can sell at a profit, or else that there isn’t any need to call up the remainder of the capital. That need has arisen in the case of two companies in which he is heavily involved. Now, Beryl, you are not to say a word about what I have told you.”

“But… I don’t quite follow what you have said. Does it mean that father will be called upon to pay large sums of money?” He nodded. “Or else… ?”

“There is no ‘or else’,” said Steppe. “The capital has to be called in, in justice to the shareholders, and the doctor must pay. Somebody must pay. In fact, I am going to pay. That was the reason I was calling on him today.”

“He has been very worried lately,” said Beryl in a troubled tone. “I don’t know how to thank you, Mr. Steppe. Is it a big sum?”

“It runs to hundreds of thousands,” said Steppe. “Very few can lay their hands on that amount, huh? Jan Steppe! They know me in the city, hate me, would slaughter me, but they don’t despise me. I can sign cheques for a million and they’d be honoured.”

“But father must make some arrangement to pay you, Mr. Steppe..,” she began.

“That is nothing. The shares may rise in value… there is no telling what may happen with the market in an optimistic mood. But I thought I would let you know. Steppe isn’t a bad fellow, huh?”

She heaved a long sigh. “No… you are kind, most kind. I wish father wouldn’t touch the stock-market. Temperamentally, he is unfitted for a gambler. He is so easily depressed. Can’t you persuade him, Mr. Steppe?”

“If you say the word, I’ll stop him,” said Steppe “There is nothing I wouldn’t do for you, Beryl.”

She was silent. “I’m grateful,” she said, as the car was heading for the house. “I cannot put myself under any bigger obligation… father must do as he wishes. But if you could help him with advice…”

It occurred to her then that if he could, at a word arrest the speculative tendencies of Dr. Merville, why had he contented himself with ‘advice’ when her father had made his disastrous investments? Saying goodbye to him at the door of the house, Beryl drove on to Olympia a disturbed and anxious girl.

Steppe watched the car out of sight before he mounted the step and rang the bell. “You saw us, huh? Yes, I wanted to talk to Beryl and I knew that you wouldn’t mind waiting. I’ve got to call up the unpaid capital of Brakpan Mines and Toledo Deeps.”

The doctor moved uneasily. “Couldn’t you wait a little while?” he asked nervously. “The shares are moving. They went up a fraction yesterday — which means that there are buyers.”

“I was the buyer,” said Steppe. “I took a feeler at the market. I bought five hundred — and I could have had five hundred thousand at the price. They were falling over one another to sell. No, I’m afraid I’ve got to make a call and you’ll have to take up your shares, huh? Well, I’m going to let you have the money.”

“That is good of you—”

“Not at all. I must keep your name sweet and clean, Merville. I am going to marry Beryl.”

The doctor opened a silver box and took out a cigar with a shaking hand. “Beryl is a very dear girl,” he said. “Have you spoken to her?”

“No, there is plenty of time. I don’t want to scare her — let her get used to me, Merville, huh? That’s the way. You are crossing with me tonight, huh? Good, I hate the Le Havre route, but you can sleep on board and that saves time. Abrahams is coming from Vienna with the Bulgarian concession. I’m inclined to float it.”

Ronnie was waiting in the main entrance when the girl arrived. In some respects he was a model escort. He never expected a woman to be punctual and had trained himself in the art of patient waiting. “No, really, I haven’t been here very long,” he replied to her apology, “and you, of all women, are worth waiting for.”

“You are a dear. I don’t believe you, but still you are dear. I’m so sick of life today, Ronnie… don’t ask me why. Amuse me.”

“How is the doctor?” he queried, as they were shown into their seats.

“He is going to Paris tonight with Mr. Steppe,” she said. “I’m rather glad. Two or three days abroad will do him lot of good. There aren’t many people here this afternoon, Ronnie.”

“Most of the swells are at Ascot,” he explained; ‘the night seance is crowded. Gone to Paris, eh?”

The news made him thoughtful.

She drove him back to the house to tea. Dr. Merville was out and was not returning to dinner. The maid said he had left a letter in his study. Beryl found it to be a note saying he was unlikely to see her before he went. His bag would be called for, he added.

“My hard-hearted parent has gone without saying goodbye,” she said. “Take me out to dinner, Ronnie. After I would like to see a revue. I feel unintellectual today; I’m in the mood when I want to see people with red noses and baggy trousers. And I want to be in a box. I love boxes, since…

Ronald Morelle walked home from Park Crescent stopping at a messenger office to scribble a note.

“It is at a drug store in Knightsbridge,” he said. “I want the boy to give it to the young lady in the pay desk. Perhaps he had better make a purchase… a cake of soap, if that is the boy,” he smiled upon the diminutive messenger, “and let him hand the letter to the lady when he puts in his bill.”

He came to the flat to find Francois laying out his dress clothes. “Finish what you are doing and go home. I shall not want you this evening,” he said. “Stay — have a bottle put on ice. You can lay the small table. You might have bought some flowers. I hate flowers but — get some. You can throw them away tomorrow.”

“Yes, m’sieur,” said his imperturbable man, “for how many shall I lay supper?”

“For three,” answered Ronnie. It was a convention that he invariably entertained two guests, but Francois had never had to wash more than two used glasses.
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Beryl was still in the drawingroom and the tea-table had not been cleared when Ambrose Sault came for the doctor’s bag. She heard the sound of his voice in the hall and came to the head of the stairs. “Is that you, Mr. Sault? Won’t you come up for moment?” The doctor had telephoned to Moropulos, he explained, asking him to take the grip to his club. She gathered that it was usual for Ambrose to carry out these little commissions.

“How is Miss Colebrook… has she forgiven me for acting the part of district visitor? She is a nice girl and her hair is such a wonderful colour.”

“The osteopath says she will get well,” replied Ambrose simply, “and when I went in to see her this morning she told me she really thought that she felt better already. She has the heart of a lion, Miss Merville.”

“She is certainly brave.” Beryl knew she was a brute because she could not work up an enthusiastic interest in Christina Colebrook.

“It will be wonderful if she is cured.” Sault’s voice as hushed. “I daren’t let myself think about it — in fact, I shall be more bitterly disappointed than she if the treatment does not succeed.”

“You are very fond of her?” She had been examining his face as he spoke, wondering what there was in him that she had seen at their first meeting which reminded her of Ronnie. There was not a vestige of likeness between them. This man’s face, for all its strength, was coarse; the eyes were the only fine features it possessed. And the skin… there was a yellow-brown tinge in it. She remembered her father saying once that people who had negro blood in their veins betrayed their origin, even though they were quite white, by a dark half-moon on their fingernails. Whilst he was speaking he moved his hands so that the nails were discernible. They were ugly nails, broad and ragged of edge… yes, there it was. A brown crescent showing against the deep pink.

“Yes, I’m very fond of her. She is lovable. I haven’t let anybody like Christina before.” Why was she annoyed? Perhaps ‘annoyed’ hardly described her emotion. She was disappointed in him. Her attitude toward Sault was enigmatical — it was certainly capricious. She was a little nauseated and was glad when he went.

Sault carried the suitcase to the club and left it with a porter. He wished he had an excuse for calling every day at the house… the sight of her exalted him, raised him instantly to a higher plane. He saw Evie walking home in front of him; she saw him, stopped, and became interested in a shop window. She always avoided him in the street and would not dream of walking with him. In the kitchen, to which she followed him, she condescended to speak.

“You were looking very pleased with yourself when I saw you in High Street, Mr. Sault,” she said.

“Was I?… yes, I was feeling good. You’re home early tonight, Evie.”

Mrs. Colebrook had a washing day and was at her labours in the scullery, and Evie could flare up without reproof. “I’m so glad you notice when I come in, and go out!” she said. “It is nice to know that all your movements are watched. I suppose I ought to ask your permission when I stay out late? We always like to please the lodger!”

He looked down into the pretty flushed face and smile gently. “I believe you are trying to be cross with me, Evie,” he said goodnaturedly, “and I don’t feel like being cross with anybody. My dear, it is no business of mine—”

“Don’t call me ‘my dear’ if you please! You have nerve to ‘my dear’ me! A man like you!”

Sault’s knuckle touched his chin awkwardly. “I didn’t mean to be offensive—”

“You are offensive! You are the most beastly offensive person I know! You go prying and spying into my business and telling lies about gentlemen whose boots you’re not fit to blacken.”

“Hello, hello!” Mrs. Colebrook stood in the kitchen doorway, wiping her soapy hands on her apron. “What’s this, Evie? Telling lies about you? Mr. Sault would not tell a lie to save his life. What gentleman? He’d have to be a pretty good gentleman for Mr. Sault to black his boots.”

Evie wilted before her mother’s fiery gaze and, turning, slammed from the room. “It is nothing, Mrs. Colebrook,” smiled Ambrose. “I made her angry… something I said. It was my fault entirely. Now what about those blankets?”

“You’re not going to wash any blankets,” said Mr Colebrook, “and Evie has got to say she is sorry.”

“I washed blankets before you were born, Mrs. Colebrook, or soon after, at any rate. I promised you I’d come home and help you.” He went with her to the little scullery with its copper and wash tub, she protesting.

“I didn’t think you meant it,” she said, “and I can’t let you do it. You go into the kitchen and I’ll make you a cup of tea.”

“Blankets,” said Ambrose, rolling up his sleeves.

Evie burst into her room, red with anger. She hated Sault more than ever. She said so, flinging her hat wildly on the bed. “Oh… was that who you were strafing?” asked Christina.

“I gave him a piece of my mind,” said Evie, with satisfaction.

“That was generous, considering the size of it.” Christina bent outward and laid down the paper and dactylograph she had been using. “I couldn’t have done that a few days ago,” she said, “and what has poor Ambrose done?”

“He had the cheek to tell me I was home very early, as if he was the lord of the house!”

“Aren’t you home early?”

“It is no business of his, the interfering old devil!”

Christina eyed her critically. “You came home in a bad temper,” she said. “I suppose giving up Ronnie has got on your nerves.”

“I haven’t given him up!” Evie snapped, “only he’s busy tonight.”

Christina chewed a toffee ball reflectively. “That man is certainly industrious,” she said; “they will have to bring out new papers to print all he writes. Does he find time to eat?” Evie lifted her nose scornfully. “What did you say to my Ambrose?”

“I told you.”

“You said that you gave him a piece of your mind — that doesn’t mean anything to me. Did you call him a murderer?”

“Of course I didn’t… I hope I’m a lady.”

“I’ve often hoped so, and maybe one of these days my hopes will be realized. So you didn’t call him a murderer? You lost a great opportunity. Don’t be offensive to him again, Evie,” she said quietly. Evie did not reply. When Christina spoke in that tone of voice she was frightened of her. “What is Ambrose doing now?”

“I don’t know… in the kitchen I suppose, guzzling food. And I’m starving! But I won’t sit down at the same table as a black man, I won’t!”

“Don’t be a fool, Evie. Go down and get some food. You can bring it up here and eat it. And Evie… Ambrose is a very dear friend of mine and I dislike hearing you call him a ‘black man’. He is almost as white as you and I. His great grandfather was an Indian.”

“If you don’t like to hear me say unpleasant thing about your friends, don’t say them about mine.”

Here, Evie thought, not without reason, that she had a point which was worth labouring. She was astonished when Christina surrendered without firing another shot. “Perhaps you are right, dear. Go and get something to eat.”

Evie returned almost immediately with the news that the kitchen was empty and that she had seen one whom she was pleased to describe as ‘the enemy’ bending over a wash tub, his arms white with lather. “Do you think he is making up to mother?” she asked, as that interesting possibility presented itself.

Christina choked. “Don’t say funny things when I’m eating candy,” she begged.
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The revue had reached its seventh scene before Beryl and her escort were shown into the big stage box of the Pavilion. She had hardly taken her seat before she saw a familiar face in the stalls.

“Isn’t that Mr. Moropulos?” she asked, and following the direction of her eyes he nodded.

The Greek did not appear to have noticed them. He was conspicuous as being the only man in that row of the stalls who was not wearing evening dress. “Yes, that is Moropulos. Don’t let him see you, Beryl.”

Apparently Mr. Moropulos did not identify the pair, for though he turned his head in their direction he showed no sign of recognition. Halfway through the last part of the revue he disappeared, and they did not see him again. “And now home. It has been a jolly afternoon and evening,” said Beryl, as they came out.

Ronnie was looking round for his car. “What a fool I am,” he said. “I told Parker not to wait… for some extraordinary reason I imagined your car would be here. We’ll have to take a taxi.”

The cab had hardly started before he tapped at the window and, leaning out, gave a fresh direction. “Come home and have some supper. I’ve just remembered that I told Francois I was bringing a couple of men home… told him early this morning.”

She hesitated. “I can’t stay very long,” she said. “No… nobody is waiting for me. My maid never does… it spoils my enjoyment of a dance if I think that I am keeping some poor girl out of her bed. I’ll come in for five minutes, dear.”

His arm came round her, her head drooped toward him. “Ronnie… I’m so glad all this has come about, darling… I’ve run after you… I know I have. But I don’t care… four years seems such an awful long time to wait.”

“An eternity,” he breathed.

“And marriage is, as you say… in your immoral way… only a third party sanction… it is silly.”

He kissed her. An automatic lift carried them to the third floor and Ronnie went in, switching on the lights. “I wonder whether father will be angry,” she asked. “If your man…”

“He sleeps out.” Ronnie helped her off with her wrap. “He’s never here after nine. This is my own room, Beryl — but you saw it when the doctor brought you here to dinner.”

She walked over to the big black table and sat down. “Here genius broods,” she laughed quietly. “What a humbug you are, Ronnie! I don’t believe you write a thousand words a month!” He smiled indulgently. “And there is your wicked Anthony! He looks worse by artificial light. Now, Ronnie, I really must go.”

“Go?” — incredulously, “with foie-gras sandwiches and beautifully dry wine?” The door into the diningroom was open and he pointed. “It is the last bottle of that wine. Jerry will be furious when he comes to breakfast in the morning and finds it gone.” Ronnie had a friend, one Jeremiah Talbot, a man after his own heart. Beryl had met him once, a languid, loose lipped man with a reputation for gallantry.

“Well… I’ll eat just a little… and then you must take me home. You shouldn’t have paid off the cab.”

He was too busy at the wine bucket to listen. She sat on the edge of one of the window chesterfields and let her eyes rove around the room, and after a while he brought a plate of sandwiches and a filled glass. She put her lips to the wine and handed it back to him “No more, dear.”

A sudden panic had taken possession of her, and she was shaking. “No!…” And yet it was so natural and so comforting to let him hold her. She relaxed, unresisting. “I shouldn’t be here, Ronnie,” she murmured between his kisses; ‘let me go, darling… please.” But he held her the tighter and she did not deny his lips.
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Ronnie woke with a start, stared at the window and cursed. Pulling on a dressing-gown he slipped from the room and at the sight of him the woman who was dusting the sideboard paused in her work. “I don’t want you here today… where is your friend?”

“In the pantry, sir.”

“Well, take her with you… ah, Francois, listen. Turn these women out and then go out yourself… go to the city… and get… buy anything you like, but don’t come back before eleven… no, twelve.”

He waited until the flat was empty and returned to his room. Beryl was lying with her head in the crook of her arm. She was not asleep… nor crying, as he had feared. “I’m dreadfully sorry, darling… I must have fallen asleep.”

“What is the time?” She did not turn, but spoke into the pillow. “Eight… curse it! You can’t go home in evening dress.”

“Why not?” She struggled up, her face averted. “It is the best way,” she said. “Will you get me a cab?” When he came up again, she was tidying her hair at the mirror. “It was very foolish,” she remarked, without emotion.

“There is nobody below, and thank God there was an Albert Hall ball last night,” said Ronnie, “and it is only eight… shall I come down with you?”

She shook her head. “No… just show me how to work the elevator. An Albert Hall ball? Where could I have been after that finished? You lie better than I, Ronnie.”

“Having breakfast… lots of people make a special function of breakfast after those shows.”

“All right… show me how the elevator works.”

To her maid a quarter of an hour later: “I’m going to bed, Dean, and if Mr. Morelle rings up will you tell him that I am sorry I cannot see him this morning. You can bring me a cup of chocolate… yes, I’ve had breakfast, but bring me some chocolate.”

She was standing by the window in a silk wrap when the maid brought the tray. Beryl did not look round. “Put it down, Dean… I will ring when I want you.”

She walked across the room and locked the door. Then she came to the mirror and looked for a long time at herself. “Yes… Beryl… Beryl… it is you! I was hoping it was somebody else.”
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That same morning Mr. Moropulos asked a question of Ambrose Sault. “What exposure should you give to a photograph taken, say, soon after eight o’clock in the morning?”

“What sort of a morning?”

“This morning.” Ambrose glanced out of the window. “You could get a snapshot on a twenty-fifth of a second.’ Mr. Moropulos produced a folding Kodak from his pocket. “Would this stop be wide enough?”

Ambrose took the camera in his hand. “Yes,” he said. “What were you taking, a scene or a figure?”

“A figure,” said Mr. Moropulos, “a lady in evening dress.”

Ambrose smiled. “Eight o’clock is a funny time to photograph a lady in evening dress,” he said.

“An amusing time… if one hadn’t been waiting up all night to take it. I was here at five. Yes… I came back for the camera. I took a chance of missing the lady, but even if I had it wouldn’t have mattered. But eight o’clock!” he laughed gleefully— “how very obliging! Sault, my Ambrosial man, I am going to sleep.”

“I think you need it,” said Ambrose. He did all the work of the house, even to making Mr. Moropulos’ bed, and he was glad of the opportunity to ‘spring clean’ the sittingroom. He only interrupted his labours to cut a crust of bread and a slice of cheese for his lunch. At five o’clock in the afternoon the telephone bell rang for the first time that day. “Is that Mr. Moropulos… is that you, Mr. Sault?”

“Yes, lady.” He recognized her voice instantly and his heart leapt within him. “I’m so glad… will you come to the house, please?”

“Yes… I’ll come right away.” He hung up the receiver as Moropulos strolled in, yawning. “He-e! Who was the caller?”

“A friend of mine,” said Sault.

“Didn’t know you had any friends… are you going? Make me some coffee before you go, Sault.”

“Make it yourself,” said Ambrose.

Moropulos grinned after him. “I’d give a lot of money to stick a knife into that big chest of yours, my good Ambrose,” he said pleasantly.

Marie opened the door to the untidy visitor, showing him straight to the drawingroom, and Beryl came halfway to him, taking his hand in both of hers. “I’m so glad you’ve come… I had to send for you… Do you mind? I want to talk to you about nothing in particular… I’m nervy. Can’t you tell from my hand?”

The hand in his was shaking, he felt the quiver of it. And she looked pale. Why had she sent for him? She was amazed at herself. Perhaps it was his strength she wanted; a rock on which she might rebuild the shattered fabric of her reason. She had been thinking of him all the afternoon.

Ronnie never came to her mind. He was incidental… reality lay with the coarse-featured man whom she had likened to a Caesar. “I don’t want you to do anything for me, except be here. Just for a little while.” She was pleading like a frightened child.

“I am here — I will stay here until you want me to go,” said Ambrose, and smiled into her eyes.

“Mr. Sault, I do so want to talk about something. It won’t hurt you, will it?” She had only released his hands to pull a chair forward. Opposite to him she sat, this time both of her hands in his. Why? She gave up asking the question. “You killed somebody, is it true?… I knew it was true before I asked you. Did it injure you… make you think less of yourself… did you loathe the man you killed because he made you do it? You are looking at me so strangely… You don’t think I am mad, do you?”

“I don’t think you are mad. No, I didn’t even hate the man. He deserved death. I did not wish to kill him, but there was no other way. There must be that definite end to some problems… death. There is no other. I believe implicitly in it… destruction. A man who is so vile that he kills in his greed or his lust, who takes an innocent and a helpful life — helpful to the world and its people — you must destroy him. The law does this, so that the brain behind his wicked hands shall not lead him to further mischief. If you have a sheepdog that worries sheep you shoot him. There is no other way. Or he will breed other sheepdogs with the same vice. Most problems are soluble by various processes. Some of them drastic, some of them commonplace. A few, a very few, can only be ended that way. My man was one of these. I won’t tell you the story… he was a bad man and I killed him. But I didn’t hate him, nor hate myself. And I think no less of myself… and no more. I did what I thought was right… I’ve never regretted it, but I’ve never been proud of it.”

She listened, fascinated. The hands in his were quiet now, there was a hue in her cheeks. “How fine to feel like that… to detach yourself… but why should you regret? You injured no one. Except the man and… was he married?”

He nodded. “I didn’t know at the time. She came forward afterwards and paid the expenses of my defence… She hated him… It was very sad.”

They were quiet together until she lifted her head and spoke. “Mr. Sault… I’m going to ask you another strange question. Have you, in all your life, ever been in love?”

“Yes,” he said instantly.

“With a woman, just because she is a woman? As I might love a man because he has all the outward attractions of a man? Have you loved her just for her beauty and despised her mean soul and her vicious mind, and… and despising… still loved?” She hung upon his words, and when he said ‘no’ her heart sank.

“No… no, I couldn’t do that. That would be… horrible!” He shuddered.

She had made Ambrose Sault shudder! Ambrose Sault who spoke calmly of murder, had shuddered at something, which to him was worse than murder. The fragrance of sin which had held to her and supported her through the day, was stale and sour and filthy. She shrank away from him, but he held her hands tightly.

“Let me go, please.” Her voice sounded faint.

“In a moment… look at me, lady.” She raised her eyes to his and they held them. “I am going to say something to you that I never dreamt I would say; I never thought the words would come to me. Look at me, lady, a rough man… old… I’m more than fifty, ugly, with an old man’s shape and an old man’s hands. Illiterate… I love you. I shall never see you again… I love you. You are beautiful… the most beautiful lady I have seen. But it isn’t that. There is something in you that I love… I don’t know what… soul… spirit… individuality. I hope I haven’t revolted you… I don’t think I have.”

“Ambrose!” She clutched at the hands he was drawing away. “I must tell you… there is nothing to love but what you see… there is no soul… no soul… nothing but weakness and a pitiful cowardice… I love a man who is like that, too. Foul, foul! But beautiful to look at… and, Ambrose, I have given him all that he can take.”

Not a muscle of his face moved.

“I have given him everything… this very day… that is why I sent for you. There must be something in what you say… a spirit in me responds to you… oh, Ambrose, I love him!” She was sobbing against the stained and ravelled coat. There was a scent of some pungent oil… turpentine… But he did not speak. His big hand touched her head lightly, smoothing her hair. “You think I’m… what do you think I am?” she asked. “You know.”

He patted her shoulder gently. “I suppose you are wondering what I am feeling? I will tell you this… I am not hurt. I can’t be hurt, for you have lost nothing which I prize. If you were different, you wouldn’t like me to say that.” He took her face between his rough hands and looked into her eyes. “How very beautiful it is!” he said.

She shut her eyes tight to keep back the tears. “I said I wouldn’t see you again. Perhaps I won’t, but if you want me, send for me.”

She dried her eyes. “I’m a weakling… I wish I was wicked and didn’t care… I don’t care, really. What has happened is..,” she shrugged, ‘it is the discovery of my own rottenness that has shocked me… nearly driven me mad. You are going now, Ambrose… that is so lovely of you… you even know when to go!” She laughed nervously and laid her two hands on his shoulder. She did not want to kiss or to be kissed. And she knew that he felt as she did. “Come to me when I want you. I shall be busy inventing lies for the next few days. Goodbye, Ambrose.”

When he had gone, she realized that no man’s name had been mentioned. Perhaps he knew.
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For the first time in his life Ronald Morelle was regretting an adventure. All day long he had been trying to write, with the result that his wastepaper basket was full of torn and twisted sheets, even as the silver ashtray on the table was heaped with cigarette ends. He had gone half a dozen times to the telephone to call up Merville’s house and had stopped short of giving the number. Then he tried to write her a note. He could think of nothing to say beyond the flamboyant beginning. What was the use of writing? And what was she thinking about it all? He wished… and he wished again.

He had made a hopeless fool of himself. Why had he done it? For the truth unfolded as the hours passed, that an end must be found to this affair. In other cases finis had been written at his discretion, sometimes cheerfully. sometimes with tears and recriminations. There had been instances that called for solid compensations. Beryl was not to be ended that way. Besides. he had half-promised her…

He grew hot at the very thought of matrimony, and in the discomfort of the prospect, the pleasant irresponsibilities of bachelorhood, and the features that went to the making of his life, too good to lose. In such a mood he thought of Evie Colebrook. How perfectly attractive she was; he could admire her virtue, and coldbloodedly compare her with Beryl. To Beryl’s disparagement.

He was hemmed in by his new responsibility; ached to be free from fetters that were still warm from the forge. Late at night he wrote two letters, one to Beryl, the other and the longer to Evie. Beryl had hers with her morning tea, saw who it was from the moment the maid pulled aside the curtains and let in the morning sunlight. She turned it over in her hand… now she knew. So that was how she felt about a letter from Ronnie. Not so much as a tremor, not a quicker pulsation of heart. She opened the envelope and read: ‘My very dearest, — I don’t know what to write to you or how. I adore the memory of you. I am shaken by the calamity — for you. Command me; I will do as you wish. I will not see you again though it breaks my heart.’

It was written on a plain card, unsigned, a wire that morning: She sent him ‘Come to tea’. In answer came a hurried note by special delivery. ‘I cannot: I dare not trust myself. I am overwhelmed by the sense of my treachery. That I should have brought a second’s unhappiness to you!’ Unsigned. Ronnie never signed or dated such epistles.

She read the note and laughed. Yes, she could laugh.

On the third evening, her father returned in almost cheerful frame of mind. And he had enjoyed the trip, having met a number of French medical men who had entertained him. “They were charming, and the new Pasteur laboratories were most fascinating. We feared you would have had a dull time, Beryl. I hope Ronnie didn’t desert you!”

“I am afraid he didn’t,” she said, and the doctor beamed.

“You’re not too fond of him, I am glad of that, for he is rather a rascal. I suppose young men, some young men, are like that… conscienceless.”

“Did you have a good crossing?” she asked, and turned the conversation into a more pleasant way.

“Sault was to have met us at the station but he did not turn up. Perhaps Moropulos is drinking. One never knows when Moropulos will break out. He is afraid of Steppe.”

“Who isn’t?” she asked, with a grimace.

The doctor scratched his cheek meditatively. “I don’t know… I’m not afraid of him. Naturally I shouldn’t like a rough and tumble with him, physically or verbally. Ronnie, of course, is in the most abject terror of him. The only man who isn’t… er… reluctant to provoke him, is Sault.” He chuckled. “Steppe told me that he had a row with Sault over some girl that Ronnie had been carrying on with… the daughter of the woman Colebrook, my dear. Apparently Sault went to our friend Jan and told him to put a stop to it, and Steppe was naturally annoyed, and do you know what Sault said?” Her eyes were shining. “He told Steppe that in certain contingencies he would kill him, before his servant could reach him; to his face!”

“What did Mr. Steppe think of it?” she found her voice to ask.

“Amused… and impressed too. He says Sault wouldn’t tell a lie, wouldn’t do a mean thing to save his soul. That is something of a testimonial from a man like Steppe who, I am sorry to say, is inclined to be a little uncharitable.”

Beryl folded her serviette; she looked to be absorbed in the operation.

“He was telling me that Sault is one of the finest mathematicians in the country. And he doesn’t read or write! Of course he writes figures and symbols perfectly. He attends every lecture that he can get to; a remarkable personality.”

“Very.”

“I thought you rather liked him?”

She started from her reverie. “Who… Ambrose?”

“Ambrose!”

“That is his name, isn’t it?”

“But, my dear,” smiled the doctor indulgently, “you wouldn’t call him by his Christian name! I think he would be rather annoyed to be treated like a servant.”

“I wasn’t thinking of him as a servant.”

They got up from the table together and she went with him as far as his study door. “What have you been doing with yourself… theatres?”

“Yes, and a ball. An all-night affair. I came home at eight.”

“Humph… bad for you, that sort of thing.”

She was sure it was. It was bad to lie too, but she was beyond caring. Ambrose never lied. He would lie for her. Ronnie also would lie — for himself.

She mused and mused, thinking of Sault… Ambrose Sault. And the redhaired invalid. And this sister of hers whom Ambrose had gone to Steppe about… she laughed quietly. She would have loved to have seen that contest of giants. Could Steppe be browbeaten? It seemed impossible, and yet Ambrose had cowed him.

She dreamt that night that she saw Ronald and Sault fighting with reaping hooks… She woke up with a shiver, for in her dreams their heads had been exchanged and Ronnie’s face smiled at her from Sault’s broad shoulders.

It was growing light, she found, when she peeped through the curtains. She went to bed again but did not sleep any more. It was a coincidence that Ronald Morelle was also awake at that hour. His new responsibility was weighing on him like a leaden weight. She would never let him go. Her wire had terrified him. “There’s no end to it!” he said, with a groan. “No end!”

He did not love Beryl; he loved nobody, but there were some girls whom he wanted to see again and again. Evie was one of that kind. He did not want to see Beryl. He pictured himself chained for life to a woman who was now wholly without attraction.

To this misery, was added a new and unbelievable horror. Steppe called just as Ronald was going out to lunch. At any time Steppe was an unwelcome visitor. In the state of Ronnie’s nerves, he felt it impossible that he could support the strain of the big man’s company for five minutes. He wished Steppe wouldn’t barge in without warning. It was not gentlemanly… ‘‘I’m awfully glad to see you, Mr. Steppe; when did you get back?”

“Last night… I won’t keep you a minute. I’m on my way to make a call on that swine Moropulos,” he growled. “I want to see you about Beryl.” Ronald Morelle’s heart missed a beat. Had she told? He turned white at the thought. Luckily Steppe was striding up and down the room, hands in pockets, bearded chin on chest.

Ronnie’s mouth had gone dry and he had a cold sinking feeling inside him. “Yes… about Beryl,” he managed to say.

“You’re a great friend of hers, huh? Known her for a long time?” Ronnie nodded. “You have some influence with her?”

“I… I hope so… not a great influence.”

“I am going to marry Beryl. The doctor has probably hinted to you that I have plans in that quarter, huh?”

Ronnie swallowed…”No,” said, “I didn’t know… my congratulations…”

“Keep ‘em,” said the other shortly, ‘they’re not wanted yet. You’re a great friend of hers, huh? Go about with her a great deal? I suppose it is all right. I’d pull the life out of you if it wasn’t… but Beryl is a good girl… What I want you to do is this: give me a good name. If you have any influence, use it. Get that?”

“Certainly,” Morelle found voice to say. “I’ll do what I can.”

“That’s all right. And, Morelle, when I’m married you won’t be asked to spend a great deal of time at my house. You’ll come when I invite you. That’s straight, huh? So long.”

Ronald shut the door on him.
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What a mess! What a perfect hell of a mess he was in! He stood by the window, biting his nails. Suppose Beryl told? He wiped his forehead. Girls had queer ideas about their duty in that respect. He knew of cases. One of those threatening gestures which had come his way was the result of such a misguided act of confession on the part of a girl whom he had treated very handsomely indeed. A baser case of ingratitude it would be difficult to imagine. Beryl might. She had principles. Phew!

He heard the trill of the telephone in Francois’ pantry.

“Mr. Moropulos,” said Francois, emerging from his room.

Ronnie scowled. “Tell him… no, put him through.” He laid down his walkingstick and gloves. “Yes, Moropulos; good morning… lunch? Well, I was going out to lunch with some people.” Moropulos said that his business was important. “All right… oh, anywhere… one of those little places in Soho.”

He slammed down the instrument viciously. But this was a time to consolidate his friends and their interests. Not that Moropulos was a friend, but he was useful and might be more so.

The Greek arrived at the restaurant to the minute and was looking more spruce than usual. “Have you seen Steppe?” was his first question.

“I understand he was on his way to see you… he seemed angry,” said Ronnie.

“Our dear Steppe is always angry,” answered the Greek coolly, “this time, however, he has no cause. If he has gone to my house, he will not see me.”

“What is the trouble?”

Moropulos shrugged. “He has been informed by evil-minded people that during his absence I was… well, not to put too fine a point on it, very drunk.”

“And were you?”

“On the contrary, at the very hour when his spies informed him I was dancing on a table in a low part of the East End, and shouting that the Mackenzie report was a forgery—”

Ronnie went pale. “Good God! You never said that?” he gasped.

“Of course not. If I had, it would be a serious thing for me. I, Paul Moropulos, tell you, Ronald Morelle, that it would be a disastrous thing for me. Just now my relations with dear Jan are — er — strained. I do not wish a breach.”

“But surely if Steppe’s men say—”

“‘Let them say’,” quoted Moropulos, ‘it is what I say, and you say, and somebody else says, that counts, for at the very moment I was supposed to be misbehaving,” — he emphasized his words— “I was dining with you and the lovely Miss Merville in your flat.”

“What! Why, that is a lie!”

“What is one lie worse than another? Observe I give you the date; it was one day before the charming Miss Merville spent the night with you alone in your very beautiful flat.”

Had the floor collapsed, Ronald Morelle could not have received a worse shock. “I recognise your embarrassment and sympathize with you,” said Moropulos, ‘but it is essential for my happiness and ultimate prosperity, that both you and Miss Merville should testify that I dined with you on the previous night.”

Ronnie had nothing to say. He had not yet realized the tremendous import of the man’s threat.

“I will save you a lot of trouble by telling you that I followed you from the Pavilion to Knightsbridge. I spent the whole of the night outside, wondering when she would come out, and I photographed her as she got into the cab. The photograph, an excellent one, is now in a secret place. Steppe, I hope, will never see it,” he added, looking at his vis-a-vis from under his eyelids. “Steppe is angry with me; how unjust! It is impossible that I could have been making a fool of myself at the very hour we three together were talking of… what were we talking of?… Greece, let us say, the academies… Steppe would not believe you, of course, but he would believe Miss Merville, and a great unpleasantness would be avoided. I am sorry to make this demand of you, but you see how I am situated? I swear to you that I had no intention of using my knowledge. It was an amusing little secret of my own.”

Ronald found his voice. “Am I to tell… Miss Merville that you know? That you have a photograph?”

Moropulos spread his hands. “Why should she know? It is not necessary.”

Ronnie was relieved. It was something to be spared the scene which would follow the disclosure that a third person was in their secret. He asked for no proofs that Moropulos knew, and any thought of the girl and what this meant to her never entered his head. If Steppe knew! He grew cold at the thought. Steppe would kill him, pull his life out of him. Ronald Morelle was prepared to go a long way to keep his master in ignorance. “I will see Miss Merville,” he said, and then, feeling that a protest was called for: “You have behaved disgracefully, Moropulos… to blackmail me. That is what it amounts to!”

“Not at all. It was a simple matter to tell Steppe that on the night in question I was waiting soberly outside your flat, watching his interests. He is immensely partial to Beryl Merville. A confusion of dates would not have been remarked; he would be so mad that the lesser would be absorbed in the greater injury. Me, he would forgive — you…”

Ronald shuddered.

In the afternoon he made his call. “It is lucky finding you alone, dear,” he began, awkwardly for him; “you’ll never guess what I’ve been through during the past few days…” She was very calm and self-possessed. A shade paler, perhaps, but she was of a type that pallor suited. And she met his eyes without embarrassment. That made matters more difficult for Ronald. He plunged straight away into the object of his visit.

“Where were you on Tuesday night, Beryl?”

She was puzzled. “Tuesday?… I forget — why?”

“Try to think, dear,” he urged.

“I was dining at home. Father was out, I think. I’m not sure. I went to a concert after with the Paynters. Yes, that was it — why?”

“You were dining with Moropulos and I.”

She stared at him. “I don’t understand.”

“Moropulos is in trouble with Steppe. He has been drinking and some of Steppe’s watchers have reported that he made an ass of himself, gave away some business secrets, and that sort of thing. Steppe is naturally furious and Moropulos wants to prove an alibi.”

“That he was dining with us; how absurd! Where?”

“In my flat.”

She surveyed him steadily. He was unusually excited. She had never seen Ronnie like that before. Nothing ever ruffled him. “Of course, I can’t tell such a lie, even to save your friend,” she said. “I was dining at home, although father has such a wretched memory that he won’t be sure whether I was here or not.”

“Where did you meet the Paynters; did they call for you?” he asked eagerly, and she shook her head.

“No, I met them at Queen’s Hall. I was late and they had gone into the Hall. But that is beside the point. I am not helping you in this matter.”

“But you must, you must!” He was frenzied. “Moropulos knows… he saw you come into the flat… and come out.”

There was a dead silence.

“When… on that night?”

She walked across the room, her hands clasped behind her. Ronnie had expected hysteria… he marvelled at her calm.

“Very well,” she said at last. “I dined with you and Moropulos. You had better invent another lady. Let us be decent, even in our inventions. And Mr. Moropulos entertained us with talk about… what?”

“Anything” — nervously; “I know that you think I’m a brute… I can’t tell you what I think about myself.”

“I can save you the trouble. You think you are in danger, and you are hating me because I am the cause.”

“Beryl!”

She smiled. “Perhaps I am being uncharitable. The complex of this situation doesn’t allow for very clear thinking. I may take another view next week. Will you post this letter for me as you go out?”

He went down the stairs dumbfounded. Her quietness, the unshaken poise of her, staggered him. “Will you post this letter?”!… as if his visit had been an ordinary call.

He glanced at the envelope. It was addressed to a Bond Street milliner, and on the back flap was scribbled: ‘Send the blue toque also’.

“H’m,” said Ronnie, as he dropped the letter into the post box. He felt in some indefinable way that he was being slighted.
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Mrs. Colebrook acclaimed it as a miracle and discovered in the amazing circumstance the result of her industrious praying. “Every night I’ve said, ‘Please God make Christina well, amen’.” The osteopath, a short, bearded man, who perspired with great freedom, grunted his grudging satisfaction. Christina was not well by any means, but for the first time in her life she stood upon her own two feet. Only for a few seconds, with Mrs. Colebrook supporting her on the one side and the bone doctor on the other, but she stood.

“Yes… not bad after a month’s work,” said the osteopath. “You must have massage for those back muscles; they are like wool. If you don’t mind a man doing it, you couldn’t do better than persuade Mr. Sault. He is an excellent masseur… I found this out by accident. The evening he came to engage me, I’d been dining out and sprained my ankle getting out of a cab… young lady, I observe your suspicion. I am an abstainer and have not touched strong wines for twenty years. I came in feeling bad and was not inclined to discuss spines with him or anybody. But he insisted on massaging the limb… said he had learnt the art in an hospital somewhere… yes, ask him. Otherwise it will cost you half a guinea a day.”

Evie heard all this early in the afternoon. It was early-closing day and she came home to lunch. She flew up the stairs and literally flung herself upon Christina. “You darling!… Isn’t it wonderful! Mother says you stood up by yourself… Oh, Chris, didn’t it feel splendid?”

“Mother is a romancer,” smiled Christina. “I certainly did stand on my feet with considerable assistance, and it felt like hell — pardon the language — physically. Spiritually and intellectually it was a golden moment of life. Oh, Evie, I’m gurgling with joy inside, and the prospect of Ambrose rubbing my back fills me with bliss.”

“Ambrose… Mr. Sault?” Christine inclined her bead gravely. “But not your bare back?”

“I fear so,” said Christina. “I knew this would be a shock to you.”

“Don’t be silly, Chris .. it is all right, I suppose,” and then with a happy laugh, “of course it is all right. I’m wrong. I think I must have an unpleasant mind. You’ve always said I had .. well you’ve hinted. I’d even let him rub my back if it would do you good.”

“You Lady Godiva,” murmured Christine admiringly, “quo vadis?”

“That means where am I going? I always mix it up with that other one, ‘the sign of the cross’. I am going to a matinee with a girl from the shop. She had tickets sent to her by a gentleman who knows the manager. It will be a bad play; you can’t get tickets for a success. How is your Ambrose? I haven’t seen him for weeks. Ronnie says that ere has been an awful lot of trouble at the office…”

“Oh! Has he an office?”

“I don’t know… some office Ronnie is connected with. He’s a director, my dear. I saw his name in the paper… Ronnie I mean.”

“Has Ambrose been in trouble?”

“No, some other man; I forget his name. It is foreign, and he drinks. But it has all blown over now.”

Christina sighed. “I don’t see how Ambrose came into it, even after your lucid explanation.”

“Ambrose, that is to say, Mr. Sault, is supposed to look after… whatever his name is. It sounds like the name of a cigarette. He is supposed to stop him drinking. And he found this… Moropulos, that’s the name, in a bar and hauled him out, and Moropulos fought him… I don’t know the whole story, but I do know that there was a row.”

“Is the cigarette person still able to walk about?” asked Christina incredulously.

“Yes, but they are very bad friends. Moropulos says he’ll get even with Sault.”

“Unhappy man,” said Christina, “Ronnie is getting quite communicative, isn’t he?”

“We’re real friends,” answered the girl enthusiastically, ‘we’re just pals! I sometimes feel… I don’t know whether I ought to tell you this. But I will. I sometimes feel that I really don’t want to marry Ronnie at all. I feel that I could be perfectly happy, married to somebody else, if I had him for a friend. Isn’t that queer?”

Christina thought it was queer and wondered if this attitude of mind was Evie’s very own or whether it had grown by suggestion. But she had evidently done Ronnie an injustice in this instance.

“I’ve never told Ronnie this,” said Evie. “I don’t fancy that he would understand, but I did ask him whether he thought that he could be friends with Beryl Merville if she married somebody else. I only asked him for fun, just to hear what he would say. My dear, how he loathes that girl! I could tell he was sincere. He was so furious! He said that if she married he would never visit her house, and he wished he had never seen her.”

Christina made no response. It was on the tip of her tongue to say that Beryl Merville must know the man very well to have excited such hatred, but she observed the truce.

When Ambrose put in an appearance late in the evening she learnt that he had heard from the osteopath. His large smile told her that even before he spoke. “Now, Ambrose, did he say anything about massage?”

Ambrose nodded. “I’ll do it if you let me,” he said simply, ‘my hands aren’t as awkward as they look.”

Later her mother, who had been an interested spectator of the treatment, spoke a great truth. “It seems natural for Mr. Sault to be rubbing your back, Christina. He’s just like a… a soul with hands… sounds ridiculous I know, but that is what I felt. He wasn’t a man and he wasn’t a woman. It seemed natural somehow… how did you feel about it?”

“Mother, I begin to believe that I got my genius from you,” said Christina, patting a rumpled sheet into place. “I couldn’t have bettered that; ‘a soul with hands’!”

Mrs. Colebrook blinked complacently. “I’ve always been a bit clever in describing people,” she said. “Do you remember how I used to call Evie ‘spitfire’?”

“Don’t spoil my illusions, mother—’a soul with hands’ entitles you to my everlasting respect. And don’t tell Evie, or she’ll talk about his feet. He has big feet, I admit, though he makes less noise than Evie. And he snores, I heard him last night.”
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There came a day when Christina put her feet to the grimy pavement of the street and walked slowly, but without assistance, to Dr. Merville’s car, borrowed through Beryl for the afternoon. It was a cold, clear day in January, the wind was in the east and the gutters of Walter Street were covered with a thin film of ice. A momentous occasion, for in addition to other wonders, Christina was wearing her first hat! Evie had chosen and bought it. The woollen costume was one from Mrs. Colebrook’s wash tub. Ambrose had provided a grey squirrel coat. It had appeared at the last moment. But the hat was a joy. Christina had worn it in bed all the morning, sitting up with pillows behind her and a mirror in her hand. “Lend me that powder-puff of yours, Evie,” she said recklessly, “my skin is perfect… I admit it. But I can’t appear before the curious eyes of the world wearing my own complexion. It wouldn’t be decent.”

“If you take my advice,” suggested the wise Evie, “you’ll put a dab of rouge on your cheeks. Nobody will know.”

“I am no painted woman,” said Christina, “I am poor, but I am respectable. Ambrose would think I had a fever and send for the osteopath. No, a little powder. My eyes are sufficiently languorous without eye-black, I think. It must be powder or nothing.”

Ambrose did not accompany them, and Evie and Mrs. Colebrook were her attendants in the drive to Hampstead.

Beryl saw them; she had arranged with Ambrose and the chauffeur that the car should go past the house, and she watched from behind a curtained window. So that was Evie; it was the first time she had seen her… no, not the first time. She was the girl to whom Ronnie had been speaking that holiday morning when she had passed them in the park. She was very pretty and petite. The kind Ronnie liked. She lingered at the window long after they had passed, loath to face an unpleasant interview.

She knew it would be unpleasant: her father had been so anxious to please her at lunch; his nervousness was symptomatic. He wanted to have a little talk with her that afternoon, he said; she guessed the subject set for discussion.

Sitting before the drawingroom fire, she was reading when he came in, rubbing his hands and wearing a cheerful smile which was wholly simulated.

“Ah, there you are, Beryl. Now we can have a chat. I get very little time nowadays.”

He poked the fire vigorously and sat down.

“Beryl..,” he seemed at some loss for an opening, “I had a talk with Steppe the other day… we were talking about you.”

“Yes.”

“Steppe is very fond of you… loves you.” Dr. Merville cleared his throat. “Yes, he loves you, Beryl. A fine man, a little rough, perhaps, but a fine man and a very rich man.”

“Yes?” said Beryl again, and he grew more agitated.

“Yes… of course it is heartbreaking for me… I feel terrible about it all… but it is a good match, Beryl. He is one of the richest men in town… it is for your good, dear.”

“I don’t know why you say ‘Yes, yes’,” he said irritably, “a young girl doesn’t as a rule hear such things without displaying some… well, some emotion. How do you feel about the matter?”

“About marrying Mr. Steppe? I suppose you mean that? I can’t marry him: I don’t wish to.”

“I’m sure you would learn to love him, Beryl.”

She shook her head.

“Impossible. I’m sorry, father, especially if you wish me to marry him. But it is impossible.”

The doctor stared gloomily into the fire.

“You must do as you wish. I cannot conscientiously urge you to make any sacrifice… he is a rough man and I’m afraid he will take your refusal badly. I don’t mind what he does… really. I’ve made a hash of things… it was madness ever to invest a penny, I had a hundred and fifty thousand when I came into this house. And now… !”

She listened with a cold feeling in her heart.

“Do you mean… that you depend upon the goodwill of Mr. Steppe… that if you were to break your connection with him and his companies your position would be affected?…”

He nodded.

“I am afraid that is how matters stand,” he said, “But I forbid you to take that into consideration.”

Yet he looked at her so eagerly, so wistfully, that she knew his lofty statements to be so many words by which he expressed principles long since dead. The form of his vanished code showed dimly through the emptiness his speech.

“I am a modern father… I believe that a girl’s hand should go where it will. Girls do not marry men to please their families, except in melodrama, and fathers do not ask such a ghastly sacrifice. I should have been glad if you had thought kindly of Steppe. It would have made my course much more smooth. However…”

He got up, stooped to poke the fire again, hung the poker timidly on the iron and straightened himself.

“Let me think it over,” she said, not looking at him.

Not until he was out of the room did he feel comfortable.

She had been prepared for this development. Steppe had been a constant visitor to the house and his rare flowers filled the vases of every room except hers. And her father had hinted and hinted. That Dr. Merville was heavily in the debt of her suitor she could guess. Steppe had told her months before that he had come to the rescue of the doctor. Only she had hoped that so crude an alternative would not be placed before her, though she knew that such arrangements were not altogether confined to the realms of melodrama. At least two friends of hers had married for a similar reason. A knightly millionaire boot maker had married Lady Sylvia Frascommon, and had settled the Earl of Farileigh’s bills at a moment when that noble earl was dodging writs in bankruptcy. She could look at the matter more calmly because she had come to a dead end. There was nothing ahead, nothing. She did not count Ambrose Sault’s love amongst the tangibilities of life. That belonged to herself. Steppe would marry that possession. It was as much of her, as hands and lips, except that it was beyond his enjoyment.

In the midst of her examination, her father came in. “There is one thing I forgot to say, dear… Ronnie, who is as fond of you as any of us, thinks that you ought to marry… he says that he’ll be glad to see you married to Steppe… I thought it was fine of Ronnie.”

“Shut the door, father, please; there’s a draught,” said Beryl.

Dr. Merville returned to his study shaking his head. He couldn’t understand Beryl.

So Ronnie approved! She sat, cheek in hand, elbow on knee, looking at the fire. Steppe did not seem so impossible after that. Ronnie! He would approve of course. What terrors he must have endured when he discovered that Steppe was his rival! What mental agonies! An idea came to her.

She went down to the hall where the telephone was and gave his number.

“Hello… yes.”

“Is that you, Ronnie?”

“Yes… is that you, Beryl?” His voice changed. She detected an anxious note. “How are you?… I meant to come round yesterday. I haven’t seen you for an age.”

“Father says that you think I ought to marry Steppe.”

There was an interval.

“Did you hear what I said?” she asked.

“Yes… of course it is heartbreaking for me… I feel terrible about it all… but it is a good match, Beryl. He is one of the richest men in town… it is for your good, dear.”

She nodded to the transmitter and her lips twitched.

“I can’t marry him without telling him, can I, Ronnie?”

She heard his gasp. “For God’s sake don’t be so mad, Beryl! You’re mad! What good would it do… it would break your father’s heart… you don’t want to do that, do you? It would be selfish and nothing good could come of it…”

She was smiling delightedly at her end of the wire, but this he could not know.

“I will think about it,” she said.

“Beryl… Beryl… don’t go away. You mustn’t, you really mustn’t… I’m not thinking about myself… it is you… your father. You won’t do such a crazy thing, will you? Promise me you won’t… I am entitled to some consideration.”

“I’ll think about it,” she repeated, and left him in a state of collapse.
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It happened sometimes that Mr. Moropulos had extraordinary callers at his bleak house in Paddington. They came furtively after dark, and were careful to note whether or not they were followed. Since few of these made appointments and were unexpected, it was essential that the Greek should be indoors up to ten o’clock. Therefore he failed in his trust when his unquenchable thirst drew him away from business. He was maintained in comfort by Jan Steppe to receive these shy callers. Mr. Moropulos was not, as might be supposed, engaged in a career of crime as we understand crime. The people who came and whom he interviewed briefly in his sitting room were respectable persons who followed various occupations in the city, and would have swooned at the thought of stealing a watch or robbing a safe. But it was known in and about Threadneedle Street, Old Broad Street, and in various quaint alleyways and passages where bareheaded clerks abound, that information worth money could be sold for money. A chance-heard remark, the fag-end of a conversation in a boardroom, heard between the opening and closing of a door; a peep at a letter, any of these scraps of gossip could be turned into solid cash by the bearded Greek.

It was surprising how quickly his address passed round, and even more surprising how very quickly Moropulos had organized an intelligent service which was unique as it was pernicious. He paid well, or rather Steppe did, and the returns were handsome. A clerk desiring to participate in a rise of value which he knew was coming, could buy a hundred shares through Moropulos, and that without the expenditure of a cent. Moropulos knew the secrets of a hundred offices; there were few business amalgamations that he did not know about weeks in advance.

When the Westfontein Gold Mines published a sensational report concerning their properties, a report which brought their stock from eight to nothing, few people knew that Moropulos had had the essential part of the report in his pocket the day after it arrived in London. It cost Steppe three thousand pounds, but was worth every penny. The amount of the sum paid was exaggerated, but it was also spread abroad. And in consequence, Mr. Moropulos was a very busy man.

He was in his sittingroom on that shivering winter night. A great fire roared in the chimney, a shaded lamp was so placed that it fell upon the book, and the occupant of the sofa could read in comfort. On a small eastern table was a large tumbler full of barley-water. From time to time Mr. Moropulos sipped wryly.

It was nearing ten and he was debating within himself whether he should go to bed or test his will by a visit to a cafe where he knew some friends of his would be, when he heard the street door slam and looked over his shoulder. It could only be Sault or…

The door opened and Jan Steppe came in, dusting the snow from the sleeve of his coat. It was a handsome coat, deeply collared in astrakhan, and its lining was sealskin, as Mr. Moropulos dill not fail to observe.

“Alone, huh?” said Steppe. He glanced at the barley-water by the Greek’s side and grinned sardonically. “That’s the stuff, not a headache in a bucketful!”

“Nor a cheerful thought,” said Moropulos. “What brings you this way, Steppe?”

“I want to put something in the safe.” Sault’s invention stood on a wooden frame behind a screen. “Have to be careful about this word… give me some more light,” said Steppe, at the dial. Moropulos rose wearily and turned a switch. “That’s better… huh. Got it!” The door swung open, and taking a small package from his pocket, the big man tossed it in. “Got something here, huh?” He pulled out an envelope. There was a wax seal on the back. “‘The photograph’?” he read, and frowned at the other.

“It is mine,” said Moropulos. “Nothing to do with the business?”

“Nothing.” Steppe threw it back and turned the dial. “Nothing new, huh?” He glanced at the barley-water again. “Where’s Sault?”

“He goes home early. I don’t see him again unless one of your hounds sends for him…”

Steppe’s smile was half sneer. “You don’t like Sault… a good fellow, huh?”

Moropulos wrinkled his nose like an angry dog. His beard seemed to stiffen and his eyes blazed. “Like him… he’s not human, that fellow! Nothing moves him, nothing. I tried to smash him up with a bottle, but he took it away from me as if I were a child. I hate a man who makes me feel like that… if he hadn’t got my gun away I’d have laid him out. It would be fine to hurt the devil… and he is a devil, Steppe. Inhuman. Sometimes I give him a newspaper to read — just for the fun of it. But it never worries him.”

“Don’t try. He’s a bigger man than you. You want to rouse him, huh? The day you do, God help you! I don’t think you will. That’s how I feel about him. He’s cold. Chilly as a Druid’s hell. He is dangerous when he’s quiet… and he’s always quiet.”

“He is no use to me. It is a waste of money keeping him. I’ll give you no more trouble.”

Steppe pursed his lips until his curling black moustache bristled like the end of a brush. It was a grimace indicative of his scepticism. He had reason. “Leave it. Sault will not give you any bother. I don’t want strangers here, huh? Cleaners who are spying detectives.”

Moropulos took his book again as his employer went out. But he did not read. His eyes looked beyond the edge of the page, his mind was busy. Detestation of Ambrose Sault was not assumed, as he had simulated so many likes and dislikes. Sault’s maddening imperturbability, his immense superiority to the petty annoyances with which his daily companion fed him, his contempt for the Greek’s vulgarity, these things combined to the fire of the man’s hatred. They were incompatibles — it was impossible to imagine any two men more unlike. Moropulos was one whose speech was habitually coarse; his pleasures coarse and elemental. He delighted to talk of his conquests, cheap enough though they were. It pleased him, beyond normal understanding, to bring Beryl Merville into the category of easy women. He had never doubted that she was bad. There were no other kind of women to Moropulos. Suspecting, before there were grounds for suspicion, he had watched and justified his construction of the girl’s friendship with Ronnie Morelle. He was certain when he watched her come out of the Knightsbridge flat that if he had been fortunate he would have seen her there before, perhaps the previous night.

Beryl was no less in his eyes than she had been. She was bad. All women were bad, only some were more particular than others in choosing their partners in sin.

He had reason to meet Ronald Morelle the next morning, and returning he brought news. Ambrose was clearing the snow from the steps and path before the house when he arrived. “Come in.” He was bubbling over with excitement. “I’ve got a piece of interesting information.”

Ambrose in his deliberate fashion put away broom and spade before he joined the other.

“You know Beryl Merville, don’t you? Steppe is marrying her.” He had no other idea than to pass on the news, and create something of the sensation which its recital had caused him. But his keen eyes did not miss the quick lift of Sault’s head or the change that came to his face. Only for the fraction of a second, and then his mask descended again. “What do you think of it, Sault? Some girl, eh?”

He added one of own peculiar comments. “Who told you?”

“What do you think of it, Sault? Some girl, eh ?”

“Ronald Morelle. I don’t suppose he minds now. Lucky devil, Steppe. God! If I had his money!”

Ambrose walked slowly away, but his enemy had found the chink in his armour, he was certain of it. It was incredible that a man like Ambrose Sault would feel that way, but he would swear that Ambrose was hurt. Here he he was wrong. Ambrose was profoundly moved; but he was not hurt.

That day Moropulos said little. It was on the second and third days that he went to work with an ingenuity that was devilish, to break farther into the crevice he had found.

Ambrose made little or no response. The sliest, most outrageous innuendo he passed as though it had not been spoken. Moropulos was piqued and angry. He dare not go further for fear Sault complained to Steppe. That alone held him within bounds. But the man was suffering. Instinctively he knew that. Suffering in a dumb, hopeless way that found no expression.

On the Friday night. Ambrose returned to his lodging looking very tired. Christina was shocked at his appearance.

“Ambrose… what is the matter?”

“I don’t know, Christina… yes, I know. Moropulos has been trying, very trying. I find it much more difficult to hold myself in, I suppose I’m getting old and my willpower is weakening.”

She stroked the hand that lay on the arm on the chair (for she was sitting up) and looked at him gravely.

“Ambrose, I feel that you have given me some of your

strength. Do you remember how you gave it to mother?”

He shook his head,

“No, not you… I purposely didn’t. I’ve a loving heart for you, Christina. I shall carry you with me beyond life.”

“Why do you say that tonight?” she asked, with an odd little pain at her heart.

“I don’t know. Steppe wants me to go down with Moropulos to his place in the country. Moropulos has asked me before, but this time Steppe has asked me. I don’t know…”

He shook his head wearily. She had never seen him so depressed. It was as if the spirit of life had suddenly burnt out. “I hope you will be as you say, Ambrose, but, my dear, you are overtired; we oughtn’t to discuss souls and eternities and stuff like that. It is sleep you want, Ambrose.”

“I’m not sleepy.” He bent over her, his big hand on her head. “I am glad you are well,” he said. She heard him go downstairs and out of the house, late as it was.

A few minutes afterwards Evie came in. “Where is Sault going?” she asked. “I saw him stalking up the street as though it belonged to him. And oh, Chris, what do you think Ronnie says? Mr. Steppe is marrying that girl that came here… Beryl Merville!”

“Fine,” said Christine absently. She knew now, and her heart was bursting with sorrow for the man who had gone out into the night.
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“The Pantheon” occupied an acre of land that had once been part of a monastery garden. Until Mr. Moropulos with his passion for Hellenic nomenclature had so named it, the old cottage and its land were known by the curious title: “Brother-god Farm’, or as it appeared in ancient deeds, ‘The Farmstead of Brother-of-God’. For Mr. Moropulos there was peculiar pleasure in setting up in the monastery land such symbols of the monotheistic religion of ancient Greece as he could procure.

The house itself consisted of one large kitchen-hall on the ground floor, and two bedrooms above. A more modern kitchen had been built on to the main walls by a former tenant. The cottage was well-furnished, and; unlike his home in Paddington, the floors were carpeted — a piece of needless extravagance from the Greek’s point of view, but one which he had not determined, for he had bought the cottage and the furniture together, the owner being disinclined to sell the one without the other. The garden was the glory of the place in the summer. It had a charm even on the chill afternoon that Ambrose deposited his bag at the white gate. A wintry sun was setting redly, turning to the colour of wine the white face of the fields. In the hollows of the little valley beyond the cottage, the mists were lying in smoky pools. His hands on the top of the gate, he gazed rapturously at such a sunset as England seldom sees. Turquoise… claret… a blue that was almost green… Drawing a long breath he picked up his bag and walked into the house.

“Go down and look after Moropulos. He is weakening on that barley-water diet… he told me himself.” Thus Steppe. His servitor obeyed without question, he knew that the shadow of death was upon him. Moropulos was stretched in a deep mission-chair, his slippered feet toward the hearth. And he had begun his libations early. On the floor within reach of his hand was a tumbler, full of milky-white fluid. There was a sugar-basin… a glass jug half filled with water, and a tea strainer. Ambrose need not look for the absinthe bottle. The accessories told the story.

“Come in… shut the door, you big fool… no you don’t!” Moropulos snatched up the tumbler from the floor and gulped down its contents. “Ha — a! That is good, my dear… good! Sit down!” He pointed imperiously to a chair.

“You’ll have no more of that stuff to — night, Moropulos.” Ambrose gathered up the bottle and took it into the kitchen. The Greek chuckled as he heard it smash. He had a store… a little locker in the tool shed; a few bottles in his bedroom.

“Come back!” he roared. “Come, you big pig! Come and talk about Beryl. Ah! What a girl. What a face for that hairy gorilla to kiss!” Sault heard, but went on filling a kettle, and presently the shouts subsided. “When I call you, come!” commanded Moropulos sulkily, as Ambrose returned with a steaming cup of tea in his hand.

“Drink this,” said Ambrose. Moropulos took the cup and saucer and flung them and their contents into the fireplace. “For children, for young ladies, but not for a son of the south… an immortal, Sault! For young ladies, yes .. for Beryl the beautiful.” A hand gripped him by the beard and jerked his head up. The pain was exquisite — his neck was stretched, a thousand hot needles tortured his chin and cheek where the beard dragged. For the space of a second he looked into the grey eyes, fathomless. Then Ambrose broke his grip and the man staggered to his feet mouthing, grimacing, but silent. Nor did Ambrose speak. His eyes had spoken, and the half-drunken man dropped back into his chair, cowering. When Sault returned to the room after unpacking his bag. Moropulos was still sitting in the same position. “Do you want anything cooked for your dinner?”

“There is… fish… and chops… you’ll find them in the kitchen.” He sat, breathing quickly, listening to the sizzle and splutter of frying meat. Ambrose Sault shut the door that led into the kitchen, and the Greek stood up, listening. From beneath a locker he produced a bottle, quietly he took up the water-jug and sugar and stole softly up to his room. He locked the door quietly, put down his impedimenta and opened a drawer of an old davenport. Underneath an assortment of handkerchiefs and underwear, he found an ivory-handled revolver, a slender-barrelled, plated thing, that glittered in his hand. It was loaded; he made sure of that. His hatred of Ambrose Sault was an insensate obsession. He had pulled him by the beard, an intolerable insult in any circumstances. But Sault was a nigger… he sat down on the only chair in the room and prepared a drink…

“Are you coming down? I’ve laid the table, and the food is ready,” Ambrose called from the bottom of the stairs.

“Go to hell!”

“Come along, Moropulos. What is the sense of this? I am sorry I touched you.”

“You’ll be more sorry,” screamed the Greek. His voice sounded deafening, near, for he had opened the door. You dog, you…” Mr. Moropulos had a wider range of expletives than most men. Ambrose listened without listening. Pulling out a chair from the table, he sat down and began his dinner. He heard the feet of the drunkard pacing the floor above, heard the rumble of his voice, and then the upper door was flung violently open and the feet of Moropulos clattered down the stairs. He had taken off his coat and his waistcoat. His beard flowed over a coloured silk shirt, beautifully embroidered. But it was the thing in his hand that Ambrose saw, and seeing, rose.

The man’s face was while with rage; an artery in his neck was pulsating visibly. “You pulled my beard… you ignorant… negro… you nigger thing… you damned convict! You’re going on your knees to lick my boots… my boots, not Beryl’s, you old fool!…”

Ambrose did not move from the position he had taken on the other side of the table.

“Down, down, down!” shrieked Moropulos, his pistol waving wildly. Ambrose Sault obeyed, but not as Moropulos had expected. Suddenly he dropped out of view behind the edge of the white cloth and in the same motion he launched himself under the table, toward the man. In a second he had gripped him by the ankles and thrown him… the pistol dropped almost into his hands.

Moropulos stumbled to his feet and glared round at his assailant. “I hope to God you love that woman; I hope to God you love her… you do, you old fool! You love her… Ronald Morelle’s mistress! I know! She stayed a night at his flat… other nights, too… but I saw her as she came out… I photographed her!”

“You photographed her as she came out?” repeated Ambrose dully.

A grin of glee parted the bearded lips. “I’ve hurt you, damn you! I’ve hurt you! And I’m going to tell Steppe, and tell her father, and everybody!”

“You liar.” Sault’s voice was gentle. “You filthy man. You saw nothing.”

“I didn’t, eh? Oh, I didn’t! Morelle admitted it… admitted it to me. And I’ve got the photograph in a safe place, with a full account of what happened!”

“In the safe!” Moropulos had made a mistake, a fatal mistake, he realized it even as he had spoken. “And you… and Morelle… have her in your cruel hands!” So softly did he speak that it seemed to the man that it was a whisper he heard. Sault held in his hands the pistol. He looked at it thoughtfully. “You must not hurt her,” he said.

Moropulos stood paralysed for a moment, then made a dart for the door. His hand was on the latch when Ambrose Sault shot him dead.
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Ambrose looked a very long time at the inert heap by the door. He seemed to be settling some difficulty which had arisen in his mind, for the gloom passed from his face, and, pocketing the revolver slowly, he walked across to where Paul Moropulos lay. He was quite dead.

“I am glad,” said Ambrose. Lifting the body, he laid it in the chair; then he took out the pistol again and examined it. There were five live cartridges. He only needed one. In the kitchen he put on the heavy overcoat he had been wearing when he arrived. Returning, he lit the candle of a lantern and went out into the back of the house where Moropulos had erected a small army hut to serve as his garage. He broke the lock and wheeled out the little car. Ambrose Sault was in no hurry; his every movement was deliberate. He tested the tank, filled it, put water in the radiator, then started the engines and drove the car through the stable gates on to the main road, before, leaving the engines running, he paid another visit to the house and blew out the lamp. As he reached the dark road again he saw a man standing by the car. It proved to be a villager.

“Somebody heard a shot going up this way. I told ‘un it was only Mr. Moropuly’s old car backfiring.”

“It was not that,” said Ambrose, as he stepped into the car. “Good night.” He drove carefully, because his life was very precious this night. He thought of Christina several times, but without self-pity. Christina would get well… and her love would endure. It was of the quality which did not need the flesh of him. Ronald Morelle must die. There was no other solution. He must die, not because he had led the woman to his way; that was a smaller matter than any, and honestly meant nothing to Ambrose. Ronald’s offence was his knowledge. He knew: he had told. He would tell again.

A policeman stopped him as he drove through Woking. He was asked to produce a license, and when none was forthcoming, his name and address were taken. Ambrose gave both truthfully. It was a lucky chance for the policeman. Afterwards he gave evidence and became important: was promoted sergeant on the very day that Steppe sneered at a weeping man. That was seven weeks later… in March, when the primroses were showing in Brother-of-God Farm.

Ambrose knew Ronald’s flat. He had gone there once with Moropulos, and he had waited outside the door whilst Moropulos was interviewing Ronnie. Nine o’clock was striking as the car drew up before the flat… Ronnie heard it through the closed casement. Nine o’clock? He dropped his pen and leant back in his chair. What was the cause of that cold trickling sensation? His mouth went dry. He used to feel like that in air raids. A bell rung. “Francois…” Louder— “Francois!”

“Pardon, m’sieur.” Francois came out of his pantry half awake.

“The door.” Who was it? thought Ronnie… he jumped up.

“What do you want, Sault?”

Ambrose looked round at the waiting servant.

“You,” he said. “I want to know the truth… first that man should go.”

Ronnie flushed angrily. “I certainly cannot allow you to decide whether my servant goes or remains. Have you come from Mr. Steppe?” Ambrose hesitated. Perhaps it was a confidential message from Steppe, thought Ronnie. This uncouth fellow often served as a messenger. “Wait outside the door, Francois — no, outside the lobby door.”

“I haven’t come from Steppe.”

Suddenly Ronnie remembered. “Steppe said you had gone to the country with Moropulos — where is he?”

“Dead.”

Ronnie staggered back, his pale face working. He had a horror of death. “Dead?” he said hollowly, and Sault nodded.

“I killed him.”

A gasp. “God!… Why?”

“He knew… he said you had told him. He knew because he was outside your flat all night and photographed her as she went out.”

The blood of the listener froze with horror. “I — I don’t know what you’re talking about… who is the ‘she’?”

“Beryl Merville.”

“It is a lie… absurd… Miss Merville!… Here?” He found his breath insufficient for his speech. Something inside him was paralysed: his words were disjointed.

“It is true… she was here. She told me.”

“You… you’re mad! Told you! It is a damned lie! She was never here. If Moropulos said that, I’m glad you’ve killed him!”

“He took a photograph and wrote a statement; you know about that because he spoke to you and you admitted it all.”

“I swear before God that Moropulos has never spoken to me. I would have killed him if he had. The story of the photograph is a lie… he invented it. That was his way — where is this picture?”

Ambrose did not answer. Was this man speaking the truth? His version was at least plausible. He must go at once to the house in Paddington and get the envelope… it must be destroyed. How would he know if Ronnie was speaking the truth?

Ronald Morelle, his teeth biting into his lip, saw judgement wavering. He was fighting for his life; he knew that Sault had come to kill him and his soul quivered. “Where is that picture?… I tell you it is an invention of that swine. He guessed… Even to you I will not admit that there is a word of truth in the story.”

He had won. The hand that was thrust into the overcoat pocket returned empty.

“I will come back,” said Sault.

When he reached the street he saw a man looking at the number-plate of his car. He took no notice, but drove off. He had to break a window to get into the house at Paddington. He had forgotten to bring his keys. That delayed his entrance for some while. He was in the room, and his fingers on the dial of the combination, when three men walked through the door. He knew who they were.

“I have a revolver in my pocket, gentlemen,” he said. “I have killed Paul Moropulos, the owner of this house.”

They snapped handcuffs upon his wrists. “Do you know the combination of this safe, Sault?” asked the tall inspector in charge. He had been reading a typewritten notice affixed to the top.

“Yes, sir,” said Ambrose Sault.

“What is it?”

“I am not at liberty to say.”

“What is in it… money?” No answer. The officer beckoned forward one of the uniformed men who seemed to fill the hall. “This safe is not to be touched, you understand? By anybody. If you allow the handle to be turned there will be trouble. Come along. Sault.”

The handcuffs were unnecessary. They were also inadequate. In the darkness of the car: “I am very sorry, inspector… I have broken these things… I was feeling for a handkerchief and forgot.” They did not believe him, but at the police station they found that he had spoken the truth. The bar of the cuff had been wrenched open, the steel catch of the lock torn away. “I did it absentmindedly,” said Ambrose, shamefaced. They put him into a cell where he went instantly to sleep.

The handcuffs became a famous exhibit which generations of young policemen will look upon with awe and wonder.
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Sunday morning, and the bells of the churches calling to worship. Fog, thin and yellow, covered the streets. All the lamps in Jan Steppe’s study were blazing, he had the African’s hatred of dim lights and there was usually one lamp burning in the room he might be using, unless the sun shone. He paced up and down the carpet, his hands thrust deep into his pockets, his mind busy. He was too well equipped a man to see danger in any other direction than where it lay. In moments of peril, he was ice. He could not be cajoled or stampeded into facing imaginary troubles, nor yet to turn his back upon the real threat. All his life he had been a fighter and had grown rich from his victories. Struggle was a normal condition of existence. Nothing had come to him that he had not planned and worked for, or to gain which he had not taken considerable risks.

The risks now were confined to Ambrose Sault and his fidelity to the trust which had been forced upon him by circumstances. He was satisfied that Ambrose would not speak. If he did… Steppe chewed on an unlighted cigar. The removal of Moropulos meant an inconvenience; Sault scarcely counted. The Greek was a nuisance and a danger, whilst his extravagance and folly had brought his associates to the verge of ruin. When the police arrested Ambrose Sault they took possession of the house in which he had been found. Amongst other things seized was the safe upon which Moropulos had pasted a typewritten notice in his whimsical language:

TO BURGLARS

AND ALL WHOM IT MAY CONCERN

CAUTION

Any attempt to open this safe,

except by the employment of the correct codeword,

will result in the destruction of the safe’s contents.

DON’T TURN THE HANDLE



Steppe had seen the notice but had not read it. If it had not been affixed! One turn of the handle and every paper would have been reduced to a black pulp. He tried to remember what was stored in the cursed thing. There were drafts, memoranda, letters from illicit agents, a record of certain transactions which would not look well… the Mackenzie Report! Later he remembered the photograph in the sealed envelope. Why had Sault gone to the safe? The report he had had from the police — they had been with him for the best part of the morning — was to the effect that Sault had been arrested at the moment he was swinging the dials. What was Sault after? He could not read: only documents were in the safe.

A footman appeared. “Who?… Morelle… show him in.”

Ronnie was looking wan and tired. He had not recovered from his fright. “Well? I got your ‘phone call. Don’t ‘phone me, d’ye hear… never! You get people listening-in at any time; just now the exchanges will be stiff with detectives. What were you trying to tell me when I shut you up?”

“About Sault… he came to me last night.”

“Huh! Fine thing to talk about on the ‘phone! Did you tell the police?”

“No, and I’ve ordered Francois to say nothing. After Sault went, I sent Francois to… to Moropulos’ house. I knew Sault was going there.”

“How did you know? And why did he come to you, anyway?”

The answer Ronnie had decided upon after much cogitation. “Oh… a rambling statement about Moropulos. I couldn’t make head or tail of it. He said he was going to the house; I was afraid there would be trouble, so I sent Francois.”

“You knew Moropulos was in Hampshire — I told you they were both there.”

“I’d forgotten that. I don’t want to come into this, Steppe—”

“What you want matters as much to me as what your Francois wants. If Sault says he came to your flat… but he won’t. He’ll say nothing… nothing.” He looked keenly at the other. “That was all he said, huh? Just a rambling statement? Not like Sault that, he never rambles. Did he tell you that he’d killed Moropulos?” Ronnie hesitated. “He did! Try to speak the truth, will you? So he told you he had killed the Greco?”

“I didn’t take him seriously. I thought he must be joking…”

“Fine joke, huh? Did Sault ever pull that kind of joke? You’re not telling me the truth, Morelle… you’d better. I’m speaking as a friend. What did he come to talk to you about, huh? He never even knew you… had no dealings with you. Why should he come to you, after he’d committed a murder?”

“I’ve told you what happened,” said Ronnie desperately. Again the quick scrutiny. “Well… we shall see.”

Ronald waited for a dismissal. “That sounds like the doctor’s voice,” he said suddenly.

Steppe strode to the door and opened it. “Why, Beryl, what brings you out? Good morning, doctor… yes, very bad news.” Beryl came past him and went straight to Ronald. “Did you see him, Ronnie… did he come to you?”

“To me — of course not. I hardly knew him.”

“Don’t lie,” said Steppe impatiently, “we’re all friends here. What makes you think he went to Morelle, Beryl?”

“I wondered.”

“But you must have had some reason?”

She met the big man’s eyes coldly. “Must I be cross-examined? I had a feeling that he had been to Ronnie. I don’t know why… why does one have these intuitions?”

“We saw it in the morning papers,” explained the doctor. “I am fearfully worried; poor Moropulos, it is dreadful.”

Steppe smiled unpleasantly. “He is the least troubled of any of us,” he said callously, “and the next least is Sault. I saw the detective who arrested him. He said Sault went straight to sleep the moment they put him into the cell, and woke this morning cheerful. He must have nerves of iron.”

“Can anything be done for him, Mr. Steppe?”

“He shall have the best lawyer — that Maxton fellow. He ought to be retained. As far as money can help, I’ll do everything possible. I don’t think it will make a scrap of difference.”

“Mr. Steppe, you know what an evil man Moropulos was: you know the provocation he offered to Ambrose Sault, isn’t it possible that the same cause that made him kill this man also sent him to the safe?”

“What safe is this… was that in the newspapers too?”

“Yes: he was not a thief, was he? He would not be trying to open the safe for the sake of getting money? He came to get something that Moropulos had.”

“I wonder…” Steppe was impressed. “It may have been the photograph.”

Ronnie checked the exclamation that terror wrung. He was livid.

“Do you know nothing about a photograph?” asked Steppe, with growing suspicion.

“No.”

Here Beryl came to the rescue. When he saw her lips move, Ronnie expected worse. “Whatever it was, I am sure that the safe holds the secret. Ambrose would not kill a man unless… unless there was no other solution. Won’t you open the safe, Mr. Steppe?”

“I’ll be damned if I do!” he vociferated violently, “there is nothing there which would save him.”

“Or justify him… or show the Greek as being what be was?”

Steppe could not answer this: he had another comment to offer. His attitude toward her had changed slightly since the big diamond had blazed upon her engagement finger: a reminder of obligations past and to come. “You’re taking a hell of an interest in this fellow, Beryl?”

“I shall always take a hell of an interest in every matter I please,” she said, eyeing him steadily. “Unless you satisfy me that nothing has been left undone that can be done for Ambrose, I shall go into the witnessbox and swear to all that I know.”

“My dear…” Her father’s expostulation she did not hear.

Steppe broke into it. “There is something about this business which I don’t understand. You and Moropulos and this fellow dined together once… or didn’t you? Sounds mighty queer, but I won’t inquire — now.”

“You’ll open the safe?”

“No!” Steppe’s jaw set like a trap. “Not to save Sault or any other man! There is nothing there to save him, I tell you. But if there was… I wouldn’t open it. Get that into your mind, all of you.”

She regarded him thoughtfully, and then Ronnie. He looked in another direction. “I am taking the car, father.”

Even Steppe did not ask her where she was going.
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Christina had known in the middle of the night when the police came to search Sault’s room. A detective of high rank had been communicative; she heard the story with a serenity which filled the quaking Evie with wonder. If her face grew of a sudden peaked, a new glory glowed in her eyes.

Mrs. Colebrook wept noisily and continued to weep throughout the night. (Christina meditated upon an old suspicion of hers; that her mother regarded Ambrose Sault as being near enough the age of a lonely widow woman to make possible a second matrimonial venture. This view Evie held definitely.

“Oh, Chris… my dear, I am so sorry,” whimpered the younger girl, when the police had taken their departure. “And I’ve said such horrid things about him. Chris, poor darling, aren’t you feeling awful?… I am.”

“Am I feeling sorry for Ambrose?” No.” Christine searched her heart before she went on. “I’m not sorry. Ambrose was so inevitably big. Something tremendous must come to him; it couldn’t be otherwise.”

“I was afraid something might happen.” Evie shook her head wisely. “This Greek man was very insulting. Ronnie told me that. And if poor Ambrose lost his temper…”

“Ambrose did not lose his temper.” Christina’s interrupted brusquely. “If Ambrose killed him, he did it because he intended doing it.”

“In cold blood!” Evie was horrified.

“Yes! Ambrose must have had a reason. He tells me so… Don’t gape, Evie, I’m not delirious. Ambrose is here. If I were blind and deaf and he sat on this bed he would be here, wouldn’t he? Presence doesn’t depend on seeing or hearing, or even feeling. He’d be here if he was not allowed to touch me, Go back to bed, Evie. I’m sleepy and I want to dream.”

Beryl arrived soon after eleven. Evie was out, and Mrs, Colebrook, red-eyed, brought her up to the bedroom. Christina was sure the girl would come and had got up and dressed in readiness. Some time went by before they were alone. Mrs. Colebrook had her own grief to express, her own memories to retail. She left them at last singultient in her woe.

“Do you think you are strong enough to come to the house?” asked Beryl. “I could call for you this afternoon. Perhaps you would stay with me for a few days. I feel that I want you near to me.” This without preliminary. They were too close to the elementals to pick nice paths to their objectives. They recognized and acknowledged their supreme interests as being common to both.

“Mother would be glad to get rid of me for a day or two,” said Christina.

“And I am sending my father abroad,” nodded Beryl, with a faint smile. “When shall I come?”

“At three. You have not seen him?”

Beryl shook her head. “They are taking him into the country. We shall never see him again,” she said simply. “He will not send for us. I am trying to approach it in all the proper spirit of detachment. He is a little difficult to live up to… don’t you feel that?”

“If I say ‘no’ you will think I am eaten up with vanity,” said Christina, with a quick smile. “I am rather exalted at the moment, but the reaction will come perhaps, in which case I shall want to hang on to your understanding.”

At three o’clock the car arrived. Mrs. Colebrook saw her daughter go without regret. Christina was unnatural. She had not shed a tear… Mrs, Colebrook had heard her laughing and had gone up in a hurry to deal with hysteria, only to find her reading Stephen Leacock. She was appalled. “I am surprised at you, Christina! Here is poor… Mr. Sault in prison…” Words failed her, she could only make miserable noises.

“Mother has given me up,” said Christina, when she was lying on a big settee in Beryl’s room, her thin hand outstretched to the blaze. “Mother is a sort of female Hericletos… she finds her comfort in weeping.”

Beryl was toasting a muffin at the fire. “I wish it were a weeping matter,” she said, and went straight to the subject uppermost in her mind. “Moropulos took a photograph of me coming from Ronald Morelle’s flat. I had spent the night there.” She looked at the muffin and turned it. “Moropulos was… nasty. He must have told Ambrose that he knew.”

Christina stirred on the sofa. “Did Ambrose know?”

“Yes; I told him. Not the name of the man, but he guessed, I think… I know the photograph was in the safe. He went to Ronnie. Perhaps to kill him. I imagine Ronnie lied for his life. The police were looking for Ambrose. The… the killing of Moropulos was discovered by a man who heard the shot, and the car had just passed through Woking after the police had been warned. A detective saw the car outside Ronnie’s flat and followed it. I don’t know all the details. Father has seen the inspector in charge of the case. Do you like sugar in your tea?”

“Two large pieces,” said Christina; “I am rather a baby in my love of sugar. Do you love Ronnie very much, Beryl… you don’t mind?”

“No… please. Love him? I suppose so; in a way. I despise him, I think he is loathsome, but there are times when I have a… wistful feeling. It may be sheer ungovernable… you know. Yet… I would make no sacrifice for Ronnie. I feel that. I have made no sacrifice. Women are hypocrites when they talk of ‘giving’; they make martyrdom of their indulgence. Some women. And it pleases them to accept the masculine view of their irresponsibility. They love sympathy. For Ambrose I would sacrifice… everything. It is cheap to say that I would give my life, I have given more than my life. So have you.”

Christina was silent.

“I have faced… everything,” Beryl went on. She was sitting on a cushion between Christina and the fire, her teacup in her hands. “You have also… haven’t you, Christina?”

“About Ambrose? Yes. He has passed. The law will kill him. He expects that. I think he would be uncomfortable if he was spared. He told me once that all the way out to New Caledonia he grieved about the people who had been guillotined for the same offence as he had committed. The unfairness of it! He never posed. Can you imagine him posing? I’ve seen him blush when I have joked about that funny little trick of his; have you noticed it? Rubbing his chin with the back of his hand?”

Beryl nodded. “He said he had tried to get out of the habit,”

Christina continued. “No, Ambrose couldn’t pretend, or do a mean thing, or lie. I’m getting sentimental, my dear. Ambrose was distressed by sentimentality. Mother kissed his hand the day I stood for the first time. He was so bewildered!”

They laughed together.

“Are you marrying Steppe?” asked Christina. She felt no call to excuse the intimacy of the question.

“I suppose so. There are reasons. At present he is rather impersonal. As impersonal as a marriage certificate or a church. I have no imagination, perhaps. I shall not tell him. You don’t think I should… about Ronnie, I mean?”

Christina shook her red head. “No. As I see it, no. If you must marry him, you are doing enough without handing him another kind of whip to flog you with.”

“I told Ambrose: that was enough,” said Beryl. “My conscience was for him. Steppe wants no more than he gives.”

The clock chimed five. Ambrose at that moment was passing through the black gates of Wechester County Prison, and Ronald Morelle was taking tea with Madame Ritti.
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Madame lived in a big house at St. John’s Wood. A South American minister had lived there, and had spent a fortune on its interior adornment. Reputable artists had embellished its walls and ceilings, and if the decorations were of the heavy florid type, it is a style which makes for grandeur. The vast drawingroom was a place of white and gold, of glittering candelabras and crimson velvet hangings. How Madame had come to be its possessor is a long and complicated story, The minister was recalled from London on the earnest representations of the Foreign Office and a budding scandal was denied its full and fascinating development.

Madame had many friends, and her house was invariably full of guests, Some stayed a long time with her. She liked girls about her, she told the innocent vicar who called regularly.

Her object (confessed Madame) was to give her guests a good time. She succeeded. She gave dances and entertained lavishly. She made one stipulation: that her visitors should not play at cards. There was no gambling at Alemeda House. The

attitude of the police authorities toward Madame Ritti’s establishment was one of permanent expectancy. Good people, people with newspaper names, were guests of hers; there was nothing furtive or underhand about her parties. Nobody had ever seen a drunken man come or go. The guests were never noisy, only — Madame’s girl guests were many. And none of the people who came to the dances were women.



Madame was bemoaning the scepticisms of the authorities to Ronnie. She was a very stout woman, expensively but tastefully dressed. Her lined face was powdered, her lips vividly red. A duller red was her hair, patently dyed. Dyed hair on elderly women has the effect of making the face below seem more fearfully old. She wore two ropes of pearls, and her hands glittered. Ronnie always went to Madame Ritti in his moments of depression; he had known her since he was little more than a schoolboy. She had a house in Pimlico then, not so big or so finely furnished, but she had girl guests.

“You know, Ronnie, I try to keep my house respectable. Is it not so? One tries and tries and it is hard work. Girls have so little brain. They do not know that men do not really like rowdiness. Is it not so? But these policemen… oh, the dreadful fellows! They question my maids… and it is so difficult to get the right kind of maid. Imagine! And the maids get frightened or impertinent’ — she laid the accent on the last syllable. She was inclined to do this, otherwise her English was perfect.

The door opened and a girl lounged in. She was smoking a cigarette through a holder — a fair, slim girl, with a straight fringe of golden hair over her forehead. Ronnie smiled and nodded.

“Hello, Ronnie… where have you been hiding?”

Madame snorted. “Is it thus you speak? ‘Hello, Ronnie’, my word! And to walk in smoking! Lola, you have to learn.”

“I did not know anybody else was here,” replied the girl, instantly apologetic. “I’m awfully sorry, Madame.” She hid the cigarette behind her and advanced demurely. “Why, it is Mr. Morelle! How do you do?”

“That is better, much better,” approved Madame, nodding her huge head. “Always modesty in girls is the best. Is it not, Ronnie? To rush about, fla-fla-fla!” Her representation of gaucherie was inimitable. “That is not good. Men desire modesty. Especially Englishmen. Americans, also. The French are indelicate. Is it not so? Men wish to win; if you give them victory all ready, they do not appreciate it. That will do, Lola.” She dismissed the girl with a stately inclination of her head.

“What have you been doing? We have not seen you for a very long time. You have other engagements? You must be careful. I fear for you sometimes.”

She patted his arm. “You will come to night! You must dress, of course. I do not receive men who are not in evening dress. Grand habit, you understand? The war made men very careless. The smoking jacket… tuxedo… what do you call it, and the black tie, that is no longer good style. If you are to meet ladies you must wear a white bow and the white waistcoat with the long coat. I insist upon this. I am right, is it not so? All the men wear grand habit nowadays. What do you wish, Ronnie?”

“Nothing in particular; I thought I would come along. I am feeling rather sick of life today.”

She nodded. “So you come to see my little friends. That is nice and they will be glad. All of them except Lola; she is going out to dinner tonight with a very great friend. You know your way; they are playing baccarat in the little salon. It amuses them and they play only for pennies.”

Ronnie strolled off to seek entertainment in the little salon.

He was rung up at his flat that evening four times. At midnight Steppe called him up again. “M’sieur, he has not returned. No, m’sieur, not even to dress.” Madame Ritti, for all the rigidity of her dress regulations, made exceptions seemingly.

Ronald was sleeping soundly when Steppe strode into his room and let up the blind with a crash. “Hullo?” Ronnie struggled up. “What time is it?”

“Where were you last night?” Steppe’s voice was harsh, contumelious. “I spent the night ringing you up. Have the police been here?”

“Police, no. Why should they?”

“Why should they?” mimicked the visitor. “Because Saul stopped his car before the entrance of these flats. Luckily, they are not sure whether he went in or not. The detective who saw the car did not notice where Sault had come from. They asked me if there was anybody in Knightsbridge he would be likely to visit, and I said ‘no’, d’ye hear? I can’t have you in their hands, Morelle. A cur like you would squeal and they would find out why he came. And I don’t want to know.”

The dark eyes bent on Ronnie were glittering.

“You hear? I don’t want to know. Moropulos is dead In a week or two Sault will be dead and Beryl will be married. Why in hell do you jump?”

Ronnie affected a yawn and reached out for his dressing gown. “Of course I jumped,” he was bold to say, even if he quaked inwardly. “You come thundering into my room when I’m half asleep and talk about police and Moropulos. Ugh, I haven’t your nerve. If you want to know, Sault came here to ask me where you were. I thought he was a little mad and told him you were out of town.

“You’re a liar… a feeble liar. Get up!”

He stalked out of the room, slamming the door behind him, and when Ronnie joined him, he was standing before the mantelpiece, scowling at the Anthony.

“Now listen. They will make inquiries, and it is perfectly certain that they will trace you as being a friend of Moropulos. I want to keep out of it, and so do you. At present they cannot connect me with the case, except that I had dealings with Moropulos. So had hundreds of others. If they get busy with you they will turn you inside out. I don’t want you to get it into your head that I’m trying to save you trouble. I’m not. You could roast in hell and I’d not turn the hose on to you! I’m thinking of myself and all the trouble I should have if the police got you scared. Sault didn’t come here, huh? Was anybody here beside you?” he asked quickly.

“Only Francois.”

“Your servant!” Steppe frowned. “Can you trust him?”

Ronnie smiled. “Francois is discreet,” he said complacently. A shadow passed across Steppe’s dark face. “About the women who come here, yes; but with the police? That is different. Bring him in.”

“I assure you, my dear fellow—”

“Bring him here!” roared the other.

Ronnie pressed a bell sulkily.

“Francois, you were here in the flat on Saturday night, huh?”

“Yes, m’sieur.”

“You had no visitors, huh?” Francois hesitated. “No visitors, Francois; you didn’t open the door to Sault — you know Sault? And if detectives come to ask you whether Sault was here, you will tell them the truth… you did not see him. Your master had no visitors at all; you saw nobody and heard nobody.” He was looking into a leather pocketbook as he spoke, fingering the notes that filled one compartment.

Francois’ eyes were on the notecase too. “Nobody came, m’sieur. I’ll swear. I was in the pantry all the evening.”

“Good,” said Steppe, and slipped out four notes, crushing them into a ball. “Do you want to see me today?” asked Ronnie, and his uncomfortable guest glared.

“Not today. Nor tomorrow, nor any day. Where were you last night?”

Francois retired in his discretion.

“I went to Brighton—”

“You went to Ritti’s — that…” He did not attempt any euphemism. Madame Ritti’s elegant establishment he described in two pungent words. “God! You’re… what are you? I’m pretty tough, huh? Had my gay times and known a few of the worst. But I’ve drawn a line somewhere. Sault in prison and Moropulos dead… and you at Ritti’s! What a louse you are!”

He stalked into the ball, shouted for Francois and dropped the little paper ball into his hand. Francois closed the door on him respectfully.

“A beast..,” said Ronnie, disgusted.
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Instructed by Steppe to defend him, a solicitor interviewed Ambrose Sault in his airy cell. He expected to find a man broken by his awful position. He found instead a cheerful client who, when he was ushered into the cell, was engaged in covering a large sheet of paper with minute figures. A glance at the paper showed wondering office or the law that Sault was working out a problem in mathematics. It was in fact a differential equation of a high and complex character.

“It is very kind of Mr. Steppe, but I don’t know what you can do, sir. I killed Moropulos. I killed him deliberately. Poor soul! How glad it must have been to have left that horrible body with all its animal weaknesses! I was thinking about it last night; wondering where it would be. Somewhere in the spaces of the night… between the stars. Don’t you often wonder whether a soul has a chemical origin? Some day clever men will discover. Souls have substance, more tenuous than light. Light has substance. You can bend light with a magnet; I have seen it done, The ether has substance; compared with other unknown elements, ether may be as thick as treacle. Supposing some supernatural scientist could examine the ether as we examine a shovel-full of earth? Is it not possible that the soul germ might be discovered? For a soul has no size and no weight and no likeness to man. Some people think of a soul as having the appearance of the body which it inspires. That is stupid. If death can cling to a point of a needle, and life grows from a microscopic organism, how infinitesimal is the cell of the soul! The souls of all men and all women of the world might be brought together and be lost in one atom of down on a butterfly’s wing!”

The lawyer listened hopefully. Here was a case for eminent alienists. He saw the Governor of the jail as he went out. “I should very much like this man to be kept under medical observation,” he said. “From my conversation with him, I am satisfied that he isn’t normal.”

“He seems sane enough,” replied the Governor, “but I will speak to the doctor; I suppose you will send specialists down?”

“I imagine we shall: he isn’t normal. He practically refused discuss the crime… occupied the time by talking about souls and the size of ‘em! If that isn’t lunacy, then I’m mad!”

Steppe, to whom he reported, was very thoughtful. “He isn’t mad. Sault is a queer fellow, but he isn’t mad. He thinks about such things. He is struggling to the light — these are the words he used to me. Yes, you can send doctors down you wish. You have briefed Maxton?”

The lawyer nodded. “He wasn’t very keen on the job. It is a little out of his line. Besides, he’ll be made a judge in a year or two, and naturally he doesn’t want to figure on the losing side. In fact, he turned me down definitely, but I was hardly back in my office — his chambers are less than five minutes’ walk away — before he called me up and said he’d take the brief. I was surprised. He is going down to Wechester next week.”

Steppe grunted. “You understand that my name doesn’t appear in this except to Maxton, of course. I dare say that if I went on to the witnessbox and and told all I knew about Moropulos and what kind of a brute he was my evidence might make a difference. But I’m not going, and your job is to keep me out of this, Smith.”

Steppe’s attitude was definite and logical. Sault, in a measure, he admired without liking. He saw in him a difficult and possibly dangerous man. That he had piqued his employer by his independence and courage did not influence Steppe one way or another. It was, in truth, the cause of his admiration. Sault was a man in possession of a dangerous secret. The folly of entrusting two other men with the combination word of the safe had been apparent from the first. He had been uneasy in his mind, more because of the unknown unreliability of Moropulos, than because he mistrusted Sault, and he had decided that the scheme for the storage of compromising documents possessed too many disadvantages. Without telling either of his associates, he had arranged to transfer the contents of the safe to his own custody when the disaster occurred. The safe was in the hands of the curious police. And the more he thought about the matter, the more undesirable it seemed that the safe should be opened.

It contained, amongst other things, the draft of a prospectus which had since been printed — the shares went to allotment two days before the murder. The draft was in his own hand, a dozen sheets of pencilled writing, and it described in optimistic language certain valuable assets which were in fact non-existent. The financial press had remarked upon the fact, and not content with remarking once, had industriously continued to remark. Steppe had made a mistake, and it was a bad mistake. The cleverest of company promoters occasionally overstep the line that divides optimistic estimate from misrepresentation.

Fortunately his name did not appear on the prospectus; most unfortunately, he had preserved the draft. He had put it aside after Dr. Merville had copied the document. He had a reason for this. Jan Steppe seldom appeared in such transactions; even his name as vendor was skilfully camouflaged under the title of some stockholding company. He was a supreme general who issued his orders to his commanders, gave them the rough plan of their operation and left them to lick it into shape. It sometimes happened that they deviated from his instructions, generally to the advantage of the scheme they were working; occasionally they fell short of his requirements, and then his draft proved useful in emphasising their error.

And this was only one of the safe’s contents. There were others equally dangerous. Steppe believed that his servant would die. To say that he hoped he would die would be untrue. Belief makes hope superfluous. It was politic to spend money on the defence of a man who, being grateful, would also be loyal. He could accept Sault’s death with equanimity, and without regret. With relief almost.

Evidence could be given which would show Moropulos in an unfavourable light. The Greek was a drunkard, his reputation was foul, he was provocative and quarrelsome. The weapon was his own (Sault had once taken it away from him), a plea of self-defence might succeed, but always providing that Mr. Jan Steppe would submit himself to cross-examination, and the reflected odium of acquaintance with the dead man and his killer. And Mr. Jan Steppe was determined to do nothing of the kind.

Sault would carry his secret to the grave unless… suppose this infernal photograph which Moropulos had put into the safe… suppose Sault mentioned this to the lawyers: but he would be loyal. Steppe, having faith in his loyalty, decided to let him die.

Sir John Maxton had changed his mind on the question of defending Sault as a result of an urgent request which has reached him immediately after the solicitor had left his chamber He called on Beryl Merville on his way home. She was alone. Christina had returned to her mother, and Dr. Merville was a Cannes, mercifully ignorant of the comments which the financial newspapers were passing upon a company of which he was president.

“I will undertake the defence, Beryl, though I confess it seems to me a hopeless proposition. I had just that moment refused the brief when you rang through. If I remember aright, I have met Sault… wasn’t he that strong-looking man who came to Steppe’s house the night we were dining there? I thought so. And Moropulos… who was he? Not the drunken fellow who made such a fool of himself? By jove! I hadn’t connected them… I have only glanced at the brief, and I am seeing Sault on Friday. Fortunately I am spending the weekend in the country, and I can call in on my way. Smith is attending to the inquest and the lower Court proceedings. I saw Smith (he is the solicitor) this afternoon: he tells me that Steppe is paying for the defence. That is a professional secret, by the way. He also surprised me by expressing the view that Sault is mad.”

Beryl smiled. “He is not mad,” she said quickly, “why does he think so?”

Sir John humped his thin shoulders: a movement indicative of his contempt for the lawyer’s opinion on any subject. “Apparently Sault talked about souls as though they were microbes. Smith, being a Godfearing man, was shocked. To him the soul stands in the same relationship to the body as the inner tube of a tyre to the cover. He is something of a spiritualist, and spiritualism is the most material of the occult sciences — it insists that spirits shall have noses and ears like other respectable ghosts. From what he said, I couldn’t make head or tail of Sault’s view.”

“Ambrose is not mad,” said the girl; ‘he is the sanest man I have ever met, or will meet. His view is different; he himself is different. You cannot judge him by any ordinary standard.”

“You call him ‘Ambrose’,” said Sir John in surprise, “is he a friend of yours?”

“Yes,” she said no more than that, and he did not press the question. It was impossible to explain Ambrose.
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A call at the Colebrooks’ in the afternoon or evening had become a regular practice since Christina had stayed with her. Evie had very carefully avoided being at home when Beryl called.

“I’m sorry I don’t like your aristocratic friend, and I know it is a great comfort to have somebody to speak to about poor Mr. Sault, but I simply can’t stand her. Ronnie says that he quite understands my dislike. Christina, do you think Miss Merville is a… you won’t be offended, will you? Do you think she is a good girl?”

“Good? Do you mean, does she go to church?”

“Don’t be silly. Do you think she is a… virtuous girl? Ronnie says that some of these Society women are awfully fast. He says it wouldn’t be so bad if there was love in it, because love excuses everything, and the real wicked people are those who marry for money.”

“Like Beryl,” said Christina, “and love may excuse everything… like you… he hopes.”

Evie sighed patiently.

“Do you know what I think about Ronnie?” asked Christina.

“I’m sure I don’t want to know,” snapped Evie, roused out of her attitude of martyrdom.

“I think he is a damned villain!… Shut up, I’m going to say it. I think he is the very lowest blackguard that walks the earth! He is—”

But Evie had snatched up her coat and fled from the room.

Christina’s orders from the osteopath were to go to bed early. She was making extraordinary progress and had walked unassisted down the stairs that very day — she was lying dressed on the bed when Beryl arrived. “I suppose you’ll liken me to the squire’s good wife visiting the indigent sick,” she said, ‘but I’ve brought a basket of things… fruit mostly. Do you mind?”

“I’ve always wanted to meet Lady Bountiful,” said Christina. “I thought she never stepped from the Christmas magazine covers. Did you meet Evie?”

“No, I thought she was out.”

“She’s hiding in the scullery,” said Christina calmly.

“She doesn’t like me. Ronnie, I suppose?”

Christina nodded. “Ronnie at first hand may be endurable: as interpreted by Evie he is — there is only one word to describe him — I promised mother that I would never use it again. Any news?”

Beryl nodded. “I had a letter—”

“So did I!” said Christina triumphantly, and drew a blue envelope from her blouse. “Written by the prison chaplain and dictated by Ambrose. Such a typical letter… all about the kindness of everybody, and a minute description of the cell, intended, I think, to show how comfortable he is.”

Christina had had a similar letter.

“Sir John Maxton is defending him,” said Beryl. “That is what I have come to tell you. He is a very great advocate.”

They looked at one another, and each had the same thought. “The best lawyer and the kindest judge and the most sympathetic jury would not save Ambrose,” said Christina, and they looked for a long time into one another’s eyes, and neither saw fear.

Beryl did not stay long. They ran into a blind alley of conversation after that: a time of long quietness.

Jan Steppe was waiting in the drawingroom when she returned. The maid need not have told her: she sensed his presence before the door was opened. She had seen very little of Steppe, remembering that she had engaged herself to marry him. She did not let herself think more about it: she had not been accurate when she told Christina that she had no imagination. It was simply that she did not allow herself the exercise of her gift. The same idea had occurred to Jan Steppe… he had seen little of her. He was a great believer in clearing up things as he went along. An unpleasant but profitable trait of his.

“Been waiting for you an hour: you might leave word how long you’ll be out, huh, Beryl.” A foretaste, she thought, of the married man, but she was not offended. That was just how she expected Steppe would talk: probably he would swear at her when he knew her better. Nevertheless —

“I go and I come as I please,” she said, without heat. “You must be prepared to put me under lock and key if you expect to find me in any given place, at any given time. And then I should divorce you for cruelty.”

He did not often show signs of amusement. He smiled now. “So that’s your plan. Sit down by me, Beryl. I want a little talk.” She obeyed: he put his arm about her, and looking down, she saw his big hairy hand gripping her waist. “Why are you shaking, Beryl?… You’re not frightened of me, huh?” he asked, bending his swarthy face to hers. “I — I don’t know.” Her teeth were chattering. She was frightened. In a second all her philosophy had failed and her courage had gone out like a blown flame. Every reserve of will was concentrated now in an effort to prevent herself screaming. Training, education, culture, all that civilisation stood for crashed at the touch of him. She was woman, primitive and unreasoning: woman in contact with savage mastery.

“God! What’s the matter, huh? You expect to be kissed, don’t you? I’m going to be your husband, huh? Expect to be kissed, then, don’t you? What is the matter with you?” She got up from the sofa, her legs sagging beneath her. Looking, he saw her face was colourless: Steppe was alarmed.

He wanted her badly. She had the appeal which other women lacked, qualities which he himself lacked. And he had frightened her. Perhaps she would break off everything. He expected to see the ring torn from her trembling hand and thrown on the floor at his feet. Instead of that: “I am very sorry, Mr. Steppe… foolish of me. I’ve had rather a trying day.” She was breathless, as though she had been running at a great pace.

“Of course, Beryl, I understand. I’m too rough with you, huh? Why, it is I who should be sorry, and I am. Good friends, huh?” He held out his hand, and, shivering, she put her cold palm in his. “Doctor coming back soon? That’s fine. You haven’t sent him on any newspapers, huh? No, he could not get them there.”

Other commonplaces, and he left her to work back to the cause of her fright. With reason again enthroned (this was somewhere near four o’clock in the morning) she could find no other reason than the obvious one. She was afraid of Steppe as a man. Not because he was a man, but because he was the kind of man that he was. He was a better man than Ronnie, she argued. He had principles of sorts. Ronnie had none. Perhaps she would get used to him: up to that moment it did not occur to her to break her engagement, and, curiously enough, she never thought of her father. Steppe was sure in his mind that he held her through Dr. Merville. That was not true. Neither sense of honour nor filial duty bound her to her promise, nor was marriage an expiation. She must wear away her life in some companionship. After, was Ambrose Sault, in what shape she did not know or consider. She never thought of him as an angel.
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Sometimes the brain plays a trick upon you. In the midst of your everyday life you have a vivid yet elusive recollection of a past which is strange to you. You see yourself in circumstances and in a setting wholly unfamiliar. Like a flash it comes and goes; as swiftly as the shutter of a camera falls. Flick! It is gone and you can recall no incident upon which you can reconstruct the vision of the time-fraction. Beryl saw herself as she had been before she came upon a shabby grey-haired man studying the wallpaper in the hall of Dr. Merville’s house. Yet she could never fix an impression. If the change of her outlook had been gradual, she might have traced back step by step. But it had been violent: catastrophic. And this bewildering truth appeared: that there had been no change so far as Ronnie was concerned. He had not altered in any degree her aspect of life. It worried her that it should be so. But there it was.

She had a wire from her father the next morning to say that he was returning at once. Dr. Merville had seen certain comments in the newspaper, and was taking the next train to Paris. She did not go to the station to meet him, and was not in the house when he arrived. Even in the days that followed she saw little of him, for he seemed to have pressing business which kept him either at Steppe’s office or at Steppe’s house. One night she went to dinner there. It was a meal remarkable for one circumstance. Although Sault was coming up for trial the following week, they did not speak of him. It was as though he were already passed from the world. She was tempted once to raise his name, but refrained. Discussion would be profitless, for they would only expose the old platitudes and present the conventional gestures.

In the car as they drove home the doctor was spuriously cheerful. His lighter manner generally amused Beryl; now her suspicions were aroused, for of late, her father’s laborious good humour generally preceded a request for some concession on her part. It was not until she was saying good night that he revealed the nature of his request. “Don’t you think it would be a good idea if you cut your engagement as short as possible, dear?” he asked, with an effort to appear casual. “Steppe doesn’t want a big wedding — one before the civil authorities with a few close friends to lunch afterwards—”

“You mean he wants to marry at once?”

“Well, not at once, but — er — er — in a week or so. Personally, I think it is an excellent scheme. Say in a month—”

“No, no!” — she was vehement in her objection— “not in a month. I must have more time. I’m very sorry, father, if I am upsetting your plans.”

“Not at all,” said his lips. His face told another story. Possibly Steppe had issued peremptory instructions. She was certain that if she had accepted his views meekly, the doctor would have named the date and the hour. Steppe may have expressed his desire, also, that she should be married in grey. He was the sort of man who would want his bride to wear grey.

Jan Steppe, for all his wealth and experience, retained in some respects the character of his boer ancestors. His dearest possession was a large family Bible, crudely illustrated, and this he cherished less for its message (printed in the taal) than for its family records that covered four fly-leaves inserted for the purpose. He liked wax fruit under glass shades, and there hung in his library crayon enlargements of his parents, heavily framed in gold. He was a member of the Dutch Reformed Church, and maintained a pew in the kirk at Heidelberg where he was born and christened. He believed in the rights of husbands to exact implicit obedience from their wives. The ultimate value of women was their prolificacy; he might forgive unfaithfulness; sterility was an unpardonable offence. Springing, as he did, from a race of cattle farmers, he thought of values in terms of stock breeding. Instinctively Beryl had discovered this: on this discovery her repugnance was based, though she never realized the cause until long afterwards.

The day of the trial was near at hand. Sir John Maxton had had two interviews with his client. After the second, he called on her. “I haven’t seen you since I met him, have I? Your Sault! What is he, in the name of heaven? He fascinates me, Beryl, fascinates me! Sometimes I wish I had never taken the brief — not because of the hopelessness of it — it is hopeless, you know — but…”

“But?” she repeated, when he paused, puzzling to express himself clearly.

“He is amazing: I have never met anybody like him. I am not particularly keen on my fellows, perhaps I know them too well and have seen too much of their meannesses, their evilness. But Sault is different. I went to discuss his case and found myself listening to his views on immortality. He says that what we call immortality can be reduced to mathematical formulae. He limited the infinite to a circle, and convinced me. I felt like a fourth-form boy listening to a ‘brain’, and found myself respectful! But it wasn’t that… it was a sweetness, a clearness — something Christlike. Queer thing to say about a man who has committed two murders, both in cold blood, but it is a fact. Beryl, it is impossible to save him, it is only fair to tell you. I cannot help feeling that if we could get at the character of this man Moropulos he would have a chance, but he absolutely refuses to talk of Moropulos. ‘I did it’, he says, ‘what is the use? I shot him deliberately. He was drunk! I was in no danger from him. I shot him because I wanted him to die. When I walked over to where he lay, he was dead. If he had been alive I should have shot him again’. What can one do? If he had been anybody else I should have retired from the case.

“There is a safe in this case, probably you have read about it in the newspapers. It was found in the Greek’s house, and is a sort of secret repository. At any rate, it cannot be opened except by somebody who knows the codeword. I suspected Sault of being one who could unlock the door, and challenged him. He did not deny his knowledge, but declined to give me the word. He never lies: if he says he doesn’t know, it is not worth while pressing him, because he really doesn’t know. Beryl, would your father have any knowledge of that safe?”

She shook her head. “It is unlikely, but I will ask him. Father says that Ronnie is going to the trial. Is he a witness?”

Sir John had, as it happened, seen Ronnie that day and was able to inform her. “Ronnie is writing the story of the trial for a newspaper. What has Sault done to him? He is particularly vicious about him. In a way I can understand the reason if they had ever met. Sault is the very antithesis of Ronnie. They would ‘swear’ like violently different colours. I asked him if he would care to stay with me — I have had the Kennivens’ house placed at my disposal, they are at Monte Carlo — but he declined with alacrity. Why does he hate Sault? He says that he is looking forward to the trial.”

Beryl smiled. “‘For la, the wicked bend the bow that they may shoot in darkness at the upright heart’,” she quoted.
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Ronald Morelle also found satisfaction in apposite quotations from the scriptures. When he was at school the boys had a game which was known as ‘trying the luck’. They put a Bible on the table, inserted a knife between the leaves, and whatever passage the knife-point rested against, was one which solved their temporary difficulties. Ronnie had carried this practice with him, and whenever a problem arose, he would bring down The Book and seek a solution. He utilised for this purpose a miniature sword which he had bought in Toledo, a copy of the Sword of the Constable. It was a tiny thing, a few inches in length. Its handle was of gold, its glittering blade an example of the best that the Fabrica produced.

“It is really wonderful how helpful it is, Christina,” said Evie, to whom he had communicated the trick. “The other day, when I was wondering whether you would be better for good, or whether this was only, so to speak, a flash in the pan… because I really don’t believe in osteopaths, they aren’t proper doctors… I stuck a hatpin in the Bible and what do you think it said?”

“Beware of osteopaths?” suggested Christina lazily.

“No, it said, “Make me to hear joy and gladness, that the bone which Thou hast broken may rejoice.”

“My bones were never broken,” said Christina, and asked with some curiosity: “How do you reconcile your normal holiness with playing monkey tricks with the Bible?”

“It isn’t anything of the sort,” replied Evie tartly, “the Bible is supposed to help you in your difficulties.”

“Anyway, my bones rejoice to hear that Ronnie is such a Bible student,” said Christina.

Evie knew that to discuss Ronald Morelle with her sister would be a waste of time. Ronnie was to her the perfect man. She even found, in which Christina described as a ‘monkey trick’ a piety with which she had never dreamt of crediting him.

Christina was unjust, but she hoped in time to change her opinions. In the meantime, Ronald Morelle was moulding Evie’s opinions in certain essentials pertaining to social relationship, and, insensibly, her views were veering to the course he had set. She had definitely accepted his attitude toward matrimony. She felt terribly advanced and superior to her fellows, and had come to the point where she sneered when a wedding procession passed her. So far, her assurance, her complete plerophory of Ronnie’s wisdom, rested in the realms of untested theory. But the time was coming when she must practise all that Ronnie preached, and all that she believed. She was no fool, however intense her self-satisfaction. She was narrow, puritanical, in the sense to which that term had been debased, and eminently respectable. He might have converted her to devil worship and she would have remained respectable. Ronnie was going abroad after the trial. He had made money, and although he was not a very rich man, he had in addition to the solid fortune he had acquired through his association with Steppe, a regular income from his father’s estate. He intended breaking with Steppe, and was in negotiation for villas in the south of France and in Italy. Evie knew that she would accompany him, if he insisted. She knew equally well, that she would no longer be accounted respectable. That thought horrified her.

To her a wedding ring was adequate compensation for many inconveniences. The fascinations of Ronnie were wearing thin: familiarity, without breeding contempt, had produced a mutation of values. The ‘exceedingly marvellous’ had become the ‘pleasantly habitual’. And she had, by accident, met a boy she had known years before. He had gone out to Canada with his parents and had returned with stories of immense spaces, of snow-clad mountains and cosy farms; stories that had interested and unsettled her. And he had been so impressed by her, and so humble in the face of her imposing worldliness. Ronnie was, of course, never humble, she did not impress him, or make him blush or fell gauche. She had more of the grand lady feeling with Teddy Williams than she could ever experience in the marble villas of Palermo. And Teddy placed a tremendously high value upon respectability. Still… he could not be compared with Ronnie.

She had consented to pay a visit to Ronnie’s flat. She was halfway to losing her respectability when she reluctantly agreed, but the thrill of the projected adventure put Teddy Williams out of her mind. The great event was to be on the day after Ronnie came back from Wechester.

In the meanwhile, Ronnie, anticipating a dull stay at the Assize town, made arrangements to fill in his time pleasantly.

The day before he left London he called on Madame Ritti, and Madame gave a sympathetic hearing to his proposition.

“Yes, it will amuse Lola, but she must travel with her maid. One must be careful, is it not so? One meets people in such unlikely places, and I will not have a word spoken against my dear girls.”
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The case of the King against Ambrose Sault came on late in the afternoon of the third Assize day. The Assizes opened on the Monday, and the first two and a half days were occupied by the hearing of a complicated case of fraudulent conversion; it was four o’clock in the afternoon when Sault, escorted by three warders, stepped into the pen and listened to the reading of the indictment.

It was charged against him that “He did wilfully kill and murder Paul Dimitros Moropulos by shooting at him with a revolving pistol with intent to kill and murder the aforesaid Paul Dimitros Moropulos”.

He pleaded “Guilty”, but by the direction of the Court, a technical plea of “Not Guilty” was entered in accordance with the practice of the law. The proceedings were necessarily short, the reading of the indictment, the swearing in of the jury, and the other preliminaries were only disposed of before the Court rose. Wechester Assize Court dates back to the days of antiquity. There is a legend that King Arthur sat in the great outer hall, a hollow cavern of a place with vaulted stone roof and supporting pillars worn smooth by contact with the backs of thirty generations of litigants waiting their turn to appear in the tiny courthouse. “I knew I was going to have a dull time,” complained Ronnie. “Why on earth didn’t they start the trial on Monday?”

“Partly because I could not arrive until today,” said Sir John. “The judge very kindly agreed to postpone the hearing to suit my convenience. I had a big case in town. Partly, so the judge tells me, because he wanted to dispose of the fraud charges before he took the murder case. Are you really very dull, Ronnie?” He looked keenly at the other.

“Wouldn’t anybody be dull in a town that offers no other amusement than a decrepit cinema?”

“I thought I caught a glimpse of you as I was coming from the station, and unless I was dreaming, I saw you driving with a lady — it is not like you to be dull when you have feminine society.”

“She was the daughter of a very old friend of mine,” said Ronnie conventionally.

“You are fortunate in having so many old friends with so many pretty daughters,” said Sir John dryly. Ronnie was in court at ten o’clock the following morning. The place was filled, the narrow public gallery packed. The scarlet-robed judge came in, preceded by the High Sheriff, and followed by his chaplain; a few seconds later came the sound of Ambrose Sault’s feet on the stairway leading to the lock. He walked to the end of the pen, rested his big hands on the ledge and bowed to the judge. And then his eyes roved round the court. They rested smilingly upon Sir John, bewigged and gowned, passed incuriously over the press table, and stopped at Ronald Morelle. His face was inscrutable: his noughts, whatever they were, found no expression.

Ronald met his eyes and smiled. This man had come to him with murder in his heart: but for Ronnie’s ready wit and readier lie, his name too would have appeared in the indictment. That was his thought as he returned the gaze. Here was his enemy: trapped beyond danger. His smile was a taunt and an exultation.

Sault’s face was not troubled, his serenity was undisturbed. Rather, it seemed to Sir John, who was watching him, that there was a strange benignity in his countenance, that humanised and transfigured him.

Trials always wearied Ronnie. They were so slow, so tedious: there were so many fiddling details, usually unimportant, to be related and analysed. Why did they take the trouble? Sault was guilty by his own confession, and yet they were treating him as though he were innocent. What did it matter whether it was eight or nine o’clock when the policeman stopped the car in Woking and asked Sault to produce his licence? Why bother with medical evidence as to the course the bullet took — Moropulos was dead; did it matter whether the bullet was nickel or lead? From time to time sheer ennui drove him out of the Court. He had no work to do — his description of Sault in the dock, his impression of the Court scene, had been written before he left his hotel. The verdict was inevitable. Yet still they droned on, these musty lawyers; still the old man on the bench interjected his questions.

Sir John, in his opening speech, had discounted his client’s confession. Sault felt that he was morally guilty. It was for the jury to say whether he was guilty in law. A man in fear of his life had the right to defend himself, even if in his defence he destroyed the life of the attacker. The revolver was the property of Moropulos, was it not fair to suppose that Moropulos had carried the pistol for the purpose of intimidating Sault, that he had actually threatened him with the weapon? And the judge had taken this possibility into account, and his questions were directed to discovering the character and habits of the dead man. Steppe, had he been in the box, would have saved the prisoner’s life. Ronnie Morelle knew enough to enlighten the judge. Steppe had not come, Ronnie would have been amused if it were suggested that he should speak.

The end of the trial came with startling suddenness. Ronnie was out of Court when the jury retired, and he hurried back as they returned. The white-headed associate rose from behind his book-covered table, and the jury answered to their names. “Gentlemen of the jury, have you considered your verdict?”

“We have.” The voice of the foreman was weak and almost inaudible.

“Do you find the prisoner at the Bar guilty or not guilty?”

A pause. “Guilty.”

There was a sound like a staccato whisper. A quick explosion of soft sound, and then silence.

“Ambrose Sault, what have you to say that my lord should not condemn you to die?”

Ambrose stood easily in the dock: both hands were on the ledge before him, and his head was bent in a listening posture. “Nothing.”

His cheerful voice rang through the Court. Ronnie saw him look down to the place where Sir John was sitting, and smile, such a smile of encouragement and sympathy as a defending lawyer might give to his condemned client; coming from the condemned to the advocate, it was unique. The judge was sitting stiffly erect. He was a man of seventy, thin and furrowed of face. Over his wig lay a square of black silk, a corner drooped to his forehead. “Prisoner at the Bar, the jury have found the only verdict which it was possible for them to return after hearing the evidence.”

He stopped here, and Ronnie expected to hear the usual admonition which precedes the formal sentence, but the judge went on to the performance of his dread duty. “The sentence of this Court is, and this Court doth ordain, that you be taken to the place from whence you came, and from thence to a place of execution and there you shall be hanged by the neck until you are dead, and your body shall afterwards be buried within the precincts of the prison in which you were last confined. And may God have mercy upon your soul.”

Ambrose listened, his lips moving. He was repeating to himself word by word the sentence of the law. He had the appearance of a man who was intensely interested. A warder touched his arm and awoke him from his absorption. He started, smiled apologetically, and turning, walked down the stairs and out of sight.

“Goodbye, my friend — I shall see you once again,’ said Ronnie. He had decided to leave nothing undone that would authorise his presence at the execution. Going into the hall to see the procession of the judge with his halberdiers and his trumpet-men, he saw Sir John passing, and his eyes were red. Ronnie was amused.

“Are you travelling back to town tonight, Ronnie?”

“No, Sir John. I leave in the morning.”

Sir John wrinkled his brows in thought. “You saw him? Did you ever see a man like him; I am bewildered and baffled. Poor Sault, and yet why ‘poor’? Poor world, I think, to lose a soul as great as his.”

“He is also a murderer,” said Ronnie, with gentle sarcasm. “He has brutally killed two men—”

“There is nothing brutal in Ambrose Sault.” Sir John checked himself. “I go back by the last train. I am dining with the judge in his lodgings, and he told me I might bring you along.”

“Thank you, I’ve a lot of work to do,” said Ronnie, so hastily that the other searched his face.

“I suppose you are alone here?”

“Quite ,… the truth is, I promised to drive with a friend of mine.”

“A man?”

Lola came through the big doors at that moment.

“I was looking for you, Ronnie… my dear, I am bored to tears…”

Sir John looked after them and shook his head. “Rotten,” he said. That a man could bring his light o’ love to this grim carnival of pain!
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In the afternoon Christina received a note delivered by hand. “Mother, would you mind if I spent the night with Miss Merville?” Mrs. Colebrook shook her head without speaking. In these days she lived in an atmosphere of gloom, for she had adopted the right of chief griever.

“Nobody else seems to care about poor Mr. Sault,” she had said many times. “I really can’t understand you, Christina, after all he has done for you. I won’t say that you’re heartless, because I will never believe that about a child of mine. You’re young.”

“Do you think Mr. Sault would like to know that you go weeping about the house for his sake?” asked Christina patiently.

“Of course he would. I should like somebody to grieve over me, and I’m sure he’d like to know that somebody was dropping a silent tear over him.” On the whole, Mrs. Colebrook preferred to be alone that night. The late editions would have the result of the trial. Evie would be out. She was going to a theatre with Teddy Williams. That, Mrs. Colebrook thought, was heartless, but Evie had an excuse. Mr. Sault had done nothing for her: had even quarrelled with her.

So Christina went gladly to her new friend. She saw the doctor for a minute in the hall, and in his professional mood, Dr. Merville was charming. “You open up vistas of a new career for me, Miss Colebrook,” he laughed, “With you as a shining example, I am almost inclined to take up osteopathy in my old age! Really, you have mended wonderfully.”

In Beryl’s little room she heard the news… “We expected it, of course,” she said. “Did Sir John wire anything about Ambrose… how he bore it?”

“Yes, here is the telegram.”

Christina read: Sault sentenced to death. He showed splendid courage and calmness.

“Naturally he would,” said Christina quietly. “I am glad the strain is over, not that I think it was a strain for him. Beryl, I hope we are going to be worthy disciples of our friend. There are times when I am very afraid. It is a heavy burden for a badly equipped mind like mine. But I think I shall go though without making a weak fool of myself. I almost wish that I was marrying Jan Steppe. The prospect would take my mind off… no, it wouldn’t. And it doesn’t in your case.”

“I don’t want to have my mind relieved of Ambrose,” said Beryl. “We can do nothing, Christina. We never have been able to do anything. Ambrose could appeal, but, of course, he won’t do anything of the sort. I had a mad idea of going to see him. But I don’t think I could endure that.”

Christina shook her head. She saw him every day. He never left her, he was sitting there now with his hands folded, silent, thoughtful. She avoided saying anything that would hurt him. In moments when Evie annoyed her, as she did lately, the thought that Ambrose would not approve cut short her tart retort. She confessed this much, and Beryl agreed. She felt the same way.

Beryl had had another bed put in her own room, and they talked far into the night There was nothing that Ambrose had ever said which they did not recall. He had said surprisingly little. “Did he ever tell you in so many words that he loved you, Beryl?”

Only for a second did Beryl hesitate. “Yes,” she said.

“You didn’t want to tell me that, did you? You were afraid that I should be hurt. I’m not. I love his loving you. I don’t grudge you a thought. He ought to love sane body humanly. I always think that the one incompleteness of Christ was His austerity. That doesn’t sound blasphemous or irreverent, does it? But He missed so much experience because He was not a father with a father’s feelings. Or a husband with a husband’s love. I suppose theological people can explain this satisfactorily. I am taking an unlearned view…’

Evie was very nervous, thought Christina, when she saw her the next afternoon. Usually she was self-possession itself. She snapped at the girl when she asked her how she had enjoyed the play, although she was penitent immediately. “Mother has been going on at me for daring to see a play the night poor Ambrose was sentenced,” she said. “I’m sure nobody feels more sorry than I do. You’re different to mother. I ought to have known that you weren’t being sarcastic.”

“How is Teddy? I remember him when he was a tiny boy. Do you like him, Evie?”

Evie pursed her red lips. “He’s not bad,” she granted. “He’s very young and… well, simple.”

“You worldly old woman!” smiled Christina. “You make me feel a hundred!” Yes, Evie was nervous. And she took an unusual amount of trouble in dressing. “Where are you going tonight — all dolled up?”

Evie was pained. “That is an awfully vulgar expression, Chris: it makes me feel like one of those street women. I am going to meet a girl friend.”

“Where are you going, Evie?” asked Christina, quietly insistent.

“I am going to see Ronnie, if you want to know. You make me tell lies when I don’t want to,” snapped Evie. “Why can’t you leave me alone?”

Christina sighed. “Why don’t I, indeed,” she agreed wearily. “What is to be will be: I can’t be responsible for your life, and it is stupid of me to try. Go ahead, Evie, and good luck!” a remark which considerably mystified Evie Colebrook. But, as she told herself, she had quite enough to try her without worrying about Christina and her morbid talk.

The principal cause of her worry was an exasperating lapse of memory. In the agitation of the proposal, she had forgotten whether Ronnie had asked her to meet him in the park at the usual place, or whether she had agreed to go straight to the flat. An arrangement had been made one way or the other, she was sure. She decided to go to the flat.

Beryl came to the same decision. “Steppe and I are going to Ronnie’s place tonight,” said Dr. Merville. “It will be a sort of — er — board — meeting as Jan is leaving London tomorrow. I haven’t had a chance of asking him about a matter which affects me personally. You do not read the financial newspapers, do you, Beryl? You haven’t heard from the Fennings, or any of the people you know — er — any unpleasant comment?”

She shook her head again.

“Jan was asking me again about… you, Beryl. I can’t get him to talk about anything else. I think you will have to decide one way or the other,” he was pulling on his gloves, an operation which gave him an excuse for looking elsewhere than at her. “It struck me that he was growing impatient. You are to please yourself… but the suspense is rather getting on my nerves.” She made no answer until, accompanying him to the door, she made a sudden resolve. “How long will you be at Ronnie’s?” she asked. “An hour, no longer, I think, why?”

“I wondered,” she said. It was lamentably, wickedly weak in her; a servile surrender to expediency. She knew it, but in her desperation she seized the one straw that floated upon the inexorable current which was carrying her to physical and moral damnation. Ronnie must save her: Ronnie, to whom she had the best right of appeal. It was a bitter, hateful confession, that, despising him, she loved him. She loved the two halves of the perfect man. Sault and Ronnie Morelle were the very soul and body of love. She loathed herself — yet she knew it was the truth. Ronnie must help. He might not be so bad as she believed him to be; there might be a spirit in him, a something to which she could reach. The instinct of honour, some spark of courage and justice transmitted to him by his ancestors.

Anything was better than Steppe, she told herself wildly, anything! She dreamt of him, terrible dreams: by day she kept him from her mind. And then came night and the dreams that made her very soul writhe in agony, lest, in dreaming, she had exposed a wickedness which consciously she had seen in herself. If Ronnie failed —

“Ronnie will fail; you know he will fail,” whispered the voice of reason. She could but try.
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A foreign-looking servant opened the door to Evie Colebrook. “Mr. Morelle is out, mademoiselle; is he expecting you?”

She was in a flutter, ready to fly on the least excuse. “Yes… but I will come back again.”

Francois opened the door wide. “If mademoiselle will wait a little… perhaps Mr. Morelle will return very soon.” Francois was an ugly, bullet-headed little man and his name was a war creation. It was in fact ‘Otto’, and he was a German Swiss.

She came timidly into the big room and was impressed by the solid luxury of it. She would not sit, preferring to walk about, delighted with the opportunity of making so leisurely an inspection of a room hallowed by such associations. So this was where Ronnie worked so hard. She laid her hand affectionately upon the big black table. Francois watched her a little sadly. He had a sister of her age, and in his eyes at least, as pretty. Moreover, Francois had grown tired of his employer. Menservants were in demand and he would have no difficulty in finding another job. Except for this: Ronald paid extraordinarily good wages. He saw her pick up a framed photograph. “This is Mr. Morelle’s portrait, isn’t it? I don’t like it.”

Evie felt on terms with the man. It seemed natural that she should. She had wondered if Francois would be at Palermo too.

“Yes, mademoiselle, that is his portrait.”

Evie frowned critically at the picture. “It is not half good — looking enough.”

“That is possible, mademoiselle,” said Francois, without enthusiasm. He had never done such a thing before. He marvelled at his own temerity, even now. “Mademoiselle, you will not angry if I say some things?” he asked, and as he grew more and more agitated his English took a quainter turn. Evie opened her eyes in astonishment. “No, of course not.”

“And you must promise not to tell Mr. Morelle.”

“It depends,” hesitated the girl, and then, “I promise.”

“Mademoiselle,” said Francois a little huskily. “I have a little sister so big as you in Switzerland. Her name is Freda, and, mademoiselle, when I see you here, I think of her, and I say I will speak to this good, good young lady. Mademoiselle, I do not like to see you here!”

He said this dramatically. Evie went crimson. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“I have make you cross,” said Francois, in an agony of self-reproach. “You think I am silly, but I speak with a good heart.”

There was only one way out of this awkward conversation. Evie became easily confidential. She spoke as a woman of the world to a man of the world. “Of course you did,” she said. “I appreciate what you say, Francois. If I saw a girl… well… compromising herself, I mean a girl who hadn’t my experience of the world, I’d say the same as you, but—”

A knock at the outer door interrupted her. Francois shot an imploring glance in her direction, and she nodded. “There you are, Ronnie… didn’t you say I was to come straight here?”

“Hello, Evie.” He seemed a little annoyed. “I told you I would meet you at the Statue.”

Evie was abashed. “Oh, I am sorry,” she began, but he went on “Any letter, Francois?”

“Yes, m’sieur, on the desk.”

“All right, clear out.”

But Francois lingered. “M’sieur.”

“Well?” asked Ronnie, turning with a scowl.

Francois was ill at ease. “Tomorrow my brother is coming from Interlaken; may I have an evening for myself, m’sieur?”

Ronald was angry for many reasons; he was not in the mood to grant favours. “You have Sundays and you have your holidays. That’s enough,” he said. Francois went out, crestfallen. “I suppose you think I’m unkind,” said Ronnie, with a laugh as he helped take off her coat. “But if you give those sort of people an inch they’ll take the earth.” He dropped his hands upon her shoulders and looked into her eyes. “It is lovely to have you here. You’re two hours too soon.”

“Am I?” she asked in alarm. “I was so upset last night that I don’t know what you said.”

“I said ten o’clock, but it doesn’t matter. Only Francois would have been gone by then. How lovely you are, Evie! How slim and straight and delightful!” Suddenly she was in his arms, her face against his.

She struggled, pushing him away, escaping at last, too breathless for speech. “You smother me,” she gasped. “Don’t kiss me like that, Ronnie. Let’s talk. You know I oughtn’t to be here,” she urged. “But I did so want to see your beautiful house.”

He did not take his eyes from her. “You are going to do what I asked you?”

She nodded, shook her head, her heart going furiously. “I don’t know — Ronald, I do love you, but I’m so — so frightened.”

He drew her down to him and she sat demurely on the edge of the deep lounge chair he occupied. “And I’ll take you to — where shall I take you?” he asked.

“Somewhere in Italy, you said.”

“Palermo! Glorious Palermo… darling, think of what it will be, just you and I. No more snatched meetings and disagreeable sisters, eh?”

Evie was thinking: he did not break in upon her thoughts. She was good to see. More attractive in her silence, for she had he slightest of cockney twangs. “I wish Christina could come,” she said at last; a note of defiance was in her tone. “A change like that would be splendid for her, and I’ve always planned to give her one.”

“Christina? Good lord! Come with us? You mad little thing, I’m not running a sanatorium.” He laughed, leaning back in the chair to look up at her.

“Ronnie, I know it is awful nerve on my part… but if you love me…” He expected this. The philosophies he imparted seldom survived the acid test which opportunity applied. “I suppose,” she went on nervously, ‘it would be too much of a come-down to think of — of marrying me?”

“Marriage!” His voice was reproving, his manner that of a man grievously hurt. “You know what I think — what we both think about marriage, Evie?”

“It is — it is respectable, anyway,”

“Respectable!” he scoffed. “Who respects you? Who thinks any worse of you if you aren’t married? People respect you for your independence. Marriage! It is a form of bondage invented by people who make a jolly good living out of it.”

“Well, religion is something. And the Bible—”

Ronnie jumped up. “We’ll try the luck, Evie!” He went to a shelf and took down a book. Evie was a dubious spectator. The fallibility of the method seemed open to question when such enormous issues were at stake. Yet she accepted a trifle reluctantly, the little sword he handed to her, and thrust it between the pages of the closed book. She opened it at the passage the sword had found.

“‘Woe unto you—’” she began, but he snatched the book from her hands.

“No, silly,” he said, and read glibly. “‘There is no fear in love: perfect love casteth out fear!’”

Evie was sceptical. “You made it up!” she accused. “I mean, you only pretended it was there. I know that passage. I learnt it at school — it is in John.”

He chuckled, delighted at her astuteness. “You little bishop,” he said, and kissed her. “Now sit and amuse yourself. I want to speak to Francois,”

He was on his way to the pantry to dismiss Francois to his home when the bell sounded. He stopped Francois with a gesture.
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“Don’t open the door for a minute,” he said in a low voice. “Evie, will you come tomorrow night — no not tomorrow. Today is Monday, come on Friday.”

“Yes, dear.” She was glad to escape.

“Through there,” he pointed. “Francois, let mademoiselle out by the pantry door after you have answered the bell.”

Who was the visitor? People did not call upon him except by invitation — except Steppe. And Jan Steppe came slowly and suspiciously into the hall. Ronnie scarcely noticed the doctor who followed him. “Why were you keeping me waiting?” he growled.

“Francois could not have heard the bell,” answered Ronnie easily.

“That’s a lie.” He looked round the room and sniffed. “You had a woman here, as usual, I suppose?”

Ronnie looked injured. “M’m. Some shopgirl,” insisted the big man. “One of your pickups, huh?”

“I tell you I have been alone all the evening,” said Ronnie, resigned. “Francois, isn’t that so?”

Jan Steppe saved the servant from needless perjury. “He’s as big a liar as you are. You’ll burn your fingers one of these days.” He had a deep harsh laugh, entirely without merriment. “You had a little trouble about one last year, didn’t you?”

Merville, impatient and fretful, broke in. “Let him alone, Steppe. I want to get this business over.”

Steppe stared at him. “Oh, you want to get it over, do you? We’ll hurry things up for you, doctor!”

Ronnie was interested. He had never heard Steppe speak to Merville in that tone. There had been a marked change in Jan’s attitude, even in the past few days. However, Ronnie was chiefly concerned in considering all the possible reasons for this call. The doctor explained and Ronnie breathed again.

“We’ll sit here,” said Steppe. He sat down in Ronnie’s library chair, and taking a bundle of documents from his inside pocket, he threw them on the table. “Here are the papers you want, Merville — and by the way—” He turned in his chair and glowered at Ronnie. “Do you remember we pooled the Midwell Traction Shares, Morelle?” His voice was ominous.

“Er — yes — of course,” said Ronnie, quaking.

“We undertook to hold the stock until we mutually agreed as to the moment we should unload, huh?” Steppe demanded deliberately. Ronald made an ineffectual attempt to appear unconcerned. “And we undertook not to part with a share until the stock reached forty — three. Do you remember, huh?”

“Yes,” said Ronnie, and the big man’s fist crashed down on the table.

“You’re sure you remember?” he shouted “You sold at thirty-five. Do that again, and d’ye know what I’ll do?”

‘‘I’m sure Ronald wouldn’t—” began Merville, but was silenced. “You shut up! It didn’t matter so much that Traction jumped. But you broke faith with me, you rat!”

“Don’t lose your temper, Steppe,” said the other sulkily, “it was a mistake, I tell you. My broker sold without authority.”

“Whilst we are on the subject of the Traction Shares, I want to ask about the statement I filed in regard to the assets of the company. Was it right?” For a week the doctor had been trying to put this question. “Of we three, I’m the only director — you’re not in it and Ronnie isn’t in it, if there is anything wrong, I should be the goat?”

Steppe’s voice was milder. Here was a topic to be avoided. “Huh! You’re all right. What are you frightened about?”

“I’m not frightened, but you had the draft?”

“It is in the safe,” said Steppe, with some satisfaction.

“Steppe, how do we stand there?” asked the doctor urgently. “I know Moropulos was doing work for you of a sort. What was his position and Sault’s? Is that the safe which Sault made? He told me about it some time ago.”

Steppe turned his head again in Ronald’s direction. “You went to the trial! You saw him! You’ve seen him before — what do you think of him — clever, huh?”

“Well I don’t know—”

“Of course, he’s clever, you fool,” said the other contemptuously. “If you had his brains and his principles you’d be a big man. Remember that — a big man.”

“I am attending the execution,” said Ronnie, “the under-Sheriff is admitting three Press reporters, and I am to be one of them.”

Steppe eyed him gloomily, groping after the mind of the man who could fear him, yet he did not fear to see a man done to death. “I’ll tell you men all about Moropulos and Sault because you’re all tarred with the same brush. This is the big pull of Sault. A pull he’s never used. Moropulos and I had business together. He was on one side of a wall called ‘Law’, huh. I was on the other. The comfortable side. And he used to hand things over. That put me a bit on his side. There were letters and certain other documents which we had to keep, yet were dangerous to keep. But you might always want ‘em. I was scared over some share that — well, I oughtn’t have had them. And that’s how Sault came to make the Destroying Angel, that’s a good name! I christened it. There was a combination lock, the word being known only to Moropulos, Sault, and myself. If you used the wrong combination — any combination but the right one, the acids are released and the contents of the safe are destroyed. If you try to cut through the sides — the water runs out, down drops a plunger with the same result. When Moropulos was killed I tried to get at it, but the police were there before me. There was a typewritten note pasted on the top of the safe, telling exactly what would happen if they monkeyed with it. They haven’t dared to touch it. It’s in the Black Museum today with enough inside to send me — well, a hell of a long way.”

“Suppose this man tells?” asked Merville fearfully.

“He won’t tell. That kind of a man doesn’t squeal. If it had been Ronald Morelle, I’d have been on my way to South America by now. A word from Sault and I’m—” he snapped his fingers “but do you think it worries me? I can sleep and go about my work without a second’s fear. That’s the kind of it man I am No nerves — look at my hand.” He thrust out his heavy paw stiffly “Steady as a rock, huh? Good boy, Sault!”

“I met him once—” began Ronnie.

“I’ve met him more than once,” said the grim Steppe. “A man with strange compelling eyes, the only fellow that ever frightened me!” He looked at Ronald curiously. “It is unbelievable that a white-livered devil like you can see him die. It would make me sick. And yet you, whose nerves ought to be rags considering the filthy life you live, can stand calmly by — ugh! I don’t know how you can do it. To see a man’s soul go out!”

Ronnie laughed quickly. “Sault’s rather keen on his soul. Boyle, the Governor, says he recited Henley’s poem on his way to the cells.”

But Steppe did not laugh. “Soul? H’m. He made me believe in something… soul or spirit or… or something. He dominated me. Do you—”

“Yes, I do. A transient X that only abides in the body at: he will of its host.”

Ronnie groaned wearily. “Oh God, are you going to lecture?” he asked, and Jan Steppe roared at him.

“Shut up! Go on, Merville. Do you mean that it leaves the body before… death?”

“I think so,” said Merville thoughtfully. “I’ve often stood by the side of a patient desperately sick, and suddenly felt in my body his despair and weakness, and seen him brighten and flush with my strength.”

“Really?” Steppe’s voice was intense. “Do you mean that your spirits have exchanged themselves?”

Dr. Merville flicked the ash of his cigar into the fireplace. “Call it ‘spirit’, ‘soul’, ‘X’, anything you like — call it individuality. There has been a momentary exchange.”

“How do you explain it?”

“Science doesn’t explain everything,” said Merville. “Science accepts a whole lot of what we call ‘incommensurables’.”

“H’m.” Steppe pushed away the papers and rose. “H’m. that’ll do for the night. Keep those papers, you fellows, and digest them. You going out, Morelle?”

“No, would you like me to go anywhere with you?” Ronnie was eager to serve.

“No” — shortly. “Merville, I’m dining with you tomorrow, and I hope Beryl won’t have a headache this time. I’ve got a box at the Pantheon.”

The doctor was obviously embarrassed. “She — well, she isn’t very bright just now.”

“Let her be bright enough to come to dinner to — morrow night,” said Steppe.

The door banged and Ronnie drew a long breath. “Thank God,” he said piously.
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Francois went after them, not unhappy to detach himself from the tense and threatening atmosphere, his resentment against his employer somewhat modified when he reached home, by a letter from his visiting brother announcing the postponement of his departure from Switzerland.

Therefore it was Ronnie who answered the sharp ring of the bell. When he saw the girl his jaw dropped. “Really, Beryl! You place me in a most awkward position. Whatever made you come? Steppe was here… suppose he came back? Why didn’t you bring somebody with you?” He was flustered and scared. Steppe might return at any moment.

“I’m sorry I have outraged the proprieties,” said Beryl, with a little smile. “Did that child from the druggist’s have a chaperon?”

“Eh?” Ronnie was startled.

“I saw her coming in and I saw her go out. I’ve been waiting for an opportunity of seeing you. She’s pretty, but oh, Ronald she’s only a baby!”

Ronnie made a quick recovery from his surprise. If she had seen Evie, she had also seen Steppe and must be sure that he had gone. She would probably know from her father what were their plans for the night. “I give you my word of honour, Beryl,” said he earnestly ‘that she merely came to see me about her sister — you know her, Christina I think she is called. Evie is very anxious that I should help send her abroad. As far as Evie is concerned, you can put your mind at rest. I give you my solemn word of honour that I have never as much as held her hand.”

She knew he was lying, but tonight of all nights she must accept his word. She was in a fever: it was almost painful to hold fast to the last shreds of her failing reserve. “Ronald.” Her voice was tremulous and he braced himself for a scene. “You don’t want me to marry Steppe?” So that was it. And he had thought she had accepted the position so admirably. “Ronald, you know it would be — death to me… worse than death to me. Can’t you… can’t you use your imagination?”

Her eyes avoided his: that alone helped to restore a little of his poise. She had come as a suppliant, and would not be difficult to handle. The old Beryl, polished, cynical, mistress of herself and her emotions, might have beaten him down; induced God knows what extravagant promises. “I don’t want to talk about what has happened. I am not reproaching you or appealing to any sense of duty, but—” She stood there, her eyes downcast, twisting her gloves into tight spirals. He said nothing, holding his arguments in reserve against her exhaustion. “You make it hard, awfully hard for me, Ronnie. You do know… Steppe wants to marry me?” He nodded. “Do you realize what that means… to me, Ronnie?”

“He’s not a bad fellow,” protested Ronnie. “Really, Beryl I never dreamt you were going to take this line. Is it decent?”

“He’s… he’s awful, Ronnie; you know he’s awful. He’s hideous, he’s just animal all through. Animal with reasoning powers, gross… horrible. You liked me, Ronnie,” she was pleading now. “Why… why don’t you marry me? I love you — I must have loved you. I could learn to respect you; so easily. They say you’re rotten but you’re of my own kind. Ronnie, don’t you know what it means to me to say this — don’t you know?”

She was gripping his arm with an intensity which made him wince. Hysteria… suppose Steppe did come back? He went moist at the thought. “Ronnie, why don’t you?” she breathed. “It would save me. It would save father, too. He would accept the accomplished fact, and be relieved. Ronnie, it would save my soul and my body. I’d serve you as dutifully as any woman ever served a man. I would, Ronnie. I’d be… I’d be as light as the lightest women you know — don’t you realize what I am saying?…”

“My dear girl,” he said, thoroughly alarmed. “I couldn’t oppose Steppe, he’s a good fellow, really he is. I’m sure you’d be happy. I’m awfully fond of you—”

“Then take me away! I’ll go with you tonight… now, now! Take me, Ronnie, I’ll go… now… this very minute, and I’ll bless you. He wouldn’t want me then. I know him.”

“I — I wish you wouldn’t talk such rot,” he quavered.

“Take me,” she urged desperately. “There is a train tonight for Ostend, take me. Take me, Ronald, I could love you… I could love you in gratitude… save me from this gross man.”

Ronnie, in a flurry of fear, pushed her away. “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said shrilly. “Steppe would kill me… Beryl, I’m fond of you, but I can’t cross Steppe.”

That was the end. Her last throw in the game. Ronnie was Ronnie. That was all. She was very calm now; but for her pallor and the uncontrollable tremor of her hands, her old self. That she had humiliated herself did not bring her a moment’s regret. Stampeded… she had been stampeded by sheer physical fear. “I think I’ll go,” she said, taking up her furs. “You need not get me a cab — this time. And Moropulos cannot photograph me. I might have forced you to do what I wished, playing on your fears. I couldn’t do that. What a coward… but I won’t reproach you, Ronnie.”

She held out her hand and he held it reluctantly. This time he took no risks. He gave her a minute’s start, and then he, too, went out. Madame Ritti’s was ever a place of refuge to Ronnie when his nerves were jangled.



Chapter XLII


Table of Contents


How quickly the days flew past! Beryl had a letter from Sir John Maxton one Saturday.

“I have seen our friend for the third time since the sentence, and you know that on Tuesday he ‘goes the way’ — those are his own words. What can I tell you of him, Beryl, that you do not know? He has become one of my dearest friends. How strange that seems, written! Yet it is true, and when he asked me if I would come and see him on the morning, I agreed. In France it is the custom of the defending advocate to be present — I am glad it is not necessary in England. Yet I shall go and I pray that I may be as fearless as he.

“He spoke of you yesterday and of ‘Christina’ — that is Miss Colebrook, isn’t it? But so cheerfully!

“The officers of the prison are fond of him, and even the chief warder, a hard-bitten Guardsman, who was the principal flogger at Pentonville for many years, speaks of him affectionately. Completely untroubled — that is how I should describe Ambrose. He has been allowed the privilege of a reader, one of the warders, an educated man who acts as librarian to the prison. He has chosen Gibbon’s ‘Roman Empire’, and on my suggestion he is concentrating on the chapters dealing with the creation of the Byzantine Empire. The story of Belesarius fascinates him; Belesarius is a character after his own heart, as I knew would be the case. The chaplain sees him frequently, and Ambrose is politely attentive. It is rather like a village schoolmaster instructing Newton in astronomy. Ambrose is so far advanced that the good man’s efforts to bring him to an understanding is just a little pathetic. “I can’t understand Mr. Pinley’s God’, he said to me when I called immediately after the clergyman’s visit. “He is a slave’s conception of a super-master — the superstition of a fighting tribe.” Ambrose holds to his own faith, which is comprehended in Henley’s poem “Out of the dark which covers me’. He recites this continuously.

“I said that he spoke of you and Christina. I asked him if he would like to see you both, knowing that if he did, you would face the ordeal. But he said that it was unnecessary.”

On the Monday evening Christina came to the house. They did not sleep that night. “I suppose we’re neurotic, but I never felt saner,” said Beryl, “or more peacefully-minded. And yet if it were somebody I did not know, some servant with whom I was just on nodding terms, I should be a bundle of nerves. And it is Ambrose! Christina, are we just keyed up, overstrained… shall we collapse? I have wondered.”

“I shall not break,” said Christina. “I have been worrying about you…” Yet it was Christina on whom the chimes of the little French clock on the mantelpiece fell like the knell of doom. “… Six… seven… eight… nine!” counted Beryl, tense, exalted.

It was over. Ambrose Sault had gone the way.

“Goodbye, Ambrose!” Christina’s voice was a wail.

Before Beryl could reach her, she had slipped to the floor in a dead faint.
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Ronald Morelle came down the carpeted stairs of the House of Shame, and there was a half smile on his lips, as though the echoes of laughter were still vibrating through this silent mansion and he must respond. The hall was in darkness except for the light admitted by a semicircular transom. Turning his head, he saw that the door of the saloon was ajar, and he hesitated. He had never seen the saloon by daylight, only at night, when the soft lights were burning and the silver chandelier glowed with tiny yellow globes. He pushed open the door. The darkness here had been relieved by somebody who had opened one window and unshuttered two others. The room was in disorder, chairs remained where the sitters had left them, and the cold grey light of morning looked upon tarnished gilding and faded damask, and the tawdry litter of the night before. Merciless, pitiless, contemptuous was the sneer of the clean dawn.

Ronald’s smile deepened. And then he caught a reflection of himself in one of the long mirrors. He looked pale and drawn. He shivered. Not because the mirror gave back the illusion of a sick man — he knew well enough he was healthy — but because he glimpsed the something in his eyes, the leering devil that sat behind the levers and turned the switches of desire.

A car was waiting for him at the end of the slumbering street — Madame did not like cars at the door in the early hours of the morning — and he stepped in, wrapping his coat about him. The sun had not yet risen and Wechester was a two hours’ run with a clear road. Sault was in Wechester Gaol awaiting the dread hour, and from somewhere in Lancashire a gaunt-faced barber, who had marked in his diary the date of an engagement, had taken train to Ronald’s destination, carrying with him the supple straps that would bind the wrists of the living and be slipped from the wrists of the dead.

The clear sky gave promises of a perfect winter day, but the morning air was cold. He pulled up the windows of the car and wished he had bought a newspaper or book to while away the time. In two hours the soul of Ambrose Sault… The soul! What was the soul? Was it Driesh’s “Entelechy’; that ‘innermost secret’ of animation? Was there substance of the soul? Was it material? A flame, Merville had once called it, a flame from a common fire. Could the flame leap at will from a man’s body and leave him… what? A lunatic, a madman, a beast without reason? Ronald shrugged away the speculation, but the scholar in him was uneasy, and insensibly he came back to the problem.

The promises of fair weather were belied as the car drew to Wechester. A mist, thin and white, lay like a blanket on the streets, and Ronald’s car ‘hawked’ its way into the still thicker mist which lay all Wechester Common. The car drew up at the prison gates, and he looked at his watch. It wanted a quarter of nine.

Ronnie saw a thin man, thinly clad, walking up and down outside. His hair was long and fell over his coat collar, his nose was red with the cold, and now and again he stopped to stamp his feet. Ronnie wondered who he was.

A wicket opened at his ring, and he showed his authority through the bars before, with a clang and a clatter of turning locks and the thud of many bolts, the door swung open and he found himself in a square stone room furnished with a desk, a high stool and one chair.

The warder took his authority and read it, made an entry in the book, and rang a bell. It was a cheerless room, in spite of the fire, thought Ronald. Three sets of handcuffs garlanded above the chimney-piece; a suggestive truncheon lay on brackets near the warder’s desk and within reach of his hand, and a framed copy of Prison Regulations only served to emphasise the bareness of the remaining wall.

Again the clatter and clink of the lock and another warder came in.

“Take this gentleman to the Governor’s room,” said the doorkeeper. Ronald was amused because the second warder put his hand on his arm as though he were a prisoner, and did not remove his hand even when he was unlocking the innumerable gates, doors, and grilles which stood between liberty and the prisoners.

The Governor’s room was scarcely more cheerful than the gatekeeper’s lodge. There was a desk piled with papers, a worn leather armchair and an office smell which was agreeable and human. The Governor shook hands with the visitor, whom he had met before, and Ronald nodded to the two other pressmen who were waiting. Then they took him out into the yard. The warder led the way, and the doctor followed, then came the Governor, and last, save for the warder who brought up the rear, went Ronald Morelle, without a single tremor of heart to the house of doom.

To a great glass-roofed hall with tier upon tier of galleries and yellow cell doors, and near at hand — that which was nearest to them as they came in — one cell door ajar. Outside three blankets neatly folded were stacked one on each other. They were the blankets in which the condemned man had slept. Here was a wait. A nerve-racking wait to those with nerves. Ronald had none. A small door opened into the yard and he strolled through it and found himself in a small black courtyard. Twenty paces away was a little building which looked like a tool-house. There were two grey-black sliding doors and these were open. All he could see was a plain, clean interior with a scrubbed floor, and a yellow rope that hung from somewhere in the roof. He was joined by an officer whom he took to be the chief warder.

Physically Ronald was a coward. He admitted as much to himself. He feared pain, he shrank from danger. In his questionable business transactions he guarded himself in every way from unpleasant consequences, employing two lawyers who checked one another’s conclusions.

Yet he could watch the pain of others and never turn a hair. He had witnessed capital operations and had found stimulus in the experience which the hospital theatre brings to the enthusiastic scientist. He had seen death administered by the law in England, America, and France. Once he stood by the side of a guillotine in a little northern town of France and watched three shrieking men dragged to ‘the widow’, and was the least affected of the spectators, until the blood of one splashed his hand. And then it was only disgust he felt. He himself was incapable of violent action. He might torture the helpless, but he would have to be sure they were helpless.

“Chilly this morning, sir,” said the chief warder conversationally, and said that he did not know what was happening to the weather nowadays. “It this the first time you’ve been inside?”

“In a prison? Oh, lord, no,” said Ronnie.

“Ah!” The warder jerked his hand towards the door. “On this kind of job?”

“Yes, twice before.”

The officer looked glum. “Not very pleasant. It upsets all the routine of the establishment. Can’t get the men out for exercise till after it is over. They sit in their cells and brood — we always have a lot of trouble afterwards.”

“How is he going to take it?” asked Ronald.

“Who, the prisoner?” Mr. Marsden smiled. “Oh, he’s going to take it all right. They never give any trouble — and he — he’ll go laughing, you mark my words. We like him, here — that’s a funny thing to say, isn’t it? But I assure you, I’ve had to take three men off observation duty — they are the warders who sit in the cell with him — they got so upset. It is a fact. Old fellows who’d been in the prison service for years. Here’s the deputy.”

A tall man in a trench coat had come through the grille. “Good morning, Morelle, have you see the Governor?” Ronnie nodded. “He won’t be here for the — er — event,” said Major Boyle. “Between ourselves, he said he couldn’t stand it. An extraordinary thing. Have you seen Sir John Maxton?”

“No, is he here?” asked Ronnie, interested.

“He’s in the cell with the man — there he is.”

Sir John’s face was grey; he seemed to have shrunken. He had not expected to see Ronnie, but he made no comment on his presence. “Good morning, Boyle. Good morning, Ronnie. I have just said goodbye to him.”

“Aren’t you staying?”

“No — he understands,” said Sir John briefly. Then he seemed to be conscious of Ronnie’s presence. The deputy had gone back to the hall. “Ronnie, how could you come here this morning — and meet the eyes of this man so soon to face God?” he asked in a hushed voice.

Ronnie’s lips curled. “I suppose you feel in your heart that it is a great injustice, that your noble-minded murderer should go to a shameful death, whilst a leprous but respectable member of society like myself walks free through that gate!”

“I would wish no man this morning’s agony,” said the other.

“Suppose you were God…”

“Ronnie, have you no decency!”

“Oh yes — but suppose you were; would you transfer the soul of the individuality of us two, Ambrose Sault and Ronnie Morelle?”

“God forgive me, I would, for you are altogether beastly!”

Ronnie laughed again. There was the sound of a slamming door and a man came into the yard, squat, unshaven, a little nervous. A derby hat was on the back of his head, and in his hands, clasped behind him, was a leathern strap. “There’s the hangman,” said Ronnie. “Ask him what he thinks of murderers’ souls! What is death, Sir John? Look at those tablets on the wall — just a few initials. Yet they sleep as soundly as the great in the Abbey under their splendid monuments. Though they were hanged by the neck until they were dead. You would like God to change us. One of those changes which Merville talked about the other night — it was a pity you weren’t there.”

Sir John said nothing; he walked to the grille and a warder unlocked the steel door. For a second he stood and then, as the hangman went into the hall, he passed out through the opened gate.

Presently two warders came from the hall and then another: two walking solemnly in slow step, and then a bound man; a great rugged figure who overshadowed the clergyman by his side. The drone of the burial service came to Ronald Morelle, and he took off his hat.

Sault was reciting something. His powerful voice drowned the thin voice of the minister:

“It matters not how straight the Gate…”

He paced in time to the metre.

“How charged with punishment the scroll,

I am the master of my fate…”

Nearer, and yet more near, and then their eyes met!

The debonair worldling, silk hat in hand, his hair brushed and pomaded, his immaculate cravat set faultlessly — and the other! That big grey-faced man with the mane of hair, his rough clothes and his collarless shirt!

They looked at one another for a fraction of a second, eye to eye, and Ronald felt something was drawing at him, tugging at his very heartstrings. The eyes of the man were luminous, appealing, terrible. And then with a crash the world stood still — all animate creation was frozen stiff, petrified, motionless, and Ronald swayed for a moment.

Then a firm hand on his arm pushed him forward. He stepped forth mechanically. He had a curious, almost painful feeling of restriction. And then he realized, with a half — sob, that his hands were bound behind him, strapped so tightly that they were swollen and tingling, and warders were holding his arms. He tried to speak, but no sound came, and looking up he saw… !

Once more he was looking into eyes, but they were the eyes of himself! Ronald Morelle was standing watching him with sorrow and pity. Ronald Morelle was watching himself! And then the urgent hand pressed him forward, and he paced mechanically.

“… I know that my Redeemer liveth…”

The little clergyman was walking by his side, reading tremulously. Ronald looked down at himself, his shoe was hurting him, somebody had left a nail there, and he cursed Francois; but those were not his shoes he was looking at, they were great rough boots, and his trousers were old and frayed, and there was a shiny patch on his knee.

“… Man that is born of a woman hath but little time upon this earth, and that time is filled with misery…”

He walked like one in a dream into the shed and felt the trap sag under him. The executioner — it must be the executioner he thought — stooped and strapped his legs tightly. Ronald wondered what would happen. It was an absurd mistake, of course, rather amusing in a way… Francois had not been paid his monthly salary, and Francois was meeting his brother today from Interlaken, Interlaken in the Oberland.

The man put a cloth over his face — it was linen, unbleached and pungent. When the executioner passed the elastic loops behind his ears, he released one too quickly and it stung. “It is not me, it is not me,” said Ronald numbly, ‘it is the body of Ambrose Sault — the gross body of Ambrose Sault. I’m standing outside watching! It is Sault who is being hanged — Sault! I am Morelle… Morelle of Balliol… Major Boyle,” he screamed aloud. “Major Boyle… you know me… I am Morelle…”

Yet his body was huge — he felt its grossness, its size, the strength of the corded muscles of the arm; the roaring fury of the life which surged within him. He heard a squeak — the lever was being pulled… !

With a crash the trap gave way and the body of Ambrose Sault swung for a second and was dead, but it was the soul of Ronald Morelle that went forth to the eternal spaces of infinity.

The prison clock struck nine.
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A warder came round the edge of the pit with his arms extended as the executioner, reaching out his hand, steadied the quivering rope. The prison doctor looked down the pit. “He’s all right,” he said vaguely. The tremulous clergyman was the last to go backing out of the death chamber he watched the warders close and lock the doors. The body of Ronald Morelle settled its top hat firmly on its shapely head and looked down at the little parson. There were tears in that good man’s eyes. “He was not bad, he was not bad,” he murmured shakily. “I wish he had repented the murder.”

“There was nothing to repent,” said Ronald quietly, “if repentance were possible the murder was unnecessary.” His voice was strangely deep and rich. Hearing himself, he wondered. The minister looked up at him in surprise. “He said exactly the same thing to me this morning,” he said, “and in almost identical words; the poor fellow expressed his thoughts in language which seemed unnatural, remembering his illiteracy.”

“Poor soul,” said Ronnie thoughtfully. “Poor lonely, lonely soul!”

He took the minister’s arm in his and they walked back to the prison hall. There was a surplice to be shed, devotional books to be packed in a little black bag.

The condemned cell was being turned out by two men in convict’s garb. One was using a broom, sweeping with long leisurely strokes, and his face had a suggestion of sadness. The other was carrying out the remainder of the bedding and washing the utensils which the dead man had used. All this Ronald noticed with a curiously detached interest.

Shepherded back again to the Governor’s office, there was a form to be signed, testifying that he had witnessed the execution which had been carried out in a proper and decorous manner. Ronald took the pen and hesitated a second before he signed. The appearance of his signature on paper interested him — it was unfamiliar.

“You’ve seen these executions before, Mr. Morelle?” said the under sheriff.

“Oh, yes,” said Ronald quietly. “I do not think I shall come again. The waste of it, the malice of it!”

“An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth,” said the under-sheriff gruffly, and Ronald smiled sadly.

“The Old Testament is excellent as literature, but in parts diabolical as a code of morals,” he said, and went through the porter’s lodge to the world.

There was a small crowd, some twenty or thirty people, grouped at a distance from the gate. Their interest was concentrated upon the kneeling figure that confronted Ronnie as he walked out of the lodge. “He comes here very time we have a hanging,” said the gateman in Ronnie’s ear. It was the thin man in the threadbare coat; he knelt bareheaded, his blue hands clasped, his voice hoarse with a cold.

“… let him be the child of Thy mercies… pardon we beseech Thee, O Lord our God, this our brother who comes before Thy Seat of Judgement…”

Ronnie listened to the husky voice. Presently, and with a final supplication, the man got up and dusted his knees.

“For whom are you praying?” asked Ronnie gently.

“For Ambrose Sault, brother,” answered the man.

“For Ambrose Sault?” repeated Ronnie absently. “That is very sweet.” He looked thoughtfully at the man, and then walked away. Following the Common road that would have taken him to Wechester, he heard a car coming behind him, and presently the, glittering bonnet moved past him and stopped.

“Excuse me, Sir.” Ronnie looked round. He did not know the chauffeur who was touching his cap. And yet he had seen his face. “I thought you may have missed the car — I had to park away from the prison.”

Of course! He breathed a heavy sigh as the problem was solved. It was his own car and the chauffeur’s name was Parker. “I haven’t the slightest idea where I was going,” he laughed. “You look cold, Parker. We had better stop in Wechester and get breakfast.”

Parker could only gape. “Yes, sir,” he stammered, ‘but don’t worry about me, sir. I shall be all right.”

Ronnie was puzzling again. Then he had it. The Red Lion! There was an inn just outside of Wechester; he had stopped there before. Apparently Parker expected some such directions.

They left the mists behind them at Wechester and came to the Red Lion. A pretty girl waitress at the hotel saw Ronnie and tossed her head. Her manner was cold. He couldn’t remember… That was the oddness of it. He had lost some of his memories. They were completely blotted out from his mind. Why was this pretty girl so cross?

He was to learn. Finishing his breakfast he strolled out into the big yard where the car was garaged. The chauffeur was at his breakfast.

“Hi! I want to have a talk with you!”

A man was approaching. He looked like a groom, wearing gaiters as he did, and he was in his shirtsleeves. Moreover, his style and appearance were hostile. “You’re the man who was staying here for the trial!” challenged the newcomer.

“Was I?… I suppose so.”

“Was you?” sneered the groom savagely. “Yes, you was! Staying here with a young woman, and you went and interfered with my young woman. Yes, interfered… said things to her.”

His voice went up the scale until he was shouting. There was a stir of feet, and men and women came to the doors of outhouses and kitchens.

“Doesn’t it strike you that you are making the young lady feel very uncomfortable… if she is here?” said Ronnie seriously. “You are shouting what should be whispered… no, no, Parker, please do not interfere.”

“I’ll tell you what does strike me,” bellowed the groom, rolling up his sleeves, “that I’m going to give you the damnedest lacing you ever had… put ’em up!”

He lunged forward, but his blow did not get home. A hand gripped him by one shoulder and swung him round… crash! He fell against a stable door. Happily there was a wall for Parker to lean against. He was openmouthed… incredulous. Phew! Morelle, who was ready to drop from terror at a threat, was standing hands on hips, surveying the bewildered fire-eater.

“I’m extremely sorry you made me do that,” he said almost apologetically, “but you really must not shout… especially about unpleasant things. If I… if I behaved disgracefully to the lady, I am sorry.”

All this in a voice that did not reach beyond his adversary. Parker heard the low music of it and scratched his head. Morelle’s voice had changed.

Later, when Ronnie was preparing to depart, Parker ventured to offer his felicitations. “I never saw a man go through it like that fellow did — and they think something of him as a fighter in these parts.”

“It was nothing,” said Ronnie hastily, “a trick… I learnt it in New Caledonia from a Japanese who was in the same prison.”

Parker blinked. “Yes, sir,” he said, and then Ronnie laughed.

“What on earth am I talking about? I think we will go home, Parker.”

“Yes, sir,” said Parker, breathing hard. He had never seen his master drunk before, and drunk he undoubtedly was, for not only had he fought, but he was civil. Parker hoped he would keep drunk.

In his pocket Ronnie found a gold cigarette-case, a pocketbook, a watch and chain, a small bill-case and a gold pencil. In his trousers pocket were a few silver coins and some keys. He found them literally; the seat of the car was strewn with his discoveries.

Whose were they? The cigarette-case was inscribed: “To Ronnie, from Beryl’. Ronnie… Beryl? Of course they were his own properties. He chuckled gleefully at his amusing lapse…

“No, I shan’t want you again, Parker… how do I get into touch with you if… ? Yes, of course, I ‘phone you at the garage. Good morning.”

“Good morning.” Parker was too dazed to return the politeness.

Ronnie shook his head smilingly when the porter opened the gate of the automatic elevator. He would walk, he said, and went up the stairs two at a time. This exercise tired him slightly. And usually he felt so strong, nothing tired him. That day he lifted Moropulos and flung him on his bed. Moropulos had hated him ever since…
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“What am I thinking about?” said Ronnie Morelle aloud.

Francois was not in. Ronnie had expected him to be there and yet would have been surprised had he seen him. There was a letter lying on the table. Ronnie saw it when he entered the room. He did not look at it again for some time. Strolling aimlessly round the library, hands in pockets, he stopped before the Anthony over the mantelpiece — ugly and a little unpleasant. He made a little grimace of disgust. Out of the tail of his eye he saw the letter.

Why did people write to him? he wondered, troubled. They knew that he couldn’t read, he made no secret of his ignorance. Yet picking up the envelope, he read his own name and was unaware of his inconsistency. The letter was from Francois. His brother had arrived. He had gone to the station to meet him and would return instantly. Would monsieur excuse? It was unlikely that monsieur would return before him, but if he did, would he be pleased to excuse? He wrote ‘excuse’ three times and in three different ways, and they were all wrong. Ronald laughed softly. Poor Francois! Poor…

His face became grave, and slowly his eyes went back to the Anthony, that lewd painting. Poor soul! His eyes filled with tears. They rolled with the curious leisure of tears down his face, and dropped on the grey suede waistcoat.

Poor soul! Poor, weak, undeveloped soul!

Ronnie was sitting on the chesterfield to read the letter. Francois, coming in hurriedly, saw a man crying into the crook of his arm and stood petrified. “M’sieur!”

Ronnie looked up. His eyes were swollen, his smooth skin blotchily red in patches.

“Hello, Francois. I’m being stupid. Get me a glass of water, please.”

His hand was shaking so that he could hardly hold the glass to his chattering teeth.

Francois watched and marvelled.

“Did you meet your brother?” Ronnie was drying his eyes and smiling faintly at the valet’s grotesque dismay.

“Yes, m’sieur. I hope that m’sieur was not inconvenienced.”

Ronnie shook his head. “No… make me something. Coffee or tea anything. Have you brought your brother here?”

“No, no, m’sieur.”

“You will want to see him, Francois. You may take the rest of the day off.”

“Certainly, m’sieur,” said Francois, recovering himself. His services were seldom dispensed with until later in the day. Possibly his employer had excellent reason.

Ronnie did not hear the bell ring, and until he caught the click of the lock and the sound of voices in the lobby he had no idea that he had a caller.

Francois came in alone, secretive, low-voiced.

“It is Mr. East, m’sieur. Yesterday was the day, but m’sieur forgot,” he said mysteriously.

“Yesterday was — what day?” Ronnie rubbed his chin with a knuckle. How stupid of him to forget! “Ask him to come in, please.”

Francois hesitated, but went, returning with a thin young man whose face seemed all angles and bosses. He was well-dressed, a little too well-dressed. His plastered hair was parted, and one fringe curled like a wave of black ink that had been petrified just as it was in the act of breaking on the yellow beach of his forehead. He had a way of holding back his head so that he looked down his nose in whatever direction his gaze was turned.

“ ‘Morning,” he said coldly, and cleared his throat.

“Good morning?” Ronnie’s tone was polite but inquisitive.

“I called yesterday but nobody was in,” said Mr. East, gently stern.

“Why did you call at all?” asked Ronnie.

A look of amazement toning to righteous anger from Mr. East. “Why did I call at all?” he repeated. “To give you a chance of actin’ the man; to collect what was due to a poor girl that was—”

“To commit blackmail, in fact?” smiled Ronnie. He was quick to smile today.

“Eh?”

“I remember… I have given you money every week, ostensibly for your sister. Tell her to come and see me.”

“What! Her come to see you? In this, what I might term, den of iniquity? No! I don’t allow you to see the poor girl. And as for blackmail, didn’t you, of your own free will, offer to pay?”

Mr. East had grown red in the face; he was indignant, hurt, and soon would be pugnacious.

Ronnie got to his feet, and the listening Francois heard the door open. “Get out, please,” said Ronnie pleasantly. “I don’t wish to hurt you… but get out.”

The man was speechless. “I am going to a lawyer,” he blustered. “I won’t soil my hands with you.”

“I think you are very wise,” said Ronnie, and closed the door on him. On the mat outside, Mr. East stood for at least five minutes thinking, or trying to think. “He’s been drinking!” he said hollowly, and, had he consulted Parker, his suspicions would have received support.

Francois heard his employer’s summons and came from his tiny compartment. “I am going out,” said Ronnie.

“I will telephone for the car, m’sieur.”

But Ronnie shook his head. “I will walk,” he said. “You need not wait, Francois. Have I a key?”

“Yes, m’sieur” — wonderingly, “it is on the chain of m’sieurs.”

Ronnie pulled a bunch from his pocket. “Which is it — this?”

“Certainly, m’sieur.”

“You need not wait,” said Ronnie again. “I do not know when I shall be in.”

“Good, m’sieur.”

Well might Francois wonder, for Ronnie was speaking in French, the French of a man who had lived with French people. And Ronald Morelle, though he had a knowledge of that language, never spoke it, or if he did, his accent was bad and his vocabulary limited.

It was eight o’clock at night when Ronnie returned. The flat was in darkness and was chilly. He turned on the lights before he closed the door and had a difficulty in finding the switch. It took him a longer time to locate the controls of the electric stove in the fireplace. They were skilfully hidden. In the kitchenette he lit a gas-ring, and, filling a copper kettle, set the water to boil.

Francois, in his hurry to meet his brother that morning, had forgotten to dust the black writing-table. Ronnie searched for and found a duster and remedied his man’s neglect. By the time he had finished, the kettle was boiling. The tea was in a little wooden box; the sugar he found on another shelf… there was no milk.

Ronnie put on his coat, and with a jug in his hand, went out to find a dairy. The hall porter saw a man in a silk hat and wasp-waisted overcoat passing his lodge, and came out hurriedly. “Excuse me, Mr. Morelle, is there anything I can do for you?”

“I want some milk,” said Ronnie simply, “but please don’t trouble; there is a dairy in the Brompton Road. I remember seeing the place.”

“They will be closed now, sir,” said the porter. “If you give me the jug I’ll get some for you.” He took the vessel and made a flat-to-flat canvass and was successful in his quest.

When he opened the door to the porter, Ronnie was in his shirtsleeves and he had a broom in his hand. He explained pleasantly that he had upset a can of flour. Francois occasionally prepared an omelette for his master…

“If you’ll let me sweep it up..,” began the porter, but Ronnie declined the offer. With a cup of tea and a slice of bread and butter he made a meal, cleared away the remnants of the feast and washed and dried the utensils. Then he sat down to pass the evening. The bookshelves were bewilderingly interesting. He took out a book. Greek! Of course, he read Greek and this was the Memorabilia; its margin covered with pencil notes in his own handwriting!

Presently he replaced the book and tried to reduce the events of the day to some sort of order. The execution!

What happened outside the execution shed?

He had looked into the eyes of the condemned man, and suddenly the placid current of his mind had been disturbed as by a mighty wind. And standing there he had watched something being taken into the death house; whose uncouth body was it that hung strapped and strangled in the brick pit? Ambrose Sault’s?

He remembered a second of painful experience when he had a confused memory of strange people and places, queer earthquake memories. He recollected having being flogged by a redhaired brute of a man who wielded a strap; he recalled a dim-lit cell and the pale blue eyes of a clergyman who was pleading with him; of a woman, dark-faced and thick-lipped… his mother?… he remembered the past of Ambrose Sault! He had been Ambrose Sault in those ten seconds, with all the consciousness of Sault’s life, all the passion of Sault’s faith. And then the weighted traps had fallen with a thunderous clap and he was Ronald Morelle again — only different.

Yet he was not wholly conscious of the difference. What a strange business it was! How was humanity served by that ritual of death? His heart melted within him as in a vivid flash he saw the blank despair of the trussed victim of the law shuffling forward to annihilation. He was being weak… but oh, God, how sad, how unutterably sad! He sobbed into his hands and was pained at the futility of his grief. Poor soul! Poor, mean, smirched soul! How vilely it had served the beautiful body which was its habitation.

He looked up, frowning, his tear-stained face puckered in perplexity. Beautiful body? Ambrose Sault was gross, uncouth. And by all accounts a good man. Even Steppe admired his principles. Why should principles be admired? It was natural to be honest and clean…

He had left the door of the pantry ajar; the shrill sound of the bell brought him to his feet. He waited to wipe his face, and the bell rang again impatiently. “My friend, you must wait,” said Ronnie.

A third time the bell rang before he opened the door. Steppe filled the doorway, the expanse of his shirt-front showed like a great white heart against the gloom of his evening dress.

“Hello! You’re in, huh? Long time in answering the bell — I suppose you’ve got somebody here.”

He looked around. The only light in the room was the shaded table-lamp. Ronnie had extinguished the others before he sat down.

“The wicked love the darkness, huh, huh!” Steppe chuckled, and then, looking past him, Ronnie saw that he was not alone. Beryl waited at the door, and behind her was Dr. Merville.

“Get dressed and come out,” commanded Steppe noisily. “What’s the matter with all you people, huh? Come along. We’re going to a theatre. You’re as bad as Beryl, sitting in the dark. You over-bred people think too much.”

“May we come in, Ronnie?” asked Beryl.

It was very likely that Steppe’s crude suggestion was justified. She had no illusions about Ronnie.

“Come in. Of course you can come in,” said Steppe scornfully. “Now, hurry, Morelle. We’ll give you ten minutes — and put some lights on.”

“There is enough light.”

Ronnie’s voice was calm and deep. Steppe, turning to find the switch, swung back again and peered at his face. “What’s that?” he asked sharply. “I said there wasn’t — what have you done to your voice? Here!”

He walked across the room and ran his hand down the three switches.

Ronnie screwed up his eyes to meet the painful brilliance. He saw Beryl’s look of surprise, met the stare of the big man.

“He’s been crying!” bellowed Steppe in delight. “Huh, huh! Look at him, Beryl, snivelling!”

“Mr. Steppe — Jan! How can you!”

“How can I? By God, he’s been snivelling! Look at his face, look at his eyes!” Steppe slapped his thigh in an ecstasy of joy. “So it got you, huh? I couldn’t understand how a fellow like you could see it without curling up!”

His coarseness, the malignity, the heartlessness of the man sickened Beryl Merville. But Ronnie… He was serene, unmoved by the other’s taunts, meeting his eyes steadily.

“It was dreadful… so dreadful, Steppe. To see that poor shrieking thing thrust forward, struggling…”

“What!” shouted Steppe, and the girl gasped. “Ambrose Sault… shrieking in fear…”

“You lie!” snarled Steppe. “Sault wasn’t that kind. I’ve seen Maxton and he says he was without fear. You’re dreaming, you fool. If it had been you… yes. You’d have squealed… by God! You would have raised Cain! But Ambrose Sault… he was a man. D’ye hear, a man. He’s dead and I’m glad. But he was a man.”

He held himself in with an effort.

“Get dressed and come out,” he ordered roughly.

“I’m so sorry, Ronnie.” The girl had come to him, pity and sympathy in her sad face. “It was dreadful for you.”

He nodded. “Yes. It was dreadful. I am not coming out tonight, Beryl.”

She squeezed his arm gently. “Poor Ronnie!”

“Poor fiddlesticks!” sneered Steppe. “Hurry, cry-baby. I’m not going to wait here all night. What are you afraid of? You shouldn’t have seen the damned thing if you were going to snivel about it. You should have ‘Tried the Luck’!” He chuckled as at a joke as he saw the swollen eyes of his victim wander to the bookshelf.

“The Luck!” said Ronnie. He was speaking to himself, as he moved to the bookcase.

Beryl saw him take down a worn volume and lay it on the table. He seemed like a man walking in his sleep. Mechanically he took up a miniature sword from a pin tray and held it for a moment in his hand.

“Try the Luck!” scoffed Steppe. “Shall I go to the play, shan’t I go to the play… dear Lord!”

For the space of a second their eyes met and Beryl, watching, saw the big man start. Then the sword was thrust between the pages and the book opened. Ronnie looked gloomily at the close-set type… frowned. Then he read slowly, sonorously:

“I will take away from thee the desire of thine eyes with a stroke; yet neither shalt thou mourn nor weep; neither shall thy tears fall down.”

The clock on the mantelpiece struck nine. A silence, painful and intense, so profound that Beryl’s quick breathings were audible.”

I will take away the desire of thine eyes with a stroke…”

“Don’t read it again!” cried Steppe harshly. “I’m going… listening to this fool… come on, Beryl!”

Turning at the door she saw him still standing at the table. His face was in shadow, his hands, white and shapely, outspread upon the leather-covered top, the open book between them.

“He’s drunk,” said Steppe, and she made no reply.

Jan Steppe was very preoccupied all that evening, but not so completely oblivious of realities that he did not bargain with the doctor for certain shares in the Klein River Mine. Just before he had left his house Steppe had received a code cable from Johannesburg.
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On the morning of Ambrose Sault’s execution, Evie found a letter awaiting her at the drug-store. Whatever natural unhappiness of feeling she may have had when she left her weeping mother, vanished in the perusal of Ronnie’s long epistle. The envelope bore the St. John’s Wood postmark, but this she would not have regarded as significant, even if she had noticed it, which she did not. Not a love-letter in the strictest sense; it was too precise and businesslike for that. It gave her certain dates to be cherished, certain instructions to be observed. It went to the length of naming Parisian dressmakers where she might be expeditiously fitted. She was to bring nothing, only a suitcase with bare necessities. A week’s stay in Paris would give her all the time she needed to equip herself. It was a trial to her that she would not see Ronnie for a month, not until the great day… She caught her breath at the thought. But he had stipulated this.

Ronnie was too keen a student of women to give her the opportunity of changing her mind. His letters could not be argued with, or questioned. And the month would quickly pass. Teddy Williams was a faithful attendant, and although he could not be compared in any respect with Ronnie, it was pleasant and flattering to extend her patronage to one who hung upon her words and regarded her as an authority upon most subjects. She had imparted her views on marriage to Teddy, and that young man had been impressed without being convinced. Ronnie’s letter was to be read and re-read. She expected another the next day, and when it did not come, she was disappointed. Yet he had not promised to write; in his letter he had said: “Until you are my very own, I shall live the life of an anchorite’. She looked up ‘anchorite’ and found that it meant ‘one who retires from society to a desert or solitary place to avoid the temptations of the world and to devote himself to religious exercises’, and accepted this as a satisfactory explanation, though she couldn’t imagine Ronnie engaging himself in religious exercises.

Life ran normally at home, now that Mr. Sault was dead. Evie had felt very keenly the disgrace of having a lodger who was a murderer. Only the fact that Ronnie knew him, too, and to some extent shared in the general odium, prevented her from enlarging upon the scandal to her mother and Christina. Beyond her comprehension, was her sister’s remarkable cheerfulness. Christina didn’t seem to care whether Mr. Sault was alive or dead. She was her own caustic self, and the shadow of her proper woe failed to soften or sadden her.

A week of her waiting had passed before Christina even mentioned the name of Ambrose Sault, and then it was in connection with the disposal of his room. Apparently he had paid his rent for a long period in advance, and Mrs. Colebrook refused to let the room again until the tenancy had expired. “Mother is being sentimental over Ambrose and his room,” said Christina, “but there is no reason why you should not have the room, Evie. You’ve been aching for privacy as long as I can remember.”

Evie shuddered. “I couldn’t sleep there. I’d be afraid he’d haunt me.”

“I should be afraid he wouldn’t,” said Christina, with a little smile. “If you don’t like the idea, I will have my bed put in there.”

“No, no, please don’t, Christina,” begged the girl urgently. “I — I prefer to sleep here if you don’t mind. I want to be with you as much as I can, and I’m out all day.”

“And home much earlier. Is it Ronnie or Teddy?”

“I’m seeing a lot of Teddy,” replied Evie primly; “he is quite a nice boy.”

“And Ronnie?”

“Leave Ronnie alone.” Evie turned a good-humoured smile to her. “He is too busy to meet me so often.”

“Loud cheers,” said the ironical Christina. “Evie, why don’t you ask him to call here? I should enjoy a chat with him.”

“Here?” Evie was incredulous. “How absurd! Ronnie wouldn’t dream of coming here.”

Christina laughed. “I won’t tease you any more, Evie. Does he ever say anything about Ambrose? He was in the prison when Ambrose was executed.”

Evie writhed. “I wish you wouldn’t talk about it, Christina… in such a coldblooded way — ugh!”

“Does he?”

“I haven’t seen him since that… that awful day,” she said, “and I’m sure he wouldn’t talk about it.” Evie hesitated. “Do you think much about Mr. Sault, Chris?”

Christina put down her knitting in her lap and nodded. “All the time,” she said. “He isn’t out of my thoughts for a second. Not his face, I mean, or his awkward-looking body, but the real. Do you remember, Evie, how embarrassed I used to make him sometimes, and how he’d rub his chin with the back of his hand? I always knew when Ambrose was troubled. And how he used to sit on my bed and listen so seriously to all my wails and whines?”

Evie looked for some evidence of emotion, but Christina’s eyes were dry… she appeared to be happy.

“Yes… Chris, do you think I ought to take these stockings back to the store? They laddered the first time I put them on, and I paid a terrible price for them.” Christina took the stockings from the girl and there all talk of Ambrose Sault came to an end.

A few afternoons later, returning from her early walk, she was met at the door by her agitated mother. “There’s a gentleman called to see you, Christina; he’s in the kitchen.”

“A gentleman?”

‘A gentleman’ might mean anything by Mrs. Colebrook’s elastic description. “He’s a friend of Miss Merville’s, named Mr. Morelle.”

“What?” Christina could hardly believe her ears. Ronnie Morelle? Had Evie conveyed her joking request to him? Even if she had, it was not likely he would call for the pleasure of seeing her. Mrs. Colebrook hustled her into the kitchen and closed the door on them. She had all the respect of her class for the sanctity of private conversation.

Ronnie was sitting in the chair where Ambrose had so often sat, as Mrs. Colebrook reminded her at least three times a day. He rose as she entered and stood surveying her. It was the first time she had seen him close at hand, and her first impression was one of admiration. She had never met so goodlooking a man, and instantly she absolved Evie for her infatuation. He did not offer his hand at first, and it was not until she was about to speak that it came out to her shyly. It was a strong hand, and the warmth of the grip surprised her. “Christina!” he said softly, and she felt herself go red.

“That is my name. You are Ronnie Morelle? I have heard a great deal about you from Evie.”

“From Evie?… yes, why of course! Your mother is looking well. She works very hard — too hard I think. Women ought not to do such heavy work.” She sat, tongue-tied, could only point to the chair from which he had risen. “I had to come to see you… but I have been rather occupied and selfish. I have been reading a great deal… a sheer delight. You will understand that? And poor Francois has had a lot of trouble — his brother developed appendicitis. We have had an anxious time.”

Ronnie Morelle! And he was talking gravely of the anxious time he had had because the brother of his servant — it was incredible. She never dreamt that he was this kind of man; all her preconceived ideas and more than half of her prejudice against him were swept away in a second. He was sincere; she knew it. Absolutely sincere. This was no pose of his. “You haven’t seen Evie… oh yes, you have! She told you I wanted to see you, Mr. Morelle. I do, although I was only joking when I suggested your coming. Are you very fond of Evie?”

“Yes, she is a nice child. A little thoughtless and perhaps a little selfish. Young girls are that way, especially if they are pretty. I am fond of young people, all young things have an appeal for me. Kittens, puppies chicks… I can watch them for hours.”

This was Ronnie Morelle. She had to tell herself all the time. He was the man whom Ambrose Sault had described as ‘foul’, and Ambrose was so charitable in his judgments; the man who had taken Beryl Merville…”I am glad you spoke of Evie,” he went on. “She must not be hurt. At her age men make a profound impression and colour the whole of after-life. It is so easy to sour the young. It is hard to improve on the old texts” — he smiled. “I wonder why I try. ‘As the twig is bent, so is the tree inclined.’ I never think that it is wise to reason with a girl in love… fascinate is a better word. Aegrescit medendo! The disease thrives on remedies. I don’t know where I picked up that phrase — it is Latin, isn’t it?”

He went red again, was painfully embarrassed. She fell back against the wall, white as death. Only by an effort of will did she arrest the scream that arose in her throat. In his distress he was rubbing his chin with his knuckle!

“Oh, my God!” cried Christina, wide-eyed. Springing up she took both his hands and looked into his face. “Don’t you know?” she breathed.

A smile dawned slowly in the handsome face of Ronnie Morelle. “I know it is very good to see you, Christina,” he said.

Then as suddenly she released his hands and held on to the table. “Get me some water, please.”

She watched him as he went unerringly into the scullery. There were two taps, one connected with a rainwater cistern that her father had made; the other was the drinking water. He turned the right tap, found a glass where it was invariably hidden on a shelf behind a cretonne curtain, and brought it back to her. She drank greedily. “Sit down… Ronnie. I want you to tell me something. You went to the execution… I know it hurts you, my dear, but you must tell me. How did he die?”

She waited, holding her breath. “It was… terrible,” he said in a low voice; ‘he was so… afraid!”

“Afraid!” she whispered.

“I don’t remember much. Every thought seemed to have gone out of my mind. Afterwards I was so numbed… why, I didn’t even recognise my own car or know that I had a car.”

“Did you touch him… look at him, then? Did you, Ronnie?” Ronald Morelle answered with a gesture. “Did you… ?”

“I looked at him, but only for a second. He was reciting a poem. Henley’s. I was reading it today, trying to recall things. That was all. I just looked into his eyes, and I was feeling hateful toward him, Christina. And that was all. He began to moan and cry out. I was terribly distressed.”

She said no more. She wanted to be alone with her mad thoughts. When he rose to go, she was glad. “I’ll come again on Wednesday,” he said, but corrected his promise. “No, Wednesday is wash-day. Your mother will not want me here.”

“How do you know, Ronnie, that it is mother’s wash-day?” She was addressing him as if he were a child from whom information must be coaxed.

“I don’t know… Evie may have told me… of course it is Wednesday, Christina!”

She nodded. “Yes, it is Wednesday.”

Mrs. Colebrook, consonant with her principles, had effaced herself so effectively that Christina had to seek her in her hiding-place. She was sitting in Sault’s room, and sniffed suspiciously when the girl called her. “Mother, you have often told me about something Ambrose did when you were very ill. Will you tell me again?” Mrs. Colebrook was happy to tell, embellishing the story with footnotes and interpolations descriptive of her own impressions on that occasion.

“Thank you, mother.”

“What did he want? I didn’t like to come down whilst he was here… not in this old skirt. Did he know poor Mr. Sault? A la-di-da sort of fellow, but very polite. He quite flustered me, he was so friendly.” She relieved the girl from the necessity for replying by supplying her own answers.

At the foot of the stairs Mrs. Colebrook heard the snick of a key as Christina locked the door of her room. Mrs. Colebrook sighed. Christina was getting more and more unsociable.
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Did Beryl know… should she know? Suppose she went to her and told her the crazy theory she had. Beryl would doubt her sanity. No, no good would come of precipitancy. She must be sure, thought Christina, lying on her bed, her hand a her mouth as though she feared that she might involuntarily cry her news aloud. No particulars of Ambrose Sault’s death had appeared in the press. The longest notice was one which after a brief reference, to the execution, went on to give details concerning the crime Practically the references to the execution were similar:

‘Ambrose Sault was executed at Wechester Jail yesterday morning for the murder of Paul Moropulos. The condemned man walked with a firm step to the gallows, and death was instantaneous. He made no statement. Billet was the executioner.’

The hangman always received his puff.

When she had been staying with Beryl she had met Sir John Maxton; he had returned on the morning of the execution and had come straight to the house. He had said nothing that gave her any impression except that Ambrose had died bravely. Would he have heard anything later? She made up her mind, dressed, and went out.

There was a telephone a block away and she got through to Sir John’s chambers in the Temple. To her relief he answered the telephone himself. “Is that you, Sir John? It is Christina Colebrook… yes… I’m very well. Can I see you, Sir John? Any time now if you wish. I could be with you in twenty minutes… oh, thank you… thank you so much.”

A bus dropped her in Fleet Street, and she walked through the Temple grounds to the ugly and dreary buildings where he rented chambers. They were on the ground floor happily; Christina was still a semi-invalid. “You’ve come to ask me about Sault?” he said, as soon as she was announced.

“Why do you think that?” she smiled.

“I guessed. I suppose Ronnie has told everybody about the ghastly business. It seems impossible, impossible that he could have shown the white feather as he did,” said Sir John. “I can hardly believe it is true, and yet when I got into touch with the deputy governor, he told me very much the same story — that one moment Sault was calm and literally smiling at death, the very next instant he was… pitiful, blubbering like a child. I hate telling you this, because I know you were such dear friends, but… you want to know?”

She inclined her head. “Nothing else happened?”

“Nothing… oh yes, there was one curious circumstance. In the midst of his amazing outburst Sault cried, ‘Ronald Morelle of Balliol!’ Did he know that Ronnie was at Balliol? I can only imagine that by this time he hadn’t any idea at all what he was talking about.”

She rose. “Thank you, Sir John,” she said quietly, “you have saved my reason.”

“In what way?” His curiosity was piqued. “There was something I had to believe — or go mad. That is cryptic, isn’t it? But I can’t be plain, for fear you think I’ve lost my reason already!”

Sir John was too polite to press her, too much of a lawyer to reveal his curiosity. He went on to talk of Sault. “He was certainly the best man I have met in my life. By ‘best’ I particularly refer to his moral character, his ideal, his sense of divinity. His courage humbled me, his philosophy left me feeling like a child of six. I must believe what I am told, so I accept the story about his having made a scene on the scaffold without question. But there is an explanation for it, that I’ll swear, and an explanation creditable to Ambrose Sault.”

Christina went home with a light heart, convinced. She had begun a letter to Beryl and was debating halfway through whether she would as much as hint her peculiar theory, when Evie burst into the room cyclonically, her eyes blazing. “He’s been here! Mother said so… you were talking to him for a long time! Oh, Chris, what did he say? Wasn’t it wonderful of him to come? Don’t you think he is handsome, Chris? Own up — isn’t he a gorgeous man? Did he ask after me? Was he very disappointed when he found I was out?”

“I’ll take your questions in order,” said Christina, solemnly ticking them off on her finger. “He has been here, if He is Ronnie; he said a lot of things. It was certainly wonderful for me that he came. He asked after you, but didn’t seem to be cast down to find you were out. Was that the lot? I hope so.”

“But, Christina!” She was quivering with excitement. “What do you think of him?”

“I think he is sublime!”

Evie glanced at her resentfully, suspecting sarcasm; saw that her sister was in earnest, and, seeing this, was confounded. “He is very nice,” she said, less enthusiastic. “Yes… a dear. Did you really get on with him, Chris? How queer! And after all that you’ve said about him! Didn’t your conscience prick you?”

Christina sent her red locks flying in a vigorous headshake. “No, it wasn’t conscience,” she said. Evie, from being boisterously interested, became quietly distrait. “Of one thing I am certain,” volunteered Christina, “and it is that he will never behave dishonourably or give you, or for the matter of that, mother and me, one hour’s real pain.”

“No… I’m sure he won’t,” said Evie awkwardly, the more awkward because she was trying so hard not to be.

“Such a man couldn’t be mean. I am certain of that,” Christina went on. “Evie, I am not scared about you any more… and I was, you know. Just scared! Sometimes when you came back from seeing Ronnie, I feared not look at you for fear… I didn’t exactly know what I feared. Now… well, I feel that you are in good hands, darling, and I shall not be thinking every time you go out: ‘I wonder if she will come back again?’”

Evie’s face was burning. If she had spoken she would have betrayed herself. She became interested in the contents of a hanging cupboard, and hummed a careless tune, shakily. “Are you singing or is it the hinge?” asked Christina.

“You’re very rude… I was singing… humming.”

“There must be music in the family somewhere,” said Christina; ‘probably it goes back to our lordly ancestor—”

“I told Teddy about that, about Lord Fransham—”

“Did you tell Ronnie?”

Evie wondered if she should stay. Christina was so excellently disposed towards him that it would be a pity to excite her resentment. “Yes… he laughed. He said everybody has a lord in his family if he only goes back far enough. Teddy thought it was wonderful and he said… you’ll laugh?”

“I swear I won’t.”

“Well… he said that he knew that I had aristocratic blood by my instep, it is so arched. And it is, you know, Chris — just look!”

“Shurrup!” said Christina vulgarly.

“Well… he did. Teddy isn’t half the fool you think him… I don’t exactly mean you, Chris, but people. His father has a tremendous farm, miles and miles of it. He sent Teddy over here for six months. What do you think for?” Christina couldn’t think. “To find a wife!” said Evie. “Isn’t it quaint? And do you know that Teddy is staying at the Carlton Grand? I thought he was living with his aunt in Tenton Street, and I only discovered by accident that he was staying at a swagger hotel. He said he would write and tell his father about our lord.” She sighed heavily. “I like Teddy awfully. He is so grateful or… well, for anything I can do for him, such as putting his tie straight and telling him about things.”

“Why don’t you marry Teddy?”

A few weeks ago Evie would have snorted scornfully. Now she was silent for a long time. She sighed again. “That is impossible. I’m too fond of Ronnie, and I believe in keeping… in keeping my word. Teddy’s father is building a beautiful little house for him. And Teddy says that he has a quiet horse that a girl could ride. He believes in riding astride; so do I. I’ve never ridden, but that is the way I should: ride… through the corn for miles and miles. You can see the mountains from Teddy’s farm. They are covered with snow, even in the summer. There is a place called Banff where you can have a perfectly jolly time — dances and all that. In the winter, when it is freezingly cold, Teddy goes to Vancouver, where it is quite warm. He has an orange-farm somewhere.” For the third time she sighed.

Christina, in her wisdom, made no comment.
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Evie usually had her breakfast alone. Christina was late, and Mrs. Colebrook breakfasted before her family came down, and was, moreover, so completely occupied in supplying the needs of her youngest daughter that it would have been impossible to settle herself down to a meal. Evie was generally down by a quarter to eight; the postman came at eight o’clock. Until recently, Evie had no interest in the movements of that official. Very few letters came to the house in any circumstances, and of these Evie’s share was negligible. Teddy brought a new interest to the morning, for he was a faithful correspondent, and the girl would have known long before that he was an inmate of a superior caravanserai had not the youth, in his modesty, written on the plainest of notepaper.

Not then, nor at any other time, did the mail have any thrill for Mrs. Colebrook. She had a well — to-do sister living in the north who wrote to her regularly every six months. These letters might have been published as a supplement to the Nomenclature of Diseases, for they constituted a record of the obscure ailments which afflicted the writer’s family. She had a sister-in-law living within a mile of her whom she seldom saw and never heard from. Whatever letters came to the house were either for Christina or Evie, generally for Christina.

Ambrose Sault had once presented Christina with five hundred postal cards. It was one of the freakish things that Ambrose did, but behind it there was a solid reason. Christina enjoyed a constant supply of old magazines and out-of-date periodicals. Evie collected them for her from her friends. And in these publications were alluring advertisements, the majority of which begged the reader, italically, to send for Illustrated Catalogue No. 74, or to write to Desk H for a beautiful handbook describing at greater length the wonders of the articles advertised. Sometimes samples were offered, samples of baby’s food, samples of fabric, samples of soap and patent medicine, and other delectable products. Christina had expressed a wish that she could write, and Ambrose had supplied the means.

Thereafter, Christina’s letter-bag was a considerable one. She knew more about motorcars — their advantages over one another, their super — excellent speeds and economies — than the average dealer. If you asked her what car ran the longest distance on a can of petrol, she would not only tell you, but would specify which was the better of the gases supplied. She knew the relative nutritive qualities of every breakfast food on the market; the longest — wearing boots and the cheapest furniture.

Evie had finished her meal when the postman knocked. “A letter from Teddy and a sample for Christina, I suppose,” speculated Mrs. Colebrook, hurrying to the door. She invariably ran to meet the postman, having a confused idea that it was an offence punishable under the penal code to keep him waiting.

There was no mail for Christina. “Here’s your letter…” Evie took the stout and expensive-looking envelope embossed redly with the name of the hotel.

“Who’s writing to me?” asked Mrs. Colebrook. She turned the letter over, examined the handwriting critically, deciphered the postmark… finally tore open the flap of the envelope. “Well I never!” said Mrs. Colebrook. She looked at the heading again. “Who is Johnson and Kennet?” she asked.

“The house-agents? There is a firm of that name in Knightsbridge. What is it, mother?”

Mrs. Colebrook read aloud:

Dear Madam,

“We have been requested to approach you in regard to work which we feel you would care to undertake. A client of ours has a small house on the Continent, for which he is anxious to secure a housekeeper. Knowing, through Dr. Merville, that you have a daughter who is recovering from an illness, he asks me to state that he would be glad if your daughter accompanied you. There is practically no work — three servants, all of whom speak English, are kept — and our client wishes us to state that the grounds are extensive and pretty, and hopes that you will make the freest use of them and the small car which he will leave there. He himself does not expect to occupy the house, so that you will be practically free from any kind of supervision.



The salary was named. It was generous.

Mrs. Colebrook looked over her glasses at the wondering Evie. “Mother! How perfectly splendid!”

Mrs. Colebrook was not so enthusiastic. Change of any kind was anathema. She had acted as housekeeper in her younger days, so that the work had no terrors for her, but — abroad! Foreign countries meant peril. Foreigners to her were sinister men who carried knives and were possessed of homicidal tendencies. They spoke a language expressly designed to conceal their evil intentions, and they found their recreation in plotting n underground chambers. There was a cinema at the end of Walter Street.

“There is something written on the other side,” said Evie suddenly.

Mrs. Colebrook turned the sheet. “The invitation extends to your younger daughter, if she would care to accompany you.”

“Well!” said Evie, and flew up the stairs to Christina’s room. “Christina! What do you think? Mother has a letter from a house-agent offering—”

“Don’t tell me!” Christina interrupted. “Let me guess! They’ve offered her a beautiful house in the country rent free… no? Then they’ve offered… let me think… a house in a nice warm climate where I can bask in the sunshine and watch the butterflies flirting with the roses!”

Evie’s jaw dropped. “Whatever made you think… ?”

Christina snatched the letter and read, her eyes bright with excitement. “Oh, golly!” she said, and laughed so long that Evie grew alarmed. “No, I’m not mad, and I’m not clairvoyant. Mother, what do you think of it?”

Mrs. Colebrook had followed her daughter upstairs. “I don’t know what to think,” she said. She was one of those people who welcome an opportunity to show their indecision. Mrs. Colebrook liked to be ‘persuaded’. Though she might make up her mind irrevocably, it was necessary that argument around and about should be offered before she yielded her tentative agreement.

Nobody knew this better than Christina. She drew a long sigh of relief, recognising the signs. “We’ll talk it over after Evie has gone to her pill-shop,” she said, and for once Evie did not contest a description of her place of business, which usually provoked her to retort. “I only want to say, mother, that you need not worry about me. I can get lodgings at one of the girls’ hostels. I don’t think I want to go abroad. In fact, I know that I don’t. But it would be fine for Christina. It is my dream come true. I’ve always had that plan for her — a place where she could sit in the sunshine and watch the flowers grow.”

Christina’s smile was all loving kindness; she took the girl’s fingers in her hand and pinched them softly. “Off to your workshop, woman,” she ordered. “Mother and I want to talk about the sunny south.”

“I’m not sure that I can take it,” said Mrs. Colebrook dismally. “I don’t like the idea of living in a foreign place—”

“We’ll discuss that,” said Christina in her businesslike way. “Did those linoleum patterns come?”
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There was no letter for Evie when she arrived at the store. Curiously enough she was not as disappointed as she expected to be. There was a chance that Ronnie would have written after his visit to the house, but when she found her desk bare, she accepted his neglect with equanimity. Her love for Ronnie was undiminished. She faced, with a coolness which was unnatural in her, the future he had sketched, and if at times she felt a twinge of uneasiness, she put the less pleasant aspect away from her. It would not be honourable to go back on her word, even if she wanted to do so. And she did not. As to the more agreeable prospect, she did not think about that either. It was easier to dismiss the whole thing from her mind. She told herself she was being philosophical. In reality, she was solving her problem by the simple process of forgetting it.

Leaving the store at midday to get her lunch, she saw Ronnie. He was driving past in his big Rolls, and apparently he did not see her. Why was she glad? — for glad she was. That thought had to be puzzled out in the afternoon, with disastrous consequences to her cash balance, for when she made her return that night she was short the price of a hot-water bottle.

But Ronnie had seen her, long before she had seen him. He was on his way to lunch with a man he knew, but toward whom he had for some reason conceived a dislike. It was rather strange, because Jerry Talbot was the one acquaintance he possessed who might be called ‘friend’. They had known one another at Oxford; they had for some time hunted in pairs; they shared memories of a common shame. Yet when Jerry’s excited voice had called him on the telephone that morning and had begged him to meet his erstwhile partner at Vivaldi’s, Ronnie experienced a sense of nausea. He would have refused the invitation, but before he could frame the words, Jerry had rung off.

Vivaldi’s is a smart but not too smart restaurant, and had been a favourite lunching-place of Ronnie’s. It was all the more unreasonable in him that he should descend beneath the glass-roofed portico with a feeling of revulsion. Mr. Talbot had not arrived, said the beaming maitred’hotel. Yes, he had booked a table. Ronnie seated himself in the lounge, and a bellboy brought him an evening newspaper which he did not read. Had he done so, he would not have waited.

Half an hour passed and Ronnie was feeling hungry. Another quarter of an hour. “I am going into the restaurant. When Mr. Talbot comes, tell him I have begun my lunch.” He was shown to the table and chose a simple meal from the card. At any rate Jerry’s unpardonable rudeness gave him an excuse for declining further invitations.

He had finished his lunch and had signalled for his bill when, looking round, he recognized two men at one of the window tables. He would not have approached them, but Sir John Maxton beckoned. Dr. Merville would gladly have dispensed with his presence, thought Ronnie, and wondered why he had intruded into an important conference. “Come and sit down, Ronnie. Lunching alone? That is rather unusual, isn’t it?”

“My friend disappointed me,” said Ronnie, and he saw the doctor’s lip curl. “Did she — too bad,” said Maxton. “It was a ‘he’ ,” corrected Ronnie, and knew that neither man believed him. He noticed Sir John glancing at his companion.

“Ronnie, I wonder if you can help us. Do you remember the flotation of that Traction Company of Steppe’s?”

“I don’t think it is much good asking Ronnie,” the doctor broke in with a touch of impatience. “Ronnie’s memory is a little too convenient.”

“I remember the flotation… in a way,” admitted Ronnie.

“Do you remember the meeting that was held at Steppe’s house when he produced the draft of the prospectus?” Ronnie nodded.

“Before we go any farther, John,” interrupted Merville, “I think it will be fair to Ronnie if we tell him that there is trouble over the prospectus. Some of the financial papers are accusing us of faking the assets. The question is, was I responsible, by including properties which I should not have included, or did Steppe, in his draft, give me the facts as I published them; I don’t think Ronnie will remember quite so vividly if he knows that he may be running counter to Steppe.” Ronnie did not answer.

“You see what I am driving at,” Sir John went on. “There may be bad trouble if the Public Prosecutor takes these accusations seriously — which, so far, he hasn’t. We want to be prepared if he does.”

“I cannot remember very clearly,” said Ronnie. “I am not a member of the Board. But I do recall very clearly Steppe showing a draft, and not only showing it, but reading it.”

“Do you remember whether in that draft he referred to the Woodside Repairing Shops; and if he did, whether he spoke of those as being the absolute property or leased property of the company?”

“The absolute property,” said Ronnie. “I remember distinctly, because the Woodside Repair Shops are on the edge of a little estate which my father left me — you remember, John? And naturally I was interested.”

Merville was dumbfounded. Never in his most sanguine moments did he suppose that Ronnie would assist him in this respect. Ronnie, who shivered at a word from Steppe, whose sycophantic servant he had been! “This may come to a fight,” said Sir John, “and that would mean putting you in the box to testify against Steppe. Have you quarrelled with him?”

“Good gracious, no!” said Ronnie in surprise. “Why should I quarrel with him? He doesn’t worry me. In a way he is amusing, in another way pathetic. I feel sometimes sorry for him. A man with such attainments, such powers and yet so paltry! I often wonder why he prefers the mean way to the big way. He uses his power outrageously, his strength brutally. Perhaps he didn’t start right… got all his proportions wrong. I was working it out last night… the beginnings of Steppe… and concluded that he must have had an unhappy childhood. If a child is treated meanly, and is the victim of mean tyrannies, he grows up to regard the triumph of meanness as the supreme end in life. His whole outlook is coloured that way, and methods which we normal people look upon as despicable, are perfectly legitimate in his eyes.”

“Good God!” said Sir John, aghast. It was the man, not the arguments, which startled him.

“Children ought not to be left to the chance training which their parents give them,” Ronnie went on, full of his subject. “But here, I admit, I am postulating a condition of society which will never be realized. Some day I will start my Mother College. It is a queer-sounding title,” he said apologetically, ‘but you will understand. I want a great institution where we can take the illegitimate children of the country, the unwanted children. They go to baby farmers and beasts of that kind now. I want a college of babies where we will teach them and train them from their babyhood up to think and feel goodly, not piously. That doesn’t matter. But bigly and generously. To have high ideals and broad visions; to…”

He stopped and blushed, conscious of their interest and stupefaction; squirmed unhappily in his chair, and rubbed his chin nervously with the knuckles of his hand. Sir John Maxton leant back in his chair, his face twitching. A waiter was passing. “Bring me a brandy,” he said hoarsely “a double brandy.” Christina had only wanted water.
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“What flabbergasts me is Ronnie’s willingness to go against Steppe,” said the doctor, just before he dropped Sir John at his chambers. He had done most of the talking since they left Vivaldi’s, and Maxton had been content that he should. “I can only suppose that Ronnie has had a row with Jan.”

“Tell me this, Merville,” said Sir John, leaning his arms on the edge of the door and speaking into the car. “If you believe that Steppe is the rascal I pretty well know him to be, why are you allowing Beryl to marry him?”

An awkward question for the doctor. “Oh well… one isn’t sure. I may be in error after all. Steppe is quite a good fellow…”

“Do you owe him money?” asked Maxton quietly. Close friendship has its privileges.

“A little — nothing to speak of. You don’t think I would sacrifice Beryl… ?”

“I don’t know, Bertram… I don’t know. Why ever you took up with that crowd is beyond me.”

“By the way,” said the doctor, anxious to switch to another subject, “that isn’t an original idea of Ronnie’s… the Mother College, or whatever he calls it. Poor Ambrose Sault had exactly the same dream. I never heard the details from him, but he has mentioned it. Funny that Ronnie is taking it up!”

“Yes.” Sir John waved his hand and went into the building. He rang for his clerk. “Do you remember a young lady coming to see me a few days ago — a Miss Colebrook? Have we any record of her address?”

“No, Sir John.”

“H’m… put me through to Dr. Merville’s house in Park Place… I want to speak to Miss Merville.” A minute later: “Yes… John Maxton speaking. Is that you, Beryl? I want to know Miss Colebrook’s address… thank you.” He scribbled on his blottingpad. “Thank you… no, my dear, only I may have to get in touch with her.” He remembered, after he had hung up the telephone, that Ambrose Sault had propounded a will in which the address had appeared, but the will was in the hands of Sir John’s own lawyers. Ambrose had left very little, so little that it was hardly worth while taking probate. But the recollection of the will gave him the excuse he wanted…

“Sir John rang me up, father; he asked for Christina’s address. Do you know why?”

“No, dear. I wonder he didn’t ask me. I have been lunching with him — and Ronnie. Rather, Ronnie joined us after lunch was through… he was loquacious and strange. H’m…”

“How strange?”

“Beryl, did you notice the other night — I agree with you, Steppe was brutal — how deep his voice had grown? Boys’ voices change that way when they reach an age, but Ronnie isn’t a boy. Changed… and his views on affairs. He held John spellbound whilst he delivered himself volubly on illegitimate children and the future of the race. And the curious thing is that Ronnie hates children. Loathes them; he makes no secret of that. Says that they are irresponsible animals that should be kept on the leash.”

“He said that today?”

“No… oh, a long time ago. Now he wants a big institution where they can be trained… maybe it is a variation of his leash and cage theory. How did you get on?”

Steppe had been to lunch and was in the hall about to take his departure when Sir John rang. “He came,” she said indifferently. “It was a pleasant lunch. I think he enjoyed it. I had mealies for him and he wrestled with them happily.”

“Did you discuss anything?”

“The happy day?” she asked ironically. “Yes — next Tuesday. Quietly. We go to Paris the same night. He wants the honeymoon to be spent in the Bavarian Alps and he is sending his car on to Paris. I think that is all the news.”

Her indifference bothered him. “Steppe, I am sure, is a man who improves on acquaintance,” he said encouragingly.

“I am sure he does,” she agreed politely. “Will you tell Ronnie, or shall I write to him?”

“I will tell Ronnie,” said the doctor hastily. “I don’t think I should encourage a correspondence with him if I were you, Beryl. Jan doesn’t like it. He was furious about you insisting upon Ronnie coming out with us the other night.”

“Very well,” said Beryl.

“I think… I only think, you understand, that Steppe is under the impression that you were once very fond of Ronnie, or that you had an affair with him. He is a very jealous man. You must remember that, Beryl.”

“It almost seems that I am going to be happily married,” she said, with a queer smile.

She did not write to Ronnie. There was nothing to be gained by encouraging a correspondence — she agreed entirely with her father on that point. Steppe she dismissed from her thoughts just as quickly as she could. Why had Sir John asked for Christina’s address? There was no reason why he should not. Perhaps Ambrose left a message… but that would have been delivered long ago. And… if Ambrose had left any message, it would be to her. The will perhaps. The doctor had told them both that Ambrose had left his few possessions to Christina. She was glad of that. Yes, it must be the will. This served at any rate to explain Sir John’s call.

The appearance of a title at her front door caused Mrs. Colebrook considerable qualms. It was her fate never to be wearing a skirt appropriate to the social standing of distinguished visitors. Christina was lying down. She had had an interview with the osteopath in the morning and he had insisted upon twentyfour hours in bed. “Show him up, mother. He won’t faint at the sight of a girl in bed… lawyers have a special training in that sort of thing.”

“He doesn’t look like a lawyer,” demurred Mrs. Colebrook; “he’s a sir.”

She conducted the counsel upstairs with many warnings as to the lowness of roof and trickiness of tread. Mrs. Colebrook was resigned to the character and number of Christina’s visitors and in that spirit of resignation left them.

“We have met,” said Sir John, and looked round for a chair.

“Sit on the bed, Sir John,” she laughed. “Evie broke the leg of the chair last night.”

He obeyed her, looking at her quizzically. “I saw Ronald Morelle at lunch today,” he said. “I thought it best to see you — first. And let me get the will off my mind. It has been proved and there is a hundred or so to come to you. Ambrose was not well off, his salary in fact was ridiculously small. That, however, is by the way. I saw Ronnie.”

She returned his steady, searching gaze. “Did you talk to Ronnie?”

“I talked to Ronnie,” he nodded, “and Ronnie talked to me. Have you ever seen a man who had the odd habit of rubbing his chin with the back of his hand? I see that you have. Ronnie for example? Yes, I thought you would have noticed it.”

“How did you know that he had been to see me?”

His thin hard face softened in a smile. “Who else would he have come to see?”

“Beryl,” she answered promptly, and he looked surprised. “Beryl? I know nothing of how he felt in that quarter. Beryl! How remarkable! I knew he would come here; if you had told me that you had not seen him, I should have thought I was…”

She nodded. “That is how I felt, Sir John. I had to shake myself hard. It was like the kind of dream one has where you see somebody you know with somebody else’s face. Yes, he came here. I had to have a glass of water.”

“I had brandy,” said Sir John gravely. “As a rule I avoid stimulants — brandy produces a distressing palpitation of heart. Perhaps water would have been better for me. That is all, I think, Miss Christina.” He picked up his hat. “I had to see you.”

“Do you think anybody knows or ought to know?” she asked. It was the question that had disturbed her.

“They must find out. I have a reputation for being a hard-headed Scotsman. Why the heads of Scotsmen should be harder than any other kind of heads I do not know. What I mean is, that I cannot risk my credit as a man of truth, or my judgement as a man of law, or my status as one capable of conducting his own affairs without the assistance of a Commissioner in Lunacy — people must find out. I think they will, the interested people. Beryl, you say. Was he… fond of her? How astounding! She is to be married very soon, you know that?”

“Should she be told? She may not have an opportunity of discovering for herself, Sir John.”

“What can you tell her?” he asked bluntly. She was silent. She had been asking herself that.

Having ushered the visitor from the premises, Mrs. Colebrook joined her daughter, for immediately following Sir John had come a grimy little boy with a grimy little package. Mrs. Colebrook had spent an ecstatic five minutes in her kitchen revelling in the fruits of authorship. “I have got something to show you, Christina.” She held the ‘something’ coyly under her apron. “It was my own idea. I didn’t expect them so soon… came just after I’d left you and Sir What’s-his-name.”

“What is it, mother?”

Mrs. Colebrook drew from its place of concealment a double-leafed card. It was edged with black, and heavy Gothic type was its most conspicuous feature.

Christina read: ‘In loving memory of AMBROSE SAULT, Who departed this life on March 17th, 19 — At the age of 53. Mourned by all who knew him. “We ne’er shall see his gentle smile, Or hear his voice again, Yet in a very little while, We’ll meet him once again.” Christina put down the card.

“I made that up myself,” said Mrs. Colebrook proudly— “all except the poetry, which I copied from poor Aunt Elizabeth’s funeral card. I think that verse is beautiful.”

“I think it is prophetic,” said Christina, and added inconsequently, as Mrs. Colebrook thought, “I wonder if Ronnie is coming to — day?”
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Ronnie had some such idea when he parted from Maxton and the doctor. He went home to collect the bundle of books he had packed ready to take to Christina, and there discovered the reason why his absentminded host had forgotten to put in an appearance. Mr. Jerry Talbot was stretched exhaustedly in a lounge-chair. He was a sallow young man with a large nose and a microscopic moustache. He had bushy eyebrows, arched inquiringly. Only one eyebrow was now visible. The other and the greater part of his slick head was hidden under black silk bandages. Looking at him, Ronnie wondered what he had ever seen in the man. “‘Lo, Ronnie,” he greeted the other feebly. “I tried to ‘phone you but you were gone. I had a sort of faint after I spoke to you this morning, that’s why I didn’t turn up; so sorry. But look at me, old boy, look at me!”

“How did this happen?” asked Ronnie.

“Lola!” Ronnie frowned. Lola? Who… Yes, yes, Lola. He remembered. “We had rather a difficult time at my house last night, and Madame sent some of the girls along. Lola got excited, and after some argument about a brooch that one of my guests had lost, Lola picked up a champagne bottle and — there you are!”

“Where is she?”

“In quod,” said Mr. Jerry Talbot viciously. “I gave her in charge, and Ronnie, she had the brooch! They found it at the police station. So I was right when I called her a thieving little — whatever it was I called her. It is an awkward business for me, old thing, but of course I’m swearing blue-blind that I never invited her and that she came in without… sort of drifted in from the street. Madame put me up to that. She’s fed up with Lola, and so are the other girls.”

“Just wait a moment,” said Ronnie, frowning. “Do I understand that Madame is going to disown this girl — this, what is her name… ?”

“Lola,” scoffed Mr. Talbot. “Good heavens, you’re not pretending that you don’t know her! And you took her to Wechester with you—”

“Yes, of course I did,” agreed Ronnie “It is rather terrible work… straightening out the ravel of life… Yes, I know her.”

“Madame is disowning her, and so are the other girls. Between ourselves, Ritti has cleared out everything of Lola’s and sent her trunks to a baggage office. None of her maids will talk, and naturally none of the people who go to Ritti’s. Lola has had a tip to shut up about Madame’s, and if she is wise, she’ll admit she’s a street girl who had the cheek to walk into the party. I had to tell you, Ronnie, in case this infernal girl mentions you. She is being brought before the magistrate this afternoon.”

And so came Lola from the dingy cells with her evening finery looking somewhat bedraggled, and standing in the pen, pale and defiant, heard the charge of assault preferred against her. “Have you any witnesses to call?”

“None. All my witnesses have been standing on the box committing perjury,” sobbed the girl, broken at last. “I was invited… Mr. Talbot sent for me… he sent to Madame Ritti’s…”

“Madame Ritti says that she hardly knows you. That with the exception of a few days last year, when you were staying with her, you have never been to the house,” said the patient magistrate. “She made you leave her, because she found you were an undesirable.”

“Your worship, there is a gentleman here who wishes to give evidence,” said the usher. Ronald Morelle stepped to the stand, smiled faintly at the openmouthed surprise of Jerry Talbot, at the shocked amazement of Madame Ritti, and bowed to the magistrate. He gave his name, place of living, and occupation.

“Now, Mr. Morelle, what can you tell us?” demanded the magistrate benevolently.

“I know this girl” — he indicated the interested prisoner— “her name is Lola Prandeaux, or rather that is the name by which she is known. She is an inmate of a house” — he did not say ‘house’ and Madame Ritti almost jumped from her seat at his description— “maintained by Madame Ritti. I can also assure your worship that she is very well known to the prosecutor, Mr. Talbot, and to me. I have taken her away into the country on more than one occasion. To my knowledge she was invited last night to Mr. Talbot’s house. There is no reason why she should steal a trumpery brooch. She has jewels of her own. I myself gave her the solitaire ring she is now wearing.”

The magistrate glared at Jerry Talbot. “Are you pressing this charge?” The man of law wrote furiously upon a paper.

“N — no, your honour — worship,” stammered Jerry.

“You may go away, Prandeaux, you are discharged. I have heard a considerable amount of perjury in this case and I have heard the truth… not very pleasant truth, I admit. Mr. Morelle has testified for the accused with great frankness which I can admire… His habits and behaviour are less admirable. Next case!”

Ronnie was the last of the party to leave the court. Lola came hurriedly across the waiting-room to clasp his hand. “Oh, Ronnie, you… pal! How lovely of you! I never thought you were such a brick! Madame looked like hell — she’s pinched all my jewellery and now she’ll have to give it up… Ronnie, how can I thank you?”

“Lola… come to my flat, I want to talk to you.” Francois, who opened the door to them, was not surprised. After all, one could not expect Ronald Morelle to improve in every respect. It was a pleasure to work for him, he was so considerate. Lola settled herself in the most comfortable corner of the settee and waited for Francois to go.

“You will have some tea?” Ronnie gave the order to a servant who was no less surprised than Lola.

“What have you done with that picture that was over the mantelpiece?” asked the girl, seeing a blankness of wall. “I’ve burnt it,” said Ronnie.

“But it was worth thousands, Ronnie! You told me so.”

“It was worth a few hundreds. If it had been a Titian I would not have destroyed it — it had its use in a gallery. But it was not. Worth a few hundreds perhaps… I burnt it. Francois cut it into strips and we burnt it in the furnace fire. Francois and I had a great day. He did not think the picture was pretty.”

“It was your favourite.”

“Was it?” He was astonished. “Well, it is burnt. It is too ugly. The subject… no, the figures were a little ugly. Now Lola, what are you going to do?”

She had half made up her mind. “I shall take a flat—” He shook his head.

“In a way, I have a recollection that you told me you had relations in Cornwall. Was I dreaming? And you said that when you had saved enough money you were going to buy a farm in Cornwall and raise hackneys. Wail that a dream?” She shook her head. “No, that is my dream,” she said, ‘but what is the use of talking about that, Ronnie. It would cost a small fortune.”

“Could you do it on five thousand?” he asked.

“With my money and five thousand… yes.”

“I will lend you three thousand free of all interest, and I will give you two thousand. I won’t give it all to you, because I want a hold on you. Easy money spends itself. Will you go to Cornwall, Lola?”

Francois, entering, saved him from her hectic embrace. “You’re just… wonderful.” She dabbed her eyes. “I know you think I’m dirt and I am—”

“Don’t be silly. Why should I think that? I am not even sorry for you. Are you sorry for the train that is derailed? You put it back on the track. That is what I am doing. I am one of the derailers. It amused me, it hurt you… oh yes, it did… I know I was not ‘the first’, there would be an excuse for me in that event. We are all dirt if it comes to that — dirt is matter in the wrong place. I want to put you where you belong.”

She was incoherent in her gratitude, awed a little by his seriousness and detachment, prodigiously surprised that Francois remained on duty. When, on her way to the hotel which was to shelter her, she read the evening newspaper, she could appreciate more fully just what Ronnie had done…

“Read this!” said Evie tragically.

Christina took the newspaper from her hands. “‘A curious case’… is that what you mean?” The report was a full one, remembering how late in the day the charge had come up for hearing. “Well?” said Christina, when she had finished reading.

“I shall write to Ronald.” Evie was very stiff, very determined, sourly virginal. “Of course, you can’t believe all that you read in the newspapers, but there is no smoke without fire.”

“And every cloud has its silver lining,” said Christina. “Let us all be trite! What is worrying you, Evie? I think it was fine of Ronnie to look after the girl.”

“And they drove away from the court together!” wailed Evie.

“Why not? It is much better to go together than by taking separate routes and pretending they weren’t meeting when all the time they were.”

“I shall write to Ronnie. I must have an explanation.” Evie was firm on this point. Christina read the account again. “I don’t see what other explanation you can ask,” she said. “He has said all that is fit for publication.”

“What is this woman Lola to him?” demanded Evie furiously. “How dare he stand up… shamelessly… and admit… oh, Chris, it is awful!”

“It must be pretty awful for Lola, too,” said Christina.

“That sort of girl doesn’t mind… she likes to have her name in the paper.”

“You don’t know,” said Christina. “I won’t descend to slopping over her poor mother, and her innocent sisters, and I’d die before I’d remind you that once she was like the beautiful snow. Ambrose always said that there was a lot of sympathy wasted over sinners. It is conceivable that she was quite a decent sort until somebody came along who held artistic views about marriage; most of these girls start that way, their minds go first. They get full of that advanced stuff. Some of ’em go vegetarian and wear sandals; some of ’em do worse. But that is how they start: they reach the streets in their own way. Some get into the studio party set. They bob their hair and hate washing. They know people who have black wallpaper and scarlet ceilings and one white rose rising from a jade vase. Evie, I have been lying on the flat of my back ever since I can remember, and I’ve had a procession of sinners marching around my bed — literally. Mother let people come because I was dull. I don’t know Lola. She is a little above us, but Lola’s kind are bred around here by the score, pigging four and five in a room; they have no reticences, there are no mysteries. All the processes of life are familiar to them as children. Then one fine day along comes Mrs. So-and-So and sits on the end of this bed and weeps and weeps until mother turns her out. There was a woman in this road who broke her heart over her daughter’s disgrace. And when they came to bury the good lady they found she had never been married herself! All this weeping and wailing and talking about ‘disgrace’ doesn’t mean anything in this neighbourhood. It is conventional, expected of them, like deep mourning for widows and half mourning for aunts. We haven’t produced many celebrities… We had a chorus girl who was in a divorce case, and there is a legend that Tota Belindo, the great Spanish dancer, came from the streets. We turn out the tired old-looking girls that you never see up West. The Lolas come from families that care. Nice speaking people who haven’t been taught to write by a signwriter. I’ve heard about them and met one. She used to drink, that is how she came to Walter Street. That kind of girl only pretends she doesn’t care. She isn’t like the hardy race of prostitutes we raise in Walter Street.”

“I think your language is terrible, Christina! I ought to know you would defend this perfectly awful girl. You take a very lax view, Chris; it is a good thing I have a well-balanced mind…”

“You haven’t,” said Christina. “It isn’t a month ago that you were sneering about marriage. I believe in marriage: I’m old-fashioned. Marriage is a wonderful bridge, it carries you over the time when, if you’re not married, you are getting used to a strange man and comparing him unfavourably with your last. Besides, it is easier to divorce a man than to run away from him. Divorce is so easy that there is no excuse for remaining single.”

“I don’t know whether you’re being decent or not, Christina. But there are some people who have never married all their lives, and they’ve been perfectly happy… of course, I can’t tell you who they are, it is absurd to ask me. Only I know that there have been such people… in history, I mean. I believe in marriage, but it is much worse to be married to somebody you don’t love than to be living with a man you do love.”

“There are times when you remind me of Uncle Tom’s Cabin,” mused Christina. “I wonder why… oh yes, little Eva who said such damnably true things so very truly. She died. The book had to have a happy ending, anyway. Eva — Evie, I mean, I should write to your slave-master and demand an explanation. I’ll bet you won’t, though!”

“Won’t I?” Evie stiffened. “I have my self-respect to consider, Christina, and my friends… I hope Teddy hasn’t read the case.”

She wrote a letter, many words of which were underlined, and notes of exclamation stood up on each page like the masts of docked shipping. Ronnie’s answer was waiting for her next night. ‘Will you come to the flat, Evie?’

Evie did not consult her sister; she took a lank young man into her confidence. Would he escort her and wait in the vestibule of the flats until she came out? Evie had discovered the need for a chaperon.
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Francois opened the door and Evie walked hesitatingly into the lobby. Ronnie was at his table and he was writing. He got up at once and came to meet her with outstretched hand. “It was good of you to come, Evie.” She started. His voice was so changed — his expression, too. Something had come into his face that was not there before. A vitality, an eagerness, a good humour. She was startled into, beginning on a personal note. “Why, Ronnie dear, you have changed!” She did not recognise how far she had departed from a certain programme and agenda she had drawn up. Item number one was not to call Ronnie ‘dear’.

“Have I?” He flashed a smile at her as he pushed a chair forward and put a cushion at her back. “Your voice even — have you had a cold?”

“No. I am getting old.” He chuckled at the jest. Ronnie did not as a rule laugh at himself. “I had your letter about Lola. I thought it best that you should come. Yes, Evie, all that as in the paper was true. I know Lola.”

“And she has been… all that you said, to you?”

“Yes.” His voice was a little dreary. “Yes, all that.” She sat tight-lipped, trying to feel more angry than she did. (‘Be very angry’ was item two on the agenda.) “I’m sorry that you had to know; you are so young, and these things are very shocking to a good woman. Lola has gone back to her people. Naturally I did not wish to appear in a police court, but there was a conspiracy to send this girl to prison. A late friend of mine was in it. I had to go to the court and tell the truth.”

“I think it was very fine of you.” She echoed Christina’s words, but was wanting in Christina’s enthusiasm.

“Fine? I don’t know. It was a great nuisance. I have an unpleasant feeling about courts.” He rubbed his chin: Evie saw nothing remarkable in the gesture.

“Of course, Ronnie,” she began, labouring under the disadvantage of calmness, for she could not feel angry, “this makes a difference. I was prepared to sacrifice everything… my good name; and what people thought about me… It was horrible of you, Ronnie… to take that girl into the country when… when you knew me. I can’t forgive that, Ronnie.”

He stood by his table, his white hand drumming silently. “Did you come alone?” he asked.

She hesitated. “No, I brought a friend. A gentleman. I used to know him when I was a child.”

Ronnie looked at her searchingly. His eyes were soft and kind. “Evie, I will tell you something. From the day I first met you I intended no good to you. When I arranged that we should go to Italy, to Palermo, I knew in my wicked mind that you would grow tired of me.” He put it that way, though he was loath to tell even so small a lie. “Since… since I saw you last, I have been thinking of you, thinking very tenderly of you, Evie. I have always liked you; Christina and I have discussed you by the hour.”

“But… you have never seen Christina until this week, Ronnie!”

Ronnie’s hand went to his chin. “Haven’t I?” He was troubled. “I thought… let me say I have dreamt of those discussions. I dream a great deal nowadays. Queer, ugly dreams… I woke this morning when the clock was striking nine… I felt so sad.”

He seemed to forget her presence, for he did not speak for a time. He had seated himself on the edge of the desk, one polished boot swinging, and he was looking past her with an intensity of gaze that made her turn to see the thing that attracted him.

Her movement roused him, and he stammered his apologies. Taking courage from his confusion, Evie delivered herself of the predication which she had not had courage to rehearse. “Ronnie, I think we’ve both made a great mistake. I like you awfully. I don’t think I could like a friend more. But I don’t feel… well, you can see for yourself that we’re not the same way of thinking. Don’t imagine I’m a prude. I’m very broadminded about that sort of thing, but you can see for yourself…”

He saw very clearly for himself, and held out his hand. “Friends?” he asked,

She experienced a thrill of one who creditably performs a great renunciation without any distress to herself. “Friends!” she said solemnly.

Ronnie walked round to his writing-chair and sat down. She found satisfaction in the tremor of the hand that opened a portfolio on his desk. “And you’re not hurt?” he asked anxiously.

“No, Ronnie.”

“Thank God for that,” said Ronald Morelle. He was looking in the black case. Presently he pulled out half a dozen photographs and passed them across to her. “How perfectly lovely!” she said.

“Yes; in some respects more lovely than Palermo. And there are no earthquakes and no rumblings from old Etna.” She was looking at the photographs of a white villa that seemed to be built in the side of a hill. One picture showed a riotous garden, another a lawn with great shady trees and deep basket-chairs. “That is my house at Beaulieu,” said Ronnie. “I want you to help me with that.” She looked at him, ready to reprove. “Your mother is the very woman to run that house, and the garden was made for Christina.”

Her mouth opened. “Not you!” she gasped. “You aren’t the man who wants a housekeeper! Oh, Ronnie!”

“I haven’t photographs of the Palermo villa. I have sent for some. An ideal place for a honeymoon, Evie.” He came round to the back of her chair and dropped his hand on her shoulder lightly. “When you marry a nice man you shall go there for your honeymoon. God love you!”

She took his hand and laid it against her cheek. For the fraction of a second…”I like Beaulieu, Ronnie, the house is a beauty… perhaps if I hurried I could go there before mother.”

In the hall below Mr. Teddy Williams discussed Canada with the hall porter. It was one of the two subjects in which he was completely interested. The other came down by the elevator importantly, and they went out into Knightsbridge together. “I’ve been a long time, Teddy’ — she snuggled her arm in his— “but… well, first of all, my answer is ‘Yes’.” He paused, and in the view of revolted passersby, kissed her. “And… Teddy, we’ll go to Beaulieu afterwards… Mr. Morelle has promised to let us have his house.”

“Isn’t that grand!” said Teddy. “We’ve got a town called Beaulieu in Saskatchewan…”
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Wasn’T it just like Christina not to get excited with the great news? But really Evie was to blame, because she kept the greater news to the last. “I can’t believe it! That young man who called on Christina? I really can’t believe it,” said Mrs. Colebrook, who could, and did, believe it.

“Why don’t you yell, Chris?” demanded her indignant sister.

“I am yelling,” said Christina placidly. “I’ve been yelling longer than you, for I knew that it was Ronnie’s house when the letter came.” But the announcement of Evie’s engagement had an electrifying effect.

“That is the first time I have ever seen Christina cry,” said Mrs. Colebrook, with melancholy satisfaction. “There’s a lot more in Christina than people think. If she’d only showed a little more nice feeling over poor Mr. Sault, I’d have liked it better. But you can’t expect anything in these days, girls being what they are. Well, Evie, you’re the first to go… I don’t suppose Christina will ever marry. She’s too hard. Canada won’t seem so far if I’m in Bolo, Boole .. whatever they call it.”

Evie was sitting with her mother in the kitchen; from Christina’s room came crooning: “My dear, oh, my dear. Have ye come from the west… ?”

“Why Christina sings those old-fashioned songs when she knows ‘Swanee’ and ‘The Bull Dog Patrol’… ‘Bull Frog’, is it?… I can’t understand.” A rat-tat at the door made Evie jump. Mrs. Colebrook’s eyes went to the faded face of a clock on the mantelshelf. Allowing for day to day variation, to which the timepiece was subject, she made it out to be past eleven. “Don’t open the door,” she said. “It may be those Haggins — they’ve been fighting all day.”

Evie went to the door. “Who is there?”

“Beryl Merville.” Evie opened the door and admitted the girl. Outside she glimpsed the tail-lamps of a car. “You are Evie, aren’t you?” Beryl was breathless. “Have you any idea where I can find Ronnie?”

“Is that Beryl?” It was Christina’s voice; she had come down in her dressing-gown.

“I want to find Ronnie — I have been to his flat, he is not at home. I must see him.” She was wild with fear, Christina saw that; something had happened which had thrown her off her balance and had driven her, frantic, to Ronnie Morelle.

“Come up to my room, Beryl,” she said gently.

Mrs. Colebrook looked at Evie as the sound of a closing door came down. “It looks to me like a scandal,” she said profoundly. Evie said nothing. She was wondering whether she ought not to have been indignant at the suggestion that she knew the whereabouts of Ronnie Morelle, She wished she knew Beryl better… then she might have been asked upstairs to share the secret. After all, she knew Ronnie better than anybody.

“Perhaps I am better out of it, mother,” she said. “I am not sure that Teddy would like me to be mixed up in other people’s affairs…”

Christina pushed the trembling girl on to the bed. “Sit down, Beryl. What is wrong?”

Beryl’s lips were quivering. “I must see Ronnie… oh, Christina, I’m just cornered. That man… Talbot, I think his name is, he is a friend of Ronnie’s, has written to father… the letter came by hand, marked ‘Urgent’, whilst daddy was out, and I opened it.”

She fumbled in her bag and produced a folded sheet, and Christina read:

Dear Dr. Merville, I think it is only right that you should know that your daughter spent a night at Ronald Morelle’s flat. Miss Merville, at Morelle’s suggestion, told you that she had been to a ball at Albert Hall. I can prove that she was never at the Albert Hall that night. I feel it is my duty to tell you this, and I expect you to inform Mr. Steppe, who, I understand, is engaged to your daughter.

“How did he know?”

Beryl shook her head wearily. “Ronald told him… about the ball. When the elevator was going down, the morning I left the flat, I saw a man walking up the stairs. He must have seen me. Ronnie told me the night before that Jeremiah Talbot was coming to breakfast with him. I just saw him as the lift passed him — he had stopped on the landing below Ronnie’s and probably recognized me. Christina. what am I to do? Father mustn’t know. It seems ever so much more important to me now.”

“When do you marry, Beryl?”

“The day after tomorrow. I know Ronnie has quarrelled with the man. I read that story in the newspapers. It was splendid of Ronnie, splendid. It was a revelation to me.”

Christina bit her lip in thought. “I will see Ronnie — tonight. No, I will go alone. I have been resting all day. You must go home. Have you brought your car? Good. I will borrow it. Give me the letter.” Beryl protested, but the girl was firm. “You must not go… perhaps I am wrong about Ronnie, but I don’t think so. Sir John Maxton has the same mad dream.”

“What do you mean?”

Christina smiled. “One day I will tell you.”

The vision of her daughter dressed for going out temporarily deprived Mrs. Colebrook of speech. Before she could frame adequate comment, Christina was gone. She dropped Beryl at her house and drove to Knightsbridge. The porter was not sure whether Mr. Morelle was in or out. It was his duty to be uncertain. He took her up to Ronnie’s floor and waited until the door opened.

“My dear, what brings you here at this hour?” He had been out, he told her. A Royal Society lecture on Einstein’s Theory had been absorbing. He was so full of the subject, so alive, so boyish in his interest, that for a while he forgot the hour and the obvious urgency of her call. “I love lectures,” he laughed, “but you know that. Do you remember how I was so late last night that your mother locked me out… no, not your mother… it must have been Francois.” He frowned heavily. “How curious that I should confuse Francois with your dear mother.”

She listened eagerly, delightedly, forgetting, too, the matter that brought her. The phenomenon had no terror for her, tremendous though it was. He was the first to recall himself to the present. “From Beryl?” he said quickly. “What is wrong?”

She handed him the letter and he read it carefully. “How terrible!” he said in a hushed voice. “How appallingly terrible! He says she is marrying Steppe! That can’t be true, either. It would be grotesque…”

She was on the point of telling him that the marriage was due for the second day, when he went abruptly into his room. He returned carrying his overcoat, which he put on as he talked. “The past can only be patched,” he said, “and seldom patched to look like new. Omar crystallizes its irrevocability in his great stanza. We can no more ‘shatter it to bits’ than ‘remould it nearer to our heart’s desire’.”

“Ronnie, Beryl is to be married the day after tomorrow.”

“Indeed?” He looked at her with a half-smile, and then at the clock. It was a minute past midnight. “Tomorrow?”

She nodded. “Where are you going?”

“To see Talbot. He acted according to his lights. You can’t expect a cockerel to sing like a lark. There is no sense in getting angry because things do not behave unnaturally. I made him feel very badly towards me yesterday. I think he can be adjusted. Some problems can be solved; some must be scrapped. Have you a car?… Beryl’s, good! Will you drop me in Curzon Street?”

She asked him no further questions, and when in the car he held her hand in his, she felt beautifully peaceful and content. “Good night, Christina… I will see Beryl tomorrow.”

He closed the car door softly and she saw him knocking at No. 703 as she drove away.

The door was opened almost immediately. “Is Mr. Talbot in, Brien?” The butler stared. “Why — why, yes, Mr. Morelle,” he stammered. He had not waited at table these past two days without discovering that Ronald Morelle was a name to be mentioned to the accompaniment of blasphemous etceteras. “He is in bed… I was just locking up. Does he expect you, Mr. Morelle?”

“No,” said Ronnie. “All right, Brien, I know my way up.” He left an apprehensive servant standing irresolutely in the hall.

Jeremiah was not in bed. He was in his dressing-gown before a mirror, and his face was mottled with patches of grey mud — a cosmetic designed to remove wrinkles from tired eyes. Ronnie he saw reflected in the mirror. “What… what the devil do you want?” he demanded hollowly. “What are you doing?”

“Locking the door,” said Ronnie, and threw the key on to the pillow of a four-poster bed.

“Damn you — open that door… you sneaking cad!” Mr. Talbot experienced a difficulty in breathing, his voice was a little beyond his control. Also the plaster at the corner of his mouth made articulation difficult.

“I’ve come to see you on rather a pressing matter,” said Ronnie evenly. “You wrote a letter to Dr. Merville, making a very serious charge against my friend, Miss Merville. I do not complain and I certainly do not intend abusing you. I may kill you; that is very likely. I hope it will not be necessary. If you shout or make a noise I shall certainly kill you, because, as you will see, being an intelligent man, I cannot afford to let you live until your servants come.”

Mr. Talbot sat down suddenly, a comical figure, the more so since the dried mud about his eyes and the corner of his mouth made it impossible that he should express his intense fear. As it was, he spoke with difficulty and without opening his mouth wider than the mud allowed. “You shall pay for this, Morelle… by God!”

“I want you to write me a letter which I shall give to Miss Merville apologising for your insulting note to the doctor…” With a gurgle of rage, Talbot sprang at him. Ronnie half-turned and struck twice. The butler heard the thud of a falling body; it shook the house. Still he hesitated. “Get up,” said Ronnie. “I am afraid I have dislocated your beauty spots, Jerry, but you’ll be able to talk more freely.”

Mr. Talbot nursed his jaw but continued to sit on the floor. His jaw was aching and his head was going round and round. But he was an intelligent man. When he did get up he opened a writing-bureau and, at Ronnie’s dictation, wrote.

“Thank you, Jerry.” Ronnie pocketed the letter. “Perhaps when I have gone you will regret having written and will complain to the police; you may even write a worse letter to the doctor — who hasn’t seen your first epistle, by the way. I must risk that. If you do, I shall certainly destroy you. I shall be sorry because… well, because I don’t think you deserve death. You can be adjusted. Most people can. Will you put a stamp on the envelope, Jerry?”

At the street door: “Perhaps you will lose your job because you have admitted me, Brien. If that happens, will you come to me, please?” The dazed butler said he would.

Ronnie stopped at a pillarbox to post the letter and walked home.
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Jan Steppe was an early riser. He was up at six; at seven o’clock he was at his desk with the contents of the morning newspapers completely digested. By the time most people were sleepily inquiring the state of the weather, he had dealt with his correspondence and had prepared his daily plan. In view of his early departure from London he had cleared off such arrears of work as there was. It was very little, for his method did not admit of an accumulation of unsettled affairs. A man not easily troubled, he bad been of late considerably perturbed by the erratic behaviour of certain stocks. He had every reason to be satisfied, on the whole, because a miracle had happened. Klein River Diamonds had soared to an unbelievable price. A new pipe had been discovered on the property and the shares had jumped to one hundred and twelve, which would have been a fortunate development for Dr. Merville, who once held a large parcel, had not Steppe purchased his entire holding at fifteen. He did this before the news was made public that the pipe had been located; before Steppe himself knew — as he swore, sitting within a yard of the code telegram from his South African agent that had brought him the news twentyfour hours before it was published.

So that the doctor was in this position: he owed money to Steppe on shares which had brought his associate a fortune. Ronnie had had a large holding. He was deputy chairman of the company. The day following the execution of Ambrose Sault, Steppe sent him a peremptory note enclosing a transfer and a cheque. Ronnie put cheque and transfer away in a drawer and did not read the letter. For some extraordinary reason on that day he could not read easily. Letters frightened him and he had to summon all his willpower to examine them. Nearly a week passed before he got over this strange repugnance to the written word.

In the meantime Jan Steppe had not seen his lieutenant. He never doubted that that transfer, signed and sealed, was registered in the books of the company. Ronnie was obedient; had signed transfers by the score without question. On this morning of March, Mr. Steppe was delayed in the conduct of his business by the tardy arrival of the mail. There had been a heavy fog in the early hours and letter distribution had been delayed, so that it was well after half-past eight before the mail came to him. Almost the first letter he opened was one from the secretary of Klein River. He read and growled.

The writer was sorry that he could not carry out the definite instructions which he had received. Apparently Mr. Steppe was under a misapprehension. No shares held by Mr. Morelle had been transferred. There was a postscript in the secretary’s handwriting: ‘I have reason to believe that Mr. Morelle had been selling your stocks very heavily. He is certainly the principal operator in the attack upon Midwell Tractions which you complained about yesterday…’


Jan Steppe, dropping the letter, pushed his chair back from the desk. A thousand shares in Klein River were at issue; he could not afford to tear bull-headed at Ronnie Morelle. So this was the bear… the seller of stock! Ronnie had done something like this before, and had been warned. Steppe let his fury cool before he got Merville on the wire. When, in answer to the summons, Merville arrived, Steppe was pacing the floor, his hands deep in his trousers pockets. “Huh, Merville? Seen Ronald Morelle lately?”

“No; he hasn’t been to the house for a very long time.”

“Hasn’t, huh? Like him?”

The doctor hesitated. “Not particularly; he is a distant cousin of mine. You know that.”

Steppe nodded. He was holding himself in check and the effort was a strain. “He’s selling Midwell Tractions; you know that?” he mimicked savagely. “I’ll break him, Merville! Smash him! The cur, the crafty cur!” He gained the upper hand of his tumultuous rage after a while. “That doesn’t matter. But I sent him a cheque and a transfer — one minute!” He seized the telephone and shouted a number. “Yes, Steppe. Has a cheque been passed through payable to Ronald Morelle… I’ll give you the number if you wait.” He jerked out a drawer, found the stub of the chequebook and turned the counterfoil. “There? March 17th. Cheque number L.V. 971842.” He waited at the telephone, scowling absentmindedly at the doctor. “Huh? It hasn’t been presented… all right.” He smashed the receiver down on the hook. “If he had paid in the cheque I would have got him — the swine! But he hasn’t. I sent orders to transfer his Klein Rivers. I thought I was doing him a good turn — just as I thought I was doing one for you, Merville.”

“And he refused to allow you to make the sacrifice,” said the doctor dryly.

“I don’t like that kind of talk, Merville.” Steppe’s face was dark with anger. “I want you to come with me. I’m going to see this… this Thing. And I’m going to get the transfer! Make no mistake about that! Call up the filthy hound and tell him you are coming round. Don’t mention me. It will give him a chance of getting rid of his women.” He listened to the telephone conversation that followed. “What was he saying?”

“He asked me if there was anything wrong. It struck me that he was anxious — he asked me twice.”

“That fellow has an instinct for trouble,” said Steppe.

Ronnie was dressed, which was unusual for him, at this early hour. And the doctor noticed, could hardly help noticing, that the library was gay with flowers. This also was remarkable, for Ronnie disliked to have flowers in a room. There were daffodils, perce-neige, bowls of violets, and through the open casement with its curtains fluttering in the stiff breeze, Merville saw new window-boxes ablaze with tulips.

“You’re admiring my flowers, Bertram,” smiled Ronnie. “I had to buy them ready-grown, and the gentleman who owns the flat has misgivings as to the wisdom of flower-boxes… he thinks they may fall on to somebody’s head. Good morning, Steppe, you look happy.” Mr. Steppe was looking and feeling quite the reverse. He forced his face into a contortion intended to be a smile. “Good morning, Ronnie. I thought I’d come along and see you about the transfer I sent to you. You forgot to fill it up.”

“Did I?” Ronnie was genuinely surprised. “I remember I had a letter from you…” He took a heap of papers from a drawer, and as he turned them over, Steppe’s eyes lit up. “That’s it,” he said, and offhandedly, “put your name against the seal.” Ronnie took up a pen… and paused. “I am transferring a thousand shares in the Klein River Diamond Mining Corporation… at twelve. They are worth more than that, surely? I thought I saw them quoted at a hundred and something?”

“They were twelve when I sent you the transfer,” said Steppe.

“Why did you send it?… I don’t remember expressing a wish to sell?”

Here Steppe made a fatal mistake. He had but to say ‘You agreed to sell’ and Ronnie would have signed. There were some incidents in his past life that he could not remember. But the temper of the big man got the better of him. “You’re not expected to ask!” he roared, bringing his big fist down on the table with a crash. “You’re expected to do as you’re told! Get that, Morelle! I sent you the transfer and a cheque…”

“This must be the cheque,” said Ronnie. He looked at the oblong slip and tore it into four pieces before he dropped the scraps into the waste-basket. Steppe was purple with rage, inarticulate. Then the transfer followed the cheque. “Don’t let us have a scene,” said Dr. Merville nervously. “You must meet Steppe in this, Ronnie.”

“I’ll meet him with pleasure. I have a thousand shares apparently; he wants them — good! He can pay me the market price.”

“You dog!” howled Steppe, his face thrust across the table until it was within a few inches of Ronnie’s. “You damned swindler! You’re going straight to the office of the Klein River Company and sign another transfer. D’ye hear?”

“How could I not hear?” said Ronnie, getting up. “As to signing the transfer, I will do so, on terms — if you are civil.”

“If I’m civil, huh? If I’m civil? I’ll break you, Morelle! I’ll break you! There’s a little document in my safe that would get you five years. That makes you look foolish!”

“Take it out of your safe,” said Ronnie coolly, “which I understand the police have. They will be glad to see it opened. I could open it myself if… if I could only remember. I’ve tried. When I saw a paragraph in the paper about Moropulos it made me shiver… because I knew I could open the safe. I sat up all one night trying to get the word.”

“You’re a liar… the same damned liar that you’ve always been! I want that transfer, Morelle. I’m through with you — after your appearance in the police court. You’re a damned fine asset to a company, you and your Lola! You will resign from the board of my companies. Get that? And whilst I’m dealing with you, I’d like to tell you that if you attack my stocks I’ll attack you in a way that will make hell a cosy corner, huh?” His hand shot out and he gripped Ronnie. “Come here — you! D’ye hear me? I’ll…”

Ronnie took the hand that grasped his collar and prised loose the fingers; he did this without apparent effort. The fingers had to release their hold or be broken. Then with a twist of his wrist he flung the hand away. “Don’t do that, please,” he said calmly.

Steppe stood panting, grimacing… afraid. Merville felt the fear before he saw its evidence. “How did you do that?” panted Steppe. It was the resentful curiosity of the beaten animal.

Ronnie opened his mouth and laughed long and joyously. He was, thought the doctor, like a boy conjurer who had mystified his elders and was enjoying the joke of it. Then, without warning, he became serious again and pressed a bell on his table. “Francois, open the door… must you go, Bertram? I wanted to see you rather pressingly. Steppe can find his way home, can’t you, Steppe? One can’t imagine him getting lost… and he can ask a policeman.”

“I’ll settle with you later, Morelle. Come on, Merville.” The doctor vacillated. “Come on!’” roared Steppe.

“I’ll see you this afternoon… I have an engagement now.” Merville went hastily after the big man. Ronnie followed, overtaking them as they were getting into the elevator. “Will you tell Beryl that I am coming to see her tonight?”

“She’ll not see you ‘“ exploded Steppe. “No decent woman would see you…”

“What an ape you are!” said Ronnie reproachfully. “Don’t you realize that I’m not talking to you?”
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Jan Steppe’s solitary lunch was served at midday, an hour which ensured his solitude, for he was a man who liked his meals alone. He was nearing the finish of his repast, his enormous appetite unimpaired by his unhappy experience of the morning, when two men mounted the steps of his Berkeley Square residence. They were unknown to one another; one had walked, the other had descended from a taxi, and they stood aside politely. “You are first, sir,” said the taller and healthier of the two. Their cards went in to Jan Steppe together.

He saw the tall man first, jumping up from the table and wiping his fingers on his serviette. “In the library, huh?” He looked at himself in the glass, pulled his cravat straight, and smoothed his black hair before he made his way to where the tall man, hat in hand, was waiting his pleasure. “Well, inspector, what do you want?” Steppe jerked open the lid of a box and presented its contents for approval.

“Thank you, sir.” The inspector of police chose a cigar with care. “It is about this Traction Company of your friends — I think I remember you saying that you were not in the flotation yourself?”

“No — I bought shares. I have a large number. What about it?”

“Well, sir,” said the inspector, speaking slowly, “I am afraid that matters are very serious — very serious indeed. The Public Prosecutor had taken action and a warrant has been issued.”

Steppe was prepared for this. “Have you the warrant?” The officer nodded. “Can it be put off until tomorrow?”

“Absolutely impossible, sir. The best I can do is to defer its execution until late tonight. Even then I am taking a risk.”

Steppe tugged at his little beard. “Make it tonight,” he said. “I’ll undertake that he doesn’t leave the country — you won’t let him know, of course?”

“No, sir.” If Steppe had offered as much money as he could command to secure the escape of his victim, the bribe would have been rejected. But a postponement of arrest — that was another matter.

“Thank you, inspector.”

“Thank you, sir; I shall put a couple of men on to watch him. I must do that; he will never know.” Steppe went back to the diningroom very much occupied. “No, I can’t see anybody else… order the car. Who is he?” He took up the second card. “Mr. Jeremiah Talbot.” The man who was concerned in the case where Ronald Morelle had figured so ingloriously. Perhaps he could tell him something about Ronnie? Something to his further discredit. “Bring him in.” And when the dapper Mr. Talbot appeared: “I can give you two minutes, Mr. — Er — Talbot.”

“I’ve come from a sense of duty,” began the injured Jeremiah. “I’m certainly not going to be intimidated by threats from a beast like Ronald Morelle…”

Steppe cut him short. “Is it about Ronald Morelle? I haven’t time to go into your quarrels.”

“It is about Ronnie… and Beryl Merville.”

Jan Steppe gazed at the man moodily, then into the fire, then back to Jeremiah Talbot. “Sit down,” he said. “Now…” Talbot told his story plainly and without trimmings, save that his hatred of Ronnie led him to digress from time to time, “You saw; you are certain?”

“Absolutely. I ran down the stairs. There was a fellow taking photographs outside, a man with a brown beard…” Moropulos! And the photograph was that of Beryl Merville! “Go on.”

“That is all. I felt it my duty to tell you. If Ronald Morelle attempts to browbeat me, I’ll give him in charge…”

“All right… you can go. Thank you.” Jan Steppe had his own peculiar views on women in general, the relationship of Beryl with Ronnie Morelle in particular. Things of that kind happen. He had thought some such affair was possible, and was neither shocked not outraged. Beryl did not love him, he knew; she loved Morelle, He grinned wickedly.

“The car, sir.” His first call was at the registrar’s office. The special licence had been secured a week before.

“I can marry you at half-past two,” said the registrar. “We like a day’s notice, but in an exceptional case…” Steppe paid.

The Mervilles had not gone in to lunch when he arrived. Beryl was in her room, the doctor working in his study. Steppe wondered what he was working at. “I want to see Miss Merville — don’t disturb the doctor.” She came down, a listless girl. Intuitively she knew that he had been told. What would he do? She stopped at the door of her father’s study, fighting her fear. Should she tell him first? In the end she came to Steppe. “Well, Beryl, what is this I hear about Ronald Morelle and you, huh?”

“What have you heard?”

“That you’ve been his mistress — that’s what I’ve heard. Damned fine news for a bridegroom, huh? Does your father know?” She shook her head. “Do you want him to know?”

“I don’t care.”

“You don’t care, huh? Got that way now, so that you don’t care. You’ll marry me this afternoon.”

She looked up. “This afternoon?”

“Huh. You’d better tell the doctor; you can tell him anything else you like about Morelle — but if you don’t tell, I won’t.”

Her hand had gone up to her cheek. “This afternoon… I can’t… give me a day… you said it would be tomorrow. I’m not ready.”

“This afternoon at half-past two. Will you tell the doctor, or shall I?”

She was trying to think. “I’ll tell him. As you wish. This afternoon.”

Lunch went into the diningroom. Nobody touched food. Steppe had to return to the house to get the wedding ring, send telegrams changing the date of his arrival in Paris, settle such minor details of household management as the change necessitated. He was at the registrar’s office when they came — Dr. Merville and the white-faced girl. In a cab behind the doctor’s car travelled two Scotland Yard detectives.

The ceremony was simple. The repetition of a few sentences and Beryl Merville became Beryl Van Steppe. She did not know that his name was Van Steppe until she saw the marriage certificate. “You can go home with your father. Be ready to leave by the boat-train tonight.” So he dismissed her.

All the way back to the house the doctor was talking, cheerfully, helpfully. She did not hear him. She was looking at the broad gold ring on her finger.

As they were entering the house her father leaned back and scrutinised the street. “I’m sure I’ve seen those two men before… Weren’t they waiting outside the registrar’s, Beryl?”

Beryl had seen only one man. A man with a black beard: a broad swarthy face and two eyes wherein burnt the fires of hell.
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Evie brought the news at a run. She had been shopping with Teddy — the store had given her a holiday and there was some talk of subscribing for a wedding present. “I said to Teddy, ‘Let’s stop and see who it is” — we knew it was somebody swagger by the two cars and the cab outside the door. And then I thought that I knew one of the cars. I said, “Teddy, I’ll bet it is Beryl Merville’ — and it was!”

Christina was pale. “She wasn’t to be married until tomorrow,” she insisted.

“Well, she’s married. My dear, she looked awful. Teddy says…”

“Oh, damn Teddy!” snapped Christina, and was sorry. “I don’t mean that, but I’m so used to damning your young men that I can’t get out of the habit. Did they go away together — Steppe and she?”

“No — she’s gone back to the house with her father. Steppe — is he a man with black whiskers? — well, he went alone.”

Christina kicked off her slippers determinedly. “I’m going to see her,” she said.

“What do you think you can do?” asked the scornful Evie. “Take my advice, Christina, never interfere between man and wife. Teddy says…”

“I repeat anything I have already said about Teddy,” remarked Christina. “Chuck over my shoes, Evie.” She could not tell Beryl. She could tell nobody. Ronnie Morelle must be interpreted by those who saw. She strode out, thanking God for life, and Ambrose Sault for the tingle of her soles upon the pavement. Spring was in the air, the park trees were studded with emerald buttons; some impatient bushes had even come fully into leaf before the season had begun. The sky was blue and carried white and majestic clouds; the birds were chattering noisily above her as she came through the park, and the earth smelt good, as it only smells in spring when the awakening of life within its bosom releases a million peculiar odours that combine in one fragrant nidar.

To Beryl’s eye the girl, with her peaked face and her flaming hair, was a vision of radiance. “So good of you…” Beryl was on the verge of a breakdown as Christina Colebrook put her arms about her shoulders. “So lovely of you, Christina… I wanted to see you… I hadn’t the energy to move… or the heart.”

“Why today?”

“Steppe knows everything. He insisted upon today. As well today as tomorrow. I am troubled about father. I feel that something dreadful is going to happen. He is so restless, and he has asked John Maxton to come; John was a great friend of my mother’s. In a way, I’m almost glad that there is this other trouble hanging over us… that sounds cruel to poor daddy, but it does distract me from… thoughts.”

“What is this other trouble?”

But Beryl shook her head. “I don’t know. There has been some unpleasantness about a company father floated. Jan Steppe did it really; father is only a figurehead. He has had people to see him, people from the Public Prosecutor’s office. He doesn’t talk much about it to me, but I have a premonition that all is not well. But, Christina, I’m just whining and whining at you, poor girl!”

“Whine,” said Christina. “Go on whining. I should scream! Beryl, my love, you have to do something for me, something to relieve my heart of a great unhappiness. I intended seeing you today… you had my letter?… well, I’m too late to stop you marrying. I thought I would be in time; but not too late to save your immortal soul.”

“What — ?”

“Wait. I want you to promise me, by the man we hold mutually sacred, that you will do as I ask. No matter at what inconvenience or danger.”

“I will do anything you ask,” said Beryl quietly.

“What time do you meet this Steppe?”

“I call for him at eight o’clock. The boat-train leaves at ninethirty.”

“At eight o’clock you will go to Ronnie Morelle.”

“No, no I can’t do that…”

“You promised. You will see him: go to his flat and see him. Tell him you are married. Tell him the truth, that you are going away with a man you hate. Tell him that Steppe knows.”

“I can’t! You don’t know what you’re asking, Christina. I’ve… begged Ronnie before… begged him to run away with me. I can’t do that again. It is impossible.”

“You need beg nothing… nothing. Just tell him.” She caught the girl to her. “Beryl, you’re going to do what I ask you, dear?”

“You… you wouldn’t ask me—”

“Out of caprice,” finished Christina, ‘or cussedness, or a wish to try experiments. No. But you must go, Beryl. I… I think I should kill myself if you didn’t.”

“Christina! What do you mean?”

“I mean it is life to go and death not to go!” said Christina, with a sort of ferocity that staggered her companion. “That is what I mean.” In a quieter tone: “Have you seen Ronald lately?”

Beryl shook her head. “No. I saw him that night… the night they killed Ambrose… oh…”

“Don’t gulp,” warned Christina.

“I’m not gulping. I’m… yearning. I saw him yearning once, the dear. I am trying to find some of his strength now. It is a little difficult.”

On the way home Christina dropped into a telephone booth and paid three precious pennies. “Ronnie! Christina speaking. Beryl is coming to see you tonight. At eight. Wait for her… don’t dare to be out.” She cut off before he could ask questions.
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Sir John Maxton stayed to dinner. Beryl did not put in an appearance until just before eight. “Already, Beryl?” Dr. Merville scrambled up. His face was grey, his eyes sunken, the hands that took her by the shoulders shook. “My dear… I hope I have done right. I hope I have done right, my little girl.” She tried to smile as she kissed him.

“Can’t I take you to Berkeley Square, Beryl?” asked Sir John.

She shook her head. “No thank you, John… goodbye.” They stood together, bareheaded, on the pavement, and saw her go. A drizzle of rain was falling, the dull red furnace glow of London was in the sky.

Together they walked back to the diningroom, and Maxton did not break in upon the doctor’s thoughts. “Thank God she’s gone,” he whispered at last. “John, I’m at the end, I know it. Perhaps he’ll help after — I’ll be satisfied if he makes Beryl happy.”

“He could help now,” said John Maxton. “Why do you deceive yourself? How can you hope for anything from Steppe? I wish to God I had known that this infernal marriage was for today.”

“She wished it,” said the doctor. “I should not have insisted, but she wished it. Steppe isn’t a bad fellow…”

“Steppe is a scoundrel, and nobody knows that better than ourself. Why are you in any danger from the law? Because you copied a draft prospectus which Steppe drew up, and issued it in your own name. Steppe had only to appear as a witness and tell the truth and he would find himself in your place — supposing this comes to a prosecution. But he won’t. He could have saved…” He stopped.

“Ambrose Sault?”

“He could have saved the body of Ambrose Sault from annihilation by a word! The draft of the prospectus is in existence. It is in the safe that Sault made. Steppe could open it and ninety-nine-hundredths of your responsibility would be wiped out. But he won’t risk his own skin.”

“You think they will prosecute, John?”

Maxton considered. There was nothing to be gained by evasion. “I am sure they will,” he said quietly. “If I were the Public Prosecutor I should apply for a warrant on the facts as I know them.”

The door opened. “Will you see two gentlemen from Whitehall?” the maid asked.

It was Maxton who nodded. “Bertram… you have to meet this ordeal… courageously.”

The doctor got up as the detectives entered. “I am Detective Inspector Lord, from Scotland Yard,” said the first of them. “You are Doctor Bertram Merville? I have to take you into custody on a charge of misrepresentation under the Companies Act.”

“Very good,” said Dr. Merville. “May I go to my room for a moment?”

“No, sir,” said the inspector. “I understand you keep a medicine chest in your room.” Maxton nodded approvingly. He did not go to the police station with the prisoner. He went in search of Beryl… and Jan Steppe.
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Ronald Morelle stood on the hearthrug before his electric radiator watching the fiery little wave that moved along the surface of the element. In such moments of complete detachment when his mind was free from the encumbrance of active thought, he received strange impressions. They were not memories, he told himself, any more than are those faces which grow and fade in the darkness just before sleeping and waking. They were wisps of dream that were born and dissolved in a fraction of time. He had see such clouds grow instantly above the lake of Geneva, and watching them from the terraces of Caux, had of a sudden missed them, even as he watched. So these impressions appeared and vanished. There was one that was distinct and more frequent than any other. It was of a hut, long and narrow. Two broad sloping benches ran down each side, and these, at night, were packed with sleeping men. The door to the hut was very solid and was locked by a soldier… he could sometimes hear the swish of the soldier’s boots as he paced the gravel path surrounding the hut. Once a man had died… Ronnie helped to carry him out. It was a plague that had struck the island… Island? Yes, it was an island, in the tropics, for the nights were very hot and the plants luxurious…”There is a ring… will m’sieur require me?”

“Yes, stay, Francois.” Ronnie jumped up and dusted his trousers. Another second, and he was halfway across the room. “I’m so glad that I came, Ronnie; it wasn’t that Christina insisted; I wanted to see you, dear.”

How pale, how ill she looked, he thought, with a sinking heart. She was going away somewhere, for she was dressed for travelling. “Beryl, my dear, you are not well?”

“Oh, I’m well enough, Ronnie.” She glanced back at the door. She expected that at any moment Steppe would come… he would guess. There was a train to be caught, too… the madness of this visit!

He held both her hands in his. “Beryl, they tell me you are going to be married. That isn’t right, Beryl, is it?” She nodded. “But, Beryl..,” he stopped. “I saw you once and I was cruel, wasn’t I?”

“What is the use of talking about it? Ronnie, I hope you are going to be a better man than you have been. I admire you so much for defending that poor girl. You are trying to be different now…”

“I think so.”

“And… I’m believing you, Ronnie. Is it easy to give up that life? Won’t you want to go back to it again?”

He smiled. “I will take away from thee the desire of thine eyes with a a stroke, yet neither shalt thou mourn nor weep.’”

She looked at him fearfully. “Ronnie, how solemn you are… and you are so strong, too… I feel it. Ronnie, I am married!”

He bent his head as though he had not heard her. “I was married today to Steppe… Oh God, it is awful, Ronnie, awful!”

He put his arm about her and kissed the tearful face, and then… Crash! The door shook again. “I think that is your husband,” said Ronnie gently. “Will you go into my room?”

He opened the door for her and said ‘Yes’ with his eyes to be alarmed Francois. Steppe flung himself into the room. In his great fur-collared coat he looked a giant of a man. “Well?” said Ronnie.

“Where’s my wife?” The man’s voice vibrated. “You swine! Where is my wife?… She’s come here… I know, to her damned paramour. Where is she?” he bellowed.

“She is in my room,” said Ronnie, and Jan Steppe staggered back as if he were shot. “In your room?” He sounded as if he were being strangled. ‘Well… now she can come to my room! You called me an ape this morning. I’ll show you what kind of an ape I can be. Beryl!” he roared.

She came out, a tragic figure of despair.

“So you had to come and see him, eh?”

Francois had opened the door again, and a man came in unannounced. “Steppe!” It was John Maxton, and Steppe turned with a snarl. “Merville has been arrested.”

“Well?”

“My father! Arrested! Jan, I must go back…”

“You’ll go with me, huh! I haven’t married your father — or your lover, either.”

“What are you going to do?” demanded Maxton sternly.

“Catch my train! You can’t stop me…”

“Steppe, for God’s sake think what you are doing.” Sir John Maxton was pleading now with a greater intensity than he had ever pleaded before a tribunal. “You could save Merville — you have the draft of the prospectus…”

“In the safe! In the safe!” roared Steppe, his face inflamed with fury. “Come, Beryl!” He held out his hand, but she shrank back behind Ronnie.

“Then open the safe,” demanded Maxton.

“Go to hell! All of you… don’t stand up to me, Morelle, I’ll kill you! Beryl…”

“What is the word — this combination word, Steppe? You can get away tonight, they will find nothing until the morning…”

“I won’t tell you, damn you! I’ll see you…”

“Judas!” Ronnie Morelle stood, his finger outstretched stiffly, pointing at the other. “Judas… J — U — D — A — S. That is the word!”

Open — mouthed, Steppe lurched towards him. “You… you…” He struck, but his blow went wide and then Ronnie had him by the shoulders and they looked into one another’s eyes. Beryl, horrified, sick with fear, saw her husband’s face go livid, saw him grimace painfully, monstrously.

“I know you!” he screamed. “I know you! You’re Sault! Ambrose Sault!… You’re dead! They hanged you, blast you! Ambrose Sault…” He put out his huge hands as to ward off a ghastly sight. “Come along, Beryl,” he mumbled, “you mustn’t stay here… it is Sault… oh…”

He went down in a heap. Beryl came forward, groping like one blind. “Ronnie…” She stared into his eyes, and in his agitation he put his knuckle to his chin. “Oh, my dear!”



Chapter LIX


Table of Contents


“Personally,” said Evie, “I think she should have waited six months. After all, Christina, even if her father was acquitted there is a scandal. I admit she was a wife in name only, as the pictures say, but she was Mrs. Steppe. Teddy quite agrees with me; he says that it isn’t decent to marry within a week of your husband’s death. Don’t think I’m hurt about Ronnie getting married; I wouldn’t be so small. It is the principle of the thing.” Christina’s mouth was bulging; Ronnie had sent her imposing quantities of candy. “Pass me that book about Beaulieu that you’re sitting on, and don’t talk so much,” she said. “You’re a jealous cat.”

“I’m not. I declare I’m not. I like Ronnie, I admit, but there was something lacking in him… soul, that’s what it was, soul!”

“Did Ambrose Sault have soul?”

“Why… yes, I always thought he had soul.”

“Then shut up!” said Christina, opening her book.


The End
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The establishment of Yeh Ling was just between the desert of Reed Street and the sown of that great and glittering thoroughfare which is theatreland. The desert graduated down from the respectable, if gloomy, houses where innumerable milliners, modistes, and dentists had their signs before the doors and their workrooms and clinics on divers landings, to the howling wilderness of Bennet Street, and in this particular case the description often applied so lightly is aptly and faithfully affixed, for Bennet Street howled by day and howled in a shriller key by night. Its roadway was a playground for the progeny of this prolific neighbourhood, and a “ring” in which all manner of local blood-feuds were settled by waist-bare men, whilst their slatternly women squealed their encouragement or vocalized their apprehensions.

Yeh Ling’s restaurant had begun at the respectable end of the street and he had specialized in strange Chinese dishes.

Later it had crept nearer and nearer and nearer to The Lights, one house after another having been acquired by the unhappy-looking Oriental, its founder.

Then, with a rush, it arrived on the main street, acquired a rich but sedate facia, a French chef, and a staff of Italian waiters under the popular Signor Maciduino, most urbane of maitres d’hotel, and because of gilded and visible tiles, became “The Golden Roof.” Beneath those tiles it was a place of rosewood panelling and soft shaded lights. There was a gilded elevator to carry you to the first and second floors where the private diningrooms were — these had doors of plate-glass, curtained diaphanously. Yeh Ling thought that this was carrying respectability a little too far, but his patron was adamant on the matter.

Certain rooms had no plate-glass doors, but these were very discreetly apportioned. One such was never under any circumstances hired to diners, however important or impeccable they might be. It was the end room, No. 6, near the service doorway which led through a labyrinth of crooked and cross passages to the old building in Reed Street. This remained almost unchanged as it had been in the days of Yeh Ling’s earlier struggles. Men and women came here for Chinese dishes and were supplied by soft-footed waiters from Han-Kow, which was Yeh Ling’s native province.

The patrons of the old establishment lamented the arrival of Yeh Ling’s prosperity and sneered at his well-dressed customers. The well-dressed customers being, for the most part, entirely ignorant that their humble neighbours had existence, ate their expensive meals unmoved and at certain hours danced sedately to the strains of The Old Original South Carolina Syncopated Orchestra, which Yeh Ling had hired regardless of expense.

He only visited the fashionable part of his property on one day of the year, the Chinese New Year, a queer little figure in a swallowtailed coat, white-vested, white-gloved, and tightly, as well as whitely, collared.

At other times he sat at ease midway between the desert and the sown in a pokey little parlour hung about with vivid pictures which he had cut from the covers of magazines. Here, in a black silk robe, he pulled at his long-stemmed pipe. At half-past seven every night, except Sundays, he went to a door which opened on to the street, and was the door of one of those houses which linked the two restaurants, and here he would wait, his hand upon the knob. Sometimes the girl came first, sometimes the old man. Whichever it was, they usually passed in without a word and went up to Room No. 6. With their arrival Yeh Ling went back to his parlour to smoke and write letters of great length and beauty to his son at Han-Kow, for Yeh Ling’s son was a man of great learning and position, being both a poet and a scholar. He had been admitted a member of the Forest of Pencils, which is at least the equivalent of being elected an Academician.

Sometimes Yeh Ling would devote himself to the matter of his new building at Shanford and dream dreams of an Excellency who would be its honoured master — for all things are possible in a land which makes education a test of choice for Ambassadorial appointments.

He never saw the two guests depart. They found their way to the door alone, and soon after eight the room was empty, No waiter served them; their meals were placed in readiness on a small buffet, and as No. 6 was veiled from the observations of the curious by a curtain which stretched across the passage, only Yeh Ling knew them.

On the first Monday of every month, Yeh Ling went up to the room and kowtowed to its solitary occupant. The old man was always alone on these occasions. On such a Monday with a large lacquered cashbox in his hand and a fat book under his arm, Yeh Ling entered the presence of the man in No. 6, put down his impedimenta on the buffet, and did his reverence.

“Sit down,” said Jesse Trasmere, and he spoke in the sibilant dialect of the lower provinces. Yeh Ling obeyed, hiding his hands respectfully in the full sleeves of his gown.

“Well?”

“The profits this week have fallen, excellency,” said Yeh Ling, but without apology. “The weather has been very fine and many of our clients are out of town.”

He exposed his hands to open the cashbox and bring out four packages of paper money. These he divided into two, three of the packages to the right and one to the left. The old man took the three packages, which were nearest to him, and grunted.

“The police came last night and asked to be shown over the houses,” Yeh Ling went on impassively. “They desired to see the cellars, because they think always that Chinamen have smoke-places in their cellars.”

“Humph!” said Mr. Trasmere. He was thumbing the money in his hand. “This is good, Yeh Ling.”

He slipped the money into a black bag which was on the floor at his feet. Yeh Ling shook his head, thereby indicating his agreement.

“Do you remember in Fi Sang a man who worked for me?”

“The Drinker?”

The old man agreed to the appellation.

“He is coming to this country,” said Mr. Trasmere, chewing on a toothpick. He was a hardfaced man between sixty and seventy. A rusty black frockcoat ill fitted his spare form, his old-fashioned collar was frayed at the edge, and the black shoe-string tie that encircled his lean throat had been so long in use that it had lost whatever rigidity it had ever possessed, and hung limp in two tangled bunches on either side of the knot. His eyes were a hard granite blue, his face ridged and scaled with callosities until it was lizard-like in its coarseness.

“Yes, he is coming to this country. He will come here as soon as he finds his way about town, and that will be mighty soon, for Wellington Brown is a traveller! Yeh Ling, this man is troublesome. I should be happy if he were sleeping on the Terraces of the Night.”

Again Yeh Ling shook his head.

“He cannot be killed — here,” he said. “The illustrious knows that my hands are clean—”

“Are you a man — or — wild-mind?” snarled the other. “Do I kill men or ask that they should be killed? Even on the Amur, where life is cheap, I have done no more than put a man to the torture because he stole my gold. No, this Drinker must be made quiet. He smokes the pipe of the Pleasant Experience. You have no pipe-room. I would not tolerate such a thing. But you know places…”

“I know a hundred and a hundred,” said Yeh Ling, cheerfully for him.

He accompanied his master to the door, and when it had closed upon him he returned swiftly to his parlour and summoned a stunted man of his race.

“Go after the old man and see that no harm comes to him,” he said.

It seemed from his tone almost as though this guardianship was novel, but in exactly the same words the shuffling Chinaman had received identical instructions every day for six years when the thud of the closing street-door came to Yeh Ling’s keen ears. Every day except Sunday.

He himself never went out after Jesse Trasmere. He had other duties, which commenced at eleven and usually kept him busy until the early hours of the morning.
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Mr. Trasmere walked steadily and at one pace, keeping to the more populous streets. Then at exactly 8.21; he turned into Peak Avenue, that wide and pleasant thoroughfare where his house was situated. A man who had been idling away a wasted half-hour saw him and crossed the road.

“Excuse me, Mr. Trasmere.”

Jesse shot a scowling glance at the interrupter of his reveries. The stranger was young and a head taller than the old man, well dressed, remarkably confident.

“Eh?”

“You don’t remember me — Holland? I called upon you about a year ago over the trouble you had with the municipality.”

Jesse’s face cleared.

“The reporter? Yes, I remember you. You had an article in your rag that was all wrong, sir — all wrong! You made me say that I had a respect for municipal laws, and that’s a lie! I have no respect for municipal laws or lawyers. They’re thieves and grafters!”

He thumped the ferrule of his umbrella on the ground to emphasize his disapproval.

“I shouldn’t be surprised,” said the young man, with a cheerful smile; “and if I made you toss around a few bouquets, that was faire bonne mine. I’d forgotten anyway, but it is the job of an interviewer to make his subject look good.”

“Well, what do you want?”

“Our correspondent in Pekin has sent us the original proclamation of the insurgent, General Wing Su — or Sing Wu, I’m not sure which. These Chinese names get me rattled.”

Tab Holland produced from his pocket a sheet of yellow paper covered with strange characters.

“We can’t get in touch with our interpreters, and knowing that you are a whale — an authority on the language, the news-editor wondered if you would be so kind.”

Jesse took the sheet reluctantly, gripped his bag between his knees, and put on his glasses.

“‘Wing Su Shi, by the favour of heaven, humbly before his ancestors, speaks to all men of the Middle Kingdom…’” he began.

Tab, notebook in hand, wrote rapidly as the old man translated.

“Thank you, sir,” he said when the other had finished.

There was an odd smirk of satisfaction on the old man’s face, a strange, childlike pride in his accomplishment. “You have a remarkable knowledge of the language,” said Tab politely.

“Born there,” replied Jesse Trasmere complacently: “born in a go-down on the Amur River and could speak the three dialects before I was six. Beat the whole lot of ’em at their own books when I was so high! That all, mister?”

“That is all, and thank you,” said Tab gravely, and lifted his hat.

He stood looking after the old man as he continued his walk. So that was Rex Lander’s miserly uncle? He did not look like a millionaire, and yet, when he came to consider the matter, millionaires seldom looked their wealth.

He had settled the matter of the Wing Su proclamation and was immersed in a new Prison Report which had been published that day when he remembered an item of news which had come his way, and duly reported.

“Sorry, Tab,” said the night-editor, “the theatre man has ‘flu. Won’t you go along and see the lady?”

Tab snorted, but went.

The dresser, hesitating, thought that Miss Ardfern was rather tired, and wouldn’t tomorrow do?

“I’m tired, too,” said Tab Holland wearily; “and tell Miss Ardfern that I haven’t come to this darned theatre at eleven p.m. because I’m an autograph hunter, or because I’m collecting pictures of actresses I’m crazy about; I’m here in the sacred cause of publicity.”

To the dresser, he was as a man who spoke a foreign language. Surveying him dubiously she turned the handle of the stained yellow door, and standing in the opening, talked to somebody invisible.

Tab had a glimpse of cretonne hangings, yawned, and scratched his head. He was not without elegance, except in moments of utter tiredness.

“You can come in,” said the dresser, and Tab passed into a room that blazed with unshaded lights.

Ursula Ardfern had made her change and was ready to leave the theatre, except that her jacket was still hung on the back of one chair and her cloth cloak with the blue satin lining was draped over another. She had in her hand a brooch which she was about to put into an open jewelcase. Tab particularly noticed the brooch, A heart-shaped ruby was its centre piece.

He saw her pin it to the soft lining of the lid and close the case.

“I’m extremely sorry to worry you at this hour of the night, Miss Ardfern,” he said apologetically, “and if you’re annoyed with me, you have my passionate sympathy. And if you’re not mad at me, I’d be glad of a little sympathy myself, for I’ve been in court all day following the Lachmere fraud trial.”

She had been a little annoyed. The set of her pretty face told him that when he came in.

“And now you’ve come for another trial,” she half-smiled. “What can I do for you, Mr. — ?”

“Holland — Somers Holland of The Megaphone. The theatre reporter is sick, and we got a rumour tonight from two independent sources that you are to be married.”

“And you came to tell me! Now, isn’t that kind of you!” she mocked. “No, I am not going to be married. I don’t think I ever shall marry; but you needn’t put that in the newspaper, or people will think I am posing as an eccentric. Who is the lucky man, by the way?”

“That is the identical question that I have come to ask,” Tab smiled.

“I am disappointed.” Her lips twitched. “But I am not marrying. Don’t say that I am wedded to my art, because I’m not, and please don’t say that there is an old boy and girl courtship that will one day materialize, because there isn’t. I just know nobody that I ever wanted to marry, and if I did I shouldn’t marry him. Is that all?”

“That’s about all, Miss Ardfern,” said Tab. “I’m really sorry to have troubled you. I always say that to people I trouble, but this time I mean it.”

“How did this information reach you?” she asked as she rose.

Tab’s frown was involuntary.

“From a — a friend of mine,” he said. “It is the first piece of news that he has ever given to me, and it is wrong. Good night, Miss Ardfern.” His hand gripped hers, and she winced.

“I’m sorry!” He was all apologies and confusion.

“You’re very strong!” she smiled, rubbing her hand, “and you aren’t very well acquainted with us fragile women — didn’t you say your name is Holland? Are you ‘Tab’ Holland?”

Tab coloured. It wasn’t like Tab to feel, much less display, embarrassment.

“Why ‘Tab’?” she asked, her blue eyes dancing.

“It is an office nickname,” he explained awkwardly; “the boys say that I’ve a passion for making my exit on a good line…really, I believe it is the line on which the curtain falls…you’ll understand that, Miss Ardfern, it is one of the conventions of the drama.”

“A tab-line?” she said. “I have heard about you. I remember now. It was a man who was in the company I played with — Milton Braid.”

“He was a reporter before he fell — before he went on the stage,” said Tab.

He was not a theatre man and knew none of its disciples. This was the second actress he had met in his twenty-six years of life, and she was unexpectedly human. That she was also remarkably pretty he accepted without surprise. Actresses ought to be beautiful, even Ursula Ardfern, who was a great actress if he accepted the general verdict of the press and the ecstatic and prejudiced opinion of Rex Lander. But she had a sense of humour; a curious possession in an emotional actress, if he could believe all that he had read on the subject. She had grace and youth and naturalness. He would willingly have stayed, but she was unmistakably ending the interview.

“Good night, Mr. Holland.”

He took her hand again, this time more gingerly, and she laughed outright at his caution.

On the dressing-table was the small brown jewelcase and a glimpse of it reminded him: “If there is anything you’d like to go in The Megaphone,” he floundered— “there was a paragraph in the paper about your having more wonderful jewels than any other woman on the stage…”

He was being unaccountably gauche; he knew this and hated himself. It did not need her quick smile to tell him that she did not wish for that kind of publicity. And then the smile vanished, leaving her young face strangely hard.

“No…I don’t think that my jewels and their value are very interesting. In the part I am playing now it is necessary to wear a great deal of jewellery — I wish it weren’t. Good night I’m glad to upset the rumour.”

“I’m sorry for the bridegroom,” said Tab gallantly.

She watched him out of the room, and her mind was still intent upon this broad-shouldered towering young man when her dresser came in.

“I do wish, miss, you hadn’t to carry those diamonds about with you,” said the sad-faced dresser. “Mr. Stark, the treasurer, said he would put them in the theatre safe for you — and there’s a night watchman.”

“Mr. Stark told me that too,” said the girl quietly, “but I prefer to take them with me. Help me with my coat, Simmons.”

A few minutes later she passed through the stage-door. A small and handsome little car was drawn up opposite the door. It was closed and empty. She passed through the little crowd that had gathered to see her depart, stepped inside, placed the jewelcase on the floor at her feet, and started the machine.

The doorman saw it glide round the corner and went back to his tiny office.

Tab also saw the car depart. He grinned at himself for his whimsical and freakish act. If anybody had told him that he would wait at a stage-door for the pleasure of catching a glimpse of a popular actress, he would have been rude. Yet here he was, a furtive and abashed man, so ashamed of his weakness that he must look upon her from the darkest corner of the street!

“Well, well,” said Tab with a sigh, “we live and learn.”

His flat was in Doughty Street, and stopping only to telephone the result of the interview, he made his way home.

As he came into the sittingroom a man some two years his junior looked up over the top of the armchair in which he was huddled.

“Well?” he asked eagerly.

Tab went over to a large tobacco jar and filled his polished briar before he spoke.

“Is it true?” asked Rex Lander impatiently; “what a mysterious brute you are!”

“Rex, you’re related to the Canards of Duckville,” said the other, puffing solemnly. “You’re a spreader of false tidings and a creator of alarm and despondency amongst the stage-door lizards — whose ancient fraternity I have this night joined, thanks to you.”

Rex relaxed his strained body into a more easy and even less graceful posture.

“Then she isn’t going to be married?” he said with a sigh.

“You meant well,” said Tab, flopping into a chair, “and I know of no worse thing that you can say about a man than that he ‘meant well!’ But it isn’t true. She’s not going to be married. Where did you get hold of this story, Babe?”

“I heard it,” said the other vaguely.

He was a boyish-looking young man with a pink-and-white complexion. His face was so round and cherubic that the appellation of “Babe” had good excuse, for he was plump of person and lazy of habit. They had been schoolfellows, and when Rex had come to town at the command of his one relative, his uncle, the sour Mr. Jesse Trasmere, to take up a torturous training as an architect, these two had gravitated together and now shared Tab’s small flat.

“What do you think of her?”

Tab thought before replying.

“She’s certainly handicapped with good looks,” he said cautiously. At another time he would have added a word of disparagement or would have spoken jokingly of Rex Lander’s intense interest in the lady, but now, for some reason, he treated the other’s inquiry with more seriousness than was his wont.

Ursula Ardfern stood for the one consistently successful woman management in town. Despite her youth she had chosen and cast her own plays, and in four seasons had not known the meaning of the word failure.

“She’s quite…charming,” Tab said. “Of course I felt a fool; interviewing actresses is off my beat anyway. Who is the letter from?” He glanced up at the envelope propped on the mantelpiece.

“From Uncle Jesse,” said the other without looking up from his book. “I wrote to him, asking him if he would lend me fifty.”

“And he said? — I saw him to-day by the way.”

“Read it,” invited Rex Lander with a grin.

Tab took down the envelope and extracted a thick sheet of paper written in a crabbed schoolboy hand.

“DEAR REX” (he read). “Your quarterly allowance is not due until the twenty-first. I regret, therefore, that I cannot agree to your request. You must live more economically, remembering that when you inherit my money you will be thankful for the experience which economical living has given to you and which will enable you to employ the great wealth which will be yours, in a more judicious, farseeing manner.”

“He’s a miserable old skinflint,” said Tab, tossing the letter back to the mantelshelf. “Somebody was telling me the other day that he’s worth a million — where did he make it?”

Rex shook his head.

“In China, I think. He was born there, and started in quite a humble way as a trader on the Amur River Goldfields. Then he bought property on which gold was discovered. I don’t know,” he said, scratching his chin, “that I ought to complain. After all, there may be a lot in all he says, and he has been a good friend of mine.”

“How often have you seen him?”

“I spent a week with him last year,” said Rex, with a little grimace at the memory. “Still,” he hastened to add, “I owe him a lot. It may be if I wasn’t such a lazy slug and didn’t like expensive things, I could live within my income.”

Tab pulled at his pipe in silence. Presently he said: “There are all sorts of rumours about old Jesse Trasmere. A fellow told me the other day that he is a known miser; keeps his money in the house, which of course is a romantic lie.”

“He hasn’t a banking account,” said the other surprisingly, “and I happen to know that he does keep a very large sum of money at Mayfield. The house is built like a prison, and it has an underground strongroom which is the strongest room of its kind. I have never seen it, but I have seen him go down to it. Whether or not he sits down and gloats over his pieces of eight, I have never troubled to discover. But it is perfectly true, Tab,” he said earnestly, “he has no banking account. Everything is paid out in cash. I suppose he does have transactions through banks, but I have never heard of them. As to his being a miser” — he hesitated— “well, he is not exactly generous. For example, six months ago he discovered that the man and his wife who looked after Mayfield, which is a very small house, were in the habit of giving the pieces of food left over to one of their poorer relatives, and he fired them on the spot! When I was there this year, he was shutting up all the rooms except his own bedroom and his diningroom, which he uses also as a study.”

“What does he do for servants?” asked Tab, and the other shook his head.

“He has his valet, Walters, and two women who come in every day, one to cook and one to clean. But for the cook he has built a small kitchen away from the house.”

“He must be a cheerful companion,” said Tab.

“He is not exactly exhilarating. He has a fresh cook every month. I met Walters the other day and he told me that the new cook is the best they’ve had,” admitted the other, and there followed a silent interval of nearly five minutes.

Then Tab got up and knocked the ashes from his pipe.

“She certainly is pretty,” he said, and Rex Lander looked at him suspiciously, for he knew that Tab was not talking about the cook.
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Mr. Jesse Trasmere sat at the end of a long, and, except in his immediate vicinity, bare table. At his end it was laid, and Mr. Trasmere was slowly and deliberately enjoying a lean cutlet.

The room gave no suggestion of immense wealth and paid no silent tribute either to his artistic taste or his acquaintance with China. The walls were innocent of pictures, the furniture old, European, and shabby. Mr. Trasmere had bought it secondhand and had never ceased to boast of the bargain he had secured.

If there were no pictures, there were no books. Jesse Trasmere was not a reader, even of newspapers.

It was one o’clock in the afternoon, and through the folds of his dressing-gown the grey of his pyjama jacket showed open at his lean throat, for Mr. Trasmere had only just got out of bed. Presently he would dress in his rusty black suit and would be immensely wakeful until the dawn of tomorrow. He never went to bed until the grey showed in the sky, nor slept later than two o’clock in the afternoon.

At six-thirty, to the second, Walters, his valet, would assist him into his overcoat, a light one if it was warm, a heavy fur-lined garment if it was cold, and Mr. Trasmere would go for his walk and transact whatever business he found to his hand.

But before he left the house there was a certain ceremonial — the locking of doors, the banishment of the valet to his own quarters, and the disappearance of Mr. Trasmere through the door which led from his study-dining-room to the basement of the house. This done he would go out. Walters had watched him from one of the upper windows scores of times walking slowly down the street, an unfurled umbrella on one hand, a black bag in another. At eight-thirty to the minute he was back in the house. He invariably dined out. Walters would bring him a cup of black coffee, and at ten o’clock would retire to his own room, which was separated from the main building by a heavy door which Mr. Trasmere invariably locked.

Once in the early days of his service Walters had expostulated.

“Suppose there is a fire, sir,” he complained.

“You can get through your bathroom window on to the kitchen, and if you can’t drop to the ground from there you deserve to be burnt to death,” snarled the old man. “If you don’t like the job, you needn’t stay. Those are the rules of my establishment, and there are no others.”

So, night after night, Walters had gone to his room and Mr. Trasmere had shuffled after him in his slippered feet, had banged and locked the door upon him and had left Walters to solitude.

This procedure was only altered when the old man was taken ill one night and was unable to reach the door. Thereafter a key was hung in a small glass-fronted case, in very much the same way as fire-keys are hung. In the event of his illness, or of any other unexpected happening, Walters could secure the key and answer the bell above his bedhead. That necessity had not arisen.

Every morning the valet found the door unlocked. At what hour old Jesse came he could not discover, but he guessed that his employer stopped on his way to bed in the morning to perform this service.

Walters was never allowed an evening off. Two days a week he was given twentyfour hours’ leave of absence, but he had to be in the house by ten.

“And if you are a minute later, don’t come back,” said Jesse Trasmere.

As the old man’s valet Walters had exceptional opportunities for discovering something more about his master than Mr. Trasmere would care to have known. He was for a very particular reason anxious to know what the basement contained. Once he had met a man who had been engaged in the building of the house, and learnt that there was a room below, built of concrete; but though he had, with the greatest care and discretion, searched for keys which might, during the daily absence of his employer, reveal the secret of this underground room, he had never succeeded in laying his hand upon them. Mr. Trasmere had apparently only one key, a master-key, which he wore round his neck at night, and in the same inaccessible position in his clothing during the daytime, and Walters’ search had been in vain, until one morning, when taking Mr. Trasmere his shaving-water, the servant found him suffering from one of those fainting fits which periodically overcame him. There was a cake of soap handy, and Walters was a resourceful man…

Mr. Trasmere looked up from his plate and fixed his servant with his greyblue eyes.

“Has anybody called this morning?”

“No, sir.”

“Have any letters come?”

“Only a few. They are on your desk, sir.”

Mr. Trasmere grunted.

“Did you put the notice in the paper that I was leaving town for two or three days?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” said Walters.

Jesse Trasmere grunted again.

“A man is coming from China; I don’t want to see him,” he explained. He was oddly communicative at moments to his servant, but Walters, who knew his master extremely well, did not make the mistake of asking questions. “No, I don’t want to see him.” The old man chewed a toothpick reflectively, and his unattractive face bore an expression of distaste. “He was a partner of mine, twenty, thirty years ago, a card-playing, gambling, drinking man, who gave himself airs because — well, never mind what he gave himself airs about,” he said impatiently, as though he anticipated a question which he should have known never would have been put to him. “He was that kind of man.”

He stared at the fireless grate with its red brick walls and its microscopic radiator and clicked his lips.

“If he comes, he is not to be admitted. If he asks questions, you’re not to answer. You know nothing…about anybody. Why he’s coming at all…well, that doesn’t matter. He’s just trash, a soakin’ dope. He had his chance, got under it, and went to sleep. Phew! That fellow! He might have been rich, but he sold all his shares. A soak! Rather drink than sit in the Empress of China’s council…she’s dead. White trash…nothing…h’m.”

He glared up of a sudden and asked harshly:

“Why the hell are you listening?”

“Sorry, sir, I thought—”

“Get out!”

“Yes, sir,” said Walters with alacrity.

For half an hour old Jesse Trasmere sat where the valet had left him, the red end of his toothpick leaping up and down eccentrically. Then he got up and, going to an old-fashioned bureau, opened the glass front.

He brought to the table a shallow bowl of white porcelain half filled with Indian ink. His second visit to the secretaire produced a thick pad of paper. It was unusually large, and its texture of a peculiar character. From an open-work iron box he took a long-handled brush, and sitting down again dipped the fine point into the ink.

Another long interval of inaction and he commenced to write, beginning at the top right-hand corner and working down the page. The grotesque and intricate Chinese characters appeared with magic rapidity. He finished one column and commenced another, and so until the page was covered except for two spaces beneath the last and the penultimate line.

Laying down the brush he felt, with the slow deliberation of age, in his right-hand waistcoat pocket and pulled out an ivory cylinder as big round as a large pencil. He slipped one end out and pressed it on the paper. When he took the stamp away there appeared within a red circle two Chinese characters. This was Jesse Trasmere’s “hong,” his sign manual; a thousand merchants from Shanghai to Fi Chen would honour cheques which bore that queer mark, and those for startling sums.

When the paper was dry he folded it into a small compass and getting up, went to the empty fireplace. Outside on the stairs a deeply interested Walters craned his neck to see what happened. From his position, and through the fanlight above the door, he commanded a view of at least a third of the room.

But now Jesse had passed out of sight, and although he stretched himself perilously he could not see what was happening. Only, when the old man reappeared the paper was no longer in his hand.

He touched a bell, and Walters came at once.

“Remember,” he rasped, “I am not at home — to anybody!”

“Very good, sir,” said Walters, a little impatiently.

Mr. Trasmere had gone out that afternoon when the visitor called.

It was unfortunate for the old man’s scheme that the China mail had made a record voyage and had arrived thirty-six hours ahead of her scheduled time. Mr. Trasmere was not a reader of newspapers, or he would have learnt the fact in that morning’s paper.

Walters answered the bell after some delay, for he was busily engaged in his own room on a matter that was entirely private to himself, and when he did answer the tinkling summons it was to find a brownfaced stranger standing on the broad step. He was dressed in an old suit which did not fit him, his linen was stained, and his boots were patched, but his manner would not have been out of place in Lorenzo the Magnificent.

With his hands thrust into his trousers pockets, his soiled soft hat on the back of his head, he met the inquiring and deferential gaze of Walters with a calm and insolent stare, for Mr. Brown was rather drunk.

“Well, well, my man,” he said impatiently, “why the devil do you keep me waiting on the doorstep of my friend Jesse’s house, eh?” He removed one of his hands from his pocket, possibly not the cleanest one, and tugged at his short grey beard.

“Mr. — Er — Mr. Trasmere is out,” said Walters, “I will tell him you have called. What name, sir?”

“Wellington Brown is my name, good fellow,” said the stranger. “Wellington Brown from Chei-feu. I will come in and wait.”

But Walters barred the way.

“Mr. Trasmere has given me strict orders not to admit anybody unless he is in the house,” he said.

A wave of anger turned Wellington Brown’s face to a deeper red.

“He has given orders!” he spluttered. “That I am not to be admitted — I, Wellington Brown, who made his fortune, the swindling old thief! He knows I am coming!”

“Are you from China, sir?” blurted Walters.

“I have told you, menial and boot-licking yellow-plush, that I am from Chei-feu. If you are illiterate, as you appear to be, I will explain to you that Chei-feu is in China.”

“I don’t care whether Chei-feu is in China or on the moon,” said Walters obstinately. “You can’t come in, Mr. Brown! Mr. Trasmere is away — he’ll be away for a fortnight.”

“Oh, won’t I come in!”

The struggle was a brief one, for Walters was a man of powerful physique, and Wellington Brown was a man nearer sixty than fifty. He was flung against the stone wall of the porch and might, in his bemused condition, have fallen had not Walters’ quick hand grabbed him back.

The stranger breathed noisily.

“I’ve killed men for that,” he said jerkily, “shot ’em down like dogs! I’ll remember this, flunkey!”

“I didn’t want to hurt you,” said Walters, aggrieved that any onus for the unpleasantness should rest on him.

The stranger raised his hand haughtily.

“I will settle accounts with your master — remember that, lackey! He shall pay, by God!”

With drunken dignity he walked unsteadily through the patch of garden that separated the house from the road, leaving Walters a puzzled man.
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At nine o’clock that night the bell of Tab Holland’s flat rang long and noisily.

“Who the dickens is that?” he growled.

He was in his shirtsleeves, writing for dear life, and the table was strewn with proofs of his industry.

Rex Lander came out of his bedroom.

“Your boy, I expect,” he said; “I left the lower door open for him.”

Tab shook his head. “The office is sending for the copy at eleven,” he said; “see who it is, Babe.”

Mr. Lander grumbled. He always grumbled when he was called upon for physical effort. He opened the door, and Tab, hearing a loud and unfamiliar voice, joined him. On the landing without was a bearded, swaying figure, and he was talking noisily.

“What is wrong?” asked Tab.

“Everything, sir,” hiccupped the caller, “everything is…wrong. A man, a gen’leman cannot be robbed with impunity or assaulted by me — menials with — with,” he considered a moment and added: “impunity.”

“Bring him in, the poor soused herring,” said Tab, and Mr. Wellington Brown swaggered and staggered into the sittingroom. He was abominably intoxicated.

“Wish of you young gen’lemen is Rex Lander?”

“That is my name,” said the puzzled Rex.

“I’m…Wellington Brown of Chei-feu. A pensioner at’ the mercy of a dam’ ol’ scoundrel! A pension’r! He pays me a pittance out of what he robbed me. I can tell you some’n about ol’ Trasmere…”

“Trasmere, my uncle?” asked the startled young man.

The other nodded gravely and sleepily.

“I can tell you some’n about him. I was his book…keeper ‘n sec’tary. I know! I’ll tell you some’n about him!”

“You can save your breath,” said Rex coldly. “Why have you come here?”

“Because you’re’s nephew. Thas why! He robbed me…robbed me!” he sobbed. “Took bread out ‘the mouth of innocent child…thas what! Took bread out ‘f orphan’s mouth and robbed me, swin’led me out of my share Mancurian Trading Syn’cate, an’ then gave me remittance ‘n said, ‘Drink yerself to death’ — thas what he said!”

“And did you?” asked Tab sardonically.

The stranger eyed him unfavourably.

“Who’s this?” he demanded.

“This is a friend of mine,” said Rex, “and you’re in his flat. And if the only business you have is to abuse my uncle you can get out just as soon as you like.”

Mr. Wellington Brown tapped the young man’s chest with a grimy forefinger.

“Your uncle is a rascal! Get that! A low thief!”

“Better write and tell him so,” said Tab briskly; “just now I am engaged in churning out two yards of journalese, and you’re disturbing my thoughts.”

“Write to him!” roared Mr. Brown delightedly; “write to him! Thas good…best thing I’ve heard for years! Why — !”

“Get out!”

Babe Lander threw open the door with a crash, and the visitor glared at him.

“Like ungle, like nephew,” he said, “like nephew, like lackey…I’m goin’. And let me tell you—”

The door slammed in his face.

“Phew!” said Babe, wiping his brow. “Let’s open the window and let in some fresh air!”

“Who is he?”

“Search me,” said Rex Lander. “I’ve no illusions about Uncle Jesse’s early friends. I gather that he’s been a pensioner of the old boy’s, and there is probably some truth in his charge that he was robbed. I cannot imagine uncle giving money away from charitable motives. Anyway, I’m seeing him tomorrow, and I’ll ask.”

“You’ll see nothing,” said Tab. “Do you ever read the fashionable intelligence or society news? Uncle is leaving town tomorrow.”

Rex smiled.

“That is an old trick when he doesn’t want to be seen — by Joab! It is the Wellington who has put his name in the society column!”

Tab paused, pen in hand.

“Silence will now reign,” he commanded, “whilst a great journalist deals adequately with the Milligan Murder Appeal.”

Rex looked at him admiringly.

“How you can stick your nose at the grindstone is a source of wonder to me,” he said. “I couldn’t—”

“Shut up!” snapped Tab, and the desirable silence was his.

He finished the last page at eleven, sent off his copy by a punctual messenger, then filling his pipe, stretched himself luxuriously in his mission chair.

“Now I’m a free man until Monday afternoon—”

The hall telephone signalled at that moment, and he got up with a groan.

“Boast not!” he growled. “That is the office or I’m a saint!”

It was the office, as he had so intelligently foreseen. He snapped a few words at the transmitter and came back to the room. And Tab was very voluble.

A Polish gentleman concerned in certain frauds on insurance companies had been arrested, escaped again, and having barricaded himself in his house, was keeping the police at bay with the aid of boiling water and a large axe.

“Jacko is enthusiastic about it,” said the savage Tab, speaking thus disrespectfully of his city editor; “says it is real drama — I told him to send the dramatic critic. Gosh! I did his job the other night.”

“Going out?” asked Rex with mild interest.

“Of course I’m going out, you thickheaded jibberer!” said the other unkindly as he struggled into the collar he had discarded.

“I thought all that sort of stuff was invented in the office,” said the young architect monstrously. “Personally I never believe what I read in newspapers…”

But Tab had gone.

At midnight he joined a little group of police officers that stood at safe range from the besieged house, whose demented occupant had found a shotgun. Tab was with them until the door of the house was stormed and the defender borne down and clubbed to a state of placidity.

At two o’clock in the morning, he and Carver, the chief of the detectives engaged in the case, adjourned to the police mess and had supper. It was half-past three and the streets were lit by the ghostly light of dawn when he started to walk home.

Passing through Park Street, he heard the whir of wheels and a motorcar flew past him. It had gone a hundred yards when there came to him the explosion of a burst tyre. He saw the car swerve and stop. A woman alighted and examined the damage. Apparently she was alone, for he saw her open the tool-box on the running-board and take out a jack. He hastened his footsteps and crossed to the middle of the road.

The only other person in sight was a cyclist down the road who had dismounted and was examining his wheel.

“Can I be of service?” asked Tab. The woman started and turned. “Miss Ardfern!” he said, in astonishment.

For a second she seemed uncomfortable, and then with a quick smile:

“It is…Mr. Tab! Please forgive the familiarity, I cannot remember your other name.”

“Don’t try,” he said, taking the jack from her hands; “but if you are very anxious to remember, I am called Holland.”

She said nothing whilst he was raising the car. When he was knocking the torn wheel free, she said: “I was out rather late; I have been to a party.”

There was light enough for him to see that she was dressed very plainly and that the shoes she wore were heavy and serviceable. He would have gone farther and said that she was dressed poorly. Inside the car on the seat by her side was a square black case, smaller but deeper than a suitcase. Perhaps she had changed her clothes — but for all their surprising agility in this direction, actresses do not change their clothes to go home from a party.

“I have been to a party too,” he said, jerking off the wheel and rolling it to the front of the car: “a surprise party, with fireworks.”

“A dance?”

Tab smiled to himself.

“I only danced once,” he said “I saw the gentleman taking aim with the shotgun and danced right merrily, yo ho!”

He heard the quick intake of her breath.

“Oh yes…it was the Pole. We heard the shots and I knew that he had taken refuge in his house before I left the theatre.”

The wheel was replaced now, the tools returned, and the old wheel strapped to the car.

“That is O.K.,” said Tab, stepping back. “Oh no, it was nothing,” he said hastily as she began to thank him, “nothing at all.”

She did not offer to drive him home. He rather hoped that she would; indeed, her method of going was a little precipitate, and she was out of sight before he realized that she was gone.

What on earth was she doing at that time in the morning, he wondered? A party she had said, but again it occurred to him that fashionable actresses did not go to parties in that kind of outfit.

Rex was awake when he reached home and came out to him. Strangely enough, although they discussed the happenings of the night, Tab did not mention his meeting with Ursula Ardfern.
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“Ursula Ardfern.” Tab woke with the words on his lips. The hour was eleven, and Rex had been out and was back again.

“L’ami de mon oncle has been — did you hear him?” asked Rex, stopping his towel-encompassed companion on his way to the bathroom.

“Who — Bonaparte?”

“Wellington is his name, I believe. Yes, he came rather subdued and apologetic, but full of horrific threats toward Uncle Jesse. I turned him out.”

“Why did he come?”

Rex Lander shook his head.

“Heaven knows! Unless it was that he simply had to find somebody who knew uncle well enough to be interested in hearing him curse the old man. I’ve persuaded him to leave town until the end of next week. But I must say that I was impressed by the brute’s threats. He says he will kill Uncle Jesse unless he makes reparation.”

“Twiff!” said Tab contemptuously, and went to his tub.

Over his breakfast (Rex had had his two hours before) he returned to the subject of Mr. Jesse Trasmere and his enemy.

“When a man soaks he’s dangerous,” he said. “There isn’t any such thing as a harmless drunkard, any more than there is a harmless lunatic. Carver and I had a talk on the matter early this morning, and he agreed. That man is certainly intelligent, which is more than you can say of the majority of detectives, poor fellow; they are the victims of a system which calls for a sixty-nine-inch brain.”

“Eh?”

“A sixty-nine-inch brain,” explained Tab, and there was really no excuse for Babe Lander to be puzzled, for Tab was on his favourite topic, “is the brain of a man who is chosen for the subtle business of criminal investigation; not because he is clever or shrewd or has a knowledge of the world, but because he stands sixty-nine inches in his stockings and has a chest expansion to thirty-eight. Funny, isn’t it? And yet detectives are chosen that way. They have to strip hard, very hard, but they need not think very hard. Do you ever realize that Napoleon and Julius Caesar, to mention only two bright lads, could never have got into the police force?”

“It hasn’t struck me before,” admitted Rex. “But I’ve never had any doubt as to the size of your brain, Tab.”

There were exactly seventy inches of Tab, though he did not look so tall, having thickness and breadth to his shoulders. He had a habit of stooping, which made him seem round-shouldered. This trick came from pounding a typewriter or crouching over a desk which was just a little too low for him.

He was fresh-coloured, but brown rather than pink. His face was finer drawn than is usual in a man of his build, his eyes deepset and steadfastly grey. When he spoke he drawled a little. Those who knew him very well indeed detected one imperfection of speech. He could not say “very” — it was “vethy,” but spoken so quickly that only the trained and acquainted ear could detect the lisp.

He came to journalism from one of the Universities, bringing no particular reputation for learning, but universally honoured as the best three-quarter back of his time. Without being rich he was comfortably placed, and as he was one of those fortunates who had innumerable maiden-aunts he received on an average one legacy a year, though he had studiously neglected them because of their possessions.

It would be more true to say that Tab leapt into journalism, and to that peculiar department of journalism which he found most fascinating, when he dived off the end of a river pier and rescued Jasper Dorgon, the defaulting banker who had tried to commit suicide, and had extracted an exclusive story from the banker whilst both sat in a state of nudity before a night watchman’s fire watching their clothes dry.

“Let it strike you now, Babe,” he said. “The sixty-nine-inch brain, the generally accepted theory that anything under the sixty-nine-inch level is solid ivory, is the theory that keeps Lew Vann and old Joe Haspinell and similar crook acquaintances of mine dining in the Grand Criterion when they ought to be atoning for their sins in the Cold Stone Jug. But Carver is a good man. He thinks, though it is against regulations.”

“What does he think about Wellington?”

“Didn’t tell him,” said Tab. “You ought to warn your uncle.”

“I’ll see him to-day,” nodded Rex.

They went out together before the lunch hour. Tab had a call to make at the office and afterwards he was meeting Carver for lunch. Carver, a lanky and slow-speaking man, was ordinarily no conversationalist. On some subjects he was impressively interesting, and as Tab provided the subject, two hours slipped away very quickly. Before they left the restaurant, Tab told him of the drunken stranger and his threats against Jesse Trasmere.

“I don’t worry about threats,” said Carver, “but a man with a grievance, and especially a Number One grievance like this man has, is pretty certain to cause trouble. Do you know old Trasmere?”

“I’ve seen him twice. I was once sent to his house to make an inquiry about an action that the municipality started against him for building without the town architect’s permission. Rex Lander, who is a kindergarten architect by the way, and rooms with me, is his nephew, and I’ve heard a whole lot about him. He writes to Rex from time to time; letters full of good advice about saving money.”

“Lander is his heir?”

“Rex hopes so, fervently. But he says it is just as likely that Uncle Jesse will leave his money to a Home for the Incurably Wealthy. Talking of Trasmere, there goes his valet, and he seems in a hurry.”

A cab dashed past them, its solitary passenger was Walters, a pinch-faced man, bareheaded, and on his face a tense, haggard look that immediately arrested the attention of the two men.

“Who did you say that was?” asked Carver quickly.

“Walters — old Trasmere’s servant,” replied Tab; “looks pretty scared to me.”

“Walters?” The detective stood stock still, thinking. “I know that man’s face…I’ve got him! Walter Felling!”

“Walter who?”

“Felling — he was through my hands ten years ago, and he has been convicted since. Walters, as you call him, is an incorrigible thief! Old Trasmere’s servant, eh? That’s his speciality. He takes service with rich people, and one fine morning they wake up to find their loose jewellery and money and plate gone. Did you notice the number of the cab?”

Tab shook his head.

“The question is,” said the detective, “has he made a getaway in a hurry, or is he on an urgent errand for his boss? Anyway we ought to see Trasmere. Shall we take a cab or walk?”

“Walk,” said Tab promptly. “Only the detectives of fiction take cabs, Carver. The real people know that when they present their cab bills to the head office a soulless clerk will question each item.”

“Tab, you certainly know more about the interior economy of thief-catching than an outsider ought to know,” responded the detective gloomily.

Between them and Trasmere’s house was the better part of a mile. Mayfield, the dwelling-place of old Jesse, was the one ugly building in a road which was famous for the elegance of its houses. Built of hideously yellow brick, without any ornamentation, it stood squat and square in the middle of a cemented “garden.” Three microscopic circles of earth had been left at the urgent request of the builder, wherein Mr. Jesse might, if he so desired, win from the sickly earth such blooms and blossoms as might delight his eye. To this he reluctantly agreed, but only after there had been pointed out to him the fact that such an alteration to his plans would save a little money.

“It isn’t exactly the Palace of the Fairy Prince, is it?” said Tab, as he pushed open the cast-iron gate.

“I’ve seen prettier houses,” admitted Carver. “I wonder—”

So far he got when the front door was flung violently open and Rex Lander rushed out. His face was the colour of chalk, his big baby eyes were staring wildly. They fell upon the two men on the concrete walk, and his mouth opened to speak, but no words came.

Tab ran to him.

“What is wrong?” he demanded, and that something was badly wrong one glance at Babe Lander told him.

“My uncle..,” he gasped. “Go…look…”

Carver rushed into the house and through the open door of the diningroom. It was empty, but at the side of the fireplace was a narrower door.

“Where is he?” asked the detective.

Rex could only point to the narrow aperture.

There was a flight of stone stairs which terminated in a narrow passage, barred by yet another door, which was also open. The corridor was well lighted by three globes set at intervals in the ceiling, and the acrid smell of exploded cordite filled the confined space of the passage, which was empty.

“There must be a room opening from here,” said Carver.

“Whose are these?”

He stooped and picked up an old pair of gloves that lay on the floor and pushed them into his pocket.

He looked round for Rex Lander. That young man was sitting on the top step of the stairs, his face in his hands.

“There’s no sense in questioning him,” said Carver in an undertone, “where is his uncle?”

Tab walked rapidly down the passage and came to a door on the left. It was a narrow door, painted black and deeply recessed in the thick wall. There was no handle, and only a tiny keyhole. Four inches from its top was a steel plate pierced with small holes for the purpose of ventilation. He pushed the door, but it was locked. Then he peered through the ventilator.

He saw a vault which he guessed was about ten feet long by eight feet wide. Fixed to the rough walls were a number of steel shelves, loaded up with black iron boxes. A brilliant light came from a globe in the vaulted roof, and he saw plainly.

At the farther end of the room was a plain table, but it was not at this he was looking, but at the figure crouched against one of its legs. The face was turned in his direction.

It was the face of Jesse Trasmere, and he was dead.
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Tab gave way to the detective and waited whilst Carver looked.

“There’s no sign of a weapon — but by the smell there has been some shooting,” he said. “What is that on the table?”

Tab peered through the ventilator.

“It looks like a key to me,” he said.

They tried the door, but it resisted their combined weight.

“The door is much too thick and the lock too strong for us to force,” said Carver at last. “I’ll telephone headquarters, Tab. See what you can get out of your friend.”

“I don’t think he’ll tell me much for some time. Come along, Babe,” said Tab kindly, taking the other’s arm. “Let’s get out of this beastly atmosphere.”

Unresisting, Rex Lander allowed himself to be led back to the diningroom, where he dropped into a chair.

Carver had finished his telephoning and had returned long before Rex had recovered sufficiently to give a coherent narrative. His face was blanched, he could not control his quivering lips, and it was a considerable time before he could tell his patient hearers all that he knew.

“I came to the house this afternoon by appointment,” he said. “My uncle had written to me asking me to see him about an application which I had made to him for a loan. He had previously rejected my request, but, as had often happened, he relented at the last moment, for he was not a bad man at heart. As I was pressing the bell the door opened, and I saw Walters — Walters is my uncle’s valet.”

The detective nodded.

“He looked terribly agitated, and he had a brown leather bag in his hand. ‘I am just going out, Mr. Lander,’ he said—”

“Did he seem surprised to see you?”

“He seemed alarmed,” said Rex. “It struck me when I saw him that my uncle must be ill, and I asked him if anything was the matter. He said that uncle was well, but he had sent him on a very important errand. The conversation did not last more them a minute, for Walters ran down the steps into the road before I could recover from my amazement.”

“He wore no hat?” asked Carver.

Rex shook his head.

“I stood in the hall for a moment, knowing that my uncle does not like people to come in upon him unless they are properly announced. You see, Mr. Carver, the situation was rather a delicate one for me. I had come here in the role of a suppliant, and naturally I did not wish to prejudice my chance of getting the fifty which my uncle had promised me. I went to uncle’s livingroom, but he was not there; but the door which I knew led to the strongroom was open and he could not be far away. I sat down and waited. I must have been there ten minutes, and then I began to smell something burning, as I thought, but which was, in fact, the smell of gunpowder, or whatever they use in cartridges, and I was so thoroughly alarmed that I went down the steps and after a little hesitation, knowing how my uncle hated being overlooked, I went on to the door of the vault. It was locked, and I rapped on the ventilator but had no reply. Then I peeped through.”

“It was horrible,” he shuddered. “As fast as I could I ran up the stairs into the street, intending to call a policeman, and I saw you.”

“Whilst you were in the house you heard no sound to suggest that there was anybody else present? Where are the servants?”

“There is only the cook,” said Rex, and Carver went in search of her.

But the kitchen was closed and deserted. It was apparently the cook’s day off.

“I’ll make a search of the house,” said Carver. “Come along, Tab, you are in this case now and you had better stay with it.”

The search did not take a very long time. There were two rooms used by Mr. Trasmere, the remainder were locked up and apparently unused. A passageway led to Walters’ sleeping apartment, which had originally been designed as a guest-room and was larger than servants’ quarters usually are. The room was meagrely furnished and there was evidence that Mr. Walters had not anticipated so hurried a flight. Some of his clothing hung on pegs behind the door, others were found in a wardrobe, whilst a cup filled with coffee stood on the table. Carver dipped his little finger into the liquid. It was still warm.

A cloth had been thrown hurriedly over some bulky object at one end of the table, and this the detective removed. He whistled. Clamped to the edge of the table was a small vice and scattered about were a number of files and other tools.

Carver turned the screw of the vice and released the object in its grip. It was a small key of peculiar shape, and the man must have been working upon it recently, for steel filings covered the base of the tool.

“Then friend Walters was making a key,” said Carver.

“Look at that plaster cast! That is an old dodge, of his. I suppose he got an impression of the key on soap or wax and has been working at it ever since.” He looked at the thing in his palm, curiously. “This may save us a great deal of trouble,” he said, “for unless I am mistaken this is the key of the strongroom.”

A few minutes later the house was filled with detectives, police photographers, and coroner’s officers. They came on a useless errand, for the door remained locked. Tab took advantage of their arrival to escort his friend home.

Before he went Carver drew him aside.

“We shall have to keep in touch with Mr. Lander,” he said. “He may be able to throw a great deal of light upon this murder. In the meantime I have sent out all station calls to pull in Felling — who is Wellington Brown?”

“Wellington Brown? That is the man who has been threatening Trasmere — I told you about him at lunch.”

Carver pulled an old pair of gloves from his pocket.

“Mr. Wellington Brown was in that underground corridor,” he said quietly, “and was sufficiently indiscreet to leave his gloves behind — his name is written inside!”

“You will charge him with the murder?” asked Tab, and Carver nodded.

“I think so. Either he or Walters. At any rate we shall hold them on suspicion, but I cannot be more definite until we’ve got inside that vault.”

Tab escorted his friend to the flat, and leaving him, hurried back to Mayfield, by which fanciful name Trasmere had called his grim house.

“We’ve found no weapon of any kind,” said the detective, whom Tab found sitting in Trasmere’s diningroom with a plan of the house before him. “Maybe it is in the vault, in which event it looks like a case of suicide. I have been on the telephone with the boss of Mortimers, the builders. They say that there is only one key in existence for that vault — I was speaking to Mr. Mortimer himself, and he knows. Trasmere made a special point about the lock, and had twenty or thirty manufactured by different locksmiths. Nobody knows which one he used, and Mortimer says that the orders were so imperative that there should be no duplicate key that it is unlikely — in fact, I think, impossible — that the murderer could have entered the vault except by the aid of Trasmere’s own key. However, we shall soon know; I have the best workman in town working at the unfinished key in Felling’s room, and he says it is so far advanced that he is in no doubt he will be able to open the vault tonight.”

“Then it is useless in its present state?”

The other nodded.

“Quite useless; we have tried it, and the locksmith, who is an expert, says that it wouldn’t fit into the keyhole as it was when we found it.”

“Then you suggest it is a case of suicide? That old man Trasmere went into the vault, locked himself in and then shot himself?”

Carver shook his head.

“If the revolver is found in the vault, yours would be a very sound theory, though why Trasmere should shoot himself is entirely beyond me.”

At a quarter to eleven that night three men stood before the door of the Trasmere vault, and the shirtsleeved workman inserting the key, the lock snapped back. He was pushing the door open when Carver caught his arm.

“Just leave it as it is,” he said, and the locksmith, obviously disappointed that he should be denied a full view of the tragedy which he had only half glimpsed, went back to gather up his tools.

“Now,” said Carver, drawing a long breath, and pulling a pair of white gloves from his pocket he put them on.

Tab followed him into the chamber of death.

“I’ve telephoned for the doctor. He’ll be here in a few seconds,” said Carver, looking down at the silent figure leaning against the table legs. He pointed to the table. In the exact centre lay a key, but what brought the exclamation to the detective’s lips was the fact that the one half was stained red. The fluid which had run from it had soaked into the porous surface of the table.

“Blood,” whispered the detective, and gingerly lifted the flat steel.

There was no doubt about it. Though the handle was clean, the lower wards appeared as though they had been dipped in blood.

“This disposes of the suicide theory,” said Carver.

His first search was for the pistol which had obviously slain the man. There was no sign of any weapon. He passed his hand under the limp body, and Tab shivered to see the head drop wearily to the shoulder.

“Nothing there…shot through the body too. Suicides seldom do it that way.”

His quick fingers searched the silent figure. There was nothing of any value.

Carver straightened himself and stood, fist on hip, surveying the dreadful sight.

“He was standing here when he was shot — he never knew what killed him. As faked suicide it is inartistic — apart from the absence of weapon, the old man was shot in the back.”

If there were any doubts on the subject they were set at rest when the doctor made his brief examination.

“He was shot at the range of about two yards,” he said. “No, Mr. Carver, it is impossible that he should have committed suicide; there is no burning whatever. Besides, the bullet has entered the back, just beneath the left shoulder, and of course death must have been instantaneous. It is impossible that the wound can have been self-inflicted.”

Again came the police photographers, and after they had gone, leaving the vault thick with the mist of exploded magnesium, the two men were left to their search. The first boxes were, for the main part, filled with money. There was very little gold, but a great deal of paper of various nationalities. In one box Carver found five million francs in thousand-franc notes, another was packed with English five-pound notes, another was full of hundred-dollar bills fastened in packets of ten thousand. Only two of these boxes were locked and only one that they looked at that night contained anything in the nature of documents. For the most part they were old leases, receipts painted on thin paper in Chinese characters, and which they only knew were receipts because somebody had written a translation on their backs. They were bracketed neatly in folders, on each of which was described in a fine flowing hand, the nature of its contents.

On one thick bundle fastened with rubber bands was an old label: “Trading correspondence, 1899.”

In his search Tab, who was looking through the box, found a folded manuscript, which he brought out.

“Here is his will,” he said, and Carver took it from him. It was written in the crabbed boyish hand which Tab had come to know so well, and it was very short. After the conventional preamble, it went on:

“I leave all my property and effects whatsoever, to my nephew, Rex Percival Lander, the only son of my deceased sister, Mary Catherine Lander nee Trasmere, and I appoint him sole executor of this my will.”

It was witnessed by Mildred Green, who described herself as a cook, and by Arthur Green, whose description of his profession was valet. Their addresses were Mayfield.

“I think those are the two servants the old man discharged for pilfering some six months ago. The will must have been executed a few weeks before they left.”

Tab’s first feeling was one of pleasure that at last his friend was a rich man. Poor Rex, little did he dream that he would come into his inheritance in so tragic a fashion.

Carver put the document back into the box and continued the examination of the door which Tab had interrupted.

“It isn’t a spring lock, you notice,” he said. “So, therefore, it couldn’t have been slammed by a murderer who first shot Trasmere and then made his escape. It has to be locked either from the inside or the outside. If there was any reasonable possibility of Trasmere having shot himself, the solution would have been simple. But he did not shoot himself. He was shot here, the door was locked upon him, and the key returned to the table — how?” He took the key and tried one of the airholes of the ventilator. The point of the key scarcely entered.

“There must be some other entrance to the vault,” he said.

The sun was up before they finished their examination of the room. The walls were solid. There was neither window nor fireplace. The floor was even more substantial than the walls.

In a last hopeless endeavour to solve the mystery Carver called in an expert to inspect the ventilator. It was made of steel, a quarter of an inch thick, and fastened into the door itself. There were no screws with which it could have been taken out, and even if it had been removed, only the tiniest of mortals could have crept through.

“Still,” said Carver, “if we could suppose that the ventilator was removable, we might have taken a leaf from Edgar Allan Poe and thought seriously of a trained monkey being introduced.”

“There is the theory of the duplicate key—”

“Which I dismiss,” said Carver. “I am satisfied that no duplicate key was used. If a duplicate key had been procurable, Felling, or Walters as you call him, would have found his way to it. He is the cleverest man in that business, and he has lived on duplicate keys all his life. He must have known that it was impossible to gain admission by such a method or he wouldn’t have taken the trouble to make one. He is a specialist in that line of business, probably the finest locksmith of the underworld.”

“Then you suggest that this key was used?” Tab pointed to the table.

“I not only suggest it, but I would swear to it,” said Carver quietly. “Look!” He pulled the door open so that the light fell upon the outside keyhole. “Do you see the little bloodspots?” he asked. “That key has not only been used from the outside, where it has left unmistakable markings, but the same has happened on the inside of the door.”

He swung the door again and Tab saw the telltale stains.

“That door was unlocked from the inside after the old man was dead and locked again upon him.”

“But how did the key get back to the table?” asked the bewildered reporter.

Mr. Carver shook his head.

“A medical student was once asked by a professor whether Adam was ever a baby, and he replied: ‘God knows’ — that is my answer to you!” he said. “We will leave the other boxes until tomorrow, Tab.”

Carver led the way out of the vault, locked the door with the duplicate key, and put it in his pocket.

“My brain is dead,” said Tab.

And it was then that he saw the new pin.
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From where he stood the light caught it and sent up a thread of silvery reflection. He stooped mechanically and picked it up.

“What is that?” asked the detective curiously.

“It looks to me like a pin,” said Tab.

It was a very ordinary pin, silvery bright and about an inch and a half in length. In that sense it was of an unusual size, though it was the kind that is commonly used by bankers, who delight in fastening large documents together by this barbarous method. It was not straight, there was a slight bend in it, but otherwise it had no remarkable features. Tab looked at it stupidly.

“Give it to me,” said Carver. He took it in his white-gloved hand and walked to a position under one of the lights. “I don’t suppose it has any significance,” he said, “but I’ll keep it.” He put the pin carefully away in the matchbox where he had put the key. “Now, Tab,” he said more briskly as they went out of the house together into the bright sunlight, two unshaven, weary-looking men, “you have the story of your life, but go easy on any clues we have found.”

“I didn’t know we had found any,” said Tab, “unless the pin is a clue.”

“Even that I should not mention,” said Carver gravely.

When he got back to his flat Tab found the lights of the sittingroom blazing and Rex Lander, fully dressed, asleep on the settee.

“I waited up till three,” yawned Rex. “Have they caught Walters, or whoever it was?”

“Not when I left Carver, which was ten minutes ago,” replied Tab. “They suspect that man Brown. His gloves were found in the passage.”

“Brown, the man from China?…it was pretty awful, wasn’t it?” asked Babe in a hushed voice, as though the fearfulness of those moments through which he had passed were only now appealing to him in their sheer terror. “My God, what an awful thing! I’ve tried not to think about it all night; that horrible memory persisted so that it nearly drove me mad.”

“I have one bit of good news for you, Rex,” said the other as he began to prepare for bed. “We found your uncle’s will. That is unofficial.”

“You found the will, did you?” said the other listlessly. “I am afraid I am not interested in his will just now. Who gets the money — the Dogs’ Home or the Cats’ Creche?”

“It goes to a stout young architect,” said Tab with a grin, “and I can see our little home breaking up. Maybe I’ll come and see you when you are rich, Babe, if you’ll know me.”

Rex’s impatient gesture silenced him.

“I’m not thinking about money — I’m thinking about other things,” he said.

Tab slept for four hours, and woke to find that Rex had gone out.

When he came into the street the special editions of the Sunday newspaper were selling, with stories of the murder.

The news-editor had not arrived when Tab reached the office, but he turned in the rough narrative of the tragedy to guide the office in its general search for Walters and Brown.

He went on to Mayfield, but Carver was not there, and the police-sergeant in charge of the house was indisposed to admit him. Carver, being a single man, lived in lodgings. Tab surprised him in the act of shaving.

“No, there is no news of Felling, and Brown, who is a much more difficult proposition, has disappeared from view. Why is he more difficult? Because he is unknown. In comparison tracing Walters is child’s play. Yet we haven’t even found him,” said the Inspector, wiping his face, “which is rather surprising, considering that we know his usual haunts and acquaintances. None of these say they have seen him. The cab-driver has come forward in answer to our hurry-up call, and says he set down Felling at the Central Station. They stopped on the way to buy a hat, apparently.”

Carver had not been to the station that morning, and even if he had he could not have given the news which was to startle Tab later in the day.

“Have you formed any fresh theory, Carver?”

Carver looked out of the window and pulled his long nose thoughtfully.

He was a tall thin man, with a lean face that was all lines and furrows. In repose it was melancholy in the extreme, and his gentle apologetic tone seemed somehow in keeping with his appearance.

“There are several theories, all more or less fluid,” he said.

“Has it occurred to you,” asked Tab, “that the shot might have been fired through one of the ventilator holes?”

Carver nodded several times before he answered.

“It occurred to me after I left you and I went back to make sure, but there is no blackening of the grating such as there would be if a pistol of sufficiently small calibre had been pressed against one of the holes and fired, added to which there is this important fact: that the bullet of the size the doctors found in Trasmere’s body would not go through any such hole.” Carver shook his head. “No, the murder was committed actually in the vault, either by Brown, by Walters, or by some third person.”

Tab had a few independent inquiries to pursue, one of which related to the cook. She had already been questioned by the police, he discovered, when he reached her little suburban home. A quiet, motherly, and unimaginative woman, there was little she could tell.

“It was my day off,” she said. “Mr. Trasmere said he was going into the country, though I don’t suppose he was. He had said that before, but Walters told me to take no notice. I have never seen Mr. Trasmere,” she said, to Tab’s surprise.

“All my orders came through Mr. Walters, and practically I was never inside the house except once, when the cleaning woman did not turn up in the morning and I helped Walters to tidy the master’s sittingroom. I remember that morning because I found a little black lid — well it was hardly a lid — I have got it here if you would like to see it. I have often wondered what it was for.”

“Lid,” said Tab. “What kind of a lid?”

“It was like the lid of a small pill-box,” explained the woman, “about the size of a threepenny-piece. I picked it up and asked Mr. Walters what it was for, and he said he didn’t know. It was on the floor near the table and I brought it home, meaning to ask my husband what it was.”

She went out of the room and returned with the “lid,” which proved on examination to be a celluloid cap such as typists use to cover their keys.

“Had Mr. Trasmere a typewriter?”

“No, sir,” she answered, shaking her head, “not so far as I know. I have never seen one. As I say, I have only been that once into the house. The kitchen is built away from the living rooms, although it is connected; Mr. Trasmere gave strict orders that I was to keep to my kitchen.”

Tab looked at the little cap which he held between his finger and thumb. It was undoubtedly part of a typist’s equipment, and yet Mr. Trasmere had never employed a typist. He always wrote to Rex in his own hand.

“Are you sure nobody came during the day to take your master’s correspondence?” he asked.

“No; I am perfectly sure Mr. Walters would have told me. He used to complain how dull it was because nobody came to the house at all, and he was rather partial to young women, so I am sure I should have heard. Have they found Mr. Walters? I’m certain he didn’t do it.”

Tab satisfied her on that point.

“Do you remember the Greens?” he asked, remembering just as he was on the point of leaving the house the witnesses to the old man’s will.

“No, sir, not really,” she said. “Mrs. Green was cook before me and I saw her once, the day I came, and Mr. Green too. They were a very nice couple and I don’t think the master treated them very well.”

“Where are they now?”

“I don’t know, sir,” she said. “I did hear that they had gone to Australia. They were middle-aged people, but very strong and healthy, and Mr. Green was always talking about going to Australia, where he was born, and settling down there.”

“Did Green or his wife have any hard feeling against Mr. Trasmere?”

She hesitated. “Well, they naturally felt sore because they had been accused of thieving, and Mr. Green seemed to feel the disgrace terribly, especially when the master had their boxes searched because he had lost some valuable silver and a gold watch.”

This was news to Tab. He had heard of the food pilfering, but he had not heard of the other losses.

She could tell him very little more, except that Green had acted as a sort of butler.

“Was Walters there at the time?” asked Tab.

“Yes, sir; he was Mr. Trasmere’s valet. After Mr. Green went Mr. Walters was butler and valet, too.”

Tab went straight to the office to write the story up to date, but he knew that it was a waste of labour, since some news was certain to come in before nightfall.

The news-editor was at his desk when he pushed open the big swing doors and came into the news-room to report.

“These front page crimes always come together in shoals,” complained the news-editor bitterly. “I have another very good story—”

“Well, give it to a good story writer,” said Tab. “This case is going to occupy not only my time, but the time of half a dozen men very fully indeed.”

“What is the new sensation?” he asked sarcastically.

“An actress has lost her jewels, which does not sound tremendously exciting,” said the news-editor, fishing for two slips of paper on which he had made a rough note of the case, “but you needn’t bother about that. I’ll put another man on the story as soon as I can get one.”

“Who is the actress?”

“Ursula Ardfern,” replied the editor, and Tab’s jaw dropped.
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“Ursula Ardfern! She is not the kind of person who would mislay her jewels for the sake of a few lines of advertising,” he said. “Where did she lose them?”

“It is rather a curious story,” said the editor, leaning back in his chair, his hands clasped behind his head. “She went into a post office on Saturday morning on her way to the theatre for the matinee, bought some stamps, putting the jewelcase down on the counter by her side. When she looked round, the case was gone. It happened so suddenly and in such a surprisingly short space of time that she could not believe her eyes, and did not even complain to the post office officials.

“Her own story is, that she thought she must be suffering from some kind of delusion and that she had not brought the jewelcase out at all. She went back to her suite at the Central Hotel and searched every room. By the time she was through, it was near the hour for her matinee, and she hurried down to the theatre — anyway, to cut a long story short, she did not report her loss to the police until this morning.”

“She wouldn’t,” said Tab stoutly. “She’s the kind of girl who would hate the publicity of it and would do all she could to make sure there was not a simple explanation of their loss before she put the matter in the hands of the police.”

“You know her, eh?”

“I know her in the sense that a reporter knows almost everybody, from the Secretary of State to the hangman,” said Tab, “but I’ll take this story if you like. There will be nothing doing on the Trasmere case before the evening. She stays at the Central, does she?”

The other nodded.

“You will need to exercise a little ingenuity,” he said, “especially if what you say about her hating publicity is true. I’d like to get a photograph of the actress who hated publicity and hang it up in this office,” he added.

At the Central Hotel Tab found himself up against a blank wall.

“Miss Ardfern is not receiving callers,” said the inquiry clerk. He was not even certain that she was in.

“Will you send my card up?”

The clerk very emphatically said that he would not send up anybody’s card. Tab went straight to the supreme authority.

Fortunately he knew the hotel manager very well, but on this occasion Crispi was not inclined to oblige him.

“Miss Ardfern is a very good customer of ours, Holland,” he said, “and we don’t want to offend her. I will tell you, in the strictest confidence, that Miss Ardfern is not in the hotel.”

“Where is she?”

“She went away this morning in her car to her country cottage. She always spends Sunday and Sunday night in the country, and I know that she does not want to see any reporters, because she came back this morning especially to tell me that the staff were to answer no inquiries relative to herself.”

“Where is this country cottage — come on, Crispi,” wheedled Tab, “or the next time you have a robbery in this hotel I’ll make a front-page item of it.”

“That is blackmail,” murmured Crispi, protestingly. “I am afraid I cannot tell you, Holland. Maybe if you get a Hertford directory—”

In the office library he found the directory and turned its pages. Against the name of “Ardfern, Ursula,” was “Stone Cottage, near Blisville Village.”

The distance from town was some forty-five miles, and the route carried him past an unfinished building which one day was to play its part in the ending of many mysteries. Tab covered the ground on a fast motorcycle in just over an hour.

He leant his machine against a very trim hedge, opened the high garden gate, and walked into the beautiful little garden that surrounded Stone Cottage, which was not ill-named, though the stone which composed its walls was completely hidden by purple-flowering creeper.

In the shade of a tree he saw a white figure stretched at her ease, a figure which sat bolt upright in her deep garden chair at the click of the gate-lock.

“This is too bad of you, Mr. Tab,” said Ursula Ardfern reproachfully. “I particularly asked Crispi not to tell anybody where I was.”

“Crispi didn’t tell. I found you in a directory,” said Tab cheerfully.

The sunlight was very kind to Ursula, and it seemed to him that she looked even more beautiful in these surroundings than she had in the generous setting and the more merciful lighting of the theatre.

She was slimmer than he had thought, and conveyed an extraordinary impression of hurt youth. Somewhere, some time, this girl had suffered, he thought, yet there was no hint of old pain in her unlined face, no suggestion of sorrow or remorse in her clear blue eyes.

“I suppose you have come to cross-examine me about my jewels,” she said, “and I will allow you, on one condition, to ask me any question you wish.”

“What is the condition?” he smiled.

“Bring up that chair.” She pointed across the strip of lawn.

“Now sit down”; and when he had obeyed, “The condition is this: that you will confine yourself to saying that I have no recollection of the jewels being taken, but I shall be very glad to have them back and pay a suitable reward; that they were not as expensive as most people thought and that I am not insured against loss by theft.”

“All of which I will faithfully record,” said Tab. “I am an honest man and keep my promises. I admit it.”

“And now I will tell you, for your own private ear,” she said, “that if I never see those jewels again, I shall be a very happy woman.”

He looked at her openmouthed.

“You don’t think I am posing, do you?” She looked round at him suspiciously. “I see that you don’t. I am not in the least worried that I shall have to play the part with property jewels as I did last night.”

“Why didn’t you go to the police before?” he asked.

“Because I didn’t,” was her unsatisfactory but uncompromising reply. “You may put whatever interpretation you like upon my slackness. You may say that it was because of my humanity, my desire to save some person from being accused, or coming under suspicion of having stolen the pieces, when all the time they were snug in my bureau drawer, or you may think or say that I did not want to make a fuss about them. In fact,” she smiled, “you can do or say what you wish.”

“You don’t remember who was standing by you—”

She stopped him with a gesture. “I remember nothing except that I bought ten stamps.”

“What was the jewellery worth?” he persisted.

She shrugged her shoulders. “I can’t even tell you that,” she said.

“Had they any history?”

She laughed.

“You are very persistent, Mr. Tab.” Her eyes were smiling at him, though her face was composed. “And now, since you have surprised me in my Abode of Quiet, I must show you over my little domain.”

She took him round the garden and through the tiny pine wood at the back of the house, chatting all the time; and then after leaving him, as she said, to ensure that her room was tidy, she beckoned him into a large and pleasant sittingroom, tastefully, if not expensively furnished, a cool, quiet haven of rest.

He had arrived at two o’clock and it was five o’clock before he reluctantly took his leave. And all that afternoon they had talked of books and of people, and since she had not mentioned or spoken of the murder which had engrossed his thoughts until her soothing presence had made Mayfield seem very remote and crime a thing of distaste, he did not introduce so jarring a discordance into the lavender atmosphere of her retreat.

“What kind of story do you call this?” snapped the news-editor when Tab handed him two folios of copy.

“From a literary point of view,” said Tab, “it is a classic.”

“From a news point of view, it is rotten,” said the editor. “The only new fact you have discovered is that she loves Browning, and maybe even the police know that!”

He grumbled, but accepted the copy, and with his blue pencil committed certain acts of savage mutilation, what time Tab was making his final round-up of the Trasmere case.

Here again very little new matter was available. Walters and the man Wellington Brown were still at liberty, and he had to confine himself to a sketch of Trasmere’s life, material for which had, from time to time, been supplied to him by the Babe.

The new millionaire he had not seen all day. When he got home that night he found Rex Lander in bed and asleep and did not disturb him. He was tired to death and more anxious to make acquaintance with his hard pillow than he was to discuss Ursula Ardfern. In truth, he was not prepared to discuss Ursula at all with any third person.

“I just loafed around,” said Rex the next morning, when asked to give an account of his movements. “I had a very bad night and was up early. You were sleeping like a pig when I looked in. I read your story in The Megaphone — by the way you know that Miss Ardfern’s jewellery has been stolen?”

“I know that very well indeed,” said Tab, “I saw her yesterday.”

Rex was instant attention.

“Where?” he asked eagerly. “What is she like, Tab — I mean off the stage? Is she as beautiful — what colour eyes has she?”

Tab pushed back his chair and frowned at the young man across the table.

“Your curiosity is indecent,” he said severely; “really, Rex, I never dreamt that you were so interested in the lady.”

Rex did not meet his eyes.

“I think she is very beautiful,” he said doggedly. “I’d give my head to spend a day with her.”

“Phew!” said Tab. “Why, you young devil, you are in love with her!”

Rex’s babyish face went crimson.

“Stuff,” he said loudly. “I am very fond of her. I have seen her a hundred times, I suppose, though I have never spoken to her once. She is my idea of the perfect woman. Beautiful of face, with the loveliest voice I have ever heard. I am going to know her one day.”

This revelation of Babe’s secret passion was, for some reason, which Tab could not define, an extremely disquieting one.

“My dear Babe,” he said more mildly, “the young lady is not of the loving or marrying sort—”

Suddenly he remembered.

“Why, you are a millionaire now, Babe! Jumping Moses!”

Rex blushed again, and then Tab whistled.

“Do you mean in all seriousness that you are truly fond of her?”

“I adore her,” said Rex in a low voice. “I got so rattled when I heard a fellow say she was going to be married that I had to send you to see her.”

Tab interrupted him with a roar of delighted laughter.

“So that was why I was sent on a fool’s errand, eh?” he asked, his eyes dancing. “You subtle dog! It was to bring balm to your bruised heart that an eminent crime specialist must stand, hat in hand, in the dingy purlieus of a playhouse, begging admission to the great actress’s dressing-room.” He was serious in a moment. “I hope this isn’t a very violent attachment of yours, Rex,” he said quietly. “In the first place it struck me that Ursula Ardfern is not of the marrying kind, that even your great possessions would not tempt her. In the second place—” he stopped himself.

“Well?” asked Rex impatiently. “Whatever other just cause or impediment do you see?”

“I don’t know that it is any business of mine,” said Tab, “and I certainly am not in a position to give you fatherly advice.”

“You mean that an actress is the worst kind of wife a man can have, I suppose. I have heard all that rubbish before. Poor Uncle Jesse, when I spoke about it—”

“You spoke to him of your — liking for Ursula Ardfern?” asked Tab in surprise.

“Of course I didn’t,” said the other scornfully. “I approached it in a roundabout sort of way. Uncle Jesse foamed at the mouth. It was then he told me that he was going to leave all his money away from me. He said horrible things about actresses.”

Tab was silent, a little puzzled at himself. What did it matter to him, anyway, that Rex Lander should be head over heels in love with the girl? Yet, for some mysterious reason, he regarded Babe’s passion as a personal affront to himself.

It was ridiculous, childish in him, and he laughed softly.

“You think it is darned funny, I daresay,” growled Rex, getting up from the table in a huff.

“I was laughing at myself for daring to give advice,” said Tab truthfully.
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Tab was in his own room when Carver called.

“I have had a talk with some of the High Ones,” he said, “and put it up to them that you might be of assistance to me. First of all they were horrified at the idea of a newspaper reporter being allowed even to smell inside information, but I persuaded them at last. I am on my way down to the house now, and I thought I would pick you up. I am going through those boxes that we didn’t search on Saturday.”

Tab heard with mingled feelings. To assist the police actively meant that his newspaper stories would suffer. He would not be allowed to use any of the information he secured except in the tamest, most colourless form. If he remained outside, he was fairly certain to get a line to the crime, which he might use without laying himself open to the charge of breaking faith. There was no time to discover the mind of his chief on the subject — he had to make an instant decision.

“I’ll go,” he said. “This means, of course, that I shall only be able to write the punk stuff that the evening papers print, but I’ll take a chance.”

He was surprised, when he came out into Doughty Street, to find that a private car had been placed at Carver’s disposal.

Knowing the parsimony of headquarters, he expressed his surprise.

“It is Mr. Trasmere’s own. He has had it garaged for the past year, but Mr. Lander gave us permission to get it out, and offered to pay the running expenses.”

“Good old Babe,” said Tab, sinking back into the carriage seat. “He didn’t tell me anything about it.”

Nearing the house, Carver broke the silence.

“I have something to show you later,” he said. “Our men have been at the post office all night, making inquiries as to Mr. Trasmere’s correspondence. It appears that he has had a whole lot during the past year or two. We shall probably come across it in the boxes that remain unsearched. But that wasn’t the big thing we found. Most of the telegraph staff were off duty yesterday. It was only this morning that we learnt a telegram had been received at Mayfield about ten minutes before Walters disappeared.”

When they were in the sittingroom and the door was closed, Carver produced the telegram from his pocket. It was handed in at the General Post Office and ran:

“Remember 17th July, 1915. Newcastle police coming for you at three o’clock.”

It was unsigned.

“I have been searching the newspaper files this morning,” said Carver, “to discover the reference to that date. On the 17th July, 1913, I find that Felling was sent down at Newcastle for seven years, and the judge said that if he ever came before him again on a similar charge he would send him down for life.”

“Then the telegram was despatched by some friend of Walters?” suggested Tab.

Carver nodded.

“It was delivered five minutes before he disappeared; that is to say, exactly at five minutes to three. I have seen the lad who delivered the telegram, and he says that Walters himself took in the message.”

“Would that account for his disappearance?”

“In a sense it might, yet it does not necessarily follow that Waiters is innocent of the murder. The telegram may have come to him immediately after the murder was committed and have decided him to get away. If he was responsible for the murder, there would be even more reason why he should leave in a hurry. The arrival of the police, who would find the body, would, of course, have been fatal to him.”

“Did anybody see Wellington Brown go into the house?” asked Tab. It was a question he meant to have put before.

“Nobody,” said the detective. “At what hour he arrived only Walters can tell us.”

He folded the telegram and put it away, then unlocking the door from the study which led to the passage, he went down the steps and, stopping only to switch on the lights, made his way into the vault. One by one the boxes were taken down, emptied of their contents, and carefully examined.

Money was everywhere: banknotes, treasury bills, money in the greasy notes of a Chinese Government bank, money in the shape of Greek drachmas and Italian lira. Sometimes a box would contain nothing but these valuable squares of paper, sometimes a box held thick packets of correspondence addressed to Trasmere, at queer-looking towns in Northern China. All bore the same clerkly number, generally written in green ink, and none of them threw any light whatever upon the tragedy they were investigating.

In the last box of all the correspondence was more recent. It was mostly typewritten copies of letters, evidently addressed by the dead man to various corporations with whom he had dealings, and these they went through letter by letter.

“Where were those typed?” said Carver. “And when? He doesn’t seem to have kept a secretary.”

Until that moment Tab had forgotten the discovery of the typewriter-key-cover. Now he referred to the find.

“But he used to go out every night at half-past six and remain away until half-past eight,” said Tab. “Probably he went to some typewriting office — there are a few in the city which make a speciality of after-hours work.”

“That is possible,” admitted Carver. “There is nothing here. I have sent anything that looked important to the translators — I don’t think it is worth while sending the trading accounts of ‘89.” He put the papers carefully back into the box. “And that’s the lot,” he said.

Tab was standing with his back to the lower shelf to the right hand of the door, and his fingers were idly touching the plain strip of steel when he felt something underneath and, looking down, saw that the obstruction which his fingers had found was one of two slides on which hung a drawer. They had been pushed so far back that it was impossible to see it from where they had stood.

The detective stooped and picked it out.

“Hullo,” he said, “what are these?”

He brought out first a small box of Chinese workmanship.

It was exquisitely lacquered in pale green. Lifting off the lid he saw that it was empty.

“Nothing there — some curio he was hoarding,” said Carver.

Next he produced a small brown jewelcase from the drawer, and putting it on the broad shelf, opened it.

Even before he saw the heart-shaped ruby brooch that was pinned to the satin lining of the lid, Tab knew what it was.

“Those are Ursula Ardfern’s jewels,” he said, and they looked at one another.

“The jewels that were stolen on Saturday morning?” asked the detective incredulously.

Tab nodded, and the detective took out an emerald cross, turned it over, looked at its face, then put it back again.

“On Saturday morning,” he said slowly, “if I remember the facts aright, and I only read them in the newspaper this morning. Miss Ursula Ardfern went into a post office to buy some stamps. Whilst she was there she put her jewelcase by her side, and looking round, discovered it was gone. Thinking she had made some mistake, she went back to her hotel and searched her room. She reported it to the police on Sunday morning.”

“That is the case as I understand it,” said Tab, who was as dumbfounded as his companion.

“And three or four hours after Miss Ardfern lost her jewels, Trasmere was murdered in this room. The jewels were here at that time, because obviously nobody has been in or out of this room since Trasmere was murdered, except possibly the murderer; in other words, in the space of two hours the jewels were stolen and conveyed to Jesse Trasmere and locked in his strongroom — why?” He stared at Tab.

Tab could only stare back. Carver scratched his head, massaged the back of his neck irritably, rubbed his chin, and then: “In other circumstances one would say that Trasmere was a receiver. I have known some very unlikely people who were receivers of stolen property and grew rich on the proceeds, and I have known very unlikely folk to lend money, not only to actresses, but very substantial people, on the security of their jewels. Had we not Miss Ardfern’s report of their loss, the obvious explanation would have been that these had been pledged to Trasmere in security for a loan.”

“I am perfectly sure she doesn’t know Trasmere. I happen to be — an — an acquaintance of hers,” said Tab quickly.

Again the detective was giving contortional evidence of his perplexity. His long face was longer still, his downturned mouth more melancholy.

“Anyway, there is no question of pledge. The only thing we have to decide is, whether he was the kind of man who would receive stolen property.” He glanced round at the black boxes which filled the shelves and shook his head. “The probability is all against that theory,” he said. “Trasmere was too rich a man to run the risk. Besides, we should have found other property. It is not likely that he would act as receiver for one gang of thieves, and for only one of their crimes.”

He hoisted himself to the top of the table, pushed his hands in his trousers pockets and, with his chin on his breast, considered.

“Now that beats me,” he said at last. “I admit that I am thoroughly and absolutely beaten. You are perfectly sure that these are Miss Ardfern’s jewels?”

“I am absolutely certain that it is her jewelcase. Probably at headquarters they have a description of the jewels which are lost,” said Tab.

“Then we’ll settle that little mystery at once.”

He was telephoning for a quarter of an hour, taking notes all the time; and when he hung up the receiver he turned to Tab.

“Without having carefully looked at the pieces in that box,” he said. “I think it is absolutely certain that those jewels are Miss Ardfern’s. She gave a fairly complete list to the police, but could not remember every item. We will go along and check our inventory.”

He had not been at work long before it was clear that the jewellery was Ursula Ardfern’s property.

“Go along and see her, Tab,” said Carver. “Take the empty box with you — we had better hold on to the jewellery a little longer — and ask her to identify the case.”
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Ursula had only arrived a few minutes before Tab reached the Central Hotel, and the ban against reporters must have been lifted, because Ursula saw him immediately.

She took the case from his hand slowly, and with a face from whence all expression had fled.

“Yes, this is mine,” she said. She lifted the lid. “Where are the jewels?” she asked quickly.

“The police have those.”

“The police?”

“It was found in the strongroom of Jesse Trasmere, the old man who was murdered on Saturday afternoon,” said Tab. “Have you any idea how they came into his possession?”

“None,” she said emphatically. “I did not know Mr. Trasmere.”

He told her about the murder, but apparently she had already read the details and seemed loath to discuss the matter until he told her the part that he himself was taking in the tracking of the murderer.

“Where did you find these?” she asked.

“In his strongroom. The curious thing is we turned out all the boxes, ran over all the papers, and found nothing of importance. It was only by accident that we discovered this case. It was in a little drawer pushed far under one of the shelves.”

“You went through all the papers,” she repeated mechanically. “What sort of papers — did he have — many?”

“Quite a number,” said Tab, surprised that after definitely and decidedly changing the subject she had returned to it voluntarily. “Old bills and accounts, copies of letters, and that sort of thing. Nothing of any very great importance. Why do you ask?”

“I had a friend once, a girl who was interested in Mr. Trasmere,” she answered. “She told me that he was keeping a number of documents connected with her family. No, I don’t remember her name. She was an actress I met on tour.”

“There was nothing in his papers except purely business records,” said Tab.

Tab was very sensitive to atmosphere. He could have sworn when he came into the room that she had keyed herself up to meet him. There was no reason why she should, except the reluctance to discuss the robbery, and she maintained that tense attitude throughout the interview. Now he was as certain that she was relieved, he sensed, rather than saw, a relaxation of mind. Probably it was only his imagination, but imagination had never played such a trick upon him before.

“When are the police going to give me my beautiful jewels?” she asked, almost gaily.

“I am afraid they will retain those until after the court proceedings are through. There must be an inquest, you know.”

“Oh,” she said, and seemed disappointed. Then again she returned to the murder. “It seems all so dreadful and mysterious,” she said quietly. “How do you account for it, Mr. Holland? One of the newspapers says that it was impossible that any other hand than Mr. Trasmere’s could have locked the door, and yet they are equally certain that he did not commit suicide. And who is the man Brown for whom they are searching?”

“He is an adventurer from China who was at some time or other a sort of secretary to old Trasmere.”

“A secretary?” she said quickly. “A man — how do you know that?”

“Brown told me himself, I saw him the day before the murder. Apparently Trasmere had treated him badly and had held him off for years by paying him a sum of money.”

She hit her lip in thought.

“Why did he come hack?” she said, half to herself. “He might have lived comfortably on the allowance. I suppose it was a good allowance?” she added quickly. “That is all you want to see me about, Mr. Holland?”

“You may have to go to the police station to identify the jewellery,” said Tab; “and they are pretty certain to ask you how the box came into Mr. Trasmere’s possession.”

She did not answer this, and he left her with an odd feeling of uneasiness.

Going to report the result of his interview to Carver, he found that energetic man crawling about the vault on all fours. He looked over his shoulder at the sound of Tab’s footsteps.

“Was Saturday wet or fine?” he asked.

“It was a particularly fine day.”

“Then this must be a blood impression.” He pointed to the floor, and Tab went on his knees at his side. There was a faint half-moon printed on the edge of the concrete. “That is the edge of a heel, and a rubber heel,” said Carver, “which proves beyond any doubt whatever that somebody came into the vault after the old man was killed, probably went close to the body to see the effect of the shot, and in doing so got a little of the blood on a part of his heel. The rubber accounts for his coming on Trasmere without the old man hearing him. There is no other impression that I can find.”

“Which brings us back to the question of the duplicate key.”

“There was no duplicate key; you can cut that idea right out,” said Carver, getting up and dusting his knees. “I have been into the matter very thoroughly with the manufacturers, and although they each claim to have the best kind of lock and are naturally inclined to take an uncharitable view of their rivals, they say that the maker of our particular key is reliable, and he says that it was in the hands of his most trustworthy man, and that no second key was ever made. Not only that, but no drawing of the key was kept. In fact, the lock, just before it was fitted, was altered by the manufacturer’s expert here, on the premises. I am seeing him tomorrow, but from what I learnt on the telephone he says that we can dismiss from our minds the possibility of there being a duplicate.”

“But Walters was making—”

“Walters hadn’t finished his job; and even if he had, he could not have fashioned a key that would have unlocked this door, clever as he was. No; the bloodstained key is the key that locked the door. What is more, it is the key which the old man carried on a thin silver chain round his neck. We found the broken ends of the chain in his clothing after the body was searched. Then again, there are the bloodstains, both on the inside and on the outside of the door. That is the most remarkable feature of the case, that after the murder the door was locked both from the inside and the outside. At one period, after the death of Trasmere, the murderer must have been locked in this vault with him. If I did not know it was an absolute impossibility I should say that it was locked finally from the inside, the key was placed on the table, and the murderer disappeared through some secret entrance, which we know very well does not exist.”

“Have you tested the roof?”

“I have tested everywhere — roof, walls, floor, and door,” said Carver. “A fact which may or may not be important, is that there is about an eighth of an inch of space between the bottom of the door and the floor. If the key had been found on the floor there would be no mystery about the matter, because the murderer could have pushed it under and, with a flick of his finger, sent it into the middle of the room. Here is the situation in a nutshell.” He ticked off the points on his fingers. “Trasmere is murdered in a vault, the door of which is locked. The murderer is either Brown, who has threatened him, or Walters, who has been robbing him. Inside the locked vault is found the only key which could open or close it. Note this particularly, that Trasmere was shot in the back.”

“Why is that important?”

“As proving that at the moment of his murder Trasmere was in no fear. He was not expecting either to be shot or hurt. And now we add to the situation, which is sufficiently baffling, the discovery in the vault of a jewelcase belonging to an eminent actress, from whom it has been stolen on the very day of the murder. This is the case which I must take to a coroner’s jury. It doesn’t look very good to me.”

It did not “look very good” to the coroner’s jury which contented itself a week later with returning a verdict of wilful murder against some person or persons unknown, and added a rider expressing its dissatisfaction with the inefficiency of the police.

The day that verdict was returned, Ursula Ardfern fainted twice in the course of her performance and was carried home to her hotel in a condition of collapse.



Chapter 10


Table of Contents


A murder lends to the locality in which it is perpetrated a certain left-handed fame which those of its inhabitants who appear most disgusted most enjoy. Human nature being what it is, trouble and misery have a larger sale-value to newspapers than have comfort and happiness. Nothing makes a newspaper reader more conscious of the emptiness of his journal than to learn that his insignificant neighbour has unexpectedly inherited a fortune. Therefore it is only natural that when the average man or woman finds himself or herself promoted from mere observer to participant, however indirect, he or she experiences a queer satisfaction that is no less satisfying because it is queer.

The woman of the house may shudder and make unusual efforts to “keep it from the children,” but she listens avidly to the cook’s inside story of the crime that was committed next door, and presses for further details. The man may express his horror and indignation and talk of leaving his house and finding another in a less notorious neighbourhood, but for years he will point out to his visitors and guests the window of the room where the fell deed was done.

Opposite to Mayfield was the home of John Fergusson Stott, who, in addition to being a neighbour of the late Jesse Trasmere, was the employer of his nephew. This gave him an especial title to speak as an Authority. It supported him also in his determination to Say Nothing.

“It is bad enough, my dear, to be living in the street where this ghastly crime has been committed. I cannot afford to be dragged into the matter.”

He was a small, fat man, very bald, and he wore spectacles of great magnifying power.

“Eline says—” began his buxom wife.

Mr. Stott held up a podgy hand and closed his eyes.

“Servants’ gossip?” said he. “Let us keep out of this business. I cannot afford to have my name in the papers. Why we should have the house full of reporters in no time! And the police too. I had quite trouble enough over the dog’s licence, without wanting to see the police again.”

He sat soberly in his place before the window, glaring out at the darkening street. A light flitted to and fro in one of the upper windows of Mayfield, came and went and came again.

The police were searching. He was interested. Tomorrow, when he met the men at Toby’s, he would be able to say: “They are still searching old Trasmere’s house. I saw them last night — the house is just opposite to mine.”

Presently the light disappeared for good, and he turned to his wife.

“What did Eline say? Ring for her.”

Eline was a parlourmaid, grown of a sudden from the merest cypher in the great sum of parlourmaids to an isolated and important factor.

“I’m sure it gives me the shivers to talk about it, sir,” she said. “Little did I ever think I should be mixed up in a case like this. I’m sure that I’d die if I was ever called into court to give evidence.”

“You will not be called into court,” said Mr. Stott decisively. “This must go no farther, do you understand that, Eline?”

Eline said she did, but she seemed in no way pleased that she was to be spared the painful publicity.

“I’ve had toothache for the past fortnight—”

“You should have it out,” said Mr. Stott. An opportunity for advising sufferers to have their teeth extracted is one which no normal man can miss. “It is always best to deal drastically with a decaying tooth. Out with it, my girl — well?”

“It comes on about half-past eleven and goes off at two. I could set the clock by it.”

“Yes, yes,” said Mr. Stott testily, his interest in Eline’s misfortune ended; “but what did you see at Mayfield?”

“I usually sit at the window until the pain has gone,” said Eline, and Mr. Stott resisted the temptation to tell her that that was the very last place in the world where she ought to sit, “and naturally anything that happens in the street I see. The first night I was sitting there, I saw a little motorcar drive up to the front of the house. A lady got out—”

“A lady?”

“Well…she might have been a woman,” admitted Eline. “But she got out, opened the gates and drove into the garden. I thought that was funny, because Mr. Trasmere hasn’t a garage, and I knew there was nobody staying with him.”

“Where did the car go?”

“Just into the garden. There is plenty of room for it, because it is not exactly a garden-more like a yard than anything, I think she took the car near the house and put out all the lights. Then she went up the steps and opened the door. There was a light in the passage the first night, and I saw her taking the key out before she shut the door. She hadn’t been in the house a few minutes before I saw a man on a bicycle coming along the road. He jumped down and propped the Machine against the kerb. What struck me about him was the funny way he walked. Sort of queer little steps he took. He was smoking a cigar.”

“Where did he go?” asked Mr. Stott.

“Only as far as the gate and leant on it, smoking. By and by he threw away his cigar and lit another, and I saw his face — it was a Chinaman!”

“Good God!” said Mr. Stott. The mental picture she conjured of a Chinaman lighting a cigar in the vicinity of Mr. Stott’s stately home was a particularly revolting one.

“Just before the policeman came along he went back to his bicycle and rode away, but after the policeman had passed he came back again and stood leaning on the gate until the front door of Mayfield opened. Then he sort of slunk back to his bicycle and rode in the opposite direction — I mean opposite to the way he had come. He had hardly got out of sight before I saw the lady come down and open the gates. Soon after she brought out the car, got down, closed the gates again, and drove away. And then I saw the Chinaman riding behind and pedalling like mad, as if he was trying to catch up the car.”

“Extraordinary!” said Mr. Stott. “This happened once?”

“It happened every night — Friday was the last night,” said Eline impressively— “the lady in the car, the Chinaman, and everything. But on Sunday night two Chinamen came, and one went into the garden and was there for a long time. I knew the other one was a Chinaman because he walked so curiously. But they didn’t come on bicycles. They had a car, which stopped at the far end of the street.”

“Remarkable!” said Mr. Stott, and stroked his smooth face.

Eline had finished her story, but was reluctant to surrender her position as news gleaner.

“The police have been taking things away from the house all day,” reported the observer, “boxes and trunks. The girl at Pine Lodge told me that they are leaving there tonight. They’ve been keeping guard on the house ever since the murder.”

“Very, very extraordinary; very remarkable,” said Mr. Stott. “But I don’t think that it is any business of ours. No. Thank you, Eline. I should certainly have that tooth out. You mustn’t be a baby, and American dentistry has reached such a high level of efficiency that—”

Eline listened respectfully but nervously, and went up to her room to plug the aching molar with Dr. Billbery’s Kure-Ake.

It seemed to Mr. Stott that his head had scarcely touched the pillow before there came a knock upon the panel of his bedroom door.

“Yes?” he asked fiercely, in case it was a burglar who was in this polite manner seeking admission to his chamber.

“It is Eline, sir…they’re there!”

Mr. Stott shivered, and, conquering an almost irresistible desire to pull the bedclothes over his head and pretend that he had been talking in his sleep, he got reluctantly out of bed and pulled on his dressing-gown. As to Mrs. Stott, she never moved. She went to bed, as she had often said, to sleep.

“What is it, Eline — waking me up at this time in the morning?” asked Mr. Stott irritably.

“They are there — the Chinamen. I saw one getting through the window,” said the girl, her teeth chattering, to the serious disturbance of Dr. Billbery’s Kure-Ake.

“Wait a moment until I get my stick.”

Mr. Stott kept hanging to his bedrail a heavily loaded cane. He had no intention of going nearer to Mayfield than the safe side of his diningroom window, but the holding of the stick gave him the self-confidence of which he was in need.

Cautiously the girl let up the blind of the diningroom window and unfastened the catch. The sash slid up noiselessly and gave them an uninterrupted view of Mayfield.

“There’s one!” whispered Eline.

Standing in the shadow was a figure. Mr. Stott saw it plainly. They watched in silence for the greater part of half an hour. Mr. Stott had an idea that he ought to telephone for the police, but refrained. In the case of ordinary burglars he would not have hesitated. But these were Chinese, notoriously clannish and vengeful. He had read stories, in which Chinamen had inflicted diabolical injuries upon men who had betrayed them.

At the end of the half-hour’s vigil the door of Mayfield opened and a man came out and joined the other. Together they walked up the road, and that was the last Mr. Stott saw of them.

“Very remarkable!” said Mr. Stott profoundly. “I’m glad you called me, Eline. I wouldn’t have missed this for the world. But you must say nothing about this, Eline — nothing. The Chinese people are very bloodthirsty. They would think no more of putting you into a barrel full of sharp pointed nails and rolling you down a hill, than I should think of — er — lacing my shoes.”

So Maple Manor kept its grisly secret, and none knew of Yeh Ling’s visit to the house of death or his search for the tiny lacquer box wherein Jesse Trasmere kept a folded sheet of thin paper elegantly inscribed in Chinese characters by Yeh Ling, in his own hand.
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“Ursula Ardfern is leaving the stage and is going to live in the country.”

Tab made the announcement one evening when he came home from the office.

Rex scarcely seemed interested.

“Oh?” said Rex.

That was all he said. He seemed as disinclined as Tab to discuss the lady.

It was his last night at the Doughty Street flat. He was still suffering from shock, and his doctor had advised a trip abroad.

He had suggested that at the end of his vacation he would return to Doughty Street, but on this point Tab was firm. “You have a lot of money, Babe,” he said seriously, “and a man who has a lot of money has also a whole lot of responsibilities. There are about a hundred and forty-five reasons why our little menage should be broken up, and the most important from my point of view is, that I will not be demoralized by living cheek by jowl with a man of millions. You have a certain place to take in society, certain duties to perform, and you can’t keep up the position that you are entitled to keep in a half-flat in Doughty Street. I don’t suppose you ever want to go to Mayfield to live.”

Rex shuddered.

“I don’t,” he said, with great earnestness. “I shall shut the place up and let it stand for a few years, until the memory of the crime is forgotten, and then perhaps somebody will buy it. I am pretty comfortable here, Tab.”

“I am not thinking so much about your comfort as my own,” replied Tab calmly. “It isn’t going to do me a lot of good in any way. Consider yourself ejected.”

Rex grinned.

He sailed for Naples the next afternoon, and Tab went down to the boat to see him off. No mention of Ursula Ardfern was made until the landing bell was ringing.

“I am holding you to your promise, Tab, to introduce me to Miss Ardfern,” he said, and frowned as though at some unhappy recollection. “I wish to heaven she hadn’t been mixed up in the business at all. How on earth do you account for her jewelcase being in poor Uncle Jesse’s vault? By the way, the key of that devil room is in my trunk if the police want it. I don’t suppose they will, for they have the other key now.”

He had asked this question about Ursula’s jewels so many times before that Tab could not keep count of them. Therefore, he did not attempt to supply a satisfactory solution.

Standing on the pier he watched the big ship gliding down the river, and on the whole was glad that the companionship had broken up. He liked Rex and Rex liked him, and they had shared happily the mild vicissitudes which came to young men with large ambitions and limited incomes. Of the two, Tab had been the richer in the old days, and had often helped the other through the morasses which grip the ankles of men who systematically live beyond their means. And now Babe was in calm waters: for evermore superior to the favours of crabbed uncles and businesslike employers; no more would he start at every knock the postman rapped, or scowl at the letters which arrived, knowing that more than half of them were bills he could not hope to satisfy.

Nearly a month had passed since the inquest, and all that Tab had heard about Ursula was that she had been very ill and was now in the country, presumably at the Stone Cottage.

He had some idea of going down to see her, but thought better of it.

Meanwhile he had made respectful inquiries about the girl who had so impressed him.

Ursula Ardfern’s story was a curious one. She had appeared first in a road company, playing small parts and playing them well. Then, without any warning, she blossomed forth into management, took a lease of the Athenaeum, and appeared playing a secondary role in an adaptation of Tosca — the lead being in the capable hands of Mary Farrelli. The dramatic critics were mollified by her modesty and pleased with her acting; said they would like to see her in a more important part, and hoped that her season would be prosperous. They asked, amongst themselves, who was the man behind the show, and found no satisfactory answer. Then Tosca came off, after a run of three months; she staged The Tremendous Jones, which played for a year, and this time she was the leading actress. She had gone from success to success, was on the very threshold of a great career. The simple announcement that she had retired from the stage for ever was not very seriously believed. Yet it was true. Ursula Ardfern had appeared for the last time before the footlights.

The day that Rex sailed she saved Tab any further cogitation by writing to him. He found the letter at the office.

“DEAR MR. HOLLAND. — I wonder if you would come to the Stone Cottage to see me? I promise you rather a sensational ‘story,’ though I realize that it will lose much of its importance because I will not have my name mentioned in connection.”

Tab would have liked to have gone then and there. He was up the next morning at six, and chafed because he could not in decency arrive at the house much before lunch.

It was a glorious June day, warm, with a gentle westerly wind: such a day as every doctor with a convalescent patient in his charge hails with joy and thankfulness.

She was reclining where he had seen her on his first visit to Hertford, but this time she did not rise, but held out a thin white hand, which he took with such exaggerated care that she laughed. She was paler, thinner of face, older looking in some indefinite way.

“You won’t break it,” she said. “Sit down, Mr. Tab.”

“I like Mr. Tab very much better than I like Mr. Holland,” said Tab. “It is glorious here. Why do we swelter in the towns?”

“Because the towns pay us our salaries,” she said dryly. “Mr. Holland, will you do something for me?”

He longed to tell her that if she asked him to stand on his head, or lie down whilst she wiped her feet upon him, she would be gladly obeyed. Instead: “Why, of course,” he said.

“Will you sell some jewels for me? They are those which were found — in poor Mr. Trasmere’s vault.”

“Sell your jewels,” he said in amazement, “why? Are you—” he checked himself.

“I am not very poor,” she said quietly. “I have enough money to live without working again — my last play was a very great success, and happily the profits—” She stopped dead. “At any rate, I am not poor.”

“Then why sell your jewellery? Are you going to buy others?” he blurted out.

She shook her head, and a smile dawned in her eyes.

“No, my plan is this: I am going to sell the jewellery for what it is worth, and then I want you to distribute the money to such charities as you think best.”

He was too astonished to answer, and she went on:

“I know very little about charities and their values. I know in some cases all the money subscribed is swallowed up in officials’ salaries. But you will know these.”

“Are you serious?” he at last found his voice to ask.

“Quite,” she nodded gravely. “I think they are worth from twelve to twenty thousand. I am not sure. They are mine,” she went on a little defiantly, and unnecessarily so, thought Tab, “and I may do as I wish with them. I want them to be sold and the money distributed.”

“But, my dear Miss Ardfern—” he began.

“My dear Mr. Holland!” she mocked him, “you must do as I tell you if you are going to help me at all.”

“I’ll certainly carry out your wishes,” he said; “but it is a weighty lot of money to give away.”

“It is a weightier lot of money to keep,” she said quietly. “There is another favour I ask — you must not write that I am the donor. You can describe me as a society woman a retired tradeswoman, or as anything you like; except as an actress; and of course my name must not even be hinted. Will you do this?”

He nodded.

“I have them here,” she said. “I kept them at the hotel and had them sent down to me by special messenger yesterday. And now that that business is over, come inside and lunch.”

It was very dear to have her leaning on his arm; her dependence thrilled him. He wanted to take her up in his arms and carry her through that sweet-smelling place, slowly and with dignity, as nurses carry sleeping babies. He wondered what she would think and say if she guessed his thoughts. It made him hot to consider the possibility for a second.

She did not go direct to the house, but took him through a sunken patch hidden by low bushes, and he stopped and admired, for here a master hand had laid out a Chinese garden with tiny bridges and dwarf trees and great clumps of waxen rock flowers that harboured a faint and delicate scent, a hint of which came up to him.

“You were thinking of carrying me,” she said, a propos of nothing.

Tab went a fiery red.

“But for the proprieties, I should like it. Do you like babies, Mr. Tab?”

“I love ‘em,” said he, glad to reach a less embarrassing topic.

“So do I — I have seen so many when I was a child. They are wonderful. It seems to me that they are so near to the source of life, they bring with them the very fragrance of God.”

He was silent, impressed, a little bewildered. Where had she seen “so many” babies? Had she been a nurse? She had not been talking for effect…He knew an actress once, the only other one he had interviewed, who had quoted Ovid and Herrick and talked with astonishing ease and fluency on the Byzantine Empire. He learnt from a friend that she possessed an extraordinary memory, and had read up these subjects before he came, in order to get a good story about herself. She had the story.

No, Ursula was different. He wished he had lifted her up in his arms when she had spoken about being carried.

Over the meal the talk took a personal turn.

“Have you many friends?” she asked.

“Only one,” smiled Tab “and he’s now so rich that I can scarcely call him a friend. Not that Rex wouldn’t repudiate that.”

“Rex?”

“Rex Lander,” said Tab, “who, by the way, is very anxious to be introduced to you. He is one of your most fervent admirers.” Tab felt that he was being very noble indeed, and he experienced quite a virtuous glow at his own unselfishness.

“Who is he?” she asked.

“He is old Trasmere’s nephew.”

“Why, of course,” she said quickly, and went red. “You have spoken about him before.”

Tab tried to remember. He was almost certain that he had never mentioned Rex to the girl.

“So he is very rich? Of course he would be. He was Mr. Trasmere’s only nephew.”

“You saw that in the newspaper?”

“No; I guessed, or somebody told me; I haven’t read any account of the murder, or any of the proceedings. I was too ill. He must be very rich,” she went on. “Is he anything like his uncle?”

Tab smiled.

“I can’t imagine two people more dissimilar,” he said. “Rex is — well, he’s rather stoutish,” he said loyally, “and a lazy old horse. Mr. Trasmere, on the contrary, was very thin and, for his age, remarkably energetic. When did I mention Rex?” he asked.

She shook her head.

“I can’t recall the time and place. Please don’t make me think, Mr. Holland. Where is Rex now?”

“He has gone to Italy. He sailed yesterday,” said Tab, and thereupon the girl’s interest in Rex Lander seemed to suffer eclipse.

“I should like to have had Trasmere’s real story,” said Tab; “he must have lived an interesting life. It is rather curious that we found nothing in the house reminiscent of his Chinese experience but a small lacquer box, which was empty. The Chinese fascinate me.”

“Do they?” she looked at him quickly; “they fascinate me in a way by their kindness.”

“You know them; have you lived in China?” She shook her head.

“I know one or two,” she said, and paused, as though she were considering whether it was advisable to say any more. “When I first came to town from service-” He gaped at her.

“I don’t quite get that-by ‘service’; what do you mean? You don’t mean domestic service…you weren’t a cook or anything?” he asked jocularly, and to his amazement she nodded.

“I was a sort of tweeny maid; peeled potatoes and washed dishes,” she said calmly. “I was only thirteen at the time. But that is another story, as Mr. Kipling says. At this age, and before I went to a school, I met a Chinaman whose son was very ill. He lodged in the house where I was staying. The landlady wasn’t a very humane sort of person, and being Chinese, she thought the poor little boy had some mysterious Eastern disease which she would ‘catch.’ I nursed him, in a way,” she said apologetically, but Tab knew that the apology was not for her condescension, but for her lack of nursing skill. “The father was very poor then, a waiter in a native restaurant, but he was ever so grateful. Quite an extraordinary man — I have seen him since.”

“And the child?”

“Oh, he got better-his father was dosing him with quaint proprietary medicines. I think he was suffering from enteric fever, and nursing is the only thing that cures that. He’s in China now — quite an important person.”

“I should like to have that other story,” said Tab. “Kipling gets my goat. That ‘other story’ of his is never told. I think he must have had them in his mind when he referred to them, but he got lazy on it.”

“My other story must keep,” she smiled. “Some day…perhaps…but not now. The father of the boy laid out my little Chinese garden, by the way.”

Tab had come by train, and there was a long walk to the station. He stayed to the very last moment, and then had to hurry to catch the one fast express of the afternoon. He had gone a leisurely hundred yards from the front gate (you cannot walk fast if you turn round at intervals for a glimpse of a cool white figure) when he saw a dusty roadfarer coming toward him. The awkward gait of the walker, his baggy clothes, the huge Derby hat pulled down to his ears, attracted Tab’s attention long before he could distinguish the man’s features. When he did, it was with a spasm of surprise. The walker was a Chinaman, and carried in his hand a flat packet. The Oriental deviated from the straight path to cross the road. Without a word he carefully unwrapped a thin paper cover and exposed a letter. It was addressed to “Miss Ursula Ardfern, Stone Cottage,” and on the wrapper Tab saw a number of Chinese characters which he guessed were directions to the messenger.

“Tell,” said the man laconically. He evidently knew little English.

“That house on the left,” said Tab; pointing. “How far have you come, Chink?”

“Velly well,” said the man, and taking the letter, folded it again in its covering and trotted off. Tab looked after him, wondering. How curious a coincidence, he thought, that they should have been talking about the Chinese only half an hour before?

He had to run, and then only caught the train as it was pulling out of the station.

The inexorable and constitutionally discontented news-editor was not at all satisfied with the story as Tab wrote it.

“It loses half its value if we can’t give her name,” he complained; “and after we’ve started the interest going, The Herald, or some other paper, will find out who is the owner of the jewels and get all the fat of the story! Can’t you persuade her?”

Tab shook his head.

“What’s the great idea — is she going into a convent or something?”

“She didn’t mention it,” said Tab impatiently. “There it is — take it or leave it, Jacques. It is a good item, and if you don’t like it, I’ll take it to the chief.”

A threat which invariably ended all discussion, for Tab was an important personage on the staff of The Megaphone, and his word carried weight.
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Mr. Stott combined the implacable qualities of the feudal lord with an amiable leaning toward the society and approval of his fellow men. There was a cafe near his office which was extensively patronised by grave business men-directors, bank managers, and superior cashiers. The price of luncheon had been scientifically fixed by the proprietor, so that whilst it was within the means of men of substance and standing, it was just beyond the reach of those whose limited incomes did not permit the luxury of lunching at Toby’s, though it was well worth the money to sit at meat with men who had offices labelled “Private,” and drove to their businesses in polished limousines.

Mr. Stott referred to the wistful folk who passed the door of Toby’s to be swallowed up in less exclusive establishments, as the hoi polloi, which he understood was an Italian expression. Toby’s had almost acquired the status of a club.

Occasionally, ignorant strangers wandered in to test the gastronomical excellence of the kitchen, and these were usually accommodated in obscure corners away from the hearing of intimate gossip.

Mr. Stott had recently become a person to be listened to with respect, and the necessity for keeping the regular patrons of Toby’s aloof from the vulgar herd was doubly urgent by reason of the very important matters that had to be discussed.

“What I can’t understand, Stott,” said one of his hearers, “is why the devil you didn’t send for the police?”

Mr. Stott smiled mysteriously.

“The police should have been there,” he said; “and by the way, I need not remind you fellows that what I say to you is in absolute confidence. I am scared out of my life lest that babbling servant of mine starts talking. You can never trust these gossiping girls. I confess, though, that I had half a mind, not to send for the police, but to tackle the Chinks myself. I should have done it, too, but the girl was so frightened of being left alone.”

“Have they come since?” asked another interested hearer.

“No; nor the woman-you remember that I told you of the woman who used to drive up to Mayfield every night in her car?”

“It seems to me that the police ought to know,” interrupted the first speaker. “One of your servants is bound to talk. As you say, you can’t trust ‘em! And then the authorities will want to know why you haven’t reported the matter.”

“It is not my business,” said Mr. Stott pharisaically. “It is for the police to get busy. I’m not at all surprised that the coroner’s jury made the remark they did. Here is a man murdered-”

He exhibited the crime graphically.

“At any rate, I’m keeping out of it-these Chinese criminals are dangerous fellows to monkey with.”

He had paid his bill and was walking out of the cafe when somebody touched him on the arm, and he swung round to see a tall, melancholy, and long-faced man.

“Excuse me; Mr. Stott, I believe?”

“That is my name. I haven’t the pleasure-”

“My name is Carver. I am an Inspector of Police, and I want you to tell me something about what was seen outside Mayfield, both before and after the murder.”

Mr. Stott’s face fell.

“That servant of mine has been talking,” he said, annoyed; “I knew she couldn’t keep her mouth shut.”

“I know nothing about your servant, sir,” said Carver sadly, “but I have been sitting in Toby’s for the past three days and I have heard quite a lot. It sounded to me almost as if you were the principal speaker on the subject, but maybe I was mistaken.”

“I shall say nothing,” said Mr. Stott firmly, and the detective sighed.

“I shouldn’t hurry to make up my mind on that subject if I were you,” he said; “it is certain to be a difficult business explaining to the Public Prosecutor why you have kept silence so long…it looks very suspicious, you know, Mr. Stott.”

Mr. Stott was aghast.

“Suspicious…me…Good heavens! Come to my office, Mr. Carver…suspicious! I knew I should be dragged into it! I’ll fire Eline tonight!”

When Tab in the course of duty called that night at the station, he heard the story from Carver.

“If the poor nut had only had the pluck to telephone to the police when the girl first told him the story, we could have caught those birds. As it is, there’s no sense in keeping the house under observation any longer. Who was the woman? That puzzles me. Who was the woman who night after night garaged her car in Trasmere’s garden and let herself into the house, carrying a square black bag?”

Tab did not answer. The identity of the woman was no mystery to him. She was Ursula Ardfern.

The fabric of supposition fitted piece to piece. He remembered he had come upon her in the deserted streets at dawn, surveying a burst tyre, and the plainness of her dress. Inside the car was a square black case, but Ursula working hand in glove with Chinamen; Ursula privy to these stealthy comings and goings, these midnight burglaries at Mayfield? That was unthinkable.

“…their reason for breaking in after we had left the place is beyond me,” Carver was saying. “I can only suppose that they hoped that we had overlooked something of value.”

“In Mayfield…there is nothing there now?”

“Only the furniture and one or two articles we took away but have since returned, such as the green lacquer box. As a matter of fact, they only went back yesterday. Mr. Lander thought of selling all the furniture and effects by auction, and I believe that before he left he put the matter in the hands of an agent. The Chinamen intrigue me,” he said, “though it is by no means certain that both Stott and his servant aren’t mistaken. I gather they were considerably panic-stricken, and even I wouldn’t undertake to distinguish a Chinaman from a European by the light of a match.”

Tab went into Carver’s private office, and they sat talking until close on eleven o’clock, at which hour their conversation was violently interrupted by the ring of the telephone.

“Call through for you, sir,” said the voice of the sergeant on the desk, and a second later Carver recognized the agitated voice of Mr. Stott.

“They’re here now! They’ve just gone in! The woman has opened the door…they’ve just gone in!”

“Who? Is that Stott-do you mean into Mayfield?” asked Carver quickly.

“Yes! I saw them with my own eyes. The woman’s car is outside the door.”

“Go and get its number quick,” said Carver sharply; “find a policeman and tell him; and if you can’t find one detain the woman yourself.”

He heard Mr. Stott’s feeble expostulation, and jumped for his hat.

They boarded the first taxicab they could find, and raced through the town at a breakneck pace, turning into one end of the quiet avenue in which Mayfield was situated, just as the tail lights of a car turned the corner at the other end.

Mr. Stott was standing on the sidewalk, pointing dumbly, but with hysterical gestures, at the place where the car had been.

“They’ve gone,” he said hollowly, “…couldn’t find a policeman: they’ve gone!”

“So I notice,” said Carver. “Did you take the number of the car?”

Mr. Stott shook his head and made a choking noise in his throat. Presently he commanded his speech.

“Covered over with black paper,” he said.

“Who was it?”

“A Chinaman and a woman,” said the other.

“Why in hell didn’t you stop them?” snapped Carver.

“A Chinaman and a woman,” repeated Stott miserably.

“What was she like?”

“I didn’t get near enough to see,” Mr. Stott made the confession without shame. “There ought to have been police here…lots of police…It is disgraceful. I am going to write to the—”

They left him quivering threats. Carver ran across the concrete garden, unlocked the door and switched on all the lights in the hall. Nothing, so far as he could see, had been disturbed. The door to the vault was locked, and had not been tampered with. Apparently the diningroom had. The fireplace was a broad deep cavity lined with red brick, and pointed with yellow cement. An electric radiator had replaced the stove, and Carver had made a very thorough examination, both of the recess and the wide chimney above. But he saw at a glance that his inspection had been short of perfect. One of the bricks had been taken out. It lay on the table, with its steel lid open, and Carver surveyed it thoughtfully.

“That is one on me,” he said. “It looks like the face of a brick, doesn’t it? Look at that artistic cement pointing all round the edge? It isn’t cement at all, but steel. In fact, this must be about the only secret drawer in the house. I ought to have made more thorough inquiries from the builders.”

The box was empty, except for a tiny rubber band. They found its fellow on the table.

“There was something of importance in that box which has been taken out; probably a bundle of papers; more likely two bundles. The rubber bands suggest two. Anyway, they’ve gone.”

He glanced round the room.

“And the green lacquer box has gone,” he said. “I know it was here, because I put it on the mantelshelf with my own hands.”

He opened the door leading to the vault and satisfied himself that nobody had gained admission to the underground room.

“We had better go along and see this police critic,” he said grimly.

It appeared that he had done Mr. Stott an injustice, for, greatly fearing, he had crossed the road whilst the people were in the house, and he had made honest attempts to find a policeman, having sent the toothachy Eline on that errand, which was successful, if the success was somewhat belated, for the policeman arrived with her whilst the Inspector was talking to the merchant.

“I not only crossed the road,” said Mr. Stott, “but I went inside the garden. They must have seen me, for the light in the diningroom went out suddenly, and they came flying down the steps together.”

“And passed you, of course?”

“They did not pass me,” explained Mr. Stott emphatically, “because I was on the other side of the road before they v ere out of the gate. I do not think anything would have passed me.”

“What was the woman like?” asked Carver again.

“I have an idea she was young, but I did not see her face. She was dressed in black, and, as far as I could see, veiled. The other man was small: he only came up to her shoulder.”

“That is that,” said Carver disconsolately, when they came away. “They ought to have been caught, if that man had the spunk of a rabbit. You are very silent, Tab — what are you thinking?”

“I am wondering,” said Tab truthfully, “just wondering.”

“What are you wondering?” growled the other.

“I am wondering whether old Trasmere was a much worse man than any of us imagine,” said Tab calmly.
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Early in the morning Tab paid a fruitless visit to Stone Cottage. The woman who acted as caretaker told him that the young lady had returned to town, and it was at the Central Hotel that he saw her.

Never had he approached an inquiry, professional or otherwise, with such reluctance. On most matters Tab had very definite views. His mentality was such that he never hesitated to form a judgment, or wavered in his convictions. That type of mind cannot understand in others the vacillating hesitancy which so often distinguishes them in their judgment of people and things. And yet, strive as he did, he could not reduce to a formula his own chaotic feelings in relation to Ursula Ardfern.

One thing he knew. It was no vicarious interest he was showing — he did not even in his own mind regard himself as standing for Rex Lander.

Tab thought best with a pen in his hand, yet when in cold blood he endeavoured to reduce to writing the exact state of his mind in relation to Ursula Ardfern, the white sheet of paper remained white to the end.

The moment he entered her sittingroom Tab felt that Ursula knew the object of his visit.

“You want to see me very badly, don’t you?” she said, without preliminary, and he nodded.

“What is it?”

Unless he was dreaming, her voice held a subtle caress and yet that was a ridiculous exaggeration; perhaps “kindness” was a better word.

“Somebody went into Mayfield last night, accompanied by a Chinaman, and they got away just before the police arrived,” said Tab awkwardly. “And that isn’t all: that same somebody has been in the habit of visiting Trasmere between eleven at night and two in the morning, and this practice has been going on for a considerable time.”

She nodded.

“I told you I did not know Mr. Trasmere,” she said quietly. “It is the only lie I have told you. I knew Mr. Trasmere very well, but there were reasons why it would have been fatal for me to have admitted my friendship with him. No, not one lie — two.” She held up her fingers to emphasize her words.

“The other was about the lost jewelcase,” said Tab huskily.

“Yes,” she replied.

“You didn’t lose it at all.”

She shook her head.

“No, I didn’t lose it at all: I knew where it was all the time; but I was — panic-stricken, and had to make a decision on the spur of the moment. I did not regret it.”

There was a pause.

“Do the police know?” she asked.

“About you? No. I think they might find out — not from me.”

“Sit down.” She was very calm. He thought she was going to explain, and was quite satisfied that the explanation was a very simple one, but she had no such intention, as her first words told him.

“I can’t tell you now the why of everything. I am too…what is the word? Too tense. I am not so sure that this is the word, either, but my defences are in being. I dare not relax one of them, or the whole would go. Of course I knew nothing of the murder — you never dreamt I did?”

He shook his head.

“I did not know until Sunday morning, when I was driving out to Stone Cottage,” she said. “It was only by accident that I bought a paper in the street, and then I made my decision. I went straight to the police station with my story of the lost jewelcase. I knew it was in the vault, and I had to find some explanation.”

“How did it come to be in the vault?” Tab knew that the question was futile before it was half out.

“That is part of the other story,” she smiled faintly. “Do you believe me?”

He looked up at her quickly, and their eyes met.

“Does it matter whether I believe or not?” he asked quietly.

“It matters a great deal to me,” she said, in the same tone.

It was his gaze that fell first.

Then, in a different and more cheery voice, she went on: “You have to help me, Mr. Tab. Not in the matter we have been discussing — I don’t mean that.”

“I’ll help you in that,” said Tab.

“I think you will,” she answered quickly, “but for the moment, ungracious as it may sound, I do not need help. The other matter is more personal. Do you remember telling me about your friend?”

“Rex?” he asked in surprise.

She nodded.

“He went to Naples, didn’t he? I had a letter from him, written on board.”

Tab smiled.

“Poor old Rex. What did he want, your photograph?”

“More than that,” she said quietly. “You won’t think I am horrible if I betray his confidence, but I must if you are to help me. Mr. Lander has done me the honour of asking me to marry him.”

Tab looked at her openmouthed.

“Rex?” he said incredulously.

She nodded.

“I won’t show you the letter, it would hardly be fair; but he has asked me to give my answer in the agony column of The Megaphone. He says that he has an agent in London who will send it by wireless, and I was wondering—” She hesitated.

“If I were the agent?” said Tab. “No, I know nothing whatever about this.”

She drew a sigh.

“I’m glad,” she said inconsequently. “I mean, I’m glad that you won’t be hurt even indirectly.”

“Do you intend putting in the advertisement?”

“I have already sent it to the paper,” she said. “Here is a copy.” She went to her writing-table and brought back a slip of paper, and Tab read:

“Rex: What you ask is quite impossible. I shall never make any other reply. U.”

“One does get those kind of letters,” she said, “and as a rule they are not worth while answering. Had I not known…he was a friend of yours, I don’t think I should have taken the trouble — yes I would,” she nodded slowly. “Mr. Trasmere’s nephew has certain claims to refusal.”

“Poor old Rex,” said Tab softly. “I had a wireless from him this morning, saying that he was enjoying the voyage.”

He took up his hat.

“As regards the other matter, Miss Ardfern,” he said, “you must tell me in your own time, if you wish to tell me at all. But you must understand that there is a very big chance that the police will trace you, in which case I may be of assistance. As matters stand, I am just a sympathetic observer.”

He held out his hand with a smile, and she took it and held it in both of hers.

“For twelve years I have been living in a nightmare,” she said: “a nightmare which my own vanity created. I think I am awake now, and when the police trace me — and I am so certain they will trace me that I have left the stage—”

“Was that the reason?” he exclaimed in surprise.

“That is one of the two reasons,” she said. “When they trace me, I think I shall be glad. There is still something of the old Eve in me” — she smiled a little sadly— “to make exposure a painful possibility.”

One last question he asked as he stood at the door.

“What was in the box? The box that looked like a brick and was hidden in the fireplace?”

“Papers,” she replied. “I only know they were papers written in Chinese. I do not know what they were about yet.”

“Had they…could they possibly supply a clue to the murder?”

She shook her head, and he was satisfied.

He smiled at her, and with no other word went out. All doubts that he had had as to his feelings toward her were now set at rest. He loved this slim girl with the madonna-like face, whose moods changed as swiftly as April light. He did not think of Rex, or the heartache which her message would bring, until later.

There was no very satisfactory portrait of Wellington Brown in existence. On the ship which brought him from China a fellow passenger had taken a snapshot of a group in which Mr. Brown’s face, slightly out of focus, loomed foggily.

With this to work on, and with the assistance of Tab, something like a near-portrait was constructed and circulated by the police. Every newspaper carried the portrait, every amateur detective in the country was looking for the man with the beard, whose gloves had been found outside the death chamber of Jesse Trasmere.

Less fortunate was the lot of Mr. Walter Felling, alias Walters. He had been in prison, and his portraits, full face and profile, were available for immediate distribution. He watched the hunt from one of those densely crowded burrows where humanity swelters and festers on the hot days and nights. In the top room of a crowded tenement, he grew more and more gaunt as the days went by, for the fear of death was in his heart.

Despite the efficient portraiture, it is doubtful whether he would have been recognized by the most lynx-eyed policeman, for his beard had reached a considerable length and suspense and terror had wasted his plump cheeks into hollows and cavities that had changed the very contours of his face. He knew the law; its fatal readiness to accept the most fragmentary evidence when a man was on trial for murder. His every movement had been an acknowledgment of guilt; would be accepted as such by a judge; who would lay out the damning points against him with a cold and remorseless thoroughness.

Sometimes at nights, especially on rainy nights, he would creep out into the streets. Always they seemed to be full of police. He would return in a panic to spend another restless night, when every creak of the stairs, every muffled voice in the rooms below, made him jump to the door.

Walters had doubled back to town, the only safe place of refuge. In the country he would have been a marked man and his liberty of short duration. Avoiding the districts which knew him well, and the friends whose loyalty would not stand the test of a murder charge, he came to the noisy end of Reed Street, posing as an out-of-work engineer.

Here he read every newspaper which he could procure, and in each journal every line that dealt with the murder. What had Wellington Brown to do with it? The appearance of that man in the case bewildered him. He remembered the visitor from China very well. So he, too, was a fugitive. The knowledge brought him a shade of comfort. It was as though a little of the burden of suspicion had been lifted from himself.

One night when he was taking the air, a Chinaman went pad-padding past him, and he recognized Yeh Ling. The proprietor of the Golden Roof was one of the few Chinamen in town who seldom wore European dress, and Walters knew him. Yeh Ling had come to Mayfield on several occasions. He had worn European dress then, and had excited no surprise, for Mr. Trasmere’s association with the Far East was well known. Yeh Ling must have seen him, for he had passed at a moment when the light of a street lamp fell upon Walters’ face. But he made no sign of recognition, and the fugitive hoped that Yeh Ling had been absorbed in his thoughts.

Nevertheless he hurried home again, to sit in his darkened room and start painfully at every sound.

Had he known that Yeh Ling had both seen and identified him, he would not have slept at all that night. The Chinaman pursued his course to the unsavoury end of Reed Street; children who saw him screamed derisively; a frowsy woman standing in a doorway yelled a crude witticism, but Yeh Ling passed on unmoved. Turning sharply into a narrow alleyway he stopped before a darkened shop and tapped upon a side door. It was opened at once, and he passed into a thick and pungent darkness. A voice hissed a question, and he answered in the same dialect. Then, without guide, he made his way up the shaky stairs to a back room.

It was illuminated by the light of four candles. The walls were covered by a cheap paper, its crude design mellowed by age, and the only furniture in the room was a broad divan, on which sat a compatriot, a wizened old Chinaman who was engaged in carving a half-shaped block of ivory which he held between his knees.

They greeted one another soberly, and the old man uttered a mechanical politeness.

“Yo Len Fo,” said Yeh Ling, “is the man well?”

Yo Len Fo shook his head affirmatively.

“He is well, excellency,” he said. “He has been sleeping all the afternoon and he has just taken three pipes. He had also drunk the whisky you sent.”

“I will see him,” said Yeh Ling, and dropped some money on the divan.

The old man picked this up, uncurled himself, and putting down his ivory carefully, led the way up another flight of stairs. A small oil-lamp burnt on the bare mantelpiece of the room into which Yeh Ling walked. On a discoloured mattress lay a man. He wore only shirt and trousers and his feet were bare. By the side of the mattress was a tray on which rested a pipe, a half-emptied glass, and a watch.

Mr. Wellington Brown looked up at the visitor, his glazed eyes showing the faintest light of interest.

“Lo Yeh Ling…come to smoke?”

His language was a queer mixture of Cantonese and English, and it was in the former tongue that Yeh Ling replied.

“I do not smoke, Hsien,” he said, and the man chuckled.

“Hsien?—’The Unemployed One,’ eh?…Funny, how names stick…wasser time?”

“It is late,” said Yeh Ling, and the bead of the man drooped.

“See ol’ Jesse tomorrow..,” he said drowsily; “got…lot of business…”

Yeh Ling stooped, and his slim fingers encircled the man’s wrist. The pulse was weak but regular.

“It is good,” he said, turning to the old carver of ivory.

“Every morning there must be air in this room. No other smoker must come; you understand, Yo Len Fo? He must be kept here.”

“This morning he wanted to go out,” said the keeper of the establishment.

“He will stay for a long time. I know him. When he was on the Amur River he did not leave his house for three months. Let there be one pipe always ready. Obey.”

He went softly down the stairs and into the night.

Only once did he glance back as he made his unhurried way to the side door of the Golden Roof. But that glance was sufficient. The man he had seen loafing at the entrance of the alleyway was watching him. He saw him now, walking on the other side of the road, a dim, secretive figure. Yeh Ling slipped into his private door, bent down and raised the flap of a letter slot. The man had come to a halt on the other side of the road. The reflected light from the blazing signs on the main street illuminated his back, but his face was in shadow.

“It is not a policeman,” said Yeh Ling softly, and then, as the man strolled back into the darkness, he called his stunted servant.

“Follow that man who wears a cap. You will see him on the other side of the road; he is walking toward the houses of the noisy women.”

A quarter of an hour later the stunted man came back with a story of failure, and Yeh Ling was not surprised. But the watcher was neither policeman nor reporter, of this he was sure.
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In the course of his professional duties Tab Holland had been brought into contact with the master of the Golden Roof on two occasions. The first followed a small scandal, which only remotely touched the restaurant (the woman who was the subject of Tab’s investigation had dined there at an important date), and once in connection with a dead-season topic dealing with the nutritive values of food.

He had found the Chinaman reserved to a point of taciturnity, monosyllabic in speech; a most unsatisfactory person.

Tab knew nothing about him except that he was a successful Chinaman who had gravitated into the restaurant business.

He asked Jacques for enlightenment, well knowing that if the news-editor could not satisfy his curiosity it was because Yeh Ling was altogether uninteresting. Jacques was one of the rarities, to whom reference is so frequently made that it might be imagined they were as common as straws in a stable. He was a veritable “mine of information.” The genus occurs sometimes in newspaper offices. Jacques knew everybody and everybody’s wife. He knew why they married. He also knew why stars twinkled and the chemical composition of tears.

Quote him a line from any classic and he would give you its predecessor and that which followed. He knew the dates of all important earthquakes and was an authority on the Mogul Emperors. He could sketch you with equal facility the position of Frossard’s second corps at Rezonville on August 17, 1870, or the military situation at Thermopolae…and dates.

The only serious students of The Megaphone reference library were the reporters who went there to confound Jacques. They never succeeded.

“Yeh Ling? Yes…queer bird. An educated Chink…got a son who is quite a swell scholar by Chinese standards. He ought to make a good story some day; that house he is building at Storford — it is on the way to Hertford; says that one day his son will be the Chinese Ambassador here, and he wants him to have a house worthy of his position. That is what he told Stott. Know Stott? He is a dud architect who knows it all. Weird little devil who looks as if he might have been clever with a different kind of brain. Stott laid out the ground work: sort of Chinese temple with two enormous concrete pillars that are going to stand half way down the drive. The Pillar of Cheerful Memories and the Pillar of Grateful Hearts. That’s what he is going to call them. Stott thought it was heathenish, and wondered if the bishop would like it. Yes, you ought to see that place, Tab. No, it isn’t built. Yeh Ling has nothing but Chink labour. The Secretary of the Builders Union went to see him about it. Yeh Ling said his ancestors had a Union of their own which put the bar upon non-Taoist labour. Taoism—”

“I hate to wade into the foaming torrent of your eloquence,” said Tab gently, “but how did you come to meet Stott?”

“Same lodge,” said Jacques. “It is not for me to talk down a brother craftsman — are you one of us, by the way?”

Tab shook his head.

“Ought to be. Get a little respect for authority into your system. As I was saying, I don’t want to knock Stott, but he’s not everybody’s meat. Go and see that temple, or whatever it is, Tab. Might be a good story.”

On the first idle day he had Tab took his motor-bicycle and went out to Storford. He was not entirely without hope that he would see Ursula — her house was only seven miles beyond Storford Hill, and he had reason to know that she had withdrawn herself to her country home. In a letter telling this she had told him in so many words that when she wanted him she would send for him.

He saw the building from a distance.

He had noticed it before-it was hardly possible to miss seeing it, for it stood on the crest of one of the few hills the country boasted. The walls were half finished and heavy wooden uprights rose like the palings of a fence above the queerly laid courses. And one of the pillars already lifted its lofty head. It flanked on one side a broad pathway, which was half the width of the house, and stood some fifty feet above the ground, being crowned by a small stone dragon.

Tab wondered if this was the Pillar of Grateful Hearts or that which stood, or would stand, for Cheerful Memories.

Its diameter must have been fully five feet. Near at hand was one of the wooden moulds in which it was cast, and a Chinese workman was scraping the interior.

Tab walked through a break in the low hedge which separated Yeh Ling’s new home from the road, and now stood regarding with interest the activities of the blue-bloused workmen. Their industry was remarkable. Whether they were running bricks and mortar, or cutting out the garden (already taking shape), or walling up the terraces, they moved quickly, untiringly, wholly absorbed in their occupations. Never once did they stop to lean upon their spades and picks to discuss the chances of the new Administration, or to tell one another how Milligan got his black eye.

Nobody seemed to notice Tab. He strolled farther into the land, and there was none to challenge his right. A gang of men were gravelling and rolling the broad path, and one of these said something which sent the others into a fit of that cluttering laughter which is peculiar to the East. Tab wondered what was the joke.

Turning to walk back to the road, he saw that a car had stopped at the break in the hedge, and his heart gave a leap, for its occupant was Ursula.

“What do you think of it?” she asked.

“It is going to be rather wonderful-how do you like the idea of having a Chinaman for a neighbour? I forgot-you rather like the Chinese.”

“Yes,” she said shortly. “There could be worse neighbours than Yeh Ling.”

“You know him?”

He wondered, if she would deny acquaintance or evade the question.

“Very well,” she said calmly; “he is the proprietor of the Golden Roof. I often dine there. You know him too?”

“Slightly,” said Tab, looking back at the unfinished house, “He must be rich.”

“I don’t know. One never really knows what money is required to build a place like this. The labour is cheap, and it seems a very simple kind of house.”

And then, with a wave of her hand, she drove on. She might at least have asked him to lunch, he thought indignantly.

A week went past, a drab week for a discontented Tab Holland, for now there was neither a likelihood of nor an excuse for a chance meeting.

A sedative week for the hiding Walters. References to the murder seldom appeared now in the newspapers, and he had found a man who had offered to get him a job as a steward on an outward-bound liner.

A week of drugged sleep for a besotted man, curled up on a mattress at the top of Yo Len Fo’s house.

But for Inspector Carver an exceptionally busy week, though there was no newspaper record of his activities.

Tab no longer spent his evenings at home. The flat seemed horribly empty now that the lovesick Rex had gone. He had had a radio from him, saying that he was improved in health.

The message was cheerful enough, so that Ursula’s refusal could not have bitten very hard.

By the end of the week life had become an intolerable dreariness, and to make matters worse nothing was happening in the great world that called for Tab’s intervention and interest. He was in that condition of utter boredom when there happened the first of those remarkable incidents which, in his official account of the case, Inspector Carver refers to as “The Second Activity.”

The flats, one of which Tab occupied, had originally been apartments in a private house. With little structural alteration they had been turned into self-contained suites. On each of the landings was a door of one of the four flats. Admission to the house was by the front door, and the landlord had so arranged matters that, whilst the key of each flat was different, all keys opened the street door. It was therefore possible to go in and out without observation, unless by chance one of the other tenants happened to be on the stairs or in the passageway at the time.

On Saturday night Tab knew he would be alone in the house; the other three tenants invariably spent the weekend out of town. One was a middle-aged musician who lived on the top floor. Beneath him was a young couple engaged in literary work; then came Tab’s flat; and the ground-floor suite was occupied by a man whose profession was unknown, but who was generally believed to be connected with an advertising agency. He was seldom at home, and Tab had only seen him once.

The Saturday night happened to be the occasion of an annual dinner of his club, and Tab dressed and went out early, spent a mildly exhilarating evening, and returned home at half-past twelve. There was nothing in first appearance to suggest that anything unusual had happened in his absence, except that the lights in his sittingroom were burning and he had switched them off before he went out.

His first impression was that the waste of current was due to his own carelessness, but then he recalled very clearly that he had turned out the light and closed the sittingroom door before he went out. Now the sittingroom door was open, as also was the door of Rex’s old room.



Chapter 15


Table of Contents


Tab smiled to himself. He who had investigated so many burglaries had never imagined that he would be favoured by the attention of those midnight adventurers. He went into Rex’s room, turned the switch, and had only to take one glance to know that somebody had been very busy indeed in his absence. Under the bed which his companion had occupied were two shallow trunks filled with those of Rex Lander’s belongings which he had not taken with him. One of these had been pulled out, placed on the bed, and opened. It had been opened unscientifically with a chisel, which Tab knew was his property, and must have been taken from the tool-box in the kitchen. The lock was wrenched off and the contents of the box scattered on the bed. The other trunk had not been touched. Whether the thief had been successful in his quest Tab did not know, because he was ignorant of the box’s contents. He guessed he must have been disappointed, for beyond a quantity of underlinen, more or less in a state of disrepair, a few books and drawing; instruments, and a packet of letters which Tab saw at a glance were from Jesse Trasmere, there was nothing at all valuable in the trunk.

He went to his own room, but none of his things had been touched. And then he began a careful search of the other rooms in the flat. They yielded, however, no clue as to the identity of the mysterious visitor, and Tab got on to the ‘phone to Carver and was lucky to find him.

“Burglars? That’s poetic justice, Tab,” said Carver’s sad voice. “I’ll come right along.”

The detective was at the house in ten minutes.

“If this had happened in the daytime I could find a fairly simple explanation,” said Tab, “because the front door below is left open until nine, and the tenant who comes in or goes out nearest to nine o’clock closes it. We keep the door open, because it saves a lot of running up and down stairs, but the street door was closed when I came home.”

“How would it have been a simple matter to burgle the flat?” asked Carver, and Tab explained that there was a window on the landing through which a surefooted and skilful adventurer might emerge on to a narrow ledge by which the kitchen window could be reached.

“He didn’t go that way, I should think,” said Carver, after he had inspected the kitchenette. “No; the burglar opened the door like a gentleman. Do you know whether Mr. Lander had anything worth stealing in that trunk?”

Tab shook his head.

“I am perfectly certain he hadn’t,” he said. “Poor old Rex had nothing of value except the money he drew from his uncle’s estate just before he left.”

Carver went back to Rex’s room and carefully emptied the trunk, item by item.

“It was something at the bottom of the trunk. I should imagine it was in this box.” He handled a little wooden box with a sliding lid. “And here is the top,” he said, picking it up from the bed. “Can you get in touch with Mr. Lander?”

“He’ll be at Naples in a day or two; I’ll wire him then — but I shouldn’t imagine he had lost anything worth the thief’s trouble,” said Tab.

They went back to the sittingroom, and Carver stood a long time by the table, tapping its covered surface nervously, his long face puckered in thought.

“Do you know what I think?” he said suddenly.

“Generally,” said Tab.

“Do you know what I am thinking now?”

“You think I am giving you a lot of trouble over a happening which wasn’t worth mentioning,” said Tab.

Carver shook his head.

“I am thinking this,” he said slowly and deliberately: “that the man who burgled this flat was the man who killed Jesse Trasmere! If you ask me to give chapter and verse for my conclusion I shall both disappoint you and disappoint myself. I have always found,” he went on, “that when one has an instinctive conviction it is a mistake to make too close an examination of one’s mind. Every human being was endowed, some time or other, with as powerful and potent an instinct as the most sensitive of wild animals. With the growth of reason, the instinctive quality faded, until to-day, in humanity, we find only the faintest trace of it. Yet,” he said earnestly, “it is possible for humanity to cultivate that germ of instinct so that one can go to a racetrack and pick every winner.”

“You are joking,” said Tab surprised, but Carver shook his head.

“You get flashes of it at times; you call them ‘hunches.’ But you won’t give it a chance. You slay it with the hands of logic and smother it with argument, and my instinct tells me that the hand that opened Mr. Lander’s trunk was the hand that destroyed Trasmere. I had a queer feeling when you telephoned to me,” he went on— “a queer feeling, as though you or somebody was going to hand to me a ready-made solution of Trasmere’s death.”

“And you are disappointed. My poor old Carver,” said Tab pityingly. “You think too much!”

“We all think too much,” said Carver, relapsing into his natural gloom.

The next morning the tenant who occupied the flat below came up whilst Tab was dressing, and Mr. Holland was a little taken aback to see one who so seldom put in an appearance on any day. He was a redfaced gentleman, somewhat sportily attired.

“I hope you didn’t mind my shouting up at you last night,” he said apologetically, “but I had been travelling night and day and I had had no sleep, and naturally I was a little rattled when I heard that noise going on overhead. Did you drop a box or something?”

“To be exact, I didn’t drop a box at all,” said Tab smiling. “In fact, the noise you heard was made by a burglar.”

“A burglar?” said the startled man. “I heard the row, and it woke me up. I got out of bed and yelled up, as I thought, to you.”

“What time was this?”

“Between ten and half-past,” said the other. “It was just getting dark.”

“He must have dropped the box as he was putting it on the bed,” said Tab thoughtfully. “You didn’t by any chance see him?”

“I heard him go out about a quarter of an hour after I’d made a fuss,” said the man from downstairs, “and I was feeling so ashamed of myself for losing my temper that I opened the door to apologize for shouting at him.”

“You didn’t see him?”

The man shook his head. “He shut the door quickly, just as I got into the passage. The only thing I saw was his hand on the edge of the door. He was wearing black gloves. Naturally I thought it was you, though the black gloves seemed to be a queer sort of thing for a young man to wear, even if he was in mourning; and taking it for granted that it was you, and that you were mad with me, I thought no more about it.”

All this Tab duly reported to Carver.

That ended the episode of Saturday. Sunday’s surprise was more pleasant but not less disturbing. It was late in the evening, and Tab was reading by the light of a table-lamp when the bell which connected with the front door rang urgently.

This meant that the front door was closed. On the night of Wellington Brown’s visit it was open. He unconsciously connected the two visitations, and wondered whether his instinct was working as well as Carver could wish. Putting the book aside he went down and opened the door, and nearly staggered in his astonishment, for his visitor was Ursula Ardfern, and her little car stood by the edge of the sidewalk.

“I am on my way to the Central,” she explained. “Can I come in?”

He had seen the two suitcases strapped to the back of the car, and had wondered for what distant and inaccessible spot she was bound.

“Come in, please,” he said hastily. “I am afraid this room is rather smoky.” He made to pull up the blind, but she stopped him.

“Please don’t,” she said, “I am all nerves and shivers, and I feel I could swoon on the slightest excuse. It is rather a pity that that delightful practice of our grandmothers’ days went out of fashion. It would be such a relief to swoon sometimes.”

Her tone was half-jesting, but there was a whole lot of seriousness in her face. “I am coming to live at the Central again,” she said, “though I really cannot afford that extravagance.”

“What has happened?”

“Stone Cottage is haunted,” was the staggering reply.

“Haunted?”

She nodded, and a momentary smile came into her eyes, only to fade as quickly as it came.

“Not by a ghost,” she said, “but by a very human man — a mysterious individual in black. The woman who looks after me saw him the other night in the garden; I myself have seen him from my window and challenged him. He has been seen by other people pacing the road outside. Now tell me honestly, Tab Holland, am I under the observation of the police?”

The thought had also occurred to Tab.

“I don’t think so,” he said. “Carver does not tell me everything, but he has never mentioned your name to me as being under the slightest suspicion. In black, you say?”

“Yes,” nodded the girl. “From head to foot in black, including black gloves. It was rather spectacular—”

“Black gloves?” interrupted Tab. “I wonder if it is my burglar?” and he told her of the visitor who had come the night before.

“It is extraordinary,” she said; “more extraordinary because he was not seen last night. I am not usually nervous, but I must confess that it is a little worrying to know that somebody is watching me.”

“How did he come? Had he a car or bicycle, or did he come by train?”

On this point she could not enlighten him.

“I almost wish you had not come up,” said Tab. “If you had told me, I would have gone to Stone Cottage and stayed the night, especially after my burglar. I should like to meet the gentleman who treats my flat so unceremoniously.”

She made no reply, and then: “Why did I come here, I wonder?” she asked, and it was as though she were speaking to herself, for she laughed. “Poor Mr. Tab,” she said, with that little hint of mockery in her voice which he adored, “I am laying all my burdens upon you. Mystery upon mystery, some of my own, but this, I promise you, not of my making.” She considered, her finger at her lips. “Suppose I return to Stone Cottage on Monday morning and you come down later? My woman will be an efficient chaperon, and I think you should come after dark — that is, if you can spare the time.”

Tab wanted to tell her that all eternity, so far as he was concerned, was at her disposal, but very wisely refrained.

He saw her to her car and went back to his room with a sense of exhilaration that he had not felt all that week.
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It was a delicate matter broaching the subject of police espionage to Carver. In the first place he did not want to give the Inspector the slightest hint that Ursula Ardfern expected to be watched. He compromised by telling that gloomy man, at the first opportunity, that he had seen Miss Ardfern. And then he mentioned casually, and by the way, the story of her watcher.

“Of course it isn’t a thief,” said Carver promptly. “Thieves do not advertise their presence by alarming the people they hope to rob. Has she complained to the local police?”

Tab did not know, but he guessed that she had not.

“It may be a coincidence,” said Carver, “and the man in black may really have nothing whatever to do with the murder of Trasmere, but I am intrigued. You are going down, you say? I wonder if Miss Ardfern would mind my coming too?”

Tab was in a dilemma here. To hesitate would be to give the police officer a wholly wrong impression. To accept was to eclipse the happy evening he had in prospect. For to be alone with Ursula Ardfern, to stand to her in the nature of a protector, would be a wonderful experience which he had no desire to share.

“I am sure Miss Ardfern would be delighted,” he said.

“If I can get away I will come,” said Carver.

Tab fervently hoped that urgent business would keep his friend in town.

He sent a note round to Ursula putting forward Carver’s suggestion, and received a reply by return extending her invitation.

After mature thought, Tab decided that it was not at all a bad idea to have Carver with him. It would give the girl an opportunity of making friends with one who might, in certain circumstances, be a difficult man to satisfy. She could not have too many friends, he thought, and was almost relieved when Carver hurried into the station a few minutes before the last train to Hertford left.

It was dark when they arrived, and by prearrangement they did not speak in the long walk which separated them from Stone Cottage, but in single file, keeping to the shadows of the road, they marched forward without meeting with a soul.

When at last they came to the highway in which Stone Cottage was situated, they proceeded with greater caution. But there was nobody in sight and they reached the garden unobserved.

Ursula was standing in the open doorway to welcome them.

“I’ve had all the blinds pulled down,” she said, “and Inspector Carver’s coming is rather providential, for my woman has had to go home — her mother has been taken ill. I hope you don’t mind appearing in the role of a chaperon,” she smiled at Carver.

“Even that is not an unusual one,” he replied, unsmiling. “Where does she live, the mother of your servant?”

“At Felborough. Poor Margaret only had time to catch the last train.”

“How did Margaret know her mother was ill?” asked the Inspector. “Did she have a telegram?”

Ursula nodded.

“Late this afternoon?”

“Yes,” said the girl, in surprise. “Why do you ask?”

“She got the telegram in time to catch the train to town; in time, too, to catch a train for Felborough. That was why I asked. You did not see the man last week?”

“I didn’t come down until this morning,” she answered, troubled. “Do you think that Margaret has been sent for by — somebody — that it was a ruse to get her away?”

“I don’t know,” said Carver. “In my profession we always apply the worst construction, and we are generally right. What time do you usually go to bed?”

“At ten o’clock in the country,” she said.

“Then at ten o’clock, will you go up to your room, put on your lights, and after a reasonable time, put them out again? You may, if you wish, come down, but you must be prepared to sit in the dark; and if you want to talk, you must carry on your conversation in whispers.” A rare smile softened his face. “We shall probably all be feeling a little foolish in the morning, but I would rather feel foolish than miss the opportunity of meeting the man in black.”

She gave them supper, and after the men had helped clear away the remains of the meal Tab, at her request, filled his pipe. Carver said he did not wish to smoke.

Conversation, for some reason, seemed to flag. They sat silently about the table, each busy with his own thoughts.

Suddenly Ursula said: “I am almost inclined to make a restricted confession to you, Mr. Carver. I don’t think I should ever have dreamt of doing so if I had never met you.”

“Restricted confessions are irritating things,” said Carver, “so I don’t think I should confess if I were you, Miss Ardfern especially as I know what the restricted confession is all about.”

Her eyebrows rose. “You know?” she said.

He nodded. “You would tell me,” he said, “that you were in the habit of going to Trasmere’s house every night, to leave your jewels with him, though that wasn’t the object of your visit. You went there,” he said, slowly and not looking at her, “to act as his secretary. All the letters that were sent away by Jesse Trasmere were typewritten by you on a portable machine: the make of the machine is a Cortona, its number is 29754, it has one key-cap missing, and the letter ‘r’ is a little out of alignment.”

He enjoyed her consternation for a second, and then went on: “Perhaps you weren’t going to tell me that you and Yeh Ling, the proprietor of the Golden Roof, paid a visit to Mayfield the night I nearly caught you? No, I see that you weren’t. So we’ll restrict the confession to your peculiar occupation.”

Tab was speechless.

Ursula Ardfern the old man’s secretary! “One of the most successful actresses in London acting as amanuensis to that crabbed misanthrope; it was unbelievable. Yet a glance at the girl’s face told him that Carver had only spoken the truth.

“How do you know?” she gasped.

Carver smiled again.

“We have very clever people in the police,” he said dryly. “You would never imagine it, to read the newspapers. Clever old sixty-nine-inch brains, eh, Tab?”

“I never said that you had a sixty-nine-inch brain,” avowed Tab stoutly.

“But—” interrupted the girl, and her voice was agitated, “do you know — do you know anything else? Why we went that night?”

“You went to show Yeh Ling where the old man kept some of his secret documents, in the fake brick in the fireplace. You went hoping that in that box there were some papers which related to you, and you were disappointed. The only thing I am in doubt about is this — was Yeh Ling disappointed too?”

She shook her head.

“I wondered,” mused Carver. “Of course I guessed that it was in the little lacquer box, and guessed also that the little lacquer box had a false bottom. Am I right?”

She shook her head again.

“No — Yeh Ling thought it was there; the document he sought was in the brick-box.”

“You have the key of Mayfield,” said Carver. “I think you had better give it to me. Otherwise you may be getting into serious trouble.”

She went out of the room without a word, came back, and handed him the small Yale key, which he glanced at and dropped into his pocket.

“If I were a writing man, which, thank heavens, I am not,” he said, “I should call this story of the Trasmere murder, ‘The Mystery of the Three Keys.’ Here is one solved, and it wasn’t much of a mystery. There are two others. The third is the most difficult of all.”

“You mean the key that was found on the table in the vault?”

He nodded.

“Yes,” he said, and said no more.

In her discretion, Ursula asked no further questions.

Tab was looking at Carver with a new respect.

“Every day, Carver,” he said seriously, “you are getting nearer the fictional ideal of a real detective!”

Carver’s downturned lips took an upward curve, and then he looked at his watch.

“Ten o’clock, Miss Ardfern,” he said with mock severity, and Ursula made a move to the door. “We must turn these lights out before you leave the room. Everything must be done in order, remembering that somewhere the Black Man is watching.”

She shivered.

It was Tab who blew out the light in the drawingroom.

“I think we may draw the curtains,” said Carver softly, and pulled back the heavy velvet hangings from the window.

It was a starlight night and there was just sufficient light in the sky to outline the gateway.

“This will do admirably,” he said, settling himself in the window-seat. “If you must smoke, Tab, don’t bring your pipe within sight of that gate.”

Tab groaned and laid his pipe upon the fender.

Ten minutes later Ursula came into the room.

“May I stay?” she whispered. “I have put out my bedroom light most artistically.”

They conversed in whispers for an hour, and Tab was beginning to feel sleepy when a hiss from Carver stopped him in the middle of a sentence. Looking out of the window he saw a dark figure by the gate. It was impossible to distinguish more than the outlines. It appeared to be a man of considerable height, but this might have been, and probably was, an illusion. It wore a broad-brimmed hat, presumably dark; more than this they could not see. They waited in silence as the gate opened and the figure stole noiselessly into the garden.

It was half way to the door when another figure appeared.

It came from nowhere, seeming to rise up from the ground, and then before the man in the wideawake hat could draw back, the second man had flung himself upon him. The watchers sat paralysed until Carver, jumping to his feet, ran out of the room, Tab close behind him.

When they flung open the door, both figures had disappeared. Carver sprang toward the gate, and stumbled. His foot had struck a soft bulk which stretched across the garden path; he turned back, flashing an electric lamp upon the object. It was a man, and for a moment they did not see his face.

“Who are you?” Carver pulled the man over on his back. “Well, I’m—”

The man at his feet was Yeh Ling!
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The Chinaman was unconscious, and Carver looked around for the second visitant. He rushed to the gate, the road was deserted. Flinging himself upon the roadway to secure an artificial skyline, he peered first in one direction and then in the other. Presently he saw his man running swiftly in the cover of the hedges, and started in pursuit.

A hundred yards away from the house was a secondary road, and into this the runner turned. As Carver reached the corner he heard a motorcar engine and dimly saw the bulk of a large touring car retreating rapidly.

He came back to the house, to find Yeh Ling sitting in Ursula’s room holding his head in his hands.

“This is the second man; it isn’t the wideawake gentleman,” said Carver. “Now, Yeh Ling, give an account of your actions. How are you feeling?”

“Pretty dizzy,” said Yeh Ling, and to Tab’s surprise his tone was that of a cultured man, his English faultless. He looked up at the girl reproachfully.

“You did not tell me these gentlemen were coming down, Ardfern, when you wrote to me,” he said.

“I hadn’t any idea when I wrote that they were coming, Ling,” she answered.

“I had been here a little earlier I should have seen him,” he said. “As it was, I am afraid I have spoilt your evening, Mr. Carver.” His expressionless brown eyes looked up at the detective.

“I see! You were on guard too, were you?” said Carver good-humouredly. “Yes, we seem to have made a mess of it between us. Did you see the man?”

“I didn’t see him,” said Yeh Ling, “but,” he added, “I felt him,” and he rubbed his head. “I think it must have been his fist. I did not notice any weapon.”

“You didn’t see his face?” persisted Carver.

“No, he had a beard of some kind. I felt it as my hands clutched at him. I am afraid I overestimated my strength,” he said apologetically to the girl, “yet there was a time when I was a star performer at Harvard, in the days when Chinese students were something of a curiosity.”

“Harvard?” said Tab, in surprise. “Great Moses! I thought you were a—” he couldn’t very well finish his sentence.

But the other helped him.

“You thought I was a very ordinary Chink?” he said. “Possibly I am. I hope I am,” he said. “Certainly, Miss Ardfern knew me when I was a very poor Chink! We lodged in the same house, she will remember, and she placed me under an eternal obligation by saving the life of my son.”

Then Tab remembered the little Chinese boy Ursula had nursed when she herself was little more than a child. Remembering this, a great many things which had been obscure to him became clear and understandable.

“I had no idea you would come tonight, Yeh Ling, but you begged me if I was in any kind of difficulty to let you know,” she said. “You shouldn’t have taken the trouble.”

“Events seem to prove that,” said the Chinaman dryly. “I am merely being consistent, Miss Ardfern. You have been under my personal observation for seven years. Seven years, day and night, either I or one of my servants have been watching you. You never went—” He stopped, and changed the conversation.

“Miss Ardfern never went to Mr. Trasmere’s house but you weren’t watching outside; that is what you were going to say, wasn’t it, Yeh Ling?” smiled Carver. “You need not be reticent, because I know all about it, and Miss Ardfern knows that I know.”

“That was what I was going to say,” said the other. “I usually followed Miss Ardfern from the theatre to her hotel; from her hotel to Trasmere’s house, and home again when she had finished working.”

The reporter and detective exchanged glances. This, then, was the explanation of the mysterious Chinaman who had been seen by Mr. Stott’s servant waiting outside Mayfield smoking a cigar in the cold hours of the morning. It explained, also, the appearance of the cyclist in the roadway that morning when the tyres of Ursula Ardfern’s car had burst and Tab had been on hand to render timely assistance.

“I had no idea,” breathed the astonished girl; “is that true, Yeh Ling? Oh, how kind you have been!”

Tab saw tears in her eyes, and wished that he, and not this uninteresting Chinaman, had been the person who excited her gratitude.

“Kindness is a relative term,” said Yeh Ling. He had brought his feet up on a chair and was rolling a cigarette; he had asked permission with his eyes, and as Ursula nodded he lit it with a quick flick of his fingers, a match having appeared, as it seemed, out of space, and carefully replaced the stalk in a matchbox. “Was it kindness that you saved the life of one who is to me the light of my eyes and the inspiration of my soul, if you will forgive what may seem to you, a writer, Mr. Holland, a piece of flowery orientalism, but which is to me the quintessence of sincerity.”

Then, without preamble, he told his story: a story which was only half known to the girl.

“I was in this peculiar position,” he said, “that I was a rich man or a poor man, whichever way the great law of this country interprets an agreement I made with Shi Soh. Shi Soh you know as ‘Trasmere,’ and that, of course, is his name.

“On the Amur River we called him Shi Soh I came to this country many years ago and worked in the restaurant of which I am now proprietor. I do not mean the Golden Roof, but the little place in Reed Street. The man who owned it lost all his money at Fan-tan, and I bought it a bargain. You may wonder why a man of education, and the son of a great Clan, should be here in this country, playing the humble part of waiter in a Chinese restaurant. I might tell you,” he said, simply and without conscious humour, “that education in China, when it is applied to political objectives, is not always popular, and I left China hurriedly. That, however, is all past. The Manchu has gone, the old Empress, the Daughter of Heaven, is dead, and Li Hung is asleep on the Terraces of the Night.

“I was making slow progress when Mr. Trasmere came one night. I did not recognize him at first. When I knew him first he was a very strong, healthy man, with a reputation for being cruel to his employees. I have known him to burn men to death in order to make them reveal where they had hidden gold which they had stolen from the diggings. We talked of old times, and then he asked me if there was money to be made in the restaurant business. I told him there was, and that was the beginning of the partnership which lasted until the day of his death. Three-quarters of the profits of the Golden Roof was paid every Monday to Mr. Trasmere, and that was our agreement. It was the only agreement that we had, except one which I myself wrote at his dictation and which placed on record this fact: that in the event of his dying, the whole of the property should come to me. It was signed by me with my ‘hong,’ and by him with his ‘hong’ which he always carried in his pocket.”

“The ‘hong’,” interrupted Carver, “is a small ivory stamp with a Chinese character at the end. It is carried in a thin ivory case, rather like a pencil-case, isn’t it?”

Yeh Ling nodded.

“I kept the document until a few days before his death, when he asked me to let him take it away with him to make a copy. It will be news to you, though not perhaps to you, Miss Ardfern, that Mr. Trasmere spoke and wrote Chinese with greater ease than I, who am almost an authority upon Mandarin. A few days later he was murdered. My only hope of saving myself from ruin was to find that agreement, which he had taken away in my little lacquer box.”

“But could they touch your restaurant? Are there any other documents in existence which would give Mr. Trasmere’s heir the right of interfering with you?”

Yeh Ling looked at him steadily. “It does not need a document,” he said quietly. “We Chinese are peculiar people. If Mr. Lander came to me on his return from Italy and said, ‘Yeh Ling, this property is my uncle’s, in which you only have a very small share,’ I would reply: ‘That is true’; and if the agreement which we two men had not signed was not discovered, I should make no effort at law to preserve my rights.”

And he meant it. Tab knew as he spoke that he was telling the truth. He could only marvel that such an exalted code of honour could be held by a man who subconsciously he regarded as of an inferior race and of an inferior civilization.

“You found the agreement?”

“Yes, sir,” said Yeh Ling. “It had been taken out of the box in which I gave it to Mr. Trasmere and placed — elsewhere. But I found it — and other documents of no immediate interest. As to my coming here tonight — apart from your letter, lady, I was anxious to meet the Black Man also. Yes. He has been watching me for many days. I am certain it is the same.” He made a little grimace and rubbed his bruised head. “I met him,” he said.

Carver jotted down a few notes in his book and then putting the book away, he turned and faced the Chinaman squarely.

“Yeh Ling,” he said, “who murdered Jesse Trasmere?”

The Chinaman shook his head.

“I do not know,” he said simply. “To me it is amazing. There must be a secret passage that opens into the vault. I can think of no other way in which the murderer could have got in or out.”

“If there is a secret way,” said the detective grimly, “then it is the best kept secret I have known. It has certainly been kept a secret from the men who built the house and the vault and the clerk of the works who was on the spot all the time it was being erected. No, Yeh Ling, you must get that idea out of your head. Either the man Brown or Walters is guilty. We shall know the method they employed when we get them.”

“Brown was not guilty,” said Yeh Ling quietly, “for I was with him when the murder was committed!”

They heard this pronouncement with astonishment; even the girl seemed surprised.

“Do you know what you are saying?”

“I know what I am saying, and I rather wish, I hadn’t said it,” said the Chinaman with a quick smile. “Nevertheless, it is true. If the murder was committed on Saturday afternoon, then I certainly was with the man called Wellington Brown, but whom we called The Drinker, or The Unemployed One, at that hour. It embarrasses me to say how or where, but it would embarrass me more if you were to ask me whether I know his whereabouts at the present moment. To that question I should answer: ‘No.’”

“And you would lie,” said Carver quietly.

“I should lie,” was the calm answer. “Yet I tell you, Mr. Carver, that Wellington Brown was with me, under my eye, from half-past one o’clock in the afternoon of the Saturday on which Jesse Trasmere was killed until night.”

Carver eyed him keenly.

“When he came to you,” he asked, “how was he dressed?”

The other shrugged his shoulders.

“Poorly. He has always been dressed poorly.”

“Did he wear gloves?”

“No. He had no gloves. That was the first thing I noticed, because he was — what do you call it in English? — fastidious to a degree. In the hottest days I have seen him wearing gloves. A shabby dandy! That is the expression I was seeking. I am sorry to disappoint you.”

“You haven’t disappointed me,” said Carver bitterly; “you have merely added another brick wall between me and my objective.”

Yeh Ling left soon after. He had bicycled down from town, and cheerfully undertook the long return journey in preference to spending the remainder of the night at the cottage.

It was too late for Ursula to go to her hotel, and they sat up all night, Carver playing an interminable game of solitaire, whilst Tab and the girl walked about the garden in the growing light and talked oddly of incongruous things.

As soon as it was light Carver went out to find the place where the car had stood and to examine wheel-tracks. He gained little from his inspection, except that the tyres were new and that the car was a powerful one, which was hardly a discovery.

“The man who drove was not a skilled driver, or else he was very nervous. Half way up the lane he nearly swerved into a ditch and came into collision with a telegraph pole, which must have damaged his mudguard severely. I found flakes of brand-new enamel attaching to the damaged wood, so I guessed that the car also had not been long from the makers’ hands.”

Thus passed the second appearance of the Man in Black. The third was to come in yet a more dramatic fashion.
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Mr. Wellington Brown woke one morning, feeling extraordinarily refreshed. Usually he woke with a clouded brain and a parched mouth, with no other desire than to satisfy that craving for opium which all his life had kept him poor and eventually had ruined him physically and morally. But on this occasion he opened his eyes, made a quick stock of his surroundings, and uttered a “faugh!” of disgust. He knew himself so well, and was so well acquainted with his idiosyncrasies and the character of these fits which came upon him, that he saw that the end of a bout had come. Some day he would not wake up feeling refreshed, or wake up at all.

He sat up in bed, fingering his beard, and sucked in the breeze that came through the open window. Rising to his feet he found his knees a little unstable, and laughed foolishly. It was Yo Len Fo himself who came in, bearing a tray with a glass of water, a bottle half full of whisky, and the inevitable pipe.

Without a word Wellington poured himself out a stiff dose of the spirit and gulped it down.

“You may take that pipe to the devil,” he said. His voice was quavery but determined.

“‘A pipe in the morning makes the sun shine,’” quoted Yo Len Fo.

“‘A pipe in the morning does not go out with the stars,’” replied Wellington Brown, giving proverb for proverb.

“If the Illustrious will stay I will have breakfast sent to him,” said the Chinaman urgently.

“I have stayed too long,” said Wellington Brown. “What is the day of the month by the foreign reckoning?”

“I do not know the foreign ways,” said Yo Len Fo; “but if your Excellency will deign to stay for a few hours in this hovel—”

“My Excellency will not deign to stay in any hovel or palace,” said Wellington. “Where is Yeh Ling?”

“I will send for him at once,” said the old man eagerly.

“Leave him,” replied Mr. Brown, with a fine gesture, and began to search his pockets. To his surprise, all his money, which was not much, was intact. “How much do I owe you?” he asked.

Yo Len Fo nodded, thereby meaning “nothing.”

“Running a philanthropic hop joint?” asked the other sarcastically.

“It has all been paid by the excellent Yeh Ling,” answered the man.

Brown grunted. “I suppose that old devil Trasmere is behind this,” he said in English; and seeing that the man did not comprehend him he pushed his way past Yo Len Fo and went down the uncarpeted stairs into the street. He felt terribly weak, but his heart was light. Hesitating at the end of a narrow passage, he turned to the left, otherwise he could not have failed to have run into the arms of Inspector Carver, who had made a call that morning upon the proprietor of The Golden Roof.

Mr. Brown’s day was spent simply. He found his way to the park and, sitting down on a bench, dozed and mused the hours away, basking in the glorious June sunlight and seemingly oblivious to its heat.

Late in the afternoon he felt hungry and went to a refreshment kiosk in the park. Finishing his meal he found the nearest bench and continued his pleasant occupation of doing nothing. Mr. Wellington Brown was a born loafer; it is a knack which would prolong many lives in this strenuous age, if it could be acquired.

The stars were coming out in a velvet-blue sky when, with a shiver, he aroused himself and made instinctively for the lights. As he slouched along one of the big main paths that cross the park, he overtook a man who was walking slowly in his direction. The man shot a quick glance at him, and then turned suddenly away.

“Here,” said Mr. Brown truculently, “I know you. Why in hell are you running away from me? Think I’m a leper or something?”

The man stopped, glanced uneasily left and right. “I don’t know you,” he said coldly.

“That’s a damned lie,” snarled Brown. The reaction of his bout was upon him. He would have quarrelled with anything or anybody. “I know you and I’ve met you.” He groped in his hazy mind for some string that would lead him to the identity of the stranger. “In China, wasn’t it? My name’s Brown — Wellington Brown.”

“Yes, perhaps it was in China,” said the other, and of a sudden became friendly, gripped Wellington Brown’s arm, and leaving the path, led him across the green spaces of the park.

A courting couple sitting under one of the trees saw them pass, and heard Wellington Brown say: “Don’t say that I was his storekeeper, because I wasn’t, or his servant! I was his equal, by gad. A partner in the firm, the blamed old swindler…”

So they passed, the Man in Black and the besotted pensioner from China.

At this hour another person deeply interested in Jesse Trasmere’s fate was making his final preparations for departure.

He had ventured forth in broad daylight, braved the glances of the purser of the Arak, and had signed on as steward of the second saloon on a voyage to South Africa. The end of the long nightmare had come. Walters had to join his ship overnight, an excellent arrangement from his point of view, since it reduced the danger of detection to a minimum.

He carried with him to the big roomy docks a respectable sum of money, the proceeds of his pilfering at Mayfield, and his opportunities had been many, remembering Mr. Trasmere’s parsimony.

He had sent his bag off to the ship in the afternoon and he had only to convey himself to the docks. He went on foot, keeping to the less-frequented streets, and although this entailed a longer journey he was taking no risks. A month ago he would have trembled at every shadow, and the sight of a policeman would have paralysed his activities, but now the case had been forgotten; one never read a line about it in even the more sensational newspapers, and it was with some confidence that he traversed the wharf and mounted the gangway leading to the ill-lighted decks of the liner.

“Report to the chief steward,” said the custodian on duty at the ship end of the plank, and Walters inquired his way forward, went down the broad companion to the broader deck where the chief steward’s office is situated, and joined a dozen other men who were lined up in queues waiting to report.

Walters would not have worried if the waiting had occupied the rest of the evening, but in a remarkably short space of time he stepped into the chief steward’s cabin, knuckled his forehead, and said:

“Reporting for duty, sir. John Williams, steward—” and then he stopped.

On the farther side of the steward’s table was Inspector Carver.

Walters turned in a flash, but the doorway was blocked by a detective.

“All right,” he said despondently as they snapped the steel handcuffs on his wrist, “but I didn’t do it, Mr. Carver. I know nothing about the murder. I am as innocent as a babe unborn.”

“What I like about you,” said Carver unpleasantly, “is your originality.”

He followed behind the two men who held the arms of their manacled prisoner, and Tab joined him. As they came off the ship Tab asked:

“Well, do you honestly think you have him, Carver?”

“Who — Walters? That’s the man all right. I know him very well indeed.”

“I mean the murderer,” said Tab.

“Oh, the murderer. No, I don’t think that this is the gentleman, but he will have some difficulty in proving he isn’t. You can say that he’s arrested, Tab, but I would rather you didn’t say that I charged him with the murder, because I shan’t until I have much more information in my possession than I have at present. Perhaps if you come round to the station after you have been to the office, I will be able to tell you a little more, especially if Walters makes a statement, as I think he will.”

In this the detective was right, for Mr. Walters lost no time in putting his defence on record.

THE STATEMENT OF WALTER FELLING

“My name is Walter John Felling. I have sometimes assumed the name of Walters, sometimes MacCarty. I have served three terms of imprisonment for theft and impersonation, and in July 1913 I was sent to prison for five years at Newcastle. I was released from prison in 1917 and served in the army as cook until 1919. On leaving the army I heard from a nose(*) that Mr. Trasmere was in want of a valet, and knowing that he was a very rich man and very mean, I applied for the job, producing false references, which were made out by a man named Coleby, who does that kind of job. When Mr. Trasmere asked me what salary I wanted, I purposely said a sum which I knew was below the rate usually paid, and he engaged me on the spot. I do not think he wrote for my references. If he had, Coleby would have replied.”

[(*)”Nose”: informer. Either one who betrays or who supplies information to criminals!]

“There were two other servants at Mayfield when I went there, a Mr. and Mrs. Green. Mr. Green was an Australian, but I think Mrs. Green was born in Canada. He acted as butler to Mr. Trasmere, but he did not have a very happy time. He did not like Mr. Trasmere, I think. Certainly Mr. Trasmere did not like him. My object in securing employment with Mr. Trasmere was to find an opportunity for getting away with a good haul. I knew from the first it was going to be very difficult, because of the peculiar habits of the house, but I managed to get a few things together — a gold watch and two silver candlesticks — and was thinking of making a getaway when Mr. Trasmere detected Green giving food away to Mrs. Green’s brotherin-law, and fired them on the spot. Then he discovered the loss of the gold watch and had their boxes searched. I felt very sorry for Green, but of course I could say nothing.

“After the Greens had left I had to do the work of valet and butler, too. I very soon discovered that all the valuables in the house were kept in a room in the cellar. I have never been into that room, but I know it is somewhere in the passage which leads from Mr. Trasmere’s study, because I have seen the door opened and, by bending down, have been able to look along the corridor.

“I hoped that some day or other I should be able to make a more careful inspection of the place, but that opportunity never came, although it seemed that I was going to have a chance a week or two before Mr. Trasmere’s death. I managed to get the key from his neck whilst he was in a kind of fit and take an impression, but the fit did not last very long, and I had hardly got the key back before the old gentleman recovered. It was a lucky thing for me that I had wiped the soap from the key on my sleeve, for the first thing he felt for was the chain round his neck. However, I had quite enough to work on, and I started in to make a key that would fit the impression. That is as much as I can tell you about the vault, which I never saw.

“I went to bed every night at ten o’clock, and Mr. Trasmere used to lock the door which shut me off from the rest of the house, so that it was impossible for me to see what was going on at night. I complained to him, and he had a key put in a glass box in my room so that in case of emergency I could smash the glass and, with the aid of the key, unlock the door that separated me from the rest of the house. He didn’t even agree to this until he was taken ill one night and I was unable to go to his assistance.

“To open the door which locked me in was one thing, to open the little glass cupboard and take out the key was, however, a simpler matter. I used that key several times. The first time I used it I heard voices in the diningroom downstairs, and wondered who it was calling at that late hour. I hadn’t the courage to go down and see for fear I should be detected, for there was a light in the hall. But another night, hearing a woman’s voice, I went down, the lights being out, and saw a young lady sitting at a table with a typewriter in front of her, tapping the keys whilst Mr. Trasmere walked up and down, with his hands behind him, dictating. She was the prettiest young lady I have seen in my life, and somehow I was sure that I had seen her before. I did not recognize her until I saw her photograph in an illustrated paper, and then it seemed to me to be impossible that it could be Miss Ursula Ardfern, the well-known actress. I came down again the next night, and this time they were talking together and Mr. Trasmere called her ‘Ursula,’ and I knew I was right. She used to come from the theatre every night, and sometimes he would keep her there as late as two o’clock.

“One evening, soon after she came, I crept downstairs and, in my stockinged feet, listened to them. I heard him say very sharply: ‘Ursula, where is the pin?’ The young lady answered, ‘It is there, somewhere’; and then I heard him grumbling and grunting, and presently he said, ‘Yes, here it is.’

“There was much more to be picked up in the house than I had imagined.” (Here Walters enumerated minutely, and as far as can be ascertained exactly, the number and nature of the valuables which he succeeded in acquiring.) “When Mr. Trasmere was alone he used to sit at the table with a little porcelain dish in front of him and a brush. I don’t know what he was painting, I never saw any of his pictures. I only know that he did this, because I managed to peep at him on several nights, and saw him at work. He did not use a canvas; he always painted on paper, and he always used black ink. The paper must have been very thin, because once the window was slightly open and a sheet blew away.

“I managed to see him, because there was a glass fanlight over the door which I used to keep clean, and from the head of the stairs you could look into the room, and if he happened to be sitting in a certain place it was easy to see him.

“On the morning I left the house I was engaged in working at the key I was making, and I could do this without any danger, because Mr. Trasmere never came into my room, the door of which I kept locked in case of accidents. I served lunch to my master, and he talked to me about Brown, the man I had turned away from the door. He told me that I had done quite right and that Brown was wanted by the police in this country, and he wondered why he had taken the risk of coming back. He told me that Brown was an opium taker and a drunkard, and that he was a worthless fellow. After lunch he cleared me out of the room and I knew that he was going down to his vault, which he usually did on Saturday afternoons.

“At about ten minutes to three I was in my room working at the key, and had just brought a cup of coffee from the kitchen when the front door bell rang and I answered it. There was a messenger boy with a telegram, and it was addressed to me. I had never before received telegrams at the house and I was surprised. On opening it I read a message reminding me that I had been convicted at Newcastle eight years before, and telling me that the police were calling at three o’clock.

“I was in a terrible state of mind, for I had in my room a considerable quantity of stolen property and I knew that my next conviction would mean a very long sentence. I rushed up to the room, gathered my stuff together, and was out of the house a little before three. As I opened the door I saw Mr. Rex Lander standing by the gate. I had seen Mr. Lander before, because he had stayed for a little time in the house a month after I had taken up my position. He had always been very nice to me, and he is a gentleman for whom I have a great deal of respect.

“His uncle, the late Mr. Trasmere, did not like him. He told me once that Mr. Rex was extravagant and lazy. On seeing Mr. Rex at the gate my heart went down into my boots, and I thought that he must immediately detect that something was wrong. He asked me if his uncle was ill, and that gave me a moment to pull myself together, and I told him that I was going on a very urgent errand, and running into the street I had the good luck to find a taxicab which drove me to the Central Station. I did not, however, leave town, but made my way to a room which I had once occupied in a house which I knew in Reed Street, where I have been in hiding ever since.

“I did not see Mr. Trasmere again after lunch. He did not come out to inquire who had called when the telegram arrived; there were frequent callers, tradesmen, and others, and I never reported to him unless there was something important or unless letters or telegrams came for him. I have never been in the vault or in the passage leading to the vault, nor have I at any time owned a revolver.

“I made this statement voluntarily, without any pressure, and have answered the questions which Inspector Carver has put to me without any suggestion on his part as to the way they should be answered.”
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“There is the statement,” said Carver. “Not a line must be used; only the fact that the statement has been made can be published. What do you think of it?”

“It reads fairly honest to me,” said Tab, and the Inspector nodded.

“It does to me also. I never had the slightest doubt in my mind that Walters, or Felling, was innocent. The references to Miss Ardfern’s visits are a little obscure, and in one sense rather remarkable, particularly the old man’s reference to the pin.”

“You are thinking of the pin we found in the corridor?” said Tab quickly.

Carver laughed softly. “I was and I wasn’t,” he said. “The pin of which the old man spoke was obviously one of the jewels which were in the box, and as obviously he was taking an inventory of the jewelcase to see that everything was there.”

Tab was silent for a while.

“You mean that the jewels really belonged to Trasmere, that he lent them to the girl, and that she had to return them every night?” he asked quietly.

“There is no other explanation,” said Carver. “There is no other explanation, either, for her secretarial activities. Trasmere was in a score of enterprises, and I have no doubt that he was the man who put up the money for Ursula Ardfern’s season. He was a shrewd old boy and probably had seen her acting. My own impression is that he made a fortune out of this girl—”

“But why should she, a successful actress, consent to act as his midnight secretary? Why should she go on as though she were a slave to this man, instead of being, if your theory is correct, an earner of big money?”

Carver looked at him steadily.

“Because he knew something about Miss Ardfern — something that she did not wish should be known,” he said gently. “I am not suggesting it is anything discreditable to her,” he went on discreetly, detecting the cloud gathering on Tab’s face. “Some day she’ll tell us all about it, I daresay. At present, it is unimportant.”

He got up from his desk — they were talking in his office — and stretched himself.

“This concludes the day’s entertainment, gentlemen,” he said, “and if you are dissatisfied, your money will be returned to you at the doors.”

There were moments when Carver could be facetious.

“No, I’m not going home. I have a couple of hours’ work here. I shan’t be disturbed. Happily the station telephone is out of order. A tree fell across a line somewhere between here and the exchange. Remember, Tab, only the briefest notes of Walter’s arrest: Nothing about the charge, not a single item of his statement, beyond the fact that he has made one.”

Happily Jacques had gone home, or the news-editor would have exploded at the meagre details with which Tab supplied his newspaper that night.

He reached home at half-past eleven with a queer little ache at his heart. What was Ursula Ardfern’s secret? Why the mystery? Why must her mystery be interwoven with the greater and more sordid mystery of the old man’s death?

As he pushed open the door he saw a telegram in the box which was common to the whole of the flats, once the entrance door was closed. It was for him, and he tore open the envelope and unfolded its flimsy contents. It was handed in at Naples, and was from Rex.

“Going on to Egypt; quite recovered. Shall be back in a month.”

He smiled to himself, and hoped that “quite recovered” referred to his youthful infatuation as well as his disordered nerves. He paused outside the door to his flat to find his key, and as he did so he thought he heard a sound. It may have come from one of the flats above, but he did not give it any importance, and, inserting the key, he caught a momentary flash of light through the transom of his sittingroom. It was as if at the second he had opened the door the lights in the sittingroom had been extinguished.

It must have been an optical delusion, he thought; but the memory of the burglar came to him as he closed the door slowly behind him. For a second he hesitated, and then pushed open the closed door of the sittingroom. The first thing he noticed was that all the blinds were down, and he had left them up. He heard the sound of heavy breathing.

“Who’s there?” he asked, and then reached out his hand for the switch.

Before his fingers could close upon the lever something struck him. He felt no pain, was conscious only of terrific shock that brought him to his knees, incapable of thought or movement. Somebody pushed past him in the darkness. There was a slam of the flat door, a quick patter of feet on the stairs, and the street door slammed.

Still Tab remained on his hands and knees, held there by his own invincible will. There was a trickle of warm blood running over his forehead and into the corner of his eye, and the subsequent smart of it brought him at last to his senses.

He got unsteadily to his feet and put on the lights.

It was a chair that had struck him; it lay overturned near the door. Tab felt gingerly at his forehead and then went in search of a mirror. The injury was a very slight one, the wound being superficial. He guessed that the chair must have caught against the wall and eased the blow, for one of the legs was broken and there was a long scratch on the wall.

Mechanically he bathed his face, put a rough dressing on his forehead, and then went back to the sittingroom to get a better idea of the confusion which reigned there than he had been able to appreciate at first. Every drawer in his desk had been emptied. One which he kept locked, and which contained his more private papers, had been forcibly broken open and the contents were scattered, some on the floor, a few on the desk. A little bureau by the wall had been treated with the same lack of courtesy, and the floor was littered with its contents.

He found the same in his bedroom; every drawer rummaged except his wardrobe, every box opened.

In Rex’s room the only thing that had been touched was the second trunk that the burglar had left on his previous visit. This was on the bed, opened, and its contents had been thrown around in confusion.

Tab’s gold watch and chain, which he had inadvertently left behind, was untouched. His cashbox had been wrenched open, but though the money had been emptied out not a cent had been taken. Then he made a curious discovery. In one of the drawers of his desk he had a portfolio of photographs of himself which had been made a year before at the request of his many maiden aunts. This had been removed, and every photograph torn into four pieces. He found the debris with the other papers. It was the only wanton damage that the burglar had done. For what had he been searching? Tab puzzled his brains to remember the possession of something which might interest an outsider. What did Rex own that was worth all the trouble that this unknown visitor had taken?

He got on to the telephone and tried to reach Carver, and then remembered Carver had told him the station ‘phone was out of order.

On the stroke of midnight Inspector Carver was tidying his desk preparatory to leaving when a dishevelled and damaged Tab made his appearance.

“Hullo,” said Carver, “been fighting?”

“The other fellow did the fighting,” said Tab. “Carver, I am going to sue the men who supplied us with our furniture. He said that the chairs were mahogany, and they are only pine.”

“Sit down,” commanded the detective; “you seem to be a little out of your mind.” And then quickly, “You haven’t had another visit from your burglar?”

Tab nodded. “And what is more, I found him at home,” he said grimly, and related all that had happened in the flat.

“I’ll come along and see the damage, though I don’t think it will help us much,” said Carver slowly. “So he tore up your photographs, did he? That is rather interesting.”

“I guess he didn’t like me,” said Tab. “I have been trying to remember all the crooks I have annoyed. Carver. It can’t be young Harry Bolter, because he must be still in prison; and it can’t be Low Sorki, because, if I remember rightly, he got religion in prison and he is now conducting a mission to the submerged. They are the only two people who expressed their intention of cutting short my young life.”

“It is neither of those.” Carver was emphatic on this point “Tell me again, Tab, from the moment you opened the door to the moment you lost interest in the proceedings, just what happened. First, did you close the flat-door behind you?”

“Yes,” said Tab, surprised.

“And then you went into the sittingroom, and he caught you a whack with the chair? There were no lights?”

“None whatever.”

“No light on the landing outside the flat door?” asked Carver eagerly.

“None.”

“And he just rushed past you and was gone. You remember that very well, I suppose, although you were knocked out?”

“I remember his going and hearing the door slam,” said Tab, wondering.

Carver was making notes on his blottingpad in that strange system of shorthand which nobody understood but Carver.

“Now, Tab, think very carefully before you reply, was there anything in Lander’s box, any reference to his uncle, any document respecting his uncle, anything, indeed, that had to do, even remotely, with Trasmere, in that box of Lander’s? Because I am perfectly certain that there was the objective and that the search of your room was an afterthought. In fact, it is proved by the circumstance of the thief being in your room when you arrived — he had evidently left that search to the last.”

Tab concentrated his mind upon Rex and all Rex’s belongings.

“No,” he confessed, “I can’t remember anything.”

Carver nodded.

“Very good,” he said, rising; “and now we’ll go along and look at this trouble of yours. When did it happen?”

“About half an hour ago; maybe a little more,” he looked up at the clock, “yes, it was nearer an hour ago. I tried to get you on the ‘phone—”

“The machine is out of order; it always is out of order,” said the fatalistic Carver, “when there is real trouble around. In fact, if I obeyed my impulse, I should double the men on duty every time that ‘phone falls down.”

They were in front of the station and the cab that Carver had called was pulling up to the kerb when another cab came dashing toward them, swerved to the sidewalk, and stopped dead. Out of the cab’s interior tumbled a man who was sketchily attired, and whose pyjama coat showed where his shirt should have been. Mr. Stott had arrayed himself hurriedly, and for once in his life was careless of appearance.

He fell almost into Carver’s arms, and his mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water. When he did speak his voice was a squeak.

“They’re at it again! They’re at it again!” he piped.
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Mr. John Stott had discovered to his gratification that the association of his name with the Trasmere case had enhanced, rather than detracted from his social standing. It is true that the newspapers, having long ceased to take the slightest interest in the murder, seemed oblivious to the part he had played, or the startling discovery which he had to his credit, but a more important circle of public opinion, that circle which met daily at Toby’s and discussed an expensive lunch and such matters of public interest as deserved attention, had applauded Mr. Stott’s decision to place in the hands of the police authorities the information which, up to that moment, had been confined to some twenty commercial gentlemen, their wives, their wives’ families, their servants, the servants of their wives’ families, the families of the servants, to say nothing of personal friends of all and each, their servants and attachments.

“So far as I am concerned, the matter is ended,” said Mr. Stott one day at Toby’s. “The police have behaved very shabbily. I have neither been thanked by the Commissioners nor their underlings.”

It is true that Mr. Stott had never expected thanks; it is true that he had expected a long term of imprisonment, and had shivered every time the door bell rang lest the callers be minions of the law, armed with warrants for his arrest. It is true that he had dismissed and re-engaged Eline at least twice a day, for having dragged him into this unenviable position.

He had expected, at least, the severest censure and condemnation from all those who had to do with the administration of the law, but he had never expected a vote of thanks.

“I told this fellow Carver,” said Mr. Stott, “and Carver, I might say in passing, is one of those thickheaded, unimaginative men that have made the police force what it is — I told him, ‘Don’t ever expect any further information from me. If you do, you will be disappointed.’”

“What did Carver say?” asked one of his fascinated audience.

Mr. Stott shrugged his broad shoulders. “What could Carver say?” he asked enigmatically, and nobody seemed to be able to supply an answer on the spur of the moment.

“In my opinion,” said Mr. Stott impressively, “if a business man had had charge of this case, we should have had the murderer by the heels and executed by this time!”

Here every one of the business men at the long table was in complete agreement. They shared a common faith that a man who can make money by selling sugar, or can acquire a competence by trading in margins, must necessarily be the best type of mind to tackle every problem, however obscure. It was their wont to shake their heads sadly at every mistake the administration made, and hypothesize the same situation if business men had been in control. It was accepted, without dispute, that no government or government department came up to the business man’s standard of requirements.

“They had their chance and they missed it,” said Mr. Stott, “when the Chinaman and the woman were in the house and I was holding them — well, I was practically holding them — the police could have caught the whole gang if they had arrived in time. As it was, they allowed them to slip through their fingers. I hate to say so, though it has struck me since, that probably the police were in it!”

“In the house?” asked a foolish man.

“No,” snapped Mr. Stott, “in the plot, man! Anyway, I’ve washed my hands of the whole affair.”

Mr. Stott was in the habit of washing his hands of the whole affair twice a day, once at lunch and once after dinner.

He washed his hands that night to his placid wife, not only of the Trasmere case, but of Eline’s tooth; and he washed them with such effect on Eline herself, that she reluctantly agreed to have the offending ivory extracted on the following morning.

She did this after making the most searching inquiries as to whether people told their more intimate secrets when they were under the effects of anaesthetics.

Mr. Stott went up to bed at eleven o’clock, had a bath, and got into his pyjamas. The night was warm — indeed it was oppressively hot, and bed was very uninviting. He opened the French window of his room and, stepping out on to the small balcony, he seated himself in a cane chair which occupied exactly one half of the balcony space, and enjoyed what little breeze there was. His partner having gone to bed to sleep, was behaving according to plan. Mr. Stott remained contemplating the deserted street, and then crept downstairs and brought back his cigar-case.

He smoked enjoyably for half an hour, watched the Manders return from the theatre, and duly noted that Mr. Trammin, who lived three doors away from him, returned home in a state of intoxication and offered to fight the cabman for his fare. He saw old Pursuer’s car stop at “Flemington,” and when these interests were exhausted, and his cigar was nearly through, he saw two men walking slowly toward him along the opposite sidewalk. He failed to identify them, and had ceased to be interested in their movements when they turned into the gateway of Mayfield.

Instantly Mr. Stott was alert. They might be police officers, only — the sound of a large voice came to him.

“Let me tell you, my dear fellow, that Wellington Brown is a good friend and a bad enemy!”

Mr. Stott nearly fainted. Wellington Brown! The man whose portrait had been in the newspapers; the man for whom the police were searching!

The other said something in a voice which did not reach the balcony.

“I am not threatening,” said the strident voice of Wellington Brown.

They walked up the steps to the door of Mayfield and disappeared from view.

Mr. Stott rose with knees that trembled. In the shortest space of time he was at the telephone. Carver’s number he knew; he had been on to him several times in connection with the unfortunate little disagreement he had had with the police.

But Carver’s number was out of order. The operator could not get any reply, she said.

Strong as was Mr. Stott’s repugnance to assist the police in the lawful execution of their duty, he dashed to his bedroom, pulled on his trousers over his pyjama-legs, and with trembling fingers buttoned himself up. There was no time to get into boots, and it was in his bedroom slippers that he shuffled down the street in search of a cab, looking back fearfully from time to time, lest the mysterious men who had entered Mayfield should be upon his track with murder in their hearts.

After an unconscionable time a taxicab came past and Mr. Stott flung himself into the interior.

“Central Police Station,” he gasped, “quick! Double fare if you get me there in ten minutes.”

He knew that was the usual thing to say in such circumstances. As even a slow taxi could have covered the distance in five, Mr. Stott’s instructions were misplaced.

“They’re at it again,” he quavered as he fell into Carver’s arms.
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“At what again?” asked Carver quickly.

“Mayfield,” gurgled Mr. Stott; “two men!”

“Two men have gone into Mayfield? When?”

“I don’t know how long ago. I saw them. One was Brown.”

“Wellington Brown? Are you sure?”

“I heard him speak,” said the agitated Mr. Stott; “I’ll swear to it in a court of law. I was sitting on the balcony smoking a cigar, a box which a friend of mine has given to me — perhaps you know Morrison of the Morrison Gold Corporation—”

But Carver had gone back into the station with a rush, to reappear almost immediately.

He bundled Tab into a taxi and shot a direction at the driver.

“I had to go back to get our own key,” he said, “and—” he took something from his coat pocket and Tab heard the snick of an automatic jacket being pulled back. “Unless this man is suffering from delusions, we are going to see developments tonight, Tab.”

He looked back through the peephole at the back of the cab. The other taxi was following at a distance.

“I brought out every available man,” he said. “I wonder if they found room for Stott? Anyway, he can walk,” he added cruelly.

Mayfield was in darkness when the cab drove up to the gate.

Carver sprang out, ran across the concrete yard and up the steps to the door with Tab at his heels. He flashed a pocket lamp upon the keyhole, flung the door wide open as the second cab drew up at the gate to discharge half a dozen police officers in various stages of attire.

The hall was in darkness, but they had the lights on in a second and Carver ran into the sittingroom. The door leading to the vault was open.

“Oh!” said Carver thoughtfully.

He came back to give instructions to his posse, and then, followed by Tab, he went down the stone steps and along the corridor. The door of the vault was closed and locked and the room was unlighted. Carver felt in his pocket, took out the duplicate key — that upon which Walters had worked so industriously — and snapped back the lock. A touch from his thumb and the vault was flooded with light.

He paused in the open doorway and looked. Wellington Brown was lying face downward in the centre of the room, blood was flowing from under him, and on the table, in the exact centre, was the key of the vault!

Carver picked it up. There was no doubt about it; the old bloodstain was still upon it, and he looked blankly at his companion.

“Well, what do you think of that, Tab?” he asked in a hushed voice.

Tab did not reply. He was standing just inside the doorway looking down at his feet, and between his feet was something, the sight of which deprived him of speech. He stooped slowly and picked it up, laying it upon the palm of his hand.

“Another new pin!” said the detective thoughtfully. “This time, inside!”

A thorough search of the house failed to discover the second man. He must have made his escape just before the police arrived, for the smoke of the pistol’s explosion still hung in the vaulted roof.

When the doctors came and the body was moved Tab spoke what was in his mind.

“Carver, I have been a fool,” he said quietly. “We ought to have been able to prevent this; we should have done if I had only remembered.”

“What?” asked Carver, arousing himself from thoughts which did not seem to be particularly pleasant, to judge from his expression.

“That key was in Rex’s box. I remember now that he mentioned casually that he put it in his trunk before he went away.”

Carver nodded.

“I guessed that,” he said. “Probably we both arrived at that solution when we saw the key on the table. The burglary of your flat is, of course, explained. He came the first time for the key and was disturbed by the tenant from the flat beneath, and got away before it had been found. Tonight, the need being urgent, he took a chance, found the key, and—” he shrugged. “How did the key get on the table? The door was locked both sides, yet there is the key — and the new pin,” he added half to himself, “the second new pin.”

He got up and stretched himself and began to pace up and down old Trasmere’s sittingroom.

“No weapon, nothing but the body — and the new pin,” he mused, half to himself. “This lets out friend Walters, of course; there isn’t a shadow of evidence against him after this second murder. We can hold him for theft on his own confession — but no more. Tab, I am going down to the vault; I don’t want you to come with me. There are one or two things that I want to be certain about.”

He was gone half an hour, and Tab, whose head was throbbing, was glad to see him when he returned.

Carver said nothing, walked out into the hall where the police constable was sitting.

“Nobody is to be allowed into this house unless they are accompanied by me,” he said.

He drove Tab to Doughty Street and went up to see the damage that the burglar had done. But he was less interested in the condition of Rex Lander’s wardrobe than he was in the torn photographs. He held their borders to the light.

“No fingerprints: he wore gloves, of course. I wondered if — yes, ah, here it is.” He pieced together a torn photograph; scrawled on the face was a heavy black cross. “Yes, I expected that,” he said to himself.

“If I were you, Tab, I should put the bolt on the door tonight. I don’t want to alarm you unduly, but I rather think you should. The Man in Black is going to stop at nothing. Have you got a gun?” Tab shook his head, and Carver slipped the automatic from his pocket and laid it on the table.

“Borrow mine,” he said; “and take my considered advice — do not hesitate to shoot anybody you find in this flat, or in your room tonight.”

“You are a cheerful little soul, Carver!”

“Better be cheerful than dead,” said the detective cryptically, and left him to puzzle it out.
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The noise of the roaring presses came up to Tab as he worked in his office. The building shook and trembled, for every machine was running with the story of the mystery of Mayfield. Slip by slip his copy was rushed to the linotype room.

Presently the presses would stop and the last city edition would be prepared.

He finished at last, pulled the last sheet from the typewriter, and hunched himself back in the chair.

To the detective’s warning he gave no serious attention. He was perfectly satisfied in his own mind that the burglar had come to his flat in order to secure the key. The menace was not against himself, but against Rex Lander. What was that menace? he wondered. Had the old man some other relative who felt himself wronged when the property passed into the hands of the Babe? He was confident that the search of his own belongings had been made in order to find something that had to do with Rex. As to the tearing up of his photographs — he grinned at the thought.

“I never did like those pictures, anyway,” he said.

“Which pictures?” asked the solitary reporter in the room.

“I am vocalizing my thoughts and unveiling the tablet of my mind,” said Tab politely.

The late-duty man grinned.

“You are a lucky devil,” he said, “to be in both these cases. I have been five years on this paper and have never had anything more exciting than a blackmail case which was hushed up before it went into court. What’s that drawing?”

“I am trying to draw a plan of the vault and the passage,” said Tab.

“Was the body found in exactly the same place?” asked the interested reporter.

“Almost,” said Tab.

“And the key?”

Tab nodded.

“Is there a window to the vault?” asked the reporter hopefully.

Tab shook his head.

“If the murderer was a bug he couldn’t have got into that vault without unlocking the door,” he said.

As he was speaking the chief came in. He very seldom visited the reporters’ room, and it was unusual to find him at the office at all after eleven o’clock. But the news of the crime had been telephoned to him and he had driven in. He was a stout man, with grey hair and a disconcerting habit of anticipating excuses. He was at once High Priest and Father Confessor of The Megaphone office.

“Come into my room, Holland,” he said, and Tab obeyed meekly.

“The Trasmere murder seems to have been repeated in every detail,” he said. “Have you found out where this man Brown has been?”

“I gather that he has been in an opium den of some kind,” said Tab. “Yeh Ling—”

“The man who owns the Golden Roof?” asked the editor quickly.

“That’s the chap. He gave us a hint that that is where Brown had been staying. The man was a notorious drug fiend.”

“I understand that two men went into the house together. Nobody saw the second man?”

“Nobody except Stott,” said Tab, “and Stott was so scared that he cannot give us anything like a picture of either of them. Certainly nobody saw him come out; he was gone when we arrived.”

“And the key on the table — what does this mean?”

Tab made a gesture of despair.

“Of course I know what it means,” said the editor thoughtfully. “It is the murderer’s defence, prepared with devilish ingenuity in advance. Don’t you realize,” he said, seeing that his junior was taken aback by this theory, “that before you can convict the man who killed Trasmere, and presumably also killed Brown, you would have to prove that it was possible for him to get into the vault and out again, lock the door, and return the key to the table — and that is just what you could not prove.”

That the murderer had this in his mind was a new possibility to Tab. He had regarded the appearance of the key as a piece of whimsical mystifying on the part of the murderer, an act of bravado rather than a serious attempt to save his own neck in the event of his detention.

“Carver says—” he began.

“I know Carver’s theory,” interrupted the chief. “He thinks that the murderer made a mistake in the first instance and intended leaving the pistol behind, with the idea of conveying the impression that Trasmere committed suicide. He would have been more clever than that; he certainly would not have shot him in the back. No, there is the fact. I was discussing it with a lawyer only last night and he agreed with me. The murderer who killed those two unfortunate fellows is determined that there shall be no conclusive evidence against him, and there will be none until you can prove how that key came to get on the table after the door had been locked from the outside.

“Now, Holland,” his manner was very serious, “there is certain to be terrible trouble over this crime, and somebody is going to be badly hurt unless the murderer is brought to justice. That somebody will be your friend Carver, who, presumably, is in charge of this case and was in charge of the other. I like Carver,” he went on, “but I must join with the hounds that will put him down unless he can give us something more than theories. And you are in it, too” — he tapped Tab’s chest with his plump forefinger— “head, heels, and eyebrows! You are in it from my point of view, especially because it is your job to show the police just where they are wrong, and you have had exceptional opportunity. I am not going to say what will happen to you if you don’t get the biggest story of your life out of this murder, because I don’t believe in threatening a man who may fall down here and come up smiling on another case, and anyway you are too good a man to threaten. But we’ve got to get this crime cleared up, Holland.”

“I realize that, sir,” said Tab.

“And it will be cleared,” said the editor, “when you have discovered how that key got on the table. Don’t forget that, Holland. Mark that! Puzzle your young brain and get me a solution of that mystery and all the other mysteries will be cleared up.”

Tab knew that Carver was still at Mayfield; he had gone back there after inspecting the rack and ruin left by the burglar in Doughty Street, and Tab went straight on from the office to find, as he had expected, that Inspector Carver had by no means completed his investigation.

“The pins are different,” were his first words.

The bright little articles were tying on the table before him, and Tab saw at a glance that one was shorter than the other.

“I wonder if our friend missed it,” said Carver. “He must have done so on this occasion, though he probably overlooked the loss on the first murder. Anyway, what is a pin more or less?” he added moodily. “Come down to the vault, Tab.”

The door of the strong room was open and the light burning when Tab went in. He looked at the second stain on the floor, and, despite his excellent nerves, shuddered.

“No weapon was found — he did not even attempt to fake a suicide.”

Tab told him then his chief’s opinion on that matter, and Carver listened with respect and growing interest.

“That never occurred to me,” he said, “though it is nevertheless a fact that it would be next to impossible to bring the crime home to the man even if we found him in the passage with a smoking revolver in his hand.”

“In that case,” said Tab, “we shall never find him at all.”

Carver was silent.

“I wouldn’t go so far as taking that view,” he said at last, “but it is certainly going to be difficult. There are no fingerprints,” he said, when Tab looked inquiringly at one of the polished black boxes on the shelf. “Our mysterious Man in Black wore gloves. By the way, I am going to keep an officer on duty in the house for a day or two, to discover whether the murderer returns. I have no hope that he will.”

He turned the light out, locked the door of the vault, and then went back to the sittingroom.

“This lets out Felling. I think I have made that remark before,” said the detective. “Obviously he was innocent, because at the moment this crime was committed he was under arrest. Incidentally” — he made a little face— “it lets out Brown! In fact, Tab, the only two people who seem to be left in are you and I.”

“That occurred to me too,” said Tab with a quick smile.

That morning he got up to find a bulky letter in his box.

It was unstamped and had been delivered by hand, and recognizing the superscription he opened it with an exclamation of surprise. It was dated Hotel Villa, Palermo, and was from Rex.

“DEAR TAB” (it read). “I am tired of travel and I am coming home. Loud cheers from Doughty Street! The mails here are very erratic, and I have just heard horrific stories of the pilfering that goes on in the Italian post offices, so I am asking one of the stewards of the Paraka, the ship on which I came to Naples, and which is leaving here to-day, to deliver this for me, the enclosed being of some value. I picked it up in a little shop in Rome, and knowing how interested you are in crime and criminals I am sure you will appreciate it. It is a scarab ring, authentically the property of Caesare Borgia. In fact I have with it a guarantee as long as your arm…”

Tab read no farther, but took up the ring that had come out of the envelope and examined it curiously. It was even too small for his little finger, but it was a beautiful piece of work, the beetle being cut from a solid turquoise.

“Don’t bother about tipping the steward,” (the letter went on), “I am tipping like a Croesus, and I have given him enough money to set himself up for life. I haven’t the slightest idea what I shall do when I come back, but I am certainly not going to that charnel-house of Uncle Jesse’s; and as you will not have me, I shall probably live luxuriously at the best hotel in town. Forgive me for not writing before, but pleasure is a great business. Yours ever, REX.”

There was a P.S.

“If the fast boat calls here on Wednesday, and there is some uncertainty as to whether it will or not, I think I shall come straight away home. If you don’t hear from me you will know I have changed my mind. There are some stunning girls in Palermo.”

There was a further P.S.

“We will have a dinner the night I return. Invite that sixty-nine-inch brain of yours, Carver.”

Tab grinned, put the ring and the letter away in his desk, and gave himself over to the serious consideration as to whether it would be advisable for Rex to come back to Doughty Street. He missed him terribly at times. Apparently he had got over his infatuation for Ursula, for the references to the stunning girls at Palermo did not seem to harmonize with a broken heart.

He had arranged to go to tea with Ursula that afternoon, but he had his doubts as to whether he would be able to keep his promise. The second case was absorbing every minute of his time and he was already regretting the bond of secrecy under which he worked.

On this subject he spoke frankly to Carver when he saw him. Carver saw his point of view.

“There is no reason now why you shouldn’t tell everything — the full story if you like, Tab, all except — all except the new pins,” he added.

Tab was delighted. So far he had only been able to give the vaguest outlines of the story in print, and the lifting of the embargo simplified his work enormously; incidentally it gave him time to see Ursula.

And she was glad to see him. She threw out two impulsive hands and gripped his as he came into her sittingroom at the Central.

“You poor hardworked man! You look as if you haven’t slept for a week,” she said.

“I feel that way,” said Tab ruefully, “but if I yawn whilst I am with you, throw a cup at me — not necessarily an expensive cup — I respond to the commonest of crockery.”

“Of course you are working on this new crime?” she asked, busy with the teapot. “It is dreadful. Brown is the poor fellow they were trying to discover, weren’t they? Isn’t he the man that Yeh Ling spoke about?”

Tab nodded.

“Poor soul,” she said softly; “he was from China also? I remember. And you have captured Walters. I never thought that Walters was guilty. I did not like the man; I had seen him once and felt instinctively repulsed from him, though I never thought that he would murder Mr. Trasmere.”

She turned quickly to another topic with relief.

“I have had an offer to go back to the stage, but of course I am not going,” she said. “I wonder if you will believe me when I tell you that I hate the stage? It is full of the most unhappy memories for me.”

Suddenly a thought struck Tab.

“I heard from Rex this morning,” he said. “He is coming back again. You haven’t heard from him?”

She shook her head and her eyes were grave.

“Not since he wrote me that letter,” she said. “I am dreadfully sorry.”

“I shouldn’t be,” he smiled. “I think Rex has made a very good recovery. Besides, it is the prerogative of youth to fall in love with beautiful actresses.”

“Spoken like a greybeard,” she said, with laughter in her eyes. “You are never so amusing as when you are patriarchal, Mr. Tab. Did you escape that heartbreaking experience?”

“Falling in love with actresses?” said Tab. “Yes, up to a point.”

“What was the point?” she asked.

“Well ‘point’ doesn’t quite express my meaning,” said Tab carefully. “I should have said up to a date.”

Her eyes caught his and dropped.

“I don’t think that I should make any exceptions if I were you,” she said in a low voice. “Loving people can be a great nuisance.”

“You have found it so?” said Tab, icily polite.

“I have found it so,” she repeated, and went on quickly: “What is Rex going to do with life? He is very wealthy. Curiously enough I never dreamt that Mr. Trasmere would leave him everything. He used to grumble about Mr. Lander’s laziness to me, but I suppose he had not made any preparation for his terribly sudden end, and Mr. Lander inherited by right of relationship. He was Mr. Trasmere’s next-of-kin, was he not?”

“I believe he was,” said Tab; “but the dear old man made a will, written in his own hand, leaving Rex everything.”

He heard a crash and stared stupidly at the cup that had fallen to the floor and broken, and then looked up in amazement at Ursula. She was standing stiffly erect, her face as pale as death, staring at him.

“Say that again,” she said hollowly.

“What?” he asked puzzled. “About Rex inheriting the property? You knew that.”

She stood with compressed lips and then:

“Oh, my God!” she whispered. “Oh, my God, how dreadful!”

In a second he was by her side, his arm about her. “What is it, Ursula?” he asked anxiously, “are you ill?”

She shook her head.

“No, I have had a shock. I have just remembered something. Won’t you please forgive me?”

She turned from him quickly and ran out of the room, leaving Tab a prey to various emotions. He waited for fully a quarter of an hour before she reappeared. She was still pale, but she was calm, and her first words were an apology.

“The truth is,” she said with a faint smile, “I am a nervous wreck.”

“What was it I said that upset you?”

“I don’t know…you talked about the will…and it brought it all back,” she said hurriedly.

“Ursula, you are not speaking the truth. Accidentally I must have said something that horrified you. What was it?”

She shook her head.

“I am telling you the truth, Tab,” she said, and in her distress dropped the prefix.

It was his flush that reminded her.

“I suppose I ought not to call you Tab,” she said, a trifle incoherently, “but we actresses are bold and brazen women. I thought with your vast experience you would have known that. Really, I should have begun calling you Tab the first time I met you. And now you want to go…you are trying to tell me that you don’t want to go until I explain what it was that distressed me, and you are going to refuse all explanation about my poor nerves, so I can see we are likely to have an interminably quarrelsome evening. Come and see me tomorrow — Tab.”

He took her hand and kissed it, and felt awkward and artificial.

“That was very sweet of you,” she said gently.

When Tab left her he was feeling amazingly happy.
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To the left of the vermilion door of Yeh Ling’s new house was a tablet let into the brick buttress inscribed with those words which to the old Chinese represent the beginning and end of philosophical piety: Kuang tsung yu tou, which in English may be roughly translated: “Let your acts reflect glory upon your ancestors.”

Yeh Ling, for all his Western civilization, would one day burn gold paper before a shrine within those vermilion doors and would stand with hidden hands before the family shrine and ask commendation and approval for his important acts.

Now he was sitting on one of the very broad and shallow steps that led from terrace to terrace, watching the primitive system by which his engineer was getting ready the casting of the second concrete pillar. About the site were a number of bottomless tubs, hinged so that they opened like legirons open to receive the ankle of a prisoner. Steel brackets on each enabled them to be clamped together to make a long tube.

The first of these was in its place, and sticking up from the centre was a rusty steel bar that drooped out of the true — the core of the pillar to be. High above on a crazy scaffolding was a huge wooden vat, connected with the tub by a wooden shoot. All day long an endless chain of buckets, responding to a hand-turned wheel, had been rising to the top of the platform, their contents being turned into the vat.

“Primitive,” murmured Yeh Ling; but in a way he liked primitive things and primitive methods.

Down the shoot would run a stream of semi-liquid cement and rubble, and the two toiling labourers would pat and shovel the concrete into place until the tub was filled. Then to the first would be fastened a second mould, the process would be repeated, and the pillar would rise. Then, on a day when the cement had hardened, the connecting wedges would be knocked away, the hinged tubs prised loose, the rough places of the Pillar of Grateful Memories chiselled and polished smooth, and, crowned with a companion lion, the obelisk would stand in harmony with its fellow.

Yeh Ling looked up at the frail scaffolding that supported the vat and the narrow platform, and wondered how many Western building laws he was breaking. The second tub was now brimming with the grey concrete and a third and a fourth were being fixed. All this Yeh Ling saw from his place on the steps, a cigar clenched between his small teeth. He saw the workmen climb down the ladders from the interior of the new tubs, and he glanced at the sun and rose.

A blue-bloused Chinaman, ludicrously handling a fan, came running toward him.

“Yeh Ling, we must wait four days for the water-stone to grow hard. Tomorrow I will strengthen the wall of the terrace.”

“You have done well,” said Yeh Ling.

“I thought you wrong,” said the builder nodding; “it seemed so much money to waste. He that is not offended at being misunderstood is a superior man.”

“He that fears to correct a fault is not a brave man,” said Yeh Ling, giving one saying of Confucius for another.

The workmen lived on the spot; their fires were burning when he left the ground. On the roadway was a small black car, a noisy testimony to the efficacy of mass production, and into this he stepped.

He did not drive away for a long time, but sat hunched up at the wheel, his head sunk in thought.

Once he glanced at the pillar in making: speculatively, as though his meditations had to do with this. It was growing dark when at last he put his foot upon the starting plug and rattled away into the gloom.

He left the car at the side-door of the restaurant and passed in.

“The lady is in No. 6,” said his personal servant; “she wishes to see you.”

There was no need for Yeh Ling to ask which lady. Only one had the right of entry to No. 6. He went straight to her, dusty as he was, and found Ursula Ardfern sitting before an untouched meal.

She was very pale, and a shadow lay beneath her grey eyes.

She looked up quickly as he came in.

“Yeh Ling, did you read all the papers we found in the house?” she asked.

“Some of them,” he said cautiously.

“The other night you said that you had read them all,” she said reproachfully, “and you were not speaking the truth!”

He agreed with a gesture.

“There are so many,” he said, excusing himself, “and some are very difficult Lady, you do not realize how many there were—”

“Was there anything about me?” she asked.

“There were references to you,” he said. “Much of the writing was in the nature of a diary…it is hard to disentangle item from item…”

She knew he was evading a direct answer.

“Was there any mention of my father or mother?” she challenged him directly.

“No,” he said, and her grey eyes searched his face.

“You are not speaking the truth, Yeh Ling,” she said in a low voice. “You think if you speak…if you think I know, that I shall be hurt. Isn’t that true? And because you would not hurt me, you are lying?”

He showed no evidence of embarrassment at the accusation.

“Lady, how can I say what is in papers which I have not read, or if I have read I cannot understand? Or suppose in his writings one revelation is so mixed up with another that it is impossible to betray one without the other? I will not deceive you. Shi Soh wrote about you. He said that you were the only person in the world he trusted.”

She looked her amazement.

“I? But…”

“He said other things…I am puzzled. It is not a simple matter to make a decision. Some day I must give you a translation of everything. I know that; it troubles me…what is best to do. We Chinese have a word for indecision. Literally it means a straw moving in cross currents — first this way, then that way. My mind is like that. I owe Shi Soh-Trasmere — much…how can I pay him? He was a hard man, but our words, one to the other, have been more binding than sealed papers, and once I said that I would serve his blood. That is my difficulty, a promise which is now…”

Here, such was his emotion that his English failed him. She saw the dull red of his face, the veins of his temples standing out like knotted cords, and was sorry for him.

“I will be patient, Yeh Ling,” she said soothingly. “I know you are my friend.”

She held out her hand, remembered, and drawing it back quickly took her own and shook it with a delighted gurgle of laughter.

Yeh Ling smiled too, as he followed her example.

“A barbarous custom,” he said dryly, “but from a hygienic point of view a very wise one. You are forgiving me, Miss Ardfern?”

“Of course,” she nodded. “And now I really am feeling hungry — will you send me some warm food — this is cold?”

He was out of the room before her request was completed.

It was like Yeh Ling that he did not come to the door when she went out. She hoped he would, but Yeh Ling could not have been there, for he was waiting outside, and when she turned the corner he was very near to her though she could not guess this.
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Rex was home! His telegram, handed in at the docks, preceded him only by half an hour, and his thunderous knock at the door and his long and continuous peal on the bell told Tab the identity of the impatient caller, long before he had thrown open the door and gripped the hand of the returned traveller.

“Yes, I’m back,” said Rex heartily, as he dropped himself into a chair and fanned himself with his hat. He was looking thinner, a little more peaked of face, but the colour of health was on his cheeks and his eyes were bright.

“You’ll have to put me up, old man,” he said; “I simply will not go to an hotel while you’ve an available bed in the flat; and besides, I want to tell you something about my plans for the future.”

“Before we start dreaming,” said Tab, “listen to a little bit of sordid reality. You have been burgled, my lad!”

“Burgled?” said Rex incredulously. “How do you mean, Tab? I left nothing to be burgled.”

“You left if couple of trunks which have been thoroughly and scientifically examined by somebody who has a grudge against you.”

“Good God!” said Rex. “Did they find the key? I only saw the story of the second murder when I landed.”

“You did leave the key in the trunk?”

Rex nodded. “I left it in a box — a small wooden box with a sliding lid. There were two of these boxes, I remember, one in each trunk.”

“That was the object of the visit. Why he should mutilate poor me I find it difficult to explain.”

He told Rex Lander what happened on the night of the second burglary, and Rex listened, fascinated.

“I’ve lost all the fun being away,” he grumbled. “So poor old Brown was the victim, eh? And we thought he was the murderer. And Carver — what has he got to say about it?”

“Carver is rattled, but mysterious,” said Tab.

Rex was deep in thought.

“I am going to have that strong room bricked up,” he said; “I made up my mind while I was on the ship. Anyway, I don’t suppose anybody will want to buy the beastly place, and I shall have it on my hands for years. But I’ll take pretty good care that tragedy number two doesn’t become tragedy number three.”

“Why not remove the door?” suggested Tab, but Rex shook his head.

“I won’t have the vault turned into a show place,” he said quietly. “Besides, it will likely enough stop a good sale. My own inclinations are to pull the house down and have it rebuilt; dig it out from foundation to roof and start afresh. But I don’t think that even that would induce me to go and live there,” he said. “Poor old Jesse’s blood would rise up from the ground and find us wherever we were. There is a curse upon the house,” he went on solemnly. “Some evil spirit seems to brood over it and inspire innocent men to these hideous crimes.”

Tab stared at him in amazement.

“Babe,” he said, “you’ve got poetical. I guess it is the air of Italy.”

Rex went red, as he always did when he was embarrassed. “I feel very strongly about the house,” he said curtly, and Tab saw that he had hurt his feelings; but Rex’s huff did not last long. He spoke of his voyage, the interesting places he had seen, and then: “You got my ring?”

“Yes, Rex, thank you; it is a beauty,” said Tab. “It seems to me to be worth a terrible lot of money.”

“It didn’t cost so much,” said the other carelessly. “I’ve got a rich way of thinking nowadays, Tab. I shudder at myself sometimes.”

They fell to discussing Rex’s immediate movements, and Tab succeeded in persuading him to go to the hotel. He had a reason for this; knowing the lazy nature of his former companion, he guessed that if Rex once got himself settled down in the flat he would never leave it.

Rex questioned him closely about the second tragedy, plying him with innumerable questions.

“Yes, I shall certainly have that place bricked up. I will put it in the hands of the builders right away,” he said. “And as you decided to chuck me out, perhaps you will come and dine pretty frequently.”

He sent for his trunks the following day and made a call upon Carver. Tab heard later that under the personal direction of Rex all the deed-boxes and other movables in the vault had been moved by a gang of workmen, and that immediate preparations were being made to wall up this sinister chamber.

It was like Rex to take up with enthusiasm some unexpected hobby. Carver told him, when next they met, that Rex haunted the builders’ yard, was having elaborate plans drawn for a new house, and was himself entering with enthusiasm into the mysteries of mortar-making and bricklaying.

“In fact,” said Tab, “poor Rex is making himself an infernal nuisance. He has these spasms. About three years ago he decided, in defiance of his uncle’s intentions, to become a great crime reporter, and spent so much time in The Megaphone library that the news-editor kicked. Whenever he wanted a book, Rex had it; whenever he wanted to look up some old and forgotten crime, there was Rex, in the midst of a chaos of cuttings. The present fit will last exactly three weeks; after that, Rex will buy a large hammock and a large bed and spend his time alternately on one or the other!”

Tab did not see Ursula Ardfern for a week. He wrote to her once, for he was a little worried, remembering her fainting fit on her last night at the theatre, but he received a reassuring, indeed a flippant, message from Stone Cottage.

“I have come back here and am entrenched against all mysterious Men in Black with an aged but active butler, who has served in the army and is acquainted with the use of lethal weapons. The late roses are out — won’t you come and see them? They are glorious. And Yeh Ling’s Temple of Peace is roofed with shining red tiles, and the villagers are breathing freely again at the prospect of his queer little labourers leaving the neighbourhood.

“I drove over there yesterday and found Yeh Ling very sombre and very quiet, watching the final touches being put on what looked to be a huge barrel, but which I found was the mould in which the second of his great pillars is to be cast. It is the Pillar of Grateful Recollection, or something of the sort, and it is to be dedicated to — me! I feel thrilled! It is hard to believe that all these years Yeh Ling has remembered the trifling services I gave to his son; and isn’t it curious, that in all those years, although I have met him many times, for I used to dine regularly at his restaurant (I dined there this week), he has never made one reference to the old days? It is a little eerie, isn’t it?

“I am learning to shoot. Forgive this inconsequence, but my butler (how grand that sounds!) is very insistent, and I practise every day in the meadows behind the house. I had no idea that a revolver was so very heavy or jumped so when you pressed the trigger, and the noise is appalling! I was scared almost to death the first day of the practice, but I am getting quite used to it now, and Turner says I shall make a crack shot.

“If you come you will not lack for excitement. Personally I should have preferred that Turner would have given me lessons in archery; it is much more graceful and ladylike. Every time the pistol fires (it is an automatic) it blackens my hands horribly — and it stings!”

Tab read the letter through very many times before he took the Hertford Road. He stopped en route to admire the monument which Yeh Ling had erected to his prosperity. He could admire, in all sincerity, for the house presented not only a striking, but a beautiful appearance. Its unusual lines, the quaint setting in which it stood, for the garden had now taken shape, the one lusty pillar that flanked the broad yellow path, made a striking picture.

The workmen had not gone, and presently he spied Yeh Ling himself coming down the broad short flight of steps from the upper terrace.

If he did not distinguish him at first, it was excusable, for he wore the blue blouse and baggy trousers of his workmen; but Yeh Ling had seen him and came straight to where he was standing.

“You’ve nearly finished,” said Tab, with a smile of greeting. “I congratulate you, Yeh Ling.”

“You think it is pretty,” said Yeh Ling, in his grave cultured voice. “I have had the best builder I could get from China, and I have not stinted him. Some day perhaps you will come and see the interior.”

“What are they doing now?” asked Tab.

“In a few days we shall cast a second pillar,” said Yeh Ling, “and then the work is finished. You think I am at heart a barbarian?” Yeh Ling seldom smiled, but now his pale lips curled momentarily, “and you will take those pillars as proof?”

“I wouldn’t say that—” began Tab.

“Because you are so polite, Mr. Holland,” said Yeh Ling; “but then, you see, we look at things from a different angle. I think your church steeples are ridiculous! Why is it necessary to stick a great stone spike on to a building to emphasize your reverence?”

He searched in his blouse and brought out a gold cigarette case, and offered it to Tab. Then he lit a cigarette himself, inhaled deeply before he sent a blue cloud into the still air.

“My pillar of Grateful Memories will have a greater significance than all your steeples,” he said, “than all your stained-glass windows. It is to me what your War Memorial Crosses are to you, a concrete symbol (literally concrete!) of an intangible sentiment.”

“You are a Taoist?” asked Tab, interested. Yeh Ling shrugged his shoulders.

“I am a believer in God,” he said, “in ‘x,’ in something beyond definition. Churches and sects, religions of all kinds are monopolies. God is like the water that flows down the mountainside and fills the brooks and the rivers. There come certain men who bottle the waters, some in ugly bottles, some in beautiful bottles, and these bottles they sell, saying that ‘only this water will quench your thirst.’ That it does quench thirst we will not deny, but the water is often a little stale and flat and the sparkle has gone out of it. You can drink better from the hollow of your hands kneeling by a brook. In China we bottle it with mystic writings and flavour it with cinnamon and spices. Here it is bottled without any regard to the water, but with punctilious care as to the shape of the bottle. I go always to the brook.”

“You are a queer devil,” said Tab, surveying the other curiously.

Yeh Ling did not answer for a while, and then he asked: “Is there any news about the murder of Brown?”

“No,” said Tab; “where was he, Yeh Ling?”

“He was in a smoke-house,” said Yeh Ling, without hesitation. “I took him there at the request of my patron, Mr. Trasmere. The man had come over to give him trouble and Trasmere wanted me to look after him and see that he didn’t make himself a nuisance. Apparently Brown had these bouts and then recovered, as opium smokers sometimes do, with a distaste for the drug. He must have recovered very suddenly and was gone before I could stop him and before the man who owned the house could let me know. I searched for him, but he disappeared, and I heard no more about him until I read in the newspapers that he was dead.”

Tab was thoughtful.

“Had he any friends? You knew him in China?”

Yeh Ling nodded.

“Was there anybody who had a particular grudge against him — or against Trasmere?”

“Many,” said the other. “I, for example, did not like Brown.”

“But apart from you?”

Yeh Ling shook his head.

“Then you have not the slightest idea who was the murderer?”

Again the inscrutable gaze of Yeh Ling met his.

“I have an idea,” he said deliberately, “I know the murderer. I could lay my hands upon him without the slightest difficulty.”
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Tab gasped. “You’re not joking!”

“I am not joking,” said Yeh Ling quietly. “I repeat, I know the murderer. He has been within reach of me many times.”

“Is he a Chinaman?”

“I repeat he has been within reach of me many times,” said Yeh Ling, “but there are reasons why I should not betray him. There are many reasons why I should kill him,” he added reflectively. “You are going to see Miss Ardfern?” He changed the subject abruptly. “Do not go there in the afternoons, or if you do approach from the front of the house. Miss Ardfern is taking lessons in revolver shooting, and one of my men, who has been watching the house from the lower meadows, has had several narrow escapes.”

Tab laughed and offered his hand.

“You are a strange man, Yeh Ling,” he said, “and I don’t know what to make of you.”

“That is my Oriental mystery,” said the Chinaman calmly. “One reads about such things. ‘For ways that are dark and for ways that are strange—’ you know the stanza.”

Tab went away with an amused feeling that Yeh Ling had been laughing at him, but he had been serious enough when he had been talking about the murder; of that Tab was sure.

Long before he reached the house he saw Ursula Ardfern.

She was standing in the middle of the road opposite her gate, waving her hand to him, a dainty figure in grey, her flushed face shaded by a large garden hat.

“I’m such an expert shot, now,” she said gaily as he jumped off, “that I thought of putting a few long-range ones in your direction to see how you looked when you were scared.”

“I’m glad you didn’t, if Yeh Ling’s uncomplimentary reference to your shooting is justified,” he said, as he tucked her hand under his arm.

“Have you seen Yeh Ling? And was he very rude about my marksmanship?”

“He said you are a danger to life and property,” said Tab gravely, and she laughed.

“You would manage your bicycle better if you used both hands,” she said, releasing her own. “I want you to see my heliotrope. I have to keep it in a garden by itself; it is a cannibal plant: it kills all the other flowers. How could you spare time to come down?” she asked, her voice changing; “aren’t you very busy?”

Tab shook his head. “I have been instructed to get very busy indeed,” he said grimly.

“Over this last case?”

“I can do no more than the police are doing,” he said, “and Carver seems to have lost hope, though he is a deceptive bird.”

“No clue of any kind has been discovered?”

Tab hesitated here. He had promised Carver that he would not speak of the new pin, but perhaps the restriction was confined only to the printed word.

“The only clues we have,” he said, as he sat down by her side under the big maple, “are two very bright and very new pins which we found, one in the passage after the first murder, and one just inside the vault after the second. Both were slightly bent.”

She looked at him thoughtfully.

“Two pins?” she repeated slowly. “How strange! Have you any idea of the use that was made of them?”

Tab had no idea, neither had Carver.

“The murderer was, of course, the Man in Black,” she said.

“I read an account of the case, particularly Mr. Stott’s statement — he is the scared little man who ran away when Yeh Ling and I went to search the house for our papers. Yes, I say ‘our’ advisedly.”

“By the way, did Yeh Ling really find what he wanted?” She nodded. “And what you wanted?”

She bit her lips. “I don’t know,” she said. “Sometimes I think he did and is keeping it from me. He swears that there was nothing of interest to me, but I believe he is being…kindly reticent. Some day I am going to have it out with him.”

The hand that was nearest to him was playing with a twig on the seat, and summoning his courage he took it in his own and she did not resist.

“Ursula, it isn’t easy…you’d think that a man with my enormous nerve could take the hand of a woman…that he loved…without his heart going like an aeroplane propeller, wouldn’t you?”

She did not answer.

“Wouldn’t you?” he repeated desperately. He could think of nothing else to say.

“I suppose so,” she said, not meeting his eyes. “And you’d think that an actress who had been made love to eight days a week, counting matinees, for years on end, would carry through a scene like this without having…an insane desire to burst into tears…if you kiss me, Turner will see you…”

Tab could never remember that moment very clearly. He had a ridiculous recollection that her nose was cold against his cheek and that in some miraculous fashion a wisp of hair came between their lips.

“Lunch is served, madam,” said Turner awfully.

He was an elderly, grim-looking man, and apparently he did not trust himself to look at Tab.

“Very well, Turner,” said Ursula, with extraordinary courage and coolness. And when he had gone: “Tab, you have realized poor Turner’s worst fears; he told me that I was the first actress he had ever taken service with, and I gathered he looks upon the experiment as a dangerous one.”

Tab was a little breathless, but he had his line to say.

“The only thing that can save your character, Ursula, is an immediate marriage,” he said boldly, and she laughed and pinched his ear.

The confusion of Tab’s recollections of that day extended to the golden hours which followed. He came back to town in a desperate hurry — he was aching to write to her! He wrote and he wrote, and an expectant night-editor peeped in at him and crept softly away to warn the printer that a big story of the murder was coming along (the night-editor had distinctly counted a dozen folios to the left of Tab’s elbow), and it was only at almost the eleventh hour that he found he was mistaken.

“I thought you were doing the Mayfield murder. Where’s your story?” asked the indignant man.

“It is coming along,” said Tab guiltily. He stuffed the unfinished letter into his inside pocket, set his teeth, and tried to fix his mind upon crime. He would stop at the most incongruous moments to conjure up a rosy vision of that day, only to turn with a groan to…

“…the position of the ‘body removes any doubt there may have been as to the manner in which the man met his death. The features of the two crimes are almost identical…”

So he wrote at feverish haste for half an hour, and the night-editor, cutting out the superfluous “darlings” that appeared mysteriously in the copy, formed a pretty clear idea as to what Tab had been writing when he was interrupted.

Tab posted the letter, went home, and began another, this being the way of youth.

It was all a dream, he told himself when the morning came. It could not be true. And yet there was a fat envelope containing the letter he had written overnight, awaiting the post…

Tab opened the letter and added seven pages of postscript.

Later in the morning he asked Jacques, the news-editor, if he believed in long engagements. He asked this casually, as one who was seeking information for business purposes.

“No,” said Jacques decisively, “I don’t. I believe after a man has been two or three years on a newspaper he gets stale, and ought to be fired.”

Tab had not the moral courage to explain the kind of engagement he meant.

That day the weather broke. The rain shot down from low-hanging clouds, the temperature fell twelve degrees. Nevertheless, he thought longingly of the garden of Stone Cottage. It would be snug under the trees, snugger still in that long low-ceilinged sittingroom of hers. Tab heaved a deep sigh and strolled off to fulfil his promise to Rex.

Rex was full of his new scheme, and dragged his visitor into the bedroom, where blue prints and maps and plans seemed to cover every available surface.

“I’m going to build a veritable mansion in the skies,” he said; “I have chosen the site. It is just this side of where Ursula Ardfern has her cottage. The only rising ground in the country.”

“I know the only hill in that part of the world,” said Tab, with sudden interest, “but unfortunately you have been forestalled, Rex.”

“You mean by Yeh Ling,” said the other carelessly; “I’ll buy him off. After all, it is only a freak on his part to put up a house there.”

Tab shook his head. “You will have some difficulty in persuading him to sell,” he said quietly. “I happen to know that he is almost as keen on his house as you are on yours.”

“Stuff,” laughed Rex. “You seem to forget that I am made of money!”

Tab shook his head.

“I didn’t forget that,” he said, “but I repeat I know Yeh Ling.”

Rex scratched his head irritably. “It will be a shame if I can’t get it,” he said. “Could you persuade him — I’ve rather set my heart on that site. I saw it once in the old days, long before I ever knew that Ursula Ardfern lived nearby, and I said to myself: ‘One of these days I’ll build a house on that hill.’ How is my adored one, by the way?”

The opportunity which Tab had wanted.

“Your adored one is my adored one,” he said quietly. “I am going to marry Ursula Ardfern.”

Rex fell into the nearest chair, looking at him with eyes and mouth wide open.

“You lucky dog!” he said at last, and then he came to his feet with his hand outflung. “I go away on a holiday and you steal my beloved,” he said, wringing Tab’s hand. “No, I am not feeling at all bad about it — you are a lucky man. We must have a bottle on this.”

Tab was relieved, to an extent greater than he had anticipated. He had rather dreaded telling the lovesick youth that the object of his passion had agreed to bestow herself upon the best friend of the man who was responsible for their meeting.

“You are going to tell me all about this,” said Rex, busy with the wire-cutters; “and of course I’ll be your best man and take in hand the arrangements for the swellest wedding this little village has seen in years,” he babbled on, and Tab was glad to let him talk.

Presently they came back to the subject of the house. Rex made no attempt to hide his disappointment that the ideal site was taken.

“I should have given it to you, old man,” he said impulsively. “What a wedding gift for a pal! But you shall have a house that is worthy of you, if I have to build the darned thing myself! As an architect I am a failure,” he went on; “my views are too eccentric. Poor old Stott swooned at the sight of some of my designs,” he chuckled to himself. “I’m not going to give up the attempt to carry my great idea into effect,” he told Tab at parting, “I shall see Yeh Ling at the earliest opportunity. I may be able to persuade him to bell.”

Tab went down to Hertford the next afternoon, and never had his bicycle moved more leisurely.

“I told Rex,” he blurted out, and he saw her face fall.

“He wasn’t hurt,” said Tab, anxious to relieve her mind; “in fact, he behaved like a brick! Do you mind very much? My telling him, I mean?”

“No,” she said quietly. “He wasn’t hurt?”

Tab laughed. “It may sound uncomplimentary to you, but I am sure that Rex was only temporarily infatuated.”

He saw a smile dawning and took her face between his hands.

“If I were Rex,” he said, “I should hate Tab Holland.”

“Rex is stronger minded,” she said. “Let us go into the garden. I have been thinking things out, and I feel that there is something that you ought to know, and the longer I put it off the harder it will be to tell.”

He followed her, carrying an armful of cushions, arranged her chair, and sat upon its arm; and then, in the most unconcerned voice, holding no hint of the tremendous statement she was to make, she said: “I killed Jesse Trasmere.”
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He leapt to his feet.

“What?” he gasped.

“I killed Jesse Trasmere,” she repeated; “not directly, not with my hands, but I am responsible for his death, almost as assuredly as if I had shot him.” She caught his hand and held it. “How white you are! I was a brute to put it that way. In our profession we love these dramatic — no, I don’t mean that, Tab.”

“Will you tell me what you do mean?”

She signalled him to sit on the foot-rest of the chair.

“I’ll tell you something, but I don’t think I’ll tell you any more about the murder,” she said, “and this is the something which you ought to know, and which I intended you should know. I had not the slightest intention of saying what I did.

“The spirit of tragedy seems to haunt me,” she said, staring straight ahead; “I was cradled in that atmosphere of violence and wickedness. I once told you, Tab, that I had been in service as a tweeny-maid, and I think you were startled. I went there from a public orphan’s home, an institution where little children are taught to be born old. Tab…my mother was murdered, my father was hanged for her murder!”

There was no pain in her eyes, just a little hardness. He took both her hands in his and held them.

“I don’t remember anything about it,” she went on; “my earliest recollection was the long dormitory where about forty little girls used to sleep, a very fat matron, and two iron-faced nurses; and the why and wherefore of my being at Parkington’s Institute only came to me late in life. One of the little girls had heard the matron tell the nurse, and I had to piece together the fact that I was an orphan by the act of my father, and that after his trial and execution I had been sent to this home to be brought up and educated for the profession which all good little girls follow, and which had, as its supreme reward, an appointment as under-cook. I was not so fortunate. I am afraid my cooking was rather vile, for when I came out of the Institute it was to take a place as under-housemaid and general help in the kitchen of a great society leader, who spent thousands of pounds upon charity, but weighed the very bread that her servants ate. I had only been in this place for three months when Mr. Trasmere made his appearance. It was on a cold windy afternoon — I remember it as distinctly as though it were yesterday — when one of the parlourmaids came and said I was to go up into the drawingroom. I found Mr. Trasmere alone, and I was rather frightened at the sight of him, for he did not speak, but sat with a little scowl on his face, taking me in from head to foot.

“I was between twelve and thirteen then, a sensitive child, to whom life, as it came to me, was a veritable hell. He asked me what was my age, and whether I was happy, and I told him the truth. Apparently he had seen the authorities at the Institute, for I was allowed to go away with him, and he took me to a poor apartment house and placed me under the care of a woman who either owned or rented the house, and sublet the rooms furnished to the queerest lot of people I have ever seen congregated under one roof. Knowing him now much better, I am inclined to think that Mr. Trasmere owned the house himself and that the woman was his nominee. I did not see him again for nearly two months. I had a room to myself and he sent me school books to read and study, and it was whilst I was here that I first met Yeh Ling, who, as I have told you, was a poor waiter at a Chinese restaurant.

“At the end of the two months Mr. Trasmere came for me, and his coming was heralded by the arrival of a huge box of clothes, the like of which I had never seen, let alone worn. He left a message that I was to be dressed and ready to go with him, and that afternoon he called and took me down into the country, to a preparatory school which, after the Institute, was heaven upon earth. On the way down he told me he had heard about me from some friends of his, and he wanted to give me an education which would fit me to take the position which he had for me, and I was so overcome by his kindness that I cried all the way to our destination.

“The three years that I spent at St. Helen’s seem, even now, like a beautiful dream. I was happy, I made many friends, and my whole outlook on life changed. The year I left, Mr. Trasmere came down to our Commemoration and saw me acting in a play which the school dramatic society had produced, and from what he saw was evolved this extraordinary arrangement. Knowing what I do, I know he was not wholly disinterested. It was his practice to take up projects and finance likely people. Once he told me that he had intended settling in this country and living the life of a gentleman — to use his own words — but that he was so unutterably bored that to give himself an interest he took up the most extraordinary of schemes.

“Do you know at one time he financed twelve tearooms and collected his share of the takings every day? Do you know that he was behind three doctors and took his profits from each? He was Yeh Ling’s backer, and in time he came to be mine. I was with him six months, acting as his secretary in a tiny office he hired for the purpose, and to which he never came until five o’clock in the afternoon.

“Then it was that he suggested that I should go on to the stage, and sent me away with a touring company. Of course he was financially interested in it, and it was my duty to send him a daily return showing the amount of money we took every night. On Saturdays I paid the salaries and expenses and remitted the remainder to him. When the tour was finished I came back to town, to find that he had already made arrangements in his furtive, secretive way, to start a season with me as the principal attraction. My salary! You would laugh if I told you. It was hardly enough to keep body and soul together, only, as an excuse for his parsimony, he agreed that he would pay me one half of the profits over a certain amount.

“To my astonishment, as well as to his, I became not only a respectable success, but a great financial success. The profits on my seasons were enormous; they exceeded to an incredible extent the amount he had fixed. And of course he paid. Jesse Trasmere’s word was more than his bond. It was his oath.

“His code was the code of the Chinese business man. When you know what that means, Tab, you will realize how very punctilious he was in such matters. He made exactly the same arrangements with Yeh Ling. There was the curious bond which bound us together, Yeh Ling and I — our shares were enormously in excess of his estimate. But he paid loyally.

“Between him and me there was never an agreement of any kind. In the case of Yeh Ling there was an agreement, as you know. But the most bizarre aspect of my success was that I was compelled to continue as his secretary. Every night, when the theatre was closed, I motored to his house, dealt with his correspondence, and answered his letters. Sometimes I was so weary after a heavy evening that I could scarcely drag myself up the steps of Mayfield. But Jesse was inexorable. He never let up on any bargain he made, any more than he evaded the terms of any agreement which proved adverse to him.

“When I began to get talked about he insisted upon my making a ‘show,’ as he called it, and bought a lot of jewels which he told me should be mine at his death. Whether he bought them — they did not look new to me — or whether he acquired them in one of those deals of his which nobody knew anything about, I am unable to say with certainty. They were beautiful — but they were not mine until his death. Every night I dined with him at Yeh Ling’s, and he handed to me the jewelcase which he had taken from his bag, and every night I carried those jewels back to the house and gave them into his care.”

“Did the old man ever tell you how he came to seek you out?”

She nodded, and a faint smile came and went. “Jesse Trasmere was very frank. That was one of his charms. He told me he knew my deplorable history, and he wanted somebody about whom he knew a few discreditable facts! He said that in almost those identical words. ‘You’ll have to go along as I want you,’ he said; ‘and the higher you get, and the more successful you become, the less you will want the news published that your father was a murderer.’ And yet, curiously enough, he never objected to my taking my own name, for Ardfern is my name, for professional purposes. I don’t suppose anybody at that dingy Institute associates me with the skinny little girl who used to scrub and peel and toil at uninteresting lessons from morning until night.”

“What was your father?” asked Tab, with an effort, for he expected that any reference to her parents must still wound her.

To his surprise she answered readily.

“He was an actor,” she said, “and I think he was a clever actor until he took to drink. It was in drink that he murdered my mother. That much I learnt at the home — I have not troubled to inquire since. What are you thinking about, Tab?”

His forehead was knit.

“I am trying to recall the execution of any person named Ardfern in the last twenty years; I know them all by name,” he said slowly. “Have you a telephone?”

She nodded.

In three minutes Tab was talking to the news-editor of The Megaphone.

“Jacques,” he said, “I want some information. Do you remember any person named Ardfern being executed for murder in the last” — he looked round at the girl— “seventeen or eighteen years?”

“No,” was the instant reply. “There was a man named Ardfern against whom a coroner’s verdict of manslaughter was returned, but he skipped the country.”

“What was his first name?” asked Tab eagerly.

“I am not sure that it was Francis or Robert No, it was Willard-Willard Ardfern. I remember there were two ‘ards’ in it,” said the information-bureau.

“In what town was this crime committed?”

Jacques answered without hesitation, giving the name of a small country town that Tab knew well.

He hung up the receiver and turned to the girl.

“What was your father’s name?” he asked.

“Willard,” she replied, without hesitation.

“Phew!” whistled Tab, and wiped his streaming forehead. “Your father was not hanged.”

He saw her go red and white.

“Are you sure?” she asked.

“Perfectly sure. Old Jacques never makes a mistake. Besides which he had the name pat when I asked him. Willard Ardfern. He was indicted for manslaughter. I fear that your unhappy mother died of his violence, but Willard Ardfern himself left the country and was never arrested or tried.”

His arm went round her in support, she had gone suddenly white and ill-looking.

“Thank God,” she whispered. “That seemed…worse…than killing my poor mother. Oh, Tab, it has been such a nightmare to me! Such a dreadful, dreadful weight. You can’t know how I felt about it.”

“Was it that?” — he hesitated— “something I had said that made you feel bad when we talked of Mr. Trasmere’s will?”

She looked at him steadily, but did not give an answer.

“I used to hate this nightly borrowing of jewels” — she went back to her relations with Jesse Trasmere— “I had enough money to buy my own, though I have no particular leaning toward jewellery, but old Trasmere would not hear of it. Any movement towards my independence he checked ruthlessly.”

She stopped suddenly, and her mouth made a little O of surprise. “I wonder if he heard…in China?” she asked. “Yes, that is it! He must have met my father. That is how he came to know about me! I am sure Yeh Ling knows, because Mr. Trasmere had a habit of making elaborate notes — I wonder,” she said, speaking to herself. Impulsively she threw out her hands and caught his. “Tab, the night you came into my dressing-room I felt instinctively that you were a factor in my life. I could never have dreamt how big a part you were going to be.”

For once in his life Tab could not think of an appropriate rejoinder.
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There came to police-headquarters a tall, ruddy-skinned man of middle age. He wore a suit which was evidently not made for him, and he seemed a little depressed by his surroundings.

“I have an appointment with Inspector Carver,” he said, and passed a letter across the desk to the police clerk, who read it and nodded.

“Inspector Carver is expecting you,” he said, and called a messenger.

Carver looked round as the door opened and viewed his caller with a speculative eye. Then he jumped up.

“Of course!” he said. “Sit down, please.”

“I hope,” began the man, “there isn’t going to be any trouble.”

“Not for you,” said Carver, “but I rather fancy there is trouble coming for somebody.”

The messenger closed the door and left them together.

Half an hour later Inspector Carver telephoned for the office stenographer, and when the harassed man with the fresh face and ill-fitting clothes left the police office after a three-hour examination, Inspector Carver had material for much cogitation.

Tab called in the ordinary way of duty and they discussed the latest tragedy, but never once did Inspector Carver make reference to his visitor of the morning. That was his secret, and too precious a one, in the circumstances, to breathe to a soul.

He drove down that afternoon to the detention prison where Walters was awaiting trial and had a long talk with him.

Yeh Ling was in his parlour, half way through his long weekly letter to his son, when Inspector Carver was announced. He put down his brush and gazed impassively upon the servant who had brought in the Inspector’s card.

“Is this man alone?” he asked.

“Yes, Yeh Ling. There is no one with him.”

Yeh Ling tapped his white teeth with his well-manicured nails.

“Come,” he said laconically, and there was something in Carver’s face which told Yeh Ling all that he wanted to know.

But there was a fight to be made yet, and he was not without hope that this matter of the Trasmere murder, and the tragedy that had followed, would be settled in a manner more consonant with his keen sense of obligation.

The Inspector did not come to the point at once. He accepted a cigar that the Chinaman offered to him, spoke jocularly of Yeh Ling’s letter-writing, asked a question or two about Ursula Ardfern, and at last hinted at the object of his visit.

“Yeh Ling,” he said, “I think the Trasmere case is coming to a solution.”

Yeh Ling’s eyelids did not so much as flicker.

“In fact,” said the Inspector, carefully examining the ash of his cigar, “I have found the murderer.”

Yeh Ling said nothing.

“I need very little confirmatory evidence to put the man who killed Jesse Trasmere on the trap,” Carver went on.

“And you have come to me to furnish that evidence,” said Yeh Ling, with a touch of irony.

Carver shook his head and smiled. “I don’t know…I didn’t think you would,” he said, and then almost sharply: “Where are the documents you took from the Trasmere house the night you went there with Miss Ardfern?”

The Chinaman got up without hesitation, unlocked a small safe in the corner of the room and brought out a thick packet of papers.

“They are all there?” asked Carver, shooting a suspicious glance at the other.

“All except two,” was the cool reply; “one of which has reference to my interest in the Golden Roof and that is with my lawyer—”

“And the other?” asked the detective.

“That deals with matters of a sacred nature,” said Yeh Ling, in that precise English that sounded almost affected.

Carver bit his lip.

“You know that this is the document I particularly want?” he asked.

“I guessed that,” was the reply, “Nevertheless, Mr. Carver, I cannot give it to you; and if you know so much” — for a second a ghost of a smile lit his brown eyes— “then you will also know why it is not forthcoming.”

“Does Miss Ardfern know?”

Yeh Ling shook his head.

“She is the one person who must not know,” he said emphatically. “If it were not for her” — he shrugged his shoulders— “you might see it.”

Carver knew that he was opposed by a will greater than his own, and that neither threats nor promises would move this impassive man from the attitude he had taken up.

“What does it matter whether you see this paper or not?” asked Yeh Ling. “You say you know the murderer, that you have sufficient evidence to put him on the trap — but have you?”

His look was a challenge.

“You cannot convict a man on supposition, Mr. Carver. You must prove beyond any doubt whatever that Jesse Trasmere was killed by somebody who had the means of getting in and out that locked vault, and leaving the key on the table.

“It is not enough to say: ‘I am certain that this prisoner killed his — benefactor!’ It is not sufficient that you can show motives. You must produce the means! Until you can say the murderer obtained admission to the vault by this or that door, in this or that way, or that he employed these or those means to restore the key to the table from the outside of a locked door through which no key could pass, you cannot secure a conviction. That is the law. I studied law at Harvard, and I have the rules of evidence at my fingertips.” He smiled faintly. “You see, Mr. Carver, that the confirmatory evidence you require cannot possibly be supplied by me.”

Carver knew that he was speaking no more than the truth; that he was against a dead wall unless some human eye had witnessed the murder, and the method by which the murderer escaped.

The logic of the Chinaman’s criticism was irresistible, and Carver, who had seen success within reach, experienced a sense of failure at the very moment when he thought that all his efforts were coming to fruition.

“Then tell me this,” he said. “I understand that on several occasions you have been followed by the Man in Black. Have you any idea who he is?”

“Yes,” said the other, without hesitation; “but what is the value of my ideas? I could not swear to any facts, and facts are the meat and drink of juries, Mr. Carver.”

Carver got up and sighed heavily, and hearing him, Yeh Ling broke into a fit of silent laughter.

“I am sorry,” he apologized, “but I am thinking of my favourite poem,” his eyes twinkled. “You remember the other gentleman who ‘rose with a sigh, and he said can this be? We are ruined by Chinese cheap labour…’”

“I shall certainly not ‘go for the Heathen Chinee,’” said Carver good-humouredly; “not for the moment. What I like about you, Yeh Ling, is your refreshing sanity. I don’t know that I have ever dealt with a man — shall I say fought with a man? — who would have given me greater pleasure to fence.”

The Chinaman performed a deep kow-tow, and his mock humility amused Carver long after he had left the shadow of the Golden Roof.

Yeh Ling, who seldom made any personal effort for the comfort of his guests, paid particular attention to the preparations which were being made in No. 6 that night. The Italian waiters, to whom the proprietor was almost unknown, were both nervous and annoyed, for nothing seemed to please Yeh Ling. He had the flowers changed half a dozen times. He had new cloths brought, and at the last minute insisted upon the table being laid all over again. He brought the rarest of glass to adorn the board, unearthed unsuspected treasures of chinaware and substituted them for the crockery of the restaurant.

This done, he summoned to his room the maitre d’hotel and the wine chef, and chose the dinner with the most exquisite care.

“Yeh Ling has really done himself proud,” said Tab, admiring the table.

The girl nodded. She had hoped that Yeh Ling would have chosen another room, but she had no real feeling of repugnance; and besides, she had been here since Trasmere’s death.

“It is very thrilling to be dining alone with a young man,” she said, handing her wrap to the waiter. “And I can only hope the scandal of it doesn’t get into the newspapers!”

“Shall we see Yeh Ling?” asked Tab, half way through the dinner.

She shook her head.

“He never appears. He has only been in this room twice to my recollection.”

“It is our first appearance together in public,” said Tab solemnly. “I can count on our boys, but if any of those Herald thugs hear and catch a glimpse of your expensive ring, there are going to be scare lines in that deplorable rag — The Herald has no reticence or decency.”

She laughed softly and looked at the “expensive ring” that glittered and sparkled in the light of the shaded lamp.

“I asked Carver if he would come along after dinner,” said Tab, “but he is busy. He sent the most flowery and poetical messages to you — really Carver is a surprising person; there is a whole world of romance hidden behind that somewhat unpleasing exterior, if you will pardon the journalese.”

But if Carver could not come, they had a visitor. There came a tap and the door opened slowly.

“Great Moses!” said Tab, springing up. “How the dickens did you know that we were here, Rex?”

“I spotted you,” said Rex Lander reproachfully, “slinking in at the side door like two guilty souls! May I offer my congratulations, Miss Ardfern, and lay at your feet the fragments of a broken heart?”

She laughed nervously at his jest.

“No, I can’t stay,” said Rex, “I have a party; and, moreover, I am entertaining a man with terrific ideas on architecture. Isn’t it queer? Now that I am no longer arching I have conceived a passion for that unhallowed profession! Even old Stott is becoming an admirable personage in my eyes. Have you forgiven me, Miss Ardfern?”

“Oh, yes,” she said quietly, “I have forgiven you a very long time ago.”

Rex’s baby eyes were very kindly, his plump face was wrinkled in a smile of amiable reflection.

“‘When a young man’s fancy—’” he began, and caught a reflection in the mirror.

From where Tab and the girl sat they could see nothing.

Rex saw reflected the half-open door and a figure that stood motionless outside. He spun round with an exclamation.
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“Good lord, Yeh Ling, you gave me a fright! What a creeping old devil you are.”

“I came to see whether the dinner was successful,” said Yeh Ling softly. His hands were covered in his wide sleeves, a little black skull cap was pushed on the back of his head, his shabby silk suit and white-soled slippers seemed remarkably out of place in that very modern setting.

“It was a great success, Yeh Ling,” said Tab, “wasn’t it?”

He turned to the girl, and she nodded and her eyes met Yeh Ling’s and for the fraction of a second held them.

“I think I’ll go,” said Rex awkwardly, and gripped the girl’s hand again. “Good night, old man, you are a lucky old thief.”

He wrung Tab’s hand and was gone.

“Was the wine to your liking?” said Yeh Ling’s soft voice.

“Everything was beautiful,” said Ursula,

There was a touch of colour in her cheeks that had not been there before. “Thank you, Yeh Ling, you gave us a wonderful feast. We shall be late for the theatre, Tab,” she said, getting up hurriedly.

She was very silent in the car that drove them to the Athenaeum, and Tab felt a little of the gloom which had suddenly come into their festivity.

“Yeh Ling is a creepy sort of fellow, isn’t he?” he said.

“Yes, I suppose he is,” was her reply, and that was all she said.

Ten minutes later she was sitting in a box, intent upon a stage which she had once adorned, and seemingly oblivious to everything except the play. Tab decided that she was a little temperamental, and loved her for it.

Going out to smoke between the first two acts (she insisted upon his going) he saw Carver standing by a tape machine in the vestibule of the theatre. His attention was concentrated on a very prosy account of a yacht race which was coming through, but he saw Tab out of the corner of his eye, and signalled him.

“I am going home with you tonight,” he said surprisingly. “What time will you leave Miss Ardfern?”

“I am seeing her to her hotel immediately after the show.”

“You are not going to supper anywhere?” asked the other carelessly.

“No,” said Tab; “why do you ask?”

“Then I will be waiting at the Central Hotel for you. I wish to see you about a nephew of mine who wants to become a newspaper reporter. Perhaps you can give me a few hints.”

Tab glanced at him suspiciously.

“I have suspected you of many weaknesses, but never of nepotism!” he said. “You told me a few weeks back that you hadn’t a relation in the world.”

“I have acquired a nephew since then,” said Carver calmly, his eyes still upon the tape; “it is a poor kind of detective who can’t discover a nephew or two. I may fall down on a murderer, but when it comes to unearthing distant relations I am at the top of my class. You will find me somewhere in the shadows of the Central,” he added.

Tab did not see the detective again until he had left the girl in the vestibule of her hotel. Coming out into the street Carver, true to his word, appeared from the night and took his arm.

“We will walk home. You don’t take enough exercise,” he said. “Lack of exercise is bad for the old, but it is fatal for the young.”

“You are very chatty this evening,” said Tab; “tell me something about your little nephew.”

“I haven’t a nephew,” said the detective shamelessly, “but I am feeling kind of lonely tonight. I have had a very disappointing day, Tab, and I want to pour my woes into a sympathetic ear.”

“Faugh!” said Tab.

Carver showed no inclination to find a sympathetic listener, even when they were back at the flat and he had a modest whisky and soda before him.

“The truth is,” he said at last, in answer to a direct question, “I have reason to believe that I am being most carefully watched.”

“By whom?” asked the startled Tab.

“By the murderer of Trasmere,” said the detective quietly. “It is a humiliating confession for a man of my experience and proved courage to make, but I am afraid to go home tonight, for I have a large premonition that our unknown friend is preparing something particularly startling in the way of trouble for me.”

“Then you really want to stay the night here?” said Tab, as the fact dawned upon him.

Carver nodded.

“Your instinct is marvellously developed,” said he. “That is just what I want to do, if it is not inconvenient. The fact is, I had not the moral courage to ask you before. It isn’t very pleasant to admit—”

“Oh shush!” said Tab scornfully. “You are no more scared of the murderer than I am.”

“I am more accessible to him in my own lodgings,” said the detective, and that sounded fairly true. “If I stayed in an hotel I should be even more accessible, so I am going to make use of you, Tab. How do you feel about it?”

“You can bring your belongings and stay here until the case is over,” invited Tab. “I don’t think that Rex’s old bed is made up.”

“I prefer the sofa, anyway. Luxury enfeebles and vitiates a man as it enfeebles and vitiates a nation—”

“If you are going to be oracular, I am retiring to bed,” said Tab.

He went into his room, brought out a rug and a pillow and threw them on to the broad settee.

“I’d like to say,” said Carver, as Tab was leaving him for the last time, “how surprisingly good you look in evening kit. The difficulties of making a reporter look like a gentleman must be almost insuperable, but you have succeeded beyond my most sanguine expectations.”

Tab chuckled. “You’re indecently humorous tonight,” he said.

He hadn’t been in bed five minutes before the light went out in the sittingroom. Mr. Carver was apparently settling himself to sleep.

Tab’s dreams were happy, but they were strangely mixed.

Within five minutes of his head touching the pillow he was carrying Ursula through her scented garden and his heart was full of gratitude to providence that this great and wonderful prize had come to him. And then in his dream he began to feel uncomfortable. Glancing over his shoulder he saw the sinister figure of Yeh Ling watching him, and he was in the garden no longer, but on the slope of a hill flanked by two huge pillars, and Yeh Ling stood at the entrance of his queer house, arrayed in dull gold brocade.

“Bang…Bang!”

Two shots in rapid succession.
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He woke with a start. There was a rush of feet in the sittingroom, and then — crash.

He was out of bed in a second and into the sittingroom.

Carver was nowhere to be seen and he felt by the draught that the door of the flat was wide open. He put his hand on the light switch and a voice from the darkness said:

“Don’t touch that light!”

It came from outside the door, and it was Carver who was speaking.

Below came the thud of the street door closing.

Carver came hurriedly into the room, passed him, ran to the window and looked out.

“You can put it on now,” said Carver. A red weal was slashed across his face, and it was bleeding slightly.

He put up his hand and looked at it.

“That was a narrow squeak,” he said. “Yes, he’s gone. I could have taken a chance and run downstairs after the door slammed, but even that might have been a fake to lure me into the open.”

The whole building was awake now. Tab heard the sound of unlocking doors and voices speaking from above and below.

“It was the cigar that gave me away,” said Carver ruefully. “I was a fool to smoke. He must have seen the red end in the darkness, and on the whole I think he shot pretty accurately.”

There was a small Medici print hanging by the side of the window. The glass was shattered. A round bullet-hole showed on the white shoulder of Beatrice D’Este.

Carver fingered the hole carefully.

“That looks to me like an automatic,” he said. “He is getting quite modern. The last time he killed a man he used a type of revolver which was issued by the Chinese Government to its officers some fifteen years ago. We know that from the shape of the bullet,” he went on unconcerned. “There is somebody at the door, Tab. You had better go and explain we have had another attack of burglaritis.”

Tab was gone some ten minutes, disquieting the tenants of the flats. When he returned he found Carver examining the track of the second bullet, which had struck the lower window sash and which had drilled a neat little hole.

“Probably hit the wall opposite,” said Carver, squinting through.

“The man below found this on the stairs,” said Tab.

It was a small green-handled knife in a lacquered scabbard.

“Pseudo-Chinese,” said Carver. “It may even be the genuine article.” He pulled out the knife, tested the razor-like edge.

“And sharp,” he added. “I had an idea he didn’t mean to use his gun.”

“Now,” said Tab, facing the detective squarely, “we will dispense with all light and airy persiflage and come down to sober affidavits. You expected this attack. That is why you came tonight with your fake story of a literary-minded nephew.”

“I did and I didn’t,” said Carver frankly. “When I told you that the attack would be made on me I half believed it, but as I couldn’t find an excuse for getting you to stay with me, and, moreover, as I have no accommodation for a man of your luxurious habits, I decided on the whole I’d take a chance by staying here.” He looked at his watch. “Two o’clock,” he said. “He must have come about a quarter of an hour ago, and I will give him this credit, that I did not hear the door open.

“Fortunately there was a clothes hook behind the door, and some time or other you hung an old hat there. It was hearing this hat fall that made me realize that either I was growing deaf or else the stealthy personage was unusually soft-footed.

“He must have seen first my cigar, and then my outline as I rose, for, like a fool, I hadn’t pulled the settee away from the window. He was back in the lobby in a flash, and before I knew what had happened he had fired twice, slammed the door, and gone. He was still in the hall when I went out, but it was so dark that I could see nothing.”

“I thought I heard the door first.”

“Because you were asleep,” smiled the detective, “and you hear the last sound first. No, I will give you a guarantee that he shot at me before he shut the door.” His eyes narrowed.

“I wonder,” he said softly.

“What?”

“I wonder if your friend has had a duplicate of this attack? Where is he staying?”

“I think we ought to warn him, anyway,” said Tab. “Our visitor came in the first place to burgle Rex’s trunks, and probably he doesn’t know that Rex isn’t staying here. He is at the Pitts Hotel.”

Carver got the telephone directory and discovered the number. It was some time before he had an answer, for the clerks at the Pitts Hotel are not accustomed to calls at that hour of the morning. Presently he got into touch with a porter.

“I don’t know whether he is staying here, but I will find out,” said that official.

It was ten minutes before he had made the discovery.

“Yes, he is in Room 180. Shall I put you through?”

“If you please,” said Carver. He heard the click and dug of the connection being made, and after an appreciable delay Rex’s sleepy voice answered him.

“Hullo! who is that? What the devil do you want?”

“I’ll talk to him,” whispered Tab, and took the receiver from the detective’s hands.

“Is that you, Rex?”

“Hullo! who is that — Tab? What’s the idea?”

“We have had a visitor,” said Tab. “You remember I told you about the burglar? Well, he came again tonight.”

“The devil he did.”

“In fact, we’ve turned the old flat into a shooting gallery,” said Tab, “and Carver wonders whether you have had a similar experience.”

“Not I,” was the cheerful reply. “It is as much as a man’s life’s worth to wake me out of my sleep.”

Tab grinned.

“Keep your door locked.”

“And my telephone receiver off,” said the other. “I’ll let you know if anything happens. Is Carver there?”

“Yes,” said Tab.

Carver went to the phone.

“He wants to speak to you.”

Carver had made a signal, and now he took the receiver in his hand.

“I am sorry you have been disturbed, Mr. Lander,” he said, “but I’d like you to know officially that we warn you that an attempt has been made to get into this flat at — well, ten minutes ago. What time would that be?”

“That would be about a quarter to two, I guess,” said Rex’s voice. “Thank you for telling me, Inspector, but I am not at all scared.”

Carver put the receiver on the hook and rubbed his hands.

“Do you think they will go there? What on earth is amusing you?” asked Tab irritably.

“I am intensely amused, I admit,” said Carver, “at the queer, simple, and tragic error that our murderer made.”

Early in the morning Carver called at the Pitts Hotel and personally interviewed a sleepy-eyed Rex, who sat up in bed in violently striped pyjamas and expostulated with commendable mildness upon the interruption to his night’s sleep.

“I am one of those people,” he said severely, “who require at least twelve hours’ heavy slumber. Heaven having endowed me with the means whereby I can gratify my wishes in this respect, it is a little short of an outrage that Tab and you should call me up even to tell me that the flat has Been burgled again.”

Reporting his interview on his return to the flat, Carver offered a few remarks on the vagaries of masculine fashions, particularly in relation to pyjamas, and came back at a tangent to the very serious events of the past twelve hours.

“I think you’ll be all right tonight,” he said. “At any rate I am leaving you to your own devices. Bolt the door and put a tripwire between a couple of chairs.”

“Oh, nonsense!” said Tab. “He will not come again tonight.”

Carver scratched his chin.

“What is tonight?”

“Saturday.”

“The fatal Saturday, eh?” he said. “No, perhaps not. What are you doing to-day?”

“I am driving a friend into the country, or rather she is driving me,” said Tab promptly. “It is my weekend off, but I shall be back in town tonight.”

Carver nodded.

“Ring me up the moment you are back. Will you promise that?”

And Tab laughed.

“Certainly I will if it is any satisfaction to you.”

“If you don’t ring me I shall ring you at intervals throughout the night,” threatened Carver. “I have already warned Lander. Above all, Lander must not sleep at this flat.”

“Don’t you think that by now they will have discovered that he is no longer living in the flat?” asked Tab.

“They may or may not,” was the reply, “and” — he hesitated— “I don’t think I should talk about this to Miss Ardfern. In fact, I would rather you didn’t.”

Tab had no intention of alarming Ursula, and he could make that promise without reservation.
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She came to Doughty Street and picked him up, and they were at Stone Cottage in time for lunch. The weather was still unsettled, but Tab had passed the stage where weather made any difference to him.

Though he did not tell her of his sensational experience, he did mention his dream.

“Ursula,” he asked, “you like Yeh Ling, don’t you? So do I, as a matter of fact, but do you absolutely trust him?”

She considered before she spoke.

“Yes, I think I do,” she said. “He has been a most faithful friend. Think, Tab, without my knowledge, all these years he has been watching over me. I should be a most ungrateful girl if his loyalty did not move me.”

Tab thought that there might be some other explanation of Yeh Ling’s devotion, but wisely said nothing.

“Do you know,” she said, “that he keeps a man watching this house day and night? I only discovered it by accident when I was engaged in revolver shooting. Perhaps Yeh Ling told you that I nearly shot one of his sentinels.”

“He is a strange man,” admitted Tab, “but my dream rather impressed me—”

“Even the first part of your dream hasn’t come true yet,” she suggested demurely, and he picked her up in his arms there and then.

Happily the so-easily scandalized Mr. Turner was engaged elsewhere.

Tab’s heart was full of love and gratitude when he left her in the sweet-smelling dusk, and mounting his bicycle, which he had brought strapped to the back of Ursula’s car, started on his leisurely way home.

Half way he had a puncture which delayed him, and it was nearly ten o’clock when he wheeled the machine into the garage where it was maintained.

The last part of the journey was made through a heavy driving rain and he was wet through by the time he reached Doughty Street. A hot bath and a change of clothing brightened him, and he was filling his cigarette-case preparatory to going out to take a meal when he was called to the telephone. He expected to be greeted by Carver, but it was Rex who was speaking, and his voice was eager and urgent.

“Is that you, Tab? My boy, I’ve made the most wonderful discovery!”

“What is that?” asked Tab, wondering.

“You are not to breathe a word to Carver, you understand, Tab? This is the most extraordinary discovery, Tab!” His voice shook. “I have found out how the murder was committed!”

“The Trasmere murder?”

“Yes,” came the quick reply. “I know how the man got in and out of the vault. I was in there this afternoon inspecting the work that has been done, and I found it by accident. It is all so simple, Tab, how the key got on to the table and…everything. Can you meet me at Mayfield?”

“At Mayfield?”

“I’ll be waiting outside the door for you. I don’t want any of Carver’s men to see us.”

“Why not?” asked Tab.

“Because,” said Rex’s voice deliberately, “Carver is in this murder up to his neck!”

Tab nearly dropped the receiver from his hands.

“You are mad,” he said.

“Am I? You shall judge for yourself. And Yeh Ling is in it — hurry!”

Tab ran to the larder and pushed a handful of biscuits into his pocket, put on his raincoat, and went out into the vile night, his mind in a state of chaos.

Carver!

And Yeh Ling was in it too!

The wind had risen and half a gale swept through the deserted Peak Avenue as he strode along to the house of mystery. He did not see Rex until he passed through the gate.

That young man was standing under the shelter of the portico by the door. Nearby in the concrete yard Tab saw a car.

“We’ll find our way in the dark. I’ve got a pocket-lamp,” he whispered, and Tab stepped into the dark deserted hall, with its fusty scent and its strangely oppressive atmosphere of decay and neglect.

Rex’s voice was trembling with excitement.

“We can put the lights on after we get into the corridor,” he said.

He found his way across the room by the light of the lamp, unlocked the door, and led the way into the passage.

“Shut that door, Tab,” he hissed, and when Tab had obeyed he turned on all the lights.

Near to the end of the corridor Tab saw a great heap of bricks and a board covered with mortar; the work of bricking up the vault had begun, and the first course stretched across the open doorway of the vault.

Rex stepped over the brickwork and illuminated the empty interior.

“There!” said Rex triumphantly, and pointed to the table.

“What is it?” asked Tab, in amazement.

“Hold both sides of the table and pull.”

“But the table is fixed on to the floor; we noticed that before,” said Tab.

“Do as I tell you,” said Rex impatiently.

Tab leant over the table, and gripping both edges, firmly pulled…
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He awoke to consciousness with a sense of a dull pain at the back of his neck and a feeling of restriction. He was sitting against the wall, propped up, and when he tried to bring up a hand to rub his aching neck he found they would not move.

He opened his eyes and looked around, and the first thing he noticed was that his feet were strapped together. He stared stupidly at the fastening and tried to move his hands — but they were in a curious position. He was handcuffed behind. To the connecting links a cord had been fastened and passed under him to the strap.

“What—” he began, and heard somebody laugh softly. Looking up he saw Rex. That young man was sitting on the edge of the table, smoking.

“Feel better?” he asked politely.

“What is the meaning of this, Rex?”

“It means that, as I promised, you have found the murderer of dear Uncle Jesse,” said Rex, his baby blue eyes gleaming. “I killed Jesse Trasmere. I also killed that drunken beast Brown. I didn’t intend killing Brown,” he went on reflectively. “Unfortunately he left me no alternative. He recognized me in the park at the time when I was supposed to be in Naples.”

“Didn’t you go abroad?” gasped Tab, the minor deception for the moment bulking largely.

Rex shook his head.

“I didn’t go any farther than the mouth of the river,” he said. “I came off with the pilot. The cables and wireless messages that I sent were despatched by the steward, whom I paid for that purpose. I never left town.”

Tab could say nothing.

“If you had done as I wished,” said Rex, with an odd note of reproach in his voice, “I should have made you a rich man, Tab; but like the sneaking swine you are, you took the woman who was foreordained to be my wife! Your beastly lips have touched hers, my goddess!” His voice quavered.

Tab, staring at him, realized that he was in the presence of a madman.

“You think I am mad,” said Rex, as though he was guessing the other’s thoughts. “Perhaps I am, but I adore her. I killed Jesse Trasmere because I wanted her, could not wait for her, needed the money to possess her.”

In a flash there came to Tab Ursula’s words: “I killed Jesse Trasmere. I was the indirect cause.”

So she knew! That was the explanation of her strange attitude when Rex had come into the room!

And Yeh Ling knew, and had come soft-footed to the door of the private diningroom, ready to leap upon the visitor if he showed any sign of hostility. Yeh Ling, the watchful, the soft-footed one, the everlasting guardian — in his heart Tab Holland thanked God for Yeh Ling.

Rex went out of the vault and was gone for five minutes.

When he came back he was carrying a writing-pad, which he put on the table, pulling up a chair and sat down.

“I am going to give you the scoop of your life, Tab,” he said. There was no mockery in his voice; it was, if anything, very serious and gentle. “I am going to write a full confession of how I killed all three of you.”

Tab said nothing. The whimsical act of the man was in keeping with the theory of lunacy. For half an hour he listened to the scratching of a pen and the rustle of paper as one by one the sheets were covered, blotted, and neatly put aside.

What was his end to be? Rex would kill him; he had no doubt whatever on this score. The man was impervious to appeal, and it was senseless to call for help. His voice would never escape the confinement of that underground room.

Carver and he had made an experiment after Trasmere’s death. He had stayed in the vault and fired a blank cartridge whilst Carver was outside the house listening, but no sound had come out.

Tab looked round for the sign of a weapon, but if Lander had brought one it was not visible.

“There, I’ve said everything, and here it shall stay on the table, and when they find your bones they will know why you died.”

Watching him, Tab saw him sign his name with a flourish, the old flourish, which had often amused him.

“What are you going to do, Lander?” he asked quietly, and Lander smiled.

“Have no fear,” he said, “I am not going to disfigure your athletic body or do you any violence. You are going to stay here and die.”

Tab fixed him with an unwavering glance.

“You don’t suppose—” he began, but thought better of it

“I don’t suppose that your friend Mr. Carver will not come in search of you; that was what you were going to say; but believe me, Mr. Carver will never find you. In the first place he would not come here, for nobody knows that you are here. He didn’t even suspect that I was your visitor last night.”

“Have you a clock in your room?” said Tab, a light dawning on him.

The other frowned.

“In my bedroom, at the hotel?” he was surprised into saying.

“You haven’t!” said Tab triumphantly. “Good old Carver! He asked you the time when he was talking on the telephone, didn’t he? And you replied. He knew you were the man who came into the flat. He knew that when he called you up you would be fully dressed and have a watch in your pocket.”

“Oh,” said the other blankly, and then: “He came to see me this morning, damn him! It was to discover whether there was a clock in the room, eh?” he grinned, but there was no humour in those bared teeth. “He doesn’t know you are here, anyway,” he said. “Goodbye, Tab. Do you remember how you tried to make a reporter of me, and how I used to sit at the office studying crime? Well, I found a new trick in those cuttings, and I have been waiting years to put it into practice.”

No other word he spoke, but took something from his pocket: it was a reel of stout cotton. Then from his waistcoat he produced a new pin, and with great care and solemnity tied the thread to the end of the pin, Tab watching him intently.

And all the time he was working, Rex Lander was humming a little tune, as though he were engaged in the most innocent occupation. Presently he stuck the point of the pin in the centre of the table, and pulled at it by the thread he had fastened.

Apparently he was satisfied. He unwound a further length of cotton, and when he had sufficient he threaded the key upon it, carrying it well outside the door. The end he brought back into the vault, pushing it through one of the airholes. Then he closed the door carefully. He had left plenty of slack for his purpose and Tab heard the click of the lock as it was fastened, and his heart sank. He watched the door fascinated, and saw that Lander was pulling the slack of the cotton through the airhole. Presently the key came in sight under the door. Higher and higher came the sagging line of cotton and the key rose until it was at the table’s level, slid down the taut cotton, and came to rest on the table. Tighter drew the strain of the thread, and presently the pin came out, passed through the hole in the key, leaving it in the exact centre of the table.

Tab watched the bright pin as it was pulled across the floor and through the ventilator.

That was the secret of the pin!

The last time the thread must have slipped, or possibly the point of the pin had caught in the woodwork of the door and had fallen where he had found it. Or the man may have left it in the vault, and it had been left in the passage after Trasmere’s death to add mystery to mystery.

“Did you see?” Lander’s voice shook with pride. “Simple eh? And quick…Tab?”

Tab did not answer.

“I am a rotten architect, eh, Tab, but by Jingo, I’m a good bricklayer! Have you seen me lay bricks, Tab…? I know so much about it that I fired the two workmen to-day, and said I was going to get somebody else to finish the job…Tab, I’m finishing it…”

Tab crossed his hands and tried to snap the connecting links of the cuff, but he could not get purchase. He had been so tied that he could hardly move. His head was aching terribly, and he knew the cause; one of the first things he had seen on recovering consciousness was the sandbag which Rex Lander had used as he was leaning across the table, fooled into believing that some secret passage would be revealed when he pulled.

Rex was singing softly, and mingled with his voice came the click and ring of trowel on brick, that scraping sound that bricklayers make, that tap, tap, tap of the trowel as it knocked the bricks into place.

“I shall probably be working all night,” Lander interrupted his singing to say, talking with his mouth against the ventilator. “I ought to have put the light out, but it is too late now.”

“You poor lout,” said Tab contemptuously. “You poor cheap lunatic! I can’t be angry with you, you unspeakable fat man!”

He heard the quick intake of the other’s breath, and knew that he had touched him on the raw.

“Don’t you realize,” said Tab remorselessly, “that the very first place Carver will look will be this vault, and when he finds it bricked up, the very first thing he will do will be to tear it down, and all your fine explanations will not stop him. And then what will he find? The confession which, in your crazy vanity, you have made, and my statement.”

“You’ll be dead,” howled Lander, and went to work frantically.
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Tab’s brain was clearing now; he was taking a cold survey of the position. Rex Lander was mad-up to a point. Mad as men of abnormal vanity are mad. Vanity inspired the bravado which made him leave in the death-room a statement which would surely hang him when it was found. Vanity and hurt pride led him to his present dreadful act, even as it had led him to search amongst Tab’s papers at the flat for Ursula’s non-existent love letters and to tear and mutilate the portrait of the man who had won her love.

Rex was the burglar. Who else could have found his way unerringly in the dark? And Carver had known!

Madness in relation to crime fascinated Tab. In his younger and more confident days he had written a monograph on the subject, which, amidst much profitless speculation, had contained one gem of reasoning — the demand for corroborative evidence of criminal insanity. “Not evidence of a number of acts showing that an accused person is insanely cruel or pursues some one, apparently mad, course; but proof that in other relations he is abnormal. It is corroboration of homicidal tendencies that a man insists on wearing odd boots of a different colour, or that he is in the habit of walking in the street without his trousers.”

By this standard Rex was sane.

So thought Tab with one half of his brain; the other half was taking stock of his immediate hope of escape. He was handcuffed behind; around his legs was a strap that was beyond the reach of his teeth. Between the links of the handcuffs and the strap a cord had been fastened and pulled tight, so that his knees were doubled up without hope of straightening unless he could succeed in breaking the cord. If that were possible, there was the key within reach. He made one effort, pulling up his legs still farther and then jerking out his feet violently. The pain of it nearly made him faint, tough as he was. It seemed as if both his shoulders were dislocated. He could feel the cord; it was stout…perhaps with finger and nail he could pick it into shreds, fibre by fibre, or cut it with his thumbnail…

After the wall was up his time would be very short unless the vault contained some other ventilator which neither Carver nor he had discovered. And yet, even if the cord was broken he must wait until Lander had completed his work. It would be fatal, handcuffed as he was, to break out whilst Rex was on hand. His only chance was to free himself of the trussing cord whilst the work outside was in progress, get the key, and by some contortion unlock the door and employ his great strength to push through the newly laid bricks. The time would be short…but the cord was unbreakable.

He rolled over on one side, and bracing his feet against the leg of the table and his head against the wall succeeded in getting on to his knees. Bound as he was, his eyes were at the level of the table-top. Shelves, steel shelves…perhaps there was a rough edge somewhere. He hobbled along on his knees and saw a promising place.

Again he rolled over, this time on his back, raising his feet until, by straining, he brought the cord against the shelf. And all the time came the ring of the trowel and the crooning song of Rex Lander. He knew at once that it was a hopeless proposition. The sharp edge was beneath the shelf, he could only reach the upper surface. Crossing his legs to get a better purchase, he felt the strap slip upward. By pushing at the strap he brought it to below his knees, and he could have yelled his delight, for now the cord was slack and he would, he thought, at least be able to stand.

The sound of amateur bricklaying ceased suddenly, and Rex came to the grating.

“You’re wasting your time doing all those funny tricks,” he said confidently. “I practised that tie all one evening and you’ll not get away. If you come out you’ll be sorry!”

“Avaunt, fat man!” snarled Tab. “Get to your flesh pots, gross feeder!”

Rex chuckled.

“Partial to tab lines, eh?”

“Get out of my sight,” said Tab, “you theatrical poseur! All the money you have couldn’t make you a gentleman—”

He was interrupted by the torrent of rage which swept down upon him from the impotent man outside.

“I wish I’d killed you,” he screamed. “My God, if I could get in—”

“But you can’t,” said Tab, “that is why the position is so remarkably free from anxiety. Carver knows — don’t forget that. Carver will have you on the trap — he has promised himself that treat, though I can’t see how they’ll hang a crazy man,” he went on. Lander clawed at the steel plate, sobbing in his rage.

“I’m not mad, I’m not mad,” he screamed. “I’m sane! Nobody can put me away…I’m not mad, Tab; you know I’m not mad.”

“You are just the maddest thing that ever lived,” said Tab inflexibly. “Thank God I saved Ursula—” the words were hardly out of his lips before he regretted them.

He had turned the mind of the man at the door in the last direction he wanted it to go.

“Ursula…mine! Do you hear, she’s mine now…”

Tab heard the clash of the trowel as it was thrown down and the sound of hurrying feet growing fainter.

Tab wriggled himself to his knees, threw back his weight, and came to his feet. It was a terrible strain to support himself, but he was standing, doubled up grotesquely, but free to move his feet a few inches at a time. So he crept to the table, and leaning over, pulled the key toward him with his chin. He brought it carefully to the edge, then gripped the handle in his teeth and shuffled to the door. But the lock was set so close to the wall that he could not get his head into position to insert the key. He tried twice, and then, what he feared happened. The key dropped from his teeth with a clang to the floor.

He was on the point of kneeling when he heard somebody moving about. Rex opened the door to the sittingroom and shouted something; what it was, Tab could not hear, but there came to him a noise as if somebody was breaking sticks. Crack, crack, crack! it went, and then he sniffed. It was a faint smell of burning petrol he had detected and he knew that for him the worst had happened. Mayfield was on fire.
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“No answer,” said Exchange.

Mr. Carver rubbed his nose irritably and glanced up at the clock. Then he lifted the instrument again.

“Give me Hertford 906,” he said.

In five minutes the call was signalled.

“Miss Ardfern…Carver speaking. I’m very, very sorry…got you out of bed, did I…so sorry! What time did Tab leave?…Half-past eight…you don’t say so? Oh yes, he’s all right…gone to the office…oh yes, he does some Saturday nights. Don’t worry…not at all. Only he promised to call…can’t trust love-smitten young men, eh…certainly I’d call you if there was anything wrong.”

He put the instrument back and looked up at the clock.

Then he pressed a bell. The sergeant who answered was dressed as if he expected to go out into the storm at any moment.

“Men ready…good. Pitts Hotel; two men to each entrance, one to the upper floor, in case he breaks that way. Four good men for his room…men sharp enough to dodge his quick-firing batteries…he’ll shoot!”

“Who is the man, sir?”

“Mr. Rex Lander. I want him for murder and forgery; attempted murder and burglary. If he’s not at home it will be easy…we’ll take him as he comes into the hotel. One of the night porters is probably being well paid by him. He was the fellow who stalled me last night and gave Lander a chance to get to his room and use the telephone. So we’d better get there before the room clerk goes off duty. And don’t forget to impress upon the men that Lander will shoot! If the night porter is on duty we’ll take him. He’s not to get to the telephone…beat his head off if he tries. I’ll be with you in five minutes.”

He made another attempt to get in touch with Tab, but was no more successful. Then a thought struck him. He remembered that Tab had told him the name of the sporting tenant who occupied the flat below. But Tab had also told him that this gentleman was seldom at home. Still, there was a chance.

He waited the receiver at his ear.

“Is that Mr. Cowling…why, I am sorry to disturb you…I’m Inspector Carver, a friend of Holland’s, who lives above you. You haven’t any idea whether he is at home? I’ve been trying to get him…you’ve heard the ‘phone going, have you? Yes, that was me.”

“He came in about an hour ago,” said the tenant’s voice, “then somebody called him. I can hear the ‘phone very plainly from my room. Bex or Wex or some such name.”

“Rex?” asked the Inspector quickly; “yes, yes…he went out, did he? — thank you.”

He sat staring down at his blottingpad for a minute, then he got up and pulled on his raincoat.

His squad were getting into cabs as he came out of the station, and he entered the first of these.

Had he left it too long? he wondered. The warrant had been issued after he had taken the sworn statement of the man Green, formerly butler to Jesse Trasmere. He had brought this witness from Australia; had cabled to him the very day that Trasmere was found murdered. Green’s reply had confirmed his suspicions.

Too late now to regret his delay. Accompanied by his sergeant, he strolled into the hotel. The lounge was empty, half the lights had been extinguished, and, as he had expected, the room clerk had gone, leaving a stalwart night porter in charge.

“Mr. Lander, sir? No, I don’t think he is in. I’ll get through to his room.”

“Don’t touch that telephone!” said the Inspector, “I am an officer of the police. Show me to his room.”

The man hesitated the fraction of a second, and then: “If you monkey with the switchboard I’ll put you where the rats won’t bite you,” said Carver sharply. “Come out of that!”

The man obeyed sulkily.

“I’ve done no wrong,” he said; “I was only trying to—”

“Watch this man,” said Carver. “Now give me the key of Lander’s room.”

The man took down a key from a hook and threw it on the counter.

Rex Lander’s suite was empty, as Carver had expected.

“I want a thorough search made of these rooms,” he said to the sergeant. “I will leave you a man to help you. All stations must be maintained until they are withdrawn. He may come in late.”

He waited for half an hour inside the hall, but though there was a constant procession of cars and cabs laden with people returning from the theatres, there was no sign of Rex Lander.

The hall porter became informative.

“I’ve got a wife and three children. I don’t want to get into any trouble. What do you want Mr. Lander for?”

“I’ll not tell you,” said Carver curtly.

“If it is anything very serious I know nothing about it,” said the porter. “I might as well tell you that I did him a favour the other night.”

“Last night, was it?”

“Yes. He was in the hall when somebody telephoned through for him, and he asked me to keep them waiting whilst he went up to his room. He told me it was a lady friend that he wasn’t on good terms with. That’s all I know about it. He is a very nice man,” he added in justification.

“A perfect peach,” agreed Carver sardonically. “Well?”

One of the men he had left to search the room was coming hurriedly across the lounge. He drew Carver aside and produced from his pocket a long-barrelled revolver of an old-fashioned make.

“We found this in one of the drawers,” he said.

Carver examined it curiously. The moment he saw it he knew what it was, even before he found the Chinese characters engraved on the steel of the butt.

“I thought so,” he said. “It is a Chinese issue, the sort they served out to their Army officers about twelve years ago. I think you’ll find it was the property of Trasmere.” He snapped it open. It was fully loaded; containing four live and two used cartridges. “Keep that carefully apart. Wrap it in paper and have it photographed for finger prints,” he ordered. “You found nothing else?”

“There’s a receipted bill from Burbridge’s for a sapphire ring,” said the man, and Carver smiled faintly. The present which Rex had bought “in Rome” for his friend had been purchased within a few miles of Doughty Street and was intended to emphasize the fact that Rex was abroad.

It was nearing twelve o’clock when a ‘phone message came through from police-headquarters and Carver went to the instrument.

“Is that you, Mr. Carver…Mayfield is burning…the brigade have just had a call.”

Carver dropped the receiver as if it were red-hot and flew to the door. A cab had just set down some guests at the hotel and he pushed unceremoniously past them.

“Peak Avenue,” he said.

What a fool not to have thought of Mayfield before! He cursed volubly in the darkness of the taxi. And after he knew that Rex Lander had called Tab on the ‘phone, and that Tab had gone out! Of course, that was where he would have taken Tab — to Mayfield. Tab would have gone cheerfully, having no suspicion of his friend, and — Carver shuddered.

He had read only too clearly the significance of the torn photographs. The man was insanely jealous; would stop at nothing. With two murders to his discredit, a third would be simple.

Long before he reached Peak Avenue he saw the red glow in the sky, and groaned. Amidst that blazing hell Rex Lander had destroyed not only his rival but half the evidence of his crime.

The cab dashed through the police line into the Avenue, crowded now with half-dressed inhabitants, and brightly lit by the flames that mounted above the doomed house. The roof fell in as he sprang from the cab; a column of sparks leapt into the dark sky, and Carver could only stand speechless and sorrowful beyond expression.

Then it was that somebody tapped his elbow, and looking round he saw a man in a soaked and bedraggled dressing-gown. At first he did not recognize him, for the little man’s face was blackened and scorched, his eyes were red and wild.

“My father was a fireman,” said Mr. Stott solemnly. “We Stotts are a hard bit’n race. Heroes all of us!”

Carver looked at the man aghast.

Mr. Stott was very drunk!
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Eline Simpson, with a large handkerchief tied round her face, turned on her bed and groaned. It was unfortunate for all concerned that Eline’s bedroom was immediately above that occupied by Mr. John Stott and his wife, although Eline’s groans had no serious effect upon that lady.

Mr. Stott had reached the stage where he waited with agonized expectancy for the next boom of anguish; when it did not come he was frantic, when it finally shivered the walls of his room he was maddened. Eline was an irregular groaner.

“Eline goes tomorrow!” he roared, and even Mrs. Stott heard him.

“She’s had her tooth out,” said Mrs. Stott sleepily.

“Go upstairs and tell that girl to get up and walk about…no, no, not to walk about, to sit still.”

“M’m,” said Mrs. Stott, and sighed happily.

Mr. Stott glared at her and then came another groan from above. He got out of bed and into his dressing-gown — it was really a kimono — and trotted up the stairs.

“Eline!” he called, in a hushed, intense voice, suitable to the hour and the occasion.

“Yes, sir,” pathetically.

“What the he — why are you making such a…such a hullabaloo?”

“Oh…my…tooth…does ache, sir!” she wailed jerkily.

“Nonsense!” said Mr. Stott; “how can it ache when it is at the dentist’s? Don’t be a baby. Get up and take something.. come downstairs…dress yourself decently,” he warned her.

He went down into the diningroom and from a secret cupboard produced a bottle with a boastful label. Into a tumbler he splashed a very generous portion.

Eline came in a flannel dressing-gown and skirt. She looked scarcely human.

“Drink this,” commanded Mr. Stott.

Eline took the glass timidly and examined it. “I could never drink that, sir,” she said, awestricken.

“Drink it!” commanded Mr. Stott fiercely; “it is nothing.”

To prove that it was nothing he poured himself out an even more impressive quantity and tossed it down. In retaliation, the whisky almost tossed down Mr. Stott. At any rate, he staggered under the shock. Fortunately for his reputation as a hard and easy drinker Eline was oblivious to everything except a sense of complete suffocation, accompanied by a feeling that she had swallowed a large ladleful of molten lead. So she did not see Mr. Stott gasping like a fish and clutching his throat.

“Oh, sir…what was it?” she found voice to ask.

“Whisky,” said Mr. Stott, in a strangled voice, “neat whisky! It is nothing.”

Eline had never drunk neat whisky before. It seemed to her, as whisky, distinctly untidy. It had sharp edges. She could only look upon her employer with a new-born respect.

“It is nothing,” said Mr. Stott again. Now that it was all over it seemed, at any rate, easy. He was an abstemious man, and in truth had never tasted whisky in its undiluted state.

Bravado had made him do it, but now that it was done he had no regrets.

“How’s your tooth?”

“Fine, sir,” said Eline gratefully. She experienced a wonderful sense of exhilaration. So did Mr. Stott.

“Sit down, Eline.” He pointed grandly to a chair.

Eline smiled foolishly, and sat.

“I have always been a very heavy drinker,” said Mr. Stott gravely. “My father was before me. I am what is known as a three-bottle man.”

He wondered at himself as he spoke. His maligned parent had been a Baptist minister.

“Goodness!’” said Eline impressed; “and there are only two bottles on the sideboard!”

Mr. Stott looked.

“There is only one, Eline,” he said severely, and looked again. “Yes, perhaps you’re right.” He closed first one eye and then the other. “Only one,” he said.

“Two,” murmured Eline defiantly.

“We Stotts have always been devil-may-care fellows,” said Mr. Stott moodily. “Into one scrape and out of another. Hard-drinking, hard-riding, hard-living men, the salt of the earth, Eline.”

“There are three bottles!” said Eline, in wonderment.

“My father fought Kid McGinty for twentyfive rounds.” Mr. Stott shook his head. “And beat him to…to…a jelly. Hard fighters every one of us. By heaven,” he said, his pugilistic mood reviving certain memories, “if I had laid my hands on that scoun’rel…!”

He frowned heavily, rose, and walked with long strides into the hall. Eline, scenting action, followed. Her strides were not so long, but longer than she expected. Mr. Stott was standing on the doorstep, his hands on his hips, his legs apart, and he was looking disparagingly at Mayfield.

“Come any more of your tricks — and look out!” he challenged. “You’ll find a Stott—”

Eline clutched his arm frenziedly. “Oh, sir…there’s somebody there!”

Undoubtedly there was somebody there: a light was showing in the front room — a red and uncertain light. And then a door closed loudly. “Somebody there…?”

Mr. Stott strode down the steps furiously. Even when he strode down a step that wasn’t there, he did not lose his poise.

“Somebody there…?”

He remembered mistily that the gardener had a lazy habit of leaving his spade beneath the trimmed hedge that marked the boundaries of his property.

“You’ll catch your death of cold, dear,” wailed Eline outrageously.

But Mr. Stott neither observed the uncalled-for endearment, nor the rain that soaked him, nor the wind that flapped his dressing-gown loose. He groped for the spade and found it, just as a car came smashing through the frail gate of Mayfield.

“Hi, you sir,” shouted Mr. Stott fiercely, “what in hell do you mean, sir?”

He stood in the centre of the road, brandishing his spade — the mudguard of the car just missed him.

Mr. Stott turned and stared after.

“Disgusting…no lights!” he said.

But there were lights in Mayfield, white and red and yellow lights, that flickered up in long caressing tongues.

“Fire!” said Mr. Stott thickly.

He staggered up to the door of Mayfield and brought his spade down upon the narrow glass panel with a crash. Putting in his hand, he found the knob of the door and fell into the passage.

“Fire!” boomed Mr. Stott.

He had an idea that something ought to be done…a feeling that somebody should be rescued. The diningroom was blazing at the window end, and by the light he saw an open door. Below was a glow of steady illumination.

“Anybody there?” shouted Mr. Stott.

And then a shiver ran down his spine, for a distant voice called:

“Here!”

“Fire!” yelled Mr. Stott, and stumbled down the steps.

The voice came from a door,

“Wait…I’ll kick out the key…”

There was a sound of metallic scraping and something hit the brickwork at his feet.

Mr. Stott frowned at it. A key.

“Open the door,” said the voice urgently.

Mr. Stott stooped and picked it up, made three shots at the keyhole, and at last got it.

A man, doubled up as if in pain, shuffled out.

“Unfasten the strap,” he commanded.

“There’s a fire,” said Mr. Stott impressively.

“So I observe…quick.”

Stott unbuckled the strap and the man stood up.

“Get those papers…on the table,” said the strange man.

“I can’t touch them, I’m handcuffed behind.”

The rescuer obeyed.

The passage was thick with smoke, and suddenly all the lights went out.

“Now run!” hissed Tab, and Mr. Stott, still gripping his spade, groped forward. At the foot of the steps he paused.

The heat was fierce, the flames were curling down over the top step.

“Whack the floor…the carpet with your spade and run…don’t worry about me!”

Mr. Stott made a wild rush up the stairs, striking more wildly at the floor. The smoke blinded him: he was scorched, he felt his few locks shrivel in the heat.

And then Tab Holland behind pushed him with his shoulder, and it seemed to Mr. Stott that he was being thrown into the fiery furnace. He uttered one yell and leapt. In a fraction of a second he was in the passage…gasping and alive.

“Outside…!”

Tab thrust his shoulder again at the dazed man, and Mr. Stott walked out into the rain just as the first fire-engine came clanging into the street.

“There is a fire,” said Mr. Stott, with satisfaction. “Come and have a drink.”

Tab wanted something more than a drink. He saw a running policeman, and hailed him.

“Officer…can you unlock these handcuffs. I’m Holland of The Megaphone. Good business!”

A turn of a key and he was free.

He stretched his aching arms.

“Com’n have a drink,” urged Mr. Stott, and Tab thought that the suggestion was not altogether foolish.

They came to Mr. Stott’s diningroom, to find Eline singing in a high falsetto voice, a voice which had aroused even Mrs. Stott, for that good lady, in deshabille, was regarding the musical Eline with wonder and shame when they arrived.

The good lady staggered at the appearance of her husband.

Tab seemed a less notable phenomenon — even the vocal Eline faded from the picture.

“What is the meaning of this?” she asked tearfully.

“There’s been a fire,” murmured her husband.

He glared at Eline fiendishly, and pointed to the door.

“Shut up, girl! Go to bed! You’re fired — you’re the secon’ fire tonight!”

He was so overcome by his witticism that he relapsed into what promised to be continuous laughter. The clang of another engine arrested his merriment, and he stalked out of the house.

“I don’t think Mr. Stott is quite well,” said Mrs. Stott, in a tremulous voice. “I — be quiet, Eline! Singing sacred songs at this hour of the morning!”

And then came Mr. Stott in a hurry, and behind him, Carver.

“Thank God, my boy…I never expected…!”

Carver found a difficulty in speaking.

“I rescued ‘m,” said Mr. Stott loudly.

His face was black, what of his dressing-gown was not singed was sodden. He flourished the spade. “I rescued ‘m,” said Mr. Stott, with dignity. “We Stotts come of a hard bit’n race. My father was a firem’n — he rescued thousan’s from burnin’.”

Here he was getting near to the truth, for, as has been before remarked, Mr. Stott’s father was a Baptist minister.
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“We must warn Miss Ardfern at once. I have been on the telephone with her this evening. I was enquiring about you, and the chances are that I so thoroughly alarmed her that she is awake. I only hope to God she is!” said Carver.

But whilst it was easy earlier in the evening to get into touch with Hertford 906, it was now impossible. The Hertford operator, after the second attempt, signalled through that there was an interruption.

Carver came back to Mr. Stott’s diningroom with a grave face. They could speak without interruption, because Mrs. Stott and the errant Eline had disappeared. Mr. Stott, his hands clasped across his stomach, was fast asleep in a chair, a touch of a smile on his lips. Probably he was dreaming of his heroic and hard bit’n ancestors.

“Tab,” said Carver, “you know Stone Cottage? Have you any recollection of the telephone arrangements? Is it a dead-end connection or is it connected from the road?”

“I think it is from the road,” said Tab: “The wire runs by the house and the connection crosses the garden. I remember, because Ursula said how unsightly it was.”

Carver nodded.

“Then he’s there,” he said, “and the wire has been cut. I’ll get the nearest police station and see what we can do,” he said. “In the meantime we will find somebody with a car; make a few quick inquiries, Tab.”

Tab’s inquiries were particularly fortunate. In the very next house was a young man whose joy in life it was to exceed all speeds limits on a sporting Spans, and he accepted the commission which would enable him to break the laws with the approval of the police, with alacrity and enthusiasm.

When Tab returned, the Inspector was waiting at the garden gate.

“Is that the car?” he said. “Our friend knows the way?”

“I could find it blindfold,” said the amateur chauffeur

It was a wild ride. Even Tab, who treated all speed regulations with scorn, admitted that the driver erred on the side of recklessness.

They spun through driving rain that stung and smarted like needles, that fell so fast that the two powerful lamps created fantastic nebulae and halos in the darkness ahead. They skidded round greasy corners, thundered along narrow roads…once Tab could have sworn he glimpsed a black car drawn up under a hedge…they passed before he could be sure.

The garden gate was open when Tab leapt out from his precarious seat. As he came through the gate a dangling wire struck him across the face.

There was no need to look for evidence of a visitor…the door was open wide.

His heart was beating thunderously as he stood in the quiet hall, where the only sound that same to him was the sober ticking of a clock. He struck a match and lit one of the candles that he knew Ursula kept ready on a side table. By its faint light he saw that a chair in the hall had been overturned and lay on the carpet, which had been dragged up as though in a struggle. He held on to the wall for support.

“I’ll go alone,” he whispered hoarsely, and went up the stairs slowly. Every movement required an effort.

On the landing above a dim nightlight burnt. It was a broad landing, carpeted with a square blue carpet, and there were two easychairs and a small table-nest. Ursula had told him she sometimes read there, for there was a skylight overhead which could be opened on hot days. Here, again, the carpet was in disorder and on the blue settee —

He bit his lip to stop the cry that came.

Blood! A great patch near one end. He touched it frightfully, and looked at the tips of his fingers. Blood!

His knees gave way under him, and he sat down for a second, then with a tremendous effort rose again and went to the door of Ursula’s room and turned the knob.

Shading the candle with his hands he walked into the room. A figure was lying on the bed: the brown hair lay fanlike across the pillow, the face was turned away from him, and then…His heart stood still.

“Who is that?” said a sleepy voice.

Ursula turned on her elbow, shading her eyes from the light of the candle.

“Ursula!” he breathed.

“Why — it is Tab!”

He caught a glitter of steel as she thrust something back under the pillow that she had half withdrawn.

“Tab!” She sat up in bed. “Why, Tab, what is wrong?”

The candlestick was shaking in his hand, and he put it down on the table.

“What is wrong, dear?” she asked.

He could not answer; falling to his knees by the bedside he trembled his relief into the crook of his arm.
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Rex Lander was smiling as he drove through the rain, for it seemed to him that a great trouble had passed from his mind.

The solution of all his difficulties had appeared miraculously.

He did not hurry, the end was sure now, and the woman who had completely occupied his mind for four years, whose portraits by the hundred he had secretly treasured, whose face he had watched, to whose voice he had listened night after night, until she had become an obsession that excluded all other thoughts and fancies, was his!

He had hated his sometime friend since the day Tab had made a mock of his adoration. He had loathed him when the incredible fact had been proved beyond doubting that Tab had stolen into the girl’s heart, and had won her in his absence.

He had planned his life on this supposition. Wealth! The possession of great power, the ability to bestow upon the object of his choice all that human vanity or human weakness could desire.

Tab was dead now, he thought complacently, and his confession was ashes. He regretted the impulse which had made him write. He had had no intention of doing that when he brought Tab to Mayfield, and he was rather puzzled at his own stupidity. It was a mad thing to do. Mad? He frowned.

He was not mad. It was very sane to desire a woman of Ursula Ardfern’s grace and beauty. It was sane enough to want money, and to go to extremes to obtain what he wanted.

Throughout all the ages men had killed others that their position might be enhanced. They were not madmen. And he was not mad. He had a definite plan, and madmen do not have definite plans.

Ursula would this night consent to marry him, and would be glad, if she refused, to reconsider her decision. He would be her accepted lover before he left the house, and the thought took his breath away.

“Am I mad?” he asked aloud, as he parked his car in the side turning where Carver had almost found it once.

Madmen did not take such elaborate precautions. Madmen did not remember that by some mischance her servant might telephone for the police, nor carry in their pockets a weighted cord to throw over the telephone wire and bring it down. They did not even buy the cord of such and such a length — so much to bind Tab Holland, so much to break the wire — and buy just sufficient for the purpose.

“I am not mad,” said Rex Lander, as he went in through the gate.

The house was in darkness; no lights glowed from the upper window where she was sleeping.

He had made a very careful reconnaissance of the house, and he knew its vulnerable points. He opened the casement window of the drawingroom, and had stepped softly inside the room before, in ordinary circumstances, a servant could have answered his ring at the door.

He was in her room! Her sittingroom! It held the very charm of her presence, and he would have been content to sit here, absorbing the atmosphere which she lent to everything she touched, dreaming dreams as he had dreamt so often in the night watches at Doughty Street, at his office when he should have been working, in the solitary walk home from the theatre after he had been listening entranced to her wonderful voice.

He took from his pocket a large electric-torch and flashed it round. On the little cottage piano was a bowl of roses; reverently he drew one out, nipped off its stalk, and threaded it tenderly in his buttonhole. Her hand had placed it there.

She had taken it from the garden, kissed it perhaps — he bent his head, and his lips touched the velvety petals.

The door was not locked. He was in the hall, the wide flagged hall. In the corner was a grandfather’s clock that ticked sedately.

Her room was in the front of the house: he knew he could not miss it, but must stand on the landing in an ecstasy of anticipation. He put down his torch upon the settee, and mechanically smoothed his hair. Then he tiptoed forward.

His hand was on the knob of the door when an arm came round his neck, a lithe sinewy arm that strangled the cry which rose in his throat.

Such was the man’s strength that he lifted his assailant bodily from the ground, and, twisting, would have flung him down, but Yeh Ling’s leg gripped his, and then Rex Lander wrenched his hands free and dived for his pocket. Yeh Ling saw the gleam of the automatic.

“Sorry,” he breathed.

It seemed to Rex Lander that he felt a momentary spasm of pain in his left side.

“You…!” he gurgled. He coughed deeply once, and Yeh Ling eased him down to the settee.

The Chinaman stood, his head bent forward, listening. No sound but the “clac-cloc, clac-cloc” from the hall below. He lifted Lander’s eyelids and touched the ball of the eye gently.

The man was dead.

Yeh Ling pulled a blue silk handkerchief from his sleeve and wiped the perspiration from his face and eyes, replacing the handkerchief carefully. Then, bending down, he brought the limp arm of Lander about his neck, and with a jerk lifted him to his shoulder. Slowly, painfully, he passed down the stairs with his burden. At the foot of the stairs he was compelled to lay the man down. He tried to find a chair, but without success. Sitting on the floor by the side of his victim, Yeh Ling recovered his breath, and getting up noiselessly opened the door wide.

Black as the night was there was sufficient light to distinguish objects faintly. He could not hoist the man again: he could only drag him across the hall. He knocked over a chair in the process, but fortunately it fell on the carpet and made no sound. Into the garden, along the paved path, out into the road…

Yeh Ling’s breath came in a thin whistle. He had to stop again to recover himself. He made another effort to lift the body, and was partially successful. He staggered up the road, his knees giving way under him, but his will dominated; and when he reached a safe distance from the house he put his burden down and went in search of Lander’s car. This he found with no trouble: it was unlikely that he should fail, for he had seen the man arrive. He started the engine and brought the car backward along the road until it was level with the Thing. Then he got down and hoisted it into the back of the car, lit a cigarette, put on the lights, and drove slowly along the road toward Storford.

Half a mile from where his new house was situated he turned off the lights, and covered the remainder of the distance without their assistance. Drawing the car up close to a hedge, he gathered the limp figure on his shoulder, and tramped across the muddy ground until he came to the uprights that supported the cement vats. There was a flicker of lightning on the horizon. Yeh Ling could see in that flash (even if he had not known) that no progress had been made in the construction of his Pillar of Grateful Memories: the tub — like moulds stood in place, the steel core, like an attenuated tree-trunk, leaned and swayed in the gale drunkenly.

After much seeking he found the end of a rope fastened to one of the cross-pieces of the platform, and this he tied about the Thing’s waist, and went to the windlass. A growl of thunder, a more prolonged quiver and splash of blue light.

Looking up, Yeh Ling saw a bundle suspended in mid-air, and took another turn of the wheel.

The wind was blowing fiercely, sending that limp weight at the rope’s end swaying to and fro, and Yeh Ling peered up, striving to follow its every movement. Presently came another flash, and another, and yet another. The body had swung over the edge of the mould. Yeh Ling released the primitive brake and the body dropped. From his breast pocket he took the torch that he had found on the settee and flashed a light up at the wooden mould. Yes, it had disappeared.

There was a ladder against the wooden casing, and he climbed up, found another ladder inside, and descended the eight feet which intervened between the mould and the top of the hardening concrete beneath. Without loosening the rope he dragged the body to its feet, and with quick, strong hands, lashed it to the steel core, winding the rope round and round.

Presently he cut and knotted the binding, and climbed up again to the top of the woodwork, looking down in an effort to see the sagging figure. The lightning was now incessant, the thunder growing in intensity. He saw, and was satisfied. Pulling up the inside ladder, he dropped over, and in a few moments was himself back on ground level.

And now he made a search. He had to find the rope which controlled the shoot, and he discovered it at last. Pulling it gingerly, he heard the rush of the viscid concrete as it flowed down the shoot into the mould. He pulled the sluice gate wider yet, and heard the “swish, swish” of the flood as it gained in volume. After a while he released the rope, found a shovel, and climbed up the ladder again. The concrete had nearly reached the top of the mould. There was no sign of Rex Lander. Plying the tool, he levelled down the uneven surface of the cement and descended for the last time.

The storm was local and passing, but if it had been the most cataclysmic disturbance of Nature Yeh Ling would not have noticed. He sat on the running-board of Lander’s car, wet to the skin, his hands raw and bleeding, every bone aching, and he smoked a cigarette and thought. So thinking he heard the roar of an oncoming car, and ran to the cover of the hedge. It passed in a flash.

“I cannot afford to wait,” said Yeh Ling.

He got into the car and drove off, avoiding Storford village and taking, instead, a road which led by the river. Here he stopped and got out, keeping his engine running. With his hands he released the clutch and the car tumbled down the bank into the black water. Then Yeh Ling went back for his own rattling machine.

When day was breaking Yeh Ling lay in a hot scented bath in his apartment overlooking Reed Street. His hands, free from the water, held a thin selection of Browning’s poems; he was reading “Pippa Passes.”
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“There are blood stains on the stairs,” said Carver, “and on the garden path outside. There is also the mark of car wheels which have evidently been backed from the lane where Lander usually keeps his car, but beyond that all trace is lost.”

He looked at Tab and Tab looked at him.

“What do you think?” asked Tab quietly..

“I am not putting my thoughts into words,” said the inspector; “and I tell you honestly, Tab, that I’d rather have that confession of Lander’s — wild and incoherent as it is — than I’d have Lander himself.”

Dawn was breaking and Ursula had come down to make them coffee, a silent but absorbed listener.

“It is perfectly certain that Lander came here,” said Carver. “He destroyed the telephone connection, he made an entrance by the window in the sittingroom, and he went upstairs. You heard nothing, Miss Ardfern?”

“Nothing.” She shook her head. “I am not a very light sleeper, but I am sure if there had been any kind of struggle outside my door I should have heard.”

“It all depends on who controlled the struggle,” said Carver dryly. “My own belief is — however, that is nothing to do with the matter. There is the fact that Lander’s hat was found in the roadway, Lander came here, his car marks are distinguishable, and that Lander himself has gone. Turner heard nothing?”

“Nothing,” she said. “That isn’t remarkable: he sleeps at the back of the house, in a room opening from the kitchen. Does the confession tell you much?”

“A whole lot,” said Carver emphatically, “and with Tab’s explanation as to how the key was put back on the table the thing is as clear as daylight. It seems that Lander has for years been planning to get his uncle’s money, and his scheme was hurried when he learnt — probably from the old man’s lips when he was staying with him — that Trasmere intended leaving his money away from the family. Whilst Rex Lander was a guest at Mayfield he must have taken the revolver, which was undoubtedly Trasmere’s property, and I have an idea that he took something else.”

“I can tell you what it was,” said Ursula quietly. “He took away with him some Mayfield notepaper.”

Tab looked at her in astonishment.

“Why should he do that, Ursula?”

She did not answer him at once, because here Carver interposed a question.

“How long have you known, Miss Ardfern, that Lander was the murderer of Jesse Trasmere?”

Tab expected her to say that she did not know at all, and that the news had come in the nature of a dreadful shock.

Instead: “I knew he was the murderer the day that Tab told me about the will Mr. Trasmere had left.”

“But why?” asked Tab.

“Because,” said Ursula, “Mr. Trasmere could not read or write English!”

The full significance of the simple statement came more quickly to Carver than to Tab.

“I see. I’ve known the will was a fake all the time,” he said, “but I thought it was just a forgery, and that Lander had imitated the writing of the letters that used to come for him from the old man.”

“They never came from the old man. Mr. Lander wrote them himself,” said the girl. “I rather think he wrote them with the intention of establishing the authenticity of the signature when the will was discovered. He had guessed the old gentleman’s secret. Mr. Trasmere was very sensitive on the point. He used to complain that although he could write and read Chinese without any difficulty — in fact I have learnt since that he was scholarly in that direction — he could not write two words of English. That is the principal explanation as to why he employed me for his secretary, and why he must have somebody upon whom he could place the utmost reliance, and on whom he had some sort of pull.”

“Do you mean to tell me that Rex was writing letters to himself?” asked Tab incredulously.

She nodded.

“There is no doubt at all,” she said. “When you told me Mr. Trasmere had left a will in his own handwriting, I nearly fainted. I knew then just what had happened, who was the murderer, and why Mr. Trasmere had been murdered.”

Carver rubbed his unshaven chin.

“I wish I could find Lander,” he said, half to himself. “How long did Rex have this idea?”

Tab broke the silence which followed. “For years; ever since—” he hesitated.

“Ever since he first saw me?” said the girl miserably.

“Before then. There was another lady upon whom he set his heart,” replied Carver. “Lander, as I say, had to hurry up his scheme when he found that the money was going to be left away. He was only waiting his opportunity. The plan had been completed to the smallest detail. He had practised with the key trick assiduously, and he decided to put the plan into operation on the day the murder was committed. He knew that his uncle generally spent his Saturday afternoons in the vault, that the doors leading to the vault would be open. His first job was to get rid of the servant. By some means he discovered that Walters was a crook: I have an idea that there was a time when Lander was an industrious student of crime, and I seem to remember somebody telling me that he used to spend hours at The Megaphone library and made himself very unpopular in consequence.”

Tab nodded.

“That is where he might have become acquainted with Walters, or Felling, though I am not going to dogmatize on the subject. It is sufficient that he found that Walters was a convicted thief, and that on the afternoon of the murder he sent a telegram (which I have been able to trace) to Walters, telling him the police were coming for him at three. From the moment he saw that telegram delivered, and he must have been watching, to the moment that Walters left the house, Lander was somewhere handy. As soon as he saw the door opened, and Walters came out, he made his appearance. When Walters had gone he went into the house, passed down the steps into the passage, and found, as he had expected, his uncle working at the table, probably checking some money that had come in during the week — a favourite occupation of his. Without warning, he shot the old man dead. Then looking round for the key, he found that it was not as he had expected, in the lock, but on the chain about Trasmere’s neck.

“He broke the chain and took out the key, which was bloodstained. He had a pin and thread ready, which he fastened to the centre of the table, put the other end through the airhole after threading the key, pulling the door too, locked it, and drew on the slack in exactly the same way as you saw and described, Tab.

“I noticed one little bloodstain near the bottom of the door when I first inspected the cell, but could not make head nor tail of it. Nor could I understand the appearance of a tiny piece of grit in the ward of the key. Both these mysteries have been solved. When the key was back on the table he pulled out the pin, removed it from the cotton, which he put back in his pocket, and by some mischance dropped the pin in the passageway.”

There was another long pause, and then: “Where is he now?” asked Carver irritably.

The only man who could have supplied him with exact information was at that moment sleeping peacefully on a hard and narrow bed.
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Yeh Ling wrote:

“Dear Miss Ardfern — I am giving what you call a house — warming on Monday next. Will you not come? And please, if you can, will you persuade Mr. Carver and Mr. Holland also to be my guests for this festivity?”

The girl wrote instantly, accepting the invitation, both on her own and Tab’s behalf.

“It is a great idea,” said the news-editor; “there is a story in that house, Tab. Now, boy, see if for once in your young life you can turn in a really informative column! There is something gone wrong with your stuff lately — the night-editors are complaining bitterly about the slush that finds it way into your literary efforts. You are not supposed to refer to the Secretary of State as ‘darling,’ and it is not usual to speak of a judge as ‘beloved.’”

Tab went very red.

“Do I do that, Jacques?” he asked conscience-stricken.

“You do worse than that,” said Jacques. “Now…a good story about these pillars of Yeh Ling’s. Get a touch of the flaming East into your mundane exercises, will you?”

Tab promised faithfully that he would.

He had the unexpected pleasure of meeting Mr. Stott at the house-warming, and introduced that gentleman to Ursula. Mr. Stott had a particular interest in Yeh Ling’s fabric, for, as he explained some dozen times, he had put in the foundations.

“I owe you a very great deal, Mr. Stott,” said Ursula warmly. “Tab — Mr. Holland has told me how splendidly brave you were on the night of the fire.”

Mr. Stott coughed.

“There is some talk in town of presenting me with a piece of plate,” he said deprecatingly; “I have done my best to stop it. I hate a fuss about a trifle of that description. The curious thing is, all my family have disliked that kind of fuss…Our family has always hated publicity. My father, who was perhaps the best minister in the Baptist movement, might have gone into the church and become a bishop — in fact, they practically offered him a bishopric — he was just the same. I remember…”

Yeh Ling led them through the house, showing them his art treasures, accumulated with some labour and now seeing the light of day for the first time.

Ursula felt very happy, was childishly appreciative and enthusiastic over every beautiful little statuette, over every example of the native painters’ art which Yeh Ling showed her.

“Yeh Ling,” she said, when they were alone for a second, “have you heard any news of Mr. Lander?”

He shook his head.

“Do you think he has got away to another country?” she asked.

“I think not,” said Yeh Ling.

“Do you know, Yeh Ling?” she said meaningly.

“I can only assure you, Miss Ardfern,” said Yeh Ling, waving the cool air into his face with a beautifully painted fan, “that I have never looked upon Mr. Lander’s face since the night I saw him at the Golden Roof.”

She was content with this, but —

“Who was Wellington Brown?” she asked, in a strained voice.

“Lady,” said Yeh Ling gently, “he is dead; it was better that he died so than in the way you feared.”

She passed her hand before her eyes and nodded.

“We Chinese forgive our fathers much,” said Yeh Ling, and left her to her grief.

From the house he took his guests to the terrace gardens, and then down the broad yellow avenue to the two massive grey pillars that stood guard at the entrance of his domain.

“You had a lot of trouble with these, I am sure,” said Stott, casting a professional eye upward.

“With one only,” said Yeh Ling, and his fan moved to and fro languidly. “With the Pillar of Grateful Memories there was a hitch. Somebody came into the ground one night whilst it was raining and let cement into the mould, cut off the hauling rope, and did other trivial damage. My builder thought that the pillar would not set, but it has.”

He looked up at the smooth face of the concrete, and his eyes rested some dozen feet above the ground.

“I have dedicated this to all who have helped me: to the old man Shi Soh; to you, Miss Ardfern…to all gods, Western and Eastern; to all who love and are loved.”

When his guests had gone Yeh Ling, in his blue-and-gold satin dress of ceremony, came back to the pillar, and there was a little book in his hand. His finger was inserted midway. The servant who accompanied him he dismissed.

“I believe,” said Yeh Ling, “I shall be happier…” He stood facing the pillar, bowed, then opening the book, he began to read in his deep rich voice. He was reading the service for the burial of the dead.

When he had finished he lit three joss sticks which stood in the blue vase the servant had carried, and placed them before the pillar, kowtowing deeply. Then from his capacious sleeve he produced some strips of gold paper suitably inscribed, and these he burnt.

“I think those are all the gods I know,” said Yeh Ling, dusting his fingers daintily.


The End
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Spike Holland scrawled the last word on the last sheet of his copy, slashed two horizontal lines to notify all concerned that it was the last page, and threw his pen at the window-frame. The nib struck home, and for a second the discoloured handle quivered.

“No unworthy hand shall inscribe baser literature with the instrument of my fancy,” he said.

The only other reporter in the room looked up.

“What have you been writing up, Spike?”

“Yesterday’s dog show,” said Spike calmly. “I know nothing about dogs, except that one end barks and the other end wags, but Syme put me on to it. Said that a crime reporter ought to get acquainted with bloodhounds. That man is collaterally minded. Nothing ever appears to him as it is; he lives on suggestion. Take him hot news of a bank robbery and he’ll jump at you for a story about what bank presidents eat for lunch.”

He sighed and put his feet on the desk. He was young and freckled and had untidy red hair.

“Dog shows are certainly interesting—” he began, when the door opened violently and a shirtsleeved man glared ill through spectacles of enormous size.

“Spike…want you. Have you got a job?”

“I’m seeing that man Wood about the children’s home — lunching with him.”

“He can wait.”

He beckoned, and Spike followed him to the tiny room he occupied.

“Do you know Abel Bellamy-a Chicago man…millionaire?”

“Abe? Yeah…Is he dead?” asked Spike hopefully. “That fellow’s only a good story when he is beyond the operation of the law of libel.”

“Do you know him well?” asked the editor.

“I know he’s a Chicago man-made millions in building, and that he’s a roughneck. He’s been living in England eight or nine years, I guess…got a regular castle…and a dumb Chink chauffeur—”

“I know all that ‘Who’s Who’ stuff,” said the editor impatiently. “What I want to know is this: Is he the kind of man who is out for publicity? In other words, is the Green Archer a ghost or a stunt?”

“Ghost!”

Syme reached for a sheet of notepaper and passed it across to the puzzled American. It was a message evidently written by one to whom the rules of English were hidden mysteries: “DEAR SIR, The Green Archer has appeared in Garre Castel. Mr. Wilks the butler saw him. Dear sir, the Green Archer went into Mr. Belamy’s room and left the door open. Also he was seen in the park. All the servants is leaving. Mr. Belamy says he’ll fire anybody who talks about it, but all the servants is leaving.”

“And who in thunder is the Green Archer?” asked Spike wonderingly.

Mr. Syme adjusted his glasses and smiled. Spike was shocked to see him do anything so human.

“The Green Archer of Garre Castle,” he said, “was at one time the most famous ghost in England. Don’t laugh, because this isn’t a funny story. The original archer was hanged by one of the de Curcys, the owners of Garre Castle, in 1487.”

“Gee! Fancy your remembering that!” said the admiring Spike.

“And don’t get comic. He was hanged for stealing deer, and even today you can, I believe, see the oaken beam from which he swung. For hundreds of years he haunted Garre, and as late as 1799 he made an appearance. In Berkshire he is part of the legendary. Now, if you can believe this letter, evidently written by one of the servants who has either been fired or has left voluntarily because she’s scared, our green friend has appeared again.”

Spike frowned and thrust out his under lip. “Any ghost who’d go fooling round Abe Bellamy deserves all that is coming to him,” he said. “I guess he’s half legend and half hysteria. You want me to see Abe?”

“See him and persuade him to let you stay in the castle for a week.”

Spike shook his head emphatically.

“You don’t know him. If I made such a suggestion he’d throw me out. I’ll see his secretary-a fellow named Savini; he’s a Eurasian or something. Maybe he can fix me. The Green Archer doesn’t seem to have done anything more than leave Abe’s door open.”

“Try Bellamy — invent some reason for getting into the castle. By the way, he bought it for one hundred thousand pounds seven or eight years ago. And in the meantime get the story. We haven’t had a good ghost story for years. There’s nothing to stop you lunching with Wood. I want that story too. Where are you lunching?”

“At the Carlton. Wood is only in London for a couple of days. He is going back home to Belgium tonight.”

The editor nodded.

“That makes it easy. Bellamy is staying at the Carlton. You can cover both engagements.”

Spike strolled to the door.

“Ghost stories and children’s institutions!” he said bitterly. “And I’m just aching for a murder with complications. This journal doesn’t want a crime reporter; it’s a writer of fairy tales you need.”

“That’s a fair description of you,” said Syme, addressing himself to his work.
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If the evil deeds of men were, as the ancients believed, written in letters of blood in the place of their perpetration, the name of Abel Bellamy would be splashed red in many places. On a mean farm in Montgomery County, Pennsylvania; in the grey hall of Pentonville Prison-to name but two.

Abe Bellamy never lost sleep at nights thinking of the past. Remorse was foreign to his nature, fear he did not know. He had done evilly and was content. The memory of the horror of lives wantonly broken, of suffering deliberately inflicted, of children delivered to hardship and pain, of a woman hunted to death by a tiger of hate that the Moloch of his self-esteem should be appeased, never caused him a second’s unrest of mind. If he thought of these old matters at all, he thought approvingly.

It seemed right to him that those who opposed him should be hurt. Fortune had favoured him greatly. At twenty he was carrying a hod; at thirty-five he was a dollar millionaire. At fifty-five his million was ten, and he had shaken from his feet the dust of the city that made him and was one of the landed gentry of England, the master of a domain that the flower of English chivalry had won by its swords and built on the sweat and fear of its slaves.

For thirty years he had had the power to hurt. Why should he deny himself? He could regret nothing, being what he was. He stood six feet two in his stockinged feet, and at sixty had the strength of a young ox. But it was not his size that made men and women turn in the street to look after him. His ugliness was fascinating, his immense red face was seamed and lined into a hundred ridges and hollows. His nose was big, squat, bulbous. His mouth broad and thick-lipped; one corner lifted so that he seemed to be sneering all the time.

He was neither proud nor ashamed of his ugliness. He had accepted his appearance as he had accepted his desires, as normal in himself. Such was Abel Bellamy, late of Chicago, now of Garre Castle in Berkshire, a man born without the gift of loving.

The door of the sittingroom opened, and he turned his head. Julius Savini was not unused to being greeted with a scowl, but he sensed something more important than the usual snarl of complaint that was his regular morning portion.

“See here, Savini, I’ve been waiting for you since seven o’clock. If you’re going to stay connected with your job, I want to see you before noon-understand that.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Bellamy. I told you last night I should be late. I only got back from the country a few minutes ago.”

Julius Savini’s attitude and voice were almost humble. He had not been Bellamy’s secretary for a year without learning the futility of opposing his employer. “Will you see a man from the Globe, sir?” he asked.

“A newspaper man?” said Abe Bellamy suspiciously. “You know I never see a newspaper man. What does he want? Who is he?”

“He’s Spike Holland, an American,” said Julius almost apologetically.

“That doesn’t make him any more welcome,” snarled the other. “Tell him I can’t see him. I’m not going to fall for any of that newspaper stuff. What is it about? You’re supposed to be my secretary, aren’t ye?”

“It is about the Green Archer.” Julius hesitated before he spoke.

Abe Bellamy swung round savagely. “Who has been talking about the Green Archer? You, you rat!”

“I haven’t seen any newspaper men,” said Julius sullenly. “What shall I tell him?”

“Tell him to go to — here, send him up.” If he did not see the reporter, he’d probably invent something, thought the old man. And he was just a little scared of newspapers. It was a newspaper that had made the fuss in Falmouth.

Presently Julius ushered in the visitor. “You needn’t wait,” snapped Bellamy, and when his secretary had gone, he growled: “Have a cigar?”

He flung the box on to the table as a man might throw a bone to a dog.

“Thanks, Mr. Bellamy,” said Spike coolly, “but I never smoke millionaires’ cigars. It makes me sort of dissatisfied with my own.”

“Well, what do you want?” rasped Bellamy, looking at the redhaired reporter through narrowed lids.

“There’s a story around that there’s a ghost in Garre Castle, Mr. Bellamy-a Green Archer.”

“It’s a lie,” said the other promptly — too promptly, in fact. If he had shown any indifference to the suggestion, Spike might have been deceived. The very promptitude of the denial gave him for the first time an interest in the story. “Who told you this?” asked Bellamy.

“We had it from a reliable source,” was the cautious reply. “According to our information, the Green Archer of Garre has been seen at the castle, and apparently has been in and out of your room—”

“It is a lie!” Abe Bellamy’s tone was violent. “These crazy English servants are always looking for ghosts. It is true I found my bedroom door open one night, but I guess I must have forgotten to close it. Who is your informant?”

“We had it from three different sources,” said Spike untruthfully, “and every story hangs together. Now, Mr. Bellamy,” he smiled, ‘there is something in it; and anyway a ghost puts up the value of an old castle.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” said Abe Bellamy, instantly seizing the opportunity offered to him. “It depreciates the property, and if you put a line about ghosts in your paper I’ll bring an action for libel. Get that, young fellow?”

“Maybe the ghost would start something too,” said the other amiably. He went downstairs, not quite decided in his mind. Abe Bellamy was not the usual type of millionaire who makes his residence in England and drifts almost mechanically into British society. The man was a bore, half educated, entirely without social ambitions, unless Spike’s shrewd judgment was at fault.

Coming into the hall, he found Julius talking with a tall, greybearded man of the prosperous workman class, and Julius signalled him to wait. “You know the room, Mr. Creager? Mr. Bellamy is expecting you.”

When the man had disappeared, Julius turned to the reporter. “What did he say, Holland?”

“He turned down the story. Honest, Savini, is there anything in it?”

Julius Savini shrugged his lean shoulders. “I don’t know where you got the yarn from, and I certainly am giving you no information whatever. The old man gave me hell because he thought I had tipped you off.”

“Then it is true,” said Spike. “You have had a grisly apparition stalking along your battlemented walls? Say, did he wear any chains?”

Julius shook his head. “You’ll get nothing from me, Holland. I’ve got a job to lose.”

“Who was the beaver you sent up? He looks like a policeman.”

Julius grinned. “He was asking the same question about you when you came down. His name is Creager, he’s a—”-he hesitated-”well, I wouldn’t say friend; he’s an acquaintance of the old man. Probably he’s a pensioner. Anyway, he calls pretty regularly, and I imagine he doesn’t come for nothing. I’m not wanted until he comes down. Come and have a cocktail.”

Spike shook his head. While they were speaking, to the evident surprise of Julius, the man Creager came down the stairs again, an ugly look on his face. “He won’t see me until two o’clock,” he said in suppressed wrath. “Does he expect I’m going to wait on him? Because, if he does, he’s made a mistake. You can tell him that, Mr. Savini.”

“What’s the trouble-?” asked Julius.

“He said two o’clock, I admit; but I’m in town. Why should I wait until this afternoon? Why couldn’t he see me this morning?” demanded the bearded man furiously. “He treats me like a dog. He thinks he’s got me like that.” He turned down a thick thumb suggestively. “He’s wild about a reporter. That’s you, ain’t it?” he asked.

“That’s me,” said Spike.

“You can tell him” — the man Creager turned to Julius, and tapped the young man’s chest to emphasise his words— “that I’m coming at two, and I want a long talk with him, or I’ll be having a little conversation with a reporter myself.”

With this menace he left them.

“Savini,” said Spike softly, “I smell a good story.”

But Savini was going up the stairs two at a time on his way to his enraged employer.
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Spike looked at his watch. It wanted five minutes to one, but he had hardly seated himself to wait for his host before the remarkable John Wood came quickly through the swing doors. He was a tall man, prematurely grey, with a face of singular beauty. The eyes lived, and the sensitive mouth seemed to speak even when it was in repose. He gripped the reporter’s hand warmly.

“I’m not late?” he asked. “I’ve been very busy all the morning. I want to catch the half-past two train to the Continent, and that means a rush.”

They passed into the big diningroom together, and the head waiter conducted them to a secluded table in a corner. Spike, glancing at the delicate face, could not help making a contrast with the fascinating ugliness of the man he had just left. He was the very antithesis of Abe Bellamy, a gentle soul, whose eyes smiled all the time. His every movement was alert and vital, and the long, white hands seemed never to be still.

“Now, what do you want to know? Perhaps I can tell you everything before the soup comes. I’m an American—”

“That I shouldn’t have guessed,” said Spike, and John Wood nodded.

“I have lived a very long time in this country;” he said. “In fact, I haven’t been home for” — he paused— “many years,” he added. “I don’t want to talk very much about myself, and I’ll get over the modest recital of my virtues as quickly as I possibly can. I live in Belgium, at a place called Wenduyne. I have a home there for consumptive children, which, by the way, I am moving to Switzerland this year. I am the inventor of the Wood’s system of carburation, I am a bachelor-and I think that is about all.”

“It is about the children’s institution that I wanted to speak to you,” said Spike. “We got a story about it from the Belgian Independent. They said you were raising funds to provide in every country in Europe a mother college. Now, what is a mother college, Mr. Wood?”

The grey man leant back in his chair and thought for some time before he replied.

“In every country in Europe, and particularly in this country, there is the problem of the unwanted child. Perhaps ‘unwanted’ is not the word. A widow is left penniless with one or two children to support. It is impossible for her to get her living unless the children are taken care of, and that costs money. There are other little children whose coming is dreaded, whose birth is a calamity, and who must be rushed out of sight, probably into some wretched home, the woman of which, for a few dollars a week, undertakes to look after and to bring it up. Not a year passes in some country or other where these baby farmers are not brought to justice, either for neglecting or for destroying these helpless mites.”

He then outlined his scheme: the institution of great mother colleges, to which the unwanted child should be taken, where it would be cared for by trained nurses.

“We would take in probationers, who would pay us a fee for their tuition in the art of baby care. I think in course of time we could make these institutions self-supporting, and we should certainly give to the world healthy boys and girls fit to face the stress of life.”

Throughout the meal he talked children and nothing but children. Babies were his joy; he rhapsodised about a tiny German orphan that had just come to his Belgian institution, and grew so animated that guests at other tables looked round.

“If you don’t mind my saying as much, Mr. Wood, you have a queer hobby.”

The other laughed.

“I suppose I have,” he said, and then quickly: “Who are those people?”

A little party had come into the diningroom, two men and a girl. The first of the men was tall, thin, and white-haired, and on his face was a look of settled melancholy. His companion was a smartly dressed young man, whose age might have been anything from nineteen to thirty. He looked to be the kind who lived to justify his tailor. From the top of his glossy fair head to the tips of his enamelled shoes he was an advertisement for good valeting. But it was the girl to whom their eyes returned.

“That’s the only woman I have ever seen who comes near to a magazine cover,” said Spike.

“Who is she?”

“Miss Howett — Miss Valerie Howett. The old man is Walter Howett, an Englishman who lived for many years in the States in a poor way until oil was found on his farm. And the fashion-plate is English-Featherstone. He’s a lounge lizard. I’ve seen him at every night-club in London.”

The party took a table near to where they sat, and Wood had an opportunity of a closer inspection of the girl. “She is very lovely,” he said in a lower tone; but Spike had risen from the table and had gone across to shake hands with the elderly American. He came back after a while.

“Mr. Howett wishes me to go up to his sittingroom after lunch, Mr. Wood,” he said. “I wonder if you’ll excuse me?”

“Surely,” nodded the other.

Twice during the meal the girl’s eyes wandered across to where they sat, with a questioning, uncertain glance, as though she had met John Wood before and was wondering in what circumstances.

Spike had turned the conversation from babies to a subject which was at that moment interesting him more keenly.

“Mr. Wood, I suppose in your travels you never met a ghost?”

“No,” said the other with a quiet smile, “I don’t think I have.”

“Do you know Bellamy?” asked Spike.

“Abel Bellamy — yes, I know of him. He is the Chicago man who bought Garre Castle.”

Spike nodded. “And Garre Castle is the home of the Green Archer,” said Spike. “Old man Bellamy isn’t so proud of his ghost as some people would be, and he has tried to switch me off what looks to be like a pretty good story.”

He told all he knew about the Green Archer of Garre, and his companion listened without comment. “It is queer,” he said at last. “I know the legend of Garre Castle, and I have heard of Mr. Bellamy.”

“Do you know him well?” asked Spike quickly; but the other shook his head.

Soon after, Mr. Howett’s party rose and went out, and, beckoning the waiter, Wood paid his bill and they followed.

“I have to write a letter,” said Wood. “Will you be long with Mr. Howett?”

“I’ll not be five minutes,” said Spike. “I don’t know what he wants to see me about, but I guess it won’t keep me very long.”

The Howetts’ sittingroom was on the same floor as Bellamy’s, and the old man was waiting for him. Mr. Featherstone apparently had gone, and only the millionaire and his daughter were in the room.

“Come in, Holland,” said Howett. He had a sad voice and his manner was gloomy. “Valerie, this is Mr. Holland; Holland is a newspaper man who may be able to help you.”

The girl gave him a pod and a half-smile.

“Really it is my daughter who wishes to see you, Holland,” said Howett, to Spike’s gratification. He looked at the girl dubiously and then at the reporter.

“The truth is, Mr. Holland, I want to trace a lady who lived in London twelve years ago.” She hesitated. “A Mrs. Held. She lived in Little Bethel Street, Camden Town. I’ve already made inquiries in the street. It is a dreadful slum, and there is nobody there who remembers her. I should not know that she was there at all,” she went on, “only a letter came into my possession.” Again she stopped. “It came to me unknown to the person to whom it was addressed, and who had every reason to keep her whereabouts a secret. A few weeks after it was written she disappeared.”

“Have you advertised?”

“Yes,” she nodded. “I’ve done everything that is possible. The police have been helping for years.”

Spike shook his head. “I’m afraid I cannot be of much assistance to you.”

“That’s what I thought,” said Howett. “But my daughter has an idea that newspapers hear a great deal more than the police—”

It was a voice in the corridor outside that interrupted, a loud, strident, harsh voice, raised in anger, and followed by a thud. He looked round, and immediately Spike, who recognised the sound, was in the corridor.

A strange sight met him. The bearded man whom Julius had called Creager was picking himself slowly from the floor, and standing in the doorway of his sittingroom was the huge bulk of Abe Bellamy.

“You’ll be sorry for this,” quavered Creager.

“Get out and stay out,” roared Abe Bellamy. “If ye come here again I’ll heave ye through the window.”

“I’ll make you pay!” The bearded man was almost sobbing in his rage.

“Not in dollars and cents,” said the old man grimly. “And listen, Creager! You’ve got a pension from your Government, haven’t you? See that you don’t lose it.” And with this he turned into the room and slammed the door.

Spike went towards the man as he limped down the corridor. “What’s wrong?”

Creager stopped to brush his knees. “You’ll know all about it,” he said, and then: “You’re a reporter, aren’t you? I’ve got something for you.”

Spike was first and foremost a newspaper man; a story to him was meat and drink, the beginning and end of his day’s ambition. He went back to Howett. “Will you excuse me for a time? I want to see this man.”

“Who was it that struck him — Bellamy?”

It was the girl who asked, and there was a certain suppressed vehemence in her tone which made Spike open his eyes.

“Yes, Miss Howett. Do you know him?”

“I’ve heard of him,” she said slowly.

Spike accompanied the aggrieved Creager into the hall. The man was white and trembling, and it was some time before he could recover his voice. “It is perfectly true what he said. I may lose my pension, but I’m going to risk that. Look here, Mister—”

“Holland’s my name,” said Spike.

“I can’t tell you here, but if you’ll come to my house-Rose Cottage, Field Road, New Barnet—”

Spike jotted down the address.

“I’ll tell you something that’ll make a sensation. Yes, that’s what it will make,” he said with relish, “a sensation.”

“Fine,” said Spike. “When can I see you?”

“Come in a couple of hours’ time.” And with a nod he was gone.

“That man looks shaken,” said Wood, an interested spectator.

“Yes, he’s had a bad handling-and he has a story that I particularly want to write.”

“I heard him say that,” said Mr. Wood with a smile. “And now, Holland, I fear I must go. Come over and see me in Belgium.”

He held out his hand at parting. “Perhaps one day I will give you a story about Abe Bellamy — the biggest story of all. If you wish for further particulars about the colleges, do not hesitate to wire.”

Spike returned to the Howetts’ sittingroom to discover that Miss Howett had gone to her room with a bad headache, and that the discussion of the help he could give her was indefinitely postponed.
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Reporting to the office that afternoon, Spike turned in an account of John Wood’s plan for a super-creche, and took a taxi up to New Barnet.

It was a long drive to New Barnet, and Field Road proved literally to be a road through fields. Rose Cottage lay back behind high box hedges, and was a creeper-clad house, with a tiny garden in front and apparently a bigger garden at the rear which led to a small plantation. This Spike saw from the cab. Unlatching the small gate, he walked up the flagged path and knocked. There was no answer, though the door was unlocked and was, in fact, ajar. He knocked again, and again received no reply.

Pushing the door open, he called Creager by name, and when that had failed he walked back to the road to look for somebody.

There was a woman in sight; she had apparently come from one of the small houses at the farther end of the road.

“Mr. Creager? Yes, sir, he lives here, and he’s usually at home at this time of the day.”

“He doesn’t seem to be at home now. Is there anybody else in the house?”

“No, sir; he lives alone. My sister comes in in the morning and cleans up the house for him. Why don’t you go in and wait, sir?”

It seemed an excellent idea, especially as it had begun to rain and, pushing open the door, Spike walked boldly down the passage into what was evidently the livingroom. It was comfortably furnished, and over the mantelpiece was a portrait, which he recognised instantly as the bearded man. He was in some sort of uniform, which Spike could not recognise.

Spike sat down and glanced idly out of the window, which commanded a view of the garden, then instantly sprang up. Protruding from behind a bush on the farther side of the tiny lawn was a foot-and it was very still.

He raced out of the room, crossed the lawn, and ran round to the farther side of the bush, and there stopped, paralysed.

Lying on his back, his eyes half closed, his hands clenched in the agony of death, lay the bearded man; and from his waistcoat, immediately above his hands, protruded the long green shaft of an arrow, tipped with vivid green feathers. Spike knelt down at the dead man’s ‘side and sought for some sign of life, but there was none. And then he began to make a rapid survey of the immediate vicinity. The garden was separated from the fields into which it was thrust by a low wooden fence, over which any agile man could vault. He guessed that Creager had been killed instantaneously and fallen as he had been struck.

Jumping over the fence, he began his search. Ten paces from the fence was a big oak-tree. It lay exactly in line with the arrow’s flight. Round this he went, examining the ground almost inch by inch. There were no footprints, and the tree itself was in full view of the road. He looked up, caught one of the low branches, and swung himself up until he was astride. Edging forward, he came at last to a place which gave him a full view of the body. Instinctively he knew that it was from this branch that the arrow had been fired. The tree was leafy and offered cover, and it was likely, since the dead man must have been facing the way the arrow came, that his slayer was out of sight.

He must have dropped when he loosed his arrow, thought Spike, and came to the ground again. Here he was rewarded, for the murderer, in jumping down, had left two clear footprints. He had left something even more important, but this Spike did not see immediately. He found it after a while by accident. It was an arrow, similar to that in Creager’s body. The shaft was polished smooth and covered with green enamel. The feathers were new, green, and well trimmed. It looked too ornamental for use, but the arrow’s point was needle-sharp.

Going back to the house, he sent the taxidriver to bring the police. They came, in the shape of a uniformed constable and sergeant, and were followed in extraordinarily quick time by a man from Scotland Yard, who took immediate charge of the house and arranged the removal of the body.

Long before the police arrived Spike had made a very searching inspection of the house. This examination included the wholly unauthorised inspection of such of Creager’s private papers as he could find. He soon discovered the significance of the uniform which the man wore in his photograph. Creager had been a prison guard, or warder as they call them in England, had served twenty-one years, and had received an honourable discharge. A certificate to this effect was one of the first papers he found in the dead man’s bureau. What he was anxious to unearth, however, was some paper which would explain Creager’s relationship with Abe Bellamy. There was one drawer of the old-fashioned desk which he could not open and did not dare force.

He found the man’s bankbook, however, and learnt to his surprise that Creager was comparatively rich. He had a balance of over two thousand pounds to his credit. A rapid inspection of the pages of this book showed that on the first of every month Creager received forty pounds, which, according to the book, was paid in in cash. His pension was easy to trace because it was paid quarterly. This and the mysterious monthly receipts, and such interests on bonds as the man held, were the only entries on the credit side. He had just finished making extracts from the passbook when the police arrived, and he went out to meet them. Shortly afterwards the police surgeon arrived and saw the body.

“He’s been dead more than an hour,” he concluded. “The arrow has passed right through him. It must have been extraordinarily sharp.”

To Scotland Yard men Spike produced the second arrow and pointed to the spot where it had been found.

“The man who did this was an expert,” said the detective in charge. “He aimed to kill, and he must have been pretty certain that he would kill. This is the first arrow murder I’ve ever seen. You had better keep in touch with us, Holland. I suppose you want to go to your newspaper and make your big howl. But first you’d better tell me just why you were here at all.”

Spike gave a prompt account of what had happened at the Carlton, and added a further piece of information which left the detective openmouthed.

“Green Archer!” he said incredulously, “You’re not suggesting that this job was done by a ghost, are you? If it was, then I can tell you he was a mighty substantial ghost, because it wanted an arm like iron and a bow like steel to send that arrow through Creager from the distance the string was loosed. We’ll go along and see Bellamy.”

Mr. Abe Bellamy was on the point of departure for Berkshire when the police officers arrived, and he was neither shocked nor perturbed by the news they gave him.

“Yes, it is perfectly true I fired him out. Creager was useful to me many years ago, and I made him a very handsome allowance for the service he rendered me. He saved my life — jumped into the water for me when my boat overturned on the river.”

(That is a lie, thought Spike, watching the old man.).

“What was the quarrel about this morning, Mr. Bellamy?”

“It wasn’t exactly a quarrel, but of late he’s been urging me to lend him the money to buy a piece of land adjoining that on which his own house is built, and I have refused. Today he got a little fresh, threatened me-well, he didn’t exactly threaten,” corrected Mr. Bellamy with a harsh laugh, “but…anyway, he got mad at me, and I threw him out.”

“Where did he save your life, Mr. Bellamy?” asked the detective.

“At Henley, seven years ago last summer,” replied Bellamy promptly.

(You’ve had that date fixed in your mind, and that has always been the explanation you were going to offer for subsidising this man, noted Spike mentally.).

“At that time he would be in the prison service,” said the detective.

“I believe he was,” replied Bellamy, somewhat impatiently. “But when this occurred he was on his holidays. I guess you’ll be able to verify all that information from his record.”

Spike was satisfied in his mind that, when the records came to be examined, ample confirmation would be found.

“I guess that’s all I can tell you, officer,” said Bellamy. “This fellow was shot, you say?”

“He was killed by an arrow,” replied the officer, “a green arrow.”

Only for a second did Bellamy lose control over his face.

“A green arrow?” he repeated incredulously. “An arrow-a green arrow? What in—” He recovered himself with an effort, and a slow smile dawned on his face and made him a little more prepossessing than usual. “Victim of your ghost story, Holland,” he sneered. “Green arrow and Green Archer, eh?”

“You bet, Mr. Bellamy, we’re going to have a story tomorrow,” said Spike smoothly. “And that old Green Archer of yours will have a special column of his own.”
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“Did the Green Archer Murder Creager?

“MYSTERIOUS ASSASSINATION FOLLOWS QUARREL WITH THE OWNER OF GHOST-RIDDEN CASTLE

“Who is the Green Archer of Garre? In what way is he associated with the assassination of Charles Creager, ex-prison warder, late of Pentonville? These are the questions which Scotland Yard are asking. Creager was found dead in his garden yesterday by a reporter of the Daily Globe, after a violent quarrel with Abe Bellamy, the Chicago millionaire, whose castle is haunted by the Green Archer. Creager was killed by a green arrow, an exact replica of the arrows that were in use six hundred years ago…”

Abe Bellamy put down the newspaper and looked across at his secretary. “How much of that came from you I don’t know,” he growled. “Somebody must have told the reporters about that fool ghost. Now listen, Savini! All this crazy talk of ghosts doesn’t scare me. Get that? If this monkey business is to get me rattled, and if ye think that by getting me rattled ye’ll be able to make yourself a permanent feature around Garre, you’ve got another guess coming. I’ll smash that fake without squealing to Scotland Yard, believe me!”

He walked to the window and stared moodily into the street. Presently he turned sharply. “Savini, I’ll tell you something. You’ve got a good job. Don’t lose it. You’re the only thing of your kind I’ve ever employed. You’re slick and you’re a liar, and you suit me. I took you from the gutter — don’t forget it. I know that you’re crook — you’ve never been anything but crook — but I engaged you because you’re the kind of crook I wanted. Someone I knew all about. D’ye hear that? More’n a year ago the police chief — inspector, or whatever you call him — happened to be seeing me about a stick-pin one of the hotel servants had taken, and I got him to stop to lunch. I’ve always been friendly with the police. It pays. And whilst we were lunching in this very hotel he pointed you out to me — gave me your record. I suppose, when you had a note from me, you thought your prayers for easy money had been answered? They hadn’t. You’ve been straight with me because the week after I employed you the gang was pinched, and you were glad for a hole to hide in.” He walked slowly towards his secretary, and his big finger hooked itself into the opening of Savini’s waistcoat.

“That Green Archer stunt is going to end right now,” he said deliberately. “And it had better! I’m gunning on anything green, and I don’t want to explain to the coroner just how the accident happened. The newspapers say that there’s been one Green Archer death. Maybe there’ll be more!”

The grip on the waistcoat had tightened, and without any apparent effort he was swinging the helpless young man to and fro. “You know that I’m a tough, but you think I’m simple. You’re wrong. I can give you trick for trick and beat you!” Suddenly his arm shot out, and Savini staggered back.

“The car at five,” said Abe Bellamy, and with a sideways jerk of his head dismissed his secretary for the day.

Savini went to his room and straightened himself, mentally and sartorially. He was perturbed in mind, but he had recovered from his fright. He stood for a long time, his arm folded on the bureau, looking thoughtfully at the reflection of his brown face in the mirror. He had spoken no more than the truth when he had disclaimed all responsibility for giving the story of the Green Archer to the newspapers. There were many good reasons why he should not advertise the advent of that apparition.

So the old man knew. That discovery had been distressing at first; now it was a relief. He had lived in terror of his antecedents being revealed, but the reason for his fear even Abe Bellamy did not guess. He looked at his watch. It was just after nine, and the day his own until five, so that the excuses he had invented for going out were unnecessary. The art of serving Bellamy was to leave him alone when he desired solitude. There were days when he did not see the old man from morning until night. There were other days when every waking hour was occupied by the correspondence which his employer accumulated.

A cab deposited him before the entrance of a large residential block in Maida Vale, and, declining the invitation of the elevator boy, he walked up two flights, took a key from his pocket, and opened the door of No. 12. At the sound of his key in the lock a girl came out into the hallway, cigarette in mouth, to inspect the visitor. “Oh, it is you, is it?” she said indifferently as he closed the door behind him and hung his hat on the hall-stand.

“Who else could it be?” he asked.

“I’ve sent the maid out to get some eggs,” she replied as he followed her into a well-furnished little sittingroom. “Where were you last night? I thought you were coming to dinner.” She had perched herself on the edge of the table, her slippered feet dangling: a pretty but untidy figure of a girl, with her mop of yellow hair and her fine dark eyes. “I had a letter from Jerry this morning,” she said suddenly, and laughed at the wry face he pulled.

She jumped down from the table and took a blue envelope from the mantelpiece.

“I don’t want to see it,” said Savini. “I hate touching things that have come from prison.”

“You’re lucky not to have been there yourself, my boy,” said the girl, lighting a fresh cigarette from the stub of the one she had been smoking. “Jerry will be out of prison in six months. He wants to know what you’re going to do for him. You’re a millionaire now, Julius.”

“Don’t be a fool,” he said roughly.

“Well, Bellamy is, and there ought to be pickings.”

“There are big pickings,” said Julius Savini.

He thrust his hand into his pocket and strolled to the window, turning so that his face was in the shadow.

“There’s half a million at Garre.”

“Dollars or pounds?” she asked without any enthusiasm.

“Pounds.”

The girl laughed softly. “Old Bellamy would be worried if he knew—”

“He knows,” said Julius. “He knew all along.”

She looked up at him in surprise. “That you’re — ?”

He nodded.

“That I’m crook. Those are his own words. He told me this morning.”

“What is all this stuff about the Green Archer?” she asked, getting up to close the door as the sound of her servant’s footsteps came to her from the hall. “I was reading about it this morning in bed.”

He did not answer at once. And then: “I haven’t seen it,” he said. “One of the servants thought he saw it, and the old man told me that somebody had opened his door in the night.”

“That was you,” she accused, and to her surprise he shook his head.

“No, there’s been no need to go for midnight rambles. I know every part of the castle; and anyway the safe is not a job I would take on single-handed. It requires an expert.” He frowned at her thoughtfully. “I’ll tell you how I feel about this, Fay. The old crowd is breaking up. Jerry’s in prison, Ben is in gaol too, Walters has skipped to the Continent, and there are only you and I left of the old gang. It’s broke; let it stay broke. What did you or I ever make out of it? A few hard pounds a week, with little enough to spare after we’d paid expenses. The game was too small, and suckers are getting scarce. Here we are, with half a million for the taking. And I tell you this, I’m going halfway to murder to take it!”

He slipped his arm about her waist and kissed her, she alert, suspicious, waiting.

“What’s the big idea?” she asked. “I mistrust you, Julius, when you get affectionate. Am I to go and smash his safe, or what?”

He eyed her steadily. Then: “I know a place — Sao Paulo — where a man can live like a prince on the interest of a hundred thousand dollars. And that is just the amount the old devil is going to pay me; perhaps more. Garre Castle has a secret, Fay. It may be a hundred thousand pound secret. And if the worst comes to the worst, I have a little bottle of invisible ink that will certainly be worth twenty thousand.”

Julius was a lover of cryptic language, and enjoyed the mystification on his wife’s face.



6. Do-Nothing Featherstone


Table of Contents


The immaculate young man who had been the third of Howett’s luncheon-party was older than his pink, boyish face betrayed. Valerie Howett had guessed that the day her father had introduced him. To Valerie he was at first an object of mild interest. In her travels with her father, whose interests took him frequently to America, she had met in Chicago and in New York, in every big city of the United States, the pampered sons of foolish fathers, boys who had no other thought in life than the destruction of the hours that separated them from their more lurid amusements.

She knew the limitations of their interests, which usually vacillated between their fast cars and slow parties; but for the first time she was meeting the English variety of the genus. In many ways James Lamotte Featherstone was an improvement on all the others she had known. His life was as purposeless, but he possessed the great advantage of modesty. He never spoke about himself; he could talk about other things most entertainingly.

Valerie had first tolerated him because he was more presentable than the detective her father had threatened to hire to accompany her if she persisted in her practice of taking solitary rambles in neighbourhoods of an unsavoury character. And from tolerating him she had begun to like him, despite his exquisite appearance.

On the day following the murder he called to take her to the park.

“I’m going to ask you something,” she said when they had reached the sunny park and he had found her a chair by the side of the Row, “and it is very personal.”

“Personalities fascinate me,” he said unsmiling.

“What do you do besides run around escorting attractive young ladies?”

He looked at her hard. “You are attractive,” he said seriously. “You always remind me of Beatrice D’Este-the girl Leonardo painted-only your face is more delicate and your eyes much prettier—”

She was scarlet now, and stopped him.

“Mr. Featherstone!” she said awfully. “Don’t you realise I was joking? Haven’t you English people any sense of humour? I wasn’t speaking of myself.”

“You don’t know anybody else I’ve ever escorted,” he challenged, and tactfully moved to safer ground. “No, I have nothing to do.”

“You don’t even crease your own trousers,” she said tartly, for he had annoyed her.

“No; I pay a man to do that,” he admitted. “I brush my own hair, though,” he added brightly.

She laughed in spite of herself, and then suddenly became serious. “Mr. Featherstone, I am going to ask you a very great favour,” she said. “I don’t know why I risked making you angry with me. My father is rather anxious about me. He is a little old-fashioned and thinks that a girl ought not to go out alone. He even went to the length — of proposing to hire a detective to look after me.”

“Your father is an intelligent man,” said Jimmy Featherstone promptly — which is exactly what he ought not to have said.

“I suppose he is,” said Valerie, mastering a retort with some difficulty, “but…the truth is that I want to be alone. I want whole days alone. Do you understand, Mr. Featherstone?”

“Yes,” said the other.

“I can only really be alone, without scaring father, if he thinks you are taking me some place…I want you to come for me tomorrow and take me out. And then I want you to leave me and let me take the car where I wish. You can say that you are taking me out for the day. On the river—”

“Rather late for the river,” murmured her companion.

“Well…some place. Somewhere that will keep me out all day. Daddy is leaving for Scotland on Wednesday night—”

“What you want me to do is to pretend to take you out and leave you to your own devices?”

She sighed again. “How clever you are. Yes, that is just what I want you to do.”

Jimmy Featherstone was drilling a hole in the gravel with his gold-headed cane.

“I will upon one condition,” he said slowly.

She looked at him in surprise.

“Condition? What is it?”

He raised his head and looked her straight in the eyes. “Leave the investigation of Abe. Bellamy’s affairs to somebody else,” he said. “It isn’t a woman’s job. If the police had searched the plantation behind Creager’s house, you would have had some difficulty in explaining your presence, Miss Howett.”

For a moment Valerie stared at her companion, speechless and pale.

“I — I don’t understand you, Mr. Featherstone,” she faltered.

The young man twisted round and faced her with a smile, which was half good-humour and half admonition.

“Miss Howett, you’ve recently accused me of living a purposeless life. An idle man has plenty of time for observation. You passed my flat in St. James’s Street in a taxicab that was following the Ford which Creager drove.”

“Then you knew Creager?” she said in astonishment.

“I knew him slightly,” said Mr. Featherstone, toying with his stick and avoiding her eyes. “I know everybody slightly,” he added with a laugh, “and some people a lot. For example, I know that you dismissed your cab at the end of Field Road and that you walked down as far as Creager’s house, and then, as though you weren’t quite certain what you would do, you came to a stile which connects with a footpath running through the plantation at the end of Creager’s garden. The plantation is not part of his land, and it is only in his use because he hasn’t troubled to fence off the end of his garden. And in that plantation you waited until nearly eight o’clock last night.”

“You’re only guessing,” she challenged hotly. “Father has told you that I did not come back to dinner—”

“Indeed I am not guessing,” he said quietly. “You remained in the plantation because you were afraid to have your presence betrayed.”

“Where were you?” she asked.

Again he smiled. “I also was in the plantation, I’m sorry to say. Otherwise I should have seen our friend the Green Archer.”

“What were you doing there? How dare you spy on me, Mr. Featherstone?”

His eyes twinkled, but not a muscle of his face moved. “You are inconsistent, Miss Howett. A little time ago you were complaining that I did nothing; and now, because I confess to having chaperoned you on a most dangerous expedition—”

She shook her head helplessly. “I don’t know what to think. It doesn’t seem like you, Mr. Featherstone. Why should you think I was following Creager?”

Very deliberately he took out a gold cigarette-case. “May I smoke?” he asked, and when she nodded he lit up and sent a blue cloud into the still morning air.

“You followed Creager,” he said slowly, “because-and here I am only guessing — you thought, in his mood of resentment against Abe Bellamy, he would betray his employer, and, incidentally, give you the information that you have been seeking for years.”

She could only stare at him.

“You’re looking for a woman who disappeared under mysterious circumstances, Miss Howett,” said the elegant young man, tracing patterns on the gravel with the ferrule of his cane. “And, rightly or wrongly, you suspect Bellamy of being responsible for her disappearance. You have seized at wilder straws than the one you grasped yesterday. It took me a long time to reconstruct the workings of your mind; but, as I imagine it, you thought that Bellamy would follow his tool to his house, and that you would have an opportunity of hearing them speak. You waited in the plantation nearly two hours, and were on the point of going to the house when you saw the police.”

He took out his cigarette and threw it away again. He had suddenly conceived a distaste for smoking. “I’d give a lot of money to meet the Green Archer,” he said softly.

“Then you believe — ?” she asked in amazement.

He nodded. “I not only believe, I am absolutely certain.”

She was looking at him now with a new interest and a new understanding. “What an extraordinary man you are, Mr. Featherstone! You are almost as clever as a detective my father intended to employ to take care of me.”

He laughed. “I have a confession to make, Miss Howett. I am the detective with that commission. I am Captain Featherstone of Scotland Yard, and I’ve had you under observation ever since you arrived in London.”



7. A Man at Police Headquarters
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Spike Holland was in the midst of his second day’s story of the arrow murder when he was called to the ‘phone, and he reported to the news editor the purport of the message that had come to him.

“They want me at Scotland Yard. Gee! I’m getting important.”

“You’re certain about a woman being in this business?” said the news editor, looking up from the scrutiny of the first sheet of Spike’s story.

“Sure!” said Spike promptly. “Two people saw her. And I’ve found the cabman who picked her up in the Haymarket and had instructions to follow Creager’s car. And there’s a woman who lives down Field Road who says that she saw a lady crossing the field towards the back of Creager’s house.”

“Do you think they’ll be able to identify her?”

“There’s nothing more certain in the wide world,” said the sanguine Spike, “particularly if I’m guessing right. It is only a question of giving the cabman a chance of seeing her.”

In ten minutes he was at Scotland Yard.

“The Chief of H. Bureau wants to see you,” said the sergeant on the door.

“H. Bureau is a new one on me,” said Spike, “but lead me to him.”

A policeman piloted him into a room which, from its size and furnishing, was obviously the office of a very high official. The young man was writing at the desk and looked up as his visitor entered.

“Moses!” gasped Spike. “I’ve met you before, some place.”

“I don’t think we’ve met,” smiled the chief, rising and pushing forward a chair. “Sit down, Mr. Holland. I’m Commissioner Featherstone, and as a rule I’m not on view to the general public. I make an exception in your case because I like your face. Will you have a cigar?”

“I’d rather have another compliment,” said Spike. “Any reference you may make to my hair will be greatly appreciated.”

Jim Featherstone laughed “Seriously, Holland, this is the reason I’ve brought you here. I understand that you have trailed a cabman who took a lady to the end of Field Road and was seen walking towards the house.”

He smiled at the other’s astonishment, but went on: “There’s no mystery about it, because we control the taxicabs anyway, and the man happened to be uneasy under your questioning, and came and reported to the police that he had carried this lady to her destination.”

“Have the other papers got this?” asked Spike dismally.

“None of the newspapers has it, or will have it,” said Featherstone quietly. “Not even the Daily Globe.”

“But we’ve got the story,” said Spike.

“I don’t want you to use it. That is why I’ve sent for you. There’s nothing to it. I know the lady, and, as a matter of fact, her movements have been satisfactorily explained. I realise that it is a great disappointment to you, because a good murder without a veiled and mysterious woman isn’t a murder at all from a newspaper point of view.”

Spike grinned. “It is all right, chief, if that’s how you feel about it,” he said. “The story comes out.”

“I’ll give you a clue or two to put in its place,” said Mr. Featherstone, toying with a silver letter-opener. “The man who killed Creager has a red scar across his shoulder.”

“Is that a theory?” asked the astounded Spike.

“It is a fact,” said Featherstone. “And I will give you yet another clue: the murderer either carried a very thick walking stick or a bundle of golf clubs. I am inclined to the club theory, because there is a links about a quarter of a mile from the spot where the crime was committed. I admit that I don’t know exactly how this information is going to be of any value to you, but maybe you’ll prefer to put it by for personal reference when the murderer is caught.”

“Is there any definite clue, any that you can regard as workable?”

Jim Featherstone shook his head. “None; that is, not for publication, because it is true. I’m not being sarcastic, Holland, but you probably know that we only hint at clues when we want to rattle a criminal and push him into making a getaway. It is the last resort of the police to force a wanted man into betraying himself by leaving his usual haunts and going into hiding. More men are trapped through their conspicuous absences than by the fingerprints they leave behind. But the man we want now is not an ordinary criminal.”

“What is the idea of that clue of yours — the scarred back?” asked Spike curiously; and not expecting for one moment that his question would be answered. To his surprise Featherstone explained.

“I don’t know how long you have been in this country or how well you are acquainted with the processes of the English law. For certain crimes in this country we administer flogging. Some of you people think it is brutal, and maybe from the strictly humanitarian standpoint it is. So is hanging, as a matter of fact. But it has had the effect of wiping out a certain type of crime — the violent hold-up. Or if we find a man habitually living upon poor wretched women, we flog him. It has made that sort of traffic very unpopular. The lash is given for other offences — we call it ‘the cat o’ nine tails” because it is a whip with nine thongs — such as assault on prison officers. Creager was for seven years the principal flogger in Pentonville Gaol. It is an unpleasant job, requiring an extraordinary nerve and skill, for the law is that the lash must not fall either above or below the shoulders. If it touches the neck it may kill. There is a certain type of brute that can take this punishment and feel no resentment against the man who delivers it. There are others who never forgive, and my own theory is that the murderer was a man who had been in the hands of Creager and had waited his chance for revenge.”

“And the thick walkingstick or the bag of clubs?” asked Spike.

“Creager was killed by an arrow, sent from a very powerful bow — probably a bow made of very fine steel. You cannot walk about London carrying bows and arrows without attracting a certain amount of attention. The weapon might be concealed in a hollow walkingstick, or pass unnoticed in a bag of golf-clubs.”

Spike went back to his office with a feeling that the bottom had dropped out of his story. “You can cut out that woman, Mr. Syme,” he said. “The police know all about her, and there’s nothing to it.”

“I always mistrust mysterious women,” complained the unimaginative Syme.



8. The Green Archer


Table of Contents


Garre Castle, with its gaunt keep and its crenellated walls, offered little hint of the comfort it held. Forbidding and gloomy of exterior, no ray of light shone from its loopholed walls and turrets. The mullioned windows of Mr. Bellamy’s library looked out upon the green lawn of the inner ward, and from these windows one wall of the Sanctuary Keep rose in a stark, unbroken, and seemingly endless line.

There were people who wondered why this man, who never read a book and to whom history made no appeal, should have bought, at a big figure, this home of the dead and gone lights of chivalry. Knowing him, they would not have wondered. It was the strength of it that thrilled this old builder.

There was something in these stones that was in tune with the latent ferocity in his cruel nature. The lightless dungeons with their foot-thick doors, the worn chain-rings fastened to pillars rubbed smooth by the shoulders of tortured humanity, the power and majesty of Garre Castle spoke to the primitive in him and awakened in his soul an atavistic devil that found joy even in the contemplation of forgotten suffering. It was this that made the first appeal when he had seen it twenty years before on a visit to England. Later, Garre Castle figured in such dreams as he had; finally the place became necessary. He had bought it at a heavy figure and had never regretted his purchase.

The castle was the light of his eyes. He was least objectionable here; was, on occasions, almost human. He never slept a night away. If he was in town he did not sleep there. Only the hotel servants and Julius knew this. However important the business might be that brought him to London, he was back at the castle by night, even if he left again in the morning before the world was awake. The castle was his one recreation. He would spend days wandering around the walls, hours in speculation upon some stone. Who placed it there? What was the man’s name, what life did he live, what was he paid? Always it came back to that question. There were no unions in those days, no walking delegates. If a labourer got fresh they took him out and hanged him.

High from the walls of Sanctuary Keep a stout oak beam projected. Beneath was a narrow doorway. Through this slit men had been pushed, with a hempen collar around their neck, fastened to the beam above. That was the way to deal with workmen who got fresh. And the Green Archer who had stolen his lord’s good venison. He had died on that beam. It was proper that he should, thought Abe Bellamy. People who go thieving should hang. That ought still to be the law.

He sat that evening before the huge stone fireplace in the library, watching abstractedly a fire of logs that crackled and spluttered. The room was a handsome one, expensively and usefully furnished. The walls were panelled from floor to raftered ceiling, and over the recessed windows heavy blue-velvet curtains had been drawn. From the fire Mr. Bellamy’s eyes roved up to the stone shield above the fireplace, with its rampant leopards, which the action of time had almost obliterated. Beneath, and more distinct, was carved the de Curcys’ motto: “RYTE YS RYTE.”

“They spelt pretty badly in the old days,” thought Abe complacently. He was not much of a speller himself. “Right is right!” A fool thing to say, anyway. Like saying that “black is black” or “water is wet.”

It was late, and his evening task had been completed, but he was loath to leave the deep armchair in which he sat. At last he rose, pulled back the curtains which covered the door and unlocked it. Then he returned to the fireplace and pulled a bell cord. Julius Savini answered the summons.

“You can take all these letters on the table, draft answers, and let me have them in the morning,” he growled. “I shall be here for the next month, so if you want any time off you had better tell me.”

“I have an engagement on Wednesday,” said Julius promptly, and the old man muttered something under his breath.

“All right, you can take it,” he said.

When the man had gone he began to pace the room restlessly. There was an uneasiness in his mind which he could not understand, and for which he could find no reason. He went back to his desk, took a key from an inside pocket, and unlocked the lower drawer. He did this almost mechanically, and the leather folder was on the desk before he realised the cause of his restlessness.

“You are a fool,” said Mr. Bellamy calmly. “You’re lovely, but you’re a fool. My God! What a fool you are!”

He had opened the folder and was looking down at a large cabinet portrait of a woman. She was wearing the costume of twenty years before, and it looked singularly old-fashioned and quaint; but the face was very young and sweet, and the calm eyes, that seemed to be searching his, had a beauty that was almost unearthly. Abe Bellamy licked his dry lips and gazed at the picture through narrowed lids. Then he turned it over calmly.

The second photograph was of a man of between thirty and forty. “A fool,” said Abe calmly; “you were just that, Mick.”

The third photograph was of a child, little more than a baby. This he turned in his hand. At the back was pasted a newspaper cutting: “The undermentioned officer was killed in air fighting on or about May 14th, 1918. Lieutenant J. D. Bellamy, United States Army.”

He turned the photograph over again and was closing the folder when something attracted his attention, and he bent his head closer to the desk. Ash — cigarette ash! Mr. Bellamy did not smoke cigarettes. Julius Savini, on the contrary, did. He stretched out his hand for the bell, but thought better of it. After all, it was his own fault; he knew the character of the man, and if he could not keep his private documents from the curious eyes of a lock-picking crook he only had himself to blame. Before he left the library that night he put the folder in a wall-safe that the panelling hid and locked the door. He did this every night. For the space of two hours nobody could enter the library. Julius, working in a room at the other side of the entrance-hall, had his door ajar and saw his employer come out and turn the switches that extinguished the library lights.

“You can go to bed,” said Bellamy gruffly. It was the nearest he ever approached to saying “good night.”

His bedroom was the one apartment that looked outwards from the walls of the castle, for it was situated in the angle of what was known as the Hall Chamber — a great room, darkly panelled, and seemingly bare of furniture. There were two doors to the room, an outer of stout oak and an inner a framework covered with ancient leather. To this latter was attached a steel latch, which was connected by means of a silken cord to a pulley within reach of Mr. Bellamy’s hand when he was in bed. By this means it was possible for him to keep his door fastened during the night and to lift the latch in the morning to his servant without getting out of bed. He closed the outer door and locked it, shut the leather door and slipped the latch in its socket. Then he undressed and went to bed by the light of a candle. His last act before retiring was to take from an inner pocket a long, narrow key, which he put under his pillow. He had followed the same routine for eight years.

He was a man who slept well but lightly, and instantly he was asleep. Three hours later he was as instantly awake. He never drew his curtains at night. A full moon was shining in a cloudless sky, and though the rays did not fall upon the window there was sufficient reflected light in the chamber to enable him to see clearly what was happening. The leather door was slowly opening…inch by inch, noiselessly, steadily.

He waited, moving only to thrust his hand beneath his pillow and grip the butt of the automatic which he had planted there in preparation for some such contingency as this. The door was now wide open, and he expected every second to see the intruder pass into the room. Rising stealthily in bed and resting his elbow on his knee, he covered the edge of the door.

A minute passed, and there was no sound or sign of the intruder, and, throwing back the bedclothes, he leapt to the floor and ran out through the door, pistol in hand. The moon was streaming through the windows of the corridor, flooding the hall with light. At first he saw nothing, and then it seemed that the Thing moved from the shadow into the full light.

A tall, thin, green figure, with a dead white face, that stood stiffly facing him, bow in hand. Green from head to toe, a vivid, startling; skin-tight green that could not be mistaken. Green everywhere, save that white face that stared blankly.

For a second only the old man stared spellbound, and then his pistol jerked up and he fired twice. As he fired the figure disappeared from view. It seemed to melt into the black shadow instantly. Abe ran forward, his pistol arm extended stiffly, but when he came to the spot where the figure had been there was no sign of archer, no other evidence of his presence than two bullet holes in the panelling of the wall.

The old man made a quick search. There was a door near where the figure had disappeared, which led to a circular staircase and down to the servants’ quarters. He tried the door; it was locked. And then a thought struck him, and he went quickly back along the corridor, past the open door of his own room, and came at last to where Julius Savini was sleeping. The door was fastened, and he rapped sharply.

“Savini!” he called. There was no answer. By this time the servants had been aroused, and he caught a glimpse of a man in shirt and trousers coming towards him and called him by name.

“What is wrong, Mr. Bellamy?”

“Don’t ask fool questions,” snarled the old man. “Get dressed, rouse all the servants, and search the castle. Phone down to the lodge and wake the keeper. Hurry.”

At that moment Savini’s door opened, and he stood, a startled figure in his pyjamas, holding a lighted candle in his hand.

“What—” he began. Bellamy pushed past him into the room and glanced round suspiciously.

One of the long windows was open, and he strode across and looked out. A narrow parapet ran immediately beneath the window. It was broad enough for a man to walk upon, given the requisite nerve.

“Didn’t you hear the shot?”

“I heard something. I think it must have been you pounding on the door. What has happened?”

“Dress and come down to the library.”

Suddenly he lurched forward without warning and jerked open the jacket of Savini’s pyjamas. A square foot of bare chest was his reward, and he grunted his disappointment. He had expected to see a skin-tight green vest.

Savini dressed quickly and went down, to find the old man in the library, pacing up and down like a caged lion. “Who locked the door of the servants’ stairway?” he asked.

“I did,” was the reply. “You gave me instructions to see that the door was locked every night.”

The old man eyed him keenly. “And you’ve got the key, of course?”

“As a matter of fact, the butler has it. I give it to him because he’s up earlier than I. He has to open the door to let in the cleaners.”

“Where is the key now?” snarled Bellamy, his red face inflamed still further. The great jaw was outthrust and his eyes were the merest slits. “I tell you this, Savini, if you’re not in this. Green Archer fake, I’ve made one of the few mistakes that I’ve ever made. Find Wilks.”

Savini went out into the grounds to discover the butler, accompanied by the two keepers that Bellamy maintained.

“I’ve got the key in my pocket,” said Wilks, when the other had explained his errand. “It couldn’t have gone that way, Mr. Savini.”

He was carrying a bright vapour lamp, and this, when he came to the library, the old man requisitioned. They went upstairs again to the bedroom floor, and the butler turned the key of the little door and swung it open.

“Give me that lamp,” said Bellamy. He pulled his pistol from his pocket and went cautiously down the circular staircase, followed by the two men. At the foot was another door, which was unlocked, and this led into an annexe of the castle kitchen — a vaulted chamber used as a storehouse for provisions. Both doors which led from this apartment were bolted from the inside. Mr. Bellamy cast the light of his lantern up the broad chimney, but saw nothing. “He couldn’t have gone this way,” he grumbled, and then irritably: “There was no other way he could have gone!”

The light of dawn was in the eastern sky when the search was finally finished. Mr. Bellamy sat before the newly kindled fire in the library drinking a cup of scalding hot coffee with savage, noisy gulps, whilst his secretary sat silently, and a little wearily, watching him. He stifled a yawn, not so furtively but the old man noticed it.

“There’s something behind this Green Archer business, Savini,” he said, breaking a silence that had lasted the greater part of an hour. “A ghost! Pah! I believe neither in ghosts nor devils. There is nothing on God Almighty’s earth, under or over it, that can scare me! I am devil-proof and ghost-proof, Savini, and that fellow has got to be bullet-proof to get away with it if I ever find him!”
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“Father,” said Valerie Howett next morning at breakfast, “I want a country house.”

Mr. Howett looked up.

“What’s that?” he asked, startled.

“I want a country house,” said Valerie.

He thought she looked tired and pale. There were dark shadows under her eyes, and a certain listlessness of manner which caused him some concern.

“I’ve seen a wonderful old place. It isn’t far from London, and it has the disadvantage of adjoining Abe Bellamy’s estate.”

“But, my dear,” said the troubled man, “I have certain duties to perform in America, and I can’t stay on here through the winter. Though it could be fixed, I suppose,” he added. “Where is this place?”

“At Garre — it is called Lady’s Manor, and is an old dower house that at one time belonged to the castle. It would want a whole lot of renovating.” She looked down at her plate and went on tactfully: “I thought it was just the place for you, daddy, if you are ever going to write your book.”

Mr. Howett dreamed a dream of writing a political history of England. It was a project he had had in mind for twenty years and for which he had accumulated an immense amount of data. The fact that perfectly good political histories of England existed was less a deterrent than a spur to emulation, and Mr. Howett scratched his cheek thoughtfully.

“It is so very quiet and peaceful. I’m sure, daddy, you’ll never be able to write your book when you get to America with all your business distractions and your engagements. And of course you couldn’t write in a noisy town like London, which is almost as bad as New York.”

“Quiet, is it?” said Mr. Howett feebly.

“You could hear an infinitive split,” she said flippantly, with a touch of her old buoyant spirit.

“I don’t know that that’s a bad idea, Val,” said her father, leaning back and contemplating the ceiling. “And the rest would be good for you. It isn’t a bad idea. I’ll cable New York and see if it can be arranged. You’re not afraid of ghosts?” he asked, dryly, and she smiled.

“No, I’m not afraid of ghosts,” was the quiet reply, “if by ghosts you mean the Green Archer.”

“That is certainly a queer business.” Mr. Howett shook his head. “I don’t know Bellamy, but from what I’ve heard of him I should imagine that he’s the last man in the world to be scared by anything except an income-tax official.”

“You’ve never met him?”

Her father shook his head. “No, I’ve never met him. I’ve seen him often enough — he’s been here in the hotel. I don’t like him, and I’m not greatly impressed by that yellow-faced secretary of his.” She rose, and he hastened to her side to help her from the room. “Valerie, you must see the doctor or an osteopathist about that ankle of yours.”

“It will be quite well today,” she said. “I’m going to lie down, do nothing, and see nobody.”

She waved his assistance aside with a laugh and walked to her room unaided, if a little shakily. Later in the morning came a visitor who would not be denied. Mr. Howett knocked on the door of his daughter’s bedroom. “Here’s Captain Featherstone. He says he wants to see you. Can he come in?”

“If he promises not to bully me,” came the reply. “I’m not in the mood to be lectured.”

“Why on earth should he lecture you?” asked her astonished father.

“Tell him to come in.”

Jim Featherstone came into the bedroom on tiptoe, with such an exaggerated air of concern that the girl could have shaken him. “It is very sad to see you stretched so low,” he said; “and please don’t scowl, Miss Howett. I have come here oozing sympathy.”

Mr. Howett went back to his sittingroom to write out a cablegram.

And then: “Where were you last night, young lady?”

“In bed,” she replied promptly.

“And the night before?”

“Also in bed.”

“Will you think I am indelicate,” he demanded, “if I ask you whether in your dreams you paid a visit to the salubrious neighbourhood of Limehouse, looking for a man who is known as Coldharbour Smith?”

She uttered an exclamation of impatience.

“Wait!” He lifted a solemn hand warningly. “In searching for Mr. Coldharbour Smith, did you tumble into a free-for-all fight in a restaurant mainly frequented by Chinks and negroes?”

She shuddered at the remembrance.

“From which you were rescued by an honest but homely sailor — not, however, before you were badly kicked by one of the brutes.”

“You weren’t the honest but homely sailor?” she said, aghast.

He shook his head. “No; he was one of my men-Sergeant Higgins. A very good fellow, though there is nothing of the male vamp about him. Why do you do these things?”

“Because I must,” she answered doggedly. “I ought to have seen Creager before this terrible thing happened. I knew of him, knew that he was on Bellamy’s payroll for some horrible thing he had done in the past. And this other man.” She shivered again. “It was terrible.”

“Coldharbour is not nice,” agreed Captain Featherstone. “People who run the kind of establishments at he runs are not as a rule pleasant. So Coldharbour is also on the payroll, is he?” he mused. “I didn’t know that. Where do you get all your information?”

“I have paid for it,” she said, declining a direct answer, “and I think it is fairly reliable.”

He considered for a few moments, studying the carpet attentively.

“My own impression is that you’re defeating yourself,” he said. “Fortunately, Coldharbour was not on view the other night. If he had been, Bellamy would have known within twentyfour hours.”

He saw the tears come to her eyes, and the unexpectedness of the sight took his breath away.

“I’ve tried everything,” she said, “everything. I suppose I’ve been wilful and foolish and vain enough to believe that I was cleverer than all the police in the world, but I’m beginning to think I’m not.”

His eyes met hers. “Are you chasing a shadow, Miss Howett?” he asked gravely.

“No, no, no,” she cried with vehemence. “I’m sure of it. Something here tells me that I am right.”

“Will you answer me this question?” said Featherstone, lowering his voice. “Who is the woman you are seeking?”

He saw her lips close tightly. “I cannot tell you that,” she said. “It is not my secret alone.”
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It was a sudden impulse and a desire to meet again a man so far from the world and its everlasting struggle that made Spike Holland jump at the suggestion offered by his news editor that he should try to persuade John Wood, of Wenduyne, to contribute a series of articles on child welfare.

Leaving London by the early boat-train, Spike spent five uncomfortable hours on a bleak and troubled sea. It was not so much the possibility of securing the articles — they were certain, because Wood had already expressed his willingness — as the likelihood of obtaining even a scrap of information about Abe Bellamy that took him abroad. There was curiously little data available concerning the old man, and Spike had the impression that the philanthropist could have told him a great deal. The abruptness with which he had changed the subject when Bellamy was mentioned suggested this.

Spike was glad to step to the solid foundation of Ostend Quay. He had half an hour to wait in the Place de Gare before there hove in sight the little train that runs to the Dutch frontier, and he was glad to get to the shelter of a first-class compartment. Rain was now falling heavily, and a chill wind swept bleakly through the square. A frequent visitor to Belgium, he knew the route by heart, that dreary way across the dunes, the only points of interest the deserted gun emplacements which the German left in his retreat. Le Coq was a howling wilderness, but Wenduyne had the appearance of a town. A summer resort, it was deserted now save for a shivering policeman, who stood in the tramway shelter and eyed him curiously as he struggled up the steep incline that led to the digue in the face of a strong northwesterly wind.

The digue was a desolation. The faces of the pretty villas were boarded up, and billows of sand lay in patches on the neglected promenade. The tide was in, and a tawny sea was lashing furiously at the very foot of the embankment as he walked swiftly along, his coat buttoned to his chin. Presently he came to 94. A tall, narrow fronted villa like its fellows, its stoep and entrance were hidden behind a grey weather-board, pierced by one door, at which he knocked.

His knock was answered by a squat old woman with a slight moustache. She looked at him a little uncertainly.

“What is the name? M’sieur does not receive,” she said in French.

“He expects me, aunty,” said Spike. “I wired him.”

The woman’s dull eyes lit up.

“Perfectly I remember. Will m’sieur come this way?”

John Wood was sitting at a large ormolu writing-table as the visitor entered, and he rose and put down his pen.

“You came in spite of the weather? Stout fellow! Sit down, Mr. Holland. And before you ask me, I will gladly undertake the writing of the articles you referred to in your telegram. I need all the publicity I can get for my scheme, and I am a shameless advertiser.”

They discussed the articles in detail, and Spike faithfully conveyed all the prejudices, requirements as to length and subject that Syme had impressed upon him. The squat lady with the moustache brought wine and coffee, with wafer-like biscuits. “How quiet and peaceful you are here!” said Spike enviously. “I thought you were a bit nutty, living in Wenduyne through the winter. What a place to write!”

John Wood smiled. “I won’t take you up to see the quiet-disturbers. They are enjoying their siesta.”

“Have you any children here?” asked Spike in astonishment, and Wood nodded. “Thirty,” he said. “Three floors full.” He pointed to the stairway that led to the upper part of the building. “I only have the quite healthy ones here. The sanatorium is at the back of the town.”

They talked of babies for an hour. Mr. Wood seemed inclined to talk of nothing else.

“Mr. Wood, I have an idea that you know a great deal more about Abe Bellamy than you say. You don’t like him, do you?”

Mr. Wood was playing with a golden figure of Pan, an exquisite little statuette that stood on his writing-table. “I know enough to hang him,” he said without lifting his eyes.

Spike heard, amazed. “You know enough to hang him?” he repeated. “That’s a pretty serious thing to say.”

Wood raised his eyes. “It might be if I were not speaking in absolute confidence to a man I trust,” he said.

Usually Spike hated to be told anything in confidence, but for once he was eager for unpublishable news. “I have no proof — absolutely none,” the child-lover went on. “Nevertheless, I know sufficient to hang him. I don’t say that he would hang on my unsupported statement. The law is very tender of human life.”

“It was a child, of course,” said Spike. “Without suggesting that you have no use for grownups, or that you would not get heated up over the shooting of a fat man, I fancy from your tone that it was a child.”

“He killed a child,” nodded the other, “a child I dimly remember having seen. Whether he or one of his hirelings was immediately responsible I do not know. He hates children. He would sooner take his last dollar and cast it into the sea than give the filings of it to help a child!”

“Can’t you tell me what he did-was it in America?”

“In America many years ago,” said Wood. “I’m afraid that I have already said too much. Sooner or later I shall have proof. I have had two men working on the slight clues I have been able to furnish, and they have been working for years, one in London, one in America.”

“He was in trouble with a children’s protection society in America?”

“I know; but that had nothing to do with the case I am referring to. There was another case in New York city. He nearly killed an officeboy; threw him down a flight of stone stairs. Yes, I have Mr. Bellamy’s public record at my fingertips. It is his private record that I am seeking. The man is a born brute. It isn’t only children that he has beaten. It cost him five thousand dollars to stop a case for assault brought by his valet. He hasn’t had a valet since.”

“The Lord makes queer people,” said Spike.

“The devil makes queerer,” retorted John Wood, his fine face darkened. “He throws some men back to the animal stage of existence.”

Spike launched a question that he had been pondering all the way across the sea. “Do you think that the Green Archer is one of his victims?” he asked, and John Wood’s brow cleared.

“There are quite a lot of people,” he said quizzically, “who think that the Green Archer was invented by a certain newspaper correspondent, whose name it would be impolite to mention to your face!”

A staggering arraignment of his veracity which amused Spike. “I’d be glad to be the author of a stunt that fooled England,” he confessed; “but unfortunately the credit goes to the Green Archer himself.”

He told the story of the last visitation, and John Wood questioned him closely.

“Who saw the ‘ghost’ besides Abel Bellamy?”

“Nobody. Perhaps the old man invented it.”

“It isn’t likely.” John Wood shook his head. “There is nothing subtle about Bellamy. He’s just animal all through. You may dismiss that supposition from your mind. The Green Archer is real enough if Bellamy has seen him.”

His face clouded again and he lay back in his chair deep in thoughts. They were evidently not pleasant. Suddenly he rose, and, going to a safe at the end of the room, he opened it. He was there for some time, and when he returned he had something in his hand.

Spike had risen to go, for he had only a few hours at his disposal and he had taken up a lot of time discussing the articles.

“Look at that, Holland.” It was a baby’s shoe of white kid; stained and discoloured. “Some day, if judgment does not overtake him before, I will show this shoe to Abe Bellamy in an American court of justice. It will be a woeful day for him!”

It was at this moment that the old woman came in with a broad grin on her homely face, and in her arms a tiny bundle of white. “M’sieur, the little Allemande will not sleep until she has seen you.”

She held up in her arms a rosy-faced baby with big, staring eyes that sought first the glittering chandelier. From the light she moved her head jerkily towards John Wood, and opened her small, wet mouth in a delighted gurgle.

The change in the man was amazing. He seemed to melt instantly. The laughter and bubbling joy that was peculiarly his came back to his face as he reached out and caught her in his arms. “Here is a coin from my treasury, Holland, more wonderful than Bellamy’s millions. A little enemy! How ferocious she is, Holland! You may call her Hun and she doesn’t care!”

The baby’s soft cheek was against his, and Spike saw the tears in his eyes and marvelled.

As Spike went forth smiling to the gale he looked round. John had the baby sitting on the edge of his desk, one hand about her, the other holding before her delighted eyes the golden figure of Pan.
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Julius was met by his employer the next morning with a cryptic greeting. Mr. Bellamy was never his brightest in the early hours, and he usually worked off his spleen by a shower of fault-finding. “Don’t let my dogs see you,” said Abe. “You’d make less than a square meal for them.”

Julius was interested in spite of his unease. There were no dogs in the castle, for Abe was not a lover of pets. His employer explained. “I’ve bought a couple of police dogs,” he said, “and they’ll go on duty in the hall and corridor from tonight on. If you take my advice, you’ll stay in your room until I’m up.”

Later, Julius saw the dogs — dour, unfriendly, and wolf-like. In their strange new home they were unapproachable except by Abe himself. He was absolutely fearless, and the animals seemed to recognise immediately and to acknowledge his mastership.

“Handle ‘em,” said Abe. “Don’t be afraid. Touch ‘em.” Julius put forth a nervous hand at the nearest beast, and jumped back in a fright as the dog snapped at him.

“You’re scared, and he knows you’re scared. Come here, you!” He snapped his finger, and the dog lurched forward, wagging his tail, and sat down, his intelligent head lifted to the big man’s face.

“The man who sold ’em to me said I wouldn’t master ’em in a month. He’s a fool. That house has been rented,” he said, going off at a tangent. “What do you call it?”

“Do you mean Lady’s Manor?” asked Julius in surprise.

The old man nodded. “They beat me to it by five minutes. I was on the ‘phone to the agent this morning and he told me he’d hired it. Do you know anything about that?”

“No, sir; this is the first I’ve heard. Who is the newcomer?”

Abe Bellamy shook his head. “I don’t know and I don’t care,” he said. “Why couldn’t they go somewhere else?”

Later in the afternoon Julius accompanied him across the broad, tree-studded path on a tour of inspection. “I guess that’s the place,” said Bellamy, pointing with his stick to a squat, grey house, the roof and chimneys of which showed over the high wall which surrounded the park. “I’ve seen the house before, but I never thought of buying it. Is that a door in the wall?”

“It looks like one,” said Julius. “There was probably a connection between the castle and Lady’s Manor. It was what they call a dower house.”

The door proved to be an ancient, iron-studded structure that evidently had not been used for years. Its ironwork was rusted, and the surface was half covered with ivy. The fact that it would mean a day’s work to open the door did not satisfy the old man. “Have a mason in from the village and fill up that doorway,” he said. “I’ll not risk prying people wandering about my land. See to that, Savini.”

Julius made a note, and that same afternoon two workmen came from the village and began clearing away the ivy and the weeds preparatory to bricking up the doorway; and when Valerie Howett, viewing the rank garden of her new home, heard the click of steel against stone, she guessed what was happening on the other side of the dilapidated gate.

In many ways Lady’s Manor had been a surprise. A more careful scrutiny had revealed the fact that very little interior repair was necessary. The walls of every room were panelled, the ceilings were raftered and needed no more than a coat of whitewash. One of the inlaid floors was badly in need of repair, but to her joy Valerie found that it was possible to move into the place almost at once, and this was a step which she decided to take.

The obedient Mr. Howett agreed, and before the cleaners were out of the house, or the wash on the ceiling dry, huge furniture lorries passed in procession through the quiet lanes of Berkshire and backed into the drive of Lady’s Manor.

From his bedroom window Abe Bellamy one morning saw smoke rising above the trees in the direction of the house and grunted. He was up earlier in these days, because the servants showed a pardonable reluctance to entering the living part of the castle until the watchful police dogs were leashed. These guardians of the night ranged, the castle at large, and Julius once heard the soft patter of their feet in the night and shivered. And the presence of dogs had been effective, for since their arrival there had been no sign of the Green Archer.

Mr. Bellamy caught a glimpse of a headline in the Daily Globe: “POLICE DOGS GUARD THE CHICAGO MILLIONAIRE FROM A GHOSTLY ARCHER,” and growled angrily. But he had resigned himself to this undesirable publicity; and although he bore a grudge against Spike Holland, he did not feel called upon to wage a vendetta against the reporter, though in the past he had ruined newspaper men for less. And on the top of this Spike Holland had the audacity to appear at the lodge of the castle and demand admission. This was the day following his return from Belgium.

“Tell him,” snapped Abe Bellamy over the telephone, ‘that if he comes anywhere near I’ll set my dogs on him.”

“He says he has some information about Creager, the man who was murdered the other day.”

“I don’t want to know it,” roared Bellamy, and slammed down the telephone.

A little while later, going into the grounds on one of his restless excursions, he stood stock still, momentarily paralysed with wrath and astonishment. The redhaired reporter was walking calmly across the green, a cigar in the corner of his mouth, his hands in his pockets. One of these he removed to wave a cheerful greeting to the dumbfounded millionaire.

“How did you get here?”

“Over the wall,” said Spike brightly.

Abe Bellamy’s red face went a shade darker.

“You can go over the wall again,” he said harshly, “you’ve no right here, you scum. Get!”

“See here, Mr. Bellamy. There’s no sense in making a fuss. I’m here, and you might as well listen to me.”

“Listen nothing. Get out!”

The old man came towards the reporter, and there was no doubt as to his intentions.

“I think you’d better listen,” said Spike quietly and not budging an inch. “The police have found a copy of a letter that Creager wrote to you about a man called Z, and they are mighty anxious to know the year it was written in and who was the man.”

Instantly Bellamy’s attitude changed.

“A letter?” he said incredulously. “Written to me? Did the fool — did he keep copies of his letters?”

Spike nodded.

“They found hundreds of copies in his bureau. I guess it was a practice of his.”

Abe Bellamy thought a while. Then: “Come inside,” he said gruffly, and Spike followed him, triumphant.
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“Now, let’s hear all about this. How do you now about the letter, anyway?”

“I was there when it was found,” said Spike. “In fact, they’d have passed it over if I hadn’t seen it.”

“They would, would they?” said the old man grimly.

“I saw it and made a copy before the inspector realised it was anything important.”

He took out a pocketbook and extracted a sheet of paper, which he opened and laid on the table.

“I’ll read it to you,” he said. “There’s no date, a fact that has rattled the police. ‘Re the man Z. He is in my ward, and he is a very quick tempered fellow. I think I could do what you suggested at our meeting, but you would have to pay me well, because I might lose my job. Especially if anything went wrong and another warder saw me. Also, it might be very painful for me and I might seriously injure myself, and I must know where I stand financially. I don’t like Z. He is too smart and ready, with his tongue, and there has already been a little trouble with him. If you want to go ahead with this, will you see me tomorrow? I am going on my holidays and shall be staying with relations at Henley. If it is convenient, perhaps you could see me there.’

“(Signed) J. CREAGER.”

Abe Bellamy read the letter twice, then folded it up and handed it back to the reporter. “I don’t remember receiving it. I know nothing whatever about Z., whoever he may be, and I never paid him money except for the service he rendered me.”

His tone was unusually mild, though Spike saw that it was only with an effort that he was keeping his temper.

“But it was at Henley he saved your life, wasn’t it?” Spike persisted. “It is rather a coincidence he should have fixed it for you to meet him there. Maybe he knew you were going to fall into the river?”

“I want none of that fresh talk, Holland,” exploded the old man. “You have all the information you’ll get from me. As to this letter, there’s no proof that he ever sent it. Maybe you faked it and put it amongst his papers. What were you doing at the search, anyway?”

Spike folded the letter and put it back in his pocket.

“What was I doing?” he repeated. “Well, I guess I was just around. You’ve nothing to say to this letter, Mr. Bellamy?”

“Nothing. I never received it. I know nothing whatever about the man he mentions. I did not even know that Creager was a prison guard until I read it in the Globe — my favourite newspaper,” he added sardonically, and Spike grinned.

“Well, that’s that,” he said. “Any more news of the ghost?”

“You get it before I do,” replied Abe. “All the information I have about that darned Green Archer I read in the Globe — a very fine newspaper, full of accurate information. Say, I’d rather go without my breakfast than the Daily Globe.”

“I suppose you don’t mind my looking over the castle?”

“You suppose wrong,” said Abe. “You can look over the wall you came across, and the sooner you look the better.”

To be perfectly sure that his unwelcome visitor had gone, he accompanied him to the lodge gates, and the lodgekeeper’s jaw fell at the sight of him.

“These walls are not high enough, Savini,” said the old man after Spike had departed. “Phone somebody in Guildford to come along and fix barbed wire on the top. And, Savini—” Julius turned at the door. “I didn’t mention this before, but I think it will save you a lot of trouble if I tell you now that a leather folder of mine, where I keep a few photographs, is no longer in the drawer of my desk; I’ve put it in the safe. If you want to look at ‘em, maybe you’ll come along and ask me and I’ll get ’em out for ye!”

Julius did not feel called upon to reply, and was incapable of making any adequate response, even if he had had the opportunity.

Garre Castle had undergone considerable renovation before Abe Bellamy had taken up his residence. Under the personal supervision of the old builder, gangs of men had spent the greater part of a month carrying out the work which he himself had planned. He was his own architect, his own ganger. He had introduced a new water supply and had electric light introduced into the castle and a system of gas radiation. There were gas fires in every room except the library and a great range in the kitchen.

This gas supply was the cause of considerable perturbation in the mind of Wilks, the butler, on the day Spike had made his unauthorised entrance to the castle grounds. The household accounts went to Bellamy direct, but by some accident there came to Mr. Wilks’ pantry and office the gas bill for the summer quarter, and he pondered on it for a long time before he interviewed his master.

“What is it?” asked Abe, scowling up at his servitor.

“This gas bill, sir, is wrong; they have overcharged us,” said Wilks, gratified that he was able to approach the lord of Garre on a matter in which he knew he would welcome instruction.

“Wrong? What’s wrong with it?”

“Well, sir, they’ve sent us a heavy bill for one of the hottest months of the year, when the gas range in the kitchen was out of order and we had to use coal.”

Bellamy snatched the bill from the man’s hand without looking at it. “Leave it,” he said.

“But we couldn’t have used a thousand feet of gas, and they’ve charged us—”

“Leave it!” thundered his employer. “And don’t open the bills — see? That’s not your job.”

It was the last straw. Mr. Wilks was well paid, but he had suffered much at the hands of this boorish boss of his, and his patience was exhausted.

“I’m not going to have you talk to me that way, Mr. Bellamy,” he said, “and I’ll be glad if you’ll give me my wages and let me go. I’m not used to—”

“Don’t make speeches — go,” said Abe. He put his hand in his pocket and flung a note on the table. “There’s your money. You’ll be out of this place in half an hour, or I’ll know the reason why.”

Spike was taking a modest lunch at the village inn when the tremendous news reached him. The dismissal of the castle butler was, to the village of Garre, an event of world-shaking importance.

The reporter left his lunch and went out to intercept the injured man.

“It was absolutely impossible to live with him,” said Wilks, trembling with annoyance; “quite impossible, sir. He’s not a human being, he’s a pig! And what with his seeing ghosts—”

“Have you seen the ghost?”

“No, sir, I haven’t,” said Wilks. “I cannot tell a lie; I have seen no ghosts whatever, and my own opinion is that the ghost is an invention of Mr. Bellamy’s for his own vile purpose. When I call him a pig, I am speaking as a man who has served in some of the best families. He doesn’t know how to live, sir! He’s got one of the handsomest diningrooms in the country, and he takes his meals hog-fashion in his library, which no gentleman ever does. And the meals he eats, sir! They would feed three regular people. He has two quarts of milk for breakfast, half a dozen eggs…” He enumerated Mr. Bellamy’s prodigious appetite.

He presented Mr. Bellamy in a new light to Spike. He never thought of him as a person who ate or drank or possessed the normal appetites of humanity. “What was the trouble that led to your leaving?” he asked; and the butler told him. No gas whatever had been used during the summer quarter, and the company had charged for twentyfive thousand feet.

“It was in his own interests I told him, and instead of being grateful, as a gentleman should be, he turned round and treated me like a dog. Well, naturally, Mr. Holland, I wasn’t going to stand for that.”

Spike listened to the recital of the butler’s woes, but gave little thought to the question of the gas company’s overcharge. Instead, he skilfully directed the conversation back to the question of the ghostly visitor, without, however, eliciting anything very startling except the presence of the police dogs, which Spike knew about and had already written up.

Nevertheless, all the time Mr. Wilks was talking he was furnishing a London newspaper with an interesting column which would eventually appear under the heading: “My Life in the Haunted Castle.”

Spike, going back to town, decided to call at Scotland Yard. Jim Featherstone was in, and the reporter was admitted immediately. “Well, Holland, what’s the news?” He pushed the cigar-box across the table, and Spike chose with great care.

“There’s trouble in Garre Castle,” he said. “The noble owner has fired the butler for butting in about the gas bill. I suppose four hundred years ago poor old Wilks would have been slung up by the neck and would have joined the goodly company of ghosts that gather at night to shoot dice in Abe’s backyard.”

“Say that all over again, and very slowly,” said Jim. “I am rather dense this morning. First of all, what was wrong with the gas bill?”

Spike told him, and to his astonishment the detective pressed him for details, questioning and requestioning until the reporter’s brain reeled. “What’s wrong with the gas, anyway?” he said. “That doesn’t seem to me to be much of a clue, unless you suspect Abe of running a secret whisky still.”

“The gas bill is the most important thing we’ve learnt from Garre Castle,” said Jim Featherstone quietly. “I’m greatly obliged to you, Holland. And, by the way, I’m going abroad for a week or two, so I shan’t be seeing you. But any information you get I’d be glad if you would tell my assistant. I’ll introduce you.”

Spike came into the news editor’s room half an hour later. “Mr. Syme, I’m certain that the big end of this Creager’s story is to be found in Garre Castle. The old man has just fired his butler, and we ought to get one of our men into his place right away. I’d go myself, but I’ve never buttled, and Bellamy would recognise my looks before I’d been there an hour. Can’t we send Mason or one of the other boys? We could fix it so that an employment agency sent him down.”

“It is an idea,” said the news editor.

It was also an idea which occurred to two other interested persons, almost simultaneously.
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“Wilful murder against some person or persons unknown.”

Abe Bellamy read the report of the inquest upon Creager without emotion. It meant no more to him than that the sum of four hundred and eighty pounds a year, which he had paid for many years, would now be saved to his pocket. It had been inconvenient and irritating to answer the interminable questions which the police had put to him regarding his acquaintance with the dead man; but that was all done with.

It is a curious fact that the bizarre character of the man’s death did not stir him. Nor did he himself associate the method of killing with the Green Archer. He was constitutionally prejudiced against newspapers, and from the first he looked upon the bringing together of the two circumstances as a stunt invented by journalists. Very likely the man wasn’t killed with an arrow at all. He was probably stabbed by some old lag who had a grudge against him; and if it was an arrow, then the murderer must have got his idea for a weapon out of the newspapers.

One thing he had noticed — and this had nothing whatever to do with the murder — was the gloom of his secretary. He attributed this wrongly to the revelation he had made that he knew Julius and his past, and, believing this, was content to keep him in his employ. The presence of the new tenants of Lady’s Manor caused him a little annoyance. They seemed in some indefinable way to encroach upon his majesty, though he did not exactly put the thought into those words. Who they were he neither knew nor cared. Except to Julius he never discussed outside matters, and his servants did not address him unless he spoke to them, and he never spoke except to complain.

A few days after the dismissal of Wilks he had occasion to snap at the new butler. “Young fellow, I want you to understand that I don’t wish you to come to any room where I am, unless I send for you. You were knocking at the door of the library last night, though Mr. Savini told you that I was not to be disturbed.”

“I’m very sorry, sir,” said the butler deferentially. “The ways of the castle are strange to me as yet, but I will not offend again.”

More than a fortnight had passed since the last appearance of the Green Archer, and Bellamy had no difficulty in finding an explanation.

“There’s something about a police dog that a ghost doesn’t like,” he said. “Or maybe there’s something about a ghost that naturally riles a police dog.” That night he was awakened from his sleep by the deep growl of one of the hounds, and, jumping out of bed, he came into the corridor. The lights were all on, as he had ordered, and one of the dogs stood stiffly in the centre of the passage, facing the broad stone stairway which led to the hall below. The old man whistled, and the dog turned and walked slowly towards him, stopping to look back from time to time. Presently he was joined by his companion, who came bounding up the stairs at the sound of the whistle.

“What’s wrong with ye, eh?”

Abe went back into his room, put on his dressing-gown, and slipped a gun into his pocket. Then, followed by the dogs, he descended to the hall. He saw nothing that was in any degree suspicious. Unlocking the library door, he walked in, switched on the lights, and made a search of the room without result. The big, heavy entrance-door was locked and barred.

Satisfied, he went upstairs again to his room. He had scarcely dozed off when again came the deep-throated growl, and this time from both dogs. He found them where he had seen them before.

They stood, rigidly pointing towards the main staircase, and this time when he whistled them one looked round but did not move.

He called them sharply, and they came to him.

“What’s the matter with you, you fool?”

A deep growl was the reply. Suddenly, as though they had seen something, they lashed round together and flew like the wind along the corridor, with Abe in pursuit. He found them in the hall, nosing the floor, and this time he turned on all the lights in the hall and made a search, but again without result. “You dogs are nutty,” he grumbled.

They were uneasy. Probably dogs had spells like these, he thought, and went to bed. As he was dozing off he heard them growl again, but took no further notice and went to sleep.

It was five o’clock; when he awoke, and it was still dark. He got up and pulled on his dressing-gown before he illuminated the room. And then his eyes opened wider. The door was wide open, the outer door unlocked, and he was certain that he had closed and fastened them when he came to bed for the last time. What had the dogs been doing? He went into the corridor to discover. At first he thought they were dead, but they were lying, one behind the other, against the wall, their legs outstretched. He shook one, and the dog opened his eyes, looked at him stupidly for a second or two, and closed them again.

Doped! thought the old man. So there had been something hidden all the time; but it was something human. The Green Archer was flesh and blood; he had never thought anything else.

The dogs recovered in half an hour and seemed none the worse for their misadventure. He himself took them down to the kennels. Why had the Green Archer come? What had been his object? It was not for the sake or demonstrating his ability to come in and out of the room at his will that he had taken the risk attendant upon drugging the dogs. What had he been seeking?

The bedroom contained few valuables, and what there were had been left intact. Robbery was not, obviously, the explanation for these visits. It was equally certain that the Green Archer was no practical joker, but had a very serious purpose.

Suddenly the explanation flashed on the old man. The Green Archer was seeking the key — the key that never left him by day and that was beneath his pillow by night. He carried it in his pocket at the end of a long steel chain. The first thing he did in the morning was to take it out and loop the chain about his neck when he went to his bath. The last thing he did at night was to return the key to his pillow.

It was a curious instrument-very long and very narrow and thin. The key! That was the explanation. And if it was that, then the Green Archer knew the secret of Garre Castle!

He almost ran into the library and slammed the door behind him. Savini, hearing the sound half awake, dreamt that the old man had shot himself, and smiled in his sleep.
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Spike had had a letter from his friend in Belgium that morning. John Wood was coming over at the end of the week and he wanted Spike to dine with him. One portion of his letter interested the reporter: “I was very grateful to you for the long account you sent me of Bellamy and the extraordinary happenings at the castle. Since then I have had the Globe and read your account, and the story of the Green Archer of Garre is very remarkable. In your covering letter you say that the Green Archer will sooner or later break the nerve of Abel Bellamy. As I told you before, you are wrong. Nothing in the world is going to frighten this evil man. Nor do I agree that it is inevitable that Abe Bellamy will be killed by the hand that struck down Creager. I think it is largely a matter of expediency with the destroyer, and Abe Bellamy’s fate depends entirely upon the nature of the discoveries which are made by the man who is ‘haunting’ the castle.”

The letter went on to deal in detail with his new scheme and its progress. He had succeeded in interesting a number of wealthy men in America and England, and his plan had progressed beyond his wildest hopes…Spike did not read the latter part of the letter very carefully, because for the moment he was not passionately interested in child welfare. He was, however, immensely interested in Abe Bellamy. He could not help wondering at the extraordinary difference in the character of the two men. This brutal giant, who sat like an ogre of old time in his fastness, emanating uncharity and hate, with the gentle soul whose life’s work was devoted to the interests of humanity.

He had a breakfast engagement with Mr. Howett, and he strolled along the pretty lane that skirted the high walls of the castle. Presently the Elizabethan chimneys of the old manor-house came into view. Spike was something of an antiquarian, and like most Americans, was better acquainted with the history of the historic buildings of England than the Englishmen who saw them every day. The manor-house had been built in the fifteenth century for a certain Isabel D’Isle, well beloved of a de Curcy. It had been partially destroyed by fire in the days of Elizabeth and immediately rebuilt, a fact which accounted for the Elizabethan character of the architecture.

The morning was bright, and, for the time of year, warm, and he found Valerie Howett in the garden superintending the planting of bulbs. “It looks as though you’ve settled down here for ever,” smiled Spike as he shook hands.

“I am settled here — for a long time,” she said quietly. “You will find father in his library. I am afraid you will think the house rather muddled, Mr. Holland, but father’s room is the most tidy of all.”

Something of the melancholy which seemed to be a settled characteristic of Mr. Howett had disappeared. He was bright, almost cheerful, and Spike, not knowing the cause, thought it was the change of air, until his host revealed his plans, showed him with some pride the papers he had accumulated, and even consulted him about the introductory chapter.

“Have you seen anything of your neighbour, Mr. Howett?”

“Who is that? Bellamy?” Mr. Howett made a wry face. “No, and I don’t want to see much of him either. Thank Heaven he’s rather an unsociable man and he’s not likely to be calling for tea! Holland,” he added earnestly, “have you ever got into this tea habit of ours? If you haven’t, don’t; it’s fatal. It is worse than drugs. Once you get the habit, you’re a slave for ever.”

The grounds of Lady’s Manor were not very extensive. There were little less than two acres, and their boundaries were marked by the castle wall. This Spike saw after breakfast, when the girl was showing him round.

“There seems to be a door here, Miss Howett.”

“There was,” she said ruefully, “but Mr. Bellamy has filled up the doorway on the other side.”

“Maybe he’s afraid of the Green Archer,” said Spike humorously, and quickly added: “I hope that is not an indiscretion, Miss Howett. You’re not scared, are you?”

“No, I’m not afraid,” she answered.

Spike surveyed the wall with a professional interest. “It is lower here than anywhere else round the castle,” he said, “and you’d have all the opportunity you wanted if you were inclined to make an excursion into Abe’s feudal domain.” He went forward and put up his hands and could touch the top of the wall.

“Two light ladders, and there you are. Gee! I’m beginning to envy you, Miss Howett. I’m not going to ask you to let me burgle the castle from your backyard, but if you gave me any encouragement I’d come along one dark night and go look for that archer!”

She laughed softly.

“I shall give you no encouragement, Mr Holland,” she said. And then: “Have you seen Captain Featherstone lately?”

“No, not since Monday last. He told me he was going abroad, though I doubted that. Honestly, Miss Howett, I had an idea that he was the new butler at the castle. I know he’s very interested In Bellamy, especially in the gas bill; though why the gas bill, Heaven knows!”

“What is that?” she asked quickly, and Spike retailed the domestic gossip of Garre.

“I told Featherstone that they’d fired the butler, and it occurred to me later that he might have applied for the job. These secret service men make real good butlers; some of them make nothing else. To tell you the truth, I had an idea of sending one of our men there, but by the time our city editor had considered the matter and had taken legal advice, and had examined his soul in the silence of the night and prayed for spiritual guidance, the job had been filled. Thinking it over, I decided that the new butler was Featherstone. For one thing, they say he’s a goodlooker, and for another he never comes into the village to give us a chance of seeing him. But I spoke to Julius this morning, and I guess Julius has a streaky past, and there are few officers of the law he isn’t acquainted with. If the butler had been Featherstone he’d have squealed to the old man.”

She was thinking. “Then Captain Featherstone was impressed by the gas bill?”

Spike nodded. “Maybe he’s a family man,” he said lightly. “Being a bachelor, the tragedy of the gas bill has never appealed to me.”

“Captain Featherstone is not married,” she said a little coldly, and went crimson when Spike apologised for his mistake.

“I don’t know why you should apologise,” she said with some asperity. “I’m just telling you that he isn’t married. Do you know Julius Savini?” she said, turning the conversation. “Can you tell me anything about him?”

“Why, no,” said Spike in surprise, “except that he’s a Eurasian. His father was an Englishman, his mother was an Indian woman, and I should imagine that Julius has the weaknesses of both. He used to run with the Crowley gang, though I have never known whether he was victim or directing genius. The police broke the gang over a year ago, and somehow Julius crept outside of the net, so maybe he was a victim, or,” he added, “a stool pigeon. I used to think it strange that he was in Bellamy’s employ, until I began to give it thought, and then I realised that Julius was the type that would suit the old man admirably. He was born a toady, he is utterly unscrupulous, and he’s frightened for his life of Bellamy. His head’s chock-full of stunt schemes for getting rich quick, but he has neither the stamina nor the grit to carry them out. That is Julius. I trust I am not doing him an injustice,” he added hopefully.

“I don’t think you are,” said Valerie.

Spike had taken up his quarters at Garre indefinitely. Twice a day he was in telephonic communication with the office; and although Mr. Syme hinted that the Green Archer, as an excuse for loafing, had almost outlived its usefulness, he would not take the responsibility of bringing his subordinate back to town.

Spike was speaking to the office that afternoon when he saw Valerie drive past in her car, taking the London road. The telephone at the Blue Boar was in the hall — a somewhat embarrassing circumstance for a man who wished to carry on a private conversation, for it was within earshot of the bar.

He walked to the door and looked after her, and then a thought struck him, and he came back to the telephone and called the office again. In a quarter of an hour he was connected, which was fairly rapid for that particular branch.

“Is that you, Mr. Syme? Miss Howett has gone to London. Do any of our boys know her? I think it wouldn’t be a bad idea to pick her up. Not for publication, you understand, but to give me a line?”

“Is she a line to the Green Archer?” asked Mr. Syme’s voice sarcastically.

“She’s not only one line, but the big four,” was the reply.
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Fay Clayton lived a solitary but not exactly a lonely life. The terms in her case were not synonymous. In her little flat in Maida Vale she was more or less of a recluse, but she had a host of friends and many venues where she could find recreation and amusement. It would not be true to say that she missed Julius. To her husband she gave an affection which none shared. She never had occasion to question his loyalty, and certainly during the past few months her financial position had been considerably improved.

She was in her little kitchen ironing a blouse when there came a knock at the door. Her maid (a euphonious title for the untidy woman who came in daily to clean the flat) was out on her morning shopping excursion, and Fay went to the door and opened it, expecting to see a tradesman’s boy. Instead, she met the gaze of a gaunt, hollow-eyed man, wearing an ill-fitting suit, the creases in which would have been eloquent to the initiated.

“Why, Jerry!” she said, opening the door wider. “Come right in.” She closed the door behind him, and he followed her into her sittingroom. “When did you come out?”

“This morning,” he said. “Have you got a drink? I’m dying for one.”

She brought a bottle from the cupboard and a soda siphon, set it before him, and he poured himself out a liberal dole. “That’s fine,” he said, smacking his lips, and the colour came into his pallid face. “Where’s Julius?”

“He’s not around, Jerry. He’s got a job in the country.”

He nodded and looked inquiringly at the bottle. “You’ll have no more of that,” she said, putting the whisky back in the cupboard and locking it decisively. “What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know. I suppose the crowd are all scattered? Julius in a job, eh? Is he going straight?”

“Certainly he’s going straight,” said Fay indignantly; “And, Jerry, you’ve got to find work too. The gang is broken up. Let it stay broken.”

They were brother and sister, though none would guess the relationship between the pretty girl and the hollow-faced gaolbird.

“I saw that copper Featherstone.”

“Did he see you coming here?” she asked.

He shook his head. “No, I met him up West. He stopped and asked me how I was and what I was going to do. He’s not a bad fellow, that.”

She made a little face. “You’re entitled to any illusion that comes into your head, Jerry. What are you going to do?” she asked again.

“I don’t know.” He pushed his chair back and looked thoughtfully down at the table-cover. “There’s a crowd that’s working the Atlantic boats that want me to come in with them. I’ve never done such work, and it will require a bit of capital — it costs a hundred for the return fare — and there’s always the chance of making a voyage without meeting a single mug. I suppose you couldn’t lend me the money?”

She bit her lip in thought. “I could,” she said slowly.

“I’m certain to make it pay,” he said; “and it is safer. You never hear of a ship’s crowd being pinched.” He looked round the room. “It’s good to be back. I’m tired of prison. I suppose I can stay here?”

She hesitated. “Yes, you can have Julius” room.”

“Doesn’t he come here?” he asked with a frown.

“He can’t. I hear from him every other day, and I’m not complaining.”

He looked at his creased clothes with an expression of disgust. “I shall want a new outfit. How are you off for money?”

“I can arrange that for you,” she said. “You can’t go out like that, Jerry. I hope nobody saw you come in. I thought they wouldn’t let you out for another six months.”

He laughed. “The prison doctor got me out,” he said. “My chest is bad, and I asked for special treatment, so they remitted a part of the sentence. They don’t want sick people in prison. I’ve got some clothes in the cloakroom at Charing Cross Station,” he said suddenly. “Perhaps, if you got those for me, I shouldn’t want very much in the way of extras.”

She took the slip from him. That afternoon she went to the railway station to secure the trunk. Taking a short-cut, her taximan brought her through Fitzroy Square. It was a locality which was not unknown to Fay, for there was a restaurant which had served her well in the past. It was a place of little rooms, where people could gather, certain that they were free from observation, and discuss matters of considerable moment to themselves. It was a favourite rendezvous of the gang in its palmiest days.

A man was standing outside the entrance, and with a gasp she recognised him. It was Julius. While she was leaning forward to tap frantically on the glass a car drew up and a woman stepped out. She saw Julius raise his hat, and then the two disappeared through the narrow portals of El Moro’s. Fay stopped the cab and got out. She had seen Valerie Howett once before, and she knew her instantly.

Valerie looked round curiously at the ornate sittingroom into which she was ushered. Julius Savini dismissed the smirking waiter and closed the door, sensing her repugnancio-a Portuguese word that came readily to his lips and which exactly described Valerie’s emotions. “I’m sorry to bring you here, Miss Howett, but it is the only place where I was certain we should be free from observation.”

“What sort of a restaurant is this?” she asked curiously.

“It is very well known,” said the tactful Julius. “Won’t you sit down, Miss Howett? I’m afraid I haven’t very much to tell you,” he said, when she had seated herself on the edge of a plush-covered chair. “Mr. Bellamy is making it more and more difficult to discover anything.”

“Did you get the photograph for me?”

He shook his head. “When I went to take it I found the drawer empty. Bellamy must have found that I had been searching his desk, and he as good as told me so. I’ve taken a great many risks for you, Miss Howett.”

“And I have paid you,” she answered coldly. “I’m not quite sure, Mr. Savini, that all the risks have been taken for my sake or for the sake of the money I pay you. You have your own plans, of that I am sure, and you are working as much for yourself as for me. But that is not my business. I must have that photograph. You say there were others?”

“There was a portrait of his nephew,” said Julius, and the girl’s eyes opened.

“His nephew?” she said incredulously. “I didn’t know he had any relations at all?”

“I only guess it is his nephew. He was killed in the war, anyway.”

Fay Clayton had guessed that Julius had a profitable sideline, and in this she was not mistaken. Every scrap of information that Valerie Howett obtained of Bellamy’s doings, of his acquaintances and movements, had come from the sleek Eurasian, and the girl’s purse had been the gold-mine from whence came Fay’s enlarged income.

“There was nothing on the back of the lady’s photograph — nothing to indicate whose picture it was? Oh, why didn’t you take it when you had the opportunity?”

“I’m sorry I didn’t,” he said ruefully, “but if he’d found it gone he would have fired me out. I shudder to think what would have happened.” And Julius did literally shudder.

“You said in your note that the Green Archer had been and had drugged the dogs.”

“He went into Bellamy’s room too,” nodded Julius. “There’s only one important piece of information I have for you, Miss Howett. The old man wrote to Smith this morning. He made me take the letter to the post office and register it. By the way, it was sealed, and from its weight I should think there was money in it. Smith has more than Creager had. About a hundred pounds a month I think the sum is. I know, because I had to draw a hundred last month from the bank, and that same night Mr. Bellamy came to me for money because he wanted to pay Wilks — that was the old butler — for something that he’d bought.”

“Who is the new butler?” asked Valerie.

“I don’t know him, miss. He’s a very pleasant fellow, but I see very little of him.”

Valerie thought awhile. She had made one unfortunate attempt to come into contact with the second of Bellamy’s hirelings, and it had nearly ended disastrously. She was certain in her mind that through Coldharbour Smith lay the solution to the mystery she was trying to unravel.

“I want to know more about that man,” she said “You have found nothing touching him?”

“Nothing. Bellamy has very few private papers, and those are in the safe. It would take an expert to open the door, and Mr. Bellamy keeps the key with him all the time. It is the one key he carries, and it never leaves him. I’ve been in his room in the morning before he has been up and I’ve never seen it, so I imagine he takes it to bed with him.”

“Let me know at once if there is any fresh development. Mr. Bellamy is getting in some new dogs, you told me?” she said with a faint smile as she rose. “It will be easy to convey information now that I am at the Lady’s Manor. A note thrown over the wall-”

There came from outside the sound of angry voices in altercation. Suddenly the door was flung violently open and a woman appeared. Her face was flushed, her eyes bright with fury, and it was some time before she could master her voice to speak to the astonished girl. Then: “I’d like to know what you are doing here with my husband, Miss Howett?” she asked shrilly.

“Your husband?” said Valerie, looking from the woman to the wilting Julius.

“My dear, it is quite all right. I am seeing this lady on business,” quavered Julius.

“On business, eh?” The woman stood with her hands on hips, surveying her agitated husband. “That’s a fine story. You’ve come to talk business. Couldn’t you talk to her at her hotel? What do you come sneaking here for-”

“My dear, I can explain everything. I was coming straight to see you — I swear I was. I had some business with Miss Howett-important business.”

“And does Miss Howett come here alone to see you on important business?” said the woman, lashing herself into a fury. “Does she come to a place like El Moro’s without somebody to look after her? Of course she doesn’t!”

“Of course she doesn’t,” said a cheery voice from the doorway. “Miss Howett came with me.”

And then, to the amazed Valerie, Captain Featherstone said: “I came up to ask you how much longer you’d be, Miss Howett. You haven’t forgotten that you’ve an engagement at four?”

Valerie gathered up her furs and followed the detective down the stairs, feeling very foolish and very angry; and she was peculiarly feminine in that her anger was not directed either to Julius or his virago of a wife, but to the man who had made so timely an appearance.
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Jim Featherstone handed the girl into the car and followed her without invitation.

“There are some places where you can go, and others where I, your indulgent chaperon, cannot allow you to be seen, and El Moro’s is one of those places. It is a house of call of the most undesirable type of criminal, and I shall have something to say to brother Julius, when I get him alone, for taking you there.”

“It was my fault,” she said. “I asked him to find a place where I should not be recognised and where we could be quite alone.”

“May I suggest,” he said, “that in the future you go to the top of St. Paul’s Cathedral or in the Crypt of Westminster Abbey — both highly respectable places?” Then, in another tone: “Julius, of course, has been supplying you with information about Bellamy’s household. I suspected that all along. I warn you, Miss Howett, that this man, though he will serve you up to a point more or less faithfully, will not hesitate to doublecross you. He has a game of his own—”

“I know that,” she said quietly. And then: “I suppose you’ve been following me all day?”

“Most of the afternoon,” he said.

“Do you know, Captain Featherstone, you are getting on my nerves.”

“You have been on my nerves for months,” he answered calmly. “You don’t imagine that I’m getting any pleasure out of chasing you all over London, do you?”

Instantly she was penitent.

“I’m-I’m very sorry,” she said humbly. “But you have an extraordinary knack of making me feel foolish, and I suppose I resent that. I’m ever so grateful to you for coming to me at that moment. It was more than a little embarrassing. Is she his wife?”

He nodded.

“From the almost childish pride which the excellent Fay has in displaying her wedding ring I should imagine that this is a genuine marriage.”

“I thought you were abroad,” she said.

“I am very sorry I’m not abroad. If I were following my natural bent I should be climbing the Tyrolean Alps,” he said; and she did not know how untruthful this young man could be, for there was no place in the wide world he would have sooner been at that moment than by her side in the smooth-running Rolls that was carrying them through the busy West End.

Suddenly she uttered an exclamation of annoyance.

“Oh, I forgot to ask him—” she began. “And that was one of the things I wanted to know.”

“Perhaps I can tell you,” he said, but she shook her head.

“You wouldn’t be able to tell me what I want,” she said, and he laughed.

“Some day you’ll realise that as an information bureau I have no equal.”

She hesitated a second and then opened her bag and took out a stout yellow package, which she unfolded carefully on her knees.

“I see. A plan of the castle,” said Jim immediately.

“It is an old plan. I got it from a bookseller in Guildford. It is not the castle as it is today, but as it was two hundred years ago. You see, there are no livingrooms, and this place”-she pointed with her finger-”which is the library, is called the Hall of Justice.”

He nodded.

“It was the place where the old de Curcys tried their prisoners,” he said promptly. “And that” — he pointed— “which is now the entrance-hall of the castle, was the torture chamber, where prisoners were induced to tell the truth. There are moments when I regret the abolition of torture-rooms, for the crime which is most prevalent in England today is the crime of wilful perjury. Now, if we only had a few picturesque instruments of torture hanging above the witness-chair—”

“Please be serious,” she said. “Are you sure that this is the library?”

“Perfectly sure. I have plans more modern than yours. I got them from the late owner of the property.”

“Could you let me have them?” she asked eagerly.

“Why?”

“Well, because I want them.”

It was not a particularly convincing argument, but to her surprise Captain Featherstone agreed.

“I’m giving you one piece of advice, my young friend,” he said, “and it is this. Go, if you wish, to Limehouse and investigate Coldharbour Smith’s little hell. Pay as many visits as you like to El Mora’s, and I’ll undertake that nothing beyond your reputation for intelligence shall be smirched. But do not try single-handed investigations at Garre Castle.” He spoke slowly and earnestly, and she could not mistake his seriousness. “You’ll never get in by ordinary methods. I want you to promise me that you’ll try nothing extraordinary. Will you promise that?”

She considered a while.

“No,” she said frankly, “I cannot honestly promise that.”

“But what do you expect to find?” he asked in despair. “Do you imagine old man Bellamy is leaving around written confessions for intruders to read? Do you suppose for one moment that, even if you got into the castle, you would make any tangible discovery? Leave it in my hands, Miss Howett. I’m afraid for you. I’ll be perfectly truthful and tell you that. I’m afraid because I know something of this vicious man. I’m afraid because of the dogs that would show you no mercy. But most of all I fear the Green Archer!”

She could not believe her ears.

“You are actually afraid of the Green Archer?” she said. “Surely, Captain Featherstone, you are joking?”

“I am afraid of the Green Archer,” he repeated doggedly. “Valerie, you are blundering into the most terrible danger, danger that is no less awful because it is vague. I do not ask your confidence; I do not press you to tell me why you are seeking Mrs, Held, or what Mrs. Held is to you, or even the circumstances of her disappearance. In good time, perhaps, you will take me into your confidence. Your father said you would.”

“He has told you nothing?”

Jim shook his head. “Nothing. Will you promise me that you will not attempt to get into the castle?”

“I cannot promise that,” she said. “I think you are exaggerating the danger, and perhaps you are underestimating the importance of my search.”

“Perhaps I am,” he said after a pause. “I think I’ll get down here, if you will be kind enough to stop your car.”

It was in Whitehall that he got out. Not until he had left her did she begin to realise the character of the service he had rendered and was still rendering. He believed in the Green Archer! She smiled. She never expected that the Green Archer would make so extraordinary a convert to the occult.
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The train that carried Julius into Berkshire brought also two ferocious-looking dogs, in charge of a kennel-man. Julius saw them on the platform of the little town which was nearest to Garre. They seemed a little more unfriendly than their predecessors, and one of them was muzzled. “Are they for Mr. Bellamy?” he asked the man.

“Yes, sir,” was the reply, “and I wish him joy of ‘em, for these fellows are fiends!” There was only one taxi at the station, and this Julius claimed. Though he was loath to do so, he invited the man in charge of the dogs to accompany him to Garre, and it was not a comfortable journey.

Once again Abe Bellamy demonstrated his extraordinary mastery over animals. The dogs seemed to respond to that which was brute in his nature, and when, immediately on their arrival, he unmuzzled the fiercer of the two and patted its tawny head, the great dog lay down at his feet. It was Abe who took them to the kennels without lead or whip, and they followed meekly at his heels and joined their fellows, submitting to the chain without so much as a bark. The old man seemed to find an unusual pleasure in his accomplishment, and walked back to the hall with Julius, who had followed him at a safe distance, almost facetious over his secretary’s timidity.

“There’s no real devil in you, Savini. That’s what the dogs just hate. You are just poodle — one of those long-haired insects that these women carry around; these hounds are man-dogs.” He looked up at the frowning keep above his head, and his eyes kindled at the sight of the hanging beam. “Those were the days, eh, Savini? If I’d lived five hundred years ago I could have set those dogs on to you, and by God I’d love to do it!” He meant all he said. Even the mental picture of the terrified Eurasian fighting back those savage beasts afforded him a thrill of pleasure. “But the police would come chasing me, I guess,” he said with a sigh, “and I’d have to get up in the witness-stand and lie. There’s too much law nowadays, Savini. And what is law? It is something made by weaklings to protect weaklings. Men who can’t fight for themselves ought to die. I read in the Globe about a fellow in Belgium who’s got a baby home and an institution for treating sick children. What does he want to cure the sick for? It’s just patching up useless citizens and encouraging the cunning to beat the strong.”

Julius agreed. He found it less wearing to agree than disagree with the man who paid him.

“I heard about this fellow from my lawyer,” said Abe, to Savini’s surprise. “There was a…fellow I knew that was…killed in the war.” For a second the spectre of a smile hovered about his gross lips, as though he found something amusing in the tragedy. “A fool airman — yuh. This Wood was a friend of his, and after the war produced a will or sump’n that gave him all this…this…well, he was a relation of mine…gave him all his property. It wasn’t much,” he added with satisfaction. Julius knew that he was talking about his dead nephew; he guessed the original of the photograph in the leather folder had stood in that relationship. “That’s how I know him. He’s not a friend of mine. I’ll bet he’s making money out of that baby stunt of his. All these holy guys get a bit on the side.”

This, was a pet theory of Abe Bellamy’s, and he was not alone in his illusion that pure altruism is a quality that exists only in the imagination of fools. He did not turn into the hall, but continued past the open door, his hands behind him, and Savini walked with him, knowing that he would probably be cursed for intruding on the old man’s solitude if he stayed, and be bullied if he offered an excuse for leaving. “I’ve had that water-gate fixed,” said Bellamy, at last, and Julius heaved a sigh of relief at the discovery that he was expected to be present, “I can’t exactly settle in my mind how that green spook gets into the castle, but the water-gate seems the only way,”

They came at last to the great iron grille, which had now been backed with stout wooden planks. Over the spiked gateway barbed wire had been strung.

“If he comes this way he’ll come no more,” said Abe, “though how in thunder he can find a way into Garre, even if he makes the courtyard, is a puzzle to me.”

“Possibly he gets into the castle during the daytime and hides himself,” suggested Julius.

“Don’t be a fool! Every room is searched before sunset-you know that. No; he has a way in that we haven’t discovered.”

Supposing that the Green Archer was human (and here the superstitious Julius had his doubts), it was little short of miraculous that he could come and go at his will. There were only two sets of windows overlooking the grounds, those in the unused diningroom, which were narrow and covered at night with steel shutters, and Mr. Bellamy’s bedroom, which were well out of reach. The butler occupied a room in Sanctuary Keep, and this might also be included as a point of entry but for the fact that the narrow windows were twenty feet from the ground and the room was always occupied during the hours when the archer was most active.

Spike Holland, occupying his favourite post of observation, which was the top of the castle wall about a hundred yards from the keeper’s lodge, observed the tour of inspection through a pair of powerful field-glasses, and presently saw the old man and his secretary disappear in the castle entrance. The arrival of the new dogs was the cause of Spike’s vigilance.

Later, at the telephone, his news editor had a few caustic comments to offer. “That Garre ghost story is getting a trifle thin, Holland, and I don’t think that the new dogs quite justify your holiday. Can’t you get into the castle and interview Bellamy?”

“What’s the matter with interviewing the ghost?” asked the sarcastic Spike. “It’d be easier. I’m just about as popular with the old man as a cigar lighter in a powder plant. Let me stay on, Mr. Syme. I’ve got a big notion that things will happen at Garre before the week’s out. And I’m fixing an interview with Bellamy…honest…No, I’m not inventing.”

Spike had a peculiar instinct for trouble, and he sensed trouble here. There were all the elements and constituents of tragedy under his hand. Strolling aimlessly through the village, he heard the harsh warning of a motor-horn and stepped aside to see Valerie pass. The car pulled up a dozen yards farther on, and she leant out and beckoned him. “Mr. Holland, will you come in?” Spike jumped into the car, wondering what was the cause of her obvious embarrassment.

“I want to ask you a favour,” she said a little breathlessly. “Have you…could you get me a revolver?” Then, seeing his eyebrows lift, she went on hurriedly and a little incoherently: “Lady’s Manor is rather isolated, and it occurred to me…well, it is lonely, isn’t it? And Mr. Howett never carries firearms of any description. I wanted to buy one…an automatic in London, but I found that there are stringent police regulations and one has to get a permit…Then I saw you, and it occurred to me…”

“Surely, Miss Howett,” said Spike as she stopped to take breath. “I’ve got a gun at the hotel. I don’t know why I carry it around in this peaceful land, but I certainly have one. If you’ll wait I’ll go get it.”

He returned to the Blue Boar at a run and presently reappeared.

“It’s loaded,” he said as he slipped the weapon from his pocket, “but it is only a little one. And, Miss Howett, if you ever kill a burglar with it, will you give me the exclusive story?”
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Bellamy seldom read newspapers, but the Globe had forced itself upon his attention. The only newspaper he ever read with interest was a local weekly, the Berkshire Herald, and even this he did not read himself. It was part of Savini’s duties to read this journal aloud before dinner every Thursday, the day on which it was published. Sometimes he had to read every line that was printed, from the first advertisement on the front page to the account of some obscure agricultural show on the last. At other times his master was less exacting.

Although he did not mix with ‘the county’ and neither invited nor accepted invitations, Abe Bellamy was interested in all that happened within the confines of Berkshire. He never refused a subscription that was asked of him, but invariably declined personal interviews. He gave largely to local funds, insisting, however, that his name should not appear. Julius used to wonder why a man so sour and naturally uncharitable gave so unsparingly. It was certainly from no desire to help his fellow-men or to contribute to the happiness of the unfortunate. Once, when he had remarked on the size of a cheque which Bellamy had sent to the funds of a Hunt Committee, the old man had growled a sentence which was, perhaps, an explanation for his generosity. “I guess Garre Castle has always given,” he said.

He was carrying on the traditions of the dead overlord whose banneret had floated on the flagstaff of Sanctuary Keep.

When they had come back from the kennels Julius remembered that the Berkshire Herald awaited discussion, and groaned inwardly, for he was not in the mood for reading aloud the puerilities which filled the pages of the local sheet. He rather hoped that the arrival of the new dogs would so completely absorb the old man that he would forgo his usual Thursday recreation; but Abe’s first words as he entered the library dispelled that illusion.

The old man was in his chair, his hands clasped before him, his pale eyes fixed on the blazing logs.

“Get that newspaper, Savini,” he said, and Julius obeyed. Today the old man was in his most requiring mood. Julius had to read column after column of stock sales, a lengthy account of a political meeting at a neighbouring town in which Bellamy could have had no interest whatever.

“I don’t get their politics — never have,” he grumbled. “It’s all graft, anyway.”

Presently Julius reached the column which was devoted to personalities. It was a column plentifully interspersed with advertisements extolling the virtues of cattle cakes and mechanical reapers.

“Here’s something about the people at Lady’s Manor,” he said, looking up.

“Read it,” commanded his employer.

Bellamy sat, his head bent forward, his eyes closed. He seemed to be asleep. Once, and only once, Julius had made the mistake of believing that he was. He had never repeated his error.

“The new tenant of Lady’s Manor,” he read, “is a famous oil magnate, whose life has been something of a romance. Emigrating to America, he was a poor farmer in Montgomery County, Pennsylvania—”

“Ah!” Abel Bellamy was suddenly wide awake and sitting upright. “A farmer in Montgomery County, Pennsylvania?” he repeated. “Go on, go on.” Julius was taken aback by this sudden interest. “Go on!” roared the old man.

“…but a sudden stroke of fortune enabled him to purchase a larger farm in another part of the state, on which oil was found, a discovery that laid the foundation of his great fortune. Both Mr. Howett and his daughter, Miss Valerie Howett—”

“What?” The word was almost screamed. Abe Bellamy was on his feet glaring down at the secretary, his eye flaming. “Valerie Howett!” he yelled. “Valerie Howett! You’re lying, you swine!” He snatched the paper from the man’s hand and peered down at the printed page. “Valerie Howett!” He repeated the words in a whisper. “Oh, my God!” For the first time in the course of their acquaintance Julius saw his master shaken. The hand that came to his lips trembled. “Valerie Howett,” he repeated, staring blankly at the secretary. “Lady’s Manor…Here! You can go,” he said curtly. “Leave the newspaper. I’ll ring for you when I want you. Tell them to serve my dinner quickly.”

Savini had been in his own room across the hall less than ten minutes before he heard the door of the library open, and Bellamy called him. “Come here, you!” he commanded. He had recovered from his agitation and was his normal self again, though the shock he had received had left its mark. “I suppose you’ve been sitting over there wondering what was biting me,” he said. “Well, you needn’t. I knew somebody named Howett once, and a young lady whose name was Valerie. It was the coincidence that got me rattled. What is she like?”

“She’s very beautiful.”

“Beautiful, is she?” said the old man thoughtfully. “And her father?”

“You must have seen him, Mr. Bellamy,” said Julius. “They were staying at the-Carlton, and on the same floor.”

“I’ve never seen him,” interrupted Abe impatiently. “What is he like?”

“He is rather a tall, thin man.”

“Miserable looking, eh?” asked Abe keenly.

“Of course, you’ve seen him,” said Julius.

“I haven’t seen him; I’m merely asking you. And his wife — is she with him?”

“No, sir. I believe Mrs. Howett is dead.”

The old man stood with his back to the fire regarding his cigar attentively. He bit off the end and lit up before he spoke. It was very unusual for Mr. Bellamy to smoke before dinner, and Julius wondered whether the cigar was a sedative to badly-damaged nerves.

“Perhaps I have seen him,” he said at last. “And the girl’s beautiful, eh? Clever and bright. Dark or fair?”

“She’s dark.”

“And full of life, eh? Vivacious — that’s the word, ain’t it?”

“Yes, Mr. Bellamy, I think that describes her pretty accurately.”

The other man took out the cigar and looked at the ash; then he put it back between his strong, white teeth and stared up at the raftered roof.

“Her mother is dead,” he repeated. “Where had she been living before she came back to England? Find out. I want to know whether she was in New York in” — he looked at his cigar again— “seven years ago. Staying at the Fifth Avenue Hotel. Send a cable right away and see if you can get any information. I want particularly to know if she was staying at the Fifth Avenue Hotel on the seventeenth of July, 1914. Go right away to the post office. If it is closed, take the car and go to London. Send it to the manager of the hotel; they are certain to have records. Now hurry!”

“If the post office is closed I can get the message through on the ‘phone,” said Julius, and Bellamy nodded. He looked at his watch. “Seven o’clock. It is two o’clock in New York. We ought to get a reply tonight. Tell the telegraph people that we’re getting an urgent wire through. Ask them if they can keep open for us. It doesn’t matter what it costs. Now, make no mistake about this, Savini: I want to know tonight! They’ll know my name. I had a room there all that year. I wasn’t there, but I had a room there,” he added. “Now hurry!”

Julius got through on the telephone and came back five minutes later with the information that the message was on its way. He found the old man exactly where he had left him, the cigar in the corner of his mouth, his hands clasped behind him, his head bent. “Have you ever spoken to this girl?”

“Once, Mr. Bellamy. Quite by accident. I saw her at the Carlton,” replied Julius.

“She never showed any interest in me, I suppose? Never asked you questions about me or my life?”

Julius met his suspicious eyes. “No, sir,” he said with well-simulated surprise. “If she had I should naturally have told her nothing, and reported the circumstance to you.”

“You’re lying,” said Bellamy. “If she had asked you for information and had paid you well enough, you would have told her all you knew. I guess there’s nothing in the world, short of murder, that you wouldn’t do for money.”

At that precise moment Julius would have added even the crime of homicide to his many others.
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Keeping in the shadow of the castle wall, which formed one side of the village street for a few hundred yards, Julius strode out in the direction of Lady’s Manor. It was a fairly long walk, for the manor-house lay to the north of the town, and it seemed longer because he was in a hurry to get through with his mission.

He was reaching out his hand to open the gate when he became aware that somebody was standing in the shadow of the yew hedge. Savini almost jumped. “Who is that?” he asked sharply, and then the figure moved and he saw it was Mr. Howett.

“Mr. Savini, isn’t it?”

“Yes, Mr. Howett. I’m sorry I — er — but you gave me a start.”

In the moonlight Mr. Howett’s lined face seemed pale. It may have been a trick of the light, but Julius could have sworn that the pallor was unnatural. “You are going to see Miss Howett?”

“Yes, sir…I wanted to ask her something. It isn’t too late?”

“No, no. But, Mr. Savini” — he seemed to be embarrassed— “will you as a great favour not tell Miss Howett that you saw me?” he asked.

“Certainly,” said the astonished Julius.

“She thinks I am in bed, and she might be alarmed if she knew I was out. I — I sometimes like to walk at night.”

“I shall not mention that I saw you, sir,” said Julius.

He rang the bell at the porticoed entrance, and the maid opened the door and seemed to be astonished to see him. Miss Howett was up, she said, and left him to go in search of her mistress.

Glancing back to the gate, Julius observed that Mr. Howett had disappeared. He was ushered into the big drawingroom, and found Valerie waiting for him.

“It is very late to call, Miss Howett,” he said, “but there is a matter I wanted to see you about.”

“You need not apologise, Mr. Savini,” she said. “My father is in bed — he goes to bed early-so you can have all the time you want.”

Julius had his own views on Mr. Howett’s early retirement, but did not express them.

“The old man behaved in an extraordinary fashion tonight when he learnt that you and Mr. Howett were the new tenants of Lady’s Manor.” And he told her what had occurred. As the recital went on a light came to her eyes.

“Then it is true!” she said. “It must be true! If he behaved that way it was because his conscience was working! Why should the mention of my name excite him?”

“That is what I wondered,” said Julius. “What do you think was the cause?”

But here she was not prepared to offer information.

“That is all, Miss Howett,” said Julius, rising. “Why he is so frantic about you I don’t know.”

He was lingering at the door when she recalled her indebtedness to him.

“Really that doesn’t matter, Miss Howett,” he protested as she counted out the notes. “I feel I ought not to be taking money from you at all.”

“The labourer is worthy of his hire,” she smiled, and he was not at all sure whether he ought to regard that as a compliment.

Left alone, the girl had to face a decision. There was a great conflict progressing in Valerie Howett’s mind. She had decided upon a course which, by every standard of logic and reason, was doomed to disappointment, if not to actual danger; and she had made this decision on top of Jim Featherstone’s warning. She was not so perverse, she told herself, that she was contemplating doing the very thing he begged her not to attempt, just because he had begged her to refrain. Her common sense told her that the castle was impregnable to an unauthorised visitor. It would be difficult to gain entry to an ordinary house; how could she expect to pass those loopholed walls, and, even if she did so pass, to find that for which she was searching? Now, when Bellamy knew or guessed who she was, the danger was intensified. And yet-here she argued against her judgment — there was a half-hope, if the old plan of the castle which she had procured was true in every detail, and if — and this was the matter which seemed most doubtful — the renovations which had been carried out in the past two hundred years had not altogether destroyed the ingress she had discovered. On the north side of the castle was what was known as the Water Gate. At some period the building had been surrounded by a moat. There had been a stream in the hilly woods behind, and the waters had been diverted to a channel which enabled the owner of the castle to keep his moat filled in spite of the fact that the castle stood upon a gentle rise. The spring had long dried up, and the moat was overgrown with grass, and in places had been filled in. But the Water Gate remained.

She had seen it from the windows of Lady’s Manor, a squat opening in the castle wall, barred by a heavy steel grille. It was through this gate that the tradesmen went on their way to the kitchens, and it was through this gate that Valerie had planned to make her entrance into the realms of Abe Bellamy’s dark mystery. Common sense told her that the kitchen buildings and the outhouses, which were reached through the Water Gate, would most certainly be distinct from the living part of the castle, and that, even if she found herself within the gate, she would be no nearer to her objective. Yet she thought, for all the folly of it, that she must make the attempt. There was a burning fire within her, a light of hope that not all the checks and discouragements that had come to her had extinguished.

Her father was, as she thought, in bed. The last of three servants she dismissed at twelve, telling the man that she had some work to do. She was invariably the last to retire, and her father was a heavy sleeper, she remembered gratefully. She sat in her little drawingroom trying to kill time. In preparation for the adventure she had dressed herself with special care, and she hoped that the shortsighted Mr. Howett had not noticed that she still wore the golf skirt she had worn earlier in the day.

After the last servant had gone she went out into the garden, and with the aid of an electric torch found her way to the wall, and to the two light ladders she had had brought to the house earlier in the day by the workmen who were still engaged in retiling a portion of the roof. She lifted one from, where it lay and planted it firmly against the wall. The second she put by its side, and, mounting to the top rung, she drew it up and lowered it on the other side of the wall, fastening the two together with a cord. This done, she returned to the house. It was too early to make her attempt, and she spent an hour idly. She had written two unnecessary letters to people in whom she was only mildly interested, and had begun a third when she was reminded that she had had a very poor dinner. The kitchen lay on a lower level than the remainder of the house, and was reached down a long stone passage and a flight of steps. She carried a candle with her, for Lady’s Manor was not wired for electric light.

Setting a match to a small stove, she put on the kettle and searched the pantry, being rewarded by the discovery of a plate of pastry, which she brought out and put on the table. Then she went back to the drawingroom, leaving the candle burning.

The house was painfully quiet. The silence was almost oppressive, and she wished that her new piano had arrived. Sitting down at her table, she tried to go on with the unfinished letter, but her mind was so occupied with her adventure that she could not concentrate her thoughts.

She was holding the pen in her hand, striving to bring her mind back to realities, when she heard a sound. It was a click — the sound of a key in the front door at the end of the hall. She sat for a moment frozen with fear, for her overstrained nerves were not proof against this unexpected call. A second passed, and then she heard the soft swish-swish of feet in the flagged passage. Nearer and nearer they came, and presently they passed the door.

Rousing herself, she ran to the door and flung it open. From where she stood she could see the reflected light from the kitchen candle, but nothing else was in sight.

“Is anybody there?” she asked sharply. “Is that you, Clara?”

The answer came in the shape of a crash, and then the light in the kitchen went out suddenly.

Her heart was beating fast, her breath growing shallow, but she bit her lip and restrained the cry of alarm that rose. She still had the electric torch in her pocket, and with trembling hands she pulled it forth and sent a wavering beam of light along the dark hall. And then she remembered Spike’s revolver, and returned to her table to secure it. Again she looked down the dark passage.

“Is anybody there?” she asked, and her voice echoed back hollowly.

There was no other answer, and, summoning all her courage, she went slowly along the hall, down the steps, and into the kitchen. The first thing she saw was the plate of pastry. It lay smashed on the floor. That was the sound she had heard, then.

She breathed a sigh of relief. The visitor was at least human.

She rekindled the candle, the wick of which was still glowing, and then she saw a curious thing. Though the plate lay smashed on the ground, two pieces still remained on the sideboard. Somebody had picked them up. The kitchen was empty. Beyond was a scullery, and from this a door which led to the coal-cellar. She tried it; it was fast.

Where had the mysterious visitor gone? The windows were barred; there was no place where he could hide. The door leading to the little courtyard at the back of the house was bolted and barred. The garden door Valerie herself had locked when she came in, after placing her ladders, and the key was in her pocket.

She tried the cellar door again, and for a second she had a thought of waking the house and bringing down one of the menservants to continue the search. That would mean that her own plans would have to be considerably altered. And then, in the corner of the scullery, she saw two sparks of green fire glaring at her, and jumped. In another second, with a laugh that was almost hysterical, she had lifted the cat.

“You poor thing! I thought you were a ghost,” she said. “How dare you break—”

She got so far, and then she saw a green arrow. It lay on the floor, its bright steel point nearest the fragments of plate, and stationary. A green arrow, with a vividly green feathered shaft.
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Valerie Howett did not faint. Slowly, mechanically, she put down the cat she held in her arms, and, stooping, picked up the arrow. The shaft was smooth, the point needle-sharp. The Green Archer! He had been there, in that very room. Where had he gone?

The sound of the kettle boiling over brought her back to realities. She extinguished the flame of the lamp and returned to the drawingroom, her appetite gone.

The Green Archer!-But she had nothing to fear from him. He was the enemy of Abel Bellamy. He was a friend! She tried to overcome the terror that was in her soul, and was partially successful. As one o’clock chimed from the village steeple she went out into the garden, and with knees that were curiously shaky mounted the ladder and descended into Garre Park.

Mr. Bellamy usually occupied two hours over his dinner. Sometimes a longer period, but never shorter. He broke all his rules when, half an hour after the meal had been served, he rang the bell for the servants to have the table cleared and removed.

“Phone to the lodge and tell them I’m expecting a visitor-a Mr. Smith. Have him brought up as soon as he arrives.”

“Yes, sir,” said Savini, understanding why the meal had been so short.

“Bring some brandy and a siphon of soda, and a box of those cheap cigars,” he said. “Was Holland surprised that I asked him to come up? I suppose he told you why I sent for him?”

“No, he didn’t,” replied Julius, not flinching under the old man’s scrutiny. “The servants are complaining about the dogs, sir,” he said. “They say the kennels are so near the kitchen that they dare not pass them.”

“Get new servants,” snarled Abe Bellamy. “And don’t carry kitchen complaints to me unless you want me to send you into the kitchen to eat.” The old Adam had not disappeared, even under the chastening influence of the discovery which he had made in the Berkshire Herald. Julius hastened to carry out his employer’s instructions, and wondered for what reason Coldharbour Smith had been summoned to Garre.

Later the old man varied his orders and sent Julius to the lodge to await the arrival of the visitor.

Coldharbour Smith was a man of fifty-tall, wiry, and coarse of speech; a dark, big-jawed man who might have sat as a model for a Sikes.

“Where’s the old man?” he said loudly.

“He’s waiting for you.”

“What’s he sent for me for at this time of night?” he asked truculently.

“I don’t know; you had better ask him.”

“You’ve got a lot to say for yourself,” said Mr. Smith. “Who are you?”

“I’m Julius Savini.”

“What, Julius? Old Julius? Thought you were in gaol. How are all the boys? And what are you doing here, Julius? Footman?”

“I’m Mr. Bellamy’s secretary.”

“Anybody here I know?” asked Smith as they were approaching the house. “How’s the old Green Archer?” He chuckled aloud and slapped his knee at the jest. “Fancy seeing green archers! Your liquor must be a bit strong, Julius. What do you drink — wood alcohol?”

Julius did not reply, and was glad when they reached the hall.

Coldharbour Smith — named after the police station which had sheltered him most often-had drunk far too much, and once Julius had to grip him by the arm to prevent his falling. Smith came blinking into the white glare of the library lights, and at a nod from the old man, Julius, withdrawing, was not ill-pleased to be absent from that interview.

“Sit down, Smith,” said Bellamy, pointing to a chair. “What about a drink?” It was then that Abe Bellamy saw the condition of the man. “You’ve been boozing, you dog,” he said. “Didn’t I tell you to come straight to me, and to come sober?”

“What’s the good of being sober?” asked Smith pleadingly, “when you’ve got a chance of being drunk? Answer that. You can’t. That’s logic, Bellamy.”

Abe Bellamy went to the table and poured out a glassful of neat brandy. Smith’s hand was extended to take the slight refreshment when he received the burning liquid in his face. He started back with a yell, put up his hands to his eyes, and rubbed frantically.

“You’ve blinded me!” he howled.

“Shut up! Here, take this.”

Bellamy took up a serviette that had been left behind when his dinner-table had been removed. He flung it at the man, and, moaning, the visitor wiped his face.

“That’s a dirty trick to play;” he whined. “You might have blinded me.”

“I hope I’ve sobered you, you drunken hound! If I haven’t I’ll find a better way. Get up!”

He gripped Smith’s collar and jerked him to his feet, and, dropping one huge paw on either side of the unprepossessing face, he held it as in a vice.

“You’ve been drawing money for five years and you’ve done nothing for it, you dog, and the first time I send for you, you come boozed! Now you’re getting sober, and you’d better! If pain will make you sober I’ll give you pain that you’ll remember to the last day of your life.” He glared down at the distorted face, and the thumbs closed over the man’s eyes. He struggled, gripping at the arms that held him, but he might as well have saved himself the exertion.

Presently: “Sit there!” Bellamy flung him down in a chair with such violence that the stout furniture creaked.

“I’ve got some work for you. You wrote me the other day saying that you’re tired of this country and you want to go to South America. That means that the police are after you, and it is any betting that they’ll get you. I may have a job for you that will take you away and give you spending-money for the rest of your life. May have, I say; I’m not certain. I’ve got to find out for sure. Are you sober?”

“I’m sober, Mr. Bellamy,” said the man sullenly.

Abe Bellamy looked down at him. “You’ll do,” he said. “You’re ugly enough. You’re like a snake, Smith, and just now I want a snake, or I may want a snake,” he corrected himself. “Now listen.”

He walked to the door and locked it. Then he returned to his guest, and they spoke together for an hour.
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The new butler occupied, as other butlers had occupied, what was known as the king’s room in Sanctuary Keep. It was approached by way of the bedroom corridor, and was the only room in the keep that was occupied. What at one time were plain uncovered loopholes had been enlarged into narrow windows that overlooked the main entrance of the castle. The butler had gone to his room long before Mr. Smith had departed, because he had work to do.

When he had arrived he had brought with him two modest grips, one of which contained a change of clothing and linen, and the other certain implements which had been prepared for him in a hurry by a scientific instrument maker. As he laid them out on the table they appeared to be steel spikes about a yard in length.

Near the point there was a broad “eye,” shaped like the eye of a machine needle, in which had been inserted small thermometers, protected by semicircular shreds of glass. These he surveyed with satisfaction before he searched in his bag for a mallet, which was unlike any other mallet, its head being of rubber.

At the bottom of the grip was a knotted rope, attached at one end to an egg-shaped steel clip. This he fastened about the end of his iron bedstead and pulled. Since the bedstead was fastened against the wall nearest the windows, there was no need to look for any better attachment. He put a second suit and a pair of felt boots handy. The world was very quiet and beautiful, the half moon turned a distant river to silver and painted the park in soft, elusive hues.

The butler turned out the light and went back to the hall.

It was ten minutes off twelve, and the sound of Smith’s taxicab was coming faintly to his ears when Abel Bellamy came from the kennels, his four big dogs trailing behind him. The butler was the only man up, Julius having delegated to him the task of locking up. Julius did not like dogs.

“Savini gone to bed?” said the old man as he bolted the door.

“Yes, sir,” said the butler. The dogs were sniffing about his feet, and the more savage of the four was growling softly.

“You’re not scared of dogs, eh?” said Abe. “Well, perhaps there’s no reason why you should be whilst I’m with ‘em; but don’t you wander about at night, young fellow.” And, as if to emphasise his master’s warning, the wolfish savage lifted up his head and barked.

“Shut up, you!” said Abe, secretly pleased at this confirmation of his warning. “You can go to bed, young fellow.”

The butler went upstairs, and though one of the dogs sniffed at his heels all the way up, he did not look round.

No sooner was he in his room than he locked the door and changed his clothes. Three minutes later he was passing down the rope, hand-over-hand; his instruments had been lowered previously.

He loosened the rope that held them and began his curious work. Near to the Sanctuary Keep he drove one of the spikes into the ground, the rubber mallet making little noise. This done, he walked on, keeping in the shadow of the wall. Presently he stopped and drove in another. The soil here was soft, and he had driven the spike until its head was buried before it occurred to him that he might have some difficulty in finding it again.

He took the bearing, marked it with a stone he found, and went on.

He encircled the castle and came back to the first of the rods he had driven, and drew it out, examining the face of the thermometer with a tiny flashlamp. It showed forty degrees, a normal temperature. One by one he drew out the rods, and they each showed the same figure. One he could not find. In turning to pick up the stone which marked it he had missed the exact spot. He searched carefully, but his fingers did not touch iron.

He was still searching when he heard the sound of a window opening above his head, and crouched back against the wall, realising that he was immediately under Bellamy’s room. Suddenly Bellamy’s bull voice shouted: “There he is!”

For a second the butler thought that he had been detected, but, looking across the park, he saw a sight that momentarily made him forget his own precarious position.

A figure had come from the cover of the northern wall and was moving stealthily towards the bush clumps that ran laterally across slopes that dropped down to the east wall.

It was a woman, and he guessed instantly who that woman was and started off at a run towards her.

Abe had not gone to bed immediately. He had had a shock. He wanted to think. Pulling up a chair to the open window, he sat down, resting his elbows on the sill and looking out into the silent park. The moon was between full and new, but it showed enough light to allow Bellamy a clear view almost to the lodge gates.

Neither the beauty of the scene nor its mystery interested him; his mind was far away from Garre Park, and twenty-one years behind the hour which was striking as he brooded there. Was it a coincidence, he wondered. There were thousands of people named. Howett, and hundreds of Valerie Howetts in the world. But a Valerie Howett that came from Montgomery County — that was narrowing the circumstances to a definite point.

If it were she! He bared his teeth in a merciless smile. What glorious news to carry to the Grey Woman! The thought revivified him, made him young again, and brought to the steady-beating heart a flutter which he had not felt for seven years. He rose up to his feet and peered from the window. Was it a shadow or a trick of the moon? He could have sworn he saw a stealthy figure moving under cover of the rhododendron bushes.

He saw it again; now he was sure: It had crossed a gap between the clumps. It could not be the keepers; they had orders to remain indoors at night. It was then that he shouted, and, turning, rushed out into the corridor. There was a scamper of feet, and two of the dogs came running towards him to rub their heads at his knee. The remaining two were downstairs in the hall. He saw their eyes shining in the darkness and whistled to them softly. Noiselessly he pulled back the well-oiled bolts and opened the front door, restraining the dogs until he was sure.

Yes, there it was.

“Go, get him!” he roared, and the four hounds leapt as one.

Across the green they sped, silently, swiftly. The intruder had seen the danger; so, too, had the butler. Abe saw the figure dart to the cover afforded by a belt of trees that ran parallel with the wall for some distance. Two of the dogs had seen their quarry, but one alone found the scent.

Valerie Howett flew along, her heart nigh to bursting, her breath coming in short, sobbing gasps, the patter of feet growing nearer and nearer, and behind them racing footsteps of somebody human. She reached the edge of the trees and plunged headlong into their cover. Could she reach the ladder? She dared not look back, and there was no need, for the dog’s laboured breathing came to her ears. Never once did she think of the revolver in her pocket, although every step she took brought the smack of it against her hip.

The wood lay on rising ground, a little hillock path led upwards, and the going became more, and more difficult. And then the dog leapt. She heard the snap of the fangs. They missed her heel by the fraction of an inch, and the dog lost ground. Her peril gave her superhuman speed, but she was coming into the open. She hardly realised this until she emerged with the crest of the hill before her.

It was her speed that carried her on, otherwise she would have dropped in her tracks in sheer terror. For, clear in the moonlight, his set, white, puffy face staring at her, was a slim green figure, and in his hand a long bow that glittered in the moonlight.

She could not stop herself. She was going from one horror to another, but her impetus carried her beyond the check of fear.

And then she saw the bow come up, heard the twang of a loosened string, and fell. Some heavy body struck her on the shoulder. She had a momentary glimpse of a great black and yellow hound as it stretched itself in death, and then she fainted.
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“Mr. Howlett wishes to know whether you are coming to breakfast, madam.”

Valerie sat up in bed and passed her hand over her eyes. Her head was throbbing.

“Breakfast?” she said dully. “Yes, yes. Will you please tell him I will come down?”

Had she been dreaming? She shivered at the recollection. It had been no dream. Her golf skirt, stained with dust, lay thrown across the back of the chair, and she remembered coming up to bed. Where had she been? When she had recovered consciousness she was in the drawingroom at Lady’s Manor. But how had she got there? The Green Archer! She shuddered. Had he carried her across the wall? The ladders would betray her, she remembered with a start, and got out of bed.

“You need not have come down, my dear,” said Mr. Howett, lifting his head to kiss her as she came into the diningroom. He put on his glasses and peered at her. “You’re not looking particularly bright this morning, Val. Didn’t you sleep well?”

“Very well,” she said.

“Then you went to bed too late.”

Breakfast was a mockery of a meal; she could eat nothing, and made an early excuse to go out and interview the servants.

“The garden door, miss? No, it was closed and bolted from the inside.”

“Bolted? I thought I’d left it open,” she faltered.

Of one thing she was certain: she had not reached the drawing room unaided. She must have been carried over the wall. How, then, could the garden door be bolted from the inside of the house?

She hurried into the garden and made for the wall. The first things she saw were the two ladders reposing on their sides. Then the unknown archer must have pulled up the ladders too.

She returned to the house and went into the drawingroom, hoping that there she would find something that would, give her an idea of how she had reached there. The room had been dusted, and the few odds and ends that the servants had found had, as usual, been placed upon one of the small tables. The first thing she saw was her handkerchief. It was smeared brown; somebody had used it to wipe her face. She had no recollection of using it herself. By its side was a broken sleeve-link. She looked at the link. It was of gold, with a tiny enamelled monogram. Valerie rang the bell for the maid.

“Thank you for putting these things together,” she said.

“Where did this come from?”

“I found it on the floor, miss, near the sofa. I thought it was Mr. Howett’s, but he says he hasn’t lost one.”

“But this is only a half,” said Valerie. The three tiny little links of the connecting chain had been broken in the middle. “Have you found the other?”

“No, miss.”

“Will you please help me look? They belong to a friend of mine.”

They searched the room, and after a while the maid said: “Here it is, miss.” It was under the edge of the carpet, and was the exact fellow of the other. “There were an awful lot of matches on the floor when I came to tidy up this morning, miss. One of them has left a burn.” She pointed to a black stain on the brand new Brussels carpet.

“Yes, I did it last night. I couldn’t find the lamp. That will do, thank you,” said Valerie.

She carried the link to the window and traced the monogram again.

“J. L. F.” James Lamotte Featherstone! It couldn’t be. It was impossible, she told herself. She slipped the link into the pocket of her sports-coat as the maid came in to announce a visitor. It was Spike Holland, and he was full of news.

“You didn’t hear the Green Archer last night, did you? Well, he was arching for old man Bellamy, and got one of his dogs. Bellamy is raising Cain. It appears he saw the archer in the grounds — the first time he’s ever been seen outside the castle — and loosed his police dogs at him. Result — one perfectly dead dog; happily the one that Julius was most afraid of, so there’s compensation in that. And, Miss Howett, I’m the bearer of an invitation from Abe Bellamy, Esquire, Lord of the Castle of Garre, and High Executioner of Berkshire.”

“An invitation for me?” she said in amazement.

Spike nodded. “Abe has suddenly become intensely ordinary,” he said. “He wants to show people his castle — or at least he wants to show you. It appears he saw your name in the paper — didn’t know you were staying around here, and he has asked you to come and see the home of the ancient Bellamys, he being the most ancient of them all.”

“That is very remarkable of him,” she said.

Spike nodded. “The invitation doesn’t extend to Mr. Howett, though I guess he wouldn’t object to him going along. And it doesn’t extend to me, either. But if you’re going, Miss Howett, and you’ll let me know the time, I’ve got the excuse I want for seeing over the castle; he can’t very well turn me back if I appear as your escort.”

She thought rapidly. “Yes, I will go — this afternoon after lunch. Will that suit Mr. Bellamy?”

“I’ll phone him and find out, but I should say any old time would suit him.”

“Mr. Holland,” she asked, “do you know where Captain Featherstone is at this moment?”

“He was in London yesterday,” replied Spike. “Julius saw him there.”

“He’s not in the village?”

Spike shook his head. “Why, do you want him?”

“No, no,” she said hastily. “I was curious, that is all.”

What could be the explanation, she wondered, when she was alone. It was Jim Featherstone who had carried her into the house-of that she was sure. There was no mystery about the bolted garden door; he must have passed through the front door and out of the house. And then she remembered the sound she had heard — the unlocking of the door, the swish of footsteps in the hall of Lady’s Manor, the broken plates — and the green arrow.

“It isn’t true,” she said aloud. “It can’t be true.”

She was trying very hard to be convinced against her better judgment that Jim Featherstone, Commissioner of Police, was not the Green Archer of Garre Castle.
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Knowing what she knew, Valerie was looking forward to her visit to Garre Castle with mixed feelings. She had never spoken to Abel Bellamy, though she had seen him often enough, and she wondered whether she would be able to disguise from his keen eyes the loathing she felt for him. She had had many opportunities of meeting him, but it was the fear that she would betray herself which had kept her from a closer acquaintance. She dreaded the meeting less because her mind was so completely absorbed by the discovery she had made that morning about Jim Featherstone. Every time he came back to her mind she grew more and more bewildered. What object could he have? She searched vainly for a reason. If Bellamy were under the suspicion of the police, there were scores of other ways by which they could keep him under observation. She was well enough acquainted with police methods to know that they would not hesitate to make an open search of Garre Castle if they had the slightest suspicion of the man. Why should he masquerade as the Green Archer? She shook her head hopelessly, and was glad when Spike arrived to escort her.

They found Julius Savini waiting at the lodge gates. “Bellamy said nothing about you, Holland,” he said. “You’d better let me ‘phone up.”

“Phone nothing,” said Spike. “I’m not going to allow Miss Howett to go into Garre Castle unless I am with her. I have a responsibility,” he said virtuously, “which I do not intend to delegate to anybody else, Savini.”

Eventually, without consulting his employer, Julius allowed the reporter to accompany the girl, and apparently the old man had expected his arrival, for he showed no sign of annoyance when Spike put in an appearance. He came out of the hall to greet her, and she braced herself for the meeting. She looked up at him, almost awestricken by his gigantic ugliness. The big, puffed, red face, his height, the suggestion of tremendous strength in the broad shoulders — for a moment she could not loathe him. There was something superhuman about him, something that explained his excesses, his immense hate, his wickedness. So, for the first time, Valerie met Abel Bellamy.

“Glad to have you come to the castle, Miss Howett.” Her little hand was lost in the big paw that grasped it. Never once did his pale eyes leave her face. “I kind of felt that I ought to be civil to a neighbour,” he said. “If I had known you were here I’d have asked you to come up before.”

In the east wing of the castle, that in which the unused dining room was situated, was a long picture gallery filled with works of the old masters. This was a side of his character that Spike had never suspected. “I didn’t know you were a collector, Mr. Bellamy.”

For a second the old man dropped his cold eyes to the reporter. “I have collected nothing in my life except money,” he said laconically. “I bought these with the castle. They cost half a million dollars, and I’m told they’re worth twice that amount. I want you to see this picture, Miss Howett,” he said. “It is called ‘The Woman with the Scar.’”

The portrait was an example of the Flemish school. It showed a beautiful woman with a bare arm, on which was the faintest indication of a cicatrix.

“Most ladies wouldn’t like to have their scars painted,” he said, “but from what I’ve heard of this painter, who was a Dutchman, he always drew what he saw. A young lady in these days wouldn’t stand for that, miss?”

It was a challenge, and, she accepted it instantly. “I’m not so sure that I should object,” she said coolly. “I have a scar on my left elbow which is not at all unsightly; I fell when I was a baby and cut the skin.”

She had no sooner said the words than she regretted them, but the regret was shortlived.

“You have a scar on your left elbow where you fell when you were a baby,” repeated Abe Bellamy slowly, and she knew why she had been invited to come. Abe Bellamy wanted to be absolutely sure. She could and would have saved him the trouble.

Abe escorted his visitors back to the library. Of a sudden it seemed that his interest in the castle as a show-place had evaporated, and he hinted there was little more to be seen.

“You haven’t shown us your dungeons yet; Mr. Bellamy,” said Spike.

“Why, no,” said Bellamy slowly, “but I don’t think Miss Howett would like to see those gloomy places — would you, young lady?”

“I should.” Her voice shook in spite of her efforts to keep control.

“Well, you shall see them, though they’re less gloomy now than they used to be,” said Abe. He led the way again to the hall and kept them waiting for a second while he went into Savini’s room to get the keys. Julius tentatively joined the party, expecting to be sent back, but apparently Abe was oblivious to his presence.

They went again through the picture gallery, out through a small door to a square, stone room, which the old man explained had been the guardroom of the castle. In ancient times it had opened into the park, but the door was now a fixture. From the stone chamber a circular stone staircase took them to a vaulted basement.

“I’ll put on the lights,” said Bellamy. He turned a switch, and they saw they were in a great chamber, the roof of which was supported by three stout pillars. “This was the main prison,” said the old man. “All kinds of people were kept here. Those rings you see in the pillars, Miss Howett, were used for attaching chains.”

“How horrible!” she said, and he laughed heartily.

“It is a paradise to the little dungeons,” he said.

At the far end of the vault he stooped and pulled up a stone trap. “If you want to go down there, you’ll see the less pleasant apartments; but I shouldn’t advise you to — the stairs are very steep, and you’ll have to carry a light.”

“I should like to go,” she said, and Savini was sent back for a lantern.

The dungeons of the lower level consisted of four rooms, two of which were very large and two extraordinarily small. They were little better than kennels, not being high enough for a man to stand in or long enough for one to stretch himself in comfort. Yet in those narrow tombs men and women had lived for years, he told them, and showed them letters of a strange character cut into the stone walls.

“They call these places Little Ease,” said Mr. Bellamy complacently. “That stone bench was their bed, and if you look you’ll see it, is worn smooth by people who have slept there year after year, until the stone is about the shape of their bodies.”

Valerie gazed in horror. “What kind of beasts were they that treated human beings like that?” she asked.

“Well, I don’t know,” drawled the old man. “There was something to it.”

“Why not kill them outright?”

“And lose them?” he said in astonishment. “What is the good of that? Suppose you hate a man, what’s the use of killing him? He just escapes you. You want to keep him in some place where you can go and see him and know he’s there.”

She made no reply.

“And that, I think, is about all the castle has to show you, unless you’re interested in gas cookers,” he said, “or towers and empty stone rooms.”

“What is that?”

She pointed to a deep, ragged hole in the ground; the jagged sides showed the raw rock through which it had been blasted.

He looked up with a smile, and she followed his eyes. Above, fixed firmly into the wall, was a replica of the beam she had seen in Sanctuary Keep, and she closed her eyes tight. “They hanged a few people outside, but they hanged a whole lot inside,” said Abe cheerfully.

She was glad to get back to the daylight.

“Well, I guess there’s nothing more to show you,” said Abe for the second time as they got back to the hall.

“Mr. Bellamy, can I see you alone?” She acted on the impulse of the moment. A second before she had no other desire than to leave this place of gloom and flee out into God’s sunlight and breathe an air that was untainted with sorrow and suffering.

He shot a suspicious glance at her. “Certainly, Miss Howett,” he answered slowly. His gaze fell upon the two men. “I told ’em to serve tea in the library. Maybe after tea, young lady?”

She nodded. What a fool she, was, she thought, everlastingly leaping at the call of impulse, everlastingly regretting her folly. And she was regretting it now, and trying to hunt up some excuse for a private interview.

A trim maid was in attendance. “Where’s Philip?” growled the old man.

“It is his afternoon off, sir,” replied Julius.

“How many afternoons off does he have a week?” began Bellamy, and then arrested a choler which was not in keeping with his role of genial host.

Spike’s active mind never ceased absorbing all the details of the room. Though it was called library, there were very few books in evidence, one tall case near the door at the farther end being all he could see. Yet it was a noble room, and modern hands had done nothing to improve it out of its character. The polished wood floor was uncarpeted, a number of big rugs relieving its bareness; and even the rugs were in keeping with the tone of the room.

Bellamy, following his eyes, said: “The floor of this room is stone; you’d never guess it. I had the parquet floor fitted over. Stone is a little too chilly for a man of my age.”

That was the only comment he made upon the library, and soon after Spike and Julius, who had been granted the unaccustomed honour of an invitation, rose.

“Savini will amuse you, Holland, whilst Miss Howett is talking to me,” said Abe Bellamy. “I don’t suppose you’ll be with me very long, Miss Howett?”

“Not very long,” she said.

Her courage was oozing away. Presently the door closed on the two men, and Bellamy came back, his hands in his pockets, his powerful shoulders hunched, and he stood, his legs apart, and his back to the fireplace, looking down at her. “Now, Miss Howett,” he said, and his voice was harsh and held a threat, “what is it you want to see me about?”

It needed only that hint of antagonism to give her the strength she needed. “Mr. Bellamy,” she said quietly, “I want you to tell me something.”

“I’ll tell you anything that it is good you should know,” he said, and again the savage in him peeped forth.

“Then tell me this,” she said, speaking deliberately. “Where is my mother?”

Not a muscle of his face moved; his eyelids did not so much as blink. Only he stared down at her, immovable.

“Where is my mother?” she said again.

His great frame was shaking; his face had gone a duller red; the mouth had curled up yet a little more. Slowly, as if it were moving against his will, his hand came out towards her, and she shrank back before the fury of him. And then: “Would you like another log on the fire, sir?”

The old man glared round at the intruder. It was the new butler — suave, deferential, remarkably unemotional. The effort the old man made to control his fury was superhuman. The veins stood out on his forehead and he shivered in his rage, but by his own amazing will he mastered himself. “I will ring for you if I want you, Philip,” he said gratingly. “I thought you had a holiday.”

“I came back early, sir.”

“Get out!”

The words came like the shot of a gun, and the butler bowed and went, closing the door behind him. Abe Bellamy turned to the white-faced girl. “Your mother, I think you remarked?” he said huskily. “I guess you gave me a start. I never met your mother, Miss Howett. No, ma’am, I’ve never met your mother, and I’ve never met you. You had a room in the same hotel as me in London, and, I guess you had a room in the same hotel as me in New York, round about July, 1914. A whole lot of letters used to come for me, though I was in England. People wrote who thought I was in New York, and round about July the fourteenth a packet of letters was stolen, ma’am. Perhaps the thief who took those letters saw something in one of them that made her think that I knew where her mother was. That’s likely; I can’t help how thieves think, whether they’re male thieves or female thieves. I don’t know where your mother is,” he went on in a monotone in which every syllable was emphasised. “I don’t know where your mother is, if she isn’t dead and in her grave. And if I knew where your mother was, why, it would be no business of mine to tell you, Miss Howett. I guess she’s dead all right. Most people you lose trace of are dead. There’s no hiding-place like the grave; it keeps you safe and snug.”

“Where is my mother?” Her voice sounded hollow and faint.

“Where’s your mammy?” he repeated. “Didn’t I tell you? You’ve got fool ideas in your head, Valerie Howett. That comes of reading letters that have been stolen. If you saw a letter of hers that she sent to me, why, it would be surely easy to find her.”

With a sideways jerk of his head he dismissed her as though she had been some scullery wench, and she walked unsteadily to the door. Once she looked back and saw him glaring after her, and the malignity in his eyes was terrible to see.

“Why, what’s the matter?” Spike came to the swaying girl and caught her by the arm.

“Nothing, only I feel a little faint. Will you take me outside, Mr. Holland?” She looked round for the butler. He was nowhere to be seen.

“Did he do anything?” said the indignant Spike. “If he’s as big as a house, I’ll go in and—”

“No, no, no,” she stopped him. “Will you take me home, please, and walk very slowly? And if I get hysterical, will you please shake me?”

Whilst they were walking slowly down the path Mr. Julius Savini was hurrying in search of the new butler.

“The old man wants you,” he said in a low voice, “and he’s raving mad.”

“I’m a little mad myself,” said the butler, and went with a light step to meet the wrath of Abel Bellamy.

“What’s your name?” the old man bellowed at him as he came in.

“Philip, sir-Philip Jones.”

“How many times have I told you not to come into this room unless I send for you?”

“I thought the party was here, sir.”

“You thought that, did you? Did you hear what that girl was saying?”

“The lady was saying nothing when I came in. I thought you were showing her some parlour tricks, sir.”

Not a muscle of the butler’s face moved.

“You thought what?” shouted Bellamy.

“I thought, sir, from the position of your hands, you were showing her a parlour trick. Gentlemen; even in the best families, are fond of showing visitors parlour tricks,” said the butler, mechanically picking a crumb from the hearthrug. “I am extremely sorry that I was de trop.”

“I don’t get that,” said Abe, completely taken aback.

“It was a French expression.”

“Well, damn you, don’t use French expressions to me,” roared Bellamy. “And if you come here again without being sent for, you’re fired. Do you get that?”

“Quite, sir. What would you like for dinner?”

The speechless man could only point to the door.
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Walking in her garden in the dusk, revolving in her chaotic mind the events of the past twentyfour hours, Valerie saw something white flutter over the wall and hurried to pick up the note.

She opened it and read he scrawled lines and put the letter away in her handbag.

At ten o’clock came a visitor in the shape of James Featherstone.

For his advent Mr. Howett was not unprepared. Valerie was waiting for him in the passage.

“I’m glad you’ve come,” she said quickly. “I am going to tell you the story of Mrs. Held.” They were alone together in the drawingroom. “First, let me give you something of yours. The maid found it here this morning.” She took a little paper package from her writing-table.

“My sleeve link, I think. I looked for it, but I hadn’t a great deal of time. I wanted to get out before you recovered.”

“You brought me here? No, no, don’t tell me.” She held up her hand. “I don’t want to know any more. You have been wonderfully good to me, Captain Featherstone, and I should have saved myself a great deal of trouble and prevented myself looking very foolish,” she added with a faint smile, “if I had told you before what I am going to tell you now. You do not know, though you may guess-for there seems to be no limit to your cleverness-that dear Mr. Howett is not my father.”

Obviously, from the look on his face, she saw this was news to him.

“Mr. Howett, twentythree years ago, was a very poor man,” she said. “He lived on a very old and very poor farm in Montgomery, at a place called Trainor, and he eked out just a bare existence by the sale of garden trucks. In those days he suffered from a terrible affliction of the eyes, which made him nearly blind. He and my dear foster-mother lived alone. They had no children, although they had been married many years, and, difficult as it was to feed and keep themselves, they advertised their willingness to adopt a child. You understand, Captain Featherstone, that I am not going to give you any information about the subsequent career of Mr. Howett, or the wonderful fortune he had when he took another farm in another part of the state and oil was discovered on his property.

“There were many replies to the advertisement, none of which was entirely satisfactory. One day Mrs. Howett, who naturally carried on all the correspondence, received a letter. Here it is.”

She took a paper from the desk and handed it to the detective.

It was addressed from an hotel on Seventh Avenue, New York, and ran:

“DEAR FRIEND,

“In answer to your advertisement, I should be glad if you would adopt a little girl, aged twelve months, whose parents have recently died. I am willing to pay one thousand dollars for this service.”

“At that time,” continued the girl, “Mr. Howett was being hard pressed by a man who had a mortgage on the farm, and I think, fond as he was of children, and anxious as he undoubtedly was to have a little child in the house, the offer of money settled the matter in my favour, for I was the baby. He wrote and accepted. A few days later a man drove up to the farm in a buggy, got down, and lifted out a bundle, which he placed in the hands of Mrs. Howett. There used to be a hired boy on the farm in those days, whose hobby was photography. Somebody had given him a snapshot camera, and the first picture he took with it was the buggy standing at the door with the strange man just on the point of getting out. That picture might have been lost for ever, and with it all hope of tracing my parents, but for the accident that the company which manufactured the camera offered a monthly prize for the best snapshot; and the hired boy sent up this very picture, which took a prize and was reproduced in a magazine. I have since seen the original, and, indeed, I have an enlargement.”

She took a thick roll of paper from her writing-desk.

“You see, I have all my data here, if I may use one of daddy’s favourite words.”

She unrolled the photograph and put it under the lamp on the table, and Featherstone joined her.

“There is no doubt about that,” he said after a glimpse at the picture. “The man is Abe Bellamy. There’s no mistaking the face.”

“The curious thing is,” said the, girl, ‘that Mrs. Howett did not see anything remarkable about him, for she was almost as shortsighted as Mr. Howett. I was brought up as the Howett’s child, as in law I am, for the deed of adoption was drawn up by an attorney, and legally I have no father but Mr. Howett. It was after the death of my foster — mother that I learnt the truth. I was not greatly interested in the discovery of my true parents; I was young, and college was wholly absorbing. It was later, when I began to think for myself, that it occurred to me that, now I was rich….I have my share in Mr. Howett’s wells, and his dear wife left me a whole lot of money — I might at least discover who they were.

“And then it was that the illustration of the man getting out of the buggy became really valuable. I had the negative looked up and an enlargement made, and instantly Abel Bellamy was recognised. Nobody knew why I wanted the photograph, of course, and I did not tell them. I had heard of him; he was one of the bad men whose reputation was common property; and the more I learnt of him the more I was certain that I was in no way related to him, and that he had not brought me to the Howetts’ farm and given a thousand dollars with a desire to help anybody hut himself. I set detectives to work, and they found that the only relation he had was a brother, who had died nearly eighteen years ago. They had had two children, who were also dead. This line of inquiry did not seem very profitable, because very early on the detectives found that Abe Bellamy and his brother were bad friends and had always been bad friends, and he would be hardly likely to take trouble to help his brother.

“I said nothing to Mr. Howett, but I concentrated all my attention upon Abel Bellamy. I was only seventeen, but every day that passed made me more and more determined to unveil the mystery.

“Unknown to Mr. Howett, I employed men to examine Bellamy’s correspondence. He was a great deal in Europe, and scarcely spent three months of the year in New York. To Chicago he never went at all. Then one day my agents — looking back it seems so absurd that anybody could have accepted a commission from a girl of seventeen, but they did — discovered a letter. I have the original.”

She brought the paper to the light of the lamp. The ink was faded, the hand straggling. It ran: “LITTLE BETHEL STREET,

“LONDON, N.W.

“You have beaten me. Give me back the child you have taken from me, and I will agree to all your demands. I am broken — broken in heart and spirit by your never — ending persecution. You are a devil — a fiend beyond human understanding. You have taken everything I have — robbed me of all that is dear, and I have no desire to live.

“ELAINE HELD.”

Beneath were some words which even Featherstone, who was an expert in these matters, found it difficult to decipher.

“Won’t you be generous and tell me…little Valerie. It is seventeen years ago last April…”

“It was in April, twentyfour years ago, that I was taken to Mr. Howett,” said the girl quietly. “Bellamy made a slip; he told Mrs. Howett my name, Valerie, and then pretended that it wasn’t, and asked her to call me Jane. But Mrs. Howett was struck with the name Valerie, and I have been called by it all my life.”

Featherstone paced the drawingroom slowly, his hands behind him, his chin on his breast.

“Do you think your mother is still alive?” he asked at last.

She nodded her head, her lips quivering. “I’m sure,” she breathed.

“And you think he knows where she is?”

“Yes. I thought she was at the castle. I don’t know what wild dreams I had of finding her.”

Featherstone returned to his silent pacing. “You had an interview with the old man. Tell me what passed,” he said eventually, and when she had given him a faithful account of the talk he nodded. “You have faith! I don’t want to raise your hopes, Miss Howett—”

“You called me Valerie the other day. I think it was almost as much a slip of the tongue as Bellamy’s. Won’t you please go on calling me Valerie? Perhaps when I know you better I will call you by your name…William, isn’t it?”

“It is Jim,” he said solemnly, and even in her pain she was secretly amused to see the colour rising in his face, “and you know it is Jim. Well, Valerie, you’re not to go to the castle again, or to do anything that involves the slightest risk on your part.”

“You don’t want to raise my hopes, you were saying, but you did not finish your sentence.”

“I was going to say that I have a faint share of your faith, and I am doing what I warned you against! I am making a building of hope on the sandiest of foundations. In a day or two I shall be able to tell you how solid that foundation is. By the way, have you that old plan of the castle? Will you let me have it? I think I can put it to a better use than you,” he said quizzically.

She walked with him to the front gate.

“You’re going to behave,” he said warningly.

She nodded in the darkness; there was just enough light to see her face.

“Good night,” he said, and, taking her hand, held it a little longer than was necessary.

Good night — Jim!

James Lamotte Featherstone walked back through the village with a light step and a heart that was even lighter.
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Julius Savini was a very unhappy man. His source of additional revenue had unexpectedly and provokingly dried up. He was too fond of the woman he had married to be angry with her, although she was partly the cause. A nimble-minded man, he began to look round for some new fountain of supply, and his mind vacillated between Valerie Howett and Abe himself. Abe would be a mighty difficult proposition, he realised, but in certain circumstances it was quite possible that he might surprise a secret which would bring him an income at any rate equal to that which went forth with monotonous regularity to Coldharbour Smith.

More than a year he had spent in the service of the Chicago man, without discovering any secret that was worth twopence, and it was becoming increasingly difficult to investigate. The coming of the Green Archer, with its sequel of ubiquitous police dogs, precluded any examination at leisure of Mr. Bellamy’s effects by night, and in the daytime he never had a chance.

Sooner or later he must make a getaway, find a less exacting occupation in another land, and although Bellamy kept his ready money in the house behind steel doors, there were other ways.

A shrewd man of business, Julius had curtailed his wife’s allowance, explaining to her why this was necessary. He had received an immediate reply, demanding his return to town. Her brother had joined a crowd that was working the cross-Atlantic boats, and there was an opening for a man of his capacity and skill. Only for a moment Julius was tempted. The risk was small — but so were the rewards. He could not afford to go after little money. There was big money here, even if the risk was correspondingly large.

He had spoken no more than the truth when he said that in certain circumstances he would arrange the early demise of Abel Bellamy. Given the certainty of escape, he would have killed the old man with as little compunction as he would have killed a rat. He might have shivered for himself in the act, for Julius was very fearful of his own future.

He declined his wife’s offer, peremptorily demanding that she dismiss from her mind her half-formed plan for joining in the crowd. When to this he received a defiant answer, he himself went to town, held up the pugilistic Jerry at the point of a gun incontinently, and turned him out of the flat.

“You be a good girl, Fay, and do as you’re told,” he said in his silkiest voice. “You got me rattled the other day, and I allowed you to call me a fool, but I haven’t forgotten it.”

“You little coward!” she whimpered.

“Maybe I am,” said Julius Savini. “I get frightened of some things, but I’m not frightened of you or the mob you run with. I live with a wild beast, and I’m entitled to shake in my shoes, but I’m not scared of rabbits. I tell you you’ll stay here, because I may want you. If you go with that crowd I’ll follow you to the end of the world and I’ll kill you. I’ve given you my name, and maybe it is the name of a first-class crook, but all the mud that’s coming to it is the mud I’ll stir myself.”

He left her. She stayed. He never expected she would do anything else. For the moment she felt very sore, and there was an excuse for her, because Savini was a Eurasian and by all known codes a man to be despised.

All this happened within a few days of the tea-party. Events were moving very swiftly, though there was no alteration in the routine of the castle, unless it was that Abe Bellamy was more silent than ever and less easy to get on with.

On the third night Coldharbour Smith arrived unexpectedly and was closeted with his employer for the greater part of the evening. Mr. Smith was completely sober; and when Coldharbour Smith was sober he was even more unpleasant of appearance than he was when drunk. He was a loose-framed man with a dead white face, short upper lip, and a huge jaw which the scientists call prognathic — which means no more than that his under lip extended beyond his upper lip. He may have shaved some time, but he had the misfortune to appear as though the ‘sometime’ was the day before yesterday. His eyes were deepset and small, and he was slightly bald.

The new butler heard he was coming and asked Julius to let him in. “Can’t you let him in yourself?” complained the secretary.

“I don’t like his face; it makes me dream,” was the unsatisfactory reply.

And then followed the day of tremendous happenings. It began eventfully enough soon after breakfast. Abe had gone to the kennels and had released the three remaining dogs for a run in the park. It happened that his way led past the entrance-hall, and the new butler was standing there instructing one of the younger servants in the art of blackleading a mud-scraper. Suddenly, without any warning, one of the dogs left Bellamy’s side and leapt at the girl. She screamed and fell back, the dog on her, worrying her shoulder. At that moment the butler stooped, lifted the hound without an effort, and flung him a dozen yards down the grassy slope. With a yelp of fury the dog came back straight at the man.

Bellamy made no attempt to interfere. He watched, fascinated, the tiger leap of the great hound. And then he saw an amazing thing happen. As the dog left the ground for his leap, the butler stooped and jerked up his arm so that it struck the underside of the snapping jaw and closed it. There was a thud as he struck with the other fist — the dog was shot half a dozen yards away and fell exhausted.

“What have you done to that dog?” demanded Abe angrily. “If you’ve killed it—”

“He’s not killed, he’s winded,” said the new butler. “I could have killed him just as easily.”

Abe looked the man up and down. “You’ve got a hell of a nerve to beat my dog,” he said.

“You’ve got a nerve to complain about it being beaten, after the attack it made upon that unfortunate girl,” said the butler. “If you had whistled the dog he wouldn’t have jumped.”

Abe listened aghast. “Do you know who you’re talking to?”

“I’m talking to Mr. Bellamy, I think,” said the butler. “You employed me to look after your staff, not to feed your dogs,” and he turned on his heel and walked into the hall to comfort the frightened and weeping girl.

Abe made to follow him, but, changing his mind, continued his walk. He came back looking for trouble and sent for Savini. “Where’s Philip?”

“He’s with the girl that was bitten by the dog, sir; she’s hysterical.”

“Fire her!” roared Bellamy. “And tell that dude butler that I don’t pay him to go fooling around with the girls. Send him here!”

Presently Philip, the butler, came.

“Now see here, whatever your name is, you can pack your grip and get out, and you can take your girl with you.”

“I haven’t any particular girl,” said the butler pleasantly, “but if there was any woman in this place for whom I was in any way responsible, I assure you she wouldn’t be here at this moment. Wait, Mr. Bellamy,” he said, as the other jumped up in his rage, “you’re not dealing with Valerie Howett now, and you’re not dealing with her mother.” He saw the colour fade from Bellamy’s face. It was not fear; it was blind, insane rage that was possessing him. “You can’t threaten me as you threatened them — that is my point.”

“You — you — !”

“Keep your distance. You’re an old man, and I don’t want to hurt you. That is outside my duty.”

“Your — duty?” almost whispered Abel Bellamy.

The butler nodded.

“My name is Captain James Featherstone. I am a Commissioner of Scotland Yard, and I hold a warrant to search Garre Castle and, if necessary, to take you into custody for the illegal detention of a woman known as Elaine Held.”
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Abe Bellamy did not seem to understand, and Featherstone repeated the words.

“You’re a policeman, are you?” said the old man at last. He was perfectly collected. The man’s command of himself was admirable. “I don’t know anything about your warrant, but I guess you’ve got authority to act. I warn you, Featherstone, or whatever your name is, that I’ll make you suffer for this. I am an American citizen—”

“The woman we are seeking is also an American citizen,” said Featherstone sternly. He opened the door, and to Bellamy’s surprise and indignation there were a dozen men standing in the hall.

“Raiding me, eh?” he said harshly. “Well, go ahead and see what you can find.”

Featherstone held out his hand, palm uppermost.

“Your keys,” he said.

“I’ll see you—”

“I want your keys. What is the use of making a fuss, Mr. Bellamy? We have to go through with this.” Bellamy threw a bunch of keys on the table. “Now I think I’ll have the key that you keep on your chain.” For the fraction of a second the big fellow was motionless, and then he unfastened the chain and threw him the key.

“What does this open?”

“The safe,” snarled the other. “You don’t want any guiding around, do you? Maybe you’d like me to tell you where the safe is?”

“I can save you that trouble,” said Featherstone coolly.

He walked to the side of the fireplace, caught one of the projections of the panelling, and pulled. A space as big as an average door slid back, revealing a black — painted steel surface. He inserted the key, turned it twice, and, pulling the recessed handle, opened the door. The safe contained a number of shelves, filled with steel boxes. There were no books, but on top of one of the boxes was a leather folder.

“Have you the keys of these boxes?”

“They’re not locked,” said Bellamy.

Featherstone carried a box to the table and opened it. It was filled with papers.

“I think you had better go to your room, Mr. Bellamy,” he said. “I shall be some hours here. You will consider yourself under arrest for the time being.”

He expected some resistance on the part of the old man, but Abel Bellamy was no fool.

“When you’re through, perhaps you’ll let me know. I hope you’re a better policeman than a butler.” With which parting shot he walked out of the library, and was escorted to his room by one of the detectives from the hall.

Box after box was emptied of its contents and carefully scrutinised. Turning out one of the deed-boxes, which at first appeared to contain nothing more interesting than particulars of old and profitable contracts which Bellamy had carried out, Featherstone suddenly called his assistant.

“Jackson, come here.” Sergeant Jackson crossed to his chief. “What is this?” asked Featherstone.

It was a baton about fifteen inches in length and covered with three broad bands of felt. So thick was it that Featherstone’s fingers hardly met. From one end, as he held it up, dangled lengths of whipcord, twice the length of the handle, the ends of each cord being bound tight with yellow silk. He ran the cords through his fingers; there were nine in all, and they were mottled with dark stains.

“What do you think of that, Jackson?”

The sergeant took the whip in his hand. “A cat-o’-nine-tails, sir.” He looked at the butt. There was a faded red label, stamped with a crown, and the words “Property of the Prison Commissioners.”

“A gift from Creager,” said Featherstone, “or I’m a Dutchman.” He looked at the cords. The stains were very old, and his professional eye told him that this weapon had only been used once, for there were still kinks in the cords where they had been folded when the whip had come new from the prison authorities’ hands.

He could only marvel at the mentality of the man who would keep this gruesome relic, treasuring it as a souvenir, gloating over it for the pain it had caused to some suffering wretch. He put down the “cat” and turned his attention to the other boxes. He hoped, indeed expected, to find something which would enable him to trace the missing woman Held, but there was no line to her — nothing that gave him the slightest clue. Only one bundle of private letters seemed to have been preserved by Abel Bellamy.

They were letters from a man who signed himself “Michael,” and they were addressed from various towns in the United States. Three of them had been sent from Chicago, but the majority had come from New York. The first letters dealt with the difficulties that the writer had in maintaining his position. He was evidently a school-teacher. He was, even more obviously, Abel Bellamy’s brother. The first letters were couched in an affectionate and friendly vein, and Featherstone was able to trace not only the career, but something of the change of attitude of the writer. Michael had apparently got on in the world and made money. In Cleveland he was a real — estate man, and from real estate he seemed to have passed into the brokerage business.

Suddenly the tone of the letters began to change. Michael Bellamy was in difficulties and was relying upon the help that his brother could give. Too late he discovered that the brother whom he trusted, and to whom he looked for sympathy and assistance, was behind the organisation which was ruining him. The most significant letter of all was the last. It ran;

“DEAR ABEL,

“I am stunned by the news you have sent me. What have I ever done to you that you should so cold — bloodedly set yourself out to ruin me? For the sake of my boy, will you not, at this eleventh hour, help me to stave off the claims which are pouring into my office?” For the sake of the boy! Poor Michael Bellamy could have made no vainer appeal, could have said nothing which was more likely to inflame Abe’s lust for injury. Abe Bellamy struck at those he regarded as his enemies through their children. Thus he had broken Mrs. Held. Was it likely that this remorseless man would be moved by his brother’s appeal?

After three hours’ inspection of the letters, Featherstone restored them to the safe. By this time his men had reported one by one. Every crook and cranny in the castle had been examined. The dungeons had been searched, but had revealed nothing.

Jim sent for Savini; the olive face of the man was pale, and his lips drooped pathetically.

“This is going to get me in bad,” wailed the Eurasian. “The old man will think that I knew all about you.”

“Well, didn’t you?” said Jim with a smile. “Don’t worry. If he says anything, you can tell him I terrorised you into keeping your mouth shut. You’ll have to clear up your tarnished reputation with Spike Holland. I understand you swore that I was not the new butler. You behaved nobly,” he said ironically and clapped his hand on the sloping shoulder of the other. “Now you can dash madly up to Brother Bellamy and tell him that we’ll give him as near a clean bill of health as a man of his character would know what to do with.”

Abe Bellamy came back to the library at his leisure, triumph in his eyes, a near approach to a smile on his huge face. “Well, have you found Mrs. — What is her name?”

“No, she isn’t here, unless the plans of the castle are all wrong and there’s a secret room that we haven’t seen.”

“You bet there is,” sneered the other. “I guess you’ve been reading detective stories, Mr. Featherstone. It is bad for you — gets ideas into your head. You’ll hear from my lawyers in the course of time.”

“I’m glad to know you employ anybody so respectable,” said Jim. “Your keys—”

His hand was extended towards the desk and he was in the act of dropping them when he heard a cry and stiffened.

They all heard it — Bellamy, Julius Savini, and Jackson, the detective. It was a thin tremor of sound like a baby’s fretful wail, that rose and fell and ended finally in a shuddering sob.

It came from nowhere and filled the silent room with its quivering agony — the agony of a woman.

“Oo…Oo…Oo!” Jim Featherstone heard, and hearing, his heart stood still.

“What was that?” he asked hoarsely.
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Abe Bellamy was staring into vacancy. Slowly he turned and faced his questioner. “The water-pipes, I guess; they make that kind of noise when we set the radiators going.”

Jim waited to hear the sound repeated, but it did not come. He looked hard at Bellamy, but the man met his gaze without flinching. “What is under here?” he asked, pointing to the floor.

“Nothing — the dungeons start under the hall. There used to be a stairway down to them, but that has been bricked up.”

Leaving the library, Jim made a personal search of the dungeons, penetrating to the lower chambers, without, however, making any discovery. The prison chambers extended to beneath the hall. He saw the remains of the stairway to which Bellamy had referred.

Spreading the old plan of the castle upon the floor, he made a rough calculation.

According to the plan, the library stood on solid ground — though this might mean nothing, for he had already detected a number of inaccuracies in the plan, which had evidently been prepared rather from information received than from an actual survey. For example, the lower dungeons were not shown at all.

He was engaged in his examination when he heard a faint sound, and, looking up, he saw a black iron pipe fixed in an angle of the vaulting. He waited, and presently heard it again — a throaty moan. It was not the same noise as he had heard before, but it was quite possible that Abe Bellamy’s explanation was correct.

Disappointed, he returned to the library, to learn that the moan had not been heard again “Have you arrested that water-pipe?” asked the old man facetiously. “Anyway, I’d be glad to have you pinch the bum plumber that fixed it, Mr. Featherstone.”

Jim smiled, though he was in no mood for mirth. His men were streaming back across the park towards the lodge gates, and he was the last to leave. “Say!” Bellamy was beckoning him back. “You’ve forgotten something, haven’t you?”

Jim put down the bag he was carrying, which contained the modest kit he had brought to the castle. “I don’t think I have,” he said.

The old man put his hand into his pocket and took out a banknote. “Take that,” he said, and thrust it into Jim’s unwilling hand. “Your wages,” said Mr. Bellamy sardonically.

“That’s one on me,” said Jim, and pocketed the fiver.

In the village he met Spike, and the reporter had something bitter to say about the perfidy of Julius Savini.

“I asked him if it was you,” he said, “and the mean little skunk swore that he’d never seen the new butler before!”

“He meant ‘professionally’, Spike,” said Featherstone, taking his arm and walking him towards the Blue Boar. “Anyway, I’m responsible for the lie he told. I gave him explicit instructions that he was to tell nobody, and one of the first persons I mentioned whom he wasn’t to tell was you.”

“Did you find anything? I knew there was something doing when I woke up this morning and found the Blue Boar filled with respectable — looking men in big boots. The worst thing about a policeman is that he always looks like one,” said Spike. “You can dress him like the Prince of Wales, or you can put him into a tramp’s outfit, but the part of his clothes where his head sticks out always shouts ‘copper’! Did you find anything?”

Featherstone shook his head.

“Nothing,” he said, “that is, nothing that betrayed the whereabouts of Mrs. Held.”

“Who is Mrs. Held, anyway?” asked Spike instantly, and Jim began to realise that here was a story that was more precious than police information and could not go out.

He explained as best he could, without mentioning Valerie Howett, and Spike whistled.

“A prisoner! Gee! That’s a fine story if I could use it. Say, Featherstone,” he wheedled, “can’t I just mention the fact that the police thought there was a female in the cold, dark dungeons of Garre?”

Jim Featherstone thought not. “If the old man makes a fuss it will be bad enough. There is always a chance that he won’t want to move in the matter. If you publish particulars of this raid he is certain to bring an action.”

Leaving his bag at the Blue Boar, he shook off Spike and went on to Lady’s Manor. Valerie was in her bedroom, and through the window she saw him coming up the path and ran down to meet him.

“Valerie, I’ve lost a good job.”

“Has he found you out?” she said in dismay.

“No, he hasn’t found me out, and unfortunately I haven’t found him out either. We raided the castle this morning and conducted a very thorough search. I got the warrant down this morning. You know, in England we can’t search private premises except on the authority of an order signed by a magistrate. That arrived by the early post, and Scotland Yard sent a dozen men to the village before I was up. I am afraid I shall have to see the Green Archer at a distance.”

She looked at him quickly.

“Have you seen him near at hand?” she asked in a low voice.

“No,” he replied, astonished. “I didn’t tell you I had. He was certainly in the castle on the night of your little escapade — I mean, later in the night.”

How could he pretend that he knew nothing of the Green Archer!

“Jim—” her voice was quiet— “I want to ask you something. Did you, for some purpose of your own, because you were watching Bellamy or were engaged in your police work, did you ever masquerade as the Green Archer? You did once, didn’t you?”

His look of amazement was not assumed. “Never,” he said. “I wouldn’t dream of such a thing, even for the purpose of scaring the old man. There was nothing to be gained.”

“But you said you’d never seen the archer? You saw him the night you picked me up.”

He frowned at her wonderingly. “I don’t know what you mean. When the old man loosed the dogs after you I was making a little inspection of my own. I was taking the temperature of the ground around the castle wall. Don’t look surprised, I’m not joking. Really, it was one of the most serious occupations that I’ve ever engaged in. I guessed it was you immediately the dog started off in pursuit, and I ran as fast as I could in its track.”

“Then it was your feet I heard following the dog?”

He nodded. “I lost sight of you and the dog too. Presently I came out into the open and I saw the dog lying dead and you by its side. There was no sign of an archer. In fact, I didn’t notice at the time that the dog had been killed by an arrow. My first thought was to get you to safety, and I lifted you up and carried you back to the wall of Lady’s Manor; I guessed there would be a ladder there. It took me quite a long time to get you over that wall and into the house. I was putting you comfortable when the sleeve-link broke; my cuff caught against the head of the sofa, and I spent ten minutes looking for the pieces.”

She smiled faintly at the recollection, for the maid had found the floor covered with burnt matches. She knew who the offender had been, and guessed why those matches had been struck.

“I went out again into the grounds and had the good, fortune to get into the castle through the front door — which saved me a climb,” he added.

She drew a long sigh of relief.

“Then you’re not the Green Archer?” she asked.

“Good heavens, no! I am a butler in disgrace, and maybe I shall be a police officer in trouble, but I’m not a Green Archer.”

“You found nothing about — ?” She did not finish the sentence.

“Nothing,” he replied, “nothing that affected you. I found some letters from his brother, but that was all.” He conveniently omitted any mention of the cat-o’-nine-tails — it was not a pleasant thing to tell a woman.

He went back to the Blue Boar soon after, trying to decide in his mind what would be the best course to take. His car was garaged in the next village; it was the means by which he made his daily visit to London during such slack periods as enabled him to slip out through the castle gates, leaving Julius to cover his absence. Mr. Bellamy allowed his butler one clear day’s holiday a week, and it was Savini’s job to explain, if Featherstone was asked for, that that was the day he had chosen.

He had been in the castle when the tea-party was in progress, but he had thought it discreet to keep away from the library while Spike Holland and the girl were present. It was only when Valerie was alone with the old man that, by a prearranged signal, Savini had shepherded Spike into his room and left the coast clear for the new butler to interfere, as it proved, at the psychological moment.

“I have decided to return to London, but I shall be here off and on, and I’m keeping a room at the Blue Boar. You can do a little unofficial police work, Spike, and notify me if anything out of the ordinary happens. I’m leaving a man here.”

“To watch Bellamy?”

“No,” replied Featherstone, “just to look around.”

“To watch Miss Howett,” said Spike shrewdly.

On the way to town Jim Featherstone considered from another angle the problem which Abe Bellamy offered. There was danger ahead; of that he was sure, and it was danger for Valerie Howett.

He could not help associating the visit of Coldharbour Smith with that contingency and one of the first steps he decided to take was to pay a visit to the Golden East.
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The Golden East had once been a reputable club, the membership of which was confined to officers of the mercantile marine who were in the Indian trade. Because no club can live upon the takings from so limited a membership, its qualifications had been extended until it included almost anybody who could, by a stretch of imagination, describe himself as being interested in the China trade. Even this stage of the club’s life was ancient history.

Gradually it had fallen from its dignified estate, and when the conditions were altered to admit a mixed membership the Golden East went rapidly on its downward course.

Coldharbour Smith had come into the club at its intermediate stage, and, being alive to its possibilities, had purchased a controlling interest, which had still further extended until he became sole proprietor. And probably at no period in its history had the club been quite so prosperous. Strange things happened in the Golden East; offences were committed against all laws regulating the conduct of clubs, which would have justified the police in closing the establishment again and again. But the Golden East served a very useful purpose from the point of view of police headquarters. It was the sink into which strange flotsam floated.

Its very immunity from the attention of the police gave more help to headquarters in the arrest of wanted men than if the place had been closed.

Coldharbour Smith was certainly liberal in his largesse, and was quite under the impression that his judicious gifts to certain local members of the constabulary were responsible for his freedom from any serious interference. He would have been a surprised man if he knew that the money he slipped into the hands of a local detective-inspector every Saturday went to the Police Orphanage and was duly acknowledged by the officer in charge of the fund.

The Golden East was fashionable. Visitors to London ‘did’ it the same way as they ‘did’ the slums and the cathedrals and the Cheshire Cheese and the Temple Church.

The laughter and noise was at its greatest, a syncopated band at its most violent, when Jim Featherstone came through the hall and, with a nod to the doorkeeper, went up the carpeted stairs.

The doorkeeper pressed a bellpush unostentatiously, and by the time Jim had reached the dance-room something like silence reigned. The orchestra had stopped, the dancers had gone back to their tables, with a pleasant thrill in the case of those who were unused to the place, for Coldharbour Smith had uttered the magic word: “Police!”

“Glad to see you, Captain.” Coldharbour came halfway across the ballroom and offered a jewelled hand.

“Quiet tonight, Smith.”

“Why, yes,” said Coldharbour, “but nothing unusual. We don’t make much noise here.”

Jim had made a swift and professional scrutiny of the company.

“Very respectable lot of people you’ve got tonight. Who was at that table?”

“Oh, some fellows who went out half an hour ago.”

“And left a bottle of wine untouched, with the bubbles still rising? And four nice glasses all fizzing up?”

“Anyway, they’re nobody you know, Captain,” said Coldharbour. “They’re some swells from the West End. I suppose they didn’t want to be seen here.”

He edged for the bar-room, and Jim Featherstone followed.

“Going to have a drink, Captain?” Coldharbour Smith cast a quick glance at his jacketed barman.

“I think not,” said the visitor. “I came here for a little quiet talk, Smith. Have you a room where we can be alone?”

There was a room at the back of the bar apparently, and he followed the proprietor of the Golden East through the barkeeper’s private domain and into a small room. As Coldharbour switched on the light, Jim raised his delicate nostrils and sniffed.

Then his cold eyes fell upon the uncomfortable Coldharbour. “Cut out smoking, Smith,” he said sharply. “We’ll stand for a lot, but — cut out smoking.”

“It was one of those Portugooses,” said Coldharbour hastily. “My manager let them come in here; I don’t allow a pipe on the premises, I swear to you, Captain. It was done when I was out, and as soon as I knew I kicked the man out of the club.”

“That may be true or it may be a lie, but don’t let it occur again. Now!” He pulled up a chair and sat down, leaning his arms on the table and looking up at the watchful man. “You were at the castle the other night?”

“You mean Garre Castle — Mr. Bellamy’s place? Yes, that’s true, Captain, I was. I’ve been there twice lately to see Mr. Bellamy on a matter of business. However did you know that?” he asked innocently, and Jim smiled.

“The old man’s been on the telephone to you today, telling you that I raided the castle this morning. Don’t deny it; we had a man at the exchange listening in.”

It was the sheerest bluff on Jim’s part, but there was an air of expectancy about the place when he had arrived, and he guessed that the old man must have warned his tool to expect a visit.

“I certainly was talking to Mr. Bellamy on the ‘phone this morning over a private matter,” admitted Smith, and seemed inclined to talk about something else.

“What is your business with old man Bellamy?”

“He’s been a good friend of mine,” said Coldharbour glibly. “Lent me a lot of money to buy this place.”

“You didn’t save his life, I suppose — didn’t jump into the water and pull him out?”

“No, sir, I didn’t,” admitted Coldharbour: Smith. His tone was gracious and his manner unexceptional, yet there was a cold, snaky glint in his eye which told Jim all he wanted to know.

“So he lent you the money? You’re very grateful, and now I suppose you are paying him back? By the way, Smith, where did you live before you came here? I haven’t looked you up in the records.”

“I lived in this neighbourhood for a little while,” said the man sullenly. “I used to live in Camden Town.”

“What part of Camden Town?” asked Jim quickly.

“Little Bethel Street.”

“Little Bethel Street!” Jim was on his feet, his finger pointed accusingly. “You knew Mrs. Held!”

“I never heard of Mrs. Held.” Smith’s denial was loud. “What do you mean, Captain? Who is Mrs. Held, anyway?”

“You knew Mrs. Held, and you helped spirit her away.”

Smith’s face had gone a shade paler.

“Now, come across, Smith. I’ll make it right for you if you tell. If you don’t” — he brought his fist down on the table— “I’ll shut the Golden East in a week.”

To his astonishment a smile dawned upon the unhealthy face of the man. “That won’t worry me, Captain. I’ve sold the Golden East and got half the money.” He slapped his pocket. “If you closed it, it wouldn’t hurt me that much!” He was speaking the truth — Jim saw that at a glance.

“Anyway, Captain, what’s the good of roasting me? I’m straight; you’ve got nothing against me. I try to live friendly with the police, and if I don’t it isn’t my fault. Have a drink, Captain.”

There were three happenings that had not escaped Jim Featherstone’s notice. The first was the quick glance that the man had given to his barman, the second his insistence upon Featherstone having a drink, though he knew Jim had been there before and that such a request had been invariably refused. As Coldharbour Smith had taken a sidelong look at the barman, the man in white had signalled with his eyes to somebody in the room, and, following the direction of his glance, Jim had seen a man whom he had not noticed before and who must have come in after him. But for that event he would have interviewed Smith in a more public place.

“What’s the idea?” he asked. “That drink idea of yours. You know I never take anything here.”

“Aren’t you going to be friendly for once?” grinned Smith.

There was a telephone on a shelf in the corner of the room. Jim had seen it when he came in. “Do you mind if I call a friend of mine?” he asked suddenly.

Smith hesitated. “This ‘phone’s out of order,” he said.

“Let me see,” said Jim coolly and picked up the instrument. Almost immediately he received the signal from the exchange and gave a number. He saw Smith standing in the centre of the room, biting his nails nervously, and he understood dimly just what was happening.

“Who is it? The sergeant in charge at Limehouse? Captain Featherstone speaking. I am at the Golden East. Yes…I want four men to meet me outside the club at once. Thank you.”

He hung up the receiver. And now Smith’s perturbation dispelled any doubts he might have had. “You had arranged a little party for me outside, hadn’t you, Smith?” he bantered. “I saw the man who followed me in and gave you the tip that I’d come alone. What was it going to be — an unfortunate street fight, in which I was involved? Too simple, Smith.”

With a nod he passed to the door and turned the handle. The door was locked, and he spun round.

“I expect my barman locked it,” said Smith huskily. “There’s another way out, Captain.” He opened a door and disclosed a stairway.

“You’ll find a door at the bottom, Captain—” he began.

“Suppose you find it,” said Jim pleasantly, and the man accepted the invitation with alacrity. He ran down the stairs ahead of the detective and opened the door. Jim saw the grey oblong of light and the outline of Coldharbour’s figure against the wall.

“Good night, Captain,” said Smith loudly.

“Good night,” said Jim.

He made as though to pass the master of the Golden East, and then, with a sudden twist, caught the man by the collar, and before he could say a word had thrown him through the open doorway. Scarcely had Smith staggered into the street when somebody hidden in the shadow of a wall struck at him twice with a loaded stick, and Smith fell with a groan.

Instantly Jim was in the street, following the flying figure of the thug. In twenty yards he had overtaken him, and with a quick kick at his heels, an old rugger trick, had sent him sprawling.

Jim gripped him and jerked him to his feet.

“I’m going quietly,” growled the man, dropping his weapon with a clatter. “This ain’t my job. Coldharbour Smith hired me to hit a man when he came out of the club.”

“At this present moment, my friend,” said Jim, “Coldharbour Smith is wishing that he hadn’t!”

He dragged his prisoner to the light of a street lamp and jerked up his chin, bringing his face into view. As he expected, it was the man who had followed him into the club. The recognition was mutual. The man wilted in Jim’s grasp.

“Coldharbour’ll kill me for this,” he wailed.

They found Mr. Smith sitting up, nursing a wet and painful head, and to the exchange of recriminations which followed Jim listened with interest and a certain pleasure.

“If you say I told you to wait for this gentleman, you’re a liar,” said Smith, “and when I get my hands on you I’ll beat the life out of you, you dirty little river-shark. Lock him up, officer!”

“Lock him up!” sneered the other. “If you ain’t pinched, Smith, it is because you’ve got the police straight. You’d look fine in gaol, you would, you crimping hound!” Smarting under the treachery of his employer, the assailant grew more and more violent in Jim’s hand. “You wouldn’t have any drinks here; you wouldn’t have no Valerie—”

The words were scarcely out of his lips before Jim jerked him round. “What’s that?” he asked sharply.

“Valerie Howett — Mrs. Smith to be,” screamed the prisoner, and Jim felt his blood go cold.
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“Don’t you take any notice of him, Captain,” said Smith hoarsely. “He’s mad, he always has been mad. I tell you, he’s dippy, Captain. You’ve been in a lunatic asylum, haven’t you, Isaacs?”

“That’s right,” agreed the other with relish. “I’m not quite responsible for what I say.”

By this time the four policemen Featherstone had sent for had arrived. “Take this man to the station, charge him with common assault. I’ll come along and see him.” When they had taken the prisoner away he turned to Smith. “Smith, I guess you’ve been praying for trouble for a long time, and your prayer is in a fair way to being answered. When I’ve finished with this man I’m coming back to see you.”

“You don’t scare me, Captain,” said Smith, his hand to his bruised head.

“It isn’t a question of your being scared, it is a question of your being killed. Keep that in your nut,” said Jim.

He followed the policeman to the station and had the prisoner lodged in a cell. “Isaacs told the truth, Captain Featherstone,” said the sergeant in charge. “He is a little mad. He’s been in and out of an insane asylum as long as I can remember.”

“What is his record?”

“A very bad one. He’s been at the Old Bailey three times — assault and robbery. Of late he’s been working at the Golden East. Coldharbour Smith has practically kept him.” It was a fairly hopeless proposition, thought Jim. He was certain it could have been no accident, that reference to Valerie. Mrs. Smith! What devilish work were they contemplating, this evil old man and his vicious servant?

Going down to the cell with another police officer, he interrogated the prisoner, but from the first it was waste of time. Isaacs was a little wry-necked man with a low, receding forehead, who was not only mentally deficient, but was cunning enough to employ that deficiency to suit his own purpose. He met Jim’s questions with a blank stare.

“I can’t remember having said anything about — what’s the lady’s name?…”

“It is hopeless;” said Jim, returning to the charge room. “I don’t know whether it is worth while holding him. And, anyway, it is Smith’s business to charge him. If he doesn’t come along, release him.”

Smith had no intention of charging his handy man, and said so frankly. “I lost my temper with the little devil. Wasn’t it enough to make me lose my temper when I knew that he was waiting there to cosh you? Thank heavens,” said Mr. Smith virtuously, “that he hit me and not you!”

“You touch me deeply,” said Jim. “And now we will discuss Miss Valerie Howett and the reason Isaacs associated her name with yours.” They were back in the little room behind the bar, but this time there was a policeman stationed at the door below and another in the front hall.

“I know no more than you what he meant. These lunatics are very curious people — they get hold of names—”

“Change your mind, Smith,” said Jim with dangerous quiet. “You’re sane, at any rate.”

“Captain, I know nothing; I’ve never heard the lady’s name before. I can’t help what Isaacs said, can I?”

“Isaacs said what you must have said when you were drunk, Smith. You’re in danger. You can take that smile off your face, because I don’t mean the danger that you mean. I’m not thinking of the danger of imprisonment. I can put you behind bars just when I want. You think you’re safe because nobody troubles you. You’re a fool; there is no safety for a man like you. One doesn’t even have to frame up anything to get you. You’re in danger—” he raised his finger again warningly “ — danger from me, greater danger from one who will have no mercy on you.”

The street door closed on the detective, and still Coldharbour Smith remained in the attitude he had been throughout the interview, one hand holding his elbow, the other yellow hand fingering his unshaven chin. Then he opened the door communicating with the bar and spoke a gruff word to the barman.

“Send that dago skipper in,” he said. “And you’d better bring a bottle of wine and some cigars. I shall be here the best part of the night.”



30. John Wood Talks


Table of Contents


In response to an urgent telegram, John Wood had left his children and come posthaste to London, reporting immediately on his arrival at Scotland Yard. It was Jim Featherstone’s first meeting with the philanthropist, though he dimly remembered having seen him seated at the next table at the Carlton the day he lunched with the Howetts.

It was impossible to meet or even to see Wood without being impressed. Men carry in their faces the written book of their lives, and the story that Jim Featherstone read in the smiling eyes of John Wood warmed him towards his visitor.

“I am afraid I have given you a long and uncomfortable journey, Mr. Wood,” he said. “But you quite understand that the Commissioner will pay all your expenses, though we cannot compensate you for the loss of what, I believe, is you favourite amusement.”

John Wood laughed. “I gather Mr. Spike Holland has been talking about my babies,” he said; “and I more than suspect that he has been telling you a little story which I told him in confidence. Not,” he added, “that I object to his telling you; indeed, I expected he would sooner or later. You want to see me about Bellamy?”

Jim nodded. “I want to see you particularly about the child whom you say Bellamy murdered.”

Wood had not accepted the chair that was offered to him, but was standing, his hands clasped before him, his eyes far away. “The child,” he said slowly; and then: “What can I tell you? The story belongs to the dim past, and is quite forgotten by everybody but myself, and, I hope, Abe Bellamy — though I doubt very much whether those black records of his ever troubled him seriously.”

For a while he seemed to be communing with himself. “The case to which you refer,” he said at last, “belongs rightly to the American police, and I doubt very much, even if I placed you in full possession of the details, of this crime — which I am unable to do — whether you could take any action, Captain Featherstone. Bellamy is a man who seems to have employed the wealth that came to him very early in life in breaking down such opposition as was offered to him. I am not suggesting that he was a vicious man in the generally accepted sense of that word. On that side his history is a fairly clean one. The man’s god has been power, and to secure power he has never hesitated to employ the foulest methods. Opposition to any plan of his, however unimportant or futile it might have been, roused the devil in him; and when that opposition came from somebody whom he could hurt, his blow was delivered swiftly and surely.

“He has always had one method whenever it was feasible, and that was to strike at his enemies through their children. There are two authentic cases within my knowledge where, to revenge himself for some real or fancied slight, or some act of defiance on the part of those who he thought should have bowed before his wishes, he has set himself to strike back that way. On one occasion the children were grown up, and in this particular case the child was a baby. I shall not tell you, Captain Featherstone, what caused Abel Bellamy’s hatred in the instance I am giving you. Indeed, I am not quite certain what was the immediate cause, though I have guessed, and probably guessed rightly.

“One day the child of these people disappeared. The father was frantic, the mother was prostrate with grief. I have reason to believe that some communication passed between the mother and Abe Bellamy, but if that was so the father knew nothing. The child had been taken out by a nursemaid, who came back with an incoherent story to the effect that, whilst she was talking with a friend, the child had disappeared from the baby-carriage in which it had been sleeping.

“A fortnight later there was a head-on collision at a place called River Bend. Scores of people were killed — burnt to death. And amongst the debris was found a baby’s shoe, which was identified by the grief-stricken father as the shoe which the child was wearing when it disappeared. Witnesses were found who saw a woman carrying a baby into the train, and there can be no doubt that the child was one of many who perished in that terrible disaster.

“The theory formed then was that the kidnapper was on his way to some unknown destination when the accident overtook him or his agent.”

“Was this matter reported to the police?”

To his surprise John Wood shook his head. “That is why I am perfectly certain the mother knew who was responsible for the child’s abduction, and, fearing for its fate, withheld the information which might have brought about its recovery. That Abe Bellamy was responsible I have no doubt.”

“You’re perfectly certain the child was killed?” asked Jim, and the man nodded. “When did this happen?”

“I am able to fix the date by the date of the accident. In fact, that is the only date I have to go on, for I had to piece together the story with practically no assistance. The child was lost in August, 1890.”

Jim’s face fell. “I was hoping to be able to tell you that the child was still alive, but I’m afraid the dates were wrong, unless the old man made a practice of this sort of thing.”

“I don’t think this was his only offence,” said Wood. “It seems a fantastic charge to bring against a reputable man of Bellamy’s position, but in the space of five years I have traced two mysterious disappearances, and in each case it was the child of a man who had stood out against him. As I said, the dominant passion in his life has been power. He may be mad, though I have had no corroboration of that excuse.”

“Perhaps, Mr. Wood, you will tell me a little more,” began Jim, but John Wood of Belgium shook his head.

“I am afraid I can’t,” he said.

“The name of the father of this child?”

“I can’t even tell you that,” said the other quietly. “You see, Captain Featherstone, I have a certain responsibility in the matter.”

Before he left, John Wood asked a question that was on his mind. “You talked about the dates being wrong, Captain Featherstone. Have you traced some other victim of Abe Bellamy’s villainy?” Jim nodded. “Will you tell me who it was?”

“I am afraid I must follow your example and ask you not to press me on that point,” said Jim with a smile. “You are perfectly sure that the kidnapping you referred to occurred in ‘90?”

“There is no doubt at all,” said the other. “The accident occurred at a place called River Bend. It was known as the River Bend disaster, and it happened on the twenty-ninth of August, 1890.”

John Wood made one call before he caught the afternoon train back to Belgium, and to his disappointment Spike was out of town. Mr. Syme saw the visitor, and Mr. Syme interviewing members of the general public was altogether a different Mr. Syme from that which Spike knew. “Holland is still at Garre, but I’m withdrawing him tomorrow,” he said. “The public interest in the Green Archer has evaporated. He hasn’t made another appearance, so I guess the archer is dead. And maybe,” he added hopefully, “he will be if I bring Holland back to London.”
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Since the departure of the “new butler” many of that gentleman’s duties had devolved upon Julius Savini. It was his business in the morning to open the little door which led to the storeroom and admit from the kitchen buildings, which connected with the storeroom, the servants whose business it was to clean up and dust, sweep, and scrub. Abe Bellamy’s household was arranged to afford him the minimum of discomfort. His library was cleaned whilst he was taking his morning walk through the park — a practice which he followed wet or fine — the bedrooms and corridors were tidied immediately after.

Yet, despite his apparent indispensability, Julius knew that the old man was contemplating a change. Perhaps the uncanny mildness of his manner aroused the Eurasian’s suspicion. Having this conviction, Julius Savini began to look around with the idea of making a profitable getaway.

Bellamy kept very little money in the house. He had a small account at a local branch of his London bank, but when he required any large sums it was Savini’s duty to take the car to London and collect it. “Large” is a relative term, and so far the sums which Julius had drawn had not been of sufficient importance to justify his taking a risk.

Bellamy left to him the filling in of cheques, and he had access to the chequebook; and when he had finally decided that the time had arrived to make his killing, Julius adopted a plan which had the advantage of simplicity. One morning he took in a bunch of cheques for the old man to sign; they were mostly small tradesmen’s accounts, and the last was for the local newsagent and was for a trifling sum.

“Why don’t you pay this by cash?” grumbled Abe as he scrawled his signature to the cheque.

He could not guess that Julius had already made up his mind to pay that particular account by cash, and that afternoon, instead of posting the cheque, he called at the store and paid the account. The cheque itself he carefully put away in his notecase, and as the date, the amount, and the name of the payee had been written in ink that faded within three hours of its writing, when Julius again inspected the cheque it was blank save for Abe Bellamy’s signature.

That afternoon he went to town and saw his wife.

“I’ll go alone,” he said. “You can join me a few months later. It will be easy for you to slip from the sleuths, go to New York, and work down to Rio. I’ll write you to the old place.” The old place was El Moro’s, to which many letters, strangely addressed, came every day and were furtively collected.

On his return to Garre, in his room after the house was quiet, Julius took out the cheque from his notecase — and made it out for a hundred thousand dollars — Abe Bellamy’s was a dollar account, for just about that time the exchange was fluctuating against sterling. As he expected, the first words of Bellamy the next morning were: “I’ll be sending you to town tomorrow to get some money, Savini.”

“I might go today,” said Julius, remembering that he had dated the cheque that day. “I have nothing much to do.”

“You can go tomorrow early,” snapped Abe. “Make the cheque out for five thousand dollars.”

Julius came back with the cheque, and with it a letter addressed to the manager of the bank. “What is this?” asked Abe suspiciously.

“The last time I drew five thousand,” said the glib Julius, “Mr. Sturges said he didn’t like paying out large sums unless he had a covering letter with the cheque.”

“They ought to know you by now,” complained Abe as he scribbled his signature at the bottom of a letter which authorised the banker to pay bearer the cheque presented.

It was simple, thought Julius, and had a glow of malicious satisfaction as he anticipated the old man’s rage when the discovery of the robbery was known. By that time Julius Savini would be beyond the reach of his tongue and his huge hands — especially those huge hands.

In the afternoon Abe Bellamy ordered the car and drove to some unknown destination. Julius guessed that he was meeting Coldharbour Smith, for there had been a call put through to Limehouse that morning, and Abel Bellamy had spent a quarter of an hour behind locked doors. His absence was welcome, for there were many things that Julius had to do — letters that had to be destroyed, clothes that he was leaving behind to be searched, so that nothing was left which would trace him. The last letter had been burnt, the last waistcoat rigorously examined, and he came out of his room into the long corridor wondering if his nerves would give way under the strain of living with Bellamy for the next twelve hours.

At the farther end of the passage, near to the staircase, was the small door through which the cleaners were admitted, and through which the Green Archer had disappeared. The door was opened and closed by Julius since the butler had gone, and he had noticed it standing ajar as he had passed on his way to his room, and had mentally resolved to return and lock up, for after lunch the only communication between the kitchen and the hall was through the service doors opposite the diningroom.

As Julius stood, his mind intent upon his coming flight, he saw the door opening slowly outward, and for a second his heart stopped beating, though it was broad daylight, and there was every possibility that the intruder was a servant who had come back to finish her belated work.

But there was something so furtive, so cautious, in the movement of the door that his mind leapt to the Green Archer, and he stood rooted to the spot. Very slowly the door opened, and then round its edge a man stepped cautiously — a tall, cadaverous, bareheaded man, wearing a pair of horn — rimmed glasses. He could only have caught a glimpse of the dumbfounded figure of Julius Savini, but he leapt back and pulled the door to with a crash.

Still, Julius did not move, but stood there open — mouthed, staring at the closed door. The man who had made so dramatic, so inexplicable an appearance, was Mr. Howett.
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It was Mr. Howett! Mr. Howett, who was using the door that the Green Archer had used, who could find his way into the very heart of the castle, despite all Abel Bellamy’s precautions. Julius drew a long sigh, and returned to his bedroom, took out the forged cheque and burnt it in the fireplace. He saw a more profitable and less dangerous course. Howett was a rich man, and Howett would pay!

Then at his leisure he took his keys and unlocked the little door — it fastened with a spring catch — and went slowly down the stone stairs to the storehouse. As he expected, the room was empty. The door leading to the kitchen was unlocked, and he passed into the domain of the cook.

“No, sir, nobody’s been through there,” she said, shaking her head. “The cleaners went hours ago.”

It mattered little to Julius now whether or not the old man discharged him. He had a source of income for the rest of his life. Strolling out into the park, he surveyed Lady’s Manor with the air of a proprietor, and dreamt dreams of easy money. The sight of a man swinging up the drive from the lodge diverted his attention, and his heart came into his mouth when he recognised the visitor. It was Jim Featherstone.

“Jumping snakes! What are you doing here, Featherstone?” he asked, his roseate dreams suddenly dispelled.

“I’m improving the shining hour. They tell me the old man’s out, though I expected him to be at home when I left London.”

“You can’t come into the castle, Captain Featherstone,” said the agitated Julius. “I’ve as good as lost my job as it is.”

“So I gathered,” said Featherstone.

“So you gathered?” faltered Julius, and Jim Featherstone nodded.

“Savini,” he said, “when a man like you begins making inquiries at shipping offices and collecting data about the German ships that run from Vigo to Rio, I gather that you are in imminent danger of being fired and that you are contemplating a change of air and scenery. I can only tell you this, that if Abe Bellamy were the devil himself, it is my job to protect him from robbery, and I warn you, Mr. Savini, that you will be severely scrutinised if you attempt to leave London, either by the prosaic boat-train or the more romantic airway.”

Julius could have swooned. What an escape he had had! “I don’t know why you should think these things about me, Captain,” he said with an air of injured innocence. “I’m trying to go straight, but you police fellows don’t give a man a chance.”

Jim laughed. “That early Christian martyr tone of yours certainly refreshes me,” he said. “Now, Julius, you can make yourself useful. I’m looking for something in the garden. I don’t want to go into the baronial hall.”

“What is it?” asked Julius, his curiosity overcoming his panic.

“The other night I drove a number of spikes into the ground, and I found them all except one. It was the night the dogs chased the Green Archer.”

“A spike?” said Julius, thinking for the moment that Captain Featherstone was being facetious. “The only Spike—”

“This wasn’t a human spike,” interrupted Jim. “I’m not going to explain to you the why and wherefore of it. Help me search. It was in that garden bed close under the wall. By the way, that is the back of Bellamy’s library, isn’t it?” He pointed to the grey and broken wall.

Julius nodded. “You ought to know every location by now, Captain Featherstone,” he said. “If the old man had any idea that I knew who you were there’d have been trouble.”

“Have you got a new butler?”

“I’m the new butler,” said Julius savagely. “The old devil is treating me like a domestic servant!”

The search proved to be short in duration. Jim had not been looking for five minutes before he saw the dull gleam of steel, and, scooping out the earth, he drew up the bar he had planted.

“What is it?”

“It is a thermometer, and the temperature is forty degrees. I can tell you that before I look at it,” said the detective.

He wiped the mould from the glass-shielded face of the instrument and examined the record. Then he whistled. “Eighty degrees!” he said, half to himself. There was no doubt on the matter. The instrument was self registering, and a thread of scarlet touched the eighty line.

“Eighty degrees,” he repeated, and looked at the puzzled Julius. “The earth here, Savini, is forty degrees hotter than the earth in any part of the grounds — which I think,” he added, “accounts for the gas bill.”

“But what does it matter, anyway?” asked Julius. “And how does the gas bill come in? You don’t think that he is heating the ground?”

“That is just what I do think,” said Featherstone.

He examined the thermometer again. The actual temperature stood at fifty-five, but at some period between the placing of the indicator and its recovery the thermometer had been subjected to a heat of eighty.

“I cannot understand what this is all about, Featherstone,” said Julius irritably. “What have I to tell the old man when he comes back?”

“You’ll tell him nothing,” was the suave reply. “You’ll maintain that discretion which so admirably distinguished your conduct when I had the honour of sleeping under the same roof as you.”

Julius was saved the necessity for lying, for even as Featherstone turned to go Abe Bellamy’s car swept up the drive, and the big fellow jumped out almost before it was at a standstill.

“Got another — what do you call it — warrant?” he asked. “Glad to see you, Captain Featherstone. What I like about England is the way people call without invitation. What’s that?” he demanded sharply.

Without a word Jim handed him the long steel rod, and the old man frowned at it.

“A few nights before I left your employ, Mr. Bellamy, I took the liberty of going round the castle grounds planting instruments very similar to this. They each contained a self-recording thermometer, and all except this, which I did not find, showed a ground temperature of forty degrees. The last thermometer shows eighty.”

Abe Bellamy did not move a muscle.

“Maybe you’ve found a volcano,” he said, “or a hot spring. Are you thinking of gaoling me because the ground is hot?”

“I only remark that it is curious.”

Abe laughed harshly. “I hate to disappoint a clever fellow like you, Featherstone,” he said, “but if you’ll make inquiries at the lodge you will find that, with true American thoroughness, I had hot water laid on for the use of the keeper. You have struck the hot — water pipe — that’s the second pipe you’ve had!” He chuckled as if he was enjoying a good joke at the expense of the detective. “All the same,” he went on, “I’m mighty curious to know what you thought you’d found.”

“I certainly did not expect to find a hot — water pipe driven through a twelve — foot way,” said Featherstone.

The old man’s explanation was a perfectly logical one, and he felt that for once Abel Bellamy had scored. Inquiries at the lodge, which he did not hesitate to make, confirmed this statement. He confessed his failure to a sympathetic Spike Holland.

“I don’t exactly know what I expected to find,” he said, “except that, if this gas was used, it was employed somewhere out of sight. Whilst I was at the castle I had an opportunity of examining the meter, and more gas is used in Garre Castle than the stoves or the range can account for.”

“It is up to you, Holland,” he added, when they had exhausted the problem of the gas, ‘to help me all you know how. I will let you into my confidence to this extent, that I believe Miss Howett is in very grave danger. The nature of that danger I cannot tell you because I don’t know. I do know this, however, that for some reason, which is beyond me, Bellamy has conceived a bitter hatred towards this girl; and unless I am greatly mistaken he is plotting some harm to her. If you’re willing to stay on I’ll see your editor and put you right with him. I can tell him enough to make him realise that there’s still a big story to come out of Garre Castle. And if you stand by me I’ll see that you get it.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“I want you to spend most of your days in bed and most of your nights somewhere within reach of Lady’s Manor.”

“Is it the archer you’re looking for?”

Featherstone shook his head. “I’m not worrying about the archer,” he said. “He can look after himself, and I’m satisfied that he means no mischief to Miss Howett. The archer I’m watching is Coldharbour Smith, and believe me he’s more dangerous to my peace of mind than the most deadly bowman that ever wore green!”

As he drove back to town that evening he stopped his car on the crest of the road that runs up Garre Hill and looked back.

The grim outlines of the castle were silhouetted against the wine hues of the west, menacing and sinister. What secret did those walls hold, he wondered? What tragedy lay hidden? That its mystery was not yet revealed he was certain.
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At eight o’clock that evening a maid pushed into Abel Bellamy’s study the wheeled table on which his huge meal was laid. She placed it in the clear space behind his desk, set a chair, and with a frightened “Your dinner is served, sir,” made her escape.

Abel Bellamy started at the sound of her voice and growled something under his breath, which she did not hear. He walked slowly to the door and locked it; then, without sitting at the table, began to arrange food on plates. When he had finished he approached his desk and pushed it until it was clear of the rug on which it stood. This he rolled methodically, exposing the parquet flooring beneath.

From a desk drawer he took a small vacuum cup, the presence of which had often puzzled Julius. He pressed it on one of the small wooden squares that made the pattern of the floor, and it lifted, exposing a small keyhole. Into this he turned the key he carried on his chain. Then, gripping the edge of the wood, it came up in the form of a trapdoor with a regular edging, so cunningly devised that the shape of the trap could not be detected when it was in place. Beneath was apparently solid stone flags, into which a small gunmetal lock had been fitted.

Again he used the key, and, putting his foot on the stone, pressed. Balanced on a steel axis, it half turned, revealing a flight of stone stairs. He went back to the table, took a plate in his hand, and walked into the chamber beneath. Although it was dark, he made his way to a bench, where he put down the plate, and, striking a match, lit a gas-jet. At the far end of the room was a door, which he unbolted with one hand and pushed open.

In the direction he was now moving he was outside the walls of the castle; indeed, the door through which he passed was built in the foundation of the wall, which was so thick at this point that, when the door opened, he appeared to be walking through a short tunnel. Beyond was a large room, out of which were two smaller apartments. The room was illuminated by six gas-jets that burnt behind opaque globes. It was the most remarkable room in the castle, with its massive stone pillars and the sombre vault of its roof. It had been furnished regardless of cost. Beautiful rugs covered the stone floor, priceless tapestries hid the walls, and easy chairs and couches were plentiful. On a small table was a great silver vase, in which a few blossoms drooped. Every article of furniture in that room Abel Bellamy had carried there himself, smuggling them in one by one.

He put down the plate on the table and looked round. The room was empty. He went to one of the doors and pushed it open. It was fitted up as a small kitchen and was completely equipped. Beyond, through an open door, he caught a glimpse of a long bath, and with a grunt came back to the main room.

“Elaine!” he called sharply, and a woman came slowly from the third room. She wore a shapeless dark gown and her movements were slow and listless. “Here’s your dinner,” barked Bellamy. “Do you ever think what’d happen if I forgot you, eh? Suppose I dropped dead?” He rumbled with laughter at the thought. “Who’d find you? You’d starve down here, Elaine. In hundreds of years’ time — thousands perhaps — they’d find you and put you with one of those old queens — eh, Elaine?”

She had heard this so often that she gave it no attention. The only sign she gave that she had heard him was when she slowly pulled a chair to the table to sit down. He watched her as she ate, almost mechanically. Eight years of solitary confinement were written in the transparent pallor of her face. Yet not all her trials, not the humiliation to which she had been subjected daily, the insults and taunts, the studied brutality which Abel Bellamy had imposed upon her, had broken her spirit or brought a line to that singularly beautiful face. She might have been a woman of thirty, and the grey in her hair was the only betrayal of a greater age. He stood against one of the big pillars, his arms folded, looking down at her.

“I saw Valerie today, Elaine Held,” he said. “She would have sent her love if she had known. She’ll be a happy bride in a month, my dear. You remember Coldharbour Smith?”

The woman looked up. “I don’t believe you when you tell me that you have seen Valerie, or that she is anywhere near. It is just a lie of yours. Everything you told me has been a lie.”

“Do you know Coldharbour Smith?” he repeated.

She did not answer, but the hand that carried a glass of water to her lips was shaking.

“You had better remember him,” he said, raising his voice threateningly. “I thought you’d be seeing him again soon. There’s been a fly cop nosing round the castle, and when you were in your tantrums the other day he heard you! Yes, ma’am, he was standing right over your head and heard you squealing.” He laughed, a sound that echoed through the subterranean chamber. “A clever lad, he took the temperature of the ground and found your kitchen. He’s been guessing right, but I fooled him.” Still she made no reply. He was so used to these silences that he had ceased to be irritated, and he went on: “Valerie’s lovely. Yes, ma’am, that girl is Elaine Held all over again — the same eyes, the same hair, the same damned stuck-up ways. They’re marrying in a month.”

She got up from her chair with a sigh, looked at him steadily for a second or two, and then: “I think of Valerie as dead,” she said.

“You’re a fool and you always were a fool. You had a chance when I wanted to marry you. I don’t want to marry you now.”

“That is the kindest thing you’ve said to me. Oh, God, I wish I was dead!” She covered her face with her hands, and her body shook.

“Why don’t you die?” said the old man contemptuously. “Because you’re a coward! Why don’t you die? It is easy. Turn on any of these gas faucets and go to sleep. You’ve got knives — can’t you sharpen them?”

“I don’t want to die that way. I will live to see you punished for all the evil you have done in the world, for all the sorrow you have brought to human hearts, Abe Bellamy.”

Up went his lips to show his teeth. He moved swiftly towards her and caught her by the shoulder. “You’re afraid of death!” he said, glaring into her face. “I’m not! I look for the day when I shall be stricken down — me up above, and you down here, nobody dreaming of you! That will be a good thought to take with me. And when they carry me out of the castle they’ll walk over your tomb, Elaine, and they won’t know, and you won’t know, and I shan’t know!”

She shivered. “You aren’t human!” she muttered.

Abel released his hold of her, took up the plate, and balanced it on the palm of his hand, looking at her speculatively. “They’ll never find you,” he said, speaking to himself, “never! I’ll keep you here. If I took you away I’d only bring you back again.”

Abruptly he turned from her and went through the door, slamming it and thrusting home the bolt. He took the plate that he had set down, brought it up the stairs, and replaced it on the table in his library. Then the stone slab swung into its position and held with a click.
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The hounds of Garre were now kennelled in an ancient shed that had held the hunting dogs of the de Curcys in the days when Columbus was a child playing in the streets of Genoa. Abe Bellamy had laid down a rule for their feeding. Their last meal was in the early afternoon; after that they were left hungry, by design. A hungry dog was a wakeful dog, argued the old man, and a savage dog too. It was he who gave them their morning food; usually he found them sitting in a solemn line before his bedroom door, their intelligent faces turned up at him.

“You’re going to town tomorrow, Savini. I want you back early. You’re married, I hear?”

“Yes, sir,” replied Julius, wondering from whence the information had come. Featherstone, he knew, had not told. Then the explanation flashed on him. Coldharbour Smith, a man to whom the loyalties were unknown!

“Pretty smart kind of wife you’ve got, they tell me,” said Bellamy, looking at the secretary from under his shaggy brows. “A goodlooker, huh?”

“Yes, sir,” said Julius, wondering what was coming next.

“Smith has a fine job for her,” said Bellamy, returning to the survey of an illustrated newspaper. “I guess you won’t mind her making money — honestly?”

Julius overlooked the insult, in his curiosity to discover what the old man was driving at. This was indeed an unexpected development, though he did not for one moment imagine that his employer was acting the part of disinterested friend. That was not Bellamy’s way. “I’m very glad to hear you say that, sir,” he said deferentially. “Fay is a good girl and knows nothing about the life I lived—”

“Don’t lie; she was one of your gang.” Julius cursed the informer silently. “If she was honest I shouldn’t have any use for her. At least, Smith wouldn’t. Write to her, Savini — no, see her. You are going to town tomorrow. Drop in and talk to her. Tell her that if Smith wants her help she’s to give it. She’ll be paid well. Tell her that.”

His characteristic head-jerk terminated the interview. Julius went to bed after seeing the old man on his way to the kennels. He never waited for the arrival of the dogs.

In a few minutes Bellamy was back, his famished hounds at heel. They waited expectantly whilst he barred and bolted the door, then followed him up the broad stairway. At the entrance of his room he stopped to look round. One dog was stretched at the head of the stairs, the others were sniffing at the door of Savini’s room.

Two o’clock was chiming when the door leading to the storeroom opened stealthily inch by inch. So slowly, so noiselessly, that a dog lying a dozen yards away did not look round. As slowly the door closed again, but on the floor near to the wall was something that had not been there before — a large bowl of milk. The first to see it was one of the dogs that had been wandering about the hall below, and the sound of his noisy lapping brought his companions.

The hungry beasts gathered about the bowl, their heads buried in its depth. Soon the bowl was empty, and one by one they strolled off to lie contentedly, licking the spots of milk that had fallen on their paws. The first of the hounds to find the milk stretched himself, his head between his paws and his eyes closed. Then almost simultaneously the second and third of the dogs lay over on their sides. Five minutes passed, and a green figure slipped through the door, went swiftly to the head of the stairs where the switch controlling the hall lights was concealed; a touch; and the corridor was in darkness.

Silently he moved, stooping to lift one of the dogs to the side. The dog half opened his eyes, and the green man patted him and smoothed the silky ears. The animal was asleep again in a second.

In the faint light he stood motionless outside Abe Bellamy’s room. Slim and terrifyingly tall he looked. The bloated white face was grotesque and appalling in its immobility. In one hand he held a long green bow, a full quiver hung at his side, the green feathers of their butts shimmering. He waited for a long time, then, stooping, he thrust a thin, long-nosed instrument into the keyhole. Attached to the handle was a thin wire which ran into the quiver. He gripped the end of the key and turned it. He made no sound, even as he twisted the handle and drew the door wide open, revealing the leather-covered inner door. Again the instrument in his hand was applied, this time to the end of the iron rod which ran through the door and served at its other side to retain the catch when it rose. Whatever the instrument was, it must have been highly magnetised, for its current acted through the iron bar, lifting the catch sufficiently to allow the door to be pushed open…

When Abe Bellamy woke, the phosphorescent figures of the clock at the side of his bed pointed to a quarter-past four. He had grown accustomed to looking at the doors to see whether they were open. They were, he noted, shut, and he lay down again. Moving his pillow to make himself more comfortable, he heard a faint jingle of steel, and got out of bed with a curse to retrieve his key chain, which had fallen to the floor. He did not go to sleep again, but lay thinking, and his thoughts were not pleasant. Valerie Howett! She would be asleep now, and even into her dreams, he thought, no hint of her danger would come.

Here, in one respect, he was wrong. Valerie Howett was at that precise moment very much awake.

To all women, at some period of their lives, comes the realisation that their lives, hitherto free and untrammelled, are in the keeping and largely in the disposition of others. The knowledge is sweet, but it can irritate also. And it is all the more irritating when no definite claim has been made to this mastership and relationships are still vague and uncertain.

Valerie Howett had reached the stage with Jim Featherstone that, whilst any serious talk of love or marriage was not entertained, she felt so far bound to him that, if any man had proposed marriage to her, she would have regarded herself as engaged. Yet no word of love had passed between them. She did not even know if he was free to marry. She tried to settle the matter in her mind by reviewing the circumstances under which she had become acquainted with the Police Commissioner, but abandoned that line of examination when she realised that, in all probability, Jim Featherstone was interested in her only as “a case.” He had been asked by her father to take a professional interest in her, and probably his interest was still professional, despite that queer thrill in his voice when he had bade her good night at the gate. She turned her mind to the more flattering speculation.

It seemed a very long time since she had seen him last, though in point of actual fact it was only a matter of hours; and it was because she missed him with such unaccountable poignancy that she was angry with herself and deliberately tore up the letter she had been writing to him. Mr. Howett had retired earlier than usual, and she left a servant to lock up, and went to bed a little dissatisfied with her own inconsistency. For somehow the search for Elaine Held had lost some of its urgency, and she could not understand why. Her room was in the front of Lady’s Manor, overlooking the strip of garden. Beyond the hedge which bordered Lady’s Manor was the road. Looking from her window, she saw a man strolling along the centre of the road, and caught the gleam of his cigar. She smiled inwardly, knowing that it was Spike Holland who had taken upon himself her guardianship. And this thought of Jim’s care cheered her.

Usually she slept well, but this night she tossed and turned for an hour before she fell into a fitful sleep. Twice she wakened and the second time decided to get up and heat some milk. She looked out into the deserted road; Spike was not in sight. She hoped he had gone home to bed. Pulling on her dressing-gown, she found her slippers and lit a candle, and she had opened the door of the room when she heard something which made her blow out her candle. It was the sound of voices, whispering voices, and they came from below.

Her heart was thumping painfully as she crept to the balustrade and looked down into the hall. There was nothing to be seen, but the voices were distinct, and somebody was crying softly. She was not dreaming; she pinched herself to make sure. Should she arouse her father? Her hand was raised to knock at his door, but she hesitated.

Again came the whispered colloquy from below, and that undercurrent of soft weeping which did not cease. It could not be a servant; if any of the servants had been taken ill in the night the girl would have come to her.

She turned the handle of her father’s door and went in, moving her hand in search of him. The bed was empty! She could not believe the evidence of her senses. She struck a match with trembling fingers and lit the candle. The bed had not been slept in. His pyjamas lay neatly folded on the pillow.

She was bewildered and then relieved. It must have been Mr. Howett she had heard. Probably a maid had come to him.

She carried the candle down the stairs, and at the first sound of her foot, soft as it was, on the staircase, the whispering and the sobbing ceased. She went straight to the drawingroom; the sounds had come from there. She tried the door, but it was locked.

“Who’s there?” she asked quickly, breathlessly.

No answer came for a moment, and then she heard the whispers again, and: “It is father, Valerie.”

“What is the matter?” she asked with a sigh of thankfulness.

“I’m seeing a friend; I will come up to you,” was the hesitant reply.

“But who is it, Daddy?” she asked in surprise.

“Please go to bed, dear.” Mr. Howett’s voice was urgent. “I don’t want the servants aroused.”

Reluctantly she turned and made her way back to her room; Who was the friend who called at this hour of the morning, and why had her father not gone to bed? It was so unlike him. He was a man of routine, who had never done anything unusual within her recollection. She always thought of him as one who hated mysteries, and here he was participating in the greatest mystery of all. She could not understand it; it was so unlike him. Nevertheless, she was glad that his was one of the whispering voices; but whose was the other?

She sat on the edge of her bed, her door open, listening.

Presently she heard the sound of somebody coming from the drawingroom and the click of the lock as the front door was opened. Curiosity got the better of her, and she stole softly to the head of the stairs and looked down. Fortunately she was holding the rail, or she would have fallen. For there, in the centre of the hall, dimly illuminated by the light which came through the open door, was the Green Archer I.



35. Doubt


Table of Contents


One glance she gave at that sinister figure, and then she turned and fled to her room, locking the door behind her. It was incredible, impossible, outside the bounds of reason. Her father! And who had been his visitor? She heard the soft purr of a car, but did not get up to look. Instinctively she knew that the stranger had gone and that it was the stranger whose sobs she had heard. But Mr. Howett — the Green Archer! Her brain whirled.

She sat with her head in her hands, and did not stir when she heard him go to his room and close and lock the door.

Valerie went down early to breakfast. She had a headache and was feeling dead tired, but she was anxious to hear what explanation her father offered — she could not think of him in any other way but as her father — for the happening of the night. She must not even so much as hint that she knew his secret, she told herself; and when he came in to breakfast she greeted him as though nothing had happened.

“Your visitor kept you very late, Daddy,” she said as she seated herself opposite to him. He looked pale and ill; evidently he had not slept either.

“Yes, Val,” he mumbled, not meeting her eyes. “I promised I’d come along and see you last night, didn’t I? I…well, I had rather a shock. I wonder if you would mind if I did not discuss it?”

“Of course I don’t mind, dear,” she said with a cheerfulness she did not feel.

“I expect you were a little frightened,” he said, reopening the subject himself some time later, “and that’s just the thing I didn’t want to happen. Did you go into my room?” she nodded. “And found the bed empty. Well, that must have worried you, dear. I would give a lot of money not to have had you wake up.”

“Was it anybody very important?”

“Very important indeed,” he answered gravely. “Valerie, I don’t like the way these eggs are served.” It was an old complaint of his, and one which he invariably employed when he wished to change a breakfast — table subject. “I am going to town today,” he said when the meal was over. “There’s a man coming from Philadelphia I want to see pretty badly, and perhaps I’ll be late returning.”

He was so full of explanation for his visit to town that she knew that he had not told her the real reason. But she did not question him, and to all appearance saw nothing extraordinary in his conduct, even though he must have remembered that he told her, only the previous day, that only illness would take him away from his history, In one sense she was glad that he was going. There were some questions she wished to ask the servants, and perhaps a close scrutiny of the drawingroom would reveal to her the identity of the visitor.

He left immediately after breakfast. Spike, seeing him go, hurried to the house. “Nothing wrong, is there, Miss Howett?” he asked anxiously.

“What a question for the Howetts’ guardian angel!” she smiled, and Spike made a wry face. “Your guardian angel sat down in the shelter of a hedge and fell into a state of coma.” Then, seeing her look of alarm, Spike stated in plainer language that he had fallen asleep. “I ought to be in bed preparing for my duty,” he said, “but the truth is that the days are so full of interest that I never think about retiring until it is nearly time to go on patrol. There is trouble in the castle.”

“What has happened?”

“The Emerald One got busy last night, and when old man Bellamy woke up this morning he found his dogs sleeping off the effects of an almighty jag they’d had in the night.”

“Drugged again?” she asked in surprise.

Spike nodded. “I’ve just seen Julius. He says the old man’s keeping those dogs in his room in future, and he’s just raising Cain! Had all the servants up, questioned and cross-examined them, and talks about calling in the police.”

“Poor Mr. Savini must be in a terrible state of mind,” smiled the girl sympathetically.

“As a matter of fact, he isn’t,” replied Spike. “I’ve never seen him so pert and lively. Treated the whole thing as a joke, and says he wishes the Green Archer had poisoned the dogs instead of doping them. Your father’s out very early, Miss Howett.”

“Yes, he has an appointment in London.”

“So has Julius,” prattled Spike. “By the way, I’ve been on the ‘phone to Featherstone this morning.”

“Mr. Holland, did a car pass you very early this morning?”

“Yes,” he said instantly, “it was that that woke me up — a two-seater Delarge, all hooded up though it was not raining. I wondered where it had come from so early. Why?”

“I saw it passing my window. It woke me up too,” she replied untruthfully, and the interest faded from Spike’s face.

“You didn’t see who was driving it?” she asked.

“I caught a glimpse. It was the headlamp that woke me up; and you must be a pretty light sleeper, Miss Howett, because it was less noisy than any big car I’ve seen for a long time. What struck me was that it was a woman driving, somebody in a long cloak. I only saw her for a fraction of a second.”

“There was nobody else in the car?”

“I wouldn’t swear to that,” said Spike. “Why are you asking me this, Miss Howett?” he demanded suspiciously. “Nothing happened at Lady’s Manor last night?”

“Nothing,” she said hastily. “Only I wondered who it was that would be driving at that hour of the morning:” Spike out of the way, she began the tactful questioning of the servants. They added nothing to her knowledge. Nor did the drawingroom yield any clue to the identity of the visitor. Should she search her father’s room? Loyalty to the man whose love had first saved and then cherished her made her reject that plan, and she was reduced to the confirmation which her own eyes had given her.
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Julius found Abe Bellamy in the park on his return from town the next day. For once the old man seemed to be anxious to see him, for he held up his hand and stopped the car halfway up the drive, and Julius got out.

“Have you seen your wife?” he barked.

“Yes, sir, I saw her.”

“Is she going to do what I — Mr. Smith wishes her to do?”

“No,” said Julius boldly, ‘she says she doesn’t care for the job.”

“I suppose you know that means I’m going to fire you?” threatened Bellamy.

“I shall be very sorry, sir—” began Julius.

“Give me the money,” growled Bellamy, and the secretary counted into his hand the notes he had drawn from the bank. Julius was near the entrance to the hall, when Abe called him back. “Did your wife tell you what Mr. Smith wanted?”

“No, sir,” said Julius.

The old man’s eyes searched him. “That will do,” he said.

He had ordered his dinner early, for that day he had gone without lunch. It made little difference to the grey woman. She had a supply of canned food which helped to keep her alive when, as sometimes he did, Bellamy spent days without making a visit. Once he had purposely allowed her emergency supplies to run out, and had kept her two days without food — a piece of malice which, to his annoyance, she had passed without comment.

If the castle was the apple of his eye, then this secret prison of his was its very core. With his own hand he had furnished it, with his own hands connected its gas-supply and installed its ventilation. To introduce electricity involved too many dangers. A short circuit would bring prying electricians to the castle; the wires could not be as well hidden as was the other means of illumination. He had worked a week to connect one of the old chimneys of the main building with this subterranean room and provide a constant supply of fresh air.

Dinner was brought in at six, and was of the usual proportions, and Julius, who superintended the placing of the table, withdrew. This time the old man ate his dinner first, before he loaded the tray for his unfortunate guest. His mind was on the Green Archer. How wonderful it would be to capture him and thrust him down that Little Ease down below ground-level, and clang the steel gates fast in his face and leave him there to eat out his heart year after year and at last to die all unknown. The stone trap from the upper dungeons could be cemented down. He could be left there until madness came to him…Abel Bellamy breathed more quickly at the thought. Who was he? He had suspected Julius at first; then he had thought it might be that prying policeman Featherstone. Or was it a woman? Was it Valerie? That would be a sweet revenge. He would make a newer dungeon for Valerie, on the lower level. He shook his head; the other way was best. Smith! He chuckled heavily as he rose and pushed back the writing-table.

He was taking his time tonight, for he was not in the mood to be hurried. The parquet flooring came up on its concealed hinges; he snapped back the lock in the stone and set it swinging on its axle. But even then he did not descend the stairs. He was trying to get Valerie Howett right. What was best — that Smith should take her?…He did not trust Smith, and was he to trust him to the extent of making life a hell for that daughter of Elaine Held?

Balancing the tray, he went down into the dark, lit the gas, and opened the door. As he placed the tray on the table he called the woman by name, and this time he went straight to her sleeping-room and kicked open the door. “Here’s your food. Answer me when I call you,” he roared. Only the echo of his voice came back.

“Elaine!” he shouted. Had she followed his advice — had she died? Had she sought, in the turned gas faucets, a way out of her imprisonment? He could not smell gas.

He pushed open the door of the kitchen. It was empty. The bathroom — empty. He ran from room to room like a madman, chased round. the pillars as though she were concealed behind one of them, threw over the settee with a crash, ran back to the door and peered out. “Elaine!” he screamed. But Elaine was not there. The grey woman had gone!

Where was she? She must be there, she must! There was no way out. The walls were solid. There were none of the secret doors and passages in which they had told him Garre Castle abounded. He had tested every stone, every flag in the worn floor. He ran into the bedroom and pulled the bed away from the wall. Perhaps she was hiding there to frighten him. But the bed was empty; there was nobody there. Her meagre wardrobe was hanging on two pegs that with difficulty had been driven into the wall.

He sat down dully, his head in his hands. The grey lady was gone. But where? How could she get out? There was only one way, and that was by way of the library. Even if she had got through the door…But she couldn’t pass that way. The door was bolted. The Green Archer…the Green Archer again! The Green Archer could not have passed through the floor. No other key would turn that lock. It had been made especially by a German lockmaker, that and the safe, and the same key fitted both — that tiny key that sent steel arms crashing into their sockets, and held the stone immovable.

He carried the tray back to the library and examined the stone trap before he closed it. There was no suggestion, not so much as a scratch upon its surface, that it had been forced. The key had no duplicate; it was impossible that the grey woman could have gone that way. It was nearly nine o’clock when he came out of the library, and Julius stared at him, for in three hours the man’s whole appearance had changed. He was hollow-eyed, grey of face, horrible.

“Get me a connection with Limehouse,” he said. “And tell Sen I want him — here.”

Julius wondered. Never before had Sen, the chauffeur, crossed the threshold of Garre Castle.

Sen was by birth Chinese. Abe Bellamy had found him when he was on a flying visit to Seattle — a lank, inscrutable man, who had been trained at the American Mission in Hankow. He had the curious quality of understanding four languages and speaking none, for he had been dumb from birth. It was this latter advantage, more than Sen’s erudition, which secured him a job; Abe had paid for his training in a motor — school, and had maintained him in his employ for eighteen years. He lived over the garage that Bellamy had built in an extreme corner of the park. Here he lived frugally and cleanly, occupying such time as the big Rolls did not claim in the translation of the “Lun Yii” — that book of books — into English. What wages Sen received, nobody but Bellamy knew. What he did with it, nobody, not even his master, guessed.

Sen had one god, and his name was Abel Bellamy, though the old man did not speak a dozen sentences to him in the course of the year. Perhaps of his affliction was born a new sense, a keener perception of Bellamy’s mind. He was the one man in the world that Abe did not bully or get into a passion with. Sen had, his orders by the private telephone wire, and tapped the transmitter once to signal that he understood, or twice if he wished the message repeated. He was goodlooking for a Chinaman, with dark, sombre eyes and good features. In his chauffeur’s uniform his very nationality was disguised. In a pocket of the car near to his hand he kept a number of cards. On one was printed “I am dumb, but I understand you,” and on the other were requirements such as petrol, tyres, etc., which it might be necessary to secure on a journey.

His aloofness from the castle household was complete. He avoided even Julius, and the only attempt that the secretary had ever made to make friends had been met by a cold stare and the hasty retreat of Sen.

Julius, at the telephone, called the chauffeur, and the answering tap came immediately. “Mr. Bellamy wants you to come right away. He doesn’t want the car, he wants you.” Sen arrived soon after. In his moments of leisure he wore his big-sleeved blouse, and with his hands concealed in their folds he went into the presence of his master.

“Take the second car to Newbury Junction, wait in the dark road leading from the station, and change the number plate. You will pick up a man, and go where he tells you. You will return to Garre tonight.”

Sen bowed his head, waited for further instructions, and, none being forthcoming, he went out.
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Jim Featherstone was dressing for dinner, and his valet remarked casually that he did not seem to enjoy the prospect of a function to which he had been looking forward — a reunion with old war comrades, for he was attending the annual dinner of his old regiment.

“Angus, you have spoken the truth,” said Jim. “I never felt less inclined to listen to patriotic speeches and emotional references to dangers shared and hardships borne.”

“Maybe when you’ve had a drink or two—” began the valet hopefully.

“If you mean to suggest that I can’t be happy unless I get drunk,” said the annoyed Jim, “I can only tell you, Angus, that you lie in your boots. I don’t want to go to this dinner because I’d rather be somewhere else.”

Whilst he readjusted the dress tie with nimble fingers, Jim wondered what the sedate Angus would say if he confessed that he would much rather be sitting in a drawingroom at Garre looking into the most lovely eyes in the world. Angus would probably despise him, for he was a loveless man who, when he was at home, lived with his mother, and raised rabbits for profit.

The dinner was a very cheery gathering, and for a moment Jim regretted the carelessness that would have kept him from meeting so many good fellows with whom he had lived, and very nearly died, in those hideous years in Flanders. The festivities ceased, so far as Jim was concerned, at eleven o’clock, at which hour he left for Scotland Yard to receive reports, for he was acting in the place of a superior on his holidays. He was in his office, running rapidly through the brief notes of arrest that had been reported, when the clerk on night duty came in.

“There’s a lady to see you, sir,” he said.

“Has she been waiting?”

“No, sir, she’s just come.”

“Who is she?” said Jim, his mind flying instantly to Valerie.

“I don’t know her, sir. She says it is very important. She’s a Miss Clayton.”

“Fay!” said Jim in surprise. “Show her in, please.” And then: “Why, Fay, this is an unexpected joy.”

She stood in the doorway surveying him and, against her will admiring him, for Jim was a fine figure of a man in his evening kit, his chest glittering with decorations. “Nobody would think you were a policeman, Featherstone. You look almost like a gentleman. What is the passementerie effect on your coat?”

“They’re medals won at the Cattle Show. Won’t you sit down? Well, Fay, what brings you here?”

“I wish you’d forget that Fay stuff,” she said primly. “I suppose you know I’m married? Not that I really mind. I’m easygoing; that is my trouble. Featherstone,” she said, her tone changing suddenly, “you be careful of that girl.”

“Which girl?” he asked, recognising the seriousness of the warning. “You mean Miss Howett?”

She nodded. “There’s something happening, and I can’t quite see what it is. I had a visit from Coldharbour Smith this morning. You may know him. Of course you do.”

“What about Coldharbour Smith?” he demanded impatiently. “What is the job? I’m sorry if I’m rough with you,” he said, seeing her injured look, “but I’m more than a little anxious.”

“He had a great scheme for playing a joke on Miss Howett,” Fay went on. “Personally it didn’t raise a laugh in me, and I’m pretty easy to amuse — I’ve laughed at jokes in Punch. The idea was to tell Miss Howett that a woman she’s been looking for — her mother — was staying in Coldharbour’s club, the Golden East, and, having thoroughly interested her, I was to take her to Limehouse, and — that’s where my job ended, except for collecting five hundred. What do you think, Captain Featherstone?”

There was an expression in Captain Featherstone’s face that made the question superfluous. “When was this to happen?” he asked.

“I don’t know. No particular night was fixed, but I have an idea that it was this week.”

He had risen and walked across to the fireplace, and was looking down at the blazing coal. She could not see his face, and she guessed that he had taken the position he had so that she should not.

“I can’t tell you how grateful I am to you, Mrs. Savini,” he said. “In turning down this suggestion you have acted as I should have expected any decent woman to act, and I can’t tell you that I’m surprised.”

A dull colour came slowly into the girl’s face; it was the first compliment that she had been paid for many years. “I know this is a squeal,” she said, “and I never dreamt I should do it.”

“But you have done it, and it shan’t stand against you.” He looked at his watch; it was half-past eleven. “I wonder if I can get Spike Holland.”

“I tried today—” she began, and he uttered an exclamation.

“It was you, then, Fay? Miss Howett told me that somebody was trying to get in touch with her. What a good, soul you are!” He walked across to her and offered his hand, and frowning uncomfortably, she took it.

“If you ask me to your wedding, Featherstone, and you miss any of the wedding presents, on the level it won’t be me who took ‘em,” she said.

“Can you wait while I telephone?”

She nodded. He got through almost immediately to the Blue Boar, and to his amazement Spike came at once to the ‘phone. “I thought you were on guard, Holland.”

“No necessity, Captain. Miss Howett left about seven.”

“Left with whom?” demanded Jim quickly.

“With one of your men — the man you sent down from Scotland Yard. Hasn’t she reached you yet?”

“No,” said Jim huskily as he put down the instrument.

“What is the matter?” asked the girl in a low voice.

“Miss Howett is not at Garre. She went away this evening with a man who pretended to be a detective from Scotland Yard,” he said slowly. Only for a few seconds was he stricken to helplessness by the shock of the news. At the press of his bell a uniformed clerk came in, and he gave his orders quickly.

“Get K Division; order out all reserves; form a cordon about the Golden East. It is marked 37 on the raid plan of the division…Got that?”

“Yes, sir,” said the clerk, scribbling.

“All reserves of A Division on duty or in the station to join me immediately. Two police cars — hurry!”

From a drawer in his writing-table he took out a long-barrelled Browning, drew back the jacket, and pressed a cartridge home. He slipped it into the pocket of his evening dress and took up his coat from the table. “I was going to suggest that you should come with me, but I think you’d better not,” he said. “Nobody saw you arrive at Scotland Yard?”

“Featherstone—” Fay’s voice shook— “this man Coldharbour Smith knows something about me. It wouldn’t interest you very much, but it means a whole lot if Julius knows. If he puts up a fight, get him good!”

The shade of a smile passed over his set face. “Bloodthirsty woman,” he said with a touch of his old flippancy, and was gone..

By the time he reached the courtyard of that palace of gloom, half a dozen special service men were assembled, and to them briefly he told the object of the raid. “You understand, this is to be ostensibly a raid to catch the faro players. I’ve had a warrant on ice for three months, and I’m executing it tonight. I expect to find a lady concealed on the premises, and if I do I should treat it as a favour if one of you men will stop me shooting Coldharbour Smith.”
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A car came up at that moment, and they all bundled in, and were racing along the broad boulevard of the Thames Embankment before the second car had arrived. Through the deserted city, into the glare of Whitechapel. The theatres were disgorging their crowds, and progress was slower; yet within a quarter of an hour the car swung into the street on which the Golden East stood, and Jim sprang out before the driver had stopped. The cordon was already formed, and the street seemed to be filled with unobtrusive men, who closed in on the building as the car pulled up. Jim passed the doorkeeper and ran up the stairs. The coon band was playing, and a dozen couples were dancing on the polished floor; but, oblivious to their comfort, he pushed past them into the bar to where the white-coated satellite of Coldharbour Smith was leaning nonchalantly upon the counter, seemingly absorbed in the dancing couples.

“Where’s Smith?” asked Jim.

“He’s not been here tonight, Captain.”

Jim nodded, and turning to the ballroom, made a signal to the leader of the band, and the music stopped. “Everybody in this room will get their coats and wraps and will pass one by one before me,” he ordered, and the guests obeyed with some alacrity, though there were one or two sulky-looking individuals who seemed to resent this disturbance of the harmony. In the meantime the special service men had flowed into the building, and two of them followed Jim behind the bar.

“The door’s locked. Coldharbour’s got the key,” said the sulky barman.

Jim Featherstone put up his foot and drove with all his strength; the door opened with a crash. The lights were burning in the empty room, and on the table stood a pint bottle of champagne which was half empty. There was one glass. He took up the glass and smelt it. “Through that door.” He pointed to the door leading to the street. “There’s an exit below.”

He himself continued up the stairs. At the top there was a small landing and a locked door, under which a line of light showed. He tapped, and instantly the light went out. Waiting no longer, he put his shoulder to the panel and drove in the door.

“Put on the lights,” he ordered sharply. “Any man who attempts to rush me, I’ll shoot.”

A detective behind him threw a ray of light from an electric torch and revealed a dozen uncomfortable-looking men, a hint of a green table, and a scatter of cards, and then the light went on.

“You’re all under arrest here,” said Jim. “What are you playing — faro?”

“We’re only playing bridge,” said a voice.

“Tell that to the man on the bench tomorrow morning,” said Jim tersely.

A door led out of the room, and he passed through to find himself in the kitchen of the establishment. There was nothing here. He came down again to the private room behind the bar, and found a disconsolate barman. “This is pretty tough on me, Captain. I only bought the business from Coldharbour a week ago. I’ve put every penny I’ve saved into it.”

“Then you’ve lost it,” said Jim savagely. He could see that the man was speaking the truth, and he remembered that Coldharbour had talked about handing over his business to somebody else. “I’ll close this club in a week after I’ve had a conviction against the men upstairs. What do you think of that, Barnett?”

Barnett evidently did not think much of it. “It’s tough on me—” he began.

“Was Coldharbour here tonight? Who was he with?” The man refused to speak. “I’ll give you a chance. I’ll make this case against you as light as possible, and I’ll not move to suspend the licence of the club, if you tell me when Coldharbour Smith was here.”

“He was here half an hour ago,” said Barnett.

“Who was with him?”

“A lady.”

“Who else?”

“The man that brought her up. He went away.”

“And where are they now?”

“I don’t know, Captain. I swear I don’t know. All I know is that Coldharbour collected every cent of money that was due to him and slipped out. He said he was going to America or some place.”

“How has he gone? No liner has left these shores for America or South America since Monday. How has he gone, Barnett?”

“I don’t know, sir.” The man hesitated. “He’s always meeting these sea captains. They come here regularly. He’s had a lot to do with one of them — been here for hours with him.”

“Who was the captain?”

“A man called Fernandez. He’s the part owner of a small tramp, and runs it himself — the Contessa; she’s lying out in the Pool, or was this afternoon, because the skipper was in here.”

Jim reached for the telephone and gave a number.

“Superintendent of Thames Division?…It is Captain Featherstone speaking. I want the Contessa held. She’s a tramp lying in the Pool…Oh, you know her, do you?” He waited a moment whilst the divisional exchange put him through to the riverside station. “Yes…Captain Featherstone speaking. I want the Contessa held, inspector…She’s in the Pool? Good!”

His car carried him to a substation of the Water Police on the riverside, and he jumped into the little motorboat that was awaiting him.

“The Contessa shows no sign of moving,” said he inspector in charge of the boat. “She’s still at anchor.”

“Has any boat left the Pool?”

“There was one went out early this morning — the Messina. She was a South American cargo-boat, too.”

The tramp, with her riding lights on the mast, lay in the very centre of the Pool, that broad stretch of the Thames where the shipping of all the world forgathers sooner or later. The launch came alongside, and, catching the monkey ladder, the river policemen went aboard hand over fist, and Jim followed.

Apparently no watch was kept, for the deck was empty, and without ceremony the river policemen led the way below. The captain of the Contessa was awakened from a drunken sleep and hauled up to the saloon, which was on the deck level. He had seen nobody and had heard nothing, he said, when he was partially sober. He thought his crew were all drunk; at any rate, he was certain his officers were, and he was not mistaken.

“This can’t be the ship,” said the troubled Jim as they regained he deck. “These men are genuinely lit up, and there isn’t a man on board who’s capable of taking the ship down the river.”

The search was thorough but short, for they made the startling discovery that the ship had no steam. Her fires were drawn and cold, and it was a physical impossibility for her to get under weigh, even though she had had any such design.

“It must have been the other ship that went down this afternoon,” said Jim.

The river policeman shook his head.

“She’ll be at sea now,” he said, “unless she was waiting for this fellow to join her. He could very easily get to her by motorcar if she lay up for him off Tilbury.”

They went down the monkey ladder again and joined the motorboat, and Valerie Howett heard the chug-chug of the little motor as it made for the shore, and in her heart was blank despair.
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“There’s something to pay on this, miss,” said the postman. Fay had come to the door in her dressing-gown, having been awakened from her sleep by the thunderous knocking at the door.

“I won’t take any letter that isn’t stamped,” she said, annoyed.

“It isn’t a letter and it isn’t a post card,” said the postman, examining the ragged slip in his hand.

“Who is it from?” asked Fay, and the carrier of mails grinned.

“It’s against regulations to tell you, but it’s from somebody called ‘Julius’,” he said, and she almost snatched it from his hand.

She had to go to her room to find the money, and it took her five minutes to decipher the message, which was written on a sheet of paper torn from a note book, on one side of which her address had been written in pencil. The writing was wild and shaky, but after a while she made out the meaning of it.

“Lacy has taken Miss H. Saw them in village and jumped the car. Went to G. East. Smith, L., and Miss H. come out and gone in boat to ship. Am following. Tell Featherstone.”

Fay had no sooner mastered the note than she reached for the ‘phone. She tried three numbers without finding Jim Featherstone, but left a message at each. She had finished dressing when the bell rang furiously, and Jim’s tired voice answered her.”

“Want me, Fay?”

She read the letter over the telephone without preliminary.

“Good for Julius. What is the postmark?”

She consulted the paper.

“E.5,” she said. “Haven’t you seen him — Julius?”

“No. Nor heard. He didn’t say where he was or what was the ship?”

“No. He wouldn’t know, would he?”

“True: I’ll come up.”

In ten minutes he was with her, a tired looking young man, unshaven and dusty. “We held up a ship at the mouth of the river, but they weren’t aboard, They wouldn’t have been if the ship Julius saw was in the river last night, for it was low tide and they wouldn’t have pulled out until four o’clock this morning.”

She had bustled round the kitchen and there was hot coffee for him, for which he was grateful. “There goes your ‘phone,” said Jim suddenly, jumping up. “Perhaps it is Julius. May I answer?”

“I’ll risk getting a bad name,” she said; “but you might explain that I’m not in the habit of having policemen to breakfast with me.”

The moment Jim Featherstone heard the voice he recognised it as Abe Bellamy’s. “Is Savini there?” he asked.

Jim beckoned the girl and handed the receiver to her. “Where’s your husband?” asked the old man.

“He’s not here, Mr. Bellamy. Isn’t he at Garre?”

“Should I be asking for him if he was at Garre? He went out last night and didn’t return. You can tell him to send for his clothes and his money. He’s fired!”

“Perhaps he’s with Lacy,” said the girl sweetly. “Lacy went down to take Miss Howett to Coldharbour Smith — even the police know that.”

There was so long a silence at the other end of the wire that she thought he had gone away. Then: “I know nothing about Lacy,” he said in a milder voice, “and nothing about the Howett girl — what is this stuff you are giving me?” Another pause, and: “What are the police doing?”

She put her hand over the receiver and repeated his question. “Tell him we are holding up all ships in the river,” whispered Jim.

“You’ve got somebody there,” said the suspicious old man. “Who is it?”

Jim nodded. “Captain Featherstone,” said the girl, and heard Bellamy swear and the “clok” of his receiver.

“Now the question is, where is Julius?” said Jim Featherstone. “I confess that I’m just a little relieved to know that he’s around. I never dreamt that I should ever be relying on him!”

“You don’t know Julius,” said the proud wife.

Jim, unfortunately, knew Julius only too well, but he did not say as much. He returned to his office, where he had left Mr. Howett, who had received the news of his foster child’s danger with extraordinary courage. “I can’t believe that harm will come to her,” he said. “You understand, Captain Featherstone, that you are to spare no expense to recover my girl.”

“If money would buy her safety she would be free,” said Jim as patiently as he could. “Forgive me if I’m a little irritable, but I’m nervy this morning. You were not at Lady’s Manor when Miss Howett left?”

“No…I was in London.” Mr. Howett spoke with difficulty. “But if I had been at Garre I should not have stopped her going with a man I believed to be from Scotland Yard. Have you any kind of clue to work on?”

“I believe I have,” said Jim after thinking for a time. He rang for his secretary. “Go to records, and look up Lacy — Henry Francis Lacy, if I remember rightly. He was convicted three years ago at the Old Bailey on a charge of burglary. Circulate his description to all stations. He is to be held wherever he is found under the Prevention of Crimes. Act, and I am to be notified immediately he is pulled in. Lacy is a land man,” he said, “and unless he has a suspicion that he is wanted we shall probably find him somewhere in the neighbourhood of the Golden East. This is more likely because Barnett, the barman, did not tell me the name of the man who was with Smith, and one of the first things Lacy will go out to discover is how far he is implicated in this business.”

“What do you make of Julius Savini’s disappearance?”

Jim shrugged his shoulders helplessly. “Julius is weird. There are streaks of decency in Julius Savini which nobody would suspect. I am satisfied that the note he sent to his wife was a perfectly genuine one, and that the man is somewhere close to Valerie. I never dreamt that I should envy Julius Savini,” he added, half to himself.

A cold bath and a change of clothing brought Jim Featherstone, refreshed, to the chase. The Thames Police had organised a comprehensive search of every vessel lying in the Pool, from London Bridge to Greenwich, and Jim joined the little steam pinnace that carried the chief inspector from ship to ship. In every case they drew blank.

Passing the little ship that Jim had visited the night before, he saw a lazy curl of yellow smoke coming out of her discoloured funnel, but the only person visible was one of the untidy-looking seamen, who, with folded arms, was looking idly over the side.

“I suppose there’s no advantage in searching her again,” said Jim doubtfully.

“I don’t think so, sir,” replied the inspector. “They would hardly take this lady to a ship that wasn’t even ready to get out of the river. I should think Barnett was lying when he said that Coldharbour had taken the young lady to the Contessa.”

Jim nodded, but he looked back wistfully at the squat and ugly tramp, and wished that Barnett had been speaking the truth.

When he subsequently interviewed the barman, he found him almost in tears.

“If I die this minute, Captain, I didn’t put you wrong. If I did, it was because Coldharbour must have known I was listening at the keyhole, and faked the talk.”

“Did you hear anything else except that they were going to the Contessa?”

“Yes, sir, I heard Coldharbour say that he was going to marry the young lady when they got aboard. He was telling this Spanish captain what a good looker she was, and how he got one of the girls round here to go up West and buy a whole trunkful of clothes for her, because she wouldn’t have any when she got aboard. I’ve put all my life savings into this club,” said the distracted man, “and I’ve borrowed money on mortgage. You can imagine what I feel like, Captain! Why, I’d give Coldharbour away a dozen times over to save my money, and that’s telling you straight.”

Jim believed the man. If he had led the search party astray, it was through no fault of his own. Coldharbour had probably arranged the conversation; the fact that it must have been in English went to prove that it was not genuine.

More to the point — and this made for the salvation of Barnett’s little fortune — it was not in the interests of the police to close the Golden East, as Jim had threatened. These crime ‘sanctuaries’ were becoming scarce, and it took a long time to work up the reputation of a new place. Moro’s served its purpose, and, like a moth to the flame, drew all that was crooked in the West End. The Golden East did its duty at the other end of the town.

He was interrogating Barnett when Spike Holland arrived with news. Spike had come to London by road, and had stopped to make inquiries about the car which had carried the girl and the spurious police officer. “There was a man on the baggage carrier. He was seen at two or three places, particularly in one of the suburbs of London. A policeman saw him and wanted to pull him off, and from the description there’s no doubt at all that it was Julius.”

“Savini!” said Jim thoughtfully. “That accounts for his message. Now, where is Savini? If we can find him, it would be a simple matter to find Miss Howett.”

“Old man Bellamy has come to town: he arrived this morning,” said Spike. “It is difficult to get any news now that Julius is gone, and the lodge keeper is a poor substitute. But he told me that the old man has cleared out and he isn’t returning for days. Which is curious,” said Spike, “because Bellamy hasn’t spent a night away from the castle for eight years — that’s the one bit of information I got from the lodgekeeper that Julius couldn’t supply. Captain, I’ve got a great hunch about the archer.”

Jim Featherstone was in no mood to discuss the Green Archer for the moment, but he listened as patiently as he could.

“A man who can use the bow arid arrow skilfully and as accurately as this green bird must have had a whole lot of practice,” said Spike. “Doesn’t that strike you?”

“I haven’t given it a great deal of thought,” said Jim, a little impatiently. He was anxious to continue his search, and for once Spike was boring him.

“Archery isn’t the game it used to be,” Spike went on, “in the days of good King Hokum, when the merry lads and lasses tripped it on the green, and all the girls wanted to be seen with the man who got a gold — a gold is the medieval bull’s-eye, in case you don’t know it.”

“I did know it,” said Jim wearily. “Well, what are you driving at?”

“It struck me,” said Spike earnestly, “that if we made a search amongst the archery societies, we might, by a process of elimination, unearth the green fellow. I’m going to see the secretary of the Toxophilite Society. What ‘Toxophilite’ means I don’t know: it sounds like a new serum for measles; but maybe he’ll tell me something.”

“Go ahead,” said Jim, who was genuinely glad to see the back of the reporter.

The Toxophilite Society had its headquarters at Regent’s Park, and by great good luck Spike arrived on the ground almost simultaneously with an assistant secretary. “Yes, I can show you the list of members for the last thirty years,” said that official, and Spike spent a studious afternoon in a close examination of the club’s records.

It was when he was going through a record of old competitions that his finger stopped at a name and his mouth opened wide. He went in search of the secretary, and that gentleman returned with him to the little office. “I don’t know the name,” he said. “Is it amongst the list of members?”

Again they inspected the members’ book, but the name did not occur.

“It was an open competition, which means that outsiders may have competed,” said the secretary. “It is rather curious that the name is not amongst the members, because the shooting must have been magnificent. You see there were ten golds in succession. Do you know this person?”

“I think so,” said Spike breathlessly. “Oh yes, I think so.”

He had found the Green Archer at last!



40. Julius Takes Action


Table of Contents


Ships and their ways were mysteries to Julius Savini. He had travelled by sea, but he had never been on board a ship that was quite like the Contessa. Reaching the well of the foredeck, he glanced round: a steel ladder which led to the upper deck where the boats were swung offered the most likely place of concealment, and he climbed quickly, his weapon of offence under his arm. It was a short-bladed sword, and he had stolen it from a small boy who had been its proud possessor a quarter of an hour before.

Ancient though it was, its point was sharp; and though its edge lacked cutting qualities, it could in an emergency be employed with disastrous effects. He would like to have paid the boy, but he had no money, so he had stolen it, and, pursued by the howling battalion whose armament he had ravaged, he had fled to the little wharf from whence the girl had boarded the Contessa, and, finding a handy boat, had pulled away, passing the boat that was going back to the wharf to pick up Coldharbour Smith.

Julius was not a swordsman, and was ignorant in the science of the arm; but its possession brought him the courage which was so necessary at this moment of crisis. Exactly what he was going to do, he did not know. Valerie Howett had come on board the ship with Lacy, and Lacy he knew and had immediately recognised, as the machine had passed through the village of Garre, as a crook associated with Coldharbour Smith. Possibly the motive which had made him take that wild leap to the luggage carrier was wholly mercenary. He wondered himself, in the darkness of the boat deck, whether that was not the case, though he would like to feel that it was the urge of humanity which had sent him on that terrible journey.

The night was young, and he wondered what he was going to do. Coldharbour Smith was on board, and somebody else had come — a motorboat with four men. He had seen them dimly as they made to the side of the vessel, but he was entirely ignorant of their identities, or another story might have been told.

Presently he heard the boat depart, and made his cautious way along he littered boat deck, past the funnel. His objective was a patch of light, which proved to be a skylight of frosted glass. He lifted one edge gently, and it came up an inch or two, giving him a view of a corner of a dirty-looking saloon. In his excitement Julius nearly betrayed his presence, for the very first person he saw was Valerie Howett! She was sitting in a chair at the end of a bare table; and one glance at her set, white face told Julius all that he wanted to know.

He had had an uncomfortable feeling in his mind that the girl might have been voluntarily accompanying Lacy, knowing his character, and that all his trouble and misery had been for nothing. Now he knew. Coldharbour Smith sat on her right, his sparkling hands resting on the table, his evil face turned to her. They were talking, but the river noises were such that Julius could not hear a word that he was saying. He found a brass hook that was evidently employed to keep the skylight open, and with great care he slipped it into the socket, then, lying down, he put his ear to the opening. Coldharbour would not have seen him under any circumstances, for the saloon was lit by an oil lamp, so shaded that most of the light was thrown down upon the table.

“We shall sail tomorrow night,” Smith was saying, “and you can get it out of your head that your friend Featherstone will come along at the last moment and take you off. Do you know what it means to me if you’re found?” he asked. She did not turn her head, but sat staring into vacancy. “It means a life imprisonment — I’d sooner hang. And I’ll hang for you, my lady, if you give me any trouble.”

“If it’s money you want,” she said, breaking her silence, “I can give you more—”

“Forget it,” said Smith contemptuously. “I’ve got all the money I want. You don’t think you’re going to persuade me to let you go, do you? You’d be squealing in half an hour, and it would be me for the quarries! You don’t know Dartmoor Prison, or you wouldn’t think I’d take the risk of going there. American prisons are palaces, where men are treated like men, but Dartmoor is hell — no, I’m going on, or I’ll hang. I always wanted to settle down,” he went on, “but I’ve never had the right kind of girl to settle down with. We can be married on board ship: any sea captain can marry you if you’re outside the three-mile limit. If you don’t want to be married, why, that’s your lookout.”

“This is Abel Bellamy’s work,” she said, in so low a tone that Julius could hardly hear her.

“We’ll name no names,” said the discreet Coldharbour. “All I know is that you’re going along with me, and I think, by the time we reach our destination, you’ll be a sensible girl.” He rose and stood looking down at her. “Valerie, your name is, isn’t it? That’s what I’m going to call you. You can call me Coldharbour, or call me Harry — Harry’s my name,” he added unnecessarily.

He waited for some response, but she did not even look at him, and, putting on his hat, the removal of which, when he came into the saloon, had been a great concession to the decencies on the part of Coldharbour Smith, he stalked to the door. “There’s a sleeping cabin behind that curtain,” he said, “and a wash — place. You’ll be comfortable on this ship. It is as good as yours.”

He slammed the door after him and locked it. Julius waited until he was gone, then lifted the skylight to its fullest extent and, slipping through, dropped on the table before the startled eyes of the girl.

“Don’t speak,” he whispered.

“Mr. — Mr. Savini—” she stammered.

“Don’t speak,” hissed Julius.

He pulled off his shoes and went to the door. There was no sound, but at any moment Coldharbour Smith might return. Walking to the table, he turned down the wick of the lamp and, pulling the extinguisher, plunged the cabin in darkness. Then he felt his way along the chairs to where the girl was sitting.

“I was on the car behind,” he explained rapidly.

“Can you get me out?” she whispered.

“I think so. I’m not sure yet.” He looked up at the skylight. “You might be able to get out that way,” he said, “but I think it will be easier to break open the door, or wait for Smith to open it. He’s certain to come back before he goes to bed.”

They waited an hour, but Smith did not come, and Julius began to work with the point of his sword at the lock. He gave up the attempt in a little while.

“I can’t do it,” he said, wiping his streaming forehead. “You’ll have to go by way of the skylight, Miss Howett, or not at all.”

Even as he spoke, there was a heavy, lurching step over their heads, the flash of a lantern, and somebody stooped, pulled out the hook, and let the skylight fall with a crash. Worse than that, by the sound that followed, it was clear that the somebody was fastening this possible method of escape.

“That’s that,” said Julius, almost cheerfully. “I’m afraid I’ll have to wait for Coldharbour. Lie down and sleep, Miss Howett. He may not come yet.”

It took a long time to persuade her to carry out his instructions.

She found a light in the little cabin behind the curtain; the bunk had been made, the pillowslips were clean, and looked almost inviting. She lay down, never imagining for a moment that she would doze, but she had hardly closed her eyes before she was asleep. Julius Savini put a chair against the door and sat down, his sword on his knees, a dishevelled figure, heavyeyed and aching in every limb. He alternately dozed and woke through the night. The day broke, the skylight showed grey and white and golden, as the first rays of the sun flooded the ship. And then, unexpectedly, it was flung up, and the face of Coldharbour Smith appeared.

“Good morning, my little dear,” he began, and then he saw Julius, and the face disappeared.

Julius Savini, alert and tense, heard the key turn in the lock, and waited ready to spring. The door was pushed open suddenly, and he confronted the levelled barrel of Coldharbour Smith’s Browning. Before the levelled Browning, Julius dropped his hands.

“Let us have a little talk, Julius,” said Smith. “And first of all, put that sword on the table.” There was nothing to do but to obey. “What’s the great idea?” demanded Smith. “Who sent you here?”

Julius Savini was a man of quick inspirations, and he had one now. “The old man,” he said nonchalantly. “He got a bit worried about the girl, and he told me to come aboard and see you. He wants you to let her go back.”

Smith’s lips curled in an ugly smile. “Like hell I will!” he said briefly. “What’s the idea, Julius? If he sent you aboard, why didn’t you come straight to me?”

“I couldn’t find your cabin. At least, I thought this was your cabin, and dropped in because I didn’t want the sailors to see me. I’d hardly got in before somebody closed the skylight.”

Smith nodded. “They shut it because I told them to,” he said; “but I never thought I’d trapped such a bird as you! So Bellamy wants me to take her ashore, does he? And has Bellamy made arrangements for getting me out of trouble over this affair? You’re lying, Julius.” He looked at the man keenly. “Your clothes are all covered with dust, and what are you doing with that sword? I’m going to hold you and find out from the old man what your game is. You’d do anything for money, Savini.” Then, as an idea struck him: “Did Featherstone put you aboard?” He slapped his thigh. “That’s it! You’re a stool pigeon, are you? Well, isn’t that surprising?”

He whistled shrilly, and a dark-skinned sailor came clattering down the companionway. To him Smith spoke in a low voice. He went away and came back with a pair of rusty handcuffs.

“I do a bit of police work myself sometimes,” said Coldharbour Smith. “Put ’em out, Julius!”

Julius Savini obeyed, and the irons clicked about his wrist. He was rushed across the deck and through a narrow door into the dark foc’sle.

“Sit down with your back to the bulkhead,” Smith commanded, and when this was done he strapped the Eurasian’s feet together.

“If the old man says you are telling the truth, I’m going to apologise to you, Julius,” he said pleasantly. “In the meantime you’ll stay there, and I’ll decide what I’ll do with you when we’re at sea.”

He slammed the door tight and turned the iron catch which held it, and Julius Savini grinned to himself, for the handcuffs were just a size too large, and he had freed his wrists before the sound of Coldharbour Smith’s footsteps died away in the distance.
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It was late in the afternoon when a detective, who was apparently killing time in the Commercial Road, saw a familiar face. “Lacy, if I’m not mistaken,” he said, and caught his man scientifically.

“What’s wrong, Johnson?” asked the prisoner innocently. “I don’t remember that the police have got anything against me?”

“You’ll take a little walk with me,” said the detective, and Lacy, who did not know what was in store for him, or he would have fought, meekly accompanied his captor to the nearest police station, protesting his ignorance of any reason why the police should behave in this strange arid, to him, inexplicable manner.

Captain Featherstone interviewed him in the cell, but did not disclose the charge on which he had been arrested. To Jim this was one of the most critical moments of his life, for he had decided upon an act which, he knew, might bring him into disgrace, and lead to the abandonment of the career he had mapped out for himself. But there was nothing in life that could balance against Valerie Howett’s safety. He would have gladly surrendered his own life, if by so doing he could restore the girl to her father.

Jim lived in St. James’s Street, which, on a Saturday night, is one of the quietest streets in London, for all the stream of road traffic which passes ceaselessly up and down. “I’ll take this man to Scotland Yard to interrogate him. No, I shan’t want your assistance, Johnson, thank you. You will be noted to the Commissioner for your arrest.” To Mr. Lacy’s surprise, he was taken out of the cell and placed in a comfortable motorcar, with Jim at the wheel. “You may for the moment regard yourself as not being under arrest,” said Jim.

“Where am I going?”

“You’re coming to my flat,” was the surprising reply.

“What am I being held for, Captain?” asked Lacy curiously.

“I’ll tell you that in due course,” was the short reply, and Lacy gave himself over to the mental discussion of all sorts of interesting possibilities.

The car stopped before a shuttered shop, above which Jim’s flat was situated. There were no other tenants: the shopkeeper lived in one of the suburbs. Angus, the valet, met the pair on the landing. “Give Mr. Lacy a drink,” said Jim, “then take the car to the garage, and don’t come back.”

He himself went to his room and took off his coat, vest, and collar, and when he came back Angus had fulfilled his duties and was waiting.

“Take the car, and don’t come back tonight,” said Jim again, and Mr. Lacy, a glass of whisky and soda in his hand, wondered, and for the first time was a little nervous.

“Finished, Lacy?” said Jim, when the door had closed on his valet. “Now will you step into my study?”

It was not so much a study as a gymnasium, a large room, bare of carpet. Attached to a beam in the ceiling were two stout cords, terminating in rings, and there was a punch-ball attachment at the farther end of the room. Jim closed the door and locked it and motioned the man to a seat.

“I don’t know what you’re rolling up your sleeves for, Captain,” said the alarmed Lacy.

“I’ll tell you later,” said Jim. “Where is Miss Valerie Howett?”

“Miss who, sir?” He had hardly uttered the words before a fist like iron caught him under the jaw and sent him with a crash against the wall. He got up slowly, whimpering. “What did you do that for? You hit me again, and by God—”

“Where is Valerie Howett?” asked Jim in the same even tone.

“I don’t know,” said Lacy defiantly.

This time he was prepared, and tried to parry, but they cut under his guard, those two lightning blows, and he fell with a crash.

“Get up,” said Jim curtly.

“I’m not going to get up,” said the man, nursing his bruised face. “I’ll report you for this, Featherstone. I’ll have that coat off your back—”

“Get up,” said Jim, “and don’t harbour any illusions that you won’t be hurt while you’re sitting. Get up!”

“I’ll see you in hell first,” snarled the older man, and leapt as Jim Featherstone’s boot drove at him. “I’ll have you for this. My God! I’ll settle you for this, Featherstone. I’ll be before the Commissioner on Monday morning!”

“If you’re alive,” said Jim. There was a look in his eye which gave the phrase a special significance. “I’m telling you this—” his finger jerked out to the man “ — that unless you tell me what I want to know, I’m going to tie you down to that floor, and I’m going to burn you until you tell.”

“That’s torture!” shrieked the man. “You can’t torture me. You wouldn’t dare — it is against the law!”

“Bellamy once told me that he believed in torture,” said Jim slowly, “and I thought he was a brute. But I’ll not leave the flesh on your bones if you don’t tell me where Valerie Howett is.”

The man stared at him awhile, then, with a scream, sprang for the door. Jim’s arm shot him back again. Fear gave Lacy courage, and he leapt at his captor. Jim stepped aside and brought him to the ground with a short swing to the body. There he lay gasping. “Tell me where Valerie Howett is, and I will give you a thousand pounds.”

“I wouldn’t do it for a million,” blubbered Lacy. “She’s where you won’t get her, you swine! Smith’s got her and—”

He was jerked instantly to his feet and smacked against the wall as though he were a wicker figure. “Is life sweet to you, Lacy?” Jim’s voice was low and vibrant. “Are there no friends, no women you want to meet again, no places you ever wish to see?”

“I’ll die before I tell you,” gasped Lacy.

“You will die after you tell me,” said Jim Featherstone, and jerked him to the ground.

With one pull he tore vest and shirt from the man. It was the brutality of it, the horrible threat of it, that broke the prisoner’s resolution. “I’ll tell, I’ll tell!” he screamed. “She’s on the Contessa.”

“You’re a liar, she isn’t.”

“I’ll swear to you she is, Captain. We were on the ship when you came there last night, in the chain locker. She tried to scream, but Smith had his hand on her mouth. I can prove it; I heard you saying, as you walked by, that she wasn’t there.”

“Get up,” said Jim. He pointed to a stool. “Now sit down. When were you on the Contessa last?”

“I left last night. I never could stand those little ships — they make me ill.”

“And the lady was there then?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Where is she? In what part of the ship?”

“Coldharbour had it all fixed up for her. The Contessa’s been running rum to America. She practically belongs to Smith. It was his idea that the fires shouldn’t be lit, and that she should stay in the Pool for a day or two until the affair had blown over.”

Jim unlocked the door and went back to the sittingroom. “Finish your whisky,” he said.

“You’re not going to charge me, are you, Captain — not after the pasting you’ve given me?”

“If what you say is true, I’ll not charge you,” Jim replied. “Drink up your whisky. I shall hold you tonight. If your statement is accurate, you shall go free within two hours. If it’s not, I shall bring you back here, and we will have a heart-to-heart talk.”

Lacy said nothing.

On their way to Scotland Yard, Mr. Lacy nursing his injuries, Jim asked: “Did you see Julius Savini?”

“Julius?” said the other contemptuously. “He’s not in is business at all.”

“I have an idea that he’s very much in it,” said Jim.
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The sleeping cabin in which Valerie Howett spent the greater part of a day that seemed unending showed unmistakable evidence that it had been got ready for her use. An opening had been rough-sawn through, to what Smith described as the washing-place, and which was, in reality, the only bathroom the steamer possessed. The door leading to the alleyway beyond had been screwed up, and here too the dead lights were so tightly clamped over the portholes that, exerting all her strength, she was unable to move the wing screws that held them in place.

One discovery she had made was of a sliding door between the cabin and the saloon. Its end was concealed by the hanging curtains, and she only found it by accident when Smith was out of the saloon. This was some slight protection, for it fastened to the wall of the cabin when closed, though it would take very little time to batter it down.

She had witnessed the scene between Smith and Julius, and later had ventured to ask what had happened to the intrepid Savini. “He’s safe,” was all the reply she received.

It was one of the trials of the day that Coldharbour Smith took his meals with her. He was a man without breeding, and his manners were elementary. “You’ll get used to me after a while, Valerie, my dear,” he said as he munched noisily. “I’m beginning to like you already. And I’m not the kind of man to take likings to strange girls. Now at the Golden East…”

Valerie listened and shuddered, and he seemed to take her obvious revulsion as a compliment. “We’re sailing tonight. The skipper thinks there will be a bit of a fog and that we’ll be able to slip down the river without anybody noticing — not that the police will board us again.”

“You can’t hope to escape,” she said with sudden vehemence. “Do you imagine that when I get to wherever you are taking me, I shall not complain to the police?”

He smiled complacently. “You’ll be my wife then, and it will be your word against mine.”

“Where is my mother?” she asked.

He laughed aloud. “I don’t know. The old man took her away years ago. There’s no sense in pretending I don’t know, because I do. She used to lodge in my house in Camden Town. She was only there a week, hiding.”

“Hiding?”

Coldharbour nodded. “From Bellamy. He was very fond of her, like I am of you, but she turned him down. I’d just done a job for Abe and made good money. He found that she was looking for new lodgings and he sent me to see her. I told her I’d heard she was in want of rooms and I had a little place. So she came, for the rent was low. She thought Bellamy had gone to America — he always had six alibis ready in case of trouble, but he went no farther than Queenstown, so she thought she was safe. One night I told her the same tale as Lacy told you; got her to go to Garre with me because I said her little girl was there — that was you. And you couldn’t have been so little, either,” he said, “must have been about sixteen then. That’s the last I saw of her — when I showed her into the castle.” He smiled knowingly. “The old man says she’s escaped—”

“Escaped!”

Valerie jumped to her feet, her eyes blazing with excitement.

“Sit down, sit down,” said Coldharbour testily, “and don’t get excited. The old man is lying. She’s dead, that’s about the size of it. He couldn’t tell the truth, old Abe.” A frown came to his face and made him even more unprepossessing. “I owe the old devil something — I almost wish she had got away. But it’s a fake — all this stuff about the Green Archer is a fake. Abe put it up so that he’d have an excuse if this woman got away. Green Archer!” He laughed softly.

Valerie was thinking hard. Suppose it were true! It might be. There would be at least an explanation for Bellamy’s vengeance on her. But he must have planned her abduction long before the escape, just as soon as he had discovered that Valerie Howett was the child he had stolen twentythree years before.

“I expect she’s dead,” Coldharbour went on cheerfully. “You can’t keep a woman locked up in an underground dungeon for eight years without breaking her up. Why, even at Dartmoor, where you get air and exercise—”

“Then she was there all the time,” said Valerie.

“Of course she was there all the time,” was the contemptuous answer. “I don’t know in what part of the castle, but she was there.”

This was at lunch — a meal she left almost untouched. In the afternoon there was great activity on board the Contessa. She heard constant movement above her head and the sound of voices bellowing. There was a pump at work somewhere below, and the ceaseless thump of it drove her distracted. She had seen none of the officers or crew except the negro steward who served the meals, but she guessed that they were few in number and wondered where the captain found accommodation. And what had happened to Julius? She dare not let her mind rest on Jim and her father, nor could she contemplate her own fate.

Smith came down to dinner, and she saw at once that he had been drinking. His unhealthy face was grotesquely marked by two red patches over his high cheekbones. He looked like an ugly doll that had been badly painted.

“Merry and bright, little woman?” he demanded loudly. “I’ve brought you some wine — dem’n rum!” He shrieked with merriment at his own jest. “Pro’bish’n’s very bad, but it’s made a lot of money for some of us.” He slammed a black bottle on the table as he sat down. “Ole Julius, eh? Come sneaking on board to give me away to the police! Left his little wife for a life on the ocean! Can you beat that? But he hasn’t got a little wife like mine!”

He leered across at her and tried to catch her hand. Failing in this, he pulled the cork from the bottle with his teeth and poured out a glass of amber fluid.

“Drink!” he commanded.

She pushed the glass aside.

“Drink!”

“I will not drink,” she said, and flung the glass and its contents on the floor.

The action apparently afforded him the greatest amusement. “That’s what I like — spirit!” he chuckled, and without another word tackled the huge plate of food that the steward had set before him. Presently he wiped his mouth, tossed down another glass of the brandy, and rose unsteadily to his feet.

“My little love!” he began, and made a wild clutch at her.

She swung round on the swivel chair and shrank back.

“Come to me!” he shouted. “I want you—”

But with the courage of despair she fought him back and, wrenching herself free from the hand that had grasped her sleeve, she flew into her cabin, pulled the door tight and hooked it.

“Come out!” he roared, beating on the panel with his fist. The wood shivered but did not break. His rage was demoniacal. He tore with his nails at the edge of the door; he kicked and beat at it, and all the time his foul tongue babbled horribly. “I’ll have you out!” She heard his hoarse voice and trembled. “Savini put you up to that — Savini…!”

He rushed out and across the short space of deck which intervened between the saloon and the place where he had left his prisoner. Mad with drink and baffled desire, murder was in his heart. Turning the catch of the foc’sle door, he flung it back. “Savini! I’m going to finish you — d’ye hear?” There was no answer, and he groped along the floor for the man he had left.

But Savini had disappeared.
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The shock of the discovery sobered the man. He came from one darkness to another and called a sailor.

“Who opened that door?” he asked.

“I took him food about two hours ago,” said the man.

“Did you fasten the door after you?”

“Yes — he wanted water. I went to get him a can, and only then was the door unfastened.”

Coldharbour Smith struck a match and searched the prison. As he expected, the handcuffs and rope were on the floor. Making his way for’ard over the boat deck, he found the captain in his charthouse.

“Emil, how soon can you get away?” he asked.

“In two hours the tide will turn,” said the little Spaniard; “but, my friend, look at this infernal mist!”

Already the mist was thick, and such lights as were visible were dim blurs.

“That’s all to the good. Can you get away at once?”

“It is not possible.” The Spaniard was emphatic. “There is not sufficient steam. Perhaps in an hour, but if this fog grows thicker, what am I to do?”

“Go through it,” said Coldharbour. “You know the river — get to sea.”

He went back to the saloon, and with a glance at the closed door of Valerie’s cabin sat down to consider the position. If Julius had gone ashore…

Coldharbour Smith pulled his gun from his pocket and laid it on the table before him. Valerie made no sound — he wished he hadn’t frightened her. But chief of his wishes had to do with Julius. Where was he? If he was ashore, then the end was near. Suppose he was still on board: there were a dozen places where a man might hide. With this thought in his mind, he went out on to the deck and peered through the thickening yellow mist. He saw a boat and a man pulling leisurely towards the ship. Only one man, he was certain — perhaps one of the sailors returning from the shore.

Watching the solitary rower, he discovered that his destination was elsewhere, for he passed under the steamer’s bows and faded into the fog.

Once again Smith went back to the saloon, seating himself at the end of the table so that he had a clear view of the open door. Julius was the point on which his future turned. If there was danger, real danger, he would show no mercy to this girl. If he was to be punished, there should be cause. His keen ears were strained for the noise of oars, for a voice hailing the Contessa. At the first hint that Featherstone was coming he would close and lock the door…

Brooding he sat, and the minutes passed. Once he heard the captain giving instructions about raising the anchor, and the steam capstan was tested and found wanting. He heard a faint shuffle of stockinged feet and looked up. For a second he stared, and then his hand shot out and gripped the butt of his automatic…The launch which was picking its way across the foggy waters steered without error to the side of the Contessa.

Jim had some premonition of what might happen, and had given instructions that the engine should be shut off the moment the vessel was located. Her weigh carried the boat to the side of the ship, and Jim leapt on board, followed by the River Police. The decks were empty, the door of the saloon closed.

“Go forward and hold the captain,” he whispered, and one of the men crept up the ladder to the boat deck.

Jim moved to the door of the saloon and turned the handle softly. To his relief the door opened, and he stepped in. The saloon was in darkness, absolute silence reigned. Taking a flashlamp from his pocket, he sent a ray of light travelling round the wall of the saloon, and presently it rested on the door of the cabin in which Valerie had been confined. A brief examination showed the nature of the door, and he pulled it back. A light burnt in the cabin, Valerie’s furs lay on the bed, but she was not there.

Nor was she in the adjoining compartment.

He returned to the saloon and sent the light along the table, and then he jumped back and raised his gun. He had seen the shape of a man in a chair at the table end.

“Hands up!” he called, and focussed the figure with his lamp. In the circle of light sat Coldharbour Smith. He lay back in his chair, one hand resting on the table gripping an automatic, his sightless eyes staring up at the open skylight.

He was dead, and from his breast stuck the green — feathered shaft of an arrow.
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Jim called in the River Police inspector, and they lit the saloon’s lamp before making a further examination.

Coldharbour Smith must have died instantly. The arrow had passed through the heart and had been driven with such force that it had penetrated the wood of the chair-back.

“He saw whatever he saw, and reached for his gun,” said Jim. “How long has he been dead?” The hands were warm. “He must have been killed whilst we were coming alongside; the lampshade was hot — did you notice that?”

He waited not a second longer than was necessary, and hurried out in search of the captain. The little man was in tears, which developed into something like hysteria when he learnt of the tragedy.

“I knew there was a lady on board,” he sobbed, “but by—” he mentioned a number of saints rapidly “ — I did not know that there was any wrong. I am a man of sensibility and kindness, senor, and if I had known that the lady was not Senor Smith’s wife…”

“Where is the lady now?” demanded Jim sharply. “I warn you that if you are playing tricks with me you will not see Vigo again in a hurry.”

By now the second pinnace was alongside, and the ship was swarming with uniformed men. From keel to crow’s-nest the search went on, but without discovering the girl.

“The saloon skylight is wide open, sir,” reported one of the policemen. “That’s queer on a night like this.”

Jim had noticed this too. An examination of the top deck showed a length of rope ladder fastened awkwardly and evidently by an unskilled hand to a stanchion. Moreover, a boat was missing. This the captain discovered. It had been swung out and half-lowered to afford a foothold to men who had been caulking a sprung plate. Now the supporting bolts dangled empty at the end of the ropes. Valerie could not have lowered the boat by herself — of that Jim was sure. Where was Julius Savini? The captain offered information.

“The poor Smith had him locked in the rope-store, but he escaped and swam to land.”

Then it came out that the man who had taken Julius his food had seen him swimming in the water and had thrown a heavy bolt at him. He had not dared tell Smith that the prisoner had escaped that way. Going back to the saloon, Jim ordered in more lights and went to work to make a minute inspection of the room.

“A typical Green Archer killing,” he said when he had finished.

“The arrow struck in exactly the same place as it did in the case of Creager. Not so much as a fingerprint to show the murderer — perhaps executioner is a better word.”

“How will he get ashore?” asked the puzzled inspector. “Unless he knows the river he’ll never make it on a foggy night like this.”

Jim, with a sinking of heart, realised that the same applied to the girl — unless she was with the Green Archer. Once the shore was sighted it would be simple to land, for hereabouts every narrow street that ran from the long wharf road terminated in a landing slope. The Green Archer was in all probability on the river at that moment, rowing blindly through the mist in a vain search for safety. Leaving a boat’s crew to hold the ship, Jim took the first of the launches and began a systematic quartering of the river.

At intervals the engines of the launch were stopped, and they listened for the sound of oars, but it was not until they were nearing the north bank that they were rewarded; “There’s a boat near — listen,” whispered the river man and, bending his head, Jim heard the unsteady clump of oars against rowlocks.

“He’s not a waterman,” said the inspector. “One oar is working ahead of the other.”

Presently the sound was located and the launch went slowly ahead. The bulk of a warehouse showed before them through a thinner patch of mist, and then Jim saw the boat. One man was rowing, and he was bringing its nose alongside one of the street-end quays.

Instantly the launch gathered speed and flew in pursuit, coming to a stop beside the craft as its occupant was stepping out.

“Stop, you!” called Jim; and jumped ashore to the slimy quay.

The figure turned and peered at him. “Isn’t that Featherstone?” it asked, and Jim stood stock still in his astonishment. For it was the voice of Mr. Howett.

“Why! Why, Mr. Howett, what are you doing here?”

“I heard you were going to the Contessa and followed you,” said Howett calmly. “I found this boat, or rather, I saw a man row in as I was searching for a boat, and asked him if I might take it.” It seemed on the face of it an improbable story. From any other man Jim would have rejected it instantly as an invention. “Have you found her?” asked Mr. Howett. His tone was extraordinarily steady.

“No; she is not on board. Smith is dead.”

“Dead! And Valerie is not there? How did Smith die?”

“He was killed by the Green Archer,” said Jim, and Mr. Howett was silent.

“Valerie has either escaped or has been taken from the ship,” Jim went on. “I am going back to Scotland Yard. Will, you come, Mr. Howett?”

The other nodded. “Dead?” he muttered. “Quite dead?”

“As dead as he will ever be,” said Jim.

He reached the Yard an hour later, for the fog lay thick on the city and travelling was difficult, but no news awaited him. He had left the murder in the hands of the river division, but, tired as he was, he wrote a brief report after seeing Mr. Howett back to his hotel. All stations were seeking the girl, and his writing was interrupted a dozen times by the arrival of reports. He had finished, and was on the point of leaving, when Fay Clayton was announced.

She came in, red-eyed and haggard. “Have you found Julius?” she asked. Jim shook his head.

“I hope he is safe,” he said. “Smith held him prisoner on board the Contessa, a little steamer lying in the river, but apparently he escaped. Tell me, Fay, is Savini a good swimmer?”

Fay smiled in spite of her worry.

“My Julius can swim where whales would drown!” she said proudly. “He’s the greatest swimmer you ever saw, Featherstone. If that boy was wrecked in the Atlantic Ocean he’d swim — why?”

“Because he jumped overboard. It was a little foggy, but if he can swim he’s safe.”

Her assurance vanished and she became the agitated wife once more. “He’ll be drowned! Why aren’t you looking for him, Featherstone? Leaving him there in the water with nobody to search for him — it’s murder!”

Jim dropped his hand on her shoulder. “Julius is all right, my girl,” he said kindly. “I wish I could be as sure about Miss Howett.” It was in his mind to say that Julius was not born to be drowned, but tactfully he forbore. Then he told her about Coldharbour Smith’s end.

“He deserved it,” she said promptly. “That man wasn’t meant to live, Featherstone. He was beast right through — you don’t think my Julius did it, do you?” she asked suddenly. “Julius wouldn’t recognise a bow and arrow if he saw one.” Jim quieted her fears that suspicion might attach to the admirable Savini, and sent her home.

The buses and tubes were not running at this hour, and no cabs were available. She walked, finding her way with some difficulty. It was past two o’clock when, weary and footsore, she came to the block where her flat was. As she reached the door, she saw a car drawn up by the pavement, and remembered that it had passed her a few minutes before. In the shadow of the locked entrance a man was standing, and she had only to see him to realise that it was Abel Bellamy.

“I want to get in,” he said gruffly. “A friend of mine is living here. I didn’t know they shut the outer doors.”

“You can’t come in, Mr. Bellamy,” said the girl hotly. “After the way you’ve treated my husband, I wonder you have the nerve to come — and at this hour!”

He glowered down at her.

“So you’re the woman, eh?…Mrs. Julius Savini? Well, I’m coming in because I’ve got a few words to say to your husband.”

“Say ’em to me,” said Fay, “and say ’em quick, because I’m tired.”

“You can tell him that I’ve discovered that three thousand dollars have been stolen from my safe, and that I am applying for his arrest. That’s all, Mrs. Savini.”

She caught his arm as he turned to go. “Wait. It’s a frame-up, but you’re too clever to have left him any chance. Come in and let me hear about it.” He followed her up the stairs and into the flat. “Come in here,” she said, switching on the light of the diningroom. The first view of him at close quarters appalled her. “My God, you’re a beauty!” she gasped, and his lip went up.

“Beauty, am I?” he said, seating his huge frame on the most solid of the chairs. “I guess I can return the compliment.”

“Now what about this steal, Mr. Bellamy?” she asked. “I know Julius hasn’t done it, because he’s not that kind.”

“Not that kind, isn’t he?” he sneered. “You know better. Anyway, I’m not accusing him — and I’ve lost no money. But I wanted a talk with you, young woman.”

“You’ve got a nerve!” she exploded. “Lying your way into my house! Now you can get out, or I’ll ‘phone the police.”

His cold eyes held hers for a spell, and under their magnetic gaze her courage oozed away. “You’ll not ‘phone for the police,” he said. “I want to speak to Julius.”

“He’s not here, I tell you.”

The old man’s head jerked sideways. “Go look,” he said.

She hesitated, “Go look!” he growled, and she went out of the room. What made her open the door of Jerry’s old room she did not know. It was the nearest, perhaps. She turned on the light and fell back in amazement. Julius was lying on the bed, a soiled, collarless, unshaven man, fast asleep.

At first she could not believe her eyes: then with a cry she sprang to him and caught him in her arms, sobbing her relief on his soiled coat. Julius woke slowly and painfully, blinking at the light.

“Lo,” he said. “Fay…hope you don’t mind…told her to go to your room.”

Fay flew out into her own room. Lying on the bed, covered with an eiderdown, was a girl, and there was no need to ask who the sleeper was.

Valerie moved in her sleep and sighed, and Fay Clayton, crook and worldling, stooped over and kissed her cheek.
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When she returned to Julius, he was sitting on the edge of the bed, prosaically rubbing his hair.

“What is wrong, Fay?” he asked quickly.

“Bellamy is here,” she said.

He screwed up his eyes in an effort to concentrate his thoughts. “Bellamy — Abel Bellamy here? What does he want?”

“He wants to see you. How long have you been in, Julius?”

He shook his head. “I don’t know — some time, I think.” He had taken off his boots when he lay down, and he looked round for them helplessly. The man was drugged with sleepiness. She found him some slippers.

“Don’t see him, Julius, if you don’t want to.”

“I’ll see him,” said Julius with a twisted smile. “Is Miss Howett all right?”

Fay nodded, and with many yawnings and stretchings, Julius rose and followed the girl into the diningroom. It was a novel sensation for Julius to meet the eyes of the man of whom he had lived in terror, yet he could face Bellamy with a certain strange serenity.

“Well, what have you to say for yourself?” asked the old man.

“Don’t bully me,” replied Julius with a wave of his hand, as if he were sweeping the whole vision of Abel Bellamy out of his mind.

“Where is the girl?”

“Which girl?” asked Julius innocently.

“The girl you followed to the Contessa.”

“She’s home,” said Julius airily.

“I guess it comes natural for you to lie. She’s here, in this house, or flat, or whatever you call the place. You were seen bringing her in.”

“Then why the devil did you ask me, if you knew?” demanded Julius irritably. “Yes, she’s here.”

The old man bit his lip. “How did you get away?”

“That’s nothing to do with you,” said the bold Julius, and the old man swallowed something.

“And Smith didn’t see you — ?”

“Smith is dead.” It was Fay who made the startling announcement, and Julius gaped at her.

“Dead?” he said incredulously. “Dead?”

She nodded.

“Who told you this?” asked Bellamy.

“Featherstone, about an hour ago.”

“But how did he die? Who killed him?”

“The Green Archer,” said Fay, and Abe Bellamy came to his feet with an oath.

“You’re mad!” he said. “The Green Archer — was he seen?”

“What’s the good of asking me questions? Now see here, Mr. Bellamy, I’m not an information bureau; I’m only telling you what I have been told. Coldharbour Smith was found in the saloon dead, with a green arrow through his heart. That’s all I know about it.”

They looked at one another, husband and wife, and in Savini’s eyes was a look of uneasiness which he did not attempt to disguise.

As for Abe Bellamy, the news had momentarily stunned him. “So much the better,” he said at last, and then: “Savini, you and I understand one another. I’m not going to make a long story, but I’m offering you ten thousand pounds — which is fifty thousand dollars — and I’m giving your wife the same amount, if you’ll do something for me. You know what it means — a hundred thousand dollars, which will bring in interest of six or seven thousand dollars a year — a man can live comfortably abroad on that amount.”

“You’re not offering this for nothing,” said Fay sternly. “What do you want us to do?”

Abel Bellamy pointed through the door.

“That girl in there,” he said. “Bring her to Garre Castle. Bring her tonight. We will go down together, all of us; my car is at the door.”

Julius shook his head. “There are lots of things I would do for money, Mr. Bellamy, but that isn’t one of them. You couldn’t name the sum that would make me do it, either.” Fay nodded in agreement with her husband.

“Nobody will know,” said Bellamy, lowering his voice to a husky whisper. “The girl has disappeared from the ship. Nobody knows even that you were with her. It is money for nothing, Savini. I’ll make it fifteen thousand—”

“If you made it fifteen million, it’d be just the same,” said Fay. “Julius won’t do it, and I’d hate him if he did. We’ve lived on mugs for years, Julius and I; but they’ve got to be men, and they’ve got to have nothing more to lose than their money.”

Abe Bellamy dropped his eyes to the table and stood for a long time in thought, then he turned up the collar of his coat. “Very well,” he said in a milder tone. “We’ll let it go at that. You can return to Garre on Monday morning, Savini. I’ll see if I can’t give you a better job with bigger pay.”

“I’m not coming back to Garre.”

Abe spun round. “You’re not, eh?” he said, menacingly. “I suppose you think that you’ll get more out of Howett than you’ll get from me?”

“I don’t care if I never get a bean out of Howett,” said the indignant Julius. “I’m not doing this for money. And besides—” He stopped, remembering his original intention; then, to the surprise of his wife: “I’ll come back to Garre on Monday morning, Mr. Bellamy,” he said.

The old man looked at him for a while and nodded. “I think you’re wise,” he said.

Fay saw him to the door and closed and bolted it on him. Then, before she returned to Savini, she put a call through to Jim Featherstone, and gave him a message which sent him running into the fog, without greatcoat or hat.

“You’re not to make a noise,” whispered Fay, letting him in. “She’s still sleeping. What did I tell you, Featherstone? Julius got her away. My! That man is the most wonderful thing…”

She apostrophised Julius in loud whispers all the way down the passage.

Julius was in his dressing-gown, wide awake but hollow eyed.

“She’s wonderful, Captain,” he said, as he shook the other’s hand warmly. “I’ve just been through to Mr. Howett and told him that Miss Howett is safe and sleeping.”

“How did you get away?”

“It was easy and it was hard,” said Julius cryptically. “I got rid of my handcuffs and unfastened my feet. It was only a question of getting the door open, and I had to wait till evening before any of those brutes thought of bringing me food. When the door was opened, I jumped at it, and before the sailor could realise what had happened, I was over the side and into the water — he nearly caught me with something particularly heavy that he threw after me, but I dived. The fog was thick and the water was very cold, and I hadn’t been in it long before I realised that a half-starved man was in no condition to find his way to the shore.

“Then the feeling came to me that I was deserting Miss Howett, and I turned and swam round to the other side of the ship, and hung on to the mooring chain for a bit. I was getting cramped and scared, when I saw a rope hanging from a boat that was half lowered. I don’t know how I managed to climb into that boat, for I was as weak as a rat. But at last I managed it, and lay quiet for a little while, wondering what I should do next. Did you ever try sitting in an open boat; wet to the skin, with a fog fastening down the wetness so that it stayed wet? It’s a wonderful cure for swollen head. At last I could stand it no more, but clambered up on the top deck. I heard voices in the saloon and opened the skylight. Smith was drunk, and he was getting fresh with Miss Howett, but she threw him off and ran into her room and shut the door. I think it was finding the length of rope ladder in one of the boats that decided me as to what I should do. I had hauled it up with me and fastened it to one of the stanchions, intending to use it to get up and down from the boat. It was when I saw Smith dash out of the saloon in search of me that I had my inspiration.

“I pushed up the skylight, dropped the end of the rope ladder into the saloon, and went down it hand over fist. I was scared stiff,” he confessed frankly, “for fear lest this fellow came back. It took me an awful time to persuade Miss Howett that it was me, and not Coldharbour Smith, but at last she opened the door, and I held the ladder while she went up, and followed as soon as she was clear. I didn’t dare trust the weight of both of us. We were down in the boat before you could say ‘knife’. I didn’t understand the working of the davits, but Miss Howett, who had done a lot of yachting, showed me how to payout the rope and lower the boat. She took one end and I took the other.

“We had the boat in the water and unshackled in a minute. That is about all, except that it took us a long time to find a landing-place. We had wonderful luck in finding a taxicab, and I suggested that Miss Howett should come here — I did not know where her father was, and I knew Fay would look after her.”

“When you came away from the Contessa,” asked Jim, ‘did you see any other boat?”

“We saw a little boat with one man rowing. He was on the south side of the ship, and we wondered who he was. He wasn’t near enough to distinguish him. Do you think he was the Green Archer?” he asked quickly.

“It might have been,” replied Jim.

“Queer,” said Julius thoughtfully. “We hailed him because we weren’t certain of our direction. He must have heard us, yet he didn’t reply.”

Jim got up. “Thank God you got away,” he said. “Now you’d better go to bed, Savini. Mr. Howett will be here early in the morning with Miss Howett’s maid. Fay—” he took the girl’s hand in his “ — I am beginning to share your amazing faith in Julius Savini. And if we ever meet professionally in circumstances which we should all deplore, you will have a very good friend at court.”

Julius had not told him about the old man’s visit, and Fay reminded her husband after the detective had taken his departure.

“No,” said Julius, scratching his rough chin, “I don’t think it would have been wise. You heard what he said, Fay — Featherstone, I mean? He might be useful in case of a getaway,” he said speculatively. “I had an idea that I might make big money out of a certain person, but even that idea has got a little distasteful, and I’m going back to the old plan. I think Bellamy will be very sorry he invited me back.”

“Maybe you’ll be more sorry,” said Fay prophetically.
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A party of five cheerful people sat down to lunch at the Carlton next day. It was Sunday, and the big restaurant was not so well filled. But to two people, at least, all the world sat about that table.

Mr. Howett was grave and preoccupied. He was, indeed, so intent on his thoughts that he had to be reminded, every time a waiter put a plate before him, that there was a dish to be discussed.

When he joined in the conversation at all, it was, curiously enough, at the provocation of Julius. Julius was explaining some part he had played in the rescue, when Spike Holland drifted in; and when Spike Holland came into the Carlton it was an invariable sign that he had a host hovering somewhere in the background.

The host proved to be the goodlooking man with the grey hair whom Valerie remembered dining at the next table on a day when Jim Featherstone’s occupation was unknown to her. Jim rose and bowed as John Wood passed. This time their table was on the other side of the restaurant. They had been seated a little while when Spike came over to them “A man who commits a murder on Saturday deserves instant death,” he said bitterly. “All the Sunday papers are filled with that Green Archer story, and it’s mine, Captain Featherstone! I didn’t get a word till I saw it in the papers.”

“Too bad,” smiled Jim. “But I don’t arrange these things, Spike, otherwise you should have had a beat on it. I’ll give you the real story after lunch. I see you’ve got your baby man in tow?”

“Yes, he came over yesterday and spent the night at my apartments. He’s starting his Babies Home in England, and wants to negotiate with old man Bellamy for the purchase of Garre Castle — what do you think of that for an idea? Says he won’t be happy till the battlements are lined with two-year-olds defying the Green Archer with rattles. Curiously, he thinks that Garre Castle would make an ideal headquarters for such an institution; and although he doesn’t like Bellamy, he is going to Garre this week to see him.”

“Do you know him very well?” said Mr. Howett, suddenly taking an interest.

“Not too well. I’ve a journalistic acquaintance with him, but he’s a real good fellow and worth knowing. By the way, Mr. Howett,” asked Spike carelessly, “were you in London about fifteen years ago?”

Mr. Howett inclined his head.

“I was up at the Toxophilite Society the other day,” said Spike, “making inquiries with the idea of tracking down the archer, and in one of the competitions I saw your name as a winner — L. R Howett.”

“I was interested just a little,” said Howett shortly. “We used to have an archery society in Philadelphia years ago. I believe it is dead now. I remember I entered into an archery competition while I was here on a visit. I was feeling rather lonely, and I saw the announcement of the competition, but I don’t remember what was the result.”

“But, Daddy, I never knew that you were interested in archery,” said the girl in astonishment.

“I was. I am no longer,” answered Mr. Howett, and turned the conversation into other directions.

Julius was listening all a-tingle with excitement, but the conversation drifted into other channels.

“He’s a remarkable — looking man,” said Valerie, looking after Spike as he walked back to his table. “I don’t know that I’ve ever seen a face that so fascinated me.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” said Jim.

“How old would you say he was?” she asked, ignoring the interruption.

“It is difficult to tell. He might be thirty-eight, and he might as well be twenty-eight. Obviously the hair is prematurely grey.”

“Tell me about him,” she asked, and with admirable self-restraint, for no man cares to recount the virtues of another man to the woman he loves, Jim told the story of John Wood’s hobby.

“I think I’ve told it you all before,” he said when he finished. “He has a remarkable face, and he’s a remarkable man. He has no other interest in life than child welfare. I don’t think I’ve ever met a man who was more completely absorbed by his hobby.”

“He doesn’t like Mr. Bellamy: does he know him?”

“Yes,” said Jim, “he knows him very well. He was a friend of Bellamy’s nephew. In fact, young Bellamy left him all his property when he died. Incidentally, Wood gave me what I firmly hope was a clue to your own identity, Valerie,” he said in a lower voice, and recounted the story of the kidnapped child and the railway accident. “I thought at first it was you, but it happened twenty years ago, when you were three years old, and obviously you were less than a year old when you passed into the Howetts’ care.”

She nodded thoughtfully. “I seem to remember reading about the River Bend disaster. Of course, that settles it beyond doubt. It cannot be me — I know,” she smiled, “because I have seen the clothes I wore when I came to the Howetts.”

Jim was unprepared to learn that Mr. Howett proposed returning to Lady’s Manor. He thought that, warned by the terrible experience of his foster-child, Howett would either keep her in town or take her back to America — this latter possibility was a source of some worry to the young man.

They left that afternoon, and Jim saw them off. The inquest on Coldharbour Smith had been fixed for the Wednesday, and though he wished to spare her the ordeal, it was vital that she should give evidence.

He returned to the vestibule to get his coat and hat after the car had gone, and saw the man from Belgium and Spike Holland speaking together in a low tone. He did not want to interrupt their conference, but passed them with a smile.

Scotland Yard was a wilderness on Sunday, and Jim’s visit was a matter of form, though, following this new development of the Green Archer mystery, there would be plenty of work for him on this particular occasion. The officer on the door desk stopped him as he was passing. “Inspector Fair, of the River Division, is in your office, sir. I told him you would be returning. He said he’d wait. I think he wants to see you particularly. I telephoned to your flat.”

It was a visit which Jim expected, though he was puzzled as to the urgency of the call. Inspector Fair, a weatherbeaten man, who looked more of a sailor than a policeman, was sitting in an easy chair when Jim went in.

“Sorry to bother you,” Captain Featherstone, but do you remember last night we picked up a friend of yours who was getting out of the boat — Mr. Howett, I think it was?”

“Mr. Howett — yes,” said Jim.

Inspector Fair picked up from the floor two objects which the chair had hidden, and laid them on Jim Featherstone’s desk. One was a short, stout bow with a metal shaft, the second was the inevitable green arrow.

“Where did you find these?” asked Jim uncomprehendingly.

“In Mr. Howett’s boat,” replied the inspector.
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Jim looked at the incriminating evidence for a long time without speaking. Then, grasping at a straw, he advanced what might yet be an explanation.

“Mr. Howett said he saw a man row to the quay, and asked him if he might take the boat.”

“Mr. Howett also said the man made no reply. I thought that was a curious story, didn’t you, Captain Featherstone?” asked the other.

“I saw nothing curious about it;” said Jim a little coldly. “It seemed very likely that the man was originally in the boat, and that, startled by seeing Mr. Howett standing on the quay, he either forgot to take away his weapon, or else he left it there deliberately to challenge attention.”

“H’m!” said the river man, unconvinced. “It is your case, and I don’t want to butt into it, Captain Featherstone; but if you’ll take the advice of a man much older than yourself, you will not dissociate Mr. Howett entirely from any suspicion of having caused the death of Coldharbour Smith. After all, he would be justified, remembering that this scoundrel had taken his daughter.”

“Mr. Howett — absurd!” said Jim.

“It may be absurd,” replied the imperturbable officer, “but what are you going to do about it? Are you going to call Mr. Howett at the inquest? That is a most important point. Everybody who was seen on the river in those circumstances must be under suspicion, and must, I think, be called to inform the coroner as to what he saw or heard.”

Jim was in a dilemma. It was impossible to keep the girl’s name out of the case, but he wanted to limit the association of the Howetts to its narrowest confines. Who was the man that Valerie and Julius had seen rowing alone in the fog, and whom they had hailed, without eliciting an answer? Was that Mr. Howett, or was it the man for whom he was looking? He determined to examine Howett at the first opportunity. He was equally determined that Howett should not come into court.

In the meantime, there was this second arrow murder to be explained to a public grown weary of unpunished crimes.

Searching Smith’s effects, a very large sum of money was discovered — mostly in United States currency. This meant that the person from whom the money was drawn originally could not be traced.

The inquest required the most delicate handling from the police point of view. Already the newspapers were filled with stories of the mysterious crime, and the killing of Creager was recalled, both pictorially and literally. And then, on the morning of the inquest, the Daily Globe came out with a beat. It was very nearly a complete record of the Green Archer’s movements, and the newspaper had been careful to dissociate Abel Bellamy from both tragedies.

“The difficulty is,” said Spike, making his usual call at Scotland Yard on the morning of the publication, ‘to bring him and either of the murders together. The only connection is the fact that Miss Howett lives at Lady’s Manor, which is in Garre, and within range of the green fellow.”

“I haven’t dared read the account,” said Jim. “I can only hope, Spike, that you have been discreet.”

“Discretion is my weakness,” said Spike; “and, after all, it’s a straightforward story. Coldharbour Smith, a criminal, and a man with a criminal record, seized Miss Howett and decided to hold her to ransom. By a trick he gets her on board the Contessa and is on the point, as we suppose — at any rate the Globe supposes, and that’s all that matters — of sending a message to her father telling him that she will be released on payment of umpteen thousands. It is a very ordinary blackmail case, as I have presented it. There’s no talk of marriage or of this man’s sinister intentions, and certainly no hint that old man Bellamy is concerned in the affair.”

Jim nodded. “If I can arrange things, that is the way the inquest will run. The only danger is—”.

“Lacy,” finished Spike. “He’s the boy that may spill the beans, especially as it seems to me very likely that you must charge him with being an accessory to the abduction, and therefore an accessory to the murder. Maybe he’ll have something to say about you also, Featherstone,” Spike went on significantly. “He told me a harrowing story of a beating he had had, and his immediate plans for getting his own back.”

Lacy was the danger. Jim realised that, and when at the inquest the man’s name was called and he did not answer, and on being sought could not be found, Jim was a very much relieved man, although the adjournment of the inquest for his attendance merely postponed the evil day. Since the man had not appeared on subpoena Jim had only one course to take, and that was to arrest and hold him, and very unwillingly he handed to his assistant the necessary warrant for execution. But Lacy was not to be found.

He had disappeared from the house in which he lived, vanished from the district of which he was so bright an ornament. Three days later the inquest was resumed, and Spike Holland watched the proceedings professionally, and was impressed by their amazing unreality. No word was spoken of Garre. Castle; no reference made to the Green Archer (except by an inquisitive juryman, who was promptly snubbed by the coroner). It was a murder, bizarre in its character, otherwise prosaic, and when the stolid jury returned with their verdict they tore the last remnant of romance from the case. The verdict was: “We find that the deceased Henry Arthur Smith was killed on board the steamship La Contessa within the area of Rotherhithe in the County of London, as a result of being stabbed with a sharp-pointed instrument by some person or persons unknown, against whom we return a verdict of Wilful Murder.”

No reference to as much as an arrow; no word of Valerie Howett, who had given her evidence in a low voice which hardly reached the reporters’ table.

“An ideal verdict,” said Jim with a sigh of relief when it was all over. “I wonder what Bellamy thinks.”

Mr. Howett asked him down to Lady’s Manor for the weekend, an invitation that Jim was not slow to accept. Ordinarily reserved, Mr. Howett was now almost taciturn, Valerie told him a little while after he had arrived. “The castle is now more closely guarded than ever,” she said, “and Mr. Bellamy refuses to admit even the tradespeople. They leave their goods at the lodge. Mr. Savini has become a sort of majordomo, and his wife—”

“Fay?” said Jim incredulously. “You don’t mean to say that she is here?”

“She came last Tuesday — she is a sort of lady housekeeper. Mr. Savini thinks that that dreadful man Lacy is hidden at the castle. I promised I wouldn’t tell you that.”

“Pretend that you haven’t,” said Jim hastily: “He is the one man whose whereabouts I do not want to know, until I am ready to bring home to Abel Bellamy full responsibility for his many crimes.”

They were in the garden, and she was absently smoothing the shaggy petals of a big white chrysanthemum. “Do you think I must give up hope of finding my mother, Jim?” she asked.

He did not care to answer as directly. “Hope, that kind of hope that is part of one’s habit of thought and is years old, need never be given up,” he said at last.

She wanted to tell him something, and had brought him into the dusky garden for the purpose. And yet every time she tried to bring herself to speak, she had stopped herself. It was not her secret; to tell, would be to rouse suspicion against one she loved very dearly. And yet, to reveal the thing that was in her thoughts night and day would be the surest method of relieving her troubled mind.

“Jim, I’m trying hard to confide in you, and I am just a little frightened. It is about — about my father, Mr. Howett. Will you please forget that you are a police officer and remember only that you are my friend?”

He took her cold hand in his and she did not resist. “Tell me, Valerie,” he said gently. “I never felt less like a policeman!”

She sat down by his side on the broad wooden bench, and then, hesitatingly, she spoke of that strange experience of hers when she had heard the sound of voices and the weeping of a woman.

“When father told me that it was he who was in the drawingroom, I should have gone to bed — instead, my curiosity led me to look — and oh, Jim, I nearly died! There in the hall was the Green Archer!”

Jim was puzzled and not a little worried. “When Mr. Howett came upstairs, did you see him?”

She shook her head. “He went straight to his room.”

“Deliberately or hurriedly?”

“Hurriedly.” She was reluctant to say the word.

“He didn’t knock at your door or say good night?”

“No; he went into his room and locked the door.”

“And the woman — you did not see her?”

“No; Mr. Holland thought he saw her driving the car that passed him and woke him up.”

Jim looked dubious.

“An hysterical woman would hardly drive a car; though women make extraordinary recoveries. It is a queer story—”

“I will tell you a queerer,” she said, and told him for the first time of the mysterious sounds she had heard on the night of her escapade when she had found the green arrow in the kitchen.

At his urgent request she brought it down to the drawingroom, and he took it in his hand and measured it.

“This is a longer arrow than any of the three I have seen,” he said at last. “Creager and Smith were killed by arrows that were at least six inches shorter. This is a real ‘cloth yard’ such as the ancient archers used.”

He felt the needle-sharp point and examined it under a magnifying glass.

“Hand-fashioned,” he said, “which accounts for our failure to trace purchases in the sports stores where arrows are made. The shaft is also homemade — it is beautifully finished.”

He turned it over curiously and brought it under the light.

“There are half a dozen finger — prints here,” he said suddenly. “They are probably yours, but it will be worth while having them photographed. May I take the arrow to town with me?”

“No,” she said with a vehemence which startled him for a moment, until he realised the reason. She was afraid — afraid that the fingerprints would reveal the identity of the Green Archer.

He handed the arrow back to her as the door opened to admit Mr. Howett.

“My dear—” he began, and stopped. “What is that?” he asked sternly.

“An arrow, father,” Valerie faltered.

Mr. Howett took the weapon from her hand and, turning without a word, walked quickly from the room.

The eyes of the two young people met, and in Valerie’s was a look of pain that hurt Jim Featherstone to see.
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The dogs of Garre had gone. One morning came a kennel man, leashed them, and took them away, and the household of Garre Castle breathed more freely. Abe Bellamy, meeting his secretary upon his return, briefly announced their departure.

“I sent them back,” he said. “They were fool-dogs to allow themselves to be drugged. Savini, I want a woman here to look after things — I’ll have no more butlers. I want somebody who can tell the servants their work. Will you bring your wife to Garre?”

Savini’s first impulse was to refuse. “My wife wouldn’t accept a position of housekeeper,” he said. “It means that she would be a sort of upper servant.”

“Ask her,” said the old man shortly.

Julius wrote, never dreaming that Fay would accept. To his surprise she answered his letter in person, bringing her luggage with her.

“I’m tired of living alone, anyway,” she said. “And I’m crazy to see this ghost, Julius. I like castles — it’s not so pretty as Holloway, but there’s much more freedom.”

Julius winced. There were moments when he did not like to remember that his wife had been an inmate of that fortress prison in Holloway Road.

He took her into the library to see Bellamy, who did not seem at all astonished by her prompt arrival. He was mild of manner, even polite, gave her the keys of the castle — and a warning.

“I’ve got a watchman who wanders around at night. You needn’t worry if you hear noises. He sleeps most of the day and you won’t see him.”

When they had gone back to their own room, Fay had a few questions to ask about this midnight rambler.

“I don’t know who he is,” said Julius. “The old man told me the same. I guess it is some thug of his, gunning for the Green Archer.” When that evening he read an account of the inquest he knew. “It’s Lacy,” he said emphatically, and the girl agreed.

That neither she nor her husband had been called as witnesses struck her as strange. Thinking over the matter that night when she was sitting on the edge of her bed, smoking her last cigarette, she came to a conclusion.

“Featherstone has toned everything down and suppressed every scrap of evidence to keep Bellamy’s name out of the case,” she said.

“Why?” asked the astounded Julius. “That’s the last thing Featherstone would do. He wants to get Bellamy.”

She shook her head. “You’re clever, Julius, but you’ll never represent your country abroad. Diplomacy isn’t your long suit. Suppose Featherstone had held the old devil — where was the evidence against him? And how could he bring him into court without splashing Valerie Howett’s big story? I am as sure as I’m sitting here that there is a big story about her, and that Bellamy is in it. Otherwise, why should she pay you to give her information about him?”

She slipped into bed and sat, clasping her knees, her brow wrinkled in thought. “I have been thinking things over, Julius. Why did he want me down here?”

“Heaven knows: possibly he had a pull on me if you were around.”

She did not answer. He was half asleep when she spoke again. “Perhaps Holloway would be safer,” she said, and Julius grunted.

Fay did not sleep well on this the first night of her stay in Garre Castle. She was as wide awake at three as she had been at midnight. Once she heard somebody walking past the door, a stealthy, shuffling somebody who had a cough which he tried to suppress.

She was dozing when she heard a faint and regular tapping. At first she thought the tapping was inside the room, but listening, she realised that it came from below. “Tap, tap, tap,” and then a pause. “Tap, tap, tap,” this time continuously.

She nudged Julius and he woke. “What is that noise?” she whispered.

He sat up in bed and listened. “I ‘don’t know. Sounds like somebody downstairs.”

“What is under us?” she asked.

Julius thought for a while. “The diningroom — no, the guard-hall. I showed you the place, the first day you came.”

He felt her shudder. “The entrance to the dungeons!” she whispered fearfully. “Oh, Julius, I’m frightened.”

He patted her shoulder. “Don’t be silly. Perhaps it is the water-pipe — Bellamy always accounts for anything unusual that way.” Nevertheless he was puzzled by the sound. “It can’t be in the guardroom. It sounds like a hammer on steel, and we should hear it more distinctly.”

“Then where is it?” she asked fretfully.

Julius Savini had certain senses abnormally developed. During his somewhat chequered career his keenness of hearing and his ability to locate sound had proved invaluable to him. And he had instantly located the tapping. It came from the dungeon, that place of gloom.

“Where is it?” asked the girl.

“It’s the water-pipe,” replied Julius. “You go to sleep and I will see if I can stop it.”

He pulled on a coat and she heard him opening the drawer of the bureau. “You don’t want a gun to stop a water-pipe knocking, do you?” she asked almost tearfully.

“I’m naturally a nervous man,” was the calm reply. “I’m not going to wander around this old castle—”

But she was out of bed and he heard the swish of her silk dressing-gown as she pulled it on. “I’m not going to be left here alone,” she said with determination. Julius was not displeased, for he was no more anxious to be alone than she.

One light burnt in the corridor as they went softly along. Bellamy’s door was open.

“He hasn’t gone to bed,” whispered Julius. “His door was in exactly that position when I came up.” In proof, there was a light in the hall below, and Julius went down the staircase very slowly. The library door was closed, and now he could hear the tapping more clearly. It came from the direction of the diningroom. Followed by Fay, he went along the dark passages, past the diningroom door and into the square stone guardroom. Before he reached there, he saw the reflected beams of the lantern which was on the stone floor. There was the gleam of another light at the foot of the dungeon stairs. Creeping forward, he peered down. There was nobody in sight, but the noise of steady hammering was louder.

The gun in his hand trembled as he put his foot on the first of the worn stone steps. Suddenly the hammering ceased, and the sound of feet on the uneven floor of the dungeon sent Savini swiftly into retreat. Gripping his wife by the arm, he flew along the passage and up the staircase. From the upper landing he had a clear and uninterrupted view of the hall. They had to wait some time before the workman appeared. It was Abel Bellamy.

He was coatless. His shirt opened to show his big chest, his shirtsleeve rolled up to the shoulder. Looking at those huge and muscular arms, Julius saw that they were streaked with grey dust. Bellamy carried a big hammer in one hand, a lantern in the other, and as he came into the hall, he raised his arm to wipe his streaming forehead. Savini drew back and went swiftly down the corridor into his room and closed the door softly.

“What has he been doing?” whispered the frightened girl.

“Fixing the water-pipe,” said Julius facetiously, and never dreamt how near he was to the truth.
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Early that morning Julius was astir. There was ample excuse for going into the guardroom, for his duties now brought him to every part of the castle building. The guardroom held a surprise.

There was a hinged grating, a heavy steel grille which had been put there to close the entrance of the dungeons, but which, in Bellamy’s time, had never been used. Now it was down and fastened by a brand-new padlock. When he saw Bellamy later he remarked upon this.

“Yes — one of those fools of servants nearly fell down the stairs when you were away,” he said. “I’ve had it fixed so that there can be no accidents. Why?”

“I thought I’d like to show Mrs. Savini the dungeons,” said Julius.

“Well, you can’t,” was the uncompromising reply.

When they came into contact again during the day, the old man raised the question himself. “If your wife wants to see the dungeons, I’ll show her over them myself some day,” he said, and Julius thanked him and reported the conversation to Fay.

“I don’t want to see his old dungeons,” she said at once. “Julius, I’m leaving. The Maida Vale flat isn’t a palace, but it’s less creepy.”

Julius accepted her decision without comment. Not so the old man when he heard the news. “Tell her she can’t go,” he stormed. “I want her here. She’s got to stay for a week at any rate.”

“You had better tell her yourself, Mr. Bellamy,” said the wise Julius.

“Send her in.” Fay came, more than a little antagonistic. “Savini says you want to leave the castle.”

“And Savini’s right,” she said. “This place gets on my nerves, Mr. Bellamy.”

“Scared of ghosts?” he sneered.

“No, I’m scared of you.”

Abe Bellamy chuckled. If she had racked her brains to think of something to please him, she could not have found a better way.

“Afraid of me — what is there to be afraid of? Ugly men don’t frighten women — they like ‘em.”

“Cavemen have never been fashionable with me,” said Fay; “and it isn’t your homely appearance that’s made my own house attractive. You’re no matinee idol and that’s the truth, Mr. Bellamy, but you don’t worry me. It’s this creepy old castle and the noises at night—”

“What noises?” he asked quickly.

“Julius says it’s the water-pipes, and perhaps he’s right, but I can’t sleep and I’m losing a whole lot of beauty that I can’t afford.”

He was watching her through half-closed eyes, and when she had finished, he laughed again, a soundless laugh, as if he were struggling to master his mirth.

“Have your own way,” he said. “Stay until the end of next week and then you can go.”

Her mind had been made up to leave at once, but she agreed. “And why I said ‘yes’ I don’t know. Another week in this place is going to turn me grey, Julius.”

“You’re a fool,” said Julius.

That night they both heard the tapping, but it did not keep them from sleeping. On the third night Julius woke with a start, to find his wife also awake. “What was that?” he asked.

“It sounded like an explosion.” Even as she spoke there came a muffled roar that made the floor shiver.

Savini rushed into the passage and down the stairs. He was halfway across the hall when the old man appeared. “What do you want?” he demanded.

Savini could smell something: the acrid fumes of a spent explosive. “What’s wrong?” he asked.

“Nothing; I was doing a little blasting. There’s nothing to be afraid of.”

“Blasting — at this hour of the night?”

“Couldn’t be a better time, eh?” said Bellamy. “One of the walls in the dungeon looked like as though it was hiding something. All these old castles have treasure-rooms, and I’ve been thinking for a long time of breaking it down.” Abel Bellamy was not the kind of man to go treasure-hunting at three o’clock in the morning. “Frightened your wife? I thought I was the only thing that scared her! Go back to bed, Savini.”

There was no other course for Julius to follow. “The old man has been blowing holes in the wall,” he told her.

“If he has blown a hole big enough for me to crawl through I’m crawling,” replied Fay with determination. “And you’re coming too, Julius — I don’t care how easy the money is, you’re leaving! Why did he have you back — why did he ask me down?

“Because we’re two of the people who could talk. I knew that he was behind Smith — didn’t he send you to give instructions to me? Smith said as much. He couldn’t afford to leave you in town or me either. I’ve been blind. He hates to see women around, and yet he sends for me! If I’d had the brain of a gnat I should have seen it before. We leave as soon as it is light.”

Julius had an uneasy feeling that she was right, and said as much.

“Of course I’m right!” she said scornfully. “Julius Savini, you’re a dead man if you stay here! That old fox is starting something. It isn’t the blowing up of the walls that worries me! I guess there isn’t enough dynamite in stock to blow up Garre Castle. It’s the plan behind all these tappings and bangings.”

Bellamy was in the library when they presented themselves, and he looked up over the day-old copy of the Globe which gave an account of the inquest. “Going out?” he asked, seeing their attire.

“Going home,” Fay answered.

He put down the paper. “Thought you were seeing out the week. You, too, Savini?” Julius nodded. “Well…I think you’re foolish, but I won’t quarrel with you. Here are your wages. You’re not entitled to any, leaving me in this way. Write out two receipts.” Julius obeyed, sitting for the last time at Abe Bellamy’s writing table. “Savini, remember that leather folder? Don’t ask me which. Remember the way you used to sneak round when I was out, trying first this drawer and then that? Remember all the information you used to give Valerie What-is-her-name? I’m going to return good for evil.”

Julius, on his guard, watched, as with a thrust the old man pushed back the table and kicked the rug aside.

“I’m beaten,” said Bellamy calmly, “beaten to blazes; that fly cop Featherstone knows all about the woman I’ve got down here, and I guess you know too, or you wouldn’t be running away.”

He stooped, lifted the parquet block with his finger — nails, and inserted the key. The Savinis watched, fascinated, as the stone slab swung back. Without a word Bellamy went down the steps. “Come and see,” he said, and Julius followed, and then, reluctantly, Fay. The old man lit the gas bracket and unlocked the door. The lamps were burning as he had left them.

“Come in,” said Bellamy at the entrance to the tunnel.

“I’ll stay here,” said Julius. He felt Fay’s hand on his arm, and it was trembling. Bellamy turned carelessly away.

“Well, stay — the woman is there if you want to see her.”

Suddenly one hand fell on Savini’s shoulder and the other on the girl. Before Julius could recover his balance he was flung into the tunnel and his wife thrust after him. The door closed with a crash and they heard the shooting of the bolts.

Then Abe Bellamy’s face appeared at a little grating in the door.

“Going home, are ye? By God, ye’re home! Your last home, you crawling nigger — your last home, ye gutter woman! Leaving to carry tales, were ye? There ye are and there ye’ll stay till ye die!” Abe Bellamy’s voice was a hoarse squeak; he had lashed himself to a fury that was near to madness. “I’ve waited for you, Savini! And that wife of yours—” he began, and leapt aside only just in time.

A bullet came ‘smack!’ against the wall behind him, a second struck on of the iron cross-pieces of the grating. The possibility of Julius being armed had not occurred to him.

Swiftly he dropped the iron shutter which covered the grating and, clamping it into place, went upstairs and replaced the trap. Then he wrote a long letter and carried it with his own hand to the keeper’s lodge. “You ride a bicycle, don’t you? Take this to Lady’s Manor.” The man rode off and Abe waited by the gate. Ten minutes brought the lodgekeeper back, and almost immediately afterwards the old man saw a familiar figure emerge from the Blue Boar. “Go, tell that gentleman I want him,” he said, and the interested Spike returned with the keeper.

“Good morning, Holland. That friend of yours has left me.”

“Savini, Mr. Bellamy?”

Abe nodded. “Just gone — he and his wife. Caught them trying to open my safe in the night. Just fired them out. Thought you would like to have that for the Globe.”

“Great,” said Spike without enthusiasm. “Which way did they go? They didn’t pass the Boar?”

“No; they walked to Newbury — that was what Savini said he was doing. He talked of seeing a lawyer there. I’m through with the castle, Holland. You can’t trust these English people, and Savini’s half English.”

“What are you doing about it?”

“I’m firing the whole crowd. Paying them off and shutting up, the place,” said Bellamy. “Just keeping on this lodge man and a caretaker. Maybe if you come up some day this week I’ll give you a good story.”

Spike’s eyes twinkled. “What are you going to do with the Green Archer?” he asked.

“He’s the new caretaker,” was the prompt reply. “Perhaps I’ll be able to tell you something about the Green Archer, too, Holland. He’s fooled everybody but me. Never seen his face, have you?”

“No,” said Spike quietly. “It isn’t his face that I want to see — it is his back.”

Abe’s brows met. “His back?”

“I want to see the marks that Creager made when he flogged him,” said Spike.

He was unprepared for the effect his words had upon the old man. Bellamy staggered as if he had been shot, and his huge hand went out to the stone pillar of the gate for support. His face was bloodless, and the pale eyes grew suddenly luminous.

“You want to see his back…that Creager flogged!..,” he muttered — and then, turning on his heel, he ran up the drive as though a veritable spectre was pursuing him. Straight to the library he ran, slammed and locked the door, and, tottering to his favourite chair, dropped into it exhausted.

The man Creager flogged! A ghost had risen in Garre more fearful than the Green Archer. For two hours he sat, staring blankly from the window, and in his heart was a strange and baffling emotion. It was the fear of death.
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Jim Featherstone was in the garden when Valerie brought a letter which she handed to him without a word.

“DEAR MISS HOWETT, When you came to the castle you asked me about your mother, and I told you that I knew nothing. At that time there were reasons why I could not tell you. Your mother is alive, and, I believe, well. If you will do me the honour of calling on me one day I will give you all the information possible. May I say how much I regret the unpleasant experience you have passed through? I read about it for the first time this morning.

“Sincerely,

“ABEL BELLAMY.”

Jim read it over again.

“A modern version of the spider and the fly,” he said, “and of course you’ll do nothing so rash as to walk into his parlour.”

“What danger would there be?” she asked, but Jim was adamantine on the point. “As a friend I can only beg you not to go; as a police officer I forbid you!” he said, half jestingly. “Abe wouldn’t try any tricks in broad daylight, but — here’s Spike Holland at a run. What does he want?”

Spike came flying across the garden, his freckled face shining.

“Savini and his wife have left the castle, and the old man is firing his staff,” he said breathlessly. “Only — the Savinis haven’t left the castle! I’d been watching the gate since early morning, because Julius had promised me that he would have a story for me. At ten there arrives Abe Bellamy with a story that Savini and his wife have been fired for tampering with his safe, and that they have just this minute gone.”

“What do you suggest?”

“That Bellamy’s lying. Savini is still there, and he and his wife are either assisting the old man in this fake firing, or else—”

“Well?”

“Or else Julius is a prisoner with his wife. I’m not going to be surprised at anything that happens at Garre.”

Jim intended returning to town that day. Instead he called up his office and set inquiries on foot concerning Julius Savini. When in the afternoon the office reported that neither Julius nor his wife had been seen, he sent a local policeman to make inquiries at the Castle. The man returned with the intelligence that all the servants but the lodgekeeper and Sen, the chauffeur, had left that afternoon. They were mostly London people, and had gone away by the noon train. Abe had treated them generously. He knew nothing about Savini except that he had gone with his wife. That was all the information he could give.

“Who answered the door to you?”

“Mr. Bellamy himself, sir. After I left I heard him bolt and bar it.”

There was nothing to be done but to wait.

But Abe Bellamy could not wait. Only one obstacle stood between him and the complete fulfilment of his plan, and that was providentially removed when he went to the storeroom to look for milk for his coffee.

Above the library at Garre Castle were a number of rooms, more than half of them windowless, where in olden times the squires of the de Curcys had their apartments. They were used now as lumber-rooms, or were not used at all. In one of these there slept by day a dark-visaged and not ill-looking man whose presence at Garre Julius had suspected.

Lacy was a professional thief, who described himself as a painter, because of all the jobs in prison painting is the easiest, and men are usually employed by prison authorities in the trades that they followed when they were free. Ordinarily a man whose manners were beyond reproach, he had, since his arrival at Garre, assumed an air of equality which the old man had passed without comment and apparently without notice.

The last of the servants had hardly passed out of sight before Lacy opened the library door without knocking and swaggered into his patron’s presence, one of Bellamy’s cigars between his teeth. The illusion of success had spoilt better men than Lacy.

“All gone, boss? I suppose I shall have to do what I can for you, but don’t expect me to be a servant, because I won’t.”

“I haven’t asked you, have I?” growled Bellamy.

Mr. Lacy took out his cigar and eyed it without favour. “This ain’t one of your best, Abe,” he said reproachfully. “You wouldn’t have dreamt of giving poor old Smithy a cigar like this. And now that I’m, so to speak, doing Smithy’s work and holding down his job, I’m entitled to a little better treatment.”

“There’s a box on the table,” said the old man. “What did you want, Lacy?”

“I thought I’d come in and have a talk,” said the man, seating himself comfortably in Bellamy’s favourite chair. “I haven’t quite got your idea. Do you expect me to stay here for ever?”

“You don’t want to see Featherstone, do you?”

At the mention of that name a black cloud came over Lacy’s face. “I’ll see him one of these days,” he said between his teeth, “and I’ll pay him something I owe him,”

“Don’t worry,” said Abe Bellamy, “you’ll see him.” He frowned and added: “And you will pay him.” The man smoked on in gloomy contemplation, and Abe watched him with a speculative eye.

“What do you want me to do?” asked Lacy suddenly.

“Help Sen,” said the other, and Mr. Lacy made a grimace.

“I’ve never worked with a Chink in my life,” he said, “and it doesn’t sound good to me to start now.”

Lacy was in his most offensive mood, and ordinarily Bellamy would have made short work of him, but now he received the grumbling of the man with a surprising meekness. “When did Julius go?” asked Lacy suddenly.

Bellamy had seated himself at his desk and was slowly examining a number of accounts which Julius had left for settlement. He did not seem to hear the inquiry, and it was repeated. “This morning,” he answered.

Lacy smoked in silence, and was evidently turning the matter over in his mind, for after a while he said: “I think you were a fool to let Julius go. He is the sort of fellow who’ll be blackmailing you before you know where you are! That is the one thing about this business that has been puzzling me — the risks you’ve taken. There’s Julius and Mrs. Julius and me, all in your secret. Suppose one of us turned policeman? It’d be rather troublesome to you, wouldn’t it?”

“No,” replied Bellamy. “I’m not worried about Julius, and I’m certainly not worried about you.”

On his table were two telephones, one of which was a private line communicating with the lodge gates. The characteristic buzz of this latter instrument interrupted Lacy’s rejoinder. “There’s a gentleman at the lodge gate who wants to see you, sir,” said the porter’s voice.

“Tell him I can’t see anybody,” answered Bellamy gruffly. “Who is he?”

“He says he’s come down to see if the castle is for sale.”

“It is not for sale, you boob!” roared Abe, and was about to put down the receiver when he thought to ask again: “Who is the man?”

“Mr. John Wood. He says he’s come specially from Belgium to see you.”
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Bellamy’s face changed. “Tell him to come up,” he said. He replaced the instrument and looked round at Lacy. “You can get out,” he said. “A gentleman is coming to see me.”

Lacy got up reluctantly. “I’m tired of this business,” he said. “I’ve been hiding and sleeping in dark corners ever since I’ve been here, and I’m fed up!”

Bellamy made no reply, only his pale eyes surveyed his uncouth guest dispassionately. Lacy went out of the room with a feeling of uneasiness for which he could not account.

It was Sen who opened the door to the visitor and showed him into the library. Bellamy was standing with his back to the fireplace, his hands behind him, his head on one side, a peculiar attitude of his, and he did not speak a word until Sen had gone and the visitor stood before him, hat in hand. “Mr. Wood?” he growled.

“That is my name. You’re Mr. Bellamy? I heard a rumour that you were leaving the castle and that it was for sale.”

“Sit down,” interrupted the old man.

“I’d rather stand, if you don’t mind,” was the reply.

“So you’ve heard the castle is for sale, have you? Well, whoever told you that was fooling you. I’ve no intention of selling this place now or at any future time. Why do you want to buy it?”

“I have been entrusted with a large sum of money to found a children’s home in England,” said Mr. Wood, his grave eyes never leaving the old man’s face, “and it struck me that the castle, with a few modern improvements, might make an ideal place. It has enormous room space, which, I understand, is never used by you; and apart from that the estate would allow us to build—”.

“It is not for sale,” said Abe Bellamy. John Wood inclined his head and was turning to leave when a word from the old man checked him. “I seem to know your name, Mr. Wood. Maybe I am mistaken, but I seem to remember that you knew a — relation of mine.”

“Are you referring to your nephew?” asked John Wood quietly, and Bellamy nodded. “Yes, we were in the same squadron,” said Wood.

“He was killed, eh? You’re sure he was killed?”

“It was officially notified,” said Wood; “and I inherited what little property he had.”

“No chance of his being alive, eh?” asked Bellamy. “A lot of these men reported dead turn up alive.”

“The American Army authorities were very particular; they took great care to verify all the reported deaths,” said Wood, “and I believe the German Government confirmed his death.”

The old man was thinking. “Was he a talkative man, this nephew of mine? Did he ever tell you anything about—” he was at a loss for a phrase “ — about his own past?”

“He never spoke about his past,” said John Wood.

“H’m!” said Bellamy, and seemed relieved.

He walked with his visitor to the door and watched him as he went down the drive and disappeared round the corner of the bushes towards the lodge gate. Then he came back to the library. He found Sen arranging a tray on the table, and the man handed him a slip of paper. “No milk,” it said.

“Is there none in the storeroom?”

Sen shook his head.

“There are tins of canned milk there,” growled Bellamy. “I’ll go look for it myself.”

It was when he was engaged in this search that he made his remarkable discovery.

That evening, when dusk fell, he sent Lacy in the car to London with instructions to make certain purchases.

Jim Featherstone was walking through the min street of Garre when he saw a man turn out of the gates of the castle and walk away. He only had one glance at the face, but he recognised him instantly, and, with an excuse to the girl who was with him, he quickened his pace and overtook John Wood as he was on the point of stepping into the old-fashioned omnibus that plied between Garre and the railway.

“I came to buy the castle,” said Wood after the first greetings were over, and Jim was amused.

“I had no idea that you were really serious. Miss Howett, I want you to meet Mr. John Wood. He came to buy Garre Castle, and I gather he wasn’t successful. What do you think of Bellamy at close quarters?”

“He’s not very prepossessing,” said the other with a faint smile.

To Valerie this strange man held more than ordinary interest. She told herself that it was his splendid hobby which fascinated her, but in reality she would have admitted that it was his remarkable personality, conveyed to her even before she had spoken a word to him, that produced so profound an impression. “Are you going back to your babies, Mr. Wood?” she asked.

“Not yet. I have a lot of business to do in England before I call return. Are you interested in my eccentricity?” he asked, his eyes kindling.

“So much so that I should like to know all about it,” she answered. “Won’t you come back to lunch, Mr. Wood?”

He hesitated. “Yes,” he said at last, and then, realising his ungraciousness, he added a hasty apology. As they passed the castle gates he turned his head towards the building.

“You’re looking for our ogre?” she asked.

“I did not expect to see him,” said John Wood. “Now if I had that castle,” he said suddenly, “I would have the American flag flying on every tower. But I guess Abel Bellamy is almost as deficient in patriotism as he is in humanity.”

They talked, she and the man from Belgium, all the way back to Lady’s Manor, and Jim felt that for the moment he was of no consequence, which in itself was an unpleasant sensation. At lunch it seemed almost that Valerie had known the stranger all her life, and when she did address a word to Jim it was to secure his support for something Wood had said.

This might have worried Captain Featherstone but for the curious attitude of Mr. Howett, who, throughout the earlier stages of the meal, maintained a dead silence and never once looked up from his plate. Mr. Howett was a man who was used to entertaining guests, a man of public reputation, admirably balanced, and one whom his worse enemy would not accuse of shyness. Yet he held himself aloof, and it was not until Spike, who had been summoned from the Blue Boar to meet his friend, had turned the conversation to archery that he spoke at all. And then it struck Jim that he was reciting a case for himself — answering the challenge which the reporter had flung down in the diningroom of the Carlton.

“It is a coincidence that I am interested in the sport, but it is the kind of coincidence that you meet every day. For example, you open a book and see a technical word which you have never seen or employed before in your life; you look it up in a dictionary, discover its meaning, and within twelve hours you have seen that word again somewhere else.

“When I was a young man, and my eyes were as strong as any of yours, I certainly was interested in archery. There used to be half a dozen boys in the little village where I lived who formed ourselves into a Robin Hood band, which was broken up after a few windows had suffered a similar fate. In those days I was supposed to be the best archer in the band. Later, as a young man, I did attain to a measure of proficiency. When money came to me I took up the sport again, joined a society which existed in Philadelphia, but found that my eyesight was an insuperable handicap. Fifteen years ago I went to Germany to consult an oculist, and came back through London, wearing the glasses he designed for me — these very glasses.” He took them off and blinked at them. “It was with the idea of testing them that, seeing the advertisement of the open archery competition, I was induced to take up a bow again.”

“It seems to me,” said John Wood, “that the conversation is drifting to the Green Archer. Has he been seen of late? I do not read the English newspapers very often.”

Thereafter the conversation became general. It was Valerie, by careful and tactful questioning, who discovered that Wood had a spare evening, and it was Valerie who shamelessly manoeuvred Mr. Howett into asking him to come to dinner the next night.

Jim went home a very thoughtful young man. He was too wise in the ways of the world to be sorry for himself or to give expression to the little twinge of jealousy which he undoubtedly had felt.
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Julius Savini was by nature a philosopher, and he accepted the situation with a calm which filled his wife with awe. For two days he had been a prisoner in one of the dungeons of Garre Castle, and for these two days and nights he had not seen his gaoler. There was no danger of starving, for the little larder was packed with canned food, including four unopened tins of bread biscuits. There was an ample supply of water; no attempt was made to turn off the gas.

One feature of the prison-house threw a light upon Abe Bellamy’s midnight activities. A hole about four feet square had been blown through a wall, and the farther end had been covered by a square steel grating, which defied Savini’s efforts to move.

He had crawled into the aperture, to discover that he was looking into the dungeons which Abe Bellamy had shown to his visitors.

“That was the noise we heard, Fay,” he said. “The old man has been working for weeks to break through, and he must have spent the rest of the night after I heard the explosion in fixing this grating.”

“Can’t you move it?” she asked anxiously.

He shook his head. “It is cemented, and even if we could get through it would be impossible to force the grill at the head of the stairs.”

“Are you sure it is the dungeon you know?”

He nodded: “I can see the trap into the lower hole, and that has been cemented over. Why, I don’t know, because Bellamy was very proud of his Little Ease. Fay, we’re in a hole, my dear,” he said quietly, “and though I’ve got a gun and eight live cartridges I don’t think that we have any immediate prospect of using them. I was a fool to let the old man know I was armed. The best thing we can do is to go easy on the provisions. We ought to plan to make them last as long as possible.”

He thought of attempting to shoot out the lock, but after an examination of the door he decided that the effort would be useless and might only have the effect of making the door impossible to open. “Perhaps he’s only trying to frighten us,” he said, but Fay knew that his cheerfulness was assumed.

“We’ll live as long as we can, anyway, Julius,” she said, putting her arm in his. “And Featherstone is sure to guess what has happened.”

“Featherstone guessed that the woman was hidden in the castle,” said Julius tersely, “but he did not find her. And I don’t blame him for that. I wonder how she escaped?” This gave him an idea, and he began a minute and searching inspection of the walls, which occupied the greater part of the day. “The whole place is honeycombed with secret passages,” he said, “and there may be a way out, if we can only find it.”

But in the end he gave up his search in despair and settled himself down to make the best of a hopeless position.

On the second day, Fay, who was going through the contents of a drawer which she had discovered in the writing-table, found a red-covered book, filled with entries in minute handwriting. Every page was black with writing, and the text even strayed to the back of the cover. It was a diary; she saw that at a glance.

“Julius,” she called sharply, and Savini, who was testing the stone floor in his search for a way of escape, came across to her.

“It is the diary of the woman, Julius,” she said in a hushed voice. “It would be worth hundreds of thousands if we could get out.”

He took the book from her, and sitting down under a gas-globe, read for an hour. It was a tremendous story which the diary told, and Julius missed not one word. Presently he laid the book down and rose and stretched himself stiffly.

“Put that diary where we can find it, Fay,” he said. “I don’t think we shall ever get out of this place, but if we do we’ll have a villa in Monte Carlo and a flat in Berkeley Square for the rest of our lives.”

For the remainder of the day they read alternately one to the other, and Julius, who had a remarkable memory, made mental notes. It was ten o’clock by his watch when they went to bed, after replacing their find in the drawer where they had discovered it.

The system of ventilation was little short of marvellous. Even in the confined space of their sleeping-room the air was always pure. It came from a ventilating shaft which ran all round the walls near the vault of the roof, a fact which Julius had duly noted and placed to the credit of Bellamy. “It must have taken him a long time to get this place ready,” he said, lying in bed and staring up at the stone arch above him. “He did everything himself. The lodgekeeper told me that he was months in the castle before he hired any servants or furnished the place. Abe Bellamy is certainly clever. But then, he began life as a builder, and I expect it was easy for him, with his strength, to make the alterations without assistance.”

Fay was sitting before the dressing-table, calmly manicuring her nails.

“Julius, do you know what I think?” she said.

“I’d like to know sometimes,” replied Julius.

“I think we’re only the first of the batch. That grating leading to the dungeon has been put there for a special purpose. He’s out to catch somebody else. And I don’t think we need worry about rationing the provisions, either.”

“Why not?” asked Julius, startled.

“Because when the other prisoners arrive Bellamy is going to make a bargain basement of these old dungeons, and the cheapest articles will be the lives of Mr. and Mrs. Savini.”

Savini shivered and sat up. “What do you mean?” he asked huskily.

“I mean just what I say. He has trapped you and he’s trapped me. Abe is getting ready for the grand finale, and it will be pretty easy now that Coldharbour Smith is dead. There’s you and I and Lacy and Featherstone—”

“And Miss Howett,” suggested Julius when she paused.

“I was thinking of her, but I don’t see exactly what he’s got against her. He certainly wanted to bring her to Garre, and perhaps he will.”

Fay slept lightly; the slightest noise invariably woke her. Julius felt somebody shaking him gently by the shoulder and a hand laid on his mouth. “Don’t make a noise,” whispered Fay’s voice, and the hand was removed.

“What is it?” he answered in the same tone.

“There’s somebody outside,” she said.

Julius felt for the gun under his pillow, and, slipping noiselessly out of bed, opened the door. He had left the six lights burning, but now they were all extinguished save one, and the dungeon was in gloom. He peeped out cautiously; there was nobody in sight. Yet somebody must have been there to have turned out the lights. From where he stood he could see the door through which he had been thrown, and even as he looked it closed and the soft clap of the lock came to his ears.

“Bellamy!” he said bitterly as he came back to the room. “If I’d only known! Why didn’t you wake me sooner?”

“I only heard the noise just before I woke you,” she said. “Are you sure it was Bellamy?”

He did not reply, but, catching hold of her arm, raised a warning finger. They listened, and there came to them the thud of the swing trap in the library. “It was Bellamy all right,” said Julius, and went out into the bigger room to discover the reason for this unexpected visitation.

He relit the gas, expecting to find that the old man had left a letter. But of letter there was no sign. “Why did he come?” he asked.

Fay yawned and shook her head. “Why does he do anything? What is the time, Julius?”

“Five o’clock. I don’t feel tired enough to go back to bed, Fay. Make some tea.”

Whilst she went into the ‘kitchen’ he wandered about looking for some explanation of Bellamy’s visit. The door, which he tried without hope, was locked.

“I’m glad to be awake,” said Fay when she brought the tea. “That is where this prison differs from any other that I’ve ever been in.” She set down the cups on the table. “I wanted to get back to the diary, anyway,” she said, and pulled open the writing-table drawer.

He heard her exclamation, saw her open the second of the drawers and search quickly. “What is it?”

“It’s gone, Julius!” she gasped.
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It must have been nine o’clock in the morning, and they were sitting disconsolately together on the big settee, Julius with his head in his hands, the girl making a pretence at reading, when they heard the trap that covered the grating thrown back, and Bellamy’s voice hailed them.

Julius was on his feet in a second, his gun in his hand, and, slipping to the cover of a big pillar, he waited.

“You can put down your gun, Savini,” said the old man’s voice. “Put it on that table where I can see it. Then I’ll talk to you. If you don’t do as I tell you I won’t.” Julius considered rapidly. There was nothing to be gained by antagonising the old man any further, and he put the pistol down on a small table which he thought the old man had indicated. “Now come to the door. Don’t be afraid. If I had wanted to shoot you I could have shot you through the grating as easy as I could talk to you.”

“What is the idea, Mr. Bellamy?” asked Julius in an injured tone. “I don’t see why you’re keeping us here. Surely you could trust us?”

“Surely I couldn’t,” was the reply. “I’ve come to tell you that they’re looking for you. I’ve had a fly cop interviewing me all morning. He said they found some papers in your flat which gave them the idea that you were going abroad. I guess they’ll give up looking for you, Savini. Make much of the food you have; there’s no more for you. You’re here for everlasting! I’ve thrown away the key — thrown it down the well in the grounds, Savini.”

“You’re a liar,” said Julius calmly. “You were in here last night to steal the diary.”

Bellamy stared at him through the grating. “Say that again,” he said hoarsely.

“You were here last night to steal the diary.”

“Which diary?”

“What is the good of fooling?” said Julius. “You came in at five this morning, and you’re a lucky man that I didn’t see you.”

“Which diary?” said the man. “Did she leave a diary? I ought to have guessed that. Where is it?”

“I tell you it’s gone,” said Julius impatiently. “You came—”

“You fool! You scum!” howled Bellamy. “I have not been near you since I locked you in!”

It was some time before the old man recovered his self-possession.

“Tell me, Savini, and I’ll treat you squarely. What was it? Was it the diary of a woman?”

“Who knows better than you?” said Julius, a reply which roused the old man to fury.

“I tell you I don’t! I tell you I’ve never seen it — didn’t know that it was here. What did the diary say?” he asked, dropping his voice, and Julius recited to him one passage, and the man fell back from the opening as if he had been shot. Presently he reappeared, and even in that imperfect light they saw his face was deathly pale.

“There was a chance for you, Savini,” he said in a hollow voice. “Just a chance for you. The other man might have taken your place, but now you know too much, Savini, you know too much!”

The trap had slammed before Julius could answer, and he turned to meet his wife’s troubled eyes. “What made you tell him about the diary?” she asked quietly, “when you saw that he knew nothing about it? You were mad, Julius.”

Savini shrugged his thin shoulders. “What does it matter?” he said. “I don’t believe him when he said he intended taking us out. We’re here for keeps, Fay.” He put his arm around her and drew her face against his. “It isn’t as bad as I thought it would be,” he said, fondling her face. “I was always scared of death, and the idea of dying this way, like a rat in a hole, would have driven me mad. But I’m not scared any more, little girl.”

She drew herself gently from him. “Julius,” she said, “if there’s any dying to be done, Bellamy is the man who’s going to do it! If somebody found a way into this place, then I guess we can find a way out.”

Julius shook his head. “The Green Archer came through the door, and only the Green Archer could have found his way,” he said.

She could only wonder at his serenity. This was not the Julius she knew, not the hectoring, threatening Julius or the frightened cringing Julius she had seen in the old man’s presence. Marriage with Fay had been a piquant episode. It meant no more than a cachet which she could proudly flaunt in the face of less fortunate women. There had been times when she had despised her husband, moments when she was ready to defy him, though the innate loyalty in her had reserved such proofs of antagonism for such times as they were alone. “You are certainly a revelation to me, Mister Savini,” she said affectionately.

“I’m a revelation to myself,” he confessed. “We have to face facts. And the big fact is that the old man is getting ready for a piece of devilry that will make plain, honest murder look like walking on the grass. I’d like to know why he bought the rifles.”

“What do you mean?” she asked, startled.

“There’s a case of ’em in Sanctuary Tower. I found them by accident. Half a dozen sporting Mannlichers and two big boxes of cartridges. They are in the room above where Featherstone slept. I’ve an idea that we shall live to hear them — but not much longer.”

“What does he want with a case of rifles?” she asked, and Julius spread his delicate hands in a gesture of ignorance.

“He’s a dead shot; he told me so once.” He shook his head. “I wish I hadn’t told him about the diary,” he said. “Maybe I’ve brought the rifles into use.”

In the quiet of his favourite room Abe Bellamy sat down to face a situation which was fraught with danger to himself, though this was the least considerable circumstance of all. The tragedy for this ruthless man lay in the possibility that at this, the eleventh hour, when it seemed that Providence itself had placed in his hands the means of revenging himself upon the woman he hated, the fruit of achievement was to be snatched from his grasp.

From the moment the grey woman had disappeared he had been on his guard. Whither she had gone, in what manner, he could not even guess. Only he knew that somewhere far away, or at his elbow, an influence was working against him with deadly certainty, an influence which was crystallised in the vague figure of the Green Archer. If he felt a thrill, it was in the knowledge that once again was Garre Castle a fortress held against the enemies of its lord. Let him once accomplish his design, and they might hammer at its oaken doors or scale its sheer walls, and he would die satisfied.

The sands were running out. Abe Bellamy knew; something within him spoke clearly and beyond mistake. The day was near at hand when all that Garre Castle stood for, and all that hate and love meant, would be forgotten in the oblivion of death. If he could only find the grey lady! If only by some remarkable chance she came into his hands! There was not a detective agency in London that was not looking for her. All that money could buy in the shape of information was at his disposal. But she had disappeared as though the ground had opened and swallowed her. And yet the police had not come. That dude Featherstone — how glad he would be to stalk into the castle with one of his ‘warrants’!

The diary! What had she written? If Savini were to be believed, she had written too much for Abe Bellamy’s peace of mind — and Julius could not have invented that passage which he had recited so glibly.

He roused himself at last and went down to work in the dungeons, and Julius, hearing him, took his gun and crept to the entrance of the hole, only to find that the grating had been covered by a board, which hid all view of the workman. And workman Abe Bellamy was throughout that day. They heard the constant clink of steel on stone, and once Fay heard a rumble of sound which at first alarmed her and then excited her curiosity.

It was some while before the noise was explained. Abel Bellamy was singing as he worked, and the girl marvelled.
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The Green Archer was of no public interest. Mr. Syme, the news editor, said this much, with uncompromising emphasis, and for once Spike could invent no new development.

“Besides which,” said Syme’s voice on the phone, “Bellamy wrote last week threatening a libel action. He says you re depreciating the value of the property.”

“Rats!” scoffed Spike. “That ghost has put ten thousand dollars on to its value! Honestly, Mr. Syme, this story is worth waiting for.”

“Come straight along and wait in the office,” said the relentless Syme, “and fill in your time with a little honest work.”

The telephone was publicly placed in the broad hall of the Blue Boar, and usually when Spike was telephoning the bar was full, which had certain advantages, since it was impossible for his voice to rise above the babble of conversation. Today the bar was empty except for a gnarled old farmer, who was drinking from a large pewter tankard. “The old man nodded in the friendly way of country people as Spike turned from the wall-instrument.

“Ghosts, eh? This part of the country is full of ‘em. New one up by Cloister Wood, they tell me. One of my carters saw ‘un and he’s been ill ever since.”

“Too bad,” said Spike politely. The Green Archer was a legend of the countryside, and he had chased at least three unprofitable clues. “But everybody around here thinks he has seen the Green Archer.”

The aged man chuckled huskily. “This one’s not green. And it’s a woman. My carter saw her quite close. Dagbent him! He was that scairt—”

“Where is Cloister Wood?” asked Spike, thoroughly interested.

“It’s a matter of six miles by road, but if you cross Monks Field and keep straight along the Adderley Road you’ll come to it. There’s supposed to be a haunted cottage in the wood. Nobody seems to live there, and yet there’s somebody always there.”

“Poppa,” said Spike, “I am intrigued.”

The old man shook his head. “No, I shouldn’t say there was anything like that going on. What I can’t make out about this cottage is the new car tracks I’m always seeing. Not Ford tracks, but heavy ones. Somebody goes to and fro in a big car.”

“To the cottage? Has it been seen — the car, I mean?”

The old man signalled a negative. “There’s a barn near the cottage on the same bit of land. I’ve seen the tracks of the wheels going straight there on wet mornings when the ground was soft.”

“How long has this woman been seen?” asked Spike.

“I never heard about her till last Saturday — my carter saw her. It was early in the morning, and he was walking through the wood on his way to my farm. I’ve farmed Cadle Heath for fifty-five years, and my father before me. Well, this carter of mine, Tom by name, was walking along, thinking of nothing, when he sees this woman and nearly drops with fright. She was walking through the wood crying. Tom said that he knew she was a ghost, and he ran like a hare.”

“Was this anywhere near the cottage?”

“Quite close. That’s what made me mention the cottage. I thought afterwards that maybe she lived there.”

Spike at the moment was ready to clutch at any straw to justify a continuance of his stay at Garre. He had spoken nothing but the truth when he had said that he sensed a denouement to the drama of Abe Bellamy. In spite of the seeming normality of life in Garre Castle, he had a queer premonition of impending trouble. To leave a story which he had nursed and mothered would be little short of physical agony. But the ‘straw’ of the woman in the forest seemed to him an unsubstantial one. Nevertheless, he set off on a three-mile walk — it was less than three miles, he found, by the short-cut which the old farmer had indicated — to Cloister Wood. It was a dull day, and the breath of winter was in the air. Walking in these circumstances was a pleasure, and Spike had reached the fringe of Cloister Wood before he realised the fact. The wood was mostly enclosed property, though the owner had made very little effort to keep his boundaries in repair. It was possible, by stepping over one of the rotting fences, to stray from the narrow road which twisted through the trees into a wilderness of pines and shrubs.

The cottage was not visible from the road. It lay at the end of a cart-road, which struck off at right-angles from the main thoroughfare, but, following the minute directions which he had extracted from the farmer, Spike had no difficulty in finding his way. Cart-road it was — no cart had passed in years — and the only visible evidence of wheels were the broad marks of motor-tyres, which, to Spike’s practised eye, seemed to have been made recently. Presently he came in sight of the cottage — a one-storied, wooden building, overgrown with ivy. Near at hand he saw, through the trees, the barn. No smoke came from the chimneys of the house. The windows of one side, that nearest to the road, were shuttered, and the place had a lifeless and deserted appearance.

He walked straight to the door and knocked. There was no answer, though he waited two or three minutes; and then he proceeded to make a reconnaissance of the little building. Passing round to the back, he found two windows unshuttered, and he looked into a very simply furnished bedroom. The bed was unmade and appeared as though somebody had recently risen from it. What immediately attracted his attention were three pairs of women’s shoes that stood by the side of the bed. Even from that distance he could see that they were new. On the floor were two large cardboard boxes, filled with fluffy white paper; presently he discovered other boxes of a similar character, piled away in a corner of the room. He continued his search, found the back door and rattled it, but, eliciting no reply, he returned to the bedroom window.

It took Spike a long time to make up his mind, but at last he tried the windows gingerly, and, not a little to his alarm, one was open. He pushed up the sash. Should he go in? It was burglary pure and simple, and he could think of no excuse which he could offer to the outraged proprietor if he suddenly came face to face with him. But the sight of that row of shoes excited his curiosity, and, drawing a deep breath, he jumped up, clambered over the sill, and was in the room.

“Safety first,” said Spike, and made a tour through the cottage before he returned to examine more closely the contents of the bedchamber.

Only two rooms were furnished — the bedroom through which he had passed, and a small room which contained nothing more than a table, a chair, and a number of clothes-hooks fastened to the wooden walls. On one of these pegs hung a heavy leather coat, lined with fleece. The table was innocent of cover, and was bare except for a pair of leather gauntlet gloves, old and worn.

Spike went again into the passage and called, “Is anybody here?” And his words echoed through the hollow spaces of the building.

“There’s nobody here,” said Spike aloud, and returned to the bedroom.

The bed was a narrow one and hard, but the sheets were of the softest cambric, and Spike guessed they were new. On the table near the bed stood a flask of brandy, two medicine bottles, and a hypodermic syringe in a small case. This he examined curiously.

Like the sheets and the two camel-hair blankets which covered the bed, it was new. And brand-new also were the shoes. Their soles were white and unsoiled; they were from one of the most expensive shoemakers in the West End of London, and — Then Spike made a remarkable discovery. The shoes were different sizes! Each pair was a half — size smaller than the other. He put them down and turned his attention again to the medicine bottles, one of which was half empty. They bore the label of a London chemist.

Turning back the bedclothes, he found a woman’s dress. It was a loose gown, made in one piece, and was grey of colour and very old. The elbows had worn out and had been neatly darned. The cuffs had also been recently patched, and he found a place on the under-hem of the skirt from where the silk had been cut to secure the necessary material.

Spike got out of the window and closed it; then he went to inspect the small barn which stood in the midst of trees some distance from the house. Here again he found the tracks of a car, leading direct to this unpretentious building. The doors of the barn were padlocked, but by pulling at the chain he secured a view of the interior through a crack between the doors.

So far as cars were concerned the place was empty, but stored along one side were a row of petrol-tins, whilst standing against the wall were three spare wheels. From their size Spike was able to judge the dimensions of the car He walked back to Garre deep in thought. There was no reason on earth why the mysterious occupant of the wood cottage should not have expensive shoes, and, if it was her hobby, shoes of different size. Perhaps they had been sent down on approval, but surely she would know the size of her own feet?

The solution to that little mystery came to Spike suddenly. The somebody who had brought those shoes for the woman did not know what size she wanted, and had brought several pairs in order that she should be fitted. That was clear. And when that little puzzle had been solved there was nothing else to consider.

There was a mystery about the tenants who were never seen, yet were always there; who owned a big car and lived in a five-hundred-dollar cottage. But it was not the kind of mystery which, being solved, would lead him nearer to the Green Archer. Spike sighed. It certainly wasn’t big enough a mystery to induce Mr. Syme to reconsider his recall.

He got back to his room after dark and went upstairs to change, and whilst he was dressing there was a knock at his door, and Jim Featherstone came in. Jim had left the Howetts that morning and had his baggage taken to the inn.

“You’re dining with the Howetts, aren’t you, Holland? I was wondering whether you’d carry my excuses? I am going back to London tonight to hunt up the Savinis.”

“I tell you, Captain, the Savinis are in the castle,” said Spike emphatically. “They never left that morning, I’ll swear.”

“It’s possible they are,” said Jim quietly. “But don’t lose sight of the fact that Julius Savini, excellent fellow as he is, is a crook. I must make sure. There may be other ways out of the castle.”

“You didn’t find them when you were buttling,” insisted Spike. “I can tell you one thing, Captain Featherstone: there’s a way out of Garre, and old man Syme has found it. I am leaving for town tomorrow, and hereafter the Green Archer means nothing in my young life. He’s had all the publicity he’ll ever get out of the Globe.”

Jim nodded. “I suppose they’re tired of waiting for startling developments,” he said.

“What’s the hurry?” asked Spike, finishing the careful tying of his bow and looking round at Jim, who had seated himself on the bed. “You could go tomorrow; and I know that Mr. Howett is expecting you, because I met Miss Howett as I was coming through the village, and she reminded me that we were dining. Wood will be there too; he’s coming from London.”

“So I understand,” said Jim, and something in his tone made the reporter eye him keenly.

“Police Chief and Great Philanthropist Rivals for Love of Millionaire’s Daughter,” thought Spike. He had a habit of thinking in headlines.

But it wasn’t wholly his distaste for witnessing the triumph of this newcomer which caused Jim to make his decision. He was a busy man and the head of a great department, and he had recognised, with a feeling of dismay, that he had been systematically neglecting his work. He could have discovered this without assistance, but he had had a letter from his chief that morning, which contained a hint that his absence from headquarters was causing inconvenience. His car was at the door when Spike came down, and Jim was at the wheel, lighting his pipe.

“You can do me a good turn, Featherstone,” said Spike, “if you’d ring up Syme and tell him it would be little short of a national calamity if I am taken away from Garre till this business is cleaned up.”

“I will even lie for you,” said Jim. “But I agree with you that the Garre mystery is no nearer to solution now than it was when you first came. You’ll explain to Miss Valerie, won’t you?”

Spike waited till he had gone, then went on to Lady’s Manor. He found that John Wood had arrived an hour before, and he and the girl were seated side by side on the settee. She was listening in rapt silence to the exposition of his great scheme, and scarcely noticed Spike’s arrival.

“Where is Captain Featherstone?” she asked.

“I bring his apologies; he’s had to go to town,” said Spike. “The increase of crime since he has been in the country has so alarmed the Commissioners that they’ve sent for him.”

“Are you serious — I mean about his going to town?” she asked.

“Never more serious,” said Spike. “The fact is he’s worried about Julius Savini — thinks the old man’s got him tied up in the castle. At least, I think so, and I have an idea he shares my view.”

He saw her expression change, but in a few minutes she seemed to have forgotten the existence of Jim Featherstone, and when they sat down to dinner Spike thought he had never seen her so animated, so cheerful, or so beautiful. Mr. Howett was, as usual, a listener to rather than a participator in the conversation. Of late he had seemed to be wholly absorbed in some mental problem which called for his complete attention. This Valerie had noticed, and it had worried her. To Spike, Mr. Howett was a figure of supreme interest. His own theory about the Green Archer had matured, and little by little he was piecing together corroboration of a theory which at first had seemed, even to him, fantastical.

Wood was staying the night at Lady’s Manor, Spike learnt. There was no train back to town, and Valerie would not hear of his staying at the inn. Curiously enough, she had not protested against Jim Featherstone having his lodgings at the Blue Boar, a fact which Spike duly noted.

At nine o’clock Mr. Howett retired from the drawingroom, where they had gone. He seemed to fade out of the group, and had left before Spike noticed his absence. And then, as was inevitable, the conversation drifted to the Green Archer. It was John Wood who turned the talk to the strange visitor.

“Have you ever seen him, Miss Howett?” he asked, half jestingly.

She shivered. “Yes, I’ve seen him.”

“What?” asked the astonished Spike. “You never told me, Miss Howett! You’ve actually seen the Green Archer?”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” she said, “especially about one of my experiences. But I have seen him twice — once in the grounds of Garre Castle.”

“What on earth were you doing in the grounds of Garre Castle?” asked the amazed Spike.

“I was looking for somebody,” she said. “It was an act of the wildest folly, and had nearly ended horribly for me. I went into the park one night.”

“You saw him? Where?” asked Spike eagerly.

In spite of her horror of the memory, the girl smiled. “If you put this in your newspaper I’ll never speak another word to you, Mr. Holland!” she said. “But if you promise to keep it a dead secret, I will show you just where I saw the archer. I was looking at the place today. I didn’t know that it was visible from the grounds, but it is. It was on a little hill that you can see from the wall of Lady’s Manor. There is a wood there — they call them coverts in this country — that runs on the inside of the castle wall.” She got up suddenly. “I’ll show you,” she said, “but—” she raised a warning finger at Spike “ — you are never to tell, under any circumstances whatever, that I saw him. And he isn’t a ghost.”

They followed her out into the hall, into the kitchen, and through the garden door. The garden was in darkness, and she stopped. “I don’t think you’ll be able to see,” she said.

“There’s quite light enough, once you get used to being out in the night,” urged Spike. “If you show me the spot, perhaps I can do a little investigation. I could make a search tomorrow in daylight. I’ve just got to get that Green Archer proved, or my name is mud in the office of the Daily Globe,” he said.

They found that Spike was a true prophet. In spite of the darkness, it was possible not only to pick up the dark bulk of the Castle, but she could clearly distinguish the wood when they had planted the ladder and she had mounted to the parapet of the wall. Spike followed and sat astride the damp masonry, straining his eyes in the darkness. John Wood was between the two, his elbows on the parapet. “That is the castle,” he said.

“And there is the wood.” She pointed. “You can just see the outline of the little hill where I saw him. But it is very dark.”

“There isn’t much to see,” admitted Spike. “Maybe in the morning you’ll let me get through your garden—”

There was a scratch as Spike struck a match. For a second the light flickered, then burnt brightly as he extended it over the edge of the wall. Then he saw something and heard the girl scream, and caught her as he dropped the match.

Standing not six feet from them, on the edge of a grass plot, and staring up with his white, shapeless face, was the Green Archer!
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John Wood was the first to recover from the shock. In two seconds he had dropped to the other side of the wall, and Spike heard the thud of his feet as he ran along the path. His own attention was completely occupied with the half-fainting girl. “Did you see it? Did you see it?” she whispered. She was trembling from head to foot, and he had almost to carry her down the ladder into the house. “Did you see it?” she asked again.

“I certainly saw something,” confessed Spike.

“Where is Mr. Wood?” she asked.

“He is chasing whatever it was,” answered the reporter.

She closed her eyes as if to hide some horrid sight, and then: “What did you see, Mr. Holland?”

“Well,” said Spike, as though loath to admit the evidence of his senses, “it certainly looked green, and it might have been an archer. I hate to admit that it give me a jar.”

In a quarter of an hour Wood came back, a little out of breath. “I had to climb the wall without assistance,” he said, and the girl was penitent.

“I am so sorry. I should have put over the other ladder for you. How thoughtless of me!”

“It doesn’t matter,” said Wood, dusting his hands. He was smiling, as though enjoying a joke all to himself.

“Did you see him?”

“I caught a glimpse — just a glimpse — but I didn’t reach him.”

They looked at one another. “Was it the Green Archer, Miss Howett?” asked Spike.

“Yes,” she said, “I think there is no doubt. Where are you going, Mr. Holland?”

“I’m going along to see old man Bellamy,” said Spike determinedly. “And I’m going to have that ground searched and the Green Archer laid out for inspection, or the Globe will be short of a perfectly good reporter.”

He had to knock up the lodgekeeper, who had gone to bed. That unhappy man refused for a long time to telephone through to the castle. Eventually Spike persuaded him. “Ask Holland to come to the ‘phone,” said Bellamy, and when the reporter had complied: “What is wrong, Holland?”

“I’ve seen your Green Archer in the grounds Mr. Bellamy.”

A pause, and then: “Come right up,” said Bellamy. He was waiting for Spike at the dark entrance of the hall. “What’s this stuff you’re giving me about Green Archers?” he said.

“I saw him,” said Spike, “much more clearly than I can see you.”

“Where was he, and where were you?”

“I was on the wall of Mr. Howett’s house,” said Spike. “Miss Howett was showing me how fine the castle looked by night.”

“It must have been a wonderful sight,” said the old man sarcastically, “all lit up! Maybe you were waiting for a firework show? Well, what did you see?”

“I tell you I saw the Green Archer; he was less than three yards from me.”

“What did you have for dinner?” asked Abe Bellamy scornfully. “You’re after a newspaper story, Holland. If you think I’m going to help you to invent ghost stories you’re wrong. You might have saved yourself the trouble of coming up. There is a Green Archer,” he said with unaccustomed good-humour, “but he’s one of those dude ghosts who can’t go outdoors without catching cold. He’s an indoor ghost, and fresh air would kill him. No, Holland, you’ve got to find another stunt.”

“Won’t you search the grounds?”

“Search nothing,” said Abe Bellamy impatiently. “What servants have I got to search the grounds with? Perhaps you’ll get your friend Featherstone to bring up his reserves.”

He had been standing square in the doorway, and unexpectedly he turned. “Come in,” he said. “There’s a question I want to ask you.”

When the library door had closed on them he asked without preamble: “What is the story you told me the other day about the man who was flogged by Creager? I was so wild with you that I couldn’t stop to talk, but, thinking it over, perhaps you can tell me something about what you mean.”

“I said that the man who killed Creager was one who had been flogged by him. Creager was a prison official, and it was his job to give the whip. That is one of the police theories, Mr. Bellamy, that Creager was killed by somebody who was waiting for him.”

Bellamy pushed a box of cigars towards the visitor, and, taking one himself at random, bit off the end and lit it. “That seems to be possible,” he said. “I don’t know very much about what happens in English gaols, but I seem to remember reading that Creager was a guard — warder they call them in this country. It is a mighty reasonable theory,” he added as he puffed a ring of smoke into the air and watched it dissipate. “Have you any notion of your own as to who the Green Archer is?”

“Too many notions,” said Spike briefly. “I find a new man every week. I started with you—”

“With me?” said the other, and guffawed loudly. “That certainly is — amusing. Did you bring Julius Savini into it at all?”

Spike nodded. “I brought everybody into it,” he said, “and until tonight I was perfectly certain I knew.”

“Who was it?” said the old man, watching him closely.

“I’m not prepared to libel a perfectly innocent man,” said Spike. “Which reminds me, Mr. Bellamy, that you have been threatening my paper with an action.”

“Don’t get scared about that,” said the old man. “I wouldn’t do anything to injure you, Holland. You’re a good boy and a smart boy, and maybe I could put a lot of money in your way.”

“Isn’t that grand?” said the gratified Spike.

“And you needn’t get fresh about it, either,” growled the old man, with whom sustained affability was a really painful effort. “I give big money for big services, Holland, and you’re the kind of smart boy who might make a fortune. Whose idea was it that Creager had been killed by somebody he had flogged — Featherstone’s?”

“I tell you it is a police theory, Mr. Bellamy, and I guess Featherstone knows just what the police are thinking. Where is Savini? Have you heard from him?”

Bellamy shook his head. “Why should I hear from him? I fired him for trying to rob me. It isn’t likely we’re sending one another loving messages every hour, is it? What’s the police theory about Savini?”

“They think he’s still in the castle,” said Spike; and the old man laughed scornfully.

“What am I running — a convalescent home for crooks?” he asked contemptuously. “The sap-headed people round here would believe anything. They believe in the Green Archer.”

“And the grey lady,” added Spike, remembering his experience of that afternoon.

The silence that followed did not at first seem strange to him, because in Abe Bellamy’s conversation there occurred an occasional hiatus. He could not see the old man’s face; it was turned as though he were looking at the fire. But suddenly a strange thrill went down the reporter’s spine. He did not understand why, thinking at first that the door was open and a cold draught of air had struck him. He even turned to look, but the door was shut. And then Abe Bellamy spoke, still averting his face.

“What grey lady is that, Holland?”

“She’s a new one I discovered today,” said Spike. “One of these hayseeds has seen a woman wandering round the Cloister Woods, which are about three miles from here.”

“I know them,” said Bellamy, still speaking to the fire. “What of her?”

“There is something about farming that makes you green and keeps you green,” said Spike reminiscently. “They thought she was a spook. She’s probably a fresh-air crank.”

“Grey, eh? Where does she live?”

“I am not certain,” said Spike, “but I imagine she lives at a cottage in the wood. I took the trouble to investigate the story today, and I found the place. The house was empty, but somebody had been there this morning. As a matter of fact, Mr. Bellamy, I got into the house and had a look round.” Spike had a very special reason for wanting to stand well with Abe Bellamy at that moment, and there seemed no great harm in relating the story of his adventure that afternoon.

“New shoes, medicine, car tracks?” repeated Bellamy. “That’s queer — mighty queer. And she was there this morning, you say?”

“I should think so,” said Spike. “The wheel marks were new, and the bed was evidently slept in last night.”

“Perhaps she’s what you say — one of those cranks who like to live near Nature.”

Now he had turned his head. Spike wondered whether his imagination was playing tricks with him. It seemed that he had grown desperately old and even more repulsive. “You’re a good boy, Holland,” he said slowly, “and if I offered you some money you’d throw me down. Maybe I could buy you a car. Fond of motoring?”

“Not so fond that I want a car,” said Spike, and wondered what was the reason for this sudden outburst of generosity on the part of his host.

“You can go look in the grounds if you want, but I think you’ll waste your time,” said Bellamy. “Come in in the morning — the castle grounds are yours. I’ll ‘phone the lodgekeeper to let you in. But I think you’ll find nothing. I tell you, my ghost belongs to the hothouse and doesn’t like wet weather.”

When Spike had gone the old man rang for Sen. “Get me a greatcoat,” he said, “and then bring along the car. I may be out for a long time.”

All that night Abe Bellamy waited in the streaming rain for the occupant of the cottage to return. He stood in the shadow beneath the unshuttered window, heedless of the gale that shrieked through the wood, or of the driving rain which stung his face. If the man had returned he would have troubled Abe Bellamy no more. But he dawn came without any sign of him, and the old man went back to Garre with his hands unstained.
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The grey woman! She had been in the neighbourhood all the time. She was there still, perhaps, in hiding, within the reach of his hand. It was she; he had recognised the dress by the description.

The grey woman would never accept clothes from him, and although he had brought to her the most wonderful creations of a French modiste, she had kept to the silk grey gown she had worn the day she had arrived at the castle. He did not go to bed that night, and in the morning, closing his library from interference, he passed down the secret stairs to the place of Savini’s confinement. The door was opened, and the old man was in the room before Julius could reach for his pistol.

“Take your hand away,” snarled the old man. “I want that gun of yours.”

He slipped it from the pocket of his helpless prisoner and walked back and closed the door, locking it on the inside. “I’m going to have a little talk with you, Savini,” he said. “You told me somebody came into this place the other night and took away a book. Were you lying?”

“Why should I lie?” said Julius sullenly.

“Did you see what it was?”

“No, I only heard the sound of the door closing.”

“This door?” The old man pointed to the one through which he had come, and Savini nodded.

Bellamy walked into the bedroom and pulled aside the curtains that hid the wardrobe. The grey woman’s dresses were still there, as they had been in the days of her imprisonment, and he swept them off into his arms and came out.

“How long are you going to keep us here, Bellamy?” asked Fay. “It’s getting just a trifle monotonous.”

“You’re with your husband, aren’t you? That’s as much as a good woman wants. And you’re a good woman, according to all the records I’ve had of you.”

“Don’t let us stoop to personalities,” said Fay. “You’re not exactly a prominent churchman, but that’s nothing to do with my question. How long are we going to be kept here?”

“You’re going to be kept here whilst I want you to be here,” said the old man; “and if it’s company you’re missing I’ll fix that for you.”

She did not answer, and he went towards the door, but he had hardly turned his back before she sprang at him like a wild cat.

Her arms whipped round his neck and drew him back.

“Quick, Julius!” she gasped, but before Julius could reach him the old man had swung her round, as a dog might swing a rat, and had thrown her to the stone floor. He had not even troubled to draw his pistol. Bare-handed he towered over the little Eurasian, and Julius could have wept at the realisation of his impotence.

Fay had got to her feet, white and shaken and undaunted, and there was something like admiration in the eyes of the old man. “If your husband had had your pluck he would have been a man,” he said.

“He’s man enough for you,” she said defiantly. “Give him his gun and take a chance, you gorilla!” With a chuckle he continued his way to the door, and when she gripped his arm and tried to hold him he shook her off. When he got back to the library he took the dresses in his arms, and, summoning Sen, they went to a secluded part of the grounds near the garage, and, saturating the flimsy fabrics with petrol, they made a huge bonfire of the lot.

“That settles that,” he said, and went down to the dungeons to continue his work.

All that afternoon Julius heard the clink of the steel, but did not move to discover what the old man was doing, guessing that Bellamy had been careful to cover up the end of the hole.

For the first time Julius gave way to despair. Deprived of his one weapon of defence, the hopelessness of his situation became more emphatic. “It’s no use, Fay,” he said; “we’ve got to face the possibility of being here for years.”

She shook her head. “I should like to think so,” she said. “But has it struck you what might happen if the old man died suddenly?”

He shuddered visibly. “For God’s sake don’t get such grisly thoughts in your head!” he said irritably. “We should be starved to death here.”

“Isn’t it possible to break open the door?” she asked.

He shook his head. “There’s no furniture here heavy enough, and nothing else that you could use for a lever.”

She bit her lip thoughtfully. “I wish the old devil would come down again. I’d like a shower.”

“A what?” asked her husband incredulously.

“A shower,” said the calm girl. “It is a whim of mine.”

Abe Bellamy was still at work in the dungeons, as the constant hammering reminded her. And suddenly she went to the hole and crawled in as far as the grating. Beyond that she could not see, for Bellamy had hung a sack before the grille.

“Bellamy!” she called, and after a while he heard her.

“What do you want?” he demanded, stopping his work.

“If you’re going to keep us here, the least you can do is to make us comfortable,” said Fay coolly when he pulled aside the sack and glared down at her, and his lips went up.

“You weren’t so comfortable in prison, young woman,” he said. “What do you want?”

“I want a shower,” said the girl. “These plunge baths are fatal to a woman of my delicate constitution.”

“A what!” he roared, and broke into a fit of laughter. Purple-faced, he stood shrieking with merriment, and she watched him in fear. Presently he recovered. “Perhaps you’d like me to have a boudoir fitted for you too?” he said. “You don’t suppose that I’m coming in to fix a shower?”

“I don’t want you to fix anything, and I don’t want you to come in, because you’ve the manners of a hog,” said Fay frankly. “What I do want is some rubber tubing to fix to the water — faucet.”

He growled something and let the sacking drop, and half an hour later she heard him bellow her name, and went to find him pushing the end of a red rubber tube through the grating.

“If it’s too long for you, you can cut it short,” he said. “And if you think you’re going to fill this with water and plug me when I come in, you’ve got another guess coming.”

She hauled back the red length of rubber in triumph.

“What do you want it for?” asked Julius in a low voice, but she put her finger on her lips.

That evening, when all was quiet, she unscrewed the burner of one of the gas — jets, and pulled an end of the tube over the pipe. The hose was too large, and she tore strips from the sheet and bound it tightly. Into the other end she put a piece of brass tubing she had taken from the burner, and this also necessitated tight and careful binding. Both ends they plastered with soap, and when it was completed Julius turned on the gas, and the girl applied a light to the burner end. A long flame shot out, and she brought it close to the door, above the lock. The tubing was just long enough, and in a second the woodwork began to smoke.

“Get a bucket of water,” whispered Fay. “We shall have to put the fire out as soon as the door catches alight.”

And so they worked throughout the evening. The underground room was filled with blue smoke and the pungent smell of burning wood, and at three o’clock in the morning Julius pulled at the door and the lock fell out.

They were exhausted, their faces black with smoke, their throats parched, their eyes aching painfully, and Fay went, gasping, into the room beneath the library, and leant against the wall, drawing in the air in long, exhausted sobs. There remained the trap under Bellamy’s desk, and this was going to be a more difficult proposition. How difficult, Julius could only guess, because he had not any clear memory of the trap’s construction.

He went up the stairs after lighting the gas-bracket and made an examination. He looked and groaned.

“It’s useless, Fay,” he said. “The only thing we can do is to hide under the stairs until the old man comes down and then plug him.”

“With what?” she asked.

“With the pipe. He gave you the idea.”

Julius went back into the smoke-filled room, detached the hose from the gaspipe, and cut off a length, which he twisted into two. “It is not going to hurt him any more than a fleabite,” he said when he returned to his wife. “We must find some other way.”

A search of the room revealed nothing in the shape of a weapon. Julius went up to the head of the stairs and again tried the slab, putting all his weight against that part where he knew the lock to be. Then a footstep sounded close to his ear, and instinctively he ducked. There came to him the faint tinkle of a bell, and then a voice he recognised sounded clearly.

“Is that Captain Featherstone? Can you come at once to Garre Castle? Mr. Bellamy died at two o’clock this morning, and has left a written statement which he wishes you to see.”

For a while Julius could not grasp the significance of the words. He came down to the girl, dazed with the horror of his position.

“What is the matter, Julius?” Fay gripped his arm and turned her anxious face to his.

“Nothing — it is nothing,” he said hoarsely.

“You heard somebody speaking. What did they say?”

“It was — I don’t know; I think it was Lacy.”

“Lacy? At this hour of the morning! Who was he talking to?”

Julius swallowed something. “He was talking to Featherstone. You’d better know, Fay. Bellamy is dead!”

Her mouth opened in an “Oh!” of amazement. “Abe Bellamy dead?” she said incredulously. “Who was he telling?”

“He was talking to Featherstone. Bellamy has left a statement which he wants Featherstone to read.”

She looked at him suspiciously. “Bellamy dead!” she scoffed. “And Lacy telling Featherstone to come down, when Feathers is looking for him to gaol him! Do you think Lacy’s that kind of simp? If there was any statement that the old man had made, it could have gone by post, couldn’t it, or waited till Lacy was well out of the way? Bellamy being dead won’t help Lacy. What do you think Featherstone is going to do? Do you suppose he’s going to sob out his young heart on Lacy’s shoulder and tell him that all the past is forgiven and we’ll start afresh? Not so, Julius! Feathers may fall into it, because he’s in love with that girl Howett, and naturally he isn’t normal. But if he had his mind on his work, that fake would smell bad. Julius, you’re a queer man; you’re shivering like a jelly in an earthquake, and yet you’d tackle Bellamy without help! Let’s go back to the room and talk; the smoke is clearing away.”

So perfect was the system of ventilation that the atmosphere was almost clear when they returned.

“We’re going to have company,” nodded Fay. “Old man Bellamy was a true prophet.”
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Jim Featherstone dressed in a hurry and turned out into the chilly and deserted street before it occurred to him that there could be very little urgency in seeing the statement of the dead man.

He had to find his car in the darkness, and was held up for a few minutes by a policeman who came from nowhere, and, suspecting a motor theft, was all for taking him to the station. Explanations were forthcoming, and within a quarter of an hour of receiving the call Jim was flying along the Embankment and through the desert of Chelsea.

Abe Bellamy dead! It did not seem possible. It was Lacy who had telephoned; Jim recognised his voice immediately, and it was the fact that this man, against whom a warrant had been issued, had taken the risk attendant upon calling him up that made him feel there must be something unusual at Garre Castle calling for his instant attention.

At half-past four he came down the hill into Garre and turned his car into the castle gates. He was evidently expected, for they were wide open, though he saw no sign of the lodgekeeper.

The door of the outer hall was also open, and the library door was ajar. He stepped in without hesitation, and instantly the door was slammed. Jim turned in a flash, but before he could put his hand in his pocket his arms were gripped with a power which only one man in the world could have exercised.

“Glad to meet you, Captain Featherstone,” said a mocking voice in his ear. “You’ve come for the funeral, I guess? Well, there’s going to be a funeral all right, but it isn’t mine!”

The man’s hand slipped down Jim’s arm and found the weapon it had been seeking.

“You come at a pretty good time,” said Abe. “I’ve always had a passion for timetables. Made hundreds of thousands of dollars on contracts that way,” said the old man pleasantly. “Now you’ll come a little walk with me.”

The man’s strength was colossal. It was lunacy to fight against it. One blow from that huge fist, delivered whilst he was at a disadvantage, would cripple all chance of escape.

“This is your supreme outrage, Bellamy, and I don’t think you’ll commit another,” he said quietly as he accompanied his captor along the passage past the diningroom to the stone hall leading to the dungeon.

“I think this is very nearly the last,” agreed Bellamy; “and the fact that I’ve taken you ought to get out of your head any doubt that remains about my intentions. This is my last killing, and it’s going to be a big one.” Jim did not see the grille as he was piloted down the stairs to the dungeon. In his mind he was satisfied that the old man was taking him to the lower level to that Little Ease where he wished his worst enemies to be confined. He was therefore agreeably surprised when, reaching the bottom of the steps, Bellamy released his arm.

“I’m going to keep you in the dark,” he said. He put down the lantern, which was burning in preparation for Jim’s arrival. “I went up to town the other day, Featherstone,” he said.

“You’re well aware of it, because two of your men shadowed me all the time. Went to see my doctor. He says I’ve got thickening of the arteries and might die at any minute. That naturally interested me, because there are so many things I want to do before I get out. And one of the things was to put you just where I want you. That fellow Savini,” he went on reminiscently, “was a hell of a good reader. He used to read me books by the hour. And one of the things he read was history. In the old days, when a great king went out they used to sacrifice a lot of his hired folk — sort of made his death a little easier for him to know that somebody else was going the same way. And that’s just what’s going to happen to me, Featherstone.”

He took up the lantern and swung it rhythmically to and fro as though he were keeping time to an unheard tune that was passing through his mind. “Yes, that’s what’s going to happen to you, boy,” he said.

Halfway up the steps he turned and looked back. “If you want anything” — he pointed to the wall— “you’ll find Julius Savini in there. Just ring for him. Good night.”

He might have been bidding good night to an honoured guest, so unemotional was he, and as he dropped the grille with a clang and snapped the big padlock about its bars there was a smile on his face which happily nobody saw, for it made Abel Bellamy just a little less attractive than usual.

He found Sen waiting in the hall. “Take this man’s car, Sen; drive it till you come to the bridge about three miles from here. There’s a path running alongside. You’ve seen it?” Sen nodded. “Just let her run into the river. You’ll have to walk back, or you can take your bicycle on the back of the car; it will make it easier.”

He looked at his watch. It was nearly five. “There’s nearly two hours before daylight,” he grunted with satisfaction, and went back to his room, where a man was waiting for him.

Featherstone heard the clang of the grille and guessed the means by which he was being held secure. His first act, when he was left alone, was to go carefully through all his pockets. He found his pipe and matches, but, with the exception of his penknife, he was unarmed. The dungeon was in complete darkness, a darkness which made it impossible for him to see even his hand before his face. The only light he had was the illuminated dial of his watch, and so intense was the blackness that the figures on the face appeared as though they were outlined in fire.

Groping forward, he reached one wall, and went cautiously along feeling his way. He expected at any moment to stumble over the sleeping form of Julius Savini, but he made a complete circuit of the dungeon without finding his companion in misfortune.

He had given up, and was feeling for a place to sit, when a voice almost under his feet whispered: “Who’s that?”

“Featherstone,” said Jim. “Is that you, Savini?”

“That’s me,” said Savini’s voice. “Fay is here.”

“Where are you?” asked Jim.

“We’re in Bellamy’s dungeon de luxe,” said Fay’s voice. “Put your hand down; you will feel a grating.”

Jim obeyed and suddenly touched a small hand, which he clasped.

“Poor old Fay!” he said softly. “So he has got you in the toils?”

“I don’t know anything about the toils. I think it must be half-brother to the Tombs,” said Fay. “This is worse than anything you could send me to, Featherstone.” She lowered her voice. “He may be listening at the top of the stairs,” she said.

“I don’t think so,” said Jim. “I heard him walk along the passage. Besides, he told me you were here somewhere. Where are you?”

“We’re in the room where he kept the woman prisoner,” said Fay. “The woman you were looking for — Mrs. Held.”

“She’s not there now?” asked Jim in surprise. There was no answer, and he guessed that Fay had shaken her head. “I presume there’s somebody else coming? Is there nobody else but you and Fay? My God!” He suddenly remembered Valerie.

“You’re thinking about Miss Howett, aren’t you?” said Fay shrewdly. “But if I were you, I shouldn’t. Feathers, have you got a knife?”

“I’ve got a small knife, yes, but it isn’t much good,” replied Jim in the same soft tone that she had employed.

“Feel along the grille!” she urged in a whisper. “The cement may not have hardened.”

He carried out her instructions, and, finding his knife, began to pick at the granite — hard surface that covered one of the bars.

“It’s useless,” he said. “I can do nothing. You’ve been here, of course, since the day you were supposed to have left the castle?”

“He told you that, did he?” said Julius. Then: “Listen, Captain. We’ve got the door of our place open, but we can’t force the upper trap.” In a few words he explained the mechanism of the door that led from Bellamy’s library.

“I ought to have known it was there,” said Jim bitterly. “In the old plan the library was called the Hall of Justice, and in all these old castles the Hall of Justice communicates directly with the dungeons, generally by a stone stairway. You see it almost anywhere — at Nuremberg, even in the Tower of London, in the Chateau de Chillon; in all these places there’s a way up to the justice-hall. If I hadn’t been the greatest lunatic that ever served in the police I should have had the floor up. I suppose you haven’t a gun?” he asked.

“No, he relieved me of that.”

“I never felt such a weakling before, Savini, as I did in his hands. Have you spoken to him?” he asked anxiously. “Did he say anything at all about Miss Howett, or give you an idea that he intended bringing her here? He will stop at nothing now. He burnt his boats when he got me here.”

“The only chance, and it’s a mighty small one, is that the old man has left some tools behind in your apartment,” said Julius, and Jim smiled to himself at the quaint description of his stone prison. “Wait, I’ll give you a light. We covered up the entrance because we were afraid the old man would see us.”

Fay pulled back the blanket which hid the farther end of the little tunnel, and instantly the dungeon was sufficiently well lighted for Jim to see every corner. Fay disappeared to heat some coffee, and, returning, pushed a steaming cup through the iron bars.

“How did you get the door open?” asked Jim, and they told him of Fay’s scheme.

“I thought of trying it on the bars, but I guess we should want a lever of some kind, and that we haven’t got,” said Julius regretfully. “When it’s light you might go to the top of the stairs and see if you can shift the grille, Featherstone.”

“I can’t understand why he blew this hole in the wall. It wasn’t with the idea of promoting conversation,” interrupted Fay. “That you can bet your life on! Bellamy isn’t that kind. If it wasn’t for that grating I wouldn’t feel scared. But every time I look at those bars I just go cold inside.”

Daylight came at last. Jim at least had a view of the blessed sun — a streak of golden light that lay across the rusty bars that blocked the entrance to the stairs. As soon as there was light enough he climbed to the top, and, putting his hand through the grille, reached for the padlock. He knew the moment he touched it that there was no hope of escaping that way. The keyhole was one of a peculiar pattern; none of the keys he had in his pocket would fit. This was so obvious that he did not try. By screwing his head he could see that the door of the passage was fastened, and he remembered that it was a particularly thick door, and that, even if he could make his voice heard, there were no servants in the castle to whom he could appeal.

He saw for the first time the elbow of a thick pipe that protruded from the wall of the guardroom and turned under the floor. Going back to the grating, he asked what was its significance.

“There are two of them,” said Julius. “The old man was going to have a swimming — pool in the close, and had the water put on; it cost him thousands before he decided he wouldn’t. There’s one in each corner. I don’t think you could see the other.”

It was then that Jim Featherstone understood the meaning of the grille between the dungeons.
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The Howetts were at breakfast when Spike Holland arrived with the news, and the girl saw, from a glance at his face, that something serious had happened.

“Did Featherstone come here last night?” he asked quickly.

“No,” said the girl in alarm. “Why?”

“I’ve just been on the ‘phone to Jackson — he’s Featherstone’s assistant,” said Spike. “He says that Captain Featherstone must have been called out in the night. His flat was empty when his valet arrived, and his car was gone — it has just been found in the river, three miles from here.”

Valerie Howett swayed; he thought she was going to faint, and sprang to her side. “There was a message through from Garre. The police have traced that through exchange, and it came from the castle. That’s how they’re able to time. Featherstone’s departure,” Spike went on. “Whether he got to the castle or not we don’t know. Jackson doesn’t want me to see Bellamy until he arrives. He’s coming down with a posse, and there will be trouble for Abel!”

Mr. Howett was leaving for town, and in view of the news would have stayed, but the girl insisted upon his going. She wanted to be alone. She was sure Jim was alive. Something within her told her. She was equally certain that he had fallen into Bellamy’s hands.

She was in the village when the police cars arrived. The white-haired Chief Commissioner himself was in charge, and he interviewed Spike immediately on his arrival. “You haven’t seen Bellamy or warned him?”

“No, sir,” said Spike.

“And you’re perfectly sure that Captain Featherstone came here — to the castle, I mean?”

“I can only tell you what I’ve been told. A labourer on his way to work saw a car, very much like Captain Featherstone’s, come out of the gate and drive off to London.”

“And the car was headed in the direction of London when we found her,” said the Commissioner.

He glanced up at the closed gate. Hanging by the side of the pillar was a bell, and this he pulled. There was no answer from the lodge keeper, and he rang again. The gates were too high to climb, and the Commissioner made his decision instantly. A trolley was passing, and on his instructions a detective stopped it.

“Back your car against those gates full speed,” said the Commissioner briefly.

“I shall break it, sir,” said the alarmed driver.

“That is just what I want you to do.”

The trolley came back at half-speed, and with a crash the gates parted, and the Commissioner led the way up the drive.

They had cleared the bushes, and were in full sight of the magnificent sweep of the castle front, where the portcullis had been, when there was a crack like the snap of a whip, and a man who was walking on Spike’s left stumbled, fell to his knees, and, staring vacantly round, collapsed in a pool of blood.”

“Take cover,” shouted the Commissioner swiftly, and instantly the posse of detectives went to earth. Abe Bellamy was at bay.

Valerie heard the first shot, and instinctively knew what had happened. A small crowd of people, which had gathered by the shattered gates, were being herded back by the local policeman.

“It’s dangerous; miss,” warned the man. “He’s shooting from the loophole in the tower. I saw the smoke come out.”

He had hardly spoken the words before something whizzed past her, there was a sound of smashing glass, and the policeman’s arm was round her and threw her out of the line of fire. The bullet had smashed through the glass of a lamppost and had broken the roof tiles of a cottage.

“That was a narrow escape, miss. I’ll bet he was waiting for you.”

Valerie was glad that her father had gone before the police had arrived. He would have been terrified of the risk she was running. It was not fair to him nor to Jim either — Jim, who at that moment was behind those grey walls a prisoner. And yet she didn’t want to leave until she knew just what was happening.

Whilst she was standing there Spike sidled out of the gate and came towards her, and his face was red with excitement. “Abe’s defending the castle,” he said with an almost hysterical laugh. “I told Syme the story was coming along, but the poor old fish couldn’t see it.”

“Crack!”

“There he goes again,” yelled Spike. He was almost dancing with excitement.

“Is Captain Featherstone there?”

“I guess so,” said Spike with what seemed to her the utmost callousness. “They’ll never be able to storm the castle. The police chief is sending to Reading for a company of soldiers, and they think they’ll bring artillery to shoot up the door; but that won’t be much use.” Without a word of apology he flew off to the inn and its telephone, and the staggered intelligence of Mr. Syme.

Later the girl learnt that London was loath to employ military forces for the seizure of the castle — more loath because Abe Bellamy was a citizen of a country that they had no desire to offend. An attempt had been made to get through to Bellamy by telephone, and after several failures a connection was made.

“You had better surrender, Bellamy,” said the police chief. “It’ll be easier for you in the end.”

“I know the easiest end of all,” said Abe Bellamy’s voice, and then, after a little while: “Give me twelve hours to consider the matter.”

“You can have an hour.”

“Twelve,” was the laconic reply. “It will take more than twelve hours before you get me any other way.”

Valerie made several visits to the gate of the park. By now the police had been reinforced, and a wide cordon had been formed to prevent the near approach of any unauthorised person. Rifles had arrived for the police, and desultory firing on both sides continued throughout the afternoon.

Worn out by her anxiety, she returned home in the afternoon, to find that the servants had joined the throng which was watching this strange battle. An idea occurred to her, and she went to the wall of the garden, and, planting the ladder, mounted to the top. She had a clear view of the firing. The smoke came from one of the upper stories of Sanctuary Keep, an unrivalled position, since it commanded not only the lodge gates but all other approaches to the house. There, behind those gaunt walls that had withstood so many sieges, that had seen the coming and going of English chivalry, that had watched the gay bannerets floating above the Crusaders as they went forth to the Holy Land, one man was holding at defiance the law, not only of England, but of the world.

“Smack!”

Something struck the parapet a foot to her left, smashing it into flying splinters, and went whining into the blue. She came down the ladder quickly, but not so quickly that the second shot did not strike the place where she had been. A sliver of stone grazed her hand and cut it.

It was not Bellamy who had fired those shots. The dumb Chinaman, crouching at the loophole, was suddenly lifted to his feet and flung against the wall.

“That’s twice you’ve shot at her, you fool! I told you not to aim at her again.” Sen shook himself, and with a queer little smile reloaded his rifle. “Shoot at the bushes; the police are there,” said the old man, and went down to the bedroom floor to close the iron shutters, for the night would bring storming parties.

This done, he went into the hall to examine what few visitors to the castle had ever seen — the drop door that hung in a slot in the stone ceiling out of sight, and could be lowered or raised with as much ease as the outer door was opened. He loosened the thick rope that controlled the mechanism, and as he pulled the door came slowly down and fell into its place. He waited only to fasten it to the staples in the floor, then he hurried along the passage to the dungeon head.

“Are you there, Featherstone?”

Jim’s voice answered him.

“Your friends have arrived. I guess you know that.”

“I heard some firing.”

“That was me at first, but now they’ve given ’em rifles. There’ll be something doing tonight, Featherstone.”

Jim came slowly up the stairs and, stretching up his hands, gripped the bars. “They’ll get you, Bellamy,” he said calmly.

“They’ll get me dead,” was the reply. “You think I’m scared?”

He glared down at the upturned face. “You’re wrong! I was never so happy in my life. I’d let you go, all of you, I’m that happy. But that would spoil everything. It’s knowing you’re here, knowing the coppers are outside, knowing the castle will hold them and that I can stand here and laugh at them — that’s the wonderful thing about it, Featherstone. Don’t you envy me?”

“I’d as soon envy a toad,” said Jim, and dropped his hands in time, for the old man’s heavy boot smashed on the bars where his fingers had been.

He went back to the grating and crouched down to talk to Fay. “A very pleasant young fellow, Mr. Abel Bellamy,” he said.

“What’s happening, Feathers? Is it somebody firing?”

“Yes, the police are outside — a whole lot of them; and the position is so serious, apparently, that they’ve given them rifles. I gather that the old man is putting up a fight to defend the castle.”

She nodded. “Then it’s a matter or hours,” she said calmly. “Feathers, what do you think of Julius?”

He hesitated. “I can’t very well say anything against Julius after all he’s done for me and for Miss Howett.”

“You think he’s a coward, don’t you? You’ve heard me roast the life out of him, and perhaps you think that I’ve got a pretty poor opinion of him. But I haven’t, Feathers; I love him, and I often wonder whether he knows it. People like us don’t worry about love, and even marriage doesn’t mean much more than making good arrangements for the future. But I love him so much that I kind of feel happy about dying with him.”

He stretched his hand through the bars and patted her head.

“You’re a dear girl, Fay,” he said. “If you ever get out of here I—”

“Don’t say you’re going to find me some honest work,” she begged. “I’d rather be a thief than scrub floors. There’s no pride about me.”

He heard the sound of hammering, and went up the steps to investigate. The old man was there, stripped almost to the waist, and he was nailing balks of wood, one on top of the other, against the door in the passage, working at a feverish pace.

“What’s the idea, Bellamy? Trying to board us up?”

The old man looked round. “Oh, it’s you, is it? Yes, I’m going to board you up.”

Jim watched him silently as the long nails were driven in, and plank rose above plank until they were at the height of the old man’s knees.

“They’ll hang you if they get you, Bellamy,” said Jim.

“Don’t worry; they won’t get me.” He straightened his back and raised his arms carelessly. Jim, however, was too quick for him. He dropped as the hammer struck the bars, and before Abe Bellamy could retrieve the tool which, in a second of wanton savagery, he had thrown at the man he hated, Jim had jerked the handle through the bars and had dropped it to the floor of the dungeon.

“Give me that back!” roared the old man. “Give it back, or I’ll shoot the life out of you.”

“Come down and get it,” taunted the detective.

He waited at the foot of the stairs with the hammer poised and ready to throw, but Bellamy did not put his threat into execution.

Jim heard his footsteps running along the passage, and five minutes afterwards he heard an intensification of the rifle-fire, and knew that Abe was at his post.
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Valerie, who knew nothing of the old man’s interest in her safety, went back to the house, shaken by her danger. The servants were out; her father would not be back until seven; and all the time the “clok-clok” of shooting was getting on her nerves.

The queerness of it! Here, in a peaceful English village, a battle was raging, and the villagers were looking on. She saw two men standing on the roof of a cottage, absorbed by the spectacle.

With a sigh she went into the house and to the drawingroom and tried to read. Suddenly she heard a step in the passage. One of the servants had returned, she thought, and went out into the kitchen for company. The kitchen was in semi-darkness, for it was nearly dusk, and this part of the house was poorly lit. “Is anybody there?” she asked.

She stepped into the scullery. And then two arms came about her from behind — two long, green arms, terminating in gloves of the same hue.

She shrieked and looked round into that white mask, and dropped limp into the arms of the man in green. She came back to consciousness a few minutes afterwards. She was being carried along a tunnel. It smelt damp and fusty, and they were in absolute darkness. Where was she? Then she remembered, and clutched at the man who was carrying her.

“Is it you?” she asked in a fearful whisper. “Is it you, father?”

He made no answer except to ask her in a muffled voice if she could walk.

“I think I can,” she said. “I can’t see the way.”

“There isn’t far to go,” he said. “Put your hand on the wall; that will guide you.”

The walls were of rough-hewn rock, and were running with water. Once she saw two tiny green beams of fire in the darkness ahead, and drew back.

“It’s only a rat,” mumbled the man.

At last they came to a place where the passage turned at right-angles, and then he caught her arm and stopped her.

“This way,” he said, and she found herself mounting three stairs. “Keep your head down; the roof is low.”

She obeyed and followed him in a crouching position for a dozen paces, at the end of which there were two more steps and a long drop. But here she saw daylight shining clearly.

“Jump,” said her conductor, and she sprang to the ground and walked out, under a low arch, into a room the shelves of which were filled with canned provisions.

“Where am I?” she asked. She dared not look at that hideous white face.

“You’re in Garre Castle,” was the answer. “And here you are going to stay, my lady.”

She wrenched herself from his hands and ran to the door. It was locked and bolted. Before she could reach the kitchen entrance he had caught her. In her struggle she reached up and clutched at the mask — for mask it undoubtedly was. With one jerk she pulled it from his face and screamed.

“You — you, the Green Archer!” she gasped.

It was Lacy!
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Lacy made no reply, but pushed, her through a small door under the stairs, through yet another door into a hall, which she recognised as one that led to the dungeons. She thought at first he was taking her there, but it was to the library he was conducting her, and Abe Bellamy, his unshaven face streaming with perspiration, was waiting.

There was a deathly silence, broken only by the sound of firing which came faintly to their ears, and then the old man reached out and caught her by the shoulders.

“So you’ve come, my little dear?” he said. “You’re the last of the guests — the very last.” He cackled in her face with a joy that was almost insane. “Caught you all! I’d like to have taken that blind fool of a father of yours — not that he is your father. I’d like to have taken him, Valerie, but he doesn’t matter. All who matter are here. All the people who could talk, all the people who hated me — they’re all here.” He pointed to the floor.

She looked round at Lacy. “For God’s sake help me!” she begged. “My father will pay you!”

“What’s the use of asking Lacy? Lacy wouldn’t help you. You might as well appeal to me,” said Bellamy.

With a kick he sent the table flying, threw up the rug, and snapped open the door. As he did so she saw him point the rifle, which straddled a chair, and drop its muzzle into the yawning pit.

“Go down. You’ll find some friends,” he said, “some good friends! Go down, Valerie. This time I’ll have no fool mistakes with you. I’ve blundered twice with you, but the third time you’re going to pay.”

He pointed to the stairs that led into the void, and she went down without a word. Watching her, his rifle poised, he saw her outlined against a strange oblong of light.

“The door’s open,” he roared, and then sniffed. His quick brain found the solution immediately.

“Burnt out the lock, eh? They’ll have a little more space to die in,” he said, and swung the stone slab into position. Lacy noticed that he did not lower the parquet covering.

“So that’s where you keep them, is it, Bellamy?” he said breathlessly. “Who’s there?”

“Julius Savini and his wife are there, Featherstone’s there.”

“Featherstone?” said the other in an awestricken voice. “Who are the people outside attacking?”

“The police,” said Bellamy laconically, and the man went livid.

A grotesque sight he was in the ill-fitting costume that he had bought to masquerade as the Green Archer. It was Bellamy’s idea — Bellamy, who had set him to make a reconnaissance of Lady’s Manor dressed in his fantastic array. He had nearly been caught that night, and the memory of it made him sweat. “You told me there was a fair on outside, that the military were holding a gymkhana. You wicked old liar! Where’s my money? I’m going.”

“Bellamy opened his safe, took out a roll of notes, and threw them on the table.

“There’s your money. You can go as soon as you like. Have you a gun?”

“I certainly have,” said the other. “Do you think I’m a fool to trust myself in this house without one?”

For answer Bellamy put his foot on the stone trap and opened it. “Bring Savini up. He isn’t armed, but he’s ready to show fight.”

The man frowned. “Bring him up yourself,” he said.

“And leave you to open the door to the police?” sneered Bellamy. “Go down, you rat. What are you afraid of?”

Lacy’s gun was in his hand; he was white to the lips. “I’m not going down,” he said huskily, “unless you go first.”

Bellamy shrugged his broad shoulders, and without another word stepped down, his gunman following at a respectful distance.

Too respectful, for Bellamy’s stairs were narrow, and he who reached the floor first could, by a swift sidelong movement, come back parallel to the man who was following; and this Bellamy did. Lacy felt his ankle gripped, tried frantically to recover his balance, and came headlong to the stone floor. Abe Bellamy only waited long enough to take the revolver he had dropped and put it in his pocket, then he went upstairs to stage the last act of the drama.

Valerie stood at the tunnel entrance of the room, not knowing what to do, scarcely capable of lifting one foot before another. She was dimly conscious that a girl was addressing her. “Miss Howett!”

Valerie stared uncomprehendingly, and then: “Isn’t it Mrs. Savini?” she asked shakily.

In another moment Valerie was sobbing in Fay Savini’s arms, and Fay felt her shivering as though she were sick of a fever. “Is Captain Featherstone here?”

“You can see him, but he is not with us.”

“Where is he? I must see him.”

She scarcely noticed Julius, though it was he who showed her the grille and called Jim Featherstone to her.

“Jim, Jim!” she called eagerly, and his brain reeled at the sound of her voice.

“Is it you, Valerie? Oh, my God!”

“We shall not be here for long,” she said. “The police are being reinforced by soldiers, and they are certain to catch him, and Holland thinks that the castle will be carried tonight.”

“How did he get you here?”

“The Green Archer brought me.”

“The Green Archer? Impossible! The Green Archer?”

She nodded.

“It was Lacy.”

Jim sat back on his heels and stared into the darkness where she was.

“It can’t possibly be Lacy,” he said. “Are you sure?”

“I pulled off his mask. I am absolutely sure.”

“It is incredible. I can’t understand it. I don’t think it matters very much who is the Green Archer, my poor darling. That you are here is the crowning horror.”

“You think there’s no hope at all of getting into the castle?” she asked.

“None whatever.” Jim’s voice was emphatic. It was kinder that she should know. “Tell me how the Green Archer brought you here. Surely there is a cordon round the castle?”

“We came by way of an underground passage. There must be one connecting Lady’s Manor with the castle,” she said. “I have always suspected the existence of one.”

“That is the way the Green Archer came, and that is also why you saw him at Lady’s Manor that night. He was on his way to the castle,” Jim said.

“You forget that I saw him in the grounds”; which was true, as Jim remembered. They were interrupted by the arrival of Julius with a startling piece of information. “Lacy? In the dungeon?”

“If he were only in the dungeon it wouldn’t be remarkable,” said Julius, “but he’s wearing the kit of the Green Archer. Fay’s just taken him some water. I think the old man must have thrown him down the stairs.”

“Lacy here?” she whispered fearfully. “Oh, Jim, can’t you come through?”

“Julius will look after you. Have no fear,” he said, though he was far from feeling the assurance he assumed. “I might be able to get through later, dear. I have chipped away the cement from two of the bars. I have the old man’s hammer, and it is distinctly useful.” He had been resting when she came, but now he resumed the work, and for the next hour the tap of his — hammer was incessant.

Valerie went back to Julius. “Is he hurt badly?” she asked.

“It is only his head,” said Julius casually. “That’s the only part of Lacy that you couldn’t possibly hurt, not if you ran a roller over it. He was the man who carried you from your house, wasn’t he? I heard you telling Feathers. Well, he’s welcome. He had a lethal weapon tucked away under his gay blouse that may be very useful.”

Julius exhibited with pride his discovery.

“Naturally,” he admitted frankly, “my first instincts were to search him, for fear any of his valuable property fell into dishonest hands. But beyond the pistol there was nothing,” he said loudly. “He’s under the impression that Abe gave him a bankroll. Either that’s an illusion, or else the old man took it back when he had ‘outed’ him. Abe never likes wasting money. And I think he’s right,” and tapped his bulging pocket unconsciously.

Valerie went out to find Fay fastening a rough dressing around the masquerader’s head. A ludicrous spectacle he was, his ill-fitting costume ragged and bloodstained and soiled. “I had a lot of money when I came down here,” he was saying. “It’s not here now. Money hasn’t got legs. It can’t walk away.”

“If you’d had it then, you would have it now,” said Fay primly. “And I’ve had money that went faster than the air-mail in a gale of wind. You’re not accusing my Julius of having robbed you, are you?”

“I don’t know what I’m accusing your Julius of,” growled the man, “but he took my gun. Why shouldn’t he take the money?”

“Because the gun was there to take, and the money wasn’t,” said Fay gently. “Is it wise to accuse people who have saved your life of having robbed you? Old Bellamy must have taken it himself.”

“Why didn’t he take the gun?” demanded the man logically. “That’s a thing he’d want to get back. Where is that gun, by the way?”

“Julius has it,” said Fay, and added with unmistakable emphasis: “And Julius will keep it.”

“What’s the old man going to do? He can’t keep us here for ever. Where can I sleep?”

“You can either sleep on the stairs or you can sleep under the stairs.”

“Ain’t there any beds here?” demanded Lacy truculently.

“There’s bedrock,” said the humorous Fay. “And that is where you’re sleeping, Lacy. And if you start kicking you’ll get kicked. You’re a low brute, anyway, to take this lady from her home; and if Featherstone gets you—”

“Is he here?” asked the horrified Lacy.

“He’s not here for the moment; he’s on the other side of the bars.”

“I hope he’ll keep there,” said Lacy fervently.

Julius and Jim took turns throughout the evening to use the one tool which had providentially fallen into their hands. Before nine o’clock, by the united efforts of both, the grille was wrenched back, and Jim wriggled through to the girl.

And there and then, without any preliminary or apology, he took her in his arms and kissed her.

No further time was lost in explanations or demanding of explanations.

Jim had confided his decision to Savini, and found that Julius held the same view. The settee was dragged from the wall and its legs broken off. The back was low enough to allow them to push it through the hall, though it meant tearing at the costly fabric which covered it.

“What is the idea? Are you furnishing the apartment next door?” asked Fay.

“A whole lot of things are going to happen next door,” said Jim. “That table looks good to me,” he said, as with his hammer he knocked off first one and then the other of the legs and pushed it through to Julius.

“You can help here, Lacy.” He called the man forward, and Lacy came quickly.

“What do you want me to do, Captain?” he said.

“Creep up to the top of the stairs, and the moment you see Bellamy, shout and jump, for I’ll be coming up quicker than you can get down. Up there!” Jim took him by the ear and led him to the stairs and posted him just beneath the level of the grating.

“The moment he comes to that barrier shout. Is that clear to you?”

“Of course it’s clear,” said the indignant Lacy. “Do you think I’m a fool?”

“I wouldn’t like to tell you what I think about you,” was the unsatisfactory reply.

He left the man watching at the head of the stairs and went back to Julius.

“I’m not so sure that any of these precautions will be worth a snap of the fingers,” he said, “but they’re the best we can do. If we only had some nails!”

He was erecting a barricade around the jagged hole in the wall, and to assist him Fay had brought into employment the longest portion of the hose, which she fixed to the gas-bracket which was nearest to them. This gave sufficient light to enable them to work. Chairs, tables, bedding, all were dragged into the dungeon, and whilst they worked, Mr. Lacy sat quietly on the top step, hating Abe Bellamy, but hating worse the man in whose company fortune, had so strangely thrown him.
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Smoke was coming from the chimney of the little cottage in Cloister Wood. A small fire burnt in the kitchen grate, and a man with a fork in his hand stood watching gravely the sizzling of a cutlet. The blinds of the cottage were drawn, the doors locked tight. A curious passerby might have knocked and continued to knock without receiving a reply.

It was late in the afternoon, drawing on to evening, and he had come by the direct road, which avoided Garre. After a while the cutlet was cooked, and he picked it up with a knife and laid it on a plate that was warming before the fire. From his overcoat pocket he took a small paper bag and emptied two bread-rolls upon the spotless table. When his frugal meal was finished he took a pipe from his pocket, filled it deliberately and lit it, leaning back in the Windsor chair, and contemplating the wall with a fixity of gaze which suggested that his mind was elsewhere.

He took a telegram from his pocket and read it for the third time. Its perusal seemed to give him a certain amount of pleasure, for he smiled. It was nearly an hour before he rose at last and walked back to the room which first Spike Holland and then Abe Bellamy had visited. The folded suit was still on the bed, but it was not as the man had left it. And the huge mud-prints of Bellamy’s feet had been visible from the first.

He strolled back to the kitchen, found a book, and settled down to read. Once or twice he lifted his head to listen. He had noticed the sound before, but now its very insistence impressed him, and he went out through the back door into the unkempt garden behind the cottage. Putting both hands behind his ears, he turned his face slowly towards the area from whence the sound came, and presently he located it. Immediately he returned to the house, locked the back door, put on his hat, and went out — this time through the front door. He thought he had heard the footsteps of a man coming along the road, and slipped into the shadow of the wood, waiting until the walker was gone. When he was nearly out of sight the stranger emerged, walked rapidly along the road, crossing a field, and reached another secondary road; and then, and only then, did he stop one of the passersby to ask a question.”

“That sounds to me like shooting,” he said, and the man he addressed grinned.

“That’s shooting all right, sir. They say the old man up at Garre Castle is being attacked by soldiers. I don’t know what there is in it, but there’s been shooting going on all morning.”

The stranger quickened his pace and came to Garre by a footpath, which brought him into the village almost opposite to Lady’s Manor. The firing was unmistakable now, and he could see the crowd stretched across the village street. A dozen paces away was a policeman directing traffic to a circuitous route, and he went up to him.

“Yes, sir, old Bellamy is shooting up the police,” said the officer with a certain pride in the notoriety which had come to his division. “We are getting more soldiers down; there are two companies in the castle grounds now. Are you a stranger about here, sir?”

“Yes, I am,” said the other.

“Almost everybody in the village is with that crowd. I was just saying to one of Mr. Howett’s servants that she’d be better employed if she went back and cooked the dinner.”

“Is Mr. Howett there?”

“He’s gone to town, by all accounts. The young lady’s in the house. Do you want to see her, sir?”

“Yes, I think so.” The stranger hesitated, and at that moment the policeman raised his hand to stop a trolley that was coming towards Garre.

When he looked round the stranger had disappeared. The officer thought he saw him walking up the garden path to Lady’s Manor, and in this he was not mistaken.

The door of the manor was wide open, and he raised his hand to knock, thought better of it, and walked boldly into the stone-flagged hall, turned the handle of the drawingroom door softly, and peeped in. An open book lay on Valerie Howett’s writing-table, and there was a little heap of knitting on the sofa. He crept softly into the kitchen and looked round. He seemed familiar with the plan of the house, as well he might be, for he had been there many times. The garden gate was half open, and he went out. Against the wall he saw a ladder, but there was no sign of mistress or servants.

It was almost dark when he heard voices outside the house, and, opening the door that led to the cellars, he passed through, closed it behind him, and went quickly down the stairs. The cellar was almost in complete darkness, but he walked unerringly to one of the cellar doors, inserted a key, and passed into the dark interior. Stooping, he lifted the lid of a box and took out a small square lamp. A touch of his finger, and the place was illuminated. He put his hand into the box again and took out a short green bow and two arrows. These latter he balanced on his finger, and one did not satisfy him, for he returned it and brought another in its place. Then he switched out the light and waited.

He heard the upper door leading to the cellar open, and one of the servants come down carrying a candle. He heard her fill a coal-scuttle, and then began a conversation between somebody in the scullery and the carrier of coals.

“What has happened to Miss Valerie?” said the voice upstairs.

“I didn’t see her,” replied the girl with the coal-scuttle. “Isn’t she in her room?”

“No,” came the answer. “I’ve just been up. And she’s not in the garden either.”

“She wasn’t in the crowd,” said the second girl, resting on her shovel. “And she couldn’t have got through it, anyway, because the police will allow nobody to pass!”

The man sitting on the box in the dark listened idly, and presently the girl went upstairs and the door was shut.

Hour after hour he waited, until he heard a commotion above, excited voices asking questions, and then he came out of his cell and, creeping up the stairs, listened. What he heard brought him back to his retreat. A few moments later, when Mr. Howett came into the underground room and opened the door where the stranger had been, the little cellar was empty.

The firing outside the castle had dropped to an occasional shot at long intervals. The Government had acceded to the urgent representations of the police, and soon before nightfall a company of infantry arrived in Garre and took up its position in open order about the castle. Towards midnight there was a rumble of heavy wheels, and a section of artillery came down the village street, unlimbered at the gate of Garre Castle, and brought their guns into position for action, covering the castle entrance.

Spike sought information.

“We intend doing nothing till the morning,” said the officer in charge, “and it will depend entirely upon what Bellamy does whether we take action then. If he continues to fire with daylight, we shall batter in the doors with the gun, under cover of which the infantry will rush the main entrance.”

“Why not dynamite the door tonight?” urged Spike. “I suppose you know, that Miss Valerie Howett has disappeared? Mr. Howett’s on the wire now to London.”

“Those are our instructions,” said the officer shortly.

Spike went in search of the Commissioner, but received no satisfaction. “I don’t think it matters whether we attack tonight or tomorrow morning,” he said. “The danger to those unfortunate people inside will come when the attack is delivered. That is my opinion, and it is also the opinion of the Secretary of State. We think nothing will be gained by blowing in the gate of the castle tonight. Perhaps a night’s sleep will find Bellamy in a different frame of mind.”

“You don’t know Bellamy,” said the grim Spike.

Every train was bringing reporters and sightseers from London.

The story of the siege of Garre had filled the evening newspapers’ splash pages. Spike, proud possessor of a bed-sitting-room, found himself the willing host of a dozen colleagues, to whom, being young, the very idea of sleep was repugnant. He was snatching a hasty dinner when Mr. Howett came in.

“I’m going to show some of the police the way into the castle,” he said. “Will you come?” Spike left his meal untasted. “I know the secret way. It is one I discovered some time ago,” said Mr. Howett.

He looked terribly old; his face was the colour of putty; and when he spoke there was a quaver in his voice which alarmed the reporter. Spike did not ask him how this secret entrance into the castle had been discovered or to what purpose the discovery had been put. He joined the half a dozen detectives in Mr. Howett’s car and followed him through the basement into the cellar.

“There is an underground passage here. It connects Lady’s Manor with the castle.” He indicated the middle of the three smaller cellars, and, taking a key from his pocket, he turned the lock and went in.

The cellar was a narrow one and contained nothing but a large box at the end. This Mr. Howett pulled towards him, and they saw that its movement disclosed a square aperture in the floor and one of a similar size in the wall. A flight of steps brought them to a passage. They had not gone far when there was a thump, and Mr. Howett, who was leading, uttered an exclamation of pain. The detective’s light showed the cause. Across the passage, barring it completely, was a door. The secret way into Garre Castle was closed.

“That door has never been closed before,” said Mr. Howett in a troubled voice. “I remember seeing it; it was always fastened back to the wall. There are four other doors between here and the castle, and it means that we shall have to blow every one down before we get through, and we will never break them.”

“Are they locked?”

“No, they’re barred,” said Mr. Howett. “There is a thick steel bar at the back of each of them, and the socket is almost impossible for you to force.” He brooded a moment. “I’m sorry, gentlemen,” he said in a low tone. “I hoped that I was showing you an easy way, but it seems that I have given you a more difficult task than if I had asked you to force the doors of the castle.”

They turned back. Spike was the most disappointed of all, if Mr. Howett be excepted. “Do you think Miss Howett was taken that way, Mr. Howett?” he asked.

“I am afraid so,” said Howett. “The servants admit that they were out and that they had seen Valerie go into Lady’s Manor. It’s my own fault; I should have kept more menservants.”

His voice grew fainter and fainter, and as be finished Spike caught him in his arms. A hastily summoned doctor gave a more encouraging report than Spike had dared to hope.

Leaving the stricken man in charge of the housekeeper, Spike went back to the castle gates, to find that new orders had been received from London and that an attack was to be delivered at one o’clock in the morning. He looked at his watch; it was ten o’clock — a fatal hour for the little band of prisoners in the dread dungeons of Garre.
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Lacy was growing cramped when he heard a step in the passage and crouched back, although it was so dark that it was almost impossible for the old man to see him. Presently he caught the glint of a lantern, and Abe Bellamy stepped over the barrier.

“Mr. Bellamy!” said Lacy in a frantic whisper.

Bellamy swung round. “Hullo! How did you get there?”

“For God’s sake don’t shout!” said Lacy. Fortunately, as he thought, the noise of hammering below would drown the sound of the old man’s voice.

“What do you want?” he asked in a lower key.

“Let me out,” pleaded Lacy. “They put me here to watch. They’ve got a gun, and they told me to shout the moment you appeared.”

The old man put down his lantern, took something from his pocket, carried it to the corner of the room, and lit a light. He went to the other corner and did the same.

“Mr. Bellamy, let me out. I’ve told you—”

Jim heard the frantic shriek, and flew up the stairs just as the old man vaulted over the barrier. Twice Jim fired, but the bullets carried high. And then, looking round, he saw a spark.

“Get down,” he shouted, and leapt the stairs, falling to his knees as the first of the explosions occurred.

The sound deafened him, and the second that followed drove down and broke a hole in the roof, scattering chips of stone in all directions.

“What is it?” It was the terrified voice of Julius.

“Stand by that hole,” said Jim curtly. “And you, Lacy, come here. Why didn’t you tell me that the old man was there?”

“I didn’t see him—” began Lacy.

“You saw him and heard him. You were trying to get him to let you out and leave us to die like rats.”

“What’s that noise?” asked Julius fearfully.

“It is It,” said Jim.

The gas flare was burning, and the dungeon was slightly illuminated.

“There’s one chance for us,” said Jim, and then his eyes fell upon the cemented trapdoor. “No, there’s two,” he said, and smashed at the cement covering which Abe had laid down.

From above came a steady, hollow roar of sound.

“What is it? What is it?” blubbered Lacy. “What is he doing?”

“You’ll see in a moment,” said Jim, and as he spoke there came bounding down the stairs a veritable torrent of water. In such volume did it come that, even as it cascaded over the steps, it showed an almost solid line. Instantly the floor was covered. Jim was working up to his ankles, and every moment the water was rising.

“I can’t do it,” he said, and brought the hammer down with a crash in the centre of the stone. Under the terrific impact he saw a crack appear. He struck again and again, and every second it became more difficult, for he had to strike through the water, which held up the force of the blow. At last he could do no more.

Julius was already behind the barrier. Lacy had crawled through to where the women were, and now Jim leapt over the accumulation of bedsteads, sofas, and tables, and the two men went to work like slaves to cover the entrance of the hole, to fix the bedding so that it served to take off the force of the water.

“I don’t think it’s much good,” said Jim as he came back, wet from head to foot. “The old man has blown up the water pipes.”

The water was already flowing into the inner room; but now, thanks to the barricade they had prepared, the inflow was very small and amounted only to a trickle. Jim knew that the faster the water grew the greater the pressure became, the greater would be the danger.

The ventilating shaft was flush with the roof; that was the one comfort of the situation. How long would it take for the water to rise, he wondered, and made a rough calculation, based on the rate it had filled the dungeon. The volume of the water had surprised him. He put two hours as the outside limit before the water reached the roof.

“I think we’d better go out and get on the steps beneath the library,” he said. “The ladies will be on the top landing, you and Lacy had better take the next position, and I will take the next. I’m not being heroic,” he said. “All our heads will be nearly level with the roof, and it might be kinder to have the ladies in front.”

His precautions were justified. He stopped only to turn out all the gases before he rejoined them; and he was hardly out of the room before there was a crash and the barricade broke. The water was up to his knees before he reached the stairs.

“What did you put the lights out for?” asked Lacy angrily. “That means we’re going to die in the dark.”

“If you leave the lights on you’ll certainly die in the dark, my friend,” said Jim. “We need all the air we can get, but if you left the lights burning you would be breathing gas in a few minutes.”

He waited on the fifth lowest step, and presently he felt the water about his feet. Five minutes later it was around his ankles.

He waited till it was knee deep before he went up another step. “Valerie, will you come here?” She joined him in the darkness, and he put his arm about her.

He was now on the highest step that it was possible for him to stand upon, and the water had not yet reached him. But he had not long to wait. So wet were his feet and his legs that he did not recognise the encroachments until, putting down his hand to make sure, he felt the water at his knee-level. And now it seemed to be rising more and at even greater speed.

“Give me that hammer, Savini. I’ll try the lock of the trap above us.”

“I didn’t bring the hammer,” said Julius. “I left it in the dungeon.”

A silence that was painful.

“I don’t suppose we could have done much, anyway. Certainly this lock wouldn’t be easily forced.”

The water was up to his waist, but the air was still pure, and there was no pressure. What would happen when the water reached the ventilators he did not care to think about. Higher and higher it rose, until it was about his breast, and he lifted the girl to his level and kissed her.

“This is a queer way out,” he said, and felt the water lapping his chin..



63. The Last Visit of the Green Archer


Table of Contents


Sitting at his bedroom window, his rifle resting on the window-ledge, Abe Bellamy looked down into the dark grounds. The lights of the village had been extinguished by the military authorities. Lights were even forbidden in the houses, and in a sense this favoured the defender, for such lights as there were had been in his eyes. Now he could see clearly. He saw the three men who wriggled their way up the slope inch by inch, and a shot brought them to a halt. But they had seen the flash, and a machine — gun opened up, and he lay flat on the floor and heard the bullets whistle over his head.

Presently the firing ceased, and he peeped out again. They were coming. Again he fired, and this time he hit somebody. He heard a cry. And then, watching, he saw the men were withdrawing, and he seized the opportunity to go down to the guardroom. The water was pouring from the broken mains in two greeny-white columns, and, stepping over the barrier, he waded to the grille and flashed a light. The water was nearly level with the top stair, and he nodded his satisfaction. They would not come in time to save the lives of these rats who were drowning.

In the hall he found Sen, and bade him gruffly to return to the car. The dumb man pointed to the door, and Bellamy understood. He guessed what they would be doing. They would dynamite the entrance and rush it.

He went back to the guardroom, closed and locked the door, and locked the door from the hall to the passage. It would take them some time before they discovered what was wrong — a longer time to stop the flow of the water. Nothing could save his enemies. That was the happy thought he brought with him when he took up his position in the doorway of the library, waiting for the final crash.

There were two entrances to the library: the first from the hall, the second from the foot of the narrow staircase which led to the room above where Lacy used to hide. The second door was ordinarily kept fastened, but the old man had unlocked it in preparation for emergency. The water would be up to their necks by now. He guessed that they were standing on the stairs. In ten minutes they would be dead, and nobody would have known how they died if he could have only brought the water-main to the chamber beneath the library. Now they must know, with whatever satisfaction that would give them. He had been compelled to blow an aperture between the two dungeons so that the water should reach the old home of the grey lady. If she were only there! That was the one unpleasant thought he had. She had escaped.

He was still thinking when there came a terrible crash at the door, a crash which shook the castle to its foundations. A second explosion followed immediately, and he knew that the outer door was down and that only the drop door remained. But the drop door was coated with steel, and would be a tougher proposition.

He walked into the library, leaving Sen squatting with his rifle on his knees, confronting his doom with an imperturbable face.

The old man was ready to die; he only wanted to be certain that he had set himself to do had been accomplished. This done, there was no excuse for living.

The sound of the farther door opening made him spin round. “Stand where you are!” said the newcomer sternly. “You know me, Abel Bellamy!” The intruder stood stiffly for a time, holding the bent bow, his right hand drawn back almost to his ear. Like a statue he stood, menacing, a veritable figure of fate, and the light from the silver lamp gleamed on the green arrow that was pointed to Abel Bellamy’s heart.

“Don’t move, or you’ll die. And I do not want you to die yet, until you know.”

“The Green Archer!” said Bellamy in strangled tones. “You — you, the Green Archer!”

“One by one I have slain your associates, the vile tools you employed to hound down the innocent and oppress the weak. One by one, Abe Bellamy. You are the third. What have you to say that I should not give you judgment to die?”

The words had a strange and awful ring. Though this Bellamy did not know, they were taken word for word from the English sentence of death.

“You — the Green Archer!” he could only gasp, his mind in a ferment. He could only stare, fascinated, at this sinister figure, and could notice such little details as the presence of a second arrow between the disengaged fingers of the archer’s left hand. He wondered dully whether it wasn’t a great strain to hold a bow so tense and so immovable.

Bellamy’s gun was on the desk. To reach it he had to take two paces. He calculated them carefully, but so had the Green Archer — he knew that. He must temporise.

“If I’ve ever done anything that money can put right—”

“Money!” said the other scornfully. “How could you offer money to me? Can money buy back the eight years of torment you meted out to an innocent woman? Can money bring back the lash and take the scars from the skin of a man flogged by your orders and through your machinations? Can money—”

“Wait, wait!” said Bellamy eagerly. “I can give you something after your own heart — something that would please the Green Archer.”

The eyes of the man with the bow narrowed. “What do you mean?” he asked quickly.

“They are there!” Bellamy almost screamed the words. “Drowned like rats, all of ‘em! They’re in hell now — Featherstone, Valerie Howett. As for you, damn you — !”

He leapt, and as his foot left the ground there came to his ears the thunder of the second explosion. It was a knell, a grand salute to the passing of one who feared neither God nor man nor judgment.
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Whilst Abe Bellamy was still in Sanctuary Keep, fingering the hot barrel of his rifle, five people in the cellars below waited for death. Lacy, mute with fear, the Savinis crouched together, silent, resigned. Then a miracle happened. The waters began to recede faster than they had risen.

“What has happened?”

“A respite,” was the grim reply. “The trap to the lower dungeon has broken, and the waters are rushing in there. As soon as the lower vault is filled the waters will rise again.”

“You’ve put me on a lower step so I’ll drown first,” whined Lacy. “I wish Coldharbour had got that girl — we wouldn’t a’ been here then!”

“Your head is touching the roof — you can’t get higher — silence!”

Jim heard voices above — two men were talking. One was Bellamy’s. He could not recognise the other. To shout for help was a waste of breath. Something touched the calf of his leg; he put down his hand and found it was a small table that had floated from the dungeon. He drew it to him, wondering to what use it could be put; and then an idea occurred to him, and he turned it over so that its legs were sticking up from the water and the top submerged. If he could get the girl on to that the legs would hold against the vaulting, and she would have support — perhaps a breathing-space in the dome of the roof. A second’s thought showed him that this would only mean the prolongation of the agony, and he kicked the table away.

And then Jim spoke what was in his mind. He bent to the girl. “Valerie,” he said, “I was jealous of John Wood.”

“I was afraid you were,” she answered in an even tone. “He fascinates me. I like him. But it’s not the kind of liking that I have for you.”

As she dropped her head her chin touched water, and she closed her eyes. Silence reigned, save for the whimpering of Lacy. There was no hope now, save to throw themselves into the water and float until the end came when they could float no more.

He stretched on tiptoe to keep his mouth from the water, and told her to do the same.

“What was that?” whispered Julius.

They had heard a thud above them, as though a heavy article of furniture had dropped, and then on top of it came a voice like thunder that shivered the water and sent little ripples dancing about Jim’s lips. It was an explosion, he knew, and it was close at hand. If the police could only get into the castle in time! It was a matter of minutes now, for the water was not rising at the same pace; the obstructions of the doorways called for greater pressure and greater volume. Then, over his head, he heard a click, and there appeared in the water under his eyes the reflection of a line of light.

The trap was opening!

He put up his hand and pushed, but he had to press the other end of the stone through water.

“Savini — Valerie — push!” he gasped, and their hands went up slowly and the trap moved.

Somebody was above, pressing on the other end of the stone to lift it. “Are you all there?” asked a voice.

“Yes. Can you pull at the end that’s raised?”

A hand came over the edge of the stone — a brown, sinewy hand, and the trap rose until it was perpendicular.

Fay was the first to emerge, and fell exhausted upon the rug before the fireplace. Julius followed, and then Lacy thrust his way madly, striking out left and right in his terror.

Valerie caught the edge of the trap, and Julius drew her to safety. She looked back. Jim had disappeared, and she was staring into the black water.

“Where is he — Jim?” she said wildly. “That man threw him into the water!”

Julius dragged off his soddened coat and went down the steps.

There was no room to swim — he must dive. Without hesitation the Eurasian plunged into the darkness. He could see the square of light from the open trap, and presently his hand touched a coat, and he clutched it.

Striking out with all his strength, he dragged the unconscious Featherstone to the top of the submerged steps, and a few seconds later Jim was safe.

When he opened his eyes, the first thing he saw was a Tommy, rifle in hand, his bayonet glittering. The soldier stood in the doorway, and he was staring at Abe Bellamy, spreadeagled on his back, his arm outstretched, and through his heart two arrows, so close together that they almost touched.

“Who did that?” asked the soldier.

Jim struggled to his feet and looked round the room. But the man who had opened the trap and who had slain the terror had vanished.

Mr. Howett met them in the hall and drew the girl away from the still figure of the Chinaman that lay there so quiet. Jim left the girl to the care of her father, and staggered back to the room, faint and aching. Lacy’s blow had caught him on the point, and he had momentarily been knocked out.

The water was now welling up through the floor, and had already covered the passage from the diningroom and was flowing into the hall. He sent a police officer to find the main supply and turn it off, and, with the assistance of Jackson, who was one of the first to enter the castle, lifted the body of Bellamy to the sofa and searched his pockets.

He was thus engaged when Spike Holland came into the room.

“Is he dead?” asked Spike.

Jim nodded. “He is quite — I am nearly. Get an ambulance to shift that.”

“That” was Lacy, who still lay moaning on the floor.

When Spike returned, Jim was sitting on the sofa by the side of the dead man, his head in his hands. He looked up as Spike came In. “Where is Savini and his wife?” he asked.

“I’ve sent ’em to my rooms. Savini was anxious to know if I had a fire in the room and if water ruined bank — notes.” Jim smiled faintly.

“If the Green Archer killed Bellamy he must be still in the house,” said Spike while he was sitting at the table waiting for his tall to come through. “He couldn’t have escaped by the passage.”

“Which passage is that? The underground passage from Lady’s Manor? Why couldn’t he have come that way?”

“Because the doors are all bolted on the inside. As soon as I’ve read this message through to the paper, I want to assure myself on that point.”

“I really have found the Green Archer this time, Holland,” said Jim as he rose stiffly.

“I found him quite a long time ago,” said Spike complacently. “His name is Mr. Howett, but I don’t know that I’m going to print that fact.”

“If you do,” said Jim, “you’ll be printing something that is absolutely untrue. The Green Archer is—” But he changed his mind…

“The Green Archer is — ?” suggested Spike urgently. “Give me the story, Featherstone — there’s time for the early edition.”

Jim dragged himself to the door and looked back.

“Perhaps I’ll never tell you,” he said.
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At the Blue Boar, Jim found that the faithful Angus had arrived with a change of clothing in preparation for his master’s release — an act of thoughtfulness which Captain Featherstone appreciated.

As soon as he had changed and shaved he made his way to the Howetts’ house, expecting to find that the girl had gone to bed. To his surprise she was in the drawingroom, and with her was John Wood.

She came towards him with her hands outstretched, and he took her in his arms. “I wanted to stay with you, but daddy hurried me away,” she said, “You know Mr. Wood?” Jim nodded to the man, and John Wood, with a little smile on his sensitive lips, watched him steadily, his eyes never leaving the detective’s face. “I have a great surprise for you, Jim” she said. “The most wonderful thing has happened! Guess whom I found when I came here?” He shook his head. “My — my mother!”

As she spoke the door opened and Mr. Howett came in, on his arm a frail, beautiful woman, and Jim instantly recognised the likeness between the two. “This is Jim — mother,” she said the word shyly. “You’ve heard of Jim Featherstone?”

Mrs. Held took both his hands in hers. “I owe you a great deal, Captain Featherstone,” she said, “but I think you will have your reward.” Her eyes strayed past Jim to the man on the sofa, and she smiled. “You must meet my son, Captain Featherstone,” she said.

“Your son!” gasped Jim.

She smiled at his astonishment. “John Wilfred Bellamy,” she said quietly, and Jim, who knew so much, yet did not know this vital fact, could only look bewildered from one to the other.

He was still feeling the effects of his struggle in the water when he came again into the village and walked towards the inn. The street was filled with people despite the lateness of the hour, and lamplighters were restoring Garre to its normal illumination.

He found Spike in the midst of a crowd of colleagues in the bar, and Spike was happy. “Where is Julius?” Jim asked.

“Come and see him.” Spike squeaked in his joy. “He is sitting before the fire toasting ten-pound notes, and Fay has borrowed a flat-iron from the landlady and is doing laundry work that would turn a Chink blue with envy.”

Jim followed him up the stairs. In the big sittingroom which Spike had occupied since his arrival at Garre, and which had been an informal club and meeting-place for the newly arrived reporters that day, Julius Savini was literally roasting banknotes. Wearing a suit of Spike’s pyjamas, he was sitting cross-legged on the hearthrug, holding at a distance from the fire, and with the aid of a toasting-fork, a square of white paper.

“I think that is done, Fay,” he said as he looked at his ‘toast’ with an approving eye.

Fay took the banknote from the end of the fork, laid it upon the cloth, and rubbed it gently with the iron in her hand. She saw Jim and smiled. The landlady whose dressing-gown she wore was stout and short. Fay was tall and inclined to thinness. The effect was amusing.

“Come right in, Feathers. Julius is drying those banknotes which old man Bellamy gave him the day he put us in the clink. They’re our own,” she added with a certain dignity, “and if that poor nut Lacy ever suggests that my Julius robbed him, I shall ask you to lock him up.”

“How much money have you there, Fay?” asked Jim, tickled.

“Nearly ten thousand. We haven’t counted it as yet, but that is our estimate. Julius and I are going into the country to start a poultry farm. Eggs have always been a passion of mine. Where is Lacy?”

“I’ve sent him to the nearest hospital, and I don’t think you need worry about him. When we searched him before he left, Sergeant Jackson found a considerable sum in his pocket.”

“Lacy’s money doesn’t interest us,” said Fay loftily. “Does it, Julius?” He shook his head, but he did not meet the detective’s eye. “Envy none — that’s been my motto, Feathers, all my life. If this poor fool has money, I’m glad. Where was it?”

“I forget. I think it was in a pocket under his foolish green coat, where the other money was.”

“What other money?” asked Fay innocently. “Was it much — I mean the dough you found?”

“About two thousand,” said Jim, and Fay uttered an exclamation of annoyance.

“Do you hear that, Julius?” she asked sharply. “He had two thousand pounds in his pocket.” She recovered her self-possession with an effort. “I’m very glad,” she said without any great heartiness, “though it is a waste of good money, because a man like Lacy doesn’t know how to spend it. Spending is an art, Feathers; you have to be educated up to it. I suppose it was in the left pocket of those funny pants of his?” she asked carelessly.

“I’m not sure, Fay,” said Jim, “but I believe it was.”

“And I told you, Julius—” she began reproachfully. Julius coughed. “I told you,” she went on, “to take his gun and leave the money alone. You see how nicely Julius behaved, Feathers?”

“Honest to goodness, Fay, are you going to run this farm of yours?”

She nodded. “Mr. Howett is going to help us,” she said. “And mind you, Feathers, in spite of our having capital — money that Julius has saved through years’ of hard work—”

Jim laughed. “I’m not going to inquire how Julius got the money,” he said, “and I’m willing to accept the story you told me just now, that the old man gave it to him. So don’t think up any new explanation.”

He took her by the shoulders, and, before Savini’s discriminating and approving eye, he kissed her lightly on the cheek. “You’re too good a woman to b a crook, and too nice a woman, and at heart too straight a woman,” he said quietly. “And if Julius lets you go that way again I shall never forgive him.”

She did not speak until Jim had gone, and then: “Did you see that, Julius?” she asked a little unsteadily. “I like his cheek!”

“He likes yours apparently,” said Julius, fixing a limp and soggy ‘fifty’ on the end of the toasting-fork. “That fellow’s too good for a policeman.”

There are points of view.
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The following morning Jim attended by appointment to meet Mr. Howett. Valerie had gone to town with her mother, and John and Howett were alone. And he was his old brisk self; the kindly eyes that gleamed behind strong glasses held the old power, the old command.

“It seems to me that you ought to know the whole story from beginning to end, Captain Featherstone,” he said. “I think Valerie has already told you — no, I will begin at the very beginning.

“There were two brothers, Abel and Michael Bellamy. Abel was the elder, Michael six years his junior. The Bellamys’ circumstances were very much like mine; that is to say, they were poor at first, and they could not give to Abel the education they certainly gave to Mike. From the very first Abe hated his brother, and when, as he grew up, he saw the difference in their social position, he hated with a more bitter and a more decisive loathing. Almost from the first Abe made money. He had a remarkable series of successful building speculations. Gold simply flowed into his lap, but for all that he never forgave his brother for his educational advantages, or, it may be, for the favour that had been shown to the younger son; and after their parents’ deaths he lost no time in plotting his brother’s downfall.

“He might have grown tired of that hobby, but, happily or unhappily, Michael fell in love with a woman — the only woman in the world who has ever inspired anything which bears the slightest resemblance to love in Abel’s life. Her name was Held — Elaine Held, a girl of a good family, who committed the indiscretion of showing Bellamy how much his ugliness appalled her. Abe, in his brutal way, went to the girl’s father, offered him a large sum of money if he would stop the marriage of Michael and Elaine and induce the girl to marry him. The father, who was a member of a good social set in Cleveland, rejected the idea indignantly, and the marriage took place.

“It was the first serious setback that Abe Bellamy had met with in his career, and he took it to heart to such an extent that he spent years in organising methods for bringing his brother to ruin. From time to time he made attempts to induce Elaine to divorce her husband on some excuse and. marry him. Elaine never told her husband, and to the day of his death poor Michael Bellamy knew nothing of the cause of his ruin.

“A child was born — a boy — and for a time Abel ceased his persecution. It was after the birth of the second child that, meeting Elaine by chance one day in York, the old desire seems to have revived, and he renewed his old plea. When she rejected his suggestion, it was, I believe, in such terms as would leave Bellamy no doubt as to how she felt about him, and he went away swearing revenge. A month later the little girl, the second child, was taken out by its nurse, and whilst the attention of the girl was distracted elsewhere the child was kidnapped.

“Abe sought the distracted mother and father as a disinterested friend, offered to expend the whole of his wealth to recover the baby. Secretly he conveyed to the woman the price she had to pay, which was then, as always, that she should divorce her husband and marry him. She dared not tell Michael, although she was suspicious that Abe Bellamy was behind the abduction. She could only pray that his heart would be softened and the child restored. At last, when Michael had decided to put detectives on the trail, Abe Bellamy seized the opportunity which the River Bend disaster offered, and sent a man to drop the child’s shoe near other personal debris that had been gathered for purposes of identification — and the rest was easy. Faked witnesses were produced who saw the woman and the child, and the hunt was dropped.”

“But that was not Valerie,” said Jim. “That occurred twenty years ago, and Valerie came to you twentythree years ago!”

“There were two River Bend disasters. That is where John Bellamy made a mistake. The first occurred twentythree years ago; there was one at exactly the same spot three years later. Wood, or Bellamy as I will call him, had only the scrappiest of information go upon. He had heard from his mother the story of the girl’s abduction, and had not attempted to verify the date of the River Bend disaster until his mother had disappeared.

“Soon after this terrible happening Michael Bellamy died, and never doubting that now she was a widow she would marry him, Abe Bellamy came to the girl — she was still a girl — and renewed his suit, only again to be rejected. He threatened all kinds of vengeance, and remembering the fate that had overtaken her daughter, the death of whom she had laid at Bellamy’s door, she raised what money she could, sold the little property which her husband had left her, and went to England. It was years before Bellamy traced her. She living in her maiden name, in comfortable circumstances, at a place not many miles from here — at Guildford. Her son was training in a technical college to be an engineer when Bellamy again appeared on the scene, and, making no proposal of marriage, but posing only as one who regretted his folly and was repentant, induced her to withdraw her savings, which were invested in a sound commercial concern, and to put them into some wildcat scheme, with the result that she lost almost every cent. Her courage was wonderful. She took what was left of her shattered fortune and removed to London, taking the boy with her, and living near the college where he was receiving his final training.

“Bellamy had once struck at Elaine through her child. He decided to repeat his tactics. The boy found himself surrounded by people who were anxious to show him hospitality, and, suspecting nothing, he was taken to a house in the West End, where wealthy, foolish people are preyed upon by professional gamblers and their harpies. Young Bellamy was neither rich nor foolish; he hadn’t been in this gilded den very long before he realised its character. Before he could go, one of the women made an outcry that she had been robbed of a diamond brooch. The police were called in, the brooch was found in Bellamy’s pocket, or rather pinned on the inside of his evening jacket, which he had taken off to play a game of billiards, and he was brought before a magistrate and sent to prison for six months with hard labour.

“This time Bellamy came into the open. He told the woman that he was responsible, made no secret that he had engineered the whole thing, and threatened even worse penalties. It was about this time that he bought Garre Castle, and from the first, I think, he was influenced by the strength of it, and by the opportunities which it had for holding prisoner the object of his malice. So far as John Bellamy was concerned, he was as good as his word. One of Abe’s satellites brought him into touch with a crook warder, a man named Creager, who had been under suspicion of trafficking with prisoners, and on one occasion nearly lost his job. It was probably Creager who sketched the outlines of their dastardly plot. Abe would hardly know the law of England or the rules of prisons, and it is likely that Creager himself was the author of the frame-up which followed.

“One morning a cry for help was heard from Bellamy’s cell, and Creager staggered out with his head bleeding. You remember there was a letter which came into your possession, in which Creager said that he was certain to get hurt. The wound was self-inflicted by a spade, which had no right to be in the cell, and which Creager afterwards swore the man had smuggled in inside his clothes. The boy — he was little more — was taken to the punishment cell, and in course of time brought before the visiting justices.

“Now, in prisons, as you know, Captain Featherstone, there is only one punishment for a man who assaults the guard, and that is the lash. It is a horrible punishment, though I am not saying that for certain crimes it is not more effective than imprisonment. The boy received thirty-five lashes, and bears the marks on his shoulders to this day. When he came out of prison he went in search of his mother, only to find that she had disappeared. With the prison taint on him, he changed his name to John Wood, and, working night and day, alternately at his lathe and in search of his mother, he succeeded in inventing a very valuable device, which he subsequently patented and which has brought him a small fortune.

“All this time he never ceased to search for Elaine Held. When the war broke out he joined the army. Here he had to give his own name, because the authorities demanded his birth certificate. He was reported killed whilst flying over Germany. The mistake was afterwards discovered and rectified in the official gazette, and one of the most extraordinary features of the case is that Abe Bellamy did not know that this correction had been made.

“The boy’s passion for children developed with his fortune. He founded one of a series of homes for babies in Belgium; and I believe, is extending his scheme to England and America. And, of course, he made the will in favour of John Wood, because, as a soldier, he had accumulated a number of things which he wanted to come back to himself, and that was the only way. There again we have the fact that the English authorities never bothered to discover whether or not Bellamy was dead. They accepted the official notification, and Bellamy passed into possession of the legacy which he had left himself!”

Jim waited for him to go on, but apparently Mr. Howett had finished. “And that is all the story, Captain Featherstone,” said the grave man.

Jim looked up at the ceiling and puffed a ring of smoke upwards. “In Cloister Wood there is a cottage,” he said. “That cottage is exactly five miles by road from the Addley Aerodrome, which maintains a mail connection with Belgium summer and winter.”

“I believe that is so.”

“I am told,” said Jim, still regarding the ceiling with a fixed gaze, ‘that Mr. Wood was a frequent passenger.”

“That may have been the case.”

“Used to arrive late in the afternoon and leave early in the morning. Was always in Belgium if you wired to him, as one did after the Creager murder.”

“That is possible,” said Mr. Howett again.

“Another curious accomplishment of John Wood Bellamy is his proficiency with the bow and arrow, which may be, as you say, Mr. Howett, a coincidence, just as it was in your case.”

“How do you know?” asked Mr. Howett quickly.

“I had inquiries made in Belgium quite a long time ago — in fact, after the death of Coldharbour Smith — and I discovered that Wood was in London. And I found that quite close to Wenduyne is an extensive stretch of sand-dunes, where a man, an eccentric Englishman — they called him an Englishman, though he is an American — could practise archery for many hours a day, and had been doing so for years, even before the war. That, you will admit, is remarkable.”

Mr. Howett turned squarely to face Jim Featherstone. “I’m going to ask you a question, Featherstone,” he said. “You’re an officer of the police, and you have certain duties to do; but I understand that there are times when the police turn a blind eye, even to the most heinous crimes. You call that ‘acting in the public interest.’ It is a fetish with the people of this country, this ‘public interest’; and I’m not so certain that it wasn’t a fetish that decent people can worship. Who is the Green Archer?”

“You ask me that,” said Jim, “in all seriousness?” Mr. Howett nodded. “I will tell you who the Green Archer is,” said Jim, still avoiding the old man’s eyes. “He is the man who took Elaine Held from the dungeon where the old man kept her, and carried her off in the middle of the night, and brought her to Lady’s Manor, and was discovered by you and held up by you at the pistol-point, until you learnt the truth and assisted him to escape.”

“I didn’t know who he was,” said Mr. Howett quickly. “His face was masked. I found the underground passage later by accident. In fact, I once went into Garre Castle and was seen by Julius.”

“Bellamy made a similar discovery when he went down to the storeroom to look for milk. Lacy told me that this morning,” said Jim. “The weeping woman, whose voice Valerie heard, was Elaine Held, and she was driven by a circuitous route to the cottage in the wood. The Green Archer is the man whose boat you found the night Smith was killed. He is the man who was near enough to Spike Holland in the vestibule of the Carlton Hotel to hear Creager, whom he recognised and who did not recognise him, any more than Abe Bellamy recognised him when he went to buy the castle. He heard Creager, I say, tell Holland that he had a good story, and decided upon his death rather than that story should be told, for he misguidedly imagined that the story was of his flogging, and that he was to be betrayed, and all his midnight searchings of Garre Castle were to be in vain.

“The Green Archer is the man who saw Valerie go over the wall into the grounds of Garre Castle, and, abandoning his usual method, followed her and saved her from the dogs. I will go further,” Jim went on carefully. “He was one of the first of the men to meet Valerie when she came out from the castle. He was the man who took Mrs. Bellamy’s diary, which disclosed her identity.”

“What are you going to do? Give him a name?” asked Mr. Howett.

“It is not in the public interest that I should name my future brotherin-law,” said Jim, “even if he is a murderer” — the challenge this time was definite— “even if he is an executioner,” said Jim, and the old man held out his hand.

“If I know anything about the workings of your mind, Jim Featherstone,” he said, “you’re going to resign from a good job. Maybe you’re right. They tell me you’ve got money of your own, or I’d offer you the best position it is in my power to give you.”

“I should like to be your son-in-law,” said Jim, and for a second the old man’s face clouded.

“Well, you may even be that,” he said thoughtfully. “It depends entirely upon what answer Elaine Bellamy returns to a question which I am going to put to her just as soon as she is well enough to discuss matrimony.”


The End
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“You’ve dropped a flower, sir,” said the beef-eater. Detective-Inspector James Sepping blushed and looked down guiltily at the three violets that lay on the gravelled parade ground.

He did not look like a detective, and seemed too youthful to hold any such exalted rank. He had the appearance of an athletic young man about town.

“No — don’t pick them up, unless it is against the regulations of the Tower of London to drop flowers around. They look good there.”

The burly Yeoman of the Guard, in his quaint sixteenth century dress, fingered his grey beard and looked suspiciously at the visitor. Jimmy Sepping appeared to be perfectly sober.

“You’re not supposed to drop paper, but there’s nothing about flowers — thank you, sir.”

Jimmy slipped a coin into the man’s hand.

“I’ve an idea I’ve seen you in the Tower before, sir,” said the beef-eater.

“I have been here before,” drawled Jimmy vaguely.

He had brought that drawl from Oxford to the Metropolitan Police, and it had been the stock joke of the division to which he was drafted in the days when Officer Sepping wore uniform and walked a beat, reciting the Iliad to keep himself awake.

He stood by the flowers until the yeoman strolled away, for he was a sentimentalist, and every year on a certain day he came to the Tower of London to drop a flower on the spot where Fritz Haussman had smiled into a smiling sky. Fritz was a German and a spy. Jimmy had run him to earth and arrested him. Jimmy’s evidence had procured his doom. And then one fine morning in May they had brought him out to shoot him, and he came gaily.

“May I smoke a cigarette?” he asked, and the Provost-Marshal gave him permission. He took the cigarette from his case and was returning it to the waistcoat pocket just above his heart, when he stopped and laughed softly.

“That will rather be in your way,” he smiled, and, finishing his cigarette, he had walked, clear-eyed and still smiling, to the house of death, dying as Jimmy would wish to die, like a gentleman.

So every year came Jimmy to the place where Fritz had stood, and paid homage to manhood.

“Jimmy!”

He turned quickly at the sound of the voice. A girl was looking at him, amusement in her deep blue eyes, a slight figure of a girl.

“Hallo!” he said awkwardly. “You’ve got your hair up!”

She shook her head reproachfully.

“It is very bad manners to make comments upon a lady’s appearance,” she said severely. “Of course I’ve got my hair up. I’m eighteen! What are you doing here?”

He had not seen Joan Walton for two years, and the change in her was amazing. He had never realised before how pretty she was; her self-possession had always been a dominant characteristic, but it had taken the form of a gawky self-assertiveness which had been rather amusing. Joan had suddenly acquired a poise and a dignity which did not seem at all odd or amusing.

“I’ve come to see the Crown Jewels and the dungeons,” he said glibly; “also the tower where the little princes were murdered, and Lady Jane Grey’s initials carved on the wall. I’m a born sightseer.”

She shook her head.

“I don’t believe you. Rex says you are the busiest man in town.”

“Is he here?” he asked quickly.

“He is here — and Dora. He is dining with you, on the night of nights.”

Jimmy chuckled.

“Thursday, isn’t it? Yes, I’ve seen a lot of him lately. What is the matter with him, Joan?”

They were strolling across the quad, and she half turned, making for one of the benches that faced the railed-off space where so many illustrious characters had paid the penalty for treason.

“Sit down — it is an act of providence meeting you. Jimmy, I owe you so much penitence — I won’t say apologies. I used to be horrid to you about your being a policeman. It seemed so funny at the time—”

“Woman, you are forgiven,” said Jimmy magnificently. “The jibes of childhood pass me by, and the pertness of adolescent pulchritude is as the droppings of the gentle rain.”

“You are being rude — and I hate those long words … Jimmy, do you think Rex should marry so soon after Edie’s death?”

The smile left Jimmy’s face.

“I don’t know . . ,” he said slowly. “It is nearly two years, and it would hardly be fair to expect Rex to remain all his life faithful to her memory.”

The girl’s brows knit, and he saw the little hands clench more tightly about the handle of her parasol.

“Why cannot you find this horrible man?” she demanded vehemently. “It is disgraceful that he should be at large, Jimmy! Oh, it was wicked, wicked!”

Jimmy Sepping did not answer. The anonymous letter writer was a difficult proposition in any circumstances, but “Kupie” was no ordinary criminal. The day before Edith Branksome’s marriage, she had been found dead, with a phial of prussic acid in her hand and a letter lying on the floor by the side of the bed. It had been a typical Kupie letter, setting forth coldbloodedly an escapade of the dead girl that none suspected.

“We have done our best,” said Jimmy quietly.

“Kupie is something more than a spiteful letter writer. There is a big business end to him. He has blackmailed half the prominent men and women in town, and poor Edie is only one whom he has sent to a suicide’s grave.” And then, to change the subject: “You like Dora, don’t you?”

She nodded.

“I’m being a cat even to suggest that the wedding should be postponed. Rex is madly in love with her, and he is very fond of Mr. Coleman. But Rex is worried, Jimmy.”

She shot a warning glance at him and, turning his head, he saw Rex Walton coming toward them.

With him was a girl whose arresting beauty never failed to arouse in the heart of Jimmy Sepping a new admiration. She was tall and fair. Her hair was of that rich golden tint that mothers strive to retain in their children, the live gold of youth. Grey eyes that held the graveness of wisdom, a complexion untouched by artifice. She smiled and waved her hand in greeting, and Jimmy rose to meet her.

Rex Walton was dark, broad-shouldered, and a little sombre of countenance. He was eight years the girl’s senior — exactly Jimmy’s age — and the two men had been at Charterhouse together, had gone up to Oxford in the same term, and had remained fast friends in spite of Rex Walton’s enormous wealth and Jimmy’s comparative poverty.

“What on earth are you doing here, Jimmy?” demanded the newcomer.

“Don’t ask him,” pleaded his sister. “Jimmy has the habit of evasion strongly developed.”

“He’ll tell me the truth,” said the other girl as she sat down. “I think the Tower is wonderful, but it is a little tiring — and there are the dungeons to see.”

“See them with Joan,” said Rex Walton quickly. “I want to talk to Jimmy.”

When Rex was worried, he was brusque and almost uncouth in his manner. Apparently his fiancee had already suffered from his mood, for she accepted his suggestion without question.

“I’ve been a brute this morning,” said Rex when they were left alone, “and if Dora hadn’t the sweetest temper in the world, she would have gone home. Jimmy, I’m rattled! I wish to heaven I could tell you everything!”

“About Kupie?” asked the other quietly.

“Yes … that and more. I’ve been a fool … yet perhaps I haven’t. If I thought I had been a fool I shouldn’t be asking your advice. And I can’t even ask you now without breaking a confidence.”

Rex Walton was a queer mixture of strength and weakness. His simplicity was proverbial, his physical courage had won him a colonelcy in the war, and there was hardly room on his broad chest for the string of decorations he had earned. The only son of a steel magnate, he had inherited a fortune running to the proximity of a million sterling, and his wealth, as Jimmy knew, was one of the principal sources of his worry. Rex had inherited the fortune without a scrap of his father’s business quality. He was a mark for every swindling company promoter, a shining target which no begging-letter writer ever missed. Any plausible scoundrel was assured of his sympathy and help — any man who served with him in the war took money automatically.

“Have you had another letter?” asked Jimmy. For answer, Rex took forth his pocket-case and drew out a grey-tinted sheet of notepaper.

“This morning,” he said tersely.

Jimmy smelt the paper. It had the smoky fragrance which was characteristic of all Kupie’s epistles, and bore neither date nor address. It ran:

If you marry Dora Coleman, I will reduce you to beggary. However secure your money may be, you cannot keep it from me. This is the last time I shall warn you.

K.

Jimmy handed the letter back.

“He has said nothing about Dora … no rakings up from the past?” he asked.

“No — what do you think of it?”

“Twiff,” said Jimmy contemptuously. “How can they take your money?”

Rex shifted uneasily in his seat.

“He took Pelmar’s,” he said. “I had a talk with — with a man who knows a great deal about this scoundrel, and he takes a more serious view than you.”

“Who was that?” asked the detective curiously.

“It wouldn’t be fair to say — in fact, I promised I would not mention that I had spoken. He advised me—” He stopped.

“Was it somebody important — an official?”

“Yes — somebody big at Scotland Yard.”

Jimmy whistled, and the other went on hurriedly. “I should have spoken to you, but I met this other man in peculiar circumstances. He wasn’t very keen on discussing the matter because he’s scared of Kupie too.”

“Who was it?” insisted Jimmy, but here Rex was obstinately silent.

“Take no notice of the letters,” said Jimmy. “That’s about the tenth you’ve received since your engagement was announced, isn’t it? Kupie is clever, but not all-powerful. There are some things he cannot do. Does Dora know?”

He nodded.

“She takes the same view as you, but sometimes she gets very frightened, and that hurts me. Jimmy, can’t the police get this swine?”

Jimmy did not reply for some time, and then:

“I’d give a lot of money to know the police officer who advised you to take Kupie seriously,” he said.
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In Room 375, at two o’clock punctually, the Big I Three met in committee to discuss the profit and loss of the week. And invariably Bill Dicker was in the chair, and as invariably Jimmy Sepping acted as secretary, for he was the junior of the three. Miller, a dark, unemotional man, was the third.

Every week between the hours of two and four the Big Three discussed the week’s “trading,” examined profit and loss, compared plans for the coming week and passed under review the reports of subordinates.

No. 375 was not a very large office, and in spite of opened windows and electric fans the atmosphere was usually blue, for these men were great smokers of pipes — all except Sepping, who had a weakness for the brown cylinders of peace which Havana produces in large quantities.

On this bright May afternoon the sun was shining through the oriel windows, and there was a disposition on the part of the committee to let their eyes wander to the glittering river and the leisurely stream of traffic which passed up and down; to the vivid green of the spring foliage which fringed the broad boulevard of the Embankment; to the sweep of the County Council’s gay new palace on the other side of the river — to anything except the trivialities which occupied or were designed to occupy their attention.

Only Bill Dicker, huddled up in his big chair at the head of the table, a picture of gloomy thought, never allowed his eyes to wander.

“What about that job at Greenwich?” asked the round-headed Miller, making a laudable attempt to galvanise the assembly into life.

“Harry Feld did that,” replied Dicker sombrely. “By the way, Jimmy, you might mark the officer who sent the account to headquarters; recommend him for promotion — he has probably got the necessary certificate. A smart man; the report he sent was a model of its kind. Yes, Feld did the robbery; he was pulled in this afternoon. Queer how these fellows specialise — Feld, I mean. He has never stolen anything in his life but bolts of cloth. I suppose he knows where to ` fence ‘ it.”

“The Hertford murder hasn’t come on to our books?” asked Jimmy.

Dicker shook his head.

“They haven’t asked for assistance. The Hertford police never call in headquarters until they’ve let the trail get all trodden up.”

Miller rose and stretched himself.

“That’s about all, chief?” he asked. “By the way, we’ve located the factory where those American bills are made — but you had that in my report.”

Bill Dicker nodded.

“I’m hoping we’ll get this crowd, anyway. When Tony Frascati got away with a hundred thousand sterling we didn’t shine, Joe. I still think that somebody at central office tipped him off.”

There was no significance in his words; they were addressed to the room; it was almost as though he was speaking his thoughts aloud. But the dark face of Chief Inspector Miller flushed a deep red.

“I was in charge of the case, sir,” he said stiffly, and when any of the Big Three addressed one another as “sir,” there was trouble brewing. “We made every effort to catch Tony — I myself was at Dover watching the cross-Channel boats—”

“Surely,” said Bill with one of his infrequent smiles. “It might have happened to any of us. Tony, being a forger on the grand scale, must have got one of our men squared. You couldn’t help that, Joe. Anyway, Tony’s dead — and it’s seven years ago.”

“I offered my resignation—” began Miller, but the other stopped him with a gesture.

“Forget it. We all have our failures. There is only one other matter,” he said slowly, “and, Jimmy, you’re interested in this: Kupie!”

“Lord, Bill, I forgot that you were going,” said Jimmy in dismay. “And I wanted to talk to you about Kupie.”

“And that was the one matter I wished to speak about,” said Bill Dicker, rubbing his nose thoughtfully. “Kupie has to be stopped. You read what the Westminster coroner said about the Shale case? That’s the second suicide this year, and there will be others. We can’t have any idea how many people Kupie is after. I’ve been forty-three years in the police service, and I could count my failures on one hand. That sounds like boasting, but it isn’t. There isn’t a crook living that I’ve been after and haven’t got. The four I didn’t get are dead, anyway.”

Chief Superintendent William Dicker spoke no more than the truth. Wherever convict met convict, they testified to his genius, his cunning, his ruthlessness. Men had walked dazed to the death house, the memory of his dour face present in their minds, even with the dangling rope before their eyes, his last grim jest overriding the whispered exhortations of the surpliced minister who attended them.

It was to Bill Dicker, who served before the mast of a windjammer for nine hellish months before rounding the Horn on the homeward trip, that Charles Barser, the bos’n, confided his share in the Telmark murder. Barser was drunk, and it was in the middle watch, when men are not normal — but he went to the gallows on Bill Dicker’s evidence. “But Kupie has me rattled,” he went on in his slow way. “It is a reproach to the police that this should be so, even though only a few of his victims have squealed.”

“There won’t be so many more squealing either,” said Jimmy, lighting his cigar again. “Do you remember that City man that came here and wanted us to get back the letters he’d written to a chorus girl?”

“He hasn’t been since — what happened?” asked Dicker.

“Kupie had the letters reproduced and printed. Every pal of his had a copy — his wife, his mother, his business associates, banker — everybody that counted. Kupie only circularised one of the letters — the City man paid. I had Collett up here to-day — Lawford Collett, the lawyer who had the case in hand. He says he advised the fellow not to pay a cent, but he’s settled: cost him eight thousand. That is the new terror which he has introduced.”

“Are there any fresh cases?” asked Dicker.

“Walton — but that isn’t fresh,” said Jimmy. “He has my poor friend rattled too. By the way, Miller,” he turned suddenly to the dark-visaged man on his right, “you don’t know Walton, do you?”

“Slightly,” said the other.

“Have you ever spoken to him?”

“I may have done — why?”

There was resentment in his tone.

“He was telling me that somebody had advised him to take Kupie seriously. Somebody who seems to have pitched a ghost story about Kupie’s omnipotence.”

Miller’s face was dark.

“I don’t know what you mean by ‘ ghost story,’” he said sharply. “I certainly advised Mr. Walton to take a certain action which had been suggested to him. If you think Kupie—”

“Now, you fellows, don’t snarl at one another,” Bill Dicker interrupted. “I’ve a great respect for the power of Kupie: he has surely a fund of information about people—”

He stopped as the door opened and a uniformed constable came in, a letter in his hand.

“For me?” said Miller. He tore open the envelope and took out two sheets of typewritten matter. Dicker was talking to Jimmy when he heard the cry, and spun round. Miller was standing by the window, one hand at his throat, the other grasping the letter. His saturnine face was dead white, his eyes staring wildly.

“For God’s sake!” said Bill Dicker, springing to the man’s side. “What’s wrong, Miller?”

Miller shook his head.

“Nothing … nothing,” he said huskily. “Excuse me …”

He went out quickly; they heard the door of his room close, and the two men looked at one another.

“What’s the matter with Miller — bad news?” Jimmy shook his head helplessly.

“I don’t know. He isn’t married, so it can’t be family trouble. You know what he is; he never takes you into his—”

He stopped. The sound of the shot came distinctly, and in another second he was across the passage and was at Miller’s door. It was locked. “Passkey,” said Dicker tersely, and Jimmy fled down the corridor. He was back almost immediately and Dicker unlocked the door and threw it wide open.

A thin blue wisp of smoke hung in the air, moving slowly. On the hearthrug lay Miller, a revolver clenched in his hand.

Jimmy saw the burning paper in the grate, and, stooping, blew out the flame. Only one particle of the paper remained.

“He’s dead,” said Dicker. “What’s that? Break off the unburnt bit — we’ll have the ashes photographed.”

Jimmy Sepping laid the charred scrap on the desk, and in seven words and a half-burnt picture it told its story.

Fifty thousand . .

Tony Fra . .

Escape …

Banked …

Norwich …

Beneath was a part of the letter K.

“He banked at Norwich — I know that,” said Dicker, and put his foot on the ashes in the grate. “And he let Tony go for half the loot; I guessed that too. And Kupie knew it.”

He struck a match and burnt the scrap of paper. When it was ashes he dropped it into the grate.

“Never mind about that photographer, Jimmy,” he said. “We’d better say he’d been strange in his manner lately — the service must come first.”

He stooped and patted the dead man’s shoulder.

“Poor fellow!” he said gently. “I’ll get Kupie, Miller, and get him good!”
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“If the detection of crime was as simple as the average detective story, I should solve all the mysteries of the world before I got out of bed,” said Jimmy Sepping. “It is a pretty simple business, once all the characters have been introduced and you’ve had an opportunity of studying their various peculiarities, to narrow your suspicions down to two or three people. Obviously, the villain of the piece cannot be the open-faced hero with the curly hair, however damning the evidence may be against him. As obviously it cannot be the pure, blue-eyed heroine, or the inevitable friend of the family.”

Rex Walton laughed softly and filled his glass from the long-necked bottle. He was dining at Jimmy’s flat, and he was very ready to find life amusing, for it was the last night of his bachelorhood. Jimmy went on.

“If all villains were tall, dark men, who wore cloaks and sombreros and a sinister expression, and blue eyes were invariably a proof of innocence, life would run very smoothly — wait!”

He got up from the table and went out of the room, returning with a bulky volume under his arm. Clearing a space by the side of his guest, he laid the book down and opened it. It was a scrapbook in which were pasted photographs of men and women, interiors and exteriors of houses, letters, scraps of pencilled writings, rough plans, and, on one page, a few pressed flowers.

“Look at that man.”

His finger touched the portrait of a smiling young man with deepset, intelligent eyes.

“That is Ballon, the Gateshead murderer. He killed four women and disposed of their bodies so cleverly that we never found one. Who would you say that was?”

He touched another portrait. It was that of a man, broad-faced, menacing.

“Notice the small eyes, the irregular-shaped nose, the loose lower lip?”

“Another murderer,” suggested Rex, and Jimmy chuckled.

“Chief Inspector Carter, who arrested BallonCarter is a bachelor who spends all his money on running a creche for poor children!”

He turned a leaf.

“Is that a good woman or a bad woman?” He pointed to another picture.

Rex shook his head.

“She looks a commonplace, middle-class woman to me,” he said. “I should think it was a portrait of an old housekeeper or a faithful family retainer.”

“Jessie Heinz — baby farmer,” said the other briefly. “She killed seven children and was hanged at Cardiff.”

He closed the book with a bang.

“When the police arrive on the scene in a murder case, they come into contact with the body of somebody unknown to them. All that body stands for, all its hates and fears and loves, all the complex of its life, are unknown. The strings that bound it to the world are cut. You have to work back and reconstitute its associations.”

Rex Walton looked thoughtfully at the end of his cigar and gently tapped the ash into the coffee saucer.

“I wish to heaven you could reconstruct Kupie-and kill him,” he said savagely.

Jimmy looked up quickly.

“I have tried, and so far failed. If you are normal you can never get into the mind of an anonymous letter writer. Kupie is more than that, I admit. He is a most expert blackmailer, but not all his letters are written for profit. Sheer wicked malice is behind half his letters.”

“Go on,” said Rex Walton quietly. “It always hurts, and tonight, of all nights, I should keep the matter out of my mind.”

“I’m sorry; I had forgotten,” said Jimmy, and tried to turn the subject.

“It was malice that made him kill Miller—”

Rex jumped from his chair as though he had been shot.

“Miller — which Miller? Not the Scotland Yard man? Good God!”

The terror in his blanched face was a revelation to Jimmy.

“You knew him? He was the man you consulted about this villain’s warning?”

Rex nodded.

“Do you think … he was killed for that? How did they—”

“He committed suicide. I tell you this in confidence, Rex, because the part that Kupie played is not public property and never will be. They found something about him, something discreditable.”

Rex shook his head wildly.

“It wasn’t that,” he cried, “it wasn’t that! He was killed because he helped me. Because …”

Well? “asked Jimmy as the man paused. Rex Walton took out his pocket-handkerchief and wiped his streaming forehead.

“I shall be glad when tomorrow is over,” he said as he poured out another glass of wine (his hand was shaking, Jimmy noted and wondered). “Zero hour never got me like this, though I’ve seen men paralysed with fear. But we knew what was on the other side of No-Man’s-Land. Kupie is unknown.”

Then suddenly he laughed.

“I’m a fool,” he said. “The thing I am afraid of can’t happen — now.”

Jimmy was instantly alert.

“Why not now ‘?” he asked.

At that instant there was a knock at the door, and his manservant came in.

“Miss Coleman and Miss Walton,” he announced.

Dora looked lovely in a wrap of crimson velvet; pretty Joan Walton, with her bobbed hair and her virile face, almost suffered by contrast.

“This is not my idea of a bachelors’ dinner,” said Dora, a smile in her eyes. “Yet I’m sure you have not been dull, Rex.”

Walton helped her out of the crimson theatre wrap she was wearing.

“No, I’m never dull with old Jim,” he said, and there was nothing in his voice that would betray the strain he endured.

“What have you been talking about? Crime and murder, and things of that kind?” asked Joan. “Nobody ever helps me with my wrap — don’t trouble, Jimmy.”

She flung her cloak on to the sofa and pulled up a chair.

“The play was bad, and Dora was so full of her own thoughts that I couldn’t even get her to say unpleasant things about the leading actor,” she said. “What is that?”

She made to open the book on the table, but Jimmy stopped her.

“Not for little girls,” he said. “It is my little book of horrors.”

“Do let me see it,” pleaded Joan, her eyes dancing. “There can’t be anything more tragical in it than ‘ Sundered Lives.’”

“I thought Sundered Lives ‘ was a comedy?

It is supposed to be,” said Joan, and helped herself to a cigarette. “I feel in harmony with the criminal classes tonight. Observe the pained look in Dora’s eyes!”

Dora Coleman laughed quietly.

“I’m not at all pained. You’ve been trying to shock me all the evening, but I absolutely refuse to so much as raise an eyebrow.”

“My dear Joan,” said Walton, with a little touch of irritation in his voice, “I do wish that you wouldn’t bother Dora.”

“It’s good for Dora to be shocked,” said Joan calmly.

She glanced over the table, picked up the wine bottle and read the label with a grimace.

“Dr. Budsteiner? How very dull!” she said. “I thought on such occasions as these the good yellow wine of Champagne was the only admissible drink. Jimmy, have you been giving him good advice?”

“I never offer advice to young married people, or young about-to-be-married people,” said Jimmy.

“It does not come within the province of a police officer.”

Dora had taken a grape from the table and was nibbling it thoughtfully.

“Did Rex tell you his secret?”

Jimmy’s eyebrows rose.

“I didn’t know that he had a secret,” he said truthfully.

“He has secret plans for the honeymoon,” interrupted Joan with an extravagant flourish of her cigarette. “It is to be a honeymoon like no other honeymoon ever was! Nothing so commonplace as a journey to Venice; no flying off to the wilds of Scotland; no disappearance to Paris.” She turned to her brother, laughter in her eyes. “Tell us now, Rex; you’re amongst friends. I swear—” She wetted her finger and drew it with a suggestive gesture across her throat.

“You can swear until your eyes grow green,” said her brother complacently. “That is my own mystery, which I share with nobody. It is a secret I shall tell my bride immediately after we leave the registrar. Now, young people, I’ll take you home. You’ll be at Portland Place tomorrow? We’re having the wedding breakfast beforehand — I’ve told you that about three times. Then we go on to the registrar’s office. No wedding presents, Jimmy.” He raised a warning finger.

“Even the wedding present to the bride is a mystery,” said Joan. “Personally, I insist upon giving a silver-plated cruet. It is an invariable practice of mine, and one from which I will not depart. People aren’t properly married unless they have silver cruets — it’s part of the ceremony.”

Jimmy escorted them to the entrance of Halliwell House, the block of flats in which he lived, and watched on the sidewalk until the car had disappeared. As he stood there a man passed hurriedly and, stepping back, Jimmy came into collision.

“Sorry,” said Jimmy, but the man hurried on without a word.

Jimmy went back to the deserted diningroom. Putting his hand into the pocket of his dinner-jacket to find his matchbox, his fingers touched something unusual and he drew it out. It was a tiny celluloid doll of familiar pattern, a “Kupie” with staring eyes and smirking lips. About its little middle was a white ribbon sash on which had been written:

Keep out and stay out.

He looked at the tiny doll in amazement.

“Where the devil did that come from?” he demanded.
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Mr. Theophilus Coleman stood at one of the windows of his handsome diningroom overlooking Portland Place, and he was not in the best of humours. He was (as he told his associates at the Treasury) a creature of habit, due largely to his long association with a Government office. He rose at seven every morning of his life and walked the length of Portland Place four times. It mattered not whether the weather was fair or foul, snowing or lightning, blowing or sweltering. He took his constitutional, wearing, in the summer, a thin alpaca coat, and, in the winter, a very yellow jumper, which interested such milkmen, policemen and members of the working classes as were abroad at that hour.

At nine o’clock he breakfasted, having disposed of his meagre mail and read the first leader in The Times, that his views on the political situation might be brought up to date. Mr. Coleman never played golf, and remained (he confessed) a devotee to whist. In conversation he favoured a high tariff, a big navy and long skirts; his chief detestations were Socialism, Popular Education and America. To these causes, he argued, all the ills and evils of life and circumstance might be traced, and indeed were traced by Mr. Coleman.

He was a man of few inches, stout and very bald.

He wore fluffy grey sidewhiskers, until one day, seeing by chance the portrait of a film star similarly, though more tidily, adorned, he was seized with misgiving. On learning that the screen artist was American, Mr. Coleman summoned his valet and peremptorily ordered the removal of the hateful appendage.

His face was rosy, his skin clear, and his many chins added to his appearance of comfort. During the war he had passed to the sinecure of an assistant secretaryship in the Treasury. And here, from ten o’clock in the morning until four o’clock in the afternoon, he initialled documents and passed them on to a superior, who also initialled them. Somewhere between Mr. Coleman and the chief of his department was a person who actually read them. Mr. Coleman had never been sufficiently interested to discover who was this painstaking individual.

Passing into the Treasury as a voluntary worker in the strenuous days of war, his services had not been dispensed with, and for an excellent reason. His salary was small. He had the manner and style of the prosperous Civil Servant, and there were many who thought he had been born in the Treasury.

This morning his habits were broken by the unusual event of a wedding. The small table at which he and his daughter would usually have sat and discussed a stately breakfast with stately views on the political situation and the movements of Canadian Pacific Railway stock, was replaced with a very much larger table smothered with flowers and glittering with glass and silver. Mr. Coleman felt he had been tricked out of his breakfast.

“Have Mr. Walton’s trunks arrived?” he asked the grey-haired servitor.

“Yes, sir; they came early this morning. I have taken the liberty of laying out Mr. Walton’s going-away suit.”

Mr. Coleman eyed him disapprovingly.

“Gentlemen do not have going-away suits, Parker. They have morning suits and dress suits and lounge suits. You have laid out Mr. Walton’s lounge suit?”

“Yes, sir.”

“When Mr. Walton returns after the ceremony you will assist him to change, Parker. I have no doubt he will tip you liberally. He is a gentleman of extravagant habits — good morning, my dear.”

He addressed his daughter, who had come into the room at that moment.

Few women look their best in the morning, but Dora Coleman was one of them. She looked very young and childlike as she crossed to her father and kissed him.

“Slept well, eh? Happy is the bride that the sun shines on, and it’s raining, by gad!”

“I shall be happy,” she said as she smiled into his eyes.

Lawford Collett arrived at that moment. A successful lawyer, he had the additional distinction of being Mr. Coleman’s legal adviser. The fact that he was also Mr. Coleman’s only nephew and Dora’s cousin, was less important. As Mr. Coleman’s legal adviser he had an importance which transcended all other distinctions in Mr. Coleman’s eyes.

Rex Walton and his sister, with Jimmy Sepping, came together, and Rex was obviously nervous and distrait. His face lightened as he went to meet his bride, and for a while they stood together in the window recess, talking.

“Ah, Captain Sepping.” Outside of Scotland Yard, only Mr. Coleman ever remembered Jimmy’s military title. “Come to look after the wedding presents, eh?”

When Mr. Coleman jested, he jested ponderously and supplied his own subdued laughter. Jimmy smiled politely. “I understand there are no wedding presents,” he said, and Mr. Coleman nodded gravely.

“Very wise, very wise indeed,” he said. “Walton is a very rich man. Why rob his friends? What could we give him that he could not buy himself?”

“Fish knives,” said Joan calmly. “Nobody ever buys their own fish knives. I’ve brought ‘ern with me.”

Mr. Coleman did not like Joan. He never attempted to disguise his antipathy. She represented all that was modern, all that was vulgar in womanhood. She smoked cigarettes, she played games, she danced, not the stately dances that Mr Coleman’s grandmother danced, but violent and indelicate jazzes, and she was pert.

“Everybody is here — Parker!”

He nodded significantly, and walking to where Dora and Rex Walton were standing, he led her by the hand to her chair.

Jimmy was on Joan’s right, Lawford Collett on his left.

“Have you wheedled out of Rex the honeymoon route?” he asked, turning to the girl.

She shook her head.

“He’s as dumb as an oyster. I don’t even know the bridegroom-to-bride present. It is something awfully rich and rare, because the jewellers have been living at Cadogan Square for the past month, and I know that Rex rejected a pearl necklace worth thousands because it wasn’t good enough.”

She looked at the bride and sighed, and Jimmy guessed the reason.

“You are thinking of somebody — I don’t think I should if I were you,” he said in a low voice, and she nodded her agreement.

“I’m very fond of Dora — she’s lovely and so sweet. But Edie was a very dear friend of ours. I wish Rex hadn’t married … so soon after. I know he is still fond of her, and I’m really glad he is marrying.” She changed the subject abruptly and was her old gay self in a few minutes.

The programme of the morning was a simple one. The marriage ceremony was to be performed at the Marylebone Register Office, of ter which the bride and bridegroom were to return to Portland Place and change. Walton’s big sports car, laden with their baggage, would be waiting, and the happy couple would drive away to their unknown destination.

Jim caught his friend’s eye and Rex smiled. He was happy in spite of his overnight fears. He could hardly take his eyes from the radiant girl who sat at Mr. Coleman’s right hand.

And then that worthy man rose, glass in hand.

“I bet he’ll start My dear friends,’” whispered Joan.

“I’ll take that bet,” said Jimmy. in the same tone, and lost instantly.

“My dear friends,” said Mr. Coleman, “on this occasion, when two — er — loving hearts are to be united in the holy bonds of — er — matrimony, it behoves us to wish them the prosperity and happiness which — er—”

He finished at last to a murmur of applause. The deferential Parker bent over Rex Walton’s chair and whispered something in his ear.

“Why is Rex going out?” asked Joan in surprise, as Walton went out of the room.

Apparently neither Mr. Coleman nor the bride thought his retirement unusual. Jim saw Mr. Coleman beckon Parker to him, and there was a brief exchange of question and answer. Mr. Coleman nodded his head and spoke to Dora, who said something inaudible to Jimmy, but which Joan heard.

“He asked Parker to remind him when it was ten minutes past ten,” she said uneasily. “I wish he wouldn’t do these things. He has a passion for surprising people — I suppose that he has gone to get his wedding present.”

Five minutes passed … ten minutes, and Rex Walton had not returned. Mr. Coleman looked at his watch.

“Our young friend should be reminded that he has an important engagement at ten-thirty,” he said jocularly.

Another five minutes went by, and then Parker went out of the room, to return almost immediately.

“Mr. Walton is not in the house, sir,” he said.

And the search that followed failed to discover Rex Walton. He had vanished, and nobody had seen him go.
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Jim followed Parker up the stairs to the room which had been set aside for Rex Walton to change. A glance told him that the change had been effected, for the morning coat and striped trousers which Walton had worn were lying over the back of a chair.

“His overcoat has gone, sir,” said Parker suddenly, “and his hat.”

“What is the next room to this?” asked Jim, coming outside.

“That is Miss Coleman’s own room, sir.” The butler opened the door and showed a large and pretty bedroom. On the floor were two suitcases, packed, and evidently ready for the contemplated trip. On the bed was a large dressing-bag, which was closed.

“Did you bring him up, or did he come by himself?”

“I showed him the way up, sir. He asked me to remind him when it was ten minutes past ten, because he wanted to go upstairs for something.”

“Not to change?”

The butler shook his head.

“No, sir; Mr. Walton was changing on his return.”

“Could he come downstairs without being seen by any of the servants?”

The butler hesitated.

“I don’t know, sir; I will inquire.”

Whilst Jim was conducting a search of the apartment, the butler went to make his investigations and returned with the news that no sign of the bridegroom had been seen in the lower hall.

“He could not very well have come down, sir, because two of the chauffeurs were waiting in the porch outside, and they have seen nothing of him.”

“Is there any other way out?”

“There’s a servants’ stairway,” said the butler, and led him to a corner at the end of the passage, where a narrow, circular stairway led to the basement kitchen. On the level of the first floor was a door. Jim tried the handle, and it opened. Outside was a small courtyard and another door.

“Where does that lead?” asked Jim

“To the mews, sir. There are garages and stables at the back.”

Sepping crossed the flagged yard and found that this second door was also open. It was raining heavily now, and the mews was deserted. In spite of the downpour, Jim walked to the end of the thoroughfare without, however, discovering anybody who had seen the missing bridegroom. He returned to the diningroom. Dora looked white and ill, but if Joan Walton was pale, she was self-possessed. “What has happened, Jimmy?” she asked.

“I can’t understand it,” he said, shaking his head. “Had Rex any money with him?”

She nodded.

“He had a very large sum — three or four thousand pounds in notes,” she said. “He told me that this morning, but wouldn’t tell me why such a large sum was necessary.”

“Are you perfectly sure he has left the house?” asked Mr. Coleman incredulously. “It is impossible! I’ve always thought of Mr. Walton as a man of honour, who would—”

“There is no need to alter your opinion of Mr. Walton,” said Jim quietly. “He has not left the house of his own free will; of that I am sure.”

He went up again to make an examination of the missing man’s pockets. They had been emptied, and, with the exception of a banknote in one of the waistcoat pockets, and which had evidently been overlooked in the hurry of changing, he found no money. Why had Rex changed his clothes? The plan was for him to be married in the morning suit he had been wearing when he came to Portland Place, and to change afterwards. That was the most puzzling feature of the situation. If Rex Walton had been removed by force, if he had been captured and carried from the house, he certainly would not have changed his clothes to oblige his captors. If the change had disappeared, and his other suit had not been left behind, that would have explained a great deal.

When he got back to the diningroom, he thought it was expedient to tell of the warning which Rex had received.

“Do you think he has been taken away?”

It was Dora who asked the question, and her voice was low and steady, her beautiful eyes fixed gravely upon the detective’s face.

“I want you to tell me the truth, Captain Sepping. Last night did Rex express the slightest wish that he was not going to be married?”

“On the contrary,” said Jim instantly, “he was a very happy man, and his only concern was for your welfare.”

Mr. Coleman, his face distorted as though he were summoning all his physical as well as his mental powers to absorb this problem, was to Jim a pathetic figure of helplessness.

“These sort of things do not happen, my dear sir,” he said testily. “Unless Mr. Walton is in the house, he has left of his own free will.”

“I think the police had better be summoned,” said Jim.

“That means a scandal,” said Mr. Coleman with a violent gesture. “The police must not be called in until we have investigated this matter so far as it is humanly possible. Perhaps he has returned to his own house.”

Jim had thought of that too, but a telephone call put through to Cadogan Place brought no satisfactory reply.

Jim escorted Joan Walton home. The missing man had not returned, and no news had come of him.

“Poor Dora!” said the girl, with tears in her eyes. “How terrible, how terrible! Jimmy, do you think he has gone mad?”

Jimmy shook his head.

“Do you think he’s in any danger?”

“I don’t know. The thing is so inexplicable,” said Jim. “K. has never killed — as yet. And Rex is not the sort of man who would be driven to suicide.”

“There is nothing in his past, Jimmy . .?” she asked anxiously.

“Nothing,” said Jimmy promptly. “I know the whole of his life’s history. I think there is hardly a secret between us. In fact, the only thing I don’t know about him is where he was going on his honeymoon,” he added, and regretted his flippancy when he saw the girl’s face.

He went back to his own flat, procured the label of the Kupie that he had found in his pocket, and unearthed a small book which he had had at school. It was a book whose plain pages were disfigured by innumerable smudges, for there had at one period been a craze in Charterhouse for collecting thumbprints.

At Scotland Yard the fingerprint expert lost little time in removing any doubt Jim may have had.

“The thumbprint on the label and that in your book, sir, are entirely different,” he said. “Neither the left nor the right in the book corresponds with that on the label.”

Jim heaved a sigh of relief. For a second he had had the wildest suspicions.

“Take mine,” he suggested, and when the imprint of his own thumb had been made, the inspector in charge shook his head.

“No, sir, it isn’t your print either.”

He drove to Chelsea, and Joan came into the big hall of Rex Walton’s beautiful house to meet him. “No news?” she asked.

“None, I’m afraid. I should like to have a talk with his valet. It struck me that he might be able to help us. Rex may have said something to him.”

She nodded.

“I’ll send for him,” she said. “Come in, Jimmy. I’m most unhappy. I think something serious has happened to Rex.”

“On the contrary, I do not,” said Jim, lying bravely, but he saw that he did not deceive her. “What is the valet’s name?”

“William Wells,” she answered. “He’s an oldish man. He’s been Rex’s valet for years, and he’s devoted to him.”

The footman she had sent to look for William returned with the news that the man had gone out. “Gone out?” she said in surprise.

“He went out to get a paper, madam,” said the footman, “and he hasn’t come back.”

“When was this?” she asked.

“Early this morning, about ten o’clock, madam,” was the reply.
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Jimmy waited an hour, but the man did not return. His clothes were still in his room; he had left a letter to a brother in Canada half finished, so apparently he had no intention of going away. The day passed, however, without his returning. That night Jim Sepping circulated a description of the two men to all newspapers. Every police station in the country was warned to be on the lookout for Rex. Railway termini were watched, without, however, producing anything more than a batch of rumours.

Late that night Jimmy saw Bill Dicker at Scotland Yard, and Dicker took a most serious view of the happening.

“It was only a question of time before they took other measures than blackmailing,” he said. “Is Walton worth a lot of money?”

“He is nearly a millionaire,” said Jimmy.

Bill Dicker nodded.

“They won’t kill him; I’m certain of that. They’ll hold him to ransom, and we shall get demands for fabulous sums of money.”

“I think you may be up against the worst crowd in the world,” said Dicker thoughtfully; “and it’s an old-established business — remember that, Jimmy. It has its offices well fixed, and its mistakes well corrected. That is why we catch criminals, because the average crime is an experiment. And if the experiment succeeds, in a few years’ time you’ll find it more and more difficult to capture your man, because he has cut out all his mistakes. He has his permanent addresses and branch offices — I’m only speaking figuratively, of course — and he has found a routine of evasion. That’s the most important asset of all. We’ve tried to trap Kupie times without number, but he’s wise to all the elementary methods of detection that we can think up in Scotland Yard. And if you break through to his underground tunnel, look out! He’s going to stop at nothing, because he knows that, the day he’s captured, he’s a prisoner for life. And if I know him rightly, he’d rather swing. Have you found that valet?”

Jim shook his head.

“That’s curious,” mused Bill Dicker, rubbing his chin. “What is his record?”

“A very good one, so far as I can trace him,” said Jim. “He was an artificer in the navy until he went into Walton’s service, first as chauffeur and then as valet.”

“Any relations?”

“A brother in Canada. We’ve cabled him, but he has not had any communication.”

“Humph! How is the young lady taking it — Miss Coleman?”

“Splendidly,” said Jim with enthusiasm.

And, really, Dora Coleman had been a model of courage and patience.

Dicker sat for a long time, staring out of the window on to the grey Embankment, and then:

“You’ll laugh when I tell you that Kupie is going to be a real enemy of society. You think he is now, but you’ve only seen the beginning of his villainy. What is your theory about the disappearance of Walton?”

“I have none,” said Jim frankly. “I confess I’m absolutely at sea. Rex is not the, kind of man who would do a thing for effect.”

When he got back to his flat he found Dora and her father waiting for him.

“Has anything happened?” he asked quickly. “Has he appeared?”

The girl shook her head sadly.

“No, he has not appeared — only this.”

She held out a leather jewelcase, and Jim, opening it, was startled for a moment by the splendour and beauty of the diamond plaque which rested on the velvet-lined interior.

“Phew!” he whistled. “Where did you get that?”

“Dora found it in her dressing-case,” said Mr. Coleman solemnly, “and I have reason to believe that it was purchased by Rex Walton. In fact,” said Mr. Coleman, “I have made very careful inquiries from the jeweller whose name you will see in the case, and there is no doubt that this is the identical plaque which was purchased by Walton the day before his wedding, at a cost of two thousand five hundred and eighty pounds.”

Jim looked at the jewel thoughtfully.

“You found it in your dressing-case? Where was your dressing-case, Miss Coleman?”

“On my bed,” said the girl.

“Was it unlocked?”

She shook her head.

“No; I had left it open to put in a few things at the last moment. Tonight I opened the case to find some brushes that I had packed, and in one of the pockets was this.”

“There was no writing, no message?”

“None,” she replied.

“When did you look into the case before — I mean, before you found the plaque?”

“Soon after Rex disappeared, I think,” she said after a moment’s thought. “I’m sure it was not there then.”

Jimmy bit his lip in perplexity. The jewel must have been put into the bag between half-past ten and the hour at which the girl made her discovery. It might have been there before, and in her agitation passed unnoticed. It was curious, and something more than curious — it was uncanny. Obviously this was the bridegroom’s present. Could Rex have put it there as some compensation ?

He dismissed the idea at once. Rex Walton would not imagine that a trumpery gift — it was trumpery in all the circumstances — could compensate the girl for the great wrong he had done her. A thought struck him.

“Did you miss anything from the bag?” he asked.

“No, I don’t think so. I haven’t made a very careful search but there was nothing worth stealing, if that is what you mean. I thought that whoever had taken Rex might have had robbery as their motive, but of course that could not be.”

Jimmy handed the case back to the girl.

“This is yours, of course. It was bought and intended for you, and it has really no place in the evidence which I am collecting.”

“It will be in the newspapers, of course?” said Mr. Coleman with a frown. “This publicity is very painful to me, Captain Sepping, very painful indeed. I’m not afraid of the Conservative papers, which will treat the matter soberly and with no more details than are necessary. It is the ha’penny Press, that product of popular education, which I fear. For a man in my position, occupying, as I do, an important office of Government, the possibilities are extremely painful — extremely painful indeed.” He waggled his large head irritably. He was apparently more concerned with the effect of Rex Walton’s disappearance upon his official position, than with the grief and sorrow of his daughter.

The girl lingered a moment after her father had gone.

“You will telephone to me at any hour of the day or night if you get any news of Rex, won’t you?” she begged, and Jim patted her hand sympathetically.

He went to bed that night with a feeling that there was something in Dicker’s warning which deserved more attention than he had offered it at the time. Just as he was turning off the light, he heard the telephone bell ring, and presently his servant tapped at the door.

“Somebody on the ‘phone, sir — they won’t give a name.”

Jimmy slipped a dressing-gown on and went into his study.

“That you, Captain Sepping?”

The voice was gruff and unknown to Jimmy.

“Yes. Who are you?”

“That doesn’t matter,” said the voice. “Get to Mr. Walton’s house and clear the top right-hand drawer of his desk — hurry.”

“But who are you?”

“This is urgent — clear it tonight. Get the letter in the blue envelope!”

There was a click as the receiver was hung up.
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Jimmy hurriedly dressed himself, and, finding a taxi, drove to Cadogan Square. There were lights showing in the windows, for Joan had not gone to bed, and she came with the footman to the door.

“Is there any news?” she asked eagerly.

It began to dawn on Jim Sepping’s mind that his interest in this strange case was not altogether professional, nor was its quickening due completely to his friendship for Rex. Joan Walton had grown to womanhood in a day, it seemed, and she held an appeal which startled and momentarily frightened him.

He took her into the drawingroom and there told her of the telephone message.

“No, it was not Rex’s voice,” he said, “and I haven’t the slightest idea where they were telephoning from — I left that to my man to discover.”

“It is extraordinary,” she said, frowning in her perplexity. “I know nothing whatever of Rex’s business. You had better come to his study.”

The study was on the first floor, at the back of the house, a moderate sized apartment, made smaller by the bookshelves which covered its walls. In the centre of the room was a handsome modern desk. Jim, seating himself in the chair, tried the top drawer. It was locked, and resisted all his efforts to pull it out.

“Do you mind if I break this open?” he asked, and for answer she rang the bell.

The weary-looking butler came at once, and Jim directed him to find the necessary tools to force the drawer. He came back with the very article that Jim could have desired — a large steel “claw” used for opening packing-cases. It took a long time to force the end of the tool between desk and drawer, and then he discovered he was up against something hard and unyielding.

“Excuse me, sir,” said the butler, an interested spectator, “but that drawer is lined with steel. I’ve seen it open very often. Mr. Walton told me it was almost burglarproof.”

Jim ripped away the walnut casing and discovered the truth of the butler’s words. The lining was of stout steel, but it was not burglarproof, as he demonstrated after an hour’s work.

At last he hammered a chisel edge between the drawer and the top, and as he did so he uttered an exclamation. From the little hole he had made, a volume of yellow smoke was curling forth.

“The drawer is on fire,” he said, and this seemed to be the case.

There was room now• for the claw of the case-opener to be inserted, and with a wrench he broke the edge of the lock and the drawer slid out.

“Get some water, quick,” he said. For now dense smoke was rising from the open drawer.

“Open the window,” said Jim, loath to use the water and damage the contents of the drawer.

He waited with a waterbottle in his hand, hesitating, and presently the smoke grew more attenuated, and he found himself looking into a mass of blackened ashes.

He drew the drawer out and laid it on the top of the desk. The bottom and the sides were hot, as though they had been subjected to a much greater heat than could possibly have been engendered during the short space of time between his puncturing the receptacle and his success.

“I think this fire must have been burning for some time,” he said, “probably days.”

“But how ?” began Joan.

Jimmy shook his head.

“I don’t know exactly the chemical that was used, but I should imagine that it was put into the drawer, or into the blue envelope, at the same time as the letter, and the action has been going on ever since. Now I wonder which was the blue envelope?” he said ruefully, gazing upon the blackened debris that strewed the bottom of the drawer.

With the greatest care he lifted a portion of the burnt paper to the table and examined it under a reading glass. Ordinarily, when paper is burnt the writing is still visible, but in this case there was not so much as the letter of a word to be read. They looked at one another in silence, the man and the startled girl.

“What does it mean, Jimmy?”

“It beats me,” he confessed. “What was the object of sending me to the drawer, and how did they imagine I was going to open it? Don’t let this be touched,” he said. “There may still be some sort of clue.”

He made a careful examination of the rest of the writing-desk, but found nothing. The remainder of the drawers were opened, but contained no papers of the slightest importance.

“Did Rex keep a diary?”

“I don’t think so,” she said slowly. “No, I’m sure he didn’t. He was always sarcastic about people who kept diaries.”

Jim looked round the study. In one of the walls was set a big safe with a combination dial.

“Have you the combination?”

She shook her head.

“No,” she replied. “I never interfered in any of Rex’s affairs. The bank will probably have particulars of the combination. Rex was very methodical in things of that kind.”

“I saw the manager of the SouthEastern Bank this morning,” said Jimmy. “I ought to have asked him.”

“The SouthEastern Bank wouldn’t have it,” said the girl to his surprise. “Rex only kept a very small account there. His big account is the London and Birmingham. Jimmy, I wanted you to see them tomorrow, anyway. Rex dropped a hint to me that somebody had threatened they would take away all his fortune if he married Dora. I’ve been thinking of this since, and I’m a little worried.”

“You think they may have carried their threat into execution?”

She nodded.

Jim sat down in the desk chair, his hands lightly clasped, his frowning eyes fixed on the battered drawer, and then:

“If our unknown telephoner was anxious to save the contents of the drawer, I wonder he didn’t telephone here.”

She smiled.

“Probably because our line is out of order,” she said. “It went wrong soon after dark tonight. I was trying to get through to you to ask you whether any news of Rex had come.”

“Out of order?” repeated Jimmy, and got up. “Which way does the telephone come into this room?”

She pointed to the window. In the corner of the sash he found the cleverly concealed connection that pierced the window frame, and apparently ran down or up the wall on the other side.

“Can you get me an electric torch?” he said. “I’ve come out singularly ill-equipped for any kind of investigation.”

When a hand lamp had been secured, he went out of the house into the small yard at the back, and flashed the lamp up the window. He could see the telephone lead, a thin piece of lead piping that ran down the wall, turned at right angles under the coping of the yard wall, and apparently joined the main connecting wire in the little street that ran parallel with the backs of the houses.

There was no need for him to carry his scrutiny very far. Halfway across the wall he could see a gap of four inches in the wire, where it had been severed. He returned slowly to the study, and, sitting down, scribbled a note, which he sent off by the butler to the nearest police station.

“The telephone wire has been cut?” said the girl. “Yes,” replied Jimmy. “I don’t know why, but I should imagine that some time between sunset and the time you called me — what hour was that?

About half-past ten.”

“That was the hour our friend carried out his nefarious plan,” nodded Jimmy.

“But why?”

“I can only guess,” he said. “Evidently somebody had a very urgent reason for the drawer being unlocked, and somebody else had a more urgent reason why it should not be unlocked. My theory is that the unknown ‘phoned you, probably telling you where the key of the desk was kept. We shall find it in course of time in this room. The other brilliant mind, anticipating some such move, cut you off, without allowing for the possibility that the unknown would telephone to me. Unless I’m wide of the mark, there is consternation in the enemy’s camp at this moment, for I don’t doubt that I have been watched.”

“But what does it all mean, Jimmy?” she wailed. “I can’t understand it. Jimmy, I’m almost frightened!”

“And for a moment I almost believed you,” said Jimmy with a smile.

He looked at the charred remnants of Rex Walton’s secret drawer, but he knew instinctively that nothing would be discovered from that mass which would in any way bring him nearer to a solution of the mystery Qf Rex Walton’s disappearance.

The butler was back, and with him, to Joan’s surprise, a uniformed policeman.

“I want to leave this constable in the house tonight,” explained Jimmy. “Tomorrow I will make other arrangements.”

“Do you think there is any danger?” she asked. “None,” he said promptly; “but I want to be on the safe side.”

His first act, on reaching his flat, was to get into touch with the emergency staff at the Telephone Department, and at six o’clock in the morning he had the satisfaction of being rung up from Cadogan Square, the connection having been restored.

There was no news of Rex Walton or of the missing valet when he made inquiries on rising. The two men had vanished, and the only clue as to Wells’s disappearance was had from a local tradesman, who knew him and had seen him driving in a taxicab in the vicinity of the Marble Arch, about an hour after he had disappeared. That was the beginning and end of all the information that had accrued during the night.

Jimmy finished his frugal breakfast, and when the London and Birmingham Bank premises in Threadneedle Street were opened, he was the first caller, and was ushered into the office of the manager.

“I’m glad to see you, Mr. Sepping,” said that official. “I presume you have had my letter.”

“No, I haven’t been to Scotland Yard this morning,” said Jimmy. “What did you write about? But first, have you a box of Mr. Walton’s in your strongroom?”

“We have,” said the manager, “but it is empty. Mr. Walton cleared out everything of value a week before he disappeared.. That is why I wrote to you.”

“But he has still an account?” said Jimmy.

The manager shook his head, and Jimmy’s jaw dropped.

“He has an account,” the man hastened to explain, “but there is not more than a couple of hundred pounds to his credit. We have realised every security Mr. Walton held, and with the exception of this few hundreds he has drawn every penny that stood to his credit. In fact” — the manager spoke slowly and impressively— “during the week before his disappearance, Mr. Rex Walton took a million pounds from this bank!”

“In cash?” said Jimmy incredulously.

The manager nodded.

“In American currency. Fortunately for him, the money situation was good; otherwise, the throwing of his stock upon the market would have made something like a slump. I can give you particulars of where the stock has been sold—”

“That doesn’t matter so much,” said Jimmy quickly. “Can you tell me how he took the money from the bank?”

The manager rang a bell, and a clerk came in. “Get me Mr. Walton’s account,” he said.

The books showed that a million had been taken away in three successive days. On the first day, 1,300,000 dollars in gold bonds of 5,000 dollar denomination had been taken; on the second day, a further sum of 1,800,000 dollars; on the third day, the remainder. The total amounted to 4,875,000 dollars.

“In addition,” explained the manager, “Mr. Walton drew out four thousand pounds in English notes for his honeymoon trip.”

“Did he give any explanation as to where he was going?”

“None,” was the reply. “Mr. Walton is not the kind of man that one can question. He is rather autocratic and a little impatient of criticism. I told him what a tremendous risk he was running, in having so much currency in his possession, but he said very shortly that he had considered that matter already, and that he was not prepared to discuss the matter at all. In these circumstances, I had nothing else to do but to honour his cheques and carry out his instructions in regard to changing English for American currency.”

“Have you kept the numbers of these gold bills?

No, “said the manager,” we never keep American numbers. I drew the bills from the Guarantee Bank of New York, who have an office in the City.”

Jimmy Sepping thought a while, and then:

“I suppose that doesn’t affect Miss Walton’s account; has she an account with you?”

The manager nodded.

“No, of course, it doesn’t affect her account, or her securities. I can tell you, Mr. Sepping, however, that they are not very large. Mr. Walton’s father left two-thirds to his son and a third to his daughter. That was what was worrying me; because some months ago Miss Walton transferred a large block of stock to her brother, for the purpose of some transaction he was engaged in, and I can’t help feeling that Mr. Walton has forgotten this fact, for the million is not wholly his; nearly a third of it belongs to his sister.”

Later, Jimmy was permitted to examine the steel box in which Rex Walton kept his private papers at the bank. With the exception of a few memoranda, the deed of a house in Suffolk, and a few other uninteresting things, there was nothing in the box of the slightest value.

“Isn’t the money at Mr. Walton’s house?” asked the manager. “Have you opened his safe?”

“I came here to get the combination,” said Jim grimly, “and I’m going to have that safe opened!”

He returned to the girl and told her frankly the position. The fear of the possible loss of her money concerned her less than the account of Rex Walton’s extraordinary actions.

“I can’t understand Rex.”

“I think I can,” said Jimmy. “Rex was really troubled about this threat to ruin him, and thinking that Kupie had some sinister power which would enable him to get at the money in the bank, he was trapped into drawing it out. It’s in the safe; of that I’m sure.”

He knew all about this safe of Rex’s, and had discussed it very fully when it was built into the solid wall of the house at Cadogan Place. It was large, both fire and burglarproof, and its opening would only be a question of time, for the makers would know the code.

His first shock came after he had put through a call to Sheffield and had had a talk with the safemakers.

“There’s no possible way of opening the safe,” was the reply, “unless you have the code; and only Mr. Walton would know that, because he would set it himself.”

“I want you to send your best men down to force it,” said Jim, and there was a brief consultation at the other end. Presently the manufacturer spoke again.

“It will be necessary to remove the safe to Sheffield. The only man who could have done the job has unfortunately started opening safes on his own, and is now, I believe, in prison.”

“Who is that?” asked Jimmy quickly.

“Knowles,” was the reply. “I believe he is known to the police as ‘ Nippy ‘ Knowles.”

It was a name unknown to Jimmy.
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“Yes, I know Nippy,” said Bill Dicker when he was consulted. “He used to be with the Sheffield Safe Corporation, one of their best workmen before he went on the crook. I never knew why he did it — he was underpaid, and maybe there was a woman in it somewhere. I should think that’s more than likely, because women and their unreliability is his chief topic of conversation. He was up before an Old Bailey judge at the beginning of this year, and made a sensation by challenging all the women on the jury. You remember the newspaper story?” Jimmy nodded. He recalled very well the prisoner who had publicly stated that he would rather be hanged by men than acquitted by women. Jimmy secretly admired his courage, if he deplored his lack of gallantry.

“He was acquitted by the he-jury, anyway,” said Dicker with his grim smile. “Perhaps they sympathised with his point of view, or maybe they were flattered — juries are queer. I’ll get his address for you. He’s the man to open your safe. What about Walton’s lawyer? He ought to be seen. Very likely he will be able to throw light on the disappearance.”

“I saw him yesterday,” said Jimmy. “He knows nothing. Walton made a will soon after he came out of the army, but that tells me nothing.

The money is in the safe, of course,” said Dicker after a pause. “There was no sign of the safe having been tampered with?”

“None. There is not so much as a scratch. I took particular notice of that.”

Bill Dicker went out of the office and was gone for a few minutes. When he came back he had a slip of paper in his hand.

“Here is Nippy’s address,” he said, “165, Bolver Street, Lambeth. He has had two convictions and two miracles. In other words, he has escaped conviction on two occasions by acts of providence.”

A taxicab took Jimmy to Bolver Street, Lambeth. The street consisted of two brick walls which were pierced at regular intervals with windows and doors all exactly alike. There was one window on the ground floor to the left of each door, and two windows on the first floor, and Jimmy knew that at the back of each house were forty square yards of back garden, given over to chickens and clotheslines.

His knock was answered by a stout woman, bare-armed and suspicious. She had evidently come straight from the wash-tub, for her forearms glistened with lather.

“Mr. Knowles? I’ll see,” she said, shooting a suspicious glance at the detective.

She closed the door, and he heard her heavy feet ascending the creaking stairs. After a while she returned.

“Will you go up, sir? It’s the door that faces you on the top landing.”

“Come in,” said a voice as Jimmy knocked, and he turned the handle and entered.

The room was comfortably furnished and spotlessly clean. The occupant looked up. He was a man below middle height and spare of frame. At the moment Jim entered he was in his shirtsleeves, engaged in cooking sausages before a fire which overheated the room. He had a shock of auburn hair, a thin, sour-looking face, and on his long nose was a pair of shell-rimmed pince-nez.

“Come in and shut the door, and don’t let Hector get out,” he ordered peremptorily.

Jim looked round for Hector, and discovered it to mean a tiny mongrel pup, who was so industriously chewing the leg of one of the tables that he did not even cease his efforts to greet the stranger.

“Sit down, Mr. Sepping,” said Nippy Knowles, and chuckled when he saw the look of surprise in

Jim’s face. “I spotted you coming down the street, and I happened to know you, inspector. If you are known by the police, the best thing you can do is to get to know the police. What do you want me for, anyway?”

“This is not a professional but a business visit,” said Jim with a smile.

“That means that you don’t want me, but you want information that will pinch somebody else,” said

Nippy, returning to his business of toasting sausages. “In this case it doesn’t,” said Jim, seating himself and looking at the little man with amusement. “I want you to open a safe.”

“Open a safe?” The man looked round with a start. “Whose safe is this?”

Jim explained at length, and, putting down his toasting-fork, Nippy Knowles listened intently.

“I saw the case in the paper this morning,” he said, “and I was very sorry, because Mr. Walton was very good to me.”

“Did you know him?” asked Jim in surprise, and Nippy nodded.

“Fixing his safe at Cadogan Place was the last bit of honest work I did,” he said, unashamed, “He knew all about me because I told him — women!” he said contemptuously but inconsequently. “If I’d listened to him,” he said with a note of bitterness which was in harmony with his expression, “she’d never have lured me on by promises, and she’d never have got me into trouble. Women!” he said again, and sneered at vacancy.

Jimmy was not in the mood to interest himself in the love affairs of a burglar. Who the mysterious “she” was, and exactly what tremendous act of treachery had driven Nippy into furtive and illicit methods of living, he did not ask. He had sufficient curiosity, however, to ask whether the man was married, and received a snorting and indignant “No.”

“I’ve been in prison,” said Nippy cheerfully, “but I’m not married. I haven’t fallen so low. Now, Mr. Sepping,” he asked more briskly, “if you don’t mind me eating my breakfast while you’re talking, I’d like to hear what you want me to do.”

When Jim had finished:

“You’ll have to find all the tools, Mr. Sepping, because I’m not going to risk my valuable kit on a job that will probably bring me in five — or maybe ten pounds,” he said, watching the effect of his demands upon the detective’s face.

“I’m sure Miss Walton will pay you handsomely,” said Jim, and the man frowned.

“I keep forgetting it’s Mr. Walton’s safe. I don’t want any money,” he said sharply, “but you’ll have to find the tools. I’m not going to give you a handle for me the next time I’m pinched.”

Jim had kept his taxi waiting at the end of the street and drove the man back to Cadogan Place. They stopped on the way at various hardware merchants and other dealers in certain supplies. Half an hour after Nippy had arrived at Cadogan Place he was squatting, with a protective mask upon his face to keep off the terrific heat his blowlamp was generating, and he was working scientifically upon the door of the safe.

It was a longer job than Jimmy had imagined, and he and the girl watched curiously as the safe-smasher operated.

“There are only two men in London who could do this job,” said Nippy, pausing to wipe his streaming face and drink eagerly the water which had been supplied to him. “You needn’t ask me for the other man’s address. His permanent home is probably heaven, for he was respectable. And he was single,” he added significantly, “and he’s dead!”

“You don’t like women, Mr. Knowles?” smiled the girl, and Nippy shook his head.

“They’ve been the ruin of me,” he said. “At least, one has.”

Joan thought it expedient not to press the little man for particulars, but to her he was less reticent.

“Women can take a man by the ear and make him do what he’d never do in a month of Sundays. She was a lady’s maid, by all accounts, and as nice and as pretty a girl as you could ever wish to see, she was! Highly mysterious, and her name was Julia.”

He interrupted his narrative abruptly, and for another quarter of an hour was engaged in the task of cutting a large hole in the safe. Presently he put down the lamp, removed his goggles, and patted his streaming face vigorously with a handkerchief.

“I knew she was too good to be true,” he said with relish, for he was on his favourite subject. “I’m not saying” — he went off at a tangent— “that I was not so scrupulously honest that I couldn’t be tempted. But I must say that the idea of dropping off at Crook Corner had never occurred to me. Did I tell you her name was Julia? You think I am mad when I tell you she was lovely. People in my class haven’t what you might term an educated eye, but I’ve always been a cut above a mechanic, and I know beauty when I see it, and she was lovely! Did I tell you? — yes, I think I did. She was parlourmaid in a house just outside Sheffield, a big, swagger house belonging to one of the steel kings. I’m not so sure whether he was a king or whether he was just a grand duke; but he had so much money that he could afford to look poor. I used to go courting, and one Sunday afternoon she took me into the house and showed me round. She was in a great state of mind because she’d lost the key of the safe. Her boss had sent her there to put away some books, and she’d closed the safe without noticing that the key was inside. She was almost crying. And her name was Julia.” He sat back on his heels and grinned mirthlessly. “I opened that safe. There was no key there,” he said simply. “It didn’t seem funny to me, except that I was glad that the girl hadn’t made the mistake she thought she had. It wasn’t hard opening the safe; it was one of those advertised burglarproofs, that a child could open with a hairpin. The next day Julia was missing. I heard about it by accident. In fact, I read the account of the robbery before I knew that Julia had anything to do with it — or rather, I had anything to do with it.”

“Did you ever see her again?” asked Jim, unusually interested.

“Never saw her again,” said Nippy solemnly as he went back to his work. “The mere fact that I’m not being held for murder is proof that I’ve never seen her again. She belonged to a gang, the Whoop-I-Addy Gang, well known in the Midlands. I wish they’d been well known to me.”

He worked in silence for another quarter of an hour, then he put his gloved hand through the hole he had cut, tinkered a moment with the falls inside, and the door swung open.

“Thank you, Mr. Knowles,” said Jim.

“It’s a pleasure,” said Mr. Knowles politely as he got up on his feet.

Jim pulled open the door and looked in. The safe was empty!

He could not believe his eyes, and drew out the two steel drawers at the back, though he knew it was impossible so large a sum of money could be concealed therein. The drawers also were empty. There was neither book nor paper of any kind — nothing but the bare walls and empty spaces.

He looked at the girl.

“There’s nothing there,” he said unnecessarily, for she had seen. “It’s possible that it could have been stolen,” said Jim, and Nippy interrupted him.

“It hasn’t been stolen from this safe, I can tell you,” he said. “There’s nobody else who could have opened the door. It’s quite possible to burn a hole in it, but that’s only a quarter of the job. It’s knowing the falls as I know ’em that makes it possible for me to open it. What did you expect to find, Mr. Sepping?”

“A million pounds,” said Jim slowly, and the man looked up at him sharply, thinking he was joking.

“Do you mean to say,” he asked incredulously, “that a million pounds have been stolen?”

It was the girl who answered.

“I think so, Mr. Knowles,” she said quietly.

“But who’d do it?” Nippy’s forehead was wrinkled in thought. “There isn’t a gang in town big enough to do that job, and I’ll swear they couldn’t open it unless they knew the combination. The Riley crowd are in jail, Ferdy Walters is in South America, that Kelly lot have given up safe-smashing and taken to petty larceny — no, there’s nobody in town who could have burgled you — that swear.”

“The money has gone,” said Jimmy simply. Nippy put his head inside the door and scrutinised the light green walls with a professional eye.

“Something has been piled in here — up to there.” He put his finger halfway up the wall. “See that dust? You wouldn’t, because you don’t know safes. It’s the finest dust in the world, finer than smoke, because it has to get in through crevices that the eye can’t see. But it’s worn off at the bottom.”

Try as he did, Jimmy could not detect any difference between one part of the safe wall and the other. It looked absolutely speckless to him. But he did not question the judgment of the little burglar.

“Lost a million, eh?” mused Nippy, sitting back again on his heels. “I’ve got a feeling that it will be a mighty long time before you’ll ever see that money.”

In spite of his disappointment, Jimmy laughed.
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Dora Coleman closed her book and put it down. Then, rising from the deep chair in which she had been sitting, alternately reading and dreaming, she went out into the hall. Parker was at that moment bolting the door, for Mr. Coleman had been called away into the country, and had reluctantly complied with the urgent summons.

With one foot on the stair, the girl turned and looked at the unconscious butler with grave eyes.

“There has been no telephone call?”

“No, miss.” Parker shook his head.

She took a few steps up the stairs, and then she stopped again.

“Parker, are you perfectly sure nothing else happened but what you said?”

“About Mr. Walton, miss? No, nothing else happened. I showed him up to the room. In fact, I wasn’t going, only he didn’t know where his room was. He looked inside, and then he asked me whether your room wasn’t next door, and I told him yes. I asked him if he’d like any assistance to change, forgetting for a moment that he wasn’t going to change till after the wedding. And he just laughed—”

“Laughed? Then he was quite happy?”

“Yes, miss. In fact, I’ve never seen Mr. Walton laugh before.”

“Then you came downstairs, I suppose?”

“I came down to the diningroom, miss, and I never saw him again.”

“Did he ask you any questions?”

The butler looked at her in surprise.

“Why, no, miss, nothing except where the room was.”

She stood there, biting her lip thoughtfully.

“He didn’t ask you whether there was another way out of the house?”

“No, miss.”

“And you saw nobody else there? You didn’t go inside?”

“No, miss; I just left him in the doorway.”

She nodded.

“Thank you, Parker. Good night,” she said, and went up to her room.

It was inexplicable to the girl. She sat down on her bed to think it all over again. And the more she thought, the more confused and wildly improbable her theories. Dora Coleman could face crises in a spirit of calmness which had puzzled Jim and even to her father, who thought he knew her better than any other man, was a source of wonder.

Rex loved her; of that she was sure. His love had grown in intensity in the days past. He would not, of caprice, hurt her. There was something . . what was it? Something that had occurred between his leaving the wedding breakfast and his disappearance. Parker …?

She laughed as the thought came to her. Parker That mild and inoffensive man!

At last she began slowly to undress, and within five minutes, in spite of her perplexity, in spite of the awful cloud which lay upon her horizon, she was asleep.

Her bedroom faced Portland Place, and Mr.

Coleman’s habitation was singular in that, before the second floor windows, was a narrow parapet-balcony which ran the width of the house. Before retiring she had opened the French windows and looked out. A clock was striking midnight, and the broad Place was far from deserted, for there was a dance at the Queen’s Hall, and in the centre of the roadway a number of waiting cars were parked, whilst motor vehicles of every description passed and repassed up and down the wide thoroughfare throughout the night.

It was not the sound of motor wheels which woke her. The Place was singularly quiet, and not even the noise of belated footsteps broke the silence. She looked at the illuminated dial of the little gold clock that stood on a table by the bed. The hands pointed to a few minutes after three. Nor was it the rain that dripped in the street. The thunder, perhaps, she thought — she heard the roll and growl of it, and as she sat up in bed the opened windowpanes flickered whitely for a second.

Pulling her wrap toward her, she put it about her shoulders and swung out of bed, intending to shut the window. As she looked out the lightning flickered again, and she stepped back with a little cry of fear. At the farther end of the balcony she had seen a dark shape crouching by the parapet. There was no mistaking the figure for anything else than what it was — a man in a shiny black coat.

Recovering herself instantly, she slammed the window and dropped the fastening with a hand that shook. In another second she was flying up the stairs to the servants’ quarters.

Parker came to the door in his overcoat.

“Parker … there is a man on the balcony of my room!” she gasped. “A burglar …!”

The old butler went back to find a weapon, and preceded her down the stairs. As he switched on the light of her room, Dora saw that the second of the windows was opened, and remembered that, in her terror, she had not closed the glass doors.

“There’s nobody on the balcony, miss,” said Parker, coming in from the dark, his coat glistening with rain. “One of the big flowerpots is broken, but the wind may have blown it over.”

At that moment his eyes fell upon a wet footprint on the polished floor near the second window.

“Look at that, miss,” he said, pointing.

For a moment the significance of that wet footprint did not occur to her. When it did, she caught her breath.

“A man has been in here!” she said, and, snatching a small table lamp from a bureau, she turned on the light.

There was no doubt about it now. Not one but five prints led across the apartment to the door, showing distinctly on the powder-blue carpet with which the centre was covered.

She touched one; it was still wet.

“He must have come in when I went out of the room,” she said in a whisper, and the old-fashioned revolver in the butler’s hand trembled.

“Then he’s in the house now, miss,” he answered huskily.

“Call Bennett,” she said to his relief, remembering the stalwart chauffeur who slept above the garage in the rear of the premises. His relief was not intensified by the knowledge that it was necessary to go down the dark stairs to admit the man after he had aroused him by telephone.

Parker crept fearfully down to the hall, his pistol wobbling alarmingly. A word to Bennett explained the situation, and the three — for Dora had hastily clad herself — began a search. The library door on the ground floor was wide open, but the room proved to be empty. From the library was a short passageway that led to the servants’ hall, and it was this way that the visitor had gone. They found rain drippings on the floor, and the distempered walls showed wet patches as though the stranger had brushed against them. There was a further trail through the servants’ hall.

“He must have been here a few seconds ago,” said the girl, and at that moment there came to their ears the crash of the front door as it closed.

The chauffeur leapt to the door of the servants’ hall and flew along the main hall, flung open the street door and ran out. The street was empty except for a car which at that moment was pulling from the kerb.

Bennett sprinted toward the machine, but, as he did so, the car gathered speed and was soon a faint red spark in the distance. Bennett returned to the house.

“That was him all right, miss, I’m sure,” he said. “He was just getting into the car as I came out.”

“Did you take the number, Bennett?” asked the girl quietly.

“No, I didn’t get near enough,” he confessed, and scratched his head, puzzled. “That’s a new idea, burglars in motorcars! Where was he, miss?” And when she told him: “How did he get up to the top floor?”

He stepped out into the roadway and looked up at the facade of the house, and saw at once how simple a matter it was to an agile man.

“He got on to the porch from the railings, and then on to the lower balcony,” he said. “By standing on the railings he could get to the second balcony.”

“But why did he come into my room? Why didn’t he try the first floor?” she asked, and remembered that the first floor windows were shuttered before the shaken Parker pointed out the fact.

“Shall I call a policeman, miss?” asked Parker when they returned to the hall, but Dora shook her head.

“I don’t think it would be worth while, and I must ask father first. Mr. Coleman has already had sufficient publicity — so have I, for the matter of that,” she said with a faint smile.

She made a tour of the drawingroom and her father’s library. Apparently nothing had been touched in the latter rooms, and the intruder could only have had time to pass through. Obviously, he was there when Bennett came in, and was already making his stealthy way to the servants’ hall. The few seconds’ grace which allowed him to unbolt the front door had saved him. But had it? she wondered; and had reason for her doubt, for suddenly Parker uttered an exclamation.

Lying on a hall-table near the door was something that she had not seen before — a long-barrelled Browning pistol.

“He must have put that down whilst he was pulling back the bolts,” said Bennett thoughtfully. “I’m rather glad I didn’t reach him before he opened the door, miss.”

The girl examined the weapon curiously.

“Is it loaded?” she asked.

Bennett took it from her hand and threw back the jacket.

“Yes; there’s a cartridge in the chamber, and I should think the magazine’s full by the weight of it.”

He had jerked the cartridge from the chamber, and now he pulled out the magazine and examined the weapon under the light.

“I don’t suppose he’s left his name and address,” he said facetiously, but the girl was not smiling.

“I think I will call up Mr. Sepping,” she said. “Will you get Mr. Sepping’s number, Parker?”

Jim was in bed and fast asleep when the telephone bell rang, and, thinking it was Joan, he jumped out and went to the instrument. It was Dora’s clear voice that greeted him.

“Jimmy, I’ve had a burglar, but I don’t want to tell the police. Could you possibly come round and advise me? I’ll send Bennett with the car—”

“There’s no need,” said Jimmy. “There are always thousands of taxis about this neighbourhood. A burglary, did you say? Have you caught the gentleman?”

“No, I haven’t. Father isn’t here. Won’t you come?”

“I’ll be with you in ten minutes,” said Jim optimistically.

It was nearer half an hour before he walked into the library, to find Dora sitting at her father’s big desk, the Browning on the blottingpad before her. In a few words she narrated the startling events of the night and he did not speak until she had finished.

“Burglars do not go around in motorcars except in books,” he said. “I fancy that Bennett must have been mistaken. It was probably some belated reveller from one of the houses along Portland Place. Lord Liverstoke was giving a dance last night; I remember because I was invited.”

“Lord Liverstoke’s house is on the other side of the Place,” said the girl quietly.

Jimmy was examining the pistol under the light, and presently he saw something which Bennett had missed. It was a name faintly scratched upon the black steel barrel.

“Moses!” he said suddenly. “Do you see that?”

“What is it?” she asked.

“A name.” He held the pistol for her to see it. Unmistakably scratched in scrawling characters was the word “Kupie.”
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The sun had risen, flooding the streets with golden light, when Jim walked back to his Knightsbridge flat and let himself in. His servant was preparing coffee, and the fragrance of it came down the passage to meet the detective.

“I heard you go out, sir,” said the man in explanation of his early rising. “Is there any news of Mr. Walton?”

Jim shook his head.

“It is very curious to me,” said the man as he set a steaming cup before his master.

“It is very curious to all of us,” snapped Jim, who was not in the mood to discuss the baffling mystery of Rex Walton’s disappearance at that hour of the morning, and with his servant, excellent fellow as Albert was.

And then, repenting of his brusque reply, he asked: “Why should it be particularly curious to you, Albert?”

“Do you remember, sir, when the Major went away last year?” To this old soldier, Rex Walton was “the Major” and nothing else. He had served in the same regiment in France, and although Rex had subsequently advanced beyond the grade, he remained “the Major” to the conservative Albert, who had known him in that rank.

“Yes, I remember,” said Jim, looking up quickly. “You mean when he went on his vacation?”

“Yes, sir. You used to talk about it, if you recall the matter, sir? I remember you saying one day at breakfast that you wanted to get in touch with him, and you wished he had left an address. You said what a nuisance it was that people disappeared without letting anybody know where they had gone.”

Jim nodded.

“I had forgotten that, Albert. Why, of course, he went away, didn’t he, for three months in the summer? How stupid of me to forget! But that doesn’t make his present disappearance any more curious, Albert.”

“It does, and it doesn’t,” said Albert respectfully. “For it happens that I saw the Major during my holiday.”

“The devil you did! You never told me,” said Jim in surprise.

“I didn’t like to, sir,” replied Albert. “I don’t believe in talking about gentlemen, even to one’s own gentleman. And all things considered, there was a reason why I didn’t tell you. It was down in Gloucestershire, on the eighth of August; I remember the date particularly well, because it was the day my brother got married, and, if you recollect, you allowed me to go away for three days.”

Jim nodded.

“After we’d seen my brother off on his honeymoon — not that he’s very happily married; he often wishes he hadn’t gone on a honeymoon at all, for his wife’s a Tartar, but that’s neither here nor there — I went for a stroll to call on some relations of mine who lived in the next village — Spurley. I was just going across the river bridge outside of Spurley, when I saw a rough-looking man sitting on the bank below the bridge, and there was something about him which seemed familiar to me. He was wearing a very old suit, no collar — I could see his chest, and it was almost as burnt as his face. He had a rough sort of beard and longish hair, and I don’t think he heard me because he didn’t look up. I thought to myself, ‘ I know you, my friend,’ but I couldn’t place him until I was just near Spurley, and then I knew that it was Major Rex Walton!”

“Mr. Walton?” said Jimmy incredulously. “Are you sure?”

“Certain, sir,” replied Albert with emphasis. “I was so sure that I went back to speak to him, thinking that he might be camping out. But when I got back, he’d disappeared. I walked into the next village, but nobody had seen him, and I’ll swear he hadn’t come through Spurley or passed me on the road. And there are no other roads about there, either.”

“Perhaps he walked along the river bank?”

“There isn’t a bank you could walk on,” said Albert triumphantly. “No, he’d just gone. There’s a little inn near by, and I went in and made inquiries there, but they said they hadn’t seen anybody. Then I asked a man on a barge that was moored a little way up the stream, and he told me he’d seen the Major — of course he didn’t know it was the Major — but he’d sort of gone away when this bargeman’s eyes wasn’t on him.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” asked Jim.

“I didn’t like to, sir. It was no business of mine, and, as I say, I don’t like telling stories of that kind about other gentlemen. I might have been mistaken, though I’ll swear I wasn’t.”

“What was he doing on the bank — just sitting watching the river?”

“No, sir; he had three stones, and he was tossing them up in the air and catching them, just the same as jugglers do.”

Jim smothered an exclamation, for this was a favourite occupation of Rex Walton’s leisure; he had acquired the habit at school, and he was absurdly proud of his dexterity. Of all people in the world, Albert would not know this, and in Jimmy’s mind this little sidelight established the identity of Rex beyond any doubt. He made up his mind quickly.

“Albert, go down to Spurley tomorrow and make a very thorough search of that country. It is possible that the Major has a cottage there somewhere, the sort of place he could retire to for quiet.”

“That’s an idea that struck me, sir, lying in bed last night,” said Albert, but Jimmy interrupted the coming recital.

“You must do your work very thoroughly, Albert. There mustn’t be a farmhouse or a cottage where a man may lodge that you do not inquire about. Take Spurley as your centre, and work round thoroughly. You can make all the inquiries you want, and spend money to secure information. If you get the slightest hint of Major Walton being in the neighbourhood, send me a telegram. Or, better still, get to the nearest telephone and ring me up. There’s a train leaves for Gloucester at eight o’clock — catch it!”

At the earliest opportunity that morning he saw Joan and told her what he had learnt. But here she could give him no information.

“I haven’t the slightest idea where Rex went for his holiday last year. He likes these unusual vacations. I remember one summer he went on a walking tour through Russia, and even father did not know where he was.”

“He has no associations in Gloucestershire?” She shook her head.

“None, so far as I know,” she said, and a frown wrinkled her pretty forehead. “When Rex came back, I remember he was very brown, but he was eminently respectable-looking,” she said.

He did not tell her of the burglary at Portland Place, for Dora had begged him to keep the matter a secret until she learnt her father’s wishes upon the subject. What those were, he was to learn, for Mr. Coleman, returning that morning, came to his office to see him.

“I wish I had been at home,” he snorted, implying that in that event the midnight intruder would have had a very uncomfortable time. “I would have settled with the rascal! But you quite understand, my dear Sepping, that I prefer this attempted burglary, as I am sure it was, should not be made public. Nothing has been lost, nothing is missing. I have made a very careful examination of my little treasures, such as they are. But already my colleagues at the Treasury are looking askance at me. We do not like publicity at the Treasury. And I agree with their attitude. I will go so far as to say that it is not in the best interests of the service that the identity or the home life of its principal officers should be common property. For example, I would never dream of asking my own head clerk to my house. The public official, my dear Sepping, should be enveloped in an atmosphere of — er — mystery. He should be so unapproachable that, as it were—”

“In fact,” interrupted Jim with a smile, “he should be godlike.”

“Godlike with a small ‘ g,’” agreed Mr. Coleman with all gravity, and rubbed his spectacles vigorously. “Anonymity is the basis of public efficiency,” he continued; “and I deplore the tendency of the age, which is to strip the veil which hides the private and decent life of great officials, and give his life to the world in snippets or so-called pen-pictures — a practice which, I understand, was inaugurated many years ago by a Radical newspaper. That was natural. What is inexplicable is that the more staid and sober organs of public opinion should have followed this pernicious example. In my view, no public official’s life story should be printed except in the form of an obituary, and even then the account should be restrained and dignified.”

He left Jimmy with the impression that, if his obituary did not fulfil these conditions, he was liable to rise from his grave to confront the offender.

“No news of Walton, of course?” said Mr. Coleman, turning as he was stalking towards the door.

“Why ‘ of course,’ Mr. Coleman? Don’t you expect to hear?”

Mr. Coleman shook his head vigorously.

“No, sir, I do not expect to hear,” he said solemnly. “I am perfectly satisfied in my mind that Mr. Walton has gone mad, and that one of these days we shall hear of his violent death.”

He uttered this startling prophecy in the same even tone as he would have employed were he discussing the quality of a new supply of red tape.

“Good Lord!” said Jim, gaping at him. “You don’t really mean that you think that, Mr. Coleman?”

“Don’t you?” countered the Civil Servant.

“I certainly do not,” said Jim. “Rex was as sane as you or I, and he would no more have thought of laying hands on himself than I. If he is found dead, it will be because he’s murdered.”

“I hope so,” said Mr. Coleman ambiguously. “I’m sure I hope so. It is a terrible business. My poor daughter goes about like one in a dream.”

He took his departure with that stateliness of gesture and movement which was so much part of him. So deliberate was he that Jimmy overtook him on the Embankment, and was embarrassed, for nothing is quite so disconcerting as to meet somebody to whom you have said goodbye, a few minutes after the farewells have been said.

Nothing embarrassed Mr. Coleman, however, as he fell in by the detective’s side (unhappily Jimmy was going the same way) and took up the thread of his discourse where he had laid it down.

“I shall purchase a revolver, preferably of European make,” he said firmly. “I have reason to suspect the quality of American manufactures since I read in one of their magazines an exposure of the Chicago meat — er — packers. Perhaps it was in a book. I remember reading it somewhere. I do not approve of firearms — they are particularly dangerous. But a five-or six-chambered revolver—”

“Six,” said Jimmy. “A Browning is better.”

“Thank you — I prefer a revolver. I should imagine that even the lightest form of machinegun would — er — be cumbersome.”

Jimmy explained patiently the function and character of an automatic pistol, but Mr. Coleman was not converted.

Opposite the Treasury Mr. Coleman stopped dead.

“We will part here,” he said. “It would not be in the interests of the public service that I should be seen in the company of a — er — police officer. The doorkeeper, who is, I fear, a gossipy fellow, might draw the wildest conclusions.”

So, secretly amused, Jimmy watched the great man cross the road and pass in through the worn portals of his department.

There was something inhuman about Mr. Coleman. The loss of a wealthy son-in-law, the tragedy which threatened to darken his daughter’s life, the terrific possibilities which lay behind Rex Walton’s disappearance — none of these tremendous things was as important to him as his standing with the fusty Olympians of the Treasury.

Jimmy continued his walk alone, glad to be alone. So far, the newspapers had not enlarged unduly upon Rex Walton’s disappearance. Rich as he was, he did not fill the public eye and was neither actor nor politician. Rex Walton’s “insignificance,” from a news point of view, was all to the good, though he realised that the secret could not be kept much longer. He had satisfied the press that Walton’s absence was due to his probable loss of memory, and the press comments in consequence had been brief. Later, to pressmen who came for further news he offered Walton’s curious habit of taking holidays in secret places as the reason for the advertisements that had been inserted.

At the corner of Trafalgar Square and Whitehall Jimmy’s attention was attracted by a newspaper placard

“THE MISSING MILLION”

He swore softly under his breath, for every care had been taken to prevent the leakage of this sensational happening. He bought a copy of the paper, and, standing in the street, unfolded it and read. There was no doubt as to the leakage. Splashed across three columns was the scare headline:

“MILLIONAIRE DISAPPEARS ON HIS WEDDING DAY AND TAKES HIS FORTUNE WITH HIM.”

He read carefully the two closely-set columns which followed. They dealt with remarkable accuracy with Rex and his romantic wedding, and told of the events which had followed.

“Fortunately there was present, at the breakfast from which Mr. Walton made so strange a disappearance, Detective-Inspector Sepping, of Scotland Yard, who was a personal friend of this eccentric millionaire. He immediately took charge of the case and instituted inquiries, which, however, brought no satisfactory solution to this remarkable mystery. Yesterday morning it was decided to make a search of Mr. Walton’s papers, and to this end his safe, which was believed to contain over £900,000, drawn a few days previously from the bank, was opened, only to discover that the money, if it had ever been there, was gone.”

Jimmy read carefully, and the more he read the more troubled he became, for whoever supplied the newspaper with these facts was as well informed on the subject as he himself; It could not be Joan.

He stepped into the nearest telephone booth and ‘phoned to the girl.

“Have you seen the early evening newspapers?” he asked.

“Yes, I have just had a copy brought in,” said Joan’s anxious voice. “Jimmy, honestly I didn’t give the reporter any information. He knew everything before he came. When he asked me to confirm the news, I couldn’t do anything else, could I?”

“You’ve seen the reporter, have you?” said Jimmy in surprise. “At what time?”

“He came at seven o’clock,” said the girl, “and he had all the facts as they appear in the newspaper. I told him to see you, but he was very insistent upon my confirming the news. He had all the details written out on paper before he came.”

“Extraordinary,” said Jimmy.

“I thought—” She hesitated.

“You thought I’d given it to the press?” he finished her sentence for her. “That is the last thing I should dream of doing,” he said grimly.

Jumping into a taxi, he drove down to the office of the Evening Megaphone, and was immediately admitted to the managing editor’s sanctum.

“The news came in late last night,” said that gentleman. “It was delivered by hand; I think I can show you the original copy.”

He touched a bell and gave instructions to his secretary, and in a few minutes Jimmy was reading the account as it had been written by the unknown informant. To Jimmy, however, the document was as easily identifiable as though it bore the address and signature of the writer.

“Kupie,” he said tersely. “I know that hand and that paper.”

“The facts are, of course, as stated?” said the editor, and Jimmy nodded.

“The early morning editor got the copy, and sent a reporter out to confirm it,” the journalist went on. “Of course, we shouldn’t have dreamed of printing a line if Miss Walton hadn’t endorsed the news. Kupie, eh?” He took the paper from the detective’s hand and looked at it curiously. “I thought Kupie was dead; we haven’t heard a Kupie story for months — unless—”

“Unless what?” asked Jim, seeing the editor surveying him keenly.

“Well, I’ve been wondering about that suicide at Scotland Yard — poor Miller … I knew him slightly. Was that Kupie’s work?”

The tone in which the question was asked had a certain significance.

“Why do you think so?” demanded Jim.

“I don’t know … only there were rumours in Fleet Street about that time, and they all centred on Miller. Ugly rumours — the sort of thing that reporters discuss among themselves, and which are generally accurate.”

Jimmy was not prepared to discuss that matter, and left, carrying away with him Kupie’s communique. Why had this mysterious individual notified the press? What was to be gained, what end was to be served? Kupie was not the type of criminal who bothered his head about the etceteras. He did nothing which had not a special and peculiar value to himself. If Kupie was responsible for Walton’s disappearance and the stealing of his fortune, he had everything to gain by hushing the matter up, and everything to lose by giving it the publicity for which he was undoubtedly responsible.

Bill Dicker, who was a tower of strength in such moments of crisis as these, had his own views.

“He is pinning the robbery to the disappearance,” he said emphatically, “and his object is to prove the responsibility of Rex Walton for the taking of his million. Kupie, I’m sure, isn’t responsible for both happenings. If he is the man who spirited away Rex Walton, he did not spirit away the money. If he is responsible for taking the money, the disappearance of Walton was as much of a shock to him as it was to us.”

He read the paper for the second time and nodded.

“That is it,” he said. “Do you notice how, whenever Walton is mentioned, the money is also referred to, and when this account tells of the money having gone, it goes straight on to connect one mystery with the other? What do you make of the writing, Sepping?”

Jimmy had already decided in his mind the character of the writer.

“Middle-aged,” he said. “There is a shakiness in the writing that appears in every letter. The calligraphy is that of a person who is not accustomed to do much writing—”

“And yet the style is excellent,” said Dicker. “The construction of this anonymous letter is, at any rate, up to Kupie’s usual standard.”

Jim sat for an hour in his office, puzzling over the extraordinary developments of the past few days, and he had given up in despair when his clerk brought him a letter.

“Delivered by hand, sir,” he said.

It was from Dora.

Dear Jimmy (it ran) I wonder if I could see you this evening? Father will be out, and I am most anxious to have a quiet and uninterrupted talk about Rex. So, if your professional duties will allow you, could you spare an hour?

He put down the letter with a sigh. Poor Dora I Was it possible that she, and not Rex Walton, was the object of Kupie’s malice? And then he remembered yet another girl, one who had been hounded to her death by this unknown miscreant.

He was so musing when Bill Dicker came in, puffing furiously at his pipe, and closed the door behind him.

“I am raiding 973, Jemons Street tonight,” he said. “They’ve been running a faro game there, and I’ve got an idea that there is a dope parlour attached. Casey, the nominal proprietor, is, I believe, a figurehead.”

Jimmy looked up in surprise.

“I’ve never heard of this establishment,” he said. “It isn’t on our list.”

Bill Dicker shook his head.

“They’ve had the divisional police straightened; at least, I suspect that is the explanation. We got the news from a reliable nose,’ and we’ll put finish to it tonight. I wondered if you’d care to take on the case?”

Jimmy shook his head.

“I think I’ve enough to occupy my activities for a month or so,” he said seriously, and Bill Dicker agreed.

“There are too many of these gaming houses wide open,” he said, “and the Divisional C.I.D. is responsible. At any rate, there’s somebody either at headquarters or at division tipping off these people when a raid is expected, with the result that we haven’t had a haul for two months.” He sat down on the edge of the table, pulling at his pipe, a frown on his big face. “And behind the gaming house is Kupie,” he said unexpectedly.

“Why do you say that?” asked the startled Jim.

“Go back over all Kupie’s crimes,” said Bill Dicker, “and you’ll find there’s a line that leads every one, except the case of Rex Walton, to a gaming house. I’ve tracked a dozen that way. Either the victim has been to a gaming house, or the person who has wittingly or unwittingly supplied the necessary information to Kupie has been a gambler and an associate of people who run these establishments.” He picked up from the desk the envelope which had contained Dora’s letter, and looked at it idly. “The man who brought this isn’t a professional burglar,” he said, pointing to a corner where there was a faint impression of a thumbmark.

Jim chuckled.

“I’ve never been crazy about the fingerprint system,” he said. “It hasn’t been proved. How can it be proved until you have the fingerprints of every person in the country? What you have got are the prints of a few thousand criminals; and because no two of eighty thousand are alike, you say there can be no two of forty millions alike, which doesn’t seem to me to be logical. I admit it is useful for keeping tag of known lawbreakers, but to my mind it is not conclusive. The chances are that this” — he tapped the envelope— “which is the fingerprint of a perfectly innocent man, has a duplicate at’ Scotland Yard.”

“It is a million to one it hasn’t,” said Bill Dicker complacently. “It seems like any other old fingerprint to you, but to the expert eye there’s a world of difference.” He got down from the table and, walking to the door, called Jim’s clerk from the outer office. “Take this down to Inspector Baring and ask him if he can recognise it.”

“Of course he won’t,” said Jim scornfully. “After all, this particular print is one of the forty million.”

There was nothing remarkable in Bill Dicker’s action. Dactyology was an obsession with him. He was an enthusiast, as Jimmy told him once, to the point of lunacy. A crime without a fingerprint in it was a dull affair to Bill Dicker, and it was his habit to seek every opportunity of confounding his sceptical assistant. Once he had had the fingerprints taken of five elementary schools; once, after a great deal of persuasion, he had succeeded in inducing the chairman of a great manufacturing plant to send in fingerprints of the five thousand men in his employ, in order to demonstrate that, even amongst the non-criminal classes, there could be no similarity.

He was talking about the projected raid when the clerk came back, carrying in his hand a card, at the sight of which Bill Dicker raised his eyebrows.

“A record?” he said incredulously.

“Yes, sir,” said the clerk. “Mr. Baring says that it is the print of Joseph Felman.”

Dicker almost snatched the card from the man’s hand, and Jim, looking at it, saw his eyebrows go up and his mouth open.

“Felman has been convicted three times of blackmail,” he said slowly. “Age fifty-six; three terms of penal servitude, two minor convictions — and listen to this, Jimmy:”

“Felman usually poses as a domestic servant, either footman or butler, and in this role gains access to the houses of titled people, where he secures material for blackmail.’”

Jim picked up the telephone and called the hall sergeant.

“Sergeant, there was a letter delivered to me half an hour ago. It came by hand. Who brought it?”

“An elderly man, sir,” was the reply. “He said he was Mr. Coleman’s butler. His name was Parker.”
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The two men looked at one another in silence. Parker! The man who had shown Rex Walton to his room. The staid and sober servant of the Colemans, and the last man in the world whom Jimmy Sepping would have suspected.

The same thought was passing through the mind of Dicker.

“Go slow here, Jimmy,” he said. “This man may lead you to the big thing.”

“But it’s incredible!” said Jimmy.

“There was nothing more incredible than the disappearance of Rex Walton,” replied Dicker quietly. “I repeat, go slow! If you scare this bird, you may never have another chance of getting next to Kupie.”

“Do you think he is Kupie?”

“He knows Kupie; of that I’m certain,” said Dicker. “And, of course, he’s in the very job that gives him the biggest opportunity. Coleman is in the Treasury, and probably has officials to dine with him; and who would suspect the hoary-headed butler? And Government officials talk, Jimmy. It’s a popular delusion that they’re as close as an oyster and as discreet as Lucretia Borgia; but I’ve heard ’em talk. I repeat for the third time, go slow. If you interview Coleman-”

Jimmy shook his head.

“I shouldn’t ask Coleman, because he’s the type of pompous idiot who couldn’t stop himself showing that he knew Parker’s secret. It will take a week of tactful inquiry to discover how he came to engage this man. And I don’t think I dare shadow Parker either,” he said thoughtfully. “There isn’t a move in the game that Parker will not understand.”

Nevertheless, there were certain preliminary inquiries which could be made without alarming his prospective prisoner. That afternoon a middle-aged woman called at the servants’ door of Mr.

Coleman’s residence, and she had for sale a number of cheap and tempting trinkets. To secure admission to the kitchen was a fairly simple matter. And when she revealed that, in addition to being a pedlar, she was a fortune-teller, her stay was a prolonged one, until Parker, coming unexpectedly into the kitchen, found her reading the palm of a giggling housemaid, and unceremoniously turned her out.

The “pedlar” reported to Jimmy at his flat. She was a woman detective who had been in the service of the State for many years.

“Parker has been with the Colemans two or three years,” she said. “He is off duty on Thursday and Saturday evenings, and he has always plenty of money. The upper housemaid thinks he is a gambler, because she found him practising with a pack of cards in his room one day. He was apparently arranging cards in order.”

“Has he any relations?” asked Jimmy.

“Not that I could find out,” said the woman detective. “They know little about him, because he always keeps his room locked and sweeps and dusts it himself.”

When the woman was gone Jimmy changed his clothes and went round to Portland Place to keep his appointment with Dora. He had sent her a note that afternoon to say that he was coming.

The visit to Portland Place had an additional importance for him now. He wished to see Parker at closer quarters, and more particularly he was anxious to ask Dora about the man. He relied entirely upon the girl’s discretion, and in this respect he had no misgivings, for he recognised the strength of her character and her immense superiority to her male relative.

At half-past seven he rang the bell of Mr. Coleman’s house, and Parker admitted him. Jim regarded the man now with a new interest. At any rate, he was the age of the blackmailing Felman, a grey, spare man, with a large nose and a pair of thin, straight lips. He took Jim’s coat and hat from him and showed him into the drawingroom.

“Miss Coleman is out, sir,” he said.

“Out?” repeated Jimmy, surprised. “But I have an appointment with her.”

“Indeed, sir?” The man’s tone was even and deferential. “I rather think, from something she said, that she was coming back, because she told me that if anybody called I was to keep them until her return. Have you seen the evening newspaper, sir?”

“Yes, I’ve seen it, Parker,” said Jimmy carelessly.

“It is very terrible that all this has got into the paper about Mr. Walton,” said Parker, shaking his head. “Mr. Coleman is very angry indeed. Naturally, a gentleman of his position doesn’t want all the world to know his trouble.”

“Naturally,” said Jimmy dryly. “What is your theory, Parker?”

“About Mr. Walton, sir? It is very remarkable. I have no theories at all.”

Jim shot a swift glance at the man. His face was a mask, set and inscrutable.

“Do you think he went away of his own free will?” he asked.

Parker nodded.

“It is impossible that he could have gone any other way, sir. If there had been any assault upon Mr. Walton I should have heard it, or at any rate the servants in the hall below would have heard it, and they heard nothing.”

“Probably Kupie heard him,” said Jimmy, his eyes on the man’s face.

“You mean the blackmailing man?” said the imperturbable Parker. “That seems remarkable too, sir. It is almost like a story out of a book. Have you dined, sir?”

Jimmy nodded, and with a deferential bend of his head the butler went out.

Jimmy strolled about the drawingroom. Dora must have spent the afternoon here. An open book, face downwards, lay upon a table near the settee; the impress of her head showed on a cushion, and on the mantelpiece was an invitation to a Foreign Office reception, and a small envelope which, Jimmy guessed, contained theatre tickets.

The door opened as he was standing with his back to the fireplace, his busy mind revolving the case against Parker, and that individual came in with a silver tray, which he set on a table.

“I’ve taken the liberty of bringing you some coffee, sir,” he said. And then: “Do you take sugar and cream, sir?”

“Black,” said Jimmy, and the butler poured the cup full.

Whatever he was, he was an excellent butler. He moved with that deliberation which is peculiar in a well-trained servant; he did nothing hurriedly and nothing wrong.

Jimmy took the coffee from his hand, watching him absently.

“What do you do with yourself, Parker, when you’re not buttling?” he asked facetiously, and for a second Parker unbent. A faint smile lit up his sombre face.

“There is so little that a man of my age can do, sir,” he said. “I go to a concert occasionally; I am very fond of orchestral music. Or, in the summer, I walk in the park whenever I have an hour to myself.”

Jimmy sipped his coffee, listening.

“I enjoy a good book — preferably a book of travel,” Parker went on reminiscently. “The cinema has little attraction for me; I find the pictures make my eyes tired; but occasionally Mr. Coleman, in his kindness, gives me a ticket for one of the theatres-I am partial to light comedy.”

He took the cup from Jimmy’s hand and put it down on the tray.

“At fifty-seven one is not inclined for the more violent form of play,” he said; “although I like very occasionally to see a Shakespearean tragedy…”

Jimmy listened without hearing; and then he realised, in an inert fashion, that he was going to sleep, and tried to open his eyes again. The effort was so painful that his lids dropped. It was ridiculous, of course, to go to sleep in Dora’s drawingroom, but Parker’s voice was very soothing. And then, before he could grasp what was happening, his head fell back upon the padded end of the chesterfield and he was fast asleep.
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The first conscious sensation that Jimmy Sepping had was of a staccato knocking. He dreamt that he was at Scotland Yard, examining fingerprints with Dicker, and one of the lines on a print could not be kept into place, until Dicker produced a tack and an ebony ruler and began solemnly to hammer the line into place. Then he heard voices calling:

“Who’s in there?”

His head was aching, his mouth was hot and parched. With a supreme effort of will he sat up, groaning, and by the unshaded light hung from the centre of the ceiling he saw that he was in a small room and had been lying on an iron bedstead. Where was he? He buried his face in his hands and strove to think, and all the time the hammering and shouting was going on outside the door.

“Who is there?” said a voice again.

Where was he? The window was shuttered. It might be broad daylight or the middle of the night. He staggered to the door and tried to open it, but it was locked.

“Open this door!” said a voice outside, and with a start he recognised Bill Dicker.

“There is no key,” he said. “Is that you, Dicker?”

There was a pause.

“Who’s there?”

“Sepping,” said Jimmy. “Break the lock.”

Presently, with a crash, the door flew open. Bill Dicker was standing on the landing, and behind him were two men whom Jimmy recognised as Scotland Yard officers. And in Dicker’s eyes was a look that Jimmy had never seen before.

“What are you doing here, Sepping?” he asked. “I can’t tell you. Where am I, anyway?”

“You’re in Casey’s gaming house in Jemons Street.”

With a gasp Jimmy sat down on the bed.

“Either I’m mad or you’re mad,” he said.

“Where are your clothes?” asked Dicker, and then Jimmy realised that he was undressed, save for his shirt and trousers. His coat was thrown over the back of a chair, his boots were raked out from beneath the bed.

“Bring up Casey,” said Dicker shortly, and one of the detectives went away, to return with a broad-faced man in evening dress.

“What is this gentleman doing here?” asked Dicker sternly.

“What’s he doing here? He lives here,” said Casey in a loud voice. “I’m sorry to give you away, Captain, but I’m in bad myself.”

“What do you mean by ‘ lives here?” asked Dicker quietly. “Do you suggest that Mr. Sepping knew of this gaming house?”

“Do I?” sneered the other. “I should say I did! Why, I’ve been paying ‘black’ [Blackmail, in the argot] for years, and he’s had his cut from the profits — I had to straighten somebody, didn’t I?”

Without a word of protest, Jimmy staggered to the washstand and dipped his head in a basin of cold water. The shock had the effect of easing the throbbing pain in his head, and enabled him to think a little more clearly.

“Say that again,” he said.

“What’s the good, Captain?” wheedled Casey. “They’ve got us good. I’ll find six months, and you’ll lose your coat I I’ve paid this man a hundred a week to tip me off when there was any raid coming,” he said, addressing Bill Dicker. “He sleeps here twice a week, and I’ve got half a dozen witnesses to prove it.”

“Take him downstairs,” said Dicker quietly, and, coming into the room, closed the door behind him. “Now, what’s the story, Jimmy?” he said kindly.

Jimmy shook his throbbing head.

“I’d like to be able to tell you,” he said. “The only story I know is that I took coffee with Mr. Parker tonight, or last night, or the night before last — heaven knows when — and I woke up to find myself here.”

Briefly he told what had happened at Portland Place.

“I believe you, Jimmy,” said Dicker when he finished. “The thing was a plot to discredit you But there’s a lot more behind it than appears. Put your clothes on, and we’ll go round to Portland Place and have a talk with Mr. Parker. What time did you take the dope? — for dope you had undoubtedly.”

Jimmy thought.

“It must have been nearly eight o’clock,” he said.

“It’s now half-past two,” said the inspector, looking at his watch. “Jimmy, Kupie wanted you out of this case, and planned the most effective way, which was to discredit you. And, of course, Parker is Kupie.”

When they reached Portland Place the house was in darkness, and, though they rang the bell of the house half a dozen times, there was no reply.

“The hotel is open,” said Jimmy suddenly. “We will telephone. He is bound to hear that.”

They went over to the hotel, and after a little time Mr. Coleman’s voice answered them. Without stating the object of the call the two men crossed again, to find the door open and Coleman, in his dressing-gown, in the hall.

“Come in, come in,” he said irritably. “What is it you want? Couldn’t you wait till the morning, my dear Sepping? It is really too bad to call me out of my bed at this time of the night, after—” He stopped suddenly. “Has anything happened to Parker?” he said quickly.

“Why do you ask?” said Dicker.

“He was out when I came back, and he hasn’t returned. I waited up until one o’clock! A nice state of affairs! Of course, I shall discharge him in the morning,” snapped Mr. Coleman. “I never give an unreliable servant two chances. My experience is that that class of person takes advantage of any kindness you may show — and I thought I could trust Parker. He came to me with excellent credentials, and he has never before shown the slightest disposition toward indiscipline. It’s the restless tendency of the age, fostered and engendered by Radical-

“Nothing has happened to Parker-yet,” said Bill Dicker. “Can I see his room?”

Mr. Coleman frowned.

“Why should you see Parker’s room?” he asked with acerbity. “He is not there — I have already looked.”

“Mr. Coleman,” said Jimmy quietly, “I have reason to believe that Parker is an exconvict and blackmailer named Felman.”

Coleman’s jaw dropped.

“An exconvict?” he said, as though he could not believe his ears. “He came to me with the most excellent character from Lord Lagenhame, and he’s been perfectly honest all the time he’s been with me; I’ve not missed—”

“Will you please let us see the room?” said Dicker brusquely, and the Treasury official led them up to the top floor. They were passing the second floor when a voice asked:

“Is anything wrong, father?”

“Nothing wrong at all,” said Jimmy, forestalling the indignant Mr. Coleman.

“Oh, is that you, Jimmy? I am so glad. Has anything happened to Parker?”

“No, nothing,” said Jimmy, and he heard the door close softly.

Parker occupied a room at the top of the building. It was a small, comfortably furnished apartment, the bed of which had not been slept in. His property was scanty, and the men found nothing that gave the slightest clue either to his character or to his present whereabouts. When they got downstairs to the drawingroom again, Mr. Coleman told all he knew.

“Dora and I went to a theatre. The poor girl needs some kind of recreation, and although she did not wish to go, I persuaded her. In fact, I commanded her. I think that parents have certain rights which are too frequently flouted in this age.”

Jimmy cut short his dissertation upon the duty of children to their begetters.

“I’d like to see Dora. Would you ask her to come down?”

His request had been anticipated, for, as Mr. Coleman moved toward the door, it opened to admit the girl. It was the first time Bill Dicker had ever seen her, and Jimmy heard the quick intake of his breath as he gazed upon her loveliness. She wore a long, black chiffon velvet wrap, which threw into relief the purity of her skin and the golden splendour of her hair.

“Is there anything wrong?” she asked again, addressing Jimmy, and it was Mr. Coleman who answered.

“Parker is a scoundrel!” he spluttered. “He’s a blackmailer, according to these gentlemen. He’s a wolf in sheep’s clothing, my dear! The man has deceived me. Excuse me,” he apologised, and dashed from the room.

Jimmy was in the midst of his explanation when he came back, his face beaming.

“The silver has not gone!” he said. “Nor my cuff-links — have you missed anything, my dear?” She silenced him with a gesture.

“Go on, Jimmy. You had a letter from me, asking you to call? I never wrote such a letter.”

“You never wrote? But I’ll swear it was in your handwriting. In fact, I think I’ve got it here.” He searched his pockets and took out the note and handed it to her. After a glance, she nodded. “Yes, I wrote that, but I wrote it a week ago; in fact, I wrote it the day before Rex disappeared. I wanted to talk to you about him, but at the last moment I changed my mind. I thought I’d torn the note up, but evidently I threw it into the wastepaper basket.”

Jim took the letter from her hand. For the first time he noticed there was no date.

“Probably I had the envelope already addressed,” said Dora. “I invariably address an envelope before I write the letter. And Parker must have found it and kept it — poor Jimmy!”

Her voice was soft, the eyes that met his were humid with sympathy.

“And yet I can’t understand it,” said the perplexed Dicker. “Parker must have known that I should accept Mr. Sepping’s story, and that he himself would be in bad. It was almost like the last spiteful act of a man who knew the jig was up. But as against that, how did he know the jig was up? By the way, have you a specimen of his handwriting”

Mr. Coleman knit his brows.

“I can’t think,” he said. “There was no occasion for Parker to write. Were there no letters in his room?”

Dicker shook his head.

“Nothing at all.”

“I think I have a note of Parker’s,” said the girl suddenly.

She went to a little secretaire in the corner of the drawingroom and opened it, taking out a book.

“Here is some of his writing. It is a list he gave me of the repairs that had to be done. He kept this book for breakages. Father is rather particular about broken plates and things.”

“And rightly, my dear,” said Mr. Coleman, closing his eyes. “Very rightly. You cannot teach servants to be careful unless you charge them for their breakages! The present type of maid one has is abominably careless, and if you did not keep some check upon them it would cost you a fortune, sir, it would cost you a fortune!”

One glance at the book told Jimmy all he wanted to know. He handed it without a word to Dicker, and the chief grunted his satisfaction.

“Here’s our Kupie all right,” he said. “There’s no doubt about that, Sepping.”

“None at all,” replied Jimmy. “It is exactly the same handwriting as we’ve seen in all the Kupie warnings. There will be sad hearts in the toyshop within the next twentyfour hours, unless I am greatly mistaken!”

They did not stay a minute longer than was necessary at Portland Place, and Jimmy spent the rest of the night, in company with his chief, calling out the detective reserves and establishing police barriers on all the roads leading out of town. At six o’clock he went home exhausted, ready to sleep the clock round, and had a moment of regret that the wideawake Albert was not at home to minister to his bodily comfort.

He threw up the sash of his window, preparatory to sleeping, and his hand was on the cord of the blind to pull it down, when he saw a man walking slowly along on the opposite side of the street. A light overcoat was buttoned to his chin, for the morning was chilly, and he wore a soft felt hat pulled down over his eyes. The sun had risen, and a sprinkle of early-risers, workmen and tradesmen were in the street. There was nothing to differentiate between the man in the light overcoat and any other wayfarer, except his leisurely gait. Something in his walk seemed familiar, and Jim strove vainly to place him. A pair of field-glasses hung on a hook behind the door, and Jim took out the binoculars and walked again’ to the window just as the man came immediately opposite. At the moment Jim put the glasses to his eyes, the walker looked up.

“Good God!” gasped the detective.

The saunterer was Rex Walton!
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Leaning out of the window, Jim shouted. Either the man could not or would not hear. Turning quickly, Jim snatched up an overcoat and flew down the stone stairs of the flat. When he came out into the street, the saunterer had disappeared.

Jimmy saw a policeman coming toward him and beckoned him, and the man hurried, surmising by his undressed appearance a possible burglary. Rapidly Jim introduced himself and put his question to the officer.

“A man in a light overcoat, sir? Yes, I saw one; he was walking on the other sidewalk, and he got into a car just before you came out. In fact, there is the car” — he pointed to the back of a machine which was disappearing in the distance. “Have you lost anything?”

“No, no,” said Jim impatiently. “Did you notice the car … what it was like … its number?”

But the policeman had not taken the number. All he knew was that it was a small Ford car, with the hood up and the curtains drawn, that had been waiting at the corner of the next block.

“It couldn’t have been there five minutes,” he said. “I was on the corner that time ago, and there were no cars in the street except a butcher’s van.”

All thought of or inclination for sleep had now vanished from Jim’s mind, and, climbing up the stairs again, he jumped into a bath, shaved and changed, and when Joan Walton saw him an hour later there was little in his voice to suggest that he had been without sleep for twentyfour hours.

“Has Rex been here?” was the first question he asked.

“No,” she said eagerly. “Is he found?”

“I’ve seen him. I’ll swear it was he — it could not have been anybody else. If I’d been dressed I might have caught him.”

He told her of the amazing apparition that had greeted his tired eyes that morning.

“Thank God he’s alive!” she said. “I don’t worry a bit what is the explanation, but he’s alive!”

Jimmy was looking at her curiously. The pert schoolgirl that he had thought of as Joan Walton had vanished, and no trace of that angular girl remained. The new Joan Walton was a revelation — she took his breath away at times. He had never before been sufficiently interested in any girl to observe the phenomenon of that vital development which bridges the gulf between child and womanhood, and now he went instinctively to springtide for comparison: the green of young shoots, the bare, raspy flags that in a night became decorated with bloom and flower.

“Old girl, you’ve had a bad time,” he said, and she nodded.

“Yes, pretty bad. Rex is all I have — and that sounds mawkish to a hardened old police officer, but—”

“Old, but not hardened,” said Jimmy, remembering with a blush the violets in the Tower. “Age suits me, and it is well, for since Rex went, every day and in every way I’m getting greyer and greyer!”

He dropped his hand on her shoulder, an old gesture of his. In other days there was something of fondness and something of patronage in that movement. Now he felt awkward and pulled his hand away. She felt the restraint and looked at him quickly.

“Jimmy, you’re scared of me?” she challenged. “I am,” he admitted.

“Well, don’t be; and please do not treat me as a grownup young lady or I shall simper! Rex is safe!”

She drew a long breath and smiled. He had not seen her smile since that tragic wedding day. Usually Jimmy did not discuss police affairs with anybody, but to-day he was in a communicative mood, and she learnt of the ordeal through which he had passed.

“I remember Parker, but not very distinctly,” she said. “He is the sort of person who goes with the furniture. Is Mr. Coleman upset?”

Jimmy chuckled.

“He is outraged,” he said. “But this discovery brings us a little nearer, Joan. And when, on top of that, I find that Rex is alive and well, there’s a big load gone off my mind. No more telephone trouble?”

“No-no,” she hesitated, “not exactly.”

“What do you mean?” he asked quickly.

“Well, I had rather a queer experience with the telephone,” she said. “I didn’t intend to talk about it, because it’s probably something which can very easily be explained. And everybody tries to find clues for you, don’t they, Jimmy?” she said. “Now I’m going to get you some coffee, and then you can go straight home and go to bed.”

Jim waited until she had ordered breakfast — it was only half-past seven, and he had had to arouse her household to gain admission — and then asked:

“What happened at the telephone?”

“It was a little thing, and hardly worth while talking about,” said Joan. “But as I’ve already been so indiscreet and alarming, I’d better tell you everything. Two or three times yesterday, when I had occasion to call a number, I had a feeling that somebody was listening. It wasn’t a hunch,’ as you’d call it it was based on the fact that, as soon as I lifted the receiver from the hook and called the number, I’m perfectly certain I heard an interference on the wire. And once, when I was trying to get you, I heard a voice say, Shut up, she’s talking.’ It was ever so faint, like a whispered voice, but my receiver is an unusually loud one. Do you know what I mean?”

Jimmy whistled.

“Yes, of course, somebody was listening-in,” he nodded. “We can fix that. I’m glad you told me.”

“It may have a very simple explanation,” said the girl, “and I may be leading you to a mare’s nest. That, and the man outside, which is probably another delusion of mine, got me rather worried yesterday, and I called you up last night, and afterwards was glad you were not in.”

Jimmy stared at her.

“Woman,” he said reproachfully, “you’re full of mystery. What do you mean by the man outside ‘?”

“There has been for days a man loafing about, walking up and down the street, but always within reach of this door. Last night I saw another. The first wore a hard derby hat, the second a soft felt. He was there when I looked out at two o’clock this morning, and the only time he wasn’t there was when the policeman came along, though he reappeared as soon as the officer had passed.”

“Is he there now?” said Jimmy.

“I was wondering,” said the girl, and walked to the window.

The drawingroom looked out upon the square, and after a moment’s scrutiny she pointed.

“There is the day man,” she said immediately.

Jim went to her side and looked in the direction her finger was pointing. Standing near a pillarbox was a man in a blue trench coat. With his hands deep in his pockets, he was engaged apparently in an aimless scrutiny of the passing traffic.

“Are you sure that is the fellow who was here yesterday?”

She nodded. The loafer was too far away to distinguish his features, but Jimmy, with his uncanny memory for figures, placed him instantly.

“He’ll wait, I think,” he said carefully. “Now I’ll confine myself to coffee, for if I eat I shall sleep, and for the next hour or so it is necessary that I should be very wide awake.”

“Do you know who it is?”

“He looks like a friend of mine,” said Jim carelessly. “Joan, have you ever seen an old-fashioned melodrama where the hero says ‘ The plot thickens ‘?”

“I’ve never seen such a play,” smiled the girl, “but the expression seems familiar. Why?”

“It’s so thick now,” said Jim, “that you could walk on it! Will you oblige me by keeping in your room at the back of the house for the next quarter of an hour?”

“But why?” she asked again in surprise.

“Because modesty is my long suit,” said Jimmy, “and if I know that your eyes are glued on me I shall feel nervous.”

He left the house and strolled toward the pillarbox, and as he came the man turned his back and began walking slowly away from him. He reached the corner of the block and half turned so that his back would be toward the detective as he passed. But Jimmy did not pass he stopped, and tapped the saunterer lightly on the shoulder, and the man turned round with an expression of innocent wonder.

“How are you, Farringdon ‘?” said Jimmy. “I thought you were in ‘ boob.’”

“I fear you are mistaken, sir,” said the man with affected gentility. “My name is Wilthorpe, and I’m waiting to meet a friend.”

“He’s a hell of a long time coming,” said Jimmy without heat. “And in the meantime you’ll come along with me, and if you pull a gun I’ll murder you!”

“You’ve made a slight mistake, I fear,” said the man, not attempting to move. And then he saw something in Jimmy’s eye that made him change his tone. “What’s the game, Sepping?” he asked unpleasantly. “Haven’t you ‘busies’ [“Busy” means “busy fellow” the ship’s argot for detective] anything better to do than hound a fellow down because he’s been in boob?”

“Are you coming?” said Jimmy.

“Certainly,” said Farringdon Brown, and fell in at the detective’s side.

He was a tall, swarthy man, who had at some time been a porter in Smithfield Market. An Australian by birth, he was on the books of the police of three European countries as a dangerous man.

“You’re never satisfied till you get a man in bad, people like you,” he said. “You never give a fellow a chance of going straight. The moment he starts looking for work, you’re there to see that he doesn’t get it.”

“Cease your badinage,” said Jimmy.

They were passing down a quiet residential street, and with the exception of a servant girl cleaning some steps there was nobody in sight. Suddenly, and without the slightest warning, “Farringdon” Brown’s big fist swung round. It missed Jimmy’s face by the fraction of an inch, and the next second the detective had grappled with his prisoner. Jimmy’s throw was neat and clean, and Farringdon Brown went with a thud to the concrete sidewalk, and before he could recover his senses Jim had turned him on his face and snapped a pair of handcuffs about his wrists.

“You’re a nasty fellow,” said Jim as he jerked him up.

The dazed Farringdon Brown said nothing.

At the police station, when he was searched, two fully loaded Browning pistols, one in each pocket, were discovered, and after the doctor had dressed the scalp wound which Mr. Brown had acquired in the course of his abortive attempt to escape, Jimmy interviewed him in his cell.

“I’m charging you with being a suspected person,” he said. “And that means you’re going down for three years. If you’re sensible, Brown, you’ll ‘squeak.’”

“What have I got to ‘squeak’ about?” growled the man.

“Who employed you? What was your job?” A sardonic smile lightened the swarthy face.

“Do you think I’d get any better time if I told you what I was there for?” he asked. “No, Mr. Busy, there’s no ‘squeak’ coming from me. I like Dartmoor, anyway. It’s so bracing. There are no squeakers in this outfit, take it from me, Sepping. Three years’ ‘boob’s’ [‘Boob’ or booby-hutch — prison.] paradise to what’s coming to the man who ‘squeaks.’ Besides which, do you think anybody who employed me would give me his card to hand to the first copper that came along ? Use your intelligence, Sepping. I’m surprised at you!”

“Was it Joe Felman?” asked Jimmy suddenly, watching the man closely, and he could have sworn he saw a look of surprise in Brown’s eyes.

“Joe? What do you mean? I don’t know anything about Joe. Sepping, what do you think I am, a record department? Nobody’s seen Joe for years.”

“That’s a lie,” said Jimmy calmly. “Joe’s been employed as butler by Mr. Coleman in Portland Place. That is rather a staggerer for you. And now he has disappeared.”

He saw the frown gather and clear.

“I guess he has disappeared if you found out where he was living!” said Brown. “When did he go, Mr. Sepping?”

This was significant. Jimmy was telling the crook something that he did not already know, and obviously the detection of the mysterious Parker was a matter of some concern for him. Why? Jim wondered. And then it dawned upon him.

“Joe Felman was the man who employed you to watch the Waltons’ house,” he said suddenly. “Don’t deny it, because he told everything before he went.”

But Brown was too old a bird to be caught by the alleged confession of the confederate.

“Let him squeak,” he said. “You’ll do some squeaking before you’re through, Pepping.”

And on this ominous note Jim left.
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The Kupie mystery was becoming even more involved. But out of the tangle emerged one fact: Kupie’s life was deep-rooted in the underworld. The criminal gang of fiction had, as Jimmy knew, no existence. The master-brain who took his pick of the cleverest criminals at large was, however, a very frequent occurrence. There were men in town, clever, unscrupulous and well-to-do, who lived carefully on the right side of the law, and whose names did not appear in the contemporary histories of crime. They neither stole nor received; but the burglar who wanted money for a new kit of tools, the fugitive from justice who needed funds to effect his escape, the cardsharper who wanted capital, those knew where to go at the critical moment.

Some of these mysterious forces were known to Jim and to every other highly-placed police officer. There was a good-class hotel in the West End of London, the proprietor and manager of which made tens of thousands a year by an illicit traffic in stolen notes. There was always a bed for a man “on the run” ; he could find passports at a day’s notice, and had probably smuggled more wanted men out of the country than any other.

There was a small jeweller who had a shop within a stone’s throw of Trafalgar Square who dealt exclusively with stolen gems. The Prime Minister of England, who drove past his house every day, earned less than a tenth of the income that came into the coffers of the weak-eyed little jeweller.

These were not only forces in themselves, but they controlled and promoted other crimes for their own protection. Jimmy and Bill Dicker went through a list of likely Kupies and rejected them all.

“Any of them could hire a man to murder you for fifty pounds,” said Dicker; “and if you start trying to smell out the people that Farringdon has worked for, you’d have to put twenty men in the dock. But it makes it easier, now we know that there’s a professional behind Kupie. It’s these amateurs that baffle, because there’s no starting place when you come to look for them. And the vast majority of people are criminal-minded; there are not five thousand truly honest men in the whole of the country!”

“That’s a sweeping statement,” remarked Jimmy.

“It’s true,” said Bill Dicker seriously. “Suppose it was known tomorrow that there was a horse running on one of the racetracks that had been doped up to his eyes, or had been substituted — that is to say, some better class horse had been run to impersonate the poorer type of animal. Suppose, I say, that every man in the country knew this, and thought the secret was peculiarly his own. Why, they’d suffocate the bookmakers. They’d be so eager to compound the felony that all the shops and factories would be shut, and thousands of special trains would be running to the racetrack! The only difference between a real criminal and an amateur is that the professional doesn’t squeak. What about Nippy Knowles? You say he owes something to Walton.”

“What about him?” asked Jimmy, interested.

“Try him,” said Bill Dicker emphatically. “Nippy is hand in glove with most of the gangs, and does their high-class work. He may give you a line to Joe Felman, and it is worth trying.”

Mr. Knowles was not at his place of residence when Jimmy called, and his landlady, with that discretion which is the property of all good chatelaines, had not the slightest idea of where he was, when he would return, or the hour he had left. There were three places where Nippy might be met, and Jimmy was fortunate in hitting upon a little Soho restaurant at his first investigation, for Nippy was discussing a solitary chop; and as it was the hour when most of his friends were still fast asleep, the restaurant was comparatively empty. The redhaired man looked up over his pince-nez as Jimmy entered.

“Good morning, inspector,” he said cheerfully. “Any news of Mr. Walton? I’ve been reading the papers, and it looks a pretty bad case to me. Do you think he has gone mad?”

“It is very unlikely, Nippy,” said Jim as he sat down; “and I think I shall find him. By the way, he was a friend of yours, wasn’t he?”

“Not exactly a friend,” said Nippy, “but he was decent. There are so few civilians who are decent — and by civilians I mean people who are not in our line of business. I was hard up; he lent me money and gave me good advice. If I’d listened to him” — he drank his beer very slowly and set down the empty glass, gazing at it with a mournful expression— “if I’d listened to him there would have been no Julia. And I should have been an honest man, getting up at six every morning and working till six every night, earning enough to keep body and soul together, instead of being a low-down crook who has plenty of money and can go to bed when he likes.”

Jim leant across the table and lowered his voice. “Nippy, where is Joe Felman?”

A blank expression appeared in Nippy’s eyes.

“I don’t know the name.” He was perjuring himself, and Jimmy knew it. “What is his graft?”

“‘ Black,’” said Jimmy, and Nippy shook his head.

“I don’t know the black ‘ people; they’re not the kind of folk I like to meet. Black’s ‘ dirty, and always will be. They tried it on me because they’re the dogs that eat dogs. This here Joe Felman was the worst of the lot; he’s got a bad record.”

Jimmy overlooked the trifling inconsistency of his companion, who had not heard the name of Joe Felman a few minutes before.

“He was employed by Mr. Coleman in Portland Place,” said Jimmy, and the little burglar nodded.

“Has he skipped? Because, if he has, I’ve heard nothing of him. He hasn’t been seen in town, I know, because he’s got a couple of gunmen working a job for him.”

“Farringdon ‘ Brown?” suggested Jimmy. “I pinched him this morning.”

“Indeed?” said Nippy politely. “I don’t hold with gunmen. In fact, I don’t hold with anybody who carries lethal weapons. It’s cowardly. If you’re caught by a copper, it’s his job to pinch you, isn’t it? You can hold him up with a gun, but he’s got to come on, even if he gets killed. So you may say that, when you carry a gun, you’re carrying a rope. It’s not fair on the coppers either; they’ve got their duty to do, and it’s dirty to kill a man for doing his job. The other gunman I saw yesterday; he was in here — and he’s the worst. Maybe you know him; if you don’t, I can’t squeak on him, because squeaking isn’t my job. I can tell you this, though, that if Joe has skipped, these fellows may know something about him.”

He leant back in his chair, chewing a toothpick, and his eyes wore a faraway look.

“Mr. Sepping,” he said, “to every artist there comes a moment of inspiration. Some say that it’s love that does it, but, so far as I am concerned, Julia’s the only woman in my life, and she’s no inspiration!”

“What is inspiring you, Nippy?” asked Jim, humouring the little man.

“I don’t know,” he answered gravely, “but I want to do something big. I’d like to rob the Bank of England, if you understand me. Not because there’s any money left, but so that I could say that I’ve done it. I’m tired of these little hooky jobs, where you get away with a hundred or a thousand or so. I’ve got enough money to live on for the rest of my life — that surprises you?”

“Nothing ever surprises me, Nippy,” said Jim. “Maybe you’ll get your chance. And when you’re caught, as you will be, I’ll come along and have a talk with you, and you shall tell me all about it.”

“I shan’t be caught,” said Nippy with emphasis. “Any fool can burgle the Bank of England and be caught.”

Jim talked to the man for a little while longer, and then said goodbye and walked toward the door.

“Mr. Sepping,” said Nippy Knowles, and Jimmy turned. The burglar beckoned him with a jerk of his head. “You’re on Kupie’s list,” he said in a low voice; “and if you take my advice, you’ll get the other gunman before he gets you.”

“Where shall I get him?” said Jimmy with a smile.

“He’s waiting for you,” said Nippy, “outside the door. Good luck!”

Jimmy stepped out into the street alert and watchful. Any one of the half a dozen loungers who were in view might have been the gunman, but his quick scrutiny revealed no familiar face. He walked warily toward the main thoroughfare, and stopping at a shop window ostensibly to examine the contents, he shot a swift glance backward. He had mentally photographed every one of the idlers. Now he saw the man, whom he had identified as being one of those who had been watching the restaurant. He was a stoutish man, who wore a hard felt hat on the back of his head and a blue silk handkerchief in place of a collar. He was smoking thoughtfully the stump of a cigar, and he, too, was looking into a window. Jim thought quickly. The news of Brown’s arrest would have spread by now, and this man would not be following him if he did not mean business.

He reached Wardour Street and turned sharply, crossing the road at a quicker pace. When he glanced back he saw his pursuer stroll aimlessly round the corner. The man’s hands were in his pockets. Jim, looking up and down the street, caught a police patrol coming slowly toward him, and the other man saw the policeman too, for he crossed the road. The moment was at hand, and Jimmy swung round to face his pursuer. Apparently he did not notice the detective, or observe anything unusual in his waiting attitude, and he went on, humming a song. He passed the police man, and, reaching the end of a narrow street, stopped.

“Plop!”

There was no explosion, only a sound as if a cork were being drawn. The bullet smacked the lamppost, and its spongy splinters rattled against a shop window. Turning, the gunman sped like the wind, and when Jim and the policeman reached the corner he had vanished.
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Mr. Lawford Collett lived in Park Lane, and from the windows of his small flat he commanded a sideways view of Hyde Park. A man of few occupations, taciturn to a fault, he could count the number of his friends on the fingers of one hand. He was known as a shrewd though somewhat bloodless lawyer, who had a passion for compromise. Mr. Collett settled out of court most of the cases in which he was engaged, for he professed a profound contempt for the intelligence of juries, and had no great opinion of the leading advocates of the day.

If he had vices, they were not outstanding. He was studious and a little furtive. Jimmy had met him half a dozen times professionally, and was no nearer to knowing him on the last occasion than he had been on his introduction.

He had an office in Henrietta Street, Covent Garden, even more restricted in its space than was his flat. If Mr. Lawford Collett was suspected of sentiment, his retention of this tiny suite was understandable; for here he had started business and for years had laboured desperately, finding his clients in the neighbouring court at Bow Street. Then fortune had come to him, and money flowed into his account, and he might, had he wished, have taken more pretentious premises, and more in keeping with his position. But the Henrietta Street establishment sufficed him, although he no longer made his appearance before the magistrates on behalf of disreputable clients.

It was generally known that he was the only lawyer in London who had been successful in checking Kupie; and in consequence Kupie’s victims gravitated toward his shabby office, hoping that he would find as easy a way out for them as he found for Sir John Diller, one of Kupie’s first “marks.” Certain compromising letters of Sir John’s had fallen into the hands of this mysterious blackmailer, and Lawford Collett had recovered them without costing the baronet a penny, other than the modest cheque which he gave to the lawyer for his services.

Mr. Collett sat in his office, listening patiently to the woes of a woman client who was anxious to be relieved of the burden of matrimony. His long, sad face looked even more melancholy under the strain of absorbing another person’s worries; his eyes were closed; his long, thin hands were clasped in his lap. Presently the voluble lady paused in her recital.

“It is very sad, of course,” murmured Mr. Collett. “But these things happen, even with the best of men. Now don’t you think, my dear Lady Jelling, that it is possible to settle this matter without going into court? After all, you do not want your name and private life blazoned in the newspapers? Now let me suggest …”

He was a suave and persuasive man, and his client left him with a feeling that she had been extraordinarily magnanimous and noble. Collett watched her go with a sigh of relief. He touched his bell.

“Has Mr. Sepping arrived?” he asked the girl who came in.

“Yes, sir, he’s just come.”

“Show him in, please,” said Mr. Collett gently.

He was scribbling the notes of the interview in his cramped shorthand when Jimmy was ushered in.

“Sit down, Sepping. It’s such a long time since I was honoured by the visit of a police officer that I’ve forgotten the formula. Will you have a cigar or a drink, or both? What is the news, by the way? Have you found this wretched man Parker?”

“No,” said Jimmy.

“Of course, it’s absurd to ask whether you’ve found Walton — what is behind Walton’s extraordinary behaviour, Sepping?”

He took a long, thin cigar out of a drawer and lit it. It was rank, and its aroma was an offence to Jimmy’s sensitive nostrils; but the eccentricity of Mr. Collett’s taste in cigars was notorious.

“There is no news of Parker, and Rex is still amongst the missing,” said Jimmy cheerfully.

Collett opened his eyes and looked at the visitor.

“You also were nearly amongst the missing, if one can believe the evening newspapers,” he said significantly. “Not that I take these accounts too literally. Did you find the man who shot at you?”

“No, he vanished. In fact, everybody connected with this infernal Kupie business seems to have the trick of melting into thin air. We’ve searched every house on each side of the street; we’ve delved into cellars and slipped about on roofs; but the Digger-”

“The Digger?” said the other, interested.

“The Digger is our gentleman. He is an Australian crook, known better to the American police than to us — he has served a term at SingSing. I’ve come to see you, Collett, because it struck me that in bygone days you must have been pretty well acquainted with every bad man in town.”

Lawford Collett laughed softly.

“The fashion in bad men changes,” he said, “and there is amongst them an extraordinarily high rate of mortality. I don’t suppose two of the men who passed through my hands in my early practice are alive or at liberty. As you probably know, I’ve given up that sort of work; the only time I go into court is when some wealthy jackass is charged with being drunk in charge of a motorcar. Whereupon I produce the necessary perjurers, either to get him off before the unsympathetic beak, or have the sentence quashed before the lenient bench at the sessions.”

“Did Parker, or Delman, come your way?”

Collett shook his head.

“I’ve been looking up Delman’s history,” he said, “and I notice that most of his convictions have been at assizes. Even now I can’t believe that that inoffensive old gentleman was an expert blackmailer.”

“Do you think he’s Kupie?” asked Jim bluntly.

“I don’t know.” Mr. Collett was very thoughtful. “His handwriting is certainly similar to that which came over Kupie’s signature. But it’s the kind of copperplate that might be anybody’s writing. It seems to me, considering the matter, that it is much more likely that Parker, or Delman, was merely an agent. In the first place, I don’t think Delman had the courage. Dora told me that the night they had the burglar at Portland Place the old fellow was scared — absolutely shivering with fright. That doesn’t sound like Kupie, does it? All my transactions with the brute reveal him as a very bold person indeed.”

“There is one other question I want to ask you, Collett,” said Jim. “Has your office ever been burgled?”

Lawford Collett raised his thin eyebrows.

“Good Lord, no!” he said. “Why should it be burgled? Burglars do not break into lawyers’ offices.”

“That is where you’re wrong,” said Jim quietly, “for in the past two years the office of every prominent lawyer in London, and a very large number in the provinces, has been broken into by thieves.”

Lawford Collett sat up.

“Do you really mean that? I’ve seen nothing about it in the newspapers — I suppose I shouldn’t, because our profession aren’t inclined to give particulars to the press. But is that so?”

Jim nodded.

“Dicker and I found it out by accident, when we were looking through statistics which had been compiled at the Yard. The curious thing is that nobody has associated Kupie with these burglaries.”

“Do you?” asked the other quickly.

“I certainly do,” replied Jim. “In every case where a man or a woman has been victimised by Kupie we have found that, some weeks or months previous, his lawyer’s office has been broken into. That was the case with an unfortunate girl who committed suicide some years ago.” He did not mention the name of Rex Walton’s first love.

Collett was quiet for some time, and was evidently turning the matter over in his mind.

“Extraordinary,” he said. “And of course, if you have given the matter investigation, I wouldn’t dream of suggesting that it was merely a coincidence. At any rate, I had at least one client who came under Kupie’s attention, but my office has never been burgled. And by the way, I hope you will not alarm Uncle Coleman, otherwise he will be coming here to get out all his family documents, which would be rather a bore.”

Jim smiled, suspecting that the withdrawal of “Uncle Coleman’s” business would be rather a relief than otherwise to the lawyer.

“I suppose you have no documents affecting Dora — if it is a breach of etiquette to reply, don’t bother.”

Collett hesitated.

“I have several documents of Dora’s,” he said. “What they are, I cannot discuss with you, but I should imagine Kupie would find no interest in them.”

He looked round at the wall, covered with shelves on which reposed black-japanned deed boxes, and shook his head.

“I don’t think there’s very much here that would tempt Kupie or his tame burglars,” he said, and with Jim’s departure dismissed the detective’s warning from his mind.

He was a member of a semi-political club in Pall Mall, where it was his practice to dine in the evening, unless, as rarely happened, he went to dinner with the Colemans. Jimmy, who was also a member, saw him sitting in the smokeroom after dinner, his offensive cigar between his teeth, a pair of pince-nez gripped to his nose, and a copy of the Law Times in his hand.

Jimmy made a move as if to talk to him, but thought better of it, because Mr. Collett’s attitude did not at that moment invite confidence. Jimmy stood somewhat in awe of lawyers; they represented a type of mentality which was foreign to him and just a little beyond his comprehension. Although Lawford Collett could not, by any stretch of imagination, be described as his friend, it was nevertheless true that his acquaintanceship with Mr. Coleman’s legal adviser was the nearest approach to friendship that he had ever formed with any member of that profession.

Jimmy went home early, for he was beginning to realise that he had been without sleep for a considerable number of hours; and after he had called up Joan Walton, and found that everything was normal, he went to bed, and his head had hardly touched the pillow before he was asleep.

He was awakened at seven o’clock, his usual hour for rising, by the arrival in his room of Albert, bearing the morning tray.

“No news, sir,” said Albert. “I’ve been all round that country and have heard nothing of Mr. Walton. Nobody’s seen him. There was only one mysterious cottage in the neighbourhood, but I found out all there was to be known about the people who came there for weekends.”

Jimmy yawned and stretched himself.

“I never had much hope you would find anything, Albert,” he said as he sat up in bed and took his cup of tea. “Ring up the Yard and ask if there is any news.”

Albert had gone for some time, and returned with information that brought Jimmy out of bed in double-quick time.

“The inspector in charge, sir, says that Mr. Collett’s office has been burgled in the night. It’s only just been reported.”

Jimmy whistled. It was a remarkable coincidence that, only the previous day, he had been discussing the possibility of Collett’s deed boxes affording a temptation to the mysterious burglar. He took his bath and dressed hurriedly, and half an hour later was standing amidst the debris of the lawyer’s office.

“Moses!” said Jimmy in amazement, and looked at the wreckage.

Every deed box had been removed from the shelves, opened and its contents scattered on the floor. The desk had been smashed, and obviously an attempt had been made to open a small safe which stood in the corner of the room. Lawford Collett had not arrived when Jimmy appeared upon the scene, but he had been notified, the inspector told him, and was on his way.

“How was this burglary discovered?” he asked.

“One of our men on patrol duty saw somebody come out of the door at half-past five, and walk away rapidly,” said the inspector. “My man thought at the time that he came from the shop next door. There is a wholesale fruiterer’s office up above, and the clerks are usually at work half an hour after Covent Garden opens. When the officer came along, he saw that the door leading up to Mr. Collett’s office was ajar. Immediately he went in and made an investigation.”

“Did he recognise the burglar?”

“No, sir, he said he only saw his back, and he was wearing a long overcoat.”

“Only one man?”

“There was only one, sir. At least, that was all that my officer saw.”

A few minutes later Lawford Collett arrived on the scene, and his astonishment when the spectacle of his disordered office was revealed to him was almost comic. He gazed, speechless, upon the litter, and presently made a dart to one corner of the room and lifted up a box. Jimmy saw the name of Mr. Coleman inscribed in small white letters. The box had been ripped open and was empty. Some of its contents were heaped in a corner. These documents Collett turned over rapidly, and then began a search of the floor.

“Is anything missing?” asked Jimmy, an interested spectator.

“Dora’s antenuptial contract has gone.”

It was news to Jimmy that an antenuptial contract had been drawn up, though he realised immediately that a cautious man like Rex Walton would have gone into this formality.

“Anything else?” asked Jimmy.

“I don’t know yet,” said Collett, still engaged in his search.

Apparently it was a vain one, for presently he got up and went to examine the broken drawers of his desk.

“That is all, I think,” he said after a scrutiny of the papers heaped upon the table. “The safe hasn’t been forced, has it?”

A thought struck Jimmy, and he turned to the Scotland Yard man who had arrived on the scene soon after him.

“Take a car and bring Nippy Knowles here. I want to see him. I don’t for one moment suppose that it is Nippy’s work — it is much too inartistic; but I’d like to ask him a few questions.”

“Who is Nippy?” asked Collett.

“He is a lad of the village,” said Jimmy cryptically.

It was nearly an hour before the man returned with a dishevelled and indignant Nippy.

“Am I the only safebreaker in London that you have to send for me, Mr. Sepping?” he asked reproachfully, his eyes surveying the room with a professional interest. Then they rested on the safe and he chuckled.

“Mug’s work!” he said.

“That is just what I want to know,” said Jimmy. “Is this the job of a professional burglar?”

“Professional!” scoffed the crook. “Why, a child in arms could have made a better job of it! Look at those dents in the safe; they used a cold chisel and hammered just above the lock. He wouldn’t break that safe in a thousand years. It’s another of these lawyers’ burglaries, isn’t it, Mr. Sepping?”

“You’ve heard of them, eh?” said Jimmy, eyeing him keenly.

“Of course I’ve heard of ‘em!” said the other scornfully. “And what’s more, I’ve seen one of the jobs, and it was much better done than this. Personally, I’d no more think of robbing a lawyer’s office than I’d think of breaking into Wandsworth Prison. There’s nothing worth pinching, and if there was you’d need a staff of experts to get rid of the stuff.”

He examined the safe again, and rubbed its face with his sleeve.

“Why do you do that?” asked Jimmy.

“He’s an amateur,” said Nippy calmly; “and being an amateur, he left his fingerprints, and it’s no job of mine to let ’em stay. ‘ Live and let live ‘ is one of my mottoes, and ‘ Thou shalt not be a” policeman “‘ is another.”

In the hour of waiting for Nippy, Lawford Collett had reduced the chaos to a minimum. He had gathered together the scattered deeds and documents with which the floor was covered, and had replaced them in boxes.

“It will take a week to get these things properly sorted,” he said. “I wonder what the devil was after?”

His attitude toward the burglary had surprised Jimmy. He expected this phlegmatic man to raise Cain when he saw the indignity to which his bureau had been subjected. But Collett had displayed remarkable philosophy in his moment of trial. It seemed that the burglary had not so much excited as quietened him. His expression was even more serious and melancholy than it had been, and at first Jimmy thought that this was because something of special value had been stolen.

“Nothing except the antenuptial contract,” said Collett when the detective asked him again; “and I can’t see that that is of any particular value, especially as Walton has vanished, and it is extremely unlikely that the marriage will take place. Coleman, by the way, has expressed that doubt to me.”

“When was it drawn up?” asked Jimmy. “The contract, I mean?”

“On the twelfth — was it the twelfth? They were to have been married on the fourteenth. Yes, it was the twelfth, two days before the ceremony was to take place.”

“You have nothing belonging to Rex?”

Collett shook his head.

“He was not a client of mine,” he said. “This is the only deed I had, and that, of course, was held on behalf of Dora Coleman.”

Jimmy went home to breakfast, more mystified than ever. He had the dubious satisfaction of knowing that Kupie — for he did not doubt it was the work of Kupie — had signalised his interest in the marriage of Rex Walton in the usual way. But the why of it was still obscure and beyond explanation.

He had his breakfast and went to his office.

No further details concerning the robbery had come through, and there was no word of Collett, who had promised that, in the event of his making a further discovery of loss, he would notify Jimmy instantly.

Jimmy Sepping sat down to review the position. It was necessary that he should detach himself from all personal prejudice, that he should forget that the man he sought was his best friend and Joan Walton’s brother. Jimmy was a man who thought best with a pen in his hand, and, drawing a sheet of paper from his stationery rack, he wrote the essential facts: —

“On May 14th, Rex Walton attended 973, Portland Place, preparatory to his marriage on the same morning at the Marylebone Registrar’s Office with Dora Coleman. Going out of the room, apparently to bring his wedding present to the bride, he disappeared, and has only once been seen since, namely, by me. Since his disappearance it has been discovered that his entire fortune, approximately a million pounds, has also vanished. Walton had been the object of Kupie’s attentions, Kupie being an anonymous letter writer and blackmailer. Kupie had threatened that, if Rex married Dora Coleman, his fortune would be taken from him.

Questions:

1 Why did Rex disappear?

2 What connection is there between his going and the taking of his million?

3 What association is there between the robbery at Lawford Collett’s office and the mystery of Rex Walton?

4 Why has Kupie employed desperadoes to watch Joan and to shoot me?”

Then there was Miller. What part had Miller played, and what was the explanation of that letter which had sent him to a suicide’s grave? Kupie did nothing aimlessly. There was a purpose behind his every seemingly innocent action, and the letter to Miller was something more than an ordinary blackmailer’s threat.

Jimmy was certain of one thing: Kupie had written to Miller, foreseeing the effect that this revelation of his duplicity would have upon him. Miller was killed by design, as assuredly as though Kupie himself had shot him.

He was musing when there was a knock at the door and an officer entered the room, and Jimmy, looking up, recognised the chief photographer of police headquarters.

“I’ve photographed those ashes, sir,” he said. “Would you like to see a print?”

“See a print?” said Jimmy, and then remembered. “Oh, you mean the ashes which were in the drawer of Mr. Walton’s desk? Has anything come out?”

The man nodded.

“Only one scrap of paper,” he said, and laid a big photograph on the desk under Jimmy’s eyes. “The words are faint, but you can read them.”

“What is this?” asked Jimmy, frowning.

“It is evidently a marriage certificate, sir.”

Jimmy read and gasped. The name of the bridegroom was Rex Hubert Walton; the bride’s name was missing. But what was significant was the date. It was the 13th of May.

This fact was glaringly obvious: that when Rex Walton had gone to Portland Place to meet his bride he was already married — had been married the day previously!
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With the photograph in his pocket, Jim hurried to the Central Registry to make a search. He had not gone far before he found the entry. It was the record of a marriage between Rex and a girl who was described as “May Liddiart.” Her address was given as the Grand Central Hotel, and the marriage had been celebrated at the Chelsea Registrar’s Office.

He jotted down particulars of this amazing wedding and drove to Chelsea. And here he encountered his first setback. The couple had been married by an acting registrar, whilst the chief was on his holiday, and the acting registrar was at that moment dangerously ill in hospital. A clerk, however, remembered the wedding, and described Rex faithfully.

“What was the lady like?” asked Jimmy.

The clerk shook his head.

“I couldn’t tell you, sir. She was wearing black and she was heavily veiled. Only the registrar who married her and the two taximen who witnesesd the wedding were present besides the bride and the bridegroom.”

The names and addresses of the taxicab drivers were fortunately available, and that evening Jimmy interviewed them both. Neither of them, however, could give him any clue as to the identity of May

Liddiart. One of the cabs had been picked up in the street by Rex, the other had been taken from the rank by a veiled lady.

“I couldn’t recognise her, anyway, because, even while the ceremony was going on, she only raised her veil once, and I was standing behind,” said the more communicative of the men.

“What rank were you on when she called you?”

“Top of Haymarket, sir. She came in one cab — I saw her get out. Then, after the cab had moved on, she crossed to the rank and told me to drive to the registrar’s office at Chelsea.”

There was nothing to be learned further than this, and Jimmy went back to his office completely baffled and bewildered. All his conceptions, all his estimates of Rex had been shattered by this amazing discovery. Rex was the soul of honour, and yet, the day before he was due to marry Dora Coleman, he had contracted a marriage with another woman! Was this the secret of the disappearance? But he could not fit in this new valuation of his friend. Although Rex had been nervous at the wedding breakfast, he had not behaved like a man who had that tremendous secret on his soul. Jimmy was satisfied in his mind that if Rex had done this thing, had committed this appalling act of perfidy against the woman he professed to love, he would never have dared to face her on the wedding morning. There was no reason why he should. If he had to disappear, why not disappear before he came to Portland Place?

In his dilemma he went to Bill Dicker and put all the facts before him, and the big man listened, puffing thoughtfully at his pipe.

“Do you think it was somebody who impersonated Walton?” asked Dicker.

Jimmy had thought of this.

“That idea occurred to me, but the description given of Rex was so clear and unmistakable, both by the taxidriver and the clerk at the registrar’s. It could not have been an impersonation. I saw him, you remember, that morning in the Tower. He gave me not the slightest hint that anything was troubling him save the letter from Kupie. I know him well enough to be sure that I could have detected something in his manner if the prospect of marrying May Liddiart was at the back of his mind.”

Bill Dicker knocked out the ashes of his pipe and slowly recharged the huge bowl.

“The whole thing is queer. I’ve been down to see Casey.”

“Casey?” said Jimmy with a puzzled frown. Already the recollection of his kidnapping had been obliterated by the newer problems which confronted him. “Oh, I remember. You mean the gambling-house keeper?”

Bill Dicker nodded.

“I was keen to discover why he tried to ‘ shop ‘ you. It wasn’t like Casey, because he is a man of limited intelligence, and I’m perfectly sure he could not have thought out the scheme on his own. He took a lot of persuading, but at last he admitted that you had been brought, drugged, to the house at midnight, and having been admitted through the back part of the premises, were carried upstairs to bed.”

“By whom?” asked Jim, not unnaturally interested.

“As to that,” said Dicker, “he refused to give information. Obviously it was Kupie, because Casey is a born policeman,’ and would sell his own mother if you paid him the right kind of money. Kupie terrifies these people they dare not squeak, and Casey is a typical Kupie-tool. Of course, it brings us nearer to brother Parker. Parker doped you; Parker sent the letter which brought you to Portland Place; Parker disappeared immediately after he thought he had got you in bad. Therefore we may say that Parker is officially Kupie. Read those; they will depress you.”

He pushed forward a huge pile of reports that stood at his elbow, and Jimmy went through them rapidly. They were police notes from every part of the country. Some were short, some were loquacious, but all had the same story to tell — no sign of Parker, no sign of Walton, no sign of his missing wealth.

“Parker is in London,” said Jimmy quietly. “That kind of bird doesn’t go very far out of town. And he is wise, because London is the best place for a wanted man to hide.”

Bill Dicker, pipe in mouth, was gazing absently through the window on to the Embankment.

“Miller was in it, of course — the disappearance of Walton, I mean,” he said. “Then, because they thought he might squeak, they sent him a letter that drove him mad. A queer mixture of official and crook was Miller. He loved money, but he was strong for the dignity of his position. He didn’t know Kupie, though. If he’d known Kupie, the letter wouldn’t have worried him. He would have ‘ twisted the book ‘ on Kupie, and crawled out of his own trouble, possibly with honours. Now the question is, Sepping, who has got to know about this marriage besides ourselves?”

That was a question which was already worrying Jimmy.

“I can’t tell Dora Coleman,” he said decidedly. “That would be a brutal thing to do. But I think I ought to tell Joan.”

“Joan?” The detective lifted his eyebrows, and Jimmy blushed.

“I mean Miss Walton. She is an old friend of mine,” he said sheepishly, and was glad to escape any further cross-examination at Bill Dicker’s hands.

Joan was not at home when he arrived, and he amused himself by another inspection of Rex Walton’s study. It had occurred to him that he had not very carefully examined the blottingpad or the contents of the stationery rack. The blottingpad consisted of a number of thick sheets of blotting-paper, held together at the corners by leather binders. The top sheet was spotless, and he wondered idly, as he looked at the table, whether Rex had followed the practice of most people who did a lot of writing and “worked down” the sheets which had been covered with impressions. He stripped off one of the corner pieces and ran the edge of the paper along his nail. Evidently Rex was of that economical turn of mind, for the three bottom pages were discoloured and covered with writing and blot marks. He pulled them out, without hoping that here he would discover anything which would enable him to get closer to the mystery of Walton’s disappearance.

On the first sheet he was able to decipher, with the aid of a mirror over the mantelpiece, a number of business letters — one in particular interested him; it was a letter in which Walton instructed his bank manager to sell a large block of stock which he held. The date was indecipherable, but Jimmy had seen the letter’s original and knew to a day when it had been written. This gave him a line, because it showed him exactly the period the pad had been in use. He was still examining the blotting-paper when Joan returned. So absorbed was he that he did not see her, and she was standing, with a quiet smile, in the doorway when she made her presence known.

“I forgot all about Rex’s blotting-paper,” she said. “I suppose there’s nothing there, is there, Jimmy?”

“Nothing except a few letters,” said Jimmy, looking up, “and” He paused and looked more closely at the scattered impressions he was now examining. “That looks like a receipt to me.”

She came to him and looked over at his shoulder.

“Received from Mr. Rex Walton the sum of—”

“It might be almost anything,” she said. “There’s an enormous number of noughts in it.”

Underneath were two lines which were almost impossible to read.

“I can make out ‘ tody,’” said Jimmy. “Did Rex have a receipt book?”

She nodded.

“He was very methodical in business matters. I know he had a book of blanks, because I used to joke about them. In fact, he never gave me any money at all that I did not give a receipt for. It was irritating at first, when I came back from college, but then I began to see how Rex’s mind worked, and after that it became fun. I’ll find the book for you.”

It was not in the study. She had taken it away, with other of Rex’s intimate papers, to her own room. Presently she came back with the book in her hand — a very commonplace, oblong receipt book, such as can be purchased at any stationer’s for a few shillings.

It was half empty. Jimmy turned the counterfoils one by one. He had only turned two when he came to one that was not written upon, except for some pencilled figures, a glance at which revealed to Jimmy the fact that they represented the sum which had disappeared in such extraordinary fashion. He looked at the blotting-paper again, hoping to find a name, and after careful inspection he came to the conclusion that, when the blank was made out, the person who gave the receipt was not in the room. Rex Walton must have taken it with him somewhere, and there it must have been signed, and — what became of it?

With a gasp Jimmy remembered the blue envelope! That was one of the things in the blue envelope!
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That, and something else — the marriage certificate. To whom had the money gone? To this mysterious May Liddiart? But that again was beyond possibility. Rex would never trust a woman with so much money. He was a type which is often described as old-fashioned. He had no faith in woman’s ability, and was something of a reactionary in the matter of woman’s preoccupations. He never employed a girl in his offices, and he eyed with disgust the modern woman’s desire for equality of opportunity. Rex believed that a woman’s place was her home, and had frequently expressed to Jimmy his unoriginal views on the subject.

“What is the trouble?” asked Joan, seeing his serious face. “Have you found anything fresh?”

“Yes, I have found something extraordinary,” said Jimmy. “Sit down, Joan. Forgive me for ordering you about in your own house. A new problem has arisen. Do you know a girl named May Liddiart?”

Joan shook her head.

“Do you know whether Rex knew her?”

“No, I’m sure he didn’t. He would have mentioned her to me,” said Joan. “He always talked about the girls he had met. Poor old Rex! He was very limited in his knowledge of women. Who is May Liddiart?”

“You remember the day I met you in the Tower? Can you recall what happened after that?”

Joan wrinkled her brows in an effort of memory.

“Yes, we came home and had lunch, and then Rex went out at about half-past two. He was rather nervous and a little irritable, I remember, though I don’t know whether that interests you.”

“It interests me very much,” said Jimmy. “What time did he return?”

There was a pause.

“About five o’clock. It may have been soon after. He told me he’d been to see Dora, and he was very nervous and distrait. Why, Jimmy, what is it?”

“I have reason to believe — indeed, I know — that Rex was married to a girl named May Liddiart on that afternoon,” said Jimmy quietly, and she sprang to her feet with a gasp.

“Married to May Liddiart!” she said incredulously. “Who is May Liddiart?”

“That is what I want to know,” said Jimmy.

“But it is impossible — absolutely impossible! Rex wouldn’t do such a thing. He was engaged to Dora. Do you imagine for a moment that he would marry another woman the day before — that he would commit bigamy?” she asked hotly. “Who has said this?”

“Unfortunately I have documentary proof,” said Jimmy. “He was married at the Chelsea Register Office by the assistant registrar. The only question is, who was the girl?”

He told her what he had discovered amongst the ashes in the drawer of Walton’s desk, and how he had confirmed the scrap of information he had obtained from deciphering one of the fragments. Joan sat down with a helpless gesture.

“I give it up, Jimmy. I feel like Alice in Wonderland. Most impossible things are happening, but I really cannot at a minute’s notice scrap my ideas of Rex.”

“That is exactly how I feel,” said Jimmy. “Now, the point is, Joan, how far is this to go?

You mean, should Dora be told?”

He nodded.

“I don’t know … I think so … but I’m not competent to give sane advice. Poor Dora! Isn’t it terrible? I shan’t dare to face her. Isn’t there a chance of it being somebody else looking like Rex and using his name?”

Jimmy shook his head.

“That possibility has been discussed by Dicker and me, and we both agree that it is unlikely. The taximan who picked him up at Cadogan Square knew him by sight, had driven him before — his man ‘ stands ‘ in that district. And he was emphatic that it was Rex. And the clerk at the registrar’s office also knew him, because he had been in a few days before to get the special licence. The actual day of the wedding was not fixed until the morning it occurred. Shall we tell Dora?”

The girl thought for a long time before she answered.

“Yes, I think we must,” she said. “It is fairest that she should know everything and that, if she had any grief for Rex, the knowledge of his — oh, it was monstrous of him, Jimmy; it was wicked!” Jimmy saw, to his alarm, that she was on the verge of tears, and tried to confort her, feeling more awkward than he had ever felt before.

“Will you tell her or shall I?”

“I think you had better,” she said after another moment of consideration. “I shan’t dare to see her.”

Jimmy left Cadogan Square with the uncomfortable sensation of one who is about to undergo a very trying ordeal, and when he learnt at Portland Place that Dora was not at home he breathed a sigh of relief.

Should he write to her? He decided that was a cowardly way, and left word with the new butler which the energetic Mr. Coleman had procured that he would return just before dinner.

Something in the man’s face was familiar and he turned back.

“I know your face,” he said, and the man smiled. He was young for a butler, thought Jimmy, and he had seen him before.

“I’m Bennett, sir,” he said, and Jimmy remembered.

“The chauffeur — of course! You’ve been promoted?”

Bennett smiled again.

“Yes, sir, it’s a lift up for me. I suppose you didn’t find the burglar, sir?”

“Which one?” asked Jimmy, with an inward smile at the thought that the only burglary that counted in Bennett’s mind was that in which he had played a defensive part.

The whole thing was getting on Jimmy’s nerves, he decided as he walked home, and had Rex been a stranger he would gladly have handed the case to some other officer for investigation. That there was some personal danger to himself, he had realised before Parker’s drugged coffee got to work — long before The Digger had taken a pot shot at him and blistered the paint of an unoffending lamppost.

Kupie was fighting for his life, fighting like one who was in a corner; and this fact was an additional cause of wonder to Jimmy, because it seemed that Kupie held so strong a hand that he had little to fear from police investigation. His trail was covered. The cleverest of police officers could get no nearer to him than the identified Parker as the chief of this evil association. It is an axiom in police circles that when a man is known, he is caught, and that no known criminal has ever escaped from justice. Sooner or later Parker would be found; and being found — what?

There was a lingering doubt at the back of Jimmy’s mind as to whether the arrest of Parker would automatically put an end to Kupie’s activities.

There was a bulky package awaiting Jimmy when he called in at his flat, and written in a hand which was strange to him. He tore open the envelope and took out a thick wad of letters. A glance at the address told him that his communicant was Nippy Knowles.

Dear Mr. Sepping (he read), I’ve never been a man who went out of his way to help a “busy,” so I don’t want any bouquets for the little job I managed for you the other day. You’re a lucky fellow to escape. They tell me that The Digger is looking for you, so watch out! In regard to a certain party about whom I have told you, I came across two or three of her letters the other day, and I ask you, as a student of human nature, if you would think a girl who could write as this young lady wrote to me, would put a double on me as she did. Women I regard as being outside the pale of civilisation. Hoping you are well, Yours truly, Nippy.

There was a postscript:

Anything I can ever do for you I’ll be happy to do, because you’re a gentleman, and that’s more than you can say about the majority of people at Scotland Yard. They’re only happy when they’re twisting fellows who have helped them.

Jimmy passed this libel upon the active, intelligent officers of Scotland Yard with a smile, and dropped the letters into a drawer of his desk for perusal at some other time. He was not in the mood to study the amorous epistles of servant girls.

At seven o’clock that night he rang the bell at Portland Place and was admitted to Dora’s presence. She was alone in the drawingroom and came towards him with outstretched hands.

“Jimmy, you have news!” she said, and his heart sank.

“Yes, I have news, Dora,” he answered a little huskily. “But I’m afraid it is not pleasant news.”

“Has anything happened to Rex?” she asked, her eyes wide open.

“No, not exactly. Dora, do you know a girl named May Liddiart?”

Her eyes never left his. He expected her to deny all knowledge of May Liddiart, this mystery girl. Instead, to his amazement, she answered:

“Yes. Why? Do you mean about the marriage?”

He could only stare at her.

“Do — do you know?” he stammered.

“That Rex was married to May Liddiart at Chelsea on the day before he disappeared? Yes, I know.”

She was so calm that he could hardly believe his ears.

“Who is she?” he gasped.

“I am May Liddiart,” said Dora. “Dora May Liddiart Coleman — or Dora Walton. Rex is my husband.”
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“I wondered if you would find that out,” she said, Jimmy’s mind was incapable of receiving the news.

“You are May Liddiart — you are — you are Rex’s wife, you’re Dora Walton?” he asked almost incoherently.

She nodded.

“Sit down, Jimmy. I ought to have told you all this before, but I was afraid of father knowing,” she said. “Rex was very worried about these stupid letters he had received, and he feared that something might happen before we were married. It got so on his mind that he asked me if I would advance the day of the wedding. I couldn’t do that; I knew exactly how father would rave — he is rather an autocrat,” she said with a faint smile. “Then he suggested we should be married secretly in his own district, and that the marriage should be repeated on the following day, without anybody being the wiser. I told him that was impossible, because somebody might recognise me — and it would look rather queer in print, wouldn’t it, Jimmy?”

He nodded.

“So I compromised, very foolishly. I told him we would be married in assumed names. Of course, that would not invalidate the marriage, but when he agreed, he found that it was necessary that his own name should be given. So I went to the registrar’s office the day we met you, and in the name of May Liddiart I became his wife. After the ceremony we walked in the park; then I went home, and he went back to Cadogan Square. It was a mad thing to do, absolutely unreasonable. But Rex was afraid that — he would lose me. He thought that something terrible would happen at the last moment. It was an obsession with him. Do you think I have been mad? I know I have.”

“Does your father know?”

She shook her head.

“I dare not tell father. That is one of the trials ahead! And really, father has no time to discuss anything except the enormous impropriety of Parker! I really think that the shock of discovering that he had a real criminal in his house, serving in the capacity of butler, has almost worried father to death. It has had a greater effect than the war, and, thank heaven! it has been a more prolific subject for discussion than Rex’s disappearance. What do you think of me, Jimmy?”

He squeezed her arm sympathetically.

“My dear girl, what else could you do?” he asked. “I think Rex is a little mad on the subject of Kupie. But I wish you’d told me.”

“What difference would it have made?” she demanded, and Jimmy knew that she spoke truly. “Does Joan know? Of course you told her.” There was a twinkle in her eye.

“Yes, I told Joan. She said she couldn’t face you.” Dora laughed softly.

“I’ll go back with you to Cadogan Square and tell her all about it. Poor Jimmy! Even love affairs come to add to your perplexity!”

“Love affairs are my speciality,” said Jimmy soberly; “even my crooked acquaintances lay their bleeding hearts at my feet,” and he told her of Nippy and his false Julia.

For the second time that day Jimmy’s mind was relieved. He could not quite fathom the mentality of his missing friend, but his action was not altogether inexplicable, though he must have realised, if he thought at all, that the first marriage would lead to endless complications.

To Joan the astonishing news was less of a shock than it had been to Jimmy.

“Thank heaven it’s that!” she said with a long sigh. “My dear, you’re an official Walton! How precious!”

She kissed the girl affectionately. Jimmy thought she kissed rather nicely.

Dora stayed to dinner. Now that the secret was out, there were many things she wanted to discuss.

“Of one thing I’m sure,” said Joan when the meal was through and they were sitting in the softly-lighted drawingroom. “And it is that Rex went away because of this first marriage. At any rate, it was through you that he disappeared.”

“Through me?” said Dora.

Joan nodded.

“I’m perfectly certain that Rex discovered some terrible danger threatened you and could only be averted by his going away as he did. Hasn’t that struck you, Jimmy?”

“Nothing has struck me about this case except the infernal tangle of it,” groaned Jimmy. “I’m prepared to believe that Rex had a beautiful motive, but there are moments when I wish he’d stayed, whatever was the consequence.”

“You’re a pig,” said Joan reproachfully. “If it meant that Dora was in danger, aren’t you glad he went?”

“Do you think he recognised Parker?” asked Dora suddenly. “I don’t mean ‘ recognised,’ but that he knew him for what he was? It has occurred to me that Parker might have known something about Rex.”

“It has occurred to me,” said Jimmy, “that he might have known something about you!”

Dora laughed.

“He must have been hunting through my school reports,” she said. “The evil that I have done on earth is duly recorded by my very prim head mistress, and my biggest sin, as daddy will tell you, is that once on a time I indiscreetly mentioned that the City of Melbourne was raising a four and a half per cent. loan! Daddy hasn’t forgiven me to this day, for the secrets of the Treasury are as the Book of Oth!”

They talked on, Jimmy, sitting in silence, revolving in his mind all the possibilities and all the wild improbabilities of Rex Walton’s action. Once or twice he remembered the receipt, but he had little opportunity of putting his question, until Dora rose to go.

“Father is returning at half-past nine,” she said. “If he finds that I’m out, he will probably telephone to the police.”

“Dora,” said Jim, “I am pretty certain that Rex paid away a large sum of money — nearly a million pounds. I’ve already told you, but as you are his wife it is necessary that you should have the fullest details.”

“I know the money has disappeared,” said the girl quietly.

“I’ve proof that a receipt was given for this sum,” said Jimmy. “The impression was found on his blottingpad.”

“A receipt? Then you know to whom the money has gone?”

Jimmy shook his head.

“We don’t know that, unfortunately. I think it is established that Rex did write out a receipt for the full sum, and that that receipt was signed and placed in a blue envelope in the drawer of his desk. Something else was in that envelope too — a chemical which had been introduced either in the form of a saturated letter or placed in some other form by some unknown person, and which practically destroyed the whole contents of that drawer except one tiny scrap, which scrap, by the way, led me to the discovery that he was married at Chelsea.”

“You haven’t been able to discover the receipt?” she asked thoughtfully. “Do you think that was in the drawer too?”

Jimmy nodded.

“It is very strange. But he never talked to me about his business affairs. It came as a great surprise to me to learn that he was practically penniless, though that doesn’t trouble me a little bit, Joan,” she said, turning to the girl. “I have an income of my own, and I never thought of Rex as a rich man. Do you think this dreadful Kupie has the money?”

“I think so,” said Jimmy. “Though what inducement he could offer to a business man like Rex to part with that sum, heaven only knows! He never talked to you about the money at all?”

“Never,” she replied, “except—” She hesitated. “He did tell me that he was giving me an allowance of five thousand, and the antenuptial contract which he signed two or three days before the marriage mentioned specific settlements. What they were I’ve forgotten, and I shan’t know, because somebody has robbed Lawford Collett of that and other deeds Did you know?”

Jimmy smiled.

“Oh, yes, I knew,” he said.

“That wouldn’t matter. I only want Rex,” she said in a low voice. “They may have all the money — all his and all mine — all”

Jimmy took her back to the house and was grateful to learn that Mr. Coleman had not returned.

So one little mystery was dissolved in the most convincing manner. It remained now to discover Parker and make a general clean-up.

He returned to the block of buildings in which he lived, and walked slowly up the stairs to his fiat. His key turned in the lock, but the door did not open and he pressed the bell. The flat, which was usually lit, was in darkness, as he saw through the passage, and no reply came. Albert was a good servant, wholly dependable, and certainly not the kind of man who would go out without permission.

His hand was raised to press the bell for the second time, when a voice whispered, seemingly from the ground:

“What’s the matter with your shirt?”

Jimmy stepped back a pace at this extraordinary question, for he recognised the voice of Albert and he was speaking through the slit of the letterbox.

“Open the door,” he said sternly. “What the devil are you playing at?” For the moment he thought Albert was drunk.

“What’s the matter with your shirt?” asked the voice doggedly.

Jimmy frowned. There was some reason for this question — an especial reason, because that morning he had discussed certain renovations of his wardrobe which were needed.

“It wants re-cuffing,” he said.

He heard the bolt slip back and the door was opened.

“Shut the door, sir, quick.”

Jimmy obeyed. Then a light was switched on and he saw Albert. The man was in his shirt and trousers and the shirt was black with blood. Round his head was a stained bandage, his face was pale, and in his hand was a large army revolver.
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“What on earth is the matter, Albert? Are you hurt?”

“Yes, I’m hurt,” said Albert grimly. “In me feelings, sir, as well as me head!”

He led the way back to the sittingroom, and a scene of extraordinary confusion met Jimmy’s eyes. His desk had been overturned, the drawers had been flung out and the floor was littered with papers.

“They did that after they’d coshed me,” said Albert, glaring at the evidence of the intruders’ disregard for order.

“Tell me what happened.”

“About eight o’clock tonight, sir,” said Albert, “somebody came to the door and knocked. It’s funny that, though I ordinarily open the door to anybody who knocks, I kind of hesitated and asked who was there. I think it was the fact that the landing lights were out — I saw that through the fanlight — that made me suspicious. ‘ Open the door, you fool,’ said a fellow outside. Thinking it was you, I opened the door and — cosh! I didn’t feel it hit me. The first thing I remember was waking up on my bed and hearing the row they were making in your sittingroom.”

“How many were there?”

“Two, sir,” said Albert. “They were searching high and low for something, and Parker was cursing the other.”

“Who?” asked Jimmy quickly.

“Parker — the fellow that used to be at Mr. Coleman’s. I’m sure it was him, because I’ve been to Mr. Coleman’s house several times and I recognised his voice. It made my head swim to sit up, but I managed to get off the bed as quietly as possible, and fumbled around the shelves for my revolver. They must have heard me, for, just as I got the gun, one of the men came to the doorway. There was no light in the passage and not enough from the sittingroom to see his face. He saw me, though. As I put up my gun, he snatched hold of the handle of the door and banged and locked it. I hammered at the door, but before I could kick it open they were gone.”

Jimmy was looking round the room.

What was it they sought? There was nothing that could be of the least possible use to Kupie.

“They’ve written something on the desk, sir,” said Albert.

Jimmy saw the grey notepaper. The note had been hurriedly scribbled in pencil and there was no doubt as to the authorship.

Keep out of this Walton case, and stay? out, the note ran.

It was signed with the inevitable K.

“So this is London,” said Jimmy ironically as he looked upon the ruins. “Albert, you will go back to bed. I’ll do all the tidying up that is necessary. But first let me see that wound of yours.”

He untied the rough bandage and made an inspection of Albert’s injury. It was more serious than he had thought, and in a quarter of an hour two surgeons were in the flat, stitching and dressing the wound. In the meantime, Jimmy had picked up his papers and arranged them in something like order. The scene which had met his eye was curiously reminiscent of the state in which he had found Lawford Collett’s office. Had the burglars the same purpose in view? What was it? He reviewed mentally all his possessions that might be of interest to Parker, alias Kupie; and in the end he gave it up. So far as he could remember, no papers had been taken and certainly no other valuables were missing.

He sat down and lit a cigar. Kupie was in a panic! Never before had this mystery man worked with such crudeness. The bludgeoning of Albert, the enormous risk which such a procedure involved, the hasty search for documents — all this revealed fear; and with the knowledge of this fear, Jimmy felt on safer ground.

One of the surgeons came in presently.

“That man of yours has had a nasty crack,” he said. “I’ll have him moved to a nursing home if you wish, or I’ll send in a nurse.”

“Send a nurse,” said Jimmy, “a male nurse for preference.”

But no male nurses were available, they telephoned him, and then he remembered Nippy Knowles and his offer to help. It was a whimsical thought, for Nippy had none of the qualities which make for a nursing attendant. Nevertheless, Jimmy sent a messenger down to Lambeth, and at one o’clock in the morning Nippy arrived and, to Jimmy’s surprise, seemed to regard the request which was made of him as not being unusual.

“They coshed him, did they?” he said thoughtfully. “That’s bad. Kupie, of course? Do you want me here to scare burglars?”

“Partly that,” said Jimmy, “and partly because I need your expert advice.”

“When a copper comes to one of the ` boys ‘ for expert advice, it means he wants him to ` nose,’ and that I’ll never do,” said Nippy. “I’ll look after your man for you, and if you’ll confine your desires to fried sausages I dare say I’ll manage to make your breakfast. I’m an expert at fried sausages,” he claimed modestly.

So Nippy became installed in Jimmy Sepping’s flat — a proceeding which afforded Mr. William Dicker a great deal of amusement.

“I’m not out reforming criminals,” confessed Jimmy, “but I like the little fellow, and I think, if I get to know him, I might be able to do something for him. Besides which, we’ll get whispers. By whispers, I mean first-hand news of trouble which may be coming my way.”

“Not from Kupie?” said Bill, but Jimmy nodded.

“Kupie is not an organisation, he’s an employer. His little coups are extemporised, either on the spur of the moment or a few hours before they are brought off. Casey’s gambling hell was, of course, a different proposition, because Kupie financed it. But outside of any establishment of that character, even if another exists, I do not think of Kupie as an organised force.”

“Have you found what they wanted?”

Jimmy shook his head.

“The only thing I have which could possibly interest them — no, it wasn’t that.”

“What was it?” asked Dicker quickly.

Jimmy laughed.

“There was a bundle of amorous love-letters written to our friend Nippy in his callow days — they couldn’t have been so very long ago, by the way, because he’s only been on the crook for five or six years. But Nippy was anxious I should read them.”

Bill Dicker grinned.

“Kupie was hardly likely to plug your servant and burgle your flat for the sake of getting material to blackmail Knowles,” he said. “Are they missing?”

“I don’t know,” said Jimmy. “It never occurred to me until this moment that they were in the flat. I put them in one of the drawers of my desk; they are probably there still.”

Jimmy tried to remember the character of the papers he had replaced. Every drawer had been emptied, and Jimmy had made some rough attempt to restore the scattered contents. Try as he did, he could not remember having handled Nippy’s letters. It was a fantastic idea, but it so possessed him that he went straight back to his rooms and began another examination. Nippy was sitting with his patient when Jimmy called him.

“Knowles, there’s something lost which I can’t quite understand. You haven’t by any chance seen those letters you sent to me?”

“Julia’s?” asked Nippy in surprise. “What did you think of them?”

“I didn’t read them,” admitted Jimmy. “I was in such a tearing hurry that I put them in the drawer of my desk.”

“Oh” Nippy was obviously disappointed. “Well, you ought to read ‘em, because they’re classy! That girl could put more soul into three lines than any poet that’s ever breathed the breath of life!”

“You haven’t seen the packet?” interrupted Jimmy.

Nippy shook his head.

“No, Mr. Sepping, I haven’t been in your room. If I had, I shouldn’t take it without asking permission.”

The detective again turned out the contents of the drawers and went over them thoroughly, but Nippy’s package was not there.

“They couldn’t have pinched them,” said Nippy. “Probably they chucked ’em into the fire.”

“Nothing was destroyed, so far as I can find out,” said Jimmy, “But those letters are certainly not here.”

Nippy scratched his chin thoughtfully.

“Oh, they’re not there?” he repeated slowly. “Do you think the burglars took ‘em?”

“I’m certain they did. I can’t see how else they went,” said Jimmy.

“Oh!” said the other abstractedly. He repeated: “So they’re not there?”

Something in his tone made Jimmy look up. “What do you think, Knowles?”

“There’s only one thing to be thought, sir,” said Nippy Knowles firmly, “and it is that Julia’s in this business.”

“In the Kupie business” scoffed Jimmy, but the man was not jesting.

“She’s a clever girl.”

“But, my dear fellow, a servant girl doesn’t organise a job like this.”

“She wasn’t an ordinary servant girl, I tell you,” said Nippy. “She was class. If you’d read them letters, you’d have seen how class she was. That girl was marked out for big graft. I knew it then, and I’ve known it ever since, because Ave met grafters and seen what cheap skates they are.”

“What was she like, your Julia?”

“I don’t know,” said the other vaguely. “She was very lovely, but you mightn’t think her so. Lots of men tell me that they’ve got beautiful birds, but when I come to look at ’em they look like crows to me. Never trust any other man’s judgment about a woman, Mr. Sepping, and never trust a woman anyway.”

“Have you got her photograph?”

Nippy shook his head.

“Never had a photograph,” he said, “and if I had, I wouldn’t show it to you.”

“Where was she employed?”

“That I can’t tell you,” said Nippy, “meaning no offence. My motto is: Thou shalt not garden-hop.’”

“That’s a new one on me,” said the puzzled Jimmy.

“In plain English: Thou shalt not copper.’ I’ve never been a policeman and I’m too blasé to start now. If you find Julia in the ordinary course of business, you can find her. She’s got her graft and I’ve got mine, and I’ve no business to put her away.”

In this resolution he remained firm, and Jimmy knew the criminal classes well enough to know that this inflexible code of theirs would not be broken by the man. There is honour amongst thieves, amongst real thieves — men and women who do nothing but thieve and swindle for a living. It is only the amateur and the weakling who squeal.

“You met her somewhere in Sheffield,” he began.

“Forget it,” said Nippy with an expressive wave of his hand. “I was in Sheffield, certainly, but where I met this dame I wouldn’t tell my mother. And listen, Mr. Sepping, if you go making inquiries round the country as to where and when and why a certain safe was opened on a Sunday afternoon and a servant girl disappeared, I’m going to quit, because you’re betraying a confidence. And you’ll get no nearer to finding out the truth. There are millions of pretty servant girls round Sheffield, anyway,” he said, and added: “I know.”
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He considered the matter awhile from his own peculiar angle, and Jimmy, who thought the subject closed, was surprised when he went on:

“I’ve only got a cross-country line to their graft — Julia’s, I mean. It was Haydn’s crowd she ran with. You know Tod Haydn, or you’re no copper.”

Jimmy knew the redoubtable gunman, swindler and general larcenist by repute.

“That’s as much as I’ll tell you, except — how does Tod strike you as likely Kupie?”

He had not struck Jimmy that way at all.

“I’ll look him up,” he said, and Nippy laughed softly.

“What will you look up?” he asked. “Why, you haven’t got anything to look up! He’s never been inside. A Tod Haydn once went down for five — you’ll find his record all right, but it wasn’t Tod. He owned up to being Tod because the gang found he was snouting [informing] and they gave him the alternative of taking Tod’s five — they thought it was going to be ten — or going bye-bye. And they’d have put him bye-bye, too, those boys. Murder was cream pie to Tod.”

“But how could anybody go down for Tod’s offence — the police knew him?” asked Jim, and the other chuckled.

“There’s a side of police life that’s a sealed book to you, Sepping,” he said, “which shows as you’re honest, as I’ve suspected all along. Tod was pinched because the police had to go after him. He’d straightened ’em for years. But this time they had to get a Tod of some kind, so they got this fellow. He’s as much like Tod as I’m like Niagara Falls. But they swore to him and he went down for five, and everybody was happy.”

Jimmy did not argue. It was neither profitable nor wise to go deeply into the question of police integrity.

“Tod might be this Kupie,” said the little burglar, nodding. “It’s the graft that would appeal to him — he’s a biggish fellow and a grand rehearser. When you’re working with Tod you’ve got to be what you are. If your part is a parson, you’ve got to play it all the time, even in private. If Tod had a fellow disguised as a reverend and that fellow didn’t say his prayers, even in private, and Tod got to know, why, he’d break his head in. If Tod’s playing a boss part, he’s ‘ sir.’ If he’s playing a groom’s part, he touches his hat, even when him and the gang are in private. Once he had a fellow who was dressed up as a policeman — it was when he cleared, or was supposed to clear, the Western Bank. And because that fake copper looked intelligent, Tod kicked him from hell to Christmas.”

Jimmy looked at the tale-teller, but Mr. Knowles’s eye never even blinked.

It occurred to Jimmy later that possibly the burglars had taken the packet of letters from his flat, thinking they were of greater importance than they were, because they had been contained in the sealed envelope which Nippy had sent. It was not the sort of clue which he could follow, or one on the progress of which he could afford to spend public money, and he decided that the taking of Nippy’s letters was one of the common varieties of error which burglars sometimes commit.

The’ only striking fact that had emerged from the burglary was that Parker was in London and active. Again the “hurry” call ran from station to station. Every likely haunt and hiding-place was searched from garret to cellar, and again without result.

He had an appointment to dine at Portland Place on the third night following the burglary, and he was the more anxious to keep it because he wanted to know whether Dora had broken the news of the marriage to her father, and what effect it had had upon that pompous light of the Treasury.

One glance at Mr. Coleman told him that, so far, he was blissfully ignorant of his daughter’s indiscretion. He was almost jovial, and throughout the dinner related at great length a very boring recital of an interview he had had with his chief, and how that gentleman had been certain that Mr. Coleman had made a mistake in some obscure financial transaction, and how Mr. Coleman had convinced his superior that, so far from making a mistake, it had been the great man himself who was in fault; and what the chief had said to Mr. Coleman and Mr. Coleman had said to the chief. Throughout it all Jimmy nodded and agreed and exhibited polite amazement, without hearing more than two consecutive sentences.

The fourth member of the party was Lawford Collett; and when at last (this came towards the end of the meal) Mr. Coleman had finally enthroned himself as the supreme financial authority of the country, and had received the homage due to his brilliant genius, Jimmy, without discourtesy to his host, was able to turn his attention to more pressing matters.

“I hear we’re brothers in misfortune, Sepping?” said Lawlord Collett.

“You mean the burglary?” said Jimmy with a grin. “Yes, they treated me almost as badly as they did you. By the way, you found nothing else missing?”

Collett shook his head.

“No, with the exception of Dora’s marriage settlement, there was nothing.”

Jimmy looked up at the girl, and she shook her head slightly. So she had not told even Collett. Apparently Collett did not observe her gesture, for he went on:

“It would be rather a serious business if you had been married, Dora, because the whole of your settlement would have been at stake. I have a copy, of course, but not the signed copy. What did they find in your house?” asked Collett.

“Nothing at all, except a bundle of letters which did not belong to me, and the loss of which worried neither me nor their owner.”

“Burglars, burglars, burglars?” interrupted Mr. Coleman irritably. “I wish to goodness you people would find some other subject! I suppose it is because sensationalism is rampant that otherwise well-balanced minds become morbid and introspective. One cannot go to any dinner table in London without the conversation turning to a discussion of crime!”

“I am the culprit,” said Jimmy. “Crime follows a policeman as surely as trade follows the flag, and we’re all brothers in distress.”

“Have they found that rascal Parker?” demanded Mr. Coleman, glowering at the detective.

“I’m afraid we haven’t.”

Mr. Coleman made a noise indicating his impatience.

“There was a time when I thought that our police force was the most competent in the world,” he said bitterly. “There was a period when I imagined that an honest, law-abiding citizen could sleep safely in his bed, with the sure knowledge and confidence that his property and well-being were guarded by a staff of intelligent and knowledgeable police officers.” He shook his head. “I am afraid I have reason to reconsider my opinion. First we have Walton’s going, the burglar in this house; then we have the disappearance of Parker and the terrible attempt to poison you, Mr. Sepping — and that such a thing should have happened in my house is a matter I shall always regret. Then we have the burglary at Collett’s office — I hope you have put all my papers in a strongroom of some kind, Collett? I must confess that my confidence in you weakened when I learnt the ease with which these rascals—”

“Your papers are in very safe custody,” smiled Collett.

“And as to the efficiency of the police,” said Jimmy, “you have to remember that we are dealing with a very remarkable type of criminal. If it had been a plain, everyday burglar who had broken into your flat or Collett’s office or my humble apartment, we should have had him before a judge by now. But he isn’t an ordinary burglar; he isn’t an ordinary criminal, and the type of crime which he is committing is one which has few parallels.”

“Humph!” said the sceptical Mr. Coleman.

Lawford Collett had to leave early, and as Mr.

Coleman had brought some work from the Treasury — mysterious work which no mortal eye saw but his — Jimmy had a few minutes alone with the girl.

“I haven’t told him,” she said before he could ask her the question. “I don’t think much would be gained. Naturally, I shall have to tell him sooner or later, because he will want me to marry again, and he has already hinted.”

“Perhaps he’s found a bridegroom?” smiled Jimmy, and to his surprise she nodded.

“He wants me to marry Lawford,” she said quietly. “I like Lawford a lot, but not enough to marry him. And I shall not marry him. Although daddy is a dear, and I would do almost anything to please him, there are some things that I can’t do. I don’t want you to think that I dislike Lawford,” she added quickly; “I like him very much. He is a man with real nice qualities, Jimmy. Only they aren’t the qualities that are going to ensure my happiness.”

Jimmy nodded gravely.

“You won’t be able to marry, anyway, until you have proved the death of Rex Walton, or obtained an order from the court to assume that he is dead. And Rex is alive.”

She looked at him.

“Do you know that?” she asked quickly. “Tell me, please, Jimmy.”

“I ought to have told you before,” he said, and related the story of his one encounter with Rex.

“You are sure it was he?”

“Quite sure. I could swear to it. Remember that I had my field glasses fixed on him.”

She looked at him reproachfully.

“I wish you had told me that before,” she said. “No, I don’t! I know you were acting for the best; you did not want to raise false hopes. And then, you didn’t know that I was married and had a very special interest. You haven’t seen him since?” Jimmy shook his head.

“I wondered why all the advertisements had been returned from the newspapers,” she said after a long cogitation. “Of course, when you saw that he was alive, that he had some reason for keeping away, you stopped advertising. Jimmy, can you explain it?”

“I can’t,” he confessed. “I’ve spent the greater part of the last two weeks looking for a sane, feasible explanation of Walton’s disappearance. I thought I had it when I discovered that he’d married the day before you had fixed the ceremony. But even that explanation has gone.”

She got up with a sigh and held out her hand.

“I think I’ll go to bed, Jimmy. I’m a little …” She did not finish the sentence, and Jimmy saw Dora Coleman for the first time under the stress of emotion.

He had a few calls to make and was glad to leave early. One was at a dance club, where members of society congregated and danced till the small hours. He found the pretty clubroom already packed, and the dancing space uncomfortably crowded. It was some time before he found the man he sought. This was a young, goodlooking man about town, faultlessly dressed, who at the sight of the detective rose from the table where he was entertaining a small party and hurried out into the lobby to where Jimmy had retired.

“I got your message, Mr. Sepping, and I’ve made inquiries, but none of the girls who are working in London is called Julia — not even as a nickname. There is only one, she is in the cocaine business, and she’s forty if she is a day. Besides, as it happens, she is in jail just now.”

“Have any of the light-fingered ladies heard of a provincial hook called Julia?”

The other man shook his head. He was known as Folder, and was supposed by the underworld to be a man of some influence and possessed of a little property. By those who were not of the underworld, and who saw him at close quarters, he was generally regarded as a smart and clever crook. He was, in fact, a sergeant of the Criminal Investigation Bureau, though very few people were aware of this, for he never appeared at Scotland Yard in any circumstances, and the divisional police knew him not, except as a perfectly suspicious character.

Folder was a liaison officer between the crook and the police. Through him passed many delicate negotiations. He engineered conferences attended by hunter and quarry, conferences which frequently resulted in stolen property being restored to its rightful owner.

Jimmy took a cab from the club, and arrived home to find Nippy Knowles and Albert playing dominoes. He did a little work and went to bed. At three o’clock he was called to the telephone by a scantily-attired Nippy. To his alarm, he heard Dora’s voice.

“Is that you, Jimmy? Daddy has just been called up by Lawford’s servant.”

“What has happened?” asked Jimmy quickly. “He hasn’t been home.” Dora Coleman’s voice betrayed her agitation.

“He hasn’t been home? Is that remarkable.”

“It has never happened before, the servant says. Lawford had to leave by an early train this morning for the country and told his servant he should be in at ten o’clock. He told me, too, before he left Portland Place. I’m so sorry to worry you, Jimmy, but would you.—”

“Surely,” said the detective, and hung up the receiver.

His first inquiry went to the Yard and was of a comprehensive nature. In half an hour the report came back. Lawford Collett had not been traced in any police station or to any hospital. He had passed beyond human ken, as Rex Walton had passed, and his valet, and Paiker.
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Lawford Collett seldom, if ever, hired a taxicab. It was his boast that he walked twelve miles a day and if, in the course of his professional duties, he did not cover that space, he put in an extra two hours walking in the evenings. He had very nearly walked his allotted mileage by the night he came out of Mr. Coleman’s house and walked at his leisure through Langham Place into Oxford Street, but in any circumstances he would not have ridden.

The thoroughfare was crowded, for the night was yet early, and he turned into Hanover Square, where the sidewalks were empty. Crossing the square, he came into a quiet street which ran parallel with Oxford Street and would lead him into Park Lane.

He strolled along at his leisure, hands in his pockets, a cigarette-holder clenched between his teeth, and resisted the temptation to call in at his club, remembering that he had to leave town at an early hour in the morning.

He came at last to a part of the street which was practically deserted, and then, looking over his shoulder, he saw that a big car was slowly following him, keeping close to the kerb. He thought that it was a chauffeur waiting for somebody in one of the houses — the car of a doctor, perhaps. It overtook him gradually, and he was level with the door of the machine when it was thrown open and a man sprang on to the sidewalk.

The spot was admirably chosen; it was exactly midway between two street standards, and even if Collett had been sufficiently intrigued to look, he could not have seen the stranger’s face, shaded as it was by the broad-brimmed hat he wore.

He stepped back with a word of apology, thinking that the man was going into the house on the left. Instead, the stranger turned, and something hard was pressed against Collett’s waistcoat.

“Get in that car, or I’ll shoot,” said the new-corner in a low voice.

There was something in his assailant’s tone which prohibited discussion. Lawford Collett obeyed. Immediately the man jumped in after him, the door was slammed, and the car quickened its speed.

The interior was in complete darkness. All the windows were covered by some material through which not even the electric street-lamps penetrated.

“I won’t ask you what you mean by this outrage,” said Collett, “though it seems to me to be a little futile. Where are you taking me?”

“You’ll find out,” said his captor, who had apparently taken the bucket seat immediately opposite his prisoner.

Collett felt carefully for the windows; as he guessed, they were shuttered and immovable. As if hearing or guessing the movement, his captor said:

“Don’t try any monkey tricks. If you do, you’ll be sorry.”

It was not an educated voice, Collett decided, but it was disguised. Suddenly he heard a familiar boom, and it was close at hand. They were passing the Houses of Parliament, and it was the familiar note of Big Ben that he had heard. Crossing the river, probably. He felt the upward climb of the car, and was certain. They were running over Westminster Bridge.

For half an hour the car sped on, neither prisoner nor custodian speaking a word. And then Collett asked:

“Can I smoke?”

“Wait,” said the other man. He heard a scratch, saw a spark fly, and the dull red glow of a tinder showed in the darkness. “Light your cigarette from this. Don’t strike matches, though you wouldn’t see my face if you did.”

Collett smoked cigarette after cigarette, lighting one from the butt of the other. He looked at the illuminated dial of his wristwatch; it was half-past eleven. They had been an hour on their journey.

“Is it far?” he asked.

“Another two hours,” was the laconic reply, and the lawyer settled himself back in the corner of the car to think.

He was not easily frightened, but this long and tiring journey began to get on his nerves. What lay at the end of it, he wondered. He could only guess the direction the car was taking. If they were going south, they would sooner or later come to the sea. He put a question to the man, but received no satisfaction. The watch showed a quarter past one when the car slowed and stopped.

“Don’t move,” warned the figure in the darkness. “I am going to blindfold you.”

“Is all this tomfoolery necessary?” asked Collett.

“Very,” was the brief reply, and the lawyer submitted to a thick silk bandage being wrapped about his eyes.

The door opened, and the fresh air, after three hours in that smoky atmosphere, seemed like a draught of champagne. The man and the chauffeur took one arm each and guided him to the ground.

“We are descending some steps,” said the captor. “Go carefully.”

He counted seven steps and then heard the lap of water near at hand. There was a sound of rowlocks and the bumping of a boat as it touched the stairs on which they stood.

“Step carefully,” said somebody, and he put his foot into the centre of a swaying boat.

They guided him to the stern, and presently he heard the splash of oars. The water was calm; he remembered how still a night it was, and was very glad because his journey was by no means completed. Half an hour’s rowing, and suddenly the oars were shipped. Somebody helped him to his feet, up a ladder and on to a firmer foundation. There was a whispered colloquy, and then the man who had brought him from London led him along what he guessed was a deck, down a narrow hatchway and along a passage as narrow. Then the bandage was stripped from his eyes.

He was standing in what appeared to him to be the broad saloon of a ship. The low roof was studded with shaded lamps; the furnishing was of the most luxurious character, the walls being panelled in expensive wood, the portholes draped with silk curtains, and under his feet a heavy blue carpet. At the farther end was an ornate fireplace with a silver grate, and this was packed with flowers that filled the saloon with a faint fragrance.

Lawford gazed in amazement. He was on a private yacht, and yet it must have been an extraordinary yacht to have a saloon of this size. He looked round to his warder, but the man had spoken the truth when he said that his face was invisible. He was masked to the chin.

“May I ask,” said Collett sardonically, “whose guest I have the honour to be?”

“Call him Kupie,” sneered the other, and at that moment the door at the farther end of the saloon opened and a man came through. He was in evening dress, and he made no attempt to disguise himself.

Lawford Collett took a step forward and stared at the newcomer.

“You!” he croaked. “You!”

The man by the fireplace smiled crookedly.

“A little surprise for you, Collett, eh?” he said. Only his lips smiled, and in those hard, cold eyes Collett read his doom.
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Jim brought the latest news to Portland Place. “Lawford was seen at Wilton Street ten minutes after he left this house,” he said. “A policeman recognised him as he passed. The only clue they have as to the manner of his disappearance is the appearance in Wilton Street of a large car, which the policeman also noticed, and the number of which we’ve got, though I very much doubt whether it is its real number. The car passed down on the same side of the street as Lawford was walking and was seen again by an officer at the Park Lane end, going at a good speed towards Hyde Park Corner. After that all trace of it is lost.”

“Do you suggest,” asked Mr. Coleman awfully, “that my legal adviser has been spirited away?” Jimmy nodded.

“There can’t be any doubt at all about that, Mr. Coleman,” he said quietly.

“It’s disgraceful!” spluttered Coleman, his face going purple. “Disgraceful! This, of course, is Kupie’s work! I hate to use the word, but that is the villain. Why, Lawford may be dead!”

Jimmy did not agree with him, but neither did he disagree. It was unsafe to prophesy what move Kupie would make next, or what would be the end of any adventure in which he engaged himself. The puzzle to Jimmy was the seeming uselessness, the futility of the many outrages which had been committed during the past few weeks. The whole thing was so purposeless. The disappearance of

Collett was no less futile than the disappearance of Rex Walton. The burglary at his flat, the absurd attempt at Portland Place, the equally stupid burglary at Lawford Collett’s. If he could see obvious and apparent profit behind these crimes, there would be some clue at least to the mentality and the objective of this sinister force. But there was no reason, no intelligence, no cause, nothing that any intelligent man could take hold of and unravel.

Dora had not slept that night, and again she showed in her face evidence of her mental suffering.

“Her nerve is going,” he thought, and felt sorry for her. He was always being sorry for Dora.

Lawford was only a friend, but he was a very close friend of the family; and this new trouble, on top of the other, had shaken her.

The day passed without any fresh news of Collett coming to hand. At ten o’clock that night the telephones of Scotland Yard became suddenly active. From every quarter of the country people were calling to police headquarters with a remarkable story. Jim was in his office when the reports began to arrive and an assistant brought it to him.

“There’s an amateur wireless operator in Kent, who says he has taken this message,” he said. He laid a slip of paper down before his chief and Jimmy read:

I am Lawford Collett. I am a prisoner on an unknown ship …

There it ended. There were three thousand listeners-in who called up Scotland Yard in the course of the next hour. They had all conveyed the same message. The Admiralty had heard it; two ships on the East Coast relayed the message; a liner outward-bound to New York picked it up and sent it back again. The story of Lawford Collett’s disappearance was public property; it had been prominently displayed in every newspaper that morning. But all the messages were the same: “I am Lawford Collett. I am a prisoner on an unknown ship.” It had been telephoned and had broken off at the word “ship.” Some of the operators said they heard a cry following the word. Others, that they had distinctly heard another voice, though a little fainter, say “Stop him!” This latter story came from three reliable sources.

“On a ship!” said Bill Dicker when he was told. “That sounds queer. Kupie’s headquarters can’t be on a ship — if it is Kupie. Unless he has thrown in his hand and is departing for other climes. Do you think it is a hoax?”

Jimmy shook his head.

“Collett has a slight lisp and several of the listeners-in heard this distinctly. I don’t think there’s any question, it was Collett all right. I’ve sent a radio broadcast, asking people who have directional wireless to give me the approximate direction of the sound, and to report any further messages that come.”

But, though there were thousands of amateurs who listened all night, the voice of Lawford Collett did not come again to them. And for an excellent reason: he was sitting in a dark, bare cabin, barred and bolted, and about his two ankles was a chain which was fastened to the oaken deck.

That night there was a listener-in of a different kind, who knew nothing of wirelesstmessages. In a small room on the top floor of a house in Stanley

Street two men were sitting at an uncovered table, playing euchre. The smaller of the two had a pair of telephone receivers clamped to his head, attached by a flex to a ready-made switchboard that stood in the corner behind him. The second was a stockily built man of middle age, with an unpleasant, grey face, which a two days’ growth of beard did not improve.

Presently he put his cards down, and, going to a cupboard, took out a whisky bottle, a siphon and a glass, and poured himself a liberal portion. The little man with the receivers on his ears looked a little wistfully as the contents of the glass disappeared, and then glanced at his watch.

“I think she must have gone away,” he said irritably. “There hasn’t been a call through since this afternoon. You don’t think she has discovered the cut-in, do you?” he asked a little anxiously.

His companion shook his head.

“Why should she?” he asked contemptuously. He walked over to the untidy bed in one corner of the room and punched the pillow.

“I wish I was you; I hate this night work. And it is foolishness, too, because nothing’s likely to happen in the night,” complained the man with the telephone receivers.

“You’d better tell Parker that,” said the other significantly. “And anyway, what are you squealing about? I’ve had sixteen hours of it. You’ll get eight. And—”

A gesture from his companion stopped him. The man at the table was listening intently. Presently he reached for a pencil.

“She’s here,” he whispered, putting his hand over the ebonite receiver that hung near to his mouth.

The stocky man held his breath, trying to decipher the writing on the pad as his companion wrote. He paused now and again, his pencil uplifted, only to resume his shorthand scrawl. After five minutes he took the instruments from his ears and laid them down with a sigh of relief.

“Was it the girl?” asked his interested companion.

“No, it was Sepping. He was telling her that they’ve had news from Collett — an interrupted wireless.”

They looked at one another.

“Put your headpiece on again,” said the other urgently. “She may call him.”

The operator shook his head.

“No chance of that. He said good night and told her that he was going to the Yard and under any circumstances wouldn’t call her till the morning.”

The stocky man stretched himself.

“I’ll be glad when this thing’s through,” he growled. “It’s no joke being cooped up in this rotten hole.”

“We wouldn’t be cooped up if you’d finished it, Digger,” said the other significantly. “What did Parker say?”

“I haven’t spoken to him,” said the Digger shortly. “I’m glad too I didn’t get Seppingthey’d have been a little more hot after me if I had. I must say,” he admitted, “that Parker’s organisation was better than I dreamt of. I thought after I’d shot that I’d never get away, but it was as easy as shelling peas.”

The listener-in sighed and refixed his earpieces, and as he did so the Digger saw the man start. There was no need for his signal to keep silent. The strained look on his face emphasised the importance of the message which was coming through. Only once did he scribble a few lines on the pad. For a quarter of an hour neither spoke, and then the earpieces came off again.

“It was the girl,” he said.

“What did she say?”

“She was talking to somebody at the Yard and she told him that somebody was listening-in again, and he said he knew—”

Neither of the men heard the stealthy step on the stair, for the silent intruder wore felt overshoes. The first intimation that all was not well came when with a thunderous crash the door burst open. A man stood in the doorway, in his hand a long-barrelled automatic.

“Hands up!” he said. “And I’m speaking to you in particular, Digger. Reach for your gun, and you’ll go to a hotter city than Brisbane.”

It was Jimmy Sepping.



Chapter XXIII


Table of Contents


They hurried their prisoners to the nearest police station, leaving an officer in charge of the apparatus , and on the way Jimmy condescended to offer a little information.

“We’ve had that house under observation for two days, Digger. And when you opened the window yesterday morning you were recognised, at a range of two thousand yards, by a man with a telescope. Incidentally, he could have shot you, but we need not go into the grisly possibilities.”

“You’ve got nothing on me,” said the Digger. “I didn’t tap the wire. Cully is a friend of mine and I happened to call on him — how did you know where the ‘ tap ‘ was, anyway?”

“There’s a queer little scientific instrument, the working of which I will not attempt to explain to you,” said Jimmy, “but it detects a cut-in within a hundred yards. Tonight we had two calls put through to make absolutely sure, and another call should be coming through somewhere about now.”

“It’s come,” snarled the other. “You can’t convict me of anything.”

“I am many things, but not a jury,” said Jimmy cheerfully. “And amongst other accomplishments, I am a prophet, and I think you’re going down for ten years. There is one chance for you, Digger, and that is to squeak.”

“Make it fifty years and then I won’t squeak,” said the Digger loudly, and Jimmy chuckled.

“That’s the tone I like to hear! It is a sure and certain preliminary to a squeal. Think it over,” he said, just before the door of the cell clanged upon the gunman.

In the morning the Digger, in a chastened frame of mind, was prepared to tell all he knew. Unfortunately, it was very little, though he supplied a piece of information which confirmed all Nippy Knowles’s suspicions.

“I am not in this Kupie stunt,” he said. “Black ‘ is not my graft. Parker is the fellow that put me on to it. He told me that he was working a ramp that would bring in big money. He was working as a butler, so he said, and he got to hear certain things through his boss being in the Government. I asked him if it was black ‘ and he said no, but something better. All he wanted me for was to do a bit of minding.”

“Whom were you to mind?” asked Jimmy.

“You were one, and this girl of yours was another.

A little less of this girl of yours ‘ would be appreciated,” said Jimmy sharply.

“How do I know who she is?” grumbled the Digger. “I had to mind her, and I’ve been minding her for two months.”

“In other words, you’ve been watching her?”

“That’s right.”

“And her brother”

“No, Parker said nothing about her brother. Then about a fortnight ago I was told off to mind you. They said they’d tried to straighten you, but it hadn’t got past, and that you were a dangerous man. They’d got Miller absolutely straight, so they weren’t afraid of him whilst he was in charge of the case. My! They were scared when they knew you had taken it! It was about this time that I got orders, with a friend of mine, to watch Walton’s house in Cadogan Square and shoot him on sight if he appeared. They gave me a monkey down — that’s five hundred pounds—”

“You needn’t translate,” said Jimmy. “Go on.”

“And there was always a car to get us away if any trouble arose. We were getting five thousand for a kill, and that’s a lot of money. Not that I ever intended killing you, Mr. Sepping,” he added hastily, and the sceptical Jimmy smiled.

“You needn’t laugh,” said the Digger earnestly; “‘boob’ up to a point I don’t mind.”

“By ‘boob’ you mean prison, of course?”

“What else?” asked the other impatiently. “I don’t mind it, though I don’t, as you might say, desire it. But not having any particular wish to meet your Mr. Ellis at eight o’clock on a cold morning, there was going to be no killing if I could help it. It was my fear that made me miss you. If you doubt my word, give me a gun and a target and I’ll show you how I can hit bull centre eleven times out of twelve — and quick firing at that.”

“You saw Parker, then? How often?”

“I saw him three or four times,” said the Digger.

“Did he tell you that he was working the ramp?” The Digger nodded.

“He’s the big man in charge, there’s no doubt about it. I don’t know anybody else,” he said.

“When did you see him last?”

“Yesterday,” was the reply. “I met him in Tidal Basin yesterday evening. I don’t know where he’s hiding, so you can save yourself the trouble of asking. All I know is that he’s out for blood, and he is not so much worried about the rope as I am.”

“That’s just where you’re wrong,” said Jimmy quietly. “Parker is a scared man.”

“Well, he didn’t seem so to me. He seemed a pretty steady young fellow—”

“Young fellow?” repeated Jimmy in amazement. “What do you mean? Parker is nearly sixty!”

The Digger’s look of astonishment could not have been assumed.

“Sixty?” he said incredulously. “What are you talking about, Mr. Seppthg? I don’t suppose he’s a day over thirty.”

For a moment Jimmy was dumbfounded. Could it be possible that Parker was in reality a young man who had effectively disguised himself as somebody twice his age? Mentally he recalled the man, feature by feature, and in the end he was perfectly satisfied that there could have been no disguise. Besides, the prison record left no doubt as to his age.

“Parker is nearly sixty,” he said. “Whoever you saw, it was not he. How did you first become acquainted with him?”

“Through some of the boys,” said the Digger. “I don’t know the crook crowd in London; I’m comparatively a stranger to town. Somebody told me that a man wanted a job done, and it was arranged that I met him in the city one night. And the fellow I saw was certainly not old. He had the voice of a gentleman too He did not tell me that he was in Mr. Coleman’s service; I only learnt that when Parker disappeared. But he certainly told me his name was Parker.”

“Who is the telephone operator we took?” asked Jimmy, turning to another subject.

“He’s a fellow who was in the Post Office and was turned out for working a racetrack swindle,” said the gunman. “He’s a nothing, just a cheap crook who was useful. I found him.”

“Congratulations!” said Jimmy ironically.
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Jimmy thought, as he walked home, that he was as far from the solution of the mystery as ever. Indeed, the veil behind which Kupie was hiding had been thickened by yet another impenetrable curtain. The gunman’s story was bewildering, but he had evidently told the truth. Who was this man of thirty, with a voice like a gentleman? Rex? He dismissed the idea as being too absurd to consider.

Tod Haydn?

This sounded much more like the man. Tod was unknown to the Digger, though he remembered having heard of him and his exploits.

There was the barest possibility, however, that some record of the man existed at Scotland Yard. But Tod had never been convicted, he found — had never even been in the hands of the police; so there were neither photographs nor fingerprints by which he might be identified.

In some respects this new information tallied with his knowledge of Parker. Dora had told him that, when the burglar had broken into the house in Portland Place, Parker had been nervous to the point of panic. He himself had noticed, when he arrived, that the butler was very white and that his hand was shaking. And yet Parker, with the greatest calmness and sangfroid, had doped him and carried him to the gambling house. It was difficult indeed to reconcile the two phases of the man’s nature.

A brief note, dispatched by special messenger, brought Mr. Coleman to his office, and that fussy official arrived with remarkable promptitude.

“I am afraid, my dear Sepping,” he said somewhat testily, “that I cannot tell you any more about Parker than I have already told you. And, really, if you don’t mind my saying so, it is a little inconsiderate to bring a gentleman from important public work in order to answer questions of this character. I realise that, in the execution of your duty, it is necessary that you should put many people to inconvenience. But surely, an official — and, if I may say so, with all modesty, an important official — of State should not be subjected to that kind of annoyance.”

“I’m extremely sorry, Mr. Coleman,” said Jimmy penitently, “but Parker has got so completely on my nerves—”

“He has been on my nerves, but fortunately I have the strength of mind to dismiss the more unpleasant problems and circumstances which would have overwhelmed a lesser man,” said Mr. Coleman modestly. “Otherwise, since this unfortunate occurrence, my life would have been a perfect inferno. The chief result has been that my private life, which should be sacred to all save the more Radical and revolutionary journals in their morbid hunt for sensation, has been exposed to Tom, Dick and even to Harry. Surely, Captain Sepping, you can continue your investigations without any further encroachment on my time? As to Parker” — he hesitated— “I have told you nearly all I know. He came to me with a most excellent character, and he was a servant whom I trusted.” His face screwed up in a grimace of pain. “When I think I even allowed him to have the key of the silver chest, I am appalled! The man was a hypocrite, a humbug, a liar, a swindler and a thief.”

“He was all those,” agreed Jimmy with a faint smile. “But what I want to know, Mr. Coleman, is this: are you satisfied in your mind that Parker was a man of the age he pretended to be?”

Mr. Coleman frowned.

“I don’t quite follow you. Do you mean, was he disguised in any way? If you do, I should reply, certainly not. I pride myself upon my knowledge of mankind and my excellent memory. And believe me, Mr. Sepping, I am not the kind of man who would be fooled. It was absolutely impossible that Parker could have been disguised, except, though, he was a thief disguised as a respectable butler. I have sent Dora away into the country — or rather I am sending her away this afternoon,” he went off at a tangent. “This business has so got on the poor child’s mind that I feared a nervous breakdown. What makes matters more awkward is the fact that I cannot secure the right kind of chauffeur, to replace Bennett, whom I have promoted to Parker’s position. And a capital fellow he is. Any other butler would have objected very strongly to reverting to his old position, even for a day.”

He looked at his watch.

“I really must go now, my dear Sepping. Will you dine with me tonight, and I will talk the matter over with you? I can’t offer you the hospitality of my house, with Dora away and my domestic staff reduced, as it will be by the absence of Bennett. Will you dine at the Splendide? And then perhaps things will occur to me which I have very naturally overlooked in the stress of my governmental duties — I shall not dress, by the way.”

Jimmy had no wish to dine alone with Mr. Coleman. The pomposity and selfishness of the man, amusing at first, had become a little irritating. To this dry-as-dust servant of Government, the disappearance of Rex Walton meant no more than unpleasant publicity. The fact that his trusted servant was wanted by the police on a serious charge was of infinitely less importance than the difficulty of finding a new chauffeur to replace the promoted Bennett.

He hesitated too long, and it would now be rank bad manners to refuse the invitation.

“There are certain irregularities about Parker which I have discovered since, that I have not told,”

Mr. Coleman went on, “suspicions which I do not feel that I can discuss coldbloodedly because they may seem fantastic, and a Treasury official, as you well understand, my dear Sepping, has a horror of being considered fantastic.”

“I will meet you — at what time?”

“At half-past seven,” said Mr. Coleman. “And now I really must go.”

At the conference held that afternoon Jimmy laid before his colleagues all he knew, and received from them in turn all the reports which had come to their several departments. It had been found impossible to locate the position whence Collett’s mysterious message had been sent. A search of the papers at his office had given no clue whatever, either to the reason for his kidnapping or the manner in which he had offended Kupie.

“Taken in conjunction with the burglary at his office last Sunday morning, the astonishing occurrence is more than a little significant,” said William P. Dicker. “I shan’t be surprised at anything which may happen to our friend.”

“Has Coleman borne the loss of his legal adviser with his usual fortitude?” asked Inspector Levy, the new member of the inner council.

“Coleman’s an inhuman devil,” said Jimmy irritably. “He never made the briefest mention of Collett’s disappearance, and his only anxiety is as to the possible effect the ‘ scandal ‘ may have upon him.”

When he returned to his own office he found a telegram waiting for him. It was from Dora and had been handed in at Marlow. It ran:

Please let me know any new developments. I am staying at Riverside House.

He was folding up the telegram and dropping it into his waste-basket, when the telephone bell rang furiously and the voice of the exchange clerk called him.

“There’s a man named Knowles on the line, who says he has a most important message for you, sir.

Put him through,” said Jimmy quickly.

There was a click and the urgent voice of Mr. Knowles greeted him.

“Is that you, Sepping? I am speaking from Tidal Basin.”

“What is it, Knowles?” asked Jimmy.

“Who do you think I’ve just seen?”

“Who?” asked Jimmy eagerly, thinking for a moment that Rex had made another appearance “Julia!”
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In spite of his annoyance, Jimmy laughed. “Well, what about it?” he asked. “She’s living here in Carsholt Road — she and and Tod Haydn.”

“Tod Haydn?” repeated Jimmy quickly. “Are you sure?”

“Sure,” was the reply. “I saw them together. They must have got married. She’s his wife, and I wish him joy of her. I saw them coming out of the pictures five minutes ago, and I followed them. They look hard-up, too.”

“Come along and see me at once,” said Jimmy. “Take a taxi.”

“I’ll be with you in an hour; I’ve got to go home first,” was the reply.

Jimmy put down the receiver, and sat back in his chair, his hands clasped beneath his chin. In Julia he was not at all interested; but Haydn must be pulled in and his connection with Kupie cleared up.

Half an hour passed — an hour — but Knowles had not arrived. Only that morning the little man had given up his self-imposed duty as nurse, and Jimmy realised that he had not even thanked him.

At half-past six he had not appeared. The detective looked up his private telephone guide and got on to the nearest police station.

“Go round to Knowles’s house,” he said, giving the address, “and find out what has become of him.”

In a quarter of an hour he learnt that Knowles had arrived at the house within half an hour of his first telephone message. Somebody had met him as he went out; they had talked, and the two men had gone off together. Jimmy waited till a quarter-past seven, and then remembered, and heartily cursed, his dinner engagement. Fortunately there was no necessity for him to change, and he arrived at the “Splendide” on time to find a pensive Mr. Coleman sitting on one of the big lounges in the vestibule, reading the financial columns of an evening newspaper.

He looked up as Jimmy came in, and, taking off his glasses, rose.

“War stock is rising,” he said, “and very few people will realise the tremendous debt of gratitude they lie under to the Treasury… .”

He talked Treasury into the second course of the dinner, and then, after repeated hints, he turned his reluctant mind to the question of Parker and his enormities.

“What I am telling you now, Sepping,” he said, “I learnt quite by accident a few days ago. In a well-conducted household there is no intercommunication of confidence between the master and the servants; and things may happen under your very nose of which you are blissfully ignorant.”

He went on to enlarge upon the enormities of the servant class, their peculiar furtiveness and inherent dishonesty, and Jimmy listened as patiently as he could, his mind upon Nippy Knowles and all his speculations directed to the possibility of that individual turning up at Scotland Yard. He had left instructions at the office that he was to be called the moment the man arrived.

“It was Bennett, my chauffeur, who told me this,” said Mr. Coleman, coming at last to the heart of his disclosure. “Bennett has taken Parker’s place, and I am beginning to learn, for the first time, something about that rascal. Until a servant is dismissed you never hear of his delinquencies; then they come thick and fast! I overlook the fact that for months he has been systematically robbing me by arrangement with the tradespeople, though this I cannot prove, because all servants are thieves, especially upper servants. But it seems that Parker has been carrying on a clandestine correspondence with a man named Haydn, who, on three separate occasions, had been received into the house during my absence.”

“Alone?” asked Jimmy.

“Not alone,” said Mr. Coleman sombrely. “With Haydn came a young person who is supposed to be his wife. I am not going to vouch for the relationship. She was an attractive young person, according to Bennett; and what is so exasperating and annoying to me is that Parker entertained these wretched people in my drawingroom! Just think of it, my dear fellow! Thieves and rascals ander — heaven knows what, in my drawingroom! I blame Bennett for not telling me before — .”

“What was the object of these visits?”

“I am coming to that,” said Mr. Coleman. “Bennett stated that there was a great deal of writing — at Dora’s desk, if you please! A very great deal of writing was done on these occasions, and once Bennett detected this wretched man Parker destroying a sheet of blotting-paper in the kitchen fire, and said he was certain he saw the word Walton ‘ as the paper was consumed. Parker told him that these people were relations of his. Now another point,” said Mr. Coleman. “You remember that when Walton made his extraordinary disappearance he left behind, in Dora’s bag, a diamond pendant, or something of the sort?”

Jimmy nodded.

“Until yesterday that pendant was in a small jewelcase in Dora’s room. She has asked me to say nothing about this to you, but I feel that I must. But I would ask you, my dear Sepping, to handle the matter with your customary delicacy.”

Jimmy smiled at the unusual compliment.

“But what happened to the jewel?”

“Yesterday it vanished,” said Coleman impressively. “Dora went to the safe to get some trinkets — a ring, or a necklace, or something of the sort — and found that the jewel had been taken. I blame her for not notifying the police immediately. Although I can quite understand that, after the terrible publicity which I’ve received over this unfortunate business, she might not have wished to offend me. But this was a very ordinary robbery, which might very well have had immediate police attention.”

“Was the safe forced?” asked Jimmy, interested.

“No, it was opened, evidently with a key.”

“Was anybody in the house?”

“Nobody but the cook and three women servants. Dora was out most of the day, and of course Bennett — though I would never dream of suspecting Bennett, who is a man of excellent character, and has several hundred pounds saved up in the Post Office bank.”

“I won’t ask you if there were any fingerprints on the safe door.”

“Oh, but you may,” said Mr. Coleman triumphantly. “As soon as I discovered what had happened I made a very careful inspection of the door with the aid of a large reading-glass, and to my unprofessional eye there appeared to be no sign at all.”

“None of the other jewellery was touched?”

Mr. Coleman shook his head.

“Nothing but the pendant,” he said.

“I think I shall have to see that safe,” said Jimmy, and Mr. Coleman’s face fell.

“I was afraid you would,” he said. “However, ‘ in for a penny, in for a pound,’ and there’s no use in attempting to keep the police out of my house — I’m getting so used to it now! …”

Jimmy waited only to telephone through to his office to inquire whether any further trace of Nippy Knowles had been found, and then he accompanied Mr. Coleman to Portland Place.

It was a beautiful evening, with a clear sky and a full moon, and the walk was a pleasant one,

Mr. Coleman, on the score of economy and the nearness of residence, refusing the suggestion of a taxicab.

It was a quarter to nine when Mr. Coleman let himself into the house.

“I am afraid I cannot offer you coffee,” he said, “because my maids and my cook do not sleep on the premises.”

“Then you’ll be alone tonight?” said Jimmy.

“I shall be alone,” agreed the other. “But I am by no means a nervous man. If I were I should not ask you to stay here,” he said humorously, “because the presence of a police officer would be almost as disturbing as the presence of a burglar.”

They went up the stairs together, Mr. Coleman leading the way. He switched on the light of Dora’s room, and Jimmy followed him into that peaceful and pretty apartment. He had not remembered seeing the safe before, but now he recovered it from his memory. It did not look like a safe it was one of those pretty and seemingly fragile cabinets which sometimes adorn a woman’s room.

“Have you the key?” he asked, and Mr. Coleman took it from his pocket.

“I asked Dora to let me have it before she went, thinking you might wish to see the interior,” he said.

There were no signs of fingerprints. Jimmy put the key in the lock and turned it. The safe was empty, and Mr. Coleman explained that after this contretemps he had sent all the jewellery which would not be required to the bank.

“Dora is sure she did not let the key out of her possession?”

“She is emphatic on that point,” replied the other.

Jimmy looked round the room, taking in the details at his leisure. The silken curtains, the deep pile of the carpet, the little bed, with its table and its reading-lamp, the deep armchair by the tiled hearth

“What is that door?” he asked. “Does it lead to anywhere?”

“It is a wardrobe cupboard,” said Mr. Coleman. He walked a few paces toward it, then stopped dead and stared down at the floor.

“What — what was that?” he quavered.

From beneath the door something was trickling that ran its zigzag course over the polished surround. “Blood!” said Jimmy under his breath.

The key was in the lock; he turned it. As he did so, the door was pushed open, and something limp and heavy fell to the ground with a thud.

He stared down at the white face, scarcely able to believe his eyes.

It was Parker, and he was dead!
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“Telephone to police headquarters and tell them to send a couple of men as quickly as they can. You can also telephone to the Middlesex Hospital for an ambulance — no, I don’t think you need do that,” he said after a moment’s thought. “Get the police.”

He turned the body over on to its back. The waistcoat was wet with blood, and a brief examination told him that the man had been shot at close quarters, for the coat was singed. Switching on the light of the bedside lamp, he put it down by the side of the body and continued his examination. On the man’s left hand was an old wristwatch. The glass was broken and the wrist was bruised, as though it had been struck by some blunt weapon. The watch had stopped at twenty minutes to eight.

Death must have been instantaneous, he thought, and very little blood could have been shed. It was possible, therefore, that the body might have been carried into the room after it was dead, and hidden in the cupboard. It was equally likely that he was shot in the position he was found.

He made a search of the cupboard, and the latter hypothesis became a certainty, for the bullet had passed through the body and was embedded in the wooden lining of the wardrobe. Then began a very careful search of the dead man’s pockets. A few Treasury notes, one or two pieces of silver, and an old metal watch, which was still going, rewarded his search. Why did Parker carry two watches? he wondered, though that was an eccentricity not peculiar to Parker.

Passing his hand over the coat, he felt something hard and square, and, from the inside pocket, he took out a red morocco case, which he instantly recognised before he pressed the spring and the top flew back, to show the fatal jewel which Rex Walton had left behind on the day of his flight.

Jimmy put the pendant down upon the bed and continued his search. And then he made a further discovery. It was a folded sheet of paper, enclosed in an open envelope. The paper was covered with writing in pencil, which he easily identified. It was the same writing that had come on all the Kupie letters, and was undoubtedly Parker’s.

It began “Dear Tod,” and it was obvious that the dead man had been interrupted in his writing, because it stopped about three inches from the bottom of the page and in the middle of a sentence. After a brief scrutiny he placed envelope and paper in his pocketbook. By this time Mr. Coleman had returned.

“They are coming immediately,” he said, and for once Jimmy admired the man’s calmness in face of tragedy. “Dora must be told,” he said. “She talked of coming back tomorrow morning.”

“Why not leave it till the morning?” said Jimmy, but Mr. Coleman shook his head.

“Dora is a very early riser, and besides, I don’t want her to learn of this through the newspapers. He is dead?”

Jimmy nodded.

“What was he doing there, do you think?” asked Mr. Coleman, and then his eyes fell upon the trinket, and he uttered an exclamation. “Did you find this on him?” he said.

“It was in his pocket,” said Jimmy. “It is Dora’s pendant, isn’t it?”

Mr. Coleman took up the case with its glittering contents and nodded.

“Yes, this is the pendant. And it was Parker—”

“It was either Parker or the man who killed Parker,” said Jimmy. “I don’t know … it is extraordinary.”

Bill Dicker arrived at the same time as the divisional surgeon. The doctor did not trouble to do more than look at the silent figure.

“Oh, yes, he’s dead. Shot, isn’t he?” he asked. “Was he found there, Jimmy?” asked Dicker, bending over the man.

Jimmy pointed to the cupboard.

“He was inside; when I opened the door he fell out. How long has he been dead?”

“Two or three hours, so far as I can tell,” said the surgeon. “You will want him moved, I suppose? I’ll arrange that at once.” He went downstairs with Mr. Coleman to telephone, and the two detectives were left alone.

“Well, what do you make of it?”

“I make nothing of it,” replied Jimmy Pepping with a helpless gesture. “The man was shot at close range, probably about twenty minutes to eight this evening.” He pointed to the marks on the man’s arm and the smashed wristwatch. “I should imagine he put up a struggle, and was first bludgeoned and afterwards shot.”

He gave a brief explanation of the discovery, and Bill Dicker began to wander round the room, his keen eyes taking in every little detail.

“No smell of cordite,” he said. “That would be understandable if the windows were open, but they’re closed. Therefore, we may suppose that after this man was shot the windows and doors were opened to get rid of the powder smell, and shut again. Curtains drawn — you say Miss Coleman was not sleeping here tonight? Why are the curtains drawn?”

“The same thought occurred to me,” said Jimmy.

“The safe is open. What does that mean?” Jimmy told him of Dora Coleman’s pendant and its recovery.

“It was lost yesterday,” said Dicker thoughtfully, “and recovered in the pocket of a man who was murdered in this room tonight. It is hardly likely that Parker or Felman would have carried this valuable property about with him for a day, and less likely that, if he had stolen it yesterday, he would have brought it back tonight. Therefore we must presume that Parker, unknown to Mr. Coleman, was hiding in this house all the time. I think it would pay us to have a look round.”

They searched the house from top to bottom. Parker’s room had been taken over by Bennett; it was therefore unlikely that it was here that a man had hidden, if Dicker’s theory was correct. The wine-cellars adjoined the basement kitchen, as also did the coal-cellar. A very thorough inspection of these places brought them no nearer to t e mystery of Parker’s presence in the house.

It was on the basement level and in a larder, which Mr. Coleman explained was no longer used, that Jim found a mystery room. The entrance was concealed by a packing-case which stood on top of a square, stone trapdoor, into which an iron ring had been let at some distant period.

“This looks as if it had been recently used,” said Dicker.

He tugged at the ring, and the trap came up easily enough. Beneath was a black void, but his hand-torch showed him a wooden ladder leading down no great distance, and he descended, followed by Jimmy. They were in a small, square apartment, which had neither door nor outlet of any kind. Around the wall were a number of iron shelves. It was obviously the wine-cellar of a previous occupant of the house, and was not altogether empty, for there were two large boxes, branded with the name of an Oporto wine merchant.

“There’s a windfall for you, Mr. Coleman,” said Dicker with a half smile. “Unless the branding is wrong, you’ve got a couple of dozen bottles of ‘58 port.”

“I never knew this place existed,” said Mr. Coleman, “and certainly I have not used it. Of course I would not dream of drinking anybody else’s wine. It must be returned to its rightful owner.”

Jimmy sounded the walls, but they were solid, and they climbed up the ladder again, satisfied that there was no way out from this unsuspected crypt.

“The place is entirely without ventilators, and he could not have slept there without being asphyxiated,” said Dicker.

Every room, and even the roof, was completely inspected, without bringing them any nearer to Parker’s hiding-place. They were leaving the house when Jimmy remembered that he had promised to telephone to the girl; and after some delay he got through to Marlow, and the sleepy voice of a woman servant answered him. Eventually Dora was aroused, and, as simply as he could, he broke the news of the tragic happening in her bedroom. He heard her gasp.

“I will come up,” she said.

“That is the very thing you mustn’t do,” said Jimmy. “You are to stay away until it is necessary for you to come to London.”

He detected in her voice the shock that the news had given to her, and he was anxious to avoid the more devastating shock which he knew the evidence of the murder would cause her.

“But I must come up, I must!” she said… . “Murdered in my room! How terrible!”

Suddenly, and very sharply, she stopped and cut off the connection.

The police were now in possession of the house, and Mr. Coleman had gone across to the neighbouring hotel. Apparently the nature of the tragedy which had been enacted in his house was so tremendous that even the thought of the undesirable light that would be thrown upon his private life did not add to his distress.

Back at the Yard, Jimmy produced the letter he had found in the dead man’s pocket. It was written in pencil, and had no address.

Dear Tod (it began), there is a lot in this business that I don’t understand. And I am pretty nearly through With it. The money you gave me to get abroad isn’t nearly enough. I’m going to try to see you at the old place tonight, but if I don’t, I am going to leave this letter. The Kupie business is bust, and I don’t think you’ll get the mug. I ought to get something extra for the letters. We had to cosh a man to get them, and it was very risky, because the busy came in soon after we left. If he’d been a few minutes earlier it would have been “good night, aunt.” I will make another-

There the letter ended.

“Another attempt to see you,” finished Dicker. “And if I don’t see you then, I’ll post this letter.

He saw him all right,” said Jimmy grimly.

“What do you make of it?” demanded Dicker. “The readiest explanation that comes to my mind,” answered Jimmy, studying the letter again, “is that Parker met Tod, and Tod persuaded him to go after the diamond pendant. Obviously, Parker was only a tool — I suspected that long ago.

You suggest, then, that both got into Coleman’s house together, and that some sort of quarrel arose, during which this man was killed?”

Jimmy nodded slowly.

“That is too simple an explanation, but it is a fact that Parker wanted money, and it is quite possible that Tod might have told him where there was easy money to be had—”

“Parker knew that. Besides, the burglary occurred the day before,” said the puzzled Jimmy.

“Tod may have done it,” insisted Dicker. “It was the lure of the pendant — or possibly the pendant was the price he paid for the second attempt on the safe.”

“Who is ‘ the mug ‘ referred to?” asked Dicker, breaking a long silence.

“Me, perhaps,” said Jimmy bitterly. “And it was Julia’s letters they were after! Albert was the man they ‘ coshed ‘ and I was the ‘ busy ‘ who came in just too late.”

They sat together, hands in pockets, gloomily surveying the letter and the pendant that glittered in the light of the overhead branch lamp; then Jimmy roused himself with a sigh.

“There is one man I’d like to interview just now, and that is the eminent Mr. Knowles, who, in addition to being an expert burglar, has, I am certain, a mass of information about Tod Haydn. Anyway, we have enough evidence to pull in Tod, and without any further delay I think we ought to comb out Carsholt Street, Tidal Basin.”

It was daylight before his arrangements were made. His first call was at Mr. Knowles’s house at South Lambeth. Here he received some startling news from the landlady who came, half dressed, to the door.

“No, sir,” she said, recognising Jim, “Mr. Knowles hasn’t been home all night. It’s rather worrying me, because he’s a very regular man, and I’ve never known him to be out later than ten since he’s been staying with me.”

“Did you see the man who called for him last night?” asked Jimmy.

“I didn’t see him, sir. He was a gentleman; I could tell that by his voice, and I know his name, too.”

“You know his name?” said Jimmy eagerly. “What was it?”

But the good lady had her story to tell her own way.

“Mr. Knowles had come in for five minutes, and was just going out, when this gentleman knocked. I was standing at the head ol the stairs, and I heard him say, ‘ What can I do for you, sir? ‘ and then the gentleman said, ‘ You know me, Knowles,’ and Mr. Knowles seemed sort of taken back, and said, ‘ Why, Mr. Walton! ‘“

“Walton!” gasped Jimmy. “Are you sure?”

“Absolutely, sir. I could take my oath on the Bible in a court of law,” said the landlady emphatically.
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Into the complicated situation had come yet another complication. What had Rex Walton to do with the little burglar? He remembered now that Knowles had once told him that he had met Rex, and that Rex had been kind to him. But what possible service could Nippy render to this master of a million?

He drove, via the Blackwall Tunnel, to Tidal Basin, and there he found the search party waiting for him. Carsholt Street, unlike its slummy neighbours, was a thoroughfare of houses which are favoured by the decent artisan class, and at this hour of the morning was deserted, every window blind being drawn. They had not been assembled long before one of the doors opened, and a man came out, walking toward where Jimmy was standing. He was an early-morning workman, and he shot a suspicious glance at Jimmy as the detective advanced to meet him.

“No, sir, I don’t know anybody named Haydn,” he said when the reason for the hold-up was explained. “There are dozens of young couples living in this street. What’s the girl like?”

“She is supposed to be very pretty,” said Jimmy cautiously, for he was not prepared to accept Knowles’s prejudiced view of Julia’s beauty.

“There’s only one pretty girl who lives in this street, and I’ve never seen her,” said the workman. “She lives at No. 44; she and her husband has the upstairs room. I only know that because a mate of mine told me he’d seen her and her husband once. They don’t live down here, as far as I can make out. They’ve got a room, and they come now and again. He’s supposed to be a sailor, and she lives with her mother when he’s at sea. I don’t know what he looks like, any more than I would recognise her.”

His informant was allowed to pass on, and presently another, this time a middle-aged woman, put in an appearance, and was stopped by one of the detectives and brought to Jimmy. For a time the experience of being held up by the police rendered her incoherent, but when she had recovered her power of speech she was able to supplement the information that they had received from the man.

“It must be the people at No. 44,” she said. “There’s nobody else that you could properly call pretty. He’s a seafaring man… .”

Practically she repeated what they had already been told.

“They’re at 44,” said Jimmy, and, crossing the street, he walked up till he came abreast of the house.

Both upstairs and downstairs the blinds were drawn. He knocked, and there was an immediate answer. A succession of thumps in an uncarpeted passage came to his ears, and presently the door was opened and the white face of a boy stared at him from the darkness of the passage. He was a cripple, and was apparently the sole occupant of the downstairs rooms. His mother, he frankly confessed, was “doing twenty-one days for drunk.”

“Who lives upstairs?”

“Mr. and Mrs. Marsh,” said the boy; “but they’re not at home. They very seldom stay here — in fact, I don’t remember that they ever did.”

Going upstairs, Jimmy found that there were only two rooms, and these he opened, despite the protests of the cripple. The back room was bare and empty. It contained not so much as a chair. The front room, however, was unusually well furnished for a house of this class. A comfortable couch, which, Jimmy found, could be converted into a bed; a deep armchair; a tall secretaire and a big table, were the principal contents of the room. The writing portion of the secretaire was empty.

“Not even a pen,” said Jimmy. “Let us have a look at his books.”

Tod Haydn’s library — if this room belonged to the notorious Tod — consisted of a number of novels, a current “Who’s Who,” ten volumes of an encyclopedia, and a number of other books, mainly directories. There was also a map of England, with certain unusual boundaries drawn in in red ink, and these puzzled Jimmy, until one of the detectives who was with him supplied the explanation.

“Those are assize areas, sir,” he said, pointing “For instance, any crime committed inside that line would be tried at the Oxford Assizes; any crime committed on the other side would be tried at Gloucester; and beyond that, at Hereford.”

Support came for this view when they found a law almanac with the dates of the assizes underlined.

“It looks rather as if our friend expected an appearance at court,” said Jimmy.

“More likely that he had an idea of dodging trial,” said the detective who had supplied the first solution. “In some of these places you may be held on bail or on remand for months until you’re brought up belore a judge. I should think he has worked out a scheme to get the longest remand possible in order to make his getaway. He has probably got bail already fixed. I know Tod Haydn’s methods, and there isn’t a better workman at the game. At least, there is nobody who can cover his tracks better than Tod.”

“Have you seen him?”

The police officer shook his head.

“No, I can’t say I’ve seen him, sir,” he replied.

Jimmy opened all the drawers in the hope of finding some article of woman’s wear, but here he was disappointed. Usually even the most careful of criminals leaves some minute trace of his presence; but there was not so much as a hairpin to betray the visit of Julia.

He interviewed the crippled boy and learnt that the couple had only been in the house for an hour, and they’d spent that time looking at maps.

“What kind of maps?”

“I don’t know what kind, sir; but I took ’em up a cup of tea, and they were looking at the map together, and the gentleman had a pencil in his hand and was writing on a piece of paper.”

When he was asked to describe the girl, he was vague — Jimmy believed purposely so. He found afterwards that the mother and the son lived rent free on the floor below, in return for such small services as the real landlord required. Mr. and Mrs. Marsh (this was the name by which they were known) did not usually live in the neighbourhood. The boy told the story he had already heard twice about Tod being a seaman, and the only additional information he gave was that Mrs. Marsh lived with her mother in the country. He was even more vague when they tried to pin him down to details.

Jim was leaving the house when a thought occurred to him, and he turned round to the boy. “Where do you send the letters?” he asked. He saw, by the flush that came to the cripple’s face and the look of intense annoyance that showed momentarily in his eyes, that he had asked the very question that the boy did not want to answer.

“He doesn’t have many letters.” The cripple hesitated. “And when he does we keep them for him.”

“Where do you send them?” insisted Jim.

“I don’t exactly remember the name, sir,” pleaded the boy. “I haven’t had a good memory since my accident. Mother knows better than I do.”

With a Home Office order, Jimmy interviewed the absent landlady in the visitors’ room at Holloway Prison. She was a stout and voluble woman, with a grievance against the police; and when she discovered Jimmy Sepping’s profession she broke into a torrent of denunciation which embraced every police service from Scotland Yard to the Fiji Islands, from which Jimmy would have gathered that this was not her first conviction, even if he had not known.

“It’s no use your staying here, because I’m not going to copper anybody,” said the woman truculently. “My lodgers are respectable people; they keep themselves to themselves, and I keep myself to myself. And anyway, I’m not going to do anything for busies who’d swear your life away for a glass of beer. I was no more drunk—”

“Don’t let us have an argument,” pleaded Jimmy. “I’ll see what I can do for you to get your sentence reduced if you’ll be a good soul and answer my questions.”

“I don’t want my sentence reduced; I’m coming out the day after tomorrow!” said the good lady triumphantly. “And even if I was serving a hundred years I wouldn’t tell you anything.”

“You won’t serve a hundred, but you may serve seven,” said Jimmy, altering his tone. “I want your lodger for murder, and I needn’t tell a sensible woman twice that, if she helps a murderer to escape justice, she is liable to penal servitude.”

The attitude of the woman changed. From being defiant and glorying in her conviction, she began to wail and whine about the hard la which was hers.

“If I never move from this spot, Mr. What’syour-name, I know no more about the Marshes than you do. They’ve been very good to me. I never pay any rent; they’ve given me my house rent free, and there’s always a pound or two to be had for the asking.”

“Where do you send their letters?”

She gave an address which, Jimmy knew, was an accommodation house of call in the West End. That told him nothing.

“When you send the letters to the country, where do they go?”

“I never do send the letters to the country,” she said, and Jimmy believed her. “Who’s been murdered, mister?” she asked, her curiosity getting the better of her.

Ordinarily, Jimmy would not have satisfied her, but on this occasion he was reaching out for clues, and he could not afford even to be reticent.

“A man named Parker or Felman,” he said, and was unprepared for the effect his words had on the prisoner.

Her jaw dropped, her face went white, and she half rose.

“Felman!” she said hollowly. “My God! Who killed him?”

“I don’t know, but I want to see Mr. Marsh in relation to this crime,” said Jimmy. “Do you know Felman?”

She nodded, her lips quivering.

“Oh, my God!” she said again.

“Where did you meet him?”

And then, to his amazement, she burst into a torrent of weeping.

“Who was Felman?” he demanded.

“My husband!” she sobbed.

When she grew calmer, she told him that she’ had not been living with the man for years, but that he made her a small allowance, and that it was through him that she had got into the Marshes’ house on such advantageous terms. And there she had seen her husband, because he had frequently called to confer with the Marshes, though he’d never taken very much notice of her.

“Mr. Marsh didn’t kill him, that I’ll swear,” she said energetically. “He was very fond of Felman. Of course, Felman was a bad man and had been in trouble; but the idea of his being murdered is awful!”

“Do you know where your husband was employed?”

“Yes,” she nodded, “at Mr. Coleman’s, wnere he was called Parker. He told me he’d got into a very nice house, and he was going to make:a lot of moneys That is the only thing he ever told me about himself. And now to think that he’s dead!” She burst into a fresh storm of sobs.

Jimmy left it to the local C.I.D. to watch the house.

“Though I do not expect we shall catch the birds,” he said, “for either the boy or the woman will communicate with them — that is certain.”

He snatched a few hours’ sleep and was again at his desk by noon, interviewing such of the privileged reporters as had the entree to his office. Whether Dora had come to town or not he did not know, for his inquiries took him away from the house in Portland Place. He neither saw nor heard from Knowles; the little man seemed to have disappeared as completely and as mysteriously as any of those who had gone before him. His landlady reported that he had not returned to the house, and a search of his usual haunts, including his favourite restaurant in Soho, drew a blank.

“I think I’d better come into this case now,” said Bill Dicker. “You’ve got rather a big plateful, Jimmy. Your Digger man, by the way, has been remanded, though I don’t really believe you’ve got sufficient evidence to convict him. Do you think he’ll squeal any more?”

“He’s squealed all he knows,” said Jimmy decisively. “We’ve come to a cul-de-sac. The real squeaker is dead.”

“You mean Parker, of course?” nodded Bill Dicker. “His letter struck me that way. The man was scared and ready to turn State evidence. If we could only have got him before they did!”

So rapid had been the developments, so many were the events which overlay the disappearance of Rex Walton, that Jimmy had almost forgotten his first and last task had been to discover the whereabouts of his friend. Joan reminded him of the fact when he met her for tea that day at the Carlton.

“I’m making a confession to you, Jimmy, that will seem extraordinary,” she said. “I’m not worried about Rex.”

He nodded.

“I felt somehow like that myself,” he said. “Although I know that behind all these shocking crimes lies danger to your brother, I am satisfied in my mind that he is better prepared now than ever he has been to meet attack.”

She had not heard about the disappearance of Knowles. The newspapers had been filled with the

Portland Place murder, and even if Jimmy had given the information to the press, it was unlikely that the linotype machines would have worked hard over a convicted burglar being unaccountably absent from his home.

“I don’t understand it,” she said, shaking her head, when he told her. “Rex knew this nice little man. I remember Mr. Knowles telling us. But what did he want him for?”

“Heaven knows,” said Jimmy piously; “and I am almost content to leave the solution of the whole darned business to providence.”

Then, to his surprise, she asked:

“Jimmy, can you find me a job?”

“What on earth do you mean?” he demanded, and she laughed softly at the sensation she had created.

“I haven’t a great deal of money left; I don’t know whether that occurs to you; and I’ve a big house to keep up — a house which I cannot legally dispose of. And unless Rex returns very soon, I shall have to do something.” Her pretty brows knitted in a frown. “That is what I can’t understand, Jimmy — why Rex leaves me almost penniless. That cannot be right. Rex would not hurt me; I’m sure of that.”

“Perhaps he has forgotten that he disposed of your money,” suggested Jimmy after a moment’s consideration. “He had a large sum of money when he disappeared, didn’t he?”

“I thought he had, but the only person who could tell us with certainty is the valet, who has gone also. Doesn’t it frighten you sometimes, Jimmy? It is so very inexplicable. First Rex, then Wells, then poor Mr. Collett, and now Knowles. Who will be next, I wonder?”

“What I’m wondering,” said Jimmy cheerfully, “is who will be the first to reappear.”

That was a question which was answered in a dramatic fashion before he was a few hours older.
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Dora had returned to town, he learnt later in the day, when a note came from her asking him to call at Portland Place. As he fingered the envelope, he remembered the last letter he had received from the girl, and the extraordinary coincidence which had led Dicker to detect, through a thumbmark on the envelope, the identity of the dead Parker.

Mr. Coleman was out, Bennett told him as he admitted him to the house.

“This a terrible business, sir,” said the new butler, “terrible! We seem to have nothing but trouble. I wish I’d been here when that man called this afternoon.”

“Which man was that?” asked Jimmy absently. “Nobody seems to know. Mr. Coleman said he was a stranger to him.”

“What happened?”

“Mr. Coleman opened the door himself. In fact, he was just going out. And then, without a word, this person hit him across the face with a stick or a whip lie was carrying.”

Jimmy’s mouth opened in surprise.

“Hit Mr. Coleman? Why?” he asked.

“That is what Mr. Coleman wants to know.”

“Did he recognise the man?”

“No, sir; he’d never seen him before in his life.”

“But didn’t Mr. Coleman chase him, or hand him over to a policeman?”

“No, sir; he was so dazed that the man was gone before he could recover himself. It thoroughly upset him.”

“I give it up,” said Jimmy with a shrug. “It is such a jig-saw puzzle that I despair of ever Miss Coleman is in the drawingroom?”

Dora looked very pale and hollow-eyed. She said she had not slept after he had wakened her, and, in spite of the protest of her father, she had insisted on coming up to town.

“Of course, we’re not staying here tonight,” she said. “I couldn’t.” She shuddered and went a shade paler. “Jimmy, what did you find this morning? Dather was telling me to-day about the pendant. Was there anything else? Did you make any kind of discovery at all that would help you to bring the murderer to justice?”

“None,” said Jimmy.

They were alone, and suddenly, to Jimmy’s embarrassment, she laid both hands on his shoulders and her lovely head on his breast.

“Oh, Jimmy,” she sobbed, “I’m so sick of it all, so sick of it all! I wish to God I was dead!”

He comforted her as well as he could.

“My dear girl, you’re overwrought,” he said. “You want to go away into the country and stay there. There’s absolutely no need for you to give any kind of evidence at the inquest. I’m going to advise your father to take you to the Continent for a month or two.”

She shook her head.

“I can’t go, Jimmy,” she said, drying her red eyes with a tiny handkerchief. “Don’t look at me. I know I look horrible. I should like to tell you such a lot. You are a good sort.” She gripped his arm, her wet eyes fixed wistfully on his face.

“I’m beginning to think I’m a very poor sort,” he said, laughing ruefully. “In fact, I’m getting more and more like the official detective that you read about in ‘ Sherlock Holmes.’ I dither from clue to clue, I dodge from here to there, and all the time I’m coming against a blank wall.”

“There’s father,” she said, as the soft thud of the door reached their ears.

Mr. Coleman came in a few seconds later, and Jimmy stared at him. There was no doubt as to the violence of the assault upon him. Across his face was a livid weal, his nose was swollen, and one eye was blackened.

“Look at poor father,” she said, and Mr. Coleman growled something under his breath.

“I’m awfully sorry to see this, Mr. Coleman,” said Jimmy in all sincerity, for, although he did not like the little man, he could not help feeling sorry for him.

“Oh, it’s nothing, nothing,” growled Coleman testily. “Of course, I shan’t be able to go to the office for a day or two. The doctor says it may be weeks before these bruises disappear.”

“Bennett told me what happened. I wish you had caught the brute.”

“So do I,” said the other impressively. “My dear fellow, of course I wish I’d caught him. I would have killed him, sir! I would have struck him with the first thing that came to my hand, sir. We are staying at the Portland Place Hotel tonight,” he said. “I am thinking seriously of selling this house. My expenses for the next month or so will be fearful. What with income-tax and super-tax, I might as well be going into the workhouse. Even my own little private fortune is gradually being eaten up.”

“Father,” said the girl gently, “I’m sure Jimmy doesn’t want to hear our domestic troubles.”

Again Jimmy heard the front door close, and wondered who the visitor was.

“If Walton had only—” began Mr. Coleman, when the door opened, and a man walked in, at the sight of whom the silence of utter amazement fell upon him.

It was Lawford Collett



Chapter XXIX


Table of Contents


“Where have you come from?” asked Jimmy, finding his voice.

“I should like to be able to tell you,” drawled the other, “but I haven’t the slightest idea. All I know is, it’s three hours away and on a yacht of some kind. I want to see you, Mr. Coleman.”

He was looking seriously at the disfigured face of his client.

“What has happened?” he asked.

“I’ll tell you later,” said Mr. Coleman gruffly. “What is the meaning of this, Collett? Where have you been?”

“I was kidnapped. May I smoke?” He took a thin gold cigarette-case from his pocket, opened it, and selected a cigarette with such care that it might have been thought that there was more than one variety. He lit the cigarette and sat down, stretching himself luxuriously in the armchair into which he had sunk. “I was kidnapped,” he said; “picked up in the streets of London, in spite of our beautifully efficient police force; taken to some seaside place; put on board a yacht, and held prisoner there until this afternoon. The ship had a wireless transmission set, and fortunately I understood the method of working. Unfortunately or fortunately, the message I was sending out to the world was not allowed to go.”

“But who kept you prisoner?” asked Jimmy. “I suppose there was somebody on board the yacht in control?”

“There was indeed,” said the other grimly. “But who it was, I don’t know.”

Jimmy was scrutinising him keenly. The man was lying; of that he was sure.

“Can’t you do a little hard thinking and tell me who it was?” he asked quietly.

“Perhaps I will later,” said Lawford Collett, blowing out a ring of smoke and watching it float to the ceiling. “At the moment I feel extremely reticent. Nobody knows I am back, and I do not want to see those infernal reporters.”

“Apart from the infernal reporters,” said Jimmy, “may I suggest that you owe the police some explanation? We have taken a lot of trouble about you, and you are billed from one end of the country to the other as being amongst the missing.”

“I will make a full statement in due course,” said Collett in his prim way. “At present I do not wish or intend to say any more than what I have said.”

Under these circumstances, Jimmy wondered why he had taken the trouble to make his appearance at Portland Place, unless it was that Mr. Coleman was the only known relative he had. All thought or opportunity for a private talk with Dora was now out of the question, and soon after Jimmy went, leaving Lawford Collett mystifying Mr. Coleman with the tantalising half-truth of his adventure.

Whatever wishes Collett may have had in regard to keeping his arrival secret, there were certain official formalities which had to be gone through, and before eleven o’clock that night every newspaper in London knew that Collett had either escaped or been released by his unknown captor. Arriving in his flat in Park Lane at midnight, Lawford Collett was disgusted to find a dozen reporters literally waiting on the mat. He took them into his bijou sittingroom and addressed them en masse.

“I can only tell you, gentlemen, that I was kidnapped by some unknown miscreant, that I was taken on board a yacht and was put into a cabin and held prisoner. I will add to that the exciting information that for a portion of the time I was shackled. Otherwise, I was not badly treated, and I was released this afternoon.”

“Where was the yacht? . . Who captured you? . . What is the story of your wireless message?”

A dozen questions were shot at him. Lawford Collett satisfied them, not so far as he was able, but so far as he was willing.

“In due course the whole story will be told,” he said as he shepherded them out of his apartment, “but in the meanwhile I am very anxious to get a good night’s sleep.”

He closed the door on them and walked thoughtfully back to his sittingroom. For one who wanted sleep, his conduct was peculiar. For two hours he was turning out the contents of his desk, reading and destroying papers; and when at last his bureau had been emptied to his own satisfaction, he began search of the books on his library shelf, selected a few volumes, and put them at the bottom of a trunk, which he began to pack. At seven o’clock he went up the stairs of his office in Henrietta Street and unlocked the door. He made a very careful inspection of the papers, which he knew had already been under the scrutiny of the police. There were one or two documents to be burnt, a few to be extracted from one of the deed boxes which surrounded the room, and transferred to his pocket. At half-past nine the banks opened, and, prompt to the minute, Mr. Lawlord Collett went through the swing doors ol the London and Birmingham Bank, nodded to the astonished cashier and asked to see the manager.

The interview was a brief one. At its expiration, Lawford Collett presented a cheque for £7,300, drew the bulk of it in Bank ol England notes, and stored them in various pockets. Then he went back to his flat and ordered breakfast, cutting short the expressions of delighted welcome which his servant was prepared to deliver.

“Get me my breakfast. I am leaving for the Continent by the eleven o’clock train. Send all my letters on to the Hotel Meurice. I shall be in Paris for a fortnight.”

He finished his breakfast and drove to Cook’s office, and became one of a crowd that besieged the ticket counter. Presently his turn came.

“I want a first-class single fare to Christiania by way of Hull, a first-class single fare to Munich by way of Harwich-Cologne-Berlin, and a first-class single ticket to Paris via Calais,” he said.

When the tickets had been made up, he paid, and went back to the cab which was waiting at the door of the tourist office. His two trunks he put in the baggage office at Victoria, and with his suitcase he walked down the subway to the Metropolitan station.

He booked to Southend by way of West Ham. From Southend he could work his way along the East Coast by easy stages to Harwich. Early in the afternoon he came to Southend, and, going into a local barber’s, had his hair cut short and his upper lip shaved. These attentions, plus a pair of horn-rimmed spectacles and a bright brown suit, changed his appearance so that few would have known him.

In the afternoon he worked back to Colchester and took the night train for Ely. It would have been better for Lawford Collett if he had not been so reticent.

At two o’clock in the morning, Jimmy, returning, weary and baffled, to his flat, found Albert hanging on to the telephone receiver.

“They’re waiting for you, sir.”

“Who is it?”

“The office, sir.”

Jimmy took the receiver.

“Is that Mr. Sepping?” said the voice of the night inspector. “We’ve just had a wire through from the Essex police. The dead body of Mr. Lawford Collett has been found in a first-class compartment.”

“Dead?” said Jimmy.

“Shot at close range, according to the police report. They identified him by the name inside the hat — his pockets were empty.”
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The murder had been committed by somebody who had probably travelled in the next compartment and had made his or her way along the footboard and, first having shot the unfortunate man through the open window, had entered the carriage and rifled his pockets. The body was then rolled beneath the seat, and was not discovered until a passenger, entering the train at Ely, had been startled to find blood on the seat. The stationmaster at the little halfway junction where the Ely train drew up was certain that no doors were open; so it was obvious that the murder was committed in the vicinity of the junction, for the dead man’s hat, by which he was identified, was found upon the road, two miles south of the junction.

“He was clearly trying to get out of the country secretly,” reported Jimmy to his chief. “He had changed his appearance, had his hair cut short and was cleanshaven, and he had wired to Ely for a room in a false name. Collett paid his servant six months’ wages, and made him a gift of the contents of the flat, confirming the gift in writing. He left his big trunks at Victoria, and only had a suitcase, which has also been found on the road, containing a change of clothing.”

“Had he any money?”

“Over seven thousand pounds,” said Jimmy.

“It is gone. In many respects the murder resembles that of Parker. The man was shot close at hand, probably with a pistol fitted with a Maxim silencer, because no sound was heard by people in one of the two next compartments. My theory is that he was watched from the moment he left his flat in the morning until the moment of his death, and that the watcher was also the killer.”

“Kupie?” suggested Bill Dicker, who had apparently been up all night, for he looked tired-eyed that morning.

“I am not going to commit myself to giving the murderer a name, but I will go so far as to say that the man who killed Parker killed Collett.”

“What motive do you suggest?”

“The same motive, in the case of Collett, as we supposed in the case of Parker,” said Jimmy. “Collett was just going to squeak.”

Bill Dicker whistled.

“You’re suggesting that Collett was in the Kupie swindle?”

“There’s no doubt whatever,” said Jimmy quietly. “Compare the dates of Collett’s rise to prosperity, and you’ll find that he ceased to be a police-court lawyer, living from hand to mouth on the fees he might extract from the miserable clients at Bow Street, at about the time when Kupie began his activities. Immediately after, Collett became well off; was able to take a few sober clients to give him the appearance of respectability, amongst whom we can put Mr. Coleman. But all the time he was the intermediary of Kupie. Don’t you realise that, in all the cases where the victims of Kupie paid up, the negotiations were conducted through Lawford Collett?”

“But in one case Kupie was paid nothing,” said

Bill Dicker, shaking his head. “How do you account for that?”

“It was the first blackmail case that Kupie had attempted,” said Jimmy, “and Lawford Collett handled it so skilfully that he got back the compromising letters without costing his client anything — anything, that is, except Collett’s fee. What was the result of the wide publicity given to Collett’s success? Every person who was blackmailed by Kupie came to Collett! The first case was sheer advertisement, designed to show what a clever fellow Collett was in getting people out of Kupie’s clutches. Thereafter, any person who had trouble with the blackmailer went straight away to Lawford Collett, and in the end — paid! It seems most likely that he had had a quarrel with his confederates, and that he was making his way out of the country before the blow fell — another proof that Kupie is desperate. They killed Parker because he had threatened to squeak; they killed Collett for the same reason.”

It was much easier to explain Collett’s end than it was for Jimmy to account satisfactorily for the unprovoked attack upon Mr. Coleman. The more he thought of the unaccountable behaviour of the stranger who had called at the house in Portland Place, the more confounded he became. It might, of course, have been a lunatic, or some person with an old grievance against the official, or he might have mistaken him for somebody else. Who? The blow had been a terrible one and it had shaken the man — Jim had seen his hands trembling when he was describing the assault, and it was not the trembling of impotent rage.

When night came, Jimmy caused a message to be broadcasted to all wireless stations, in the hope that it might be picked up upon the mysterious yacht where Lawford had been a prisoner:

Will the owner or master of the yacht upon which Mr. Lawford Collett was recently a visitor, communicate immediately with Scotland Yard in the interests of justice?

There was no reply to this, and, in truth, Jimmy had not had any great expectations that there would be.

After the message had been sent, he made a call at the Portland Place Hotel, to find, as he feared would be the case, that Dora was prostrate and was invisible, even to her father.

“You are perfectly sure that Collett said nothing about his experience on the yacht?” Jimmy asked Mr. Coleman for the third time that day.

“Absolutely sure,” said the little man. Something of his assurance and his pomposity had gone out of him. He was a pricked bladder of his former self, almost meek, near to humbleness. Even the opinions of his exalted colleagues of the Treasury seemed to carry no weight with him, nor yet the possibility of his figuring as a witness in two vulgar inquests.

“We tried to persuade Lawford to tell us, Dora and I, but you know Collett. He was flippant and elusive, as he always is, and in the end, when he went away, we were no wiser than we had been when he came.”

“Had he any enemies?”

Mr. Coleman shook his head.

“I cannot tell you. I know very little about him. He was a good lawyer, and a very useful man to me, as he has been to so many people. There is no clue, I suppose?”

Mr. Coleman sighed.

“Poor Dora will not eat or drink. She was very fond of Lawford,” he said. “I suppose there is no doubt that it is Lawford?”

When Jimmy left the hotel he hardly noticed a taxicab drawn up by the kerb some distance from the entrance, and he was passing without a thought when a white hand came out and beckoned him. He walked back to the cab door.

“Joan!” he said in astonishment. “What the dickens are you doing here?”

“I came after you. I’ve been waiting for you for hours,” she said. “First I went to Scotland Yard, and Mr. Dicker very kindly told me you had gone to the hotel. How is poor Dora?”

Jim shook his head.

“She is very ill, I am afraid,” he said.

She hesitated.

“I suppose I ought to go and see her, but I want to speak to you so much, and I don’t think Dora will want to be bothered. Will you ask if she will see me?”

Jimmy went back to the hotel and caught Mr. Coleman as he was stepping into the elevator.

“She won’t see anybody,” said Mr. Coleman sadly. “Will you tell Joan that she’s in such a low state that the doctor has ordered her complete quiet?”

He returned with the message, and the girl heaved a sigh of relief.

“Step in, Jimmy, unless you’ve got your own car here.”

“It doesn’t run to cars,” said Jimmy as he stepped in beside her. “Now what is your trouble, that you shadow me round London when I go about my lawful occasions?”

“Jimmy, you’re either a generous darling or I’m mad.”

“Put me down generous,” said Jimmy. “You are the sanest young person I know.”

“But I can’t accept it, Jimmy. I must find some work.”

“Accept what?” he asked.

“The money you sent me.”

“I didn’t send you any money. Heaven knows, I wouldn’t dare.” There was a silence. “When did you receive it?”

“This afternoon,” she said. “It came in a registered envelope — ten one-hundred pound notes.” Then: “Oh!” she said suddenly. “I wonder if it was Rex!”

“It may have been Rex, but it certainly wasn’t me,” said Jimmy. “Where had it been posted?”

“In Central London. Naturally, that was the first thing I looked for. It was Central London G.P.O.”

“Was there no letter or card?”

She shook her head.

“Nothing. Just the registration, and the sender was a J. Smith,’ which of course is a false name. That’s why I thought it was you.”

“I love you for thinking so,” said Jimmy softly, “but I wouldn’t dare do it. Besides which, I haven’t been east of Temple Bar, except when I went to Tidal Basin, for weeks and weeks.”

She leant forward and tapped at the window, and the taxi moved round in a circle, heading for Oxford Street.

“You must tell me where I can drop you. I am going back to Chelsea,” she said.

“Then drop me at Chelsea,” said Jimmy. “I am going that way.”

The cab drew up before the house, and a lounger who had been strolling idly along the pavement opened the cab door and walked on.

“An obliging stranger,” said the girl, and then, with a sudden start: “Who is that, Jimmy? It isn’t another watcher?”

“I think it is,” said Jimmy, his smile lost in the darkness. “Only he’s a watcher on the right side of the law — otherwise, a detective.”

“But have you got a man on guard here?”

Jimmy did not explain until after he had seen the notes that she had received. The remittance consisted of ten new hundreds, consecutively numbered.

“Wait a moment,” he said, and took out his pocketbook, in which, he remembered, he had put down details of the notes which Rex had drawn from the bank. At the very first glance he saw that these ten were part of the series which had been paid to Walton. “Your little mystery is cleared up. They’re from Rex,” he said, and showed her the entry in his book.

She looked at the notes in silence.

“I’m glad he sent the money, for the thought behind it,” she said at last. “Jimmy, is it true that Mr. Collett has been murdered? I’ve only seen a brief account in the evening newspapers.”

“Quite true,” he answered soberly.

“What is the meaning of it all?” she asked. “Has — has Rex anything to do with it?”

“Probably Rex and his million,” said Jimmy. “If you mean, did Rex kill Collett, my answer is an emphatic no.’ Lawford Collett was killed by somebody who had reason to believe that he had betrayed them.”

It was then that she asked about the man on guard outside the house.

“He isn’t exactly on guard,” he said carefully, “but he’s here or hereabouts in case somebody comes along who — well, it is difficult to explain.”

“You think I am in some danger?” Her voice was steady, and her grave eyes fixed him soberly.

“I think we’re all in danger,” he evaded. “At least, we shall be until we lay Kupie where he belongs.”

“Then you believe that Kupie is responsible for these terrible crimes?”

“I am certain of that,” he answered promptly. There was no advantage in mystifying her, and it was well that she should know the extent of the danger which threatened. “The two men who were watching your house, and the two who were listening in to your telephone, were not behaving in that extraordinary way from any love of adventure. Two, at least, were desperadoes of the worst type — gunmen who can still be hired in this city to terrorise, if not to shoot. One of them, at any rate, did shoot,” he added with a little smile, as he remembered his own experience.

“Why were they watching?” she asked.

“They were watching for Rex.”

She uttered an exclamation of astonishment.

“Rex? Whatever did they want with Rex?”

“They wanted to prevent him from coming back to the house. They were keen on preventing his communicating with you in any way. That is the vital and simple explanation of the care they took to cut into your telephone line and to watch your house. I haven’t the slightest doubt that, if Rex had returned two or three days after his disappearance, he would have been killed on your doorstep. That, is the view of Digger.”

“Where is Rex now?” she asked, but he shook his bead.

“I don’t know. I don’t even understand the mystery of his disappearance. I understand less why he should remain away, though it is extremely probable that he knew about these watchers. I’ve made inquiries, Joan, and I’ve found that your house was not the only one guarded. Men have been seen outside the flats in which I live, and probably Rex, when I spotted him from the window, saw these gentlemen also. There is a chance — the merest chance — that Kupie is still determined to prevent Rex Walton’s return. If that is so, he will leave no stone unturned to achieve his object. I am afraid you’ll have to endure the nuisance of a shadow for the next week or two.”

He was worried about her, for at the back of his mind there lurked an uneasy sense of danger to the girl. In what manner, and from what direction, harm would come to her, he could not guess; but he sensed the malignity and the desperation which supported all Kupie’s acts. Men who did not hesitate to kill their former colleagues, who did to death one of their own leaders, in Parker, would not stop for a second to consider this girl if she stood in their path.

Kupie had assumed a new guise and a new significance. No longer was he the blackmailing letter writer. He was something far more sinister. He spoke his thoughts aloud when he said:

“I do not think that Kupie will ever write another letter — and that is all to the good.”

“Why?” she asked in surprise.

“Because he has accomplished his purpose. He set himself out to get your brother’s million, and.he has got it.”

She looked at him openmouthed.

“Do you really mean that?” she asked in a hushed tone, as all that his words implied came to her.

“I really think so. There can be no other explanation of why Rex is keeping in the background.”

He wanted to ask her whether there were any firearms in the house, but he was nervous to alarm her. Instead, he made an excuse to see the butler, a man of vigorous middle age It was whilst the girl had gone upstairs — Jimmy had sent her in search of the envelope in which the notes had come — that he took the butler into his confidence.

“Thank you, sir, for warning me,” said the man quietly. “I am not a bit surprised, for I knew, when Mr. Rex disappeared, there was more trouble coming. I’ve an army revolver in the house, and all the doors are fitted with burglar alarms. What time would you imagine they are likely to come, if they came at all?”

Jimmy hazarded a guess.

“Between twelve and three,” he said. “After that it is too light; before then the house is awake.”

“Very good, sir,” said the man in a determined tone. “I don’t go to bed till three o’clock in the morning. I’ll have to make some sort of explanation to Miss Walton.”

“You can tell her that I have asked you to stay up until three for any late messenger that may come from Scotland Yard.”

As a matter of fact, he saved the butler the embarrassment of invention by informing the girl himself, and went away in a happier frame of mind.

If Kupie struck, he would strike quickly that was a certainty. If he had, for his own purpose, any designs on the safety or life of the girl, he would not delay action very much longer.

After Jimmy had gone to bed that night, he got up again to telephone to the Yard and order the reinforcement of the watch outside Cadogan Place by yet another man. This precaution was justified, but, as it proved, a little tardy.
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Philip, the butler, found himself nodding over the book he was reading; and, getting up from the chair, where he had been half dozing and half reading, stretched himself and yawned. He looked at the clock; the minute hand pointed to half-past one. He lit a ring on the gas-range, put on a kettle of water, and then, stepping noiselessly into the butler’s pantry, which led from the kitchen, he made his second tour of the house, stopping to examine the doors and such of the windows as led on to the landings. He saw nothing to excite his suspicion, except, when he came down the stairs, he detected from the corner of his eye a momentary flash of light upon the stained-glass pane of a large window which lit the first landing. He turned quickly, but the light was gone. Deciding it was a trick of eyesight, he returned to the pantry and brewed himself a cup of tea. No sound broke the silence of the house save the solemn tick-tock of the hall clock. Indeed, the house was so still that he could hear the faint ticking of the French clock in the drawingroom.

Twice in the course of his vigil he had looked out through the windows in the darkened diningroom, and had gained some satisfaction from the sight of the man who was patrolling the pavement outside. And now, feeling unaccountably lonely, and for some reason nervous, he put down his half-empty cup and went up the short flight of stairs, along the hall and into the drawingroom, and again peeped into the street. The detective on guard was nowhere in sight. Probably, thought Philip, he had strolled to the corner, and sympathised with him, for he was beginning to understand how utterly wearisome watch-keeping can be.

Minutes passed, but there was no sign of the detective. He thought he would open the door and look out, but hesitated with his finger on the latch. It was now a quarter to two, and he walked slowly back toward the pantry, his hand on the butt of the revolver in his jacket pocket. He was halfway down the steps when he stopped. The pantry light was out, and there swept up to him a draught of air which could only be accounted for by the kitchen door being open.

He pulled out his revolver and thumbed back the hammer. Then, stepping stealthily downwards, he put his hand into the black doorway for the electric switch. He heard the whistle of something falling, and tried to dodge back; but it was too late. A loaded cane crashed down on his unprotected head, and he fell like a log. The dark figure that had struck him down lifted and carried him into the kitchen.

“Put a serviette in his mouth and tie his hands,” he said, and the man who was with him obeyed.

Joan did not sleep well that night. Perhaps it was Jimmy’s warning which had perturbed her; more likely, it was the closeness of the night. She tried to read herself to sleep, but, though she made her eyes ache, sleep did not come when she switched out the light.

The window opposite her bed was open a little at the top, a little more at the bottom; and when, at half-past one, the stuffiness of the night was relieved by a gentle wind, her eyes closed and she was almost asleep, when something woke her. It was the creak of a board, and it came from outside her door. Instantly she was awake, and with wildly beating heart was standing by the foot of the bed. She crept softly across the floor until she stood by the door, the knob under her hand. No other sound came, but presently her blood froze with horror as she felt the knob turning slowly in her hand. Fortunately, the door was always locked and bolted, and she heard a whispered colloquy.

“Who’s there?” she asked, keeping her voice under control.

“It is Philip, miss,” whispered somebody, and her hand was on the key when she remembered, and drew it back as though the iron were hot. Philip would not try the handle of her door without knocking.

“Wait a moment, Philip,” she said, striving hard not to betray her terror. “I will put on my dressing-gown.”

First she switched on the lights and, going back to her bed, began to dress. Her hands were trembling to such an extent that she found it almost impossible to fasten the garments as she put them on; and apparently the men outside grew impatient, for presently the one who had spoken said:

“How long are you going to be, miss? It is important.”

“I shan’t be long, Philip,” she said.

The bed rested on easy-running castors, and, exerting all her strength, she dragged the sturdy brass bedstead across the room and pushed its back to the door. As she did so, there was a crash, and a panel of the door quivered. They were breaking in. She looked round wildly for some weapon, and saw that on her dressing-table was a big silver hand-mirror. She snatched it up, and, as a man’s arm came through one of the shattered panels and reached for the key, she brought the glass down upon the wrist with all her might. There was a yell of pain, and the hand was withdrawn.

She did not expect help from Philip; she knew he must be incapable of assisting her, otherwise they would not dare to have made so open an attack. From the region above came a scream. One of the women servants had wakened, and had heard the man outside say: “Put your shoulder to the door.”

The lock broke, and the bed held the door in its place. And then, from downstairs, came the sound of a rattling knocker. Somebody was trying to gain admission. She heard the startled exclamation of the second man.

“Go down and get him,” whispered the other, and for a few minutes Joan had a respite. She utilised this to drag a table forward so that it wedged between the dressing-table and the bed.

Who had knocked? In a flash she realised that whoever it was, was in peril, and, throwing up the window, she cried down:

“Be careful. A man is coming down to — to — get you.” She could think of no other word, but that she emphasised.

“Is that you, Miss Walton? Is anything wrong?” called the man on the steps below.

“Yes — yes, please… . Somebody is trying to get into my room …”

So far she got, when a police whistle sounded shrilly. The sound of the whistle reached the man on guard outside the door, and she heard him curse, and the thud of his stockinged boots as he flew down the stairs. She dared not follow, even to let in the police.

On the dressing-table lay the bag she had put down when she had come back with Jimmy. She remembered that in one of the pockets was the key to the front door. Her hand shook as she took it out, and, leaning out of the window, she called again. “I am throwing down the key.”

She saw a dark figure come out of the portico on to the sidewalk. There was a ring of metal as the key struck the road, and then:

“I’ve got it,” said the man.

Five minutes later, shaking from head to foot, she was pushing back the bed to admit him.

He was a constable from Scotland Yard, and he heard her brief but incoherent story with a worried frown.

“There was an officer on duty outside. Have you seen or heard of him?” he asked.

“No — I don’t know — I haven’t seen anybody,” she said.

She was very white, and, in his alarm, he thought she was going to faint, and poured out a glass of water. But Joan’s resolution overcame her weakness.

“We must find Philip,” she said; “the butler, I mean. I know he hasn’t gone to bed, because he told me he was waiting up till three in case Captain Sepping rang through.”

“I’ll go down and look for him.”

“May I come?” she asked nervously. “Of course, I know there’s no danger, but I’d rather be with you.”

He stopped in the hall to make a quick inspection of her little sittingroom and the diningroom behind; then he went down the stairs toward the kitchen. He had not put a foot inside the butler’s pantry when the groans of Philip came to him.

“‘ Coshed,’” he said tersely. “Kupie always ‘ coshes.’ It is a peculiarity of his.”

She had not heard the word before, but she guessed its meaning. Lifting the half-swooning man to a chair, he bathed his face with water, and presently Philip opened his eyes and looked stupidly from one to the other.

“Thank God you’re safe, miss!” he muttered, and fainted again.

Between them they got him on to a couch in his little room, then the detective went to telephone. He returned in a few minutes.

“Your wire is cut,” he said. “I’ve sent a policeman for the doctor.”

By this time there were four uniformed men on the sidewalk outside the house, and it was one of those who roused Jimmy Sepping. That young man went to the door, knowing instinctively that something had happened to Joan. In a few words the constable acquainted him with what had happened, and Jimmy dressed quickly and was at Cadogan Place before the butler had recovered consciousness.

“What happened to the other officer?” asked Jimmy when the second detective met him at the door.

“We found him in the area, sir. He must have been beaten by somebody who came up behind him.”

He inspected the kitchen door. Two circular holes were cut at the top and the bottom, and through these apertures the bolts must have been drawn.

“I heard nothing at all,” protested Philip, who had now recovered sufficiently to tell his story. “It is surprising how they did it.”

Jimmy was not at all surprised. He knew the instrument which had been employed, that silent woodcutter which forms a part of every up-to-date burglar’s kit.

He had been right. Kupie had lost no time. What he intended to do with the girl he could only surmise.

“They didn’t want to harm you here, otherwise they would have shot through the panel,” he said. “They could have got you easily.”

“Then what do you think they wanted?” asked the girl.

“To take you away somewhere, to hold you as a hostage to — by gosh! I’ve got it! You were going to be the bait to bring Rex into the open!”

The inspiration flashed upon him at that moment, and he was convinced he was right. Kupie’s desperation was growing as the hours passed, and Kupie’s desperation had to do with Rex Walton’s disappearance.

The day was dawning when he went home, this time leaving two officers inside the house. He knew that Kupie had not played his last card.
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This last and most audacious outrage was by no means destined to be the final effort of the mysterious agencies against which the police were fighting. It seemed as if the attempt to capture Joan marked the beginning of a new campaign of terror, for the events which followed quick upon one another were as daring as, in some cases, they were inexplicable.

The days that followed were days of intense mental strain to Jimmy Sepping. In that time he did not see any of the other actors in this strange and terrible drama which was being enacted in the very heart of London, but he kept himself informed by telephone of Dora’s condition, and on the morning of the second day he had the dubious satisfaction of learning that she was well enough to get up, and that she was going down to Marlow that day.

The first hearings of the inquests upon Parker and Lawford Collett were to be formal, the police having asked for a fortnight’s adjournment in order to procure fresh evidence.

“Which means,” said Jimmy, “any evidence at all!”

“By the way, I’ve had a Kupie letter,” said Dicker, “telling me to keep out of the case — the same paper, but not the same handwriting. I suppose you’ve had a similarly friendly warning?”

Jimmy laughed quietly.

“So long ago that I’d almost forgotten that I had it,” he said. “I think that will be the only kind of letter that Kupie will write.”

“You mean that he’s dropped his ‘ blacking ‘? Very likely you’re correct,” said Dicker thoughtfully. “But it would be unwise to prophesy what move he will make next.”

In the afternoon occurred an incident, trivial in itself, yet, to Jimmy’s mind, associated with the more serious crimes which had been committed in the name of Kupie. The woman who acted as housekeeper to Mr. Coleman had taken down the curtains in the bedroom where the murder was committed, and having packed these in a box with other articles which needed cleaning, had telephoned to a Chiswick firm of cleaners to collect them. At half-past four the collecting van, a small Ford lorry, called at Portland Place. The man carried out the box, put it in the van, and continued on his round. Eventually he reached Richmond, where the last of his calls was to be made. Ordinarily he had a small boy, who acted as van guard, but the lad had been sent to pick up a parcel from a house on Richmond Terrace, what time the driver was collecting a box from an hotel. On the arrival of the van at Twickenham one of the boxes was found to be missing, and, on checking his list, the driver discovered that it was Mr. Coleman’s.

A complaint was made to the Richmond police, and on inquiry the local officers learnt that a man had seen a car drive up behind the cleaners’ lorry; the driver had descended, jumped into the van, and presently had come back with a box, which he had handed to a second man, described by the witness as looking like a sailor; then the car had driven off. When the driver of the lorry was interviewed he remembered that, all the way from London, he had been shadowed by a large Spanz car.

This incident in itself might have been passed over as being without importance, for no day passes that does not bring its full crop of larcenies, though small thieves do not as a rule tour the country in a big limousine. But on the following morning Mr. Coleman’s butler, Bennett, dispatched a box to Marlow. It contained the books for which Dora had telephoned, her little library. These Bennett had packed in a small sugar-case, and, putting them on a taxi, had taken them to the Great Western station and had paid for their transmission by passenger train to Marlow. Apparently the case was transferred at Maidenhead to the branch train, and had been left standing, with other baggage, on the platform. It was then put into the guard’s van of the local train and was again transferred at Bourne End. This time it was placed in an empty van at the far end of the train. On arriving at Marlow, a very short distance, the guard went to the van to get out the case, and, to his amazement, found that the box had been broken open; the books were thrown out on to the floor, except a few which remained at the bottom of the box. Again evidence was forthcoming. A platelayer had seen somebody, whom he described as a middle-aged man in spectacles, climbing along the footboard towards the luggage van, when the train was about a mile out of Bourne End.

The third incident was more serious, and it was this which was reported to Scotland Yard. Mr. Coleman had ordered his butler to take a small grip, containing a change of clothes, sleeping-suit and shaving materials, to the baggage office at Paddington, in preparation for the weekend visit which he was paying to his country house. The car was at Marlow, and Bennett, who was an athletic man, decided to walk to the station. The bag was not heavy and it was a beautiful night. Dusk had fallen, though the afterglow of the sunset still lingered in the sky, and there were very few people about, because it was the hour when the pleasureseekers were still in the theatres.

At the top of Portland Place is a crescent-shaped garden railed off from the road, and the private property of the residents of Portland Crescent. He had crossed the road, and was walking parallel with the railings of the garden, abreast of the gate which gives access to these private grounds, when it was opened, the bag was snatched from him and a sponge soaked in ammonia was thrown in his face. The fumes of the ammonia paralysed him momentarily, and when he recovered and found a policeman his assailant had gone.

There was little doubt that he had been shadowed and that the robbery had been carefully planned. The man who had attacked him had been lying in wait in the garden, and probably, if Bennett had not crossed the road, the stranger in ambush would have come out to meet him.

The bag was afterwards found in the garden, with its contents scattered about the green lawn. Jimmy, his curiosity aroused, called on Mr. Coleman, who was still at the hotel, but spent most of his evenings at the house.

“I can’t understand it,” said Mr. Coleman peevishly. “And really, I’m tired of complaining to the police.”

“Was there anything of value in the bag?”

“Nothing at all,” said Mr. Coleman emphatically. “Nothing!”

“It is extraordinary,” said Jimmy, for the nth time since he had come into this remarkable case. “I have never known thieves so capricious. Your man wouldn’t be able to identify the fellow who attacked him?”

Mr. Coleman shook his head.

Jim saw the bag and its contents, and certainly there was nothing in Mr. Coleman’s wardrobe which would tempt even the most desperate of thieves.

On top of these occurrences he received an unexpected visit from Joan. That morning she had received a letter bearing the Marlow postmark. She recognised the handwriting; it was from Dora.

My dear girl (it ran), won’t you come down and stay with me and clear my mind of horrors? This is a beautiful little place, very quiet and very dull. The house is on a backwater, with a glimpse of the real river from my window, and we have a beautiful little electric launch. Doesn’t that appeal to you? Also, father has engaged two stalwart gardeners to keep Kupie at bay. That, I think, will make even a greater appeal. I am trying to forget poor Lawford’s death and the shocking end of Parker. It is difficult. Father will probably come for weekends, but I will be tactful and prevent his boring you with abstract economics. Do come, please

Jimmy’s face fell when he read the letter.

“I hate your going there,” he said, “and I feel I’m a brute in making the suggestion, but it is going to be very difficult to look after you. Whilst you are in the Metropolitan area I can assure your safety; but once you pass into the area of the Buckinghamshire police it is going to be difficult.” She was disappointed and a little stubborn.

“I’ve got to get away from London,” she said. “The house is on my nerves.”

Jimmy recognised the force of her argument.

“Besides,” she said, “Dora has her ` two stalwart gardeners,’ and there’s no danger at all for me. Please, may I go?”

Jimmy had unconsciously assumed the position of guardian and confidential adviser, a role which was not altogether displeasing.

“I suppose you may,” he said reluctantly, “though you’re going to add to my anxieties. No, I don’t mean that,” he said hastily when he saw the look in her face. “I’m being selfish. Go along; I think Dora will be glad to have you with her.”

“Riverside” was a stone and wooden bungalow, set on the reed-grown banks of a little backwater. It was not actually in Marlow, being a mile from the town itself, and this, from Joan’s point of view, was all to the good. Dora met her at the station, and she was looking better than Joan had expected. They made their way across the old bridge and turned down the long country lane which led to “Riverside.”

The bungalow — for it was no more — was hidden from the road behind a belt of pines. The house was prettily furnished, the rooms airy and light. Joan sank into a deep cane chair in her big bedroom, fragrant with the aroma of early mignonette; and for the first time for many weeks felt at peace. A French window gave on to a little balcony over the porch, and this was lined with window-boxes. She looked down at the two supporting pillars, and it occurred to her how much easier it would be to escape than it was from her bedroom in Cadogan Place. She laughed softly at the absurd thought.

“Nerves, my dear,” she said.

After she had changed she joined Dora on the lawn sloping down to the backwater. A long and narrow island running parallel with the bank shut out the view of the river, except beyond the eastern end of the island.

“Here is the boathouse. It isn’t really a boathouse at all,” she smiled. “It is just a roof over water. And here is the launch; I’ll show you how to drive her.”

For an hour the visitor was immersed in the technique of electrical craft. Dora had thrown off her gloom and was her old, bright self, and neither she nor her guest made any reference to the tragedy until they sat in the big common room after dinner. The night was chilly, and a small log fire burnt in the open hearth.

“Did I ever tell you that Lawford wanted to marry me?” asked Dora unexpectedly. A smouldering cigarette was between her white fingers, and her beautiful eyes gazed abstractedly at the fire.

“How many people have wanted to marry you?” asked Joan, and was a little shocked at her own crudeness.

“Oh, a lot of people,” said Dora vaguely. “Some men ask you to marry them with the same readiness as I would ask you to dinner. The matrimonial habit is very strong in a certain type of man! Your experience must have also commenced.”

She turned her eyes to the girl, and Joan flushed. “No, nobody has ever proposed to me yet,” she said.

“I think Jimmy will one day,” said Dora quietly, and Joan turned the subject.

“Why do you speak of Lawford?”

“I was thinking of him,” replied Dora absently. “I liked Lawford. I could never have married him, but there was a lot that was very fine about him. Joan, do you know the most terrible experience any human being could have?”

Joan shook her head.

“It is to be tied to your hobby,” said the girl, “and to be forced into continuing your play. At first it is all very delightful and thrilling, but there comes a time when you just want to drop playing. And then you find you’re chained. Oh, the burden and weariness of it!”

Joan stared at her in amazement.

“Your mind works off at a tangent, Dora. What were you thinking about then?”

“Oh, just thinking,” said Dora, throwing her cigarette into the fireplace and rising abruptly. But Joan was not to be put off.

“Whom were you playing with? You weren’t playing with Rex? You were serious there, Dora?” The girl nodded slowly.

“Yes, I was serious there. I didn’t know how serious until—”

Again her wayward mood was expressed in the sudden change of subject.

“Do you remember the girl Rex was going to marry before — you know? Edith … I don’t know her name.”

“Yes, she was murdered,” said Joan. “I say murdered,’ I think advisedly, because it was wicked to write to her, as this dreadful Kupie did, and tell her that her secret was known. Poor Edio!”

“Poor Edie!” repeated the other almost mechanically. “Poor Lawford! … Poor Parker! … Victims of insatiable greed.”

“Kupie’s?”

Dora sighed.

“I don’t know,” she said shortly.

And then the girl asked her a question that had often been in her mind.

“What was your school, Dora?”

“I never went to school,” was the surprising answer, “not after I was ten. I am entirely selfeducated; that will amuse you, remembering what a dunce I am. I think education, so far as a woman is concerned, begins and ends with the ability to express herself in neat handwriting. I suppose there are some other accomplishments necessary, but one picks them up as one goes along. The China of the geography books isn’t the China that you see in the early morning, when the sea is alive with sampans and the sun is shining on the white houses and the green trees of the beach. And history only becomes real the first time you go into Westminster Abbey.”

“But surely your father—”

Dora shook her head.

“Father hasn’t always been rich,” she said. “He wasn’t always as interested in me as he is to-day,” she added with a little smile. “Joan, you must go to bed, and you can sleep soundly, because nobody will try to break into your room — I’m sorry you had that ghastly experience.”

Joan had told her what had happened in Cadogan Place.

She slept as well that night as Dora could have wished, and woke to find Dora’s maid arranging a dainty china tea-service by the side of her bed.

“Miss Coleman has gone on the river, madam,” said the woman. “She said you were not to be wakened until ten o’clock.”

“Is it ten o’clock?” said Joan, sitting up with a gasp.

When she went out on to the lawn Dora was pulling to the little quay with long, slow, steady strokes. She shipped her oars and jumped lightly to land.

“If you’d been up we would have had a swim,” she said, but Joan was staring at her.

“What is the matter with your face?” she asked. The fair skin of the girl flushed.

“Nothing very much,” she said, and the mark Joan had seen was emphasised. “I went ashore on one of the little islands and stumbled.”

Joan did not question her further. But she knew that the bruise on Dora Coleman’s face was not due to a fall. For as the colour had come to her cheeks, the fingermarks of a blow struck with an open hand were unmistakable.
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Joan made no further reference to the blow on the girl’s face, but strolled round the bay to avoid even looking at her. Outwardly, at any rate, Dora was unchanged. They went together in the launch to Henley, had tea, and came back in the dusk of the evening, just in time for dinner. When she did eventually steal a glance at the telltale mark, she noticed that Dora had used powder lavishly — which was not like Dora.

“Father will be coming down tomorrow or the next day,” she said when they were again on the comfortable settee before the fire. “He telephoned me this afternoon. Your Jimmy and that big man — what is his name, Dicker? — have been bothering him with questions. It is all very necessary — I realise that — but poor old daddy so easily gets worried.”

As the evening progressed her pretence of cheerfulness gradually wore thin. She was nervous, started at the slightest sound. Joan detected her once, her head bent in a listening attitude, and asked her what she was hearing.

“I think it is the river. It takes me a week to get used to the sound of water,” she said. “I’m afraid I’m not the brilliant conversationalist I pretend to be,” she added with a rueful laugh.

Joan got a book and tried to read, and her hostess followed her example. But if the printed page was meaningless to Joan, it was a blank to her companion. She shot a sidelong glance at the girl, and was shocked to see how haggard she looked. Perhaps it was a trick of the light, but it appeared to Joan that, of a sudden, a great fear had descended upon Dora Coleman. Her eyes stared unseeingly at the fire; she held the closed book in her tightly-clenched fingers; her lips were parted; her breath was coming quickly.

“What is the matter?” asked Joan in alarm, and the girl woke with a little grimace as from an unpleasant dream.

“I don’t know. I was thinking,” she said. “Come up to my room, will you, Joan?”

She got up and linked her arm in the girl’s.

“Nerves,” she said as they went slowly up the stairs. “All this excitement is very bad for a young and susceptible female — a description which fits you as well as it fits me.”

She led Joan into her own bedroom. It was more simply furnished than that which she had given to her guest. There was a big writing-table against the wall between the windows, and to this she went, first pulling down the blinds and drawing the curtains. Opening the drawer, her hand disappeared to the back, and came out holding a short-barrelled Browning pistol.

“Have you ever used one of these?” she asked with affected carelessness.

Joan nodded.

“Yes; Rex taught me to shoot when I was quite a little girl — why?”

Dora pulled back the jacket of the weapon and slid it back again, satisfied.

“There’s a cartridge in the chamber, and I think there are nine in the magazine,” she said. “You know how to work the safety catch? I have put it up now.”

“But what on earth — ?” began Joan.

Just nerves. I feel that you’re ever so much more capable than I am tonight — that is why I am lending you my little guardian angel. Come along.”

Her arm about the girl’s shoulder, they passed into Joan’s bedroom, and again it was the hostess who pulled down the blinds and drew the curtains.

“There is excellent ventilation in this room, so, unless you’re a fresh-air fiend, you need not open the windows. In fact, I think I should keep them fastened,” she said.

“But why ever?” asked Joan quickly. “Is anything wrong?”

Dora shook her head.

“I don’t know that anything is wrong, except everything,” she said inconsistently. “I am so nervous, and it will calm me to know that there is at least one person in the house who isn’t liable, on the slightest excuse, to dissolve into hysterics.” She put the revolver on the dressing-table.

“And now good night, dear.” She kissed the girl affectionately. “Lock your door, because — well, I believe in locking doors, don’t you? Servants have a trick of coming in at the most inconvenient moments,” she added a little lamely.

Joan saw her to the door and closed it, and then, after a second of indecision, turned the key in the lock.

Left alone, she sat down to puzzle out Dora’s curious attitude. Did she really believe that that hideous experience in Cadogan Place would be repeated? She took up the pistol and looked at it curiously. She had never thought of Dora as the owner of a weapon of this character. She was so gentle, so unaggressive, so far removed from the crude violence of life. Yet, in a way, the possession of this weapon brought her an extraordinary sense of security. She placed it on the table by the side of her bed, and laughed softly at the melodramatic situation.

Five minutes after getting into bed she was asleep, and she did not wake again until a foot touched one of the legs of the bed. The jar brought her to instant wakefulness, and she sat up. The room was in thick darkness; she could see nothing. Only she knew that somebody was in the room; she could hear their quiet breathing.

For a second or so a curious icy sensation ran down her spine, and then she remembered the Browning, and stretched out her hand. It was there, and her fingers closed on the butt.

“Don’t strike a light, or you’ll be sorry,” said a deep voice at the foot of the bed.

“Who are you?” she asked.

“Get up. I want you,” said the voice again, and in the desperation of fear she thumbed down the safety catch and gripped the trigger convulsively.

Two shots rang out almost as one. She heard the splintering of glass and a smothered cry of fear from the man. In another second she had sprung from her bed, torn aside the curtains, and flung open the French windows that led to the balcony.

She did not know what she was doing; in her heart was a horror that was inexpressible in words, a horror that drowned all reason. She turned, facing the window, her pistol levelled.

“I will kill you if you come near me,” she breathed.

Then, in a flash, she was over the parapet and was scrambling down the wooden pillar. Her hands were cut with splinters and bleeding, but she kept tight hold of her pistol.

Which way should she go? She might have waited in the room until assistance arrived, but she dared not remain another second in that awful presence.

Marlow was a mile away. It was still dark, though the east was lightening. And then she remembered the launch, and fled, barefooted, across the lawn to the boat-shed. With a sinking of heart she realised that the mooring chain was padlocked. She jumped into the boat, her eye all the time searching the black lawn for a sign of the pursuer; though she guessed that her assailant would not take the risk of coming into the open against a frenzied girl armed with an automatic pistol.

She tugged at the chain and the padlock gave. At first she thought a miracle had happened; then she remembered that it had been her task to fasten the launch when they came back from Henley, and that she had forgotten to ask for the key. As the chain fell into the water with a splash, she pulled back the lever and the tiny propeller began to revolve. She was in midstream, and the high bank afforded a skyline. As she turned to bring the nose of the boat to the river, she saw two figures, moving on hands and knees toward the boat-shed. She recognised the first as one of the “stalwart gardeners.” The men must have heard the sound of the propeller, for somebody hissed:

“Come back! We will do you no harm.”

And then … “Plop!”

She saw a flash, and the wind of the bullet lifted the hair on her forehead. But there was no explosion, only a soft, thud-like sound. She pushed over the lever again, and turned the wheel to bring the boat into the shadow of the island bank. Once its side grated against the shallow bottom, and she thought she had gone aground.

They were coming after her. She heard the thump of rowlocks, and her boat was moving none too fast. The batteries were running out! Dora had told her that they must be recharged in the morning.

Through a tangle of reeds she came to the open river and swung downstream, the propeller working tiredly. If she could meet the river police — but perhaps there were no river police here. And farther down was a lock; they would catch up with her, she realised with a gasp of horror. But where there was a lock there was a lock-keeper. That thought comforted her, and the knowledge that in her hand there were eight spheres of death.

Nearer and nearer came the boat, and then … “Crash!”

She was thrown forward on to her face. In her anxiety she had not kept too vigilant an outlook, and she had collided with some obstacle in the river. When she recovered her scattered senses she found herself lying in two inches of water, for the launch had holed. The pursuing boat was near. She felt round for her pistol, which had been put upon the seat by her side, and with a gasp of dismay touched nothing. She searched wildly; it had disappeared — probably had been thrown overboard in the shock of the collision.

Ahead of her was the dark stern of a barge, and the current was carrying the sinking boat toward it. She gripped the low gunwale.

“Now, Miss Joan Walton!” cried the exultant voice of one of the rowers, and a hand gripped her arm… .
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Knowles has been seen in town,” said Dicker, coming unceremoniously into Jimmy’s office on the previous evening, just as he was packing his papers preparatory to going home.

“Who saw him?” asked Jimmy.

“One of our men spotted him half an hour ago, crossing Coventry Street. He started off to overtake him, but missed him in the crowd. We may be attaching too much importance to Nippy,” said Dicker thoughtfully. “In all probability it is guilty conscience that is keeping him away. Lately there have been one or two burglaries that looked like his work, though they hadn’t quite the artistic finish which Nippy puts into his best jobs. What about those men you wanted for Marlow? The Commissioner doesn’t like sending out of London unless there’s a very special necessity. I’ve had a talk with the Buckinghamshire police, and they’re quite willing to put a plainclothes man on duty at ‘ Riverside ‘ if you want him.”

Jimmy hesitated. It would be all over Marlow if it was known, as it would be known, that “Riverside” was watched.

“I will make private arrangements tomorrow.” He did not specify what those private arrangements would be, and Dicker did not ask. Before Jimmy went to bed that night he received the report that no further trace of the elusive Mr. Knowles (in whose fate Albert displayed an inordinate interest) had been found.

“Maybe he’s hiding away from something, sir,” suggested Albert as he brought up Jimmy’s nightcap.

“That is Mr. Dicker’s view too,” said Jimmy.

“I don’t mean that he’s hiding from the police,” said Albert earnestly. “He always struck me as being a very genuine sort of man, and when he told me he was giving up burgling—”

“They all tell you that, Albert,” said Jimmy, finishing his whisky. “Repentance is part of a burglar’s stockin-trade. I want to be up at five tomorrow. Set your alarm clock.”

Jimmy invariably rose early under normal conditions. He found he could work best before the interruptions of the day started; and he was at his desk, writing out reports that had been called for, when the telephone at his elbow signalled urgently.

“Don’t tell me anybody else has been killed,” said Jimmy, recognising the night inspector’s voice.

“No, sir, no killing — only a burglary. Mr. Coleman’s house was broken into last night.”

Jimmy hung up the receiver and laughed helplessly.

Bill Dicker was in Mr. Coleman’s study, talking to him, when Jimmy arrived; and it was evident, from the appearance of the Treasury official, that he also had dressed hurriedly, for he wore his oldest suit, and about his neck, in place of the immaculate collar and cravat, was a gaudy silk handkerchief. But what struck Jimmy immediately about the little man was the intense pallor of his face — a pallor relieved only by the red weal with which his unknown assailant had marked him.

“Here’s a curious thing, Jimmy,” said Dicker as he came in.

“Have they got away with much?” asked Jimmy.-

“They’ve got away with nothing,” said Dicker calmly; “and that’s one of the minor curiosities. The house was burgled by an expert, all the alarms cut — and you know what skill that requires — three locks forced, another cut out, and yet the bedrooms have not been visited.”

“But where on earth did he search?” asked Jimmy in surprise.

“The kitchen,” was the startling reply.

“The kitchen?” repeated Jimmy with a frown. “That’s queer. That is two kitchens have been burgled in one week!”

Bennett’s version of the affair made the matter all the more puzzling. He had slept alone in the house all night, Mr. Coleman having taken up his residence at the hotel, the remainder of the servants sleeping out as usual. Bennett had heard nothing, and knew nothing, until he heard somebody walking down the stairs, and, coming out — he had slept that night in a small room on the ground floor — had challenged the intruder, only to discover that it was a policeman who had seen the door wide open as he passed and had come in, and, failing to arouse even

Bennett, had gone up the stairs to see if there was anybody else in the house. The front door had been forced, and here was a coincidence which Jimmy remarked upon, though it proved to have little importance; for neither the door of Joan’s house nor of Mr. Coleman’s had been bolted or chained. The intruder had got in with little or no trouble, and had made his way through the drawingroom into the servants’ hall, either forcing or cutting out the locks as he went. From the servants’ hall be left no trail; apparently that uninteresting region was his objective. At any rate, they could not trace him any farther.

After the first rapid inspection, Bill Dicker took Jimmy’s arm and led him out into the street.

“What strikes you as the most remarkable fact about this burglary, Jimmy?”

“There are one or two,” replied Jimmy. “The first is, that Bennett did not hear the policeman when he was standing at the foot of the stairs shouting out Is anybody here?”

Bill nodded.

“You’ve got it first time,” he said. “Bennett says that it was the shouting of the policeman that wakened him. Either Bennett’s scared or else he is a liar. He must have heard the policeman before.”

“I’ll bet any money that he wasn’t scared,” said Jimmy. “He’s not that kind of man.”

“Then he was drugged,” said Dicker. “And in support of the drugging theory, there is his statement that he had never found it so difficult to wake up, and that he heard the policeman like a man in a dream, and yet had not been able to move or speak when the officer shouted.”

“Did he take any drink with strangers last night?”

“I have asked him that,” said Bill. “He said he had had nothing except a cup of coffee before he went to bed, and he remembers that it tasted unusually bitter. He was the only person in the house, and yet—”

“And yet,” finished Jimmy, “if he was drugged, why did not the burglars go into his room and relieve him of his keys? It would have saved them a great deal of trouble.”

Billl nodded.

“That was another point that occurred to me,” he said. “Jimmy, this burglary is the work of a craftsman. Old man Coleman is of course convinced that it was the same fellow who broke into the house before, but that is a theory to which I cannot subscribe. The first man was an amateur; this is a professional, and of a high order of intelligence. Notice how cleanly he has worked when it was necessary to cut out a lock. It has taken some time, too.”

When the sun came up, and the light was much more suitable for a closer examination, the two men concluded their search, and in course of time came to the larder, with its stone trap.

“Nothing to steal here, unless he’s taken your wine, Mr. Coleman,” said Bill Dicker good-humouredly.

Stooping to pull up the trap, he threw down a light from his torch.

“It’s gone,” he said suddenly.

“Gone?” repeated Coleman in a tone of horror. “Gone, you say?”

Bill did not reply, but reached out his foot for the ladder and descended. In a little while he came back.

“You’ve lost your ‘58 port, Mr. Coleman, unless you’ve sent it back to its rightful owner.”

Coleman shook his head. His face was now ghastly grey; the fingers which he brought up to his trembling lips were beyond his control. Twice, three times he tried to speak, but his voice failed him. And then:

“Gone? The wine has gone?” he quavered. “Oh, my God, you don’t mean that!”

Jimmy was looking at him with narrowed eyes. “Why, what is there in the loss of the wine t o hurt you?” he asked softly.

“It — didn’t belong to me,” the man jerked out. “It didn’t belong to me,” he moaned, and Jimmy thought that the trouble through which this pompous man had passed must have turned his brain.
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He looked round; they were alone. Bennett had gone back to his room to find a key that Dicker had asked for. By an extreme effort of will, Mr. Coleman regained some of his old self-possession.

“Things like that annoy me,” he said. “Losing other people’s property … I ought to have returned it when you told me… .”

“Yes, I think so. Are you sure it is gone?”

Dicker flashed his lamp into the hole suggestively, and, going on his knees, Mr. Coleman peered down. He was there for a long time, and when he arose there was a look in his eyes which Jimmy could not understand.

“Yes, it is gone,” said Coleman in a quiet voice, and looked round helplessly.

For the second time that week the house was searched from garret to cellar, but nothing further was missing. Not so much as a silver spoon had been stolen by the midnight burglars. Jimmy paused for a little while in Dora’s bedroom. The brown stain still showed on the floor, and so rapidly had events moved that it was almost impossible to believe that it was only a few days ago that Parker had lost his life. And Kupie was the murderer! Kupie or one of his satellites.

The words of little Nippy Knowles came back to him — Tod Haydn, the iron-willed and the iron-handed — he was the force behind this gang of desperate men. Tod Haydn! To get him was to destroy for ever the power for evil which this organisation had wielded with such ruthlessness.

He was preparing to leave the house when Mr. Coleman joined him.

“Do you mind if I come out with you?” he almost pleaded. “This place gets on my nerves. I think, if I stayed here any longer, I should go mad. Poor Parker! … poor Collett! …”

“Why do you connect the two?” asked Dicker sharply.

“What else can I do?” In his anguish the little man wrung his hands. “Didn’t I know them both? Weren’t they one a guest and the other a servant of mine? Wasn’t Parker killed in my house, and did not Collett himself go out from there to his death? Where are you going?” he asked.

Jim looked at his watch. It was a quarter past six.

“I ought to go to bed, but I’m going to Scotland Yard,” he said.

“And you, Mr. Dicker?”

Bill Dicker shook his head.

“No, I’ve got some work to do, and I was sleeping practically the whole of yesterday afternoon.”

“Would you mind, Mr. — I mean CaptainSepping, if I came with you?”

“To Scotland Yard?” said Jimmy in surprise. “No, I don’t mind at all, if you would like to go.”

“Yes, sir, I should. There’s something I’d like to tell you.” He looked round nervously. “Yes, there’s something I’d like to tell you,” he said again.

“Very well,” said Jimmy good-humouredly. “Come along.”

They walked through Langham Place into Regent Street, strolled down that unique thoroughfare, unhampered by the pedestrians who, a few hours later, would be crowding the broad sidewalk. There was a sprinkling of people about at that hour; the market carts were returning, and the usual early workers were hurrying to their places of business.

“You may think it is remarkable,” said Mr. Coleman, “that I should have made such an exhibition of myself; a public official has natural—”

Suddenly he stopped short, and all the pathetic pompousness in his voice died away.

“I’m talking like a fool,” he said brokenly, “just like a fool!”

He spoke no more till they were crossing Piccadilly Circus into Haymarket. And then, as they were descending the slope toward Cockspur Street, the staccato explosion of a motor-bicycle coming from behind made him look round suddenly. It was the loudest motor-bicycle that Jimmy had ever heard, and he, too, turned to see a man in a yellow leather jacket, a closely fitting helmet and a pair of large goggles, coming at speed toward them.

“A noisy fellow that,” said Jimmy, and then Mr. Coleman leant towards him and would have fallen had not his companion caught him in his arms.

“Got it . . ,” he said thickly

Jimmy jerked him upright.

“Hold up,” he said. “What is the matter with you?”

But the man in his arms did not answer. He thought at first the man had fainted, and carrying him to a recessed doorway, put him down on the step. A policeman on point duty had seen the collapse and came striding across the road.

“I think he has fainted,” said Jimmy.

“Oh f” said the policeman suspiciously. “Who is he?”

“He is Mr. Coleman, and I am Detective-Inspector Sepping, of headquarters,” said Jimmy, and the officer’s tone changed.

“There’s an all-night chemist’s shop open a few doors up. Shall we get him in there, sir?”

Jimmy was stooping to lift the unconscious man when he saw a red stain creeping along the man’s neck.

“He’s wounded,” he said, and pulled aside the coat.

The bullet had struck Coleman a little above the heart, and he was bleeding desperately. They picked him up and carried him into the chemist’s shop, but from the first Jimmy knew that the case was hopeless, and Coleman died a quarter of an hour later as the ambulance was turning into the entrance of Charing Cross Hospital.

He hurried back to the scene of the shooting, and found a policeman keeping at a respectful distance the crowd that had gathered even at that early hour.

“There were two or three shots fired. Look at those, sir.” He pointed to two punctures that had been driven into the wooden-fronted shop. They were within an inch of one another. “An automatic pistol, I should say,” said the policeman. “I didn’t hear any shot, either.”

“Did you hear the motor-bicycle?” said Jimmy. “The man who was making such a noise? I nearly stopped him for riding without a silencer.

He had a silencer,” said Jimmy, “but it was on his automatic pistol.”
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His first thought, after his mind began to be normal, was of Dora. What effect would this new and greatest of all tragedies have upon the girl? She must be told, although the shock might kill her. He sent a message to all stations, ordering cyclist patrols to warn the men on duty to report the yellow motorcyclist, and almost immediately he had news of the murderer. He had passed under the Admiralty Arch into Green Park, had been seen going up Constitutional Hill, and had turned into Hyde Park, moving in the direction of Knightsbridge. After that all trace of him was lost, until about seven o’clock in the morning, when the bicycle was found in a clump of rhododendron bushes, and with it the man’s leather coat and hat. He himself had vanished.

Dicker saw the Treasury officials, and was surprised to learn how small and unimportant a position the late Mr. Coleman held.

“He was a clerk,” said the chief of his department, and mentioned a sum which left Dicker speechless by its inadequacy. “I was always under the impression that he had money of his own,” said the official, “and was working at the Treasury as a hobby. He was a very inoffensive man, and I suppose he was able to maintain the pretence that he occupied a very prominent position, from the fact that he had a little room to himself and was not brought into contact with other members of the staff. At any rate,” he said with a smile, “the other clerks would not have given him away, and probably some of them practise the same deceit. He had no enemies, as far as I know. Indeed, I know very little about his private life, though several times I have thought it curious that he should find his very dull work as amusing as he did.”

“When did he come to you?”

“During the war,” was the reply. “We were rather short of men, and at that time he occupied a more important position than he has since the Armistice.”

When Dicker reached Portland Place he found that the news of Coleman’s death had travelled before him. He was met by the troubled chauffeur-butler and shown into the drawingroom.

“This is terrible, sir,” he almost wailed. “First Mr. Parker — I never think of him except as Mr. Parker; then poor Mr. Collett; now my poor master!”

Dicker took possession of the dead man’s papers, and when Jimmy Sepping came back from a hasty breakfast at his club he found Bennett waiting for him with a large sealed envelope in his hand.

“These are poor Mr. Coleman’s documents,” he said. “Mr. Dicker said I was to bring them to you, and to tell you that he thinks he has found Kupie.”

“Oh!” said the startled Jimmy. “Where has Mr. Dicker gone?”

“He’s catching the eight-thirty for Northampton — at least, he told me so,” said Bennett with a half-smile. “I don’t know whether Mr. Dicker would give away information to an outsider, and probably you know where he has gone. Mr. Sepping, what am I to do? I am simply distracted with worry. Poor Miss Coleman! …”

“Does she know?” asked Jimmy, and Bennett shook his head.

“Who do you think is Kupie, sir? I’ve got my own theory,” he said earnestly. “Probably you’d think I was mad or spiteful if I told you.”

“Who do you think?” asked Jimmy.

“I have an idea it is Mr. Walton himself,” said the man doggedly, “and so did Mr. Coleman. I once heard him raving about Mr. Walton to Miss Dora. He as good as said that, if he could tell everything he knew, the police would be looking for Mr. Walton to jail him — not to rescue him.”

“You can dismiss that idea from your mind, Bennett,” said Jimmy sternly. “Mr. Walton is no more a criminal than I am.” And, seeing that the man was not convinced, he went on goodnaturedly: “We suspect everybody now, Bennett. Mr. Dicker even suspected poor Mr. Coleman. I don’t know what you ought to do. I think you’d better remain at the house until Miss Walton is able to decide where she is going. I will go down to Marlow and see her. By the way, did Mr. Coleman ever say any more about Mr. Walton?”

The man hesitated.

“No, sir; he made one or two rather unpleasant remarks, which I don’t want to repeat, but, then, he suspected a lot of people. One of his ideas was that Kupie was somebody at headquarters, somebody who had access to all the information that would turn up about crimes and criminals, the very stuff that a blackmailer would give his head to know.”

Jimmy had one of his fantastic brainwaves, and acted on it.

“Did Mr. Coleman ever talk about Tod Haydn?” he asked.

“Tod Haydn?” repeated the other. “No, sir, I don’t remember the name. But, then, I wasn’t on what you might call speaking terms with the family until I took over poor Parker’s job. Mr. Coleman had his limousine, and as I drove outside I had no chance of discussing things with him, and he was not the sort of man who would tell you much about his private affairs.”

As Bennett went out of the office a clerk brought him a telegram. Jimmy placed it by the side of his pad whilst he finished the work he was doing. When it was completed he opened the wire leisurely, thinking it was one of the innumerable telegraphic reports that came to him in his official capacity.

Come to Marlow immediately. Joan has gone. Dora. Please send a policeman or get somebody to break in the door.

He stared at the message, trying to make head or tail of it.

Fetch a policeman? Why did she send that message? Was it a joke? There was an air of urgency about the summons that was not to be denied.

Joan gone!

He went pale at the thought of all that those very simple words might mean. As he came flying out into the courtyard, one of the assistant-commissioners drove up in his car, and in a few words Jimmy explained what he required.

“Certainly. Take the car, Jimmy,” was the instant reply, and in a few seconds he was speeding toward Chelsea. He went through Maidenhead at a speed which transgressed all regulations, and, clear of the town, the car fairly flew up Quarry Hill and down the narrow winding road into Marlow.

There was nothing about the house that seemed in any way remarkable, except that when he knocked there came no reply. Dora had told him once that the servants were local girls, who lived in the town. Apparently they had not been admitted either. He found the kitchen door bolted and barred.

Returning to the front of the house, he saw an open French window leading on to the small balcony that formed the roof of the porch, and without hesitation he jumped up and, gripping the pillar with his knees, drew himself to the level of the rail.

Going through the open window he found himself in a woman’s bedroom; the bed had been slept in. Moreover, the clothes of the occupant lay neatly folded across the back of a chair. A second window was smashed and the mirror in a long wardrobe was splintered, obviously by a bullet. All this he saw at a glance. Jimmy’s heart thumped painfully. It was Joan’s room! He recognised her bag on the table.

The door was open, and he went out on to the landing and tried another door. He was in a small bedroom, and guessed, from certain indications, that this was Coleman’s own. The bed had not been slept in, as he well knew.

The third door was locked. He shook it, and a weak voice called him. Stepping back, he brought his foot against the lock, and the flimsy door crashed open.

It was another bedroom, but he did not look at the disordered furniture, or note anything save the woman who was crouching by the window. Her hands were tied tightly together, and a rope passed round her arms locked her elbows painfully.

Jimmy looked at her, speechless. Was this girl with the red eyes and the bruised face Dora Coleman? She looked up at him piteously; her pale lips moved, but she uttered no sound; and then, recovering from his paralysis, Jimmy lifted her tenderly and laid her on the bed. His knife cut the bonds about her arms and ankles, and as the last strand was severed she collapsed with a groan of pain, and for a while Jimmy thought she was dying.

He knew it was useless going to the telephone, but he tried, only to find, as he had expected, that Kupie had been to work with his usual thoroughness.

In the diningroom he found a bottle of brandy, and bringing it upstairs, rubbed her numbed arms and bathed her forehead, until presently she recovered consciousness.

“Where is Joan?” he asked.

She shook her head wearily.

“I don’t know. I did my best, Jimmy,” she muttered. “I did my very best She fired at them. I think she escaped, because he came back and beat me. Oh, my God!”

“Who beat you?”

She shook her head.

“Tod Haydn?”

For an instant he saw a spark in her eyes, but it faded away again.

“You don’t know Tod Haydn,” she said, and then,

“What is the use?”

“Dora, tell me what this man is to you.”

She shook her head again.

“Nothing,” she said bitterly, “nothing but my master. And Coleman’s master. Poor Coleman! They will kill him!”

He could hardly believe the evidence of his ears.

“Was he your father?” he asked.

“No; he is no relation. Did they get him?” she asked huskily, seeing the look in Jimmy’s face, for her mind was moving more quickly now and she understood the significance of the word “was.”

“Yes, they got him,” said Jimmy quietly. “Who was it, Dora — is Dora your name?”

“Dorothy Julia Coleman,” she said wearily. “Yes, Coleman is my right name. I’m little Knowles’s Julia. I thought you’d have guessed that long ago.”

She asked for some water, and he went into Joan’s room for the waterbottle. When he returned she was sitting up.

“Who is Tod Haydn?” he asked.

“I can’t tell you. You will have to find him without my help, Jimmy.”

And she was adamant on that point. The old dictum of the crook world held— “Thou shalt not squeak!” The man had struck her like the brute that he was, but she was faithful to the traditions of her class.

When she had recovered she told as much of the story as she knew. She was awakened by the shots, and had heard Tod say: “She has gone to the boathouse.” After that she knew nothing.

“She probably took the launch,” she said. “I told her how to work it, and I had at the back of my mind a fear that one day she might need the boat. What are you going to do with me?” she asked.

He shook his head.

“What can I do with you, Julia? You’ll have to stand your trial, I suppose, for complicity in these murders.”

He was shocked more than he had thought was possible for the most tremendous events in life to shock him.

“I know nothing about the murders,” she said “Tod never took us into his confidence. He fixed everything. Coleman is dead — are you sure? Will you swear that?”

“I swear that,” said Jimmy in surprise.”

Why?

“Then I can tell you: he killed Parker, but he bungled it. So Tod said. Didn’t you see the mark on Coleman’s face? That was the whipping that Tod gave him.”

“What was he to you?” asked Jim accusingly. “Nothing,” she repeated. “I am as good a woman now — in that way — as I was when I was a child. Tod was not a man who made love, or who wanted a wife. He is inhuman in some respects. I can’t tell you any more, Jimmy — I suppose it is a great impertinence to call you Jimmy?” she said wistfully, and his heart went out to the poor victim of Tod Haydn — a cipher, a tool, a nothing to this man who did not care for the love of women and counted his conquests by the standard of solid cash.

“You’ll have to get him quick, Jimmy, or he’ll get you. After they came back he told me I had betrayed them and had given her the pistol. That was when he hit me. We met on the island by appointment yesterday morning, and he struck me then. Joan saw my face. Then early this morning the milk-boy came. I couldn’t unfasten myself; I could only hobble inch by inch, but I managed to get to my writing-table and scrawled out a telegram.” A light dawned on Jimmy.

“At the end of the telegram you wrote a message to the boy, telling him to send for a policeman or get somebody to break into the house?”

She nodded.

“The boy evidently didn’t read the telegram; he sent it off as it was. How did you get it to him?”

“I pushed it through the open window, with some money I took from my bag. I tried to speak to him, but he couldn’t hear me — you see, the window was only open a little way.”

Jimmy went out into the road in the hope of finding a messenger who could carry word to the

Marlow police, and presently a cyclist came along by whom the detective dispatched a letter. He was talking to the girl, when the sound of heavy footsteps in the passage below told him that the police had arrived.

“Rightly or wrongly, Dora, I’m not going to mention your part in this conspiracy,” he said. “You can tell them the story you have told me, but Tod will have to be a stranger — do you understand? — a burglar who broke in.”

She nodded.

“You’re very good to me,” she said in a low voice. “Jimmy!”

He turned back from the door.

“I love Rex, that’s all,” she said with a quiver in her voice. “You needn’t believe that — I don’t expect you will. I was in the plot to swindle him, yet I loved him and love him still.”

Jimmy went down the stairs in a very thoughtful frame of mind. He did not waste any more time than he could help. A car took him into Marlow town, and from there he sent out inquiries along the river, but no sign of a lady in a nightdress and dressing-gown had been seen. Perhaps she had got back to London. He called up her house, but nothing had been heard.

Frantic with fear, he chartered a steam-launch and went down the river, guessing that she would go with the stream, but he had not gone far before he came against a blank wall. The launch had been found to the west of Cookham Lock. It had been seen, lying at the bottom of the river, by an angler. Moreover, the lock-keeper had not been aroused in the night.

“If the lady was in difficulties she would certainly have come tog me, sir,” he said. “I was up most of the night with toothache; a light was in my window, and she couldn’t have missed seeing it.”

“What has passed through to-day?” asked Jimmy.

The lock-keeper recited a long string of craft, ranging from a coal-barge to a punt.

“Molly, of Wapping,” he said, ticking them off on his finger; “John Morton, of Chelsea; the Reliance, of Greenwich; the River Queen, of Gravesend — that’s a tug — and about four barges, up and down.”

“You didn’t have a covered launch through, or any other kind of craft in which a lady might have been concealed?”

The lock-keeper shook his head.

“The Dora went through at seven,” he said.

“The Dora?” interrupted Jim quickly. “What is that?”

“Oh, she’s a barge,” said the man, and Jimmy’s hopes fell.

“Then the Nancy went through ten minutes later. Then the Golden Heart came up from Maidenhead.”

Joan might have landed, and if this was the case his field of search was restricted. But none of the houses within miles of the river had been awakened in the night by a lady in scanty attire, and the afternoon wore on without his receiving any tidings of the lost girl.

Hollow-eyed, weary of soul and body, Jimmy returned to Scotland Yard to find a new demand upon his tired brain. He had hardly dropped into his chair when Inspector Levy came in.

“Where’s Bill Dicker?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” said Jimmy tiredly. “Oh, yes, he’s gone to Northampton — to find Kupie. At least, that was the message he sent.”

“Kupie be blowed! Bill had a conference this afternoon, and he wouldn’t miss that. Besides, he had two appointments at five. Who told you?”

“The man who brought the papers — Bennett, Coleman’s butler,” said Jimmy. “He said that Dicker was going to Northampton by the eight-thirty.”

“There isn’t an eight-thirty to Northampton, and nobody knows that better than Dicker. There never has been an eight-thirty. There’s one at a quarter-past nine. Dicker’s hardly likely to make a mistake. Where was he last seen?”

“In Coleman’s house,” said Jimmy, becoming suddenly wide awake.

He got up from the table, opened a drawer and dropped a gun into his pocket.

“I very seldom carry lethal weapons,” he said, “but on this occasion I shall. Round up all the men you can lay hands on to surround Coleman’s house — I’m going to arrest Tod Haydn, alias Bennett. And may I be kicked for a fool for not realising that Kupie and Haydn and Bennett are one and the same person!”
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Taxicabs of all varieties and makes dropped a small army of detectives in Portland Place; and when the cordon had been completed, Jimmy knocked at the door. It was opened by a middle-aged woman servant.

“I think Mr. Bennett is in his room, sir. I’ll call him.”

“Don’t trouble,” said Jimmy, stepping in before her. “Just wait here — I know the way.”

He went up the stairs three at a time. Bennett’s door was ajar, and he pushed it open with the muzzle of his pistol. The room was empty. He looked out of the open window, and saw immediately the immense difficulty of surrounding a house the back of which looked upon the courtyards of Portland Street. He did not stay to search the room, but ran downstairs again and led the way to the larder beneath which was the concealed chamber. Over this a heavy dresser had been pulled.

“I was afraid of this,” said Jimmy, as he helped push it back.

In a second the trap was raised, and, kneeling down, he peered into the void.

“There’s somebody here,” he said. “Get me a lamp.”

One glance he took at the figure huddled in the corner, and then dropped to the floor of the underground vault.

“Come down, two men!” he shouted. “Mr. Dicker is here!”

Dicker was unconscious when they pulled him up and laid him on the stone floor of the larder. His face was blue; he was in the last stages of asphyxiation, and the wonder was that he had lived through the terrible ordeal.

He had not revived when Jimmy called at the hospital at seven o’clock that night, but the report was satisfactory. That he had lived at all was due, as Bill Dicker afterwards confirmed, to the presence in the room of the outlet of a small leaden pipe. Apparently a previous owner had intended to wire the sunken cellar for electric light, and to that end had had a pipe laid to one of the corners of the apartment. The wires had never been fixed, and the leaden pipe served as a life-line. A closer scrutiny of Bennett’s room satisfied Jimmy that the man had left in a hurry — though whether he had gone out through the window — it was an easy drop to the ledge below, and thence the way of escape was easy — or whether he had left the house just before the search party had arrived, it was impossible to determine; the more so, as none of the servants had any very valuable information to give.

A pair of soiled yellow leather gauntlets and a motor-bicycle licence, issued to him in the name of Bennett, were the principal finds. That he was able to keep his mind concentrated upon this new mystery amazed Jimmy in a dull, numb way. Behind his mechanical performance of duty was a heartbreaking terror for which there was no anodyne.

“Joan is lost, Joan is lost!” his brain repeated.

“Why are you searching Bennett’s room? Why are you sitting here, worrying yourself about this crook, even though he is a triple murderer, when she is calling to you?”

It was ten o’clock when he left his office, a broken, haggard man. He was stepping into his taxi in the courtyard when an officer came running after him.

“Captain Sepping, somebody has been broadcasting this for ten minutes: we’re getting telephone messages from all quarters.”

Jimmy hurried back into the lighted hall and read the paper which the man had handed to him. The message was brief, but he could have wept for joy as he read it:

Tell Captain James Sepping, New Scotland Yard, that I am safe. — Joan.

Jimmy’s legs turned to water and he sat down hurriedly.

“When did this come?” he asked huskily.

“There is the time on the corner, sir — ninethirty-five and repeated at nine-forty-five, in the intervals between the concert that was broadcasted tonight.”

He read the message again, and a great load of anguish rolled from his heart.

“She is safe,” he said unsteadily. “Thank you, sergeant.”

Safe, but where, and how? He did not trouble to answer those questions as his cab carried him homewards. His heart was singing a song of joyous thanksgiving, and he could have danced, if his weary body would have allowed him.

Albert must have been waiting for him, for, as Jimmy took his key from his pocket, the door opened.

“There’s a lady to see you — just come, sir,” whispered the man.

“Who is the lady?” said Jimmy, a wild hope surging within him.

“Miss Coleman,” said Albert.

Dora! He had almost forgotten her existence, almost forgotten the tragedy which overshadowed her.

She was sitting by the table, her hands cht,ped before her, her dark eyes shining feverishly.

“Joan is safe,” he said, closing the door behind him. “We have just had a wireless.”

She nodded.

“Thank God for that!” she breathed. “Thank God for that! Do you know anything more?”

The beautiful eyes searched his face.

“I know that Bennett is Tod Haydn,” he said quietly, but her gaze did not shift.

“I am glad you know that, because, if you didn’t, I should have had to tell you. Yes, he is Tod,” she said nothing more, until:

“Jimmy, can I sleep here tonight?”

“Sleep here?” he said in surprise. “My dear girl, there are no women in this house: I suppose you realise that?”

“Can I sit up and talk, then?” she asked desperately. “Don’t you realise, Jimmy, that Tod will be looking for me? Have you raided the house?”

He nodded.

“And found nothing. Of course, he will think I betrayed him. I couldn’t stay at Marlow I don’t know where I can go.”

“Of course you can remain here,” said Jimmy heartily. “Albert, who is a stickler for the proprieties, will be shocked, but — in fact, I don’t care what happens tonight,” he said recklessly, and a slow smile dawned on her face.

“Because you have found Joan. Where is she?”

“That I can’t tell you,” he said, and explained to her how the news had come.

“How curious! Lawford must have been at the same place,” she said. “Of course, she is on the yacht.”

“Yacht? But there are no yachts on the upper reaches of the Thames.”

“They may have taken her to the coast,” she persisted. “Lawford told us that he went a three-hour journey before he reached the place of his imprisonment.”

“Did he ever tell you anything more than that?” asked Jimmy quickly.

“Little more than he told you. I’ve thought since that Lawford must have betrayed us all, and that was why he was in such a hurry to get out of the country. I knew nothing of his murder until I was told. I didn’t even know that he had committed the unpardonable sin.” She changed the conversation abruptly, and when he tried to resume where she had broken off, he found she was not willing to continue.

Jimmy was desperately tired, but the solution of the difficulty was an easy one. He must go to an hotel in the neighbourhood, but to this, however, she would not agree.

“You will leave me with your manservant,” she said. “Won’t you go to sleep and let me sit up and read?”

“Do you think he will come?”

“I’m certain,” she said emphatically, “absolutely certain! He must kill me; there is no other way out for him! Don’t you realise, Jimmy, that I am the only evidence living against Tod Haydn? Coleman would have betrayed him; he was going with you to Scotland Yard with that object. But Tod knew, followed him and killed him in the street — Tod always uses a silencer.”

“If I promise to sit up, will you go to bed?” he asked her, but to this she would not agree.

“I am not sleepy. If I went to bed, I should lie awake, thinking and wondering and fearing. Please, please lie down, Jimmy, and trust me. Is there a fire-escape to this building?” she asked suddenly. Jimmy did not know, but Albert was well posted on such matters.

“Yes, miss, there is a fire-escape.”

“Does the ladder pass anywhere near your windows?” she asked, and an investigation revealed the fact that one of the flights ran so close to the window of Jimmy’s bedroom that it could be touched with a stick.

“He will come at two,” said the girl calmly. “That is a practice of his — they call him ‘ Two o’clock Tod ‘ in the — profession. If he doesn’t come at two, he won’t come at all.”

Jimmy made preparations for the night. The girl having refused the offer of his bed, he had a couch made up in the sittingroom, and on this she lay down fully dressed. He had a small settee pulled into the passage, which he wedged up against the door. Here Albert took up his position, whilst Jimmy, going into his room, pulled his own bed from its usual place and brought the head flush with the window overlooking the flat courtyard.

At midnight the lights were extinguished, with the exception of a small lamp in the sittingroom, and Jimmy lay down, very wide awake, for he knew that there was something behind the girl’s warning. As two o’clock was striking, he woke with a start. There was a deep silence, broken only by the rumbling of a motor-lorry in the street outside. He had drawn up the blinds before going to bed, so that he commanded a complete sideways view of the window. The last chimes quivered in the air, but nothing happened. Evidently the girl’s fear was unfounded. He had reached that decision when a shadow fell on the window — the indefinite, almost invisible shadow which the stars throw.

Jimmy took the pistol from under his pillow and sat waiting. What would be the line of attack? Surely the man would not dare to come into the flat, knowing the girl was there, and believing, if he believed that she had betrayed him, that his visit was expected?

For a minute nothing happened, and Jimmy began to think that his eyes had played a trick, and he had half decided to get up and investigate, when something heavy smashed through his window and fell with a thud to the ground.

Only for a second was Jimmy undecided as to what had happened; and then, shrinking against the wall, he gripped the edge of the mattress and rolled it round him. There came a deafening explosion which lifted him from the bed and dropped him again — an indescribable sound of iron striking wall and ceiling, a pungent stink of exploded cordite, and silence.
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A sector of steel had penetrated the bed and ripped the skin of his arm, but this he did not know till afterwards. He had some difficulty in getting to the floor, for one of the bars of the bed had broken under the fearful impact of the explosion. When he did, he reached out his hand and tried to switch on the light, but that had gone. So had all the lights in the flat, he discovered, and at last he pulled open the maimed and splintered door, and came into the room where Dora was lying.

There was no light here, until Albert came, stumbling, with candles and matches, and then Jimmy went back to survey his room. Not a whole article of furniture in the room remained; not a pane of glass in the windows. Every square had been cut clean out as if by a knife, and the carpet in the centre of the room was smouldering. This he extinguished with a jug of water; and whilst Albert was explaining to the startled tenants who flocked up to discover the cause of their discomfort — he found afterwards that a hole had been blown through the ceiling of the flat below, though fortunately nobody had been sleeping in the room beneath him — he stepped gingerly about the shattered room, looking for fragments.

“A Mills bomb,” he explained, as he came out to the troubled girl. “Did anything happen in here?”

The wall parallel with his bedroom bulged a little; half a dozen pictures had lost their glass; and a flower-vase had been blown off the table by the force of the concussion.

“Yes, it was a Mills bomb. I thought it was that when I heard it drop on the floor. I remember during the war a fellow dropping a bomb by accident, and it is a sound you do not readily forget.”

“He wasn’t trying to kill you,” said Dora slowly. “He thought I was there.”

The clang of fire-bells came from the street below. Some tenant, whose telephone had not been put out of order, had wisely rung the brigade as soon as the sound of the explosion had come to him. The courtyard of the flat was searched, but, as Jimmy expected, there was no sign of the man — he would have been very surprised if there had been.

The damage to his flat was much greater than he had imagined. The electric wires were shattered, water-pipes and gaspipes broken, fittings everywhere dissipated. Happily, he did not have to explain the presence of Dora Coleman, for firemen and policemen were so intent upon their work that they seemed to accept her presence as natural; and when somebody referred to her as “Mrs. Sepping” he did not trouble to correct the error.

Fortunately, there was a furnished flat on the first floor, the owner of which was abroad, and the janitor, who had been charged with the responsibility of finding a desirable tenant, remembered the vacancy and offered to Jimmy a solution of his domestic problem for which he was truly grateful.

“Unless our friend disturbs us tomorrow night, I think you’ll be safe here for a day or two. But to make absolutely sure, I’m going to take effective steps to prevent a repetition of this hilarious evening,” said Jimmy.

It was eleven o’clock when he woke, staring round the strange room and wondering how he came to be lying under a sky-blue eiderdown quilt embroidered with pink roses. After he had dressed, he went out into the passage and knocked at the girl’s door.

“All right?” he asked, and, receiving a satisfactory assurance, he went out, not waiting for breakfast.

Bill Dicker had recovered consciousness during the night, but he was still weak, the matron at the hospital told him, and offered the conventional warning.

“Did you get that lad, Jimmy” was Dicker’s first question.

“No, I didn’t get him, but he nearly got me.”

“That’s not exactly the same thing,” growled Bill weakly. “Jimmy, if you go after Haydn, you’ve got to remember that you’re dealing with a real wild beast. And, Jimmy, you’ve got to down him before he downs you! He has three murders behind him, and the grey doors of the death-house in front of him. And they can only hang him once! It is better to figure in the witnessbox than on the indictment as one of the late departed victims of this bright boy.”

“The matron says if you talk too much you’ll have a relapse, but you must tell me how you got in that infernal dark hole.”

“He pushed me there. He thoroughly deceived me with a beautiful story of how he had discovered an outlet to the underground room, and, like a fool, I went down. I had just reached the bottom when the trap dropped, and I knew just where I’d been stung. I’m not proud of that achievement,” he said ruefully.

Jimmy nodded.

“Bennett collected all the letters he had probably left behind him in Coleman’s room, and brought them on to Scotland Yard with a story that deceived me! Altogether a plausible liar. And a minor mystery is explained, Dicker — the reason ‘ Bennett ‘ did not hear the policeman shouting before he went upstairs. The explanation is that Bennett was not in the house! He must have come in after the policeman, and was standing at the bottom of the stairs when the officer came down. The story of his having been drugged was, of course, all moonshine. Bennett was the supreme boss of the gang. I remember now little Nippy telling me how he insisted upon everybody playing their part, even when there was no onlooker — he played it mighty well!”

Here the watchful and anxious matron intervened, and Jimmy had to take a hurried adieu.

He went home to lunch, which was not a usual practice of his, but he was anxious about Dora, and all the time was wondering whether, in his absence, Tod Haydn would find a way of getting at her.

She was brighter and more her normal self. A night’s sleep had brought a remarkable change, though the bruises still showed, and the skin about one eye was discoloured.

“The brute!” said Jimmy, when she had described in a few vivid words the method of Mr. Tod Haydn with obstinate women.

“It might have been worse,” said the girl quietly, “infinitely worse. He might have fallen in love with me, and that would have been fatal for me, for I should have killed him. I suppose you haven’t heard any more about him?”

Jimmy shook his head.

“And you won’t,” she said decidedly. “Tod is not an ordinary outlaw. He’s a clever actor, a brilliant strategist; he has a dozen bolts to which he can go if he is hard pressed.”

“Do you know any of them?”

Phe thought for a while.

“Yes, I know some, but don’t ask me. I’m not thinking about him. I’m thinking about myself. I believe you will get him. I don’t want to be responsible for his capture unless …”

“And you don’t want him to get away with Rex Walton’s million?” said Jimmy.

To his amazement the girl laughed.

“Rex Walton’s million is no longer in the hands of Kupie,” she said.

“Then who has it?” asked Jimmy.

“Rex has it,” said the girl.
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Tod Haydn stopped at the corner of Lower Regent Street and bought a newspaper.

Then he strolled along Piccadilly and turned into a fashionable restaurant. When Dora had described him as a good actor she had done less than justice to his extraordinary histrionic gifts. Nobody who had read the more faithful than flattering description of the wanted man that appeared in large type in all the evening newspapers would have recognised in that debonair man about town the “man of 33, slightly grey at the temples, cleanshaven, square-jawed,” etc.
 A small moustache ornamented his upper lip; the grey had disappeared from his hair; and the bushy eyebrows had gone altogether, having been replaced by a thin line of hair that met over his nose.

He read the description of himself, folded the paper and threw it under the table. Then he ordered his dinner with great care, for he was something of an epicurean and poor Coleman’s supposed fastidiousness in the matter of food was due entirely to the requirements of his chauffeur.

His dinner eaten at his leisure, he came out, and, after letting a number of the more decrepit specimens pass, hailed a brand-new taxicab and gave the driver instructions.

“Take me up to Bond Street, and don’t stop till I tell you,” he said. “You need not go too fast.”

A third of the way up Old Bond Street was a doorway which he knew well. It led to a set of chambers above a tailor’s shop. He glanced quickly from left to right. A man was leaning nonchalantly against a lamppost a few paces from the door; another idler stood on the other pavement. Haydn grinned, and did not signal the cab to stop. So she had told?

He felt no particular resentment against Dora Coleman. To prevent her talking he would have killed her without remorse; but as he had not killed her he expected no more than that she should inform the police of the places where he was likely to be found. That she had told the police nothing, and that they had found at least three of his haunts without her assistance, he did not know.

When the cab reached Oxford Street he leant out of the window.

“Go along Maida Vale until I tell you to stop.”

There was a small house in this wide thoroughfare which had a particular interest for Tod Haydn, and as he approached the place he keenly scrutinised the sidewalk. Next door to the house he was seeking, a man was standing against the gate smoking. He was a tall man, in a hard Derby hat, and he seemed to be waiting for somebody. Beyond the house were two other men, talking together, and again the stamp was unmistakable. At the end of the road Haydn gave an order and, doubling back in his tracks, he came to the corner of a fashionable square, tipped the driver liberally and walked a hundred yards down Wigmore Street, turning off into a mews. Here, he knew, he was safe, and although there were certain very necessary articles to be procured from his other hiding-places, he could do his work with the machinery at his disposal.

He changed quickly into a faded green livery coat, attached to which was a cabman’s badge, and putting on an old cap he went down to the garage beneath. The solitary vehicle in the place was a taxicab, which was Haydn’s property and to which a licence had been duly issued. After a brief examination of the petrol tank he stacked four tins on the railed roof, opened the door of the garage, and brought his car into the cobbled roadway. He only stopped long enough to lock up the garage, and then he rode off at a steady pace, making for the west of London. He passed through the suburbs of Hammersmith and Barnes, moving on toward Staines. Somebody hailed him — a man and a woman who had come out of one of the big houses on the Staines Road. He smiled and went on, but pulled down the flag of his meter, and rather wondered at himself that he had not taken that elementary precaution before.

Beyond Staines a road runs parallel to the river , Here there are few houses, and the sloping meadowland runs uninterruptedly to the water’s edge. He reached a place where there was a clump of trees just off the road, and unerringly he drove the cab into the very centre, extinguished the lights, and taking off his coat, which he folded and put on the driver’s seat, replaced the coat by a tight black jacket.

His last act before he switched off the lights was to examine an ugly-looking automatic, which he placed carefully in his belt under his waistcoat. This time, with another look round, he stepped briskly along the river path toward Maidenhead.

He had visited the place that afternoon, knew almost to an inch the position of the barge, and had located the skiff he would employ for his purpose. It was eleven o’clock when he came opposite an island, by the side of which lay a long slab of blackness. Against the sky he saw its tapering mainmast, which had been raised since he had seen it that afternoon. It was from this mast, as he knew, that the wireless aerial was stretched. “Dora!” he chuckled silently.

Twelve o’clock chimed from a distant church. There was no sign of life on the barge, and Tod Haydn, sitting on the bank, his arms clasped about his knees, his keen, catlike eyes watching the craft ceaselessly, knew that the hour had come for his attempt. And the attempt must be successful this time.

He walked along the path a little farther until he came to a small creek, which was bridged over for the benefit of foot passengers. On the land side the creek wound tortuously for a hundred yards before it swerved round to rejoin the river some distance away. He had not more than a dozen yards to go before he found the skiff he had hidden in the rushes. The creek was too narrow to float him and the boat, and he stepped into the water and pushed it before him until he had passed under the bridge and water came up to above his knees. Then he stepped gingerly aboard and pushed off with a boathook. Hereabouts the river is not deep, and he could punt his way across.

Stealthily he progressed, making no sound. Presently he shipped the boathook and, reaching out, touched the side of the barge. Here he waited for fully five minutes, listening. He heard nothing, and tying the painter of the boat to a ringbolt, he climbed silently to the deserted deck and, crouching low, went stealthily forward until he came parallel with a covered hatchway, closed by two small doors. He stooped and listened, then pressed gently. The door was fastened by a very simple catch, and slipping a knife from his pocket he lifted the frail security without noise or difficulty.

A dim light burnt at the bottom of the short flight of steps which confronted him. Again he listened intently, and his hearing was amazingly acute. The dynamo was not working, he thought; they were running the lights from the accumulator. His rubber-soled shoes made no sound as he descended the stairs to a narrow anteroom, panelled with rosewood. The electric fittings were of silver, and silver were the handles of two doors which led from the apartment. He tried one, and the door opened a fraction of an inch. Nothing to disturb the quietness. He pushed it open a little farther.

He was now in a larger room, furnished with a luxurious couch, two armchairs and a table. There came to him now the sound of voices speaking in low tones. He crept nearer and listened. Yes, it was he and the girl! He thumbed up his waistcoat and drew his Browning with a gesture that was almost a caress. Now he pushed open the second door … an inch … a foot… . He had a clear view of the great saloon, with its low, carved ceiling, its silken hangings, and its beauty of furnishing and fixtures.

Before the flower-decked fireplace was a settee, occupied by a man and a girl, whose backs were toward the intruder. They were talking in a low voice, so low that his keen ears could catch no more than a scrap of their talk. Nearer and nearer he crept, and the thick carpet would have deadened all sound even if he had not been wearing his silent shoes.

“It was Bennett, of course,” the man was saying. “Wells was certain he recognised his voice when he pulled you on board, Joan. The question is, did Bennett guess that the barge was mine? I think it would have been wiser if Wells had put you ashore almost immediately.”

“I feel safer here,” said Joan, and turned quickly at the gentle chuckle behind her.

“Keep your hands where they are,” said Bennett, the barrel of his pistol resting on the back of the settee. “Mr. Rex Walton, I believe?”

Rex Walton did not answer.
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Where are the rest of your crowd? “asked Tod Haydn.

“They’ve gone ashore,” said Walton shortly.

Haydn’s lip curled in an ugly grin.

“I hope, for your sake, that they went empty-handed, Walton,” he said; “and if by any chance they took what I’m looking for, you will sleep this night in the river! You can sit down.”

Rex did not move. His sombre gaze met the intruder’s without flinching.

“I suppose I’ve been rather careless,” he drawled. “I should have expected this visit. In fact, I did. Where are your friends?”

“In hell,” said Haydn with a malignity which sent a shiver through the girl’s frame.

“I mean Coleman—”

“Coleman is dead,” said the man coolly, “and I was hoping that I should be able to tell you that your lady-love was dead also. But dear Mrs. Walton is alive. By the way, she is Mrs. Walton, isn’t she?” he asked with an assumption of innocence. “Anyway, she’s alive. I congratulate you. You ought to be very happy. I can only hope that she’s more use to you than she has been to me. She’s been a quitter since the game started. She wanted to quit when I sent a letter to your first lady-love — Edith something or other; and then she wanted to quit after I’d fixed up an introduction to you and the marriage was arranged. She’s been quitting ever since. I’m afraid she’s just a poor, commonplace crook, without imagination or enterprise.” He laid the pistol down on the broad top of the settee, took out a cigarette and lit it. “I’ll give you a few tips about Julia,” he said flippantly; “or shall I call her Dora? By the way, you will have to re-name your barge. You’ve got to treat her rough — and that applies to most women. Spare the rod and spoil the wife, eh?” He picked up the Browning, and, without warning, his tone changed. “I’m thirsty,” he said. “I want some of that fine ‘58 port.”

“It has gone ashore.”

“You’re a liar,” said the other. “It is here, on this barge, and you’ll lead me to it.”

“I’ll lead you nowhere,” said Rex Walton, his face white with anger.

“Then I shall shoot this young woman; and I’m not threatening for the sake of creating a sensation. You understand? If you refuse to lead me to those wine boxes, she’s dead. And if you show fight I’ll get you, and I’ll take a chance of finding what I am looking for without assistance. Is that plain to you?”

Rex Walton knew the man and his coldblooded methods, and had no doubt that he would put his threat into execution.

“I will count three,” Haydn went on, “and if at the end of that time you are still of the same mind—”

“I’ll save you the trouble of counting,” said Rex. “You will not want my sister?”

“On the contrary, I shall want her very badly,” said the other suavely. “Under no circumstances will I leave her here to give an alarm. Step ahead, and step lively!”

With a gesture to the girl, Rex moved slowly across the room, the way the intruder had come.

They passed through the two anterooms, and Walton took a key from his pocket and opened a door under the stairway. He put out his hand and switched on the light, and the man who stood closely behind him, the muzzle of his gun within half an inch of Walton’s waist, saw yet another door set in a bulkhead. This Walton opened, passing through into a small storeroom, and at the sight of two boxes lying in the centre of the floor Tod Haydn’s eyes glittered.

“You can carry one back to the saloon,” he said, “and you,” he nodded to the girl, “can carry the other.”

“It is impossible for my sister to carry a heavy box,” said Walton hotly.

“Let her try,” was the laconic reply. “Show her how to move it corner to corner.”

Without a word the girl lifted the heavy box, and, exerting all her strength, dragged it towards their tormentor. After ten minutes’ labour, which left her hot and breathless, the two cases were back in the saloon.

“Open the first,” said Haydn. “I see your friends have already broken it.”

Silently Rex lifted the lid. There was a packing of straw, which he removed, and beneath apparently lay half a dozen bottles in straw jackets, side by side.

“Stand back a few paces,” warned Haydn, “and don’t move.”

With his eyes upon his captives he stooped and, with no effort, lifted the dummy lid, for dummy it was. Beneath, in a tin-lined receptacle, bundle after bundle of thousand-dollar notes were tightly packed. He drew them out one by one, and from his pocket produced a stout silk bag, into which he dropped them. Then he opened the second case and repeated his performance until the bag was filled. He drew a cord tightly round the mouth of the sack, knotted it, and straightened his back.

“That’s that,” he said. “And now I am afraid that I cannot afford to leave you to tell stories about the wicked Tod Haydn.”

Joan could not mistake the sinister meaning of his words. From the first she had expected no other ending to this visitation, and now, with the end in sight, she braced herself to meet the fate that awaited her.

“That means, I suppose, that you’re going to do a little shooting?” said Rex. His voice was very calm. “I suppose you know that one of your confederates has made a statement, which I have in my possession?”

“Which confederate?” asked Haydn quickly.

“Mr. Lawford Collett — though I don’t know why I should satisfy your curiosity. I’ve enough evidence to hang you, Haydn.”

“In which case,” said the other with a thin smile, “we will add that interesting document to our collection. You’re probably bluffing—”

“Bluffing!” said Walton. “Look here.” There was a tiny polished wood cupboard projecting from the wall, and without hesitation he pulled it open. If he had shown any fear, Haydn would have known. “There it is,” he said.

There was a click, and all the lights in the saloon went out.

“Drop!” he shouted, and flung himself at his enemy’s legs.

Twice, three times Haydn’s gun went off, and the noise of the explosion in that confined space deafened the girl. She had dropped upon her hands and knees, and now she crawled in the direction of the fireplace and whatever cover the settee afforded. She heard the struggle of the two men in the darkness, and guessed that Rex had reached his objective. For once Haydn was taken by surprise, and before he knew what had happened he had been tackled low and brought to the floor. In another minute Rex Walton’s knee was on his pistol arm, and his strong hands at the murderer’s throat.

The strength of the desperado was incredible. Recovering from the first shock of surprise, he twisted free of the grip that held him, and now he had to depend upon his hands, for the pistol had been wrenched from his grasp. He struck out desperately. One chance blow caught Rex on the jaw and momentarily knocked him out. Before he could recover, the man had wrenched himself clear and was groping on the floor for his weapon.

Then Joan spoke quickly, entreatingly. She spoke in French, and Haydn was no linguist. As he found his pistol, there was a quick rush of feet and the thud of a door. He staggered to the wall, felt for the switch and flooded the room with light. It was empty.

He flew to the door that was flush with the fireplace, and threw himself against it, but this was locked.

Walton had gone to his cabin, and in his cabin he would find the means of protecting himself. There was no time to be lost. He picked up the sack and, throwing it to his shoulder, ran up the gangway on to the deck.

The change from the light of the room below to the darkness of the night was so sudden as to blind him effectually; but after a while he began to pick out objects, and moved unerringly to the place where he had left the boat. He was untying the painter when the sound of quick footsteps on the companionway came to him, and he turned and, putting up his hands, pulled a long cane from under his collar — a cane which Tod kept in a specially contrived pocket that ran down his spine. It was the “cosh” — a weapon in the use of which he was an expert.

As Walton reached the head of the stairs Tod struck home, and Rex fell to his knees, his revolver clattering to the deck. For a second the man hesitated, his stick half poised for the second blow; and then, turning, he ran back to the boat, threw in the sack and dropped to safety. Another second and he was poling across the river to the opposite bank. Scrambling to land, he kicked the boat loose, and, with the sack on his shoulder, walked quickly back the way he had come.

He reached the clump of bushes and found the cab. Bundling the sack through the open window, he started up the engine and, stopping only to change his jacket, jumped into the seat and backed out with amazing skill, for his mudguard did not so much as scrape the trunks of the thickly-planted trees.

He was on the road now. A quarter of an hour later he was passing through Staines, and as the clock was striking two he had headed the cab into the garage.

“A good night’s work,” thought Tod Haydn with satisfaction as he put on the lights and turned to secure his booty.

One step he took, and then stood stock still. A man was leaning out of the window of the cab, and in his hand was something which brought Tod Haydn’s hands up above his head.

“And keep them there!” said Jimmy Sepping as he opened the door and stepped leisurely to the floor.
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“I don’t claim any credit for capturing you,” said Jimmy. “It was Nippy Knowles who saw the car — he was taking me to the barge. What happened there?” he asked sternly.

“You’ll find out in time,” growled the other as he held out his hands.

As the second cuff was snapped on his wrists he asked for a cigarette.

“And a match too, I suppose?” said Jimmy sarcastically. “And an open tin of petrol at your feet, eh?”

He unlocked the door of the garage and swung his prisoner outside, and there were more people in the yard than Haydn had ever seen before at that hour of the morning.

“Here is your man, inspector,” said Jimmy.

“Where was Knowles?” Haydn broke his silence just before he was being led away.

“We were both in the plantation, and had just discovered your car when you came up. If you had opened the door you would have been arrested earlier; but I preferred to take you in the Metropolitan area — it saves complications.”

When Jimmy reached Scotland Yard he heard excellent news. Nippy’s message was that Rex Walton had been stunned, but not seriously hurt, and the girl was unharmed.

It was not till the afternoon that Rex Walton, back again amidst the familiar surroundings of his study, told the story of the missing million.

“It was about a month before poor Edie died that I got to know Coleman — whose real name, by the way, is Adolph Vermeuil. He was born of Drench parents in England, and was an international crook of some standing, though he operated very little in England, as you will discover when you look him up. Coleman, as I will continue to call him, worked at the Treasury, under circumstances of which you are probably aware. After Edie’s death I got to know Coleman better, and he invited me to his house, where I met Dora, and came — to love her. I ought to pretend that it was less than love. To-day, in spite of her duplicity, in spite of her association with this terrible gang, I have nothing but sorrow for her — sorrow and gratitude, for undoubtedly she risked her life to save Joan, and for a long time kept the gang in ignorance as to the reason why I had made my seemingly extraordinary disappearance.”

“I had heard of Kupie, of course, but only as a member of the general public would hear of a blackmailer’s activities. I never dreamt that I should come under his notice. Dor a long time I received no letter, and for a good reason. The gang had decided not to take a few thousands from me, but to take every penny I had. When at last the letters began to arrive they were couched in a peculiar and unusual tone, and they threatened, not exposure of some of my past misdeeds, but my ruin, unless I gave up Dora Coleman.”

“The objects of those letters are now apparent. They were twofold. Their first was to stiffen me in my determination to marry the girl — for they must have known something of my character, or for the matter of that, the character of any decent man. The second object was to create in my mind an atmosphere of uneasiness as to my fortune. Here they succeeded. Very foolishly — I was in rather a nervous state at the time — I consulted Coleman, and he it was who fostered my fears and told me amazing stories of Kupie’s methods — tales which he said he had heard in confidence at the Treasury, and which I promised him I would in no circumstances discuss with any other person.”

“Coleman, of course, was an instrument of Tod Haydn’s, who had planned the most daring confidence trick of all time. Their plot was to induce me to liquidate all my securities and to place the money in Coleman’s ‘safe deposit.’ He told me stories which, in my lunacy, I believed, of secret Government arrangements for the deposit of securities and money in case of revolution. He even went so far as to say that the real reserves of some of the great banks were kept in secret hiding-places beneath certain private houses — which he obligingly pointed out to me one day!”

“You may think that I was a champion fool — I was. The record of every confidence trick, when it comes into the cold light of police investigation, shows the victim as an imbecile, and the trick which deprives him of his money as crude and one which any sane man would detect. But those who have been in the hands of confidence men know that it is not the story they tell, but the atmosphere that they create, which enables them to make their biggest coups.”

“Here was a man living in an expensive house in one of the most exclusive thoroughfares in London — a man who was a Government official and, so far as I knew, had been a Government official all his life; a man who talked of millions and hundreds of millions carelessly, as you and I talk ol hundreds. And add to that the fascination which his alleged daughter exercised upon me, and my faith in her loyalty and sincerity.”

“I have had a long time to think about those early days, but I cannot recall a single instance when Dora helped either Coleman or her other employer by offering me advice. Indeed, all the advice I received from her was in the direction of caution; and I now believe that here, too, she was perfectly honest, and that she was trying to warn me without incurring the punishment which she knew would follow a discovery.”

“I drew the money from the bank, and delivered in three parcels the American bills I received in exchange. When they were all deposited, Coleman gave me what he called a ‘ Treasury receipt ‘ — on, as I remember, a particularly thick and rough-faced paper.”

“Do you remember the wording of the receipt?” asked Jimmy. “It had the word ‘ custody ‘ in it, did it not? I only saw the letters ‘ tody,’ but I guessed that was what it was.”

Rex nodded.

“‘Received for safe custody’ was the wording, and, to give me extra confidence, the paper bore the stamped seal of the Treasury. It was fairly easy, of course, for Coleman to put a blank sheet of paper under a Treasury die; and when I tell you, in addition, that the receipt had the Treasury address printed on the top, you will find some excuse for me.”

“The money was transferred, but the letters continued to come in; and then I married Julia, as you know, on the day before the actual date fixed for the wedding. I intended marrying her for the second time at Marylebone, but I was panic-stricken at the thought that I might possibly lose her.”

“When I came to Portland Place on that unhappy day, I brought with me a wedding present for my bride, and it was my idea to slip it in her dressing-case and let her find it when we reached our destination. Accordingly, at the appointed hour, I went up to my room, took the jewel from the small attaché case which I had brought to the house and had sent up to the room that had been placed at my disposal, and went into Dora’s, hoping that her dressing-bag or some other small baggage was open. As it happened, her dressing-bag was on the bed. I opened the lid, slipped the case under a silk dressing-gown. As I did so, my fingers touched a letter and brought it into view. It was addressed to me, but unsealed. For a moment I hesitated. Was it intended that I should read it? But curiosity overcame me, and made me do a thing which I would have regarded ordinarily as dishonourable. I took out the letter from the bag and read. The moment my eyes fell on the writing I knew it was from Kupie. It ran:”

You have married Dora and have placed your money in the custody of Coleman. For all his strongroom, we shall take that money tonight.

Pinned to the envelope was a note in a different handwriting, which ran:

Dora to put this on his pillow tonight. Car will pick up Dora. She will leave for Budapest via Harwich, until affair blows over. We will watch

Walton; if he gives trouble we will fix him.

“It takes a longer time to tell than it took me to read. I knew now that I had been tricked and was penniless. My first impulse was to go back to the diningroom and denounce these scoundrels. But what proof had I? I remembered then the receipt that I had placed in the drawer of my desk; but I knew also that this gang would stop at nothing to prevent my recovering the money. I went halfway downstairs to the landing, and, acting on an impulse, I opened the door that led to the courtyard. With every step I took I realised the danger of my position, and long before I met my valet by accident, I had made up my mind what I would do. I had planned for Dora a unique honeymoon trip. Years ago I had a barge fitted up with all the care and luxury which is associated with a private yacht. It was a motor-barge, and I had a great deal of fun and enjoyed wonderful, though solitary, holidays, touring the canals and rivers of the country.”

“Wells was my chauffeur and chief engineer, and when I suggested that he should come with me, and told him of the plot, he agreed.”

“When Albert saw you last year,” interrupted Jimmy, “with a week’s growth of beard and dressed roughly, you were on your barge holiday?”

Rex nodded.

“I remember seeing Albert, and I was scared lest he gave away my guilty secret! Yes, I was on the barge then. I renamed her Dora for the honeymoon, and it was my intention to sail her with the aid of a man I should pick up en route. I had done all I could to make the holiday a happy one for Dora. I had fixed a wireless set and obtained a special broadcasting licence, and one of the things I had planned for my honeymoon was to instruct her in its working.”

“I don’t think I was quite sane when I went away. I saw nothing in perspective. But when I realised how Joan would be worrying, I tried to telephone her, without success. My object was to get the money back. I had no doubt in my mind that something had already happened to the receipt; and I delayed moving in that matter until Wells urged me to let him telephone to you. The receipt, of course, was destroyed; I learnt that the morning after it happened. My first attempt to enter the house in Portland Place—”

“Then you were the first burglar?”

Rex nodded.

“I was the first burglar,” he said. “Nippy Knowles was the second. The first attempt was a failure, and I was nearly caught. The second attempt was carried out by Nippy, to whom I explained all the circumstances.”

“But why not come to the police, Mr. Walton?” asked the convalescent Bill Dicker, an interested audience.

“What would the police have done? Who would have believed my fantastic story? I doubt if a magistrate would have granted a search warrant on my evidence. To reach either you or Joan was impossible. I had made a reconnaissance of both the house in Cadogan Place and your flat, and I saw that they were too well guarded for me to reach you. After giving the matter thought, I decided that it was best to work on my own. Then it was I remembered Knowles, and, after patient inquiry, I located him and brought him to the barge, explaining exactly what I wanted. The money was somewhere in the house; and, to make sure that it should not be taken away, Knowles enlisted a few dubious characters he numbered amongst his acquaintance. These kept watch, and examined practically every large package that left the house. The burglary was successful. The house was empty, for Bennett was away on one of his raids and Coleman was staying at the hotel.”

“How did you know the money was in the wine boxes?”

Rex Walton smiled.

“I knew of the cellar, that was enough. Dora had told me in an unguarded moment, and from her anxiety to correct her blunder I guessed that the underground room was a secret which for some reason the family wished to keep. At any rate, that cellar was our objective. At first I thought we had drawn blank, until Nippy insisted upon opening one of the cases and examining the contents. And then the hiding-place was found. We got the cases out of the house, loaded them on to a car, and we were well away before Bennett returned.”

“You captured Lawford Collett,” said Jimmy, “but he told us that he went a three hours’ journey. Were you at sea?”

Walton shook his head.

“No. In fact we were at Richmond. The car drove around the country for three hours in order to fool him. Collett was scared when he saw me, and after one futile attempt to communicate with the outside world he told us all he knew, on the promise that we would assist him to leave the country. I have his signed statement. Collett was one of the gang; he was on the verge of bankruptcy and exposure when Coleman picked him up. He had misapplied the money of a client and was expecting a warrant for his arrest. And that is all.”

“By an odd coincidence, Joan, who was escaping from Haydn, smashed her launch against the barge. Knowles and I were away at the time; in fact we were committing the burglary at Portland Place. It was Wells who recognised her voice and pulled her on board, just as these men were reaching for her. They were so taken aback that they made off, and it was then that Haydn must have guessed the secret of my hiding-place.”

Dora was in the sittingroom of Jimmy Sepping’s new flat, a book on her lap, her eyes fixed on the stream of traffic which passed the building, her mind so completely occupied that she was blind and deaf to all sight and sound. She heard the door open, but did not turn.

“I want nothing, Albert,” she said.

“It isn’t Albert,” said a voice, and she rose to her feet, pale and shaking.

Rex Walton came slowly toward her, at a loss for words.

“Sepping says he can keep you out of this case now Haydn is dead.”

“Dead?”

He nodded.

“He committed suicide in his cell last night,” he said.

Her restless fingers twined and intertwined one about the other; her grave eyes were fixed on his.

“Then I can go?” she said. “I suppose you’ll have to divorce me,” she added after a pause. “We are legally married, aren’t we?”

He nodded again.

“He won’t be able to keep me out of that case,” she smiled faintly. “I am very sorry — Rex.”

“Sorry — for whom?”

“For you,” she said. “For myself — a whole lot. I’m sorry I hurt you so much, and that I hurt the woman you loved so terribly. I’m sorry for it all. I’m sorry most for you. Will you forgive me?”

She put out her hand and he took it, holding it in both of his.

“I don’t see how you can keep me out of the case — unless I run away,” she said. “I should like to do that, Rex.”

“Where would you go?”

She shook her head.

“I don’t know — to Vienna — Rome — I have a little money — honest money, although you’ll never believe that.”

There was a long silence, and then Rex spoke.

“Perhaps it would be as well,” he said; “but you must give me your address, and after the inquiries have finished I will come to you, and we will take up life where we put it down — at the door of the Chelsea Registrar’s Office.”

Her eyes fell and he saw her lips quiver.

“Do you mean that?” she asked in a low voice. Rex Walton took her in his arms and kissed her.


The End



The Dark Eyes of London or The Croakers (1924)


Table of Contents



I. Larry Holt in Paris



II. Sir John Hason



III. The Secretary



IV. Flash Fred Sees a Client



V. The Will



VI. The Writing in Braille



VII. A Telegram From Calgary



VIII. The Memorial Stone



IX. The Man Who Lost a Finger



X. Mr Strauss “Drops”



XI. Burglars at the Yard



XII. Fanny Weldon Tells the Truth



XIII. Todd’s Home



XIV. Fanny Has a Visitor



XV. The Fight in the Dark



XVI. Grogan Meets a Lady



XVII. The Insurance Money



XVIII. At the Pawnbroker’s



XIX. In Flash Fred’s Flat



XX. The Woman Who Drew the Insurance Money



XXI. When Diana Fainted



XXII. The Man Who Was Deaf



XXIII. The Disappearance of Diana Ward



XXIV. The Laundry Yard



XXV. What Happened to Diana



XXVI. Back Again



XXVII. “John Dearborn Is Not Blind”



XXVIII. Who Runs Dearborn?



XXIX. Flash Fred’s Story



XXX. In the Tubular Room



XXXI. Fred Lends His Keys



XXXII. A Breakfast Proposal



XXXIII. Lew



XXXIV. Larry Inspects a House



XXXV. The Death Room



XXXVI. The Woman in the Garage



XXXVII. The Heiress



XXXVIII. The End of Jake



XXXIX. The Get-Away



XL. A Letter From Larry



XLI. Diana Pulls a Lever



XLII. In the Trap



XLIII. The Passing of David



XLIV. The End of the Chase



XLV. Three Cigarettes




I. Larry Holt in Paris


Table of Contents


Larry Holt sat before the Cafe de la Paix, watching the stream of life flow east and west along the Boulevard des ltaliens. The breath of spring was in the air; the trees were bursting into buds of vivid green; the cloud-flecked skies were blue; and a flood of golden sunshine brought out the colours of the kiosks, and gave an artistic value even to the flaring advertisements. Crowded motorbuses rumbled by, little taxis dashed wildly in and out of the traffic, to the mortal peril of unsuspecting pedestrians.

A gendarme, with cloak over his shoulder, stood in a conventional attitude on the kerb, his hand behind him, staring at nothing, and along the sidewalk there were hurrying bareheaded girls, slow-moving old men, and marching poilus. Itinerant vendors of wares loafed past the tables of the cafe, dusky-faced Arabs with their carpets on their arms, seedy-looking men who hawked bundles of picture post cards and would produce, at the slightest encouragement, cards which were not for the public gaze. All these things and people were a delight to Larry Holt, who had just returned from Berlin after four years’ strenuous work in France and Germany, and felt in that holiday spirit to which even the mind of a detective will ascend.

The position occupied by Larry Holt was something of a mystery to the officials of Scotland Yard. His rank was Inspector, his work was the administrative work of a Commissioner; and it was generally understood that he was in the line for the first vacant assistant commissionership that came along. The question of his rank, of his prospects, did not trouble Larry at that particular moment. He sat there, absorbing the sweetness of spring with every breath he drew. His goodlooking face was lit up with the sheer joy of living, and there was in his heart a relief, a sense of rest, which he had not experienced for many a long day.

He revealed himself a fairly tall man when he rose, after paying the waiter, and strolled round the corner to his hotel. It was a slow progress he made, his hands in his pockets, his soft felt hat at the back of his head, a half-smile on his parted lips as he gripped a long black cigarette holder between his white teeth.

He came into the busy vestibule of the hotel, the one spot in Paris where people hustle and rush, where bellboys really run, and even the phlegmatic Briton seems in a frantic hurry, and he was walking towards the elevator when, through the glass door leading to the palm court, he saw a man in an attitude of elegant repose, leaning back in a big chair and puffing at a cigar.

Larry grinned and hesitated. He knew this lean-faced man, so radiantly attired, his fingers and cravat flashing with diamonds, and in a spirit of mischief he passed through the swing doors and came up to the lounger.

“If it isn’t my dear old friend Fred!” he said softly.

Flash Fred, Continental crook and gambler, leapt to his feet with a look of alarm at the sight of this unexpected visitation.

“Hullo, Mr Holt!” he stammered. “You’re the last person in the world I expected to see—”

“Or wanted to see,” said Larry, shaking his head reproachfully. “What prosperity! Why, Fred, you’re all dressed up like a Christmas tree.”

Flash Fred grinned uncomfortably, but made a brave show of indifference. “I’m going straight now, Mr Holt,” he said.

“Liar you are, and liar you will always be,” said Larry without heat.

“I swear to you on the Book—” began Fred vigorously.

“If,” said Larry without resentment, “you stood between your dead aunt and your failing uncle, and took an oath on Foxe’s Book of Martyrs, I wouldn’t believe you.” He gazed admiringly at Fred’s many adornments, at the big pin in his tie, at the triple chain of gold across his neatly tailored waistcoat, at his white spats and patent shoes, and then brought his eyes back to the perfectly brushed hair.

“You look sweet,” he said. “What is the game? Not,” he added, “that I expect you to tell me, but it must be a pretty prosperous game, Fred.” The man licked his dry lips.

“I’m in business,” he said.

“Whose business are you in now?” asked Larry, interested. “And how did you get in? With a jemmy or a stick of dynamite? That’s a new line for you, Fred. As a rule, you confine yourself strictly to picking crumbs of gold off the unwary youth of the land — and,” he added significantly, “in picking the pockets of the recently deceased.” The man’s face went red.

“You don’t think I had anything to do with that murder in Montpellier?” he protested heatedly.

“I don’t think you shot the unfortunate young man,” admitted Larry, “but you were certainly seen bending over his body and searching his clothes.”

“For identification,” said Fred virtuously. “I wanted to find out who did it.”

“You were also seen talking to the man who did it,” said Larry remorsefully. “An old lady, a Madame Prideaux, looking out of her bedroom window, saw you holding him and then saw you let him go. I presume he ‘dropped’.”

Fred said nothing at first. He hated a pretended gentleman who descended to the vulgarity of employing the word “drop” for “bribe”.

“That’s two years ago, Mr Holt,” he said. “I don’t see why you should rake that thing up against me. The examining magistrate gave me a clean bill.”

Larry laughed and dropped his hand on the man’s shoulder. “Anyway, I’m off duty now, Fred. I’m going away to enjoy myself.”

“You ain’t coming to London, I suppose?” asked the man, looking at him quickly.

“No,” said Larry, and thought he saw signs of relief.

“I’m going over today,” said Fred, in a conversational tone. “I was hoping we’d be fellow-passengers.”

“I’m grieved to shatter your hopes,” said Larry, “but I’m going in the other direction. So long.”

“Good luck!” said Fred, and looked after him with a face which did not indicate any desire for Larry Holt’s fortune.

Larry went up to his room and found his man brushing his clothes and laying them out on his bed. Patrick Sunny, the valet he had endured for two years, was a serious young man with staring eyes and a round face, and he grew suddenly energetic on Larry’s appearance. He brushed and he hissed, for he had been in a cavalry regiment.

Larry strolled to the window and looked down on the Place de L’Opera at the busy scene.

“Sunny,” he said, “you needn’t brush those dress things of mine. Pack ‘em.”

“Yes, sir,” said Sunny.

“I’m going to Monte Carlo by the night train.”

“Indeed, sir?” said Sunny, who would have said exactly the same if Larry had expressed his intention of going to the Sahara or the North Pole.

“To Monte Carlo, Sunny!” chortled Larry. “For six bright, happy, expensive weeks — start packing at once.” He picked up the telephone from the writing-table and called the Travel Bureau.

“I want a sleeper and a first-class reservation for Monte Carlo by tonight’s train,” he said. “Monte Carlo,” he repeated louder. “No, not Calais. I have not the slightest intention of going to Calais — thanks.” He hung up the receiver and stood looking at his servitor. “I hate talking to you, Sunny,” he said, “but I must talk to somebody, and I hate your name. Who gave you that horrible name?”

“My forefathers,” said Sunny primly, continuing his brushing without looking up.

“They rather missed the ‘bus, didn’t they?” asked Larry. “For if there is anything less like a bright spring day than you, I should like to avoid it. But we’re southward bound, Sunny, to this Cote d’Azur, to the land of flowers and folly, to the orange groves — do you like oranges, Sunny?”

“I prefer walnuts, sir,” said Sunny, “but fruit of any kind means nothing to me.”

Larry chuckled and sat on the edge of the bed. “We’re going to be criminals and take people’s money from them,” he said, “instead of nosing about the criminal practices of others. No more robberies, defalcations, forgeries and murders, Sunny. Six weeks of dolce far niente.”

“I don’t play that game myself, sir,” said Sunny. “I prefer cribbage.”

Larry picked up the afternoon paper and had turned its columns. There were quite a few items of news to remind him of his profession and its calls. There was a big bank robbery at Lyons, a mail coach had been held up in Belgium by armed robbers; and then he came to a paragraph.

“The body of a man picked up on the steps leading down from the Thames Embankment has been identified as Mr Gordon Stuart, a rich Canadian. It is believed to be a case of suicide. Mr Stuart had been spending the evening with some friends at the theatre, and disappeared between the acts, and was not seen again until his body was discovered. A coroner’s inquest will be held in due course.” He read the paragraph twice, and frowned.

“A man doesn’t usually go out between the acts of a play and commit suicide — unless the play is very bad,” he said, and the obedient Sunny said, “No, sir.” He threw the newspaper down.

“Sunny, I’m getting into bad habits. I’m taking an interest in lunacy, and for that same reason I notice that you’ve folded my trousers so that the crease comes down the side. Unfold ‘em, you lazy devil!” He spent the afternoon making preparations for his journey, and at half-past six, with his trunks in the hands of the porters and Sunny carrying his overcoat, he was settling his bill at the cashier’s desk, had folded up the receipt and was putting it in his pocket when a bellboy came to him.

“Monsieur Holt?” he asked.

“That’s my name,” said Larry, and looked suspiciously at the thing in the boy’s hand. “A telegram?” he said. “I don’t want to see it.” Nevertheless, he took it in his hand and opened the blue paper with a disapproving grimace and read: “Very urgent, on special police service. Clear the line. Larry Holt, Grand Hotel, Paris.

“Very worried about Stuart drowning stop case presents unusual features stop would be personally grateful if you would come over at once and conduct investigation.” It was signed by the Chief Commissioner, who was not only his superior but his personal friend, and Larry put the telegram in his pocket with a groan.

“What time do we arrive in Monte Carlo, sir?” asked Sunny when he joined him.

“About this day twelvemonth,” said Larry.

“Indeed, sir?” said Sunny, politely interested. “It must be a very long way.”
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Flash Fred, whose other name was Grogan, had a genuine grievance; for, after he had been solemnly assured by a reputable officer of the law that he intended going to Monte Carlo, he had found him on the Paris boat train, and though he carefully avoided him he knew that Larry was well aware that they were fellow-passengers.

At Victoria Fred made a rapid exit from the station, not being perfectly satisfied in his mind that Larry’s business in London was altogether unconnected with Fred’s own activities. Larry saw the disappearing back of the crook, and smiled for the first time since he had left Paris.

“Take my things to the flat,” he said to Sunny. “I’m going to Scotland Yard. I may be home tonight, I may not be home until tomorrow night.”

“Shall I put out your dress things?” said Sunny. All that concerned him was the gentlemanly appearance of his employer. To Sunny the day was divided into three parts — tweed, broadcloth and pyjamas.

“No — yes — anything you like,” said his master.

“Yes, sir,” responded the obliging Sunny.

Larry drove straight to the Yard, and had some difficulty in making an entry, because he was unknown to the local officials; but presently he was ushered into the big room where Sir John Hason rose from his desk and came across to meet him with outstretched hand.

“My dear Larry,” he said, “it is awfully good of you to forgo your holiday. You are a brick! Of course I knew you would come, and I’ve given you room forty-seven and the smartest secretary I have seen in Scotland Yard for many a day.” They were old friends and old schoolmates, John Hason and Larry Holt, and between the two men there was an affection and a confidence which is rarely found between men in the same profession.

“I don’t know forty-seven,” said Larry, taking off his overcoat with a smile, “but I’ll be happy to know the smartest secretary in Scotland Yard. What’s his name?”

“It isn’t a he, It’s a she,” smiled Hason. “Miss Diana Ward, who’s been with me for about six months and is really the smartest and most reliable girl I’ve ever had working with me.”

“Oh, a female secretary!” said Larry gloomily, then brightened. “What you say goes, John; and even this paragon of virtue doesn’t worry me. I suppose she’s got a voice like a file and chews gum?”

“She is rather unprepossessing, but looks aren’t everything,” said Sir John dryly. “Now sit down, old man; I want to talk to you. It is about this Stuart case,” he began, offering his cigarette box to the other. “We only discovered yesterday that Stuart was a very rich man. He has been living in this country for nine months at a boardinghouse in Nottingham Place, Marylebone. He was a mysterious individual, who went nowhere, had very few friends, and was extraordinarily reticent. It was known, of course, that he had money, and his bankers in London, who revealed his identity when they discovered he was dead, were in his secret; that is to say, his secret so far as his identity is concerned.”

“When you say he went nowhere, what do you mean? Did he stay in the boardinghouse all the time?”

“I’m coming to that,” said Sir John. “He did go somewhere, but why, nobody knows. Every afternoon it was his practice to take a motor drive, and invariably he went to the same place — to a little village in Kent, about twentyfive miles out. He left the motorcar at one end of the village, walked through the place, and was gone for a couple of hours. We have made inquiries and we have discovered this, that he spent quite a lot of time in the church, an old Saxon edifice the foundations of which were laid a thousand years ago. Regularly as the clock he’d return after two hours’ absence, get into the car, which was hired, and be driven back to Nottingham Place.”

“What was the name of the village?”

“Beverley Manor,” said the Chief Commissioner. “Well, to resume. On Wednesday night, departing from his usual practice, he accepted the invitation of a Dr Stephen Judd to go to the first night of a new show at the Macready Theatre. Dr Stephen Judd is the managing director of the Greenwich Insurance Company, a small affair and quite a family concern, but having a pretty good name in the City. Mr Judd is a genial person who dabbles in art and has a very beautiful house at Chelsea. Judd had a box for the first night of the show — which is a perfectly rotten one, judging by the newspaper notices — Box A. Stuart came, and, according to Judd, was very restless. In the interval between the second and third acts he slipped out of the theatre, unobserved, and did not come back, and was not seen again until we found his body on the Thames Embankment.”

“What sort of a night was it?” asked Larry.

“Bright in the early part, but rather misty and inclined to be foggy later,” said Sir John. “In fact, the constable who was patrolling that particular beat where the body was found reported that it was very thick between half-past three and half-past four.”

Larry nodded. “Is there any possibility of his having mistaken his way in the fog and fallen into the water?” he asked.

“None whatever,” replied Sir John emphatically. “Between the hour he disappeared and half-past two in the morning the Embankment was entirely clear of fog, and he was not seen. It was a very bright night until that hour.”

“And here is another curious circumstance,” the Commissioner went on. “When he was discovered, he was lying on the steps with his legs in the water, his body being clear — and,” he added slowly, “the tide was still rising.”

Larry looked at him in astonishment.

“Do you mean to say that he hadn’t been deposited there by the falling tide?” he asked incredulously. “How could he be there, with his legs in the water, when the tide was low, as it must have been, when he came upon the steps?”

“That is my contention,” nodded Sir John. “Unless he was drowned immediately he left the theatre when the tide was high and was falling, it seems almost impossible that he could have been left on the steps at daybreak, when the tide was rising.”

Larry rubbed his chin. “That’s queer,” he said. “There’s no doubt about his being drowned?”

“None whatever,” replied the Commissioner, and pulled open a drawer, lifting out a little tray on which were a number of articles. “These were the only things found in his pockets,” he said. “A watch and chain, a cigar case, and this roll of brown paper.” Larry took up the latter object. It was about an inch in length, and was still sodden with water.

“There is no writing on it,” said Sir John. “I opened it when it first came in, but thought it better to roll it back and leave it as it was for another inspection when it dried.” Larry was looking at the watch, which was an ordinary gold half-hunter.

“Nothing there,” he said, snapping back the case, “except that it stopped at twenty past twelve — presumably the hour of his death.” Sir John nodded.

“The chain is gold and platinum,” mused Larry, “and at the end is a — what?” There was a little cylinder of gold about an inch and a half long.

“A gold pencil fitted in here,” said Larry. “Have they found the pencil?”

Sir John shook his head.

“No, that is all we discovered. Apparently Stuart was not in the habit of wearing rings. I’ll have these sent to your office. Now will you take on the case?”

“But what is the case?” asked Larry slowly. “Do you suspect foul play?”

The Commissioner was silent.

“I do and I don’t,” he said. “I merely say that here are the elements of a terrible crime. But for the fact that he has been found on the steps with the tide still rising, and it was obviously low when he died, I should have thought it was an ordinary case of drowning, and I should not have opposed a verdict of accidental death if the jury reached that conclusion.”

Larry looked at the watch again.

“It’s strange,” he said, speaking half to himself, and then: “I’ll take these things into my room, if I may.”

“I expected you would want them,” said the Commissioner. “Now will you see the body?”

Larry hesitated.

“I’ll see Doctor Judd first,” he said. “Can you give me his address?”

Sir John looked up at the clock over his mantelpiece.

“He will be at his office. He’s one of those indefatigable persons who work late. Number 17 Bloomsbury Pavement; you can’t miss the building.”

Larry gathered up the tray and moved to the door.

“Now for the unattractive secretary,” he said, and Sir John smiled.
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Room No. 47 was on the floor above that where the Commissioner’s office was situated. It lay at the end of a long corridor, facing the detective. He carried the tray in one hand and opened the door with the other, walking into a comfortable little bureau.

“Hallo!” he said in surprise. “Am I in the wrong office?” The girl, who had risen from her desk, was young and extremely pretty. A mass of dull gold hair, dressed low over her broad forehead, gave an added emphasis to clear grey eyes that were regarding him with surprise. She was neat and slim of figure, and when she smiled Larry thought he had hardly ever seen so gracious and pleasant a lady.

“This is Inspector Holt’s office,” she said.

“Good Lord!” said Larry, coming slowly into the room and shutting the door behind him. He went to the other desk and put down the tray, and the girl looked puzzled.

“This is Inspector Holt’s office,” she repeated. “Are those things for him?”

Larry nodded, looking at the girl in wonder.

“What is that?” he asked suddenly, pointing to a glass and a jug on a side table which was covered with a small white cloth.

“Oh, that is for Inspector Holt,” she said.

Larry looked into the jug.

“Milk?” he said in wonder.

“Yes,” said the girl. “Inspector Holt is rather old, you know, and when I asked the Commissioner if he would like something after his journey, the Commissioner suggested invalid’s food and milk; but I can’t make invalid’s food here, and—” His shriek of merriment stopped her, and she stared at him.

“I am Inspector Holt,” he said, drying his eyes.

“You?” she gasped.

“I’m the lad,” said he complacently. “John, the Commissioner, has played a joke on you, miss — I don’t know your name. Now, would you be good enough to ask the aged Miss Ward to step in?” A smile twitched her lips.

“I am Miss Ward,” she said, and it was Larry’s turn to stare. Then he put out his hand with a smile.

“Miss Ward,” he said, “we’re companions in misfortune. Each has been equally a victim of a perfidious police commissioner. I’m extremely glad to meet you — and relieved.”

“I’m a little relieved,” laughed the girl as she went to her desk, and Larry, watching every movement, thought she floated rather than walked.

“Sir John said you were sixty and asthmatic, and told me to be careful that no draughts should come into the office. I’ve had a draught excluder specially fitted this afternoon.”

Larry thought a moment.

“Perhaps it’s as well I didn’t go to Monte Carlo,” he said, and sat down at his desk. “Now let us start, shall we?” She opened her book and took up a pencil, whilst Larry examined the trinkets that lay on the tray.

“Take this down, please,” he said. “Watch made Gildman of Toronto, half-hunter, jewel-balanced; No. A778432. No scratches on the inside.” He opened the case and snapped it again, then tried the stem winder. “Wound less than six hours before death took place.” She looked up.

“Is this the Stuart case?” she asked.

“Yes,” said Larry. “Do you know anything about it?”

“Only what the Commissioner’s told me,” she replied. “Poor man! But I’m getting so used to horrors now that I’m almost hardened. I suppose one feels that way if one’s a medical student. I was a nurse for two years in a blind asylum,” she added, “and that helps to toughen you, doesn’t it?” She smiled.

“I suppose it does,” said Larry thoughtfully, and wondered how young she had been when she started to work for her living. He put her at twenty-one and thought that was a fairly generous estimate of her age. “Do you like this work?” he asked.

She nodded.

“I love it,” she said. “Sir John says that one of these days he’s going to make me a—” She hesitated for a word.

“A sleuth? Don’t say you’re going to be a sleuth,” begged Larry. “I thought we had this business to ourselves. Female competition today—”

She shook her head. “You’re neglecting your work, Mr Holt,” she said. “I’ve got as far as the watch.” He chuckled a little and resumed his inspection.

“Chain made of platinum and gold, length twelve inches, swivel at end, and container of a gold pencil — at least, I presume it was gold,” he dictated.

“The pencil wasn’t found?”

“No,” she said. “I particularly asked the sergeant who brought the goods whether the pencil had been found.”

Larry looked at her in surprise. “Did you notice that?”

“Oh yes, I noticed that too,” said Diana calmly. “The knife has gone too.”

He looked across at her in genuine amazement. “What knife?” he asked.

“I guessed it was a knife,” said she. “The swivel is too large to be attached to a pencil only. If you look you will see a little ring — it has probably got entangled with the ring holding the pencil. It was broken when it came in, but I pressed it together. It looked as if somebody had wrenched it off. I guessed the knife,” she said, “because men so often carry a little gold penknife there.”

“Or a cigar-cutter?” suggested Larry.

“I thought of that,” she said, nodding, “but they’d hardly have taken the trouble to nip off a cigar-cutter.”

“They?” he asked.

“Whoever killed Stuart,” she said quietly, “would have removed all weapons from his possession.” He looked at the chain again and saw the other ring, and wondered why he had not noticed it before.

“I think you’re right,” he said after a further examination. “The ring is much larger — it had slid up the chain, by the way — and there are distinct scratches where the knife was wrenched off. Hm!” He put down the object on the table, and looked at his own watch. “Have you seen the rest of the things?” he asked.

She shook her head.

“I’ve only examined the watch.”

He looked around for some receptacle, and saw a cupboard in the wall. “Is this empty?” he asked, and she nodded. “Then we’ll leave the examination of these until I come back. I have to see somebody.” He slipped the tray into the closet and locked the door, handing the key to the girl. He was halfway to the door when he remembered.

“You won’t be here when I come back? I suppose you have some sort of office hours?”

“I make it a practice never to stay after two o’clock in the morning,” she said gravely.

She met the frank admiration in his eyes without embarrassment.

“I don’t think I have ever met a girl like you,” he said slowly, and as though he were speaking his thoughts aloud.

She flushed and dropped her gaze. Then she laughed and looked at him again, and he thought that her eyes were like stars.

“It may be that we have never met anybody like each other,” she said.

And Larry Holt left Scotland Yard, conscious that a new and a very potent interest had come into his life.
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Flash Fred had seen Larry Holt off the premises of the railway terminus; for, though he had left the station building first, he had waited until Larry’s taxi had gone.

He had a particular desire that he should not be shadowed that evening, and to this was engrafted a wholesome respect for the perspicacity and genius of Larry Holt. On the Continent of Europe, wherever crook met crook, it was generally and unanimously agreed that the first person they wished to meet on the other side on the Styx was Larry Holt. Only they did not say “on the other side of the Styx”; they said, simply and crudely, “in hell”. The ruthlessness of this man, once he got his nose on to the trail, was a tradition and a legend; and Fred, more than any other man, had reason to fear him.

He gave Holt ten minutes’ start and then doubled back to the station, left his suitcase at the cloak room and came out at one of the side entrances where the cabs were ranked, and, choosing the first of these, he gave an address. Ten minutes later he was set down in a quiet Bloomsbury square, devoted in the main to lawyers’ offices. There was an exception to these. The building at which he alighted was a narrow and tall erection of red brick, and though no light showed in the lower office, there was a subdued gleam in the windows of the upper floor. A commissionaire on duty in the hall looked at Fred askance.

“The office has been closed for hours, sir,” he said, shaking his head. “We open at nine in the morning.”

“Is Dr Judd on the premises?” asked Flash Fred, shifting his cigar from one corner of his mouth to the other.

The commissionaire hesitated.

“Mr Judd is still busy, sir, and I don’t think he wants to see anybody.”

“Oh, you don’t, don’t you?” sneered Fred. “Now, you go upstairs to the governor and tell him that Mr Walter Smith wants to see him. Don’t forget the name — It’s an unusual one,” he added humorously.

The commissionaire looked dubiously at the visitor.

“I shall only get into trouble,” he grumbled, as he stepped into one of the two small elevators and, pressing the automatic knob, he went quickly up out of view.

Apparently Mr Judd’s office was situated on the top floor, for it was some time before the whine of the motor ceased. After a while it began again, and the commissionaire descended.

“He’ll see you, sir,” he said. “Will you step this way?”

“You ought to know me by now, sergeant,” said Fred as he walked into the lift. “I’ve been here pretty regularly the past few years.”

“Maybe I wasn’t on duty,” said the commissionaire as the lift slowly ascended, “There are two of us here, you know. Were you a friend of Mr David’s, sir?”

Fred did not chuckle, he did not even smile. “No, no,” he said airily, “I don’t know Mr David.”

“Ah, very sad, very sad!” said the commissionaire. “He died suddenly four years ago, you know, sir.”

Fred did know, but he did not confess the fact. The death of Mr David had robbed him of a possible source of income by right, whereas now he only had that income by favour, and might at any time lose that and gain a term of imprisonment if the jovial Dr Judd grew tired of paying blackmail.

The lift stopped and he stepped out and followed the commissionaire to a door, at which the uniformed man knocked. A loud voice bade them come in, and Flash Fred swaggered into the handsome apartment with a cool nod to its occupant.

Dr Judd had risen to meet him.

“All right, sergeant,” he said to the commissionaire, and flicked a silver coin across the room, which the man caught deftly.

“Get me some cigarettes,” he said. And when the door had closed: “Sit down, you rascal,” said Dr Judd good-humouredly. “I suppose you’ve come to get your pound of flesh.” He was a tall, stout man, florid of face and heavy of build. His forehead was bald, his eyes were deepset and wide apart; he had about him an air of comfort and boisterous good humour, Fred, in no wise abashed, sat down on the edge of a chair.

“Well, doctor,” he said, “I’m back.” Dr Judd shook his head and searched his pockets for a cigarette.

“What do you want — a cigarette?” said Fred, reaching for his case, but the doctor shook his head and his smile was broad, good-humoured but significant.

“No, thank you, Mr Grogan,” he said with a chuckle. “I don’t smoke cigarettes that are presented to me by gentlemen of your profession.”

“What is my profession?” growled Flash Fred. “You don’t think I was trying to dope you, do you?”

“I was expecting you,” said the other, without answering the question, and seated himself. “If I remember rightly, you have a strong objection to taking cheques.”

Flash Fred grinned.

“Quite right, governor,” he said. “That is still my weakness.” The doctor took a bunch of keys from his pocket, walked to the safe, snapped back the lock, and then, looking over his shoulder: “You needn’t watch this too closely, my friend; except when I have to pay blackmailers, I never keep money in this safe.” Fred made a little grimace.

“Hard words never killed anybody,” he said sententiously.

The doctor took out a packet, slammed the door and turned the key, came slowly back to the desk and threw down a fat envelope. Then he consulted a little book which he took from a drawer.

“You’re three days ahead of your time,” he said, and Fred nodded admiringly.

“What a brain you’ve got for figures, doctor!” he said. “Yes, I’m three days ahead of my time, but it’s because I’ve got to get out of England pretty quick to meet a friend of mine in Nice.” The doctor threw the packet across to him, and he caught it clumsily.

“There are twelve hundred pounds in that envelope. You needn’t count them, because they’re all there,” said Dr Judd, and leaning back in his chair, he took out a golden toothpick, eyeing the other straightly and thoughtfully. “Of course I am the biggest fool in the world,” he said, “or I would never submit to this iniquitous blackmail. It is only because I want to keep the memory of my dead brother free from calumny that I do this.”

“If your brother goes shooting up people in Montpellier and I happen to be on the spot,” said Flash Fred unctuously, “and help him to escape — as I did, and I can prove it — I think I’m entitled to a little compensation.”

“You’re an unutterable scoundrel,” said the other in his pleasant way, and smiled. “And you amuse me. Suppose, instead of being what I am, I were a bad-minded man? Suppose that I was desperate and couldn’t find the money? Why, I might do anything!” He guffawed at the thought of doing anything very terrible.

“It wouldn’t make any difference to me,” said Fred. “But it wouldn’t make any difference to you, either. I’ve got all the facts written down about that shooting — how I helped the man escape and recognized him in London as Mr David Judd when I came back — and my mouthpiece has got it.”

“Your lawyer?”

“Sure, my lawyer,” said Fred, nodding. He leaned forward. “You know, I didn’t believe your brother had died. I thought it was a fake to get me out of the way, and I shouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it in the papers and been to the funeral.”

Dr Judd rose and replaced his toothpick. “That a man like you could besmirch a name like his!” he said. All the good humour had gone out of his voice, and he trembled with indignation and passion.

He had passed to the other side of the table and stood glowering down at Flash Fred, and Fred, who was used to such scenes — for this was not his first blackmailing case — merely smiled.

“He was the best man that ever lived, the cleverest, the most wonderful,” said Dr Judd, and his face was white. “The greatest man perhaps that this world has seen.” His voice shook with the intensity of his emotion. “And for you—” he reached down, and before Fred knew what had happened, the big hand had gripped him by the collar and jerked him to his feet.

“Here, none of that!” cried Fred, and strove to break loose.

“The money I do not mind paying,” Judd went on. “It is not that which maddens me. It is the knowledge that you have it in your power to throw mud at a man—” Here his voice broke, and the other hand came up.

With a cry like a wild beast, Fred flung himself back with all his might and broke the grip of his adversary. Suddenly, as if by magic, there appeared in his hand a revolver.

“Put ’em up and keep ’em up, damn you!”

And then a voice, the gentlest voice in the world, asked: “Can I be of any assistance?” Fred turned with a start. Larry Holt was standing in the doorway, an engaging smile upon his face.
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Flash Fred looked upon the intruder, a picture of comical amazement.

“You don’t lose no time, do you?” The protest was forced from him, and Larry laughed softly.

“For carrying concealed weapons, you’re pinched, Fred.”

“It’s no crime in this country,” growled the other, putting up his gun.

By this time Dr Judd had recovered himself.

“You know our friend, Mr Grogan,” he said easily. “He’s a member of our amateur dramatic society, and we were practising a scene from the Corsican Brothers. I suppose it looked rather alarming.”

“Thought it was Julius Caesar,” said Larry dryly. “The scene between Cassius and Brutus, though I don’t remember the gun play.”

The doctor looked at Flash Fred and then at Larry.

“I’m afraid I don’t know you,” he said. He was still rather white, but this tone had recovered its good nature.

“I am Inspector Larry Holt from Scotland Yard,” said Larry. “Now seriously, Dr Judd, are you charging this man with anything?”

“No, no, no,” said Judd with a laugh. “Honestly, we were only doing a little harmless fooling.” Larry looked from one to the other. The managing director of an insurance company, even a small company, does not fool with a known criminal.

“You know this man, I suppose?”

“I’ve met him several times,” said Judd easily.

“You know also that he’s a member of the criminal classes, and that he is in fact ‘Flash Fred’, who has served penal servitude in this country and a term of imprisonment in France?” The doctor said nothing for a while.

“I’m afraid I guessed that too,” he said in a low voice, “and in consequence my association with the man must seem rather curious to you — but I cannot explain.” Larry nodded. The one perturbed person in the room was Flash Fred. He was in an agony of apprehension lest Dr Judd told his secret and the reason for his visit.

But Judd had no such intention.

“You can go now,” he said curtly, and Fred, trying to summon up some of his old swagger, lit a cigar with a hand that trembled, and Larry watched the operation.

“You want ‘Nervine for the Nerves’, Fred,” he said. “I saw a chemist’s shop open at the corner of the street when I came along.”

Fred walked out with a pitiable attempt at indifference, and Larry watched him go. Then he turned to the doctor.

“I’m sorry I came in at such an inconvenient moment,” he said, “though I don’t think you were in any danger. Fred gets all his fine dramatic effects by pulling, not by shooting.”

“I don’t think so either,” said the doctor with a laugh. “Sit down, Mr Holt. I certainly didn’t expect to see you. I work rather later here at nights.”

“There was nobody down below when I came,” said Larry, “and that is my excuse for coming up unannounced.”

The doctor nodded.

“I sent the commissionaire out to buy me some cigarettes, and here he is.” There was a tap at the door and the commissionaire came in and laid a packet on the table in confirmation.

“Now what can I do for you?” asked Judd, as he took a cigarette from the packet and lit it. “I suppose it is the Stuart case? I’ve seen one of your men today.”

Larry nodded.

“It is the Stuart case,” he said. “I wanted a few additional details. I’ve only just taken charge of the business, and interrupted my investigation of the remains, in order to see you before you left the office.”

“I know very little,” said the doctor, smoking comfortably. “He came with me to the theatre the night before last. A queer, quiet, reticent man, I met him quite by accident. As a matter of fact, I was in a car that collided with his taxicab and I was slightly injured; he called upon me, and that is how the friendship began — if you can call it a friendship.”

“Tell me about the night before last,” asked Larry, and the doctor looked up at the ceiling.

“Now let me think. I can give you the exact time almost, for I am a somewhat methodical person. I met him at the entrance to the theatre at seven-forty-five, and we both went into Box A. That is the last box on the left, or O.P. side. The box is on a level with the street, the stalls and pit being below the level. We sat there through two acts, and then, just before the curtain came down on the second act, he made an excuse and went out of the box, and he was never seen again.”

“None of the attendants saw him?”

“No,” said the doctor, “but that, I think, is easily explained. It was a first night, and, as you know, the attendants are very interested in the action of a play, and fill the doorways and the entrances to gangways, looking at the stage, when of course they should be attending to their business.”

“Did you know he was Stuart, a semi-millionaire?” asked Larry.

“I hadn’t the slightest idea,” said the doctor truthfully. “I knew nothing whatever about his past life except that he had come from Canada.”

Larry was disappointed.

“I hoped I was going to get a lot of information from you,” he said. “Nobody seems to have known Stuart, and naturally I thought that you would have been in his confidence.”

“Neither I nor his bank manager was in his confidence,” said the doctor. “It was only this morning that I heard from the manager of the London and Chatham that he was a client of theirs. We knew absolutely nothing of him except that he had plenty of money.”

A few minutes later Larry was walking down Bloomsbury Pavement, and he was a very thoughtful man. What had Flash Fred been doing in that office? What was the significance of that flashing of the revolver and the white face of Dr Judd? It was another little mystery, into which he had not time to investigate, and any way it was no concern of his. Ahead of him, his iron-shod stick tapping the pavement, was a man who walked slowly and deliberately. Larry passed him, and, waiting for a cab which he had signalled, saw him again.

“Blind,” he noted casually, not interrupting his thought of Fred and the doctor.

But he had no time for side trails and side issues, and, entering the cab, he drove to Westminster.

He was not going back to the Yard immediately. First he had a gruesome little duty to perform. At the Westminster mortuary, whither the cab had taken him, he found two Scotland Yard officers awaiting him.

The examination of the body was a brief one. The only mark was an abrasion of the left ankle, and then Larry began an inspection of the clothing, which had been placed in an adjoining room.

“There is the shirt, sir,” pointing to a garment which had been roughly folded. “I can’t understand those blue marks on the breast.” Larry carried the garment under a light. It was a dress shirt, rough dried, and the purple specks on the breast were clearly visible.

“Made by an indelible pencil,” said Larry, and in a flash remembered the missing pencil-case. But what meant those specks, which formed three rough lines of indecipherable pothooks and hangers?

And then the solution came to Larry, and quickly he turned the dress front inside out and uttered an exclamation. Written on the inside were three lines, and it was the indelible pencil markings which had soaked through that had caused the speckly appearance of the front of the shirt.

The water had made the purple pencil markings run, but the words were distinct.

“In the fear of death I, Gordon Stuart, of Merryhill Ranch, Calgary, leave all my possessions to my daughter, Clarissa, and I pray the courts to accept this as my last will and testament. — GORDON STUART.”

Underneath was written: “It is now clear to me that I have been betrayed by—” There followed a letter which looked like an “O”, but at this point the writing abruptly terminated.

Larry raised his eyes and met those of his subordinate.

“Here is the strangest will that has ever been made,” he said in a hushed voice.

He put down the shirt and walked back to the mortuary chamber, and again examined the body. One hand was clenched, and evidently this fact had been overlooked by the doctors. Using all his strength, he forced the fingers apart, and something fell with a tinkle to the stone floor. He stooped and picked it up. It was a broken sleeve-link of a peculiar pattern. The centre was of black enamel, the rim was of tiny diamonds. He made a further inspection, without discovering anything new.

Then he looked at his companion, and his forehead was wrinkled. What did this mean? What association had all these circumstances with each other? They could be connected, he felt sure of that — the strange encounter between Flash Fred and Dr Judd, the will on the shirt, and now this new clue. An atmosphere of impenetrable mystery enveloped this case like a fog behind which strange and inhuman shapes were moving, dimly glimpsed and as dimly suspected.

Murder!

He knew it, he felt it — every shadowy shape he passed on his way to his office whispered the word “Murder!”
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The girl was making tea on an electric stove when he came in.

“Hallo!” he said with a start. “I had forgotten you,” and she smiled.

“Tell me,” he asked quickly, “did Stuart have any cuff-links?”

She nodded and took a small packet from her table.

“The Commissioner forgot to send these on; they came in just after you left,” she said.

He opened the paper. The links were of plain gold, without crest or monogram.

He took the enamel and diamond half-link from his pocket and inspected it.

“What is that?” she asked. “Did you find it in—” she hesitated.

He nodded. “I found it in his hand,” he said quietly.

“Then it is murder, you think?”

“I’m certain,” said he. “It will be most difficult to prove, and unless a miracle happens, the villain who committed this crime will go free.” He opened the cupboard and took out the tray, adding to the collection the two gold links and the half-link he had found in the dead man’s hand.

“Nothing at all,” he said, shaking his head. Then he remembered he had not examined the little roll of brown paper. “I don’t know what this is; it was found in his pocket.” He flattened it out on the table, and the girl came to the opposite side and bent over, looking at the paper as he smoothed it out. It was a strip about four inches long and two wide.

“Nothing written here,” he said, and turned it over. “Nor here. I’ll have it photographed tomorrow.”

“One moment,” she said quickly, and took the paper from his hand, passing the tips of her delicate fingers over its surface.

He saw her face go white.

“I thought so,” she whispered. “I was almost sure of that when I saw the embossing.”

“What is it?” he asked quickly.

There are some words here written in Braille — the language of the blind,” she said, and again her fingers went over the surface, pausing now and again with a puzzled frown on her face.

“Braille?” he repeated in amazement, and she nodded.

“I used to read it when I was in the Institute,” she said, “but some of these words have been damaged, probably by the water. Some are distinct. Will you write them down as I spell them?” He snatched up a pen, pulled a piece of paper from the rack, and waited. Even in that moment he thought how curiously the positions had been reversed, and how he had become the secretary and she the detective.

“The first word is ‘murdered’”, she said. “And then there is a space, and then the word ‘dear’; then there’s another gap, and the word ‘sea’ occurs, and that is all.” With this weird message between them they stared at one another. What blind man, amidst those blind shades which had mouthed and gibbered to him in the fog, had sent this message?

What was there behind the ragged scroll of soaked paper? Whose link did the dead man hold in his stiffened hand? Why was he murdered? There had been money in his pocket, his possessions were untouched. It was not for robbery that he had been struck down. Not for vengeance, for he was a stranger.

One fact stood out, one tangible point from whence Larry knew his future movements would radiate.

“Murder!” he said softly, “and I’ll find the man who did it, if he hides himself in hell!”
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Diana Ward was looking at her chief with a new interest in her fine eyes.

“Braille,” he said in a low voice. “That is the written language of the blind, isn’t it?”

She nodded. “Yes, there are books and newspapers printed in that type,” she said. “It is a sort of embossed character made of a number of small dots, the relation of one with the other producing the letter.” She took up the paper again. “When blind people write, they use a small instrument and a guide, but this has been written in a hurry by somebody who worked without any guide. I can feel how irregularly it is done, and the illegibility of the words which I cannot read is due almost as much to bad writing as to the action of the water.” He took this curious clue into his hands and examined it.

“Could Stuart have done it with his pencil?”

She shook her head, and then asked quickly: “Have you found the pencil?”

“No,” said Larry grimly, “but I’ve found what the pencil was used for.” He opened the parcel he had brought in and showed the shirt and its tragic message written inside the front.

“Why inside?” he said thoughtfully. “It’s written on the left too.” Diana understood.

“It would necessarily be written on the left side if he used his right hand,” she said.

“But why on the inside?” She shook her head.

“I don’t know. It would have been much simpler to—”

“I have it!” cried Larry triumphantly. “He wrote this will where it would not be seen by somebody or other. If it had been written outside, it would have been seen, and probably destroyed.” She shivered a little.

“I’m not quite hardened yet,” she said with a smile. “There is something terrible about this, isn’t there? I think you are right; and if we go on that assumption, that he wrote this will in such a manner in order to keep it from the eyes of a third person, we must suppose that that third person existed. In other words, there was somebody of whom he was afraid — or, if you like, at whose hands he feared death — and the murder was premeditated, for he must have been in the custody of that somebody for some time before he met his dreadful end.” She stopped suddenly, for Larry’s eyes were fixed on her, and she dropped her own and flushed.

“You’re rather wonderful,” he said softly; “and if I’m not jolly careful I’m going to lose my job.” He saw a look of doubt in her eyes and laughed.

“Now, Miss Ward,” he said banteringly, “we are going to start fair, and you must acquit me of any professional jealousy.”

“Jealousy!” she scoffed. “That would be absurd.”

“Not so absurd,” said Larry. “I’ve known men to be jealous of women for less reason. And now” — he glanced at his watch— “I think you had better go home. I’ll get a taxi. Have you far to go?”

“Only to the Charing Cross Road,” she said.

“Then I’ll take you home,” said Larry. “It’s nearly one o’clock.”

She had already started putting on her coat and her hat. “Thank you, I’ll go alone,” she said. “It isn’t far. Really, Mr Holt, I don’t want you to get into the habit of taking me home every time I’m late. I’m quite used to being out by myself, and I won’t have a taxi.”

“We’ll see about that,” said Larry. He was writing rapidly on a cable form. “If I can get this cable through in time, it ought to reach the Chief of Police in Calgary by teatime yesterday!”

“Yesterday?” she said in surprise. “Oh, of course; they are nine hours late on Greenwich time,” and Larry groaned.

“I’ll have to try some new ones on you,” he said.

They walked home together, but as it happened, the girl’s tiny apartment lay in the direction that he had to take. Larry reached Regent’s Park, where his own flat was situated, and found the patient Sunny laying out his pyjamas.

“Sunny,” said Larry, as, clad in these garments and his flowered dressing-gown, he sipped a cup of chocolate, “somewhere in this city is a very unpleasant gentleman, name unknown.”

“I expect there are many like that, sir,” said Sunny.

“And somewhere in England is a man who is known as the Public Executioner, and It’s my job in life to bring them together!”

He was at Scotland Yard at half-past eight the following morning, and to his surprise the girl was before him, and the departmental memoranda and the various documents which come to every head of Scotland Yard were neatly arranged on his blottingpad.

“A cablegram has just come in,” said the girl. “I didn’t open it. You must tell me what you want done about cables and telegrams.”

“Open ’em all,” said Larry. “I have no private business — and the only scented notes which come to me can be read without bringing a blush to the youngest cheek.” She came across the room with the cablegram in her hand, and he took it.

“Calgary,” he said, looking at the address. “That’s pretty quick work.” And then his mouth opened in amazement, for the telegram read: “Stuart had no child. He was not married.” He looked at the girl.

“Check Number One,” he said.

She took the telegram from him and examined the hour at which it was dispatched.

“This is a common-knowledge telegram,” she said.

“What do you mean by common knowledge?” asked Larry good-humouredly.

“Well, it must have been answered just as soon as it arrived, and the man who sent this wrote from what is common knowledge. In other words, he didn’t attempt to make any investigations, but took the fact for granted; probably he asked somebody in the office. ‘Is Stuart married or a bachelor?’ and when they said he was a bachelor, he dispatched the reply.”

Larry folded the wire and put it away in his desk.

“If it is common knowledge that Stuart was not married, it merely complicates a situation which is not exactly clear. Here is a man who dies and is obviously murdered, and in a few moments preceding his death writes his will secretly on the inside of his shirt. It is possible, by the way, that he may have done this in the presence of his murderers without their being aware of the fact, and I should think that is most likely.”

“I thought that,” she agreed.

“He was murdered, and writes his will on the stiff breast of his shirt, leaving the whole of his property to his daughter. Now, a sane man — and there is no reason to suppose that he was anything but sane — does not invent a daughter on the spur of the moment; so it is obvious that the Chief of the Calgary Police is wrong.”

“It is equally certain that if he was married it was not in Calgary or even in Canada, where the fact would be known,” said the girl. “Secret marriages are possible in a great city, but in small places, amongst very prominent people — and apparently he lived not in a town but on a ranch — the fact that he was married could not escape knowledge.”

On the way home the previous evening Larry had told the girl almost all that the Commissioner had told him. It was not usual for him to make confidantes so quickly, but there was something very appealing about Diana Ward, and his confidence, usually a matter of slow growth, had come to maturity in a flash.

The girl was looking thoughtfully down at her desk. “If he was married secretly,” she said slowly, “would it not be — in—”

“In London, of course,” said Larry, nodding. “Send a cable to the Chief of the Calgary Police, asking him particulars about Stuart’s known movements, when he was in London last before his present visit.”
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She nodded, took out a telegram form from her rack, and began writing. Larry glanced through the reports mechanically, initialled one, and put the others aside.

Then he opened the cupboard and, taking out the tray, carried it to the table. He examined the watch again in the light of day, the swivel ring, the cigar-case, and lastly the roll of paper. By daylight the embossed characters were visible, and he put his fingertips over them very gingerly. He was not, however, accustomed to reading Braille, and he realized that his hand was a heavy one compared with the delicate touch of his secretary. She had finished her writing, and rung a bell and handed the telegram to him to read.

“That’s all right,” said Larry, and, when the uniformed messenger had come and taken the telegram away: “Do you notice anything peculiar about this piece of paper?” he asked, pointing to the Braille message.

“Yes,” she said. “I was looking at it before you came. You don’t mind?” she asked quickly, and Larry laughed.

“You can examine anything except my conscience,” he said. “Did you notice” — he turned his attention to the paper again— “that one end of this paper is less discoloured than the other?”

“I noticed that one end was drier than the other last night,” she said, “and that of course is the reason. It was on the dry end that we got our best results. For instance, the word ‘murderer’ was almost untouched by the water; it was damp but not moist.”

He nodded, and she opened a drawer of her desk and took out a sheet of brown paper.

“I brought this with me,” she said. “It is a sheet from a Braille book, and I was trying experiments with strips I had torn from the book, soaking them in my washbasin. Here is the result.” She took out a little roll of shapeless pulp, which skinned when she attempted to unwind it.

“Humph!” said Larry. They had both reached the same conclusion, but by different processes — she by actual experiment, he by deduction; and the conclusion they had come to was that the roll of paper had been placed in Gordon Stuart’s pocket after the body had left the water.

“There would be enough moisture in the clothes to saturate it through,” said Larry. “This paper is very absorbent, almost as much as blotting paper. So we have come to this — that Gordon Stuart was drowned, and after he was drowned his body was handled by some person or persons, one of whom slipped this message into his pocket, and that person was either a blind man or one who believed—” He stared at her. “By Jove!” he said, as a thought struck him.

“What were you going to say?” she asked.

“Is it possible—” He frowned. It was an absurd idea. The man or woman who left this message on the body expected that Diana Ward would read it.

She held no official position, and the fact that she was Larry Holt’s secretary was a purely fortuitous circumstance, which could not have been anticipated by any outside person. Yet a hasty telephone call to the Chief of Internal Intelligence revealed the fact that there was no Braille expert at Scotland Yard, the only man who knew the system being at that time on sick leave for six months.

“I think you can dismiss the idea that the message was intended for me,” said the girl with a smile. “No, it was written by a blind man, or it would have been written better. A person with the use of his eyes, or—”

“Suppose he were writing in the dark?” asked Larry. He put the tray away and locked the cupboard.

The girl shook her head.

“If he were not blind, he would not be in possession of the instrument to make these markings,” she said, and Larry felt that was true.

He spent two hours dictating letters to various authorities, and at eleven o’clock he rose and put on his coat and hat.

“We’re going for a joy ride,” he said.

“We?” she repeated in surprise.

“I want you to come along,” said Larry, and this time his tone was authoritative, and the girl meekly obeyed.

There was a car waiting for them at the entrance to the Yard, and the driver evidently had already received his instructions.

“We’re going to Beverley Manor, the village which Stuart was so fond of visiting,” he said. “I particularly want to discover what attractions the old Saxon church had for this unhappy man. He doesn’t seem to have been an archaeologist, so the fact that the foundations were a thousand years old would not interest him.”

It was a glorious spring day, with just a sufficient nip in the air to bring the colour to young and healthy cheeks. The hedgerows were bursting into vivid green, and the grassy banks were yellow with primroses. They sat silent, this man and woman whom fate had thrown together in such strange circumstances, enjoying the golden day and thankful of heart to be alive in that season of renewal. All the world was living. The air was lively with hurrying birds, going about their business of nest making.

They saw strange furtive shapes creeping across the road from burrow to burrow; and in one sheltered old — world garden which they passed white lilacs were blooming.

Beverley Manor was a straggling village at the foot of the Kentish Rag. Beyond its church it had few attractions for visitors, for it layoff the main Kentish road, a tiny backwater of rural England, where life ran a smooth unruffled course.

They pulled up at the inn, where Larry ordered lunch, and then they set forth on foot to the church, which lay a quarter of a mile away along a white and pleasant road. It was not a pretty church; its square tower was squat and unlovely, and successive generations, endeavouring to improve its once simple lines, had produced a medley of architecture in which Romanesque, Gothic and Norman struggled for recognition.

“It rather swears, doesn’t it?” said Larry irreverently as they passed through the old lych-gate into the churchyard.

The door of the church was open, and the edifice was empty. However disturbing its outside might be, there was serenity and peace and simplicity in the calm interior.

Larry had hoped to find memorial tablets placed in the wall of the church which would give him some clue to Stuart’s movements. But beyond a brass testifying to the virtues of a former vicar, and the tomb of an ancient Bishop of Rochester, the church was innocent of memorials. Larry then began a systematic inspection of the graves. Most of them were very old, and their inscriptions indecipherable. He came at last to the far end of the cemetery where half a dozen workmen were carrying a new stone wrapped in canvas, and he and the girl stood side by side watching them in silence as they deposited their load by a well-kept grave.

“I’m afraid we’ve had our journey for nothing,” said Larry. “We’ll make a few inquiries in the village, and then we’ll go back to London.” He was turning to go, when one of the men stripped the canvas covering from the headstone.

“We might as well know who this is,” said Larry, and stepped forward to look.

The men stood on one side to give him a better view, and he read; and, reading, gasped.

“TO THE MEMORY OF

MARGARET STUART,

WIFE OF GORDON STUART

(OF CALGARY, CAN.).

DIED MAY 4TH, 1899.

ALSO HIS ONLY DAUGHTER

JEANE,

BORN 10TH JUNE, 1898.

DIED 1ST MAY, 1899.”

The girl had joined him now, and together they stood staring down at the headstone.

“His only daughter!” said Larry in a tone of bewilderment. “His only daughter! Then who is Clarissa?”
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An examination of local records produced no satisfactory result. Margaret Stuart had died at a farm three miles out of Beverley Manor, and the farm had changed hands twice since the date of her death.

“Twenty years ago?” said the farmer whom Larry interviewed. “Why, twenty years ago this place was a sort of nursing home, It was run by a woman who took in invalids.” Where the woman is, he could not say. She was not a local woman. He thought he had heard she was dead.

“I’ve been racking my brains to recall her name,” said the farmer. “I told the gentleman yesterday that he’d best go to Somerset House—”

“A gentleman here yesterday?” said Larry quickly, “Was there somebody inquiring yesterday?”

“Yes, sir, a man from London,” said the farmer. “He came down in a car and offered me fifty pounds if I could tell him the name of the woman who kept this place as a home, and a hundred pounds if I could give him any information about a lady that died here twenty-two years ago, A lady named Stuart.”

“Oh, indeed?” said Larry, alert now. Nobody from Scotland Yard had made the inquiries, he was well aware. “What was this gentleman like who called yesterday?” he asked.

“Rather a tall man,” said the farmer. “I didn’t see his face properly because he had his overcoat buttoned up to his chin. But I did notice that he’d lost the little finger on his left hand.”

On their way back to London both Larry and Diana Ward were absorbed in their own thoughts. The car was threading through the traffic of Westminster Bridge Road before Larry made any reference to their visit.

“Who is in such a frantic hurry to discover all about the Stuarts,” he asked, “and will give fifty pounds for information? And who is his daughter Clarissa, and how can he have a daughter Clarissa, when his only daughter lies at Beverley Manor?”

“You inquired at the stonemason’s when we came through Beverley. Didn’t they tell you anything?” asked the girl.

He nodded. “The stone was put up by order of Mr Stuart, who was in the habit of coming to the churchyard every day to sit beside the grave. The memorial was ordered two months ago, and the stone was seen and approved by Gordon Stuart only last week.” He bit his lip thoughtfully. “Between last week and the night of his murder, Stuart must have discovered that he had another child.” He shook his head. “That sort of thing doesn’t happen,” he said decisively, “not in real life anyway.” He spent ten minutes with the Commissioner, and afterwards went into the city, and the girl did not see him till seven o’clock that night. She had had instructions from him that she was not to wait, as it was a Saturday and her office hours ended at one. But she was sitting at her desk, reading, when he came in, and he was so elated that he did not reprove her.

“I’ve got it!” he said exultantly.

“The murderer?” she asked with a start.

“No, no, the story of Stuart. Has there been any reply to my cablegram?” Diana shook her head. “It doesn’t matter very much,” he said briskly as he paced the office. “I’ve secured the registration of the marriage. It occurred in the Diamond Jubilee year, in August, 1897, and was celebrated at a church in Highgate. Don’t you see what happened?”

“I don’t quite see,” she said slowly.

“Well, I’ll tell you. Gordon Stuart, a young man at the time, was on a visit to this country. I have found that he stayed at the Cecil Hotel from June to August, 1897. He married the girl, whose name was Margaret Wilson, and returned to the Cecil Hotel alone in March ‘98. There is a record there that he left for Canada two days after he came back to the hotel. They keep a book in which they write down the addresses to which letters should be forwarded, and there was no difficulty whatever in tracing his movements so far. Then I went to see the vicar of the church where he was married; and here I had a great find.” He paused, rumpled his hair and frowned.

“I really should like to know who is that tall man who has lost the little finger of his left hand,” he said irritably.

“Why?” she asked in surprise.

“He had been there a day before me,” said Larry, and then, shaking off his annoyance: “Here is the story — the story told by Stuart to the vicar, whom he met in the Strand on the day before he sailed for Canada, never to return until he came back eight or nine months ago.

“The vicar married him, and remembered the circumstances very well. He said Stuart was a very nervous and somewhat conceited man, who lived in terror of his father, a rich landowner in Canada. Stuart confessed to him, over a cup of tea which they had together at the Cecil, that he was leaving his wife and going back to Canada to break the news of his marriage to his father. He was in considerable doubt as to what his father would say, or, to be more exact, he had no doubt whatever that the old man would kick up a shine. The impression left on the vicar’s mind was that the old man would disinherit him. To cut a long story short, he said he was leaving London the next day, and at the first opportunity he should tell his father, and then he would return for his wife.

“There’s no doubt in my mind,” Larry went on, “that Stuart did not tell his father, that he kept the secret of his marriage carefully hidden, and in a panic at being found out, he broke off all communication with his wife.”

The girl shook her head. “One doesn’t want to judge the dead too harshly,” she said, “but it was not a manly thing to do.”

“I agree,” said Larry. “It wasn’t sporting. He must have left his wife a considerable sum of money. At any rate, when the vicar saw her she was in comfortable circumstances and gave him that impression. Stuart left in March. In June, 1898, three months later, his child was born — the child he never saw, and about whom in all probability he never heard until years of remorse worked upon him and he came back to England to find his wife and establish her in the position to which she was entitled.

“He must have employed an inquiry agent. And the end of his quest was a discovery in the churchyard of Beverley Manor — the grave of his wife and his only child.”

“What about Clarissa?” asked the girl, and Larry shrugged.

“That is Mystery No. 2 which has got to be cleared up.” She was silent, this thoughtful girl, and her pretty brows were wrinkled in perplexity. Presently she put down the pen she had been so assiduously biting, and looked across at him with a slow, triumphant smile, a smile which found a ready response in his face.

“You’ve solved it?” he asked eagerly, and she nodded. “You’ve solved the mystery of Clarissa?”

“I think it’s one of the easiest of the problems to solve,” she said calmly, and I must have been silly not to have thought of it before. Have you the registration of birth?”

“I haven’t got that; we’re making a search for it tomorrow,” said Larry.

“I can save you the trouble,” replied Diana Ward. “Clarissa is the other twin daughter.”

“Twins!” gasped Larry, and the girl nodded, her eyes dancing with merriment at his surprise.

“Obviously,” she said. “Poor Mrs Stuart had twin daughters. One of them died; the other is Clarissa, of whom Stuart learnt, perhaps, in the last few hours of his life.” Larry looked at her in awe.

“When you are Chief Commissioneress of the Metropolitan Police,” he said, “I shall be very obliged to you if you make me your secretary. I feel I have a lot to learn.”
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Flash Fred had not left London: he had no intention of leaving London, if the truth be told. He had certain doubts in his mind which he had determined to set at rest, certain obscurities on his horizon which he desired should be dispersed. Flash Fred was a clever man. If he had not been clever, he would not have lived in the excellent style he adopted, nor possessed chambers in Jermyn Street and a motor brougham to take him to the theatre at night. His working expenses were heavy, but his profits were vast. He had many irons in the fire and burnt himself with none of them — which is the art of success in all walks of life.

On the evening of the day that Larry had made his discovery Flash Fred, in the seclusion and solitude of his ornate sittingroom, had elaborated a theory which had followed very close upon a discovery he had made that morning. Men of his temperament and uncertain prospects suffer from a chronic dissatisfaction. This dissatisfaction is half the cause of their departure from the straight and narrow path, and is wholly responsible for their undoing. A hundred pounds a month, payable yearly, is a handsome income; but the underworld abhor anything that savours of steadiness, regularity and system — three qualities which are so associated with prison life that they carry with them a kind of taint particularly distressing to the lag-who-was.

Twelve hundred pounds a year for five years is six thousand pounds, or twenty four thousand dollars at the present rate of exchange — a respectable sum; but five years represents a big slice taken out of the hectic life of men like Flash Fred.

Twelve hundred pounds at best represents only two coups at Trente et quarante, and can be lost in three minutes.

Dr Judd was a collector. It had been reported to Fred that Dr Judd’s residence at Chelsea was a veritable treasure-house of paintings and antique jewellery. Fred had read a newspaper paragraph that Dr Judd was the possessor of historical gems worth fifty thousand pounds. Though Fred had no passion for history, he had an eye to the value of precious stones. And the theory he had evolved was in the main arithmetical. If he could get away with ten thousand pounds’ worth of property in twentyfour hours, he would not only have anticipated his income for eight or nine years, but he would be saved the fag of coming to London every twelve months to collect it. Much might happen in twelve months. It might not always be possible for him to make the journey, since prison authorities are notoriously difficult to persuade. Or he might be dead.

To get that movable property would be difficult, because the doctor was hardly the kind of man to leave his property unguarded. Indeed, the ordinary methods of effecting an entrance were repugnant to Fred’s professional feelings. For he gained his livelihood by the cleverness of his tongue and the lightning adjustment of certain brain cells to meet emergencies, and to him a jemmy was an instrument of terror, since it implied work. But there was another method — and once he had made his getaway, would the doctor dare prosecute?

That afternoon, sauntering aimlessly through Piccadilly Circus at the midday hour, he had come face to face with a tall, stoutish man, who, after one glance at him, had attempted to avoid a meeting; but Fred had caught him by the arm and swung him round.

“Why,” he said, “if it isn’t old No. 278! How are you, Strauss?”

Mr Strauss’s face twitched nervously. “I think you’ve made a mistake, sir,” he said.

“Come off it,” demanded Fred vulgarly, and, taking him by the arm, led him down Lower Regent Street.

“Excuse my not recognizing you,” said Mr Strauss nervously, “but I thought at first you were a bull-split we call them in this country.”

“Well, I’m not,” said Flash Fred. “And how has the old world been treating you, hey? Do you remember G Gallery at Portland, in B Block?” The face of the stout man twitched again. He did not like being reminded of his prison experience, though in truth he had little against the prisoner who had occupied the adjoining cell.

“How are you getting on?” he asked. And it happened that that morning Flash Fred had gone out without any visible diamonds — he carried them in his hip pocket, for he trusted nobody.

“Bad,” said Fred, which was a lie, but no good crook admits that he is prosperous. Then suddenly: “Why did you think I was a split, Strauss?”

Strauss looked uncomfortable. “Oh, I just thought so,” he said awkwardly.

“Are you at the old game?”

Fred looked at the other steadily and saw his eyes shift. “No, I’m going straight now,” he said.

“A liar you are, and a liar you will always be,” said Fred, quoting Larry Holt. “I’ll bet you’re on the way to ‘fence’ something.” Again the man looked round as though seeking a way of escape; and Fred, who never despised an opportunity, however small, held out a suggestive palm and said laconically, “Drop!”

“Only a few things,” said Mr Strauss hurriedly. “Things that were given to me or wouldn’t be missed — just odds and ends like. A couple of salt-spoons…” He enumerated his loot.

“Drop!” said Fred again. “I’m hard up and want the money. I’ll take a share and you shall have the money back — one of these days.” Mr Strauss dropped, with a curse.

“Come and have a drink; said Fred briskly, when the transaction had been completed to his satisfaction,

“You’ve left me with about three pounds’ worth,” grumbled the man. “Really, Mr Grogan, I don’t think you’re fair,” and he looked at the other suspiciously, “And you don’t look as if you’re hard up either.”

“Appearances are deceptive,” said the cheerful Fred, and led the way into a private bar. “What are you now — valet or butler?”

“Butler,” replied Strauss, tossing down a dram. “It’s not a bad place, Mr Grogan.”

“Call me Fred,” begged Flash Fred.

“It seems a liberty,” said Strauss, and meant it. “I’ve got a butler’s job with a very nice gentleman,” he said.

“Rich?” Mr Strauss nodded.

“Yards of it,” he said briefly. “But what’s the good? He knows I’m a lag, and he’s very decent to me.”

Fred was eyeing him narrowly. “You still dope, I see?” he said, and the man flushed.

“Yes,” he said gruffly, “I take a little stimulant now and again.”

“Well,” said Fred, “who is your boss?”

“You wouldn’t know him.” Mr Strauss shook his head. “He’s a City gentleman, head of an insurance office.”

“Dr. Judd?” asked Flash Fred quickly.

“Why, yes,” said the other in surprise. “How did you know?” They parted soon after, and Flash Fred was a thoughtful man for the rest of the day, and his plans began to take shape towards the evening.

He dressed himself with care after dark, and strolled Strandwards, for he numbered amongst his other accomplishments that of an experienced squire of dames, He had a ready smile for the solitary girl hurrying homewards, and though the rebuffs were many, such conquests as he had to his credit added to the pleasures of memory, Between St. Martin’s Church and the corner of the Strand he drew blank, for such girls as he saw were unattractive or were escorted. Opposite Morley’s Hotel he saw a peach.

He caught one glimpse of her under a light-standard and was transfixed by the rare beauty of her face. She was alone, and Fred swung round and in two strides had overtaken her.

“Haven’t we met before?” he asked, raising his hat, but asked no more. Somebody caught him by the collar and jerked him back.

“Fred, I shall really have to be severe with you,” said the hated voice of Larry Holt, and Fred developed an instant grievance.

“Haven’t you got a home to go to?” he wailed, and continued his journey to the Strand in a bitter mood, for the romance had been shaken out of him, and he could still feel the knuckles of the shaker at the back of his neck.

The girl passed on, unconscious of the fact that Larry Holt had been behind her. It was not an unusual experience to be spoken to in the street, and she had grown hardened to that also.

She lived above a tobacconist’s shop in the Charing Cross Road, and Larry saw her open the side door and go into the dark passage; he waited for a few minutes, then continued his walk.

This girl had made an extraordinary impression upon him. He told himself that it was not her delicate beauty, or anything about her that was feminine, but that it was her genius, her extraordinary reasoning faculties which attracted him; and, to do him justice, he believed this. He was not a susceptible man. Beautiful women he had known, on both sides of the border line which separates the good from the bad, the honest from the criminal. He had had minor affairs in his youth, but had come through those fiery dreams unscorched and unmarked by his experiences.

So he told himself. It was extraordinary that it was necessary to tell himself anything; but there was the indisputable fact that he spent a great deal of his spare time in arguing out his attitude of mind toward Diana Ward. And he had known her something over twentyfour hours!

Diana Ward was not thinking of Larry as she went into her flat. Her mind was wholly occupied by the problems which the Stuart case presented. She felt that, if the missing Clarissa were found, they would be on the high road to discovering the cause of Stuart’s death and the reason for this hideous crime.

She slammed the door and went up the dark and narrow stairs slowly. The upper part of the tobacconist’s was let off in three flats, and she occupied the highest and the cheapest. The tenants of the other two were, she knew, spending the weekend in the country. The first floor was occupied by a bachelor Civil Servant, a hearty man whose parties occasionally kept her awake at night; the second floor by a newspaper artist and his wife; and she had no reason to complain of her neighbours.

She had reached the second landing, her foot was on the stairs of the final two flights, when she stopped. She thought she had heard a noise, the faint creak of a sound which she had felt rather than heard. She waited a second, and then smiled at her nervousness. She had heard these creaks and whispers before on the dark stairs, but had overcome her timidity to discover that they were purely imaginary.

Nevertheless, she walked up a little more slowly and reached the landing from whence rose a short flight of stairs to her own apartments. The landing was a broad one, and as she turned, with one hand on the banisters, she put out the other in a spirit of bravado as though she groped for some hidden intruder.

And then her blood turned to water, for her hand had touched the coat of a man!

She screamed, but instantly a hand, a big unwholesome hand, covered her face, and she was drawn slowly backward. She fought and struggled with all her might, but the man who held her had almost superhuman strength, and the arm about her was like a vice. Then, suddenly, she went limp, and momentarily the arm that held her relaxed.

“Fainted, have ye?” said a harsh voice, and as a hand came feeling down for her face, the other arm relaxed a little more.

With a sudden dart the girl broke free, ran up the remaining stairs and opened and slammed the door. There was a key on the inside and this she turned with a heart full of gratitude that she had never locked her bedroom door from the outside.

She flew across the room, stopping only to switch on the lights, pulled out a drawer and took from its depths a small revolver. Diana Ward came from a stock which was not easily scared, and, though her heart was pounding painfully, she ran back at the door and flung it open.

She stood for the space of a few seconds. She heard a stealthy footstep on the stairs and fired. There was a roar of fear and a blunder of feet down the stairs. Only for a moment did she hesitate, and then raced down the stairway in pursuit. She heard the thump of feet on the landing lower down, heard the rattle of the door, and came down the last flight to find it open and nobody in sight.

Concealing the revolver in a fold of her dress, she stepped out into the Charing Cross Road. At this hour there were few pedestrians, and she looked round for some sign of her assailant. A light motor-van was driving away, and the only person she saw near at hand was an old blind man. The iron ferrule of his stick came “tap-tap-tap,” as he stumbled painfully along.

“Pity the blind,” he wailed; “pity the poor blind!”
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“Sunny,” said Larry to his servitor, “London is a terrible city.”

“Indeed it is, sir,” said Mr Patrick Sunny.

“But it has one bright, radiant feature which redeems it from utter desolation and abomination.”

“I think you’re right, sir,” said Sunny. “I’ve often noticed that myself, sir. I’m very fond of the picture houses myself.”

“I’m not talking about the picture houses,” snapped Larry. “Nothing is further from my thoughts than the cinema houses. I am talking of something different, something spiritual.”

“Would you like a whisky-and-soda, sir?” asked Sunny, at last securing a tangible line.

“Get out!” roared Larry, bubbling with laughter. “Get out, you horrible materialist! Go to the pictures.”

“Yes, sir,” said Sunny, “but It’s rather late.”

“Then go to bed,” said Larry. “Stop a bit. Bring me my writing-case.” He was wearing his favourite indoor kit, a dressing-gown, a pair of old cricketing trousers and a soft shirt, and now he filled his polished brier with a sense of physical well-being.

“Believe me, Sunny,” said Larry Holt impressively, “there are many worse places than London on a bright spring day, when your heart—” There was a faint rat-tat-tat on the other door. “A visitor at this time of night!” said Larry in surprise. It could not be from Scotland Yard, because Scotland Yard use the telephone freely, a little too freely sometimes.

“I think there’s somebody at the door, sir,” said Sunny.

“That’s a fine bit of reasoning on your part,” said Larry. “Open it.” He waited and heard a brief exchange of questions. The visitor was a woman; and before he could guess who it was, the door opened and Diana Ward came in. He saw by her face that something had happened, and went to meet her.

“What is the matter?” he asked quickly. “That man didn’t follow you?”

“What man?” she demanded in surprise.

“Flash Fred.” She shook her head.

“I don’t know whether it was Flash Fred,” she said grimly, “but if he is somebody particularly unpleasant, it was probably he.”

“Sit down. Would you like some coffee? I’m just going to have a cup. Sunny, get two coffees.”

“Yes, sir,” said Sunny, and then, significantly, “Do you want me to go out to the pictures, sir?”

Larry blushed angrily. “Get some coffee, you — you — you—” he spluttered. “Now, what is it?” The girl told the story of her adventure without preliminary. Larry listened with a serious face.

“You say he was big? That rules out Flash Fred,” he said, “Do you think it was a burglar — somebody who had broken in and whom your arrival interrupted?”

“I don’t think so,” she shook her head. “In fact, I know that it was a much more serious attack. When I got back to my flat, I went through all the rooms. In the diningroom, the room to which I would have gone first in ordinary circumstances, I found a long laundry basket.”

“A laundry basket?” he repeated in surprise, She nodded.

“It was lined with a sort of quilting, very thick, and the lid was padded in the same way. Inside of it was this.” She laid down the object she had been carrying. It looked like an airman’s cap, except that there was no opening for the mouth.

He took it up and sniffed, though there was no need for this, for he had noticed the sweet scent when she had come into the room.

“It is saturated in chloroform,” he said. “Of course, this would not make you entirely insensible, but it would have quietened you.” He paced the room, his hands in his pockets, his chin on his chest.

“Did you find anything else?”

“When I got out into the street,” she said, “a laundry van was just moving off. I noticed it particularly, because I thought at the time that the word ‘laundry’ — and that was all the inscription the van bore — had been written by an amateur, and very badly done.”

“I can’t understand it,” said Larry, bewildered. “The brute couldn’t have got you away. He must have had some assistants in the house.”

“I don’t agree with you,” she said quietly. “This man was terribly strong. I felt like an infant in his arms, and it would have been a very simple matter for him to have slid the basket down the stairs and carried it out across the pavement with the help of the man who was driving the van.”

“But why you?” he asked, bewildered. “Why should they bother about you?”

She did not reply immediately. “I am wondering,” she said at last, “whether I have by accident stumbled upon some clue which incriminates the Stuart murderers. Perhaps, without knowing that I have such a clue, I am in possession of information which they wish to suppress.”

Larry was very thoughtful. “Just wait here a little while and I’ll change,” he said, and disappeared from the room.

The girl looked round the cosy flat appreciatively and Sunny came in, bearing a tray, first stopping outside the door to cough loudly, to the intense annoyance of Larry, who heard him from the other room.

“Will you have sugar, miss?” asked Sunny solemnly, and when she nodded: “Some ladies don’t like sugar. It makes them fat.”

“I’m not very much afraid of getting fat,” she smiled.

“No, ma’am, you wouldn’t be,” said Sunny agreeably.

On the way to the flat she asked Larry laughingly if Sunny agreed with everything he said.

“With everything I’ve ever said,” said Larry. “He drives me to despair sometimes. I have yet to find the subject upon which Sunny has an independent, definite opinion.” Later he was to discover there was at least one matter in which Sunny had a mind of his own, but that time was distant.

They came to the apartment in Charing Cross Road, and Larry began his search.

He had brought a flash lamp with him, and inspected every stair, without, however, coming upon a single clue that would identify the mysterious assailant.

“Now we’ll have a look at your room.” He examined the laundry basket, which the girl had exactly described.

“Nothing new here,” he said. “See if anything is missing.” She made an independent search and came back to him in the sittingroom with a puzzled face.

“My green coat, an overcoat I wear, and a hat have disappeared.”

“A distinctive hat?” he asked quickly.

“What do you mean by a distinctive hat?” she asked in surprise.

“Is it rather striking?”

“It is rather,” she smiled. “It is a golden yellow hat which I wear with my green coat.” He nodded.

“Have you worn it to the Yard?” he asked.

“Often,” she replied in surprise.

“Then that’s it,” said he. “Come down with me. I don’t want to leave you alone.” She followed him into the street, and he went into the nearest telephone booth and rang up Scotland yard and got the officer on duty at the door, “Has Miss Ward been in tonight? It is Inspector Holt speaking,” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” was the reply. “She’s just gone out.”

Larry groaned.

“But I haven’t been to Scotland Yard,” she said in surprise.

“Somebody has impersonated you!” he said shortly.

They were in the grim building on the Thames Embankment within a few minutes, and the door of 47 was apparently untampered with. He opened the door and switched on the lights.

“Oh, yes,” he said softly, for the doors of the cupboard wherein he had kept the clues concerning the death of Stuart hung broken upon their hinges.

He pulled out the tray and gave a rapid glance at its contents.

The Braille writing had disappeared!
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He lifted the telephone, and presently: “Send the first two officers in the building,” he said, “and a messenger, quick!” The girl was watching interestedly. Now she saw the real Larry Holt, the man of whom it is said by the Commissioner that “he slept trailing”. At his request, she stood outside the open door whilst he conducted an investigation. The light jemmy which the intruder had used he had not troubled to take away. It lay on the floor, and he picked it up with a piece of paper and carried it to the light.

A short thread of cotton adhered to its rough end, which meant that its user had worn cotton gloves to avoid fingerprints. His only hope was the tray. It was a flat glass tray with wicker sides and handles, and he knew that if the gloves came off anywhere it would be here; for a person unaccustomed to working in gloves would remove them to examine the smaller objects. And his surmise was right. When he breathed on the polished back of the gold watch, a distinct thumbprint was visible.

By this time two officers had arrived.

“Is there a man on duty in the print department?” asked Larry.

“Yes, sir,” replied the officer.

“Take this watch down. Hold it by the stern. If he cannot bring up the print by powder I want it photographed and verified within the next hour.” The burglar had made another faux pas. Larry had pulled out the wastepaper basket without disturbing its contents and had taken out three screwed-up pieces of paper, two of which proved to be nothing more important than memoranda in Diana’s writing. The third, however, was a plan of the room, drawn in ink by a skilful hand, the cupboard being marked and the positions of the desks shown.

“They thought there were three cupboards here,” said Larry, pointing. “There is one supposed to be on the left of the fireplace,” he looked up and raised his eyebrows. “By Jingo, they’re right!” he said, “And another behind the door,” he looked and nodded. “They know this room much better than I do, Miss Ward,” he said, and looked at the paper again. “The man who drew this has a knowledge of architectural drawing,” said he. “I think we’d better have a safe and a bodyguard,” he added bitterly.

Somebody appeared in the doorway. It was Sir John Hason, who sometimes returned to his office at night to take advantage of the quiet and freedom from interruption which the evening hours afforded, “What has happened, Larry?” he asked.

“Oh, nothing,” said Larry airily, “only a burglar has broken into Scotland Yard! Don’t you think we ought to send for the police?” he asked sardonically and Sir John grinned. But the smile came off his face instantly.

“They haven’t taken the Stuart clues, have they?”

“The only clue that matters,” replied Larry. “It would be a good idea if we brought some Boy Scouts into this building to look after our movable property!”

“I like you when you’re funny,” said the Commissioner, but he was serious. “We’ll have the doorkeeper up.” The doorkeeper, when he came, could give no satisfactory explanation, except that he had thought it was Miss Ward who had passed. It was the practice to call the number of the room when its occupants came in for duty, and this was also the custom after office hours. The visitor had said “47”, and had been allowed to pass unchallenged.

“There have been no strangers here, have there?” asked Larry.

“No,” said the girl, and then: “There was a blind man here this afternoon: you remember, you wanted to see the instruments these poor people use, and I asked the little old man who sells matches on the Embankment to come up.” Larry remembered.

“At any rate, he couldn’t have made a plan of the room,” he said.

“The system seems to be a little bit groggy,” said Sir John when the doorkeeper had gone. “We can’t really blame this man. It is our own fault.”

“There’s hardly enough light in the main hall to read a newspaper placard,” complained Larry. “Here is the fingerprint gentleman.”

The officer who came up had a broad smile: the smile of a man who had justified his hobby.

“Got it first time, sir,” he said. “Fanny Weldon, 280 Coram Street. Here’s her record.” He handed the card to Larry.

“Twice gaoled for impersonation,” he read. “That’s the woman. But how did she come into this game?”

The officer who had taken the watch away, and who now restored it, supplied the information.

“Fanny’s a queer woman, sir,” he said. “She hasn’t a spark of originality, and she’s had all her trouble through helping other people in their schemes, Big Joe Jake employed her to impersonate Miss Lottie Home, the actress, about two years ago; and then she was employed by somebody else to impersonate a barmaid whilst the landlord was away, when the Mannie gang cleared out three thousand from the Hotel Victor Hugo.”

Larry was sitting at the table, his chin in his palm, thinking.

“That is what has happened,” he said. “These people have got track of all the crooks in London, and it’s just as likely they’ve employed Fanny. 280 Coram Street, I think you said? We’ll see what Fanny has to say for herself.”

He did not see Fanny until daylight. 280 Coram Street was a corner house, apparently rented out in rooms. Soon after daybreak a cab drew up to the kerb outside the door and a woman stepped out and paid the driver. As she walked to the door, Larry came behind her and took her arm. She turned round with an exclamation of fright. She was a pretty woman with a shrewish mouth.

“Here, what are you doing?” she asked in alarm.

“You’re coming for a little walk with me,” said Larry.

“Is it a cop?” she asked, going pale.

“A fair cop,” said Larry, and, still holding her elbow, led her to the nearest police station, where Diana and his officers were waiting.

On the way to the station she bewailed her fate.

“This comes of being obliging,” she said bitterly. “What’s the charge?”

“Sacrilege,” said Larry solemnly, and she was astonished.

“Sacrilege? What do you mean? Breaking into a church or something?”

“Breaking into Scotland Yard,” said Larry.

She drew a long breath, “Then it is a cop!” she said.

“You’ve said it,” replied her captor.

They put her in the steel pen, but not before she had been searched by one of the woman attendants. The search produced £150 in bank notes, which Fanny, who had now recovered her good spirits, insisted should be counted.

“I’ve lost things in police stations before,” she said significantly.

She was not taken to the cells, but in a little waiting-room Larry and Diana interviewed her. And the presence of Diana was a source of great interest to the prisoner.

“You’ve brought your young lady along, I see?” she said flippantly. She was gamin right through, despite her smart clothes and her elaborate jewellery. “Is this the lady I ‘took off’?”

“She’s the identical lady,” said Larry. “Now, Fanny, I’m going to talk to you like a father.”

“Go ahead and don’t mind me,” said Fanny recklessly. “But I can tell you that I’ve been going straight for months,” and Larry grinned.

“I should like to draw a line alongside that straight course of yours,” he said. “It’d be a bit bumpy. Fanny, I’m going to give you a chance. And I shall be perfectly frank with you. Scotland Yard doesn’t want the world to know that a female hook has broken in under its nose and pinched certain articles of value.”

The woman laughed softly, and, catching Diana’s eye, winked. “It takes a woman to do that sort of thing, eh, dearie?” she asked. “Proceed with your story, Mr Busy Fellow. But if you think I’m going to give anybody away, why, you’re making a mistake.”

“You will give away just what I want you to give away,” said Larry sharply. “You are going to tell me who employed you to do this job.” She shook her head. “You will also tell me who was the man to whom you handed the stuff, and where.” Again she shook her head, but she was in a good humour.

“There is no use in asking me questions,” she said. “I’m not going to answer. You can put me into the cell just as soon as you like, and save yourself a lot of trouble.”

“I’ll put you into the cell after I’ve charged you,” said Larry quietly, and the woman looked up sharply.

“You have charged me with breaking and entering,” she said.

“That is not the crime which I shall bring against you,” said Larry. “If I get no satisfaction from you now I shall take you back to the pen and charge you with being an accessory to the murder of Gordon Stuart on the night of the twenty-third of April.”

She looked at him, speechless. “Murder?” she repeated. “Good Gawd! You don’t mean that I’m in—”

“You’re in bad,” said Larry. “You’re assisting murderers to escape the processes of justice. You were employed to steal a very important clue which the police held, and which might have led to the conviction of the murderer — and that is sufficient offence to bring you under the gravest suspicion.”

She was serious now. “Do you mean that?” she asked.

“I do indeed,” said Larry earnestly. “See here, Fanny, I don’t want you to think I’m kidding you. I’m giving it you as straight as it’s possible for one human being to give a thing to another. You went out to steal the clue which might have led to the arrest of the murderers.”

“What is your name?” she asked.

“I am Inspector Larry Holt,” and she gasped.

“Suffering Moses! Then I am in bad!” she said. “I thought you were abroad. Now, Mr Holt, I’ll tell you. I’ve heard a lot about you, and I’m told that you always play straight with a hook. I knew nothing about this job until yesterday afternoon, and then I had a telephone call asking me to meet Big Jake, or Blind Jake as they call him.”

“Blind Jake?” repeated Larry, to whom the name was new, and then he recalled the blind match-seller on the Embankment who had come to his office — but it could not be he. Diana had said he was a small man.

“Your men know all about him, Mr Holt,” Fanny hesitated. “He’s a wicked man. Now, that sounds funny coming from me; but if you know what I mean, he’s just wicked. I’m scared to death of Blind Jake, and there isn’t a hook in London who isn’t. He’s been inside twice: once for unlawfully wounding and once for being in possession of property. There used to be three of ’em all hooks together, and all blind! We used to call ’em the blind eyes of London, because they could get about quicker than you, and in a fog they’d beat the best detectives that ever lived, because fog never means anything to them. Blind Jake used to be the boss of the three, and then one of ’em disappeared and I heard he was dead. We never heard much about them for twelve months, and then Blind Jake turned up again with yards of money. I believe he is working for a big boss.”

“Well, you met Blind Jake?”

“Yes,” she nodded. “He gave me the plan—”

“Not his own — he couldn’t draw,” interrupted Larry.

“Not him,” said the woman contemptuously. “No, he brought the plan with him. I’ve got it somewhere. Maybe it’s in the bag you’ve taken.”

“Don’t worry about the plan,” said Larry. “I found that in the office.”

“Well, Blind Jake told me how to go about it, said he would give me a coat and a hat that this young lady always wore when she went to the Yard, and I got instructions that I was to say ‘47’ when I went into the room, and run upstairs quick.”

“What were you told to get?”

“A little roll of brown paper,” said the woman. “They told me where it was and almost how it was placed in the tray.” She shrugged her shoulders. “I can’t guess how they knew.”

“I can,” said Larry and turned to the girl. “The little old match-seller recovered his sight! Where can I find Blind Jake?” he asked the woman.

“You won’t find him,” she said, shaking her head. “He never comes out by day — at least, very seldom.”

“What is he like in appearance?”

“Very big and as strong as an ox.”

Diana uttered an exclamation. “Has he a beard?” she asked.

“Yes, miss,” said the woman. “A little greyish kind of beard.”

“It was the man on the stairs,” said Diana, “I am certain of it.”

Larry nodded, “Well,” he said, addressing the woman, “when did you hand over the stuff?”

“About two o’clock this morning. That was the time he said I was to meet him at the lower end of Arundel Street in the Strand, near the Embankment. And a pretty fine temper he was in, too.”

“Do you know where he lives?” asked Larry.

She shook her head, “Years ago they used to live in Todd’s Home,” she said, “That’s an institute in Lissom Lane, Paddington, where they used to look after the blind hawkers. But I don’t think he’s there now.”

Larry took the woman back to the charge room. “You can release her on my recognizance,” he said. “Fanny, you will report to me tomorrow morning at Scotland Yard at ten o’clock.”

“Yes, sir,” said Fanny. “What about my money?”

Larry thought a moment. “You can take that,” he said.

“If anybody tells me,” said Fanny, as she collected and counted her notes with offensive care, “that the police are dishonest, I shall have something to say.”
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“My dear,” said Larry gently, “you really must go home and go to bed.”

Diana shook her head laughingly, “I really am not tired, Mr Holt,” she said. “Won’t you let me go along with you? You know, you promised to keep me on this case.”

“I didn’t promise to keep you up all night,” he said good-humouredly, “and you’re looking a wreck. I don’t think I shall do anything much more this morning — except sleep,” said he, “Now, off you go. There’s a providential taxi crawling this way,” he said, and whistled.

She was feeling desperately tired, and she knew his words were the words of wisdom. But she made one last ineffectual protest. Larry was adamant. The cab drew up and he opened the door for her.

“Sergeant Harvey will go home with you,” he said, and drew Harvey aside. “Go upstairs to Miss Ward’s room, search it thoroughly, and remain on duty on the lower landing until you’re relieved.” He watched the cab out of sight, then turned to the second officer who had accompanied him.

“Now, sergeant,” he said, “I think we will investigate Todd’s Home.”

It was some time before they found another taxi, and Larry had a constitutional objection to walking. Six o’clock was booming out from the church towers when the cab put them down before Todd’s Home. It was a bleak, unlovely house, the windows covered with blue-wash. A long black board, covering the width of the house, was inscribed in faded gold letters: “Todd’s Home for the Indigent Blind.” Larry expected he would have some difficulty in making the inmates hear, but he was mistaken; for, hardly had he knocked when the door was opened by a little man.

“That’s not Toby and not Harry and not Old Joe,” he said loudly. “Who is it?” Larry saw that he was blind.

“I want to see the superintendent,” he said.

“Yes, sir,” said the man in a tone of respect. “Just wait here, will you?” He went down a long passage full of turns and angles, so that he disappeared from sight, and presently they heard him shuffling back in his slippered feet, and behind him walked a tall man wearing a white clerical collar. His eyes were covered with dark blue glasses, and he too felt his way along the passage.

“Won’t you please come in?” he said in an educated voice. He was a man of powerful build, and his cleanshaven face denoted a strength of character out of the ordinary. “I am John Dearborn — the Rev. John Dearborn,” he explained as he led the way. “We have few visitors here, alas! I’m afraid Todd’s Home is not very popular.”

He did not speak resentfully but cheerfully, and as one who had a great spirit. Nor did he make allusion to the early hour they had chosen.

“It is a little farther along, gentlemen,” he said. “I know there are two of you because I can hear your footsteps. Mind the step — this way.” He pushed open a door and they went in. The room was cosily furnished, and the first thing that Larry noticed was the bare condition of the walls; and then he remembered, with a little pang, that the blind have no need for pictures.

A curious little instrument stood by the side of the table, which was the principal article of furniture in the room, and a tiny wheel was spinning as they came in. The superintendent walked unerringly to the machine. There was the snap of a button and the wheel ceased to revolve.

“This is my dictating machine,” he explained, turning to them with a smile. “I am engaged in literary work, and I can dictate to this cylinder, which is then transferred to an operator who types from my voice.” Larry expressed polite interest.

“Now, gentlemen,” said the Rev. John Dearborn as he seated himself, “to what am I indebted for the honour of this visit?”

“I am an officer from Scotland Yard,” said Larry, “and my name is Holt.”

The other inclined his head. “I hope none of my unfortunate men have been getting into trouble?” he asked.

“I don’t exactly know yet,” said Larry. “At present I am searching for a man called Blind Jake.”

“Blind Jake?” repeated the other slowly. “I don’t think we have had such a name in the Home since I have been in charge. I’ve been here for four years,” he explained.

“It used to be run, and very badly run, by a man who got together quite the worst type of blind men in London. You know that the blind are wonderful and heroic, and the majority of them are positively an inspiration to those who have sight. But there are a class of men so afflicted who are the scum of the earth. You have probably heard of the Dark Eyes?”

“Not until this morning,” said Larry, and the other nodded.

“We have got rid of those people, and we have now very respectable old hawkers who come here, where everything is done for them. You would like to see the home?”

“You don’t know Blind Jake?”

“I have never heard of him,” said the Rev. John Dearborn, “but if you will come with me, we will make inquiries.” The Home consisted of four dormitories and a common room; and in this latter, reeking with tobacco smoke, sat the inmates of the Home. Larry looked round and could scarcely repress a shiver.

“Just one moment,” said Mr Dearborn, when he had ushered the two men into the passage. He returned shortly, shaking his head.

“Nobody there knows Blind Jake, though one has heard of him.” They ascended to the first dormitory.

“I don’t suppose you want to see any more,” said Mr Dearborn.

Larry raised his head. “I thought I heard somebody groaning.”

“Yes, yes, a sad case,” said the superintendent. “There are cubicles upstairs for those men who can afford to pay a little more than their fellows. In one of them we have a man who, I fear, is going out of his mind. I have had to report the case to the local authorities.”

“May we go upstairs?” asked Larry.

“With pleasure,” said the Rev. Dearborn, after a moment’s hesitation. “The only thing I am afraid of,” he said as he led the way, “is that the language of this man will distress you.”

In a little cubicle lay a wizened man of sixty, who tossed desperately to and fro in his bed, and all the time he was talking, talking to some invisible person, And Larry, watching him, wondered.

“Brute! Coward!” muttered the man on the bed. “You’ll swing for it, mark my words! You’ll swing for it!”

“It is very terrible,” said the Rev. John Dearborn, turning away and shaking his head. “This way, gentlemen.” But Larry did not move.

“All right, Jake, you’ll suffer too! Mark my words, you’ll suffer! Let them do their dirty work! I didn’t put the paper in his pocket, I tell you.” Larry took a step into the cubicle, and, bending over, shook the man.

“Let go my arm, you’re hurting it,” said the man on the bed, and Larry released his hold.

“Wake up,” he said, “I want to speak to you.” But the man went talking on, and Larry shook him again.

“Leave me alone,” growled the old man. “I don’t want to have any more trouble.”

“What is your name?” asked Larry,

“I don’t want any more trouble,” said the man.

“He’s quite delirious,” said John Dearborn. “He is under the impression that he’s accused of a practical joke on one of his friends downstairs.”

“But he said ‘Jake’,” said Larry.

“There is a Jake below — Jake Horley. Would you like to see him? He’s a little fellow and rather amusing.”

Disappointed, Larry walked down the stairs and took farewell of his conductor.

“I am very glad to have had a visit from the police,” said John Dearborn. “I only wish that we could persuade other people to come to us. You have seen some of our work and some of the difficulties with which we are faced. Before you go,” he added, “perhaps you will tell me why you are seeking Blind Jake? The men will be consumed with curiosity to know the reason for this police visit.”

“That is easy to satisfy,” smiled Larry. “There is a charge against him made by a woman to the effect that she was employed by him to commit a felony.” The police officer who was with him gasped, for it is not the practice of the police to give away their informants.

Larry opened the door himself and paused with his hand upon the handle. “Pardon my asking what may be a very painful question, Mr Dearborn,” he said gently. “Are you afflicted — ?”

“Oh, yes,” said the other cheerfully, “I am quite blind. I wear these glasses from sheer vanity. I think they improve my appearance.” He laughed softly.

“Goodbye,” said Larry, shaking his disengaged hand, and then he pulled the door open and came face to face with Flash Fred.

Flash Fred was dumbfounded, and he walked backwards down the few steps at some peril to himself. Larry surveyed him, his head on one side, like an inquisitive hen.

“Are you following me or am I following you?” he asked gently. “And why this early rising, Fred? Have you been out all night at your — business?”

For once Fred had no words. He had walked all the way from Jermyn Street to Paddington, and had been very careful to see that he had not been followed. At last he found his voice.

“So it was a trap, was it?” he said bitterly. “I might have guessed it. But you’ve got nothing on me, Mr Holt.”

“I have several things on you,” said Larry pleasantly. He had unconsciously closed the door of the Home behind him. “I don’t like your face, I don’t like your jewels, I positively loathe your record. What is the idea, Fred? Have you called to deliver a contribution? Is your conscience pricking you?”

“Stow that stuff, Mr Holt,” growled Fred, and to Larry’s surprise began walking away with him.

“Aren’t you going to the Home?” he asked.

“No, I’m not,” snapped Fred.

They walked on in silence, Fred between the two police officers, and his thoughts were very busy. They had reached the broad thoroughfare of Edgware Road before he had completed his mental exoneration.

“I don’t know what you’ve got me for. You can’t pinch me for ancient ‘istory.” In moments of perturbation Fred suffered certain lapses of style.

“History,” corrected Larry. “For the matter of that, I don’t know why you’re with us. But since you’ve forced yourself upon us, and since there’s nobody to see the disgraceful company I keep, I will endure you.”

Fred stopped short. “Do you mean to tell me that I’m not pinched?” he asked incredulously.

“So far as I am concerned you are not,” said Larry, “unless Sergeant Reed has a private engagement with you.”

“Not me, sir,” smiled Sergeant Reed. “Who told you you were pinched, Fred?”

“Well, that beats it,” said Fred, aghast. “What was the game?”

“Don’t you know somebody at the Home?”

“I don’t know it from a cowshed,” said Fred. “I had to inquire my way of a milkman.”

“You should have asked a policeman,” murmured Larry. “There are plenty about.”

“There are too many about for me,” replied Flash Fred vindictively. “Here, Mr Holt,” he said with sudden seriousness, “you’re a gentleman, and I know you wouldn’t put me wrong.”

Larry passed the compliment without comment. “Well?” he said, and Fred dived into his inner pocket and produced a letter.

“What do you make of this, sir?” he asked.

Larry opened the letter, which was addressed to Fred Grogan, and began: “They are going to arrest you tomorrow. Larry Holt has the warrant for execution. Come to Todd’s Home in Lissom Lane at half-past six in the morning and ask to see ‘Lew’, and he will give you information that will help you to make a getaway. Don’t allow yourself to be shadowed, or tell anybody where you are going.” It was unsigned, and Larry folded the letter and was about to give it to Fred.

“Do you mind if I keep this?” he asked.

“No sir, I don’t mind. But, Mr Holt, will you tell me,” he demanded nervously, “is there any truth in that yarn of my being pinched?”

Larry shook his head. “So far as I know you are not on the list, and certainly I have no warrant for you, Fred,” he said. “In fact, you have such a good record just now that if you ran straight you could pretty well live without fear of the police.”

“Sounds damned uninteresting to me,” said Flash Fred as he slouched off, and Larry let him go.
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No. 280 Coram Street was an apartment house and Mrs Fanny Weldon occupied two rooms, one facing Coram Street and one a side turning. She lived well and she paid well, gave little or no trouble, and the breath of scandal did not touch her name. Not noticeably. She was in truth the star boarder, and her landlady would have gone very far to oblige Fanny, always providing that the fair name of 280 was not assailed.

This woman crook had spent a busy night, yet sleep refused to come to her in the day, and she rose at three in the afternoon and busied herself with those occupations which women of all kinds find interesting. She had a hat to trim, some dainty silk to iron, a little mending and a little darning.

“You were up late last night, Mrs Weldon?” said the landlady, bringing her tea with her own hands.

Fanny nodded. “To be exact, I wasn’t in bed all night,” she said, “I went to a dance. What time is it?”

“Six o’clock. I thought you were sleeping, and as you didn’t ring, I didn’t disturb you.”

“I’m going to bed early tonight,” said Fanny, yawning. “Is there anything fresh?”

“No, my dear,” said the landlady, professionally maternal. “We’ve got a new young gentleman in the opposite room,” she jerked her thumb at the door. “A gentleman from Manchester, and very quiet. Mrs Hooper made some trouble about the dinner.” She retailed grisly gossip of the boardinghouse.

“Send me up something cold on a tray,” said Fanny. “I am going to bed early. I have a very important appointment tomorrow.” She was looking forward to her appointment with Larry Holt in no great spirit of enthusiasm.

It was half-past seven when the woman undressed slowly and went to bed. She was deadly tired, and she fell asleep almost before her head touched the pillow. The dreams of evildoers are no more unsound as a rule than the dreams of the pure and virtuous. But Fanny was overtired and dreamt badly — ghastly dreams of monstrous shapes; of high buildings on the parapet of which she was poised, ready to fall; of men who chased her armed with long bright knives — and she turned and twisted in her bed restlessly. Then she dreamt she had committed a murder: she had murdered Gordon Stuart. She had never heard of Gordon Stuart until Larry had mentioned his name, but she pictured him as a weak youth.

And now the day of doom had come, she dreamt, and they brought her from the cell with her hands strapped behind her, and she paced slowly by the side of a white robed clergyman into a little shed. And then a man, an executioner, had stepped out, and he had the mocking face of Blind Jake. She felt the rope about her neck, and tried to scream, but it was choking her, choking her. She woke up.

Two hands were about her throat, and in the reflected light from a street lamp outside, she looked up into the sightless face of Blind Jake. It was no dream, it was reality! She tried to move, but he held her so that she was powerless. One of his knees pressed on her and he was talking softly, a sibilant whisper, meant only for her ear.

“Fanny, you gave me away,” he whispered, “You gave me away, you devil! Poor old Blind Jake! You tried to put him into jug, you did! I know all about it I’ve got a little pal at Todd’s who told me, And now you’re going out, d’ye hear?” She was choking, choking; she could not articulate, she felt her face going purple and the cruel hands tightening. And then the light switched on, and the “man from Manchester” who had occupied the bedroom on the opposite side of the landing, and who had waited throughout the night listening for the stealthy tread of Blind Jake, knowing that he would come after he had learnt he was betrayed — Larry Holt, a long Browning in his hand, covered the strangler.

“Put up your hands, Jake,” he said, and Blind Jake turned round with a low growl like the snarl of a tiger at bay.
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For a moment they stood thus, neither man moving, then Jake put up his hands slowly, “Got a little gun, have ye?” he growled, “You’re not going to hurt a poor old man, Mr Holt?”

“Come forward steadily,” said Larry, “and don’t try any tricks or you’ll be sorry for yourself.”

“Sorry enough now, Mr Holt,” grumbled the man.

It was wonderful to watch him, He moved as lightly as a girl, and his extraordinary sixth sense enabled him to avoid every obstacle which stood in his way.

Larry was in a dilemma. The man’s advance toward him brought the half fainting woman on the bed in the line of fire, But for that he undoubtedly intended to shoot if the man showed fight, but it was impossible to fire now, even to save his life, without risking the life of Fanny Weldon. And yet it would have been unfair and asking the impossible to expect the man to advance by any other way, the furniture in the room being disposed as it was. But the real danger to Larry he never saw until it was upon him, The big man came forward, his hands in the air, and one of them touched awkwardly the hanging electric light And then before Larry knew or guessed what was happening, the big man’s hand closed round the bulb, there was a deafening explosion as it burst under the pressure, and the room was in darkness.

To fire now would have been madness, and Larry put one foot back and braced himself to meet the shock of the body which he knew was hurtling towards him.

And then he found himself in the hands of Blind Jake, Diana had not exaggerated his strength. It was terrific, and though Larry was a strong man he felt himself going under. What might have been the result of that struggle, Larry Holt has never speculated upon in cold blood. But there came an interruption, the sound of an opening door on the landing above and a man’s voice, and then Blind Jake lifted the detective as though he had been a bundle of rags, and flung him to the other end of the room, where he lay gasping and breathless.

A second later the door had opened and Blind Jake was going down the carpeted stairs faster than any man with eyesight would have dared.

Larry struggled to his feet, took his flash lamp from the floor and found his revolver where it had dropped. He picked it up and, running to the window, flung it open and peered out. But Blind Jake had already gone round the corner.

Somebody brought another globe, and Larry went to look after the girl. She was still unconscious, the purple marks about her throat testifying to the character of Blind Jake’s grip.

“You had better get a doctor,” he said to the landlady, who was the third person in the room, and she looked at him with suspicion and distrust.

“What were you doing in this room?” she asked accusingly. “I am going to send for a policeman.”

“Send for two,” said Larry, “and get a doctor.” Fortunately the police station was near at hand, and the divisional surgeon had been called to examine a doubtful case of drunkenness, and he was on the spot within a few minutes.

By this time the woman had come back to life, but had subsided into a condition of hysteria, painful to witness.

“You had better get her into an infirmary or a hospital, I think, doctor,” said Holt, and the surgeon agreed.

He was looking at the marks about her throat with a puzzled expression.

“No man could have done this,” he said, “he must have used an instrument of some kind.”

Larry laughed. It was a very rueful laugh. “If you think that, doctor,” he said, “you’d better have a look at my throat,” and he showed the red weal where Blind Jake’s thumb and finger had gripped.

“Do you mean to say that he did that to you?” asked the doctor incredulously.

“I do not mean to say very much about it,” said Larry, “because it is not an adventure of which I am inordinately proud, but he picked me up like a tennis ball and chucked me amongst the crockery ware under the window.” The doctor whistled.

By this time the landlady had been assured of Larry’s bona fides and was at once apologetic and tearful at the indignity which had been offered to her house by the presence, even for one night, of a detective officer.

Larry went out into the street to breathe the night air. He was dizzy and shaky and sore. The fact that he, Larry Holt, who had pretensions to winning the middleweight amateur championship, had been treated like a punch-ball did not distress him. What made him grave was the knowledge that there was loose in the world, and in the city of London, a man of the criminal classes more dangerous than a tiger, with the strength of a bear and an intelligence which was little better than a monkey’s.

“And that exhausts the whole Zoological Gardens,” said Larry after he had enumerated the unpleasant qualities of his assailant.

Half an hour afterwards every police station received an allstations message, and the hunt for Big Jake had begun.

Larry reached his flat at three o’clock, and Sunny was dozing peacefully in a chair. He aroused his servant with a gentle tap.

“Sunny,” said he, “I have had the experience of a lifetime.”

“I suppose you have, sir,” said Sunny, blinking himself awake, “Will you have some coffee too, sir?”

Larry was thinking, thinking, thinking, He stood with his hands in his pockets and his legs wide apart, gazing down at the hearthrug, “He took me by the scruff of the neck, Sunny,” he said softly, “and he threw me to the other side of the room.”

“He would, sir,” said Sunny, “What time would you like your tea in the morning?” Weary and sick as he was, Larry had to laugh.

“If were brought home with my neck broken, Sunny,” he demanded irritably, “what would you do?”

“I should stop the morning papers, sir,” said Sunny without hesitation. “I think should be doing right, sir.”

“Haven’t you got a heart?” snarled Larry.

“No, sir,” was the surprising reply. “The doctor says it’s indigestion, sir.”

Larry made a gesture of despair, kicked off his boots, slipped off his coat and vest, followed that with his collar and tie, and loosening his braces, he lay down on the bed and pulled the eiderdown over him. He did this partly because he was very tired and partly because he knew that it would annoy Sunny.
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There was a fashionable wedding on the Monday at St George’s, Hanover Square.

A queue of motorcars and broughams stretched in all directions and lined both sides of the streets and partly filled Hanover Square.

Amongst those present, as they say, was Mr Frederick Grogan. Flash Fred had not been invited; for two reasons, In the first place the friends of bride and bridegroom did not know him, and in the second place he would not have been invited if they had, But a little thing like an invitation did not worry Fred. He knew that when the family of the bride and the bridegroom were meeting for the first time and were regarding one another with mutual suspicion and deprecation, and when all sorts of obscure cousins emerged from the oblivion which happily covered them and were not even recognizable to the principal actors in the great drama, that a face such as his, and a smartly tailored figure such as he possessed, would pass muster and gain for him a prominent seat. So he arrived at St George’s in a glossy silk hat, white kid gloves, and perfectly pressed trousers, and made his way up the aisle, where he was mistaken for the bridegroom.

He had not come because he wished to break into society, but because it was a new fashion for women to wear their precious jewels in the early hours of the morning at such functions as these. He had no particular piece of villainy in view. He was merely surveying the land as a good general might survey a possible battlefield.

Marriages did not interest him, He regarded them as superfluous ceremonies indulged in by the idle rich and the hopeless bourgeoisie. The ceremony, which was long, bored him to extinction, and he heartily regretted having taken so prominent a place and being prevented, in consequence, from stealing gently out, or from watching the people who were in his rear. At last the service ended, the organ pealed a triumphant note, and the bride and bridegroom, looking extremely ashamed of themselves, processed solemnly down the aisle, and Fred fell in, in the ranks of the near and dear, and came out on to the steps.

He was wondering whether it would be politic or advisable to go on to the reception, having discovered where that reception would be held, when somebody touched his arm, and he turned quickly.

“Hallo, Dr Judd!” he said, relieved. “I thought it was that fellow Holt. He follows me about until he’s got on my nerves.”

Dr Judd, a fine figure of a man in his morning dress, was eyeing him sternly.

“You told me you were going to Nice,” he said.

“I missed the train,” replied Fred glibly, “and my pal went on without me. I’m staying over for a few days and then I hope to get away.”

Dr Judd was thoughtful.

“Walk a little way along with me,” he said. “I want to talk to you.” They walked without speaking a word to one another into Hanover Square, and turned towards Bond Street.

“You are getting on my nerves, Mr Grogan,” said Dr Judd. “At least I thought I had the satisfaction of knowing that you were taking abnormal risks on the continent of Europe, Instead I find you living a fashionable life in Jermyn Street.”

“I thought you said you didn’t know I was still here?” asked Fred quickly.

“I said nothing of the sort,” replied the calm doctor. “I merely remarked that I thought you had said you were going to Nice.”

“Oh, you knew I was here, then,” said Fred.

“I had heard you were here,” said Dr Judd. “Now, Mr Grogan, don’t you think you and I should effect some sort of compromise?”

Fred was all ears. “In what way?” he asked cautiously.

“Suppose,” said Dr Judd, “I gave you a lump sum down on condition that you did not bother me again?”

Nothing better suited Fred’s plans. Supposing the sum were a reasonable one, he would be saved the bother and anxiety of a burglary. Or he might even add that relaxation to swell his profits.

“I’m agreeable,” he said, after a reasonable pause, and Dr Judd eyed him seriously.

“You will have to keep faith with me,” he said. “I do not intend parting with £12,000—”

“£12,000!” said Fred quickly. “Yes, that seems a nice tidy sum.”

“I repeat,” said the doctor, “I do not intend parting with that sum unless I have a guarantee that you will not molest me again, Will you dine with me at my house in Chelsea tomorrow night at eight o’clock?”

Fred nodded. “There will be a few people to dinner,” said the doctor, “but nobody who knows you, and I must ask as a personal favour that you will not endeavour to follow up any acquaintance you make tomorrow night.”

“Don’t you think I am too much of a gentleman to do that sort of thing?” asked Fred, virtuously indignant.

“I don’t,” said the doctor shortly, and parted from him at the corner of Bond Street.

Twelve thousand pounds! That was a most admirable arrangement, and Fred, whose funds were getting low, trod on air as he strolled down Old Bond Street toward Piccadilly.

In his exaltation, when his generous soul had swollen, and his whole mental system was experiencing the sensation of largeness, he saw a girl on the opposite side of the road. Hers was not a face to be forgotten. He had seen it once under an electric light between St Martin’s and the Strand, and he increased his pace, crossing the road and following behind her, not, however, without an anxious glance behind him. For once Larry Holt was invisible.

“It could not have happened better,” said Fred, for he was sensible of his fine appearance. He overtook her at the corner of Piccadilly and raised his hat with a smile, and for a moment Diana was under the impression that she knew this stranger and her hand was halfway up when he made the mistake of repeating that fashionable formula: “Haven’t you and I met before somewhere?” She drew her hand back.

“My dear,” said Fred, “you’re the most wonderful thing in the world, and I simply want to know you!” This, too, was part of the formula and had been effective on many occasions.

“Then you had better call on me,” she said, and Flash Fred scarcely believed his good fortune.

She opened the little leather bag she carried and took out a card, scribbling a number.

“A million thanks!” said Fred elegantly as he took the card. “I’ll give you mine in a minute. Now what about a little dinner—” He lifted the card and read: “Miss Diana Ward — a beautiful name,” he said. “Diana! Room 47—” and then his face underwent a change. “Scotland Yard!” he said hollowly.

“Yes, I am with Mr Larry Holt,” she said sweetly, and Fred swallowed something.

“If he ain’t here you’re here, and if you’re not here he’s here,” he said savagely. “Why can’t you leave a gentleman alone?”
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That afternoon Diana made a request of her employer which disappointed him a little.

“Certainly,” he said, “I shan’t want you this evening. Going to a dance, do you say?” She nodded. “That’s fine,” he said heartily. “I hope you enjoy yourself.” It chilled him a little, for he was so completely absorbed by the game that he could not understand that what was fun to him was work to her. She must have read his thoughts, for she said, with a little jerk of her chin which was characteristic of her: “I am merely going on duty, Mr Holt. I should not have thought of going to the dance, but the man who asked me is a young underwriter to whom I was secretary for about six months,” she said.

“You seem to have started work at a very early age,” he smiled. “Did you go to a public school?”

“I went to a council school,” she replied quietly. “My aunt who brought me up was very poor.”

“You didn’t know your father and mother?”

She shook her head. “I hope you’re not going to associate me with the missing Clarissa,” she smiled. “I am afraid my origin is a little less romantic. I am always expecting to find my father figuring in the records of Scotland Yard, if he is alive, for Mrs Ward never spoke of him except in uncomplimentary terms. Yes, I did begin work rather young.”

“You say you are going on duty,” he interrupted her. “What do you mean?” She went to her desk and took up her handbag, opened it and produced a letter.

“It will interest you to know,” she smiled, “that Mr Gray’s wife will be there to chaperon me and joins in the invitation.” It did interest Larry very much indeed. He did not say so because he thought it might be indiscreet, and he was not quite sure of how he would express the pleasure that news brought to him.

“Here is the paragraph that made me decide to go,” said the girl, and read: “We have had a pretty bad time lately. The loss of a ship in the Baltic hit my partner rather hard, and I have had to payout a very considerable sum of money over the death of a man named Stuart.”

“Stuart?” said Larry quickly. “That can’t be our Stuart. By the way, the jury have just returned a verdict of ‘Found drowned’ in that case. We did not care to oppose the verdict, or offer any evidence which might put the murderers on their guard. Stuart, eh?” he nodded to himself several times. “I owe you an apology, Diana,” he said, using her name for the first time. “I thought you were going to frivol, and I was hoping that you were sufficiently interested in this case to give your whole mind to it.” She looked at him with kindling eyes, and her face was flushed pink.

“I am giving all my mind to it,” she said in a low voice. “It is lovely working with you,” and then, to change the subject, she told him of her adventure with Fred.

“Poor old Fred!” chuckled Larry. “You have the satisfaction of knowing that he will avoid you like the plague for the future. What time will you come back?” he asked.

“Why?” She was surprised.

“I was wondering whether you could come here, or whether I’d be waiting on the doormat for you in Charing Cross Road. I want to know what you have discovered.”

She nibbled her finger thoughtfully. “I will come to the Yard,” she said. “I’ll be here soon after eleven.”

She looked with narrowed eyes at the mark on his throat. “Does that feel awfully sore?” she asked sympathetically.

“Not so bad,” said Larry. “Injury to vanity doing very badly. It will take some time before that heals.”

“He must be terribly strong,” she said with a shudder. “I shall never forget that night on the stairs. I suppose there is no news of him?”

“None whatever,” said Larry, “He’s gone to ground.”

“Are you watching the Home?”

“The Home?” he said in surprise. “No, I don’t think that is necessary. The superintendent seems a very decent sort of man. I saw the local police inspector and he told me that every man in the Home is an honest character, and he can vouch for all of them except the fellow they call ‘Lew’. He was the man I saw upstairs who seemed to be half-demented.”

“I want to ask you a favour,” she said. “Will you take me tomorrow to the Home?”

“Ye — es,” he hesitated, “but—”

“But will you?”

“Surely if you wish to go, but I don’t think you’ll find any clue there to bring us nearer to the gentleman who murdered Stuart.”

“I wonder?” she said thoughtfully, She permitted him to lunch with her that day: it was a joyous meal for Larry and he was unusually incoherent. The afternoon was a more serious time for him, for his search for documentary proof that Diana’s theory was correct and that Mrs Stuart had had twin daughters had been unavailing, There was no record of the children’s births, though the files at Somerset House had been diligently examined, “Check Number Two,” said Larry.

“Which will be overcome,” replied the girl, “though it is curious that a woman of Mrs Stuart’s position should have neglected to register her children.” She said this and smiled, and Larry asked her why, “Mrs Ward had views on that subject, My aunt, whose name I bear,” she said. “She hated vaccination, registration, and education!”

“What happened to your aunt? Did she die?” asked Larry.

The girl was silent. “No — she didn’t die.”

She said this so strangely that Larry looked at her and the girl went crimson.

“I oughtn’t to talk about her if I’m not prepared to go on,” she said quietly. “I come from a very bad stock, Mr Holt. My aunt stole from her employer, and I rather think she made a practice of doing so. At any rate, when I was twelve, she went away for quite a long time and I never saw her again.”

Larry crossed the room and laid his hand on the girl’s shoulder.

“My dear,” he said, “you have succeeded in shaking loose and establishing yourself in a truly marvellous way. I am very proud of you.”

When she looked up her eyes were filled with tears. “I think she drank: I’m not quite sure. She was very good to me when I needed her most,” she said. “I would like to know what has happened to her, but I simply dare not ask.”

“She went to prison?”

The girl shook her head. “I think it was an inebriates’ home,” she said. “Now, what are you doing this afternoon?” she demanded briskly, and Larry laid down his programme, dictated a letter or two and went out leaving her to finish them.

With every step he took, the Stuart mystery grew more and more of a tangle. Dead ends and culs-de-sac met him at every turn, and even the fact that Stuart had been murdered was no fact, but a theory based upon the eccentricity of the tide which had left his body on the steps of the Embankment, and a piece of paper, now stolen, embossed with Braille characters.

He stopped in his walk when he was halfway up Northumberland Avenue, and took out his pocketbook.

“Murdered…dear…sea..,” he read, and shook his head.

“Why the ‘dear?’” he wondered. The man who attempted to betray the murderers would not go to the trouble of writing ‘dear sir’, and, anyway, it occurred in the wrong place. For the girl had pointed out the characters at the end of the second line.

“Dear, dear, dear,” he repeated as he strolled along, and then, for no reason at all, a name came into his mind. Dearborn! He laughed quietly. That good soul of a clergyman, labouring amongst the men who lived in everlasting darkness! He shook his head again. It is a fact which all people can verify that if you see an unusual name for the first time you meet with it again in the course of twentyfour hours.

His walk carried him beyond Shaftesbury Avenue, and in passing a theatre the name caught his eye. He checked himself and stooped down to read the playbill of a theatre.

“John Dearborn,” he read. Dearborn was apparently the author of the play which was being performed here. What was the theatre? He stepped back in the roadway and looked up at the name in coloured glass on the edge of the awning. The Macready! It was from the Macready Theatre that Gordon Stuart disappeared!

Without hesitation he walked into the vestibule to the booking-office and his quick eyes fell upon the plan which the office keeper had before him. There were precious few blue marks, indicating that seats had been taken.

“Can you tell me where I can find Mr John Dearborn?” he asked.

The office keeper looked at him with an air of pained resignation. “You’re not a friend of the management’s, are you?”

“No,” admitted Larry, “I am not.”

“You’re not a friend of Mr Dearborn’s, by any chance, are you?” asked the clerk carelessly, and Larry shook his head. “Well,” said the man, “I’ll speak my mind. I didn’t want to hurt your feelings. I don’t know where to find Mr Dearborn, and I wish the management didn’t know where to find him either! I’m leaving this week,” he said, “so it doesn’t matter very much what I say. He’s about the rottenest playwright that the world has ever seen. I’m not choking you off buying a seat, am I?” he asked good-humouredly.

“No, no,” said Larry with a smile.

“Well, I won’t persuade you to buy one,” said the box-office keeper. “I haven’t any grudge against you, anyway! We had six people in at the Saturday matinee, and we look like having three tonight. The only people who take any interest in this play are the Commissioners in Lunacy, who come along and watch the audience, and whenever a lunatic breaks out of Hanwell they send the keepers here to search the house.”

“You haven’t answered my question. Do you know where I can find the author of this unfortunate play?”

The clerk shrugged his shoulders. “He runs a mission for something or other in the West End. Poor chap, he’s blind and maybe I oughtn’t to slate him. But he writes rotten plays.”

“Is he continuously writing plays?” asked Larry in surprise.

“Continuously,” said the other glumly. “I think he writes them in his sleep.”

“And they’re all produced?” The man nodded.

“And they’re all failures?” Again the man nodded.

“But why? Surely the management would not produce successive failures from the same pen?”

“They do,” said the clerk in despair, “and that is why the Macready is a byword?”

“How long has John Dearborn been writing?” asked Larry.

“Oh, about ten years. Mind you, it’s not bad stuff in parts. It’s more mad than bad.”

“Does he ever come here?”

“Never,” said the man, shaking his head. “I don’t know why, but he doesn’t, not even to rehearsals.”

“One more question. To whom does the theatre belong?”

“To a syndicate,” said the clerk, who was now growing restive under the questions. “May I ask why you’re making all these inquiries?”

“I’m just asking,” said Larry with a smile, and seeing that no more information could be got, he went out.

It was rather an amazing situation, he thought. But to connect that one word ‘dear’ with the author of bad plays, or give to Mr Dearborn, an obvious philanthropist, any evil significance, was absurd. He was outside the theatre when he suddenly remembered and went back.

“As a great personal favour,” he said, “could I see the house?” The clerk demurred at first, but eventually summoned an attendant.

“You’ll find it pretty dark,” he said. “The house lights are not on.” Larry followed the attendant into the dress-circle and surveyed the little theatre.

It was in gloom. The curtain was down, and the seats were sheeted in holland.

“Which is Box A?” asked Larry, for that was what he came to see.

The man led him along a passage through a heavy curtain and down a narrower passage which ran at the back of the boxes, and at the end he stopped and opened a door on his right. Larry stepped in. The box was in darkness, and he lit a match.

There was nothing peculiar about Box A, except that the carpet on the floor was thick and rich and the three chairs which formed its furniture were beautifully designed.

“Are all the boxes furnished like this?” asked Larry.

“No, sir,” said the man, “only Box A.”

Larry came out and examined the passage. Opposite the door of Box A, a thick red curtain was draped on the wall. He drew it aside and found an iron door on which in red letters were the words, “Exit in case of fire”.

“Where does this lead to?” he asked.

“To a side street, sir,” said the man. “To Cowley Street. It is not really a street, but a passage which is the property of this theatre and is blocked up at one end.” Larry tipped the man and went out. He was nearer to the solution of Gordon Stuart’s disappearance and murder at that moment than he had ever been before. And he knew it.

He was in his office at half-past ten that night, waiting impatiently for the arrival of the girl, and endeavouring by self-analysis to discover whether his eagerness to see her was due to his professional zeal or to his personal interest in the girl herself.

She came at ten minutes to eleven, and he, who had never seen her before save in her working dress, was stricken dumb at the sight of this radiant beauty. He could not know that the black tulle dress she wore cost her something less than £5, or that the bandeau of black leaves about her golden hair cost something short of ten shillings. To him she was magnificently arrayed, and a creature so divine and ethereal that he hardly dared speak to her.

“Come in,” he said; “you’re making the furniture look shabby.” She laughed, dropped her cloak on her chair, and Larry forgot the official and important side of her visit and would have continued in oblivion if she had not brought him to earth with a triumphant: “I’ve got it!”

“Got it?” he stammered. “Oh, yes, you saw your underwriting friend.”

She opened a little satin bag and took out a piece of paper. “I’ve made some notes,” she said. “My friend was very hard hit by Stuart’s death, and it is this Stuart.”

Larry whistled. “How did it happen?” he asked.

“My friend is an underwriter. He’s in the insurance business,” she explained. “When a man has his life insured for a very large sum, as you probably know, the company that issues the policy does not retain all the risk. It sends round to other offices and to various underwriters offering each underwriter some of the responsibility. It appears that my friend, the underwriter, underwrote three thousand pounds’ worth of the reinsurance.”

“Three thousand pounds’ worth?” said Larry in astonishment. “Then, in the name of Heaven, for how much was Stuart insured?”

“I asked that,” she nodded and lifted her paper. “On the policy which was endorsed by Mr Gray the sum of £50,000 was mentioned, but Mr Gray says that there was another policy for a similar amount.”

Larry sat down, his eyes gleaming. “So that was the business end of Stuart’s death, was it? Insured for £100,000! Did your friend pay?”

“Naturally he paid,” said the girl, “the moment the company which had accepted the insurance had sent in its claim. He had nothing else to do but to find the money.”

“What is the name of the company?” She paused and looked at him.

“The Greenwich Insurance Company,” she replied slowly, and he jumped to his feet.

“Dr Judd,” he said softly.
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He escorted the girl downstairs, and they stood talking in the hall. There was a car at the door, a luxury which she easily explained. She was using the Gray’s car, which was to go back and pick up the underwriter and his wife at two o’clock.

“I hate declining your invitation,” said Larry, “but I am hanging on to the end of a wire. I sent Harvey on a tour of investigation today, and he promised to ‘phone me round about midnight.” She was looking at him in some concern.

“Aren’t you rather overdoing it?” she said. “You don’t get any sleep?”

He laughed.

“I am one of those fortunate people who can do without sleep,” he said boastfully, and then an official came out of one of the ground-floor rooms.

“There is a call through for you, sir,” he said.

“Come along,” said Larry, “I may get this business off and then I shall be able to revel in that millionaire feeling.” He went back to his room and the girl followed. It was not Sergeant Harvey who had called him, but the inspector in charge of the Oxford Lane police station.

“Is that Inspector Holt?” he asked.

“That’s me,” said Larry ungrammatically.

“You circulated a description of a sleeve-link of black enamel and diamonds.”

“Yes,” said Larry quickly.

“Well,” said the man, “Mr Emden, of Emden and Smith, pawnbrokers, brought a pair of links exactly tallying with the description published in the Hue and Cry.”

“Have you got them there?” asked Larry eagerly.

“No, sir,” said the inspector. “But Mr Emden is here, if you would like to interview him. He can get the links in the morning. He happened to be reading the Hue and Cry tonight after dinner and he came upon the description, and immediately walked over to the station. He lives close by.”

“I’ll come down,” said Larry.

“What is it?” asked the girl. “Have they found the links?” Larry shook his head.

“They’ve found a pair of links exactly like the one which was found in Gordon Stuart’s hand,” he said, a little puzzled. “I can’t understand that. If it had been half a link, or a link and a half, that would have been clearly a clue.” He looked dubiously at the switchboard and the operator.

“If Sergeant Harvey comes through,” he said, “tell him to ring me again, or if he is in reach of the office to come back and wait for me. I am going to the Oxford Lane police station. Incidentally,” he said to the girl as they came out, “I will accept a lift in your palatial conveyance.” He dropped her at her flat. There was a lounger outside who saluted Larry.

“You are not putting a guard on me?” said the girl in surprise. “I think that’s unnecessary, Mr Holt.”

“My own experience tells me that it is very necessary,” said Larry grimly, “The gentleman who tossed me about as though I were a feather is not wanting in courage. There is no other way into the house except by this front door, is there?” he asked the detective on duty.

“No, sir, I have had a good look round, and I’ve also been into the lady’s rooms.”

She gasped, “How?” she asked.

“I had a duplicate key made from yours,” said Larry. “I hope you don’t mind. And talking of keys,” he added, “the appearance of Blind Jake in Fanny Weldon’s room is now no mystery at all. She had given him a key of the house in case she missed him with the swag on Saturday night. He was to come up and take it from her. She was in such terror of him that she did not dare refuse the key, but she must have forgotten she had loaned it, for she would never have slept.” He said good night to her and went on to Oxford Lane, on foot.

Mr Emden proved to be a mild little man in pince-nez.

“I happened to be running through the list of properties stolen,” he said, “and I came upon this description of yours, Mr Holt.” He showed a fold of the paper on which a drawing of the link, whose fellow was sought, appeared.

“You say you have a pair?”

“Yes, sir,” said the man. “It was pledged with me this morning. As a matter of fact, it happened to be me who took the pledge. I don’t as a rule work behind the counter, but one of my clerks had gone on a message, and when the man came in I took the links and gave the pledger £4 for them.”

“They are not of a usual pattern, are they?” asked Larry, and Mr Emden shook his head.

“They are very unusual,” he said. “I don’t remember having seen a pair exactly like those before. I think they must be of a French make. They were slightly damaged. Three of the diamonds on the rim were missing or I should have given him a great deal more.”

“Do you know the man who pledged them?”

“No, sir. He was a smart-looking fellow who told me he’d got tired of them. My impression was—” He hesitated.

“Well?” said Larry.

“Well, I thought, in spite of his good appearance, that he looked like one of these smart thieves that abound in the West End, and I had an idea that he was pledging them, not so much because he wanted the money, but because he wanted to put them in a safe place. A thief will often do that and take the chance of the pawnbroker discovering that the property is missing or wanted by the police.”

Larry nodded. “Smartly dressed,” he said thoughtfully, and then quickly: “Did he wear any diamonds?”

“Yes, sir,” said the pawnbroker, “that is why I thought he was planting the stuff. Four pounds isn’t much to advance on property of that value, but he didn’t make any fuss.”

“What name?” asked Larry.

“He gave the name of Mr Frederick, and I think an accommodation address.”

“Flash Fred!” said Larry. “Is Jermyn Street in your district?” he asked the inspector.

“Yes, sir,” said the officer.

“Send a couple of men out and pull in Flash Fred. Bring him here first, and afterwards, if it is necessary, I’ll take him to Cannon Row.”

“Is it an arrest?” asked the inspector.

“A detention merely. He may be able to explain, but I think he’ll have to be clever if he gets out of this. Now, Mr Emden,” he said, turning to the pawnbroker, “I’m afraid I can’t wait until the morning and I must ask you to accompany me to your shop and let me have the actual links.”

“With pleasure, sir,” said the pawnbroker. “I expected something like that and I brought my keys over. My shop is only about five minutes’ walk away.” Accompanied by a plainclothes officer they went to the shop and Mr Emden fitted the key in the side door, but as he pressed the key into the keyhole the door gave.

“Why, the door’s open,” he said in surprise, and went quickly down the side passage. He tried another door, but there was no need even to go through the formality of putting a key in the lock. The door was ajar and Larry’s pocket lamp revealed the mark of the jemmy that had opened it. The pawnbroker hurried into his main premises and switched on the light.

A book lay on the counter, open at the page of that day’s transactions.

“Where did you put these links?” asked Larry quickly.

“In the safe, in my private office,” said the man. “Look,” he turned to the book, “there is the number.”

“Also the word ‘safe’,” said Larry, “and somehow I don’t think you’ll see your safe intact.” And his words proved prophetic. The big “burglar proof” safe presented a somewhat untidy appearance, for a hole had been burnt in the steel and the lock had disappeared. Articles of value there were none. Every package had been cleared out.

“I think they have got those links,” said Larry grimly.
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After the discovery in the pawnbroker’s shop Larry went back to the police station to make yet another discovery. Flash Fred was not in his lodgings.

“I wish you would come down and see his flat, sir,” said the officer who had gone to make the arrest. “I think that something queer has happened.”

“If there has been anything in this case which has not been queer,” said Larry with asperity, “I should like to hear about it!”

Flash Fred lived in Modley House, Jermyn Street, a block of service fiats, and the porter had a strange story to tell.

“Mr Grogan came in at about eleven o’clock tonight,” he said, “and went up to his flat. I took him a syphon of soda he ordered, and said good night to him. Afterwards I went round seeing that the service doors were shut and that the lights had been out in the kitchen, then came to my cubbyhole to have my supper and read the evening newspaper.” The “cubbyhole” was a space under the stairway which had been converted into a little office where the tenants left their keys.

“At about half-past twelve I thought I heard a sound like a shot and a man’s voice shout something and I came out into the passage and listened. There was still a sort of disturbance going on, so I went up to the second floor where the sound came from and listened again. There was a light in Mr Grogan’s flat. I could see that through the transom. It was the only light visible. I knocked at the door and after a while Mr Grogan came to the door, and I tell you he was a most terrifying sight. He had a big knife in his hand and his clothes were smothered with blood.

“‘Oh, It’s you, is it?’” he said. ‘Come in.’

“I went into the sittingroom and a pretty sight it was! Chairs thrown over, the table upside down, and glasses and bottles scattered over the floor. Outside Mr Grogan’s window are the stairs of the fire-escape, and the window was open.

“‘What’s wrong, sir?’” I asked.

“‘Nothing particular,’” he said, “‘only a burglar broke in. That’s all. Give me a whisky-and-soda.’”

“He was trembling from head to foot and was very excited. He kept muttering to himself, but I didn’t hear what he said. When I came back with the whisky-and-soda he had cleaned the knife and was more calm. I found him standing at the open window, looking down into the yard, where the fire-escape leads, and then I noticed that one of the pictures hanging on the wall was smashed by a bullet. I knew it was a bullet because I was in the Metropolitan Police for some years, and I’ve seen a similar mark. I told him there would be serious trouble over this disturbance because the other tenants would complain, but he asked me not to worry about that, and gave me £50 to pay his rent and any expenses that we had been put to, and asked me to keep his flat until he returned. He said he was going abroad.”

“What happened then?” asked Larry when the man paused.

“Well, sir, he came out with a bag, got into a cab and drove off, and that’s the last I saw of him.”

Larry made an examination of the room and he found that the porter’s description had been a faithful one. The room was illuminated by a cluster of three lights hanging from the ceiling and covered by a shade. One of the globes was smashed, and Larry drew the attention of the porter to this.

“Yes, sir, these lights work on two circuits: one switch turns on one and the other switch turns on two. As a rule Mr Grogan only has the single light on.” Larry nodded.

“I pretty well know what happened,” he said.

He could picture the scene in the room: the intruder coming through the window, Flash Fred covering him with his revolver, and the big man advancing with upraised hands until he could reach the globe and crush it in his powerful paw. And then Fred had fired and the man was on him, but Fred was too slippery. Fred had been cleverer than he. These continental crooks who take enormous risks do not depend so much upon their guns as upon their knives, and to Blind Jake’s surprise — for Blind Jake it must have been — Grogan had met the onrush and the suffocating hug of this animal-man with a steel blade, and, releasing his hold, Blind Jake must have made his escape through the open window. But where was Fred? In that moment Larry felt an unexpected wave of sympathy for the crook. He too, then, had stumbled by accident or design upon the murderer of Gordon Stuart.

What was that clue? He must find Flash Fred, and find him at once, for this thief might have in his hands a solution to the mystery.

He went home, ‘phoned to headquarters, and discovered that Harvey had made a negative report, took a bath and went to bed. He slept for four hours; and then by his instructions Sunny, who seemed equally able to dispense with the recuperation of sleep, brought him his tea and toast.

“What time is it?” asked Larry, blinking himself awake.

“Nine o’clock, sir,” said Sunny. “The postman has come and the papers have been.”

“Bring me my letters,” said Larry, jumping out of bed.

He looked them through as he sipped his tea.

One had come, evidently delivered by hand, for there was no stamp upon the envelope.

“When did this arrive?” he asked the valet when Sunny returned to the room.

“It was in the box when I got up, sir,” said Sunny. “I think it must have come by hand.”

“You’re a fool, Sunny,” snapped Larry. “Of course it came by hand.”

“I’m glad you agree with me, sir,” said the imperturbable Sunny.

Larry ripped open the envelope and took out a sheet of paper. It began without any polite preliminary: “You had better interest yourself in another case, Mr Holt. You will get into serious trouble if you do not heed this warning.”

“Oh, yes,” said Larry, and rang the bell.

“Sunny,” he said, “bring me my coat and the papers that are in the inside pocket.” Larry searched for and found the letter which Flash Fred had received inviting him to call at Todd’s Home at six o’clock in the morning and to avoid attracting attention.

He put the letter of warning by its side and compared them, They were in the same handwriting!
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“Diana Ward, I’m a greatly rattled man,” said Larry.

The girl stopped working, her fingers poised above the keys of her typewriter; then she swung round in her chair.

“The case is growing a little clearer to me,” she said quietly.

“I wish to heaven it would grow clearer to me,” grumbled Larry. “Here is the situation, Let me recapitulate.” He ticked off the points on the fingers of one hand as he leant back in his chair. “A rich Canadian, who comes to London apparently to visit the grave of his deserted wife and child, is murdered after seeing a play at the Macready Theatre. The author of that play is John Dearborn, who admittedly writes the worst trash that has ever been seen on the stage. But that doesn’t make him a murderer. And, moreover, he is a respectable clergyman engaged in a great humanitarian work amongst the blind. The murdered Stuart leaves, written on the inside of his shirt-front, a will leaving the whole of his property to a daughter, who apparently has no existence, so far as we can discover. Certain clues are found, one a piece of Braille writing, another a black enamel and diamond sleeve-link which is found in the dead man’s hand. The Braille writing is stolen from Scotland Yard; the sleeve-links, when they fall into the possession of Flash Fred and are pawned by him for security, are regarded by some person or persons unknown as being of such importance that a burglary is committed at the pawnbroker’s shop in which they are pledged, with no other object, I should imagine, than to recover those links. Moreover, the agent of the enemy proceeds first to attempt your abduction, then the murder of Fanny Weldon, who committed the burglary at Scotland Yard, which is understandable, and then the destruction of Flash Fred, which is also within my understanding. As a matter of fact, the only inexplicable point in the whole case,” he said with a smile, “is their attempt to strafe you.”

She nodded. “That is a mystery to me too,” she confessed.

“We have now discovered,” said Larry, ticking off the point on another finger, “that Stuart was heavily insured, at the office of Dr Judd, of the Greenwich Insurance Company. Dr Judd makes no secret of the fact that this insurance was effected.”

“Have you seen Dr Judd?” she asked in surprise.

“I have telephoned to him,” he said, “and I am seeing him this morning. Perhaps you will come along with me — we can postpone our visit to the Home until this afternoon.” He saw her face brighten up. “You like to be in this game, don’t you?” he bantered her.

“I think it’s wonderfully fascinating,” she replied, “and I like to be close to things. I had a feeling yesterday that you thought I wasn’t keen.”

Larry blushed guiltily. “It was only for a second,” he admitted, “and it was very unworthy, and after all, why should you elect to work all the hours that Heaven sends?”

“Because I want to see the murderer of Gordon Stuart brought to justice,” she answered steadily, and Larry experienced a little thrill.

Dr Judd expected one visitor, and was to all appearances surprised agreeably when Larry’s companion came into the big managing director’s office on Bloomsbury Pavement.

“This is Dr Judd. My secretary, Miss Ward,” introduced Larry. “Miss Ward has a very excellent memory, and it may be necessary for me to have a shorthand note of our talk.”

“I should prefer that,” said Dr Judd. Yet he seemed ill at ease at the presence of the girl. If Larry noticed this fact, it did not alter his plans.

“I am glad you have come,” said Dr Judd slowly. “I wanted to talk to you about the man with whom you saw me the first time we met. I am afraid that you received an altogether wrong impression, though as to this I cannot blame you, for the man is a disreputable scoundrel. Have you seen him lately?”

“I have neither seen nor heard of him for weeks,” said Larry untruthfully, and the girl found that she had to exercise ail her self-control to prevent her looking up in surprise.

“Well,” said the doctor, “we can talk about that at some other time. Do you mind my smoking, Miss Ward?” She shook her head with a smile. “I am an inveterate smoker of cigarettes,” said the doctor. “I have smoked a hundred a day for twentyfive years, and my robust health gives the lie to all the anti-tobacconists!” He laughed, and he had a very hearty and pleasant laugh. It was a gurgle of genuine merriment, which was so infectious that Diana found herself smiling in sympathy. The doctor lit a cigarette, then took a folder from his desk and opened it.

“Here are the policies,” he said. “You will notice that they are made payable to a nominee who shall be afterwards named. That authorization came to us on the day of Stuart’s death. I will show it to you presently. The matter was not brought to my attention until yesterday morning, when my clerk reminded me that we had issued these policies. Simultaneously we received a demand for the money, accompanied by a certificate of death — or rather, a copy of the certificate issued by the coroner.”

“Which can be obtained for about five shillings,” said Larry, and Dr Judd inclined his head.

“It was sufficient,” he said quietly, “and at any rate, when the legatees called, there was no reason in the world why I should not pay the money, and that payment was made.”

“How was it paid? By cash or cheque?”

“By open cheque, at the lady’s request.”

“At the lady’s?” said Larry and Diana together, for she had been surprised into this ejaculation.

Dr Judd looked at her with a little smile and rubbed his hands gleefully.

“I like a secretary who takes a keen interest in affairs,” he chuckled.

“But who was the lady?” asked Larry.

The doctor took two slips of paper from the folder and laid one before the detective.

“Here is the receipt,” he said. “You see it is for one hundred thousand pounds.” Larry took up the paper and examined it. It was signed “Clarissa Stuart”!
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Larry could not believe his eyes. He handed the slip to the girl, but she had already seen the signature over his shoulder.

“Clarissa Stuart?” he said slowly. “Do you know her?”

“Never heard of her before,” said the doctor cheerfully. “But she was the person nominated to receive the proceeds of the policy.”

“What is she like?” asked Larry after a pause.

Dr Judd was lighting a fresh cigarette from the glowing end of another, and he threw the butt into the fireplace before he replied.

“Young, pretty, fashionably dressed,” he said briefly.

“Did she seem distressed at all?”

“Not at all,” said the doctor. “On the contrary, she was rather amusing,”

They looked at one another, Diana Ward and Larry Holt, and there was blank astonishment in each pair of eyes, “Did this lady give any address?”

“No, it was not necessary,” said the doctor. “I told you I gave her an open cheque, Well, she seemed a little perturbed at first. She did not want a cheque; so I sent my clerk to the bank to draw the money, and when he brought it back I delivered it to her.”

“So it was in cash?” said Larry.

“Literally it was in cash I paid her,” said Dr Judd.

“You have never seen her before?” persisted Larry,

Dr Judd shook his head, “She came from nowhere so far as I am concerned,” he said. “She was undoubtedly the daughter of Mr Stuart, or at least, she told me so, and I have no reason to disbelieve her word.”

Larry and the girl were out in the street again before he spoke to the girl.

“It is amazing,” he said. His cab was waiting and he ushered the girl in. “304 Nottingham Place,” he said.

“Where are we going?” asked the girl in surprise.

“We’re going to the lodgings that Stuart had,” replied Larry. “I left the investigation at that point to Sergeant Harvey, and he is a particularly thorough man, but may have missed something. Surely, if Gordon Stuart learnt on the day of his death that he had another daughter, he must have had some visitor?”

“Do you think the girl saw him?” asked Diana quickly. “Clarissa, I mean.”

“It is possible,” replied Larry, “but that is to be discovered.”

No. 304 Nottingham Place was a big and sedate-looking mansion, of the type which is patronized by American visitors of the better class, and Larry and his companion were shown into a comfortable drawingroom. A few minutes after, a little lady with white hair came in. “Mrs Portland, isn’t it?” said Larry. “My name is Holt. I am from Scotland Yard.”

A look of dismay came to the lady’s face.

“Oh dear,” she said, evidently distressed. “I did hope that the police had finished with me. It gets this house such a bad name, and I’ve already suffered in consequence. The poor gentleman committed suicide, didn’t he? Why he should I don’t know,” she said, shaking her head. “I have never seen him so cheerful as he was the night just before he went to the theatre. As a rule he was so glum and sad that it depressed me to see him.”

“Cheerful before he went to the Theatre?” said Larry quickly. “Unusually so?” She nodded.

“Had he any visitors in the afternoon?”

“None, sir,” replied the lady, and Larry’s face dropped, “None at all. I told your detective officer who called that he never received visitors. He had been out in the afternoon, and I must confess that he came back a little before we expected him. We had a charwoman in, and she was making his room tidy, and the first I knew about his room was when I passed his door and I heard him having a long conversation with somebody. It was so unusual that I spoke to my head waitress about it.”

“Who was the somebody?” asked Larry, and the landlady smiled.

“It was the charwoman,” she said. “A woman I used to get in to do odd jobs. I thought it was extraordinary, because he never spoke to anybody.”

“How long was the woman with him?” asked Larry.

“Nearly an hour,” was the surprising reply.

“An hour?” said Larry. “He was talking with a charwoman for an hour? What did he talk about?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. I remember it well, because the charwoman left without drawing her wages. In fact, she must have gone straight out after leaving Mr Stuart’s room — and she never came back.”

Larry frowned. “That is important,” he said. “Did you tell Sergeant Harvey?”

“No, sir,” said the lady in surprise. “I didn’t think it was worth while reporting a little domestic incident like that. He asked me if Mr Stuart had had any visitors, and I replied truthfully that he had not.”

“What was the woman’s name?”

“I don’t know,” said the landlady. “We used to call her Emma. I am surprised she didn’t come back, because she left her wedding ring here. She used to take it off before she started scrubbing. It is a peculiar ring for a woman of her position — half platinum and half gold, and — Catch that young lady, sir,” she said suddenly.

Larry turned quickly and caught the girl as she fainted.
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He carried her to a sofa and laid her down, and presently she opened her eyes.

“I am an awful idiot,” she said trying to rise, but he laid his hand on her shoulder.

“You must lie there a little while. What is the trouble?”

“The room is a little close, I think,” she said.

The room was stuffy: Larry had noticed it when he came in, and as the landlady pulled up the window, she apologized.

“I’m always telling the servants to keep this room aired, and they never do,” she said. “It’s like a furnace. I am very sorry.”

Larry had seen many fainting women, but never before had such a phenomenon occasioned him so much alarm.

“I don’t remember doing such a stupid thing before,” said the girl at last sitting up.

“You had better go home,” said Larry solemnly.

She was still very white, but the cup of tea which the landlady brought in revived her.

“I’m not going home,” she said firmly. “I am going with you to Todd’s. You promised me I should, and as soon as I get into the air I shall be all right. If you were to take me a drive around Regent’s Park — it’s quite near — I should be as well as ever.” They made the slow round of the outer circle and the colour came back to her face.

“Was it this morning you told me I was overdoing it?” smiled Larry. “My young friend, you are in danger of a breakdown.”

She shook her head. “I shall be very hurt if you insist upon that. I am not so stupid that I would go on if I wasn’t fit,” she said. “That undignified collapse into your arms will not occur again. Besides,” she said mischievously, “if I am liable to having a fit on the mat, don’t you think it would be better if you were with me than if I were by myself in my room?”

“There’s something in that,” said Larry. “But I’m not so sure that visiting Todd’s is the best way of spending an afternoon. It’s very smelly and the sights are not quite pleasant.”

“They will not worry me,” she answered quietly. “Please, please let me go!” He reached over and took her hand and she did not resist this attention.

“You can go just where you like, Diana,” he said, “and — and — as far as you like!” By now his own flustered feelings had calmed, and he remembered that he had not asked to see the novel wedding ring of Emma, the charwoman. Nor had he made the inquiries which he would have made but for the dramatic interruption of Diana’s collapse.

He drove the girl back to Piccadilly, and they lunched together, and then they went on to Scotland Yard. In the restaurant he had telephoned to Harvey, and Harvey had renewed the distress of Mrs Portland by another visit. He was waiting for Larry at the Yard in Room 47 when they returned.

“I’ve traced Emma,” he said, and his tone was so serious that Larry knew that he was not wrong in giving importance to the interview which the charwoman had with Stuart. “She lives, or lived, in Camden Town,” said Harvey. “She lodges with an Army pensioner and his wife.”

“Well, have you seen her?”

“No, sir, I haven’t seen her. She’s no longer there,” said Harvey. “She has not been home since the night following the Stuart murder.”

“That is the real end and the real clue of this crime,” he said. “Emma the charwoman is going to supply us with a considerable amount of information. Did she take away her things from her lodgings?” he asked.

“No, sir,” replied Harvey. “That is the curious circumstance. The woman neither told her friends that she was leaving, nor did she take any of her clothing or her belongings with her.”

“Put her on the list,” said Larry, “and warn all stations. No news of Blind Jake?”

“No, sir.”

“Nor Fred?”

“No, sir.”

“To the already overburdened vigilance of the Metropolitan Constabulary — poor chaps!—” said Larry with a smile, “we will add the name of Miss Clarissa Stuart. Young, pretty, and smartly dressed, probably staying in a good-class hotel. Put a comb through those places where a woman of wealth is likely to be, and report.”

Harvey lifted his hat and went out, and Larry walked slowly to his desk and stood for a while looking down at it disapprovingly.

“I don’t know why I am given a table in this office,” he said. “I never sit at it.” Nevertheless he dropped down in his chair and glanced across at the girl. “Well, Miss Ward,” he said, “you have a further mystery to add to the others. Emma has disappeared as unexpectedly as Flash Fred or as Stuart, and the man who persuaded Emma to go was the man who nearly persuaded Mrs Weldon to depart this life.”

“Blind Jake?” she asked.

“That is the lad,” he replied. “A terrible figure, I can’t think of him without a shudder.”

“What a confession for a detective to make!” she scoffed, “Of course you can think of him — he’s human!”

“And a very sore human, too,” smiled Larry, “For Flash Fred was fairly useful with a knife in the days when I was trailing him for carving up Leroux, a rival of his.”

“Do you think they have caught him?” she asked.

He shook his head. “No, Fred has gone to earth. He’s gone because he’s afraid they’ll catch him.”

“Then he is not in with them?”

“Fred?” He laughed. “Not Fred, Fred’s a lone wolf and plays a lone hand. He preys upon the virtuous and the wicked alike. One of his many boasts is that he has never been a member of a gang, and I dare say that is why he has so far escaped, or partially escaped, the consequence of his rascality, He is in London,” he mused, “and I have an idea we shall see him again very soon.” How soon he could not guess.

He worked for an hour, and seemed oblivious both to Diana’s presence and the looks she shot across at him — glances which were intended to remind him that he was taking her to Todd’s. He covered sheet after sheet of paper, for it was his practice to write down his cases in narrative form, dovetailing the cause to the effect, They were curious looking documents, these ‘statements’ of his, abounding in marginal notes and interlinear corrections. Presently he finished writing, dropping the last sheet and slipping the paper into a drawer. Then he got up and stretched himself. He walked to the window and looked out. It was late afternoon and he could glimpse a wonderful picture of the Thames Embankment, a vista of blue bridges spanning a leaden stream, of dim spires looming through the eastern haze, of a long line of green where the trees shaded the broad sidewalk, of chocolate-coloured tramcars that flashed to and fro — a fragment of London, recognizable even to those who had never seen the great city, or throbbed to its ceaseless pulsations, Larry Holt scratched his nose unromantically and turned a dubious look to the waiting girl.

“If you still want to go to Todd’s, I’ll take you,” he said, “This is the hour I’d promised myself the pleasure of a visit.”

A car took them to the end of Lissom Grove, and they walked down Lissom Lane, which was a cul-de-sac opening from the bigger thoroughfare. Two plainclothes police officers, who were waiting, joined them, and the party stepped to the side of the street opposite that on which the Home was situated.

“What is the place next door?” asked Larry, nodding at a black-looking house with shuttered windows.

“It used to be a laundry,” said the policeman. “There’s a yard and a shed at the back.”

“Laundry?” said the girl thoughtfully, “Do you remember that it was a laundry van that was outside my flat that night they tried to carry me off?”

“By Jimmy!” said Larry. “So it was!”

“It couldn’t have been this laundry, miss,” said the policeman, “It has not been doing business for twelve months, They went bankrupt, and somebody bought up the business, but doesn’t seem to have made a start yet.”

“Those gates lead to the yard, I presume?” said Larry pointing.

“Yes, sir. I haven’t seen a motor-van come out of there, and I don’t even know that they have one,” said the policeman. “But nowadays, when there are so many motor vehicles about, it is impossible to keep track of them.”

Larry went up the steps and knocked at the door, and the same little old man opened.

“Four people!” he yelled. “All strangers! What do you want?”

“I want to see Mr Dearborn,” said Larry.

“Oh yes, sir, you were the gentleman that came on Sunday morning at six a.m,” said the little man, and went pattering down the long passage. “Come this way!” he bawled. “All of you. Four of them, sir!”

The Rev. John Dearborn came out of his study to meet the party, and ushered them in.

“Mr Holt? I think I recognized your voice,” he said. His little dictating machine was spinning, and there was a thick pad of typed manuscript on his table. He put his hand lovingly upon it as he passed to his chair. “I have a gentleman who comes in to read for me in the evening,” he said, as though guessing Larry’s thoughts. “Now what is the object of tonight’s visit?” he asked. “Have you found your Blind Jake?”

“I have met him without finding him,” replied Larry grimly. “I merely want to see over the house. I have brought a lady with me.”

“How interesting!” said the Rev. John Dearborn, rising. The girl held out her hand instinctively, and the man took it. “I shall be most happy to show you round. You have some other friends?” Larry introduced them, and together they went up the stairs, John Dearborn leading the way.

“We will start at the top of the house this time,” he said humorously. “Our friend Lew is still in his cubicle.”

“Aren’t you afraid to keep a man here who is not quite right in his head?”

“He is very weak,” said John Dearborn, “and I haven’t the heart to send him to the infirmary. I fear that I must do so sooner or later.” Larry had the girl by his side on the landing, and lowering his voice, he asked: “Do you want to see this old man? He is rather—” He did not finish his sentence.

“I want to see him — yes,” she said. “You forget that I was nurse in an institute for the blind.” Dearborn led the way to the cubicle. No lights shone, though there were electric globes on every landing. The blind needed no lights, thought Larry.

The old man in the cubicle lay quietly on his back, his hands folded patiently. He was no longer talking, and was, indeed, much calmer than when Larry had seen him last.

“How are you today?” asked Larry.

The man made no reply. It was the girl who laid her hand upon his shoulder.

“Are you feeling better?” she asked, and the man started round.

“Who’s that? Is that you, Jim?” he asked. “Have you got my supper?”

“Are you feeling better?” said Diana.

“And bring me a mug of tea, will you?” said Lew, and lay over on his back and resumed the same attitude of resignation in which they had found him.

The girl stooped and looked closely at the old man; and, sensing her presence, he put up his hand and touched her face.

“Is that a lady?” he said.

And then Dearborn pressed past them and caught the man’s hand in his, “Are you better today, Lew?” he said, and the man winked.

“All right, sir,” he replied, “I’m feeling fine, thank you.”

Diana Ward walked out of the cubicle, her eyes fixed absently on space, and Larry joined her.

“What is the matter?” he asked,

“That man is dead,” she said.

“Dead?” he repeated in amazement. “Of course he’s not dead.”

She nodded her head.

“Diana, I don’t understand you,” said Larry. He thought for a moment that her fainting fit had affected her mind and that she was talking lightheadedly.

“Dead,” she repeated, and her voice had a passionate thrill which made him gasp. “As effectively dead as if he were lying cold and lifeless on that bed. Oh, it’s cruel, cruel!” John Dearborn and the detectives were still in the cubicle discussing the invalid.

“What do you mean, Diana?” he asked.

“Don’t you see? I’ve seen it happen once before,” she said in a low voice that shook. “There were little black marks on the man’s ear. Those are powder marks. He has been deafened.”

“Deafened?” he whispered, still not grasping the significance of the revelation.

“You told me something of what this man said when you saw him on Sunday,” she said, speaking rapidly and almost in a whisper, “and now I see what has happened. This man has had a shot gun discharged near both ears, and he is dead.”

“But, I don’t understand.”

“Do you realize,” she asked, and she spoke slowly now, “what it means to be blind and deaf?”

“Good God!” he gasped, “That is what has happened to the man they call Lew. Some persons, who for their own purpose desire to spare his life, have made him incapable of testifying against them.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean,” she said, “that he was the man who wrote the Braille message found in Gordon Stuart’s pocket.”
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Was it guesswork? Was it sheer deduction? Was it knowledge? These three questions flashed through Larry’s mind, but before he could ask her any further questions, John Dearborn had come from the cubicle and was feeling his way down the stairs. On the next landing he opened the door of a dormitory which Larry had seen before. It consisted of three rooms which had been knocked into one at some previous period.

Obedient to Larry’s instructions, the two detectives did not follow the party in.

One strolled down and took his place on the lower landing; the other sat upon the stairs that led to the cubicles above and waited.

“Is it light?” asked Dearborn as he walked into the inner room.

“Quite light,” said Larry.

“I am told there is rather a good view from this window,” said Dearborn, and pointed unerringly to a view which was neither picturesque nor extensive.

Larry did not reply. It was possibly a polite fiction that the views from the Home were lovely, and he did not desire to hurt, even in the slightest degree, the man who was so proud of a prospect which included six roofs and a hundred chimney pots.

“Is the window closed? I think it is,” said John Dearborn. “Will you open it for me?” Larry pulled up the noisy sash, and a breath of cool, sweet air came into the stuffy dormitory. “Thank you,” said Mr Dearborn. “Now, perhaps the young lady—”

Larry was looking about the room. The girl was not in sight. He walked quickly to the door and the officer on duty stood up from the stairs on which he had been sitting.

“Which way did Miss Ward go?”

“She didn’t come out, sir,” said the man in surprise. “She went in the room with you.” Larry stared at him.

“Didn’t come out?” he repeated in amazement. “Are you sure?”

“Absolutely sure.”

He called to the man on the lower landing. “Did you see Miss Ward?”

“No, sir,” said the officer, “she hasn’t come out of that door. I can see it plainly from here, and I haven’t taken my eyes off it.”

Larry went back into the room. It was empty. There were half a dozen plain iron beds, but there was no place of concealment save a cupboard which stood against the wall opposite the fireplace. He was in a panic, and his heart was beating wildly as no danger to himself could have made it beat.

He pulled open the cupboard door. It was empty, except for some old clothing which was hanging on a line of pegs. He flung these out and struck the back of the cupboard. It was solid.

“Have you found the young lady?” asked Dearborn presently.

“No, I have not,” said Larry quickly. “Is there any other way out of this room but these doors?”

The clergyman shook his head. “No,” he said in astonishment. “Why do you ask? Oh, perhaps you are thinking we should have a means of egress in case of fire. We have been thinking over that matter—” Larry was white of face, and he was trembling. He called in one of the police officers.

“You will remain in this room until you are relieved,” he said. Then he summoned the other. “Call Scotland Yard in my name and tell them I want twenty plainclothes men here at once. There’s a constable on point duty at the end of Lissom Grove. Bring him here and station him outside the house.”

“What has happened?” demanded the Rev. Dearborn anxiously. “These are the only times when my malady distresses me, when I feel that I cannot help.”

“Perhaps it would be better if you went to your study,” said Larry gently. “I am afraid a crime has been committed under my very eyes.” How could it have happened? He had heard no sound. He thought the girl was behind him. He knew she had gone into the room because he had pushed her in before him; he remembered that distinctly. He remembered her turning to the left to inspect the lower end of the room when he had gone to open the window — that was when it happened!

When he had pulled up the window he had made a noise which had drowned any sound which may have occurred at the further end of the room. But it had all passed so quickly, and she had not left the room.

He began a systematic examination of the walls, looking for secret doorways.

The coconut matting on the floor was pulled up, but without result. Diana Ward had disappeared as though an earthquake had swallowed her, as though she had dissolved into minutest atoms and had floated out of the window in invisible vapour.



XXIV. The Laundry Yard


Table of Contents


Larry paced the dormitory, sick with fear, terrified as he had never been before.

He had searched the house from roof to cellar, had explored dusty and dark corners of which the occupants of Todd’s Home were unacquainted; but searchings and questionings produced nothing — nothing!

Within half an hour a cordon of plainclothes men had been drawn round the house, and Larry had been relieved from the dormitory and set free to conduct his search elsewhere.

“There is no communication between this house and the next?” he had asked the clergyman.

“None whatever,” said John Dearborn without hesitation. “In fact, some years ago the noise from the laundry was so great and disturbing to my men that I compelled the proprietors of the building to put up a new wall, a sort of inner lining, to deaden the sound. It is no longer in the occupation of the company,” he said. “They went bankrupt, and the premises were taken over by a firm of provision merchants. I understand that they intended storing their goods in the laundry building.”

“That is the small building one can see over the gates at the end of the yard?” said Larry.

“That is so,” replied the superintendent.

Larry went up to the door of the empty house and examined it carefully; and a sergeant from Scotland Yard made a close inspection.

“I can tell you this, sir, that nobody has been in or out of this door for a very long time,” he said. Over the railings which enclosed a narrow area they could see through the dusty windows into a room which was the quintessence of dinginess. It was quite bare and innocent of furniture. Larry felt his heart sinking with every minute that passed. If he should lose her, if he should lose her!

Only then did he realize what this girl meant to him. She was a friend of less than a week, and yet all other matters and interests — friends, profession, success — none of these meant anything to him, compared with that one slim girl. He would willingly have sacrificed every prospect he had in life to hold her hand once more, or to exchange with her a dozen words. In the power of Blind Jake! He reeled under the thought. It was maddening — grotesquely horrible!

He pulled himself together with a jerk. He would go mad if he allowed his mind to dwell upon that hideous possibility.

He had no time to think upon the Stuart case or its bearing on this disappearance.

All his energy and agony of endeavour were concentrated upon one object, one discovery — Diana Ward.

He climbed over the wooden gates and explored the yard of the laundry; and here he found something which set his eyes on the trail again. There were wheel tracks, and they were comparatively new. The tracks of a motorcar, possibly two cars. He looked round the littered yard for a garage, and saw a black-looking door which had the appearance of closing some such building.

Sergeant Harvey, who had followed him over the gate, tried a pick-lock on the door, and after two attempts succeeded in forcing back the bolt of the lock. The doors were fixed on slides, and they went back easily and noiselessly, almost at a touch.

“They have been used recently,” said Larry.

There were two cars in the garage — a long-bonneted limousine and a small motor-van. Larry walked in, and there was light enough to see, for the day had not yet failed.

“Look!” cried Larry suddenly, pointing to the hood of the motor-van.

It had been newly painted; but clearly underneath the white paint which covered it was the faint impression of a word, badly and awkwardly painted by an amateur hand — the word “Laundry.”

“Do you remember, Harvey, Miss Ward telling us that there was a laundry van outside her flat the night they tried to abduct her? If she can identify this—” He stopped suddenly with a twinge of pain. If she were there to identify anything!

The limousine had recently been cleaned, and he took the precaution of jotting down the numbers of both cars. It might be, of course, that these machines were the legitimate property of the new owners of the building, and had been engaged only in perfectly innocent business. It might have been a coincidence that such a car was waiting in the Charing Cross Road the night Blind lake tried to abduct the girl.

He closed the doors, and Harvey relocked them.

“Phone these numbers through to the Yard,” said Larry. “Ask the Registration Department to identify them!” Harvey went off and Larry was left alone in the yard. He went again to the wheel-tracks. They had been made that morning, for a shower of rain had fallen in the night, and the newness of the markings was obvious.

He walked along to the laundry building proper — a new erection of brick, with ground-glass windows. Here, too, was a sliding door, and on the stone steps leading up was a footmark. He bent suddenly to look at the print.

Larry, in moments of excitement, was wont to act jerkily. And now his movements to an observer would seem sudden and unexpected. As he bent his head— “Plok!” It was a sound like a cork being discharged from a gaseous champagne bottle, only a little louder, a little more metallic. There was an answering crash near at hand, a splinter of wood fell upon Larry’s neck, and he jumped up with a start. A panel of the door was smashed as by a bullet. If he had not dropped his head at that moment to examine the footprint — Sunny would have stopped the morning papers!

That, strangely enough, was the first thought that struck him.

Larry looked round quickly; he had recognized the sound as soon as he had heard it. There had been no report, but he had been fired at with a rifle or pistol fitted with a Maxim silencer. He had heard that “Plok!” before. His keen eyes ranged the windows of the building behind for a sign of smoke, but whatever there might have been must have been instantly dissipated. Then he noticed for the first time that the dormitory from whence the girl had disappeared commanded a view of the yard. He saw the open window, and with his exact sense of topography located the room. No other shot was fired, and he crossed the yard, keeping his eyes upon the backs of the two houses, ready to drop at the first flash of a rifle.

Harvey, on his way back, had opened a wicket in the bigger gate, and Larry stepped out into the street in a thoughtful frame of mind. He went straight back to the Home. The blind hawkers who used the Home were beginning to arrive. They came in ones and twos, tapping their way with their iron-shod sticks, and as they passed him on their way to the common room, a local officer identified them.

“They’re all decent citizens, eh?” said Larry. “None of them is on the crime index?”

“None, sir,” said the man. “They’re all quite law-abiding people, and we’ve never had a complaint against any of them.” Larry went up to the dormitory from whence he believed the shot had been fired. To his surprise, the door was locked and the officer was on duty outside.

“What is the meaning of this?” he asked sternly.

“The superintendent sent a message up, telling me that you wished to see me, sir,” said the detective. “I went down and found that he had sent no such message. When I came back, the door was locked.”

“From the inside?” asked Larry.

“Apparently, sir. There is no key in the lock.”

“Who brought the message?”

“The little fellow who opens the door of this place.”

“I know him,” nodded Larry. “What explanation did he give?”

“He said that somebody with the superintendent’s voice told him to go upstairs with the message.”

“Stand on one side,” said Larry, and with his foot kicked open the door.

The room was empty, but he sniffed.

“A rifle has been fired in here, probably when you were downstairs,” he said. “You understand that you are not to leave this room unless I personally or Sergeant Harvey come to you and bring a man to take your place.”

“Very good, sir,” said the crestfallen worker.

“But in the circumstances I’m not blaming you,” interrupted Larry with a faint smile. “We are dealing with an extraordinary gang, and they will use extraordinary methods — you cannot be expected to meet every move as it comes, let alone anticipate what their next will be.” There was no doubt that the rifle had been fired in this room; he could smell the exploded cordite; the proof came when he found under the bed near the window, the exploded shell of a cartridge. He descended to the superintendent’s office and found the Rev, John Dearborn a little perturbed.

“How long do you intend keeping your men here, Mr Holt?” he asked. “Some of my fellows want to go to their dormitory to sleep.”

“I am keeping my men here until I get some proof that Miss Ward is not on the premises,” said Larry shortly, “and until I have found the gentleman who shot at me from the very dormitory in which she disappeared.”

“Shot at you?” said the other in surprise. “You don’t mean—”

“I mean just what I say,” said Larry. “Forgive me if I am brusque. Whilst you were talking to the detective who had been brought downstairs by a ruse, I was shot at from that room and the door was locked.”

“It is most amazing,” said the Rev. John, shaking his head. “I cannot imagine a situation more trying to myself or more exciting for you.”

“Exciting!” repeated Larry, and laughed bitterly. “There will be excitement all right,” he said grimly, “but it will come later, when I have unravelled this tangle: And then his mordant humour asserted itself.

“You should put this situation into one of your plays, Mr Dearborn,” he said, and he thought he saw the colour come to the man’s pale face.

“That is quite an idea,” replied the superintendent thoughtfully, “and I thank you for it. Have you ever seen any of my plays’?”

“No, I have not seen them,” said Larry, “but I am going at the first opportunity to pay a visit to the Macready.”

The superintendent shook his head. “I sometimes fear,” he said, “that they are not as good as some of my friends think they are, and I am disappointed that you have not seen one, But they go on producing them, and money comes in for the Home.”

“Who pays the cost of production?” asked Larry curiously. He welcomed any diversion from the overwhelming misery of his thoughts.

“A gentleman who is interested in my work,” replied Mr Dearborn. “I have never met him, but he has never refused to produce a play of mine. Sometimes I think he does so because he wishes to help this Home.”

“He must have some good reason,” said Larry.

Conversation flagged after this. Once a telephone buzzed, and the superintendent took up a receiver from his table and listened.

“Yes, I think you had better,” he said, and hung up the receiver again. “A mundane question from the kitchen,” he smiled. “I have telephones fitted all over the house so far as our means allow us: he added. It saves so many journeys.” Just then a deputation came from the common room with a grievance. The men of No. 1 Dormitory wished to go into their sleeping-places. Some of them made a practice of sleeping the clock round, and all of them, whether they wanted to retire at once or not, claimed their right to enter their dormitory.

“You hear?” said the superintendent. “It is rather difficult for me.”

Larry nodded. “They can have beds at the nearest hotel,” he said, “and I will pay for them. Or they can sleep somewhere else. I don’t mind the beds being taken out. But nobody occupies that room until Miss Ward is found.” He strolled out into the passage and walked to the common room. These poor men were entitled to an explanation, and he gave it, stating the case fairly and simply, and there was a chorus of approval even from the most obstreperous.

He had concluded his harangue and was standing in the passage with his back to the wall, his head on his breast, thinking, when he heard a commotion upstairs, and a cry, and leapt up the stairs two at a time. He got to the first landing and was turning, when he saw a sight that brought his heart into his mouth.

Walking slowly down the stairs towards him was Diana Ward. Her blouse hung in rags, so that the under-bodice and the snowy white of her shoulders were visible.

She carried in one hand a compact Smith-Wesson revolver, and on her white face was a smile of triumph.

For a second Larry looked at her and then leapt up the remaining stairs to meet her, and caught her in his arms.

“My dear, my dear!” he said brokenly. “Thank God you have come back!”
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Diana Ward had strolled to the farther end of the dormitory and was feeling the texture of the rough sheets. The housewife instinct in her was a strong one, and her nurse’s training had given her an additional interest in the means which were adopted to give comfort to these poor blind beggars — for beggars most of them were. She had heard the superintendent ask Larry to open the window, and she was watching idly, when the door of the cupboard behind her opened without a sound and a barefooted man crept out.

The first thing that Diana knew was that something like a piece of wet chamois leather was over her face, and she was being lifted bodily. For a second she was paralysed, and in that second she had passed through the cupboard and the wall behind. Both doors fastened — for the back of the press, as Larry had suspected at first, was a door that moved, pegs and all, outwards. What he could not know was that it was literally a brick door.

She heard its thud as it closed, and, wriggling her face clear of the wet leather, she screamed. Again a hand that was big enough to cover the whole of her face came over her mouth, and she was dragged along in the darkness; another door opened, and she was thrown in. There was a click, and an electric light blazed from above, and she saw her captor and shrank back in terror.

He was tall, bigger than any man she had seen. She guessed he was seven feet in height, and his breadth was in proportion. He was dressed in a shirt and a pair of trousers. His feet and his arms were bare, and she had no need to study that hairy forearm to appreciate its strength. It was as massive as an average man’s thigh, and the muscles stood out in swathes. His face was red and large and curiously flat.

His eyes, which did not move when he spoke, were of the palest blue, and a mane of grey hair swept back from his forehead and hung untidily behind. The mouth, heavy and gross, was covered by a short unkempt beard which was neither grey nor yellow, but had something of each in its hue. His enormous ears stuck out from his head almost at right angles, and she thought she had never seen so terrible a creature in her life.

“I’ll let ye have a look at me so that ye’ll know me again,” he giggled. (There was no other word that Diana could think of that so described that shrill laugh of his.) “Where’s your gun?” he bantered. “Why don’t you fire it at poor old Jake — he told you about me, I’ll bet!” She knew that he referred to Larry Holt, but made no reply. Her eyes were searching the room for some weapon, but the rough plastered walls were bare and there was not a stick of furniture in the place. The only window was a long narrow slip of toughened glass near the ceiling, flanked on each side by two wall ventilators.

She searched her bag, but there was nothing there. She was even without hatpins, though they would be practically useless against this brute.

“Looking for something to kill me with, are you?” he giggled again. “I hear you! Now you sit down and be patient, young woman,” he said. “There’s a good time coming, and nobody wants to hurt you.” He did not attempt to approach her, and she had that relief, but his next words told her that the real danger was but postponed, “Ye’re pretty by all accounts,” he chuckled. “And them as likes pretty ones might give the world for you. It’s a wonder to me that They ain’t took ye, my dear, but They haven’t any use for women or marriage and the like, so They’ve given ye to Old Jake.” He giggled again and the girl went cold at the sound. He had a trick of pausing before and emphasizing ‘They’ as though the word stood in capitals in his dark mind.

“I can’t see ye, so prettiness don’t mean much to me, my little darling. And if your face was like hers” — he jerked his thumb to the ceiling— “it wouldn’t make no difference to me.”

“You’ll never get out of this building,” she said, realizing that it was best to show a bold attitude. “Mr Holt is in the house next door, and by this time the place will be surrounded.”

This time his chuckle had a deeper note. “There are ten ways out of the house,” he said contemptuously. “That’s why They bought it. There’s a hole underneath the cellar where you can walk for miles, and nobody there to stop you but the rats. Rats are afraid of blind men.” There was the hint of a curious, childlike simplicity that ill fitted his monstrous shape, “Sooner or later he will get you,” she said quietly, and then, with a sudden inspiration: “He has already got Lew.” He was on the point of leaving the room, and he spun round, his face working.

“Lew!” he roared. “He’s got Lew!” Then he was silent, and the silence ended in a shout of laughter that seemed to shake the room.

“Lew will tell him a lot!” he said, “How’s he going to ask Lew for information when Lew doesn’t know where he is, or who he’s talking to? He can’t read or write. He’d have been dead, too,” he nodded sagely, “dead as a door nail, Lew would have been, for the dirty trick he played upon Them. He was the man who put the paper into the pocket of the feller They croaked!”

“We know that,” she said boldly, and he seemed to be impressed.

“You found that out, did you?” he said. “But Lew didn’t tell ye. He’d have been dead, as dead as a door nail, Lew would, only They didn’t want no dead men knocking about, Me and Lew carried him down the steps,” he said, nodding his great head. “I can tell you that, because I know the lor. I know the lor properly, I do. You can’t tell Old Jake anything.” She was wondering what he meant by this boast of his knowledge of the law.

“A wife can’t give evidence against her husband,” he said with a little leer. “That’s why I tell you all this, little darling.”

“A wife!” she gasped, sick at the ghastliness of the suggestion,

“Mrs Jake Bradford,” he chortled. “Bradford is my name, my darling, and you’ll be married by his reverence too, proper and in order.”

“You fool!” she burst forth in her anger and fear. “Do you think anybody could marry me to a horror like you? Do you think I should stand without protesting and telling all I know, by your side? You’re mad.”

He bent his head forward and his voice came lower as he spoke, until it was little more than a whisper. “There’s worse than me in this house,” he said slowly, “and maybe you won’t mind me if you don’t see me, young lady. And you may be blind as I am, and deaf too, like Lew.” He paused, and she shrank back, holding onto the walls for support.

“And dumb, if you’re going to talk!” he roared in a sudden fury. “There’s nothing I wouldn’t do to you if They told me to.” The door opened and closed. A key turned and a bolt was shot, and looking up she saw he was gone, and slid to the floor half conscious, half fainting, Then with an effort she drooped her head low and felt the blood coming back, and presently she was able to stand.

No power of will could stop her hands from shaking, and it was not until she had paced the room for ten minutes that she came back to anything like normal. She knew that it was no idle threat this man had uttered. He would be merciless if his unknown superiors gave the order. He would crush out the youth and the beauty of youth, the sweet senses of life, without compunction at the word of They. He would mutilate and torture, and pity would not come to him. She had to think clearly and think quickly.

She went to the door, but she knew that escape that way was impossible. There was no chair by which she could reach the window, and she could not make her escape without even attracting attention through that slit of wall. There was nothing in the room but the electric light.

She remembered Larry’s story of how this man had come toward him with his hands up, and how he had crushed the bulb in his powerful fist. He must be animal strong, she thought. Wasn’t there a danger of his being shocked by the electric current?

At that thought she looked up quickly. The light had been fixed without any regard to appearance. The long wire came from the ceiling at one end of the room and was loosely tacked to the ceiling as far as the centre, where it passed over a hook and hung downwards, with a little tin reflector over the pear-shaped lamp, She reached for the lamp and turned it round.

“Two hundred volts,” she read, ground upon the crystal glass.

She tried to unhook the wire by throwing up the loose end, but it was some time before she succeeded, and at last the loose part fell, and the lamp jerked to the floor and almost touched it. She caught the loose flex in her hand and pulled gently, and the thin wire brackets which held the flex to the ceiling came away without any difficulty. The switch was near the door, and she walked across and turned it off.

Putting one foot upon the flex, near to where it entered the aperture of the shade, she pulled with all her might and after several attempts it snapped.

She was in darkness, but her nimble fingers plucked at the loose end of the wire, and with her fingernails she cleared away the rubber casing which enclosed the tiny threadlike strands of copper. Soon she had something that felt like a loose-haired broom in her hands, and she was satisfied. She thought she heard a noise in the passage, and, running to the switch, turned the current on again. She groped in the half-darkness for her bag and found it, took out her gloves and put them on, then felt gingerly for the hanging strands. She took them in her hands and held the “brush” before her, being careful not to touch one exposed strand. Pushing away the shade and the globe with her foot, she waited in the centre of the room. And then the door opened.

“Here I am again, dearie,” and her breath came quickly as she heard the door locked from the inside. “You think I’m a funny-looking fellow, don’t you?” He did not know that the light was out, for he lived in everlasting darkness.

For a time he made no attempt to come near her. She could just see the shape of him by the evening light which filtered through that narrow window.

“Tony missed him,” he said, by way of conveying information. “Missed him!” he said contemptuously. “If I’d had my eyes, I’d have got the devil! I’d get him now with this little gun of mine, blind as I am, I could hear him move. But we’ll have Holty yet, my darling. We’ll have him and cut his heart out. He’ll wish he was never born.” He lowered his voice, and said something which was not intelligible to the girl.

Then he seemed to recall the object of his visit.

“Come to Old Jake, my dear,” he giggled, as he walked stealthily toward her, both of his huge arms outstretched. “Come to your old husband, my pretty!” He was as quick as a cat, and one hand had gripped the shoulder of her blouse before she realized he was upon her — gripped it and tore it from shoulder to hem.

She threw herself back, and his other hand came up — and touched the outspread wire. With a yell that was half shriek, half roar, he fell back.

“What did you do?” he asked savagely. “What did you do, you little devil? Did you knife me like that swine?” He was evidently feeling himself to discover an injury, and then he leapt at her, and this time the wire struck his face, and he fell to the ground like a log.

She heard him stir.

“What is it, what is it?” he whispered. “I can’t see it! You oughtn’t to treat an old blind man like that, you little—” His hand shot out and caught her ankle, flinging her to the ground. But again his face touched the electric wire, charged with 200 volts, and he screamed and rolled over. He was mad now, a whimpering lunatic. Again and again he approached her; again and again his hand, his face, his neck, came into contact with the current. And then suddenly he fell again, and the girl thrust the cruel ends of the wire at his throat. She felt like a murderess as he shivered convulsively. But she had to kill him; she knew that nothing short of killing him would save her life.

Presently she took the wire away. He lay very still, and her shaking hands searched his pockets. She found the key, felt the revolver in his pocket and extracted it, and fumbled for the lock. Presently the door was open and she was in the passage which turned to the right, and along here she went. She was in a lighter room with two windows, but she was still in mortal terror; for now she had lost her best weapon of defence.

The door was easy to find. Cleverly concealed it might be in the dormitory of Todd’s Home, but here it was well marked. She pulled a handle, and the mass of brickwork swung back and she walked through the door. A man standing in the dormitory spun round, a revolver in his hand.

“Good Lord!” he cried. “Miss Ward, where did you come from?”
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That sense of security, of peace, and of deep happiness was inexpressibly sweet, she thought, as she lay in Larry Holt’s arms. Presently she released herself, and in a few hurried words had said enough to send a small battalion of detectives racing to the dormitory and through the brick door, which she had left ajar.

Larry handed the girl to the care of Harvey and followed his men. The room where Diana had been imprisoned was empty. He stopped long enough to switch off the current, then joined the searchers. There was no doubt that this place, for all its unoccupied appearance, had regular tenants. They found rooms that had been built within rooms, a thin wall being erected within a few feet of each window. This meant that the house might be occupied at night, and lights might blaze in every apartment without anybody outside being the wiser.

Blind Jake had said no more than the truth when he had told the girl that there were plenty of ways out of the house. They found one in the cellar that led to an old disused rainwater sewer, and here pursuit was abandoned. None of the party except Larry, who always carried a small flashlamp, was equipped for a chase through the darkness.

Another exit led directly into the yard where Larry had found the garage. A third communicated with the kitchen of Todd’s Home.

Larry, realizing that his quarry had escaped, went back to the girl. He found her sitting in the superintendent’s office, the watchful Harvey embarrassingly close to her side — an attitude which was explained when the laughing girl lifted one of her arms, for Harvey, who was taking no risks, had handcuffed their wrists together!

“And very wise too,” said Larry with a smile as the detective unfastened the irons. “Now, Mr Dearborn, I want to have some sort of explanation of the mysterious happenings in this house.”

“I don’t think anything mysterious has happened here,” said Mr Dearborn quietly. “You cannot hold me responsible for villainy which may have been perpetrated next door. I am told that there are doors communicating between these two houses, but of that I had not the slightest knowledge. If there was a man living next door—”

“There were six men living next door,” said Larry. “We found their beds and some of their clothing. From the fact that there were books, some of them open, it is pretty clear that they are not blind.”

Mr Dearborn shrugged his despair.

“What can I do?” he asked. “In this house we are dependent entirely upon the loyalty of our inmates; and though it is possible sometimes to detect the presence of a stranger by his unusual footfalls, his voice or his cough, it is quite possible that these men made the freest use of the Home for the purpose of carrying on their nefarious work, without our having the slightest knowledge of such things.” This argument was so logical that Larry did not contest its truth. These cunning men who formed the gang might use the Home with impunity, if they exercised care in their movements and maintained silence. Frankly, he acknowledged the reasonableness of Mr Dearborn’s argument.

“I quite appreciate the possibility,” he said. “It is rather unfortunate for you as well as for me. It might have been a great deal more unfortunate,” he added with truth. Though how unfortunately this adventure might have ended he had to learn when the girl told her story on the way to Scotland Yard.

“Dreadful, dreadful!” he shuddered. “My poor, poor child!” His own relief had been so great that he felt physically ill. But no such reaction was visible in the girl, who grew calmer and brighter as the taxi neared Scotland Yard. She wore his raincoat, and they had stopped in the Edgware Road to allow her to buy a blouse, for she insisted upon going to Scotland Yard first to make her statement.

“I’m rather sorry for Dearborn,” he said. “He is a pathetic figure. Men who devote their lives to this kind of work may be excused even their feeble dramatic efforts. Did you notice how eagerly he shook hands with you?”

She looked at him sharply. “Yes, I noticed that,” she said in a strange tone.

“Why, Diana,” he said, “what do you mean?”

“Oh, nothing,” she said lightly. “I mean that he took my hand, that is all, and shook it very heartily.”

“Well, there’s nothing in that,” said Larry with a smile.

“There is a great deal in that,” said the girl, “a great deal more than you can realize.”

He leaned back in the cab and laughed softly. “You’re going to mystify me. I can feel it coming on,” he said, and she squeezed his arm affectionately.

He sent her up to 47 alone, and she had changed her torn blouse for the new purchase by the time he discreetly knocked at the door.

“By the way,” he said, “I forgot to ask you. Where did you dig up that deadly looking weapon I saw in your hand as you were coming down the stairs?”

“From Blind Jake’s pocket,” she said “Ugh! It was horrid touching him, but I wanted to be quite sure that I had some kind of weapon.”

“Undoubtedly you have a big end of the story,” he said. “We know now that Blind Jake and the man Lew—”

“Have you left him there?” she asked quickly.

He smiled a little wryly.

“I’ve made too many mistakes in this case to add to them,” he said, “No, I have taken this man to another institution where he is being looked after. Lew and Jake were the two men who were employed, either before or after the murder of Gordon Stuart,” he went on. “The gang has probably got a hold on Lew, and he was anxious to escape from their clutches or to be avenged upon them for some treachery they have committed, and he wrote the message which we found — on the strip of paper with the Braille characters, That fines the search down to one man, because we can find means of inducing Lew to understand whose hands he is in.”

“And the greatest discovery of all you haven’t touched,” she said quietly.

Larry got up from his chair, laughing, and paced the room, a favourite occupation of his, “You’re an extraordinary girl,” he said. “No sooner do I think I have got the case set, than you produce something new, something more important in the shape of clues, and something generally,” he added pensively, “that upsets all my previous theories.”

“I don’t think this will,” she said. “I am referring to the woman upstairs.”

“What woman upstairs?” he asked, astounded.

“Do you remember I told you that Jake pointed with his thumb to the ceiling, and said if I had a face like hers—” She stopped,

“I’m sorry,” he said gently. “I’m a brute and a forgetful brute; but things have happened today which have driven the Stuart case out of my mind. And that reminds me,” he said, “I want to telephone.” He called a number, and she recognized it as the number of the Trafalgar Hospital.

“I want the matron’s office, please,” he said, and whilst she was wondering where his mind had led him, he said: “Is that you, matron? It is I, Larry Holt. Yes, how do you do? Are the nurses you send out to cases having a slack time? I mean, are there plenty to go round? There are? Well, will you send a nice motherly lady to my address at Regent’s Gate Gardens? You know where I live? No, I’m not ill,” he smiled, “but I have somebody with me who isn’t too well — yes, a lady.” He hung up the receiver and turned to meet the girl’s astonished eyes.

“Have you a lady staying with you?” she asked.

“I haven’t, but I shall have,” said Larry, “You’re not going back to Charing Cross Road tonight except to get the things you require; you’re coming up to my fiat, and there you’re going to stay, chaperoned by a very nice nurse, and you’ll greatly oblige me if you’ll pretend that you’re a little bit under the weather. I must save my face.”

“But I can’t, It’s impossible!” she said, scarlet of face. “I couldn’t—”

“Oh, yes, you could,” said Larry. “Now you’re going to do as I tell you. Otherwise, it means that I must sit outside your flat all night catching my death of cold.” Finally she consented. They dined together, and he took her to see two acts of the Dearborn play. They came out at the end of the second act, bewildered.

“But how could anybody put such awful stuff on the stage?” asked the girl on their way to his flat.

“It is rather amazing, isn’t it?” Then Larry began to chuckle.

“You’re easily amused today,” she said.

“I’m very happy tonight,” he corrected. “It just occurred to me that Sunny will have to meet the nurse when she comes.”

“Whatever will he say?” she gasped.

“Well,” drawled Larry, “if the nurse insists there’s a lady ill in the house, Sunny will say, ‘Yes, madam,’ and will do his best to produce one!”

It was past eleven when they got to the flat. The elevators had stopped running at half-past ten, and they had to walk up the stairs.

“Watch your step,” warned Larry. “They light these stairways abominably.” He went first, and she saw him pause on the top step of the second flight.

“Great Scott! Who’s that?” he asked.

Against his door a man was lying, doubled up and still. Larry leant over him and rang the bell, and Sunny came to the door. In the flood of light thrown by the hall lamp, Larry saw the face of the prostrate figure. He was breathing stertorously, and his face and his head streamed with blood.

“Sunny, has the nurse arrived?”

“Yes, sir,” said Sunny, looking down at the figure.

“Then she’ll be wanted,” said Larry quietly.

“Who is it?” asked Diana, peering round behind him.

“Flash Fred,” said Larry, “and as near to dead as makes no difference.”
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They carried the injured man into the sittingroom and laid him on a couch. There was a doctor living in the flat above and luckily he had not gone to bed, and was down in a few minutes.

“He is badly injured,” he reported. “There are one or two knife wounds, and the wound in the head looks as though there were a fracture of the skull.”

“The man must have been attacked outside my door,” said Larry. “He couldn’t have walked far in this condition.”

“No,” said the doctor, shaking his head. “He might have walked two or three yards, but the chances are, as you found him outside the door, that he was there when the attack was made on him. Do you know him?”

“Yes,” said Larry, “he is an old acquaintance of mine. Is there any danger of his dying?”

“A very big danger,” replied the doctor gravely. “That concussion may be anything. I should send him straight away to hospital, where he can be thoroughly examined and, if necessary, operated upon.” The ambulance had come and gone, and the only evidence of Flash Fred’s visit was a few dark stains about the door, before Larry began to think consecutively.

The nurse who had arrived fulfilled all his telephoned requirements. She was stout and jovial and matronly, and the first use Larry made of his freedom from distraction was to tell her in a few words just why she had been sent for.

“Obviously I could not allow Miss Ward to go back to Charing Cross Road after her terrible experience today,” he said, and Nurse James, who was by no means dissatisfied with having so easy a ‘case’, agreed.

She exercised her authority to the extent of ordering Diana to bed immediately, and the girl meekly obeyed. But she could not sleep. At two o’clock Larry, writing at his table, heard the creak of an opening door and looked up to see her. She was in her dressing-gown, and her hair was braided in a long golden plait.

“I can’t sleep,” she said restlessly, almost irritably, and he saw that she was overstrung and rose to get an armchair for her.

She neither apologized for her attire nor her visitation, and these circumstances struck Larry as curious. But that which was on Diana Ward’s mind was of so great an importance that the thought of decorum did not occur to her. She sat there, her hands folded on her lap, and there was no sound save the tick of a clock on the mantelpiece and the squeak of Larry’s chair as it turned.

“What is troubling you, Diana?” he asked.

She looked up at him quickly.

“Do you think I’m troubled?” she said.

“If you’re not, you’re a wonderful girl,” said Larry gently. “You’ve had an awful time today, my dear, but somehow I do not think that that is what is on your mind.”

She shook her head. “It isn’t,” and added, “it is the woman upstairs.”

“The woman upstairs? Oh, you mean the woman that Jake spoke about? But, Diana, there was no ‘upstairs’. You were on the top floor of that building, which is a story lower than Todd’s Home.”

But still she was not satisfied.

“Besides,” he went on quietly, “if she had been there, the woman may have been — as bad a character as any of the other occupants of that house. The fact that she was unpleasant to look at, as Jake suggested, does not make her innocent.”

“Poor soul, poor soul!” said the girl, and then to Larry’s horror she began to weep softly. “I can’t sleep for thinking of her,” she sobbed. “They will keep her, they dare not let her go!”

“Why,” he gasped suddenly, “you don’t suggest that she is Clarissa Stuart?” She looked up at that, her face stained with tears.

“Clarissa Stuart?” she repeated slowly, “No, I don’t think she is Clarissa Stuart.”

“Then who is she?” he asked. “At any rate, who do you think she is?”

“I don’t think — I am sure,” she said, speaking with painful slowness. “That woman was Emma, the charwoman of the boardinghouse,” and Larry jumped to his feet.

“The charwoman,” he said slowly. “You’re right!” Again the tick of the little clock asserted itself as they sat, each busy with their own thoughts.

“You connect this terrible gang with the Stuart mystery?” he said.

She nodded.

“I also connect them,” said Larry, “for very excellent reasons. And yet I cannot see what they gained by Stuart’s death, unless they were in league with this girl who calls herself Clarissa Stuart?”

She made a hopeless little gesture and rose.

“I can connect them all,” she said. “They are very distinct in their relationships, but then,” with a faint smile, “I have an advantage over you.”

“You have many advantages over me,” said Larry, humouring her. “And now, dear, you must go back and sleep.” But she did not heed him.

“There is only one I did not connect,” she went on, “and you have made his case understandable.”

“Who is that?”

“Flash Fred,” she replied. “He is just a criminal who has touched the fringe of the conspiracy and has been in it without knowing he was in it.” She nodded as though she had only at that moment decided her point of view. “But the others? Blind Jake who works for an unknown master; the charwoman, the greatest victim of them all; poor Lew, with his deaf ears and his blistered fingers — you didn’t see those. I should have told you, only the doctor interrupted us.”

“Blistered fingers?” said Larry in amazement. “No, I didn’t see them.”

“I felt them,” she shuddered, “when he touched my face. His fingers and thumbs have been blistered at the tops.”

“But why?”

“So that he shall not read Braille or write Braille,” said the girl quietly.

“It’s impossible, impossible!” said Larry in horror. “There cannot be such villainy in the world. My child, I have been acquainted with some of the worst crimes that have ever been committed in Europe. I have seen the victims, I have tracked and hanged the criminals. Men are cruel, vicious, unscrupulous and bloody-minded, but they do not commit such coldblooded deeds as you say have been committed upon that poor blind man.”

She smiled again. “I don’t think you realize just how bad these people are,” she said. “For if you did, you would never say that it was impossible. For Dearborn—” she began, and he laughed outright.

“Diana, dear, you’ve reached the stage which we always reach, when you’re suspicious of everybody! Not of poor John Dearborn, working for the good of humanity in that slum, and amidst those fearful people?”

She nodded. “I shook hands with John Dearborn when I went there. I shook hands with him when I came away,” she said.

“That doesn’t make him a criminal,” he smiled.

“And when I offered my hand he took it,” she said. “Please remember that I was a nurse in a blind asylum for two years — when I offered my hand he took it.”

“Well, why shouldn’t he?” asked Larry in surprise.

“He shouldn’t have seen it,” said the girl, “if he was blind. And John Dearborn is no more blind than you or I!”
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“Say that again,” said Larry slowly. “You offered your hand and he took it?”

She nodded.

“Don’t you know that when you shake hands with the blind, you always reach out and take their hand, because they cannot see yours offered; but Dearborn raised his just as soon as I raised mine.” Larry was staring helplessly at her.

“If he is not blind, why is he there?” he asked. “He is a clergyman.”

“There is no John Dearborn in the Clergy List,” said the girl calmly. “I went carefully through the list; and he is not amongst the Congregational, the Baptist, or the Wesleyan ministers.”

Larry looked at her, lost in admiration.

“You’re a wonder! But don’t forget that he came from Australia.”

“The Australian lists are available,” said the girl immediately, “and the only John Dearborn is an aged gentleman who lives at Totooma, and is obviously not our John Dearborn.” She had come to the table and had drawn a chair up close. She now leant forward, her hands clasped in front of her.

“Larry,” she said— “I’m going to call you Larry out of office hours — has it not struck you as strange that John Dearborn’s plays should be produced at a theatre, remembering that he has written a succession of failures?”

“I’ve always thought that,” Larry admitted, and she nodded her head.

“I wish you would look into the directorate of the Macready,” she said. “Find out what comprises the syndicate which puts up the money for producing these plays. I don’t forget that Mr Stuart disappeared from that theatre.”

“Nor I,” said Larry quietly. “But John Dearborn! You amaze me.”

She rose. “I feel sleepy now that I have got that off my mind,” she smiled. “Are you” — she hesitated— “watching the laundry?”

“I have two men there who are instructed to stop any car coming out and discover who is the driver and what the car contains.”

“Then I can go to bed cheerfully,” she said with a little laugh, and passing him, she rested her hand gently on his head. “They will keep Emma alive for some time yet. The only danger is that they may take her away from the laundry.”

“You can rest your mind on that,” said Larry quietly, and with this assurance she went to bed and he heard her door close.

The next day was uneventful. The police had made a further search of the laundry, and had discovered a room above that in which the girl had been imprisoned. It was a very tiny attic apartment, but showed signs of having been occupied, though it was empty when the police made their call.

Larry cursed himself that he had not made a more thorough inspection of the premises. He had been so relieved at the discovery of the girl that he had not been as painstaking as he should have been — this he told himself disgustedly.

There were two people whom he desired greatly to meet. The first of these was the man who had lost the little finger of his left hand. That curious individual who had preceded him the day he was investigating the reason for Gordon Stuart’s mysterious visits to a country churchyard. The second was the mysterious Emma.

In his heart of hearts he knew that Emma would supply the key which would unlock the door to great and conclusive revelations, “I shall never forgive myself,” he told Diana, “if any harm comes to this woman.”

She shook her head. “You need not fear that they will do her harm,” she said, “She is much too valuable, and I shall know just when her danger period commences.”

“You!” he said in surprise. “Really, Diana, you scare me sometimes.” She laughed, and her laughter was drowned in the rattle of her typewriter.

“Flash Fred has not recovered consciousness yet,” he told her, “but there’s a big chance that he will. The doctors say that there is no actual fracture, and that there is a possibility that the pressure which now keeps him unconscious will disperse.”

“Where is he?” she asked.

“In St Mary’s Hospital,” replied Larry. “I have him in a private ward with a police officer on guard. Not that poor Fred could escape,” he smiled, “but there are people in this city who will probably be most anxious that he escapes by the only way which leaves them safe…” She did not need to ask which way that was. He put down the pen he had been holding, though he had done very little writing.

“It wouldn’t be a bad idea if we went along to St Mary’s and discovered at first hand how the man is,” he said, “Will you come?” As she put on her hat before the four-inch square of looking-glass which she had imported into the building, she asked, without turning her head: “What are you going to do about John Dearborn?”

Larry rubbed his chin, “I hardly know,” he said. “It is not an offence for a man to pretend to be blind if he isn’t. Besides,” he continued, “he might have had sufficient sight to have seen your hand. There may be a dozen explanations, He could have offered his hand mechanically, almost instinctively.”

She nodded. “It is possible,” she said quietly, “but he smiled too when I smiled.”

“Who wouldn’t?” said Larry gallantly.

In the businesslike office of the senior house surgeon at St Mary’s they met the surgeon in charge of the case.

“You’ve come at a very fortunate moment,” he smiled. “Your man has recovered consciousness.”

“Can he talk?” asked Larry eagerly.

“I think so, At any rate, I see no particular reason why he shouldn’t, if there is urgent necessity for your questioning him. Naturally, he is still very weak, and in ordinary circumstances I should not allow anybody to interview him; but I gather that you have particular police business.”

“Very particular,” said Larry grimly.

The surgeon led the way to the ward. At the door of the ward the girl hesitated.

“Shall I come?” she said.

“Your presence is necessary,” said Larry, “if it is only in a professional capacity. Have you got your notebook?” She nodded and they went into the little private ward where Fred Grogan lay.

His head was swathed in bandages and his face was white and drawn, but his eyes lit up at the sight of Larry.

“I never expected to look forward to seeing you,” he said. “But first of all, governor,” — his voice was earnest— “you ought to get hold of that woman in the boiler-house.”

“The woman in the boiler-house?” repeated Larry quickly. “What do you mean?”

“Clarissa’s nurse,” was the staggering reply; “and who ‘Clarissa’ is, the Lord knows!”
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“Now I’m going to give it to you straight, governor,” said Fred, settling himself comfortably in bed, “I won’t say that I couldn’t tell a lie — that’s the one saying of Napoleon’s that I’ve never believed.”

“The same period, but another man,” said Larry, concealing a smile; “but don’t worry about your history, Fred. I want you to get this story off your mind as quickly as you can.”

“I’ve done a lot of reading in my time,” said the sick man reminiscently. “Histories and high-class novels — they’ve got a pretty good library in Portland Prison, but they’re not so good as the books you get in Wormwood Scrubs. Anyway, I am going to tell you the truth, Mr Holt. I might as well start at the beginning, and I know I’m going to put myself in wrong, but you’ll have to forget a lot of the things I tell you, because they make me look as if I was a dishonest person.”

“I should hate that impression to get abroad,” said Larry without a smile, “and I promise you that anything which doesn’t relate directly to the murder of Gordon Stuart will be discreetly forgotten.”

“Cheerio!” said Fred, visibly brighter. “Well, this story begins about four or five years ago in Montpellier. You don’t know Montpellier, perhaps?”

“I know it,” said Larry. “You can cut out all the topographical details. I know it from the Coq d’Or to the Palace.”

“I happened to be there,” said Fred, “looking round and enjoying myself, and I drifted into a little game that was run by a man named Floquart on the quiet. It was baccarat, and I’m very lucky at baccarat, especially when I’ve made friends with the dealer. But this time the dealer and me weren’t on speaking terms, as you might say, and for three days I never felt money that wasn’t my own. And each day there was less of my own to feel. Then one night they cleaned me out proper, and I left Floquart’s with just enough to get me home to the hotel if I walked.

“I was turning out of the rue Narbonne when I heard a shot, and, looking across the place, I saw a man lying on the ground and another fellow walking away pretty slick. In those days the police arrangements at Montpellier weren’t all they could have been, and there wasn’t a gendarme in sight. The fellow who was walking must have thought he’d got away with it, when I suddenly came up to him. There was just enough light, for the day was breaking, for me to distinguish his face. A fine-looking fellow he was, with a big yellow beard, and I think he was scared sick when I suddenly stepped out and claimed him as my own. It was not my business to butt into private disturbances, but you understand that I was broke, and I thought that here was a chance of helping a fellow creature in distress to get rid of any incriminating money he might have in his possession. He told me a yarn that the man he’d shot had done him a very bad injury, which I won’t refer to in front of the young lady, and then he slipped me about sixteen thousand francs and I let him go, because I was sorry for hi in.” He glanced slyly up at Larry and grinned.

“Well,” he went on, “seeing that no gendarme had appeared, I walked over and had a look at the lad who was shot, though I knew I was taking a risk by being seen in the company of a soon-to-croak. They say he was shot and must have died immediately, but that isn’t true: he was alive when I got to him, and when I was bending over him, it was to find out if I could do anything for the poor devil before he passed out. I asked him who had shot him, and he replied” — he paused impressively— “David Judd.”

Larry’s eyebrows went up. “David Judd?” he asked. “Is he any relation to the doctor?”

“His brother,” said Fred. “That’s how I came to know him. I’ve always told Judd that I recognized him in the street; as a matter of fact, it was the poor guy on the ground who gave him away. I was trying to find out why he was shot, when he croaked. I knew there was nothing to be gained by being found attached to a murdered man, though fortunately I hadn’t a gun in my possession and could have proved an alibi. Then I heard a gendarme’s heavy feet coming down one of the side turnings, and I got away as quickly as I could. But the swine recognized me, though, and I had to go before an examining magistrate and prove that I had nothing to do with the murder and that I was going for a doctor when I was spotted. I had the good sense to go for a doctor,” he added, “the moment I realized that the copper had seen me.” He paused, finding it rather difficult to explain his subsequent action in language which would be wholly creditable to himself, “When I got back to London I thought it my duty to call on Mr David Judd,” he said. “He wasn’t in his office — he used to have a room at the Greenwich Insurance — but I saw his brother, and I unloaded my trouble.”

“Your trouble being to discover how much they’d ‘drop’ for keeping your mouth shut, I suppose,” said Larry.

“You’ve got it at once, Mr Holt. What a mind!” said the admiring Fred. “He was terribly upset, was Dr Judd, and said he would see his brother as soon as he came back from the country. And then happened an event which looked like spoiling all my beautiful prospects. Dr David died. He caught a cold coming down from Scotland and died in twentyfour hours. I went to the funeral,” said Fred, “as a mourner, and I bet that nobody mourned more than I did. Anyway, I must say that Dr Judd acted like a gentleman. He sent for me after his brother’s funeral and said that he wanted to save his brother’s memory from disgrace, and offered me a yearly income if I would keep my mouth shut.”

“The man who was killed was a clerk, was he not?” asked Larry.

“He was a clerk,” said Fred slowly, “a clerk in the employ of the Greenwich Insurance Company, who had blackmailed David Judd.”

Larry whistled softly. “The Greenwich Insurance Company,” he said; “and blackmailed David! Why, what crime had David committed?”

Fred shook his head. “I can’t tell you that, Mr Holt. If I could, I would. But it was something pretty bad, you can bet. Dr Judd said that this clerk had pinched a lot of money, and I think that’s true, because I remember his playing, and playing very high, at Floquart’s.

“Well, to cut this story short, I’ve drawn about four years’ income from Dr Judd. I’m not apologizing or trying to prove to you that I acted like a little gentleman; that doesn’t interest you, anyway. The other day I met the doctor at a wedding. He was invited, but I wasn’t,” explained Fred shamelessly, “but that didn’t make any difference: I went. He asked me if I’d go to dinner with him last night at his house in Chelsea. He’s got a real fine house, has Dr Judd, full of wonderful pictures and sparklers. And as he was going to pay me a lump sum to get rid of me, I decided to go.

“There is a man at the doctor’s,” he said after a pause, “a valet. I don’t want to give him away, Mr Holt, but he’s an old lag and was in the next cell to me at Portland.”

“His name is Strauss,” said Larry. “He takes drugs, and has had three convictions.”

“Oh, you know that, do you?” said Fred in surprise. “Well, anyway, I know him. I met him in Piccadilly the other day. He was going to fence a few articles that he’d pinched from his boss, and he dropped me a pair of sleeve-links—”

Larry gasped. “Oh, that is where they came from; they were Dr Judd’s?”

“I ain’t so sure that they were Dr Judd’s,” said Fred. “From what I have heard, the doctor has people who stay with him over weekends, and Strauss may have pinched them from one of these. Anyway” — again he hesitated, finding it difficult to express his plans in such a manner as would save him from the charge of ingratitude— “I had an idea of helping myself to a few souvenirs of Dr Judd before I went,” he explained, “and I’d fixed it up with Strauss so that I could just look over the premises and pick a few things that would remind me of my old friend. So when I was asked to dinner, naturally I jumped at the chance. I don’t say that I’d have gone alone to dinner, because the doctor and me aren’t quite bosom companions; but he told me that there was a lot of people coming, so I went. I was supposed to go at eight, which is well after dark, but I went at seven, and not to the house but to the opposite side of the street, because I was anxious to see Dr Judd’s guests arrive before I got in, I waited till eight and nobody came. I waited till half-past eight, and then I saw the doctor come out and look up and down the road. I was so hungry that I nearly went over to him, but I didn’t see myself dining alone with a fellow that I’ve been swindling. So I waited and waited, and presently a motorcar drove up and went straight to the gates at the side of the house. I thought he was going to push them in, but the moment the headlamps touched the gates they opened. ‘That’s funny,’ says I to myself, and I crossed the road and had a look over the top of the gate. It meant a bit of a climb, but I did it without making any noise; and the first fellow that got out of the car was that big stiff who tried to croak me in Jermyn Street.”

“Blind Jake?” said Larry.

“I’ve never been introduced,” replied the other sardonically. “I saw him plain for a minute because he passed in front of the headlamps, and then the lights went out and I saw nothing more. At ten o’clock the gates opened — like magic it was, for there was nobody near them — and a car came out. It passed me, going slow, and I ran behind and jumped on to the luggage-carrier, which was down. I got off as it went into the King’s Road, Chelsea, because there is a lot of light there and a copper might have seen me and given me away. But there were plenty of taxis about, and I hired one and told him to keep the car in sight. I wanted to know where Blind Jake — that’s his name, is it? — was living, and I didn’t have much difficulty in keeping the car in sight. We went up past Victoria, along Grosvenor Place, up Park Lane. I was afraid the car would turn into the park, for private cars are allowed there but taxis aren’t, and I should have lost him. But, luckily or unluckily, it didn’t. The car went up Edgware Road — Tyburn Tree, where they hanged them in the old days, used to be there,” he said, apropos of nothing. “I read that in a book when I was in stir.”

“Cut out those memories of Old London,” begged Larry.

“I followed up close behind, and then the machine turned into some side-streets,” said Fred, “and I took the risk of paying off the cabman and following on foot. I know that district pretty well, and I hadn’t been searching for ten minutes before I saw the car pulling up against a gate which was set into a high wall. The driver must have missed the way, because I was there almost as soon as the doctor.”

“Dr Judd? Was he there?” asked Larry.

Flash Fred nodded, and was very sorry for himself that he had done so. It was some time before he could speak again.

“If I don’t keep my blinking head still,” he said good-humouredly, “I shall lose it. Yes, the doctor was there. I was close up to them; as a matter of fact, I was standing behind the car when they all three got out. Blind Jake was one; a fellow I didn’t recognize was another, and the doctor was the third. He had a bag in his hand, and he seemed to be a bit put out. ‘I protest against being sent for at this hour of the night,’ he said.

“The other man, not Blind Jake, said something in a low voice which I didn’t catch.

“‘Why couldn’t you have got another doctor? Remember that you have forced me to come here, and I come under protest. Where is this woman?’ he asked, and I don’t think the reply was intended for my ears, for the big blind man said, ‘In the boiler-house,’ and laughed, and the other fellow turned to him with a curse and told him to keep quiet.

“They went through the gates, and presently the car moved on. I think it had to turn, and the street wasn’t wide enough. The gate was locked and it had been painted black, but I saw that the word ‘Laundry’ had been there before the new coat had been put on.”

“Did you notice the name of the street?” asked Larry.

“Reville Street,” said the other, to Larry’s surprise, and then he remembered.

“That is the street behind and running parallel with Lissom Lane,” he said. “Go on, Fred.”

“Well, I had to slip away; otherwise I should have been seen. I went all round the houses and came back behind it, just as the doctor came out, and this time there were only two of them; the big blind man had gone. I couldn’t hear what they were talking about, but presently I heard the doctor say good night and the car drove off.

“The other man was looking after the tail-lights, and I had nothing to do but to slouch past as though I had been coming along, walking all the time. ‘If there’s one bad habit that’s worse than another,’ said Fred reflectively, ‘It’s talking to yourself, whether you talk in your sleep or while you’re awake. But there are some men who can’t help it. There was a pal of mine in Barcelona — however, I won’t talk about him, Mr Holt. Well, this man that was left standing was one of that kind. A brooder, I should think. And before I got opposite to him, I heard him muttering, as he stood stockstill, his hands behind him, looking after the car; and the words that I heard as I passed were these. I remember them — sort of committed them to memory. And the words were: ‘Clarissa’s nurse.’ He said it twice. I walked on, never dreaming that he’s spotted me, and as I walked I thought: ‘Now the best thing you can do, Fred, is to go straight to Mr Holt and tell him what you’ve seen and what you’ve heard.’”

Larry nodded.

“I was only a few hundred yards from your house, so I made up my mind to do it. I hadn’t gone very far when I got an uncomfortable feeling that I was being followed. I couldn’t see anybody, but I had that creepy sensation that you get when the splits are after you, and I couldn’t shake it off. I got into your street and began looking for the block where your flat was. I passed it once and was directed back here; and I think that the people who were following me must have slipped in and got upstairs and were waiting for me when I came up. I remember putting my hand up to the knocker of your flat, and then I don’t remember anything more.”

The girl had been writing rapidly, and now she closed her book.

“I think that’s about all,” said Fred weakly. “I’d like a drink.” Ten minutes later two motorcars laden with plainclothes officers were on their way westward, and the inhabitants of the little street upon which the laundry backed were interested spectators of another raid.

“What is this wall?” asked Larry of his assistant.

“It is the wall of the laundry building proper,” said Harvey. “I inspected it very carefully, but there was nothing there.”

“Did you see the boiler-house?”

“Yes, sir, it is a very ordinary underground room with one large boiler and a steam engine.”

“Get that door open,” said Larry. “You have got some men in Lissom Lane to watch the other gate?”

“Yes, sir,” reported the sergeant, and with an expert hand he manipulated the lock and presently the door swung wide.

The room into which the door directly led was in darkness. It proved, when lights were obtained, to be a long brick shed, with a concrete floor, and four rows of trestles down the centre, where, in the days of the laundry, the washerwomen worked. A flight of steps, guarded by a rail, went down to a lower floor, and Larry led the way into the boiler-house.
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“You ought to be ashamed of yourself,” said Blind Jake, shaking his huge head.

He sat huddled up at one side of the tubular room, and his remarks were addressed to a wretched-looking woman who sat on the other side, her arms folded on her knees, her head bent in dejection. She was miserably clad; her hanging hair was streaked with grey, and her hands and face were grimy.

The room itself could hardly be described as a room. It was like an enlarged gas main. The floor was littered with fragments of rubble and broken concrete. One end was a steel door, just large enough for a medium-sized person to squeeze through, and the other was a jagged hole torn in the steel wall, and disclosing beyond a black void which, in the light of the candle, was also littered with rubbish.

“You ought to be ashamed of yourself,” reproved Blind Jake. “Here are They doing all They can for ye, ye ugly old devil, and ye’re whining and snarling! Like a pup who’s had his tail bit!”

The woman moaned and said something.

“You’d have something to snivel about if I had my way,” said Blind Jake. “Don’t we feed ye? Didn’t we give ye a good bed to lie on, till that dog came nosing about?”

“I want to go away,” said the woman. “You’re killing me here.”

“Not yet,” said Blind Jake with a chuckle. “Maybe. They’ll want ye killed, and ye’ll be killed, sure.”

“I want to go out of this horrible place,” cried the woman with a sob. “Why am I here?”

“Do ye want to be down with the rats!” growled Blind Jake. “Didn’t ye squeak and squeal when I took ye down in the long passage under the street, because the little fellows squeaked at you? And now ye’re safe and sound where a rat couldn’t get ye, and tomorrow you’re going into a nice house to live, with fine sheets on your bed. You ungrateful old devil!”

She raised her woebegone face and looked at the blind man curiously. “You talk about ’em as though they were gods,” she said. “One of these days they’ll betray you—”

“Shut up!” snapped the man. “You don’t know ‘em! What have they done for me? They’ve given me a lovely life — all the money I want, everything I can eat and drink. They gave me a young wife,” he chuckled, but the chuckle ended with a hideous distortion of face. “I’ll have her yet; she nearly killed me, that wench.”

“Who was she?” asked the woman.

“Never ye mind. Nobody ye know,” said lake but did not seem disinclined to talk on the matter. “A young, white, sleek girl she was,” he said. “They wanted her because she’s police too.” She was silent for so long that he leant forward and touched her with his big hand.

“You’re not having a fit, are ye?” he said with a note of anxiety. “Not another one of them fits? We can’t always bring a doctor. The next time I’ll rouse ye,” he said menacingly. “I’ll make ye wake.” He shook her savagely.

“I’m awake, I’m awake,” she said, terrified. “Please don’t do that; you will break my arm.”

“Well, behave yourself,” he grumbled, and then began to crawl slowly towards the farther end of the tubular room. Even the woman, though she was far from tall, could not have stood upright in that cramped space. It was wonderful how a man so big could manoeuvre himself through the jagged hole in the steel and crawl into the space beyond. She heard him tossing bricks about and enlarging the cavity at which he had been working all the day. She wondered where she was, for she had been a sick woman when she had been dragged into that terrible chamber, and had no recollection of how she had come in. Only she knew that people were searching for her, and that the awful forces which now held her prisoner were determined that she should not be found. She had been hidden in the depths of the earth, in hideous places alive with terrifying life, and this at least was better.

When he came back she said: “Mr Stuart would give you a lot of money if you took me to him.”

He chuckled. “Ye’ve told me that a hundred times, ye fool!” he said, and mimicked her: “If you take me to Mr Stuart he’ll give ye a lot of money!” A lot of money he’ll give me!”

“I nursed his children,” she wailed, “and his poor wife. And when I got married he gave me a beautiful wedding ring.”

“Aw, shut up!” snarled the man. “Haven’t ye got anything more to talk about? A hundred million times ye’ve told me about nursing his babies and your blasted wedding ring!”

“When I told him about Clarissa, he said he’d give me a thousand pounds,” whispered the woman. “I was that surprised to see him I nearly fell down!” Blind Jake ignored her. He had heard this story before, and it had lost all its novelty. “He never knew about the twins, and thought he had no children alive.”

“If ye hadn’t been a hook or a soak, y’could have told him where she was; but don’t worry yer head: They’ve found her. A fine lady she is, with plenty of money! I heard ’em say that she was a fine lady with plenty of money,” he added simply.

His faith in these mysterious employers of his knew no bounds.

“I was fond of my drop,” confessed the halfwitted woman, “and they sent me to prison for nothing at all. And the home was awful!”

Suddenly Blind Jake lurched forward and dropped his hands upon her shoulders. She opened her mouth to scream, but he put his face close to hers.

“If y’ squeal ye’re dead, my lady! Be quiet!” His sensitive ears had caught the sound of footsteps on the floor above, though they were so completely deadened that none but a blind man would have heard them. He crept closer to her side, put one great arm around her shoulder, the other he held just in front of her face.

“If y’ squeal, ye’re dead,” he said again, and then somebody knocked at the little door at the end of the chamber and the voice of Larry Holt demanded: “Is there anybody here?”
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It had been Diana Ward who had called Larry’s attention to the great rusty boiler at one end of the house, the boiler which had supplied the steam and the power for the laundry. Larry tried the thick iron door which opened into the furnace, but it was fast. He tugged again and it did not move.

“Nobody could be here,” he said, shaking his head. “What do you think, Harvey?

“They would suffocate anyway in there, sir,” replied Sergeant Harvey.

The girl was looking distressed.

“Is there nowhere else?” she asked. “I did hope—” She did not finish her words.

“No, miss, we’ve searched the whole of the place now,” said the sergeant. “Would you like that door forced open, sir?” he asked. “It will take some hours.”

Larry shook his head.

“No, I don’t think so,” he said. “I am inclined to agree with you that if anybody was concealed in the boiler, supposing there were room enough, which is unlikely, they would die of suffocation.”

“Do you think,” asked the girl as they came away, “that Mr Grogan was telling the truth? I know he was,” she added quickly. “I don’t know why I ask such stupid questions.”

“Oh, he was telling the truth all right,” said Larry. “Fred isn’t a model of virtue, but in this case, I believe him. It’s just the luck of the game,” he said bitterly. “Sometimes I feel that I’m never going to fathom this mystery.”

“It will be solved, and solved within a week,” she said, and she spoke with such assurance that he could only stare at her.

“Then you’re going to solve it,” he said, “for I have reached the point, and it is the most dangerous point that a detective can arrive at, when I am suspicious of everybody. Suspicious of Dr Judd, of the innocent Mr Dearborn, of Flash Fred, the Chief Commissioner, and you,” he added good-humouredly. But she did not smile.

“I wondered how long it would be before you suspected me,” she said gravely.

She went off with Harvey and he returned to the hospital, for he had a few more questions to ask the injured crook.

Flash Fred listened attentively, and when Larry had finished: “God knows I have never trusted a policeman in my life,” he said piously, “but I think you’re different, Mr Holt. In one of my pockets you will find the key of my safe deposit. The hospital people have the clothes. It’s the deposit in Chancery Lane, and I’m trusting you,” he said whimsically. “There are things in that box that I shouldn’t like anybody to see, but you will find what you are looking for without disturbing them. There’s a bundle of war stock,” he said uneasily, “which I bought by the sweat of my brow.”

“Somebody sweated, I’ll bet,” said Larry cheerfully. “You needn’t be afraid, Fred, I shan’t pry into your secrets, nor shall I use anything I find there to jail you.”

Fred was ill at ease.

“I knew I was taking a risk when I told you about this business,” he said, “because you were certain to go farther in it, and I was just as certain to help you. If I’d been out and about, it would have been easy, because I could have given you the keys.”

“What are the keys?” asked Larry.”

“They’re duplicates that I had made,” said Fred without a blush. “Strauss got them from the doctor’s key-ring when he was asleep and took the impressions. Strauss ain’t a bad fellow, but he dopes; I never did hold with those evil practices,” said the virtuous Fred. “You want a clean eye and a clear brain to get on in life, don’t you, Mr Holt?”

“And eight nimble fingers, plus two nippy thumbs,” said Larry.

He secured the keys without difficulty, and half an hour later he walked into Room 47, humming a tune and jingling Flash Fred’s nefarious possessions in his pocket.

Diana, after a great deal of persuasion, had been induced to take up her residence under Larry’s eye. The motherly nurse had become a permanent institution at Regent’s Gate Gardens, a circumstance which was not wholly to the liking of Mr Patrick Sunny, who found himself forced to sleep on a camp bed in the kitchen.

“I am sorry to inconvenience you, Sunny,” said Larry Holt that night, “and it is an inconvenience, I suppose?”

“Yes, sir,” said Sunny. “It is an inconvenience.”

“Not a painful one, I hope.”

“No, sir,” said Sunny. “It is not a painful one.”

“The lady was in danger,” said Larry, and this Sunny knew because the matter had been discussed very freely in his presence, “and it was impossible to leave her in her apartment.”

“Yes, sir,” agreed Sunny. “What collar will you be wearing today, sir?”

“Any old collar,” said Larry with a smile. “Anyway, Sunny, the lady is safe sleeping in this flat.”

“No, sir,” said Sunny, and Larry was shocked, for it was the first time in his life that Sunny had ever disagreed with him.

“No?” he said incredulously. “Didn’t you hear what I said? I said the lady is safe here.”

“No, sir,” said Sunny. “I’m very sorry, sir, and I beg your pardon.”

“But no you mean, I suppose? Why isn’t she safe?”

“Because you’re not safe, sir,” said Sunny calmly, “and if you’re not safe, the lady’s not safe, sir.”

Larry laughed. “All right, have your own way,” he said; “and, Sunny—”

“Yes, sir.”

“Will you close the kitchen door tonight? I could hear you turning around in your bed and it woke me up.”

“Very good, sir, I will close the kitchen door,” said Sunny, and in truth he did.

After Larry had gone to bed and the flat was in silence, Sunny carried his little camp-bedstead into the hall, placed it so that its foot was about fifteen inches from the door, balanced a broom, the head against the door, the end of the handle resting on the bed, and then he retired. But he shut the kitchen door.

At two o’clock in the morning a key was placed noiselessly in the lock and the door was pushed open a few inches, and the broom fell ruthlessly on Sunny’s head.

It might have brained him, but, by a fortunate accident, didn’t.

Larry heard three shots fired in rapid succession and leapt out of bed and came into the passage, gun in hand. He saw an empty camp-bedstead, an open door, but Sunny was gone. He ran down the stairs and met that worthy man returning, leading by the collar a diminutive ruffian, upon whose evil face was stamped a twisted grin of pain, for he had a bullet in the fleshy part of his leg.

“Bring him in,” said Larry, and closed the door.

Diana was standing in the passage when the man was marched through and hastily withdrew, to reappear again at the informal inquiry which Larry instituted.

It was an inquiry prefaced by a respectful apology on the part of Sunny.

“I beg your pardon, sir, for taking the loan of your pistol,” he said, “and as to my bed being in the passage and disturbing you—”

“Say no more about that, Sunny my lad,” said Larry with a grateful glance at his valet. “We’ll talk about that afterwards. Now, my boy, what have you to say for yourself?” He addressed the unpleasant-looking prisoner.

“He ain’t got no right to use firearms,” said the man hoarsely.

Larry thought his hoarseness was due to his emotion, but it would seem that it was his natural voice.

“I’m shot, I am! I was coming down the stairs as quiet and as peaceful as possible when this fellow came out and shot me.”

“Innocent child” said Larry, unpleasantly. He felt over the man’s pocket and took out a long-bladed knife, the edge of which he tested with his finger and thumb. It was razor-sharp.

Larry looked at the man again. He was about thirty-five, hollow-cheeked and sunken-eyed.

“Let me see your hands,” said Larry, and the man with a scowl put them out.

“Have you any convictions?”

“No, sir,” said the man sullenly.

“Who sent you here?”

“Find out!”

“I am going to find out,” said Larry softly, “and you will be a little damaged in the finding. Who sent you here?”

“I’m not going to tell,” said the man.

“I think you will,” said Larry, and led him into the kitchen and shut the door.

When the police arrived ten minutes later they took charge of a very shady man.

“He has told all he knows,” said Larry. “He was sent here to cover another man who escaped. He swears he does not know who the other man was, but it was evidently not Blind Jake.”

“How did you induce him to tell?” asked the girl, a little fearfully.

“I threatened to wash him,” said Larry, and he spoke no more than the truth. “It was not the threat of the washing, of course,” he explained, “it was the being in that room alone with me and the fact that I could strip off his coat without an effort, and the possibility that the washing was merely a preliminary to some form of horrible torture which I had invented which made him talk — his wound is nothing, by the way. It will probably be healed by the time he sees the divisional surgeon. And now I think we can all go to bed. I want to see you, Sunny, before you retire for the night.” What he said to Sunny set that stolid man strutting for the rest of the week.



XXXII. A Breakfast Proposal


Table of Contents


A thin white mist overhung the park and shrouded the deserted stretch of Rotten Row, and the one or two riders who had come out at this early hour for their constitutional merely served to emphasize the desolation of the place.

One of these horsemen was Sir John Hason, Chief Commissioner of Police, who made it a practice to ride before breakfast, and he neither expected nor invited company. He was, therefore, surprised and a little annoyed when a horseman came up from behind him and, checking his mount to a walk, fell in by Sir John’s side.

“Hallo, Larry,” said John Hason in surprise. “This is an unexpected apparition! I thought you were a ghost.”

“I shall be that too; one of these fine mornings,” said Larry, “unless I’m jolly careful. I knew you would be riding, so I hired a hack from the local livery stable and came out. Besides,” he said, “I want a change of air and I want to talk, outside the stultifying atmosphere of your office.”

“Anything new?” asked Sir John.

“There was an attempt at assassination last night, but that’s so usual that I hate reporting it as a novelty,” said Larry, and told the story of the two o’clock visitation.

“It’s the queerest case I’ve ever heard about,” said Sir John Hason thoughtfully. “Not a day passes but somebody new comes in. You still attach importance to the charwoman?”

Larry nodded.

“You know London better than I, John,” he said, for between him and his old schoolmate there was no formality on such occasions as this. “Who is Judd?”

“Oh, Judd!” laughed the Commissioner. “I don’t think you need worry your head about him. He is a man of some standing in the City, though I seem to have heard that his brother was rather a waster. The Judds practically own all the shares in the Greenwich Insurance Company. It is not a very big concern, but it has successfully resisted every attempt on the part of the insurance trusts and the big companies to absorb it. That shows character which I admire. They inherited the shares from their father and built up what looked to be a very shaky concern into a fairly prosperous business.”

“I was looking at the board of directors last night,” said Larry. “It is in the Stock Exchange year-book. I sat up after everybody had gone to bed and tried to puzzle things out. Do you know that John Dearborn is a director of that company?”

“Dearborn the dramatist?” asked Hason quickly. “No, I did not know. Of course, the directors in a company like that,” he smiled, “are merely the nominees of Judd. Judd is a very good fellow, I am told, and spends a lot of money in charity. He practically supports the Home which Dearborn is running. He may have been given an ornamental directorship in order to bring in a little money to his institute.”

“I thought of that too,” nodded Larry. “Who is Walters?”

“Never heard of him,” said John Hason.

“He’s another director of the Company, and also an ornamental person, I should imagine. And Cremley? Ernest John Cremley, of Wimbledon.”

“He is most certainly an ornamental person,” said the Commissioner. “I know him slightly, a man with very little brains and an insatiable appetite for cards. Why do you ask?”

“Because these two men are also directors of the Macready Theatre Syndicate,” said Larry quietly. “Judd’s name does not appear, but there is another strange name, which is probably a nominee of his.”

“Where are we getting to?” asked the Commissioner.

“We’re getting here,” said Larry, reining in his horse and bringing it round so that he stood side by side and facing his chief, “that Judd controls the theatre where Dearborn’s plays are produced. So there is some association between Judd and the superintendent of the Blind Mission in Paddington.”

Sir John digested this fact before he spoke.

“I don’t see that there is anything particularly blameworthy about that,” he said; “after all, Dearborn is only the victim of Blind Jake, and from what you told me in your report last night, Judd is the victim of nobody except our friend Flash Fred. I can well understand why the doctor wanted to save his brother’s name,” he went on. “Judd adored that younger brother of his, thought he was the finest fellow in the world. I have never seen a case where brothers entertained such affection one for the other. The week David Judd died the doctor shut himself up and would not see anybody. What the — !”

The Commissioner’s note of startled surprise was justified, for Larry had suddenly brought round his horse and was riding furiously across the park, taking no small risk from the low railings he leapt.

He had seen a figure, unmistakably tall, muffled to the chin in a pea-jacket, slouching along the path that led to one of the gates of the park.

The man heard the gallop of hoofs and ran as straight and as swift as a deer, gained the gates and ran out into the street. The gate was too small for Larry to ride his horse through, and he flung himself off and, leaving his mount to his own devices, he ran out into the street. He saw no more than a car pull away from the kerb and move rapidly eastward.

He looked around for a cab, but there was none in sight, and with a shrug he came back, found his horse, mounted and trotted slowly back to where Sir John was sitting.

“Where the devil did you go?” asked Sir John.

“I saw a gentleman I am most anxious to meet,” said Larry a little breathlessly.

“One Blind Jake, who was taking his morning constitutional in the park, with his car waiting to pick him up like a perfect gentleman. If I had had a gun I would have given Tarling another Daffodil Mystery to solve. I should have been glad to have found flowers for Blind Jake!”
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When he got back to the house Diana was dressed and sitting down to breakfast.

“I thought you weren’t coming back,” she said with a little sigh.

“Why the sigh?” asked Larry.

“Because — I thought you weren’t coming back to breakfast,” she said.

He told her of the chase in the park.

“That rather upsets my theory that Blind Jake is still at the Home or at the laundry,” she said, “because the house is being watched, isn’t it?”

“On both sides,” said Larry, “but there are a dozen ways this fellow could get out, and the fact that he goes for an early morning constitutional, and the people who are behind him consider that his health is of sufficient importance to put a car at his disposal, rather proves that he is confined during the day.” They were alone, for the nurse chaperon had not finished dressing.

“I don’t know how this case is going to end, Diana,” said Larry after a little silence, “and this is a most prosaic moment to say what I want to say, but — but — but after this case is ended, I don’t want you to remain at the Yard.”

She went a little pale. “You mean I am not satisfactory?” she said. “As a secretary?”

“You’re very satisfactory, both as a secretary and an individual,” said Larry, trying to maintain command of his voice. “I don’t like your — I don’t like your working.” There was another silence.

“I don’t think I shall work after this case,” she said quietly. “I thought of leaving, too.”

This was an unexpected reply, and it filled him with a sense of panic.

“You’re not going away?” he asked, and she laughed.

“You’re really a most inconsistent person. You dismiss me in one breath and hope I’m not leaving you in another,” she said, and she was treading on dangerous ground and was well aware of the fact. “After all,” she went on, solemnly mischievous, “there are so many jobs where competent girls are wanted.”

“I know a job where a competent girl is wanted,” said Larry, swallowing something, “and her job is to look after a flat and share the modest fortune of a detective-inspector who may be something better one of these fine days.” She was helping herself to a triangular piece of toast when he spoke, and she let the toast drop.

“I don’t quite know what you mean,” she faltered.

“I mean,” said Larry. “I want to marry you — go to the devil!”

She looked up openmouthed, in time to see the door shut upon the outraged Sunny.

“I’m awfully sorry,” stammered Larry. “I didn’t mean that last remark for you, dear. I really mean—”

“I know what you mean,” she said, and laid her hand on his. “You mean you want me?”

“I want you so much,” said Larry, “that I can’t find words to make my want plain.” She did not speak. She suffered her hand to stay under his, and her eyes catching the distorted reflection of her face in the polished coffeepot, she laughed. Larry drew his hand away quickly, for he was a sensitive man.

“I’m rather a fool, I’m afraid,” he said quietly.

She had not moved. “Put your hand back.” Her voice was no higher than a whisper, but he obeyed. “Now tell me what you were saying. I was laughing at myself in the coffeepot. I don’t look like a person that anybody could propose to at half-past eight in the morning.”

“Then — then you know you are being proposed to?” he said huskily.

She nodded, and her shining eyes turned to meet his.

“And — will you?” he asked, finding it difficult to frame the words.

“Will I what — be proposed to?” she answered innocently. “I think I will, Larry dear: I rather like it.” And then she was in his arms, and he was holding her tightly, tightly.

And then Sunny came in, and they did not see him. He stole forth silently and made his way to the landing outside the door and rang the elevator bell. The girl who worked the elevator was a great friend of his and supplied him with much information which was of value.

“Louie,” he said, and he was more than usually sober, “can you tell me where I can get lodgings near at hand? I think I shall soon be sleeping out.”

“Sleeping out, Pat?” said the wondering Louie. (She called him Pat because it was his name, but more because he had graciously permitted her that liberty.) “Is your master getting a housekeeper?”

“I think so,” said Sunny very gravely indeed. “I think so, Louie.”

Larry may have walked to the office that morning, or he may have ridden, or floated. He had no distinct recollection of what happened, or how he got there, except that he knew that Diana Ward was by his side and that he was hopelessly, ridiculously, overwhelmingly happy in his love. It had been the most extraordinary courting, and the proposal had been as amazingly unconventional. He had pictured such a scene, but it had been set in a quiet drawingroom under shaded lights, or in some bosky dell, or in the shade of an old tree along some backwater of the ancient river.

“Not at breakfast,” he said aloud, “oh dear, no.”

“Not at breakfast?” repeated the girl. “Oh, you are thinking — yes, it was funny.”

“It was wonderful!” said Larry. “I feel all puffed up.”

“Then I’m going to take some of the puffed-up feeling out of you,” she said calmly. “I want you to make me a promise.”

“I’ll promise you anything in the world, Diana,” he said extravagantly. “Ask me for the top brick off the Chimney-pots, or a slice of the moon—”

“Nothing so difficult as that. I merely want to — And yet perhaps it will be more difficult,” she said seriously. “Will you promise me that under no circumstances you will ask to be released from your engagement?” He turned round to her, and almost stopped in his walk.

“That’s an easy one,” he said. “Whatever makes you think I should want to break off this wonderful—”

“I know, I know,” she interrupted. “It’s very wonderful to me, and yet” — she shook her head— “will you promise that whatever happens, whatever be the outcome of the Stuart case, whether you fail or succeed, whatever revelations come, you will not break your engagement?”

“I promise you that,” said Larry eagerly. “There’s nothing in the world which would induce me to take back a word I’ve said. I am living in mortal terror lest you discover how you are throwing yourself away upon somebody who is not worthy of you. If you do, I swear I will sue you for breach of promise! My fine feelings are not to be trifled with.”

When they reached Room 47 they found two men waiting in the corridor. One was a plainclothes officer, the other was a wizened little man who sat pensively on a form, his hands on his knees, staring with unseeing eyes at the floor.

Larry stopped at the sight.

“What’s this’?” he asked.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” said the girl penitently, “I should have told you — I sent for him.”

“Why, it’s Lew!” said Larry in surprise, and Diana nodded.

“You told me that I could call for any witness I wanted: she began, and he stopped her.

“My dear, of course you can,” he said.

He looked at the old man curiously, and Lew, oblivious to all things, sat in his dark and silent world, consuming his own thoughts.

“Bring him in,” said Larry. “How are you going to make him talk, or convey our wishes to him?” He shook his head pityingly. “I never realized before what a terrible affliction this combination of circumstances might be,” he said. “Can you talk to him?”

“I think so,” said the girl quietly, “but you must realize that he has no idea where he is. For all he knows, he may still be in that dreadful house of the blind, still under the care of the men who have treated him so cruelly.”

Larry nodded. “When you said he was dead I thought you were mad,” he said, “but I understand now.”

“I want a shotgun,” said the girl, “and I want a uniformed officer.” She turned to Larry. “I am going to see whether I have forgotten all I learnt in the Blind Hospital,” she said. She took the old man by the hand and he followed her obediently.

She caught his two wrists gently and raised them to her face.

“A woman,” he said; then she took up the little vase of flowers on her desk and held them under his nose.

“Roses, ain’t they?” he said. “This is a hospital.” She beckoned the uniformed policeman who stood at the door and again raised the old man’s hands, letting them rest lightly on the collar of his tunic, and his buttons, then she raised them to his helmet.

“A copper!” said Lew, and shrank back.

She gave him the flowers again, and again raised his hand and brought the gnarled old hand to her cheek.

“I’m in a hospital and a policeman’s looking after me. Am I wanted for anything?” She took his head between her hands and gently shook it.

“I’m not, eh?” he said, relieved.

Larry was watching the play, fascinated.

“Am I safe from them swine?” She took his head between her hands and forced him to nod.

“Do you want me to talk?” She repeated the movement, and pushed a chair up to him, guiding him down to it.

The plainclothes officer had brought the gun and she took it from him, and lifting Lew’s hand passed it lightly over the barrel and the stock. He shivered.

“Yes, that’s what they’ve done to me,” he said. “You want them for that, don’t you? It was cruel hard on a blind man. What are you pinching my left hand for?” Again she made him nod, then she pinched the right hand, and without waiting for his question made him shake his head.

“I see, I see,” he said eagerly. “The right hand is no and the left hand is yes. Is there somebody here — high?” She signalled yes.

“Do they want me to tell?” Again she signalled the affirmative, and he began his story.

He and Blind Jake had been companions in misfortune. He had been a slave to the big man, almost since his youth, and had lived a life of terror, dominated by this extraordinary villain.

“He done things that would make you curl up if you knew! Jake did,” nodded Lew. “Things that I don’t like thinking about, that haunt me at nights.” Then five or six years before, Lew’s own brother had joined this extraordinary band of criminals.

“A fine big fellow he was, too,” said Lew proudly, “and he could see! He used to go round the fairs pretending he couldn’t, but he had grand eyesight, could read newspapers and books. A big chap, sir, with long bushy whiskers down to here. A grand fellow was Jim, but a hook.” Then they had come under the influence of this extraordinary power, to which Blind Jake was used to refer in such reverent tones. They had been sent to carry bodies from a house, and Jake had assisted, and so had Jim and Lew. He didn’t know that they were murdered, but he thought they were.

“A clever gang they are. Why, six years ago, do you know what they did?” He seemed almost proud of the genius of these terrible men. “We chucked a man in the river with a weight round his legs. You’d think they’d be suspicious, wouldn’t you, when they found the body? Not they! What do you think the weight was attached to, guv’nor? A big block of salt, that fitted just round the cove’s legs, and as soon as the salt dissolved, up he came.”

“Was he alive when you put him in?” asked Larry, and the girl shivered.

The man could not hear, but he answered almost as though he could.

“He may have been dead, I forget.” Lew went on. “He didn’t holler or anything. God’s truth, I didn’t know they was going to put him in the water! How was I to know? But in the water he went. And then Jim disappeared. I don’t know what happened to him. He just went away and we never saw him again. That was four years ago in May, as far as I can remember.” Lew had got frightened after a while and began to suspect the danger to himself, if he did not know it already, and was fearful of Jake and his threats, more fearful of the mysterious vanishing of his brother. He could not write Braille, but he had got a man in Todd’s Home, a ‘straight ‘un’, to write the message that he intended putting in the pocket of the next victim. Possibly he had heard from Jake that there was a ‘job’ at hand.

“I think I will go now,” said the girl, suddenly white.

Larry took her out into the corridor and brought her a glass of water.

“I’m quite all right,” she smiled bravely. “Go back and listen.” Lew was talking when Larry returned, and when he had finished, Larry knew almost all there was to be known about the murder of Gordon Stuart.

That evening there was a conference of all heads of departments, presided over by the Chief Commissioner.

“We may not be able to convict on the evidence of this man,” said Sir John gravely; “we will get the warrants if you like, but I think with a little more rope, and the knowledge we have, we could catch them red-handed.”

Larry came back to his office — the girl had gone home — in time to hear his telephone bell ringing.

“Is that Mr Holt?” said a strange voice.

Now it is unusual to receive a call at Scotland Yard from anybody but police or public officials because the numbers of the various departments do not appear in the telephone book.

“I am Inspector Holt,” replied Larry.

“Dr Judd asks you whether you can come to his office at once. He has something important to communicate.”

Larry thought a moment. “Yes, I will come immediately,” he said.

He picked up Harvey, and a cab deposited them at Bloomsbury Pavement.

At this hour Larry expected the building to be deserted, but there was a light showing in one of the upstairs windows. The long narrow vestibule was also illuminated.

Larry walked quickly through the vestibule; the porter’s little recess was empty.

At the far end were the doors of two automatic lifts, one of which was in position.

“Shall I come up with you?” asked the sergeant.

There was no reason why he shouldn’t, and yet— “No, no, stay here,” said Larry.

He stepped into the lift and pushed the ivory button marked “Fourth Floor” and the elevator jerked upward. At the fourth floor it stopped and Larry, pushing open the grille, stepped out on to the landing. Immediately opposite him was a glass door, behind which a light shone. The words “Dr Judd” were written legibly enough, and he turned the handle of the door and stepped into an empty room. He called, but nobody answered him, and, puzzled, he came back to the landing.

Every sense in Larry Holt’s system was alert. Dr Judd was not the kind of individual who would indulge in a silly practical joke, or attempt to hoax him.

Then he had a mild surprise. He had come by the left-hand elevator, which had now disappeared, and in its place was the right-hand lift, which must have been on a higher floor when he had reached the landing. What was more remarkable, the lift door was wide open.

Who had come up?

He looked along the corridor, but there was nobody in sight.

“Is everything all right?” It was the hollow voice of Harvey coming up the elevator shaft. “I’m coming down,” said Larry, and stepped through the open grille into the waiting elevator.

His foot was poised, he was in the very act of bringing it down upon the floor of the lift, when he realized in a Hash that what he had thought was solid wood flooring was no more than paint and paper. There was no possibility of drawing back. His balance had shifted, and the full weight of his body was thrown forward.

He had the fraction of a second to think, and then, utilizing every ounce of strength, ever atom of impetus he could get from his left foot, which still rested on the solid edge of the landing, he leapt forward and gripped the moulding of one of the panels at the back of the elevator. He had less than half an inch to hold on by, but by the extraordinary strength in his hands he maintained his hold, even as his feet crashed through the paper flooring and the whole weight of his body was flung upon his fingertips. He hung thus, suspended in space, a fifty-foot fall upon the stone Hags beneath him.

“Quick, come up!” he shouted. “Fourth Floor. I’m trapped!” He heard the rattle of the other lift and the whine of the motor, and at the same time he heard another sound above him, and, glancing up, saw a face looking down from the opening on the fifth floor.

Then something whizzed past him and struck the panelling of the elevator with a crash. For a second he nearly released his hold, He felt the lift shaking unaccountably, and then, to his horror, the ascending lift passed him.

“Here, here!” he shouted, The face above seemed to be growing dimmer; but again he saw the hand poised, something struck him on the shoulders, he released his hold and fell,
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Larry jerked open the gates on the ground-floor, and staggered from the lift-shaft to meet the dumbfounded Dr Judd standing in an attitude of surprise, and incredulity expressed on every line of his countenance.

“Whatever has happened?” he demanded anxiously.

“A miracle!” said Larry, with a touch of grimness. “I seem to have fallen about four feet. You sent for me, Dr Judd.”

Dr Judd shook his head.

“I’m afraid I don’t understand what this is all about,” he said. “Will you come up to my office?”

“I don’t think that is necessary,” said Larry. “You sent a telephone message asking me to come here at once because you had something important to communicate to me. I’m going up,” he said viciously. “There’s a gentleman on the top floor whose acquaintance I should like to make.”

“I assure you, Mr Holt,” said the doctor earnestly, “that I have never sent for you or communicated with you in any way. I sent my porter out on a message and then remembered that I hadn’t any cigarettes and foolishly left this great building unattended. You didn’t step into the wrong lift, did you?”

A slow smile came to Larry’s face. “I rather fancy I did,” said he.

“Good heavens!” gasped the doctor. “Why, you might have been killed!”

“I don’t exactly know what happened as it is,” said Larry.

“Only one lift is working,” explained the doctor. “Something went wrong with the motors and we’re working them on balance. That is to say, one elevator comes down while the other goes up. Taking advantage of the fact that tomorrow is Sunday, the workmen were repairing the floor of number two elevator, which has worn rather thin—”

“And spread some pieces of paper and canvas in its place, I presume?” said Larry, who was impolite and well aware of the fact. “Anyway, I’m going up now,” he said, and they went together in the sound elevator.

Harvey was halfway down to his chief, and they met him.

“Thank God you’re not hurt,” he said.

Larry shook his head. “I could have only been six feet from the ground when I dropped. I didn’t realize that this infernal elevator was descending all the time the gentleman was shying things at me.”

“Somebody throwing at you, sir? I thought I heard a bit of iron strike the bottom of the shaft.” The elevator only went as far as the fourth floor. The upper floor was reached by a stairway. Larry came up to the darkened landing to find, as he had expected, that his assailant had gone. Which way he had gone there was no need to ask, for in the ceiling at the end of the passage was a square patch of light where a trapdoor had been raised, and beneath there was a pair of steps.

“I can’t tell you how sorry I am,” said Dr Judd, when they rejoined him, He looked unusually pale and his voice quavered. “Some fool must have played a practical joke which might have had very serious consequences, How did you save yourself?” But Larry was in no mood for narrative, and he left a perturbed Dr Judd with a curt “Good night.”

“And tomorrow, Harvey,” said Larry, “I shall be at the office at half-past nine, and I want you to be there to meet me, The clearing-up process begins in earnest tomorrow and this day week, please God, there will be no Stuart mystery.”

*

“My dear,” said Larry Holt at breakfast the next morning, and his tone was at once paternal and apprehensive, “I said one large prayer last night, and it was one of thankfulness that your prophecy is coming true.”

“About capturing the gang?” she asked.

“Something like that,” said he, rising.

“Are you going without me?” she asked in surprise as he rose from the table.

“Yes,” he hesitated, “I am going to pursue a little clue which may be a very big clue indeed.”

She looked at him doubtfully, “I couldn’t come with you, I suppose?” she asked, He shook his head, “No, this is a job which I must do entirely on my own,” he said, “Anyway it is necessary that I should break the law to make my investigations, and I cannot be responsible for leading you from the straight path.”

“I don’t think it would worry me very much,” she smiled, “but you don’t want to tell me, that’s it, isn’t it?”

“You’ve guessed it first time,” said Larry, “The noble Sunny will look after you and escort you to Scotland Yard and he will be bulging with weapons of a lethal character.”

Sunny blushed, but recovered immediately, “Yes, sir,” said he, “I’m thinking of sending your overcoat to be cleaned for the winter.”

“What on earth has that to do with escorting Miss Ward to Scotland Yard?” asked Larry in astonishment,

“Nothing, sir,” said Sunny, “except it will be very cold round about November, and they take a long time to clean overcoats.”

“In fact,” said the girl with a smile, “Sunny is being nicely domestic and is taking a very optimistic view of the outcome of this case. Where will this clue lead you?” she asked. “I’d rather like to know, because—” She stopped, “Well, in case you are ever missing.”

“It is leading me to Hampstead,” said Larry.

She drew a deep sigh.

“I was dreadfully afraid it was somewhere else,” she said.

He wondered why she was afraid, but it was not a subject that he wished to pursue because he had lied outrageously, Half an hour after he reached the Yard, two slightly soiled men in the shabby uniform of the North Metropolitan Gas Company walked out the Whitehall end of Scotland Yard, one carrying a bag of tools, and boarded a bus. They were set down within a quarter of a mile of their destination and walked the remainder of the journey, stopping to survey the house wherein Larry had decided would be found the solution of Gordon Stuart’s death.

It was an unusual-looking house, bare and grim, with few windows, and those heavily barred.

“The man who planned that must have thought he was designing a prison, sir,” said Harvey.

“Maybe he was,” replied Larry. “Harvey, if what Lew the blind man told us is true, then we have come to the end of the chase.”

Harvey was shocked. “But this is only a look-over, sir?” he said. “You don’t really expect to finish the case on this one inspection?”

Larry nodded. “When I enter that house I am pulling into material shape every dream I have dreamt, every theory I have evolved. I stand or fall by the result.”

“Does Miss Ward know — ?” began Harvey boldly.

“This is the one thing that Miss Ward doesn’t know,” smiled Larry. Crossing the road, he mounted the steps and rang the bell.

The door was opened by a manservant, and to him Larry Holt spoke shortly and with authority, and they were ushered into the hall.

“Remember, you are to keep our visit a secret,” said Larry,

“You can depend on me, Mr Holt,” said the man, who had turned a sickly green at the detective’s appearance.

The hall was wide and lofty, panelled in oak from the tesselated marble floor to the ceiling. The only furniture was a table and a chair, Larry noted, There were no lights visible, and he gathered that illumination was furnished by lamps concealed in the cornices. Other illuminations were furnished by a long, narrow window of frosted glass, through which the shadow of the bars could be seen. There was no stairway leading from the hall, but there was a doorway immediately facing the street door, which Larry guessed concealed the staircase. On the other side of the hall was a second door, and these were the only apparent means of egress from the passage.

He opened the door on the right and found himself in a large and beautifully furnished salon. The walls were hung about with pictures and tapestries, and on the polished floor were half a dozen Persian rugs, which Larry could see were worth a fortune. There were six stained-glass windows in this room, and each was a masterpiece.

By their side hung heavy velvet curtains which could be so drawn that the window excluded all light. One silver electrolier hung in the middle of the apartment, and there were no other lights, though here again Larry supposed that the main illumination came from concealed lamps.

He walked across to the big fireplace with its silver grate and fixtures, and examined two letters which lay open upon a table by the side of the big armchair. They were of no importance, and he continued his search.

From the main apartment another door opened on to a flight of stairs, which led to a suite of bedrooms, a little drawingroom and a large study, which was over the salon and covered practically the same area.

His search upstairs was more or less perfunctory, though his examination of the corridor from whence the bedrooms gave was of a more careful and exacting character. But he came down again to the salon, satisfied in his mind that what had to be discovered was to be looked for on the lower floor.

He found the servant in the room when he came down and dismissed him sharply.

“Go back to the hall,” he said, and sulkily the man obeyed.

And now Larry gave every minute to an examination of the panelled walls of the room — particularly that wall which was opposite the door through which he and Harvey had entered. So cunningly had the panelling been arranged that it was a long time before he found the concealed door; and then it was not where he had been looking, but on a level with the stained-glass window. He remembered then having seen from the outside a small semicircular obtrusion from the main wall of the building.

“Here we are, Harvey!” he said exultantly, as he pulled up a carved wreath which seemed to be part of the wall’s decorations and disclosed a tiny keyhole, He took the packet of keys from his pocket and tried first one and then the other. At the fourth trial a lock slipped back and the door opened inwards.

He was right! He knew it at that moment. The joy of accomplishment set his heart beating faster — the knowledge that he had at last a tangible something to show, not to the Commissioner, not to his superiors, but to the girl who was more to him than career or life, brought a new colour to his cheeks and a brighter light to his eyes.

He was in a small bell-shaped apartment, with a domed roof, a room so small that the door, when it was opened, touched the opposite wall. It was made of concrete, and a flight of steps leading down to the cellar were also of this material.

The first thing that caught his eye was an electric switch and this he snapped down, illuminating a lower landing. There was another door to the left, and a further flight of steps which disappeared in darkness. No effort had been made to conceal the keyhole of the door, and one of his keys opened it.

He found himself in a low-roofed concrete chamber, about five foot six in height and, as near as he could judge, about ten feet square, He searched for, and found, the electric switch and illuminated the apartment.

“What do you think of this, Harvey?”

“What are they running?” asked Harvey in surprise. “An electric light plant?”

Larry shook his head. “No,” he said, “this isn’t a light plant. I know very little about machinery, but I have an idea that this gadget is a pump.” He examined the machinery more carefully.

“Yes, it is a pump,” he said, “one of the type which is used in ships to trim the ballast tanks.” A thick cable was suspended on brackets along the wall, and he felt this gingerly.

“Electric,” he said. “This is where he gets his power.” On the wall was a switchboard and what seemed an independent lever. He examined this closely and before he went on to yet another machine. “And this is the ventilating plant,” he said, pointing to a barrel-shaped instrument. “You notice the bad-air exhaust?”

“He’s a thorough gentleman, this,” said Sergeant Harvey,

“Very,” agreed Larry, and they walked out of the room, locking the door behind them.

“A door over there leading to the yard,” said Larry, pointing to the wall opposite the machine-room.

Harvey saw no door, but followed his leader down a further flight of stairs.

“Ten steps,” Larry warned, and then he came against a door. A heavy door of ferro-concrete hung upon hinges of toughened bronze. This Larry confirmed before he went any farther. He expected to find bronze, and would have been surprised if the hinges had been made of any other material. He had two fears: one that the doors would be fitted with bolts and the other that they were impossible to open from the inside. This latter fear, he saw, was groundless, for the keyhole was covered from the outside by a screw cap. He twisted the cover off and opened the door. It swung back heavily, and he measured the edge.

“Four inches thick!” he said grimly. “He takes no chances.” Behind the first door was another of steel, and this too, he unlocked. And now he paused and he felt his breath grow laboured.

“Take note of this room to which we are coming,” said Larry Holt, “for it was here that Gordon Stuart died!”
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He carried a flashlamp in his hand, but it was some time before he discovered the switch, which was set high in the wall, near the sloping roof of the stairs on the farthermost side of the door. A click, and the void before them was illuminated. He could see nothing from where he stood save a brass bedstead, destitute of clothing.

Down two steps and three paces along a narrow passage, and he was in the room.

Floor, roof and walls were of cement-work, and he saw that what he had thought was one was really two rooms, the second being fitted up roughly as a bathroom.

There were no windows of any kind, and he had not expected them. The air was heavy and stale, and evidently the two ventilators near the ceiling were not in working order.

But it was not the bathroom nor the bedstead to which his eyes strayed; it was to a great block of granite in the centre of the room. In the stone, which was a cube two feet in each direction, was a large steel bolt, and from this bolt ran a thin rusted chain, also of steel. Each yard of the chain ran through a block of lead, which Larry judged to be ten pounds in weight, and there were three of these. The chain terminated in a brass legring.

“Yes,” said Larry, “I think so.” He picked up the ring and examined it, and, trying first one and then the other of his keys upon the little lock, the opening of which was protected by a sliding cover, presently he saw the two catches snap back, and heaved a sigh.

“Thank God for that!” he said. “I was afraid I’d missed the key.” He looked round at Harvey and Harvey’s face was a study.

“What is this, Mr Holt?” he asked, bewildered.

“The operating room of the ‘Dark Eyes’,” replied Larry briefly.

“Do you mean to say that these devils—”

Larry nodded. He was walking around the walls, looking for a place where he could conceal the waterproof bag he carried in his pocket, There was not so much as a crack into which it could be hidden, for the big holes set in the wall near the floor at regular intervals were, he knew, of no value for his purpose. Then his eye fell upon the granite block, and, exerting all his strength, he pulled at it. Slowly it canted away. There had been no necessity to cement to the floor a block of that weight.

“Give me a hand to ease this down, Harvey,” he said, and the two men lowered the block on its side. It had fitted truly, and its base was perhaps only an inch deeper than the floor.

Where it had stood the workmen had not taken the trouble to make its foundations secure, and there was a depression in the cement, irregular and shallow, but large enough for Larry’s purpose. He took the waterproof bag — it was no more than a sponge bag — from his pocket and began to drop various articles into the bottom. Key followed key and then: “A handcuff key, if you’ve got one, Harvey,” he said. “I left mine in my room.” Harvey found a handcuff key in his waistcoat pocket and passed it across to his superior.

“And this, I think,” said Larry, and took something from his pocket and placed it in the bag.

He smoothed the bag and its contents as flat as possible, and it just fitted into the depression. Then the two men lifted the stone and put it back in its place.

“May I ask,” said the bewildered Harvey, “what is the idea?”

Larry laughed, and his laugh sounded hollow in that dreadful room, which had never heard laughter.

“Is the servant in this?” asked Harvey.

“I’m perfectly sure he isn’t. This gang wouldn’t trust a servant,” replied Larry. “No, he probably keeps to his own part of the house, and doesn’t even enter the reception-room except when his boss is at home, unless he is sent for. If you notice this house, it has been built for a specific purpose. For example, the room has a vacuum bracket in the wainscot, there is an electric lift from the kitchen, and a private stairway to the bedrooms and study upstairs. My theory is, but I haven’t time to confirm it, that the servant lives in practically a house of his own, which has no connection with this part of the building. Did you notice a door opposite what I would call the engine-room? It wasn’t easy to spot because it looked like the rest of the wall. In reality, it is of iron, camouflaged as concrete. It is on the ground level and leads to the yard at the side of the house, and incidentally to the garage.”

Harvey shouldered his tools. “This is a horrible place, Mr Holt,” he said with a shudder. “In all my thirty-five years of police experience I have never been so — shocked. It sounds silly to you?”

“Not a bit,” said Larry quietly. “I am shocked beyond words.”

“You really think that that is the place where these people have been done to death?”

“I’m certain of it,” said Larry. “In that room Gordon Stuart went over to the other side.”

They went back in the hall now. By the side of the door there was a narrow slit of a window covered by a strip of silk casement cloth, and Harvey went to this and pulled it aside.

“There’s a car at the door,” he said. “Just come up.”

Larry stepped to his side and looked. A man had descended from a taxicab and was paying the driver.

“The Reverend Mr Dearborn,” said Larry. “How interesting!” Larry hesitated only for a second, then he opened the door, and the Rev. John Dearborn, who had turned from the cab, and whose hand was on the spikes of the gate, bent his head suddenly as though he had remembered something, and beckoned the cabman.

“My friend,” he said, “I cannot see you, but are you still there?”

“Yes, sir,” replied the cabman.

“I have remembered that I wish to call at the post office. Will you take me there?” His hand groped out and the cabman took it, and leaning back opened the door again.

Before Larry could get down the steps the cab was on the move. The detective turned back with a little smile.

“David Judd can wait,” he said softly.

“David Judd?” said Harvey.

“David Judd!” repeated Larry Holt. “Who said this is not an age of miracles, when the blind can see as John Dearborn sees, and David Judd, dead and buried, is rollicking round London in a taxicab. Harvey, there’s a great detective in this city.”

“There is, sir,” said Sergeant Harvey heartily. “And the name of the same is Holt.”

“It isn’t, but it will be,” said Larry softly.
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“Wait!” said Larry. He was on the point of leaving the House of Death. “We may not get another opportunity of making a leisurely examination of these premises. I am curious about the side door.” He led the way to the secret door in the salon, closing it behind him, then down the steps he passed and paused opposite the engine-room.

“Here is the door to the yard, I think,” he said, and switched his flashlamp over the wall.

The keyhole was difficult to find, but he discovered it after a while near the floor in the bottom right-hand corner. As he had expected, it opened on to a covered passageway from the road.

“Clever work,” he said in honest admiration.

He was in the yard looking at the wall through which he had come. Nothing like a door was visible. Instead he looked upon something which had the appearance of a window made up of four opaque panes. It stood out from the wall in the most natural fashion, a trim window-box filled with flowers on its ledge.

“Not much like a door!” said Larry, and added, “Clever work!” He walked back to the gate and examined it closely. Then he returned to Harvey.

“The mystery of the automatic gate is solved,” he said. “As I suspected, it is possible to reach the house and enter the yard and garage without the servants knowing anything at all about it. The last time I was here, I noticed what looked to be two peepholes placed at a distance of four feet apart and rather low. They couldn’t have been intended for purposes of observation because they were backed with iron. Did you notice anything about that car we saw in the laundry garage?”

“Yes, sir,” said Harvey, “there were two bars sticking out in front under the headlamps,” and Larry nodded.

“I thought at first,” he said, “that it was some new kind of motorcar invention, but it is clear now just what they are intended for. A car is driven up to the gate, and those two bars fit in what I called the peepholes; a lock is pressed back and the door opens, and presumably closes behind them, thus dispensing with the attendance of any servants and avoiding the inconvenience of their coming and going being noted by the people in the house. I think we will look at the garage, and then we will go,” he said.

The door of the garage was at the far end of the drive and extended across its whole width. Larry searched amongst his keys, and presently he found what he was looking for.

“I wondered what door his tumbler lock was on,” he said.

He slipped the key in the hole and turned it, and as he did so he heard a slight movement within the garage.

“Did you hear that?” he said in a whisper.

Harvey nodded, and drew his truncheon. Then suddenly Larry threw open the gates wide. He saw a car, but apparently the garage was empty of people. The wheels of the car were wet.

“That came in this morning,” said Larry.

There was no place where the smallest of men could conceal himself, he thought.

And then he heard a scream, shrill and painful, the scream of some one in agony, and he sprang to the door of the big limousine and pulled it open. Then a tornado loosed itself at him — a great, gibbering shape leapt at the two men and by sheer weight flung them down, dropping his huge mass upon them.

Larry was stunned for a second, and then, as he struggled to his feet, he heard the door of the garage slammed, and the click of the lock as the key was turned. The two men threw themselves at the door, but it did not give an inch.

“The woman!” cried Harvey suddenly, and pointed to the car.

There was an inert heap lying there, and Larry leapt on to the step and, lifting her out in his arms, carried her to where a ray of light penetrated from the small roof-window.

It was a woman of fifty, grey and bedraggled. Her face had not known soap or water for weeks; her hands were almost black. But now through the grime her white face showed in a deathly grin, and the claw-marks of Blind Jake stood out in purple relief upon her lean throat.

“Get some water, Harvey; there’s a faucet there,” said Larry, loosening the woman’s blouse. “She’s alive,” he said. And then he realized. “My God!” he said in a low voice. “It is the charwoman!”

Whilst he attended to the poor wretched creature, Harvey had searched the garage and had discovered an axe. In five minutes the lock was smashed and the door was open.

“Take this gun,” said Larry, slipping his revolver from his pocket. “It hasn’t been much use to me, but if you see that swine, shoot him. Don’t argue with him or think you can stop him with your truncheon, Harvey.” But Blind Jake had gone, as he knew. That blind man, with the most precious of his faculties destroyed, had again been a match for him.

The woman was showing some signs of a return to life. Larry had dragged her into the air and was sprinkling water on her neck and face. Her eyes fluttered and opened, and she looked up with a frown.

“Where is Miss Clarissa?” she asked thickly.

“That is what I am going to ask you,” said Larry.

The cab came soon after, and they carried the woman through the side door, up the steps, and through the beautiful salon. They paused to set her down in the reception-room, and Larry looked round at the evidence of comfort and luxury, bought with the suffering and misery of God knows how many innocent souls who had died that this villainy should be gilded and scented and live in fragrance.

Then his eyes dropped upon the incongruous figure that lay on a thousand pound Persian rug, who had done no harm but know and recognize Stuart, and must for that reason be condemned to hide in dark places under the care of a fiend like Blind Jake.

Strauss, the exconvict butler, waited in the hall, nervously rubbing his hands.

“You’re not in this, are you?” asked Larry.

“No, sir,” said the man shakily. “I thought when you came that my gentleman had sent you, because I had — found a few things.”

“Like a black enamelled link, eh?” said Larry. “How many pairs did he have of those?”

“Two pairs, sir. I had to tell him when he asked me what had become of them, because really I did not steal them — he had half given them to me because three of the brilliants were missing.”

“Don’t worry, Strauss,” said Larry. “He has got them back now, though he had to burgle a pawnbroker’s to get them.” A knot of idlers gathered on the pavement to watch the spectacle of two, apparently officials of a gas company, carry an unsavoury woman, who looked seventy, down the steps into the cab.

She had recovered consciousness before the cab had gone far, and was trembling violently, looking from one to the other of the men.

“You’re all right, now, Emma,” said Larry kindly.

“Emma?” she repeated. “Do you know me, sir?”

“Yes, I know you,” said Larry.

“Then I’m safe?” she said eagerly. “Oh, thank God for that! You don’t know what I’ve been through. You don’t know what I’ve been through!”

“I can guess,” said Larry.

“Where are you taking her?” asked Harvey in a low voice. “I didn’t hear what you told the cabman.”

“I am taking her to my flat,” said Larry, and Sergeant Harvey looked his surprise. “I can’t afford to fill the hospitals with the witnesses for the crime,” said Larry, with a faint smile. “And, besides, this woman is not ill; she’s just tired and hungry.”

“That’s right,” said Emma eagerly. “I know I must look terrible, but they never gave me a chance of washing myself. They dragged me from one hole to another. I’m not a common woman, sir, although I’ve done charwoman’s work. I was nursemaid and brought up a little girl, sir — the daughter of my missis. Brought her up like a lady, sir. Little Clarissa Stuart.”

“Clarissa Stuart?”

“I called her Clarissa, sir,” said Emma. “If I could only see her again!”

“You called her Clarissa,” said Larry slowly. “Was not that her name?”

“Yes, sir,” said the woman. “Clarissa Diana, but I used to call her Diana.”

Larry started back as though he had been shot. “What is your name?” he asked in a husky voice.

“Emma Ward, sir. Diana Ward I called the young lady, but Diana Stuart is her real name, and her father is in London.”

“Diana Stuart!” repeated Larry slowly. “Then Diana Stuart is the heiress to whom Stuart left his money. Diana Stuart!” he repeated in a tone of wonder. “My Diana!”
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Mrs Emma Ward had told him practically all there was to tell about herself before the cab had drawn up at the entrance of the flat.

It was she who had failed to register the birth of Diana, and her twin sister, and this failure had, curiously enough, saved her life; for when the gang had discovered, as they did a few hours earlier than Larry, that Gordon Stuart had left an enormous fortune to the daughter whose existence he had discovered through an accidental meeting with the charwoman at Nottingham Place, they lost no time in securing the one witness who could prove the legality and the circumstances of Diana’s birth.

Never had Larry so congratulated himself upon any event as he did upon the fact that he had engaged a chaperone for Diana. Once before had that nurse been useful; and now she took charge of the unhappy woman who, to the scandal of the neighbourhood, he brought to his flat; and it was a presentable and tidy lady of middle age who came into his sittingroom an hour after her arrival within reach of hot water and clean towels.

“I am going now to see Miss—” he baulked at the word— “Miss Stuart,” he said.

The woman started. “Do you know where she is?”

“Oh, yes,” said Larry. “I know! She has been with me for—” He was on the point of saying ‘years’ and honestly believing the word he framed; and then, with a queer sense of surprise, he realized that weeks and very few weeks at that, would most accurately describe the length of his friendship with ‘Miss Diana Ward’.

He had thought of telephoning the news to her, but somehow he wanted to tell her himself; and there were other things he had to say — things which were hard to think about. He thought it all over on the way to the Yard. Diana Ward, poor and dependent, was a different girl from Clarissa Stuart, an heiress to millions of dollars.

He could ask Diana Ward to marry him and look forward with happiness to a union where each brought to the other only the treasure of love. Diana Stuart was a rich woman. He did not doubt that she would be sweet and generous and desirous that the marriage should go through; but after a time she would realize how enormous were the possibilities which great possessions offer. And then she would regret in a nice way, he told himself; for he defended her even as he accused her. And that was the end of the case, he thought. Kudos would come to him, though he could take no credit for that; and the long-deferred promotion — that also would come and he would sit in the office, an Assistant Commissioner, and exercise his function. But all the success he had secured was Diana’s. Hers was the brain that had disentangled the knottiest of the problems and had made the tangle of clues into one straight case.

It was curious that he did not also credit her with having discovered even more. Perhaps it was the natural vanity which is latent in all men, which made him guard so jealously the claim to one achievement — the discovery of her identity.

The end of the case! And the end of all hope for him, as he knew. There was never another woman in the world like Diana Ward. She was the first in his heart and should be the last. He had renounced her in his mind and had drawn a grey veil over the future, by the time he stood outside Room 47 with his hand upon the doorknob, hardly daring to turn it because of the loss which would be his. And his first words expressed aloud the thought that followed that moment of hesitation.

“Diana,” he said, “I am the most selfish brute in the world.” She showed all her white teeth in a silent laugh.

“I waited for you for over an hour,” she said.

“Good Lord!” he gasped. “I was taking you to lunch.”

“Yes,” she nodded, “that was what you were talking about?”

He shook his head. “I wish to Heaven it was,” he said. “There I am again, thinking of myself and being sorry for myself, when I ought to be on my knees, thanking Heaven for the good fortune which has come to you.”

She jumped up. “You have found Emma!” she said.

“I have found Emma Ward,” he replied slowly, “and I have found — Clarissa Stuart.” He walked towards her, both hands outstretched.

“Oh, my dear, my dear,” he said, “I am so glad for you.” She took the hands in hers and lifted one to her cheek.

“Aren’t you glad for yourself too?” He was silent, and she looked at him quickly.

“Larry,” she said, “I have known all about this for days and days — ever since the day I fainted at that boardinghouse in Nottingham Place. Don’t you remember?” He frowned.

“Of course. But why—”

“Why, you silly,” she said, “I knew it was Aunt Emma’s ring. I always called her ‘aunt’, thought I knew she was not my aunt. And then I guessed who Gordon Stuart was. I knew nothing would make her leave her wedding-ring behind. Do you know where she went in such a hurry?” He shook his head. “To find me,” she said simply. “I guessed that. I knew it instinctively before I had heard of that ring. My father gave it to her. She used to tell me how she was married when she was in my father’s service, and how my father presented her with this strange wedding-ring for all she had done for my mother.”

“You knew,” he said wonderingly. “But you never told me.”

“You went on a chase today” — she lifted her finger reproachfully and shook it in his face— “and you never told me! You said you were going to Hampstead and you went to Chelsea.”

“You knew that too?” he gasped, “Do I get any credit out of this infernal — this case?” he corrected quickly.

“You get me,” she said demurely, He pressed her hands together.

“Diana, I’ve got a serious talk coming with you, and it’s about—”

“I know what It’s all about,” she said, “You can save yourself the trouble. You can’t marry a rich woman because you’re afraid she’ll want to keep you. You would much rather marry a poor woman — and keep her, if she would submit to that indignity.” There was fun in the eyes that were raised to his. “Larry!” She shook his hands with quiet impatience.

“It makes a difference, doesn’t it?” he asked.

“Not to me, Larry,” she replied. “And anyway, it doesn’t matter.” She dropped his hands and walked back to her table. “Because you’ve promised.”

“Promised? What have I promised?”

“Hear this man!” she scoffed, “You promised me that, whatever happened, whatever was the outcome of the Stuart case, it would make no difference to our marriage.”

“Did you know?” he asked in astonishment, “Was that why you made me promise?”

“Of course I knew. I’ve been a rich woman for quite a long time, and I’m so used to the feeling that I can hardly restrain myself from taking a cab whenever I see one!” He walked over to her and laid his arm about her shoulder.

“Diana—” he began, and then asked: “Or is it Clarissa?”

“Diana, always,” she said.

He kissed her.

“And always.”
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The man who called himself the Rev. John Dearborn sat behind the locked door of his study, and methodically burnt papers in a little fireplace that was at the back of his chair. His blue glasses he had dispensed with, and under his eyes, keen and alert, the heap of manuscripts, old letters, receipts and other data, were sorted, and melted away until there was only a package left small enough to go into his pocket. He slipped a rubber band round these and put them on one side. Then he took up a heavy wad of manuscripts and dropped it into an open bag which was beside his desk; and as he sorted and read and destroyed, he whistled a little tune thoughtfully.

From one of the drawers in the desk he took out a thicker package of manuscript bound in a stiff cover. He turned the leaves of this idly, and sometimes the excellence of the writing induced him to read on and on. “That’s damned good,” he said, not once but many times; for John Dearborn was a great admirer of the genius of John Dearborn.

At last, with an air of reluctance, he closed the manuscript volume and put that more reverently in the bag.

The house was empty, for the hawkers had not begun to stray back; and except for the little man who acted as doorkeeper and kept the Home swept and garnished, and the old cook, who was dozing in her kitchen, the Home was deserted.

Presently he finished his packing and patted first one breast-pocket and then the other, until he found the letter he wanted. He took it out and studied it for a while.

It was a brief, handwritten note which Larry Holt had written to him the day after his first visit to Todd’s Home. He took up his pen and, with one eye on the copy, he fashioned a word taken from the letter, and compared the two efforts. Then from the open writing-case which lay on the desk he extracted a sheet of headed notepaper and began to write slowly and laboriously, and all the time he wrote he whistled his gay little tune. He finished at last and addressed an envelope, also taken from the writing-case; and when this was blotted, and the letter sealed and put into his pocket, he strapped the case and placed it on the floor by the side of his bag, Then he unlocked a wardrobe let into the wall and took out some clothing, which he laid on the back of a chair; and now he was singing with soft diminuendo, yet with evident enjoyment, one of the ‘Indian Love Lyrics’.

He stripped his sombre clerical garb, tore away his white choker collar, and began to dress. He was a man about town now in smartly tailored tweeds; and he put the clerical costume into the wardrobe and shut the door. Then he sat down at the table, his face in his hands, thinking, thinking.

He had dressed almost mechanically, and he had a strange feeling of dissatisfaction.

All the exits would be guarded; even the panel, the roof-path, the way through the boiler-room.

“I’m mad,” he said, getting up.

He looked down at the bag and the writing-case, and there was regret in his expression. He peeled his coat and slowly undressed again. This time he did not go to the wardrobe, but to a long black box under the window, and he took out various articles of attire and viewed them with distaste.

“A wretched mountebank,” he called himself, and was genuinely contemptuous.

But it had to be this or nothing. Blind Jake could find his way by the underground channel. He had the sharp instincts of the blind, could walk like a cat past the sentinels, and even creep through narrow passages where it seemed impossible that his big frame could go.

John Dearborn dressed and took up a canvas bag from the box, laying it on the table. He turned the contents of his leather grip into this bag, then went to the front room of the Home and looked out into the street. Two policemen, he knew, were guarding the end of the cul-de-sac. Nobody used this front room except himself, for storing odds and ends of furniture, old account-books and the like; but it had the advantage of possessing a door which was only a few feet from the front door.

He put down his sack and came out, closing the door carefully, before he went back to his study and locked himself in. He sat there for ten minutes waiting, and then came a gentle tap-tap on the panel. He crossed the room noiselessly, opened the door just wide enough for the caller to slip through.

It was Blind Jake, and his face was strained and puffed, and on his broad forehead the blue veins stood out. “I only just got here, governor,” he said breathlessly.

The other was eyeing him with a steely look.

“What are you doing here, lake?” he asked softly. “I told you not to leave the woman under any circumstances until I came.”

“Well, you didn’t come, master,” said the blind man. It was pathetic to hear the pleading, the humility, in his tone. His blind eyes were fixed on the cold man whom he loved so well and had served as men serve fate. A great rough cruel hound of a man, strong enough to crush and maim the master he worshipped, yet ready to cringe and whine at a sharp word. Blind lake had given all for John Dearborn, had been the readiest minister of his vengeance and the slave of his cupidity. Blood was on his hands, and there were nights when strange faceless shapes came in and out of his room and were visible. Cold hands touched him on these nights, cold stiff fingers felt for his throat, and he could feel the rough wipings of sodden sleeves and the drip-drip-drip of water.

But none of these things mattered. The sweat poured down his puckered face, his big lips were dropping, and perhaps the blind man felt some thrill in the atmosphere, for he asked with a little whine: “Is there anything wrong, governor?”

“Where is the woman?” asked Mr Dearborn, and his words dropped one by one like steel pellets.

Blind Jake shifted uneasily on his seat. “I left her. I couldn’t do—”

“You left her!” Another tremendous pause. “And they found her, eh?” John Dearborn’s voice had grown very soft.

“Yes, they found her,” said the man. “What could I do? Governor, I’d have done anything for you. Haven’t I used my strength for you, master? There’s no one as strong in the world as me, old Blind Jake. There’s no one who can work as cunning as I can! Haven’t I worked for ye; haven’t I carried ’em out for ye? Haven’t I croaked ’em for ye, with these hands, master?” He held them out: great cruel hands, knotted and roughened, their backs speckled brown, their palms yellow with callosities.

“You lost Holt,” said Dearborn calmly, dispassionately, as a judge might speak. “You lost that woman. You lost the girl. And you come and talk to me of what you have done.”

“I’ve done my best,” said the man humbly.

“And they’ll catch you, too. And you can talk.”

“I’ll have my tongue torn out before I talk against you,” said Blind Jake violently, and smashed his fist down on the table so that it cracked and quivered. “You know that I’d die for you, master?”

“Yes,” said Dearborn.

He slipped his hand, the left hand that had no little finger, under his coat, and pulled out a short, ugly automatic pistol of heavy calibre.

“You’ll talk,” he said. “You’re bound to talk, Jake.”

The man leant forward, his big face working convulsively.

“If I die—” he began. And then John Dearborn, taking deliberate aim, fired three shots, and that great mountain of muscle swayed and slipped by the table into a heap on the ground. Blind Jake’s day had come.



XXXIX. The Get-Away


Table of Contents


Dearborn slipped the revolver in his pocket, unlocked the door and stepped out. The little man who acted as porter was standing, his mouth agape.

“What’s wrong?” he said quickly. “Who’s shooting?”

“Go out and fetch the police,” said John Dearborn calmly. “Somebody has been killed.”

“Oh, my heaven!” whispered the little man.

“There are two policemen at the end of the road. Hurry,” said John Dearborn sharply, and listened to the flip-flap of the messenger’s slippers as he shuffled up the street.

Dearborn waited a while, then entered the front room and closed the door, standing against it listening. He heard the rush of feet, distinguished the policemen, heard them clump through the passage and the chatter of an idle bystander or two behind them; then he opened the door. A policeman was bending over Blind Jake.

“That’s him all right,” he said. “Jim, clear these people out and stand on duty at the door until the inspector comes. You’d better blow your whistle.” A police whistle shrilled through Lissom Lane, and the little knot of curiosity mongers who had been turned unceremoniously from the scene of the tragedy grouped about the door.

“What’s happened?” asked Mr Dearborn, and the policeman smiled good naturedly.

“Now, postman,” he said, “you go along and deliver your letters.” And John Dearborn flung his bag over his shoulder.

For he had chosen the uniform of a letter-carrier, and it had proved a most effective cloak. He got away within a few minutes of Larry’s arrival. The detective was on his way to interview Mr John Dearborn, and the handcuffs he had in his pocket were expressly intended for that gentleman.

Larry saw the little crowd about the door and knew that something unusual had happened. He came to the study and looked silently upon the massive body of his enemy. Blind Jake had died immediately. He had never known what had struck him, or guessed the vile treachery of the employer he had served so well.

“The man must be in the house somewhere, sir,” said the policeman. “This little fellow heard the shots, and the superintendent sent him out to get a policeman. We both came down together, me and my mate.”

“Was the front door left unguarded at all?” asked Larry.

“Only for a second, sir,” said the policeman. “We both came in together.”

“That was the second our friend got away,” said Larry. “I don’t think It’s any use searching the house.” He was accompanied by the officers who had been charged to effect the arrest of Dearborn, and their inspection and examination of the room produced nothing of importance. Larry drove back to the Yard and interviewed the Chief Commissioner. Then he went to the girl.

“I’ve heard the news,” she said quietly. “Sergeant Harvey has just been in. Do you think Dearborn’s killed him?”

“Dearborn is David Judd,” said Larry.

“Dr Judd’s brother?” she said in surprise. “But he’s dead.”

He shook his head. “That elaborate funeral was well staged, and I am perfectly certain that David even went to the length of providing the body. He is a very thorough gentleman. You remember Lew telling us of his brother who disappeared, a fine-looking fellow with a beard?” She nodded. “That is the man we shall find in David Judd’s grave,” he said.

“Is Dr Judd—” she began, and there was no need to finish the sentence.

“Dr Judd is in it up to the neck,” said Larry. “The story of Dearborn is explained very easily. Dearborn was a partner of Judd’s, and something that happened at the office — either some crime or some murder, perhaps, which David had manoeuvred in order to draw insurance — had come to the knowledge of one of the clerks. This man stole a large sum of money and went to Montpellier, and from there began to blackmail David. David went after him and shot him. Probably the murder was unpremeditated, because David is not the sort of man who would shoot in the open square. But at any rate he did shoot, and he was seen by Flash Fred, who reached the body in time to learn from the dying man the name of his murderer. To a man of Fred’s calibre, that meant that he had an income for life, and he hastened back to London, saw Dr Judd, and probably stated the terms on which he would keep his mouth shut. Judd decided that David should conveniently die; and David, you remember, was a fine-looking man with a beard. Of their hirelings or acquaintances they chose Lew’s brother as being the nearest in physical appearance to David, and he was unceremoniously destroyed and buried as David. Incidentally, a very large sum of money was drawn from the underwriters on the heavy insurance policy which had been issued to David.

“They must have had this scheme in mind for some time, for a month before David’s death Dr Judd had completed the purchase of Todd’s Home. It was not so much a charitable institution as a business proposition, for Todd’s Home had deteriorated into a kind of superior doss-house, frequented by the lowest of the low amongst the blind mendicants of London. It was there that the famous Dark Eyes had their headquarters, and it was from them that David must have learnt of Todd’s. The Home was bought, and the day after David’s ‘death’ the Rev. John Dearborn appeared as the new superintendent. It is perfectly true that he cleared out all the bad characters and had certain structural alterations made; but he only did this because he wanted to clear the taint from Todd’s Home, to give it a good character, and to employ the house as his headquarters without fear of police visitations. When the laundry company went broke, it was Judd who bought the premises, and the alterations were carried out by David himself with the assistance of his gang. David, I might remark, is an architect, and built the house in which his brother lives. We know they employed foreign workmen, and that that house was built for one specific purpose,” he said gravely.

“With the laundry premises in their possession the Dark Eyes came back to Lissom Lane, and came and went amongst the blind, who could not see them and who were ignorant of their presence.”

“What about Dr Judd?” she asked.

“I am arresting him,” said Larry. “And I am arresting him in the very place from whence your father disappeared — in that famous Box A at the Macready Theatre.”

“Will he be there?” she asked in surprise.

He nodded. “He is there almost every evening,” he said quietly.

“But why not take him now?” she asked, puzzled.

“Because Box A and its mystery has yet to be cleared up,” said Larry; “and I have an idea that I shall clear it.”

At eight o’clock that night he walked into the vestibule of the Macready Theatre.

“Dr Judd, sir?” said the attendant. “Yes, he’s in Box A. Is he expecting you?”

Larry nodded. Harvey was for accompanying him, but the other shook his head. “I’ll go alone,” said Larry.

He went swiftly down the passage and, stopping only for a second outside Box A, he turned the knob of the door and stepped in.

Dr Judd’s eyes were fixed on the stage, and the detective had stopped to speak to him when something dropped on his head, something fleecy and warm. It felt like a bag lined with wool. It had been saturated with a chemical which took his breath away and momentarily paralysed him. Then he felt a string pulled tightly around his neck, and whipped out his pistol. Before he could use it, it was gripped. Something sharp hit the hand that held it, and he let go with a cry of pain, muffled in the bag.

Every breath he took choked him. He struck out, but his arms were seized from behind, and he was flung forward on the floor. Dimly he heard the voice of Dearborn; “The atomizer, Peter!” A nozzle was pressed under his chin into the bag, and something pungent was sprayed under his nostrils. He tried to fight his way out of their grip, but a knee was in the middle of his back, and then he lost consciousness.

“You’re really a genius, David,” said Dr Judd almost ecstatically. “So perfectly timed, so beautifully done! Wonderful, dear fellow, wonderful!”

“Open the door and look out, Peter,” said David, and the doctor obeyed.

The passage was empty. Immediately opposite the door of Box A a curtain was draped on the wall, and through this he disappeared, and there came a rush of cold air as he opened the fire-exit door which led to the side street, where a car was waiting.

A minute later David Judd had picked up the detective as easily as though he were a child, had lifted him into the interior of the limousine, and had taken the place at the wheel.

He came to the house in Chelsea, and brought the car with a sweep straight to the closed gates of the covered driveway. In that solid gate were the two big circles, and before David Judd’s car were two steel bars that projected beyond the line of the lamps and just beneath. Slowly and skilfully he brought the car up the inclined slope from the roadway, so that the ends of the two bars rested in the ‘peepholes’. Then he drove the machine forward. There was a click and the gates swung open.

The car rolled in, and as the wheels passed over a narrow transverse platform that gave slightly under its weight, the doors closed again.

David Judd stopped opposite the door that looked like a window, opened it and, lifting Larry in his arms, passed inside. The lights were burning on the stairs leading to the cell, the doors of which were wide open.

He threw the detective on the bed, picked up the bronze anklet and snapped it about one of Larry’s ankles; and then, and only then, did he pull off the heavy leather bag which covered Larry Holt’s head. It stank of formalhyadine, and he threw it into the bathroom.

Larry’s face was purple; he had all the symptoms of one who had been strangled, but as the night air reached him he gasped. David leant over and felt his pulse, opened his eyelids and smiled.

He went out softly, locking the two doors, and paused at the first landing, to enter what Sergeant Harvey had called the ‘machinery room’. He turned over a switch and the electric ventilating apparatus hummed drowsily.

David went again into the yard, stopping only to lock the doors behind him. He had no time to lose; the engines of his car were still running, and he jumped into his seat and began to go slowly backward. As the wheels reached the narrow weighbridge, the gates opened again. They would remain open twenty seconds, and would then close of themselves; and the car had hardly backed on to the road before they came together noiselessly.

Swiftly the car sped back. This time it turned northward and jolted to a standstill opposite Larry Holt’s flat.



XL. A Letter From Larry


Table of Contents


Diana had gone home — it was queer how in a few days she had come to regard Larry’s flat as her home — before dinner. Her work was done, and there remained only the stern, grim processes of arrest to be accomplished. At any moment she expected the telephone bell to ring and to hear Larry’s voice telling her that the brothers were under lock and key.

She had a book on her lap, but she was not reading. Her nurse and chaperon was sewing in her room. Sunny was standing outside the door of the flat, which was ajar, discussing certain matters with Louie, the lift girl, in a low voice. Probably Sunny had secrets of his own, but it was certain that the discovery of a person who agreed with him in most of the things he said, and most of the statements he made, had fascinated this agreeable man.

Diana sat, her head bent, her hand softly caressing her throat, and her mind was on the future rather than upon the tragic past. She rose once and went into Sunny’s little room, where the woman she had called ‘aunt’ was sleeping peacefully; and she smiled as she walked back along the passage at the thought of this female invasion of Larry’s bachelor quarters.

She had taken up the book when Sunny knocked and came in.

“There’s a note for you, miss,” he said, and handed a letter to the girl. It was in Larry’s writing, and she tore open the envelope and read:

“DEAR DIANA, — The most extraordinary mistake has occurred. Dr Judd has given an amazing version of the death of your father. Will you get into the car which I have sent and come down to his house at once — 38 Endman Gardens, Chelsea. — LARRY.”

She glanced at the embossed noteheading. Larry had written from Endman Gardens.

“Is there any answer, miss?”

“Yes,” said the girl. “Tell the chauffeur I will come down at once.”

“Are you going out, miss?” said Sunny dubiously.

“Yes, I am going to Mr Holt,” she said with a smile.

“Would you like me to come with you, miss?” said Sunny. “The master doesn’t wish you to go about alone.”

“I think I’m all right this evening, Sunny,” said the girl kindly. “Thank you very much for your offer.” She dressed quickly and went downstairs. The limousine was waiting at the door, and the chauffeur touched h is cap.

“Miss Ward?” he asked. “I’m from the doctor’s.” He spoke in a gruff voice as if he had a cold.

“I am Miss Ward,” she replied, and sprang into the limousine.

The car stopped before a dark and silent house.

“Is this the place?” she asked.

“Yes, miss,” said the man. “If you go up those steps and ring the bell, the servant will take you to the gentleman.” It was Dr Judd himself, jovial and smiling, who opened the door to her and ushered her into a magnificent room.

“You don’t mind waiting here a little while, Miss Stuart?” he said.

The name sounded oddly to her, and he laughed.

“I suppose you’re not used to being called that name, eh?” he said with excellent humour. “Now I’m going upstairs to see our mutual friend, and I will bring him down to you. Perhaps you could amuse yourself for ten minutes. Our little conference is not quite ended.” She nodded, and settled herself in the chair. The ten minutes passed, and twenty minutes, and the twenty minutes became forty minutes, and nobody came to her.

The silver-toned clock on the mantelpiece chimed sweetly.

“Ten o’clock!” she said in surprise. “I wonder what is keeping him?” Yet she had no fear, and did not doubt for one moment that Larry was in the house.

The room was luxurious, beautiful, more beautiful than any Diana had ever seen. She sat by the side of a great open fireplace where a small fire was burning, for the night was chilly, and she looked round approvingly upon the pictures, the tapestries, the rich hangings, and the soft panelling which was the background for all. There was not an article of furniture in that room, she thought, that had not been chosen with care and judgment. The rugs upon the floor were antique Persian; the carved table might have been looted from an Eastern emperor’s palace.

She lay luxuriously in the depths of a great chair, an illustrated newspaper on her knees, and brought her gaze back to the fire and her thoughts to Larry. She wondered what important matters he was discussing and what was the explanation which the doctor had offered. After a while she looked up at the clock again. Half past ten! She put down her paper and walked restlessly about the gorgeous apartment, and then she heard the click of a door and Dr Judd came in from the hall.

“I hope you haven’t been lonely,” he said. “He will be in very shortly.” She took it for granted that the “he” to whom the doctor referred was Larry Holt.

“I was getting worried,” she smiled. “What a beautiful room this is!”

“Yes,” he said carelessly, “it is beautiful, but one day we will have a more wonderful saloon to show you.”

“Here he is,” said the doctor; but it was not Larry who came in.

She sprang to her feet with an exclamation of alarm. The man who had entered was John Dearborn. He made no pretence now. His glasses were gone, and his fine eyes were surveying her with amusement.

“Where is Mr Holt?” she asked.

Dearborn laughed softly. “You would like some supper,” he said, and slipped back one of the panels by the side of the fireplace, revealing a silver tray on which a meal for one had been laid. “We do not eat at night.” He carried the tray to the table and spread a lace cloth.

The girl’s colour had gone. She was in mortal peril, but her voice did not quiver. “Where is Mr Holt?” she asked again.

“Mr Holt is quite happy.” It was the doctor who spoke. “We will let you see him later.” The strange words and the stranger tone frightened her, and she got up from her chair and picked up her wrap.

“I don’t think I will stay any longer, if Mr Holt is not here, Dr Judd,” she said, addressing that jovial man. “Can you take me home?” The doctor did not reply. He had pulled open a drawer of a lacquer bureau and had taken out a thick pad of papers and handed them to Dearborn with a broad smile.

“You’re going to have a delightful time, Miss Stuart,” he said. “Really, David, it is most good of you. I thought you would be too tired tonight.” The girl looked from one to the other, not daring to credit her own senses. Dr Judd, who had hitherto been polite to a point of obsequiousness, was ignoring her.

“I don’t think you heard me, Dr Judd,” she said steadily. “I want you to take me back to my — to Mr Holt’s flat.”

“She is thinking of her clothes,” murmured the doctor, addressing his brother. “You will see that they are sent for, won’t you, David?”

“Sent for?” gasped the girl. “What do you mean?”

David Judd — already she had ceased to think of him as “Dearborn” — had settled himself in the chair which she had lately occupied, and was turning the leaves of his manuscript book. “I think you had better eat first. You must be very hungry.”

“I will eat nothing in this house until I know what you mean by saying that my clothes will be brought here,” she said hotly. “I am going back alone.”

“Dear young lady,” — it was the doctor who laid his big hand on her arm— “please do not distract David. He is going to read one of his beautiful plays to you. Do you know that David is the greatest dramatist in the world — the supreme force in modern drama, rivalling, and indeed excelling, the so-called genius of Shakespeare.”

David looked at his brother and their eyes met. He was so earnest, so self-convinced, that she had no words for a moment. Then: “I am not in a mood to hear plays read, however beautiful they are,” she said. She had to keep a tight hold on herself, for instinct warned her that her plight was desperate.

“I don’t think she will go back tonight,” said the doctor, almost regretfully. “Perhaps tomorrow, when you are married to her?” He spoke timidly, pleadingly, and there was a question in his statement.

“I shall not marry her,” said the man called Dearborn sharply. “I thought we had arranged that, brother? Jake is dead, but there are others. Does it matter who marries her?” Diana was dumb with indignation and horror. They were discussing her marriage with one of them, each trying to induce the other to wed her with a calmness and all assurance which left her speechless. At last she found her voice.

“I do not intend marrying either of you,” she said. “I am engaged to — Larry Holt.” Both men were looking at her, and in the doctor’s rubicund face there was an expression of distress.

“It is a pity,” he said. “The whole thing could be arranged if Mr Holt were with us. Unfortunately, though he is with us in the body, we are spiritually as far as the poles apart.”

“With us in the body?” she repeated, and was seized with a violent fit of trembling. She had realized that the letter which had lured her to this terrible house was a forgery, and her hope of rescue was centred on the certainty that Larry would discover her absence and come after her.

And then the two men exchanged glances, and Dearborn rose and put down his book with an air of resignation. He beckoned her and passed to the other end of the apartment, and there found a door which Larry had overlooked; for the edge of the panels which covered it so overlapped that no crevice was visible.

“I designed this house myself,” he explained simply, “and built it myself with only twenty workmen from Tuscany.” Later she was to find much of that was true. The chamber in which she found herself, led by the fascination of a growing horror, was unfurnished and unadorned.

She heard a strange humming sound and a curious vibration beneath her feet. Then David stopped, fumbled with something on the floor, and opened a little trapdoor less than a foot square. It revealed a pane of glass, and when her eyes had become accustomed to the unexpected perspective, she saw beneath her a small room, evidently lighted from the ceiling.

She had no time to take in the details of the room; her eyes were focused upon the figure that sat on the edge of the bed. With his handkerchief he was binding a wound in his hand, and at first she did not recognize him. Then he looked up, for, though he could not see the occupants of the room above, he had heard the sound of the trap opening.

She stared and screamed, for it was Larry Holt who sat there, and he was chained by the ankle.
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Dearborn put his arm about her waist and dragged her from the room into the saloon. When he released her, her knees gave way under her and she dropped to the floor.

“Everything must be seemly,” said Dr Judd gravely. “We cannot countenance a vulgar scene. Do I speak your mind, brother?”

“Exactly, my dear,” answered David Judd.

Diana stared up at him from the floor, resting her shaking body upon her arms.

“What are you going to do with him?” she asked wildly.

Again the brothers looked at one another.

“You tell her, Doctor,” said David gently.

Dr Judd shook his head.

“I think you should tell her, my dear David,” he answered. “You are so very delicate in these matters, bless you-and remember,” he added, “that she is your wife.” David had seated himself and was leaning over the arm of the chair, his immobile face fixed upon Diana’s.

“When I have finished with him,” he said, “I shall drown him.” She started up, her hand to her mouth.

“My God!” she breathed.

The dreadful truth came upon the girl with a rush. These men were madmen!

Madmen who preserved all the outward appearance of sanity, who day by day and for years had conducted a business with sane men and never once betrayed the kink in their unwholesome minds. She shrank back from them, farther and farther back until she was against the panelling of the opposite wall. They were her father’s murderers! She thought she was going to faint, but dug her nails into her palms in a tremendous effort to keep her senses. Mad, and the world rubbed shoulders with them and never suspected!

“Shall I read?” asked David quietly.

“Yes, yes, read,” she said eagerly.

They were to kill Larry when he had finished reading!

That was the thought which obsessed her as she turned her drawn face to the man. The vanity of this monomaniac was flattered, and he betrayed his agitation in his stumbling speech as he read the first two pages of his manuscript.

Then his voice grew calmer, and the girl understood in a wondering way that he was imparting into these dead and lifeless words a beauty which only his mind could see, but which, in some extraordinary way, he was conveying also to her.

Dr Judd had slipped from his chair to the big bearskin rug before the fire and sat with his legs crossed, his hands clasped before him, his large, eager face turned to his brother. And here was another curious circumstance which the girl noted numbly.

Those lines which seemed brilliant to David were brilliant also to the other, and when he paused-self — consciously, as if for applause, it was always the doctor who anticipated his desire. “Wonderful, wonderful! Is he not a genius, Miss Stuart?” asked Stephen.

She glanced quickly at the other, expecting to find him embarrassed, but he sat bolt upright, a complacent smile upon his heavy face, a benevolence in his eyes. And they were planning murder! They had murdered many men in this terrible house, she thought, and wondered. Had they sat here whilst their victims fought their last fight in that horrible dungeon, the one reading and the other listening to these trite sentences, these age-worn situations which both believed were the work of a supreme genius?

“This is not my best work,” said David, as though reading her thoughts. “You like it, of course?”

“Yes,” said the girl in a low voice. “Go on, please.” She hoped to keep them occupied throughout the whole of the night. She knew that the police would be searching for Larry, and perhaps one of them knew this house in Chelsea. But those hopes were to be shattered, and her heart gave a wild leap as she saw David close the manuscript book and put it tenderly on the table beside him.

“Brother,” he said, “I think — ?”

The doctor nodded. “And it would be a gracious thing, and a picturesque beginning for all the happiness which lies ahead of us, if this fair hand—” He took the unresisting hand of Diana in his, and again he did not complete his sentence.

He took his keys from his pocket, the keys that Flash Fred had so carefully duplicated, and Larry had duplicated again, and walked to the door through which the girl had entered the room. He smiled to himself as he inserted the key and the door swung open.

“Will you come this way, dear girl?” he asked. She hesitated, then, summoning her courage, followed him down a flight of steps.

Again there was a door at the end. A little room filled with machinery she saw, when he put on the light. He walked to a switch.

“You shall have the honour of releasing our friend — we bear him no malice — Mr Holt.”

“Release him?” she asked huskily. “Do you mean that?” She hesitated, her hand upon the black lever in the wall. “Why do you not open the door and let him out?” she asked suspiciously.

“That will open the door and release him. Believe me, my dear, I would not in this hour deceive you.” It was the doctor who spoke in his softest tone, and she hesitated no longer. Her brain was in a whirl. She could not analyse either their motives or their sincerity, nor could she appreciate the fact that to these men deception was a habit of thought.

She swung the lever back and it came more easily than she had expected. Then she looked at the door.

“Let us go and meet him,” said the doctor, and put his arm round her shoulders.

She shivered, but did not attempt to escape, and so he led her up the stairs and back into the salon, closing and locking the door behind him.

Then, before she could guess or anticipate his intentions, the arm about her shoulders had become a grip as firm as a vice, and she found herself pressed closely to the big man.

“My wife, I think, brother,” he said.

“Undoubtedly your wife,” said the doctor; “for the world is yours to pick and take from, my dear.”

“My wife,” repeated Dearborn without emotion, and brought his lips to hers.

She was frozen with terror, incapable of movement. Why did not Larry come?

Then, as suddenly as he had seized her, the doctor released his hold and took her cold hand in his.

“Come back to the fire, wife,” he said. “I will finish the third act of this great work of mine, and by that time Mr Holt will be dead.”
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Larry sat on the iron bedstead of the cell, his aching head between his hands. He had anticipated many ends to that night’s adventure, but never did he imagine that he would be trapped like a rat, and that the mystery of Box A would be solved in so startling a fashion. So that was the explanation of Gordon Stuart’s death. He had accepted the invitation of Dr Judd to go with him in his box, and there had met the sinister figure of Dearborn. He had either been drugged or clubbed to insensibility and had been carried in John Dearborn’s strong arms through the emergency door in the passage and whisked away to the House of Death.

If he had not anticipated such an end to the evening, he thought, he had at least made some preparations. Instinctively he had known that of all places on the face of the earth where his quarry would be run down and ‘Finis’ might be written to the Stuart case, no other spot was so likely as in this terrible mansion which the Judds had built for themselves, and the object of his visit that morning had been twofold.

He desired to know and to see with his own eyes the evidence of the men’s wickedness; but he had also a wish to understand the ultimate danger to himself and to the girl.

He smiled as he thought of Diana, sitting snugly at home, and wondered what she would feel if she knew his position.

His captor had taken from him every weapon he carried, but that did not worry Larry overmuch. He got up from the bed and walked about the room, but the weight of chain at his ankle made it necessary that he should gather a yard of it slack in his hand. He gave one glance at the black holes in the wall near the floor, for it was from these that danger would come. Well and truly had these men planned their execution-room. No cry for help, no sound he might make, would penetrate through these concrete walls. The light in the ceiling was protected by a thick and heavy globe of glass. It reminded him of a bulkhead light.

He wanted to test the length of the chain, for he had ample time, he thought. Dearborn would be in the house by now. He heard the click of the trapdoor above and looked up, but saw nothing. He waited for another half-hour, then pushed over the big block of stone to which the chain was fastened. Before his eyes could fall upon the bag he had left there in his earlier visit, the light went out.

Curiously enough, he had not provided for that contingency, and he drew a sharp breath. The bag was there: his fingers touched and pulled it out, and he groped inside for the keys. Had there been light, there would have been no difficulty in selecting that which unlocked the anklet; but now he tested three, and none of them fitted the bronze clamp about his ankle.

He heard a sound, a low, gurgling sound, such as water makes when it is poured from a bottle; and then about his feet came an eddy of cold air. He tried another key, and that too failed him. Worse still, it remained fixed in the lock, and he could not pull it out.

He heard the rush of the water coming through the small holes in the wall, and the dull throb of a pump. He tugged at the key, great beads of sweat running down his cheeks, and then, with a sigh of relief, it came out. The water was over his boots now and rising rapidly.

There was only one more key to try; the rest were too big for the purpose. He drew that out, but the ward caught in the string of the bag in which he had put them, and the key fell into the water. He groped down; it had gone! Again and again he flung his hand through the swirling water, and his fingers groped along the rough concrete floor. Presently with a cry he felt it and, lifting his ankle with an effort, he inserted the key. It turned. The anklet opened, and he was free.

There were still the two doors, and he knew that, with the pressure of water, it would require his utmost efforts to open them.

The water was up to his waist now, and he waded along the passage and up the two steps, holding the waterproof bag between his teeth. The key turned easily enough, but there was no handle to pull, and every second increased the pressure of the water. He set his teeth and, gripping the key in both hands, he pulled steadily, steadily…
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Diana had heard the dread words without understanding them at first.

“By that time Mr Holt will be dead!” She opened her mouth to scream, but no sound came. She had killed Larry! Her hand had pulled the lever which drowned him! That was the word Judd had used.

Drowned him — but how? As the thought took more definite shape she swayed toward the doctor and gripped his shoulder for support. She would not faint, she told herself; she would not faint! There must be a way of saving Larry. She looked around for some weapon, but there was none; and then she grew calmer. They were madmen and must be humoured. But the time was short.

Again she assumed an attitude of attention, but her mind and eyes were busy, and as David Judd leaned forward she saw something that brought a thrill of hope to her heart. His jacket was open and showed just a glimpse of white shirt where his arm passed through the waistcoat, and against that strip of white was a sharp black line. She looked again and saw it was an automatic pistol, worn in a holster under the armpit. She remembered reading of desperadoes who carried their guns that way, so that they might be ready to hand; and possibly David had read too.

He was in the midst of an impassioned love scene when her hand darted forward and closed over the butt. With a jerk she pulled it free and stepped back, overturning the little table on which her supper tray had been laid.

“If you move I’ll kill you,” she said breathlessly, “Open that door, and release him!” The two men were on their feet, staring at her.

“You — you interrupted my reading,” cried David, in the tremulous voice of a hurt child. He did not seem to be conscious of any danger.

“Open the door,” she breathed, “and release Larry Holt, or I’ll kill you!” David frowned and put his hand on the mantelpiece. She saw his fingers touch a button, and as the lights went out she fired.

The explosion deafened her. A second later his strong arms were around her and he had flung her into the chair and stood glaring down at her.

“You interrupted my reading,” he almost sobbed, and Dr Judd, a frowning figure, looked anxiously from her to his brother. “And now,” said David petulantly, “I will not marry you.” His big hand gripped the edge of her bodice and dragged her to her feet. His eyes were wet with tears, the tears of pride, of humiliation. Then, with the sudden caprice of a madman, he released her.

“He is dead now, I should think, brother,” he said, turning to the doctor, and Dr Judd drew a sigh of relief and nodded.

“Yes, he is dead now,” he said. “The water rises at the rate of one foot in two minutes, I think.”

“One foot in a minute and fifty seconds,” said David.

“Spare him for God’s sake!” cried the girl hoarsely. “I will give you anything — anything in the world you want! If it is money, you shall have it!”

“I think she ought to see him,” said David, ignoring her frenzied appeal.

“There is no light,” said the doctor and shook his head.

“Of course not. How stupid of me! We always put the light out,” said David, whose fit of anger seemed to have passed. “Then the water comes up through the little holes at the bottom of the cell very, very quickly. It is pumped from the roof of the house. We have a large tank there, you know,” he went on, “and the person we drown cannot rise because of the weight of his feet. Once a man got on the bed — do you remember?”

“I remember,” said the doctor in a conversational tone. “We had to put nine feet of water into the cell before he died.” She listened numbly. It was a nightmare, she told herself, and presently she would wake.

“And that takes a long time to pump out. It was very thoughtless of him. So much had to be done,” David continued, and his brother was looking at him for the first time anxiously.

“We had to dry the bed,” David went on, “and did you notice the chain was rusty, brother? That isn’t right. It is an eyesore to me.” He turned and looked at Diana thoughtfully.

“My wife,” he said in a low voice, and there was a sudden fire in his eyes which terrified her. “My wife,” he said again, and caught her to him with a horrible animal cry that set her shrinking.

“I want you, Judd!” He spun round. Some one had come into the room and was standing now with a pistol aimed straight at the man’s heart.

It was Larry Holt.
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“Don’t move,” said Larry. “Resistance is useless. Listen to that.” There was the faint sound of a crash in the hall.

“Those are police officers, and they are inside the house,” said Larry laconically.

Slowly David pushed the girl away from him and faced the intruder, looking at him from under his heavy brows. Larry did not see the man’s hand move, so quick was the motion. A wind fanned his cheek, a panel splintered, and the two shots sounded like one to the half-fainting girl.

David Judd stood for a moment erect, then staggered a little.

“My beautiful plays!” he said, and choked.

Then, without another word, he crashed to the floor, dead.

“David, David!” Dr Judd threw himself upon the body. “David, don’t act! I will get you beautiful actors for your work. I don’t like to see you doing it, David! It frightens me. Tell him not to!” The big man, his florid face gone white, looked up appealingly at Larry Holt, who stood with his smoking pistol in his hand, his eyes fixed upon the two.

“Mr Holt, you have influence with him,” whined the doctor, his face streaming with tears, “Tell him, please, not to do this! It frightens me when he acts, Sometimes he acts for hours in this room — little pieces from his own wonderful plays. You must ask him to read you some, Mr Holt. David — !” He shook the body, but David was beyond the voice of his brother.

Then the doctor stood up. He came across to Larry, laying his large hand on the other’s like a frightened child, Larry was so overwhelmed by the tragedy of it all that he could not speak. This grown man, whose brilliant brain had conceived and dared so much, was for a moment like a little child.

Suddenly the doctor’s head came up.

“I am sorry,” he said huskily. “Poor boy!” He looked at Larry Holt long and steadily.

“Mr Holt,” he said, “I have been behaving childishly, but I am perfectly sane. I accept full responsibility for all my acts — and all the acts of my brother. I know quite well what I have done.” Harvey had burst into the room and stopped dead at the scene, until Larry beckoned him forward.

“Take him,” he said.

“I wish we had finished you,” said Dr Judd as they led him away.

The girl was in Larry’s arms now, her face hidden against his shoulder.

“This is the end of the bad road,” he whispered, and she nodded. As they came into the vestibule, one of the police officers who filled the hall saluted him.

“We’ve taken the servant, sir. He was locked up in another part of the house.”

“He knows nothing about it,” said Larry. “You can safely release him, And, anyway, I haven’t taken the trouble to get a warrant for him.”

A tall man came out of the broken doorway which Larry discovered led to the servants’ quarters, and took the girl’s hand in his.

“You’ve had a terrible experience, Miss Stuart,” he said, and she recognized the Police Commissioner, and tried to smile. “I have my car here. You had better come along, Larry. Harvey can charge Dr Judd.” They drove back to Scotland Yard, and Larry said very little on the journey. He sat by the girl’s side, her hand in his, and answered the questions the Commissioner put to him briefly and without elaboration. It was when they were back in the Commissioner’s office that Larry spoke.

“John,” he said, “I hope you are not going to report this matter to the Government as an achievement on my part.”

Sir John looked at him with an inquiring frown. “Of course I shall,” he said. “Who else takes credit?”

Larry put his hand on the girl’s shoulder. “Here is the best detective we have had in Scotland Yard for many years,” he said simply.

Diana laughed. “You silly man,” she scoffed, “of course I am not. Who was the best detective you could have had to deal with this case?”

“You,” he said.

She shook her head. “The best detective was Dr Judd, if you could have secured his services. And he was best because he knew most of this matter, knew all the secrets which we were trying to discover. I was in very much the same position; I was inside the game. Once I knew, as I did, that Clarissa Stuart was myself, I was able to mystify you. For when it was clear that poor Emma — I nearly called her aunt — poor Emma Ward was the charwoman who had seen my — my father, and had left in such a state of great agitation, there was no doubt whatever in my mind that it was my father. And when that was clear, the rest was rather easy. I knew then that I was the objective of the gang. No, Larry, you are and you have been wonderful.” Larry shook his head, with a smile.

“Anyway,” said the Commissioner dryly, ‘does it matter who gets the credit?”

“Why?” asked Larry in surprise.

“I mean, so long as it goes into the family,” said Sir John, and the colour came to the girl’s face.

“There’s a great deal in that, Sir John,” she said, “and now I am going to take him home.”

That night, after she had gone to bed, and Larry sat before his little fire, his bright brier between his teeth and his mind at peace. Sunny came in to him, bearing an armful of laundry.

“Two of your collars are missing, sir.”

“And the man who wears the collars was nearly missing, Sunny,” chuckled Larry. “Do you know, one of the first things I thought about in that infernal place was whether you’d get the news in time to stop the papers.”

“I could have always sent them back, sir,” said Sunny gravely.

“You’re a cheerful soul,” said Larry. “Well were you named Sunny! And Sunny,” he said, “I want to tell you that I’m going to be married.”

“Yes, sir,” said Sunny, and his brows knit in thought.

“Well?” said Larry.

“Well, sir,” said Sunny slowly, “I think you’ll want some new socks. They dress very smartly at Monte Carlo.”

“By Jove!” said Larry, and then his face fell. “We can’t go to Monte Carlo in the summer, you silly ass. It would be too hot. No, I’m going to Scotland for — for — after I’m married.”

Sunny was interested. “Then you’ll be wanting a kilt, sir,” he said.
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Two months later, Dr Judd sat on the edge of a very small bed and smoked three cigarettes, one after the other. It was a rainy morning, and the square of glass which gave light to the cell seemed to collect all the greyness and drabness of the day and transmute the faded light of heaven into a lead.

The doctor smoked luxuriously, for he had not tasted a cigarette for the greater part of two months. Presently the door of the cell opened, and Larry came in. Judd jumped up to his feet and greeted the visitor with a smile.

“It’s awfully good of you to come, Holt,” he said. “I intended saying nothing, but in the circumstances it seems to me only fair to a man of your position, who has put in such a large amount of earnest and excellent work, that you should know the truth.” He was altogether sincere: Larry knew that.

“My brother David and I — and this you will understand — were on the most affectionate terms from our early childhood. David was my care and my responsibility, and he was also my joy. We had both been left by our mother at a very early age, and our father was an eccentric gentleman who had very little use for children.

“So we grew up and went to the same public school and to the University together, and I think I am right in saying that we were wholly sufficient for one another. I had an admiration and a love for David beyond anything that is human,” said the doctor, lowering his voice and looking down.

Larry nodded. He had recognized this quality in the two men.

“I hope you will not think that I owe you a grudge because you killed David,” he said. “Far from it. I recognize the inevitability, and in my heart I know that nothing could have saved David. He died as he would have wished; and in some respects I am very glad for all that has happened. At the trial I made every effort to prove to the judge and the jury that I was perfectly sane, and your evidence helped to secure the conviction which I knew was inevitable. I thank you for it. As I say—” he went back to the story of his early life, and told stories of the childhood of he and his brother.

“When my father died,” he went on, “he left us the Greenwich Insurance Company, a small impoverished concern which was then on the verge of bankruptcy. I can safely and honestly say that I have never respected the sanctity of human life. To me a human being is like any other animal — a kind of dumb Lew,” he explained easily, and Larry could hardly restrain a shudder at the lighthearted way he referred to this human wreck.

“I tell you that before I go any further, lest you expect anything in the shape of an apologetic attitude on my part, If you do, you will be disappointed. The business to which my brother and I succeeded was bankrupt, and I think we got our first idea for the subsequent operations when we had to payout a risk which had been taken by my eccentric father, and a risk which he should never have undertaken.

“The idea of the scheme was partly mine and partly David’s. We began our experiments three months later, when we drowned a man, whose name I need not tell you, since it would serve no useful purpose and no person is under suspicion for his death. We had insured him in our own office — a very simple process — without his being any the wiser. I myself had signed the medical report, and David, who was a clever draughtsman, in addition to being a brilliant engineer — the career for which he was trained — signed all the necessary forms in his name. We chose the man carefully. He was one who had no friends and was regarded as being something of a recluse. The policy was made payable in favour of a fictitious name which my brother had taken in Scotland, where he had furnished a small house and where he lived for the purposes of collection.

“We made a large sum of money by this death, for we had reinsured the life and there was little to do but to collect from the underwriters. My brother was always something of a poet, and when he was at Oxford he wrote two or three plays, which the managers of the London theatres rejected. I need hardly tell you,” he said with the utmost gravity, “that they were wonderful plays, though not, of course, as good as those I produced later at the Macready Theatre.”

“The Macready was your property, was it not?” said Larry, and the doctor inclined his head.

“I bought it some time ago for the purpose of producing dear David’s dramas,” he said. “It was the one thing for which I lived: to establish David’s name. He had very early on taken the name of Dearborn, and it is curious that you had not compared the name that appeared on the playbills six years ago with the Rev. John Dearborn.”

“They were compared,” said Larry, “and our conclusions were drawn, but not until a late stage in the investigations.”

“Our next experiment was on a man named — well, I need not give this name, either,” he said. “We had to wait a reasonable time before we bled the underwriters. And here occurred an unfortunate thing. One of our clerks discovered that the person to whom the money was paid was my brother. He found it out by the veriest accident, and began to blackmail David, and finally, fearing the consequence of this line of action, he stole a considerable sum of money from the office and went to France. David followed him and shot him in Montpellier. You know that part of the story very well, Mr Holt,” he said with a good-humoured smile. “Flash Fred saw the act committed, and lived on me for years, but only because he never accepted an invitation to dinner in my house,” he added with a little smile.

“And now I come to the Stuart case. David, who did a great deal of investigation of his own, had, as you know, disappeared as the result of Flash Fred’s recognition. We gave him a very handsome funeral, and—” He hesitated.

“And the body was the brother of Lew,” said Larry quietly.

“Quite right,” agreed the doctor. “He was an awkward man, and he — had to go! The whole thing had been simplified by now,” he explained. “My brother had built our beautiful house, and the death chamber with its water, its pump and its ventilator, had been created by his genius. It was my idea that we should buy up Todd’s Home, and curiously enough, I had completed the sale before it became necessary for dear David to disappear. Mr Grogan has not told you, in all probability, that we sought by every means in our power to induce him to come to the Macready Theatre to see a representation of one of my brother’s dramas. He saved himself, not by any superhuman cleverness, but because he had the low cunning of the rat which walks around the cage of a trap, knowing that the trap is there, yet unable to realize just how it works.

“I will return to Stuart,” he said. “We had laid our plans when Stuart came into the box, and our plans did not include any injury to him whilst he was in the theatre, because we thought it would be a simple matter to persuade him to pass through the fire door into the car which was waiting in the private road which is the property and stands upon the grounds of the theatre.

“Stuart came. My brother, of course, was not there, though he was near enough at hand if I wanted him. Boxes A, Band C were never let to the public, by the way. To our surprise he came in the most exalted mood, and told us that he had discovered a daughter. And then, for the first time, we knew that he was not an obscure stranger, but a very rich man. We took him back to the house and he went willingly, and there we had a discussion, dear David and I, as to what should be done. We came to the conclusion that there was nothing definite to be secured from this man if we let him live, and it was very necessary, indeed vitally necessary, that money should come in at once. I had spent a great deal of money, some hundred thousand pounds,” he said airily as he lit his second cigarette, “on art treasures, and another hundred thousand upon the theatre, and we were being pressed very hard. We decided that Stuart should go.” He puffed at his cigarette and blew a ring to the ceiling.

“He showed fight,” he said briefly. “By the way, I have reason to believe that one of the cuff-links which were torn off my shirt in that struggle was retrieved by you, Mr Holt. Where did you find it?”

“In the dead man’s hand,” said Larry, and Dr Judd nodded.

“I was afraid I had not been very thorough,” he said, “but I am relieved, because I thought that David was to blame — David was careless in some matters.

“He had told us, had Stuart, all about his charwoman, had given us her address; and there and then we decided to find this Clarissa and marry her to some one.” He shrugged his shoulders. “It did not matter whom, so long as we could first of all prove her birth and then control her money. The next day my brother went to confirm the man’s story, but he found difficulty. The woman in charge of the nursing home — it was a converted farm, if you remember, where Mrs Stuart died — had disappeared. And even the offer of a reward did not produce any results. We had no difficulty in finding and capturing the charwoman. Blind Jake, who was a faithful servant of ours — and nobody regrets his death more than myself, but I also realize that it was necessary, or had the appearance of necessity — Blind Jake, I say, hurried her away, and from the information she was able to supply us with, I could trace Clarissa Stuart as Diana Ward. I might add, for your information,” he said, addressing Holt, “that the inquiries did not take more than half a day.”

“There is one question I should like to ask you, doctor,” said Larry quietly. “The lift accident was arranged by whom?”

“By David,” said the doctor with a little smile as though he were amused at something. “David was on the floor above, and it was David who dropped things on your head. They didn’t reach your head, of course, which was unfortunate. Then he had an easy exit along the roof to the next building, and I never admired you so much as when you refrained from going up those steps left so invitingly under the open trapdoor. You would have come down very quickly,” he added significantly.

“And that, gentlemen, really concludes my story.” And he took up the third cigarette, for the second had been smoked very vigorously.

“Why did you spare Lew?” asked Larry. “He was one of your helpers and knew your secrets.”

“I was prepared to spare almost anybody unless my life was endangered,” said Dr Judd. “Certainly I did not want to find all my good plans tumbling to the ground through the death of some wretched beggar who was quite harmless. I only killed when it was necessary or profitable,” he said. “Blind Jake had his own vendettas, and his attempt upon Fanny Weldon was a purely private affair in which we were not interested.” A man came in through the door of the cell — a short, stocky man who was bareheaded, and Dr Judd took one long whiff of his cigarette, dropped it on the floor of the cell and put his foot upon it.

“The executioner, I presume?” he said pleasantly, and turned round, putting his hands behind him.

The stocky man strapped him tight, and the white-robed clergyman, whose ministrations he had refused and who was waiting outside the cell door, came in and walked slowly by the doctor’s side.

And so he went out of sight of Larry, who waited behind. He saw the broad shoulders for the last time as they passed through the narrow door leading from the prison hall to the exercise yard, and he waited, feeling inexpressibly and unaccountably sad.

A minute passed, and then there was a crash that came like thunder to his ears and made him start. It was the crash of the falling death-trap. Dr Judd had met his brother.


The End
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“She is an orphan,” said Mr. Collings emotionally.

Orphans were Mr. Collings’ weakness.

In ordinary intercourse as between lawyer and client, he was a stern, reserved man with a cold passion for compromise. Litigants entered his office charged with bubbling joy that their enemies had delivered themselves into their hands; they came talking five figure damages and the stark ruin of men and corporations who and which had offended them. They slunk out again into the glare of an Australian sun, their cases demolished, their spirits broken, their futures clouded. Mr. Collings did not believe in litigation. He believed that things could be arranged.

If it was possible for a murdered man to walk into Mr. Collings’ office and say: “I’ve got an excellent case against Binks: he has just shot me dead. Do you think I can get damages?” Mr. Collings would reply: “I very much doubt it. There is a great deal to be said for Binks. And aren’t you in rather an awkward position yourself? You are carrying about a bullet which undoubtedly is the property of Binks. You never know what point of view a jury will take. You had better let me try to settle this.”

But in the matter of orphans Mr. Collings was slightly unbalanced. He was strictly brought up by parents who compelled him to read books on Sunday that were entirely devoted to orphans and good organ-grinders and little girls who quoted extensively from precious books and died surrounded by weeping negroes. In such literature the villains of the piece were young scoundrels who surreptitiously threw away their crusts and only ate the crumbly part of bread; desperadoes who kicked dogs and threw large flies into spiders’ webs and watched the spider at his fell work with glee.

“She is an orphan,” said Mr. Collings again, and blew his nose loudly.

“She has been an orphan for ten years,” said Mr. William Cathcart cynically.

Mr. Collings was stout, bald, given to afternoon naps; Mr. Cathcart was thin, narrow-faced, not so bald, and never slept at all, so far as anybody knew. He hated orphans. They stood for questions of cestui que
 use, problems of cy-près
 , perplexities of donatio mortis causa
 and the Guardianship of Infants Act. He never saw an orphan without his hand going instinctively to his hip pocket.

“And the most irregular orphan I have ever met,” continued Mr. William Cathcart remorselessly. “An infant in law with a bank balance of a hundred thousand! I refuse to drop a tear — positively!”

Mr. Collings wiped his eyes.

“She is an orphan,” he insisted. “Mrs. Tetherby gave her the money during her lifetime: there is nothing irregular in that. If I gave an — an orphan” — he swallowed hard— “a penny, a pound — a thousand — is that a breach of the law, an impropriety, even though it is practised de die in diem
 ?”

Mr. Cathcart considered.

“You might in certain circumstances be acting de sont tort
 ,” he said.

Mr. Collings pondered this; found the term almost inapplicable, but not so much so that he could be offensive in a gentlemanly way. Wisely he returned to lamb.

“Mrs. Tetherby was inert. Stout women are often inert—”

“Lazy,” suggested the dyspeptic Cathcart.

“She was fond of Diana. Few aunts are fond of nieces. Her will proves that. She left everything—”

“There was nothing to leave,” interrupted Mr. William Cathcart with sour satisfaction. How that man hated orphans! “There was nothing to leave because in her lifetime she gave Diana full control of her money.”

“She was inert,” murmured Mr. Collings. “She loved this orphan child—”

“If there was one woman in the world who ought never to have been allowed—”

“Never ought have been,” corrected Mr. Collings gently.

“ — to have charge of a girl of Diana Ford’s temperament, it is or was Mrs. Tetherby. A child of sixteen who has a raging love affair with a student—”

“A theological student,” insisted Mr. Collings. “Don’t forget that. A young woman may well feel that she could give her heart to a theological student when a medical student would have revolted all that was most sensitive in her nature.”

“A theological student makes it worse.”

“At least Mrs. Tetherby consulted us on that matter.” Mr. Collings was a shade reproachful. “Inert or energetic, she consulted us.”

“She consulted us to discover whether she would be liable to trial for murder if she waylaid and shot Mr. Dempsi. She said that she had set a dog on to him, but he was incapable of taking a hint. Those were her words.”

“Dempsi is dead,” said Mr. Collings in a hushed voice. “I spoke to Diana on the subject only eight months ago — when her dear aunt died. I asked her if the wound had left a scar. She said she scarcely remembered a scratch, and that she often amused herself in the evenings by trying to draw him from memory.”

“A heartless little devil,” said Mr. Cathcart.

“A child — youth has no memory, not even for its stomach aches,” said Mr. Collings oracularly.

“Did you discuss those too?” sneered his partner.

Mr. Collings raised his eyebrows. Such a man as he is hopeless in the face of sheer vulgarity.

“An orphan..,” he began.

The clerk at the door spoke in the strained way of managing clerks.

“Miss Diana Ford, sir,” he said.

The legal house of Collings & Cathcart exchanged glances.

“Show the young lady in.” The door closed. “Be gentle with her, William.”

Mr. Cathcart writhed.

“Will she be gentle with me?” he asked bitterly. “Will you guarantee that she will be reasonably polite to me — and back your guarantee with real money?”

There came through the door a peach tree, blossoming in the spring of the year; summer dawn on riverside meadows with the dew winking from a thousand gossamers. The froth of hawthorn in an English country lane; a crystal brook whispering between slim larches. Miss Diana Ford.

During the war Mr. Cathcart had held a commission in the Army Service Corps (Home Service) and had acquired the inventory habit. He saw:


· Girl: Slim, medium size. One.

· Eyes: Greyblue; large, more or less innocent. Two.

· Mouth: Red, Bow-shaped, largish. One.

· Nose: Straight, in perfect shape. One.

· Hair: Slightly golden, bobbed. One complete head.



Diana was as unrecognisable from the inventory as the average man from the description on his passport. She had the atmosphere of spring and dawn. Her colouring belonged to such season and time, having a pink of its own and a whiteness which looked pink when compared with white. She moved with such supple grace that Mr. Cathcart suspected an entire absence of corsets — he was a married man.

She came impulsively to Mr. Collings and kissed him. Mr. William Cathcart closed his eyes, so did not meet the smirk of satisfaction which his partner loosened for his benefit.

“Good morning, Uncle. Good morning. Uncle Cathcart.”

“‘Mornin’,” said Mr. Cathcart, hostile to the last.

“‘Mornin’!” she boomed in imitation. “And I’ve come feeling awfully nice toward you! I called you ‘Uncle’!”

“I heard you,” glowered the newly elected relative. “It would be much better, Miss Ford, if we proceeded on business lines—”

“You can proceed on tram lines if that pleases you,” she sighed, taking off her hat and tossing it on to the nearest deed-box. “Oh, Uncle Collings, I’m sick…”

Mr. Cathcart half rose in his alarm.

“Sick of Australia, sick of the station, sick of the people, sick of everything. I’m going home.”

“Home!” gasped Mr. Collings. “But, my dear little Diana. If by ‘home’ you mean England and not — er—”

“Heaven,” suggested Mr. Cathcart.

“I mean England, of course I mean England. I am going to stay with my cousin, Gordon Selsbury.”

Mr. Collings scratched his nose.

“An elderly person, of course?”

“I don’t know.” She shrugged her indifference.

“Married, eh?”

“I suppose so. If he’s nice. All the nice men are married — present company excepted.”

Mr. Collings was a bachelor and could afford to laugh very heartily. Mr. Cathcart, on the other hand, was married and was not even amused.

“You have cabled and written, of course: there is no objection to your going to — er — Mr. Selsbury’s?”

“None whatever.” She was overridingly brisk. “He will be delighted to have me.”

“Twenty!” said Mr. Cathcart and shook his head. “An infant in law! I really think we must know more about Mr. Selsbury and his condition before — eh, Collings?”

Mr. Collings looked appealingly at the girl; she had never seemed more or looked less orphaned than at that moment.

“It would be wise, perhaps — ?” he no more than suggested.

When Diana smiled her eyes wrinkled up and you saw both rows of her small white teeth.

“I have taken my cabin: a lovely one. With a bathroom and sittingroom. The walls are panelled in blue brocade silk and there is a cute little brass bedstead in the middle — so that you can fall out either side.”

Mr. William Cathcart felt it was the moment to bring down his foot.

“I am afraid I cannot consent to your going,” he said quietly.

“Why?” Up went her chin.

“Yes, why?” demanded Mr. Collings. He was anxious to know.

“Because,” said Mr. Cathcart, “because, my dear young lady, you are an infant in the eyes of the wise old law of this country; because Mr. Collings and I stand in loco parentis
 to you. Now I am old enough to be your father—”

“And grandfather,” she said calmly. “But does that matter? There was a lad of sixty trying to find opportunities for squeezing my hand all the way down in the train from Bendigo. Age means nothing if your heart is young.”

“Exactly!” said Mr. Collings, whose heart was very young.

“The long and the short of it is that you can’t go,” said Mr. William Cathcart defiantly. “I do not wish to apply for an order of the court—”

“One moment, little friend of the poor,” said Diana. She threw several priceless law books and a pile of affidavits from a chair and sat down. “A few moments ago — correct me if I am wrong: I seldom am — you produced your hoary Mr. Loco Parentis to crush me to the earth. Meet Colonel Locus Standi!”

“Eh?” said William, dithered.

“My knowledge of legal formula is slight,” said Diana gravely. “I have lived a pure and a sheltered life amidst the rolling grass lands of Kara-Kara, but ignorant orphan though I am…”

Mr. Collings sighed.

“… I understand that before a lawyer applies to the courts he must have a client. For no lawyer, except perhaps a lawyer who has been crossed in love and is not quite sane, goes to law without a client.”

Mr. William Cathcart shrugged his shoulders.

“You must make your own bed,” he said.

“The court can’t even make me do that,” she replied.

Mr. Cathcart saw her walking across to him and took up his pen hastily.

“Uncle Cathcart,” she said in a low voice, “I did so hope and pray that we should part friends! Every night when I kneel by my bed and say ‘Please, God, give Uncle Cathcart a sense of humour and make him a nice man/ I have expected the miracle to happen.”

Uncle Cathcart wriggled.

“Have your own way,” he said loudly. “I can’t put an old head on young shoulders. Those who live longest will see most.”

“The proof of the pudding is in the eating,” she added gently. “You forgot that one.”

At luncheon, Mr. Collings tapped the ash of his cigar into the coffee saucer.

“What is this fellow like — this Selsbury?”

“He’s wonderful!” she said dreamily. “He rowed six in the University eight — I’m simply crazy about him.”

The startled Mr. Collings gazed at her in fascinated horror.

“Is he crazy about you?” he gasped.

Diana smiled. She was adjusting her nose with the aid of a mirror concealed in the flap of her handbag.

“He will be,” she said softly.



Chapter II


Table of Contents


Neither by nature crazy, nor by inclination eccentric, Mr. Gordon Selsbury had at moments serious but comfortable doubts as to whether he was not a little abnormal; whether he was not, in fine, one of those rare and gifted mortals to whom was given Vision beyond the ordinary. His environment was the commonplace City of London; his occupation a shrieking incongruity for a spiritual man — he was an insurance broker. And a prosperous insurance broker.

Sometimes he sat before the silver fire grate of his sittingroom, amazed at the contradictory evidence of his own genius. Here (said he, thinking impartially) was a man with a Conscious Soul, beside whom other men were clods, vegetables, animals of the field, slaves to their material demands. Lifted above the world and its peculiarly grimy interests, he was a man whose spiritual head rose above fog and was one with the snow-capped mountains and the blue skies. And yet — here was the…
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…”Yes, sir?”

Trenter blinked apprehensively. He was indeed married.

“I do not wish that sort of thing to happen again,” said Gordon, mildly scandalised. “You are a married man with responsibilities which cannot be ignored or set on one side. Eleanor, as I understand her name to be, is a young girl, possibly inflammable, certainly impressionable. To cloud a young girl’s life by awakening in her heart a passion which you cannot return is most reprehensible. Even I have been rocked by the current which the stone you cast has set into motion. My shaving water was late this morning. This must not occur again.”

“No, sir,” said Trenter.

News comes instantly to the servants’ hall in any event. Now, telepathy lagged behind Trenter’s spoken word.

Eleanor, tall, svelte, pallid of face, black eyebrows and eyes that flashed, interrupted the operation of a lipstick to listen. She was tremulously indignant.

“Because he’s a St. Andrew, does he think that we haven’t any human feelings? The poor coldblooded fish! I’ll let him know that I won’t be talked about and my name took away — taken away, I mean — by a prying, sneaking, rubber-soled spy. He is too!”

“Who’s this St. Andrew?” Trenter was suspicious of all saints, being by marriage a Primitive Baptist.

“He’s the man that women tempted and he wouldn’t,” said Eleanor, prepared to drop the illustration. But Trenter was of another mind.

“Who’s been tempting him?” he asked, darkling eyed.

“Nobody: not if it’s me you mean. I’d like to see him put his arm round my waist! He’d never forget it!”

“He wouldn’t forget himself anyway,” said Trenter, relieved.

She tossed her head sceptically.

“Oh, I don’t know!” she said, and nodded to a warm, large woman in the gingham and apron of her profession. “Ask cook!”

Trenter was dazed.

“Good God! — not you, cook?” he asked in a whisper.

Happily Mrs. Magglesark was not a quick thinker.

“Yes; I saw him too,” she said, and Eleanor, in terror that the telling of the story should go elsewhere, trod on the opening of the cook’s narrative.

“Me and cook — that is to say cook and I — were on top of a ‘bus last Sunday—”

“In Knightsbridge.” Thus the cook claimed her equal share of the copyright.

“We were laughing and talking when cook said ‘Look, Nelly — there’s the boss.’”

“I said ‘If that isn’t his nibs!’” amended Mrs. Magglesark.

“And there he was!” said Eleanor. “With a girl, very tall and dressed in black, and he was holding her hand!”

“In the street?” — incredulously.

“In the car: from the top of a ‘bus you can look down into cars, if they’re open. Many a sight I’ve seen!”

“Was she pretty?” asked Trenter, manlike.

Eleanor’s lips pursed.

“Well, I suppose some people would call her pretty. Did you think she was pretty, cook?”

Mrs. Magglesark, having reached the age when she regarded all young people as passable, thought she was pretty.

“Holding her hand!” Trenter was very thoughtful. “It wasn’t Mrs. van Oynne?”

“Who is she?”

“She’s been here twice to tea. An American lady, rather well-dressed. Heloise! That’s her name. And a goodlooker. She usually wears black and paradise feathers.”

“She wore paradise feathers!” said cook and Eleanor together.

Trenter nodded.

“That’s her,” he said, “but there’s nothing in it. She’s a highbrow. Reads books and all that. Last time she was here, she and him discussed the Ego Soul. The little bits I heard I couldn’t make head or tail of.”

Eleanor was impressed.

“Funny for him to be discussing eggs,” she said.

It was not funny for Gordon Selsbury to discuss anything. With Heloise van Oynne there seemed to be no subject, from kidney beans to metaphysics, that he could not examine profitably. It is true that he did most of the talking, but her rapt gaze rectified deficiencies of speech.

Gordon sat with her that afternoon in the tearoom of the Coburg Hotel, and they were comparatively alone.

“There is something I have wanted to say to you ever since I met you, Heloise,” he said softly. “A month! It almost seems incredible! If our theories are substantial it is incredible. We met before in the Temple of Atlantis, where the bearded priests chanted the day through. And you were a great lady and I was a humble gladiator. That the gladiatorial games and even the factions of the circus have a more remote antiquity than Rome, I am certain. Who knows but that the last remnants of dying Atlantis were not the first peoples of Etruscan civilisation….?”

Her fine eyes agreed with that theory. They said as plainly as though the words were spoken: “How brilliant of you to associate Etruria with the mythical civilisation of Atlantis!”

On the other hand, her eyes did not say many things that she thought.

“What is so fine about friendship,” Gordon was going on, “is that we have lifted common interest above the sordid range of philanderism.”

“How’s that?”

Her head was bent forward eagerly, enquiringly. Trenter had the same trick, only he looked pained.

“I mean” — Gordon Selsbury flicked a crumb of cake daintily from his knee— “we have never tarnished the bright surface of our friendship with that weakness which is so glibly styled ‘love.’”

“Oh!” Heloise van Oynne sat back in her basket chair. “That’s so,” she said, and if there was a sense of immense satisfaction in her tone, even one attuned to her spiritual wavelength would not have observed the circumstance,

“The perfect sympathy, the perfect understanding, the dovetailing of mind into mind, the oneness of a mutual soul — these transcend all sentient impressions, whatever be the label they bear.”

She smiled slowly and with infinite sweetness and comradeship. Heloise invariably smiled at Gordon that way when she wasn’t quite sure what he was talking about. Though, as to souls

“The soul is certainly the finest thing we have around,” she said, in deep thought. “That’s where we’ve got most people skinned — I should say, at a disadvantage, you and I, Gordon. One doesn’t like to bare one’s heart; one shrinks instinctively even from self-revelation.”

She sighed as one who had got through an exercise of considerable difficulty. Then, observing by certain signs that he had only, so to speak, removed the lid of his introspections and that the real contents of his mind would shortly spill, to be gathered up and replaced by her none too sure hands, she interjected hastily:

“You were telling me, Gordon, about a cousin of yours in Australia — she must certainly be interesting, and I’m just mad to hear about your relations. I like you, Gordon — a lot. There’s nothing about you that doesn’t fascinate me.”

She laid a gloved hand on his knee. No other woman could lay a hand, gloved or ungloved, on Gordon Selsbury’s knee without his calling for the police. But Heloise… he laid his hand gently on hers.

“Diana? Well, really, I know nothing about her except that she had that tremendous affair with a fellow called Dempsi. I told you that. She’s very well off, I believe. I’ve taken a little notice of her — sent her a few books and a word or two of advice. I often think that a man’s advice is ever so much more acceptable to a young girl than a woman’s. When were we talking about her? Oh, of course, I remember! It was when we had that tremendous talk on the growth of the Ego….”

“Is she fair or dark?” Heloise nimbly blocked the road to metaphysics.

“I really don’t know. I had a letter from my aunt — her aunt also — just before the poor creature died. She said that Diana had forgotten Dempsi and wondered where she could get his photograph — the man is dead. Has it ever occurred to you, Heloise, how absurd are such terms as life and de—”

“Diana!” mused Heloise, aloud. “Poor little Australian girl. I should like to meet her, Gordon.”

Gordon shook his head, smiling gently.

“I cannot imagine anything less likely,” he said, “than your meeting her.”
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Cheynel Gardens is one of those very select thoroughfares that no cab-driver has ever found without the assistance of a local guide. Taximen have “heard of it,” dimly remember having dropped a fare there at some time or other; but where it is, only the police and the postmen know. Often people who live in Cheynel Gardens have only the haziest idea whether they are in Mayfair or Marylebone.

Gordon occupied a corner house that had a garden, probably the garden after which the thoroughfare was named, for there was no other. If a garden can be so called that consists of a twelve by ten paved courtyard occupied by two large bushes in tubs.

It was the last house on the left as you turned in from Brook Street, a handsome, sober pile of red brick and yellow sandstone, with a big study to which stained-glass windows gave the appearance of a well-furnished chapel.

His study was indeed a holy place, for none entered without invitation. It had two doors, one of thick oak, one of deadening baize, so that no sound might disturb Gordon’s close and careful scrutiny of The Economist, which, with the Insurance Review, formed his light reading. By day he perused The Times, by night he read heavy studies in sociology, or, if he were tired, Zur Genealogie der Moral
 — Nietzsche being one of his favourite authors.

He descended from the cab that brought him home, gave the driver a ten per cent, tip worked out to the nearest penny, and erring on his own side, and walked slowly up the steps. The door opened instantly. It was part of the daily ritual. Trenter took his hat, his walkingstick and his gloves, and Gordon said:

“No letters?”

If Trenter had said no, the ritual would have been interrupted.

“Yes, sir, and—”

No need to say more. Gordon was staring at four immense trunks that almost completely covered the floor space of the hall. Three of them were conspicuously labelled “Not wanted on voyage.” The fourth had a big red “Cabin” pasted on its side.

“What — on — earth — are — these?” asked Gordon breathlessly.

“The young lady arrived this afternoon, sir.” Trenter was all a-twitter.

“The young lady arrived — which young lady, may I ask?”

“Miss Ford, sir.”

Gordon’s forehead wrinkled. He had heard the name in some connection. Ford… Ford? It was familiar.

“No, sir — Miss Diana Ford from Australia.”

The cousin! Mr. Selsbury inclined his head graciously. The instincts of hospitality were not entirely atrophied, and the Selsburys were a race of courtly men.

“Will you tell Miss Ford I am returned and will be glad to see her in The Study?”

Trenter’s face twitched.

“She’s in The Study, sir,” he almost pleaded. “I told her that nobody ever went when you were away and that I kept it locked.”

Gordon was taken aback. It is disconcerting to a host to find his hospitality anticipated and taken as a right.

“Indeed!” he said, and smiled. “Miss Ford will be met…
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Gordon was not aware that he had not kissed her, any more than he was aware that he had not hit her on the head with the book he was carrying. The Selsburys were a courtly race. He stooped and struck her gently with his lips.

“Sit down, my dear — you will have tea, of course? I am truly sorry that I kept you waiting. Where are you staying?”

She flashed one look at him.

“Here,” she said.

For a second he could not comprehend.

“I mean, what hotel — where are you — er — sleeping tonight?”

“Here,” said Diana.

In moments of crisis Gordon never lost his head. He once stood on the deck of a sinking cross-Channel steamer discussing the atomic theory with a Cambridge don. He had twice heard burglars in the house, and had often been called upon without notice at public meetings to propose the health of the chairman.

“You mean that you are coming to stay with me — for a little while? I would be delighted, but unfortunately this is a bachelor establishment. There are no women in the house except the domestic staff.”

He spoke kindly; his argument was logical, his attitude correct in every detail.

“You want a woman about the house; it was very nearly time I came,” she said, as unflurried as Gordon himself.

He stifled his sigh. The position was embarrassing — other men would have been thrown off their feet and either lost their tempers or behaved in some way hurtfully.

“I shall be delighted to have you here — for a few days,” he smiled. “So run along and telephone to your chaperone and ask her to bring her trunks here—”

Diana pulled on her shoes, unconcerned.

“I’ve been admiring your oars,” she said. “You rowed six, didn’t you — and won! How splendid!”

“Yes, yes — er — yes.” Gordon was not proud of his bygone athleticism. “Or shall I telephone?”

“To whom?” innocently.

“To your chaperone… the lady with whom you are travelling…”

“Don’t be silly.”

He stiffened; went limp again: turned a shade paler.

“I travelled alone — as much alone as one can be with a hundred and fifty saloon passengers who played deck games and enjoyed them. An intellectual woman can have no possible community of interest with people who enthuse over bucket quoits.”

A chair was within reach of his hand and he sat down. Men like Gordon Selsbury seldom lose grip of a situation, however awkward it may be. The sheer weight of their wisdom and their personality has a tendency to roll flat obstacles of the most tremendous nature.

“Now I’m going to be a father and an uncle and a wise old cousin to you,” he said, good nature rigidly and obstinately imprinted in his smile. “You’re a young girl and somebody has got to tell you that you cannot stay alone — er — as the guest of a bachelor.”

She stood, her hands behind her, not the ghost of amusement in her face, unmoved and immovable.

“And I’ve got to tell you, Gordon Selsbury, that I not only can, but I’m going to stay here! I am not responsible for your being a bachelor. You ought to be married. It is unnatural to live in a big house like this by yourself. I have come to stay and, possibly, keep house for you. You must let me have a list of the dishes you like for breakfast. I like grapefruit and hominy with a small crisp slice of bacon. At the same time, Gordon, I am not averse to devilled kidneys a la chef — do you like waffles? I’m crazy about them! We had a Japanese cook who made them to perfection. Another wonderful breakfast dish is tomatoes chiffre…”

“Diana,” he said gravely, “you are distressing me. Of course you can’t possibly stay here! My dear child, I have to consider your good name; in after years you will realise what a dreadful thing you have proposed. Now, my dear, I’m going to ‘phone Laridge’s Hotel and ask them to reserve a nice room for you.”

He half rose; her hands dropped to his shoulders and she pushed him down. It was surprising how strong she was.

“Let us have no scandal,” said Diana firmly. “There is only one way to get me out of this house and that is for you to send for a policeman. And a single policeman could do very little. I have an automatic in my dressing-bag… I shall not hesitate to shoot.”

He gazed at her in horror. She returned the gaze without reproach, without doubt. She had the Will to Stay. He recognised a variation of the Nietzsche principle.

“There is only one thing left for me to do, Diana,” he said. His gravity was so profound that he intoned his speech; it became a Gregorian chant in the minor key. “I must go out from my house and leave you here. I myself must take a room in a near hotel.”

“You’ll do nothing of the kind,” she said. “If you do I shall put advertisements in all the papers:

“Missing from his home since Friday, Mr. Gordon Selsbury. Tall, fair, fresh complexion, rather goodlooking.”

Gordon licked dry lips. Life was drab and sordid, but nothing in life was quite so vulgar and hateful as the popular press. The only time in his life that he had ever experienced a nightmare, the vision had taken a particularly hideous shape. He dreamt that he had been locked up for smothering a chorus girl, and was ordered by the judge to write his impressions of the murder in a Sunday newspaper.

“You will perhaps think better of this in a few days,” he said huskily. “I feel sure that, when you realise what you are doing—”

She sat down at his beautifully tidy writing-table, took up a pen, and snatched from his stationery rack a sheet of notepaper.

“Now tell me what you like for breakfast,” she said. “Smoked haddock… salmon steak… fish is good for the brain. Do you mind if I call you Gord?”
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One day Diana came back from a conscientious tour of the stores and found a thin and middle-aged lady sitting in the drawingroom. She greeted Diana with a deferential smile. She was such a middle-aged lady as might have stepped from the pages of a late Victorian novel, and Diana regarded her steadily, for she wore no hat, had the skimpy beginnings of a purple wool jumper on her knees, and in her hands two knitting needles that seemed to be operating of heir own volition all the time she talked.

“Good afternoon! You’re Miss Ford, aren’t you, my dear? I’m Miss Staffle, and I do hope we are going to be good friends!”

“I hope so,” said Diana. “We’ll be better friends when I understand. Are you a guest of ours?”

Click-flash-flicker went the needles. Diana looked in awe. She was the only woman in the world who had never knitted a jumper.

“Well… yes. Mr. Selsbury thought you would be rather lonely. It doesn’t do for us girls to be too much alone. We brood.”

“I’m brooding at this minute.” Diana was very incisive in business hours. “Do I understand that you have been engaged as a chaperone?”

“Companion,” murmured Miss Staffle.

“That makes it easier,” Diana opened her pocketbook. “Your salary is?”

Miss Staffle murmured the amount.

“Here is two months’ pay,” said Diana. “I have decided not to engage a companion.”

She rang the bell; the needles became stationary.

“Eleanor,” to the svelte parlourmaid, “Miss Staffle is leaving before tea. Will you see that her boxes are brought down, and tell Trenter to have a nice clean taxi waiting?”

“But, my dear” — Miss Staffle’s voice was slightly acidulated— “Mr. Selsbury engaged me, and I am afraid…”

“Mr. Selsbury doesn’t want a companion,” said Diana. “Now, my angel, are you going to give me trouble, or are you going to be a sweet little cherub and fly?”

Gordon came home prepared to face a storm and ready to present a rocky face either to the waves of her wrath or the drizzle of her tears. He found her trying a new record on a brand-new gramophone, her feet moving lightly to the magical rhythm of “I Ain’t Nobody’s Darling.” He resented the gramophone, but had other matters of greater moment to discuss. There was no sign of the excellent Miss Staffle. “Anybody been?” he asked carelessly. She stopped whistling.

“Nobody except an elderly lady who made the curious mistake of thinking I wanted a companion.”

“Where is she?” asked Gordon, his heart sinking.

“I didn’t trouble to take her address,” said Diana. “Why — did you want her?” “You sent her away?” Diana nodded.

“Yes; her industry was appalling.” And then, as a thought occurred: “Was the jumper for you?”

“You sent a — er — um — person I engaged away from my house?” sternly. “Really, Diana! This is a little too much! Let’s have this out, my dear.”

Diana changed the record.

“Tea will be served in ten minutes,” she said. “And Gordon, my dear, your shoes are muddy. Run up and change them.”

Revolt flew red signals on his cheeks.

“I will do nothing of the kind!” he said sharply. “I will not be ordered about in my own house. Diana, you have gone too far! This intolerable situation must end here and now.”

He brought his hand slapping down on the back of the easy chair. He was determined.

“Either you or I leave this house tonight,” he said. “I have had enough! Already the servants are talking. I saw a particularly sinister smile on Trenter’s face when you came down to breakfast in your negligee this morning. I have a position, a reputation, a name in the City of London — I must guard my interests against the thoughtless, selfish folly of reckless adolescence!”

“What a name to call a lady!” she said reproachfully.

“I will not temporise; I will not allow a very serious situation to be turned into a jest. Either you leave Cheynel Gardens or I.”

She thought a moment, then walked out of the room. Gordon heard her at the telephone in the hall and smiled. A little firmness was all that was required.

“Is that the Morning Telegram
 ? This is Miss Diana Ford speaking. Will you send a reporter to 61 Cheynel Gardens—”

In two seconds he was in the hall and had covered the transmitter with a frantic hand.

“What are you going to do?” he asked frenziedly.

She shrugged a shoulder.

“Life without you is insupportable, Gordon,” she said brokenly. “You are the only relation I have in the world, and if you turn me out what is there left but the river?”

“You’re mad,” he wailed.

“The coroner will take that charitable view, I hope — don’t interrupt me, Gordon. They want to speak to me.”

By sheer force he lifted her away from the instrument and took the receiver in his own hand.

“Don’t bother to send anybody… she is quite well… alive. I mean, there’s no suicide…”

Out of breath, he strode back to The Study.

“Your conduct is abominable! You are shameless! I can well understand why your wretched Dempsi ran away, preferring to die in the bush than be any longer associated with such an infernal little termagant!”

The Selsburys were a courtly people, but there was a limit to their patience. He was savage, cruel, and knew he was behaving unpardonably before the words were out of his mouth.

“I’m sorry,” he muttered.

Her face was set, a mask that showed nothing of her thoughts.

“I’m extremely sorry. I shouldn’t have said that — please forgive me.”

Still she did not speak. Her eyes were tragic in their steadfast, unwinking gaze. He stole quietly from the room, and then she spoke her thoughts aloud.

“How absurd not to have the telephone connected with the study! I’ll write to the Post Office this very night.”

A very silent dinner. Gordon was going out and was resplendent in his raiment.

“I am taking a friend to a theatre tonight,” he said.

“I haven’t seen a show for years,” she sighed.

“This would not interest you. It is a Russian play dealing with social unrest.”

She sighed again.

“I love Russian plays. All the characters die so nicely and you know where you are. In a musical comedy you can never be sure who anybody is.”

Gordon shuddered.

“This is not a play for a young girl,” he said gently.

She was unconvinced.

“If you very much wanted me to come, I could dress in five minutes,” she suggested. “I hardly know what I shall do with myself tonight.”

“Think out tomorrow’s breakfast,” he said bitterly.

Alone, she gave her mind alternately to serious thought and the new gramophone. She did think of Dempsi sometimes, and a little uneasily. Not that she had loved that strange progeny of Michael Dempsi and Marie Stezzaganni. Dempsi came into her life as an earthquake intrudes upon the domesticity of a Californian farmer. He shifted the angle of things and had been a great disturbance. She never really remembered Dempsi, except that he was very slight and very wiry and very voluble. She remembered that he had thrown himself at her feet, had threatened to shoot her, had told her he adored her and was ready to forsake his career in the church. Finally, on a hot February morning (she remembered that the roses were thick in the big garden) he had flung his worldly possessions at her feet, taken an intense and tearful farewell, and had dashed madly into the bush, never to return.

In point of fact, the nearest bush country was a hundred miles away, but he had said that he was going to the bush “to end a life already prolonged beyond the limits of human endurance and find forgetfulness in oblivion,” and he had probably kept his word. So far as the “bush” part of the contract was concerned. She did not mourn him. If she wondered at all, it was as to the circumstances in which he would reappear and claim some eight thousand pounds neatly tied in one package that it might be the more effectively and dramatically thrown at her feet, and which in truth missed her feet by a wide margin and struck the station cat, who, being newly maternal, flew at Dempsi and accelerated his wild flight.

She did not tell her aunt about the eight thousand; Mrs. Tetherby being, as she had been described, “inert,” had an objection to fuss of any kind. More than this, she possessed one curious weakness — a horror of debt. The knowledge that she was under monetary obligation kept her awake. An overlooked garage account once reduced her to a state of nervous prostration. Other people’s money she would not touch, and, on an occasion when, having paid her shearers, she was requested by the men to keep the money from Saturday to Monday, she paced the verandah for two nights, a shot gun under her arm.

It was largely due to this weakness that all money affairs were in Diana’s hands from the age of fifteen. Diana put the eight thousand to her own account and spent an interesting three months planning and drawing expensive memorials to the departed Dempsi. In the back pages of a dictionary, under the heading “Foreign words and phrases,” she discovered an appropriate epitaph.


Satis eloquentiae, sapientiae parum


He had great eloquence but little sense.



As the years passed, and her uneasiness increased, she made halfhearted attempts to discover his relatives, though she knew that he was without so much as a known cousin. And then, gradually, Dempsi had receded into the background. She was beloved of a romantic squatter. This affair ended abruptly when the romantic squatter’s unromantic wife arrived in a high-powered car and bore him off to serve the remainder of his sentence.

Diana gave exactly five minutes of her thoughts to Dempsi. For the remainder of the evening she practised a new waltz step which had surprisingly found its way into jazz.

“What I can’t understand,” said Trenter, “is why the boss allows this sort of thing to go on. It’s downright improper, a young woman living in a bachelor’s house. It reminds me of a case old Superbus once told me about — he’s a court bailiff and naturally he sees the seamy side of life—”

“I wouldn’t have a bailiff for a friend if you paid me a million,” said Eleanor, who had been brought up in an atmosphere of financial embarrassment. “I’d sooner have a burglar. Don’t you worry about our young Di, Arthur. She’s all there! Personally speaking, I’m glad she’s arrived. What about me — haven’t I any morals?

Hasn’t me and cook — cook and I, that is to say — lived in the same house with a bachelor for a year?”

“You’re different,” said Trenter.

“Guess again,” said Eleanor.

“The house hasn’t been what it was.” A touch of sadness in Trenter’s voice had its origin in obscure sources.

Methodical as Gordon was, he never counted his cigars. Diana, on the other hand, had an eye for quantity. It was she who asked delicately whether he thought there were mice in the house, and, if so, did he think that they preferred Coronas to cheese.

“There’s a big change coming — a terrific change. I feel it in my bones,” he said. “And I know! I’ve always had second sight even as a boy.”

“You should wear glasses,” said Eleanor.
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On an afternoon in late summer Heloise van Oynne looked across the darkening river, seemed for a moment absorbed in the gay lighting of one of the moored houseboats, and then:

“Tell me some more about Diana, please. She must be fascinating!” she pleaded.

Her companion shifted a little uncomfortably. He had already said more about Diana than he wished or intended saying.

“Well… you know all about Diana, I hope you will meet her… some day.”

There was just that little pause before the last word that meant so much to a woman with an acute sense of tone, and Heloise was supersensitive because it was her business to be. Today she seemed unusually ethereal.

She was pretty, slim (Diana would have called her “skinny”), spirituelle
 . In the deep, dark eyes was mystery… elusiveness; something that occasionally made his flesh creep pleasantly.

Gordon Selsbury was not in love. He was not the easily loving kind. It pleased him to know that he had a mystery of his own — he had once been described as “sphinxlike.”

If Diana had been older and were not his cousin, and had not in her masterful way installed herself in his house, defiant of the conventions, and were not so infernally sarcastic and self-sufficient — well, he might feel nicer toward her.

Talking of Diana….

He looked at the watch on his wrist. He had told her he would be in for dinner. Heloise saw the movement and smiled inwardly.

“Was it serious, that affair of hers?” she asked gently.

Gordon coughed. Heloise never met him but she talked of Diana’s affair. It was a curious piece of femininity that he did not expect to find in a woman. Not his kind of woman.

He was relieved of the necessity for answering.

“Who is that man, Gordon?”

The skiff had passed twice under the hotel terrace where they sat at tea that afternoon, and twice the big, redfaced man had peered up at the two people.

“I don’t know. Shouldn’t we be going?”

She made no attempt to rise.

“When do I see you again, Gordon? Life is so blank and miserable without you. Does Diana monopolise you so entirely? People wouldn’t understand, would they? I don’t love you and you do not love me. If you thought I loved you, you would never see me again.” She laughed quietly. “It is just your soul and mind” — her voice was very low— “just the clear channel of understanding that makes our minds as one. Love doesn’t bring that, or marriage.”

“It is rather wonderful.” He nodded many times. “Extraordinary — people would never understand.”

She thought they wouldn’t.

“I’m just aching for The Day to come,” she said, staring across the river. “I don’t think it ever will come: not The Day of my dreams.”

Gordon Selsbury had this premonition too; had been waiting all afternoon to translate his doubt into words.

“I’ve been thinking the matter over, Heloise — that trip to Ostend. Of course, it would be lovely seeing one another every day and all day, and living, if not under the same roof, at least in the same environment. The uninterrupted contact of mind — that is beautifully appealing.

But do you think it wise? I am speaking, of course, from your point of view. Scandal doesn’t touch a man grossly.”

She turned her glorious eyes to his.

“‘They say: what say they? Let them say,’” she quoted contemptuously.

He shook his head.

“Your name is very precious to me,” he said, not without a hint of emotion, “very precious, Heloise. I feel that, although the Ostend season is past and most of the hotels are closed and visitors have dispersed, as I understand they do disperse from fashionable seaside resorts, there is a possibility, a bare possibility, that we should see somebody there who knew me — us, I mean — and who would put the worst possible construction upon what — er — would be the most innocent intellectual recreation. It is extremely dangerous.”

She was laughing hardly as she rose.

“I see,” she said. “You are really conventional underneath, Gordon. It was a mad idea — don’t let us talk any more about it. It hurts me a little.”

In silence he paid the bill, in silence followed her into his car. He was hurt too. Nobody had ever called him conventional. Half way across Richmond Park he said:

“We will go: let us say no more. I will meet you as we arranged.”

The only answer she made was to squeeze his arm until they were flying down Roehampton Lane, and then, dreamily:

“There is something Infinite in friendship like ours, Man. It is all too wonderful….”

Diana was reading a magazine in The Study when Gordon came in. She threw down the magazine and jumped up from the chair (she sat at his desk when she read, with the exasperating result that the writing surface, which he left neat and ordered on his going out, was generally in a state of chaos on his coming in).

“Dinner,” she said tersely. “You’re late, Gord, devilishly late.”

Mr, Selsbury’s expression was pained.

“I wish you would not call me ‘Gord,’ Diana,” he complained gently. “It sounds — well, blasphemous.”

“But oh, it fits,” she said, shaking her head. “You don’t know how it fits!”

Gordon shrugged his shoulders.

“At any rate, ‘devilish’ is not ladylike.”

“Where have you been?” she asked with that disconcerting brusqueness of hers.

“I have been detained—”

“Not at your office,” said Diana promptly, as she sat down at the table and pointed an accusing finger. “You haven’t been back since luncheon.”

Mr. Selsbury cast a resigned look at the ceiling.

“I have been detained on a purely private business matter,” he said stiffly.

“Dear, dear!” said Diana, unimpressed.

Nothing really impressed Diana. She had, she boasted, passed the impressionable age.

Gordon had come to admit to himself that she was pretty; in a way she was beautiful. She had blue eyes, willow pattern blue, and a skin like satin. He admitted that her figure was rather lovely. If she had been older or younger, if her hair had not been bobbed — if she had a little more respect for wisdom, an appreciation of thought, a little something of hero-worship!

He strolled gloomily to the window and stared blankly into the dusk. Diana was an insoluble problem.

Trenter came in at that moment. “Trenter.”

“Yes, sir.” The butler crossed to his employer.

“Do you see that man on the other side of the road — that redfaced man?”

It was the stranger of the skiff. Gordon recognised him at once.

“I’ve seen him before to-day… rather a coincidence.”

“Yes, sir,” agreed Trenter. “That’s Mr. Julius Superbus.”

Gordon gaped at him.

“Julius Superbus — what the devil do you mean?”

“Language!” murmured a voice in the background. How like Diana.

“What on earth do you mean? That is a Roman name.”

Trenter smirked.

“Yes, sir. Mr. Superbus is a Roman, the last Roman left in England. He comes from Caesar Magnus — it’s a little village near Cambridge. I used to be in service there, that’s how I come to know him.”

Gordon frowned heavily. By what strange chance had he come to see this oddly named creature twice in one day — at Hampton, rowing a boat with some labour; in Cheynel Gardens, apparently absorbed in the study of a near-by lamppost?

“What is he — by profession?”

“A detective, sir,” said Trenter.

Gordon went suddenly pale.
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Sometimes, mostly all the time, Gordon forgot that before the name of Heloise van Oynne was that magical prefix “Mrs.” Too nice-minded to discover, even by an indirect method, the extent of her indiscretion, Gordon had conceived in his mind a marriage between two persons diametrically unsuited one to the other. He fashioned Mr. van Oynne in the image of a gross, unimaginative business man, without soul, and saw dimly a struggle between opposing ideals; sullen fury or blank indifference on the man’s part, and, in the case of Heloise, a refined suffering and an infinite restlessness in her, until there came into her life the other half of her intellectual being. Which was Gordon.

He looked out of the window again.

Mr. Julius Superbus was deliberately charging a black pipe from a sealskin tobacco pouch. He seemed the kind of man who would stoop to the meanest methods to gain his ends. And a prurient brute who would think nothing of writing reports highly disparaging to a slim, aesthetic girl. A detective! In desperation he turned to Diana.

“Diana, do you mind if I have The Study for a little while? I want to see a man.”

She waved a cheery farewell as she disappeared through the door at the far end of the room.

“Bring him in.”

“Bring him in, sir?” Trenter was intrigued.

Gordon repeated the order.

“He’s not a gentleman, sir,” warned Trenter, desiring exculpation in advance.

This was in case Mr. Superbus was even less of a gentleman than he thought him to be. Gordon has never any illusions on the subject. He said as much tersely, and Trenter went forth in a spirit of joyful anticipation, knowing that the nature of this interview would be repeated to him when next he met his friend.

A wait, and then:

“Mr. Superbus, sir,” said Trenter correctly. He bowed the visitor into the study, and withdrew.

There was nothing in the appearance of Mr. Superbus that was suggestive of Roman culture at its zenith. He was very short, and waddled rather than walked. He was fat so that, if he were standing on two square feet of his own property, his waistcoat might have been arrested for trespass on neighbouring land. His face was very red and broad; he had a stubbly black moustache, which was obviously dyed; on his otherwise bald head, twenty-seven hairs were parted, thirteen on one side and fourteen on the other. He had often counted them.

He stood, breathing audibly and twisting his hat in his blue hands.

“Sit down, Mr. Superbus,” said Gordon awkwardly. “Trenter was telling me that you are — in fact, you have the distinction of being a Roman?”

Mr. Superbus bent forward before he sat, as though to assure himself that his feet were all present and correct.

“Yes, sir,” he said, in a rich, deep voice. “I believe I am. Us Superbusses” — he gave the word a pronunciation which suggested that he had been named after a public vehicle of unusual size— “have come down for generations. There’s only four of us now — there’s me, my brother Augustus, who’s married to a young woman in Coventry; there’s Agrippa, who’s doing very well with her third husband — this one doesn’t drink, I’m happy to say — and there’s Scipius: he’s on the stage.”

“Really!” said Gordon, dazzled for the moment.

“Yes, he’s on the stage,” said Mr. Superbus with great satisfaction, “and doing very well. They say he’s the best carpenter they’ve ever had at the Gaiety. Yes, we’re an ancient family. I’ve never got the rights of it, but an old gentleman who lives at Cambridge told me that, if everybody had his due, I ought to be a member of the Roman Royal Family, being the eldest.”

Near Caesar Magnus is the University of Cambridge, and there have been soured antiquarians who have suggested that the illustrious family of Superbus owed its origin to the freakish whim of certain freshmen whose gowns rustled in Petty Cury a hundred years ago. That these same students, in their humour, had adopted the family of an indigent carter, one Sooper, and had christened the family afresh. Mr. Superbus had heard these rumours and had treated them with contempt.

“How we came to start I don’t know,” he said, on his favourite topic; “but you know what women are when Romans are about!”

Gordon did not even trouble to guess.

“Now, Mr. Superbus, you have — er — a very-important position. You’re a detective, I understand?”

Mr. Superbus nodded soberly.

“It must be an interesting life, watching people,” he suggested, “going into court and ly — testifying to their various misdoings?”

“I never go into court,” said Mr. Superbus. And here, apparently, he had a grievance. “My work, so to speak, is commercial. Not that I shan’t go into court if a certain coop comes off.”

“Coop?” Gordon was puzzled.

“Coop,” repeated Mr. Superbus emphatically.

“What do you mean — coop? Are you looking for people who steal chickens?” asked Gordon, at sea.

“By ‘coop’ I mean — well, you know what I mean, sir. Suppose I bring off a big bit of business—”

“Oh, coup!” said Gordon, enlightened. “I see. You have a coup?”

“I always called it coop myself,” said Mr. Superbus graciously, and leaving Gordon with the impression that he was being humoured. “Yes, I’ve got a coop up my sleeve.” He lowered his voice and stretched himself to as near Gordon as his body could reach. “I’m after Double Dan,” he whispered hoarsely.

A heavy burden rolled. from Gordon’s heart. So the “Mrs,” had nothing to do with the matter at all! Nor the gross husband, who thought more of his dogs and his horses than of the flaming intellect of his beautiful wife. ( Gordon was thorough: the gross husband must have his pets.)

“I seem to remember the name,” he said slowly. ^’Double Dan? Isn’t that the man who impersonates people?”

“You’ve got it, sir,” said Mr. Superbus. “He don’t impersonate them, he is them! Take Mr. Mendlesohn—”

Now Gordon remembered.

“You’d never think anybody could impersonate him, though, with his white whiskers and him not being married, it wasn’t so hard. He got away with eight thousand pounds, did Dan. Got Mr. Mendlesohn out of the way, walked into his private office and sent a new clerk out with a cheque. That’s why Mr. Mendlesohn’s gone into the country. He daren’t hold up his head.”

“Oh, I see,” said Gordon slowly. “You’re acting on behalf of?”

“The Brokers’ Association — he goes after brokers.”

Gordon seldom laughed, but he was laughing softly now.

“And you have been following me round to protect me, eh?”

“Not exactly that, sir,” said Mr. Superbus with professional reserve. “What I was trying to do was to get to know you, so that I’d make no mistake if Dan tried to ‘double’ you.”

“Have a cigar?” said Gordon.

Mr. Superbus said he didn’t mind if he did; that he would take it home, and smoke it in the seclusion of his own house.

“My good lady likes the smell of a cigar,” he said. “It keeps away the moths. I’ve been married now for three and twenty years, and there isn’t a better woman on the face of the earth than my good lady.”

“A Roman?” asked Gordon.

“No, sir,” replied Mr. Superbus gravely. “Devonshire.”

Diana, coming into the room half an hour later, saw Gordon standing with his back to the fireplace, his hands clasped behind him, his head slightly bent, a picture of practical thought.

“Who was that funny little man I saw go out of the house?” she asked.

“He is a man named Superbus,” said Gordon, roused from his reverie with a start, “who has been making certain enquiries. He’s been trying to trace somebody who has robbed a man of eight thousand pounds.”

“Oh!” said Diana, and sat down quickly. The ghost of the late Mr. Dempsi was very active at that moment.
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Diana liked Bobbie Selsbury the moment she saw him. He was a smaller edition of his brother, a brusque, cynical young man, with a passion for revue and the more clingy variations of modern dancing. Also he was engaged to a girl in Canada, and had no intense interest in any other woman. She liked him most because he was entirely without that brand of soul which wriggled so frequently under the scalpel of his brother.

He came to dinner twice, and on the second occasion Gordon thought his relative was on sufficiently good terms with his unwanted guest, to discuss openly the impropriety of her continued stay.

“Bobbie is what is known as a man of the world,” said Gordon. When Gordon introduced the virtues of his friends, he did so in the manner of a chairman at a public meeting bringing an unknown speaker to the notice of an audience.

“He has a keener concept of relative social values than either I, who am a little old-fashioned, or you, my child, who have led a cloistered life. I think we can safely leave the issue in Bobbie’s hands. Now, Bobbie, I’m going to put the matter to you without prejudice. Is it right that Diana should be staying in the same house as I, without a chaperone?”

“I don’t see why she should want a chaperone with a dry old stick like you,” said Bobbie instantly. “Besides, you’re cousins. She has certainly made Cheynel Gardens a place worth visiting, which it never was before.”

“But the world—” protested Gordon.

“The other day you were telling me how superior you were to the world and its opinions,” said the traitor Bobbie. “You told me that the views of the hoi polloi passed you by without making the least impression. You said that a man should rise superior to the test of public approval. You said—”

“What I said,” snapped Gordon testily, “had a general application to certain schools of philosophical thought. It did not apply, and never will apply, to questions of behaviour and propriety.”

“Diana is here, and you’re a lucky devil to have somebody to darn your socks. Does he pay you anything, Diana?”

She shook her head.

“I am living on my little capital,” she said plaintively, and Gordon felt a brute, but it was not until the next morning that he raised the subject again.

“I’m afraid I’ve been rather thoughtless, Diana,” he said. “Will you please buy anything you want and give me a note of any money you require?”

She leant back in her chair, laughing softly.

“You dear goop!” she said. “Of course I don’t want money! I am rolling in riches.”

“Then why did you tell Bobbie—”

“I like sympathy,” she said calmly. “And nobody gives me sympathy except Eleanor. She’s rather a pretty girl, isn’t she?”

“I haven’t noticed,” said Gordon.

“I knew you hadn’t,” she said, “when I discovered that you’d never kissed her.”

Gordon’s mouth was occupied with bacon at the moment, but he stood up and made an unearthly noise of protest.

“No, I don’t ask servants such questions,” said Diana primly, “but a woman has instincts, and there’s always a way of finding these things out. Gordon, you are exonerated,” she added with a generous gesture.

“Your philosophy of life is amazing,” he said, after he had recovered some of his calm. “Whatever made you think I should kiss her?”

“Because she’s pretty,” said Diana. “All men want to kiss pretty girls if they’re normal. Lots of people have wanted to kiss me.”

Gordon raised his eyebrows without looking up. He was not revolted; he was simply resigned.

“You haven’t asked me whether I let them,” she said after waiting.

“I’m not interested,” said Gordon coldly.

“Not a teeny weeny bit?”

Anxiety was in her voice, but he was not deceived. He had learnt by hard experience that when Diana was most wistful, she was usually gurgling with internal laughter. A terrible girl.

“I’ve only had two affairs,” she went on, regardless of his distaste. “There was Dempsi and there was Dingo.”

“Who was Dingo?” he was trapped into asking.

“Theophilus Shawn. He was a married man with five children.”

“Good God!” Gordon dropped his knife and fork on the plate helplessly.

“He never kissed me,” she said. “His wife came and took him away just as I was getting to like the smell of cloves — he used to eat cloves. He said it made his hair grow. Whenever he ran short of cloves he got into his car and drove to the hotel to get some. He’d go a dozen times a day. He was staying with Auntie; she met him at a lecture on sunspots, but she didn’t know anything about his wife until she came for him. She was an awfully nice woman, and thanked me for looking after her husband. She said she hadn’t seen him sober before — she was awfully interested in him. I think wives should get to know their husbands before they’re married, don’t you?”

Mr. Selsbury sighed.

“I think you’re talking a lot of abject nonsense,” he said, “and I wish to heaven you’d get to know your husband!”

She smiled, but did not reply. She felt that he had been shocked enough for one day.

He was making as if to get up from the breakfast table when she remembered a question she wanted to ask him.

“Gordon, that man who came yesterday, the man with the Hebrew name—”

“Roman. You mean Superbus?”

She nodded.

“Whom did he want?” she asked, playing with her serviette ring.

“He was looking for a robber, a man named” — he cast up his eyes, trying to recall the title— “Double Dan, a swindler.”

“Is that so?” drawled Diana, her eyes on the tablecloth. “Are you going, Gordon? What time will you be home?”

“When my business permits me to return,” he said in his stateliest fashion. “Do you realise, Diana, that nobody has ever asked me that question in my life?”

“Why, I ask you every day,” she said in wonder.

“I mean, nobody except you. My comings and goings have never been questioned, and for the life of me I don’t see why they should be questioned now.”

“I’m not questioning you, I’m merely asking you,” said Diana, aggrieved. “I only want to know because of dinner.”

“I may not be home to dinner,” said Gordon shortly, and went forth to an actuarial orgy, for business had improved at an enormous rate recently, and he was engaged in organising a new form of insurance.

He had at least the will power to put out of his head a problem which rippled the smooth current of his thoughts. Only in the luncheon hour did he return to grapple with the projected soul tour. He wished that Heloise had chosen some other venue than Ostend. Ostend in itself was improper, and associated in all respectable minds with licence and luxury. He felt that he might have been a little more firm about Diana staying on at Cheynel Gardens if he himself had not outraged, or contemplated the outrage of convention…. Convention was an ugly word, a bourgeois word…. What he really meant was… he thought in vain for a synonym. The Ostend idea was a mad idea, and he wondered who had thought of it. At the same time, there was no reason why he should be recognised if he kept away from the quay, where the incoming Continental boats pull in; and, if necessary, he could alter his appearance slightly… he went hot and cold at the thought. There was something furtive and underhand about the very notion. Diana had made mock of those little smears of sidewhiskers, and he never went to the barber but that individual made some reference to the appendages. He had seriously considered their removal. Especially since Heloise had wondered why he wore them. She thought they made him look rather older than he was. It would be in the nature of a subtle compliment to her if he appeared on The Day cleanshaven. As to the other matter, one did not go to Ostend in a morning coat and top hat. He might wear his sports suit or — but he had a tailor with views, and to this merchant of habit he appealed on his way home. The tailor listened alertly.

“If you are going abroad, I should advise a couple of tweed suits. Grey checks are being worn by everybody — a, check with a little red in it. No, sir, oh dear, no! Lord Furnisham had a suit of that character only last month, and he, as you know, is a man of taste and refinement. And one of the leading men at the Convocation of Laymen — a dear friend of the Archbishop’s.”

Gordon saw the patterns, was panic-stricken by their joviality. And yet… Who would recognise Gordon Selsbury in a fashionable grey check with a little red in it?

“Rather noisy, don’t you think?” he wavered.

The tailor smiled tolerantly at a bolt of blue serge.

“My clients do not think so,” he said. He was so great a tailor that he had clients.

“Very well.”

Gordon gave the order. He told himself that he was not committed to the trip. But if he did go, he possessed an outfit. That was a comfort.

Heloise was staying at the Majestic (if it was still open). Gordon would arrange for rooms at the Splendid — with the same contingency. They were to meet after breakfast every morning and lunch together at a little cafe on Place des Armes. On one day they would go to Bruges together and see the pictures. A tour of the Littoral was a possibility. Between whiles there were books to be discussed, the lectures of a brand-new exponent of a brand-new philosophy to be attended. He held what may be described as an ethical clinic at Mariakirk and was the original excuse for the trip. A party of Thinkers was projected to sit at the feet of De Waal (that was his name) and learn laboriously the difference between right and wrong, right being what had hitherto appeared to be wrong, and wrong being proved, by the new school of thought and its principal exegete, to be so absurdly right that the wonder was that nobody had seen it all along. The party had fallen through. The new Master had been discredited by a newer, a German who demonstrated that there was neither right nor wrong in any kind of question whatsoever.

Gordon’s dilemma was born of this projected Pilgrimage of Reason, and one aspect of the holiday worried him: the possibility of something happening which would make it imperative that he should be communicated with.

In reality this was the strongest argument against the trip. Only by taking somebody into his confidence could such an adventure be undertaken. Diana was, of course, impossible. Gordon pinched his lip and rehearsed the terms in which he would convey to his agent the exact character of his journey. His attempt to put into words so remarkable and so unbelievable a project left him with a cold sense of dismay. Of all the people he thought likely he started with Bobbie; he also ended with Bobbie.

Robert G. Selsbury had an office on Mark Lane, where, from ten o’clock in the morning until four o’clock in the afternoon, he bought and sold tea, coffee and sugar to his own considerable profit. Gordon had only been to the office once. He thought it was rather stuffy and rather redolent of the two principal commodities in which Bobbie dealt. His own office in Queen Victoria Street was both rich and chaste and odourless, except for the faint fragrance of lavender — Gordon was strong for germicides, and that mostly employed to destroy the ravaging microbe had that suggestion of the lavender fields. Bobbie never came to see his brother without the sense that he ought to be wearing a boudoir cap and bedroom slippers.

The principal stockholder of R. G. Selsbury Ltd. was examining a sample of china tea when his brother was announced.

“Mr. Gordon?” asked Bobbie incredulously, and when the girl confirmed the tidings. “Push him in,” he said, and Gordon, who would have resented even the gentlest of pushes, entered unaided.

“What’s the matter?” asked Bobbie.

Gordon seated himself very carefully, put down his glossy silk hat on the table and slowly stripped his gloves.

“Robert, I’m rather in a tangle and I want you to help me out.”

“It can’t be money — it must be love. Who is she?”

“It is neither money nor love,” retorted Gordon with some asperity. “It is… well, a delicate matter.”

Bobbie whistled, and a whistle can be very offensive.

“I’m going to tell you the facts.” Gordon had to struggle with himself; he was on the point of inventing an excuse for calling and making a hasty retreat.

“Is it about Diana?”

“No, it isn’t about Diana,” snapped the elder. “Diana has nothing whatever to do with it. It is like this — old man…”

The “old man” sobered Bobbie. It showed that his brother was not his normal self. So he listened without interruption to the lamest story he had ever heard; to the most transparent invention that had yet been displayed for the scorn of sceptic.

“Who is Mrs. van Oynne?” he asked at last.

“She’s… well, I don’t want to discuss her. I met her at a conversazione
 of the Theosophical Society. She’s rather… wonderful.”

“I should say so,” said Bobbie drily. “Of course you won’t go?”

It needed but this piece of assurance to decide Gordon.

“Of course I shall go,” he said firmly. “I need the change; I need the intellectual recreation.”

“But why go to Ostend to discuss souls? What’s the matter with Battersea Park?” insisted Bobbie. “It’s the most lunatic idea I have heard! And of course, if you’re spotted in Ostend your name for henceforth and everlasting will be Waste Product Esquire. I suppose you’re telling the truth. From any other man I wouldn’t think twice about it; I’d know that it was a clumsy lie. Have you thought of Diana?”

A staggering question: Gordon was taken aback.

“I don’t see how this affects Diana. What the dickens has she got to do with it?”

“She’s an inmate of your house,” said Bobbie, in a serious mood. “Any reflection upon your good name is a reflection upon hers.”

“She can leave — I wish to heaven she would leave!” retorted Gordon viciously. “You don’t imagine that I intend allowing the possibility of Diana knowing to stand in my way? She is an interloper — in a way I despise her. She’s hateful to me sometimes. Are you going to help me or aren’t you?”

He flung the ultimatum across the table. Bobbie elected for peace.

“I don’t suppose I shall have to wire to you much,” he said. “Nothing is likely to turn up in your absence. What are you going to tell Diana?”

Mr. Selsbury closed his eyes wearily.

“Does it matter what I tell Diana?”

A brave question. In his heart he knew that a story must be invented, and a very plausible story.

“I’m not a particularly nimble liar,” he said. “Think out something for me.”

Bobbie sniffed.

“I am on my knees to you for the compliment,” he said, but irony was wasted on Gordon. “Why not tell her you are going north for the shooting?”

“I dislike subterfuge,” Gordon deprecated with a wry face. “Why should I tell her anything? When does shooting start?”

“It has started. Go to Scotland: it is remote. You’re not likely to meet anybody you know because you won’t be there.”

Gordon thought the flippancy in bad taste.

“It is repugnant to me — this necessity for invention,” he said. “Why must I give an account of my comings and goings? It is preposterous! I had better make my objective Aberdeen, I suppose?”

Diana! Of all the absurd arguments that had been raised against the Ostend trip, this was the most futile. The very mention of her name was a spur. By the time he had reached Cheynel Gardens the trip was definitely and irrevocably settled.

He found a cable waiting for him at home. It was from his New York agent, advising him that Mr. Tilmet would call upon him on the Friday, and he realised with a shock that the to be, or not to be, of Ostend had put out of his mind an important business deal. His agent had purchased on his behalf the business of Tilmet and Voight, a none too prosperous firm of marine insurance brokers, operating in one of those queerly ancient offices on the Water Front. Mr. Tilmet had expressed a desire to be paid the money, fifty thousand dollars, in London, which he would visit en route to the Continent. The documents had arrived by an earlier mail, and Gordon had been advised that, the hour of Mr. Tilmet’s arrival being uncertain, and his immediate departure for the more attractive countries of Europe being very likely, Mr. Tilmet would call at Cheynel Gardens to settle the deal. He glanced at the Times shipping list, noted that the Mauretania had been signalled five hundred miles west of the Lizard at twelve o’clock on the previous day, and made a mental calculation. He must have the money in the house tomorrow, though he objected emphatically to doing business except at his office. Still, the circumstances were unusual and the bargain excellent. He was not prepared to develop a grievance.

Making a note on his memorandum pad, and a second note on the cover of his chequebook, he went up to dress. He was dining with Heloise, and was carrying to her the news that he had made a decision in the matter which she had thought, and which she had had every right to think, had been settled beyond doubt.

Coming down, he saw Diana on the stairs below. She also was in evening dress, a wonderful creamy white. There were two ropes of pearls about her neck; she wore no other jewellery. He followed her into The Study, and, as she turned, stared. It was a transfigured Diana, something ethereal, unearthly in her loveliness.

“Why, Diana, you look awfully pretty,” he said.

The generosity of his race compelled the statement.

“Thank you,” she said indifferently. “I always look well in this colour. You are dining out too, I see? Where are you going?”

He hesitated.

“I’m dining at the Ritz,” he said. “And you?”

“I’m going to the Embassy. Mr. Collings is over here on business; he called this afternoon. He’s my lawyer and a darling.”

Gordon murmured something agreeable. Diana, at any rate, was off his conscience for the night. And she certainly was lovely.

Receptive to his unspoken admiration, she purred a little to herself, then, to his wrath, undid the excellent impression that she had made by unlocking a drawer in his sacred table.

“I say, who gave you the key of that?” he asked indignantly.

“I found one that fitted,” she said, without embarrassment. “The drawer was empty except for a few queer German books, so I threw them out and had the lock changed. I must have some place to keep my things.”

He choked down his rising ire.

“What things have you got?” he asked.

“My jewel case.”

“That ought to be in the safe.”

“What is the combination?” she asked.

“Telma,” he said, before he knew what he was saying. And not another soul in the world knew that secret!

Before his exasperation could find adequate expression, she had taken from the drawer and laid on the desk a small black object, at the sight of which Gordon recoiled.

“You really ought not to keep firearms in the house, Diana,” he said nervously. “If you go fooling with a thing like that, you might do yourself an enormous amount of harm — in fact, kill yourself.”

“Fiddlesticks!” said Diana. “I know that gun inside out. I could hit that keyhole three times in the five” — she pointed to the door.

“Well, don’t,” said he loudly. “Is it loaded?”

“Naturally it’s loaded,” she replied, handling the weapon tenderly. “There’s nothing in the breach, but the magazine is full. Shall I show you how it works?”

“No, put the beastly thing away.”

Diana obeyed, locked the drawer and put the key in her handbag.

“Telma — I must remember that,” she mused.

“I’d like you to forget it. I really never intended telling you or anybody else the combination of my safe. It isn’t right that you should know. You might inadvertently—”

“I never do things inadvertently,” said Diana. “I do them maliciously, or sinfully, but I do them deliberately. You can drop me at the Embassy,” she said, as Eleanor helped her on with her cloak. “You’re so near to the Ritz that you could fall into the front porch. Unless you’re going to pick up somebody?” She looked round at him suspiciously.

As a matter of fact, Gordon did intend picking up somebody, and his immediate objective was Buckingham Gate, where, in consequence of his change of plans, he arrived five minutes late. The restraint which Mrs. van Oynne showed was heroic. He was apologetic; under the influence of the bright restaurant and soft music, explanatory.

“Diana again!” she said petulantly. “I almost think I dislike that Jane.”

“Diana, you mean?”

“I meant Diana,” said Heloise hurriedly. “Gordon, you don’t know how I’m looking forward to Saturday.”

“It occurred to me,” said he, “that Saturday is rather a busy day, and the trains will be full with people going away for the weekend.”

She drew a long sigh.

“We need not be travelling together,” she said with resignation. “My, how scared you are!”

“I’m not scared,” protested the injured Gordon. “I’m scared for you — yes. That is the only thought I have. By the way, I told Robert.”

“That’s your brother? What did he say?”

She was curious.

“Well” — Gordon hesitated— “Robert is a man of affairs, with little or no imagination, and at first he thought..,” he shrugged his shoulders— “well, you know what a certain type of mind would think, my dear Heloise.”

“Couldn’t we go on Friday?”

“That’s impossible. I’ve got a man coming to see me on Friday.”

He explained at length Mr. Tilmet’s business, and the method he would follow to discharge the debt.

Throughout the meal she observed that he was a little distrait, and explained his long silences by his dormant uneasiness about the forthcoming trip. In this surmise she was wrong. Gordon was thinking of Diana, and wondering how it was that he had never observed those factors of colouring and feature which had been so emphatic that night. In a way he had begun to tolerate Diana, and to find a grim amusement in his own discomfiture. She had proved a wonderful manager, had reduced expenses perceptibly; though her record of excellence as a housekeeper had been somewhat spoiled by an incident which came to Gordon in a roundabout way. She had entered the kitchen just after the butcher had left. One glance at the joint had been sufficient, and, as the butcher boy was gathering up his reins to drive off, a small shoulder of mutton came hurtling through the kitchen window. The elevation was excellent, the direction slightly faulty; the shoulder of mutton caught the butcher on the side of the head and almost knocked him off his perch. Then Diana appeared in the doorway.

“Cold storage,” she said laconically. “Bring home-killed meat, or never darken our doors again!”

The driver went off in a condition bordering upon hysteria. Thereafter, the meat supply showed a marked improvement.

At first Gordon had been serious when this matter was reported to him respectfully and inoffensively by Trenter, who drew a small commission on all tradesmen’s bills and took a charitable view of their shortcomings. But now, sitting vis-a-vis his pretty companion, the matter occurred to him in a fresh light.

“Why are you smiling?” asked Heloise.

“Was I?” he said apologetically. “I hadn’t the slightest idea. I was thinking of something — er — something that happened in my office.”

Not in his wildest mood had he ever dreamt that he would lie about Diana.

Mr. Collings, that eminent lawyer, had many friends in London, including important personages at Australia House. Diana went into the Embassy expecting a tete-a-tete meal, and found herself greeted by stately and elderly men and their stately and middle-aged wives. She was introduced to an Under Secretary for the Colonies, and manoeuvred herself to his side when she learnt that he was one of the coming men in the Government. Diana had suddenly decided that Gordon ought to have a title.
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When she got home that night she found Gordon had arrived before her. He was thoughtful, unusually subdued; most remarkable of all, was to be seen, for he invariably went to bed as soon as he reached home after a dinner or theatre, and never by any chance was he in a conversational mood at such hours.

“Good time?” he asked.

“Very. I met the cream of the Colonial Office. It was thin but genuine cream. Were you very late, and was she very annoyed?”

Such a query, ordinarily, would be ignored.

“Five minutes or so; the lady was naturally—”

“Peeved?” she suggested. “And it was a lady, after all? Gordon, let me see her?”

He smiled.

“She wouldn’t interest you, Diana. She is rather an intellectual.”

Diana was not offended.

“The only thing I approve about the Bolsheviks is that they killed off the intelligentsia first,” she said without heat. “I suppose they got tired of seeing their plays and hearing about their spiritual insides. What do you talk about — Bimetallism or Free Will?”

He humoured her, being in a somewhat sympathetic mood. The strain of holding friendship to lecture-hall level was beginning to tell.

“Books and people,” he said lightly. “And you?”

She threw her cloak over the back of a chair, pulled a stool to the fire and sat down, warming her knees. Gordon, the soul of delicacy, strolled out of the line of vision.

“We talked about tradesmen and the superiority of Australian beef and the difficulty of finding servants and Mrs. Carter-Corrillo’s fearful indiscretion — she went to France with the third secretary of the Montenegrin Embassy. She was only there three days, but, as Lady Pennefort said, there are twentyfour hours in every day. Some women are fools — and most men. This young man’s career is ruined, even though he swears that their mutual interest in the gravel deposits of Abbeville was the explanation of the visit. They are both keen on geology.”

“And why shouldn’t that be the true explanation?” demanded Gordon stoutly, his heart warming to the geological third secretary. “Why should not men and women have mutual scientific interests?”

“We’ll hear what the judge says,” she answered complacently. “Mr. Carter-Corrillo is suing for a divorce.”

“On what grounds — incompatibility of interest in strata?” sneered Gordon.

“Don’t be silly. Conventions are the by-laws of society. It is presumed that, if you break a by-law, you are capable of breaking the law.”

He stared, amazed at her cool inconsistency.

“Here are you, living, unchaperoned, in the house of a bachelor—”

“Cousins are different,” she said promptly. “Nobody suggests that the third secretary is Mrs. Carter-Corrillo’s cousin. That would make a difference. Besides, everybody knows how much you dislike me.”

“I don’t dislike you,” after a moment’s thought; “but if you think I do, why do you stay?”

“I have a mission,” she said, with a finality of tone that brought the subject out of discussion.

Gordon broke the news of his impending departure after breakfast the next morning.

“I am thinking of running up to Scotland to have a shot at the birds,” he said. He felt rather like a liar.

“What have they been doing?” she asked, her greyblue eyes wide.

“Nothing. One shoots them at this season of the year. You have game laws in Australia, I suppose?”

“I don’t know. I have shot wallaby and dingo and rabbits and things, but never birds. To Scotland? That’s an awful long way. Gordon, I shall be worried about you. There was a railway accident in the newspapers this morning. You’ll send me a wire?”

“From every station,” he said sarcastically, and was ashamed of himself when she thanked him so warmly.

“I’m glad — that is my eccentricity, a horrid fear that people I like are in railway accidents. Of course, I could always wire to the stationmaster to enquire about you, or to your hotel.”

Slowly it dawned upon Gordon Selsbury that in an unguarded and fatally foolish moment he had enormously complicated a situation already far from simple. To escape, to offer excuses, even to laugh off her anxiety, simulated or real, was impossible. A solution came to him and was instantly rejected. It came again because it was, in all the circumstances, the only solution. But it was one that could only be applied at the cost of his self-respect. Almost he cursed Heloise or whoever was the fool who had suggested this mad excursion,

Trenter was laying out his master’s clothes for dinner when Gordon strolled into his dressing-room.

“Um… don’t go, Trenter. When did you have your holiday?”

“First week in April, sir.”

Gordon considered.

“Do you know Scotland?”

“Yes, sir; I’ve been with several house parties for the September shooting.”

“Good. The fact is, Trenter, I’m going away on a — a peculiar mission. It is a secret even from my most intimate friends. There are reasons, very excellent reasons with which I need not trouble you, and which you certainly would not understand, why I should go secretly to one place whilst I am supposed to be at another.”

Trenter aimed wildly, but scored on the target at the first shot.

“A lady, sir?” he ventured respectfully, meaning no harm — offering, in fact, a tribute to the known chivalry of the Selsburys.

“No!”

There was reason enough for the large and angry blush that darkened Gordon’s face.

“No, of course not. Business. Nothing at all to do with a lady.”

“I’m sorry, sir,” said Trenter, and was.

“We won’t discuss my mission. What I want to say is this. Miss Ford, who is rather of a nervous disposition, has asked me to send her wires at intervals of the journey

“And you want me to go to Scotland and send them,” said Trenter brilliantly. Gordon had never respected his servant’s intelligence so much as he did at that moment.

“Exactly. It will save me a lot of worry. And,” he added mysteriously, “if the wires fall into other hands, they will help deceive a Certain Person!”

Trenter nodded wisely. He couldn’t guess . who the Certain Person was: even Gordon did not know. But lying grew easier with practice — he had grown reckless.

“Not a word of this in the servants’ hall,” warned Gordon.

The servitor smiled. Gordon had not seen him smile before. It was a strange sight.

“No, sir; I shall tell them that my aunt in Bristol is ill (which she is) and that you’ve given me leave. How long do you want me to be away, sir?”

“A week,” said Gordon.

Mr. Trenter went down to the servants’ hall importantly.

“The old man’s given me a week’s holiday to see my aunt. I’m leaving tomorrow.”

Eleanor was constitutionally suspicious.

“Bit sudden, isn’t it? He’s going away tomorrow too. You men are devils! Us women never know what you’re up to.”

Trenter smiled cryptically. It added to his self-confidence to be suspected of devilish deeds.

“Noos verrong
 ,” he said, and added the information: “French.”

“Is Miss Diana going?” asked the cook.

“With me or him?” demanded Trenter insolently. “She’s not going with him! And do I blame him? No! She’s no lady, that’s my firm opinion.”

“Then keep it to yourself!” said Eleanor, shrill of voice. “I don’t want you to say anything about Miss Diana!”

“You women stick together.” Trenter could not but admire the trait.

“And you men stick at nothing.” Eleanor’s sincerity gave sanction to inconsequence. “She’s too good for him. I suppose you’re both off on some gallivanting business? So far as I am concerned you’re welcome! You’ve been an experience, and every girl ought to have experience — up to a point. Your wife can have you.”

“If I’ve told you once, I’ve told you forty million times that I’m not married!” hissed Trenter. “I had to be married because he wanted a married man for a butler, and if I’d said I was single I should have lost the job. That temper of yours, my girl, is going to be your ruin.”

“Well, don’t talk disp — whatever the word is — about Miss Diana,” she sulked.

“I don’t trouble my head about her, because I don’t think there’s anybody in the world like you, Eleanor,” he urged.

She admitted later that there was much to be said for his point of view.
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In the early days, when Trenter had known him, Mr. Superbus was a court bailiff, a man who seized the property of unsuccessful litigants, who served writs, attached furniture, and committed all those barbarous acts peculiar to his office. But progression, the inexorable law of getting on, the natural craving for success, brought Mr. Superbus from the atmosphere of a dull county court to a small office in the Insurance Trust Building, and the distinction of having his name painted upon the glass panel of the door. He was officially styled “First Enquiry Clerk.” The “detective” which was printed on the corner of his visiting card was wholly unofficial, and his request to his superiors that a nickel badge should be designed that he might wear on his waistcoat and display at fitting moments when it was necessary to disclose his identity, was refused as being “impracticable and undesirable.”

The cinematograph is at once educative and inspirational. Mr. Superbus spent most of his spare evenings in watching the pictures. Those he liked best dealt with the careers of young, beautiful but penurious girls, who were pursued by rich and remorseless villains, and were rescued in the nick of time from a fate which is popularly supposed to be worse than death, by a handsome young hero, with the assistance of a stern-faced officer of the law, who smoked cigars, wore a derby hat, and from time to time turned back his coat to display the badge of his calling. A film which had no detective, and dealt merely with the love of a millionaire’s beautiful young wife for his secretary, was unpalatable to him, even though it featured his favourite artists and showed, in the course of its telling, tremendous railway accidents, landslides, riots and the enervating effects of cocaine.

Before the open window of his parlour, Mr. Superbus sat in a state of profound meditation. Though the day was chilly, he was in his shirtsleeves, for he was one of those hot-blooded men in whom the variations of climate peculiar to his native land produced no effect. It was an open secret that he was one of those hardy souls who swam in the Serpentine every Christmas Day, preferably breaking the ice to get in, and his portrait appeared with monotonous regularity every twenty-sixth of December in all the better-class illustrated newspapers.

His good lady came bustling in with a shiver. She restricted her own bathing operations to the decent privacy of a four by seven bathroom.

“You’ll catch your death of cold there, Julius,” she said. “Fancy sitting there from morning till night doing nothing!”

“I’m not doing nothing,” said Julius quietly. “I’m thinking.”

“Well, that’s what I call doing nothing,” said Mrs. Superbus, bustling round and laying the cloth.

She had an extraordinary appreciation of her husband’s qualities, admired him secretly, but felt that the smooth harmonies of matrimony might well be disturbed if she committed the error of showing her feelings.

“It’s beyond me how you puzzle these things out,” she said.

“It’s brains,” explained Julius.

“You get such ideas,” she said in despair. “I wonder you don’t go on the stage.”

It was her conviction that the stage was the ultimate goal of all genius; its greatest reward; its most natural line of development.

“This Double Dan is certainly a bit of a puzzle, though I’ve worked out bigger problems in my time, mother.”

She nodded in agreement.

“The way you mended the cistern last week beats me,” she said. “After that I’ll believe anything. Who is this Double Dan?”

“He’s a swindler,” said Mr.. Superbus, “a parasite of society, a human vampire — but I’ll get him!”

“I’m surprised the police don’t go after him,” she said.

He was naturally irritated, and his laughter lacked sincerity.

“The police! No, mother, the man who’s going to get Double Dan has got to be clever, he’s got to be cunning, he’s got to be artful.”

“I don’t know anybody artfuller than you, Julius,” said his wife graciously, and Mr. Superbus accepted the compliment as his right.

He might speak disparagingly of the police, as he did; as all private detectives, authors of mystery stories and suchlike are in the habit of doing. But his knowledge that Double Dan was in London, the hint that had been whispered up from the underworld that Mr. Gordon Selsbury was to be the new victim; these and a hundred other little pointers of incalculable value came to him fourth-hand from Scotland Yard. After his midday dinner he put on his coat and strolled to Cheynel Gardens. Gordon was out, and he was received by Diana.

“Why, of course, you’re Mr.—”

“Superbus,” said Julius.

“The Roman!”

Mr. Superbus confessed to that distinction. He might have added “ultimus Romanorum,” only he was unacquainted with the phrase. Instead he remarked, a little pathetically:

“There ain’t many of us left.”

“I bet there ain’t,” said Diana. “Sit down and have some tea. You want to see Mr. Selsbury, but he won’t be back for an hour.”

“I did and I didn’t,” said Julius the obscure. “What I want to do is to keep a certain eye on a certain fellow.”

He did not particularise the eye, but Diana guessed that it might be that which was nearest to her: it looked the less glassy of the two. In the matter of the certain fellow she sought information.

“Double Dan — I remember. Who is he, Mr. Superbus?”

“Well, ma’am—”

“Miss.”

“You don’t look it,” he said gallantly, if vaguely. “This Double Dan is a desperado, and is believed to emanate from the West.”

“Do you mean West London?”

“I mean America,” said Julius, “where most of the desperadoes come from. And go to,” he added, with a recollection of certain past defaulters, whose disappearance had been hampering to him as a bailiff of the court.

She listened attentively while Mr. Superbus described the misdoings of the impersonator.

“There’s nothing this fellow can’t do, miss,” said Superbus impressively. “He can make himself fat, he can make himself thin; he can impersonate a tall man or a short man, an old man or a young man. By all accounts he was an actor onthealls.”

“Onthealls?” She wrinkled her brow, thinking for the moment that Mr. Superbus had dug up one of those natty colloquialisms that enlivened the Senate in those days when Cicero could always be depended upon to pass a few bright, snappy remarks about the Tribune Clodius.

“An actor onthealls,” repeated Mr. Superbus, astounded that he was unintelligible.

“Oh, I see!” a great light dawning upon her mind. “On the halls? You mean the vaudeville stage?”

“So they say,” said Mr. Superbus. “Anyway, he’s been too clever for the regular police. It’s now up to them who have made a study of crime, so to speak, to bring him to justice.”

He looked cautiously round the apartment and lowered his voice.

“By all accounts, Mr. Selsbury’s the next.”

Diana sat bolt upright in her chair.

“You means he’s to be the next person robbed?”

Mr. Superbus nodded gravely.

“From information received,” he said.

“But does he know?”

“I’ve dropped an ‘int, miss,” said Julius. “But on the whole it’s better that he didn’t know. A man gets jiggered, so to speak, if he knows a crook is after him, and that hampers the officers of the law.” He shook his head. “Many a good case have I lost that way.”

“What do you mean exactly by impersonation?” asked Diana, troubled. “Do you mean to say that, when Mr. Selsbury is out, somebody who looks very much like him is liable to walk into this house and help himself to anything that he can find?”

“Cheques mostly, or money,” affirmed Julius. “He works big, this fellow. Nothing small about him, you understand. You could leave your silver around, and he wouldn’t touch so much as an egg-spoon. He’s one of the big gang — I’ve had my eye on him for years.”

“This is very alarming,” said Diana after a long silence.

“It is alarming,” agreed Julius, “but at the same time, if you’ve got the right kind of man around to protect you, a fellow who’s a bit sharp, it’s not alarming. But he’s got to be clever, and he’s got to have experience of what I might term the criminal classes, I should say.”

“You mean yourself?” Diana smiled faintly, not in the mood to be amused.

“I mean me,” said Julius. “If I was you, miss, I’d drop a hint to Mr. Selsbury. Maybe he takes more notice of what his daughter says.”

At parting he took her hand in his own large, purple paw, called her “Miss Selsbury” and asked to be remembered to her father. When Gordon came home, she told him of the visit.

“Superbus, eh?” said Gordon goodnaturedly. “He called for a tip. But why, in the name of heaven, he should start in to alarm you, I don’t know. I must speak to the Association about it.”

“He didn’t alarm me at all,” said Diana, “except when he asked to be remembered to my father, and said that you were more likely to be influenced by your young and gentle daughter—”

“Does he think I’m your father?” demanded Gordon indignantly. “That fellow’s got a nerve! As for Double Dan, I shouldn’t think very much about him if I were you, Diana. He certainly caught old Mendlesohn, but then, old Mendlesohn is a philandering old fool. He allowed himself to be trapped by the woman who works with the scoundrel and acts as his decoy duck.”

The mail boat was in, Gordon noted, glancing at his newspaper the next morning. He had arranged to remain at home that day, and his accountant called at the house with a carefully engrossed receipt form and the office chequebook. Gordon filled a blank for eleven thousand and a few odd pounds.

“I want fifty thousand dollars in gold bills; you’ll buy them at the Bank of England. Bring them back here in a taxicab, Miller. You have told the office that wires are to be telephoned to me? Good. I expect a message from Mr. Tilmet.”

The message did not come until long after the bills had been deposited in The Study safe.

It was from Paris, to the effect that Mr. Tilmet had landed at Cherbourg and would be in London on the Sunday; he added that he would leave for Holland that same night. Gordon, in his genteel way, consigned the American to the devil.

He saw Heloise that afternoon. She was a being exalted at the prospect of the trip, and his last desperate appeal to her that it should be cancelled was unmade. They were to meet at a quarter to eleven on the platform at Victoria, and were to travel as strangers until they reached Ostend. The passage looked likely to be a good one; the weather bureau reported a smooth sea and light easterly winds.

Trenter had packed his big carry-all, and had included one of the new suits — that grey check with a little red in it — which had arrived belatedly from the tailor. The case had been secretly transported to a hotel in the neighbourhood of Victoria, where Gordon had to change. Nothing remained to be done but to prepare the telegrams which Trenter was to send. He could do this with a light heart, for it had occurred to him that if, taking advantage of his absence, the criminal impersonator should call (he regarded this as the least likely of any happening) the wires would confound and expose him. He felt almost as if he were doing a worthy deed.

The first he marked in the corner “Euston,” and inscribed “Just leaving, Gordon.” He wrote a number of “Good journey, all wells” for York, Edinburgh and Inverness.

Surprisingly, Diana came to him that day for some money.

“I arranged the transfer of my money to the London branch of the Bank of Australasia, but there has been some sort of hitch. I called today and the transfer has not arrived. Save me from penury, Gordon — I’m a ruined woman.”

She displayed dramatically the empty inside of a notecase. Gordon felt a queer satisfaction in signing a cheque for her, recovered a little of the kind-fatherly feeling appropriate to their relationship.

“And to think that, if you had really turned me out, I should have starved!” taking the slip from his hand. “Gordon, behind a rugged and unprepossessing exterior, you hide a heart of gold.”

“I sometimes wish you were a little more serious,” he said in good humour.

“I’m always wishing that you weren’t,” she said.

Gordon was temporarily deprived of the full use of The Study in the afternoon. There could be no more remarkable proof of Diana’s dynamic qualities than the arrival of post office linesmen to move the telephone from the hall to Gordon’s room — and that within forty-eight hours of her notifying the Postmaster General of her desires. Gordon demurred at first. The telephone was an invasion of his privacy. Diana was flippant and he was in no spirit for a fight.

Bobbie was at dinner that night, and, when they were alone, asked her a question that he had asked himself many times.

“Why do you stick this kind of existence, Diana? You’ve heaps of money and could be having a really good time instead of rushing round after Gordon.”

She looked up under her curling lashes.

“Does Gordon want me here? Has he ever wanted me? No, sir! When I came I left my baggage in the hall: I intended taking his advice about hotels and things. I never had the slightest intention of stopping — till I saw him and heard him, and read the panic he was in at the idea of my remaining in the house, and heard him become paternal and my-dear-little-girly. So I stayed. The day Gordon wants me to stay — I go!”

The atmosphere of the house was electric: Bobbie felt it, Diana was conscious of an uneasiness that was not to be accounted for by the errors of banking officials. Even in the servants’ hall hysteria made a mild manifestation. Eleanor had a premonition which she called by another name.

“I’m sure something’s going to happen.”

When she was nervous her voice grew high-pitched.

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Trenter’s voice lacked confidence.

“I wish you wasn’t — weren’t going away,” she sobbed. “I’ve got the creeps. That window man will do something. The moment I saw him I said ‘that man’s a villain,’ didn’t I, cook?”

“You did. You said ‘I’m sure there’s something wrong about that man,’” agreed cook.

As for Gordon Selsbury, he went to bed at ten. At one o’clock he was pacing his room. At three he went down to The Study and started the percolator working. Whilst the coffee was in process of making, he opened the safe and took out the fifty thousand dollars, counted them and put them back. The safe looked very fragile, he thought. Once this wretched trip was over he would attend to the matter. The house was not difficult to burgle. The big, stained-glass window — an enterprising craftsman with a penknife could get in….

In a corner of the room flush with the window was a small door, hidden behind a curtain. This led to the courtyard and was never used. As to its design, and what purpose it was intended to serve, only the builder and original owner of the house might testify. His name was Gugglewaite, he had been three times divorced, and was at the moment in heaven — or his well-edited epitaph lied.

Gordon went upstairs for his passkey, opened the door and stepped out into the “garden.” It was very dark and still, and the wet wind smelt sweet and fresh. Across the yard was a door that gave to a small side passage. The wall was high, but no obstacle to an active burglar. He shivered and went in again to his coffee and a returning serenity induced by the fire he had kindled and the comfort of his surroundings.

He would have gladly given a thousand — ten thousand — to cancel his fool adventure; to remain here with… well, with Diana. He told himself this with a certain defiance as though one half of a dual personality were challenging the other. Diana was really a dear. He wished he had been a little more loyal to her and had talked less about Dempsi… a boy and girl affair and perfectly understandable. On Dempsi, his identity, his appearance, he mused till the light began to show in a ghostly fashion behind the painted window.

There was no thrill in the secrecy, the plotting, the wile within wile. Gordon smelt the meanness of it, and sometimes he quavered. It made matters a thousand times worse that Diana was so sweet about everything.

It had occurred to him that he would have to depend upon her to deal with Mr. Tilmet when he called. Nobody else could possibly cope with that elusive gentleman.

“Surely,” she said without hesitation. “Have you the receipt ready and the final contract? It isn’t worth paper unless it has been drawn up by an American notary. Auntie bought an oil well in Texas and she had to find an American attorney before the contract could be made.”

“And she was swindled, of course?” said Gordon. “All these oil properties are swindles.”

“She made seventy thousand dollars out of the deal,” said Diana. “Auntie had an irresistible attraction for bargain money. The bills are in the safe?”

“With the contract and the receipt. Really, Diana, you’re almost a business woman!”

“Your patronage is offensive, but I feel sure that you mean well,” said Diana without heat. “Let me see that money.”

He opened the safe and she counted it, bill by bill, before she snapped the door close and spun the handle.

“Good,” she said. “I will have a spring clean whilst you are away. I have sent for a man to clean the windows of The Study. They are in a shocking state. And, Gordon, with Trenter and you away, I shall need extra help. I will have a man and his wife here. There is an attic room where they can sleep: is that in order?”

Diana was brisk, businesslike, imposingly capable. Gordon realised that she was unconsciously ramming home her indispensability.

Eleanor, coming in to put the room in order, found him in his dressing-gown, asleep before the black ashes of the fire, and her squeal of fear woke him.

“Oh, sir, you gave me such a fright!”

He rose stiffly, blinking at her.

“Did I….? I’m sorry, Eleanor. Will you send Trenter to me in my room?”

A bad start to a very bad day’s business. He ached from head to foot, until his bath gave him some bodily ease.

“Eleanor says you were asleep before the study fire. When did you come down, Gordon?” Diana asked at breakfast.

“About three o’clock, I think. I remembered work that had to be done.”

She was concerned.

“Why don’t you go by the night train — you could sleep?” she suggested, and he forced a smile.

“I shall sleep all right,” he said with spurious gaiety.

The talk went off in another direction, and then Bobbie came in for final instructions. Gordon was unaccountably irritated by this act of devotion to duty, and his “Good-morning” was like the crack of a whip.

“After you have gone,” said Diana, “I shall ask Trenter to show me such of your clothes as need go to the cleaners.”

“Trenter is going before me,” he said hastily. “He’s catching a train to Bristol. His aunt is seriously ill.”

“What on earth’s the matter with you?” gasped Bobbie.

Gordon turned, ready to be offensive, but it was not he at whom Bobbie was staring. Diana’s face was ghastly; her eyes were wide with a terror she could not conceal; her skin the colour of chalk. Gordon jumped up and ran to her.

“Whatever’s the matter?” he asked, in genuine alarm.

“Nothing,” she said with a gasp. “Perhaps I’m feeling the parting. I always go like this when my cousins go away!”

“Have you had bad news?”

Her letters were open on the table. She shook her head.

“No; the butcher’s arithmetic is a little embrangled. Ever heard that word before, Gordon? I guess you haven’t! I found it in Tom Brown’s School Days
 . Bobbie, don’t stare, it’s very rude…”

Under her covering hand was the letter she had been reading.

Mr. Dempsi was very much alive: was in London at that moment. The opening lines of his letter were significant.

“My bride! I have come to claim you!” Dempsi always wrote like that.
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Ten minutes later, Bobbie walked into his brother’s room without knocking, and interrupted what seemed to be a very confidential interview. Trenter pocketed a sheaf of telegrams in haste, but not so quickly that Bobbie did not see them. He made no comment until Mr. Trenter, in his best suit and looking unusually spruce, had made a hurried departure.

“Trenter’s going down to see his sick aunt,” explained his master.

“He looks like that,” said Bobbie. “The chrysanthemum in his buttonhole will cheer her immensely. Is the faithful Trenter in the swindle too?”

“I don’t know what you mean by ‘swindle,’ “ said Gordon loudly. “I wish I hadn’t told you anything about it!”

“You wouldn’t, only you wanted somebody to stand by you in case anything went wrong. That is, anything but you.”

Gordon glared at him.

“I shall not go wrong, believe me!”

“I don’t,” said Bobbie. And then, hastily: “At least, I do, but nobody else would.”

“You can’t understand these — it’s a hateful word, but there is no better — affinities,” said Gordon, “these understandings and yearnings for something which — which — well, somebody else can’t give you. Some magic that draws a man’s confidence and kills all sense of time and obligation.”

Bobbie nodded wisely.

“I know — a woman.”

Gordon stood erect.

“Bobbie,” he said awfully, “I tell you this is not an affair — at any rate, it is different from other kinds of affairs.”

“So are all other kinds of affairs,” said Bobbie. “That’s why the judges have been working overtime. I dare say I am cynical: I can afford to be, I’m a bachelor. The lady has a husband?”

“Heloise is married,” said Gordon gravely.

“Heloise? I must remember that name. And Trenter, I presume, is going into the country to post the necessary telegrams to give verisimilitude to an otherwise unconvincing narrative. I hate quoting Gilbert at you, but the situation is a little Gilbertian. What is she like?”

Gordon was not inclined to particularise.

“Of course, if you’re going to make trouble—”

“Don’t be an ass,” said Bobbie. “I’m not going to give you away because, for some extraordinary reason, I believe you.”

A knock at the door: it was Eleanor.

“Will you see Mr. Superbus?” she said.

“No,” snapped Gordon. “Get me a cab.”

“Who’s Mr. Superbus?”

“He’s the detective I told you about; the man that is watching for Double Dan.”

Bobbie whistled: it was an exasperating trick of his.

“Double Dan? By Jove! I didn’t think of him. Gordon, you’re taking a risk. Is there any money in the house?”

“I told you.”

“You keep telling me you’ve told me things. I think your mind is wandering.”

“There’s fifty thousand dollars in the safe. Diana’s looking after it. The combination word is ‘Telma’ — I told her, and I might as well tell you. It is for Tilmet, who’s calling on Sunday, but Diana will look after that.”

“Double Dan,” repeated Bobbie softly. “And you’re the very bird he could impersonate to the life! Sometimes I do it myself unconsciously. A little pomp, a little strut, a little preciousness of speech—”

Gordon waved him out of the room. He had reached the limit of his patience.

Diana was out when he came down, and he was not sorry. Also, the telephone receiver was on the table; he replaced it in the hook.

“Where is Miss Ford?” he asked.

“Miss Ford had to go out. She asked me to say goodbye to you, sir,” said Eleanor. “Will you see Mr. Superbus?”

“No, I will not see Mr. Superbus. Tell him — well, tell him anything you like. I’ve got a train to catch.”

He was gone in such a hurry that Bobbie had not time to get the information he had come to procure — Gordon had not told him the address to which he was to wire. There was time to go after him, but his immediate objective was unknown. It was obviously too early for the train, and Bobbie had such a sense of delicacy that he would not take the risk of a chance meeting with the fascinating Mrs. van Oynne. He sat down, waiting for Diana’s return, and puzzling over the change which a letter had wrought in her. That it was a letter, he knew. Sharper of eye than his brother, he had noticed the closely written page beneath her hand. Diana had her secrets too.

As for Gordon, he was a fool, an utter, hopeless, dithering maniac! Bobbie got up and walked across to the safe, hesitated a moment, then manipulated the dial and pulled the door open.

Except for a receipt form and a four page contract, the safe was empty. Of money there was none!
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It was half an hour before Diana came back, and she still showed the effects of the shock she had received at breakfast time.

“Hullo, Bobbie!” She glanced at his face. “What is the matter?”

“Diana” — he spoke slowly— “you’re in some kind of trouble.”

“Some kind!” She flung her hat recklessly on the table. “Every kind, my dear child!”

He did not smile.

“Gordon told me that he had left fifty thousand dollars in the safe to pay an American who’s calling on Sunday. He gave me the combination.”

She stood before him, her hands behind her.

“Well?”

“The money is not there.”

A little pause.

“And do you know why?” she asked.

“I don’t know. I’ve been worried to death.

He didn’t take it?”

She shook her head.

“No, I took it,” she said. “Bobbie, Dempsi is alive!”

“Alive? Dempsi? Impossible!”

She nodded many times.

“He is alive! I’ve had a letter from him this morning — thirteen pages — you could have used any one of them as a mustard leaf. I’m scared!”

“But I thought he was lost in the bush?” said Bobbie.

She smiled painfully and dropped into the chair in which Gordon had spent the night.

“He was found in the bush,” she said. “He had fever or something and was discovered by the Jackies. They took him to their village. Bobbie, Dempsi is half Irish and half Italian. Which half is most mad? Because that’s the half that wrote.”

Bobbie considered for a long time.

“He knows you’re not married?”

She shook her head.

“What?”

“No,” said Diana calmly. “We talked on the telephone just after you left the room, and his first words were: ‘Are you single? We’ll be married tomorrow. If you’re married, you’ll be a widow tonight!’ I knew at once that it was Dempsi.”

“What did you say?” he asked, awestricken.

“I told him I was married,” she said, with such coolness that he was inarticulate. “I couldn’t very well explain why I was here if I wasn’t married, could I? Then he got so violent that I told him I was a widow. Bobbie, isn’t lying easy?”

Bobbie could say nothing.

“Then he sprang another one on me, and I told him that I was living with my Uncle Isaac — I used to have an Uncle Isaac,” she said in self-defence. “He was a sort of an adopted uncle. He died of delirium tremens. All our family have done something out of the common. I couldn’t say I was living alone in this big house, and anyhow, Gordon is away. It’s wonderful luck, his going.”

Bobbie paced the floor in a state of supreme agitation.

“What about the money?” he asked.

“I owed it to him. Before he ran away into the bush we had a terrible scene. He wanted me to elope with him, and when I wouldn’t, he said he would commit suicide. He was like a madman; he cried over me, he kissed my feet, and then went off to lose himself in the bush. He didn’t even do that properly.”

“And the money?”

“He gave it to me, or the cat or somebody. Anyway, I had it. Dempsi hadn’t a relation in the world, and I just banked the money with my own.” She bit her lip. “I intended putting up such a beautiful monument to him,” she added thoughtfully.

Bobbie drew a sigh of relief.

“Well, my dear girl, as you’ve obviously sent him the money, the worst is over. You can replace it: the banks do not close till twelve.”

“How am I to replace it?” she asked scornfully. “I’ve no money in my own bank, except a few pounds that I opened the account with when I came to London. I took the fifty thousand dollars and put eight thousand pounds to my own account. Here’s the rest.” She drew out a wad of bills and handed them to him.

Bobbie looked at her aghast.

“But this Tilmet, this American — you’ve got to find the money for him?”

“I thought you’d get it for me,” she said, her big eyes fixed pleadingly on him.

He looked at his watch.

“It’ll want some doing. You can’t raise eight thousand in real money in two hours. Is this money of Gordon’s in your bank?”

She nodded.

“I’m sending Dempsi a cheque by special messenger. He’s living in a little hotel in the Edgware Road.”

“He mentioned the money then?”

“He made a casual reference,” she said, “which my conscience probably magnified into a demand. Phew!” She fanned herself with her hand.

Bobbie locked away the remaining ten thousand dollars.

“I’ll see what I can do. May I telephone?”

She nodded.

“You may do anything you please except ask me to marry Dempsi,” she said wearily.

His first call was to his bank, and the conversation was not encouraging. Bobbie had just paid from his account heavy bills, and he was slightly overdrawn. To the suggestion that the overdraft should be increased, the manager turned an unsympathetic ear. And then, at the end of the third call, when Bobbie was in a condition of frenzy, Eleanor came in with a telegram, and the girl opened it quickly.

“Saved!” she whooped.

“What is it?” said Bobbie, snatching the form from her hand.

It was dated Paris and was from the American’s secretary.

“Feared Mr. Tilmet has contracted measles. Will not be able to arrive in London for another fortnight.”

“Thank God for measles!” wailed Diana.

Bobbie wiped his streaming forehead.

“I’ve a good mind to take the remainder of this money away,” he said, “I don’t like it being in the house.”

For answer, she opened the drawer of the desk and took out the black-muzzled Browning.

“Burglars are my specialty,” she said.

“Would you mind putting that lethal weapon away?” said Bobbie. “What a bloodthirsty little devil you are!”

“I am,” said Diana. “There’s murder in my bones at this particular moment. Yes, Eleanor?”

“Are you going to see Mr. Superbus?”

“I didn’t know he was here. Ask him to come in, will you?”

Mr. Superbus came, in his stately, senatorial fashion, and was introduced to Bobbie. It was obvious he sought a very private interview indeed, but Diana explained in what relationship Bobbie stood.

“I’m sorry to have missed Mr. Selsbury,” said Julius. “Information having come to me last night through my secret agent about a certain party.”

“You mean Double Dan?”

Diana reacted instantly. For the moment she hadn’t a care in the world.

“It’s no laughing matter, miss.” Mr. Superbus shook his head, and invited, with a wave of the hand, bent forward to see his feet and sat down slowly. “No, it isn’t any laughing matter, ma’am — miss. If he walked in at that door” — he pointed— “made up for the part, you’d think it was your father.”

Diana raised a protesting hand.

“May I explain, in passing, that Mr. Selsbury is not my father?”

Julius graciously indicated that she had his permission.

“Dan is wonderful! I was telling my good lady only this morning that, if she sees a fellow looking like me trying to get into the house when I’m supposed to be away, she must make him take his shirt off — I’ve got a lucky mole on my shoulder, miss — ma’am — miss. Why moles are supposed to be lucky I’ve never discovered.”

Diana turned to Bobbie.

“This is rather alarming.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” said Bobbie. “Lots of people have moles.”

“Don’t be absurd. I mean Double Dan.”

“But why should he come here?” asked Bobbie, well aware that the contents of the safe, such as they were, justified a visit. But it was Mr. Superbus who answered.

“That’s what they all say, but there’s always a reason, miss. My good lady said to me ‘Why should he come here?’ but I pointed out that — what’s in that safe? Any valuables there?” He pointed to the wall.

“Nothing very much,” said Diana hastily. “Tell us some more about this person, Mr. Superbus.”

Mr. Superbus smiled to himself.

“I’m the greatest living authority on him,” he said modestly, “that’s what I am! He’s a very plausible fellow, and works with a girl. Whether or not — well, let’s say it’s his wife. She wangles the information out of the fellow that Dan is going to rob. Do you see?”

Diana nodded.

“I see. She’s a sort of decoy who gets to know the victim.”

“Know him! Well, I should say she did, miss — it would be much easier to tell you everything if you was ma’am.”

“Well, imagine I am,” smiled Diana. “She gets to know him very well?”

Mr. Superbus nodded.

“I should say so! She starts a hand-holding friendship, if I might describe it.”

“But surely not always?” interrupted Bobbie. “She didn’t catch old Mendlesohn that way? He must be sixty-five!”

Mr. Superbus was amused.

“Sixty-five! Why, of course she did! The sixty-fivers are the worst. They’re easy. Mind you, there’s nothing more than a high-class friendship in it, if I may use the word. The people she likes to get hold of are the thinkers — she’s got a classy line of language. You know the sort of stuff that highbrows talk.”

“A soul, in fact?” smiled Diana. “Does she represent herself as being married?”

He nodded.

“Yes, there’s always a husband in the background. Sometimes he lives abroad, sometimes he’s in a lunatic asylum, but he’s mostly out of the way.”

Bobbie staggered and caught hold of a chair for support. Happily, Diana did not notice his wan excitement.

“And then what happens?” she asked, a little nervous as to whether Mr. Superbus was still confounding “miss” with “ma’am.”

“Well, she lures him away,” said Mr. Superbus. “There’s no other word for it. She lures him away. And whilst they’re away, up comes Double Dan with all the dear departed’s little tricks — his voice, his funny little ways, which the girl has been studying and passing on to Dan. You understand, miss? I’ve collected all this information myself. It’s a coop with me. ‘Coop’ is French for ‘cop.’”

“And the girl?” asked Diana.

“Oh, she gets away too — pretends her husband’s come back unexpectedly from foreign parts; but she does it so that the fellow can’t return home. Usually he’s told people that he’s going away for a fortnight or so, and naturally, he doesn’t want to come back.”

“How perfectly disgusting!” said Diana with a wry face.

“That’s what I say,” said Mr. Superbus earnestly. “Having allowed a gentleman to go so far—”

“At any rate, we need not have any fear about Mr. Selsbury,” said Diana with a quiet smile.

Evidently Mr. Superbus had fears about Mr. Selsbury. He looked around in his mysterious way, and then:

“He’s gone out of town, hasn’t he?”

Diana nodded.

“For any length of time?”

“For a week,” said Diana.

Superbus rubbed his chin.

“It’s rather a delicate matter, but I am a family man, ma’am — miss. Has he gone away on business — no chance of a?”

“Of a what?”

“Of a lure?”

Diana laughed softly.

“Absolutely no chance.” Diana was thinking quickly. “What sort of a woman would this be — his confederate, I mean — pretty?”

“Handsome is as handsome does,” replied Julius.

“Are you going, Bobbie?”

Bobbie was following the detective from the room.

“Yes, I’ve got to see a man,” he said a little incoherently.

There was still time to catch Gordon, and he was resolved to take the risk.

With Bobbie out of the way, the girl rang the bell, and, when Eleanor came, she found her mistress at the writing-table, blotting an envelope.

“Put your hat on, Eleanor, and deliver this letter to the Marble Arch Hotel. Take a taxi.”

“Yes, madam,” said Eleanor in surprise.

“Ask to see Mr. Dempsi.”

Diana made an attempt to be unconcerned, and failed dismally.

“If he kisses the letter, or anything like that — you mustn’t be surprised. He is very impulsive: he might even kiss you,” she added.

Eleanor stiffened.

“Indeed, miss?”

“He won’t mean anything by it.” Diana was tremulously diplomatic. “He always kisses people when he sees them. I — I shouldn’t be surprised if he kissed me when he calls — we’re old friends, and people do that sort of thing in — in Australia.”

“Indeed, madam?” said Eleanor, her interest in the British Empire awakened.

“I’m afraid Mr. Selsbury wouldn’t understand,” Diana went on lightly. “Men are rather narrow. If you told him—”

“I should never dream of telling Mr. Selsbury, madam,” said Eleanor indignantly.

The girl came in dressed before she went.

“I beg your pardon. Miss Ford, but it has just occurred to me,” she said hesitantly. “If this foreign gentleman should kiss me, might I be bold enough to ask you not to mention it to Trenter?”

“You may rely on me, Eleanor,” said Diana firmly. “We women must stand together.”

She watched the girl through the window till she was out of sight, then flopped back in her chair. The papers stood in a rack at her hand, unopened, unread. She reached out and found one, but there was no drama that could quite overshadow that which was being played out in her heart.

She heard a tap and looked round. It was not at the door; it seemed to be at the stained-glass window. There was a little window square, level with the ledge, which could be opened and closed as a casement, and against this she saw the shadow of a head, and, with her heart thumping wildly, walked across the room.

“Who is there?” she asked.

Then came a voice that chilled her to the marrow.

“Don’t you know me, beloved?”

“Mr. Dempsi!” she gasped. “You mustn’t come here, really you mustn’t! My — my Uncle Isaac isn’t at home, and I can’t receive you.”

With an effort of will she jerked open the window and looked down upon a bearded face and eyes that shone. A wide-brimmed sombrero at the back of his head; hanging from his shoulders, a long black cape. He might have stepped from an opera.

“I — I can’t see you now, really I can’t! Won’t you call next Wednesday week?”

So that was Dempsi! She remembered dimly some resemblance to the barefaced boy she had known. Perhaps that wild glitter of eye, that furious gesticulation.

“Diana,” he breathed, “I’ve come back from the grave to claim you!”

“Yes, yes, but not now,” she said, in an agony of apprehension. “Go back to your grave till three o’clock. I’ll see you then.”

The shadow disappeared. How had he got there? Curiosity. Opening the window an eighth of an inch, she saw him scaling the wall with an agility which would have been admirable in any other conditions. Slowly she walked up the stairs to her room, closed and locked the door behind her, and sat down heavily on her bed.

Once upon a time her aunt had carefully loaded a shotgun designed for this same Dempsi. Tears came into her eyes.

“Dear auntie!” she half-sobbed. “You understood men so well!”
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Gordon hesitated a little time before the mirror in his bedroom at the hotel, the razor poised in his hand, his cheeks crisp with lather. There is no more solemn act undertaken by man than destruction of such facial landmarks (if the term be allowed) as are represented by cultivated hair. There is something so irrevocable, so tremendous in self-destruction of whiskers, that it is amazing so few great poets have utilised the theme.

Setting his jaw, Gordon attacked with a firm hand, the bright blade flashed in the pale sunlight… the deed was done. Rubbing his face clean of lather, he gazed in surprise at the result. His appearance was wholly changed. It would not be extravagant to describe it as improved. Those two flickers of the razor had made him ten years younger.

“Boyish 1” exclaimed Gordon, neither in despair nor pleasure, yet with something of both emotions.

Until then he had not seen the suit, that fashionable grey check with a little red in it. His first impression of the pattern had mellowed with time…

“My God!” breathed Gordon.

He was not a profane man. Once Diana had wrung from him such an expression, but Diana and her startling point of view was the mildest of provocation compared with the horror that lay unfolded on the bed.

As a length of cloth it had called for attention. It was humanly impossible to pass it by without some such comment as “That is rather unusual.” But in the piece it had dignity; there was a suggestion of weavers’ genius and ingenuity.

As a suit, embellished with a saucy waist, and with buttons that were in themselves a quiet smile… Gordon felt a trickle of something at his temples and requisitioned his handkerchief. He could not possibly wear this. The alternative, for a short sea voyage, was a black morning coat and top hat — equally impossible.

Time was flying. He put on the trousers. They did not look so bad… he dressed.

Standing before the long glass in the wardrobe, he looked and wondered. One thing was certain: not his dearest friend would recognise him — and his overcoat would hide much. The reflection of this new Gordon Selsbury fascinated him.

“How do you do?” he asked politely.

The figure in the mirror bowed gravely. He was a perfect stranger to Gordon, a young bookmaker, Gordon thought, and was growing interested when he realised with a shock that it was himself. Packing hastily, he rang the bell three times for the valet. If you rang twice the porter came, once, the chambermaid. So he rang three times. The chambermaid appeared. Happily the hotel is a house of call. Guests come overnight and leave in the morning. Nobody recognises anybody except under the urgent promptings of lawyers’ clerks, supported by the visitors’ book. Ten per cent, of the staff was permanently giving evidence at the law courts.

“The valet,” said Gordon and, when that individual appeared, gave instructions regarding the grip containing his discarded suit and hat-box. It occurred to him at that moment that one does not journey to Scotland in a top hat, and he was rather glad that Diana had been out when he left.

“I want these things to be kept in the hotel cloakroom,” said Gordon. “I will be back next Friday night and collect them.”

Now the valet knew him; had seen him, not at the hotel, but at a very select club in Pall Mall where the man had been a waiter before the craze for improvement had driven him to the brushing of odd people’s odder clothing.

“Excuse me, sir, you’re Mr. Selsbury, aren’t you?”

Gordon went red.

“Yes, I am Mr. Selsbury,” he said with a touch of hauteur. His signature in the visitors’ book was unintelligible. The reception clerk thought it was Silsburg.

“I don’t think I should leave your bag in the hotel, sir,” said the valet gravely.

Something of authority upon the ritual of adventure, he spoke with the best of intentions.

“Next Friday particularly we’ve got a big dinner here — to one of the Colonial Premiers. The hotel will be full of people — you don’t want to meet anybody you know?”

The assumption that he was privy to the clandestine character of Gordon’s movements made the visitor incapable of protest.

“Tell me the train you’re coming by; I’ll meet you at the station with the grip — I’ll put it straight away into the railway parcels office,” said the valet gently, almost tenderly.

Gordon could think of no improvement on this method; at the same time, the valet must be under no misapprehension.

“Thank you — er—”

“Balding — I used to be a waiter at the Junior University Club, sir.”

“Yes, of course. I think your idea is an excellent one. The fact is, I’m leaving London on a… mission, and I have to be very careful… thousands of pounds are involved.”

“I see, sir.”

Balding was so serious as to be almost plaintive. He had met gentlemen at the hotel in similar circumstances, only they had said that they were in the secret service.

“Thank you, sir… very kind of you, I’m sure.”

Balding slipped the note into his waistcoat pocket indifferently.

“I’ll take this now, sir.” He lifted the grip from the bed. “Will you be coming by the first or the second continental on Friday? Ostend four-thirty, Paris eight-thirty.”

“Four-thirty,” said Gordon.

The die was cast. He gathered the second and smaller grip, paid his bill at the desk and went out.

It was chiming the quarter before eleven when he entered Victoria Station; the train left at twelve. There was no need to rush for seats. He had his Pullman reservation in his pocket. Happily the day was raw, the sun and rain alternately, blustering wind all the time. He could turn up the collar of his greatcoat. On the indicator board he read:

“Wind N N.W. Sea moderate to rough. Visibility good.”

He was glad, at any rate, that the visibility was good.

And then he looked around for Heloise. They had arranged to meet for the briefest space of time.

At ten minutes to eleven, he grew restive, was on the point of picking up his valise, when he saw her hurrying toward him, glancing furtively behind. And there was something in her face that made his breath come a little more quickly.

“Follow me into the waiting-room!”

She had passed him with this muttered message. Like a man in a dream, Gordon picked up his bag and followed. The big waiting-hall was nearly empty, and to its emptiest corner she led him.

“Gordon, a dreadful thing has happened.” Her agitation communicated itself to his unquiet bosom. “My husband has returned unexpectedly from Kongo. He is following me… he is mad — mad! Oh, Gordon, what have I done!”

He did not swoon; rather, he experienced all the sensations without losing consciousness.

“He swears I have transferred my affections, and says he will never rest until he stretches the man dead at my feet. He said he would do dreadful things… he is a great admirer of Peter the Great.”

“Is he?” said Gordon. It seemed a futile question to ask, but he could think of nothing else. And he was not a little bit interested in Mr. van Oynne’s historical leanings.

“Gordon, you must go on to Ostend and wait for me,” she said rapidly. “I will come as soon as possible… oh, my dear, you don’t know how I’m feeling!”

Gordon was so immensely absorbed in his own feelings that he made no effort of imagination.

“Didn’t you tell him that our… our friendship was just… spiritual?” he asked.

Her smile was faint and sad and shadowy. A ghost who had overheard a good one in a smoking-room might have laughed as hilariously.

“My dear… who would believe that? Now hurry, I must go.”

Her little hand trembled for a second on his arm and she was gone.

He picked up his bag: it was curiously heavy: and followed her into the station. She was nowhere in sight. A porter stretched a suggestive hand toward his baggage.

“Continental train, sir… have you got a seat?”

Gordon looked up at the clock. It wanted five minutes of eleven.

“Eleven-five the boat train, sir,” said the porter.

“Eleven-five? I thought it was eleven,” said Gordon numbly.

“There’s plenty of time, sir.”

Still Gordon stood, motionless. For some extraordinary reason his mind had refused to function; he was wholly incapable of decision or movement. The engine of his faculties had gone cold and refused to start.

“Get me a cab, please.”

The mechanism of the request saved him.

“Yes, sir.”

The bag was taken from his unresisting hand. He followed the porter to the busy courtyard, pathetic in his helplessness.

“Where shall I tell him to go, sir?”

The porter stood invitingly, the cab door in his hand, a friendly smile on his face. He had not yet been tipped.

“Scotland,” said Gordon hollowly.

“Scotland — you mean Scotland Yard?”

This touched the spring: all the wheels in Mr. Selsbury’s mind began revolving at once.

“No, no — to the Grovely Hotel. Thank you very much.”

The gratuity that Gordon crushed into the outstretched hand was munificent, princely. One glance at its value and the porter staggered against the door, closed it with a strangled “Grovely!” and the cab rattled out of the station precincts.

At that moment Bobbie Selsbury was engaged in a frenzied seat-to-seat search for his erring brother.

Gordon was cooler now, though not out of danger. He could think: he could also for the moment inhibit thought. A jealous and revengeful husband, probably armed, certainly homicidal, and a student of Peter the Great and his methods, could not be wholly inhibited. Gordon wondered whether in his library he had a really frank and unexpurgated history of Peter.

The hotel linkman opened the door of the cab, professionally pleased at his return.

“Keep the cab,” warned Gordon. He was by no means certain that he was capable, unaided, of calling another.

At the desk of the reception clerk he recovered his key and the right to its employment, and carrying his bag to his room, rang the bell three times for the valet. The porter answered him, but not by mischance, as was proved.

“Balding is off duty, sir,” he explained. “He goes off at eleven on Saturdays.”

“When will he be back?”

“On Monday, sir. We have a whole day every second week. Is there anything I can get you, sir?”

Gordon shook his head. He only wanted his bag and his lost respectability. Removing his overcoat, he looked at himself in the glass.

“That isn’t me,” he said brokenly.

His appearance had changed, even in the short space of time elapsing between this and his last inspection.

The type was hideously familiar. He had seen it once in a vulgar film where everybody chased everybody else. He remembered that the heroine wore white stockings and black boots.

There were two alternatives. He might remain a prisoner in that room until Balding returned from his holiday; he could go home, get into the house unobserved and change. He had many black-tailed coats, batteries of silk hats, forests of quiet, grey-striped trousers. This idea was more attractive. Diana would lunch at one o’clock; the diningroom was across the hall from The Study. It would be a simple matter to slip upstairs, change and come down to meet the astonished eyes of Diana. How surprised she would be, and how amusing and unbending he would be!

“Didn’t expect to see me, eh? Well, the fact is, I had an important cablegram — just as I was getting into the train. My sidewhiskers? Yes, I took them off as a little surprise for you. Rather an improvement, don’t you think?”

His heart warmed to the plan, and there was a glow in the thought that the desire of the morning, that he should sleep in his own bed that night, would be gratified. And there was the companionship of Diana, hitherto an unconsidered attraction. Diana grew on him: he admitted this to himself. If Heloise did go after him to Ostend, that would be unfortunate. He hated the idea of giving her a journey for nothing. But she would not leave for a day or two, and he would find means of communicating with her…

He shuddered; for at the back of the vision of Heloise, stood the large, brutal husband who was mad, mad.

There were two hours to wait before he could put his plan into operation. He telephoned from his bedroom to a bookseller’s in the Buckingham Palace Road.

“Have you a good life of Peter the Great?” he asked.

They had two. He ordered them to be sent to him immediately. He was rather amused with himself.

He was less amused when he heard of the fate of one who had aspired to the affections of Catherine, and whose head had been placed into a large glass jar and displayed in Catherine’s boudoir to remind her that husbands have their feelings. There was another gentleman who loved Catherine, and him Peter had hanged on a high gibbet, under which he promenaded arm in arm with Catherine. The arm and arm was a domestic touch not lost upon Gordon. On the whole, he decided thoughtfully, a profound admiration for Peter’s character would have no softening tendency upon any man, especially a man who was mad, mad.

He put away his book, drew on his overcoat, and, passing down in the elevator, found his cab still waiting, the meter bloated with charges. He had forgotten all about the cab.

At the corner of the street he paid the man and walked rapidly into Cheynel Gardens, his nose showing above the collar of his overcoat. Happily, the street was empty. He almost ran when he reached the familiar facade of his house, turned into the side passage, and, with a trembling hand, fitted the key into the lock of the back gate. Suppose it were bolted? The horrid doubt was no sooner in his mind than it was dispelled. The key turned easily, and he found himself looking up at the familiar window of his study.

Tiptoeing to the little door, he listened. There was no sound, and, with minute care to avoid making the slightest noise, he pushed his passkey slowly in the lock, and pushed the door open a fraction of an inch. Not a sound. He opened it a little further, slipped behind the curtain which hid the door, and closed it behind him.

The room was empty, the two doors into the hall ajar. He could hear the solemn ticking of the grandfather clock on the staircase.

His first step, he had decided, must be to get into touch with Bobbie. Listening at the hall door, he heard the click of steel on china — Diana was at lunch, as he had expected. He closed first the baize, and then the inner door softly, shot a bolt and tiptoed across the room. Bless Diana for bringing the telephone into The Study!

Bobbie’s office responded. A late leaving clerk had heard the ring of the ‘phone and came back to answer.

“No, sir, Mr. Selsbury is not in to-day.”

Gordon rang off without disclosing his identity, and tried Bobbie’s lodgings in Half Moon Street, with no better success. He was wasting valuable time, he realised, and Bobbie could wait. He put on the receiver and stood up, stretching himself, with an easy, happy, homecoming smile. Yes, Diana would be surprised.

He crossed the room to the hall. His hand was on the handle when, glancing round, he saw the curtain which hid the door into the courtyard move and billow. He had left the door open, he thought, and was on the point of returning to close it, when a hand came round the edge of the curtain, and he stood, frozen to the spot. Again the draperies moved, and a woman came into view. It was Heloise!

Gordon did not believe the evidence of his eyes. She was some vision conjured up by an overheated brain, a symptom of disordered nerves.

“You are not real,” he said dully. “Avaunt!”

“Gordon!”

The outstretched hands, the plea in her eyes. Gordon Selsbury stood with his back to the door.

“How did you come here?” he croaked.

“Through the garden gate — the way you came… I followed you. Gordon, he is furious! You must protect me.”

He could only stare at her owlishly.

“You mean — Peter?” he nodded.

“Peter? No, my husband, Claude. He knows everything!” dramatically.

“Is he… an editor?”

He was talking foolishly: nobody knew that better than Gordon; but the works were beginning to slow down again. And then she came to him and dropped both her hands on his arm.

“You want me to stay here, don’t you? You won’t turn me out….? He followed me, but I slipped him.”

“Stay here?” Gordon hardly recognised his own voice. “Are you mad?”

She looked at him suspiciously.

“Are you married?”

“No.” And then a flashing inspiration. “Yes.”

“Yes-no,” she said impatiently. “What are you — divorced?”

“No. You see how absurd it is, Heloise.”

“You are married to Diana.” She pointed an accusing finger.

Gordon could only nod idiotically.

“You really must go,” he squeaked. “This may mean ruin for me!”

Her lips curled as she drew back, hands on hips.

“Do I get any of that ruin?” she demanded.

“You must go back to your husband.” His brain was alert now. “Tell him you have made a mistake—”

“He pretty well guesses that,” she interrupted bitterly, and slowly took off her wrap.

Instantly Gordon seized it.

“Put it on, put it on!” he wailed, but she twisted herself loose.

“I will not go, I will not! Oh, Gordon, you can’t turn me out after all we’ve been to one another! After all the confidences!”

He was pushing her toward the courtyard door, a man beside himself, frenzied with fear, terrified beyond hope of succour.

“Out of the side door!” he hissed. “I will meet you in half an hour, at a teashop somewhere. Heloise, don’t you realise my reputation depends—”

It needed but this to pull the mask from her face.

“Teashop! I am to be thrown to the lions!”

He looked hard at her. Could a woman pun in such a solemn moment?

“As to your reputation,” she drawled coolly, “that sort of thing doesn’t make me get out of bed and walk round, I assure you! I will not leave this house — alone!”

Gordon covered his mouth with his hand. He was in no danger of talking. He wanted to cover her mouth with his hand, but she was too far away. It was an involuntary gesture which silenced her. She heard the knock at the door, and then Diana’s voice:

“Who is there?”

He pointed to the side door, grimacing. Heloise was adamant.

“Who’s there?” said Diana.

“Side door,” whispered Gordon frantically.

Heloise shook her head, hesitated, and then stole silently behind the curtain into the recess. It was her final compromise.

“Who is there? Who locked the door?”

Diana’s voice was urgent. Gordon straightened his coat, smoothed his hair, unlocked the door and threw it wide open.

“It’s all right, dear.” He was grinning inanely like a cat. “Ha ha — it’s only Gordon — Gord, as you would say! I’m just coming out… here I am back again … like a bad penny.”

In Diana’s eyes was a glitter which he did not like, and as she advanced he backed instantly before her.

“Only old Gordon — ha ha!” he said feebly.

“Very funny. I’ll laugh tomorrow,” said Diana.

The vulgarity of the ancient music-hall gag did not even arouse him.

“So it’s only old Gordon, is it?” She nodded wisely. “Sit over there — old Gordon!” She pointed to a chair.

“Now look here, my dear girl.” It was a very colourless imitation of his best manner. “The whole thing can be explained. I lost my train….”

She was opening a drawer in the writing table, slowly, deliberately, her eyes never leaving his face. When her hand came to view, it held a Browning.

Click! The jacket snapped back. It was loaded.

“What are you doing, Diana?” he squeaked again.

Her eyes were now murderous.

“Will you be good enough not to call me Diana?” she asked icily. “So you’ve come, have you? And even I, who expect most things, didn’t expect you. But, my friend, you’ve come at an opportune hour!”

“Look here, old girl—” he began.

“You can omit the familiarities.” She waved him down to his chair. “Never imagine that you will deceive me — I know you!”

“You know me?” he said hoarsely. He had come to a point where he wasn’t quite certain whether he knew himself.

“I know you,” she repeated slowly. “You’re Double Dan!”

He leapt to his feet, the pistol covering him. Waving wild hands, he strove to speak.

“You’re Double Dan,” she said, and the fire in her eyes was now ominous. “I’ve heard about you. You’re the impersonator. You and your woman confederate lure innocent men from their homes, that you can rob them.” She looked round. “Where is the woman? Doesn’t she appear on the scene, or does her work finish when the luring is completed?”

“Diana, I swear to you you’re mistaken. I’m Gordon, your cousin.”

She smiled slowly.

“You haven’t been as careful as usual, Dan. And the fact that I call you by your Christian name need not inspire you with a desire to get better acquainted. You haven’t studied him.

My cousin, Gordon Selsbury, had little sidewhiskers — didn’t you know that?”

“I — I had an accident. In fact,” said Gordon, “I took them off… to please you.”

Her sneering smile chilled him through and through.

“My cousin Gordon is not the kind of man who would have an accident with his whiskers,” she said with cold deliberation. “Where is your lady friend?”

He tried to look away from the curtained recess, stared solemnly ahead of him, but involuntarily his eyes strayed to the garden door. And then Diana saw the slightest of movements.

“Come out, please,” she said.

There was no response.

“Come out, or I’ll shoot!”

The curtain grew agitated. Heloise, white of face, flew across the room, flinging herself upon Gordon’s heaving bosom.

“Don’t let her shoot me! Don’t let her shoot me!” she shrieked.

Diana looked and nodded.

“So this man is your husband!” she said.

Walking back to the door, she closed it.

“Now listen to me, Double Dan and Mrs. Double Dan, or whatever your names may be. You are here to commit a felony, and I could, if I wished, send for the police and hand you over to justice. I’m not sure that I shan’t take that course. For the moment, however, your presence is providential.”

And then, in scorn:

“Gordon Selsbury! Do you imagine Gordon Selsbury would bring a woman to this house furtively? Do you imagine he would come dressed like a third-class comedian? Never dare mention Mr. Selsbury’s name again in my presence!”

Gordon opened and closed his mouth, but no words came.

“You will stay here until I give you permission to go.”

She went to the garden gate, closed and slammed it, then came back to Gordon.

“You had a key? Give it to me,” she said curtly.

Gordon obeyed, lamblike, watching her as she double-locked the door. And then he made his last desperate attempt.

“Diana, I can explain everything,” he said hoarsely. “I am — the fact is — I’ll tell you the truth. I was going abroad, and the fact is, I am Gordon, although I may not seem so. I admit I’m wearing the most disgustingly loud suit, and that I have in other ways changed my appearance, but that also can be explained.”

There was a knock on the panel of the door.

“Wait,” said Diana, and walked backward to the entrance. “Who is it?”

“Eleanor, madam. A telegram.”

“Push it under the door.”

An orange envelope came into sight, and, picking it up, she tore away the cover and read the form.

“Go on,” she signalled to Gordon. “You say you are Gordon Selsbury? Tell me some more. But before you do so, listen to this:

“‘Just leaving Euston. Take care of yourself. Gordon.’

“Now there need be no deception on either side. Open your heart to me, little man. Who are you — Gordon Selsbury or Double Dan?”

“Anything!” The wail of the damned.

“Gordon Selsbury or Double Dan?” she demanded inexorably.

He threw out his hands. “Double Dan,” snarled Gordon. Of the two alternative roles, this seemed the more creditable.
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He had never seen anybody as scared as Heloise was; that was the one clear impression which Gordon carried away from the interview. She, the self-possessed woman of the world, a soul, one superior to the lesser grades of humanity, seemed to have cowered and shrunk under the domination of Diana’s baleful eye. Gordon sighed, tied his baize apron a little tighter round his waist, and wondered where Trenter kept his stock of plate powder. On the whole, it was good that Trenter was away, and that he was spared the sight of his master’s humiliation. If indeed it was a humiliation to be thrust into an ill-lit pantry with instructions to clean the silver, and be ready at a moment’s notice to make himself presentable. Gordon tried again and attacked a cream-jug halfheartedly. His hands were not designed for housework. Yet he would as soon have thought of cutting his throat with a fruit knife (half-a-dozen of which awaited his attention) as disobey Diana’s imperious gesture which had sent him off to the pantry to clean silver.

He was not asleep; he had made absolutely certain of this; he was wide awake, in his shirt sleeves, a baize apron covering his detestable suit, and he was polishing a cream, or it may have been a milk jug. That fact being firmly and inevitably established, he had some basis for reasoning and wonder. Chief cause for wonder was why Diana kept him in the house at all, believing him to be Double Dan; why she did not send immediately for the police and have him taken off to the nearest lock-up. He was devoutly thankful that she hadn’t! The second cause for wonder was what had happened to the remainder of the domestic staff? Eleanor he had not seen. There was no evidence that the cook was on the premises. Here again this fact provided him with a certain amount of satisfaction — but where were they? He was to learn.

Diana made her appearance at the door of the pantry and he stared at her openmouthed. Around her dainty waist was a broad leather belt, and, hanging by two straps, was a pistol holster, from the opening of which protruded the black handle of a Browning.

“Do you know anything about potatoes?” she asked curtly.

Gordon was ashamed to discover that he knew nothing about potatoes, except that they were vegetables.

“Have you ever peeled potatoes?”

“I can’t remember,” he said. “When I was at school I think we used to peel potatoes—”

“I’m not interested in what happened at Borstal — that is the name of the juvenile convict establishment, isn’t it? Put that milk-jug down and come into the kitchen.”

He followed her meekly. There was no sign of the cook; Eleanor was invisible, and he learnt the reason.

“I’ve sent my servants away for a weekend holiday,” she said. “I want no scandal attaching to my cousin’s name. I will not even have it known that this attempt has been made to swindle him. You understand that you will not try to leave the house?”

“Yes,” he nodded.

“Naturally, it is impossible that I should keep up day and night watching you,” she said, “so I have asked a friend to come in and help me.”

A gleam of hope showed in Gordon’s eyes.

“A detective,” she said impressively, “a Mr. Superbus — a name, I think with which you are well acquainted.”

“That… that….?” spluttered Gordon indignantly.

“That,” she said.

A bell shrilled in the kitchen. She looked up at the indicator. The little disc which represented the front door was oscillating violently.

“There are the potatoes,” she pointed to them.

Gordon saluted. He was once in the army and it seemed natural to salute.

No sooner had she gone than he decided upon his course of action. He was well enough acquainted with the house to know that there was a kitchen door and for this he made. It was locked; the key had been taken away; the windows of scullery and kitchen were heavily barred against burglars. Gordon returned to his potatoes with a sigh. He sighed easily in these hours.

Again the bell rang. Diana heard it as she unbuckled the strap of her revolver belt, and put away the weapon into the hall cupboard. She hesitated a second with her hand on the doorknob, and then the thunderous rat-tat forced her to action. She opened the door. The moment had come. Before she saw the bearded gentleman she knew he was there.

“Three o’clock!” he cried exultantly, and threw out both his hands. “Three o’clock, my bride, my dove, my life!”

“Come in,” said Diana practically.

He would have taken her in his arms, but she held him at a distance.

“The servants,” she said and swiftly eluded his embracing arms.

“In here,” she opened The study door. “Giuseppe, you must behave — you really must. My uncle—”

“Your uncle!” He gazed at her ecstatically.

She nodded.

“In this house?”

She ought to have been warned by his fervour, but the immediate necessities of the moment threw her off her balance.

“Why, of course he’s here,” she said.

“Your uncle is here!” There was triumph in his tone, his wild eyes fixed her.

“Why… why yes, Giuseppe,” she faltered and he closed his eyes in a rapt smile.

“Then the dream of my life is to be fulfilled. Your telephone — I may use it, yes?”

He was at the telephone before she could say yes or no. She heard him give a number, his hotel, and then:

“You will have my bags sent here at once, to Cheynel Gardens, yes? Two bags, do you not understand English? My grip, bags, send them to this place. What is the name, Cheynel? Yes, that is it, Cheynel Gardens, Number 61. You cannot mistake it. My pyjamas you will not forget. They are under my pillow.”

“Giuseppe!” she gasped. “What are you doing? Wait! You can’t stay here!”

“Yes, here, under your roof. The glory of it! It is wonderful, a fulfilment of dreams, oh my starry vision! Without your good uncle it was impossible. You have a new aunt? Ah, the poor Mrs. Tetherby! It was comical, to me tragic, yet this moment comical again!”

“But Giuseppe,” she wailed, “you can’t stay. My uncle doesn’t like people staying in the house….”

He patted her shoulder.

“We shall charm him. We shall overcome his objections! Tell me his hobby, I will speak about it. There is no subject under the sun on which I cannot speak.”

This she believed.

“Your aunt! To me your aunt! Bring her at once that I may shake her hand and kiss her on both cheeks. The aunt of Diana! Oh divine relationship!”

In a dazed kind of way Diana realized that the Italian side of Mr. Dempsi had developed to an enormous and unbearable extent. He could not keep still for a moment. Now he was at the fireplace, examining the crossed oars.

“You have learnt to row, my little Diana? That is wonderful! We shall row together upon the stream of Time, drinking the waters of Lethe and forgetting the past.”

In two strides he had reached her, gripping both her hands in his.

“Diana, do you realise how I have dreamt of all this, through the long nights in the bush, in the waste places of the Northern Territories, where I wandered seeking gold and forgetfulness and finding neither? In the silence of the native hut, broken by the little birds’ twittering in the darkness, and no other sound but the sighing of the wind — your face was there! Your exquisite memorable features, the glory of your hair, your eyes that smiled and tormented…”

He broke off abruptly.

“Your uncle… produce him…”

Gordon had peeled his third potato when Diana staggered into the kitchen. They were big potatoes when he started to deal with them. They were very small when he had finished. It was difficult to know where the skin began and ended; he had cut deep to make sure.

At the sight of her tragic face he dropped his potato.

“Anything wrong?”

“Wrong? Everything’s wrong!” she said bitterly. “I’m going to give you your chance. I don’t like your name, Dan, and I’ve changed it. You’re Isaac!”

“Who!” he twittered.

“You’re Isaac, my uncle Isaac!”

He put down the knife, wiped his hands on his apron and went slowly across to her.

“I am not your uncle Isaac,” he began.

“Take off that!” she pointed to the apron. “Put on your coat and come upstairs. Remember, you’re uncle Isaac and that terrible female — where is she?”

“How the dickens do I know where she is?” asked the annoyed Gordon.

“Wait!”

Diana flew up the stairs to the top of the house and in the spare room where she had intended putting the hired man and wife, she found Heloise sitting disconsolately on the edge of the bed, a suspicious wetness about her eyes. When the door was unlocked and flung open, the woman jumped up.

“Now, see here, Mrs. Selsbury,” she began in her high voice, “I don’t know the law of this country but you’ve no right to lock me in—”

“Do you want me to send for the police?” asked Diana, calm but menacing.

“I tell you you’re all wrong, Mrs. Selsbury,” said Heloise with great earnestness. “You’ve made the biggest mistake of your life. That poor fish is your husband.”

“I have no husband — fish, flesh, fowl or herring,” said Diana. “I never had a husband,” and then remembering, “I am a widow.”

Heloise was momentarily staggered.

“You can forget all that has happened to-day,” said Diana speaking a little wildly. “A visitor has come — he is staying in the house… an old friend of mine… in fact, I was once engaged to him until he died in the bush.”

“Is he here?” asked the startled Heloise.

“He is here,” nodded Diana, “and he is remaining. Obviously, I cannot allow him to stay unless I have a chaperone. You are,” she spoke deliberately, “Aunt Lizzie.”

Heloise could only look at her.

“You’re Aunt Lizzie and your wretched criminal husband, or whatever he is (I can only hope for the best) is Uncle Isaac. Go right down into the kitchen and tell him.”

“Let me get this right,” said Heloise slowly. “I am Aunt Lizzie… you want me to be your Aunt Lizzie… and that poor child is to be…?”

“Uncle Isaac.”

“I haven’t gotten it. right yet,” said Heloise, “this is a cinema lot… you’re playing somep’n,” she had forgotten momentarily that she was a lady of fashion and culture. “I’m Aunt Lizzie…”

She sank under the burden that had been imposed upon her.

“You’re all crazy, that’s what. I’m an American citizen, or near American… Toronto, but I live so close that I could throw a stone across the border. And I’m Aunt Lizzie!”



Chapter XIV


Table of Contents


Gordon was playing absently with potato peelings when she came in.

“You’re Uncle Isaac!” she said in a strained, hazy fashion.

“Where have you been, Heloise?”

The sight of his companion in misfortune brought him with a jerk to normal. Heloise was real, something to cling to; he forgot his resentment in the joy of seeing something that anchored him to Gordon Selsbury.

“Say Gordon, that Jane… she’s Diana, huh?”

He nodded.

“Your wife, you never told me that?”

“She is not my wife… she has no right here… if I gave you cause to think I was married it was because I wanted you to go. Don’t you see what you’ve done? You’ve ruined me! If you had only kept away — if you had only kept away!” he moaned.

“She’s your widow,” she was very quiet and restrained. He decided that she had lost her reason.

“Yes, if you like, she’s my widow,” he said soothingly. “Sit down… I will get you a glass of water.”

“Diana!” said Heloise in wonder. “That’s your little Australian girl… Gordon, was she a cop?”

“A what?”

“A headquarters woman! She’s got the style. Come on.”

“Where?”

“She wants us..,” said Heloise listlessly. “What’s the good of fighting, Gordon? We’re entangled in the mesh of circumstance.”

It was a favourite profundity of Heloise; he had heard her say it many times. But they were not entangled then.

Five minutes later.

A small brownfaced man was shaking Gordon by the hand, by both hands, by alternate hands. In the interval of shaking, he held hands.

“Your uncle… and so young! And yet, he is older than he seems! And this is Aunt Lizzie!”

He kissed the patient Heloise on both cheeks.

Gordon was a dumbfounded spectator. Who was this infernal little cad, he demanded — Diana had omitted an introduction.

After a while it came.

“This, Uncle Isaac, is Mr. Giuseppe Dempsi — you remember how often I have spoken of him.”

Her steely glance was unnecessary. Gordon remembered.

“I thought he was dead.” So intense were his feelings that his voice dropped to a deep base.

It startled even himself.

“But I am alive! Rejoice, Uncle Isaac! Your little Wopsy is alive! I have come back from the shades! A syren’s sweet magic brought me across the world, yea, even through the shadows…”

He pointed with his whole hand to Diana and then.

“My bride!” he said tremendously.

Gordon looked from one to the other. “Dempsi… bride… bride Dempsi…”

“Perfectly ridiculous,” said Gordon and quailed under a fiendish glare from Diana.

But Mr. Dempsi was too happy to find anything in the interruption but a piece of rare good humour.

“We will have long talks, you and my uncle!” he said and beamed round on his hostess. “Tell me, little one, have I changed? Ah, but I was a boy then, a weak, vacillating ignorant boy. I did not realize that to win a woman she must be carried off her feet. To whine and wail for her, that is no good; to be diffident and timid — that is no good. To sigh at her feet bores her, to be humble arouses the greatest contempt… women desire in men the grand manner, biff, bang, boff!”

“Uncle has to go now to… to feed the chickens,” said Diana hurriedly.

Mr. Giuseppe Dempsi must neither biff, bang nor boff at 61 Cheynel Gardens. Dismayed she realized how broken were the reeds on which she had leant. They also were to know. She came into the kitchen after them.

“You’re no good, either of you,” she was in despair. “I suppose you’re good crooks, but that is because you haven’t the brains to be anything else. You stood like wax figures from the Chamber of Horrors and did nothing!”

“What were we supposed to do?” Gordon was stung into enquiring. “If I’d done what I wanted to do, I’d have thrown the little wop into the street! But you’re master here. You won’t accept a perfectly simple explanation—”

“Your perfectly simple explanation doesn’t go with Aunt Lizzie,” she stopped him in her most imperial manner. “You might have deceived me but for that — be sensible, man. I know you’re Double Dan. I want to use you if I can — if I can’t I’ll send for the police. I’m expecting Mr. Superbus at any moment — you will be under his eye; try to conduct yourself as an uncle would.”

Gordon writhed.

“How can I behave like an uncle when you’re setting an infernal bottle-nosed enquiry agent to watch me?” demanded Gordon hotly. “It is no crime to be an uncle, my good girl! You can’t say ‘Watch that man, he’s my Uncle Isaac!’ By your standard of ethics, an uncle may be a suspicious circumstance, but in this country it isn’t… what excuse can you give?”

Her lips curled.

“I can say that you are weak-minded,” she said, coldbloodedly, “and that is just what I am going to say!”

Gordon leant against the table for support.

“I’m not weak-minded,” he protested.

They waited until the sound of Diana’s footsteps had died away.

“This comes of trips to Ostend,” said Mr. Selsbury with a catch in his voice.

“If you’d gone to Ostend that couldn’t have happened,” said Heloise fiercely. “Does it occur to you that my husband has followed us and is at this moment sitting on the doorstep waiting to free your poor spirit from this earthly bondage?”

Gordon passed his hand wearily over his forehead. He was in the depths of despondency.

“I don’t care,” he said. “I don’t care about your husband. He’s probably a sensible man to whom one could explain things. Diana is so infernally sure of herself that you can’t argue with her.”

Sitting on the edge of the table, she had lit a cigarette, and was sending blue, twisting rings of smoke into the air. She did not speak for a long time, and then only to break in upon Gordon’s gloomy thoughts.

“My, I wish I was back home in my little apartment on a hundred ‘n’ thoity-ninth Street!” she quavered.

Mr. Selsbury was visibly surprised. He had never heard her say “thoity” before.

Diana had come to feel unaccountably fagged. There was no adequate reason, for as a rule she was tireless; but the succession of demands upon her nervous energy was telling. She had to watch for tradesmen, she had to answer the door; a dozen times she was called from The Study to interview callers of all kinds who, obeying the large notice she had handprinted and stuck on the kitchen door, “Please come to the main entrance: this door is not in use,” fed her with packages of grocery, baskets of meat, trays of fish. [The amount of food that was consumed at No. 61 was appalling; she, at any rate, was appalled.

Toward evening, when Dempsi was fidgeting for the dinner she had forgotten to order, a man called. He was poorly dressed, unsavoury of appearance. His thin, yellow face was unshaven and he carried his head slightly askew. The sight of Diana took him aback for a moment.

“Good evening, miss,” he said, touching his cap. “I’ve called for the money.”

“Whose money?” she asked, surprised.

“Mine: I cleaned the windows yesterday.”

Then she recalled him. Heloise had complained that the man was “nosing round The Study,” and expressed doubts about his honesty and bona fides.

“Name of Stark, miss,” he said encouragingly.

“I remember.” She went in search of her bag.

When she came back, he was examining the lock of the door with professional interest. He was once a lockmaker, he offered the excuse for his curiosity. If Diana had not been wearing very soft-soled boots, the excuse would have been unnecessary.

“Mr. Selsbury not in, miss?” as she counted the money in his hand.

“No,” she said shortly.

“Mr. Trenter in, miss?”

“No.” Her eyes gleamed.

“Will Mr. Selsbury be away long — I wanted to see him about a job?”

“I don’t know when he will be back,” she said. “There are several men in the house: would you like to see one?”

His expression changed.

“No, thank you, miss.”

She closed the door on him and wondered when the Watch Dog would arrive.

There was still a lot of money in the safe. Those unaware of her obligations to Mr. Dempsi might imagine there was more.

Dempsi had wandered out of the room when she came in, and she went swiftly to the safe. It was one of those old-fashioned receptacles that had, in addition to the combination, a further lock operated by a key. Gordon had once told her that the key was never used; he had once mislaid it and had to summon experts to open the door. She searched his writing-table, pulling out drawers (she opened them all without difficulty) and at last, in a small envelope inscribed gratuitously “Key,” she found what she sought.

“Thank goodness!” said Diana.

A turn of her wrist and the safe was secure even against those who by cunning or violence had obtained the code word.

Mr. Julius Superbus came importantly, descending from a taxicab and drawing out after him a large tin box, mottled red and black. He produced, also from the interior of the cab, a large scrapbook fastened about with a broad green canvas strap. He also delivered from the cab a daring golf cap. These he deposited on the sidewalk, paid the taximan his fare, climbing inside to verify what had seemed to be a preposterous statement of claim, and donated the driver sixpence. Diana in the note she had scrawled had added a P.S. “Spare no expense.”

Gathering his belongings under both arms, he went up the steps, stooped and pressed the bell with his nose, a clever little device that had once come to him as an inspiration and which in itself advertised his originality.

Diana answered the door.

“You sent for me,” said Julius simply. “I have come.”

She was obviously relieved to see him, and piloted him into the diningroom.

“Mr. Superbus, I am going to make great demands upon you, and I’m sure I shall not ask in vain. I am in the greatest trouble,”

He inclined his head.

“Have you searched all your clothes?” he asked quickly. “You’ve lost something — I know this by, so to speak, a method of my own. It’s natural to suspect servants — but do they do it, ma’am? Not once in fifty times—”

“I’ve lost nothing. Mr. Superbus, my uncle is here—”

She was doubtful as to how she should go on.

Should she take him entirely into her confidence? A wild idea, but not without its advantage.

“Relations,” the Roman pronounced, “are best apart. They come, they borrow money, they eat you out of house and home, and w^hen they go, they haven’t a good word for you. Uncles especially. Leave him to me, ma’am; I’ll put the case to him man to man. He’ll be out of this house..,” he looked at his watch— “in five minutes.”

She enlightened him briefly: her uncle was a welcome visitor; a nice man, very much like ]Mr. Selsbury in appearance and as young. Only… she tapped her forehead. Mr. Superbus understood.

“Tact,” he said, “tact and humour. Let ’em think they’re havin’ their way and then the iron hand in the velvet glove — an expression I invented myself,” he appended modestly. “Leave him to me. You couldn’t come to anybody better than me, ma’am. We’ve had several lunatics in our family” — Diana stepped back a pace— “and his good lady is here?”

“Aunt Lizzie.”

“That makes it a little awkward,” regretted Superbus, “owing to the difficulty of watching him when he’s asleep. Unless Aunt Lizzie would mind? I am a family man.”

“She might object,” said Diana. “No, I don’t think that you need do that. If you can keep a general eye on him. He must not leave the house on any excuse.”

Mr. Superbus smiled.

“You needn’t worry about that, ma’am,” he said.

There followed more instructions and warnings. Diana flew into The Study to pacify a distracted Dempsi, whose urgent voice had interrupted her twice during the interview with the detective.

Mr. Superbus went into the kitchen thoughtfully. He saw no resemblance between Gordon Selsbury and his uncle. He noted that in Aunt Lizzie’s face was an expression of uneasiness.

“Good afternoon,” he said. “My name’s Smith.”

Gordon pointed to the door.

“Go out and change it,” he said.

Mr. Superbus was amused.

“I thought I’d pop down and have a look at you, Uncle Isaac,” he said, and bowed to the lady, “and Aunt Lizzie.” He radiated compassion.

“Get out!” roared Gordon, red of face. “Go back to the lady who employs you and tell her that I give her ten minutes to hand me my keys and kick her infernal Dempsi out of the house!”

“What’s the good?” It was Heloise who spoke. “If you make a fuss you’ll be seeing the judge on Monday.”

“I don’t care!” Gordon was toeing the limit. “I simply don’t care. I’m the master of this house and I will assert myself.”

“Say, Gordon! What am I — one of the extras? Ain’t I got any say in this? You don’t care! Well, I’m certainly glad you’re that way — it’s grand. But I allowed myself to be trapped by a she-octopus and I’ll find another way of getting out than taking the short trail to the hutch. And the only way out is to behave.”

Mr. Superbus agreed. He was not unprepared for the claim that Gordon was master of the house: against this strange hallucination on the part of Uncle Isaac that he was his own nephew, Diana had warned him.

“You’re a good lad and I’m a good lad,” he murmured. “We’re all good lads together.”

He winked at Heloise. Susceptible to such signals, Heloise winked back.

It was maddening — to what degree, Gordon learnt painfully. Mr. Superbus was so kind and so helpful and so tolerant. Gordon went into his pantry and searched for a large, razor-sharp carving knife. There are some things no man can endure — kindness is one of them.
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“Life,” said Mr. Dempsi, stretching the toes of his small feet to the fire with a luxurious intake of breath, “is a beautiful thing. From the utter depths of loveless despair to the sublime accomplishment of heart’s desire — what a transition, my own!”

“Mr. Dempsi—” began Diana.

“Wopsy,” he murmured reproachfully.

“Well — Wopsy. I have allowed you to stay because I wanted a quiet talk with you. A quiet talk,” she stressed the qualification as he reached out for a hand that was not there.

“Silence is so wonderful.” He turned his languishing eyes upon her. “Silence and thought and The Woman.”

But Diana had her piece to say, carefully prepared and rehearsed in the solitude of her room.

“Five years ago you were good enough to ask me to marry you. I refused. People say that young girls are brainless — the fact that I declined the honour you offered is proof to the contrary.

What I felt then, I feel now. My heart is in the grave!”

“My grave.” His smile was melancholy but complacent.

“Don’t be silly. You are alive, I’m sorry — I mean I should be sorry if you weren’t. I had a lover — my heart went out to him, Wopsy,” — her voice trembled, she thought there were tears in his sympathetic eyes, “but he passed.”

“Ran away from you?” Mr. Dempsi sat up.

“When I say ‘passed’ “ — there was more than a trace of acid in Diana’s voice— “I mean… to the Great Beyond.”

“Pegged out?” Dempsi shrugged. “These things happen. Once I loved a girl — oh, Diana, such a girl amongst girls! Tall, divinely fair, gracious in every look and movement. She also passed — to the Great Beyond.”

“She died?” whispered Diana.

“She went on to the stage — in America,” said Dempsi. “She was dead to me. I cut her out of my heart. I could have killed myself, but I said: ‘Wopsy, have you forgotten your little Diana — your first, your only love?’ With a courage that I have often admired, I forgot her. She is now the greatest screen vamp in Hollywood. I see her frequently without a tremor. Such things happen.”

Diana was unmoved, though a little discouraged.

“My love will never be forgotten,” she gulped. “Wopsy, you see how impossible it is — did you get the money?”

“The money — you sent it to me? But, Diana, how foolish!”

“I sent it by cheque,” she said.

He sank back again in his chair.

“You are a foolish little one. Money!” He laughed cruelly. “How you Anglo-Saxons worship money! To men of my temperament…!” He snapped his fingers. “As to your unfaithfulness to the great ideal I provided, your heartless disregard for my memory, I forgive you. You were only a child — you could not be expected to cherish the memory of the man who died for you. That is past. We belong to the Day — tomorrow, Monday, Tuesday we shall be married.”

“What are we doing on Wednesday?” she asked. “Forgive me for looking so far ahead.”

For a second he was disconcerted, uneasy: that he betrayed in his laughter.

“My dear little Diana, how droll you are—”

“Listen, Dempsi or Wopsy, as the case may be — you are returning to your hotel tomorrow. We are not getting married on Monday, Tuesday or Wednesday. Shall I tell you why? I see that you are interested. Because I don’t want to marry you.”

His face darkened.

“This is Uncle Isaac!” he said between his teeth. “The influence of that man is diabolical! All my life I have been thwarted by aunts and uncles. He shall answer to me — Giuseppe Dempsi!”

He flung out of his chair, took two strides toward the door, when she caught his arms desperately.

“Let me go,” he stormed.

“If you leave this room I will telephone for the police!”

The tension relaxed.

“For me — the police for me I” He covered his face in his hands and his shoulders heaved convulsively. Diana felt no regrets.

“And she of whom I dreamt threatens me. Let me die!”

Diana let him. At the end of three minutes he was still alive.

“Mr. Dempsi, dry your eyes.”

Like a faithful but heartbroken hound, he obeyed.

“You may stay here tonight,” she said; “your bedroom is at the top of the stairs. I hope you sleep well. If you want anything, ring the bell. Goodnight.”

He turned wearily toward the door.

“This is not Diana.”

His dejection would have touched a heart of stone. Diana was unmoved. She heard his door close, went silently up the stairs and slipped a key into the lock. He heard, too late, the grating of steel against steel. Before he could reach the door the lock snapped.

“Who is that — who has locked the door? Open it at once.”

“It is I,” said Diana in a low voice.

“But, Diana, this is extraordinary!”

“I do it for your own protection,” she whispered through the keyhole. “Uncle Isaac does not like you — and he is armed!”

A silence.

“But this is dangerous! If there is a fire—”

“Use the extinguisher!” she hissed. “It is hanging in the wardrobe.”

She was tired, aching in every limb, immensely lonely. Oh, for the comforting presence of Gordon! Or even Eleanor, at that moment sitting in agitated conference with Mrs. Magglesark, discussing the strange behaviour of mistresses in general and Australian mistresses in particular.

Happily there was Mr. Superbus.

The faint sound of music came up from the servants’ hall as she descended the stairs. Mr. Superbus was playing a mouth-organ softly, almost musically. Aunt Lizzie sat before the kitchen fire, chin in hand. Uncle Isaac leant against the kitchen dresser, glowering at the musician. The harmonies were confirmed as she opened the door.

“Had a pleasant evening?” she asked.

“I’ve had nothing to eat but bread and cheese,” said Gordon. “This little joke of yours is going too far, Diana.”

She looked at him aghast.

“We didn’t have any dinner!” she said in dismay, tempered with the satisfaction that Dempsi was at that moment starving in his locked room. “I haven’t even had bread and cheese — it is time for you to go to bed.”

“I’ll go when I please,” said Gordon loudly.

Mr. Superbus shook his head reprovingly.

“Naughty, naughty!” he chided. “That’s not like my Uncle Isaac. And he’s been such a good boy, ma’am, singing as gay as a lark.”

Gordon blushed.

“I didn’t sing, you jackass!” he growled.

“Didn’t he sing, Aunt Lizzie?”

She shrugged indifferent shoulders.

“Well, if he didn’t sing he ‘ummed,” insisted Mr. Superbus.

His repertoire on the mouth-organ included the Eton Boating Song — Gordon was an old Etonian. Doubtless he had ‘ummed: no Etonian could resist the lilt of it.

“To bed,” said Diana curtly.

Swinging her keys, she had the appearance of a jailer,

“You will regret this,” said Gordon between his teeth. “I can bring a thousand people to identify me.”

“And how many to identify Aunt Lizzie?” asked Diana with a curl of her lips.

Gordon had no answer. She had the exasperating habit of shutting every door in his face, dispelling every wild vision of liberty that hope conjured to shape.

Heloise was not silenced.

“Why, that’s not going to be difficult,” she drawled. “I’m Mrs. van Oynne of 71 Clarence Gate Gardens.”

“Very good,” nodded Diana. “You are at liberty to telephone to the police and allow them to identify you. I’ll tell them that by an error I have mistaken you for Double Dan’s — what is the word? partners? They will put things right.”

Heloise got up.

“I was never strong for fighting,” she said. “I’m going to bed.”

Diana led the way, Gordon came after, Mr. Superbus followed, emitting soft tuning noises from his mouth-organ. Were it in his repertoire, Gordon would have selected “The Death of Asa” as an appropriate accompaniment to that solemn march. He imagined himself a malefactor on his way to execution. Diana had the air of hangman and private torturer.

“Goodnight,” he said mechanically, and stopped at the door of his room.

“Not in there!” Her loud whisper was threatening. He followed to the floor above.

The room chosen was that in which Diana said she intended sleeping the man and wife who were to be engaged for the autumn cleaning. Heloise went in — she knew the room.

“Goodnight,” she said.

“You have forgotten something,” said Diana.

“If you think I’m going to kiss you, there’s a surprise coming to you, girl,” said Heloise, and tried to shut the door.

“Your husband,” said Diana primitively.

The door slammed, Diana heard a chair dragged across the room, and guessed that the back of it was being propped under the handle. Gordon’s throat went dry.

“You have quarrelled?” said Diana. “Or perhaps you don’t….”

“I don’t!”

The voice came from his stomach — he had never suspected such a range of sound in himself.

“That’s very awkward.” She tapped her lips with a key. “You’ll have to go into the spare room. Come down.”

The spare room was at the far end of the passage and the bed had not been made up.

“There are the blankets,” said Diana and pointed. “Tomorrow I will find sheets for you. The bed is more comfortable than any you’ll find at the police station.”

She locked the door on him.

The window was open, but there was no method of reaching safety. Here the wall dropped sheerly to the bottom of the area, and if you missed the area there was a row of sharp, spiked railings. Gordon decided to go to bed. For an hour he tossed from side to side, his nerves on edge, sleep farther from him than ever. There might be a spare key to the room in one of the drawers. He searched diligently, but without success. Then he tried the door. From somewhere outside came the sound of a knife-cleaner working eccentrically. Or it may have been the noise of a carpet-sweeper being pushed across the floor by one who had no conception of rhythm. As he turned the handle, the noise ceased and a voice said:

“Sleep well. Uncle Isaac.”

Mr. Superbus, that faithful watch dog, was sleeping on the mat.
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Diana stirred uneasily in her sleep and woke. There was no sound but the distant snore of Mr. Superbus, but she had an uncanny instinct that all was not well. Slipping out of bed, she pulled on her dressing-gown and looked out of the window. She saw a figure on the sidewalk. A man, slight of build, round-shouldered. She saw him clearly in the light of the street standard which was immediately opposite the house. She guessed his face rather than saw it, and wondered where she had seen him before. Stark, the window-cleaner! Now she knew him. As she looked, he stood back quickly, bringing himself against the railings. Craning her neck, she saw a shadowy policeman slowly passing the end of the street. He reached the opposite corner and stopped, came a few steps down Cheynel Gardens and stopped again. There was the flare of a match. It was the hour when policemen produce surreptitious pipes in defiance of all regulations. The figure against the railings remained motionless.

“What do you want?” demanded Diana.

Mr. Stark looked up.

“Nothing, lady. I can’t sleep,” he stammered.

“See the policeman: he’ll nurse you,” said Diana.

He disappeared up the passage leading to the courtyard, but presently he came back and walked boldly back to the main street. Diana saw the smoking policeman cross the road. There was a brief conversation and Mr. Stark disappeared. Diana thought she had seen the policeman’s hands moving scientifically over the loafer’s body.

She was thoroughly awake now. The hour was 3.15. She took up her handbag, unlocked and opened her door and listened. The watchful Julius was awake instantly.

“It is only I, Mr. Superbus,” she said, relieved to find him so alert. “I am afraid you’re having a very uncomfortable time.”

“No, miss: I seldom sleep. Napoleon was that way by all accounts. Want anything, ma’am?”

“I’m going to make myself a cup of tea,” she said, and went down the gloomy stairs to the kitchen.

She was very hungry — she made tea, found a tinful of biscuits and called her protector in a whisper to share the feast.

“We might as well have some light,” she said, and lit the hall lamp. “Come in, Mr. Superbus.”

The door of The Study did not yield to her pressure, and she frowned.

“I’m sure I did not lock this door,” she said, and found the passkey in her bag. The door was bolted on the inside!

“Wait here whilst I dress,” she said.

The eyes of Julius Superbus bulged. Excitement toned his complexion from petunia to old gold. He was not nervous; he was not frightened. Danger made him go pale. Mark Antony was that way.

She was down again in an incredibly short space of time, took the revolver belt from the hall cupboard and fixed it about her waist. Mr. Superbus saw the gun in her hand and felt more comfortable.

“Open the door, please.”

There was a faint rustle of movement on the other side of the door. A not so faint click as if lights were being extinguished.

“Guard the back of the house,” she said in a low voice. “He will probably escape over the wall. Take no risks — strike him down at once. He may be armed!”

Mr. Superbus did not move. He was rooted to the spot, as they say.

“What about getting a policeman?” he asked hollowly.

She shook her head.

“I don’t want the police here. Do as I tell you, please.”

Mr. Superbus tried to lift a foot and winced; his rheumatism had “come on” again.

“I won’t leave you here by yourself,” he said unsteadily; “it would be cowardly, leaving a lady by herself.”

From the hall there was one entrance to The Study. You might reach it, however, through the small anteroom which Gordon used as a book store. He refused to dignify the place with the description of “library.”

“Stay here,” she whispered, and sped along the dark passage.

The door was unlocked, the smell of books came to her in the darkness, and she stepped stealthily into the room, pistol in hand.

The second door into The Study opened. The big room was in darkness except for the faint light of the painted window.

“Hands up!” she called. ‘T see you!”

The light control was at the other end of the room — she felt cautiously forward. She had taken a few steps when the door into the hall jerked open and a figure darted through, slamming the door….

Superbus would have him, she thought exultantly as she ran in pursuit. But there was no sound of struggle, and when she flew into the hall it was empty.

“Mr. Superbus!” she called.

“Here, ma’am.” He came out of The Study behind her. “I follered you,” he said; “it wasn’t right to let a lady take risks. Did you see him?”

“Oh, why didn’t you do as I told you?” she wailed.

“My duty was to foller you.” Julius was dogged. “It was safer.”

Which was true.

She put on all the lights of The Study. Nothing apparently had been disturbed except

She had left the pointer of the combination on the letter “X.” It was now on “A.”

“Bring in the tea,” she said, and continued her inspection.

Mr. Superbus returned with the tray she had filled.

“What we want are cloos,” he said gently, so gently that she did not hear him aright.

“The wine cellars are closed. I don’t want the bother of unlocking them — and I never drink.”

“Cloos,” said Julius loudly.

“Oh! I thought you said… well, find some.”

Bent double, he prowled round the room. Diana ate biscuits ravenously.

“Somebody has been here,” he pointed to the big chair near the fireplace. “Look at that cushion — there’s the mark of a head.”

“Mine,” she was laconic, a trifle unkind. “Look for cigar-ash, my dear Watson!”

He eyed her with a certain amount of suspicion which was largely justified.

“Come and eat,” she said, and dropped the biscuit tin within reach. “Now how on earth did he get out?”

“Who?”

“Doub — Uncle Isaac.” She corrected her error instantly.

Julius could afford to smile.

“He didn’t get out. I’ve never left my post, ma’am. My own theory is that it was a burglar.”

“How did he leave the house?” she asked. “The front door is still chained and bolted. He must still be in the house.”

“Don’t say that, miss — ma’am,” begged Julius nervously. “If he was in this house I wouldn’t be responsible for myself. I go mad when I see burglars — that’s why the doctor ordered me to keep away from ‘em.”

“He’s in the house; probably hiding in the kitchen. Have some biscuits; when I’ve finished my tea we’ll go look for him.”

Julius had no appetite.

“This is a case for the regular police,” he said earnestly. “They’re paid for it, anyway. The Government supports their widows. Besides,” unselfishly, “they get promotion for capturing burglars. I believe in doing somebody a good turn whenever I can. Shall I get a copper?”

She motioned him to remain.

“Stay here: I will look.”

He refused to stay. His place was by her side and a little behind her. He liked the way she handled that Browning. She seemed the kind of woman who would stand no nonsense.

The kitchen drew blank.

“I never thought he was here,” she said. “No, it was Uncle Isaac.”

Mr. Superbus, back in The Study, propounded a startling theory.

“There’s such things as subterranean passages,” he said. “I’ve seen ‘em. You push back a panel and there’s a flight of stairs, leading to an underground vault. You touch a spring—”

“There are no springs to be touched at 61 Cheynel Gardens,” she said, “and no panels, and no underground vaults except the cellar where the furnace is. Go down and satisfy yourself.”

Mr. Superbus countered graciously that her word was sufficient.

The hour was a quarter after four o’clock. Mr. Superbus lit the fire, going very slowly down to the kitchen to find the kindling wood, and coming very swiftly up again. His teeth were chattering: it was very chilly in the kitchen, he said.

“There was nothing to hurt you in the kitchen,” she said.

Julius was amused.

“Hurt me? I’d like to see the thing that tried it on! I don’t know what fear is, ma’am. All our family is that way. ]My brother Augustus walks through a churchyard every night from the Duchesses’ Arms—”

“Does she know him so well — how odd!” she said.

“It’s the name of an inn, ma’am. He’s married. Yes, he walks through the churchyard and he’s never seen anything. His wife — she’s got a bitter tongue — says that she’s not surprised. He can’t see her by the time he gets home. My sister Agrippa is as brave as a lion — it runs in the family. What’s that!”

He half rose. From the hall came the sound of stealthy footsteps.

“Go out and see.”

She reached for the gun.

Mr. Superbus went reluctantly, making a wide detour. You can as easily see into the hall from the far side of the room as from the doorway. She saw him creep slowly onward until he was in a position, by stretching his neck, to command a view of the hall.

“Don’t shoot, ma’am,” he quavered; “it’s Aunt!”

Heloise advanced into the room, a scowl on her face.

“What’s the trouble?” she demanded. “I heard somebody running upstairs.”

Her eyes fell on the biscuit tin. She reached for a handful, sat down before the unlit fire and munched moodily.

“There’s a cat and canary feeling about this house,” she said. “I wish I was home!”

Diana was impressed by the abysmal dejection of the woman.

“Get another cup and saucer, Mr. Superbus,” she said. “Aunt Lizzie would like some tea.”

Julius had gone down on his knees before the fireplace, in that attitude resembling a priest of some mystic sect of fire-worshippers. Straightening his back, he looked up anxiously.

“You will find a cup and saucer on the servery at the end of the passage,” said Diana. “You need not go down to the kitchen.”

Julius rose with relief.

“I don’t mind the kitchen,” he said untruly.

It was Heloise who lit the fire and crouched above it, folded arms on knees, staring down at the little banners of flame. It seemed to her that a million years had passed since she had discussed anybody’s soul. Watching her, Diana had a view of a delicately moulded cheek and the tip of a well-shaped nose, and experienced an inexplicable wave of compassion toward the woman.

“What is Double Dan to you?” she asked.

Heloise shrugged her left shoulder.

“Are you married to him?”

Mrs. van Oynne was sensitive to atmosphere. No English barometer (the most restless of all scientific instruments except perhaps a Japanese seismograph) was quite as responsive to the emotions of others as was the little detector which registered sympathy in the nimble brain of Heloise.

“Some day I will tell you,” she said, in a tone of deepest melancholy, “but not now — not now!”

She drew a long, shivering sigh.

“I don’t suppose you’re following this kind of life for the fun of it,” Diana went on, her heart softening toward her unwilling guest.

“You’ve said it!” Heloise nodded slowly.

“If I could do anything—” began Diana.

Mr. Superbus arrived with the extra cup and saucer, and confidences were temporarily sidetracked.

“Sleep well, Aunt Lizzie?” asked Julius, drinking audibly.

She shook her head.

“No, I can’t sleep in strange beds. Besides, I’ve got trouble — big trouble. People can’t sleep when they’re in trouble.”

“Ah!” said Julius wisely. “My theory is that you have slept.”

She looked round at him over her shoulder.

“Where do you get that theory? Don’t you think I know whether I slept or not, you poor… Mr. Superbus?”

“No,” said Julius calmly; “there’s one thing nobody knows — you can never know that you’re asleep. You’re a bit of a sonombulist?” he asked with elaborate carelessness.

“How’s that?”

“Sonombulist — walk in your sleep. I got an idea I saw you about one o’clock?”

She turned her face away to the contemplation of the fire.

“Got ideas too? That mind of yours is surely active. If I thought you’d seen me at one o’clock, why, I’d die right here at this very minute. I was taking off — you married?”

Julius, with some complacence, confessed that he was.

“Well, I guess I can discuss corsets without offending against Public Morality. You didn’t see me at one o’clock — I’d be sorry to think you had.”

Julius was embarrassed but not completely discouraged.

“Maybe it was three o’clock — I saw somebody coming downstairs. Ha ha, Aunt Lizzie, I saw you!”

He lifted a roguish finger.

“You’re nutty,” she said tersely, yawned and got up. “I guess I could sleep now. And I’m going to hang a stocking over the keyhole of my door.” She directed this remark at Mr. Superbus and he choked indignantly at the base insinuation.

“Did you see her?” asked Diana after Heloise had gone.

“No, ma’am, I didn’t,” admitted Julius. “You can often get people to confess that way. It’s called the Third Decree in America. I’ve tried it myself. We had a charwoman help once who used to pinch my tobacco for her husband. I tried it on her — and other cases.”

“You think it was Aunt Lizzie that was in the room?”

“Certain!” said Julius. “Notice how quiet she walks? That’s a bad sign—”

“Notice how she reeks of Origon?” mimicked Diana.

“I didn’t see her reeking,” admitted Mr. Superbus, confused.

“I wonder you didn’t — those heavy perfumes are almost visible. And there was no scent of Origon in the room — no fresh scent, anyway.”

It was still dark when she drew up the blind and looked out. She felt very wide awake without knowing exactly in what manner her activity might be best employed.

“Take this key, go up into Uncle Isaac’s room, open the door quietly and see if he is there. And then get out — quick!”

Julius did not like that word “quick!” Climbing the stairs leisurely, he listened at the door of Uncle Isaac’s room. There was no sound. Which was satisfactory. On the other hand, the very stillness might be ominous. Mad people are notoriously cunning. He remembered gruesome stories he had heard of cat-footed maniacs who had crept up behind their guards and cut their throats with pieces of old iron secretly sharpened.

Julius Superbus drew a long breath. The blood of his Caesarian ancestors ran a little coldly; the pumping station under his left-hand waistcoat pocket increased its thump noisily. Again he listened. If Uncle Isaac was asleep, he would make no noise. Therefore, if there was no sound, he must be asleep. He went downstairs again.

“Sleeping like an innocent child,” he reported, “one ‘and under his cheek an’ a sort of smile on his face.”

She took the key from his hand and looked at it.

“You went in?”

“Right in,” said Julius, sunning his back at the fire. “Put on the light, had a good look around.”

She looked at the flat steel in her hand.

“I only asked you,” she said, “because I gave you the key of The Study by mistake.”

Julius was a man of infinite resource.

“I’ve got a way of opening doors that’s known only to three people in the world.”

“Come up with me,” she said, rising. “I’ve got a way too — I use the right key.”

He walked behind her, temporarily at a disadvantage.

She opened the door of Gordon’s prison quickly and snapped on the light.

The room was empty.
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Knotted to the bedstead was a rope. It was of amateur make, being three strips of blanket plaited together, and the rope led through the open window.

Diana looked down. The end of the rope dangled less than six feet from the windowsill. He must have dropped twenty feet to the stone flags below.

“That’s funny,” said Superbus, game to the last. “When I looked in—”

“Let us keep to facts,” begged Diana, her youthful brows wrinkled. “What is the use of a rope if it only falls him a few feet from the sill — and why didn’t he pull the bed to the window?”

She pulled the bed herself — it moved easily. The weight of a man would have drawn it across the floor.

Thoughtfully she took stock of the apartment. In one corner stood a long, mirror-fronted wardrobe. Drawing her Browning, she pulled open the door.

“Come out, please,” she said coldly.

Gordon stepped forth with some dignity.

Standing in the doorway, Mr. Superbus witnessed the astonishing spectacle and shook his head reproachfully.

“Uncle Isaac, Uncle Isaac!” he said reprovingly. “I never thought you’d play a trick like that on an old friend!”

“Will you kindly tell me why you destroyed my bed linen?” asked Diana, and her cool claim to the ownership of anything in the house aroused Gordon to fury.

“Your bed linen is my bed linen!” he spluttered.

She raised her hand.

“We will not go into that matter. Uncle Isaac,” she said with freezing politeness. “Will you be kind enough to draw in the blanket and close the window? It will be light soon, and I have no wish to give the milkman a topic for discussion. I have my cousin’s interests to guard.”

“Send for Bobbie,” said Gordon, suddenly quiet. “I don’t think he will have any doubt as to who I am.”

“If by ‘Bobbie’ you mean Mr. Robert Selsbury,” said Diana, “I’ve already telephoned to him. He is out of town — probably decoyed away by your agents.”

Gordon was stricken to silence. The last avenue of escape was closed,

“Very well,” he said. “I promise you I will give you no further trouble.”

He pulled in the rope, let down the window and drew the blinds.

“Now, if you don’t mind,” he said, “I would like to go to sleep. I have been up the whole of the night.”

She nodded.

“You may sleep, but ]Mr. Superbus will sit in this room. I will lock the door on you both—”

“Personally, I prefer sitting outside,” said Mr. Superbus hastily. “I should like a smoke.”

“You will remain,” said Diana with firmness.

“If he does. 111 chuck him out of the window,” said Gordon savagely.

Mr. Superbus backed from the room.

“He’ll be all right, ma’am — miss,” he said. “Trust old Uncle Isaac.”

Diana knew that it was useless to insist. She shut the door on her captive and went down to The Study, being confident that he would make no further attempt at escape.

She must get in touch with Bobbie, must even risk his annoyance at being dragged from his bed at that unearthly hour. She took up the telephone and put through a call. It was answered with surprising rapidity. The voice of an unknown man spoke: she guessed it was Bobbie’s servant.

“It is Miss Ford speaking. Can I speak to Mr. Selsbury?”

“He hasn’t been home all night, miss. I’ve been sitting up for him. He said he might get into London at daybreak.”

“Where is he?” she asked.

“He’s gone to Ostend, miss. He telephoned me from Dover.”

The news was unexpected and a little alarming.

“Has he gone alone?” she asked.

“To the best of my knowledge and belief, miss,” said Bobbie’s man, tactfully, diplomatically and legally.

Diana hung up the receiver. Had they lured Bobbie, she wondered?
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Bobbie Selsbury had gone to Victoria to rescue his brother at the eleventh hour from a situation which could be mildly described as dangerous. He had searched one Continental train from end to end, and was half way through another when the guard’s whistle sounded, and he was faced with the alternatives of leaving his search incomplete or going on to Dover. He decided upon the latter course, continuing his inspection of the compartments, roving Pullman cars, peeping in upon indignant honeymoon couples, without discovering the object of his search. At Dover he discovered that there had been a relief train leave Victoria at a quarter to eleven; the passengers were already on the steamer. Gordon may have come by that, he thought, and made his decision.

He had no passport, but most of the restrictions affecting Continental travel, especially travel to Belgium, had been removed, and he was able to convince the passport officer at the barrier that his business was of such urgency, and his identity so well established, that a little licence might be extended to him; and, on the promise that he would return after leaving the ship, he was allowed to pass to the quayside.

He stopped only to get a call through to London, and, by great good luck, found the Dover-London wire disengaged. The boat was crowded, and he was no sooner on board than he saw how impossible it was to make sure that Gordon was not on the boat by a search whilst the ship was in port. The Princess Juliana
 carried Bobbie to sea. He arrived at Ostend at four o’clock in the afternoon, having satisfied himself that, although there were many suspicious characters on the ship, Gordon and Mrs. van Oynne were not two of them.

He spent two hours seeking the British ViceConsul and persuading that gentleman to give him the necessary certificate to be readmitted, and to placate the passport officer on the other side, who had already been notified of his unauthorized departure.

Very few of the Ostend hotels were open, but Bobbie made a tour of all, examining their visitors’ books. Gordon was not in Ostend. That was a relief. He might have changed his mind at the last moment and gone to Paris, but that was unlikely. Bobbie believed his brother, though he imposed the limit of strain upon his credulity.

He returned to Dover by the night boat, and came in the grey dawn to the port, where he was held for two hours by the outraged passport authorities, missing the boat train and finally catching a slow train from the town station. He arrived in London at ten, unshaven, weary and irritable, and he did then what he might well have done at first — he drove straight to Scotland Yard, and, fortune favouring him, found Inspector Carslake in his room. Carslake and he had been in France together, and for twelve months had worked side by side in the Intelligence Bureau, where enemy regiments were identified and their positions plotted, by methods which would have puzzled cleverer people than my dear Watson.

As briefly as possible Bobbie told his story, and the inspector listened with unusual interest.

“It’s curious you should come to me. I have charge of the Double Dan cases, and I must say that this looks like a typical coup of his.”

“Gordon isn’t an easy man to impersonate,” warned Bobbie, “though I told him he was when I was trying to scare him.”

“Anybody is easy to Double Dan,” said Carslake at once. “Tall, short, thin or fat. He’s a specialist — the only man at the game as far as I know. You didn’t see the woman, Mrs. van Oynne?”

Bobbie shook his head.

“Do you know where she lives?”

“I haven’t the slightest idea.”

“He will do nothing till Monday,” said Carslake thoughtfully. “Dan only works in banking hours, but when he does work he moves! I take off my hat to Dan — he’s clever.”

“Who is he?”

“A man named Throgood. He used to be an actor — I believe he’s played opposite some of the best people in America. He was the English dude type. He himself is English or Welsh. His partner is an American or a Canadian, and an ex-chorus girl. Maybe it’s the same — rather slight, short, with golden hair, blue eyes?”

Bobbie shook his head.

“Doesn’t sound like Mrs. van Oynne,” he said, hope dawning in his breast. “Perhaps I’m mistaken. You’re sure?”

Carslake nodded.

“We trailed her to Paris and missed her. I shouldn’t think he’d be working again for a very long time. He likes to allow the excitement to die down, and I shouldn’t think that he’d take on a new partner; they require very careful training.” He chuckled. “Double Dan’s getting on the nerves of some of your commercial people,” he said, “but I don’t think I should worry very much about him. Anyway, I’ll come along and see you on Monday.”

Bobbie went home, feeling happier than he had been for the past twentyfour hours.
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His servant had news for him.

“Miss Ford rang you up this morning, sir.”

“Oh, what had she to say?” Bobbie turned, lather brush in hand.

“She only asked if you were at home.”

“What time was this?”

“About five o’clock, sir.”

“Five o’clock! You graven image, why didn’t you tell me?”

Lathered as he was, he dashed to the telephone and got through to Diana.

“Is that you, Bobbie? Can I see you to-day?”

“I’ll come at once.”

There was a silence at the other end of the wire.

“I don’t think you need come at once,” said Diana. “Just call in — don’t be surprised if you find somebody here you’ve heard me speak about.”

“Not Dempsi?” he asked, astonished.

“Yes, he is… staying for a day or two. I’ll

explain when you come.”

Bobbie whistled softly.

He lunched in the gloomy solitude of his club (it was Sunday, the day on which all clubs are at their worst) and early in the afternoon strolled round to Cheynel Gardens. The door was opened by a stage butler. Bobbie looked fascinated at the glittering display of shirt-front and the ill-fitting dress suit, several times too small for its wearer.

“Mrs. Ford is in The Study,” said the apparition gruffly.

Bobbie gazed in wonder; the servitor with the concertina trousers might have stepped out from any burlesque of any triangle drama. Had there been printed across the dazzling shirt-front “James: an old family servant, devoted to the children,” he could not have been more obvious.

“So you’re the new butler?”

The new butler put his hand on his heart, bowed and growled:

“Yes, sir — name of Smith.” He was squinting, his face fearfully distorted.

“Well, I’m going to call you Superbus. Take that look off your face and stop looking round corners.”

Mr. Superbus obeyed. He was for a while disappointed.

“Lord, sir, did you recognise me?” he asked. “Maybe Mrs. Ford told you?”

Bobbie smiled derisively.

“Recognise you! Good heavens! Why you absolutely shouted! I spotted you the moment I saw you!”

“That’s funny,” said Mr. Superbus. “My good lady always says that when I disguise my face that way she would pass me in the street.”

“How can you blame her? Who wouldn’t pass you in the street with that face? Even your wife has some illusions left, I suppose. Now, Superbus, what is the game?”

Julius was all innocence. A wreath of wild flowers about his head would not have made him more coyishly artless. Bobbie was not deceived.

“Game, sir?”

“Why are you in this house, got up like a comic seneschal? Does Miss Ford know who you are?”

Mr. Superbus closed the door quickly and put his finger to his lips.

“‘Ush!” he said mysteriously.

Bobbie waited.

“Well, I’m ‘ushing,” he said impatiently.

Julius tiptoed to The Study and beckoned him through the doorway. He had the air of a respectable conspirator; one who knew that whenever the mine exploded he would be out of the way and could, in certain eventualities, be an acceptable witness for the prosecution.

“She sent for me,” he said darkly. “Asked me to come and stay here — I come! Could I refuse? If there’s any danger I like to be on the spot. That’s me!”

Bobbie thought he understood Diana’s motive. She wanted a man in the house; he was not alone in respecting the genius of Double Dan.

“Oh, I see. Sensible girl!”

Mr. Superbus nodded.

“Yes, sir, very sensible. I don’t know anybody sensibler. She came to the right man. Me.”

“I was talking to myself,” a little stiffly.

Julius inclined his head again.

“Yes, sir; we both heard you,” he said. “I’ve got wonderful ears.”

“I understand Miss Ford was alone in the house and she asked you to come and stay? I’m glad.”

“Well, not exactly alone,” explained Mr. Superbus, loath to share the honours which were rightly his as Chief Protector. “Of course, there’s Uncle Isaac.”

Bobbie’s mouth opened.

“Unc — Uncle Isaac? Uncle Isaac who?”

Julius had meant to ask this question at the first opportunity.

“I don’t know his other name — very bad-tempered gentleman. He has fits; and… “He tapped his forehead, but Bobbie did not grasp the sense of the pantomime.

“Uncle Isaac! Suffering Moses!”

Mr. Superbus shook his head.

“No, sir, he hasn’t come yet. They must be Hebrew gentlemen. Only Uncle Isaac and Mr. Dempsi.”

Bobbie knew about Dempsi.

“ — and Aunt Lizzie,” concluded Julius.

Bobbie staggered, grasped the mantelpiece for support, and turned a wan countenance to the shirt-fronted butler. The unreality of the position was intensified. Presently Julius would produce two rabbits and a bowl of goldfish from a silk hat, and Diana would skip on to the scene m a ballet dress and a fixed smile. And then Bobbie would wake up.

“Do you mind pouring out a drink?” he asked faintly. “My hand’s not steady.”

The Great Detective opened the tantalus with an air of pride and poured forth a potion.

“Say ‘when,’ “ he said. He would have made a good barman, he was so talkative.

“Aunt Lizzie, I think you said?”

Bobbie had reviewed his relations, but no Aunt Lizzie showed in their serried ranks.

“Yes, sir — she came with Uncle Isaac, yesterday afternoon. Rare pretty young lady she is too. Naturally she and Uncle Isaac don’t get on well together. Fancy calling her Lizzie! It’s common. And when there’s nice names like Maud and Ethel and Agnes to choose from.”

Bobbie got back to normal with a struggle.

“Why — why shouldn’t she be called Lizzie? It’s — it’s an auntish name. Aunt Lizzie!”

Mr. Superbus helped himself from the decanter. He it was who had discovered the tantalus in a cabinet. And rights of discoverers are indisputable.

“Good health, sir!” he said, and drank.

“Aunt Lizzie!” muttered Bobbie.

“What I can’t understand,” said Julius, wiping his mouth deftly, “is, when she’s got a good name like Heloise — that’s what he calls her when they’re alone…”

It was not the whisky, for he had not drunk thereof; nor the smell of it, for the aroma had not reached him. The room suddenly spun before his eyes. He saw twentyfour Superbuses wiping twentyfour moustaches.

“Heloise! Heloise!” he muttered. “Has she — has she got hair dark as the raven’s?”

Julius considered. He had never met a raven, but he understood that it was a very dark bird.

“Yes, sir.”

“And eyes that probe your soul?” asked Bobbie.

Again the detective considered.

“Well, she ain’t done any probing as far as I’m concerned,” he confessed, “but there’s something about them that’s — well, peculiar.”

“And the sweetest voice in the world?”

Here again Mr. Superbus was handicapped by a lack of experience. Voices were just voices to him.

“I’ve never heard her singing,” he confessed, “or talking much. She swears a bit at Uncle Isaac, which in my opinion isn’t ladylike. Nor smoking, for the matter of that. The way some of these ladies smoke is very sad. Smoking stunts the growth — which a doctor told me, and what a doctor don’t know ain’t worth knowing.”

Bobbie interrupted him.

“Where — where is Uncle Isaac?”

The reply came like a thunderclap.

“Cleaning the silver.”

Bobbie reeled.

“Cleaning the silver!” he said, dazed. “I’ll wake up in a minute.” He pinched himself, Mr. Superbus watching and ready to offer suggestions. They were unnecessary: Bobbie found a tender spot. “I’m awake — it’s real. Uncle Isaac is cleaning the silver! Where are the servants — the other servants?”

Julius could take exception at the “other.”

“Miss Ford sent them out, if you mean the servants. I’m here professional. I don’t mind tellin’ you, sir, that my job is to see that Uncle Isaac don’t go out too.”

Bobbie began at last to see daylight. If it was Gordon, his desire for liberty was not only pardonable but praiseworthy.

“Does he want to go?”

Julius thought the question unnecessary. Surely a member of the family knew all about the family skeletons? At the same time it was only natural that he should pretend he didn’t. Julius was a just man.

“He’s a bit nutty. See what I mean? He’s got delusions, hallucinations — to use a medical expression. Sees things, thinks he’s somebody else. I’ve had hundreds of such cases through my hands.”

“But who put him to clean the silver?” insisted Bobbie.

“Miss Ford. Said it would keep him occupied.”

A step in the hall, a heavy step.

“That’s him coming now. Don’t be afraid of Uncle Isaac, sir: he’s as harmless as a child—”

Gordon came in at that moment, but stopped dead at the sight of the visitor. He was in his shirtsleeves, he carried a duster in his hand, his front was covered with a large white apron and a bib that was kept in place by a pin. Bobbie could not speak — he could only stare and stare.

“By heavens, it’s — Uncle Isaac!” he said in a voice that was almost inaudible to Mr. Superbus.

“You know him, sir?” he smiled. “I thought it would be very strange if you didn’t. Members of the same family, so to speak, and very likely inflicted in the same way.”

“Ye-yes, I know him.”

Mr. Superbus approached the unhappy object of their discussion.

“Do you want something. Uncle Isaac?” he asked kindly, and patted Gordon’s arm. So broken was Mr. Selsbury’s spirit that his keeper remained alive and uninjured.

“Yes — no,” he said hoarsely.

Julius shook his head.

“He can’t make up his mind about anything. It takes you that way. I wonder how he ever got married.”

Gordon steadied himself.

“Where is — Aunt Lizzie?” he gulped.

“In her room, Uncle Isaac, reading.”

For a second Gordon’s face was contorted.

“Don’t call me uncle,” he grated, holding himself in hand. “I’m not your uncle, anyway.”

“No, sir,” admitted Julius. “I haven’t got any uncles. Not as far as I know. They run in some families and they don’t run in others.”

Suddenly his brow clouded, and he glared at Gordon with such intense malignity that even Bobbie quailed.

“Here — I’ve just got an idea in my head, sir,” he slowly, “a sort of inspiration. Is that Uncle Isaac?”

Bobbie started.

“Eh?”

“Do you know Uncle Isaac?” The idea or inspiration had taken firm hold of his imagination. “Suppose Double Dan was passin’ himself off as him!”

Bobbie looked past the man to his brother. Gordon was frowning and shaking his head. He wished to keep in the character of the patriarch for some extraordinary reason.

“Oh, yes,” said Bobbie, “that is Uncle Isaac.” He was almost breathless.

Julius was not immediately convinced.

“Are you sure?” dubiously.

Bobbie became very confident.

“Oh, rather! That is Uncle Isaac all right — how absurd, of course it is Uncle Isaac. I knew him in a minute.”

No man readily sacrifices his inspirations — Julius was but human, though there were moments when this was hard to believe.

“Oh!” he said disappointedly. “Mind you, Double Dan’s clever.”

“Nonsense!” said Bobbie with loud scorn. “He couldn’t impersonate Uncle Isaac. I would know him anywhere!”

“Oh, couldn’t he…!” sneered Superbus. “You don’t know Double Dan!”

Bobbie had done some quick thinking. He must talk to Gordon alone. Mr. Superbus being impervious to the hints which followed:

“I want to have a little talk with my uncle,” said Bobbie, “on family business. Do you mind leaving us alone for a minute?”

Julius was in two minds about the matter.

“Don’t let him escape,” he cautioned. “He’s as artful as a monkey! You ought to hear what he did to me last night!”

“Certainly not.” Bobbie was ready to promise that he would bring his brother to execution.

Still Mr. Superbus lingered. Diana had gone out, leaving instructions which were to be carried out to the letter. Julius was a stickler for duty.

“And don’t let him telephone.”

Even this Bobbie promised, and Julius took a reluctant leave.

“I’ll be on hand if he’s troublesome,” he said from the doorway. “Now, no larks, uncle!”

“Uncle” mutely promised.

The portal closed, Bobbie went softly and listened. For a few seconds he waited, and then jerked open the door. Julius was stooping to lace his shoes. A less inquisitive man might have been suspected of having his ear to the keyhole.

“Want me?” he asked with a blameless smile.

“No,” said Bobbie, so emphatically that Mr. Superbus could not mistake his meaning. The door closed again.

“Gordon, what on earth?”

Gordon threw out despairing arms.

“Bobbie, I’m in a hell of a mess,” he said, his tone one of anguish beyond remedy.

“What has happened — what does it mean?” asked the bewildered Bobbie. “Why didn’t you get in touch with me before?”

Gordon’s gesture cut short his questioning.

“I tried to telephone you, but I couldn’t get on, and ever since, that infernal jackass has been keeping guard over the instrument. Is it a crime to kill an amateur detective? I’ve forgotten. I know that in some circumstances murder is justifiable.”

“What has happened?” asked Bobbie again.

For fully three minutes Gordon paced the room, so agitated that he could not steady his voice. His relief at Bobbie’s arrival had brought the inevitable reaction. Presently he grew calmer.

“When I got to the station to meet — you know—”

“Heloise?”

Gordon winced. He didn’t want to talk about Heloise. The very sound of her name gave him a little pain.

“I found her in a state of terrible fear. You can imagine how I felt when she told me that her husband was watching the barriers and thirsting for my blood! She wanted me to go on and await her, but of course I bolted back; went to the hotel to change, and found that the valet who had my bag and had taken it to the station parcels office, was away for the weekend. I came home, and she must have followed.”

“Heloise?”

Gordon swallowed something.

“Say ‘she’ or ‘her,’ “ he begged. “I feel better about her when she’s a pronoun!”

“She must have followed?” repeated Bobbie in horror. “Then she is here! She — she isn’t Aunt Lizzie by any chance?”

“She is Aunt Lizzie! Aunt Lizzie! Oh, Bobbie, isn’t this the most awful thing that ever happened? What am I going to do? I can’t leave the house—”

“But why?” asked Bobbie, thunderstruck.

No man stood less in need of cross-examination at that moment than Gordon. He had hopes that Bobbie, with his curious insight into human affairs, would accept the situation without demanding analysis.

“I can’t understand,” began Bobbie. “You’ve only to explain to Diana—”

Gordon’s laugh was harsh. Bobbie had heard him laugh once before like that — when he was recovering from gas after having a tooth out.

“I haven’t told you the worst,” said Gordon gloomily. “Diana found me here and accused me of being Double Dan. I was struck dumb. The idea was so grotesque that I could not find words to answer her. Suppose somebody came to you in the street and accused you of murder, what would you say? Something amusing? I haven’t the gift of persiflage. I could have got out of it even then, but that infernal woman made her appearance and hung round my neck! In a sense she was justified. Diana threatened to shoot her. A woman doesn’t like that. What was I to do? My dilemma was a terrible one! I had the alternative of admitting that I was Double Dan, impersonator and teller of plausible stories, or of telling the unbelievable truth, which means that she would have thought that I was engaged in a vulgar affair with Heloise.”

This argument seemed very sound to Bobbie.

“Who called her Aunt Lizzie?” he asked. He might have saved himself the trouble.

“Who do you think?” asked Gordon bitterly. “Diana! Bobbie, that girl is driving me mad! Why did she come from Australia to upset my life? And I’m a member of the British Empire League! Curse the Empire! Diana is terrible! She is carrying on with Dempsi under my eyes. The most shocking little cad! A bounder of bounders! And Bobbie, she pretends to be a widow! I don’t know whose widow — I sometimes think it is mine. If that is so, the things she says about me are enough to make me turn in my grave!”

Bobbie was very grave and thoughtful. This was a situation so bizarre that it could not be tested by his own experience.

“I see,” he said slowly. “Deuced awkward, old man.”

Gordon had expected some other comment. In all the conditions “deuced awkward” seemed rather mild.

“You’ve got to help me get out of this,” he said impatiently. “And we’ve got to deal drastically with Dempsi. Why, he wanted to marry her this afternoon! Said he knew a place that specialised in Sunday afternoon marriages! The parson called twice! Dempsi carries a special license in his pocket, the hateful little dago! I shall do something desperate. I shall shoot them both.”

Bobbie was looking at him curiously. His real anger was so patently directed toward Dempsi, whose chief offence seemed to be that he wanted to marry Diana: which seemed a reasonable and laudable ambition.

“I shouldn’t shoot them,” said Bobbie slowly. “You’ll only get yourself talked about. And besides, I don’t see that it is any business of yours. They were old friends, lovers—”

“Do you want to drive me mad?” snarled Gordon. “Lovers! They were never lovers! Diana — Diana, of all women in the world, to — to — carry on like this! Encouraging him — there’s no other word for it! Diana, whom I believed the very soul of modesty!”

Bobbie had no especial interest in Diana’s soul; he thought she was a nice girl.

“It must have come as a bit of a shock to you,” he said sardonically, and Gordon was hurt at the innuendo. “What does Aunt Lizzie say about it?”

This was a subject on which he could not speak with normal politeness.

“Does it matter what she says? Bobbie, do you know what Diana tried to do? And this reveals an undreamt-of indelicacy of mind. She tried to give us the same room! A wretched little servants’ room at the top of the house. She says that Heloise is my accomplice…. It’s no laughing matter!” Bobbie was rolling helplessly in his chair. “Diana is treating me like a dog.”

Bobbie surveyed his relative critically.

“And you look a bit of a dog too in those clothes,” he said. “Where did you dig up that suit? Gordon, I’ve seen a judge send down a man for five years for wearing a suit like that. He said it revealed his criminal psychology.”

“Now, Bobbie, you’ve got to help me.” Gordon was not amused. “I’m going to get away. Once I can get to the hotel to my bag, or even if I could get to Scotland — which wouldn’t be a bad move — I’m safe. But I haven’t a penny! She made me turn out my pockets at the point of a pistol. She is the most thorough woman I have ever met. Swore that I had been trying to get at the safe and searched me for skeleton keys!”

Bobbie felt in his pockets. The trip to Ostend had exhausted most of the spare cash — and it was Sunday.

“I’m afraid I’ve no money with me,” he said. “I can get a cheque cashed at the club for a tenner—”

“That doesn’t matter,” interrupted Gordon. “I’ll tell you what I want you to do — a very simple service that you can render and will save all bother. When Diana comes—”

Here, Bobbie thought the solution was a very simple one.

“When she comes I’ll just tell her that you’re really Gordon Selsbury,” he said, and Gordon leapt up from the chair where he had been sitting.

“Do you want to ruin me?” he hissed. “Tell her I’m Gordon Selsbury? I’ve told her, haven’t I? But I gave up telling her when I remembered Heloise. How am I going to explain her?”

The crux of the problem was now displayed. Bobbie had no cut and dried solution. Such as presented were so nobbly and damp that he rejected them without examination.

“I’d forgotten about Aunt Lizzie,” he said thoughtfully.

Gordon’s triumph brought little happiness to him.

“Don’t you see it’s impossible? Now, I’ve been thinking the matter over and I’ve worked out a much better plan than yours. I can get away when this dithering old ass isn’t looking — which is pretty often. Diana has to go out early tomorrow to her bankers. That will be my chance, but I must have some money. I want it before the banks open, so you cannot possibly help me there. What you can do is this: persuade Diana to let you have the key of the safe. She’s put the lock on as well as the combination. I’ve tried to open it, so I know. Get the key and pass it to me at the first opportunity.”

Bobbie was looking at him very hard now, and Bobbie was whistling.

“Give you the key of the safe?” he said slowly. “By Jove!” His eyes were bulging, his jaw had dropped.

“What’s the matter?” demanded Gordon with a sinking feeling in his heart.

Slowly and distinctly the words came.

“You infernal rascal!”

Gordon stepped back as if he had been struck.

“What do you mean?” he gasped. Yet he could not mistake the meaning of words and looks.

Bobbie’s attitude had undergone a remarkable change. The friendliness had gone from his tone, the light of fun from his face. He glared at the man before him; judgment and condemnation and doom was in his eyes.

“You are Double Dan!” he breathed. “By jinks! I was deceived! You’re clever, my man, diabolically clever. Carslake said you were, and like a fool I thought he was exaggerating. You are Double Dan! My brother has whiskers! Where are yours? I thought there was something strange about you when I saw you. And now that I come to think of it, that cock-and-bull story of yours about Aunt Lizzie is just the kind of story you would tell if you were detected — phew! Bravo, little Diana!”

Gordon went purple and red; he uttered strange, wild animal noises that had no meaning.

“I swear—”

Bobbie shook his head.

“It won’t do, my friend,” he said. “I see the whole plot. Of course, you and your accomplice pumped my unfortunate brother, who is on his way to Paris or some other unreachable place. You discovered that I knew he was going to Ostend, and you changed your plans. Gordon went to Paris as I feared—”

“Alone?”

Gordon was becoming an adept in self-control. Alone? That was a poser for Bobbie.

“I didn’t think of that. But there’s no reason why part of your original story shouldn’t be true. The husband appears, the lady begs the victim to go and she will follow. That is it!”

“I tell you—”

Bobbie stopped his protest.

“No, no, my man, it won’t do,” he said sternly. “My cousin, Miss Ford, who has so cleverly trapped you, must have some special reason for not wishing to hand you over to justice — had I been she, I would have sent for the police. She has probably taken the wisest course — I will not interfere with her plans.”

He laughed softly — Gordon thought that the immaculate agriculturist Abel must have laughed like that; there was something to be said for Cain.

“Give you the key of the safe, eh? I was nearly deceived; upon my word, I was. Now go on with your dusting, little man, and thank your lucky stars you’re not in prison.”

Gordon went on with his dusting — he dusted the perspiration from his brow, and the duster was not particularly clean. The result was startling.

“Bobbie!” he wailed.

Bobbie turned on his heel.

“Do you want me to kick you?” he demanded.

Evidently Gordon didn’t. He began to rub the back of a chair listlessly. He had no heart in his work, and without enthusiasm even dusting is a failure.

Bobbie opened the door and found Mr. Superbus sitting on the bottom stair, manicuring his nails with a clasp-knife.

“Giving you any trouble, sir?” he asked eagerly, and was disappointed when Bobbie Selsbury shook his head.

“None whatever.” He walked back into the room. “Now then. Uncle Isaac, clear out!”

“Did he try to escape, sir?” asked the interested custodian.

Bobbie laughed his Cain and Abel laugh. His brother wondered where Diana kept her little gun.

“Did he try to escape? I should jolly well say he did!” said Bobbie. “Look after him, Mr. Superbus. You have in your able hands a man of singular cunning and resource.”

Mr. Superbus shook his head sorrowfully.

“You’re a naughty old Uncle Isaac, that’s what you are,” he said. “I’m surprised at you.”

Gordon collected his dusters and staggered from the room. He was at the end of his dream.

“I’m a naughty old Uncle Isaac,” he moaned. “I’m a naughty old Uncle Isaac!”

His moan came up from the deep recesses of the kitchen.
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“Bobbie!”

The girl came toward him with both hands outstretched. Behind her in the hall he saw a strange shadow.

“Hullo, dear! I came as soon as you wanted me, I hope?”

Mr. Dempsi was now visible. His black sombrero gave him a sinister appearance. His voice was querulous, his manner menacing.

“Dear?” he asked deeply. “Who calls you ‘dear’? What is this man to you, Diana?”

“My dear Mr. Dempsi,” she said wearily, “this gentleman.”

But he was furious; flung his hat on the ground and swung his cloak from him with the air of a caballero. Bobbie expected to see a belt with knives and pistols — the poker dot waistcoat was an anticlimax.

“I will not endure it,” he stormed. “Do you hear, sir? You address this lady as dear — explain!”

She saved Bobbie the trouble.

“This is Mr. Selsbury, my cousin.” Diana was dangerously quiet. Probably Mr. Dempsi, from his long acquaintance with her, recognised the signs.

“Ah! Your cousin! I see the likeness. The same beautiful eyes, the same firm but gentle mouth. The slight figure, the lovely hand—”

Bobbie was annoyed.

“Thank you very much, but when you’ve finished cataloguing my features and describing my delectable points, perhaps you’ll tell me who you are?”

He was antagonistic, and he needed no introduction. For he knew the bearded man, and shared the spurious Gordon’s resentment and utter dislike.

“This is Mr. Dempsi,” said Diana. “You’ve heard me speak of him?”

There was an appeal in her eyes which Bobbie could not resist. He made a show of being happy to meet Mr. Dempsi. As an effort of simulation it was a failure.

“Won’t you change your coat, Wop — Wopsy — upstairs?” she suggested.

Dempsi kissed her hand.

“My beloved — I go. Your word is law! Sir — cousin — Bobbie, forgive me.”

Bobbie forced a smile of friendliness. His gentle cousin thought he was ill.

Mr. Dempsi went singing up the stairs: Donna e mobile was the song. He sang it happily and flatly, as though his throat rebelled against this rejoicing in the fickleness of woman.

“Suffering cats!” said Bobbie, awestricken. “Is that the First Love?”

She nodded.

“And is that his style of conversation — a bit wearing, isn’t it?”

“Wearing? Bobbie, he’s just like that to every man who looks at me! He’s changed in appearance — I suppose six years makes an awful difference. I used to think there was room for nothing but improvement, for he was only a boy then. But, oh, Bobbie, he’s worse! He wanted to strangle the waiter at the Ritz-Carlton at lunch because he was rather goodlooking and had a sense of humour — he smiled when I made a feeble joke. And, Bobbie, Double Dan—”

She saw that Bobbie knew, and sighed gratefully. Bobbie was to be a tower of strength: she had guessed that all along.

“He’s here,” said the young man.

“You’ve seen him? Thank heavens! He is like Gordon, isn’t he? The make-up is astounding. I’ve tried to find out the secret. But he’s so useful about the house. That alone betrays him. Gordon lived in the clouds, where there were no laundry bills and no patent sweepers. And he came in time to be Uncle Isaac. No, we haven’t any real Uncle Isaac, but he served beautifully, and, what is more, he brought with him a perfectly good aunt—”

“The audacious scoundrel!” Bobbie cried wrathfully. “Why, do you know, he nearly deceived me? I wasn’t as clever as you. I talked with him for ten minutes about his troubles. He’s evidently studied every detail of appearance and association. And he makes no mistakes — he called me Bobbie the first time he saw me.”

“He called me Diana. But he didn’t deceive me — not for a moment,” said the girl, flopping into Gordon’s big chair. “This morning I caught him trying to get into Gordon’s dressing-room! He has to be watched day and night, and of course he has a perfectly good excuse for everything he does. He said he wanted some clothes!”

Bobbie thought that a desire to change into clothing less vocal than the suit he was wearing was not reprehensible even in Double Dan. But the audacity of the man!

“The villain! I wish to heaven I hadn’t gone to Ostend.”

She reminded herself that she must ask him why he went at all. That could wait, however.

“I had to arrange everything on the spot,” she said, going back to the hectic moments of Saturday. “Luckily I remembered that little man’s ‘phone number — you weren’t here when he told me? Hate, hate, ho, Ammersmith. Then I had to invent a story — oh, positively dozens of stories! They weren’t lies — just expedients. The stroke of genius was the one about Uncle Isaac being eccentric. Happily Dempsi loves him.”

“Who?” asked the startled Bobbie. “Not Uncle Isaac surely? He gave me the impression — but that was in his role of Gordon — that he hated him.”

“No, I mean Superbus. He took to him at once — it was the sort of thing he would do. He kept white mice when he was a boy and adored them! Dempsi thinks that he and Mr. Superbus must have both descended from Julius Caesar.

He spent all the morning in the book room searching for Caesar’s Life.”

“How does Double Dan accept your treatment of him — and your discovery that he was a fake?”

“That is the surprising thing,” said Diana in wonder. “He was meekness itself — I never saw a man so quickly accept a situation as he did.”

“And the perfectly good aunt?”

Diana shrugged.

“She was difficult. That is natural, being a woman. But she is tame now. I called her Aunt Lizzie to save a scandal. But” — her voice sank— “they’re not married!”

Bobbie tried hard to look surprised.

“Aren’t they?”

Diana shook her head. There was some good Puritan blood in the Fords. Bobbie never received evidence of its presence without a little shock of surprise.

“No! Isn’t it terrible? They’re not married. They are not even engaged: I could tell that by the way she orders him about. She does so with the air of a woman who has nothing to lose. But I’m determined on one thing. I thought it out before I went to bed. He shall marry her before he leaves this house! She has been hopelessly compromised. This adventure shall have one good result.”

Bobbie was not enthusiastic.

“I shouldn’t meddle if I were you,” he said, but made no impression on her.

Gordon Selsbury came into the room unnoticed. He carried a dustpan and a short-handled broom. He stood for a while irresolutely, neither of the pair noticing him. Then:

“Have you heard from Gordon?”

Her face lit up.

“I’ve had the loveliest wires from him. Really he has been most thoughtful! The dear man has telegraphed from almost every station.”

Bobbie coughed.

“Somehow I thought he would,” he said.

She was searching her handbag and brought out a folded paper.

“Here is the last, from Crewe; it didn’t arrive until ten o’clock this morning. ‘Having a comfortable journey. Hope everything is going smoothly — Gordon.’—”

Bobbie sat up.

“Oh, I say, that’s too bad,” he protested warmly — too warmly, he realised. “I mean, it’s too bad that didn’t arrive until to-day. Write to the Post Office.”

Gordon growled under his breath, and took another step into the room. Diana saw him, but made no sign. He was one with the furniture.

“If he’d only stay away for another week!” she sighed.

It was the opportunity for which Bobbie had hoped.

“You know, old Gordon isn’t such a bad chap,” he said. ‘1 know one’s first impression is that he is a terrible prig, and his manner is bad, I admit; and he’s a thought conceited. These intellectuals are. Though why, I’ve never understood.”

She shook her head. Evidently she had already found excuses for Gordon, and there was no need for his championship.

“Conceited? But most men are, don’t you think? I wouldn’t call it conceit — he’s a little self-important, that’s all.”

The hand that wielded the broom trembled, the dustpan wobbled.

“Yes, I suppose that’s what he is,” said Bobbie thoughtfully. “Gordon was rather spoilt as a kid, and that makes a man a little self-important.”

“And Pharisaical, don’t you think?” suggested Diana, considering. “I ought not to say anything unkind. Really I’m not. He isn’t any worse for our frankness.”

Mr. Gordon Selsbury half rose from his knees, his mouth working, his face pale with fury.

“I’m inclined to agree with you,” said Bobbie regretfully. “And poor old Gordon has faults.”

“The faults of age,” said Diana. “He’s the sort of man who has been forty-five ever since he was born; but, thank God, he’s not flighty!” she added piously.

The sweeper nodded in agreement, but his faint smile was to vanish.

“Don’t put any man on a pedestal, my dear,” said Bobbie in the paternal manner.

“Sneak!” said Gordon fiercely but inaudibly.

“The best of men make mistakes,” the traitor brother continued. “His very innocence is a disadvantage. I could well imagine that a woman with the right line of talk could twist him round her little finger!”

She dissented. Diana had her own views, and they were mainly unbendable.

“If I were his wife I should trust Gordon, Bobbie,” she said seriously. “He’s the very soul of honour. Whatever you say of Gordon, you’ve got to admit he’s that. He wouldn’t do anything undignified or vulgar. I could imagine many things, but I could not imagine Gordon going to Ostend, even in a mood of theosophical ecstasy, without a chaperone.”

Bobbie shifted uneasily. He was by nature honest, in spite of his being a tea-broker. There were certain fundamentals in his code with which he could not dispense, even to shield Gordon.

“N-no, perhaps not,” he said.

She smiled scornfully.

“Perhaps! You know he wouldn’t, Bobbie! I can’t think of his doing a thing like that. Why, Gordon is the very antithesis of vulgarity! Could you imagine him engaged in a clandestine friendship with a woman like Aunt Lizzie? It is absurd. Can you imagine him walking into this house with a strange female and pretending that he doesn’t know her when he is detected? I should imagine not!”

Still Bobbie had a duty to perform.

“I think you’re mad to trust any man absolutely,” he said firmly. “No man is worthy of that confidence.”

She laughed.

“You’re a cynical bachelor.”

A voice came from the background. An indignant and an emphatic voice.

“That is just what I say,” said Gordon. “I can’t imagine a more immoral point of view, striking at the very roots — er — um—”

He almost cringed under Diana’s gaze.

“How dare you interrupt?” she demanded.

“I — er — I—”

Bobbie took a hand.

“Now see here, my friend, you take my advice and drop this pretence,” he said gravely. “You will deceive nobody — though I can understand why you have not given up hope — and you may get yourself into very serious trouble. If I had my way, you would be in that position at this moment, but my cousin, for an excellent reason, has refrained from handing you over to the police. That generosity ought to be appreciated by you.”

Gordon set his teeth, cast broom and brush to the devil and leapt up.

“I don’t care — I will tell the truth/’ he said doggedly. “In spite of everything — in spite of all appearances, I am Gordon Selsbury.”

He looked round: Superbus was at the door, a buff envelope in his hand. It was no use; he went down on his knees and groped for the dustpan. He was beaten.

“A wire for you, ma’am. I never knew they came on Sunday.”

She took the envelope and tore it open.

“Another! ‘Aberdeen. Very good journey and looking forward to my return. Gordon.’—”

Bobbie gaped.

“What an artist!” he said.

She turned on him with a frown.

“I say, what a nasty journey!” corrected Bobbie.

She nodded slowly, thoughtfully.

“Do you know, I’m beginning to feel quite different toward Gordon,” she said.

The sweeper sat up on his heels expectantly. For a second she became conscious of his presence.

“Well, what are you waiting for?” she asked coldly.

“Nothing — nothing.” The despairing man stooped to his task.

“Where is your — your accomplice?” she asked.

Gordon turned his head.

“She’s reading—’How to be Happy though Married,’ “ he said cynically.

Kindness was wasted on such a man.

“What are you going to do with Dempsi?” asked Bobbie, leaning across and dropping his voice.

She made a little face.

“I’m in despair, Bobbie. I can’t count on his losing himself again. The only thing he shows any signs of losing is his head — and I never knew him when he had one worth losing. Well?”

It was Superbus again. She wished he wouldn’t put his hand on his heart before he bowed.

“That parson gentleman’s called again,” he said in a hoarse whisper. “He’s the Vicar of Banhurst.”

Superbus was country-bred and was schooled in the values of ecclesiastical rank. The Vicar of Banhurst was a person of eminence. To Diana he was part of the marriage trap. The steel grille that would cut her off from freedom. She was panic-stricken by his very presence in the house.

“Tell him I’m ill,” she said frantically. “Tell him — I’m — I’m very ill. Ask him to come tomorrow. And please, please don’t tell Mr. Dempsi he is here.”

“He said if you’d call him up—” Superbus offered tentatively the clerical card. She waved it away.

“I don’t want his address — I don’t want it!”

Mr. Superbus did his bow and went out. Her face was the picture of woe.

“Bobbie, what am I to do? That’s the third time he’s called to-day.”

“Who is he?”

“The clergyman. Dempsi’s idea! He thinks our marriage is a matter of hours! It is so like Dempsi, so absurdly, so tragically mad; but he’d hardly been with me two minutes before he told me he was sending for the parson to ‘make us one’! And I know which one! I read the review of a book to-day by a man whose name I forget. It doesn’t matter. He says that there are conditions in which assassination is the purest and noblest expression of public sentiment. Will you get it for me?”

“But he couldn’t marry you in the evening,” persisted Bobbie. “It is against the law.”

She was darkly amused.

“Against the law! What is a little thing like that to Dempsi? He is the law!”

“It seems a simple matter to get him away.” Bobbie searched his mind for a solution. “Have you any plan?”

Had she any plan? Was there a moment of consciousness in the day that she did not form a new scheme to rid herself of her electric incubus?

“I’ve a hundred, and they’re all futile and foolish. I thought of running away. That seems about the only sane idea I have had.”

“Running away? To where?” he asked.

“To Scotland. To join Gordon.”

Bobbie jumped up, a very perturbed young man.

“You mustn’t do that!” he cried. “Whatever you do, don’t do that, Diana! In the first place, none of us knows where he is; in the second place — well… I shouldn’t do it.”

Her eyebrows rose.

“Why not? I could tell Gordon the whole truth, and I’m sure he would be nice and sympathetic. I feel very sure of Gordon in a great crisis like this — it is a very dear feeling to have.” She smiled a little pathetically.

“Suppose Dempsi followed you — and he certainly would,” urged Bobbie. “Suppose he found that you’d deceived him, and came upon you on the moors with Gordon?”

The smile deepened; into her eyes came a faraway look.

“That’s an idea. Gordon would have his gun on the moors,” she said. “Hush! Here he comes.”

Bobbie had agreed readily to stay the night, for the great Superbus was tired, being human, as he explained, and having only one pair of eyes that needed rest.

There was a slight scene at dinner (Heloise cooked this, and Diana’s respect for her increased).

Dempsi, in his most extravagant mood, called for wine. He wanted wine, red wine — to drink the health of his bride. He demanded that it be red and rosy. That it bubbled with the laughter of sunny vineyards. That its hue be as of the warm, rich blood of youth, palpitating, pulsing, seething with love. This he said in so many words. Bobbie said something terse and offensive, and offered him a whisky and soda. Mr. Dempsi looked black, and Diana hastily intervened. But she might as well have attempted to stay the tide of time. Dempsi made a remarkably quick recovery; spoke tremulously of his happiness; kissed Diana’s hand; gave her for the third time the history of his life.

When he lay in the foul huts of the natives, recovering from his fever, when he searched the world through for traces of his lost love, when, under the starry skies of the Australian bush, he pressed on desperately, doggedly, unflinchingly, following the trail of his divine lady — this was the thought he had — Diana! That some day she should be his! The past sad years should be blotted out and forgotten. All the misery of life would vanish as in a cloud.

“Rot!” said Bobbie.

Mr. Dempsi dissolved into tears.

“Really, Diana, I can’t stand that fellow,” said Bobbie, when the devoted lover had flooded from the room.

Diana lay back limp in her chair, fanning herself with her handkerchief.

“Bobbie, he’s — he’s terrible!” she moaned. “Bobbie, there must be some other solution than murder?”

Mr. Dempsi, in his temperamental way, recovered his equilibrium before he had crossed the hall. Julius Superbus was making up The Study-fire as he came in — Dempsi went straight to him, laid his hand on his shoulder, too overcome for speech.

“Ah, my friend!” he murmured.

Julius, at a loss for a suitable response, played for safety.

“Good-evening, sir,” he said, and patted his fellow Roman on the head.

“The one friend I have in this house — the one understanding soul! The one honest creature that is faithful to my memory.”

Mr. Dempsi invariably spoke of himself as though he had recently returned from a brief holiday in heaven.

“I wouldn’t say that, sir,” said Julius generously. “There are others.”

“I do say it! I, Giuseppe Dempsi! Who denies my right?” he demanded fiercely.

Julius backed off.

“Not me, sir, I’m sure,” he said hastily. “It’s the last thing in the world I’d dream of doing.”

Giuseppe grew gentle again.

“The moment I saw you, I said: ‘Here is a man with vision, a big man, a man of sensibility! Superbus has a heart, feeling, simpatico — a man of affairs, a keen-eyed officer of the law!”

Mr. Superbus moved uneasily. He had all an amateur detective’s fear of misrepresentation. He coughed.

“Not exactly an officer of the law, sir. In a sense I am, and in a sense I’m not, though I used to be when I was a bailiff in the County Court.”

Dempsi smiled.

“But now you are a detective. A disciple of the immortal Holmes — what a man, what ingenuity! You are this — you told me?”

Julius hastened to correct a wrong impression.

“Private, sir, private. As I explained to you, sir, I was brought in—”

Dempsi never allowed anybody else to talk.

“To watch for a despicable scoundrel,” said Dempsi hotly. “That such should be at liberty! Double Dan! Even his name is deplorable! Ah! You are surprised that I have heard of this violator of sanctuaries? You clever detective, you are astounded and flabbergasted that I also know of this pestiferous brigand? Superbus, I ask a favour: when you have discovered him, send for me.”

There was a significant glitter in his eyes. His half-closed hands already dripped with the blood of his victim. Mr. Superbus was spellbound.

“Send for me,” repeated Dempsi deliberately. “I haven’t killed a man for years. But I will not speak of that. I am too sorry for his wife and family. I have a tender heart.” He gazed at Julius in admiration. “So you are a detective! One of that great and silent army of watchers, everlastingly on duty, standing between peaceable citizens like Giuseppe Dempsi and the vultures who prey upon society!”

Dempsi held out his hand. Mr. Superbus, his eyes modestly lowered, took it. He felt for once that he was being taken at a proper valuation. Dempsi was a man of the world, a Sir Hubert whose praise was praise indeed. Julius made a mental note of the words for future exhibition.

At any moment Dempsi might switch off to an unimportant subject.

“Yes, it is a bit of a job,” agreed Julius. “The public don’t understand.”

“They wouldn’t,” said Mr. Dempsi scornfully.

“We take some risks,” Mr. Superbus went on. “You can’t get about town without taking risks — I was nearly run over by a ‘bus yesterday.”

Dempsi was impressed.

“No!”

Julius nodded.

“I was — in the execution of me duty,” he said. “I saw a suspicious looking man — he looked like a fellow that had been owing me money for years — and crossed the road to have a look at him.” His gesture suggested a swerving motor ‘bus. “As near as that,” he said simply but impressively.

Dempsi shuddered appropriately.

“Ah, it is fine work! Have you brought many men to justice? I see you have, but it is too painful to talk about. I understand your fine feelings — you are worthy.”

“Well, I’ve brought them to the County Court,” said Julius. “That’s not exactly to justice. People who can’t pay their bills and owe tradesmen money.”

The other regarded him in awe.

“I wonder you can sleep at night,” he said in a hushed voice.

Julius smiled callously. He suggested thereby that the ruin of small litigants meant less to him than the indubitable fact that flies have corns and suffer from asthma.

“They never get on my mind,” he said; “and as for sleeping — I’m a pretty good sleeper; nothing disturbs me.”

He hoped, at any rate, that nothing would disturb him that night, for he was sleeping on a made-up bed in The Study. It was Diana’s idea and he viewed all Diana’s ideas with a suspicion which was, it must be confessed, justifiable.

“Ah, a good conscience!” said Dempsi. “What a beautiful thing!”

Mr, Superbus wasn’t sure whether this admirable characteristic of his was due entirely to conscience.

“A good digestion’s got something to do with it,” he said. “I’m a careful feeder.”

“Tell me,” said Dempsi confidentially, “have you served her long — my queen?”

Mr. Superbus called up to memory his acquaintance with contemporary history.

“I thought you had a king in Italy?” he said.

Dempsi laughed.

“No, no, you mistake me — my sweet lady — my Diana?” he asked softly. “I am jealous of your privilege in serving her.”

“Oh, you mean ma’am? No, I’ve only just got to know her.”

Dempsi changed the subject abruptly.

“I will go to bed. Tonight there is no lock upon my door. If Double Dan comes, you will let me know?”

He need not ask that question. Given consciousness and the ability to scream, all the house would know from Julius that the monster had arrived.

“Why, certainly. But I can manage him.”

Dempsi bit his lower lip, viewing his friend thoughtfully.

“Yes, yes, I shall know the moment the firing starts — at the first bang I will be by your side.”

Julius turned white. In moments of great excitement all great Romans go white. Caesar Borgia had that failing. And for the matter of that, so had Nero, the celebrated fire-bug.

“Firing?” he asked faintly.

Dempsi nodded.

“He is armed — certain to be. But remember this — and let it be in your mind all the time; the thought may comfort you — when you fall I shall be ready to take your place.”

Julius stretched his neck forward.

“When — when I fall?” he said unsteadily.

“I’m not likely to fall if I keep to the carpets — it’s the par-kay that does me in.”

“You will look up and see me” — Dempsi obviously relished the picture he drew— “perhaps the last thing you will ever see on earth — standing over your prostrate body, pierced, my poor Superbus, by a dozen bullets. I shall be there, face to face with your murderer!”

Julius closed his eyes and his lips moved. Yet he was not at his devotional exercises. Before his horrified vision spread a veritable panorama of tragedy with one notable figure in the foreground somewhat inanimate.
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“But you shall not die unavenged, my Superbus!”

Dempsi’s affectionate hand was on his arm. Julius moved away from the fire; he had gone suddenly hot.

“You’re sure he carries firearms?”

Dempsi nodded.

“Loaded? That’s against the lore, sir. A man could be pinched for that.”

Mr. Dempsi treated the matter lightheartedly. Julius could not but feel that his indifference was almost criminal.

“Certain,” he said carelessly. “I’ve never met a desperado yet — and I’ve met a few — that didn’t carry a loaded gun — generally throwing a hollow-nosed bullet. And they’re pretty good shots.”

He appeared to take a pride in their marksmanship. Julius leered at him — there is no other description for the grimace.

“Yes, I suppose so,” he said huskily. “Of

course, my good lady—”

Dempsi did not let him finish. He became suddenly serious as though the gravity of the situation had forced itself upon him.

“Your wife? Have no fear, Superbus,” he said quickly. “She shall never want. I will make it my business to see that she is provided for. And your deed shall be commemorated: I promise you that. I myself have suffered from a thoughtless failure to immortalise my name. I have in my mind a great tablet of black marble, chaste of design. Simple yet grand. Plain, yet in a sense decorative. And an inscription in letters of gold:

“‘To the memory of Julius Superbus, A Hero, a Gentleman and a .Roman.’—”

His voice trembled as he spoke. Already he stood before the monument in tears. Julius wiped the perspiration from his pale face.

“Yes, very pretty,” he said, and now his hoarseness was chronic. “As I was saying, my good lady will be pleased. She always had a good opinion of me, though she’s never mentioned it. But at the same time, though I’m very much obliged to you, and nobody could be kinder about it—”

“Can’t you see her standing reading the inscription?” asked Dempsi in a hushed voice. “Can’t you imagine her looking up to the slab — fixed in a respectable church, perhaps under a stained-glass window — with proud, shining eyes, her children by her side—”

“I haven’t got any children,” said Julius loudly.

Dempsi spread out his expressive hands.

“She may marry again,” he said considerately. “She is probably in the prime of life. There may still be happiness for her.”

Mr. Superbus sat down limply.

“You ain’t half putting the wind up me!” he said fretfully.

Dempsi bent over him, speaking softly.

“Tonight I sleep in sound of your voice. Have no hesitation in calling me. Perhaps I may arrive in time to save you. I pray that this may be. I like you. We are — who knows? — kinsmen. He who strikes you, strikes me — Giuseppe Dempsi.”

Mr. Superbus got up; his knees were without strength, his tongue was parched.

“Well, if you’re sleeping here, and Mr. Bobbie is sleeping here, there doesn’t seem any call for me to stay, does there? Not that it worries me.

Far from it. Danger is always welcome to a Superbus. It’s my good lady I’m thinking of. I was going to sleep in this room. Seems silly.”

“I shall be on hand,” said Mr. Dempsi, and examined the short-barrelled revolver he had taken from his hip pocket.

Julius almost swooned.

“I’m a match for any man of my own weight,” he said, his voice trembling as he thought of the terrible risk which any burglar of his own weight would run, “if he’ll only give me a chance. But they don’t give you a chance. They’re on you before you know where you are — is that fair?”

Dempsi did not answer. Aunt Lizzie had chosen that moment to wander into the room. Julius seized the opportunity to steal from the unnecessary gaiety that shone through Mr. Dempsi’s sympathy — his eagerness to frame epitaphs which Julius would never see, his coldblooded plottings for the future of his good lady.
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The atmosphere of a kitchen, however clean and well-ordered it may be, is calculated to pall on any man of intellect and genius. It needs the gross mind of a materialist, a man like the husband of Heloise (Gordon’s expression was one of distaste as he thought of that man) to appreciate the lingering fragrance of long-baked and long-consumed pies, the everlasting aroma which the spluttering hot oven has sent forth from time to time through the years, to permeate the homely furniture, and through that medium to retain its delicate nidus for the joy of those lovers of good food to whom such smells were appetising.

Gordon had read everything that was readable. He had skipped through two cookery books, and had read the old newspapers in the wood cupboard. The almanac above the kitchen range he knew by heart, so that he could have told you the exact date when everybody of importance was born, married or assassinated.

Happily, he had seen little of Heloise and less

of Diana. At the thought of Diana his expression changed from one of great sadness to one of intense malignity. And then he would laugh softly, for, despite all that had been said (and that in his hearing) he possessed a sense of humour. How remarkably capable she was! In his bitterest moments this fact worked out from the confusion of his resentment. And how lovely! Once he had tried to patronise her… he blushed at the memory. Suppose he hadn’t gone away on this mad adventure, would he have recognised all her excellent qualities as he saw them now? It was doubtful. He was so keyed up, his nerves were stretched at such tension, that every note of her was detected and valued. And of course she was behaving in this outrageous way in his interest. He warmed at this thought. But Dempsi… his heart went back into the refrigerator.

The door opened slowly and he looked up, hoping to see the subject of his thoughts. But he was to be disappointed. It was Heloise. She threw down the book she was carrying, tore off the selvedge of an old newspaper that lay on the table, and, by its aid and the kitchen fire, lit a cigarette.

He got up from the Windsor chair before the fire, and, without a word of thanks, she dropped into his place. She smoked, watching the fire. She was pretty too, but in a harder way. He felt just a little sorry for her….

Presently Gordon broke into her thoughts.

“You’ve landed me in a pretty fine mess,” he said without heat.

She looked up at him sideways, flicking the ash from her cigarette with a cute little snap of her forefinger.

“I’ve landed you,” she said ironically. “I like that — anyway, there’s no call to get mad, Man.”

A cold chill ran down his spine at that familiar form of address.

“I wish you wouldn’t call me Man. It belongs to bobbed hair and empress gowns and art serge… and soul.”

She laughed quietly; she hadn’t laughed for a long time.

“You used to like me calling you Man — in the days of our spiritual freedom, when deep called to deep — oh, gee! I forget the mush! And only two days ago I was word-perfect — knew every line.”

Gordon riveted his shocked gaze upon her.

“I don’t understand… knew your lines? What do you mean?”

She was examining the cigarette between her fingers. He had a dreadful foreboding that a revelation was imminent.

“I mean all that stuff we used to talk — the O Man! stuff and the O Woman! stuff. And about our being on planes, and affinities of souls. My, but I had a bad time trying not to go to sleep. You’re different now — I kinder like you this way. I’m strong for common sense and nature. Man! I’ve been the making of you.”

“The breaking of me, you mean,” he snapped, the old grievance revived. “If you hadn’t come here, I could have explained ever}’thing to Diana — Miss Ford.”

“I like ‘Diana’ better,” she said. “That young dame is surely no miss. She’s either been married or she’s studied first-hand. If I hadn’t come!” She jerked up her head derisively.

“Why did you?” he asked. Even now he half believed the story she had told. Illusions die hard, but she was mercifully sudden.

“Because my man doublecrossed me,” she said coolly.

Gordon could not believe the evidence of his ears.

“Your man? Your husband, you mean?”

She flung away the cigarette, stood up and stretched her hands about her head.

“My husband is the straightest thing that ever happened,” she answered. ‘I’m talking of Dan — Double Dan, you call him!”

The tick-tick of the kitchen clock filled the interval.

“You’re working — with — Double — Dan?” he breathed. Even now he could not believe her.

She smiled pityingly.

“Surely,” she nodded. “Why do you think I allowed myself to be made love to by you? Be honest with yourself and tell me what there is in your equipment that a woman could rave about?”

He stammered a wrathful denial.

“I didn’t make love to you,” said Gordon hotly. “We talked about things… and you… and me — about our tastes….”

“If you had as much experience as I have,” said Heloise, “you’d know that that was being made love to.” She nodded wisely. “Maybe you didn’t know — you know now.”

Gordon’s anger was rising.

“We talked on — on a higher plane,” he said sharply. “We talked of… imponderable things. There was never… never a caress.

I hardly held your hand. Do you suggest there was anything in our little talks about prehistoric creatures,” he sneered, “or in our interchange of thought about the subconscious ego?”

To his horror she nodded.

“Sure! That’s how highbrows make love. When they start in to tell me about the Dinornis and the Silurian age, I know they got a crush on me.”

She herself might have been a Dinornis or something equally extinct and terrible by his attitude toward her.

“Then it was a plot to get me away?” he asked breathlessly.

“Didn’t you know?” She was frankly surprised. “You’re a slow thinker — but you’re right! It was my job to get you away good and safe, and I could have done it, whilst Double Dan—”

“Impersonated me!”

He saw all things clearly. Mysteries were mysteries no more. There was little left upon which a harassed man need speculate.

Her face was sombre and brooding. Evidently she was thinking happily.

“He put one over on me. Gosh! That fellow’s mind is so constructed that he couldn’t go straight if he was sliding down a tube! And I went into it with my eyes open — yes, sir. Some of the boys who’d worked with him and one of his partners told me he’d do it before I left Manhattan Island. I had my warning — but I’m one of those dames who know it all and I wouldn’t believe ‘em. That’s the kind of mad woman I am. And all they said came true. Yesterday morning, when everything was fixed for me to tote you to Ostend, I went to see him to split the Mendlesohn money. No, I wasn’t in that. But the little friend of mine who brought Father Eli to the verge of marriage had to go back home. Her eldest boy was ill, and I advanced her her share. Forty-sixty, that’s how I shared, and how Freda had arranged to share. And that’s how I paid her — and it was worth it. Freda put in a whole lot of good, solid work for that guy. Only interest he had in life was stamps — postal stamps. Freda studied those darned foolish things so that she jumped every time the postman knocked. Dan would part on terms — and I’m his friend! Used to be in the same touring company as me, back home!”

Gordon was rubbing his head mechanically.

“Your — your husband, is he?”

Her scorn was visible.

“My husband!” she scoffed. “Now listen! I’m a respectable married woman and you gotta remember that, Man! Married ten years. I’ve the daisiest little apartment over in New York — and a real nice lovely boy of a husband.”

“In New York?” he managed to ask.

She hesitated.

“Why, he’s not in New York now: he’s in the State Penitentiary — an innocent man, as heaven is my judge! You know what these Central Office men are! They’d swear you into the chair for a nickel. And John could have got evidence that he was a sleepwalker. Yes, sir. He’s been that way for years. When the bulls got him in Ackensmidt’s Jewellery Store, he didn’t know how he got there himself — he’s one of the best singers in the Sing Sing Glee Party, is John. But he’s due home in a month and naturally I’m going home to meet him.”

“But is he a — a thief?” he blurted.

A pink and angry flush spread on the classic face of Heloise.

“Say, where did you get all that personal stuff? Thief! John’s no thief — he’s had a lot of bad luck, I guess. But sleepwalking is at the bottom of it. When he’s awake he wouldn’t take anything unless he got a receipt for it. It’s at nights he goes kinder crazy. No, sir, John is a gentleman — though he’s on the register as a safe and strongroom expoit — expert.”

He was calmer now and prepared, if necessary, to enquire into the profits of the business.

“He’s a bank-smasher!” he said sagely. “How interesting! And of course he smashes the banks where he hasn’t a deposit.”

The futility of his remark was palpable even to himself.

“Sure thing. That’s what John is. I used to work with him, but it got him rattled when I was around, so I fixed to work with Dan, who’s a snake but a workman. I’ll say that for him — he’s all for business. Dan always treats his partner as a lady. When I’ve said that I come right to the end of Dan’s attractions.”

She spoke as an actress might speak about a fellow member of the cast — without anger, fairly. Gordon stopped strumming funeral marches on the kitchen table and became alive to the realities.

“But is Dan coming here?” he asked.

“Disguised as me! Is — is that the game? What a Wind idiot I was! And you, of course, were the decoy… and all that soul stuff, as you call it, was?”

“Bunk,” she said. “It would have been bunk anyway if I’d meant it. That kind of talk is never anything else.”

He was still helplessly puzzled.

“But… why did you come here?”

“Because I want my money back — the money I advanced to my little friend. And he just wouldn’t split with me. Said he hadn’t got Mendlesohn’s cheque — can’t you see Dan taking cheques? Said he was short of money — that fellow has got Ananias down for the count. Yes, sir. Why, he was so stuffed with bills you couldn’t touch him without he crackled! He had so much money he had to carry it under his arm! When I told him I wouldn’t go on till he’d settled the old account, he told me to go to blue blazes. Or some place. Said I’d no right to pay the girl, and that he’d finish the job without me. But he won’t!”

Gordon glowered down on her.

“Why do you tell me this? Don’t you realise that you’ve placed yourself in my hands?” he asked. “I have only to ‘phone the police and you’re finished!”

She was not perturbed.

“Man, you’ve got a head like a haunted house! Forget it — Uncle Isaac!”

He wilted under the blow. Uncle Isaac! He was in a hopeless position.

“How shall I recognise him — this Double Dan — when he comes? When do you expect him?”

Whatever happened, Double Dan’s scheme should be brought to failure, he decided.

“Why, Dan sort of happens naturally,” she said lazily. “I lift my tile to him every time. He is certainly the most artistic guy in the business. I can’t let my feelings prejudice me. He a great artist. The Lord didn’t give him any ideas about simple division, but we’re not all born mathematicians. You’ll not know him when he comes. He doesn’t always pretend to be the sucker he’s robbing. Sometimes he’s a butler.”

Gordon started. Superbus! Yet it seemed impossible that a man could sink so low that he would impersonate the Roman.

“You mean — our stout friend the detective?”

“Well, I’ve known him before to make up like a detective who’s watching for him, and, what’s more, get away with it. It’s one of Dan’s favourite disguises, and he’s got others. I’m giving you a million dollars’ worth of information, Man. You ought to thank me on your knees, but you won’t. Another good one of his is to be a visiting clergyman — that’s one of his best. He told me once that he’d made a quarter of a million dollars out of the church.”

“A minister — there’s been one here to-day,” said Gordon thoughtfully. “Why don’t you turn King’s evidence against him?”

“State’s evidence, I guess that means? No, sir. That means nothing to me, and you’re insulting me by suggesting it. This is a private matter between D. D. and H. C. — Chowster is my name — my father was a Reverend Chowster of Minneapolis and I’m a high-school girl and don’t forget it. Anyway, I’m just too much of a lady to start makin’ entries in the squeal book. Birth and education count for something, Man.”

He covered his face with his hands.

“What a fool I’ve been, what a fool!” he groaned.

Heloise looked at him: in this mood he was interesting.

“Why, I guess every man’s a fool — he’s born that way, and has got twen’y years to pull himself right before some woman comes along and spoils his chance. I used to know a boy in Ontario, where I was born — Minneapolis, I mean — who got right after he was married, but he was an exception. And he’d done the mischief then.”

“I’ll not stand it,” said Gordon between his teeth. “Whatever happens, I’m going to put a spoke in the wheel of this Double Dan.”

“You don’t say?” She was politely intrigued.

“Am I going to remain quietly by and see a couple of crooks—”

“Oh, say!” she protested.

“ — robbing society with impunity?”

“That’s fine. And if Dan gets busy he’ll rob with any old thing that’s handy. He’s a genius that way. My John says that Dan could open a safe with a hairpin—”

“I’ll report this to the police,” said Gordon firmly. “I was a fool not to take this step before. It may mean exposure, it may mean social ruin; it will certainly mean…” He stopped before he came to the possible effect upon Diana. “I’ll have you both in gaol — both of you.”

She was unaffected by his fury.

“Honey bunch, oh honey!” she cooed. “Don’t get mad, baby!”

He turned on her in fury.

“You’ve done your best to make Miss Ford think I’m — I’m something to you. I would have forgiven you everything but that.”

“Well, ain’t you?” she drawled. “Ah, peachy boy, don’t be mad at your little snookums! Smile, baby, show little toothsies.”

Diana, in the opening of the kitchen door, heard only this.

“Will you kindly reserve your love-making until you are out of my house?” she asked severely.

At the sound of her voice Gordon reeled. The final straw had dropped brutally upon a camel, already overburdened.

“Why, I don’t know,” said Heloise, her insolent gaze turned on the intruder. “It seems to me that a cook’s got a right to a li’l bit of love, honey? I’ll admit that Uncle Isaac ain’t so cute as darling Wopsy. But he’s a real nice boy in Aunt Lizzie’s eyes.”

Gordon would have intervened, but his spirit was broken. He slunk into the scullery and dropped his aching head upon the knife-machine.
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For once Diana was silenced. It was absurd that she should attempt to justify herself to a woman of this character. Yet she did.

“Mr. Dempsi is — is a very dear friend. To compare your — oh, it’s horrible!”

She was sickened — the realisation of her own hypocrisy did not lessen the nausea. There was no comparison. Of the two men, Double Dan was the more appealing.

No index of her mind went unread by the shrewd watcher.

“I gotta stick by this anyhow. It’s no vacation for me,” said Heloise with a sigh.

The effect was magical — the frown vanished from Diana’s face and a soft light came to her eyes.

“I’m sorry for you sometimes,” she said.

Heloise raised her left shoulder.

“Why, I’m sorry most times. Gee! It’s a helluva life,” she said bitterly.

Diana’s heart went out to the woman. Her loneliness, the atmosphere of tragedy which now enveloped her, called for tenderness and help.

“I ought to have realised that,” she said gently. “I’m sorry I was sharp.”

The great strategist is he who recognises the moment when his enemy is wavering. Heloise brought up her heavy guns.

“I was a good woman before I met him,” she said with a little sob. Gordon, a horrified listener, came gasping into the kitchen.

“You — you!”

“Silence!”

Under the flashing eyes of Diana Ford his courage failed. Like the fisherman’s wife, he could only stand and watch and suffer.

“He just naturally dragged me down.” Heloise was playing for safety and freedom, and she was a champion player.

Diana’s voice quivered as she turned on the shrinking man.

“You brute! To think that a man like you should be allowed to prey upon humanity! I suspected something like this! You are a human tiger, unfit to live — Why don’t you leave him, Heloise?” she asked tenderly.

Heloise wiped her eyes and sniffed.

“He’s got me — so.” She put down her thumb suggestively. “That kind of man doesn’t let up on a woman once she’s in his power. She’s his till doom.”

Gordon shuffled his feet and she stepped back, fear in her face.

“Don’t let him touch me!” she cried in terror.

In another second Diana’s arm was about her.

“Stand back,” she said sternly. “Does he — does he strike you?”

Heloise nodded with just that show of reluctance that was so convincing.

“I’m just black and blue sometimes,” she wept. “He’ll beat me for this, sure. Don’t trouble about me. Miss Ford — I’m naturally worthless. I must stand by Dan to the end of the chapter — heaven help me!”

“You villain!” The girl was in tears too. Gordon was beyond weeping. “But why can’t you leave him?” Diana’s voice was low and vibrant. “Are you married?”

The slow smile that dawned on the sad face told its own black story.

“That kinder man doesn’t marry,” said Heloise quietly.

The basilisk glare of Diana’s eyes turned to Gordon, dumb and motionless.

“But he shall!” she said slowly.

Heloise went swiftly past her and fell on her knees at Gordon’s feet. He did not even attempt to draw his hands away when she clutched them. This nightmare would pass — he was sure of that. Monstrous things like this did not happen in a well-ordered world. He had only to keep quiet and calm and presently Trenter’s voice would say: “Eight o’clock, sir; I’m afraid it is raining.” Trenter always apologised for the weather. And he would open his eyes…

Through the haze of his dream came the moaning sound of Heloise pleading.

“Dan, you heard what the good young lady said. Marry me, Dan — won’t you marry me?”

Gordon smiled foolishly. To Diana it was devilish.

“Make me like I was when you took me from my li’l Connecticut home,” sobbed Heloise. Not for nothing had she played a small town tour with that masterpiece Rich Men and Poor Women. “Don’t you see it, Dan? The old farm an’ the old cows comin’ along the boardwalk, an’ can’t you hear the cracked bell of the chapel, an’ don’t you remember my old mother sittin’ right there on the porch read’n’ the good old Book? Make it come back again, Dan.”

Her voice rose to a thin, agonized wail. For a second Gordon returned to near normal.

“What do you mean by this tomfoolery?” he squeaked, trying to disengage his hand.

“Man!” Diana was unconscious of the plagiarism. “Be careful!”

He shook his head.

“I tell you—”

“You shall marry her!”

“I — I can’t — I won’t… I’ll see you all to the devil.”

Heloise cowered under the stroke of fate.

“You promised me, Dan! You promised me! You’re not going back on your word? Dan, say it ain’t true — it’s not true, Dan?”

It was terrible, thought Diana, her heart broken by the woman’s woe.

“You don’t mean it, Dan, do you? It’s only your joking way?” Gordon showed his teeth in a fiendish grimace. “Ah, I can see you smiling. I can see the li’l twinkle in your eye! We’ll quit this business like this pretty young lady says an’ shake the whole outfit, won’t we, Dan? And I’ll be just your li’l wife sittin’ on the back porch, whilst you’re mixin’ the hen-feed in the garden.”

“Damn the hen-feed!” he yelled. “Curse you and your back porch! I won’t marry you. Diana, can’t you see that she’s a fake? She’s acting! I’m nothing to her!”

“He spurns me,” groaned Heloise, and fell prostrate to the floor. Instantly Diana was beside her and had raised the bowed head.

“Come with me, my dear. Appeal is wasted on a man like that. Ah, you can laugh!”

“I’m not laughing,” said Gordon indignantly. “What the devil is there to laugh at? If I laughed at anybody I would laugh at you, you… you booby!”

She cast upon him one harrowing glance of contempt, and then devoted her attention to the girl.

“If I gave you the money to get to your home, would you go?”

Heloise nodded weakly.

“You shall have it tomorrow. Come with me.

Heloise gently freed herself of the detaining arm.

“No — no, I’ll stay,” she said brokenly. “I guess there’s something I want to say to Dan, something that I want no other woman to hear.”

Diana went pale.

“I think I understand,” she said quietly, and went out, closing the door softly behind her.

Heloise waited, crept to the door and listened before she spun round, joy in her face.

“Whoopee!” She danced round the kitchen. “I got my fare! I got my fare! Oh boy, some leading woman! Heloise, your salary is raised and your name’s in lights.”

“You, you wicked woman!” gasped Gordon. “How dare you — how dare you!”

“Aw, listen!” Hand on hip, she faced him, looking from under her curling lashes. “I gotta get somethin’ on the side. Be reasonable, Man. I’m broke — I couldn’t raise two dollars. Suppose Dan does pay up — where’s my transportation coming from? Have a heart, birdie.”

“You’ve deceived Miss Ford.”

“Now listen to Holy Mike! Haven’t you deceived her? Anyway, you don’t deserve a nice li’l girl like that. Don’t think I despise her because she’s easy. That’s a real nice girl. You lied when you said you were married — you may be, but it is not to Diana. And never will be. She’s got brains.”

He strode up and down the kitchen with furious strides, muttering under his breath. Presently he confronted her.

“You take away my character — you accuse me of the most abominable acts. You swear away my reputation in a most disgraceful manner. I am Double Dan in her eyes.”

She had found and lit another cigarette and was sitting on the table, her feet swinging.

“Gee, you’ve gotta get a sense of humour, boy,” she said goodnaturedly. “You’re too serious, that’s what’s wrong with you! She’s a good dresser too — that gown she was wearing this afternoon certainly made me feel old.”

He was cooling down now. The uselessness of argument or appeal was so apparent that he fell into her mood.

“I shall finish in a lunatic asylum,” he said, “just as surely as Double Dan will finish in jail.”

“Don’t you worry. The li’l game is going to end very soon. I’m through. John’s due home in a fortnight, and I’m just longing for the smell of rubber an’ oil an’ breakfast. That’s what a ship smells like to me. I’m going to have it out with Dan.”

“You mean, he is coming — that we shall meet?” asked Gordon eagerly.

“We shall meet and he shall part,” she said cryptically, “that’s what. The poor Limburger! And he’s going to split fair. Did he think I’d sit down an’ take his twen’y-eighty? No, sir. As a woman the idea revolts me. I was brought up in a strict fifty-fifty school!”

Gordon was himself again.

“Now I warn you this matter has gone as far as it is going,” he said impressively. “There are fifty thousand dollars in The Study safe, and I’ve no doubt in my mind that that is his objective, though how he came to know this—”

“Fifty thousand!” she breathed. “That explains everything! You told me in one of your heart-to-heart talks that you always kept a thousand pounds, but not — —”

“This money was drawn to pay an American,” said Gordon impatiently. “There is no reason why I should explain why it is here. It is in the safe — that is sufficient.”

Heloise had become very thoughtful.

“Then he knew!” she said. “The piker!

Wouldn’t that make you sore! Fifty thousand dollars — ten thousand pounds — seven hundred thousand francs — every mark in the world — and all to be cleaned up on his lonesome!”

She was apparently oblivious of Gordon’s presence. The immensity of Dan’s treachery was all-absorbing.

“So that’s why he wanted to work alone! ‘Get him to Ostend,’ he said, ‘and leave the rest to me!’ And the rest was fifty thousand dollars! That fellow couldn’t go straight if he was fired from a gun. Not a word to me either — he expected to get a thousand pounds, he said — it is the most unprofessional thing I’ve ever heard about in my life!”

“My dear woman,” said Gordon testily, “the ethics of the case do not interest me—”

“But he’s gonna split this two ways,” said Heloise grimly, “or my name is Johanna Dub. He’s going to act honest even if it hurts him. Yes, sir. There’s going to be honour amongst Double Dan and Heloise Chowster. Shame on you, Dan, you great big yegg!”

The perfidy of the man had changed her whole outlook on life. Her very ideals were tottering.

“He’ll split it no-ways, understand that!”

Gordon was firm. “I will not see myself robbed. Do you think I’m a fool?”

She searched his face for rebutting evidence.

“Why, that idea certainly did occur to me,” she said mildly; and then her tone changed. Diana’s step was on the stair. “1 won’t plead with you any more, Dan, there’s nothin’ to be gained. I — I wish you luck! Won’t you take my hand for the last time?”

Bewildered, Gordon stared at her, then he saw Diana and understood.

“Don’t let us part this way, Dan. I forgive you everything you’ve done. Goodbye, Dan, old friend.”

She put out her hand timidly. Gordon could have smacked her.

“Goodbye!”

“You brute — take her hand at once!” hissed Diana.

He took it limply.

“All right — good-evening.”

Diana knew that the criminal classes were callous, but she had never realised how brutal they could be.

“Come with me, my dear,” she said. “You need not see him any more.”

“Thank you,” said Gordon; “that’s the first kind thing you’ve said.”

Diana treated him with the scorn he deserved.

“Miss Ford” — Heloise was looking wistfully at her benefactress— “dare I ask you sump’n?”

“Why, surely.”

Heloise touched her skirt disparagingly.

“Somehow these clothes don’t seem right in my state of mind. I know you’ll think I’m crazy, but clothes mean an awful lot, even to a woman like me, and these are kind of too gay for a brokenhearted girl. If you’ve got sump’n quiet and sorrowful—”

Diana smiled. How well she understood!

“I know just how you’re feeling. Come to my room, Heloise. You need have no fear. I will send Superbus to look after this — this man.”

Gordon thrust out a warning finger.

“Diana, I beg of you not to help this wretched female. And for heaven’s sake don’t give her any of your new clothes — if you do, she’ll impersonate you—”

Diana’s glance would have withered a waterlily.

“You despicable brute! Go to your bed and sleep — if you can!”
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It was Monday morning. A church clock striking one reminded Gordon of this interesting fact. An hour had passed since Bobbie’s “goodnight” had come to him through the closed door of his room.

“Goodnight,” said Gordon.

“I wasn’t speaking to you,” snapped Bobbie.

He had been out all the evening interviewing Inspector Carslake, and the excursion had not been altogether profitable. Bobbie’s door closed. He heard the click of Diana’s lock being fastened. Dempsi passed, after rhapsodizing at the closed portals of Diana’s bower. From somewhere below came the snores of Julius Superbus.

Every exit from the house was closed, save one. The little casement in the big windows of The Study. Gordon had made a careful examination, for there was a possibility that Diana had taken the precaution of screwing it tight. But this she had neglected, satisfied probably with the presence in The Study of Mr. Superbus.

Twice Gordon had tiptoed to the door of his room and turned the handle. It was unlocked tonight. With Bobbie in the house Diana had relaxed her vigilance. Half-past-one chimed. Gordon got off the bed, put on his soiled collar and his coat and gathered up his shoes. He was penniless, but the servants at the hotel knew him, and he would be able to write a cheque on the hotel notepaper and get all the cash he wanted. And then he would return and deal with Mr. Dempsi. He had not yet decided as to the method of Dempsi’s death, but it would be painful. As for Heloise… he hoped that she would be gone.

Extinguishing the light, he opened the door and listened. There was no sound, and, creeping down the stairs, he passed silently into The Study. Mr. Superbus was breathing regularly — the window rattled a little; the floor vibrated; but no other ill effects followed. As Gordon stood listening, the detective grunted and turned over on his side. The snores ceased — Julius was in a deeper sleep than ever. Now was his chance; yet he had not taken a step before he halted. A circle of light had appeared at the window. He waited, holding his breath. There was a rasping sound, and the casement opened. He saw the dark bulk of a figure wriggle through. A long pause, in which the newcomer was invisible, then the circle of light appeared again. This time on the safe.

A burglar! His first impulse was to leap at the man and grapple with him. His second was to approach with less commotion….

“Hands up, or I’ll fire!”

At the first sibilant of the words, the light went out, and then:

“Don’t shoot, guv’nor. It’s a cop!”

“Don’t shout, you fool!” hissed Gordon. “There’s a man sleeping in the room — where’s your gun?”

“Don’t carry a gun.”

“What are you doing here?”

The unknown burglar’s impatient click of lips was certainly called for.

“Don’t ask silly questions — I said it was a cop, didn’t I?”

Gordon groped for the flashlamp and turned it full on the man’s face.

“I know you,” he said immediately.

The thin lips parted in a grin.

“You ‘ave the advantage of me,” he said with mordant humour.

“You are the man who was cleaning the windows yesterday morning?”

The burglar nodded.

“Got me first time. Stark’s my name — I’m not giving any trouble, and if you tell the judge I had a gun you’re a liar.”

He raised his voice a little. Gordon glanced round fearfully, but the detective was snoring again.

“Ssh! Not so loud. Have you opened the safe?”

The idea came to him at that second: a brain flash of singular brilliance.

“I should have done if you’d been a minute later,” said Stark plaintively. “You’ve spoilt a good night’s work.”

Gordon nodded.

“Open it,” he said, and Stark could not believe his ears.

“What!”

“Open it. I’ll pay you well — and I’ll give you your liberty. You’ll only have to work on one lock — the combination is ‘Telma’ — got that?”

296 “Do you mean it, guv’nor?” incredulity dominant.

“Yes, yes. I lost my key,” replied Gordon. “Now get to work — can you manage without the lights?”

The other grinned in the darkness.

“Sure. Only amatchoors want a lot of light. A flash is best — and brightest.”

He produced from under his coat a short jemmy and a longer and thinner instrument. He may have been, and was, a poor window-cleaner. As burglar he belonged to the aristocracy.

“Ever seen a safe opened before?” he asked over his shoulder.

Gordon shook his head.

“No — not this way,” he admitted.

“Takes years to learn and there’s not much money in it,” said Mr. Stark sadly. “Spoilt by foreigners this trade is, ruined by competition and outsiders, like everything else. Americans mostly. Why they don’t keep in their own country I don’t know. Very smart fellows — I’ll say that, though they’re taking the bread out of our mouths; but we’ve got as good men if they only had a bit of encouragement and capital behind ‘em.”

The door swung out.

“There you are, sir!”

Gordon peered over the man’s shoulder.

“Open?” he asked, in a tone which combined surprise and annoyance. The man who sold him the safe was indeed a teller of untrue stories.

“Yes.”

“Show the light. Here it is. Moses! there’s not ten thousand there!”

He grasped what there was, and raised his head to listen — somebody was coming down the stairs.

“Now go quick — there’s somebody coming. Here, take this!”

He thrust a bill into the burglar’s hand. In a second Stark was through the window. Gordon was following, when a quivering voice from the sofa called:

“Who’s there?”

Mr. Selsbury did not wait to explain. As the detective, with surprising courage, ran toward him, Gordon jumped from the window.

“Stop!”

It was another voice — Dempsi! Gordon dropped to the courtyard as the other fired.

“Bang — bang!”

Twice he shot, and there was a scream of pain. Diana heard it, and sprang from bed. Drawing her wrap about her as she ran, she flew down the stairs and into The Study. In the centre of the room stood Dempsi, and at his feet a figure — the wriggling figure of Julius Superbus.

“He has paid the price of duty,” said Dempsi.

And so it proved. Ten little toes had Mr. Superbus brought to 61 Cheynel Gardens. One would never go forth again attached to his patrician feet.
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Summing up the matter, as she did in a night made busy with the comings and goings of doctors, and vocal with the low-voiced agony of Mr. Superbus, Diana was glad that the man had escaped. She was sorry, extremely sorry about the Julian toe — a small toe by all accounts, and not especially valuable or wholly necessary to his complete enjoyment of life — still, it was his, and had been (as he explained between paroxysms) a close companion throughout his chequered life. He recounted stories about it, half fond, half wistful. Once he had dropped a hammer on it and had cursed it for being in the way. He regretted that now. It had been a gentle, easygoing toe, and had never given him trouble. Other toes had developed callosities that were painful; but this child of his heart amongst the pedal appendages had never given him a moment’s unease.

Yes, she was rather sorry, even though the

doctor said he was in no pain and (not knowing

the fearless character of the man) had given an opinion that Julius was more frightened than hurt. But she was glad Double Dan had gone… ever so glad.

And the shooting had produced one most desirable result — Dempsi had been completely subdued ever since. Not once had he described her as his angel or his serene vision. He who had searched the heavens and starry spaces thereof for illustrations of her beauty, her charm and her numerous attractions, was satisfied with the most commonplace terminology.

“The fact is,” said Bobbie, “the poor Wop has never used an automatic before, and the darn thing went off before he realised he had touched the trigger.”

“Poor Wop!” Diana’s nose went up. “Poor Mr. Superbus rather!”

This was so long after breakfast that Bobbie had had time to make a call at Diana’s bank, and Mr. Dempsi was a notable absentee.

“How did you sleep?” he asked sympathetically.

“Terribly! Bobbie, did you get the money?”

“Yes, by great good luck your credits came through on Saturday. I have the money. The manager was full of apologies on behalf of self and bank. Here it is.” He produced from his hip pocket a thick wad of bills. “In American money. By some strange accident it is clean.”

She was thoughtful, biting her lip.

“I had a wire from Gordon. He has reached Inverness,” she mentioned.

“I’m sure he has,” said Bobbie drily. “And how is the old K Bus?”

“Poor old fellow!” she laughed quietly. “I think he’s almost reconciled to his very great loss. I shouldn’t be surprised if he didn’t develop into a war-hero, but for the moment he’s worrying what his good lady will say about the lost toe. From what he says I gather that she counts them every night.”

Bobbie grinned at the fire. There seemed something inexpressibly comic about a man losing a toe.

“Nothing has been heard of Double Dan?” he asked, and she shook her head.

“No, he seems to have disappeared. We know by the marks on the brickwork that he climbed the wall, and according to Mr. Superbus, he had a companion. In one way I’m glad he’s gone.”

Bobbie looked at the girl in astonishment.

“Glad?” he said. “Good lord, why?”

“For the poor girl’s sake.” Diana’s face was saddened. “You don’t know what she’s suffered at his hands, Bobbie. There’s a whole lot of good in Heloise. Of course she feels his going. That’s the curse of it — a woman never loses hope.”

“He must have got away pretty quickly,” said Bobbie. ‘T was down immediately after Dempsi, and though I searched the house and the courtyard at once, there was no sign of the devil.”

She made a little gesture of distaste.

“Don’t let us talk about him,” she said briefly and went on to talk of Dempsi.

“He has been simply splendid. Really I have had a pleasant shock: the only one of that variety he has ever given me. I shouldn’t have thought that a man of his excitable temperament could have taken the matter so calmly. But he is subdued. A little nervous, I think, about the shooting. He was very anxious to know if I had informed the police, but of course I hadn’t — so far as Mr. Superbus’ toe was concerned. He’s going to-day.”

“Not Dempsi?”

She nodded.

“He says he’ll wait for me for a thousand years,” she sighed. “I told him a hundred would be long enough — heigho! He hasn’t spoken otherwise about marriage all the morning. I almost like him for it.”

The subject of conversation strolled into the room a few minutes later. He was looking haggard, Bobbie thought, and remarkably unattractive.

“Good morning, Mr. Selsbury — you have not seen Aunt Lizzie? I wished to condole with her. It is terrible when lovers are parted — but how terrible for you! Double Dan, you say? It makes my flesh creep. Yet” — his admiring eyes beamed upon his hostess— “yet our little Diana did not fear! Ah, that was most wonderful. But tell me — who is Aunt Lizzie?”

“A friend of mine,” said Diana shortly.

Dempsi shook his head in sorrow.

“I shall never forgive myself for shooting Superbus — in the toe,” he said in a tone of bitter regret.

Bobbie laughed.

“You sound as though you’d like to have shot him through the head,” he said, and Mr. Dempsi recoiled before the bloodthirsty suggestion.

“I? Heaven forbid! I admire Superbus. He is to me most admirable.”

“He shouldn’t have slept,” said Diana. “He promised me that if he did fall off, he would have one eye open. Those were his words. I don’t know how he would manage, but he was so confident that I didn’t come down to look.”

She ran to the door. The tap, tap of a stick on the parquet floor of the hall announced the coming of the invalid, his right foot a picturesque cushion of white bandages. There was a crutch under one arm, and he heaved himself forward in jerks. To Diana he accorded a wan smile. Bobbie took one arm, Mr. Dempsi the other. They reached the sofa to the accompaniment of many grunts and “ughs.”

“You are feeling better, Mr. Superbus?” He shook his head, being unwilling at this early stage to dispense with the anxiety, the care and the apprehension that was his due.

“Middling, ma’am, middling. Naturally, I’m a little bit shook up. I always get that way when I figure in a shooting affray — if I may use the term — and I’ve been in a few in my time. I’ll tell you about them one day, miss. But this, in a way, is the worst, and I admit I don’t feel up to the mark. What my good lady will say when she finds I’ve lost a toe—”

He shook his head mournfully. Diana tried to cheer him.

“I’m sure she won’t make a fuss, Mr. Superbus. Women are very brave in such moments of trial. And a toe more or less isn’t essential to married happiness.”

Mr. Superbus wasn’t so sure, being at that moment in his most sentimental mood. His eyes were moist.

“It’s a dreadful thing to think, ma’am,” he said, his lip atremble, “that only yesterday that little toe of mine was alive and well; to-day — where is it?”

Mr. Dempsi covered his eyes with his long, thin hand.

“And I did it,” he said, his bosom heaving.

“Don’t take on so, sir” — Julius had the air of a Christian martyr excusing the lions. “Why, it might have happened to any gentleman. I wish you’d shot him — or her.”

Diana’s eyes narrowed.

“Or her?” she repeated. “What makes you say that?” Was the other person a woman?”

“It might have been.” Julius was not prepared to be more explicit. In truth, he wasn’t particularly sure himself, but being gifted by nature with the mystery novelist’s successful trick of passing on suspicion to the most unlikely quarters, he suggested a woman accomplice, if only to be the only person in the room who knew the truth. Which was that the second person was a man and used expressions that no lady could possibly employ.

“Whether it is one or the other I am unable to make a statement at present,” he said sombrely. “That will come out at the trial.”

“What really happened?” Bobbie put the question. He had still only a disjoined idea of what had occurred in the dark.

Julius fumbled in his pocket and found a massive notebook, opened it deliberately, and, after much searching, found the page he sought.

“At two A. M. on or about the fifteenth inst.,” he said sonorously and with complete relish, “I was aroused from my slumbers by an uneasy apprehension that trouble was abroad, viz: burglars or other bad characters. I proceeded at once to rise from my bed, which was twentyfive feet six inches from the window (I got Aunt Lizzie to measure it)” he explained in parenthesis. “The Study was in darkness, but I saw the figure of a man. As I darted forward to arrest him, there arose, seemingly from my feet, a person or persons unknown. Realising that danger threatened, I immediately grappled with them — I suppose you heard the sign of a struggle?” he asked anxiously.

Diana had heard nothing. Bobbie shook his head.

“I didn’t, but I wasn’t near enough,” he explained.

Mr. Dempsi, his hand behind him, his bearded chin on his waistcoat, did not look up.

“Suddenly,” resumed Superbus, “there was a shot and I knew no more.”

“But you say it might have been a woman?” Diana was not inclined to lose sight of that point.

“It might have been a man or a woman,” said Julius. “That will come out when I tell the secret story, so to speak. For the present I will describe it as a person or persons unknown. I don’t mind admitting,” he added, “that they was strangers to me, and I never want to see ’em again. Where’s Uncle Isaac? I haven’t seen him this morning.”

“But when you grappled, Mr. Superbus, you surely knew whether it was a man or a woman?” insisted Diana.

Julius inclined his head.

“Speaking as a married man,” he said discreetly, “I ought to know.”

“But you ‘grappled’?”

“In a sense,” said Mr. Superbus, “only in a sense. When a man grapples with — with — a problem, does he catch it by the ear, or punch it under the jaw? No, ma’am. When I say grappled, I’m speaking in a general way.”

“But you saw—”

Here Julius was on safer ground.

“Well, it looked like a man… I’ll tell you the truth, it looked like Uncle Isaac. Don’t imagine for one second that it was Uncle Isaac,” he warned them. “I cast no aspersions. He got through the door before I could properly see him.”

“You must have been mistaken, Mr. Superbus,” said Diana.

“I saw it slip past me and out of that door.” Julius pointed.

“You were mistaken,” said Diana. “The man went out of the window and from the window into the courtyard. And then over the wall. The window was found open.”

But Julius was really not interested in the escaping criminal. On the other hand, he was very much interested in his own emotions. For once he felt that the eyes of the world were on him.

“As I lay there,” he said, “the whole of my life flitted before me. I saw my old school and the schoolmaster waiting for me at the door with his cane behind his back. I saw the public-house what I used to use as a young man, and where I met my good lady, owing to taking her father home one night and helping the family to put him to bed—”

“Yes, yes,” interrupted Bobbie, a little unkindly, “it must have been a dreadful experience. Now tell us how you came to be asleep whilst these people were breaking open the safe?”

Mr. Superbus raised his eyebrows and shut his eyes.

“Drugs,” he said. “The coffee must have been drugged last night. I’m a light sleeper. The slightest noise and I’m awake!”

Bobbie nodded.

“Oh, you did hear the pistol then?” he said.

Diana thought his remark somewhat offensive.
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With the remark that he had to go to his good lady or his good lady would have to come to him, Julius had taken his departure in a motor ambulance. He could as well have gone by taxi, but he expressed a preference for an ambulance. “One with a red cross,” he suggested. Diana had ‘phoned a garage, and Julius Superbus made his exit dramatically, covered with blankets, flat on a stretcher, and smiling the smile of one who was not long for this world but wasn’t afraid to go.

“And what my missus will say when I come home short, I shudder to think,” he said pathetically. “I don’t know: the only satisfaction I’ve got is that it was done on dooty.”

This significantly. When he had gone, Diana asked:

“What is a toe worth, Bobbie? I must send the poor dear something. Would two hundred pounds be too little?”

“It was a little toe,” said Bobbie thoughtfully;

“a big toe would have cost you more. Try him with two hundred.”

Diana wrote at once.

She felt in excellent humour despite the empty-safe with its hanging door; despite the shadow of tragedy which had impinged upon the house. Eleanor and the cook had made an early return. She had told them to stay away until Tuesday. They had argued (so they said) as to whether she had said Monday or Tuesday, and, to be on the safe side, had returned on the earlier day. Cook’s triumph (she had supported the Tuesday view) was tempered by the chagrin of a lost twentyfour hours of well-paid idleness.

Heloise, from an upper window, saw the detective take his ceremonious departure. She had reason to be glad that Dempsi’s shots had done no greater mischief. She had been noticeably nervous all that morning, starting at every sound. Once Diana had found her hiding — there was no other word for it — in the little book-room and, detected, she had been so frightened and confused that Diana for a second was puzzled, till she remembered that the abrupt departure of Double Dan must have shocked the poor girl beyond understanding.

Diana had finished her letter when Heloise came aimlessly into the room and looked round.

Dempsi was sitting on the sofa, his face in his hands, looking moodily into the fire. Bobbie was in his own room, engaged in some mysterious business of his own (he was writing frantic telegrams to Gordon, imploring him to return; these he addressed to every hotel in Paris where he was likely to be found).

Diana looked up with a smile, blotted the envelope and fixed a stamp.

“You must talk with Aunt — with Heloise — and amuse her,” she said.

“Huh?” Dempsi broke off his meditations with a start.

“You have met Heloise?”

So many unlikely things had happened in the past forty-eight hours that it was quite possible she had omitted an introduction. She would not have been surprised if Dempsi denied having ever met Aunt Lizzie.

“Oh yes, we have met,” he said awkwardly. “Did the shot waken you? I owe you ten thousand apologies if it did.”

She shook her head sadly.

“No, no. My mind was too full of — something else. Something that I cannot explain. Uncle — Uncle Isaac has really gone?”

Diana nodded.

“Gone! Out of my life! It doesn’t seem possible.”

Dempsi was vaguely interested, fixing her with a blank look; he also was thinking of something else.

“Dear lady, you seem very sad,” he said mildly.

Her tragic eyes moved till they rested on his.

“Sad! When I think of my old home and my dear father in Michigan—”

“I thought you said Connecticut,” interrupted Diana.

Heloise was a quick thinker.

“Mother lives there,” she said gently. “Poppa is in Michigan. They’re living apart.”

“I see,” said Diana helpfully, “happily separated. Most of one’s friends are. It is so convenient for everybody — it simply means if you keep on good terms with both, that you double the number of your friends. You must feel rather nice about returning to America — having two homes that will welcome you.”

Heloise looked hard at the girl. She was never quite sure whether she was being very serious or very sarcastic. Other people disliked Diana for the same reason.

“So you’re going home?” Dempsi roused himself to take a benevolent interest in Aunt Lizzie.

“Yes, I’m going back to a new life, thanks to Miss Ford,” she said quietly. “Some day this life will seem like a bad dream; I shall forget everything, except those who have robbed me of that which was dearer than life itself.”

The embarrassed Diana made her escape.

“You go to America?”

“Yes.”

“It is a beautiful country. A wonderful country!” mused Dempsi.

The click of the door as Diana disappeared brought him to his feet, and his expression had undergone a remarkable change. He looked down at Heloise keenly, as he rasped:

“Now, where is that money?”

Heloise glanced at the door, looked over her shoulder: the room was empty.

“You know where it is, Sally!” he said harshly. “Now come across!”

She was not sad any more; on the contrary, she was on the verge of fury. Hands on hips, she faced him.

“Say, Dan, you’re the cleverest thing in male impersonators I know,” she said shrilly. “I guess I wouldn’t be surprised to see you come into this room disguised as a performing flea. But the innocent child is outside your repertoire. You wouldn’t last three bars as Little Eva. Who took the money? You cheap skate! You’re not going to put that over on me! You took the money. You took it, and helped that poor fool make a getaway at the same time. I guess you were working on the safe when he came in.”

“You lie!” He was beside himself with wrath. “I came in after you’d got it out. I didn’t mean to shoot — I guess that was the maddest thing I ever did. But I saw this guy getting through the window, and I guessed what happened. He gave you the money to let him escape!”

She showed her white teeth in a grimace of fury.

“You mean I’ve got it right now? In my pocket?”

“Sure I mean that,” he said doggedly.

She heaved up a long, impatient sigh.

“You’re going to hear from my husband’s lawyers! That’s what! And right here and now I’m telling you sump’n, you four-flushin’ dog! You took the money, and shot that poor boob when he came in to see who it was breaking the tin! What were you doing in the room all dressed up ready to jump the first train out of London — and leave me flat? You sneak! Haven’t I worked hard for you? Haven’t I sat for hours making an exhibition of my darned ego for that soul-lizard? Didn’t I get out of him the story of Diana, and give you the script and band parts and light cues? Didn’t I pump him till there was noth’n’ left but the squeak and the handle? And — do — you — dare — to turn me down?”

He dared nothing. Her victory was complete when he began to make excuses.

“There was fifty thousand dollars in that safe. All I’ve got is a crossed cheque that’s as useful as confetti at a funeral. It will take two days to clear: Selsbury will be back tonight.”

“Fifty thousand dollars!” she sneered. “You told me nothing about that. Maybe you forgot it? You said there wasn’t a thousand pounds in the job. Didn’t you? You said you’d be glad if you got back expenses. Am I lying? And what’s that cheque anyway? Money she owed Dempsi? Great snakes — the money Dempsi threw at her! I told you that, and I’d forgotten it!”

She ran her fingers through her hair. Her smile was fixed and terrifying. The smile of the Medusas was jocund by comparison.

“I forgot about it until I got a note from her enclosing the money,” he protested. “Why, when that cheque came along, you could have blown me down. It was then I saw big money in the proposition and decided to go after the rest of the stuff. It looked easy to me.”

Impolite scepticism showed in her eye, and his injured air only intensified her suspicions.

“Now, Dan, you’re a wonderful teller of tales and I guess if I were a bit younger I’d fall for it!” she said practically. “But you’re going to be a good little boy and ‘fess up to Auntie that you took that money, and then you’ll say ‘Auntie, we’ll split it fifty-fifty.’ And if you don’t, Dan, why, it’s ‘Good morning, judge’ for yours!”

He tried blandishment.

“Honest, now, Sally, you’ve got it,” he said genially. “Let’s get right down to cases and—”

“Would I be here doing this act and allowing my emotions to destroy my beauty if I had it?

Shouldn’t I be stepping on it? Would you be exchanging persiflage with anything but the dust of my trail?”

This point appeared logical.

“That’s true,” he said. “Then who opened the safe — not Selsbury?”

“You did,” she nodded, and he went purple.

“Curse you! I told you I didn’t take it…”

The door handle turned. Without looking round they knew it was Diana. She had omitted to enclose a cheque in her letter, she remarked at large, but they were too absorbed in their talk to heed her.

“I just love the country,” sighed Heloise. “To hear the old blue jays singing and watch the clouds coming up over the hill and feel the breeze in your face — why, there’s nothing quite like it, Mr. Dempsi.”

“I’ve never seen you two talking before,” said Diana with a smile. Which was true.

In a few seconds she was gone….

“Now see here, Sally, we haven’t time to act foolishly over this business. The stuff was taken, maybe by that guy Selsbury. What did you come here for, anyway?” It was a question that he had been seeking an opportunity to ask.

“I came here when I found you were trying to work the job as a one-man performance. I know you, Dan; you’ve got a mighty bad reputation amongst honest crooks.”

He laughed without merriment.

“I’m trying to live it down. Where has he gone — did he tell you he was leaving?”

“No; we’d given up confidences before he left. You said he would come back. I’ve got it in my bones that you’re right. I guess he got it.”

“But he couldn’t have worked a job like this single-handed,” said the other. “Why, your husband couldn’t have opened that safe more scientifically….”

She was not willing to be turned by gross flattery.

“Cut out the small talk and get right down to the grand facts of life,” she said briskly. “Did I find Selsbury and affinitize him or did I not? Did I…”

He snarled at her like an angry mongrel.

“‘Did I, didn’t I’ — great Moses! Do I want all that stuff? Why did you allow him to come back here?”

“Let him come back?” she said scornfully. “I made him come back! When I got him into the house, I had him like that. I knew how you’d turn up. I knew there was money here, and I was going to stay with it. It’s a funny thing about me that, of all the affinities I’ve met, noth’n’ is quite so close as money. Noth’n’ understands me better or talks more like Governor George Demosthenes.”

The man was finished. He too was a philosopher.

“Well, there’s no help for it,” he said with a groan that he could not suppress. “We’ll have to share. The old terms, mind — none of your fifty-fifty stuff. Seventy-thirty.”

“Seventy-thirty! Well, I admire cold blood! It’s fifty-fifty or nothing with me, Dan. But there ain’t anything to share.”

Here he corrected her.

“She’s paying up. I’ve given her back the cheque. If you wait half-an-hour she’ll have it cashed. Now are you satisfied? Sixty-forty?”

“Fifty-fifty!” said Heloise firmly. “You’d never forgive yourself if you gave me less.”

They wrangled for ten minutes; in the end Heloise gained a victory for principle.
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Eleanor came furtively in search of her mistress and found her in Gordon’s room, valiantly overhauling his wardrobe.

“The clergyman, miss,” she said, with an air of mystery that was natural.

The well-trained servant has an air appropriate to the calling of every visitor. Dread and a funereal solemnity for doctors, a primness for elderly ladies, a suppressed blitheness to announce the young, mystery for the clergy; only a lawyer baffles interpretation. The secret dispositions of lawyers have never been probed.

“The clergyman!” Diana’s heart fell.

“A priest, ma’am, by his clothes,” said Eleanor.

She was a Primitive Methodist and was secretly thrilled by priests and nuns.

Not before had Diana considered Mr. Dempsi’s sectarian leanings. Nor had she before had sufficient confidence to meet the man whom she guessed had been sent by Dempsi to arrange the details of her servitude.

“I will come down,” she said, and took the card from Eleanor’s hand.

She read the few printed words carefully, then she read them again and passed her hand over her eyes.

“Father Giuseppe Dempsi, Vicar of Banhurst.”

“Father Giuseppe Dempsi!” she said aloud, and in another second was flying down the stairs.

She recognised him instantly, cleanshaven, dark, the old grin in his brown eyes. She would have known him even had he not been wearing his black cassock.

“Diana!” he said. “After all these years I”

“Mr. Dempsi,” she grasped, gripping the thin hand outstretched, “it is you! You don’t know how glad I am to see you!”

Dempsi, the real Dempsi! Then who was the other? The solution of the mystery came to her in a flash, and in the realisation the whole weight of the universe was lifted from her heart.

“Father Dempsi!” she said, in a wondering way, still holding his hand. “It doesn’t seem possible!”

“I was rather a fool, wasn’t I?” he said without any trace of embarrassment. “Yes, I went into the Church. But I should have let you know.”

“The money!” she said, suddenly. “The money you gave me — you will want that?”

He laughed a little sheepishly.

“I wondered if any was left. Honestly, I need money just now. My boys’ club is insolvent and the new church hall wants an organ…”

She nodded. She was still bewildered. Almost hysterical. And then came an excited Bobbie with a rush, flinging open the door.

“Diana!” he began.

Behind him stood Gordon. A somewhat severely clad Gordon, yet different. She ran to him — before she realised what happened, she had kissed him. Gordon returned the kiss without any visible effort.

“Gordon, do you know the Reverend Giuseppe Dempsi? You’ve heard me talk about Mr. Dempsi?”

Gordon stared at the priest openmouthed.

“The Reverend Giuseppe Dempsi?” he said. “I thought — er “ He grasped the hand of the smiling clergyman. “I knew it couldn’t be that little… how do you do?”

“Diana and I are very old acquaintances — old friends, I ought to say,” said Dempsi, beaming from one to the other. “Old lovers, I nearly said, but the love was a little one-sided.” He chuckled.

“Extraordinary!” Gordon could say no more.

“But, Gordon, how is it you’re back? I had a wire this morning from Inverness. You couldn’t have got back—”

“By aeroplane,” said Gordon without a blush. “I had a feeling that all was not well with you.”

“Gordon, did you really?” Her colour came and went. “You are psychic, aren’t you? And Gordon, dear, you’ve had your whiskers shaved!”

He nodded gravely.

“I meant to tell you I intended doing that — you once said that you did not like them. No more than that was necessary. They vanished in the twinkling of an eye.”

It was Gordon’s moment. He was colossal.

Eleanor opened the front door to a gentleman who was difficult to place.

“Miss Ford at home?”

“Yes, sir, but she’s engaged.”

The stranger had no visiting-card apparently, for he announced himself.

“I am Inspector Carslake from Scotland Yard,” he said. “I should like to see the safe that was opened last night. It isn’t necessary to disturb Miss Ford.”

Eleanor, in a flutter, opened the door wider and showed him into The Study.

“…leave by the first train,” Mr. Dempsi was saying. “We’ll split later.”

“We’ll split before we part,” said Heloise firmly, “for fear an accident happens — to the money.”

The other shrugged.

“I’d hate to have a mind like yours,” he said.

And then the visitor came in. Heloise recognised him before he saw her face. There was a newspaper within reach, and she snatched it up, disappeared behind the printed page, and, reading, walked slowly from The Study into the little library.

“Don’t go,” said Dempsi.

Then he too saw the detective, and here the recognition was mutual.

“The cobwebs on your chin are strangers to me,” said Carslake, “but that noble brow and those sparkling eyes belong to an old friend of mine, Dan Throgood, yclept Double Dan.”

“I’m afraid you’ve made a mistake,” said “Dempsi” with some hauteur.

“What you’re afraid of is that I haven’t,” said Carslake, and glanced at the broken door of the safe. “Your work?”

“No. That’s not my line. You’ve nothing on me, Carslake. I’ve been staying here as a guest of Mr. Selsbury.”

“And now you’re going to be a guest of the King,” said Carslake, slipping a pair of handcuffs from his pocket. “I must say, Dan, that you see life!”

It was later in the day, and from information received, that the inspector called at 61 Cheynel Gardens to arrest and detain one Sarah Chowster, British subject alias Heloise van Oynne. But Heloise had gone. None knew whither.

“Can I see Miss Ford,” he asked, “or Mr. Selsbury?”

Eleanor asked him to wait, and, passing into The Study, listened intently at the door.

“…I really was going back to Australia, Gordon.”

“I’ll follow you, and if necessary lose myself in the bush,” said Gordon’s voice.

There was a long silence. Eleanor opened the door an inch and looked. Then she went back to the detective.

“Mr. Selsbury and Miss Ford are engaged,” she said.


The End
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The fog, which was later to descend upon London, blotting out every landmark, was as yet a grey, misty threat. The light had gone from the sky, and the street-lamps made a blurred showing when the man from the South came unsteadily into Portman Square. In spite of the raw cold he wore no overcoat; his shirt was open at his throat. He walked along, peering up at the doors, and presently he stopped before No. 551 and made a survey of the darkened windows. The corner of his scarred mouth lifted in a sardonic smile.

Strong drink magnifies all dominant emotions. The genial man grows more fond of his fellows, the quarrelsome more bitter. But in the man who harbours a sober grievance, booze brings the red haze that enshrouds murder. And Laker had both the grievance and the medium of magnification.

He would teach this old devil that he couldn’t rob men without a come-back. The dirty skinflint who lived on the risk which his betters were taking. Here was Laker, almost penniless, with a long and painful voyage behind him, and the memory of the close call that had come in Cape Town, when his room had been searched by the police. A dog’s life — that was what he was living. Why should old Malpas, who had not so long to exist, anyway, live in luxury whilst his best agent roughed it? Laker always felt like this when he was drunk.

He was hardly the type that might be expected to walk boldly up to the front door of 551 Portman Square. His long, unshaven face, the old knife wound that ran diagonally from cheek to point of chin, the low forehead, covered with a ragged fringe of hair, taken in conjunction with his outfit, suggested abject poverty.

He stood for a moment, looking down at his awkward-looking boots, and then, mounting the steps, he tapped slowly at the door. Instantly a voice asked: “Who is that?”

“Laker — that’s who!” he said loudly.

A little pause, and the door opened noiselessly and he passed through. There was nobody to receive him, nor did he expect to see a servant. Crossing the bare hall, he walked up the stairs, through an open door and a small lobby into a darkened room. The only light was from a green-shaded lamp on the writing-table, at which an old man sat. Laker stood just inside the room and heard the door close behind him. “Sit down,” said the man at the far end of the room. The visitor had no need for guidance: he knew exactly where the chair and table were, three paces from where he stood, and without a word he seated himself. Again that grin of his twisted his face, but his repulsive-looking host could not see this. “When did you come?”

“I came in the Buluwayo. We docked this morning,” said Laker. “I want some money, and I want it quick, Malpas!”

“Put down what you have brought, on the table,” said the old man harshly. “Return in a quarter of an hour and the money will be waiting for you.”

“I want it now,” said the other with drunken obstinacy. Malpas turned his hideous face towards the visitor. “There’s only one method in this shop,” he said gratingly, “and that’s mine! Leave it or take it away. You’re drunk, Laker, and when you’re drunk you’re a fool.”

“Maybe I am. But I’m not such a fool that I’m going to take the risks I’ve been taking any more! And you’re taking some too, Malpas. You don’t know who’s living next door to you.”

He remembered this item of information, discovered by accident that very morning.

The man he called Malpas drew his padded dressing-gown a little closer around his shoulders, and chuckled.

“I don’t know, eh? Don’t know that Lacy Marshalt is living next door? Why do you think I’m living here, you fool, if it is not to be next to him?”

The drunkard stared openmouthed. “Next to him… what for? He’s one of the men you’re robbing — he’s a crook, but you’re robbing him! What do you want to get next to him for?”

“That’s my business,” said the other curtly. “Leave the stuff and go.”

“Leave nothing,” said Laker, and rose awkwardly to his feet. “And I’m not leaving this place either, till I know all about you, Malpas. I’ve been thinking things out. You’re not what you look. You don’t sit at one end of this dark room and keep the likes of me at the other end for nothing. I’m going to have a good look at you, son. And don’t move. You can’t see the gun in my hand, but you’ve got my word it’s there!”

He took two steps forward, and then something checked him and threw him back. It was a wire, invisible in the darkness, stretched breast-high from wall to wall. Before he could recover his balance, the light went out.

And then there came upon the man a fit of insane fury. With a roar he leaped forward, snapping the wire. A second obstruction, this time a foot from the ground, caught his legs and brought him sprawling.

“Show a light, you old thief!” he screamed as he staggered lo his feet, stool in hand. “You’ve been robbing me for years — living on me, you old devil! I’m going to squeal, Malpas! You pay or I’ll squeal!”

“That’s the third time you’ve threatened me.”

The voice was behind him, and he spun round and, in a frenzy of fury, fired. The draped walls muffled the explosion, but in the instant’s flash of flame he saw a figue creeping towards the door, and, stark mad with anger, fired again. The reek of burnt cordite hung in that airless room like a veil. “Put on the light; put on the light!” he screamed. And then the door opened and he saw the figure slip through. In a second he was out on the landing, but the old man had disappeared. Where had he gone? There was another door, and he flung himself against it.

“Come out!” he roared. “Come out and face me, you Judas!”

He heard a click behind him. The door of the room whence he had come had closed. A flight of stairs led to another story, and he put one foot on the lower stair and stopped. He was conscious that he was still holding the little leather bag that lie had taken from his pocket when he came into the room, and, realizing that he was going away empty-handed, with his linsiness incomplete, he hammered at the door behind which he guessed his employer was sheltering.

“Aw, come out, Malpas! There’ll be no trouble. I’m a bit drunk, I guess.”

There was no answer.

“I’m sorry, Malpas.” He saw something at his feet, and, stooping, picked it up. It was a waxen chin, perfectly modelled and coloured, and it had evidently been held in position by two elastic bands, one of which was broken. The sight of this tickled him and he burst into a yell of laughter.

“Say, Malpas! I’ve got a part of your face!” he said. “Come out, or I’ll take this funny chin of yours to the police. Maybe they’ll want to recover the rest of you.”

No answer came, and, still chuckling, he went down the stairs and sought to open the front door. There was no handle, and the keyhole was tiny, and, squinting through, he could see nothing.

“Malpas!”

His big voice came echoing down from the empty rooms above, and with a curse he flew up the stairs again. He was halfway to the first landing when something dropped. Looking up, he saw the hateful face above, saw the black weight falling, and strove to avoid it. Another second and he was sliding down the stairs, an inert mass.



II. The Queen of Finland’s Necklace
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There was a dance at the American Embassy. The sidewalk was spanned by a striped awning, a strip of red carpet ran down the steps to the kerb, and for an hour glittering limousines had been bringing the distinguished and privileged guests to join the throng already gathered in the none too spacious saloons that form the forty-ninth state of the Union.

When the stream of cars had dried to the merest trickle, a compact, jovial-faced man stepped down from a big machine and walked leisurely past the fringe of sightseers. He nodded genially to the London policeman who kept the passage clear, and passed into the hall.

“Colonel James Bothwell,” he said to the footman, and made his slow progress to the saloon.

“Excuse me.” A goodlooking man in evening dress took his arm affectionately and diverted him towards a small anteroom fitted as a buffet, and at this early hour deserted.

Colonel Bothwell raised his eyebrows in goodnatured surprise at this familiarity His attitude seemed to say: You are a perfect stranger to me, probably one of these queerly friendly Americans, so I must tolerate your company. “No,” said the stranger gently.

“No?” Colonel Bothwell’s eyebrows could not go any higher, so he reversed his facial processes and frowned.

“No — I think not.” The grey eyes smiling down into the Colonel’s were twinkling with amusement.

“My dear American friend,” said the Colonel, trying to disengage his arm. “I really do not understand… you have made a mistake.”

The other man shook his head slowly. “I never make mistakes — and I am English, as you very well know, and you are English too, in spite of your caricature of the New England accent. My poor old Slick, it is too bad!”

Slick Smith sighed, but gave no other evidence of his disappointment.

“If an American citizen can’t make a friendly call on his own Ambassador without lashin’ the bull-pen to fury, why, sump’n’s wrong, that’s all. See here. Captain, I got an invitation. And if my Ambassador wants to see me I guess that’s no business of yours.”

Captain Dick Shannon chuckled softly. “He doesn’t want to see you. Slick. He’d just hate to see a clever English crook around here with a million dollars’ worth of diamonds within reach. He might be glad to see Colonel Kothwell of the 94th Cavalry on a visit to London and anxious to shake him by the hand, but he has no use at all for Slick Smith, Jewel Thief, Confidence Man and Super-Opportunist. Have a drink with me before you go?”

Slick sighed again. “Grape juice,” he said laconically, and indicated the bottle which was otherwise labelled. “And you’re wrong if you think I’m here on business. That’s a fact. Captain. Curiosity is my vice, and I was curious to see Queen Riena’s diamond necklace. Maybe it’s the last time I’ll see it. Go easy with that water, George — whisky can’t swim.”

He stared gloomily at the glass in his hand before he swallowed its contents at a gulp.

“But in a way I’m glad you spotted me. I got the invitation through a friend. Knowing what I know, my coming here was the act of one who imagines he is being followed by black dogs and poisoned by his spiritual adviser. But I’m curious. And I’m cursed with the detective instinct. You’ve heard of them nuts, Jekyll and Hyde? That’s me. Every man’s got his dreams, Shannon. Even a busy.*”

[* A “busy” or “busy fellow” is, in the argot of the underworld]

“Even a busy,” agreed Dick Shannon.

“Some men dream about the way they’d spend a million,” Slick went on pensively. “Some men dream of how they’d save a girl from starvation and worse, and be a brother to her until she got to love him… you know! Between jobs I dream of how I would unravel deadly mysteries. Like Stormer — the busy thief-taker that gave me away to you. They’ve got something on me.”

It was perfectly true that Shannon had had his first intimation of Slick’s character from that famous agency.

“Do we meet now as brother detectives?” he asked, “or are we just plain busy and… ?”

“Say ‘thief — don’t worry about my feelings,” begged Slick. “Yes, I’m a busy tonight.”

“And the Queen’s diamonds?”

Slick drew a long breath.

“They’re marked,” he said. “I’m curious to know how they’ll take ‘em. There’s a clever gang working the job — you won’t expect me to give names, will you? If you do you’ve got a shock coming.”

“Are they in the Embassy?” asked Dick quickly.

“I don’t know. That’s what I came to see. I’m not one of these professionals who take no interest in the game. I’m like a doctor — I like to see other people’s operations; you can learn things that you’d never guess if you had nothing to study but your own work.”

Shannon thought for a moment. “Wait here — and keep your hands off the silver,” he said, and, leaving the indignant Slick, he hurried into the crowded room, pushing his way through the throng until he came to a clear space where the Ambassador stood talking to a tall, tired-looking woman, whose protection was the main reason for his being at the Embassy ball. From her neck hung a scintillating chain that flashed and glimmered with her every languid movement. Turning to survey the guests, he presently singled out a monocled young man engaged in an animated conversation with one of the secretaries of the Embassy, and, catching his eye, he brought him to his side…

“Steel, Slick Smith is here, and he tells me that there will I if an attempt made to ‘pull away’ the Queen’s necklace. You are not to allow her out of your sight. Get an Embassy man to verify the list of guests, and bring any to me that can’t be accounted for.”

He went back to Slick and found him taking his third free drink.

“Listen, Slick. Why did you come here, if you knew the robbery was planned for tonight? If you are not in it, you’d be suspected right away.”

“That certainly occurred to me,” said the man. “Hence my feeling of disquiet. That’s a new word I learnt last week.”

From where they stood, the main doorway of the saloon was visible. People were still arriving, and, as he looked, a big-framed man of middle age came in, and with him a girl of such remarkable beauty that even the hardened Slick stared. They were gone out of sight before Dick Shannon could observe them closely.

“That’s a goodlooker. Martin Eiton isn’t here, either. That girl goes about a whole lot with Lacy.”

“Lacy?”

“The Honourable Lacy Marshalt. He’s a millionaire — one of the tough sort that started life in a rough house and is always ready for another. You know the lady, Captain?”

Dick nodded. Most people knew Dora Eiton. She was one of the smart people you saw at first nights, or met in the ultra-fashionable supper clubs. Lacy Marshalt he did not know save by repute.

“She’s a goodlooker,” said Slick again, wagging his head admiringly. “Lord! What a goodlooker! If she were a wife of mine she wouldn’t run around with Lacy. No, sir. But they do that sort of thing in London.”

“And in New York and Chicago, and in Paris, Madrid and Bagdad,” said Shannon. “Now, Percy!”

“You want me to go? Well, you’ve spoilt my evening, Captain, I came here for information and guidance. I’d never liave climbed into a white shirt if I’d guessed you were here.”

Dick escorted him to the door and waited until the man’s hired car had driven away. Then he returned to the ballroom to watch and wait. A guest strolling negligently into an unfrequented passage of the Embassy saw a man sitting reading, pipe in mouth.

“Sorry,” said the intruder. “I seem to have lost my way.”

“I think you have,” said the reader coolly, and the guest, a perfectly honest and innocent rambler, retired hastily, wondering why the watcher should have planted his chair beneath the switchboard from which all the lights in the house were controlled. Shannon was taking no risks.

At one o’clock, to his great relief. Her Majesty of Finland made her departure for the hotel in Buckingham Gate, where she was staying incognito. Dick Shannon stood, bareheaded, in the fog till the rear lights had gone out of sight. On the seat by the driver was an armed detective — he had no fear that majesty would not reach its bedroom safely.

“That lets you out. Shannon, eh?”

The smiling Ambassador received his report with as much relief as the detective had felt.

“I heard an attempt was to be made, through my own detectives,” he said; “but then, one always hears such stories in connection with every function of this character.”

Dick Shannon drove his long touring car back to Scotland Yard, and he drove at a snail’s pace, for the fog was very thick, and the way intersected with confusing crossroads. Twice he found himself on the sidewalk; in Victoria Street he all but collided with a bus that was weatherbound and stationary.

He crawled past Westminster Abbey, and, guided by the booming notes of Big Ben, navigated himself to the Embankment and through the archway of Scotland Yard.

“Get somebody to garage my car,” he instructed the policeman on duty. “I shall walk home — it’s safer.”

“The inspector was asking for you, sir — he’s gone down the Embankment.”

“A pleasant night for a walk,” smiled Dick, wiping his smarting eyes.

“T. P. are searching for the body of a man who was thrown into the river tonight,” was the startling rejoinder.

“Thrown — you mean jumped?”

“No, sir, thrown. A Thames police patrol was rowing under the Embankment wall when the fog was a little thinner than it is now, and they saw the man lifted up to the parapet and pushed over. The sergeant in charge blew his whistle, but none of our men was near, and the chap, whoever it was who did the throwing, got away — they’re dragging for the body now. Just this side of the Needle. The inspector asked me to tell you this if you came in.”

Dick Shannon did not hesitate. The lure of his comfortable quarters and the cheery fire was a lure no longer. He groped his way across the broad Embankment, and, with the long parapet to guide him, went quickly along the riverside. The fog was black now, and the mournful hoot of the river tugs had ceased as their baffled captains gave up the struggle.

Near the obelisk that records the past glories of Egypt, he found a little knot of men standing, and, recognizing him at close quarters, the uniformed inspector advanced a pace to meet him.

“It is a murder case — T. P. have just recovered the body.”

“Drowned?”

“No, sir: the man was clubbed to death before he was thrown into the water. If you’ll come down to the steps you’ll see him.”

“What time did this happen?”

“At nine o’clock tonight — or rather, last night. It is nearly two now.”

Shannon descended the shallow steps which lead to the water on either side of the obelisk. The bow of a rowboat came out of the fog and swung round so that the Thing which lay huddled in the stern was visible in the light of the pocket lamps.

“I’ve made a rough search,” said the sergeant of the patrol. “There’s nothing in his pockets, but he ought to be easy to identify — there’s an old knife wound across his chin.”

“Humph!” said Dick Shannon, looking. “We’ll make another search later.”

He went back to headquarters with the inspector, and the entrance hall, which he had left silent and deserted, was now bustling with life. For in his absence news had come through which set Scotland Yard humming, and brought from their beds every reserve detective within the Metropolitan Area.

The Queen of Finland’s car had been held up in the darkest part of The Mall, the detective had been shot down, and Her Majesty’s diamond chain had passed into the fog. Nor was it to be found again until a certain girl, at that moment dreaming uneasily about chickens, came to the glare and sorrow of the great city to visit the sister who hated her.
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“Peter and Paul fetched four shillin’s each,” reported old Mrs. Graffitt, peering nearsightedly at the coins as she laid them on the table. “Harriet, Martha, Jenny, Elizabeth Queenie and Holga — ?”

“Olga,” corrected the girl sitting at the table, pencil in hand. “Let us be respectful, even to hens.”

“They fetched half a crown each from Mr. Gribs the butcher. It’s unchristian to call hens by name, anyhow.”

Audrey Bedford made a rapid calculation.

“With the furniture that makes thirty-seven pounds ten shillings,” she said, “which will about pay the hen-feed man and your wages, and leave me enough to get to London.”

“If I had my rights,” said Mrs. Graffitt, sniffing tearfully, “I’d get more than my wages. I’ve looked after you ever since before your poor dear mother died, obliging you as no other mortal woman would. And now I’m cast aside without a home, and I’ve got to live with my eldest son.”

“You’re lucky to have an eldest son,” said Audrey, unmoved.

“If you gave me a pound for luck… ?”

“Whose luck? Not mine, you dear old humbug,” laughed the girl. “Mrs. Graffitt, don’t be silly! You’ve been living on this property like a — a fighting cat! Poultry farming doesn’t pay and never will pay when your chief of staff has a private sale for the eggs. I was working it out the other day, and I reckoned that you’ve had forty pounds’ worth of eggs a year.”

“Nobody have ever said I was a thief,” quavered the old woman, her hands trembling. “I’ve looked after you since you were a bit of a girl, and it’s very hard to be told that you’re a thief.” She wept gulpily into her handkerchief.

“Don’t cry,” said Audrey; “the cottage is damp enough.”

“Where will you be going, miss?” Mrs. Graffitt tactfully passed over the question of her honesty.

“I don’t know; London, perhaps.”

“Got any relations there, miss?”

Perhaps, at this the last moment, the late owner of Beak Farm would be a little communicative. The Bedfords always were closer than oysters.

“Never you mind. Get me a cup of tea and then come for your wages.”

“London’s a horruble place.” Mrs. Graffitt shook her head. “Murders and suicides and robberies and whatnots. Why. they robbed a real queen the other night!”

“Goodness!” said Audrey mechanically. She was wondering what had happened to six other chickens that Mrs. Graffitt had not reported upon.

“Robbed her of hundreds of thousan’s’ worth of diamonds,” she said impressively. “You ought to read the papers more — you miss life.”

“And talking of robbery,” said Audrey gently, “what happened to Myrtle and Primrose and Gwen and Bertha — ?”

“Oh, them?” For a second even Mrs. Graffitt was confused. “Didn’t I give you the money? It must have slipped through a hole in my pocket. I’ve lost it.”

“Don’t bother,” said Audrey. “I’ll send for the village policeman — he’s a wonderful searcher.”

Mrs. Graffitt found the money almost immediately.

The old woman shuffled into the low-roofed kitchen and Audrey looked around the familiar room. The chair on which her mother had sat, her hard face turned to the blackened fireplace, Audrey had burnt. One charred leg still showed in the fire.

No, there was nothing here of tender memory. It was a room of drudgery and repression. She had never known her father, and Mrs. Bedford had never spoken of him. He had been a bad lot, and through his wickedness had forced a woman of gentle birth to submit to the hard life that had been hers.

“Is he dead, Mother?” the child had asked.

“I hope so,” was the uncompromising reply.

Dora had never asked such inconvenient questions, but then she was older, nearer in sympathy to the woman, shared her merciless nature and her prejudices.

Mrs. Graffitt had brought her tea and counted her money before she wailed her farewell.

“I’ll have to kiss you before I go,” she sobbed.

“I’ll give you an extra shilling not to,” said Audrey hastily, and Mrs. Graffitt took the shilling.

It was all over. Audrey passed through the December wreckage of the garden, opened a gate, and, taking a short cut to the churchyard, found the grave and stood silently before it, her hands clasped.

“Goodbye,” she said evenly and, dry-eyed, went back to the house.

The end and the beginning. She was not sorry; she was not very glad. Her box of books had already gone to the station and was booked through to the parcels office at Victoria.

As to the future — she was fairly well educated, had read much, thought much, and was acquainted with the rudiments of shorthand — self-taught in the long winter evenings, when Mrs. Graffitt thought, and said, that she would be better employed with a knitting-needle.

“There’s tons of time,” growled the village omnibus driver as he threw her bag into the dark and smelly interior. “If it wasn’t for these jiggering motorcars I’d cut it finer. But you’ve got to drive careful in these days.”

A prophetic saying.

The girl was stepping into the bus after her bag when the stranger appeared. He looked like a lawyer’s middle-aged clerk, having just that lack of sartorial finish.

“Excuse me. Miss Bedford. My name is Willitt. Can I have a few words with you this evening when you return?”

“I am not returning,” she said. “Do I owe you anything?”

Audrey always asked that question of polite strangers. Usually they said “yes”, for Mrs. Graffitt had the habit which was locally known as “chalking up”.

“No, miss. Not coming back? Could I have your address? I wanted to see you on a — well, an important matter.”

He was obviously agitated.

“I can’t give you my address, I’m afraid. Give me yours and I will write to you.”

He carefully blacked out the description of the business printed on the card, and substituted his own address.

“Now then!” called the aggrieved driver. “If you wait any longer you’ll miss that train.”

She jumped into the bus and banged the door tight.

It was at the corner of Ledbury Lane that the accident happened. Coming out on to the main road, Dick Shannon took the corner a little too sharply, and the back wheels of his long car performed a graceful skid. The bump that followed was less graceful. The back of the car struck the Fontwell village omnibus just as it was drawing abreast of the car, neatly sliced off the back wheel and robbed that ancient vehicle of such dignity as weather and wear had left to it.

There was a solitary passenger, and she had reached the muddy road before Dick, hat in hand, had reached her, alarm and penitence on his goodlooking face.

“I’m most awfully sorry. You’re not hurt, I hope?”

He thought she was seventeen, although she was two years older. She was cheaply dressed; her long coat was unmistakably renovated. Even the necklet of fur about her throat was shabby and worn. These facts he did not notice. He looked down into a face that seemed flawless. The curve of eyebrows or set of eyes perhaps, the perfect mouth maybe, or else it was the texture and colouring of the skin… He dreaded that she should speak, and that, in the crude enunciation of the peasant, he should lose the illusion of the princess.

“Thank you — I was a little scared. I shan’t catch my train.” She looked ruefully at the stricken wheel.

The voice dispelled his fears. The ragged princess was a lady.

“Are you going to Barnham Junction? I am passing there,” he said. “And anyway, if I hadn’t been going that way, I must go to send relief for this poor lad.”

The driver of the bus, to whom he was referring in such compassionate terms, had climbed down from his perch, his grey beard glittering with rain, his rheumy eye gleaming malevolently.

“Why don’t you look where you’re going?” He wheeaed the phrases proper to such an occasion. “Want all the road, dang ye?”

Dick unstrapped his coat and felt for his pocketbook.

“Jehu,” he said, “here is my card, a Treasury bill and my profound apologies.”

“My name’s Herbert Jiles,” said the driver suspiciously; he took the card and the money.

“Jehu is a fanciful name,” said Dick, “and refers to the son of Nimshi, who ‘driveth furiously’.”

“I was nearly walking,” said the indignant Mr. Jiles. “It was you as was driving furiously.”

“Help will come from Barnham,” said Dick. “Now, young lady, can you trust yourself alone with me in this car of Juggernaut?”

“I think so,” she smiled, and, rescuing her bag from the bus, jumped in at his side.

“London is also my destination,” said Dick, “but I won’t suggest that you come all the way with me, though it would save you a train fare.”

She did not answer. He had a feeling that she was being prim, but presently she cleared away that impression.

“I think I will go by train: my sister may come to meet me at the station.”

There was no very great confidence in her tone.

“Do you live hereabouts?”

“At Fontwell,” she said. “I had a cottage there. It used to be mother’s, until she died. Have you ever tried to live on eggs?”

Dick was startled.

“Not entirely,” he said. “They are extremely nutritive, I understand, but — ?”

“I don’t mean eat them; I mean, have you ever tried to get a living by poultry-farming?”

He shook his head.

“Well, don’t,” she said emphatically. “Hens are not what they used to be. Mrs. Graffatt — she kept house for me and absorbed my profits — says that a great change has come over hens since the war. She isn’t sure whether it’s Bolshevism or Spanish influenza.”

He laughed. “So you’ve given it up?”

She nodded several times.

“I can’t say that I’ve sold the old home; it was sold by bits in the shape of mortgages. That sounds pathetic, doesn’t it? Well, it isn’t! The old home is ugly and full of odd comers that bumped your head, and smells of a hundred generations of owners who never took baths, except when the roof leaked. And the drainage system goes back to the days of the Early Britons, and none of the windows fit. My sympathies are entirely with the grasping mortgagee — poor soul!”

“You’re lucky to have a nice sister to meet you at the station,” he said. He was thinking of her as seventeen or perhaps a little younger, and his manner was a trifle paternal.

“I suppose I am,” she said without enthusiasm. “This is the beginning of Barnham, isn’t it?”

“This is the beginning of Barnham,” he agreed, and a few minutes later, brought the machine before the station entrance.

He got down after her, carrying her pitiably light baggage to the platform, and insisted upon waiting until the train came in.

“Your sister lives in London, of course?”

“Yes: in Curzon Street.”

It was queer that she should have told him that. Nobody in the county was even aware that she had a sister.

Dick did not show his surprise.

“Is she… “ It was a delicate question. “Is she — er — working there?”

“Oh, no. She is Mrs. Martin Eiton.”

She wondered at herself as she said the words.

“The devil she is!” he was startled into saying.

The train was signalled at that moment, and he hurried off to get her some magazines for the journey.

“It is Awfully kind of you, Mr. —— ? My name is Audrey Bedford.”

“I shall remember that,” he smiled. “I’ve a wonderful memory for names. Mine is Jackson.”

He stood watching the train until the dull red of the tail-lamps swung round a curve out of sight. Then he went slowly back to his car and drove to the police station to notify his accident.

Mrs. Martin Eiton, and that was her sister! If he had given her his real name, and she had gone to Curzon Street and told pretty Dora Eiton that she had passed the time of day with Captain Richard Shannon, the harmonies of the bijou house in Curzon Street might very well have been disturbed.

And with good reason. Dora Eiton was the one crook in London that Dick Shannon was aching to trap.
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Lacy Marshalt was once a Senator of the Legislative Council of South Africa, therefore he was by courtesy called “Honourable” — a fact which was, to Mr. Tonger, his gentleman, a source of considerable amusement.

He came out of his bathroom one drear morning, simply attired in trousers and silk singlet, under which the great body muscles showed plainly. Thus, he had less the appearance of a legislator than what his name had stood for in South Africa — the soldier of fortune who had won at least this guerdon of success, a palatial home in Portman Square.

He stood for a long time staring moodily down into the square. Rain had followed the fog as a matter of course; it always rained in England — doleful, continuously, like a melancholic woman. He thought longingly of his sun-washed home at Muizenburg, the broad, league-long beach and the blue seas of False Bay, the spread of his vineyard running up to the slopes of Constantia…

He turned his head back to the bedroom with a jerk. Somebody was tapping softly on the door.

“Come in!”

The door opened and his old valet sidled in with his sly smile.

“Got the mail,” he said unceremoniously, and put a handful of letters on the little writing-table.

“Say ‘sir’,” growled Lacy. “You’re getting out of the habit again.”

Tonger twisted one side of his face in a grin. “I’ll have to get into it again,” he said easily.

“You’d better: I can get a hundred valets in London for a quarter of what I pay you — younger men and twenty times as efficient,” threatened his master.

“I dare say, but they wouldn’t do what I do for you,” he said; “and you couldn’t trust ‘em. You can’t buy loyalty. I read that in a book the other day.” ‘Lacy Marshalt had chosen one letter from the others, a letter enclosed in a pique-blue envelope and addressed in an illiterate hand. He tore it open and read:

“O.I. Breaking Sown”

There was no signature.

The big man grunted something and tossed the letter to the valet.

“Send him twenty pounds,” he said.

Tonger read the scrap of paper without the slightest hesitation.

“Breaking down?” he mused. “H’m! Can he swim?”

Lacy looked round sharply.

“What do you mean?” he demanded. “Of course he can swim — or could. Swim like a seal. Why?”

“Nothing.”

Lacy Marshalt looked at him long and hard.

“I think you’re getting soft sometimes. Take a look at that envelope. It has the Matjesfontein postmark. So had the last. Why does he write from there, a hundred miles and more from Cape Town?”

“A blind maybe,” suggested Tonger. He put the scrap of paper in his waistcoat pocket. “Why don’t you winter in the Cape, baas?” he asked.

“Because I choose to winter in England.”

Marshalt was putting on his shirt as he spoke, and something in his tone riveted the man’s attention.

“I’ll tell you something, Lacy: hate’s fear!”

The other stared at him.

“Hate’s fear? What do you mean?”

“I mean that you can’t hate a man without fearing him. It’s the fear that turns dislike into hate. Cut out the fear and it’s… well, anything — contempt, anything you like. But it can’t be hate.”

Marshalt had resumed his dressing.

“Read that in a book, too?” he asked, before the glass,

“That’s out of my own nut,” said Tonger, taking up a waistcoat and giving it a perfunctory snick with a whisk brush. “Here, Lacy, who’s the fellow that lives next door? I’ve meant to ask you that. Malpas or some such name. I was talking to a copper last night, and he said that it’s believed that he’s crazy. He lives alone, has no servants and does all his own housework. There’s about six sets of flats in the building, but he won’t let any of them. Owns the whole shoot. Who is he?”

Lacy Marshalt growled over his shoulder:

“You seem to know all about it: why ask me?”

Tonger was rubbing his nose absentmindedly. “Suppose it’s him?” he asked, and his master spun round.

“Suppose you get out of here, you gossiping old fool!” Tonger, in no wise disconcerted by the magnate’s ferocity, laid the waistcoat on the back of a chair.

“That private detective you sent for the other day is waiting,” he said, and Lacy cursed him.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” he snarled. “You’re getting useless, Tonger. One of these days I’ll fire you out — and take that grin off your face! Ask him to come up.”

The shabby-looking man who was ushered in smiled deferentially at his employer.

“You can go, Tonger,” growled Marshalt.

Tonger went leisurely.

“Well?”

“I traced her,” said the agent, and, unfolding his pocketbook, took out a snapshot photograph, handing it to the millionaire.

“It is she,” he nodded; “but it wasn’t difficult to find her once you knew the village. Who is she?”

“Audrey Bedford.”

“Bedford? You’re sure?” asked the other quickly; “Does her mother live there?”

“Her mother’s dead — five years ago,” said the agent.

“Is there another daughter?”

The agent shook his head.

“So far as I can discover, she’s the only child. I got a picture of her mother. It was taken at a church fair in 1913, one of a group.”

This was the flat parcel he was carrying, and the paper about which he now unfolded. Lacy Marshalt carried the picture to the light…

“That is she!” He pointed to a figure.

“God, how wonderful! When I saw the girl I had a feeling… an instinct.”

He cut short the sentence.

“You know her, then, sir?”

“No!” The answer was brusque almost to rudeness. “What is she doing? Living alone?”

“She was practically. She had an old woman in the house who assisted her with a poultry farm. She left for London yesterday. From what they tell me in the village, she is broke and had to sell up.”

The millionaire stood in his favourite attitude by the window, staring at nothing, his strong, harsh face expressionless. How wonderful! “Hate is fear,” whispered the echo of Tonger’s voice — he shook off the reminder with a roll of his broad shoulders.

“A pretty girl, eh?”

“Lovely, I thought,” said the detective. “I’m not much of a judge, but she seemed to me to be out of the ordinary.”

Lacy grunted his agreement. “Yes… out of the ordinary.”

“I got into a bit of trouble at Fontwell — I don’t think anything will come of it, but you ought to know in case it comes back to you.” The man showed some signs of discomfort. “We private detectives find we work much better if we give people the idea that we’re the regular goods. I had to pretend I was looking for a chicken thief — down at the Crown Inn they thought I was a Yard man.”

“There’s not much harm in that, Mr. Willitt,” said the other with his frosty smile.

“Not as a rule,” said Willitt, “only, by a bit of bad luck, Captain Shannon happened to stop at the inn to change a tyre.”

“Who’s Shannon?”

“If you don’t know him, don’t look for him,” said Willitt. “He’s the biggest thing they’ve got at the Yard. The new Executive Commissioner. Up till now the Commissioners have been office men without even the power of arrest. They brought Shannon from the Indian Intelligence because there have been a few scandals lately — bribery cases. He gave me particular hell for describing myself as a regular. And his tongue… Gee! That fellow can sting at a mile!”

“He didn’t discover what you were inquiring about — the girl?”

The agent shook his head.

“No. That’s about the only thing he didn’t discover. You’d think he had all his mind occupied with the Queen of Finland’s necklaces, wouldn’t you?”

Apparently Lacy did not hear him speak. His mind was concentrated upon the girl and the possibilities that followed.

“You allowed her to go without getting her address? That was pretty feeble. Go down and get it. Then follow her up and scrape an acquaintance. You can be a business man on the look out for investment — lend her money — all that she requires — but do it in a way that doesn’t frighten her.”

He took from his pocket-case half a dozen notes, crushed them into a ball and tossed them into the outstretched hand. “Bring her here to dinner one night,” he said softly. “You can be called away on the ‘phone.”

Willitt looked hard at him and shook his head in a halfhearted fashion.

“I don’t know… that’s not my line…”

“I want to talk to her — tell her something she doesn’t know. There’s five hundred for you.”

The private detective blinked quickly. “Five hundred? I’ll see…”

Left alone, Lacy went back to the window and his contemplation of the reeking square.

“Hate is fear!”

It was his boast that he had never feared. Ruthless, remorseless, he had walked over a pavement of human hearts to his goal, and he was not afraid. There were women in three continents who cursed his name and memory. Bitter-hearted men who brooded vengeance by night and day. He did not fear. His hatred of Dan Torrington was… just hate.

So he comforted himself, but deep down in the secret places of his soul the words of the old valet burnt and could not be dimmed— “Hate is Fear.”
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“It is nothing,” said Shannon, surveying the battered mudguard.

“Had a collision?” asked Steel, his assistant, interested.

“Yes — a very pleasant one. In fact, the best ever!” They went into the narrow passage that was the approach to Dick Shannon’s apartment.

“No, I haven’t been waiting long,” said Steel, as Dick unlocked the door of his sittingroom. “I knew you would come back here. Did you see the Bognor man?”

“Yes — he split… after a little persuasion. Steel, do you know anything about the girl Eiton’s relations?”

“I didn’t even know that she had any,” said the other.. “Perhaps Slick knows. I’ve told him to be here at six.”

“I wonder if she got to town all right?”

“Who?” asked the other in surprise, and the Commissioner was for the moment embarrassed.

“I was thinking of… somebody,” he said awkwardly, and hanged the subject. “Has the body been identified?” he asked…

Steel shook his head.

“The man was from abroad, probably South Africa,” he said. “He was wearing veltshoen, a native-made boot, very popular amongst the Boers, and the tobacco in his pouch is undoubtedly Magaliesberg, There’s no other tobacco like it. He may have been in England some weeks, but, on the other hand, it is likely that he has just landed. The Buluwayo and Balmoral Castle arrived last week, and in all probability he came on one of those ships. In fact, they are the only two that have come from South Africa in the past fortnight. Did the Bognor man know anything about the Queen’s jewels?”

“Nothing. He said that Eiton had quarrelled with him some time ago, and they did no business together. Mainly the talk was, as is usual in these cases, parable and metaphor. You can never get a thief to call a spade a spade.”

He stood looking down at the table deep in thought, and then:

“I suppose her sister did meet her?”

Steel blinked.

“Whose sister, sir?” he asked, and this time Dick Shannon laughed.

“It is certain she did,” he said, continuing his train of thought. “At any rate, she’d stop her coming to Curzon Street, and would shepherd her off to some hotel.”

A light dawned upon Steel.

“I see, you’re talking about Eiton?”

“I’m talking about Eiton… “ agreed Captain Shannon, “and another. But the other won’t interest you. You’re having the house watched?”

“Eiton’s? Yes. We’ve had to go very carefully, because Eiton’s a shrewd fellow.”

Dick bit his lip.

“Nothing will happen before a quarter to nine tonight, unless I’m greatly mistaken. At that hour the Queen of Finland’s necklace will leave Curzon Street, and I personally will follow it to its destination, because I’m most anxious to meet the fifth member of the gang, who, I guess, is a foreigner.”

“And then?” asked Steel when he paused.

“Then I shall take Dora Eiton with the goods. And that’s just what I’ve been waiting for for a long time.”

“Why not Bunny?” asked Steel, and Dick smiled.

“Bunny’s got plenty of courage: I’ll give him credit for that; but not that kind of courage. It requires valour of an unimaginative kind to walk through London with stolen property in your pocket and the knowledge that half the police in town are looking for you. That isn’t Bunny! No, his wife will do the trick.”

He looked at his watch impatiently, then took up a timetable from his writing-desk.

“Are you going away?” asked Steel in surprise.

“No,” impatiently, “I am seeing what time her train arrives.”

He turned the leaves and presently ran his finger down a column, then looked at his watch again as though he had forgotten what he had already seen.

“She arrived half an hour ago. I wonder… “ Steel was wondering too. He had never seen Dick Shannon in that mood before. But any explanation was denied by the arrival of Mr. Slick Smith. He came without diffidence, a very self-possessed, neatly dressed man, whose unlined face, twinkling eye and expensive cigar advertised his peace with the world. He nodded to Steel, and received a sympathetic grin in reply. Not until he had taken his departure did Dick come to the point.

“I sent for you, Slick, to ask your advice. The robbery came off all right.”

“So I see by the morning newspapers,” said Slick, “though I do not place too great a credence in the morning press. Personally, I prefer the afternoon variety; they haven’t time to think up trimmings, and you get your news without dilution.”

“Eiton was in it, you know.”

Slick raised his eyebrows.

“You surprise me,” he said politely. “Dear me! Mr. Eiton? He is the last person in the world one would suspect of larcenous proceedings.”

“Let’s cut out the persiflage and get right down to cases,” said Dick, pushing the decanter towards his visitor. “What do you know about Mrs. Eiton?”

“A most charming lady! A most de — lightful lady! Though it would be an exaggeration to describe her soul as of the white virginal variety. I don’t mind confessing that, when I think about souls at all, I prefer them delicately tinted, rose du barri, eau de nil — anything but lemon.”

“What was she before she married?”

Slick shrugged his shoulders.

“Gossip and scandal are loathsome to me,” he said reluctantly. “All I know about her is that she was a good woman but a bad actress. I think she must have married Eiton to reform him. So many of our best women do that sort of thing.”

“And has she?” asked Shannon sarcastically.

Again Mr. Smith shrugged.

“I heard the other day that he was strong for prohibition. Is that reform? It must be, I suppose.”

He poured out a liberal portion of whisky and sent the seltzer sizzling into the glass.

“You can’t say anything in favour of booze, however clever you may be. You may say: ‘Oh, but I’m a moderate drinker: why should my allowance be curtailed because that horrible grocery man gets drunk and beats his wife?’ To which I reply: There are fifty thousand babies in England under the age of six months. Babies who would welcome with infantile joy a nice, bright razor to play with. And you might give them each the razor. Captain, and not more than one in fifty thousand would cut his or her young throat. Must we then deny the other forty-nine thousand and odd the joy and happiness of playing with a hair-mower because one fool baby cut his young head off? Yes, sir, we must. Common sense tells us that what happened to one might just as well happen to the fifty thousand. Do I speak words of wisdom? I do. Thank you — your very good health.”

He smacked his lips in critical appreciation. “Liqueur, and at least twenty years old. Would that all whisky was like that — there would be fewer suicides.”

Dick was watching him closely, well aware that he was delicately shifting the conversation into another channel. “Has she a sister?”

Mr. Smith finished the remainder of his glass. “If she has,” he said, “God help her!”
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Audrey spent a quarter of an hour waiting on Victoria station, alternately making short excursions in search of Dora and studying the new bills, which were given up to the Robbery of the Queen of Finland and the new clues that had accumulated during the day. Twenty minutes passed, and Dora had not appeared. Mrs. Graffitt had an exasperating habit of forgetting to post letters, and she remembered she had entrusted the announcement of her plans to the old woman.

Her stock of spare cash was too small to rise to a taxi, and she sought information from a policeman whose knowledge of bus routes was evidently encyclopaedic. After waiting for some minutes in the drizzle she found one that was bound for Park Lane, from which thoroughfare Curzon Street runs. London was a place of mystery to her; but by diligent searching she at last found the little house and rang the visitors’ bell. A short delay, and the door was opened by a smart maidservant, who looked askance at the shabby visitor.

“Mrs. Martin Eiton is engaged. Have you come from Seville’s?”

“No, I’ve come from Sussex,” said the girl with a faint smile. “Will you tell Mrs. Eiton that it is her sister?”

The maid looked a little dubious, but ushered her into a small, chilly sittingroom and went out, closing the door. Evidently she was not expected, thought Audrey, and the uneasiness with which she had approached the visit was intensified. Their correspondence had been negligible. Dora was never greatly interested either in her mother or what she magniloquently described to her friends as “the farm”; and when the younger girl had in her desperation written for assistance, there had come, after a long interval, a five-pound note and a plain intimation that Mrs. Martin Eiton had neither the means nor the inclination for philanthropy.

Dora had gone on to the stage at an early age, and had made, a few weeks before her mother’s death, what had all the appearance of a good marriage. In the eyes of that hard, unbending woman, Dora could do no wrong, and even her systematic neglect never altered the older woman’s affection, but seemed rather to increase its volume. Day and night, year in and year out, Dora had been the model held before her sister. Dora was successful; that, in Mrs. Bedford’s eyes, excused all shortcomings. She had been successful even as an actress; her name had appeared large on the bills of touring companies; her photograph had appeared even in the London papers. By what means she had secured her fame and founded her independence, Mrs. Bedford did not know and cared less.

The door opened suddenly and a girl came in. She was taller and fairer than her sister, and in some ways as beautiful, though her mouth was straighter and the eyes lacked Audrey’s ready humour.

“My dear girl, where on earth have you come from?” she asked in consternation.

She offered a limp, jewelled hand, and, stooping, pecked the girl’s cold cheek.

“Didn’t you get my letter, Dora?”

Dora Eiton shook her head. “No, I had no letter. You’ve grown, child. You were a gawky kid when I saw you last.”

“One does grow,” admitted Audrey gravely. “I’ve sold the cottage.”

The elder girl’s eyes opened: “But why on earth have you done that?”

“It sold itself,” said Audrey. “In other words, I pawned it bit by bit until there was nothing of it left; so I disposed of the chickens — probably the only eggless chickens in the country, and worth a whole lot of money as biological curiosities.”

“And you’ve come here?” There was no mistaking the unwelcome in Dora’s tone. “That is very awkward! I can’t possibly put you up here, and I don’t think it was particularly kind of you, Audrey, to sell the farm. Dear mother died there, and that in itself should have made the place sacred to you.”

“All things associated with mother are sacred to me,” said Audrey quietly, “but I hardly think it is necessary to starve myself to death to prove my love for mother. I don’t want very much from you, Dora — just a place to sleep for a week, until I ran find something to do.”

Dora was pacing the little room, her hands behind her, her brows knit in a frown. She wore an afternoon frock, the value of which would have kept Audrey in comfort for a month; her diamond earrings, the double rope of pearls about her neck, were worth a small fortune.

“I’ve some people here to tea,” she said, “and I’m having a dinner-party tonight. I don’t know what on earth to do with you, Audrey. You can’t come to dinner in that kit.”

She looked contemptuously at the girl’s uncomely wardrobe.

“You had better go to an hotel. There are plenty of cheap places in Bloomsbury. Then make yourself smart and come and see me on Monday.”

“It will cost money to make me smart on Monday or Tuesday or any other day in the week,” said Audrey calmly, “and two nights at a third-rate hotel will exhaust my supplies.”

Dora clicked her lips.

“It’s really too bad of you, dropping down from the clouds like this,” she said irritably. “I haven’t the slightest idea what I can do. Just wait — I’ll see Martin.”

She flung out of the room, leaving behind her a faint I fragrance of quelques fleurs, and Audrey Bedford’s lips curled into a faint smile. She was not sorry for herself. Dora had behaved as she had expected her to behave. She waited for a long time; it was nearly half an hour before the door-handle turned again and her sister came in. Some magical transformation had occurred, for Dora was almost genial, though her good-humour sounded a little unreal.

“Martin says you must stay,” she said. “Come up with me.”

She led the way up the narrow stairs, past an entry behind which there was the sound of laughter and talk, and on the second floor stopped and opened a door, switching on the light. Audrey guessed that it was the second-best bedroom in the house, and reserved for the principal partakers of the Eiton hospitality.

“You have no friends in London, have you, old girl?” asked Dora carelessly.

She stood watching in the doorway while the girl put down her bag.

“None,” said Audrey. “This is a pretty bedroom, Dora.”

“Yes, isn’t it? Anybody know you’ve come up?”

“Mrs. Graffitt knows I’ve come to town, but she doesn’t know where.”

She had expected her sister to leave her as soon as she had been shown into the room, but Dora lingered in the doorway, having apparently something to say.

“I’m afraid I’ve been rather a brute to you, Audrey,” she said, laying her hand on the girl’s arm. “But you’re going to lie a good, sweet angel and forgive me, aren’t you? I know you will, because you promised mother you would do anything for me, darling, didn’t you?”

For a second Audrey was touched.

“You know that I would,” she said.

“Some day I’ll tell you all my secrets,” Dora went on. “I ran tell you because you’re the one person in the world I can trust. Mother used to say that you were so obstinate that the devil couldn’t get you to speak if you didn’t want to.”

Audrey’s eyes twinkled in the ghost of a smile.

“Dear mother was never flattering,” she said dryly.

She had loved her mother, but had lived too near to her petty tyrannies and her gross favouritism for love to wear the beautifying veil of tenderness. Dora patted her arm and rose briskly.

“The people are going now. I want you to come down and meet Mr. Stanford and Martin. You’ve never seen Martin?”

“I’ve seen his photograph,” said Audrey.

“He’s a goodlooker,” said Dora carelessly. “You’ll probably fall in love with him—’Bunny’ will certainly fall in love with you. He has a weakness for new faces.” She turned at the door. “I’m going to trust you, Audrey,” she said, and there was an undercurrent of menace in her voice. “Curzon Street has its little skeletons as well as the farm.”

“You may say what you like about the farm,” said Audrey, her lips twitching, “but the word ‘skeleton’ can never be applied to those chickens! They ate me to ruin!”

Dora came back to the drawingroom, and the two occupants searched her face.

“Where is she?” asked the taller of the men.

“I’ve put her in the spare bedroom,” said Dora.

Mr. Eiton stroked his smooth, black moustache.

“I’m not sure in my mind whether she ought to be here just now. Give her the money and send her to an hotel.”

Dora laughed.

“You’ve been arguing all afternoon as to how we shall get the stuff to Pierre. Neither of you men want to take the risk of being found with the Queen of Finland’s necklace — ?”

“Not so loud, you fool!” said Martin Eiton between his teeth. “Open the window and advertise it, will you?”

“Listen!” commanded Big Bill Stanford. “Go on, Dora. I guess what you say is right enough. It may be a lifer to the man caught with that stuff — but Pierre has got to have it tonight. Who’ll take the necklace?”

“Who? Why, my dear little sister!” said Dora coolly. “That girl was born to be useful!”
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Big Bill was no sentimentalist, but in the thing that passed for a soul there was a certain elementary code, the rudiments of what had once been a sense of honour and decent judgment.

“Your sister! Suffering snakes, you couldn’t allow a kid like that to take such a risk?”

Dora’s smile was her answer. Her husband was biting his nails nervously.

“There may be no risk,” he said, “and if there is, isn’t it ours, too?”

Standford stirred uneasily. “That’s so. But we’re in this for the profit — and the risk. Suppose they caught her and she squealed?”

“That is the only real risk,” said Dora, “and it isn’t a big one.”

The big man looked thoughtfully at the carpet.

“That stuff has to get out of this house and out of the country — quick!” he said. “It is too big to hold and break up here, and I never pass a newspaper boy but I don’t hear the squeal that the papers are putting up. Lock the door, girl.”

She obeyed. On the mantelpiece was a beautiful gilt and enamelled clock, surmounted by a statuette of a fawn.

Gripping the statuette firmly, he lifted out the greater portion of the clock’s interior, without in any way affecting the functions of the timepiece, which ticked on. Pressing the spring, one side of the bronze box opened and showed a tightly fitting package of silver paper. This he laid on the baize cloth and unrolled. Instantly there came from the table such a flicker of leaping fires, blue and green and purest white, that Dora’s mouth opened in wonder and awe.

“There’s seventy thousand pounds there,” said Stanford, and thrust out his lower lip thoughtfully. “And there’s also ten years for somebody — seven years for the theft and three years for outraged majesty. You cannot rob a visiting queen without putting something on to the sentence.”

The dapper man shivered. “Don’t talk about sentences, my dear fellow,” he said petulantly. “If Pierre does his part — —”

“Pierre will do his part. He’ll be waiting at Charing Cross station at nine-fifteen. The question is, who’s going to take the stuff?”

There was a silence.

“Audrey will take it,” said Dora at last. “I was a fool not to think of it when I saw her. Nobody knows her, and nobody will suspect her. Pierre is easy to recognize. And then, Bunny, out of this business for good.” She nodded emphatically. “There’s a little old story about a pitcher and a well; and there’s ‘Daisy Emming’s Life in Prison’, published in the Sunday Globe — taking them in conjunction I read a Warning to Girls.”

“Perhaps Mr. Lacy Marshalt will give Martin a directorship,” sneered the big man. “When you people get next to what looks like good, easy, honest money, it’s surprising how quickly you reform.”

“I scarcely know the man,” said Dora sharply. “I told you about him. Bunny. He’s the man I met at the Denshores’ dance. He’s a South African and rich, but you couldn’t pry loose a red nickel without dynamite.”

Martin Eiton looked at her suspiciously.

“I didn’t know you knew him—” he began.

“Get back to this stuff,” snapped Stanford. “There’s one thing I want to know — suppose she’s caught?”

Another long and painful silence.

“Why not keep it here till the squeal dies down?” asked Eiton. “There’s no ghost of a suspicion that they connect us with the job.”

Stanford looked him straight in the eye.

“Twelve months ago,” he said slowly, “when Leyland Hall was cleaned up, you got most of the stuff out of the country through a receiver at Bognor. He gave you a little trouble, didn’t he?”

“Yes,” said the other shortly; “that is why I hadn’t thought of him in connection with this job.”

“And you’re wise,” said Bill, nodding. “Dick Shannon has been spending the greater part of the day with your friend at Bognor!”

Martin Eiton’s pale face went a shade paler.

“He wouldn’t squeal,” he said unsteadily.

“I don’t know. If a man would squeal to anybody, he’d squeal to Shannon. The English detective service has gone to blue blazes since they introduced gentlemen. I like police whom you can reason with.” He jiggled the loose coins in his pocket suggestively. “That’s why I say that you can’t keep the stuff at this house. Bennett may not have squeaked. On the other hand, he may have emitted squeak-like noises. What do you say, Dora?”

She nodded. “The stuff ought to go: I’ve recognized that all along,” she said. “Make a parcel of it, Martin.”

They watched the man as, wrapping the necklace again in cottonwool, he packed it in an old cigarette-box and tied it about with brown paper, and then Stanford asked: “If it comes to squealing, what about your sister?”

Dora considered before she replied.

“I am sure of her,” she said.

“Let us see her,” said Stanford when the parcel had been firmly tied and hidden under a sofa cushion, and the top of the clock replaced.

Audrey was sitting in a deep, low chair before the gas-fire, pondering her strange welcome, when she heard Dora’s footsteps on the stairs.

“You can come down now.”

She looked at her sister and made a little face, and, for all her subtlety, could not hide the disparagement in the glance.

“You’re a human scarecrow, Audrey! I shall have to buy you some clothes straight away.”

Audrey followed her down to the floor below and into the big drawingroom that ran the width of the house. A tall, broad-shouldered man stood with his back to the fire, and on him Audrey’s eyes first rested. He was a man of fifty, whose hair was cropped so close that at first she thought he was bald. His deep, forbidding eyes fixed and held her as she entered.

“This is Mr. Stanford,” introduced Dora. “And this is my little sister.”

He held out a huge hand and took hers in a grip that made her wince.

The second man in the room was slight and dapper, and his unusual pallor was emphasized by the small, black moustache and the jet-black eyebrows. Goodlooking, she thought, almost pretty. So this was the great Martin about whom she had heard so many rhapsodies.

“Glad to meet you, Audrey,” he said, his admiring eyes never leaving her face. “She’s a peach, Dora.”

“She’s prettier than she was,” said Dora indifferently, “but her clothes are terrible.”

It was not like Audrey to feel uncomfortable. She was so superior to the trials of poverty that ordinarily she would have laughed goodnaturedly at the crude comment. But now, for some reason, she felt embarrassed. It was the unwavering stare of the big man by the fireplace, the cold appraisement of his gaze.

Stanford looked at his watch.

“I’ll be going,” he said. “I’m glad to have met you, miss. Perhaps I’ll be seeing you again.”

She hoped sincerely that he would not.
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Dora signalled to Martin Eiton to retire with their guest, and it was when they were left alone that Dora had her story to tell.

It was the story of an injured wife, who had been obliged to fly from the country because of her husband’s brutality, leaving behind her the miniature of her child.

“I don’t mind confessing to you that we have secured the miniature, Audrey,” said Dora in an outburst of frankness. “I don’t think we were strictly legal in our actions — in fact, Martin bribed the servant in Sir John’s house to bring it to us. He guesses we have it, and has had us watched day and night, and any attempt we make, either through the post — we are sure he has notified the postal officials — or by messenger, is likely to lead to failure. A friend of this poor dear Lady Nilligan is coming to London tonight, and we have arranged to meet him at the station and hand him the miniature. Now the question is, Audrey, will you be a darling and take it to him? Nobody knows you; his sleuth-hounds will not molest you; and you can render this poor woman a great service. Personally, I think there’s a little too much sentimentality about it, for I don’t see why one miniature should be more valuable than another. But evidently this demented lady thinks it is.”

“But what an extraordinary story!” said Audrey, frowning. “Couldn’t you send one of your servants? Or couldn’t he come here?”

“I tell you the house is watched,” said Dora, never the most patient of individuals. “If you don’t want to do it — ?”

“Of course I’ll do it,” laughed Audrey.

“There is only one point I want to make,” her sister interposed, “and it is this: if by any chance this comes out, I want you to promise me that our name shall not come into it. I want you to swear by our dead mother — —”

“That is unnecessary,” said Audrey, a little coldly. “I will promise — that is enough.”

Dora took her in her arms and kissed her. “You are really a darling,” she said; “and you’ve grown so awfully pretty. I must find a nice man for you.”

It was on the tip of Audrey’s tongue to suggest that her sister might very well try some other ground of search than that which produced the pallid Martin Eiton, for whom she felt an instinctive dislike.

“Of course I’ll take it, my dear,” she said. “It seems such a little thing to do. And if I meet the grumpy husband, why, I’ll just talk to him firmly!”

Apparently Dora’s feasts were of a movable kind, for, although Audrey had her dinner in her room, the party of which her sister had spoken did not materialize. At half past eight Dora came up for her, carrying in her hand a small, oblong package, tied and heavily sealed.

“Now remember, you do not know me, you have never been to 508 Curzon Street in your life… “ She repeated the admonition, and described in detail the mysterious Pierre. “When you see him, you will go up to him and say, ‘This is-for madam’ — that, and nothing more.”

She repeated the instructions, and made the girl recite them after her. Audrey was at first amused, then a little bored. “It seems an awful lot of bother to make about so small a thing, but you have succeeded in arousing that conspirator feeling!”

With the package secure in an inside pocket of her coat, she went out into Curzon Street and walked quickly in the direction of Park Lane. She had hardly disappeared before Martin Eiton came out. Keeping her in sight, he watched her board a bus, and, hailing a taxicab, followed.

To Audrey the adventure was mildly exciting. She knew neither of the parties of this family quarrel, and found it difficult even to speculate upon their identity. They were probably two very plain, uninteresting people. Family quarrellers usually were. But she was glad of the opportunity of earning her board and keep, and it relieved her of a sense of obligation, for which she was grateful.

The bus put her down opposite Charing Cross station, and, crossing the congested road, she hurried through the courtyard into the station building. There were hundreds of people in the big approach; the night mail was beginning to fill, and passengers and their friends stood in groups before the harriers. She looked for a considerable time before she saw Mr. Pierre, a short, stocky man with a square, flaxen beard, who seemed to be wholly absorbed in the animated spectacle. Moving to the other side of him to make absolutely sure, she saw the little mole on his cheek by which she was to identify him. Without further ado, she took the package from her pocket and went up to him.

“This is for madam,” she said…

He started, looked at her searchingly, slipped the package in his pocket, so quickly that she could hardly follow his movements.

“Bien!” he said. “Will you thank monsieur? And — ?”

He spun round quickly, but the man who had caught his wrist possessed a grip which was not lightly to be shaken. At the same moment somebody slipped an arm in Audrey’s.

“I want you, my young friend,” said a pleasant voice. “I am Captain Shannon of Scotland Yard.”

He stopped, staring down at the frightened face turned up to his. “My ragged princess!” he gasped.

“Please let me go.” She attempted to free herself. She was horribly frightened and for a second felt physically sick. “I’ve got to go to—” She checked herself in time.

“To see Mrs. Eiton, of course,” said Shannon, scrutinizing her.

“No, I haven’t to see Mrs. Eiton. I really don’t know Mrs. Eiton,” she said breathlessly.

He shook his head. “I’m afraid we’ll have to talk about that. I don’t want to hold your arm. Will you come with me?”

“Are you arresting me?” she gasped.

He nodded gravely.

“I’m detaining you — until a little matter is cleared up. I’m perfectly sure you’re an innocent agent in this, just as I am equally sure that your sister isn’t.”

Dora? Was he talking about Dora, she asked herself with a sinking heart. His tone, the hard judgment in the voice, told the girl something she did not want to know. Something that shocked her beyond expression. Then, forcing every word, she said: “I’ll talk the matter over with pleasure, and I won’t make any attempt to get away. But I have not come from Mrs. Eiton’s, and she is not my sister. The story I told you this afternoon was untrue.”

“But why?” he asked, as they walked together through the stone corridor to the courtyard.

“Because” — she hesitated— “I knew you were a detective.”

He signalled a cab, gave directions and helped her inside.

“You’re lying to shield your sister and Bunny Eiton,” he said. “I hate using the word ‘lie’ to you, but that’s what you’re doing, my child.”

Her mind was in a turmoil, from which one clear fact emerged. It was not a miniature that she was carrying from Dora to the mythical wife; it was something more important. Something horribly serious.

“What was in the parcel?” she asked huskily.

“The Queen of Finland’s diamond necklace, unless I’m greatly mistaken. Her carriage was held up in The Mall four nights ago, and the jewels were stolen from her neck.”

Audrey sat up with a grimace of pain. It was as though he had struck her. Dora! She had read something of the affair in the newspaper which he had bought for her at Barnham Junction. Mrs. Graffitt had spoken of the crime. For a spell she sat paralysed with horror.

“Of course you didn’t know what it was,” he said, and he was speaking to himself. “It’s a hateful thing to ask you to do, but you must tell me the truth, even if it brings your sister to the place, that has been waiting for her these many years.”

The cab seemed to go round and round; the stream of lights and traffic through the window became a confused blur.

“Do what you can for Dora… “ Her mother’s insistent lesson, almost forgotten, was ringing in her ears. She was trembling violently; her brain had gone numb and would give her no guidance. All that she knew was that she was under arrest… she, Audrey Bedford of Beak Farm! She licked her dry lips.

“I have no sister,” she said, her breath labouring. “I stole the necklace!”

She heard his soft laughter, and could have murdered him.

“You poor, dear baby!” he said. “It was a job carried out by three expert hold-up men. Now let me tell you” — he patted her hand gently— “I’m not going to allow you to do this mad, quixotic thing. Didn’t you know that Dora Eiton and her husband are two of the most dangerous crooks in London?”

She was weeping, her face to her hands.

“No, no,” she sobbed, “I don’t know anything… She is not my sister.”

Dick Shannon sighed and shrugged his shoulders. There was nothing to do but to charge her.

Pierre had arrived at the station before them, and-she watched, with fascinated horror, the process of his searching, saw the package opened on the sergeant’s desk, and the flash and glitter of its contents. Presently Shannon took her gently by the arm and led her into the steel pen.

“The name is Audrey Bedford,” he said. “The address is Fontwell, West Sussex, The charge” — he hesitated— “is being in possession of stolen property, knowing the same to be stolen. Now tell the truth,” he whispered under his breath.

She shook her head.
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Audrey woke from a restless, troubled sleep and, struggling to her unsteady feet, rubbed her shoulders painfully. She had been lying on a bare plank, covered with the thinnest of blankets, and she ached from head to foot.

The sound of a key turning in the cell lock had awakened her; it was the matron, who had come to conduct her to the bathroom. She had returned to her cell a little refreshed, to find coffee and bread and butter waiting for her, and she had finished these when the door opened again, and she looked up to meet the grave eyes of Dick Shannon. He nodded to her.

“I want you,” he said. Her heart sank. “Am I going before — before a judge?” she faltered.

“Not yet,” he said. “I’m afraid that eventually you will go before a judge, unless — ?”

She waved aside the suggestion with an impatient hand. She had settled that matter definitely in the silence of the night.

The man’s heart ached for her. He knew well enough that she was innocent, and he had sent a man into Sussex that morning to prove the matter, as he hoped, beyond question.

“Here’s somebody you know, I think,” he said, and, opening a door, drew her into a room.

There were two occupants: Dora Eiton and her husband. Audrey looked; she had to dig her fingernails into her palms to control herself, and she succeeded wonderfully.

“Do you know this girl?” asked Shannon.

Dora shook her head.

“No, I’ve never seen her before,” she said innocently. “Do you know her, Martin?”

The haggard-faced Martin was equally emphatic.

“Never saw her before in my life,” he said.

“I think she is your sister.”

Dora smiled. “How absurd!” she said. “I’ve only one sister, and she is in Australia.”

“Do you know that both your mother and your sister lived at Fontwell?”

“My mother never lived at Fontwell in her life,” said Dora calmly, and, in spite of her self-possession, Audrey started. “There were some people who lived at Fontwell who were” — she shrugged— “pensioners of mine. I helped the woman once or twice. If this is her daughter, she is a perfect stranger to me.”

All the time she spoke her eyes were fixed on Audrey, and the girl thought she read in them a mute appeal. In a flash she realized that what Dora had said might very well be true. She had married in her stage name, and it was quite possible that none of the neighbours identified her with Mrs. Bedford’s daughter, for she had not visited the place, and Audrey’s mother was one of the reticent kind that made no confidences.

“What Mrs. Eiton says is quite true,” she said quietly. “I do not know her, nor does she know me.”

Dick Shannon opened the door, and the girl went out again to the waiting matron. When she had gone, he faced the Eitons.

“I don’t know how long she’ll keep this up,” he said. “But if she sticks to the story from first to last, Eiton, she’ll go to jail.” He spoke deliberately. “And I’m going to tell you something. If that child is sent to prison, if you allow her to sacrifice herself, I will never rest night or day until I have brought you both to the penal settlement.”

“You seem to forget to whom you’re speaking,” said Dora, a bright light in her eyes.

“I know I’m speaking to two utterly unscrupulous, utterly depraved, utterly soulless people,” said Dick. “Get out!”

*

Lacy Marshalt sat in his breakfast-room. A newspaper was propped up before him; his face was puckered in a frown. He looked again at the picture taken by an enterprising press photographer. It was the portrait of a girl alighting from a taxicab. In the background a blur of curious spectators. A policeman was on one side of her, a broad-shouldered wardress on the other. It was one of those pictures fairly familiar to the newspaper reader. A fleeting snap of a criminal on her way to trial.

There was no need to compare the newspaper with the photograph in his pocket. The name of the prisoner would have told him, even if there bad been no photograph.

Tonger came in, slipping through between door and post.

“You didn’t ring, did you. Lacy?” he asked.

“I rang ten minutes ago. And I’m telling you for the last time to forget that ‘Lacy’ of yours. There is a limit to my patience, my friend.”

The little man rubbed his hands gleefully. “Heard from my girl today,” he said. “She’s doing well in America. Clever kid that, Lacy.”

“Is she?” Lacy Marshalt returned to a survey of his newspaper.

“She’s got money — always writes from the best hotels. Never thought things would turn out that way.”

Lacy folded his paper and dropped it on the floor.

“Mrs. Martin Eiton will be here in five minutes. She will come through the mews to the back door. Be waiting for her and bring her through the conservatory to the library. When I ring for you, show her out the same way.”

Tonger grinned.

“What a lad for the girls!” he said admiringly.

Lacy jerked his head towards the door.

Less than five minutes later Dora Eiton pushed open the heavy wicket gate and, crossing the courtyard, mounted the iron stairs to the “conservatory” — a glass annexe thrown out at the back of the house above the kitchen and scullery of the establishment. She was dressed in black and heavily veiled. Tonger detected signs of nervousness as be opened the conservatory door to her.

“Have you come to breakfast?” he asked amiably.

She was too used to his familiarities to resent his manner.

“Where is Mr. Marshalt?”

“In the library — readin’ Christie’s Old Organ,” suggested Tonger humorously.

Lacy was reading nothing more informative than the fire when she was shown in. “I had an awful trouble getting here,” she said. “Wouldn’t it have done this afternoon? I had to tell all sorts of lies to Martin. Aren’t you going to kiss me?”

He stooped and brushed her cheek. “What a kiss!” she scoffed. “Well?”

“This jewel robbery,” he said slowly. “There is a girl implicated. I understand that the police are under the impression that she is your sister.”

She was silent.

“I know, of course, that you are on the crook,” he went on. “Stanford is an old acquaintance of mine in South Africa, and he’s one of your gang. But this girl, is she in it?”

“You know how much she is in it,” she said sulkily. She had not come, at some risk, to Portman Square to discuss Audrey. And at the thought of risk…

“There was a man watching this house at the back when I came along the mews,” she said. “I saw him by the back door. When he saw me he walked away.”

“Watching this house?” he said incredulously. “What sort of a man?”

“He looked a gentleman. I only just saw his face — very thin and refined-looking. He had a limp…”

Lacy took a step towards her, and gripped her by the shoulders. His face was grey, his lip quivered. For a moment he could not speak, then:

“You’re lying! You’re trying to put one over on me!”

She struggled from his grip, terrified.

“Lacy! What is wrong with you?”

He silenced her with a gesture.

“I’m nervy, and you startled me,” he muttered. “Go on with what you were saying. That girl is your sister? I want to know.”

“My half-sister,” she said in a low voice.

He stopped in his pacing.

“You mean… you have different fathers?”

She nodded.

He did not speak again for so long that she began to feel frightened.

“She’ll go to jail, of course, and she’s shielding you.” He laughed, but there was no mirth in his laughter. “That is best — I can wait,” he said.

A month later, on a bright March morning, a pale girl stood in the spacious dock of the Old Bailey, and by her side a square-shouldered Belgian, the first to be sentenced.

Coming out of court towards the end of the case, sick at heart and weary of the solemn machinery of vengeance which was grinding to dust so frail a victim. Shannon saw a familiar figure ensconced in one of the deepseated benches where, usually, witnesses sat waiting.

“Well, Slick, have you been in court?”

“I have,” said the other carefully, “but the illusion of the successful detective wore through, and that big pen was certainly hungry-looking. I tore myself away. Other people haven’t any sensitive feelings. I saw Stanford amongst the ghouls.”

Shannon sat down by his side.

“What do you think?”

“Of the case? Little Miss Quixote — pronounced Key-o-tey, they tell me — is going down.” He pointed significantly at the tiled floor.

“I’m afraid she is,” Shannon said after a pause, and sighed. “But that is as far as they’ll get her,” mused the crook. “She’ll come up just as she went down — sweet. That kind doesn’t sour easily. Say, Shannon, ever heard of a man called Malpas?”

Dick, who was thinking of something else, started. “Yes, he’s an eccentric old man who lives in Portman Square — why?”

Slick Smith smiled blandly. “He’s in it somewhere,” he said. “I am speaking in my capacity as a detective. That case has finished mighty suddenly.”

A policeman was beckoning Shannon, and he hurried into court in time to hear the sentence.

“What is your age?” asked the judge, pausing, pen in hand, and looking over his glasses.

“Nineteen, my lord.” It was Shannon. “And I may say that the police are perfectly satisfied, in spite of the evidence, that this girl is an innocent victim of other people who are not in custody.”

The judge shook his head.

“The evidence does not support that view. It is very dreadful to see a young girl in this position, and I should be failing in my duty to society if I did not deal severely with so dangerous an agent. Audrey Bedford, you will go to prison with hard labour for twelve months.”
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On a gloomy morning in December the wicket gate of Holloway Prison opened, and a slim girl, in an old brown velour coat, came out, and, looking neither to the left nor right, passed through the waiting friends of prisoners to be released, walked quickly up the Holloway Road towards Camden Town. Crossing the road, she boarded a street car, and at that moment Dick Shannon’s long machine swept past, and she did not see it. He arrived three minutes too late to intercept her.

She had a few shillings left as the result of her year’s work and, getting down at the tram terminus, she went along the Euston Road till she came to a small restaurant.

The face was a little finer-drawn, the eyes graver, but it was the old Audrey who ordered extravagant portions of devilled kidneys and egg. For nine months the prison routine had ground at her soul; for seventy-two hours a week she had associated with the debased dregs of the underworld, and had neither grown down to their level nor experienced any sense of immeasurable superiority. There were bitter nights when the black treachery to which she had been subjected overwhelmed her, and she closed her eyes to shut out the hideous realities. Nights of torture, when the understanding of her own ruin had driven her to the verge of madness.

Yet it did not seem unnatural that Dora had acted so. It was almost a Dora-like thing to have done, consonant with all that she knew and all that she had heard of the girl. A horrible thought to Audrey (and this alone saddened her) was that the qualities in her sister were those which had been peculiarly noticeable in her mother. With a half-checked sigh she rose, and, taking her bill, paid at the cashier’s little box.

Where should she go now? To Dora, she decided. She must be absolutely sure that she had not wholly misjudged her. She could not go in the daytime; it would not be fair to the girl. She spent the rest of the morning looking for lodgings, finding them at last in a top back room in Gray’s Inn Road. Here she rested through the afternoon, straightening the rags of her future. When dark came she made her way to Curzon Street.

The servant who opened the door to her was the same girl that had been there on her first visit.

“What do you want?” she asked tartly.

“I want to see Mrs. Eiton,” said Audrey.

“Well, you can’t,” said the girl and tried to shut the door.

But Audrey’s nine months of manual work had had results. Without an effort she pushed the door open and stepped in.

“Go up and tellyour mistress I am here,” she said.

The girl flew up the stairs, and Audrey, without hesitation, followed her. As she walked behind the servant into the drawingroom she heard her sister say: “How dare she come here!”

She was in evening dress, looking particularly lovely, her fair hair shining like burnished gold. She stared at the girl as if she were a ghost, and her eyes narrowed.

“How dare you force your way into this house?” she demanded.

“Send away your servant,” said Audrey quietly, and, when the girl had gone and she had made sure that she was not listening on the landing, she walked across to Dora, her hands behind her. “I want you to say ‘thank you’,” she said simply. “I did a mad, foolish thing, because I felt that I wanted to repay mother for anything that I owed her, and which I had not already paid.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Dora, flushing.

“You’ve got a nerve to come here, anyway!” It was the sleek Martin. “You tried to drag us into your — your crime. You hold your — Mrs. Eiton up to the scorn of the world, and then you calmly walk into our house without so much as a please or by your leave. Damned nerve!”

“If you want money, write,” said Dora, and flung open the door. “If you come here again I’ll send for a policeman.”

“Send for one now,” said the girl coolly. “I’m so well acquainted with policemen and wardresses that you can’t frighten me, my dear sister.”

Dora closed the door quickly. “If you want to know, we’re not sisters. You’re not even English!” she said in a low, malignant voice. “Your father was mother’s second husband, an American! He’s on the Breakwater at Cape Town, serving a sentence of life!”

Audrey caught the back of a chair for support.

“That’s not true,” she said.

“It is true — it is true!” stormed Dora in a harsh whisper. “Mother told me, and Mr. Stanford knows all about it. Your father bought diamonds and shot the man who betrayed him. It is a felony to buy diamonds in South Africa. He disgraced my mother — she changed her name and came home the day after his arrest. Why, you’re not even entitled to the name of Bedford. She hated him so much that she changed everything!”

Audrey nodded.

“And, of course, mother left him,” she said, speaking to herself. “She didn’t stay near to give him the comfort and sympathy that a wife might give to the vilest of men. She just left him — flat! How like her!”

There was no malice, no bitterness in her voice. Audrey had the trick of seeing things truly. She raised her eyes slowly until they met Dora’s.

“I ought not to have gone to prison,” she-said; “you are not worth it. Nor mother, I think.”

“You dare to speak of my mother!” cried Dora in a fury.

“Yes, she was my mother too. She’s beyond my criticism or your defence. Thank you. What is my name?”

“Find out!” snapped the woman.

“I’ll ask Mr. Shannon,” said the girl.

It was the only malice she showed in the interview. But it was worth the effort to see the change that came to the two faces.
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Dick Shannon had a flat in the Haymarket, an apartment which served as home and office, for, in the room overlooking one of London’s busiest thoroughfares, he got through a considerably larger volume of work than he disposed of in his uninspiring bureau on the Thames Embankment.

Steel, his assistant, christened the flat “Newest Scotland Yard”, and certainly had justification, for here, more often than not, were held the conferences which brought the Big Five — an ever-changing quantity — about the council board.

Something in the nature of a sub-committee was sitting on the day that Audrey Bedford was released from prison. Sergeant Steel, who specialized in society cases — it was the Yard’s boast that he was the best-dressed man in London — and Inspector Lane, late of Bow Street, now of Marylebone, was the third.

“You didn’t see her?” asked the inspector.

Dick Shannon shook his head.

“By the time I got to the Governor and discovered she had been released, it was useless looking for her. I’ve given instructions to the stations that the moment she reports — she hasn’t completed the whole of her sentence — they are to report to me.”

He suppressed a sigh.

“There was a miscarriage of justice, if ever there was one!” he said. “And yet, for the life of me, I can’t see what other verdict the jury could return.”

“But if she was innocent,” said Steel, puzzled, “what was easier than for her to speak? It is not innocent to hide the guilty.”

“Let us lift this discussion out of the base realm of metaphysics,” said Dick testily. “What about Mr. Malpas?”

“He’s a mystery,” said Lane unnecessarily, “and the house is more so. So far as I can find, he has been in occupation of 551 Portman Square since January 1917, and has been there most of the time. Nobody has seen him. We had a complaint last year from Mr. Lacy Marshalt, who lives next door, that he was disturbed by knocking at nights, but we could only advise him to take a summons. He pays his bills regularly, and when he came into the house (which is his own property, by the way) he spent a considerable sum in renovations. A big Italian firm of Turin fitted the house with electric lighting, burglar alarms and various other gadgets, though I can’t trace any furniture going in.”

“Are there any servants?”

“None: that’s the strangest thing. No food goes into the house, which means that he must eat outside or starve. I’ve had men to watch the back and front of the house, but he has slipped them every time, though they’ve seen a few interesting things.”

Dick Shannon smoothed his chin. “It isn’t an offence to be a recluse,” he said, “but it is an offence to engage in a conspiracy. Bring in the girl, Steel.”

Steel went out, to return with an over-powdered young lady, who nodded coolly to the company, and took the chair which Steel, with an air, pushed up to her.

“Miss Neilson, you are a professional dancer — disengaged?”

“I’m that,” she said laconically.

“I want you to tell us about your visit to 551 Portman Square.”

She was not particularly anxious or willing to talk.

“If I had known I was speaking to a detective when I got so talkative the other night, I wouldn’t have said so much,” she admitted frankly. “You haven’t any right to question me.”

“You practically accused a gentleman who holds a responsible position of attempting to engage you in a conspiracy,” said Dick. “That is a very serious accusation to make.”

“I didn’t say it was a conspiracy,” she denied quickly. “All I said was that the old gentleman, who was a perfect stranger to me, asked me if I would start something at Mr. Marshalt’s house — that’s next door. He wanted me to go to there one evening and make a fuss — to start screaming that Mr. Marshalt was a scoundrel, break a window, and get arrested.”

“He didn’t tell you why?”

She shook her head.

“No. It wasn’t my job, anyhow. And I was only too glad to get out — the man gave me the creeps.” She shivered. “You’ve heard of ugly men? Well, you don’t know what ugliness is. And scared! You have to sit at a table one end of the room whilst he sits at the other. And the room is all dark except for little light on the desk where he sits. The house is full of ghosts — that’s how it seemed to me. Doors open by themselves and voices talk to you from nowhere. When I got out on to the street again I could have gone down on my knees and said a prayer of thanksgiving.”

“If you were a stranger to him, how did he come to know you?” asked Dick, puzzled and suspicious.

Her explanation was logical. “He got my name out of a theatrical newspaper — I’m in the ‘want engagement’ columns,” she said.

Lane questioned her closely, but her story held, and presently they let her go. “Queer,” said Dick Shannon thoughtfully. “I should like to see Mr. Malpas. You have had other complaints?”

Lane hesitated.

“I wouldn’t call them complaints. The inspector of income tax made a little trouble about not being able to see the man. He returned his income at what Inland Revenue thought was too low a figure, and he was summoned to appear before the inspector. And, of course, he did not appear, sending, instead, permission to inspect his banking account. I happened to know of this and took the opportunity of sharing the inspection. It is the simplest account I have ever seen: a thousand five hundred a year paid in — by cash; a thousand five hundred a year paid out. No tradesmen’s cheques. Nothing but taxes, ground rent, and substantial sums for his current expenses.”

“You say he has had visitors?” asked Dick.

“Yes, I was going to tell you about these. At intervals, never longer than two weeks, he has a visitor, sometimes two in the course of the day. Generally it is on a Saturday. The caller never comes until it is dark, and doesn’t remain longer than half an hour. So far as we have been able to learn, the same man never comes twice. It was only by accident that we discovered this: one of our officers saw a man go in and come out. The next Saturday, at precisely the same hour, he saw a visitor arrive and, after an interval, take his departure. This was seen again a few weeks later, the caller being a negro. Our man ‘tailed him up’, but could get nothing out of him.”

“Malpas must be placed under closer observation,” said Dick, and the inspector made a note. “Pull in one of his visitors on some pretext or other — see what he has in his possession. You may find that the old man is nothing more alarming than a dispenser of charity — on the other hand, you may not!”

That almost exhausted the subject of the mysterious Mr. Malpas, and they passed to the matter of a providential fire that had saved an insolvent cabinet-maker from bankruptcy.

Mr. Malpas might not have come up for discussion at all but for the story that the dancer had told to a sympathetic and official listener. That this sinister figure should be associated with the events which, under his eyes, were moving to a climax, that the ragged princess whose image had not left his mind for nine months would shortly come into the old man’s ken and find her fate and future linked with his, Dick Shannon could not dream. Mr. Malpas was “an inquiry”, an arresting circumstance to be questioned and probed. Soon he was to loom upon the scene, blotting out all other objects in Captain Shannon’s view.

Audrey Bedford had made an interesting discovery. There was an essential thing in life about which she had never heard. It was a mysterious something called “a character”; sometimes it was more genteelly styled “references”.

Without one or the other (and they were really one and the same thing) it was impossible to secure employment. There were leering men who said, “Never mind, little woman, we’ll get along without that”; other men who did not leer and were apparently shocked when she told them she had just come from prison, but who bore up well enough to engage her and ask her to come to dinner with them; and there were others (and she liked these best) who said curtly, “We have no opening for you.”

Her little stock of money was dwindling. There dawned a Christmas Day when she woke with a healthy appetite to breakfast on water and one very stale slice of bread that she had saved from the night before. And this was to be her luncheon, and would have been her supper too, only there occurred that night, in a little street off Gray’s Inn Road, a light between two viragos, one of whom thrust a small and greasy package into the girl’s hand that she might deal more effectively with her rival. The police came instantly, there was a wild scrimmage, the battlers were haled off to Theobalds Road Police Station, and Audrey carried the parcel home and supped royally on fried fish and potatoes. It was heavenly.

On Tuesday morning her landlady came up the stairs and Audrey heard the heavy foot of the woman with a sense of blind panic.

“Good morning, miss. There’s a letter for you.”

Audrey stared. Nobody knew her address — she had never reached the address stage in any of her essays at finding employment.

“I hope it’s good news,” said the landlady ominously. “I don’t charge much for my apartments, but I like it regular, We’ve all got to live, and I’ve had a party after this very room this very morning. Not that I’m going to turn you out. I’d sooner make up a bed for you on the sofa,” she added.

Audrey was not listening. She was turning the letter over in her hand. Tearing it open, she found an address and a few lines of pencilled writing. She read the message in bewilderment.

Come at 5 o’clock this evening. I have work for you.

The note was signed “Malpas”.

She knit her forehead. Who was “Malpas”, and how had he discovered her whereabouts?
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Audrey Bedford held the soddened slip of paper nearer to her eyes to assure herself of the address. The writing, in pencil, was worn now to a faint and almost indecipherable smear. In the failing light of a grey December afternoon it would have been difficult enough to read, but to all other disadvantages was added the drive of wind and sleet. Her old coat was already saturated. It had been wet before she had walked a mile; the brim of her black velvet hat drooped soggily.

She put the paper back in her pocket and looked a little fearfully at the grim door of No. 551 Portman Square. This forbidding house, with its dingy stone front and blank, expressionless windows, might hide interiors of comfort and luxury, but there was little promise in the outward appearance.

What would be the end of this essay, she wondered, with a calmness which seemed strange, even to herself. Would it go with the others and end in dismissal, or, what was worse, an engagement on terms unspoken but none the less clearly understood?

Portman Square was empty of pedestrians. Down one side of the open space the great red buses rumbled and closed taxis and cars sped past at intervals. Drawing a long sigh, she walked up the two steps and looked for the bell. There was none. The door was innocent of knocker — she tapped gently with her knuckles.

“Who is there?”

The voice seemed to come from the side stone doorposts. “Miss Bedford,” she said. “I have an appointment with Mr. Malpas.”

There was a pause, and then, as the door opened slowly: “Come upstairs — the room on the first landing,” said the voice.

It came from a small grating let in the wall. The hall was empty. One yellow globe supplied the illumination. Whilst she was looking around the door closed again, by no obvious agency. For a second she was seized with a sudden unaccountanle fear. She sought the handle of the door: there was none. The black, heavy portal was closed upon her irrevocably.

Audrey’s hands were trembling; cold and fear combined to break her courage — cold and fear and hunger, for she had taken nothing that day but a piece of bread and the remains of a coffee left over from the previous night.

She looked around the hall. Of furniture there was none except an old chair against the wall. The marble floor was thick with dust, the discoloured walls innocent of pictures or hangings.

With an effort she controlled her shaking limbs and walked up the stone stairs. On the first landing was a polished rosewood door — the only interior door she had seen — and, after a pause to summon the reserves of her courage, she knocked.

“Is that Miss Bedford?” This time the voice came from over her head. Looking up, she saw a second grating in the recessed doorway. It was placed so that any visitor knocking would stand immediately underneath.

“Yes,” she answered, holding her anxiety in check. Instantly the rosewood swung open, and she passed into a broad, well-lit hall. Facing her was a second door, ajar.

“Come in, please.” This time the voice spoke from the room; it was less distinct.

She hesitated, her heart thumping painfully. The room seemed to be in darkness save for one faint reflection. Pushing open the door, she walked in. It was a large room, about thirty feet in width, and almost twice that length. The walls, so completely draped by velvet curtains that it was impossible to tell where the windows were hidden, ran up into gloom; the visitor must guess where the black ceiling began and the walls ended. Under her feet was a rich, deep carpet, into which her halting feet sank as she took three steps, stopped and looked open-eyed.

In the far corner of the room a man sat at a desk, on which a green-shaded lamp afforded the only illumination the gloomy chamber possessed.

A strangely revolting figure. His head was narrow and bald; his yellow face, innocent of hair, was puckered in a thousand wrinkles and seams; the nose was big and pendulous. His long, pointed chin moved all the time as though he were talking to himself.

“Sit in that chair,” he said hollowly.

The chair she saw when her eyes grew accustomed to the darkness: it stood behind a small table, and slowly and painfully she sat down.

“I have sent for you to make your fortune,” he said, in his mumbling voice. “Many people have sat in that chair and have gone away rich.”

In the green light that fell athwart his face from the lampshade he looked like some hideous imagining of a Chinese artist. She shuddered, and gazed steadily past him.

“On the table — look!” he said.

He must have pressed some button on the table, for instantly she found herself sitting, the focus of a powerful yellow light that fell from a bell-shaped shade above and threw a circle of bright radiance on the floor around her. And then she saw on the table a thin package of money.

“Take it!” he said.

After a second’s hesitation she stretched out her hand and took the notes, shivering from head to foot. The light above was slowly dimming. Presently it faded altogether, and she sat in the darkness, her hands unconsciously gripping the wealth that had come to her. And a key — she did not realize that until, later, he referred to the fact.

“Audrey Bedford. That is your name?”

She made no reply.

“Three weeks ago you were released from prison where you served a sentence of a year, or nine months of a year, for being accessory to a robbery?”

“Yes,” said the girl quietly. “I should have told you that in any event. I have invariably told that when I have applied for work.”

“Innocent, of course?” he asked.

There was no smile on his expressionless face, and she could not judge whether his tone was ironical or not. She guessed was.

“Yes: I was innocent,” she said evenly.

“Faked charge… a frame-up, eh? Eiton had it all fixed for you. You knew nothing of the robbery? Just an innocent agent?”

He waited.

“I knew nothing of the robbery,” she said quietly.

“Did you say that at the trial?”

She did not answer. He sat so still that she could have believed that he was a waxen figure, worked by some drug-crazy artist.

“You are badly dressed… that offends me. You have money; buy the best. Come this day week at this hour. You-will find a key on the table: this will unlock all doors, if the control is released.”

Audrey found her voice.

“I must know what my duties are,” she said, and her voice sounded dead and lifeless in that draped room. “It is very good of you to trust me with so much money, but you will see how impossible it is to accept unless I know what is expected of me.”

Famished as she was, with the prospect of a supperless night, and before her eyes the drab ugliness of her little room and the reproachful face of her landlady, it required more than an ordinary effort to say this. Hunger demoralizes the finest nature, and she was faint for want of food.

He spoke slowly.

“Your task is to break a man’s heart,” he said.

She almost laughed.

“That sounds… rather alarming. You are not serious?”

He offered no reply. She felt a cold draught behind her, and turning, experienced a little thrill of fear to see the door opening. “Goodnight.”

The figure at the end of the room waved a hand towards the door. The interview was over.

She had put one foot on the stairs when the door closed again, and she went down to the hall, her mind in a state of chaos. The front door was not open: evidently he expected her to use the key. With trembling fingers she tried to press it into the microscopic slit which, after a search, she discovered. In her haste the key slipped and fell. It was so small that she could not find it at first. The force of her pressure had sent it into a corner of the hall. She found it after a search, and found something else too — a pebble, the size of a nut. Attached was a blob of red sealing-wax and the clear impression of a tiny seal. It was so unusual an object that she forgot for the moment her very urgent desire to get out of the house. The bizarre has a fascination for the young, and there was something very unusual about that common piece of stone so carefully sealed…

Audrey looked up the stairs, hoping to see the old man and ask him if this queer find of hers had any interest for him. Then she remembered that she would see him again in a week, and she dropped the pebble into her little handbag.

So doing, she became aware that one of her hands was’ gripping a package of notes. Six hundred pounds! There were three of a hundred, four of fifty, and twenty of five.

Audrey drew a long breath. She thrust the money out of sight and turned the key in the lock — in another second she was facing the realities of a blizzard. The taxicab that was crawling leisurely towards her had no significance at first. Then it came upon her that she was an enormously rich woman, and, her heart beating a little faster, she put up her hand to signal the cab, walking rapidly to meet, it as it drew in to the kerb. “Take me to — ?”

Where? First food; then, in the sanity which food might bring,-a few minutes of quiet contemplation.

“She’s had one over the eight,” grinned the driver.

Audrey’s first impression was that the man was speaking of her, and she wondered what he meant. But he was looking beyond her, and, following the direction of his eyes, she saw a sight that first sickened and then moved her to pity. Clinging to the rails that bordered the area was a woman. She held tight with one hand, swaying unsteadily, whilst with the other she was manipulating the knocker of the front door of the house next to that place of mystery which she had left.

Her pathetic finery, the draggling imitation paradise plume of her hat, the wet and matted surface of her fur coat, ludicrously fashionable in cut, made an unforgettable picture. Drunkenness was loathsome to the girl; she realized its horror to the full when she saw it in a woman. Somehow the fighting viragos of Gray’s Inn Road were infinitely less repulsive than the spectacle of this poor creature with her red, swollen face and her maudlin mutterings.

Audrey had withdrawn her foot from the step of the cab, intending to go to her, when the door was flung open violently, and she saw a thin, elderly man appear.

“Here — what’s the row? Coming here making this fuss at a gentleman’s house. Go away or I’ll send for a copper!”

Tonger’s voice came down to the girl through the shrill whistle of the wind.

“Going in—” gasped the wreck, and lurched towards the open doorway.

Audrey, watching, saw him try to hold her, but she collapsed on to him.

“Here, hold up!”

There was a little struggle, and suddenly Tonger jerked the woman into the hall and the door slammed.

“That’s Mr. Marshalt’s house,” said the cabman. “He’s the African millionaire. Where did you say you’d like to go, miss?”

She was inspired to name a little dressmaker’s shop in Shaftesbury Avenue, a shop before whose windows she always lingered when her search for work brought her westward. Later, she would consider the propriety of spending this terrible old man’s money. For the moment her creature needs dominated. Opposite the dressmaker’s was a shoe shop; two blocks away was a snug hotel.

“I’ll come out of this dream some time,” said Audrey, looking through the blurred windows at the shops that flashed past, “but I’m coming out with dry clothes and a bed that isn’t nobbly!”



XIII. Bunny Talks Straight
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It is sometimes difficult to rule a line across a human life, and say with exactness, “Here began a career.” Martin Eiton had become a criminal by a natural sequence of processes, all related one to the other, and all having their foundation in a desire, common to humanity high and low, to live without working.

The product of a great school, he had found himself, at an early period of his life, with no other assets than a charming manner, the ability to converse pleasantly, and a host of exploitable friends. He went where his accomplishments paid the biggest dividends; and being unhampered by a conscience or handicapped with a too stringent sense of honour, he came naturally to the society of men and women who lived by their sharpness of intellect. He had run gambling houses (at one of which he had first met Dora and found in her a partner equally free from stupid scruples); he had manoeuvred intimate robberies that had something of blackmail in them; he had dabbled in racetrack frauds of an unobtrusive character, and had made his many enterprises profitable.

Between the second and third acts of a play to which Dora had taken him, he strolled out into the lobby. There were people who knew and nodded to him, only one who made any effort to get into conversation, for Martin was not of the gregarious kind. He preferred the company, of his own thought at any time, most of all tonight.

“‘Lo, Eiton!”

He smiled mechanically and would have moved on, but the man who had intercepted him was wilfully blind to his desire for solitude.

“Stanford’s gone to Italy, they tell me — that fellow is certainly the bird that’s in two places at once. Anything doing?”

“Nothing,” replied Martin pointedly. “London has been very dull since Melilla Snowden’s rooms at the Albemarle were burgled and her pearls lifted.”

Slick Smith laughed softly.

“Not guilty,” he said, “and anyway, they were props. The burglary was more genuine, but the scream her press agent raised is just publicity. My opinion of Melilla, both as an actress and a woman, has gone right down to the mezzanine floor. A vamp that can only vamp up Luk-lik-Reels ought to be teaching Sunday school. If you got any kind of work I can do, let me know. But it must be honest.”

“Come round one day and fix my kitchen stove,” snarled Martin, who was not in the best of humours.

“Stoves are my speciality,” said Slick, unperturbed. “Have a good cigar?” He offered his case.

“No!”

“Maybe you’re right,” agreed the other. “They were a Christmas present. I can’t get anybody to try ’em out. It will be tough on me if I have to do the pioneer work. Seen Shannon?”

Martin sighed heavily.

“My dear fellow, I haven’t seen Shannon and I don’t want to see Shannon. More to the point, I’m not in the mood for conversation.”

“That’s a pity,” said Slick regretfully. “I’m feeling chatty, and I’m tired of talking to myself. I pall on one.”

“You’re in danger of palling on me,” Martin smiled in spite of himself.

“I felt that too. I’m responsive to atmosphere. There’s a whole lot in this aura theory. Lacy Marshalt’s not like that.”

There was no especial emphasis to his words. He was lighting an experimental cigar as he spoke, painfully and apprehensively.

“I don’t know very much about Marshalt,” said Martin shortly.

“Don’t suppose you do. I know him slightly. He’s a thief too. And the things he steals leave a kind of gap. You’re a pretty good fellow, Eiton.”

The seeming inconsequence of the last remark was not lost upon his hearer.

“I don’t think I’d go any farther if I were you,” said Martin Eiton quietly. “You’re trying to be kind, aren’t you?”

“Not trying. I do these things naturally.” Slick Smith’s smile was broad and disarming. “There goes the bell — I wonder if she married the duke and sent her village swain back to the family woodpile? I guess she didn’t — they never do in plays.”

That raw night, as he was driving home, he thought of Slick. He had not enjoyed the play, neither had Dora, and a sense of restraint had fallen upon both. The drive was unrelieved by any spoken words. He followed her up to the drawingroom, well prepared for the outburst which was due and, unless he was mistaken, was coming.

“What is the matter with you, Bunny? You’ve hardly spoken a word this evening. I’m tired of your sulks! You make me so nervous I hardly know what I’m doing!”

He bit off the end of a cigar and lit it, his attention on the match.

“I’m not sulking, I’m just thoughtful, that’s all,” he said, throwing the stick into the fire before he sat down in a corner of the roomy settee. “Have you heard any more of your sister?”

“No, I haven’t,” she snapped, “and I hope to God I never hear from her again! The whining little jailbird!”

He took his cigar from his mouth and examined it carefully.

“I don’t remember that she whined; and if she’s a jailbird, we made her so,” he said.

She stared at him in amazement.

“That’s a new tone for you to take, Bunny. You practically threw her out of the house last time she was here.”

He nodded.

“Yes, I haven’t forgotten that,” he said quietly. “London is a rotten place for a pretty girl to be alone in, without money, or friends. I wish I knew where she was.”

A slow smile dawned on her lovely face.

“You seem to have had a visit from R. E. Morse, Esquire,” she said ironically. “But then, you always fell for a pretty face.”

He made a gesture of distaste. There were moments when the groundings of Wechester College started up from their sleep and made themselves evident.

“Her prettiness weighs less with me than her helplessness at this moment. She didn’t write?”

“Of course she didn’t write,” said his wife scornfully. “Is that what has been making you so glum? Poor Bunny!” she mocked. “He has a soft heart for beauty in distress!”

He looked at her for a second, a cold scrutiny which aroused her to fury.

“What’s wrong?” she demanded, her voice trembling with anger. “Tell me what’s in your mind — there’s something!”

“Yes, there’s something,” agreed Bunny Eiton; “in fact, there are several somethings, and Audrey is one of them. The girl may be starving. God knows what may have happened to her.”

“Let’us leave her to His keeping,” she said with mock piety, and his eyes narrowed.

“I’ve been thinking lately,” he said, “that, if you behave this way to your own sister, what sort of treatment should I get if things went wrong, and you had to make a quick decision between me and safety?”

“Safety would win,” she said coolly. “I’ll not deceive you, Bunny. ‘Sauve qui peut’ is my family motto.”

She kicked off her shoes and was pulling on the red morocco boudoir boots that stood before the fire.

“And is that all? Is it only the thought of the poor little girl driven from home that is worrying you?” she sneered.

“That’s one thing,” he said. He threw his cigar into the fire and rose. “Dora” — his voice was like ice— “Mr. Lacy Marshalt is an undesirable acquaintance.”

She looked up, her eyes wide open.

“Isn’t he honest?” she asked innocently.

“There are a whole lot of honest people that no respectable lady thief can dine with in a private room at Shavarri’s,” he said deliberately. “Lacy Marshalt is one.”

Her eyes dropped to the fire again; her colour came and went…

“You’ve been watching me, have you? Marshalt may be a very useful man to know in certain eventualities.”

“He is no use to me in any eventuality,” said Martin Eiton; “and he is never so useless as when he is dining furtively with my wife.”

A long silence followed.

“I only dined with him once at Shavarri’s,” she spoke at last. “I intended telling you, but I forgot. Hundreds of people dine privately at Shavarri’s,” she said defiantly.

He nodded. “And I’m particularly anxious that you should not be like any of those hundreds,” he said. “You’ve dined with him twice, as a matter, of fact — twice I know about; probably more often. Dora, that hasn’t to happen again.”

She did not answer.

“Do you hear?”

She shrugged her shoulders.

“I get precious little out of life,” she said with a little sob. “The only people I meet are Stanford and you and the little crooks you pull into your various games. I like to meet somebody who isn’t that way — at times. It’s like a breath of fresh air that makes me forget the rotten atmosphere in which I live.”

She did not see his cynical smile, but, knowing him, she could guess how he would receive her excuse.

“Intensely pathetic,” he said. “The picture you have drawn of the pure child, striving to regain the memory of her lost innocence, touches me deeply. But if you want to get back to nature, I suggest some other means than tete-a-tete dinners at Shavarri’s. They are sophisticated, Dora. You won’t go again.”

She looked up quickly.

“If I want to go—” she began defiantly.

“You will not go again,” he said, his voice little above a whisper. “If you do, I will look up Mr. Lacy Marshalt and put three bullets through the pocket in which he carries his excellent cigars. What I shall do to you, I don’t know,” he said in a matter-of-fact tone. “It depends entirely upon my mood and your — your propinquity. I rather fancy it will be a triple tragedy.”

Her face was a ghastly white. She tried to speak, but could not put her words in order. Then, suddenly, she was at his feet, her arms clasping his knees. “Oh, Bunny, Bunny!” she sobbed. “Don’t talk like that; don’t look like that! I will do what you wish… there was no harm… I swear there was nothing in it. Bunny… I just went out of devilment.”

He touched her golden hair.

“You mean a lot to me, Dora,” he said gently. “I haven’t given you the very best training, and I guess I’ve thrown overboard every one of the good old moral maxims that guide most people. But there’s one to which I am holding like death — it’s ‘honour amongst thieves’, Dora… honour amongst thieves!”

She had been in bed two hours, and he still sat before the remains of the fire, the stub of an unlighted cigar between his white teeth, his eyes fixed moodily upon the dull embers. Two bitter hours they had been, when he had stood face to face with the naked truth of things, and had brought his philosophy to join experience in judging the woman he loved. This goodlooking young man, with his flawless skin and his dandified attire, was very human.

He rose, unlocked a drawer of the writing-table, took out a small Browning, and sat for a quarter of an hour before the fire, the pistol resting on the palm of his hand, his grave eyes fixed upon the weapon. He heard a rustling sound outside, and slipped the gun into his pocket as Dora in her neglige came into the room.

“It’s past two o’clock, Bunny,” she said anxiously. “Aren’t you coming to bed?”

He rose stiffly and stretched himself.

“You’re not worrying any more, are you, Bunny?” she asked apprehensively. Her eyes were still red with weeping; the hand she laid on his arm shook. He took it in his and patted it.

“No, I’m not worrying any more,” he said. “We’ll start afresh.”

“But, Bunny,” she wailed, “there’s no need to start afresh. I swear to you — —”

“We’ll start afresh,” said Bunny, and kissed her.
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Dick Bannon tapped furiously on the glass of the cab that was carrying him down Regent Street, and, dropping the window, leaned out.

“Turn round and go up the other side. I want to speak to that lady,” he said.

The Ragged Princess! It was she — he would have known her anywhere — but a different ragged princess.

“Which lady, sir?”

The taximan screwed his body to shout the query through the open window as he brought the cab to the edge of the opposite sidewalk. But Dick had the door of the cab open and had leaped to the pavement before the car came to a standstill.

“Miss Bedford, I presume?” he laughed. “This is a very pleasant surprise.”

It was, in more senses than one. All traces of her poverty had vanished; the girl was well dressed, well shod, and, in the now setting, was so lovely to look upon that she had passed through a lane of turning heads.

The surprise was mutual, and, by the light that came to her ryes, the pleasure was no less.

“I have been searching London for you,” he said, falling in by her side and oblivious of the taximan’s alarm at the threatened bilk. “By rank bad luck I lost you on the morning you came from Holloway. I arrived a few minutes after you had left. And queerly enough, I made the mistake of thinking that it was necessary that you would have to report to the police.”

“Like other dangerous criminals,” she smiled. “No — I am spared that. I saw you once or twice in Holloway. You were there on business.”

The business that had taken him to the woman’s prison had been to catch a glimpse of her and to learn of her well-being. There were small privileges that could be obtained for her, an allocation of less unpleasant tasks. She had often wondered why she was so abruptly taken from the drudgery of the laundry and given the more congenial work of librarian, and had not connected the fugitive visits of Dick Shannon with the change of conditions.

They turned into the less congested area of Hanover Square. She had had no intention of going to Hanover Square, and was, in fact, on her way to an Oxford Street store, but she surrendered her will to his in this small matter without exactly realizing why.

“I am going to talk to you like a Dutch uncle,” he said, slowing his pace. “You’re not a mason; neither am I. But masons have confidences and keep one another’s secrets and talk ‘on the square’ with the greatest frankness.”

There was laughter in the eyes that she turned to his.

“And from knowledge that I have acquired, in a place that shall be nameless,” she said, “policemen are artful! And under the guise of loving-kindness — ?”

She saw the flush come to his face and the droop of his brows.

“I’m awfully sorry; I didn’t really mean to be rude. Go on, be candid — I’ll be recklessly truthful, but you mustn’t ask me anything about Dora, and you really must not raise the question of that unfortunate Queen’s jewellery.”

“Dora Eiton is your sister, isn’t she?”

She was silent for a moment. “She isn’t exactly my sister, but I was under the impression that she was,” she said.

He stroked his chin thoughtfully.

“Anyway, it stands to her credit that she’s looking after you now.”

The girl’s soft laughter answered him.

“Do you mean to say that she isn’t?” He stopped and frowned down at her.

“Dora and I are no longer on speaking terms,” she said, “and very naturally. It isn’t good for Dora that she should be on speaking terms with a woman of my low antecedents. Seriously, Captain Shannon, I do not wish to speak about Dora.”

“What are you doing?” he asked bluntly.

“I was walking up to Daffridge’s, only I was arrested and taken — —”

“Tell me seriously, what work are you doing?”

She hesitated. “I don’t know, except copying letters for a very unpleasant-looking old gentleman, and being paid at extravagant rates for my services.”

In spite of the flippancy of her tone he detected the doubt in her voice, and knew that behind her pose of lightheartedness she was worried.

“Hanover Square isn’t the quietest place in the world,” he said. “I’ll drive you to the Park and we’ll have a real heart-to-heart talk.”

He looked round for a taxicab. There was one crawling behind him, and the driver’s face was strangely familiar. “Oh, lord! I’d forgotten you,” he gasped.

“I hadn’t forgotten you!” said the taximan grimly. “Where do you want to go to?”

In the desert of Hyde Park they found two dry chairs and a desirable solitude.

“I want first to hear about this unpleasant-looking old gentleman,” said Dick, and she gave him a brief and vivid narrative of her experience with Mr. Malpas.

“I suppose you’ll think it was despicable of me to use the money at all; but when a girl is very hungry and very cold, she has neither the time nor the inclination to sit down and work out problems of abstract morality. I certainly had no intention of breaking anybody’s heart, but I didn’t examine my duties too closely until I was comfortably installed in the Palace Hotel, with two day dresses, three pairs of shoes and a lot of other things that would be complete mysteries to you if I mentioned them! It was not until the next morning that my conscience became awfully busy. I had written the night before to Mr. Malpas, telling him my new address, and I was halfway through a second letter in the morning, explaining that, whilst I was ready and willing to render any service, however menial, I had discovered that heartbreaking was not amongst my accomplishments, when a note came from him. It didn’t look like a note: it was a bulky envelope, containing about ten pencilled letters, which he asked me to copy and return to him.”

“What kind of letters?” asked Dick curiously.

“They were mostly notes declining invitations to dinners and other social functions, which had evidently come from intimate friends, because he merely signed the letters with his initial. He said they could be written on the hotel notepaper, and that they must not be typewritten.” Dick Shannon was very thoughtful.

“I don’t like it very much,” he said at last.

“Do you know him?”

“I know of him. In fact, the other day I was having a long talk about him with some — friends. What is your salary?”

She shook her head.

“That we haven’t mentioned. He gave me this lump sum, told me to report next week, and since then I’ve done nothing but copy the documents which come to me every morning by the first post. Today the letters were longer. I had to make a copy of correspondence between the Governor of Bermuda and the British Colonial Office. This time the document was printed — it had evidently been torn from an official Blue Book. What am I to do, Mr. Shannon?”

“I’m hanged if I know,” he said, puzzled. “One thing you must not do, and that is to go alone to that queer house next Saturday, or whatever is the day of your appointment. You must let me know the exact hour, and I will be waiting in Portman Square, and when the door opens for you it will be easy for me to slip in.” And then, noticing her alarm, he smiled. “I’ll remain in the hall within shouting distance, so you need have no qualms that I’m using you for my vile police purposes. We haven’t anything against Mr. Malpas, except that he is mysterious. And, in spite of all that has been written to the contrary, the police hate mysteries. By the way, were any of the letters you wrote addressed to Mr. Lacy Marshalt?”

She shook her head.

“That is the African millionaire, isn’t it? He lives next door. The taxidriver told me.”

She narrated the queer little comedy she had witnessed on the doorstep of Mr. Marshalt’s house.

“H’m!” said Dick. “That sounds like one of the old man’s petty schemes of annoyance. I think the best thing I can do is to see friend Marshalt and ask him what Malpas has got on him — that there is an enmity between the two is very clear.”

A cold wind was blowing, and, warmly clad as she was, he saw her shivering, and jumped up.

“I’m a selfish dog!” he said penitently. “Come and drink a flagon of steaming hot coffee, and I will continue my famous ‘Advice to Young Girls Alone in London’.”

“Perhaps at the same time you’ll begin it,” she said demurely. “So far, we have only had your equally famous lecture on ‘How to Get Information from Reformed Criminals’!”



XV. The Man Whom Lacy Did Not Know
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Tonger opened the door to Dick Shannon. Tonger had the knack of forestalling the footman and welcoming visitors who had the slightest pretensions to importance, and Dick recognized him by the girl’s description. Audrey had said he was birdlike, and certainly there was a strong resemblance in this little old man, with his head perked on one side, his bright eyes, his quick, jerky movements, to an inquisitive sparrow. His keen eyes looked the detective through and through.

“Mr. Lacy Marshalt is in — yes,” he said, standing square in the doorway. “But you can’t see him without an appointment. Nobody can see Mr. Lacy Marshalt without an appointment, not while I’m around.”

The utter lack of respect amused Dick Shannon. Evidently this was more than an ordinary servant.

“Perhaps you’ll take my card to him?”

“Perhaps I will,” said the other coolly. “But it’s just as likely that I won’t! All kinds of queer people want to see Mr. Lacy Marshalt, because he’s kind and generous and big. That’s the sort we train in South Africa, even if we don’t breed ’em there. Openhanded, free-hearted — ?”

He paused to take the card that Dick offered, and read.

“Oh!” he said, a little blankly. “You’re a detective, are you? Well, step inside, Captain. Have you come to pinch anybody?”

“Is it possible that anybody requires pinching in this beautifully ordered house, where even the footmen are so polite and deferential that it is painful to trouble them?”

Tonger chuckled.

“I’m not a footman,” he said. “You’ve made a slight error.”

“The son of the house?” suggested Dick good-humouredly. “Or perhaps you are Mr. Lacy Marshalt?”

“God forbid!” grinned the man. “I shouldn’t like to have his money and responsibility. Step this way. Captain.”

He ushered the visitor into the drawingroom, and, to Dick’s surprise, followed and closed the door.

“There is nothing wrong, is there?” he asked, a note of anxiety in his voice.

“Nothing that I’m aware of,” said Dick. “This is a purely friendly call, and you needn’t go down to the pantry and count the spoons.”

“I’m not the butler either,” corrected Tonger. “I’ll tell the governor.”

He slipped out of the room and in a few minutes returned, preceding Mr. Lacy Marshalt He would have remained, but Marshalt pointedly opened the door for him.

“I hope that fellow hasn’t been fresh, Captain Shannon?” he said when they were alone. “Tonger has grown up with me, and has never been wholly civilized in consequence.”

“I thought he was rather amusing,” said Dick.

Mr. Lacy Marshalt grunted.

“He doesn’t amuse me at times,” he said dourly. “One can pay too big a price for loyalty — there are times when Tonger puts a very heavy strain upon my patience.”

He had the detective’s card in his hand and now looked at it again.

“You are from Scotland Yard, I see. What can I do for you?”

“First I want to ask you if you know Mr. Malpas, your next-door neighbour?”

Marshalt shook his head. “No,” he said. “Is this call in reference to a complaint I made some months ago — ?”

“No, I think that was settled by the local police. I’ve come to see you because I have information that this man Malpas is running some sort of a feud against you. You say you do not know him?”

“I have never seen him, so I can’t tell you if I know him or not. Certainly I know nobody whose name is Malpas. Won’t you sit down, and will you have a drink?”

Dick refused the drink but pulled up a chair, and the other followed suit.

“What makes you think that Malpas has a grudge against me?” asked Lacy. “It’s very likely that he has, because I made a complaint against him, as you evidently know. He was such a noisy beggar that he disturbed my sleep.”

“What kind of noise did he make?”

“Hammering, mostly. It sounded as though he were tapping on the wall, though possibly I was mistaken there, and it was more likely that he was closing packing-cases.”

“You have never seen him?”

“Never.”

“Have you had any description of him,” asked Dick, “that would enable you even remotely to identify him as somebody, you knew in South Africa?”

“No, I know nobody,” said Lacy Marshalt, shaking his head. “One has enemies, of course: it is impossible to achieve any measure of success without attaching these disagreeable appendages to life.”

Dick considered for a moment. He was dubious about the advisability of taking the millionaire entirely into his confidence, but he decided that, at the risk of subsequently giving himself a great deal of trouble, he would tell Marshalt all he knew.

“Malpas is employing somebody, or is intending to employ somebody, to annoy you, and to cause you inconvenience of a petty character. For example, I am under the impression that the drunken woman who came here a few days ago was sent by him.”

“Woman?” Marshalt’s brows lowered. “I never heard of any drunken woman coming here.”

He got up quickly, rang the bell, and Tonger came in almost immediately.

“Captain Shannon says that a few days ago a drunken woman called at this house and made some sort of disturbance. You never told me.”

“Do I tell you everything?” asked Tonger wearily. “A woman certainly did call, and she was certainly oiled.”

“Oiled?”

“I mean soused, or, to use a vulgar expression, drunk. What a lady! She fell into the hall, and she fell out again quick. She said she was Mrs. Lidderley from Fourteen Streams…”

Dick Shannon was looking at the man’s employer as he spoke, and saw Lacy Marshalt’s face go grey.
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“Mrs. Lidderley!” said Marshalt slowly. “What sort of a woman was she?”

“She was a little thing.” Tonger’s eyes were fixed absently on the detective. “But my word, wasn’t she wiry!”

There was relief in Marshalt’s sigh.

“A little woman? She was an impostor. Probably she knew the Lidderleys. The last time I heard from South Africa, Mrs. Lidderley was very ill.” He looked hard at his servant. “You knew the Lidderleys, Tonger?”

“I didn’t know Mrs. Lidderley. The old chap married after we left the Cape,” said Tonger, “if it’s Julius Lidderley you mean. Anyway, I pushed her out.”

“Did you get her address — where she was staying?”

“Who am I that I should take the address of a soused lady?” asked Tonger, his eyebrows rising. “No, Lacy — ?”

“Mr. Marshalt, damn you!” flamed the other. “How many times am I to tell you, Tonger?”

“It slipped out,” said the other, unabashed.

“Follow its example,” growled Lacy Marshalt, and slammed the door behind his disrespectful servitor.

“That fellow exasperates me beyond measure,” he said. “I’ve had him so many years, and it is certainly true that we were ‘Lacy’ and ‘Jim’ to one another in the old days, and that makes it more difficult. I feel a horrible snob when I insist upon his showing me a little courtesy, but you will see for yourself how extremely embarrassing the volatile Mr. Tonger can be!”

Dick laughed. He had been an amused spectator of the scene. Tonger was a type that he had met before in other households — the pet dog that nobody had the heart to destroy, despite its awkward qualities.

“As to Malpas,” Marshalt went on, “I don’t know anything about him. He may be, and probably is, somebody on whose corns I have stepped at a period of my life, but if I have to pass that category in review, why, I shall be suspicious of a hundred! Have you any description of him?”

“None that you would recognize,” said Dick. “The only thing I know is that he’s an elderly man, very ugly, and that lie commissioned a cabaret singer to molest you, an action which to me seemed hardly worth the trouble, unless you have a peculiar objection to cabaret singers.”

Lacy Marshalt paced up and down the big drawingroom, his hands behind him, his chin on his breast.

“The whole thing is inexplicable to me,” he said, taking the news with greater calmness than Dick had expected, “and I can only imagine that at some remote period I have done Malpas an injury beyond forgiveness. Why don’t you call and see him. Captain Shannon?” he asked, and added quickly: “It is nerve on my part to make suggestions to you! But I’m curious to have this gentleman identified.”

But Dick Shannon had already made up his mind that he would see the mysterious Mr. Malpas, and the suggestion was unnecessary.

Tonger was waiting in the hall when he came out, and opened the front door for him.

“Is anybody to be pinched?” he asked pleasantly. “We’ve got a cook we could do without. Come one day and try her pies!”

Dick went out into Portman Square chuckling. He strolled along to the door of the next house and looked up at the blank windows. This was not his first visit to the residence of the eccentric Mr. Malpas, but never before had he sought an interview. He looked for the bell, failed to find it, and tapped on the door. There was no answer. He knocked more loudly, and jumped when a voice spoke apparently at his ear.

“Who is that?”

He looked round in bewilderment. There was nobody within twenty yards of him, and yet the voice… And then he saw the small grating let into the stone-pillar of the doorway, and found a solution to the mystery. Behind that grating was a loudspeaking telephone.

“I am Captain Richard Shannon from Scotland Yard, and I want to speak to Mr. Malpas,” he said, addressing the invisible instrument.

“Well, you can’t!” snarled the voice, and there was a faint click.

Dick tapped again, but, though he waited for five minutes, no voice spoke to him from the pillar, and the door resisted his pressure. There must be a way to get into touch with this man, and his first act was to search the telephone directory. The name of Malpas, however, did not occur as a resident of Portman Square, and he went back to his flat a little baffled. The day, however, had not been unprofitably spent. He had met the Ragged Princess — ragged no longer — and knew where she was to be found. Dick Shannon was resolved that she should be found, and found as often as he could in common decency call.
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Few servants enjoyed the freedom and comfort which were Jim Tonger’s. The top floor of the house in Portman Square was his own. There he had a bedroom, a sittingroom, a bathroom, specially fitted by his indulgent employer, and here it was his wont to spend long periods of the evening, engaged in endless mathematical calculations with the aid of a small roulette wheel; for Tonger had occupied the greater portion of his life’s leisure in perfecting a system which would one day strike terror and consternation into the hearts of those responsible for the management of the Casino at Monte Carlo.

He was otherwise engaged that night when the bell over the doorway shrilled, and he went out of the room hurriedly, locking the door behind him, and came into the presence of Lacy Marshalt, who was awaiting him in his study, with greater haste than that gentleman imagined.

“Where the devil have you been?” growled Lacy.

“You rang for me in my room — so I must have been in my room. I was playing solitaire,” said Tonger. “I’m glad you called me, because I’ve tried the darned thing thirty times and it hasn’t come out. That means bad luck for me. Have you ever noticed. Lacy, that if you can’t work out a game of solitaire, nothing goes right with you? I remember the day before I found that diamond patch on Hope River, I got a ‘demon’ patience out six times in succession — ?”

“I want you to let in Mrs. Eiton at seven-forty-five,” interrupted Marshalt. “She’ll drive her own car. Be waiting for her in the mews, and take the machine to the Albert Hall: there’s a concert there tonight. Park it with the others, and after the show is over, bring the car straight back to the mews.”

Tonger whistled. “A bit dangerous, isn’t it, after the letter that Eiton wrote you?”

Marshalt’s eyes narrowed. “What do you know about the letter that Eiton wrote me?” he demanded.

“Oh, you left it about; I couldn’t help seeing it,” said the servant coolly.

“So far from leaving it about, I put it in the drawer of my desk. I suppose you took it out and read it?”

“It doesn’t matter how I saw it — I saw it,” said Tonger, “and I tell you that it’s dangerous! You don’t want to figure in any court case.”

“With you as a witness,” sneered the other. Tonger shrugged his thin shoulders.

“You know I’d never go on to the stand and talk against you, Lacy,” he said. “That’s not my line. But if a fellow like Eilton wrote and told me that if I saw his wife again he’d shoot me, why, I guess I’d be interested.”

“Mrs. Eiton and I have certain business to discuss,” said Marshalt shortly. “The thing is, I want you to be outside the yard gate at a quarter to eight. As soon as Mrs. Eiton gets out of her machine, you get in and drive off.” The man nodded.

“So that, if she’s being followed and watched, there’s the car at the Albert Hall to prove she was there all the time!” lie said admirably. “What a brain! Lacy, what did that busy fellow want?”

“I can’t keep track of your slang. What does ‘busy fellow’ mean?”

“I’m talking about the detective. I take naturally to the argot of the country where I’m living. I wish we were in New York,” he said regretfully; “it’s a richer language.”

Mr. Marshalt’s lips curled. “He came to inquire about that crazy man next door,” he ‘said. “Apparently he is an enemy of mine.”

“Who isn’t, Lacy?” asked the other with a sigh. “What have you been doing to him?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t the slightest idea who he is, and I’m not worried, I assure you,” said Marshalt carelessly. “Why did you think he called?”

“Over Mrs. Eiton,” said the other coolly. “She’s a crook; so is Eiton; everybody knows that. You can’t touch pitch — not that kind of pitch — without getting your hands black, so black that no Oojah Magic Cleanser can clean them.”

A pause.

“I suppose Eiton is a’crook, but Mrs. Eiton is quite innocent — —”

“So innocent,” broke in Tonger, “that angels turn down side streets so as not to feel small when they meet her.”

Marshalt checked the angry retort that rose to his lips.

“That is all,” he said curtly, and then, as Tonger was going, with unexpected meekness: “I am dining at home tomorrow, and if I have any luck I shall have rather an interesting guest.”

“Who is she?” asked Tonger, himself interested.

“I didn’t tell you it was a ‘she’.”

“There ain’t any other kind of interesting guest,” said Tonger coolly. “Have you found that girl?” he asked suddenly. “The girl you set the private detective to find?”

Marshalt started.

“How did you know?”

“I’m a wonderful guesser. Is she to be the belle of the ball tomorrow?”

“I’m hoping she’ll come to dinner. And, by the way, you needn’t be so much in evidence on that occasion, my friend. I want the parlourmaid to be very visible and to wait at table.”

“Thus inspiring confidence in the heart of the young and foolish,” said Tonger. “All right, governor. What time is this woman coming tonight?”

“Mrs. Eiton is coming at a quarter to eight: I told you before. And I’d like you to refer to her in those terms, my friend. ‘This woman’ doesn’t sound good to me.”

“You’re too sensitive. Lacy, that’s what’s wrong with you,” was the valet’s parting shot.

*

He was waiting in the dark mews when the little car came bounding over the cobblestones and jerked to a stop before the door. He helped the slim, muffled passenger to alight, and, contrary to his usual practice, did not speak to her, taking her place in the machine and sending it through the mews in Baker Street.

As he came out into the main road his sharp eyes detected a watcher standing at the corner of Portman Square, and he grinned to himself. It may have been a casual party to an assignation, but there was something in the patient pose of the figure which suggested private detective. Possibly Mr. Eiton was not satisfied that his threat would produce the desired effect.

At eleven o’clock he drew out of the phalanx of parked cars and made his rapid way homeward. Almost as soon as he stopped before the back gate of 551 the door was opened and the girl came out.

“Did you see anybody?” she asked in a low voice. “Anybody you knew?”

“No, ma’am,” said Tonger, and then: “I don’t think I should do this again if I were you.”

She made no reply, slipping into the car and taking her place at the wheel, but Tonger stood with the open door in his hand.

“There are some things that are not worth while, ma’am, and this is one of them.”

“Shut the door,” she said curtly, and he obeyed, and watched the car until its red tail-lamps turned the comer. Then he went back to his master.

Lacy Marshalt was in his study standing before the fire, deep in thought.

“Want me any more?”

Marshalt shook his head.

“Think you’re being clever. Lacy?”

The other looked up quickly. “What do you mean?”

“Do you think it’s clever to fly in the face of providence over a girl you don’t care a whole lot about, unless I misunderstand you?”

Instead of the angry reply which Tonger expected. Lacy laughed.

“There is such a thing as wanting the forbidden because it is forbidden,” he said. “These things are not very palatable without the salt of risk.”

“Ever tasted salt — neat?” asked Tonger. “It’s rotten! I’m not going to roust you. Lacy, because every man’s got his own idea of what’s worth while. But Eiton’s the kind that shoots. You can laugh! I know the talkative ones, and I know just how Eiton feels, because I’ve felt that way myself — ?”

“Get out!” snapped the other, and Tonger went without haste.

Lacy Marshalt’s study and bedroom were on the first floor, and were shut off from the rest of the house by a door which cut off a portion of the passage and gave him that complete privacy which his peculiar temperament required. There were moments when he was really unapproachable, and Tonger was quick to recognize the symptoms of that particular mood, and sufficiently wise to leave his sometime friend in peace whilst the fit was on.

He went back to his room to continue where he had left off that game of patience which would not come out.

Dora Eiton got home to find that her husband, who had been out to dinner, had arrived before her.

“Well, was your talk satisfactory?” she asked brightly as she came into the drawingroom.

He looked up from the sofa on which he lay at full length, and shook his head almost imperceptibly.

“No, we shall have to close the establishment. Klein wants too big a share, and he’s holding the ‘black’ up as an inducement. I don’t take much notice of that.” He pulled at his cigar thoughtfully. “Klein knows that there isn’t much money to be had out of the police for shopping a gambling house. There are too many of them. Still, I’d hate to close Pont Street, because it brings steady money and big money, and it’s got the kind of clientele that makes a straight game profitable.” He looked at his watch. “I was expecting Bob Stanford. Do you want to see him? He’s returning from Italy.”

She was taking a cigarette from a silver box on the mantelpiece. “I don’t care,” she said indifferently. “Do you want a private interview?”

“No,” he said after thought. “I saw Audrey tonight.”

“Where?” She looked at him in astonishment.

“She was dining at the Carlton Grill.”

The match was halfway to the cigarette, and stopped.

“With — ?”

“Shannon — and very cheery. You needn’t be afraid. Audrey’s not the kind of girl who would give you away.”

“I wasn’t thinking about that.”

“Maybe you were worrying about the impropriety of her dining without a chaperon; and if there was a chaperon there I did not see her,” suggested Bunny.

The girl shot a quick, suspicious glance at him. “I like you least when you’re funny,” she said. “Was she — well dressed?”

He nodded. “A most prosperous-looking lady.” And added inconsequently: “I never realized she was so beautiful. Shannon hardly took his eyes from her.”

“Apparently you were smitten too,” she said with a little smile. “I enjoyed the concert immensely. Bunny. Kessler was wonderful. I don’t as a rule like fiddlers — ?”

“Kessler didn’t appear,” he said evenly as he blew out a cloud of smoke. He was not looking at her. “He caught a cold and was unable to perform — the fact was announced in the late editions of the evening newspaper: I wonder you didn’t see it.”

Only for a second was she thrown off her balance. “I don’t know one fiddler from another,” she said carelessly. “Anyway, the man they sent in his place plays gorgeously.”

“Probably Manz,” he nodded.

She was relieved to hear the doorbell ring. What a fool she had been not to make herself completely acquainted with the artistes who had appeared that night! Tonger could have attended and made her acquainted with the programme.

Big Bill Stanford came in, a very weary man, for he had spent thirty-six hours in the train, having come direct from Rome. He reported without preliminary.

“The Contessa leaves on Thursday. She breaks her journey in Paris and will be here on Tuesday night. I’ve got photographs of the tiara and the pearl rope. I think they can both be duplicated in less than a week, and if we can do that the rest will be easy. Stigman has got friendly with the maid — his Italian is grand: you’d think he was a pukka Wop! She’ll give him a chance of ‘ringing’ the stuff — ?”

“I thought we weren’t going to touch this kind of job again?” said Dora petulantly.

“I’m not,” drawled her husband. “We take an outside interest; and, Bob, if you bring so much as a pearl into this house I’ll brain you!”

“Am I mad?” asked the big man contemptuously. “Did the last job pay so well? No, thank you! Not one link of one platinum chain comes this way. It is going to be easy, Eiton.”

“I don’t want anything to do with it,” Dora broke in. “Bunny, why can’t we cut this cheap thieving altogether? It is making a nervous wreck of me. I hate it!”

He looked at her.

“Why not?” he asked lazily. “What is ten thousand to you and me? We could live without this kind of work!”

“I could, at any rate,” she muttered.

“How? With your needle? Or possibly by giving piano lessons to the musical bourgeoisie? Or perhaps by your art! I forget how much per week you were earning when I drifted across you.”

She looked away from him, her lips tightly pressed together.

“Was it three pounds or four pounds a week?” he went on. “I remember that it was some fabulous sum. You were not particular how you climbed into the big type and the principal’s salary.”

“You might discuss this when we are alone,” she said, with a resentful glance at Bill Stanford.

“Bill knows all about it. I’ve known William longer than I have known Dora, and, speaking generally, he has played the game a little straighter.”

She leapt up from her chair, her face white with passion, a “How dare you say that!” she stormed. “I have stood by you through thick and thin! You pretend to let bygones rest, and then you throw your beastly suspicions up in my face. Is that your idea of playing the game?”

He made no reply, his dark eyes looking at her speculatively.

“I am sorry,” he said, but without any great heartiness. “You see how absurd it is to talk about cheap thieving? There isn’t any other kind. I am a thief by nature — with talents beyond the ordinary. It sounds as though I am being foolishly boastful, but it is true to say that I am the cleverest burglar in London. There isn’t a house I couldn’t get into or escape from. I can climb bare walls like a cat — but it isn’t necessary that I should. I prefer genteel robbery — which is just robbery, anyway. I stole you into prosperity, and even the price of the wedding ring goes back to a larceny. Lots of men would have got honest just about where that ring had to be bought. Think that out.”

She was about to say something but changed her mind, and stalked out of the room without a word.

She was in bed when he came into the room, and pretended to be asleep. She saw him gather his pyjamas, dressing-gown and slippers, and go out, closing the door softly behind him, and the sound of the second bedroom door opening and closing came to her. Dora sat up in bed suddenly, a panic in her breast. Martin Eiton had never done that before.
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There came to Audrey Bedford a letter in a strange handwriting. She tore open the envelope expecting no more than one of those artistic advertisement cards which come inevitably to an hotel guest. Instead she found a letter.

Dear Miss Bedford,

You will be surprised to hear from one who is a stranger to you, but finding your name by chance in the register of the Palace, and thinking that I might be of some service to you, particularly in view of the monstrous miscarriage of justice in which you were a victim, I am writing to ask you if you will come and see me tomorrow evening at 7.30 at the above address. I think I can find you congenial employment — if you are not in need of that, to offer you at least the good offices of a disinterested friend.

Sincerely,

Lacy Marshalt.

P.S. — Will you send me a wire if you can come?



She puzzled over the letter all the morning. Lacy Marshalt’s name was known to her. He belonged to that branch of politico-social world whose names recur in the press. She sent a telegram before lunch, announcing her acceptance of the invitation, after looking up his name in Who’s Who and discovering that there was a Mrs. Marshalt. Mrs. Marshalt appeared in all works of reference, but here her tangibility ended. For twentyfive years she had been a most convenient invention. Early in his career, Lacy had discovered that, whilst the wealthy bachelor might be run after, certain complications followed his attempt to apportion his attentions equally. The wealth of welcome which was his in one quarter was levelled down by the chilling politeness which greeted him elsewhere. “Mrs. Marshalt” came into existence to his profit. No longer amongst the eligibles, he retained his place as an amusing companion and gained something in respectability. He never spoke of his wife: when other people made direct or oblique reference to her, he smiled sadly. Without knowing more, the world decided that, if there was an estrangement, Mrs. Marshalt was to blame.

Just before half past seven a cab deposited Audrey before the door of Lacy Marshalt’s house, and she was admitted by a neatly uniformed maid. She was wearing a simple black dinner frock that she had bought in Shaftesbury Avenue, and, innocent of jewels as she was, there was something so regal in her carriage that Lacy Marshalt stared at her in amazement and admiration. She was infinitely more beautiful than he had thought.

She, for her part, saw a hardfaced, distinguished-looking man, but, what was more to the point, she saw no other guest, and the “Mrs. Marshalt” she expected was equally invisible.

“You are Miss Bedford? I am very glad to meet you.”

He took her little hand in his, and did not make the mistake of holding it a second longer than was necessary.

“I hope you don’t very much object to a tete-d-tete dinner. I hate crowds. Twenty years ago, when I was younger, I disliked solitude as intensely.”

The subtle emphasis of his age had the effect of quietening the unease in the girl’s mind.

“It was very kind of you to ask me, Mr. Marshalt,” she said with her quick smile. “It isn’t everybody who would want to meet a person with my record!”

He shrugged his broad shoulders to indicate his indifference to the opinions of the world.

“You were, of course, perfectly innocent,” he said. “Anybody but a congenital idiot knew that. And, what is more, you were screening somebody.” He raised his hand. “No, I’m not going to ask you whom, but it was very plucky of you, and I admire you. And I think I can help you. Miss Bedford. A friend of mine needs a secretary — ?”

“I don’t want you to think that I have no work,” she smiled. “I am, in fact, employed by a neighbour of yours, though I am not particularly happy about the work.”

“A neighbour of mine?” he asked quickly. “Who is that?” And, when she told him: “Malpas? I hadn’t the slightest idea that he was human enough to employ anybody. What is he like? — forgive my curiosity, but I’m rather interested in the gentleman.”

“He is — not very pretty,” she said.

A sense of loyalty made the discussion of her employer a little difficult, and, apparently recognizing her embarrassment, he did not press his inquiry.

“If you aren’t happy, I think I can get you a position where you’ll be most comfortable,” he said. “In fact, I can almost promise you the post.”

Just then, dinner was announced, and they passed out of the drawingroom, along the corridor, through a second door that was opened and which cut off a section of the house, into a small and elegantly furnished diningroom.

As they passed into the room, Lacy stopped to speak to the servant in a low tone, and Audrey heard the murmur of his voice, wondered… and feared.

For a moment she was alone in the room. She looked up and caught a glimpse of her troubled face in the mirror over the mantelshelf.

And then it occurred to her that she was looking at the wall which divided the room from the home of her mysterious employer. Even as this thought came to her…

“Tap, tap, tap!”

Somebody in the house of Malpas was rapping on the wall.

“Tap, tap, tap!”

It sounded like a warning, yet how could the old man know?

The first part of the meal passed off without any unusual incident. Her host was politeness itself, and when he learnt that she did not drink wine, filled her glass with water. He himself showed no denial in the matter; he drank liberally, without the wine seeming to have the slightest effect upon him, though, when the third bottle of champagne was uncorked by the waiting maid, Audrey began to feel a little uneasy. The sweets came and the coffee, and Lacy pushed a golden box towards her.

“Thank you, I don’t smoke,” she smiled.

“You have all the virtues, Miss Bedford,” he said gallantly. “Mr. Malpas does not like you smoking, probably?”

“I have never consulted him,” she replied.

“What does he pay you a week?”

She was on the point of answering the question when its cool impertinence came home to her.

“The wage is not settled yet,” she said, and looked at the clock on the mantelpiece. “You won’t mind if I go early, Mr. Marshalt?” she said. “I have some work to do.”

The hand that held the big cigar waved impatiently.

“That can wait,” he said. “I have a lot to say to you, young lady. I suppose you realize that your job with Malpas will not last for ever? He’s an eccentric old devil, and the police are after him.”

This was news to the girl, though she did not feel the surprise she showed.

“I have reason to believe,” Marshalt went on slowly, “that the old man only gave you this job in order to get acquainted with you, and to have an opportunity of studying you, with the idea of a closer acquaintance.”

“Mr. Marshalt!” she cried indignantly, and came to her feet.

“We were talking as friends,” pleaded Marshalt. “I am trying to tell you all I know — ?”

“You have invented that! You don’t even know Mr. Malpas; you practically told me so just now.”

He smiled. “I have access to information,” he said cryptically, “which puts me beyond the possibility of error. Please sit down, Miss Bedford.”

“I must go,” she said.

“Wait a little longer. I wanted to talk this matter over with you, and nine o’clock isn’t so very late, you know,” he laughed.

She sat down again reluctantly.

“I’ve known you for longer than you can guess. I knew you before this trouble came to you. You probably don’t remember seeing me at Fontwell? And it is true that not a day has passed that you have been absent from my thoughts. Audrey, I am very fond of you.”

She rose, this, time in less haste, and he followed her example.

“I can make life very smooth for you, my dear,” he said.

“I prefer a harder road,” she answered with quiet dignity, and moved towards the door.

“One moment,” he begged.

“You are wasting your time, Mr. Marshalt,” she said coldly. “I very dimly understand your proposal, and I can only hope that I am mistaken. I very foolishly came here because I thought you were a gentleman who really was anxious to help one who had suffered — unjustly, as you suggested.”

And then his tone altered.

“You came here because I sent for you,” he said, “and nobody in their senses will suggest that I am dining tete-d-tete with you against your will.”

She eyed him gravely.

“You seem to forget that you wrote me a letter, and that that letter—” she stopped.

“Is in your handbag,” he smiled. “No, my dear young lady, you’ve got to be sensible. And don’t, please, try to go, because this portion of the house is shut off from the rest of the premises, and only one privileged person has the key. If you’re a sensible girl, you will be that privileged person.”

She ran into the passage. The door leading to the entrance hall was closed. She pulled at the handle, but it did not budge. In another second his arm was round her, and, lifting her as though she were a child, he carried her, struggling, back to the little diningroom.

With all her strength she beat at the face pressed down to hers, and, with a superhuman effort, flung herself free. Her eyes fell upon a sharp-pointed carving-knife that lay upon the buffet, and, snatching it up, she stood at bay.

“I will kill you if you touch me!” she said breathlessly. “Open that door!”

At heart Lacy Marshalt was a coward, and before the threat of the knife he drew back.

“For God’s sake don’t be a fool,” he cried. “I — I only want to help you.”

“Open the door!”

He fumbled in his pocket at his key chain, and pulled out a bunch. She heard the click of the lock turning and went out, passing him quickly as he stood with the door in his hand. Beyond was the dimly lit passage.

“Will you forgive me?” he whispered.

She made no reply, but swept past him, dropping the knife on the carpet.

“To the right,” he whispered, as if giving her directions. Obeying him, she turned into a narrow passage, though her instinct and her memory told her that the way to safety lay straight ahead. Before she realized her danger, he was behind her. Only a second she hesitated, and then fled down the narrow corridor. At the end was a flight of stairs, and up these she flew, the man in pursuit. In absolute darkness she was climbing what was evidently a servants’ stairway. How many flights she traversed in her terror she did not know. Suddenly she stopped: the footsteps were no longer following her. Above her head was a skylight, out of reach. There was nothing to do but to retrace her steps, and stealthily she walked down the carpeted stairs. She had reached the landing below when she heard a thin wail of sound, the sound of a woman sobbing.

The acoustic properties of the stairway were such that she could not locate the sound. It might come from underneath, from above; it might be penetrating the partition wall which separated her from the next house — the house of Mr. Malpas!

She listened intently. The sobbing died to a low wail, and then was silent. Only for a moment was her attention distracted from her own imminent peril. There was no sound or sign of Lacy Marshalt, and she descended a second flight, peering nervously into the darkness, to which her eyes had now grown so used that she was able to see distinctly. She came to the floor where the little diningroom was situated, and to the narrow hall, beyond the entrance to which lay freedom. Still no sign of Lacy.

And then, as she stepped cautiously into the corridor, a hand came round her waist, another covered her mouth; she was carried bodily back to the diningroom, and the door clicked behind her.

“Now, my little jailbird!” Lacy Marshalt’s voice was tremulous with triumph. “You and I will have an intelligent talk!”

He thrust her down into a deep armchair, and she sat, dishevelled, breathless, her unflinching eyes never leaving his face.

“If my servants had not strict orders to confine themselves to the servants’ hall, there would have been the beginnings of a scandal. Are you going to see my point of view? If I’d known what a little wildcat I was going to entertain, I should have had a chaperon,” he said humorously.

He poured out a glass of wine and pushed it to her.

“Drink this,” he ordered.

On the point of collapse, she felt her strength slipping from her, and, risking everything, she drank the wine greedily.

“It’s not drugged; you needn’t look at it twice,” he said. “Audrey, are you going to be a good girl? I want you, my dear. You’re the one woman in the world that I have ever wanted, and I never realized that fact until tonight. I can give you everything that heart can desire — money beyond your dreams — ?”

“You’re wasting your time now, Mr. Marshalt,” she said. The wine had steadied her, had given her a new strength. “I won’t tell you how greatly you have insulted me: such words would be empty and meaningless to you. I’m going back to the hotel, and I shall call up Captain Shannon, and tell him what has happened.”

He laughed.

“In other words, you’re going to fetch a policeman! Well, that is a very old-fashioned kind of threat which doesn’t frighten me. Shannon’s a man of the world; he knows that I wouldn’t invite a lady from Holloway to dine with me, unless… well, use your intelligence, my child. And he knows that you wouldn’t accept unless you expected to be made love to. You think I’m a brute, but the caveman method saves a lot of time and a lot of stupid preliminaries. Generally speaking, women prefer it to all others.”

“Your kind of woman may, but I am not your kind,” she said.

“By God, you are!” he said in a low voice. “You are not only my kind, but you are all women to me — the very quintessence of womanhood!”

He stooped and lifted her up, his strong arms about her, one hand behind her head, and she gazed in horrified fascination into the deeps of his black soul. Only for a second, then his lips were pressed to hers. She was helpless; consciousness was slipping from her; life, and all that made life, was going out to the drum-beats of her broken heart, when she was faintly conscious of a movement at the lock; somebody was fitting a key. He heard it too, and, releasing her so suddenly that she dropped to her knees on the floor, spun round as the door opened slowly. A woman in black was standing there, her brooding eyes looking from the man to the dishevelled girl on the floor.

It was Dora Eiton, and Audrey, looking up, saw the hate in her sister’s eyes and shivered.
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“I seem to have come at an awkward moment,” said Dora Eiton in a metallic voice.

She met the blazing fury in Marshalt’s eyes without flinching.

“You are rather partial to our family, Lacy,” she said.

Audrey had struggled to her feet and, gathering her wrap, walked unsteadily past her sister into the hall and to the cold clean air of the night.

Not a word was spoken till the thud of the front door told them that she was gone, and then: “I’m not going to ask you for an explanation, because it is fairly obvious,” said Dora.

He poured out a glass of wine with a hand that shook, and gulped it down before he spoke.

“I asked her to come to dinner, and she got a little fresh — that’s all. There was nothing to it,” he said.

She smiled.

“I can’t imagine the gentle Audrey ‘getting a little fresh’, but women are queer creatures under your magnetic influence, Lacy.” Then she went off at a tangent. “Bunny knew I was here the other night — the night I was supposed to be at the concert.”

“I don’t care a damn what he knew,” growled the man. “If you get so rattled about what Bunny thinks and what Bunny knows, you’d better give up coming here.”

Again she smiled.

“And you would like the key, of course? Bunny would find it handy. It opens the back gate and the conservatory door and this dear little sanctum sanctorum. Bunny has rather a passion for passkeys.”

“I don’t want you to think there was anything between your sister — —”

“She is not my sister, but that doesn’t matter. And as for there being anything between you… Lacy, you beast!”

The air of amused indifference had dropped from her. Rage shook her from head to foot, bereft her of speech for a while, though presently it came in full and spiteful flood.

“I’ve risked everything for you. I’ve lied and deceived; oh, you vile thing! I’ve always hated her. God, how I hate lier now! And you want her to take my place? I’ll kill you first! I’ll shoot you like a dog. Lacy — —”

“You shoot me every day,” he interrupted with an angry laugh. “Either you or your husband. I’m a human target for the Eitons. Now be sane, Dora.”

He took her by the shoulders and drew the bead of the sobbing girl to his breast.

“If you think I’m in love with that kid, you’re mad. I’m going to make a confession, and you’ve got to believe me this time.”

She murmured something that he could not hear, but he could guess, and he smiled over her shoulder.

“Well, this is the truth — for once! There’s one man in the world I hate worse than any other, and that man is Audrey Bedford’s father. That makes you jump!”

“Her name is not Bedford,” she said with a gulp. She was drying her eyes with a little handkerchief.

“You’re right that much. Her name is Torrington, though yours was not. Dan Torrington and I are old enemies. I’ve got a big score to wipe off, and it’s not cleared yet.”

“Her father is a convict.” There was still a sob in her voice.

Lacy nodded.

“He’s on the Breakwater at Cape Town, serving a life sentence,” he said. “If my gun had thrown straight, he’d have been a dead man. He was lucky; I got his leg and lamed the swine. If the detectives hadn’t claimed him at that moment, I’d have been dead, I guess.”

“Then you had him arrested?” she said, looking up in surprise.

He nodded. “Yes, I was running the secret service for the Streams Diamond Mining Corporation, and I discovered that Dan Torrington was engaged in illicit diamond buying. I trapped him, and that’s about the whole of the story, except that he got his extra time for shooting at me.”

She pushed herself clear of him and, womanlike, walked to the mirror above the mantelpiece.

“Look at my eyes!” she said in dismay. “Oh, what a fool I was to come! I don’t know whether to believe you or not, Lacy. How could you revenge yourself upon Torrington by making love to this girl?”

He laughed. “Well, maybe it isn’t as obvious as it looks,” he said. “I was a fool, anyway, to try to carry her off her feet. I should have gone slowly and steadily, and then she would have married me.”

“Married you?” she gasped.

He nodded.

“That was the general idea.”

“But — but you said you would never marry — ?”

He pointed to a chair by the table, and she sat down.

“Here’s a story that sounds as if it had been taken from a book,” he said. “When Torrington was buying diamonds from the natives, he was the owner of a farm called Graspan. There are thousands of Graspans in South Africa, but this particular Graspan stood on a river, one of those after which Fourteen Streams is named. He had hardly been sent down to penal servitude before a big pipe was discovered on the farm, and by ‘pipe’ I mean a diamond pipe. I never knew this till a short time ago, because the property has been worked in the name of his lawyers, Hallam and Coold. In fact it is called the Hallam and Coold Mine today. Dan Torrington is a millionaire; he is also a dying millionaire. Ever since I’ve been in England I’ve had one of the warders on the Breakwater send me a monthly report about the man, and the last news I had was that he was slowly sinking.”

“Then if you marry Audrey — ?”

He laughed again.

“Exactly! If I marry Audrey, I shall be an extremely wealthy man.”

She looked at him puzzled.

“But you’re rich now!”

The smile left his face.

“Yes, I’m rich now,” he said brusquely, “but I could be richer.”

A tap at the door arrested him. “Who is that?” he called sharply.

The maid’s voice answered: “A gentleman to see you, sir. He says his business is urgent.”

“I can see nobody. Who is it?”

“Captain Shannon, sir.”

Dora’s mouth opened in an “Oh!” of horror.

“He mustn’t see me! Where can I go?”

“Through the conservatory and out the back way, the way you came,” snapped Lacy.

He had hardly pushed her into the darkened library and returned to his room before Dick Shannon walked through the doorway. He was in evening dress, and there was a look on his face that was not pleasant to see.

“I want to speak to you, Marshalt.”

“Mr. Marshalt,” snarled the other, sensing the antagonism.

“Mr. or Marshalt, it’s just the same to me. You invited a lady to dine with you tonight.”

A light dawned upon the African.

“Suppose the lady invited herself to dine with me?” he said coolly.

“You invited a lady to dine with you tonight, and you offered her the deadliest insult a man can offer to any woman.”

“My dear fellow,” drawled Marshalt, “you’re a man of the world. Do you imagine this girl came here with her eyes shut to — to possibilities?”

For a second Dick Shannon stared at him, and then he struck the man across the face with the back of his hand, and Marshalt fell back with a roar of fury.

“That is a lie which must not be repeated,” said Dick Shannon in a low voice.

“You call yourself a policeman — is that part of your duty?” screamed Lacy.

“I know the duties of the police very well,” said Dick sternly. “They are carved over the face of the Old Bailey, remember them, Marshalt! ‘Protect the children of the poor and punish the wrongdoer’.”

Dick Shannon came out from Marshalt’s house a little cooler than he had been when he entered. Glancing up — an almost mechanical act — at the next house, he saw a slit of light in one of the windows, and despite his absorption in Audrey’s wrongs and his own murderous feelings towards Lacy Marshalt, he was so struck by the unaccustomed sight that he crossed the road to get a better view. He had been examining the house when Audrey came out and literally ran into him, and there had been no sign of life then. Somebody was peering down through the slit; he saw a vague movement, and then the light went out.

Crossing the road again, he tapped on the door, but there was no answer. Waiting, his mind still occupied with the tearful Audrey, he thought he heard a faint sound in the hall. Was the mystery man coming down after all? He took a step down to the pavement and drew a little flashlamp from his pocket. But if the uncouth Mr. Malpas had intended coming into the open, he changed his mind.

For ten minutes Dick Shannon waited, and then gave up the vigil. He wanted to see Audrey that night and get from her a statement in greater detail than the incoherent story she had told him.

Walking to the Baker Street side of the square, he glanced left and right for a taxi. There was none in sight, and he looked back along the way he had come. Was it his imagination, or did he see a dark figure emerge from the mystery house and, crossing the road with a curious limping gait, hurry towards the far end of the square? The figure was real enough. The question was, were his eyes tricking him to the belief that it had emerged from the home of Mr. Malpas?

He walked swiftly in pursuit, his rubber-soled shoes making no sound. The quarry was making a circuit that would bring him to the Oxford Street end of the square, and had reached the comer-of Orchard Street when Shannon came up with him.

“Excuse me.”

The limping stranger turned a keen, thin face to the detective. Behind the gold-rimmed spectacles two searching eyes scrutinized the newcomer, and almost imperceptibly his hand had dropped into the depths of his overcoat pocket.

“You’re a friend of Mr. Malpas, aren’t you?” asked Dick. “I saw you coming out of his house!”

Shannon experienced queer flashes of telepathy at odd times — he was conscious of one such manifestation now. As the man looked at him, he read his thoughts as clearly as if he had spoken. The stranger was saying:

“You were a long way off when you first saw me, otherwise you would have overtaken me before. Therefore, you are not certain as to which house I came from.”

In actual words he said: “No, I don’t know Mr. Malpas. The fact is, I am a stranger to London and was trying to find my way to Oxford Circus.”

“I didn’t see you in the Square until a few minutes ago.”

The spectacled man smiled.

“Probably because I came in from this end and, finding that I was wrong, retraced my steps. There is a certain amount of amusement to the idle stranger in being lost in a great city.”

Dick’s eyes never left his face.

“Are you living in town?”

“Yes — at the Ritz-Carlton. I am the president of a South African mine. By the way, you will think I am rather foolish lo give this information to a chance acquaintance, but you are a detective — Captain Richard Shannon, unless I am mistaken.”

Dick was staggered. “I don’t remember meeting you, Mr — ? He paused expectantly.

“My name cannot possibly interest you — my passport is in the name of Brown. The Colonial Office will supply you with particulars. No, we have not met before. But I happen to know you.”

Dick had to laugh in spite of his chagrin. “Let me put you in the way of finding Oxford Circus — a taxicab is the quickest method of reaching the place. I will share one with you; I am going to Regent Street.”

The old man inclined his head courteously, and at that moment a disengaged taxi came into view and was captured.

“The apparent prosperity of London astounds me,” said Mr. Brown with a sigh. “When I see these platoons of houses, each inhabited by somebody who must enjoy an income of ten thousand pounds a year, I wonder where the money came from originally.”

“It never struck me that way,” said Shannon.

With the help of the street lights he had taken a good look at the man. There was little about him that could be regarded as sinister. His hair, which was plentiful, was white, his shoulders were slightly bowed, and although his thin hands were knotted and gnarled like a manual labourer’s, he had the appearance of a gentleman.

At the corner of the Circus the cab stopped, and the old man alighted painfully.

“I’m afraid I’m rather a cripple,” he said good-humouredly. “Thank you, Captain Shannon, for your assistance.”

Dick Shannon watched him as he limped into the crowd about the entrance of the Tube station.

“I wonder?” he said aloud.
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Audrey was waiting for him in the lounge of the Palace, and all trace of her distress had vanished.

“I hope I haven’t kept you from bed,” he said apologetically.

All the way down Regent Street he was hoping most devoutly that he had.

She was reluctant to return to her unpleasant experience of the evening, but he was firm on the point.

“No, I am not going to make any further trouble.”

She silently noted the word “further”, but wisely did not press him for an explanation.

“Marshalt has a pretty bad private reputation, and had I known that you contemplated meeting him, I should have stopped you.”

“I thought he was married,” she said ruefully, and he shook his head.

“No. That is his famous ‘safety first’ stunt. It prevents his lady friends from resting their hopes too high. He is an unmitigated scoundrel in spite of his wealth, and I’d give a lot to deal with him — adequately! Audrey, you’ve got to leave Portman Square severely alone.”

“Audrey? I don’t mind really, though I feel I ought to be a little more grownup. In Holloway they called me ‘83’, or, if they were being more than usually kind, just plain ‘Bedford’ — I think I prefer Audrey from people who aren’t likely to hold my hand and get sentimental.”

He tried hard to be annoyed and failed.

“You’re quaint. I’ll call you Audrey, and if I ever grow sentimental, just say ‘business’, and I’ll behave. And you will leave Portman Square.” —

She looked up quickly.

“You mean Mr. Malpas?”

He nodded.

“I don’t know how many of his hundreds you have spent—”

“Sixty pounds,” she said.

“I’ll give you that, and you can send him back his money.”

He felt her resistance to this proposal before she spoke.

“I can’t do that, Captain Shannon,” she said quickly. “I must make my own arrangements. When I see him on Saturday I will ask him to specify the wage he is paying, and tell him frankly how much I have spent, and that I want to return the balance to him. When that interview is over — ?”

“And it had better not last long, princess,” said Dick grimly, “or I’ll be stepping into his grisly drawingroom — ?”

“Why do you call me princess?” she asked with a little frown, and he went red.

“I don’t know… Yes, I do! I’ll change my habits and tell the truth! I think of you as the — as the Ragged Princess. There is an old German legend, or maybe it is Chinese, about a princess who was so beautiful that she was by law compelled to dress in rags to prevent everybody from falling in love with her to the disturbance of domestic peace and happiness, and the first time I saw you I was reminded of the story, and christened you so.”

“And that ends your interview,” she said severely.

She was by no means annoyed, though he did not know this. In the privacy of her room she laughed long and softly at the story and the compliment it held.

She was preparing for bed when she saw the note which had been left on her dressing-table. The scrawled writing she knew at once and tore open the envelope.

“I congratulate you on your escape.” (it ran). “You should have used the knife.”

She gasped. How did Malpas know what had happened behind the locked doors of Lacy’s sanctuary?

Audrey had left Dick Shannon in no doubt as to her real mind before he took his departure, for she was a bad actress. Walking home, he arrived at the door of his flat a little after eleven o’clock, when the theatres were turning out and the streets were lively with rushing cars, and just as he was going in he was aware that standing on the edge of the sidewalk was a man whom he had met before that evening. He walked back to the motionless loiterer.

“Are you still lost, Mr. Brown?” he asked pleasantly.

“No, I’m not,” was the cool reply. “It occurred to me after I left you that I would like to have a little talk with you.”

A moment’s hesitation, then: “Come in,” said Dick, and ushered his visitor into his bureau. “Now, Mr. Brown,” he said, pushing forward a chair, into which his visitor sank with a sigh of relief.

“Standing about or walking is a little painful to me,” he said. “Thank you, Captain Shannon. What do you know about Malpas?”

The directness of the question took the detective aback.

“Probably less than you,” he said at last.

“I know nothing,” was the uncompromising reply, “except that he is a gentleman who keeps himself very much to himself, doesn’t interfere with his neighbours, and doesn’t invite interference from them.”

Was there a challenge in the tone? Dick’found it difficult to answer the question.

“The only thing we know about him is that he has strange visitors.”

“Who hasn’t?” was the reply. “But is anything known to his detriment?”

“Nothing whatever,” said Dick frankly, “except that we are constitutionally suspicious of elderly people who live alone. There is always a chance that some day we shall have to force an entrance and discover his tragic remains. Why do you think I know anything about him at all?”

“Because you were watching the house before the young lady came out of Marshalt’s and distracted your attention,” was the cool reply.

Dick looked hard at him.

“You told me you had just walked into the square and out again,” he said.

“One has to prevaricate,” was the calm reply. “Even in your business it is not possible to preserve an even candour. The truth is, I was watching the watcher, and wondering what you had against Malpas.”

“You weren’t watching from inside the house by any chance?” asked Dick dryly, and the man chuckled.

“It would certainly be the best post of observation,” he replied evasively. “I’ve been wondering, by the way, what happened to that unfortunate girl. Marshalt had a reputation for gallantry in the old days. One supposes that he has not wholly reformed. Have you ever seen anything like this?”

He went off at a tangent, and putting his fingers into his waistcoat pocket produced a small brown pebble, to which was affixed a red seal. Dick took it in his hand and examined it curiously.

“What is that?” he asked.

“That is a diamond in the rough, and the red seal is the mark of our corporation. We mark all our stones of any size in that way, using a special kind of wax that hasn’t to be heated.”

Dick looked at the diamond and passed it back.

“No, I’ve not seen anything like it. Why do you ask?”

“I was wondering.” The old man was watching him closely. “You’re sure nobody has brought that kind of stone to you — the police come into possession of curious properties.”

“No, I have not seen one before. Have you lost a stone?”

The old man licked his lips and nodded.

“Yes, we’ve lost a stone,” he said absentmindedly. “Have you ever heard of a man called Laker? I see that you haven’t. An interesting person. I’d like to have introduced him to you. A clever man, but he drank rather heavily, which meant, of course, that he wasn’t clever at all. There is nothing clever about booze, except the people who sell it. Laker, sober, was a genius; drunk, he was the biggest kind of fool. You never saw him?”

The eyes rather than the voice asked the question.

“No, I don’t know Laker,” confessed Dick Shannon, “which means that officially he is unknown.”

“Oh!” The old man seemed disappointed, and rose as abruptly as he had sat down. “You will begin to think that I’m something of a mystery myself,” he said, and then, in his brisk way: “Did anything happen to that young lady?”

“Nothing, except that she had a very unpleasant experience.”

Mr. Brown showed his teeth in a mirthless smile.

“How could one meet the Honourable Lacy and not have an unpleasant experience?” he asked dryly.

“You know him, then?”

Brown nodded.

“Very well?”

“Nobody knows anybody very well,” the other said. “Good night, Captain Shannon. Forgive me for intruding upon you. You have my address if you want to find me. Will you please telephone first, because I spend a considerable time in the country?”

Dick went to the window and watched the limping man pass out of sight. Who was he? What feud was there between Marshalt and him? He almost wished he was on speaking terms with the South African, that he might satisfy his curiosity.
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Lacy Marshalt came to breakfast in the blackest mood. The mark of Dick’s knuckles still showed redly on his face; his eyes were hollow from want of sleep. Tonger recognized the symptoms, and was careful not to draw upon himself the wrath of his employer. Yet, sooner or later, that rage was to burst forth. Something of a philosopher, the valet waited until Marshalt had finished a fairly substantial breakfast, and then:

“Mr. Eiton called to see you — I told him you weren’t up. He’s coming back.”

Marshalt glowered at him. “You can tell him I’m out of town,” he rasped.

“He happens to know you’re in town. It’s not for me to give you suggestions, Marshalt, but that’s a bad habit you’ve got into, standing before the window before you’re dressed. He saw you.”

Lacy Marshalt felt an inward twinge at the mention of Martin’s name; but if there was to be any unpleasantness, it were better that it was disposed of whilst he was in his present mood.

“Bring him in when he comes,” he said. “And if he asks you any questions about Mrs. Eiton — ?”

“Am I a child?” said the other contemptuously. “Besides, Eiton isn’t that sort. He was trained as a gentleman, but broke down in training. That kind does not question servants.”

If Eiton was coming in a truculent mood, he could deal with the matter once for all. Dora was beginning to bore him. Lacy’s ideal woman was self-reliant, and free from sentimentality. He had thought Dora was of this type, but she was leaning more and more upon him, bringing problems for his examination which she might dispose of herself, and, worse than all, showing a cloying affection which both alarmed and annoyed him.

He had not long to wait for the advent of Dora’s husband. He was halfway through the first leading article of The Times when Tonger came in and said, in sepulchral tones:

“Mr. Eiton, sir.”

He looked up, trying to read the sphinxlike face of the debonair young man who came into the room, silk hat in one hand, ebony walkingstick in the other.

“Good morning, Eiton.”

“Good morning, Marshalt.”

He put down his hat and stripped off his gloves slowly.

“Sorry to interrupt your breakfast.” Bunny pulled a chair from the table and sat down. His face was pale, but that was not unusual; his dark eyes were normally bright. “I wrote you a letter some time ago, about Dora,” he said, playing with a fork that lay on the table. “It was a little direct; I hope you didn’t mind?”

“I don’t remember receiving any letter of yours that offended me, Eiton,” said Marshalt with a smile.

“I hardly think you would forget this particular epistle,” said Martin. “It had to do with Dora’s little dinner-parties; and, if I remember aright, I asked you not to entertain her again.”

“But, my dear fellow… “ expostulated the other.

“I know it looks stupid and tyrannical and all that sort of thing, but I’m rather fond of Dora. One gets that way with one’s wife. And I want to save her from the hideous experience of explaining her relationship with you before a coroner’s jury.” He met Lacy’s eyes and held them.

“Naturally,” he went on with a little smile, “I wouldn’t risk a trial for killing you, unless you passed out in such circumstances as threw no suspicion upon me. I wish to avoid, if possible, the vulgarity of felo de se, for I have still so much respect for my family that I would spare them the publicity which the more sensational newspapers would give to the case.”

“I don’t understand you. I’m afraid—” began Lacy.

“That I can’t believe,” Martin Eiton interrupted him. “I’m sorry you make it necessary for me to say this. Dora has visited you twice since that warning came to you. There must be no third visit.”

“Your wife came to me last night with her sister,” said the inventive Lacy. “She was not here a minute.”

The other’s eyes opened.

“With her sister? You mean Audrey? Was she here?”

“Yes, she was here. Didn’t Dora tell you?”

Lacy Marshalt determined to brazen the matter out. He could telephone to Dora after her husband left and acquaint her with the story he had told.

“Yes, Audrey was dining with me alone, and Dora got to hear of it, came to fetch her away, thinking that my company would contaminate her.” He smiled largely.

Martin thought for a long time. “That doesn’t sound like Dora,” he said. “As a matter of fact, she told me she hadn’t been here at all, but that little piece of deception I can understand. You know Audrey?”

The African shrugged. “I can’t say that I know her; I’ve met her,” he said.

“But Audrey was not here on the night of the concert at the Albert Hall, was she?”

Lacy made no reply.

“I don’t think you will be able readily to invent a chaperon for that occasion. I think that is all I, want to say.”

He walked across to where he had put his hat and his stick and picked them up.

“You’re a shrewd fellow, Marshalt — a little on the crook side, unless I’m greatly mistaken, and I’m sure it’s not necessary for me to indulge in the heroics proper to this occasion, to impress upon you the advantages of being a live millionaire over — well, other things. The jury will probably pass a resolution of condolence with your relatives, and in that you will have the advantage over me. But it is ever so much more satisfactory to read about somebody else’s demise than to be the chief figure in your own. Good morning, Marshalt.”

He paused at the door.

“You need not telephone to Dora — I took the precaution of putting the instrument out of order before I left the house,” he said, and nodded a grave farewell.
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It was a bright wintry morning. A blue sky overhead and yellow sunlight flooding Audrey’s room — cheerful — such a day as says “Come out of doors” and lures the worker to idleness.

Audrey surveyed her task with no great relish. A small pile of pencilled notes, written on every variety of paper, had to be copied and returned by that evening. The work itself was practically nothing: it was the monotony, the seeming uselessness of the task, which distressed her. And she had an uncomfortable feeling, amounting to certainty, that her employer was merely finding little jobs to occupy her time, and that the real service which he had in mind would be revealed in a more unpalatable light.

She opened her window, looked down into the busy street, in a desire to find some attraction that would give her an excuse for putting off a little longer her work. But interest failed, and, with a sigh, she went back to her desk, dipped the pen in the ink and began. She finished by lunchtime, enclosed copies and rough notes in a large envelope and, addressing them to “A. Malpas, Esq., 551 Portman Square”, dropped them in the hotel letterbox.

Who was Mr. Malpas, and what was his business? she wondered. Youth hates the abnormal, and Audrey was true to her age. She was looking forward with some dread to the interview, which might very well end embarrassingly for her; but all her thoughts and her speculations were coloured by one uncomfortable undercurrent which she would not allow herself to put into shape. Not the least of the shocks of the previous evening had been the discovery she had made of Dora’s friendship with Marshalt. She was more than shocked; she was horrified. She had a new view of her sister, the ugliest view yet. Had it been she whose sobs she heard? That was unlikely.

Audrey had wondered since whether that sound of weeping was not a trick of imagination, conjured by her own terror. Whenever she allowed her mind to halt at the contemplation of Dora, she felt nauseated, and hurried on to a thought less painful.

Then it came to her, as it had come to her in prison, that Dora was almost a stranger to her. She had always regarded their relation as an irrevocable something which gave them, automatically, identical interests. They were two hands of the same body. Yet, if Dora had always belonged elsewhere, the estrangement so violently emphasized had not produced so great a shock as this new discovery.

On her way to the restaurant the hall-porter gave her a letter which had just arrived by messenger. One glance at the pencilled address told her that it was from Malpas. He had never before sent a message in the daytime, and she had a little spasm of apprehension that he wished to see her. The note was brief and puzzling.

“I forbid your seeing Marshalt again. The offer he is making to you today must be rejected.”

She gazed at the peremptory lines in astonishment, resenting alike the tone and the calm assumption of authority. What offer was Marshalt making? It mattered very little; without this order, she would reject the most alluring proposition that the ingenuity of the South African could devise.

The nature of the offer she was to learn. Halfway through luncheon, the page brought her the second letter, and she recognized Lacy Marshalt’s flowing hand. The letter began with an abject apology for his boorishness of the previous night. He would never forgive himself (he said), but prayed that she would be more merciful. He had known her for longer than she imagined, and…

… I chose the most awkward, the most stupid way of meeting you. Audrey, I love you, sincerely and truly, and if you will consent to be my wife you will make me the happiest manin the world.

An offer of marriage! It was the last thing she expected from Lacy Marshalt, and she lost no time in replying, leaving, her lunch unfinished to pen the answer.

Dear Sir — I thank you for what is evidently intended as a compliment. I have no regret in refusing to consider your offer. Sincerely, Audrey Bedford.

“Send that by express messenger,” she said, and went back to her luncheon with a feeling that the day, so far, had been well spent.

The offer had had an effect. It had brought from the background of her thoughts a matter which she had partly suppressed. She had a sudden impulse and acted upon it.

A cab dropped her before the little house in Curzon Street, and this time her reception was more gracious than that which had been accorded on her previous visit. And for a good reason. The servant did not recognize her.

“Mrs. Eiton, miss? I will see if she is in. What name?”

“Say Miss Audrey.”

Evidently the servant did not recognize the name either, for she showed her into the chill room where she had been received before.

Audrey waited until the girl had gone upstairs, and followed her. She had no illusions about Dora’s attitude.

“Tell her I am not at home,” said Dora’s voice. “If she doesn’t go, send for a policeman—”

“I’ll not keep you long,” said Audrey, coming into the room in that moment.

For a breathing-space Dora stood motionless, her eyes blazing. With an effort she controlled herself and sent away the servant with a gesture.

“Every second you are in my house is a second too long,” she said at last. “What do you want?”

Audrey walked slowly to the fireplace and stood with her back to it, her hands behind her.

“Does Martin know about Lacy Marshalt?” she asked.

Dora’s eyes narrowed until they were dark slits.

“Oh… it’s about Marshalt…”

“I want you to give him up, Dora.”

“To you?”

The woman’s voice was husky; Audrey saw the trembling lips and knew the symptoms. Not for the first time was she watching the gathering of a storm which would presently break in wild, tempestuous fury.

“No. I think he is despicable. I don’t know any man that I like less. Dora, you can’t love him?”

No answer; then: “Can’t I?… Is that all?”

“That isn’t all. I’m not going to preach at you, Dora, but Martin is your husband — isn’t he?”

The girl nodded.

“Yes, Martin is my husband. Is that all?”

The agony in her voice touched Audrey for a second, and she took a step towards her sister — but Dora drew back with an expression of such loathing and hatred that the girl was stricken motionless.

“Don’t come near me. Is that all? You want me to give up a man I love and who loves me. Give him up to you? That is why you have come here today?”

Audrey drew a breath, “It is useless,” she said. “I want you to be happy, Dolly — ?”

“Call me Dora, you sneak! You jailbird — you… ! You’ve finished, haven’t you? You came here for my good. I hate you! I have always hated you! Mother hated you, too — she as good as told me once! Give up Marshalt! What do you mean? I’m going to marry him when I’ve got rid of — when the time comes. Get out of here!”

She flew to the door and crashed it open. White as death the rage in her eyes smouldered like live coals. “I’m going to fix you, Audrey Torrington — ?”

“Torrington!” gasped the girl.

Dora pointed to the open doorway and with a gesture of despair Audrey walked through. She went down the stairs to the hall, her sister at her heels, and all the time the elder girl was muttering like one demented. Audrey heard snatches of her talk and shivered. The mask was off — all restraint was thrown to the winds.

“You spy! You smug, hypocritical thief! He’s going to marry you, is he? Never, never, never!”

Audrey heard the scrape of steel and swung round. On the walls of the hallway hung two trophies of Scottish armour. A steel buckler, a dirk and two crossed pikes.

“Dora — for God’s sake!”

In the woman’s hand flashed a long steel dirk. She stood at the foot of the stairs, crouched like a wild beast about to spring. The woman was mad with jealousy and hate. Audrey was conscious that behind her was the scared parlourmaid, twittering in her fear. She grasped the handle of the little waiting-room, but before she could turn it Dora was on her. She struck savagely; instinct made the girl stoop, and the dirk point buried itself in the wood of the doorpost. Wrenching it free she stabbed again, and Audrey in her panic stumbled and fell.

“I’ve got you now!” screamed the maddened woman, and the dirk went up.

And then a hand gripped her wrist, and she wrenched herself round to meet a pair of the most amused eyes that ever shone in a dimpled, dishonest face.

“If I’m interrupting a cinema picture, lady, I’m sorry,” said Slick Smith; “but I’m nervous of steel — I am, really!”
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The door had closed upon Audrey before Dora Eiton recovered some of her normality. She was trembling from head to foot, her head was swimming. Slick Smith took her arm, led her into the little sittingroom and pushed her down into a chair, and she did not resist him.

“Get your lady a glass of water,” he said to the agitated parlourmaid. “These rehearsals of amateur theatricals are certainly fierce.”

Dora looked up wonderingly.

“I’ve been a fool,” she said shakily.

“Who hasn’t?” asked the sympathetic Mr. Smith. “Every woman makes a fool of herself over some man. It’s too bad when he’s not worth it, lady — too bad!”

The maid came back with the water, and Dora drank greedily. Presently she pushed away the glass that he held.

“She was to blame,” she gasped. “She… she… oh, she is hateful!”

“I won’t argue with you,” said Mr. Smith diplomatically; “it would only make you worse. She always seemed to me to be a very nice girl. She went to prison to save you, didn’t she?”

Dora looked at the man again and began to realize dimly that he was a stranger. In her elementary passion she had seemed to know him.

“Who are you?” she asked.

“Your husband knows me. I’m Smith — Slick Smith of Boston. Shannon thinks I’m bluffing when I say that I operated in America, but he’s wrong. I’m English born and Boston bred; the most elegant combination known to humanity — class and culture. Lady, he’s not worth it.”

He changed the direction of his speech so quickly that she did not grasp his meaning at first.

“Who… who isn’t worth it?”

“Marshalt — he’s dead wrong; you don’t want me to tell you that? He’d use his firstborn for shoeleather if he wanted boots. I like Martin — he’s a good fellow. And I’d just hate to see somebody club him just as he was turning his gun on himself. Those kind of accidents happen. And maybe you’d go to the trial and he’d smile at you when the Awful Man put on the black cap before he sent Eiton to the death cell. And you’d be sitting there frozen… thinking what a skunk Marshalt was, and how you’d brought both men to the grave. There’s only three clear Sundays after a man’s sentenced. Three Sundays, and then he toes the T mark on the trap. You’d go and see Martin the day before, and he’d try ever so hard to cheer you up. And then you’d have a night of hell, waiting… And when the clock struck eight—”

“For God’s sake, stop!” She jumped up and pushed both her hands across his mouth. “You’re driving me mad! Martin sent you — ?”

“Martin hasn’t seen me today and hasn’t spoken to me. You don’t know what a cur Marshalt is, Dora. I’ll say you don’t! There’s no part of his heart that’d pan a trace of gold.”

She lifted her hand to arrest the curiously soothing stream of sound.

“I know… please go now. Did you come to see me about that? How strange! Everybody knows I care for him.”

Slick gently closed the door behind him, tiptoed down the passage and came into the street in time to see Martin alighting from a cab. At the sight of the crook his brows met.

“What the devil do you want?” he asked aggressively.

“I haven’t time to tell you — but an income, a grand piano and a manicure set come nigh top of the list. Eiton, you jump too quick. You jump on me because I make a call; you jump on feather-headed young people because they want variety.” His bright eyes were fixed on Martin, and he saw the young man change colour. “You jump at easy money from Italy because that big stiff Stanford told you there had never been anything like it…”

Martin was white enough now and without words.

“Mind you don’t jump into bad trouble. That just-as-good money was offered to me. Giovanni Strepessi of Genoa makes it, and certainly there’s a lot in circulation. As a sideline burglary is less risky, and a little baccarat game a blooming sinecure!”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Martin at last. “Stanford went to Italy to buy jewellery…”

“Maybe there was somebody in the room you didn’t want to know when he told you that,” said Slick. “Don’t go, chauffeur — you can take me home. And, Eiton… “ He lowered his voice. “Even the graft of the old man Malpas is better than Stanford’s new hobby.”

“What is his graft?”

“Malpas?”

Slick pondered the matter a moment.

“I don’t know exactly… but never see him in his house done,” he said. “I saw him once — but he didn’t see me. That’s why I’m alive, Eiton.”
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Mr. Lacy Marshalt had been a very preoccupied man these past few days, and the shrewd Tonger, susceptible to his employer’s humours, had not failed to observe the fact. Ordinarily, very little troubled the South African millionaire, and certainly the threat of Martin Eiton, who would not hesitate, as he well knew, to give his hatred expression, did not disturb his sleep or trouble his waking mind.

He was not greatly troubled now, only he was very thoughtful. Tonger surprised him half a dozen times a day deep in a reverie. Late on the Saturday night the valet brought a bundle of letters to Lacy Marshalt’s study, and put them down on the writing-table by his side. The South African turned them over rapidly and frowned.

“There’s none from our friend of Matjesfontein,” he said. “I haven’t heard from that fellow for a month. What do you think is the matter?”

“Maybe he’s dead,” said Tonger. “People do die, even in South Africa.”

Marshalt bit his lip.

“Something might have happened to Torrington,” he said. “Perhaps it is he who has died?” and Tonger smiled.

“What the devil are you laughing at?”

“You always were an optimist, Lacy. That’s half your charm!” He thought a while. “Perhaps he can’t swim after all,” he said.

Lacy looked up sharply.

“That is the second time you’ve referred to his swimming. Of course he can swim. I don’t suppose even his lame leg would affect him. He was one of the finest swimmers I knew. What do you mean?”

“I was only wondering,” said Tonger. He delighted in his mystery, and was loath to reveal it. “A High Commissioner’s children should be able to swim, too,” he said.

Marshalt turned his suspicious eyes to the man and scrutinized him closely.

“And if they can’t swim,” Tonger went on, “they shouldn’t be allowed to go sailing boats round the Breakwater, especially in the summer, with a southeaster blowing — you know what a rip-snorting wind the old southeaster is.”

Lacy swung round in his chair and faced his servant.

“I’ve had enough of this,” he said. “Just tell me what you’re driving at. High Commissioner’s children? You mean Lord Gilbury’s?”

The man nodded.

“About eighteen months ago, Gilbury’s kids took a sailing boat and went out into Table Bay. Off the Breakwater the boat capsized, and they’d have been drowned if one of the convicts who were working on the quay hadn’t seen them and, jumping into the water, swum out and rescued them.”

Lacy’s mouth was wide open.

“Was it Torrington?” he asked quickly.

“I have an idea it was. No man was mentioned, but the Cape newspapers said that the convict who rescued the children was a lame man, and there was some newspaper talk about getting up a petition for his pardon.”

Lacy Marshalt began to understand.

“Eighteen months ago?” he said slowly. “You swine! You never told me.”

“What could I tell you?” demanded the other, aggrieved; “No names were mentioned, and how could I know? Besides, the warder would have given you the tip if he’d been released, wouldn’t he? What are you paying him for?”

The big man made no reply.

“Unless,” said Tonger thoughtfully, “unless — ?”

“Unless what?”

“Unless the warder was pensioned off and was living in Matjesfontein, and didn’t want to lose a steady income. In that case, he wouldn’t know what had happened on the Breakwater, and would go on sending you reports.”

Marshalt leapt to his feet and struck the writing-table with his fist.

“That is it!” he said between his teeth. “Torrington has been released! I see now what has happened — they wouldn’t make a fuss about it, and naturally his lawyers would not advertise his release.”

He paced up and down the room, his hands clasped behind him. Suddenly he stopped and confronted the valet.

“This is the last time you play a trick on me, you dog! You knew!”

“I knew nothing,” said the aggrieved Tonger. “I only put two and two together and suspected. If he was released he would have come here, wouldn’t he? You don’t suppose Dan Torrington would leave you alone if he was at liberty?”

That idea had already occurred to the millionaire.

“Besides,” Tonger went on,-”it’s not my business to worry you with all sorts of rumours and alarms, is it? You’ve been a good friend of mine, Lacy. I dare say I give you a lot of trouble at times, but I owe a whole lot to you. You stood by me in the worse time of my life, and I’ve not forgotten it. You talk about betraying you! Why, if I wanted to betray you, there are a hundred and one facts stored up there” — he tapped his forehead— “that would put you on the blink. But I’m not that kind. I know the best side of you, and I know the worst. And didn’t Torrington play the dirtiest trick on me that any man could play? Wasn’t he running away with my little Elsie, the very day you get him pinched? I haven’t forgotten. Look here.”

He dived his thin hand into his inside pocket and took out a worn notecase. From this he took a letter which had so often been handled that it was almost falling to pieces.

“For years I’ve read this letter whenever Torrington has come into my mind. It’s the first she sent me from New York. Listen:

“Dear Daddy — I want you to believe that I’m quite happy. I know that Torrington has been arrested, and in some ways I am glad that I carried out his instructions and came on here ahead of him. Daddy, will you ever forgive me, and will you please believe that I am happy? I have found new friends in this great city, and the money Torrington gave me has enabled me to start a little business which is prospering. Some day, when all this is an unhappy memory, I will come back to you, and we will forget all that is past.”

He folded the letter, put it carefully back in the case, and replaced it in his pocket.

“No, I’ve got no reason to love Torrington,” he said steadily. “I’d plenty for wanting to do him a bad turn.” The big man was staring blankly at the floor.

“Hate’s fear,” he said slowly. “You’re afraid of him too.”

Tonger chuckled.

“No, I don’t hate him, and I’m not afraid of him. Maybe it was for the best. Isn’t my little girl doing well in America, with a millinery store of her own, and offering to send me money if I want it?”

Lacy walked slowly back to his desk and sat down, his hands thrust into his trousers pockets, his moody eyes still staring into vacancy.

“Mrs. Eiton said she saw a limping man—” he began.

“Mrs. Eiton gets that way,” interrupted the other. “These nervous women are always seeing things. Lacy, do you think I ought to hate Torrington? Do you think I ought to feel so mad at him that I’d kill him? You’re a bigger man than me, and take a different view. If you had a daughter that some fellow had made love to, and got her to run away with him, would you want to kill him?”

“I don’t know,” said the other testily. “She seems to have done well for herself.”

“But she mightn’t. She might have lived a perfect hell of a life — what then? For the matter of that,” he went on, with Ins whimsical smile, “she mightn’t have run away at all! What’s that?”

He turned as Lacy sprang to his feet and glared at the wall of the room. Muffled and distinct came three slow taps. “It’s that old devil in the next house,” said Tonger. And then a strangled exclamation from his employer made him turn his head. The face of Lacy Marshalt was livid. From his open mouth came strange noises that were hardly human. But it was his eyes that held the valet spellbound; for they held terror beyond his fathoming.
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“What — what is it?” stammered Lacy, his hands trembling, his face ashen.

Tonger was staring owlishly at the wall as though he expected the solid masonry to open and reveal the knocker.

“I don’t know — somebody tapping. I’ve heard it before, a few days ago.”

The noise had now ceased, but still Lacy stood transfixed, his head thrust forward, listening…

“You’ve heard it before, have you? Somebody knocking?”

“Once or twice,” said Tonger. “I heard it the other night. What do you think the old man is doing — hanging up pictures?”

Lacy licked his lips and, with a shake of his broad shoulders, seemed to rid himself of the terror which the noise had inspired. He went reluctantly back to his writing-table.

“That will do,” he said curtly, and Tonger accepted his dismissal.

He was at the door when Lacy lifted his head and checked him with a word. “I shall want you to go an errand for me this afternoon,” he said, “to Paris.”

“Paris?” The valet’s eyebrows rose. “What’s the good of sending me to Paris? I don’t speak French, and I hate the sea. Haven’t you got anybody else? Send a district messenger; they take on jobs of that kind.”

“I want somebody I can trust,” interrupted his employer. “I’ll ring up Croydon and have an aeroplane ready to take you, You will be back before night.”

Tonger stood fingering his chin dubiously. The request evidently worried him, for his tone had changed.

“Aeroplanes are not in my line, though I’m willing to try anything once. What time shall I be back — if I ever get back?”

“You’ll leave at twelve; you’ll be in Paris by two, deliver the letter, and you’ll be on your way back by three. That will bring you to London at five.”

Still Tonger was undecided. Walking to the window, he looked up at the skies a little fearfully.

“Not much of a day for aeroplane travelling, is it, Lacy?” he grumbled. “It’s cloudy and there’s a lot of wind… All right, I’ll go. Have you got the letter ready?”

“It will be written in an hour,” said the other.

After Tonger had gone, he walked to the door and locked it, returned to his table, took up the telephone and put through a call to Paris. When this had been registered, he gave another number.

“Stormer’s Detective Agency? I want to speak to Mr. Willitt at once. Mr. Lacy Marshalt speaking. Is he in the office?”

Apparently Mr. Willitt was on hand, for presently his voice greeted the millionaire.

“Come round and see me immediately,” said Marshalt and, hanging up the receiver, began to write.

It was a time of crisis for him, as he well knew. Within reach of him was a man whom he had wronged desperately, one who would not hesitate to act; a man cunning and remorseless, waiting his moment. Instinct told Lacy Marshalt that that moment was near at hand.

He finished his letter, addressed an envelope, and heavily sealed the flap. Then he unlocked the door, just in time, for Tonger came to usher in the private detective whom Lacy had previously employed.

“I haven’t taken the trouble to inquire before, but I suppose you are the head of this agency?”

Willitt shook his head. “Practically,” he answered. “Mr. Stormer spends most of his time at the New York Branch. In America we hold a much more important position. Stormer’s run Government inquiries and protect public men. Here — ?”

“That’s the commission I’m giving you,” said Lacy grimly. “Have you ever heard of Malpas?”.

“The old man who lives next door? Yes, I’ve heard of him. We had a commission to discover his identity — our clients wanted a photograph of him.”

“Who were they?” asked Lacy quickly.

Mr. Willitt smiled. “I’m afraid I can’t tell you,” he said. “It is part of our job to keep our clients’secrets.”

Lacy took his inevitable roll of notes from his pocket, gripped two and, laying them on the desk, pushed them across to the detective, who smiled awkwardly as he took them.

“Well, I suppose there’s no reason why we should make such a secret about this case. It was on behalf of a man named Laker who disappeared some time ago.”

“Laker? I don’t know the name. Were you able to get a line on the old man?”

Willitt shook his head. “No, sir, he’s closer than an oyster.”

Lacy thought for a long time before he spoke again.

“I want you to have relays of men watching Malpas. I want the front and back of his house under observation day and night; and I want a third man on my roof.”

“That will mean six men in all,” said Willitt, making a note. “And what do you wish us to do?”

“I want you to follow him, identify him, and let me know who he is. If possible, get a photograph.”

Willitt noted his employer’s requirements.

“It will be much easier with your cooperation,” he said. “The job we had was not big enough to employ so many men. In fact, we only had one detective engaged on the work. When do we start?”

“Right now,” said Lacy emphatically. “I’ll arrange for the man whom you put on the roof to be admitted — my man Tonger will see after his comfort.”

The dismissal of the detective was hurried by the Paris ‘phone call coming through, and for ten minutes Lacy Marshalt was issuing instructions in voluble French.
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There were times when Audrey looked back with a certain amount of regretful longing to the days of her chicken farm and the peccant Mrs. Graffitt. Chicken-raising had a drawback; for somehow the caprices of the domestic hen, yielding, as they did, a starvation return, were more attractive than those of the unattractive old man who lived and operated in the sinister atmosphere of 551 Portman Square.

She had not seen Dick Shannon for two days, and harboured a wholly unjustifiable grievance against him, though he had given her his telephone number, and a call, as she well knew, would bring him immediately. Once or twice she had taken up the instrument, hesitated with the receiver in her hand, and put it down again.

On one matter she had reached a decision. Her second interview with Mr. Malpas was due that night, and she would make an end of their association. Morning after morning his budget had arrived, had been copied and returned to him — she had even carried the letter back to Portman Square in the hope of seeing him before the hour of the interview; but though she had knocked, no reply had come, and she had perforce pushed the letter through the narrow letter-slit and heard it thud into the steel letterbox.

On the afternoon that Tonger made his reluctant journey to Paris she went for her favourite walk. Green Park on a cold January afternoon was something of a desert. The ponds were frozen, save near the edges, where the park-keepers had broken the ice for the benefit of the winged creatures who live in the little islands and the shelter of the bush-grown banks. The branches of the trees were bare, and only the dull green of laurels and holly bushes remained to justify the park’s title.

She walked briskly past the kiosk, following the path that skirts the lake, and came eventually to the footbridge which spans the water. A chill north wind was blowing: the blue sky was flecked with hurrying clouds; snow was coming: she experienced the indescribable smell of it.

She was halfway across the bridge when a heavy gust of wind half turned her, and she decided that this was no day for pedestrian exercise, and, pushing down the skirts that the wind had raised, and with one hand gripping her hat, she turned and walked back the way she had come. Ahead of her she saw a man strolling, a thickset saunterer who twirled a walkingstick, and the scent of whose cigar reached her long before she came up with and passed him. A wider sweep of the twirling stick almost struck her, and, glancing round in alarm, the cigar almost dropped from his teeth in his contrition… “I’m sorry, madam,” he said.

She smiled and, uttering some brief commonplace, hurried on. And then, on one of the garden seats that are set at intervals facing the lake, she saw a woman sitting, and her attitude, even at that distance, was remarkable. She lay back in the seat, her face upturned to the sky, her hands outspread, gripping the seat. Something like fear stirred in the girl’s heart.

The pose was so unnatural, so queerly disturbing, that she checked her pace, fearful of passing the figure, and, so slowing, The stick-swinging saunterer came up to her. He also had seen.

“That is queer,” he said, and she was glad of his company. “What is the matter with that woman?”

“I was wondering,” she said.

He quickened his step, and she followed at his heels, for some reason fearful of being alone.

The woman on the seat was between thirty and forty; her ryes were half closed, her face and hands blue with the cold. By her side was a little silver flask, from which the stopper had been removed, so that over the bars of the bench was trickling a tiny pool of liquid that had flowed from the bottle. Audrey looked and shivered.

There was something strangely familiar in that dreadful face, and she racked her brains to identify her. She had seen her somewhere — a glimpse in a crowded street, perhaps? No, it was something more intimate than that.

The stout man had thrown away his cigar, and was sliding his hand tenderly under the head.

“I think you had better go and find a policeman,” he said gently, and at that moment a patrolling officer came into view and saved her the search.

“Is she ill?” asked the policeman, bending down.

“Very ill, I guess,” said the man quietly. “Miss Bedford, I think you had better go.”

She started to hear her name pronounced by the stranger, and looked more closely at him. She had never seen him before within her recollection, but his eyes, as he glanced meaningly along the path, were eloquent; he wanted her to go.

“You’ll see another constable on point duty opposite the Horse Guards Parade, miss,” said the policeman. “Do you mind sending him along to me and asking him to ring the ambulance?”

Glad to escape, she hurried off, and was gone before the policeman remembered certain stringent police instructions.

“I forgot to ask her her name. You know her, don’t you? Miss — ?”

“Yes, she’s Miss Bradfield. I know her by sight: we used to work in the same office,” said Slick Smith glibly.

He picked up the little silver flask, closed the stopper carefully and handed it to the policeman. “You may want what’s in this,” he said; and then, warningly, “I shouldn’t let anybody take a sip unless you’ve got a grudge against them.”

“Why?” asked the policeman, aghast. “Do you think it’s poison?”

Smith did not reply, “Can you smell anything?” He sniffed at the woman’s lips. “Like almonds…”

The policeman frowned, and then: “You don’t think she is dead, do you?”

“As dead as anybody will ever be,” said. Smith quietly.

“Suicide?” asked the constable.

“I don’t know. You’d better take my name — Richard James Smith, known to the police as Slick Smith. They know me at the Yard. I’m on the register.”

The man in uniform regarded him with suspicion.

“What are you doing round here?” he asked. He was a dull man and his questions were mechanical.

“Helping you,” said Smith laconically.

The second policeman arrived, and soon after the wild clang of the ambulance bell brought a curious crowd. The doctor who came made a brief examination.

“Oh, yes. She’s dead. Poison — hydrocyanic or cyanide.”

He was a young man, just through the schools, and consequently dogmatic, but here his first diagnosis was to be borne out by subsequent inquiry.

The news came to Dick Shannon by accident, and beyond the interest which the name of Slick Smith aroused, he saw nothing in the matter which called for his personal interference till the officer in charge of the case came to make inquiries about Smith.

“Yes, I know him; he’s an American crook. We have nothing on him here, and he has no English record. Who was the woman?”

“Unknown, so far as we can trace.”

“Nothing in her clothes or handbag to identify her?”

“Nothing. It looks like a suicide. This is the second we’ve had in Green Park since Christmas.”

That night at dinner, Audrey, glancing through the evening paper, saw a three-line paragraph:

“The body of an unknown woman was found in Green Park this afternoon. It is believed that she committed suicide by poisoning.”

She was dead! Audrey went cold at this confirmation of her private fears. How dreadful! It must have been very quick, for the woman had not been there when she had passed along the footpath a minute or two before. Who was she? Audrey was certain she had seen her somewhere…

And then with a gasp she remembered. It was the woman that she had seen a week before, the drunken virago who was hammering at Lacy Marshalt’s door!

She left her dinner unfinished and went to the telephone. Here, at any rate, was an excuse for talking to Dick Shannon. The pleasure in his voice when he answered her gave her, for some reason, a warm little feeling of happiness.

“Where have you been? I was expecting you to call me up… Is anything wrong?”

The last words were in a more anxious tone.

“Nothing. I saw in the paper tonight that a woman had been found dead in the Park. I saw her. Captain Shannon — I mean I was there when she was found, and I think I know her.”

There was a pause.

“I’ll come along now,” said Dick.

He was with her in a few minutes, and she told him what she had seen. “Yes, I knew Slick Smith was there. There was a report that a lady, a Miss Bradfield, was present: that was you, of course? But you say you knew her?”

She nodded. “You remember my telling you of the woman who knocked at Mr. Marshalt’s door?”

“The Annoyer!” He whistled. “An agent of Malpas.”

“But why — ?”

“He has been employing people to worry Marshalt, for some mysterious reason which I cannot fathom; I rather think that this unfortunate creature was one of them. I made inquiries about her when I was at Portman Square the other day. Apparently Tonger threw her out, and that was the last that was seen of her.”

He looked at the girl thoughtfully.

“I don’t want you in this case,” he said, “either as witness or in any other capacity. You had better remain the unknown witness until the inquest is over. Smith will supply all the evidence we require — I’ll see Tonger tonight. By the way,” he said suddenly, “when do you visit your ancient boss?”

It was on the tip of her tongue to say that she was going upstairs to dress for the interview at that moment.

“Tomorrow,” she said instead.

He looked at her keenly.

“You’re not telling the truth, young lady,” he said. “You are going tonight.”

She laughed. “I am really,” she confessed. “Only I thought you would make a fuss.”

“Indeed I shall make a fuss. What time is your interview?”

“Eight o’clock.”

He looked at his watch.

“I will kill two birds with one stone,” he said. “I’m going to Marshalt’s house now, and I will meet you at the north side of Portman Square at three minutes to eight.”

“Really, there’s no reason why you should. Captain Shannon—” she began, but he stopped her.

“I think there’s a good reason,” he said; “and what I think goes — for this night only.”

She hesitated.

“You promise me you will not go to the house until you have seen me?” he insisted.

She had so intended, but his eamestness was a little impressive.

“I’ll promise,” she said, not wholly without relief that she would have him on hand during the interview which would follow.
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Martin Eiton looked up from the newspaper he was reading, and for the twentieth time his grave eyes fell upon his wife, who had drawn a low chair up to the fire and sat, elbow on knee, her face in her hands, gazing moodily into its red depths. This time she turned with a start and met his scrutiny.

“I thought you were going out?” she said.

“I am.”

He folded the paper and put it down. The hands of the clock above the mantelpiece showed twenty minutes after seven.

“What’s the matter with you, Dora? You ate nothing at dinner.”

“I’m not feeling very well,” she said with a shrug, resuming her contemplation of the fire. “What time will you be back?”

“I don’t know — about midnight, I suppose.”

“You are going to see Stanford?”

“I’ve seen Stanford once today: I don’t want to see him again.”

A long interval of silence.

“Did he bring that money here?” she asked, without looking round at him.

“No,” said Martin Eiton.

She knew him too well to be convinced.

“He brought something in a bag: was it the money that man Smith spoke about?”

This time Martin spoke the truth.

“Yes, he brought three million francs. It’s good stuff and there’s no danger in it. Klein can get rid of it. And it’s all profit.”

Her shoulders moved almost imperceptibly.

“It is your funeral, Martin; if you like to take the risk it has nothing to do with me. I’m sick of everything.”

“There is no risk,” said Martin, and took up the paper again. “The Italian is a genius, and with me it is only a sideline.” He was almost apologetic. “I don’t intend making a hobby of putting phoney money into circulation.”

“Where is it? I want to know.”

Her voice was unusually peremptory. She had been suffering from an attack of nerves all that day, and he had done his best to humour her.

“It’s in the mattress under my bed,” he said. “But don’t let it worry you, Dora. I’ll have it taken away tomorrow.”

He went out of the room and came back presently, wearing his overcoat and gloves.

“Will you go out?” he asked.

“I don’t know — I may,” she said without looking round. She heard the street door slam, and returned to her unhappy thoughts. She was afraid of Martin; afraid, not for herself, but for the man she loved. Martin had become an intolerable burden. He was watching her all the time, suspecting her… slighting her. In these past few days she had come to hate him with a malignity which frightened her. It was he who had dragged her down, who had brought her into contact with the underworld, and moulded her in his image. So she thought, forgetting, conveniently, all that he had done for her, and the life from which he had saved her, and his many kindnesses, his invariable generosity.

If Martin were out of the way! She sighed at the thought; her unconscious mind, moving like a magnet beneath the screen of conscious thought, dragged in its path The Idea, and after a while she found herself thinking deliberately, coldbloodedly, of a plan that, until then, she had not dared tell, even to herself.

He would kill Lacy Marshalt; she nodded as she considered this certainty. And he was holding the threat over her. She hated him worse for that. And how was she to escape? How might she shake off the burden which Martin had imposed? There was only one way. All day long, all night long, she had been engaged in reconciling herself to the deed of shame.

Martin had been gone a quarter of an hour when she ran up to her room, put on her coat and hat, and came quickly downstairs.

The sergeant in charge at Vine Street Police Station was chatting with Chief Detective Gavon when a pale girl came quickly through the doorway into the bare charge-room. Gavon knew her and nodded pleasantly.

“Good evening, Mrs. Eiton. Do you want to see me?”

She nodded. Her mouth was dry; her tongue seemed to be in a conspiracy against her.

“Yes,” she gasped at last. “There is a man in Italy” — her voice was shrill and jerky— “who forges notes on the Bank of France. There’s a lot — in circulation.”

Gavon nodded.

“Yes, that’s true. Why, do you know anybody who has this stuff?”

She swallowed something.

“There’s a whole lot in my house,” she said. “My husband brought it there. It is in the mattress in his room. There’s a little drawer near the head of the bed… it runs into the mattress. You’ll find it there.”

Gavon nearly collapsed.

“Your husband?” he said incredulously. “Is it his property?”

She nodded.

“What will he get?” She gripped his arm fiercely. “They’ll give him seven years for that, won’t they, Gavon?”

Inured as he was to the treachery of jealous women, Gavon was shocked. He had seen betrayals before, but never had he dreamt that Dora Eiton’s name would appear in the secret squeal book at Vine Street.

“You’re sure? Wait here.”

“No, no, I must go,” she said breathlessly. “I must go somewhere… somewhere! My servant will let you into the house. I give you permission.”

In another second she was flying down the street.

Fast as she went, someone followed faster, and as she turned up a side street that somebody was at her elbow. She heard the footsteps and turned with a scream.

“Martin!” she cried.

He was looking at her, his eyes blazing, and she shrank back, her hands raised as though to ward off a blow.

“You’ve been in Vine Street — why?” he asked in a whisper.

“I — I had to go,” she stammered, white as death.

“You went to squeal. About the money?”

She looked at him, fascinated.

“You were watching?”

He nodded.

“I was on the other side of the street. I saw you go in — and guessed. I’ve been waiting for you to do this, though I never dreamt you would. You can save the police a whole lot of trouble by going back and telling them that there’s no money there. You’ve been itching to catch me for a week!”

“Martin!” she whimpered.

“You think that with me out of the way,” he went on remorselessly, “things will be easy for you as far as Marshalt is concerned, but you’re wrong, my girl. I’m settling with Lacy this night! Go back and tell that to your police friends.”

“Where are you going?”

She clung to him, but he thrust her aside and strode along the street, leaving a half-demented woman to stagger to the nearest telephone booth, there to ring in vain Lacy Marshalt’s number.
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Five minutes after his interview with the girl. Shannon’s car brought him to the imposing portals of Marshalt’s house. Tonger opened the door to him. Usually the valet affected some kind of livery — a tail coat and striped waistcoat — but now he was wearing a tweed suit with a heavy overcoat, and looked as though he had just returned from a journey.

“Marshalt’s out,” he said brusquely.

“You look pretty sick: what’s the matter with you?” asked Dick.

He walked into the hall uninvited, and closed the door behind him; Tonger seemed amused.

“You’ve said it! Ever been in an aeroplane?”

Dick laughed.

“So that’s where you’ve been, eh? Well, I sympathize with you, if you’re a bad sailor — it’s a novel but unpleasant experience. I want to see you more than Marshalt. Do you remember a woman who came here a week back — the woman you fired out?”

Tonger nodded.

“Come into the drawingroom, Captain,” he said suddenly, and opened the door, switching on the lights. “I’ve only this minute got back. You almost followed me in. Now what about the lady?”

“This afternoon,” said Dick, “a woman was found in the Park, dead. I have reason to believe that it was the same person who made the row.”

Tonger was staring at him openmouthed. “I shouldn’t think so,” he said. “In the Park, you say? It may have been, of course. But I know nothing about her, where she is or anything.”

“You said it was Mrs. somebody from Fourteen Streams.”

“That’s the name she gave; I didn’t know her. Would you like me to see her?”

Dick considered. The man was obviously suffering from the effect of his journey, and it would be unfair to subject him to another ordeal that night.

“Tomorrow will do,” he said.

He did not wish to prolong the interview, anxious to keep his appointment with the girl, and Tonger accompanied him to the door.

“Ships are bad,” he said, “and little boats are worse, but, my Gawd! aeroplanes are sure hell, Captain! Next time Lacy sends me to Paris, I’ll go by boat — all the way if I can! How did she die, that woman?” he asked unexpectedly.

“We think it was a case of suicide by poisoning. A silver flask was found by her side.”

He was standing on the doorstep, and as he spoke the door was gently closed on him. Evidently Mr. Tonger had merely shown a polite interest in the discovery, and was more concerned with his own inward distress.

“Your manners, my friend, require improvement,” said Dick as he went down the steps, half annoyed, half amused.

As he came to the pavement a woman passed him. He had seen her move through the little halo of light that one of the street lamps threw a dozen yards away, and now, as she came abreast of him, something in her walk arrested him. She was dressed in black; a wide-brimmed hat hid her face. Yet he knew her, and, acting on the impulse of the moment, called her by name.

“Mrs. Eiton.”

She stopped as if she had been shot, and half turned towards him.

“Who is it?” she asked in a quavering voipe. “Oh — you!” Then, eagerly, “Have you seen Marshalt?”

“No, I haven’t.”

“I’ve been trying to get at him, but he must have changed the lock on the back door. Oh, God! Captain Shannon, what will happen?”

“What is likely to happen?” he asked, amazed at the agitation in her voice.

“Martin isn’t there, is he? What a fool — oh, what a fool I’ve been!”

“No, there is nobody there, not even Marshalt.”

She stood brooding, her hand at her mouth, her white face drawn and haggard. Then, without warning, she went off at a tangent.

“I hate her, I hate her!” she almost spat the words, and her voice was vibrant with passion. “You would never dream she was that kind, would you? The wretched little hypocrite! I know he is meeting her! I don’t care what Martin does, I don’t care what he knows; but if Lacy is playing me false — he changed the lock — that proves… “ Her voice died to a sob.

“What on earth are you talking about?” he asked astounded.

The woman was in a pitiable condition of hysteria; he could see her shivering in the intensity of her hopeless fury. “I’m talking about Lacy and Audrey,” she wailed.

And then, without another word, she turned and fled along the way she had come, leaving Dick to stare after her in wonder.

By the time he had reached the end of the square, Audrey was waiting for him.

“To whom were you talking?” she asked as he walked by her side in the direction of 551.

“Nobody — at least, nobody you know,” he said.

She would have left him near the house.

“Don’t come any farther, please,” she begged.

“I’m coming inside that house with you,” he insisted, “or else you do not go inside — I certainly have no intention of allowing you to go alone.”

She looked at him thoughtfully. “Perhaps that is best, though I feel that I shouldn’t allow you. He may be a dreadful old man, but I owe him something.”

“By the way, have you the money with you?”

“All that is left,” she said with a little smile. “I’ve been very mean. I paid my board for a week in advance at the hotel. I suppose you realize that I’ve got to get another job on Monday, and probably Mr. Malpas will send for the police if I do not account for the money I’ve spent.”

“Let him send for me,” said Dick.

By this time they were opposite the door of 551, and, after a moment’s hesitation, Audrey tapped. There was no reply and she tapped again. Then the hard voice spoke from the door pillar.

“Who is that?”

“It is Miss Bedford.”

“Are you alone?”

She hesitated, Dick nodding furiously.

“Yes,” she said.

The words were hardly spoken before the door opened slowly, and she slipped in, followed by the detective. A dim light burnt in the hall.

“Wait here,” whispered the girl as the door closed behind them.

Dick mutely agreed, though he had no intention of waiting so far out of reach. She had scarcely got to the first landing of the stairway when he was following her, his rubber-soled boots making no sound. She saw him as her hand was raised to knock on the landing door, and frowned him back. Twice she knocked, and her hand was raised for the third time when, from the room within, came the sound of two shots in rapid succession.

Instantly Shannon was by her side, and had pushed her back. Throwing his weight against the door, it opened suddenly. He was in the well-lighted lobby, and ahead of him was the open door of the dark room. And dark it was, for no glimmer of light showed inside.

“Is anybody here?” he called sharply, and heard a stealthy movement.

“What is it?” asked the frightened voice of the girl.

“I don’t know.”

There was in that room some terrifying influence. He felt the hairs at the back of his neck rise, and a crawling sensation run along his scalp.

“Who is there?” he called again.

And then, most unexpectedly, two lights went on; a table-lamp and a heavily shaded light above a small table and a chair within reach of his hand. For a second he saw nothing unusual, and then, lying on the carpet in the very centre of the room, the figure of a man, face downwards.

He ran forward. A wire caught his chest, another trip wire nearly brought him down; but his flash lamp revealed the presence of a third, and he broke it with a kick. In another second he was kneeling by the man’s side, and had turned him over on his back. It was Lacy Marshalt, and above his heart the white shirt-front was smudged black with the gases of a pistol fired at close quarters. The outflung hands were clenched in agony, the eyes, half closed, were fixed glassily on the sombre ceiling, and now a thin ooze of blood reddened the smoke stain on his breast.

“Dead!” gasped Dick.

“What is it, what is it?” asked the terrified voice of the girl.

“Stay where you are,” commanded Dick. “Don’t move from the room.”

He dared not trust her out of his sight in this house of mystery and death. Picking his way to the shadow of the desk, he found, as he expected, within reach of the old man’s hand, the little switches which controlled the doors. He turned them back one after the other, and then rejoined the girl.

“I think the doors are open now,” he said, and, taking her by the arm, hurried her down the stairs.

“What has happened?” she asked again. “Who was that — that man?”

“I’ll tell you later.” The front door was wide open, and he ran out into the street. The dim lights of a taxicab were visible in the square, and his shrill whistle brought the machine to the sidewalk.

“Go back to your hotel,” he said, “and stay there until I come to you.”

“You mustn’t go into that house again,” she said fearfully. She gripped him by the arm. “Please, please don’t! Something will happen to you — I know it will.”

He gently loosened her hands. “There is nothing to worry about,” he said. “I’ll bring a whole lot of policemen on the scene in a minute, and—” Crash! He looked round in time to see the front door close.

“There is somebody still in the house!” she whispered. “For God’s sake don’t go in! Captain Shannon — Dick! Don’t go in!”

He leapt up the steps and flung his weight against the door, but it did not so much as tremble.

“It almost looks as if they’ve settled the matter for me,” he said. “Now go, please.”

He hardly waited for the cab to move before he was hammering at the door. He expected no answer. Then his blood went suddenly cold as in his very ear there sounded a peal of insane laughter.

“Got him, got him, got him!” screamed the voice, and then silence.

“Open the door!” cried Dick hoarsely. “Open the door: I want to speak to you.”

There was no reply.

A policeman, attracted by the sound of his thunderous knocking, came from the darkness of Baker Street, and he was joined by another man, whom Dick instantly recognized as Willit, the private detective.

“Anything wrong, Captain Shannon?” asked the latter.

“What are you doing here?” asked Dick.

“I’m watching the house. I have a commission from Mr. Marshalt.”

This was staggering news.

“Marshalt told you to watch here?” asked Dick quickly, and, when Willitt had replied: “Have you anybody watching the back of the house?”

“Yes, Captain Shannon, and I’ve got another man on the roof of Mr. Marshalt’s house.”

Dick made his decision.

“Go along to your friend at the back and join him. Have you any kind of weapon?”

The man seemed embarrassed.

“That means you’ve got a gun without a licence! I won’t press the question. Get round to the back, and don’t forget that you’re dealing with a murderer, an armed murderer who will not think twice about shooting you, as he shot Marshalt.”

“Marshalt?” gasped the man. “Is he shot?”

“He’s dead,” Dick nodded.

He sent the constable away to gather reinforcements and the inevitable police ambulance, and made a quick survey of the front of the house. Separated from the pavement by a wide, spike-railed area were two windows which, as he knew, were shuttered. To reach them would be possible with the aid of a plank, but once he was in the room, the chances were that the door of the hall (he remembered the door) was as difficult to force as the street entrance. He had considered and rejected before that possible method of ingress. Leaving the policeman, who had returned, he went round to the back of the house and joined the two men who were watching.

In the narrow mews behind Portman Square there was little to be seen except a high wall pierced by a door, which apparently had been used, for there was none of the dust and rubbish which so easily accumulates and hardens against the bottom of a door that is not opened.

Willitt’s man helped him climb to the top of the wall: by the aid of his flashlamp he saw a small courtyard and a second door, which he guessed was quite as unmovable as any of the others. He got back to Portman Square as a police taxi, crowded with detectives and uniformed police, came into the square, and the first man to leap out was Sergeant Steel. One of the men carried a big fire-axe, but the first blow on the door told Dick that this method must be abandoned.

“The door is faced with steel: we shall have to blow it out,” he said.

“Blowing it out”, however, presented unusual difficulties. The keyhole was minute, and it looked as though the introduction of explosives into the lock would be a complicated and even dangerous business.

And then, when he was consulting the inspector in charge, the miracle happened. There was a click and the door slowly opened.

“Wedge it back,” ordered Dick, and raced upstairs into the death-room.

The lights were still on; he stood in the doorway, paralysed with amazement. The body of Lacy Marshalt had disappeared!
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“Search every room,” ordered Dick. “The man is still in the house. He’s been here.” He pointed to the desk. The papers which lay about in confusion bore traces of blood.

Dick began his search of the walls for another exit, and: “For the Lord’s sake!” he breathed.

At the end of the room near the desk was an alcove which the velvet curtains screened from view. Drawing these aside, Shannon and his companion gazed in amazement at the thing they saw.

It was a great idol of bronze that squatted on a broad pedestal. Behind the figure, and encrested on the wall, was a huge golden sun, the leaping flames of which were set with thousands of tiny rubies that, in the light, gleamed like living fires.

Flanking the obscene idol were two catlike animals cast, as was the figure, in bronze. Their eyes sparkled greenly in the light of the handlamps.

“Emeralds, and genuine emeralds,” said Dick. “We seem to have stepped into Ali Baba’s cave. The god beats me. He is something between Plutus and the Medusas — look at the snakes in his hair!”

It was a hideous figure. The head was monstrous, the gaping jaws, with their jagged ivory teeth, seemed to move as they looked.

“The old gentleman seems to have added devil-worship to his other accomplishments,” said Dick, pointing to two small braziers, black with smoke, that stood on either side of the figure.

“That’s blood!”

It was Steel who made the discovery. On the black pedestal the rays of his lamp showed a damp impression, and, drawing his finger across it, he displayed a red smear.

“Push the thing and see if it moves.”

Three men put their shoulders to the plinth, but it was unmovable. Dick looked at his subordinate.

“Where have they put Marshalt’s body?” he asked. “It is somewhere in this house. You take the upper rooms. Steel; I will search the ground floor and cellars.”

Steel was sniffing.

“Do you notice any peculiar smell in the room. Chief? It is as though there has been a smoking fire here — the smell that soft coal makes.”

Dick had been puzzled by the same phenomenon.

“I detected it when I came in,” he began, when one of the uniformed men interrupted him.

“There’s something burning on the carpet,” he said, and the lamp showed a blue spiral of smoke.

Dick slipped on a glove and lifted it up. It was a hot coal, now dull and lifeless, though the carpet was smouldering.

“How did that get here?” he demanded.

Steel had no solution to offer.

The curtains concealed other points of interest. Behind one, in a corner of the room, he found a little door. Apparently this was not governed by the switch controls, and here the fire axe was brought into play with great effect, and a little stone stairway was revealed. It led downwards to the ground floor, through a door into the front room that lay behind the shuttered windows. At some time or other the drawingroom had been a very noble establishment; it was still furnished, though every article was so covered with dust and so moth-eaten as to give the apartment an air of utter wretchedness. Here was in odd comers a medley of incongruous articles. Bundles of skins, stacks of Zulu assegais, and a queer collection of African idols in every degree of ugliness. The skins were moth-eaten, the spearheads red with rust.

Last, and not least remarkable, of his finds was a deep Egyptian coffin, brilliantly painted, with a lid carved in the semblance of a man. He lifted the hinged lid — it was empty.

“Lacy Marshalt’s body is in the house,” he said, as he returned to the room above; “and his murderer is here. Have you looked for communication between the two houses?”

“There is none,” said Steel. “The walls are solid: I’ve tried them on every floor.”

Returning to the room where the body had been found, he discovered the police inspector seated at Malpas’s desk.

“What do you make of this, sir?”

He handed the paper to Dick. It was a half-sheet of notepaper, and, reading it, Dick Shannon’s blood went cold. The paper bore the address of Audrey’s hotel, and the handwriting was undoubtedly hers. He read:

“Will you come and see me tonight at eight o’clock? Mr. M will admit you if you tap at the door.”

It was signed “A”.

Audrey! Only for a second was he thrown off his balance, and then the explanation came to him immediately. This was one of the notes that the old man had asked her to copy. It was the lure that had brought the millionaire to his death.

He took Steel aside and showed him the letter.

“I can explain this,” he said; “it is one of the letters which Miss Bedford copied on the old man’s instructions.” And then, “I’ll go along and break the news to Tonger.”

He had forgotten all about Tonger and the effect which the news would bring to the house next door.

A small crowd had gathered before the front door when he came out, for the news of the tragedy had spread with that rapidity peculiar to such events. A light showed through the glass panelling in the hall of Marshalt’s house, and he rang the bell. Tonger would be shocked. He had grown up with the dead man, fought with him and felt with him. Scoundrel as he was, the valet would know some good of his old employer.

No answer came to his knock. Looking over the area railings, he saw a light in the kitchen downstairs and rang again. And then he heard Steel calling him, and went back to meet his subordinate.

His foot was on the pavement, he had half turned to his subordinate, when, from the interior of Marshalt’s house, came a shot, followed by two others in rapid succession.

He was at the door in a second. From somewhere in the basement came the sound of screams, and the kitchen entrance was flung open.

“Murder!” screamed a woman’s voice.

In an instant he was running down the steps. A fainting woman fell against him, but he thrust her aside, darted through the kitchen and ran up the stairs which, he guessed, led to the hall. Here he came into a group of three hysterical maidservants and a woman who was evidently the cook, and who proved to be the calmest and most intelligible, though she could give little information except that she had heard shots and the voice of Mr. Tonger.

“From there, sir!” A girl pointed with shaking fingers upwards. “Mr. Marshalt’s study!”

Shannon went up the stairs two at a time, and, turning at right angles, saw that the door of the study was wide open. Across the threshold lay the body of Tonger, and he was dead.

Tonger! Passing his hands under the man, he lifted him without an effort and laid him on the sofa. He, too, had been shot at close quarters — there was no need to call a doctor. Death had been instantaneous.

Going to the door, he called one of the maids.

“Bring a policeman in here at once.”

This time the unknown murderer should not spirit away the evidence of his deed.

He waited until the body had been removed before he made a rough search of the study. Two exploded shells told him that the murder had been committed with an automatic. But how had the murderer escaped? A thought occurred to him, and he went in search of a maid. “When I came up from the kitchen the front door was open — who opened it?”

Neither the girl nor any of her fellows knew. The door had been open when they erupted from the basement. A superficial examination of the house told him nothing, but one clear fact emerged: Malpas had a confederate, and if either escaped it was the second man. That Malpas was in his house after the murder of Marshalt he was certain.

Dick went back to 551 to continue his search there. Every room had been investigated except one on the top floor, which defied the efforts of the police to enter.

“The door must be opened,” said Dick decisively. “You must get crowbars. I’ll not leave this house till every room has been combed out.”

He was alone in the black-draped room where Marshalt had been shot, and was speculating upon the extraordinary character of the disappearance, when he was conscious that somebody was moving behind him, and he spun round. A man was standing in the doorway. The first view of him Dick Shannon had was the gleam of his spectacles. It was “Brown”, the limping lover of London whom he had seen that night in Portman Square, and who had been so interested in diamonds. A suspicion shot through Shannon’s mind.

“How did you get here?” he asked curtly.

“Through the door,” was the bland reply. “It was wide open and, being a member of the crowd bolder than the others, I came in.”

“Isn’t there a policeman on duty at the door?”

“If there is, I didn’t see him,” said the other easily. “I’m afraid I’m de trop, Captain Shannon.”

“I’m afraid you are,” said Dick, “but you won’t go till I discover how you got in.”

The elderly man showed his white teeth in a smile.

“Don’t say that I’m suspect,” he said mockingly. “That would be too bad! To be suspected of killing my old friend Lacy Marshalt!”

Dick did not like his sly smile, saw nothing of humour in the tragedy of the evening, and, as he accompanied the man downstairs, his mind was busy. The constable on the door had not seen him enter; swore, at any rate, that nobody had passed him whilst he was on duty.

“What does this mean?” Dick looked at the visitor.

“It means the constable is wrong,” said the other coolly. “He will perhaps remember going out on to the sidewalk to move the crowd farther back.” The man admitted he had done this.

“You might have seen that happen from the inside of the hall or from the stairs,” said Shannon, unconvinced.

“I saw it from the outside, but I well understand that if a man is foolish enough to come into a place where a murder has been committed, he only has himself to blame if he is suspected.”

“Where are you staying?”

“I am still at the Ritz-Carlton. I will remain here if you wish, but I assure you that the most heinous crime to my discredit is, in this instance, an ungovernable curiosity.”

Dick had already verified the man’s statement that he was a guest at that fashionable hotel, and the intruder was sent about his business.

“I don’t like it at all,” said Shannon to his assistant, as they went back to Malpas’s room. “He may have come in, as he said; on the other hand, it is quite likely that he was in the house when the murder was committed. How long will they be opening that door? Let me see it.”

He followed Steel up to the top landing, where two constables were standing before a stout door which had neither key nor handle.

“How is it made fast?” asked Dick, examining the door curiously.

“From the inside, sir,” said one of the policemen. “There’s somebody in there now.”

“Are you sure?” asked Dick quickly.

“Yes, sir,” said the second policeman; “I heard him too. A sort of thudding noise, and a sound like a table being dragged across the floor.”

He raised a finger warningly to his lips, and bent his head. Dick listened; at first he could hear nothing, and then there came to him the faintest of creaks, like a rusty hinge turning.

“We’ve tried it with the axe,” said Steel, pointing to deep gashes in the wood, “but there was no room to swing. Here come the men with the crowbars.”

“Hear that?” asked the policeman suddenly. He would have been deaf had he not: it was the sound of a falling chair, and was followed at an interval by a deep thud as though something was falling. “Get that door open, quick!” said Shannon.

Taking one of the crowbars in’his hand, he forced the thin edge between door and lintel and tugged. The door gave slightly. The second crowbar found a purchase, and as the two were pulled together the door opened with a sharp crack.

The garret into which they burst was empty, and unfurnished except for a chair, which lay overturned on the floor, and a table. Jumping on to the table, Dick pushed at the skylight above his head, but it was fastened. At that moment he flashed a ray from his handlamp upwards. Staring down at him, he saw, through the blur of the grimy window, the outline of a face. Only for a second, and then it vanished.

A long, pointed chin, a high, bulging forehead, a hideously big nose…
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“The crowbar; quick!” he shouted, and attacked the heavy framework.

In a few minutes it was open, and he had drawn himself up on to the flat, lead-covered roof. He stepped cautiously round a chimney-stack, and then: “Hands up!” called a voice, and, in the light of his flashlamp, he saw an overcoated man, and remembered that Willitt had told him that a guard had been set on the roof.

“Are you Willitt’s man?” he shouted.

“Yes, sir.”

“I’m Captain Shannon from headquarters. Have you seen anybody pass here?”

“No, sir.”

“Are you sure?” asked Dick incredulously.

“Absolutely sure, sir. I heard a noise of somebody walking before I heard the skylight break — I suppose it was the skylight — but that came from the other end of the roof.”

Dick hurried back beyond the opening, taking the opposite direction, until he was brought to a standstill by the wall of the next house, which was a story higher than 551. He threw a ray up to the coping: it was impossible that anybody could have climbed that bare face.

And then he saw, hanging over the low parapet which enclosed the rear of the roof, a knotted rope, its ends secured round a chimney-stack. He peered down into the darkness.

“If the fellow went that way, he certainly moved,” he said, and went back to interview the sentinel.

The man said he had heard nothing, except a sound which might have been the skylight being opened, and there had been no violent noise of breakage until Dick’s crowbar had got busy.

“You’re an American?” said Shannon suddenly.

“Yes, sir, I’m an American,” said the man. “I’ve been doing this kind of work on the other side.”

There must be some other hiding-place on the roof, but though Dick spent a quarter of an hour prying and peering, even hammering at the solid brick chimney-stack, he found no place of concealment, and lowered himself down to the little room, leaving Steel to complete the investigation.

Steel’s search was leisurely but thorough. With the aid of his handlamp he began a systematic examination of the lead. His first discovery was a small brass cylinder, obviously an automatic shell and one recently discharged. The second, and the more important, find did not appear until he had almost given up the search. It lay in a little rain gutter running on to the parapet, and it was the glitter of its golden edge that betrayed its presence. He fished it out of the stagnant water and brought it down to the top landing.

It was a small gold case and contained three sodden cigarettes. In one corner was an initial. Wiping the case dry, he brought it down to his chief. Dick Shannon read the initials.

“I think we have the man,” he said soberly.
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Dora Eiton heard her husband’s key in the lock and braced herself for the shock of meeting. She was shivering, though she still wore her fur coat and the temperature of the room was above moderate. Tensely strung as she was, all sound was amplified, and she heard him put his walkingstick into the hall cupboard, the rustle of his feet on the carpet, and waited. Once she had read of a man (or was it a girl?) who had done the will of a hypnotist, obeying him blindly. And then, one day, the victim felt a joyous sense of freedom and relief and knew that his master was dead.

And Lacy Marshalt was dead. Even if she had not stood on the margin of the crowd and heard the news passed back over the heads, she would have known by that sudden thunderous withdrawal of her obsession. She felt as a murderer feels on the morning of his execution.

The meanness, the stupidity of the crime — the terrific and disproportionate punishment which must be inflicted upon his dearest; the utter futility of past hates —

The handle of the door turned and Martin Eiton came in. At the sight of him her hand went to her mouth to stifle a scream. His face and hands were grimy, his dress suit patched and stained with dust; a strip of cloth hung from one trouser, showing his bruised knee beneath. His face was drawn and old-looking, the bloodless lips twitched convulsively.

For a second he stood by the door, looking at her. Neither malice nor reproach was in his glance.

“Hallo!” he said, closed the door, and came forward. “So the police came after all?”

“The police?”

“You sent them here to find some money. I saw Gavon: he seemed inclined to make a search. You haven’t forgotten, have you?”

She had. So much had happened since then! “I stopped them. Gavon thought I was hysterical.”

He spread his uncleanly hands to the fire. “I think you were.” Looking down at the dilapidation of his garments, he smiled. “I’ll take a bath, change my things, and get rid of these clothes — it was rather a stiff climb.”

Suddenly she moved to him, and dropped her hand into the pocket of his jacket. He made no protest, and when the hand came out holding the squat Browning, the sight of it seemed to interest rather than distress him.

With shaking hands, and eyes that saw mistily through tears, she examined the pistol. The chamber was empty, the magazine that should have filled the butt was missing. Smelling at the barrel, her face puckered into a grimace of pain. The pistol had been fired, and recently. The stink of cordite still clung.

“Yes, change, please,” she said, and then: “Were you seen?”

He pursed his lips thoughtfully. “I don’t know — I may have been. What are you going to do?”

“You had better change; if there is anything you want, will you call me?”

When he had gone out of the room, she examined the pistol again. There was nothing to distinguish the weapon from a thousand others, except the number that was stamped upon the barrel, and that would not help the police. Bunny had bought it in Belgium, where purchases are not so carefully registered. She slipped the gun into her pocket, and went up to his room and knocked at the door. “I am going out for a quarter of an hour,” she said.

“All right,” came the muffled reply.

She knew a terrace turning out of the Edgware Road. The terrace faced a high wall behind which ran the Regent Canal, and halfway along the thoroughfare was a flight of iron stairs to a bridge that spanned the water. A taxi dropped her at the foot of the stairs and was dismissed. From the centre of the bridge she dropped the pistol and heard a “smack!” as it struck the thin ice.

She came to the corresponding terrace on the other side of the canal and in five minutes had found another taxi.

Martin was in his dressing-gown, sipping a steaming cup of coffee before the drawingroom fire, when she came in. He guessed where she had been.

“I’m afraid I made you look rather a fool — about that money,” he said, looking at her across the edge of the cup. “I thought better of it. When Stanford came I made him take the stuff away. Gavon came whilst we were out — Lucy told me. You didn’t know that?”

“She told me something,” said Dora indifferently. “I heard, yet didn’t hear. What have you done with your clothes?”

“In the furnace,” he said briefly. He had recently installed a system of heating in the house: the furnace was a large one.

“I am going to bed,” she said, and came to him to be kissed.

Martin heard the door of her room close and looked thoughtfully at his torn hands.

“Women are queer,” he said.

He did not go to bed. His suit was spread in his room ready for the hasty dressing that would follow the expected summons. Throughout the night he sat before the fire, thinking, wondering — but regretting nothing. The grey light of morning found him there, his chin on his breast, sleeping before the cold ashes.

At seven o’clock a sleepy servant woke him.

“There’s a gentleman downstairs to see you, sir — Captain Shannon.”

Martin rose and shivered.

“Ask him up,” he said, and Dick Shannon came almost immediately into the room.

“‘Morning, Eiton. Is this yours?”

He held in his hand a thin gold cigarette-case. Martin looked.

“Yes, that is mine,” he said.

Dick Shannon put the case in his pocket.

“Will you explain how that came to be found last night near the place where Lacy Marshalt was murdered?” he asked.

“Indeed?” said Eiton with great politeness. “At what time was the murder committed?”

“At eight o’clock.”

Martin nodded. “At eight o’clock” — he spoke deliberately— “I was at Vine Street Police Station, explaining to Inspector Gavon that my wife had moments of mental aberration. Moreover, until you told me at this moment, I did not know that Lacy Marshalt was dead.”

Dick stared at him.

“You were at Vine Street Police Station? That fact can easily be verified.”

“I should have thought it would have been verified before you came,” said Martin gravely.

Both men looked at the door as it opened, to admit Dora. The hollow eyes and pallor told of a restless night. She glanced from Shannon to her husband.

“What has happened?” she asked in a low voice.

“Shannon tells me that Lacy Marshalt is dead,” said Martin calmly. “This is news to me. Did you know?”

She nodded.

“Yes, I knew. Why has Captain Shannon come?”

Martin smiled. “I rather fancy he suspects me.”

“You!” She glowered at the Commissioner. “My husband did not leave the house last night — ?”

Martin’s low chuckle was one of pure amusement.

“My dear, you are making Captain Shannon suspicious. Of course I left the house. I’ve just told him that I went to Vine Street, and was at that public institution at the moment the murder was committed. In some mysterious way my cigarette-case spirited itself to the roof of the Malpas establishment.”

“I didn’t say it was there,” interrupted Dick sharply, and for a moment Martin Eiton was nonplussed.

“It must have been telepathy — I am psychometric. It was on a roof, at any rate—”

“I didn’t even say that,” said Dick Shannon quietly.

“Then I must have dreamt it.”

Eiton was unperturbed by the series of faux pas, which would have landed any other man into a welter of embarrassment and confusion.

“I want you to be frank with me, as far as is consistent with your safety, Eiton,” said Dick. “I can’t imagine that you would put up so stupid a bluff as this story of your being at Vine Street at eight o’clock unless there were some substantial grounds for your claim. How came this cigarette-case on the roof of 551 Portman Square?”

“I — I put it there.” It was Dora. “I borrowed it. Captain Shannon, a few days ago — you know I was a friend of Lacy Marshalt, and that I — I sometimes visited him.”

Dick shook his head. “It was not on Lacy Marshalt’s house that it was found. It was on the roof of the Malpas house.” His enquiring eyes sought Eiton’s.

“I left it there,” said Bunny Eiton calmly, “earlier in the evening. I intended breaking into Marshalt’s place and settling a small account with him. But Marshalt’s house is unscalable — it was fairly simple to get to the roof next door. The difficulty began when I tried to find a way into Lacy’s castle. It was much more difficult last night because I discovered there was a man — a detective, I imagine — stationed on the roof.”

“How did you get down again?” asked Dick.

“That was the astounding thing. Somebody had most providentially provided a rope, which was tied round the chimney-stack and knotted at every foot — in fact, it was as easy to negotiate as a ladder.”

Shannon considered for a few seconds, and then: “Get dressed,” he said. “We will go along to Vine Street and verify your story.”

He had no doubt in his mind that the whole statement was untrue: but the first shock of the day came when they reached police headquarters. Not only was Martin’s story proved to be true, but in the record book, where all visits were timed with scrupulous accuracy, was the entry: “M. Eiton called with reference to counterfeit charge,” and against this: “Eight o’clock.” It was staggering.

“Now,” said Martin, enjoying the chief’s discomfiture, “perhaps you will ask the night inspector how I was dressed.”

“You didn’t seem to be dressed at all to me,” said that officer. “In fact, I thought you’d come from a fancy dress ball. He was in rags when he arrived. Had you been in a roughhouse, Eiton?”

Martin smiled quietly.

“On a rough house would be more accurate,” he said, and then, to Dick: “Are you satisfied?”

The alibi was unimpeachable. Dick looked in his perplexity at the station clock. “Is that time right?”

“It is now,” said the inspector.

“What do you mean?” asked Dick quickly.

“The clock stopped last night; I think it must have been the cold, for it didn’t want winding when we started it again. In fact, it stopped round about the time you were here, Eiton. It was after you left that the constable drew my attention to it.”

“Too bad,” murmured Bunny. He accompanied Dick Shannon back to the house, and no word was spoken until they turned into Curzon Street.

“That fool clock will probably save your neck, my friend,” said Shannon. “I’ve a warrant to search your house, which I’m now going to execute.”

“If you find anything that is of the slightest value to you,” retorted Martin, “I shall be the first to offer my congratulations!”
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Of all the newspapers the Globe-Herald gave the most accurate account of what had happened on the previous night:

“Within the space of ten minutes last night. Senator the Hon. Lacy Marshalt of South Africa was shot to death, his body being carried away, and his confidential valet was killed, obviously by the same hand. The first of these tragedies occurred in the Portman Square house of A. Malpas, recluse and reputed millionaire. Malpas, a man of eccentric habits, has disappeared, and the police are searching for him.

The story of the crime, gathered by Globe-Herald reporters, reads more like a chapter from Edgar Allan Poe than the record of an event which occurred in the fashionable quarter of London last night. At five minutes to eight, Detective Commissioner Shannon accompanied Miss Audrey Bedford, Malpas’s secretary, to 551 Portman Square. At this hour Miss Bedford had an appointment with the missing man, and Mr. Shannon, having made several futile efforts to interview Malpas, decided that this was an opportunity of gaining admission to a house so carefully guarded. It is now known that the doors and windows of the establishment were operated on an electrical control, and that by means of loudspeaking telephones Malpas was able to interview all callers without their seeing him. At eight o’clock precisely the door opened, and Miss Bedford and the Commissioner entered the house. At that time it is certain that Malpas was on the premises, for his voice was heard and recognized. Miss Bedford was in the act of knocking on the door of the old man’s private apartment, when two shots were heard from within. Gaining admission, Mr. Shannon discovered, lying on the floor of Malpas’s study, the dead body of Lacy Marshalt.

Here followed a fairly faithful record of all that was discovered subsequently.

“The police are face to face with an almost unfathomable mystery, or rather a series of mysteries, which may be briefly summarized.

“(1) How came Marshalt in the carefully guarded house of the recluse, who, as it is now known, hated him, and of whom Marshalt was so afraid that he had employed private detectives to protect himself against the old man’s machinations? It is clear that some very strong inducement must have been offered to the dead man to come into this house of mystery.

“(2) In what manner, after his killing, was the body of Lacy Marshalt removed from No. 551?

“(3) Who killed Tonger, the valet, and with what object? The police theory is that the murderer is a man who has been equally injured by both the victims of this terrible outrage.

“(4) Where is Malpas, and has he too fallen into the hands of the shadowy criminals?”

Dick read the account, and paid a silent tribute to the accuracy of the reporter’s record. There were certain points, however, that had been missed, and for this he was grateful.

At ten o’clock he interviewed Marshalt’s cook, a stout middle-aged woman, the least distressed by the tremendous happenings of the previous night.

“What time did Mr. Marshalt go out?” was his first question, and she was able to give him exact information.

“At half past seven, sir. I heard the front door slam, and Milly, who is the first parlourmaid, went upstairs to the kitchen, thinking that it was Mr. Tonger who had come back. Then, deciding it must be the master, she went into the study, and found he had gone.”

“Had there been any kind of trouble at all in the house?”

“You mean between Mr. Tonger and Mr. Marshalt?” She shook her head. “No, sir. Though they were always bickering at one another, Mr. Tonger wasn’t like an ordinary servant; he knew Mr. Marshalt so well that sometimes the maids have heard him call him by his Christian name. They were very good friends.”

“Did Tonger have his meals in the kitchen?”

“No, sir, they were all taken up to his room. He had a suite on the top floor, away from the servants’ quarters. We slept at the back of the house; he had the front.”

Dick consulted the questionnaire he had hastily pencilled. “Was Tonger an abstemious man? I mean, did he drink at all?”

She hesitated. “Lately he used to drink a lot,” she said. “In the early days I used to send up water or lemon-squash with his lunch and dinner, but for the past few weeks he’s had a lot of drink up in his room, though I’ve never seen him the worse for it.”

The woman told him little more than he knew or suspected. He must see Audrey and discover whether she could fill any of the gaps.

She was taking a belated breakfast in the sparsely tenanted diningroom of the hotel when Dick came on the scene.

“I waited up till two o’clock last night, and then, as you didn’t arrive, I went to bed.”

“Sensible girl,” he said. “I promised to come and see you, but I hardly had a second. You know all about it?” he said, glancing at the paper that was folded by the side of her plate.

“Yes,” she said quietly. “They seem to have made a lot of discoveries, including the fact that I was with you.”

“I told them that,” said Dick. “There was nothing to be gained by making a mystery of your presence. Do you remember this?”

He laid a sheet of paper before her — it was the letter that had been found in Malpas’s room.

“That is my writing,” she said instantly. “I think this was one of the letters I copied for Mr. Malpas.”

“You don’t remember which one? Can you recall the text?”

She shook her head.

“They were all meaningless to me, and I copied them mechanically.” She knit her brows in, thought. “No — it was not an unusual note. Most of them were a trifle mysterious. Why, where did you get this?”

He did not wish to shock her, so passed on without answering the question.

“Has Malpas any other house? Have any of the letters any reference to a possible hiding-place?”

“None,” she said, and suddenly: “What have I to do with the money he gave me?”

“You had better keep it until his heir turns up,” he said grimly.

“But he’s not dead, is he?” she asked in alarm.

“He will be dead seven weeks from the day I lay my hand on the old devil,” replied Dick.

He asked her again what the old man was like in appearance, and wrote down the description as she gave it. It was the man whose face he had seen through the skylight!

“He is in London somewhere, probably in the house at Portman Square. The house is full of possible hiding-places.”

There were at least two he did not know: had he found the second of these, the mystery of Portman Square would have been a mystery no longer.
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To say that Audrey was shocked is to describe, in mild and inadequate terms, the emotion which her experience had called into existence. Lying down on the bed after Dick had gone — she was still very tired and sleepy — she recalled, with a rueful smile the ancient Mrs. Graffitt’s warnings against London. What would that old lady think of her? she wondered. For she did not doubt that the story of her criminal career had lost nothing by repetition. Possibly the farm had already become notorious as the sometime home of a shrewd and ingenious, indeed romantic, lawbreaker. Perhaps they would put a tablet on the wall, she mused, half asleep, “Here lived for many years the notorious Audrey Bedford…”

She woke from her doze with a start. Her door was ajar: she was certain she had closed it — equally certain that it had been pushed open by somebody outside. Jumping up from the bed, she walked out into the corridor. There was nobody in sight; she must have been mistaken.

Then she saw on the floor at her feet a letter, and at the first view of the address her breath almost stopped. It was from Malpas!

She tore open the envelope with trembling fingers. Inside was the untidy spread of scrawled lines, three words to the line:

Lacy and his satellite are dead. You will go the same way if you betray my confidence. Meet me without fail tonight at mm o’clock at the entrance of St. Dunstan’s, Outer Circle. If you tell Shannon, it will be the worse for him and you.

She read the letter again, and the hand that held the paper trembled. St. Dunstan’s was a landmark in London, a home for blind soldiers, on the loneliest part of the Outer Circle. Should she tell Dick? Her first impulse was to disregard the warning; her second thought was of his safety.

Putting the letter in her handbag, she went out to find the floor clerk. That superior young lady had not seen any man, old or young, in the corridor, except, apparently, people who were well authenticated.

Audrey was so used to mysteries now, that this new terror which had been sprung upon her was part of the normal. Who was this mystery man, this grey shadow, that flitted unseen, coming and going at his will? As far as the hotel was concerned, his work was easy. There were two entrances, each leading to a different street (there were stairways and elevators in both wings of the building) and it was, as she knew, a fairly simple matter to slip up and down without observation.

She read the letter again, and liked it less. One thing she must not do, and that was ignore the summons. She must either go to the appointment, or else she must tell Dick and risk what followed. There were many reasons why Dick Shannon should not be taken into her confidence at the moment — he was seeking Malpas, and, though she could lead him direct to the man, she could as easily lead him to his death!

Throughout the day her troubled mind grappled with the problem, to which was added a new discomfort. From the moment she left the hotel in the afternoon, until her return, she had the feeling that she was under observation. Somebody was trailing her, watching her every movement. She found herself looking round fearfully, and stepping back with suspicion to stare into the faces of perfectly innocent and unoffending people.

It was characteristic of her that the memory of the tragic sight she had witnessed did not keep her from her favourite walk, though she had to screw up her courage to go along the footpath where she had seen the unknown suicide in her death hour.

The seat was not in view from the far end of the walk; it was placed at the elbow of the path, and came into sight gradually… She stopped dead, her heart thumping fiercely, when she caught her first glimpse. She saw the blue skirt of a woman, and two small feet, motionless.

“You’re a fool, Audrey Bedford,” she said. The sound of her own voice drove her forward to discover, sitting in the place of doom, a nursemaid cuddling a rosy-cheeked baby!

The nurse looked up to view with interest a very pretty girl, who laughed aloud as she walked past. Annoyed, the nurse sought the mirror in her handbag to see what the girl was laughing at.

On the way back to the hotel Audrey stopped to buy a weekly devoted to the interests of the poultry-keeper — all whimsical thought of hers, but a wise one, for in the well-remembered jargon of its pages, in the extravagant promise of its advertisements, she found her balance.

She hoped Dick would call that afternoon, but he was far too busy, and in a way she was glad, because she could not have seen him without telling him about her intended errand. Nor did he appear at dinner, and she retired to her room to map out her plans.

Firstly, she would leave all her money behind with the reception clerk in the hotel strongroom; and secondly, she would choose the strongest-looking taximan she could find, and she would not leave the taxi. That seemed a very sensible and satisfactory plan. If she could only have borrowed a weapon of some kind, her last remaining fears would have been removed; but amongst the mild and innocuous members of the public whom she saw in the lounge, there seemed none who would be likely to carry lethal weapons on their persons.

“And I should probably shoot myself!” she thought.

The desirable taxicab-driver took a whole lot of finding. Some sort of creeping paralysis appeared to have overtaken the profession, and, standing under the portico of the hotel, she watched fifty decrepit old gentlemen crawl past, before a providential giant came her way and was beckoned eagerly.

“I’m going to meet a man in the Outer Circle,” she said hurriedly. “I — I don’t want to be left alone with him. Do you understand?”

He didn’t understand. Most of the young ladies he had, driven to the Outer Circle to meet men had desires quite the other way round.

She gave him directions, and sank back in the seat with a sigh of relief that an unpleasant adventure was on its way to completion.

It was a snowy, boisterous night, and the roads of the Circle were black and white, the swaying trees alone refusing to hold the wet flakes that were falling. The Outer Circle excelled itself in gloom — in five minutes’ driving she saw no human soul on its sidewalks. For an interminable time the cab continued on its way before it drew up to the kerb.

“Here’s St. Dunstan’s, miss,” said the driver, getting down and standing by the door. “There’s nobody here.”

“I expect they will come,” she said.

She had hardly spoken before a long car came noiselessly into view and slowed a dozen yards behind the cab. She saw a bent figure step painfully to the sidewalk, and waited, her breath coming a little faster.

“Audrey!”

There was no mistaking that voice. She went reluctantly a few paces and looked back at the taximan.

“Will you come here, please?” she asked with an assumption of firmness.

He walked slowly towards her, until she saw, above the white muffler around his neck, the big nose and the long chin she had so graphically described to Dick that morning.

“Come here,” he said impatiently. “Send your cabman away.”

“He’s staying,” she said loudly. “I can’t remain long with you. You know that the police are looking for you?”

“Send the cabman away,” he snapped again, and then: “You’ve got somebody in that cab! Curse you! I told you — ?”

She saw the glitter of steel in his hand and shrank back.

“There’s nobody there — I swear there’s nobody there! Only the taxidriver,” she said.

“Come here,” he commanded. “Get into my car.”

She turned and slipped on the icy sidewalk, and in another second he had gripped her by both arms and was standing behind her.

“Here, what’s this?” shouted the cabman, and came threateningly towards him.

“Stand where you are.”

Before the muzzle of the pistol the big driver halted.

“Take your cab and go. Here!”

A handful of coins fell almost at his feet, and the driver stooped to recover them. As he did so, the pistol rose once and came down with a crash upon the unprotected head, and the man fell like a log.

All this happened before Audrey realized her extreme danger — happened without her being able to see the face of the murderer, as she knew him to be; for he stood behind her all the time, and struck at the cabman over her shoulder. As the cabman fell, she found herself lifted from her feet.

“If you scream I’ll cut your throat!” hissed a voice in her ear. “You’re going the way Marshalt went and Tonger — the way Dick Shannon will go, unless you do as I tell you!”

“What do you want of me?” she gasped, struggling hopelessly to free herself from his hold.

“Service!” he hissed. “All that I’ve paid you for!”



XXXIV. Mr Brown Offers Advice


Table of Contents


The hand of Malpas was over her mouth as he lifted and dragged her towards the car, and she was fast losing consciousness when suddenly the grip relaxed, and she fell, half swooning, to the ground. Before she realized what was happening, the lights of Malpas’s car flashed past her. She saw three men running, heard a rattle of shots, and then she was lifted to her feet. There was something oddly familiar in the clasp of the arm about her, and she looked up into the face of Dick Shannon.

“You’re a wicked girl,” said Dick severely. “Lord! But you have given me a fright!”

“Did you — did you see him?”

“Malpas? No, I saw his rear lights, and there’s a chance that they may have caught him at one of the gates, but I confess it is a very remote chance. My man missed you; it was only by luck that he picked you up again just as you were driving through Clarence Gate. He got on to me at Marylebone Lane by ‘phone, or else…”

She shuddered.

“Did he tell you anything material?” he asked. She shook her head.

“No, he made a number of unpleasant promises, which I hope he won’t fulfil. Dick, I’m going back to my chickens!”

Shannon laughed softly. “Even the fiercest of your hens would be inadequate to protect you now, my dear,” he said. “Malpas, for some reason or other, thinks it is necessary to remove you. Why he didn’t shoot you without any preliminary, I can’t for the life of me understand.”

And there and then he relieved her mind.

“Yes, you’ve been followed all day, but not by the sinister Mr. Malpas. Two painstaking officers of the C.I.D. have been watching your goings-out and comings-in. The nursemaid in the park scared you, they tell me?”

Audrey was human enough to blush.

“I didn’t notice anybody following me,” she confessed.

“Because you weren’t expecting to see those particular people. You were looking for a nasty old man with a long nose.”

He saw her safely to her hotel, and went on to the Haymarket. And then for the second time he saw the man Brown. He was standing in exactly the same spot as he had been the night Dick had taken him into his flat.

“My friend, you haunt me,” said Shannon. “How long have you been waiting?”

“Four minutes, possibly five,” said the other coolly, with a goodnatured smile.

“May I suggest that, if you wish to see me, you knock at my door? I employ people who will admit you. I suppose you do want to see me?”

“Not particularly,” said the other surprisingly. And then, “Did you catch him?”

Dick spun round. “Catch whom?”

“Malpas. I heard you were chasing him tonight.”

“You hear a great deal more than an innocent man should,” said Dick.

Mr. Brown chuckled.

“Nothing annoys the police worse than to be supplied with information which they fondly imagine is their own private secret! When you remember that your gunplay has driven the peaceful inhabitants of Regent’s Park into a condition of frenzied alarm, you can hardly say that your unsuccessful attempt to capture the devil-man hasn’t been well advertised.”

“The devil-man, eh? You know Malpas?”

“Remarkably well,” said the other immediately. “Few people know him better.”

“And probably you knew the late Mr. Lacy Marshalt?”

“More intimately than I knew Malpas,” said Brown. “Better acquainted, in fact, than I was with the late Mr. Laker.”

“Come into my flat,” said Dick.

He was not sure that the man was following, he walked so softly, despite his injured leg, until, glancing behind him, he saw him at his heels.

“Laker is a name you have mentioned before: who is he?”

“He was a drunkard, a thief and a trainer of thieves. He was not so well acquainted with Malpas that he didn’t make a mistake. You only make one with Malpas, and his was to call on his boss when he had looked upon red wine — it was the night of Laker’s death!”

“His death? Then he’s dead?”

Mr. Brown nodded.

“His body was taken out of the river some time ago. I thought you would associate the cases.”

Dick jumped up from the chair in which he had sat. “You mean the man who was clubbed and thrown over the Embankment?”

Brown nodded.

“That was the intemperate Laker,” he said, “and he was I imagine, destroyed by Malpas or one of his agents. At the moment I haven’t any exact news as to whether such an agent was employed, and I think you’d be on the safe side if you marked Laker down as Malpas’s own personal handiwork.”

Dick looked at him in silence.

“You’re asking yourself whether it is possible that there could be such a — what is the expression?—’fiend in human shape’ is popular — who would murder his way out of all his difficulties? Why not? Commit one murder, and find no cause for remorse, and all the others are not only simple but a natural consequence. I have met many murderers.”

“You have met them?” said Dick incredulously.

The man nodded.

“Yes; I was a convict for many years. That rather startles you, but it is nevertheless true. My name is Torrington. I had a life sentence but was pardoned for saving the lives of two children — the children of the High Commissioner of the Cape. That is why I am allowed a passport in a false name. I am, in fact” — his quick smile came and went— “one of the privileged classes! I am interested in Malpas; I was much more interested in the late Mr. Marshalt, but that is a point I need not labour. Criminals interest me, just as a train that has jumped the rails interests one. While it keeps to the rails and carries on its humdrum business, it is hardly worth while noticing unless you are a railway engineer; but when it has jumped the rails and becomes a hopeless wreck, or plunges along some track of its own making to destruction, then it becomes a fascinating object.”

“You did not like Mr. Marshalt,” said Dick, eyeing him keenly.

Brown smiled. “I did not” — a long pause— “like him. That is true. De mortuis nil nisi bonum is a stupid tag. Why shouldn’t you speak ill of the dead? For if they die, their acts still circle out on the pool of fate. You want to be careful, Captain Shannon.” His hard, bright eyes transfixed the detective.

“Careful about — ?”

“About Malpas. One killing more or less isn’t going to bother him, and he has an especial reason for getting at you. Remember, he is a genius, with a deplorable sense of the theatrical.” His eyes did not leave Dick’s face. “If I were you, I should leave him alone.”

Shannon laughed in spite of his irritation.

“That’s fine advice to give to an executive police officer,” he said.

“It is good advice,” said the other, but did not pursue the topic. “Where do you think they have taken the body of Marshalt?”

Dick shook his head.

“It is in the house somewhere. But I don’t know why I should give you my theories.”

“I don’t think it is in the house at all,” said Brown. “I have an idea — however, I have said too much already. And now you’re coming round to my hotel for a nightcap, Captain.”

Shannon declined laughingly.

“Well, at any rate, you’ll come along and escort me?” said the other with his tremulous smile. “I am a feeble man and in need of police protection.”

Dick sent him down to the street whilst he telephoned to discover that no further trace of Malpas had been seen. When he joined his companion he found him in his accustomed place on the edge of the kerb, looking up and down the Haymarket with bright, quick, birdlike jerks of his head.

“Are you expecting anybody?”

“I am,” said the other, but did not trouble to explain whom.

There was one curious fact that Dick noted on the way to the hotel, and that was that Mr. Torrington’s limp was not so pronounced sometimes as it was at others. It was almost as though he had lapses of memory, and forgot to drag his foot. Shannon remarked upon it just before they reached their destination.

“I think a great deal of it is habit,” said Torrington without embarrassment. “I’ve been so used to dragging my leg that it has almost become second nature.”

He looked past Dick with the same strange intentness that he had shown before.

“You still expect to see somebody?”

Torrington nodded. “I am looking for the shadow,” he said; “he hasn’t let up once today, so far as I can discover.”

Shannon chuckled. “You don’t like being shadowed — it was smart of you to detect him.”

Torrington stared at him. “You mean the policeman who has been following me? That is he on the corner; I know all about him. No, I was talking of the man who has been trailing you.”

“Me?” asked the Commissioner, and Torrington’s eyebrows rose.

“Didn’t you know?” he asked innocently. “Bless my soul — I thought you knew everything!”
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Slick Smith lived in lodgings in Bloomsbury. He had the first floor of a house which had been the latest thing in dwellings somewhere around the time when George II was swearing in broken English at his ministers. Now, in spite of improvements introduced by the landlord. No. 204 Doughty Street was a little out of date.

In some respects the archaic arrangements suited Smith remarkably well. There was, for example, a cistern outside his bedroom window, and the constant drip and hiss and gurgle of water would have driven a more sensitive man to madness. Smith, being neither sensitive nor a martyr to nerves, found the noise soothing and the cistern itself a handy getting-off place. Through the window to the cistern support was a step, to the top of a wall was another. An agile man could get from Slick’s bedroom to a side street in less time than it would take him to descend the stairs and pass through the front door like a law-abiding citizen. And he could return the same way almost as easily. Therefore he endured the cistern and the low roofs and the twisting stairway, where you bumped your head against a three-hundred-year-old beam if you were a stranger. And though the smoke of the kitchen fire occasionally came up to him via the open window of his sleeping apartment, he told the apologetic landlord that on the whole he preferred smoke to the more delicate perfumes.

Nobody in the house knew his business. He was generally regarded as one who had more money than duties. He spent most of his nights away from his rooms and slept the greater part of the day behind a locked door. He had few visitors, and those usually came at the hour the landlord dined, and were admitted by himself. They did not knock or ring — a soft whistle in the street brought him to the door.

When he went out, as he did every evening, he was usually in evening dress, and, almost as though it were part of a ritual, he followed the same route. A bar in Cork Street, a small and not too savoury night club in Soho, a more fashionable club in Coventry Street and so on, to a point where he vanished and left no trace. Night after night expert watchers from Scotland Yard had missed him, and always at the same spot — on the corner of Piccadilly Circus and Shaftesbury Avenue, the best-lighted patch of London.

He had reached the Soho stage of his wanderings on the night that Audrey had made her adventurous journey to meet Malpas, and, seated at a little table at the far end of the room, he listened to the efforts of three instrumentalists who were doing a bad best to keep time with the dancers who thronged a floor as defective in quality as the orchestra.

A little man with a thin, vicious face edged his way to the watcher’s side, drew a chair slyly forward and sat down, beckoning the waiter.

“Same as him,” he grunted, indicating the bock before Mr. Smith, who did not even look round. Until…

“Slick, there’s a dame at the Astoria with a carload of stuff. French and divorced. You could straighten the maid for half a monkey.”

“Cease your gibberish, child,” said Slick wearily. “What is half a monkey? And which half?”

“Two hundred and fifty… the maid’s a Pole…”

“What more appropriate for a monkey than a Pole?” asked Smith. “Or even half a monkey and half a Pole? Tempt me not. You mean Madame Levellier? I guessed so. Her stock’s worth twenty thousand — net! And dollars at that. She carries most of it appliqued to her person. And every cheap grab-it in London knows all about it. You’re as interesting as last year’s Book of Omens and Prophecies.”

The informer was not abashed. He was a “spotter”, a gatherer of valuable information, and had never stolen in his life. Keeping to the company of valets and servants, he located rich pockets for other men to mine.

“There’s a fellow from the North staying at the British Imperial. He’s an ironmaster, and has stacks of money. Today he bought a diamond tarara—”

“Tiara — yes, for his wife,” said Slick, still watching the dancers. “His name is Mollins; he paid twelve hundred for the jewel — it is worth nine. He carries a gun, and his bulldog sleeps on the end of his bed — he has a great mistrust of Londoners.”

The spotter sighed patiently. “That’s all I know,” he said, “but I’ll have a good job for you in a day or two. There’s a fellow coming from South Africa with a fortune. He’s been here before…”

“Let me know about him,” said Slick, in a changed tone. “I’ve heard about that guy, and I want to get better acquainted.”

He laid his hand palm downwards on the table and moved it carelessly in the spotter’s direction. That gentleman took what was underneath and was grateful.

Soon after this, Smith left. But at every stage of the journey the same thing happened. Sometimes the spotter was a woman; once it was a hardfaced young girl — and they all told him about the French woman at the Astoria and the ironmaster at the British Imperial, and he listened courteously and helped them out when their information was deficient.

“Listen, Mr. Smith.” This was at his last place of call, and the informant was an overdressed young man who wore a diamond ring. “I’ve got it for you. There’s a dame at the Astoria — ?”

“This story must be true,” interrupted Slick. “She’s got a million dollars of diamonds and a Polish maid, and she’s divorced.”

“That’s right — I thought I had this on my own.”

“It will be in the papers tomorrow,” said Slick. It was curious how little was the interest taken by professional circles in the Portman Square murder. Never once did he hear it mentioned, and, when he introduced the topic, they wandered straight away.

“It’s like getting a cinema star to talk about someone else,” he said to an acquaintance.

“They naturally dislike crime,” said that worthy, and had the laugh to himself.

When he finally made his disappearance he was without news. That came later. At two o’clock in the morning a tramp shunted into the mews at the back of Portman Square, and half an hour later Dick Shannon was called from his bed by telephone.

“Steel, sir… I’m speaking from 551… I wish you would come down — the queerest things are happening here.”

“Queer… how?”

“I’d rather you came than explain over the telephone.” Dick knew that his second would not call him from bed at that hour without good cause, and he dressed quickly. When he got to the house. Steel and a policeman were waiting in the open doorway.

“The fact is,” confessed the sergeant, “either I have an attack of nerves or else there is something confoundedly wrong.”

“What has happened?”

They were in the hall and the door was shut. Steel lowered his voice.

“It started at midnight — the sound of somebody walking up these stairs. I and the constable were in Malpas’s room — I was teaching him picquet. We both came out on the landing, expecting to find either you or the inspector from Marylebone Lane. There was nobody. We couldn’t both have been mistaken—”

“Did you hear it, too?” asked Shannon, addressing the stolid policeman.

“Yes, sir; it fair gave me the creeps… a sort of stealthy — —”

He turned his head and stared up the bare staircase. Dick heard it, and for a second a shiver ran down his spine.

It was the sound of slippered feet on stone steps.

“Sweesh, sweesh…”

Then there floated up to them a muffled laugh.

Shannon crept up to the foot of the stairs. Above, on the landing and out of sight, a solitary light was burning, and, as he looked, there passed across the wall the shadow of a monstrous head. He reached the first landing in a second — no sign of head or owner.
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“Curious,” he mused aloud. “This is the sort of thing calculated to scare Aunt Gertrude.”

Steel heard the “Aunt Gertrude”. It was the agreed-on code — outside the house and within hail was a policeman specially posted. The man ran across in answer to the flashlamp signal.

“‘Phone the superintendent that the chief requires all divisional reserves — and a cordon! He will understand if you say ‘Gertrude’.”

He came back to find Dick inspecting the big room which Malpas used as an office. The curtains had been removed from the panelled walls — from everywhere except the alcove that concealed the strange bronze god and those that covered the windows. Against the wall facing the window was a long oaken sideboard, the only article of furniture in the room except the two chairs, the little table at which the guests of Malpas had sat, and the writing-desk.

“Somebody has been here,” said Steel. He pointed to a litter of cards on the floor. “I left those stacked on the desk; I was just going to deal a hand when we heard the footsteps on the stairs. I should think they’ve gone now.”

Suddenly Dick gripped his arm, and the three men waited, straining their ears. Again it came, those shuffling, slippered feet on the stone stairs, and this time Dick Shannon signalled them to remain motionless.

Louder and louder, until the feet halted, as it seemed, in the lobby outside. The door was ajar, but, as they looked, it began to open slowly. Shannon’s hand dropped to his hip. In another instant the muzzle of his revolver covered the doorway; but nothing else happened, and when he sped softly across the room and dashed out into the lobby, it was empty.

The policeman took off his helmet and wiped his warm forehead.

“Flesh and blood I can stand,” he said huskily. “There isn’t a man alive that I won’t tackle. But this is getting me rattled, sir!”

“Take this lamp and search the rooms up above,” said Dick.

The uniformed man took the torch reluctantly.

“And don’t hesitate to use your stick.”

The policeman pulled his truncheon from his pocket and looked at it with a certain amount of misgiving.

“All right, sir,” he said, taking a long breath. “I don’t like it, but I’ll do it.”

“An excellent motto for all police services,” said Dick cheerfully. “I don’t think there’s anything upstairs except empty rooms, but give a shout if you see anything, and I’ll be up in two twinks.”

He heard the heavy-footed policeman walking up the stairs, and if he had been unaware that the man had no heart in the job, his pace would have told him. Suddenly the footsteps ceased, and Dick walked to the foot of the stairs.

“Are you all right?” he called.

There was no answer, only a queer shuffle of feet and a sound such as a roosting chicken would make, a short, throaty growl. And then something round and dark came over the banisters, fell on the stairs and bounded to Dick’s feet. It was the policeman’s helmet.

Followed by Steel, he ran up the stairs, and, in the light of his lantern, he saw something swaying on the upper landing — something that swung and struggled and kicked impotently. It was the policeman, and he dangled to and fro from the end of a rope noosed about his neck and fastened to the landing above. The man was on the point of collapse when Steel, springing forward, cut the rope above his head. They got him back to Malpas’s room and laid him on the floor, whilst Steel forced brandy between his clenched teeth. It was ten minutes before he had recovered sufficiently to tell what had happened, And of that he knew very little.

“I was turning to go up the next flight when a rope dropped over my head from above. Before I could shout, it was pulled tight, and I could see somebody hauling from the landing. I had the presence of mind to throw my helmet over the banisters, or I’d have been a dead man. Men I can tackle, Mr. Shannon, but ghosts…”

“What is your weight, my friend?”

“A hundred and seventy, pounds, sir.”

Dick nodded. “Find me the ghost that can lift a hundred and seventy pounds at the end of a rope, and I’ll become a spiritualist,” he said-“There’s the inspector. Steel; go down and let him in.”

Steel went to the desk, put his hand on the switch that controlled the door, and withdrew it with a yell.

“What’s wrong?”

“There’s a short circuit somewhere,” said the sergeant; “Lend me your glove, sir.”

But Dick saved him the trouble. Reaching out, he turned over the switch, to find that leather was no protection — he felt the paralysing shock of 250 volts, but the switch was turned.

“There you are,” he said. “You needn’t go down; they will come in.” They waited, but the knocks were repeated. The men looked at one another.

“The control doesn’t seem to be working,” said Dick, and at that minute the lights went out.

“Keep to the wall, and don’t show your light,” said Shannon in an undertone.

But Steel had already pressed the button of his electric torch. No sooner did the light flash than a pencil of flame leapt from the other room, something whistled past his head, and there was a smack as the bullet struck the wall.

Dick fell flat, dragging his subordinates with him. Down below, the hammering on the door echoed thunderously through the bare hall.

Shannon shuffled forward, his lamp in one hand, his gun in the other, and Steel followed his example. The darkness of the room was impenetrable. Shannon stopped to listen.

“He’s there, in the corner near the window,” he whispered.

“I think he’s against the wall,” whispered Steel. “My God!”

A queer green oblong of light had appeared in the panelled wall behind the level with the sideboard, and in the strange radiance they saw a figure lying. The light grew in intensity, revealing every horrible detail.

It was a man in evening dress, his shirt-front black with powdered smoke. The face was pallid and waxen; his two hands were clasped on his breast. Motionless, awful… Shannon felt a momentary thrill of fear.

“It’s a dead man!” croaked Steel. “My God! It’s Marshalt! Look — look. Shannon — it’s the body of Marshalt!”
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The figure lay motionless, fearful to look upon, and then the green oblong of light dimmed and went out, and to their ears came a hollow rumble of sound like distant thunder.

Dick stumbled to his feet and ran across the room, but his groping hands felt nothing but the carved panelling. The strange apparition had vanished!

As he felt, he heard the sound of feet in the hall below.

“Anybody here?” shouted a voice.

“Come up. Use your lamps: the lights are gone.”

As though his words were a signal the lights flared up again.

“Who opened the street door?” asked Dick quickly.

“I don’t know, sir. It just opened.”

“There’s another set of controls somewhere. Steel, that axe: it’s upstairs. No, one of you men get it: find it in the little room on the top landing. Use your lamps, and club anybody you see.”

The axe was procured without any untoward incident, and Shannon attacked the panelling. In a few minutes he had laid bare the cavity where he had seen the body of Lacy Marshalt was lying.

“A buffet lift,” he said. “They have them in some of the houses — the width of the sideboard and on the sideboard level.”

He reached in and felt the twin steel cables that operated the elevator. The kitchen was in the basement, and the stout door had to be forced — since Steel had visited the place earlier in the evening, somebody had shot the bolts. When an entrance was made he found, as he expected, the buffet lift at rest. But there was no sign of Marshalt.

“That’s how they got the body away in the first case, leaving the lift suspended between this room and the kitchen. I searched this place before. If you notice, Steel, the opening even here is so carefully masked by the panelling.”

The detective led the way through the scullery into the little courtyard to the rear of the house. The door behind was open; so too was the gate into the mews.

“Marshalt’s body is in the house: there’s no doubt about that,” said Dick. “They couldn’t have got it away. Where’s your cordon. Inspector?” he asked sharply, looking up and down the deserted mews.

The second half of the cordon were late in arriving, apparently, for they were not on the scene until ten minutes after Dick had returned to Malpas’s sanctum.

“This room must never be left without a guard,” he said “If there is one thing clearer than another, it is that the old man isn’t playing ghosts from sheer mischief. There is a good, solid reason behind his antics, and the reason is that there is something in this room he wants to get at.”

He inspected the narrow stairway that led below to the old drawingroom, but found nothing except clear evidence that this system of serving-stairs was general throughout the house.

“You notice there are no servants’ stairs at all?” He pointed out the fact to Steel. “Probably this house was built long after that on the left and the right of it, and the architects had to design a method of working in a second staircase without encroaching upon the room space.”

“But there are no stairs from the drawingroom to the kitchen,” said Steel, and tapped the wall where the stairway ended on the drawingroom level. To his surprise it sounded hollow.

“That’s a door with a concrete face,” suggested Dick. He put his shoulder against it, and it turned easily. “That is the way our friend came and went. Come up here.” He ascended a dozen stairs and stopped. “We are now moving parallel with the main stairway. Listen.”

He tapped at the wall.

“You could almost put your finger through it,” he said. “That accounts for the slippered feet on the stairs — an old theatrical trick. If you give me two pieces of sandpaper I’ll show you how it’s produced.”

They went back to the big room again.

“And here’s a second door.” Again Dick tapped at what was apparently a solid wall. “This takes him to the next floor, and he was up there waiting to noose our policeman.”

“Where is he now?”

“A sane question,” said Dick dryly, “but I’m not prepared to answer you. I should say that he was some miles away. If that cordon had been in its place, there would have been one ghost less in the world.” He examined his lamp. “I’m going to have another shot at the roof, though it is unlikely that our bird will be nesting there. By the way, Willitt’s detectives have been withdrawn?”

“As far as I know, sir. Willit is still under the orders of Marshalt’s lawyers, who have put a caretaker in the house.”

A search of the roof revealed no more than that the detective was still on duty. They saw the red glow of his cigar end before he himself was visible.

“Rather unnecessary, isn’t it, your being here?” said Shannon.

“From my point of view, yes,” was the reply. “But I carry out instructions from my Chief as you carry out yours.”

“You’ve seen nobody?”

“No, sir. I’d have been mighty glad to have had even a ghost to talk to. This is surely the coldest and most lonesome job on earth.”

“You’ve heard nothing happening below?”

“I heard somebody come out of the back just now: I thought it was you. There has been a big car waiting there for the last hour. I looked over, but I didn’t see who it was. He was dragging something heavy. I heard him grunt as he got through the gate and loaded it into the car. I thought it was one of your sleuths.”

To Dick Shannon it seemed impossible that one man should have carried the body without assistance; and there was something unnatural about the thing. When he came back to Steel, he found that-the sergeant had made a discovery which was eventually to solve the mystery to some extent.

“I found this in the courtyard,” he said. “Our friend must have dropped it in his flight.”

It was a flat leather case, and, opening it, Dick saw an array of tiny phials, a hypodermic syringe and two needles. The syringe had evidently been put away in a hurry, for it was half, filled with a colourless liquid, and the velvet bed on which it lay was wet, where it had leaked.

“It looks as if it had been used recently,” said Steel.

“The needle certainly gives that impression,” agreed Shannon, examining the threadlike steel. “Send the contents of the syringe straight away for analysis. I am beginning to see daylight!”
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Stormer’s Detective Agency occupied the first floor of a new City building. That it was a detective agency at, all was not apparent, either from the discreet inscription on its doors or from the indication in the hall, which said simply “Stormer’s”, and left the curious to guess in what branch of commerce Stormer’s was engaged.

That morning, Mr. John Stormer paid one of his fugitive visits to his English headquarters. He came, as usual, through his own private door, and the first intimation Willitt had that his Chief was in the building was when the buzzer on his desk purred angrily. He passed down the corridor, unlocked the door of the sanctum, and went in. Mr. Stormer, his Derby hat on the back of his head, an unlighted cigar between his strong white teeth, sprawled in his office chair with an open copy of The Times in his hand.

“Give me an English newspaper for news every time,” he said with a sigh. “Do you know, Willitt, that it will be fair but colder, that there’s a depression to the southwest of Ireland and another depression to the northeast of Ireland, that will probably cause rain in the West of England? Do you know that visibility is good, and that the sea crossing is rough? The newspapers over here give more space to the weather than we give to a Presidential election.”

He put the newspaper down on the floor, fixed pince-nez on his broad nose, and looked at his subordinate.

“What’s doing?” he asked.

“There are five new cases in this morning, sir,” said Willitt. “Four of them husband-and-wife stuff, and one a lady who is being blackmailed by a moneylender.” Stormer lit the stub of his cigar.

“Don’t tell me about it; let me guess,” he said. “She borrowed the money to save a friend from embarrassment, and her husband doesn’t like the friend.”

Willitt grinned.

“Very nearly right, sir.”

“I should say it was very nearly right,” said Mr. Stormer with a grimace. “Women never borrow money for themselves: they always borrow it for somebody else. There’s never been a bill signed by a woman that didn’t have a halo over it. Now what’s the latest from Portman Square?”

Willitt gave a long and accurate description of recent developments.

“Last night, eh? Do you know what the trouble was?”

“I don’t know, sir. Wilkes reported that Shannon came on the roof, and that the house was surrounded by police.”

“Humph!” said Stormer, and there and then dismissed the mystery of Portman Square, and devoted his mind and thoughts to the routine of his business.

He very seldom made his appearance in his London office, but when he did he worked like ten men; and it was not until the City clocks were striking nine that night that he signed his last letter.

“About that business of Malpas,” he said; “the old instructions hold until they’re cancelled by Marshalt’s lawyer. The house is to be watched, a man remaining on the roof, and one of our two best men always to be on the heels of — Slick Smith! You understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

“It’s too bad Slick should have to be trailed this way, but I’m taking no risks. Cable me if anything develops.”

Willitt made a note of the order.

“By the way, how do we come” — Stormer frowned up at the other— “how did we come to be acting for Marshalt at all?”

“He wanted a girl traced and came to us.”

Stormer smacked the table with his hand. “Of course — the girl! Did you ever discover what was behind his interest in Miss Bedford?”

Willitt shook his head.

“No, sir: he was that kind of a man. You remember I told you he wanted me to bring her to dinner with him? I don’t think there was any other interest.”

“Don’t you?” Stormer emphasized the first word. “That is surely strange — wanting that girl located. Her name is Bedford, I suppose?”

Willitt smiled.

“You’ve asked me that before. Yes, sir. She was very well known in the village of Fontwell — lived there all her life practically.”

“And Eiton — was her maiden name Bedford?”

“Yes, sir: she was married in that name.”

“H’m!”

Mr. Stormer had a trick of sweeping the palm of his hand across his mouth when he was perplexed.

“I hoped… however. The girl’s in town. now, eh? Staying at the Regency, your report said… hum!”

He beat a tattoo on the desk with his pencil.

“Ever thought of pulling her into this business? We want a woman sleuth badly, and she’s the kind who’d pay for dressing. Malpas’s secretary too! She’s out of a job, isn’t she?”

“I’ve got an idea that Shannon is sweet on her,” said Willitt.

“Oh?” Mr. Stormer was not impressed. “Any man is sweet on a goodlooking girl. There’s nothing to it.”

He looked at the telephone thoughtfully, and pulled it towards him.

“I’d like to talk to this man Shannon,” he said. “Where will I get him?”

Willitt opened a little pocketbook and searched its pages.

“Here are two numbers: the first is his flat, the second is his office, I think you’re more likely to get him at the flat.”

Stormer called the flat without success. He then tried the Treasury number which connected him with Scotland Yard.

“Captain Shannon has gone home; he has been gone ten minutes.”

“We’ll try the flat again,” said the detective chief, and this time he had better success, for Dick had just come in.

“It’s Stormer speaking. That Captain Shannon?”

“Stormer? Oh, yes, the detective agency.”

“Yuh. Say, Captain Shannon, I’ve been able to help you from time to time — you’ll remember I put you on to Slick Smith when he came East?”

Dick, who had forgotten that fact, laughed. “He’s been an exemplary criminal since he’s been on this side,” he said.

“That is how Slick always looks,” replied Stormer dryly, “but he’s making a living somehow. But that isn’t what I wanted to talk to you about, Captain. I understand that my people have got a commission from the late Mr. Marshalt to watch his house. Seems fairly foolish, now he’s dead, but the instructions hold, I guess; and I’d be ever so much obliged to you if you’d give my men a little consideration. One of them tells me you questioned his right on the roof of this house in Portman Square, and certainly it looks a little unnecessary. What I want to say is that I’ve given orders that they are to give the police any help they can, and to put no obstacles in their way.”

“That is very kind of you, and I quite see your difficulty.”

Stormer smiled to himself. “I guess you don’t,” he said. “Have you met the caretaker that Marshalt’s lawyers have appointed to look after his house?”

“I’ve seen him.”

“Take a good look at him,” said Stormer, and rang off before Dick could frame an inquiry.

Mr. Stormer was chuckling to himself as at a good joke, all the way back to the restaurant where he dined that night. For he liked his mysteries; liked better the illusion of omnipotence that he was able to create.

He chose to dine that night at the hotel where Audrey Bedford was living, and after dinner strolled from the diningroom to the vestibule, where he interviewed the reception clerk.

“I find I shan’t be able to get home tonight,” he said. “Could you let me have a room?”

“Certainly, sir,” said the clerk, wondering where was the home of this obvious and patent American. He searched the register. “461?”

“That is a little too high for me. I’d like a room somewhere on the second floor.”

Again the clerk consulted his register. “There are two rooms empty, Nos. 255 and 270.”

“I guess I’ll take 270. Seventy’s my lucky number,” said Mr. Stormer.

The number of Audrey’s room was 269.



XXXIX. The Face in the Night


Table of Contents


The girl had spent that day looking for work, and greater success was promised her efforts than in the days when she was the Ragged Princess, and had nothing but a prison record and a threadbare costume to recommend her. She had not told Dick Shannon of her plans; she was anxious, as far as possible, to dispense with his assistance. The desire for independence is innate in every woman, and her willingness to accept help from a man is in inverse ratio to her regard for him. Audrey Bedford liked him enough to shrink from his help.

There was a certain amount of humour in her ultimate choice of occupation. Once, in the days of Beak Farm, she had written to a weekly journal, which laboured under the cumbersome title the Amateur Poultry-Keeper and Allotment-Holder. There had developed between Audrey and the editor a long and intimate correspondence about the diet of sick hens, and it had occurred to her that even the Amateur Poultry-Keeper and Allotment-Holder did not appear week after week without some professional assistance. She wrote a letter to the editor, was remembered, and summoned to his untidy office, and there and then offered a position on his staff.

“We want somebody to deal with the poultry correspondence,” he said.

The theory that professions influence appearances had some support in the fact that he looked rather like an elderly hen himself.

“I think you will be able to tackle that. We want two columns a week for the paper: the rest you can answer privately. If you find yourself up against some proposition that you can’t solve, refer to your reply on the subject in our issue of March 1903. It will give you time.”

The salary was not large, certainly insufficient to maintain her in the splendid state which had been hers; but she utilized the remainder of the day to find lodgings, and discovered a very cheery room near to her work. On her way she announced the fact to the assistant manager of the hotel.

“I’m sorry you’re leaving us, Miss Bedford,” said that gentleman with professional regret. “You’ll be giving up your room as from tomorrow at twelve o’clock. We hope to see you again.”

She, for her part, hoped he wouldn’t. The hotel had unpleasant associations for her, and she was looking forward eagerly to the quietude of her own little room.

Dick had called early to see her, expecting to find her still suffering from the shock of her unpleasant experience of the night before. He was agreeably surprised to learn that she had gone out. Later, one of his men reported that the girl had secured an appointment, and he hurried round to congratulate her.

“You’ve saved me telephoning for you.”

“Why?” he asked quickly. “Has anything happened? You haven’t had another communication from — ?”

“No.” She shook her head. “I don’t think I shall; and if I do I shall certainly send for you. I’ve splendid news.”

“You’re going back to the poultry business — the editorial side.” He laughed at her surprise.

“Of course, your shadow — that is what you call him, isn’t it? It’s awfully romantic, but a little embarrassing at times, to have a man chasing one. I’d forgotten his existence.”

“Why did you want to see me?” She opened her handbag, took out a little pebble, and laid it on his outstretched hand.

“That,” she said. “I meant to have told you before.”

He stared at the thing openmouthed, turned it over, and examined the tiny red seal.

“Where on earth did you get this?”

“Is it important?” she asked. “I meant to have told you before, I found it in the hallway at 551, the first time I went to see Mr. Malpas. I dropped the key when I was trying to unlock the door, and, searching for it, I found this little stone.”

Dick’s mind flashed back to his interview with Brown, or Torrington, who had shown him a similar “stone”.

“What is it?” she asked again.

“It is a diamond in the rough. Its value is something like eight hundred pounds.”

She gasped. “Are you sure?”

He nodded. Carrying the diamond to the window, he made a closer inspection of the seal.

“You’re certain it’s a diamond?”

“It is a diamond all right, and the seal is that of the mining company. May I keep this?”

She was relieved. “I wish you would.”

“Does anybody else know you have it?”

She shook her head.

“Nobody, unless Mr. Malpas knew, and that isn’t likely, is it?”

Dick considered the possibilities. “Nobody else has seen it?”

She thought for a long time.

“I don’t think so,” she said slowly, “unless — yes, I remember. I went the other day to the reception clerk for the key of my room, and it wasn’t there, and I turned everything out of my bag on to the counter, and found it — the key, I mean — in the torn lining.”

“That’s when he saw it — and when I say ‘he’, I mean either he or his agent. I should think this partly explains why he tried to get you last night.”

Audrey sighed.

“Every day and in every way I am more and more sorry I left my peaceful farm!” she said. “You don’t know what a warm feeling I had when my dear poultry editor asked me if I knew how to cure moulting hens!”

She went up to her room that night in a happier frame of mind than she had had in years. She felt that, with her new work, she was leaving behind her the unwholesome atmosphere in which she had moved and lived since her coming to London.

She locked the door of her room, and in her relief was asleep almost as soon as she turned her head on the pillow. And so she slept through the early part of the night, and did not wake till something cold and clammy touched her face.

“Audrey Bedford, I want you,” said a hollow voice.

She sat up with a shriek. The room was in complete darkness, except… Not a yard away from her was a face, suspended, it seemed, in mid-air — a face strangely and dimly illuminated…

She stared at the closed eyes, the pain-creased face of Lacy Marshalt!
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“The young lady is in a state of collapse. I’ve sent for a doctor and a nurse.”

“Do you know what happened to her?” asked Dick. He was standing by the side of his bed in his pyjamas, telephone in hand.

“No, sir. The porter, who was on the floor below, heard a shriek. He ran upstairs and found Miss Bedford’s door open; he saw she had fainted, and sent for me. I was down in the hall below.”

“No sign of Malpas?”

“None whatever, sir. There must have been somebody trying to get at her, because the gentleman in the room next to Miss Bedford’s was found at the end of the passage, knocked out. He had evidently been clubbed, probably with a rubber stick, for the skin wasn’t broken. He has gone off to hospital to have his head dressed.”

Dick was at the hotel in five minutes, and the girl was sufficiently recovered to receive him. She sat before the gas fire in her dressing-gown, very white, but, as usual, perfectly self-possessed.

“There’s nothing to tell, except that I saw Mr. Marshalt.”

“You saw him too, did you?” Dick bit his lip thoughtfully.

“Have you seen him?” she asked in amazement. He nodded.

“Yes, we had a vision of him last night. Do you remember no more?”

“I’m afraid I fainted,” she said ruefully. “It was a dreadfully feminine thing to do, but one gets that way. The porter told me that the man in the next room was badly hurt. Oh, Dick, what does it mean?”

“It means that Marshalt is alive and in the hands of this old devil,” said Dick. “Last night we found a hypodermic in the house; we had the stuff analysed and discovered it to be a drug that would have the result of reducing a man to complete unconsciousness — a mixture of hyoscin, morphia and another drug that hasn’t been identified. Tonight I had a letter from Malpas.” He took out a sheet of typewritten paper. “This is a copy; the original has gone to the Yard for fingerprint tests.”

She took the letter in her hand, and there was no need for her to ask who had written those straggling lines:

Unless you’re a fool, you discovered something last night. Lacy Marshalt is not dead. Knowing him, I ought to have realized that he would take no risks. The bullet-proof singlet he wore under his shirt turned the bullet, as you would have discovered if you had made an examination, instead of being concerned with getting the girl out of the house. I am glad he is alive — death was too good for him, and he will die in my time. If you wish him to live, withdraw your watchers and spies from my house.

“Everything I have found in the house confirms the view,” said Dick. “Marshalt is being kept under the influence of this drug, and is either taken on his own feet or carried wherever, Malpas goes.”

“It did not seem like a real face to me,” interrupted the girl.

This was a new idea to Dick Shannon.

“You mean, it might have been a mask? That might be an explanation. Yet, if it were so, why should this man write as he does? No, I think his letter is true. The reference to the hypodermic suggests that he was forced into telling the truth by Steel’s discovery. It is a quaint case altogether. I’m going now to see after our unknown friend — I presume your scream aroused him and he came upon both Malpas and his burden — if burden it was — and was clubbed for his pains.”

The injured visitor had left the hotel, for a hospital, as he said. His name on the register was “Henry Johnson, of South Africa”. The clerk who had received him was not on duty, so Dick had to be content with that information; and, leaving instructions that he was to be notified when the unknown guest returned, he went home. He drove on to Portman Square, there to learn that nothing exceptional had happened. The inspector and three men were in the house; he saw Willitt’s watcher in the street outside.

Leaving, he remembered Stormer’s reference to the caretaker, and, early the next morning, Dick Shannon was a caller at Marshalt’s house. He had had very little time to consider the effect of Marshalt’s disappearance upon his household, but he knew, as a matter of fact, that the man had given very exact instructions as to what should happen in the event of his death. Within a few hours of the news being published, a representative from Lacy’s lawyer had visited the house, taken complete control, and removed Marshalt’s papers. It was on the following day Dick heard that a caretaker had been appointed in accordance with Lacy Marshalt’s wishes, but he had had no occasion to call, the police work being in the hands of the local inspector, and, so far as he was concerned, the caretaker had remained invisible.

A servant, whom he remembered, opened the door and showed him into the drawingroom where he had last seen poor old Tonger.

“I suppose things have changed very considerably with you?” he said to the maid.

“Oh, yes, sir. The whole house has been upset; cook has gone, and there are only Milly and I left. Wasn’t it dreadful about poor Mr. Tonger, and poor Mr. Marshalt too?”

It was evident to Dick that the death of Tonger had distressed the house considerably more than the fate that had overtaken its owner.

“You have a caretaker now?”

The girl hesitated.

“Not exactly a caretaker, sir,” she said. “The gentleman was a friend of Mr. Marshalt’s.”

“Indeed?” said Dick, to whom this was news. “I had no idea that Mr. Marshalt—” He checked himself, not wishing to speak disparagingly of the woman’s employer. “I did not know that. Who is it?”

“A Mr. Stanford, sir.”

Dick’s jaw dropped. “Not Bill Stanford?”

“Yes, sir; Mr. William Stanford. I’ll tell him you’re here, sir; he’s upstairs in master’s study.”

“Let me save you the trouble,” said Dick with a smile. “Mr. Stanford and I are old acquaintances.”

Bill was sitting in front of a big fire, his feet on the silver fender, an enormous cigar in the corner of his mouth, and on his knees a sporting newspaper. As he looked round, he rose with an embarrassed smile.

“Good morning. Captain. I was expecting to see you before.”

“So you’re the caretaker?”

Bill smiled. “I’m the man in charge,” he said. “Nobody was more-surprised than I when his lawyers came for me, because he wasn’t exactly a friend of mine. We were not in the same set, so to speak.”

“You knew him in South Africa, of course?” nodded Dick.

“That’s it; that’s how I came to know him at all. Why I should have been sent for… but there it was in black and white, with my full name-and address written down — William Stanford, of 114 Backenhall Mansions, with the amount I was to be paid and everything.”

‘“A will, one presumes?”

“No, sir, it wasn’t a will. It looked as though Marshalt expected to be called away suddenly one of these days. It said nothing about his death; it only said ‘if he should disappear from any cause whatsoever, the said William Stanford, etc., etc.’”

Bill Stanford! The friend, and by some considered to be the confederate, of the Eitons! Dick pulled up a chair and sat down.

“What does Martin think of this?”

Stanford shrugged his shoulders.

“I should worry about what Martin thinks,” he said, with a curl of his lip. “Martin’s a bit sore at me because—” He hesitated. “Well, he thought I knew a lot more than I did know. He got an idea that I was friendly with Lacy and knew all his secrets. I’ll give Lacy this credit, that when it came to love affairs, he never told.”

Dick didn’t ask for any further information on that subject.

“It’s dull, especially at night. I’m allowed to go out in the afternoon for a couple of hours, but there’s a creepiness about this house that certainly gets on my nerves.”

It almost seemed as if he were sincere; his voice dropped to a whisper, and involuntarily he looked round.

“I don’t know what your boys get up to next door, but there are some quaint noises on the other side of the wall,” he said; “And last night, Moses! I thought the house was coming down. Something happened, too. When I looked out of my bedroom window — that’s Lacy’s old room — I saw the street full of flatties — I beg your pardon, policemen.”

“Call them ‘flatties’ if it pleases you,” said Dick. “Yes, there was something doing. You didn’t by any chance have an overflow meeting of ghosts in this house?”

Stanford shivered.

“Don’t talk about ghosts, Captain,” he begged. “Why, last night I thought I saw — well, that’s foolish anyway.”

“You thought you saw Marshalt.”

“No — the other man, Malpas. How did you know?” asked the other, surprised.

“Malpas is the busiest ghost in London. Where did you see him?”

“Coming out of the storeroom — at least, standing in the doorway. Only for a second.”

“What did you do?”

Bill smiled sheepishly.

“I got upstairs as fast as I could and locked myself in,” he said. “Back chat with ghosts ain’t in my repertoire.”

Shannon got up.

“I’ll take a peep at that storeroom if you don’t mind.”

“You’re welcome,” said Stanford, pulling out a drawer and taking a large bunch of keys. “It’s a fool room that old Tonger used to use for keeping the governor’s cartridges and guns, and junk of that kind.”

It lay, Dick found, at the end of the hall-passage, and was filled with an indescribable medley of guns, saddles, old boxes, cleaning materials, dilapidated brooms, and all the equipment that untidy cleaners thrust away out of sight. It had one small window, heavily barred, and there was a fireplace, covered up now. At the far end of the room was a rough bench, on which was a gas-ring, a small, rusty vice, and a few tools. There was nothing remarkable about the apartment except its untidiness, and…

“What are in these boxes?”

“I don’t know; I haven’t looked,” said Stanford.

Shannon pulled back the sliding lid of one of the wooden receptacles, and disclosed a number of small, green-labelled cartons.

“Revolver ammunition,” said Dick, “and one package has been removed recently.”

The under packet was free from dust, he saw.

“What makes you think it was Malpas?”

“I don’t know: it was just the description I’ve had of him,” said Stanford vaguely. “I’ve never seen him in my life.”

He evidently expected Dick to take his departure and with difficulty concealed his annoyance when the Commissioner led the way up the broad stairs to the study. Dick stopped to examine the door which shut off Marshalt’s private apartment.

“This still functions?” he asked.

“As far as I know,” said the other sulkily. “It’s no good asking me questions about this house. Captain Shannon: I’m a lodger.”

“So you are,” said Shannon sympathetically, and turned, as if to go. The man’s relief showed in spite of himself.

“I really believe you are anxious to get rid of me,” bantered the detective.

Stanford murmured something about not caring one way or the other.

“And how are our friends the Eitons?”

“I don’t know anything about the Eitons,” said Stanford, resigned. “They have never been great friends of mine.”

And now the unwelcome visitor really took his departure. Stanford went downstairs with him and closed the door with a grimace of satisfaction. He returned to the study, locking the partition door behind him, opened a second door which communicated with the little diningroom, and a man stepped out.

“You’ve got good ears, Martin,” he said. Martin walked to the window, and through the heavy gauze curtain that covered the lower pane followed Dick Shannon with his eyes until he was out of sight.

“Early or late, I fall against that bird,” he said without heat. “Yes — I’ve good hearing. I knew it was he the moment I heard voices in the hall. How long are you staying here? There’s a job coming along — —”

Stanford spread out his arms in a gesture of regret.

“Can’t take it, Martin — sorry. Somehow I feel that I ought to play square with poor Lacy. The money’s nothing, but I’ll stay here just as long as they want me. I regard it as a duty.”

Martin laughed softly.

“What did Lacy leave in the way of money?” he asked.

“So far as I know, nothing,” said the other in a grieved tone. “It’s not pickings I’m after. I was a friend of Lacy’s — ?”

“You never told me.”

“I told you I knew him,” protested the other. “Dora knows we were old friends.”

“Do you know Malpas?”

The man’s eyes narrowed. “Yes — I know Malpas.” He dropped his voice until it was almost inaudible. “And if it comes to pickings, I know just where to pick!”

There was doubt and suspicion in the face turned towards him.

“Where is he?” he asked, and Stanford laughed loudly. “Think it out, Eiton,” he said. “Think of all the people who hated Lacy with good reason, think of all the clever men and women who could act an old man at a minute’s notice — think it out, boy, and then take three guesses!”
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Mr. Stormer arrived at his office at an unusually early hour. He was on the premises long before any of his clerks or his manager put in an appearance; and Willitt was amazed to hear the buzzer sounding as he came into his own bureau. He found his Chief lying on a sofa, looking something of a wreck.

“Are you ill, sir?” he asked in alarm.

“Not ill, but dying,” growled Stormer. “Get me some strong coffee and a keg of phenacetin. Oh, my head!”

He touched his scalp gingerly and winced.

“My brain capacity has increased to the extent of one cubic foot,” he said. “There’s a lump here as big as an egg, and no chicken’s egg, either. And talking of chickens, go after that girl Bedford. No, sir, this is an ostrich’s or a dinosaur’s.”

“Did you get into trouble last night?”

“Did I get into trouble last night?” repeated his Chief wearily. “Would I be lying here like a sick cow if I hadn’t been in trouble? Do gaiety and lightheartedness grow eggs on a man’s head? Yes, sir, I was in trouble. Get me some vinegar. And listen! You’re in a secret. Nobody is to know that this affliction has come upon me, and if anybody makes inquiries, I am in the United States — where I ought to be.”

Willitt hastened out and brought all his Chief required. “Now ‘phone up a barber; go round to the nearest collar shop and get something to make me look respectable.”

“Is it cut?”

“No, sir, it isn’t cut. I have concussion of the brain, but I am not cut.”

He winced as he sat up and took the coffee from the tray where Willitt had placed it.

“You’re aching to ask me what happened,” he groaned as he sipped the coffee. “Well, I’ll tell you. I had a fight with a ghost — at least, he, or somebody who was with him, did all the fighting.”

“Who was it?”

“I don’t know; I saw nobody. I heard a scream and went out to see what was happening, and saw one, two, three, or maybe it was six, people running down the corridor, and I went after them. The same number of people lammed me on the head, and I came to earth in time to prevent the hotel detective stealing my watch. Maybe he was only opening my collar, but I mistrust hotel detectives. Now, you’re not to forget that girl. She’s got a job at the Hen’s Herald, a paper run in the interests of introspective fowls, and I guess she’s not going to like it. You know her, don’t you?”

“Yes, sir; I’ve met her.”

“Well, see her again and offer her a good job. Any salary that seems to her on the generous side which may suggest itself to you, but you’ve got to fix her — you understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Here comes the barber, and after he’s gone I’m going to sleep, and it will be death to any man who disturbs me. When does Miss Bedford start work?”

“This morning.”

“Get to her as soon as you can. She’ll probably come out to lunch, and that’ll be your opportunity. You can tell her I’ve got a job that she can do in a cosy chair with her feet on the fender. I want her to watch Torrington, who calls himself Brown. And, believe me, that guy wants watching! Make it appealing — get into your mind that you’re giving something away. And, say, Willitt, don’t come back here with a tale of failure; I’m that ill I’d be very offensive to you.”

It was a novel experience for Audrey to find herself “going to work”; to be one of the crowd that fringed the subway platform, to struggle for her strap or to fight for a place on a bus already overcrowded. The novelty of it did not quite compensate for its discomfort, but she had a very satisfactory feeling when she eventually reached the out-of-the-way office of the little paper, and found herself established in a corner of the editorial sanctum.

Mr. Hepps gave her a cold and perfunctory greeting, and flung over a heap of letters that had evidently accumulated on his desk for weeks. He was a gaunt, somewhat unclean-looking man, and, she was to discover, a confirmed grumbler. Apparently he was one of those men who believed that praise given to subordinates would arouse in their bosoms a passionate desire for increase of wages. Indeed, the Mr. Hepps she had interviewed the day before and the Mr. Hepps who now barked his instructions, and wrangled about the length of her paragraphs, were two entirely different persons.

She found also that she was expected to work into every answer a small boost for an advertiser.

“Chippers Feed nothing!” he snapped. “What do you want to talk about Chippers Feed for? They don’t advertise with us. Cut that out, and tell ’em to use Lowker’s.”

“Lowker’s is poison and death to young chickens,” said Audrey firmly. “I would sooner feed them on sawdust.”

“What you’d rather do and what I tell you to do are two different things,” he roared. “I tell you Lowker’s — Lowker goes in!”

Audrey looked at the back of his head. There was a jar of paste within reach. For a second she contemplated a violent assault.

The climax came that afternoon when, having mastered the contents of previous numbers, and having discovered that the announcements of the Java Wire Corporation had appeared in the advertisement columns, she recommended its employment in all sincerity. The paragraph came under his notice, and he stormed at the mouth.

“Java netting is out!” he shouted. “I’d sooner close the paper than boost that business.”

“But they advertise.”

“They don’t advertise any more — that’s what! Just say wire net. And your paragraphs are too long. And I don’t like your handwriting, miss; can’t you use a typewriter? You’ve got to smarten up if you want to hold this job. Where are you going?” he asked in surprise, as she rose and took down her coat from a peg on the wall.

“Home, Mr. Hepps,” she said. “You have shaken my faith in chickens. I never thought they could be put to such base uses.”

He stared at her. “I close down here at six.”

“I close down at four,” said Audrey calmly. “I’ve had no lunch except a glass of milk and a bun, and the atmosphere of this office is stifling. I’d prefer to work in a hen-house.”

“If I’d known you were coming,” he said sardonically, “I’d have had—”

“You’d have had the place enlarged — I know. Excuse me if I don’t laugh. The fact of the matter is, Mr. Hepps, I am through with this job.”

“You can go!” boomed Mr. Hepps, glaring at her over his lopsided pince-nez. “I’m only sorry I didn’t get your character before you came.”

“If you did you would have found I’d been in prison,” she said.

At his look of horror she gurgled with laughter.

“In prison?” he gasped. “What for?”

“Chicken-stealing,” she said promptly, and here ended her first day’s employment.

She reached the street, feeling famished, and went straight across the road to the popular teashop at which she had looked longingly through the window of her office many times during the course of the day. A man waited whilst she bought a newspaper and followed her in, sitting down at the same marble-topped table. Glancing at him out of the corner of her eye, she thought she had met him before, but was immediately absorbed in the newspaper account of “The Strange Affair at the Regency Hotel”, and there learnt that the police had been unable to trace a guest who had been wounded in what had been accurately described as “a midnight affray”. Her own name, she was glad to see, was not mentioned. She was referred to as “a young lady of wealth”, a description which tickled her. “Excuse me. Miss Bedford.” She looked up with a start. It was the man who had followed her into the teashop.

“I think we have met before. My name is Willitt; I came down to Fontwell to make a few inquiries.”

“Oh, I remember,” she smiled. “It wasn’t a long interview, was it? I was leaving for London.”

“That’s right, miss. I represent Stormer’s Detective Agency. Maybe you’ve heard of it?”

She nodded. Stormer’s was one of the best known and best respected of these private agencies, which are not very greatly encouraged by the police, and receive little patronage except at the hands of suspicious husbands and wives.

“Mr. Stormer sent me along to have a talk with you.”

“With me?” she said in surprise.

“Yes, Miss Bedford. You’ve heard of our agency? It stands pretty high in the matter of credit and respectability.”

“I’ve heard of it, of course; everybody has heard of it,” she said. “What does Mr. Stormer want of me?”

“Well, Miss Bedford” — Willitt had to proceed cautiously, not knowing how she would accept the suggestion— “the truth is, we’re shorthanded. A lady who did a great deal of work for us got married and left the business, and we’ve never been able to replace her. Mr. Stormer wondered whether you would like to come into the office?”

“I?” she said incredulously. “You mean, become a woman detective?”

“We shouldn’t give you any unpleasant work to do. Miss Bedford,” said Willitt earnestly. “We’d put you on to society cases.”

“But does Mr. Stormer know my record?”

“You mean about the jewel robbery? Yes, miss, he knows all about that.”

The corners of her mouth twitched.

“And is he proceeding on theset-a-thief-to-catch-a-thief principle?”

Even the solemn Willitt laughed. “No, you’ll not be asked to catch thieves. We want you for one special job — to watch a man named Torrington.”

Audrey’s face fell.

“Watch Torrington? And who is Torrington?” she asked.

“He is a very wealthy man, a South African. You are interested in South Africa?”

He saw her flinch.

“Yes, I am rather interested in South Africa,” she said, “if all the stories I have heard… are true.”

She never had quite believed Dora’s bitter gibe, that her father was an American serving a life sentence on the Breakwater, and yet a doubt had been sown in her mind that had not been entirely dispelled. “I don’t know how to watch people. Does it mean following them wherever they go? Because I’m afraid I’m unsuitable for that kind of work. Besides” — she smiled— “we have one detective in the family.”

And then she went very red.

“That’s a joke, Mr. Willitt,” she added hurriedly. “I’m in rather a humorous mood today, having spent the day in the bright atmosphere of a chicken murderer.”

She gave a brief but vivid account of her day’s work, and in Willitt she found a sympathetic listener. When she came again to his offer, he was in a hurry to assure her.

“You won’t be asked to follow Tomngton around,” he said. “Your job is much easier than that. You will be expected to get acquainted with him.”

“What is he — a burglar?”

“No,” confessed Willitt, “he’s not exactly a burglar.”

“Not exactly!” she said, aghast. “Is he a criminal?”

“That was an unfortunate expression of mine,” Willitt hastened to assure her. “No, miss, he’s perfectly honest; only we want to keep tag of the people who come after him, and we feel that we might get you employed in the same capacity as Mr. Malpas.”

“I can’t do it. I’d love the work — it sounds thrilling; and there would be a certain amount of fun in it for other reasons.”

He didn’t ask the reasons, but he could guess the satisfaction Audrey Bedford would feel in revealing herself to a certain high police official.

“Will you consider it?” he begged. “At any rate, we want you in the office.”

“Can I see Mr. Stormer?”

“He’s gone back to America,” said Willitt glibly, “and his last instructions were to secure you at any price.”

Audrey laughed.

“I’ll try it,” she said, and Mr. Willitt breathed a sigh of relief, for if there was one thing in the world he didn’t wish to do, it was to make excuses to Stormer.

Returning to headquarters, he found John Stormer in a more amiable frame of mind, and reported his success. “So she kicked at the Torrington job? I guessed she would, but I knew we’d land her!”

Willitt, to whom his employer’s prescience was a standing wonder, ventured to put a question. “You seemed sure of getting her — how did you know that she wouldn’t be satisfied with the job? Hepps treated her badly, bullied and found fault with her until she couldn’t stick it any longer. The man is a brute!”

“Brute, is he? Well, he’s changed considerably since I knew him last. I got his son out of pretty bad trouble once — the usual vamp case, with letters and poetry and everything. And then he was mild enough — he doesn’t take three baths a day, but he’s mild. I guess he must have been crossed in love — maybe his chickens have turned him down. They’re mean creatures. That will do, friend.”

When Willitt had gone, he used the telephone.

“That you, Mr. Hepps? Stormer speaking. Thank you very much indeed for your help.”

“I hated doing it,” said the regretful voice of Hepps. “She seems a very nice girl and remarkably capable. I’ve lost a very good assistant, and, I am afraid, got a very bad name for myself. Personally, I set my face against boosting advertisers in the news columns, and after my treatment of Miss Bedford I feel I can never look a nice girl in the face.”

“Maybe they’ll be glad,” said Stormer.

Mr. Hepps evidently missed this point, for he went on:

“She said she had been in prison — for chicken-stealing. That can’t be true, can it?”

“Yuh — that’s so,” said Stormer. “She’s one large hen-roost brigand. Yes, sir. Miss anything in your office, let me know.”

He hung up with a large and delightful smile.
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Mr. Torrington’s suite at the Ritz-Carlton — he was Mr. Brown on the register — was one of the most expensive in an hotel which did not err on the side of cheapness. He saw very few visitors, and, for the matter of that, he was not often visible to the hotel authorities, and, except the manager and the floor-waiter who served his meals in his private diningroom, very few of the staff knew him. It was generally understood that he did not wish to see callers; and when a shabby little man came to the reception bureau and asked that his name should be sent up, the clerk in charge favoured him with an uncomplimentary scrutiny.

“You had better write,” he said. “Mr. Brown doesn’t see anybody except by appointment.”

“He’ll see me,” said the little man eagerly. “You ask him if he won’t. And I’ve got an appointment with him too.”

The clerk was obviously sceptical.

“I’ll find out,” he said curtly. “What is your name?”

The man told him, and the clerk disappeared into the small room behind the counter, where the wishes of a guest could be discovered without the caller overhearing very often an unflattering description of himself. He came back in a few seconds.

“Mr. Brown has no appointment with you. Where are you from?”

The little man thought rapidly. “I’m from—” He named a famous diamond corporation in Kimberley.

Again the clerk disappeared, and, returning, beckoned a page.

“Take this gentleman up to Mr. Brown’s suite,” he said, “and wait in the corridor to bring him down again.”

Mr. Brown was writing letters when the man was shown in, and he transfixed the visitor through his gleaming glasses.

“You’re from De Beers?” he said.

“Well, not exactly De Beers, Mr. Brown,” said the little man with an ingratiating smile, “but the truth is, I used to know you in South Africa.”

Brown pointed to a chair.

“When was this?” he asked.

“Before you got into trouble, Mr. Brown.”

“You must have been young, then, my friend,” said Brown with a half-smile.

“I’m older than I look. The fact is, Mr. Brown, I’m on my beam ends, and I thought you’d like to help an old friend who’s fallen on bad times, if I might use that expression — ?”

“I’ll help you all right, if your story is true; but I confess I don’t believe you. I’ve an excellent memory for faces, and I certainly never forget my friends. Where did we meet?”

The visitor made a shot at random.

“Kimberley,” he said. He knew that Kimberley was the centre of the diamond-mining industry.

“I was in Kimberley,” said the other; “but then, everybody in the diamond business has been to Kimberley at some time or other. You will, of course, remember my name in those days?”

But the visitor was equal to the occasion. “I remember it,” he said firmly, “but nothing would induce me to say it. If a gentleman wants to be called Mr. Brown — well, Mr. Brown’s good enough for me. The truth is” — here an inspiration came to him— “I was doing a sentence at the same time as you.”

“Fellow jailbirds, eh?” said the other good-humouredly, and put his hand in his pocket. “I don’t remember you, but I’ve taken a great deal of trouble to forget a lot of people I met on the Breakwater.”

There was a letter on the table which the old man had just finished writing. The visitor saw the flourishing signature, but the notepaper was too far away from him to read. If he could find some excuse for going to the other side of the table he would be absolutely sure that his information was correct, and, moreover, be in possession of a fact that not even the Clever Ones knew.

The old man pulled out his case and put a Treasury note upon the table. “I hope you have better luck,” he said. The little man took the note, rolled it into a ball, and, before the astonished eyes of his benefactor, tossed it into the fireplace that lay directly behind him. Mr. Brown turned in amazement, and in that second the signature was read.

“I don’t want your money,” said the little man. “Do you think I’m only here for what I can get out of you? You can keep your money — Torrington!”

Daniel Torrington looked at him sharply. “You know my name, then, eh? Pick up that money, man, and don’t be a fool. What do you want if you don’t want money?”

“A shake of the ‘and,” whined the other, but nevertheless picked up the crumpled note, which he had been careful to toss no further than was consistent with its safety.

Torrington showed him to the door and closed it upon him. Then he came back to his chair, trying to recall the man’s face. Nobody had known him in prison as Torrington; he had had a number for many years, but nothing else, until one of the guards had addressed him as “Brown” in a facetious moment, and that name had stuck. How did this man —— ?

Then his eyes fell upon the letter, and he understood. What did he want? What had been the object of the visit? He had never heard of spotters and their audacity, of the risks run by these reporters of the underworld. There were others who found them most useful.
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Martin walked home, after his visit to Marshalt’s house, outwardly unperturbed. Dora had not come down and he refused breakfast for himself. There were half a dozen letters for his discussion, but he no more than glanced at them, until he turned to their contents for relief. He was making a halfhearted attempt to write a letter, when Dora came into the room. She was in her neglige — she seldom dressed before lunch unless she had very urgent business indeed. One quick glance at her told him that she had not slept very well — there were shadows under her fine eyes and tiny crow’s-feet that had never shown before.

He gave her a simple “good morning” and tried to make a job of his letters. He put his pen down at last. “Dora… what sort of work were you doing before I met you?”

She looked up from the paper she was scanning idly. “What do you mean? Acting.”

“What sort of acting — how did you start? I’ve never asked you before, my dear.”

She returned to the contemplation of the morning news, expecting him to press the question. When he did not: “I started with Marsh and Bignall on the road: chorus girl. Marsh went broke, and left us flat in a No. 3 town, with not enough money to pay our fare back to London. I went with a trick-shooting act for three months, and then got into Jebball’s fit-up show. I was everything from leading woman to props! I learnt more about electric wiring than most mechanics know—” She stopped suddenly. “I did everything,” she said shortly, and then: “Why do you speak of this?”

“I was wondering,” he answered. “It is queer, but I never thought of you except as…”

“The clinging ivy? When you met me I was on the way to provincial fame. It wouldn’t have got me far. A provincial star doesn’t make a lot of money, and I guess I’d never have reached a pretty little house in Curzon Street — honestly. But I was doing well by comparison. Why do you ask?”

“Where did you meet Marshalt?”

She had gone back to her newspaper, he saw her hand tremble and did not press the question. But after a while:

“Here in London. I wish I had died before I did.” He was on more painful ground here, no less for himself than for her.

“Dora, are you fond of him?” She shook her head.

‘“I hate him — hate him!” she said, with such vehemence that he was taken aback. “You think that means… something? You’ve got it fixed in your mind that I haven’t been a… a good wife to you. I know you feel that. I’ll tell you the worst that happened. I loved him. I had ideas of breaking with our life and getting you to let me divorce you. But I was good. I was so good that I wearied him. But I’m old-fashioned in a way. And besides, goodness pays. Easy women are like easy money — they don’t last long, and when they’re expended a man goes after something new. A woman can only keep a man by his wantings. Bunny, when he died, I knew. I don’t mean his death in the flesh — but I felt the tremendous change in him. Just as I felt when Audrey died… yes, she died — the old relationship, bad as it was, had a meaning.”

He lay back in his chair, looking at her from under his black eyelashes.

“You don’t think he is dead?” The quick, impatient lift of her hands was an answer, even if she had not spoken.

“I don’t know. He doesn’t feel that way to me. And I care nothing.”

She was sincere; he was sure of this.

“Did he ever speak to you of Malpas?”

“The old man? Yes, he often spoke of him. The only time I have seen him really nervous was when he talked about ‘the man next door’. Malpas hated him. He used to pretend to the police and people that he knew nothing about him, but he did. He said Malpas and he were partners in the old days and that he ran away with Malpas’s wife — I forget all he told me. Did you see Stanford?”

He nodded.

“Did he say anything? Of course, I knew they were acquainted.”

“Acquainted?” He laughed. “Bosom friends, I should think. Stanford was never a communicative sort of person, but I should have thought he would have told me that he was a friend of Marshalt’s.”

He got up, walked across to the back of the settee where she was sitting, and laid his hands on her shoulders.

“Thank you… for all you’ve said. I think you and I will get straight. How are you feeling towards Audrey?”

She was silent.

“You still feel sore? But why? That is a little unreasonable isn’t it? If this man was the only trouble?”

“I don’t know.” She shrugged her shoulders. “My dislike of Audrey is ingrained, I’m afraid. I was brought up to dislike her.”

“I’m sorry,” said Martin, patted her gently on the shoulder, again, and went out.

He had an appointment in the City. Funds were running low; one of his gambling houses, the most lucrative, had been raided, and it had cost him the greater part of a thousand pounds to hush up his connection therewith. But the fact that he had been blackmailed by his nominee neither surprised nor shocked him. It was one of those inevitable contingencies for which he was always prepared. There was something like a recognized scale in such cases.

He owed something to Dora in one respect, he remembered, as his car threaded the busy City streets: she had made it impossible to handle the clever handiwork of a certain Italian engraver who specialized in mills notes, so perfectly printed that even the Bank of France was deceived. Stanford had passed them on to another purchaser and that gentleman had been caught with the goods and was now awaiting trial.

Martin lived on “touches”, and “touches” had been scarce. It seemed that all the suckers in the world had suddenly been put under lock and key, and it looked, too, as though he were to be reduced to the expedient — the last resort of every crook — of running a bucket-shop and selling those oil shares which look so good on paper. It was not a profession that appealed to him; and though he met his man and settled the preliminaries of the new business, he had no heart in it.

He lunched alone at a restaurant in Soho, and there appeared the inevitable “spotter”. At another time he would have shaken off the sly-faced man who sidled up to his table with an apologetic smile and took a seat uninvited. But now Martin’s finances were in such a state that he could not afford to miss any chance; and although he expected little from the informer, he wanted to hear what that little was.

The spotter’s approach to Martin Eiton was slightly different from the direct method he employed with such notorieties as Slick Smith.

“Glad to see you, Mr. Eiton. Haven’t seen you for a long time… thank you, I’ll have a brandy. Things are pretty bad round here, Mr. Eiton.”

“Round here” meant round almost any place where men were not troubled with too stringent a regard for mine and thine…

“I thought trade was looking up?” said Martin conventionally.

“Ah, your trade might be.” The spotter shook his head sorrowfully. “I’m thinking about the poor hooks and crooks, Mr. Eiton. Not that I’ve got any good word for them — they’re low people. Even with them, trade wouldn’t be so bad if they knew all I knew.”

“And what do you know?” asked Eiton, keeping up the pretence.

The spotter sunk his voice. “I’ve got something for you — and I’m the only spotter in town that’s got next to it! Found it out myself too. The Clever Ones are always talking about it, but it took me to clean up the way in!”

He smiled complacently.

“That fellow who is supposed to be coming from South Africa has been here over a year! He’s been in ‘bird’ — got a lifer — but he’s as rich as—” He mentioned a number of eminent financiers. “And richer!”

“In ‘bird’? What did he do?”

“Shot a fellow or sump’n. But he was released more than a year ago, and I tell you he’s worth a million — and more! The Clever Ones got the office that he was coming out, but they didn’t know that he was here in England — in London. It shows you that the Clever Ones don’t know everything.”

“Clever Ones” was a vague description — Martin knew it to signify the gangs that did not depend upon the little man for their information.

“From South Africa, you say?” he asked, suddenly interested. “He’s been in prison — on the Breakwater? Was it for I.D.B.?”

“It’s something to do with buying diamonds. There’s a law in South Africa that sends a man to the Awful Place for years and years if he buys diamonds. I can’t understand the Clever Ones not finding him. He’s a lame man—”

“Lame?” Martin half rose to his feet. “What is his name?”

“Well, he goes by the name of Brown, but his real name’s Torrington — Daniel Torrington. And, Mr. Eiton, that fellow’s easy — —”

Martin slipped some money to the man, paid his bill and went home. Dora was going out, and was on the doorstep when h arrived. “I want you for one minute, Dora,” he said.

He took her up to the drawingroom and closed the door; “You remember last time Audrey was here? You taunted her with having a name which didn’t belong to her; you told her her father was a convict on the Breakwater for diamond-stealing. Was that true?”

“Yes,” she said in surprise. “Why?”

“I asked you that night about him, and you told me he was shot before his arrest, and was lame. What was the name of Audrey’s father?”

She was frowning at him suspiciously.

“Why do you want to know?”

“My dear” — a little impatiently— “it is not caprice that makes me ask. Will you tell me?”

“His name was Daniel Torrington,” she said.

Martin whistled.

“Torrington? I wonder! It must be the same man. He’s here in London.”

“Audrey’s father?” she gasped. “But he’s in prison: he’s there for life! Marshalt told me that. That is why he wanted to marry Audrey.”

“He knew that she was Torrington’s daughter? You never told me that.”

“There are so many things I didn’t tell you,” she said petulantly, “that it is hardly worth while going over them now.” And then, in sudden contrition: “I’m sorry I snap so, Martin: I so easily lose patience in these days. Yes, Torrington was serving a life sentence.”

“He was released more than a year ago,” said Martin, “and has been in London most of that time.”

He saw the expression that came to her face, and asked quickly: “Did Marshalt know that?”

She shook her head.

“No; if he had known, he wouldn’t have been so happy. Oh!” Her hand went up to her mouth. “Malpas!” she whispered.

He gazed at her in amazement, as there occurred to him the same thought that brought the word to her lips.

“Marshalt must have known, or guessed,” she said in an awestricken whisper. “He was in the next house all the time. Bunny, Malpas is Torrington!”
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“Torrington! That can’t be,” said Martin. “What object would he have, a man of Torrington’s wealth? A story like that is all right in novels and poetry, but I’m satisfied with the cold statistics of the prison service, which show that crimes of vengeance represent about one in five thousand of the cases that are tried in England. A man doesn’t hate so much that he’ll spend twenty years of his life planning how to get the better of an enemy. Especially Torrington, who is looking for his daughter.”

Her eyes met his.

“Is that why he’s here — are you sure?” she asked quickly, and he shrugged his thin shoulders.

“I know nothing; I am merely going on the probabilities of the case. What is more likely than that Torrington has been spending his money to locate your mother and his child?”

She shook her head. “You’re wrong,” she said quietly. “Torrington thinks Audrey is dead. Mother told him that, and so did Marshalt. He knew mother in the old days. She only received one letter from Torrington in prison — it was all about the child. It was on the advice of Marshalt that mother wrote and said that Audrey had died of scarlet fever. Marshalt wrote at the same time with the news. He never told me what he put into the letter, but he was out to hurt Torrington. Why, there’s a tablet up to her memory in a church in Rosebank, in the Cape Peninsula! Torrington arranged with the prison chaplain for the slab to be put up. I am sure because Marshalt told me a whole lot after he discovered that Audrey was my sister. If Torrington isn’t Malpas, then Lacy had another enemy.”

Martin Eiton was pacing the room, his hands in his pockets, a faraway look in his eyes.

“What do you think Torrington is worth?”

“Over two million pounds,” she said.

“What do you think he’d pay to know — the truth?”

She snapped round on him in a fury.

“Give Audrey — that!” she said between her teeth. “Give her a father and millions to play with, whilst I’m down here in the gutter, with a crook for a husband, and the riffraff of the underworld for friends! Are you mad? You’re not to do it, Martin!”

She came up to him and brought her face and her hard eyes so close to his that he stepped back a pace. “Not for all the money in the world would I do it. If Torrington is her father, let him find her. He will have some job!”

“What is her name?”

“Dorothy Audrey Torrington. He doesn’t know she is called Audrey. She hadn’t been christened when Torrington was taken to prison. He chose Dorothy and wrote of her as Dorothy, but she was never called by that name.”

He was looking at her.

“What do you think?”

“She need never have it,” he said slowly. “Write to her!”

She stared at him in helpless anger.

“Write to her, or see her — better write to her first, Tell her to come to tea,” he said. “Tell her the shock of Marshalt’s death has made all the difference, and you want to express your sorrow for all the unkind things you’ve said and all the — lies you have told.”

“I’ll never do it, Martin, not for you — ?”

“Say that twice in your letter — all the lies you have told about her parentage. And when she comes, tell her that what you’ve said about her was true of yourself.”

“I’ll see you — ?”

“Wait — why wasn’t she called by the name he chose?” She made an impatient gesture.

“How could she be? It was mine — he didn’t know my second name was Dorothy, and mother didn’t realize it until after Audrey was registered. We couldn’t have two Doras in the family.”

“And where can I get Audrey’s birth certificate?” She knit her forehead.

“I wonder if I have it,” she said. “If I have, I’ve never seen it; but mother left a lot of papers that I’ve never looked at from the day they came into my hands. Get them down, Bunny; they’re on the top shelf of my wardrobe.”

He came back with an old tin box; it was locked and there was no key, but Bunny opened it without trouble. It was packed full of photographs, old share certificates that in some way or other had come into Mrs. Bedford’s possession, and which Dora, who knew the woman’s story by heart, was well aware were worthless. In a blue envelope at the bottom of the box she found two papers.

“That is my birth certificate,” she said, “and this is Audrey’s.”

He spread it open on the table.

“Dorothy Audrey Torrington,” he read, and his eyes were gleaming. “What is your name, Dora?”

“Nina Dorothy Bedford — it was mother’s name before she was married to Torrington.”

“I could turn that ‘Audrey’ into something else — Audrey will not do. Your name would stand. You’ll write to her, Dora,” he said deliberately, “and you’ll tell her, with or without the accompaniment of tears, that she is your elder sister.”

“But that is impossible—” she began.

“You’ll tell her this. Age isn’t provable. And if she remembers too distinctly—” His face was set and hard. “I’ve got a soft place in my heart for a girl in trouble, and I’ll tell you that, if I could have helped Audrey, if I could help her now, I would. But there’s a million in this, and I’m going out for it.”

“You mean—” Her voice was scarcely above a whisper.

“I mean, you’re Dorothy Torrington.”

“But suppose she does remember? And she will, Bunny. Why, I had my hair up long before she!”

He nodded. “Then she’s got to go somewhere and forget,” he said. “Nobody knows that Audrey is Torrington’s daughter — ?”

There was a tap at the door and the maid came in.

“Will you see Mr. Smith, sir?” she said. “Mr. S. Smith of Chicago?”
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There was a silence, and then Martin said:

“Show him up here. You know this fellow, don’t you?” he asked.

“I met him once; you know when. I don’t think I’ll wait.”

“You’d better,” said her husband. “He is one of those shrewd crooks that would put two and two together and make it ten. I wonder what he wants?”

To say that Mr. Smith was in a genial mood is merely to state that he was normal. He had the appearance of having come from a fashionable wedding. His well-fitting morning-coat, his polished boots and white spats, no less than the silk hat he put so tenderly on a chair, were alike splendid.

“Sorry to interrupt you. You going out, ma’am?”

He looked at the door. Dora was dressed for the street, for she had been on her way out when Martin had arrived.

“I’d have got here before, but I had to shake a trailer.”

Martin’s face darkened.

“Might I suggest that, in those circumstances, you might have kept your trail from passing through my front doorway?”

“I shook it.” Mr. Smith smiled blandly. “There isn’t an amateur detective in the world who can trail me, once I give my mind to the business of beating him. Not even Stormer’s sleekest sleuth can get his nose down on me.”

With a flourish he pulled a grey silk handkerchief from his breast pocket, patted his lips gently, and replaced the handkerchief.

“I was going out, if you’ll excuse me — ?”

“That is unfortunate,” said Mr. Smith gravely. “I had a few words to say to you, and I’m thinking it will interest you, too, to know that a member of the ancient house of Bedford has joined the unholy congregation of Busy Bees.”

“What are you getting at?” asked Martin.

“I’m getting at a revelation which I should like to make as dramatic as possible. Audrey, your respected sister-in-law, has joined the police.”

Martin frowned. He was not quite sure about this man, except in one respect: that he could dispense alike with his cooperation and his company.

“What stuff are you giving me?” he asked gruffly. “Audrey joined the police?”

“When I say ‘the police’ I exaggerate, although Stormer’s are as near to the official blues as you can get in this country.”

“You mean she’s joined Stormer’s staff?” asked Martin. J Mr. Smith nodded.

“I discovered it by accident,” he said. “Saw her going into Stormer’s office with Willitt — that’s the child’s portion of cheese who is Stormer’s vice-regent on earth. Now I know Stormer’s; they seem to have had me trailed since I was so high. I don’t remember the time when Stormer’s didn’t intrude in my life or obtrude upon my profession; and naturally I’m deeply interested in those birds. I know Stormer’s methods. He’s introduced into England a system that has never been here before, and isn’t recognized, anyhow — the badge system. Every Stormer man has one, a little silver star with his name stamped on the back. I suppose they do it here because it is done in America. Though badges in this country mean no more than fraternity pins. I watched the girl go in and come out again with Willit, and round they went to Lobell’s, the jewellers on Cheapside, and I happen to know that Lobell’s supply this Star of Hope. There wasn’t any need for me to go in; you could see them inside the shop from the ring section of the window, and sure enough there was her ladyship cooing with joy. They parted at the door. Willitt went to the nearest telephone box, and what do you think he did?”

“Telephoned,” said Martin laconically, and Mr. Smith beamed his admiration.

“You’ve a brain, Eiton. Yes, sir, he telephoned — to the Ritz-Carlton. ‘Phoned to the Ritz-Carlton for a suite for the lady.”

Again he drew his handkerchief, this time to dust his immaculate boots.

“Mr. Brown, or Torrington, is staying at the Ritz-Carlton,” he said, apropos of nothing.

And so staggered were Martin and his wife by the news that they did not simulate an ignorance of Mr. Torrington.

“Thought I’d tell you. Maybe it’ll be useful to know that young Miss Bedford can be very dangerous, especially to the folk that Wily Wilfred has sent chasing Torrington’s millions.”

Martin knew that he was referring to the spotter in these terms, and was visibly uncomfortable.

“He’s a good fellow,” Smith went on, “but given to syndicating his news, and that’s where his value drops to nothing. I’ve got out of him this afternoon that he put you on to Torrington… I thought perhaps you’d like to know.”

“Thank you,” Martin found his voice to say. “I take very little notice of the stories these men tell.”

“And you’re wise,” agreed Smith.

His bright eyes were fixed on Dora. “Nice girl, your young sister,” he said.

Martin almost dropped. The man might have been standing outside the door, listening to the conversation that took place before his arrival. Dora was less liable to be thrown off her balance.

“You mean Audrey?” she asked, and laughed. “People invariably amuse me when they refer to Audrey as my younger sister. I am exactly a year younger than she.”

Dora was a perfect opportunist.

“What makes you think we’re interested in Audrey Bedford’s movements, Smith?”

The crook suspended his boot-dusting operations for a second, and looked up.

“Family affection,” he said, “plus the precarious nature of our mutual profession. She’s going to give trouble, mark my words. The bogey-man nearly caught her the other night, and if it hadn’t been for a certain person he would.”

“You mean Malpas? Was she the lady at the Regency?”

Mr. Smith nodded.

“That was nothing. His big try was on the Outer Circle in the park. She’s popular. That’s the third man who’s tried to catch her, and the third man that’s failed. I’ve an idea I shall be going to the funeral of the fourth. She’s hoodoo for all honest crooks.”

And that seemed to complete his business, for he found no excuse for staying.

“I’ll get along now,” he said, “having done what I conceive to be my duty. That young sister of yours is certainly mustard, Mrs. E.”

He did not emphasize “young”, but Martin Eiton knew that he had used the word deliberately, and when he had gone he turned to his wife.

“Smith wants a ‘cut’. If we pull off this job, it’ll cost us twenty thousand to keep him quiet — perhaps more. It all depends what happens to Audrey.”
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The ceaseless thunder of traffic, the never-ending rumble of heavy buses, and the pandemonium of cab-horns and newsboys notwithstanding, Dick Shannon’s Haymarket flat was a quiet spot. The ear can grow accustomed to sounds which at first deafen and bewilder, and, as growing accustomed, can filter them out of hearing.

The first intimation Dick Shannon had that the Portman Square case was getting on his nerves was the discovery that the sound-filter no longer functioned. Noises came up from the street to disturb and irritate him; the banging of a taxicab door made him jump.

He was engaged in a coldblooded review of all the circumstances attending the disappearance of Lacy Marshalt and the death of his servant, and he had scribbled on a pad before him four links of the chain that refused to fit.

First of these was the battered man who had been recovered in the fog from the river. Second, the woman found dead in the park. Third, Tonger’s death, and the fourth the passing of Marshalt himself.

Stanford was a new factor, unconsidered until then; a shadowy figure in the background, known well enough to the police, but associated with gangs that he had thought Marshalt could not have known but for his friendship with Dora Eiton.

He opened a loose-leaf binder, packed tight with typewritten manuscript, and turned the leaves slowly. There was the very detailed story of the man who was evidently Laker; shorter and less satisfactory particulars of the unknown woman of the park; and the longest dossier of all was that which dealt with Tonger. He read to refresh his memory, though almost every word of the report he knew by heart.

“Tonger wore a grey tweed suit, black slippers, blue-striped shirt, white collar… pockets contained 7 in English money, 200 francs, the stub of a return ticket by Instone Line to Paris (Note — Tonger went to France on the morning of his death to deliver a letter to unknown addressee, returning same day, verified by Customs, Paris, and Customs, Croydon); old gold watch. No. 984371, gold chain, two keys, pocket-case containing prescription for bromide of potassium mixture (Note — Prescription issued by Dr. Walters of Park Street, Tonger having described himself as in a highly nervous state and unable to sleep); three 5 notes and a triangular bodkin…”

Dick looked up at the ceiling. Triangular bodkin? That homemade bodkin had puzzled him before; but though he kept it in the house, hoping that a constant view of it would suggest to him its use, no inspiration had come.

He opened a little safe in the corner of the room, took out a flat box and examined the bodkin now, with the aid of a magnifying glass. Expert engineers had already examined and measured it, and had supplied a great deal of meaningless data. He picked the tiny rod up and looked at it curiously. The instrument was four inches in length, blunt at the point, and terminating in a handle like a corkscrew. Near this the steel widened until at a place where it fitted into the wood it was nearly an inch across; and here the evidence of amateur work was clear even to the nontechnical observer. Dick remembered the vice and files in the storeroom, and guessed that this queer tool was fashioned there. But for what purpose?

The almost flat handle was detachable. Nevertheless, the bodkin must have been of an inconvenient shape to be carried in a pocketbook, as the bulging leather of the case told him.

There was nothing in Laker’s dossier, nor in that of the unknown woman, which offered any possible hope of identification. Nor had Marshalt’s papers, before they were removed by the lawyer, given him any hint that was of value. Dick had examined the missing millionaire’s banking account, but apparently he had banked with various establishments; for in the only one traceable there was nothing to suggest great possessions. Marshalt’s few directorships yielded him very little income, for they were either struggling concerns or were actually on the verge of bankruptcy.

A search of Malpas’s house and an inspection of his passbook had been even less informative. He put away the casebook, filled and lit a pipe, and, leaning back in his chair, went over and over the case until his brain reeled.

Suddenly he sat up with a start and looked towards the curtained window. He had heard a rattling of stones against the glass. It was early in the evening, and it seemed an unnecessary method of attracting attention, when a perfectly good electric bell was available.

Drawing aside the curtains, he pushed open the casement and looked out, and saw nothing but passing pedestrians hurrying through the rain, about their business. A little way down the street excavators had been laying new gas mains, and there were several heaps of gravel within reach of the nimble passerby. He went back to his work. It might have been a few stones thrown up by the wheels of passing traffic, but he was hardly seated before the signal came again, and this time he went downstairs. There was nobody at the door, and he stepped into the street. He saw only a sprinkle of people hurrying through the downpour. Left or right there was no loiterer. He waited a moment, closed the door, and went back to his room, and rang the bell for the man who was valet and chauffeur and, at a pinch, cook.

“Somebody is amusing himself by throwing pebbles up at my window, William. Go out by the back way, and come round by the opposite side of the road and keep watch,” he said. “If it is a small boy, you needn’t trouble to chase him — ?”

“Swish!”

Again the rattle against his window. He sprang across the room, threw open the casement and looked out. There were two men walking under an umbrella, a girl hurrying down the hill in a shining wet mackintosh, a third man walking slowly with a girl, also under an umbrella, and they exhausted all the possibilities. He beckoned the servant.

“Sit here,” he said, “so that your shadow falls on the blinds.”

He pushed a chair halfway between the window and the table, and crept downstairs, opened the door half an inch and listened. Presently he heard the rattle of stones and sprang out. It was the girl in the mackintosh, and he gripped her by the arm.

“Now, young lady, what is the joke?” he demanded sternly, and found himself looking into the laughing face of Audrey Bedford. “What on earth —— ? he gasped.

“I was being mysterious! I hope I didn’t frighten you. But I wanted to see you, and as detectives never ring bells — —”

“What the dickens are you talking about? Come inside. You certainly scared me. What were you throwing up — chicken-feed?”

“I’ve done worse than that; I’ve thrown up the job,” she said. “Happily, I can come in unchaperoned because you are One of Us.”

He dismissed his servant, who would have preferred to stay.

“Now, young lady, having fulfilled your heart’s desire, and having very completely mystified me, perhaps you will tell me what you mean by ‘One of Us’.”

She dived into her mackintosh pocket, took out a little silver star, and laid it dramatically on the table. He picked it up, read the inscription on the face, and turned it over.

“Stormer’s?” he said, as though he did not believe the evidence of his eyes. “But surely… ? I thought you were safely installed in your journalist coop?”

“I am finished with chickens,” she said, as she took off her streaming coat. “They are fatal to me. You are evidently not used to receiving lady visitors, and that is to your credit.”

She rang the bell, and when the man appeared:

“Very hot tea and very hot toast, and you can boil me an egg — no, on second thoughts, I’d rather have something less reminiscent. When a lady calls on you,” she explained, after the astonished valet-chauffeur-cook had gone, “the first thing you do is to ask her if she wants to drink tea, and the second thing is to ask her if she’s hungry. You then push up your cosiest chair to the fire, and express your anxious hope that she hasn’t got her feet wet — to which I reply I haven’t. You may be a good detective, but you’re a poor host.”

“Now tell me your day’s adventure,” he begged.

Complying with her instructions he pushed forward a chair, and she stretched her damp shoes to the blaze. She described her experience with Mr. Hepps in a few pungent sentences, but her incursion into the realms of crime-detection was not so easily retailed.

“I don’t know what I’ve to do, except to live in a nice hotel and keep a fatherly eye upon an old gentleman of sixty, who doesn’t even know me, and in all probability would bitterly resent my guardianship. But it is respectable, and Mr. Stormer is certainly more attractive than Mr. Malpas — and more human.”

“How did he come to hear of you?”

“He hears of everything — he’s a real detective,” she said. “Honestly, I don’t know, Captain Shannon. By the way, I feel I ought to touch my hat to you, you’re so far above me in point of rank and influence. I’d seen Willitt before. He came to me at Fontwell the day we met — or rather, the day your car met my bus — and I had an idea afterwards” — she hesitated— “that he was sent down by Mr. Marshalt. I’ve no reason for believing this, it is sheer instinct, and I’m depending a whole lot upon my instinct to make me a good detective.”

He was laughing now. “You’re a queer child,” he said.

“I hate the superiority in that word ‘child’,” she smiled. “As a detective I know I’m not going to be any good, but it is rather fun.”

“And it may be rather unpleasant,” said Dick, as all the possibilities began to appear. “This inoffensive old gentleman — by the way, what is his name?”

“He’s a millionaire.”

“Even that seems no adequate reason for his being watched,” he said.

The man came in with tea just then, and put the tray down on the table preparatory to laying a cloth. Dick dispensed with that formality.

“It is a profession,” he said thoughtfully, “but not a nice one for a girl, though if you’re well directed, you may never see the unpleasant side. At any rate, I’m glad you’re with Stormer’s, I don’t know exactly what to advise you,” he said. “I certainly have a plan for your future, and I wish you could find something amusing and free from all possible risks, until I’ve settled this Portman Square mystery, and have Malpas under lock and key. And then …”

“And then?” she repeated as he paused. “I hope then you will let me settle your affairs,” he said quietly, and there was something in his eyes that made her get up quickly.

“I must go home,” she said. “The tea was lovely, and thank you!”

“You haven’t finished the toast.”

“I’m due to eat a large and substantial dinner in an hour.”

He rang for her mackintosh, which had been taken to the kitchenette.

“What will you say when I take your future in hand?”

She shook her head.

“I don’t know. I don’t think I’ve reached the place where I want my future to be in anybody’s hands but mine. You mustn’t think I’m being ungrateful. I very much appreciate — all you’ve done, and could do — —”

She laughed nervously. It may have been the red lampshade that was responsible for the colour in her cheeks. They were certainly of the same hue. Just then the man came back with her coat, and Dick helped her. He heard the faint ring of the bell.

“Somebody at any rate knows the way to get in without breaking my windows,” he said.

“Did you mind?” She laughed softly to herself. “I was a pig to do it, when you are so worried. It was so easy; nobody saw me lift my hand and throw the stones.”

Williams was back again, and behind him came Steel.

He nodded to the girl, then to Dick.

“What are these?” he asked, and pulled from his pocket a handful of yellow pebbles of varying sizes. Some were as big as hickory nuts, one was even larger. Handful after handful he poured on the table.

“What are those, sir?” he asked again triumphantly.

“Those,” said Dick carefully, “are diamonds. About a quarter of a million pounds’ worth.”

“And three times as many more in Malpas’s room,” said Steel. “The idol is full of them! Now I know why the ghost walks!”
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“I lit upon the cache by accident,” said Steel. “Finding things were a little dull, I was making a loafer’s examination of the big idol in the alcove. If you remember, Captain Shannon, this god, or mumbo-jumbo or whatever he is, is supported on each side by a bronze animal that looks something between a cat and a panther. I’ve often wondered whether they were there as ornaments, or whether they had any especial use. This afternoon I gave one an extra strong tug to see if it was firmly fixed, and, to my surprise, it began to turn by itself with a noise that suggested that I’d started some sort of clockwork machinery on the grand scale. Nothing happened, however, except that the cat turned half-right — she had previously been facing squarely into the room. I tried the other cat in the same way, and exactly the same thing happened.

“Whether I touched a spring, or whether that jerk set the machinery moving, I don’t know. At any rate, the cat on the left of the figure turned half-left; and the moment it stopped, an extraordinary thing happened. The upper part of the statue has a starved look about the ribs; all the bones show — it looks as though they had been moulded on over the figure. The moment the cat stopped, the chest of the idol opened in the centre like double doors. I got up on to the pedestal and put my lamp inside, and I swear to you the body is half filled with stones as big as, and bigger than, any of these! I took a handful and put them in my pocket, and came straight away to see you. I didn’t dare to telephone, for fear somebody cut in and heard more than I wanted them to know.”

Dick was examining the diamonds. Each bore a little red seal that showed the place of its origin.

“Malpas must have had a good haul,” said Steel, “but what I can’t understand is why he didn’t get rid of this stuff.”

“I think I could explain that,” said Dick. “There’s been a pretty bad slump in the past few years in the diamond trade; the market is so loaded with stones that prices are down to their minimum. That kind of slump often occurs in diamonds. His supply was greater than his opportunities for disposal. There is another thing to be remembered; diamonds are an investment, and the most portable form of wealth. A man who contemplated a hurried retirement from the country could have no better form of swag — he could carry a couple of millions in a handbag! Have you closed the door of the idol?”

Steel nodded.

“Fortunately, there was nobody in the room but myself at the time. The inspector was on the landing outside, talking to the two men. I pushed the cats back in their positions and the doors closed.”

Shannon picked up the diamonds and, pouring them into a prosaic sugar-bowl, locked the vessel away in his safe.

“The other stones must be removed tonight,” he said. “We’ll collect them, put them in a bag, and take every stone to the Yard.”

Audrey had been a silent and amazed audience, and Shannon had almost forgotten that she was present, “You will come along, won’t you, Audrey? You’d like to see what a million pounds’ worth of diamonds looks like?”

She stood undecided. “I don’t know that I want to see that room again,” she said, “but curiosity is one of my weaknesses.”

Giving strict instructions to his servant to remain in the sittingroom and not to move until he returned, Dick piloted his party downstairs, and, calling a taxi from the rank in the middle of the road, followed the girl and his assistant. The drive up Regent Street was unrelieved by any kind of conversation. Each was busy with his or her thoughts. For some extraordinary reason, the bodkin with the corkscrew handle occurred and recurred to Dick Shannon’s mind, without his being able to explain what association there was in that instrument with the discovery of the evening.

He had brought with him a stout leather grip to carry the stones.

“I doubt whether that will hold them all,” said Steel — an idea which secretly amused Shannon.

Steel had left two policemen on duty in the room; the third was in the hall, and the inspector came down from the Upper floor to meet them.

“I think we’d best get all the men in the room, in case there happens one of those curious accidents which invariably occur when we run counter to the wishes of friend Malpas.”

He went up to the alcove and drew the curtain aside. It was the first time Audrey had seen the dread figure of the idol, and she shuddered at the fearful sight. It seemed to her that the emerald-green eyes of the cats were fixed balefully upon her — an illusion which most people had who had seen them.

Steel tugged at one of the animals; there was a whirr of machinery, and the cat moved slowly to the right and stopped. He did the same with the other, and a similar movement occurred. As it came to a standstill, the two breasts of the figure opened.

“Here we are,” said Steel with satisfaction, and, planting a chair against the pedestal, Dick mounted.

He thrust his hand into the opening and brought out a heap of yellow stones.

“They are up to sample, I think,” laughed Steel, trembling with excitement.

“They certainly are,” breathed Dick. “They most certainly are!”

He got down, dusted his hands, and, opening the bag, planted it on Malpas’s desk.

A sound made him look round. Both cats were turning to their original positions. Presently they stopped, and the doors closed with a click.

Steel was gaping at the statue.

“There’s a mechanism there I don’t understand,” he said. “Wait — I’ll fix it again.”

He had taken a step, when the lights went out and the room was plunged into darkness.

“Stand by that door,” said Shannon quickly. “Let nobody in, or out. One of you men feel your way along to the buffet, and keep your truncheon against the panelling. If it moves, hit out! Where are the lamps?”

He heard Steel curse softly as he groped in the darkness, and then:

“The lamps are on the landing table, sir,” came the inspector’s voice.

“Get them. You man at the door, let the inspector pass, and make sure that it is he who comes back.”

Audrey felt her heart going at double speed, and instinctively her hand sought Shannon’s arm.

“What is going to happen?” she whispered fearfully.

“I don’t know,” he answered in the same tone. “Keep close behind me, and take my left arm.”

“The door’s shut.” It was the inspector again. Dick had forgotten that the secret controls affected the doors as well as the illumination.

“A match, somebody. What is happening here?”

It was Steel’s voice, speaking from the floor, as he crawled towards the idol.

“Did you hear anything, sir?”

“I thought I heard a wailing sound. Can you feel the idol?”

“I am —— Oh, my God!”

The girl’s blood froze at the cry of agony which followed.

“What is it?” asked Dick.

“I touched something almost red-hot. The base of the idol, I think.”

They heard his stifled cry of pain.

“There’s something burning,” whispered the girl. “Can’t you smell — the scent of hot iron?”

Dick had already detected the curious, sickly aroma. He put the girl gently from him.

“I’m going to discover what has happened,” he said.

And then a policeman at the far end of the room struck a match, and at that moment the lights came on again.

Apparently nothing had been moved. The idol still turned its malignant face to the room; the green eyes of the cats glared unchangingly. “What has happened to you, Steel?”

The man was nursing his hand. Right across the palm was a red and black weal, an inch wide. “It’s a burn,” he groaned.

Dick ran forward and felt the base of the pedestal — it was cold, ice-like.

“It wasn’t that, sir,” said Steel. “It was something else that came up out of the floor, a sort of hot barrier — ?”

“Barrier or no barrier,” said Dick, “I’m going after those stones.”

He jerked the cats round, the little door opened. Leaping on to the pedestal, he put his hand inside.

The body was empty!
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“This, I think,” said Dick, “is where we get off. To be robbed under our eyes is just a little more than public opinion will stand.”

He examined the floor carefully, even going to the length of pulling up the carpet, but there was no sign of a trapdoor. Where the searing hot bar came from was a mystery.

He looked round at the girl and smiled wryly.

“If you’re not going to make a much better detective than I have been,” he said, “you’ll be a pretty poor one — we have seen the worst.”

But the amazing happenings of that evening were not yet completed.

“There’s nothing to be gained by whining,” said Dick. “Did the panelling move, Constable?”

“No, sir; I had my stick here.” He pressed his murderous-looking club against the panelling, which must have moved if the visitor had used that method of entrance.

As it proved, this way into the room was no longer practicable.

“I had the elevator cables cut,” said Steel. “The buffet lift doesn’t move any more. Whew!”

Audrey was making an extemporized bandage with two handkerchiefs to keep the air from the raw wound.

“Jehoshophat! I never knew a little thing could be so painful!” he groaned.

“Let every man carry his own lamp in future, Inspector,” said Dick. “Better recover them now.”

It seemed almost as if those words were a signal, and the unknown had decided that the arrival of the handlamps must be prevented at any cost, for the lights went out for the second time, and the door to the lobby closed with a thud before the nearest policeman could reach it.

“Matches, somebody, quick!” said Dick, feeling frantically in his pockets.

He heard the rattle of a box.

“Strike one, confound you!” he roared.

“I’m trying to,” said the meek voice of Audrey.

A scratch, a splutter of flame, and the lamps blazed on simultaneously with the lighting of the match.

“This is uncanny,” said Dick, “and — ?”

Audrey-saw his jaw drop and his eyes open wide. He was staring at the idol. And well he might; for on the floor before the figure was a leather bag. It was big and new.

“Where did that come from?”

Dick jumped at it, and, lifting it with some difficulty, placed it on the table by the side of the grip he had brought to transport the diamonds…

“Be careful, sir,” warned Steel. “You don’t know what is in there!”

Shannon went over the outside of the bag with a quick, professional touch. “If it’s a bomb, it’s a new kind of bomb,” he said, and-jerked the bag open.

He nearly swooned. The deep interior was almost filled with the yellow stones he had seen in the idol’s breast!

He drew a deep breath, and beckoned Steel forward.

“I think that’s about all that was there?”

Steel, dumbfounded, could only nod, and Dick, taking the bag in his hand, bowed profoundly to the gaping figure of bronze.

“You’re a queer chap and a terrifying chap, but you’re also a very obliging chap, and — thank you for the grip! We’ll take the bag straight to my flat,” he said in an undertone. “When we’ve collected the other stones I’ll lock them away at headquarters. I shan’t feel safe until they’re behind shell-proof doors!”

“But how did it come?” asked the bewildered Steel, so completely knocked out by the recovery of the stones that he forgot the pain he was suffering.

“They take the stuff away… and send it back in a bag! It’s incredible!”

But Shannon had no inclination to discuss the matter.

“Let us get out of this place quick, before they discover their mistake,” he said. “Inspector, tell your men to collect their belongings. I’m withdrawing your guard from the house.”

The inspector was apparently relieved. “That is the best news I’ve had for a long time, sir. I’d sooner do six months’ duty than one night in this place.”

They filed out into the street. Dick was reaching out his hand to pull the door shut, when it closed violently of its own volition, and through the fanlight he saw the lights go up.

“Now they’ve discovered their mistake, and there is going to be serious trouble.” He looked longingly at the door. “I’d give something to be on the other side,” he said.

“You’re scared!” whispered a voice in his ear. “I’d give something to run, but I haven’t the courage.”

They crossed the road to the shadow of the railings. Presently a line of light showed at the window. Somebody had pulled the curtain aside and was looking out. As they did so, a devil stirred in Shannon’s heart — a wild, insane desire to make a quick end to the mystery that was breaking him. “I’ll take a chance,” he said.

His gun went up and three staccato shots rang out as one. There was a crash of glass; the streak of light disappeared.

“This is where I get into very serious trouble,” said Shannon with a mirthless smile. “But, gosh! I hope I killed him!”

“Who?” asked the frightened girl.

But Dick did not reply.

You may not outrage the laws of the Metropolis, even though you be the highest Commissioner in the land. There was a shrill of police whistles, the sound of hurrying feet; three helmeted figures appeared from nowhere in particular, and behind them the crowd that comes from the air on all such occasions as these. Doors and windows were opening in Portman Square. Such a monstrous happening had not occurred within the history of this sedate place.

Commissioner or no Commissioner, Dick had to give his name, the registered number of his automatic, and his address, and submitted without protest because it was the rules of the game. The shots, at any rate, brought the taxi they wanted, and, getting in first, he planted the bag squarely on his knees. As the weight pressed on him, Shannon felt that the evening had not been wasted.

“I don’t know why I shot — bad temper, or pique, or something. I used to be fairly useful with a gun, but the light wasn’t as good as it might have been.”

“Who is it in there?” insisted Audrey. “Who do you think it is — Mr. Malpas?”

“He is one, and there are probably others,” said Dick.

“But are they there all the time?”

He nodded.

“Very likely.”

“Phew!” Audrey fanned herself with her hand. “I’m not going to make a good detective! I wanted to scream.”

“Not so much as I did, Miss Bedford,” said Steel. “Can you go out of your way to drop me at Middlesex Hospital? I must have this hand dressed.”

They made a detour and dropped Steel to have his injury attended to. Then they crossed Oxford Street, and down dingy cinema-land, which in London is Wardour Street.

“You ought to have brought a policeman with you. Captain Shannon,” she said with sudden gravity.

He laughed.

“I don’t think we’re likely to be molested between here and Scotland Yard.”

Halfway along Wardour Street she saw a glow of light strike the roof of the cab through the little peephole at the back, and, turning, looked out. A big car was just behind them, and was drawing to the right to pass, at a place where the street narrowed so that there was scarcely room for two vehicles abreast. Almost before she could think, the inevitable happened. The car swerved quickly to the left, pinned the smaller taxicab against the edge of the sidewalk, jacking it up till, with a grind of brakes, the machine was flung to the narrow sidewalk.

Dick’s first thought was for the girl; his arm was instantly around her, and, pulling her towards him as the cab shivered its frail windows to fragments, he managed to screen her face. At that second the door was jerked open; somebody put his hand in and felt on the floor. Dick turned in time to see the hand grip the bag, and his fist shot out. The blow caught the man’s shoulder, and for a second he loosened his grip on the bag, and then, muttering something, he struck through the doorway. Shannon saw the glimmer of steel, and, wriggling round, partly to escape the thrust and partly to get at his pistol pocket, he kicked out with all his strength, and, by luck, hit home, for he heard a grunt and the knife fell amidst the broken glass. In another instant the assailant was gone.

“Stop that man!” shouted Dick.

He had seen the approaching policeman, but his voice was drowned in the roar of engines. The car swerved to avoid the officer, and, turning into Shaftesbury Avenue, disappeared.

With some difficulty Dick Shannon struggled out of the cab, and helped the girl to her feet. The taxi was a wreck, but the driver had escaped injury to everything but his feelings. “Did you get the number?” asked Shannon.

“No, I didn’t,” growled the policeman, “but he nearly got me!”

“I got it,” said the frightened cabman, “you bet I got it! XG.97435.”

Dick chuckled.

“I’ll save you the trouble of looking that up. Constable. It’s the number of my own car! Our friend has a queer sense of humour.”

He made himself known to the officer. “I want a taxicab, but I think I’ll go with you in search of it,” he said. “I don’t wish to be alone with this bag.”

“Something valuable in it, sir?” said the constable, respectfully interested.

“About three million pounds,” said Shannon.

The constable was politely amused. He invariably smiled at his superiors’ jokes, and he smiled now.

“Where is your inspector?”

“He may be here any moment, sir. He usually comes round at about this hour. Here he is, sir, with the sergeant.”

He hurried forward to meet his superior, and Shannon did not lag far behind him.

A few words explained the situation, and the policeman, delighted with the prospect of getting released from his tedious beat-walking, accompanied him to the flat.

“Hallo!” Dick looked up at his window. He had left the servant with strict injunctions not to leave the sittingroom until he came back, but the lights were out.

“Come into the passage and hold this bag,” he said. “Audrey, you stand behind the officer. My William is not usually a man who disobeys instructions.”

There was a light-switch in the hall: he turned it on, and a lamp showed at the head of the stairs. He opened the flat door. The hall was in darkness, and when he pressed the control, no light came. Reaching up, he discovered that the bulb had been removed — and recently, for the brass holder was still warm.

His gun held stiffly before him, he walked across the hall, and tried the door of the sittingroom. It was locked. Stepping back, he lifted his foot and kicked. The door opened with a crash that brought the constable halfway up the stairs.

“Anything wrong, sir?”

“Stay where you are,” ordered Dick sharply.

Reaching in, he turned over the switch, and the room flooded with light.

The first object he saw was William. He was lying half on the sofa and half on the floor, and the trickle of blood on the sofa told Shannon all he wanted to know.

The safe was open — he expected that — blown out, and hanging on its hinges. The sugar-bowl, with its precious contents, was gone.

He lifted the man to the sofa, and loosened his collar. He was breathing thickly, and a quick examination of the wound told the Commissioner that the injury was not likely to be a serious one. It told him something more: the attack had been delivered only a few minutes before he arrived.

From the sideboard he took a carafe of water and splashed it on the man’s face, and presently William opened his eyes, and stared stupidly around him.

“Did you get him, sir?” he asked eagerly.

“No, my son, I didn’t get him. He got you, apparently.”

William groaned, and, leaving the man, Dick opened the door which communicated with his bedroom, and gave the apartment a quick search. A window at the back was open; he pulled down, and drew the blinds. And here he found other evidence of an intruder’s presence. Two drawers in his dressing-table were open, and the contents turned over. Somebody had pulled away the pillows from his bed, evidently in search of something. He came back to find the chauffeur sufficiently recovered to sit up.

“I’ll send you along to the hospital. You’ll see Mr. Steel there,” he said, with a touch of grim humour.

Going out to the landing, he found the stairway in darkness. Somebody had extinguished the stairway light.

“Who put this light out?” he asked.

“Are you up there, sir?” said the policeman in surprise. “I thought you put it out.”

“Come up, and bring the bag. Will you come up, Audrey?”

“The bag, sir? You took the bag.”

“What!” shouted Dick.

“When you came down just now, you said, ‘Give me the bag, and stay where you are.’ sir,” said the policeman in tremulous tones.

“Oh, you double-dyed goop!” stormed Dick. “Couldn’t you see me?”

“It was in the dark, sir,” said the policeman.

“Did you see him, Audrey?” asked Shannon. There was no answer. “Where is the young lady?”

“Down here, sir, near the door.”

Dick turned and snapped on the light. The passage was empty except for the policeman.

Flying down the stairs three at a time, he flung open the door and walked into the street. Audrey had disappeared!

The bag had gone — that was bad enough. But Audrey had disappeared — that was the loss that turned Dick Shannon’s heart to ice.
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The cabman was still waiting. He had seen “the gentleman” come out with a bag, and then the lady came out, and that was about all he knew. He admitted he was more interested in a conversation he was holding with a brother taxidriver on the rank. He didn’t know which way they went, or whether they went together. He was quite sure the young lady came out after the gentleman.

“Gentleman be — blowed!” snarled Shannon. His language was almost justifiable. “What did he look like? Was he young or old?”

The cabman did not know. He was facing the wrong way at the time to see properly. But he thought he was an elderly gentleman. He insisted upon the thief being of gentle birth and, pressed, he wasn’t sure that he had seen the lady go at all.

Dick went back to his flat with a heart as heavy as lead. “I’m sorry I cursed you. Officer,” he said. “It was my own fault. I should have made sure there was nobody in the flat before I attended the chauffeur. Come up. Do you know anything about first-aid? You can look after my man while I telephone.”

Within a minute every police station in London knew of the robbery. Motorcyclists were starting out to warn the patrol men to look for a man with a bag, and — here the description was explicit — for a girl in a mackintosh coat.

Williams was now recovered sufficiently to tell all that he knew, which was not much. He did, however, confirm Shannon’s theory that the robbery had occurred only a few minutes before he arrived.

“I was sitting at the table, reading the evening newspaper, when I thought I heard a sound in the bedroom. I listened, but it seemed to me that it was only the flapping of the blinds, and I didn’t get up. The last thing I remember was reading an account of an Old Bailey trial.”

The back of the building in which his flat was situated looked out upon the flat roof of an annexe built out from Lower Regent Street, and he realized for the first time how simple a matter it was for a burglar to gain admission through the rear of the premises.

“They were pretty quick workers,” was all he said, and leaving Williams to be escorted to the hospital, he went on intending to take the taxi on to Scotland Yard.

As he crossed the sidewalk a man touched his hat. It was the plainclothes officer who patrolled that beat, and Shannon knew him by sight. In a few words he told what had happened and described the girl. The detective shook his head.

“No, sir, I didn’t see the lady, and I don’t remember anybody carrying a bag. I was standing at the top of Haymarket, outside the Tube station, where thousands of people pass, but I think I should have remembered anybody carrying a grip at this time of night.”

“You saw nobody who might be concerned in the robbery — none of ‘the boys’?”

The officer hesitated.

“As a matter of fact, I saw one,” he confessed; “a man you pointed out to me a few months ago.”

“Slick Smith?” asked Dick quickly.

“Yes, sir, that’s he — Slick Smith.”

“Which way did he come?”

“He came up the Haymarket, and I thought he was in a bit of a hurry. I said good night to him as he passed, but he either didn’t see or didn’t want to see me. He was wearing a dark blue trench-coat, and had evidently been out in the rain for some time, for it was wet through.”

“What time was this?”

“About five minutes ago. He crossed towards the Pavilion, and there I lost sight of him.”

Headquarters had no news when Dick arrived. He would have been surprised if they had; and he waited only long enough to consult the Chief on duty before he went in search of Slick Smith.

The American crook was not at home; had not been home since very early in the evening.

“I don’t know what time he’ll arrive,” said the landlord. “In fact, I never hear him come in. He’s a very quiet man, one of the best lodgers I’ve ever had.”

The landlord did not protest when Shannon went up to the rooms occupied by Smith, for he was well aware of the character of his tenant, the police having conveyed information to him a very considerable time before. The door was fastened, but the lock was very easily manipulated and Dick went into the room, making a quick but thorough search for any evidence likely to incriminate Smith in the outrage.

If Slick Smith had been a Sabbath school teacher or the leader of a Band of Hope — indeed, anything that was wholly innocuous and pure — his belongings could not have afforded any less evidence of his criminal propensities. Dick was in the midst of his examination when he heard the door downstairs open and a low-voiced conversation. A little later Smith walked in, a smile on his cheery face, a very large cigar in the comer of his mouth and a twinkle in his eye.

“Good evening, Captain,” he said cheerily. “If you’d sent me a note, I’d have been at home to meet you. What I like about the English people is their friendliness. Fancy your calling on me!”

Dick shut the door.

“Give me an account of your movements since five o’clock,” he said curtly. Smith scratched his chin.

“That is going to be difficult,” he said. “The only thing I’m absolutely certain about is that I was in the Haymarket at a quarter to ten. One of your bloodhounds saw me, so it would be absurd to deny that I was there. The rest of the time I have been loafing around. And there’s no use my telling you where, Captain Shannon,” he said with evident sincerity, “because you know that, if I said I was at Boney’s at four fifty-five, why Boney would swear I was sitting right there up against the stove, even if I was a hundred miles away. But if you’ve any doubt of my bona-fides, Captain, there’s an agency in the village called Stormer’s, who have had a sleuth on my heels for months. I guess they’ll be able to give you a schedule that will satisfy you — unless I slipped him.” He chuckled. “I do that sometimes, and it rattles him to death. I’ll tell you what. Captain, let’s show hands. You’ve had a burglary at your flat tonight.”

“How do you know that?” asked Dick sternly.

Again Slick Smith laughed.

“I saw a policeman on duty outside the door as I came past ten minutes ago,” he said dryly, “and another policeman taking a fellow with a broken head off to hospital. A man hasn’t got to be clever to know that there was sump’n doin’. Unless you’ve gone in for the movie business, and I didn’t notice a camera or a battery of Krieg lights around. Do you want me for that burglary?”

“I want you for nothing,” said Dick shortly. “You are a known bad character, and you were in the vicinity of the Haymarket at the hour thieves broke into my flat. What’s the matter with your face?”

From the moment he came into the room Smith had steadfastly kept one side of his face in the shadow, and now Dick gripped him by the shoulders and turned him round so that the light fell upon that side of his face. From the cheekbone to a point above the left ear was a long, ugly graze that had taken off a portion of the man’s hair.

“That is a bullet’s track,” he said. He touched a slight wound on the man’s jaw that was skilfully dressed. “And that is a cut — the cut that broken glass would make. Who has been shooting you up. Smith?”

“I didn’t get his name and address,” drawled the other. “I was in a hurry.”

“Shall I tell you how you were shot, and the position you were in? You were standing behind a window; the bullet struck the glass, grazed your forehead, ricochetted alongside your head, and a splinter of the glass—” He stopped. He saw a tiny, glittering speck on the shoulder of the man’s wet trench-coat, and reaching forward, pulled it from the cloth in which it was buried. “That’s glass.”

They looked at one another, neither speaking. The smile had gone from Slick Smith’s face, but the humorous eyes still held a twinkle.

“There’s the making of a good detective in you. Shannon,” he said. “A violin and a shot of ‘coco’, a few monographs on cigar-ash, and a scrapbook, and, gee! you’d have a queue waiting outside your house in Baker Street! I was shot at — that’s true. And it was through glass — through the glass of a taxi window. I’ve got a feud with one of those cheap gangsters from Soho. I can give you the number of the taxi I was riding in, if you want to investigate.”

He took a card from his pocket and put it on the table. Dick saw the number pencilled on the back. Slick’s alibi was well prepared.

Shannon was exasperated by the coolness of the man; his nerves were on edge, and he knew at the bottom of his heart that the loss of a fortune in uncut diamonds concerned him less than the question of the girl’s safety.

“You make me feel a fool. I suppose I am,” he said… “Smith, will you be candid with me to this extent? My flat has been robbed, and I’ve lost very valuable property, which belongs to somebody else. But that isn’t troubling me so much as” — he hesitated— “as another matter. When I went to the flat I was accompanied by Miss Bedford. I’ve an idea that you’ve met her?”

“I saw her once,” said Smith.

“Whether you were concerned in the robbery or not doesn’t, for the moment, matter a row of pins to me. Will you tell me this: did you see Miss Bedford tonight?”

“Did I see her? I certainly saw her,” said Smith with a broad smile, “and I’m hoping to see her again if somebody hasn’t run away with her. Doughty Street is a mighty cold and windy place for a young lady to be standing all this time.”

“Doughty Street!” gasped Dick. “Where is she?”

“She was outside the door a few minutes back,” said Smith.
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Before the words were out of his mouth, Shannon was flying down the stairs. In the street he saw the figure of a girl walking up and down.

“Audrey!” he cried joyfully, and before he realized what he was doing he had taken her in his arms. “My dear, this is wonderful!” he said, and his voice shook. “You don’t know what this minute means to me.”

“Didn’t Mr. Smith tell you I was waiting?” she asked, gently disengaging herself. “He wouldn’t let me come in until he had found whether you were there.”

“Then he expected me to be here?” said Dick in surprise.

“He thought so: he said that this would be the first call you’d make.”

He hustled her into the house and up to Smith’s room, Smith receiving his new visitor with the greatest calmness. And then the girl told her story.

“I was near the door, when I heard you, as I thought, come down the stairs and say something in a whisper to the policeman. It was not until the man dashed past me and opened the door that I realized I was mistaken. Dick, it was Mr. Malpas!”

“Malpas? Are you sure?”

“Positive,” she said emphatically. “I couldn’t mistake him. He wore a soft felt hat and his coat collar was turned up to his chin, and that awful nose… ! My first thought was to scream. And then my hand, which was in my pocket at the time, touched the silver badge, and I began to realize a detective’s responsibilities.”

“And you followed him?” said Dick. “You mad woman!”

“He was across the road by the time I had made up my mind, and I flew along after him, keeping him in sight. He walked down Panton Street into Leicester Square and turned up towards Coventry Street, and I kept behind him and at a little distance. At Coventry Street he crossed the road, passed up the little street that runs by the side of the Pavilion Theatre, and, crossing Shaftesbury Avenue, walked quickly up Great Windmill Street. I saw a car waiting by the sidewalk, but didn’t realize that it was his until he jumped in and started it moving. And then I did a very foolish thing. I shouted ‘Stop!’ and ran towards the car. Instead of going off at top speed, as I expected him to, he looked round and kept the machine going at a slow pace, just fast enough to keep ahead of me, and then he suddenly stopped, and I came up to it before I realized what danger I might be in. It was a closed limousine, and I could not see the face of the driver. The street was dark, and there was no light of any kind inside the body of the machine.

“‘Is that you, Miss Bedford?’ he asked. Although all along I was certain it was he, I was simply struck speechless when I found that my suspicions were correct. ‘Come inside; I want to speak to you,’ he said. I turned to run, and he was out of the car like a flash. There was nobody in sight, and I was terrified. I don’t know how I got away, but I did. Looking round, I saw that I was not being followed, and the car couldn’t be seen, of course, because I had turned three or four corners before I lost my breath and could go no farther. Just as I was deciding that I ought to look for a policeman and tell him, Mr. Smith walked into view. I had a fright; I thought it was Malpas. That is all, except that Mr. Smith brought me to your flat, and on the way we met a detective, who told us you had been inquiring about him.”

Dick drew a long breath.

“So the mystery of your omniscience is a mystery no longer, Smith. How came you to be in that neighbourhood?”

“I was following the young lady.” Not a muscle of Smith’s face moved, not an eyelid twitched. “That is what I was doing — following the young lady; though, if I’d known she was one of Stormer’s women, maybe I’d not have been so anxious. Quis custodiet custodes ipsos? That’s Latin, and it means ‘Who shall trail the trailer?’ And now I’ll guess you are wanting to go. Captain, and I’ll not detain you. Nothing is missing as far as I can see, but if you find any of my property in your pocket when you get home, maybe you’ll send it me by express delivery.”

Dick drove the girl to her hotel, and with the relief which her safety brought came the reaction. Somewhere in London were diamonds to a fabulous value; and that they were in the possession of their unlawful owner did not make the situation any less serious.
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Audrey woke the next morning, a little bewildered, to discover herself in an apartment as richly appointed as her new lodgings were plain. There was a tap at the sittingroom door; she unlocked it and scurried back to bed as a trim maid came in, wheeling a little wicker trolley on which her breakfast was laid. By the side of the plate was a letter, and, glancing at it, she uttered an exclamation of surprise. It was from Dora, and was addressed to her, not only at the Ritz-Carlton, but gave the number of her suite. Audrey smiled. Good news travels almost as quickly as bad, she thought, and opened the heavily underlined letter, wondering what had led her sister to take this unusual course. The first few lines filled her with amazement.

My dearest child,

I wonder if you are ever going to forgive me for all the horrid things I’ve done and said to you, and for my terrible and wicked conduct a year ago? The remembrance that you went to prison innocently for an offence which was really Martin’s, haunts me. And when I recall my dreadful attack upon you, I can hardly believe that I was sane. I want you to let bygones be bygones, and to come and see me. I’ve a lot to tell you — one act of mine I can at least undo. Will you be a forgiving angel and telephone me?

Your loving sister, Dorothy.

“Dorothy?” repeated Audrey, frowning.

Yet, despite the conflicting emotions which the letter aroused, on the whole she was glad. The maid had hardly gone before she was at the telephone. Dora’s voice answered her.

“Of course I’ll come and see you — this afternoon if I can. And you’re not to worry about the — the Holloway incident, I can’t speak more plainly on the telephone, but you understand?”

“Yes, dear,” said the low voice of Dora.

“You haven’t asked me what I’m doing here.”

“Oh, I know all about that,” said Dora’s dispirited voice. “You’re working for Stormer’s, aren’t you?”

Audrey gave a gasp of surprise. “How did you know?”

“Somebody told me; but that doesrft matter. You will come, and you do forgive me… ?”

Audrey went to her bath, feeling a lightness of heart that she had not experienced for many a day. Deep down she was fond of her sister, and her enmity had been a real trouble to her. It seemed as if one of the major unhappinesses of life was dissipated. She did not, however, forget her curious mission. While she was dressing she took advantage of the maid’s presence to ask about the mysterious Mr. Torrington.

“They say he’s a millionaire,” said the maid, in that despairing tone in which people who are not millionaires speak of those who are, “but I don’t see what pleasure he gets out of his money. He never goes anywhere, never does anything, sits in his room all day, reading and smoking; goes sneaking out at night — not to theatres, as any other decent gentleman would go, but just loafing around the streets. That’s not what I call enjoyment. Now, if I had all that money I’d see life! I’d go to the Palais du Danse every night, and to all the good pictures you could see in the afternoons.”

“Perhaps he doesn’t dance,” said Audrey.

“He could learn,” said the girl. “A man with that money could learn anything!”

“Is he in his room now?” The girl nodded.

“He was five minutes ago, when I took him in his breakfast. I will say this for him, that he’s very polite and his habits are regular. Do you know that he’s up at half past five every morning? It is a fact, miss. The night porter has to take him in coffee and rolls at that hour! He says he has been in the habit for years of getting up at half past five, and he can’t break himself.”

“Has he a secretary?”

The maid shook her head.

“No, he hasn’t got a secretary, not even a parrot,” she said vaguely.

In the course of the morning Audrey got in touch with Stormer’s and made her brief report. It could have been briefer, because she had nothing really to tell. But apparently the Agency was well satisfied that she was on the spot. They seemed easily pleased, she thought.

At three o’clock that afternoon she knocked at the door of the house in Curzon Street, and was admitted by a new maid, and it was characteristic of Dora that the delinquencies of the old one should be the subject-matter of her conversation.

“She got a little too fresh, and she admitted people without telling me they were in the house, after I had given her strict instructions that I was not at home to them.” Then, realizing that the conversation was not exactly as she had planned it, she caught the girl by the shoulders and looked lovingly into her face. “You have forgiven me, girlie?”

“Why, of course, dear.”

For some reason, Audrey felt awkward and gauche. It was as though there was some tension in the air that she felt without being able to define. Perhaps it was the absence of Martin which disconcerted her. She expected to see him; the reconciliation was incomplete without his presence. And it was strange that Dora made no reference to or apology for his absence.

“Sit down, my dear, and let me have a good look at you. You haven’t changed very much since the old days, really you haven’t. Nobody would dream that you were a year older than I.”

Audrey looked up in amazement.

“A year older?” she said.

“That is why I wanted to see you. You’ll have some tea?”

“But I don’t understand you, Dora,” said the girl, ignoring the invitation. “I am not older than you; I am a year younger.”

Dora’s slow smile was almost convincing.

“You’re a year older, darling,” she said. “Dear mother was responsible for the mix-up. For some reason, which I bitterly regret, mother did not like you, and her dislike took a queer expression, as we have reason to know.”

“I always understood that I was born on the ist of December, 1904—” began Audrey.

“On the 3rd of February, 1903,” smiled Dora. “I have your birth certificate. I wanted to show it to you.”

She opened the drawer of the secretaire and from a blue envelope took out the long oblong slip.

“There it is, dear — Audrey Dorothy Bedford. That was mother’s first husband. I told you that she never called you by your name.”

Audrey was examining the document, bewildered.

“But she told me… she said you were the older — lots of times. And, Dora, I remember you were always in a class higher than I at school. If what you say is true, then my father — ?”

“I told you that your father was on the Breakwater, but that isn’t so.” Dora dropped her eyes. “It was my father,” she said brokenly. “He was an American who came to South Africa and met mother when she was a young widow with a child only a few weeks old. They were married three months later.”

Audrey dropped down into a chair. “How queer!” she said. “But I am Audrey! And we are both Dorothy? That must be so. But” — she shook her head helplessly— “I can’t believe that I’m older than you.”

Dora checked her rising anger with a great mental effort, but what she had to say was interrupted by a cry from the girl.

“I can prove I’m the younger!” she said triumphantly. “Mother told me where I was christened — at a chapel in Rosebank, South Africa!”

In the bedroom above the room in which they were talking Martin Eiton, his ear to the floor, listened; and grew suddenly haggard. Audrey Torrington must be put away! By what way, in what fashion, he did not care. He waited, listening, and when at last her foot sounded on the stairs he got up and opened the door.

Dora’s voice, laughing and carefree, came up to him, and presently the street door closed and he went down to meet his wife.

“Well?” she asked, and then she saw his face and shrank back as if she had been struck.

“Martin… you wouldn’t.”

He nodded.

A life stood between him and the lavish prosperity which had been his life’s dream. He had taken his decision.
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Mr. Willitt was invariably nervous in the presence of Dan Torrington. He was more so now under the searching scrutiny of the old man’s eyes.

“I will allow Stormer to understand many of my peculiar requirements, but when it comes to a question of appointing a secretary, I must be the best judge, Mr. Willitt. Will you tell or cable your principal to that effect?”

Willitt shifted uncomfortably. He was already sitting on the edge of the chair, and any further movement would precipitate him to the floor.

“We have no desire to dictate, or even to suggest, Mr. Torrington,” he said awkwardly, “and Mr. Stormer understands that you are quite well able to manage your domestic affairs without assistance. But he particularly wishes this person engaged.”

“Let Stormer engage him, then.”

Torrington was smoking a cigarette through a long black I holder, his back to the fire, his thin legs outstretched.

“By all means let Mr. Stormer engage him — he has my permission. I, for my part, will offer no suggestion.”

“It’s not a him, it’s a girl,” blurted Willitt.

“Then I certainly will not employ her!” retorted the other emphatically. “A girl would get on my nerves. I don’t understand them, and I should be one half the time offending her and the other half apologizing.” He glanced at the crestfallen face and laughed. “You seem to have set your heart on this. Who is she?”

“She is the young lady who was employed by Malpas.”

“Malpas!” said the old man softly. “Is she by any chance the friend of that very engaging young man Captain Shannon?”

“Yes, sir,” said the other.

“Oh!” Torrington stroked his chin. “Is it Shannon’s wish?” he asked at last.

“Shannon knows nothing about it; it is entirely Mr. Stormer’s idea. The truth is—” he began.

“Now we have it,” said the other dryly. “I thought that you would pass through that painful process — tell me the truth!”

“She is in our employ, and we want somebody near you in case things go a little wrong.”

“And is she one of those capable females who will put them right?” laughed the old man. “I’ll oppose you no more. Tell her to see me this afternoon. What is her name?”

“Audrey Bedford.”

The words conveyed nothing to Torrington.

“I’ll see her at three — ?”

“She’s in the hotel at this minute; won’t you see her now?”

“You brought her, did you?”

“She’s staying here,” said Willitt. “In fact, Mr. Torrington, she has been instructed by us to devote her attention to you, and she is in course of carrying out those orders.”

Torrington chuckled and rubbed his hands. “So that is it!” And then his face grew graver. “Send her along. Miss Bedford? I’m not so sure, if my recollection of the girl is right, that I shan’t have all my time occupied in protecting her!”

Willitt slipped out of the room and returned in a few minutes, ushering in the girl, and Dan Torrington took her in from the crown of her little hat to the toes of her dainty feet.

“Anything less like a detective I have never seen.” He shook his head.

“And I have never felt,” she laughed as she took his hand. “Mr. Willitt says that you want me to be your secretary.”

“Mr. Willitt is exaggerating,” said Torrington good-humouredly. “The one thing I don’t wish is for you to be my secretary, but I’m afraid I shall be forced against my will to ask you to accept that position. Are you a capable secretary?”

“I’m not,” she confessed ruefully.

“So much the better.” Torrington’s smile was infectious. “I don’t think I could endure a capable secretary — competence is a most depressing quality to have around one. At any rate, you will not open my letters furtively and photograph their contents. And I’m equally sure I shall be able to leave money around without missing any. All right, Mr. Willitt, I will talk with this lady.”

He felt strangely drawn towards the girl; a curious sympathy which he experienced the moment she came into the room made the appointment not only less irksome, but even desirable.

“Your duties are nil,” he bantered her. “Your office hours will be when I really require assistance — a moment which will probably never arrive. I remember you now; you were the girl who got into hot water a year ago.”

That wretched jewel robbery! Was she never to be allowed to forget that year cut out of her life?

“You have a sister, too, haven’t you?”

“Yes, I have a sister.”

He bit his lip; the light danced on his spectacles as he stared into the fire.

“A bad lot.” And then, quickly: “Forgive me if I have hurt you at all.”

“I’m not very hurt; but I don’t think she is quite as bad as people imagine,” said Audrey quietly. “A woman is happiest when she has no history, but — ?”

“You’re wrong,” he interrupted. “There isn’t a woman without a history. Character is history and history is character. Certainly she’s happier if she hasn’t the history which a marriage with Martin Eiton would attach to her name. Oh, yes, I know the gentleman remarkably well, though he’ll never guess that. You worked for Malpas, you say? A somewhat strange gentleman.”

“Very,” she said emphatically.

“Do you think they will ever catch him?” he asked after a pause. “You know there is a warrant out for him?”

“I didn’t know, but I guessed,” she said.

“A nice man, do you think?”

“Mr. Malpas? I think he is a horror!”

A faint smile dawned in the old man’s face.

“Oh, you think he is a horror, do you?” he said slowly. “Well, maybe he is. All right. You had a bit of a shock last night? — Of course, you were the girl with Shannon when the diamonds were lost?”

She stared at him in amazement.

“Is it in the newspapers?” she asked, and he chuckled again.

“No; it is in my private newspaper! You saw them, eh? Heaps and heaps of them, beautiful little yellow stones — they belong to me!”

She was speechless with astonishment. He made his claim in an ordinary tone of voice, as he might have said, “That book is mine,” or “This is my room.”

Three million pounds’ worth of uncut stones! It was hardly believable that this man, who made so calm a statement, could accept their loss so philosophically.

“Yes, they’re mine, or were,” he said. “You’ll find the seal of the Hallam & Coold mine on every one of them. Mention that fact to Shannon the next time you see him, though I should imagine he knows.”

“He never told me.”

“There’s a whole lot Shannon doesn’t tell you that he knows, and one day somebody is going to get a shock,” he said.

Suddenly his eyes dropped to her feet, and so long did he stare down at her shoes that she shifted her feet uncomfortably. And when he spoke he said an astounding thing.

“In wet weather it hurts a little, doesn’t it?”

“Yes, a little,” she was surprised into saying, and then she gasped! “Hurts… ? What do you mean… how did you know?”

He was laughing as she had never seen a man laugh. There were tears in his eyes when he finished. He saw her flushed face, and was penitent.

“Forgive me! I am distressing you. You see, I am an inquisitive man, and I made inquiries about you from the prison officials — the doctor told me a lot!”

And then, abruptly, he turned the talk into more conventional channels and nodded towards his writing-table.

“There are a heap of letters there; just answer them.”

“Will you tell me what to say?”

He shook his head.

“There is no necessity. To people who write for money you can say ‘No’. To people who want to see me, you can say I’m in Paris; and to newspapers who write asking for an interview you can say I died last night and my end was peaceful.”

He put his hand in his pocket and took out a crumpled envelope.

“Here’s one that requires a special answer,” he said, but did not give her the letter.

“Just write: ‘There’s a boat leaving for South America on Wednesday next. I will stake you to the extent of £500 and your passage. If you value your life you will accept my offer.’”

She wrote the words rapidly in longhand.

“To whom shall I send this?”

“To Mr. William Stanford, 552 Portman Square,” said the old man, looking abstractedly at the ceiling.
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There were certain peculiar features about Mr. Torrington’s suite at the Ritz-Carlton, features which the girl did not notice until she was alone that afternoon in the sittingroom, Torrington having gone out. All the doors were fitted with bolts, and, opening a window to watch a fire that had broken out on the upper floor of some premises almost opposite, she was amazed when the doors were flung open and three men came in at a run.

One, she knew, was a Stormer agent; the other two were strangers.

“Sorry to startle you, miss,” said the agent, “We ought to have warned you not to open the windows.”

“What happened?” she asked. “What did I do?”

“I’ll tell you later,” said the man, pulling the sash carefully and snapping back the fastening.

When the other two had gone: “You touched an alarm. No, you can’t see it, because you didn’t really set it going until you moved the catch. There is no need to open the windows — this room has a special system of ventilation.”

“A burglar alarm?” she gasped. “I never guessed I was doing anything so foolish.”

“There’s one on every window; there’s one on every door at night. I’ll show you something.”

Even the most stern and inflexible of private detectives becomes indiscreet in the presence of a pretty girl. He took her into Mr. Torrington’s bedroom, a plainly furnished apartment, remarkable for the few articles of furniture it contained. There was a double bed with two sets of pillows.

“He sleeps that side, and fortunately he’s a very quiet sleeper. If by chance he put his head on that pillow—” He pointed to the other and lifted it gingerly. Running from one corner was a threadlike wire, which disappeared under the bed. “Any pressure on the pillow would bring the night men.”

“But Mr. Willitt didn’t tell me there were more watchers than me,” she said, a little chagrined, and then laughed as she realized what little value her own assistance would be to Torrington in a moment of peril. “Is there really any danger to him?” she asked.

“Well,” said the man vaguely, “you never know.”

She had time that afternoon to write a hurried letter to Dora, whom she had left in a somewhat electrical atmosphere. It was all rather absurd, after what had passed, to quarrel over a question of age. Her mother was so eccentric that it was quite possible that she had taken this peculiar course of pretending that the younger was the elder. At any rate, it was not worth while quarrelling about, and she sat down and wrote to her sister:

Dear Dora,

I think we were both rather foolish. I am Dorothy or anything you like, and you are my younger sister! Already I have taken that maternal interest in you which comes so natural to the head of the family I I will see you again very soon.

She signed it “Dorothy”.

Dora had the letter by the evening post. She was at dinner, and passed it across to her husband without comment.

“She has more intelligence than you, my friend,” said Martin, reading and putting it down. “It was lunacy to try to rush matters. You should have let the idea soak in, or else given her a chance to get acquainted with you before you sprang it on her.”

“Anyway, I’m not going through with it,” she said briefly. “If it came to a showdown, there’s the birth registered at Rosebank. It would only take the cost of a cable to prove that Audrey was telling the truth.”

He fixed his speculative gaze upon her, and, irritated by his scrutiny, she got up abruptly from the table.

“Don’t go,” he said. “Shall I show you my profit and loss account for this year? You’ll have a fit when I do. Here’s a letter that will interest you.”

He took it from his pocket and threw it down within reach of her hand.

“From the bank?” She opened it quickly, and her face fell. “But I didn’t know you were that much overdrawn, Bunny,” she said. “I thought you owned stock.”

“I do. The bank has got it against the overdraft, and the stock has depreciated considerably of late. We’re in a pretty tight corner. I admit I’ve been in worse, but then, I wasn’t so soft as I am now — better fitted for the rough-and-tumble of starting again. Now, I’ve got a little set in my habits, and I don’t intend going rough, anyway. That letter means nothing, except that she’s humouring you. Audrey has got to go away.”

“Where?” she asked breathlessly.

“I don’t know yet. We’ll get her somewhere abroad until you fix things.”

“But if she disappeared, and I made my claim, they’d know at once there was something wrong. You don’t think Shannon’s a fool, do you?”

“Shannon!” he said contemptuously. “I’m not worrying about him. I’m thinking of Slick Smith and what it’s going to cost me.”

“I shouldn’t worry very much about him.”

“You wouldn’t, eh? No, I guess you wouldn’t. I do. It is not only in connection with Audrey and all he knows and guesses that I’m thinking of him. You remember the night I went gunning for Lacy Marshalt? I guess you do! There are very few walls I can’t climb, and I got up to the roof of Malpas’s house, which is next door, just before the fuss started down below.”

“You mean the murder of Marshalt?”

He nodded. “I was there just a few minutes before, and Shannon spoke the truth when he said the police-station clock saved my neck. At the far end of the roof, on Marshalt’s section, there was a detective on guard. He didn’t see me, and he didn’t see the man who came hand-over-hand up the rope, opened the skylight in Malpas’s and dropped in. I did. I saw trouble coming, and I got away quick.”

“You saw the man go through the skylight? Then you saw the murderer!” she gasped.

“I saw more than that,” he nodded. “When he got down below into the little storeroom under the skylight, he lit a candle and took out of his pocket a half wig, a false nose and a chin. When he’d fixed them — why, his own mother wouldn’t have recognized him for anybody but Malpas.”

“Malpas!” she gasped. “Who was it?”

“Slick Smith,” was the answer.
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Sergeant Steel came to Shannon’s office in response to a call, and found him in the midst of reading a very long cablegram. From the Western Union headline, which he recognized, he gathered it was from America, and expected his Chief to make some reference to its contents. But apparently it had nothing to do with the case, for Dick turned the sheets upside down and addressed himself to the business for which he had sent for Steel.

“Take a plainclothes officer with you and admit yourself to 551 Portman Square. You will probably find the controls are off. I want you to wait and watch the removal of the Malpas god. As soon as it is gone, close the house and report.”

“Are you moving the idol?” asked the other in surprise.

Dick nodded.

“I’ve arranged with the Builders’ Traction Company to have a lorry and twenty men before the house at half past three. See that they get in, watch the loading, and escort the idol to Scotland Yard. I’ve told the transport company to cover it up, or we should have half London following the trolley under the impression that we’re giving an exhibition. I’ve arranged for its reception at the Yard. When we’ve got it there, two of our engineers will make a very thorough examination, and I think this will throw a light upon Malpas and his methods, and — Steel!”

The sergeant turned back.

“I had a talk with one of Marshalt’s servants today. She came with a whole lot of useless stuff about things that mean nothing, but she let out one interesting fact. Marshalt was really scared of the man next door. I’ve been thinking that all that talk and appointment of Stormer’s men to watch out was sheer bunk. But it was true. One day this woman had to go into Marshalt’s study to take some coal, and she just got into the room when three knocks came from the other side of the wall. You remember I told you that Miss Bedford heard the same signal. Marshalt and Tonger were together, and the effect on Marshalt was to reduce him to jelly. That’s what the woman said, but I’m allowing a generous margin for exaggeration. I don’t know whether you’ve any cut-and-dried theory, but remember that Marshalt and Tonger were in the room together when the knocks came. And Marshalt was scared sick.”

Steel considered this new point.

“I don’t see how that adds to our knowledge, sir,” he said, and Dick Shannon showed his teeth in a smile.

“It adds a lot to mine. It tells me who was the two-faced villain who was on the other side! Now get along.”

Half an hour later Sergeant Steel, accompanied by one plainclothes officer, walked up the steps of 551, fitted his key in the tiny lock and admitted himself and his companion. The light was burning in the hall, and in the big room above apparently nothing had changed except that somebody had drawn the curtain over the idol.

“Pull back those window curtains,” said Steel. “Let’s have a little real light in this place.”

So saying, he switched off the lamps. In daylight Malpas’s room was even more funereal than it was under the glare of the electric.

“I don’t know why the Chief wants us to watch the removal,” grumbled Steel.

“Our people have been squealing about this job,” said the other, “and they will be glad Captain Shannon has decided to cut out the guard for good.”

Steel looked at his watch.

“The contractor’s men will be here in half an hour, and then we’ll see what this old idol looks like in the Black Museum.”

“Are they moving it? Is that the idea, Sergeant?”

“That is the idea,” said Steel, idly turning the pages of a book he had been reading when he had been in occupation.

The officer strolled up to the statue and examined it curiously.

“It will take some moving,” he said. “It looks to be cast in one piece, and it must weigh a ton. I wonder the floor supports it.”

“The floor doesn’t; the wall is built out underneath. Captain Shannon had a hole knocked into it to see if there was any hidden mechanism there, but there wasn’t.”

“Who are doing the moving?”

“The Builders’ Traction Company,” said Steel. “Did you wedge open the door downstairs?” he asked, with a pretence of carelessness. The place was on his nerves. Half an hour passed, and there was no sign of the contractor. He took up the telephone and immediately missed the familiar buzz of the receiver and tapped the hook.

“The ‘phone is dead. Has anybody ordered it to be cut off, I wonder?”

He glanced nervously at the door, and, obeying an impulse, walked across and planted a chair so that it was impossible that it should close. The light was fading in the sky; he put on the lamps again, to find that they did not work.

“I think we’ll go,” said Steel hastily, “but don’t touch that chair!”

He himself vaulted over it and went down the stairs quicker than he had moved since he had been a boy. The wedge at the door still held. As he stood there he heard the upper door shut.

“What was the hurry?” asked the plainclothes man, coming out after him.

“You’ve been never on duty here, have you?”

“No. Not that I should mind. Our people made a fuss about it, but it looks an easy job to me.”

“It would,” snapped Steel, “And it would look an easy job to anybody who doesn’t understand it. Go round to the store in Orchard Street and ‘phone the traction company: ask them how long they’ll be.”

He himself paced up and down the pavement, keeping one eye upon the open door, his uninjured hand on the butt of the gun that he carried in his pocket.

His walk took him a few yards beyond the open door on either side, and he was turning when he saw a yellow hand come round behind the door and grip the wedge — the hand of a man, a flesh-and-blood man, and Steel was afraid of no man in the world.

Whipping out his gun, he leapt the steps, and, as he did so, the wedge was withdrawn and the door began to close. It was within an inch of coming to rest when Steel flung himself against the dark panelling, and for a second it held. And then somebody inside added his weight to the springs, and the door closed. Steel stood, panting and exhausted, leaning against the black panels and then, looking round, saw his assistant coming back at a run.

“I got on to the traction people; they say that the order was countermanded this afternoon by Captain Shannon himself.”

“I’ll bet it was,” said Steel bitterly. He looked up at the blank windows. “When we get back to the Captain we’ll learn that he gave no such order. That was a good idea of mine about the chair… go along and ‘phone him — no, I’d better do that.”

He got through to Shannon immediately, and the Commissioner listened in silence. “No — I gave no order. Let the matter stand for tonight, Steel. Tomorrow I will open the house and you’ll see things happen. Go, watch the back and see what happens.”

He rang off and tapped on the hook until he got the ex change again.

“Give me Electric Supply Corporation,” he said, and when at long last he had reached the official he wanted: “This is Captain Shannon of headquarters. As from tomorrow afternoon at four o’clock I want all electric current to be cut off from 551 Portman Square. Precisely at that moment — can you fix it without entering the house? Good!”

In the meantime, the disgruntled Steel and his man made their way to the mews behind that side of Portman Square on which the Malpas house was cited. They were half a dozen yards from the entrance when a well-dressed man walked out, swinging a polished malacca cane.

“Slick Smith!” gasped Steel. “And he is wearing yellow gloves!”
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Mr. Slick Smith had developed the social craze for making afternoon calls. This new weakness of his broke into his hours of sleep, for it meant rising at an unusual hour — he was sometimes up as early as noon.

He was known by the police to be an expert hotel and flat thief, but in truth Mr. Smith had attainments beyond these sordid limits. Unconscious of the sensation which his yellow gloves had excited, Slick Smith strolled westward until he came to the busy Edgware Road, and, turning northward, he strolled at his leisure into Maida Vale. In that excellent thoroughfare there are many blocks of residential apartments, some of the highest grade, rented at a price which only a wealthy stockbroker could hear without swooning. There were others where professional men who worked for their living could afford to live, but these latter, for the moment, had no interest for Slick Smith.

It was along the broad carriage drive of Greville Mansions that he walked when he left the sidewalk. This imposing block was occupied by families so wealthy that they could afford, for the great part of the year, to live somewhere else. In other words, a flat in Greville Mansions was the accompaniment of a country house, and thirty per cent of the flats were as a rule untenanted all the year round.

There were two entrances, behind each of which was the brass grille of an elevator, attended by a smart man in livery. Into one of these sedate halls, with its redwood panelling, its neat janitor’s office and perfectly carpeted floor. Slick turned. He beamed upon the janitor.

“I wanted to see Mr. Hill,” he said affably.

“Mr. Hill is out of town, sir. Did you come about a flat?”

“Ya-as,” drawled Slick. “Lady Kilfern’s flat is to rent, I understand?”

“To let, sir, you mean. Yes, it is to be let furnished. Have you come from the agents?”

The yellow glove went inside the well-fitting coat, and there came forth, between two fingers, a blue slip of paper, which the janitor read.

“That is all right, sir. This is an order to view Lady Kilfern’s flat. Will you come with me?”

He took him up to the second floor, unlocked a magnificent door and led the way into her ladyship’s apartments. Slick did no more than glance over the sheeted furniture, and then shook his head sadly.

“I’m afraid that this is the front of the block. It is? I understood it was at the back. I am a bad sleeper, and the noise of the traffic disturbs me.”

“There’s nothing to let at the back, sir.”

“Whose flat is that?”

They stood on the landing, and he indicated a door behind the lift cage. The janitor told him the name of the tenant — a lawyer — whilst Slick strolled leisurely down the passage to the big window that looked out on to the back.

“This would suit me admirably,” he said. “A fire escape, too. I’m rather nervous of fires.”

He leaned out of the window and took a survey of the courtyard below. He saw more than this; he noted that there were patent locks on the door of No. 9, and that a man of nerve, holding to the edge of the fire-escape landing, could just reach the window of what was apparently No. 9’s hall.

“I should like to see one of these back flats, but I suppose that is impossible?” he said sadly.

“Yes, sir; I have a passkey in case of fire or accident, but I am strictly forbidden to use it.”

“A passkey?” Mr. Smith was charmingly puzzled. “What is a passkey?”

Displaying the satisfaction with which the man of limited intelligence explains something which is novel to others and familiar to himself: “This is a passkey,” he said, and produced it from his waistcoat pocket with some labour.

Slick took it in his hand and examined it with interest.

“How extraordinary!” he said. “It looks like like any other key. What system does it work on?” He looked the man straight in the eye.

“That’s beyond me, sir,” said the janitor gravely, even reverently.

He put back the key in his pocket, and at that moment the lift bell rang.

“Excuse me, sir,” he began, but Smith caught his arm.

“Can you come back again and see me? I’d like to get your opinion about this front of the house flat,” he said anxiously.

“I’ll be back in a minute, sir.”

When he returned, having deposited a carload of people on an upper floor. Smith was standing where he had left him, a thoughtful figure.

“As I was saying, sir, these passkeys—” The janitor put his hand in his pocket, and a startled expression appeared on his face. “I’ve lost it!” he gasped. “Did you see me put it back?”

“I’m sure you did. Why, there it is!”

He pointed to the carpet at the man’s feet.

“I wouldn’t have lost that for a fortune,” said the relieved janitor, and again the interruption of the bell called him to the nether regions. “You ought to go up and see the roof, sir. There’s a fine view. I’ll take you up.”

“I prefer to walk,” said Slick Smith. He waited till the lift was out of sight, and his preference for walking took him in three strides to the door. He pushed it gently and it opened, as he expected it would, for he had unlocked the door, fastened back the catch and pulled it close again, all in the time of the janitor’s first absence. Now he let the safety catch drop, and went swiftly from room to room.

The place was handsomely furnished, and evidently the plutocratic lawyer had some artistic taste, for the pictures which hung in his small diningroom included two veritable old masters. But Slick Smith was not worrying about pictures. He was after valuables of a more portable character, and in five minutes he had made a most scientific exploration of the best bedroom’s contents, and all that he regarded as worth taking he took, slipping the articles into the capacious pocket of his tail-coat. This finished, he had another look round.

He was particularly interested in the kitchen and the contents of the larder, feeling the bread to discover its newness, smelling the butter, examining an opened tin of preserved milk that stood on the kitchen table; and at last, as though he were satisfied that there was nothing worth eating, he crept up the passage, and listened at the door. The whine of the elevator came to his ears, and, stooping, he lifted the flap of the letterbox and caught a glimpse of it passing upwards. Instantly he was out, had closed the door, and was waiting in the hall when the janitor came down.

“Oh, here you are, sir. I wondered where you’d got to.”

“I have decided to take her ladyship’s flat,” said Smith, “but I presume that you do not attend to that side of the business?”

“No, sir, I don’t,” admitted the man. “And thank you, sir.”

He took the munificent tip which Smith slipped into his hand, and the yellow-gloved man walked out, and, some distance along Maida Vale, hailed a taxicab, and gave the driver an address in Soho.

Getting rid of the cab, he passed down a side street, and Stopped outside a little jeweller’s shop. Glancing left and right fo make sure that he had not been followed, he dived into the dark interior, and a little man in a skull-cap shuffled behind the curtain.

“What is this worth?” He passed a ring across to the jeweller.

“If I gave you five I’d be robbing myself.”

“If you offered me five I’d be murdering you,” said Smith good-humouredly.

And then the door opened and a square-shouldered man walked in.

“Hallo, Smith! How’s trade?” Smith looked at the Scotland Yard man with a smile. “Doing a little buying and selling?” said the officer pleasantly.

“I gather that you’ve been tailing me up?”

“How could you think of such a thing?” said the other, shocked. “Let me have a look at that ring.”

“I didn’t buy it, I didn’t buy it!” protested the little jeweller. “He offered it to me, and I told him to take it away!”

“Where did you get this, Smith?”

“It was a present from my Aunt Rachel,” said Mr. Smith humorously. “In fact, it is my own ring, and Captain Shannon will be very pleased to identify the same.”

“Shannon would?” said the other, nonplussed.

“Sure he would,” said Slick, “Come along and see him. But I’ll save you trouble; look on the inside, will you?”

The detective carried the ring out into the daylight, and read the inscription: “To Slick from Auntie.”

“Well, I’m — ?”

“I dare say if you’re not, you will be — and I wasn’t trying to sell it. I was merely — the fact is, dear lad,” said Smith, with engaging candour, “I spotted you when I got out of the cab, and I felt that I ought to bring a little brightness into your dull and drab life. If you’d known your job, you’d have detained the cab to find where I was picked up. But, alas! you don’t. Do you want me to go to Shannon?”

The detective jerked his head sternly.

“One of these days—” he threatened.

“A good title for a song: I wonder you don’t write it,” said Slick, and walked all the way back to Bloomsbury, whistling.

Until there came to him a sense of his folly. If that smart detective had arrested him and searched him… Slick Smith went cold at the thought.
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A man engaged in the peculiar work which was Mr. Martin Eiton’s speciality, necessarily accumulates, in the course of the years, quite a large number of documents which must be kept in a safe place, where they cannot attract the attention of the curious. For such things cannot be destroyed without risk or exposed without danger.

Martin relied very much upon the pigeonholes of his brain for data, and in this respect he was well equipped, for he had one of those extraordinary memories that never forget the smallest detail, and in turning over the pressing problems that awaited treatment, and in searching his mind in all directions for the necessary assistance arid the inducements he could offer to obtain that help, he recalled a four-page memorandum, written in the neat handwriting of Big Bill Stanford.

Stanford was something of a paper strategist. In the old days it was his delight to work out to the last button the “combinations” of every contemplated coup. Most of these had been destroyed, but there was one which had struck Martin at the time as being so ably compiled, that he had kept it, partly as a curio and partly with an eye to the future. Papers such as these, with other intimate matters, were kept at the safe deposit. That afternoon, Martin paid a visit to the vaults, and spent half an hour examining and destroying much that was no longer of value. When he came out, he had in his breast pocket those four single sheets of notepaper which might very well prove to be a powerful lever when it came to influencing Bill Stanford to his way of thinking.

Reaching home, he sent for a district messenger, and dispatched him with a note to Stanford, and half an hour later his telephone bell rang. He gathered from the quality of Stanford’s voice that the man was annoyed.

“See here, Martin. I can’t run about like a pet dog every time you send for me. What do you want?”

“I wish to see you. It is really important.” Stanford growled something, then: “You’d better come here tonight, and see me.”

“I’d better do nothing of the kind,” said Martin. “You take your instructions from me, Stanford, as usual, whether you’re Marshalt’s nominee or not. I want you here before five.”

“What’s the idea?” Stanford’s voice was sharp and suspicious. “I told you I was not free for anything.”

“Come and tell me that,” said Eiton, with a touch of his old impatience. “Don’t say it over the wire, with half the busies in London listening in. You don’t suppose I would send for you if it wasn’t urgent, do you?”

There was a long silence at the other end of the wire, and then Stanford spoke in a milder tone.

“All right, I’ll come. But don’t think that you’ve got me so that I’m obliged to take orders from you, Eiton. You’ve got to get this right — —”

Martin Eiton cut him off at that point. He knew his man too well to allow him to get started on a telephone argument.

A few minutes after five, Stanford came, and he came in a cold temper. Martin was lying on the settee, a favourite posture of his, and looked up from a book as the man flung into the room.

“What in hell do you mean by sending for me as if I were a coolie, Eiton? You’ve got a nerve — ?”

“Shut the door,” said Martin. “You’re a bit of a loudspeaker, my friend; if you want to tell your sorrows to Curzon Street, I’ll lend you a soapbox.”

“Do you think I’ve nothing to do but run about after you?”

The man was white with anger; he had that quality peculiar to criminals, and not entirely absent from more law-abiding people, an immense vanity, which was easily hurt when his own dignity was threatened. Martin waved him down.

“There is no sense in quarrelling,” he said. “This is serious; otherwise, I shouldn’t have sent for you.”

He got up, took a cigar from the cabinet and lit it. He offered the cabinet to the other, and Stanford sulkily accepted. Then he dropped his bombshell.

“Audrey Bedford has gone to Stormer’s, and that child is a fast worker.”

“Audrey? You mean your wife’s sister?”

Martin nodded.

“Gone to Stormer’s? I should worry! Those people mean nothing to me — or to you, either. And if you’ve brought me from Portman Square, neglecting my duties, to tell me this, you’re wasting my time!”

“I tell you she’s a fast worker,” said Eiton slowly, “and she’s a keen worker too, Stanford. You’re not forgetting, are you, that she did twelve months in Holloway for carrying stuff you had stolen — ?”

“Don’t say ‘you’, say ‘we’,” said Stanford angrily.

“We won’t split hairs,” agreed Martin. “She did the time. How do you think she’s feeling about it — sore, eh? I guess you’d feel sore if you did twelve revolutions of the moon in prison for a crime you didn’t commit?”

Stanford was eyeing him suspiciously. “Well, what about it?” he asked, when the other paused. “I suppose she does feel sore, but she’s got a new job now and doing fine. Why do you think Stormer’s took her?”

“I’ll tell you — because she’s been to them and split all she knows about the robbery, and they’ve set her on to collect evidence. Don’t forget that Stormer’s act for almost every embassy in London.”

William Stanford laughed contemptuously. “Well, she can collect all the evidence that is collectable as far as I’m concerned,” he said. “And she can start a museum, and then I shouldn’t care. Is that all?”

“Not quite,” said Martin. “Do you remember you wrote out a little plan of campaign for that Queen of Finland job? Do you remember how you scheduled every possibility, even drawing a little plan of the place in the park where the holdup should be, with detailed instructions as to how the getaway was to be made?”

“I remember,” said Stanford after thinking; “but it was destroyed.”

“It wasn’t destroyed,” said Martin coolly. “It was such a perfect piece of work that I very foolishly kept it. Audrey was here two days ago — she came while Dora and I were out, and went up into Dora’s room to put her hair straight. Dora keeps the key of my safe deposit in her bureau.”

Stanford was looking hard at him. “Well?” he said.

“Today I went to the deposit to get out some money that I had there. I found the money, but all my papers are gone.”

Stanford went white. “You mean that my little plan went with the rest?”

Martin nodded very slowly. “That is what I mean,” he said. “Now don’t get up in the air,” as he saw the blood come up to the man’s face, and the impotent rage gleam in his eyes. “I know I was a fool to keep it; it should have been destroyed at once, especially since, if I remember rightly, you used names. I’m as much in this as you are, and in as much danger — more, because she’s got something on Dora and me that she hasn’t got on you.”

Stanford was rubbing his hands together, a nervous trick of his.

“You’ve let me down, you swine!” he said in a fury “Keeping a thing like that!”

“Who wrote the names on the paper? If they weren’t there, you could snap your fingers at them,” interrupted Martin. “The real fault was yours, I’m not going to pretend that I’m not to blame, but if there’s a trial, and a jury say that paper is sufficient evidence against you, Stanford, it will be your own cleverness responsible for the conviction.”

Stanford shrugged his shoulders. Behind his apparent strength and his bluster he was something of a weakling, as Martin well knew.

“What do you want me to do?” he asked, and for half an hour they discussed ways and means.
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There would be no need for her attendance that night. Mr. Torrington was very emphatic on the point, though there was a kind tempering to his sternness to which the girl instantly responded.

“So if you have any theatre engagements or dinner-parties, or if you’ve got some plain sewing to do, you’ll have all the time you want.”

“Are you going out — ?” she began, and was instantly apologetic. “I ought not to have asked you that, and I really didn’t ask in my role of amateur detective, but out of… “ Here she floundered, seeking without success words to convey her meaning.

“Out of sheer friendliness?” he suggested, and she nodded. “I guessed that. No, my child, I’m staying at home tonight.” He looked at the clock on the mantelpiece. “After dinner I have an important interview.”

He opened the door for her, and she went out, liking him. She was glad to have this time absolutely her own, for Dora had asked her to come to an early dinner. She was going out, she said, and was not dressing up, so would Audrey come as she was?

The girl had not seen or heard from Dick Shannon that day, and she searched the newspapers in vain for any reference to the diamond steal. When Torrington had spoken about the matter on the previous day, she thought the news was public property; but apparently he had some source of information which was not available to the press, for she found that no newspaper gave so much as a paragraph to the happening. She wished she could see Dick — if only for a few minutes, though there was nothing in particular she wished to say to him. But he hadn’t ‘phoned or called — she was glad of the distraction which Dora’s dinner-party offered.

It was her sister who opened the door to her when she arrived.

“Come in, my dear,” she said, kissing her. “I’ve had another domestic upset. My cook left this afternoon, and my new maid is out for the day; I hadn’t the heart to keep her — she was visiting her sick mother. So you’ll have to forgive all the deficiencies of dinner — happily, the fastidious Martin has gone to his club.”

“I thought you were both going out?” said Audrey in surprise.

“So we are,” smiled Dora, “and Martin is coming back to collect me. He had to meet a man, and I suggested that he should dine at the club, and return afterwards.”

The table was laid for two, a picture of a table, for Dora, whatever her faults, was an excellent housewife. So perfect was the little dinner that followed, that Audrey might have suspected that the cook, before her departure from the scene, had prepared the meal — which was the truth; for that angry lady had only left half an hour before Audrey arrived, and this was brought about by a baseless accusation of dishonesty, well calculated by Dora to wound the thickest-skinned domestic servant. She had hated parting with the woman, even temporarily, though she knew that an abject apology in the morning would bring her back, and Dora thought it no shame to grovel to a good cook.

Halfway through the dinner: “We’re going to have one small bottle of wine to celebrate the family reunion,” said Dora gaily.

Getting up from the table, she took a bottle from a silvery bucket, and deftly nipped the wire of the cork. Audrey laughed.

“I haven’t tasted wine since—” She remembered the night she had dined with Marshalt, and hurriedly dismissed that unpleasant recollection.

“I don’t think you’ve ever tasted wine like this,” Dora prattled on. “Martin has many faults, but he is a wonderful connoisseur. There aren’t four dozen of this champagne in England, and when I told him that we were using a bottle tonight, he writhed!”

The cork came out with a pop, and she filled the glass till its creamy head overflowed the side.

“Here’s to our next merry meeting,” said Dora, and raised her glass.

Audrey laughed softly, and sipped.

“Drink!” said Dora. “That isn’t the way to drink a toast.”

Audrey raised her glass with great solemnity and did not put it down till it was empty.

“Oh!” she said, and gasped. “I suppose it is very beautiful, but I haven’t an educated taste. I thought it was rather bitter — like quinine.”

Half an hour after, Dora’s new maid unexpectedly appeared.

“I thought you were going to the theatre?” said Dora sharply.

“I have a headache, madam,” said the maid. “I’m very sorry, but the ticket you gave me will be wasted.”

“Come in,” said Dora.

“Perhaps you would like me to wait at table, to save you and Miss Bedford—”

“I’ve finished dinner,” said Dora, “and Miss Bedford has just gone. I wonder you didn’t meet her.”
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The visitor who called at the Ritz-Carlton was expected and no sooner did he give his name than the clerk called a page.

“Take this gentleman to Mr. Torrington’s suite,” he said, and Martin followed the boy to the elevator.

Daniel Torrington, in slippers and dressing-gown, shot a keen, inquiring glance at the man as he came in, and without any great show of cordiality motioned him to be seated.

“I have an idea I’ve met you before, Mr. Torrington,” said Martin.

“I’m as certain that we haven’t met, though I know you very well by repute,” said Torrington. “Take your coat off, Mr. Eiton. I had your request for a private interview, and there were many reasons why this should be granted. You are, I believe, the brotherin-law of my secretary?”

Martin inclined his head gravely.

“I have that misfortune,” he said.

“Misfortune?” The old man’s eyebrows went up. “Ah, I see what you mean! You’re thinking of her criminal past?”

He did not sneer, but there was an undercurrent of sarcasm in his tone, which Martin, sensitive to such things, detected immediately.

“That must be a great sorrow to you and your wife. This unfortunate girl was concerned in a jewel robbery, was she not? I’m not sure whether she was the miscreant who held up the Queen of Finland in Green Park, or whether she planned the theft.”

“She was caught with the jewels in her possession,” said Martin.

The interview was going to be much more difficult than he had imagined.

“She was caught with the jewels in her possession?” repeated the other. “Well, now, isn’t that too bad! Of course, I knew all that before I engaged the young lady, though I presume you came here with the object of protecting me from her machinations?”

Again Martin felt that cold chill of disappointment. The old man was laughing at him, despite his set face and his air of courteous concern.

“No, I didn’t come with that object. I came on a very much more intimate matter,” he said soberly, “and one which touches you nearly. You will forgive me if I refer to something which must be very painful to you?”

Torrington nodded. The eyes behind the powerful glasses were fixed immovably on Martin’s face; his whole attitude was antagonistic. Martin felt it more keenly at that moment than he had before.

“Mr. Torrington, many years ago you went to prison in South Africa for illicit diamond buying.”

Torrington nodded.

“Yes, there was a frame-up, organized by the greatest scoundrel in the diamond fields, one Lacy Marshalt, who is now, happily, deceased. I was certainly the victim on that occasion, and, as you say, I went to prison.”

“You had a young wife” — Martin hesitated— “and a child, a little girl, Dorothy?”

Again Torrington nodded.

“Your wife was greatly shocked by your arrest, and never afterwards forgave you for the shame, as she thought, you ad brought upon her. And soon after you were taken to the Breakwater she left South Africa, and since then I think it is true that you did not hear from her?”

“Once.” The word came like the snap of a whip. “Once, my friend, she wrote — yes, once!”

“She came to England with her baby and an elder daughter, changed her name to Bedford, and lived on a small income.”

“Annuity,” interrupted Torrington.

Whatever emotions he experienced, he did not betray by so much as a twitch of muscle.

“An annuity which I purchased for her before my arrest. So far you are right. Go on.”

Martin drew a long breath. Every word was an effort in this atmosphere. He felt like a man striving to pick a hole in a granite wall.

“Your late wife was rather eccentric. For some reason, best known to herself, she brought up Dorothy” — he emphasized the word— “to believe that she was the daughter of her first husband, and the other girl was taught that she was the elder. I don’t pretend to explain the mind of the woman—” began Martin.

“Don’t,” said Torrington. “Well, all these things may or may not be true. What then?”

Martin Eiton took the plunge.

“You are under the impression, sir, that your daughter Dorothy died. That is not true. She lives; she is in England now, and is my wife.”

Daniel Torrington was looking at him; his eyes seemed to pierce their way into the secret places of the visitor’s very soul.

“Is that the story you have to tell me,” said Torrington at last, “that my little Dorothy is still alive and is your wife?”

“That is the story, Mr. Torrington.”

“Ah!” The old man rubbed his chin. “Is that so?”

A long and painful silence followed.

“Do you know the story of my arrest — the circumstances? I see that you do not — I will tell you.”

He looked up at the ceiling, licked his lips and seemed to be reconstructing the scene in his mind.

“I was sitting on the stoep of my house at Wynberg — I always came down to the Peninsula for the summer — and I remember I was nursing my baby. You know what a stoep is, I suppose? It is a broad, raised porch that runs the length of the house. I saw Marshalt coming round the shrubbery, and wondered what brought him, until I saw the two detectives who were following. He was scared of me, scared sick! As I rose and put the child down in her cradle, he pulled a gun and fired. He said I shot first, but that is a lie. I wouldn’t have shot at all, but the bullet struck the cradle, and I heard the child scream. It was then I drew on him, and he would have been a dead man but for the agony of mind I was in about the child. As it was, I missed him, and his second shot smashed my leg. Did you know that?”

Martin shook his head.

“You never heard about the shot that hit the cradle, eh?”

“No, sir; that is news to me.”

“I thought it would be; The child wasn’t badly hurt; the bullet just nicked her little toe and broke the bone — I wonder your wife never told you,” he drawled.

Martin was silent.

“My little Dorothy isn’t dead — I’ve known that for a very long time. I’ve been looking for her, and, thanks to my friend Stormer, I have found her!”

“She knows?” said Martin, his face ghastly.

Torrington shook his head.

“No, she doesn’t know; I didn’t want her to know. I wanted to keep that from her until my work is complete. And I’ve pretended to everybody about me, except one man, that she is a stranger to me. Ask the innocent Mr. Willitt, who almost begged me on his knees to make her my secretary.” His cold eyes did not leave Martin’s face.

“Your wife is my daughter, eh? Ask her to come here and show me her left foot. You can fake birth certificates, Eiton — that makes you jump, my friend — but you can’t fake little toes!”

He rang the bell, and, to the man who came: “Show this gentleman out,” he said, “and when Miss Bedford returns, will you ask her to come straight to me?”

Martin went home like a man in a dream, and Dora read disaster in his pallid face. She drew him into the drawingroom and closed the door.

“What is the matter with you, Martin? Did you see him?”

He nodded.

“He knows,” he said huskily.

“Knows — ?”

“He knows Audrey is his daughter — that is all. He has known it all the time. He’s had Stormer looking for her. He was going to tell her tonight, I suppose you know what this means to you and me?”

He sat with his face buried in his hands.

“It ought to mean a fortune to us,” she said, and he looked up quickly.

“You wanted to do this, and I agreed against my will. It was my idea to tell the old man that she was his daughter. It was you who said you’d rather die than see her with all that money. Where is that fortune coming?”

She nodded slowly.

“He’ll pay to get her back, if—”

“If what?”

“If she is still alive,” said Dora Eiton. “And if nothing… else has happened.”
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The landlord of Mr. Slick Smith was a tolerant, easygoing man. He knew that his tenant lived on the shady side of life, but that neither heightened nor lowered Slick Smith in his estimation. To him, his lodger was a man who paid his bill regularly, was invariably courteous, gave no trouble, and was grateful for any little services which the landlord, a highly respectable lawyer’s clerk, could render to him.

He had had what he called a heart-to-heart talk with Smith as soon as he discovered his nefarious calling, and that conversation might be summarized into a sentence, “You may do what you like, but you must not bring me or my house into disrepute.”

Visitors he looked coldly upon, for visitors savoured of conspiracy; and, to do him justice. Slick Smith seldom offended in this respect.

The landlord heard a knock that night. It was eleven o’clock — that hour which separates, in some intangible fashion, the sheep who go to bed before and the goats who frolic after. The landlord himself went to the door and found a young and prepossessing woman — a stranger to him, and, as far as he knew, a complete stranger to his lodger.

“Mr. Smith?” he said dubiously. “No, I don’t think he’s in, miss. Can I give him a message?”

“It’s very important; I must see him,” said the girl in almost peremptory tones.

The landlord hesitated. Visitors of any kind he objected to, but lady visitors at eleven o’clock at night offended him beyond measure. Nevertheless, thinking there might be some good excuse for her presence — that she might, for example, be a sister or a messenger from his sick mother, or something equally proper — he went upstairs and knocked at the door, receiving no answer. Turning the handle, he walked in. The room was untenanted, and he went back with a message that was consonant with his principles.

“Mr. Smith isn’t in, miss,” he said, closed the door upon her, and went back to his pipe and his law book.

After a while he thought he heard somebody walking down the stairs, opened the door and peered out. It was Mr. Smith.

“I didn’t hear you come in.”

“I haven’t been in long,” said Smith in his usual genial tone.

“Are you going out?”

“I heard a knock and thought it was for me.”

“There was a lady came to see you—” began the landlord.

“I expect it is she,” said Smith.

His landlord felt it the moment to assert his authority.

“If you’ll excuse me, Mr. Smith, I don’t like visitors at this hour of the night, and, of course, you’ll not ask the lady in?”

“If I do, perhaps I can borrow your parlour,” said Smith. “I think this is rather an important business message. In fact, it is from my friend Captain Shannon, the Sherlock Holmes of Scotland Yard.”

The landlord knew that Captain Shannon was eminently respectable, and granted the necessary permission, even going so far as to put on all the lights in the parlour.

“Come in,” said Smith. “You’re from Captain Shannon?”

“Yes,” was the reply — all of which the landlord heard, as it was intended he should hear, and was satisfied.

He heard the low murmur of their voices in the drawingroom for a quarter of an hour, and then the girl went out, and Smith sought him.

“It is rather more important than I imagined,” he said gravely. “Captain Shannon is in a serious difficulty, and has called me in — we frequently help the police out of their difficulties.”

This was news to the landlord, but he was satisfied, being a simple man who knew nothing but law, and lawyers are notoriously childlike.

Slick changed from the evening dress he had been wearing when he had returned, into a lounge suit, put on a fleecy overcoat, and, taking from a drawer one of the many implements of his craft, joined the girl, who was waiting for him at the corner of the street, and walked with her as far as Southampton Row.

Glancing over his shoulder as he walked down the Row, he saw the inevitable Stormer man following him. When he called a cab, his shadow followed his example. Smith didn’t trouble to look; he knew. At the Marble Arch: “Where to, sir?” asked the cabman.

“Greville Mansions, Maida Vale,” said Slick.

He came to that aristocratic block with the air of a proprietor, as he was well entitled to do, for he was the temporary tenant of a handsome suite on the second floor, and uniformed porters would, for an indefinite period, touch their hats to him.

The night liftman took him up, exchanging commonplaces about the weather, and bade him good night, leaving him, as he believed, to the enjoyment of that dreamless sleep which is the right of all men wealthy enough to rent a ladyship’s flat at twenty guineas a week.

*

That same evening Sergeant Steel and his superior were two of the council of three that met at Dick’s flat. The third was the inspector in charge from Marylebone Lane, and the subject of discussion was 551 and its artistic treasure.

“I am still undecided about moving the idol,” said Shannon, “but the orders to the electric light company stand. I’ve had one of their engineers to see me, and he says they can cut off the supply from the conduit outside the house. Which means that the power that has helped Malpas and his friends will no longer be available.”

“I take it you’ll have the place opened before the supply is cut off? Otherwise, it may lead to endless difficulties,” said the inspector.

Dick agreed.

“I’m satisfied that we shall paralyse the activity of Mr. Ghost, though it is also possible that, when the current is cut, we shall imprison our friend in some secret hiding-place and leave future generations to unearth the mystery.”

“In that case,” said Steel, “we shall never see Slick Smith again.”

Shannon laughed.

“You think Smith is the king pippin of the crowd?”

“I’m certain of it,” said the other emphatically. “Hasn’t it struck you as remarkable. Captain Shannon, that Smith has invariably been around when we’ve seen these demonstrations? This afternoon I saw him walking out of the mews, immediately following the appearance of a yellow-gloved hand at the door. And he was wearing yellow gloves!”

“So do fifty thousand other people wear yellow gloves,” said Dick. “It is the fashion amongst the smartly dressed men of London. You can keep Smith in mind, though I’m not satisfied that your view is the correct one.”

“There’s something wrong with him, anyway,” insisted Steel. “I mean something out of the ordinary. He is wanted badly on the other side — I’ve never seen him without he had a Stormer man on his trail, and Stormer’s don’t take all that trouble unless they think they have a good kill ahead.”

Dick smiled as he thought of the latest recruit to the Stormer corps.

The meeting broke up at half past ten, having decided upon the plan of operations for the following day; and at a quarter to eleven Steel made his round of the many and curious clubs that had sprung up in London since the war. There were dance clubs and supper clubs; some in gilded saloons; not a few in furtive cellars, converted at great expense into halls of gaiety by the engagement of the inevitable syncopated orchestra and a loose system of membership. He noted the normal irregularities, and checked them for future action. His tour finished, he strolled home. The clock was booming the quarter to twelve as he came into Upper Gloucester Place, where his lodgings were, and his hand was in his pocket, feeling for the key, when he saw a man walking quickly towards him on the opposite side of the road. There was nothing unusual about a quick walker at this hour of the night, nor even remarkable in the fact that he carried a bag; for Marylebone Station is within a stone’s throw, and arrivals by the late trains often passed through Upper Gloucester Place on their way to their homes.

He didn’t recognize the man as he came into the focus of a street lamp, but the bag certainly seemed of familiar shape. For a moment he debated with himself, and then, though every cell of his body called loudly for sleep, he turned back and pursued the bag.

There was practical reason for his act. In his then nervous state, if he had omitted to make a closer inspection and satisfy himself that his eyes had deceived him, he would have lain awake for hours, cursing his laziness. The chase was a little absurd, for one bag is very much like another, and, seen across the width of a street on a dark night, and by the unsatisfactory street light, the resemblance is even more complete. But he was determined to see that bag, and quickened his pace, as he had need to do, for the man ahead of him was walking rapidly, though the grip was so heavy that from time to time he changed his hand.

His way led down Harley Street, but he kept on, and then, at this stage of his annoyance. Steel began to run. He was within a dozen yards of his quarry when the man turned, and, seeing his pursuer, followed his example and ran swiftly, turning into a side street and diving into one of those narrow mews which abound in these parts. Bag or no bag, the fugitive had a reason for his flight, and Steel’s policeman instinct aroused, he sprinted. There was no policeman in sight, and the runner with the bag evidently knew the beat so well that he could avoid the unpleasantness of meeting a representative of the law; for he doubled round again. This time he was not so fortunate; there was an officer on point duty at the corner of the street, and the quarry checked, hesitated a moment, and then, as Steel went up to him, put down his bag, and, dodging under the detective’s arm, flew like the wind.

In that brief space Steel recognized him; it was Slick Smith! Should he go after him? He decided that the bag was his proper objective. At this moment the policeman, who had seen the flying man, came up. “Go after that man and get him,” said Steel, and turned his attention to the bag.

At the sight of it his heart leapt…

Dick was undressing when his subordinate dashed in, his eyes blazing with excitement, and the big leather grip in his hand.

“Look at this!” he said, and Jerked it open. Dick looked in dumbfounded amazement.

“The diamonds!” he said in a whisper.

“Slick Smith had ‘em!” cried the detective breathlessly. “I spotted him going down Upper Gloucester Place with the bag, and followed him, though I didn’t know it was he. And then he bolted, and when I came up with him he dropped the bag.”

“Slick Smith? Where was he coming from?”

“From the direction of Park Road,” said Steel rapidly. “I thought I should drop dead when I opened the bag and saw what was in it.”

Dick ran his fingers through the stones.

“This time there shall be no mistake,” he said. “Get a cab.”

He dressed hastily, and before he had finished Steel was back, and this time he had left nothing to chance, for when they carried the bag downstairs they found the cab surrounded by uniformed police, and with four men inside, two on the box and one officer on each footboard, the taxi made its way to Scotland Yard, and the big steel doors of the safe closed upon Malpas’s treasure.

“Now let them come after it,” said Shannon. “In the meantime — —”

“We’ll pull in Slick Smith,” said Steel eagerly. “I’ll go to his quarters now.”

“You won’t find him,” said Shannon. “Do you imagine that he’s going to walk back into the trap? Leave Smith to me; I think I can fix him.”

The two men returned to Haymarket, to find the suspicious William at the door, eyeing a very small and very grimy boy.

“He says he’s got a letter for you and he won’t give it to me, sir.”

“He told me to give it only to Captain Shannon.”

“I am Captain Shannon,” said Dick, but the boy was still reluctant to part with his message.

“Bring him in,” said Dick impatiently, and the lad was brought to the sittingroom, an exceedingly ragged and grimy product of a London slum, stockingless, almost shoeless, and his face and hands that peculiar colour which only small boys can produce.

After a great upheaval of his clothes, he produced a dirty-looking thing that looked like a newspaper cutting, folded into a cocked hat. Dick opened it, and saw that it was a piece torn from a morning journal. The message was written in pencil on its unprinted edge.

For God’s sake save me! I am at Fould’s Wharf. The fiend will finish me before the morning.

It was signed “Lacy Marshalt”!
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“Lacy Marshalt!” squeaked Steel. “Good God! It isn’t possible!”

“Where did you get this?” asked Shannon quickly.

“A boy in Spa Road gave it to me and asked me to take it. Well, he wasn’t exactly a boy, sir, he was a young man.”

“You don’t know his name?”

“No, sir. He said a gentleman had pushed it up through a grating near Dockhead and said that, if it was took to Captain Shannon, he’d pay me a pound for it.”

“Why didn’t he bring it himself?”

The boy grinned.

“Because he knows you, sir — that’s what he said. He’s been over the hills.”

“Over the hills”, in the argot of the class Dick understood best, meant penal servitude, and the reluctance of the unknown emissary was understandable.

“Fould’s Wharf? Do you know where it is?”

“Yes, sir; it’s near Dockhead; it is a wood wharf. I’ve been fishing there lots of times.”

“Very good, you can show us the way. William, get the car out. Take this lad on the seat beside you, and disinfect him! Here’s your money, my boy.”

He passed a pound note to the lad, who clutched it eagerly.

The car stopped at the Yard to collect as many officers as were available. It stopped again when they crossed London Bridge, and picked up a local detective-sergeant who knew the place.

“Yes, it is a wharf attached to an old warehouse — one of the few stage wharfs on the river.”

“What do you mean by ‘stage wharf?” asked Dick.

“It is built out over the water, on piles, and hasn’t, as is the case with most wharves, a stone-and-brick front.”

They traversed a dismal road, skirted the dock, where the high masts of seagoing ships showed over the wall, and once they sped under a huge bowsprit that topped the wall, spanning the narrow street. Presently the detective leant across to the chauffeur.

“This is the place,” he said. “I think we can dispense with the boy now. Captain Shannon.”

The small boy, to his bitter disappointment, was dropped; and the man, passing down a steep declivity, came to an old gate, which they had no difficulty in scaling.

They were on an untidy cart-track that led by the side of a building, and ahead Shannon saw the glitter of the river. Turning the comer, a cold northerly wind made them pull their coats tighter.

“The wharf proper is to the right.”

The detective-sergeant indicated a dreary expanse of wooden staging that thudded hollowly under Shannon’s feet as he walked to the edge of the crazy structure and looked down in the water.

“There’s nobody here; we’d better try the warehouse.”

“Help!”

The voice was faint, but Dick heard. “Where did that come from?” he asked.

“It certainly didn’t come from the warehouse,” said Steel. “It sounded more like somebody shouting from the river.”

They stood for a moment listening, and presently they heard it again — a low moaning, and then: “Help! For God’s sake, help!”

“It came from underneath the staging,” said Dick suddenly.

He ran to the edge of the wharf and looked down. The tide was rising; it was only a few feet below him. A little to his right he saw a boat, and feeling his way over the side, he dropped into the bottom.

“Help!” This time the voice was nearer.

Peering under the stage, he thought he saw a movement in the black depths.

“Where are you?” he shouted.

“I’m here!”

It was Lacy Marshalt’s voice!

There were no oars in the boat, and, untying the painter, he pulled himself along by the aid of the staging until he came opposite the point where the voice had sounded. With his handlamp he began a search, and after a second it rested upon the ghastly face of Marshalt. The man was up to his shoulders in water; his hands, which were held above his head, seemed to be fastened to the pile.

“Put out your light — he’ll get you!” he screamed.

Dick snapped back the button. As he did so there were two quick reports. Shannon’s hat flew off; he had a burning — pain in his left ear; and for a moment he let go his hold on the staging and the boat drifted. Dropping down to his knees, he paddled it back with his hands, and the next moment Steel came over the edge and was by his side.

“Get out your gun and put your light on,” said Dick as he guided the boat forward amidst a labyrinth of rotting props. “And when you see a head, shoot!”

In another second they were up with Marshalt. A chain was padlocked about his waist; his wrists, fastened by rusty handcuffs, were fixed to a staple high above his head. It was clear that, if he were left in this position another ten minutes, nothing could have saved him.

“A handcuff key, quick! Have you one, Steel?”

“Yes, sir.”

In a second the cuffs were loosened, and then Dick turned his attention to the padlock. He had to work in the dark, whilst Steel searched the darkness with his lamp for the man who had fired the shot. At the back of the staging a wall showed, covered with green weeds, and three rusty iron bars that looked like the top of a grating. It was on this opening that Steel concentrated his attention, his pistol raised ready to shoot. Nothing appeared, however, and after three minutes’ work Marshalt slipped down with a groan of relief, and was hauled into the boat.

They paddled him back to the river edge of the stage, and, lying full length on the rotten boarding, the Southwark sergeant drew him to the stage. Marshalt was a pitiable sight; he was shivering with cold, his face was unshaven, his cheeks hollow. They rushed him into the nearest police station, where, after a hot bath, he dressed in a borrowed suit and, save for his pallor, looked none the worse for his adventure. That he was badly shaken was not remarkable; he was in a pitiable condition, trembling in every limb.

“I don’t know where I’ve been,” he said wearily. “How long is it since I disappeared?”

When they told him he groaned.

“I’ve been two days in a cellar under the warehouse. If I hadn’t found a scrap of paper that had fallen down from the street, I’d have been dead. When is Captain Shannon coming back?”

“He is searching the warehouse now,” said the local sergeant.

Dick’s inspection of the warehouse added very little to his knowledge. He found the main door unlocked, but no sign of his assailant. There were several underground apartments where the man might have been kept prisoner. He found one which communicated with the street, and it was here that he discovered something even more important. At the foot of the flight of stone steps leading down to the basement he saw a green-labelled carton, and picked it up. It was the cardboard case which had contained ammunition for an automatic pistol, and was obviously that which was missing from the box in Marshalt’s storeroom when he had made his cursory inspection. He handed it to Steel without a word.

“Malpas is here somewhere,” whispered the detective, and looked round nervously.

“I think not,” said Shannon quietly. “Our friend only takes one shot a night.” He glanced up at the ladder-like stairs leading to the upper part of the warehouse.

“I hardly think it is worth while searching upstairs. I’ll ask the sergeant to do so tomorrow morning.”

The man who stood by a gap which had once been a window in the upper part of the building heard this decision with relief. It saved him from the risk which would follow a jump in the dark.

He gave Dick Shannon a very good start before he felt his way downstairs, and, peeping cautiously forth to see whether an officer had been left on duty (a disconcerting habit of the police), he went up to the edge of the staging, peered down, and, with some reluctance, lowered himself into the boat and pushed into the cavernous dark. His hand touched the cold water, and he shivered.

“War is certainly hell!” said Slick Smith.
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By the time Shannon reached the police station Marshalt was sufficiently recovered to talk of his experiences.

“Frankly I can give you very little information, Captain Shannon,” he said, “except about the beginning of this adventure. As you have probably discovered, I was lured into Malpas’s flat by a note, which asked me” — he hesitated— “to meet a lady there — a lady in whom we are both interested. I admit that it was the worst kind of folly for me not to have suspected a trap. The man hated me — a fact which is, I think, known to you. But I was curious to see him; I’d heard so much about this mysterious Mr. Malpas.”

“When did the note reach you?”

“About half an hour before I went out. I was dining at Rector’s with some friends of mine and, as a matter of fact, I was just leaving the house when Tonger brought the note — as Tonger will tell you — ?”

“I’m afraid Tonger is beyond telling us anything,” said Dick quietly, and Lacy Marshalt stared at him.

“Dead?” he said in an awestricken whisper. “Good God! When did he die?”

“He was found dead within half an hour of the attack on you.”

The news seemed to strike the man speechless, but after a while he went on:

“I don’t know whether it was a premonition, or whether it was a remembrance of the warnings I had received, but before going out I went up to my room, took off my shirt and put on an old bullet-proof singlet that I wore when I was in the Balkans a few years ago, looking for concessions. It was very uncomfortable, but, as it proved, this precaution saved my life. I went out without any overcoat intending to walk back to my house, and knocked at the door of 551, which was immediately opened.”

“You heard no voice?” asked Dick.

Marshalt shook his head.

“No, the door just opened. I expected to see a servant there, but, to my surprise, there was nobody visible, but I heard somebody from up the stairs say ‘Come up’. Naturally I followed the instructions. I walked into a big room, heavily draped with velvet, but empty. Then it was I began to feel a little suspicious, and was walking out of the room when, to my amazement, the door closed in my face. The next moment I heard somebody laugh, and, looking round, I saw a man, who was obviously disguised, standing at the far end of the room. ‘I’ve got you now!’ he said.

“He had a revolver in his hand, one of the old-fashioned kind. Realizing the impossibility of getting out of the room, I ran towards him. I hadn’t taken two steps before I was tripped up by a wire, and rose only to be caught again. I thought he was bluffing, and my object was to get to him and take the gun away from him. I was only a few paces from him when he fired, and that is all I remember, until I woke up in dreadful pain, and I guessed — look!”

He pulled open his shirt and showed a pink discoloration, the size of a man’s hand, on the left of his chest.

“Where were you when you recovered consciousness?”

“I remember very little clearly after that,” said Marshalt, frankly. “I must have been awake often, and once I remember the old man jabbed a needle into my arm. It was the stab of the needle that woke me then, I think. I tried to rise and grapple with him, but I was as weak as a child. From time to time I have come to my senses, but always in a different place, until I woke one evening in that dreadful cellar, handcuffed and helpless. Malpas was looking down at me. He did not tell me who he was, and although I racked my brains I couldn’t recognize him. But apparently I had done him some bad injury in South Africa. He told me that that night was my last on earth. It was when he had gone that I found the paper and fortunately there was a stub of pencil in my pocket. I waited my opportunity. It was a terrible business getting to my feet, but eventually I succeeded and was able to push up the note to a young man who peered down; he seemed so startled at the sight of a man in evening dress — and what an evening dress! — that he nearly bolted.”

“You’ve no recollection of being taken back to Portman Square?”

Lacy shook his head. “None whatever. Now tell me about poor Tonger. How terrible! Who killed him? Do you think it was Malpas?”

“Tell me one thing, Mr. Marshalt: is there any kind of passage or doorway between your house and Malpas’s? I will admit that I have made a very careful examination without discovering any.”

Marshalt shook his head.

“If there is, Malpas must have made it, but I doubt it.” He frowned. “Now you mention the fact, I remember that I made a complaint once about a knocking noise that I heard. Both I and Tonger have heard those knocks from time to time. What he was doing I can’t tell you. By the way, did Stanford get to my house? It occurred to me in my few waking moments that some time ago I named this man to take charge of the house in case anything happened to me.”

“Why did you do that?” asked Dick.

“It happened years ago, when I knew Stanford and was more friendly with him than I am now. In fact, to be candid, before I knew that he wasn’t straight and honest. It was at a time when there was a scare — you remember, a gang kidnapped a Greek millionaire, and held him to ransom? So Stanford is at the house?” He pulled a wry face. “Probably it is all right,” he said, “and, if I remember, the stipend would insure me against — well, I won’t do him that injustice,” he added, “but really, he is not the type of man I would have chosen.”

He offered Dick his hand. “I can’t be sufficiently grateful to you for all you’ve done for me. Captain Shannon. You’ve saved my life. If you’d been even five minutes later… “ He shivered.

Dick did not reply at once, and when he spoke he made no reference to the service he had given to the millionaire.

“Will you tell me this, Mr. Marshalt?” he said. “Though you say you did not recognize Malpas, you must have had some idea as to who it was, some lingering suspicion?”

Marshalt hesitated. “I have,” he said. “My own impression — you will think it is fantastic — Malpas is a woman!”
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Audrey Bedford had a dream, and it was a particularly unpleasant one. She dreamt she was lying on a narrow ledge like the top of a T, the lower stalk of which was a high tower. And as she lay, her head racked with a distracting pain, the tower swayed backward and forward, and she with it. Every now and again the board upon which she lay tipped up gently, and she screamed in her sleep and clutched tightly to the edge, expecting to be precipitated into the black void below.

The reality was a headache; that was her conscious obsession. It was an ache that began behind her eyes, shot to her temples, and thence, by a million fiery routes, to the back of her head. She groaned as she turned over and buried her face in the crook of her arm. She had never had such a headache. She reached out for the bell by the side of her bed, and in a confused way went over the remedies she would use, beginning and ending with a cup of tea. She wanted that drink very, very badly; her tongue was parched, her mouth bone-dry, and she had a horrible taste. She turned over again, groaned and sat up.

It was quite dark, and she was not lying on a bed at all; she was on a mattress and there was a blanket over her, and when she reached out she touched the floor. Unsteadily she rose to her feet, leaning against the wall to prevent herself from falling, for her head was going round and round. Then she began to feel for the door, found it after a while and pulled it open. It was dark outside. At the end of what seemed to be a long tunnel she saw a little glimmer of light and staggered towards it. One-half of her brain told her she was walking down a short, unfurnished corridor, and that the light she saw was a naked lamp hanging by a wire from the ceiling.

She saw a washbowl in a little room leading off, and went towards it gratefully. When she turned the faucet, the water was brown and discoloured, but presently it ran clean, and, using her hands as a cup, she drank greedily. She washed her face; a towel was hanging from a peg — it almost looked as if it had been placed there specially for her benefit, for there was no furniture in the apartment save the mattress and blankets.

She let the bath-tap run; the sound of the running water was very companionable. Then, sitting down on the projecting window ledge, she tried to get back to the beginning of this experience. The last thing she remembered was talking to Mr. Torrington. No, it was later than that; she was in her room, putting on her hat to go out. Step by step she traced her conscious movements, and came, with a start of horror, to the dinner table of Dora Eiton, and the wine that creamed and bubbled and tasted so vilely. Dora!

Frantically she searched the recesses of her memory to carry her beyond that last remembered period, but in vain. She was at Dora’s house. She remembered now that the woman had once told her that the upper story of the Curzon Street establishment had never been furnished.

She was still stupid from the effect of the drug; but only now did she understand why it was so dark. Every window was covered with a thick shutter, the shutters being held in place by a steel bar, hammered tight into a socket. Using all her strength, she tried to lift one after the other, but though she made a complete circuit of the room, she found none that would yield.

The door was locked; she looked through a keyhole, but could see nothing. And then her exertions, on top of the drug, produced the inevitable result. She felt her knees give way, and had just sufficient presence of mind to lower herself to the ground before she again lost consciousness. She woke feeling cold and stiff, but the headache had almost gone, and she retraced her steps to where the water was.

She managed to find a light in the room where she had been when she first woke. This proved a bare apartment except for the mattress on the floor and a broken chair. By dint of tugging she managed to get a stout rail loose: it was her only weapon, and would be of little service if she attempted to use it in her present weak state. But it was something; it lent her a little more confidence. By degrees she managed to pull the remainder of the chair to pieces, until she got a stout leg and a portion of the back, and with this she attacked the bars of the shutters, but without result.

Hungry and weary, she lay down on the bed, pulled the blanket over her, and fell asleep almost immediately. When she woke, it seemed warmer, and her hunger had subsided to a numb, gnawing pain. She sat on the bed, trying to think. And then she heard the sound of a voice. A man was speaking. Was it Martin? No, it was too deep for him. She crept to the door and listened; and as she did so she heard a stealthy footstep on the stair just outside the door.

Who was it? Her heart beat tumultuously. The voice from below came again, and, hearing it, she almost swooned.

It was Lacy Marshalt! She put her hand to her mouth to arrest the scream. Lacy Marshalt, and he was talking. “Yes, it was somewhere here…”

She was going mad — she must be. Mad already! Somewhere below was Lacy Marshalt, and Lacy Marshalt was dead!

And then as she stood, frozen with horror, the footstep sounded again inside, and, crouching down, she looked through. A faint light illuminated the staircase, and she saw the figure of a man, but his face was turned away.

“It was somewhere here,” said Marshalt’s faint voice again. The man on the landing was listening as intently as she. While she looked, he turned his head. She saw the long nose, the pointed chin and the high, bumpy forehead. Malpas! When she looked again, he was gone.

Malpas and Marshalt! What did it mean? Her limbs were trembling; she had to use the wall as a support as she crawled back to her room. She was not in Curzon Street at all: she was in the hands of the devil-man! The horror of it seized her, and for a second her reason rocked. And then somebody rapped softly on the passage door.

She held her breath and waited, her eyes fixed on the place where the terror would appear.
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The tapping was resumed after an interval. Audrey kept quiet, scarcely daring to flicker an eyelash. Did he know she was there? The thought occurred to her at that moment that Dora and her husband must be in the secret of this awful house.

Again came that dreadful tapping, and then silence. She waited for half an hour before she dared move. There was no noise; the house was as still as the grave; no sound of voice or footstep came up to her as she listened at the door, and she went back to where she had been, only to start up again at the sound of a key turning in the lock. From where she sat she could only see the wall of the passage. Something rattled, and then the door closed again.

Was he waiting in the passage for her? Her heart fluttered at the thought, and then the absurdity of the idea occurred to her. Why should he wait in the passage? Nevertheless, she had to summon all her courage to look out, and when she did she could have cried for joy, for on the floor was a tray, holding a hot coffeepot, rolls, bread and butter, and thick slices of cold meat. She carried the tray into her room, and ate cautiously. How hungry she was she only began to realize now; and it was not until most of the viands had disappeared, and she had drunk her third cup of coffee, that she stopped to regret that she had not looked round the corner when the man was still in the passage.

But perhaps it was Dora. No appeal could be made there, she thought. Neither did her hope lie with Martin, if hope there was.

And now she could think clearly and logically. Why had they done this? What was gained to Dora or her husband by this senseless act? That Dora hated her she knew; she would go a long way to hurt her, she was just as sure. But Dora would hurt nobody unless she profited herself, and what profit there was in shutting her up in Malpas’s house she couldn’t understand. But she was in Malpas’s house; that made her serious again.

She turned on all the switches she could find; the light, like the running water, gave her a sense of company. When, would the next meal come? she wondered. Should she make an attempt to see the man or woman who brought it? Several times she made a journey to the door to listen, but the stillness was unbroken.

It was on her seventh visit to the door that the scarcely audible sound of somebody descending the stairs reached her. She knelt on the floor, her eyes on the rather large keyhole, and presently she was rewarded. Something dark passed before the door and stopped on the broad landing. She saw him clearly now, or as plainly as the dim light permitted. He wore a long coat that reached to his heels; his head was covered with a black slouch hat. For a moment he stood there in a listening attitude, then he put out his hand, and a part of the wall opened — a door, scarcely more than six inches square, so well camouflaged by the design of the paper that covered the wall that Dick Shannon had passed it a dozen times without detecting its presence.

She looked, fascinated, as his hand went into the opening. She saw a flash of blue flame, and the lights in the passage went out. Then he turned. He was coming towards the door. She told herself he would pass and go upstairs again, but, even as she looked, she saw the end of the key coming into the hole, and, turning, she ran, screaming, down the passage and slammed the door of her room tight, and stood with her back against it…

The outer lock clicked open.
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Dick Shannon returned to his flat at four o’clock in the morning, having escorted Lacy Marshalt back to his house, and witnessed the embarrassment of Mr. Stanford at the sudden apparition.

He found two men in his sittingroom, one a sleepy-eyed but dogged William, the other…

“Why, Mr. Torrington, you’re the last person in the world I expected to see!”

The man was changed, his tone of light banter had gone. Dick recognized this the moment he spoke. “I want to see you pretty badly. My daughter has disappeared.”

“Your — ?”

“My daughter — Audrey. You didn’t know that she was my girl? I can’t go into the story now, but Audrey Bedford is Audrey Torrington, the child of my second wife.”

Dick was looking at him through a haze.

“I’m dumbfounded,” he said. “Audrey… she has disappeared, you say? But she has been staying at your hotel!”

“She went out last night and didn’t come back. I let her go out because I had arranged to meet Martin Eiton, who had something to tell me — something which I knew and something which I guessed.”

Briefly he narrated all that bad passed at the interview with Martin.

“Unfortunately for him I knew all the facts and guessed what he was driving at before he’d finished; and I left orders that Audrey should be told I wanted to see her when she returned. At eleven o’clock she had not come in; at midnight, when I sent to inquire, thinking she might have gone to a dance, she was still out. Knowing that young girls nowadays keep up until all hours, I wasn’t alarmed, till one o’clock came and then two. Then I communicated with headquarters; they told me you were out and that you would be notified as soon as you returned. I couldn’t wait any longer, so I came here.”

“Where did she go?” asked Dick.

Mr. Torrington shook his head.

“I don’t know. She merely said she was going out; she told nobody where. I haven’t, of course, searched her room — I didn’t want to take that course until I was sure.”

“We’ll search it now,” said Dick, and drove him back to the hotel.

The night porter who opened the door to them had no news. “The young lady hasn’t come back yet, sir,” he reported. He took them up in the elevator to her room, and opened the door for them. The bed had not been slept in; her nightdress had been laid across the turned-down sheet; a glass of milk stood on the side-table. Dick saw a well-worn writing-case by its side, and this he opened, examining the letters quickly. There was none which gave him the slightest hint of her destination until he saw, in the microscopic wastepaper basket with which hotels supply their guests, the torn-up fragments of a letter. Tipping the basket on to the table, he began to put the pieces together.

“This is from Mrs. Eiton; it was written today.” Presently he had it complete. It was a note telling her to come early, and there was a significant P.S.: ‘Please burn this letter. I hate to think that my letters are lying around, especially in a hotel, where everybody sees them.’

“I will see Eiton. You needn’t come, Mr. Torrington,” said Dick quietly.

The old man demurred, but presently saw the wisdom of this course, and left Dick to go alone.

The Eiton house was in darkness, but he had not to wait long before he saw a light appear in the passage. It was Martin Eiton; he was in his dressing-gown, and might have just come out of bed, but for the telltale evidence of cigar-ash on the front of the gown.

“Hallo, Shannon! Come in. You’re rather an early caller,” he said, as he c losed the door.

“Is your wife up?”

“I don’t know — I’ll see. Do you want her?”

“I want you both,” said Dick.

When a police officer speaks in the tone that Dick Shannon employed, there is very little ultimate profit in argument.

Dora came down in a neglige within a few minutes of his arrival.

“Do you wish to see me, Captain Shannon?”

“I want Dorothy Audrey Torrington,” he said.

“I don’t—” she began.

“You don’t know what I mean, of course. Now listen, Mrs. Eiton. Your sister came here to dinner at your invitation. You sent her a letter which you asked her to burn, but which she did not burn, but tore up. She arrived at this house somewhere about six o’clock.” And then, as a thought struck him, “Let me see your maid.”

“My dear Captain Shannon, what use can the maid be? I will tell you all I know. I don’t want the servants brought into this,” said Dora tartly.

“Go and bring her down.”

Martin went upstairs to the top floor of the house, knocked at the door, and was almost staggered when the door opened immediately and the maid came out, fully dressed, and wearing an overcoat.

“What the — ?” he began, and she laughed.

“What do you want, Mr. Eiton?”

“Captain Shannon wishes to speak to you,” said Martin, recovering from his surprise. “He is inquiring about madam’s sister. You know, she dined here tonight, and you’d better tell Shannon that you were here all the time, and you remember her going.”

She made no reply.

“Here is the girl,” he said, as he brought the servant into the room, and Dora glared at her. “Why are you dressed like that?” she asked angrily.

“Because I always dress like this when I’m going out,” said the girl.

She was a redfaced, healthy-looking young woman, somewhat stocky of build.

“Now, my girl,” said Shannon, “Miss Audrey Torrington — or as you know her, Miss Bedford — was dining here tonight, I believe?”

“I believe she was, sir. I wasn’t in the house when she arrived, and I didn’t see her go. Mrs. Eiton sent me out to the theatre, and dismissed the cook an hour before Miss Bedford arrived, so that there were only three people in the house — Mr. and Mrs. Eiton and Miss Bedford.”

“I was not here at all,” said Martin, in a rage, “I was at my club!”

“You were in the house, upstairs,” said the girl calmly. “I didn’t see Miss Bedford go, because I was at the other end of the street, talking to one of our men. I saw a cab drive away, and by the time I got to the house I think Miss Bedford really had gone.”

“One of your men? What do you mean?” asked Dick. She made no answer, but produced from her pocket a small, five-pointed silver star.

“I’m one of Stormer’s people,” she said, and seeing the dismay in Dora’s face, “So was your previous servant, Mrs. Eiton. I have been waiting for you. I expected you would come.” She was talking to Dick Shannon. “The only thing I can tell you is that Miss Bedford is not in this house; I’ve searched it from garret to cellar.”

Martin Eiton’s face was ghastly; it was his wife who fought to the last.

“How very romantic!” she sneered. “A woman detective! You were a pretty bad housemaid.”

The girl interrupted her,

“I cleared the table” — she was still talking to Shannon— “and I put what remained in Miss Bedford’s glass into this.” She brought out a tiny medicine phial from her pocket; there was just sufficient wine to cover the bottom. “And this I found in Mrs. Eiton’s jewel-box later in the evening.”

Dora made a snatch at the little blue bottle she held, but the girl was too quick for her. Pushing her aside without an effort, she placed it in Dick’s hand.

“I think you’ll find it is butyl chloride. There is no label; that was washed off. But it smells like butyl.”

Shannon’s face was hard and set; his eyes fixed Eiton’s with a snaky glitter.

“You’ve heard what this lady said, Eiton. Where is Audrey?”

“You want to know?” Martin answered him, “Well, I can tell you, but you’ve got to pay — no, not money I mean. I want twentyfour hours for Dora and me to get out of the country. Let me have that, and I’ll tell you where she is. And you’d better pay the price, Shannon,” he said meaningly. “She is in greater danger than you’ll ever guess. Will you promise?”

“I’ll promise you nothing,” said Shannon. “Not to save Audrey’s life would I let you loose! Where is she?”

“Find out!” cried Dora defiantly. “If this woman ‘busy’ knows so much, maybe she’ll tell you some more.”

Dick said nothing further. From his hip pocket he drew a steel bracelet and snapped it on Martin’s wrist, and he made no attempt to escape, though, as the steel touched his flesh, his face went suddenly old. Perhaps the ghosts of his dead boyhood had arisen; the calm of cloistered walks; the green of playing-fields; the tradition up to which he once strove to live.

“You’ll not handcuff me!” screamed Dora, as he gripped her arm. “You shan’t! You shan’t!” But the woman from Stormer’s slipped behind her and caught both her arms. In another second she was linked by a more material bond than that which bound her to the man by her side.
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Dick took them to the station and ordered their detention. He could not charge either until he was certain. As he was coming down the steps he asked the girl from Stormer’s a question he had forgotten to put to her.

“Has he had any visitors lately?”

“Yes — Stanford. They had a row about something. I couldn’t quite gather what it was — something about a plan. But I couldn’t hear very well, Mrs. Eiton was standing so near the door that I dared not listen.”

“Do you think Stanford is in this?”

She shook her head.

“It is difficult to say. I’ve an idea that they were bad friends. I heard Eiton shouting over the ‘phone to Stanford, and by his replies I gather that there was a row of some kind.”

“I saw Stanford tonight,” said Dick Shannon thoughtfully, “and he certainly did not seem to have anything on his conscience.” He held out his hand. “I do not approve of private detectives,” he said, with a faint smile, “but I’m beginning to become reconciled to Stormer’s!”

He thought at first that he would return to the hotel to tell Torrington what had happened, but instead he briefly explained over the ‘phone, and, promising to call later, he went on to Portman Square. If any spot in London had earned his undying hatred, that agglomeration of stately houses certainly had. He knocked and rang, and knocked again. It was ten minutes before he made anybody hear, and then it was Stanford himself who opened the door. At the sight of the detective an uneasy look came to his face. Dick could have sworn that he was trembling.

“Where is Miss Bedford?” asked the detective without preliminary. “And consider well before you reply, Stanford. I’ve just taken Eiton and his wife and put them inside, and there’s a hell of a cosy cell on the same row that you’d just fit!”

The man stared at him stupidly; he seemed at a loss to find words to reply.

“I don’t know what you mean about Audrey Bedford,” he said at last. “How should I know? I’ve been here all evening; you saw me here yourself. She wouldn’t come to this house, anyway.” And then, as though divining that Shannon had no exact information, he went on more boldly: “What has Martin Eiton to do with me? I quarrelled with him — you ought to know that. I had a row with him about some stuff of mine that he lost.”

A voice came from the top of the stairs. “Who is that?”

“It is Shannon,” growled the man, and Marshalt came downstairs, fastening his dressing-gown.

“Did you want to see me. Shannon?”

“I called to see Stanford. Audrey Bedford disappeared last night, after dining with her sister at Curzon Street. There is evidence that she was drugged and taken away in a cab somewhere. There is every reason to believe that this man knows all about it.”

“I know nothing,” said Stanford doggedly.

“Come up to my room,” interrupted Marshalt. The three went up to the study, and Marshalt put on the lights.

“Now, let me hear this.”

“You’ve heard all you’re likely to hear, Marshalt,” said Stanford roughly. “This ‘busy’ has nothing on me. I have got a clean record, and he can’t bluff me into confessing up to something I didn’t do.”

“If it comes to a question of pulling in, I’ve got you!” said Dick. “Two nights ago we found certain things in the interior of an idol in Malpas’s house — more uncut diamonds than I’ve ever seen before. Before we could remove them, something happened. The diamonds disappeared. Five minutes later the lights went out again; somebody had blundered, and we found them all in a big brown grip, that has since been recovered.”

Marshalt’s face was a study. “Diamonds… in an idol!” He turned slowly to Stanford. “What do you know about that, Stanford?”

“Nothing!” snapped the man.

“Maybe you know nothing about the bag they were packed in — a new bag, bought from Waller’s, of Regent Street the same afternoon — bought by you!” Dick’s accusing finger pointed at the man. “Waller identified you tonight. We’ve had him on the ‘phone at his house at Eitham. He remembers selling the bag; it was soiled inside, and he sold it cheaply. And the man he sold it to was you!”

Stanford did not reply. He stood, one arm resting on the marble mantelpiece, looking down into the big empty grate.

“Did you hear what Captain Shannon said?” Marshalt asked sharply.

“I heard. I’ve nothing to say.”

“Where is Audrey Bedford?”

“I’ve nothing to say,” said Stanford. “You can pull me in if you want. And as for the bag, why, you’re in dreamland! I’ve never bought a bag in my life. I steal all my grips!”

“Do you know Slick Smith?”

“I’ve seen him,” said the other sulkily. Then, in a sudden rage: “If you want to take me, I’ll go. If you’re bluffing, I’ll call your bluff!”

Dick shook his head.

“I’ll not take you now. I’m going to have that bag question thoroughly threshed out tomorrow. You can be where I can get you, and if I find that you’re concerned in this abduction, you will be too sick to be sorry!”

Short a distance as it was, Dick Shannon fell asleep between Portman Square and the Ritz-Carlton, and had to be wakened by the cabman.

“You’re all in,” said Torrington, whence saw the detective, and then anxiously: “Do you think those people really know? They are not lying?”

“You mean the Eitons? Yes, they know.”

Torrington paced his sittingroom.

“Could I see them?” he asked.

Dick hesitated.

“They are under arrest, of course?”

“Technically, they’re detained. I’ve not charged them yet,” said Shannon. “There is no reason why you shouldn’t see them.”

He did not ask Audrey’s father why he wished to interview the Eitons. He knew, and yet did not want to know. The information he had failed to secure by threats Torrington would obtain with money.

“Can you get them out? I know I’m asking something that you hate to do, and I know. Shannon, that there is nobody in the world to whom Audrey’s safety means more than it does to you.”

The struggle in Dick Shannon’s mind was short. “Come with me,” he said, and they returned to the police station.

To the station sergeant: “You can release those people I’ve detained,” he said. “If I want them I know where to find them.”

He left the station premises before Eiton and his wife had appeared, and walked wearily up the stairs to his flat as the clock was striking five.

The faithful William was waiting. “Get the alarm clock and set it for nine. You needn’t bother to get up,” said Dick.

He kicked off his shoes and his collar, and putting the clock on a chair within a few inches of his head, he lay down on his bed fully dressed and was asleep in a second.

At nine o’clock he woke to the sound of a musical earthquake, and went, half asleep, to his shower, and even the icy-cold water did not have its usual effect, for he nodded as he stood. He might have gone to sleep on his feet if William, peeping in at the door, had not brought him to his senses.

“You’d get a better shower, sir, if you took your clothes off,” said William respectfully.

Dick woke with a start, to find himself clad and saturated. He had a hasty breakfast between telephone calls. Torrington had not returned to his hotel, and the watchers in Doughty Street had seen no sign of Slick Smith; which fact did not bother Dick. If only they would leave Slick Smith alone…

He had rung the bell for William to clear away, when Torrington appeared.

“I tried every inducement with them,” he said, sitting down wearily, “and the man is willing to help me. But the woman!”

“She dominates him, eh? Do you think they know?”

“They know all right,” said old Torrington drearily. “Her hatred is terrible to see. It is as though all the loathing which her mother developed for me had been inherited and passed on to poor Audrey. I offered them money — I offered them what was tantamount to safety,” he added frankly, “though I knew you wouldn’t approve of this. I said I’d give them enough to live luxuriously for the rest of their lives, and put an aeroplane at their disposal this morning to carry them to France. But nothing I said could shake her. The man is at the end of his tether, but Dora seems to grow in strength as her position grows in danger. Stanford knows.”

“Have you seen him? What makes you say he knows?”

“Eiton let it out by accident. Just the first syllable of the name, but I am sure he is in it.”

“I’ll see him again,” said Dick. “I have to go again this morning. I am taking Lacy Marshalt into Malpas’s house to see what I can get from him first-hand.”

“You wouldn’t like me to come?” asked the old man anxiously.

“I’d like you to sleep,” said Dick, putting his hand on Torrington’s shoulder, “I can stand this a little better than you.”

Torrington shook his head.

“I couldn’t sleep. Old people require less than others. Do you mind if I wait here? I can’t bear to go back to the hotel.”

Dick’s cab had scarcely disappeared round the corner when there stepped from the shelter of an all-night druggist’s almost opposite the man who had been an interested spectator of his departure.

“Atta!” said Slick Smith. He, too, would have given a thousand dollars for ten hours’ sleep.
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Slick Smith had to exercise unusual caution. He knew that every plainclothes officer in London was on the lookout for him, and he was not the type on whom a false beard sat with any dignity.

The weather was in his favour; the rain continued and continued and still continued. Mr. Smith inwardly blessed the inclement elements; they gave him an excuse to walk under the very noses of men who were watching for him. He pulled down the brim of his soft felt hat, turned up the collar to his eyes, and crossed the road.

Taxicabs are scarce on rainy days, for what the drivers call the “amateur riders” dig up their pennies and indulge in orgies of locomotion of which they would not dream on other occasions. But luck was with him; he found a fast brand of taxi disengaged.

“Pick up that long yellow car. You’ll overhaul it in the traffic of Regent Street. Keep it in sight,” he said, and was, in fact, on Dick’s trail before he was clear of the block which accumulates even in the early hours of the morning on Oxford Circus.

As the crook suspected, Shannon was making for Marshalt’s house. When he was sure on this subject he varied his directions, and was dropped within fifty yards of the square, at a point beyond observation. The mews at this hour of the morning was filled with noise, for the chauffeurs were tuning up in their garages, and one or two trollies, less delicately constituted, were being prepared for the day’s work in the open.

All the men were sufficiently engaged in their own business to be incurious, and nobody noticed the stocky man who strolled aimlessly along the wall separating the courtyard at the back of the square; nor did anybody see him dive through the door that brought him to the back of Malpas’s house. And if they had, so many strange men had loafed about the mews these days that they would have marked him down as a detective, and taken no further notice, for interest in the Portman Square murder had almost evaporated.

Dick, neither knowing that he was being followed nor caring if he had known, was shown in by one of the maids, and immediately taken up to the study, where Mr. Marshalt sat alone, gloom on his face, which was not dispelled by the announcement of his visitor.

“I want to see Stanford, Mr. Marshalt, but in the meantime I’d like you to accompany me to this house of mystery and tell me just what happened to you.”

The man got up with some reluctance.

“I hate the place,” he said testily, “but it is due to you that you should know just what happened. Can you get in?”

“I have a key, if the controls are off.”

He explained the system under which the doors were opened and closed.

“I guessed that, of course, when I went there,” nodded Marshalt. “In fact, I’ve had the system offered to me, but rejected it. It would be very awkward if the current failed.”

“The current will fail this afternoon,” said Shannon. “I’m arranging to have it cut off at the main. Will you come now, or would you rather wait until you’ve had your breakfast? I’m in no hurry.”

“I’ll come now,” said Marshalt, rising.

He went down with the detective, put on his mackintosh, and they left for the house together. The key turned in the lock of Malpas’s front door and it opened. Dick saw a wedge of wood lying in the hall, and kicked its thin edge under the open door, Marshalt watching interestedly.

“You would like me to tell you just what happened on the night I was shot? I came in here,” he said, “and, as you know, there was nobody to receive me.”

He led the way up the stairs, talking all the time. On the landing he stopped.

“I was somewhere about here when the voice bade me come in. I think I said I was at the bottom of the stairs — no, I am more correct in saying that I was somewhere here.”

They went into the long room and Dick pulled open they curtains.

“Now, will you describe to me where Malpas stood when he fired? Place yourself in that position, Mr. Marshalt.”

Lacy walked to the end of the room until his back was to the hidden statue.

“He was here,” he said, “and I was where you are standing.”

“The whole thing is perfectly clear to me.” Dick was speaking very deliberately. “I think I had the solution a week ago — it’s — —”

Bang! The door had closed.

“What was that?” asked Lacy, startled.

Shannon didn’t turn a hair. He was inured to these happenings.

“Looks as though the door’s closed on us.”

He strolled across and tried to pull it open, but without success. Then: “Where is Stanford?”

“He’s in my house somewhere,” said Marshalt slowly. “Who did that?”

“That is what I am going to find out — today,” said Shannon, “and you will help me. And there goes the door!”

It was opening slowly.

“That’s queer,” muttered Marshalt.

He walked quickly from the room and looked over the banisters.

“That is very queer! But you told me about an idol — where is that?”

Dick went back with him into the room and pulled aside the curtains, and started back with a cry. The idol was there — and something else. Lying limp across the black marble pedestal, his head hanging down on one side, his feet on the other, was Big Bill Stanford!
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Dick jumped forward and made a quick examination.

“He’s not dead,” he said, “but he soon will be unless we get help. Will you run back to your house and ‘phone the Middlesex to send an ambulance? This telephone isn’t working,” he said, as he saw Lacy looking at the instrument on the table.

After he had gone. Shannon made a quick examination of Stanford’s injuries. There were three bullet wounds, one through the shoulder, one that had its entrance under the heart, a third that had ripped the neck. The man was unconscious, and might or might not be in extremis. Shannon examined the pedestal: it was thick with blood, and he had hardly finished his inspection and stanched the flow that was coming from the shoulder wound, when the shrill bell of the ambulance sounded in the street below, and in a few moments, the white-coated attendants were lifting the unconscious figure to the stretcher.

“How did it happen?” asked Marshalt with a perplexed frown. “I left him in my storeroom — the place where I keep odd things. The truth is, I’d had a few sharp words with him. I’m not satisfied that he knew nothing about Audrey Bedford, and I told him so, and he answered me to the effect that he was leaving the house. I’m perfectly satisfied that he was killed there after you and I came out. It is terrible, terrible! What is this man Malpas? He must be a fiend incarnate!”

“You are safe in saying he’s that,” said Dick. He looked thoughtfully at the door. “I’m so tired of searching this house after these kind of happenings that I don’t think I’ll trouble again. Stanford wore no collar and tie. Did you notice that?”

“Yes; I thought that was strange. When I saw him he wore both.”

“Just show me where he was,” said Dick, and they came out together and into the house next door.

The first thing he saw, hanging on a peg in the storeroom, was a collar and tie.

Shannon saw one of the two remaining maids. Stanford had been seen that morning; the girl who had let Dick in said that she had seen him in the storeroom from five minutes to a quarter of an hour before the detective’s arrival, and that was the total extent of the information he was able to get. The man had occupied Marshalt’s room until the owner of the house had returned, and he had shifted his things up to the suite which had been occupied by Tonger in his lifetime.

The Commissioner had seen these apartments before, and he found nothing now that helped him in any way. Stanford’s meagre baggage contained only a few articles of clothing, a. Continental timetable and a few toilet necessities.

Dick came down again, bitterly disappointed, for there was nothing in his hand that brought him any nearer to the mystery of Audrey Bedford’s disappearance.

He had sent Steel to the bedside of the wounded man, with instructions that he was to remain there until he was relieved, and check any statement the wounded man made, either in his delirium or upon recovering consciousness, a contingency for which the hospital authorities were not prepared. As soon as he had made his report, he drove to the Middlesex, and was admitted into the private-ward to which Stanford had been taken. Steel was standing beside the bed, looking down at the unconscious man.

“He knows where that girl is,” said the sergeant.

“Has he talked?” asked Dick quickly.

“Only in his sleep; when they were giving him an anaesthetic before probing down after the bullet, he cried out, ‘I won’t tell you where she is!’”

“That’s not much; he probably thought he was speaking to me. There’s nothing to be gained here.”

He stood indecisively on the steps of the Middlesex Hospital, with the sense of being a beaten man, wondering which way he should turn next. He could not believe that she was in Lacy’s house — it was impossible that she should be taken to the house of mystery, every room of which was open to search. So he argued, and precisely at that minute Audrey Bedford was running, screaming, down the passage, and behind her the sinister figure of Mr. Malpas.
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For a long time after Dick Shannon’s departure Lacy Marshalt sat at his desk, his head in his hands. Presently he leaned back and pushed a bell. One of the maids answered after a long delay. “Who else is in the house?” he asked sharply.

“Milly, sir.”

“Tell her to come here.”

From his pocket he took a crumpled handful of notes and Treasury Bills, selected a few and smoothed them out. By the time the girls returned there were two little heaps before them.

“There is your salary for a month in lieu of notice. I am shutting up the house and going abroad.”

“When do you want us to go, sir?” asked one of the girls in surprise.

“I want you to go at once. I intend leaving in half an hour.”

He himself watched from the head of the stairs whilst their boxes were being removed, and at last saw their cab pass out of sight. Then he walked down, put the chains on the door, double-locked and bolted it, and returned at his leisure to the study. His face was set in a smile from which all humour had vanished. He was thinking of the man who had tried to rob him once, and would have betrayed him, the man who, with a belated return to decency, had refused to speak until…

For half an hour he gave himself up to his thoughts. Lacy Marshalt was something of a dreamer. The tinkle of the doorbell, followed by a thunderous knock, aroused him. He walked to the window and peeped out. On the doorstep were Eiton and his wife. And Torrington — yes, he recognized Torrington, though he had not seen him in years. An inspector of police and four men, who were obviously detectives.

He took his letter-case from his pocket, extracted a flat handle and a bodkin, and fitted the one into the other. Then he walked to the mantelpiece and thrust the bodkin deep amidst the wood foliage that framed the fireplace. He turned his wrist, and, without a sound, mantelpiece and fireplace swung round on a central pivot. He had the profile of the huge idol to the right, and fireplace in section to the left. Then, opening the bottom drawer of his desk, he lifted a false bottom and took out a little box, and for a second busied himself. A half-wig, a long, pendulous nose, a pointed chin, so perfectly coloured to his face that even an expert would not know where nature began and art commenced — he fixed them with deft fingers.

Then he turned the bodkin again and the mantelpiece swung back to its place. The knocking on the door was continuous, and presently he heard the smash of glass. He had taken the key out, and that would not help them, he thought.

Stepping inside the semicircular fender, he pushed the bodkin; home and turned again, this time to the left.

As the hearth and wall swung round he put down his foot to ease the little shock which came when the fireplace came to rest. Once a clumsy Tonger had let it stop with such a jerk that a hot coal had been flung out into the Malpas room. Again the bodkin came into use, and, standing aside, he saw the fireplace turn back to its proper position. He unfitted the steel blade with curious deliberation, replaced it in his pocket and then went up the stairs, very slowly.

Audrey Bedford was there. Reluctantly, painfully, Stanford had told him. And now all that began this tragedy which had overtaken him, and had robbed him not only of the fortune he had accumulated, but promised to rob him of life itself, was to end as it began — with Audrey Bedford!

He paused at every landing to anticipate his grim final triumph over the hounds of the law, who were baying at his door, eager to seize him and to drag him to that dreadful dock, where the red-robed, white-haired man gave judgment of death. Lacy’s smile was fixed: it had become frozen on his face. All his plannings… his strivings, his clever manoeuvres.

And then he remembered something that struck away the smile. Why had the door controls operated whilst he was with Dick Shannon? Was there a reason for that? He shrugged. The climate — a score and one things might affect an electric connection…

Now he was outside the door and bent his head, listening. He heard a light footstep in the passage and smiled again. Half the fierce joy that came to his heart was in the anticipation of the terror his appearance would strike when her fearful eyes met his.

He opened the little cupboard in the stairs and turned a switch, and knew that at that moment the lights had gone out in the empty room through which he would soon be passing in search of his prey. He needed no light, not even the trick lamp he had carried to illuminate his face to terrify all who saw him. The darkness belonged to him, and to her.

He turned the key. As he did so he heard her light steps fly along the passage, heard her babble something, and the slam of a door. In another second he was inside; the key was pushed into the lock and turned. He was alone with her. Audrey Bedford was beyond the help of God or man.

His sensitive hands touched the wall. Slowly he crept along until he reached the first door and opened it. He could hear no sound of breathing, but he must be sure. Round the walls he went, across the centre, his arms outstretched, and again reached the passage. A second room — this was where she had been. He felt the bed with his foot, but heard no sound, and again made a circuit of the room. He stopped at the opening of the third room and listened. She was there! He sensed the presence, heard somebody breathing.

“Come here, my little dear. You can’t get away from me this time! We have an appointment; it has been a long time delayed, but you must keep it today!”

He heard the sound of feet on the floor, and somebody slipped past him; but he was too quick, and again stood in the entrance.

“Your lover is downstairs, my beloved — the dunderheaded Shannon and his confederacy! And your father! You didn’t know you had a father, but he’s there. He’ll see you… later. You and I are going out together. That’s a good end for the man he hates, but he’ll find no joy in it.”

Suddenly he lunged forward and caught an arm. It was not the arm he expected. As he stood a strange and terrifying green light showed level with his breast. He was looking into his own face — nose, chin, head!

Another Malpas — fearful, monstrous — had him by the arms.

“God! What is it?” he screamed, and tried to get himself free.

“I want you,” said the hollow voice. With a yell Lacy Marshalt struck at the hideous figure and, turning, ran. As he did so the lights came on, and looking back he saw a replica of himself! Malpas! But he was Malpas! “Damn you!” he sobbed, and pulled his gun. The automatic spat once, twice.

“Save yourself a whole lot of trouble, my friend,” said his double. “Your cartridges are blank — I changed them nearly a day ago!”

With a howl of fury Lacy flung the pistol at him. The man ducked, and the next minute had Marshalt by the throat.

And somewhere in the dark background stood Audrey, her hands clasped in an agony of fear, yet in her heart a new-born life.
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Dick had joined the group at the door, and now the knocking had ceased. A requisitioning jemmy had been forced between the lock, and the lock was creaking loose as the last blows were being hammered home.

“She is here — you’re sure?”

Martin nodded.

“Stanford took her away last night. He said he would get her into Malpas’s house.”

Shannon had already tried the front door of 551, but the controls were on.

“Do you know what has happened to Stanford?”

“I’ve just learnt,” said Eiton in a low voice.

At that moment the lock broke and they poured into the hall. Dick led the way upstairs. The study was empty, and this time he went straight to the fireplace and began looking for the aperture which he knew existed there somewhere. The way in that must be through the fireplace and nowhere else.

Presently he found the hole, fitted poor Tonger’s homemade bodkin, and the triangular sides gripped on the sensitive mechanism. As he turned the handle, the fireplace swung, and those who stood behind him had a clear view past the-statue of Malpas’s room.

“Don’t touch that handle,” he warned them, and ran across the gap, stopping only at the table to switch over the controls.

He was dashing through the open door when he heard the two shots fired. Dick stopped, his face as white as death. Only for a moment did he pause, and then went on. Fast as he ran it seemed to him that his feet were leaden.

As he reached the door it was flung open. Two men came out — two men so identically alike that he stared from one to the other.

“Here’s your bird. Captain Shannon,” said the shorter of the two, and flung the handcuffed prisoner into the hands of the waiting detectives. Then, with one sweep, he removed wig, nose, and chin. “I think you know me?”’

“I know you very well,” said Dick. “You are Slick Stormer — or, as you prefer to be known to the London police, Slick Smith!”

“Got me first time — but when did you recognize me?”

Dick smiled.

“A clever detective like you ought to know,” he said.

Dick saw somebody else in the passage, a timorous somebody who kept as far away as possible. In another minute he had raced down the corridor and had caught her in his arms.

Slick took a quick glance and closed the door.

“Maybe you’d like to see your daughter, and she’ll be glad to see you, but she knows this fellow better than you, I guess,” he said, and Torrington nodded…
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“I’ve never been quite sure whether you took me at my own valuation, or whether you were one of these reserved Englishmen who believe nothing very much, and only then to oblige a lady,” said Slick Smith, a magnificent host, sitting at the head of a dinner-table that night.

“I came into this case nineteen months ago, when I had a letter from Mr. Torrington giving me all the facts he possessed, and asking me whether I could trace his wife and verify the story of his daughter’s death. Incidentally, he told me a great deal about Mr. Lacy Marshalt that interested me both as a detective and a human being.

“I’ve got some experience of the unpopularity of private detective services, especially in England, where they are regarded as a joke, and a joke in bad taste at that. And I knew that, if I was going to do any good in this business, it was vitally necessary that I should pass into the underworld with the necessary credentials. I therefore communicated with Captain Shannon, in my capacity as Stormer, telling him that a notorious American crook was expected to arrive in England almost any minute, and favoured him with a very vivid description of what this hideous scoundrel looked like. I got the usual warm-hearted ‘Your communication shall receive our attention’ from headquarters, but I happen to know that the moment Slick landed he was picked up, trailed to London, warned, cautioned — in fact, all the things happened to him that usually happen to the imported article.

“Fortunately, very few people in London know me. I’ve always made it a rule, since I established my agency in London, to come into no case personally, and only three or four of my best staff would be able to identify me on oath. But those three or four are mighty useful, for they not only can identify me, but they can’t identify me, and that is valuable!

“Another important advantage was that, as Slick Smith, I could always have one of my men with me without attracting the suspicion of the criminal classes. You remember I was invariably trailed by one of Stormer’s men — he’d have lost his job if he hadn’t!

“My other job was to discover the whereabouts of a very large number of diamonds which had been stolen from Mr. Torrington’s mine in the past few years, and which both his police and the South African force were certain had been brought to England. And I was able to unearth a very considerable traffic. In South Africa, as you know. Captain Shannon, it is a penal offence to be found in possession of a diamond, unless you can account for it to the satisfaction of a magistrate — I’m talking about uncut diamonds now. For years Lacy Marshalt has been such a trafficker. He was engaged that way when he was acting as detective for the Streams Mining Corporation, and when he framed up a charge that sent Mr. Torrington to the Breakwater. He’s been that way ever since. But the trading of diamonds in South Africa is a dangerous game, both for the seller and the buyer; and he hit upon the idea of coming to London, establishing himself in a big house, and arranging a regular courier service to bring the stones over. But obviously he couldn’t do this as Marshalt, because, sooner or later, somebody was going to squeal. And the day the squeal went up to heaven. Lacy Marshalt, who in the meantime had scraped into the South African Parliament, and had been scraped out again when the electors came to their senses, would go down to the dark hulks where the bad men go.

“He bought the two houses in Portman Square at a time of great depression in house property, and they were bought in different names. 551 was purchased through a bank. Engaging a good Continental firm to fix the electrical fittings, he left the principal, and to my mind the cleverest, piece of mechanism to the last.

“Lacy Marshalt is an engineer. He is one of those people you read about every day, who might, had he chosen an honest path, have made a fortune; not that they ever would, but judges have those illusions.

“The control was too fiddling a job and too much like hard work for Lacy. The fireplace and statue were a labour of love. The statue he bought in Durban: I traced it nearly a year ago, and knew all about its mechanical thorax. But the pivot opening was entirely his own. He lived alone in his house — Tonger at that time was still in South Africa, acting as his agent — for four months before the work was completed, and then he brought his man home. And just before he came, Malpas appeared in the London directory. Malpas, the buyer of diamonds who could never be caught!

“Tonger is the real tragedy of this story. He married rather late in life a youngish woman who died and left him with a daughter, of whom he thought the world; and it was real bad luck for Tonger to have her come into contact with Lacy Marshalt. You’d think that Tonger, being his friend and helper, would make a difference. No, sir! Nothing ever made a difference to Lacy, and when the inevitable happened, and Tonger wanted to know certain things. Lacy seized on the arrest of Torrington as a heavensent opportunity for shifting the blame, persuaded the girl to name Torrington as her lover, and got her away to America, where he allowed her a reasonable sum a week, threatening that, unless she did as he wished, which was to write to her father regularly and tell him how happy she was, he would stop the allowance and ruin Tonger, who as she believed held some responsible position in Marshalt’s office.

“New York is no worse a place for a woman than any other big city: that is my experience,” said Slick thoughtfully. “I guess the same old devil perches on the top of the London Monument as sits im the fifty-fourth floor of the Woolworth building. The girl went her own way — drank a lot, got into debt, but dared not tell Lacy. Then one day, in a panic, she jumped the boat and came to London. I think you saw her that day you had your first interview with friend Malpas?”

Audrey nodded.

“She was the woman who knocked at Marshalt’s door.”

“Yuh! Poor Tonger must have nearly died when he saw her. At any rate, as I have reconstructed the matter, he took her in, hurried her up to his apartments and kept her there for days, probably trying his best to induce her to tell him the truth — he may already have guessed it. Then one day Lacy found out she was in the house, and knew that, once Tonger got on his track, he was doomed.

“He decided to act then and there. Tonger was sent to Paris with a letter that meant nothing — I’ve seen it. It was to a man who did business for Marshalt. Whilst he was away Marshalt got the girl out of the room, and probably told her to go to the park and wait for him. Consider this” — Slick raised his finger to emphasize the point— “Tonger’s daughter was a dipsomaniac. She was drunk when she was first seen in London, and we’ve got evidence from the servants that, the week before he died, Tonger had an extraordinary amount of whisky in his room — he who hitherto had never taken drink. It was she who soaked — not Tonger.

“When Marshalt found that she had this craving, it was easy to give her a flask with enough cyanide to kill a regiment, and tell her to go into the park, well knowing that, sooner or later, she would drink from that flask and never move further. But he tried to do too much. He intended that night seeing Miss Bedford — Torrington. He wanted to see her pretty badly, so badly that he wouldn’t put off the engagement. Then Tonger came back.

“There was no need for Marshalt to explain the disappearance of the woman, as he knew nothing about her: she might have gone out by herself. You may be sure that she went out by the back way — the way a certain lady used to come in when she paid her surreptitious visits to Lacy. It wasn’t likely that Tonger would learn that very evening that his daughter was dead, and yet that is exactly what did happen! Tonger made his discovery at the very moment Marshalt was waiting in Malpas’s room for the arrival of Audrey Bedford.

“What Marshalt intended, I don’t know. I guess he would have produced the letter making an appointment in that apartment, but that is mere speculation — we shall never know. At any rate, he did not meet Miss Torrington. Maddened by his discovery, Tonger, who knew the secret of the mantelpiece and had fashioned a key to it, opened it, passed into Malpas’s room and confronted his treacherous employer. He was, I think, armed with an old-fashioned pistol, and Marshalt spoke the truth there. He fired twice, and Lacy went down. The bullet-proof shirt he wore — not because he had been in the Balkans, but because he was scared to death that some day Torrington would come on the scene — saved his life. While Tonger, half demented, was searching the desk, Marshalt recovered, staggered back to his own room and shot Tonger in his tracks.

“The controls of Malpas’s house are fixed in many places. There is a switch on the stairs, there is a set of switches below, one on the desk and another in Lacy’s study.

“What happened immediately afterwards is also a matter of speculation, unless Marshalt spills it. He was going to make his escape when he heard the servant scream, and probably saw Captain Shannon run down the area steps. That was his opportunity; he slipped out. If you remember, the door was open.”

Dick nodded.

“Now, Marshalt had already prepared a hiding-place for himself. In the character of a lawyer or something of the sort, he had a gorgeous flat in Greville Mansions, where he was called ‘Mr. Crewe’. I happen to know, because I have occupied an adjoining suite to some purpose. He got there that night, nursed his bruise — he had a slight wound, too — and then came back to get the diamonds. I know, because I’ve seen him.”

“Who was the man whose face I saw through the skylight on the night of the murder?” asked Shannon.

“Me,” said Slick Stormer calmly.

“But your men on duty on the roof said — —”

Slick laughed.— “Why do you think they wore on the roof? They were my alibis and protectors! The last time you were questioning one of them I was crouched behind a chimney-pot not a yard away from you. Of course they hadn’t seen me! They’d have lost a good job if they had! I was always around that roof. Climbing is my speciality, though I’m not such a good climber as Martin Eiton, who didn’t have a rope lowered to him as I did.

“Marshalt’s job was to scare everybody out of the house. He hated like poison that police guard, because he wanted to get at the diamonds that were in the idol’s tummy, and naturally he could only do that by getting rid of the police. Wearing his evening dress and a made-up face, he appeared — as himself! The poet says that we can rise on stepping-stones of our dead selves to better things. Tennyson, was it, or maybe Browning? It’s good enough for Longfellow. That is how Marshalt figured it out — that he could rise on that stepping-stone to handle all these good and sparkling gems. He got desperate after the hiding-place was discovered, and with the help of Stanford, who had to be taken into the secret, he cleared the idol under your eyes. But Stanford was a bungler, and unused to the mechanism, and after the diamonds had been put in the bag he started monkeying with the mechanism to see how it worked, switched out all the lights, and incidentally brought the statue round into the room. He must have had the bag in his hand at the time, and put it down in a fright on the pedestal, and naturally, when the statue turned again, it took it back.”

“What was it burnt my hand?” asked Steel.

“The fireplace! When you reached out, the thing had revolved, and you’d put your hand on the hot bars of the grate from which the coal had only recently been removed. You recall. Captain Shannon, that there was generally a smell of hot iron in the room when these demonstrations occurred.

“After you’d got away with that, he followed you. Stanford went down to the Haymarket and did his little burglary — I saw him come out, as a matter of fact, but I thought it was unnecessary to tell you — whilst Marshalt followed you in his car and engineered an accident. The honour and glory of recovering the bag goes to Stanford, who was still in the flat when you found your man knocked out.

“The money retrieved, Marshalt’s first thought was to get the bag away. He took it to his flat in Greville Mansions: this I know, for I found it there when I broke in to look for Miss Torrington. I didn’t find her, but I saw the bag, and only gave it up when I saw I could turn it over to good hands without being arrested myself.

“Now, Marshalt is a suspicious man. He found that the bag was gone, and naturally he suspected his confederate. The shooting of Stanford, you’ll find, occurred just before you arrived this morning — I understand he was artistically draped round the pedestal. That nearly completes the story. Again we must guess what happened between Stanford and Marshalt. The probability is that Marshalt only found then that the young lady was concealed on the premises, and, knowing that the game was up and the fortune was lost, he went to have his revenge on the daughter of the man he best hated. Unfortunately for him, I have made a practice for a long time of being in that house when the people that came in from the Cape brought their diamonds. I was there once in broad daylight, tapping the walls, and Marshalt heard me — Miss Torrington heard me, too — I wanted to know all about that pivot door. I have twice impersonated the mysterious Mr. Malpas and got away with it. It was a hobby of mine to be Mr. Malpas whenever I broke in, for I knew that a day would come when he and I would meet face to face, and I was hoping that he suffered from a weak heart. I scared one young lady all right,” he said, and Audrey could smile at the recollection.

“I screamed, didn’t I?” she said ruefully. “I didn’t hear you calling my name for a long time.”

“I scream myself sometimes,” said Smith, “or want to!

“There is only one thing left to tell you, and you know that already. Shannon. You knew it before you got that summons to Fould’s Wharf. Once he recovered the diamonds, it was up to Marshalt to make a dramatic reappearance. It was very nearly too dramatic, let me tell you! He got into the water under the pier, locked the handcuffs himself, and with the key of the cuffs in one hand and a gun in the other, waited for you to turn up, as he knew you would, within a specified time. But you were delayed five minutes on the road, and in that five minutes a tragic thing happened: by accident he dropped the key of the handcuffs in the water, and couldn’t release himself! If you hadn’t got there when you did, he’d have drowned. When you came, it was easy. He had his gun in his hand — if you’d kept your light on him you would have seen it, but he asked you to take the light off, and immediately you shut down your lamp he fired two shots at you, dropped the pistol in the water — I’ve since recovered it — and the rest you followed. If he had killed you — there was the proof of his innocence — he couldn’t have done it.

“And now. Miss Torrington, I’ll thank you for that badge.”

She gave a gasp of surprise, felt in her bag and produced the silver star.

“Thank you,” said Slick gracefully; “and I hope you’re not offended. I never allow anybody to keep a star after they’ve passed out of my employ, and gone into the establishment of a rival.”

His eyes met Dick’s, and they were laughing. “That is a joke,” he said. “You won’t see it because you’re English! But do you mind if I indulge in one private laugh? Ha! ha!”


The End
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“You have beauty,” said Mr. Maurice Tarn carefully, “you have youth. You will in all probability survive me by many years. I am not the kind of man who would object to your marrying again. That would be sheer selfishness, and I am not selfish. When I die you will have great property; whilst I live you shall enjoy my wealth to its full. Possibly you have never looked upon me in the light of a husband, but it is not unusual for a guardian to marry his ward, and the disparity in our ages is not an insuperable obstacle.”

He spoke like one who was reciting a carefully rehearsed speech, and Elsa Marlowe listened, stunned.

If the old-fashioned sideboard had of its own volition stood on end, if Elgin Crescent had been suddenly transported to the suburbs of Bagdad, she could not have been more astounded. But Elgin Crescent was in Bayswater, and the gloomy diningroom of Maurice Tarn’s maisonette remained undisturbed; and here was Maurice Tarn himself, sitting on the other side of the breakfast table, an unshaven, shabby man of fifty-six, whose trembling hand, that went automatically to his shaggy grey moustache, was an eloquent reminder of his last night’s carouse (there were three empty bottles on the table of his study when she looked in that morning), and he was proposing marriage.

She could only gaze at him open-eyed, scarcely believing the evidence of her senses.

“I suppose you think I am mad,” he went on slowly. “I’ve given a lot of thought to it, Elsa. You are heart-free, as I know. There is no reason in the world, except — except the difference in our ages, why this should not be.”

“But — but, Mr. Tarn,” she stammered, “I had no idea… of course it is impossible!”

Was he still drunk? she wondered, without a tremor of apprehension, for fifteen years of association with Maurice Tarn had not tended to increase her awe for him; if she had not been so staggered by this proposal which had come like a bolt from the blue, she might have been amused.

“I don’t want to marry you, I don’t want to marry anybody. It is very — very kind of you, and of course I feel” — she could hardly bring her lips to say the word— “honoured. But it is too ridiculous!” she burst forth.

His tired eyes were watching her, and he did not even flinch at the word.

“I’m going away to — somewhere. I’ve got to go away for — for my health. Since Major Amery has come into the firm it is impossible to continue.”

“Does Ralph know this — that you’re going away?” she asked, curiosity overcoming her amazement.

“No!” He almost shouted the word. “He doesn’t, he mustn’t know! You understand, Elsa? Under no circumstances must Ralph know — what I have said to you is confidential. Think it over.”

With a gesture he dismissed the subject, to her great relief. For fully ten minutes she sat staring out of the window. Mr. Maurice Tarn’s diningroom looked out upon the garden of Elgin Crescent, a garden common to all the houses that backed upon it. It was not a garden in the strictest sense of the word, being no more than a stretch of worn grass, intersected by brown paths; and its chief value was best appreciated by the parents of very young children. On sunny days the shade of the big tree in the centre of the garden was a favourite resting-place for nursemaids and their tiny charges. At this hour the garden was deserted. The pale yellow sunlight, slanting through the big window, lit a diagonal patch on the table, and gave to the spring flowers that, by a movement of her chair, mercifully hid Mr. Maurice Tarn from her view, the glory which belonged to them.

She stole a glance at him past the flowery screen. He was wearing yesterday’s collar — he invariably made a collar last three days; and his rusty black cravat was fastened behind with a tarnished buckle. The lapels of his ancient frockcoat shone with much wear; his cuffs showed ragged threads. Speculatively and, for her, coldbloodedly, she examined him in the light of a possible bridegroom and shuddered.

Elsa had preserved toward her guardian and his habits an attitude of philosophical patience. She had grown tired of urging the purchase of clothes. He had a fairly good income, and once she had surprised the information that he had a substantial balance at his bank. But by nature and habits he was miserly. She owed him something… but not much: an education at the cheapest boarding-school he could find; a dress allowance reluctantly given; an annual holiday at Clacton fortnight in a crowded boardinghouse; and a post-graduate course in short hand and typewriting which was to fit her for the position of a private secretary to old Amery. In addition to these things, Maurice Tarn gave her what he was pleased to call “a home.”

She had often wondered what freak of generosity had induced him to adopt the orphan child of a distant cousin, but the nearest she had ever reached to explaining that fit of altruism was when he told her, one evening, that he hated complete loneliness and preferred a child in the house to a dog.

He was apparently absorbed in the devilled chicken he was cutting into microscopic pieces, for presently he asked:

“Is there anything in the paper?”

He himself never read the newspapers, and it had been part of her duty for years to supply him with the principal items of the morning’s news.

“Nothing,” she said. “You know about the parliamentary crisis?”

He growled something under his breath, and then:

“Nothing else?”

“Nothing, except the drug scandal,” she said.

He looked up suddenly.

“Drug scandal? What do you mean?”

She picked up the newspaper from the floor where she had dropped it.

“It is about two gangs that are importing drugs into this country — I didn’t think you’d be interested in that,” she said, searching for the paragraph.

She happened at that moment to look across at him, and nearly dropped the paper in her surprise. Mr. Maurice Tarn’s complexion was one of consistent sallowness, but now his face was a deathly white. His jaw had dropped, his eyes were staring.

“Two gangs?” he croaked. “What do you mean? Read it, read it!” he commanded huskily.

“I thought—” she began.

“Never mind what you thought, read it!” snarled Tarn.

Masking her astonishment, she found the item. It was a half-column on the top of the principal page:

“Yesterday morning Detective-Inspector Bickerson, accompanied by half a dozen police officers, made a raid upon a small warehouse in Whitechapel, and, after arresting the caretaker, conducted a search of the premises. It is understood that a considerable quantity of opium and a package containing 16 pounds of cocaine were seized and removed, and it is believed that the warehouse was a distributing centre used by one of the two gangs which are engaged in putting illicit drugs upon the market, both here and in America. The police believe that one of these nefarious associations is conducted by a Japanese merchant named Soyoka, who, however, is the merest figurehead in the business, the operations being carried out by a number of unknown men, said to occupy good social positions, and two of whom are believed to be officials in the Indian Civil Service. The composition of the second gang, which during the past two years has amassed a considerable fortune, is not so well known. Behind these two organisations are hundreds of agents, and a small army of desperadoes are employed to cover the gangs’ workings. The recent arrest of a Greek in Cleveland, Ohio, and his confession to the Federal authorities has enabled Scotland Yard to get a line on the British branch of the ‘business.’ From the statement of the Greek Poropoulos, it is believed that the heads of the second gang include an English doctor and a leading merchant of the City of London—”

“Ah!”

It was not a groan, it was not a sigh, but something that combined the quality of both. Elsa looked up and saw her guardian’s head sinking over the table, and sprang to her feet.

“What is the matter?” she asked.

He waved her aside.

“Get me some brandy — in the cupboard of my study,” he mumbled, and she hurried into the stuffy little room, returning with a tumbler half-filled, the contents of which he swallowed at a gulp.

Slowly the colour came back to his face, and he could force a smile.

“You’re responsible,” he grunted, with heavy pleasantry. “A fellow of my age doesn’t propose at this time of the morning without feeling the effects — eh? A little too old for love-making, I guess. Think it over, Elsa. I’ve been a good friend of yours.”

“Do you want me to read any more?”

He stopped her with a gesture.

“Stuff! A newspaper invention: these fellows are always out for sensation. They live on it.”

He rose to his feet with an effort.

“I shall see you at the office,” he said. “Think it over, Elsa.” The door of his study slammed behind him — he was still in his locked room when the girl boarded an eastward bound ‘bus that carried her almost to the door of the Amery Corporation.
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The house of Amery & Amery stands where it stood in the days when its founder marshalled his apprentices and clerks to fight the Great Fire of London, so that, when the holocaust had smouldered to ashes, the cramped old house alone raised its head amidst the blackened ruins of Wood Street. Improvements had come with the years, an exigent City Council had demanded certain structural alterations, but in appearance the Amery building remained what it was in the days when the “Mayflower” set forth from Plymouth Harbour and narrowly missed fouling the “Pleasant Endeavour,” the first of the Amery Brothers’ fleet of East Indiamen.

The centuries had seen many fluctuations in the fortunes of the house. One evening at White’s, in the days of the Regency, an Amery had diced the fleet out of existence; later, another Amery had won back its equivalent in the tea trade; but the narrow-fronted house, with its uneven floors, its poky little cupboards and presses, its low ceilings and tortuous stairways, defied the passage of time.

Above the thick green glass window panes that admitted light and distorted vision the faded inscription “Amery & Amery, Shippers & Importers,” appeared in the identical lettering that an Amery had chosen on the day George the Third went to his rest. The little room where Elsa Marlowe attended to the private correspondence of the newest proprietor had been furnished in his youth by a chief clerk who, as an old man, had seen the first policeman on the streets of London.

Elsa, sitting before her worn writing-table one morning in late spring, when the sunlight poured into the room, seemed as much out of place in the grim setting as the bunch of lilies of the valley she had arranged in a cheap glass vase beside the typewriter.

There was a sculptor in Paris who specialised in dainty statuettes of slim Parisiennes, and she might have posed for M. Milliêre, a straight-backed, long-limbed girl, with the tilted chin, the straight nose, the large, enquiring eyes and the confusion of spun gold hair he loved.

She had that complexion which made wise and sceptical women look twice at her; yet her pink and white owed nothing to artifice, and the rich red of her mouth was as everlasting as the deep greyblue of her eyes.

Her forehead was puckered as she listened to her voluble companion. She was never quite comfortable when Miss Dame came to her favourite topic of discussion, though the gaunt woman expressed much that she thought.

Elsa Marlowe was not prepared to accept Miss Dame’s judgment on any other subject than stenography. Her views on human affairs were inclined to be coloured by the peculiar brand of romance she had absorbed overnight. But when she described the house of Amery & Amery as “creepy,” and spoke of Paul Roy Amery as a “sinister figure,” Elsa found herself ranged on the side of Romance.

“You can laugh about the pitchers,” said Miss Dame earnestly, “but you get ideas of Life out of ‘em… types, characters, if you understand me? It’s experience to a young girl like me. The villains I’ve seen!… My Gawd! But I’ve never seen anybody like the Major. Sinister! You’ve only to look at him, Miss Marlowe. And why your dear good uncle, the finest gentleman that ever breathed — more like The’dore Roberts ‘n anybody I know — should let you stay in this place, is more’n I can understand. See what I mean?”

Miss Dame glared fearfully through her big rimless spectacles. Her large mouth was grotesquely open, her little button of a nose redder than ever. She was tall, round-shouldered, awkwardly made. Her hands and feet were large; her bobbed hair, refusing to behave as bobbed hair should, spread fan-wise from her head.

“I wouldn’t call him ‘sinister,’” said Elsa thoughtfully; “he is certainly unpleasant. I don’t think he is used to dealing with white people—”

“That’s what I say,” broke in Miss Dame. “Niggers and black people an’ Injuns! I’ll bet he lashes ’em to death. I’ve seen it done. Do you remember the ‘Monster of the Marsh’? Anna Conseuello was in it. Oh, it was perfectly marvellous! This monster took her to an ‘ut and tied her up, and Frank — that was her fiancy, that was misjudged by her owing to her seeing him kiss his sister that she didn’t know anything about — he rode all night with a sheriff’s possy — the way they flew across the hills was perfectly marvellous—”

Elsa’s soft laughter interrupted her.

“Anyway, he’s sinister,” said Miss Dame firmly, “and so is this building. Hundreds of years old — there ain’t a floor that’s level or a door that fits; and look at the poky little windows and the beams over the ceiling. And there’s no proper washing place, and in the heart of the City too! Where did he come from, anyway? Old Mr. Amery never said he had a nephew, and your dear uncle was that surprised when the will was read that he could have dropped. He told me so himself.”

For the moment her “dear uncle” was as unpleasant a subject as the sinister Mr. Amery. It was accepted by the employees of Amery’s that Mr. Tarn and she were uncle and niece, and she never attempted to correct that erroneous impression.

“We shall get used to him,” she said with a half sigh. “New people are always awkward at first. And probably he isn’t used to business. He had an official position in India. I know that—”

She stopped. Here she was going beyond the bounds of propriety. She could not tell of the mysterious letters which Paul Amery dictated, letters in which whole lines were made up of unintelligible code words.

“Mr. Tarn knows something about him,” Miss Dame nodded vigorously. “They were together hours yesterday — I heard ‘em! Gee! The noise they made!”

Elsa turned startled eyes to the other.

“Quarrelling?” she said incredulously.

“Quarrelling!” repeated Miss Dame triumphantly. “You never heard anything like it! It was when you were out at lunch. When I say ‘hours’ I mean twenty minutes. I never saw your dear uncle so upset in my life.”

Elsa was not impressed. Mr. Maurice Tarn was easily upset in these days. Was she responsible for that? she thought whimsically. But a quarrel! Why should Amery quarrel with his general manager? They hardly knew one another, for Paul Amery had not occupied the presidential chair a month as yet, was new to the business and scarcely acquainted with its routine.

“Are you sure?” she asked.

Before Miss Dame could answer, a bell shrilled and Elsa hastily gathered her notebook and pencil and passed into the lair of her ogre.

It was a pleasant room, carpeted in a dull blue that showed the polished black panelling to advantage. Over an old fireplace, a solemn-faced clock ticked sedately. The leaded windows were curtained with dark blue velvet; the only touch of gay colour in the room was the scarlet leather of the fender and seats.

The man at the big writing-table was glowering at a letter on his blottingpad, and, seemingly oblivious to her presence, was reading it over to himself, his thin lips moving silently as he assimilated every line, every word. A minute passed, and then Paul Amery looked up with that expression on his saturnine face which never failed to rouse in her breast something that was akin to fury. Not that he was consciously offensive — her resentment would have been excusable if he were.

There was just the faintest hint of a sneer, a downward droop of the corners of his mouth that coincided with the lift of his upper lip, and a something — a cold, appraising something in his blue eyes that was altogether and yet indefinably insulting.

She had surprised that expression before — invariably followed upon the interruption of a reverie. And Paul Amery’s daydreams were not pleasant. Only for a second did that twisted smile disfigure his thin dark face. In another second, it set like a mask of fate; except that the black brows had met in a frown that hardened and almost dehumanized him.

“Yes?”

His voice had the quality of granite. Instantly he had passed through the stage of transition between dreams and reality, and his eyes were searching hers suspiciously. There were people who would think he was goodlooking, she thought, and was sufficient of a woman to concede this advantage to him. The hot sun of India had tanned his face to a permanent brown; it had given him, too, something of the character of the jungle beasts he had stalked — she never saw him come noiselessly, almost furtively, through the outer office without thinking of a cat — and she loathed cats.

“Yes?”

He never raised his voice; he did not display his impatience, but his “Yes?” was like the flick of a whip in her face.

“You rang for me and you wished to see the bills of lading… Chi Fung and Lee, Mr. Amery,” she stammered and despised herself for her deference.

Without a word he reached out his hand and took the papers she had brought to him. Silently he examined them and then put them aside.

“Why are you afraid of me?”

The question stunned her; it was so unexpected, so utterly unanswerable that she could only stand and stare at him until, before the masterful blaze of his eyes, she lowered her own.

“I’m not afraid of you, Mr. Amery,” she said, and tried hard to keep her voice level. “What a queer thing to say! I’m — I’m not afraid of anybody.” This defiantly.

He did not speak. His very silence gave her the lie as plainly as if he had spoken.

“Besides,” she went on with the ghost of a smile, “isn’t it the proper attitude of a secretary toward her employer? A wholesome respect .”

She finished lamely, feeling a fool. He was looking through the window into the dusty sunlight of Wood Street. Apparently his attention was absorbed in the laden trucks that lined the narrow road; in the redfaced City policeman who was engineering a passage for a steam trolley; in the drab fascia of the office block opposite — in anything but one pink and white girl with a mop of fine, browny hair that defied regulation.

“You are five feet three inches, he said, going off at a tangent.

“Sixty-three inches! The little finger of your left hand is crooked — you must have broken it when you were a child. You live constantly in association with somebody who is deaf: your voice is just a little too strong. Of course, Mr. Maurice Tarn! I have noticed that he is deaf.”

Elsa drew a long breath.

“Shall I leave the bills of lading, please?” she asked.

His eyes were no longer on her face. They had dropped moodily to the blotter.

“No… I wanted you. Take this letter to Fing Li T’sin, 796 Bubbling Well Road, Shanghai—’Tang chiang chin ping ch’ang—’I beg your pardon, you do not understand Chinese, of course?”

He was not joking. She saw him flush with annoyance at his mistake — at the possibility that she might think he was being funny at her expense.

“He reads and speaks English better than you — or I, for the matter of that,” he added hurriedly. “Take this. ‘I am looking for a trustworthy man to cover the Nangpoo province. Feng Ho has arrived — you may send letters to him here. When you see the Long Sword of Sun Yat tell him—”

Here he paused, and passed a slip of paper across to her. Carefully pencilled in capital letters were the words:

“Barrow Tendency Makeshift Warlike Candle Stencil Pendant Maple Crest Hamlet Desire.”

He was looking at her as she read, a thin hand caressing the little black moustache that covered his upper lip, and as she raised her head she met his glance and went hot.

“Nice job, this?” he asked absently. “Not too much work? Wages good?”

It was the first time he had displayed the slightest interest in her. Hitherto she had had the feeling that he had regarded her as part of the movable fixtures of the establishment.

“Yes, it is a good job,” she said awkwardly, and added (fatuously, as she told herself): “I hope my work is satisfactory?”

He did not answer, and she added boorishness to his sins.

“You knew my great-uncle, Bertram Amery, of course?”

He was not looking at her; his eyes were still on the street below. “Slightly,” she said. “I was here during the last few months of his life. He only came in for a few minutes each day.”

He nodded slowly.

“The ancient ran the business, of course?”

“The ancient?” She frowned, and then realised that his flippant reference was to Mr. Maurice Tarn. “Mr. Tarn has always helped to run the business,” she said, a little stiffly, though heaven knew she was in no mood to feel offended because he spoke slightingly of her very distant relative.

“Mr. Tarn always helped to run the business,” he repeated absently, and then jerked his head round to face her. “Thank you, that will do,” he said.

She was at the door when his voice arrested her.

“How much does the Stanford Corporation pay you?” he asked.

She turned round, staring at him in wonder.

“The Stanford Corporation, Mr. Amery?” His keen eyes searched her face.

“I’m sorry,” he said simply. “I see you do not know that enterprising business.”

He nodded to the door, and she was back at her desk before she realized the indignity of her dismissal.
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Stanford Corporation! What did he mean? Did he suggest that she was secretly working for some other house? If she had been on better terms with her uncle, she might have solved the puzzle; but for the moment their relationship was more than a little strained.

She was typing the letter when she heard the door of her room opened and closed, and, looking up, saw the tall, hollow-eyed man whom she had particularly wished to avoid that day.

He stood for a while, fingering his bristling grey moustache, his small, faded eyes fixed moodily upon her, and then he came slowly across the room and towered above her. He was an unusually tall man, and, for the general manager of a prosperous business, shabbily attired. His cuffs were ragged at the ends, his black cravat rusty with age.

“Where’s Amery?” he asked, lowering his voice.

“In his room, Mr. Tan.”

“Humph!” He fingered his bristly chin. “Did he say anything?”

“About what?”

“About anything,” impatiently.

She shook her head. It was in her mind to tell him about Major Amery’s enquiry, but she could not bring herself to the point of taking him into her confidence.

“Have you thought over the matter I spoke about this morning?” He stole a quick glance at her, and read her answer before she spoke.

“No, it — it doesn’t bear thinking about.”

He blinked at her, and his face twisted to an expression of pain.

“Too old, I suppose? I’ll make any arrangement you like, only I want company. I hate being alone. I want somebody I can talk to — a wife. Somebody I know I can trust. I’ve got to get things off my mind. They can’t make a wife tell — you understand? Any arrangement,” he emphasised the words and she grasped his meaning. But he was not looking at her as he spoke. That “any arrangement” promise was a lie. He wanted more than a trustworthy listener.

She drew a long impatient sigh.

“We needn’t go back to that, need we?” she asked. “I wish you wouldn’t, Mr. Tarn. It worries me terribly, and it is going to make life insupportable.”

He was still fingering his chin nervously, his eyes straying to the door of Paul Amery’s room.

“Is anything wrong?”

He shook his head irritably.

“Wrong? What should there be wrong?” He glanced apprehensively toward the door. “I’m going in to see him.”

There was a note of defiance in his voice which surprised her. She had not seen this side of Maurice Tarn’s character. She knew him best as a most self-possessed business man without imagination. At his worst, he was a slovenly domestic tyrant, with a passion for secret drinking. Yet here he was, bracing himself as for a great ordeal, the hand that touched his moustache trembling, his eyes fearful.

“I’ve got to go away.” His voice was lowered. “I don’t know where, but — but — somewhere.”

He heard the turn of the handle and looked round affrighted. Paul Amery stood in the doorway, that hateful smile of his upon his thin lips.

“I — I wanted to see you, Major Amery.”

Without a word, Paul Amery opened the door a little further and his general manager went in. Amery closed the door behind him and walked slowly to his desk. He did not sit down but stood, his hands in his pockets, his head slightly bent forward, his cold eyes scrutinising the man.

“Well?”

Twice the lips of the older man moved, and presently, in a half-unreal voice, he spoke.

“I feel I owe you an apology for that — that scene which occurred yesterday, Major Amery. I fear I lost my temper; but you can quite understand that one who has held a trusted position in the house of Amery, who was respected, I venture to say, by your uncle—”

“Sit down.”

Mechanically the man obeyed.

“Mr. Tarn, I’m new to this business. I ought to have come over eight months ago, when my uncle died and the property passed in to my possession. There were certain things that I did not realise, but which I realise now. I looked upon Amery & Amery as a corporation that could get along very well without me. I never looked upon Amerys as — an enemy I should have to fight.”

Maurice Tarn stared at him.

“Fight? I don’t understand you. An enemy, Major Amery?” he said tremulously.

“Who is the Stanford Corporation?”

The question rang out like a pistol shot, and Mr. Tarn winced, but did not answer

“There is a business being carried on in a block of offices in Threadneedle Street,” said Amery slowly; “not a very flourishing business, for the Stanford Corporation occupy one large room and employ no clerks. All the work is done by a mysterious individual who comes after most of the other offices are closed, and leaves just after midnight. He types his own letters, of which he keeps no copies; he has interviews with strange and disreputable people; and although the name of the Stanford Corporation does not appear in the books of Amery & Amery, I am satisfied that our very reputable business” — his lips curled again— “built up by the labour of years, and founded on the honesty and integrity of my dead relatives, is a screen behind which a certain traffic is in progress.”

“Major Amery!” For a second Maurice Tarn’s pose of virtuous indignation held, and then, before the glittering eyes of the other, he wilted. “If you feel that,” he mumbled rapidly, “the best thing I can do is to get out. I’ve served this firm faithfully for thirty-five years, and I don’t think you’re treating me well. What traffic? I know the Stanford Corporation: I’ve just remembered them. They’rea perfectly straightforward firm.”

The lifted lips, the hard, smiling eyes silenced him.

“You’ll bluff to the last, eh? Well, so be it! Tarn, you’re doing something of which I do not approve, and that is a mild way of putting it. And I’m going to stop you — I’m going to stop you if it means killing you! Do you get that? You know what I am — you guess a whole lot more than you know! You’re in my way, Tarn. I didn’t expect to find this obstacle here.” He pointed to the floor, and Tarn knew that he was speaking about the house of Amery. “I’m going to put the matter plainly to you,” he went on. “Fortunes are to be made, and are being made, by two gangs, who are running a dope industry. Maybe you saw something about it in the morning paper. Two gangs! There isn’t room for two — is that clear to you?”

Tarn’s face had gone ashen; he was incapable of speech. The man by the writing-table was not looking at him: his eyes were fixed on the street below — he seemed to find in the life and hurry of Wood Street something of overpowering interest.

“Not room for two — hardly room for one,” he repeated. “The second gang had better shut up business and get out whilst the going’s good. There are many dangers — Soyoka’s crowd aren’t going to take competition lying down. I am telling you this as a friend.”

Tarn licked his dry lips but did not answer.

“The girl isn’t in it?”

“No.” The older man blundered into this partial admission, “You’re… Soyoka!” he breathed. “God! I didn’t dream… I knew they were working from India and the East… but I never guessed…”

His voice sank to an indistinguishable rumble of sound. Amery did not answer him: with a sideways jerk of his head he dismissed the man. Elsa saw him stagger through his office like one in a dream, and wondered what was the reason for his white face and trembling hands.

Left alone, Amery walked slowly to his desk and sat down, his chin on his hands: Facing him on the wall hung a picture in an old-fashioned gilt frame — a portrait of an elderly man in a long, flowing wig; he wore a coat of homely brown, lace ruffles swelled under his ample chin, and in his hand was a half-unrolled map of the world. The first of the Amerys! The last of the race looked up into the hard grey eyes of his ancestor, and he nodded.

“Illustrious forbear” — with mock gravity— “the crooked house of Amery salutes you!”
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It was the custom of Amery’s, and had been the custom from immemorial times, to allow the staff an hour and twentyfive minutes for luncheon. Nobody knew why this extra twentyfive minutes had been granted. It was a tradition of the house, and was a very welcome one to Elsa Marlowe that day, for she had decided to take counsel of the only man in the world who could help solve her problems.

On the stroke of one o’clock she was out of the office and was hurrying toward Cheapside. Taxis there were in plenty, and with in fifteen minutes she was alighting at the door of a small house in Half Moon Street. Scarcely had she paid the driver than the door was opened and a goodlooking man of thirty was half way across the sidewalk to meet her.

“This is a miracle! Has the noble house of Amery gone bust?”

She preceded him into the house, and not until she was in the sedate little diningroom did she answer.

“Everything has gone bust, Ralph — no, my dear, I couldn’t eat. Go on with your lunch and I will talk.”

“I have had my lunch — bring something for Miss Marlowe,” ordered Dr. Ralph Hallam, and, when his man had gone, he asked anxiously: “What is wrong?”

She had known Ralph Hallam in the days when she was a lank schoolgirl. A friend of her “uncle’s” and a frequent visitor to their house in Bayswater, they had grown up together. He was, by his own confession, so inefficient a doctor that he had never practised since the day he left hospital. A keen business man, he had employed the small fortune which his mother had left to him to such advantage that he could afford to dispense with the problematical income which might have come to him from his profession.

A fair-haired, clear-eyed man of something over thirty, his boyish, cleanshaven face and irrepressible good-humour gave him the impression of one who had not left his teens very far behind.

“You’re not ill, are you?” he asked, and when she shook her head smilingly he sighed his relief. “Thank heavens! I should be obliged to call in a real doctor if you were.”

All the time he was speaking he was disposing of her fur, her gloves, her handbag, in his helpless way.

“You know that Mr. Tarn isn’t really my uncle?”

“Eh?” He stared at her. “Oh, yes — your cousin or something, isn’t he? Queer old devil — doesn’t he bore you?”

“Ralph — he wants to marry me!” she said tragically.

He had taken a wineglass from the sideboard and was putting it on the table when she spoke. The glass dropped from his fingers and splintered to a thousand pieces. Looking at him, she saw his face go suddenly white.

“I’m a clumsy fool.” His voice was very steady. “Say that again. He wants to marry you — that — that — ?

She nodded.

“Exactly — that! Isn’t it hideously unbelievable? Oh, Ralph, I’m worried. Something queer has come over him in this past week. He has quarrelled with Mr. Amery—”

“Steady, steady, old girl. Sit down. Now tell me all about it. Quarrelled with Amery — that’s the Indian fellow?”

She told him as coherently as she could of the scene that had occurred that morning. Ralph Hallam whistled.

“The old villain!” he said softly. “But what is the idea? Why this sudden desire for matrimony? He never struck me as a marrying man. And to be mistress of the menage at Elgin Crescent is not the most pleasant of prospects—”

“He is going abroad,” she interrupted. “That is why he wants to marry in such a hurry — oh, I ought not to have told you that!”

Too late, she remembered her guardian’s injunction. But if Ralph Hallam was surprised by the news he did not betray himself.

“You’ll not marry him, of course. That kind of December doesn’t belong to your kind of May, Elsa.”

It seemed to her that he was going to say something but checked himself. For a second she had a spasm of fear that the day would bring her a second proposal, for a meaning light had kindled in his expressive eyes. She liked Ralph Hallam… but not that way. He was so good, so kind, such a good pal, and it would spoil everything if the unspoken message was delivered. To her intense relief he spoke of Amery.

“What kind of man is the Indian?” he asked. “Wasn’t he in the Civil Service?”

She shook her head.

“I know very little about him,” she said. “None of us do. He was in India for years. They say he isn’t even English — he belongs to the American branch of the Amerys, and it was old Mr. Amery who found him his position in India. He is so strange.”

Ralph Hallam smiled.

“Mad, probably — most of these Indian fellows go daft. It is the sun.”

She shook her head.

“No, he isn’t mad. His manners are awful — he is abrupt to the point of rudeness. And yet — Ralph, there is something queerly fascinating about him. I find myself wondering what his life must have been, what his recreations are: he seems to move in an atmosphere of mystery. I can’t tell you what happens at the office — that wouldn’t be fair — but his correspondence is so unusual. And he’s magnetic. When he looks at me sometimes, I have the feeling that I’m… out of control. That sounds alarming, doesn’t it?”

“It certainly does,” smiled her puzzled companion. “Does he hypnotize you?”

“Ye-es,” she hesitated. “Perhaps that is it. He reminds me of some beautiful sleek animal, though he isn’t at all beautiful! Sometimes HIs eyes are so cruel that I shudder, and sometimes they are so sad that I could weep — and generally he is so hateful that I loathe him.” She laughed softly at her own inconsistency. “Jessie Dame calls him ‘the sinister man,’ and perhaps she is right. Sometimes I feel, when I am in his presence, that he has the burden of some terrible crime on his mind. He is so suspicious, so horribly unbelieving. When he asks you a question he gives you the impression that he is prepared for you to tell a lie. You feel that he is watching you all the time. Everything about him is that way. He wears shoes with thick rubber soles, and when he moves it is with a sort of stealthiness that makes you jump. Mr. Tarn hates him.”

“A singularly unpleasant person,” said Ralph with a chuckle, “but impressive — don’t lose your young heart to him. As to Tarn, I think it would be a good idea if you went away for a while. You have never met my sister-in-law?”

“I didn’t know that you had one,” she said, and he smiled.

“You will like her,” he said simply. “I’ll get her to invite you over for a few days.”

The servant came in with a tray at that moment and, until they were alone, neither spoke. She had finished her lunch and had risen to go, when the sound of a taxi stopping at the door brought his eyes to the street.

“Wait.”

She followed his glance, but from the angle at which she stood she could not see the figure that was paying the cabman.

“Who is it?” she asked.

“The admirable Tarn,” he said. “I don’t think he’d better see you here. Go into the library — you know your way. When I show him into the diningroom you can make your escape. I’ll take care that he doesn’t see you.”

There came the sound of the doorbell and she hurried into the little study and presently heard Maurice Tarn’s deep voice in the passage. She waited a second, then, tiptoeing along the passage, opened the door and let herself out.

Tarn, his nerves on edge, heard the thud of the closing door and looked round suspiciously.

“What was that?”

“My man going out,” said Ralph coolly. “What is your trouble?” For a while the other man did not answer; then, with a groan, he dropped into an easy chair and covered his face with his hands.

“As bad as that, eh?” Ralph Hallam nodded.

“He knows,” said the muffled voice of Tarn.

“Which ‘he’ is this? The Indian gentleman? he knows?”

“Everything. Hallam, he is Soyoka!”

Hallam looked at him openmouthed. “You’re mad — Soyoka?”

“He’s either Soyoka or he’s somewhere high up in the gang. Why shouldn’t he be? The profit of Amery’s isn’t eight thousand a year. We know what profit there is in Soyoka’s — they’remaking millions whilst we’remaking thousands. He’s been living in India, not guessing that old Amery would leave him this business. We’ve always known that Indian officials were hand in glove with Soyoka’s gang. Otherwise, how would he have known where to look in the books for the consignments we’ve had? The first thing he did was to put his finger on a case of fancy goods we had from Stein of Leipsic and ask for particulars. He told me to get, and I’m getting. Hallam, it’s death to fight Soyoka! They’ll stop at nothing. I can’t stand any more, Hallam. I am too old for this kind of business.”

“Not too old to marry, they tell me.”

Tarn looked up quickly.

“What do you mean?”

“Just what I say. I understand that you contemplate making a getaway with a lady, who shall be nameless.”

Maurice Tarn shrugged his shoulders.

“I don’t know what I’m going to do. I’m scared.”

“Scared you may be.” There was nothing pleasant in Ralph Hallam’s voice; his face had hardened, the underlip pouted ominously. “And if you feel like getting away, why, you can go. You’ve enough money to get your nerves in order. South America, of course? I thought so. Go and be blessed! You’ve lost your nerve and so far as I am concerned you’re valueless. You’re worse than that — you’re a danger. We’ll have a quick division and then you can go — to the devil if you like.”

Slowly he crossed to the broken man and stood looking down at him.

“But you go alone. I want a partner.”

“Elsa?” gasped the other.

“Elsa,” said Ralph Hallam. “I can talk her into my way of thinking. That will be easy. I want her, Maurice. She is altogether adorable. I don’t blame you for wanting her. She is divine! But I want her too. There is a world of happiness in that slim lady, Maurice!”

“But — but—” Tarn was looking at him, horror-stricken. Some solitary cell in his brain, where decency had once dwelt, was operating powerfully— “but you can’t, Ralph! You’re married — know that you’re married. You can’t marry Elsal.”

“I said nothing about marriage,” said Ralph Hallam testily. “For God’s sake don’t be so respectable!”



V. The Man in the Room
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In the drive back to the office Elsa was in a quieter frame of mind and could think clearly. She had not told Hallam everything: he knew nothing (she thought) of her nightly ordeal, when, his study table littered with the bottles he had emptied, Maurice Tarn had talked and talked until her head reeled. She used to think his oblique references to matrimony, its advantages and compensations, were efforts of sheer loquacity. She understood now. Muddled and bemused, he was trying to prepare her for his monstrous proposal. Something was wrong — badly wrong. He did not drink so heavily in the old days. She checked a sigh as the cab turned into Wood Street, and she tapped at the window to stop the machine before it reached the door of Amery’s.

It was half-past two when she hurried up the narrow stairs, hoping that her unpleasant employer had not rung for her. As she opened the door of her room she saw a man sitting on a chair by the window. Though it was a warm day, he wore an overcoat, over the collar of which his black hair flowed. His back was toward her, for he seemed absorbed in his contemplation of the street below, and not until he heard the click of the closing door did he turn round suddenly and stand up. For a moment Elsa stared at him openmouthed. It was a Chinaman!

He was dressed in the height of fashion. His smartly-cut overcoat was wasp-waisted, his striped grey trousers were rigidly creased, and over his enamelled boots were a pair of white spats. The fashionable cravat, the neat gloves, all these things were European. But the face! The fathomless black eyes, set behind lashless lids, the yellow face like wrinkled parchment, the bloodless lips, the protruding underjaw — she had never seen anything quite so hideous; and, as though he read her thoughts, he said, in perfect English:

“Handsome is as handsome does — Feng Ho, Bachelor of Science — my card!”

And with a little bow, he handed her an oblong of pasteboard, which she took mechanically.

At that moment she became aware of a strange and lovely sound. It was the glorious note of a bird in song. Perched on a shelf was a cage of exquisite workmanship. Gold wire and coloured glass combined to make the palace of the little songster a thing of rare beauty. Standing on the perch was a lemon-yellow canary, his thick throat throbbing in the song of his kind.

“How wonderful!” she breathed. “Where did it come from?”

Feng Ho grinned.

“I brought him here. Pi always accompanies me. In the street many people look round, thinking it remarkable that a Chinese gentleman, a bachelor of science, should carry a common birdcage in his hand. But Pi needs the air. It is not good for a little bird to live all the time in rooms. Pi, unworthy and ugly little crow, sing your stupid song for the beautiful lady.”

The bird had been momentarily silent, but now he burst again into a flood of melody that filled the drab room with golden sound.

“He is wonderful!” said Elsa again, and looked from the bird to his owner.

The inscrutable eyes of the Chinaman were watching her. “I am afraid I gave you rather a shock,” he said, in his queer, mincing way. “You are probably not used to meeting Chinamen, Miss Marlowe.”

She gasped. How did this creature know her name? “You — you want to see Major Amery?’ she said, recovering her equilibrium.

“I have seen him. He asked me to wait a little while and to introduce myself when you came. I am afraid I shall be a frequent visitor.”

She forced herself to smile.

“You need not be afraid of that, Mr.—”

Should she call him “Mr. Feng” or “Mr. Ho”? Again he must have read her thoughts.

“Feng Ho is a compound name,” he said, “and the ‘Mr.’ is unnecessary, unless you would feel more comfortable in the employment of that prefix.”

He was looking complacently at his brand-new gloves as he spoke, and then:

“Major Amery has just come in.”

She looked up at him quickly.

“I didn’t hear him,” she said.

He nodded rapidly.

“Yes, he is now walking across the room; he has stopped by the fireplace.” He held his head erect in an attitude of listening. “Now he is at his desk and he has picked up a paper. Did you not hear the rustle?”

She looked at him suspiciously. Was this wretched man, who had so easily assumed terms of equality, being amusing at her expense?

“I hear everything,” he said. “Now he is sitting in his chair — it creaked.”

She walked to the door of the Major’s room and opened it.

He was sitting at his desk; his hand was outstretched to touch the bell that summoned her when she looked in.

“Come in,” he said brusquely. “You’ve met Feng Ho?”

He saw her flushed cheeks, and his lip lifted in that hateful smile of his.

“He has been giving you a demonstration of his hearing? That is his one vanity.”

He looked round at the Chinaman. Feng Ho displayed the immense cavity of his mouth in a grin that stretched from ear to ear.

“Close the door, please,” he said, and then, as she was about to obey, shutting the Chinaman out, a string of unintelligible words came from his lips and she saw Feng Ho hide his hands in his sleeves and bow.

“You may see a great deal of Feng Ho. On the other hand, you may not. Take this letter.”

For the next quarter of an hour her fingers were flying over the pages of her notebook, for when Amery dictated, he spoke at a speed that tried her ability to the limit. His words came like the staccato rattle of a machinegun, and the sentence ended as abruptly. She looked up, expecting to be dismissed, and found him looking at her.

“Feng Ho is Chinese,” he said unnecessarily, and added, with a look of annoyance when he saw her smile: “So many people mistake the Chinese for a neighbouring nation.” He paused, and then went on slowly: “Soyoka, on the other hand, is a Jap. And Soyoka is a very good paymaster.”

The name seemed familiar to her, but for the moment she could not remember where she had seen or heard it.

“A very excellent paymaster,” he went on. “I think you might do better if you served him instead of this amateur crowd. Soyoka pays well.”

His eyes did not leave her face, and he saw that she was still puzzled.

“Do you want me to leave you — Amery’s?” she asked. “Who is Soyoka? I seem to have heard the name.”

“Soyoka is a Japanese — gentleman,” he said, a hint of primness in his tone, “and a very powerful Japanese gentleman and a very rich Japanese gentleman. There are no” — he paused— “flies on Soyoka. And his friends are always willing to enlist the services of people who are likely to be of help. Soyoka would not object to engaging one who had been working for his competitors; in fact, he would welcome the opportunity. And, as I say, he is a very excellent paymaster.”

She shook her head.

“You bewilder me, Major Amery. I really don’t know who Soyoka is, and I don’t think I should care to work for — Eastern people.”

He made no reply. Then:

“You can trust Feng Ho,” he said unexpectedly. “He has all the virtues and none of the vices of the East. Most Chinamen are amiable souls with a passion for songbirds. If Feng Ho ever walks into this office — however, you may like Feng Ho. He improves upon acquaintance. A river pirate killed his father,” he went on in his inconsequent way. “Feng Ho followed him into the mountains of Ningpo and brought back seven pirates’ heads in a Gladstone bag. A queer fellow.”

She was speechless with horror and amazement.

“That — that little man?” she said incredulously. “How dreadful!”

“It’s rather dreadful to have your father’s throat cut,” said the strange man coldly. And then, again going off at a tangent:

“Feng Ho is death to Soyoka’s rivals — remember that.”

“Who is Soyoka?” she asked, a little exasperated. “You’ve made three references to him, Major Amery, and I may be dull, but I really can’t see their application.”

He did not reply: that was his most maddening and most offensive trick.

“What do you do with yourself on Sundays?” he asked abruptly.

For answer she rose and gathered up her notes.

“You will want these letters before the afternoon post, Major Amery,” she said.

“You haven’t answered me.”

“I don’t think that is a matter which really concerns you, does it?” she said with a touch of hauteur which she felt was absurd.

His fingers were beating a rapid tattoo upon his blottingpad. “The private lives of my employees are a matter of considerable interest to me,” he said. “But perhaps it isn’t the practice in this country to be too closely concerned. Only it struck me that your cottage was rather isolated, and very near the river; and there should be bars on the window of your room. It is rather too close to the ground, and any active man could jump up to the portico and be in your room before you could say ‘knife’.”

Elsa sat down suddenly. How did this man know of Maurice Tarn’s little weekend cottage on the upper reaches of the Thames? And yet he not only knew, but had examined the place so care fully that he had located the room in which she slept on her weekend visits; had even made calculations about the height of the window — it was unbelievable.

“I really don’t understand you, Major Amery. There is some thing behind all these questions, and frankly, I am not very easy in my mind about — about things.”

She hated herself for this failing of hers: there was always a lame end to her sentences when she was speaking to this man. And then to her amazement, he laughed. She had never seen him laugh before, and she gazed, fascinated. His whole aspect was changed, and for a second he was human; but as suddenly as he had begun, he stopped, and his face was frozen again to a graven inexpressiveness.

“You must ask Feng Ho for one of his canaries; he has several. But unless you promise to take the little bird for a walk every evening, as the Britisher takes his dog, he will not give you one. Thank you, that will do.”

Elsa came out of the office, her face flushed, her mind disordered, hesitating between anger and amusement. Feng Ho had gone. She wished he had left the canary behind; she needed some antidote to the sinister man.
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Few people who visited Mrs. Trene Hallam’s expensively furnished flat in Herbert Mansions associated her name with that of the prosperous young doctor of Hall Moon Street; and those who, by coincidence, were acquainted with both, never for one moment dreamt that this pretty, golden-haired woman, with her pale blue eyes and fight, hard mouth, was in any way related to that very popular and pleasant man.

For a consideration Mrs. Hallam lived apart from her husband and claimed no relationship. She bred Pekinese dogs, was a member of two bridge clubs, and apparently was a lady of independent means. It was not likely that people would think of Dr. Hallam in her connection, for she was a daughter of the people, whose lack of education and refinement was sometimes only too painfully apparent.

She had married Ralph Hallam with the object of getting away from the tiny villa where he had lodged with her mother during the days when he was a student at St. Thomas’s. The marriage had not been a happy one. Louise Hallam, to other failings, added a somewhat erratic conception of common honesty. She was a born pilferer, and not even her changed circumstances eradicated the habit. Twice Ralph Hallam had to pay heavily to avoid a scandal. Once this kleptomaniac had narrowly escaped arrest. Thereafter they had lived apart, and for the “consideration” she now enjoyed, she was quite willing to remain in her present state for the rest of her life.

He was the rarest of visitors at Herbert Mansions, and the surprise she displayed when he was shown into the drawingroom where she was taking her rest, with a cup of coffee by her side and a cigarette between her lips, was not wholly assumed.

“Welcome, stranger!” she said genially. “This is a sight for sore eyes. What’s up?”

His expression was one of pain.

“I wish you’d get out of that gutter habit,” he said wearily.

She was eyeing him keenly and unresentfully. The taunt of her humble origin had not aroused her anger in years.

“What do you want?” she asked bluntly. “A divorce?”

He took out a cigarette and lit it before he answered.

“No. Thank God I’ve recovered from that folly! When I think of the fools I should have married if I’d divorced you when I wanted, I am grateful to you. You’re my safety, Lou. Never divorce me!”

“You needn’t fret,” she said complacently; “I shan’t. If I wanted to marry again it would be different, but I don’t. One marriage is enough for little me! Ralph, what are you doing nowadays?”

“What do you mean — what am I doing?” he demanded.

“You’re making money. I’m not complaining about that; but you’re making big money, and I’m wondering how? You’ve increased my allowance, bless you! And when I asked you to buy me that little place in the country, you bought it without a kick. You’re not doing that out of momma’s money. What is the dope?”

He started and looked at her suspiciously.

“I’d like to know what you mean by that?” he asked.

She struggled to a sitting position, laughing.

“You’re getting touchy, Ralph! What I meant was, how are you getting it? I can’t imagine you committing a burglary, though I’ve always known there was nothing crooked you wouldn’t do. It must be a safe swindle, because you don’t look a day older than when I left a good home to marry you. Worry ages.”

“Never you mind how I get my money,” he said shortly. “I want you to do something to earn yours. I’ve made life pretty agreeable to you, haven’t I, Lou?”

She shrugged her shoulders, and the tight mouth became a straight red line.

“I mistrust you when you start in to tell me all the things you’ve done for me,” she said truthfully. “At the same time, I’ll admit that you’ve never stinted me of money. What is the hook to this bit of bait?”

“You’re a suspicious woman!” he said. “All I want from you is information. A few years ago you wanted to see the world and I sent you to India.”

She nodded, watching him.

“Well?”

“You had a chance of meeting the very best people in India, and apparently you did. You came back with more jewellery than you took out — a diamond sunburst was one thing.” She did not meet his eyes. “A rajah gave it to you — you were there a year. Did you ever meet a Major Paul Amery?”

She knit her brows.

“Amery? Why, yes, I think I met him. One of those reserved people who never speak, and you get an idea they’rethinking a whole lot, until you know them better, and then you discover that they’reworrying about their overdraft. Paul Amery? Why, of course! He was rather nice to me, now I come to think of it. Attached to the political service, isn’t he?”

“That I don’t know,” said Ralph; “but if he was ‘rather nice’ to you, and you’re friendly with him, I’d like you to improve his acquaintance.”

“Is he in London?”

He nodded.

“What do you want? Are you stringing him?”

“I’m not stringing him,” said the other with elaborate patience, “if by ‘stringing’ you mean—” he paused for a simile.

“Kidding,” suggested his wife, lighting one cigarette from the glowing end of another. “I’m out of practice with that work, though I’ll do anything to oblige a loving husband. Which reminds me, Ralph, that my car has reached the museum stage. That Boyson woman has got a cute little Rolls, one of the new kind—”

“We’ll talk about that later,” said her husband, with a touch of irritability. “The point is, will you go along and see this fellow? I have an idea he’s engaged in a — er — unpleasant business. At any rate, I want you to get acquainted with him — that’s one thing.”

“And the other?” Mrs. Hallam’s eyes narrowed. “In my experience of you, Ralphie, it’s ‘the other thing’ that’s most important. You always make a fuss about the least important job, and pass the other over careless-like. What is it?”

Ralph rose with a laugh.

“It is nothing really. Only Tarn’s niece is having a little trouble with him, Tarn is the City man I’ve told you about. The old fool wants to marry her, and I think it would be rather doing the girl a service to get her away for a day or two. I want you to invite her to come and stay with you — you can be my sister-in-law for the occasion.”

“Pretty?”

He nodded.

“I’ll bet she is. And she thinks you’re the wonderful boy — handsome Alec. And when she comes here, what happens? Do I go out when you visit? Or am I called away into the country, like I was when that girl from the Stores—”

“Keep your damned mouth shut about that girl from the Stores.” There was an ugly look on his face. “You get a little too fresh sometimes, Lou. I don’t keep you to amuse me. There are four good theatres in town that I can go to when I want to laugh.”

She waved him down.

“Don’t lose your temper: tempers worry little sister! Write down her name and address. Have you spoken about me?”

He nodded.

“Yours to command,” she said lazily. “Now what’s the consideration, Ralph?”

“You can have your new car,” he growled. “But I’m serious about Amery: it is necessary that you should see him. You can’t miss the place; it’s in Wood Street — the Amery building. And you’ll see the girl: she’s working in the office — her name is Elsa Marlowe. You can’t very well mistake her either — she’s a peach! And be careful with Amery: he’s sharp!”

She smiled contemptuously.

“I’ve got a new gown from Poiret’s that would take the edge off a razor,” she said. “When do you want me to go?”

“To-day. You can speak to the girl; tell her you’re my sister-in-law.”

“And a widow. My departed husband will have to have been dead for a year or so, for that gown of mine is slightly on the joyous side.”

She made no further reference to the girl, her future or her fate. That was not the kind of “consideration” that ever troubled Mrs. Trene Hallam.
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There was a tap at the door, and, without moving her eyes from the notebook from which she was typing, Elsa said:

“Come in.”

The faintest whiff of an exotic scent made her look round in surprise. The lady who stood in the doorway was a stranger to her. Elsa thought she was pretty in her thin and dainty way The dress, she saw with an appraising woman’s eye, was lovely.

“Is this Major Amery’s office?”

The voice was not so pleasing; there was just the faintest hint of commonness. But she had no time to form an impression before, with a sweet smile, the woman came forward, her gloved hand extended.

“Isn’t this Elsa Marlowe? she asked.

“That is my name,” said Elsa, wondering who this unknown might be.

“I am Louise Hallam — Mrs. Trene Hallam. Ralph told me about you.”

A light dawned upon Elsa.

“Oh, yes, of course, you’re Ralph’s sister-in-law?”

“Yes — I married his dear brother — such a sweet man,” murmured Mrs. Hallam. “But much too good for this world!” She sighed and touched her eyes daintily with a little handkerchief, providentially at hand. “The good die young,” she said. “He was thirty. A few years younger than Ralph, but oh! such a sweet man! What a dear little office!” She beamed round approvingly, raising unnecessary gold lorgnons to survey the uninspiring scene. “And how do you get on with Major Amery? I always thought he was such a perfectly lovely man when I met him in India. My dear husband took me there for a holiday.”

She sighed again, but this time perhaps with a little more sincerity, for India held memories which were at once dear and dour.

“You know Major Amery?” said the girl eagerly. “What sort of a man is he — to meet, I mean?” and grew hot as she realized that her eagerness might be misunderstood.

“A sweet creature,” said Mrs. Hallam, and the description was so incongruous that Elsa could have laughed.

“I’ve called to see him, and I was killing two birds with one stone,” Mrs. Hallam went on, and, with a roguish little smile and uplifted finger: “I know a little girl who is coming to stay with me for a whole week!”

Elsa flushed, and for some reason which she could not fathom, hesitated.

“I don’t know whether it will be possible, Mrs. Hallam—” she began.

“It must be possible — I’m going to give you a really nice time. It was very stupid of Ralph not to tell me that he had such a charming friend. I would have asked you over before. We’ll do some theatres and concerts together, though concerts certainly bore me stiff — I mean, they bore me” she corrected herself hastily. “I will not take ‘no’ for an answer. When can you come?”

Elsa thought rapidly.

“Tomorrow?” she suggested.

She could not understand her own reluctance to accept an invitation which sounded so enticing.

“Tomorrow I shall expect you.”

Mrs. Hallam took a card from her jewelled case and laid it on the table.

“You shall have the dearest little room of your own. I’m all alone, and you won’t be bothered with servants; it is a service flat. If you want anything, you just ring for it. I think you’ll be very happy.”

“I’m not so sure that my uncle can spare me,” said Elsa, more loth to go than ever, now that she had practically accepted.

“Your uncle must spare you. And now I must see dear Major Amery. Would you tell him I am here?”

Elsa tapped at the door and her employer’s sharp voice answered her.

“Mrs. Trene Hallam to see you, Major Amery,” said Elsa.

He stared up from his writing.

“Mrs. Trene Hallam to see me. Now, isn’t that nice of her? Shoot her in!”

Elsa opened the door for the woman and closed it behind her, as Major Amery rose slowly to greet the visitor who sailed across the room.

“You don’t remember me, Major Amery?” she said, with a hint of coquetry in her pale blue eyes; a smile at once pleased and reproachful.

“Indeed, I remember you very well, Mrs. Hallam. Won’t you sit down?”

“It was in Poona, I think,” said Mrs. Hallam when she had settled herself. “Do you remember that delightful ball the Governor gave? Those glorious roses everywhere. Don’t you remember what a terribly hot night it was, and how they had great blocks of ice on the stairways?”

“Are you sending back Lady Mortel’s diamond brooch?”

At the sound of that metallic voice the smile left the woman’s face and she sat up.

“I — don’t know what you mean,” she faltered “I — I really don’t understand you.”

“Whilst you were the guest of Lady Mortel, a diamond sunburst was missed. A servant was arrested and tried for the theft — he went to prison for three years. The other night I saw you at the theatre — I saw the brooch too.”

She went red and white.

“I really do not understand you, Captain—”

“Major,” he said laconically. “I have been promoted since. Hallam sent you here, of course?”

“Hallam? My husband is dead—”

“That’s news to me,” he broke in. “He was alive when he left your flat at Herbert Mansions this afternoon. Street accident?”

“I think you’re very horrid,” she whimpered. She was no longer the urbane woman of the world. Under his merciless glance she seemed to cringe and shrink. It was as though the meanness of her had worn through the veneer that modiste and milliner had overlaid upon the hard and ugly substance of her soul.

“I thought you were a friend of mine I would never have called on you if I’d known you could be so horrid…”

“I’m not being horrid, I’m being truthful, though I admit that truth is pretty beastly,” he said. “Why did you come here?”

“To call on you,” she said. “Just to renew… to meet you again… I didn’t expect…”

Again he checked her.

“Tell Hallam from me to find a new occupation. Tell him I am after his blood, and I mean it! I want that amateur dope-running corporation out of my way.”

“Dope-running?” she gasped.

He nodded.

“You didn’t know? I wondered if he had told you. My last word to him is — git! You’ll remember that?”

He had not resumed his seat, and now, leaning across the table, he jerked out his hand.

“Goodbye, Mrs. Trene Hallam. Trene is your maiden name, if I remember rightly? Your mother lived in Tenison Street, Lambeth. Don’t forget the message I have given you for your husband.”

It needed all her artistry to compose her face into a smile as she passed into the outer office, pulling the door behind her.

“Such a dear, sweet man, but a little changed,” she murmured, and took the girl’s hand in hers for a second. “You will remember, my dear?”

“I will try to come, but if I can’t—”

“You must come,” said Louise Hallam, and there was a sharp quality in her voice. “I will not take ‘no’.”

She seemed in a hurry to leave, did not linger for another second; and all the way home she was wondering whether Major Amery and his secretary were on sufficiently good terms for him to take her into his confidence.

She had hardly left the room before Amery turned quickly and opened a door that led to a tiny room, which served as a clothes press and washplace. Its solitary occupant, who was sitting on an old trunk, rose as the door opened, and came out into the office. The major held Mrs. Hallam’s card between his two fingers.

“Go to this address some time tonight. Search the flat thoroughly. I want every document that you can find.”

He spoke in the sibilant dialect of Canton, and Feng Ho was sufficiently Europeanized to nod.

“You must use no force, unless it is absolutely necessary. You may find nothing. On the other hand, you may get some valuable information. If necessary, you may be able to use the name of Soyoka to advantage. Go!”
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Elgin Crescent was singularly unattractive to Elsa that night. She came by ‘bus from the City to Trafalgar Square and walked the remainder of the way through the three parks. The crocuses were blooming; the trees were shooting out emerald-green buds; the early bushes were in full leaf; here and there she saw the beginning of rhododendron flowers, hard little sticky masses of an indescribable colour that would presently set the park aflame. But wherever her eyes roamed, her mind was completely absorbed, even to the exclusion of Maurice Tarn and his amazing proposal, in the strange man who had suddenly come into her workaday life. She did not even resent the companionship of the voluble Miss Dame, who, against her will, had insisted upon coming home with her. Miss Dame lived at Notting Hill Gate, and her company could hardly be refused.

The speech might have been all on one side but for the fact that Jessie Dame chose for her discourse the subject of Elsa’s thoughts.

“What I hate about him,” said Miss Dame, with typical energy, “is his slinkiness. Have you ever noticed, Miss Marlowe, how he slinks around, wearing sneakers too?”

“Sneakers? Oh, you mean his rubber shoes?”

“Sneakers is the word for them, and a very good word,” said Miss Dame. “He’s like that fellow in ‘The Horrible Night.’ You know the one I mean — Ethel Gilbey was in it. You remember when those mysterious hands came out of doors and the lights went out? And then another hand came up and caught her by the throat. Oh, it was perfectly marvellous. Well, that’s him,” she added incoherently.

And yet, thought Elsa, the sinister man did not “slink.” He was furtive, but not meanly furtive. You could not imagine a mean leopard or a mean lion stalking his prey… The thought startled her. Was that the reason for his queer secretiveness? Was he stalking somebody? She dismissed the possibility with a smile.

“I’m getting romantic,” she said.

“You are romantic,” said Miss Dame decisively. “I’ve always said that you’re wasted in an office; you ought to be on the pictures. You’re svelte — that’s the word, svelte. I believe in a woman showing her figure if she’s got any to show.”

“Do I show my figure?” asked the alarmed Elsa.

“Of course you do,” said Miss Dame derisively. “And why shouldn’t you? What’s a figure for? You’d be perfectly marvellous on the screen. I thought of going in for it myself, but only as a comic,” she said with a sigh. “I’m not svelte enough.”

Out of the corner of her eye Elsa caught a glimpse of the ungainly figure and agreed.

Mr. Tarn had not returned when she got to the maisonette. They kept no servants; two daily helps came in, in the morning and in the evening, and from one of them she learnt that he had telephoned to say that he would not be home until late, and that she was not to wait dinner for him. For this she was grateful, for she was not inclined to resume the conversation of the morning.

No. 409, Elgin Crescent, consisted of two maisonettes, a lower, comprising the ground floor and basement, and an upper, which her guardian occupied, comprising the remainder of the house. The study and diningroom were on the first floor; she had the back room on the second floor, above the diningroom, or a bed-sitting-room; and to this safe harbour she retreated just as soon as she had finished her dinner.

It was a pleasant little apartment, with a writing-table, a dozen well-filled bookshelves, a cosy chair that she could draw up before the gas fire, and a tiny wireless set which had filled so many long and dreary winter evenings with amusement.

She tried to read, but between her eyes and the printed page came the face of the sinister man, and the lifted lips sneered up at her so vividly and so insistently that presently she closed the book with a crash. She wondered what a man like he did in the evenings. He had a club perhaps. She remembered Ralph had told her he had seen him there. Perhaps he went to theatres. What sort of plays would arouse him from his ingrained cynicism? Had he any relations or friends? In a way she felt a little sorry for him, just as the sight of a prison would arouse sorrow and tenderness for its undeserving occupants.

She fitted the headphones and heard part of “Aida” relayed from the Open House, and found herself speculating as to whether he would be in the audience. At this evidence of imbecility she viciously tugged off the headphones and prepared for bed. She was undressing when she heard the blundering steps of Mr. Tarn on the stairs, and the bang of his study door as he closed it. At any rate, he could not bother her that night. She said her prayers, turned out the light and jumped into bed, and in a few minutes fell into the sweet, sound sleep which is youth’s greatest but least appreciated blessing.

She was not a heavy sleeper, but, if she had been, the sound would have awakened her. The room was in complete darkness. She could hear the ticking of the clock on the mantelshelf, and, for the rest, silence reigned in the house.

What was it? She sat up, trying to recall the noise that had awakened her. It came again, but this time it could not have been so loud — a faint, snapping sound, which came from the window.

Slipping out of bed, she pulled aside the curtains. The fading moon still bathed the world in its eerie radiance, and reflected evilly from a glittering something that lay on the windowsill.

She threw up the window and, with a cry of astonishment, took the thing in her hand. It was a dagger, and the handle was inscribed in Chinese characters!
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A knife! Who left it there? She had to remove the wedge which kept the upper sash of her window in place, before she could lift the lower and look out. For a second she saw nothing, and then…

A builder’s long ladder had been reared against the wall, and the explanation of the midnight visit was now clear. The top of the ladder reached within two feet of her window, and as she looked she saw a dark figure slide down to the ground, pause for a moment and look up before it vanished in the shadow of the big tree. In that space of time she saw the face distinctly — it was Feng Ho.

What should she do?

“I ought to scream, I suppose,” she said to herself, but never felt less like screaming although she had had a bad scare.

She turned on the light and looked at the clock. It was half-past three. Mr. Tarn would be in bed, and he was the last person she wanted to arouse. Pulling on her dressing-gown and slippers, she went out of the mom and down the dark stairs to the diningroom, the windows of which were shuttered and barred. Here she made herself tea with an electric kettle, and sat down to consider what she should do next.

Feng Ho! She frowned at the thought. “You will see a great deal of Feng Ho,” Amery had said, and her lips twisted in a smile. At any rate, she did not wish to see a great deal of Feng Ho in circumstances similar to those in which he had made his appearance that morning.

And then came to her a wild and fantastic idea. It was the sight of the telephone on the sideboard that gave it to her. Major Amery occupied his uncle’s house in Brook Street.

She put the thought from her, only to turn to it again. Presently she went in search of the telephone directory and found it in her uncle’s study. The place reeked with the smell of brandy, and for a moment she felt physically sick, and hurried out with the thick volume under her arm.

Yes, there it was— “Amery, Major P., 97b, Brook Street. Mayfair 10016.” He would be in bed and asleep. The prospect of rousing him filled her with malicious joy, and she lifted the hook and waited. It was a long time before the operator answered, but within a few seconds of his answering her signal, she heard a click and a sharp voice demanded:

“Who is that?”

Elsa’s lips twitched.

“Is that Major Amery?” she asked sweetly.

“Yes. What do you want, Miss Marlowe?”

He had recognised her voice! The discovery took her breath away, and for a moment she was unable to proceed.

“I — we’ve just had a visit from a friend of yours,” she said, a little wildly. “A least he didn’t come in!”

“A friend of mine? You mean Feng Ho?”

His coolness was staggering.

“Of course I mean Feng Ho. He was trying to get in through the window of my room,” she said, her anger rising.

“Your room?” came the quick response. “You mean your bedroom?”

“That is the only room I have,” she added, and there was a silence at the other end of the ‘phone.

After a while he spoke.

“You must have been mistaken. It could not have been Feng Ho,” said his voice. “He is with me now. One Chinaman looks very much like another to the uninitiated eye. I’m sorry you have been frightened.”

The last words came in a different tone. He had explained her error hurriedly, which was not like him. She knew it was useless to argue the matter on the telephone.

“I’m sorry I got you out of bed,” she said.

“Are you scared?”

Was she mistaken in imagining an undercurrent of anxiety and concern in his voice?

“No, I was startled.” Another silence. “Does Mr. Tarn know?”

“No, he is asleep; I haven’t awakened him, unless I’m waking him now. I’m sorry I bothered you. Goodnight.”

“Wait,” he said sharply. “You are sure you’re not frightened?”

“Of course I’m not frightened, Major Amery. You’re forever thinking that I’m frightened,” she said with a smile, remembering the conversation of the morning.

Was it a quiet laugh she heard? Apparently not, for there was no laughter in his voice when he said, with his customary brusqueness:

“Goodnight. Go back to bed.”

How like him to finish that strange conversation with a peremptory order, she thought, as she hung up the telephone. At that moment Maurice Tarn, with an old dressing gown huddled about him, came blinking into the light.

“What’s wrong?” he asked harshly. “What are you doing here, telephoning at this hour of the morning? Whom were you talking to?”

“I was talking to Major Amery.”

“Amery!” he squeaked. “Major Amery? What were you telling him?”

He was terrified, and in his agitation gripped her wrist with such force that she cried out.

“I’m sorry,” he muttered. “What is it all about, Elsa?”

“I was merely telling Major Amery that I caught a friend of his tonight, trying to get in through my window.”

For a moment he could not grasp her meaning.

“Who was it?”

“I don’t know. A Chinaman—”

“A Chinaman!” he screamed. “A friend of Amery’s trying to get in!”

In as few words as possible she told him all she had seen, and he listened, his teeth chattering.

“Oh, my God!” he said, his hand on his brow. “A Chinaman! He had a knife, had he? You’re sure about the knife?”

“He may have only been using it to open the window,” said the girl, astounded at the extraordinary effect which the news had upon her relative. She had never seen a man in such an abject condition of fear. By the time she had finished his pallid face was streaming with perspiration.

“You ‘phoned Amery?” huskily. “What did he say?”

“That it wasn’t Feng Ho.”

“He’s a liar! It was the Chinaman who came into the office to-day… I just saw him… Feng Ho! Elsa, that’s my finish! They’ll be watching for me now — every port…”

“What is the matter, Mr. Tarn?” she asked, frightened in spite of herself by the terror of the man. “Have you done something—”

“Don’t talk, don’t talk.” He waved her to silence. “I don’t want to discuss it, I tell you. I was expecting this.” He waved his hand into the pocket of his tattered dressing-gown and drew out a long-barrelled revolver. “But they’ll not catch me, Elsa, by God!”

The hand that held the pistol shook so violently that she was in some fear that it would explode by accident, and was relieved when he put it back into his pocket.

“Paul Amery, curse him! I could tell you something about Amery… not now, not now.. I’m going into my study.”

He rushed out, and she heard the key turn in the lock, and then, through the thin partition which separated the diningroom from the study, there came the clink of glass against glass. Mr. Tarn was fortifying himself against the terrors which the remaining hours of darkness might hold.
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Mr. Tarn was not at breakfast the next morning; she would have been surprised if he had been. His door was still locked, and only after repeated hammerings did his sleepy voice growl an intimation that he would be out in a few minutes. Elsa hurried her breakfast and was successful in leaving the house before Tarn made an appearance.

She was anxious to get to the office, and curious as to what explanation Amery would offer. She might have guessed that he would offer none. When, at half-past nine, his bell summoned, her, she went to a man who certainly bore no appearance of having spent the night out of bed. He met her with his characteristic lack of greeting, and plunged straight away into his letters, firing across the table magazine after magazine of words, to be caught and recorded. It was not until she was leaving that he made any reference to their conversation of the early morning.

“Didn’t you call me up in the night? I have a dim recollection of the circumstances.”

“I had almost forgotten,” she said coolly, and his face twitched.

“Possibly you were dreaming,” he said. “But it is a dream which will never come true — again. When Feng Ho comes, ask him to tell you the story of his finger.”

“His finger?” she repeated, surprised in spite of herself.

“His little finger. You broke yours at school, playing hockey. Ask him how he lost his.”

“I didn’t know he’d lost a finger.”

“Ask him,” he said, and his head jerked to the door.

She wished he would find another way of telling her that she could go.

It was nearly lunch time when Feng Ho came, as dapper as ever, his coat spotless, his trousers even more rigidly creased, his white spats exchanged for articles of bright yellow leather; his umbrella and his hat were in one hand, and in the other the gilded cage with a dignified canary balancing himself on the central perch.

He greeted the girl with a grin.

“My unworthy little bird has been sick all night. I have been sitting by his side, feeding him with sugar — from midnight till six o’clock this morning. And now he is better and will sing for us. Pi” — he addressed the yellow songster— “open your hideous little beak and emit unmusical noises for this honourable lady.”

“Feng, you are not telling the truth,” said Elsa severely. “You weren’t sitting up all night with your bird.”

The little man looked at her, blandly innocent. Then he turned his melancholy eyes to the bird.

“Little Pi, if I sin lying, do not sing; but if I am speaking the truth, then let your ugly little throat produce contemptible melody.”

And as though he understood, the loyal little bird burst into a torrent of sunny song. Mr. Feng Ho smiled delightedly.

“It is a peculiar and noteworthy fact,” he said, with his best European manner, “that has been observed by every seeker after truth, from Confucius to Darwin, that the animal world — by which I refer to the world of vertebrate mammals — are the living embodiment of truth and the chief exponents of veracity. I will now, with your gracious permission, sit down and watch your vivacious fingers manipulate the keyboard of your honourable typewriter — to employ the idiom of our neighbours, but not friends, the Nipponese.”

He sat patiently, practically without a movement, except to turn his eyes from time to time to the bird, and there seemed some strange understanding between these two, for no sooner did Feng Ho’s slit of a mouth open in a smile than the bird seemed to rock with musical laughter.

Miss Dame came in while she was typing, dropped her jaw at the first view of the Chinaman, but graciously admitted that the canary was the best songbird she had ever heard.

“It must be a gentleman bird,” she said. “Gentlemen birds always sing better than lady birds. And why shouldn’t they? They’ve got less responsibility, if you understand me.”

She glanced coldly at the Chinaman as he nodded his agreement. “If you’ve got to lay eggs, you can’t find time for keeping up your singing. Excuse me, do you know Sessuekawa?” This to Feng Ho, who expressed his grief that he had never heard of the gentleman.

“He’s the model of you,” said Miss Dame, glaring at him. “Slightly better looking, if you’ll excuse my rudeness, but that’s probably the paint and powder he puts on his face. You’ve never seen him in ‘The Bride of Fuji Yama’ — that’s a mountain?”

The explanation was necessary because Miss Dame pronounced it “fujjy yammer.”

“You’ve missed a treat,” she said regretfully when he shook his head. “He was simply marvellous, especially when he committed — what’s the word? — haki raki?”

Elsa refused to assist her, and paused in her work with such point that Miss Dame was conscious of the interruption she had produced, and retired.

“A very pretty young lady,” said Feng Ho, and Elsa, who thought he was being sarcastic, was prepared to snub him, but his next words demonstrated his sincerity. “The Eastern view differs considerably from the Western view. I can tell you that, speaking with authority as a bachelor of science.”

She wondered what special authority this particular bachelorhood conferred when it came to a question of judging looks, but wisely did not pursue the topic.

When she got to the office she had found a note from Mrs. Trene Hallam. It would have been a letter from anybody else, for it occupied two sheets of notepaper; but Mrs. Hallam’s calligraphy was not her strong point. The lettering was enormous, and ten words a page was a generous average.

“You will come tonight at seven. I will have dinner ready for I you, and I will drive you every morning to your office.” (She spelt “office” with one “f” Elsa noted.)

There was a postscript:

“Please don’t tell Major Amery that you are staying with me. He may think I have some reason.”

The postscript annoyed her, though why she did not know. Perhaps it was the assumption that she would tell Major Amery anything about her private affairs.

She saw her uncle only for a few minutes. Coming in from luncheon, she had to pass his door, which was open, and she saw him sifting at his table and would have gone on if he had not called her back.

“Shut the door,” he growled. “I’ve been to see my lawyer on a certain matter — and I’ve made my will.”

This was rather surprising news. She had never thought of her uncle as a man of means, or having property to dispose, and she could only utter a commonplace about the wisdom of taking such a precaution.

“He’s a shrewd fellow is Nigitts,” he said, “very shrewd. And remarkably well up in the matter of” — he cleared his throat— “criminal law. The most one can get in this country for a certain offence is two years, and Nigitts says one would probably get away with less — if a statement was made voluntarily.”

She wondered what on earth he was talking about. Had he been drinking? His face was flushed, his eyes heavy with want of sleep, but from her own experience she thought he was sober.

“I’ve had to give the matter a whole lot of thought — there are other people besides me involved in this… business,” he said; “but I thought you’d like to know that I’d improved the shining hour” — his attempt to be jovial was pathetic— “and I’ve left you a little bit of money, although I don’t suppose you will touch it for years. Would you like to be rich, Elsa?”

He looked at her from between his narrowed eyes.

“I suppose everybody would like to be rich,” smiled the girl.

“You’d like to be good and happy, eh? Like the girl in the storybook?” he sneered. And then: “What has Amery been doing all the morning?”

“Working,” she said.

“Nothing unusual?”

She shook her head.

“I’d like to take a look at some of his letters, Elsa. Anyway, I’m in the business, and Major Amery has no secrets from me. Where do you keep the copy file?”

“Major Amery keeps his own copies in the safe,” she said.

He played with a blotter.

“I don’t see why you shouldn’t slip in a second carbon?” he suggested.

There was no profit in discussing the matter with him.

“I can’t do that — you know very well I can’t. It would be dishonest and mean, and I’d rather leave Amery’s than do it.”

“You like him, eh?”

“I loathe him,” she said frankly, and his face brightened.

“That’s the kind of talk I like to hear, little girl. He’s a swine, that fellow! There’s nothing anybody could do to him that could be called mean.”

“I am the ‘anybody’ concerned, and there are some things I will not do,” she said, and walked out.
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There were times when Ralph Hallam’s mind went back to the days of romance, and conspirators, cloaked and masked, met in underground cellars to plan their dark deeds. Certainly there was the advantage of safety in that picturesque method — and Ralph played safe all the time. Such meetings gave to the leaders an anonymity which must have been comforting.

This thought occurred to him as he went slowly up the stairs that led to No. 3, the largest of the private diningrooms that the Café Fornos had to offer to its clients. For luncheon these rooms are very seldom bespoke, but once a month Dr. Hallam gave a little party where business men could meet, discuss politics, theatres, the contemporary events of sport, and when the coffee and liqueurs were served and cigar cases came to light, and when, moreover, the waiters had withdrawn, the peculiar business which brought them together.

As Ralph stood in the doorway, smiling and nodding to the waiting guests, he decided that he had never seen an assembly that looked less like a meeting of conspirators. They were stoutish business men, lovers of good living, middle-aged, slightly or completely bald; men in the sober habiliments of their class. Jarvie of Birmingham greeted him warmly and looked past him, seemingly expecting a companion.

“The old man couldn’t get away,” said Hallam easily. “He’s not particularly well.”

He shook hands with the half-dozen of guests and took his seat. No. 3 had an outer and an inner door, and when at last the waiter had placed his cigar-boxes and liqueur bottles on the buffet and had withdrawn, Hallam walked to the doors, turned the key in both and came back to his chair.

Instantly the company relaxed and the atmosphere changed. It was as though, for the past hour, everybody had been playing apart, and all that had been said and done was an act from a dull comedy.

Without preamble Hallam spoke.

“There are three new consignments, the largest in London, the second largest at Hull—”

“Bonded or through the customs?” somebody asked.

“Out of bond, of course,” replied Hallam. “Jarvie, you will arrange the distribution. It is consigned to Stanford’s Birmingham address. The second came into Avomnouth yesterday and goes forward to Philadelphia.”

“What about this Greek they caught at Cleveland?” asked Jarvie, and it was clear that this question was on the lips of the whole company, for there followed a babble of questions.

“You need not worry about him, and the story of the American police tracing a doctor and a City merchant is all bunk. Some imaginative reporter invented that. No, that isn’t our trouble. Bickerson—”

“Hasn’t anybody tried to straighten Bickerson?” asked a voice. “A couple of thousand would put him quiet.”

Ralph shook his head.

“I know Bickerson: he’s not that kind. And if you straightened him, he’d slack down, and the higher up people would put another man into the case, and he’d have to be straightened,” said Hallam “The only man you need worry about is Tarn, who is getting cold feet. And Soyoka,” he added.

There was a glum silence at this. Soyoka was the spectre that walked at every man’s elbow, the terror of the unknown. They were business men, each with his little bolt hole, his alibi, his ready explanation if the police by accident hit upon his story, and behind each was a reputation for commercial integrity that could not be gainsaid. Moral considerations did not concern them. That they were marketing a vile poison that wrecked men and women and drove them to insanity, hardly counted. They were marketing a commodity which paid enormous profits and for which there was an increasing demand.

“Soyoka?”

Jarvie took his cigar from his mouth, looked at it thoughtfully and put it back. He was a heavy-browed man with a fringe of hair above his collar and a shining head.

“There’s room for Soyoka,” he said.

“So I think,” nodded Hallam, “but he doesn’t share the view that there is room for two. Now I’m going to tell you fellows something. Old Tarn is certain that his boss is either Soyoka or Soyoka’s leading agent!”

“His boss? Who is he?” asked Jarvie, scowling at his chief.

“Major Amery.”

Ralph saw the eyes of the beetle-browed man open wide.

“Amery?” he said incredulously. “Not Paul Amery?”

“Why, do you know him?” demanded the other.

Mr. Jarvie was whistling softly.

“Paul Amery! I wonder if it’s the same? It’s not Paul Amery of the Indian Political Service, by any chance? The man who got into trouble at Shanghai?”

In his excitement Ralph pushed back his chair from the table.

“Let us hear this,” he said. “You’ve got the man right enough. Do you know him?”

Jarvie shook his head.

“No, I don’t know him, but one of my managers knew him very well. We have a branch house in Shanghai: we export Brummagem goods and that kind of truck; and my manager, who came back a year ago on sick leave, was full of him — he is not by any chance connected with Tarn’s firm, is he?”

“He is Amery & Amery,” said Ralph. “His uncle left him the business some time back.”

Again Mr. Jarvie whistled.

“I only know what my man told me. It appears that Amery was lent by the Indian Government to the Board of Control, or whatever they call it, in Shanghai. In Shanghai, as you probably know, there are three or four millionaire families that have made their money out of opium smuggling and running guns to the rebels. He was sent up to keep an eye upon the arms gang but got into the opium commission and had to leave suddenly. I don’t know the rights of it, but my man says he was caught in the act of passing out opium. There was a tremendous scandal. There was a veiled reference to the case in the Shanghai press, but of course no reference to Amery, because these Europeans in Shanghai are pretty clannish. All that was known was that his name was taken off the roll of members of the French Club, and he disappeared by the first mail-boat. It was the gossip of the place that he was working with Soyoka, who has a pretty vivid reputation in the China Sea. There was also talk of his having knifed a Chinese policeman who was going to give him away. They say he’s better that the best knife-thrower that ever starred in a circus. Learnt it up in Nepal, and never carries any other weapon. What makes Tarn think he’s Soyoka?”

“Something he said to him,” replied Ralph, “some threat of his. If he is Soyoka’s man—”

“If he is Soyoka’s man,” interrupted Mr. Jarvie, “he’s more dangerous than a bagful of rattlesnakes.” He looked meditatively at Ralph. “Isn’t there a way you could fix a fellow like that?” he asked.

“How do you mean—’fix’?” demanded Ralph bluntly, conscious that the curious eyes of the party were on him.

“I don’t mean anything illegal,” said Mr. Jarvie virtuously, and he again examined his inspiring cigar. “But I think, if a fellow like that had a bit of a shock… well, he’d go carefully and probably save us a few uncomfortable minutes.”

This was evidently generally agreed. Somebody at the far end of the table murmured:

“Not illegal, of course,” though his tone hardly convinced.

“There is only one way to stop Soyoka — if he is Soyoka,” said Ralph coldly, “and that is to put him beyond the power of troubling us. Does anybody mean that?”

Nobody apparently did mean that, for the company murmured a soothing denial.

“No, what I mean,” said Jarvie, who hesitated so long that apparently he was not quite sure of what he did mean, “is that, if he can’t be straightened, he ought to be — frightened.”

He puffed at his cigar and looked up at the ceiling.

“I don’t know much about London: I’m a provincial man myself: but I’m told that there are places in this town where you could hire a man to beat up your own grandmother for a ten-pound note. Personally, I do not approve of violence: it is foreign to my nature. But there must be people who — ah — could scare — that is the word, scare — Amery.”

It was four o’clock when the luncheon party broke up, and Ralph went downstairs alone. In the vestibule he saw a very plump pleasant-looking gentleman being helped on with his greatcoat. At first he could not believe the evidence of his eyes, and then, glancing through the doorway, he saw a very sedate Rolls draw slowly up to the kerb, and a footman alight and open the door.

“Why, Tupperwill,” he said, “you’re in a strange part of London!”

Mr. Tupperwill, proprietor of Stebbing’s Banking Corporation, looked round leisurely. Every movement of his was deliberate, and his round blue eyes lit up in a stare of recognition.

“My dear doctor,” he murmured, “extraordinary — most extraordinary! A queer place for Stebbing’s indeed, a very queer place!”

In the City of London, Stebbing’s Bank was respected without being considered. A survival of one of those private banking corporations that had come into existence in the early part of the eighteenth century, its business was comparatively small and its clientele extremely select. Stebbing’s had resisted the encroachments of the great joint stock companies and maintained its independence largely on the tradition established by its founder, who in the early days of the firm had gone to prison for contempt of court rather than produce books which would have incriminated one of his clients. For generations men with great names put private accounts at Stebbing’s — accounts which their confidential secretaries never scanned; for even the owners of great names have affairs and businesses of a peculiarly private kind, and Stebbing’s flourished by its very secrecy.

Mr. Tupperwill, its present proprietor, was wont to boast that he had not an employee under the age of fifty, though he himself was on the breezy side of thirty-five, a stout, youthful-looking man, with a large face, many chins, and hands of exceeding plumpness.

“Heavy luncheons are anathema to me,” He put his hand in his pocket, pulled out a little pile of silver and, selecting sixpence, handed it to the unsatisfied cloakroom attendant with a benevolent smile. “Anathema maranatha! But some of my clients are rather sybaritic. ‘Sybarite,’ as you probably know, is the name given to the people of Sybaris, an ancient town of Greece, the citizens of which were given to self-indulgence and luxury.”

He said this with an air of revealing a mystery which hitherto had not been made public. This passion for passing on information was one of his characteristics, and it may be said that, in nine cases out often, he really did convey information to the City men with whom he was mostly brought into account.

Ralph had his private account with Stebbing’s, and in a way could claim a sort of friendship with the banker, who was a member of two of his clubs. If he had one drawback it was his mild interest in medicines — a source of embarrassment to Ralph, who had almost forgotten his early training.

The fat man sighed heavily as he pulled on his gloves.

“A glass of milk and a few crackers constitute my normal lunch, and I shudder to contemplate the effect that lobster mayonnaise would have upon my system. You’re not coming my way?”

Ralph was walking with him to the open door of his car.

“No, I’m not coming your way, though I shall be in your neighbourhood tomorrow or the next day.”

Mr. Tupperwill shivered.

“I commiserate with you,” he said. “The City lacks astheticism — a cult which, as you may know—”

He stopped suddenly, looked along the crowded sidewalk, and his fat chin wagged downward.

“The cosmopolitan character of our streets at this period of the year is always to me a fascinating and interesting feature.”

Following the direction of his eyes, Ralph saw a man standing on the edge of the kerb; a slim little man, in a grey felt hat and violent yellow gloves. His face turned at that moment.

“A Chinaman!” said Hallam in surprise.

“A Chinaman,” agreed the other soberly, “one Feng Ho, the bodyguard and fidus achates Asiaticus of one Major Amery, an astonishing gentleman.”

Before Ralph had recovered from his astonishment sufficiently to ask what the banker knew of Paul Amery, the glistening car was threading its way through the traffic, on its way to the inaesthetic purlieus of Old Broad Street.

The Chinaman was looking steadfastly toward him, but made no move to approach, and presently, when Ralph began to walk in his direction, he turned and moved swiftly away and was lost to sight in the crowd.

Feng Ho, Amery’s man! It was the first time Ralph had heard of the Chinaman, and he wanted to get a closer view of him. If all that he had heard that day was true…

But Feng Ho had disappeared, and, looking at his watch, Ralph remembered that he had promised to make a call on his wife. He was paying the cabman at the entrance of Herbert Mansions when, looking round, he saw another cab stop a little distance down the road. A man got out. It was Feng Ho!

Ralph did not hesitate. He went toward the second cab, and the Chinaman awaited his coming with an expressionless face.

“I want a word with you, my friend.”

Feng Ho’s head bent slightly.

“When I came out of the Fornos a quarter of an hour ago, you were standing on the sidewalk, obviously watching me. Not content with that, you have followed me here. Now what is your little game?”

Feng Ho’s grin was as expansive as it was unsightly.

“Little game? I have no little game,” he said blandly. “I merely come this way; perhaps tomorrow I go some other way.”

“You’re making a call — where?” asked Ralph roughly.

Feng Ho lifted his thin shoulders in a shrug.

“That is not good English politeness,” he said. “There is a policeman,” he nodded in the direction of a patrol. “Perhaps you will send for him and say: ‘Take this Chinaman and put him in the cooler. His name is Feng Ho, he is a Bachelor of Science and he has followed me.’ Mr. Hallam, you cannot go anywhere in London without following somebody.”

“Why do you follow me?” asked Hallam, ignoring the logic of the statement.

Again that little shrug.

“I am bachelor of science, interested in phenomena. My speciality is — crime! Not only do I like to attend the court when a man comes up before the judge and hear the story, but I wish to see the crime when it is committed. A depraved and morbid ambition, Mr. Hallam, but you as doctor of medicine will under stand.”

“What crime do you expect to see here?” asked Hallam, watching him narrowly.

“Murder,” was the startling reply.

“Murder!” Ralph wondered if the man were joking, but there was no trace of a smile on his immobile face.

“Murder,” repeated Feng Ho, his face beaming. “When Soyoka kills you, I desire to be near, so that I may see ingenious methods employed. That he may kill antediluvian gentleman Tarn is possible, or sprightly Miss Marlowe, but that he will inevitably and completely kill you, you shall find!”
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For a second Ralph Hallam experienced a wild sense of panic. The very matter-of-factness of the man’s tone sent a cold chill down his spine. Fighting hard against the eerie sensation which for the moment overwhelmed him, he presently found his voice.

“I see,” said he between his teeth. “I am to accept that as a warning from Soyoka, eh? Now listen to me, Chink! You can take this to Soyoka with my compliments — that if he starts anything in this country, he’s going to get hurt. You understand that? And the next time I catch you shadowing me around, you will be kicked. Is that clear to you, Mr. Bachelor of Science?”

Feng Ho grinned.

“To be kicked will be no new experience, learned sir; for when I was a poor Chinese boy many men kicked me. But now I am a man it is different, and people who kick me lose their toes — so!”

Quicker than eye could see, he had stooped. There was a swish of steel and the point of a knife, which had appeared as if by magic in his hand, scraped a straight white line that missed the toe of Hallam’s boot by an infinitesimal fraction of an inch. He was erect again, the knife had disappeared, and he was his urbane, grinning self when Ralph stepped back with an involuntary cry.

“Too quickness of hand frequently deceives optical observation,” said Feng Ho complacently. “How rapidly could a kicking doctor of medicines become a ‘late,’ with wreaths an suitable adornments of a post-mortem character!”

And then, as though he himself recognized the futility of further argument, he turned, back to the astounded cabman, gave him instructions, and, stepping quickly into the cab, was whisked away before Ralph could recover from his amazement.

Lou was out. Keeping appointments was not her strongest suit, and, having heartily cursed her, he went back to Maida Vale in search of another taxi. He was hardly home before she rang him up. She had been out to make some purchases in view of the coming of her guest that night.

“And I might have saved myself the trouble, for she’s just telephoned to say that she won’t be able to come tonight, as she has some work to do at home.”

“You saw Amery?” he asked, and noted the acid that came into her voice.

“Yes, I saw the pig! Do you know what he had the nerve to say to me?”

Ralph raised his eyebrows and smiled to himself. “Can you guess?” she asked impatiently.

“I guess he referred to your unfortunate habit of acquiring other people’s property,” he said coolly. “Lou, one of these days, your intelligent kleptomania is going to get you into serious trouble. I’ve heard one or two oblique references to the coincidence of your presence in India with the disappearance of movable property. You’re a fool! You have enough money to live on, without indulging in that vice of yours. I never open a paper and see the headline ‘Woman Shoplifter Charged’ without wondering whether you’re going to scandalize me.”

“You needn’t worry!” she snapped. “And if you think I am likely to help myself to this girl’s jewels, you’d better not send her to me.”

“She hasn’t anything worth stealing,” said Ralph coolly. “What else did Amery say?”

“Nothing,” she exploded, “except, of course, he knows that I’m your wife. And what’s the use of swearing? I didn’t tell him.”

“How did he know unless you betrayed yourself?”

“I tell you I didn’t! He knew. He must have been having Herbert Mansions watched, as he told me exactly the minute you’d left the flat. Which reminds me,” she said, in a changed voice. “I had a burglar in the flat last night, when I was at the theatre.”

“A burglar?” he repeated. “Did you lose anything?”

“No, that is the curious thing. He opened my jewel safe, but nothing was missing. The janitor thinks he must have been disturbed. I’m quite sure he searched my little writing-desk, because I distinctly remember leaving my address book on top of some papers, and when I looked this morning it was under neath.”

There was a long pause. Ralph Hallam thought quickly. Was that the explanation of Feng Ho’s presence near Herbert Mansions? Was he watching Mrs. Hallam as well as her husband, occupying his spare time by a closer inspection of her belongings?

“Did you report it to the police?” he asked.

“No, it wasn’t worth while,” she replied. And then, impatiently:

“When is that girl coming? She’s a bit shy, isn’t she?”

“I’ll let you know,” he said, and hung up.

Paul Amery had assumed a new significance.
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It would have been unnatural if Elsa Marlowe had not her conception of the ideal man. And he had no face, figure or dimensions, being mainly character and behaviour. Her ideal man did not order girls about as though they were machines; he did not resent a civil “Good-morning,” or scowl, or fire out interminable letters; he did not dismiss the humblest of his employees with a curt nod; and, whatever kind of face he had, it most certainly was not disfigured by an ugly sneer.

That morning at breakfast Mr. Tarn had made a brief reference to his conversation of the previous day, but happily had not pursued the subject. She would have to leave him: that was clear. But it was not going to be easy. The association of many years could not be lightly broken; and somehow the more she thought of Mrs. Trene Hallam’s offer, even as a temporary measure, the less she liked the idea.

Maurice Tarn seemed to grow more and more depressed as the days progressed. Though she was not feeling any too friendly toward him, she added his misery to the account of her uncouth employer.

Just before lunch Amery sent for her and dictated instructions to be followed if a telephone call came through for him during his absence. She noted, with feminine interest, that he was wearing a new grey suit, and thought it was an improvement, though by contrast with the light material his face looked darker and more forbidding than ever.

When he had finished dictating, he leant back in his chair, and his eyes wandered to the window. Not least of his unpleasant practices was to talk without looking at her.

“Have you any friends in Shanghai?” he asked.

“I, Major Amery? No,” she said, surprised by the query.

“Queer place — full of scandal. I suppose you hear fragments of gossip — yes?”

“No. I know there is such a place as Shanghai, and of course we have letters from our agents there, but I’ve heard no scandal or gossip. About whom?” she asked daringly.

“Me, mostly I wondered,” he said.

She was fired with a natural curiosity. What kind of scandal or gossip could touch this inhuman man? Yet he must be human on some side.

“Queer place, Shanghai. You know why the bandits held up the blue train? I suppose you don’t.”

The colour and the mystery of the East were comprehended in that short question. She remembered reading something about bandits wrecking a train, robbing the passengers and holding them to ransom, and she wished now that she had given the item of news a closer study.

If she had expected him to refresh her memory, she was to be disappointed.

“There is a lot of money to be made in Shanghai — straight and otherwise,” he said, “but mostly otherwise. That will do!”

As her busy fingers flickered above the keyboard of the typewriter, she found herself wondering which method of making money most appealed to the sinister man, and supposed that he was not very particular, for the acquisition of money seemed to be his principal occupation just then.

A few weeks before, he had begun to institute a system of economy. Superfluous clerks had been discharged; new printed warnings had appeared above every electric light switch. He was in the habit of making unexpected appearances in the lower office, where row after row of clerks stood at their high desks, and there had been summary dismissals. Once he had surprised a flushed, dishevelled girl, her eyes bright with anger, and had instantly discovered the cause. She had come from one of the little offices which housed the various sub-managers of departments, and, without a word to the girl, Amery had walked into the bureau and with a crook of his finger had summoned to him its middle-aged occupant.

“You tried to kiss that girl, I think?” he said.

“If she says that, she’s a liar—” began the manager.

“I say that,” said the sinister Amery, his lip up. “See the cashier and draw your salary up to to-day: you’re fired!”

Lawyers’ letters had followed this incident, and Elsa had typed a few of the acrid replies. The matter had come up when she was called in to take a letter to the sub-manager’s legal representative, and she ventured to put in a word for him.

“Mr. Sturl has been ten years in the firm,” she said. “He’s a married man with a family. Don’t you think you’re rather hard on him?”

He transfixed her for a second with that granite look of his, and then:

“I am not in need of advice,” he said.

She was so furious that she could have thrown her book at him.

It was characteristic of the change which had come over the business that Mr. Tarn had not been consulted about this dismissal, and even more remarkable that he was too far gone in gloom to resent his overlooking.

She met him as she was going out to lunch. It was so unusual for him to leave the office until he left it in the evening that she al most asked him where he was going. She checked herself in time, though he could not have been ruder to her than Amery had been. On one thing she was determined; she was leaving this establishment at the earliest opportunity. The man had so got on her nerves that she loathed the very sight and sound of him.

Mr. Tarn would have been glad to have such definite views. His mind was in a whirl. Plan after plan occurred to him, only to be rejected, and there seemed no pleasant prospect in life but the quiet of a remote ranch in a foreign country, and the solace of mind that obscurity would bring.

Ralph Hallam had telephoned to him to come to lunch, and it was to the little house in Half Moon Street that his steps were directed.

“I’ve had a talk with the crowd,” said Ralph, when Tarn was seated before a luncheon which would have choked him to eat, “and they agreed that it would be best if you got away. Your nerves are gone, and this fellow Amery looks like smashing up one side of our organization.”

“It’s smashed,” groaned Tarn. “Not another ounce can come in through Amery & Amery. I wish to God I’d never come into the game! Look at this: it was left for me this morning.”

His trembling fingers dived into the inside of his frock coat and brought out a letter, which he handed across the table to the other. It was written on very thick and very cheap notepaper, in a hand obviously disguised. Without preliminary it began:

“You are poaching on our preserves, and thanks to your blundering folly, the police are working double shifts. We are willing to give you £100,000 for the business, you to hand over your agents and agree to dissolve your organization. If you do not accept this offer, we will find a way of clearing you out.”

It was signed with a capital “S”.

Ralph handed the letter back with a smile.

“If it’s worth a hundred thousand pounds to them, it may be worth a million to us. Why did they send it to you, do you think? Because they knew you were the one scared chap in the organization! When did you get this?”

“I found it on my desk this morning when I arrived at the office. Nobody seems to know how it got there.”

“Perhaps Amery could explain,” said the other drily. “Did he arrive before you?”

The old man nodded.

“I’m going to quit,” he said. “We’ll cut up the money: there’s enough to make us both rich.”

“You’ve got it in ready cash, of course?”

“How else?” said the other impatiently. “If I’d followed your advice, I’d have put it in that fool Stebbing’s Bank, and when we went to draw it we’d have found two Scotland Yard men waiting on the doorstep. The money’s all right,” said Tarn, cheerful for the first time that day. “We’ll divide up at the end of the week. I’ve booked my passage.”

“You’re a queer old devil,” said Ralph, something amused, “and you’re sacrificing a fortune. But I think — we all think — that you’re wise to take this step.”

He got up from the table, lighting his cigar, and blew a ring to the ceiling.

“You’ll go alone, of course?”

Tarn shifted uncomfortably.

“I suppose I shall,” he growled, “but that’s no concern of yours.”

“It is a very big concern of mine. I’ve already explained to you, my dear fellow, that Elsa is necessary to me. To be biologically exact, you have more brains than she; but she’s smarter than you, and, with a little instruction, will more than take your place. Now kill that crazy May-and-December bug that’s tormenting you. Go away by all means; you’ll be a happier man the moment the Lizard’s astern; and if you are serious about your matrimonial project, why, South America is still full of very beautiful young ladies who would jump at the opportunity of marrying a man with your wad. And honestly, Tarn, I think you’ll be a lucky man to get away alive.”

“What do you mean?” demanded the other, startled.

“I mean this, that Soyoka is going to be very busy, and you’re better out of it.”
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All that afternoon Maurice Tarn sat before his writing-table, his hands thrust deep in his pockets, his shoulders bent, his eyes half-closed, Hallam’s warning in his ears. He was fifty-six, and life and liberty were very dear to him. And he wanted — very badly he wanted — to think singly. That was a term he invented himself. And all the time he was thinking trebly, three lines of thought running parallel, only to come together at short intervals into one confused, embrangled mass, until they so interlaced and overlapped, and ran one into the other, that he could not extricate them for an eternity of time.

And then, in the blackest hour of his gloom, came the discovery which was destined, though this he could not know, to bring catastrophe in its train.

“A cablegram, sir,” said a clerk. “I think it is in the private code.”

“Eh?” He gazed gloomily at the paper that had been laid before him. Looking absently at the signature, he sat up with a jerk.

The sender was a Japanese merchant with whom he had had some dealings on behalf of his nefarious syndicate. Soyoka had discovered this, and that source of supply had suddenly stopped. But it was the presence of a name in plain English in the very middle of the cablegram that left him gasping, and he hastened to find his secret codebook and write out the message.

And then he saw what had happened. By some aberration of memory the cable that was addressed to him was intended for Soyoka’s principal agent. The discovery left him shaken. The name in plain English! Soyoka! He had his rival in the hollow of his hand, and his soul was filled with a wild, savage sense of exhilaration which he had not known in years. That was. what had happened: the message had been sent to his private telegraphic address… in error.

He sat back in his chair, his breath coming quickly, his face flushed; and thus Elsa found him when she came in to mention that she might be away that night. He did not even reply to her, and her very natural conclusion, drawn from his flushed face and bright eyes, was that he had been drinking.

Soyoka… in the hollow of his hand! So they would threaten him, would they? He would show them.

*

Elsa was going home that night, and had turned into Cheapside, when she saw a familiar figure crossing the road toward her.

“Why, Ralph!” she said. “What are you doing in this industrious quarter of London? I never associate you with the City.”

“I had to come East to see a man,” he said, failing into step by her side. “Are you taking a lordly taxi, or are you being democratic and boarding a bus?”

“I’m being healthful and walking,” she laughed.

They passed along Newgate Street, turned into the Old Bailey, and stopped to admire the pompous face of the Central Criminal Courts. To Ralph the building had a peculiar interest, and he pointed out where Newgate Prison had stood, the place where the little narrow wicket, festooned with irons, had opened into the gloomy gaol.

“It makes me shiver,” she said, and turned away.

“I’ll bet it makes Maurice shiver too,” he said incautiously, and she stopped and faced him.

“What is wrong with Mr. Tarn?” she asked. “He has done something terrible, hasn’t he? Do you know what it is?”

But he turned the discussion with a laugh. He was glad enough to reach Elgin Crescent, for he was no pedestrian.

“You’re staying at Lou’s place tonight — you promised her yesterday when you put her off. Have you told the old man?”

She had spoken to Tarn that afternoon, but doubted if he had taken in what she had said. For some reason which she could not define, she dreaded this coming visit.

“I’m not sure that Mr. Tarn understood me,” she said.

“Need you tell him?” he asked quietly. “Maurice is sore with me, for some reason, and I have an idea that, if he knows that you’re going to Lou’s place, he’ll raise objections.”

“But what can I say?” she asked in astonishment. “I can’t tell him a lie.”

“Tell him you’re going to spend a week with a friend. If I know him rightly, he won’t bother to ask you who it is.”

It did not seem entirely to her liking, but she agreed.

“I’ll lend you my moral support,” he said gaily, and, changing his original intention, which was to leave her at the door, he went in with her, to find, as she had expected, that Maurice Tarn had not yet returned.

She left him in the diningroom while she went upstairs to pack a bag. Again that little doubt entered her mind. She did not like Mrs. Trene Hallam; but she disliked her no more than she would any other stranger, and possibly she would improve upon acquaintance. And there was a very excellent reason why she should go away for a little time. Instinctively she knew that the moment of Maurice Tarn’s crisis was at hand, and what might be involved in its culmination she dared not let herself think.

She took longer over her packing than she had intended, for there had arisen a new and preposterous consideration. Would Paul Amery approve? Preposterous indeed! She laughed at herself and resumed her packing. When she came downstairs, Ralph stretched in the big armchair by the window, was looking out upon the youth of Elgin Crescent at play.

“The noise these young devils make must get on Maurice’ nerves,” he said. “What does he do in the evenings — drink?”

She nodded. It was distasteful to her to discuss her guardian.

“He hasn’t changed his habits,” she said.

“No — not if I know him. I’ll tell you what he does,” said Ralph slowly. “You can check me if I’m wrong. He finishes his dinner at half-past eight, goes to his study at a quarter to nine has his usual four brandy liqueurs, and then starts in serious to increase the liquor consumption.”

Elsa sighed.

“He wasn’t always like this. It is only during the past few years that he has been drinking,” she said.

He nodded.

“A queer devil is Maurice. I wish to heaven he’d go to South America.”

“With me?” she smiled.

He shook his head.

“Certainly not with you. I’m not going to let him take you away.”

She very hastily changed the subject.

At eight o’clock Mr. Tarn had not arrived, and he went away, after vainly trying to persuade her to let him accompany her to Herbert Mansions.

“I can’t do that,” she said, shaking her head. “It wouldn’t be fair to him to go away only leaving a message with the servants. I must see him and explain.”

“Loyal lady!” he said with a smile. Somehow she did not like his tone.

After he had gone, it occurred to her that, with every opportunity and every inducement, she had not told him about Feng Ho’s midnight visit. It was curious that she had not done so. And it was not because she had forgotten that she had not told him. Twice it had been on the tip of her tongue to narrate her midnight adventure, and something had stopped her. And then later, as she heard the unsteady hand of Maurice Tarn put a key in the lock of the lower door, the explanation came to her and left her wondering at herself. She had not told him because she was screening Paul Amery!
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Inspector William Bickerson had written the last line of a very long report to headquarters; he blotted, folded and enclosed the document, and, looking up at the clock, saw it was a quarter to nine. It was at that moment that his clerk came in to ask him if he would see Dr. Ralph Hallam.

“Dr. Hallam?” said the inspector, in surprise. “Why, surely!”

He greeted Ralph as an old friend.

“It is a hundred years since I saw you last, doctor,” he said warmly. Again his eyes wandered to the clock. “And I wish I had time to have a chat with you, but I’ve an appointment at nine. Did you want to see me about anything particular?”

“If you consider the dope gangs are something particular, then I did.”

The inspector whistled.

“The dope gangs? Do you know anything about them?”

“I know very little, but I guess a lot; and I suppose you can some guessing for yourself.”

The inspector did not reply. “You’re a friend of Mr. Tarn’s, aren’t you?” Ralph nodded.

“Yes, I am a friend. We have been much greater friends than we are at the present moment.”

“What’s the matter with him?”

Ralph shrugged. “I don’t know exactly. Booze, I should imagine. He has taken it rather badly. Why do you ask if am a friend of his?”

The officer considered a moment.

“Because he’s the fellow I’m going to see at nine. He asked me to come round, said he had something very important to say. In fact, he gave me to understand that he had an important statement to make. Do you think that was booze?”

Ralph was cautious here.

“It may be,” he said, and bit his lip. “What kind of statement?” The inspector shrugged his shoulders.

“I don’t know. Are you his doctor?”

“I have been, though I’m afraid my medical knowledge isn’t worth boasting about. At nine o’clock, you say? Would yo mind if I went with you?”

Again the officer glanced at the clock.

“No, you can come along, though if it is serious, I don’t suppose he’ll want to say much before you.”

“In which case I can go,” said Ralph.

Bickerson had arisen when the telephone bell rang, and he took up the instrument.

“Hullo!” he called, and Ralph saw his eyebrows rise. “It’s our friend,” said the detective in a low voice, putting the receiver out of range.

“Is that you?”

It was Maurice Tarn’s voice, thick and slurred, almost indistinguishable.

“That you, Bickerson?… You coming round to see me? They tried to get me tonight… yes, tonight!… She’s in it… I wouldn’t be surprised. She’s ungrateful, after all I’ve done…”

“What are you talking about, Mr. Tarn?” asked the detective sharply. “I’m on my way now.”

“Come as quickly as you can. I can put you right about Soyoka — I know his principal agent!”

He whispered a word, and Bickerson’s jaw dropped.

There was a click as the receiver was hung up. The inspector turned to his companion.

“He’s drunk,” he said.

“What did he say?”

But Bickerson was so overwhelmed by that whispered word that he did not answer.

“I shouldn’t take a great deal of notice of what he said,” suggested Ralph, concealing his anxiety. “The old fool is pickled! Why, he wants to marry his niece!”

“Humph!” said Bickerson, deep in thought. “I’ve found some drunkards remarkably talkative. Will you come?”

From the police station to Elgin Crescent was ten minutes’ walk, and the detective had an opportunity for adding to his knowledge.

“Where is the girl — does she live in the same house?” he asked.

“Usually, but tonight she’s staying with a relative of mine. The truth is, she has had a fairly bad time with him,” said Hallam, “and Tarn’s getting worse. He’s scared of Soyoka’s crowd.”

“What’s that?”

The officer checked his step and stared at the other in wonder. “Soyoka — what do you know of that gang anyway?” he demanded.

“Nothing,” said the other promptly. “That is one of his crazy delusions. I came to see you especially to tell you about that, and to warn you as far as Tarn is concerned. It is his obsession that he has offended Soyoka.”

Every police officer has had experience of that kind of delusion. Never was a great crime committed but some lunatic produced a confession, and his enthusiasm for the interview was a little damped. Dr. Ralph Hallam desired that it should be.

“I don’t know why,” said Bickerson as they turned the corner of Ladbroke Grove, “but I had an idea all the time that Tarn wanted to see me in connection with the drug cases. No, he never said so; it was just a hunch. And here we are. You go first — you know your way.”

Together they mounted the steps, the inspector following through the broad, open portal. Halfway up the passage they were confronted by the doors, one of which led to the lower part and the other to the upper-floor flat which Mr. Tarn and his niece occupied. Ralph pressed the bell, and when no answer came, pressed it again.

“It looks as if it is open,” said the inspector suddenly, and pushed.

To his surprise, the door swung back. They passed to the foot of the stairs, and Ralph felt for the switch. After a while he turned it down, but no light appeared.

“That is queer,” he said. “The lamp must have burnt out.” Feeling their way by the wall, they mounted to the first landing; “This is his study,” said Hallam, as he touched a doorknob, and turned it.

The door opened. The only light in the room was the dull glow of a small fire, which gave no illumination whatever.

“Are you there, Mr. Tarn?” called the inspector. For answer came a deep snore.

“Is there a light anywhere?”

The detective’s hand swept along the wall, and Ralph hear the click of a switch. But again the lights failed to show.

“That’s queer — where is he?”

It was easy to locate the snorer. Presently Ralph’s hand rested on the back of a big armchair and, reaching down, he felt a bristly face.

“He is here,” he said.

At the touch of the visitor’s hand, Maurice Tarn moved uneasily. They heard his drowsy grunt, and then, like a man speaking in his sleep, he spoke thickly.

“They tried to get me under… I know… but I’m too strong… got the constitution of a horse…”

The words died away in a rumble of sound.

“Wake up, Tarn,” said Ralph. “Mr. Bickerson has come to see you.”

He shook the man by the shoulder and the snores ceased.

“I’m afraid you’re going to have a difficulty in rousing him.”

“Is he awake?”

“I don’t think so. Tarn! Wake up!” Then, suddenly:

“There’s somebody else in the room!” said the inspector sharply. “Have you a match, doctor?”

He had heard the thud of a falling chair, and strained his eyes to pierce the darkness. Even as he looked, he heard a rustle near lie door, lurched out and caught the shoulder of the unknown intruder. There was a sibilant hiss of sound; three Chinese words that sounded like the howl of a dog; a bony fist caught the officer under the jaw; and in an instant the stranger had jerked from the detective’s grasp, slipped through the door and slammed it. They heard the patter of his feet on the stairs.

“A light, quick!” cried Bickerson hoarsely.

From Ralph’s direction came the rattle of a matchbox, a light spluttered and flared. As if in answer to his cry, the electric lights suddenly blazed up, momentarily blinding them.

“Who did that — ? And then: “Hell — look!” hissed the detective, and gaped in horror at the sight.

Maurice Tarn lay huddled in his chair, his head thrown back. His soiled white waistcoat was red and wet, and from the crimson welter protruded the black handle of a knife.

“Dead!” breathed Hallam. “Killed whilst we were here.”

He heard the detective’s cry and saw him glare past him.

“What — ? he began, and then he saw.

Crouched in the farther corner of the room was a white-faced girl. Her dress was in disorder, her white blouse was torn at the shoulder; across her face was a red smear of blood.

It was Elsa Marlowe!
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Bickerson gave one glance at the girl, hesitated a second, and then, running to the door, flung it open and flew down the stairs. The street was empty, except for a woman who was walking toward him. Far away, at the corner of Ladbroke Grove, he saw a bored policeman standing, and he raced across the road toward the officer, who did not seem aware of his presence until he was on top of him.

“Go to 409, Elgin Crescent,” he said breathlessly. “Hold the door and allow nobody to come in or out. A murder has been committed. Blow your whistle: I want another constable. You saw nobody come out of 409, Elgin Crescent?”

“No, sir; only one man has passed me in the last few minutes and that was a Chinaman—”

“A Chinaman?” said Bickerson quickly. “How was he dressed?”

“He was dressed in the height of fashion, as far as I could see, and I noticed him because he wore no hat. But a good many of these Easterners don’t wear hats—”

Bickerson interrupted the dissertation on the customs of the East.

“Which way did he go?”

“Down Ladbroke Grove. He took a cab: I was watching him getting into it just before you came up, sir. There it goes.”

He pointed to the hill leading to Notting Bill Gate, and Bickerson looked round for a taxi to pursue, but there was none in sight.

“Never mind about the house: go after that cab. Sound your whistle and see if you can get it stopped. There’s another man on point duty farther along, isn’t there?”

“Yes, sir,” said the constable, and went off at a jogtrot in pursuit of the taxi, which had vanished over the brown of the hill.

Bickerson hurried back to the flat. Whoever the intruder was, Elsa Marlowe would have to account for her presence.

When he got back, he found Elsa in the diningroom. She was very white but remarkably calm. The blood smear that had been on her face was gone, and the handkerchief in Ralph Hallam’s hand explained its absence. She turned to him as she came in.

“Is it true?” she asked. “Mr. Hallam says that my — my uncle has been murdered.”

The detective nodded slowly.

“Didn’t you see?”

“No.” It was Ralph who answered him. “I turned the light out. There are things which I shouldn’t want her to see, and that was one of them. I switched off the lights before I brought her out. And thank God she hadn’t seen it.” Bickerson looked again at the girl.

“Yes, Miss Marlowe, your uncle has been killed.”

“That — that man did it,” she said.

“What man?” asked the detective sharply.

She struggled hard to control her voice, but the experience of the last two hours had brought her as near to hysteria as she had ever been in her life.

“I’ll tell you everything from the start,” she said. “I was going away tonight, to stay with — with a friend; and I waited at home to tell Mr. Tarn that I should not be returning for a week. And then he asked me where I was going. I hoped he would not, because there was a possibility that he might object; but I told him, and from that moment he behaved more like a madman than a rational being. He raved and screamed at me, called me the most terrible names, and in his fury he threw a glass at me.”

She lifted her hair and showed a cut which, slight as it was, had matted the hair with blood.

“This happened in the diningroom; and then, suddenly, before I realized what was happening, he grasped me by the arm and pushed me into the study. I think he must have been drinking before he came in. He sometimes stops at an hotel on his way and spends hours there.

“You sit down and wait till I tell you to move,’ he said; ‘you are not going out tonight.’ I tried to reason with him, but he was like a man demented, and I could only sit patiently, watching him pour out glass after glass of brandy, and wait for an opportunity to make my escape from the room. Once I thought he was sleeping, and got up softly to go. He opened his eyes and sprang up, and flung me back on the settee in a corner of the room. I was terrified. I don’t think I have been so frightened in my life. I thought he must have gone mad, and I really believe he had.

“Presently he went to sleep again, and then I hadn’t the courage to move. He was talking all the time of what he was going to do to somebody. And then, suddenly — this was about ten minutes ago — the lights went out. There are heavy curtains before the windows of Mr. Tarn’s study, and these were drawn. Except for the very small illumination that the fire gave, there was no light at all in the room. I sat still, dreading his waking up, and hoping that presently he would be far enough under the influence of drink to make my escape possible. Whilst I was thinking this, I heard the door creak, and had a feeling that there was somebody in the room. I was sure of it a second later, for quite unexpectedly a bright ray of light shot out and focused Mr. Tarn.”

She shivered.

“I can see him now, with his head rolled over on to his shoulder his hands clasped on his chest. The light half woke him and he began to talk.”

“Did you hear Mr. Tarn telephone?” interrupted the detective.

The girl nodded.

“Yes, that was more than a quarter of an hour ago. I heard hi speak to somebody — it was you, I think. You’re Mr. Bickerson, aren’t you?”

The detective nodded.

“Go on, please,” he said. “When the man put the light on your uncle, did it wake him up?”

She shook her head.

“No; he stirred in his sleep and talked. Then the light went off. I dared not move, thinking it was a housebreaker. And then I heard your voice coming up the stairs… that is all I know.”

“You didn’t see this unknown man stab your uncle?”

She shook her head.

“It was impossible to see anything.”

The detective rubbed his chin irritably.

“He was quick: I’ll give him that credit. The poor old chap must have been killed whilst I was within a few feet of him. This will be a fine story to make public!”

He looked suspiciously at the girl.

“I shall want your evidence of course. I’d like you to be somewhere where I can get you at a moment’s notice. Why not go to an hotel?”

“I’ll get a room for you at the Palace Hotel,” said Ralph.

He had no especial desire that Herbert Mansions should be a place of call for the police in the next few days; he wanted, if possible, to keep his wife’s name out of the case, for fear that the connection between her and himself became public. Perhaps Elsa understood that he did not want to bring his “sister-in-law’s” name into the case, for she made no comment, and was very glad of the suggestion: she was not in the mood to meet a strange woman that night.

By the time the detective had re##-examined her, the policeman had returned, and with him a comrade. A small crowd had gathered in front of the house, attracted by that instinct for tragedy which is the peculiar possession of crowds. By telephone Bickerson notified the murder to headquarters, and whilst he was waiting for the photographers and fingerprint experts to arrive, he made a quick examination of the study.

It was poorly furnished. A faded green carpet on the floor, worn kneehole writing-table, two or three chairs, and a large bookcase comprised the principal furniture of the room. On the walls hung a few old and apparently valueless oil paintings, of that variety which it was the mid-Victoria artist’s pleasure to paint. There was, too, a piece of furniture which looked at first like a pedestal gramophone, but which proved, on inspection, to be a well-stocked cellarette.

On the table near the chair where the body was found was a full bottle of brandy, that had not been opened, and an almost empty bottle, from which, he guessed, Maurice Tarn had replenished his glass that night. With a tape he jotted down a few exact particulars. The chair on which the wretched man was lying was three feet from the fireplace, a foot and a half from the table where the bottles were resting, and nine and a half feet from the door. It was obvious that the murderer could not have passed between the table and his victim, for Bickerson had occupied that space. But there was ample room to pass between tile fireplace and the chair, and it was in this direction that the detective at first heard the noise, and an overturned chair on the other side of the fireplace practically located the murderer’s movements to the satisfaction of the officer.

There were no documents of any kind visible, except a few unpaid bills, which were on the table where the bottles stood. He began a tentative search of the dead man’s pockets, but found nothing that could throw any light upon the crime.

His rough search concluded, he went downstairs, past the door where Elsa and Ralph Hallam were talking, and out into the street. The little knot of people had increased in size to a fairly large crowd, and as he came out to the top step, casting a glance along the Crescent for a sight of the police car, he saw a man elbow his way through the press and advance toward the steps. The constable on guard stopped him, and Bickerson watched the brief colloquy.

The stranger was a tall, spare man, slightly bent. He looked, thought Bickerson, a soldier; the tanned cheeks suggested that he had recently returned from a hotter sun than England knows; and then the identity of the stranger dawned upon him, and he went down the steps to speak to him.

“Are you Major Amery?” he asked.

“That is my name,” said Amery. “Tarn has been murdered, they tell me?”

The detective shot a glance at him.

“Who told you that?” he asked suspiciously. “Are you a friend of his?”

“I am his employer,” said Amery; “or rather, I was. As to the other question, why, I suppose everybody in the crowd knows that a murder has been committed. I happen to be aware that the occupant of the house is Maurice Tarn. There are only two people who could be murdered in that flat, and Tarn is the more likely.”

“Will you come in?” asked the detective, and showed the way into the passage. “Now, Major Amery,” he said, “perhaps you can tell me something about Tarn. Had he any enemies?”

“I know nothing of his private life.”

“You were a friend of his?”

Amery shook his head.

“No, I wasn’t,” he said coolly; “I disliked him intensely, and trusted him not at all. May I see Miss Marlowe?”

“How do you know Miss Marlowe is here?”

The detective was glancing at him under lowered brows.

“She lives here, doesn’t she?” asked Amery. “Really, Mr. Bickerson — oh, yes, I know your name very well indeed — you have no reason to be suspicious of me.”

Bickerson thought quickly, and when he spoke again it was in a milder tone.

“I am very naturally looking upon everybody within a radius of three miles as being under suspicion,” he said. “I’ll ask Miss Marlowe to come down to you, but you’re not to take her away under any circumstances. You understand that, Major Amery? I need this lady for further information. She was in the room when the murder was committed: I’ll go so far as to tell you what I would tell a reporter.”

Amery inclined his head gravely, and seemed in no way surprised by what the detective told him. He waited in the hall, staring gloomily out upon the morbid crowd, and presently heard a light step on the stair, and, turning, saw Elsa.

“You’ve had pretty bad trouble, they tell me?”

His voice was entirely without sympathy: that was the first thing that struck her. He was making a plain, matter-of-fact statement of an incontrovertible event, and she wondered why he had troubled to see her.

“I happened to be in the neighbourhood,” he said, “and I heard of this happening. I wondered if I could be of any assistance to you or to the polite — though I admit that I know much less about Mr. Tarn than you or any of his acquaintances. Who is with you?”

“Mr. Hallam,” she said. “He was a great friend of poor Mr. Tarn’s, and he is a very dear friend of mine.”

“Dr. Hallam.” He nodded. And then, with his usual unexpectedness: “Do you want any money?”

She looked at him, astonished.

“No, thank you, Major Amery,” she said. “It is very good of you to ask—”

“There is some money due to your uncle, and if it were necessary I would advance your wages,” he said. “You will be at the office tomorrow at the usual hour, if you please. It is mail day and I have a great deal of work to do. Goodnight.”

She could only stare after him as he walked down the steps, utterly aghast at his callousness. What had mattered to him was that she should be at the office at her usual time. For a second a wave of anger and resentment swept over her, and her eyes flashed toward the disappearing figure of the Major.

“The brute!” she murmured, and went back to the waiting Hallam.

“What did he want?”

She shrugged her shoulders.

“As far as I can gather, he wanted to make sure that I would be at the office tomorrow at my usual time, because it is mail day and he has a lot of work to do.”

“A perfect gentleman,” said Ralph Hallam sardonically. “Of course, he sympathized with you?”

“No, he didn’t say a single kind word. He’s just a — a brute!” Now that the strain had relaxed, she was on the verge of tears and wanted to be alone, far, far away from that grisly, sheet-covered thing in the study, from Ralph, from everybody who knew her. “Be at the office early!” The man had no heart, no human feeling. It was unthinkable that she should go to the office at all, and she doubted if she would ever go again. And she had done so much for him. She had wanted to tell him then, but had lacked the courage, just what she had done, how she had lied for him, how she had become almost a party to her uncle’s murder, that he might be saved embarrassment. But he should know!

There came the sound of many feet on the stairs. The Scotland Yard men were going into the room; the handle of the door turned and Bickerson entered.

“Do you know this?” he asked.

He showed her a new soft felt hat.

“I found this in a corner of your uncle’s study,” he said. “Have you ever seen it before?”

She shook her head.

“No, my uncle never wore that kind of hat,” she said. Bickerson was looking at the inside. It bore the name of a popular store. It was grey, with a black ribbon. If, as he believed was the case, this hat had been purchased by a Chinaman, it was not going to be very difficult to trace the owner.

“You are perfectly sure that the man who came into the room, the man with the flashlamp, did not speak?”

“No,” she said, “he did not speak.”

“And you didn’t see him?”

“No, I didn’t see him.”

“Not even by the reflected light?” persisted the detective. “It is impossible to throw a ray from an electric torch upon any light surface without some reflected glow revealing the holder.”

She shook her head.

“I saw nobody; I only saw the light, and that for a second.”

Why was she doing this? Why, why, why? she asked herself in despair. She was shielding a murderer — the murderer of Maurice Tarn. She was lying to save a cruel and remorseless villain from the hand of the law, and she was horrified at her own folly. For she knew the man in the room — had seen him, as the detective suggested, in the glow which had come back when the light had fallen upon a newspaper. And the man was Feng Ho!
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Elsa spent a very sleepless night, though she occupied a comfortable bed in one of the quietest of the West End hotels. No sooner did sleep come to her eyes than the memory of that horrible night intruded itself upon her, and she awoke trembling, expecting to see the parchment face of Feng Ho leering at her in the darkness.

And Feng Ho was Paul Amery. Their acts were interdependent as were their responsibilities. Once she got up and paced the room, striving to calm her mind and sort her values. She must see Mr. Bickerson and tell him the truth. On that point she was decided. As to Amery, she never wanted to see him again, never wanted to mount those narrow cooked stairs, never answer that shrill bell and go fluttering into his presence, like a rabbit to the fascinations of a snake.

There was a little writing-table in her room, and, putting on the light, she sat down, took out a sheet of notepaper and began to write.

“DEAR MAJOR AMERY,” she began,

“After this terrible happening I do not feel that I can come back to the office again; and whilst I am very sorry if my sudden departure puts you to the least inconvenience, I am sure you will quite understand—”

He wouldn’t understand at all. He would be very annoyed. That lip of his would lift in a sneer, and possibly he would sue her for breach of contract.

She read the letter again, frowned and tore it up. There was no justification for beginning so familiarly. After all, she was not on such good terms that she should call him by his name. She started another letter “Dear Sir,” and sat staring at it blankly, until the church clocks chimed four, and a sudden sense of utter weariness made her put the light out and go back to bed.

She was dressed at eight and had rolls and coffee in her room.

Again she sat at the writing-table, playing with a pen, her mind turning in many directions. The quarter-past chimed, the half-past; she began another letter. There would be time to send it by district messenger. But the letter was never written. At a quarter to nine she tore up the paper, put on her hat and her fur and went out.

At five minutes past nine, Miss Dame, waiting in her room, a newspaper under her arm, her brain seething with excitement, saw her come in and literally fell upon her.

“My dear,” she said, “how perfectly awful! It’s in all the newspapers! I wonder you didn’t die with fright. I should! I can’t even see a murder on the screen…”

“My dear woman,” said Elsa wearily, “for heaven’s sake don’t talk about it! If you imagine that I want to discuss it… I’m not staying anyway; I’ve just come to see Major Amery, and then I’m going.”

“Did you faint?” demanded the seeker after sensation. “I’ll bet you did!”

And then the merciful bell above Elsa’s desk rang long and imperiously. Before she knew what she was doing, she had slipped off her coat, hung up her hat, and seizing her notebook and pencil, had opened the door of the private office.

Amery sat at his desk, his hands clasped on the edge, his stem eyes watching the door. He did not express any surprise, either by look or word; seemed, indeed, to have taken it for granted that she would be within reach of the bell when he pressed the button.

“I’m early,” he said.

That was the only human speech he made, and began immediately a long letter to a firm of Indian merchants at Delhi. He did not give her any opportunity of telling him that she had only come for a few moments to explain why she couldn’t come again. She had no time even to be annoyed at his assuredness. It was as much as she could do to keep pace with him. He never gave her a chance to question. When he came to a difficult or a native word, he spelt it rapidly, three times in succession, so that it was impossible she could miss it, or that there should be any excuse for a break.

From the Delhi merchants he switched instantly to a letter to Bombay, but this time he paused midway through to hand her a slip containing a number of meaningless words printed in capital letters, which was to go in at the place he indicated.

“That’ll do,” he said.

She rose and stood waiting.

“Major Amery, I want—” she began.

“Get those letters out quick. I want to catch that mail via Siberia. It closes in an hour.”

“I don’t care if it closes in two minutes,” she was stung to retort. “There is something I want to say to you, and I’m going to say it.”

He put down the newspaper he had taken up, folded it with exasperating leisure, placed it on the side of his tidy desk and put a paperknife on top of it.

“Well?” he asked.

“My uncle was murdered last night, by a man who broke into our house — a man who had tried to break in before. I haven’t told the police — I recognized him. I saw him as plainly as I see you. But I haven’t told the police—”

“Why not?” His eyebrows went up, his voice was wholly unconcerned. “It is your duty to give the police all the information that lies in your power,” he said.

“I didn’t because — because I am a fool, I suppose,” she said wrathfully.

Looking up quickly, he saw the unusually bright eyes and the flushed cheeks.

“Who was he?”

“Feng Ho,” she blurted. “You know it was Feng Ho. You know it was, you know it!”

He lowered his eyes to the blottingpad, and for a little while made no answer. She saw the white teeth gnawing at the lower lip, and went on.

“I did not want to — involve you — or your friends in this. It was a distorted sense of loyalty to Amery’s. But I’ve got to tell.”

He looked up again.

“An excellent resolution,” he said. “But I think you are mistaken. Feng Ho—”

“Was with you!” She made an heroic effort to sneer, but failed lamentably.

“If he had been with me,” he said quietly, “your story would hold good, because I was in the neighbourhood when it happened. No, Feng Ho was many, many miles away from London. Believe me, he has a complete alibi.”

“Perhaps his hat has one too,” she said tartly.

He was on his feet in an instant.

“His hat?”

“I ought not to have told you that, I suppose,” she said ruefully, “but the police found a hat. And a bareheaded Chinaman was seen coming away from the house.”

The ghost of a light showed in the expressionless eyes fixed upon hers, flickered for a second and was gone.

“Is that so?” he said slowly. “Well, in such a case, Feng Ho will have to have a double-plated alibi. That will do.”

A few minutes later she found a word in her notes that she could not decipher, and was reluctantly compelled to go back to him to secure an elucidation. The room was empty. Major Amery had gone out, and did not return for another hour, during the greater part of which time he was waiting at a district messenger office for the return of a boy whom he had sent to the Stores to purchase a soft felt hat, size 6, and it was a special instruction that it should be grey, with a broad black ribbon.
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Dr. Ralph Hallam spent an unusually busy day at his house in Half Moon Street. Ever since his partner’s death he had been realizing, with gathering force, the immense source of embarrassment, not to say danger, which Maurice Tarn’s death might well be. If he had only had a chance of a heart-to-heart talk with the dead man before a murderer’s knife had cut short his life, he could have made sure of many developments which were now problematical.

He waited impatiently for the hours to pass, and for darkness to come: and though his waiting was enlivened by at least three visits from Bickerson and a telephone call from his wife, the time passed all too slowly.

Ralph Hallam had been reminded how precarious was his position by a letter which had come to him that morning from the bank, pointing out the excessive amount of his overdraft. Ordinarily, this would not have disturbed him, for there was a big accumulation of profits from the illicit business in which he had been engaged with Tarn. Neither man favoured banks; the money had been kept in dollar currency. There was nearly £200,000, of which half belonged to the dead man and to his heirs.

His mind went immediately to Elsa Marlowe. Unless Tarn had left his money elsewhere, she would be as rich a woman as he was a man — if he made the division. That was a nice reservation, for he had not the slightest intention of sharing with her, and the mere possibility only entered his mind to be as instantly rejected. All the money that was deposited in the big green safe of the Stanford Corporation was his for the taking. No heir of Maurice Tarn had a legal right to it. He might perhaps give her a thousand or two in certain eventualities; but the idea of dividing this no-man’s property never entered his head.

And yet — suppose the old man had left particulars of his nefarious interests, and a legal claim arose? Ralph Hallam had spent his life keeping on the safe side, and it would be in his best interests if be made the girl an unconscious partner to the removal of Maurice Tarn’s effects.

Elsa had just returned from the office when his telephone call came through.

“I want you to come and dine with me, Elsa. There are a few things about Tarn that I think you ought to know.”

She welcomed the diversion, for the day had been a trying one, and her employer had reached a point where she needed sympathy.

“I will come along straight away.”

“Have you seen Bickerson?” he asked, with a half-smile.

“Seen him! He has haunted the office. And oh, Ralph, I’m so sick of it all, and I’ve got to go to the inquest — stand up and tell all the awful things he said to me! And did you see the evening newspapers? Ralph, they’ve published a picture of me coming out of the office for lunch!”

He chuckled.

“I’ve lived with reporters all day,” he said. “Come along and we’ll curse them together!”

He put down the receiver with a thoughtful expression.

That was a good move on his part. There could be no question now of his stealing Maurice Tarn’s property. They would go together and recover the fortune which his industry had accrued to him.

He was glad Tarn was dead — in a way. The man’s nerve had failed; he had betrayed himself to Amery. Ralph laughed softly. Soyoka! Tarn had reached a condition of nervousness where he saw Soyoka at every street corner, and identified the mysterious head of the dope traffic in every unlikely individual. And yet he frowned at the thought. Who sent the Chinaman to Maurice Tarn’s house? What object would he have had in…

He stopped suddenly. Soyoka would have excellent reason for smashing his rivals.

That combination of which Ralph Hallam and Maurice Tarn were the heads had come into existence as the result of an accident.. Five years before, Ralph had found himself broke and pursued by a host of creditors, who threatened to bring him into the bankruptcy court. And then one night, as he and Tarn had sat in a fashionable West-End saloon, an acquaintance had drifted in — the wreck of a man, who pleaded to him for a prescription that would enable him to stave off the cravings of his unholy appetite. Ralph had scribbled the prescription, and then a word dropped by the drug victim led him to pursue enquiries from his borderline friends, and he had learnt of the existence of a powerful organization which, despite the efforts of the police, was engaged in what was known as the “saccharine trade.” Saccharine was at that time the principal article smuggled; and the new and more sinister industry was only then beginning.

Tan had unrivalled opportunities for engaging in the traffic. He was practically at the head of one of the oldest-established importers in the City of London, for the nominal chief was a sick man and seldom came to the office. When Hallam made the suggestion, he had shown a little hesitation, but after the enormous profits of the “trade” were demonstrated, he had fallen, and there had been founded an underworld corporation which had its agents in every part of the kingdom and its biggest branch in an American city.

Ralph was a doctor, but he was also a keen business man, His title gave him certain privileges, and helped cover the local operations of the gang. A muddled success had been theirs at the start, and then, profiting by their mistakes and tightening their organization, the “amateurs” had come into the market, to the serious inconvenience of the older-established Soyoka.

Soyoka! It might not have been a delusion on Tarn’s part — and the murderous Chinaman…

“Soyoka!” said Ralph Hallam aloud. “I wonder?”

Elsa came half an hour later, a very tired and a very unhappy girl.

“I think I shall go mad if this lasts much longer,” she said. “Tomorrow is my last day at Amery’s.”

“Have you told him you are leaving?”

She shook her head.

“I haven’t had a chance to tell him anything,” she said. “I don’t think you know what he’s like — he’s inhuman! When you remember poor Mr. Tarn served the firm for over thirty years, you would imagine that Major Amery would be distressed. But he isn’t. He had a new manager in uncle’s room to-day! Ralph, the man is indecent! And he hasn’t given me a second’s peace. ‘I don’t want you to take more than half an hour for luncheon,’ he said. I wish I hadn’t taken any, because those wretched newspaper photographers were waiting outside to snap me.”

“You had better cut out Amery’s as soon as you can. Has he any idea you’re leaving?”

She shook her head again.

“He takes me for granted,” she said viciously. “I’m a part of the furniture. But don’t let us talk about him; I want to forget the sinister man, I want to forget Amery’s, I want to forget everything! What did you want to see me about? Something pleasant, I hope?”

“I’ll tell you after dinner,” he said cheerfully.

When his man brought the coffee and had discreetly closed the door on them, Ralph told her what was in his mind.

“Have you ever heard of the Stanford Corporation?” Her eyes opened wide.

“Yes; Major Amery asked me if I was engaged by them.”

Ralph whistled, “The devil he did! When was this?”

She told him of the surprising question that the head of the house of Amery had put to her.

“And of course you said you knew nothing about them? And quite rightly.”

“Did uncle know?” she asked, as the idea occurred to her.

He nodded.

“Yes. The truth is that your uncle was running a little business of his own. As a matter of fact” — he spoke very reluctantly, as; though he were loth to betray the dead man’s secret— “he was trying to build up a trade connection for himself in his spare time; something he could go to when Amery became impossible. I’m not saying that it was a strictly honourable thing to do, because obviously he was coming into competition with the firm that employed him. But be that as it may — and I tried to persuade him against the project, but he was so keen that I didn’t like to oppose him — he carried out his plan.”

“Then he was the Stanford Corporation? What is it, Ralph?”

“It is a firm of importers or something of the sort,” he said carelessly. “I’ve been to the office once, and the only thing I know is this: he told me that in his safe there were a number of documents that he would not like to come to light. I’ve been thinking about it all day, and it seems to me that the best service we can render to the poor old chap is to go along and get those papers before the police find a clue. I don’t want the old man’s name to be soiled, and Amery is certain to paint his doubledealing in the blackest colours.”

She looked at him with a troubled frown.

“It doesn’t seem a very dreadful thing to have done,” she said. “Besides, will they know that he had anything to do with Amery’s?”

“It is pretty certain to come out,” he said promptly. “Now the question is, Elsa, will you come along with me to Threadneedle Street—”

“But if the documents are in the safe, how can you get at them?” she asked, logically.

For answer he took out of his pocket a small key.

“Tarn and I were very good friends, in spite of the disagreement we’ve had of late, and he gave me this key, as the only man he could trust, so that, if anything happened to him, I should have access to the papers.”

*

Threadneedle Street by night is a howling wilderness, and the building in which the Stanford Corporation was housed was in the hands of the cleaners when they climbed the three flights of stairs that led to the floor where the secretive Mr. Tarn had operated. Halfway down a narrow corridor was a door, inscribed “Stanford Corporation,” and this Ralph opened. She wondered whether it was with the same key that opened the safe, but did not ask him any questions.

Switching on the light, he ushered her into a medium-sized room and closed and bolted the door behind them.

“This is the sanctum sanctorum,” he said.

It was an unimpressive office. The floors were innocent of carpet or covering; one rickety table, a chair and a handsome safe in a corner of the room were the sole articles in view. Even the electric light that dangled from the ceiling was without a shade.

“It’s a pretty mean-looking apartment, isn’t it?” said Ralph, who, thought the girl had evidently been there before.

He put down the bag he had brought on the table, crossed to the safe, inserted the key and turned it twice. The great door swung open and the girl saw him peer into the interior.

Suddenly she heard him utter a strangled cry of wrath.

“The safe is empty!” he said hoarsely. “Nothing… nothing!” She looked round quickly. Something was tapping on the glass panel.

“Ralph” — instinctively her voice lowered— “there is somebody at the door.”

She could see the shadow against the panel — the shadow of a a man.

For a second Ralph Hallam was so dazed by his discovery that he could not understand what she was saying. She seized his arm and pointed.

“At the door?” he said dully. “One of the cleaners.” And, raising his voice, he shouted angrily: “Go away!”

“I’d like to see you first,” said a voice, and the girl nearly dropped.

It was the voice of Paul Amery!
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It was Elsa who unbolted the door, and she stood back to let the man come in. He was wearing a dinner-jacket, and over his arm he carried an overcoat. He looked from the girl to Ralph, and she saw that half-contemptuous, half-amused twitch of lip, and hated him.

“You’ve found your way to Stanford’s, after all, Miss Marlowe?” he said. “And do you know that I almost believed you when you told me you had never heard of this enterprising establishment?”

Ralph. Hallam had been taken aback for a second, and then the memory of Tarn’s warning came to him. This man was Soyoka!

“I brought Miss Marlowe here to recover some money, the property of her uncle,” he said, looking the other straight in the eyes. “But it seems that I’m rather late; somebody has been here before me.”

The intruder glanced carelessly at the open safe, and then looked at the girl. Genuine astonishment was in her face.

“Money?” she said. “You didn’t tell me about money, Ralph!”

For a second he was nonplussed.

“There was money here as well as documents,” he said glibly. “The point is that it’s gone! Perhaps Major Amery will be able to tell us how it was taken?”

“By Tarn, I should imagine,” was the cool reply. “Who had a better right?”

Again he looked at the girl and she flushed under his searching scrutiny.

“I should keep out of this if I were you, Miss Marlowe,” he said. “There are certain occupations that are not good for little girls.”

His patronage was insufferable. She trembled in her anger, and if eyes could have struck him down he would not have stood before her.

“You know a great deal about Stanfords, Amery,” said Ralph, bottling down his fury with a great effort. “Soyoka wouldn’t be superior to a little burglary, I guess?”

“Continue guessing,” said Amery. Then, to the girl: “Now I think, Miss Marlowe, you had better go back to your hotel.”

She could contain herself no longer.

“Major Amery, your dictatorial manner with me is unbearable! You have no right whatever to instruct me as to what I should do and what I should not do. Please don’t call me ‘little girl’ again, because it annoys me beyond endurance. This is my uncle’s office, though I was not aware of the fact until tonight, and I shalt be glad if you will go.”

With a shrug, Amery walked through the door into the corridor and in another instant Ralph Hallam had followed, closing the door behind him.

“Now see here, Amery, we’re going to have this thing right,” he said. “I understand there isn’t room in England for both of us, and I think it is fair to tell you that, if any crowd cracks, it will not be ours! There was money in that safe — a lot of money. It was there a few days ago; it’s gone tonight. You know all about Stanfords, you’ve known about it for a long time. That means you’ve been able to get in and out as you liked.”

“In other words, I’ve stolen your money?”

There was a look of quiet amusement in the grey eyes.

“I’ll pass one word of advice to you. It has already been offered to your dead confederate. Keep away from Soyoka. He’s dangerous.”

Without another word, he turned on his heel and walked down the corridor.

Ralph went back to the girl, livid with fury.

“Has he gone?” she asked.

He tried to say something, but his anger choked him.

“So that’s Amery, is it?” he breathed. “I’ll remember the swine!”

“Ralph, was there money here? You didn’t tell me.”

“Of course there was money here!” he said impatiently. “I wanted to give you a surprise. There was a whole lot of money. I know it was here, because Tarn told me the other day.”

He searched the safe again, examined a few papers that were in there, and presently she heard him utter an exclamation.

“What is it?”

“Nothing,” he said, concealing the sheet of pencilled writing he had taken from one of the two little drawers at the back of the safe. “I thought I’d found — something.”

He seemed to be in a hurry to get out of the office, almost pushed her into the passage before he closed the door.

“Not that it is much use,” he grunted; “if this fellow is who I think he is, a little thing like a lock is not going to stop him.”

“You mean Major Amery?” she said in wonder. “What did you mean, Ralph, about there not being room enough in England for you both? And about taking the money? Ralph, you don’t imagine that he would have taken it, do you?”

She had a confused idea that the money belonged to Amery’s, had been stolen perhaps, and that the sinister man’s interest in its existence was the proper interest that the robbed have in the proceeds of the robbery. Had Maurice Tarn been engaged in speculation on the grand scale? Her heart went down at the thought. If this were the case, all her vague suspicions were confirmed, and Mr. Tarn’s behaviour was revealed in a new light.

“Was it stolen… the money?” she asked jerkily. “Did Mr. Tarn…?”

“For God’s sake don’t ask questions!”

Ralph wanted to get away somewhere by himself and read the memorandum. His nerves were so on edge that he could not even simulate politeness.

Elsa was silent all the way back to the hotel, and was glad when her cavalier made his excuses and left her hurriedly at the entrance. She, too, needed solitude and the opportunity for calm consideration.

Hallam reached Half Moon Street, scarcely noticing the two men he overtook just before he reached his house. His key was in the lock, when a sudden premonition of danger made him turn quickly. The blow that was intended for his head just missed him, and, striking out, he floored the first of his opponents, but the second got under his guard, and this time he saw the flash of steel and felt the rip of the cloth where the point struck.

“That’s for Soyoka!” hissed the man as he stabbed.

Hallam kicked wildly, and in the brief space of time that his advantage gave to him, he had jerked his automatic from his pocket. In another second his assailants were flying toward the Piccadilly end of the street… for a second his pistol was raised, and then, realizing the commotion that would follow a shot, he put the gun back in his pocket.

Ralph Hallam came to his little study, white and shaken. Soyoka had struck his second blow!
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Early the following morning, Ralph Hallam made a call at Stebbing’s Bank, Old Broad Street, and, after the usual mysterious conferences and scrutinies which invariably accompanied a call upon the general manager and proprietor, he saw shown into the handsome boardroom where Mr. Tupperwill presided.

Mr. Tupperwill, settling his wing collar, offered him an expansive smile, a large soft hand, and the Louis Quinze chair he kept for distinguished visitors.

“I had your letter, Tupperwill, and I thought it best to come along and see you. I have some money coming to me — a large sum — in the course of the next few days, so you’ll have to let my overdraft run.”

Mr. Tupperwill pursed his lips as though he intended whistling but had thought better of it.

“You can have an overdraft, of course, my dear fellow, but—”

“There is a but to it, then?” said Ralph, a little irritated.

“There is a slight but,” said the other gravely. “We run on very conservative lines — from conservare, to keep together — in our case to keep together our — er — assets; and when the scale goes down with an overdraft we like to have a little collateral on the other side to balance it up again. But in your case, my dear Hallam, we’ll let the scale drop down without a balance! How much do you want?”

Hallam told of his requirements, and the proprietor of Stebbing’s Bank jotted it down on a tablet.

“That’s that,” he said. “And now I want to ask you a question. I fact, I thought of ringing you up the day before yesterday, after I saw you, but I thought you would not want to be bothered. Who is Amery?”

“Amery? You mean Paul Amery? I thought you knew him?”

Mr. Tupperwill nodded.

“I know him; I know also his erratic henchman. Hallam, I’m breaking all the rules of the bank when I tell you that he has an account with us, a fairly big one. He came very well recommended and” — he pulled at his long upper up— “I don’t know what to make of him. My own inclination is to close his account.”

“Why?” asked Ralph in surprise.

Mr. Tupperwill seemed to be struggling with himself.

“With our clientele,” he went on slowly, “we cannot afford to be associated, even remotely, with dubious projects. My directors would never forgive me if I allowed the bank to be used — er — for purposes which are outside the ordinary channels of commerce.”

Ralph Hallam thought of the number of times the bank had been used to further his own peculiar devices, and smiled inwardly.

“Why are you suspicious of Amery?” he asked.

“I’m not suspicious of him,” said the banker reproachfully. “Suspicability does not enter into the question. I merely point out that Stebbings is essentially a family bank. We have no commercial houses on our books, and there hasn’t been a bill of lading in this office for fifty years.”

He looked round as though he were afraid that some sacrilegious eavesdropper might have concealed himself in that chaste apartment, and then, lowering his voice:

“Hallam, you are a friend of mine, or I would not tell you this. Yesterday he deposited a very large sum of money. I am not at liberty to tell you the amount, but it was—”

Ralph gasped.

“Two hundred thousand pounds?” he suggested eagerly. “In American bills?”

Mr. Tupperwill stared at him.

“How on earth did you know that?” he asked.

His visitor drew a long breath.

“Is that the amount?”

“Well, it was very nearly that amount, and, as you so shrewdly guess, it was in American currency. When I say he deposited that amount, I am in error. What he did was to put into our safe keeping a box. I may tell you — and I would not tell my own wife, if I were blessed with one — that we do not like these, what I would call, ‘secret deposits.’ We have a means, which I will not disclose to you, of discovering their contents. There are many things which happen in banks of which you are not aware, but your description of the amount and the nature of the money is very nearly correct — very nearly correct. How did you come to guess?”

Here Ralph was not prepared to enlighten his friend.

The banker rose and began to pace the room slowly, his chubby hands behind him. For a time he did not speak.

“You wonder why I asked you if you knew Amery, and now I’m going to complete my confidence, and you have the fate of the bank in your hands. I’ve been troubling about this matter ever since I made the discovery, and worrying myself to death as to whether I should tell you. In the box was something besides money. There was a large sealed envelope inscribed ‘Evidence against Hallam, to be employed on behalf of S. if necessary.’ Those were the words—’Evidence against Hallam’ — and who is ‘S’? I am not an inquisitive man, but I would have given a lot of money, a lot of money, to have broken those seals.”

Ralph went a shade paler.

“This morning he came and took the envelope away. Why, I do not know. He mentioned that he had taken it, quite unnecessarily. ‘It will be better in my own study,’ he said. But where did all that money come from? I don’t like it, I don’t like it at all. I like money to have a label. I like money able to announce the place it came from and how it was earned. That may sound curious to you. Two hundred thousand pounds — a million dollars, almost to a cent! Why doesn’t he put it to his account? Why keep it locked up, earning nothing? Fifty thousand dollars, ten thousand pounds’ worth of interest lost per annum! That is a crime.”

He shook a podgy finger at Ralph as though he were responsible.

“That is not good business. And I do not like a client who isn’t a good business man. Now, Hallam, you must tell me where that came from. You must know, because you mentioned the sum and the currency. Tell me.”

For once Ralph was not in an inventive mood. He offered some lame explanation, which obviously did not convince his hearer.

Then, most unexpectedly, Mr. Tupperwill changed the conversation.

“One of these days I should like to have a talk with your friend, Mr. Tarn—” he began, and Ralph stared at him incredulously.

“Didn’t you know? Haven’t you read?”

“Read what? I have seen nothing but this morning’s financial newspapers. Has anything happened to him?”

“He was murdered the night before last — murdered in my presence,” said Ralph.

Tupperwill took a step backward.

“Good God! You are surely not jesting?” he said.

Ralph shook his head.

“No, he was killed the night before last — as I say, in my presence. It is remarkable that you should not have heard of it.”

On Mr. Tupperwill’s boyish face was a look of almost comical concern.

“Had I known, I would not have troubled you with that wretched letter, my dear friend.” He shook his head, almost humbly. “But I never read the newspapers, except those devoted to my own profession, and my valet, who usually keeps me au courant with contemporary happenings, is away visiting his sick mother. This is terrible, terrible! Will you tell me what happened?”

Ralph told the story in some detail, and the banker listened, without comment, until he had finished.

“Have they any idea as to who was the man in the room?”

“A very good idea. But unfortunately, the fellow we suspect, and who I’m pretty sure is the murderer, has proved an alibi. He was arrested late last night, on his return from the Midlands.

“Unfortunately for the police theory, he was wearing the hat which they expected to find he had lost, and his alibi was very complete.”

He did not tell how the bewildered Bickerson had put through a call to the Birmingham police, and from them had learnt that they were satisfied that at the hour the murder was committed Feng Ho was at the police station, registering his visit under the Aliens Act.

“One Chinaman looks very much like another,” he said, unconsciously paraphrasing Paul Amery’s words; “and I imagine that the alibi was very carefully faked, and the person who was with the Birmingham police wasn’t Feng Ho at all.”

“Feng Ho! Not Major Amery’s Feng Ho?” said the other, aghast.

“Do you know him? Yes, I remember you pointed him out to me.”

Mr. Tupperwill’s agitation was now complete.

“I know him because he has come to the bank on one occasion with Major Amery, and we cashed one of Major Amery’s cheques in his favour. Feng Ho! That is most surprising, most alarming! What of the poor young lady?”

“I think she will be well provided for,” said Ralph, anxious to pass that topic.

Mr. Tupperwill seemed profoundly affected by the news of Tarn’s death. He stood, his lips pursed, his eyes vacant.

“I remember seeing a newspaper poster: that, of course, must have been the murder. Extraordinary!”

And then he became the business man again.

“So far as your overdraft is concerned, my dear Hallam, you may draw, without any further reference to me, to the extent of your needs. No, no, I will not be thanked. Having expressed the caution which my directors would wish me to express, I have done my duty, and will of course give my own personal guarantee. The inquest will be — ?

“To-day,” said Ralph. “I am on my way now.”

Again the banker appeared lost in thought.

“Would you object greatly if I accompanied you to this inquisition? Such tribunals are infinitely depressing, but… well, I have a reason.”

Ralph wondered what that reason might be, but in his relief that a very difficult financial crisis had been overcome, though the relief was tempered by the news he had heard, he was prepared to endure the company of his ponderous friend. They arrived at the little court in time to hear his name called.

Until he was taking the oath at the witness-stand he did not see the girl, but when his eyes fell upon her face he guessed from her expression that she had already given her evidence. The proceedings held him until nearly five o’clock, when the inquest was adjourned. During this time it was impossible to get near her, and not until they were outside the court did he have a chance of speaking.

“I was rather a bear last night, Elsa, and I want you to forgive me. But my nerves were on edge.”

“Mine were too,” she said, and saw Mr. Tupperwill hovering in the background.

“I want you to meet my friend Mr. Theophilus Tupperwill,” he said, introducing the stout man. “This is Miss Marlowe.”

The banker took the girl’s hand in his, his countenance bearing that expression of melancholic sympathy for which the occasion called.

“I knew your poor uncle,” he said in a hushed voice. “I will say no more. ‘Sorrow breaks seasons and reposing hours, makes the night morning and the noontide night’ — Shakespeare.”

And with the delivery of that profound sentiment he took his farewell.

“Who is he?” she asked.

“Tupperwill: he’s the head of Stebbing’s Bank and a good fellow,” said Ralph. He had never suspected the banker of sentiment. “Are you going to Lou’s tonight?”

She shook her head.

“No, I can’t go tonight; I have to go back to the office.”

He looked at her in astonishment.

“You don’t mean to tell me that Amery expects you back there tonight?” he said incredulously.

“Not only expects, but demands,” she said, with a tightening of her lips. “I am resigning on Saturday: I left him a note telling him so. He has given me no consideration whatever. But please don’t talk about him. You can drive me a part of the way, can’t you?”

“All the way,” said Ralph indignantly.

His indignation was largely assumed. He did not expect any consideration for man, woman or child from Soyoka’s representative, and it would have been inconsistent with his mind picture of the man if Amery had shown the slightest evidence of humanity.

She thought he was a little distrait on the journey to the City and put it down to the natural reaction from the inquest. In truth Ralph Hallam’s mind was considerably occupied by the knowledge that, somewhere in Amery’s study was a heavily sealed envelope ominously inscribed, His mind went back to the letter that Tarn had received on the morning of his death. The offer of £100,000 was considerable, if Soyoka knew where he could lay his hand on twice that amount of money, and probably had already extracted the bills from the safe.

At her request, he left the girl at the end of Wood Street, and, in spite of her wrath at her employer, she hurried back to her office in a flutter, and was quite ready, when she saw him, to excuse herself for being late.

He was waiting in his room, standing with his back to the fireless grate, his hands clasped behind him, staring moodily at the floor. On his desk she saw, open, the letter she had left for him, and such was the power he exercised over her that she felt a little spasm of unease at the prospect of the reception which he would give to her resignation. The first words he spoke were on that matter.

“So you’re leaving us, Miss Marlowe?” he said. “You have saved me the trouble of dismissing you.”

At this, all her fears fled.

“You might at least have had the decency to spare me that offence,” she retorted hotly. “I am leaving you for no other reason than that it is impossible for any self-respecting girl to work with you; because your manners are deplorable, and your attitude to women, so far as I am able to judge from my own experience, is so unmannerly and boorish that it is degrading to be at your beck and call!”

He was staring at her as she spoke, and she thought she saw in his eyes a look of astonishment.

“Is that so?” was all he said. And then: “You told me you knew nothing of Stanfords?”

“And neither did I,” she said angrily. “Twice by inference you have called me a liar, and I hope that you will not repeat your insult.”

He was taken aback by her vehemence, and before he could speak she continued:

“I went to Mr. Tarn’s office without being aware that the Stanford Corporation had any existence except in your imagination. I haven’t the slightest idea of the business my uncle was conducting, but I suppose, from your attitude, that it was an improper one. As to how he got his money, and how much money he had, I am equally ignorant. I had no idea that there was money at all there. Dr. Hallam told me there were documents — it was your money, of course? My uncle stole it — is that the mystery?”

He shook his head slowly.

“No, your uncle stole no money from Amery’s,” he said, to her amazement. “So far as I know, he was a trustworthy man — where the firm’s money was concerned.”

He licked his lips. He had gone back to a contemplation of the blue carpet.

“I’m sorry,” he said, though there was no quality of sorrow in his tone. “I seem to have fallen into an error, Of course you knew nothing about Stanfords. He wouldn’t have told you.”

“Mr. Tarn never discussed his business affairs with me.”

“I’m not thinking of Mr. Tarn,” he said deliberately. “I am thinking of the excellent Dr. Hallam, who, unless I am great mistaken, is scheduled for a very troublous time.”

Another long interregnum of silence, during which a little of her old discomfort had returned, and then:

“I’m sorry. I withdraw the statement that I intended discharging you, although I did. If you wish to stay on in this post you may.”

“I have no such wish,” she said briefly, and, sitting down at the desk, opened her notebook.

Still he made no move.

“A chubby man,” he said, apropos of nothing, “and a lover of good things. His boast of abstemiousness is part of his vanity. The cracker and milk come at eleven, but he lunches royally at two.”

She was gazing, stupefied.

“Mr. Tupperwill,” he said, and explained, “I was at the inquest. You would not think Hallam could make friends with a man like that? But Hallam has unsuspected charms.”

Was he being sarcastic? She gave him no excuse for discussing. Ralph, and waited patiently, her pencil poised.

“Feng Ho thinks you are wonderful.” He broke the silence with this gratuitous remark, and she flushed.

“His good opinion of me is not reciprocated,” she said tartly, “and really, Major Amery, I am not interested in Feng Ho’s views about me. Do you wish to dictate any letters? I should like to home as early as possible: I have a headache.”

She saw his lip curl.

“You think I have been a brute, eh? Keeping your nose to the grindstone? But I’ll tell you something, young lady. I haven’t given you time to think! I have invented work for you, to keep your mind off a certain dark room in Elgin Crescent, where Tarn got what was coming to him for a long time. He had been warned.”

“By you?” she asked quietly.

“By me and by others.”

And then, with an effort, he tore himself from his thoughts, which were obviously unpleasant, and began, without preliminary, the dictation of what promised to be an interminable letter. This, however, it was not. Halfway through he stopped as suddenly as he had begun.

“I think that will do for tonight,” he said. “You need not make the transcript until tomorrow morning.”

He followed her into the outer office, his coat on his arm, his hat and cane in his hand.

“You are at the Palace Hotel, aren’t you? I may want you to come to my house tonight.”

“I’m afraid I have an engagement tonight,” she answered coldly.

At that moment the door opened and Jessie Dame came in. She was incoherent in her embarrassment at the sight of the forbidding face, and would have withdrawn.

“Miss Dame! I may want some work done tonight, in which case I would like you to accompany Miss Marlowe to my house — 304, Brook Street. Will you keep in touch with her?”

Elsa opened her lips to protest, but before she could speak he was gone, with no more acknowledgment of her presence than if she had been the desk against which she leant, stricken dumb with anger.

“I’ll not go, I’ll not go! I told him I was engaged, and I refuse to go to his house.”

Miss Dame glared sympathetically. But at the same time— “I’d rather like to see his house,” she said. “I’ll bet it’s full of trapdoors and secret panels. Have you ever seen ‘Sold for Gold’? Amery does remind me of the husband! He used to keep his real wife tied up in a cellar, and pretended he was single. And then, when he was leading the other girl to the altar, a strange figure appeared at the vestry door, heavily veiled, you understand — and, mind you, he still thought she was in the cellar — and just as the parson was going to say ‘Who will take this woman to be his wedded wife?’ up she springs, takes off her veil and it’s her!”

“Who?” asked the bewildered Elsa, interested in spite of herself.

“The wife — the real wife!” said Miss Dame triumphantly. “The one that was in the cellar. She got out owing to the butler, who’d been stealing money from the man, leaving the door open.”

“Anyway, I’m not going to his house,” said Elsa.

“There’ll be Indian servants there perhaps,” said Miss Dame hopefully. “Dark, noiseless men in spotless white. He claps his hands and they appear as if by magic from secret doors. And idols too! And incense — incense comes from India, doesn’t Miss Marlowe? I’d like to see that house.” She shook her head sadly. “I’d go if I were you, Miss Marlowe.”

“I’ll not do anything of the sort,” said Elsa, banging down the cover of her typewriter viciously.

“I’ll be in the same room with you,” encouraged Miss Dame. “There’s always trapdoors in those kind of houses. Do you remember ‘The Rajah’s Bride’? Ethel Exquisite was in it — I don’t think that’s her real name, do you? What’s your telephone number?”

“You needn’t bother to call me, because, if he sends for me, I shall not take the slightest notice.”

“304, Brook Street,” mused Miss Dame. “A House of Mystery!”

Elsa laughed in spite of herself. “Don’t be absurd. It’s a very ordinary West End house. I’ve passed it heaps of times, and I went there once, when the old Mr Amery was alive.”

“He has probably transformed it to suit his Eastern ideas,” said Miss Dame, loth to relinquish the picture she had formed. “There’ll be carpets that your feet sink into, and divvans—”

“Divans?” suggested Elsa.

“Is that how you pronounce it?” asked Miss Dame in surprise. “Dy-van? Well, there’ll be those. And joss-sticks, and music. I know these kind of people. Lord! I’d like to see it.”

Elsa saw her wistful eyes and was as much amused as she could be.

“One would almost think you were in league with him,” she said good-humouredly. “And now you can walk with me to the hotel, for fear I’m kidnapped in the streets of London and carried off to Major Amery’s secret harem.”

“Even that has been done,” said Miss Dame cheerfully.

It was not a pleasant evening for Elsa. She had scarcely arrived at the hotel before the girl rang her up and asked her whether she had changed her mind. At intervals of half an hour she heard the anxious voice of the seeker after romance.

“Don’t be silly, Jessie,” she said sharply. This was after the fifth time; she had had her dinner and gone to her room. “He hasn’t sent for me; and if he sends, I shall not go.”

“I shall call you up every half-hour till half past eleven,” said the determined female at the other end of the wire. “You can trust me, Miss Marlowe.”

Elsa groaned and hung up the receiver,

It was a few minutes before eleven when the telephone rang, and, thinking it was Jessie Dame, Elsa was in two minds about answering the call. When she did so, the voice that greeted her was Amery’s.

“Is that Miss Marlowe? Major Amery speaking. Get a cab and come round to my house, please. I have sent my housekeeper to fetch Miss Dame.”

“But, Major Amery, I am going to bed—”

Click! The receiver was hung up.

Here was her opportunity for asserting her independence. She had been a feeble, weak-kneed creature, deserving the contempt of every self-respecting woman. He should not order her about as though she were a slave. She would show him that he could not force her will.

She sat determinedly on the bed, her eyes fixed on the telephone bell, and when it rang, as it did after a quarter of an hour’s interval, she jumped.

“Is that Miss Marlowe?” The voice was impatient, almost angry. “I am still waiting for you. Miss Dame has already arrived.”

Elsa sighed wearily.

“I’ll come,” she said.

She tried to persuade herself that it was only because she could not leave Jessie Dame in what that imaginative lady had described as “The House of Mystery” that she was going, and because she was humouring the gaunt girl in her desire for sensation. But she knew in her heart that she was yielding to the domination which the sinister man had established, and she hated him more than ever.

A very prosaic butler opened the door to her, and a little, middle-aged woman, eminently respectable, took her up into the drawingroom, where she found Jessie Dame sitting on the edge of a chair, her lips tightly pressed together, her magnified eyes looking disapprovingly upon the extremely Western character of the room.

It was very large and a little old-fashioned, with its cut-glass chandelier converted for the use of electric current, its high-backed Chippendale chairs and ancient cabinets. The carpet, tortured with floral designs, scrolls and coarse-skinned Cupids, was distinctly Victorian. Elsa could well understand Miss Dame’s disappointment.

The sinister man was nowhere in sight, and they were left alone together.

“Have you seen him?” hissed Miss Dame.

“No.”

“He’s nothing much to look at,” deprecated Miss Dame, “but there’s a Chinese servant here. You’ve got to be careful!”

She put her finger to her lips as the door opened and Amery came in. He was in evening dress, and, from the scowl that puckered his forehead, she guessed that he was in his usual mood.

“I didn’t expect to send for you tonight,” he said brusquely, “but something has happened which has given a very serious aspect to my little joke.”

His little joke! She gasped. Was that his idea of humour to suggest he might send for her at any moment? Apparently it was, for he went on: “I am relying upon you girls to treat this matter as strictly confidential. You will hear things tonight which certain people would be very glad to know, and which they would pay a large sum of money to learn.”

He clapped his hands twice, and Miss Dame’s eyes glistened eagerly as a door at the end of the room opened and a Chinaman came in. It was not Feng Ho, but a little man in a blue silk coat and a sort of white petticoat He stood with his hands concealed in his sleeves, his head bowed respectfully, and there was a rapid exchange of question and answer in some hissing language, which the girls guessed was Chinese. When they had finished:

“Will you come this way?” said Amery, and walked toward the open door.

The Chinaman had disappeared, and, after a second’s hesitation, conscious that Miss Dame’s hand was clutching her arm with a bruising tightness, Elsa followed the head of the house of Amery into a smaller room, from which opened three doors. Amery turned the handle of the first of these, opened the door and stepped in, holding up his arm to warn them to remain. Presently his face reappeared round the edge of the door.

“Come in, please,” he said, and Elsa, with a wildly beating heart, walked into the well-lit room.

To all appearance a servant’s bedroom, its dimensions were limited, and the furniture consisted of a bed, a strip of carpet and a wardrobe. On the bed lay a man, and at the sight of him the girl was speechless with amazement.

His face white as death, his head and one hand heavily bandaged, the stricken man greeted her with a cheerful smile.

“Extraordinary!” he murmured.

“Meet Mr. Theophilus Tupperwill, the eminent banker,” said Amery.
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Mr. Tupperwill greeted the girl with a pathetic smile.

“We have met under happier circumstances,” he said. “This is the young lady who — ?

“We will take your statement,” interrupted Amery characteristically, and turned to the girl. “Our friend has had a very unpleasant turn, and is anxious — or rather, I am anxious — to see his experience recorded in black and white.”

“Very businesslike,” murmured Mr. Tupperwill.

“And signed,” added Amery, and the girl noted the extra emphasis he gave to the word.

The sinister man was touching the bandage on the man’s head, and she saw Tupperwill wince.

“Not bad for an amateur,” he said, with a pride which was almost human. “Now, Mr. Tupperwill. Have you brought your book, by the way?”

Elsa nodded. What was the meaning of this strange scene? Out of the corner of her eye she could see that Jessie Dame was quivering with excitement. At last this lover of the sensational had been brought into actual touch with a happening out of the ordinary.

Amery went out and returned with a chair, which he planted down with unnecessary noise near the wounded man’s bed.

“Now, Miss Marlowe,” he said curtly.

The banker turned his head with a grin of pain.

“Very businesslike,” he murmured again. “You would like me to make this statement? Now where shall I begin?”

She thought, from the position of his lips, that he was trying to whistle, but Amery, who knew him better, guessed the meaning of the grimace.

“I think I had better start with my dinner,” said Mr. Tupperwill slowly. “I dined at home — a devilled sole, a little chicken grandmère, and a soufflé — I don’t think there was anything else — oh, yes, an entrée, but the composition of the dinner has nothing to do with the matter. I had my coffee and then, at a quarter past ten, I took my evening stroll, three times round the block — an exercise which is necessary to me, for I am a poor sleeper. Usually I take my little dog for a walk, but this evening poor little Tamer was suffering from injuries inflicted by a large, undisciplined dog that he met in the park, and I walked alone. I did not in consequence deviate from my usual route, but went my customary round passing along Brook Street to Park Lane, and returning by the same route.

“I was halfway along the street, which at that time of night is a very quiet thoroughfare, when I saw a car drive up to the kerb and two men alight. A third man now appeared upon the scene, and suddenly, to my horror and amazement, all three began to fight! Though not of a pugnacious nature, I made my way quickly to the spot, with the idea of inducing them to desist. It was, in all the circumstances, a very hazardous decision for a man who is not especially athletic, and I have very good reason for regretting my action. I saw that the two assailants were powerfully built men. The third, whom they were attacking, I could not see, because they had wrapped his head in a cloth of some description, though he was still struggling violently. No sooner did I appear on the scene than somebody struck me, and I lost consciousness, and did not wake until I found myself in the hands of Major Amery and a passing pedestrian, who kindly assisted the Major to bring me into his house, at the door of which I had been attacked.”

“You have forgotten the letter,” said Amery drily.

“Oh yes, oh yes! All my ideas are at sixes and sevens. Please put in your statement that after dinner my footman brought me a letter, which he said he had found in the letterbox. I opened it and discovered a sheet of paper with four words—’You talk too much.’ Those were the words: the original may be seen. Exactly what they mean, and to what act of loquacity they refer, I cannot guess. I am habitually and by nature a — a person extremely reserved. That I could talk too much in any circumstances, is unthinkable. Now, are there any questions you would like to ask me, Major?”

“The car was gone, of course, when you were found?”

“Yes, and the man also — you saw nothing of them?”

“Yes, I saw them,” said the other carelessly. “At least, I saw a car. Have you got that, Miss Marlowe?”

Elsa nodded.

“You will find a small typewriter in my study. Mrs. Elinan will show you the way. I would like that statement typed and signed.”

She went out with Jessie Dame, the latter so thrilled that her voice was a squeaky twitter of sound.

“What do you think of that?” she asked, when they were alone together in the plain little study to which the housekeeper had taken them. “Have you ever heard anything like it? Doesn’t that beat the pictures? As I always say, there’s more villainy happens in real life than people know — tho do you think it was, Miss Marlowe?”

Elsa was sitting before the typewriter, her mind in a turmoil. “I don’t know whether Major Amery has a grudge against this man,” she said slowly, “but I have heard and read about these sham street fights, which are intended to bring innocent people within reach.”

Miss Dame gasped, and flopped down on a sofa, which was the nearest to a “divvan” she had seen.

“You don’t mean that the sinister man got up this quarrel to catch Mr. Tupperwill?”

Elsa shook her head.

“I don’t know what to think,” she said.

For some reason she did not wish to discuss Amery with the girl, but as she recalled Amery’s callous indifference and his eagerness to have a signed statement which obviously would exculpate himself, her suspicions grew.

Why did he not go to the police? It was unthinkable that he should have any quarrel with Tupperwill. There seemed no grounds, except that he was a friend of Ralph. But if that were the case, and Tupperwill could be regarded as an enemy who had ‘talked too much,’ how easy it would be to engineer that scene in Brook Street! He must have known something of Tupperwill’s habits. Probably at the same hour every night the stout man took his constitutional along Brook Street. A creature of habit, playing into the hands of these men.

She shivered. It did not bear thinking about.

Searching the table where the typewriter stood for a sheet of blank paper, she saw there was none suitable, and did not like to open any of the drawer. Then, glancing quickly round the room,. her eyes rested on a small cupboard of unpainted pine. It was evidently a new fixture. Miss Dame intercepted the look.

“Do you want paper, dear?” she asked, and half rose. But Elsa was already on her feet.

“It may be here,” she said.

The door of the cupboard was ajar. She pulled it open and found, as she had expected, a number of shelves with library requirements. She found something else: a short length of material which she recognised as rhinoceros hide and which the South Africans call ‘sjambok.’ Mr. Tarn had had a walkingstick made of the skin. In length it was about twenty inches, and was almost as thick as her wrist. She would not have noticed it, but for the fact that it lay upon a package of paper which was sprinkled with some dark stain. She opened the cupboard wider. The stain was blood, and, repressing her desire to announce her find, she picked up the thing gingerly and brought it to the light. And then she saw that the end was red and still wet!
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The mystery of Mr. Tupperwill’s injury was a mystery no longer. This was the weapon that had been used, and the hand that had struck him down was the hand of Paul Amery. He must have come straight into the study, which was the first room off the hall, thrown the stick into the cupboard and forgotten about it, and then gone out to pretend he was assisting the unfortunate banker. Probably the presence of that pedestrian saved Tupperwill’s life. She shuddered, and, clutching at the package of paper, came back to the table.

“Why, Miss Marlowe, what is the matter?”

Jessie Dame stared in stupefaction at the change in the girl’s colour.

“I don’t know. I’m a little upset perhaps,” said Elsa unsteadily.

She tore open the package, fixed a sheet in the machine, and, biting her lip, concentrated upon the statement. While she typed, the hideous thing became more clear. Her theory was substantiated.

She had just finished when Amery came into the room. He took the paper from her hand, corrected two typing mistakes, and went out of the room again.

“One of you girls come,” he said; “I want a witness.”

Jessie Dame followed him before she realized that she was unattended. She came fluttering back a few minutes later with the announcement that she had “witnessed the deed,” and that Mr. Tupperwill was sitting up and had expressed his intention of going home.

“And I’m certain as certain can be,” said Miss Dame dramatically, “that your theory as to how the murder was committed is true. When I say ‘murder,’ I mean it might have been murder. They were waiting for this poor dear man—”

“Jessie Dame, you are to forget what I have said.”

Elsa was surprising herself by her fatuous defence of the man.

“It is much more probable that Mr. Tupperwill’s theory is correct: that the two were strangers, they were attacking a third person, and that, thinking he was interfering, they struck him down.”

Through the open door she heard footsteps in the passage, and presently Mr. Tupperwill, looking very wan and limp, came in.

“A little brandy, I think, will do you a whole lot of good,” said Amery. He opened a cellarette and poured out a small brown potion.

“Brandy… yes, thank you,” muttered the banker. “There is one other statement I should like to have made. I ought to have described the man they were taking away, but I forgot that part.”

“You didn’t see his face, I understand?”

“No, I didn’t see his face. As far as I could tell, he was a shortish man, dressed in a yellowish kind of tweed. The trousers,” said Mr. Tupperwill soberly, “I could swear to.”

“I am seeing Mr. Tupperwill home.” Amery was addressing the girl. “I don’t think I have any further need for you tonight. Thank you for coming.”

It was on the tip of Elsa’s tongue to retort that she hoped her wasted evening would count as overtime, but so many things came to the tip of her tongue and went no further in the presence of this forbidding man.

She got rid of Jessie Dame as quickly as she could, and, going straight to the hotel, called up Ralph and told him what had happened.

“You’re not in bed yet?” said Ralph quickly. “I mean, can I see you if I come round?”

“Why, yes,” she said in surprise, “but I can see you in the morning.”

“No, I must see you tonight. I can’t talk over the ‘phone. Will you be waiting for me in the vestibule?”

She looked at the watch on her wrist: it was then half-past eleven.

“Yes, I’ll risk my reputation. Come along,” she said.

He was with her in a remarkably short space of time, and learnt in detail the story of Tupperwill’s alarming experience. Elsa had thrown discretion to the wind. She felt that in this case at any rate, she need show no reluctance in relating her employer’s business. When she had finished, Ralph was looking at her strangely.

“So that is it! He talks too much! The devil must have learnt what Tupperwill told me this morning, though how on earth they overheard beats me. First Tarn, then the money, and now Tupperwill. Soyoka stops at nothing.”

“Soyoka? Why, that’s the drug man, isn’t it? Oh, Ralph!” At that moment was revealed in a flash the mystery that had so puzzled her.

“Soyoka! The drug gangs! There are two — one Soyoka, the other — not Mr. Tarn!” she breathed.

He nodded.

“You’ve got to know sooner or later.”

“And you?” she asked, in a voice scarcely above a whisper.

“And me also,” he said coolly. “There’s no sense in being shocked, Elsa. It is a commercial proposition. You wouldn’t object to meeting a distiller or a brewer, just because a few fellows couldn’t hold liquor and behave like gentlemen?”

“Soyoka!” she said again. “Major Amery?”

“He’s either Soyoka or his big man.”

“And Mr. Tupperwill?”

“He’s nothing,” said Ralph impatiently. “Tupperwill is just my banker, and he happens also to be Amery’s banker. He told me that he didn’t like the account on his books — that was one of the things he said. Amery has come to know, and tonight the gang went out to teach Tupperwill a lesson. And I can prove it,” he said. “Tomorrow Amery will close his account at Stebbing’s Bank, and bring away all his deed-boxes. By gad! If I knew!”

His eyes were bright, his voice quivered with excitement. As for the girl, she felt physically sick at the revelation.

“It is too dreadful, too dreadful!” she said in a low voice. “I can’t believe that men could be such brutes! Was that money, Ralph — the money that” — she hesitated— “uncle earned, and you…”

Her look of hardly concealed disgust irritated him.

“That’s not the way to look at it,” he said. “I tell you that it’s just a commercial proposition. Against the law, perhaps, but then, many things are. It is no worse than rum-running, and I know of some decent people who are making money—”

“Not decent, surely!” she said, with a sudden revival of her old self.

She rose.

“I’ll have to think this over,” she said, and went up to her room, her mind all ways.
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One very definite conclusion she reached, when she was putting on her shoes preparatory to going to that hateful office: her connection with Amery’s was practically finished. Why she did not proclaim the man’s infamy from the housetops puzzled her Was her moral code so loose that she could condone one crime at least of which she had proof, and another which she now suspected?

How would he appear to her now, she wondered, now that she knew him for what he was, a man who was living by debasing humanity, a cruel, brutal thug, who could strike down an unoffending man because he had dared break some rule of the bank?

Her way eastward led her past the great newspaper offices, and, obeying an impulse, she turned into the publisher’s department, and began a search of the files. Presently she found the paragraph she had read to her uncle that morning, and which (now she well understood why) had thrown him into such a state of agitation.

A stray reporter who drifted in, en route to the cashier’s desk, saw a pretty girl turning the pages, and, noticing that she was not scanning the advertisement columns, sidled up to her.

“Can I help you?” he asked. “I’m on the staff of the paper.”

Her first inclination was to decline his assistance. But she had recalled something Major Amery had said, and she was debating whether it would be too long a job to find the news she wanted, when he appeared on the scene.

“I’m trying to find an account of the holding up of the Chinese train.”

“Oh, the Blue Train outrage? You won’t find it on that file. It happened months ago,” he said.

“Do you remember why it was held up?”

The youthful reporter smiled.

“To get a little easy money, I guess,” he said. “There were one or two wealthy opium smugglers on the train.”

Opium again! She drew a long sigh.

“Thank you very, very much,” she said, and hurried out, to the disappointment of the young connoisseur of feminine elegance.

It was curious, she thought, when the bell called her to his presence, that Amery did not look any different. She thought that, in the light of her knowledge and a keener scrutiny, she would detect some evidence of his callousness. There must be that in his face which would betray his evil mind. But no: he was just what he had always been, and for his part, neither his manner nor his tone revealed the slightest difference in his attitude towards her, except that for once he was gracious.

“I am much obliged to you for coming to me last night,” he said. “You will be delighted to learn that Mr. Tupperwill passed an excellent night, and the doctor thinks that he will be able to go to business in a few days.”

Was there an undercurrent of mockery in his tone? She thought there was, and could only marvel at his cool brutality.

“And what comfort had Dr. Hallam to offer to you?” he went on immediately.

“You watch me rather closely, Major Amery,” she said quietly. “I did not ask the doctor to come to comfort me.”

“Oh, you DID ask him to come, did you? I thought you might have done,” he said. “Was he impressed by the news of Tupperwill’s sad fate? I see that you don’t feel inclined to discuss the matter. We’ll get on with the letters.”

The matter was still in his mind at the end of half an hour’s dictation, for he asked:

“Was there anything you did not tell him about last night’s happenings?”

Quick as a flash came the reply:

“I did not tell of the bloodstained sjambok I found in the paper cupboard.”

She could have bitten her tongue. The sentence was half out before she tried to stop herself, but it was too late. Not a muscle of his face moved; the grave eyes did not so much as blink.

“I wondered where you’d found the paper, and hoped I had left some on the desk. I suppose you think I am a pretty tough case?”

“I think you’re perfectly horrible,” she said. “May I go now?”

“You think I’m perfectly horrible, do you? And so do others, and so will others,” he said. “As for Tupperwill, he should have been a little more discreet.”

“Oh!” she gasped. “Then you admit it!”

He nodded.

“The lesson will not be lost on him,” he said.

She hardly knew whether she was asleep or awake when she got back to her typewriter, and was absurdly grateful for the unmusical click and crash of the keys, which brought her back to the mental position of a rational being.

She hoped, as she banged savagely at the keys, that Major Amery’s new secretary would have sufficient spirit to shake his self-conceit. She prayed that the unfortunate female (no man would endure him for a week) would break every one of his rules — open his letters and unfasten the strings of his parcels; two of his eccentricities being that he would allow no one to open either except himself. She pictured a steely-faced Gorgon with a heart of stone, who would freeze him to humbleness. As Major Amery had the choosing of his own secretaries, she reflected ruefully, he would probably find some wretched, broken-spirited girl who would accept his insolence as a normal condition of her employment.

She was engaged in inventing a special type of secretary when the bell rang sharply and she flew in to the tyrant.

“I forgot a letter when you were in here before,” he said. “Take this:

“To the Managing Director, Stebbing’s Bank.

“SIR,

“I am this day closing my account with Stebbing’s Bank, and have to request that my balance be transferred to my credit at the Northern & Midland. And this further authorizes you to hand to the bearer the steel box held by the bank in my name. The receipt of the bearer, Mr. Feng Ho, B.Sc., should be accepted as mine.

“Yours faithfully.”

She went back to her machine, finally convinced that all that Ralph had prophesied had come true. Amery was closing his account at the Stebbing Bank.

Paul Amery was the subject of another discussion between two men, one of whom had reason to hate and the other to suspect him. Mr. Tupperwill lay in the centre of his large bed, a picturesque figure; one white-clad hand gripped a golden bottle of smelling salts, for his head ached vilely. Nevertheless, he had not been unwilling to receive Ralph Hallam and to give him a first-hand account of his misfortune. And Ralph had been most sympathetic and enquiring. But at the very suggestion that his assailant was none other than Paul Amery himself, Mr. Tupperwill had been as indignant as if his own bona fides had been attacked.

“Nonsense, my dear man, nonsense!” he said, as sharply as his throbbing head would permit. “Amery was nowhere near the place. I distinctly saw the men who attacked me. There may have been a third person, but I very much doubt it. There was not even a chauffeur on the box of the car. Why on earth should Amery attack me?”

There was excellent reason, thought Ralph, but this did not seem the moment to make a disclosure.

“It struck me as possible,” he said. “Amery is a wildish kind of fellow—”

“Rubbish! Stuff! Excuse the violence of my language, my dear Hallam, but it is too fantastic to discuss the two wretched assassins — which, by the way, comes from the word Hassan, the old man of the mountains who first employed murderers to settle his private feuds. Neither of these two was Amery, I’ll swear.”

Very wisely, Ralph did not press the point.

“At the same time,” Mr. Tupperwill went on, “I confess that I do not like Major Amery as a client, and I shall seize the very earliest opportunity of getting rid of his account.”

“I think he’ll save you the trouble,” said Ralph drily.

“Why?” Mr. Tupperwill’s eyes opened wide.

“Because — well, because—” Ralph picked up the letter that Mr. Tupperwill had shown him, read the four words and smiled.

“Do you connect this warning with the piece of information you gave me yesterday morning?” he asked.

“About Amery? Good heavens, no!”

“It is the same kind of letter-paper, the same kind of writing, that poor Tarn received before his death. Evidently written by the same man. And to what other indiscretion, if it were an indiscretion, can this note refer? You have not talked about anybody except Amery and his account?”

Mr. Tupperwill was silent for a moment, stupefied by the suggestion.

“Pshaw!” he said at last. “He could not have known of our conversation. It took place in my private office, where it is impossible, absolutely impossible, that we could have been over heard.”

“You have a loudspeaking telephone on your desk: was that switched off?”

“I think so,” said Mr. Tupperwill slowly. “It is almost second nature to make it dead. I can’t say that I am exactly comfortable with that wretched American invention, and I’ve thought once or twice of having it removed. It is very useful, for I have only to stretch out my hand and turn a switch to talk to any of my departments, but it is dangerous, very dangerous. Now I wonder!”

He pulled at his lip for a long while, trying to remember.

“It is unlikely,” he said, “but there is just the possibility that the switch may have been down. Even in that case, which of my staff would betray me? No, my dear man, you must get that idea out of your head. It isn’t possible. There is nothing wrong about Amery. I am almost sorry I expressed my doubts to you, if by so doing I have sown the seeds of suspicion in your mind.”

Ralph chuckled quietly.

“In my case they’re already in flower,” he said. “I admit I’m prejudiced against Amery, and would go a long way to do him a real bad turn.”

Then, seeing the shocked expression on the other’s face, he went on: “Not that I shall.”

“Thank goodness for that!” said Mr. Tupperwill fervently. “I have always disliked violence, and now I have a greater antipathy than ever.” He touched his head tenderly.

Ralph said no more than the truth, that the thought in the foreground of his mind was an opportunity for getting even with the man whom he now hated with unparalleled intensity; and that afternoon opportunity took shape.
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“You’re determined to go on Saturday, Miss Marlowe?”

“Yes, Major Amery.”

Amery stood at the window, his hands in his pockets, glooming into the street.

“You will be rather difficult to replace,” he said. “Could you overcome your very natural reluctance to serve me for another week?”

She hesitated and was almost lost. If he had ordered her to remain, she might not have had the courage to deny him.

“I’m afraid I cannot stay after Saturday, Major Amery.”

Somehow she did not expect him to press her to stay then, nor was any further reference made to the attack on Mr. Tupperwill. Though she had nothing but the kindest feeling for Jessie Dame, she ventured to suggest that the girl should take her place when she had gone, for the position was a coveted one and carried a salary twice as large as the highest wage earned by the most expert stenographer in the firm.

“She can’t spell,” was his only comment, and in a way Elsa was glad.

If she expected him, knowing his pertinacious character, to renew his request later in the day, she was— “disappointed” was about the only word which exactly described her feelings when the day wore through and the matter was not brought up. At four-thirty the office caterer brought two tea trays, and one of these, as usual, she carried into Amery’s room. She put the tray down on his desk and he nodded, lifted the lid of the teapot and smelt it — a practice of his she had noticed before. This time he looked up before her faint smile had completely vanished.

“That amuses you, eh? I’ll show you something else that will amuse you more.”

He took a little flat case from his pocket, opened it, tore off a narrow slip of sky-blue paper, which he dipped into the milk. When he brought it out, the paper was red.

“Wait,” he said, poured the tea into the cup, and this time produced a thin pink slip.

Looking, she saw that the interior of the case held nothing but hundreds of these pink and blue slips. The pink paper he dipped into the tea, held it for a few seconds, and then drew it out. Where the tea had touched, the paper was a bright lemon yellow.

“A rough test, but reliable. Arsenic turns the milk paper green and the tea paper purple. Strychnine turns them both black, so does aconite. Cyanide, on the other hand, bleaches the blue paper white and turns the pink paper to a deep red.”

Elsa listened, openmouthed.

“You — you were testing for poison?” she said, almost unable to believe her ears.

“Something like that,” he said, and, replacing the case, put the milk and sugar in his tea. “By the way, that is one symptom of insanity notion a man gets — that he’s being poisoned, or that somebody is attempting his life.”

“But poison here!” she said sceptically.

“Well, why not? I have many enemies, and one, at least, is in the medical profession.”

At any other time she would have resented this reference to Ralph Hallam, but now the relationship in which these men stood, the knowledge of Ralph’s terrible business, silenced her.

Crook against crook — diamond against diamond! Surely he did not dream that Ralph would do so horrible a thing! That he should judge other men by himself was a human weakness. Perhaps he was mad, after all. He did not act like a normal being. And yet she saw none of the symptoms which she associated with an ill-balanced mind. He was a mystery, inscrutable. She had read stories of criminals who were endowed with a greatness which distinguished them from the rest of mankind, wonderful mentalities perverted to base use. Perhaps the sinister man was one of those, an object for compassion rather than contempt. On the whole she was very glad that her term of employment was coming to a rapid close.

After tea some letters and a parcel came for him. She put the letters on the blottingpad (he was out) and placed the parcel within reach of him. It had come by hand and was addressed:

“Major Amery, D.S.O,” it was the first intimation she had had that he held the Distinguished Service Order — she was constantly finding out new things about him, she thought whimsically, and, absorbed in the discovery, she took up a pair of scissors and cut the string that fastened the parcel. Invariably she had done this for old Mr. Amery, and never realized that the scissors were in her hand, till a snarl of anger made her spin round, affrighted. Amery stood in the doorway leading to the corridor.

“What in hell are you doing?” he roared.

She fell back before the blaze of his eyes. He was so menacing, his mien was so savage, his voice so harsh that he terrified her.

“How often have I told you not to open my parcels?” he growled. His hand had dropped on the top of the cardboard box she had exposed.

“I’m — I’m awfully sorry. I had forgotten.”

The brown face was sallow. Was that his way of going pale?

“Do as you’re told,” he said, and lifted the box carefully in his hand, waited a second, and then rapidly took off the lid.

Reposing in a nest of white cotton wool was a round object, covered with white tissue paper. He did not touch it. Instead, he took up the scissors she had put down, snipped gingerly at the paper, and pulled a large piece aside.

“Fond of apples?” he asked in a changed voice.

It was a very small apple, but like no apple she had ever seen, for it bristled with steel needle points.

“That’s medical, I’ll swear,” and she saw his lip lift. “He used a hundred needles, and there’s death in every point! The cute cuss!”

There was genuine admiration in his voice.
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“Rather ingenious,” said Amery. “Not heavy enough for a bomb, and when one opened the package, what more natural than to seize this paper-covered little ball?”

“But are they poisoned?” she asked, bewildered. “With what?”

He shook his head.

“I don’t know. An analyst would find out if I took the trouble to send it to an analyst. Anthrax, probably — or one of a dozen other diseases. There is enough venom in the sac of the average cobra to supply all those little points with a fatal dose.”

He carefully put the lid on, tied a piece of string round the box, and, opening a cupboard, locked it away.

“Who sent it? Not Ralph — not Mr. Hallam? You don’t for one moment imagine he would do such a thing?”

“Hallam?” He bit his lip thoughtfully. “No, probably not Hallam.”

“Are you Soyoka?” she blurted, and he brought his gaze round to her.

“Do I look like a stout and middle-aged Japanese gentleman?”

“I know you’re not a Japanese,” she said impatiently, “but are you Soyoka’s agent?”

He shrugged his shoulders and looked toward the cupboard.. “Apparently there are people who think I am. Dr. Hallam? No I don’t think it was Dr. Hallam. If I did” — he showed his teeth for a second in a mirthless grin, and she shivered involuntarily.

“You look dreadful.”

Again she had no intention of speaking. She had surprised herself when she had asked him if he was Soyoka.

For a second she thought he would resent her comment, but he accepted it without offence.

“I am dreadful—’perfectly horrible’ was your remark, if I remember rightly. And there are horrible things in this world, Miss Marlowe, things you do not guess and cannot know; things I hope you never will know. ‘Horrible’ is a word you should never apply to a plain, straightforward dope smuggler — nay, even to a murderer. The real horrors are things that newspaper men do not write about; and when you come into contact with these, why, you find you’ve been wasting a whole lot of superlatives, and you’re stunned for an exact description.”

It was quite a long speech for him, and she had an odd sensation of pleasure. She felt almost as if she had been taken behind the steel doors of his reserve.

“I don’t want you to think that either murder or drug smuggling is an admirable pastime. You’re pretty safe in believing that the things your mother taught you were wrong, and not all the gilding, or high-class thinking, or toney philosophy in the world can make them right. I suppose you think those are queer sentiments coming from Soyoka’s right-hand man?”

There was a peculiar glint in his eye, which she chose to regard as threatening. Perhaps he was unbending because he wished to persuade her to remain with him, but apparently this was not the case, for he did not follow up the advantage which his unusual geniality had created.

For yet another night she postponed her removal to Herbert Mansions. By the weariness in Mrs. Trene Hallam’s voice when she telephoned her, Elsa gathered that the good lady was as anxious to get the visit over as she. Elsa slept better that night and went to the office without any preliminary searchings of heart.

She had been at work five minutes when Miss Dame came flying into the room, and from her flushed appearance and her startled eyes, Elsa guessed that something unusual had happened.

“Have you heard the news?” hissed the girl melodramatically. Elsa had heard too much news of a startling character to be wildly excited.

“Who do you think is the new manager?”

One of the sub-managers had been temporarily appointed to fill Mr. Tarn’s position. That it was only a temporary appointment Elsa was now to learn for the first time.

“He’s in the office, sitting there as large as life, giving orders to white Christian people.”

“Not Feng Ho!” gasped Elsa,

“Feng Ho,” said Miss Dame impressively. “That’s the last straw! If Amery expects well-educated young ladies to take their orders from a savage, well, he’s got another guess coming. I know what the Chinese are, with their opium dens and their fantans and other instruments of torture. Not me, my girl!” Miss Dame shivered in her indignation. “I’m going to tell his nibs.”

“Tell him now,” said Amery’s cold voice.

Elsa always jumped at the sound of him, but Miss Dame literally leapt.

Paul Amery stood in the doorway, his hands in his pockets.

“Tell him now. I gather you object to Feng Ho as general manager. I regret that I did not call you to the board meeting which decided upon the appointment, but I like to be alone when I make these momentous decisions. What is your objection, Miss Dame?”

“Well, sir,” stammered Miss Dame, going red and white, “he’s Chinese and foreign.”

“Don’t you realize that you’re Chinese and foreign to ‘him? As to his being an ignoramus or a savage, as you suggested a little time ago, he is a particularly well educated gentleman. At least he can spell,” he added significantly.

Elsa thought this was cruel.

“He may be able to spell in Chinese,” said Miss Dame with dignity, “but that’s neither here nor there. I’m not much of a speller myself, I admit. Only you can quite understand, Major Amery, that we girls have got to look out for ourselves.”

Miss Dame’s attempt to drag Elsa into the argument amused the girl. Apparently it amused the sinister man also, for his lips twitched.

“Feng Ho will not bother you, or interfere with you in any way. He will deal entirely with the Chinese trade, which is by: far the most important department of our business.”

When he had gone:

“Wasn’t he mild?” said Miss Dame. “He must have seen by my eye that I wasn’t going to let him start something without my being there to ring the bell. Put a man in his place once, and he stays there. And listen, Miss Marlowe: I had my horoscope cast this morning — at least, the letter came this morning. I was born under Pisces, and I’m supposed to be highly emotional, imaginative, observant, artistic, musical, precise and prudent!”

“In those circumstances,” said Elsa, “I think you may be able to cope with Mr. Feng Ho as general manager. You seem to have all the qualities that a girl should possess in those difficult circumstances.”

Miss Dame scratched her head with the end of her pencil. “It never struck me that way,” she said, “but perhaps you’re right.”

Elsa did not go out to lunch: she had not forgotten her encounter with the press photographers, and until the case was, settled she decided to lunch in the office.

It was fortunate that she did so, for Bickerson called to ask, with variations, the same wearing string of questions that he had asked at least a dozen times before: the names of Tarn’s relatives, particulars of his friendships, his animosities, his likes and dislikes, his habits, his houses of call, his clubs.

“Is it necessary to ask me all this again?” said Elsa wearily. “I think I’ve told you this before.” And then, as though the thought occurred to her but was too preposterous to entertain:

“You’re not expecting me to vary my story? Oh, Mr. Bickerson, you are!”

The stolid Bickerson smiled innocently.

“A witness sometimes remembers fresh incidents,” he said; “and you can well understand, Miss Marlowe, that everybody in that house when the murder was committed has to be questioned and cross-questioned. It is part of our system of detection.”

“Did you cross-question Feng Ho?” she asked.

The smile came off his face.

“I certainly cross-questioned him to a degree, but he had his alibi all done up in silver paper; we couldn’t have broken it with a steam hammer. Major Amery in?”

“No, he’s gone out,” she said. “Did you want to see him?”

“No,” he said carelessly, “I don’t particularly want to see him. If he’s there I’ll stroll in.”

“I’ll see,” said Elsa.

As she expected, Amery was gone. But Mr. Bickerson was not content, either with the view he had of the room through the doorway, or with his earlier and closer inspection of the apartment. He strolled in past the girl, humming an aria. (He was something of a baritone, and had a reputation in amateur operatic circles.)

“A very nice little room this,” he said. “An extremely nice little room. Would you be so kind as to go downstairs and tell my man at the door that I’m waiting for Major Amery?”

She looked at him squarely.

“Yes, I will, if you’ll be so kind as to come out of the room and let me lock the door,” she said.

He laughed.

“You think I’m going to conduct a quiet little search on my own eh, without the formality of a warrant? Well, you were right, only I’ve got the warrant, you see.”

He produced a blue paper and handed it to her.

“It would have been ever so much better if I could have done this quietly, without Major Amery knowing anything about it, but I respect your scruples, and if you’d rather I waited until the Major came in, I will do so.”

They had talked ten minutes when Elsa heard the door of Amery’s room close, and went in to him.

“A search warrant, has he? I wondered when that would come. Tell him to step in. Good-morning, Bickerson. You want to have a look round, Miss Marlowe tells me. Sail right in.”

“I’ve got a pro forma warrant,” said Bickerson with a shrug, “but that means nothing.” And then: “Bit of a tough case, that of Mr. Tupperwill’s the other night?”

“Oh, you’ve heard about it, have you? Who squealed — Mr. Tupperwill?”

Bickerson scratched his chin.

“Nobody exactly squealed,” he said. “It came to me in the ordinary way of business.”

“Was it Mr. Tupperwill or the excellent Dr. Hallam?” persisted Amery.

“Know him?” asked Bickerson, his keen eyes on the other’s face.

“I am acquainted with him, yes.”

“It is a queer thing, that case of Tupperwill,” drawled Bickerson. “I wonder you didn’t report it to the police straight away, Major Amery?”

“You mean Tupperwill’s beating?”

Bickerson nodded, and saw the thin lips twitch.

“Oh, well, there’s nothing to that, is there? Those things happen every day.”

“Not in London. They may happen in Calcutta, and they may happen in Shanghai, where the sight of a Chinese policeman half beaten to death doesn’t create so much of a scandal as it might in, say, Regent Street or Piccadilly Circus.”

“I get you,” said Amery.

He opened a box on his table, took out a thin black cigar and lit it.

“I suppose I ought to have reported it to the police, but it’s up to Tupperwill. After all, he was the aggrieved party.”

“Humph!” The detective was inspecting his shoes earnestly. “Curious that dust up should happen outside your house.”

“Very curious. Equally curious that it should happen outside anybody’s house,” said Amery coolly.

There was a little pause in the conversation. Bickerson was evidently turning over certain matters in his mind.

“There is a feud between two gangs that are operating in London — two dope gangs: the amateurs, and Soyoka’s crowd. I have reason to believe that Tupperwill has offended one of the gangs in some way.”

“So I understand.”

“Do you know how?” asked Bickerson quickly.

“I only know what he told me, that he had had a letter saying that he was talking too much. It seemed to me rather an inadequate reason for beating his head off, for I think you will agree that, if every man who talked too much was flogged for his sins, there would be few people in London, or New York for the matter of that, who could wear hats with comfort.”

Another interval, during which the sinister man puffed steadily at his cigar and watched the windows on the opposite side of the street with curious interest.

“You have travelled extensively in the East, Major. Rave you ever met Soyoka?”

“Yes. Have you?”

He pushed the cigar-box toward the detective, and Bickerson helped himself and was now holding a match to the end. He waited until he had most carefully and deliberately extinguished the flame, and put the stick in a copper ashtray before he answered.

“I’ve seen members of the gang, but I’ve never seen Soyoka. Met them in town. They’re a slippery little crowd to hold. The amateurs may be easy, because we’ve got a line to them. There are one or two men in the Midlands who ought to have received that warning about talking too much—”

“You have met some members of the Soyoka gang?” interrupted Amery with polite interest. “You interest me. What are they like?”

“They are very much like you” — a pause— “or me. Very ordinary, everyday people, whom you wouldn’t suspect of pulling down a comfortable income out of filling the psychopathic wards. There’s thirty thousand pounds a week spent on drugs in this country — on illicit drugs, you understand — which is considerably over a million and a half a year. There’s eighty per cent profit, and the trade is in a few hands. You understand, Major Amery?”

Amery nodded.

“Which means,” the detective continued, “that it is worth the while of really swell firms to take up this trade, because it’s growing and the million and a half this year is going to be three millions next year unless we find the man who will turn King’s evidence — State’s evidence they call it in America, don’t they?”

“So I understand,” said Amery. “In other words, unless you get a real valuable squeak, you don’t think you’ll catch Soyoka?”

“That’s what I mean. I don’t think we’ll catch him this year. We may have a stroke of luck; we may break the gang by finding the man who murdered Maurice Tarn, whether that man is white or yellow.”

“I see: you’ve still got poor Feng Ho under suspicion?”

“I’ve nobody under suspicion,” said the detective calmly. “Feng Ho had his alibi in good order.”

He rose to go.

“Pretty smart girl, that — Miss Marlowe, I mean. I was going to take a quiet look round your place, but she wouldn’t have it.”

“Is she under suspicion too?”

The detective carefully flicked off the ash of his cigar into the fireplace.

“No, she isn’t under suspicion; she’s all right, unless…

“Unless what?” asked the other sharply.

“Unless we were able to prove that, at some time before the murder, she purchased from a chemist some two ounces of laudanum.”

“What!”

“I am referring to the laudanum that was found in the nearly empty bottle of brandy that stood by Maurice Tarn’s side, and from which he had been drinking all the evening,” said the detective. “Good afternoon!”



XXVI. An Impulsive Question


Table of Contents


Elsa heard him going down the passage, humming his aria, little dreaming of the onus which this officer of the law was attaching to her.

After the luncheon hour she was usually very busy, but the sinister man did not send for her, though he was still in his room. She had to take a file into the office that had been her uncle’s, and it was with a little twinge of pain that she knocked at the door and heard Feng Ho’s soft voice bid her enter. She need have been under no apprehension, for nothing remained to remind her of Maurice Tarn. The office had been completely cleared; there was not an article of furniture, not so much as a hanging almanac, to remind her of the man who had passed in so mysterious, so dreadful a fashion. Instead, the carpet had been removed, the floor scrubbed, and in the centre of the room was a square of grass matting.

Feng Ho sat cross-legged at a little table which was not more than a foot from the floor, and seemed wholly inadequate, since the gilded cage occupied more than half the available writing space, and his ink and brushes took up most of the remainder. He had discarded some of his modern garments: she saw his coat and hat hanging up on a hook behind the door: and he wore, instead, a little black silk jacket, buttoned closely to his neck and braided in most unexpected places.

“Good afternoon, miss.” He gave her his usual grin. “Pi has missed you excessively.”

And, as though corroborating his master’s statement, the little canary burst forth into a wild jamboree of song, which ceased as suddenly as it began.

What made her ask the question, she did not know. Nothing was farther from her thoughts when she had come in. But these seemed days of impulse.

“Feng Ho, did you kill Mr. Tarn?” she asked, and stood aghast at her own fatuity.

The little man was neither disconcerted nor hurt.

“Miss, I have not killed a gentleman for a very long time,” he said, “not intentionally, with malice aforethought, according to law. Some time ago — yes. It was vitally essential to decapitate certain Chinamen who had been rude to my papa, viz., cutting his throat with a sharp instrument.”

“I really don’t know why I asked you,” she said.

She could have cried with vexation at her own stupidity.

“It seems to me, if you will pardon me, miss, curiously inept. For if I had decapitated or otherwise destroyed my aged predecessor, it is extremely improbable that I would make an official statement for the titillation of official ears. Even a bachelor of science is not so scientific as to tell the truth when same leads to intensive hanging by the neck.”

Which was logical and true. Because she guessed that Feng Ho would tell the Major, she seized the earliest opportunity of forestalling him.

“It was a silly question, and I don’t know why I asked,” she said ruefully.

“I’m glad you did,” he said. “You still think Feng Ho was with him when he died?”

“I am sure.”

“And yet you never told the police? It was only by the discovery of the hat that they were able to connect him with the crime — and, of course,” he added as an afterthought, “the policeman saw him.”

“And you saw him,” she accused.

He raised his eyes and looked at her through halt-closed eyelids.

“What makes you say that?” he asked.

“You were on the spot when the murder was committed. If it were Feng Ho I aw in the room, he would go straight to you. Of course you saw him!”

“Of course I saw him.” His voice was almost mocking. “And yet, curiously enough, no policeman has connected my visit with Feng Ho. You ought to be at Scotland Yard. By the way,” he said, “do you ever have toothache?”

She looked at him in wonder.

“Toothache, Major Amery? No; why?”

“I don’t know. It occurred tome that you might suffer that way; most young people do. If you did, I have a much better medicine than laudanum, which is dangerous stuff to handle.”

He saw her brows meet in a frown.

“I don’t know what you’re trying to say,” she said. “I know nothing about laudanum; I’ve never seen it. What do you mean?”

For the second time she saw the quick flash of his teeth in a smile.

“What a suspicious person you are, Miss Marlowe! I’m almost glad you’re going,” was all the explanation he offered.
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On the Saturday morning, when her pay envelope came, Elsa opened it with mingled feelings of relief and regret. Though the sinister man had reverted to his normal condition of taciturnity, he had been a little more bearable, and she found some new characteristic every day; something which, if it could not be admired, was so far out of the ordinary that it was interesting.

Without counting the money, she looked at the pay slip and found that she had received a substantial addition for her “overtime.” Inconsistently, she wished he had not paid her this money: she would have preferred to give that extra piece of service, though why, she did not know.

At one o’clock, the hour at which she was to leave, she tidied her desk, emptied the drawers of her personal belongings, and at last, with a queer feeling of dismay, which had nothing to do with the fact that she was now out of employment, for Tarn’s lawyer had hinted to her that the dead man had left her a substantial sum of money, upon which she might draw, she knocked at the door of Amery’s room and went in.

He was pacing the floor slowly; stopped and turned as she entered, and raised his eyebrows enquiringly.

“Yes?”

“I’m going,” she said.

“Yes, of course, it’s Saturday. Thank you, Miss Marlowe, I will deal with the Nangpoo correspondence on Monday morning. Will you remind me, when the Chinese mail comes in, that—”

Elsa smiled faintly.

“I shall not be here to remind you, Major Amery,” she said. He looked at her, puzzled.

“Why won’t you be here?”

“Because — well, I’m leaving to-day. You knew that.”

“Oh, of course!”

He had forgotten! And then: “When is the adjourned inquest?”

“On Monday.”

He bit his lip, and she wondered whether that little pucker of brow had to do with her, or such inconvenience as the sudden death of Maurice Tarn had caused.

“You had better postpone your resignation till next Saturday,” he said, and for some absurd reason she could have thanked him.

Her self-respect, however, called for a protest.

“I’ve arranged to go to-day,” she said, in a panic lest he should agree to that course.

“And I’ve arranged for you to go next Saturday. I cannot be left at the mercy of a woman who spells ‘India’ with a ‘y.’ Thank you.”

With a nod, more gracious than usual, he sent her back to the outer office with mixed feelings. She agreed, as she returned her belongings to their places, that one week more or less did not count; that on the whole it would be more satisfactory to remain at Amery’s until the inquest was ended.

Although she was not to be called as a witness, she dreaded the renewal of the enquiry, but the adjourned proceedings lasted only two hours, at the end of which time a bored jury returned the usual verdict of “Murder against some person or persons unknown.”

Ralph she did not see in court, though he was there for half an hour, standing at the back of the public gallery; and she was back at the office in time to take in Major Amery’s tea. Apparently he did not object to her overlooking the rapid immersion of the little slips in tea and milk.

“What happened at the court to-day?” he asked as she was going.

“The jury returned a verdict,” she said.

He nodded.

“Major Amery,” she asked, “do you think they will track the murderer?”

He looked up slowly.

“There are an average of fifty-six murders committed in London every year. Twenty-eight of the murderers are captured and sent for trial; twenty-seven decimal something die by their own hands, and the other fraction escape the processes of the law. The odds are fifty-six multiplied by about three hundred that the murderer will be caught. By the way, did you see friend Hallam?”

“No, I haven’t seen him,” said Elsa, before she appreciated the impertinence of the question. “He telephoned me yesterday to ask me something.”

He nodded.

“You didn’t by any chance mention my little toothache jest?”

“Toothache? Oh, you mean the laudanum? Why, no, of course not. Why should I?”

He was looking down at his tea and did not look up.

“I shouldn’t if I were you. Are you staying on at the hotel?”

She shook her head.

“No, it is much too expensive. I am staying with a — friend for a week, and then I am finding a little flat. The police have given over Mr. Tarn’s maisonette to me, and I am going to sort out my belongings. After that the lawyers are putting the furniture in the hands of an auctioneer. I wanted to go early tonight, if you do not mind.”

“Certainly, you can go at once. Does Hallam know you are making your farewell visit to Elgin Crescent?”

She frowned at him. This man asked the most offensive questions.

“Why should he be there? He is certainly a friend of ours, but I do not find Dr. Hallam so indispensable that I cannot do without him. Why do you so persistently speak about him, Major Amery?”

“He amuses me,” said the other.

She had certainly never found Ralph very amusing.

The lawyer’s clerk was waiting for her when she arrived at Elgin Crescent, and she was glad to have somebody else in that house of death. The place looked dirty and forlorn, and it was a most depressing task to gather her little belongings. Her search for a missing book took her into Tarn’s study. This room had evidently been the object of a very thorough search, for the books had been removed from the shelves, tables and chairs had been set back against the wall and the carpet was rolled up. She was glad. In its present state of disorder there was little to remind her of the home she had shared for so many years.

She filled one trunk and went to the lumber-room in search of a big wooden case that was hers, and which, as a girl, used to accompany her on her annual holidays. It was really a series of boxes within a box, for its interior consisted of five wooden trays that fitted one on top of the other. With the assistance of the servant, who had come in to help, she carried the box back to her room, opened it and took out the top three trays. The fourth, however, refused to budge.

“Don’t worry about it, Emily,” said Elsa. “There’s room enough in the top three for all I want to take away.”

She finished her packing quickly, for it was growing dark and she had no wish to be in the house after night had fallen. Her packing finished, she took a last look round, and then, with a feeling of thankfulness that she was leaving behind her so much that was mean and sordid and altogether unhappy, she went downstairs, handed the key to the lawyer’s clerk, and submitted to the tearful farewells of the daily help, who, in virtue of the publicity which she had acquired, had assumed the style of an old family retainer. Elsa was very glad when the cab turned into Colville Gardens, and the drear thoroughfare was lost to sight, as she hoped, for ever.

Leaving the largest and the least necessary of the boxes in the hotel store, she paid her bill, and, with the remainder of her baggage, went on to Herbert Mansions. Her promised visit to Mrs. Trene Hallam could no longer be postponed, but she went in the spirit of one who had before her an experience both unpleasant and inevitable.
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Ralph Hallam opened the window for the sixth time and looked out. There was no cab in sight, and he returned to his armchair before the fireplace, already littered with the ashes of his cigarettes.

“It is many years since you waited for me like that, Ralph,” said Mrs. Hallam, without resentment.

“I fail to remember that I ever waited,” he snapped. “Don’t get funny, Lou.”

The woman laughed softly.

“What is he like, the old boy?” she asked. “Am I supposed to be on my best behaviour, or do I treat him as one of ourselves?”

“The ‘old boy’ is my banker, one of the leading men of the City of London, who will jump out of his skin at the first sound of anything raw.”

Mrs. Hallam sighed heavily.

“Whenever you fix a dinner party for me,” she said in despair, “you always bring the dead ones! If this is the kind of life you live, Ralph, I wonder you don’t grow old! Personally, I like a party that starts with cocktails and finishes with breakfast.”

He made a little grimace of distaste.

“That’s vulgar, I suppose,” she said, watching him closely. “Put it down to my gutter training — you haven’t mentioned the word ‘gutter’ for a week. And here’s your young and beautiful lady.” She rose, as the distant tinkle of the bell came to her.

Until Elsa had been shown her quarters, a beautifully furnished bedroom and a tiny sitting-mom, she had no idea that Ralph was in the flat.

“I thought I’d come and see you installed,” he said, as he shook hands.

She was not sorry he was there, for she felt a little ill at ease in the presence of his “sister-in-law.”

“We have a very dear friend of ours coming to dinner tonight, and a friend of yours too, I think,” said Mrs. Hallam archly. “You know dear Mr. Tuckerwill?”

“Tupperwill,” said Ralph loudly.

Elsa observed the slip, and wondered how dear a friend he could be that she had forgotten his name.

“He isn’t exactly a friend of mine. I’ve met him twice — poor man!”

“He’s quite recovered,” said Ralph.

Then, seeing that his wife was in the dark as to Tupperwill’s injury, and was likely to betray the fact that she had never met him before in her life, he made some excuse and took her out of the room.

“Tupperwill was held up the other night by thugs. And remember his name, please,” he said unpleasantly. “That girl is as sharp as needles — there was no need whatever for you to call him your dear friend; you’ve never met him.”

“What is he coming for, anyway?”

“He is coming,” said Ralph deliberately, “in order mainly to counteract any bad impression which you may make. I want this girl to feel a little more confidence in you than she does. At the moment she is nervous, and unless she gets more comfortable, you’ll find she has an urgent message calling her back to the hotel, and I don’t want that. In the next few days I’m giving her an insight into my profession.”

“Which is — ?

“Never you mind what it is. She will be helpful. Now do you understand?”

Already Elsa was wishing she had not come, or that the ordeal was over, for ordeal undoubtedly it was. She did not trust Mrs. Trene Hallam. Her sweetness was superficial and insincere. There was no disguising the hardness that lay beneath that all too ready smile.

Mr. Tupperwill arrived a little later, just after she had changed for dinner and had returned to the drawing mom. He looked none the worse for his adventure, and was, if anything, a little more talkative. The solemn eyes lightened at the sight of her, and he hurried across the room to offer a very warm, soft hand.

“This is indeed a delightful surprise,” he said. “We meet in circumstances which are a little more favourable to polite conversation.”

“You know my sister-in-law,” said Ralph, and Mrs. Hallam, who could recall previous acquaintances on the spur of the moment, was at her gushing best.

Nevertheless, as a social event, the dinner was an abject failure. Lou was bored to extinction; the girl’s face wore a strained look as her uneasiness increased; and the only person thoroughly satisfied with things as he found them was Mr Tupperwill, who, having got on to his favourite topic, which was the derivations of the English language, was prepared to do all the talking, and would have continued his discourse on philology until the end of the evening, if Ralph had not brought him back to a less gentle theme.

“No, the police have made no discovery,” said Mr. Tupperwill, shaking his head mournfully. “I was rather annoyed that the police knew anything about it, and I can’t understand how, unless Major Amery told them. I am sure you would not have taken that step, my dear Hallam.”

“Of course I told them,” said Ralph promptly.

Mr. Tupperwill looked pained.

“It was my duty. I suppose Bickerson came to see you?”

“He has seen me twice,” said Mr. Tupperwill. “An extremely pleasant man, but immensely inquisitive. By the way” — he dropped his voice and leant over toward Ralph, and his tone became confidential and beyond the hearing of the rest of the company— “what you expected has happened. A certain person has closed his account!”

Ralph glanced significantly at the girl, and Mr. Tupperwill showed signs of momentary confusion.

“He has, has he? I thought he would — I could have betted on it!”

Mr. Tupperwill did not bet, and said so.

“I would like to discuss the matter later,” he added, with his eyes on Elsa Marlowe.

The opportunity came when Mrs. Hallam carried her away to see the photographs of her prize dogs.

“He has closed the account, you say? And taken away the box also?”

Tupperwill nodded.

“This is the first and last time I shall ever be guilty of discussing the business of the bank, even with my best friend,” he said soberly. “Without accepting your theory, which I dismissed rather hastily as preposterous, that Amery had anything what ever to do with my terrible experience, I am satisfied that a business man is on the safest side by keeping a quiet tongue.”

He delivered this sentiment with the air of one who had made a great discovery, and swayed back to observe the effect.

“Yes, he has closed the account without giving any explanation, and I can only assure you that I am very, very happy about it. You can have no conception of the state of mind I have been in for the past week or so, at the thought that Stebbing’s held an account of a man who, although to outward appearance is a respected member of society, may — I only say may — be connected, directly or indirectly, with an enterprise which, possibly in offensive in itself, would be looked upon with disfavour by my directors.”

Having stated this reserved opinion, Mr. Tupperwill waved his hand as though to dismiss the subject.

The door opened and Lou came in. Ralph Hallam saw by her face that something disturbing had happened.

“A man wishes to see you, Ralph. He says he would like to speak to you alone.”

“Who is it?”

“Mr. Bickerson.”

The two men exchanged glances.

“Are you sure it is Mr. Hallam and not me?” asked Tupperwill.

“No, he wants to see Ralph. Perhaps, Mr. Tupperwill, you will come along and see my photographs?”

The fat man was apparently only too glad of an excuse to join the girl, on whom he had cast many furtive and admiring glances in the course of the meal, and in his haste preceded his hostess from the room. A few seconds later Bickerson came in and closed the door behind him.

“Do you want to see me particularly? Has anything turned up?”

“Yes, something has turned up,” said Bickerson. His voice was cold, his manner a little distant. Uninvited, he took the chair that Tupperwill had vacated. “At the end of the garden in Elgin Crescent,” he said, “there is a line of railings running parallel with the sidewalk, and a clump of laurel bushes, into which anybody passing along Ladbroke Grove might toss something and be pretty confident that it would never appear again. Unfortunately, the gardeners have been at work on trimming the bushes, and they found this.”

He took out of his pocket a small fluted phial with a red label and put it on the table. Ralph gazed at it steadily, and did not betray by so much as a flicker of eyelid his interest in this damning piece of evidence.

“When it was found it contained about four drachms of tincture of opium, which is the medical name for laudanum,” Bickerson went on. “It was purchased at a chemist’s in Piccadilly a day before Tarn’s death. The name in the poison book is yours, Hallam. Now I’m going to tall you something.”

He shifted the chair round to face the other squarely.

“Part of the medical evidence at the inquest was suppressed, at my request. It was that laudanum had been found in the body of old Tarn, and that the brandy bottle at his elbow was also heavily doped. You can take your time to explain, but I warn you that anything you may say may be taken down and used against you in a certain event.”

“What event is that?” asked Hallam steadily.

“In the event of my charging you with Tarn’s murder,” was the reply.
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Ralph took up the bottle and examined it with an amused smile.

“Perfectly true,” he said coolly. “I purchased this tincture of opium at Keppell’s — on behalf of Tarn. As a matter of detail, I prescribed laudanum for him — he suffered from insomnia. The fact that the bottle was found in the bushes makes it look suspicious, eh? In the ash-can it would have been damning, I suppose? And is that the new police theory, that Mr. Maurice Tarn died of opium poisoning? I seem to remember a small black-handled knife: had not that something to do with his lamented death?”

“Do you suggest that Tarn put the laudanum in his own brandy?” demanded Bickerson.

“I suggest nothing,” said Ralph with a shrug. “It is not my business to make suggestions. For the moment, I am rejecting certain innuendoes which connect me with Tarn’s death.”

He looked at the detective thoughtfully.

“If it were my business I should suggest how remarkable it was that you did not make any reference at the inquest to the telephone conversation you had with Mr. Tarn.”

The detective’s face flushed an angry red.

“That wasn’t necessary,” he said stiffly. “The telephone conversation which occurred in your presence involved the name of a third person. There was a whole lot of evidence not produced at the inquest, Hallam — for example, I thought it wise not to refer to the fact that two hours before Tarn’s death you were in the house—”

“With Miss Marlowe,” interrupted Ralph.

“You were in the house, and had ample opportunity for going to his room and doping the brandy he drank, and which you knew he would drink, having a good idea of his habits.”

Ralph laughed.

“Then you suggest that Miss Marlowe was a party to my doping the brandy? I tell you she was in the house all the time, and I left her there. And why should I want to dope him?”

The detective did not answer this last question immediately. Instead: “I have cross-examined Miss Marlowe very thoroughly, and I know that she left you on the study floor and went up to her room to pack. She intended spending the night with a relation of yours. She left you alone for ten minutes. And as to the other matter, I’m going to speak straight to you, Hallam. I have every reason to believe that you were associated with Tarn in his dope-running business. If that is so, and by some means you got to know that the old man had asked to see me at nine o’clock that night, there is a possibility that you may have suspected that he intended making a statement which would incriminate you. I’ll tell you frankly that I do not believe the story that you procured this laudanum for Tarn and at his request.”

Ralph stiffened. He was alert now. The danger he had thought was past had reappeared in its most alarming form.

“I don’t like your tone, Bickerson,” he said. “If you believe that I was running dope, or that I am in any way connected with Tarn, or responsible, directly or indirectly, for his death, your course is a very simple one.”

Bickerson’s face was expressionless, and Ralph saw that he was not prepared to accept the challenge which had been thrown out.

“Maybe it is,” said the detective, “but I am pretty certain just what I shall find if I go farther into this matter. The laudanum will be in your prescription book, under Tarn’s name.”

Suddenly he laughed and held out his hand.

“I’m afraid I’ve annoyed you, doctor, but this murder has rather rattled me, and the dope gang has got me thoroughly at sea. In a few days I shall know much more about them than I know now.”

He picked up the laudanum bottle from the table, looked at it with a little grimace, and put the phial in his pocket.

“I want to get just a little more information, and there will be sad hearts in dreamland!” he said cryptically.

Ralph showed him to the door, and the man stood outside for a while, cogitating, before, with a brusque “Goodnight,” he passed down the wide stairs into the street. As Dr. Hallam closed the door on him, the tension relaxed and he sat down heavily upon a hall chair and wiped his streaming forehead.

What a fool he had been! It would have been a simple matter to carry the phial home and put it in the furnace; but a moment of over anxiety had led him to commit a folly which might well have proved his undoing. Bickerson was right in one respect. The prescription book in Half Moon Street would show the destination of that small bottle. Strangely enough, it had been an act of precaution, taken as an afterthought, and he blessed the inspiration which had led him to scrawl a bogus prescription in a volume which nowadays was very seldom used.

It was fully five minutes before he had composed himself and strolled into the drawingroom. Lou looked up with an anxious, enquiring glance as he came in, but could read nothing from his face. Elsa was playing at the piano, with the stout Mr. Tupperwill, one podgy finger on the leaf of the music, ready to turn the page at her nod.

“Anything wrong?” asked Mrs. Hallam in a low voice.

“Nothing,” said Ralph. “He wanted to see me about Tarn.”

He glanced at Tupperwill and smiled again.

“Almost looks as if he’s fallen,” he said.

Mrs. Hallam nodded.

“He’s certainly got it bad,” she said, and for some perverse reason Ralph Hallam was pleased.

Yet he had no thought of influencing the banker when he had invited him to that informal dinner. His sole object had been to create a little confidence in the unquiet mind of the girl. Sensitive to her moods, he realized something of her uneasiness, and had played Tupperwill for respectability.

“A beautiful piece, a very bee-u-tiful piece!” sighed Mr. Tupperwill, turning the last page reluctantly. “‘Peace, perfect Peace!’ It is the motto on which my house is run. It is the keynote of my life. My private safe opens to the combination ‘Pace’ — a root word — er — um… “ He saw Mrs. Hallam’s eager eyes fixed on him and shifted uncomfortably. “Do you sing, Miss Marlowe?” he asked, turning to the girl.

Elsa laughed.

“I sing behind locked doors,” she said solemnly. “Which means that I realize my limitations.”

Mr. Tupperwill sighed again.

“It is a great pity.” His eyes were full of undisguised admiration. “A very great pity. I can imagine you charming vast audiences, or, shall I say, bringing ecstasy to the heart of an audience — of one! You have great gifts, Miss Marlowe.”

Elsa laughed aloud.

“It is very pleasant to hear that,” she said drily. “I will set your compliment against the many unflattering things I hear in the course of the day.”

“Which means that Amery has the manners of a pig,” said Ralph.

“Amery?” Mr. Tupperwill looked round with a start of surprise. “Surely you are not associated with Mr. Amery?”

“I work in his office, if that is an association,” said the girl, a little nettled.

Why she should resent even the oblique disparagement in Mr. Tupperwill’s tone she did not know exactly. But she did.

“It is a mistake to think that I hear many uncomplimentary things from Major Amery,” she said; “and if all the stories I hear from office girls are true, then it is a great advantage to have an employer who is neither soft-spoken nor too friendly!”

Mr. Tupperwill pulled at his lip

“That is true,” he said, “that is very true. You will quite understand that I am not saying a word derogatory to Major Amery,” he hastened to protest. “It would indeed be a most improper act on my part to detract (from ‘de,’ away, ‘trahere,’ to draw or pull — in other words, to take away) from his merits. That, indeed, would be unpardonable.”

Elsa changed the subject somewhat gauchely, and a few minutes later found herself being initiated into the mysteries of bridge.

At ten-thirty Mr. Tupperwill glanced at his watch and uttered a note of alarm.

“I fear I have overstayed my welcome,” he said, “but I have had a most delightful evening, a perfectly delightful evening! I can never thank you enough for giving me this opportunity of getting out of myself, my dear Hallam.”

He looked from one to the other, his smooth brow bent. “Would it be regarded as an impertinence if I invited you to dine with me tomorrow night — would that interfere very much with your arrangements?”

Elsa had no arrangements, and no particular desires except, at the earliest possible moment, to find a small flat and bring her visit to the earliest possible conclusion. Ralph saved her the embarrassment of replying by a prompt acceptance of the invitation. He accompanied Mr. Tupperwill to his car, and when he returned the girl had gone, and Mrs. Hallam was sitting on the hearthrug, smoking a meditative cigarette before the fire.

“Who is he?” she asked, looking up.

“My banker. Where is Elsa?”

Mrs. Hallam jerked her head in the direction of Elsa’s room.

“Am I supposed to go to this party of his tomorrow night?” she asked. “That old man is certainly the slowest thing that has happened since horse ‘buses went out. And you’re a fool to let her go, anyway, Ralph. The old boy is dippy about her.”

“About Elsa?” Ralph chuckled. “Yes, I thought he was rather smitten.”

“He’s married, of course?” said Mrs. Hallam, blowing a ring of smoke at the fire.

“He isn’t married: that kind of man won’t marry, either.”

“Won’t he?” said the woman sardonically. “Tupperwill is the kind of man that keeps himself single and solvent till he’s sixty, and then hands over his latchkey and principles to the first fluffy chorus girl who tells him the story of her sad life. Look out for your Elsa, my boy. Is he rich?”

“Beyond the dreams of actresses,” said Ralph cynically. She gazed moodily into the fire, and then:

“Are you rich, Ralph?”

He looked down at her quickly.

“What do you mean?”

“That’s not a particularly difficult question to answer, is it?” she asked impatiently. “Are you rich?”

“Not so rich as I shall be,” said Ralph softly. “In a week’s time I hope to be one million one hundred and seventy-four thousand dollars richer than I am to-day.”

That was the amount that had been pencilled on the little memorandum he had found in Tarn’s safe. And the money was somewhere. He had a shrewd idea that, given the opportunity for making a careful examination of Paul Amery’s study, he would have no difficulty in locating the stolen property.

Mrs. Hallam made no comment, and they sat in silence until she threw the end of the cigarette into the fire.

“You’re an optimist, both in love and finance,” she said; “and I’ve an idea that it is going to be more trouble to get that girl than it is to get the money. What does ‘Pace’ mean, Ralph?”
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Elsa slept more soundly than she had done in weeks, and felt almost reconciled to her stay when she was summoned to the pretty little diningroom to eat a solitary breakfast. Mrs. Hallam had warned her that she did not rise before midday, and the girl was by no means sorry to have her own company for breakfast. The flats were service apartments: cleaners came when summoned, meals were procured from the kitchen in the basement, and Mrs. Hallam’s one maid was quite sufficient to serve the needs of this economical lady.

Major Amery had not arrived at the office when Elsa took the cover off her typewriter, and he did not come in until nearly eleven o’clock. Ordinarily, he went straight to his own bureau through the private door, but on this occasion he came through her office and, glancing up to bid him good-morning, she thought he looked unusually tired and haggard.

“Morning,” he said gruffly, before he disappeared into his room, slamming the door behind him.

A few minutes after, Feng Ho came in, greeting her with his typical grin.

“Has Mister Major Amery arrived?” he asked, dropping his voice when she answered. “Nocturnal peregrinations produce morning tardiness,” he added.

Something in his face attracted her attention.

“You look as if you’ve had nocturnal peregrinations yourself, Feng Ho,” she said, for she noticed the deep lines under his eyes.

“As a bachelor of science I consume unlimited midnight oil,” he said calmly, “first placing Pi in a condition of obfuscation.”

“What on earth is that?” she asked, startled.

“In a dark room,” said Feng Ho, “where the actinic rays cannot delude into a similitude of daylight and create singings when silence is desirable.”

He looked anxiously at the door of Amery’s room.

“Do you want to see the Major?”

“No, miss,” he said hastily, “not until contemplation has eradicated suspicion of a fantastical imaginativeness.”

She detected an uneasiness in his manner which was unusual in this serene man, whose calm no circumstances had ever ruffled to her knowledge. She had noticed before that Feng Ho’s agitation was invariably betrayed by his speech. In normal moments his English was unimpeachable; it was only when he was perturbed that he disdained simple language, and expressed his thoughts in words of four syllables.

“Yes, I will see him,” he said suddenly. “Grasping nettles firmly destroys virulence of poison stings.”

And before she realized what he was doing, he had tapped at and opened the door, slipping through and dosing it behind him. Listening, she heard Amery’s sharp voice raised almost in anger. He was speaking in Chinese (she guessed this) and she heard the murmur of Feng Ho’s reply. Presently the voices were lost in the clatter of her typewriter, for Elsa was not by nature curious, and whilst she could wonder what the Chinaman had done to annoy her irascible employer, she was not especially anxious to know.

It was fully half an hour before Feng Ho came out, his face beaming, and, with a wriggling little bow, disappeared to his own den. The bell rang, and she took her book into the sanctum, to find Major Amery sitting on the fender seat, his chin on his breast, a dejected and dispirited-looking figure. He looked up sharply as she entered, fixed her for a moment with his steely eyes, and then:

“I think you’d better stay on at Mrs. Hallam’s,” he said. “She’s a kleptomaniac, but she won’t steal anything from you.”

“Major Amery!” she gasped.

“I want to say nothing against the woman,” he continued, unmindful of her amazement and indignation. “She’ll let you stay there as long as you want. If I were you, I’d get my traps and settle down for a week or two, at any rate. After that, nothing matters.”

“I really don’t understand you. Mrs. Trene Hallam has been very kind—”

He interrupted her with an impatient gesture.

“Mrs. Hallam you can forget; she’s just — nothing. Ralph — I don’t think you need worry about Ralph either.”

“Dr. Hallam is a great friend, and a very old friend of mine,” she said, with what, she felt, was a ludicrous attempt to stand on her dignity.

His tired eyes were searching her face.

“A very great friend? Of course… a very great friend. Still — you need not worry about Ralph.” Then, abruptly: “I want you to do something for me.”

She waited, as he walked to the desk, took out a sheet of paper and began to write rapidly. Seven, eight, nine lines of writing she counted, then he signed his name with a flourish, blotted the sheet and enclosed it in an envelope, the flap of which he covered with a wafer seal. She saw him write a name on the envelope, and when he had blotted this he handed the letter to her. To her amazement it was addressed to “Dr. Ralph Hallam,” and was marked “Private.”

“I want you to keep this letter. Have it where you can reach it at any hour of the day or night,” he said, speaking rapidly, “Hallam may not be as bad as I think he is, but if he is any better I am a greatly mistaken man.”

“What am I to do with the letter?” she asked blankly.

“Keep it to your hand,” he said, with a touch of his old irritability. “If Hallam gets… difficult, if any situation arises which you find impossible to handle… give him this letter.”

“But, Major Amery, I really don’t know what you’re talking about. What situation can arise?” she said, holding the letter irresolutely, looking from him to the scrawled address.

“Tuck it away in your handbag by day and under your pillow by night. If Hallam ever forgets what is due to him… let me put it clearly: if you are ever afraid of him, give him the letter.”

She shook her head smilingly and held the envelope toward him. “I shan’t require this,” she said. “I tell you, Dr. Hallam and I are very old friends. He was a friend of poor Mr. Tarn’s—”

“I asked you to do something for me,” he interrupted her sharply, “and that is all I want you to do. I am not in the habit of asking favours, but I’ll break my practice and ask this: keep the letter and use it if an emergency arises. Will you do this?”

She hesitated, and then: “I think it is very unnecessary and highly mysterious,” she smiled in spite of herself; “but if you wish me to do it, I will.”

“Good,” he said briskly. “Now we will initiate a businesslike correspondence with our American friends of the Cleveland Police Department — I am anxious to know something about a gentleman who is at the moment in durance. Take this:

“To John L. Territet, Chief of Police, Cleveland, Ohio.

“SIR,

“Yesterday I cabled asking you if you would kindly inform me whether the man Philip Moropoulos—”

She looked up in surprise.

“I thought I knew the name! He was a man arrested in connection with the drug traffic. I read it in the newspapers.”

He nodded, and went on:

“whether the man Philip Moropoulos, now under arrest in your city, is known to have any English alias. For a special reason I am trying to identify him with a man named—”

There came a tap at the door. It was a girl clerk from the lower office, and she held a cablegram in her hand. Elsa took it and passed it across the table to Amery.

“Humph!” he said, and tore it open. “That is a coincidence. You needn’t bother about that letter.”

Absentmindedly he pushed the message across toward her, and she read:

“Amery Co., London. Charge against Moropoulos fell through. Released and now on his way to England.”

It was signed “Police Chief.”

“Humph!” said Amery again. “Released, is he? That is bad news for somebody.”

Elsa did not ask who that “somebody” was, and indeed was surprised that he had shown her such unusual confidence, Apparently he realized for the first time that he had given her the cable to read, for he almost snatched it back.

“That will do,” he said curtly. “I’ll ring for you when I want you, which won’t be for some time.”



XXXI. A Customer of the Bank


Table of Contents


Mr. Tupperwill’s house in Grosvenor Place was a model of what a banker’s establishment should be. From garret to cellar it was a pattern of order, neatness, and quiet luxury. It was a house where everything went according to schedule, from six o’clock in the morning, when the under-housemaid kindled the kitchen fire and stoked the furnace, to eleven-thirty, when the butler carefully bolted the front door, locked the pantry and turned out the last of the hall lights.

At any moment Mr. Tupperwill, by consulting a neat typewritten timetable, which was invariably kept in the top right-hand drawer of his table, could tell exactly what every servant was doing, the condition of every room, and the amount of petrol in the tanks of each of his motorcars. On Thursday afternoons at five o’clock Mr. Tupperwill received the exact time from the telephone exchange, and, checking his watch to the second, made the round of the rooms and wound up and set his innumerable clocks, for the collection of clocks was not the least pleasurable of Mr. Tupperwill’s hobbies.

He breakfasted at eight-thirty every morning, on two devilled kidneys, a crisp slice of bacon, three pieces of toast and two cups of coffee. He never had more and he never had less. When he had breakfasted, he glanced through three financial newspapers, folded ready at his elbow, and read The Times’ financial article. At nine-twenty-five, almost to the minute, he went out into the hail, was helped on with his fur-lined coat, and usually the half-hour was chiming as he walked down the steps to his waiting car. Taking leave of him at the door, his butler was wont to remark that it was a cold day, a wet day, or a fine day, according to the meteorological conditions; and it was Mr. Tupperwill’s practice to agree entirely with all that his butler said. It was the only point on which they met as man to man, all other items of news than the weather being communicated to Mr. Tupperwill by his valet.

On this particular morning, however, the banker broke his habits by ringing for the butler before he had finished his breakfast.

“Weeks, I am having a party tonight.”

“Yes, sir,” said Weeks, wondering which particular party was in Mr. Tupperwill’s mind.

“There will be four to dinner, including myself. Arrange with one of the maids — a trustworthy maid — to look after the ladies. My bedroom may be used as a retiring room — yes, I think so,” said Mr. Tupperwill thoughtfully. “And you will see that such things as ladies may require are placed on the dressing-table — powder and that soft of thing. You will consult the housekeeper as to the colour and quality, and purchase whatever receptacles are required.”

“Yes, sir,” said the wondering Mr. Weeks.

“The dinner had better be a little more elaborate than usual,” the banker went on. “Soup — Julienne, I think; sole mornay; poulet a la reine; a bombed glace and a savoury; I think that will be excellent. A good champagne and a light German wine for the ladies — that also will be admirable.”

“At what hour sir?”

“At half-past eight. Have a bridge table placed in the drawingroom.” He gave a few other minor instructions and went to the bank five minutes late.

Though by nature lethargic, he spent a very busy morning, for, like Major Amery, he opened and usually answered all letters addressed to himself, and seldom requisitioned the services of the anaemic young woman who acted as his secretary.

The business of Stebbing’s Bank was, as has already been explained, a peculiar one. Many of the names of Stebbing’s clients were unknown, even to the nearest and dearest of their possessors. Great merchants, and small merchants for the matter of that, professional men, and even the leading lights of other banks, found it extremely convenient to have an account which was not identifiable with their better-known names.

Often it was the case that there was nothing discreditable in this desire for anonymity. A reluctance to let the right hand know what the left hand does belongs to no class and to no age. Curious income-tax officials might see the books of Stebbings and be baffled. Inquisitive busybodies, wondering who was behind certain theatrical productions, might discover the name of the gentleman who drew the cheques that paid all the salaries, when the box-office failed to supply the needful, and yet hardly guess that the plain “T. Smith” that appeared in the southeast corner of the cheque, disguised the identity of a merchant who would never be suspected of such frivolity.

Mr. Tupperwill was the repository of many secrets; and if his bank suffered any disadvantage from the possession of so many anonymous clients, it was that current accounts offered a conservative banker very few opportunities for building up big profits. Nevertheless, Tupperwill had his share of general banking business, his pickings of short time loans, his discounts and the other “makings” which add to a banker’s revenue.

Usually, he was so engrossed between the hours of a quarter to ten and half-past one, that he did not see visitors except upon the most urgent business. So that when his elderly accountant appeared in the doorway with a card in his hand, Mr. Tupperwill frowned and waved his hand in protest.

“Not now, my dear man, not now,” he said reproachfully. “I really can’t see anybody. Who is it?”

“The account that was closed yesterday,” said the accountant.

Mr. Tupperwill sat bolt upright.

“Amery?” he asked in a whisper.

“Yes, sir. He said he wouldn’t keep you more than ten minutes.”

Mr. Tupperwill pushed back the table lamp by which he had been working — he was rather shortsighted — thrust some papers into a leather folder, and only then took the card and stared at it as though he could read on its conventional surface some answer to the enigma which this call of Major Amery presented.

“Ask him to come in,” he said in a hushed voice, and put the Louis Quinze chair in its place.

Amery walked into the room and was received with just that amount of deference and distant courtesy which his position as an ex-client of the bank demanded.

“I have called because I felt that some explanation was due to you, Mr. Tupperwill. I closed my account with you yesterday.”

Mr. Tupperwill nodded seriously.

“It was reported to me,” he said, “and I must confess that I was both surprised and — relieved.”

A faint smile played about the hard lips of the man from India. “Your relief being due to the unsatisfactory character of the client, rather than the nature of the account, which was a fairly heavy one?”

“It was a fairly heavy one,” agreed Mr. Tupperwill, “but it was, if you will allow me the observation, mysterious.”

“Are not all your accounts mysterious?” asked Amery coldly, to which the banker made no reply.

“I could not escape the feeling,” he said instead, “that you were using Stebbing’s as a — a makeshift. I am sure you will forgive me if I am in error. But the impermanence of your account was one of its unsatisfactory features.”

“It was intended to be permanent,” said Amery coolly. “I will make a confession to you — that I opened my account with Stebbing’s for a special purpose. I will be even more frank and tell you that it was my intention to engineer an irregularity which would have given me the right to go to the courts for an examination of your books.”

Mr. Tupperwill gasped at this monstrous confession.

“I now know that such a course would have been futile. In fact, I knew less about banking than I thought.”

“You wanted to examine my books?” said Mr. Tupperwill slowly, as the hideous nature of the plot began to penetrate. “I’ve never heard anything like it!”

“I don’t suppose you have. But, you see, Mr. Tupperwill, you live a very sheltered life,” said the other. “As I say, when I found that the scheme I had at the back of my mind was impracticable, and moreover, discovered on the same day all that I wanted to know, I removed my account. Tupperwill, who is John Stillman?”

Paul Amery had a fatal facility for making people jump. Mr. Tupperwill almost leapt from his chair at the words.

“Stillman?” he stammered. “I — I don’t understand you.”

“Nobody understands me, probably because I speak too plainly,” said Amery. “You carry the account of a man named Stillman; a bigger account than mine, and a much more dangerous one. Stebbing’s Bank would survive having me on its list of clients, but Stillman’s is one that will tumble you, your fortune and your bank into mud so thick that it will choke you!”

For a second the banker stared at him in horror, and then: “I refuse, I absolutely refuse to discuss the business of the bank,” he said, bringing his hand down on the table with a crash. “It is disgraceful… unbusinesslike… how dare you, sir—”

Amery silenced him with a gesture.

“It may be all the things you say, but I tell you that Stillman, unless I am greatly mistaken in his identity, is more deadly than a snake.”

“I refuse to discuss the matter,” said Mr. Tupperwill furiously, as he pressed his bell. “You are talking about a lady, sir; a very charming lady, sir; a lady who, although she occupies an humble position in your office in the City, is nevertheless entitled to my respect, my admiration and my homage, sir.”

Amery looked at him aghast.

“A lady?” he said incredulously. “In the City, in my office? Good God!”
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John Stillman, the mystery client of Stebbing’s Bank, was Elsa Marlowe! The sinister man could only gaze, speechless, at the redfaced banker. Maurice Tarn’s niece! Was she in it, after all?

“You are speaking of Miss Marlowe, I presume?”

“I am speaking of nobody, sir.” Mr. Tupperwill was hoarse with anger. “You have asked me to betray a sacred confidence: I shall never forgive you.”

The accountant was in the room now.

“Show Major Amery from these premises, and under no circumstances is he to be admitted again!”

Amery was still looking down at him.

“Either you have been grossly deceived and tricked, or else you’re lying, Tupperwill,” he said. “Miss Marlowe has no account with your bank, either in her own or anybody else’s name.”

“I decline, I absolutely decline, to speak another word. There is the door, sir.”

The visitor was about to say something, but checked himself, and, turning on his heel, walked out.

For a quarter of an hour Mr Tupperwill sat simmering in his rage, and at the end of that time had sufficiently recovered to ring for his accountant.

“Bring Mr. Stillman’s account,” he said sharply.

“I was going to speak to you about that, sir—”

“Then don’t!” snarled the ruffled banker. “Bring me the account.”

A few minutes later, a book was placed before him and opened, and by this time he was something of his urbane self.

“You must forgive my — er — petulance, but Major Amery annoyed me; he annoyed me very much.”

He looked at the page before him, and his face fell.

“He’s not overdrawn,” he said.

“No, sir, he’s not overdrawn, but that is all one can say. His speculations have been colossal. Look at these.” He ran his finger down a column of figures. “They’re all broker’s cheques. He has been dealing in Angora Oil: we carried a whole lot of the stock for him, but it fell from fifty-seven to thirteen in a week. I was going to ask you to see Mr. Stillman.”

“Never seen him yourself?” asked the banker without looking up.

“No, sir; the account was opened with you, and I don’t remember that the client has ever been to the bank. I always thought that the cheque signatures looked like a lady’s.”

“That will do, that will do, Thomas,” said Mr. Tupperwill testily. “I will write to Mr. Stillman myself. So far as I can see, he has lost considerably over a quarter of a million this half-year.”

He closed the book with a bang and waved it away.

A quarter of a million, he thought with a sense of dismay, and thrown into the gutter!

To Mr. Tupperwill, capital was a living thing, and that it could be treated cruelly pained him. A quarter of a million mangled and tortured into nothingness! The thought was frightful. He reached for a sheet of paper and began a letter. Half way through he read it over with an expression of dissatisfaction, and, carrying it to the fireplace, lit a match and watched the paper burn into curling black ashes. He did no more work that day: he was too occupied with his thoughts.

Toward four o’clock he rang for his accountant.

“I am worried, terribly worried, about Stillman’s account,” he said. “The truth is — er — unless I have been grossly deceived, Stillman is a pseudonym (from the Greek ‘pseudo,’ meaning false) for a young lady who was introduced to the bank some years ago, on the assurance that she had inherited a large sum of money.”

“Indeed, sir?” said the accountant, whom nothing surprised. “A lady of title?”

“No, not a lady of tide,” said Mr. Tupperwill uncomfortably. “In fact, she holds quite a subordinate — er — position in a London business house. I understood that she was fitting herself for a commercial career and starting, as it were, at the bottom of the ladder. I need not tell you that I deprecate the incursion of the gentler sex into the sordid struggle of commerce, but that is neither here nor there.”

“What am I to do if further cheques come in?” asked the accountant, practically. “Mr. or Miss Stillman has only the barest balance.”

Mr. Tupperwill looked up at the ceiling.

“I think I should honour the cheques,” he said softly. “Yes, I think I should honour them. Unless, of course, they are for a large sum — an excessive sum.”

“I wanted to know, sir,” said the accountant, “because I’ve just had a cheque in for twentyfive thousand pounds, drawn by Stillman, and there’s less than fifty to meet it.”

Mr. Tupperwill went very pale.
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If, obeying his bell, Elsa Marlowe had entered the room of the sinister man and found him standing on his head, she felt she would not have been surprised. He was guilty of such extraordinary behaviour that she felt she was beyond amazement, and was almost resigned even to his impertinent interest in her affairs.

Although several times she was on the point of destroying the letter which he had thrust upon her, she was checked on each occasion by a feeling that in doing so she would be acting disloyally to one who, she was quite certain, had no ill will toward her. That he might be using her for his own purpose, playing her off against Ralph Hallam, she thought was more than possible. But since his revelation, her feelings had changed entirely toward her sometime friend. Even now she could not grasp the extent of Hallam’s offence. Occasionally she had read in the newspapers stories of “dope fiends,” but the practice had only an academic interest for her. She thought it was unpleasant, and that was all, for she had never been brought into contact with the victims of this vice, and her imagination was of that healthy type which did not dwell upon morbidities.

But though she was ready to endure much, Major Amery’s conduct that afternoon was especially trying. Nothing seemed to please him. He snapped and snarled like an angry dog, exploded violently and with the least excuse, and raged through the offices, major and minor, like a devastating wind, leaving elderly sub-managers dazed and breathless, and junior clerks on the point of mutiny.

“He reminds me,” said Miss Dame, in a tremble of wrath, “of one of those bullying head cowboys who go around making up to the boss’s daughter, and are always punching people or shooting them, till the handsome young fellow arrives that has had a row with his father who’s a millionaire, and he comes in and throws a glass of rum in the head cowboy’s face — from what I read in the papers, they’ve got more rum than they know what to do with over there—”

“And what has he been doing to you?” asked Elsa good humouredly.

“What hasn’t he been doing?” asked the wrathful young lady. “A bullying, hectoring hound, that’s what he is, a bullying hectoring hound! I’d like my pater to say a few words to him. My pater would just look at him and he’d curl up.”

“I’m sure your father wouldn’t curl up,” said Elsa, wilfully dense.

“I don’t mean pater, I mean that woman-worrying vampire! Which reminds me, Miss Marlowe — when are you coming home to have a cup of tea? You haven’t seen our new house.”

Here was an invitation which Elsa had most successfully evaded for a long time.

“Some day,” she said vaguely.

“Of course, we’re not your style,” said Miss Dame, “but father’s a perfect gentleman, and you wouldn’t see a nicer houseful of furniture in the West End of London.”

Elsa laughed.

“I shan’t come to see your furniture, Jessie. Honestly, I’ll come just as soon as I can. This dreadful inquest—”

“I understand perfectly, my dear,” said Miss Dame, with a tragic look of melancholy. “I know just how you feel. I’ve seen Pearl Winsome that way often. And as to his nibs—”

A faint sound in the next room, which might have been the creak of a chair, or the tap of a paperknife against an inkstand, was sufficient to send Miss Dame into hasty retreat.

Elsa was dismissed that afternoon nearly an hour earlier than usual, and she was glad of the extra time, for she wanted to call at the hotel to get her trunks and the little instrument that had given her so much pleasure in the days when she was glad to get away from Maurice Tarn and the everlasting scent of brandy, and catch from the ether the mystery music that came from nowhere, and was miraculously caught on the silk-covered wires of her small frame aerial.

Between the hotel, where she recovered her belongings, and Herbert Mansions, it came to her that a few hours before she had not the slightest intention of remaining the guest of Mrs. Trene Hallam a day longer than was necessary. Yet here she was, with her box on top of a taxicab, en route to her home, content to extend her visit for an indefinite period! She did not ask herself the reason for this change of mind: only too well she knew. Major Paul Amery had settled the matter in two sentences. She was almost resigned to his tyrannical will.

Mrs. Hallam watched the erection of the wireless apparatus with more interest than enthusiasm, and seemed relieved when the girl told her that she intended keeping the strange contraption in her bedroom.

“It looks dangerous to me,” said Mrs. Hallam decisively. “All those wires and electricity and things… I should hate to have it around… how does it work?”

But here Elsa was in no better position than the average devotee of wireless.

“You’re coming to stay then?” asked Lou, as the girl was fixing the terminals. There was no great encouragement in her tone.

“You asked me to stay a month,” said Elsa, a little uncomfortably.

“As long as you like, my dear,” and the lady’s attempt to enthuse some warmth into the invitation was not wholly successful.

Deep down inside her, Mrs. Hallam was annoyed. She hated strangers, and was by no means impressed with one of whom she thought as “Ralph’s latest.” That she was pretty she was ready to confess, but it was not the kind of prettiness which Mrs. Hallam favoured. In Elsa she found no spiritual affinity, though she did not exactly describe her failure in those words, even to herself.

“I suppose you’ll spend a lot of your time listening to this thing?” she asked hopefully, and, when Elsa nodded, Mrs. Hallam took a kindlier interest in the apparatus. Elsa explained the character of the programmes.

“Opera!” said Mrs Hallam, making a little face. “Opera’s all right, but the singing spoils it. I suppose you’re looking forward to meeting old what’s-his-name again?”

“Mr. Tupperwill?” smiled Elsa. “No, not very much.”

“You don’t like him?”

“I don’t dislike him. He seems a very pleasant old man.”

“You’ve made a hit with him, anyway,” said the lady brusquely, “and he’s got stacks of money. I suppose he’s clever, but from my point of view he’d make the Dead Sea look like a soda fountain. I hate that kind of man, who talks about the things you expect him to talk about.”

“Then you must like Major Amery?” said Elsa.

A faint tinge of colour came to Mrs. Hallam’s face, and she shivered.

“When that man dies, I’ll go into white,” she said viciously. So many people hated the sinister man, thought Elsa, as she finished her unpacking alone. The realization that “so many people” did not include herself came to her in the nature of a shock.
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There was a conference at Scotland Yard, and outside that quaint “informants’ door,” where shabby men come creeping in the dusk of evening to tell stories to the hurt of those who have mistakenly given them their confidence, two officers were waiting to escort a man who had not yet arrived.

Sir James Boyd Fowler, Chief Commissioner of the C.I.D., had in his office his superintendent and a detective inspector. The hour was short of five, and from time to time Mr. Bickerson looked up at the clock impatiently.

“They ought to be here in a few minutes now,” said Superintendent Wile, following the direction of the other’s eye. “Do you expect this fellow to give you much information, Bickerson?”

“Yes, sir,” nodded Bickerson. “He was in London three months before his arrest, and I have reason to believe that he was in very close touch with the amateurs, and possibly with Soyoka’s crowd.”

“Will he squeal?” grunted Sir James. “That’s the question: will he squeal? In four days I’ve had three letters from the Secretary of State, asking for an encouraging report. Up to date we’ve had nothing. You’re satisfied that Amery is the pea?”

“I was never more sure of anything,” replied Bickerson promptly.

Sir James growled something under his breath. He was by nature an intolerant man, and his irascibility was considerably accentuated by the annoyance he was receiving from men higher up.

“Did Soyoka kill Tarn? Do you suggest Amery was in that?” he asked.

“I suggest that if Amery wasn’t in it, he was behind it. Every thing points to his being our man. His history is enough to damn him. Thrown out of the political service for trafficking in opium, he’s either Soyoka or, what is more likely, the real head of the amateurs.”

“But you said Hallam was that?” interrupted the superintendent.

“I’m sure Hallam is in it up to his neck — equally sure that, if Major Paul Amery is the big boss, Hallam is in total ignorance of the fact. But that is the way these gangs are worked; there’s always somebody right on top, pulling all the strings, directing most of the operations, financing every deal and clearing the proceeds; and there’s somebody lower down, under the impression that he’s the fellow that’s doing it all. Amery is a trafficker in drugs, as slippery as an eel and as cunning as the devil.”

“Did you have much trouble in getting Moropoulos over, sir?” asked the superintendent.

“None whatever. The case against him was too thin, and the district attorney decided not to go on with it. The Cleveland police were in cable communication with me, and I had the inspiration to consult Bickerson and cable for the man to be brought over — he’s under escort of a Cleveland detective, by the way. I think he’ll talk; from the description I’ve had of him, he seems that kind. And if he talks, I’m going to put these people where I want them. Here’s your man.”

A uniformed constable hurried across the room and laid a slip before the Commissioner.

“That is he,” he said. “Bring him in.”

He returned escorting three men, one of whom was a Scotland Yard officer; the second, tall and lean-faced, was evidently the American detective, and the third of the party, a stout and rosy in dividual, who bore no sort of resemblance at all to a hardened criminal. He looked to be what he undoubtedly had been, the fairly prosperous proprietor of a small store; and though he was a Greek, his voice, showed no indication of foreign birth. He bowed genially to the chief, and accepted the chair which Bickerson pushed up for him with a polite little murmur of protest.

“Yes, sir, I am Moropoulos. This gentleman is the chief?” He nodded to Sir James. “Yeh, I thought so. Now I’m going to tell you gentlemen, before we go any further, that there’s no squeal coming from me. I’ve come to Europe because the chief at Cleveland advised me that if I could make myself useful to you, there was a chance of the police on our side dropping the case. Not that they had one, I guess, but that’s a matter of opinion. The living I’ll not talk about; the dead” — he emphasized the word— “why, I’m ready to say just as much about them as I think is decent. Now, Captain, shoot!”

“By the dead, I suppose you mean Maurice Tarn?”

Moropoulos nodded.

“Yes, sir, I mean Maurice Tarn. I don’t know whether he was the big guy, but he was certainly one of them. I had dealings with him; I brought a whole lot of cocaine over from Germany in a specially made box. I guess you found it when you searched his lodgings. It had five wooden trays, one on top of the other — that’s what you call them over here, isn’t it, ‘trays’?”

“I didn’t see that,” said Bickerson thoughtfully.

“Maybe he burnt it. I’m only just telling you that I brought the box over for him, and I had a long talk with him before I left.”

“Did he say anything to you about Soyoka’s gang?”

A shadow passed over the pleasant face of the Greek.

“No, sir!” he said emphatically. “It was Soyoka who got me pinched. One of the bulls tipped me off. He said I was invading the territory of his man, which is a lie, for I was the only guy working the stuff on a big scale in Ohio.”

“Did you get any hint who this man was?” asked Bickerson.

“He’s somebody big in London. An officer — he’s got a rank, I guess.”

“You’ve never heard the name?” asked Sir James. “It wasn’t by any chance Major Amery?”

“Amery?” repeated the Greek slowly. “Well, I wouldn’t just swear to it. All I know is that he was mad at me, and one of his people came along and squealed. Oh, yes,” he added frankly, “I had the stuff all right! But they didn’t catch me with it. That’s where their case broke down. When they raided my parlour they didn’t find anything more intoxicating than a bottle of tomato ketchup!”

“Did Tarn have any confederates? You must know that, Moropoulos?” asked Sir James.

“I make a pretty fair distinction between the living and the dead. If any of his friends have died, maybe you’ll produce their death certificates and I’ll start talking. Otherwise—” he shrugged his shoulders.

The Commissioner and Bickerson exchanged a few words in a low voice, and then the American detective was beckoned forward.

“You’re not holding this man, officer, are you?”

The American shook his head.

“No, sir. So far as I am concerned, he is as free as the air; I’ve only come over as a sort of chaperon.”

“It’s true, then, what he says?” asked the Commissioner in an undertone. “The case against him has been dropped?”

The officer from Cleveland nodded again.

“Yes, sir. He was a little too quick for us. We thought we’d caught him with the stuff, but we came about five minutes too late.”

It was Bickerson who took charge of the Greek, escorting him to the smartest restaurant within walking distance.

“No, sir,” said the Greek, “it’s never too early for supper for a hungry man — or dinner, just what you call it so long as it’s food. That journey from Liverpool was certainly the hungriest thousand miles I’ve ever travelled. Two hundred, is it? It seemed longer.”

“I’ve taken a room for you at one of our best hotels,” said Bickerson, when they had found a table and a waiter. “And if you’re short of money, you must let me know. We should like to make your stay in town as pleasant as possible.”

Moropoulos shook his head, a gleam of reproach in his eyes. “Listen, baby,” he said gently; “they do that much better on our side. Say, they’re artists! They’d deceive me! You haven’t got into that way, I guess. It comes naturally awkward, trying to be my only friend in the great city. I’ll pay for this lunch, Bill, just so I can have the satisfaction of telling you that you’ve heard all the squeal that’s likely to pass my lips during my absence from home.”

Bickerson laughed, though he was not in a laughing humour.

“There is nothing we want from you,” he said untruthfully. “In fact, I don’t know that you could add to our information. Hallam we know—”

“Who’s Hallam?” asked the other, in bland surprise. “He’s half-brother to Stillman, I guess.”

“Stillman!”

The Greek was obviously tickled at the effect the word had produced.

“I thought that would get you. A new one on you?”

“It’s certainly a new one on me,” said Bickerson, recovering from his surprise. “Who is Stillman?”

The Greek took some time to consider the question, and when he answered he sounded a very definite note.

“Stillman I don’t know and have never seen. All I know I got from one of Soyoka’s crowd that I used to run with in New York. Stillman is one of their top men, but I guess that isn’t half his name. And now I’m through answering questions.”

Bickerson was wise enough to drop the question of the dope gangs until the hungry man had finished his supper. But neither the production of the choicest wine, nor the discovery of the most piquant liqueur, caused the Greek to grow any more loquacious. Bickerson escorted him to his hotel, and then went on to call at Ralph Hallam’s house.

As the detective put his hand on the bell, Ralph himself opened the door. He was in evening dress.

“Hullo!” he said, a little wearily. “Have you come to see that prescription book?”

“Forget it,” said Bickerson amiably. “No, Hallam, I’ve dropped in to make a final call, and then maybe you and I will never meet, except professionally, in a hundred years.”

And, seeing the look of dubiety in the other’s face, he roared with laughter.

“When I say ‘professionally,’ I mean as a doctor and patient,” he said. “Can you give me a minute?”

“Come in,” said Ralph ungraciously, and led the way into his diningroom.

“Now this is what I want to know from you. You have a pretty good idea of old man Tarn’s possessions. Do you remember his having a box with five trays?”

“No,” said Ralph promptly — too promptly. The detective viewed him with suspicion.

“Now listen, doctor, there’s nothing against you, even if you were a friend of Tarn’s and he was a dope runner — as you know he was. Can’t you help a fellow with a morsel of information?”

“If I knew I wouldn’t tell you. What is wrong with the box?”

“Nothing: it had a false bottom, that’s all. And I’m wondering whether the old man might have concealed something…”

He saw a sudden change come over Ralph Hallam’s face; his eyes had grown bright with suppressed excitement.

“You’re thinking of something pleasant?” said the keen detective, and Ralph nodded.

“Very pleasant!” he said.

He was thinking of a million dollars.

Suppose it were true? Suppose Tupperwill were mistaken? And suppose the money that he saw in Amery’s box were really and rightfully the property of the sinister man? And suppose that, in his queer, secretive way, Tarn had taken the money back to the house and had hidden it? Elsa would know where the box was, he thought, as his car carried him toward Herbert Mansions. The balance of probability was that the money was in Amery’s possession or at his bank; but there was just that chance, faint and barely possible, but possible. The very thought made him grow hot and cold.

Elsa was in her room when he arrived.

“That lady is certainly a bright companion for me,” said his wife ironically. “She sits in her bedroom half the night, with those ‘hub’ things in her ears. What is going to happen now?”

“Nothing,” said Ralph, “except that we dine with Tupperwill.”

Mrs. Hallam groaned.

“What morgue does he live at?” she asked. “Ralph, boy, I’ve given up two dances for you — real jazzy ones.”

“Go and call the girl,” said Ralph, whose patience in his wife’s presence was never far from the breaking point.

Elsa saved her hostess the trouble. She was walking down the passage when Mrs. Hallam emerged from the drawingroom, a dainty figure in the new gown she was wearing in honour of the occasion, though she thought it was very dreadful going out at all, and said so.

“You’re thinking of Tarn?” said Ralph slowly. “Well, he wasn’t so close a relative that it need send you into mourning. You look tired,” he added sympathetically. “Have you had a bad day with the ogre?”

She shook her head. Mrs. Hallam had left them alone for a moment, and it was an opportunity not to be lost.

“I wonder if you remember, Elsa, whether your uncle had a trunk with a number of trays, fitting one on top of the other?”

She opened her eyes in surprise.

“Yes, I remember it very well, because that particular box is in this house,” she said.

For a second his heart leapt, and it required all his willpower to hide the excitement under which he was labouring.

“I packed some of my old clothes in it,” she added, and his hopes fell.

“Empty, was it?” he asked carelessly.

“Why, yes, it was empty” — she hesitated. “At least, the top trays were empty. One or two at the bottom I could not lift: I found tonight when I was unpacking, that they are screwed to the side of the box, and it struck me that there must be something underneath, for the trunk is extraordinarily heavy, even when it is empty. Why do you ask?”

“There is no especial reason,” he replied carelessly, “except that I took a fancy to the old case when I saw it, and your uncle told me that, if I wanted it, he would give it to me.”

“You can have it,” she smiled, “but you must find me another to take its place.”

Then and there he would have cancelled the dinner party and taken the box to Half Moon Street, but it was inadvisable to show so much eagerness, and Mrs. Hallam returning at that moment, the subject dropped. A little later, just before they left the house, he found time to utter a warning.

“Don’t attempt to unscrew the bottom trays,” he said, in a voice low enough to evade his wife. “I have an idea there is something there which — well, frankly, should not be there.”

“Do you mean drugs?” she said quickly.

He nodded.

Mrs. Hallam’s impatient voice called them from the corridor. “Are you coming?” she snapped, and the girl hurried to join her.

“This evening is going to be so entirely wasted,” complained Mrs. Hallam, when they were in the car, “that I’d just as soon have chloroform right away!”

To Mr. Tupperwill, superintending the finishing touches of his little feast, the night was to be one of peculiar significance. He fussed from drawingroom to diningroom; he went up to his own apartment and solemnly surveyed the etceteras which a knowledgeable housekeeper had produced, and which ranged from lipsticks to cold cream; and whilst he felt that many of these acquisitions were unlikely to be of more service than a first-aid outfit, he had the satisfaction of knowing that nothing had been left undone for the entertainment of his guests.

A trim maid showed the two women into the room, and Mrs. Hallam inspected the appointments with an approving eye.

“There’s a million pounds’ worth of furniture here,” she said enviously, surveying the rare Empire furnishings.

Her hand, sweeping over the silk-panelled wall in an effort to price the quality, stopped at the edge of a heavy golden picture frame, that hung, it seemed, a little low. Instantly she divined the reason, and, pushing the picture aside, she saw a circular disc of steel sunk in the wall. Was this the safe that Mr. Tupperwill had misguidedly spoken about? Those ineradicably predatory instincts of hers flamed into life. What was the word? — something to do with “peace”; and yet it wasn’t “peace.” It was a word that meant running— “pace”!

In a mirror she caught a glimpse of Elsa, who was taking off her cloak and in the act of turning. With a quick movement Lou straightened the picture and walked back to the dressing-table, her colour heightened, her heart beating a little quicker.

“Look at all that truck,” she drawled, indicating the serried rows of pots and dishes on the table. “The poor old fish!”

Elsa laughed softly. “Poor Mr. Tupperwill! He hasn’t been used to entertaining women.”

“That’s a good sign, anyway,” said Lou, and then: “I wonder if he’s one of those eccentric millionaires that give dinner party presents?”

Pace! That was the word: she was sure of it now. She could hardly tear herself away, but the maid was waiting at the door, and there would be other opportunities. Such a man as Tupperwill would in all probability collect all manner of valuable trinkets: he seemed that sort of man. And one little piece would not be missed. Her passion for easy “findings” was beyond her power to combat. She went downstairs to meet the anxious Mr. Tupperwill, resolved to carry away at least one souvenir of a very dull evening.

And a dull evening it proved to be, for the banker was not in his most talkative mood, and reverted to the subject of business and its cares so frequently that Elsa had all her work to conceal her yawns.

“I’ve had a very trying afternoon,” said Mr. Tupperwill over the coffee, “an extremely anxious afternoon. In fact, I cannot remember an afternoon quite as full of unpleasantness. Clients can be very annoying.”

“I always thought your clients were models in that respect?” said Ralph.

He too had been silent throughout the meal, his mind so completely occupied by the possibilities that Elsa’s old box contained, that he scarcely spoke half a dozen times.

“Yes, they are usually,” admitted Mr. Tupperwill; “but this particular customer I have in my mind has been — very — er — distressing.”

Even he was glad when, at the end of a long-drawn-out rubber of bridge, in which Lou cheated shamelessly, the women rose to go upstairs to collect their cloaks.

“I’m afraid I’ve been extremely boring.”

Ralph murmured something as he strolled out to get his coat and hat from the melancholy butler.

“And I intended this party to be quite cheerful,” said Mr. Tupperwill miserably. “But my usual vivacity… entirely evaporated… entirely.”

“I’m sure the ladies have enjoyed themselves,” soothed Ralph.

“I hope they have,” replied the host, in doubt. “I sincerely hope they have.”

Elsa had got her cloak and was leaving the bedroom, when her companion stopped.

“Go down, dear. I won’t be a moment.” She was stooping over her shoe. “This wretched buckle has come undone.”

“Can I help you?”

“No, don’t wait,” said the woman impatiently. Her hands were trembling with excitement.

Scarcely had the door closed upon Elsa Marlowe than Mrs. Hallam crossed the room, pushed aside the picture, and, with shaking fingers, turned the dial, her ears strained for the slightest sound from the corridor. She had a small combination safe of her own and knew its working, and in another second the door had swung open.

She caught a glimpse of a number of envelopes; there were two or three flat cases; but the only valuable in sight was something which looked like a gold cigarette case. She could not afford to wait for a closer search, and, slipping the case into her bag, she closed the safe, spun the dial, and replacing the picture, was descending the stairs before Elsa had reached the bottom.

She saw Ralph’s eyes fixed on her with a steady, enquiring, suspicious look. Hallam knew his wife only too well. But she met his eyes boldly, and was gushing over her host before Ralph Hallam could decide in his mind the inward meaning of her flushed cheeks.

Tupperwill escorted Elsa to the car; Ralph and the woman followed.

“You haven’t been playing the fool, have you?” he asked under his breath.

“What do you mean?” she demanded in surprise.

“You didn’t find any of Tupperwill’s jewellery lying loose? By God! if you ever try that with my friends—”

“You’re mad,” she said angrily. “Do you imagine I would do anything so…”

At that moment they came within earshot of the other two and took their farewell.

“Are you going straight home?” asked Ralph as the car started.

“Where else?” asked his wife. “Have you any suggestions?”

“Let us go to the Mispah. We’ll have some supper and dancing, and get the taste of this funereal evening out of our mouths.”

He looked at Elsa, and the girl hesitated.

“We needn’t go on the dance floor,” he said, reading her unwillingness. “We can have supper upstairs in the balcony and watch the people,” and reluctantly she agreed.

The Mispah, though the least advertised, is the most fashionable of the London dance clubs, and the floor was covered with dancers when they picked theft way through the crowded balcony to the table he had reserved. The girl, to whom this night club life was a novelty, looked, fascinated, at the glittering throng that swayed and moved to the staccato pounding of the orchestra.

“This is what Jessie Dame would call Life,” she said with a smile. “Poor Jessie! Her one ambition is to mingle with a hectic throng, mainly composed of sinister men in evening dress, and meet the aristocracy on equal terms.”

“A base ambition,” said Ralph gaily. “There are not many of the aristocracy here, though there are a few. That is Letty Milenko from the Gaiety. That tall man is Lord Sterrer. The name of the scarecrow with whom he’s dancing I don’t know, although I’ve seen her here before.”

Elsa was gazing speechlessly at Lord Sterrer’s partner. She was a woman of about middle height, painfully thin, and on whom clothes hung loosely. Her ears, her throat, her hair glittered with diamonds, and the big hands that lay upon the black coat of her partner flashed and scintillated dazzlingly. As the face came to view, Elsa saw that her eyes were half closed, and that she seemed to be moving in an ecstasy of perfect enjoyment.

It was the romantic Miss Dame!
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Jessie Dame! There was no doubt about it, no mistaking her. Jessie Dame, flashing with diamonds, expensively garbed, and dancing on the most exclusively public floor in London!

At first she was sure that she was mistaken. And then… no, it was Jessie! As the dance finished, the girl looked up, and Elsa drew back out of sight.

“Is she somebody you know?” asked Ralph, who had observed the effect this strange spectacle had upon her.

“Yes, I know her,” said Elsa shortly. “Do you?”

Ralph shook his head.

“I’ve seen her here once or twice before. She usually comes with a middle-aged man — there he is.”

He pointed to a corner whither Jessie was making her way, accompanied by her partner. The man to whom Ralph pointed was stout and bald, and to somewhat coarse features he added a sweeping cavalry moustache, suspiciously yellow.

Jessie The discovery shocked her. She had never imagined that this gawk of a girl, with her foolish chatter of picture heroes and heroines, could lead what was tantamount to a double life. Elsa had always thought of her as, if not poor, at least one who lived in modest circumstances; yet here she was, carrying a small fortune in jewellery, and obviously on terms of friendship with people whom Elsa did not imagine she could know.

She was being snobbish, she told herself. There was no reason in the world that Jessie Dame should not dance at the Mispah Club; less reason that this doting “pater” of whom she so often spoke, should not cover her with jewels. At the same time she felt a strange uneasiness, and could not keep her eyes from the girl, whose awkward gestures of animation were visible from where she sat.

Ralph saw that something unusual had happened, but did not for the moment connect the girl’s changed expression with that raw apparition on the floor below. He asked her to dance, and, when she declined, he was promptly claimed by Mrs. Hallam.

“Let me get a dance out of the night, at any rate,” she said, and carried him off, leaving the girl alone, not to her regret, for the strain of the evening was beginning to tell on her.

She moved her seat so that, whilst free from observation herself, she had a good view of Jessie Dame. The band had struck up, the floor was again a kaleidoscopic tangle of colours and movement, but Miss Dame, now vigorously fanning herself, did not join the throng, and apparently her cavalier had left her.

Elsa took her eyes from the floor and surveyed the other occupants of the balcony, and then she uttered an exclamation of surprise. Between two pillars was a table at which sat a solitary and detached observer. He was looking at her, and, as their eyes met, he rose and came round the corner of the balcony toward her, an unusually gracious proceeding on his part; his interest in her presence was more unexpected than the actual discovery of Major Amery in this gay spot.

At first she thought he was going to pass her, but he stopped, and, sitting down in the chair recently occupied by Ralph, he looked across to where the long-plumed fan of Jessie Dame was working agitatedly.

“The skeleton at the feast,” he said sardonically.

This piece of mordant humour was so typical of him that she laughed.

“I don’t often come to the Mispah,” he said, “but if I had, and I’d seen that lady before, I should have been saved a very uncomfortable afternoon.”

She hoped that others might also have been saved the discomfort of that afternoon, but she took little notice of his remark, thinking that he was still jesting.

“All gay and girlish,” he said. “How funny! Somehow I never imagined that lank woman in a setting like this.”

“Why not, Major Amery?” she asked, ready to defend her friend, and conscious that she was being something of a hypocrite, since she had experienced exactly the same sense of the incongruous as he was now feeling. “Jessie works very hard, and she’s as much entitled to a little recreation as I am — but probably it strikes you as being funny that I am here?”

He shook his head.

“You have been dining with the massive Tupperwill,” he said, “and the Hallams brought you on. Besides, you fit. The illuminations on that woman’s ears are fascinating.”

Every time Jessie turned her head there was a flicker and flash of jewels.

“And all on three pounds a week!” he murmured. “The thrift and economy of a poor working girl fills me with awe. That is Hallam and his wife, isn’t it?”

He looked down to where Ralph was threading a difficult way across the crowded floor.

“That is Dr. Hallam and his sister-in-law,” she said.

“His wife,” he corrected, and, seeing her look of blank astonishment: “You didn’t know he was married? He hasn’t told you?”

Elsa shook her head. “No, I didn’t know,” she said simply.

Her mind was in a turmoil, Why had Ralph kept the truth from her? What had he hoped to gain by his deception? As if reading her thoughts, the man went on:

“I think it is a matter of convenience, and, for Hallam, of mental ease. His lady wife has one or two unpleasant hobbies — you haven’t lost any small article of jewellery, have you?”

She shook her head, wondering.

“Did you seriously mean what you said the other day — that she was a kleptomaniac?”

He nodded.

“That is the scientific description. Personally, I should call her a sneak-thief, with an itch for other people’s property. You need not be shocked: some of our best people suffer from that complaint.”

But married! She couldn’t understand that. And yet she remembered wondering how it was she had never met his “sister-in-law” before. The reason was plain enough now.

For a second she felt uneasy, but then the humour of the situation came to her, and she laughed softly. “She was the skeleton at his feast, then?” she asked.

Amery’s eyes twinkled for a second and grew solemn again. “Or he at hers: I’m not quite sure,” he said. “That man with Miss Dame is her father — I suppose you know that? I didn’t, until I took the trouble to enquire. You haven’t seen him closely, I suppose? You should, but probably you’re not interested in anthropology? Pale blue eyes and a very large, fat, straight chin, which usually marks a man with epileptic tendencies. The hair of the moustache extremely coarse — Mantegazza thinks that is a bad sign.”

“Mantegazza?” she asked, bewildered.

“He is an Italian anthropologist — one of the few whose conclusions are worth study. The thickness of the moustache hair should be .01 of a millimetre. If it is coarser than that, the man is either a great criminal or a great scientist.”

She listened, astounded, as he rattled on, and remembering the uncomfortable moment she had had when he had told her her height and detected the accident she had once had to her little finger, she began to understand that he had been pursuing a hobby.

“You have made a study of these things, Major Amery?”

He nodded.

“Yes, years ago, when I was in the Indian Service, before I adopted the criminal career which is now exercising the minds of Scotland Yard, anthropology was an interest of mine.”

She was looking at him intently. Not a muscle of his face twitched; there was no sign of embarrassment or of shame, when he expressed his guilt. And there was no boastfulness, either. He was simply stating a fact, and a fact beyond controversy. The music stopped, there was a clapping of hands, and he waited, his eyes fixed upon Ralph and his wife. Not until the music started again, and he saw the pair resume the interrupted dance, did he speak.

“Do you know the Dames?”

“I know Jessie,” she said. “I’ve never met her father.”

“Ever been to the house, I mean?”

She shook her head.

“She’s invited me to tea, but I’ve never gone.”

“You should go,” he nodded. “And I think I should go very soon if I were you. It is rather a nice house, near Notting Hill Gate; a largish kind of establishment for people of those circumstances, with a fairly big garden, at the end of which is the garage.”

“Have they a car?” she asked, open-eyed.

He shook his head.

“I don’t know. As a matter of fact, I have not been immensely interested, except that I’ve seen the house — in fact, I’ve seen the house of every person holding down a job at Amery & Amery’s. The position of a girl who lives with her parents — or parent, for I understand Miss Dame has no mother — is always the more difficult to judge. Her father may be anything or nothing. By the way, you have a black box at home, haven’t you, belonging to Tarn — a box with trays?”

He turned so abruptly to this subject that she was surprised into an admission. And then: “How on earth did you know?” she demanded. “And what is the mystery of that box? You’re the second person who has spoken—”

“Only two?” he asked quickly. “Are you sure only two people have asked you about that box? Myself and who?”

“Dr. Hallam. You think there is something in that box?” She looked at him gravely, and he nodded. “Drugs?”

“Yes, the drug that dopes the world,” he said flippantly. “I shouldn’t investigate too closely if I were you, but under no circumstances are you to let that box out of your possession. Here comes your amiable friend, and by the expression on his face I gather that he has recognized me.”

“Won’t you wait and meet him?”

He hesitated, “Yes, I think I will,” he said.

A few minutes later, Ralph came along the narrow balcony, a watchful, suspicious man.

“You know Major Amery?” said Elsa.

He bowed slightly.

“And of course Mrs. Hallam you know?” said Ralph.

“Yes, I have met your wife.”

Their eyes met in a challenge, and Ralph’s were the first to be lowered.

So Elsa knew! Well, she had to know sooner or later, and he would rather she learnt in the present circumstances than any other.

“I have identified the lady of the earrings,” he said as he sat down. “She’s one of your girls.”

“You mean Miss Dame? Yes, she is one of our minor lights.”

“You must pay very big money, Major Amery,” said Ralph drily.

“Evidently,” was the cold reply.

He got up with a little bow to the girl, and, without so much as noticing Lou Hallam, walked back to his place between the pillars.

“What did he have to say?” asked Ralph. And then: “So he told you my guilty secret?”

He tried to carry the matter off with a smile, but he went red under her questioning scrutiny.

“The fact is,” he said awkwardly, “Lou and I have never quite hit it off, which was probably my fault. But we’ve always been good friends—”

“Up to a point,” broke in Mrs. Hallam. “He told you we were married, did he? That fellow ought to be running the gossip column of the ‘Megaphone’!”
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Amery sat over his third cup of coffee and a cigarette, watching the dancers, long after Elsa had passed, with a little nod and a smile, on her way home. He saw Miss Dame disappear finally, and the first series of lights go out as a warning that the club was closing, and then he came down the marble stairs into Citron Street. It was raining, and the linkman, holding a huge umbrella, lifted his hand enquiringly.

“No, thank you,” said Amery. “I’ll walk.”

He strolled across Leicester Square, through the midnight bustle of Piccadilly Circus, and made his leisurely way up Regent Street. He had not gone far before he was conscious that his movements were under observation. Glancing back, he saw two men, as leisurely as himself, walking in his rear, and smiled quietly.

As he turned into Hanover Square, one of his pursuers quickened his step and passed him, and Amery swerved slightly to give him a wider berth. Hanover Square was a bleak desert; a crawling taxicab was the only sign of life.

He whistled, and the cab came toward him. The door was open and he was stepping in, when a man came round the back of the taxi. It was impossible to see his face; his felt hat was pulled down over his eyes, a silk scarf covered his mouth.

“Good evening, Mr. Stillman!” said Amery pleasantly.

As he spoke he gave the impression that he was waiting to meet the advancing man. The words were hardly spoken before, with a quick turn, he had leapt into the cab, slammed the door behind him, and the muffled man faced the black cavity of a pistol muzzle.

“Stillman, I think?” said Amery.

The action had been so quick that the man was taken off his guard.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said, in a muffled voice. “I’m only telling you to get out and stay out!”

“That sounds familiar,” said Amery coolly. “I seem to have used the identical term when addressing a partner, confederate or enemy of yours, one Maurice Tarn. You talk too much!”

The motionless figure on the pavement moved his hand slightly, but, dark as the night, Amery detected the motion.

“Keep your hand down, my friend, or in a minute or two this cab will be carrying your lifeless remains to Middlesex Hospital, and the most brilliant house surgeon will not be able to restore animation. I should hate to put our friend the cabman to the inconvenience of mussing his upholstery.”

“Listen,” said the man, hoarse with rage. “Life is pretty sweet to you. I guess? If it is, you’ll get out of the game. I don’t know who Stillman is, but you can’t bluff me — I know who you are! There’s a heap of correspondence in the bottom drawer of your desk that is very interesting to read—”

Bang!

Amery had been leaning forward to the window, and he caught the glitter of a gun and flung himself back just in time. He felt the wind of the bullet as it passed the bridge of his nose, and before he could recover, the frightened driver had jerked the taxicab forward and was going at full speed round the gardens of the square. Looking back, Amery caught a glimpse of a figure running across the road… On the whole he approved the driver’s precipitation.

“I’m going to the nearest police station,” quavered the taximan, when Amery leant out of the window to give him instructions. “I don’t care what you say, I’m taking you to the nearest police station! I’m not going to have that sort of thing happen in my cab!”

And then a hand came round the corner, and in it was a crisp, bright note. By the light of the lamp which illuminated the meter, the driver saw the magic word “Ten” and changed his mind.

“All right; where do you want to go?” he growled.

The sinister man gave directions and leant back in the cab. That was a narrow squeak. He must never take such a risk again.

Usually a light burnt in the passage of his house, visible through the transom, but there was a complete darkness when he put the key in the lock and pushed the door wide open. No sound came to his ears save the ticking of the clock on the stair landing. Feeling along the wall, he found the switch and illuminated the passage.

The first thing that struck him as curious was that the door leading to his study was open, and he had taken a step toward the room, when he heard the patter of feet behind him and turned quickly, to meet the grinning face of Feng Ho. The Chinaman was clad from head to foot in a shining oilskin.

“Inclemency of elements—” he began, and then he saw Amery’s face, and asked quickly, in the Cantonese dialect:

“What is wrong?”

“I don’t know,” replied Amery in the same tongue, “but I rather think somebody has been here in my absence.”

The Chinanian ran past him into the open study and put on the lights. Amery heard a guttural exclamation of astonishment, and, following the man into the room, saw the cause.

The place was in hopeless confusion. Half the drawers of his desk lay on the floor; the cupboards had been wrenched open, the furniture moved, and a little pinewood cupboard had been emptied by the simple process of tipping its contents on to the carpet.

“Where is Chang? Go and find him,” said Amery quickly.

The Chinaman ran out of the room, and presently Amery heard his name called and went towards the voice. Feng Ho was kneeling on the floor by the side of a prostrate figure, so trussed and bound and gagged that he bore no resemblance to anything human. He was unconscious when the bonds were loosened and the steel handcuffs unlocked.

“There’s been no struggle here,” said Amery, looking round the little pantry where the man had been found.

Feng Ho went to the mysterious region at the back of the house and came back with a basin of water.

“They came through the kitchen,” he said. “The window is open.”

Amery’s European servants did not sleep on the premises; the last of these usually left at half-past ten, and it must have been after that hour that the burglar made his entrance.

“They have taken my dossier,” said Amery, after a careful examination of the strewn papers on the floor.

He pointed to a steel drawer; the lock had been torn bodily; from its place, and where the drawer had been was a confusion of splintered wood.

It was curious that neither of the men suggested summoning the police. That idea did not seem to occur to them, and when Feng Ho went back to attend the half-conscious Chinaman, and Amery took up the telephone, it was not a police number that he called.

“It must have been done half an hour ago,” said the sinister man thoughtfully, after his telephone conversation had finished and Feng Ho had returned. “Quick work!”

Again he took up the telephone; this time he gave a Mayfair number, and almost immediately Ralph Hallam’s voice answered him.

“Is that Dr. Hallam?”

“Yes,” was the reply. There was no mistaking the voice.

“So you’re at home, are you?” said Amery with a smile, and before the answer came he had hung up the receiver.

“Quick work,” he muttered. “Help me get this stuff together. Where have you left Chang?”

“I’ve put him on his bed. He is a little shaken, and not hurt,” said Feng Ho, with that curious callousness which so shocks the Westerner. “Perhaps he will live.”

“I think so.”

Chang not only lived, but within an hour was a very voluble young man, invoking his familiar devils to the destruction of his, enemies.

“I was asleep, tao,” he said frankly, “and I knew nothing until my head was in a bag and my hands tied.”

“If you had been awake then, I think you would have been asleep now, Chang,” said Amery cryptically.

He spent the rest of the night putting his papers in order, but the most important collection of documents had disappeared.

He knew this before the search began. He had known it from the moment Stillman had spoken. Tomorrow he must be early at the office. There were other things even as important as his dossier, and these must not be found.
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Elsa Marlowe woke up in the middle of the night with a sense of deep trouble. She got up and put on the light, and, sitting down on the bed, carefully analyzed her mind to find the cause. Was it the discovery that Ralph Hallam was married? She dismissed that thought as being too absurd for consideration. Jessie Dame? It had certainly disturbed her to find Jessie at the Mispah Club, bejewelled and expensively frocked; but Amery had spoken the truth when he said that working girls were very difficult to place. They might come from homes where families were starving, and none would guess the tragedy behind their smart frocks and their amiability; or they might be the children of well-off people, immeasurably the social superiors of their employers. She had often heard Jessie Dame talk about her “pater,” and had dismissed that little piece of pompous Latinity as sheer snobbishness. Possibly Jessie’s excess of refinement was based on a consciousness of superiority.

No, it was not Jessie. She was very well able to look after herself, romantic as she was, though Elsa determined that the long-deferred visit to the girl’s ancestral home should be made that day, for she was curious to see what kind of home life the girl had.

Certainly it wasn’t Jessie. And it was not Ralph. Then what had so depressed her? In a vague kind of way she felt it was Amery, his queerness, his loneliness, and the sinister shadow that her suspicions had thrown over him. He was engaged, she knew, in a business that was both dangerous and unsavoury. He had undoubtedly struck down a comfortable middle-aged banker, for no other offence than that he had talked too much. Coldblooded, cynical, remorseless, ruthless… and very lonely.

She caught her breath in horror at herself. She had once heard of a man whose formula for winning the love of women was to “treat ’em rough and keep ’em going!” Was she being subjected to this process, and was this the result?

She was wide awake now. Her sense of unhappiness had been swallowed up in the alarm of her discovery. Looking at the clock, she saw that it was four. And then her eyes fell upon the battered box which had so exercised the interest of Ralph and the sinister man. She pulled open the lid, took out the three top trays, and tried again to move the fourth, but it was screwed tightly, if, clumsily, and defied her efforts. Lifting one end of the box, she felt its weight. There was something beneath that fastened tray what?

It was five o’clock when she went back to bed, but not to sleep. She was dressed and had cooked her breakfast before Mrs. Hallam’s daily maid had put in her appearance. Even now she did not feel the least bit sleepy. A night of rain and storm had been succeeded by a bright spring morning, which stirred something in her heart that was akin to happiness.

“You’re early, miss,” said the maid, with that touch of resentment which domestics invariably show toward the early riser.

“I’m going to the office early,” said Elsa, feeling that some excuse was necessary, and not wishing to have the story of her sleeplessness carried to Mrs. Hallam.

It was like Elsa that having, on the spur of the moment, invented an intention of going early, she should find herself, soon after eight, walking up Wood Street and wondering whether the office would be open.

It was not only open, but apparently there were other early callers. She saw two men talking in the doorway, and recognised one as Bickerson. There was no mistaking his well-set figure. His head was turned as she came into view, and he was walking slowly up the street, in earnest consultation with his companion. Before he had turned, she was in the passage and mounting the stairs.

The cleaners had left her room, and she was apparently the only member of the staff on the premises. Fortunately, there was plenty of work to occupy her, and she went into Amery’s cold office to collect a card index of addresses that she had promised herself to put in order.

Placing the little box on his desk, her nimble fingers passed quickly over their edges, withdrawing one here, replacing another there, for, neat in other respects, he was the most careless of men, and more often than not it was necessary to search the floor for addresses he had removed and forgotten to return.

The door was ajar; she could hear distinctly the sound of feet on the stairs, and wondered what other member of the staff came so early. And then she heard Bickerson’s voice, as two men came into her office. She raised her head and listened.

“He will be here at nine. I would rather the search was conducted in his presence,” said the voice of the stranger, and by the respectful tone in which Bickerson’s answered, it was evident that he was the detective’s superior in rank.

“Just as you like, sir. I’ve not put the warrant into effect before, but the information which came to me early this morning leaves no doubt that the stuff is on the premises. There’s a cupboard by the side of the fireplace which I noticed when I called last time.”

Elsa listened, breathless. Looking round, she saw the long, narrow cupboard, and remembered that it was one she had not seen the Major use. What was the “stuff”? Should she go out, meet and warn him? That might help, but it could hardly prevent the discovery of the incriminating material, whatever it was, that was behind the small door.

Somebody took a step toward the room.

“I’ll show you where,” said Bickerson.

She looked round, and in a second had passed through the door way into the little cupboard-like apartment which served Amery as a washplace and dressing-room. She was just in time.

“There it is,” she heard Bickerson say, “on the right of the fireplace. Most of these old-fashioned offices have cupboards in that position. I don’t see why we shouldn’t open it now, sir.”

“Wait till he comes,” said the other gruffly, and then the sound of their voices receded.

She came back to Amery’s room. They had closed the door behind them when they went out: the key was in the lock, and, without counting the consequences, she turned it and flew back to the cupboard by the mantelpiece. This was locked, and defied her efforts to open. In desperation, she took up the poker from the fireplace, and, with a strength which surprised her, smashed in the panel. The sound must have reached the ears of the men outside, for they came back, and one of them tried the door.

“Who is there?” he called.

She made no answer. Again the poker fell upon the door, and now the panel was so broken that she could see inside.

On a shelf lay four little packets, each about three inches square, and each wrapped in brown paper and fastened with sealed string. She put in her trembling hand and took out the first. The label was partly in German and partly in English, but she needed no knowledge of German to realize that the package contained cocaine.

What should she do? The firegrate was empty. Then she remembered the washing-bowl.

Somebody was hammering on the door.

“Who is there?”

With her teeth set, she ignored all except the pressing problem of Amery’s danger. Tearing off the paper cover, she let drop into the basin a heap of glittering white powder. Turning on both taps, she emptied the second and then the others, and, without waiting to watch the deadly drug flow to waste, she came back to Amery’s room, found his matches, and, striking a light, burnt the wrappers, watching them turn to black ash. When she retuned to the washbowl, every vestige of the cocaine had disappeared, and then, and not until then, did she walk calmly to the door, turn the key and open it. A redfaced, angry Bickerson confronted her, behind him an older man, taller and white-haired.

“What have you been doing?” demanded Bickerson roughly. “Why didn’t you open the door when I called you?”

“Because I do not recognize your right to give me instructions,” she said.

One glance he gave at the smashed cupboard door.

“I see! So you’re working with Amery, are you, young lady? It’s as well to know that. I suppose you know you’re liable to a severe penalty?”

“For what crime?” she asked, with a calm she did not feel. “Looking after my employer’s interests?”

“What did you find in there?”

“Nothing.”

He saw the charred paper in the fireplace.

“Nothing, eh?” he said between his teeth.

He heard the sound of running water, looked into the dressing-room and understood.

“What did you find?” he asked again. “Come, Miss Marlowe, I’m sure you do not wish to connive in the breaking of the law. What was in that cupboard?”

“Nothing,” said Elsa doggedly.

She was very white; her knees felt as if at any moment they would give way under her; but she stood up square to the police officer, defiance in the tilt of her chin and in her fine eyes.

“You didn’t know she was in that room when you spoke,” said the older man with a little chuckle. “Young lady, you’ve taught a very able detective inspector a lesson which I hope he will not forget!”

Bickerson was now conducting a thorough search of the office. The cupboard on the left of the fireplace was unlocked but empty. He tried the drawers of Amery’s desk: they all opened save one, and as he pulled a bunch of keys from his pocket and knelt to open this, the man most concerned in the search walked into the room.

“Looking for something?” he asked politely.

“I have a warrant to search your office,” said Bickerson, trembling with anger.

“I doubt it,” replied Amery coolly. “Since when have Scotland Yard had the right of searching a City office? I am under the impression that there is an admirable force of police operating in the one square mile of territory known as the City of London; and unless I am mistaken, these gentleman are extremely jealous of their authority being taken from their hands. May I see your warrant?”

He took the paper from the man’s hand and read it. “This is an authorization to search my house in Brook Street, not this office,” he said, “and I’m rather surprised that Superintendent Wille connived at this irregularity.”

The bigger man started.

“I understood that the necessary permission from the City Commissioner had been obtained,” he said stiffly. “You told me this, Bickerson.”

“The City detective is downstairs,” growled the other. “If Major Amery is so particular as to form, we’d better have him up.”

When the third detective arrived, Elsa recognised him as the man she had seen in consultation with Bickerson. He produced the document, and seemed a little piqued to find that the search had already begun. For whilst there is perfect friendship between the police of the guarded City and Scotland Yard, there is, as Major Amery very truly said, a very jealous objection to the Yard men operating east of Temple Bar or west of Aldgate Pump.

“There’s nothing to be found here,” said Bickerson, after Amery had opened the locked drawer and the City man had made his search. “But it was here!” He pointed to the smashed cupboard. This had been the first object on which Amery’s eyes had fallen when he entered the room. “There was something there, and this girl has taken it out and destroyed it. I think you will be sorry for this, Miss Marlowe.”

“If she is,” said Amery coldly, “I will ‘phone you.”

He did not speak again until the men had left the building, then he turned and surveyed the girl with a new interest. And from her, his eyes strayed to the wrecked cupboard.

“You did that, of course?”

She nodded.

“What did you find?”

“Oh, Major Amery, why do you pretend?” she burst forth. “You know what I found! Four packets of that awful stuff!”

“Opium?”

“I don’t know what it was; I think it was cocaine. It was white and glistening.”

He nodded.

“That was cocaine. Four packets?” He whistled softly. “And you washed them away, did you?”

“Yes,” she said shortly, and was preparing to go back to her work.

“That was very good of you.” His politeness was almost mechanical. “Very good of you indeed! Four packets of cocaine. German, by any chance?”

“Oh, of course they were German!” she said impatiently. “You know—”

He shook his head.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I have never had a greater surprise than to learn that there were drugs in this office.”

He walked to his desk, gave a little jerk to the edge, and, to her astonishment, the whole of the top slid back, revealing a shallow cavity in which lay a small thin package of papers. These he took out, put in his inside pocket, pulled the top of the desk back in its place, and smiled.

“Did Mr. Bickerson, in the course of any unguarded conversation, reveal how he came to know that the cocaine was in my office?”

“No; he said he knew early this morning.”

“I see,” said the other softly. “Now I wonder how our friend put them there?”

“Our friend — which friend?”

“A gentleman named Stillman,” he said carelessly, “who came in before office hours and planted the drugs in my office.”

“But — but—” she stammered, “aren’t you a dealer in drugs?”

He smiled.

“I have never bought anything more deadly than chewing-gum in my life,” he said.
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Elsa could only gaze at him blankly.

“But you are Soyoka! I know… you have admitted that you are!”

His face was expressionless.

“Be that as it may,” he said, “I have never bought or sold drugs of any kind, with the exception perhaps of the interesting commodity of which I spoke.”

She drew a long breath.

“I can’t understand it.”

“Don’t try,” he said.

He walked across to the smashed cupboard.

“Poker?” he asked. “Of course it was the poker. Now just tell me how you came to do it.”

In a few words she explained how she had come early, had seen the detectives waiting in the street, and overheard Bickerson and his superintendent talking, and all that followed.

“How very wonderful!” he said, looking at her strangely. “You remarkable girl!”

She coloured under his eyes, felt absurdly tearful, for the reaction had come, and she wanted to get away, sit down and recover her normal breath. He must have seen this, for his old manner returned.

“Ask Feng Ho to come to me, will you, please?”

She went out and found Feng Ho tickling the canary with the end of a long-handled paint-brush, and the Chinaman was inclined to linger, until she said: “Feng Ho, something has happened in Major Amery’s office. He wants you at once.”

And then Feng Ho moved with some celerity.

It was only a quarter to nine, she saw, when she looked at the office clock, and she was glad for this little respite before the real business of the day commenced. She was feeling weak and shaken, and she would have given anything to have got away from the office for an hour.

An interest in life came with the arrival of Miss Dame, and, observing the fiery hair and the red button of a nose, Elsa wondered if this plainly dressed and unattractive female could have been the resplendent being she had seen on the previous night. The fatigue attendant upon the gay life left no visible evidence, for Miss Dame was as voluble as ever.

“My dear,” she said, “who do you think I met downstairs? That Mr. Dickerson, the famous sleuth!”

“Bickerson?”

“Bicker or Dicker, it’s all the same to me. Such a nice man! The way he lifted his hat shows that he was meant for something better than a detective. And yet I’ve known a few good detectives in my time, perfect gentlemen but secret service agents, if you understand? When the plans are stolen — you know what I mean, Government plans about war, where the forts are going to be built and that sort of thing — they get them back. They’re younger than Mr. Bickerson, though,” she added, as though regretting the lost opportunities for romance which the stolid Bickerson might otherwise have offered.

“Jessie, how long have you been a member of the Mispah Club?”

Miss Dame dropped the papers she was carrying, and hid her confusion in gathering them together.

“My dear, how you startled me! How did you know I was a member of the Mispah?” she asked, a little self-consciously. “Of course, there’s no reason why I shouldn’t be. A young girl like me wants to see a little bit of life. But I’m not, as a matter of fact. Pater is a member. Why — did you see me?”

Elsa nodded.

“Yes, I saw you,” she said quietly, and Miss Dame tossed her head.

“Well, there’s nothing in it, is there?” she asked defiantly. “I mean, a young girl has to live. She can’t be a fogey or a stick in-the-mud. It’s quite time enough to settle down when you’re older. And if the pater takes me out, well, that’s nobody’s business. Not that I’m saying you’re poking your nose into my affairs, because I’m not. Did you like the dress?” inconsequently. “Of course, the jewels… I borrowed those; they’re not real. Yes, they are — they are real, but I…”

She was incoherent, torn between a pride of possession and a fear of the impression she might be creating.

“I don’t want you to think I’m not a good girl, Miss Marlowe,” she said, with an almost comical attempt at the virtuous. “But my pater is rather well off. I’ve never told anybody, because they might think it funny that I’m working here for a mere pittance, so to speak. I needn’t work at all.”

“I wonder you do, Jessie.”

Miss Dame was apparently also wondering at her condescension, for she did not answer, and though she opened her lips twice to speak, it was not until the third effort that she offered an explanation which was, on the whole, unconvincing.

“Pater likes me to have something to occupy my time. ‘Satan finds work for idle hands,’ as the good book says. Pater’s rich.”

“That’s what Major Amery thought,” said Elsa, and Miss Dame’s jaw dropped.

“Amery?” she squeaked, her face going pale. “My Gawd! he didn’t see me? Was he there?”

Elsa nodded.

“At the Mispah — that misery at the Mispah! What did he say, Miss Marlowe? I suppose he thought it was funny?”

“He did rather,” said Elsa, speaking nothing but the truth.

But it was not the girl’s idea of funniness that she was thinking about.

“I’ll bet he did!” said Jessie in a hushed voice, her eyes gleaming redly through her spectacles. “I suppose he’s got all sorts of low ideas about me. Did he see pater?”

“Yes, he saw your father.”

“Oh!” said Miss Dame blankly. And then, after a long cogitation: “It can’t be helped. He didn’t ask to see me this morning?”

“No, he doesn’t seem to be the slightest bit interested in you this morning,” said Elsa with a smile, “but that doesn’t mean—”

“I know it doesn’t mean anything,” interrupted Miss Dame. “He’s one of those fly, underhand people, who are always on the lookout for trouble, and before you know where you are, bingo!”

She thought again, and again said that it couldn’t be helped.

“I bought it in Shaftesbury Avenue — the dress, I mean — fourteen guineas. It was a lot of money, but you can’t get classy robes cheaper than that. Pater collects diamonds; he’s in the — in the trade — in the diamond trade, I mean. As a hobby.”

She seemed anxious to discover the effect she had produced upon the girl, but more especially upon Major Amery.

“If he saw me with my pater, he would know it was all right, wouldn’t he? I mean, he’d know I wasn’t one of these fast girls that go round luring men to their ruin?”

Elsa did not laugh, though she was strongly tempted.

“I don’t think I should worry what Major Amery thinks,” she said soothingly; “and unless he mentions the matter to you, I should not speak about it.”

“Hm!” said Miss Dame dubiously.

She made no further appearance that morning, and Elsa was not sorry, for Amery was in a mood of indecision. Usually, his letters to his foreign correspondents needed little or no revision. As they were dictated, so were they signed; except on very rare occasions, when he would scrap a letter and begin anew. This morning he dictated a long epistle, and she was halfway through its transcription when he came into her room.

“You needn’t bother about that letter,” he said. “Bring your book and I will give you another one.”

And then the same thing happened again. She was almost on the last sentence of the second literary effort when he appeared.

“I don’t quite like the wording of that letter. Will you come in, and we’ll try afresh?” he said.

It was a letter to a Chinese merchant in Shanghai, and dealt, not with shipments of merchandise, but with a mysterious individual to whom he referred as F.O.I. F.O.I. wasn’t quite satisfied with the way things were going. And F.O.I. thought that a little more energy might be displayed at the Chinese end. At the same time, F.O.I. recognized all the difficulties and was deeply appreciative of all Mr. T’Chang Fui Zen was doing. F.O.I. was also worried about a man called Stillman, “though,” said the letter, “I have been able to locate this gentleman, and hope at an early date to counteract his operations to our advantage.” This passage occurred in all three letters, and seemed to be the main theme, though there were endless details which varied in description with each new attempt he made to produce the perfect communication.

“I suppose you get rather bored with typing the same letter over and over again?” he said, as he put his signature to the last of the epistles.

She smiled.

“No; it doesn’t often happen, and I’m getting quite used to your ways now, Major Amery. Soon, I think, I shall understand you!”

“And you’re leaving on Saturday, too,” he mused. Then, catching her eye, he laughed as though he were enjoying some secret jest of his.

He followed her into her room and took a quick glance round. “Why, of course!” he said. “Though that doesn’t explain everything.”

She looked up at him.

“Explain everything?” she repeated.

“I was thinking of — another matter,” he said hurriedly.

Just before lunch, in his abrupt way, he asked her a question, which, like so many of his interjections, was altogether unexpected.

“Where are you going tonight?” he asked.

“Tonight? Nowhere.”

She could never lose the habit of surprise at the strange butterfly movements of the sinister man’s mind.

“Are you sure?”

“Why, of course I’m sure, Major. I am more especially sure because Faust is being broadcast from the Opera House — and I love the music.”

For the first time she saw the man startled.

“Faust? How strange, how very odd!”

“I see nothing very odd in it,” she laughed. “I am one of those wireless enthusiasts who love opera — I wouldn’t miss a note or a word for anything!”

“How very odd!” he said again. “Faust!”

The oddness did not seem particularly obvious to Elsa, but she knew her man too well to pursue the subject; and, as she might have expected, when he spoke again it was of something that had not the slightest relation to opera or broadcasting.

“Don’t forget what I told you about your box,” he said, and before she could answer he had gone back to his room, closed the door behind him, and she heard the click of the lock as the key turned.

Elsa frowned. Was he quite…? Men who have lived for many years in hot climates, particularly the climate of India, were strange. She had known an old Indian general who invariably started dinner with a sweet and finished with soup. She couldn’t imagine the sinister man doing anything so eccentric, she thought whimsically. But he was… queer.

The luncheon interval gave her an opportunity of going back to Mrs. Hallam’s flat for a prosaic purpose — to replace a laddered stocking. Mrs. Hallam had given her a key, and she went in, believing she would have the flat to herself, for the lady had told her she was going out to lunch. She walked down the narrow corridor, turned the handle of her door and walked in, and then stopped dead, with a gasp of amazement and annoyance.

The black trunk was in the middle of the floor, and opened. By its side Ralph Hallam knelt in his shirtsleeves, a screwdriver in his hand, and he was busily unscrewing the fourth tray.
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He looked up with a start, and went very red.

“Hullo, old girl!” he said, with an uneasy attempt at carelessness. “I thought I’d come and solve the mystery of your box.”

“I didn’t think there was any mystery about it, Ralph,” she said coldly; “and at any rate, I don’t know why you want the thrill all to yourself.”

He got up, dusting the knees of his trousers, and put on his coat. “The truth is, Elsa, I wanted to save you from what might have been a very embarrassing discovery,” he said. “I will say nothing against Maurice Tarn, but I rather think there is some thing hidden here which would shock you to see.”

Elsa’s quiet smile he did not like.

“I’m proof against shock, Ralph,” she said.

He had lifted the first of the loose trays to replace it, when she stopped him.

“Continue the good work. Don’t deny me my flash of excitement — one screw is out and there are only three others.”

“You mean you want it opened?” he said uncomfortably. “I should wait if I were you, Elsa. Give me a few minutes alone, and let me be sure there is nothing here you shouldn’t see.”

Elsa tried to take the screwdriver from his hand, but he pulled it back.

“Leave it,” he said. “I’m dreadfully sorry if I’ve annoyed you, but believe me, I’ve nothing but your interests at heart.”

“Then why not finish your work and let me see what there is to be seen? And please don’t distress yourself about shocking me, Ralph, because, if I really am not shockproof, at least I’m on the way to be. Won’t you take out the other screws?”

He shook his head.

“No — as a matter of fact, just before you came in I had decided that it was hardly worth while.”

She watched him as he replaced the trays, pulled down the lid and pushed the box against the wall, where it had been when she had left that morning, and she noticed that he never let go of the screwdriver.

“You’re back early,” he said. “They tell me you went out early this morning. I suppose Amery has some little humanity left in his system and has let you off for the day? I saw old Tupperwill this morning; he asked after you. Queer devil, Tupperwill! You’ve made a hit there, Elsa, and I shouldn’t be surprised if our stout friend doe invent another excuse for a party.”

He chattered on, clearly ill at ease, anxious to go, and yet as anxious to be sure that she should not finish the work he had begun. She decided the matter for him.

“I want my room now,” she said, and almost pushed him out.

When she had made her change and come out into the diningroom, he was on the point of leaving.

“Can I take you anywhere? Have you had lunch?”

“Yes, I’ve had lunch,” she said, which was not true.

Her objection to his presence was so marked that presently he began pulling on his gloves.

“You mustn’t imagine I had any designs on your property,” he said jokingly. “And believe me, Elsa, I am serious when I ask you not to open that box except in my presence.”

“Well, open it now,” she said.

He shook his head.

“No, this is not the moment. You will understand why when” — lamely— “well, before you are much older.”

When he had gone, she went into the little kitchenette in search of a screwdriver, determined that she would see for herself what he was keeping from her, but apparently tools were not included in Mrs. Hallam’s household equipment, and, locking the door of her room and putting the key in her pocket, she went out, to find Ralph, a worried figure, biting his nails on the sidewalk before the mansions. He seemed relieved that she had come out so soon.

“You have a key of the flat: may I have it?” she asked.

For a second he seemed inclined to refuse, and then, with a smile, produced it from his waistcoat pocket.

“Really, Elsa, you’re taking quite a high hand to deprive me of the key of my—”

“Not your flat surely? I shouldn’t like to feel that you had the means of entry day and night, Ralph,” she said quietly, and for the second time that morning he coloured a deep red.

Refusing his escort, she found a taxi and drove back to a City restaurant, where she had a small lunch, before returning to her work.

The door of Amery’s room was still locked, and when she knocked his voice asked sharply what she wanted. A few minutes after this the door was unlocked, and, going into the room, she found it empty.

At three o’clock the telephone bell rang. She took all the calls in her office, and those that were intended for her employer she switched through, after she had first made enquiries as to whether he would accept the call. This time:

“Can I speak with Miss Marlowe?” asked a familiar voice.

“Yes, I’m speaking,” said Elsa.

“It is Mr. Tupperwill. Is Major Amery in?”

She recognized his voice before he told her his name.

“No, Mr. Tupperwill, he is out.”

“Is it possible for me to see you, Miss Marlowe? It is on rather an important matter, and I am particularly anxious that Major Amery should not know that I have called you.”

“I can see you after office hours,” she said. “Otherwise, I must get his permission to leave the office.”

A long silence.

“Is that absolutely and vitally necessary?” asked the anxious voice of the banker. “I assure you I would not dream of asking you to come without your employer’s knowledge unless the circum stances were very urgent; and they are very urgent, Miss Marlowe. I want to see you in the course of the next half — hour.”

Elsa considered the possibility.

“I will come,” she said, and cut short his thanks by hanging up the receiver.

Amery allowed her more freedom than most secretaries have, and she could have gone out without reference to him; but somehow she was reluctant, on this occasion, to take advantage of the liberty he gave to her. She turned the matter over in her mind and then knocked at the door.

“Come in.”

He had returned so quietly that she had not heard him.

“I want to go out, Major Amery, for half an hour.”

“Where are you going?” he demanded bluntly.

“Somebody wants to see me… Mr. Tupperwill.”

“Oh!”

“I don’t think he wished you to know that I was going to him: that is rather natural, isn’t it? You don’t mind?”

He shook his head. “No, I don’t mind a bit, but I’m glad you told me. If Tupperwill asks you whether I know where you have gone, you will tell him?”

“Why, of course!” she said in surprise.

“I think I should.”

He was the strangest man, she thought, as the ‘bus carried her toward Old Broad Street… the very strangest man. Such queer, unimportant details interested him. The big, vital things of life left him unmoved.
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Mr. Tupperwill’s office at the bank was situated on one of the innumerable courts that dive out of Old Broad Street and stagger through a labyrinth of passages to end no man knows where. One foot was on the step leading into the purlieus of the bank when Mr. Tupperwill appeared. She had the impression that he had been waiting, for he hurried down to meet her, and, taking her arm in a paternal fashion, led her deeper into the maze of crooked passages that intersected one another.

“This is a short cut that will bring us to Lothbury,” he said, leaving the girl without any explanation as to the business upon which he had called her so urgently to the centre of City.

In Lothbury a car was waiting. She had a glimpse of a bearded chauffeur behind the window of his cabin.

“I haven’t much time—” she began.

“I won’t keep you a moment longer than is necessary,” said Mr. Tupperwill urgently.

The driver evidently had his instructions, for in a few minutes they were running through Moorgate Street toward the City Road.

“The matter I want to see you about is so important, so tremendously important, to me, that I simply dared not interview you at the bank. There is, I believe, a young lady at your place named Miss Dame?”

She nodded.

“I have met her — once,” said Mr. Tupperwill, evidently labouring under the strain of a deep emotion. “She was introduced to the bank — do you mind if I pull those curtains?”

There were side curtains to the windows, and, without waiting for her permission, the stout man leant over and pulled them across so as to make it impossible that they should be seen from the street. He followed suit with the curtains on the other side, and then:

“For your sake and my sake, I do not wish to be seen consulting you, Miss Marlowe.”

“Why on earth not?” she demanded.

“There is a reason, a very pressing reason, which you will understand sooner or later. You know Miss Dame?”

“I know her very well.”

“Are you aware” — his voice sank— “that she is a lady of considerable wealth?”

“Indeed I am not,” smiled Elsa. “I ani under the impression that her father is well off, but that she is only just as rich as he can make her.”

“You think that?” Mr. Tupperwill bit his lower lip, and maintained silence until they were running through a drab street in Islington.

“Where are we going, Mr. Tupperwill? I must be back at the office in half an hour.”

He nodded.

“I realize that. Believe me, I shall not keep you a moment longer than is necessary, and the Major will hardly miss you, even if he comes back.”

“He came back just as I went out,” she said, “and of course I told him that I was coming to see you.”

She thought he had not heard this, for he did not answer her.

“He came back just as you were going out?” he said at last, “And you told him, of course, that you were coming to see me? That I should expect you to do. It is a very small point, and one which perhaps would not appeal to the average employee, but I hold it as a maxim that not in the slightest degree should one deceive an employer.”

They were now in a street one side of which was occupied by a factory wall, and the other by a scattering of poor houses, except toward the farther end, where there was a yard of some kind, marked by high walls and a gate which was open.

The car swung as though it were going into the gateway, and at that moment Mr. Tupperwill sprang to his feet, and, dropping the window with a crash, said something to the chauffeur.

Instantly the man righted the machine and went slowly past the gates. Looking through, Elsa saw a little red quadrangle, surrounded on three sides by low buildings which had the appearance of stables.

“Now why on earth did my man do that?” gasped Mr. Tupperwill in astonishment. “I don’t like it, Miss Marlowe! I don’t like it at all. He is a new man who came to me only last week, and — phew!” He mopped his large face. “I’m getting to the stage where I see a plot in the simplest action. I feel as if I am moving in an atmosphere of mystery and danger. In fact, Miss Marlowe, since that outrageous attack was made upon me, I have lost my nerve.”

They were now clear of the mean streets and were traversing the principal shopping thoroughfare of Islington, and, as the girl saw with relief, moving back toward the City.

“You wanted to talk to me about Miss Dame,” she reminded

“Yes, yes, but that incident put everything out of my mind. Miss Dame… yes. A curious girl. And you think she isn’t wealthy?” he asked anxiously. “And that if she pretended to be wealthy, she was deceiving me?”

“Deceiving you! Surely she hasn’t an account with Stebbing’s?” The discreet Tupperwill evaded the question. He was apparently still preoccupied with his suspicions of the new chauffeur, for suddenly he burst forth fretfully:

“I don’t like it, I don’t like it at all! And yet I had the most excellent references with this man.”

She laughed.

“Surely, Mr. Tupperwill, you’re exaggerating a very insignificant incident?”

“I don’t know.” He shook his head. “I might have been driven into that yard and murdered! You may laugh, young lady. Laughter is the prerogative of youth, but fear is the instinct of age… I must write that down: it is almost epigrammatical.”

Apparently, in his agitation, he had decided to drop all discussion of Jessie Dame and her delinquencies, and he left Elsa to piece together the fragments of his disjointed references to the girl.

The car dropped her in Wood Street, and she went back to the office, a little mystified, to find the sinister man sitting before her typewriter, laboriously tapping out a letter with one finger.

“Where is the ‘h’?” he asked, without looking up.

She touched the key.

“Had a nice journey? Tupperwill ought to buy a new car.”

“How did you know we went by car?”

“Feng Ho saw you,” he said. “Did you notice Tupperwill’s new chauffeur?”

“I saw the back of his head.”

He laughed softly to himself.

“You should take a good look at his neck.”

“Why?”

He did not satisfy her curiosity, but, with a shudder, she knew instinctively that behind that pleasant laugh was grim menace.

“What a horrible idea!” she said, shivering.

“Yes, it is, rather. I’m sorry. And yet a murderer’s neck fascinates me.”

“A murderer?” she gasped.

“I rather think so.” He was still tapping his painful way through the alphabet. “That chauffeur killed Maurice Tarn.”
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“At least, that is my view,” he said, without looking up from the machine at the white-faced girl. “Where is the ‘j’? I can never find the ‘j’ on these machines. Oh, here it is! Yes, a stalwart man, with a beard and motor-goggles? Beard and motor-goggles are attached — and the beard is really clever. It is fixed to a silk lining that fits his chin as a glove fits your finger.”

He was not looking at her.

“Yes, that was our friend,” he went on pleasantly. “How far did you go?”

She described the journey, and told him of the curious little incident of the open gate.

“I thought Mr. Tupperwill was unnecessarily alarmed,” she said.

“Not unnecessarily,” Amery answered gently. “Oh no, not unnecessarily! If the car had passed through that gateway, Mr. Tupperwill would not be alive at this moment. Or, if he were alive, he would be in such a grievous plight that he would welcome a merciful end.”

“Are you serious, Major Amery?” He looked up quickly.

“I’m afraid I’ve alarmed you. Yes, I was quite serious.”

“But does Mr. Tupperwill know the character of this man?” she asked in horror.

“He will be warned before the day is out. You didn’t see the chauffeur’s face?”

She shook her head.

“No, I caught a glimpse of him. The driver’s seat is enclosed in Mr. Tupperwill’s car, and it is rather difficult to see him. I only noticed that he was a very powerful-looking man, and I thought it strange that he wore a beard. Do you really know him?”

“The chauffeur? Yes, a gentleman named Stillman. A powerful-looking fellow, eh? He is all that. What did he want to see you about — Tupperwill, I mean?”

She hesitated.

“There is no reason why you shouldn’t know,” she said at last. “It was about Miss Dame.”

He inclined his head.

“I thought it might be,” he said surprisingly.

“What would have happened to me?” she demanded.

“You?” He got up slowly from his chair, slipped the page he was typing from the machine, tore it into four parts and threw it into the wastepaper basket, before he replied: “I don’t think anything very bad would have happened to you, but you might have been scared.”

“Then only Mr. Tupperwill was in danger?”

“In real danger — yes. Danger of life or limb, and that’s the only kind that counts. When are you contemplating taking tea with Miss Dame?”

“I don’t know. I’m not at all anxious to go.”

“Go this evening,” he said. “The ‘pater’ will interest you.” Her anxiety did not prevent her smiling.

“You know how she refers to him, then?”

He walked into his room and she followed. There was one question she wanted settled beyond all doubt.

“Major Amery,” she began, “do you remember the night that Mr. Tupperwill was attacked?”

“I remember it perfectly.”

“You know that I found the weapon in your cupboard?”

“I also know that.”

“It was you who struck him?”

He nodded.

“Yes, it was I. That your mind may be set at rest, it was an accident. The blow was not intended for Mr. Tupperwill, and I had not the slightest idea that he was within range of my stick when I struck. And now let us forget that very unpleasant incident.”

It occurred to Elsa, when she made known her intention, that Jessie Dame was not too pleased at the prospect of entertaining her friend.

“I don’t know whether it will be convenient tonight,” she said, and Elsa, who was quite ready to accept any excuse for dropping the project, was glad enough to murmur something about “some other evening” and make her escape.

But the visit was not to be postponed. Just as she was on the point of leaving, Jessie Dame appeared, already dressed for the street.

“I’ve been out to telephone to pater,” she said breathlessly, “and he says he’ll be very glad to see you. We’ll take a taxi home, if you don’t mind.”

At any other time this extravagance on the part of the romantic young lady would have startled the girl, but the information which she had acquired about the wealth of the Dames made misgiving unnecessary.

The Dames’ house was one of a dozen stucco dwellings in a short cul-de-sac off Ladbroke Grove. It had a tiny patch of grass lawn before the house, the inevitable laurel bushes planted near the railings, and the six steps up to the front door, which are peculiar to houses built at that period of Victorian history when English and American architects were apparently obsessed with the idea that London and New York might be flooded at any moment, and that it was necessary to build the ground floors ten feet above the level of the street.

No sooner was Elsa inside the house than she realized that Jessie Dame was living in a much better style than she had imagined. The room into which she was shown was substantially, even handsomely, appointed, and if it erred at all, it was on the side of lavishness and over-ornamentation.

“I’ll tell pater you’re here,” said Miss Dame, hurrying out of the room, to return after a considerable time with the bald and florid man whom Elsa had seen at the dance.

The first thing that struck her was the accuracy of Major Amery’s description. The eyes were pale, the jaw full and fleshy, and the moustache was patently dyed. But for this, and his complete baldness, Mr. Dame did not look old enough to be Jessie’s father, for his complexion was flawless.

“Glad to know you, Miss Marlowe,” he said.

The voice was harsh, like that of a man suffering from a cold.

“I have been expecting you to come over with Jess before. Come and have a look at the house.”

He was undisguisedly proud of his establishment, and not until he had shown her over every room and into the immaculate kitchen was he satisfied. To maintain a polite interest through three floors of inspection would have been a tax at any ordinary time, but there was something about this house and the personality of its owner that interested the girl. She could endure the procession from one spare room to another without fatigue, and could honestly admire the economy of the kitchen equipment.

“No expense has been spared,” said Mr. Dame complacently. “It’s a home, as I have often told Jess, that she ought to be proud of and ask no questions… what I mean to say is, that she ought to be content with what she’s got. Don’t you think so, miss?”

“I certainly do,” said Elsa.

Evidently Jessie had moments of curiosity and unease, thought the girl, as she followed the proud owner into the garden.

It was a long strip of land, and it showed the practised hand of a skilled horticulturist. Again no expense had been spared to produce, within the limits of Mr. Dame’s modest estate, the best effects that money could buy.

“That’s the garage,” he said shortly.

At the bottom of the garden, running its width, was a one storeyed shed, substantially built, and lighted by two small windows placed just under the overhanging roof. As they looked, the door opened and a man lounged through, carrying a spade. Stripped to his shirt, he was wiping his forehead with a bare arm as he came into the cooler air, and for an instant he did not observe Mr. Dame and his visitor. Then, almost at the second that Elsa recognized him, he scuttled bath into the shed and slammed the door behind him. Quick as he was, Elsa recognised the labourer.

It was the bearded chauffeur, the murderer of Maurice Tarn!
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Mr. Dame had not noticed the incident. At the moment he was drawing attention to the tiny rock garden, and he did not observe that the girl was staring at the shed.

“Is that a garage?” she found her voice to ask.

“Yes, it’s a garage,” replied Mr. Dame shortly. “The entrance is on the other side. There’s a lane at the back. You must come here in the summer, miss, and see my roses…”

Had he noticed her white face? she wondered, for the shock had sent every vestige of colour from her cheeks.

Apparently Mr. Dame was so absorbed in the pride of possession that he had no eyes for aught to which he could not lay claim, and by the time the tinkle of a bell summoned them to the ornate diningroom, where tea had been laid, she had recovered her self-possession.

“Well, what do you think of your boss, miss?” demanded Jessie Dame’s father, nonchalantly pouring half the contents of his cup into the saucer. “A regular mystery?”

Elsa was not inclined to discuss the sinister man with anybody, least of all with an acquaintance of a few minutes.

“They tell me the life he leads you girls is perfectly hellish,” Dame went on. “I keep telling Jessie to throw up the job and come home, but she’s one of those obstinate girls that will have their own way. Oh, woman, woman!”

Perhaps it was his triteness, or the string of commonplaces, that reminded her for a second of Mr. Tupperwill. Except that she liked the stout banker, and disliked this man with his furtive, cold blue eyes, most intensely.

“You have a car, Mr. Dame?” she asked, anxious to keep off the subject of Amery.

“I haven’t but I’m getting one. I’ve had the garage built three or four years, but never used it. In fact, I haven’t been inside the place for a year.”

“Father doesn’t like anybody to go into the garage,” said Jessie. “He says he won’t let anybody enter until he’s got a car to see. I wonder he hasn’t bought it before.”

“All in good time; everything comes to he who waits,” said Mr. Dame complacently.

When at last the time came for the girl to go, Jessie accompanied her to the sidewalk.

“What do you think of the pater?” she asked.

“He’s a very interesting man,” said Elsa safely.

“Yes, he’s pretty interesting,” said Jessie, without any trace of enthusiasm. “I suppose you’re going home now? It must be nice to live alone.”

Elsa looked at the girl quickly. There was something wistful in her eyes and in her voice, a human quality that momentarily transfigured her. Only for a flash, and then she was herself again.

“Come down and see us any time you want a cup of tea. The pater will be glad to show you over the garden,” she said, and, running up the steps, closed the door almost before Elsa had left the gate.

Mr. Dame was waiting in the diningroom when his daughter came back to him, and he was carefully carving off the end of a cigar.

“That’s her, is it?”

“Yes, that’s her. Why were you so anxious to see her, father?”

“‘Why was I so anxious to see her, father?’” he mimicked. “You get out of the habit of asking questions, will you? Now what have you got for me?”

She went to the side table where she had put her attache case when she came in, opened it and took out a few sheets of crumpled paper, which she passed to him.

“What is this?” he demanded wrathfully.

“It was all I could find,” she said. “I got them out of the wastepaper basket.”

“Didn’t he write any other letters?”

“He may have done,” said the girl. “Father, I think he’s suspicious. Up to now the letters have come to me to be entered in the despatch book before they were posted. This afternoon he kept back all his own letters, and when I sent the office boy to ask for them, he said he was posting them himself in future.”

The man scowled from his daughter to the crumpled typewritten sheets in his hand.

“These are all the same letter,” he said. “What is the use of them to me?”

“I don’t know, father. I’ve done all I could,” said Miss Dame quietly. “I’m sure there are times when I feel ashamed to look him in the face, prying and sneaking as I do; and if Miss Marlowe only knew—”

“Shut up about Miss Marlowe ‘only knowing,’” he said gruffly. “What I want to know is, why haven’t I got his letters?”

“I’ve told you,” said the girl with an air of desperation. “I can’t take them out of his hand and copy them, can I? It was easy when they came to me to be entered, but he’s stopped that now, and I’ll have to do as I did before — get any scraps I can from the wastepaper basket.”

He was reading the letter carefully, word by word, his stubby finger following the lines.

“F.O.I. — What’s that?” he muttered to himself. “All right, Jessie, you can go up to your room. Be dressed by seven o’clock and I’ll take you out and give you some dinner.”

She shook her head.

“I don’t want to go tonight.”

“What you want to do and what I want you to do are two different things,” he shouted, “Get dressed!”

Jessie Dame ran like a scared rabbit, and when, three-quarters of an hour later, she came down to the diningroom, she saw that he was still in his day suit.

“I’ve changed my mind about taking you out,” he said. “You must go by yourself. And sign these before you go.”

There were three blank cheques on the table; they were upon Stebbing’s Bank, and, taking up the pen, she signed, in her angular writing, “H. Stillman,” blotted them and gave them back to him.

“Is there nothing else, father?” she asked timidly.

“Yes, there is something else. You’ll dine at the Cardinal and go on to the Mispah about half-past nine. If anybody asks you where I am, you can tell them that I’m on the premises somewhere. You’ll stay at the Mispah till two o’clock. You’ve always said that you like being with classy people — well, you’ll stay with ’em a little later tonight. You understand?”

“Yes, father,” she said meekly.

“I don’t want you back a minute before two.”

“Yes, father,” she said again, picked up her cloak from the chair and went out. And none would guess, seeing the misery in her face, that Jessie Dame was sallying forth to the desirable association of classy people.
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Long after Elsa had left the office, Major Amery was sitting at his desk, his swift pen covering sheet after sheet of foolscap. He wrote a beautiful clear, almost copperplate hand, and with a rapidity which, in all the circumstances, was remarkable.

He had come to the bottom of the sixth sheet when there was a gentle tap on his door, and, rising, he crossed the floor, turned the key and pulled the door open. It was the night watchman who was in charge of the premises between business hours.

“I beg your pardon, sir; I didn’t want to disturb you, but there’s a gentleman wishes to see you — Mr. Tupperwill.”

Amery looked at his watch: it was half-past six.

“Show him up, please,” he said, and, going back to his desk, put his writing away in a drawer and swung round in his chair to face the door through which Mr. Tupperwill presently came.

The banker was obviously ill at ease. He closed the door behind him and stood behind the chair to which Amery pointed, his hands resting on the back, grotesquely reminiscent of a budding politician about to make his maiden speech.

“You will think this visit is remarkable, Major Amery,” he began huskily, “particularly since I cannot claim to be — ah — a very close friend, or even an intimate acquaintance.”

“I was expecting you to come,” said Amery shortly. “Won’t you sit down?”

Mr. Tupperwill lifted the tails of his frock coat and sat gingerly. “The truth is, I am in such confusion of mind that I hardly know which way to turn, whose advice to seek; and thinking matters over in the privacy of my office, I decided that you, as a man of the world, and a man, moreover, of vast experience beyond my range, would perhaps be able to assist me in forming a conclusion. Major Amery, I am beset by enemies — and if that sounds to you a little highly coloured and melodramatic, I beg that you will bear with me for a little while. The matter which I will ask your patience to discuss affects not only the honour of my name, but the very foundations of my business.”

He stopped and licked his dry lips. Amery made no reply; he sat, tense and alert, waiting for what was to follow.

“You were good enough, at a moment when I was extremely angry, to make a prediction, which, alas! seems upon the point of fulfilment,” Mr. Tupperwill went on. “That prediction, in effect, was that a certain client of the bank would drag me and my business into the mud. I fear, I very greatly fear, that your prediction is within measurable distance of fulfilment. Major Amery, I have trusted a certain person beyond limits that a banker and a business man can safely go. I have been deceived. The bank has been the victim of the grossest duplicity; and now, not only is my fortune, but my very life, threatened, as the result of my stupendous folly.

“Two years ago I was at the head of a flourishing commercial concern, respected and honoured throughout the City of London…”

“Two years ago,” interrupted Amery, “you were at the head of a bankrupt business, which was maintained in existence by the falsification of accounts!”

His words fell like hammer blows upon steel,

“Stebbing’s has been insolvent for years,” he went on remorselessly. “It is your boast that you defied the efforts of the joint stock banks to absorb you. The truth is, that you dare not allow an impartial investigation into the affairs of Stebbing’s, knowing well that honest auditors would bring you into the criminal court, and eventually into one of His Majesty’s prisons.”!

Mr. Tupperwill did not change colour, but there was a pathetic droop to his lip and an almost tearful entreaty in his eyes, as he blinked stupidly at his accuser.

“I hope that what you say is not true,” he said in a hushed voice. “If it is, then indeed I have been more grossly deceived than I imagined, and there has been a conspiracy to deceive me. It is true that I am in a bad way. Certain indiscretions, which came to the knowledge of an unscrupulous man, have placed me in his power. The circumstances I have put down in black and white,” he said impressively, “and I have come to you to ask you whether, if that document were placed in your hands, it would be of any service to you or to me?”

“None whatever,” said Amery promptly, and Mr. Tupperwill’s face fell.

“On the last occasion we met, you referred to a gentleman named — ah — Stillman. Now, Major Amery, I wish to avoid unpleasantness; I wish to avoid — ruin! You, knowing so much, can advise me. It may be that this is the last time that you and I will ever discuss this matter, the last opportunity for adjustment.”

Amery looked at him steadily.

“There will be other opportunities,” he said.

Before the interview ended Mr. Tupperwill had something to say.

“I am a man of peace. The violent expressions of human feeling are repugnant, indeed terrifying, to me. I have had one horrible experience, and do not wish that to be repeated.”

He touched the scar on his head feelingly.

“And yet I have the sensation that I am drifting into a welter of violence. That I am surrounded by unscrupulous, evil, possibly cruel men, who will not hesitate to wreak their vengeance on me, and I am appealing to you, as a man of action, for help and guidance. Major Amery, a week ago I engaged a new chauffeur. The man came to me with the most excellent credentials; he had a character from the Army, he had eulogistic recommendations from previous employers, and as a chauffeur he is everything that I could desire, except” — he hesitated— “I cannot escape a suspicion that he is not what he seems. The man has come in and out of my house without let or hindrance, and my butler informs me that on one occasion he has found him in my bedroom.”

Leaning forward, he went on, in a lower voice.

“In my bedroom is a wall safe, in which I keep a few important papers, a number of trinkets of no especial value, and this morning I missed a small book, containing particulars of my private account. It was not an ordinary book: it has the appearance of a gold case, and was presented to me by my dear father many years ago.”

“What is in the book besides your accounts?”

“Nothing. A number of addresses, a few memoranda about our family fortune, particulars of the combination of my safe at the office, my private deposits at the Bank of England, and suchlike.”

“If you think this man has stolen it,” said Amery with a weary sigh, “why don’t you call in the police?”

Mr. Tupperwill raised his eyes slowly to the other’s.

“You have told me my business is bankrupt; you have taunted me with the fact that I dare not allow independent investigation; you have suggested that there are secrets about Stebbing’s which could not be revealed. One or two of those secrets are in that book, Major Amery.”

He rose with a long-drawn sigh. “I fear I have wearied you,” he said, “but remember that I am a man torn with anxiety and doubt, a man placed in the most cruel dilemma. Your advice, your help, your cooperation would have meant much to me, and perhaps much to you.”

He brushed his silk hat on his sleeve in an absentminded way, looked thoughtfully at the shattered face of the cupboard by the side of the fireplace, and then, with another sigh and a little bow, waddled out, a picture of dejection and misery.

Amery sat listening to his footfalls until there was silence in the office. Then he lit a thin black cigar and blew a cloud of smoke to the ceiling. A deep frown furrowed his forehead; his expression was one of irritation. Nobody would have guessed that his mind was wholly concentrated upon Elsa Marlowe.
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The church bells were striking seven when he walked out into Wood Street and, reaching Cheapside, allowed three taxis to pass him before he called the fourth.

Before he could put his hand upon the bell of his door it was opened by Feng Ho, who followed him into his study.

“Do you know a man named Jarvie?”

Amery nodded.

“He was arrested this afternoon. He and a man named Samson.”

Amery nodded again.

“Bickerson is busy,” he said. “One supposes that the fall of Dr. Ralph Hallam is very near at hand.”

“If I had my way he should sleep on the Terraces of the Night,” said Feng Ho murderously. They were speaking in the Chinese dialect, the Chinaman standing by the desk, looking down at his master as he went over his letters.

“That is a heavy punishment for folly, Feng Ho.”

“For murder, master,” said Feng Ho. “For this Hallam killed the old man. Was I not in the room, searching, when he came in? Did I not hear, with my remarkable ears, the ‘swiff!’ of the knife as it came from his pocket? I think I was a fool to have turned out the lights when I came into the house, but it was very tempting. The control switch is just inside the door below the stairs, and I turned it out because I wanted to make sure whether the old man was awake. If he had been the lights going out would have brought him on to the landing.”

“Nevertheless, you’re wrong. The man who killed Tarn was Stillman.”

The Chinaman clucked his lips impatiently, but made no other comment. He followed his master upstairs, and, while he was in his bath, laid out Amery’s dress suit. The sinister man had nearly finished his dressing before he gave his instructions.

“I shall be in Box One — that is the box nearest to the stage. Get me the Listener.”

Feng Ho found a small flat black box in a drawer, and, bulky as it was, Amery put it in the tail pocket of his dress coat.

“And a gun,” said Amery.

Feng Ho produced from the same receptacle a short, heavy Browning, snapped home the magazine, and, pulling back the jacket, fastened the safety catch.

“This is better,” he said.

As if by magic, there appeared in his hand a short broad knife with a lacquered handle. He stropped it tenderly on his palm, and, stooping, picked up a piece of tissue paper that had come out of Amery’s collar-box, rolled it into a ball and threw it into the air.

As it fell, the knife flickered and the paper ball fell in two parts.

“‘All men fear steel,’” he quoted the old Cantonese proverb with some smugness. “It is silent and swift and very satisfactory.”

Major Amery smiled.

“So I should think,” he said drily, “but I will take the gun.” He pushed it into his hip pocket. “And now get me sandwiches and a glass of Tokay. Have the car in the little street that runs by Covent Garden Market. You’d better be in the crowd before the portico. There is always a throng to see people going into the Opera.”

He finished his apology for a dinner, then he took up the telephone and called a Treasury number.

“Is that Scotland Yard? I want to speak to Superintendent Wille.”

After a long delay, a voice answered him which he knew was not the Superintendent’s.

“Major Amery,” he said, in answer to the enquiry.

After another little wait, there was a click, and Wille’s gruff voice greeted him curtly.

“It is Major Amery speaking. I have an important statement to make to the police, and I wish to see Mr. Bickerson at my house at eleven o’clock.”

“What is it about?” asked Wille.

“I think I would rather tell Bickerson. He is in charge of the case.”

“A dope story, eh? All right, I’ll get in touch with him and send him to you.”

“At eleven o’clock,” said Amery, and hung up the receiver with a little smile.

*

The news of Jarvie’s arrest had come to Ralph Hallam like a thunderclap, and when it had been followed by a long-distance phone call from Hull, telling him that a second member of the gang had been taken, he was almost panic-stricken. That evening he spent an uncomfortable hour locked in his room, burning papers and small account-books, and it was nine o’clock before he remembered that he had promised to call on Lou, and that she would be waiting for him.

He found his wife fuming.

“I’m supposed to be going to dinner,” she said shrilly. “Haven’t you got any clocks in your house?”

“Go to supper instead,” he snarled. “Where is the girl?”

“In her room,” snapped Mrs. Hallam, “where she spends all her evenings. Is she staying here for life?”

“She’ll be going in a day or two. Come in here.”

He opened the drawingroom door and almost dragged her in.

“Now listen, Lou: I’m in a pretty bad way. There is trouble — police trouble — and it will require all my ingenuity to crawl out of the wreckage when my affairs collapse, as they will very shortly. I have a little ready money, but I want a whole lot, and you’ve got to help me all you can, unless you wish your allowance to drop dead.”

“What is all this?” she asked suspiciously.

“Now listen,” She saw he was in deadly earnest. “I want you to stay here till eleven o’clock, then you can go out to supper. You were going to the Mispah, weren’t you? There’s a late dance. Stay till it breaks — that will be two in the morning.”

She shot a suspicious glance at him.

“I see,” she said, and he would have been dense if he had missed the sneer in her tone.

“No harm is coming to the girl: you need have no fear of that,” he assured her.

“Even that wouldn’t keep me awake at night,” she said callously. “But I think you’re well advised, Ralph, not to go too far there. She’s got a letter for you.”

His mouth opened in amazement.

“A letter for me? What do you mean?”

“The maid found it under her pillow this morning, addressed to Dr. Ralph Hallam, and in Amery’s handwriting. On the top of the envelope are the words, ‘To be used in emergency,’ You’re looking a little white, Ralph. What has he got on you?”

“Nothing,” said the man roughly. “How do you know it is his?”

“If I didn’t know, I’d guess,” she said coolly. “He put his initials to the last remark — P.A. So I warn you, go slow!”

“I tell you no harm will come to the girl. It isn’t the girl I want at all; it is something else. I’ve thought it all out, Lou. Suppose I appear in the middle of the night, she’ll think all sorts of things, and when I say that I just want to look at the box, she’ll be glad enough to let me take it out.”

“What is in the box?” she asked curiously. “I looked into it the other day; the bottom part is screwed down. Do you want me to stay on till eleven? Is that necessary?”

He nodded.

“It will be better if she thinks you’re here. I can explain to her later that you’ve gone out. What is she doing?”

“Listening to that darned monkey-box,” she said impatiently, and then: “Very well, I will do as you ask. Do you want anything?”

“Nothing, except a key. She has mine.”

She handed him a flat key, and he put it in his pocket.

“Wait. Before you go, I’d like to hear some more about this crash and wreck and crawling out that you were talking about when you came in. Ralph, what’s your game? Are you dope-running?”

He nodded.

“How did you guess?” he asked.

“It’s the only kind of crime so free from danger that you’d take it on,” she said quietly. “Tarn was in it too, wasn’t he? I thought so. And is Tupperwill?”

“Tupperwill!” he said contemptuously. “I don’t think he’s got too much money, but he’s straight enough.”

She laughed quietly.

“That idea struck me too — I mean, about his having no money. Even if he does have his books bound in gold—”

She checked herself as she saw his piercing eye upon her.

“I peeped into his library when I was there,” she went on glibly. “He’s certainly a highbrow reader.”

She saw him out and shut the door on him, then came back to her bedroom, opened a little drawer and took out a shining gold object, that might have been mistaken for a bloated cigarette case, but was, in fact, a small notebook bound between golden covers. She turned the thin leaves with a contemptuous curl of her lip, and threw the thing back in her drawer. She had taken a lot of trouble and a considerable risk for nothing, and there was certainly more satisfaction in surveying (as she did with pride) a brilliant diamond sunburst that she had acquired during her visit to India.

At ten o’clock she knocked at Elsa’s door and went in, without invitation, since she had learnt by experience that an enthusiastic listener-in cannot hear anything but the sounds which are coming from the ether.

Elsa took off her headphones with a smile.

“It is very beautiful. I wonder you don’t listen, Mrs. Hallam,” she said. “Are you going out?”

“I don’t know,” said Lou mendaciously. “I haven’t quite made up my mind what to do. You are all right here?”

“Perfectly,” said Elsa. “Please don’t worry about me. And, Mrs. Hallam, I think I have found a flat for myself. I don’t want to inflict myself upon you a day longer than is necessary.”

“You’re welcome,” said Lou Hallam mechanically. “Just stay as long as you like, my dear.”

She looked down at the box against the wall.

“Why don’t you have that old thing put into my lumber-room?” she asked. “It takes up a lot of space.”

“I think it had better stay here until I go,” said Elsa, and thereafter the conversation drifted into awkward pauses, the girl anxious to get back to her open, Mrs. Hallam just as anxious to begin her dressing.

At last an excuse came: the telephone bell rang in the diningroom, and Mrs. Hallam went out. It was Ralph.

“You might keep your eye on the street outside,” he said. “If you see anybody who is apparently watching the house, will you let me know?”

“Are you scared of that?” she asked, and was cursed for her insolence.

When Elsa resumed her listening, she discovered that the broadcasting station had switched over. She listened to weather reports, the latest news, barometer readings and the like.

“In a quarter of an hour,” said the voice from nowhere, “we shall switch you over to the Opera House and you will hear the last act of ‘Faust.’”

She put down the headphones and took up a book, trying to read. But her mind was elsewhere, as it had been even as she listened to Gounod’s masterpiece. There was something very fascinating about the sinister man, but it wasn’t the fascination that the spectacle of perversity exercises. She felt that she had penetrated the outer layer of his nature, and had learnt something of the real man which lay beneath. He puzzled her, he frightened her, but he never revolted her. Her keen woman’s instinct had vibrated to the fineness of his character, and whatever were his offences, his wrongdoings, she felt he was a good man. It was so absurd a conclusion that she almost laughed.

And yet he was good, and, despite his bearishness, kindly, and, behind his suspicions, trustful. She could not understand him; he was a man who must be taken in the whole, his faults accepted, his delinquencies excused. She wondered how many women had fallen in love with him, or whether any had had the vision to get beneath the unpleasing surface and find something worshipful. Not that she worshipped him, she told herself hastily, or even loved him. She wasn’t sure, now that she came to analyze her mind, that she liked him. This was sliding on a treacherous surface, she decided, and took up her headphones in time to hear the burst of applause that followed the opening aria.

The reception was perfect; it almost seemed as if she were sitting in a box within a few feet of the stage. Every note, every delicate cadence, was clearly marked.

Marguerite was singing when, of a sudden, the voice died down, and instead came a hubbub of sound which she could not understand. A voice said: “Go away — get off the stage!” And then another spoke thunderously in her ears.

“Elsa!”

She gasped. It was the voice of Major Amery.

“Elsa, lock your door and barricade it. Admit nobody! Do you hear? Lock your door immediately. You are in the deadliest danger!”



XLV. The Alarm Call


Table of Contents


Almost at the back of his box Major Amery sat, listening, and yet not listening, to the delicious harmonies of the opera. The box next to him was empty. Twice he had opened the little black box, and taken out something which looked like a stethoscope, the disc end of which he had applied to the wall. No sound came from the box, until the curtain had gone up on the last act of “Faust.” Then, without the aid of his apparatus, he heard a sound of chairs being moved. Two men had come into the box, and he judged, from the location of their voices, that they, too, were sitting well back from observation. He put the receiver to the wall and listened, immediately recognizing the two voices.

“… she is the biggest card to play. We may be able to pull off a hundred to one chance if you get her…”

The second voice mumbled something, and then:

“… I had thought of that. We can kill two birds with one stone. The stuff is in the box of course? The old man took it away from Stanford’s the night before his death and brought it to his place in Elgin Crescent… It is all American stuff, and easy to change, but I must have the girl as well… I have arranged that… eleven o’clock… five minutes to eleven… I believe in working to a timetable.”

There was a silence, and at that moment Amery incautiously jerked at the thin wire connecting the microphone with the small battery at the bottom, of the black box. The wire snapped. Instantly his capable fingers were stripping the silk covering from either end, and a new junction was made. But when he put the receiver to the wall, there was a silence. He thought for a moment that the battery had gone wrong, and, dropping the earpieces, he stepped out into the corridor and opened the door of the next box stealthily. It was empty!

“Five minutes to eleven!”

And they worked to schedule! He looked at his watch and gasped. It was exactly that hour.

Only for a second did he hesitate. Marguerite was in the centre of the stage, enthralling the silent audience with her glorious voice but he did not see her, did not hear her. All he knew was that, somewhere in London, a defenceless girl was listening-in, and in another second he had leapt from his box to the stage.

Immediately the house was in an uproar. Marguerite fell back aifrighted, on the verge of tears; fierce voices called to him from the wings; but he was walking along the footlights, looking for the microphone, and then he found it and, stooping, shouted his warning. In another second strong arms had gripped him and pulled him back out of sight, and he was facing an enraged manager.

“Send for a policeman,” said a shrill voice. “He’s drunk!” Two stalwart stage hands were holding his arms; the manager, almost hysterical with rage, was shaking his fist in the expressionless face; and then Amery said:

“Take me to your office. I’ve something to say to you.”

“You can say it here!” screamed the theatrical man. “How dare you, you scoundrel!”

Amery said something in a low voice and the man’s expression changed.

“You’re probably bluffing, but come along,” he said gruffly, and the sinister man followed him to a little office behind the stage.

There was a telephone on the table, and, without asking permission, Amery took it up.

He got through to his objective, and for three minutes he was speaking rapidly, fiercely, whilst the dazed manager listened, dumbfounded. Presently he put the instrument down.

“The way out — quick!”

The manager piloted him down and up stairs, along narrow corridors, and finally into the street.

“I’ll help you find your car — do you want any assistance?”

Amery shook his head.

“Herbert Mansions,” he said, as he sprang on the footboard and took his place by the driver’s side. “Go slow as you go round the corner: I want to pick up Feng Ho. After that, there are no traffic regulations in London for me tonight!”

*

Elsa heard the words and listened, stunned, for a moment beyond comprehension. It was the voice of the sinister man, warning her to lock her door… she was in danger!

She tore the phones from her head, ran to the door and turned the key, and, as she did so, she heard a rustling sound outside and the handle turned in her hand.

“Who is there?” she asked, affrighted.

And then there came to her ears a scream that ended in a stifled sob, a scream that turned her blood to water.

“Help!”

It was Lou Hallam’s scream that rose and died to a gurgle, She thought she was going to faint, but, calling into play all her will power, she pulled at the box and set it against the door. In another minute the little bedstead had been wrenched across the room and wedged against the box.

“Open, I want to come in,” said a muffled voice.

“Who are you?”

“Open the door, I tell you. I won’t hurt you. I want the box. Give me the box and I swear to you that I will do no harm.”

“Who are you?” she asked again. “Where is Mrs. Hallam? What have you done to her?”

She heard a muffled curse, and then the door shook under his weight.

There were two men there now: she heard them in consultation. What should she do? She ran to the window and threw it open. The street below was deserted. There was no escape that way. If she could only see somebody — somebody to whom she could appeal.

Mrs. Hallam’s flat was on the third floor, and escape from this direction was impossible. Presently she saw a figure crossing the road, and screamed.

“Stop that!” cried a voice from the passage, hoarse with anger and fear. “Stop shouting, or I’ll shoot!”

At that moment the panel smashed in, and she saw a pair of eyes glaring at her malevolently and shrank back.

It was just then that the whine of a car came to her ears. She looked out again: the machine had stopped at the door; three men were getting out and were racing up the flagged path to the vestibule. The assailant outside had heard something too.

“Thank God!” she cried wildly.

The man outside heard her voice; there was a rustle of footsteps in the passage, and then suddenly the corridor, which had been in darkness, was illuminated, and she heard a familiar voice.

“Don’t move, my friend. Unless you have an important appointment with Peter.”

It was Amery!

A door slammed; it was the kitchen door, which was almost opposite her own, and she heard a smothered exclamation of annoyance from the Major. In another second she saw him, through the hole in the door, pass to the kitchen and switch on the lights. She saw that the outer door of the kitchen was wide open and that he went out to a small balcony and peered down.

Then he came back.

“Are you all right?” he asked sharply.

“Yes — yes!” she quavered. “I’m quite all right. Have they gone?”

“They’ve gone all right,” was the grim reply. “There is a service lift from the kitchen balcony; I think they slid down the rope.”

She was making a feeble effort to remove the barricade, but her strength had suddenly evaporated, and she had to stop twice and sit down, before eventually she removed the final obstacle and opened the door to him.

In the passage by the front door she saw Feng Ho, and a man in uniform, whom she recognised as Amery’s chauffeur.

“Feng Ho, get the lady some water,” said Amery shortly. “Where is Mrs. Hallam?”

She could not speak until the water came.

“I don’t know, thought she had gone out,” gasped the girl as she lifted the glass to her lips with a trembling hand, “but I heard somebody scream — dreadfully!”

He left her and walked into the diningroom, turning on the lights. The room was empty. From there he passed to the drawingroom, with the same result.

“Where does she sleep?”

The girl pointed. The door of Mrs. Hallam’s room was locked, and he rattled on the handle.

“Somebody is there,” he said, and flung his whole weight at the door, which burst open with a crash.

He turned on the light and stood for a moment gazing at the sight which presented itself. Mrs. Hallam lay half on and half off her bed; her face was blue, her handsome dress was torn, there was blood on her white shoulder, but more menacing was the silk scarf tied about her throat.

In an instant Amery was at her side and had removed the strangling silk.

His voice brought the girl, who, at the sight of the woman’s plight, forgot her own weakness. Together they lifted her on to the bed; and whilst the girl searched for brandy at his request, Major Amery made a rapid inspection of the apartment.

In many ways it resembled his own study after the visit of the unknown burglars. Drawers had been opened and their contents thrown on the floor; the dressing-table had been swept clean.. For what had they been searching? he wondered. Hitherto he had not regarded Mrs. Hallam as a serious factor in the game. And yet this had been no wanton attack; there was a reason behind it. What that reason was, he was determined to discover.

In a few minutes the woman recovered consciousness, staring at him blankly.

“Was it you?” she croaked. “Oh, you devil!”

He shook his head, “If you mean, was it I that attacked you, I can reassure you on that point,” he said. “Have you lost anything?”

With difficulty she got up on her feet and staggered across to the dressing-table.

“The book is gone — that’s all, the book!”

“The book? What book?” he asked quickly.

“A little gold book.”

A light suddenly dawned on the sinister man.

“Tupperwill’s?”

She nodded.

“How did you come to have it? But I can guess the answer. You took it, then?”

She nodded again.

“I borrowed it” — she explained with difficulty.

“I see.”

So that was the explanation, and a logical one!

“Now, young lady” — he turned to the girl— “I think we can leave Mrs. Hallam for a while. I want to see you in a place of safety. Will you stay here for five minutes and promise not to move?”

She nodded, and the next instant he had disappeared. She guessed, from the direction he took, that he was in her room, and speculated on what took him there. True to his word, he was back in five minutes, carrying a suitcase which she recognized as her own. The thought that he had been collecting her clothes was so odd that she could have laughed.

“I think the Palace Hotel is a very safe place for you tonight,” he said.

The girl glanced at Mrs. Hallam, who had recovered her normal pallor.

“You had better ring up your husband and tell him—” he began, and then the sound of a key in the front door made him walk into the passage.

Ralph Hallam stood stock still at the unexpected apparition of the sinister Amery.
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“What are you doing here?” he asked harshly.

“The same question might be applied to you,” was the cool response. “Really, Hallam, you are the quickest mover I know!”

“Where are you going, Elsa?” demanded Hallam.

“I’ll save this lady the trouble of answering you. I’m taking her to the Palace Hotel, where she will be safer.”

Ralph saw the light coming from his wife’s room and strode down the passage. One glance he gave at the room, its tumbled contents and the pale face of the woman, and then he spun round.

“What is the explanation of this?” he demanded. “You’re not getting away with this, Amery.”

“Somebody attacked your wife and made their escape as I came in.”

“How did you get in?”

Amery smiled.

“I am going to answer no more questions tonight. I haven’t the time,” he said, and was walking to the door when Ralph stood before him.

“What have you got in that suitcase?”

Amery considered a second, then:

“Something over a million dollars,” he said coolly, “the property of Miss Marlowe. I found it in the bottom of her box, and I am now about to put it in a place of safety.”

Ralph’s face went red and white.

“You’re not leaving here until you explain.”

“Tomorrow I’ll give you an explanation that will satisfy you,” said Amery, with a touch of his old irascibility. “For the moment you’ve got to do some quick guessing. I’ve warned you once before, Hallam, that there isn’t room for two crowds in your profession, and you are on the edge of finding how truthful I can be! Get home and lock yourself tight — or, better still, club a policeman and get yourself arrested. The angel of death is abroad tonight!”

Ralph Hallam staggered against the wall and watched the two pass out of sight, like a man in a dream.

Feng Ho was waiting outside the door, and to him Amery issued a word of instructions.

“You will remain here; trail Hallam — I want to know where I can find him.”

They passed down the stairs into the deserted street. His chauffeur was turning the car, and opposite the door was a taxicab which had apparently just driven up, for two men stood talking to the driver. Amery’s subsequent error was excusable.

“You men come from Superintendent Wille?”

“Wille? I don’t know anything about Wille, but we’re from Scotland Yard,” said one of them unpleasantly. “Are you Amery?”

“That is my name.”

“I have a warrant for your arrest, Major.”

Amery looked at him incredulously.

“A warrant for me? What is the charge?”

“You hardly want telling that, do you? You’ll find out when you get to the station. I have only instructions to take you into custody.”

There was a silence.

“There is some mistake here,” Amery said. “At any rate, I’ll go along with you, but perhaps you will let me first drop this lady at the Palace Hotel?”

The man did not answer but followed him into the taxi, handing the suitcase to the driver, and by the light of a street standard which flashed past, the prisoner caught a glimpse of a long-barrelled revolver in the detective’s hand, The man must have known that the weapon had been seen for he said:

“I’m giving you a word of advice, Major Amery. Don’t put your hand to your hip pocket or you’ll be shot. I’m taking no risks with you. And whilst we’re discussing the subject—” he pressed the muzzle of the pistol against the other’s white waistcoat and, reaching down, drew the Browning from his pocket. Another instant, and a circle of steel snapped about Amery’s wrist.

“Hold still or you’ll get hurt,” said the other man, speaking for the first time.

The voice sounded familiar to the girl, but it was Major Amery who identified the man.

“Can it be ‘pater’?” he asked mockingly. “Really, Mr. Dame, I’ve misjudged you — I thought you did no work for a living!”

Jessie Dame’s father! Elsa uttered a cry as she too identified the man. What did it mean? Was he a detective?

Amery’s next words put the matter beyond all doubt.

“This is a trap and I have fallen right into it,” he said, “an old stager like me! Where are we going?”

“You’ll find out.”

She heard the jingle of Amery’s handcuffs, and then a bright light pierced the gloom as one of their captors switched a pocket lamp upon the manacled hands.

“‘Perfectly marvellous,’ as your daughter would say,” sneered Amery. “No precautions omitted, no risks taken, eh? I see we are taking the back street route, and, I guess, a very circuitous one at that, but not to a police station, I gather? Where are we going?” he asked again.

“Wait and find out,” growled Dame.

“At least you will allow the lady to leave us?”

Dame guffawed.

“To go to the nearest copper and spill it?” he asked contemptuously. “Have a bit of sense, Major. Besides, we want her.”

Of course they wanted her, he remembered. She was to be the hundred to one chance that they were banking on.

With the light on his wrists, there was no chance of ridding himself of the handcuffs, and he knew these characters too well to make any attempt to attract the attention of the very few pedestrians they passed.

They had not a very long distance to go. The car passed up a street composed of a suburban type of house, turned into a narrow opening, and stopped before what looked to be a one storeyed building. The driver of the taxi got down, opened the door, and first Amery and then the girl were led into the darkness.

*

Scarcely had the cab disappeared carrying Amery and his captors, than Feng Ho flew down the sidewalk and called to the chauffeur who had just drawn up by the cab.

“Where is the Major?” he asked.

“I don’t know; I’m waiting for him.”

“He came out this moment. Didn’t you see him, oh foolish blind man?”

“I saw a man and a lady, but I didn’t know it was the Major. Why did he go off in a cab?”

Feng Ho uttered something in Chinese, and at that moment he was joined by the ruffled Ralph Hallam.

“Did you see him go, medical doctor?”

“See who go?” asked the other sourly. “If you mean Amery, I didn’t.”

He was turning to walk away when Feng Ho seized his arm and poured forth such a stream of voluble, pedantic English that for a time Hallam could not grasp his meaning.

“Who is he?” he asked incredulously.

“They have incarcerated him, I tell you, medical sir,” said the Chinaman, in a state of anguish.

“Tell me again what you said — who is Major Amery?”

And, when Feng Ho had finished, Ralph turned to the chauffeur.

“Which way did the cab go?”

“I didn’t notice, sir. You can easily find out. Drive up to the end of the road.”

It was not until Feng Ho gave the order that the chauffeur obeyed.

At the end of the street they found a policeman, who had seen a cab, which might or might not have been that in which Amery was travelling. When, after five minutes’ drive, they overtook the taxi, they found it was empty. Another clue brought as unsatisfactory an ending, and then, when Feng Ho had sent the car in a third direction and had himself elected to walk to the nearest police station, a cab came past, and he saw, by the reflected light of the lamp that was burning inside, a face which he immediately recognized.

It was only for the fraction of a second that he saw the man. The cab was going at a good pace, and there was no time to recall the car. With long, tireless strides, Feng Ho went in pursuit. The machine drove across Bayswater Road, entered a narrow thoroughfare that opened into a square, and then began the ascent of a slight rise.

He was gaining on the cab when there appeared from nowhere four men, two from each side of the road, and without warning they closed in upon him. Gasping and breathless, Feng Ho stood at bay, a knife in his hand. He drove the first man back, but the second caught him under his guard. He did not see the flicker of steel that brought him low, and, with a choking sob, he fell on his knees, and the man with the knife struck again.

“Into that garden, quick!” hissed his assailant who had struck at him.

They lifted the limp figure, and with a swing flung it over the railings. There was a thud as the body struck, and then silence.

*

“Mind how you step,” warned Dame. “Have you got that chain there?”

The taxidriver pushed past them, and Amery heard the jangle of a chain being passed through what he guessed was a bolt or socket of some kind. Then his hands were seized, something snapped on the connecting chain of the handcuffs, and he was drawn to the wall until the links touched what he found to be a steel bolt through which the chain had been drawn.

“Don’t you step anywhere, miss,” warned Dame, “or you’ll break your neck!”

The door had been shut behind them, but even the confinement of the place could not account for the curiously dead sound of their voices. There was a splutter of flame as Dame’s companion lit a lantern candle, and by its light Amery saw that the driver had disappeared.

They were in a brick shed measuring some twenty feet by ten. He could only guess it was brick, because the walls were hung with dark brown Army blankets, and this had accounted for the unusual deadness of all sound. In the middle of this apartment, which was floored with cement, was a deep hole, as near as he could judge some five or six feet in depth, of similar length, and about two feet wide. It had obviously been dug by skilled hands.

“What is that?” whispered the girl.

She was crouching at Amery’s side.

“It looks like pater’s garage,” he said coolly. “You know what this place reminds me of, Dame?”

“I don’t want to hear anything from you,” growled the man.

“It reminds me of an execution shed. That hole could be made a little wider and a little deeper, a wooden trap, a lever for release, a stout oak beam and a steel winch… it’s a horrible feeling to be wakened at six in the morning and be told to dress yourself in the clothes you wore at the trial. I’ve seen men go mad — better men than you, Dame. Ever read Wilde’s poem—’The hangman with his gardener gloves Slips through the padded door, And binds one with three leathern thongs That the throat may thirst no more’?”

“Blast you!” screamed Dame, his face livid and in his eyes a great fear. “I’ll tear your cursed tongue out if you don’t keep your mouth shut!”

Amery chuckled softly. He had to look across his shoulder at the man, for he was held tight to the bolt in the wall.

“Come on, you!” Dame was speaking to the girl, and Amery’s eyes glittered.

“You’ll look after her, Dame, because, whilst there is a chance of reprieve for plain murder, any aggravation of the crime, anything that turns the jury’s mind to loathing — don’t forget they have women jurors in murder trials — will make it hard for you — and friend Stillman.”

“Take her out!” cried Dame hoarsely. “Through that door.” His hand was shaking like a man with ague.

“Don’t let me go, don’t let me go!” she begged, half mad with terror.

“Hush!” His voice was gentle and infinitely sweet. “I love you too dearly to have you hurt. You will remember that, won’t you? The ‘sinister man’ loves you better than anything in life.”

He dropped his head down to the white, upturned face, and their lips met, and in that moment of supreme happiness she forgot their dreadful surroundings, forgot the danger in which they stood, was conscious only of the glory which wrapped her as in a sheet of living flame. In another second the arm of the first man was about her and had lifted her bodily to the other side of the shed.

“You go quiet!” he hissed. “If you raise a scream I’ll bash your head in!”

Amery’s eyes, baleful as a snake’s, were on him, and despite his commanding position, the man wilted.

Elsa was struggling to escape from the encircling arm. Her mouth was open to scream, when a big hand closed on her face.

“Help me with her!” snarled the gaoler, and Dame was leaping across the pit, when exhausted nature took its toll and Elsa lay, an inert heap, in her captor’s arms.

“She’s fainted. Thank God for that!” thought Amery, watching the girl with hungry eyes till the door closed on her, leaving him alone with whom he judged to be his executioner.
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“Now young fellow” — Dame was almost jocose— “you’ve got a very little time to live, and that time won’t be so full of misery!”

He made no attempt to approach his victim. In one corner of the room was a large barrel, which he rolled near to the hole, and, knocking off the head, turned it over on its side.

A stream of grey dust poured forth and, upending the barrel, he emptied it into a big heap. At the farther end of the shed was a tap and two pails, and Amery watched him as he set the water running. In a little time Dame came back with the pails full, and, making a hole in the centre of the heap, poured water gently into the cavity, stirring it with a spade.

“I gather that you are the Lord High Executioner?” said Amery calmly.

In spite of the man’s bravado he was trembling from head to foot.

“No, I’m not,” he said. “That’s nothing to do with me. I’m going to put you where you won’t be found.”

“A plasterer? I thought by your face you were a carpenter,” said Amery.

The man jumped.

“Who told you that? I was a carpenter. I don’t want to talk to you.”

He began plying the spade with vigour, throwing in shovelfuls of fine sand, and mixed until the heap was of the consistency of mortar. He paused to rest on the heavy shovel, and, as he did so, the blanket curtain that covered the door bulged, and Amery turned his head, to stare, unafraid, into the eyes of the man who hated him with a hatred that only death could end.

Bearded, tall, with a face still covered with motor goggles, the man called Stillman nodded pleasantly and smiled. And so perfect was the fitting of the beard that even the smile did not betray his disguise.

“Well, Amery, you’ll be interested to learn that your Chink is at this moment wishing he hadn’t butted into our affairs.”

“You surprise me,” said Amery with mock politeness.

“He followed your cab — you didn’t know that, did you? I’ll give him credit, he’s some runner! But we caught him at the end of Ladbroke Grove, and he’s not the only man that can use a knife.”

“So I understand,” said Amery. “You are pretty useful that way, as poor old Maurice Tarn knew, if he knew anything. Queer: I thought you were driving the cab. What next?”

The bearded man lit a cigarette before he spoke.

“I? Oh, I do nothing. I am the interested spectator. The big man does the big work.” He glanced down at the pit, and from the pit to the wet cement, “Dame and I are the first and second gravediggers — merely that.”

“What are you going to do with the girl?”

The other shook his head, blowing out a cloud of smoke.

“I don’t know. The big man has views about her. She knows a great deal more than is good for us. I suppose you realize that, Amery?”

“She knows nothing. She doesn’t even know who I am.”

The eyebrows of ‘Mr. Stillman’ went up.

“You don’t mean that you haven’t confided that important particular? Bless my soul, I thought for your safety’s sake you would have told her that you were the Chief of the Foreign Office Intelligence Bureau for counteracting the drug traffic, and that they’d brought you over when poor old Bickerson had failed — and did this, moreover, after the thickheaded authorities had taken the trouble to send you to Shanghai, so that the story of your spoof disgrace could come to England and disarm suspicion. I admit you deceived me, but only for a little time. This is the finish, Amery! If I had my way it would be the girl’s finish too! It is madness to fool around and leave her alive, but the big man thinks it is necessary, and I’ve annoyed him so much lately that I dare not protest.”

Amery was feeling gingerly at the handcuffs. Once upon a time an Indian prisoner had mystified him by the ease with which he had freed himself from these manacles. A handful of rupees had bought this secret. He was wondering whether he had forgotten the trick.

Suddenly Stillman walked toward him, took a strap from his pocket, and, stooping, buckled his feet together.

“It would be a thousand pities if our friend was hurt by a chance kick,” he said.

Amery was trying hard to compress the bones of his right hand, as the Indian had taught him, and, with a sinking of heart, he realized the truth of the Indian’s words: “Master, you must practise every day for this trick, or it can never be done.”

“What is it to be — a hanging or a shooting?”

“Neither, I should imagine,” said Stillman, and glanced at Dame. The man looked sick with fright.

“You’d better go and look after the girl,” he said. “I’ll wait for the boss — there he is now! Come back in a quarter of an hour. I don’t think you need wait any longer.”

Glad to escape, the baldheaded man staggered out of the shed, “I hear nothing,” said Amery, his ears strained.

“Feng Ho would have heard,” smiled Stillman. “Here he is.” Again the blanket bulged, a faint click as the door closed, a white, podgy hand appeared round the blanket, and there came into view the smiling face of Mr. Tupperwill, banker and purist.
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Mr. Tupperwill’s large, fat face was creased in an expression of pain and distaste. His mild eyes sought the prisoner’s, held for a second and then wandered to the deep pit and the heap of slaked mortar.

“Everything has been done as it should have been done,” he commented. “It is such relief to be able to depend upon one’s friends! I daresay you yourself have suffered from the inefficiency of subordinates in little matters?”

Amery smiled contemptuously but did not offer to speak. The silence in that room, with its deadened walls and draped ceiling, was so profound that he could hear the ticking of his watch.

“One likes to deal with dependable people, even in the trivial affairs of life.” Mr. Tupperwill spoke earnestly. “‘Trivial,’ by the way, does come, as Trench suggests, from ‘tri via,’ meaning the three crossroads where gossips meet.”

Again his eyes sought Amery’s.

“Theologians, great thinkers, metaphysicians, the brightest minds that science has known, have speculated upon what you so soon will know for certain, Major Amery!” he said, and sighed heavily. “Is there an after life? Who knows? Is it possible that the theory of a future state was born of man’s vanity and the preposterous assumption that such perfect creatures as we must, as a reward for our perfection, enjoy another existence which we deny to the common animals?”

As he was talking, he was fumbling in the pocket of his long frockcoat, and when his hand was withdrawn from the folds, it held a thick stick of irregular pattern. Amery recognized it immediately as the sjambok with which the banker had been struck down on the night he and his confederates had made their first attempt upon him, and when Tupperwill, in his anxiety, had incautiously come a little too close to the struggling man.

“This, I think, you know? It was taken from your study a few nights ago, when my friends visited your house, for purposes of — ah — inspection. That stain” — he pointed to the end— “is blood. It is my blood. Observe!”

He bent his head so that Amery could see the angry scar his blow had left.

“My blood is very precious to me,” he said, “and has an importance greater than any — as you will learn. With such a weapon as this,” said Mr. Tupperwill in his even way, “it is possible to beat a man so that he is beyond recognition, to beat him until he dies. I daresay that, considering in your mind the mode of death that I had planned for you, various methods, such as shooting, killing, hanging, perhaps, or something equally painless, must have occurred to you? Even my friends in all probability pictured some such system.”

He looked across to Stillman for confirmation. Stillman’s attitude was curious. He seemed entirely under the spell of the stout man’s eloquence, and had neither eyes nor mind for the prisoner. He was gazing intently upon the banker, hanging on to every word he spoke, his lips moving as though he were repeating, syllable by syllable, all that “the big man” said.

Tupperwill examined the chains and the bolts, tested them by exerting all his strength, felt the handcuffs, the strap about the prisoner’s feet, and, as if satisfied with his scrutiny, he stepped across the pit, and, laying down the stick, first placed a handkerchief on the floor, then, taking off his coat, folded and placed this as carefully on the handkerchief. On the top of the coat he laid his shining silk hat, unfastened the heavy gold links about his shirt cuffs and rolled them back until his big arms were revealed.

“You have the smock?” he asked pleasantly.

From where Amery stood he could not see the black coat that hung against the end wall.

“Such as butchers use,” said Mr. Tupperwill, as he was helped into the long black garment that buttoned from chin to foot. He lifted the lantern and brought it nearer to the prisoner.

“I wish to see what I am doing,” he said with a smile, and wetted the palm of his hand. “You are going?”

“Yes, I’ll go,” said Stillman huskily.

The spell was broken: he could not stay and see what was to follow.

“Perhaps it is as well,” said Tupperwill with great politeness. “Happily, I am entirely without nerves. When in ten minutes you return, I shall have gone, and Mr. Dame and you will have little to do. Now, Major Amery, are you ready?”

The thud of the first blow came to Stillman’s ears as he hurriedly closed the door… He found Dame sitting in the kitchen before a half-emptied bottle of whisky. The man was looking ghastly, was almost in tears, and, when Stillman came in:

“Well,” he stammered, “is it over? Oh, my God! Oh, my God! You heard what he said about being wakened up in the morning? Did you ever see an execution, Stillman? Is it bad?”

“Shut up, you fool!” growled the bearded man.

He looked back at the door through which he had come.

“I’ve a mind to stop it!” he said between his teeth, and Dame laughed hysterically.

“You dare not! He’d shoot you like a dog. You know him better than I do. Besides, we’re both in it. What does it matter? One more or less…

“He might have used the knife,” growled the man. “It is butchery. ‘Where’s the girl?”

“In there.” Mr. Dame nodded to a door leading from the kitchen. “That’s the pantry — I’ve got a bed there. What are we to do with her?”

“Keep her.”

“Here!” shrieked the horrified Dame. “She can’t stay here! My daughter would find her.”

“Then send your daughter away. You’ve any number of rooms. Dope her with that.”

He banged a little bottle down on the table, and the other examined it stupidly.

“Did he get that?” Stillman nodded.

“He thinks of everything,” breathed Dame.

“Give her a few drops in her tea,” said Stillman, “and she will give you no trouble. The rooms at the top of the house are furnished?”

Dame nodded.

“Put her there. What time do you expect that girl of yours home?”

“Not before two.”

The bald man looked up at the noisy American clock that was ticking above the mantelpiece.

“It’s only twelve now. My God! Only twelve, and it seems years! What is he going to do with her?”

“I don’t know,” impatiently. “He’ll fix her tomorrow. She’ll not give you any trouble, I tell you. She’s quiet enough now.”

He opened the door and peered in. There was no lamp in the pantry, but by such light as the kitchen supplied, he saw a truckle bed in one corner and a figure that lay motionless. Closing the door noiselessly, he came back to the brooding Dame. Their eyes went to the clock together.

“Ten minutes,” said Dame. “You’re going to help me?”

Stillman looked round sharply.

“That is not my business, Dame… don’t be a fool. There isn’t ten minutes’ work in it.”

The other licked his dry lips.

“Suppose they trace him? This would be the first place they’d search. They’d see the floor was newly cemented.”

“Who is going to trace him — the Chink? You can ease your mind; the Chink’s dead. I settled him myself. Look!”

The white cuff under the sleeve was dabbled red. Dame drew along, sobbing breath.

“Oh, my God, I wish I was out of it!”

“Don’t let him hear you,” warned the other, “or you’ll be out of it in a way that you least expect!”

The clock tick-tick-ticked, the hands did not seem to move. They sat dumbly, waiting for the minutes to pass. Ten eternal minutes went at last.

“Come now, do your job,” said Stillman.

The man did not move. Fifteen minutes, and then Stillman’s hand fell on his shoulder, and he jumped up with a scream. Like a blind man, he staggered down the garden and stood for fully five minutes at the door of the garage, his heart thumping so that it seemed to choke him. At last, gritting his teeth, he pulled open the door. The candle had burnt down to the socket; it spluttered, died, flared up, spluttered again and then went out, but in that brief moment of light he saw the empty handcuffs, and out of the corner of his eye, a figure at the bottom of the pit.

The perspiration streamed down his face; he was sobbing hysterically as, working like a madman, he shovelled the viscid mortar into the pit, covered it with earth until at last it was level.

The rest must wait; he could not stay any longer in the dark, and, flinging open the door, he rushed up the garden, as though the gibing spirit of Paul Amery were at his elbow.

Stillman jumped up as the white-faced man fell in, and, catching him as his knees gave way, he dropped him into a chair and poured out a glassful of neat whisky.

“Drink this, you fool,” he said. He was almost as white himself as he looked round toward the pantry door.

“I’ve fixed a padlock — here is the key. Look after her, do you hear?”

The man nodded stupidly.

“You understand? She is to be taken upstairs and kept there: she must not be allowed to attract attention in any circumstances.”

“Where are you going? Don’t leave me alone,” whined Dame, his teeth chattering, as Stillman made a move to go.

“I’m off to find Tup and tell him that you’ve settled things. And I want to know what is going to happen to this girl. She’s important, I tell you.”

Another second, and Dame was alone — alone with his ghosts, his fears, the strange sounds of the night that nearly drove him mad, the sough of wind in the chimney, the patter of rain on the windows, and above and through all, the consciousness of the dark secret that he must go out with the first light of dawn to hide finally.

He raised the glass to his lips and did not put it down until half its contents were drunk. Then, with a start, he remembered Amery’s words, and, dropping his head into his arms, he sobbed like a frightened child.
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Elsa Marlowe knew she had fainted, knew this while she was unconscious, knew that something dreadful… horrible had happened, and groaned as she turned on the hard bed. Her elbow came into contact with the wall, and the pain of the blow did much to bring her to complete consciousness. Her head was throbbing, she felt a queer fluttering in her throat, and when she tried to stand up, her knees gave way under her and she fell back on the bed.

And then, in a flood of terror, she remembered. Paul Amery was a prisoner, and they were going to kill him… and he loved her!

She struggled toward where four tiny circles gleamed in the darkness. They were holes cut into the pantry door, and through them she looked out upon a kitchen which at first she did not recognize. A man sprawled across the table, his head on his arms, an empty glass and a nearly empty bottle by his side. Mr. Dame! Jessie’s father.

She tried the door: it was fastened. Yet, there was hope, for the man was fast asleep, and if she could only find a way of opening the door, escape was assured. She heard his deep snores, and pressed with all her might, but though the door gave slightly, her most strenuous efforts failed to wrench loose the fastening. She was weak, but even if she had been stronger, it might have been a task beyond her strength to break the stout hasp. There was nothing to do but to wait… and, waiting, torture her mind with thoughts of what would happen to the man in whose eyes she had seen such love and tenderness as she did not dream was in all the world.

The thought drove her frantic. Again she threw herself at the door, only to be hurled back bruised and hurt. And then she heard footsteps in the hall, and her heart stood still. There came the sound of feet on the stairs, and then silence… after a while she heard the intruder descend the hall again, and a voice called: “Father!”

It was Jessie Dame!

Was it possible that she was in league with these terrible men?

“Father, are you downstairs?”

The girl had evidently seen a light, for now Elsa could hear her coming down the passage toward the kitchen.

“Father, what is the matter?”

“Jessie, for God’s sake!”

At the sound of the terrified whisper, Jessie Dame spun round, ludicrous in her fear.

“Who is that?” she gasped.

“It is I — Elsa Marlowe.”

“Where are you? Oh, how you frightened me!” whimpered the girl.

“Don’t make a noise. I’m in here.”

“In the pantry?” said Jessie, gaping.

“Let me out, please.”

Jessie Dame came slowly over, with a backward glance at the slumbering man.

“The padlock is fastened… he’ll have the key in his pocket. Did he put you here? Oh, my God, he’ll get into trouble! I knew he’d get into trouble!”

She tried to pull the lock loose.

“I’ll go and find my key,” she whispered, and went out.

She seemed to have been away for an hour, though it could not have been many minutes before she returned, and, creeping on tiptoe to the door, tried key after key, until at last the rusty lock turned and the girl came out into the kitchen, free.

At that moment Mr. Dame growled in his sleep and moved.

“Quick, quick!” hissed the frightened girl, pushing her companion into the passage. “He’ll kill me if he finds I’ve done this!”

Even as they were mounting the stairs to the hall, the man awoke. One glance he gave at the open door, and then, with a yell that froze his daughter’s blood, he came blundering out into the passage and up the stairs. Jessie was fumbling at the lock, her palsied fingers refusing to function, and Elsa thrust her aside. Just as Dame’s head came level with the hall, the door was opened and they fled out, slamming it behind them.

The street was in darkness. There was not a soul in sight, as they fled toward the main road, Dame, staggering in pursuit, roaring and screaming in a frenzy that was half drunkenness, and half genuine fear of what would follow the girl’s escape.

Glancing back as she ran, Elsa saw that she was alone. Jessie Dame, who knew the neighbourhood, had dived into a side turning, unnoticed by her father. The man had shaken off his stupor and was gaining.

And then, as the girl felt that she could not go another step farther, she saw a blessed sight. Crossing the road, visible in the street lamp, a line of helmeted heads, and to her ears came the thud-thud-thud of tramping feet. The night patrols were returning from duty.

Into their very midst she ran, and a stout policeman caught her as she fell into his arms. The night and its horrors faded in a swoon from which she was not to recover till the morning sunlight fell across the hospital bed in which she lay.
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At eleven o’clock the next morning, Inspector Bickerson walked into the office of his Superintendent and dropped wearily into a chair. Wille looked up from under his shaggy brows and demanded:

“Well?”

“Well enough for you, Super,” said Bickerson bitterly, “but for me it’s hell! What with a lunatic girl’s statements and frantic cock-and-bull stories about Soyoka, I haven’t stood in one place from five o’clock this morning! According to the telephone message you sent me, the girl stated specifically that Amery was a prisoner, if he wasn’t dead, at Dame’s house. She’s either mad or dreaming,” said Bickerson decisively. “I was at Dame’s house before eight o’clock. He’d evidently had a real good souse, for he was still far from sober. I went to the garage, and I certainly was suspicious when I saw that there had been a hole in the centre of the garage and that it had been filled in. That looked almost as if Miss Marlowe’s story was true. But I had it opened, every scrap of earth and cement taken up — fortunately, the cement hadn’t had time to set — and not only was there no sign of a body, but there never had been a body!”

“Marks of blood?”

“None. The floor had recently been washed down, but Dame explained that by telling me that he’d had a clean-out the night before. He explained the hole by telling me that he had been trying to dig a pit for his car, but finding himself encroaching on gas lines and drain lines, he wisely gave it up. My labourers found pipe lines six feet below the surface of the garage.”

The Superintendent consulted a memorandum.

“There were no blankets hanging on the walls to deaden sound?”

“No, but there had been. I found a heap of blankets in a corner of the garage.”

The Superintendent leant back in his chair.

“Isn’t it queer Amery hasn’t turned up?”

Bickerson shrugged his broad shoulders. “I have stopped trying to keep a tag on Amery.”

“And this other story” — Wille turned over a pile of papers and found a document— “this suggestion that the head of the Soyoka gang is Tupperwill? Have you seen him?”

“I’ve just come from him,” said Bickerson. “His worst offence, from my point of view, is that he is a very loquacious and longwinded gentleman, whose mind is completely taken up with the question of licensing hours and the need for introducing prohibition into working-class districts. I asked him point-blank what communication he had had with the Soyoka people, or if he knew anybody or had any clients on his books who might be Soyoka’s agents, and he gave me the impression that I was a harmless lunatic that needed humouring. He said he’d never heard of Soyoka, and I couldn’t even get him to understand that he might be under suspicion of being Soyoka himself. I had the good luck to catch him just outside the bank: he had been spending the night at Brighton, he told me, and hadn’t been home. When I told him I was a police officer, his chief concern seemed to be whether there had been a burglary at his house.”

Superintendent Wille’s frown was intensified.

“I don’t understand it,” he said. “There must be something in the story. Here we have Amery’s Chinese manager picked up, half dead, undoubtedly knifed, and that within a few hundred yards of Dame’s house — by the way, how is the Chinaman?”

“The doctor says he’s out of danger,” said Bickerson, “and will be well in a few weeks. The fellow who stabbed him seems to have just missed touching a vital spot. I admit that is queer, and I wanted to interrogate Feng Ho, but the doctors will not allow him to be questioned for another day. I’m going round to see the girl Dame. Apparently she went to the office very early — maybe I’ll find friend Amery—”

“Who you still think is Soyoka?” asked Wille.

Bickerson shook his head.

“No,” he admitted ruefully, “that was an error into which the cleverest man might fall, and I don’t profess to be clever.”

Bickerson walked eastward, a preoccupied and, as Superintendent Wille hoped, a chastened man. He found Jessie Dame in her tiny office, and it was not necessary that he should have made a close study of her to see that a remarkable change had come over her. Jessie Dame never had a good colour, but now her complexion was a pale green, and her hollow eyes told of a sleepless night.

“Good-morning, Miss Dame,” said Bickerson. “What time did you get home last night?” And then by way of explanation: “You know me — I’m Mr. Bickerson.”

“Yes, sir, I know you,” she said quietly, avoiding his keen eyes. “I’ve seen you here before. I got home at twelve o’clock. I ought really to have stayed out until two, but I was so worried — I mean,” she said, in some confusion, “I intended staying out later, but owing to business troubles I came home early.”

“That almost sounds as though it weren’t true,” smiled Bickerson. “What were your business troubles?”

“Oh, the office, and — the way Major Amery goes on and all that sort of thing,” said Jessie Dame desperately. “I can’t explain.”

“You left home early this morning? I was at your home before eight, but I did not see you.”

“Yes, I came away very early.”

In truth, Jessie Dame had walked the streets all night, and if she was lying now, it was in obedience to the urgent note that she had found waiting for her on her arrival at the office, giving her exact instructions as to what she was to say, and ending with a horrific threat that chilled her blood to read.

“You didn’t by chance find Miss Marlowe in your house, locked up in a cupboard?”

For a fraction of a second she struggled to find her voice. “No, sir,” she gulped at last, “and if Miss Marlowe says that I did, she is not telling the truth. I don’t know what happened last night,” said the girl. “I really don’t know! I had one glass of wine and it sort of went to my head.”

“You heard nothing about Major Amery being — locked up in your garage?”

The green turned to a sickly white. Jessie staggered back against the table.

“Major Amery?” she said hollowly. “Locked up in our garage? What do you mean?”

“I see — you know nothing about that. Didn’t Miss Marlowe tell you?”

She was almost eager in her reply. It was such a relief to tell the truth.

“Major Amery isn’t here this morning?”

She shook her head, not trusting her voice.

He strolled from her room into the little office usually occupied by Elsa, tried the door of Amery’s room and, finding it locked, walked back to Jessie Dame.

“Where is Miss — Miss Marlowe?” she asked jerkily.

“When I saw her last she was at the West London Hospital.”

“She — she’s not hurt?”

“No, she’s not hurt. The doctor thought she could go out to-day but I doubt if she will.”

He had hardly spoken the words before a light step sounded in the passage outside, and he had a fleeting glimpse of a dainty figure as it passed the open doorway.

“That’s her!” gasped Miss Dame.

“Miss Marlowe? Impossible!”

He went out and looked after her. Jessie Dame was right. Elsa was hanging up her hat and coat as he walked in to her, marvelling at the extraordinary reserves which women possess, that could enable her to appear after such a night as she had spent, bearing such little evidence of her ordeal. Save for the shadows beneath her eyes and the faintness of the pink in her cheeks, she seemed in no way changed.

She greeted him with a grave inclination of her head, took off the typewriter cover with the assurance of one who expects to be called at any moment.

“Why did they let you out?” he demanded. “When I saw you this morning you seemed more dead than alive.”

“I came out because I wanted to come,” she said.

“That doesn’t seem a very good reason. I suppose you know I’ve investigated your story?”

“I know; you’ve already told me.”

“I’ve told you there was no body in the garage, and certainly no sign of murder. Otherwise the particulars you supplied correspond with the position of the building, and certainly there has been a hole in the floor.”

She shivered.

“But, as I tell you, there was nothing in the pit but earth and drying cement. I think you must have dreamt this. Hadn’t you visited Mr. Dame’s house the day before?”— “Yes.”

“Did you see anything there that suggested a pit to you?”

She looked at him frowning.

“I—” she began. “Why, yes, I saw a man come out of the garage with a spade in his hand.”

“Exactly!” he said triumphantly. “I don’t know the name of the nervous disease from which you’re suffering, but perhaps Dr. Hallam will tell you.”

“I didn’t imagine all I saw last night,” she said in a low voice. “You were talking to Jessie Dame; she can confirm my story.”

“On the contrary,” said Bickerson, “that is just what she wouldn’t do! Miss Dame says she did not find you in a cupboard or release you, or do any of the things which you say she did.”
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For a moment Elsa stared at him incredulously, and then her face changed.

“Of course, poor girl She’s afraid of her father.”

Mr. Bickerson threw out his hands in a hopeless gesture.

“I’d sooner have any kind of case than this,” he said in despair. “A witness with illusions is a nightmare! I don’t want to hurt your feelings, but I can’t believe you. Major Amery hasn’t come?”

“No, I don’t think he’s come,” she said, ignoring the doubt he was throwing on her sanity. She tried the door. “Why, it’s locked!”

“Was it locked last night?”

“I don’t know. I left before him,” she said slowly. Stooping, she looked through the keyhole.

“The key is not there. I think I can open it with the key of my door,” she said, and this she did.

The office was exactly as Amery had left it. The cleaners had not been able to get in. A few cigarette ends lay in the grate and a half-burnt cigar.

She offered no further information, and after a glance round Bickerson walked out of the room and she followed.

“He is a mysterious fellow,” said the detective, “but not quite as—” he was at a loss for a word.

“‘Sinister’ is the expression you want,” suggested the girl with a faint smile.

“Yes, it is,” he said in surprise. “No, he’s not as sinister as I thought he was. In fact—” he seemed on the point of telling her something, but changed his mind. “What is that book?” He pointed to a worn leather book that lay on her table.

“The night watchman’s report,” she said. “He brings it up every morning for Major Amery to see the names of people who may have called, or telephone calls and telegrams that have arrived after office hours.”

She opened the book where the blotting paper marked the place, and checked an exclamation.

“Mr. Tupperwill came at ten minutes to six!”

For a moment she was so interested that she forgot her audience.

“Tupperwill came here?” he said incredulously, and looked over her shoulder. “That is very queer.” He spoke half to himself. “I was with Mr. Tupperwill this morning, and he told me that he went home from his bank at five o’clock and never stirred out, until he decided, for no reason at all, to spend the night at Brighton, and went down by the nine o’clock train.”

Later, after he had made a further round of calls, he reported by telephone to his chief.

“This case grows queerer and queerer,” he said. “I’ve just been talking to Mrs. Ralph Hallam, who tells me that she was half killed last night by somebody who broke into the house. Who it was she doesn’t know, but the first person she saw, when she recovered consciousness, was Major Amery, and apparently he went out of the house with the girl — Miss Marlowe, I’m talking about.”

“That gives her story support,” said the Superintendent after a pause. “Was he alone?”

“No, his Chinese manager, Feng Ho, was with him, and apparently Dr. Hallam came soon after.”

“Is she related to Dr. Hallam?”

“His wife,” said Bickerson, “but she says he didn’t leave the flat until long after Amery went. I’ve been round to see him, but he’s not at home.”

Another long pause.

“This case grows queer. Keep in touch with the office, Bickerson.”

“I’ll do something more than that,” said the detective. “I’ll watch that girl. There is something about the business that I do not like.”

Whether she were watched or unwatched, Elsa Marlowe was indifferent, The hours passed with leaden feet; at every sound she started up; not once, but fifty times, did she open the door of Amery’s room and peep in, hoping — praying, indeed — that he would come in in his own, furtive way, and every time she looked she saw nothing but his chair and the blottingpad, and the bell above her head was silent.

He must have escaped — he must!

Weary as she was, and reluctant to leave the office for fear he should come in, she made a journey back to the hospital to enquire the condition of Feng Ho, and was relieved to learn that he was so far out of danger that she might see him. She was most anxious to learn all she could about his master, for she guessed that this little man would know far more about him, if he were free, than the best detective in the world.

He looked up at her as she came into the private ward which he occupied alone, and greeted her with a grin.

“Perforations of thorax notwithstanding,” he said faintly, “scientific bachelor will escape mortality on this occasion.” She read the question in his eyes and shook her head. “I don’t know, When did you see the Major last?”

“Last night, young miss,” he said gravely. “Has he not resumed appearance in commercial centres, viz., City of London?”

“No, Feng Ho,” she answered quietly.

“Then Tupperwill knows.”

“Mr. Tupperwill?” She thought he was wandering in his mind.

He nodded.

“Mr. Tupperwill is an extremely dangerous character, being connected with Nipponese Soyoka, purveyor of noxious and in toxicating drugs.”

“But surely you’re mistaken? Not Mr. Tupperwill?”

“Yes, young miss. The honourable Major has distinct information. All errors are eliminated.”

She could only gaze at him in stupefied wonder. That pleasant bore, engaged in a criminal conspiracy? It was impossible.

“Did you tell Mr. Bickerson?” she asked.

“Young miss, eminent detective policeman has not yet interrogated owing to reluctance of medical officials to risk elevation of temperature. Young miss” — his voice was a whisper— “you must exercise great care owing to absence of Major. I desire to call at Major’s house and instruct Chang to hasten to me. Give explicit directions, remembering he is a poor, ignorant Chinaman, of dubious parentage and deplorable education.”

He seemed so exhausted by this effort that she made no further attempt to question him, and, after exchanging a few words with the matron, she took a taxi to Brook Street.

The Major’s housekeeper had not had word of him, nor had his butler.

“Can I see the Chinese servant?”

“Yes miss,” said the housekeeper, “though he doesn’t speak much English.”

Whether he spoke English or not, the diminutive Chang under stood all that she had told him, and took the address and the little map she had drawn, directing him to the hospital, shaking his head to indicate his understanding.

There was no fresh news at the office when she returned. Greatly daring, she had requested one of the sub-managers to take Feng Ho’s place, and had deputed another to deal with the correspondence that ordinarily would have been seen by Amery, and she was now free to continue her investigations along the lines suggested by Feng Ho’s monstrous and extraordinary charge.

She was sufficiently well acquainted with Mr. Tupperwill’s habits to know that he would be at the bank until three o’clock, and she remained in the office just long enough to attend to an enquiry that had come through, and which the sub-manager could not deal with, and then she boarded a ‘bus and went eastward.

It took her some time to locate the court in which Stebbing’s Bank was situated; then: “Stebbing’s?” said a policeman, looking at her queerly. “Yes, it is round the first court to the left. You a depositor, miss?” he asked with the fatherly familiarity of the City policeman.

“No,” she smiled, “I haven’t that fortune.”

“You’re lucky,” he said cryptically.

She thought it was a piece of pleasantry, but she turned into the court and saw a small crowd standing before a closed doorway, on which had been pinned a notice. She looked up at the fascia — yes, it was the old-fashioned Stebbing’s. But why was the door closed at midday?

Pushing her way through the crowd, she read;

“STEBBING’S BANK.

“The Bank has temporarily suspended payment. Enquiries should be addressed to Slake & Stern, Solicitors, Bolt Street, B.C.”

She drew clear of the crowd, bewildered, stupefied by the news. Poor Mr. Tupperwill! For the moment she forgot Feng Ho’s wild charge, and remembered only the kindliness, the gentle inadequacy of the placid banker. And then she heard somebody speaking.

“… a man named Tupperwill… they said he laid his hands on all the money he could find and went to the Continent this morning by aeroplane.”
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The failure of Stebbing’s Bank was notified to the duty officer at Scotland Yard within five minutes of the notice being posted, and Superintendent Wille despatched an orderly in search of Bickerson. That officer was taking an afternoon doze in his room, the blinds drawn, when the constable came for him, and he hurried to the bureau of his chief.

“Look at this,” growled Wille, pushing his paper across the table.

Bickerson read and whistled.

“The City police closed the bank, from information evidently supplied by Major Amery overnight. There is a warrant out for Tupperwill and for the auditors, but Tupperwill seems to have skipped. What time did you see him?”

“At a little before eleven.”

“Was he going into the bank? This report says that he hasn’t been in the City to-day.”

“I didn’t actually see him go into the bank. I left him at the entrance of Tredgers Court, not doubting that he was on his way to his office.”

“Did you notice anything unusual about him? Did he look worried or upset in any way?”

“No,” replied Bickerson thoughtfully. “I thought it queer that he should have gone to Brighton on the previous night — that struck me as strange for a man of his settled habits. But there was nothing at all remarkable in his appearance or his manner.”

The Superintendent read the paper again. It contained a very full description of the wanted man. Then he rang the bell for his clerk. “Circulate this description to all ports and railway stations, for detention and report. Get Croydon and find if he has left by aeroplane — that is the City police theory. Notify C. Divisional Office that his house is to be occupied until further orders. That will do.”

“We must wait now,” said Wile when they were alone, “until we get the report on which the City police acted. But in the meantime you’d better round up Tupperwill’s friends. Do you know of any?”

Bickerson considered.

“I’ve an idea that Hallam was one. If he wasn’t a friend, they were certainly on dining terms, and Hallam was a depositor at the bank.”

“The doctor?”

Bickerson nodded.

“The man you are getting a warrant for?”

“If Jarvie squeals I shall certainly get a warrant for him, but at present there is no information to go upon.”

Superintendent Wille chewed a meditative toothpick. “Go along and see Hallam. You may learn something about Tupperwill’s other friends, and more especially about Stillman, I’ve heard only the faintest rumour about this gentleman, but he was evidently a client. From the ‘phone talk I’ve had with the Chief of the City police, it seems that Stillman is one of the persons who are wanted in connection with the bank failure. He was evidently a man closely in the confidence of Tupperwill, and I’ve got a hunch that friend Hallam may be able to put you on to this person. Report here as soon as you’re through. I’m having a consultation with the Commissioner this afternoon about Miss Marlowe’s story.”

“Do you think Stillman is Hallam?” asked Bickerson bluntly.

“I don’t know. I have no very definite theory. At any rate, I shall have a clearer idea after you have seen the doctor.”

Ralph’s servant admitted the detective. His master was upstairs, dressing, he said.

“A late bird, eh?” asked Bickerson, in the friendly tone that had been the undoing of so many innocent and talkative servants.

“Yes, sir, he was rather late; he was out at a dance last night.”

“Tell him I’m here.”

He had been shown into the study at the back of the house, a small and comfortably fitted room. The windows were open, for it was a mild day, and the window-box, crowded with golden daffodils, caught the early afternoon sunlight.

Bickerson strolled to one of the bookshelves and scanned the titles aimlessly. Then his inquisitive eyes roamed systematically around the apartment. Evidently Ralph had partly changed in the room when he had returned in the early hours of the morning, for his greatcoat was thrown over the back of a chair, and one buttoned dress boot was under the table, the other being beneath the chair and hidden by the hanging coat. Without hesitation, Bickerson picked up the coat, slipped his hand into one of the pockets, found it empty, and tried the other. And then something attracted his attention and he carried the coat to the light. One of the sleeves was caked hard with some liquid which had been spilt upon it. He turned back the cuff, and the lighter lining showed a rusty red stain.

Blood! He tried the other sleeve. Here the stain was larger, and extended from the cuff halfway up the inner part of the arm. He picked up one of the boots and whistled softly. It was spattered with stains, and when he scraped them his fingers were covered with dark red dust.

He heard Ralph descending the stairs, put down the boots and waited.

“Good-morning, Bickerson.” Hallam’s voice was expressionless, his face a mask. Instantly his eyes had fallen upon the coat and the boots, and he was waiting.

“Good-morning, doctor. I’ve called to make a few enquiries about Tupperwill. You know the bank has bust?”

Hallam expressed no surprise.

“I didn’t know. When did this happen?”

“This morning. Tupperwill has left hurriedly. You knew him very well?”

“Fairly well,” said Hallam.

“Have you any idea where he is likely to be?”

“Not the slightest,” said the other calmly. “I know Tupperwill only in his home. If he is not there, I haven’t the slightest idea where he is to be found.”

“You don’t know where Major Amery happens to be?”

The ghost of a smile hovered at the corners of Hallam’s set lips. “He also is an individual who seldom took me into his confidence. Has he disappeared?”

“He has very much disappeared,” said Bickerson, and, stooping slowly, picked up the coat. “Had an accident last night, didn’t you?”

“You mean the blood on the sleeves?” said Hallam coolly. “There’s some on the cuff too.”

“Did you cut your finger or something?” asked the detective sardonically.

Hallam laughed.

“How absurd! A cut finger wouldn’t make that stain.”

“What would?” asked Bickerson sternly.

“Well,” — Ralph chose his words carefully— “picking up a wounded Chinaman, who had been knifed by some persons or persons unknown, might make a mess of a man’s sleeve.”

Bickerson was staggered.

“Was it you who found Feng Ho?” he asked.

Hallam nodded. “I was one of those who assisted him to the hospital.”

Their eyes met. “The police of the Hammersmith Division made no reference to your being present when Feng Ho was found.”

“They must have overlooked me,” said the other lightly. “And really, I feel so insignificant in the presence of police officers that I don’t wonder! The truth is, Bickerson, I was looking for Amery — Feng Ho and I. He went away suddenly from Herbert Mansions, as his servant believed, kidnapped with Miss Marlowe, who, I am happy to learn, is safe.”

“Who told you that?” asked the detective sharply.

“I telephoned this morning because I saw something in the evening paper about a young lady who was found wandering in Kensington.”

“You tell that story too, do you, about them being taken away? It is an extraordinary case. Presumably you will be able to account for every minute of your movements last night?”

“Almost every minute,” said the other.

“What time did you return home this morning?” asked Bickerson.

Ralph hesitated.

“Whatever time my servant said I came is about accurate,” he said. “Somewhere in the region of four — it may have been a little later. As for Tupperwill, if that is really the object of your coming, I am absolutely unable to give you any information. I know nothing about him except that I have an overdraft at his bank and that I’ve dined with him once or twice. Of his habits and his inner life I know less than you.”

He expected Bickerson to return to the question of the bloodstained coat, but, to his relief, the detective made no further reference and left shortly after. He did not report immediately to Wille, but, going to his own room, got through on the telephone to the Kensington police.

“Who found the Chinaman?” he asked.

“Constable Simmons. He was on patrol duty and heard a groan in a garden. Going in, he found the man and had him taken to the hospital on a lorry that happened to be passing.”

“No other person assisted?” asked the interested Bickerson. “Nobody named Hallam?”

“Oh no, there was no question about the facts,” said the voice of the sergeant on duty. “Simmons and the driver of the trolley were the only people concerned.”

“Thank you,” said Bickerson, and put the telephone back.

“Dr. Hallam,” he said softly, “you are a liar. And if you’re not something else, I’m very much mistaken!”
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His interview with Wille was short enough. Wille and the Commissioner had discussed Elsa’s story, and had decided that further investigation was necessary.

“See Dame and arrest him. You’d better report to the local division: they will send a man with you,” were his instructions.

Jessie Dame went home very early that afternoon, in response to the instructions she had had from her father that morning. She was sick with fright as she slowly mounted the steps of that fateful house and rang the bell. Dame opened the door himself, and at first she did not recognize him. His yellow moustache had vanished, and she stared into the face of a stranger.

“Come in,” he growled. “You…! You’ve got me into a mess, you and that… And you’ve got to get me out!”

“Is anything wrong, father?” she asked, trembling.

“Wrong!” he roared. “Wrong!”

There was no need to ask. His face betrayed the seriousness of the crisis. He almost dragged her into the diningroom. On the table she saw his grip, packed and strapped.

“I’m leaving London at once,” he said.

“Where are you going?”

“I’m likely to tell you that, ain’t I?” he almost howled at her. “Here is some money.” He threw a handful of notes on the table. “Go on to a boardinghouse and keep quiet. When I’m ready for you I’ll send for you, and you’ll come — you understand? You’ll tell nobody where I am, if I ever do send for you.”

“But, father, what is wrong? Is it serious? Is it about Miss Marlowe?” she whimpered.

“Never mind what it’s about: that is nothing to do with you. I’m going at once. If anybody comes, you’re to say that you expect me back tonight. And if you tell them that I’ve taken my moustache off, I’ll murder you! You can sell the furniture and keep the money, in case I want it. And—”

There came a sharp rat-tat at the door, and he ran to the window, pulled aside the blinds and staggered back.

“Two ‘busies’,” “he said huskily, “Bickerson and another man. By God! they wouldn’t pinch me!”

Again came the knock.

“I’ll go down to the kitchen. Tell them I’m out,” he said, and tiptoed down the stairs.

With a fainting heart the girl opened the door and stammered the message.

“He’s out, is he?” said Bickerson good-humouredly. “Come, come, Miss Dame, you oughtn’t to tell those kind of stories. I want to see him for a few minutes.”

“He’s gone out, really, Mr. Bickerson,” said the girl, half fainting with fear.

Bickerson pushed his way past her, walked into the diningroom, saw the grip on the table and smiled.

“Just wait here” — he was speaking to the other man— “I think I can find my way to the kitchen. You watch the stairs.”

She stood, petrified with terror, heard the kitchen door open…

Instantly came the deafening sound of an explosion.

“Here, quick!” shouted Bickerson, and the second detective flew down the stairs into the kitchen.

The bald man lay in a huddled heap on the floor, within reach of his hand a revolver, the barrel of which was still smoking.

“Get on the ‘phone — there is one here. Call an ambulance and the divisional surgeon, though I don’t think he’ll be much use. And keep that girl out!” he said sharply.

There was little need to tell Jessie what had happened. With a wild scream she flew toward the open door, but the detective caught her in his arms and carried the struggling, demented girl back to the diningroom.

By the time the police surgeon and the ambulance arrived, Bickerson had made a very thorough search of the man’s clothes, and the kitchen table was strewn with the articles he had removed.

“He’s dead,” said the surgeon. “Suicide — in fear of arrest, I presume?”

Bickerson nodded.

“I hardly saw it happen,” he said. “Not having been able to question the girl, I don’t know what occurred, but I guess that he saw us from the window of the diningroom — I noticed the blind move.” He thought a moment. “It was a lucky shot for that poor, howling female,” he added.

Elsa read the news in the late editions of the evening papers. She was inured to shock, and save that her sympathetic heart softened toward the poor girl who had saved her from untold horrors, she had no feeling save an almost savage satisfaction that the man who was in some way responsible for Paul Amery’s suffering had gone to his account.

She dared not let her mind rest upon the sinister man and his fate. Again and again she told herself that he was alive. She sat at her table, her hands clasped before her, praying that the bell might ring, and that his sharp voice might call her in to him; and it was only when the evening came, and she found herself alone in the building, that for the first time she broke down and gave way to a flood of passionate weeping.

Her head was aching, her eyes hot and painful; misery was coiled about her heart until it was a pain to breathe; but at last she flung off her sorrow, and, bathing her face, went out, not knowing whither and caring nothing.

“Elsa!”

As she reached the street a familiar voice called her and she turned. Ralph Hallam was standing on the sidewalk, his debonair self.

“I am not going back to Herbert Mansions, Dr. Hallam,” she said quietly.

“I know,” he nodded. “I’ve taken a room for you at the Palace. Lou has sent your things there.”

The girl hesitated. She had come to regard Ralph Hallam in the light of an enemy. That he hated Amery she knew, and it almost hurt her to accept even this slight service at his hands.

“Thank you,” she said simply, and then: “You’ve heard about Jessie’s father?”

“Dame? Yes. He was mixed up in a scandal of some kind, and shot himself when the police went to arrest him.”

She walked slowly down Wood Street and he kept pace at her side, well aware that his presence was objectionable to her.

“I’m afraid you think Jam a pretty bad egg,” he said.

She shook her head.

“I don’t know whether you are or not,” she answered listlessly. “I’m really beyond caring.”

“You don’t trust me, at any rate?”

“Why should I?” she asked quietly.

“Will you do me one favour?”

She stopped and looked at him, suspicion lurking in her eyes.

“Will you come to Half Moon Street and let me tell you the whole truth — the truth about myself, and the truth, that I have recently learnt, about Amery?”

She knew the truth about Amery — that he loved her! That was the vital, triumphant truth that eclipsed and obliterated all others.

“I would much rather not,” she said. “Besides, there is nothing for me to know about Major Amery. He has already told me.”

“Do you know that Amery was a detective — Is a detective, I mean—” he added hastily, and, seeing that he had startled her, he went on: “Amery is on the staff of the Foreign Office Intelligence Department, and was brought from India to cope with the drug traffic. I never guessed he was working with Bickerson, but he is, Feng Ho told me last night. They say he is the cleverest intelligence officer that has ever served in India. He has been fighting out there with Soyoka’s crowd, and his agents have been everywhere. Sometimes they pretended to be working for one of the gangs, like that man Moropoulos, the Greek, who was a detective from Washington. He has strangled my business; half the crowd I’ve been working with are under arrest and I expect to be pinched at any moment. It was Amery who put the police into Stebbing’s Bank. Tupperwill was Soyoka’s principal agent; he made a fortune out of dope, but Amery has finished him! Elsa, I don’t know what is going to happen to me, and I may never be able to ask you again to dine. Lou will be there.”

Again she hesitated.

“I’ll come,” she said, “but I must first go to the hotel and unpack.”

“You can do that later,” he urged.

There was something in his eagerness which she did not understand, and which did not quite fit in with his frankness.

“I will go with you, but I won’t stay late, I have a feeling that I’m being a fool, but I’ll take the risk.”

She did not see the smile that flitted across his face as he helped her into the taxi, but she noticed that he was most anxious to entertain her on the journey to the house, and hardly stopped speaking once.

“Tupperwill, for some reason, wanted to hold you, I think, as a hostage. It may have been just fondness for you, and it may have been a knowledge of Amery’s mind. He called you out one afternoon, didn’t he, to meet him?”

“Yes,” she said, in surprise.

“But he asked you first whether Major Amery was out? He said you were to come at once, but you met Amery before you left, and told him where you were going? Tupperwill had a great little scheme for kidnapping you. The car was to drive into a yard at Islington, and you were to be taken out and held till the night, when you were to be moved somewhere else. But just before the car turned into the gate, you happened to mention the fact that Amery knew, and he changed his plans. Do you remember?”

Then that was the explanation! And Feng Ho must have been following her! Only now she was beginning to realize the care with which the sinister man had surrounded her, and at the thought of him her lips trembled. It was just then they reached Half Moon Street. He jumped out first. As she stepped from the cab, the door opened, and he almost rushed her into the house.
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Superintendent Wille was by nature a sceptical and unbelieving man. In nine cases out of ten he had found, in the course of a long and interesting life, that his suspicions were justified; and now, as he presided over a conference of minor officials of Scotland Yard, he enlarged upon the creed of disbelief.

“That girl told the truth, Bickerson,” he said definitely. “If it was not the truth, why did Dame commit suicide the moment you went to arrest him? And if she told the truth in one particular, she told the truth in another. We have had the statement of Hallam, that he and the Chinaman went in pursuit of the cab which carried away Major Amery and Miss Marlowe. In confirmation, we have Feng Ho struck down in the open street, probably in the act of pursuit; and now we have the suicide of Dame.”

“But the girl Dame said—” began Bickerson.

“I’m not taking much notice of what the daughter said. It was her duty to lie on behalf of her father, and well you guessed she was lying!”

Bickerson could do no more than agree.

“The garage, the pit, the threat of murder, the abduction — they all hang together,” Wile went on deliberately, “and the fact that there is no body in the pit proves nothing, except that no murder was committed in the shed. It does not prove that it was not committed elsewhere, or that Dame was not privy to the act. We have Dame’s record: he was a man with three convictions, and exconvicts of his mental calibre do not commit suicide to avoid Dartmoor, but to keep their feet off the sliding trap of Pentonville. Therefore, I argue that there has been a murder — somewhere. What is the time?” He looked at his watch. “Half-past nine. Do you know where Miss Marlowe is to be found?”

“I believe she’s staying at Herbert Mansions,” said Bickerson.

“Go along and, bring her back here. We will have her story tested in the light of our subsequent discoveries. You boys can hang on,” he said to the little knot of detectives, major and minor.

At Herbert Mansions, Bickerson interviewed Mrs. Hallam.

“No, she’s not here,” said that self-possessed lady. “As a matter of fact, my husband took a room for her at the Palace Hotel, and all her trunks were sent there this afternoon.”

This statement Bickerson confirmed. The trunks and bags had arrived and had been sent up to Miss Marlowe’s room, but she herself had not arrived.

“You’re sure?”

“Yes, sir,” said the reception clerk. “Miss Marlowe hasn’t taken her key yet,” and he lifted it down from the hook behind him.

To make absolutely certain, a page was sent to the room and returned with the news that it was not occupied.

“She couldn’t very well come in without our knowledge,” said the clerk.

Bickerson was more disturbed than Superintendent Wille would have imagined. He remembered there was a night watchman at Amery’s office, and got connected up with him at once.

“Miss Marlowe left the office rather late, sir — nearly seven o’clock, I think.”

“Did she go alone?”

“No, sir, Dr. Hallam was with her. He had been waiting outside the door for the best part of two hours.”

He did not call up Ralph, preferring to make a personal visit. It was a long time before his knock procured attention. He saw a light appear in the passage, and Ralph opened the door to him.

“Hullo! What do you want this time?” he asked cheerfully. “Are you taking me for knifing the Chinaman?”

“We’ll discuss the Chinaman at another time,” said Bickerson coldly, “and then I shall ask you to explain why you lied to me about finding him and taking him to the hospital. At the moment, I want to know something about Miss Elsa Marlowe, with whom, I understand, you were seen at seven o’clock this evening.”

“Which is perfectly true,” admitted Ralph. “I called for her at the office; in fact, I waited there some time for her.”

“And then?” asked Bickerson.

“Then I drove her to Notting Hill. She was going to call on the girl Dame.”

“Are you sure you didn’t bring her here?”

“Perfectly sure,” said Ralph coolly. “Miss Marlowe hasn’t been in this house in weeks. My servant is out, or he would support my statement that I returned alone.”

His eyes did not waver under the detective’s gaze.

“She was seen coming in here,” he bluffed.

“Then whoever saw her suffers from illusions,” replied Ralph. “I tell you she has not been inside this house. She is probably at the Palace Hotel, where I took a room on her behalf.”

With this story Bickerson had to return to his chief.

“She’s not at Dame’s house,” said Wille decisively. “The police are in possession, and Miss Dame has been taken to the home of a distant relative.”

They looked at one another.

“I don’t like it,” said the Superintendent. “Whoever was responsible for getting the girl away last night is taking care of her tonight. Warn all stations, with a full description; patrolmen to be notified that the girl must be detained wherever and whenever she is found. At nine o’clock tomorrow morning all officers concerned in the case will meet me at Dame’s house. I am going through that establishment with a fine comb!”

Bickerson went back to his office, leaving the shrewd old Superintendent to make another examination of the papers and money that had been found on Dame’s body. He was so engaged when the door was pushed open and Bickerson came in.

“Can I have a warrant to search Hallam’s house?” he asked.

“No, you can’t,” grunted the Superintendent, without looking up, and Inspector Bickerson stared at him.

*

It was not the fact that he almost pushed her into the house, but the quickness with which Ralph turned, locked the front door and put the key in his pocket, which brought the girl round in alarm.

“Why did you do that?” she asked.

“I have my reasons,” smiled the man.

He was deadly cool. Remembering how easy it had been to arouse his anger or reduce him to a condition of helpless embarrassment, she could only wonder what had produced the change of attitude.

“Where is Mrs. Hallam?”

“At Herbert Mansions, so far as I know,” said Hallam, without shame. “In fact, Elsa, I’ve deceived you. I wanted you here for another purpose than to discuss my iniquities. The night isn’t long enough, anyway, to give you a detailed account of my numerous falls from grace.”

The dining-table was laid for two, but she did not attempt to sit down.

“I don’t think I’ll stay,” she said.

“I, on the other hand, am certain that you will,” he replied, “and I will tell you why.”

He beckoned her out of the room and pushed open the door of the library. The writing-table had been cleared of the paraphernalia which ordinarily littered the cloth. Instead was a typewriter, a thick pad of paper, and a cardboard package of carbons.

“You will spend the rest of the evening in making a very detailed statement about my connection with the amateurs, my knowledge of Soyoka, and a few other particulars with which I will not bother you for the moment. After—”

“After?” she repeated, when he paused.

“You shall please yourself whether you stay or whether you go. Elsa, there are certain things in this house that no man or woman has ever seen, important actualities that Bickerson, at any rate, would give his head to see with his own eyes. In a few days I am leaving England and starting afresh — under another name, of course” — he smiled— “in spite of the failure of Stebbing’s Bank. My friend Mr. Tupperwill has disappeared, as you probably know. His present whereabouts are a mystery. I can assure you, my dear Elsa, that his disappearance has made no difference to me.”

The smile faded from his face and he looked at her moodily for a long time, and then:

“Elsa, I wanted you once — wanted you very badly. And maybe it’s going to take a long time for you to forgive me — wanting. But somebody wants you more than I — somebody who will not be denied.”

He waited for her to speak, but her lips were closed firmly. “Come,” he said suddenly, and took her by the arm.

She struggled to free herself, “Let me go — for God’s sake let me go, Ralph!”

“I can’t. I swear that you shall not be hurt!” Weakened as she was, the grip about her arm was too powerful to to be shaken off, and she went with him up the stairs, scarcely knowing what she was doing.

“This is your room,” he pointed. “And this—” he turned the handle of the second door which led, as she knew, to his small drawingroom, “is the hiding place of a gentleman who, I regret to say, is for the moment master of the situation.”

She shrank back as he opened the door, but he pushed her in, “Here is your lady,” he said, and pulled the door tight.
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At nine o’clock in the morning a small knot of plainclothes police passed into the Dames’ house and filed into the diningroom. Superintendent Wille was the last to arrive, and with him were two men in labourers’ clothing, carrying spades.

Bickerson, who had been in the place half an hour and had already completed his search of the upper rooms, came down at the sound of voices and joined the party.

“You have found nothing?” asked Wille.

“Nothing whatever, except a number of old clothes, and evidence that the place has been used as a sort of headquarters by Dame’s crowd.”

Wille led the way down into the kitchen. The dark stains of Dame’s blood still showed on the floor, but he had a less morbid interest in the place.

“There is the pantry, exactly as the girl described it,” he said, and pulled open the door. “And there is the bed.”

He examined the door again, tried the hasp and picked up from the floor a padlock in which was a key; from the key hung a ring with many others.

“I agree that Miss Marlowe’s story has plenty of corroboration,” said Bickerson, a little crestfallen. “In fact, I don’t think I’ve handled this case as well as I might.”

“As you had other matters on hand you couldn’t be expected to,” said the Superintendent gruffly. “I’m not pretending that the case was easy. It wasn’t. From the first it has been a Chinese puzzle.” He opened the door leading into the garden and stepped out. “There is the shed at the bottom of the garden; have you got the key?”

Bickerson nodded and pulled out two keys tied with red tape. Wile, taking them from his band, walked down the path and, swinging open the heavy door, stepped inside.

He looked down at the earth-filled break in the concrete floor and then at the walls.

“And there is the ring bolt,” he said. “You saw that? You remember how Miss Marlowe in her statemeat described the bolt through which a chain was drawn — ?

He stopped suddenly and touched the wall above the place where the ring protruded.

“Do you see those?”

There were four pear-shaped stains on the brick wall. “They may be blood or they may not. Look, there are others on the floor!”

He went to the door and called in the labourers.

“Open that hole,” he said, “and dig down until you can dig no deeper.”

They strolled out into the garden whilst the men began their work.

“Do you think Amery is dead?” asked Bickerson.

“I thought so yesterday; I’m not so sure today,” was the Superintendent’s reply, and then: “Did you have this pit thoroughly cleared?”

“Absolutely. I went down as far as the pipes; beyond that it was unnecessary to go.”

“What time did you do this?”

“Early yesterday morning, about eight o’clock.”

“And you found nothing?”

“Nothing at all.”

“Did you fill in the pit afterwards?”

“Yes,” said Bickerson. “Why do you ask?”

“And you locked both doors? Are there any other keys?”

“So far as I know there aren’t, but probably there are.”

“You should have sealed the doors,” grumbled Wille. He walked up the garden path, stopping now and again to look at one of the flowerbeds, or to poke with his stick a heap of loose earth, and he was so engaged when the voice of one of the labourers called him, and he hurried back.

“There is a body here, sir,” said the man.

They were crowding round the doorway to look in at the dreadful sight, when Bickerson, turning his head, saw a man coming out of the kitchen — a tall, lean man, with a white bandage about his dark forehead, and a queer, cynical smile on his thin lips.

“Amery!” he gasped.

Amery did not answer, until he came up to the staring group, and then: “Have you found the body?”

Wille nodded.

“I was afraid you had,” said Amery. “It is Tupperwill — I killed him! It was an accident. He had me chained up to the wall, and had given me one blow, when I managed to get my hands clear of the handcuffs and struck back at him. Again, by a lucky chance, his infernal stick caught me and almost knocked me out. If I had fallen then it would not have been Tupperwill’s s body you would be finding! By the greatest good luck I caught him on the point and knocked him backward. His head caught the edge of the pit and he crumpled up and fell.”

A long and a painful pause.

“I hope he was dead,” he said softly. “I hope he was dead!” And they knew he was thinking of another dreadful possibility.

“You have made a very serious statement, Major Amery,” said Bickerson. “You may be able to explain—”

“I’m making another. Put up your hands, Stillman. Put ’em up!”

Bickerson’s hands went up; his face had the pallor of death.

“You’ll find in his inside waistcoat pocket a most perfectly constructed beard. At the European Bank in Threadneedle Street, Superintendent, you will discover a balance in his name that will stagger you. Crook from the day he put on uniform, to the culmination of his career, when he succeeded in joining the Soyoka gang, there isn’t a straight place in his life.”

A pair of handcuffs snapped about the detective’s wrists, and two of his former comrades hurried him through the house into the car that was waiting.

Wille took the arm of the sinister man, and together they walked out of earshot.

“I got your message last night. How did you finally escape?”

“I mightn’t have got away at all, for Bickerson was somewhere in the garden, and I was as weak as a rat from loss of blood. Fortunately, I managed to get the door open that led into the lane, but even here Stillman might have finished what the other devil began, only there was somebody waiting for me — the last person in the world I expected to find.”

“Not Hallam?” gasped Wile.

“Hallam it was,” nodded the Major with a little wince of pain. “There is another kind of crook. God makes them in many ways. He got me out of the lane, took me home, put me to bed and dressed the injury. There’s this excuse for his being a crook, that he’s a pretty bad surgeon! But he was good to me, and did it all without any hope that he would escape the consequence of his own misdoings.”

“Then Bickerson killed Tarn?” said Wille.

“Who else? It could only be Bickerson or Hallam. Tarn had got a telegram, which came to my office in error. It was from a man who used to be one of Tarn’s agents. In the course of that wire the sender was indiscreet enough to mention the name of Tupperwill. Now, here is the curious thing about the Tarn murder. Hallam was scared to death that Tarn intended betraying his crowd, and he got to know that the old man had an appointment that night with Bickerson. In order to stop him talking, knowing something of his habits, he doped the old man’s brandy, thinking that that would carry him over till the next morning and make his confession impossible.

“To make absolutely sure, he called on Bickerson, and found that the inspector was on the point of going to his appointment. Now, Bickerson knew that Maurice Tarn was engaged in the dope trade, but I doubt then if he had any intention of injuring him, until he learnt by telephone that Tarn knew the head of the Soyoka gang. He allowed Hallam to go with him so that, in the event of any trouble, the blame could be shifted. By an extraordinary coincidence, my man Feng Ho had gone into the house that night to make an examination, and switched out the lights in order to test the old man’s wakefulness, so that, when they went into the study, all the circumstances were favourable to the commission of the crime. In the darkness Bickerson leant down, felt for the heart and drove the knife home. The blood on his hands could easily be accounted for — he was the only man who had handled the body.

“Two factors occurred to frighten him. The first was the presence in the room of Miss Marlowe, and the second the intrusion of Feng Ho.”

“Humph!” said the police chief. “It’s a pity Dame committed suicide—”

“Dame was murdered,” was the calm reply. “He was shot down by Bickerson as he entered the kitchen, and for an excellent reason! Dame, at a critical moment, broke down, showed weakness which decided his fate.”

“Did Bickerson know that Tupperwill was dead?”

The Major shook his head.

“No,” he said quietly, “that was the one shock that Mr. Bickerson had — that Tupperwill and not I lay in the grave that he had so carefully dug. But he knew that Tupperwill had disappeared, and was scared. That was why he invented the story of having seen the banker.

“There is one favour I have to ask: it is that a suitcase, which you will find in Bickerson’s lodgings, should be handed to me intact. I tell you frankly that it contains money earned by Tarn and Hallam in the course of their nefarious practice, and I suggest that the money be passed along, because, if it comes to a matter of law, there are going to be a whole lot of complications which would be best avoided.”

“What will you do with Hallam? There’s a warrant out for him.”

“I don’t think I should execute the warrant if I were you,” said Amery quietly. “I learnt last night one curious thing. Tupperwill, who must have known that Maurice Tarn’s money had disappeared, tried to work on Hallam’s feelings by telling him that I had the money in a box at Stebbing’s Bank. He hoped to induce the doctor to go after me — for Tupperwill and Bickerson knew me for what I was. As to Hallam — the two gangs are broken, and unless I am mistaken, by this time Bickerson is dead.”

“Dead!” said the startled Superintendent.

“He carried cyanide tablets loose in his waistcoat pocket,” said Amery, “and if he is an intelligent man he will find them before he is searched.”

“And now,” he said, looking at his watch, “I am going back to my neglected business. I am out of police work for good. From henceforward, point to me as a rising City merchant with aspirations to the Common Council.”

It was a glorious morning, and as his cab carried him back slowly through the tangle of City traffic, his thoughts were far away from death and danger, from that hideous night in the Dame’s garage, from the pit and the Thing that went down to it. His work was done, the labour of years finished. There might be a trial; there would certainly be an inquest, and he would figure as part of a nine days’ wonder. But after that there was work, and a serene future, and a girl into whose soul he had looked.

Ralph Hallam was waiting for him when he arrived.

“Well, was it as you thought?”

Amery nodded.

“Now what of me?”

“Come to my house tonight,” said Amery. “I will give you part of the contents of the suitcase, unless friend Wille changes his mind. The remainder I purpose sending to a charity. Miss Marlowe did not come with you?”

“No, Lou told me she was asleep.”

Amery bit his lip.

“It was good of your wife to stay with Elsa last night. By the way, are you going to your unknown destination — alone?”

Ralph scratched his chin.

“N-no,” he said. “I think I shall make a desperate attempt to be respectable. Lou isn’t exactly an inspiration, but she’s a warning!”

He was scarcely out of Wood Street, and had crossed Cheapside, when he saw the girl go up the street and pass between the ancient portals.

Of a truth this was a day of wonder and magic to Elsa Marlowe; for in the darkness of the night, in a room where she had expected terror, she had met the face of her dreams, and heard a voice beloved over all, and had felt the strength of the enfolding arms.

The sky above was blue, flecked by clouds as fine and white as the veil of a bride. She came into her office, hung up her hat and prepared the typewriter for a joyous day. And then, before she could sit down, the bell rang.

Her heart was beating at a tremendous rate as she turned the handle and went in.

“Do you want anything — Major Amery?” she asked breathlessly.

He nodded.

“I want you to kiss me,” he said.

She stooped over him and their lips met. Then: “Take this,” he said, in that old, gruff tone of his, and with a little laugh she sat down, opened her book. The trembling pencil was making lines of its own, when he began:

“To the Manager of the Monte Rosa Hotel, Como, Italy.

“In a month’s time I am bringing my wife to Como, and I should be glad if you would reserve me a suite…!”


The End
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“Murder is neither an art nor a science, it is an accident,” said Socrates Smith, and Lex Smith, his younger brother, his most devoted admirer and his dearest trial, grinned sardonically.

A greater contrast between the two men it would be difficult to imagine. “Soc” Smith, was nearing fifty and was a lean, tall, stooping man with a lined face — it seemed to be carved by careless hands from a block of seasoned teak. A tiny iron grey moustache lay above a firm mouth, set tight and straight.

Lex was twentyfive years his junior, and two inches shorter. But so straight was his back that most people thought the brothers were of the same height, and if they had had to say offhand which was the taller, would, with little hesitation, have named the goodlooking boy.

“Lordy, Uncle Soc,” said Lex Smith solemnly, “how you do aphorise!”

“If you call that an aphorism you’re a goop,” said Soc. “Pass the marmalade.”

They were sitting at breakfast in the big diningroom overlooking Regent’s Park. The brothers occupied the first and second floors of one of those big houses in the outer circle of Regent’s Park. The house was the property of Socrates Smith and had been acquired by him when he was in his thirties.

In those days he had vague ideas of matrimonial responsibility. But though he had secured the house he had never had time to fall in love, and expended what Lex described as his “maternal instincts” in the care of his baby brother.

Life had been too full for Socrates Smith to allow room for the gentle distractions of courtship, and there were times when he blessed the Tollemarsh murder which had occupied his every thought at a period when his aunt, his one relative in the world save Lex, had planned an alliance and had made the most elaborate preparations for hurrying him into the blessed state. For the lady chosen had since been three times through the Divorce Court and had a London reputation.

Soc had taken up the study of crime as a regular member of the constabulary. Probably there never was before or since a policeman who walked his beat by day and night and spent his leisure hours in one of London’s most exclusive clubs.

He had an income of six thousand a year but police work had been his passion, and as there was no other way, in those days, of securing admission to the books of the Criminal Investigation Department but through service in the uniformed branch, he had served his hard apprenticeship as a “cop.”

For four years he had been alternately office man and executive officer, with the rank of Sergeant — an amazingly rapid promotion, and then he had resigned from the force and had devoted himself to the examination of foreign police methods and the even more fascinating study of anthropology.

Scotland Yard is a very jealous and a very loyal institution. It looks askance at the outsider and turns a freezing stare upon the enthusiastic amateur, but Soc had left the Yard with the good wishes of the administration and had contributed to the sum of official knowledge.

When the fingerprint system was installed, he was called in and worked with an official status, and it was usual to consult him in cases where especial difficulties confronted the patient investigators. So that Socrates knew something of fame. He was an acknowledged authority upon fingerprints and bloodstains, and was the first man to standardise the spectrum and guaiacum tests for the discovery of blood upon clothing.

“What train are we catching?” asked Lexington.

“Two o’clock from Waterloo,” said his brother, rolling his serviette.

“Am I going to be bored?” demanded Lex.

“Yes,” replied the other, with a twinkle in his eye, “but it will be good for your soul. Boredom is the only discipline which youth cannot reject.”

Lex laughed.

“You’re full of wise sayings this morning,” he said. “Prophetically were you named Socrates!”

Socrates Smith had long since forgiven his parents for his eccentric name. His father had been a wealthy iron — founder with a taste for the classics, and it had only been the strenuous opposition of their mother which had prevented Lex from being named “Aristophanes.”

“If a child’s birth name is Smith, my dear,” Smith senior said with truth, “he should have something striking and distinguishing before it.”

They had compromised on “Lexington,” for it was in Lexington Lodge, Regent’s Park, that the boy had been born.

“I’m full of wise sayings, am I?” repeated Soc Smith, showing his small white teeth in a smile, “well, here’s another. Propinquity is more dangerous than beauty.”

Lex stared at him.

“Meaning, how?” he asked.

“Mandle’s daughter is reputedly lovely, and you’re going to spend three days in the same house — verbum sapienti
 .”

“Bosh!” said the younger man inelegantly, “I don’t fall in love with every girl I meet.”

“You haven’t met many,” was the answer.

Later in the morning Lex interrupted his packing to stroll into his brother’s room. At that moment Socrates was cursing with great calmness the inadequacy of his one battered suit case which refused to accommodate all the personal belongings he wished to take with him on his visit.

“Why not shoot out the impedimenta of your noxious craft?” asked Lex, pointing to a small brown box which he knew contained his brother’s microscope, “you aren’t likely to light upon a murder at Hindhead.”

“You never know,” replied Socrates hopefully. “If I didn’t take it something would happen — packing it ensures a quiet and peaceable weekend.”

“What sort of a fellow is Mandle?” demanded the youth, remembering why he had come into the room.

“He was a very good officer and a brilliant detective,” said Socrates. “He’s not an easy man to get on with by any means, but when he left the police at the height of his career, the force lost a good man. He and Stone left together. Stone lives within — well, within a stone’s throw.”

He chuckled.

“A feeble jest,” said his critical brother.

“Stone was an inspector of the C.I.D. also?”

“Sergeant,” said Socrates, “they were bosom friends and when Mandle began speculating on the Stock Exchange, Stone followed him and they made pots of money. Mandle was quite frank about it. He saw the Chief Commissioner and told him that he couldn’t keep his mind on two things, and do both properly, and so he had decided to chuck the police.

“He was a disappointed man, too; he had set his heart upon capturing Deveroux, the man who robbed the Lyons Bank and got away to South America, and the fellow slipped through his fingers. That and one or two other happenings brought an unofficial reprimand from the chief. Still, the old man was quite upset when Mandle got out.

“Stone was a clever chap, too, so the Yard lost two really good men at a time when they couldn’t spare one.”

“Three, you old fossil,” said Lex, slapping his brother on the back. “You got out about the same time.”

“Oh yes,” said the indifferent Socrates, “but I didn’t count.”
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“The Woodlands,” John Mandle’s home, was delightfully sited on the slope of a hill. Four acres of pine and gorseland surrounded it, and the house itself was invisible from the road.

It stood a mile away from Hindhead and from its sloping lawns John Mandle could command a view over miles of pleasant country.

He sat in his drawingroom, a thick rug over his knees, gazing gloomily through the French windows at the pleasant countryside. A grim grey man with a strong face, and a heavy jaw, he communicated some of his own gloom to his surroundings.

A girl who came in with his letters stood meekly by whilst he glanced through them.

“No wire from Smith,” he growled.

“No, father,” said the girl quietly.

Socrates Smith had not exaggerated when he described her as lovely. Ordinarily, loveliness is a little inhuman, but this girl radiated humanity. In the presence of her step — father she was chilled, repressed, and as near to being colourless as it was possible for her to be. She feared the man — that was apparent; hated him a little, probably, remembering the hardness of her dead mother’s lot and the tyranny which she had inherited.

Mandle had no children of his own and never seemed to feel the need for them. His attitude to the girl was that of a master to a superior servant, and in all the days of their acquaintance he had never once shown her the least tenderness or regard.

His caprice had taken her from a good boarding-school and the pleasant associations of children of her own class and age, and had brought her to the strained atmosphere of “The Woodlands,” to the society of a nerve-racked wife and a glowering unreasonable man, who would go for days without speaking a word. She felt that he had cheated her — cheated her of the happiness which her school had brought to her, cheated her of the means by which she could have secured a livelihood and independence, cheated her of all of her faith in men and much of her faith in God.

“Are the two rooms ready?” he barked.

“Yes, father,” she replied.

“You have got to do your best to make them comfortable,” he ordered. “Socrates Smith is an old friend of mine — I haven’t met his brother.”

A faint smile played about the corner of the girl’s mouth.

“It’s a curious name he has,” she said.

“If it’s good enough for him, it’s good enough for you” said John Mandle.

The girl was silent.

“I haven’t seen Socrates for ten years,” John Mandle went on, and she felt that he was really thinking aloud, for he would not trouble to take the girl into his confidence. “Ten years! A clever fellow — a wonderful fellow!”

She made another attempt to enter into conversation.

“He is a great detective, isn’t he?” she asked, and expected to be snapped up, but to her surprise he nodded.

“The greatest and the cleverest in the world — at any rate in England,” he said “and from what I hear, his brother is likely to follow in his footsteps.”

“Is the brother young?”

John Mandle looked up under his shaggy brows and eyed her coldly.

“He is twentyfive,” he said. “Now understand once and for all that I’ll have no philandering, Molly.”

Molly’s lovely face flushed red and her round chin rose with a jerk.

“I am not in the habit of philandering with your guests,” she said, her voice trembling with anger. “Why do you say such beastly things to me?”

“That will do,” he said, with a jerk of his head.

“It will do for you, but not for me,” said the girl hotly. “I have endured your tyranny ever since poor mother’s death, and I have come to the end of my patience. You have made this beautiful place a living hell for me, and I will endure it no longer.”

“If you don’t like it, you can get out,” he said, without turning his head.

“That is precisely what I intend doing,” she replied more quietly. “I will wait till your guests have gone, and then I will go to London and earn my own living.”

“And a nice job you’ll make of it,” he sneered. “What can you do?”

“Thanks to you I can do nothing,” she said. “If you had left me at school I should at least have had an education which would have fitted me for a teacher.”

“A teacher,” he laughed harshly. “What rubbish you talk, Molly. You understand that if you leave me in the lurch you get not a penny of my money when I die.”

“I don’t want your money — I have never wanted your money,” she cried passionately. “My mother left me a few trinkets—”

“Which I bought her,” growled the other. “She had no right to leave my property to you.”

“At any rate I haven’t seen much of them,” replied the girl.

She was turning to leave the room when he called her back.

“Molly,” he said, in a softer tone than she had ever heard him use, so unexpectedly gentle that she stopped, “you’ve got to make allowances for me — I’m a very sick man.”

She softened at this.

“I’m sorry, father,” she replied. “I ought to have remembered that — are your knees very bad?”

“So bad that I can’t stand,” he growled. “It is damned annoying this rheumatism coming on when I’ve invited my old friend down to see me. This means that I shall be in bed for a week. Send the men here and tell them to bring the wheeled chair; I want to go into my study to work.”

With the assistance of the gardener and his valet, John Mandle was trundled into a big airy room which he had built at the side of the house on the ground floor level, a room which served as study and bedroom whenever he felt disinclined to mount the stairs to his own room, for he was subject to these rheumatic attacks.

The girl, after seeing him comfortably placed at his table, went about her household duties.

Mandle’s chair was on the lawn before the house when Socrates Smith and his brother drove up that afternoon.

“Hullo,” said Soc, surprised, “what’s the matter with you, John?”

“This infernal rheumatism,” snarled the other. “I’m glad to see you, Socrates, you look just about the same.”

“This is my brother,” said Socrates, and the younger man shook hands.

They did not see the girl until Lexington had wheeled the chair into the drawingroom for tea, and the sight of her took the young man’s breath away.

“She’s wonderful, Socrates,” he said enthusiastically when they were alone after the meal.

“She’s divine! Did you ever see such eyes, and the skin — my heavens! it’s as pure and as speckless as a rose-leaf: and did you notice her wonderful carriage—”

“Oh, Lex, you make me tired,” said Socrates wearily, “to think that I should have brought you down here and undone the work of years. After having kept you sheltered from the wiles of females—”

“Oh, shut up,” said Lexington. “You know jolly well she’s beautiful.”

“She isn’t bad,” admitted the cautious Socrates; “to me she’s just a girl.”

“You’re a heathen and a Philistine,” snapped his brother.

“I can’t be both,” said the philosophical Soc. “What I did notice—” He stopped, out of loyalty to his friend.

“What was that?” asked Lexington, expectantly. “The way he treated her?”

Socrates nodded.

“He’s a bully,” said Lex, emphatically; “and a man who can be so lost to a sense of decency that he talks to a girl like that, as if she were a dog, is beyond my understanding. Did you hear him snarl at her about the sugar?”

“I think he hates her,” said Socrates, thoughtfully, “and I’m pretty certain that she hates him. It is an interesting household, because John Mandle is scared.”

“Scared?”

Soc Smith nodded, for he had seen the fear of death in John Mandle’s eyes.
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“Scared of what?” Lexington’s eyebrows rose.

“I’d like to know,” repeated Socrates quietly. “Did you see the wire alarm near the gate? Did you notice the study door has an electrical lock? You wouldn’t, of course, because you’re a cub at the game. Did you see the revolver at his hand, both in his bedroom and in his study, and the triple mirror over his writing table, so that he can look up and see all that is happening behind him and on either side? He is scared — scared to death, I tell you. He has the fear of fears in his eyes!”

Lexington could only look at his brother openmouthed.

“That is partly the reason he is such a grump, so you’ll have to make allowances for him — And here is Bob Stone,” he said suddenly, and walked across the lawn to meet the man who was striding up the drive. A bluff, broad-shouldered man with a good-humoured face, the newcomer bellowed his greeting to his old comrade in a voice that could be heard for miles.

“Soc, you’re skinnier than ever,” he shouted. “By gad, you are just bones held together by parchment! Don’t you ever eat?”

Socrates Smith grinned as he took the other’s huge paw in his and shook it.

“You’re as noisy as ever, Bob,” he said, and looked round for John Mandle.

“He is groaning in the hands of a masseur,” said Lexington.

“This is your brother — I don’t remember him. A good looker, Socrates, a real good looker. Don’t you think so, Miss Templeton?”

The girl’s eyes danced at the evidence of Lexington’s embarrassment.

“I am no judge of male beauty,” she said demurely. “I see nobody but father and you.”

Bob Stone roared at the malicious thrust and slapped his knee, an operation which reminded him of his friend’s misfortune.

“Poor John has a very bad time with his legs,” he said, “a shocking bad time. What he wants is a little faith and a little more religion in his system.”

Socrates looked at him sharply.

“That’s a new note in you, Bob,” he said.

“What, religion? Yes, I suppose it is, but I’m rather inclined that way lately. It’s a pity you can’t stay over for our big revival meeting at Godalming. Evans, the Welsh evangelist, is coming down — it will be interesting. I’m going to talk.”

“You!” said Socrates in surprise.

Bob Stone nodded. His big face was preternaturally solemn.

“Yes, I’m going to address the meeting. Heaven knows what I’m going to say,” he said, “but the words will come into my mouth, and I shan’t make a fool of myself. Hullo, John.”

John Mandle was propelling himself toward them on his chair, and nodded glumly to his old comrade.

“A revival meeting, did I hear you say? Your voice is like an angel’s whisper, Bob.”

Bob chuckled.

“Yes, next week there’s a meeting in Godalming which I’m going to address. Why don’t you come along, John, and get your rheumatism cured?”

John muttered something uncomplimentary to faith healing in general, and the Welsh evangelist in particular, and Stone seemed to treat his wrath as a huge joke.

It was a pleasant day in early summer and they lingered out of doors till the very last moment.

The girl, in some trepidation, had intruded herself into the circle, had even ventured a few comments, and had been surprised that she had not been rudely interrupted by her boorish step — father. For his forbearance she had probably to thank Lexington Smith, though she dreaded the caustic comments which would follow as a matter of course when she and the tyrant were alone.

“Doesn’t it remind you of a meeting of the ‘Three Musketeers,’ Miss Templeton?” asked Lex, and she smiled.

“Talking over their dirty work of other days, and revelling in the recollection of the poor devils they had sent to penal servitude, to the gallows—” Lex went on.

“Mostly of people we failed to send to penal servitude,” interrupted Socrates. “Failures are much more interesting than successes, as food for reminiscence, Lex. You will have plenty to talk about in your old and middle age.”

“I thank you for the compliment,” said Lexington, politely.

“I think your brother is rather wonderful,” said the girl, lowering her voice. “What extraordinary eyes he has.”

“I’m supposed to have rather good eyes,” said the shameless youth, and she bubbled with laughter.

“No, Socrates is really remarkable,” he went on more seriously. “He is the soundest all-round man at the game, and he is a constant wonder to me. We were talking about your father—”

“My stepfather,” she corrected quietly.

“I beg your pardon — your stepfather.” It was rude of him to apologise within the hearing of John Mandle, but Mr. Mandle was at that moment engrossed in the recital of an early experience, and did not hear it.

“Soc was telling me that Mr. Mandle and Mr. Stone were the greatest strategists that ever worked at Scotland Yard. They were people who could work out a plan of campaign to the minutest detail, and it was this quality which brought them their success.”

They tarried till the dinner gong sounded, and then went into the house, and the meal was a fairly pleasant one. Bob Stone was the type of man who dominated all conversation; he had a fund of stories which seemed inexhaustible, and even Mandle smiled — sourly, it is true — once or twice in the course of the meal.

Lexington wheeled him into the drawingroom, to the bridge table, but to the youth’s delight Stone refused to play.

“That is one of the frivolities which I am giving up,” he said.

“You’re getting sanctimonious in your old age, Bob,” sneered Mandle, but the big man only smiled.

He took his leave about an hour later, and John Mandle discussed his new development in his old-time friend with great frankness and acrimony.

“Anything for a sensation, that’s Bob’s weakness,” he said, as he chewed an unlit cigar. “It’s the one bad quality which I’ve tried to drill out of him. Anything for a sensation! Why — he’d ruin himself to get a little applause.”

“Maybe he has genuinely got religion,” said Socrates. “Such things have happened.”

“Not he,” said John Mandle contemptuously.

“Is he married yet?”

For about the third time that evening Mandle smiled — his eyes looked across the room to where the girl was sitting with Lexington.

“No — not married,” he said quietly, “though he has ambitions in that direction.”

“I see,” said Socrates, quietly.

The words carried to Lexington and he gasped.

“Not you,” he said in a low voice to the girl, and she nodded.

“And you?”

She shrugged her shoulders.

“I like him; of course, he’s a dear, but not in that way; it is hopelessly ridiculous, and I told him so.”

“What does your father think?”

She did not reply for a moment.

“I think my father lost all interest when he found that I did not favour the match,” she said, a little bitterly. “If he had thought I was going to get any happiness out of it there would have been trouble.”

Lex said nothing. The fascination of the girl was on him; and it was not because women were an unusual factor in his life.

The two hours which followed passed like minutes to two of the party, and Lexington was surprised, and a little disgusted, when his brother rose.

“I think I’ll go to bed,” said Socrates. “The country air has made me sleepy. Are you coming up, Lex?”

Lex hesitated.

“Yes,” he said, for he had noted the signal in his brother’s eye.

“Coming into my room?” said the elder man when they reached the landing above. “I suppose you know you’ve made John Mandle as sore as a scalded cat?” he said when he had closed the door.

“I have?” replied Lexington, in surprise.

“Listen,” said Socrates, and bent his head.

Their room was situated above the drawingroom, and from below came a murmur of angry voices.

“I was afraid he’d rag her,” said Socrates quietly.

“But why?”

“The Lord knows,” said Socrates, taking off his coat. “But apparently he hates any attention being paid to the girl, and really, Lex, when you were not, as the novelists say, devouring her with your eyes, you were glued to her side.”

“Is that an offence?” asked Lexington sarcastically. “Is it unnatural?”

“Very natural, indeed, Lex,” said Socrates smiling. “I don’t like John’s way of conducting his household. An average man would be proud to have such a daughter, even though she’s only his stepdaughter; but the man’s fear has unbalanced him.”

“You stick to that theory?” said Lexington.

Socrates nodded.

“Did you see his valet come in? Well, that fellow has had instructions to make the round of the grounds and fix the wires and contraptions with which Mandle guards his house.”

“Did you ask him about it?”

Socrates shook his head.

“It is not wise to ask a man about his fears,” he said. “It is a subject on which he never grows very voluble.”

They heard the quick step of the girl as she passed their room, and presently the heavy tread of the two servants carrying Mr. Mandle to bed.

“Goodnight, John,” Soc called as he passed.

“Goodnight,” with a grunt, he replied.

“Goodnight, Mr. Mandle,” said Lexington, but there was no answer.

“You have what is colloquially known as ‘the bird,’” said Soc with a chuckle.

It was a beautiful moonlight night and they sat by the open casement window smoking until the household was silent and the last rumble of servants’ heavy feet had ceased to shake the ceiling.

They talked in soft tones of people, of the beauty of the country on such a night as this, and Lexington was rising with a yawn when his brother asked:

“What house is that?”

He pointed across the valley to a big white house clearly visible in the moonlight.

“It’s rum you should ask that, for it’s the only house in the neighbourhood I know,” said Lexington. “I saw it when I was strolling on the lawn this afternoon, and asked one of the gardeners. It belongs to a Mr. Jetheroe, a philanthropist and recluse, and a friend of Molly Templeton’s, though I should imagine that her father does not know. She—” He did not finish his sentence.

From one of the big windows of the white house flashed a light. Rather would it be more exact to say, the window lit up with an unearthly glow, which died away instantly.

“What was that?” asked Lexington.

Again the window glowed, and then was dark. And then it lit in a rapid succession of flashes.

“Somebody’s signalling; that is the Morse code,” said Socrates, and spelt— “C — O — M — E.” He could not catch the next, and it was some time before he picked up the thread of the message. “REE OAKS,” he read, and interpreted the letters as “THREE OAKS.”

“I wonder who the dickens is carrying out this clandestine correspondence,” he asked.

“I’ll give you three guesses,” said Lexington with a smile, as he rose; “but if we said it was a demobilised soldier servant who had taught his lady-love the art and method of signalling, we should probably be near the mark.”

“Look!” whispered Socrates, excitedly for him.

A slim, almost ghostly, figure was moving stealthily along the edge of the lawn in the shadow of a bush hedge.

Lex looked, and his eyes went round. It was Molly Templeton and she carried a small bag in her hand.

Presently she disappeared and the two men looked at one another.

“There is no reason why she should not take a midnight stroll,” said Socrates, and Lex nodded.

“Goodnight, Soc, old bird, sleep well,” he said as he rose; “and call me in the morning when you go for your threatened stroll. I suppose when you said you were going to get up early and go for a walk, it wasn’t swank on your part?”

“You’ll know all about it,” said Socrates grimly.
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Lexington “knew all about it.” A wet sponge was pushed into his face and he sat up in bed blinking and gasping. This awakening had interrupted a dream in which John Mandle and the cloaked figure of Molly creeping across the lawn were inextricably mixed.

“Time to get up, my boy,” said Socrates softly.

He was already dressed, the window was open, and the land lay shrouded in the morning mist, through which the sun was glowing.

“What time is it?” asked Lexington drowsily, as he reached for his slippers.

“Half-past six, and you’ve seven miles to walk before you must think of breakfast.”

An hour later they let themselves out of the house. It was a late-rising household. John Mandle had warned them as to this. He himself did not put in an appearance until noon, and he had hinted that it was very probable that he would spend the day in bed.

They had to pick their way over almost invisible threads which connected alarm guns, and in one case an ingenious magnesian flare, before they came to the road.

“I’m puzzled about that signal last night,” said Socrates, as they swung down the hill side by side. “If you remember, we only saw half of the white house; the rest of it was cut off by the angle of the wall. There it is now,” he pointed with his stick. The house looked like a white jewel in the early morning sunlight, for the mist was clearing. Behind, and a little to the right, they saw the red gables of Prince’s Place, which was Mr. Bob Stone’s demesne.

“I don’t think I should worry my head about it, Soc,” said Lexington cheerfully. “What a horrible old detective you are. You must be looking for mysteries, even in this pleasant place.”

He himself was puzzled about the girl, but he hesitated to put his speculations into words.

Their walk brought them nearer to the White House. It was a plain, square building, with huge windows that glistened in the sunlight.

“That fellow likes a lot of light,” said Socrates. “Do you notice those windows on the ground floor, and the unusual size of those on the upper?”

“Proceed with your deductions, oh great man,” said Lexington. “I will be your Doctor Watson.”

“Don’t be a fool,” growled Socrates, who was rather sensitive on one point. “There’s a path here down into the valley. We’ll follow that and get a nearer view of the White House.”

The path was a narrow one, and they had not been walking for five minutes before Socrates stopped.

“Three Oaks!” he said, and pointed.

Just ahead of them were three large oak trees, and the path followed a course which would bring them under their spreading branches.

“That’s what it was — Three Oaks.”

“There are always Three Oaks in a place like this, just as there’s always a One Tree Hill and a Three Bridges,” said Lexington. “Speaking for myself, I am not sufficiently romantic to be interested in a lover’s tryst. I wonder if Mr. Mandle takes this walk — it is delightful.”

Soc smiled.

“Poor old John would be glad to be able to walk two yards,” he said. “He hasn’t left his grounds on his own feet for months.”

They had to pass through an avenue of bushes and momentarily lost sight of the trees. The path turned abruptly to the left and brought them to within a dozen feet of the nearest tree. And suddenly Lexington felt his arm gripped.

“Great God!” said Socrates Smith, and pointed.

A thick branch from the nearest tree overhung the path and laying flat along that branch, tied there securely with a rope, was a man, his hands hung helplessly down above the path, his face turned toward them, and between his eyes was a purple mark where a bullet had struck him.

Socrates raced to the tree and looked up. There was no room for doubt in his mind. It was John Mandle, dead — murdered!
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They stood, as if petrified, looking up at the ghastly object and Lexington was the first to move. His foot was raised to take an impetuous step forward, when Soc, who had not released his grip of the boy’s arm, pulled him back.

“Stay where you are,” he said sternly.

“It’s Mandle!” whispered Lex, and Soc nodded.

“It’s Mandle all right,” he said grimly, and dropped his eyes from the bough to the ground beneath. “The earth is a little too hard to leave any impression,” he said regretfully. “Go ahead carefully, but don’t put your foot down on anything that looks like a print.”

Presently he stood under the branch and by reaching up and standing on tiptoe could just touch the dead man’s hand.

“Look carefully round, Lex, and see what you can find. I am going up that tree.”

With extraordinary agility he scrambled up the gnarled trunk and found it a comparatively easy matter, for it was inclined at an angle. Some other climber had been there, and recently. In several places the bark was torn and there was an impress of a man’s nailed boots. It was an easy matter to reach the branch where the murdered man lay, and Lexington, watching his brother, saw that he paid little or no attention to the body, save to take a long scrutiny of its feet. He seemed more interested in the branches above, and peered up in his shortsighted way, a mannerism of his, for the eyesight of Socrates Smith was remarkably good.

Presently he came back and dropped lightly to the ground.

“Yes,” he said.

“Yes what?” asked Lexington curiously, but Soc offered no explanation.

Evidently he had seen something which he had expected to see.

“Did you find anything?” he asked.

“This,” said Lex, and handed him a little brass cylinder.

Soc looked at the cartridge case and nodded.

“A 35 automatic,” he said. “I knew that it was a nickel-jacketed bullet by the wound it made. Anything else?”

Lex shook his head.

“It’s horrible, isn’t it?” he said in a whisper, looking up at that terrible face staring down upon them with its blank eyes.

“Fairly horrible,” said his brother quietly, “but remarkably interesting.”

Lexington Smith was not sufficiently experienced to take a detached interest in the crime as an artistic performance. To him the limp, inanimate figure was that of his host, a man who had been alive and well, and with whom he had been talking on the previous evening.

What a terrible shock for the girl! He remembered her suddenly.

“How could they have done it?” he asked. “There must have been more than one in this. They must have come into the house while we were sleeping, Soc; that’s the horrible thought.”

“How many people do you think?” asked Socrates quietly.

“At least three,” replied his brother. “They must have taken him out of bed, and yet we heard nothing. Do you think they drugged him?”

“I think lots of things,” said his brother evasively. “Now, Lex, just tell me what you think happened.”

Lexington was silent for a moment.

“He must have some very bad enemies,” he said. “You told me he was afraid and evidently expected some such attack as this. In the night they secured admission to his room, and either drugged him or terrified him into silence, and then carried him out to this lonely spot and murdered him.”

Socrates shook his head.

“Why not murder him in the house?” he said. “If they could drug him, why not poison him? Why take the trouble to carry him for nearly a mile in order to have the satisfaction of shooting him at their leisure? No, my son, that theory doesn’t work!”

“But they must have carried him,” insisted Lexington. “Poor Mandle hadn’t the use of his legs. And, Soc! do you remember the flashlight — the signal?”

“I haven’t forgotten that,” said his brother quietly. “Now Lex, go back to the house and telephone to the police. I’ll stay here.”

As luck would have it, Lexington had no need to go back to the house. When he climbed the path and emerged on to the main road the first person he saw was a policeman riding leisurely down the hill on his bicycle. Lexington stopped him and told him what had occurred in a few words.

“Murdered?” said the policeman incredulously. “Mr. Mandle?”

He wheeled his bicycle into a clump of bushes.

“Just wait a minute, sir,” he said, “my inspector will be along here in about three minutes. We ought to tell him, and it will save me telephoning.”

The inspector made his appearance in five minutes and stopped his tiny car at his subordinate’s signal. The three men made their way back to the scene of the tragedy.

Socrates Smith had disappeared but they heard him working through the thick bushes to the left of the path. After a while he emerged carrying in his hand a pair of gum shoes which he put down carefully.

Lexington had revealed the identity of his brother, and the name of Socrates Smith was one to be respected.

“Well, Mr. Smith, this is a very bad business,” said the officer.

“Pretty bad,” said Socrates glancing keenly up at the body.

“It is bewildering,” said the inspector. “Why did they tie him?”

“He’s not tied very securely, I think you’ll find,” said Socrates. “The rope has just been thrown up at the body and has swung round him by its own momentum. It has the appearance of being tightly bound, but the first thing I saw when I went up the tree was that both ends of the rope are loose. He maintains his position on the branch by natural balance. There are no footmarks of any kind.”

“The ground is a little too hard,” said the inspector, disappointed, and then he brightened. “If they came from or went through the valley they’d have to pass across a bit of soft ground. There’s a spring about a hundred yards further on which keeps the path muddy.”

“Is that so?” said Socrates quickly. “Then that explains—” he picked up the galoshes and exposed the soles. They were covered with a thin cake of yellow mud which had dried. “I wondered how that came about,” he said.

The inspector took up the shoes and examined them. “They’re new,” he said unnecessarily and shook his head. “These sort of things are sold by the hundred and unless they were bought at Godalming or some local town it would be difficult to trace the buyer.”

Socrates Smith nodded.

“That is mystery number one unravelled,” he said. “I couldn’t understand why they wanted galoshes.”

“There was only one pair, I suppose?”

“Only one pair,” said Smith gravely, “because only one person was concerned in this murder.”

Lexington looked at his brother and gasped.

“Only one?” he said incredulously. “Do you mean to say that one person could have carried him a mile?”

“I say there was only one person concerned in the murder,” said Socrates carelessly.

“There must have been more, Mr. Smith.”

It was the inspector who spoke. “You probably don’t know that Mr. Mandle was a martyr to rheumatism and hasn’t walked for a month. I was only talking to him about the matter two or three days ago.”

“I know,” interrupted Soc quietly. “My brother and I are guests of his.”

“Staying at the house?” asked the officer in surprise, and Soc nodded.

“Nevertheless I maintain that there was only one person concerned in this murder,” he said, and the inspector drew a long breath.

“Well, he must have been a remarkable one person,” he said.

“Now let us have a look at the muddy patch,” said Socrates. “I think we shall find impressions of the galoshes, which by the way are number twelves and have been worn by somebody with a bigger foot than a twelve for the left shoe has burst a little.”

They followed the winding path for a few hundred yards and came to a place where it dipped down and crossed a distinctly marshy patch. Here the yellow earth was turned to a dark grey and was moist and plastic.

“Be careful now,” warned’ Socrates, “there are half-a-dozen footprints here, but most of them are old. Here are our galoshes.”

He squatted down and pointed to an impression which had obviously been made by overshoes. The corrugations of the sole were plainly visible, but there was only the mark of one sole. They found the other impression five feet away on the farther side of the wet patch.

“A long-striding gentleman, this,” said the inspector, but Socrates shook his head.

“He jumped this patch,” he said. “Do you see how deep the toe impression is where he took off and how heavy he came down, on the other side? He was familiar with the lay of the land, for he made no mistake in estimating the width of the jump.”

“What is that?” asked Lexington pointing.

Socrates followed the direction of the finger which was extended toward an even muddier area to the right of the path.

“Good Lord!” said Socrates and squelching through the mud, stooped and picked up a shoe.

It was a lady’s shoe, deeply embedded in the heavy clay and near at hand was a small footmark showing the natural form of a foot.

“A woman’s shoe, that may be important,” said the inspector. “Somebody evidently got into that morass and left her shoe behind her.”

Socrates nodded.

“And it also looks as if she was trying to avoid leaving a mark on the path,” he said.

It was a small shoe, almost new, and he examined it curiously.

“An American made brogue,” he said and pulled back the tongue. On the underside the leather was undressed and somebody had written the initials “M.T.”

“M.T,” he repeated— “Molly Templeton!”

“Molly Templeton!” repeated Lex. “Good heavens, Soc, she couldn’t have been here! She—”

Then in a flash he remembered the dark form that he had seen stealing across the lawn on the previous night.

Molly Templeton! That radiant girl! What could she have been doing there, and why should she have tried to avoid leaving her footmark in the mud?

He looked bewildered at Socrates and there was a little gleam of laughter in his brother’s eyes, an unexpected gleam, because Socrates was a grave man in such crises as this.

“Where does this path lead to?” he asked suddenly.

“To the White House. Mr. Jetheroe’s house.”

Soc nodded.

“Who is Mr. Jetheroe?” he asked.

The inspector seemed at some loss to describe Mr. Jetheroe in adequate and understandable terms.

“He’s a writing gentleman,” he said. “I don’t know what he is by profession, but I know he writes scientific articles. He is a very quiet nice man, and a friend of Miss Mandle’s.”

Evidently the inspector did not know that Molly was the stepdaughter, for he went on:

“Who is Molly Templeton?”

To Lexington’s surprise, his brother replied:

“The name of a girl I know. It struck me as a coincidence, that’s all. Has Jetheroe lived long in the neighbourhood?”

“About four years,” said the inspector. “He came here about two months after the late Mrs. Mandle died. He had been abroad, I think.”

“Been abroad, eh?” said Socrates thoughtfully.

He walked ahead with Lexington along the path towards Mr. Jetheroe’s house, leaving the inspector and the policeman to guard the body.

“Naturally Mandle has many enemies,” he explained. “He has sent quite a number of promising young gentlemen to penal servitude, and, although one doesn’t take a great deal of notice of the threats which criminals utter in their anger at the moment of sentence, yet now and again you do find a convict who nurses a plan for vengeance through the long terms of imprisonment.”

“Do you think that this is such a case?” asked Lex.

“It may be,” replied Socrates; “it may be. Anyway, I am always suspicious of people who suddenly appear in a neighbourhood after having been ‘abroad’ for a long time.”

Smoke was coming from the chimneys of Jetheroe’s house when they passed through the gates and up the gravel drive.

A maidservant, a little fluttered by the appearance of strangers at this hour, opened the door to them.

“Mr. Jetheroe is in his room,” she said. “What name shall I say?”

“Just say Smith, and tell him that we’ve come on rather important business,” replied Socrates.

He was ushered into a large and somewhat untidy workroom, and a man sitting at a big oak table covered with an untidy litter of paper, rose and looked at them from under his bushy white eyebrows.

“A remarkable-looking man,” thought Socrates, with reason. He stood over six feet in height, and the spareness of his frame gave the illusion of an even greater height.

The face was thin and refined. The hair flowed back over his collar, a white mane.

Lexington was reminded of the portrait of the great musician, Liszt.

“Good morning, gentlemen,” said Mr. Jetheroe.

His manner was not particularly genial. Indeed, there was in his hard, harsh voice something menacing and to Lexington’s impressionable mind, forbidding.

“What can I do for you?”

“I have come to see you in relation to Mr. John Mandle,” said Socrates quietly, and he thought he saw the man start.

“Yes, I know Mr. John Mandle by sight,” said Jetheroe. “Sit down, please. Did he send you?”

“Mandle is dead,” said Soc quietly.

“Dead!”

Some queer emotion was expressed in the sudden flash of his eyes and the scarcely observable change of countenance.

“Dead! you say?”

“He was murdered last night, within a few hundred yards of this house,” said Socrates, and there was a dead silence.

“That is very interesting,” said Jetheroe, and his voice was cold and hard. “And, of course, very dreadful. Have you found the murderer?”

“We are seeking for him now,” said Smith.

“You are a detective?”

Socrates smiled.

“I suppose I am in a way,” he said. “I am not attached to the regular force. My name is Socrates Smith. You may have heard of me.”

To his surprise Jetheroe nodded.

“Yes; I have read your book on blood-tests,” he said. “Now, Mr. Smith, can I be of any assistance to you? I may tell you that I have never met Mr. Mandle, although I know his stepdaughter very well. Very well, indeed,” he said emphatically.

“Did Miss Templeton come here last night?”

This time the man was obviously master of himself.

“I have not seen Miss Templeton,” he said, “for two or three days.”

“She didn’t come here last night?”

Jetheroe shook his head.

“Why should you imagine she did? I presume she is at Mr. Mandle’s house. Does she know of this?” he asked.

There was no especial reason why Socrates Smith should think that this man was attempting to deceive him. His voice and his attitude were natural and he answered without hesitation, and yet Soc knew in his bones that this white-haired man was playing with him.

“If you don’t mind my saying as much, Mr. Jetheroe, you do not seem to be greatly shocked by the death of John Mandle.”

“I am not easily shocked,” said Jetheroe, leaning back in his chair and putting his fingertips together. “I am neither shocked nor surprised to discover that Mandle has been murdered.”

“Why aren’t you surprised?” asked Socrates sternly, and a faint smile quivered at the corner of the man’s thin mouth.

“Mandle was not the most lovable person in the world,” he said. “He treated Molly disgracefully, but that is beside the point. He was an ex-officer of police, and must have made many enemies. For he was a hard, unscrupulous man, who, with his friend Stone, would never hesitate to stretch the limit of fairness in order to secure a conviction against some unfortunate devil who fell into their clutches.”

“You seem to know a great deal about him, Mr. Jetheroe?”

Jetheroe shrugged his shoulders.

“One learns these things. After all, he was something of a public character in his day, Mr. Smith, just as you were.”

“Did he ever do you an injury?” asked Soc bluntly, and again that faint smile.

“How could he do me an injury?” replied Jetheroe. “He has only recently swum into my ken. I have been abroad a great deal.”

In spite of his imperturbable face and apparent preoccupation, the mind of Socrates Smith was working at whirlwind speed. He put his hand in his pocket aimlessly and took out a little pocketbook.

“I suppose I’d better make a few notes,” he said. “Although I am not officially associated with Scotland Yard my presence on the spot is certain to result in my having some official standing in the case.”

“Where was he shot?” asked Jetheroe.

“How did you know he was shot,” demanded Soc Smith quickly, and only for a second was the man nonplussed.

“It sounded as though I had some guilty knowledge of the crime,” he said with his quick smile. “But I will explain just why I think he was shot. At about half-past twelve or it may have been a quarter to one this morning, I was sitting here working, correcting the proofs of an article I had written for the ‘Scientific Englishman’ — there are the proofs,” he pointed to a litter of galley-slips. “In the midst of my work I heard a shot. It came from the direction of the valley. We call that little depression about three hundred yards from the house a ‘valley,’ though it isn’t worthy of the name. I suppose it is called valley because there is a spring, and in the wet season, a little river there.”

“Was it one shot you heard?”

“Only one,” replied Jetheroe. “I dismissed the matter from my mind thinking that possibly there were poachers about. When you told me that John Mandle was murdered my mind immediately went back to that shot.”

“H’m,” said Soc, and opened his notebook.

Standing on a small table at Jetheroe’s elbow, he had noticed the remains of a cup of tea and what had evidently been a plate of buttered toast, for one “finger” of toast still remained.

Laying his notebook on his knee Soc wrote three words and Jetheroe watched him keenly.

“Do you know this person?” asked Socrates handing the book to the man.

Jetheroe frowned at the name and shook his head, handing the book back.

“No, I don’t know her,” he said. “Why?”

“I wondered,” replied Socrates and rose, slipping the book into his pocket.

“You are sure you did not see Miss Templeton last night?” he asked softly.

“Absolutely sure,” replied the other in an emphatic tone. “I have not seen Miss Templeton for—”

Socrates Smith stooped and drew from under Jetheroe’s table a large wastepaper basket, which was half filled with scraps of paper. He put his hand in and drew something forth.

“Will you explain how this came here?” he said, and Lexington gasped, for it was a girl’s shoe, and he knew at once that it was the fellow of the one he had discovered in the valley.



VI. The Vanishing of Molly Templeton


Table of Contents


Only for a second did Jetheroe’s mask-like face twitch.

“That is certainly Miss Templeton’s shoe,” he said, “and its presence here is easily explained. She came over one rainy day and arrived minus a shoe. She said she had lost one in the mud somewhere. It was towards evening and rather dark. I borrowed a pair of old shoes from my housekeeper to send her back in and I made a search for the other. I kept this shoe in my study for some days, and only last night I threw it into the basket, thinking it was very unlikely that the other would be found.”

Socrates Smith was silent. As for Lexington, he drew a sigh of relief because the story sounded plausible. But Jetheroe made the mistake of attempting to elaborate the story and offer further explanation.

“Miss Templeton returned the borrowed shoes the next day,” he said, “and I hadn’t to explain to my housekeeper why I took her property without her knowledge!”

“I see,” said Socrates. “So that if I questioned your housekeeper on this incident she would know nothing at all about it. Very ingenious. Good-morning, Mr. Jetheroe.”

Jetheroe did not reply. He stood, a silent, watchful figure by the table and made no attempt to escort them to the door.

“Well, what do you think, Soc?” asked Lexington as they trudged back to meet the inspector.

“I think Jetheroe is a coldblooded liar,” said Soc cheerfully.

“What was the name you wrote in your book?”

Soc chuckled.

“I’ll bet you tuppence you’ll never guess,” he said.

He stopped and opened the book, and reading the name, Lexington’s eyebrows went up.

“Why, that is the name of an American film star,” he said. “What has she got to do with it?”

“Nothing at all,” replied the cheery Soc, his eyes twinkling. “Only did you notice he was eating buttered toast?”

“What the dickens is the connection between buttered toast and Mary Miles Minter?” asked the astonished Lexington.

“However cleanly a man may be, and however carefully he may wipe his fingers, after eating buttered toast,” replied Socrates, “he generally leaves a film of grease upon his fingers, and if you look very carefully you will see a thumb print on the corner. Just turn the book that way so that the sun strikes it at the right angle.”

“Did you want his thumb print?” asked Lexington in astonishment.

“That is exactly what I wanted and that is exactly what I got,” said Soc, closing the book carefully and slipping an elastic band about it. “I tell you I am mighty suspicious of gentlemen who go away from this country and remain away for many years. Particularly when nobody seems to know what country they’ve been living in. Haven’t you noticed about genuine travellers and sojourners in distant lands, that the first thing they talk about is the country of their residence, its attractions, its beauties, its hardships or whatever are its characteristics? Take the returned Anglo-Chilean, or the man who has spent years in the Argentine, or Australia, or South Africa. Almost the first information he gives to his new acquaintances is that he knows these countries. When a man comes back after a long absence and is silent or vague about the land in which he has lived, he has either come out of prison or a lunatic asylum, or he is a fugitive from justice from the country of his adoption.”

“You’re a suspicious old devil,” said the admiring Lex. “Do you think Jetheroe knows anything about this murder?”

“Let us ask the inspector what he has discovered,” replied Soc.

The inspector had discovered nothing. With the aid of two labourers who had been commandeered for the purpose, the body of John Mandle had been lowered to the ground. As Socrates had discovered, it had not been bound and the rope about the body had only the appearance of being fastly tied.

“Now,” said Socrates, “we’ve got the unpleasant job of breaking the news to this poor girl. If you don’t mind, inspector, I will go up first.”

Inspector Mallett nodded.

“I think it would be wise, sir, and somebody ought to go over to Mr. Stone and tell him.”

“I’d forgotten Stone,” said Soc thoughtfully.

“It will be a great shock to him,” the inspector went on. “They were great friends and were together in the police. I suppose you know that.”

“Yes,” nodded Soc.

He was very silent on the way to the house, and the questions which Lexington put were answered in monosyllables.

The servants were up and about when they returned, and the absence of John Mandle had not been noticed. Timms, his valet, was brushing his clothes when Soc gave him the news. The man went pale and almost collapsed.

“Dead!” he said in a terrified whisper. “Murdered? How? In his room, sir?”

“No, he was murdered at Three Oaks,” said Socrates quietly.

“But how could he get there, sir? The poor gentleman couldn’t walk.”

“You haven’t been into his room, of course.”

“No, sir. I never go into his room until he rings. He doesn’t like being wakened.”

“Is Miss Templeton down yet?” asked Socrates.

“I’ll ask the maid,” said the valet, and disappeared into the servants’ quarters. He returned shaking his head.

“No, sir. Miss Templeton doesn’t usually get down until about half-past nine.”

“Let us see Mandle’s room first. Ask the maid to wake Miss Templeton and tell her that I have something very important to say to her.”

John Mandle’s room was a large, airy apartment, the most spacious in the house. It was well but not elaborately furnished. A single bed stood in one corner and it was, of course, empty. More than that, it had not been slept in, as he saw with a glance. He turned to the valet, Timms, who had accompanied the men.

“Didn’t you put your master to bed last night?” he asked.

“No, sir,” the man shook his head. “Mr. Mandle was very particular about that. He always managed to undress himself, though he wanted a little help in dressing.”

“Where did you leave him last night?”

“I left him sitting on the edge of the bed just there.”

He pointed to a depression where somebody had sat heavily on the edge, near the foot of the bed. The sheets were turned back, the pyjamas, neatly folded, lay on the pillow, but no head had touched the pillow.

“Where does this door lead to?” asked Soc pointing.

“That’s a private staircase Mr. Mandle had made. It leads down to his study on the ground floor; but he seldom uses it.”

Soc tried the door. It was unlocked. The stairway was narrow and dark, and looking round for some means of illumination, he saw a large portable electric lamp standing on a chest of drawers. He took it up and switching on the light made his investigation. The light was particularly brilliant for a battery lamp, but it revealed no clue that made the mystery of John Mandle’s extraordinary disappearance any clearer. At the foot of the stairs was another door that was unlocked, and they came into the study which Mandle had built and in which he spent so many hours. His wheel chair stood by the side of his writing-table. Soc tried the door leading into the garden. This also was unlocked.

“Curious,” he mused. “Very curious. The door has an electric control. I saw the switch by the side of his desk. He would hardly go to bed without having fastened the door in some way or other.”

He made a further discovery. Not only was the switch turned to “open,” but the second control, which he found by John Mandle’s bed in the room above, was also turned to “open.”

“Very extraordinary,” he said. “What do you want?” this to an agitated servant.

“I can’t get any answer from Miss Templeton’s room,” she said. “I knocked and knocked. The door is locked.”

Socrates Smith went swiftly up the stairs.

“This is the room, sir,” said the maid. He tried the door, then, stooping, looked through the keyhole.

“The key is taken out,” he said, and knocked again.

“Miss Templeton!” he called loudly.

There was no answer. He put his shoulder against the door and pressed. With a crack the lock broke, and Lexington, who had never before witnessed an exhibition of his brother’s remarkable strength, opened his eyes in amazement.

Soc walked swiftly into the room. It was empty!

Here, too, the bed had not been slept in. He came out into the passage and found the valet.

“Timms,” he said, “where does Mr. Mandle keep his valuables?”

“In his safe, sir,” said the man.

“Where is his safe?”

Timms explained that the safe was in what he called the “library,” a small apartment at the back of the house to which John Mandle would retire for days when the mood was on him.

The receptacle stood in the corner of the room, a small fireproof safe, and there was no need to ask what had happened; for the door was wide open, and the safe was empty of anything in the shape of valuables.
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“Had anybody the keys to this safe besides Mr. Mandle?” he asked Timms, when he had recovered from the mild shock of the discovery.

“Yes, sir, Miss Molly had keys,” said the valet. “I don’t think there was anything in the safe of value. Miss Molly used it to keep her account books and her cash for household expenses.”

“Nothing else?”

Timms hesitated.

“I believe there was some jewellery there, sir. One of the maids told me once she had seen Miss Molly looking at it, and that Mr. Mandle had been very angry with her. Mr. Mandle never kept any very large sums of money in the house. When he wanted money I used to go into Godalming to the bank, generally on a Friday.”

For ten minutes Socrates paced the lawn, his hands behind him, his chin on his breast; and Lexington, stunned and bewildered by this new turn of events, sat watching him, his unlit pipe in his hand.

“What are we going to do now, Soc?” he asked at last when Soc brought his restless pacings to a halt.

“We’re going to have breakfast now,” said Socrates Smith brightly. “I’ve had just as much mystery for the morning as my system will stand.”

His breakfast was a hearty one. Lexington scarcely ate a morsel.

“It’s the girl that’s worrying you,” said Socrates, sipping his coffee and looking across the rim at his brother. “You’re a darned old sentimentalist, Lex.”

“She can’t be mixed up in this affair, she can’t,” protested Lexington. “Do you imagine that a girl like that, with a face—”

“I’ve known some wonderfully beautiful criminals in my time, Lex,” said Soc thoughtfully.

Lex glared at his brother.

“She’s no criminal!”

“I’m not saying she is, so you can take that murderous look off your face and remember that violence of any kind is repugnant to me. You look as if, with the slightest encouragement, you’d hit me.”

“But, Soc, old boy, it’s impossible! Absolutely impossible!” said the other vigorously. “How could she carry a man? — why it’s ridiculous.”

“How could anybody carry him, for the matter of that, supposing that he didn’t want to go?” said Socrates. “At any rate, the mystery of the signal is cleared up.”

“Cleared up?”

“Of course; it was Jetheroe signalling to Miss Molly.”

“Then you don’t believe — ?”

“I certainly don’t believe that he hadn’t seen her for days. I am equally certain that he saw her yesterday, because those shoes she was wearing were the shoes she wore when we arrived.”

Lexington gasped.

“Are you sure?” he said incredulously.

“Absolutely,” nodded Soc. “I particularly remember the queer yellow buckles.”

Lexington was silent, and the other went on.

“Yes, she was at Jetheroe’s house last night, for what reason I cannot pretend to explain. She went in response to his signal.”

Suddenly a smile dawned in his brother’s eyes.

“You’re an owl, Soc,” he said. “How could he signal her when her room is on the other side of the house?”

This was a blow to Soc’s theory.

“That’s true,” he said thoughtfully. “But why should she have been in her room? She may have been in the garden waiting for that signal.”

“She wouldn’t have seen it,” said Lexington. “You can’t see the White House except from the far end of the lawn or from one of these upper windows.”

“That upsets one of my hypotheses,” admitted the old man. “You’re quite right, Lexington, there’s the making of a detective in you, though it is a most obvious fact that you discovered. She certainly could not have seen that signal. Now who the devil was Jetheroe dot-dashing to?”

“To Mandle?” suggested Lex, but his brother shook his head.

“I hardly think so. No, that doesn’t somehow fit in with my theories. Here comes our inspector, and we have got to explain Miss Molly Templeton’s absence.”

Lexington frowned.

“Couldn’t we say she left for London last night?”

Soc shook his head.

“Does it occur to you,” he said quietly, “that Miss Templeton may also be a victim?”

“Good God!” Lexington jumped to his feet, his face white. “You don’t seriously suggest that, Soc, do you?”

“It is a possibility which we cannot afford to dismiss. We shall have to tell the inspector all we know.”

Twenty-seven years of police service had made Inspector Mallett proof against surprise. He listened to the story of Molly’s disappearance without comment until Socrates had finished.

“It’s extraordinary,” he said. “I’ve already sent a message into Hindhead and Haslemere, and we will have all the men we can spare to search the country. Then that shoe you found—”

“Was Miss Templeton’s. Miss Templeton is Mandle’s stepdaughter.”

Apparently the inspector did not resent Soc’s mild deception, and went off to question Mr. Jetheroe.

“Now for the fingerprint,” said Socrates, and wrote a hurried letter to Scotland Yard enclosing a leaf torn from his book. “Timms can take this up to London,” he said. “Of course, it may be a wholly fruitless enquiry, but one cannot afford to take risks.”

“Do you think that Jetheroe is known to the police?” asked Lexington.

“He may be,” replied his brother.

He looked at his watch and, to his surprise, it was only a little before nine. What a lot had been crowded into the space of two and a half hours!

“There’s nothing to do but wait till the inspector comes back,” he told Lexington, and here they had not long to wait.

Inspector Mallett’s little car came puffing and blowing up the drive and the inspector jumped out.

“Jetheroe knows nothing,” he said, “although his evidence will be important at fixing the hour at which the crime occurred.”

“You mean the shot he heard?” asked Soc, and the inspector nodded.

“Has anybody been over to Stone, inspector?”

“No, I haven’t had a man to spare yet. I think it wouldn’t be a bad idea to go over straight away and tell him myself. Will you come?”

“Can you find room for us all in that car?” asked the sceptical Soc, and the inspector, who was not a little proud of his tiny machine, snorted scornfully, and told a fairy story of having accommodated some seven policemen on the occasion of a burglary which had been committed in the neighbourhood some months before.

“Bob will be terribly upset,” said Socrates.

“These fellows were life friends, and he won’t be a bad bloodhound to put on the trail, for old Bob is the cleverest sleuth I know.”

“It is curious Mr. Stone getting religious,” said Mallett with a grin.

“Has he got it bad?” asked Lex drily.

“Well, you never know with Mr. Stone,” said Mallett, skilfully negotiating a big stone that was in the road. “He takes things up and drops them. He hasn’t much interest in life, you know, he’s a bachelor.”

Socrates remembered the sneer of John Mandle about Bob’s desire for publicity, but said nothing.

“He’s going to address a revival meeting,” said the inspector. “His name is printed on bills which are posted all over Godalming. A very jolly gentleman to get religion, isn’t he?”

“You can be jolly and pious,” said Socrates sententiously.

They swept up a long avenue of pines and came in view of Prince’s Place, a much more pretentious building than the modest house which John Mandle had occupied.

“He is a bachelor,” said the inspector again, and that was apparently the formula by which he explained not only the eccentricities of his acquaintances but also their opulence.

“I wonder if he is an early riser,” said Socrates as he pressed the bell.

Apparently Mr. Bob Stone was as dilatory in his rising as his friends. A staid footman said that Mr. Stone had not yet rung for his shaving water.

“I must see him at once,” said Socrates. “Show me the way to his room.”

The man hesitated a moment.

“You are a great friend of Mr. Stone’s, are you, sir? because he doesn’t like being disturbed;” and then his eyes fell upon the inspector.

“Good morning, Mr. Mallett. I suppose it’s all right this gentleman going up? You know Mr. Stone is very particular, he doesn’t like strangers to come into the house even.”

So he was afraid, too, thought Socrates.

“It’s all right, Jackson,” said Mallett. “These gentlemen are friends of Mr. Stone.”

The man led the way up the broad flight of stairs and along a wide corridor. At the end was a door.

“This is Mr. Stone’s room,” said the man, and knocked.

There was no reply, and he turned the handle. The door was locked. He knocked again and looked round anxiously at Socrates.

“Is there any other way into the room?” asked Socrates quickly.

“There’s a way in through the bathroom here, sir,” he pointed to a smaller door on the right.

This was unlocked and so was the door giving into Bob Stone’s bedroom, and Socrates, with a sense of apprehension, turned the handle and walked into the apartment. Then he stopped and stared, for Bob Stone, dressed only in his pyjamas, lay on the bed, a handkerchief tied tightly about his mouth, his hands and his feet knotted firmly together, helpless and glaring!
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Socrates tore the bandage from the man’s mouth, and with quick fingers tugged at the knots which secured him. In a minute they had lifted him to a sitting position, but he seemed incapable of speech. His face was purple, his wrists were red and swollen, and he sat apparently dazed, rubbing his cramped arms whilst the four men watched him in silence.

“Well, Bob, what happened?” asked Socrates.

Bob Stone blinked at him.

“What happened?” he said dully. “I don’t know what happened. Some men got in here last night and tied me up. I fought like the devil but they were too many for me.”

“How many do you think?” asked Soc.

“Three or four. I’m not certain. It was dark. Then they bound me and that’s about all I know. I think they had some sort of discussion as to what they were going to do, but something must have disturbed them, for they suddenly disappeared.”

“Did you know them?”

Bob shook his head.

“I didn’t see them, I tell you.”

“What time was this?”

Bob was rubbing his elbow and groaning.

“Curse them,” he said. “If I could have only got at my gun — what time, Soc, why I think it must have been about midnight, or perhaps a little later. I’d been asleep.”

It took him some time to recover, and not until he had put on some clothes and had come down to his own comfortable dining — room, did Socrates tell him of Mandle. He was silent, hearing the recital and then dropped his head on his hands and did not speak for a long time.

“It is terrible!” he said. “Terrible!”

“Have you any idea if John had enemies?” asked Socrates.

“We’ve both had enemies, we’ve both been threatened.”

“By letter?”

Bob Stone nodded.

“But that’s a usual experience, as you know, Socrates. You’ve had the same. About a week ago,” he went on, “I had a post card which unfortunately I have destroyed, telling me to look out for trouble. I took so little notice of it that I chucked the thing into the fire. I have an idea that John was warned at the same time, but he was such a secretive fellow that he would say nothing. I only gathered that he had received such a card by his manner.”

When the inspector had gone and they were alone, Soc spoke his mind freely.

“Now see here, Bob, there’s nothing to be gained by making a mystery of this business. Both you and John were mortally scared about something.”

“How do you know?” asked Bob quickly.

“By the precautions you took. John Mandle had his lawn covered with traps and alarms, You have special burglar alarms on your window which would wake you ordinarily.”

Bob Stone’s face broadened in a guilty smile.

“You’re the same old Socrates,” he said admiringly. “So you noticed them, did you? Yes, I took reasonable precautions.”

“Against whom?”

“Against the Great Unknown.” Stone’s voice was flippant, and it told the other in so many words that he was not disposed to discuss the matter.

“Do you realise that your Great Unknown was the murderer of John Mandle?” asked Socrates bluntly.

Stone was silent for a while.

When he spoke it was in a low tone.

“I will find him in my own way,” he said.

Socrates nodded.

“That means that you don’t want my assistance.”

The man shook his head. “I won’t go so far as saying that,” he said, “but I’ll find him in my own way.”

“Do you know Jetheroe?”

“Jetheroe!” Bob Stone looked up quickly. “The man who lives in the White House? No, I don’t know very much about him except that he and Molly are quite good friends. He’s a bit of a botanist and Molly is inclined that way too. They met, I think, while she was out on one of her rambles. John never quite approved of the friendship, but I think the girl got more sympathy and kindness from Jetheroe than she ever got from John, who was rather a brute where Molly was concerned.”

“You’re fond of Molly, aren’t you?”

The face of Bob Stone twitched.

“Yes, I am,” he said quietly. “I suppose it’s ridiculous for a man of fifty-four to be in love with a girl of twenty-two or whatever her age is, but I’m very fond of Molly. She is a real nice girl.”

“Do you approve of her friendship with Jetheroe?”

“Why not?” asked Bob Stone carelessly. “Have you got anything on Jetheroe?”

“Nothing, except that Molly was at his house last night and has disappeared.”

“Disappeared!” Bob Stone jumped up, his face white. “You don’t mean that!” he said quickly. Socrates told him of his search for the girl, of the open safe, the discovery of her shoes. He told him too of the apparition they had seen stealing across the lawn. Bob Stone stared at him.

“The safe is nothing, of course. You don’t suppose she’d rob Mandle, do you?” he asked roughly. “She kept some trinkets there of her mother’s, probably she took them when she ran away from home. She was always threatening to do it, and it’s only natural that she should have gone to Jetheroe who has been a friend of hers. I wish to heaven—” He stopped.

“That she had come to you?” asked Socrates curiously.

“I was going to say that,” replied Bob shortly.

“And now I think I’ll have another look at your bedroom,” said Socrates. “I can’t understand why, having decided to murder John Mandle, they should have been content with just tying you up.”

Stone shook his head.

“They probably had the same fate in store for me, but they were disturbed,” he said. “It was a perfectly rotten experience, I can tell you, Soc, but go ahead and see what you can find.”

The search Socrates made of the bedroom was a very thorough one, and for the greater part of the time he conducted his investigations alone.

“Well,” said Stone joining him, “have you found anything?”

“No,” replied the other, shaking his head.

“You’re a mysterious devil, and if you had you wouldn’t say,” smiled Bob, who had now recovered from his unpleasant experience, and in this analysis of Socrates Smith’s character he was not far out, for Socrates had not told him of the little bit of wet tow, a microscopic strand or two that he had discovered on Bob’s pillow and which was now wrapped carefully in paper in his pocket.

An hour later Socrates Smith sat in Mandle’s study, with a small powerful microscope carefully examining a slide which he had hastily prepared.

“What are you looking at?” asked Lexington, coming into the room.

Soc slipped out the slide, which had been roughly made, and consisted of two slips of glass between which showed a hair-like substance.

“What’s this, a little bit of fluff?” asked Lexington.

“A little bit of fluff,” said Socrates.

“But what is it?” insisted the other.

“A little bit of fluff,” said Socrates again. “I found it on Bob’s pillow.”

“Left there by the marauder?”

“Left there by the man who trussed Bob so neatly,” said Socrates. “Do you know, Lex, this is one of the most fascinating cases I have ever been associated with. I have wired to the Chief Commissioner to ask him if I can take control, but I suppose we shall have one of the young lads of the new school flying down in the course of the day.”

This prediction, however, was not to be fulfilled. To his surprise he received authority to go ahead in his investigations.

“By the way,” said Socrates — they were lunching at an inn at Hindhead when the telegram had been brought to him— “Bob Stone knows nothing of that little bit of fluff that excited your curiosity, and I don’t want him to know, because he would attach the same significance to my discovery as I do, and I don’t want to make Bob nervous.”

“Is he the kind of man who would get nervous at the threat of danger?”

“You never know,” was the cryptic reply.

The police had taken Mandle’s body to the mortuary at Haslemere, and the countryside was alive with curious people who were busily destroying whatever tracks the murderers had left. A small battalion of reporters had also arrived, and it was to avoid them that Socrates had taken his lunch away from the house.

Lexington sat through the meal moody and abstracted, and his brother watched him with inward amusement.

“Lex,” he said, “you have never had, and it’s likely never will have again, so interesting a case under your nose, and you’re not a bit excited.”

“I’m thinking of something else.”

“I know you’re thinking of something else,” said Socrates drily, “but she’s probably safe in London.”

Lexington Smith flushed.

“I can promise you something,” drawled Socrates. “Something that will bring the light to your eye and the flutter of hope to your heart.”

“Don’t rag me, Soc,” said the other. “I really am upset about this business. What is it you’re going to promise?”

“I promise you that you shall see Molly Templeton tonight,” was the unexpected reply.

“Tonight,” gasped Lexington. “Do you know where she is — are you going to arrest her—”

“It is not an offence to run away from your stepfather,” replied Socrates. “Nor is it a felony to lose your shoe in the mud. No, I don’t think anybody has suggested that Miss Templeton has murdered her stepfather, and if they had I should have—”

“I should have broken his infernal neck,” said Lexington savagely.

“Well, I wouldn’t go as far as that.” Socrates was chuckling inwardly. “No, I don’t think I should have assaulted him, but I should have been very much amused.”

“You’re a queer devil, as I’ve said before,” said Lexington, looking at his elder brother in wonder. “Do you know, Soc, I’ve never seen you on a case like this before. It seems to afford you endless amusement.”

“That is because I’ve a bright young heart,” said Soc. “In fact, I’m ever so much younger than you, and if I were a marrying man—” he shook his head. “A girl of character,” he said, “and very, very pretty. In fact, I haven’t seen a prettier for years.”

Lexington’s face was painfully red. “Don’t be ridiculous,” he said a little stiffly. “I’ve only known Miss Templeton a few hours. She is a very charming girl and—”

“I know, I know,” said his brother quietly, “but if a girl’s beauty and charm can make such an impression upon such an old gentleman like myself, what effect must it have upon callow twentyfive?”

He dropped his hand affectionately upon his brother’s shoulder.

“You have my blessing,” he said solemnly, and Bob Stone, who was standing in the roadway outside the Chequers, heard his laughter, and wondered what there was in that cheerless day which could make any man merry.

They found him waiting for them when they came out of the inn, and the first enquiry was about the girl. He was obviously perturbed and distressed by her disappearance.

“Oh, yes,” he said indifferently. “I’ve been to the Three Oaks and I’m certain it must have been the same gang that attacked me. In the first place, John couldn’t walk and would have to be carried.”

“What is your theory?” asked Socrates quietly.

“I think that he was attacked in exactly the same manner as I was,” said Bob Stone. “They gagged and bound him, got him out of the house and took him down to the place where he was found.”

“But why in the tree? Why did they put him in the tree?”

Stone shook his head. “I’ve been trying to think of all the criminals I know who have a taste for the bizarre in crime,” he said, “and I can’t place the man.”

“Do you think he was shot before he was put on to the tree?”

“Undoubtedly,” said Stone without hesitation.

“Then I don’t agree with you.”

Stone stared at him.

“You don’t agree with me,” he said slowly.

“No, I certainly do not,” replied Socrates. “The bullet that killed Mandle was fired from the ground upward. If you climbed the tree you would see where the bullet has snapped off several small branches, and if you took the trouble to climb still further you’d probably be able to trace its course upward.”

Lexington was as surprised as Stone.

“Why should they put him in the tree before they shot him?” he asked, but Socrates shook his head.

“By the way, Bob,” he said as they walked down the ride, “the chief has given me a sort of overseeing commission in this business.”

“You have charge of the case?” said Stone in surprise. “They don’t usually take an outsider.”

“Well, I’m hardly an outsider,” said Socrates resentfully.

He was sensitive on this point, but apparently Bob Stone did not notice his faux pas
 . He went back from the murder inevitably to the girl.

“I wish to heaven she hadn’t gone away at this moment,” he said fretfully. “Some sort of suspicion is bound to attach to her, Soc. These fool newspaper reporters will get hold of the story, and we shall have startling headlines: ‘Disappearance of the murdered man’s daughter’ in tomorrow morning’s papers. I’ve seen Jetheroe,” he said suddenly and smiled faintly.

“From your amusement I gather that Mr. Jetheroe was rather annoyed by your enquiries?”

Bob nodded.

“Mallett has seen him and that sort of put his back up.”

“Did you get any information from him?”

“None whatever. Of course, she was there last night, but he wouldn’t admit it. That fellow is a pretty queer fish. I wish I’d known him before.”

They walked on for some time in silence and came to a fork in the road, one branch of which led to the woodlands and the other to the valley. It was the valley road on which Mr. Jetheroe’s house was sited.

“I wish I’d known him before,” said Bob Stone again.

“You’ve never seen him then?”

Bob Stone shook his head.

“No, he’s a stranger to me, and yet there is something curiously familiar about his eyes. I never forget a man’s eyes, but I can’t place him for the life of me.”

He took farewell of them there, and they continued on their way to the house to meet the patient reporters.

“He seems more concerned about Molly than he does about poor John,” said Socrates, and looking round at his brother he saw that the boy’s face was set and his brows were meeting in an angry frown.

“It’s ridiculous!” Lex burst forth. “The idea of a man like that wanting to marry a girl like Miss Templeton—”

“You can call her Molly to me,” said Socrates. “I give you my permission.”

“But don’t you think it’s absurd, Soc. Why, he’s an old man.”

“Nobody is old in this world unless he is dithering,” replied Socrates quietly, “and I would only remind you of this unhappy fact, that I am Bob Stone’s senior by two years.”

“Of course you’re not old.” The younger man hastened to repair his blunder. “But that fellow! Don’t you agree with me that it is monstrous for him even to want to marry her.”

Socrates laughed softly.

“I’m not as shocked as I might be,” he said, “and, anyway, she is not very keen on such a marriage, is she?”

“How should I know?” replied Lexington, changing colour, but Socrates did not answer.

“We did, as a matter of fact, have a little talk about things,” Lexington went on with an assumption of indifference. “And she told me—well, she hinted that Stone wanted to marry her and that she did not favour the idea.”

“Slip it out of your head, Lex,” said Socrates seriously as they were turning into the house, “that Stone’s desire to marry Molly is a criminal offence. If you ever have serious ambitions to follow my profession, you have to get into the habit of ridding your mind of prejudices. I have no particular desire to serve Stone at this moment. I am merely trying to put you right.”

They found half a dozen reporters, all anxious for news, and to these Soc sketched the outline of the story. It is true that he omitted certain important and vital details, but that is a habit into which every police-minded man is liable to get.

He sent the journalists on their way, if not rejoicing, at least contented.

“You did not tell them anything about Jetheroe,” said Lex, and Socrates shook his head.

“No, I don’t think it would have been wise,” he said. “Not only because Jetheroe is material on which I wish to work privately, but also because any investigation in the direction of Jetheroe must switch the enquiry on to Molly Templeton, and that is just what I am anxious to avoid. One fact I discovered from them,” he chuckled. “There is a fairly good story of the crime in the early editions of the evening newspapers, in London. That is excellent.”

“Why?” asked Lexington in surprise.

“Remember to ask me that question tonight,” replied Soc.

He spent the afternoon going carefully through all Mandle’s documents — all that he could discover. At four o’clock Lexington brought him a telegram.

“The boy has just gone. Is there an answer?”

Soc opened the wire, and his brother saw at a glance that it was a long one, for it covered two pages. Socrates read the message slowly and at the end he nodded.

“I thought so.”

“What is it?” asked Lexington.

“I will read it,” said Socrates. “It is from the Record Department of Scotland Yard. ‘Re your message. Thumb print enclosed is that of Theodore Kenneth Ward. Convicted at the Old Bailey in 1903 for forgery and fraudulent conversion. Sentenced to ten years’ penal servitude. He was arrested by Sup-inspector Mandle and Sergeant Stone. On his release from prison in 1910, portion of sentence having been remitted, he was rearrested by Mandle on a further charge of fraud, and was sentenced to three years’ penal servitude.’”

The two men looked at one another. “Well, that’s Jetheroe,” said Socrates grimly.
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The blue dusk lay in the valley, and the sun had gone to rest behind the Devil’s Punch Bowl when Stone made his reappearance. He looked haggard and tired, and fell heavily into the chair which Lexington pushed forward.

“There is no trace of her anywhere,” he said. “Neither at Haslemere nor at Godalming has she been seen, and none of the railway officials remember her leaving. She is known at both places, so the stationmasters tell me.”

Socrates nodded.

“I didn’t imagine she’d leave by train,” he said. “She went by bicycle at about five o’clock this morning.”

Stone stared at him.

“How do you know?” he asked.

“I am only guessing at the time, but I should think about an hour after sunrise saw her on her way.”

“But she hadn’t a bicycle! John Mandle would never have given her the money for one.”

“Somebody else gave it to her,” said Socrates.

“At any rate, she could ride a bicycle. I have taken the liberty of going through her bureau this afternoon and I have found amongst other things a broken bicycle pump, nearly new, which she had evidently been repairing in secret. This, and other evidence, proves that she was a cyclist, and the balance of probability is that she kept her machine elsewhere than at the house.”

“Where do you suggest?” asked Stone shortly.

“At Jetheroe’s! He was a friend of hers. He probably supplied the machine. I looked very carefully this morning for tracks on the road, but there were too many in the vicinity of Jetheroe’s house for me to be absolutely sure that her machine had passed that way to-day. Besides,” he went on with a smile, “there’s no mystery about her cycling. Mallett has seen her on the Haslemere Road, and, apparently, the only people who did not know she was in the habit of taking a spin were you and John Mandle.”

Stone was silent. He sat, his head bent and his hands clasped, together studying the pattern of the carpet.

“Jetheroe seems to have been very much in her confidence,” he said moodily.

“Do you remember Jetheroe?”

“Do I remember him?” Stone looked up.

“Do you remember a man named Ward, Theodore Kenneth Ward?”

“Good Lord, that’s not Jetheroe?” said Stone springing to his feet. “Yes, I remember him very well. Of course, it’s Ward! The man whom Mandle hated so much! I’ve never seen Mandle so relentless as he was in piecing together the case against Ward, especially the second case. Mandle had left the force and actually got the case together at his own expense. When he found Ward only received a sentence of three years, he was the maddest man I’ve ever known. You must remember the trial?”

Socrates nodded.

“I recall it now,” he said.

“So Jetheroe is Ward, eh?” said Stone, and his eyes narrowed. “I wonder why he came to live in this neighbourhood,” he said thoughtfully. “Of course, he’d have money planted.”

“What is the story of Ward, and why did Mandle hate him?” asked Soc.

“I’ve never understood,” replied the other shaking his head. “I’ve always thought there was a woman in it and I think so still. Ward was a man who had been engaged for some years in a series of frauds, and Mandle worked up the case that got him ten years. There is no doubt that the fellow was a brilliant swindler. It is also certain that Ward was not the only name under which he traded. Every effort we made to trace him in his private life failed. I’ve often wondered,” he mused, “whether Mandle, in making his search, came upon Ward’s family. There was some talk of his having a very pretty wife who was wholly ignorant of her husband’s career of crime.” He knit his brow in an effort of memory. “It was Mandle who told me that,” he nodded. “Of course, it was Mandle! I wonder!”

Socrates did not interrupt his thoughts, and presently Bob Stone spoke again.

“Three years after Ward went down, Mandle surprised us all by marrying a widow with a child. A beautiful woman was Mrs. Mandle. You probably never knew her, did you, Soc.”

Socrates shook his head.

“Suppose,” said Stone softly.

“That Mrs. Mandle was Jetheroe’s wife?”

Bob Stone nodded.

“It’s not a fantastic theory. If she was ignorant of her husband’s career, she was also ignorant of his fate. Mandle would stick at nothing to get what he wanted, and it is just as likely as not that he faked some story of this man’s death after so long an absence. In fact, that he persuaded Mrs. Ward to marry him whilst her husband was still living.”

“But how did she get the name Templeton?”

“That may have been one of Ward’s aliases,” said Bob. “It is an interesting theory.”

“And if it is accurate,” said Socrates, “it means that Molly Templeton is Ward’s daughter.”

“Good God! So it does!” gasped Bob Stone. “So it does!”

“Incidentally,” said Socrates, “it supplies a very strong and sufficient motive for the murder of John Mandle.”

A dead silence followed his words.

“Yes, there’s the motive all right,” said Stone at last, “a motive, a real motive.”

He rose unexpectedly.

“I’m going for a walk to think this out,” he said. “You will let me know if you hear anything about Molly?”

Lexington broke his long silence. “You told me to repeat a question I put to you earlier in the day. Soc,” he said, “why were you glad that the news of this murder was in the evening newspapers?”

There was a little commotion in the hall and the maid came in, her face glowing.

“Miss Templeton is back,” she gasped.

“That’s the reason,” said Socrates, but Lex was out of the room in two strides and was babbling incoherently to the white-faced girl in the hall.
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“Is it true, is it true?” she was asking. “Oh, say it isn’t true! Is—” she hesitated before the word “father” Socrates noticed.

He nodded gravely.

“I’m afraid it’s too true, Miss Templeton,” he said.

“And that story about — about the tree, is it true?”

He nodded again.

“I can’t understand it. It is too terrible!”

She offered her hand to Bob Stone who came out to them, and Lex observed with jealous interest that the man held her hand and did not let it go.

“I suppose you saw the account in the evening newspapers and that brought you back?” said Socrates.

“I saw it quite by accident,” replied the girl. “Of course, it was in all the late papers, but only one paper had the account in the earlier editions, and that was the one I saw.”

Socrates took her arm and led her back into the drawingroom.

“I think you can tell us a lot, Miss Templeton,” he said, but she shook her head.

“I can’t tell you very much.” And then he saw a strange look on her face. “I wonder?” she said half to herself.

“What do you wonder?”

“I’d better tell you the story from the beginning,” she said, and took off her hat.

It was Lexington who took it from her hand and helped her off with her cloak, a defiant Lexington, thought Socrates, secretly amused, though Bob Stone did not seem to realise the challenge which the younger man was throwing out.

“After you went to bed last night, Mr. Smith,” she said, “father asked me to stay and talk to him. I call him ‘father’ though I had no feeling for him that a daughter could have or should have. He was very harsh with me. I don’t want to speak ill of him now. God knows, but he did not make life particularly pleasant. About two years ago I met a gentleman who lives in this neighbourhood, an elderly man who was very kind to me. I had practically the run of his house.”

“Mr. Jetheroe, of course,” interrupted Socrates, and she inclined her head.

“He bought me a bicycle, you know that probably.” There was the faintest smile in her eyes, a tribute to Socrates and the thoroughness of his investigations. “I had to keep it very quiet from Mr. Mandle or there would have been trouble. But as I was saying Mr. Mandle asked me to stay behind after you had gone to bed and gave me a terrible bullying about — about—” her face went scarlet, and Socrates knew that the subject of the acrimonious discussion was the girl’s attitude toward Lexington, “well about something that didn’t concern him. I told him I would leave the house and he said I could leave at once. I went up to my room and changed, and then I made my way out of the house across the lawn.”

“I saw you,” said Socrates.

“You saw me,” she said in surprise. “You were looking out of the window.”

“We were both looking out of the window,” smiled Soc. “But I interrupt you.”

“The only place I thought of going was across to Mr. Jetheroe. He told me that if ever I wanted to run away I was to come straight to him, and he would give me the means of getting a living.”

“One moment,” interrupted Soc again. “Did you have any system of signals?”

“Signals?” she said, puzzled.

“Between you and Mr. Jetheroe?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“I mean do you understand the Morse code and the use of the flash lamp?”

“No,” she smiled, “I have never studied telegraphy.”

“And you have never signalled to him?”

“No,” she said in surprise.

“Nor he to you?”

“Not that I’m aware of. If he had it would have meant nothing to me, because I shouldn’t have understood it.”

“All right; go on,” said Socrates. “What happened next?”

“I got to the road and then started down the path which leads into the valley and is the nearest way to Mr. Jetheroe’s house. I’m not at all nervous for I have made that journey hundreds of times, but last night I had a queer feeling that I was being watched.”

“Let me see,” said Socrates, “how long was it after you had left your father — Mr. Mandle, that you went away from the house?”

“It must have been half-an-hour,” said the girl.

Socrates nodded.

“You thought you were being watched?”

“I am certain I was being watched,” she said emphatically. “I could have sworn I saw a man skulking in the bushes and I heard a footstep behind me and started to run. I got off the path near the spring and lost my shoe, but I didn’t stop to look for it.”

“Mr. Jetheroe was not in bed, I presume?”

“No, he was up,” said the girl. “In fact, he answered the door himself.”

She stopped suddenly.

“I don’t know whether I ought to tell you all this? Have you seen Mr. Jetheroe?”

Socrates nodded.

“And of course he has done his best to shield you because he did not want us to know where you had gone.”

“I spent the night on the sofa in his study,” she said, “and he woke me at four o’clock with a cup of tea, and at five o’clock I took my bicycle out of the shed and rode to London. He gave me money to get lodgings and the address of some people he knew in business and who would help me to get work,” she smiled. “You don’t know how good Mr. Jetheroe is. He wanted to give me an allowance so that I didn’t work at all, and was terribly upset when I refused. Now I am going upstairs to change. Is — is—” she hesitated, and Socrates knew what she meant.

“No, he has been taken into Haslemere,” he said.

“Well, what do you think of it?” asked Stone when she had gone.

“Her story is of course true.”

“True?” said Stone indignantly, and here for the first time Lexington found himself in sympathy with the ex-detective. “Of course it’s true! You never for one moment thought she would lie, did you?”

“I think anybody can lie,” said Socrates coolly. “It is one of the accomplishments which are common to humanity. And she thought that she never saw Mandle alive again after she left him in the drawingroom!” he said musingly.

“Well, neither did she if she says so,” said Lexington.

“She saw him again.” Socrates looked at him strangely. “She saw him again,” he said slowly, “but she did not know it was he. For the man who was skulking in the bushes when she passed was John Mandle!”

Soc’s statement struck his hearers dumb.

“You’re mad,” said Stone at last. “How could it have been Mandle — Mandle who couldn’t walk!”

“Nevertheless, it was John Mandle,” insisted Socrates.

“Are you suggesting there was a miracle last night?”

“There were two miracles last night,” said Socrates lighting a long black and very evilsmelling cigar, “both of which are susceptible to a very simple explanation, but what that explanation is I’m not prepared for the moment to say — because—”

“Well?” they asked in unison.

“Because I don’t know,” said Socrates with a broad smile. “Stone, you’ll stay to dinner?”

He avoided Lex’s eyes with their anguished appeal and was oblivious to the unmuttered curses which his brother was pouring on his head.

“Thank you, I will,” said Stone. “You’ll stay here till this business is through?”

Socrates nodded.

Later, pacing to and fro in solitary meditation, Socrates was joined by his brother.

“What the devil did you ask that fellow to stay for?” grumbled Lexington, and almost for the first time in his life the eyes which Soc turned upon his brother were very cold.

“Do you regard Bob Stone as such an overwhelmingly favoured rival that you dare not compete with him?” he asked sharply. “Does it occur to you, Lex, that I want Bob here for the assistance he may give me, and that the solution of this Three Oaks mystery is a much more important matter to me and to the world in general than that you should lose or gain an opportunity of meeting Molly Templeton?”

Lex hung his head.

“I’m sorry, old man,” he said in a low voice, and then the arm of Socrates was round his shoulder.

“Love is an amiable form of lunacy,” he said. “Now shut up and leave me alone. I’ve got seven separate problems which have to be settled in my mind before I go any further.”

He was late for dinner, and the girl who had come to the table with a new piece of information to give him, waited impatiently for his appearance. When he did come he was more serious than Lex had ever seen him, and sat through the first two courses without speaking a word save to answer as shortly as possible any question that came to him.

“Have you found Mr. Mandle’s diary?” she asked at last, toward the end of the meal.

“I didn’t know he kept a diary,” said Socrates quickly, and his air of preoccupation fell away like a cloak. “I only discovered it this afternoon,” she said. “I don’t know whether I’m right in describing it as a diary, but Timms who was admitted to the study told me that he thought it must be a diary, because Mr. Mandle was writing in a book. He said there were two whole books full of closely-written matter, and it was all about Mr. Mandle’s own life, because he had seen the beginning of a page in the wastepaper basket and had remembered the words. There was only one line on the page, and it had apparently been discarded because of a grammatical error. The words were: ‘About this time we began to feel that Deveroux—’”

“Deveroux?” said Stone quickly. “That was the Lyons Bank man that Mandle let slip.”

“Say Mandle and I,” said Stone laconically, “but it made a deeper impression upon Mandle than upon me. What was he doing, I wonder, writing the story of his life? It would have been an interesting life, anyway.” He nodded.

“Was there anything more?”

The girl shook her head.

“I’ve searched the desk very thoroughly,” said Socrates. “I wonder if there’s a secret drawer; it is an old-fashioned kind of desk that is likely to have—” he stopped suddenly, switching round to the door.

The door was ajar, and soft though the footfall had been he had heard a movement. He rose to his feet, gripped the handle of the door and jerked it open. A man stared in the entrance, a grey-haired man.

“Good-evening, Mr. Jetheroe,” said Socrates politely, “and how did you get in?”
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But Jetheroe was neither looking at him nor paying the slightest attention to what he was saying. His eyes were fixed on the girl, and a smile of singular beauty softened and illuminated the rugged face. She came halfway across the room to meet him with outstretched hands.

“So you’ve got back. I thought you would come,” he said. “I have been worried about you to-day, and I’m afraid I had to tell a lot of fairy stories to these gentlemen.”

“I am so glad you came over,” she said looking at him with shining eyes. “I didn’t know how to tell you I was back. I couldn’t have come across to see you tonight,” she said and shuddered.

“So I thought,” he said calmly.

“I must apologise to you for interrupting this meal, and answering your question, Mr. Smith, I came through the front door, which was open.”

There was a certain note of challenge in his voice, as though he were demanding from Socrates his authority for questioning his presence. And in truth, whilst Molly was in the house, she was its mistress, and Socrates had no right whatever to ask a guest why or by what mean he came. This fact he admitted to himself and as readily admitted to the visitor.

“I’ve got into the habit of thinking that I own the place,” he said good-humouredly, “and I am merely adding to my impertinence by inviting you to sit down. Do you know Mr. Stone?”

“We have met before,” said Jetheroe, “in London, some sixteen or eighteen years ago. Mr. Stone, do you remember?”

Bob Stone nodded, and Socrates realised that his knowledge of Jetheroe’s past had lost half its potency by the tacit confession made in the man’s speech.

“I really came over,” said Jetheroe, seating himself at the girl’s invitation, “to ask you whether you would like to stay with me at my house tonight. I hardly think you’d care to be here.”

She hesitated. “I don’t particularly want to stay here tonight,” she said, “but I can get a room at the Chequers. I asked about one on my way here, and they are reserving it.”

He nodded.

“I think you’re wise,” said Bob Stone. “You’re very wise, in fact.”

Jetheroe was looking from one to the other at the table, and again that sweet smile of his lit up his countenance.

“I am afraid I came at an unpropitious moment and interrupted an interesting discussion,” he said as he rose. “Goodnight, Molly.”

“Goodnight, Mr. Jetheroe.” She held his hand in both of hers.

He did not go alone. Bob Stone went with him, to Lexington’s undisguised relief. Before he went he took Socrates aside.

“Soc,” he said in a low voice, “I’ll come over tomorrow and help search for that diary or life of John’s. Maybe it will throw a light upon a good many things which are now a little mysterious. I’d stop tonight and help you, but I think you want the light of day for that business.”

“We’ll get the desk out into the garden and cut it to pieces—”

“You don’t think that it’s hidden anywhere else?”

Socrates shook his head.

“I’ve made a most careful search,” he said. “I am inclined to the theory of the secret drawer. The desk is one of those big cumbersome pieces of furniture which must be simply honeycombed with cavities.”

Bob nodded.

“I’ll be with you at half-past nine. Is that early enough?”

He looked round over his shoulder at the girl.

“I suppose Molly doesn’t want to go to the inn yet,” he said.

“I’ll take her there when she does,” said Socrates, hypocritically, for he knew that when the time came, there would be only one escort for Miss Molly Templeton.

He left the young couple alone whilst he continued his examination of the papers which John Mandle had left. They were mostly of an uninteresting character, and he found amongst them no evidence of this life-story which Timms had seen him writing. He had a good look at the desk, tested some of the drawers, and looked for the conventional secret cupboards but without success. It would be a long job, he thought, but it might easily yield the most surprising secrets.

He looked at his watch, and was amazed to find it was eleven o’clock.

“I say, you people,” he said, going into the drawingroom, “do you know what the time is? Your hotel will be closed.”

“I am going to stay here tonight, I have decided,” said the girl a little breathlessly.

Socrates looked from one to the other in wonder. It was youth. Youth fundamentally callous and indifferent to all else but the chief process of life. Youth courting in the house of death, an amazing phenomenon brought home to Socrates Smith for the first time in his life. He scratched his head and laughed softly.

“What is amusing you, Soc?”

“Just thoughts,” said Socrates. “Now, Miss Templeton, I’m going to be your uncle and send you to bed.” She was a little confused.

“I didn’t know it was so late,” she said penitently. “Goodnight, Mr. Smith. Goodnight, Lexington.”

“‘Lexington!’” thought Socrates. It was apparently necessary for Molly Templeton’s peace of mind that Lex should accompany her to the foot of the stairs. They must have been talking on matters of such tremendous import that the scene could not be suspended until the last possible moment.

“Well, Lex,” said Socrates when his brother had returned. “Have you settled the affairs of the world?”

“Of my world,” said Lexington boldly. Socrates raised his eyebrows.

“Are you starting a world, too?” he asked sardonically. “A world for two, eh? And the rest of humanity are to be picturesque items on the landscape.”

“She’s a very nice girl, Lex.”

“She’s the best girl in the world,” said Lex.

“I wouldn’t say that,” rejoined his brother, “though I daresay she’s somebody’s nicest girl in the world. Now you can go to bed.”

“Have you finished your work?” asked Lexington, glad to jump the subject of Molly Templeton.

“For the night. We are going to get the old desk out tomorrow and turn her inside out. I wonder if Jetheroe heard?”

“When he was outside the door?”

Socrates nodded.

“We were talking about secret drawers and things.”

“Do you think he is interested?” asked Lexington.

“I don’t know,” said Socrates shortly. “Off you go to bed, my son. An early morning for you.”

Lexington paused on the stairs and turned round.

“By the way you’re clearing your throat and are trying to balance yourself on one foot, I gather that you’ve already arranged another walking partner for the morning,” said Socrates, “and you’re welcome, because I’ve got quite a lot of work to do.”

He went into his room, and presently Lexington, who was on the point of getting into bed, heard a tap at his door. “Come in,” he said.

It was Socrates.

“I’ve an idea. A brainwave, Lex. Put on your dressing-gown and come with me into Mandle’s room. You’re not scared, are you?”

“Not a bit,” said Lexington stoutly, though he had felt a momentary qualm.

The girl’s room was at the other end of the passage, so that they had not to pass it. To his surprise, Socrates did not switch on the light when they went into the room, but felt for, and found, the electric lamp with which he had found his way down to the study.

“This is the fellow I want to see.”

He pulled a little table to the window, which was open.

Laying the lamp on the table he touched a switch and a bright gleam of light shot out.

“Now go into my room and tell me what you see,” said Socrates.

Lexington obeyed. From the window he could see the White House.

“Great heavens!” he said aloud, for the windows of the White House were illuminated with the dull glow which they had seen on the earlier night!

He made his way back to Socrates and told him.

“I thought so,” said Soc quietly. “What we thought was a signal from the White House was merely the reflection of this lamp in the big windows.”

“Then Mandle was signalling?”

Soc nodded.

“But to whom?”

“I don’t know,” replied Socrates.

He went back to his own room with a curt goodnight to his brother.

Lexington sat for a long time at his window before he finally fell into bed, to doze and soon to sleep.

And then he began to dream. He dreamt he was in France and that the enemy were making a night attack. He could hear the crash of the machinegun fire, caught the gleam of bursting shells, and choked in the poisonous fumes that rolled across No-man’s-land. Then one of the enemy, a big officer with a face like Jetheroe, grappled with him and he struck out wildly.

“Wake up, wake up,” said the officer shaking him by the shoulder, and he blinked open his streaming eyes.

It was Socrates.

“Wake up, Lexington. The house is on fire.”

“What?”

“The house is on fire,” said Socrates quickly. “Get Miss Templeton out of her room. Break in the door if necessary. I am going to see that the servants are aroused.”

“Fire,” said Lexington dully.

Then he heard the crackle of wood burning fiercely, saw flames and the rolling yellow smoke. The room was full of it, the passage was thick with it. He groped his way along the corridor and knocked at the girl’s door. There was no answer, and without waiting any further he smashed in the panels, turned the key through the hole he had made, and staggered into the room. She was lying half in and half out of bed, he saw, when he could see anything. And she had a book in her hand — but this he did not see. A fat leather bound book, the covers fastened together with a lock. The fire was raging in the rooms beneath them, and the room was blisteringly hot. She must have been overcome by the smoke for she made no sign of life when he lifted her in his arms and carried her back along the passage, now red with the flames that had broken through from beneath.

The door of Mandle’s room was burning and two or three rooms were alight below, but fortunately the stairway had not yet caught. The hall was black with smoke, but the door was wide open.

Socrates with a little knot of servants was standing in the doorway peering into the gloom.

“Here you are, thank God!” he said when Lex appeared with his burden. “Timms, there are some coats hanging in the hall, do you think you can get them?”

“I’ll have a try, sir,” said Timms, and dashed into the building.

He emerged presently, his two arms full of wraps, and only just in time, for they had not been a few seconds clear of the building before the floors gave way and a volume of flame shot up and cut through the shingled roof as if it were paper.

It was fully five minutes before the girl recovered consciousness and found herself wrapped in an old overcoat of John Mandle’s. She looked about her in bewilderment.

“What has happened?” she asked. “Oh, yes, I remember, the fire,” she said shakily. “I tried to get out of bed, but I must have fainted.”

“You were technically gassed,” said Socrates, who by great good luck had retrieved his own overcoat and had found his cigar-case in his pocket. “It’s a pretty thorough fire, too,” he said watching the doomed building, now a roaring inferno. “The nearest fire brigade is in Haslemere,” he said, “and they’ll arrive in time to lay the foundation stone of the new building. Whoof! It’s hot here!”

“Where did it break out?” asked the girl, now able to stand with the assistance of Lex’s encircling arms.

“I don’t know,” replied Socrates puffing steadily at his cigar. “Everywhere I should say.”

“Do you think it was a fuse—” she began.

He shook his head. “If I hadn’t been the biggest fool in the world,” he said bitterly, “there would have been no fire.”

He did not explain in what manner his folly was responsible. The maligned fire brigade arrived much sooner than they had expected, but too late to render any assistance. Fortunately the girl’s room at the inn was booked and the village was aroused. They had no difficulty in getting her to safety and finding rooms for themselves.

Socrates Smith did not go to bed. Dressed in a pair of breeches several sizes too large for him and a shooting coat, the arms of which were at least six inches too short, he spent a busy night telephoning. When Lex came down the next morning he found his brother, by diligent searching, in the hands of the local barber.

“I’ve ‘phoned the excellent Septimus to bring some clothes down,” he said, “and the fire department are sending their best expert.”

“Why?” asked Lex in surprise.

“Because I am a most inquisitive man,” said Socrates, “and I want to know just where that fire started! And do you know where it started, Lex?”

Lex shook his head.

“I thought you didn’t either,” he said.

“It is only a speculation,” said Socrates, “but I’m willing to bet you three hats to one that it started on Mandle’s desk, the desk with the secret drawers. I am willing to bet also,” he went on slowly, “that the expert finds evidence of petrol not only there but in all the downstairs rooms.”

“Good God!” said Lex shocked, “do you mean it is a case of arson?”

“That’s the lady,” said Socrates, and when the experts came and they accompanied him in a search through the still smoking ruins they had confirmation of Soc’s suspicion.

“The fire started here,” said the gentleman from London, pointing to the debris of John Mandle’s study. “This was a desk, I presume.”

“That was a desk.”

The expert stooped and sniffed.

“Petrol was used. It’s curious you can’t destroy the smell of petrol, and I sniffed it in the other part of the building, too. Was there anything inflammable in the desk?”

“There was,” replied Socrates grimly.

He had bought a hatchet in the village and now he began gently to chop at the charred remnants of the desk. There was no Sign of unburnt paper. The fire had been very thorough though he discovered the secret drawer and presumably the ashes of John Mandle’s last manuscript. It was burnt to a cinder, and, moreover, a piece of burning wood had fallen upon the cinders and had reduced them to powder, so that it was impossible to decipher one word after another.

But one discovery he did make. A blow from his hatchet laid bare a receptacle which was only partially burnt and at the bottom lay two keys, a large old-fashioned key and a smaller one.

“Hello, what are these?” asked Socrates.

Attached to the bigger key was a brass label on which was stamped: “Garden Gate.”

To the other was a paper label which was half-burnt, the rest so discoloured that it was some time before he could make out the writing.

“Pool in — the—”

“Pool in the — what?” he asked.

The expert smiled.

“One doesn’t as a rule have a key to a pool,” he said pleasantly, and passed on to show other indications that the fire might have been started simultaneously at half-a-dozen points.

“I should think, though, it started here,” he said, “every bit of this wood is saturated with petrol, and there is petrol on the floor and petrol on what looks to be a flight of wooden stairs.”

Socrates had dropped the keys in his pocket and was now taking no more than an academic interest in what the expert said.

After all, it was only confirmation of his own suspicions, suspicions that amounted to certainties, that he was hearing.

“‘Pool in the’ what?” he said as he walked back to the inn with Lexington. “By the way, don’t let us talk about these keys even to Miss Templeton.”

“Righto,” said Lexington, who had other matters to discuss with Molly Templeton of infinitely greater interest to himself and, as he hoped, to her.
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They found Bob Stone had arrived when they got back to the hotel. He was with the girl in the private sittingroom which Socrates had engaged, and his face was troubled.

“It makes me go cold to think about it.” More and more he was assuming a proprietorial attitude toward the girl, thought Lexington.

“I wish to heaven you hadn’t had this experience, Molly. You told me you were going to the hotel,” he said reproachfully.

She laughed.

“It was an extraordinary experience,” she said. “Terrible though it was, I am glad I have had it.”

“Was anything saved?” asked Bob Stone.

“Nothing,” said Socrates shaking his head. “It was a very thorough burn up. The only place left standing is the summer house at the end of the garden.”

The girl shook her head sorrowfully.

“Poor Mr. Mandle. He loved the summer house. He spent hours there.”

“How did it happen?” asked Stone.

“Some petrol caught fire,” replied Soc.

“Was it the garage?”

Soc shook his head.

“The garage suffered with the rest of the building, but the fire started in one of the downstairs rooms, to be exact in the study, to be more exact on the desk with the secret drawers where John Mandle’s life story was hidden.”

Bob stared at him.

“Do you mean it was a case of arson?” he said.

“I mean just that,” replied Socrates.

“But who—” began Bob.

“Who killed John Mandle?” interrupted Socrates quietly. “A man who would deliberately murder another, would as deliberately destroy evidence which might betray him. Incidentally destroy an eminent worker in the cause of good law who was doing his poor best to unravel Mandle’s death.”

Bob did not speak till the girl had gone out of the room.

“Are you going to arrest Jetheroe?” he asked quietly.

“Why do you think it is Jetheroe?”

“Because Jetheroe was outside the door when we were discussing this secret drawer and the life of John Mandle,” replied Bob Stone. “Because Jetheroe is one of the few men in England who have genuine cause to hate John, and because he lived in such a position that he could, better than any other, destroy the man he hated.”

Socrates scratched his chin thoughtfully.

“Did John Mandle ever discuss Jetheroe? Did he know he was living in the neighbourhood?”

“He knew he was there,” replied Bob. “But he had no idea who he was any more than I had. He objected to Molly associating with him, but he did not put his foot down as I should have expected. Probably he thought Jetheroe was an older man than he is. He conveys the impression of great age.”

“It’s a rum business.” Socrates shook his head. “No, I’m not applying for a warrant.”

Stone was thinking deeply, his eyes fixed on the ground.

“Did you notice last night that Jetheroe was rather insistent upon Molly staying at his house, and was satisfied when he learnt that she was going to the hotel?”

“So were you for the matter of that,” smiled Socrates. “What do you suggest?”

“I suggest Jetheroe knew there was going to be a fire at ‘The Woodlands’ last night,” said Bob Stone quietly, “and he was anxious for the girl to be out of the way. Remember, if our theories are correct, Molly is his daughter.”

Socrates was silent.

“Has he been up this morning?” he asked.

“No, but he has seen Molly. He met her at the draper’s, where she was buying some things.”

“Why didn’t he come up last night? He must have seen the fire from his house.”

Again Socrates smiled.

“All your suspicions are a little wild, Bob,” he said. “One might say why didn’t you come up, because ‘The Woodlands’ is visible from your place.”

“I did come up,” said Bob Stone with a laugh. “I arrived just after you’d gone to the hotel. The firemen told me, but I had not the slightest idea that Molly was with you, and I didn’t want to disturb you. No, the net seems to be working round Jetheroe, and if I were in your place, Soc, I should pull him in.”

Again Socrates scratched his chin, and it was not like him to show any sign of uncertainty.

“The whole thing wants a tremendous lot of thinking over,” he said. “Are you going to the inquest tomorrow?”

Bob nodded.

“The funeral is in the afternoon,” said Socrates. “Poor old John, what a queer end to a queer career! By the way, you knew him much better than I. Had he any other house in the country?”

Bob shook his head.

“No,” he said, “why do you ask?”

“Had he a place in London? Did he go in for real estate?”

“I’ve never heard about it,” said Bob. “He was not a man to talk much about his business, but I think he would have spoken of that. Why?”

“Because,” said Socrates, “I should like to know exactly what I am going to do with Molly.”

Bob nodded. “I see your idea. You mean she ought to go away. I think it a good notion. But I’m afraid he hasn’t any other property. I am quite willing to turn out of Prince’s Place and go to London to live if she would accept that, but she has turned down my suggestion.”

“She couldn’t very well take it,” said Socrates quietly.

“But there is no reason why all of you shouldn’t come,” said Bob quickly. “She wouldn’t mind if you were there, and — and if the visit is prolonged I could get a lady to join the party, too.”

Socrates nodded.

“That would make it possible. I will speak to Molly.” Then: “Bob, are you very keen on her?”

The question was so unexpected that it left the other speechless.

“What — what do you mean?” he asked.

“Do you want to marry her?” asked Socrates bluntly.

“Yes, I do,” this after a momentary pause. “I am very fond of her, Soc.”

“And how does she feel about it?”

“She — doesn’t like it,” replied the other, and abruptly changed the subject.

The girl joined them soon after. Yes, she had seen Mr. Jetheroe. He had come down to the draper’s, which was also the local employment bureau, to hire another gardener. His own gardener had been dismissed that morning for drunkenness — his fourth offence.

“I know the man,” nodded Bob, “a shiftless fellow who used to work for Mandle. Gritt. Isn’t that the man?”

“I think that is the name,” said the girl. “I didn’t take much notice.”

“Was Mr. Jetheroe very much agitated when he learnt that you had had such a narrow escape?” asked Socrates.

“Why of course,” said the girl in surprise. “He was terribly upset. He thought I was staying at the inn.”

“I see,” nodded Soc.

He had to drive to Haslemere Station soon after, to meet two detectives who had been sent down from Scotland Yard and had been placed under his instructions. He came back to the Chequers about five o’clock. A fine rain was falling. The girl was out. She had gone to the White House to take tea with Jetheroe, and to his surprise, Socrates learnt that the faithful Lexington had accompanied her.

He grinned sympathetically, but it was an inside grin because Bob Stone, who gave him the information, was not in the best of humours.

“That brother of yours is a bit of a fly-by-night, isn’t he, Soc?” he asked.

“Both by day and by night,” said Socrates calmly, “and wherever he flies, he flies straight, Bob.”

“I’m not saying anything against him,” growled the other, “but I’m a bit tender on the point of Molly.”

“Bob, you’re a fool to worry about a girl at your time of life. When fifty-five marries twenty-two there’s liable to be a whole century between them by the time they’re ten years older.”

Bob Stone licked his Lips.

“I suppose you’re right, Soc,” he said. He was going to say something else when the waitress came in.

“Would you see Mr. Gritt, sir,” she asked, addressing Soc. “He says he’s got something important to say.”

“Show him in,” said Socrates.

“He’s not quite himself, you know, sir,” she said hesitatingly.

“Do you mean he’s rather drunk?” asked Socrates amused. “Nevertheless, show him in.”

The man came in, a spare gaunt figure, bent of shoulder, with an unpleasantly shifty look in his eyes. He stood fingering his cap by the door till Socrates nodded to him to be seated.

“Well, Gritt, what do you want?”

“What’s the reward for this murder?” asked Gritt. He had evidently been drinking, and his voice was husky and unsteady.

“There is no reward offered, if you mean for the detection of the murderer,” replied Socrates, “but a reward is usually given to any man who lays information which will bring about a conviction.”

“All right,” said Gritt viciously, “then I’m going to get the reward, for I know who did it.”

“You know who did it?” Bob Stone leant across the table and asked the question eagerly.

“Yes, I do,” replied the man truculently. “Who said I don’t?”

“Who was it?” asked Socrates.

“My old governor. Mr. Jetheroe — and I can prove it,” said Gritt.

If he expected to produce a sensation he was not disappointed. Bob sat back in his chair with a little gasp. Socrates’ eyes seemed to grow visibly brighter.

“Oh yes,” he said softly, “and you can prove this.”

“Of course I can!” said Gritt. “I know what happened, anyway, and I know what he said! It was after the young lady came. I was cleaning the boots in the little toolshed—”

“Rather late for boots,” interrupted Socrates.

“Well I ought to have done them before,” confessed the man, “but I was up at the Red Lion having a drink with some friends of mine—”

“I understand,” said Soc, “well, tell me what happened. This was the night before last you’re speaking about?”

The man nodded.

“Yes, sir, it was the night before last. I was just carrying the boots up to the house when I saw the young lady come in. She was sort of limping, I don’t know why.”

Evidently he had not heard of the missing shoe and neither Socrates nor Bob enlightened him on the subject.

“She went in, and was there about ten minutes when the governor came out. I was on my way back to the toolshed with the boots, because the cook had locked the kitchen door and I couldn’t get in, and the way I was walking brought me quite close to the front door, in fact he passed me so near that I could have put out my hand and touched him on the shoulder. I didn’t though,” he added humorously, and laughed at his joke.

“Well,” said Socrates.

“Well, I went back to the tool-house. I had a bottle of beer in there, and I sat down and had a drink thinking over things, and presently I thought I’d better get back to the house while he was out. The window of his study is usually open, and that’s the way I got in before. I looked in the window, and there I saw the young lady, Miss Mandle. She was lying down on the sofa, with a rug over her, reading a book. Well, thinks I, this is not the way I’m going to get in tonight. I’ll have to sleep in the toolshed.

“I was looking in the window when I heard a shot. The young lady didn’t seem to hear it, because she didn’t look up from her book. I couldn’t understand it. Poachers don’t go shooting on common-land, especially at this time of the year, and I wondered what could have happened. I knew Mr. Jetheroe had not returned, because I should have seen him come up the garden path from the tool-house.

“Thinks I, there’s something fishy about this, and I’m going to watch. So I got into the laurel bushes near the front door and waited. I was there about a quarter of an hour when I heard his footsteps coming up the drive. It’s a gravel drive, and you can hear it plain. When I saw him I was so surprised that you could have knocked me down with a feather. His face was white, as white as a sheet, and he was talking and muttering to himself.”

“How could you see his face in the dark?” asked Socrates.

“There’s a fanlight over the door sir, and there was a light in the hall,” said Mr. Gritt triumphantly, “that’s how I saw!”

“Could you hear anything he muttered?”

Gritt nodded.

“I heard him say: ‘At last, at last I’ve got you,’ and something about ‘swinging.’ As he stood on the doorstep I saw him take something out of his pocket and look at it. It was a revolver. He looked at it for a long time then slipped it into his pocket. Then he hesitated a bit and took it out again, and he sort of broke it in two — you know how you break revolvers, like you break guns when you want to load them. He was muttering, but I couldn’t hear what he said, and he put the pistol back in his pocket, opened the door and went in.”

Bob Stone’s eyes were on the other’s face.

“Well,” he breathed, “what do you think now?”

“All right, Mr. Gritt,” said Socrates, “will you wait outside, and when I’ve turned the matter over in my mind, I’ll call you in.”

Mr. Gritt staggered out, and they heard his halting steps pass along the passage into the street.

“You’ve got him, you’ve got him, Soc!” said Bob Stone.

“Got him?” repeated Socrates with a little smile. “How the devil have I got him?”

“He was obviously the murderer.”

Socrates shook his head.

“The only thing that is obvious,” he said, “is that he saw the murder—”

“But the revolver?”

“The revolver was an ordinary revolver. You heard Gritt say how he broke it in the middle, and—”

“Well,” said the other impatiently, “couldn’t he kill a man with a revolver?”

Socrates nodded.

“He could,” he said, “but John Mandle was killed with a 35 automatic pistol which does not break in the middle. As for Jetheroe—” Socrates rose. “I shall seize the first opportunity, which will be tonight, to call upon that gentleman and discover from him just what he saw, and what he heard, at the Three Oaks on the night John Mandle met his death.”
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There is at Scotland Yard a man who lives wholly in the past. He dwells amidst musty newspaper files and finds his joy in the recalling of forgotten cases. He can recite in detail every incident, every scrap of evidence in trials, generations old. To him, that afternoon, Socrates wrote a long and confidential letter, and despatched it by express post. Molly and his brother had returned from their visit to Jetheroe by the time he had finished and were apparently so absorbed in one another’s society that Bob Stone went home in disgust.

A further diversion came in the shape of Mandle’s solicitor, who arrived that afternoon and interviewed the girl. To her amazement she discovered that John Mandle had left the bulk of his property to her. The will was a very old one, made the year of his marriage to her mother, who was the sole legatee. Mandle must have overlooked the fact that in these circumstances the property would pass to his stepdaughter; for he had made no codicil.

It was bewildering news for John Mandle had died a rich man. Privately the solicitor informed Socrates that he had had many talks with Mandle, who had certainly no intention of benefiting Molly by his death.

“I don’t know what he intended doing with his property,” said the lawyer, “but like so many other men, he put off making his final dispositions. Miss Templeton is touched by what she thinks is her stepfather’s generosity, and I have not attempted to undeceive her. I should imagine that nothing was further from his thoughts or his desire than that she should inherit his estate.”

Socrates nodded.

“I don’t think we can do any good by telling her what John’s intentions were,” he said, and there the matter ended, and to the end of her life the girl believed that her fortune was intentionally bequeathed by the man who hated her, not because she had injured him, but because she was a living reminder of his treachery to her mother.

For John Mandle had practised the most heartless of deceptions, had produced forged death certificates to account for the mysterious absence of her mother’s husband, and had persuaded her all unwittingly into a bigamous marriage.

The lawyer stayed to dinner and his presence extended the meal so that it was nearly nine o’clock when he rose to catch his train back to London.

“It’s too late to see Jetheroe tonight,” said Socrates.

“Were you going to see him?” asked Lexington in surprise.

“Yes. What did you think of him?”

Lexington hesitated.

“I don’t know. He’s rather decent I thought.”

They were smoking their cigars, pacing the road outside the inn, when Lexington remembered.

“There was a parcel came up for you from Haslemere. It looks like a rather fat book.”

“Oh, yes,” said Socrates checking in his stride, “where is it?”

“I told them to put it in the sittingroom.”

Socrates went quickly into the room and found the parcel on the sideboard. The girl was reading preparatory to going to bed.

“I was wondering what that was,” she smiled as he tore off the wrappings. “My, what a big book!”

“It’s the best gazetteer of England I know,” said Socrates and turned the leaves.

“Are you looking for some place?” she said, rising and putting down her own book with a stifled yawn.

“I’m looking for Poppyland which all good children visit about nine p.m. I think you had better go to bed, young lady.”

“And I’m for once in complete agreement with you, Mr. Smith.”

“One of these days you’ll call me Soc,” he said under his breath, but she heard him.

“Why?” she asked.

“Do you know why, Lexington?”

Lex was staring at his seemingly unconscious brother.

“Take no notice of old Soc, Molly,” he said. “I’ll walk with you to the foot of the stairs.”

“I wonder what would happen to her if you didn’t,” said Socrates innocently, but they had gone out and the door had closed with a bang behind them.

Lexington came back in a quarter of an hour.

“We had a turn up and down the road,” he said unconcernedly.

“I guessed you would.”

Socrates did not raise his eyes from his book.

The two keys he had taken from the burnt desk lay on the table.

“Pool-in-the — what,” he said stabbing the burnt label with his finger.

“Is it the name of a village?”

Socrates shook his head.

“I hoped it was,” he said. “Of course there are places like Slowe-in-the-Wold and Widdicome-in-the-Moor and a few other places in the Weald, but there’s no Pool in the Weald, or the Moor, or the Wold. So it must be a farm, and the only place where the farms have such picturesque names is Devonshire. So I guess it is Pool-in-the-Moor.”

He shut the book with a bang.

“Why are you so eager to know?”

“Why was John Mandle so anxious to keep the place a secret?” asked Socrates. “So anxious that he kept the keys in the most secretive recess of his desk?”

“What are you going to do?”

“I am wiring tomorrow to the biggest land agent in Devonshire to ask him if he can locate Pool-in-the-Moor. If I fail there I shall try the Weald in Sussex, and as a last resort, I’ll try the Fen country. It may after all be Pool-in-the-Marsh. Why these people do not call their farms by Christian names I do not know. And now,” pocketing the keys, “may I ask you to take a turn up the road with me? I admit,” said Socrates modestly, “that I am not beautiful and that my hand, which you seldom hold, is rough and horny.”

“I don’t hold anybody’s hand,” said Lexington loudly, “now just you drop it, Soc! You’re annoying me.”

“Come on, Lothario,” said Soc, seizing his cap. “We’ll walk up to the burnt mansion and see if we can get an inspiration.”

They stepped out briskly along the dark road. The rain had ceased, and in the moonlight white rays of smoke were still rising from the ruined ‘Woodlands.’ Only the bulk of the summer house stood whole and lonely amidst the desolation.

“Do you seriously think that Jetheroe knows anything about this murder?” asked Lexington.

“I’m certain,” was the unexpected reply, unexpected because up till then Lexington did not know of the charge laid by Mr. Gritt, nor the information he had conveyed, in his malice.

The gist of this Socrates briefly related.

“I am certain that Jetheroe witnessed the murder,” said Socrates, “and the little talk I had with Molly just before dinner supports in every point the story Gritt told. Jetheroe did go out to look for the man who had frightened her, and she was lying on the sofa reading and the window was open and she even heard Gritt’s footsteps on the path.”

“She didn’t hear the shot though?”

“No, that’s understandable. The window faces north, the sound came from the south, or rather the southeast. Moreover—”

The men stopped in their tracks. It was the sound of a shot, startlingly distinct in the still night air, that had arrested them. The explosion seemed near at hand.

“What was that?” asked Lexington, his heart beating a little quicker. “It was a revolver shot!”

“No, it was a shot from an automatic pistol, you could tell that by the repercussion,” said Socrates quietly, “and it came from the direction of the Three Oaks.”

He took a small hand-torch from his pocket and threw a beam along the hedgerow.

“Here is the path,” he said. “Now, steady the Buffs, Lexington! And whatever else you do, keep out of my line of fire!”

In his right hand had appeared, as if by magic, a fat ugly weapon with a short barrel and an unhealthy calibre. He ran lightly down the twisting path, checking his speed and extinguishing his light before they came to the avenue through the bushes.

He halted for a second as they came in sight of the great branch visible against the background of velvet sky. There was no sound but their own breathing and he went on, flashing his lamp on the ground before him.

“Oh, yes!” he said suddenly.

It was the same “Oh, yes” he had used before, and the same provocation was there. A man lay on his face beneath the branch, his arms extended motionless.

A trickle of blood was running from under his head.

“Jetheroe!” cried Socrates Smith, and was stooping to turn the body on its back.

And then from near at hand came a peal of maniacal laughter, a shrill “Hoo-Hoo!” of delight that chilled the blood of the young man. Swiftly Socrates turned his light in the direction but no one was visible.

“Come out or I’ll shoot,” he said.

“Ping!
 ” The bullet missed him by the fraction of a second, but he had seen the flash and twice his heavy revolver barked, and then there was a rustle of bushes and silence.

The two men dashed into the bush and heard the rustle of branches as their quarry fled.

It was a quarter of an hour before they gave up their search and returned to the Three Oaks. And here the surprise of the evening awaited them.

The body of Theodore Kenneth Ward, alias Jetheroe, had vanished!
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“Thank God she doesn’t know it’s her father,” said Socrates after a particularly painful interview with the girl, “and yet I guess that she had a feeling that there was something more than friendship in that man’s attitude.”

“Stone won’t tell her, will he?” asked Lexington.

Socrates shook his head.

“Stone’s too dead beat to tell anybody anything,” he said. “He heard the shot and turned out all his servants to search for the lunatic.”

“Can Jetheroe’s people throw any light on the mystery?”

Socrates shook his head.

“He was in his library, that’s all they knew, and he left it without any word and went out. That’s the last they saw of him.”

“Was his window open?”

“Yes, his window was open as Gritt said it was.”

“Is it possible somebody communicated with him through the window,” said Lexington, “and persuaded him to come out?”

“That is not only possible, it is a certainty. Jetheroe was lured to his fate, and went expecting it. We found his revolver with the hammer raised, loaded in six chambers. He must have come with his gun in hand to an appointment which has likely enough ended in his death.”

“But where is the body?” asked Lex. “We’ve searched the valley all night, and we’ve found no trace of it. The only thing we know is that Jetheroe has disappeared.”

Socrates Smith had asked himself the same question many times.

“He must have confederates — I’m talking about the murderer,” he said. “And that upsets all my theories. Yet I cannot exclude the possibility of other people being in these crimes. Let me see!” He stretched back in his chair and ticked off the incidents, finger by finger.

“He killed Mandle. He made elaborate preparations to kill Bob Stone. He has probably killed Jetheroe, now who else is he going to kill?”

Lexington shifted uneasily in his chair.

“It gives me the creeps, Soc,” he said, “another half-an-inch and you’d have got yours last night.”

Soc nodded.

“The question is,” he said softly and meditatively, “is it necessary that Molly should die? I don’t think so.”

“Good God!” gasped Lexington springing up, his face drawn. “You don’t suggest in that coldblooded fashion that they have any grudge against Molly?”

“I wouldn’t rule out even that possibility,” said Soc thoughtfully. “It depends entirely upon—” he stopped.

“You’ve a disgusting habit of cutting your sentences short,” said Lex irritably. “What does it depend on?”

“I’ve only a theory so far,” said Soc, but in this matter he was not telling the truth, for his theory was a certainty in his mind, only — there remained Pool-in-the-Moor to be cleared up, and that it was Pool-in-the-Moor he discovered in the course of the day.

“An untenanted farmhouse three miles out of Ashburton on the Newton Abbot road,” was the message he received from Exeter. “The proprietor is a Frenchman who never visits his property. It was purchased by him twenty years ago for £630 from Haggit & George of Torquay.”

“That is what I call a businesslike communication,” said Socrates with satisfaction. “What is happening, Lex?” he asked. “I heard a babble of talk downstairs.”

“They’ve arrested Gritt,” said Lexington, “our inspector friend is determined to arrest somebody, and Gritt has been breathing fire and torture against Jetheroe and uttering mysterious threats of what he was going to do to him.”

Socrates nodded.

“That is fairly easily explained,” he said. “He thought he was going to get Jetheroe arrested. Poor devil! I wish he had been now. If I’d followed the advice of Bob Stone, Jetheroe would have been alive and well to-day.”

The young man had some other trouble on his mind than the woes of Mr. Gritt, or even the tragic fate which had overtaken Jetheroe.

“Do you seriously think, Soc, that Molly is in any kind of danger, from any cause whatsoever?”

His brother shook his head.

“Honestly I can’t tell you definitely,” he said. “In certain eventualities, there is a danger. Will you answer a question if I put it to you straightly, Lex?”

“‘Yes,” said the other quietly.

“Are you in love with Molly Templeton?”

Lex hesitated and then:

“Yes I am,” he said in the same tone. “I love her very dearly.”

“Have you told her so?”

“No, I haven’t,” Lex shook his head. “I haven’t had the courage to risk a refusal.”

“Are you going to tell her so?” persisted Socrates.

“I will at the first opportunity. It would be indecent to talk of love at a moment like this when the poor girl is simply distracted by the disappearance of her best friend.”

Again Socrates nodded.

“I see the position,” said he. “What do you think she feels toward you?”

“I think she likes me.”

“Loves you?”

“Well, I couldn’t say that without being a conceited pup,” said Lexington, “but I think she likes me very much. I think she knows that I love her.”

“That’s all it is necessary to know,” said Socrates, “if a woman knows a man loves her and continues to treat him like a human being, you may be sure she loves him.”

“Do you think so?” he asked eagerly.

“I’m not out giving advice on how to tell when a lady loves you,” said Socrates with a half smile, though he was serious enough. “Let me know how this thing progresses, will you? You see, Lex,” he squeezed the boy’s arm affectionately. “You’re the beginning and end of my family, and I’m rather interested in your affairs, particularly an affair which may—” again he stopped, an irritating practice of his.

“May what?” asked Lexington patiently.

“May upset my household arrangements,” said Soc, but the other knew that that was not what he was going to say. And then a suspicion dawned on him.

“You don’t think Molly knows anything about these horrible crimes, do you, Soc?”

“No, I don’t,” said the other, but he hesitated just a little too long, and Lexington misconstrued that pause.

“Do you think she knows—” he began in horrified tones, and Soc laughed aloud.

“Go and make love to her, my boy, and leave me alone,” he said. “Would you like to go to a nice healthy inquest this afternoon, or am I going solo.”

“So far as I’m concerned you’re going solo,” said Lexington, and then, “I suppose there’s no chance of your being shot at on the way.”

“Very little chance. I am taking Bob for a bodyguard. You can pursue your philandering with a clear conscience.”

The inquest was a formal affair and was adjourned as Socrates expected it to be. The new development represented by the disappearance of Jetheroe gave the murder a peculiarly sinister aspect, and Scotland Yard was represented at the trial by one of its highest officials.

“I don’t think we can do better than leave you in charge, Mr. Smith,” he said when the proceedings were over. “As a matter of form we shall have to send a man down to take official control, and he will probably get all the kudos that is going.”

“He can have a few of the bullets that are going too,” said Socrates, and told what he had no occasion to tell at the inquest, the story of the shot in the dark.

“Do you think it is the act of a madman?”

“It is possible,” replied Socrates. “On the other hand that maniacal laughter may have been part of the general scheme of camouflage. Remember this, that the fight is between the nerve of the murderer and the nerve of the man who is trying to get him. And the nerve that breaks first is the nerve that loses. A good creepy burst of wild and fiendish merriment is calculated to shake the nerve of better men than I, and incidentally spoil his good shooting. Unhappily for the murderer, my nerves remained at concert pitch,” he said.

“You’re a wonderful fellow, Mr. Smith. It’s a thousand pities you did not remain in the force.”

“If I had remained in the force I should have been a perfectly useless commissioner by now,” said Socrates Smith, and hastily apologised, for his companion held that exalted rank.

“There are many things I cannot understand about Mandle’s death,” said the commissioner at parting. “Why were handcuffs in his pocket? Whom did he expect to arrest?”

The discovery of the handcuffs had been made when the body was searched at Haslemere. Curiously enough, Socrates had not made a search.

“Heavens knows,” was his reply.

They talked of the fire and of the losses which had been sustained by members of the house-party. “I only brought one suit case. I shall miss that old fellow,” said Socrates. “Miss Templeton lost practically everything except her diary, which I gather she keeps under her pillow. Girl-like it is probably filled with her most sacred thoughts.”

The commissioner laughed.

Recounting the conversation after Bob had gone home — he had never attempted to spend an evening with them since the night of the fire — Socrates bantered the girl.

“I didn’t see any diary,” said Lexington in surprise, and Socrates chuckled.

“Mr. Smith, I think you were a pig to tell the commissioner that,” said the crimson-faced girl. “I don’t put sacred thoughts in my diary at all. Anyway I don’t have many.”

His twinkling eyes were fixed on hers.

“When I see a young lady hugging a fat little volume that is locked,” he said solemnly, “I scent an outpouring of soul, a self-communing which is very refreshing to an ancient like myself.”

She pleaded guilty. She had kept diaries for years, she said, but they had all been destroyed in the fire except the one which she had mechanically grasped when she was aroused by the smoke and the crackling of the burning building.

“Why did you rag Molly about her diary?” asked Lexington when they were alone.

“Why shouldn’t I rag anybody about anything?” asked Socrates.

“Do you think there’s anything in that diary—” he did not complete the sentence.

“Yes?” encouraged the other.

“About Mandle or Jetheroe? Anything that is dangerous to her?”

“It is very possible,” replied Socrates, so seriously that his brother’s jaw dropped.

“But she knows nothing about them that she hasn’t told us, Soc.”

“I merely say it is very possible,” said Socrates, and took up his newspaper.

Lexington sought out the girl and took her for a walk. It had become a practice of theirs, this little stroll in front of the hotel, and every time he had accompanied her the walk had grown a longer one.

“You don’t mind my brother fooling, do you?” he asked.

“I think he is a dear,” she replied.

“Oh,” he said in surprise, “I thought you didn’t like him?”

She laughed softly.

“How can you tell whether I like people or not?” she asked, a fatal question.

“How do I know that you like me?” he asked, huskily bold.

“You?” she said, and if she was not surprised, her tone was perfectly feigned. “Why, of course you know I like you, Lexington.”

“And I like you,” said Lex lamely and then before he knew what had happened, or understood the impulse which moved him, she was in his arms and her lips were against his. It was a tremendous and awful moment for Lexington Smith. He could stand outside of himself and be amazed at his own audacity. Something like a panic seized him and he had an insane desire to run away, but he held tightly to the girl and, if the truth be told, he might have found some difficulty in disengaging himself from the arms which had stolen timidly round his neck.

“And there let us leave them, gentle reader,” quoth Socrates Smith, an unwilling but nevertheless interested spectator, since they had chosen for that occasion the crest of a gentle rise so that they stood outlined against the deep orange of the western sky.

It was an hour later before he heard their voices outside of the sittingroom door, and then Lexington came in alone, flushed, triumphant, walking on air.

He shut the door behind him and sat at the table confronting his brother with shining eyes.

“Soc, old bird, I have something to tell you,” he said.

“You’re engaged to Molly Templeton,” said Soc, and Lex gasped.

“How did you know?” he demanded.

“I saw you,” was the calm reply. “A beautiful sight that recalled to me my lost opportunities.”

“You saw me?” gasped Lex incredulously.

“You chose the crest of the rise for your tender embrace,” said Socrates. “I thought you did it on purpose,” he added innocently, and Lex’s face was the colour of a beetroot.

“If Molly only knew, she’d—” he began hollowly.

“Molly doesn’t know, and besides it’s not an unusual phenomenon in these parts,” said Socrates, and he was very thoughtful.

“Are you keeping your engagement a secret?”

“Did you hear us as well?” asked Lex suspiciously.

“No, I was wondering. Are you?”

“Yes,” nodded Lexington. “Molly thinks that it would not be decent to announce the fact so soon after Mr. Mandle’s death.”

Soc nodded, pulling slowly at his cigar. “I am very glad,” he said. “We’re moving to Prince’s Place tomorrow. Bob insists upon our staying there, and it would hardly be nice for poor old Bob—”

“Can’t we stay on here?” asked Lexington with a frown.

The other shook his head.

“We shall have to remain here in the neighbourhood until the inquest is cleared up, and it would be ungracious to refuse Bob’s invitation,” he said. “I’m afraid you’ll have to stick it for that time, Lex. There is no reason why you shouldn’t be married just as soon as you like after we get back to London.”

“Does Molly know we are going to Prince’s Place?”

Soc nodded.

“She didn’t tell me,” complained the young man.

“She probably didn’t attach the same importance to the move as you do,” smiled Socrates. “Anyway, you won’t be dull, Lex. It is a beautiful spot with a wonderful garden. And I can’t see how we can get out of going anyway.”

“I suppose not,” replied Lexington dubiously.

As he passed the girl’s room that night on his way to his room he slipped an unnecessarily long letter he had written to her under the door. There was no reason in the world why he should assure her of his love which could hardly have cooled in so short a time, but in the chronology of lovers, minutes of partings are accounted centuries, and centuries, in one another’s association, flash past as seconds.

The girl interrupted the writing up of her diary, that precious diary she had retrieved from the fire, to pick up the letter and read it. It was an ecstatic letter, and she sat with her face aglow, taking in every scrawled word, merciful to the involved composition. And in the end, she folded it carefully and put it under her pillow, and added yet another closely written paragraph to the recorded events of the day.

She went to bed, but not immediately to sleep. She was dozing when a distant clock struck one, and fell into an uneasy sleep soon afterwards. And then she opened her eyes. She was lying facing the wall and she had seen a flash of light travel along the wall near her head. She turned quickly in the bed and saw a dark figure standing by the writing table and a yellow circle of light moving across its surface.

“Who is there?” she gasped.

“Don’t make a sound, if you value your life!”

The voice was squeaky and high, and in the reflected gleam of the light she saw the glimpse of blue steel.

“What do you want?” she asked in a terrified whisper, but the figure made no answer.

She could only glimpse the face which was half covered by a blue silk handkerchief. The rest was hidden by the peak of a golf cap pulled down over the forehead.

Presently with a little exclamation, the searcher found that which he was seeking. She saw him slip something into his pocket and take up the pistol which she had glimpsed from the table. The light he carried went out suddenly and he backed to the door.

“Don’t scream. I’ll be standing outside for ten minutes,” he said. “If you make a noise—”

He did not complete the sentence but the menace of it struck cold into the girl’s heart.

The door closed softly behind him. How had he got in? She remembered that she had locked the door. She listened and heard the stairs creak. Minutes seemed interminable. At last she could stand it no longer and springing out of bed, she seized her dressing-gown and flung open the door. She knew Socrates’ room was next to her own and she knocked at the panel and his voice immediately answered:

“Who is that?”

“It’s Molly,” she said tearfully, and she heard a word of surprise and the light went up.

“What is the matter?” he asked, and she gasped her story, hysterically.

He picked up a pistol by the side of his bed and ran out of the room and down the stairs. He returned in five minutes with the news that the front door of the inn was unbarred and open, but that there was nobody in sight.

“Now let’s have a look at your room,” he said, and turned his flashlight on the outside of the door.

The end of the key was protruding and he nodded.

“That’s how he came in,” he said. “These old-fashioned keys are pretty easy to turn if you have a strong enough pair of nippers. Have you lost anything?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “He was making a search. I was wondering whether I had any letters of Mr. Mandle’s”

“Was there anything on the table?”

“No,” she said, and then with an exclamation, “my diary!”

“Your diary?” he said quickly.

“It was there,” she pointed and went red and white, “and it’s gone!”
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“There are half-a-dozen ways a man can get into the Chequers,” reported Socrates when he came in to breakfast, “and I’m jolly glad we’re going to Prince’s Place to-day. This is certainly not an impregnable fortress.”

“I wish to heaven you’d called me, Soc,” said Lexington reproachfully.

“I managed to calm Miss Templeton without assistance,” replied Soc, “and I really don’t know what other service you could have rendered, do you, Molly?”

She shook her head, not raising her eyes from her plate.

“But why the dickens did they want your diary, Molly?” asked Lex in a troubled voice. “Was there something in it of great importance?”

“There was a lot in it of great importance,” she said vigorously, “of great importance to me. Oh, Mr. Smith, I could die of shame when I think of that diary in somebody else’s hands.”

She was so obviously distressed that Socrates did not attempt to be humorous, and indeed he was not in a humorous mood.

“Were there any entries concerning Mr. Mandle?” he asked.

She nodded.

“Yes, there were several. I used to write quite a lot about him before — before — a long time ago,” she corrected herself hurriedly, “and much more about Mr. Jetheroe. We were such very good friends, and he was so romantic a figure that I wrote quite a lot about him.”

“You can’t recall what you wrote?”

She shook her head.

“No, I can’t,” she said. “I remember,” she went on slowly, “that I wrote pages and pages about Mr. Mandle’s habits. Life was so dull that I took to studying him and putting my observations into writing. You see, it wasn’t an ordinary day-to-day diary. And this year, if I hadn’t filled up with little sketches of people, there would have been nothing to write about. I used to note how he spent the day and how he would be for hours in his summer house when he wasn’t in the study. There’s a big marble table in the summer house, and on warm days he’d take all his writing material there and stay there until sunset. Timms used to carry his lunch out to him and be on hand if he wanted anything. Mr. Mandle had an electric bell fixed in the summer house that communicated with the kitchen.”

Socrates nodded.

“I’ve seen that,” he said.

“He used to sit there for hours at a time. There was a marble chair that he bought in London and of which he was very fond. They say it was a genuine antique and had come from Italy. Timms used to fill it with cushions for him, and I remember the impression I once had of him as a king enthroned — it was very much like a throne. But really I wrote nothing about him in the diary which any servant in the house could not have told the person who stole the book.”

“It’s queer,” said Socrates quietly.

Without a word he left them alone and went up to the ruined ‘Woodlands,’ which now consisted of two blackened walls and a tangle of burnt timber. The summer house lay at the highest point of the garden and overlooked the Godalming road. It was built of white stone and was an elaborate and beautiful little building surmounted by a gilded roof. Sliding windows were fitted to its four sides, and the interior was waterproof and comfortable. What Molly had described as a throne had certainly that appearance. It was a handsome high-backed seat set behind a table of the same material.

The seat was supported on what appeared to be a solid block of marble, and there was a chaste dignity about the interior, which was very impressive.

Socrates had given the summer house a casual search before, but had not attached any particular significance to John Mandle’s frequent visits. After all it was a place where a man of leisure would wish to spend his solitary hours. The view through the doorway was gorgeous, the situation in every other respect was perfect.

When he got back to the inn the two young people were still talking over the breakfast table, and as he opened the door, there was a stir and a shuffling of chairs, which amused him.

“I think we ought to pack,” he said. “Bob is sending his car over at eleven o’clock.”

He saw the shadow on the girl’s face.

“Don’t you like the idea of staying at Prince’s Place, Molly?” he asked.

“Not very much,” she admitted. “I’m very fond of Mr. Stone, he’s a dear man, but just now,” she looked at Lex, “I don’t really feel that I want to be under his roof.”

Soc understood something of the girl’s reluctance, but there were many reasons why the arrangement suggested by Bob Stone would be to his advantage. He wanted the privacy of a house where his comings and goings would not be observed and where he had a freer use of a telephone. Moreover Bob could offer him resources which the village did not hold. Stone maintained a large household and had two cars which might be very useful indeed.

Bob came in one of them at eleven o’clock, and was greatly concerned to learn of the girl’s night adventure.

“The sooner you’re at Prince’s Place the better,” he said irritably. “Now then, Timms, hurry up with these bags.”

The girl had retained the services of all her stepfather’s household, and the fact that Bob had extended his invitation to these stranded people had a lot to do with her acceptance of his offer.

Timms carried down the bags and they were packed into the limousine, Molly and Lex having already walked on ahead, for the distance was less than half a mile.

Bob looked after them with a troubled face, and Socrates, watching him, felt a momentary twinge of pity. Bob’s glumness, however, wore off almost immediately. “We’ll walk too, Soc,” he said. “There is no news of Jetheroe?”

Socrates shook his head.

“I don’t fancy we’re going to have news of him,” he said. “I can’t understand how they got him away.”

“He may have walked,” suggested Bob.

“He may have done,” agreed Socrates Smith, “but the first impression I had of him was that he was pretty dangerously wounded, if he was not dead.”

“And yet no trace of blood has been found, although we made a very careful examination of the path,” said Bob. “If he had only been stunned and recovered why should he not go back to his own house?”

“That is a question which I find pretty difficult to answer,” replied Socrates. “In many ways Jetheroe’s disappearance is much more mysterious than Mandle’s murder, or the fire, or that extraordinary visitation to Molly last night.”

They took the Three Oak path, and as if by mutual agreement, they came to a stop beneath the fatal bough.

“Have you ever tried to reconstruct the crime?” asked Bob Stone.

Socrates shook his head.

“Not since the first night,” he said. “I know, of course, that Mandle climbed the tree himself—”

“Climbed the tree himself with his knees in that condition?”

“I don’t know anything about his knees,” replied Socrates quietly. “All I know is that he climbed the tree. The first thing I looked at when I went up after him was his boots. They were heavily nailed, and there were bits of bark caught up between the nails and the sole. I have since made a microscopic examination of the bark, and there is no doubt whatever that it is the bark of an oak tree.”

“How came the rope round his body?”

Socrates shook his head.

“You might just as well ask me how Jetheroe came to be in possession of John Mandle’s revolver.”

Bob Stone looked at the other in amazement.

“His revolver?” he said incredulously, and Soc Smith nodded.

“You know Jetheroe’s pistol was found by the side of the path? The hammer was raised, suggesting that he came to an appointment, rather suspicious of the good faith of the gentleman who invited him. That revolver has been identified by Timms as one which he has seen in Mr. Mandle’s room; we have been able to get into touch with the gunsmith who sold him the weapon, and there is no doubt at all that it belonged to Mandle. My own theory is that Jetheroe found the revolver on the night of the murder. Possibly it had dropped from Mandle’s pocket. You remember Gritt’s statement, how Jetheroe came back to his house and stood muttering on the doorstep looking at a revolver which he took from his pocket. He looked at it twice you will recall.”

Stone nodded.

“That is so,” he said thoughtfully, “of course he looked at it twice because it was something new to him, something which had come recently into his possession.”

“Exactly,” said Socrates Smith. “Though I haven’t reconstructed the crime I found the path by which our gentleman of the maniacal laughter made his escape. It’s very easily followed in the daylight, and leads back to the road. If instead of dashing like a lunatic after this person I had sent Lex up to the road he should have seen him emerging from the bushes.”

Stone sighed and resumed the walk.

“It’s a queer case altogether,” he said. “Damned queer.”

Their way led them past the open gates of the White House, and Socrates glanced up the drive out of the tail of his eye, and stopping walked back.

“What is it?” asked Bob joining him.

A stout woman was running down the drive waving her hand in frantic signal.

“I rather fancy that is Jetheroe’s housekeeper,” said Soc.

The woman was moist and breathless.

“I saw you gentlemen from the window,” she said, “and tried to attract your attention.”

“What is it?” asked Socrates quickly, “has Mr. Jetheroe been found?”

“No, sir, but I’ve been going through the house carefully and I’ve found one or two strange things that I’d like you to see. You are the gentleman in charge of the case, aren’t you?”

Socrates nodded, and followed the breathless lady up the drive.

“We’ve been so upset,” she said, “that we haven’t known whether we’re on our head or on our heels. I told Thomas, that’s Mr. Jetheroe’s man, that I was certain he wasn’t dead.”

“Have you heard from him?” asked Socrates.

She shook her head.

“No, sir, I’ve not heard from him, but I’m sure it won’t be long before we do.”

She was evidently determined upon having her own mystery, and Socrates did not press her for further information, until she revealed the evidence which she had apparently unearthed.

She led them up the stairs, and opened the door of the bathroom with something of a dramatic flourish.

“This is what I found,” she said.

On a chair were two or three handkerchiefs, though it was difficult at first to recognise them as such, for they were stiff and caked with some dark brown stain.

“Blood!” said Socrates. “Where did you find them?”

“Under the bath tub,” said the woman. “I was having a turn out this morning and I found them pushed right under. I know they weren’t there a week ago, because I had this room cleaned under my own eye. Mr. Jetheroe was rather particular.”

“Those are bloodstains all right,” said Bob Stone, taking one of the stained squares from the other’s hand.

“And that isn’t all I found,” said the woman triumphantly. “I put two and two together and I looked round and remembered that Mr. Jetheroe kept his medicine chest in here. Not exactly a medicine chest, but a cupboard. Most people keep their medicines in the bathroom,” she explained, “and Mr. Jetheroe had a sort of first-aid locker here.”

“Is that it?” asked Bob, pointing to a white cupboard which hung on the wall.

“I’ve never thought to look before,” she said, opening the two doors and revealing an array of bottles and a confusion of bandages and lint which were entangled in a heap in one corner. “Somebody’s been here since I saw it last,” she said, “Mr. Jetheroe was very neat and tidy and besides, look at that,” she pointed to a bloody thumbprint on the shelf.

Socrates took out the bandages carefully. Two or three had little brown stains, a bottle half-filled with iodine stood corkless on a lower shelf. It had been used by somebody who had handled it carelessly, as a brown rim of the fluid testified.

“After I found this,” said Mrs. Howard importantly, “I looked carefully round, especially the bath. If you look, sir, you can see that somebody has been using the bathroom tap to bathe a wound.” There was a tiny speckle of stain on the smooth white side of the bath to support her hypothesis. Socrates nodded.

“You ought to be a detective, Mrs. Howard,” he said good-humouredly. “There’s no doubt about that, Bob, is there?”

He pointed to the bath, Bob nodded.

“He evidently got in here and cleaned himself up. He used a bandage and probably one of these linen pads,” he went on, taking from the cupboard a handful of small antiseptic pads which the careful householder keeps against moments of emergency.

“But why didn’t he stay?” asked Socrates puzzled. “What reason had he for disappearing? When do you think Mr. Jetheroe came?” he asked. “Last night?”

The woman hesitated.

“He may have done, sir, he may have come in the night before. You see we weren’t expecting anything unusual, and nobody stayed up. Mr. Jetheroe always used his key. Until we were wakened by the police at three o’clock in the morning we had no idea that anything had happened to him.”

“I see,” said Socrates. “Then there is a possibility that between the hour of his shooting and the time you were awakened he may have come in, dressed his wounds and cleared out again. It certainly looks so.”

He examined the cupboard again and made a more careful inspection of the bathroom.

“May I see Mr. Jetheroe’s own bedroom?” he asked.

“That’s what I was going to suggest, sir,” said the housekeeper leading the way. “I haven’t been able to take stock yet, so I don’t know whether any clothes have disappeared. I do remember the following morning that his collar drawer was pulled open, but apparently none of his other things were touched.”

Mr. Jetheroe was a methodical man and a neat one. He was in the habit, so the housekeeper told Socrates, of valeting himself and putting away his own clothing. Three or four suits were hanging in a deep cupboard.

“You haven’t looked at these, have you?” asked Bob.

Socrates shook his head.

“Let’s have them out,” he said.

The second hanger that was unhooked from its suspending rail removed any doubt he might have had as to the fate which had overtaken Jetheroe. It was a dark shooting-coat, and the shoulders were suspiciously immobile. Socrates carried the coat to the light.

“This is the coat he was wearing when he was attacked,” he said. “Look, the shoulders are stiff with blood. Well, that settles Mr. Jetheroe. He’s alive.”

“But where?” asked Bob.

Socrates shrugged.

“You might as well ask me, but why? He has his own reason for disappearing, and I daresay we shall know all about it in a day or two. Thank you, Mrs. Howard,” he turned to the woman. “You certainly have the detective’s instinct, and you can relieve your mind of any worry you may have as to whether Mr. Jetheroe is alive or dead.”

A quarter of an hour later he was walking down the beautiful drive that led to Prince’s Place. From the moment they left the house until their arrival at Bob’s residence neither man had spoken, and it was Socrates who broke the silence.

“This discovery,” he said quietly, “has relieved me of a great deal of personal anxiety.”

“What do you mean?” asked the other in surprise. “Were you very much worried about Jetheroe disappearing?”

“In a sense,” said Soc, “but worried is hardly the word I should have used. I was apprehensive. Now that Jetheroe is in the land of the living I have at least a reprieve. For the unknown slayer of John Mandle will certainly devote his attention to the killing of Jetheroe before he turns his homicidal eye upon me.”

Bob looked at him open-eyed.

“Do you think that you are in any danger?” he asked slowly.

“I am pretty certain about that,” replied Socrates, “and I should imagine that my method of destruction is going to be a peculiarly sticky one — both for me and my murderer,” he added grimly.

Lex and the girl did not arrive till some time afterwards.

Bob Stone had given her the best room in the house, and when she had inspected her new habitation she was filled with praise of Bob and his thoughtfulness. It was a large room overlooking an old-world garden, a garden which had existed and had lifted its fragrance to the clear heavens, even in the days when beribboned cavaliers had lorded it at the old Chequers. It had been an ancient garden when Nelson bowled down the Portsmouth Road on his way to join the “Victory.” It had seen successions of edifices known as “Prince’s Place” rise and crumble, and was to-day as fresh, as beautiful, and as comforting, as it had been when its Elizabethan gardeners had laid down its quaint beds.

Molly was overjoyed at the news, she was happy but bewildered.

“I cannot understand why he should have gone away,” she said, puzzled. “He’s the most matter-of-fact man, and really, in spite of his picturesque appearance, there is nothing whatever mysterious about him. Do you think that he is in the neighbourhood?”

“I don’t think so,” replied Socrates. They were walking in the garden after lunch.

“But why should he hide at all?” insisted the girl with a little frown. “I don’t understand it. Mr. Jetheroe has done nothing wrong, has he?” she asked quickly.

“He has done nothing wrong recently,” said Socrates, and she looked at him doubtfully.

“Recently?” she repeated.

“Mr. Jetheroe has had a very hard life,” Socrates hastened to explain his ambiguous words, remembering that the time might come when the girl’s relationship with Jetheroe would be revealed. “And, my dear, you have to remember that scientists tell us that all our cell structures change every seven years, so that the present Mr. Jetheroe can hardly be saddled with the indiscretions of his youth. I repeat he has had a very hard life and has suffered unjustly at somebody’s hands.”

“Do you think he was concerned in the murder of Mr. Mandle?” she asked turning pale.

He shook his head.

“There is no question in my mind that he is perfectly innocent of that murder. But—”

“But?” she repeated.

“But there is a little mystery about him which has to be cleared up.”

“But why is he hiding?” she repeated. “Why should he hide? What has he to fear?”

“He has to fear a repetition of his unpleasant experience of the night before last,” said Soc gravely, “and now don’t puzzle your pretty little head about these things. There is Lexington who I have no doubt can tell you something ever so much more interesting than I can invent.”

He was called from the couple a few minutes later. A telephone message had come from London, and he hastened to the instrument to learn that a messenger was on his way to Prince’s Place, with an important communication. The messenger proved to be a young man from the London and Surrey Bank.

“Our general manager sent me down. We communicated with Scotland Yard and I was instructed to come to you,” said the visitor.

“What is it?” asked Socrates.

“I’m at the Lothbury branch of the London and Surrey Bank,” explained the clerk, “and we carry Mr. Jetheroe’s account—”

“Just one moment.”

He had taken the visitor into the dining room.

“I think if you don’t mind we’ll walk out into the garden,” he said, “into the cabbage garden for preference,” he added humorously, “because although cabbages have hearts they have no ears and this house is full of strange servants. Now,” he demanded when they were alone, save for the harmless vegetables he had described. “You say Mr. Jetheroe’s account was at the Lothbury branch of the London and Surrey Bank. Well?”

“Yes, sir,” said the clerk, “we saw the account of Mr. Jetheroe’s disappearance, but apparently we saw it too late, for an hour before we had cashed a cheque for £500 on his account.”

He took out from his pocketbook an envelope and produced a cheque form.

Socrates examined it. It was signed in a bold hand and the signature he knew was Jetheroe’s.

“Who presented this cheque?” he asked.

“Mr. Jetheroe himself, according to the cashier who paid it out.”

“Did the cashier notice anything peculiar about him?”

The clerk nodded.

“His head was bandaged, and the cashier asked him if he’d had an accident. Mr. Jetheroe replied that he had fallen from a motorcycle, and our cashier thought it was rather remarkable that a gentleman of Mr. Jetheroe’s age should go in for motorcycling.”

“Did he give any indication as to where he was going?”

“No, sir,” replied the clerk. “All he said was that it might be necessary for him to cash further cheques, but that it was very improbable that he could come himself.”

Socrates Smith scratched his ear thoughtfully.

“Is it permitted to ask how Mr. Jetheroe’s account stands at the bank?”

“He has a considerable balance, sir. The manager told me that in all probability I should be asked that question, and he gave me the exact figures. He has over £4,000 in cash, and a very considerable number of securities deposited with us. He inherited a lot of money from an aunt about six years ago — we used to carry her account too, that is how we came to be his bankers. We conduct his business, draw his dividends, and generally act as his agents when he is abroad. Our manager got a little bit nervous about the publicity,” the clerk went on, “and he thought the best thing to do was to communicate with Scotland Yard and, after consulting our head office, that is what he did.”

“Thank you,” said Socrates after a while. “I was certain that Mr. Jetheroe was alive and I had proof of the fact this morning. When was this cheque cashed?”

“Yesterday morning about half-past eleven, and in view of the message—”

“The message,” said Socrates in surprise, “what do you mean?”

“Oh Lord,” said the embarrassed clerk, “I forgot to tell you. Look, sir,” he turned the cheque over. There was a line of scrawled writing near the perforated edge. It was written in pencil and was faint.

Socrates carried the cheque to the light and read:

“S.S. Don’t leave Molly. J.”



XVI. A Marble Throne


Table of Contents


It was a message intended for him. Of that there was no doubt. Jetheroe knew that the bank would immediately communicate with Scotland Yard when his disappearance was remarked upon and that the cheque would come into the hands of Socrates Smith.

“S.S. Don’t leave Molly. J,” read Socrates again.

So the girl was in danger, and Jetheroe knew without knowing from whence or in what shape the danger would come.

“I’m very sorry, sir,” stammered the clerk. “That was really what I came down about. You see the cashier didn’t notice the message until the cheque was turned into the manager’s office. He spotted it at once, because we make a practice at the bank when a customer draws a cheque in his own favour of getting him to endorse his name on the cheque. When the manager turned it over he found that by some mistake the cashier had paid out without this endorsement. Of course, it is not absolutely necessary, but it is a practice at the bank. It was then that he discovered the writing.”

So Jetheroe was deliberately hiding himself and intended to remain in hiding. Moreover, Socrates inferred, Jetheroe would not be on hand to afford the girl the protection which he craved from the detective.

He borrowed one of Bob’s cars to drive the young man back to the station and returned to Prince’s Place in time for dinner.

Bob knew that he had had a visitor, but Socrates did not tell him or Lex who that visitor had been or the purport of his visit. Socrates has been described as secretive, and it was not an unfair description. His alter ego lived within and communed with himself.

There were very few people in the world who needed less the encouragement and help which outside consultation brings, than Socrates Smith. Only, he was a little more thoughtful, a little more reticent, and a little less companionable in these moments of self-communion, and Bob Stone who recognised the symptoms jumped at the conclusion that it was the discovery in Mr. Jetheroe’s bathroom which reduced Socrates Smith to silence through the meal.

Despite his preoccupation Soc did not fail to notice with pleasant surprise that Bob Stone’s attitude both toward Lex and the girl was all that could be desired. Apparently he had accepted the evidence of his eyes and knew that fate had marked these two young people for one another, and being the shrewd man he was, he had mastered his own desires and had accepted the situation philosophically.

“Well,” said Bob at parting that night, “you’ve had quite an exciting three days.”

“Three days?” said Socrates Smith in genuine surprise. “It seems like three years!”

“I have been talking to Molly tonight,” said Bob, “about ‘The Woodlands.’ She has decided to rebuild the place and sell it. It is too full of unpleasant memories for her to live there, she says, and I agree.”

Soc nodded.

“I hope they won’t start rebuilding until I’ve had a very complete rake over,” he said.

“Do you still expect to find evidence in the ruins?” asked Bob.

Socrates nodded.

“I’ve had three men there since the morning after the fire, and the Salvage Department in London has lent me one of their best and most knowledgeable men.”

“I saw some people poking round as we went past to-day,” said Bob. “I didn’t know they were working for you. I think it’s rather a forlorn hope.”

“I think so too,” agreed Socrates, “but as you know, it is from these forlorn hopes that one gets the best and most promising material.”

The next morning, as was his usual practice, he walked over to ‘The Woodlands’ and interviewed the salvage man, and the interview was not a very encouraging one.

“I’ve never seen so thorough and complete a destruction in my life,” said the official, “there is hardly a scrap of woodwork that isn’t burnt.”

“Have you been through the remains of the desk?”

The other nodded.

“I’ve practically passed it through a sieve,” he said, “but there was nothing there. You were up last night looking round, weren’t you?”

“I?” said Socrates. “No, I didn’t come near the place.”

“One of our men saw somebody wandering around with an electric lamp,” said the officer, “I thought it must be you.”

“What time was this?”

“Some time after dark,” said the salvage man. “My man lives at a cottage down the road and he’d been to the Chequers to get a drink and was going home. It must have been half-past nine, for the bar closes at that time. He saw somebody moving about, but took no particular notice, thinking it was you. When he told me this morning I thought the same.”

Socrates Smith was silent. It had never occurred to him that the mystery man could expect to find anything of interest in the wreckage.

“You’d better arrange for one of your men to stay on guard tonight,” he said. “And whilst I think of it, tell the workmen to be very careful not to use the summer house to take their meals in. I saw a couple of them there yesterday.”

The salvage official nodded.

“I’ve already warned them,” he said. “It’s a beautiful little place.”

They walked slowly up the steep path of the knoll on which the summer house was sited.

“The marble is very rare and probably very valuable,” explained Socrates, and then he came to the door of the house and rapped out an unaccustomed oath.

“They’ve been here already,” he said angrily. “Look!”

The marble table was overturned and broken into two pieces. The chair, that beautiful marble “throne” as the girl had described it, was overthrown from its solid pedestal.

“Now that’s too bad,” said Socrates angrily.

“My men wouldn’t do a thing like this,” protested the salvage officer, stepping over the ruins of the table. “Look, sir, what do you make of that?”

The base of the throne which Socrates had thought solid, was in fact a hollow cavity and at the bottom was a flat tin box.

He stooped and pulled it out. The lock had been wrenched away and it was empty except for one sheet of paper, which the marauder had evidently left in his hurry. Socrates took the paper to the light. It was a title-page, written in John Mandle’s bold fist that he knew so well, and it ran:

“Statement by John Mandle, ex-detective inspector Metropolitan Police Force, in regard to what happened at Pool-in-the-Moor, on February 27th, 1902.”

Socrates sprang back into the summer house and made a quick careful search, but there was no other vestige of paper. The midnight visitor who had prowled around with an electric torch had done his work remarkably well. The statement still existed, but in whose hands?

Workmen were hastily summoned and lifted the top of the chair back to the pedestal. It was uninjured, and the salvage man explained how unnecessary it had been to overthrow the top at all.

“It opens like a lid with the slightest pressure,” he said, and illustrated his words. “Do you see? The back of the seat is morticed and the balance is so perfect that a push of the hand will throw the chair back and uncover the opening.”

Bob was not at home when Socrates returned to Prince’s Place. He owned a farm some ten miles away and had gone there to pay his labourers.

Lexington was discovered in a shady arbour and torn from the fascinating employment of holding Molly’s wool.

“Sorry to interrupt you, Lex, but I have made rather an important discovery this morning,” said Soc without preliminary, when he had got the boy into his room. “I have found the hiding place of John Mandle’s manuscript.”

“Have you found the manuscript?” asked Lexington.

“One sheet of it,” said Soc. “Read that and tell me what you make of it.”

His brother took in the contents of the sheet at a glance.

“It’s obviously the title-page. Do you think the rest of the stuff was there?”

Soc nodded.

“Somebody had a particular reason for destroying this manuscript,” he said, “and even went to the length of burning down ‘The Woodlands’ to affect that purpose. Evidently there was a trouble pressing very heavily upon John Mandle’s conscience, and I should imagine that that, more than the fact that he had tricked Molly’s mother into a bigamous marriage, was worrying him all the time and was responsible for his chronic state of nerves. What is more, he must have expected that the person against whose arrival he so carefully guarded himself would try to get hold of his confession, for a confession I am certain it was. That is why he kept his manuscript in the summer house. You remember that Molly told us he spent hours there, working, and was never interrupted save when he rang a bell to bring his servant.”

“Then you think,” said Lexington after a moment’s thought, “that it was this person who was poking about in the ruins last night? It might have been Bob. He’s interested in the case.”

“Not sufficiently interested,” said Socrates. “Besides Bob was with me all last night from dinner time until nearly midnight. It was half-past nine when the unknown was seen.”

“Jetheroe?” suggested Lex, and Socrates made no answer. “Do you think it was Jetheroe?”

“It might have been,” admitted Soc.

“If it was Jetheroe,” said Lexington, “and if Jetheroe had an interest in destroying this statement, he must have been the man who killed Mr. Mandle.”

“I shouldn’t be surprised,” was the evasive answer. “Lex, I wanted to tell you that I am engaging a new valet.”

“You’re not firing Septimus?” asked the astonished Lexington, for the aged Septimus had been his brother’s servant for years.

“I can’t bring Septimus down here. He wouldn’t like it,” said Socrates solemnly. “He doesn’t approve of new places or new people. And it is his boast that he hasn’t been two miles from Regent’s Park in his life. No, I’m bringing down Frank.”

“And who the dickens is Frank?” asked Lex.

“Frank is a model of all that a servant should be. He is a bachelor of arts and a bachelor of science. He has been secretary to two assistant commissioners and he looks like being a commissioner himself one of these days,” said Socrates with a little smile.

Lexington drew a long sigh.

“Oh, I see. In other words, he is a detective.”

“In vulgar words he is a split,” said Socrates, “and I want him very badly around the house.”

“Bob won’t like that.”

“Bob won’t know,” said Socrates. “I admit it’s playing it low down on poor old Bob to bring a detective into his household, but I have instructions which must be carried out,” he said humorously, remembering the message on the cheque, “and I don’t think Bob is capable of affording Molly the protection which is necessary for her good health and well being. Nor you either,” he said stopping the other’s protest. “You’re too much in love with Molly, and that addles your brain and distorts your judgment. No, Frank will do admirably.”

“Of course, if you don’t think I can protect Molly—” began Lexington.

“I don’t,” said the other briefly, “and more especially is this the case since you will not be here. Without making any further mystery about the matter,” Socrates went on, “I am going into Devonshire to look at Pool-in-the-Moor. I am especially interested in the possibilities which that dilapidated farmhouse may hold. And you’re going with me.”

“Oh, I see,” said the young man relieved, “that is why you sent for Frank.”

“That is precisely the reason,” said Socrates, “and I may add that as Frank, to my knowledge, is engaged to a very pretty girl, the daughter of Staines, the pathologist, you need have no qualms about losing your lady.”

Frank arrived that afternoon, a quiet goodlooking young man, and an ideal servant. He brushed and pressed clothes to perfection and was an instant success in the servants’ hall.

“You don’t mind my foisting another servant on you, do you, Bob?”

“Not a bit,” said Bob Stone with a laugh when Socrates had explained the presence of his servitor. “But what has happened to that dithering old gentleman who used to look after you in Regent’s Park?”

“Septimus is no traveller,” lied Socrates glibly, “and he’s not much of a worker in these days. I had to get this new man in on the pretence that he was looking after Lex.”

Bob Stone nodded.

“Now come along to the study,” he said.

Socrates had suggested the adjournment during lunch and the two men went along to Bob’s cosy den.

“What is the important discovery?” asked Bob and Socrates told him about the happening of the morning.

“So he kept his little secret under the marble chair, eh?” said Bob slowly. “What a queer fellow he was! What a queer fellow! Have you any idea as to what this manuscript contained?”

“Something particularly grisly, I expect,” said Socrates. “I shall have to trace Mandle’s movements on February 27th, 1902.”

“I can save you a lot of trouble there,” said Bob rising and going to a locked cupboard. “In 1902 Mandle and I were working more or less together, and I have a record of our movements. Not exactly a diary,” he smiled. “Poor Molly, I suppose she hasn’t found that diary of hers?”

Socrates shook his head.

“I used to keep just a brief record of my movements and the cases I was on,” said Bob, unlocking the cupboard door and running his hand along a row of uniform volumes. “Here we are, 1902.” He pulled down what was obviously a small office diary and turned the leaves. “‘February 27th. That was on a Friday,” he said. “I was at Cardiff looking for the man Deveroux. I remember I searched an outgoing steamer bound for Bilbao.”

“Was Mandle with you?” asked Socrates in surprise.

Bob nodded.

“Here is the entry,” he pointed. “Mandle and I searched S.S. Antrim
 . No sign of Deveroux. We went back to London the next day. No, on the Sunday,” he pointed out the entry.

“Then if anything happened at Pool-in-the-Moor on that day Mandle could not have been present. He must have learnt of it afterwards,” said Socrates.

“Obviously,” replied Bob. “Where is Pool-in-the-Moor? It sounds like Devonshire to me.”

Socrates nodded again.

“It is a farm on the Ashburton road, the property of a Frenchman,” he said. “So far as I can gather it is a derelict property and unoccupied.”

“Why don’t you go down and have a look at it?” asked Bob.

“I thought of going tomorrow,” replied the other, “and taking Lexington with me. Did Mandle ever talk to you about the place?”

Bob Stone shook his head.

“Do you know what I think about Mandle,” he asked seriously. “I think he was mad.”

“Mad?”

Bob nodded.

“He had all sorts of queer hallucinations. I don’t for one minute believe that his life was ever seriously threatened, and I am certain that all those spring-guns and mantraps with which he laced the lawn, were symptoms of his monomania.”

“He had good cause to fear,” said Socrates drily.

“You mean he was murdered? Yes, but isn’t there a chance that the person who killed him was not the person — the imaginary person I daresay — whom he expected? Mandle was almost as furtive a fellow as you, Soc. He was always weaving mysteries about weird untenanted houses and the sight of a dilapidated building was quite sufficient to start him speculating upon all sorts of mysterious crimes which may have been committed there. And don’t forget that Mandle spent a lot of his time motoring through Devonshire. It was his favourite holiday place, and, as likely as not, he came upon this Pool-in-the-Moor and, struck by its quaint title, weaved some fantastic romance about it.”

“I wouldn’t say that was impossible,” said Socrates thoughtfully, “but I’ll go along and look at the Pool-in-the-Moor.”

“You’ll probably be very disappointed,” smiled Bob. “Poor old Mandle. He is giving us a great deal more trouble after his death than he gave us before.”

“By the way,” said Socrates as he was leaving the study, “do you mind if Frank sleeps in my dressing-room? I am leaving behind a lot of little things which may have an important bearing upon the case if we ever get any farther with it.”

“Why not put them in my safe?” asked Bob. “But perhaps you’d rather not. Certainly let your man sleep there. He’s a pretty useful fellow but he doesn’t clean boots very well,” he said, dropping his eyes to Socrates’ feet.

A little later Soc interviewed his grave manservant.

“Weldon, you’re a rotten boot-cleaner. Bob spotted my brogues.”

“I’m awfully sorry, Mr. Smith,” said the apologetic Frank, “but the fact is boots are my weak point. I’ll take a few lessons when I get back to town.”

“You’ll sleep here, Frank,” said Socrates opening the door of his dressing-room. “They’ll put a bed there for you. You are now in the next room to Miss Templeton, and whilst I am away you will get all the sleep you can in the daytime and be alert at night. I would even suggest your sitting in the dark with your door ajar.”

Frank nodded.

“Do you expect any attempt to be made on this lady?” he asked.

“I think nothing is more certain,” said Socrates.
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He left early the next morning with Lex, and the girl motored down to the station with them to see them off. It was a long and tiring cross-country journey, and it was night before they reached Exeter. There was nothing to be done before the morning, and they were both too tired to be interested in anything but the comfortable beds at the Crown Hotel. But before he retired for the night Socrates put through a long-distance call and had the satisfaction of a chat with Molly. To Lexington’s intense annoyance, for the young man did not know of this telephone conversation until later.

On arriving at Exeter, Socrates had received from the agent at Torquay exact instructions as to the location of Pool-in-the-Moor and, after an early breakfast, they motored across Dartmoor, dipped down its steep street into Ashburton and climbed the hill on the other side of the town to emerge upon a wild stretch of moorland.

“That must be the place,” said Socrates, consulting the letter he had received from the agent. He pointed to a building which stood against the skyline with no other habitation within sight.

There are very few trees on Dartmoor, but it looked as though the farm was surrounded by a close-set plantation. Socrates remarked upon this to the chauffeur, a local man whom they had hired with the car at Exeter.

“No, sir, they’re not trees. That’s the wall.”

“The wall?” said Socrates in surprise. “It’s a pretty high wall.”

The driver explained that the owner of the property had had the wall erected by an Ashburton builder.

“It cost about twice as much as the farm is worth,” said the chauffeur with a smile. “They call the place Frenchy’s Folly round here.”

As they drew nearer to Pool-in-the-Moor, the high wall became more apparent. It was so high that when the car drew under its shade, the farm building itself was lost to view.

“Not a very big place for a farm,” said Socrates.

“No, sir,” grinned the man. “It’s not a farm at all, it’s no more than a cottage. It gets its name from a pool of water about a quarter of a mile away, the only water this side of the Dart. There’s a spring there, and a little brook drains it down to the Dart. You get some good trout fishing there sometimes,” he added inconsequently.

Leaving the car by the side of the road, the two men made the circuit of the building. The enclosing wall formed, as nearly as Socrates could judge, an exact square. He paced off eighty feet in each direction. The wall was fourteen feet high and surmounted by a cheveux de frize
 of broken glass, and the only opening in any of the four walls was a square stout door of weather stained oak.

By walking a hundred yards back from the wall they could just see the red shingled roof and two squat chimneys.

“Now we’ll take a look inside,” said Socrates.

He tried the big key with its metal label, and at first it refused to turn. Socrates had foreseen something of this difficulty, and produced a cyclist’s oil-can, the contents of which he sprayed into the keyhole. His second attempt was successful. The key turned with a snap, and the door creaked open for a few inches. Here they had some difficulty; for a small bush had grown against it on the inside.

“This gate hasn’t been opened for twenty years at least,” said Socrates after he had squeezed himself through. “Ask the chauffeur for that hatchet I bought at Exeter.”

Lex came back with the instrument, and after some time they cut away the tough root of the bush and threw it on one side. They were in what had once been a garden and was now a tangle of weeds breast high. The house was, as the chauffeur said, no more than a cottage. Its lower windows were shuttered and there was about the place an atmosphere of decay and desolation which even the brightness of the morning could not dispel.

“There is no use in searching the garden, I think we had better confine ourselves to the house,” said Socrates.

He oiled the lock of the door which stood beneath a dilapidated stone porch. The key turned readily, the door opened without difficulty though its squeaking hinges set Lexington’s teeth on edge.

They found themselves in a large hall, the floor of which was made of flagstones. Dust lay thick upon the oaken table and chair which formed the sole furniture of the passage, with the exception of a hanging lamp festooned with spider webs. From the hall gave two doors, one to the left and one to the right. The door on the left was not locked, and Socrates swung it open. There was a scamper of tiny feet and a chorus of squeaks.

“Mice, I think,” said Socrates. “Rats would not live on the moor.”

He turned on his pocket-lamp, and made his way across the floor to the window and, unfastening the shutters, flung them open.

The room had been sparsely furnished. It was impossible to judge the quality. The carpet on the floor had been half eaten away by generations of mice in search of warm nests, the walls were garlanded with dusty webs, and the dust lay so thick upon the pictures and the walls that it was impossible to see what they depicted. He went carefully round the walls taking in every object with his keen eyes.

“There’s nothing here,” he said, “let’s try the other.”

The door of the other room was locked, but there had been a key in the door of the room which he had just searched, and this, with some difficulty, he extracted. As he anticipated it turned the lock of its fellow. This proved a slightly larger room with two shuttered windows which he hastened to unfasten. There was, too, a peculiarly musty smell of decay, which had been absent from the other apartment. A table in the centre of the room, thick with dust and debris, was laid as if for a meal. A chair had been drawn up at one end of the table, and on the left of the plate was a small black cylindrical object. Socrates blew away the enveloping dust which rose in clouds.

“A cigar,” he said. “Look, it has burnt the table!”

There were still traces of grey ash amidst the dust, and the burn was easily discernible.

Socrates picked up the cigar and examined it closely. It was thin and awkwardly rolled. Not a kind which is usually smoked by English people. The chair was not set squarely, it was half turned as though the sitter had risen leaving his cigar behind.

“I wonder if we can find a broom,” mused Socrates.

He went out and presently returned with one.

“Open the windows, Lex. I’m going to get a little of this dust off the floor.”

He had not been sweeping for a minute before he stopped and bent down. The floor was of unstained wood, and his eyes had rested on something which had set his nerves tingling, an irregular black stain, the like of which he had seen before on many occasions.

“Look there, Lex!” he said. “That’s blood!”

“Blood? Are you sure?”

“I shall be surer in a minute or two,” said Socrates.

He knelt and scraped the floor with a penknife, and collecting the dust upon the blade he emptied it into his palm and carrying it to the window, examined it through a magnifying glass.

“Of course it’s impossible to tell offhand, but I’m perfectly certain this is blood, and when we get back to Exeter I have no doubt that I shall confirm my first impression. Even with a glass I can see the crystallisations.”

He went back and made further scrapings and placed the result in an envelope.

“That’s blood,” he said with conviction. “Now — whose blood?”

He looked around the room for a few minutes, but his scrutiny was not rewarded.

“I think I will finish sweeping this floor,” he said.

There was a small patch of ragged carpet before the fireplace, but with this exception the floor was bare.

“Yes, it’s blood. Look here, there’s a patch there and a patch there. There’s a trail to the door. We shall probably find traces in the hall.” He went outside and his prophecy was fulfilled. There were stains that probably led to the garden. On the doorstep, however, the weather had destroyed all further traces.

The two men returned to the diningroom, as apparently it was, and Socrates resumed his search.

“What’s that?” he said suddenly pointing up.

There was a round hole in the ceiling above the table, an irregular aperture about an inch in diameter. Socrates mounted the table and looked long and earnestly at this. Then he took his knife from his pocket and began probing into the cavity.

“Wood — an oaken beam probably,” he said. “Pass up that light, Lex, I am going to enlarge the hole.”

He cut away the plaster until the opening was wide enough for him to pass his hand through, and then flashed up the light.

“I thought so.”

He dug gingerly with the point of his knife and something dropped in his waiting palm. It was a clot of dull metal.

“What is it?” asked Lexington.

“A bullet, and a bullet that has been through a body because it must have been already out of shape before it struck the beam.”

Lexington stared at him.

“Do you think there has been a murder here?” he asked in a hushed voice.

“I think it is likely. Either a murder or — er — an attempted murder,” evaded Socrates. He put the bullet into a matchbox, and then went upstairs. There were two rooms above, both containing beds, but only one was equipped with bedding, or what remained of bedding. A leather trunk stood open by the side of one of the beds, but it was empty. There was no sign of wearing apparel — not so much as a discarded collar. Moreover, what had evidently been a label inside the lid of the trunk had been cut away from the linen lining.

Under the bed was a suit case which was also empty.

“H’m,” said Socrates. “Travellers do not as a rule take away their clothing and leave their suit cases behind. I rather fancy we shall find the solution in the kitchen.”

The kitchen was at the back of the house, a big low-roofed room, with heavily-shuttered and barred windows. It took them the greater part of half-an-hour to admit daylight into here. The first thing Socrates looked for was the fireplace. It was a great old-fashioned thing with huge iron firebars, and the interior was choked with ashes. Ashes overflowed and mingled with the dust upon the capacious hearth.

By its side was a cupboard with coal and kindling wood. Socrates picked up a tin bottle and smelt.

“Paraffin,” he said. “Somebody had a bonfire, and if that isn’t the remains of a collar, my name is Jones!”

He lifted out a shred of ash and the shape was unmistakable.

“I wonder if there’s been any burning elsewhere,” said Socrates thoughtfully, and went back to the diningroom.

The grate was a large one and also was half-filled with ashes.

“He probably didn’t make as good a job of it here,” said Socrates hopefully, and removed the ashes flake by flake. He was rewarded, for wedged between two fire-bricks was a triangular scrap of paper, the base line of which was not more than half an inch in length. It must have been caught between the bricks and preserved from the flame by a simple chemical process.

Socrates took it out with a pair of tweezers and laid it carefully upon the face of an envelope.

Again he applied his magnifying glass, and Lex, looking curiously over his shoulder, wondered what there was in that tiny and apparently insignificant scrap to make his brother utter a startled exclamation.

“Look at that, Lex.”

Lex looked through the glass and saw nothing but a tangle of violet lines on a yellow background. They were the tiniest traceries and it looked to him like a portion of a label.

“Do you know what it is?” asked Socrates.

“A label of some kind.”

“It is all that remains of a banknote, whether it was for a hundred francs or a thousand francs I cannot tell until I have put it before an expert. If you hold it up to the light you’ll see just a suggestion of watermark.”

“A banknote? Who would burn money?” said Lexington incredulously.

“Those who have money to burn,” was the unsatisfactory reply. “There is nothing more to be found with the appliance we have,” said Socrates. “We’ll go back to the hotel and have a bath, and I rather fancy we shall need one.”

They joined the impatient and now curious chauffeur, and they must have presented an uncanny appearance, for after his first shock of surprise, he roared with laughter.

“There’s some dust in there, sir,” he said.

“We brought a little of it away with us,” said Socrates.

As they were driving back the chauffeur asked him if he thought of buying the property, for it was in the role of prospective purchasers that they had made their search.

“I think it is likely,” said Socrates. “Do you know a good gardener? A reliable man who would undertake to cut the grass and the weeds in the garden?”

“I’ll take the job on myself, sir,” said the chauffeur. “My home is in Ashburton, and I’m going there for a month’s holiday next week.”

That plan would suit Socrates admirably. He did not wish to bring too many outsiders into the business, and the chauffeur seemed a respectable, trustworthy kind of man.

“I’ll send you a key down which will admit you to the gate,” he said. “In no circumstances are you to go into the house.”

He had closed the windows and shuttered them before he had left.

“I don’t want to go into the house, sir,” said the man, “but from the little bit I’ve seen of the garden it will want a lot of attention.”

“You needn’t bother your head with the idea that we’re going to grow flowers,” said Socrates. “All I want is the grass cut level, and I want somebody whom I can rely upon to collect and keep for me anything he finds in the grass.”

He fixed up his arrangements there and then.

“And it’s not a bad idea either,” he said as he emerged from the bathroom an hour later a little more recognisable than he was when he had gone in. “If I brought people down from town there would be some talk. As it is, they look upon me as a possible purchaser, and it is only natural that I should want the garden cleared.”

“What do you expect to find?” said Lex.

“Nothing very much,” replied the other thoughtfully. “Only — well, one never knows.”

“Have you any theory about this place and what happened there?”

“I have one or two theories — in fact I have three,” said Socrates quietly. “Obviously the man who was killed at Pool-in-the-Moor was Deveroux, the Lyons bank robber, and I rather think that Mandle killed him!”
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“Killed him?” said the dumbfounded Lexington after he had recovered his voice. “But the man got away to South America.”

“That also is possible. My theory may fall to the ground, when it is submitted to the acid test of fact,” said Socrates. “Remember that it is only a theory.”

“But Bob Stone said that they were together at Cardiff on that date.”

Socrates nodded.

“They may have been there on that date if you mean the 27th February, which is inscribed on Mandle’s notes, but it doesn’t necessarily follow that Deveroux died upon that date. After all, Bob Stone can only account for his own actions in conjunction with Mandle up to the Sunday when they returned to London. After that, if you had been as swift a reader as I am, you would have seen that Bob went for a month’s holiday to Switzerland. It was about this time that the chief was feeling very sore with the pair of them for having missed Deveroux, and probably Bob jumped at the opportunity of getting away from the official eye.”

“But what occurred on the 27th February?” insisted Lex.

“That we shall discover,” was the reply.

They began the homeward trek that afternoon, breaking their journey in London, where they spent the night. On the following morning they started early, the earlier because an impatient Lex had tried in vain to get telephone communication with Hindhead the previous night. The line was either out of order, or, as the operator at Haslemere had told him, the receiver at Prince’s Place was off the hook.

“Are you going to tell Bob all you have discovered?” asked Lexington on their way down.

“No,” was the unexpected reply. “In cases like these you can be hampered with too much information.”

“I don’t quite see how that can be,” demurred Lexington, and his brother laughed softly.

“I’ll give you an example, my innocent child,” he said. “Suppose I tell Bob and suggest that this man has been murdered by Mandle. Bob will immediately set to work to prove by diaries and by other documentary evidence that Mandle could not possibly have been at Pool-in-the-Moor on that or any other day. Now, if there is one thing which I am not anxious, and which no police officer is anxious to meet, it is an alibi to a charge which is not as yet formulated! I shall tell Bob that I have discovered nothing save a very dusty and untidy house in the midst of a poisonously rank garden. The rest will have to be slowly broken to him when I have the case against Mandle proved up to the hilt. And when I have that,” he said after a moment’s thought, “I think I shall have in the hollow of my hand the man who shot John Mandle on the night of the 3rd of June.”

Bob was sitting on the broad terrace steps of his house smoking his morning cigar when their car swung up the drive.

“Hello, you’re back,” he said cheerily. “Did you have any luck?”

“Not a great deal,” replied Soc. Bob’s eyes were fixed on the car.

“You didn’t bring Molly back with you?”

“Bring Molly back?” said Socrates quickly. “What do you mean?”

“She went up to town yesterday afternoon,” said Bob, and if he had dropped a bomb he could not have created a greater sensation. “I thought you had arranged it with her,” said Bob. “She came in to me and told me that she was catching the 3.15 but as she was rather late for it, I offered to drive her to Guildford.”

“Did she take any baggage with her?” asked Socrates.

“An attaché case. Why? Is anything wrong?”

“Nothing,” said Socrates in a troubled voice, “except that she promised me she would not go away from here until I came back.”

“That’s strange,” said Bob. “She quite gave me the impression that you knew she was going.”

“Did she tell you where? Give you any address?”

Bob shook his head.

“I never troubled to ask her!” he said.

Socrates went up to his room with a foreboding of evil. He found Frank brushing his clothes and closed the door behind him.

“Frank,” he said in a low voice, “what has happened to Miss Templeton?”

“That’s exactly what I’ve been asking myself all the morning,” said Frank. “I went to sleep yesterday afternoon. I sat up all night as you instructed me, and I knew nothing about her going until about half-past five when one of the maids brought me up a cup of tea. I have a dim recollection of hearing the car going down the drive and I have since questioned the servants. The only thing they know is the time the car went and the time it came back.”

“Didn’t Miss Templeton tell you she was going?”

Frank shook his head.

“As a matter of fact, I had a talk with her. I went to get a book from the library and found her reading there. She asked me if I’d heard from you and I said no. She also asked me if I would take a nail out of her evening shoes which was hurting her.”

“And she made no mention of going to town?”

“None whatever. She left me with the idea that she was staying here until you came back. When I left her I heard the telephone bell ring in the library, but I did not see her again.”

Lexington and his brother exchanged glances. The boy was deathly pale and seemed suddenly to have grown old. Socrates gripped his arm affectionately.

“Probably some summon to town. Maybe it is her lawyer who called her,” he said, but a telephone enquiry of the solicitor and every other likely telephoner disclosed the fact that none of these had communicated with her on the previous afternoon.

“I am taking no risks,” said Socrates. “Report her as missing to the local police, and get a message through to Scotland Yard, Lex.”

“I feel I have failed terribly,” said Frank disconsolately.

“How could you foresee this?” demanded Socrates. “You carried out my instructions. I never dreamt she would leave in the daytime.”

“Do you think—” began Lexington.

“I think this is serious,” Soc answered the unasked question. “The previous disappearance was nothing and was simple to understand. This present affair — well, I don’t like it.”

Bob was distracted.

“Did you take her on to the platform?” asked Soc, “or did you leave her at the entrance of the station?”

“In the booking hall,” said Bob. “What a fool I was not to ask her—”

“Why should you ask her anything?” snapped Socrates whose nerves were beginning to get a little thin. “Guildford Station is a pretty busy place, and I don’t suppose there’s any use in questioning the staff. There must be five thousand people pass through the station in the course of the day.”

“I’ll drive over and make enquiries,” said Bob. “And I’ll work round the villages in case—”

“In case what?”

“In case she came back,” said Bob frankly. “I don’t know whether she was going to London or whether that was a subterfuge.”

“What do you mean?”

Socrates swung round to face him.

“I mean that Jetheroe may be at the bottom of this,” said Bob. “Remember he’s alive, he has some influence with the girl and that there are reasons which I can’t understand, which make him keep in the background.”

“Jetheroe,” repeated Socrates. “I had forgotten him.”

Bob went off soon after and did not return till late in the afternoon. He came simultaneously with a telegraph boy who rode his bicycle up the drive hanging on to the back of the car.

“For me,” said Socrates, and tore open the buff envelope.

“From Molly!” he said in surprise, and read:

“Please come at once to 479 Quaker Street. I am quite safe but have made a wonderful discovery. Bring Lex and tell Frank, Janet wishes to see him.”

“Janet?” frowned Socrates. “Who the dickens is Janet?”

“She’s safe at any rate,” said the joyful Lexington, and Bob was one broad smile.

Socrates found his “servant” and handed him the telegram and saw him blush.

“Who is Janet?” he asked accusingly.

“Janet is my fiancée. How the dickens did she get into touch with her?” he asked wonderingly, “and what does she want?”

“Does she live in Quaker Street?”

Frank shook his head.

“She lives very close to Quaker Street, in Portman Square,” he said.

“Well, there’s only just time to catch the train. Rush your clothes on, Frank, and we’ll go up together. Maybe we’re going to have a revelation of the second mystery — for there are two.”

“Two?” said Frank with a groan, “there are twenty-two.”

The train was pulling into Waterloo Station when Socrates, without any warning, struck his knee with his fist.

“Hell!” he said.

It was an unusual expletive from Socrates who seldom used very strong expressions. Frank who was sitting opposite to him looked up from his magazine.

“What is wrong, Mr. Smith?”

“Nothing, except that I’m a fool,” said Socrates bitterly and then asked: “Is your engagement widely known?”

“What a question,” smiled Frank. “I suppose it’s widely known in our own circle. Our engagement was announced last month.”

Socrates groaned.

“And I’ll bet your portrait appeared together with the name of your fiancée and a beautiful caption under your angelic picture describing you as a promising official of the Criminal Investigation Department?”

“There was something like that,” said Frank after a moment’s thought. “Why?”

“I’ll tell you why.” There was no merriment which showed on Soc’s face.

They had some difficulty in getting a taxi but eventually they were deposited before the gloomy portals of 4.79 Quaker Street.

“It looks to me as if we’ve made a mistake,” said Lexington, pointing to the brass plate on the door. “This is a preparatory school for children.”

The maid who answered the summons seemed very surprised to see the visitors. It was in fact a preparatory school, and the headmaster was in his study. He came down and Socrates briefly explained the object of his visit.

“There is nobody here except myself and my wife,” said the master. “Are you sure you have the right address?”

Socrates took out the telegram and showed it.

“Yes, obviously that is 479, but the person who sent it made a mistake.”

“One moment,” said Frank suddenly, “let us go to my fiancée’s house. It is just round the corner.”

And there they learnt the worst. The pretty girl whom they interviewed had not seen Molly and did not know of her existence. She had certainly been no party to sending the telegram. It was a fake.

“Of course it was a fake, I knew it in the train,” said Socrates bitterly. “But why?”

“They wanted to get us away from Hindhead for some reason, Lex. We’ve got to get back there just as quickly as we can.”

They had started for town late in the afternoon and they had missed the last of the fast trains of the day. It was only by stopping off at Guildford and hiring a car that they reached Prince’s Place at half-past ten. Bob was not there, but his servant handed two notes to Socrates, the first of which he tore open and read. The letter was written in pencil and apparently in a hurry.



“Dear Soc,

“I have just had a telephone call from Molly herself. Apparently she is not in London but is at Weston-super-Mare. I am going straight away to find her.”



Socrates folded the note slowly, and did not raise his eyes from the floor for several minutes. Then he opened the second note. It was from the Haslemere post-office. He looked at Frank and smiled.

“The message from Weston was, too, I’ll bet,” said the young man. “It’s lucky we got back. I wonder what their game is?”

“I wonder?” said Socrates softly.

He looked round at the butler, and they saw a hard little smile in his eyes.

“I’ll bet you anything you like, Williams,” he said flippantly, “that there is a concert or a cinematograph show in Haslemere tonight?”

“That’s right, sir,” said the man in surprise.

“I will also bet you that you have been bottling wine.”

“Quite right, sir,” said the surprised man.

“It isn’t quite fair to spring that on you because I heard Mr. Stone talking about your decanting the wine this morning.”

And then he turned abruptly from the man and walked up the stairs, and they stared after him.

“Now what the devil has old Soc got on his mind?” asked Lexington.

Later when he went upstairs he found his brother lying on the bed, fully dressed, but fast asleep. Socrates knew that there was a sleepless time coming for him, and although he was prepared to flirt with fate, he was not ready, at his age, to take liberties with nature.

Besides which, though this the younger man did not know, he had learnt the name of the person who had put through the telephone call on the afternoon Molly had disappeared. The note from the post-office had run:

“Call to Prince’s Place at 3.40 was from Jevington Institute, London, Marylebone 7979”

Therefore Socrates Smith slept soundly.

Lexington and Frank sat up all night, and they were looking haggard and tired when Soc came down the next morning fresh as paint and almost cheerful.

“Is Bob back?” he asked.

Lexington shook his weary head.

“Well, go along and sleep. You didn’t expect him to get back from Weston-super-Mare in the night, did you?” he demanded sarcastically. “Bob will return at 9.30,” he added, and he was extraordinarily accurate.

At a quarter to ten Bob’s big limousine, white with dust, swung up the drive, and Bob, red-eyed and husky with sleepiness, heaved himself from the driver’s seat.

“I took the limousine because I thought I should bring her back,” he explained drowsily. “My God I’ve had a night.”

“Have you found her?” asked Lex eagerly.

Bob shook his head.

“I was fooled,” he said. “That’s all I can say, just fooled. Have you any idea what it’s like, the road between here and Weston? Try it on a dark night, and keep your machine going at thirty miles an hour if you can.”

He turned as he entered the hall.

“Any news?” he said.

“None,” said Socrates.

“I’m going to have a bath and a sleep,” said Bob, and disappeared.

“And I think you boys had better do the same,” said Socrates. “I’m going for a turn round the garden.”

“I’ll come with you,” said Lex. “Personally I am not a bit sleepy,” Frank volunteered this information, “and a ten mile walk wouldn’t do me any harm at all.”

“I think the circumference of the garden will be sufficient for you,” Socrates smiled.

They followed the path which ran parallel with the front of the house, and were turning to make the broad shady avenue of ancient hawthorn, when Frank stopped and his eyes grew round.

“What’s the matter?” asked Socrates, and looked in the direction at which the youth was staring.

In the very centre of the smaller path which turned with the house was a shoe, a woman’s shoe.

Socrates pounced upon it and picked it up.

“Molly’s!” he said harshly. “Molly’s, by God! And it wasn’t there yesterday morning because I walked this very path!”

Frank was on the point of speaking, but Soc, with a gesture, silenced him.

“I want to be alone,” he said, impatiently. “Now will you do me a favour? Go to your rooms and sleep. I don’t want to see either of your faces till one o’clock this afternoon, and by gosh, if you knew what’s coming to you, you’d be sorry to leave your beds.”
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Three men slept heavily whilst Socrates Smith pieced together theory to theory, destroying that rough edge, fitting this into the pattern. The night before he had solved the mystery of Molly’s disappearance, but he had thought she had gone willingly. The shoe told another story. She had kicked it off and left it there, a pitiful signal of distress, and the sight of it had roused the devil in Socrates Smith, that latent devil that had only shown on the surface twice in his life. Yet though she be in the deadliest danger, though she die, he could not rush events.

“The thing must bake,” was his formula, but he watched the baking in a panic of fear. Certain facts had yet to be made clear, and impatient of delay, he telephoned a taxicab and was driven to Haslemere. He was at Scotland Yard closeted with the chief of the Record Department, and on his way back before Lexington wakened from his heavy sleep.

Now, thought Socrates, now! He had in his hands the final threads of the mystery.

His train, a “non-stop” to Guildford, slowed outside Clapham Junction, and an electric local came abreast and moved at the same pace as the express. Glancing idly into the opposite carriage the eyes of Socrates fell upon a face and he leapt up.

It was Jetheroe! The man turned his head. His temple was still covered with plaster strips and for a moment his eyes met Soc’s, and then he turned his head away. Socrates let down the window, but by this time the trains were speeding away from one another, the one to a distant platform at Clapham Junction, the other to rumble through that station.

Jetheroe! For a moment Socrates thought of pulling the alarm cord, but he realised the futility of such an action. Before the train could be stopped or he could explain his business the electric would have started, or Jetheroe would have disappeared into the crowd of passengers which those local services disgorge at Clapham.

“No, I haven’t disappeared, too,” he said a little sourly when Lexington met him at the end of the drive. “I’ve seen Jetheroe! Is Frank awake?”

“He’s up,” said Lex. “Any news of Molly?”

Socrates shook his head.

“I want to see Frank. Tell him to come to me in the garden. Where is Bob?”

“He’s not up yet.”

Socrates nodded again. He was joined a little later by the spruce Frank.

“Do you want to see me, Mr. Smith?”

“Yes, Frank, do you remember the Jevington Institute prosecutions about seven months ago?”

Frank nodded.

“I was concerned in the prosecution,” he said. “The Jevington Institute was an unlicensed private lunatic asylum run by a woman named Barn. And some queer things were happening there.”

“What did she get?”

“Six months hard labour,” said Frank.

“That’s five months ago. She’d be out now, wouldn’t she? They remit a certain amount of the sentence for good conduct.”

“I ‘phoned there this morning and the man in charge of this precious institute informed me that Mrs. Barn was away on a case. Of course, that may be camouflage for her still being in prison. Go up to London straight away, get on to this man who is probably her husband, find out where is Mrs. Barn, and don’t leave her until I give you further orders.”

“Do you think she’s in this business?” asked Frank in surprise.

“It’s the wildest guess on my part,” confessed Socrates. “But I’ve gone carefully into the matter and searched my soul this morning, putting myself in the place of the murderer, and I have decided that if there was one person in the world I should employ in certain circumstances, that person was Mrs. Barn. Now get away at once. Telephone me tonight. You’d better telephone the Haslemere Police Station, and I’ll call for the message.”

Frank nodded and turned on his heel. They did not see Bob until late in the evening, and he still showed signs of his strenuous night. The hand that poured out a stiff whisky and soda shook a little.

“Bob, you’re getting old,” bantered Socrates, and the other turned round on him almost offensively.

“I’m not so very old, Soc,” he growled, “and anyway I don’t want to be reminded of my increasing years.”

Later Socrates informed Lex that he thought he had offended their host.

“Old Bob’s sulking in his study and has sent out word that he’s not coming to dinner,” he said. “So you and I will dine in state. Lex, you mustn’t let this thing worry you or you’ll go mad,” he said, seeing the misery in the boy’s face. “Just keep your pecker up and have a little patience.”

“A little patience!” groaned his brother. “Patience when Molly is — Heaven knows where!”

“After dinner you shall play me piquet,” said Socrates with that queer smile of his. “There is nothing like piquet for easing, calming and soothing the nerves.”

Poor Lexington was in no mood for cards, but his brother bullied him into the drawingroom, and the obliging Williams produced a card table.

“I suppose Mr. Stone is not coming out of his study tonight?”

“No, sir,” said Williams. “Mr. Stone is very tired and is not feeling well. I have just taken him in his coffee, and he asked me to apologise.”

Soc nodded. They were in the midst of the second game when Socrates put down his cards and raised his head in a listening attitude.

“What is it?” asked Lex, but the other silenced him with a look. He walked to the drawingroom door and opened it. There was a side passage leading from the main hall, and at the end of this was Bob’s study which adjoined the library.

“I hear nothing,” said Lex. The words were hardly out of his mouth when there came from Bob Stone’s room a yell that ended in a strangled “Whoop!”

In a second Socrates was racing down the passage with Lex at his heels. He flung himself against the door of the study. It was locked.

“Open the door!” he shouted, and standing back took a running leap flinging the whole of his weight against the door. With a crash it burst in. Bob Stone was sitting at his writing table, his face was blue-black, his eyes were starting out, and his tongue protruded hideously.

He was clawing feebly at his throat around which a white silk handkerchief had been twisted tightly, and Socrates entered the room in time to see, as in a flash, the figure of a man disappearing over the windowsill. His first move was toward Bob. An ebony ruler had been thrust into the handkerchief, and it was the turning of this which had almost ended the man’s life.

Socrates twisted the stick the reverse way and Bob fell with a gasp across the table, half dead.

“Look after him!” yelled Socrates.

Stopping only to switch out the light he crouched down by the window and peered out into the darkness. He caught a glimpse of a moving figure and fired twice. Then without hesitation he leapt out of the window, though he had no idea of the distance he was to fall. He scrambled to his feet and tripped through a bed of flowers and reached the lawn, only to find that the intruder had vanished.

A chauffeur and a gardener had run out from the garage buildings at the sound of the shot, and quickly Socrates explained the reason.

“Search the grounds,” he said. “Bring the man to me if you find him.”

He made his way back to the study. Bob had recovered, and as Socrates came into the room, moved his arm a little nervously to cover a paper which had laid upon the blotting paper before him as he sat. The ink was still wet on the letters, Socrates noticed, for Bob’s move to conceal the paper had been just a fraction of a second too late. There were only four letters, “Pool,” but they explained a great deal.

Then it was that Socrates found that Bob’s left hand was tied to the leg of the chair, and only his right was free. A strap had been passed round his waist, and he must have been helpless in the hands of his unknown assailant.

It was a long time before he could give a coherent account of what had occurred.

“I was sitting here writing,” he said. “In fact, as you see, Soc, I was thinking about that infernal Pool-in-the-Moor house, and was idly printing the name, when I heard a voice from the open window say ‘Hands up.’ I looked round. There was a man whose face was covered, but whom I instantly recognised as Jetheroe. With surprising ease he climbed through the window, and holding me at the point of a gun, just long enough to lock the door, he forced me into the chair and fastened me as you saw. I knew it would be death to cry out, and I was hoping that somebody would come along, either Williams or yourself, and then before I realised what was happening he had slipped this scarf round my throat. I was helpless, but I struggled a little.”

“That was the first sound I heard,” said Socrates. “What happened then?”

“He tightened the handkerchief and I yelled.”

“And is that all?” asked Socrates softly.

“All?” replied Bob. “What else? I’ve told you everything.”

“Why didn’t he strangle you without all these preliminaries?”

“Ask him?” snarled the usually genial Bob Stone. “Forgive me, old man, but my nerves have gone. What with Mandle’s death and Molly’s disappearance,” and without warning he dropped his head on his arms and his shoulders shook.

“I’ll leave you a minute, Bob. I’ll come back a little later,” said Socrates.

He went back to the garden to find that the two men had conducted their search unsuccessfully.

“All right,” said Socrates. “I’ll have a look round myself.”

There was no sign of the intruder, and he returned to the house.

Lexington met him in the hall.

“Lex, go into Haslemere to the police station — I asked Frank to telephone there tonight if he had any information for me.”

He found Bob so far recovered that he was taking an interest in the smashed lock.

“Soc,” he said, “you’re twice as strong as anybody would imagine.”

“But not twice as nimble,” smiled Socrates, “or I should have caught Mr. Jetheroe, and I should have taught him that it is very bad form to attempt to strangle eminent ex-inspectors of police.”

Bob chuckled.

“That was a narrow squeak, Soc. I would have given a great deal of money to have had one fair shot at our old friend.”

He paced the room moodily.

“I can’t help thinking that they’ll have me yet,” he said.

“Who are they?” asked Soc.

“Jetheroe and his crowd. The people who are behind him and working with him. The people who killed John Mandle and who have spirited away Molly. This is very nearly the strangest case you and I have been on,” he said.

“Very nearly,” agreed Socrates, “and if I could be sure in my mind that it was only one case and not two, only one plot and not a plot within a plot, I should be a much relieved man.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ll tell you some day,” promised Socrates, with a twinkle in his eyes. “The point is now, that I lack the necessary switches which connect the Three Oaks Mystery with Molly’s abduction.”

“You’re not sure that she’s abducted yet.”

“I’m fairly certain about that,” said Socrates Smith calmly. “Molly was taken away from this house yesterday.”

“Good God! You don’t mean that!” said Bob huskily. “She left the day before!”

“She was in this house until yesterday, I repeat,” said Socrates. “And all the time we were fooling around, running here and there in search of her, she was a prisoner in this very house. The wire that took me to London and took away my servant, Frank, who, as you know, is from Scotland Yard, was faked in order to get me out of the house.”

“And the telephone message I received from Weston-super-Mare had the same object?” said Bob, “but where could she have been?”

“Let’s make a thorough search of the house. Probably she has left behind her some trace. We’ll start here,” said Socrates.

“Here?”

Soc nodded.

“Where does that door lead to?”

“That leads to the library,” said Bob, “and the other door to my swimming pool. Not much of a swimming pool,” he said apologetically. “There is just enough water to let me swim a couple of strokes. You haven’t seen it, have you?”

He opened the door, switched on the lights, and showed them into a big airy room, the walls of which were of white glazed brick. In the centre was a sunk bath about ten feet long by eight broad.

“What is in that cupboard?” Socrates pointed to two white doors at a farther end of the room.

“My bathrobe. Nothing more.”

Bob led the way and opened the door for inspection.

“What is this chair in here for?”

Bob scratched his head.

“I’m blessed if I know. I’ve never seen a chair in there before,” he said.

Socrates looked round the room. The windows were high and beyond the reach even of a tall man.

“When were you here last?”

“I haven’t had a swim for over a week,” said Bob.

“And you haven’t been in this room?”

Bob shook his head.

“And that door — where does it lead to?”

“That leads to the garden. As a matter of fact I built this at the same time as John Mandle built his study, and I followed almost the same plan, except that there is one entrance from the garden and one from my study. In his case he had an entrance from the bedroom down a flight of stairs. It was whilst his annexe was being built that the idea occurred to me to run up a swimming pool for myself.”

“Who else has access to your study?”

“Most of the servants,” replied Bob. “Williams is here very frequently.”

“And to the swimming pool? Do you allow your servants to use it?”

Bob shook his head.

“Rather not,” he said with a smile. “No, nobody uses this except myself. In fact there’s no need even for the servants to clean it. The bath is automatically fed and emptied.”

They came back to the study, and Socrates Smith stood before the fireplace looking at the tiny fire there, his hands behind him, deep in thought.

“Well, at what conclusion have you arrived?”

Socrates looked round to see if his brother was there, but remembered that Lex had gone down to the station to meet Frank.

“Bob,” he said slowly, “there are two mysteries. One, at least, I have cleared up. I know why Jetheroe came to you tonight. I know exactly what he asked you to do. I know about the woman Barn of the Jevington Institute, and I know pretty well what has happened to Molly.”

Bob did not answer.

“Now I’m going to tell you, Bob Stone, just a little story which I guess will interest you almost as much as it interests me. I am cutting out the Mandle murder and excluding that from my calculations. This is a tale of a man of fifty-five who loves a girl of twenty-two, and sooner than see her carried off by a younger man has committed the most infamous crime.”

Bob’s face was deathly white.

“I’ll start with what I discovered two or three days ago, in fact the day after Mandle was murdered. For the moment I acquit you of that murder, because, from your point of view, it was perfectly senseless and there was no motive.”

“You acquit me of the murder, do you?” said Bob Stone with a little smile. “Well, that’s something! Maybe you’ll acquit me of something else before you’re through?”

“On the day following Mandle’s murder,” said Socrates as though the interruption had not occurred, “I came to your house to see you and you were in your library telephoning. You were telephoning to somebody named Barn, and I heard you say: ‘It will be worth £500 to you.’ Later you used the word ‘Jevington,’ all of which I heard, for I am a perfectly shameless eavesdropper. There is a man at Scotland Yard who never forgets anything. You probably know our old friend with the white beard and the spectacles who sits all the time in the Record Office storing information against the day of judgment. Well, I was so interested that I got into touch with him, and he told me the story of Jevington’s and the story of the woman Barn, and I put two and two together.

“And made five!” sneered Bob.

“Just the same old four,” replied Socrates easily. “You were in love with Molly, and Molly didn’t love you. She had the bad taste to love a brother of mine, and personally I think it is an admirable choice. You were not quite certain about Molly and her feelings toward Lex, but you had already made up your mind that in certain eventualities you would take the bold step of carrying her off. Probably you had reached this decision before Mandle’s death, but that is immaterial. I grant that it is a terrible experience to love, as you love, a woman younger than yourself, and to find your suit rejected. It is one which I have never had, but God gave me an imagination. As I say, you weren’t certain just how Molly felt toward my brother, and that day we were at the inquest and I was discussing things with the assistant commissioner, it came out that Molly kept a diary, in which, girl-like, she put her tenderest thoughts.

“The proof of that was her anxiety to save the book when the house was on fire. Elderly people save their false teeth in similar circumstances,” he added humorously, but Bob did not smile.

“When you learnt of that diary you decided that you would see it and to that end you broke into and entered the Chequers Inn, frightened the poor girl out of her life, and carried off her diary. I should imagine she had said some rather sweet things about Lex.”

Bob’s face was grey, his eyes were hard and hateful.

“Damn him!” he said and his voice trembled. “If he hadn’t come down here—”

Socrates shook his head.

“My dear good fellow,” he said gently. “If Lex hadn’t come here there would have been another Lex, or a Tom, or a Jim, or a Harry. It was not ordained that Molly should be yours. With that book in your possession you fed the mad fury of your love for this girl and your hatred of Lex, and you decided that you would carry out your original scheme. You probably got again into touch with Mrs. Barn, who had been convicted of conducting an unregistered lunatic asylum, a very serious offence. She was a hard, reliable kind of woman who would do anything for money, the kind of guardian that you could desire for Molly if you carried her away. Probably you have described Molly as a lunatic; I see by your start that you have. I feared this, Stone,” the voice of Socrates had taken a new and a sterner note. “I brought an officer from Scotland Yard to protect the girl whilst I was away, and by your ingenuity you must have discovered that he sat up all night and spent most of the day in bed. The last seen of Molly was in the library next to your study. She was there reading and was not seen again by any member of your household.”

“You’re working up quite a case against me, Socrates Smith,” said Bob Stone with a twisted smile.

“Am I not?” said Soc. “Yes, I am working up quite a case against you, and it’s a pretty bad case too, Stone. As I say, the last seen of the girl was in this library. Frank saw her, and as he left heard a telephoned message. That message was from Mrs. Barn. Nobody saw Molly again. It is true that your car was seen going down the drive, and that you may or may not have gone into Guildford. You certainly did not carry Molly with you. At that time she was in your swimming pool, or what is more likely in the cupboard. I am not sure whether you drugged her or not. You probably did. At any rate, either by threat or persuasion you kept the girl quiet until you could get us all away from the house.

“When, like a fool, I’d fallen into the trap and disappeared — you motored to London and sent the wire — you carried her away under the pretext of having been summoned to Weston-super-Mare. The exact distance you travelled between eight o’clock at night and half-past nine the following morning was 312 miles which, roughly, is the distance from Prince’s Place to Pool-in-the-Moor and back.”

Bob Stone licked his lips.

“It is also the distance from Prince’s Place to Weston-super-Mare and back,” he said “by the way I went.”

Socrates nodded.

“The girl is now at Pool-in-the-Moor under the care of Mrs. Barn. What your future plans are, I cannot speculate upon.”

“What are you going to do?” asked Stone coolly.

“I am going to release the girl first,” said Socrates, “and then I am going to take counsel with Scotland Yard as to what shall happen to you.”

“H’m,” said Bob Stone and smiled.

“In those circumstances, you’d better know a little of the truth, in order that your wild fancies shall not quite destroy you, old friend and comrade. The thing you overlooked was this.”

He led the way briskly into the bathroom and across to the big cupboard where the chair still stood.

“You want the truth. Now you shall have it. I brought her here as I bring you, and I said to her, ‘If you move, if you utter a sound, I’ll shoot you.’”

Bob Stone had been just a fraction of a second too quick, and Socrates raised his hands with that inscrutable smile of his.

“Now I know, Bob,” he said, “that there is only one mystery.” He glanced down at the automatic pistol in the man’s hand. “You killed John Mandle.”

The other’s eyes were like steel.

“I killed John Mandle,” he said coldly, “against my will. Just as I shall kill you. Get into that cupboard — quick!”

“I am a man of considerable intelligence,” said Socrates, and obeyed.

The thick doors closed with a crash and two keys snapped.

“It will take me a quarter of an hour to pack my things,” said Mr. Robert Stone through the door, “and I shall be in the study all the time. If you use your gun to attract attention or to shoot away the lock I will come in and shoot through the panels and I guess I shan’t miss you.”

Socrates Smith said nothing. Not till he heard the whine of the big limousine pass under the high windows of the swimming pool did he pull his gun.
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Mr. Robert Stone had a sense of the dramatic, and a sense of the dramatic occasionally leads a man from the straight and virtuous paths of truth. For the interview with Molly Templeton which he had described did not exactly follow his description.

Molly was in the study reading an interesting romance. Her mind, however, was less upon the printed page than upon the two men who were pursuing their enquiries in distant Devonshire, and really only one of these occupied the bulk of her thoughts.

She was sitting there when Bob Stone came in with his good-humoured face wreathed in smiles to answer the telephone. She paid no attention to the brief conversation, and presently he crossed to her.

“I have got a great scheme for you Molly,” he said. “What do you think I have been doing?”

“I can’t guess,” she said laughingly.

“I have been planning your wedding present.”

She felt herself go red, but laughed.

“How exciting!” she said. “You’re not going to tell me what it will be?”

“That’s just what I’m going to tell you,” he said. “You see I am designing the thing myself.”

“What is it?” she asked curiously.

“A new kind of dressing case. Only—” he hesitated. “I’m worried, because I don’t know just what you will want in it.”

“Show me the drawing.”

“You’ll laugh,” he protested. “Now I’ll tell you what Molly. Do me a favour. Bring me down an attaché case with just the things you would ordinarily take on a short visit, say to spend the night with a girl friend.”

“But why?” she asked in amazement.

“I want to take the measurements and get some idea—”

“I see what you mean,” she said jumping up. “I’ll bring you down a case with most of the things that I should take.”

She returned presently with her attaché case, brushes and combs.

“And a suit of pyjamas if you will forgive the immodesty,” she laughed.

“Bring them into my study.”

He put the case on the table and looked at it thoughtfully.

“I ought to have asked you to bring your hat.”

“But I shouldn’t carry a hat in a dressing case.”

“That is the point about my dressing case,” he said solemnly; “and your umbrella.”

She stared at him and burst into a peal of laughter.

“I’ll humour you,” she said, and ran upstairs, to return with the articles he had named.

He was not in the study but a door was open leading to a room into which she had not been. It was his swimming pool he explained, and she who had not seen the place before, expressed her admiration. And then he suddenly shut the door and stood with his back to it, and the smile drifted from his face. She went on with what she was saying but she was shocked, and there was a cold feeling at her heart which she could not define nor understand. She finished breathlessly and waited for him to speak.

“Molly,” he said at last. “You know I love you.”

“Mr. Stone, I thought that matter was finished with,” she said quietly. “And it is hardly fair that you should tell me this, under your roof.”

“You know that I love you,” he repeated.

“I know you think you do.”

“I love you,” he repeated. “I have everything I want in the world, Molly, except you, and I see no reason why I should not have you as well.”

“I see many reasons,” she said. “Will you please open the door and let me out?”

“I shall not open the door and let you out,” he repeated her words almost mechanically as though he were saying a lesson. “You will not leave this room, Molly, until?”

She felt her knees give beneath her.

“I don’t know what you mean,” she breathed.

“I mean you are not going out of this room except at my wish and in my time.”

“If Mr. Smith—” she began.

“Socrates Smith will not know,” he said simply. “When he returns I shall tell him that you went to town this afternoon.”

“It’s absurd,” she burst forth. “How can you keep me here a prisoner? This is a silly joke of yours, Mr. Stone.”

“I’ll tell you how I can keep you here as a prisoner,” he said picking his words with the greatest care. “Do you see that cupboard?” She turned her head. “It has a pretty thick door and I have placed one of my study chairs in there so that you shall not have too unpleasant a time. If you give me any trouble I shall put you in there and tie you hand and foot, and, if necessary, gag you, which will be unpleasant. If, on the contrary, you give me your word that you will not make a fuss I will give you the free run of this bathroom. It is warm. I am afraid I must ask you to take your shoes off, otherwise people may hear you. This door is a double one,” he pointed to the door leading to the study. “So I warn you it is quite impossible for anybody in the library to hear you if you bang on the panel, and if you did that, Molly—” he paused.

“Well?” she said defiantly.

“I should shoot you. Yes, though I love you I should shoot you with as little compunction as I shot John Mandle.”

She shrank back from him, her hand in her mouth.

“You shot John Mandle?” she said hollowly. “You shot him? No, no.”

He nodded.

“I shot him,” he said. “I am not going to explain the why and wherefore of it. That is too long a story. But you may be sure I had good and sufficient reason.”

He spoke as calmly as though he were explaining his choice of a particular make of motorcar.

“If I had to put the cause into a nutshell,” he said thoughtfully, “I would say that I killed him because he was frightened of me.”

“You’re mad, you’re mad!” she looked at him in horror. “You couldn’t have done this, and if you did you would never tell me.”

“I tell you Molly because I love you and you are going to marry me. I shall take you away from here, and when we have sent Smith back to town as mystified as ever, you and I will be together until—” he looked at her queerly, “until you decide that on the whole it is better that you should marry.”

She passed her hand over her forehead. It was a dream she told herself, and yet she knew that it was all terribly real. Bob Stone, that charming, genial man, that “dear” whom she had never seen without a smile, whom everybody loved, whom his very servants adored, Bob Stone, the easygoing country gentleman, a murderer! The murderer of his lifelong friend! It was incredible.

“Now my dear,” he said, “what is it to be? Are you going to be tied in the cupboard, or will you be sensible? Remember, if you make an outcry it is not necessary that you should die. It is certain that the person who happens to be with me in my study and who overhears you must not be allowed to carry the news. That person may be your dear Lexington,” his lips curled.

“You’re mad,” she said again, “mad! It was you who shot Mr. Jetheroe?”

He nodded.

“Then you are — you are mad,” she gasped. “Mr. Smith told me of that laugh that no sane person—”

Again he smiled.

“Mr. Smith is a much shrewder person than you think, Molly. Socrates is a regular Socrates! He knew that that laugh was intended to shake his nerve and disturb his aim but it failed. I was near to getting him but, by Jove, he was nearer to getting me! Look!”

With one hand he lifted the bushy hair at the side of his head, and she saw a white weal.

“That was Soc’s bullet,” he said with a grin. “It cured me of the habit of laughing too soon.”

He looked at her.

“The cupboard?”

She shook her head.

“No, I’ll be quiet. I think you’ll come to your senses later and realise what a terrible thing you have done.”

“Take off your shoes,” he said, and she trembled angrily at his dictatorial tone. Nevertheless she kicked off her shoes, and he picked them up.

“You’ll remain quiet here. I will see that your meals are brought in — by me, I may add,” he said, as he saw a gleam in the girl’s eyes.

“But you can’t keep me here for ever?”

“I shall not try to keep you here for ever,” he said. “I have a dear little home and a lovely little housekeeper for you,” he chuckled.

A minute later he was gone, and she heard both doors locked with a sinking of heart. She took the chair and tried to reach the window. The windows were of heavy glass. Then she looked round for a missile of some kind. He had made most careful preparations for her captivity. There was not so much as a nail brush that she could use as a missile to attract attention from the outside. And she knew that he had spoken his mind and that it was no idle threat he had uttered.

Suppose Lex heard her. Her blood ran cold at the thought. She pulled the chair from the cupboard and sat down with her head in her hands to think out some solution, some means of escape.

There was no other door in the room. Yes there was! It was a door leading to the garden. She tried it, but knew beforehand that it was locked. If she hammered on the panels he would hear her just as if she were knocking at the door of the study.

Once she heard a motorcar and her heart leapt. Suppose Lexington and his brother had come back? But it couldn’t be they, she realised, and dropped back to her listless attitude and her troubled thoughts. It was Bob Stone’s car, and he was on his way to Godalming having carefully manoeuvred all his servants out of sight.

That night he brought her food on a tray and waited until she had finished eating, which was soon.

“You’re not eating enough,” he said. “I’ll leave you some biscuits and milk. I’ll bring you in a camp bed later.”

He kept his word, and at ten o’clock he made her a bed, and bidding her a curt goodnight, went out. How that night passed she could never afterwards remember. She did not sleep, and welcomed the grey light of dawn that lit the windows. If the night had been long the day was interminable. She did not sleep. Once she thought she heard the voice of Socrates Smith, and her hopes rose, only to be dashed by the knowledge of her own impotence.

From sheer exhaustion she fell asleep later in the afternoon and wakened to find Stone standing over her.

“Get up,” he said sharply and threw a heavy coat on the bed. “Here are some coffee and sandwiches. You’ll want these.”

“What are you going to do?”

“You’re going a little journey with me.”

“I’ll not go,” she said, “I’ll not go! I’ll not go!”

“Don’t be a fool,” he said roughly.

“You can kill me,” she cried wildly. “I’ll scream for help if you lay your hands on me!”

Bob Stone smiled.

“You’d have to do some pretty tall screaming. I’ve sent all my servants into Haslemere to a cinema, and the only man in the house is Williams, who is busy in the cellar decanting wine. Now be sensible.”

She had wakened hungry, and she ate the sandwiches and drank greedily at the coffee. She wanted all her reserves for the coming trial. Then an intense weariness overcame her, and she lay down again on the bed. She was awaked by a draught of fresh air in her face. Somebody was carrying her, and she was in the open. The coffee had been drugged she thought dully. She could not scream. And then by a curious inversion of mind, she dwelt on one trivial circumstance. Had he put her shoes on? She felt for them. A shoe! In a flash the inspiration came! Socrates Smith had traced her once by her shoe. Cautiously she raised the toe of one foot, put it against the heel of the other and pressed. The shoe fell and the next minute she was being lifted to a car. She sank back in the seat and almost immediately fell asleep again.

When she awoke the car had stopped. Stone was changing a wheel and cursing volubly. She had no clear recollection of any incident which followed. Only in the early hours of the morning she remembered coming to a gaunt house surrounded by a high wall and going, half-walking and half-carried, across a rank garden. She remembered, and experienced a momentary sense of relief, a woman who helped her to bed, and then she fell into a deep sleep which lasted for more than twelve hours.
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Molly Templeton woke with a splitting headache. The room was dark, and there was no sign of windows. She afterwards found that blankets had been nailed up in lieu of blinds for the upstairs rooms had no shutters.

She felt for matches and candle by the side of the bed, but her fingers found nothing, and the effort gave her such a sharp twinge of pain that she sank back again on the pillow with a moan. That sound must have been heard, for presently the stairs creaked under a heavy weight and the door opened to admit a woman who carried a kerosene lamp in her hand. She was a big bony creature with a square flat face and a hard mouth.

“Was that you talking, my dear?” she said. “Are you hungry?”

“I’ve an awful headache,” said the girl.

“I’ll cure that for you.”

The woman disappeared leaving the light behind and was gone for some moments. She returned with a cup of tea and a little square box half filled with white tablets. The girl looked suspiciously at the medicine.

“Go on, it won’t hurt you,” said the woman harshly. “That’s the worst of you lunatics, you always think people are trying to poison you.”

Molly stared up at her.

“Lunatics!” she said, hardly believing her ears. “Do you think I am a lunatic?”

“Of course you are. Don’t you think I know one when I see one? Why I’ve been thirty-five years looking after nutty people.”

In spite of her precarious position the girl felt a strong inclination to laugh.

“I’m a lunatic, am I?” she said, and choosing a cachet, put it on the tip of her tongue and washed it down with a sip of tea.

“Of course you’re a lunatic. And if you only realised it you’d get better. That’s what I always tell patients,” said Mrs. Barn complacently. “If you realise you’re mad you can’t be mad. That’s scientific.”

“How long am I to be kept here?” asked the girl. “Where am I?”

“In the fresh air and open country. A bit lonely, but none the worse for that,” said the woman and added admiringly: “My goodness, what a private home this will make!”

The girl looked at her wrist watch. It was five o’clock in the afternoon.

“Why it must be quite light,” she said in surprise.

“It’s quite light,” nodded the woman, and then Molly saw the blankets.

“Can’t I see the light?” she pleaded. “I promise you I won’t make any trouble or try to attract attention.”

“If you cried till you was blue in the face,” said Mrs. Barn as she blew out the lamp and began unpinning the blankets, “you wouldn’t be seen. If you expect to get a beautiful view you’re going to be disappointed, my dear.”

And so it proved. The evening sun lay athwart of the garden, and one big angle of blue shadow showed where the sunlight was cut off by the high encircling wall. There was no view save a tiny purple patch like an anthill that rose above the coping of one of the walls.

“Why, this is Dartmoor,” said the girl excitedly. “That is Hay Tor! And this,” she looked at the wall and her mouth dropped, “this is Pool-in-the-Moor,” she said in dismay.

“What a name for an institution!” said Mrs. Barn ecstatically. “Now you get well as soon as you can, young lady, and clear out. I’m sure if I had a nice uncle like you’ve got I wouldn’t want to stay here. It’ll take a bit of putting into repair, mind you,” she said half to herself, “and I don’t know that you can do much with three or four rooms, unless you put two of them in together, and that doesn’t do.”

“Is this your place?” asked Molly in surprise.

“It will be.”

And then the girl understood. Pool-in-the-Moor was to be the price which Bob Stone would pay to this terrible creature.

“When shall I leave here?”

Mrs. Barn fixed her with basilisk glare.

“When your good husband comes and fetches you,” she said.

“My husband,” cried the girl starting up, “whom are you talking about? You said my uncle just now, and I can understand Bob Stone pretending to be my uncle,” she said viciously.

“It was your uncle who sent you, and your husband who brought you here,” replied Mrs. Barn with elaborate patience. “And a nicer gentleman you couldn’t wish to meet.”

“But I have no husband,” she said wildly.

“That’s your illusion,” replied the calm flat-faced woman. “They all have them, especially at your age.”

“This man has carried me away. Won’t you please do something for me, Mrs. — Mrs.—”

“Barn is my name,” said the woman. “I’ll do anything you want, young lady, in reason.”

“Won’t you tell the police — Scotland Yard.”

A malignant look made the woman even more unattractive than she had at first appeared.

“I’ll do a lot for Scotland Yard!” she said. She had a habit, when she was angry, of talking through her nose. “Oh yes, I’d go out of my way to do a good turn to Scotland Yard, I don’t think.”

“But I’ve been carried away against my will. I’ve been abducted.”

“That’s your illusion, too,” said the woman. “You’re going to be a long time here,” she said shaking her head. “Fancy turning on your good kind husband.”

The girl’s heart almost ceased beating. If this woman believed she was mad, if she believed Bob Stone was her husband, what hope was there for her when the man came.

She put her hand to her lips to prevent their trembling, for she knew that any kind of weakness shown to this woman, any evidence of fear, would further restrict her movement.

“Oh he is coming down, is he?” she said with what coolness she could summon. “When do you expect him?”

“In two or three days,” Mrs. Barn nodded. “Now what would you like to eat?”

The girl’s inclination was to refuse all food, but that would have been really an act of insanity. She needed her strength, she had a desperate idea that she might be able to scale the wall, might even overcome this woman by some trick or other — to get the better of her by physical strength was a hopeless proposition.

“Bring me anything you have,” she said. “Can I get up?”

The woman hesitated.

“Yes, you can get up,” she said, “but you’d better dress while I’m here.”

The girl rose. Her head was swimming but the throb had gone, and by the time she had finished her dressing, she had regained her calmness.

“You’ve only got one shoe; I suppose you know that?” said Mrs. Barn. “You’d better take a pair of my spring-sides.”

She brought up a hideous pair of boots that squeaked with every step the girl took, an additional handicap in any plan she might form to escape from this prison.

To her surprise, when she suggested she should walk in the garden the woman offered no opposition.

Mrs. Barn was trained in the art of “nursing” people of unsound mind, and knew to a fraction how much latitude could be allowed them. Moreover she had looked over the grounds with a professional eye, and had recognised the impossibility of an inmate escaping without assistance.

There were no ladders in the grounds, and the only way out was through the door which could be seen from the kitchen. The hall led straight through to that office.

Molly walked slowly through the high grass, stopping now and again to pick the wild flowers which bloomed in profusion, and all the time she was looking for some avenue by which she could gain her freedom. There was no tree in the ground though bushes were plentiful, and twice she walked round the house without discovering the slightest ground for hope that she could get away. The door through the wall was solid looking, and the lock was formidable. She looked up at the house. There was only one floor above the ground, though there was an indication of an attic in a gabled window at one end of the sloping roof. Could she get a message over the wall? When she got back to her room she searched for paper, frantically turned out her attaché case — how little she had dreamt of the use to which it was to be put when she packed it, she thought — but there was neither paper nor pen nor pencil.

She joined Mrs. Barn at her frugal meal in the diningroom illuminated by the kerosene lamp which the woman had carried up to her. It was a cheerless room in spite of the little fire that burnt in the grate. It still bore evidence of neglect and decay, although Mrs. Barn had spent hours in clearing out the dust and rubbish. This was her grievance, as the girl discovered.

“I’m not used to doing housework, and I wish you’d tell your husband when he comes—”

“He’s not my husband,” said the girl, but then, realising the hopelessness of it all:

“What am I to tell him?” she asked.

“That I’m not used to doing housework. It’s menial. You have no idea what this house was like when I came into it a couple of days ago. I’d have gone home if it hadn’t been I wanted to oblige you, dearie.”

She might have added the consideration of a very handsome sum plus the use of the house which Bob Stone had given her in the one case and had promised her in the other.

“Now look at that ceiling.” She pointed to the hole which Socrates Smith had cut. “That looks to me like rats though I haven’t seen any. This place has been neglected,” she said shaking her head. “Look at those ink marks all over the floor. I haven’t dared go down into the cellar.”

“Is there a cellar?” asked the girl idly.

“There’s two,” said the woman. “Family vaults, I call them, but they might do at a pinch for—” her mind dwelt pleasantly upon some unfortunate patient of the future for whom the family vaults would provide at least a sleeping place.

The girl sat up till three o’clock in the morning. Her long sleep of the day seemed to have exhausted her capacity for slumber, and it was daylight before she fell asleep.

She was down to breakfast, a miserable meal of weak tea, bread and butter. The bread was cut thick, and the butter spread by a careful hand, and she was glad to get into the garden again.

She walked round and round the house till she felt dizzy, until every discoloured brick was familiar to her, until she had located even the ventilators of the cellars.

A talk with Mrs. Barn that afternoon gave her an idea. The woman told her that these solitary houses on the moors had originally been owned by smugglers; and she spoke vaguely of great caverns underground that spread “for miles and miles,” an obvious exaggeration, but it raised a pleasant vision to the girl.

“What can I do?” she asked at last. “I’ll tell you what you can do,” said Mrs. Barn unpleasantly, “you can take a broom and do a bit of sweeping.”

Even this was attractive, but she could not continuously sweep the house, which was small.

“Can’t I go and look at the cellars?”

“You can if you like. You’ll find the key hanging on a nail.”

The cellars proved to be most uninteresting. The light of a lamp revealed nothing more terrifying than an old mouse who darted through the ventilator at the first glint of light. There was obviously no escape from here. The second cellar seemed to be a replica of the first until she saw something which raised her hopes to a higher pitch. The cellar was lined and floored with brick, and on one side the brickwork was apparently new. Moreover, it followed a roughly defined semicircle.

Suppose there were a passage there, she thought! But even if there were, how could she break down the brickwork? She looked round the cellar and her heart gave a little leap. In the corner were a shovel and a pickaxe. Beneath two old sacks that sent out a cloud of white pungent powder when she moved them, was a trowel. She went upstairs again. Mrs. Barn had removed herself to the garden, and seated in a deckchair, was taking the sun drowsily. She had chosen the place for her sleep immediately opposite the garden gate so that it could not open without her being disturbed.

The girl went back to the cellar, and with trembling hands took up the pick. It was terribly heavy, and her first blows, aimed wildly, were nearly disastrous to herself. As she grew cooler she grew steadier. Presently she had prised out half a brick and had discovered that there was another course behind. She went upstairs and took a look at Mrs. Barn. She was asleep. After half-an-hour’s labour she had driven a hole through the brickwork and, wonderful to relate, there was a black cavity beyond!

There was no doubt at all about it. She held her lamp so that it showed through the hole she had made, and she could see neither earth nor stonework beyond. If she could only get through under the wall she might dig her way up to the open she thought.

She heard Mrs. Barn cough, dropped her tools, and brushing her hands, ran up in time to meet the woman halfway across the garden.

“Well, what have you been doing?” she asked the girl suspiciously. It was her habit to wake up, even from the shortest sleep, in the worst possible temper.

“Just looking round,” said Molly carelessly.

The woman grumbled something as she went through to the kitchen, and Molly, not daring to descend the narrow stone stairs which wound from the passage to the cellar level, went out and took Mrs. Barn’s place in the deckchair.

When should she make the attempt? That was the question. The time at her disposal was short, and though she resolutely strove to keep from her mind all the horrors which might follow Bob Stone’s arrival, she could not altogether dismiss that picture.

Mrs. Barn decided for her, all unconsciously. She was unusually gracious at the evening meal and mentioned one of her peculiarities.

“I always sleep with my door locked,” she said. “I’m such a heavy sleeper, and I’ve had such vicious devils to deal with that I wouldn’t dare sleep with it unlocked. Why, do you know, a young lady like you with similar illusions nearly killed me once?”

The girl shuddered, not at Mrs. Barn’s danger but at the picture of the poor soul, “with similar delusions,” and the terror which must have stood at her elbow all the time.

“You are a heavy sleeper?” she said carelessly.

“Pretty heavy. When I was at my other institution me and my husband took turn and turn about. While he was asleep I was awake. While he was awake I was asleep. You’re not going to give me any trouble, are you?” she looked suspiciously.

“You’d better lock your bedroom door,” said Molly solemnly, and the woman grunted and brightened up.

“Well, your husband will be coming for you soon, thank God!”

This decided the girl. She could work that night, and it helped her plan that Mrs. Barn had unearthed another lamp from some kitchen cupboard.

Molly spent that night between hope and fear. It was by no means certain that the underground cavern, if cavern it was, would lead to safety. There was a chance that it might end in her being lost and perishing miserably underground. Her lips trembled. She was very young, and life was full of bright promise. Too young to die on the very threshold of happiness. She stilled these thoughts by an effort of will, and sat patiently waiting for Mrs. Barn to retire.

At ten o’clock a heavy footfall passed her door, a voice growled “goodnight,” and muttered a warning which she did not catch, but which she supposed had reference to any attempt to escape. She waited another two hours, then crept out and listened at the woman’s door. She heard her regular snore, and went downstairs a-flutter with excitement. She was dressed, but carried Mrs. Barn’s squeaky boots under her arm.

She had some trouble in finding matches to light the lamp, but presently she had it burning, and turning it low, she descended the steps and came to her cavern. She must proceed with the greatest caution. She aimed one blow, and the sound of it reverberated through the house. It was some time before she ventured to make another attempt. She found that by putting one end of the pick into the hole she had made and pulling steadily on the handle she could loosen the bricks. She had pulled out three in this way when, taking a greater purchase and exercising a heavier pull, the whole of the wall came down with a crash. She stood up trembling with fear. Mrs. Barn must be indeed a heavy sleeper if she failed to hear that roar of sound. The girl hesitated for a moment, and then, blowing out the light, she fled up the steps, and, as noiselessly as possible, mounted the creaking stairs.

She was closing her door softly when she heard the heavy tread of the woman crossing her room. A few minutes later Molly’s door opened and the woman, a fantastic figure in a red dressing-gown, came in holding a lighted candle.

“What was that noise?” she grumbled.

Molly, the bedclothes drawn up to her neck, pretended to be asleep, and gave an artistic imitation of one aroused from slumber.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Did you hear a noise?” said the woman.

“No,” replied the girl.

Evidently Mrs. Barn was not satisfied; for the girl heard her going down the stairs. Fortunately Mrs. Barn did not carry her investigations to the point of searching the cellars, and presently she came up again, and Molly heard her grumbling, heard too the click of her lock, and waited for another hour before she ventured from her room. Her sleep thus interrupted, Mrs. Barn slept more soundly than ever. Her snores were now ponderous, and Molly, her fears having subsided, made her second visit to the cellar.

When she reached the hall below she listened. Even from there she could hear the woman’s stertorous breathing. She had clung on to her box of matches, and she lit one to find her way down the steps to the cellar door. In a few minutes she had rekindled the lamp, and stooping before the opening, she began to loosen the bricks gently and to make the opening larger. Peering through, she could see no outlet, and she had a horrible suspicion that she had done no more than open a bricked-up recess.

There was something long and white and gleaming half-hidden in debris and dust. She could not see what it was, and she delayed inspection until she had made the hole big enough to creep through. Then she lifted the lamp and looked.

The scream that rose to her throat she stifled by the greatest effort of will. The lamp wobbled in her hands and her eyes started.

She would not faint, she would not faint! she told herself desperately. Yet her very soul was screaming in terror, for the thing she had seen was now revealed. It was a human skeleton! Its hollow eyes were turned toward her, its gleaming teeth were set in a crooked grin!
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She backed away, still holding the lamp that shook and trembled in her hand, back, back to the door, and all the time it seemed that deep in those sockets were eyes that watched her.

She pulled the door to with a crash, and staggered up the stairs, and then she heard a sound above.

She needed all her courage to extinguish the lamp and remain in that foetid darkness, yet she mastered her fears, and blew shakily down the glass chimney. She was in darkness, illuminated by the oblong doorway into the hall.

Who was it? It was not Mrs. Barn. Her snores were painfully distinct. No, it was somebody else. Somebody was in the hall. She heard stealthy footsteps. The mere shadow of a shadow passed the opening and was gone. Was her imagination playing tricks, or had Bob Stone come? This last thought roused her to a sense of her danger, made her for a moment forget the horror that lay behind her in the thick darkness. She waited awhile, then crept up to her room, closed the door behind her and sank shivering on her bed.

What awful secret did this house hold? What dark ghosts had their habitation in these dusty rooms which were so redolent of tragedy? The stains on the floor! She remembered them. Mrs. Barn had called them inkstains, but Molly knew now that they were blood. It came to her with tremendous force. Curiously enough this realisation horrified her more than the concrete fact of those pitiful bones or the mystery shape that stole through the house.

The sun had risen before she fell into a troubled sleep, from which she was awakened by Mrs. Barn.

“Here, come on, get up, young woman. I’ve brought you up a cup of tea, but don’t you think that I’ll do that every morning. It’s your job to make me a cup of tea, and I’m going to tell your husband so.”

She sat up, blinking and stupid.

“What is it?” she said dully and stared round.

It was almost a relief to see the flat yellow face of this awful woman. She at least was real, alive, tangible. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Barn,” she stammered, taking the tea from the woman. “I’m afraid I didn’t sleep very well.”

“Your hand’s shaking. What’s the matter with you?” asked Mrs. Barn suspiciously. “You’re in a nice state if your husband comes down to-day.”

Her husband! So it wasn’t Bob Stone, that flitting figure. She had had a wild hope for a second, for the fraction of a second indeed, that it was Jetheroe, the mysterious Jetheroe who shuttled to and fro in the web of her life, but this figure was shorter, a squat uncouth shape, she recalled it from her momentary glimpse.

“Could I have a bath?” she asked, and Mrs. Barn was amused.

“You could if there was a bath,” she said. “What do you want a bath for? You’re clean enough. Wash your face and come down.”

The water in the little ewer was cold and refreshing. The girl bathed her face until it glowed again, and though the drug of sleep was still in her and her limbs had an unaccustomed heaviness, she joined the woman at the breakfast table and was almost glad of the company. She did not wonder how Mrs. Barn received her supplies. The food they had had evidently been brought from some town, eggs and cold pies, bottled preserves and condensed milk all spoke eloquently of preparation. The bread was just a day staler than it had been on the previous day. So tradesmen were not calling, thought the girl. In this surmise, however, she was wrong. At eleven o’clock came a rapping on the outer gate. Mrs. Barn peremptorily ordered Molly into the house, closed the door upon her and went to answer the knock.

Through the window of the diningroom the girl saw the woman take in a basket of provisions, evidently from a tradesman. Of the tradesman himself she did not see any more than a hand holding a basket. Mrs. Barn brought it into the diningroom with every evidence of satisfaction, and placed two large new loaves upon the table.

“Well, we’re not going to be starved, anyway,” she said, with the nearest approach to good-humour she had shown. “What are you going to do this morning?” she asked suddenly. “Poke about in the cellars?”

“No, no,” said the girl with a shiver, “no thank you. It’s too — too cold down there. I’ll just sit in the garden, I think.”

The woman grunted.

“Can you cook?” she asked.

“No,” confessed Molly.

“Well, it’s about time you learnt,” grumbled Mrs. Barn.

She took the provisions into the kitchen, and later dragged out her chair and took up her position with her back to the gate, for her morning siesta.

The girl could not remain in the house alone. She wandered round and round the ugly building speculating upon its history. Who were its former owners? With what hopes was it built, what tragedies had it held?

Those bricks had been laid one upon the other in the days of the Napoleonic wars, when Dartmoor was alive with gangs of French prisoners of war. Possibly this house had been built by them. Mrs. Barn had left her chair and had gone into the house when the girl came round for the third time. As Molly passed the door she heard the woman shout.

“Here, missus, come here!”

Molly obeyed and went through the hall to the kitchen to find the woman standing, her hands on her hips, looking at the basket on the table.

“How many loaves of bread did I bring in?”

“Two,” said the girl in surprise, “why?”

“Well, where’s the other?”

She pointed to a loaf on the table. Its fellow had disappeared!

“Are you sure I brought two?”

“I’m almost sure,” said the girl.

The woman looked round.

“There are no rats here and anyway they wouldn’t take a loaf of bread.”

The girl felt her heart beating quickly. That sinister figure she had seen in the dark! She wanted to laugh, but she wanted to cry as much. Her nerves were all jangled, and she was on the point of an hysterical breakdown, but happily recognised her own symptoms, and with an effort pulled herself together.

“Probably we were both mistaken, Mrs. Barn,” she said. “I’m so tired this morning that I am seeing things that aren’t existing.”

“I’m not so tired,” said Mrs. Barn. “You haven’t taken the bread?”

“Why should I take it?” said the girl. “I’m not hungry and I can have all I want.”

“Well, that beats me,” said the woman, and locked the provisions in a cupboard.

And now the girl made the round of the house no more. She felt nervous, frightened almost, and kept close to the woman, contenting herself with pacing the stretch of wild grassland in front of the door.

She was certain that there had been two loaves. She had noticed that one was burnt on the top and the other had been baked a paler brown. It was the burnt loaf which had disappeared.

“This house gives me the creeps,” said Mrs. Barn as they sat to the meal. “I’ll be glad when my husband can come down — and your husband,” she said, looking at the girl under her heavy brows.

Molly fetched a long sigh. She had almost forgotten Bob Stone in her own terrors, and had tried desperately hard to forget the only means of escape she had conceived. It was a house of horror, a house of whispers and creaks, of hidden ghouls, of lurking shapes — she dreaded the coming of the night.

She was pacing slowly up and down, Mrs. Barn dozing in her chair, that afternoon, when she raised her eyes to the gabled window. She had seen it before, a triangle of dirty irregular glass covered with glazing which had been put in when the house was built. What room was there, she wondered? She had seen a flight of steps running up to a trapdoor. The steps were almost opposite her own room, and Mrs. Barn had told her that it was a lumber-room. And now as she raised her eyes she started and dropped the book she was carrying and screamed. At the window she had seen a white distorted face, just a glimpse, but it was enough. She sank to the ground in a heap.

Aroused by the scream Mrs. Barn came waddling across the green. She lifted the girl to her feet, half-dragged, half-carried her to her chair, and flung her down savagely.

“What’s the matter with you?” she asked. “Here, wake up!”

She shook her, but Molly showed no signs of recovering consciousness. Then, gripping the girl’s neck with her big hands, she forced her head down to her knees.

Molly opened her eyes and looked wildly round.

“What’s the matter with you?” were the first words she heard.

The girl staggered to her feet, and swaying would have fallen again if Mrs. Barn had not caught her.

“Are you going properly mad?” asked the woman.

“I am properly mad, am I not?” said the girl hysterically. She had recovered sufficiently to smile, though her face was white as death.

“What made you faint?” asked the woman suspiciously.

“Nothing,” said Molly. Perhaps it had been an illusion. The thick windows with their bosses of glass may have played a trick with her, she thought.

“I’ll be glad when your young man comes,” said Mrs. Barn fervently. “What’s the matter with you, hey?”

“I’m mad, am I not?” said Molly. “You told me so several times, and mad people can do almost what they like.”

“They can do what I let ’em do,” corrected Mrs. Barn grimly.

That evening Molly summoned up her courage to ask a favour. “Can I sleep in your room tonight, Mrs. Barn?” she said.

“In my room?” said the woman astonished. “Not likely! Haven’t I told you I don’t allow mad people to get anywhere near me when I’m asleep?”

The girl laughed.

“You know very well I am no more mad than you are,” she said.

“Whether you are or whether you’re not you don’t sleep in my room, where I keep all my keys,” replied the other significantly. “You stay in your own.”

“Have you a key for my room?” asked the girl.

“If I had you wouldn’t get it,” was the uncompromising reply. “No, you sleep in your own room, and get out of your squalling, fainting habits. Besides,” said the woman with a little grin, “your husband may come tonight.”

Molly’s heart sank like a stone.

“My husband,” she faltered. “What difference would that make?” and then she blanched afresh. “You’re not going to let him come into my room?” she said breathlessly. “You know he’s not my husband! You know!”

Mrs. Barn rolled her head to express her weariness of the subject.

“That’s your illusion. You poor little fool,” she said, “that’s your illusion.”

Pathologists say that no brain can hold the impression of two pains, the greater must relieve the lesser, and in the new terror, real and vital, the mystery shape, that distorted white face in the garret, those mouldering bones in the cellar, were forgotten.

When she went to bed that night the girl did not undress, but lay, covering herself with an eiderdown which she recognised as having been on her own bed at Prince’s Place. There was no means by which she could barricade the door. The only furniture in the room beside the bed, was a flimsy dressing-chest and a washstand. She tried to pull the bed against the door, but it was one of those old mahogany beds, and she could not move it.

She would lie awake, she promised herself, but she had been awake all the previous night. She tried every expedient to prevent her weary eyes from closing, but at last Nature asserted herself, and she fell into a calm unruffled sleep?

“Wake up!” A big hand was caressing her face, and the voice was Bob Stone’s.

She thought she was dreaming, and turned over on her side.

“Wake up, Molly!” There was no mistaking his voice this time.

She struggled into a sitting posture. Bob Stone, his face grey with dust, his long soiled coat covering him from shoulder to heel, stood by the side of her bed.

In the doorway she saw Mrs. Barn in her red dressing-gown. It was dark. What time she could not guess. But the fact that Mrs. Barn had been aroused from her sleep by the visitor suggested that the day had not yet broken.

“Get up,” said Bob laconically. “You’re dressed, eh? Well, that would make it very easy for me—”

“What do you want?” she asked in a terrified whisper.

“I want you, Molly, and I’m going to get you sooner or later.”

He turned his head to the woman at the door.

“You can go,” he said. “Shut the door.”

“Don’t go, don’t go,” begged the girl. She tried to run past him, but he caught her in his arms, and she heard the thud of the closing door. He was holding her tightly, his face, grimed with the dust of the road, looking down into hers.

“They found me out, Molly,” he said. “Soc Smith is after me, and he’ll be here in two or three hours.”

“Here?” she said eagerly. “He knows I’m here?” she said, and he nodded.

“Oh, yes, Soc knows,” he said softly, and he looked at her with a queer little smile. “I could take you now but I won’t,” he said half to himself. “I want leisure to court you, leisure to break down your silly resistance.”

What was he going to do she wondered? His words were a reprieve.

“You’ll learn to love me in time, Molly. We’ll go away to a beautiful land — to Brazil. I have made all preparations.”

“And if I don’t love you,” she said steadily, “and I refuse to love you? What happens to me? Do I share the fate of the man in the cellar?”

Before she had spoken the words she regretted them. Under the dust his face went old and haggard.

“The man in the cellar,” he mumbled, “the man in the cellar? Good Heavens! You haven’t found — that?”

She did not speak. What a fool she had been! What a fool to let him know! He gripped her shoulders savagely.

“Answer me,” he roared. “What did you find? How did you find it? Does the woman know?”

She had to tell him of her wild scheme for escape, of her midnight visit to the cellar and what she had found there. As she progressed he grew calmer.

“You poor little thing,” he said in a voice that was almost gentle. “I could have spared you that.”

He meditated for a moment, biting his knuckles.

“That old fool ought to have stopped your going into the cellar. I told her that she was not to take her eye off you.”

He looked at his watch suddenly.

“I am going to Plymouth,” he said.

“You’re not — not taking me with you, are you?” she asked, and to her amazement he shook his head.

“I am coming back for you,” he said.

“I think not.”

Molly looked up as Bob swung round. A man was standing in the doorway, a man whose unshaven face was black with dust. A revolver was in his hand and she instantly recognised his voice, though she had not known him when she had seen him through the glass of the upper window, nor when he had flitted past her in the dark hall.

“My name is Sub-Inspector Frank Weldon from Scotland Yard. I shall take you into custody on a charge—”

A shot rang out. Bob Stone had fired from his hip and Frank pitched forward on his face.

The girl screamed. There was a clump of feet outside and the scared face of Mrs. Barn appeared.

“Oh, what have you done!” she gasped.

Bob Stone did not reply. He slipped the smoking revolver into his overcoat pocket, and stooping, lifted the inanimate figure and bore it outside.

“Shut that door!”

Molly heard his voice, and the door banged on her, leaving her staring at the red patch on the bedroom floor, where Frank Weldon had fallen.

She tore down the blankets that covered the window and flung open the casement. Stone was bearing his burden across the garden. She could see his white coat. She glimpsed the ugly figure of Mrs. Barn and heard her whimper of fear; and then Bob disappeared through the outer gate, and the door was locked behind him.

“My God! My God!” Mrs. Barn’s whimper came up to her and presently Molly heard the sound of her feet upon the stairs. The door was flung open and she came in, and the old woman’s dismay would have been laughable had Molly the gift of laughter.

“This is murder!” she wailed. “This is police work! Why did I ever take his money! I never thought it was anything else but his wanting you! Curse you and your man, curse you!” she stormed. “Where did he come from, that split?”

“He was in the house all the time,” said the girl with a trembling voice, and the woman wrung her hands.

“They’ll know he’s here. Scotland Yard will be down in the morning, and what am I going to do? What am I going to do? Look here, miss,” she seized the girl’s hand in hers and her drooping mouth trembled in its agitation. “You know I had nothing to do with this business, don’t you? I had nothing to do with the murder. I only helped him to look after you. He gave me £500, and I was going to get this house. You’ll speak up for me. I wasn’t here when he shot that split, was I, my dear?”

The girl shook her head.

“Go away, Mrs. Barn,” she said quietly. “I want to think.”

“But you’ll speak up for me, won’t you, miss? You know I had nothing to do with this shooting. He’s taken the body away. I hope he doesn’t come back again. I hope not. You’ll speak up for me if it comes to a trial, won’t you, my dear? Let me get you some tea.”

This hideous woman fawning on her, Molly realised, was a pitiable coward and in terror of the law. And as the older woman’s nerves broke Molly took greater courage.

“Perhaps you’ll explain the skeleton in the cellar,” she said maliciously.

“The skeleton!” gasped the woman falling back against the wall. “The skeleton!”

Molly nodded. “Somebody has been murdered in this house,” she said, and Mrs. Barn collapsed.

What should she do, thought the girl. She looked at her watch. It was a quarter past three, and the eastern skies were paling. The woman had gone to her room and lay moaning and weeping upon her bed, and Molly paced her room wondering, wondering.

She did not hear the garden gate open and close, nor Bob Stone’s key in the downstairs door. Stone stood for a while in the darkness of the hall, listening. He heard the voluble terror of Mrs. Barn and smiled. He heard too the slow pacing of the girl. He crept to the foot of the stairs and listened more intently. Mrs. Barn was weeping, and now and again he caught a disjointed word or two.

“Skeleton? Skeleton?”

So the girl had told her! So much the better. Neither woman would go down into the cellar. He himself descended noiselessly, for he had taken off his boots before he had entered the house. He carried a square electric lamp, and this he deposited upon the floor of the cellar. He took little or no notice of the broken brickwork or of the ghastly reminder of tragedy which lay behind. From his hip pockets he pulled two automatic pistols and methodically tested them.

Bob Stone was no lunatic. He was immensely sane. He had been led from crime to crime by his attempt to escape the consequences of his first fall from grace. The tangled web of deception had its counterpart in the automatic fettering of criminality. One crime had begotten another, surely and naturally, and now nothing counted but the great coup which would smother all trace.

He had flung the still-living Frank Weldon into the pool from which the house derived its name. He had hidden his motorcar a mile away from the house in a cleft of the rolling moor, and now there remained Socrates Smith and his brother, a flat-faced woman — and Jetheroe.

Jetheroe would come. Jetheroe who had strangled him until he had written the name of the place to which he had abducted his daughter. Jetheroe would come. That was certain! He extinguished the light and sat down patiently to wait.

Socrates would escape and follow immediately. He would also endeavour to get into touch with the Ashburton police, but all the telephone and telegraph wires to Ashburton came through Exeter and the trunk wires followed the Taunton-Exeter road. Bob Stone had been one of the greatest strategists in the police force in his day. He foresaw contingencies and took precautions. The telegraph system which linked the West of England to London had been his especial study for three or four days and he had stopped his car in the night to fix climbers to his knees and mount a pole ten miles out of Exeter. There, with a pair of wire cutters, he had worked busily and well. There was further communication between Exeter and the world in the shape of a quadruple line from Salisbury, and he had made a diversion in the night to attend also to that danger. He calculated that it would take six hours to repair the wires, had even considered the possibility of wireless communication between London and Devizes and Devizes and Poldhu, but was satisfied that the time at his disposal was sufficient for his purpose.

He put on the light, took out two large maps, one covered with green and scarlet lines which indicated telegraph communication, and with a fountain pen made neat little marks where he had cut the wires.

The only possibility was that Socrates Smith would stop either at Exeter or at Ashburton to pick up local representatives of the constabulary, but as against this likelihood would be Lexington’s eagerness to reach the girl and Socrates’ natural desire to come to grips with the man who had killed John Mandle.

He put his maps away and extinguished the light. He would have loved to smoke, but the fumes would have betrayed him.

The girl, sitting by the open window, wondering, hoping, in a panic of fear heard the whirr of a motorcar. Mrs. Barn came floundering in.

“He’s back, he’s back,” she whimpered.

And then the garden gate opened and Socrates Smith came running up the path. Molly tore down the stairs to meet him. She was in his arms before Lexington was halfway across the path, and was babbling her incoherent story to Lexington a minute later.

“He’s got Frank Weldon!” gasped Socrates. “You don’t mean that!”

Rapidly she told all that had happened in the night.

“Do you think Frank was killed?”

She nodded sadly.

“I’m afraid so. He fell like a log,” she said and shivered. “Oh, Soc, it is a terrible house, terrible!”

Lexington put his arm round her and squeezed her tight.

“My dear, we’re going to take you home straight away,” he said.

Socrates was interviewing the woman, but found it difficult to get her story. She was on the verge of collapse between fear of what would happen and the knowledge that she stood in the presence of one who had the authority of arrest.

“Did Stone say he was coming back?” asked Socrates sharply.

“I don’t think he will, but he said so. Oh that poor young man!” she whined.

“Never mind about the poor young man. You’ll have to stand your trial for the part you have played in this felony.”

“I’m as innocent as a babe,” she almost screamed. “I knew nothing at all about it! He told me that the young lady was mad!”

“You know very well she was not mad, Barn,” said Socrates. “This isn’t the first time you’ve been concerned in a case like this, and I rather fancy that you’ll go to penal servitude this time.”

She flung herself down on her knees before him, a pitiable and an obscene sight.

“I know nothing about it, nothing, nothing,” she wailed. “I didn’t know about the skeleton until—”

“The skeleton!” said Socrates. “What do you mean?”

“She found it herself! I never knew anything about it!”

“A skeleton! What are you talking about?” said Socrates.

“She found a skeleton in the cellar,” whined the woman, and that was all he could get out of her.

He sought out Molly.

“Don’t talk about it,” she said with a shiver. “I’m almost fainting with hunger. I’ve not eaten and I’ve not slept.”

“Well, we’ll talk about it afterwards,” said Soc gently. “Do you know I suspected a skeleton, but I didn’t imagine you’d find it.”

He shook the woman into a condition of intelligence, and set her about preparing breakfast. Then, leaving the young people to themselves, he went out through the garden gate and sought for the tracks of Bob Stone’s car.

Stone had escaped! He did not doubt that. As to his threat to return, Socrates Smith dismissed that as a piece of deception designed to check his pursuit. He found the track without difficulty. A heavy dew had fallen in the night, and he was familiar with the markings of the tyres of the big limousine.

He followed the track for a quarter of a mile, and then suddenly it turned sharply to the left on to the moor. He saw the broken shrub where the heavy wheels had passed.

Socrates Smith stopped perplexed. Why had Stone taken his car across the moorland when there was a perfectly good crossroad a mile farther on? Possibly he was aware that his tyres would give him away and was trying to baffle pursuit. And yet the direction which the car was taking must bring him to impossible ground. And then a solution offered itself. He was going to dispose of the body of Frank.

Socrates Smith quickened his steps and followed on the track of the wheels. There was no disguising them. In one place they had broken down a bush, in another they had passed through a patch of light soil and had left a deep impression. And now Socrates caught a glimpse of water ahead. This then was the pool. He broke into a run, and then the tracks suddenly disappeared. He searched round and picked them up again. They turned abruptly to the left and apparently headed straight for a patch of stunted bushes.

He pushed his way between the undergrowth and stopped suddenly. There was the car, abandoned. There was no sign of Frank, no sign of Bob Stone. He made a brief examination of the car and found bloodstains upon the Bedford-corded upholstery.

The pool was only a dozen yards away. He pushed through the bushes and came unexpectedly upon a bedraggled young man sitting on the ground, his clothes saturated, and striving to bandage his shoulder with an inadequate pocket handkerchief.

“Frank!” yelled Socrates, and Frank Weldon looked up with a grin.

“Hello, Soc, I heard you coming. Have you got him?”

“He very nearly got you, my boy,” said Soc kneeling down by the other’s side.

“It’s nothing very much. I think the bullet broke my collar-bone. It certainly knocked me out,” said Frank. “Have you got him?” he asked again.

“Shut up,” said Socrates, busily dressing the long and ugly wound. “Yes, I think he’s managed to upset your clavicle. Did he chuck you in the water?”

“He did,” said Frank calmly, “but he didn’t wait, as I feared, to watch me drown. I could walk ashore, though the bottom of the pool is rather muddy. A very nice man is Mr. Robert Stone, and he must have been an ornament to our incorruptible police force.”

Frank explained what had happened to him.

“After I fell and lost the use of a good revolver I knew there was no sense in making a fuss,” he said. “He picked me up and carried me to his car. The man is as strong as a lion, but he hurt confoundedly. I just lay quiet, hoping that he was going to do exactly what he did, that is, abandon me on the road. I didn’t think he’d use the Pool-in-the-Moor — a name which I shall not readily forget,” he added. “Did he get away?”

“He’s left his car here,” said Socrates. “I can’t understand it. He wouldn’t go on foot.”

“He may have another one hidden somewhere. That fellow’s a pretty shrewd gentleman,” said Frank. “I should imagine that he’s planned every detail of this little coup. He hasn’t taken Miss Templeton?” he asked quickly.

Socrates shook his head.

He assisted the young man to rise, and they walked slowly back to the road.

“I don’t like it,” said Frank after a silence. “It isn’t natural that he should leave her.”

Socrates thought the same. Yet if the man was in the neighbourhood, what object could he have? Dartmoor was organised for search. The presence of the great convict prison had produced an effective police cordon system which would make his escape impossible.

“Did you see Jetheroe?” he asked suddenly.

Frank shook his head.

“I rather expected he would turn up, but so far he hasn’t put in an appearance. Do you think he knows the girl is here?”

Socrates nodded.

“I’m certain he does. That little strangling that went on — oh, you weren’t at Prince’s Place when it happened,” he said, and told the story of Bob Stone’s experience. “I knew it was Jetheroe, and I guessed just why he had come into Bob’s study and what he wanted to know.”

“And yet you shot at the poor devil?”

Socrates grinned.

“I wanted to make him hurry,” he said. “I could have killed him twice, and it was against all my better instincts as a revolver-shot to miss him.”

They reached the house to find breakfast laid. The girl was overjoyed to see Soc’s companion.

“I am afraid I scared you. You saw me at the upper window, but I thought you would recognise me,” said Frank.

“You looked awful,” said the girl with a smile. “Terrible! I thought you were — a monstrosity that had been living in the house for years and years, and the first time I saw you—”

“The first time?” said Frank in surprise. “Did you see me twice?”

“I saw you passing along the passage when you came into the house,” she said and he stared at her.

“What were you doing? It was the middle of the night.”

She made a little face.

“I’m going to tell all about that after breakfast,” she said. “I don’t want to think about it now.”

A distressed and agitated Mrs. Barn waited on them through the meal and, despite the gruesome circumstances of the reunion, despite the silent and grisly secret ever present in the girl’s mind, it was the merriest meal she could remember. When the Woman had been dismissed to the kitchen Socrates told the story of Mandle’s murder, a story that was now told for the first time.
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“I have pieced this jig-saw together,” he began, “and I do not think that any of the pieces are missing, except the great base-line of ultimate motive.”

“By which you mean?” asked Lexington.

“By which I mean,” said Socrates, “the exact nature of the fear which united, and finally divided in such a tragic manner, these two men, John Mandle and Robert Stone. Much of my information I have got from the Record Department at Scotland Yard, but the bulk has been gathered from servants, from Molly here—”

“From me?” said the girl in surprise.

He nodded.

“And from our own observation. When, a little less than a week ago, I received an invitation from John Mandle to spend a weekend in the country and to bring my brother, I was, I confess, considerably surprised. I hadn’t seen Mandle for years, and although we were acquaintances, and had met since his retirement, we were not by any means the best of friends.

“During our service together, I had occasion to disapprove of Mandle and his methods. He was a particularly unscrupulous man, and he would go to ends to get a conviction which I think were beyond the limits of honesty and decency. A case in point was the case of Kenneth Ward, or as you know him, Molly, Mr. Jetheroe.”

“Was he a criminal?” she asked in surprise, and Socrates hesitated.

“He was a man who had got into very bad company,” he said diplomatically and truthfully, “and found himself involved in a number of questionable transactions. This was when he was a very young man indeed. Before he could extricate himself he was tried, convicted and sentenced to a short term of imprisonment. When he came out he drifted into the old gang which had brought about his downfall, and helped in the perpetration of a series of frauds which resulted in his arrest by Mandle, and his being sentenced to a long term of imprisonment.

“Mandle worked industriously and for a good reason. In the course of his investigations, he had discovered that Ward was married and had married a very beautiful girl, who was wholly ignorant of her husband’s dishonesty. He married her in a fictitious name,” said Socrates slowly, “in the name of Templeton.”

The girl stared at him.

“Templeton?” she repeated. “It wasn’t — it wasn’t my mother?”

“It was your mother,” said Socrates gravely.

“Then Mr. Jetheroe is—”

“Mr. Jetheroe is your father,” said Socrates, “and remember, Molly, that all his past — is his past. He has suffered for his folly, and I have only recently discovered that his prosperity is not in any way traceable to his earlier misdeeds. I was under the impression that he had put away a lot of money that he had secured by fraud, and that he was living on that now. That is not the case. He inherited a very considerable sum when he came out of prison, from an aunt who was ignorant of his misdeeds. That has been traced beyond question.”

The girl was breathing quickly, her shining eyes fixed on Socrates, and it was clear to him that the question of her father’s past and his misdeeds was infinitely less important to her than the fact that she had a father living.

“Jetheroe disappeared. He was convicted in another name and dared not write to his wife. Mandle, who had fallen in love with the lady, persuaded her that her husband was dead, and produced certificates to that effect, which undoubtedly he forged. He may not have even produced the death certificate. Of that I am not certain. At any rate, he persuaded this poor lady that she was a widow, and married her.”

The girl nodded.

“I see now. That is why he hated me — because I was my father’s daughter.”

“That is probably the explanation,” said Socrates Smith. “At any rate, Mandle did his best to send your father back to prison again and worked day and night to secure evidence of a further fraud and one for which he had not been punished, but should have been wiped out by his earlier imprisonment. Yet he managed to get him a further term of penal servitude.

“Nearly twenty years ago Mandle and Stone decided to leave the force. They were comparatively well-off men, for it is known that they speculated on the Stock Exchange, and that both of them were reprimanded for their association with one or two figures of finance, about whose methods there was some scandal. They seem to have lived together at Hindhead, within a stone’s throw of one another, amicably and pleasantly. When Mandle brought his wife and her child to Hindhead they were on visiting terms and remained apparently good friends up to the last.

“But as the years progressed, both men showed some evidence of fear of each other. It was not apparent, perhaps, to the outside world that the man whom Mandle was afraid of was Bob Stone, but it is nevertheless a fact. Seven years ago, Mandle began to put traps on his lawn, fixed electric controls to his doors, and Bob Stone also took precautions. The climax came when Stone professed religion. Now it may not seem to you to mean a great deal or to have any particular significance that Bob was going to address a revival meeting in Godalming, and yet the truth was that that news drove John Mandle into a panic and made him decide upon killing Stone at the first opportunity.”

“But why?” asked Lexington in amazement.

“At revival meetings, it is not an unusual thing for a penitent sinner to tell the story of his early indiscretions,” said Socrates. “It is a form of religious exaltation very familiar to most psychologists. The penitent finds a peculiar joy in his self-abasement, and it was exactly the possibility of Bob Stone standing up and telling their common secret which so horrified Mandle. Personally I have not the slightest doubt in my mind that Bob Stone had no such intention and that he announced his religious tendency in order to excite just that amount of apprehension in Mandle’s mind. I think, too, that Bob Stone knew that the other man was planning his murder, as he undoubtedly was. I received this invitation to visit them and I was surprised, because Mandle isn’t the kind of fellow who wants outsiders around and he must have had some particular reason for wanting me in the house.

“I now know that he wanted me there in order to establish an authoritative alibi. My word would carry weight with a jury. If I told them that I had seen Mandle being carried to bed with his legs in such a rheumatic condition that it was impossible for him to walk, no one would suspect him of having hanged Robert Stone.”

“Hanged him?” said Frank in surprise. “Was that the scheme?”

Socrates nodded.

“These two men had a system of communicating with one another in moments of emergency. They both understood the Morse code, and it was their practise at a certain hour of the night to look for messages one from the other. Well, to go on. The 3rd of June was the night chosen for the murder, and Mandle laid particular stress upon my being there upon that evening. He asked me to telegraph if I changed my plans and from what Molly has since told me, he showed signs of irritation that afternoon when I had not arrived by an earlier train, and asked her if a telegram had come.

“For some time before our arrival he had professed to be suffering from rheumatism which made it impossible for him to walk without assistance, and the illness reached its height on the day of our arrival. That was necessary for the purpose of his crime. When Stone came over that afternoon I guess, rather than know, that he told Stone that his illness was a fake and that he wanted to see him some time that night, but was unable to fix a place because he did not know my plans. That evening Bob Stone was on the watch and received the signal message. The lamp he used was a powerful one and the position of the White House was such that he saw the reflection of the light at one of the windows.

“He was really signalling to Bob Stone. Bob was certain that the hour had struck for his doom but he could not have realised just what method John Mandle would employ. The rendezvous was the Three Oaks known to them both, and Mandle must have left the house before Molly, for you saw somebody lurking in the bushes.”

She nodded.

“That was Mandle,” said Socrates. “He waited till you had passed and then he began his preparations. He climbed the tree, lay along the bough immediately over the path. He had with him a rope which he had noosed at the end and his plan was to drop the rope over Bob’s head as he stood waiting beneath the tree, to drag him up by sheer strength and then, when he had fastened the rope, to slip to the ground and pulling down the man’s hands, handcuff them so that he could not take the weight from his neck.”

The girl shuddered.

“We found the handcuffs in his pocket,” Socrates went on, “and if you will remember, Lexington, he wore a leather belt about his waist, and I have no doubt that was intended to fasten Stone’s feet. It was an ingenious scheme. He could wait by until Bob was dead, remove the handcuffs and the strap and give the death the appearance of suicide. He had already spoken of Bob’s religious mania to various people, including Inspector Mallett, and that would explain, to some extent, the tragedy.

“But Bob was on his guard. He came, pistol in hand, ready to shoot. The rope must have dropped and missed him, and Bob, looking up, saw the face showing over the bough and fired. Mandle was killed instantaneously and must have lain without a movement or a tremor so that he kept his balance.

“Bob picked up the rope, flung it up into the bough, and then he must have made his escape by the path at the back of the trees. He had then to remove all suspicion from himself and to make it appear that he, also, had been the victim of attack. He did this simply. He tied himself up as a man with a good set of teeth can. Unfortunately for him some of the tow from the rope came off in his teeth. He blew it out—”

“And that was the ‘bit of fluff’ you found on the pillow!” cried Lexington.

Soc nodded.

“More unfortunate still,” he went on, “Jetheroe had seen him, Jetheroe who had come out to look for the man who had frightened Molly. Just as soon as Bob knew that he had been seen, and heard of Jetheroe’s search and the story which Gritt told about Jetheroe returning to his house in an agitated state, Bob knew that he must remove Jetheroe from his path.

“I can’t understand how he lured him to the Three Oaks, but that is probably susceptible to a simple explanation. The rest of the story you know.”

“He must be mad,” said the girl in horror.

“I don’t think so,” answered Socrates quietly. “I think Bob is particularly sane. And remarkably clever. In many ways, I am sorry for him. There is no doubt that he killed Mandle in self-defence, though he would have some difficulty in proving that.”

“But the burst of laughter you heard?” said the girl.

“As I said before, that was cleverly and carefully designed,” said Socrates. “Bob isn’t mad. Bob is a very careful man, so careful that he made a journey to the north of England to buy the galoshes he wore on the night of the murder. By-the-way, he must have arrived by the main path and the galoshes were intended to throw the police off the track if it came to any kind of trouble.”

Frank nodded.

“Incidentally, it enabled him to move noiselessly and was probably a hindrance to him when he was making his way through the bush.”

“Well, that’s that,” said Socrates. “Now, Molly, you’re going to tell us all about your skeleton.”

She told the story in as few words as possible and she had a startled audience.

“In the cellar, eh?” said Socrates thoughtfully. “Now, I expected to find it in the garden. In fact, I had arranged with a man to cut the grass, for the purpose of seeking the grave!”

Lexington stared at him.

“You expected a skeleton?”

“I expected human remains,” said Socrates and considered it tactful to leave the matter there, for they were in the room where the murder had been committed as the gaping hole in the ceiling testified mutely to all and the stains on the floor proved beyond doubt.

“You’d better stay here, Molly,” he said. “Lex and I will go down and see these unpleasant relics.”

“I’ll come along too,” said Frank, “you’ll want a lamp.”

The girl rose and, taking off the chimney, lit the smelling lamp.

Soc, with the lamp in his hand, led the way down.

“There are two cellars evidently,” he said, looking down, “but the one with the open door is the sepulchre.”

They followed him into the cellar. It was empty. Socrates put the light on the ground and knelt by the opening.

“Yes, it’s pretty horrible, isn’t it?” he said.

He put in his hand and turned the skull and showed a jagged gap.

“That’s where the bullet struck, and here,” he fingered the dust, “is the residue of quick lime.”

He looked round the vaulted room, and picked up an old bag.

“This is a lime bag,” he said, “and the bricking up has been done by somebody who isn’t quite used to the work. Now, let me see.”

He walked slowly to the lamp and lifted it up and then before they realised what had happened he had smashed it to the ground!

Lex felt his hand on his arm and was jerked violently backward. Two pencils of flame quivered in the doorway and the explosion deafened them. They could see nothing, for the doorway offered no skyline. Again a shot and this time, Socrates, lying flat on the ground, his arm rigidly extended, sent an answer. Twice he fired and heard a groan and a sound of stumbling feet.

“What is it?” It was Molly’s voice at the head of the steps.

“Get away,” roared Socrates. “Into your room and lock the door! Quick!”

He stepped cautiously to the doorway and his caution was justified for a bullet whizzed so close to his mouth that he felt the wind of it.

Bob Stone, crouching on the stairs, glared down at his enemy in the darkness and fired again, then made a scramble and reached the head of the steps. It was death to follow him, Socrates knew. Presently his halting feet sounded on the stones of the passage and Socrates raced up the steps. He waited for a second, slipped off his coat and gingerly showed the edge of it round the doorway. A bullet struck it with a smack. Bob, halfway up the stairs, commanded the entrance to the cellar.

And now came a diversion.

There was a sound of the front door being opened and it was followed by a further fusillade. Whoever the newcomer was he escaped. Socrates heard the crash of the diningroom door as the stranger leapt to safety, and the staccato rattle of a pistol.

Not a word had been spoken except Socrates’ shouted warning to the girl, and he could hear Bob Stone’s heavy breathing.

“Ping!”

A bullet flashed past him. Socrates pulled back guessing that the man was now level with the cellar entrance. He jerked out his revolver and fired twice at random and there followed a swift run of feet. The man was on the landing upstairs. Soc came into the hall at the same time as Jetheroe — he had known that the newcomer was Jetheroe.

They said no word. The stairs were deadly to any incautious man who attempted to mount them, for Stone commanded every step from the banisters above.

They heard him smash at the door of the girl’s room and his hoarse voice calling, “Come out!”

And then Mrs. Barn, who had taken refuge in her own room, opened her door.

“Why don’t you go away, sir,” she half shrieked. “Haven’t you done enough harm?”

“Go away—” there was a shot and a heavy thud of somebody falling.

Mrs. Barn was no longer a possible witness for the prosecution.

“Come out,” roared Bob.

He had one shoulder at the door, his eyes were on the stairs, and the barrel of his pistol rested on the banisters.

The door burst open. There was a shriek. And then Lexington sprang up the stairs three at a time. Twice Bob’s gun rapped and then the boy was on him. Down the stairs they rolled, locked together, and then of a sudden Bob Stone went limp.

Socrates jerked his brother to his feet and, pushing him back, bent over the dying man.

Bob opened his eyes and looked round and saw Soc’s face. A faint smile twisted his lips. He was trying to say something and Soc lowered his head to listen. The words came faint and jerkily.

And then Soc heard in wonder the man’s words. In his delirium he was repeating a charge to the jury, a phantom jury which he would never face.

“You shall well and truly try — and true deliverance make — in this case before the court — between Our Sovereign Lord the King — and the prisoner at the bar — and a true verdict give — according to the evidence? so help you, God!”

He turned his head wearily and so died.

It was late in the afternoon before Socrates Smith left the house of death. For two sheeted figures lay in the diningroom. The flat-faced Mrs. Barn had never known what killed her. Socrates had sent the girl with his brother and Jetheroe to London earlier in the day and Frank, whose wound was more serious than he had imagined, was at that moment being treated in the Devonshire County Hospital.

Pool-in-the-Moor was in the possession of the Devonshire police and the remains in the cellar had been taken out and were awaiting interment.

Socrates caught the express that left Exeter at five and at half-past nine that night he joined the party in London.

It was a subdued party, but happy nevertheless, for Jetheroe or Ward, was rejoicing in his new possession, and the girl whom he had watched for so many years with anguished eyes, not daring to tell her that her father was a convicted criminal, was sitting by his side, her hand in his, when Socrates came in.

“No, thanks, I dined on the train,” he said when Lex got up and the ancient Septimus, who was really a very old man, had been politely rebuffed in his efforts to supply nourishment to the traveller.

“You came late, Jetheroe.”

It was the first reference he had made to the man’s appearance at Pool-in-the-Moor, and Jetheroe nodded.

“I had to travel by train, and the trains to Ashburton are very inconvenient,” he said. “I did not expect to find you there. Luckily the front door was open.”

“How did you manage to get into the garden? That has been puzzling me,” said Socrates.

“I climbed the wall,” said the other simply. “It was an awful drop for one of my years.”

“Well, it is ended,” said Socrates with a sigh.

“You seem sorry,” said Lexington in wonder, and Soc nodded.

“This has been an interesting case and it has finished so soon. Do you realise that it is only June 10th — only a week, in fact, since we went down to Hindhead. Now, Mr. Ward,” he smiled at the happy father, “I want you to come across.”

“Come across?” said the other, puzzled. “What do you mean?”

“I want that statement of John Mandle’s which you took from the cavity beneath the marble chair in his summer house!”

Jetheroe’s face cleared.

“I understand,” he said. “I wondered what you were referring to.”

He put his hand into his breast pocket and pulled out a folded wad of foolscap and handed it to the other.

Socrates glanced at it.

“You left the title-page behind, I suppose you know.”

“I know now,” said Jetheroe.

“Is it of any interest? Does it throw any light upon the Pool-in-the-Moor murder.”

“It was not a murder,” said Jetheroe quietly. “That is the extraordinary circumstance. Those two men drifted into crime so naturally that I’m inclined to feel sorry for them,” his face darkened, “except for Mandle’s wicked treatment of my wife. That I will never forgive,” he said in a low voice. “Never!”

“So they drifted to it, did they?” said Socrates. “I wondered how it had happened. Do these people know the contents of this?” he asked, “you haven’t read it?”

Jetheroe shook his head.

“I have been too much interested in other matters,” he said.

“Is it readable? There’s nothing here that would hurt you if it were read aloud?”

Jetheroe shook his head.

“No,” he said. “I wish you would read it.” Soc glanced through the pages and looked at the end, raising his eyebrows in surprise.

“Mr. Smith — Socrates,” said the girl reproachfully, “you mustn’t read the end before you begin.”

“That is what novel-readers do,” Socrates smiled, fixing a pair of pince-nez — she had never seen him wear glasses before — and began to read aloud this remarkable document.
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I make this statement (the manuscript began) in order that any charges formulated by my late colleague, Robert Stone, may be considered, or examined, in the event of my death from whatever cause. Robert Stone and I entered the police force together and were stationed in the same division. We both made progress in our profession and were eventually transferred to the headquarters of the Criminal Investigation Department.

We were ambitious men, anxious to get on, and neither Stone nor I ever hesitated at any step which secured an arrest and the conviction of an offender. I say this because Stone has frequently said to me in conversation that I was the most unscrupulous officer he had met. This was probably true, and that I did not worry very much about the methods I employed in order to bring an offender to justice. But it is no less true of Bob.

We had not been at Scotland Yard for many years before Bob and I became mixed up with a city crowd of speculators and became involved in certain financial transactions of a shady character. I will do Stone the justice of saying that neither he nor I was aware that we were being let in. We thought that our known characters as officers of the police would prevent swindlers from trying to take advantage of us, but nevertheless, we were robbed in the most barefaced fashion.

The transactions covered a period of twelve months, and we became more and more deeply involved until at the end we found we were about £4,000 or £5,000 on the wrong side of the book. This was a very serious matter for us, for it might mean bankruptcy and our compulsory retirement from the force. The Commissioner of our department was a very straitlaced man who would not countenance any of his officers being engaged in Stock Market speculations, particularly considering the crowd with which we ran.

We were pressed for settlement and matters looked very hopeless when a warrant was placed in my hands for execution. It was for the arrest and detention of Emile Deveroux, a cashier of the Lyons Bank, who had absconded with thirty million francs. He was known to be in England and it was believed that he had visited this country before, in order to provide for himself a retreat in the event of his making a getaway. He had planned his robbery remarkably well and had managed to leave France without detection. It was known that he had landed in England and he had been recognised by a customer of the bank in Queen Victoria Street. That was the only clue we had to work upon, that and the evidence of a woman who knew Deveroux and was able to supply us with a photograph.

Bob and I were detailed together to conduct the search for this man and from the first it seemed pretty hopeless. One night Bob and I were dining in a Soho restaurant, talking not about the case, but about our financial position, and hoping against hope that something would turn up that would relieve us of our embarrassment.

In the midst of our talk we saw a man leaving the restaurant.

“That looks like Deveroux,” said Bob suddenly jumping up. I hadn’t seen the resemblance, but we paid our bill and walked into the street and after a while succeeded in picking up the strange man.

He got into a cab and we followed him but missed him in the traffic. We thought from the direction he was taking that he might be going to Paddington Station, and on the off-chance of that being the case we went straight on to Paddington, arriving just in time to see the West of England express pull out. As it passed us I caught a glimpse of the man we thought was Deveroux in the train. We were in this position, that we weren’t sufficiently certain that it was our man to stop the train, as we could have done, or to search at its first stopping-place. What we did was to make enquiries at the station. It so happened that there were very few first-class passengers, so that we had no difficulty in finding the porter who had handled his baggage.

He had taken a suit case and a trunk and the baggage was labelled for Ashburton. Next morning Bob and I went down into Devonshire. We had a pretty free hand, for the Bank of Lyons were willing to spend any amount of money to recover their lost property. It was a bitter cold morning, the morning of the 27th February, 1902, and Bob cursed me that I should have chosen this day for a wild goose chase.

Although the carriages were warmed they were draughty and it was a miserable journey to Ashburton, which is on a branch line, and a much more miserable journey ahead of us, for we found that a man answering this fellow’s description had been seen and had taken a fly to a deserted cottage some miles along the Newton Abbott road. We made enquiries of the local authorities and everything seemed to point to the fact that this was our man. He was a Frenchman, they said. He had bought the property about three years before, and had spent a lot of money enclosing the cottage in a high wall. Apparently he looked forward to the day when he would want a little privacy, although he should have known that by putting up this wall he was drawing attention to his hiding-place.

Evidently the wall had been a nine days’ wonder, and Ashburton had forgotten the Frenchman’s eccentricity. But the wall presented certain obstacles to us. We could, of course, have got a search warrant, but we did not want to put the local police on the track or to give them any idea that a wanted criminal was in their neighbourhood. It might mean sharing the kudos and whatever reward the Bank of Lyons would certainly give, and also it would result in all sorts of trouble with the local police. So we did not report ourselves to the chief constable, or whatever he is at Ashburton, restricting our enquiries to the Town Hall and the local estate agents. It was raining and sleeting and a cold northwester was blowing when Bob and I began our trudge to Pool-in-the-Moor.

We would not take a carriage for the same reason, that we did not wish to notify our presence to the local police. It was a long and miserable tramp and at last we came in sight of this dismal building, standing aloof from the rest of the world, as it seemed, with no other house in sight.

The wall was a very high one. The only door was too thick and heavy to force. There was nothing for it but to scale the wall and, standing on Bob’s shoulders, I managed to reach the coping with my fingertips and with an effort to get a grip of the top.

Bob put his hands under my feet and pushed me up, and after a struggle I seated myself on top. We had chosen the wall opposite to that in which the gate was set and I found I was at the back of the house. There was no sign of our man, but smoke was coming out of two of the chimneys. I tried to pull up Bob, but I could not reach far enough down so I told him to go back to the gate and I would try and open it from the inside.

I crawled along the wall until I came to a little mound on the ground, and then I let myself drop. Apparently I had not been seen, and I made my way cautiously round the house until I came to the gate. Luckily the key was on the inside. I turned it and admitted Bob and we walked straight to the front door. Bob had suggested originally that we should ring whatever bell there was, and pretend we were tradesmen from Ashburton soliciting orders. But there was no bell, and it seemed pretty useless to knock after I had got on to the wall and looked round. To our surprise the front door was ajar, and we walked into the big flagged hall, which was very dark. We heard a clatter of a plate in the room on the right, and throwing open the door I stepped in.

A man was sitting at the end of the table, smoking a cigar, and he put it down slowly on the edge as we made our appearance and half rose. The moment I saw him I knew he was our bird.

“I want you, Deveroux,” I said in French, “on a charge of embezzlement and fraud.”

I had hardly got the words out of my mouth before there was an explosion. Deveroux fell forward on the table, the blood pouring from a gaping wound in his head. He slid to the floor before we could reach him, dead. And then I saw that the table was covered with packages of thousand-franc notes, and an open suit case lay by his side.

Bob cursed as he jumped forward to snatch the pistol out of the man’s hand, for he had seen it before I, and cursed more when he saw it was too late. It is no great credit to a police officer that the man he is arresting has time to shoot himself under his captors’ eyes.

“This is a rotten business,” grumbled Bob. “Poor devil.”

He turned the body over, but Deveroux was stone dead, and then Bob looked at the money on the table, and lifting a packet of banknotes on to which the blood had flowed, he wiped them on the man’s coat.

He looked for a long time at the money and then he looked up and our eyes met.

“John,” he said, “there’s nearly a million here.”

I knew what he meant.

“Nobody knows we’ve come to Pool-in-the Moor and nobody will bother to call,” he said. “They don’t even know that Deveroux is staying here. He may have gone on somewhere else. And, anyway, there’ll be no visitors.”

I was silent. I could see the tremendous possibilities, but my instinct was all for reporting the occurrence and turning in the money. Bob and I sat down by that bloody table and we talked the matter over and inside out. Then we made a search of the house. The main had very little clothing. His trunk was only half-filled. He had slept in the bed upstairs and had apparently cooked his own meal at the kitchen fire. In those days the wall was new, and I think it was the sight of two bags of lime which the workmen had left that put the idea into my head. It was a big risk, we both knew that, but the money was big too. We decided to bury Deveroux and say nothing about his suicide. We thought of the garden, but things buried have a trick of being dug up again, and we looked elsewhere.

Bob suggested the cellars after we had made an inspection of the place, and it was whilst we were looking at the walls that he discovered one of them was hollow and guessed that there was some passageway beyond which had been bricked up. As a matter of fact, it was only a pocket of earth that the builders had been too lazy to fill.

We broke down the wall and we found a space big enough to hide Deveroux. It was a grisly job stripping him, but it was through at last and we covered him with lime and water and worked all through the day bricking up the hole.

Bob was more skillful than I, for my hands were rough and bleeding by the night, but at last the job was done. Deveroux, smothered in quicklime, would disappear, and the only thing to do now was to burn his belongings. All night long we fed the fire in the kitchen. His personal belongings we burnt in the diningroom. Two or three of the banknotes had become bloodstained and those Bob insisted upon putting on the fire. It broke my heart to burn nearly £500, but Bob insisted upon this, and I think he was right. We got together the keys of the place, and we found there were three sets — three for the garden gate and three for the front door. I took one set and Bob took the others.

We packed the money in one of the suit cases and got away the next morning in this manner. Bob started out before daybreak and walked to Newton Abbott, where he hired a buggy and a horse. He drove back by a circuitous route, and I was waiting for him near the gate. As soon as he whistled I knew the coast was clear and went out, locked the door, and we drove to Newton Abbott, where he dropped me at the station with the suit case.

I went up alone and Bob returned to Ashburton for the night, leaving in the morning for Cardiff, where I joined him. We agreed to make our records so that it appeared that on the day we were at Ashburton, we were working along the Welsh coast. We went back to town on Sunday and reported our failure, and then had to wait for the affair to blow over. It was Bob who faked the South American story, and who put it about that Deveroux had got clean away. We remained in the force for nearly twelve months before we resigned with a story that we were going on to the Stock Exchange. We had to invent some excuse for our sudden prosperity, and to remove any possible suspicion it was necessary that that prosperity should not be too sudden?

“And that is where the statement ends,” said Socrates Smith, taking off his glasses. “There is nothing here about the suspicion he felt toward Bob, or the fear that Bob had of him. Yet, it is certain that for years they lived in mutual terror that one would betray the other.”

The girl gave a long sigh.

“Now I know what to do,” she said. “I was worried about inheriting Mr. Mandle’s money. Naturally, I can’t touch a penny of it.”

“I agree,” said Socrates Smith quietly. “That money and Bob Stone’s estate must be referred to the Lyons Bank. Anyway,” he said, “Lex has got quite a lot.”

“And so has Lexington’s future fatherin-law,” said Jetheroe.

Lexington’s eyes met the girl’s.

“Money!” he said contemptuously, and she nodded.


The Blue Hand or Beyond Recall (1925)


Table of Contents



Chapter One



Chapter Two



Chapter Three



Chapter Four



Chapter Five



Chapter Six



Chapter Seven



Chapter Eight



Chapter Nine



Chapter Ten



Chapter Eleven



Chapter Twelve



Chapter Thirteen



Chapter Fourteen



Chapter Fifteen



Chapter Sixteen



Chapter Seventeen



Chapter Eighteen



Chapter Nineteen



Chapter Twenty



Chapter Twenty-One



Chapter Twenty-Two



Chapter Twentythree



Chapter Twenty-Four



Chapter Twenty-Five



Chapter Twenty-Six



Chapter Twenty-Seven



Chapter Twenty-Eight



Chapter Twenty-Nine



Chapter Thirty



Chapter Thirty-One



Chapter Thirty-Two



Chapter Thirty-Three



Chapter Thirty-Four



Chapter Thirty-Five



Chapter Thirty-Six



Chapter Thirty-Seven



Chapter Thirty-Eight



Chapter Thirty-Nine



Chapter Forty



Chapter Forty-One



Chapter Forty-Two



Chapter Forty-Three



Chapter Forty-Four



Chapter Forty-Five



Chapter Forty-Six



Chapter Forty-Seven



Chapter Forty-Eight



Chapter Forty-Nine




Chapter One


Table of Contents


Mr. Septimus Salter pressed the bell on his table for the third time and uttered a soft growl.

He was a stout, elderly man, and with his big red face and white sidewhiskers, looked more like a prosperous farmer than a successful lawyer. The cut of his clothes was queerly out of date, the high white collar and the black satin cravat that bulged above a flowered waistcoat were of the fashion of 1850, in which year Mr. Salter was a little ahead of his time so far as fashions were concerned. But the years had caught him up and passed him, and although there was not a more up-to-date solicitor in London, he remained faithful to the style in which he had made a reputation as a “buck.”

He pressed the bell again, this time impatiently.

“Confound the fellow!” he muttered, and rising to his feet, he stalked into the little room where his secretary was usually to be found.

He had expected to find the apartment empty, but it was not. A chair had been drawn sideways up to the big inkstained table, and kneeling on this, his elbows on the table, his face between his hands, was a young man who was absorbed in the perusal of a document, one of the many which littered the table.

“Steele!” said Mr. Salter sharply, and the reader looked up with a start and sprang to his feet.

He was taller than the average and broad of shoulder, though he gave an impression of litheness. His tanned face spoke eloquently of days spent out of doors, the straight nose, the firm mouth, and the strong chin were all part of the characteristic “soldier face” moulded by four years of war into a semblance of hardness.

Now he was a little confused, more like the guilty schoolboy than the V.C. who had tackled eight enemy aeroplanes, and had come back to his aerodrome with a dozen bullets in his body.

“Really, Steele,” said Mr. Salter reproachfully, “you are too bad. I have rung the bell three times for you.”

“I’m awfully sorry, sir,” said Jim Steele, and that disarming smile of his went straight to the old man’s heart.

“What are you doing here?” growled Mr. Salter, looking at the papers on the desk, and then with a “tut” of impatience, “Aren’t you tired of going over the Danton case?”

“No, sir, I’m not,” said Steele quietly. “I have a feeling that Lady Mary Danton can be found, and I think if she is found there will be a very satisfactory explanation for her disappearance, and one which will rather disconcert—” He stopped, fearful of committing an indiscretion.

Mr. Salter looked at him keenly and helped himself to a pinch of snuff.

“You don’t like Mr. Groat?” he asked, and Jim laughed.

“Well, sir, it’s not for me to like him or dislike him,” he replied. “Personally, I’ve no use for that kind of person. The only excuse a man of thirty can produce for not having been in the war, is that he was dead at the time.”

“He had a weak heart,” suggested Mr. Salter, but without any great conviction.

“I think he had,” said Jim with a little twist of his lips. “We used to call it a ‘poor heart’ in the army. It made men go sick on the eve of a battle, and drove them into dugouts when they should have been advancing across the open with their comrades.”

Mr. Salter looked down at the papers.

“Put them away, Steele,” he said quietly. “You’re not going to get any satisfaction out of the search for a woman who — why, she must have disappeared when you were a child of five.”

“I wish, sir—” began Steele, and hesitated. “Of course, it’s really no business of mine,” he smiled, “and I’ve no right to ask you, but I’d like to hear more details of that disappearance if you can spare me the time — and if you feel inclined. I’ve never had the courage to question you before. What is the real story of her disappearance?”

Mr. Salter frowned, and then the frown was gradually replaced by a smile.

“I think, Steele, you’re the worst secretary I ever had,” he said in despair. “And if I weren’t your godfather and morally bound to help you, I should write you a polite little note saying your services were not required after the end of this week.”

Jim Steele laughed.

“I have expected that ever since I’ve been here,” he said.

There was a twinkle in the old lawyer’s eyes. He was secretly fond of Jim Steele; fonder than the boy could have imagined. But it was not only friendship and a sense of duty that held Jim down in his job. The young man was useful, and, despite his seeming inability to hear bells when he was wrapped up in his favourite study, most reliable.

“Shut that door,” he said gruffly, and when the other had obeyed, “I’m telling this story to you,” and he pointed a warning finger at Jim Steele, “not because I want to satisfy your curiosity, but because I hope that I’m going to kill all interest in the Danton mystery as you call it for evermore! Lady Mary Danton was the only daughter of the Earl of Plimstock — a title which is now extinct. She married, when she was quite a young girl, Jonathan Danton, a millionaire shipowner, and the marriage was not a success. Jonathan was a hard, sour man, and a sick man, too. You talk about Digby Groat having a bad heart, well, Jonathan had a real bad one. I think his ill-health was partly responsible for his harsh treatment of his wife. At any rate, the baby that was born to them, a girl, did not seem to bring them together — in fact, they grew farther apart. Danton had to go to America on business. Before he left, he came to this office and, sitting at that very table, he signed a will, one of the most extraordinary wills that I have ever had engrossed. He left the whole of his fortune to his daughter Dorothy, who was then three or four months old. In the event of her death, he provided that the money should go to his sister, Mrs. Groat, but not until twenty years after the date of the child’s death. In the meantime Mrs. Groat was entitled to enjoy the income from the estate.”

“Why did he do that?” asked Jim, puzzled.

“I think that is easily understood,” said Mr. Salter. Space “He was providing against the child’s death in its infancy, and he foresaw that the will might be contested by Lady Mary. As it was drawn up — I haven’t explained all the details — it could not be so contested for twenty years. However, it was not contested,” he said quietly. “Whilst Danton was in America, Lady Mary disappeared, and with her the baby. Nobody knew where she went to, but the baby and a strange nurse, who for some reason or other had care of the child, were traced to Margate. Possibly Lady Mary was there too, though we have no evidence of this. We do know that the nurse, who was the daughter of a fisherman and could handle a boat, took the child out on the sea one summer day and was overtaken by a fog. All the evidence shows that the little boat was run down by a liner, and its battered wreck was picked up at sea, and a week later the body of the nurse was recovered. We never knew what became of Lady Mary. Danton returned a day or two after the tragedy, and the news was broken to him by Mrs. Groat, his sister. It killed him.”

“And Lady Mary was never seen again?”

Salter shook his head.

“So you see, my boy,” he rose, and dropped his hand on the other’s shoulder, “even if by a miracle you could find Lady Mary, you could not in any way affect the position of Mrs. Groat, or her son. There is only one tiny actress in this drama who could ever have benefited by Jonathan Danton’s will, and she,” he lowered his voice until it was little more than a whisper, “she is beyond recall — beyond recall!”

There was a moment of silence.

“I realize that, sir,” said Jim Steele quietly, “only—”

“Only what?”

“I have a queer feeling that there is something wrong about the whole business, and I believe that if I gave my time to the task I could unveil this mystery.”

Mr. Salter looked at his secretary sharply, but Jim Steele met his eyes without faltering.

“You ought to be a detective,” he said ironically.

“I wish to heaven I was,” was the unexpected reply. “I offered my services to Scotland Yard two years ago when the Thirteen Gangs were holding up the banks with impunity.”

“Oh, you did, did you?” said the lawyer sarcastically as he opened the door, and then suddenly he turned. “Why did I ring for you?” he asked. “Oh, I remember! I want you to get out all those Danton leases of the Cumberland property.”

“Is Mrs. Groat selling?” asked Steele.

“She can’t sell yet,” said the lawyer, “but on the thirtieth of May, providing a caveat is not entered, she takes control of the Danton millions.”

“Or her son does,” said Jim significantly. He had followed his employer back to the big private office with its tiers of deed boxes, its worn furniture and threadbare carpet and general air of mustiness.

“A detective, eh?” snorted Mr. Salter as he sat down at his table. “And what is your equipment for your new profession?”

Jim smiled, but there was an unusual look in his face.

“Faith,” he said quietly.

“Faith? What is faith to a detective?” asked the startled Salter.

“‘Faith is the substance of things hoped for; the evidence of things unseen.’” Jim quoted the passage almost solemnly, and for a long time Mr. Salter did not speak. Then he took up a slip of paper on which he had scribbled some notes, and passed it across to Jim.

“See if you can ‘detect’ these deeds, they are in the strongroom,” he said, but in spite of his jesting words he was impressed.

Jim took up the slip, examined it, and was about to speak when there came a tap at the door and a clerk slipped into the room.

“Will you see Mr. Digby Groat, sir?” he asked.
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Mr. Salter glanced up with a humorous glint in his eye. “Yes,” he said with a nod, and then to Jim as he was about to make a hurried exit, “you can wait, Steele. Mr. Groat wrote in his letter that he wanted to see the deeds, and you may have to conduct him to the strongroom.”

Jim Steele said nothing.

Presently the clerk opened the door and a young man walked in.

Jim had seen him before and had liked him less every time he had met him. The oblong sallow face, with its short black moustache, the sleepy eyes, and rather large chin and prominent ears, he could have painted, if he were an artist, with his eyes shut. And yet Digby Groat was goodlooking. Even Jim could not deny that. He was a credit to his valet. From the top of his pomaded head to his patent shoes he was an exquisite. His morning coat was of the most fashionable cut and fitted him perfectly. One could have used the silk hat he carried in his hand as a mirror, and as he came into the room exuding a delicate aroma of Quelques Fleurs, Jim’s nose curled. He hated men who scented themselves, however daintily the process was carried out.

Digby Groat looked from the lawyer to Steele with that languid, almost insolent look in his dark eyes, which the lawyer hated as much as his secretary.

“Good morning, Salter,” he said.

He took a silk handkerchief from his pocket and, dusting a chair, sat down uninvited, resting his lemon-gloved hands upon a gold-headed ebony cane.

“You know Mr. Steele, my secretary,” said Salter.

The other nodded his glossy head.

“Oh, yes, he’s a Victoria Cross person, isn’t he?” he asked wearily. “I suppose you find it very dull here, Steele? A place like this would bore me to death.”

“I suppose it would,” said Jim, “but if you’d had four years’ excitement of war, you would welcome this place as a calm haven of rest.”

“I suppose so,” said the other shortly. He was not too well pleased by Jim’s reference to the fact that he had escaped the trials of war.

“Now, Dr. Groat—” but the other stopped him with a gesture.

“Please don’t call me ‘doctor,’” he said with a pained expression. “The fact that I have been through the medical schools and have gained my degrees in surgery is one which I wish you would forget. I qualified for my own amusement, and if people get into the habit of thinking of me as a doctor, I shall be called up all hours of the night by all sorts of wretched patients.”

It was news to Jim that this sallow dandy had graduated in medicines.

“I came to see those Lakeside leases, Salter,” Groat went on. “I have had an offer — I should say, my mother has had an offer — from a syndicate which is erecting an hotel upon her property. I understand there is some clause in the lease which prevents building operations of that character. If so, it was beastly thoughtless of old Danton to acquire such a property.”

“Mr. Danton did nothing either thoughtless or beastly thoughtless,” said Salter quietly, “and if you had mentioned it in your letter, I could have telephoned you the information and saved your calling. As it is, Steele will take you to the strongroom, and you can examine the leases at your leisure.”

Groat looked at Jim sceptically.

“Does he know anything about leases?” he asked. “And must I really descend into your infernal cellar and catch my death of cold? Can’t the leases be brought up for me?”

“If you will go into Mr. Steele’s room I dare say he will bring them to you,” said Salter, who did not like his client any more than Jim did. Moreover, he had a shrewd suspicion that the moment the Groats gained possession of the Danton fortune, they would find another lawyer to look after their affairs.

Jim took the keys and returned with an armful of deeds, to discover that Groat was no longer with his chief.

“I sent him into your room,” said Salter. “Take the leases in and explain them to him. If there’s anything you want to know I’ll come in.”

Jim found the young man in his room. He was examining a book he had taken from a shelf.

“What does ‘dactylology’ mean?” he asked, looking round as Jim came in. “I see you have a book on the subject.”

“Fingerprints,” said Jim Steele briefly. He hated the calm proprietorial attitude of the man, and, moreover, Mr. Groat was examining his own private library.

“Fingerprints, eh?” said Groat, replacing the book. “Are you interested in fingerprints?”

“A little,” said Jim. “Here are the Lakeside leases, Mr. Groat. I made a sketchy examination of them in the strongroom and there seems to be no clause preventing the erection of the building you mention.”

Groat took the document in his hand and turned it leaf by leaf.

“No,” he said at last, and then, putting down the document, “so you’re interested in fingerprints, eh? I didn’t know old Salter did a criminal business.”

“He has very little common law practice,” said Jim.

“What are these?” asked Groat.

By the side of Jim’s desk was a bookshelf filled with thick black exercise books.

“Those are my private notes,” said Jim, and the other looked round with a sneering smile.

“What the devil have you got to make notes about, I wonder?” he asked, and before Jim could stop him, he had taken one of the exercise books down.

“If you don’t mind,” said Jim firmly, “I would rather you left my private property alone.”

“Sorry, but I thought everything in old Salter’s office had to do with his clients.”

“You’re not the only client,” said Jim. He was not one to lose his temper, but this insolent man was trying his patience sorely.

“What is it all about?” asked the languid Groat, as he turned one page.

Jim, standing at the other side of the table watching him, saw a touch of colour come into the man’s yellow face. The black eyes hardened and his languid interest dropped away like a cloak.

“What is this?” he asked sharply. “What the hell are you—”

He checked himself with a great effort and laughed, but the laugh was harsh and artificial.

“You’re a wonderful fellow, Steele,” he said with a return to his old air of insouciance. “Fancy bothering your head about things of that sort.”

He put the book back where he had found it, picked up another of the leases and appeared to be reading it intently, but Jim, watching him, saw that he was not reading, even though he turned page after page.

“That is all right,” he said at last, putting the lease down and taking up his top-hat. “Some day perhaps you will come and dine with us, Steele. I’ve had rather a stunning laboratory built at the back of our house in Grosvenor Square. Old Salter called me doctor!” He chuckled quietly as though at a big joke. “Well, if you come along, I will show you something that will at least justify the title.”

The dark brown eyes were fixed steadily upon Jim as he stood in the doorway, one yellow-gloved hand on the handle.

“And, by the way, Mr. Steele,” he drawled, “your studies are leading you into a danger zone for which even a second Victoria Cross could not adequately compensate you.”

He closed the door carefully behind him, and Jim Steele frowned after him.

“What the dickens does he mean?” he asked, and then remembered the exercise book through which Groat had glanced, and which had had so strange an effect upon him. He took the book down from the shelf and turning to the first page, read: “Some notes upon the Thirteen Gang.”
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That afternoon Jim Steele went into Mr. Salter’s office. “I’m going to tea now, sir,” he said.

Mr. Salter glanced up at the solemn-faced clock that ticked audibly on the opposite wall.

“All right,” he grumbled; “but you’re a very punctual tea-drinker, Steele. What are you blushing about — is it a girl?”

“No, sir,” said Jim rather loudly. “I sometimes meet a lady at tea, but—”

“Off you go,” said the old man gruffly. “And give her my love.”

Jim was grinning, but he was very red, too, when he went down the stairs into Marlborough Street. He hurried his pace because he was a little late, and breathed a sigh of relief as he turned into the quiet teashop to find that his table was as yet unoccupied.

As his tall, athletic figure strode through the room to the little recess overlooking Regent Street, which was reserved for privileged customers, many heads were turned, for Jim Steele was a splendid figure of British manhood, and the grey laughing eyes had played havoc in many a tender heart.

But he was one of those men whose very idealism forbade trifling. He had gone straight from a public school into the tragic theatre of conflict, and at an age when most young men were dancing attendance upon women, his soul was being seared by the red-hot irons of war.

He sat down at the table and the beaming waitress came forward to attend to his needs.

“Your young lady hasn’t come yet, sir,” she said.

It was the first time she had made such a reference to Eunice Weldon, and Jim stiffened.

“The young lady who has tea with me is not my ‘young lady,’” he said a little coldly, and seeing that he had hurt the girl, he added with a gleam of mirth in those irresistible eyes, “she’s your young lady, really.”

“I’m sorry,” said the waitress, scribbling on her order pad to hide her confusion. “I suppose you’ll have the usual?”

“I’ll have the usual,” said Jim gravely, and then with a quick glance at the door he rose to meet the girl who had at that moment entered.

She was slim of build, straight as a plummet line from chin to toe; she carried herself with a dignity which was so natural that the men who haunt the pavement to leer and importune, stood on one side to let her pass, and then, after a glimpse of her face, cursed their own timidity. For it was a face Madonna-like in its purity. But a blue-eyed, cherry-lipped Madonna, vital and challenging. A bud of a girl breaking into the summer bloom of existence. In those sapphire eyes the beacon fires of life signalled her womanhood; they were at once a plea and a warning. Yet she carried the banners of childhood no less triumphantly. The sensitive mouth, the round, girlish chin, the satin white throat and clean, transparent skin, unmarked, unblemished, these were the gifts of youth which were carried forward to the account of her charm.

Her eyes met Jim’s and she came forward with outstretched hand.

“I’m late,” she said gaily. “We had a tiresome duchess at the studio who wanted to be taken in seventeen different poses — it is always the plain people who give the most trouble.”

She sat down and stripped her gloves, with a smile at the waitress.

“The only chance that plain people have of looking beautiful is to be photographed beautifully,” said Jim.

Eunice Weldon was working at a fashionable photographer’s in Regent Street. Jim’s meeting with her had been in the very room in which they were now sitting. The hangings at the window had accidentally caught fire, and Jim, in extinguishing them, had burnt his hand. It was Eunice Weldon who had dressed the injury.

A service rendered by a man to a woman may not lead very much farther to a better acquaintance. When a woman helps a man it is invariably the beginning of a friendship. Women are suspicious of the services which men give, and yet feel responsible for the man they have helped, even to the slightest extent.

Since then they had met almost daily and taken tea together. Once Jim had asked her to go to a theatre, an invitation which she had promptly but kindly declined. Thereafter he had made no further attempt to improve their acquaintance.

“And how have you got on with your search for the missing lady?” she asked, as she spread some jam on the thin bread-and-butter which the waitress had brought.

Jim’s nose wrinkled — a characteristic grimace of his.

“Mr. Salter made it clear to me to-day that even if I found the missing lady it wouldn’t greatly improve matters,” he said.

“It would be wonderful if the child had been saved after all,” she said. “Have you ever thought of that possibility?”

He nodded.

“There is no hope of that,” he said, shaking his head, “but it would be wonderful, as you say, and more wonderful,” he laughed, “if you were the missing heiress!”

“And there’s no hope of that either,” she said, shaking her head. “I’m the daughter of poor but honest parents, as the storybooks say.”

“Your father was a South African, wasn’t he?”

She nodded.

“Poor daddy was a musician, and mother I can hardly remember, but she must have been a dear.”

“Where were you born?” asked Jim.

She did not answer immediately because she was busy with her jam sandwich.

“In Cape Town — Rondebosch, to be exact,” she said after a while. “Why are you so keen on finding your long-lost lady?”

“Because I am anxious that the most unmitigated cad in-the world should not succeed to the Danton millions.”

She sat bolt upright.

“The Danton millions?” she repeated slowly. “Then who is your unmitigated cad? You have never yet mentioned the names of these people.”

This was perfectly true. Jim Steele had not even spoken of his search until a few days before.

“A man named Digby Groat.”

She stared at him aghast.

“Why, what’s the matter?” he asked in surprise.

“When you said ‘Danton’ I remembered Mr. Curley — that is our chief photographer — saying that Mrs. Groat was the sister of Jonathan Danton?” she said slowly.

“Do you know the Groats?” he asked quickly.

“I don’t know them,” she said slowly, “at least, not very well, only—”

she hesitated, “I’m going to be Mrs. Groat’s secretary.”

He stared at her.

“You never told me this,” he said, and as she dropped her eyes to her plate, he realized that he had made a faux pas. “Of course,” he said hurriedly, “there’s no reason why you should tell me, but—”

“It only happened to-day,” she said. “Mr. Groat has had some photographs taken — his mother came with him to the studio. She’s been several times, and I scarcely noticed them until to-day, when Mr. Curley called me into the office and said that Mrs. Groat was in need of a secretary and that it was a very good position; £5 a week, which is practically all profit, because I should live in the house.”

“When did Mrs. Groat decide that she wanted a secretary?” asked Jim, and it was her turn to stare.

“I don’t know. Why do you ask that?”

“She was at our office a month ago,” said Jim, “and Mr. Salter suggested that she should have a secretary to keep her accounts in order. She said then she hated the idea of having anybody in the house who was neither a servant nor a friend of the family.”

“Well, she’s changed her views now,” smiled the girl.

“This means that we shan’t meet at tea any more. When are you going?”

“Tomorrow,” was the discouraging reply.

He went back to his office more than a little dispirited. Something deep and vital seemed to have gone out of his life.

“You’re in love, you fool,” he growled to himself.

He opened the big diary which it was his business to keep and slammed down the covers savagely.

Mr. Salter had gone home. He always went home early, and Jim lit his pipe and began to enter up the day’s transactions from the scribbled notes which his chief had left on his desk.

He had made the last entry and was making a final search of the desk for some scrap which be might have overlooked.

Mr. Salter’s desk was usually tidy, but he had a habit of concealing important memoranda, and Jim turned over the law books on the table in a search for any scribbled memo he might have missed. He found between two volumes a thin gilt-edged notebook, which he did not remember having seen before. He opened it to discover that it was a diary for the year 1901. Mr. Salter was in the habit of making notes for his own private reading, using a queer legal shorthand which no clerk had ever been able to decipher. The entries in the diary were in these characters.

Jim turned the leaves curiously, wondering how so methodical a man as the lawyer had left a private diary visible. He knew that in the big green safe in the lawyer’s office were stacks of these books, and possibly the old man had taken one out to refresh his memory. The writing was Greek to Jim, so that he felt no compunction in turning the pages, filled as they were with indecipherable and meaningless scrawls, punctuated now and again with a word in longhand.

He stopped suddenly, for under the heading “June 4th” was quite a long entry. It seemed to have been written in subsequently to the original shorthand entry, for it was in green ink. This almost dated the inscription. Eighteen months before, an oculist had suggested to Mr. Salter, who suffered from an unusual form of astigmatism, that green ink would be easier for him to read, and ever since then he had used no other.

Jim took in the paragraph before he realized that he was committing an unpardonable act in reading his employers’ private notes.

“One month imprisonment with hard labour. Holloway Prison. Released July 2nd. Madge Benson (this word was underlined), 14, Palmer’s Terrace, Paddington. 74, Highcliffe Gardens, Margate. Long enquiries with boatman who owned Saucy Belle. No further trace—”

“What on earth does that mean?” muttered Jim. “I must make a note of that.”

He realized now that he was doing something which might be regarded as dishonourable, but he was so absorbed in the new clues that he overcame his repugnance.

Obviously, this entry referred to the missing Lady Mary. Who the woman Madge Benson was, what the reference to Holloway Gaol meant, he would discover.

He made a copy of the entry in the diary at the back of a card, went back to his room, locked the door of his desk and went home, to think out some plan of campaign.

He occupied a small flat in a building overlooking Regent’s Park. It is true that his particular flat overlooked nothing but the backs of other houses, and a deep cutting through which were laid the lines of the London, Midland and Scottish Railway — he could have dropped a penny on the carriages as they passed, so near was the line. But the rent of the flat was only one-half of that charged for those in a more favourable position. And his flat was smaller than any. He had a tiny private income, amounting to two or three pounds a week, and that, with his salary, enabled him to maintain himself in something like comfort. The three rooms he occupied were filled with priceless old furniture that he had saved from the wreckage of his father’s home, when that easygoing man had died, leaving just enough to settle his debts, which were many.

Jim had got out of the lift on the fourth floor and had put the key in the lock when he heard the door on the opposite side of the landing open, and turned round.

The elderly woman who came out wore the uniform of a nurse, and she nodded pleasantly.

“How is your patient, nurse?” asked Jim.

“She’s very well, sir, or rather as well as you could expect a bedridden lady to be,” said the woman with a smile. “She’s greatly obliged to you for the books you sent in to her.”

“Poor soul,” said Jim sympathetically. “It must be terrible not to be able to go out.”

The nurse shook her head.

“I suppose it is,” she said, “but Mrs. Fane doesn’t seem to mind. You get used to it after seven years.”

A “rat-tat” above made her lift her eyes.

“There’s the post,” she said. “I thought it had gone. I’d better wait till he comes down.”

The postman at Featherdale Mansions was carried by the lift to the sixth floor and worked his way to the ground floor. Presently they heard his heavy feet coming down and he loomed in sight.

“Nothing for you, sir,” he said to Jim, glancing at the bundle of letters in his hand.

“Miss Madge Benson — that’s you, nurse, isn’t it?”

“That’s right,” said the woman briskly, and took the letter from his hand, then with a little nod to Jim she went downstairs.

Madge Benson! The name that had appeared in Salter’s diary!
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“I’m sick to death of hearing your views on the subject, mother,” said Mr. Digby Groat, as he helped himself to a glass of port. “It is sufficient for you that I want the girl to act as your secretary. Whether you give her any work to do or not is a matter of indifference to me. Whatever you do, you must not leave her with the impression that she is brought here for any other purpose than to write your letters and deal with your correspondence.”

The woman who sat at the other side of the table looked older than she was. Jane Groat was over sixty, but there were people who thought she was twenty years more than that. Her yellow face was puckered and lined, her blue-veined hands, folded now on her lap, were gnarled and ugly. Only the dark brown eyes held their brightness undimmed. Her figure was bent and there was about her a curious, cringing, frightened look which was almost pitiable. She did not look at her son — she seldom looked at anybody.

“She’ll spy, she’ll pry,” she moaned.

“Shut up about the girl!” he snarled, “and now we’ve got a minute to ourselves, I’d like to tell you something, mother.”

Her uneasy eyes went left and right, but avoided him. There was a menace in his tone with which she was all too familiar.

“Look at this.”

He had taken from his pocket something that sparkled and glittered in the light of the table lamp.

“What is it?” she whined without looking.

“It is a diamond bracelet,” he said sternly. “And it is the property of Lady Waltham. We were staying with the Walthams for the weekend. Look at it!”

His voice was harsh and grating, and dropping her head she began to weep painfully.

“I found that in your room,” he said, and his suave manner was gone. “You old thief!” he hissed across the table, “can’t you break yourself of that habit?”

“It looked so pretty,” she gulped, her tears trickling down her withered face. “I can’t resist the temptation when I see pretty things.”

“I suppose yon know that Lady Waltham’s maid has been arrested for stealing this, and will probably go to prison for six months?”

“I couldn’t resist the temptation,” she snivelled, and he threw the bracelet on the table with a growl.

“I’m going to send it back to the woman and tell them it must have been packed away by mistake in your bag. I’m not doing it to get this girl out of trouble, but to save myself from a lot of unpleasantness.”

“I know why you’re bringing this girl into the house,” she sobbed; “it is to spy on me.”

His lips curled in a sneer.

“To spy on you!” he said contemptuously, and laughed as he rose. “Now understand,” his voice was harsh again, “you’ve got to break yourself of this habit of picking up things that you like. I’m expecting to go into Parliament at the next election, and I’m not going to have my position jeopardized by an old fool of a kleptomaniac. If there’s something wrong with your brain,” he added significantly, “I’ve a neat little laboratory at the back of this house where that might be attended to.”

She shrank back in terror, her face grey.

“You — you wouldn’t do it — my own son!” she stammered. “I’m all right, Digby; it’s only—”

He smiled, but it was not a pleasant smile to see.

“Probably there is a little compression,” he said evenly, “some tiny malgrowth of bone that is pressing on a particular cell. We could put that right for you, mother—”

But she had thrown her chair aside and fled from the room before he had finished. He picked up the jewel, looked at it contemptuously and thrust it into his pocket. Her curious thieving propensities he had known for a very long time and had fought to check them, and as he thought, successfully.

He went to his library, a beautiful apartment, with its silver grate, its costly rosewood bookshelves and its rare furnishings, and wrote a letter to Lady Waltham. He wrapped this about the bracelet, and having packed letter and jewel carefully in a small box, rang the bell. A middle-aged man with a dark forbidding face answered the summons.

“Deliver this to Lady Waltham at once, Jackson,” said Digby. “The old woman is going out to a concert tonight, by the way, and when she’s out I want you to make a very thorough search of her room.”

The man shook his head. “I’ve already looked carefully, Mr. Groat,” he said, “and I’ve found nothing.”

He was on the point of going when Digby called him back.

“You’ve told the housekeeper to see to Miss Weldon’s room?”

“Yes, sir,” was the reply. “She wanted to put her on the top floor amongst the servants, but I stopped her.”

“She must have the best room in the house,” said Groat. “See that there are plenty of flowers in the room and put in the bookcase and the Chinese table that are in my room.”

The man nodded.

“What about the key, sir?” he asked after some hesitation.

“The key?” Digby looked up. “The key of her room?”

The man nodded.

“Do you want the door to lock?” he asked significantly.

Mr. Groat’s lips curled in a sneer.

“You’re a fool,” he said. “Of course, I want the door to lock. Put bolts on if necessary.”

The man looked his surprise. There was evidently between these two something more than the ordinary relationship which existed between employer and servant. “Have you ever run across a man named Steele?” asked Digby, changing the subject.

Jackson shook his head.

“Who is he?” he asked.

“He is a lawyer’s clerk. Give him a look up when you’ve got some time to spare. No, you’d better not go — ask — ask Bronson. He lives at Featherdale Mansions.”

The man nodded, and Digby went down the steps to the waiting electric brougham.

Eunice Weldon had packed her small wardrobe and the cab was waiting at the door. She had no regrets at leaving the stuffy untidy lodging which had been her home for two years, and her farewell to her dishevelled landlady, who seemed always to have dressed in a violent hurry, was soon over. She could not share Jim Steele’s dislike of her new employers. She was too young to regard a new job as anything but the beginning of an adventure which held all sorts of fascinating possibilities. She sighed as she realized that the little tea-table talks which had been so pleasant a feature of her life were now to come to an end, and yet — surely he would make some effort to see her again?

She would have hours — perhaps half-days to herself, and then she remembered with dismay that she did not know his address! But he would know hers. That thought comforted her, for she wanted to see him again. She wanted to see him more than she had ever dreamt she would. She could close her eyes, and his handsome face, those true smiling eyes of his, would look into hers. The swing of his shoulders as he walked, the sound of his voice as he spoke — every characteristic of his was present in her mind.

And the thought that she might not see him again!

“I will see him — I will!” she murmured, as the cab stopped before the imposing portals of No. 409, Grosvenor Square.

She was a little bewildered by the army of servants who came to her help, and just a little pleased by the deference they showed to her.

“Mrs. Groat will receive you, miss,” said a swarthy-looking man, whose name she afterwards learnt was Jackson.

She was ushered into a small back drawingroom which seemed poorly furnished to the girl’s eye, but to Mrs. Groat was luxury.

The old woman resented the payment of a penny that was spent on decoration and furniture, and only the fear of her son prevented her from disputing every account which was put before her for settlement. The meeting was a disappointment to Eunice. She had not seen Mrs. Groat except in the studio, where she was beautifully dressed. She saw now a yellow-faced old woman, shabbily attired, who looked at her with dark disapproving eyes.

“Oh, so you’re the young woman who is going to be my secretary, are you?” she quavered dismally. “Have they shown you your room?”

“Not yet, Mrs. Groat,” said the girl.

“I hope you will be comfortable,” said Mrs. Groat in a voice that suggested that she had no very great hopes for anything of the sort.

“When do I begin my duties?” asked Eunice, conscious of a chill.

“Oh, any time,” said the old woman offhandedly.

She peered up at the girl.

“You’re pretty,” she said grudgingly, and Eunice flushed. Somehow that compliment sounded like an insult. “I suppose that’s why,” said Mrs. Groat absently.

“Why what?” asked the girl gently.

She thought the woman was weak of intellect and had already lost whatever enthusiasm she had for her new position.

“Nothing,” said the old woman, and with a nod dismissed her.

The room into which Eunice was shown left her speechless for a while.

“Are you sure this is mine?” she asked incredulously.

“Yes, miss,” said the housekeeper with a sidelong glance at the girl.

“But this is beautiful!” said Eunice.

The room would have been remarkable if it had been in a palace. The walls were panelled in brocade silk and the furniture was of the most beautiful quality. A small French bed, carved and gilded elaborately, invited repose. Silk hangings hung at either side of the head, and through the French windows she saw a balcony gay with laden flower-boxes. Under her feet was a carpet of blue velvet pile that covered the whole of the room. She looked round openmouthed at the magnificence of her new home; The dressing-table was an old French model in the Louis Quinze style, inlaid with gold, and the matching wardrobe must have been worth a fortune. Near one window was a lovely writing-table, and a well-filled bookcase would almost be within reach of her hand when she lay in bed.

“Are you sure this is my room?” she asked again.

“Yes, miss,” said the housekeeper, “and this,” she opened a door, “is your bathroom. There is a bath to every room. Mr. Groat had the house reconstructed when he came into it.”

The girl opened one of the French windows and stepped on to the balcony which ran along to a square and larger balcony built above the porch of the house. This, she discovered, opened from a landing above the stairs.

She did not see Mrs. Groat again that afternoon, and when she inquired she discovered that the old lady was lying down with a bad headache. Nor was she to meet Digby Groat. Her first meal was eaten in solitude.

“Mr. Groat has not come back from the country,” explained Jackson, who waited on her. “Are you comfortable, miss?”

“Quite, thank you,” she said.

There was an air about this man which she did not like. It was not that he failed in respect, or that he was in any way familiar, but there was something proprietorial in his attitude. It almost seemed as though he had a financial interest in the place, and she was glad when her meal was finished. She went straight up to her room a little dissatisfied that she had not met her employer. There were many things which she wanted to ask Mrs. Groat; and particularly did she wish to know what days she would be free.

Presently she switched out the light, and opening the French windows, stepped out into the cool, fragrant night. The afterglow of the sun still lingered in the sky. The square was studded with lights; an almost incessant stream of motorcar traffic passed under her window, for Grosvenor Square is the short cut between Oxford Street and Piccadilly.

The stars spangled the clear sky with a million specks of quivering light. Against the jewelled robe of the northern heavens, the roofs and steeples and stacks of London had a mystery and wonder which only the light of day could dispel. And in the majestic solitude of the night, Eunice’s heart seemed to swell until she could scarcely breathe. It was not the magic of stars that brought the blood flaming to her face; nor the music of the trees. It was the flash of understanding that one half of her, one splendid fragment of the pattern on which her life was cut, was somewhere there in the darkness asleep perhaps — thinking of her, she prayed. She saw his face with startling distinctness, saw the tender kindness of his eyes, felt on her moist palm the pressure of those strong brown fingers….

With a sigh which was half a sob, she closed the window and drew the silken curtains, shutting out the immortal splendours of nature from her view.

Five minutes later she was asleep.

How long she slept she did not know. It must have been hours, she thought. The stream of traffic had ceased and there was no sound from outside, save the distant hoot of a motor-horn. The room was in darkness, and yet she was conscious that somebody was there!

She sat up in bed and a cold shiver ran down her spine. Somebody was in the room! She reached out to turn on the light and could have shrieked, for she touched a hand, a cold, small hand that was resting on the bedside table. For a second she was paralysed and then the hand was suddenly withdrawn. There was a rustle of curtain rings and the momentary glimpse of a figure against the lesser gloom of the night, and, shaking in every limb, she leapt from the bed and switched on the light. The room was empty, but the French window was ajar.

And then she saw on the table by her side, a grey card. Picking it up with shaking hands she read:

“One who loves you, begs you for your life and honour’s sake to leave this house.”

It bore no other signature than a small blue hand. She dropped the card on the bed and stood staring at it for a while, and then, slipping into her dressing-gown, she unlocked the door of her room and went out into the passage. A dim light was burning at the head of the stairs. She was terror-stricken, hardly knew what she was doing, and she seemed to fly down the stairs.

She must find somebody, some living human creature, some reality to which she could take hold. But the house was silent. The hall lamp was burning, and by its light she saw the old clock and was dimly conscious that she could hear its solemn ticking. It was three o’clock. There must be somebody awake in the house. The servants might still be up, she thought wildly, and ran down a passage to what she thought was the entrance to the servants’ hall. She opened a door and found herself in another passage illuminated by one light at the farther end, where further progress was arrested by a white door. She raced along until she came to the door and tried to open it. There was no handle and it was a queer door. It was not made of wood, but of padded canvas.

And then as she stood bewildered, there came from behind the padded door a squeal of agony, so shrill, so full of pain, that her blood seemed to turn to ice.

Again it shrieked, and turning she fled back the way she had come, through the hall to the front door. Her trembling fingers fumbled at the key and presently the lock snapped and the door flew open. She staggered out on to the broad steps of the house and stopped, for a man was sitting on the head of those steps.

He turned his face as the door opened, and in the light from the hall he was revealed. It was Jim Steele!
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Jim came stumbling to his feet, staring in blank amazement at the unexpected apparition, and for a moment thus they stood, facing one another, the girl stricken dumb with fear and surprise.

She thought he was part of a dreadful dream, an image that was conjured by her imagination and would presently vanish.

“Jim — Mr. Steele!” she gasped.

In a stride he was by her bide, his arm about her shoulders.

“What is wrong?” he asked quickly, and in his anxiety his voice was almost harsh.

She shuddered and dropped her face on his breast.

“Oh, it was dreadful, dreadful!” she whispered, and he heard the note of horror in her low voice.

“May I ask what is the meaning of this?” demanded a suave voice, and with a start the girl turned.

A man was standing in the doorway and for a second she did not recognize him. Even Jim, who had seen Digby Groat at close quarters, did not know him in his unusual attire. He was dressed in a long white overall which reached from his throat to his feet; over his head was a white cap which fitted him so that not a particle of his hair could be seen. Bands of white elastic held his cuffs dose to his wrists and both hands were hidden in brown rubber gloves.

“May I again ask you, Miss Weldon, why you are standing on my doorstep in the middle of the night, attired in clothes which I do not think are quite suitable for street wear? Perhaps you will come inside and explain,” he said stepping back. “Grosvenor Square is not quite used to this form of midnight entertainment.”

Still clutching Jim’s arm, the girl went slowly back to the passage and Digby shut the door.

“And Mr. Steele, too,” said Digby with ironic surprise, “you’re a very early caller.”

Jim said nothing. His attention was wholly devoted to the girl. She was trembling from head to foot, and he found a chair for her.

“There are a few explanations due,” he said coolly, “but I rather think they are from you, Mr. Groat.”

“From me?’” Mr. Groat was genuinely unprepared for that demand.

“So far as my presence is concerned, that can be explained in a minute,” said Jim. “I was outside the house a few moments ago when the door swung open and Miss Weldon ran out in a state of abject terror. Perhaps you will tell me, Mr. Groat, why this lady is reduced to such a condition?”

There was a cold menace in his tone which Digby Groat did not like to hear.

“I have not the slightest idea what it is all about,” he said. “I have been working in my laboratory for the last half-hour, and the first intimation I had that anything was wrong was when I heard the door open.”

The girl had recovered now, and some of the colour had returned to her face, yet her voice shook as she recited the incidents of the night, both men listening attentively.

Jim took particular notice of the man’s attitude, and he was satisfied in his mind that Digby Groat was as much in ignorance of the visit to the girl’s room as he himself. When she had finished, groat nodded.

“The terrifying cry you heard from my laboratory,” he smiled, “is easily explained. Nobody was being hurt; at least, if he was being hurt, it was for his own good. When I came back to my house tonight, I found my little dog had a piece of glass in its paw, and I was extracting it.”

She drew a sigh of relief.

“I’m so sorry I made such a fuss,” she said penitently, “but I — I was frightened.”

“You are sure somebody was in your room?” asked Digby.

“Absolutely certain.” She had not told him about the card.

“They came through the French window from the balcony?” She nodded. “May I see your room?”

She hesitated for a moment.

“I will go in first to tidy it,” she said. She remembered the card was on the bed, and she was particularly anxious that it should not be read.

Uninvited Jim Steele followed Digby upstairs into the beautiful room. The magnificence of the room, its hangings and costly furniture, did not fail to impress him, but the impression he received was not favourable to Digby Groat.

“Yes, the window is ajar. You are sure you fastened it?”

The girl nodded.

“Yes. I left both fanlights down to get the air,” she pointed above, “but I fastened these doors. I distinctly remember that.”

“But if this person came in from the balcony,” said Digby, “how did he or she get there?”

He opened the French door and stepped out into the night, walking along the balcony until he came to the square space above the porch. There was another window here which gave on to the landing at the head of the stairs. He tried it — it was fastened. Coming back through the girl’s room he discovered that not only was the catch in its socket, but the key was turned.

“Strange,” he muttered.

His first impression had been that it was his mother who, with her strange whims, had been searching the room for some trumpery trinket which had taken her fancy. But the old woman was not sufficiently agile to climb a balcony, nor had she the courage to make a midnight foray.

“My own impression is that you dreamt it. Miss Weldon,” he said, with a smile. “And now I advise you to go to bed and to sleep. I’m sorry that you’ve had this unfortunate introduction to my house.”

He had made no reference to the providential appearance of Jim Steele, nor did he speak of this until they had said good night to the girl and had passed down the stairs into the hall again.

“Rather a coincidence, your being here, Mr. Steele,” he said. “What were you doing? Studying dactylology?”

“Something like that,” said Jim coolly.

Mr. Digby Groat searched for a cigarette in his pocket and lit it.

“I should have thought that your work was so arduous that you would not have time for early morning strolls in Grosvenor Square.”

“Would you really?” said Jim, and then suddenly Digby laughed.

“You’re a queer devil,” he said. “Come along and see my laboratory.”

Jim was anxious to see the laboratory, and the invitation saved him from the necessity of making further reference to the terrifying cry which Eunice had heard.

They turned down a long passage through the padded door and came to a large annexe, the walls of which were of white glazed brick. There was no window, the light in the daytime being admitted through a glass roof. Now, however, these were covered by blue blinds and the room owed its illumination to two powerful lights which hung above a small table. It was not an ordinary table; its legs were of thin iron, terminating in rubber-tyred castors. The top was of white enamelled iron, with curious little screw holds occurring at intervals.

It was not the table so much as the occupant which interested Jim. Fastened down by two iron bands, one of which was about its neck and one about the lower portion of its body, its four paws fastened by thin cords, was a dog, a rough-haired terrier who turned its eyes upon Jim with an expression of pleading so human that Jim could almost feel the message that the poor little thing was sending.

“Your dog, eh?” said Jim.

Digby looked at him.

“Yes,” he said. “Why?”

“Haven’t you finished taking the glass out of his paw?”

“Not quite,” said the other coolly.

“By the way, you don’t keep him very clean,” Jim said.

Digby turned.

“What the devil are you hinting at?” he asked.

“I am merely suggesting that this is not your dog, but a poor stray terrier which you picked up in the street half an hour ago and enticed into this house.”

“Well?”

“I’d save you further trouble by saying that I saw you pick it up.”

Digby’s eyes narrowed.

“Oh, you did, did you?” he said softly. “So you were spying on me?”

“Not exactly spying on you,” said Jim calmly, “but merely satisfying my idle curiosity.”

His hand fell on the dog and he stroked its ears gently.

Digby laughed.

“Well, if you know that, I might as well tell you that I am going to evacuate the sensory nerve. I’ve always been curious to—”

Jim looked round.

“Where is your anaesthetic?” he asked gently, and he was most dangerous when his voice sank to that soft note.

“Anaesthetic? Good Lord,” scoffed the other, “you don’t suppose I’m going to waste money on chloroform for a dog, do you?”

His fingers rested near the poor brute’s head and the dog, straining forward, licked the torturer’s hand.

“Filthy little beast!” said Digby, picking up a towel.

He took a thick rubber band, slipped it over the dog’s mouth and nose.

“Now lick,” he laughed; “I think that will stop his yelping. You’re a bit chicken-hearted, aren’t you, Mr. Steele? You don’t realize that medical science advances by its experiments on animals.”

“I realize the value of vivisection under certain conditions,” said Jim quietly, “but all decent doctors who experiment on animals relieve them of their pain before they use the knife; and all doctors, whether they are decent or otherwise, receive a certificate of permission from the Board of Trade before they begin their experiments. Where is your certificate?”

Digby’s face darkened.

“Look here, don’t you come here trying to bully me,” he blustered. “I brought you here just to show you my laboratory—”

“And if you hadn’t brought me in,” interrupted Jim. “I should jolly well have walked in, because I wasn’t satisfied with your explanation. Oh, yes, I know, you’re going to tell me that the dog was only frightened and the yell she heard was when you put that infernal clamp on his neck. Now, I’ll tell you something, Mr. Digby Groat. I’ll give you three minutes to get the clamp off that dog.”

Digby’s yellow face was puckered with rage.

“And if I don’t?” he breathed.

“I’ll put you where the dog is,” said Jim. “And please don’t persuade yourself that I couldn’t do it?”

There was a moment’s silence.

“Take the clamps off that dog,” said Jim.

Digby looked at him.

For a moment they gazed at one another and there was a look of malignity in the eyes that dropped before Jim’s. Another minute and the dog was free.

Jim lifted the shivering little animal in his arms and rubbed its bony head, and Digby watched him glowering, his teeth showing in his rage.

“I’ll remember this,” he snarled. “By God, you shall rue the day you ever interfered with me!”

Jim’s steady eyes met the man’s.

“I have never feared a threat in my life,” he said quietly. “I’m not likely to be scared now. I admit that vivisection is necessary under proper conditions, but men like you who torture harmless animals from a sheer lust of cruelty, are bringing discredit upon the noblest of professions. You hurt in order to satisfy your own curiosity. You have not the slightest intention of using the knowledge you gain for the benefit of suffering humanity. When I came into this laboratory,” he said — he was standing at the door as he spoke— “there were two brutes here. I am leaving the bigger one behind.”

He slammed the padded door and walked out into the passage, leaving a man whose vanity was hurt beyond forgiveness.

Then to his surprise Groat heard Jim’s footsteps returning and his visitor came in.

“Did you close your front door when you went upstairs?”

Digby’s eyebrows rose. He forgot for the moment the insult that had been offered him.

“Yes — why?”

“It is wide open now,” said Jim. “I guess your midnight visitor has gone home.”
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In the cheerful sunlight of the morning all Eunice’s fear had vanished and she felt heartily ashamed of herself that she had made such a commotion in the night. And yet there was the card. She took it from under her pillow and read it again, with a puzzled frown. Somebody had been in the room, but it was not a somebody whom she could regard as an enemy. Then a thought struck her that made her heart leap. Could it have been Jim? She shook her head. Somehow she was certain it was not Jim, and she flushed at the thought. It was not his hand she had touched. She knew the shape and contour of that. It was warm and firm, almost electric; that which she had touched had been the hand of somebody who was old, of that she was sure.

She went down to breakfast to find Groat standing before the fire, a debonair, perfectly dressed man, who showed no trace of fatigue, though he had not gone to bed until four o’clock.

He gave her a cheery greeting.

“Good morning, Miss Weldon,” he said. “I hope you have recovered from your nightmare.”

“I gave you a lot of trouble,” she said with a rueful smile. “I am so very sorry.”

“Nonsense,” he said heartily. “I am only glad that our friend Steele was there to appease you. By the way, Miss Weldon, I owe you an apology. I told you a lie last night.”

She looked at him open-eyed.

“Did you, Mr. Groat?” she said, and then with a laugh, “I am sure it wasn’t a very serious one.”

“It was really. I told you that my little dog had a piece of glass in his paw; the truth was that it wasn’t my dog at all, but a dog that I picked up in the street. I intended making an experiment upon him; you know I am a doctor.”

She shivered.

“Oh, that was the noise?” she asked with a wry little face.

He shook his head.

“No, he was just scared, he hadn’t been hurt at all — and in truth I didn’t intend hurting him. Your friend, however, persuaded me to let the little beggar go.”

She drew a long sigh of relief.

“I’m so glad,” she said. “I should have felt awful.”

He laughed softly as he took his place at the table.

“Steele thought I was going to experiment without chloroform, but that, of course, was absurd. It is difficult to get the unprofessional man to realize what an enormous help to medical science these experiments are. Of course,” he said airily, “they are conducted without the slightest pain to the animal. I should no more think of hurting a little dog than I should think of hurting you.”

“I’m sure you wouldn’t,” she said warmly.

Digby Groat was a clever man. He knew that Jim would meet the girl again and would give her his version of the scene in the laboratory. It was necessary, therefore, that he should get his story in first, for this girl whom he had brought to the house for his amusement was more lovely than he had dreamt, and he desired to stand well with her.

Digby, who was a connoisseur in female beauty, had rather dreaded the morning meal. The beauty of women seldom survives the cruel searchlight which the grey eastern light throws upon their charms. Love had never touched him, though many women had come and gone in his life. Eunice Weldon was a more thrilling adventure, something that would surely brighten a dreary week or two; an interest to stimulate him until another stimulation came into sight.

She survived the ordeal magnificently, he thought. The tender texture of the skin, untouched by an artificial agent, was flawless; the eyes, bright and vigorous with life, sparkled with health; the hands that lay upon the table, when she was listening to him, were perfectly and beautifully moulded.

She on her side was neither attracted nor repelled. Digby Groat was just a man. One of the thousands of men who pass and repass in the corridor of life; some seen, some unnoticed, some interesting, some abhorrent. Some stop to speak, some pass hurriedly by and disappear through strange doors never to be seen again. He had “stopped to speak,” but had he vanished from sight through one of those doors of mystery she would have been neither sorry nor glad.

“My mother never comes to breakfast,” said Digby halfway through the meal. “Do you think you will like your work?”

“I don’t know what it is yet,” she answered, her eyes twinkling.

“Mother is rather peculiar,” he said, “and just a little eccentric, but I think you will be sensible enough to get on with her. And the work will not be very heavy at first. I am hoping later that you will be able to assist me in my anthropological classification.”

“That sounds terribly important,” she said. “What does it mean?”

“I am making a study of faces and heads,” he said easily, “and to that end I have collected thousands of photographs from all parts of the world. I hope to get a million. It is a science which is very much neglected in this country. It appears to be the exclusive monopoly of the Italians. You have probably heard of Mantaganza and Lombroso?”

She nodded.

“They are the great criminal scientists, aren’t they?” she said to his surprise.

“Oh, I see, you know something about it. Yes, I suppose you would call them criminal scientists.”

“It sounds fascinating,” she said, looking at him in wonder, “and I should like to help you if your mother can spare me.”

“Oh, she’ll spare you,” he said.

Her hand lay on the table invitingly near to his, but he did not move. He was a quick, accurate judge of human nature. He knew that to touch her would be the falsest of moves. If it had been another woman — yes, his hand would have closed gently over hers, there would have been a giggle of embarrassment, a dropping of eyes, and the rest would have been so easy. But if he had followed that course with her, he knew that evening would find her gone. He could wait, and she was worth waiting for. She was gloriously lovely, he thought. Half the pleasure of life lies in the chase, and the chase is no more than a violent form of anticipation. Some men find their greatest joy in visions that must sooner or later materialize, and Digby Groat was one of these.

She looked up and saw his burning eyes fixed on her and flushed. With an effort she looked again and he was a normal man.

Was it an illusion of hers, she wondered?
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The first few days of her engagement were very trying to Eunice Weldon.

Mrs. Groat did not overwork her, indeed Eunice’s complaint was that the old woman refused to give her any work at all.

On the third day at breakfast she spoke on the matter to Digby Groat.

“I’m afraid I am not very much use here, Mr. Groat,” she said; “it is a sin to take your money.”

“Why?” he asked quickly.

“Your mother prefers to write her own letters,” she said, “and really those don’t seem to be very many!”

“Nonsense,” he said sharply, and seeing that he had startled the girl he went on in a much gentler tone: “You see, my mother is not used to service of any kind. She’s one of those women who prefer to do things for themselves, and she has simply worn herself to a shadow because of this independence of hers. There are hundreds of jobs that she could give you to do! You must make allowance for old women, Miss Weldon. They take a long time to work up confidence in strangers.”

“I realize that,” she nodded.

“Poor mother is rather bewildered by her own magnificence,” he smiled, “but I am sure when she gets to know you, you will find your days very fully occupied.”

He left the morning-room and went straight into his mother’s little parlour, and found her in her dressing-room crouching over a tiny fire. He closed the door carefully and walked across to her and she looked up with a little look of fear in her eyes.

“Why aren’t you giving this girl work to do?” he asked sharply.

“There’s nothing for her to do,” she wailed. “My dear, she is such an expense, and I don’t like her.”

“You’ll give her work to do from to-day,” he said, “and don’t let me tell you again!”

“She’ll only spy on me,” said Mrs. Groat fretfully, “and I never write letters, you know that. I haven’t written a letter for years until you made me write that note to the lawyer.”

“You’ll find work for her to do,” repeated Digby Groat. “Do you understand? Get all the accounts that we’ve had for the past two years, and let her sort them out and make a list of them. Give her your bank account. Let her compare the cheques with the counterfoils. Give her anything. Damn you! You don’t want me to tell you every day, do you?”

“I’ll do it, I’ll do it, Digby,” she said hurriedly. “You’re very hard on me, my boy. I hate this house,” she said with sudden vehemence. “I hate the people in it. I looked into her room this morning and it is like a palace. It must have cost us thousands of pounds to furnish that room, and all for a work-girl — it is sinful!”

“Never mind about that,” he said. “Find something to occupy her time for the next fortnight.”

The girl was surprised that morning when Mrs. Groat sent for her.

“I’ve one or two little tasks for you, miss — I never remember your name.”

“Eunice,” said the girl, smiling.

“I don’t like the name of Eunice,” grumbled the old woman. “The last one was Lola! A foreign girl. I was glad when she left. Haven’t you got another name?”

“Weldon is my other name,” said the girl good-humouredly, “and you can call me ‘Weldon’ or ‘Eunice’ or anything you like, Mrs. Groat.”

The old woman sniffed.

She had in front of her a big drawer packed with cheques which had come back from the bank.

“Go through these,” she said, “and do something with them. I don’t know what.”

“Perhaps you want me to fasten them to the counterfoils,” said the girl.

“Yes, yes, that’s it,” said Mrs. Groat. “You don’t want to do it here, do you? Yes, you’d better do it here,” she went on hastily. “I don’t want the servants prying into my accounts.”

Eunice put the drawer on the table, gathered together the stubs of the cheque books, and with a little bottle of gum began her work, the old woman watching her.

When, for greater comfort, the girl took off the gold wristwatch which she wore, a present from her dead father, Mrs. Groat’s greedy eyes focussed upon it and a look of animation came into the dull face.

It looked like being a long job, but Eunice was a methodical worker, and when the gong in the hall sounded for lunch, she had finished her labours.

“There, Mrs. Groat,” she said with a smile, “I think that is the lot. All your cheques are here.”

She put away the drawer and looked round for her watch, but it had disappeared. It was at that moment that Digby Groat opened the door and walked in.

“Hullo, Miss Weldon,” he said with his engaging smile. “I’ve come back for lunch. Did you hear the gong, mother? You ought to have let Miss Weldon go.”

But the girl was looking round.

“Have you lost anything?” asked Digby quickly.

“My little watch. I put it down a few minutes ago, and it seems to have vanished,” she said.

“Perhaps it is in the drawer,” stammered the old woman, avoiding her son’s eye.

Digby looked at her for a moment, then turned to Eunice.

“Will you please ask Jackson to order my car for three o’clock?” he asked gently.

He waited until the door closed behind the girl and then: “Where is that watch?” he asked.

“The watch, Digby?” quavered the old woman.

“The watch, curse you!” he said, his face black with rage.

She put her hand into her pocket reluctantly and produced it.

“It was so pretty,” she snivelled, and he snatched it from her hand.

A minute later Eunice returned.

“We have found your watch,” he said with a smile. “You had dropped it under the table.”

“I thought I’d looked there,” she said. “It is not a valuable watch, but it serves a double purpose.”

She was preparing to put it on.

“What other purpose than to tell you the time?” asked Digby.

“It hides a very ugly scar,” she said, and extended her wrist. “Look.” She pointed to a round red mark, the size of a sixpence. It looked like a recent burn.

“That’s queer,” said Digby, looking, and then he heard a strangled sound from his mother. Her face was twisted and distorted, her eyes were glaring at the gilt’s wrist.

“Digby, Digby!” Her voice was a thin shriek of sound. “Oh, my God!”

And she fell across the table and before he could reach her, had dropped to the floor in an inert heap.

Digby stooped over his mother and then turned his head slowly to the frightened girl.

“It was the scar on your hand that did it,” he said slowly. “What does it mean?”
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The story of the scar and the queer effect it had produced on Mrs. Groat puzzled Jim almost as much as it had worried the girl. He offered his wild theory again and she laughed.

“Of course I shall leave,” she said, “but I must stay until all Mrs. Groat’s affairs are cleared up. There are heaps of letters and documents of all kinds which I have to index,” she said, “at least Mr. Groat told me there were. And it seems so unfair to run away whilst the poor old lady is so ill. As to my being the young lady of fortune, that is absurd. My parents were South Africans. Jim, you are too romantic to be a good detective.”

He indulged in the luxury of a taxi to carry her back to Grosvenor Square, and this time went with her to the house, taking his leave at the door.

Whilst they were talking on the step, the door opened and a man was shown out by Jackson. He was a short, thickset man with an enormous brown beard.

Apparently Jackson did not see the two people on the step, at any rate he did not look toward them, but said in a loud voice:

“Mr. Groat will not be home until seven o’clock, Mr. Villa.”

“Tell him I called,” said the bearded man with a booming voice, and stepped past Jim, apparently oblivious to his existence.

“Who is the gentleman with the whiskers?” asked Jim, but the girl could give him no information.

Jim was not satisfied with the girl’s explanation of her parentage. There was an old school-friend of his in business in Cape Town, as an architect, and on his return to his office, Jim sent him a long reply-paid cablegram. He felt that he was chasing shadows, but at present there was little else to chase, and he went home to his flat a little oppressed by the hopelessness of his task.

The next day he had a message from the girl saying that she could not come out that afternoon, and the day was a blank, the more so because that afternoon he received a reply to his cable. The reply destroyed any romantic dreams he might have had as to Eunice Weldon’s association with the Danton millions. The message was explicit. Eunice May Weldon had been born at Rondebosch; on the l2th June, 1899; her parents were Henry William Weldon, musician, and Margaret May Weldon. She had been christened at the Wesleyan Chapel at Rondebosch, and both her parents were dead.

The final two lines of the cable puzzled him:

“Similar inquiries made about parentage Eunice Weldon six months ago by Selenger & Co., Brade Street Buildings.”

“Selenger & Co.,” said Jim thoughtfully. Here was a new mystery. Who else was making inquiries about the girl? He opened a Telephone Directory and looked up the name. There were several Selengers, but none of Brade Street Buildings. He put on his hat, and hailing a taxi, drove to Brade Street, which was near the Bank, and with some difficulty found Brade Street Buildings. It was a moderately large block of offices, and on the indicator at the door he discovered Selenger & Co. occupied No. 6 room on the ground floor.

The office was locked and apparently unoccupied. He sought the hall-keeper.

“No, sir,” said that man, shaking his head. “Selengers’ aren’t open. As a matter of fact, nobody’s ever there except at night.”

“At night,” said Jim, “that’s an extraordinary time to do business.”

The hall-keeper looked at him unfavourably.

“I suppose it is the way they do their business, sir,” he said pointedly.

It was some time before Jim could appease the ruffled guardian, and then he learnt that Selengers were evidently privileged tenants. A complaint from Selengers had brought the dismissal of his predecessor, and the curiosity of a housekeeper as to what Selengers did so late at night had resulted in that lady being summarily discharged.

“I think they deal with foreign stock,” said the porter. “A lot of cables come here, but I’ve never seen the gentleman who runs the office. He comes in by the side door.”

Apparently there was another entrance to Selengers’ office, an entrance reached by a small courtyard opening from a side passage. Selengers were the only tenants who had this double means of egress and exit, and also, it seemed, they were the only tenants of the building who were allowed to work all night.

“Even the stockbrokers on the second floor have to shut down at eight o’clock,” explained the porter, “and that’s pretty hard on them, because when the market is booming, there’s work that would keep them going until twelve o’clock. But at eight o’clock, it is ‘out you go’ with the company that owns this building. The rents aren’t high and there are very few offices to be had in the city nowadays. They have always been very strict, even in Mr. Danton’s time.”

“Mr. Danton’s time,” said Jim quickly. “Did he own this building? Do you mean Danton the shipowner millionaire?”

The man nodded.

“Yes, sir,” he said, rather pleased with himself that he had created a sensation. “He sold it, or got rid of it in some way years ago. I happen to know, because I used to be an officeboy in these very buildings, and I remember Mr. Danton — he had an office on the first floor, and a wonderful office it was, too.”

“Who occupies it now?”

“A foreign gentleman named Levenski. He’s a fellow who’s never here, either.”

Jim thought the information so valuable that he went to the length of calling up Mr. Salter at his home. But Mr. Salter knew nothing whatever about the Brade Street Buildings, except that it had been a private speculation of Danton’s. It had come into his hands as the result of the liquidation of the original company, and he had disposed of the property without consultation with Salter & Salter.

It was another blank wall.
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“I shall not be in the office to-day, sir. I have several appointments which may keep me occupied,” said Jim Steele, and Mr. Salter sniffed.

“Business, Steele?” he asked politely.

“Not all of them, sir,” said Jim. He had a shrewd idea that Mr. Salter guessed what that business was.

“Very good,” said Salter, putting on his glasses and addressing himself to the work on his desk.

“There is one thing I wanted to ask, and that is partly why I came, because I could have explained my absence by telephone.”

Mr. Salter put down his pen patiently.

“I cannot understand why this fellow Groat has so many Spanish friends,” said Jim. “For example, there is a girl he sees a great deal, the Comtessa Manzana; you have heard of her, sir?”

“I see her name in the papers occasionally,” said Mr. Salter.

“And there are several Spaniards he knows. One in particular named Villa. Groat speaks Spanish fluently, too.”

“That is curious,” said Mr. Salter, leaning back in his chair. “His grandfather had a very large number of Spanish friends. I think that somewhere in the background there may have been some Spanish family connection. Old man Danton, that is, Jonathan Danton’s father, made most of his money in Spain and in Central America, and was always entertaining a houseful of grandees. They were a strange family, the Dantons. They lived in little watertight compartments, and I believe on the day of his death Jonathan Danton hadn’t spoken more than a dozen words to his sister for twenty years. They weren’t bad friends, if you understand. It was just the way of the Dantons. There are other families whom I know who do exactly the same thing. A reticent family, with a keen sense of honour.”

“Didn’t Grandfather Danton leave Mrs. Groat any money? She was one of his two children, wasn’t she?”

Septimus Salter nodded.

“He never left her a penny,” he said. “She practically lived on the charity of her brother. I never understood why, but the old man took a sudden dislike to her. Jonathan was as much in the dark as I am. He used to discuss it with me and wondered what his sister had done to incur the old man’s enmity. His father never told him — would never even discuss the sister with him. It was partly due to the old man’s niggardly treatment of Mrs. Groat that Jonathan Danton made his will as he did.

“Probably her marriage with Groat was one of the causes of the old man’s anger. Groat was nothing, a shipping clerk in Danton’s Liverpool office. A man ill at ease in good society, without an ‘h’ to his name, and desperately scared of his wife. The only person who was ever nice to him was poor Lady Mary. His wife hated him for some reason or other. Curiously enough when he died, too, he left all his money to a distant cousin — and he left about £5,000. Where he got it from heaven knows. And now be off, Steele. The moment you come into this office,” said Mr. Salter in despair, “you start me on a string of reminiscences that are deplorably out of keeping with a lawyer’s office.”

Jim’s first call that morning was at the Home Office. He was anxious to clear up the mystery of Madge Benson. Neither Scotland Yard nor the Prisons Commissioners were willing to supply an unofficial investigator with the information he had sought, and in desperation he had applied to the Secretary of State’s Department. Fortunately he had a “friend at court” in that building, a middle-aged barrister he had met in France, and his inquiry, backed by proof that he was not merely satisfying his personal curiosity, had brought him a note asking him to call.

Mr. Fenningleigh received him in his room with a warmth which showed that he had not forgotten the fact that on one occasion Jim had saved him from what might have been a serious injury, if not death, for Jim had dragged him to cover one night when the British headquarters were receiving the unwelcome attentions of ten German bombers.

“Sit down, Steele. I can’t tell you much,” said the official, picking up a slip of paper from his blottingpad, “and I’m not sure that I ought to tell you anything! But this is the information which ‘prisons’ have supplied.”

Jim took the slip from the barrister’s hand and read the three lines.

“‘Madge Benson, age 26. Domestic Servant. One month with H.L. for theft. Sentenced at Marylebone Police Court. June 5th, 1898. Committed to Holloway. Released July 2nd. 1898.’”

“Theft?” said Jim thoughtfully. “I suppose there is no way of learning the nature of the theft?”

Mr. Fenningleigh shook his head.

“I should advise you to interview the gaoler at Marylebone. These fellows have extraordinary memories for faces, and besides, there is certain to be a record of the conviction at the court. You had better ask Salter to apply; they will give permission to a lawyer.”

But this was the very thing Jim did not want to do.
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Eunice Weldon was rapidly settling down in her new surroundings. The illness of her employer, so far from depriving her of occupation, gave her more work than she had ever expected. It was true, as Digby Groat had said, that there were plenty of small jobs to fill up her time. At his suggestion she went over the little account books in which Mrs. Groat kept the record of her household expenses, and was astounded to find how parsimonious the old lady had been.

One afternoon when she was tidying the old bureau, she stopped in her work to admire the solid workmanship which the old furniture builders put into their handicraft.

The bureau was one of those old-fashioned affairs, which are half desk and half bookcase, the writing-case being enclosed by glass doors covered on the inside with green silk curtains.

It was the thickness of the two side-pieces enclosing the actual desk, which, unlike the writing-flap of the ordinary secretaire, was immovable, that arrested her attention. She was rubbing her hand admiringly along the polished mahogany surface when she felt a strip of wood give way under the pressure of her fingertips. To her surprise a little flap about an inch wide and about six inches long had fallen down and hung on its in visible hinges, leaving a black cavity. A secret drawer in a secretaire is not an extraordinary discovery, but she wondered whether she ought to explore the recess which her accidental touch had revealed. She put in her fingers and drew out a folded paper. There was nothing else in the drawer, if drawer it could be called.

Ought she to read it, she wondered? If it had been so carefully put away, Mrs. Groat would not wish it to be seen by a third person. Nevertheless, it was her duty to discover what the document was, and she opened it.

To the top a piece of paper was attached on which a few words wire written in Mrs. Groat’s hand:

“This is the will referred to in the instructions contained in the sealed envelope which Mr. Salter has in his possession.”

The word “Salter” had been struck out and the name of the firm of solicitors, which had supplanted the old man had been substituted.

The will was executed on one of those forms, which can be purchased at any law stationer’s. But apart from the preamble it was short:

“I give to my son, Digby Francis Groat, the sum of 20,000 pounds and my house and furniture at 409, Grosvenor Square. The remainder of my estate I give to Ramonez — Marquis of Estremeda, of Calle Receletos, Madrid.”

It was witnessed by two names, unknown to the girl, and as they had described themselves as domestic servants it was probable that they had long since left her employment, for Mrs. Groat did not keep a servant very long.

What should she do with it? She determined to ask Digby.

Later, when going through the drawers on her desk she discovered a small miniature and was startled by the dark beauty of the subject. It was a head and shoulders of a girl wearing her hair in a way, which was fashionable in the late seventies. The face was bold, but beautiful, the dark eyes seemed to glow with life. The face of a girl who had her way, thought Eunice, as she noted the firm round chin. She wondered who it was and showed it to Digby Groat at lunch.

“Oh, that is a picture of my mother,” he said carelessly.

“Your mother,” said Eunice in astonishment, and he chuckled.

“You’d never think she was never like that; but she was, I believe, a very beautiful girl.” — his face darkened— “just a little too beautiful,” he said, without explaining what he meant.

Suddenly, he snatched the miniature from and looked on the back.

“I’m sorry,” he apologized, and a sudden pallor had come to his face. “Mother sometimes writes things on the back of pictures, and I was rather—” he was going to say “scared “— “and I was rather embarrassed.”

He was almost incoherent, an unusual circumstance, for Digby Groat was the most self-possessed of men.

He changed the subject by introducing an inquiry which he had meant to make some time before.

“Miss Weldon, can you explain that scar on your wrist?” he asked.

She shook her head laughingly.

“I’m almost sorry I showed it to you,” she said. “It is ugly, isn’t it?”

“Do you know how it happened?”

“I don’t know,” she said, “mother never told me. It looks rather like a burn.”

He examined the little red place attentively.

“Of course,” she went on, “it is absurd to think that the sight of my birthmark was the cause of your mother’s stroke.”

“I suppose it is,” he nodded, “but it was a remarkable coincidence.”

He had endeavoured to find from the old woman the reason of her sudden collapse, but without success. For three days she had laid in her bed speechless and motionless and apparently had neither heard nor seen him when he had made his brief visits to the sick room.

She was recovering now, however, and he intended, at the first opportunity, demanding a full explanation.

“Did you find anything else?” he asked suspiciously. He was never quite sure what new folly his mother might commit. Her passion for other people’s property might have come to light.

Should she tell him? He saw the doubt and trouble in her face and repeated his question.

“I found your mother’s will,” she said.

He had finished his lunch, had pushed back his chair and was smoking peacefully. The cigar dropped from his hand and she saw his face go black.

“Her will?” he said. “Are you sure? Her will is at the lawyer’s. It was made two years ago.”

“This will was made a few months ago,” said Eunice, troubled. “I do hope I haven’t betrayed any secret of hers.”

“Let me see this precious document,” said Digby, starting up.

His voice was brusque, almost to rudeness. She wondered what had brought about this sudden change. They walked back to the old woman’s shabby room and the girl produced a document from the drawer.

He read it through carefully.

“The old fool,” he muttered. “The cussed drivelling old fool! Have you read this?” he asked sharply.

“I read a little of it,” admitted the girl, shocked by the man’s brutal reference to his mother.

He examined the paper again and all the time he was muttering something under his breath.

“Where did you find this?” he asked harshly.

“I found it by accident,” explained Eunice. “There is a little drawer here “ — she pointed to the seemingly solid side of the bureau in which gaped an oblong cavity.

“I see,” said Digby Groat slowly as he folded the paper. “Now, Miss Weldon, perhaps you will tell me how much of this document you have read? “ — he tapped the will on his palm.

She did not know exactly what to say. She was Mrs. Groat’s servant and she felt it was disloyal even to discuss her private affairs with Digby.

“I read beyond your legacy,” she admitted, “I did not read it carefully.”

“And you saw that my mother had left me £20,000?” said Digby Groat, “and the remainder to — somebody else.”

She nodded.

“Do you know who that somebody else was?”

“Yes,” she said. “To the Marquis of Estremeda.”

His face had changed from sallow to red, from red to a dirty grey, and his voice as he spoke shook with the rage he could not altogether suppress.

“Do you know how much money my mother will be worth?” he asked.

“No, Mr. Groat,” said the girl quietly, “and I don’t think you ought to tell me. It is none of my business.”

“She will be worth a million and a quarter,” he said between his teeth, “and she’s left me £20,000 and this damned house!”

He swung round and was making for the door, and the girl, who guessed his intentions, went after him and caught his arm.

“Mr. Groat,” she said seriously, “you must not go to your mother. You really must not!”

Her intervention sobered him and he walked slowly back to the fireplace, took a match from his pocket, lit it, and before the astonished eyes of the girl applied it to one corner of the document. He watched it until it was black ash and then put his foot upon the debris.

“So much for that!” he said, and turning caught the amazed look in the face of Eunice. “You think I’ve behaved disgracefully, I suppose,” he smiled, his old debonair self. “The truth is, I am saving my mother’s memory from the imputation of madness. There is no Marquis of Estremeda, as far as I know. It is one of the illusions which my mother has, that a Spanish nobleman once befriended her. That is the dark secret of our family, Miss Weldon,” he laughed, but she knew that he was lying.
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The door of Digby Groat’s study was ajar, and he caught a glimpse of Eunice as she came in and made her way up to her room. She had occupied a considerable amount of his thoughts that afternoon, and he had cursed himself that he had been betrayed into revealing the ugly side of his nature before one whom he wished to impress. But there was another matter troubling him. In his folly he had destroyed a legal document in the presence of a witness and had put himself into her power. Suppose his mother died, he thought, and the question of a will arose? Suppose Estremeda got hold of her, her testimony in the courts of law might destroy the value of his mother’s earlier will and bring him into the dock at the Old Bailey.

It was an axiom of his that great criminals are destroyed by small causes. The spendthrift who dissipates hundreds of thousands of pounds, finds himself made bankrupt by a paltry hundred pounds, and the clever organizer of the Thirteen who had covered his traces so perfectly that the shrewdest police in the world had not been able to associate him with their many crimes, might easily be brought to book through a piece of stupidity which was dictated by rage and offended vanity. He was now more than ever determined that Eunice Weldon should come within his influence, so that her power for mischief should be broken before she knew how crushingly it might be employed.

It was not an unpleasant task he set himself, for Eunice exercised a growing fascination over him. Her beauty and her singular intelligence were sufficient lures, but to a man of his temperament the knowledge that she added to these gifts a purity of mind and soul gave her an added value. That she was in the habit of meeting the man he hated, he knew. His faithful Jackson had trailed the girl twice, and on each occasion had returned with the same report. Eunice Weldon was meeting Steele in the park. And the possibility that Jim loved her was the greatest incentive of all to his vile plan.

He could strike at Jim through the girl, could befoul the soul that Jim Steele loved best in the world. That would be a noble revenge, he thought, as he sat, pen in hand, and heard her light footsteps pass up the stairs. But he must be patient and the game must be played cautiously. He must gain her confidence. That was essential, and the best way of securing this end, was to make no reference to these meetings, to give her the fullest opportunity for seeing Jim Steele and to avoid studiously any suggestion that he himself had an interest in her.

He had not sought an interview with his mother. She had been sleeping all the afternoon, the nurse had told him, and he felt that he could be patient here also. At night, when he saw the girl at dinner, he made a reference to the scene she had witnessed in the old woman’s sittingroom.

“You’ll think I’m an awful cad, Miss Weldon,” he said frankly, “but mother has a trick of making me more angry than any other person I have met. You look upon me as a very unfilial son?” he smiled.

“We do things we’re ashamed of sometimes when we are angry,” said Eunice, willing to find an excuse for the outburst. She would have gladly avoided the topic altogether, for her conscience was pricking her and she felt guilty when she remembered that she had spoken to Jim on the subject. Digby Groat was to make her a little more uncomfortable by his next remark.

“It is unnecessary for me to tell you, Miss Weldon,” he said, with his smile, “that all which happens within these four walls is confidential. I need not express any fear that you will ever speak to an outsider about our affairs.”

He had only to look at the crimson face, at the downcast eyes and the girl’s fingers playing nervously with the silver, to realize that she had already spoken of the will, and again he cursed himself for his untimely exhibition of temper.

He passed on, to the girl’s great relief, to another subject. He was having certain alterations made in his laboratory and was enthusiastic about a new electrical appliance which he had installed.

“Would you like to see my little den, Miss Weldon?” he asked.

“I should very much,” said the girl.

She was, she knew, being despicably insincere. She did not want to see the laboratory. To her, since Jim had described the poor little dog who had been stretched upon the table, it was a place of horror. But she was willing to agree to anything that would take Digby Groat from the topic of the will, and the thought of her own breach of faith.

There was nothing very dreadful in the laboratory, she discovered. It was so white and clean and neat that her womanly instinct for orderliness could admire the well-arranged little room, with its shelves packed with bottles, its delicate glass retorts and its strange and mysterious instruments.

He did not open the locked doors that hid one cupboard which stood at one end of the laboratory, so she knew nothing of the grisly relics of his investigations. She was now glad she had seen the place, but was nevertheless as pleased to return to the drawingroom.

Digby went out at nine o’clock and she was left alone to read and to amuse herself as best she could. She called at Mrs. Groat’s room on her way up and learnt from the nurse that the old lady was rapidly recovering.

“She will be quite normal tomorrow or the next day,” said the nurse.

Here was another relief. Mrs. Groat’s illness had depressed the girl. It was so terrible to see one who had been as beautiful as the miniature proved her to have been, struck down and rendered a helpless mass, incapable of thought or movement.

Her room, which had impressed her by its beauty the day she had arrived, had now been enhanced by the deft touches which only a woman’s fingers can give. She had read some of the books which Digby Groat had selected for her entertainment, and some she had dipped into only to reject.

She spent the evening with The Virginian, and here Digby had introduced her to one of the most delightful creations of fiction. The Virginian was rather like Jim, she thought — but then all the heroes of all the books she read were rather like Jim.

Searching in her bag for her handkerchief her fingers closed on the little card which had been left on her table the night of her introduction to the Grosvenor Square household. She took it out and read it for the twentieth time, puzzling over the identity of the sender and the object he had in view.

What was the meaning of that little card, she wondered? And what was the story which lay behind it?

She put down her book and, rising, switched on the lamp over her writing-table, examining the card curiously. She had not altered her first impression that the hand had been made by a rubber stamp. It was really a beautiful little reproduction of an open palm and every line was distinct. Who was her mysterious friend — or was he a friend? She shook her head. It could not be Jim, and yet — it worried her even to think of Jim in this connection. Whoever it was, she thought with a little smile, they had been wrong. She had not left the house and nothing had happened to her, and she felt a sense of pride and comfort in the thought that the mysterious messenger could know nothing of Jim, her guardian angel.

She heard a step in the passage and somebody knocked at her door. It was Digby Groat. He had evidently just come in.

“I saw your light,” he said, “so I thought I would give you something I have brought back from the Ambassadors’ Club.”

The “something” was a big square box tied with lavender ribbon.

“For me?” she said in surprise.

“They were distributing them to the guests,” he said, “and I thought you might have a taste for sweeties. They are the best chocolates in England.”

She laughed and thanked nun. He made no further attempt to continue the conversation, but, with a nod, went to his room. She heard the door open and close, and five minutes later it opened again and his soft footsteps faded away.

He was going to his laboratory, she thought, and wondered, with a shiver, what was the experiment he was attempting that night.

She had placed the box on the table and had forgotten about it until she was preparing for bed, then she untied the pretty ribbons and displayed the contents.

“They’re delicious,” she murmured, and took one up in her fingers.

Thump!

She turned quickly and dropped the chocolate from her fingers.

Something had hit against her window, it sounded like a fist. She ran to the silken curtains which covered the glass doors from view and hesitated nervously for a moment; then with a little catch of breath she thought that possibly some boys had thrown a ball.

She pulled back the curtains violently and for a moment saw nothing. The balcony was clear and she unfastened the latch and stepped out. There was nobody in sight. She looked on the floor of the balcony for the object which had been thrown but could find nothing.

She went slowly back to her room and was closing the door when she saw and gasped. For on one of the panes was the life-size print of the Blue Hand!

Again that mysterious warning!
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Eunice gazed at the hand spellbound, but she was now more curious than alarmed. Opening the window again she felt gingerly at the impression. It was wet, and her fingertip was stained a deep greasy blue, which wiped off readily on her handkerchief. Again she stepped out on to the balcony, and following it along, came to the door leading to the head of the stairs. She tried it. It was locked. Leaning over the parapet she surveyed the square. She saw a man and a woman walking along and talking together and the sound of their laughter came up to her. At the corner of the square she saw passing under a street-lamp a helmeted policeman who must, she calculated, have been actually in front of the house when the imprint was made.

She was about to withdraw to her room when, looking down over the portico, she saw the figure of a woman descending the steps of the house. Who was she? Eunice knew all the servants by now and was certain this woman was a stranger. She might, of course, be one of Digby Groat’s friends or a friend of the nurse, but her subsequent movements were so unusual that Eunice was sure that this was the mysterious stranger who had left her mark on the window. So it was a woman, after all, thought Eunice in amazement, as she watched her cross the square to where a big limousine was waiting.

Without giving any instructions to the chauffeur the woman in black stepped into the car, which immediately moved off.

Eunice came back to the room and sat down in a chair to try to straighten her tangled mind. That hand was intended as a warning, she was sure of that. And now it was clear which way the visitor had come. She must have entered the house by the front door and have got on to the balcony through the door on the landing, locking it after her when she made her escape.

Looking in the glass, Eunice saw that her face was pale, but inwardly she felt more thrilled than frightened, and she had also a sense of protection, for instinctively she knew that the woman of the was a friend. Should she go downstairs and tell Digby Groat? She shook her head at the thought. No, she would reserve this little mystery for Jim to unravel. With a duster, which she kept in one of the cupboards, she wiped the blue impression from the window and then sat down on the edge of her bed to puzzle out the intricate and baffling problem.

Why had the woman chosen this method of warning her? Why not employ the mundane method of sending her a letter? Twice she had taken a risk to impress Eunice with the sense of danger, when the same warning might have been conveyed to her through the agency of the postman.

Eunice frowned at this thought, but then she began to realize that, had an anonymous letter arrived, she would have torn it up and thrown it into her wastepaper basket. These midnight visitations were intended to impress upon the girl the urgency of the visitor’s fear for her.

It was not by any means certain that the woman who had left the house was the mysterious visitor. Eunice had never troubled to inquire into Digby Groat’s character, nor did she know any of his friends. The lady in black might well have been an acquaintance of his, and to tell Digby of the warning and all that she had seen could easily create a very embarrassing situation for all concerned.

She went to bed, but it was a long time before sleep came to her. She dozed and woke and dozed again and at last decided to get up. She pulled aside the curtains to let in the morning light. The early traffic was rumbling through the street, and the clear fragrance of the unsullied air came coldly as she stood and shivered by the open window. She was hungry, as hungry as a healthy girl can be in that keen atmosphere, and she bethought herself of the box of chocolates which Digby had brought to her. She had taken one from its paper wrapping and it was between her teeth when she remembered with a start that the warning had come at the very moment she was about to eat a chocolate! She put it down again thoughtfully, and went back to bed to pass the time which must elapse before the servants were about and any kind of food procurable.

Jim Steele was about to leave his little flat in Featherdale Mansions that morning when he was met at the door by a district messenger carrying a large parcel and a bulky letter. He at once recognized the handwriting of Eunice and carried the parcel into his study. The letter was written hurriedly and was full of apologies. As briefly as possible Eunice had related the events of the night.

“I cannot imagine that the chocolates had anything to do with it, but somehow you are communicating your prejudice against Digby Groat to me. I have no reason whatever to suspect him of any bad design toward me, and in sending these I am merely doing as you told me, to communicate everything unusual. Aren’t I an obedient girl! And, please, Jim, will you take me out to dinner tonight. It is ‘my night out,’ and I’d love to have a leisurely meal with you, and I’m simply dying to talk about the Blue Hand! Isn’t it gorgeously mysterious! What I shall try to catch up some of my arrears of sleep this afternoon so that I shall be fresh and brilliant.” (She had written “and beautiful” in mockery but had scratched it out.)

Jim Steele whistled. Hitherto he had regarded the Blue Hand as a convenient and accidental method which the unknown had chosen for his or her signature. Now, however, it obtained a new significance. The Blue Hand had been chosen deliberately and for some reason which must be known to one of the parties concerned. To Digby Groat? Jim shook his head. Somehow he knew for certain that the Blue Hand would be as much of a mystery to Digby Groat as it was to the girl and himself. He had no particular reason for thinking this. It was one of those immediate instincts which carry their own conviction. But who else was concerned? He determined to ask his partner that morning if the Blue Hand suggested anything to him.

In the meantime there were the chocolates. He examined the box carefully. The sweetmeats were beautifully arranged and the box bore the label of a well-known West End confectioner. He took out three or four of the chocolates, placed them carefully in an envelope, and put the envelope in his pocket. Then he set forth for the city. As he closed his own door his eye went to the door on the opposite side of the landing, where dwelt Mrs. Fane and the mysterious Madge Benson. The door was ajar and he thought he heard the woman’s voice on the ground floor below talking to the porter of the flats.

His foot was extended to descend the first of the stairs when from the flat came a sharp scream and a voice: “Madge, Madge, help!”

Without a second’s hesitation he pushed open the door and ran down the passage. There were closed doors on either side, but the last on the right was open and a thin cloud of smoke was pouring forth. He rushed in, just as the woman, who was lying on the bed, was rising on her elbow as though she were about to get up, and tearing down the blazing curtains at one of the windows, stamped out the fire. It was all over in a few seconds and he had extinguished the last spark of fire from the blackened lace before he looked round at the occupant of the bed, who was staring at him wide-eyed.

She was a woman of between forty and forty-five, he judged, with a face whose delicate moulding instantly impressed him. He thought he had seen her before, but knew that he must have been mistaken. The big eyes, grey and luminous, the dark brown hair in which a streak of grey had appeared, the beautiful hands that lay on the coverlet, all of these he took in at one glance.

“I’m very greatly obliged to you, Mr. Steele,” said the lady in a voice that was little above a whisper. “That is the second accident we have had. A spark from one of the engines must have blown in through the open window.”

Just beneath her was the cutting of the London, Midland and Scottish Railway, and Jim, who had watched the heavily laden trains toiling slowly and painfully up the steep incline, had often wondered if there was any danger from the showers of sparks which the engines so frequently threw up.

“I must apologize for my rather rough intrusion,” he said with his sweet smile. “I heard your screams. You are Mrs. Fane, aren’t you?”

She nodded, and there was admiration in the eyes that surveyed his well-knit figure.

“I won’t start a conversation with you under these embarrassing circumstances,” said Jim with a laugh, “but I’d like to say how sorry I am that you are so ill, Mrs. Fane. Could I send you some more books?”

“Thank you,” she whispered. “You have done almost enough.”

He heard the door close as the servant, unconscious that anything was wrong, came in, and heard her startled exclamation as she smelt the smoke. Coming out into the passage he met Madge Benson’s astonished face.

A few words explained his presence and the woman hustled him to the door a little unceremoniously.

“Mrs. Fane is not allowed to see visitors, sir,” she said. “She gets so excited.”

“What is the matter with her?” asked Jim, rather amused at the unmistakable ejection.

“Paralysis in both legs,” said Madge Benson, and Jim uttered an exclamation of pity.

“Don’t think I’m not grateful to you, Mr. Steele,” said the woman earnestly; “when I saw that smoke coming out into the passage my heart nearly stopped beating. That is the second accident we have had.”

She was so anxious for him to be off that he made no attempt to continue talking.

So that was Mrs. Fane, thought Jim, as he strode along to his office. A singularly beautiful woman. The pity of it! She was still young and in the bloom of health save for this terrible affliction.

Jim had a big heart for suffering humanity, and especially for women and children on whom the burden of sickness fell. He was halfway to the office when he remembered that Mrs. Fane had recognized him and called him by name! How could she have known him — she who had never left her sickroom?
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“Mr Groat will not be down to breakfast. He was working very late, miss.”

Eunice nodded. She preferred the conversation of Digby Groat to the veiled familiarity of his shrewd-faced servant. It would be difficult for her to define in what way Jackson offended her. Outwardly he was respect itself, and she could not recall any term or word he had employed to which she could reasonably take offence. It was the assurance of the man, his proprietorial attitude, which irritated her. He reminded her of a boardinghouse at which she had once stayed, where the proprietor acted as butler and endeavoured, without success, to combine the deference of the servant with the authority of the master.

“You were out very early this morning, miss,” said Jackson with his sly smile as he changed her plates.

“Is there any objection to my going out before breakfast?” asked Eunice, her anger rising.

“None at all, miss,” said the man blandly. “I hope I haven’t offended you, only I happened to see you coming back.”

She had been out to send the parcel and the letter to Jim, the nearest district messenger office being less than a quarter of a mile from Grosvenor Square. She opened her lips to speak and closed them again tightly. There was no reason in the world why she should excuse herself to the servant.

Jackson was not ready to take a rebuff, and besides, he had something important to communicate.

“You weren’t disturbed last night, were you, miss?” he asked.

“What do you mean?” demanded Eunice, looking with a start.

His keen eye was on her and without any reason she felt guilty.

“Somebody was having a joke here last night, miss,” he said, “and the governor is as wild as… well, he’s mad!”

She put down her knife and fork and sat back in her chair.

“I don’t quite understand you, Jackson,” she said coldly. “What is the joke that somebody was having, and why do you ask me if I was disturbed? Did anything happen in the night?”

The man nodded.

“Somebody was in the house,” he said, “and it is a wonder that Mr. Groat didn’t hear it, because he was working in his laboratory. I thought perhaps you might have heard him searching the house afterwards.”

She shook her head. Had the Blue Hand been detected, she wondered?

“How do you know that a stranger was in the house?” she asked.

“Because he left his mark,” said the man grimly. “You know that white door leading to the laboratory, miss?”

She nodded.

“Well, when Mr. Groat came out about half-past two this morning he was going to turn out the hall lights when he saw a smudge of paint on the door. He went back and found that it was the mark of a Blue Hand. I’ve been trying to get it off all the morning, but it is greasy and can’t be cleaned.”

“The mark of a Blue Hand?” she repeated slowly and felt herself change colour. “What does that mean?”

“I’m blessed if I know,” said Jackson, shaking his head. “The governor doesn’t know either But there it was as plain as a pikestaff. I thought it was a servant who did it. There is one under notice and she might have been up to her tricks, but it couldn’t have been her. Besides, the servants’ sleeping-rooms are at the back of the house, and the door between the front and the back is kept locked.”

So the mysterious visitor had not been satisfied with warning her. She had warned Digby Groat as well!

Eunice had nearly finished breakfast when Digby made his appearance. He was looking tired and haggard, she thought. He never looked his best in the early hours, but this morning he was more unprepossessing than usual. He shot a swift suspicious glance at the girl as he took his place at the table.

“You have finished, I’m afraid, miss Weldon,” he said briefly. “Has Jackson told you what happened in the night?”

“Yes,” said Eunice quietly. “Have you any idea what it means?”

He shook his head.

“It means trouble to the person who did it, if I catch him,” he said; then, changing the conversation, he asked how his mother was that morning.

Eunice invariably called at Mrs. Groat’s room on her way down, and she was able to tell him that his mother was mending rapidly and had passed a very good night.

“She can’t get well too soon,” he said. “How did you sleep, Miss Weldon?”

“Very well,” she prevaricated.

“Have you tried my chocolates?” he smiled.

She nodded.

“They are beautiful.”

“Don’t eat too many at once, they are rather rich,” he said, and made no further reference either to that matter or to the midnight visitor.

Later in the morning, when she was going about her work, Eunice saw workmen engaged on cleaning the canvas door. Apparently the blue stain could not be eradicated, and after a consultation with Digby the canvas was being painted a dull blue colour.

She knew that Digby was perturbed more than ordinarily. When she had met him, as she had occasionally that morning, he had worn a furtive, hunted look, and once, when she had gone into his study to bring to his notice an account which she had unearthed, he was muttering to himself.

That afternoon there was a reception at Lord Waltham’s house in Park Lane, in honour of a colonial premier who was visiting England. Digby Groat found it convenient to cultivate the acquaintance of the aesthetic Lord Waltham, who was one of the great financial five of the City of London. Digby had gone cleverly to work to form a small syndicate for the immediate purchase of the Danton estate. The time had not yet come when he could dispose of this property, but it was fast approaching.

There were many women in that brilliant assembly who would have been glad to know a man reputedly clever, and certainly the heir to great wealth; but in an inverted sense Digby was a fastidious man. Society which met him and discussed him over their dinner-tables were puzzled by his avoidance of woman’s society. He could have made a brilliant marriage, had he so desired, but apparently the girls of his own set had no attraction for him. There were intimates, men about town, who were less guarded in their language when they spoke across the table after the women had gone, and these told stories of him which did not redound to his credit. Digby in his youth had had many affairs — vulgar, sordid affairs which had left each victim with an aching heart and no redress.

He had only come to “look in,” he explained. There was heavy work awaiting him at home, and he hinted at the new experiment he was making which would take up the greater part of the evening.

“How is your mother, Groat?” asked Lord Waltham.

“Thank you, sir, I think she is better,” replied Digby. He wanted to keep off the subject of his mother.

“I can’t understand the extraordinary change that has come over her in late years,” said Lord Waltham with a little frown. “She used to be so bright and cheerful, one of the wittiest women I have ever met. And then, of a sudden, all her spirits seemed to go and if you don’t mind my saying so, she seemed to get old.”

“I noticed that,” said Digby with an air of profound concern, “but women of her age frequently go all to pieces in a week.”

“I suppose there’s something in that. I always forget you’re a doctor,” smiled Lord Waltham.

Digby took his leave and he, too, was chuckling softly to himself as he went down the steps to his waiting car. He wondered what Lord Waltham would say if he had explained the secret of his mother’s banished brightness. It was only by accident that he himself had made the discovery. She was a drug-taker, as assiduous a “dope” as he had ever met in his professional career.

When he discovered this he had set himself to break down the habit. Not because he loved her, but because he was a scientist addicted to experiments. He had found the source of her supply and gradually had extracted a portion of the narcotic from every pellet until the drug had ceased to have its effect.

The result from the old woman’s point of view was deplorable. She suddenly seemed to wither, and Digby, whom she had ruled until then with a rod of iron, had to his surprise found himself the master. It was a lesson of which he was not slow to take advantage, every day and night she was watched and the drug was kept from her. With it she was a slave to her habit; without it she was a slave to Digby. He preferred the latter form of bondage.

Mr. Septimus Salter had not arrived when Jim had reached the office that morning, and he waited, for he had a great deal to say to the old man, whom he had not seen for the better part of the week.

When he did come, a little gouty and therefore more than a little petulant, he was inclined to poohpooh the suggestion that there was anything in the sign of the Blue Hand.

“Whoever the poison is, he or she must have had the stamp by them — you say it looks like a rubber stamp — and used it fortuitously. No, I can’t remember any Blue Hand in the business. If I were you I should not attach too much importance to this.”

Although Jim did not share his employer’s opinion he very wisely did not disagree.

“Now, what is this you wore telling me about a will? You say Mrs. Groat has made a new will, subsequent to the one she executed in this office?”

Jim assented.

“And left all her money away from the boy, eh?” said old Mr. Salter thoughtfully. “Curiously enough, I always had an idea that there was no love lost between that pair. To whom do you say the money was left?”

“To the Marquis of Estremeda.”

“I know the name,” nodded Mr. Salter. “He is a very rich grandee of Spain and was for some time an attache at the Spanish Embassy. He may or may not have been a friend of the Dantons, I cannot recall. There is certainly no reason why she should leave her money to one who, unless my memory is at fault, owns half a province and has three or four great houses in Spain. Now, here you are up against a real mystery. Now, what is your news?” he asked.

Jim had a little more to tell him.

“I am taking the chocolates to an analyst — a friend of mine,” he said, and Mr. Salter smiled.

“You don’t expect to discover that they are poisoned, do you?” he asked dryly. “You are not living in the days of Caesar Borgia, and with all his poisonous qualities I have never suspected Digby Groat of being a murderer.”

“Nevertheless,” said Jim, “I am leaving nothing to chance. My own theory is that there is something wrong with those innocent-looking sweetmeats, and the mysterious Blue Hand knew what it was and came to warn the girl.”

“Rubbish,” growled the old lawyer. “Get along with you. I have wasted too much time on this infernal case.”

Jim’s first call was at a laboratory in Wigmore Street, and he explained to his friend just enough to excite his curiosity for further details, which, however, Jim was not prepared to give.

“What do you expect to find?” said the chemist, weighing two chocolates in his palm.

“I don’t know exactly what I expect,” said Jim. “But I shall be very much surprised if you do not discover something that should not be there.”

The scientist dropped the chocolates in a big test-tube, poured in a liquid from two bottles and began heating the tube over a Bunsen burner.

“Call this afternoon at three o’clock and I will give you all the grisly details,” he said.

It was three o’clock when Jim returned, not expecting, it must be confessed, any startling results from the analysis. He was shown into the chemist’s office, and there on the desk were three test-tubes, standing in a little wooden holder.

“Sit down, Steele,” said Mendhlesohn. He was, as his name implied, a member of a great Jewish fraternity which has furnished so many brilliant geniuses to the world. “I can’t quite make out this analysis,” he said. “But, as you thought, there are certainly things in the chocolates which should not be there.”

“Poison?” said Jim, aghast.

Mendhlesohn shook his head.

“Technically, yes,” he admitted. “There is poison in almost everything, but I doubt whether the eating of a thousand of these would produce death. I found traces of bromide of potassium and traces of hyacin, and another drug which is distilled from cannabis indica.”

“That is hashish, isn’t it?”

Mendhlesohn nodded.

“When it is smoked it is called hashish; when it is distilled we have another name for it. These three drugs come, of course, into the category of poisons, and in combination, taken in large doses, they would produce unconsciousness and ultimately death, but there is not enough of the drug present in these sweets to bring about that alarming result.”

“What result would it produce?” asked Jim.

“That is just what is puzzling me and my friend, Dr. Jakes,” said Mendhlesohn, rubbing his unshaven chin. “Jakes thinks that, administered in small continuous doses, the effect of this drug would be to destroy the willpower, and, what for a better term I would describe in the German fashion, as the resistance-to-evil-power of the human mind. In England, as you probably know, when a nervous and highly excitable man is sentenced to death, it is the practice to place minute doses of bromide in everything he eats and drinks, in order to reduce him to such a low condition of mental resistance that even the thought of an impending doom has no effect upon him.”

Jim’s face had gone suddenly pale, as the horror of the villainous plot dawned upon him.

“What effect would this have upon a high-spirited girl, who was, let us say, being made love to by a man she disliked?”

The chemist shrugged his shoulders.

“I suppose that eventually her dislike would develop into apathy and indifference. She would not completely forgo her resistance to his attentions, but at the same time that resistance would be more readily overcome. There are only two types of mind,” he went on, “the ‘dominant’ and the ‘recessive.’ We call the ‘dominant’ that which is the more powerful, and the ‘recessive’ that which is the less powerful. In this world it is possible for a little weak man to dominate a big and vigorous man, by what you would call the sheer force of his personality. The effect of this drug would ultimately be to turn a powerful mind into a weak mind. I hope I am not being too scientific,” he smiled.

“I can follow you very well,” said Jim quietly. “Now tell me this, Mendhlesohn, would it be possible to get a conviction against the person who supplied these sweets?”

Mendhlesohn shook his head.

“As I told you, the doses are in such minute quantities that it is quite possible they may have got in by accident. I have only been able to find what we chemists call a ‘trace’ so far, but probably the doses would be increased from week to week. If in three weeks’ time you bring me chocolates or other food that has been tampered with, I shall be able to give you a very exact analysis.”

“Were all the chocolates I brought similarly treated?”

Mendhlesohn nodded.

“If they have been doped,” he went on, “the doping has been very cleverly done. There is no discoloration of the interior, and the drug must have been introduced by what we call saturation, which only a very skilful chemist or a doctor trained in chemistry would attempt.”

Jim said nothing. Digby Groat was both a skilled chemist and a doctor trained in chemistry.

On leaving the laboratory he went for his favourite walk in Hyde Park. He wanted to be alone and think this matter out. He must act with the greatest caution, he thought. To warn the girl on such slender foundation was not expedient. He must wait until, the dose had been increased, though that meant that she was to act as a bait for Digby Groat’s destruction, and he writhed at the thought. But she must not know; he was determined as to this.

That night he had arranged a pleasant little dinner, and he was looking forward eagerly to a meeting with one whose future absorbed his whole attention and thoughts. Even the search for Lady Mary Danton had receded into the background, and might have vanished altogether as a matter of interest were it not for the fact that Digby Groat and his affairs were so inextricably mixed up with the mystery. Whilst Eunice Weldon was an inmate of the Groats’ house, the Danton mystery would never be completely out of his thoughts.
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Jim had never seen the girl in evening clothes, and he was smitten dumb by her ethereal beauty. She wore a simple dress of cream charmeuse, innocent of colour, except for the touch of gold at her waist. She looked taller to Jim’s eyes, and the sweet dignity of her face was a benison which warmed and comforted his heart.

“Well,” she asked as the cab was proceeding towards Piccadilly. “Am I presentable?”

“You’re wonderful!” breathed Jim.

He sat stiffly in the cab, scarcely daring to move lest the substance of this beautiful dream be touched by his irreverent hands. Her loveliness was unearthly and he, too, could adore, though from a different standpoint, the glorious promise of her womanhood, the delicious contours of her Madonna-like face. She was to him the spirit and embodiment of all that womanhood means. She was the truth of the dreams that men dream, the divine substance of shadowy figures that haunt their thoughts and dreams.

“Phew!” he said, “you almost frighten me, Eunice.”

He heard her silvery laugh in the darkness.

“You’re very silly, Jim,” she said, slipping her arm into his.

Nevertheless, she experienced a thrill of triumph and happiness that she had impressed him so.

“I have millions of questions to ask you,” she said after they had been ushered to a corner of the big diningroom of the Ritz-Carlton. “Did you get my letter? And did you think I was mad to send you those chocolates? Of course, it was terribly unfair to Mr. Groat, but really, Jim, you’re turning me into a suspicious old lady!”

He laughed gently.

“I loved your letter,” he said simply. “And as for the chocolates—” he hesitated.

“Well?”

“I should tell him that you enjoyed them thoroughly,” he smiled.

“I have,” said the girl ruefully. “I hate telling lies, even that kind of lie.”

“And the next box you receive,” Jim went on, “you must send me three or four of its contents.”

She was alarmed now, looking at him, her red lips parted, her eyebrows crescents of inquiry.

“Was there anything wrong with them?” she asked.

He was in a dilemma. He could not tell her the result of the analysis, and at the same time he could not allow her to run any farther into needless danger. He had to invent something on the spur of the moment and his excuse was lame and unconvincing.

Listening, she recognized their halting nature, but was sensible enough not to insist upon rigid explanations, and, moreover, she wanted to discuss the hand and its startling appearance in the middle of the night.

“It sounds almost melodramatic,” said Jim, but his voice was grave, “and I find a great difficulty in reconciling the happening to the realities of life. Of one thing I’m sure,” he went on, “and it is that this strange woman, if woman it be, has a reason for her acts. The mark of the hand is deliberately designed. That it is blue has a meaning, too, a meaning which apparently is not clear to Digby Groat. And now let us talk about ourselves,” he smiled, and his hand rested for a moment over hers.

She did not attempt to withdraw her own until the waiter came in sight, and then she drew it away so gently as to suggest reluctance.

“I’m going to stay another month with the Groats,” she informed him, “and then if Mrs. Groat doesn’t find some real work for me to do I’m going back to the photographers’ — if they’ll have me.”

“I know somebody who wants you more than the photographer,” he said quietly, “somebody whose heart just aches whenever you pass out of his sight.”

She felt her own heart beating thunderously, and the hand that he held under the cover of the table trembled.

“Who is that — somebody?” she asked faintly.

“Somebody who will not ask you to marry him until he can offer you an assured position,” said Jim. “Somebody who loves the very ground you walk upon so much that he must have carpets for your dear feet and a mansion to house you more comfortably than the tiny attic overlooking the London, Midland and Scottish Railway.”

She did not speak for a long time, and he thought he had offended her. The colour came and went in her face, the soft rounded bosom rose and fell more quickly than was usual, and the hand that he held closed so tightly upon his fingers that they were almost numb when she suddenly released her hold.

“Jim,” she said, still averting her eyes, “I could work very well on bare boards, and I should love to watch the London, Midland and Scottish trains — go past your attic.”

She turned her head to his and he saw that her eyes were bright with tears.

“If you’re not very careful, Jim Steele,” she said, with an attempt at raillery, “I shall propose to you!”

“May I smoke?” said Jim huskily, and when she nodded, and he lit his match, she saw the flame was quivering in his shaking hand.

She wondered what made him so quiet for the rest of the evening. She could not know that he was stunned and shaken by the great fortune that had come to him, that his heart was as numb with happiness as his fingers had been in the pressure of her hand.

When they drove back to the house that night she wanted him to take her in his arms in the darkness of the cab and crush her against his breast: she wanted to feel his kisses on her lips, her eyes. If he had asked her at that moment to run away with him, to commit the maddest folly, she would have consented joyously, for her love for the man was surging up like a bubbling stream of subterranean fire that had found its vent, overwhelming and burning all reason, all tradition.

Instead, he sat by her side, holding her hand and dreaming of the golden future which awaited him.

“Good night, Jim.” Her voice sounded cold and a little dispirited as she put her gloved hand in his at the door of 409.

“Good night,” he said in a low voice, and kissed her hand. She was nearly in tears when she went into her room and shut the door behind her. She walked to her dressing-table and looked in the glass, long and inquiringly, and then she shook her head. “I wish he wasn’t so good,” she said, “or else more of a hero!”
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Jim continued his journey to the flat, so enveloped in the rosy clouds which had descended upon him that he was unconscious of time or space, and it seemed that he had only stepped into the cab when it jerked to a halt before the portals of Featherdale Mansions. He might have continued in his dream without interruption had not the cabman, with some asperity, called him back to remind him that he had not paid his fare.

That brought him back to the earth.

As he was about to open the outer door of the flats (it was closed at eleven every night) the door opened of its own accord and he stepped back to allow a lady to pass. She was dressed from head to foot in black and she passed him without a word, he staring after her as she walked with quick steps to a motorcar that he had noticed drawn up a few yards from where his cab had stopped. Who was she? he wondered as the car passed out of sight.

He dismissed her from his thoughts, for the glamour of the evening was not yet passed, and for an hour he sat in his big chair, staring into vacancy and recalling every incident of that previous evening. He could not believe it was true that this half-divine being was to be his; and then, with a deep sigh, he aroused himself to a sense of reality.

There was work to be done, he thought, as he rose to his feet, and it was work for her. His income was a small one, and must be considerably augmented before he dare ask this beautiful lady to share his lot.

He glanced idly at the table. That afternoon he had been writing up his notes of the case and the book was still where he had left it, only —

He could have sworn he had left it open. He had a remarkable memory for little things, tiny details of placements and position, and he was sure the book had not only been closed, but that its position had been changed.

A woman came in the mornings to clean the flat and make his bed and invariably he let her in himself. She usually arrived when he was making his own breakfast — another fad of his. She had no key, and under any circumstances never came at night.

He opened the book and almost jumped.

Between the pages, marking the place where he had been writing, was a key of a peculiar design. Attached to the handle was a tiny label on which was written: “D.G.’s master key.”

This time there was no sign of the Blue Hand, but he recognized the writing. It was the same which had appeared on the warning card which the girl had received.

The woman in black had been to his flat — and had left him the means to enter Digby Groat’s premises!

“Phew!” whistled Jim in amazement.
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Eunice woke in the morning with a queer little sense of disappointment. It was not until she was thoroughly awake, sitting up in bed and sipping the fragrant tea which the maid had brought her, that she analysed the cause. Then she laughed at herself.

“Eunice Weldon,” she said, shaking her head sadly, “you’re a bold woman! Because the best man in the world was too good, too silly, or too frightened, to kiss you, you are working up a grievance. In the first place, Eunice Weldon, you shouldn’t have proposed to a man. It was unladylike and certain to lead to your feeling cheap. You should have been content to wait for the beautiful carpet under your feet and the mansion over your head, and should have despised the bare boards of an attic overlooking the railway. I don’t suppose they are bare boards, Eunice,” she mused. “They are certain to be very nicely covered and there will be all sorts of mementos of Jim’s campaigns hanging on the walls or tucked away in odd little cupboards. And I’m sure, when the trains are not rattling past, that the view from the window is beautiful, and, anyway, I shouldn’t have time to look out of the window. There would be Jim’s shirts to mend, Jim’s socks to dam, and — Eunice Weldon, get up!” she said hurriedly as she slipped out of bed.

Going along the corridor Digby Groat heard the sound of her fresh young voice singing in the bathroom, and he smiled.

The ripe beauty of the girl had come on him with a rush. She was no longer desirable, she was necessary. He had intended to make her his plaything, he was as determined now that she should be his decoration. He laughed aloud at the little conceit! A decoration! Something that would enhance him in the eyes of his fellows. Even marriage would be a small price to pay for the possession of that jewel.

Jackson saw him smiling as he came down the stairs.

“Another box of chocolates has arrived, sir,” he said in a low voice, as though he were imparting a shameful secret.

“Throw them in the ashpit, or give them to my mother,” said Digby carelessly, and Jackson stared at him.

“Aren’t you—” he began.

“Don’t ask so many questions, Jackson.” Digby turned his glittering eyes upon his servant and there was an ugly look in his face. “You are getting just a little too interested in things, my friend. And whilst we are on this matter, let me say, Jackson, that when you speak to Miss Weldon I want you to take that damned grin off your face and talk as a servant to a lady; do you understand that?”

“I’m no servant,” said the man sullenly.

“That is the part you are playing now, so play it,” said Digby, “and don’t sulk with me, or—”

His hand went up to a rack hanging on the wall, where reposed a collection of hunting-crops, and his fingers closed over the nearest.

The man started back.

“I didn’t mean anything,” he whined, his face livid. “I’ve tried to be respectful—”

“Get my letters,” said Digby curtly, “and bring them into the diningroom.”

Eunice came into the room at that moment.

“Good morning. Miss Weldon,” said Digby, pulling out her chair from the table. “Did you have a nice dinner?”

“Oh, splendid,” she said, and then changed the conversation.

She was dreading the possibility of his turning the conversation to the previous night, and was glad when the meal was finished.

Digby’s attitude, however, was most correct. He spoke of general topics, and did not touch upon her outing, and when she went to Mrs. Groat’s room to play at work, for it was only playing, the real work had been done, he did not, as she feared he might, follow her.

Digby waited until the doctor called, and waylaying him in the passage learnt that his mother had completely recovered, and though a recurrence of the stroke was possible, it was not immediately likely. He had a few words to say to her that morning.

Old Mrs. Groat sat by the window in a wheeled chair, a huddled, unlovely figure, her dark gloomy eyes surveyed without interest the stately square with its green leafy centrepiece. The change of seasons had for her no other significance than a change of clothing. The wild heart which once leapt to the call of spring, beat feebly in a body in which passion had burnt itself to bitter ashes. And yet the gnarled hands, crossing and recrossing each other on her lap, had once touched and blessed as they had touched and blasted.

Once or twice her mind went to this new girl, Eunice Weldon. There was no ray of pity in her thought. If Digby wanted the girl, he would take her, and her fate interested old Jane Groat no more than the fate of the fly that buzzed upon the window, and whom a flick of her handkerchief presently swept from existence. There was more reason why the girl should go if… she frowned. The scar on the wrist was much bigger than a sixpence. It was probably a coincidence.

She hoped that Digby would concentrate on his new quest and leave her alone. She was mortally afraid of him, fearing in her own heart the length to which he would go to have his will. She knew that her life would be snuffed out, like the flame of a candle, if it were expedient for Digby to remove her. When she had recovered consciousness and found herself in charge of a nurse, her first thought had been of wonder that Digby had allowed her to revive. He knew nothing of the will, she thought, and a twisted smile broke upon the lined face. There was a surprise in store for him. She would not be there to see it, that was the pity. But she could gloat in anticipation over his chagrin and his impotent rage.

The handle of the door turned and there followed a whispered conversation. Presently the door closed again.

“How are you this morning, mother?” said the pleasant voice of Digby, and she blinked round at him in a flutter of agitation.

“Very well, my boy, very well,” she said tremulously. “Won’t you sit down?” She glanced nervously about for the nurse, but the woman had gone. “Will you tell the nurse I want her, my boy?” she began.

“The nurse can wait,” said her dutiful son coolly. “There are one or two things I want to talk to you about before she returns. But principally I want to know why you executed a will in favour of Estremeda and left me with a beggarly twenty thousand pounds to face the world?”

She nearly collapsed with the shock.

“A will, my boy?” She whined the words. “What on earth are you talking about?”

“The will which you made and put into that secret drawer of your cabinet,” he said patiently, “and don’t tell me that I’m dreaming, or that you did it for a joke, or that it was an act of mental aberration on your part. Tell me the truth!”

“It was a will I made years ago, my dear,” she quavered. “When I thought twenty thousand pounds was all the money I possessed.”

“You’re a liar,” said Digby without heat. “And a stupid old liar. You made that will to spite me, you old devil!”

She was staring at him in horror.

Digby was most dangerous when he talked in that cool, even tone of his.

“I have destroyed the precious document,” said Digby Groat in the same conversational voice, “and when you see Miss Weldon, who witnessed its destruction, I would be glad if you would tell her that the will she saw consumed was one which you made when you were not quite right in your head.”

Mrs. Groat was incapable of speech. Her chin trembled convulsively and her only thought was how she could attract the attention of the nurse.

“Put my chair back against the bed, Digby,” she said faintly. “The light is too strong.”

He hesitated, but did as she asked, then seeing her hand close upon the bellpush which hung by the side of the bed, he laughed.

“You need not be afraid, mother,” he said contemptuously, “I did not intend taking any other action than I have already taken. Remember that your infernal nurse will not be here all the time, and do as I ask you. I will send Miss Weldon up to you in a few minutes on the excuse of taking instructions from you and answering some letters which came for you this morning. Do you understand?”

She nodded, and at that moment the nurse came in.

Summoned to the sickroom, Eunice found her employer looking more feeble than she had appeared before she was stricken down. The old woman’s eyes smouldered their hate, as the girl came into the room. She guessed it was Eunice who had discovered the will and loathed her, but fear was the greater in her, and after the few letters had been formally answered, Mrs. Groat stopped the girl, who was in the act of rising.

“Sit down again, miss Weldon,” she said. “I wanted to tell you about a will of mine that you found. I’m very glad you discovered it. I had forgotten that I had made it.”

Every word was strained and hateful to utter.

“You see, my dear young woman, I sometimes suffer from a curious lapse of memory, and — and — that will was made when I was suffering from an attack—”

Eunice listened to the halting words and was under the impression that the hesitation was due to the old woman’s weakness.

“I quite understand, Mrs. Groat,” she said sympathetically. “Your son told me.”

“He told you, did he?” said Jane Groat, returning to her contemplation of the window; then, when Eunice was waiting for her dismissal, “Are you a great friend of my son’s?”

Eunice smiled.

“No, not a great friend, Mrs. Groat,” she said.

“You will be,” said the woman, “greater than you imagine,” and there was such malignity in the tone that the girl shuddered.
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Jim loved London, the noise and the smell of it. He loved its gentle thunders, its ineradicable good-humour, its sublime muddle. Paris depressed him, with its air of gaiety and the underlying fierceness of life’s struggle. There was no rest in the soul of Paris. It was a city of strenuous bargaining, of ruthless exploitation. Brussels was a dumpy undergrown Paris, Berlin a stucco Gomorrah, Madrid an extinct crater beneath which a new volcanic stream was seeking a vent.

New York he loved, a city of steel and concrete teeming with sentimentalists posing as tyrants. There was nothing quite like New York in the world. Dante in his most prodigal mood might have dreamt New York and da Vinci might have planned it, but only the high gods could have materialized the dream or built to the master’s plan. But London was London — incomparable, beautiful. It was the history of the world and the mark of civilization. He made a detour and passed through Covent Garden.

The blazing colour and fragrance of it! Jim could have lingered all the morning in the draughty halls, but he was due at the office to meet Mr. Salter.

Almost the first question that the lawyer asked him was:

“Have you investigated Selengers?”

The identity of the mysterious Selengers had been forgotten for the moment, Jim admitted.

“You ought to know who they are,” said the lawyer. “You will probably discover that Groat or his mother are behind them. The fact that the offices were once the property of Danton rather supports this idea — though theories are an abomination to me!”

Jim agreed. There were so many issues to the case that he had almost lost sight of his main object.

“The more I think of it,” he confessed “the more useless my search seems to me, Mr. Salter. If I find Lady Mary, you say that I shall be no nearer to frustrating the Groats?”

Mr. Septimus Salter did not immediately reply. He had said as much, but subsequently had amended his point of view. Theories, as he had so emphatically stated, were abominable alternatives to facts, and yet he could not get out of his head that if the theory he had formed to account for Lady Mary Danton’s obliteration were substantiated, a big step would have been taken toward clearing up a host of minor mysteries.

“Go ahead with Selengers,” he said at last; “possibly you may find that their inquiries are made as much to find Lady Mary as to establish the identity of your young friend. At any rate, you can’t be doing much harm.”
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At twelve o’clock that night Eunice heard a car draw up in front of the house. She had not yet retired, and she stepped out on to the balcony as Digby Groat ascended the steps.

Eunice closed the door and pulled the curtains across. She was not tired enough to go to bed. She had very foolishly succumbed to the temptation to take a doze that afternoon, and to occupy her time she had brought up the last bundle of accounts, unearthed from a box in the wine-cellar, and had spent the evening tabulating them.

She finished the last account, and fixing a rubber band round them, rose and stretched herself, and then she heard a sound; a stealthy foot upon the stone of the balcony floor. There was no mistaking it. She had never heard it before on the occasion of the earlier visits. She switched out the light, drew back the curtains noiselessly and softly unlocked the French window. She listened. There it was again. She felt no fear, only the thrill of impending discovery. Suddenly she jerked open the window and stepped out, and for a time saw nothing, then as her eyes grew accustomed to the darkness, she saw something crouching against the wall.

“Who is that?” she cried.

There was no reply for a little time; then the voice said:

“I am awfully sorry to have frightened you, Eunice.”

It was Jim Steele.

“Jim!” she gasped incredulously, and then a wave of anger swept over her. So it had been Jim all the time and not a woman! Jim, who had been supporting his prejudices by these contemptible tricks. Her anger was unreasonable, but it was very real and born of the shock of disillusionment. She remembered in a flash how sympathetic Jim had been when she told him of the midnight visitor and how he had pretended to be puzzled. So he was fooling her all the time. It was hateful of him!

“I think you had better go,” she said coldly.

“Let me explain, Eunice.”

“I don’t think any explanation is necessary,” she said. “Really, Jim, it is despicable of you.”

She went back to her room with a wildly beating heart. She could have wept for vexation. Jim! He was the mysterious Blue Hand, she thought indignantly, and he had made a laughing-stock of her! Probably he was the writer of the letters, too, and had been in her room that night. She stamped her foot in her anger. She hated him for deceiving her. She hated him for shattering the idol she had set up in her heart. She had never felt so unutterably miserable as she was when she flung herself on her bed and wept until she fell asleep from sheer exhaustion.

“Damn!” muttered Jim as he slipped out of the house and strode in search of his muddy little car. An unprofitable evening had ended tragically.

“Bungling, heavy-footed jackass,” he growled savagely, as he spun perilously round a comer and nearly into a taxicab which had ventured to the wrong side of the road. But he was not cursing the cab-driver. It was his own stupidity which had led him to test the key which had made a remarkable appearance on his table the night before. He had gone on to the balcony, merely to examine the fastenings of the girl’s window, with the idea of judging her security.

He felt miserable and would have been glad to talk his trouble over with somebody. But there was nobody he could think of, nobody whom he liked well enough, unless it was — Mrs. Fane. He half smiled at the thought and wondered what that invalid lady would think of him if he knocked her up at this hour to pour his woes into her sympathetic ears! The sweet, sad-faced woman had made a very deep impression upon him; he was surprised to find how often she came into his thoughts.

Halfway up Baker Street he brought his car to a walking pace and turned. He had remembered Selengers, and it had just occurred to him that at this hour he was more likely to profit by a visit than by a daytime call. It was nearly two o’clock when he stopped in Brade Street and descended.

He remembered the janitor had told him that there was a side entrance, which was used alone by Selengers. He found the narrow court which led to the back of the building, and after a little search discovered what was evidently the door which would bring him through the courtyard to the back of Brade Street Buildings. He tried the door, and to his surprise it was unlocked. Hearing the soft pad of the policeman’s feet in the street, and not wishing to be discovered trying strange doors at that hour, he passed through and dosed it behind him, waiting till the officer had passed before he continued his investigations.

In preparation for such a contingency, he had brought with him a small electric lamp, and with the aid of this he found his way across the paved yard to a door which opened into the building. This was locked, he discovered to his dismay. There must be another, he thought, and began looking for it. There were windows overlooking the courtyard, but these were so carefully shuttered that it was impossible to tell whether lights shone behind them or not.

He found the other entrance at an angle of two walls, tried it, and to his delight it opened. He was in a short stone corridor and at the farther end was a barred gate. Short of this and to the right was a green door. He turned the handle softly, and as it opened he saw that a brilliant light was burning within. He pushed it farther and stepped into the room.

He was in an office which was unfurnished except for a table and a chair, but it was not the desolate appearance of the apartment which held his eye.

As he had entered a woman, dressed from head to foot in black, was passing to a second room, and at the sound of the door she turned quickly and drew her veil over her face. But she had delayed that action a little too long, and Jim, with a gasp of amazement, had looked upon the face of that “incurable invalid” Mrs. Fane!
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“Who are you, and what do you want?” she asked. He saw her hand drop to the fold of her dress, then: “Mr. Steele,” she said as she recognized him.

“I’m sorry to disturb you,” said Jim as he closed the door behind him, “but I wanted to see you pretty badly.”

“Sit down, Mr. Steele. Did you see my—” she hesitated, “see my face?”

He nodded gravely.

“And did you recognize me?”

He nodded again.

“Yes, you are Mrs. Fane,” he said quietly.

Slowly her hands rose and she unpinned the veil.

“You may lock the door,” she said; “yes, I am Mrs. Fane.”

He was so bewildered, despite his seeming self-possession, that he had nothing to say.

“You probably think that I have been practising a wicked and mean deception,” she said, “but there are reasons — excellent reasons — why I should not be abroad in the daytime, and why, if I were traced to Featherdale Mansions, I should not be identified with the woman who walks at night.”

“Then it was you who left the key?” he said.

She nodded, and all the time her eyes never left his face.

“I am afraid I cannot enlighten you any farther,” she said, “partly because I am not prepared at this moment to reveal my hand and partly because there is so little that I could reveal if I did.”

And only a few minutes before he had been thinking how jolly it would be if he could lay all his troubles and perplexities before her. It was incredible that he should be talking with her at this midnight hour in a prosaic city office. He looked at the delicate white hand which rested against her breast and smiled, and she, with her quick perceptions, guessed the cause of his amusement.

“You are thinking of the Blue Hand?” she said quickly.

“Yes, I am thinking of the Blue Hand,” said Jim.

“You have an idea that that is just a piece of chicanery and that the hand has no significance?” she asked quietly.

“Curiously enough, I don’t think that,” said Jim. “I believe behind that symbol is a very interesting story, but you must tell it in your own time, Mrs. Fane.”

She paced the room deep in thought, her hands clasped before her, her chin on her breast, and he waited, wondering how this strange discovery would develop.

“You came because you heard from South Africa that I had been making inquiries about the girl — she is not in danger?”

“No,” said Jim with a wry face. “At present I am in danger of having offended her beyond pardon.”

She looked at him sharply, but did not ask for an explanation.

“If you had thought my warnings were theatrical and meaningless, I should not have blamed you,” she said after a while, “but I had to reach her in some way that would impress her.”

“There is something I cannot understand, Mrs. Fane,” said Jim. “Suppose Eunice had told Digby Groat of this warning?”

She smiled.

“He knows,” she said quietly, and Jim remembered the hand on the laboratory door. “No, he is not the person who will understand what it all means,” she said. “As to your Eunice,” her lips parted in a dazzling little smile, “I would not like any harm to come to the child.”

“Have you any special reason for wishing to protect her?” asked Jim.

She shook her head.

“I thought I had a month ago,” she said. “I thought she was somebody whom I was seeking. A chance resemblance, fleeting and elusive, brought me to her; she was one of the shadows I pursued,” she said with a bitter little smile, “one of the ghosts that led nowhere. She interested me. Her beauty, her fresh innocence and her character have fascinated me, even though she has ceased to be the real object of my search. And you, Mr. Steele. She interests you too?” She eyed him keenly.

“Yes,” said Jim, “she interests me too.”

“Do you love her?”

The question was so unexpected that Jim for once was not prepared with an answer. He was a reticent man ordinarily, and now that the opportunity presented he could not discuss the state of his feelings towards Eunice.

“If you do not really love her,” said the woman, “do not hurt her, Mr. Steele. She is a very young girl, too good to be the passing amusement that Digby Groat intends she shall be.”

“Does he?” said Jim between his teeth.

She nodded.

“There is a great future for you, and I hope that you will not ruin that career by an infatuation which has the appearance at the moment of being love.”

He looked at the flushed and animated face and thought that next to Eunice she was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen.

“I am almost at the end of my pursuit,” she went on, “and once we can bring Digby Groat and his mother to book, my work will be done.” She shook her head sadly. “I have no further hope, no further hope,” she said.

“Hope of what?” asked Jim.

“Finding what I sought,” said Mrs. Fane, and her luminous eyes were fixed on his. “But I was mad, I sought that which is beyond recall, and I must use the remaining years of my life for such happiness as God will send to me. Forty-three years of waste!” she threw out her arms with a passionate gesture. “Forty-three years of suffering. A loveless childhood, a loveless marriage, a bitter betrayal. I have lost everything, Mr. Steele, everything. Husband and child and hope.”

Jim started back.

“Good God!” he said, “then you are—”

“I am Lady Mary Danton.” She looked at him strangely. “I thought you had guessed that.”

Lady Mary Danton!

Then his search was ended, thought Jim with dismay. A queer unsatisfactory ending, which brought him no nearer to reward or advancement, both of which were so vitally necessary now.

“You look disappointed,” she said, “and yet you had set yourself out to find Lady Mary.” He nodded.

“And you have found her. Is she less attractive than you had imagined?”

He did not reply. He could not tell her that his real search had not been for her, but for her dead child.

“Do you know I have been seeing you every day for months, Mr. Steele?” she asked. “I have sat by your side in railway trains, in tube trains, and even stood by your side in tube lifts,” she said with the ghost of a smile. “I have watched you and studied you and I have liked you.”

She said the last words deliberately and her beautiful hand rested for a second on his shoulder.

“Search your heart about Eunice,” she said, “and if you find that you are mistaken in your sentiments, remember that there is a great deal of happiness to be found in this or world.” I There was no mistaking her meaning.

“I love Eunice,” said Jim quietly, and the hand that rested on his shoulder was withdrawn, “I love her as I shall never love any other woman in life. She is the beginning and end of my dreams.” He did not look up at the woman, but he could hear her quick breathing. Presently she said in a low voice:

“I was afraid so — I was afraid so.” And then Jim, whose moral courage was beyond question, rose and faced her.

“Lady Mary,” he said quietly, “you have abandoned hope that you will ever find your daughter?” She nodded.

“Suppose Eunice were your daughter? Would you give her to me?” She raised her eyes to his.

“I would give her to you with thankfulness,” she said, “for you are the one man in the world whom I would desire any girl I loved to marry “ — she shook her head. “But you, too, are pursuing shadows,” she said. “Eunice is not my daughter — I have traced her parentage and there is no doubt at all upon the matter. She is the daughter of a South African musician.”

“Have you seen the scar on her wrist?” he asked slowly. It was his last hope of identification, and when she shook her head, his heart’ sank.

“I did not know that she had a scar on her wrist. What kind of a scar is it?” she asked.

“A small round burn the size of a sixpence,” said Jim.

“My baby had no such mark — she had no blemish whatever.”

“Nothing that would have induced some evilly disposed person to remove?”

Lady Mary shook her head.

“Oh, no,” she said faintly. “You are chasing shadows, Mr. Steele, almost as persistently as I have done. Now let me tell you something about myself,” she said, “and I warn you that I am not going to elucidate the mystery of my disappearance — that can wait. This building is mine,” she said. “I am the proprietor of the whole block. My husband bought it and in a moment of unexampled generosity presented it to me the day after its purchase. In fact, it was mine when it was supposed to be his. He was not a generous man,” she said sadly, “but I will not speak of his treatment of me. This property has provided me with an income ample for my needs, and I have, too, a fortune which I inherited from my father. We were desperately poor when I married Mr. Danton,” she explained, “and only a week or two later my father’s cousin, Lord Pethingham, died, and father inherited a very large sum of money, the greater portion of which came to me.”

“Who is Madge Benson?” he demanded.

“Need you ask that?” she said. “She is my servant.”

“Why did she go to prison?”

He saw the woman’s ups close tight.

“You must promise not to ask questions about the past until I am ready to tell you, Mr. Steele,” she said, “and now I think you can see me home.” She looked round the office. “There are usually a dozen cablegrams to be seen and answered. A confidential clerk of mine comes in the morning to attend to the dispatch of wires which I leave for him. I have made myself a nuisance to every town clerk in the world, from Buenos Ayres to Shanghai,” she said with a whimsical laugh in which there was a note of pain. “‘The shadow he pursueth—’ You know the old Biblical lines, Mr. Steele, and I am so tired of my pursuit, so very tired!”

“And is it ended now?” asked Jim.

“Not yet,” said Lady Mary, and suddenly her voice grew hard and determined. “No, we’ve still got a lot of work before us, Jim—” She used the word shyly and laughed like a child when she saw him colour. “Even Eunice will not mind my calling you Jim,” she said, “and it is such a nice name, easily remembered, and it has the advantage of not being a popular nickname for dogs and cats.”

He was dying to ask her why, if she was so well off, she had taken up her residence in a little fiat overlooking a railway line, and it was probable that had he asked her, he would have received an unsatisfactory reply.

He took leave of her at her door.

“Good night, neighbour,” he smiled.

“Good night, Jim,” she said softly.

And Jim was still sitting in his big armchair pondering the events of the night when the first rays of the rising sun made a golden pattern upon the blind.
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Early the next morning a district messenger arrived at the flat with a letter from Eunice, and he groaned before he opened it.

She had written it in the hurt of her discovery and there were phrases which made him wince.

“I never dreamt it was you, and after all the pretence you made that this was a woman! It wasn’t fair of you, Jim. To secure a sensation you nearly frightened me to death on my first night here, and made me look ridiculous in order that I might fall into your waiting arms! I see it all now. You do not like Mr. Groat, and were determined that I should leave his house, and this is the method which you have followed. I shall find it very hard to forgive you and perhaps you had better not see me again until you hear from me.”

“Oh, damn,” said Jim for the fortieth time since he had left her.

What could he do? He wrote half a dozen letters and tore them all up, every one of them into shreds. He could not explain to her how the key came into his possession without betraying Lady Mary Danton’s secret. And now he would find it more difficult than ever to convince her that Digby Groat was an unscrupulous villain. The position was hopeless and he groaned again. Then a thought struck him and he crossed the landing to the next flat.

Madge Benson opened the door and this time regarded him a little more favourably.

“My lady is asleep,” she said. She knew that Jim was aware of Mrs. Fane’s identity.

“Do you think you could wake her? It is rather important.”

“I will see,” said Madge Benson, and disappeared into the bedroom. She returned in a few moments. “Madame is awake. She heard your knock,” she said. “Will you go in?”

Lady Mary was lying on the bed fully dressed, wrapped in a dressing-gown, and she took the letter from Jim’s hand which he handed her without a word, and read.

“Have patience,” she said as she handed it back. “She will understand in time.”

“And in the meanwhile,” said Jim, his heart heavy, “anything can happen to her! This is the very thing I didn’t want to occur.”

“You went to the house. Did you discover anything?”

He shook his head.

“Take no notice and do not worry,” said Lady Mary, settling down in the bed and closing her eyes, “and now please let me sleep, Mr. Steele; I have not been to bed for twentyfour hours.”

Eunice had not dispatched the messenger with the letter to Jim five minutes before she regretted the impulse which had made her write it. She had said bitter things which she did not really feel. It was an escapade of his which ought to be forgiven, because at the back of it, she thought, was his love for her. She had further reason to doubt her wisdom, when, going into Digby Groat’s library she found him studying a large photograph.

“That is very good, considering it was taken in artificial light,” he said. It was an enlarged photograph of his laboratory door bearing the blue imprint, and so carefully had the photographer done his work, that every line and whorl of the fingertips showed.

“It is a woman’s hand, of course,” he said.

“A woman!” she gasped. “Are you sure?”

He looked up in surprise.

“Of course I’m sure,” said Digby; “look at the size of it! It is much too small for a man.”

So she had wronged Jim cruelly! And yet what was he doing there in the house? How had he got in? The whole thing was so inexplicable that she gave it up, only — she must tell Jim and ask him to forgive her.

As soon as she was free she went to the telephone. Jim was not in the office.

“Who is it speaking?” asked the voice of the clerk.

“Never mind,” said the girl hurriedly, and hung up the receiver.

All day long she was haunted by the thought of the injustice she had done the man she loved. He would send her a note, she thought, or would call her up, and at every ring of the telephone the blood came into her face, only to recede when she heard the answer, and discovered the caller was some person in whom she had no interest.

That day was one of the longest she had ever spent in her life. There was practically no work to do, and even the dubious entertainment of Digby was denied her. He went out in the morning and did not come back until late in the afternoon, going out again as soon as he had changed his clothes.

She ate her dinner in solitude and was comforted by the thought that she would soon be free from this employment. She had written to her old employer and he had answered by return of post, saying how glad he would be if he could get her back. Then they could have their little tea-parties all over again, she thought, and Jim, free of this obsession about Digby Groat, would be his old cheerful self,

The nurse was going out that evening and Mrs. Groat sent for her. She hated the girl, but she hated the thought of being alone much more.

“I want you to sit here with me until the nurse comes home,” she said. “You can take a book and read, but don’t fidget.”

Eunice smiled to herself and went in search of a book.

She came back in time to find Mrs. Groat hiding something beneath her pillow. They sat in silence for an hour, the old woman playing with her hands on her lap, her head sunk forward, deep in thought, the girl trying to read, and finding it very difficult. Jim’s face so constantly came between her and the printed page, that she would have been glad for an excuse to put down the book, glad for any diversion.

It was Mrs. Groat who provided her with an escape from her ennui.

“Where did you get that scar on your wrist?” she asked, looking up.

“I don’t know,” said Eunice. “I have had it ever since I was a baby. I think I must have been burnt.”

There was another long silence.

“Where were you born?”

“In South Africa,” said the girl.

Again there was an interval, broken only by the creak of Mrs. Groat’s chair.

In sheer desperation, for the situation was getting on her nerves, Eunice said: “I found an old miniature of yours the other day, Mrs. Groat.”

The woman fixed her with her dark eyes.

“Of me?” she said, and then, “Oh, yes, I remember. Well? Did you think it looks like me?” she asked sourly.

“I think it was probably like you years ago. I could trace a resemblance,” said Eunice diplomatically.

The answer seemed to amuse Jane Groat. She had a mordant sense of humour, the girl was to discover.

“Like me when I was like that, eh?” she said. “Do you think I was pretty?”

Here Eunice could speak wholeheartedly and without evasion.

“I think you were very beautiful,” she said warmly.

“I was, too,” said the woman, speaking half to herself. “My father tried to bury me in a dead-and-alive village. He thought I was too attractive for town. A wicked, heartless brute of a man,” she said, and the girl was somewhat shocked.

Apparently the old doctrine of filial piety did not run in Jane Groat’s family.

“When I was a girl,” the old woman went on, “the head of the family was the family tyrant, and lived for the exercise of his power. My father hated me from the moment I was born and I hated him from the moment I began to think.”

Eunice said nothing. She had not invited the confidence, nevertheless it fascinated her to hear this woman draw aside the veil which hid the past. What great tragedy had happened, she speculated, that had turned the beautiful original of the miniature into this hard and evil-looking woman?

“Men would run after me. Miss Weldon,” she said with a curious complacence. “Men whose names are famous throughout the world.”

The girl remembered the Marquis of Estremeda and wondered whether her generosity to him was due to the part he had played as pursuing lover.

“There was one man who loved me,” said the old woman reflectively, “but he didn’t love me well enough. He must have heard something, I suppose, because he was going to many me and then he broke it off and married a simpering fool of a girl from Malaga.”

She chuckled to herself. She had had no intention of discussing her private affairs with Eunice Weldon, but something had started her on a train of reminiscence. Besides, she regarded Eunice already as an unofficial member of the family. Digby would tell her sooner or later. She might as well know from her, she thought.

“He was a Marquis,” she went on, “a hard man, too, and he treated me badly. My father never forgave me after I came back, and never spoke another word in his life, although he lived for nearly twenty years.”

After she had come back, thought Eunice. Then she had gone away with this Marquis? The Marquis of Estremeda. And then he had deserted her, and had married this “simpering fool” from Malaga. Gradually the story was revealing itself before her eyes.

“What happened to the girl?” she asked gently. She was almost afraid to speak unless she stopped the loquacious woman.

“She died,” said Mrs. Groat with a thin smile. “He said I killed her. I only told her the truth. Besides, I owed him something,” she frowned. “I wish I hadn’t,” she muttered, “I wish I hadn’t. Sometimes the ghost of her comes into this room and looks down at me with her deep black eyes and tells me that I killed her!” She mumbled something, and again with that note of complacency in her voice:

“When she heard that my child was the son—” she stopped quickly and looked round. “What am I talking about?” she said gruffly.

Eunice held her breath. Now she knew the secret of this strange household! Jim had told her something about it; told her of the little shipping clerk who had married Mrs. Groat, and for whom she had so profound a contempt. A shipping clerk from the old man’s office, whom he had paid to marry the girl that her shame should be hidden.

Digby Groat was actually the son of — the Marquis of Estremeda! In law he was not even the heir to the Danton millions!
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Eunice could only stare at the old woman. “Get on with your book,” grumbled Mrs. Groat pettishly, and the girl, looking up through her lashes, saw the suspicious eyes fixed on her and the tremulous mouth moving as though she were speaking.

She must tell Jim. Despite her sense of loyalty, she realized that this was imperative. Jim was vitally interested in the disposal of the Danton estate, and he must know.

Suddenly the old woman began speaking again.

“What did I tell you just now?” she asked.

“You were talking about your youth,” said the girl.

“Did I say anything about — a man?” asked the old woman suspiciously. She had forgotten! Eunice forced the lie to her lips.

“No,” she replied, so loudly that anybody but this muddled woman would have known she was not speaking the truth.

“Be careful of my son,” said Mrs. Groat after a while. “Don’t cross him. He’s not a bad lad, not a bad lad “ — she shook her head and glanced slyly at the girl. “He is like his father in many ways.”

“Mr. Groat?” said Eunice, and felt inexpressively mean at taking advantage of the woman’s infirmity, but she steeled her heart with the thought that Jim must benefit by her knowledge.

“Groat,” sneered, the old woman contemptuously, “that worm. No — yes, of course he was Groat. Who else could he be; who else?” she asked, her voice rising wrathfully.

There was a sound outside and she turned her head and listened.

“You won’t leave me alone. Miss Weldon, until the nurse comes back, will you?” she whispered with pathetic eagerness. “You promise me that?”

“Why, of course I promise you,” said Eunice, smiling; “that is why I am here, to keep you company.”

The door handle turned and the old woman watched it, fascinated. Eunice heard her audible gasp as Digby came in. He was in evening dress and smoking a cigarette through a long holder.

He seemed for the moment taken aback by the sight of Eunice and then smiled.

“Of course, it is the nurse’s night out, isn’t it? How are you feeling tonight, mother?”

“Very well, my boy,” she quavered, “very well indeed. Miss Weldon is keeping me company.”

“Splendid,” said Digby. “I hope Miss Weldon hasn’t been making your flesh creep.”

“Oh, no,” said the girl, shocked, “of course I haven’t. How could I?”

“I was wondering whether you had been telling mother of our mysterious visitor,” he laughed as he pulled up an easy chair and sat down. “You don’t mind my smoke, mother, do you?”

Eunice thought that even if old Jane Groat had objected it would not have made the slightest difference to her son, but the old woman shook her head and again turned her pleading eyes on Eunice.

“I should like to catch that lady,” said Digby, watching a curl of smoke rise to the ceiling.

“What lady, my boy?” asked Mrs. Groat.

“The lady who has been wandering loose round this house at night, leaving her mark upon the panels of my door.”

“A burglar,” said the old woman, and did not seem greatly alarmed.

Digby shook his head.

“A woman and a criminal, I understand. She left a clear fingerprint, and Scotland Yard have had the photograph and have identified it with that of a woman who served a sentence in Holloway Gaol.”

A slight noise attracted Eunice and she turned to look at Jane Groat.

She was sitting bolt upright, her black eyes staring, her face working convulsively.

“What woman?” she asked harshly. “What are you talking about?’”

Digby seemed as much surprised as the girl to discover the effect the statement had made upon his mother.

“The woman who has been getting into this house and making herself a confounded nuisance with her melodramatic signature.”

“What do you mean?” asked Mrs. Groat with painful slowness.

“She has left the mark of a Blue Hand on my door—”

Before he could finish the sentence his mother was on her feet, staring down at him with terror in her eyes.

“A Blue Hand!” she cried wildly. “What was that woman’s name?”

“According to the police report, Madge Benson,” said Digby.

For a second she glared at him wildly.

“Blue Hand,” she mumbled, and would have collapsed but for the fact that Eunice had recognized the symptoms and was by her side and took her in her strong young arms.
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Outside the door in the darkened passage a man was listening intently. He had trailed Digby Groat all that evening, and had followed him into the house. Hearing a movement of footsteps within, he slipped into a side passage and waited. Eunice flew past the entrance to the passage and Jim Steele thought it was time that he made a move. In a few minutes the house would be aroused, for he guessed that the old woman had collapsed. It was a desperate, mad enterprise of his, to enter the great household at so early an hour, but he had a particular reason for wishing to discover the contents of a letter which he had seen slipped into Digby’s hand that night.

Jim had been following him without success until Digby Groat had alighted at Piccadilly Circus apparently to buy a newspaper. Then a stranger had edged close to him and Jim had seen the quick passage of the white envelope. He meant to see that letter.

He reached the ground floor in safety and hesitated. Should he go into the laboratory whither Digby was certain to come, or should he — ? A hurried footstep on the stairs above decided him: he slipped through the door leading to Digby’s study. Hiding-place there was none: he had observed the room when he had been in there a few days previously. He was safe so long as nobody came in and turned on the lights. Jim heard the footsteps pass the door, and pulled his soft felt hat further over his eyes. The lower part of his face he had already concealed with a black silk handkerchief, and if the worst came to the worst, he could battle his way out and seek safety in flight. Nobody would recognize him in the old grey suit he wore, and the soft collarless shirt. It would not be a very noble end to the adventure, but it would be less ignominious than being exposed again to the scorn of Eunice.

Suddenly his heart beat faster. Somebody was coming into the library. He saw the unknown open the door and he crouched down so that the big library table covered him from observation. Instantly the room was flooded with light; Jim could only see the legs of the intruder, and they were the legs of Digby Groat. Digby moved to the table, and Jim heard the tear of paper as an envelope was slit, and then an exclamation of anger from the man.

“Mr. Groat, please come quickly!”

It was the voice of Eunice calling from the floor above, and Digby hurried out, leaving the door open. He was scarcely out of sight before Jim had risen; his first glance was at the table. The letter lay as Digby had thrown it down, and he thrust it into his pocket. In a second he was through the doorway and in the passage. Jackson was standing by the foot of the stairs looking up, and for the moment he did not see Jim; then, at the sight of the masked face, he opened his mouth to shout a warning, and at that instant Jim struck at him twice, and the man went down with a crash.

“What is that?” said Digby’s voice, but Jim was out of the house, the door slammed behind him, and was racing along the sidewalk toward Berkeley Square, before Digby Groat knew what had happened. He slackened his pace, turned sharp to the right, so that he came back on his track, and stopped under a street light to read the letter.

Parts of its contents contained no information for him. But there was one line which interested him:

“Steele is trailing you: we will fix him tonight.”

He read the line again and smiled as he walked on at a more leisurely pace.

Once or twice he thought he was being followed, and turned round, but saw nobody. As he strolled up Portland Place, deserted at this hour of the night save for an occasional car, his suspicion that he was being followed was strengthened. Two men, walking one behind the other, and keeping close to the railings, were about twenty yards behind him.

“I’ll give yon a run for your money, my lads,” muttered Jim, and crossing Marylebone Road, he reached the loneliest part of London, the outer circle of Regent’s Park. And then he began to run: and Jim had taken both the sprint and the two-mile at the ‘Varsity sports. He heard swift feet following and grinned to himself. Then came the noise of a taxi door shutting. They had picked up the “crawler” he had passed.

“That is very unsporting,” said Jim, and turning, ran in the opposite direction. He went past the cab like a flash, and heard it stop and a loud voice order the taxi to turn, and he slackened his pace. He had already decided upon his plan of action — one so beautifully simple and so embarrassing to Digby Groat and his servitors, if his suspicions were confirmed, that it was worth the bluff. He had dropped to a walk at the sight of a policeman coming toward him. As the taxi came abreast he stepped into the roadway, gripped the handle of the door and jerked it open.

“Come out,” he said sternly.

In the reflected light from the taximeter lantern he saw the damaged face of an old friend.

“Come out, Jackson, and explain just why you’re following me through the peaceful streets of this great city.”

The man was loath to obey, but Jim gripped him by the waistcoat and dragged him out, to the taxidriver’s astonishment.

The second man was obviously a foreigner, a little dark, thin-faced man with a mahogany face, and they stood sheepishly regarding their quarry.

“Tomorrow you can go back to Mr. Digby Groat and tell him that the next time he sets the members of the Thirteen Gang to trail me, I’ll come after him with enough evidence in each hand to leave him swinging in the bricklined pit at Wandsworth. Do you understand that?”

“I don’t know what you mean about tomorrow,” said the innocent Jackson in an aggrieved tone. “We could have the law on you for dragging us out of the cab.”

“Try it, here comes a policeman,” said Jim. He gripped him by the collar and dragged him toward the interested constable. “I think this man wants to make a charge against me.”

“No, I don’t,” growled Jackson, terrified as to what his master would sav when he heard of this undramatic end to the trailing of Jim.
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There is little that is romantic about a Police Station, and Digby Groat, who came in a towering rage to release his servants, was so furious that he could not even see the humorous side of the situation.

Once outside the building he dismissed one, Antonio Fuentes, with a curse, and poured the vials of wrath upon the unhappy Jackson.

“You fool, you blundering dolt,” he stormed. “I told you to keep the man in sight; Bronson would have carried out my orders without Steele knowing. Why the hell did you carry a revolver?”

“How did I know he would play a dirty trick on me like that?” growled Jackson; “besides, I’ve never heard of the Firearms Act.”

It was a stupid but a dangerous situation, thought Digby Groat, as he sat gnawing his nails in the library. It was an old theory of his that great schemes come to nought and great crimes are detected through some contemptible little slip on the part of the conspirators. What Jim had done in the simplest, easiest manner, was to set the police moving against the Thirteen, and to bring two of its members into the searching light of a magisterial inquiry. What was worse, he had associated Digby Groat with the proceedings, though Digby had an excuse that Jackson was his valet, and, as such, entitled to his interest. He had disclaimed all knowledge of Fuentes, but, as an act of generosity, as the Spaniard was a friend of his servant, had gone bail for him also.

Had the Thirteen brought off a big coup, their tracks would have been so hidden, their preparations so elaborated, that they would have defied detection. And here through a simple offence, which carried no more than a penalty of a five-pound fine, two of the members of the gang had come under police observation. Madmen!

It was a sleepless night for him — even his three hours was denied him. The doctor attending his mother did not leave until past three o’clock.

“It is not exactly a stroke, but I think a collapse due to some sudden shock.”

“Probably you’re right,” said Digby. “But I thought it best to call you in. Do you think she will recover?”

“Oh. yes. I should imagine she’ll be all right in the morning.”

Digby nodded. He agreed with that conclusion, without being particularly pleased to hear it.

Difficulties were increasing daily, it seemed; new obstacles were besetting the smooth path of his life, and he traced them one by one and reduced them to a single cause — Jim Steele.

The next morning, after he had telephoned to a shady solicitor whom he knew, ordering him to defend the two men who were to be charged at Marylebone with offences under the Firearms Act, he sent for Eunice Weldon.

“Miss Weldon,” he said, “I am making changes in this house, and I thought of taking my mother to the country next week. The air here doesn’t seem to agree with her, and I despair of her getting better unless she has a radical change of environment.”

She nodded gravely.

“I am afraid I shall not be able to accompany you, Mr. Groat.”

He looked up at her sharply.

“What do you mean, Miss Weldon?” he asked.

“There is not sufficient work for me to do here, and I have decided to return to my old employment,” she said.

“I am sorry to hear that, Miss Weldon,” he said quietly, “but, of course, I will put no obstacle in your way. This has been a calamitous house recently, and your experience has not been an exceedingly happy one, and therefore I quite understand why you are anxious to leave us. I could have wished that you would have stayed with my mother until she was settled in my place in the country, but even on this point I will not press you.”

She expected that he would have been annoyed, and his courtesy impressed her.

“I shall not, of course, think of leaving until I have done all that I possibly can,” she hastened to add, as he expected her to do, “and really I have not been at all unhappy here, Mr. Groat.”

“Mr. Steele doesn’t like me, does he?” he smiled, and he saw her stiffen.

“Mr. Steele has no voice in my plans,” she said, “and I have not seen him for several days.”

So there had been a quarrel, thought Digby, and decided that he must know a little more of this. He was too wily to ask her point-blank, but the fact that they had not met on the previous day was known to him.

Eunice was glad to get the interview over and to go up to Mrs. Groat, who had sent for her a little earlier.

The old woman was in bed propped up with pillows, and apparently was her normal self again.

“You’ve been a long time,” she grumbled.

“I had to see your son, Mrs. Groat,” said Eunice.

The old woman muttered something under her breath.

“Shut the door and lock it,” she said. “Have you got your notebook?”

Eunice pulled up a chair to the bedside, and wondered what was the important epistle that Mrs. Groat had decided to dictate. Usually she hated writing letters except with her own hand, and the reason for her summons had taken the girl by surprise.

“I want you to write in my name to Mary Weatherwale. Write that down.” Old Mrs. Groat spelt the name. “The address is in Somerset — Hill Farm, Retherley, Somerset. Now say to her that I am very ill, and that I hope she will forgive our old quarrel and will come up and stay with me — underline that I am very ill,” said Jane Groat emphatically. “Tell her that I will pay her expenses and give her £5 a week. Is that too much?” she asked. “No, don’t put the salary at all. I’ll be bound she’ll come; they’re poorly on, the Weatherwales. Tell her she must come at once. Underline that, too.”

The girl scribbled down her instructions.

“Now listen. Miss Weldon.” Jane Groat lowered her voice. “You are to write this letter, and not to let my son know that yon have done it: do you understand? Post it yourself; don’t give it to that horrible Jackson. And again I tell you not to let my son know.”

Eunice wondered what was the reason for the mystery, but she carried out the old woman’s instructions, and posted the letter without Digby’s knowledge.

There was no word from Jim, though she guessed he was the masked stranger who had knocked down Jackson in the hall. The strain of waiting was beginning to tell upon Eunice; she had grown oddly nervous, started at every sound, and it was this unusual exhibition of nerves which had finally decided her to leave Grosvenor Square and return to the less exciting life at the photographic studio.

Why didn’t Jim write, she asked herself fretfully, and immediately after relentless logic demanded of her why she did not write to Jim.

She went for a walk in the park that afternoon hoping that she would see him, but although she sat for an hour under his favourite tree, he did not put in an appearance and she went home depressed and angry with herself.

A stamp upon a postcard would have brought him, but that postcard she would not write.

The next day brought Mrs. Mary Weatherwale, a stout, cheery woman of sixty, with a rosy apple face. She came in a four-wheeled cab, depositing her luggage in the hall, and greeted Eunice like an old friend.

“How is she, my darling?” (“Darling” was a favourite word of hers, Eunice discovered with amusement.) “Poor old Jane, I haven’t seen her for years and years. We used to be good friends once, you know, very good friends, but she — but there, let bygones be bygones, darling; show me to her room, will you?”

It required all the cheerfulness of Mrs. Weatherwale to disguise her shock at the appearance of her onetime friend.

“Why, Jane,” she said, “what’s the matter with you?”

“Sit down, Mary,” said the other pettishly. “All right, young lady, you needn’t wait.”

This ungrateful dismissal was addressed to Eunice, who was very glad to make her escape. She was passing through the hall later in the afternoon, when Digby Groat came in. He looked at the luggage, which had not been removed from the hall, and turned with a frown to Eunice.

“What is the meaning of this?” he asked. “To whom does this belong?”

“A friend of Mrs. Groat is coining to stay,” said Eunice.

“A friend of mother’s?” he answered quickly. “Do you know her name?”

“Mrs. Weatherwale.”

She saw an instant change come over his face.

“Mrs. Weatherwale, eh,” he said slowly. “Coming to stay here? At my mother’s invitation, I suppose.” He stripped his gloves and flung them on to the hall table and went up the stairs two at a time.

What happened in the sickroom Eunice could only guess. The first intimation she had that all was not well, was the appearance of Mrs. Weatherwale strutting down the stairs, her face as red as a turkey-cock, her bead bonnet trembling with anger. She caught sight of Eunice and beckoned her.

“Get somebody to find a cab for me, my darling,” she said. “I’m going back to Somerset. I’ve been thrown out, my darling! What do you think of that? A woman of my age and my respectability; thrown out by a dirty little devil of a boy that I wouldn’t harbour in my cow-yard.” She was choleric and her voice was trembling with her righteous rage. “I’m talking about you,” she said, raising her voice, and addressing somebody, apparently Digby, who was out of sight of Eunice. “You always were a cruel little beast, and if anything happens to your mother, I’m going to the police.”

“You had better get out before I send for a policeman,” said Digby’s growling voice.

“I know you,” she shook her fist at her invisible enemy. “I’ve known you for twentythree years, my boy, and a more cruel and nastier man never lived!”

Digby came slowly down the stairs, a smile on his face.

“Really, Mrs. Weatherwale,” he said, “you are unreasonable. I simply do not want my mother to be associated with the kind of people she chose as her friends when she was a girl. I can’t be responsible for her vulgar tastes then; I certainly am responsible now.”

The rosy face of the woman flushed an even deeper red.

“Common! Vulgar!” she spluttered. “You say that? You dirty little foreigner. Ah! That got home. I know your secret, Mr. Digby Groat!”

If eyes could kill, she would have died at that moment. He turned at the foot of the stairs and walked into his study, and slammed the door behind him.

“Whenever yon want to know anything about that!” — Mrs. Weatherwale pointed at the close door— “send for me. I’ve got letters from his mother about him when he was a child of so high that would make your hair stand on ends, darling.”

When at last a cab bore the indignant lady from Grosvenor Square, Eunice breathed a sigh of relief. One more family skeleton, she thought, but she had already inspected the grisly bones. She would not be sorry to follow in Mrs. Weatherwale’s footsteps, though, unknown to her, Digby Groat had other plans.

Those plans were maturing, when he heard a sharp rat-tat at the door and came out into the hall. “Was that a telegram for me?” he asked.

“No, for me,” said Eunice, and there was no need to ask whom that message was from; her shining eyes, her flushed face, told their own story.
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“Jim!”

Eunice came running across the grass with outstretched hands, oblivious to the fact that it was broad daylight and that she was being watched by at least a hundred idle loungers in the park.

Jim took both her hands in his and she experienced a moment of serene comfort. Then they both talked at once; they were both apologetic, interrupting one another’s explanations with the expression of their own contrition.

“Jim, I’m going to leave Mrs. Groat’s house,” she said when they had reached sanity.

“Thank God for that,” said Jim.

“You are so solemn about it,” she laughed. “Did you really think I was in any danger there?”

“I know you were,” he said.

She had so much to tell him that she did not know where to begin.

“Were you sorry not to see me?”

“The days I have not seen you are dead, and wiped off the calendar,” said Jim.

“Oh, before I forget,” said Eunice, “Mrs. Weatherwale has gone.”

“Mrs. Weatherwale!” he repeated, puzzled.

“I haven’t told you? No, of course not. I did not see you yesterday. But Mrs. Groat asked me to write to Mrs. Weatherwale, who is an old friend of hers, asking her to come and stay. I think Mrs. Groat is rather afraid of Digby.”

“And she came?” asked Jim.

The girl nodded.

“She came and stayed about one hour, then arrived my lord Digby, who bundled her unceremoniously into the street. There is no love lost there, either, Jim. The dear old lady hated him. She was a charming old soul and called me ‘darling.’”

“Who wouldn’t?” said Jim. “I can call you darling even though I am not a charming old soul. Go on. So she went away? I wonder what she knows about Digby?”

“She knows everything. She knows about Estremeda, of that I am sure. Jim, doesn’t that make a difference?”

He shook his head.

“If you mean does it make any difference about Digby inheriting his mother’s money when she gets it, I can tell you that it makes none. The will does not specify that he is the son of John Groat, and the fact that he was born before she married this unfortunate shipping clerk does not affect the issue.”

“When is the money to be made over to the Groats?”

“Next Thursday,” said Jim, with a groan, “and I am just as far from stopping the transfer of the property as I have ever been.”

He had not told her of his meeting with Lady Mary Danton. That was not his secret alone. Nor could he tell her that Lady Mary was the woman who had warned her.

They strolled across the Park towards the Serpentine and Jim was unusually preoccupied.

“Do you know, Eunice, that I have an uncanny feeling that you really are in some way associated with the Danton fortune?”

She laughed and clung tighter to his arm.

“Jim, you would make me Queen of England if you could,” she said, “and you have just as much chance of raising me to the throne as you have of proving that I am somebody else’s child. I don’t want to be anybody else’s, really,” she said. “I was very, very fond of my mother, and it nearly broke my heart when she died. And daddy was a darling.”

He nodded.

“Of course, it is a fantastic idea,” he said, “and I am flying in face of all the facts. I have taken the trouble to discover where you were born. I have a friend in Cape Town who made the inquiries for me.”

“Eunice May Weldon,” she laughed. “So you can abandon that idea, can’t you?” she said.

Strolling along by the side of the Serpentine, they had reached the bridge near the magazine and were standing waiting until a car had passed before they crossed the road. Somebody in the car raised his hat.

“Who was that?” said Jim.

“Digby Groat,” she smiled, “my nearly late employer! Don’t let us go to the teashop, Jim,” she said; “let us go to your flat — I’d love to.”

He looked at her dubiously.

“It is not customary for bachelors to give tea-parties to young females,” he said.

“I’m sure it is” — she waved aside his objection. “I’m perfectly certain it happens every day, only they don’t speak about it.”

The flat delighted her and she took off her coat and busied herself in the little kitchenette.

“You told me it was an attic with bare boards,” she said reproachfully as she was laying the cloth.

To Jim, stretched in his big chair, she was a thing of sheer delight. He wanted no more than to sit for ever and watch her flitting from room to room. The sound of her fresh voice was a delicious narcotic, and even when she called him, as she did, again and again, to explain some curio of his which hung in the hall, the spell was not broken.

“Everything is speckless,” she said as she brought in the tea, “and I’m sure you haven’t polished up those brasses and cleaned that china.”

“You’re right first time,” said Jim lazily. “An unprepossessing lady comes in every morning at half-past seven and works her fingers to the bone, as she has told me more times than once, though she manages to keep more flesh on those bones than seems comfortable for her.”

“And there is your famous train,” she said, jumping up and going to the window as an express whizzed down the declivity. “Oh, Jim, look at those boys,” she gasped in horror.

Across the line and supported by two stout poles, one of which stood in the courtyard of the flat, was a stretch of thin telegraph wires, and on these a small and adventurous urchin was pulling himself across hand-over-hand, to the joy of his companions seated on the opposite wall of the cutting.

“The young devil,” said Jim admiringly.

Another train shrieked past, and running down into Euston trains moved at a good speed. The telegraph wire had sagged under the weight of the boy to such an extent that he had to lift up his legs to avoid touching the tops of the carriages.

“If the police catch him,” mused Jim, “they will fine him a sovereign and give him a birching. In reality he ought to be given a medal. These little beggars are the soldiers of the future, Eunice, and some day he will reproduce that fearlessness of danger, and he will earn the Victoria Cross a jolly sight more than I earned it.”

She laughed and dropped her head against his shoulder.

“You queer man,” she said, and then returned to the contemplation of the young climber, who had now reached the opposite wall amidst the approving yells and shouts of his diminutive comrades.

“Now let us drink our tea, because I must get back,” said the girl.

The cup was to her lips when the door opened and a woman came in. Eunice did not hear the turning of the handle, and her first intimation of the stranger’s presence was the word “Jim.” She looked up. The woman in the doorway was, by all standards, beautiful, she noticed with a pang. Age had not lined or marred the beauty of her face and the strands of grey in her hair added to her attraction. For a moment they looked at one another, the woman and the girl, and then the intruder, with a nod and a smile, said:

“I will see you again. I am sorry,” and went out closing the door behind her.

The silence that followed was painful. Jim started three times to speak, but stopped as he realized the futility of explaining to the girl the reason of the woman’s presence. He could not tell her she was Lady Mary Danton.

“She called you ‘Jim,’” said the girl slowly. “Is she a friend of yours?”

“Er — yes,” he replied awkwardly. “She is Mrs. Fane, a neighbour.”

“Mrs. Fane,” repeated the girl, “but you told me she was paralysed and could not get up. You said she had never been out of doors for years.”

Jim swallowed something.

“She called you ‘Jim,’” said the girl again. “Are you very great friends?”

“Well, we are rather,” said Jim huskily. “The fact is, Eunice—”

“How did she come in?” asked the girl with a frown. “She must have let herself in with a key. Has she a key of your flat?”

Jim gulped.

“Well, as a matter of fact—” he began.

“Has she, Jim?”

“Yes, she has. I can’t explain, Eunice, but you’ve got—”

“I see,” she said quietly. “She is very pretty, isn’t she?”

“Yes, she is rather pretty,” admitted Jim miserably. “You see, we have business transactions together, and frequently I am out and she wants to get to my telephone. She has no telephone in her own flat, you see, Eunice,” he went on lamely.

“I see,” said the girl, “and she calls you ‘Jim’?”

“Because we are good friends,” he floundered. “Really, Eunice, I hope you are not putting any misconstruction upon that incident.”

She heaved a little sigh.

“I suppose it is all right, Jim,” she said, and pushed away her plate. “I don’t think I will wait any longer. Please don’t come back with me, I’d rather you didn’t. I can get a cab; there’s a rank opposite the flat, I remember.”

Jim cursed the accident which had brought the lady into his room at that moment and cursed himself that he had not made a clean breast of the whole thing, even at the risk of betraying Lady Mary.

He had done sufficient harm by his incoherent explanation and he offered no other as he helped the girl into her coat.

“You are sure you’d rather go alone?” he said miserably.

She nodded.

They were standing on the landing. Lady Mary’s front door was ajar and from within came the shrill ring of a telephone bell. She raised her grave eyes to Jim.

“Your friend has the key of your flat because she has no telephone of her own, didn’t you say, Jim?”

He made no reply.

“I never thought you would lie to me,” she said, and he watched her disappear down the staircase with an aching heart.

He had hardly reached his room and flung himself in his chair by the side of the tea-table, when Lady Mary followed him into the room.

“I’m sorry,” she said, “I hadn’t the slightest idea she would be here.”

“It doesn’t matter,” said Jim with a wan smile, “only it makes things rather awkward for me. I told her a lie and she found me out, or rather, your infernal telephone did, Lady Mary.”

“Then you were stupid,” was all the comfort she gave him.

“Why didn’t you stay?” he asked. “That made it look so queer.”

“There were many reasons why I couldn’t stay,” said Lady Mary. “Jim, do you remember the inquiries I made about this very girl, Eunice Weldon, and which you made too?”

He nodded.

He wasn’t interested in Eunice Weldon’s obvious parentage at that moment.

“You remember she was born at Rondebosch?”

“Yes,” he said listlessly. “Even she admits it,” he added with a feeble attempt at a jest.

“Does she admit this?” asked Lady Mary. She pushed a telegram across the table to Jim, and he picked it up and read:

“Eunice May Weldon died in Cape Town at the age of twelve months and three days, and is buried at Rosebank Cemetery. Plot No. 7963.”
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Jim read the cablegram again, scarcely believing his eyes or his understanding,

“Buried at the age of twelve months,” he said incredulously, “but how absurd. She is here, alive, besides which, I recently met a man who knew the Weldons and remembered Eunice as a child. There is no question of substitution.”

“It is puzzling, isn’t it?” said Lady Mary softly, as she put the telegram in her bag. “But here is a very important fact. The man who sent me this cablegram is one of the most reliable private detectives in South Africa.”

Eunice Weldon was born, Eunice Weldon had died, and yet Eunice Weldon was very much alive at that moment, though she was wishing she were dead.

Jim leant his elbow on the table and rested his chin on his palm.

“I must confess that I am now completely rattled,” he said. “Then if the girl died, it is obvious the parents adopted another girl and that girl was Eunice. The question is, where did she come from, because there was never any question of her adoption, so far as she knew.”

She nodded.

“I have already cabled to my agent to ask him to inquire on this question of adoption,” she said, “and in the meantime the old idea is gaining ground, Jim.”

His eyes met hers.

“You mean that Eunice is your daughter?”

She nodded slowly.

“That circular scar on her wrist? You know nothing about it?”

She shook her head.

“It may have been done after “ — she faltered— “after — I lost sight of her.”

“Lady Mary, will you explain how you came to lose sight of her?” asked Jim.

She shook her head.

“Not yet,” she said.

“Then perhaps you will answer another question. You know Mrs. Groat?”

She nodded.

“Do you know a woman named Weatherwale?”

Lady Mary’s eyes opened.

“Mary Weatherwale, yes. She was a farmer’s daughter who was very fond of Jane, a nice, decent woman. I often wondered how Jane came to make such a friend. Why do you ask?”

Jim told her what had happened when Mrs. Weatherwale had arrived at Grosvenor Square.

“Let us put as many of our cards on the table as are not too stale to exhibit,” she said. “Do you believe that Jane Groat had some part in the disappearance of my daughter?”

“Honestly I do,” said Jim. “Don’t you?”

She shook her head.

“I used to think so,” she said quietly, “but when I made inquiries, she was exonerated beyond question. She is a wicked woman, as wicked as any that has ever been born,” she said with a sudden fire that sent the colour flying to her face, “but she was not so wicked that she was responsible for little Dorothy’s fate.”

“You will not tell me any more about her?”

She shook her head.

“There is something you could say which might make my investigations a little easier,” said Jim.

“There is nothing I can say — yet,” she said in a low voice, as she rose and, without a word of farewell, glided from the room.

Jim’s mind was made up. In the light of that extraordinary cablegram from South Africa, his misunderstanding with Eunice faded into insignificance. If she were Lady Mary’s daughter! He gasped at the thought which, with all its consequences, came as a new possibility, even though he had pondered it in his mind.

He fixed upon Jane Groat as one who could supply the key of the mystery, but every attempt he had made to get the particulars of her past had been frustrated by ignorance, or the unwillingness of all who had known her in her early days.

There was little chance of seeing Septimus Salter in his office, so he went round to the garage where he housed his little car, and set forth on a voyage of discovery to Chislehurst, where Mr. Salter lived.

The old gentleman was alone; his wife and his eldest son, an officer, who was staying with him, had gone to Harrogate, and he was more genial in his reception than Jim had a right to expect.

“You’ll stay to dinner, of course,” he said.

Jim shook his head.

“No thank you, sir, I’m feeling rather anxious just now. I came to ask you if you knew Mrs. Weatherwale.”

The lawyer frowned.

“Weatherwale, Weatherwale,” he mused, “yes, I remember the name. I seldom forget a name. She appears in Mrs. Groat’s will, I think, as a legatee for a few hundred pounds. Her father was one of old Danton’s tenants.”

“That is the woman,” said Jim, and told his employer all that he had learnt about Mrs. Weatherwale’s illfated visit to London.

“It only shows,” said the lawyer when he had finished, “how the terrific secrets which we lawyers think are locked away in steel boxes and stowed below the ground in musty cellars, are the property of Tom, Dick and Harry! We might as well save ourselves all the trouble. Estremeda is, of course, the Spanish Marquis who practically lived with the Dantons when Jane was a young woman. He is, as obviously, the father of Digby Groat, and the result of this woman’s mad passion for the Spaniard. I knew there was some sort of scandal attached to her name, but this explains why her father would never speak to her, and why he cut her out of his will. I’m quite sure that Jonathan Danton knew nothing whatever about his sister’s escapade, or he would not have left her his money. He was as straitlaced as any of the Dantons, but, thanks to his father’s reticence, it would seem that Mrs. Groat is going to benefit.”

“And the son?” said Jim, and the lawyer nodded.

“She may leave her money where she wishes — to anybody’s son, for the matter of that,” said the lawyer. “A carious case, a very curious case” — he shook his grey head. “What do you intend doing?”

“I am going down to Somerset to see Mrs. Weatherwale,” said Jim. “She may give us a string which will lead somewhere.”

“If she’ll give you a string that will lead Mr. Digby Groat to prison,” growled the old lawyer, “get hold of it, Steele. and pull like the devil!”
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When his alarm dock turned him out at six in the morning, Jim was both sleepy and inclined to be pessimistic. But as his mind cleared and he realized what results the day’s investigations might bring, he faced his journey with a lighter heart.

Catching the seven o’clock from Paddington, he reached the nearest station to Mrs. Weatherwale’s residence soon after nine. He had not taken any breakfast, and he delayed his journey for half an hour, whilst the hostess of a small inn facing the station prepared him the meal without which no Englishman could live, as she humorously described it, & dish of eggs and bacon.

It seemed as though he were in another world to that which he had left behind at Paddington. The trees were a little greener, the lush grasses of the meadows were a more vivid emerald, and overhead in the blue sky, defying sight, a skylark trilled passionately and was answered somewhere from the ground. Tiny furry shapes in their bright spring coats darted across the white roadway almost under his feet. He crossed a crumbling stone bridge and paused to look down into the shallow racing stream that foamed and bubbled and swirled on its way to the distant sea.

The old masons who had dressed these powdery ashlars and laid the moss-green stones of the buttresses, were dead when burly Henry lorded it at Westminster. These stones had seen the epochs pass, and the maidens who had leant against the parapet listening with downcast eyes to their young swains had become old women and dust and forgotten.

Jim heaved a sigh as he resumed his trudge. Life would not be long enough for him, if Eunice…if I —

He shook the thought from him and climbed steadily to his destination.

Hill Farm was a small house standing in about three acres of land, devoted mainly to market garden. There was no Mr. Weatherwale. He had been dead for twelve years, Jim learnt at the inn, but the old lady had a son who assisted in the management of the farm.

Jim strode out to what was to prove a pleasant walk through the glories of a Somerset countryside, and he found Mrs. Weatherwale in the act of butter-making. She had a pasture and a dozen cows, as she informed him later.

“I don’t want to talk about Jane Groat,” she said decisively, when he broached the object of his visit. “I’ll never forgive that boy of hers for the trouble he gave me, apart from the insult. I gave up my work and had to hire a woman to take charge here and look after the boy — there’s my fare to London—”

“I dare say all that could be arranged, Mrs. Weatherwale,” said Jim with a laugh. “Mr. Digby Groat will certainly repay you.”

“Are you a friend of his?” she asked suspiciously, “because if you are—”

“I am not a friend of his,” said Jim. “On the contrary, I dislike him probably as much as you do.”

“That is not possible,” she said, “for I would as soon see the devil as that yellow-faced monkey.”

She wiped her hands on her apron and led the way to the sunny little parlour.

“Sit ye down, Mr. What-you-may-call-it,” she said briskly.

“Steele,” murmured Jim.

“Mr. Steele, is it? Just sit down there, will you?” She indicated a window-seat covered with bright chintz. “Now tell me just what you want to know.”

“I want to know something about Jane Groat’s youth, who were her friends, and what you know about Digby Groat?”

Mrs. Weatherwale shook her head.

“I can’t tell you much about that, sir,” she said. “Her father was old Danton who owned Kennett Hall. You can see it from here “ — she pointed across the country to a grey mass of buildings that showed above the hillcrest.

“Jane frequently came over to the farm. My father had a bigger one in those days. All Hollyhock Hill belonged to him, but he lost his money through horses, drat them!” she said good-humouredly, and apparently had no particular grievance against the thoroughbred racehorse.

“And we got quite friendly. It was unusual, I admit, she being a lady of quality and me being a farmer’s daughter; but lord! I’ve got stacks of letters from her, or rather, I had. I burnt them this morning.”

“You’ve burnt them?” said Jim in dismay. “I was hoping that I should find something I wanted to know from those.”

She shook her head.

“There’s nothing there you would find, except a lot of silly nonsense about a man she fell in love with, a Spanish man.”

“The Marquis of Estremeda?” suggested Jim.

She closed her lips.

“Maybe it was and maybe it wasn’t,” she said. “I’m not going to scandalize at my time of life, and at her time of life too. We’ve all made mistakes in our time, and I dare say you’ll make yours, if you haven’t made them already. Which reminds me, Mr. — I don’t remember your name?”

“Steele,” said Jim patiently.

“Well, that reminds me there’s a duck of a girl in that house. How Jane can allow a beautiful creature like that to come into contact with a beast like Digby, I don’t know. But that is all by the way. No, I burnt the letters, except a few. I kept one or two to prove that a boy doesn’t change his character when he grows up. Why, it may be,” she said that good-humouredly, “when Digby is hanged the newspaper reporters would like to see these, and they will be worth money to me!”

Jim laughed. Her good-humour was infectious, and when after an absence of five minutes she returned to the room with a small box covered with faded green plush, he asked; “You know nothing of Digby Groat’s recent life?”

She shook her head.

“I only knew him as a boy, and a wicked little devil he was, the sort of boy who would pull a fly’s wings off for the sport of it. I used to think those stories about boys were lies, but it was true about him. Do you know what his chief delight was as a boy?”

“No, I don’t,” smiled Jim. “It was something unpleasant, I am sure.”

“To come on a Friday afternoon to Fanner Johnson’s and see the pigs killed for market,” she said grimly. “That’s the sort of boy he was.”

She took out a bundle of faded letters and fixing her large steel-rimmed spectacles, read them over.

“Here’s one,” she said; “that will show you the kind of kid he was.”

“I flogged Digby to-day. He tied a bunch of crackers round the kitten’s neck and let them off. The poor little creature had to be killed.”

“That’s Digby,” said Mrs. Weatherwale, looking over her glasses. “There isn’t a letter here which doesn’t say that she had to beat him for something or other,” she read on, reading half to herself, and Jim heard the word “baby.”

“What baby was that?”

She looked at him.

“It wasn’t her baby,” she said.

“But whose was it?” insisted Jim.

“It was a baby she was looking after.”

“Her sister-in-law’s?” demanded Jim.

The woman nodded.

“Yes, Lady Mary Danton’s, poor little soul — he did a cruel thing to her too.”

Jim dare not speak, and without encouragement Mrs. Weatherwale said: “Listen to this, if you want to understand the kind of little devil Digby was.”

“I had to give Digby a severe flogging to-day. Really, the child is naturally cruel. What do you imagine he did? He took a sixpence, heated it in the fire and put it on the poor baby’s wrist. It left a circular bum.”

“Great God!”-said Jim, springing to his feet, his face white. “A circular burn on the rest?”

She looked at him in astonishment.

“Yes, why?”

So that was the explanation, and the heiress to the Danton millions was not Digby Groat or his mother, but the girl who was called Eunice Weldon, or, as the world would know her, Dorothy Danton!
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Eunice was Lady Mary’s daughter! There was no doubt of it, no possible doubt. His instinct had proved to be right. How had she got to South Africa? He had yet to find a solution to the mystery.

Mrs. Weatherwale’s rosy face was a picture of astonishment. For a moment she thought her visitor had gone mad.

“Will you read that piece again about Digby Groat burning the baby’s wrist,” said Jim slowly, and after a troubled glance at him, she complied.

“The little baby was lost soon after,” she explained. “It went out with a nurse; one of Jane’s girls took it out in a boat, and the boat must have been run down by some ship.”

And then a light dawned upon Jim.

What ships passed to the east of the Goodwins (for it was near there that the disaster must have occurred) on the day of the tragedy? He must find it out immediately and he must take the letter from Jane to her friend in order to place it before Septimus Salter. Here, however, the woman demurred, and Jim, sitting down again, told her plainly and frankly all his fears and suspicions.

“What, that beautiful girl I saw in Jane’s house?” said Mrs. Weatherwale in amazement. “You don’t tell me!”

“I do,” said Jim. “She has the mark on her wrist, a burn, and now I remember! Mrs. Groat knows she is the daughter of Lady Mary, too! It was the sight of that scar which brought about her stroke.”

“I don’t want any harm to happen to Jane, she hasn’t been a bad friend of mine, but it seems to me only justice to the young lady that she should have the letter. As a matter of fact, I nearly burnt it.”

“Thank God you didn’t,” said Jim fervently.

He carried his prize back by the first train that left for London and dashed into Salter’s office with his news.

“If your theory is correct,” said the old man when he had finished. “there ought not to be any difficulty in discovering the link between the child’s disappearance and her remarkable appearance in Cape Town as Eunice Weldon. We have had confirmation from South Africa that Eunice Weldon did die at this tender age, so, therefore, your Eunice cannot be the same girl. I should advise you to get busy because the day after tomorrow I hand over the Danton estate to Mrs. Groat’s new lawyers, and from what I can see of things,” said Mr. Salter grimly, “it is Digby Groat’s intention to sell immediately the whole of the Danton property.”

“Does that amount to much?”

“It represents more than three-quarters of the estate,” said the lawyer to Jim’s surprise. “The Lakeside properties are worth four hundred thousand pounds, they include about twentyfour homesteads and six fairly big farms. You remember he came here some time ago to question us as to whether he had the right of sale. I had a talk with Bennetts — they are his new solicitors — only this morning,” Mr. Salter went on stroking his big chin thoughtfully, “and it is pretty clear that Digby intends selling out. He showed Bennett the Power of Attorney which his mother gave him this morning.”

The lawyer was faithfully interpreting Digby Groat’s intentions. The will which Eunice had found had shocked him. He was determined that he should not be at the mercy of a capricious old woman who he knew disliked him as intensely as he hated her, and he had induced his mother to change her lawyers, not so much because he had any prejudice against Salter, but because he needed a new solicitor who would carry through the instructions which Salter would question.

Digby was determined to turn the lands and revenues of the Danton Estate into solid cash — cash which he could handle, and once it was in his bank he would breathe more freely.

That was the secret of his business in the city, the formation of a syndicate to take over the Danton properties on a cash basis, and he had so well succeeded in interesting several wealthy financiers in the scheme, that it wanted but the stroke of a pen to complete the deal.

“Aren’t there sufficient facts now,” asked Jim, “to prove that Eunice is Lady Mary’s daughter?”

Salter shook his head.

“No,” he said, “you must get a closer connection of evidence. But as I say, it should not be very difficult for you to do that. You know the date the child disappeared. It was on the 2ist June, 1901. To refresh your memory I would remark that it was in that year the Boar War was being fought out.”

Jim’s first call was at the Union African Steamship Company, and he made that just when the office was closing.

Fortunately the assistant manager was there, took him into the office and made a search of his records.

“None of our ships left London River on the 20th or 21st June,” he said, “and, anyway, only our intermediate boats sail from there. The mail steamers sail from Southampton. The last ship to pass Southampton was the Central Castle. She was carrying troops to South Africa and she called at Plymouth on the 20th, so she must have passed Margate three days before.”

“What other lines of steamers run to South Africa?”

The manager gave him a list, and it was a longer one than Jim had expected.

He hurried home to break the news to Lady Mary, but she was out. Her maid, the mysterious Madge Benson, said she had left and did not expect to be back for two or three days, and Jim remembered that Lady Mary had talked of going to Paris.

“Do you know where she would stay in Paris?”

“I don’t even know she’s gone to Paris, sir,” said the woman with a smile. “Lady Mary never tells me her plans.”

Jim groaned.

There was nothing to do but wait until tomorrow and pursue his inquiries. In the meantime it was growing upon him that Eunice and he were bad friends. He smiled to himself. What would she say when she discovered that the woman who called him “Jim” was her mother! He must possess his soul in patience for another twentyfour hours.

Suddenly a thought came to him, a thought which struck the smile from his lips. Eunice Weldon might forgive him and might marry him and change the drab roadway of life to a path of flowers, but Dorothy Danton was a rich woman, wealthy beyond her dreams, and Jim Steele was a poor man. He sat back in his chair to consider that disquieting revelation. He could never marry the girl Eunice now, he thought; it would not be fair to her, or to him. Suppose she never knew! He smiled contemptuously at the thought.

“Get thee behind me, Satan,” he said to the little dog that crouched at his feet, watching him with eyes that never left his face. He bent down and patted the mongrel, who turned on his back with uplifted paws. “You and I have no particular reason to love Digby Groat, old fellow,” he said, for this was the dog he had rescued from Digby’s dissecting table, “and if he harms a hair of her head, he will be sorry he was ever born.”

He began his search in the morning, almost as soon as the shipping offices opened. One by one they blasted his hopes, and he scarcely dared make his last call which was at the office of the African Coastwise Line.

“And I don’t think it is much use going to them,” said the clerk at the last but one of his calls. “They don’t sail from London, they are a Liverpool firm, and all their packets sail direct from the Mersey. I don’t think we have ever had a Coastwise boat in the London docks. I happen to know,” he explained, “because I was in the Customs before I came to this firm.”

The Coastwise Line was an old-fashioned firm and occupied an old-fashioned office in a part of London which seemed to be untouched by the passing improvements of the age. It was one of those firms which have never succumbed to the blandishments of the Company Promoter, and the two senior partners of the firm, old gentlemen who had the appearance of being dignitaries of the Church, were seated on either side of a big partner’s table.

Jim was received with old-world courtesy and a chair was placed for him by a porter almost as ancient as the proprietors of the African Coastwise Line.

Both the gentlemen listened to his requirements in silence.

“I don’t think we have ever had a ship pass through the Straits of Dover,” said one, shaking his head. “We were originally a Liverpool firm, and though the offices have always been in London, Liverpool is our headquarters.”

“And Avonmouth,” murmured his partner.

“And Avonmouth, of course,” the elder of the two acknowledged the correction with a slight inclination of his head.

“Then there is no reason why I should trouble you, gentlemen,” said Jim with a heavy heart.

“It is no trouble, I assure you,” said the partner, “but to make absolutely sure we will get our sailings for — June, 1901, I think you said?”

He rang a bell, and to the middle-aged clerk, who looked so young, thought Jim, that he must be the officeboy, he made his request known. Presently the clerk came back with a big ledger which he laid on the partners’ desk. He watched the gentleman as his well-manicured finger ran carefully down the pages and suddenly stopped.

“Why, of course,” he said, looking up, “do you remember we took over a Union African trip when they were hard pressed with transport work?”

“To be sure,” said his partner. “It was the Battledore we sent out, she went from Tilbury. The only ship of ours that has ever sailed from Thames River.”

“What date did it sail?” asked Jim eagerly.

“It sailed with the tide, which was apparently about eight o’clock in the morning of the 21st June. Let me see,” said the partner, rising and going to a big chart that hung on the wall, “that would bring her up to the North Foreland Light at about twelve o’clock. What time did the accident occur?”

“At noon,” said Jim huskily, and the partners looked at one another.

“I don’t remember anything peculiar being reported on that voyage,” said the senior slowly.

“You were in Switzerland at the time,” said the other, “and so was I. Mr. Mansar was in charge.”

“Is Mr. Mansar here?” asked Jim eagerly.

“He is dead,” said the partner gently. “Yes, poor Mr. Mansar is dead. He died at a comparatively early age of sixty-three, a very amiable man, who played the piano remarkably well.”

“The violin,” murmured his partner.

Jim was not interested in the musical accomplishments of the deceased Mr. Mansar.

“Is there no way of finding out what happened on that voyage?”

It was the second of the partners who spoke.

“We can produce the log book of the Battledore.”

“I hope we can,” corrected the other. “The Battledore was sunk during the Great War, torpedoed off the Needles, but Captain Pinnings, who was in command of her at the time, is alive and hearty.”

“And his log book?” asked Jim.

“That we must investigate. We keep all log books at the Liverpool office, and I will write tonight to ask our managing clerk to send the book down, if it is in his possession.”

“This is very urgent,” said Jim earnestly. “You have been so kind that I would not press you if it were not a matter of the greatest importance. Would it be possible for me to go to Liverpool and see the log?”

“I think I can save you that trouble,” said the elder of the two, whose names Jim never knew. “Mr. Harry is coming down to London tomorrow, isn’t he?”

His friend nodded.

“Well, he can bring the book, if it exists. I will tell the clerk to telephone to Liverpool to that effect,” and with this Jim had to content himself, though it meant another twentyfour hours’ delay.

He reported progress to the lawyer, when he determined upon making a bold move. His first business was the protection of Eunice, and although he did not imagine that any immediate danger threatened her, she must be got out of 409, Grosvenor Square, at the earliest opportunity.

If Lady Mary were only in London, how simple it would be! As it was, he had neither the authority to command nor the influence to request.

He drove up to 409, Grosvenor Square, and was immediately shown into Digby Groat’s study.

“How do you do, Mr. Steele,” said that bland gentleman. “Take a seat, will you? It is much more comfortable than hiding under the table,” he added, and Jim smiled.

“Now, what can I do for you?”

“I want to see Miss Weldon,” said Jim.

“I believe the lady is out; but I will inquire.”

He rang the bell and immediately a servant answered the summons.

“Will you ask Miss Weldon to step down here?”

“It is not necessary that I should see her here,” said Jim.

“Don’t worry,” smiled Digby. “I will make my exit at the proper moment.”

The maid returned, however, with the news that the lady had gone out.

“Very well,” said Jim, taking up his hat, and with a smile as bland as his unwilling host’s, “I will wait outside until she comes in.”

“Admirable persistence!” murmured Digby. “Perhaps I can find her.”

He went out and returned again in a few minutes with Eunice.

“The maid was quite misinformed,” he said urbanely. “Miss Weldon had not gone out.”

He favoured her with a little bow and left the room, dosing the door behind him.

Eunice stood with her hands behind her, looking at the man on whom her hopes and thoughts had centred, and about whose conduct such a storm was still raging in her bosom.

“You want to see me, Mr. Steele?”

Her attitude shook his self-possession and drove from his mind all the carefully reasoned arguments he had prepared.

“I want you to leave this house, Eunice,” he said.

“Have you a new reason?” she asked, though she hated herself for the sarcasm.

“I have the best of reasons,” he said doggedly. “I am satisfied that you are the daughter of Lady Mary Danton.”

Again she smiled.

“I think you’ve used that argument before, haven’t you?”

“Listen, Eunice, I beg of you,” he pleaded. “I can prove that you are Lady Mary’s daughter. That scar on your wrist was made by Digby Groat when you were a baby. And there is no Eunice Weldon. We have proved that she died in Cape Town a year after you were born.”

She regarded him steadily, and his heart sank.

“That is very romantic,” she said, “and have you anything further to say?”

“Nothing, except the lady you saw in my room was your mother.”

Her eyes opened wider and then he saw a little smile come and go like a ray of winter sunshine on her lips.

“Really, Jim,” she said, “you should write stories. And if it interests you, I might tell you that I am leaving this house in a few days. I am going back to my old employment. I don’t want you to explain who the woman was who has the misfortune to be without a telephone and the good fortune to have the key of your flat,” she said, her anger swamping the pity she had for him. “I only want to tell you that you have shaken my faith in men more than Digby Groat or any other man could have done. You have hurt me beyond forgiveness.”

For a moment her voice quivered, and then with an effort of will she pulled herself together and walked to the door. “Goodbye, Jim,” she said, and was gone.

He stood as she had left him, stunned, unable to believe his ears. Her scorn struck him like a whip, the injustice of her view of him deprived him of speech.

For a second a blinding wave of anger drowned all other emotions, but this passed. He could have gone now, for there was no hope of seeing her again and explaining even if he had been willing to offer any explanation.

But he stayed on. He was anxious to meet Digby Groat and find from his attitude what part he had played in forming the girl’s mind. The humour of the situation struck him and he laughed, though his laughter was filtered through a pain that was so nearly physical that he could not distinguish the one from the other.
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The end was coming. Digby Groat took too sane a view of things to mistake the signs.

For two years he had been in negotiation with a land agent in San Paulo and had practically completed the purchase of an estate. By subterranean methods he had skilfully disguised the identity of the purchaser, and on that magnificent ranch he intended to spend a not unpleasant life. It might not come to a question of flight, in which case the ranch would be a diversion from the humdrum life of England. And more than ever was he determined that Eunice Weldon should accompany him, and share, at any rate, a year of his life. Afterwards — he shrugged his shoulders. Women had come into his life before, had at first fascinated, and then bored him, and had disappeared from his ken. Probably Eunice would go the same way, though he could not contemplate the possibility at the moment.

The hours of the morning passed all too slowly for Jim Steele. The partner brothers had said that their “Mr. Harry” would arrive at one o’clock, and punctually at that hour Jim was waiting in the outer office.

Mr. Harry’s train, however, must have been late. It was nearer two when he came in, followed by a porter carrying a thick parcel under his arm. Presently the porter came out. “Will you go in, sir,” he said respectfully, and Jim stepped quickly into the room.

Mr. Harry, whom he had thought of as a boy, was a grave man of fifty, and apparently the younger brother of the eldest partner.

“We have found the log of the Battledore,” said that gentleman, “but I have forgotten the date.”

“June 21st,” said Jim.

The log lay open upon the big table, and its presence brought an atmosphere of romance into this quiet orderly office.

“Here we are,” said the partner. “Battledore left Tilbury 9 a.m. on the tide. Wind east by southeast, sea smooth, hazy.” He ran his fingers down. “This is what I think you want.”

For Jim it was a moment of intense drama. The partner was reading some preliminary and suddenly he came to the entry which was to make all the difference in the world to the woman whom Jim loved dearer than life.

“‘Heavy fog, speed reduced at 11.50 to half. Reduced to quarter speed at 12.1. Bosun reported that we had run down small rowing boat and that he had seen two persons in the water. Able seaman Grant went overboard and rescued child. The second person was not found. Speed increased, endeavoured to speak Dungeness, but weather too hazy for flag signals’ — this was before the days of wireless, you must understand, Mr. Steele.” Jim nodded.

“‘Sex of child discovered, girl, apparent age a few months. Child handed to stewardess.’”

Entry followed entry, but there was no further reference to the child until he came to Funchal.

“In the island of Madeira,” he explained. “‘Arrived Funchal 6 a.m. Reported recovery of child to British Consul, who said he would cable to London.’”

The next entry was: “Dakka — a port on the West Coast of Africa and French protectorate,” said the partner. “‘Received cable from British Consul at Funchal saying no loss of child reported to London police.’”

There was no other entry which affected Jim until one on the third day before the ship arrived at Cape Town.

“‘Mr. Weldon, a Cape Town resident who is travelling with his wife for her health, has offered to adopt the child picked up by us on June 2ist, having recently lost one of his own. Mr. Weldon being known to the Captain and vouched for by Canon Jesson’ — this was apparently a fellow-passenger of his,” explained the partner—”’the child was handed to his care, on condition that the matter was reported to the authorities in Cape Town.’”

A full description of the size, weight, and colouring of the little waif followed, and against the query “Marks on Body” were the words “Scar on right wrist, doctor thinks the result of a recent burn.”

Jim drew a long sigh.

“I cannot tell you gentlemen how grateful I am to you. You have righted a great wrong and have earned the gratitude of the child who is now a woman.”

“Do you think that this is the young lady?”

Jim nodded.

“I am sure,” he said quietly. “The log of Captain Pinnings supplies the missing link of evidence. We may have to ask you to produce this log in court, but I hope that the claim of our client will not be disputed.”

He walked down Threadneedle Street, treading on air, and the fact that while he had gained for Eunice — her name was Dorothy now, but she would be always Eunice to him — a fortune, he had lost the greatest fortune that could be bestowed upon a man, did not disturb his joy.

He had made a rough copy of the log, and with this in his hand he drove to Septimus Salter’s office and without a word laid the extracts before him.

Mr. Salter read, and as he read his eyes lit up.

“The whole thing is remarkably clear,” he said; “the log proves the identity of Lady Mary’s daughter. Your investigations are practically complete?”

“Not yet, sir,” smiled Jim. “We have first to displace Jane Groat and her son,” he hesitated, “and we must persuade Miss Danton to leave that house.”

“In that case,” said the lawyer, rising, “I think an older man’s advice will be more acceptable than yours, my boy, and I’ll go with you.”

A new servant opened the door, and almost at the sound of the knock, Digby came out of his study, urbane and as perfectly groomed as usual.

“I want to see Miss Weldon,” said the lawyer, and Digby stiffened at the sight of him. He would have felt more uncomfortable if he had known what was in Salter’s mind.

Digby was looking at him straightly; his whole attitude, thought Jim, was one of tense anxiety.

“I am sorry you cannot see Miss Weldon,” he said, speaking slowly. “She left with my mother by an early Continental train and at this moment, I should imagine, is somewhere in the region of Paris.”

“That is a damned lie!” said Jim Steele calmly.
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They stood confronting one another, two men with murder in their hearts.

“It is a lie!” repeated Jim. “Miss Weldon is either here or she has been taken to that hell house of yours in Somerset!”

For the time being Digby Groat was less concerned by Jim’s vehement insult than he was by the presence of the lawyer.

“So you lend yourself to this blackguardly outrage,” he sneered. “I should have thought a man of your experience would have refused to have been made a dupe of by this fellow. Anyway,” he turned to Jim, “Miss Weldon wants no more to do with you. She has told me about that quarrel, and really, Steele, you have behaved very badly.”

The man was lying. Jim did not think twice about that. Eunice would never have made a confidant of him.

“What is your interest in Miss Weldon?” asked Digby, addressing the lawyer.

“Outside of a human interest, none,” said old Salter, and Jim was staggered.

“But—” he began.

“I think we had better go, Steele,” Salter interrupted him with a warning glance.

They were some distance from the house before Jim spoke.

“But why didn’t you tell him, Mr. Salter, that Eunice was the heiress of the Danton fortune?”

Salter looked at him with an odd queer expression in his bright blue eyes.

“Suppose all you fear has happened,” he said gently. “Suppose this man is the villain that we both believe he is, and the girl is in his power. What would be, the consequence of my telling him that Eunice Weldon was in a position to strip him of every penny he possesses, to turn him out of his house and reduce him to penury?”

Jim bit his lip.

“I’m sorry, sir,” he said humbly. “I’m an impetuous fool.”

“So long as Digby Groat does not know that Eunice threatens his position she is comparatively safe. At any rate, her life is safe. Once we let him learn all that we know, she is doomed.”

Jim nodded.’ “Do you think, then, that she is in real danger?” he asked.

“I am certain that Mr. Digby Groat would not hesitate ‘at murder to serve his ends,” said the lawyer gruffly.

They did not speak again until they were in the office in Marlborough Street, and then Jim threw himself down in a chair with a groan and covered his face with his hands.

“It seems as if we are powerless,” he said bitterly, and then, looking up, “Surely, Mr. Salter, the law is greater than Digby Groat. Are there no processes we can set in motion to pull him down?” It was very seldom old Septimus Salter smoked in his office, but this was an occasion for an extraordinary happening. He took from a cabinet an old meerschaum pipe and polishing it on the sleeve of his broadcloth coat, slowly filled it, packing down the straggling strands of tobacco which overflowed the pipe, with exasperating calmness.

“The law, my boy, is greater than Digby Groat, and greater than you or I. Sometimes ignorant people laugh at it, sometimes they sneer at it, generally they curse it. But there it is, the old dilatory machinery, grinding slow and grinding exceedingly small. It is not confined to the issue of search warrants, of arrest and judgments. It has a thousand weapons to strike at the cheat and the villain, and, by God, every one of those weapons shall be employed against Digby Groat!”

Jim sprang to his feet and gripped the old man’s hand. “And if the law cannot touch him,” he said, “I will make a law of these two hands and strangle the life out of him.”

Mr. Salter looked at him admiringly, but a little amused. “In which case, my dear Steele,” he said dryly, “the law will take you in her two hands and strangle the life out of you, and it doesn’t seem worth while, when a few little pieces of paper will probably bring about as effective a result as your wilful murder of this damnable scoundrel.”

Immediately Jim began his inquiries. To his surprise he learnt that the party had actually been driven to Victoria Station. It consisted of Eunice and old Mrs. Groat. Moreover, two tickets for Paris had been taken by Digby and two seats reserved in the Pullman. It was through these Pullman reservations that the names of Eunice and the old woman were easy to trace, as Digby Groat intended they should be.

Whether they had left by the train, he could not discover.

He returned to the lawyer and reported progress.

“The fact that Jane Groat has gone does not prove that our client has also gone,” said the lawyer sensibly.

“Our client?” said Jim, puzzled.

“Our client,” repeated Septimus Salter with a smile. “Do not forget that Miss Danton is our client, and until she authorizes me to hand her interests elsewhere—”

“Mr. Salter,” interrupted Jim, “when was the Danton estate handed over to Bennetts?”

“This morning,” was the staggering reply, though Mr. Salter did not seem particularly depressed.

“Good heavens,” gasped Jim, “then the estate is in Digby Groat’s hands?”

The lawyer nodded.

“For a while,” he said, “but don’t let that worry you at all. You get along with your search. Have you heard from Lady Mary?”

“Who, sir?” said Jim, again staggered.

“Lady Mary Danton,” said the lawyer, enjoying his surprise. “Your mysterious woman in black. Obviously it was Lady Mary. I never bad any doubt of it, but when I learnt about the Blue Hand, I was certain. You see, my boy,” he said with a twinkle in his eyes, “I have been making a few inquiries in a direction which you have neglected.”

“What does the Blue Hand mean?” asked Jim.

“Lady Mary will tell you one of these days, and until she does, I do not feel at liberty to take you into my confidence. Have you ever been to a dyer’s, Steele?”

“A dyer’s, sir; yes, I’ve been to a dye-works, if that is what you mean.”

“Have you ever seen the hands of the women who use indigo?”

“Do you suggest that when she disappeared she went to a dye-works?” said Jim incredulously.

“She will tell you,” replied the lawyer, and with that he had to be content.

The work was now too serious and the strings were too widely distributed to carry on alone. Salter enlisted the services of two ex-officers of the Metropolitan Police who had established a detective agency, and at a conference that afternoon the whole of the story, as far as it was known, was revealed to Jim’s new helpers, ex-Inspector Holder and ex-Sergeant Field.

That afternoon Digby Groat, looking impatiently out of the window, saw a bearded man strolling casually along the garden side of the square, a pipe in his mouth, apparently absorbed in the contemplation of nature and the architectural beauty of Grosvenor Square. He did not pay as much attention to the lounger as he might have done, had not his scrutiny been interrupted by the arrival of Mr. Bennett, an angular, sandy-haired Scotsman, who was not particularly enamoured of his new employer.

“Well, Mr. Bennett, has old Salter handed over all the documents?”

“Yes, sir,” said Bennett, “every one.”

“You are sure he has not been up to any trickery?”

Mr. Bennett regarded him coldly.

“Mr. Septimus Salter, sir,” he said quietly, “is an eminent lawyer, whose name is respected wherever it is mentioned. Great lawyers do not indulge in trickery.”

“Well, you needn’t get offended. Good Lord, you don’t suppose he feels friendly towards you, do you?”

“What he feels to me, sir,” said Mr. Bennett, his strong northern accent betraying his annoyance, “is a matter of complete indifference. It is what I think of him that we are discussing. The leases of the Lakeside Property have been prepared for transfer. You are not losing much time, Mr. Groat.”

“No,” said Digby, after a moment’s thought. “The fact is, the people in the syndicate which is purchasing this property are very anxious to take possession. What is the earliest you can transfer?”

“Tomorrow,” was the reply. “I suppose “ — he hesitated— “I suppose there is no question of the original heiress of the will — Dorothy Danton, I think her name is — turning up unexpectedly at the last moment?”

Digby smiled.

“Dorothy Danton, as you call her, has been food for the fishes these twenty years,” he said. “Don’t you worry your head about her.”

“Very good,” said Bennett, producing a number of papers from a black leather portfolio. “Your signature will be required on four of these, and the signature of your mother on the fifth.”

Digby frowned.

“My mother? I thought it was unnecessary that she should sign anything. I have her Power of Attorney.”

“Unfortunately the Power of Attorney is not sufficiently comprehensive to allow you to sign away certain royalty rights which descended to her through her father. They are not very valuable,” said the lawyer, “but they give her lien upon Kennett Hall, and in these circumstances, I think you had better not depend upon the Power of Attorney in case there is any dispute. Mr. Salter is a very shrewd man, and when the particulars of this transaction are brought to his notice, I think it is very likely that, feeling his responsibility as Mr. Danton’s late lawyer, he will enter a caveat.”

“What is a caveat?”

“Literally,” said Mr. Bennett, “a caveat emptor means ‘let the purchaser beware,’ and if a caveat is entered, your syndicate would not dare take the risk of paying you for the property, even though the caveat had no effect upon the estate which were transferred by virtue of your Power of Attorney.”

Digby tugged at his little moustache and stared out of the window for a long time.

“All right, I’ll get her signature.”

“She is in Paris, I understand.”

Digby shot a quick glance at him.

“How do you know?” he asked.

“I had to call at Mr. Salter’s office to-day,” he said, “to verify and agree to the list of securities which he handed me, and he mentioned the matter in passing.”

Digby growled something under his breath.

“Is it necessary that you should see Salter at all?” he asked with asperity.

“It is necessary that I should conduct my own business in my own way,” said Mr. Bennett with that acid smile of his.

Digby shot an angry glance at him and resolved that as soon as the business was completed, he would have little use for this uncompromising Scotsman. He hated the law and he hated lawyers, and he had been under the impression that Messrs. Bennett would be so overwhelmed with joy at the prospect of administering his estate that they would agree to any suggestion he made. He had yet to learn that the complacent lawyer is a figure of fiction, and if he is found at all, it is in the character of the seedy broken-down old solicitor who hangs about Police Courts and who interviews his clients in the bar parlour of the nearest public-house.

“Very good,” he said, “give me the paper. I will get her to sign it.”

“Will you go to Paris?”

“Yes,” said Digby. “I’ll send it across by — er — aeroplane.”

The lawyer gathered up the papers and thrust them back into the wallet.

“Then I will see you at twelve o’clock tomorrow at the office of the Northern Land Syndicate.”

Digby nodded.

“Oh, by the way, Bennett” — he called the lawyer back— “I wish you to put this house in the market. I shall be spending a great deal of my time abroad and I have no use for this costly property. I want a quick sale, by the way.”

“A quick sale is a bad sale for the seller,” quoth the lawyer, “but I’ll do what I can for you, Mr. Groat. Do you want to dispose of the furniture?”

Digby nodded.

“And you have another house in the country?”

“That is not for sale,” said Digby shortly.

When the lawyer had gone he went up to his room and changed, taking his time over his toilet.

“Now,” he said as he drew on his gloves with a quiet smile, “I have to induce Eunice to be a good girl!”
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Digby Groat made an unexpected journey to west. A good general, even in the hour of his victory, prepares the way for retreat, and the possibility of Kennett Hall had long appealed to Digby as a likely refuge in a case of emergency.

Kennett Hall was one of the properties which his mother had inherited and which, owing to his failure to secure her signature, had not been prepared for transfer to the land syndicate. It had been the home of the Danton family for 140 years. A rambling, neglected house, standing in a big and gloomy park, it had been untenanted almost as long as Digby could remember.

He had sent his car down in the early morning, but he himself had gone by train. He disliked long motor journeys, and though he intended coming back by road, he preferred the quietude and smooth progress of the morning railway journey.

The car, covered with dust, was waiting for him at the railway station, and the few officials who constituted the station staff watched him go out of the gate without evidence of enthusiasm.

“That’s Groat who owns Kennett Hall, isn’t it?” said the porter to the aged stationmaster.

“That’s him,” was the reply. “It was a bad day for this country when that property came into old Jane Groat’s hands. A bad woman, that, if ever there was one.”

Unconscious of the criticisms of his mother, Digby was bowling up the hill road leading to the gates of Kennett Hall. The gates themselves were magnificent specimens of seventeenth-century ironwork, but the lodges on either side were those ugly stuccoed huts with which the mid-Victorian architect “embellished” the estates of the great. They had not been occupied for twenty years, and bore the appearance of their neglect. The little gardens which once had flowered so cheerfully before the speckless windows, were overrun by weeds, and the gravel drive, seen through the gates, was almost indistinguishable from the grassland on either side.

The caretaker came running down the drive to unlock the gates. He was an ill-favoured man of fifty with a perpetual scowl, which even the presence of his master could not wholly eradicate.

“Has anybody been here, masters?” asked Digby.

“No, sir,” said the man, “except the flying gentleman. He came this morning. What a wonderful thing flying is, sir! The way he came down in the Home Park was wonderful to see.”

“Get on the step with the driver,” said Digby curtly, who was not interested in his servitor’s views of flying.

The car drove through a long avenue of elms and turned to breast a treeless slope that led up to the lower terrace. All the beauty and loveliness of Somerset in which it stood could not save Kennett Hall from the reproach of dreariness. Its parapets were crumbled by the wind and rain of long-forgotten seasons, and its face was scarred and stained with thirty winters’ rains Its black and dusty windows seemed to leer upon the fresh clean beauty of the world, as though in pride of its sheer ugliness.

For twenty years no painter’s brush had touched the drab and ugly woodwork: and the weeds grew high where roses used to bloom. Three great white seats of marble, that were placed against the crumbling terrace balustrade, were green with drippings from the neglected trees; the terrace floor was broken and the rags and tatters of dead seasons spread their mouldering litter of leaves and twigs and moss upon the marble walk where stately dames had trodden in those brave days when Kennett Hall was a name to inspire awe.

Digby was not depressed by his view of the property. He had seen it before, and at one time had thought of pulling it down and, erecting a modern building for his own comfort.

The man he had called Masters unlocked the big door and ushered him into the house.

The neglect was here apparent. As he stepped into the big bleak entrance he heard the scurry and scamper of tiny feet and smiled.

“You’ve got some rats here?”

“Rats?” said Masters in a tone of resignation, “there’s a colony of them, sir. It is as much as I can do to keep them out of my quarters, but there’s nothing in the east wing,” he hastened to add. “I had a couple of terriers and ferrets here for a month keeping them down, and they’re all on this side of the house.” He jerked his head to the right.

“Is the flying gentleman here?”

“He’s having breakfast, sir, at this minute.”

Digby followed the caretaker down a long gloomy passage on the ground floor, and passed through the door that the man opened.

The bearded Villa nodded with a humorous glint in his eye as Digby entered. From his appearance and dress, he had evidently arrived by aeroplane.

“Well, you got here,” said Digby, glancing at the huge meal which had been put before the man.

“I got here,” said Villa with an extravagant flourish of his knife. “But only by the favour of the gods. I do not like these scout machines: you must get Bronson to pilot it back.”

Digby nodded, and pulling out a rickety chair, sat down.

“I have given instructions for Bronson to come here-he will arrive tonight,” he said.

“Good,” muttered the man, continuing his meal.

Masters had gone, and Villa was listening to the receding sound of his footsteps upon the uncovered boards, before he asked:

“What is the idea of this, governor? You are not changing headquarters?”

“I don’t know,” replied Digby shortly, “but the Seaford aerodrome is under observation. At least, Steele knows, or guesses, all about it. I have decided to hire some commercial pilots to give an appearance of genuine business to the company.”

Villa whistled.

“This place is no use to you, governor,” he said, shaking his head. “They’d tumble to Kennett Hall — that’s what you call it, isn’t it?” He had an odd way of introducing slang words into his tongue, for he spoke in Spanish, and Digby smiled at “tumble.”

“You’re becoming quite an expert in the English language, Villa.”

“But why are you coming here?” persisted the other. “This could only be a temporary headquarters. Is the game slipping?” he asked suddenly.

Digby nodded.

“It may come to a case of sauve qui peut,” he said, “though I hope it will not. Everything depends upon—” He did not finish his sentence, but asked abruptly: “How far is the sea from here?”

“Not a great distance,” was the reply. “I travelled at six thousand feet and I could see the Bristol Channel quite distinctly.”

Digby was stroking his chin, looking thoughtfully at the table.

“I can trust you, Villa,” he said, “so I tell you now, much as you dislike these fast machines, you’ve got to hold yourself in readiness to pilot me to safety. Again, I say that I do not think it will come to flight, but we must be prepared. In the meantime, I have a commission for you,” he said. “It was not only to bring the machine that I arranged for you to come to this place.”

Villa had guessed that.

“There is a man in Deauville to whom you have probably seen references in the newspapers, a man named Maxilla. He is a rich coffee planter of Brazil.”

“The gambler?” said the other in surprise, and Digby nodded.

“I happen to know that Maxilla has had a very bad time-he lost nearly twenty million francs in one week, and that doesn’t represent all his losses. He has been gambling at Aix and at San Sebastian, and I should think he is in a pretty desperate position.”

“But he wouldn’t be broke,” said Villa, shaking his head. “I know the man you mean. Why, he’s as rich as Croesus! I saw his yacht when you sent me to Havre. A wonderful ship, worth a quarter of a million. He has hundreds of square miles of coffee plantations in Brazil—”

“I know all about that,” said Digby impatiently. “The point is, that for the moment he is very short of money. Now, do not ask me any questions, Villa: accept my word.”

“What do you want me to do?” asked the man. “Go to Deauville, take your slow machine and fly there; see Maxilla — you speak Portuguese?”

Villa nodded.

“Like a native,” he said. “I lived in Lisbon—”

“Never mind where you lived,” interrupted Digby, unpleasantly. “You will see Maxilla, and if, as I believe, he is short of money, offer him a hundred thousand pounds for his yacht. He may want double that, and you must be prepared to pay it. Maxilla hasn’t the best of reputations, and probably his crew — who are all Brazilians by the way — will be glad to sail under another flag. If you can effect the purchase, send me a wire, and order the boat to be brought round to the Bristol Channel to be coaled.”

“It is an oil-running ship,” said Villa.

“Well, it must take on supplies of oil and provisions for a month’s voyage. The captain will come straight to me in London to receive his instructions. I dare say one of his officers can bring the boat across. Now, is that clear to you?”

“Everything is clear to me, my dear friend,” said Villa blandly, “except two things. To buy a yacht I must have money.”

“That I will give you before you go.”

“Secondly,” said Villa, putting the stump of his forefinger in his palm, “where does poor August Villa come into this?”

“You get away as well,” said Digby.

“I see,” said Villa.

“Maxilla must not know that I am the purchaser under any circumstances,” Digby went on. “You may either be buying the boat for yourself in your capacity as a rich Cuban planter, or you may be buying it for an unknown friend. I will arrange to keep the captain and the crew quiet as soon as I am on board. You leave for Deauville tonight.”

He had other preparations to make. Masters received an order to prepare two small rooms and to arrange for beds and bedding to be erected, and the instructions filled him with consternation.

“Don’t argue with me,” said Digby angrily. “Go into Bristol, into any town, buy the beds and bring them out in a car. I don’t care what it costs. And get a square of carpet for the floor.”

He tossed a bundle of notes into the man’s band, and Masters, who had never seen so much money in his life, nearly dropped them in sheer amazement.
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Digby Groat returned to town by car and reached Grosvenor Square in time for dinner. He had a hasty meal and then went up to his room and changed.

He passed the room that Eunice occupied and found Jackson sitting on a chair before the door.

“She’s all right,” said the man, grinning. “I’ve shuttered and padlocked the windows and I’ve told her that if she doesn’t want me to make friendly calls she has to behave.”

Digby nodded.

“And my mother — you gave her the little box?”

Again Jackson grinned.

“And she’s happy,” he said. “I never dreamt she was a dope, Mr. Groat—”

“There is no need for you to dream anything,” said Digby sharply.

He had a call to make. Lady Waltham was giving a dance that night, and there would be present two members of the syndicate whom he was to meet on the following morning. One of these drew him aside during the progress of the dance.

“I suppose those transfers are quite in order for tomorrow,” he said.

Digby nodded.

“Some of my people are curious to know why you want cash,” he said, looking at Digby with a smile.

The other shrugged his shoulders.

“You seem to forget, my dear man,” he said suavely, “that I am merely an agent in these matters, and that I am acting for my rather eccentric mother. God bless her!”

“That is the explanation which had occurred to me,” said the financier. “The papers will be in order, of course? I seem to remember you saying that there was another paper which had to be signed by your mother.”

Digby remembered with an unspoken oath that he had neglected to secure this signature. As soon as he could, he made his excuses and returned to Grosvenor Square.

His mother’s room was locked, but she heard his gentle tap.

“Who is that?” she demanded in audible agitation.

“It is Digby.”

“I will see you in the morning.”

“I want to see you tonight,” interrupted Digby sharply. “Open the door.”

It was some time before she obeyed. She was in her dressing-gown, and her yellow face was grey with fear.

“I am sorry to disturb you, mother,” said Digby, dosing the door behind him, “but I have a document which must be signed tonight.”

“I gave you everything you wanted,” she said tremulously, “didn’t I, dear? Everything you wanted, my boy?”

She had not the remotest idea that he was disposing of her property.

“Couldn’t I sign it in the morning?” she pleaded. “My hand is so shaky.”

“Sign it now,” he almost shouted, and she obeyed.

The Northern Land Syndicate was but one branch of a great finance corporation, and had been called into existence to acquire the Danton properties. In a large, handsomely furnished boardroom, members of the syndicate were waiting. Lord Waltham was one; Hugo Vindt, the bluff, goodnatured Jewish financier, whose fingers were in most of the business pies, was the second; and Felix Strathellan, that debonair man-about-town, was the important third — for he was one of the shrewdest land speculators in the kingdom.

A fourth member of the party was presently shown in in the person of the Scotch lawyer, Bennett, who carried under his arm a black portfolio, which he laid on the table.

“Good morning, gentlemen,” he said shortly. Millionaires’ syndicates had long failed to impress him.

“Good morning, Bennett,” said his lordship. “Have you seen your client this morning?”

Mr. Bennett made a wry face as he unstrapped the portfolio.

“No, my lord, I have not,” he said, and suggested by his tone that he was not at all displeased that he had missed a morning interview with Digby Groat.

“A queer fellow is Groat,” said Vindt with a laugh. “He is not a business man, and yet he has curiously keen methods. I should never have guessed he was an Englishman: he looks more like a Latin, don’t you think. Lord Waltham?”

His lordship nodded.

“A queer family, the Groats,” he said. “I wonder how many of you fellows know that his mother is a kleptomaniac?”

“Good heavens,” said Strathellan in amazement, “you don’t mean that?”

His lordship nodded.

“She’s quite a rum old lady now,” he said, “though there was a time when she was as handsome a woman as there was in town. She used to visit us a lot, and invariably we discovered, when she had gone, that some little trinket, very often a perfectly worthless trifle, but on one occasion a rather valuable bracelet belonging to my daughter, had disappeared with her. Until I realized the true condition of affairs it used to worry me, but the moment I spoke to Groat, the property was restored, and we came to expect this evidence of her eccentricity. She’s a lucky woman,” he added.

“I wouldn’t say that with a son like Digby,” smiled Strathellan, who was drawing figures idly on his blottingpad.

“Nevertheless, she’s lucky,” persisted his lordship. “If that child of the Dantons hadn’t been killed, the Groats would have been as poor as Church mice.”

“Did you ever meet Lady Mary, my lord?” asked Vindt.

Lord Waltham nodded.

“I met Lady Mary and the baby,” he said quietly; “I used to be on dining terms with the Dantons. And a beautiful little baby she was.”

“What baby is this?” asked a voice.

Digby Groat had come in in his noiseless fashion, and closed the door of the boardroom softly behind him. The question was the first intimation they had of his presence, all except Lord Waltham, who, out of the corner of his eye, had seen his entrance.

“We were talking about Lady Mary’s baby, your cousin.”

Digby Groat smiled contemptuously.

“It will not profit us very much to discuss her,” he said.

“Do you remember her at all, Groat?” asked Waltham.

“Dimly,” said Digby with a careless shrug. “I’m not frightfully keen, on babies. I have a faint recollection that she was once staying in our house, and I associate her with prodigious howling! Is everything all right, Bennett?”

Bennett nodded.

“Here is the paper you asked for.” Digby took it from his pocket and laid it before the lawyer, who unfolded it leisurely and read it with exasperating slowness.

“That is in order,” he said. “Now, gentlemen, we will get to business.”

Such of them who were not already seated about the table, drew up their chairs.

“Your insistence upon having the money in cash has been rather a nuisance, groat,” said Lord Waltham, picking up a tin box from the floor and opening it. “I hate to have a lot of money in the office; it has meant the employment of two special watchmen.”

“I will pay,” said Digby good-humouredly, watching with greedy eyes as bundle after bundle of notes was laid upon the table.

The lawyer twisted round the paper and offered him a pen.

“You will sign here, Mr. Groat,” he said.

At that moment Vindt turned his head to the clerk who had just entered.

“For me?” he said, indicating the letter in the man’s hand.

“No, sir, for Mr. Bennett.”

Bennett took the note, looked at the name embossed upon the flap, and frowned.

“From Salter,” he said, “and it is marked ‘urgent and important.’”

“Let it wait until after we have finished the business,” said Digby impatiently.

“You had better see what it is,” replied the lawyer, and took out a typewritten sheet of paper. He read it through carefully.

“What is it?” asked Digby.

“I’m afraid this sale cannot go through,” answered the lawyer slowly. “Salter has entered a caveat against the transfer of the property.”

Livid with rage Digby sprang to his feet.

“What right has he?” he demanded savagely. “He is no longer my lawyer: he has no right to act. Who authorized him?”

The lawyer had a queer expression on his face.

“This caveat,” he said, speaking deliberately, “has been entered by Salter on behalf of Dorothy Danton, who, according to the letter, is still alive.”

There was a painful silence, which the voice of Vindt broke.

“So that settles the transfer,” he said. “We cannot go on with this business, you understand, Groat?”

“But I insist on the transfer going through,” cried Digby violently. “The whole thing is a plot got up by that dithering old fool, Salter. Everybody knows that Dorothy Danton is dead! She has been dead for twenty years.”

“Nevertheless,” said Lord Waltham quietly, “we cannot move in face of the caveat. Without being a legal instrument, it places upon the purchasers of the property the fullest responsibility for their purchase.”

“But I will sign the transfer,” said Digby vehemently.

Lord Waltham shook his head.

“It would not matter if you signed twenty transfers,” he said. “If we paid you the money for this property and it proved to be the property of Miss Danton, as undoubtedly it would prove, if she were alive, we, and only we, would be responsible. We should have to surrender the property and look to you to refund us the money we had invested in the estate. No, no, Groat, if it is, as you say, a bluff on the part of Salter — and upon my word, I cannot imagine a man of Salter’s position, age and experience putting up empty bluff — then we can have a meeting on another day and the deal can go through. We are very eager to acquire these properties.”

There was a murmur of agreement from both Strathellan and Vindt.

“But at present, as matters stand, we can do nothing, and you as a business man must recognize our helplessness in the matter.”

Digby was beside himself with fury as he saw the money being put back in the tin box.

“Very well,” he said. His face was pallid and his suppressed rage shook him as with an ague. But he never lost sight of all the possible developments of the lawyer’s action. If he had taken, so grave a step in respect to the property, he would take action in other directions, and no time must be lost if he was to anticipate Salter’s next move.

Without another word he turned on his heel and stalked down the stairs into the street. His car was waiting.

“To the Third National Bank,” he said, as he flung himself into its luxurious interior.

He knew that at the Third National Bank was a sum nearly approaching a hundred thousand pounds which his parsimonious mother had accumulated during the period she had been in receipt of the revenues of the Danton estate. Viewing the matter as calmly as he could, he was forced to agree that Salter was not the man who would play tricks or employ the machinery of the law, unless he had behind him a very substantial backing of facts. Dorothy Danton! Where had she sprung from? Who was she? Digby cursed her long and heartily. At any rate, he thought, as his car stopped before the bank premises, he would be on the safe side and get his hands on all the money which was lying loose.

He wished now that when he had sent Villa to Deauville he had taken his mother’s money for the purchase of the gambler’s yacht. Instead of that he had drawn upon the enormous funds of the Thirteen.

He was shown into the manager’s office, and he thought that that gentleman greeted him a little coldly.

“Good morning, Mr. Stevens, I have come to draw out the greater part of my mother’s balance, and I thought I would see you first.”

“I’m glad you did, Mr. Groat,” was the reply. “Will you sit down?” The manager was obviously ill at ease. “The fact is,” he confessed, “I am not in a position to honour any cheques you draw upon this bank.”

“What the devil do you mean?” demanded Digby.

“I am sorry,” said the manager, shrugging his shoulders, “but this morning I have been served with a notice that a caveat has been entered at the Probate Office, preventing the operation of the Danton will in your mother’s favour. I have already informed our head office and they are taking legal opinion, but as Mr. Salter threatens to obtain immediately an injunction unless we agree to comply, it would be madness on my part to let you touch a penny of your mother’s account. Your own account, of course, you can draw upon.”

Digby’s own account contained a respectable sum, he remembered.

“Very well,” he said after consideration. “Will you discover my balance and I will close the account.”

He was cool now. This was not the moment to hammer his head against a brick wall. He needed to meet this coldblooded old lawyer with cunning and foresight. Salter was diabolically wise in the law and had its processes at his fingertips, and he must go wanly against the framed fighter or he would come to everlasting smash.

Fortunately, the account of the Thirteen was at another bank, and if the worst came to the worst — well, he could leave eleven of the Thirteen to make the best of things they could.

The manager returned presently and passed a slip across the table, and a few minutes afterwards Digby came back to his car, his pockets bulging with banknotes.

A tall bearded man stood on the sidewalk as he came out and Digby gave him a cursory glance. Detective, he thought, and went cold. Were the police already stirring against him, or was this some private watcher of Salter’s? He decided rightly that it was the latter.

When he got back to the house he found a telegram waiting. It was from Villa. It was short and satisfactory.

“Bought Pealigo hundred and twelve thousand pounds. Ship on its way to Avonmouth. Am bringing captain back by air. Calling Grosvenor nine o’clock.”

The frown cleared away from his face as he read the telegram for the second tune, and as he thought, a smile lit up his yellow face. He was thinking of Eunice. The position was not without its compensations.



Chapter Thirty-Two


Table of Contents


Eunice was sitting in the shuttered room trying to read when Digby Groat came in. All the colour left her face as she rose to meet him.

“Good evening. Miss Weldon,” he said in his usual manner. “I hope you haven’t been very bored.”

“Will you please explain why I am kept here a prisoner?” she asked a little breathlessly. “You realize that you are committing a very serious crime—”

He laughed in her face.

“Well,” he said almost jovially, “at any rate. Eunice, we can drop the mask. That is one blessed satisfaction! These polite little speeches are irksome to me as they are to you.”

He took her hand in his.

“How cold you are, my dear,” he said, “yet the room is warm!”

“When may I leave this house?” she asked in a low voice.

“Leave this house — leave me?” He threw the gloves be had stripped on to a chair and caught her by the shoulders. “When are we going? That is a better way of putting it. How lovely you are, Eunice!”

There was no disguise now. The mask was off, as he had said, and the ugliness of his black nature was written in his eyes.

Still she did not resist, standing stiffly erect like a figure of marble. Not even when he took her face in both his hands and pressed his lips to hers, did she move. She seemed incapable. Something inside her had frozen and she could only stare at him.

“I want you, Eunice! I have wanted you all the time. I chose you out of all the women in the world to be mine. I have waited for you, longed for you, and now I have you! There is nobody here, Eunice, but you and I. Do you hear, darling?”

Then suddenly a chord snapped within her. With an effort of strength which surprised him she thrust him off, her eyes staring in horror as though she contemplated some loathsome crawling thing. That look inflamed him. He sprang forward, and as he did, the girl in the desperation of frenzy, struck at him; twice her open hand came across his face. He stepped back with a yell. Before he could reach her she had flown into the bathroom and locked the door. For fully five minutes he stood, then he turned and walked slowly across to the dressing-table, and surveyed his face in the big mirror.

“She struck me!” this he said. He was as white as a sheet. Against his pale face the imprint of her hand showed lividly. “She struck me!” he said again wonderingly, and began to laugh.

For every blow, for every joint on every finger of the hand that struck the blow, she should have pain. Pain and terror. She should pray for death, she should crawl to him and clasp his feet in her agony. His breath came quicker and he wiped the sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand.

He passed out, locking the door behind him. His hand was on the key when he heard a sound and looking along the corridor, saw the door of his mother’s room open and the old woman standing in the doorway.

“Digby,” she said, and there was a vigour and command in her voice which made him frown. “I want you!” she said imperatively, and in amazement he obeyed her.

She had gone back to her chair when he came into the room.

“What do you want?” he demanded.

“Shut the door and sit down.”

He stared at her dumbfounded. Not for a year had she dared address him in that tone.

“What the devil do you mean by ordering me—” he began.

“Sit down,” she said quietly, and then he understood.

“So, you old devil, the dope is in you!”

“Sit down, my love child,” she sneered. “Sit down, Digby Estremeda! I want to speak to you.”

His face went livid.

“You — you—” he gasped.

“Sit down. Tell me what you have done with my property.”

He obeyed her slowly, looking at her as though he could not believe the evidence of his ears.

“What have you done with my property?” she asked again. “Like a fool I gave you a Power of Attorney. How have you employed it? Have you sold—”

she was looking at him keenly.

He was surprised into telling the truth.

“They have put an embargo — or some such rubbish — on the sale.”

She nodded.

“I hoped they would,” she said. “I hoped they would!”

“You hoped they would?” he roared, getting up.

Her imperious hand waved him down again. He passed his hand over his eyes like a man in a dream. She was issuing orders; this old woman whom he had dominated for years, and he was obeying meekly! He had given her the morphine to quieten her, and it had made her his master.

“Why did they stop the sale?”

“Because that old lunatic Salter swears that the girl is still alive — Dorothy Danton, the baby who was drowned at Margate!”

He saw a slow smile on her lined face and wondered what was amusing her.

“She is alive!” she said.

He could only glare at her in speechless amazement.

“Dorothy Danton alive?” he said. “You’re mad, you old fool! She’s gone beyond recall — dead — dead these twenty years!”

“And what brought her back to life, I wonder?” mused the old woman? “How did they know she was Dorothy? Why, of course you brought her back!” She pointed her skinny finger at her son. “You brought her, you are the instrument of your own undoing, my boy!” she said derisively. “Oh, you poor little fool — you clever fool!”

Now he had mastered himself.

“You will tell me all there is to be told, or, by God, you’ll be sorry you ever spoke at all,” he breathed.

“You marked her. That is why she has been recognized — you marked her!”

“I marked her?”

“Don’t you remember, Digby,” she spoke rapidly and seemed to find a joy in the hurt she was causing, “a tiny baby and a cruel little beast of a boy who heated a sixpence and put it on the baby’s wrist?”

It came back to him instantly. He could almost hear the shriek of his victim. A summer day and a big room full of old furniture. The vision of a garden-through an open window and the sound of the bees… a small spirit-lamp where he had heated the coin….

“My God!” said Digby, reeling back. “I remember!”

He stared at the mocking face of his mother for a second, then turned and left the room. As he did so, there came a sharp rat-tat at the door. Swiftly he turned into his own room and ran to the window.

One glance at the street told him all that he wanted to know. He saw Jim and old Salter… there must have been a dozen detectives with them.

The door would hold for five minutes, and there was time to carry out his last plan.
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A minute later he appeared in Eunice Weldon’s room. “I want you,” he said, and there was a sinister look in his eye that made the girl cower back from him in fear that she could not master. “My dear,” he said with that smile of his, “you need not be afraid, your friends are breaking into the house and in half an hour you will be free. What I intend doing to you is to put you in such a condition that you will not be able to give information against me until I am clear of this house. No, I am not going to kill you,” he almost laughed, “and if you are not sensible enough to realize why I am taking this step, then you are a fool — and you are not a fool, Eunice.”

She saw something bright and glittering in his hand and terror took possession of her.

“Don’t touch me,” she gasped. “I swear I will not tell,” but he had gripped her arm.

“If you make a sound,” his face was thrust into hers, “you’ll regret it to the last day of your life.”

She felt a sudden pricking sensation in her arm and tried to pull it away, but her arm was held as by a vice.

“There. It wasn’t very painful, was it?”

She heard him utter a curse, and when he turned his face was red with rage.

“They’ve smashed in the gates,” he said sharply.

She was walking toward him, her hand on the little puncture the needle had made, and her face was curiously calm.

“Are you going now?” she asked simply.

“We are going in a few minutes,” said Digby, emphasizing the “we”.

But even this she did not resent. She had fallen into a curious placid condition of mind which was characterized by the difficulty, amounting to an impossibility, of remembering what happened the previous minute. All she could do was to sit down on the edge of a chair, nursing her arm. She knew it hurt her, and yet she was conscious of no hurt. It was a curious impersonal sensation she had. To her, Digby Groat had no significance. He was a somebody whom she neither liked nor disliked. It was all very strange and pleasant.

“Put your hat on,” he said, and she obeyed. She never dreamt of disobeying.

He led her to the basement and through a door which communicated with a garage. It was not the garage where he kept his own car — Jim had often been puzzled to explain why Digby kept his car so far from the house. The only car visible was a covered van, such as the average tradesman uses to deliver his goods.

“Get in,” said Digby, and Eunice obeyed with a strange smile.

She was under the influence of that admixture of morphine and hyacin, which destroyed all memory and will.

“Sit on the floor,” he ordered, and laced the canvas flap at the back. He reached under the driver’s seat and pulled out a cotton coat which had once been white, but was now disfigured with paint and grease, buttoning it up to the throat. A cap he took from the same source and pulled it over his head, so that the peak well covered his eyes.

Then he opened the gates of a garage. He was in a mews, and with the exception of a woman who was talking to a milkman, the only two persons in sight, none saw the van emerge.

There was not the slightest suspicion of hurry on his part. He descended from his seat to close the gates and lock them, lit a pipe and, clambering up, set the little van going in the direction of the Bayswater Road.

He stopped only at the petrol station to take aboard a fair supply of spirit, and then he went on, still at a leisurely pace, passing through the outlying suburbs, until he came to the long road leading from Staines to Ascot. Here he stopped and got down.

Taking the little flat case from his pocket, and recharging the glass cylinder, he opened the canvas flap-at the back and looked in.

Eunice was sitting with her back braced against the side of the van, her head nodding sleepily. She looked up with a puzzled expression.

“It won’t hurt you,” said Digby. Again the needle went into her arm, and the piston was thrust home.

She screwed up her face a little at the pain and again fondled her arm.

“That hurt,” she said simply.

Just outside Ascot a touring car was held up by two policemen and Digby slowed from necessity, for the car had left him no room to pass.

“We are looking for a man and a girl,” said one of the policemen to the occupants of the car. “All right, sir, go on.”

Digby nodded in a friendly way to the policeman.

“Is it all right, sergeant?”

“Off you go,” said the sergeant, not troubling to look inside a van on which was painted the name of a reputable firm of London furnishers.

Digby breathed quickly. He must not risk another encounter. There would be a second barrier at the cross roads, where he intended turning. He must go back to London, he thought, the police would not stop a London-bound car. He turned into a secondary road and reached the main Bath road passing another barrier, where, as he had expected, the police did not challenge him, though they were holding up a string of vehicles going in the other direction. There were half a dozen places to which he could take her, but the safest was a garage he had hired at the back of a block of buildings in Paddington. The garage had been useful to the Thirteen, but had not been utilized for the greater part of a year, though he had sent Jackson frequently to superintend the cleaning.

He gained the west of London as the rain began to fall. Everything was in his favour. The mews in which the garage was situated was deserted and he had opened the gates and backed in the car before the occupants of the next garage were curious enough to come out to see who it was.

Digby had one fad and it had served him well before. It was to be invaluable now. Years before, he had insisted that every house and every room, if it were only a storeroom, should have a lock of such a character that it should open to his master key.

He half led, half lifted the girl from the car, and she sighed wearily, for she was stiff and tired.

“This way,” he said, and pushed her before him up the dark stairs, keeping her on the landing whilst he lit the gas.

Though it had not been dusted for the best part of a month, the room overlooking the mews was neat and comfortably furnished. He pulled down the heavy blind before he lit the gas here, felt her pulse and looked into her eyes.

“You’ll do, I think,” he said with a smile. “You must wait here until I come back. I am going to get some food.”

“Yes,” she answered.

He was gone twenty minutes, and on his return he saw that she had taken off her coat and had washed her hands and face. She was listlessly drying her hands when he came up the stairs. There was something pathetically childlike in her attitude, and a man who was less of a brute than Digby Groat would have succumbed to the appeal of her helplessness.

But there was no hint of pity in the thoughtful eyes that surveyed her. He was wondering whether it would be safe to give her another dose. In order to secure a quick effect he had administered more than was safe already. There might be a collapse, or a failure of heart, which would be as fatal to him as to her. He decided to wait until the effects had almost worn off.

“Eat,” he said, and she sat at the table obediently.

He had brought in cold meat, a loaf of bread, butter and cheese. He supplemented this feast with two glasses of water which he drew in the little scullery.

Suddenly she put down her knife and fork.

“I feel very tired,” she said.

So much the better, thought Digby. She would sleep now.

The back room was a bedroom. He watched her whilst she unfastened her shoes and loosened the belt of her skirt before she lay down. With a sigh, she turned over and was fast asleep before he could walk to the other side of the bed to see her face.

Digby Groat smoked for a long time over his simple meal. The girl was wholly in his power, but she could wait. A much more vital matter absorbed his attention. He himself had reached the possibility which he had long foreseen and provided against. It was not a pleasant situation, he thought, and found relief for his mind by concentrating his thoughts upon the lovely ranch in Brazil, on which, with average luck, he would spend the remainder of his days.

Presently he got up, produced from a drawer a set of shaving materials wrapped in a towel, and heating some water at the little gas-stove in the kitchen, he proceeded to divest himself of his moustache.

With the master key he unlocked the cupboard that ran the height of the room, and surveyed thoughtfully the stacks of dresses and costumes which filled the half a dozen shelves. The two top shelves were filled with boxes, and he brought out three of these and examined their contents. From one of these he took a beautiful evening gown of silver tissue, and laid it over the back of a chair. A satin wrap followed, and from another box he took white satin shoes and stockings and seemed satisfied by his choice, for he looked at them for a long time before he folded them and put them back where he had found them. His own disguise he had decided upon.

And now, having mapped out his plan, he dressed himself in a chauffeur’s uniform, and went out to the telephone.
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“Dead! Jane Groat dead?”

To Lady Mary the news came as a shock.

Jim, gaunt and hollow-eyed, sitting listlessly by the window of Mr. Salter’s office, nodded.

“The doctors think it was an overdose of morphia that killed her,” he said shortly.

Lady Mary was silent for a long while, then;

“I think perhaps now is a moment when I can tell you something about the Blue Hand,” she said.

“Will it assist us?” asked Jim, turning quickly.

She shook her head.

“I am afraid it will not, but this I must tell you. The person against whom the Blue Hand was directed was not Digby Groat, but his mother. I have made one grave mistake recently,” she said, “and it was to believe that Digby Groat was dominated by his mother. I was amazed to discover that so far from her dominating him, she was his slave, and the only explanation I can give for this extraordinary transition is Digby Groat’s discovery that his mother was a drug-taker. Once he was strong enough to keep the drug from her the positions were reversed. The story of the Blue Hand,” she said with her sad little smile, “is neither as fantastic nor as melodramatic as you might expect.”

There was a long silence which neither of the men broke.

“I was married at a very early age, as you know.” She nodded to Salter. “My father was a very poor nobleman with one daughter and no sons, and he found it not only difficult to keep up the mortgaged estates which he had inherited, but to make both ends meet even though he was living in the most modest way. Then he met Jonathan Danton’s father, and between the two they fixed up a marriage between myself and Jonathan. I never met him until a week before my wedding-day. He was a cold, hard man, very much like his father, just to a fault, proud and stiff-necked, and to his natural hardness of demeanour was added the fretfulness due to an affected heart, which eventually killed him.

“My married life was an unhappy one. The sympathy that I sought was denied me. With all his wealth he could have made me happy, but from the first he seemed to be suspicious of me, and I have often thought that he hated me because I was a member of a class which he professed to despise. When our daughter was born I imagined that there would be a change in his attitude, but, if anything, the change was for the worse.

“I had met his sister, Jane Groat, and knew, in a vague kind of way, that some scandal had attached to her name-Jonathan never discussed it, but his father, in his lifetime, loathed Jane and would not allow her to put her foot inside his house. Jonathan hadn’t the same prejudices. He knew nothing of her escapade with the Spaniard, Estremeda, and I only learnt of the circumstances by accident.

“Jane was a peculiar mixture. Some days she would be bright and vivacious, and some days she would be in the depths of gloom, and this used to puzzle me, until one day we were at tea together at our house in Park Lane. She had come in a state of nerves and irritability which distressed me. I thought that her little boy was giving her trouble, for I knew how difficult he was, and how his cruel ways, even at that tender age, annoyed her. I nearly said distressed her,” she smiled, “but Jane was never distressed at things like that. We were having a cup of tea when she put her hand in her bag and took out a small bottle filled with brown pellets.

“‘I really can’t wait any longer, Mary,’ she said, and swallowed one of the pills. I thought it was something for digestion, until I saw her eyes begin to brighten and her whole demeanour change, then I guessed the truth.

“‘You’re not taking drugs, are you, Jane? ‘I asked.

“‘I’m taking a little morphine,’ she replied. ‘Don t be shocked, Mary. If you had my troubles, and a little devil of a boy to look after, as I have, you’d take drugs too!’

“But that was not her worst weakness, from my point of view. What that was I learnt after my husband sailed to America on business.

“Dorothy was then about seven or eight months old, a bonny, healthy, beautiful child, whom my husband adored in his cold, dour fashion. One morning Jane came into my room while I was dressing, and apologizing for her early arrival, asked me if I would go shopping with her. She was so cheerful and gay that I knew she had been swallowing some of those little pellets, and as I was at a loose end that morning I agreed. We went to several stores and finished up at Clayneys, the big emporium in Brompton Road. I noticed that Jane made very few purchases, but this didn’t strike me as being peculiar, because Jane was notoriously mean, and I don’t think she had a great deal of money either. I did not know Clayneys. I had never been to the shop before. This explanation is necessary in view of what followed. Suddenly, when we were passing through the silk department, Jane turned to me with a startled expression and said to me under her breath, ‘Put this somewhere.’

“Before I could expostulate, she had thrust something into the interior of my muff. It was a cold day and I was carrying one of those big pillow muffs which were so fashionable in that year. I had hardly done so before somebody tapped me on the shoulder. I turned to see a respectable-looking man who said sharply, ‘I’ll trouble you to accompany me to the manager’s office.’

“I was dazed and bewildered, and the only thing I recollect was Jane whispering in my ear, ‘Don’t give your name.’ She apparently was suspect as well, for we were both taken to a large office, where an elderly man interviewed us. ‘What is your name?’ he asked. The first name I could think of was my maid, Madge Benson. Of course, I was half mad. I should have told them that I was Lady Mary Danton and should have betrayed Jane upon the spot. My muff was searched and inside was found a large square of silk, which was the article Jane had put into it.

“The elderly man retired with his companion to a corner of the room and I turned to Jane. ‘You must get me out of this; it is disgraceful of you, Jane. Whatever made you do it?’

“‘For God’s sake, don’t say a word,’ she whispered. ‘Whatever happens, I will take the responsibility. The magistrate—’

“‘The magistrate?’ I said in horror. ‘I shall not go before a magistrate?’

“‘You must, you must; it would break Jonathan’s heart, and he would blame you if I came into court. Quick.’ She lowered her voice and began speaking rapidly. ‘I know the magistrate at Paddington and I will go to him and make a confession of the whole thing. When you come up tomorrow you will be discharged. Mary, you must do this for me, you must!’

“To cut a long story short, the manager came back and, summoning a policeman, gave me into custody. I neither denied my crime nor in any way implicated Jane. I found afterwards that she explained to the proprietor that she was a distant relation of mine and she had met me in the shop by accident. How can I depict the horror of that night spent in a police-court cell? In my folly I even thanked God that my name had not been given. The next morning I came before the magistrate, and did not doubt that Jane had kept her word. There was nobody in the court who knew me. I was brought up under the name of Madge Benson and the elderly man from Clayneys went into the witnessbox and made his statement. He said that his firm had been losing considerable quantities through shoplifting, and that he had every reason to believe I was an old hand.

“Humiliating as this experience was, I did not for one moment doubt that the magistrate would find some excuse for me and discharge me. The shame of that moment as I stood there in the dock, with the curious crowd sneering at me! I cannot even speak of it to-day without my cheeks burning. The magistrate listened in silence, and presently he looked at me over his glasses and I waited.

“‘There has been too much of this sort of thing going on,’ said he, ‘and I am going to make an example of you. You will go to prison with hard labour for one month.’

“The court, the magistrate, the people, everything and everybody seemed to fade out, and when I came to myself I was sitting in a cell with the jailer’s wife forcing water between my teeth. Jane had betrayed me. She had lied when she said she would go to the magistrate, but her greatest crime had yet to be committed.

“I had been a fortnight in Holloway Gaol when she came to visit me. I was not a strong woman and they put me to work with several other prisoners in a shed where the prison authorities were making experiments with dyes. You probably don’t know much about prisons,” she said, “but in every county gaol through England they make an attempt to keep the prisoners occupied with some one trade. In Maidstone the printing is done for all the prisons in England — I learnt a lot about things when I was inside Holloway! In Shepton Mallet the prisoners weave. In Exeter they make harness. In Manchester they weave cotton, and so on.

“The Government were thinking of making one of the prisons a dye-works. When I came to the little interview-room to see Jane Groat, I had forgotten the work that had stained both my hands, and it was not until I saw her starting at the hands gripping the bars that I realized that the prison had placed upon me a mark which only time would eradicate.

“‘May, look!’ she stammered. ‘Your hands are blue!’

“My hands were blue,” said Lady Mary bitterly. “The Blue Hand became the symbol of the injustice this woman had worked.

“I did not reproach her. I was too depressed, too broken to taunt her with her meanness and treachery. But she promised eagerly that she would tell my husband the truth, and told me that the baby was being taken care of, and that she had sent it with her own maid to Margate. She would have kept the baby at her own house, she said, and probably with truth, but she feared the people, seeing the baby, would wonder where I was. If the baby was out of town, I too might be out of town.

“And then occurred that terrible accident that sent, as I believed, my darling baby to a horrible death. Jane Groat saw the advantage which the death gave to her. She had discovered in some underhand fashion the terms of my husband’s will, terms which were unknown to me at the time. The moment Dorothy was gone she went to him with the story that I had been arrested and convicted for shoplifting, and that the baby, whom it was my business to guard, had been left to the neglectful care of a servant and was dead.

“The shock killed Jonathan. He was found dead in his study after his sister had left him. The day before I came out of prison I received a note from Jane telling me boldly what had happened. She made no attempt to break to me gently the news of my darling baby’s death. The whole letter was designed to produce on me the fatal effect that her news had produced on poor Jonathan. Happily I had some money and the property in the City, which my husband, in a moment of generosity, which I am sure he never ceased to regret, had given to me. At my father’s suggestion I turned this into a limited liability company, the shares of which were held, and are still held, by my father’s lawyer.

“Soon after my release my father inherited a considerable fortune, which on his death came to me. With that money I have searched the world for news of Dorothy, news which has always evaded me. The doubt in my mind as to whether Dorothy was dead or not concentrated on my mistrust of Jane. I believed, wrongly, as I discovered, that Jane knew my girlie was alive. The Blue Hand was designed to terrorize her into a confession. As it happened, it only terrorized the one person in the world I desired to meet — my daughter!”

Salter had listened in silence to the recital of this strange story which Lady Mary had to tell.

“That clears up the last mystery,” he said.
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Eunice woke and, opening her eyes, tried hard to remember what had happened. Her last clear recollection was of her room in Grosvenor Square. The last person — she shivered as she recalled the moment — was Digby Groat, and he was coming towards her — she sat up in bed and reeled with the pain in her head. Where was she? She looked round. The room was meanly furnished, a heavy green blind had been drawn over the small window, but there was enough light in the room to reveal the shabby wardrobe, the common iron bed on which she lay, the cheap washstand and the threadbare carpet that covered the floor.

She was fully dressed and feeling horribly grimy. She almost wished at that moment she was back in Grosvenor Square, with its luxurious bathroom and its stinging shower-baths.

But where was she? She got off the bed, and, staggering across the room, she pulled aside the blind. She looked out upon the backs of drab buildings. She was in London, then. Only London could provide that view. She tried to open the door — it was locked, and as she turned the handle she heard footsteps outside.

“Good morning,” said Digby Groat, unlocking the door.

At first she did not recognize him in his chauffeur uniform and without his moustache.

“You?” she said in horror. “Where am I? Why have you brought me here?”

“If I told you where you were you would be no wiser,” said Digby coolly. “And the reason you are with me must be fairly obvious. Be sensible and have some breakfast.”

He was looking at her with a keen professional eye. The effect of the drug had not worn off, he noticed, and she was not likely to give him a great deal of trouble.

Her throat was parched and she was ravenously hungry. She sipped at the coffee he had made, and all the time her eyes did not leave his.

“I’ll make a clean breast of it,” he said suddenly. “The fact is, I have got into very serious trouble and it is necessary that I should get away.”

“From Grosvenor Square?” She opened her eyes wide in astonishment. “Aren’t you going back to Grosvenor Square?”

He smiled.

“It is hardly likely,” he said sarcastically; “your friend Steele—”

“Is he there?” she cried eagerly, clasping her hands. “Oh, tell me, please.”

“If you expect me to sing your lover’s praises you’re going to get a jar!” said Digby, without heat. “Now eat some food and shut up.” His tone was quiet but menacing, and she thought it best not to irritate him.

She was only beginning to understand her own position. Digby had run away and taken her with him. Why did she go? she wondered. He must have drugged her! And yet — she remembered the hypodermic syringe and instinctively rubbed her arm.

Digby saw the gesture and could almost read her thoughts. How lovely she was, he mused. No other woman in the world, after her experience of yesterday, could face the cold morning clear-eyed and flawless as she did. The early light was always kind to her, he remembered. The brightness of her soft eyes was undiminished, untarnished was the clarity of her complexion. She was a thing of delight, a joy to the eye, even of this connoisseur of beauty, who was not easily moved by mere loveliness.

“Eunice,” he said, “I am going to marry you.”

“Marry me,” she said, startled. “Of course, you will do nothing of the kind, Mr. Groat. I don’t want to marry you.”

“That is quite unimportant,” said Digby, and leaning forward over the table, he lowered his voice. “Eunice, do you realize what I am offering you and the alternative?”

“I will not marry you,” she answered steadily, “and no threat you make will change my mind.”

His eyes did not leave hers.

“Do you realize that I can make you glad to marry me,” he said, choosing his words deliberately, “and that I will stop at nothing — nothing?”

She made no reply, but he saw her colour change.

“Now understand me, my dear, once and for all. It is absolutely necessary that I should marry you, and you can either agree to a ceremony or you can take the consequence, and you know what that consequence will be.”

She had risen to her feet and was looking down at him, and in her eyes was a contempt which would have wilted any other man than he.

“I am in your power,” she said quietly, “and you must do what you will, but consciously I will never marry you. You were able to drug me yesterday, so that I cannot remember what happened between my leaving your house and my arrival in this wretched place, and possibly you can produce a similar condition, but sooner or later, Digby Groat, you will pay for all the wrong that you have done to the world. If I am amongst the injured people who will be avenged, that is God’s will.”

She turned to leave the room, but he was at the door before her and pulled her arm violently towards him.

“If you scream,” he said, “I will choke the life out of you.”

She looked at him with contempt.

“I shall not scream.”

Nor did she even wince when the bright needle passed under the skin of her forearm.

“If anything happens to me,” she said in a voice scarcely above a whisper, “I will kill myself in your presence, and with some weapon of yours.” Her voice faded away and he watched her.

For the first time, he was afraid. She had touched him on a sensitive point — his own personal safety. She knew. What had put that idea into her head, he wondered, as he watched the colour come and go under the influence of the drug? And she would do it! He sweated at the thought. She might have done it here, and he could never have explained his innocence of her murder.

“Phew!” said Digby Groat, and wiped his forehead.

Presently, he let her hand drop and guided her to a chair.

Again, her hand touched her arm, tenderly, and then:

“Get up,” said Digby, and she obeyed. “Now go to your room and stay there until I tell you I want you.”
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That afternoon he had a visitor. He was, apparently, a gentleman who was anxious to rent a garage, and he made one or two inquiries in the mews before he called at Digby Groat’s temporary home. Those people who troubled to observe him, noticed that he stayed a considerable time within this garage, and when he came out he seemed satisfied with his negotiations. He was in truth Villa, who had come in answer to an urgent wire.

“Well,” said Digby, “is everything ready?”

“Everything is ready, dear friend,” said Villa amiably. “I have the three men you want. Bronson is one, Fuentes and Silva are the others; they are known to you?”

Digby nodded. Bronson was an army aviator who had left the service under a cloud. Digby had employed him once before, to carry him to Paris — Bronson ran a passenger carrying service which Digby had financed. The other two he knew as associates of Villa — Villa had queer friends.

“Bronson will be in a field just outside Rugby. I told him to pretend he had made a false landing.”

“Good,” said Digby. “Now you understand that I shall be travelling north in the disguise of an old woman. A car must be waiting a mile short of the station and Fuentes must reach the line with a red handlamp and signal the train to stop. When it stops he can clear and by that time I shall be well away. I know Rugby well and this sketch-map will tell you everything.” He handed a sheet of paper to Villa. “The car must be waiting at the end of the lane marked B. on the plan — the house — is it in good condition?”

“There’s a house on the property,” said Villa, “but it is rather a tumbledown affair.”

“It can’t be worse than Kennett Hall,” said Digby. “That will do splendidly. You can keep the girl there all night and bring her to Kennett Hall in the morning. I will be there to receive you. Tomorrow afternoon, just before sundown, we will take our final flight to the sea.”

“What about Bronson?”

“Bronson will have to be settled with,” said Digby. “but you can leave that to me.”

He had his own views about Bronson which it was not expedient at the moment to discuss.

“How are you going to get to the Hall?” asked the interested Villa.

“You can leave that to me also,” said Digby with a frown. “Why are you so curious? I will tell you this much, that I intend taking on the car and travelling through the night.”

“Why not take the girl by the car?” demanded the persistent Villa.

“Because I want her to arrive at Kennett Hall by the only way that is safe. If the Hall is being watched, there is a chance of getting away again before they close in on us. No, I will be there before daybreak, and make a reconnaissance. In a case like this, I can trust nobody but myself, and what is more. Villa, I know the people who are watching me. Now, do you understand?”

“Perfectly, my friend,” said Villa jovially; “as to that little matter of sharing out—”

“The money is here,” said Digby, tapping his waist, “and you will have no cause to complain. There is much to be done yet — we have not seen the worst of our adventures.”

For Eunice Weldon the worst was, for the moment, a splitting headache which made it an agony to lift her head from the pillow. She seemed to have passed through the day in a condition which was neither wakefulness nor sleep. She tried to remember what had happened and where she was, but the effort was so painful that she was content to lie with her throbbing head, glad that she was left alone. Several times the thought of Digby Groat came through her mind, but he was so inexplicably confused with Jim Steele that she could not separate the two personalities.

Where she was she neither knew nor cared. She was lying down and she was quiet — that satisfied her. Once she was conscious of a sharp stinging sensation in her right arm, and soon after she must have gone to sleep again, only to wake with her head racked with shooting pains as though somebody was driving red-hot nails into her brain.

At last it became so unendurable that she groaned, and a voice near her — an anxious voice, she thought — said;

“Have you any pain?”

“My head,” she murmured. “It is dreadful!”

She was conscious of a “tut” of impatience, and almost immediately afterwards somebody’s arm was round her neck and a glass was held to her lips.

“Drink this,” said the voice.

She swallowed a bitter draught and made a grimace of distaste.

“That was nasty,” she said.

“Don’t talk,” said the voice. Digby was seriously alarmed at the condition in which he found her when he had returned from a visit of reconnaissance. Her colour was bad, her breathing difficult and her pulse almost imperceptible. He had feared this, and yet he must continue his “treatment.”

He looked down at her frowningly and felt some satisfaction when he saw the colour creep back to the wax-like face, and felt the throb of the pulse under his fingers.

As to Eunice, the sudden release from pain which came almost immediately after she had taken the draught, was so heavenly that she would have been on her knees in gratitude to the man who had accomplished the miracle, and with relief from pain came sleep.

Digby heaved a sigh of relief and went back to his work. It was very pleasant work for him, for the table was covered with little packages of five thousand dollar gold bills, for he had been successful in drawing the funds of the Thirteen and exchanging them for American money. He did not want to find himself in Brazil with a wad of English notes which he could not change because the numbers had been notified.

His work finished, he strapped the belt about his waist and proceeded leisurely to prepare for the journey. A grey wig changed the appearance of his face, but he was not relying upon that disguise. Locking the door, he stripped himself of his clothes and began to dress deliberately and carefully.

It was nearly eight o’clock that night when Eunice returned to consciousness. Beyond an unquenchable thirst, she felt no distress. The room was dimly illuminated by a small oil-lamp that stood on the washstand, and the first thing that attracted her eye, after she had drunk long and eagerly from the glass of water that stood on the table by the side of the bed, was a beautiful evening dress of silver tissue which hung over the back of the chair. Then she saw pinned to the side of the pillow a card. It was not exactly the same shade of grey that Digby and she had received in the early stages of their acquaintance. Digby had failed to find the right colour in his search at the local stationers, but he had very carefully imitated the pen-print with which the mysterious woman in black had communicated her warnings, and the girl reading at first without understanding and then with a wildly beating heart, the message of the card saw her safely assured.

“Dress in the clothes you will find here, and if you obey me without question I will save you from an ignominious fate. I will call for you but you must not speak to me. We are going to the north in order to escape Digby Groat.”

The message was signed with a rough drawing of the Blue Hand.

She was trembling in every limb, for now the events of the past few days were slowly looming through the fog with which the drugs had clouded her brain. She was in the power of Digby Groat, and the mysterious woman in black was coming to her rescue. It did not seem possible. She stood up and almost collapsed, for her head was humming and her knees seemed incapable of sustaining her weight. She held on to the head of the bedstead for several minutes before she dared begin to dress.

She forgot her raging thirst, almost forgot her weakness, as with trembling hands she fastened the beautiful dress about her and slipped on the silk stockings and satin shoes. Why did the mysterious woman in black choose this conspicuous dress, she wondered, if she feared that Digby Groat would be watching for her? She could not think consecutively. She must trust her rescuer blindly, she thought. She did her hair before the tiny mirror and was shocked to see her face. About her eyes were great dark circles; she had the appearance of one who was in a wasting sickness.

“I’m glad Jim can’t see you, Eunice Weldon,” she said, and the thought of Jim acted as a tonic and a spur.

Her man! How she had hurt him. She stopped suddenly in the act of brushing her hair. She remembered their last interview. Jim said she was the daughter of Lady Mary Danton! It couldn’t be true, and yet Jim had said it, and that gave it authority beyond question. She stared at her reflection, and then the effort of thought made her head whirl again and she sat down.

“I mustn’t think, I mustn’t think,” she muttered, and yet thoughts and doubts, questions and speculations, crowded in upon her. Lady Mary Danton was her mother! She was the woman who had come into Jim’s flat. There was a tap at the door and she started. Was it Digby Groat? Digby who had brought her here?

“Come in,” she said faintly.

The door opened but the visitor did not enter, and she saw, standing on the little landing, a woman in black, heavily veiled, who beckoned to her to follow. She rose unsteadily and moved towards her.

“Where are we going?” she asked, and then, “Thank you, thank you a thousand times, for all you are doing for me!”

The woman made no reply, but walked down the stairs, and Eunice went after her.

It was a dark night; rain was falling heavily and the mews was deserted except for the taxicab which was drawn up at the door. The woman opened the door of the cab and followed Eunice into its dark interior.

“You must not ask questions,” she whispered. “There is a hood to your coat. Pull it over your head.”

What did it mean? Eunice wondered.

She was safe, but why were they going out of London? Perhaps Jim awaited her at the end of the journey and the danger was greater than she had imagined. Whither had Digby Groat gone, and how had this mysterious woman in black got him out of the way? She put her hand to her head. She must wait. She must have patience. All would be revealed to her in good time — and she would see Jim!

The two people who were interested in the departure of the eleven-forty-five train for the north, did not think it was unusual to see a girl in evening dress, accompanied by a woman in mourning, take their places in a reserved compartment. It was a train very popular with those visitors to London who wanted to see a theatre before they left, and the detective who was watching on the departure platform, scrutinizing every man who was accompanied by a woman, gave no attention to the girl in evening dress and, as they thought, her mother. Perhaps if she had not been so attired, they might have looked more closely — Digby Groat was a great student of human nature.

Lady Mary, in her restlessness, had come to Euston to supplement the watch of the detectives, and had passed every carriage and its occupants under review just before Eunice had taken her seat.

“Sit in the corner,” whispered the “woman,” “and do not look at the platform. I am afraid Groat will be on the lookout for me.”

The girl obeyed and Lady Mary, walking back, seeing the young girl in evening dress, whose face was hidden from her, never dreamt of making any closer inspection. The detective strolled along the platform with her towards the entrance.

“I am afraid there will be no more trains tonight, my lady,” said the bearded officer, and she nodded. “I should think they’ve left by motorcar.”

“Every road is watched now,” said Lady Mary quietly, “and it is impossible for them to get out of London by road.”

At the moment the train, with a shrill whistle, began to move slowly out of the station.

“May I look now?” said Eunice, and the “woman” in black nodded.

Eunice turned her head to the platform and then with a cry, started up.

“Why, why,” she cried wildly, “there is Mrs. Fane — Lady Mary, my mother!”

Another instant, and she was dragged back to her seat, and a hateful voice hissed in her ear; “Sit down!” The “woman” in black snapped down the blind and raised “her” veil. But Eunice knew that it was Digby Groat before she saw the yellow face of the man.
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The recognition had been mutual. Lady Mary had seen that white face, those staring eyes, for a second, and then the train had rolled quickly past her, leaving her momentarily paralysed.

“There, there!” she gasped, pointing. “Stop the train!”

The detective looked round. There was no official in sight, and he tore back to the barriers, followed by Lady Mary. He could discover nobody with authority to act.

“I’ll find the stationmaster,” he cried. “Can you telephone anywhere?”

There was a telephone booth within a few yards and her first thought was of Jim.

Jim was sitting in his room, his head in his hands, when the telephone bell rang, and he went listlessly to answer the call. It was Lady Mary speaking.

“Eunice is on the northern train that has just left the station,” she said, speaking rapidly. “We are trying to stop it at Willesden, but I am afraid it will be impossible. Oh, for God’s sake do something, Jim!”

“On the northern train?” he gasped. “How long has it left?”

“A few seconds ago….”

He dropped the receiver, threw open the door and ran downstairs. In that moment his decision had been taken. Like a flash there had come back to his mind a sunny afternoon when, with Eunice at his side, he had watched a daring little boy pulling himself across the lines by the telegraph wire which crossed the railway from one side to the other. He darted into the courtyard and as he mounted the wall he beard the rumble and roar of the train in the tunnel.

It would be moving slowly because the gradient was a stiff one. From which tunnel would it emerge? There were two black openings and it might be from either. He must risk that, he thought, and reaching up for a telegraph wire, swung himself over the coping. The wires would be strong enough to hold a boy. Would they support him? He felt them sagging and heard an ominous creak from the post which was in the courtyard, but he must risk that too. Hand over hand he went, and presently he saw with consternation the gleam of a light from the farther tunnel. In frantic haste he pulled himself across. There was no time for caution. The engine, labouring heavily, had passed before he came above the line. Now he was over the white-topped carriages, and his legs were curled up to avoid contact with them. He let go and dropped on his foot. The movement of the carriage threw him down and he all but fell over the side, but gripping to a ventilator, he managed to scramble to his knees.

As he did so he saw the danger ahead. The train was running into a second tunnel. He had only time to throw himself flat on the carriage, before he was all but suffocated by the sulphur fumes which filled the tunnel. He was on the right train, he was certain of that, as he lay gasping and coughing, but it would need all his strength to hold himself in position when the driver began to work up speed.

He realized, when they came out again into the open, that it was raining, and raining, heavily. In a few minutes he was wet through, but he clung grimly to his perilous hold. Would Lady Mary succeed in stopping the train at Willesden? The answer came when they flashed through that junction, gathering speed at every minute.

The carriages rocked left and right and the rain-splashed roofs were as smooth as glass. It was only by twining his legs about one ventilator, and holding on to the other, that he succeeded in retaining his hold at all. But it was for her sake. For the sake of the woman he loved, he told himself, when utter weariness almost forced him to release his grip. Faster and faster grew the speed of the train, and now in addition to the misery the stinging rain caused him, he was bombarded by flying cinders and sparks from the engine.

His coat was smouldering in a dozen places, in spite of its sodden condition, his eyes were grimed and smarting with the dust which the rain washed into them, and the agony of the attacks of cramp, which were becoming more and more frequent, was almost unendurable. But he held on as the train roared through the night, flashing through little wayside stations, diving into smoky tunnels, and all the time rocking left and right, so that it seemed miraculous that it was able to keep the rails.

It seemed a century before there came from the darkness ahead a bewildering tangle of red and green lights. They were reaching Rugby and the train was already slowing. Suddenly it stopped with unusual suddenness and Jim was jerked from his hold. He made a wild claw at the nearest ventilator, but he missed his hold and fell with a thud down a steep bank, rolling over and over… another second, and he fell with a splash into water.

The journey had been one of terror for Eunice Danton. She understood now the trick that had been played upon her. Digby Groat had known she would never leave willingly and had feared to use his dope lest her appearance betrayed him. He had guessed that in his disguise of the woman in black she would obey him instantly, and now she began to understand why he had chosen evening dress for her.

“Where are you taking me?” she asked.

He had drawn the blinds of the carriage and was smoking a cigarette.

“If I had known you would ask that question,” he said sarcastically, “I would have had a guide book prepared. As it is, you must possess your soul in patience, and wait until you discover your destination.”

There was only one carriage on the train which was not a corridor car, and Digby had carefully chosen that for his reservation. It was a local car that would be detached at Rugby, as he knew, and the possibility of an interruption was remote. Once or twice he had looked up to the ceiling and frowned. The girl, who had caught a scratching sound, as though somebody was crawling along the roof of the carriage, watched him as he pulled down the window and thrust out head and shoulders. He drew in immediately, his face wet with rain.

“It is a filthy night,” he said as he pulled down the blinds again. “Now, Eunice, be a sensible girl. There are worse things that could happen to you than to marry me.”

“I should like to know what they were,” said Eunice calmly. The effect of the drug had almost worn oft and she was near to her normal self.

“I have told you before,” said Digby, puffing a ring of smoke to the ceiling, “that if your imagination will not supply you with a worse alternative, you are a singularly stupid young person, and you are not stupid.” He stopped. Suddenly he changed his tone and, throwing the cigarette on to the ground, he came over to her and sat by her side. “I want you, Eunice,” he said, his voice trembling and his eyes like fiery stars. “Don’t you understand I want you? That you are necessary to me. I couldn’t live without you now. I would sooner see you dead, and myself dead too, than hand you to Jim Steele, or any other man.” His arm was about her, his face so close to hers that she could feel his quick breath upon her cheek. “You understand?” he said in a low voice. “I would sooner see you dead. That is an alternative for you to ponder on.”

“There are worse things than death.”

“I’m glad you recognize that,” said Digby, recovering his self-possession with a laugh. He must not frighten her at this stage of the flight. The real difficulties of the journey were not yet passed.

As to Eunice, she was thinking quickly. The train must stop soon, she thought, and though he kill her she would appeal for help. She hated him now, with a loathing beyond description — seeing in him the ugly reality, and her soul shrank in horror from the prospect he had opened up to her. His real alternative she knew and understood only too well. It was not death — that would be merciful and final. His plan was to degrade her so that she would never again hold up her head, nor meet Jim’s tender eyes. So that she would, in desperation, agree to marriage to save her name from disgrace, and her children from shame.

She feared him more now in his grotesque woman garb, with that smile of his playing upon his thin lips, than when he had held her in his arms, and his hot kisses rained on her face. It was the brain behind those dark eyes, the cool, calculating brain that had planned her abduction with such minute care, that she had never dreamt she was being duped — this was what terrified her. What was his plan now? she wondered. What scheme had he evolved to escape from Rugby, where he must know the station officials would be looking for him?

Lady Mary had seen her and recognized her and would have telegraphed to the officials to search the train. The thought of Lady Mary started a new line of speculation. Her mother! That beautiful woman of whom she had been jealous. A smile dawned on her face, a smile of sheer joy and happiness, and Digby Groat, watching her, wondered what was the cause.

She puzzled him more than he puzzled her.

“What are you smiling at?” he asked curiously, and as she looked at him the smile faded from her face. “You are thinking that you will be rescued at Rugby,” he bantered.

“Rugby,” she said quickly. “Is that where the train stops?” And he grinned.

“You’re the most surprising person. You are constantly trapping me into giving you information,” he mocked her. “Yes, the train will stop at Rugby.” He looked at his watch and she heard him utter an exclamation. “We are nearly there,” he said, and then he took from the little silk bag he carried in his role of an elderly woman a small black case, and at the sight of it Eunice shrank back.

“Not that, not that,” she begged. “Please don’t do that.”

He looked at her.

“Will you swear that you will not make any attempt to scream or cry out so that you will attract attention?”

“Yes, yes,” she said eagerly. “I will promise you.”

She could promise that with safety, for if the people on the platform did not recognize her, her case was hopeless.

“I will take the risk,” he said. “I am probably a fool, but I trust you. If you betray me, you will not live to witness the success of your plans, my friend.”
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She breathed more freely when she saw the little black case dropped into the bag, and then the speed of the train suddenly slackened and stopped with such a violent jerk that she was almost thrown from the seat.

“Is there an accident?”

“I don’t think so,” said Digby, showing his teeth mirthlessly. He had adjusted his wig and his bonnet and now he was letting down the window and looking out into the night. There came to his ears a sound of voices up the line and a vista of signal lamps. He turned to the girl as he opened the door.

“Come along,” he commanded sharply, and she stood aghast.

“We are not in the platform.”

“Come out quickly,” he snarled. “Remember you promised.”

With difficulty she lowered herself in the darkness and his arm supported her as she dropped to the permanent way. Still clutching her arm, they stumbled and slid down the steep embankment and came presently to a field of high grass. Her shoes and stockings were sodden by the rain which was falling more heavily than ever, and she could scarcely keep her feet, but the hand that gripped her arm did not relax, nor did its owner hesitate. He seemed to know the way they were going, though to the girl it was impossible to see a yard before her.

The pitiless rain soaked her through and through before she had half crossed the field. She heard Digby curse as he caught his foot in his skirt, and at any other tune she might have laughed at the picture she conjured up of this debonair man, in his woman’s dress. But now she was too terrified to be even amused.

But she had that courage which goes with great fear. The soul courage which rises superior to the weakness of the flesh.

Once Digby stopped and listened. He heard nothing but the patter of the rain and the silvery splash of the water as it ran from the bushes. He sank on his knees and looked along the ground, striving to get a skyline, but the railway embankment made it impossible. The train was moving on when the girl looked back, and she wondered why it had stopped so providentially at that spot.

“I could have sworn I heard somebody squelching through the mud,” said Digby. “Come along, there is the car.”

She caught the faint glimmer of a light and immediately afterwards they left the rough and soggy fields and reached the hard road, where walking was something more of a pleasure.

The girl had lost one shoe in her progress and now she kicked off the other. It was no protection from the rain, for the thin sole was soaked through, so that it was more comfortable walking in her stockinged feet.

The distance they had traversed was not far. They came from the side-lane on to the main road, where a closed car was standing, and Digby hustled her in, saying a few low words to the driver, and followed her.

“Phew, this cursed rain,” he said, and added with a laugh! “I ought not to complain. It has been a very good friend to me.”

Suddenly there was a gleam of light in the car. He had switched on a small electric lamp.

“Where are your shoes?” he demanded.

“I left them in the field,” she said.

“Damn you, why did you do that?” he demanded angrily. “You think you were leaving a clue for your lover, I suppose?”

“Don’t be unreasonable, Mr. Groat. They weren’t my shoes, so they couldn’t be very much of a clue for him. They were wet through, and as I had lost one I kicked off the other.”

He did not reply to this, but sat huddled in a comer of the car, as it ran along the dark country road.

They must have been travelling for a quarter of an hour when the car stopped before a small house and Digby jumped out. She would have followed him, but he stopped her.

“I will carry you,” he said.

“It is not necessary,” Eunice replied coldly.

“It is very necessary to me,” he interrupted her. “I don’t want the marks of your stockinged feet showing on the roadside.”

He lifted her in his arms; it would have been foolish of her to have made resistance, and she suffered contact with him until he set her down in a stone passage in a house that smelt damp and musty.

“Is there a fire here?” He spoke over his shoulders to the chauffeur.

“Yes, in the back room. I thought maybe you’d want one, boss.”

“Light another,” said Digby. He pushed open the door, and the blaze from the fire was the only light in the room.

Presently the driver brought in an oil motor-lamp. In its rays Digby was a ludicrous spectacle. His grey wig was soaked and clinging to his face; his dress was thick with mud, and his light shoes were in as deplorable a condition as the girl’s had been.

She was in a very little better case, but she did not trouble to think about herself and her appearance. She was cold and shivering and crept nearer to the fire, extending her chilled hands to the blaze.

Digby went out. She heard him still speaking in his low mumbling voice, but the man who replied was obviously not the chauffeur, though his voice seemed to have a faintly familiar ring. She wondered where she had heard it before, and after awhile she identified its possessor. It was the voice of the man whom she and Jim had met coming down the steps of the house in Grosvenor Square.

Presently Digby came back carrying a suitcase.

“It is lucky for you, my friend, that I intended you should change your clothes here,” he said as he threw the case down. “You will find everything in there you require.”

He pointed to a bed which was in the corner of the room.

“We have no towels, but if you care to forgo your night’s sleep, or sleep in blankets, you can use the sheets to dry yourself,” he said.

“Your care for me is almost touching,” she said scornfully, and he smiled.

“I like you when you are like that,” he said in admiration. “It is the spirit in you and the devil in you that appeal to me. If you were one of those puling, whining misses, all shocks and shivers, I would have been done with you a long time ago. It is because I want to break that infernal pride of yours, and because you offer me a contest, that you stand apart from, and above, all other women.”

She made no reply to this, and waited until he had gone j out of the room before she looked for some means of securing the door. The only method, apparently, was to place a chair under the doorknob, and this she did, undressing quickly and utilizing the sheet as Digby had suggested.

The windows were shuttered and barred. The room itself, except for the bed and the chair, was unfurnished and dilapidated. The paper was hanging in folds from the damp walls, and the under part of the grate was filled with the ashes of fires that had burnt years before, and the smell of decay almost nauseated her.

Was there any chance of escape? she wondered. She tried the shuttered window, but found the bars were so thick that it was impossible to wrench them from their sockets without the aid of a hammer. She did not dream that they would leave the door unguarded, but it was worth trying, and she waited until the house seemed quiet before she made her attempt.

Stepping out into the dark passage, she almost trod on the hand of Villa, who was lying asleep in the passage. He was awake instantly.

“Do you want anything, miss?” he asked.

“Nothing,” she replied, and went back to the room. It was useless, useless, she thought bitterly, and she must wait to see what the morrow brought forth.

Her principal hope lay in her — her mother. How difficult that word was to say! How much more difficult to associate a name, the mention of which brought up the picture of the pleasant-faced woman who had been all that a mother could be to her in South Africa, with that gracious lady she had seen in Jim Steele’s flat!

She lay down, not intending to sleep, but the warmth of the room and her own tiredness made her doze. It seemed she had not slept more than a few minutes when she woke to find Villa standing by her side with a huge cup of cocoa in his hand.

“I’m sorry I can’t give you tea, miss,” he said.

“What time is it?” she asked in surprise.

“Five o’clock. The rain has stopped and it is a good morning for flying.”

“For flying?” she repeated in amazement.

“For flying,” said Villa, enjoying the sensation he had created. “You are going a little journey by aeroplane.”
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Jim Steele had had as narrow an escape from death as he had experienced in the whole course of his adventurous life. It was not a river into which he tumbled, but a deep pool, the bottom of which was a yard thick with viscid mud, in which his feet and legs were held as by hidden hands.

Struggle as he did, he could not release their grip, and he was on the point of suffocation when his groping hands found a branch of a tree which, growing on the edge of the pond, had drooped one branch until its end was under water. With the strength of despair, he gripped, and drew himself up by sheer force of muscle. He had enough strength left to drag himself to the edge of the pond, and there he lay, oblivious to the rain, panting and fighting for his breath.

In the old days of the war, his comrades of the Scout Squadron used to tick off his lives on a special chart which was kept in the messroom. He had exhausted the nine lives, with which they had credited him, when the war ended, and all further risk seemed to an end.

“There go two more!” he gasped to himself. His words must have been inspired, for as he drew himself painfully to his bruised knees he heard a voice not a dozen yards away, and thanked God again. It was Digby Groat speaking.

“Keep close to my side,” said Digby.

“I will,” muttered Jim, and walked cautiously in the direction where he had heard the voice, but there was nobody in sight. The train, which had been stationary on the embankment above — he had forgotten the train — began to move, and in the rumble of its wheels, any sound might well be drowned.

He increased his pace, but still he did not catch sight of the two people he was tracking. Presently he heard footsteps on a roadway, but only of a man.

They had reached better going than the field, thought Jim, and moved over in the same direction. He found the lane, and as he heard the footsteps receding at the far end he ran lightly forward, hoping to overtake them before they reached the car, the red rear-light of which he could see. The wheels were moving as he reached the open road, and he felt for his revolver. If he could burst the rear tyres he could hold them. Jim was a deadly shot. Once, twice, he pressed the trigger, but there was no more than a “click,” as the hammer struck the sodden cartridge, and before he could extract the dud and replace it the car was out of range.

He was aching in every limb. His arms and legs were cramped painfully, but he was not deterred. Putting the useless pistol in his pocket, he stepped off at a jogtrot, following in the wake of the car.

He was a magnificent athlete and he had, too, the intangible gift of class, that imponderable quality which distinguishes the great racehorse from the merely good. It served a double purpose, this exercise. It freed the cramped muscles, it warmed his chilled body and it cleared the mind. He had not been running for ten minutes before he had forgotten that within the space of an hour he had nearly been hurled to death from the roof of a train and had all but choked to death in the muddy depths of a pond.

On, on, without either slackening or increasing his pace, the same steady lop-lopping stride that had broken the heart of the Oxford crack when he had brought victory to the light-blue side at Queen’s Park.

It was half an hour before he came in sight of the car, and he felt well rewarded, although he had scarcely glimpsed it before it had moved on again.

Why had it stopped? he wondered, checking his pace to a walk. It may have been tyre trouble. On the other hand, they might have stopped at a house, one of Digby Groat’s numerous depots through the country.

He saw the house at last and went forward with greater caution, as he heard a man’s voice asking the time.

He did not recognize either Villa or Bronson, for though he had heard Villa speak, he had no very keen recollection of the fact. “What to do?” murmured Jim.

The house was easily approachable, but to rush in with a defective revolver would help neither him nor the girl. If that infernal pond had not been there! He groaned in the spirit. That he was wise in his caution he was soon to discover. Suddenly a man loomed up before him and Jim stopped dead on the road. The man’s back was towards him, and he was smoking as he walked up and down, taking his constitutional, for the rain had suddenly ceased. He passed so close as he turned back that, had he stretched out his band towards the bushes under which Jim was crouching, he would not have failed to touch him.

In a little while a low voice called:

“Bronson!”

“Bronson!” thought Jim. “I must remember that name!”

The man turned and walked quickly back to the house, and the two talked in a tone so low that not a syllable reached Jim.

At the risk of discovery he must hear more, and crept up to the house. There was a tiny porch before the door and under this the two men were standing.

“I will sleep in the passage,” said the deep-throated Villa. “You can take the other room if you like.”

“Not me,” said the man called Bronson. “I’d rather stand by the machine all night. I don’t want to sleep anyway.”

“What machine?” wondered Jim. “Was there another motorcar here?”

“Will the boss get there tonight?” asked Villa.

“I can’t tell you, Mr. Villa,” replied Bronson. “He might not, of course, but if there are no obstacles he’ll be at the Hall before daybreak. It is not a very good road.”

At the Hall! In a flash it dawned upon Jim. Kennett Hall! The pile of buildings which Mrs. Weatherwale had pointed out to him as the onetime ancestral home of the Dantons. What a fool he had been not to remember that place when they were discussing the possible shelters that Digby Groat might use!

Both Villa and Bronson were smoking now and the fragrance of the former man’s cigar came to the envious Jim.

“She won’t give any trouble, will she, Mr. Villa?” asked Bronson.

“Trouble?” Villa laughed. “Not she. She’ll be frightened to death. I don’t suppose she’s ever been in an aeroplane before.”

So that was the machine. Jim’s eyes danced. An aeroplane… where? He strained his eyes to beyond the house, but it was too dark to distinguish anything.

“Nothing funny will happen to that machine of yours in the rain?”

“Oh no,” said Bronson. “I have put the sheet over the engines. I have frequently kept her out all night.”

Then you’re a bad man, thought Jim, to whom an aeroplane was a living, palpitating thing. So Eunice was there and they were going to take her by aeroplane somewhere. What should he do? There was time for him to go back to Rugby and inform the police, but —

“Where is Fuentes?” asked Bronson. “Mr. G. said he would be here.”

“He’s along the Rugby Road,” replied Villa. “I gave him a signal pistol to let us know in case they send a police-car after us. If you aren’t going to bed, Bronson, I will, and you can wait out here and keep your eye open for any danger.”

Fuentes was in it, too, and his plan to get back to Rugby would not work. Nevertheless, the watchful Fuentes had allowed Jim to pass, though it was likely that he was nearer to Rugby than the place where he had come out on to the road. They might not get the girl away on the machine in the darkness, but who knows what orders Digby Groat had left for her disposal in case a rescue was attempted? He decided to wait near, hoping against hope that a policeman cyclist would pass.

Villa struck a match to start a new cigar and in its light Jim had a momentary glimpse of the two men. Bronson was in regulation air-kit. A leather coat reached to his hips, his legs were encased in leather breeches and top-boots. He was about his height, Jim thought, as an idea took shape in his mind. What an end to that adventure! Jim came as near to being excited as ever he had been in his life.

Presently Villa yawned.

“I’m going to lie down in the passage, and if that dame comes out, she’s going to have a shock,” he said. “Good night. Wake me at half-past four.”

Bronson grunted something and continued his perambulations up and down the road. Ten minutes passed, a quarter of an hour, half an hour, and the only sound was the dripping of the ram from the trees, and the distant clatter and rumble of the trains as they passed through Rugby.

To the north were the white lights of the railway sidings and workshops; to the west, the faint glow in the sky marked the position of a town. Jim pulled his useless pistol from his pocket and stepped on to the roadway, crouching down, so that when he did rise, he seemed to the astonished Bronson to have sprung out of the ground. Something cold and hard was pushed under the spy’s nose.

“If you make a sound, you son of a thief!” said Jim, “I’ll blow your face off! Do you understand that?”

“Yes,” muttered the man, shivering with fright.

Jim’s left hand gripped his collar. The automatic pistol under his nose was all too obvious, and Felix Bronson, a fearful man for whom the air alone had no terror, was cowed and beaten.

“Where is the bus?” asked Jim in a whisper.

“In the field behind the house,” the man answered in the same tone. “What are you going to do? Who are you? How did you get past—”

“Don’t ask so many questions,” said Jim; “lead the way — not that way,” as the man turned to pass the house.

“I shall have to climb the fence if I don’t go that way,” said Bronson sullenly.

“Then climb it,” said Jim, “it will do you good, you lazy devil!”

They walked across the field, and presently Jim saw a graceful outline against the dark sky.

“Now take off your clothes,” he said peremptorily.

“What do you mean?” demanded the startled Bronson. “I can’t undress here!”

“I’m sorry to shock your modesty, but that is just what you are going to do,” said Jim; “and it will be easier to undress you alive than to undress you dead, as I know from my sorrowful experience in France.”

Reluctantly Bronson stripped his leather coat.

“Don’t drop it on the grass,” said Jim, “I want something dry to wear.”

In the darkness Bronson utilized an opportunity that he had already considered. His hand stole stealthily to the hip-pocket of his leather breeches, but before it closed on its objective Jim had gripped it and spun him round, for Jim possessed other qualities of the cat besides its lives.

“Let me see that lethal weapon. Good,” said Jim, and flung his own to the grass. “I am afraid mine is slightly damaged, but I’ll swear that yours is in good trim. Now, off with those leggings and boots.”

“I shall catch my death of cold.” Bronson’s teeth were chattering.

“In which case,” said the sardonic Jim, “I shall send a wreath; but I fear you are not born to die of cold in the head, but of a short sharp jerk to your cervical vertebra.”

“What is that?” asked Bronson.

“It is German for neck,” said Jim, “and if you think I am going to stand here giving you lectures on anatomy whilst you deliver the goods, you have made a mistake — strip!”
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Under menace of Jim Steele’s pistol, Mr. Bronson stripped and shivered. The morning was raw, and the clothes that Jim in his mercy handed to the man to change were not very dry. Bronson said as much, but evoked no sympathy from Jim. He stood shivering and shaking in the wet clothes, whilst his captor strapped his wrists behind.

“Just like they do when they hang you,” said Jim to cheer him up. “Now, my lad, I think this handkerchief round your mouth and a nearly dry spot under a hedge is all that is required to make the end of a perfect night.”

“You’re damned funny,” growled Bronson in a fury, “but one of these days—”

“Don’t make me sing,” said Jim, “or you’ll be sorry.”

He found him a spot under a hedge, which was fairly dry and sheltered from observation, and there he entertained his guest until the grey in the sky warned him that it was time to wake Villa.

Mr. Villa woke with a curse.

“Come in and have some cocoa.”

“Bring it out here,” said Jim. He heard the man fumbling with the lock of the door and raised his pistol.

Something inside Jim Steele whispered: “Put that pistol away,” and he obeyed the impulse, as with profit he had obeyed a hundred others.

Men who fight in the air and who win their battles in the great spaces of the heavens are favoured with instincts which are denied to the other mortals who walk the earth.

He had time to slip the pistol in his pocket and pull the goggles down over his eyes before the door opened and Villa sleepily surveyed him in the half-light.

“Hullo, you’re ready to fly, are you?” he said with a guffaw. “Well, I shan’t keep you long.”

Jim strolled away from the house, pacing the road as Bronson had done the night before.

What had made him put the pistol away? he wondered. He took it out furtively and slipped the cover. It was unloaded!

He heard the man calling.

“Put it down,” he said, when he saw the cup in his hand.

He drank the cocoa at a gulp, and making his way across the field to the aeroplane he pulled on the waterproof cover, tested the engine and pulled over the prop.

Eunice had swallowed the hot cocoa and was waiting when Villa came in. What the day would bring forth she could only guess. Evidently there was some reason why Digby Groat should not wait for her, and amongst the many theories she had formed was one that he had gone on in order to lead his pursuers from her track. She felt better now than she had done since she left the house in Grosvenor Square, for the effect of the drug had completely gone, save for a tiredness which made walking a wearisome business. Her mind was clear, and the demoralizing tearfulness which the presence of Digby evoked had altogether dissipated.

“Now, young miss, are you ready?” asked Villa. He was, at any rate. He wore a heavy coat and upon his head was a skin cap. This, with his hairy face and his broad stumpy figure, gave him the appearance of a Russian in winter attire. Why did he wrap himself up so on a warm morning? she wondered. He carried another heavy coat in his hand and held it up for her to put on.

“Hurry up, I can’t wait for you all day. Get that coat on.”

She obeyed.

“I am ready,” she said coldly.

“Now, my dear, step lively!”

Jim, who had taken his place in the pilot’s seat, heard Villa’s deep voice and looking round saw the woman he loved.

She looked divinely beautiful by the side of that squat, bearded man who was holding her forearm and urging her forward.

“Now, up with you.”

He pushed her roughly into one of the two seats behind the pilot, and Jim dared not trust himself to look back.

“I’ll swing the prop. for you, Bronson,” said Villa, making his way to the propeller, and Jim, whose face was almost covered by the huge fur-lined goggles, nodded. The engine started with a splutter and a roar and Jim slowed it.

“Strap the lady,” he shouted above the sound of the engine, and Villa nodded and climbed into the fuselage with extraordinary agility for a man of his build.

Jim waited until the broad strap was buckled about the girl’s waist, and then he let out the engine to its top speed. It was ideal ground for taking off, and the plane ran smoothly across the grass, faster and faster with every second. And then, with a touch of the lever, Jim set the elevator down and the girl suddenly realized that the bumping had stopped and all conscious motion had ceased. The Scout had taken the air.

Eunice had never flown in an aeroplane before, and for a moment she forgot her perilous position in the fascination of her new and wonderful experience. The machine did not seem to leave the earth. Rather it appeared as though the earth suddenly receded from the aeroplane and was sinking slowly away from them. She had a wonderful feeling of exhilaration as the powerful Scout shot through the air at a hundred miles an hour, rising higher and higher as it circled above the field it had left, a manoeuvre which set Villa wondering, for Bronson should have known the way back to Kennett Hall without bothering to find his landmark.

But Bronson, so far from being at the wheel, at that moment was lying bound hand and feet beneath a bush in the field below, and had Villa looked carefully through his field glasses he would not have failed to see the figure of the man wearing Jim’s muddy clothes. Villa could not suspect that the pilot was Jim Steele, the airman whose exploits in the abstract he had admired, but whose life he would not at this moment have hesitated to take.

“It is lovely!” gasped Eunice, but her voice was drowned in the deafening thunder of the engines.

They were soaring in great circles, and above were floating the scarves of mist that trailed their ravelled edges to the sun, which tinted them so that it seemed to her the sky’s clear blue was laced with golden tissue. And beneath she saw a world of wonder: here was spread a marvellous mosaic, green and brown and grey, each little pattern rigidly defined by darked lines, fence and hedge and wall. She saw the blood-red roof of house and the spread of silver lakes irregular in shape, and to her eye like gouts of mercury that some enormous hand had shaken haphazard on the earth.

“Glorious!” her lips said, but the man who sat beside her had no eye for the beauty of the scene.

Communication between the pilot and his passengers was only possible through the little telephone, the receiver of which Jim had mechanically strapped to his ear, and after awhile he heard Villa’s voice asking:

“What are you waiting for? You know the way?”

Jim nodded.

He knew the way back to London just as soon as he saw the railway.

The girl looked down in wonder on the huge chequer-board intercepted by tiny white and blue ribbons.

They must be roads, and canals, she decided, and those little green and brown patches were the fields and the pastures of Warwickshire. How glorious it was on this early summer morning to be soaring through the cloud-wisps that flecked the sky, wrack from the storm that had passed overnight. And how amazingly soothing was the loneliness of wings! She felt aloof from the world and all its meanness. Digby Groat was no more than that black speck she could see, seemingly stationary, on the white tape of a road. She knew that speck was a man and he was walking. And within that circle alone was love and hate, desire and sacrifice.

Then her attention was directed to Villa. He was red in the face and shouting something into the telephone receiver, something she could not hear, for the noise of the engines was deafening.

She saw the pilot nod and turn to the right and the movement seemed to satisfy Villa, for he sank back in his seat.

Little by little, the nose of the aeroplane came back to the south, and for a long time Villa did not realize the fact. It was the sight of the town which he recognized that brought the receiver of the telephone to his lips.

“Keep to the right, damn you, Bronson. Have you lost your sense of direction?”

Jim nodded, and again the machine banked over, only to return gradually to the southerly course; but now Villa, who had directed the manoeuvre, was alert.

“What is wrong with you, Bronson?” and Jim heard the menace in his voice.

“Nothing, only I am avoiding a bad air current,” he answered, and exaggerated as the voice was by the telephone, Villa did not dream that it was anybody but Bronson to whom he was speaking.

Jim kept a steady course westward, and all the time he was wondering where his destination was supposed to have been. He was a raving lunatic, he thought, not to have questioned Bronson before he left him, but it had never occurred to him that his ignorance on the subject would present any difficulties.

He was making for London, and to London he intended going. That had been his plan from the first, and now, without disguise, he banked left, accelerated his engines and the Scout literally leapt forward.

“Are you mad?” It was Villa’s voice in his ear, and he made no reply, and then the voice sank to a hiss: “Obey my instructions or we crash together!”

The barrel of an automatic was resting on his shoulder. He looked round, and at that moment Eunice recognized him and gave a cry.

Villa shot a swift glance at her, and then leapt forward and jerked at Jim’s shoulders, bringing his head round.

“Steele!” he roared, and this time the pistol was under Jim’s ear. “You obey my instructions, do you hear?”

Jim nodded.

“Go right, pick up Oxford and keep it to your left until I tell you to land.”

There was nothing for it now but to obey. But Jim did not fear. Had the man allowed him to reach London it might have been well for all parties. As Villa was taking an aggressive line, and had apparently recognized him, there could be only one end to this adventure, pistol or no pistol. He half twisted in his narrow seat, and looked back at Eunice with an encouraging smile, and the look he saw in her eyes amply repaid him for all the discomfort he had suffered.

But it was not to look at her eyes that he had turned. His glance lingered for a while on her waist, and then on the waist of Villa, and he saw all that he wanted to know. He must wait until the man put his pistol away; at present Villa held the ugly-looking automatic in his hand. They passed over Oxford, a blur of grey and green, for a mist lay upon the city, making it difficult to pick out the buildings.

Soon Jim’s attention was directed elsewhere. One of his engines had begun to miss and he suspected water was in the cylinder. Still, he might keep the machine going for awhile. A direction was roared in his ear, and he bore a little more west. It seemed that the engine difficulty had been overcome, for she was running sweetly. Again he glanced back. The pistol was tucked in the breast of Villa’s leather jacket, and probably would remain there till the end of the journey. To wait any longer would be madness.

Eunice, watching the scene below in a whirl of wonder, suddenly felt the nose of the aeroplane dive down, as though it were aiming directly for earth. She experienced no sense of fear, only a startled wonder, for as suddenly the nose of the aeroplane came up again with a rush and the sky seemed to turn topsy-turvy. There was a tremendous strain at the leather belt about her waist, and looking “down” she found she was staring at the sky! Then she was dimly conscious of some commotion on her right and shut her eyes in instinctive apprehension. When she opened them again Villa was gone! Jim had looped the loop, and, unprepared for this form of attack, Villa, who was not secured to the machine, had lost his balance and fallen. Down, down, the tiny fly shape twirled and rolled with outstretched arms and legs, tragically comic in its grotesqueness….

Jim turned his head away and this time swung completely round to the girl, and she saw his lips move and his eyes glance at the telephone which the man had left.

She picked up the mouthpiece with trembling hands. Something dreadful had happened. She dare not look down: she would have fainted if she had made the attempt.

“What has happened?” she asked in a quavering voice.

“Villa has parachuted to the ground,” lied Jim soothingly. “Don’t worry about him. He’s not in any danger — in this world,” he added under his breath.

“But, Jim, how did you come here?”

“I’ll have to explain that later,” he shouted back, “my engine is misbehaving.”

This time the trouble was much more serious, and he knew that the journey to London he had contemplated would be too dangerous to attempt. He was not at sufficient height to command any ground he might choose, and he began to search the countryside for a likely landing. Ahead of him, fifteen miles away, was a broad expanse of green, and a pinpoint flicker of white caught his eye. It must be an aerodrome, he thought, and the white was the ground signal showing the direction of the winds. He must reach that haven, though, had he been alone, he would not have hesitated to land on one of the small fields beneath him.

Here the country is cut up into smaller pastures than in any other part of England, and to land on one of those fields with its high hedges, stiff and stout stone walls, would mean the risk of a crash, and that was a risk he did not care to take.

As he grew nearer to the green expanse he saw that he had not been mistaken. The sheet was obviously planted for the purpose of signalling, and a rough attempt had been made to form an arrow. He shut off his engines and began to glide down, and the wheels touched the earth so lightly that Eunice did not realize that the flight was ended.

“Oh, it was wonderful, Jim,” she cried as soon as she could make herself heard, “but what happened to that poor man? Did you—”

There was a flippant reply on Jim’s lips, but when he saw the white face and the sorrowful eyes he decided it was not a moment for flippancy. He, who had seen so many better men than Villa die in the high execution of their duty, was not distressed by the passing of a blackguard who would have killed him and the girl without mercy.

He lifted Eunice and felt her shaking under the coat she wore. And so they met again in these strange circumstances, after the parting which she had thought was final. They spoke no word to one another. He did not kiss her, nor did she want that evidence of his love. His very presence, the grip of his hands, each was a dear caress which the meeting of lips could not enhance.

“There’s a house here,” said Jim, recovering his breath. “I must take you there and then go and telegraph dear old Salter.”

He put his arm about her shoulder, and slowly they walked across the grasses gemmed with wild flowers. Knee-deep they paced through the wondrous meadowland, and the scent of the red earth was incense to the benediction which had fallen on them.

“This house doesn’t seem to be occupied,” said Jim, “and it is a big one, too.”

He led the way along a broad terrace, and they came to the front of the building. The door stood open, and there the invitation ended. Jim looked into a big dreary barn of a hall, uncarpeted and neglected.

“I wonder what place this is,” said Jim, puzzled.

He opened a door that led from the hall to the left. The room into which he walked was unfurnished and bore the same evidence of decay as the hall had shown. He crossed the floor and entered a second room, with no other result. Then he found a passageway.

“Is anybody here?” he called, and turned immediately. He thought he heard a cry from Eunice, whom he had left outside on the terrace admiring the beauty of the Somerset landscape. “Was that you, Eunice?” he shouted, and his voice reverberated through the silent house.

There was no reply. He returned quickly by the way he had come, but when he reached the terrace Eunice was gone! He ran to the end, thinking she had strolled back to the machine, but there was no sign of her. He called her again, at the top of his voice, but only the echoes answered. Perhaps she had gone into the other room. He opened the front door and again stepped in.

As he did so Xavier Silva crept from the room on the left and poised his loaded cane. Jim heard the swish of the stick and, half turning, took the blow short on his shoulder. For a second he was staggered, and then driving left and right to the face of the man he sent him spinning.

Before he could turn, the noose of a rope dropped over his head and he was jerked to the ground, fighting for breath.



Chapter Forty-One


Table of Contents


Whilst Jim had been making his search of the deserted house, Eunice had strolled to the edge of the terrace, and, leaning on the broken balustrade, was drinking in the beauty of the scene. Thin wraiths of mist still lingered in the purple shadows of the woods and lay like finest muslin in the hollows. In the still air the blue-grey smoke of the cottagers’ fires showed above the treetops, and the sun had touched the surface of a stream that wound through a distant valley, so that it showed as a thread of bubbling gold amidst the verdant green.

Somebody touched her gently on the shoulder. She thought it was Jim.

“Isn’t it lovely, Jim?”

“Very lovely, but not half as lovely as you, my dear.”

She could have collapsed at the voice. Swinging round she came face to face with Digby Groat, and uttered a little cry.

“If you want to save Steele’s life,” said Digby in a low urgent tone, “you will not cry out, you understand?”

She nodded.

He put his arm round her shoulder and she shivered, but it was no caress he offered. He was guiding her swiftly into the house. He swung open a door and, pushing her through, followed.

There was a man in the room, a tall, dour man, who held a rope in his hand.

“Wait, Masters,” whispered Digby. “We’ll get him as he comes back.” He had heard the footsteps of Jim in the hall and then suddenly there was a scuffle.

Eunice opened her lips to cry a warning, but Digby’s hand covered her mouth and his face was against her ear.

“Remember what I told you,” he whispered.

There was a shout outside, it was from Xavier, and Masters dashed out ahead of his employer. Jim’s back was turned to the open door, and Digby signalled. Immediately the rope slipped round Jim’s neck and he was pulled breathlessly to the ground; his face grew purple and his hands were tearing at the cruel noose. They might have choked him then and there, but that Eunice, who had stood for a moment paralysed, flew out of the room and, thrusting Masters aside, knelt down and with her own trembling hands released the noose about her lover’s neck.

“You beasts, you beasts!” she cried, her eyes flashing her hate.

In an instant Digby was on her and had lifted her clear.

“Rope him,” he said laconically, and gave his attention to the struggling girl. For now Eunice was no longer quiescent. She fought with all her might, striking at his face with her hands, striving madly to free herself of his grip.

“You little devil!” he cried breathlessly, when he had secured her wrists and had thrust her against the wall. There was an ugly red mark where her nails had caught his face, but in his eyes there was nothing but admiration.

“That is how I like you best,” he breathed. “My dear, I have never regretted my choice of you! I regret it least at this moment!”

“Release my hands!” she stormed. She was panting painfully, and, judging that she was incapable of further mischief, he obeyed.

“Where have you taken Jim? What have you done with him?” she asked, her wide eyes fixed on his. There was no fear in them now. He had told her that he had seen the devil in her. Now it was fully aroused.

“We have taken your young friend to a place of safety,” said Digby. “What happened this morning, Eunice?”

She made no reply.

“Where is Villa?”

Still she did not answer.

“Very good,” he said. “If you won’t speak I’ll find a way of making your young man very valuable.”

“You’d make him speak!” she said scornfully. “You don’t know the man you’re dealing with. I don’t think you’ve ever met that type in the drawingrooms you visited during the war. The real men were away in France, Digby Groat. They were running the risks you shirked, facing the dangers you feared. If you think you can make Jim Steele talk, go along and try!”

“You don’t know what you’re saying,” he said, white to the lips, for her calculated insult had touched him on the raw. “I can make him scream for mercy.”

She shook her head.

“You judge all men by yourself,” she said, “and all women by the poor little shopgirls you have broken for your amusement.”

“Do you know what you’re saying?” he said, quivering with rage. “You seem to forget that I am—”

“I forget what you are!” she scoffed. The colour had come back to her face and her eyes were bright with anger. “You’re a half-breed, a man of no country and no class, and you have all the attributes of a half-breed. Digby Groat, a threatener of women and an assassin of men, a thief who employs other thieves to take the risks whilst he takes the lion’s share of the loot. A quack experimenter, who knows enough of medicines to drug women and enough of surgery to torture animals — I have no doubt about you!”

For a long time he could not speak. She had insulted him beyond forgiveness, and with an uncanny instinct had discovered just the things to say that would hurt him most.

“Put out your hands,” he almost yelled, and she obeyed, watching him contemptuously as he bound them together with the cravat which he had torn from his neck.

He took her by the shoulders and, pushing her feet from her ungently, sat her in a corner.

“I’ll come back and deal with you, my lady,” he growled.

Outside in the hall Masters was waiting for him, and the big, uncouth man was evidently troubled.

“Where have you put him?”

“In the east wing, in the old butler’s rooms,” he said, ill at ease. “Mr. Groat, isn’t this a bad business?”

“What do you mean, bad business?” snarled Digby.

“I’ve never been mixed up in this kind of thing before,” said Masters. “Isn’t there a chance that they will have the law on us?”

“Don’t you worry, you’ll be well paid,” snapped his employer, and was going away when the man detained him.

“Being well paid won’t keep me out of prison, if this is a prison job,” he said. “I come of respectable people, and I’ve never been in trouble all my life. I’m well known in the country, and although I’m not very popular in the village, yet nobody can point to me and say that I’ve done a prison job.”

“You’re a fool,” said Digby, glad to have some one to vent his rage upon. “Haven’t I told you that this man has been trying to run off with my wife?”

“You didn’t say anything about her being your wife,” said Masters, shaking his head and looking suspiciously at the other, “and, besides, she’s got no wedding-ring. That’s the first thing I noticed. And that foreign man hadn’t any right to strike with his cane — it might have killed him.”

“Now look here, Masters,” said Digby, controlling himself, for it was necessary that the man should be humoured, “don’t trouble your head about affairs that you can’t understand. I tell you this man Steele is a scoundrel who has run away with my wife and has stolen a lot of money. My wife is not quite normal, and I am taking her away for a voyage…” He checked himself. “Anyway, Steele is a scoundrel,” he said.

“Then why not hand him over to the police,” said the uneasy Masters, “and bring him before the justices? That seems to me the best thing to do, Mr. Groat. You’re going to get a bad name if it comes out that you treated this gentleman as roughly as you did.”

“I didn’t treat him roughly,” said Digby coolly, “and it was you who slipped the rope round his neck.”

“I tried to get it over his shoulders,” explained Masters hastily; “besides, you told me to do it.”

“You’d have to prove that,” said Digby, knowing that he was on the right track. “Now listen to me, Masters. The only person who has committed any crime so far has been you!”

“Me?” gasped the man. “I only carried out your orders.”

“You’d have to prove that before your precious justices,” said Digby, with a laugh, and dropped his hand on the man’s shoulder, a piece of familiarity which came strangely to Masters, who had never known his employer in such an amiable mood. “Go along and get some food ready for the young lady,” he said, “and if there is any trouble, I’ll see that you get clear of it. And here.” He put his hand in his pocket and took out a wad of notes, picked two of them out and pressed them into the man’s hand. “They are twenty-pound banknotes, my boy, and don’t forget it and try to change them as fivers. Now hurry along and get your wife to find some refreshment for the young lady.”

“I don’t know what my wife’s going to say about it,” grumbled the man, “when I tell her—”

“Tell her nothing,” said Digby sharply. “Damn you, don’t you understand plain English?”

At three o’clock that afternoon a hired car brought two passengers before the ornamental gate of Kennett Hall, and the occupants, failing to secure admission, climbed the high wall and came trudging up towards the house.

Digby saw them from a distance and went down to meet the bedraggled Bronson and the dark-skinned Spaniard who was his companion. They met at the end of the drive, and Bronson and his master, speaking together, made the same inquiry in identical terms;

“Where is Villa?”
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The room into which Jim was thrust differed little from those chambers he had already seen, save that it was smaller. The floorboards were broken, and there were holes in the wainscot which he understood long before he heard the scamper of the rats’ feet.

He was trussed like a fowl, his hands were so tightly corded together that he could not move them, and his ankles roped so that it was next to impossible to lever himself to his feet.

“What a life!” said Jim philosophically, and prepared himself for a long, long wait.

He did not doubt that Digby would leave immediately, and Jim faced the prospect of being left alone in the house, to make his escape or die. He was fully determined not to die, and already his busy mind had evolved a plan which he would put into execution as soon as he knew he was not under observation.

But Digby remained in the house, as he was to learn.

An hour passed, and then the door was snapped open and Digby came in, followed by a man at the sight of whom Jim grinned. It was Bronson, looking ludicrous in Jim’s clothes, which were two sizes too large for him.

“They discovered you, did they, Bronson!” he chuckled. “Well, here am I as you were, and presently somebody will discover me, and then I shall be calling on you in Dartmoor, some time this year, to see how you are going along. Nice place Dartmoor, and the best part of the prison is Block B. — Central heating, gas, hot water laid on, and every modern convenience except tennis—”

“Where is Villa?” asked Digby.

“I don’t know for a fact,” said Jim pleasantly, “but I can guess.”

“Where is he?” roared Bronson, his face purple with rage.

Jim smiled, and in another minute the man’s open hand had struck him across the face, but still Jim smiled, though there was something in his eyes that made Bronson quail.

“Now, Steele, there’s no sense in your refusing to answer,” said Digby. “We want to know what you have done with Villa. Where is he?”

“In hell,” said Jim calmly. “I’m not a whale on theology, Groat, but if men are punished according to their deserts, then undoubtedly your jovial pal is in the place where the bad men go and there is little or no flying.”

“Do you mean that he is dead?” asked Digby, livid.

“I should think he is,” said Jim carefully. “We were over five thousand feet when I looped the loop from sheer happiness at finding myself once again with a joystick in my hand, and I don’t think your friend Villa had taken certain elementary precautions. At any rate, when I looked round, where was Villa? He was flying through the air on his own, Groat, and my experience is that when a man starts flying without his machine, the possibility of making a good landing is fairly remote.”

“You killed him,” said Bronson between his teeth, “damn you!”

“Shut up,” snapped Digby. “We know what we want to know. Where did you throw him out?”

“Somewhere around,” said Jim carelessly. “I chose a deserted spot. I should have hated it if he had hurt anybody when he fell.”

Digby went out of the room without a word, and locked the door behind him, and did not speak until he was back in the room where he had left Villa less than a week before. He shuddered as he thought of the man’s dreadful end.

The two Spaniards were there, and they had business which could not be postponed. Digby had hoped they would rely on his promise and wait until he had readied a place of safety before they insisted on a share-out, but they were not inclined to place too high a value upon their chief’s word. Their share was a large one, and Digby hated the thought of paying them off, but it had to be done. He had still a considerable fortune. No share had gone to the other members of the gang.

“What are your plans?” asked Xavier Silva.

“I’m going to Canada,” replied Digby. “You may watch the agony columns of the newspapers for my address.”

The Spaniard grinned.

“I shall be watching for something more interesting,” he said, “for my friend and I are returning to Spain. And Bronson, does he go with you?”

Digby nodded.

It was necessary, now that Villa had gone, to take the airman into his confidence. He had intended leaving his shadow in the lurch, a fact which Bronson did not suspect. He sent the two men into the grounds to give the machine an examination, and Jim, sitting in his room, heard the noise of the engine and struggled desperately to free his hands. If he could only get up to his feet! All his efforts must be concentrated upon that attempt.

Presently the noise ceased; Xavier Silva was a clever mechanic, and he had detected that something was wrong with one of the cylinders.

“Tuning up!” murmured Jim.

So he had more time than he had hoped for.

He heard a step on the stone terrace, and through the window caught a glimpse of Bronson passing. Digby had sent the man into the village to make judicious inquiries as to Villa’s fate.

Curiously enough, the three men who had watched the approaching aeroplane from the terrace of Kennett Hall had been unconscious of Villa’s doom, although they were witnesses of the act. They had seen the loop in the sky and Digby had thought no more than that Bronson was showing off to the girl, and had cursed him roundly for his folly. Villa’s body must be near at hand. How near, Bronson was to discover at the village inn.

After the man had left, Digby went to look at his second prisoner, and found her walking up and down the room into which she had been put for safety.

“Did you like your aeroplane journey, Eunice?” he asked blandly.

She did not reply.

“Rather thrilling and exciting, wasn’t it? And were you a witness to the murder of my friend Villa?”

She looked up at him.

“I don’t remember that your friend Villa was murdered,” she said, ready to defend Jim of any charge that this man might trump up against him.

He read her thoughts.

“Don’t worry about Mr. Steele,” he said dryly. “I am not charging him with murder. In fact, I have no time. I am leaving tomorrow night as soon as it is dark, and you are coming with me by aeroplane.”

She did not answer this.

“I am hoping that you won’t mind a brief immersion in the sea,” he said. “I cannot guarantee that we can land on my yacht.”

She turned round. On his yacht! That, then, was the plan. She was to be carried off to a yacht, and the yacht was to take her — where?

There was a clatter of feet in the outer room and he opened the door. One glance at Bronson’s face told him that he had important news.

“Well?” he asked sharply.

“They’ve found Villa’s body. I saw a reporter at the inn,” said the man breathlessly.

“Do they know who it is?” asked Digby, and Bronson nodded.

“What?” asked Digby, startled. “They know his name is Villa?”

Again the man nodded.

“They found a paper in his pocket, a receipt for the sale of a yacht,” he said, and through the open doorway Eunice saw the man shrink back.

“Then they know about the yacht?”

The news confounded him and shook him from his calm. If the police knew about the yacht his difficulties became all but insuperable, and the danger which threatened him loomed up like a monstrous overwhelming shape. Digby Groat was not built to meet such stunning emergencies and he went all to pieces under the shock.

Eunice, watching him through the open door, saw his pitiable collapse. In a second he had changed from the cool, self-possessed man who had sneered at danger into a babbling fretful child who cursed and wrung his hands, issuing incoherent orders only to countermand them before his messenger had left the room.

“Kill Steele!” he screamed. “Kill him, Bronson. Damn him — no, no, stay! Get the machine ready… we leave tonight.”

He turned to the girl, glaring at her.

“We leave tonight, Eunice! Tonight you and I will settle accounts!”
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Her heart sank, and it came to her, with terrifying force, that her great trial was near at hand. She had taunted Digby with his cowardice, but she knew that he would show no mercy to her, and unwillingly she had played into his hands by admitting that she knew she was the heiress to the Danton fortune and that she had known his character, and yet had elected to stay in his house.

The door was slammed and locked, and she was left alone. Later she heard for the second time the splutter and crash of the aeroplane’s engines as the Spaniard tuned them up.

She must get away — she must, she must! She looked round wildly for some means of escape. The windows were fastened. There was no other door from the room. Her only hope was Jim, and Jim, she guessed, was a close prisoner.

Digby lost no time. He dispatched Silva in the car, telling him to make the coast as quickly as possible, and to warn the captain of the Pealigo to be ready to receive him that night. He wrote rapidly a code of signals. When in sight of the sea Bronson was to fire a green signal light, to which the yacht must respond. A boat must be lowered on the shoreward side of the yacht ready to pick them up. After the messenger had left he remembered that he had already given the same orders to the captain, and that it was humanly impossible for the Spaniard to reach the yacht that night.

Digby had in his calmer moments made other preparations. Two inflated lifebelts were taken to the aeroplane and tested, signal pistols, landing lights, and other paraphernalia connected with night flying were stowed in the fuselage. Bronson was now fully occupied with the motor of the aeroplane, for the trouble had not been wholly eradicated, and Digby Groat paced up and down the terrace of the house, fuming with impatience and sick with fear.

He had not told the girl to prepare, that must be left to the very last. He did not want another scene. For the last time he would use his little hypodermic syringe and the rest would be easy.

Fuentes joined him on the terrace, for Fuentes was curious for information.

“Do you think that the finding of Villa’s body will bring them after us here?”

“How do I know?” snapped Digby, “and what does it matter, anyway? We shall be gone in an hour?”

“You will,” said the Spaniard pointedly, “but I shan’t. I have no machine to carry me out of the country, and neither has Xavier, though he is better off than I am — he has the car. Couldn’t you take me?”

“It is utterly impossible,” said Digby irritably. “They won’t be here tonight, and you needn’t worry yourself. Before the morning, you will have put a long way between you and Kennett Hall.”

He spoke in Spanish, the language which the man was employing, but Fuentes was not impressed.

“What about that man?” He jerked his thumb to the west wing, and a thought occurred to Digby. Could he persuade his hitherto willing slave to carry out a final instruction?

“He is your danger,” he said. “Do you realize, my dear Fuentes, that this man can bring us all to destruction? And nobody knows he is here, except you and me.”

“And that ugly Englishman,” corrected Fuentes.

“Masters doesn’t know what has happened to him. We could tell him that he went with us!”

He looked at the other keenly, but Fuentes was purposely stupid.

“Now what do you say, my dear Fuentes,” said Digby, “shall we allow this man to live and give evidence against us, when a little knock on the head would remove him for ever?”

Fuentes turned his dark eyes to Digby’s, and he winked.

“Well, kill him, my dear Groat,” he mocked. “Do not ask me to stay behind and be found with the body, for I have a wholesome horror of English gaols, and an unspeakable fear of death.”

“Are you afraid?” asked Digby.

“As afraid as you,” said the Spaniard. “If you wish to kill him, by all means do so. And yet, I do not know that I would allow you to do that,” he mused, “for you would be gone and I should be left. No, no, we will not interfere with our courageous Englishman. He is rather a fine fellow.” Digby turned away in disgust.

The “fine fellow” at that moment had, by almost superhuman effort, raised himself to his feet. It had required something of the skill of an acrobat and the suppleness and ingenuity of a contortionist, and it involved supporting himself with his head against the wall for a quarter of an hour whilst he brought his feet to the floor; but he had succeeded.

The day was wearing through and the afternoon was nearly gone before he had accomplished this result. His trained ear told him that the aeroplane was now nearly ready for departure, and once he had caught a glimpse of Digby wearing a lined leather jacket. But there was no sign of the girl. As to Eunice, he steadfastly kept her out of his thoughts. He needed all his courage and coolness, and even the thought of her, which, in spite of his resolution, flashed across his mind, brought him agonizing distress.

He hopped cautiously to the window and listened. There was no sound and he waited until Bronson — he guessed it was Bronson — started the engines again. Then with his elbow he smashed out a pane of glass, leaving a jagged triangular piece firmly fixed in the ancient putty. Carefully he lifted up his bound hands, straining at the rope which connected them with the bonds about his feet, and which was intended to prevent his raising his hands higher than the level of his waist.

By straining at the rope and standing on tiptoe, he brought the end of the connecting link across the sharp jagged edge of the glass. Two strokes, and the rope was severed. His hands were still bound and to cut through them without injury to himself was a delicate operation. Carefully he sawed away, and first one and then the other cord was cut through. His hands were red and swollen, his wrists had no power until he had massaged them.

He snapped off the triangular piece of glass and applied it to the cords about his feet, and in a minute he was free. Free, but in a locked room. Still, the window-sash should not prove an insuperable obstacle. There was nothing which he could use as a weapon, but his handy feet smashed at the frames, only to discover that they were of iron. Jonathan Danton’s father had had a horror of burglars, and all the window-frames on the lower floor had been made in a foundry. The door was the only egress left and it was too stout to smash.

He listened at the keyhole. There was no sound. The light was passing from the sky and night was coming on. They would be leaving soon, he guessed, and grew frantic. Discarding all caution, he kicked at the panels, but they resisted his heavy boots, and then he heard a sound that almost stopped his heart beating.

A shrill scream from Eunice. Again and again he flung his weight at the door, but it remained immovable, and then came a shout from the ground outside. He ran to the window and listened.

“They are coming, the police!”

It was the Spaniard’s throbbing voice. He had run until he was exhausted. Jim saw in stagger past the window and heard Digby say something to him sharply. There was a patter of feet and silence.

Jim wiped the sweat from his forehead with the sleeve of his coat and looked round desperately for some means of getting out of the room. The fireplace! It was a big, old-fashioned fire-basket, that stood on four legs in a yawning gap of chimney. He looked at it; it was red with rust and it had the appearance of being fixed, but he lifted it readily. Twice he smashed at the door and the second time it gave way, and dropping the grate with a crash he flew down the passage out of the house.

As he turned the comer he heard the roar of the aeroplane and above its drone the sound of a shot. He leapt the balustrade, sped through the garden and came in sight of the aeroplane as it was speeding from him.

“My God!” said Jim with a groan, for the machine had left the ground and was zooming steeply up into the darkening sky.

And then he saw something. From the long grass near where the machine had been a hand rose feebly and fell again. He ran across to where he had seen this strange sight. In a few minutes he was kneeling by the side of Fuentes. The man was dying. He knew that long before he had seen the wound in his breast.

“He shot me, senor,” gasped Fuentes, “and I was his friend… I asked him to take me to safety… and he shot me!”

The man was still alive when the police came on the spot; still alive when Septimus Salter, in his capacity of Justice of the Peace, took down his dying statement.

“Digby Groat shall hang for this, Steele,” said the lawyer; but Jim made no reply. He had his own idea as to how Digby Groat would die.
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The lawyer explained his presence without preliminary, and Jim listened moodily.

“I came with them myself because I know the place,” said Mr. Salter, looking at Jim anxiously. “You look ghastly, Steele. Can’t you lie down and get some sleep?”

“I feel that I shall never sleep until I have got my hand on Digby Groat. What was it you saw in the paper? Tell me again. How did they know it was Villa?”

“By a receipt in his pocket,” replied Salter. “It appears that Villa, probably acting on behalf of Digby Groat, had purchased from Maxilla, the Brazilian gambler, his yacht, the Pealigo—”

Jim uttered a cry.

“That is where he has gone,” he said. “Where is the Pealigo?”

“That I have been trying to find out,” replied the lawyer, shaking his head, “but nobody seems to know. She left Havre a few days ago, but what her destination was, nobody knows. She has certainly not put in to any British port so far as we can ascertain. Lloyd’s were certain of this, and every ship, whether it is a yacht, a liner, or a cargo tramp, is reported to Lloyd’s.”

“That is where he has gone,” said Jim.

“Then she must be in port,” said old Salter eagerly. “We can telegraph to every likely place—”

Jim interrupted him with a shake of his head.

“Bronson would land on the water and sink the machine. It is a very simple matter,” he said. “I have been in the sea many times and there is really no danger, if you are provided with lifebelts, and are not strapped to the seat. It is foul luck your not coming before.”

He walked weakly from the comfortable parlour of the inn where the conversation had taken place.

“Do yon mind if I am alone for a little while? I want to think,” he said.

He turned as he was leaving the room.

“In order not to waste time, Mr. Salter,” he said quietly, “have you any influence with the Admiralty? I want the loan of a seaplane.”

Mr. Salter looked thoughtful.

“That can be fixed,” he said. “I will get on to the ‘phone straight away to the Admiralty and try to get the First Sea Lord. He will do all that he can to help us.”

Whilst the lawyer telephoned, Jim made a hasty meal. The pace had told on him and despair was in his heart.

The knowledge that Digby Groat would eventually be brought to justice did not comfort him. If Eunice had only been spared he would have been content to see Digby make his escape, and would not have raised his hand to stop him going. He would have been happy even if, in getting away, the man had been successful in carrying off the girl’s fortune. But Eunice was in his wicked hands and the thought of it was unendurable.

He was invited by the local police-sergeant to step across to the little lock-up to interview the man Masters, who was under arrest, and as Mr. Salter had not finished telephoning, he crossed the village street and found the dour man in a condition of abject misery.

“I knew he’d bring me into this,” bewailed, “and me with a wife and three children and not so much as a poaching case against me! Can’t you speak a word for me, sir?”

Jim’s sense of humour was never wholly smothered and the cool request amused him.

“I can only say that you tried to strangle me,” he said. “I doubt whether that good word will be of much service to you.”

“I swear I didn’t mean to,” pleaded the man. “He told me to put the rope round your shoulders and it slipped. How was I to know that the lady wasn’t his wife who’d run away with you?”

“So that is the story he told you?” said Jim.

“Yes, sir,” the man said eagerly. “I pointed out to Mr. Groat that the lady hadn’t a wedding-ring, but he said that he was married all right and he was taking her to sea—”

“To sea?”

Masters nodded.

“That’s what he said, sir — he said she wasn’t right in her head and the sea voyage would do her a lot of good.”

Jim questioned him closely without getting any further information. Masters knew nothing of the steamer on which Digby and his “wife” were to sail, or the port at which he would embark.

Outside the police station Jim interviewed the sergeant.

“I don’t think this man was any more than a dupe of Groat’s,” he said, “and I certainly have no charge to make against him.”

The sergeant shook his head.

“We must hold him until we have had the inquest on the Spaniard,” he said, and then, gloomily, “To think that I had a big case like this right under my nose and hadn’t the sense to see it!”

Jim smiled a little sadly.

“We have all had the case under our noses, sergeant, and we have been blinder than you!”

The threat of a renewed dose of the drug had been sufficient to make Eunice acquiescent. Resistance, she knew, was useless. Digby could easily overpower her for long enough to jab his devilish needle into her arm.

She had struggled at first and had screamed at the first prick from the needle-point. It was that scream Jim had heard.

“I’ll go with you; I promise you I will not give you any trouble,” she said. “Please don’t use that dreadful thing again.”

Time was pressing and it would be easier to make his escape if the girl did not resist than if she gave him trouble.

The propeller was ticking slowly round when they climbed into the fuselage.

“There is room for me, senor. There must be room for me!”

Digby looked down into the distorted face of the Spaniard who had come running after him.

“There is no room for you, Fuentes,” he said. “I have told you before. You must get away as well as you can.”

“I am going with you!”

To Digby’s horror, the man clung desperately to the side of the fuselage. Every moment was increasing their peril, and in a frenzy he whipped out his pistol.

“Let go,” he hissed, “or I’ll kill you,” but still the man held on.

There were voices coming from the lower path, and, in his panic, Digby fired. He saw the man crumple and fall and yelled to Bronson: “Go, go!”

Eunice, a horrified spectator, could only stare at the thing which had been Digby Groat, for the change which had come over him was extraordinary. He seemed to have shrunk in stature. His face was twisted, like a man who had had a stroke of paralysis.

She thought this was the case, but slowly he began to recover.

He had killed a man! The horror of this act was upon him, the fear of the consequence which would follow overwhelmed him and drove him into a momentary frenzy. He had killed a man! He could have shrieked at the thought. He, who had so carefully guarded himself against punishment, who had manoeuvred his associates into danger, whilst he himself stood in a safe place, was now a fugitive from a justice which would not rest until it had lain him by the heel.

And she had seen him, she, the woman at his side, and would go into the box and testify against him! And they would hang him! In that bricklined pit of which Jim Steele had spoken. All these thoughts flashed through his mind in a second, even before the machine left the ground, but with the rush of cold air and the inevitable exhilaration of flight, he began to think calmly again.
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Bronson had killed him, that was the comforting defence. Bronson, who was now guiding him to safety, and who would, if necessary, give his life for him. Bronson should bear the onus of that act.

They were well up now, and the engines were a smooth “b-r-r” of sound. A night wind was blowing and the plane rocked from side to side. It made the girl feel a little sick, but she commanded her brain to grow accustomed to the motion, and after a while the feeling of nausea wore off.

They could see the sea now. The flashing signals of the lighthouses came from left and right. Bristol, a tangle of fiery spots, lay to their left, and there were tiny gleams of light on the river and estuary.

They skirted the northern shore of the Bristol Channel and headed west, following the coastline. Presently the machine turned due south, leaving behind them the land and its girdle of lights. Twenty minutes later Bronson fired his signal pistol. A ball of brilliant green fire curved up and down and almost immediately, from the sea, came an answering signal. Digby strapped the girl’s lifebelt tighter, and saw to the fastening of his own.

“Fix my belt.” It was Bronson shouting through the telephone, and Digby, leaning forward, fastened the lifebelt about the pilot’s waist. He fastened it carefully and added a, stout strap, tying the loose end of the leather in a knot. Down went the machine in a long glide toward the light which still burnt, and now the girl could see the outlines of the graceful yacht and the green and red lights it showed. They made a circle, coming lower and lower every second, until they were spinning about the yacht not more than a dozen feet from the sea. Bronson shut off his engines and brought the machine upon the water, less than fifty feet from the waiting boat.

Instantly the aeroplane sank under them, leaving them in the sea. It was a strange sensation, thought the girl, for the water was unusually warm.

She heard a shriek and turned, and then Digby caught her hand.

“Keep close to me,” he said in a whimpering voice, “you might be lost in the darkness.”

She knew that he was thinking of himself. A light flared from the oncoming boat, and she looked round. In spite of herself, she asked:

“Where is the man?”

Bronson was nowhere in sight. Digby did not trouble to turn his head or answer. He reached up and gripped the gunwale of the boat and in a minute Eunice was lifted out of the water. She found herself in a small cutter which was manned by brownfaced men, whom she thought at first were Japanese.

“Where is Bronson?” she asked again in a panic, but Digby did not reply. He sat immovable, avoiding her eyes, and she could have shrieked her horror. Bronson had gone down with the aeroplane! The strap which Digby had fastened about his waist, he had cunningly attached to the seat itself, and had fastened it so that it was impossible for the pilot to escape.

He was the first up the gangway on to the white deck of the yacht, and turning, he offered his hand to her.

“Welcome to the Pealigo,” he said in his mocking voice.

Then it was not fear that had kept him silent. She could only look at him.

“Welcome to the Pealigo, my little bride,” he said, and she knew that the man who had not hesitated to murder his two comrades in cold blood would have no mercy on her.

A white-coated stewardess came forward, and said something in a language which Eunice did not understand. She gathered that the woman was deputed to show her the way to the cabin. Glad to be free from the association of Digby, she passed down the companionway, through a lobby panelled in rosewood, into a cabin, the luxury of which struck her, even though her nerves were shattered, and she was incapable of taking an interest in anything outside the terrible fact that she was alone on a yacht with Digby Groat.

Extravagance had run riot here, and the Brazilian must have lavished a fortune in the decoration and appointments.

The saloon ran the width of the ship and was as deep as it was broad. Light was admitted from portholes cunningly designed, so that they had the appearance of old-fashioned casement windows. A great divan, covered in silk, ran the length of the cabin on one side, whilst the other was occupied by a silver bedstead, hung with rose silk curtains. Rose-shaded lights supplied the illumination, and the lamps were fashioned like torches and were held by beautiful classical figures placed in niches about the room.

She came to the conclusion that it was a woman’s room and wondered if there were any other women on board but the stewardess. She asked that woman, but apparently she knew no English, and the few words in Spanish which she had learnt did not serve her to any extent.

The suite was complete, she discovered, for behind the heavy silken curtains at the far end of the cabin there was a door which gave to a small sittingroom and a bathroom. It must be a woman’s. In truth, it was designed especially by Senor Maxilla for his own comfort.

Lying on the bed was a complete change of clothing. It was brand-new and complete to the last detail. Digby Groat could be very thorough.

She dismissed the woman, and bolting the door, made a complete change, for the third time since she had left Grosvenor Square.

The boat was under way now. She could feel the throb of its engines, and the slight motion that it made in the choppy sea. The Pealigo was one of the best sea boats afloat, and certainly one of the fastest yachts in commission.

She had finished her changing when a knock came at the door and she opened it to find Digby standing on the mat.

“You had better come and have some dinner,” he said.

He was quite his old self, and whatever emotions had disturbed him were now completely under control.

She shrank back and tried to close the floor, but now he was not standing on ceremony. Grasping her arm roughly, he dragged her out into the passage.

“You’re going to behave yourself while you’re on this ship,” he said. “I’m master here, and there is no especial reason why I should show you any politeness.”

“You brute, you beast!” she flamed at him, and he smiled.

“Don’t think that because you’re a woman it is going to save you anything in the way of punishment,” he warned her. “Now be sensible and come along to the dining-saloon.”

“I don’t want to eat,” she said.

“You will come into the dining-saloon whether you want to or not.”

The saloon was empty save for the two and a dark-skinned waiter, and, like her own cabin, it was gorgeously decorated, a veritable palace in miniature, with its dangling electrolier, its flowers, and its marble mantelpiece at the far end.

The table was laid with a delicious meal, but Eunice felt she would choke if she took a morsel.

“Eat,” said Digby, attacking the soup which had been placed before him.

She shook her head.

“If you don’t,” and his eyes narrowed, “if you don’t, my good soul, I will find a way of making you eat,” he said. “Remember,” he put his hand in his pocket, pulled out the hateful little black case (it was wet, she noticed) and laid it on the table, “at any rate, you will be obedient enough when I use this!”

She picked up her spoon meekly and began to drink the soup, and he watched her with an amused smile.

She was surprised to find how hungry she was, and made no attempt to deny the chicken en casserole, nor the sweet that followed, but resolutely she refused to touch the wine that the steward poured out for her, and Digby did not press her.

“You’re a fool, you know, Eunice.” Digby lit a cigar without asking permission, and leaning back in his chair, looked at her critically. “There is a wonderful life ahead for you if you are only intelligent. Why worry about a man like Steele? A poor beggar, without a penny in the world—”

“You forget that I have no need of money, Mr. Groat,” she said with spirit. Any reference to Jim aroused all that was savage in her. “I have not only the money which you have not stolen from my estate, but when you are arrested and In prison, I shall recover all that you have now, including this yacht, if it is yours.”

Her answer made him chuckle.

“I like spirit,” he said. “You can’t annoy me, Eunice, my darling. So you like our yacht-our honeymoon yacht?” he added.

To this, she made no reply.

“But suppose you realise how much I love you”-he leant over and caught her hand in both of his and his eyes devoured her. “Suppose you realise that, Eunice, and knew I would give my life-my very soul-to make you happy, wouldn’t that make a difference?”

“Nothing would make a difference to my feelings, Mr Groat,” she said. “The only chance you have of earning my gratitude is to put in at the nearest port and set me ashore.”

“And where do I set myself?” he asked coolly. “Be as intelligent as you are beautiful, Eunice. No, no, I shall be very glad to make you happy, so long as I get a little of the happiness myself, but I do not risk imprisonment and death-”. He shivered, and hated himself that he had been surprised into this symptom of fear and hated her worst, having noticed that.

“Where are we going?” she asked.

“We are bound to South America,” said Digby, “and it may interest you to learn that we are following a track which is not usually taken by the South American traffic. We shall skirt Ireland and take what Americans call the Western Ocean route, until we are within 1000 miles of long island, when we shall turn due south. By this way we avoid being sighted by the American ships, and we also avoid—”

The man who came in at that moment, Eunice thought must be the captain.

He was three rings of gold about his wrist, but he was not her ideal of a seaman. Undersized, lame in one foot, his parchment face of stiff black hair almost convinced her that this was a Japanese boat after all.

“You must meet the captain,” said Digby, introducing him, “and you had better make friends with him.”

Eunice thought that the chances of her making friends with that uncompromising little man were remote.

“What is it, captain?” asked Digby in Portuguese.

“We have just picked up a wireless; I thought you’d like to see it.”

“I had forgotten we had wireless,” said Digby as he took the message from the man’s hand.

It was ill-spelt, having been written by a Brazilian who had no knowledge of English and had set down the message letter by letter as he received it. Slipping the errors of transmission, Digby read;

“To all ships westward, southward, and homeward bound. Keep a sharp look out for the yacht Pealigo and report by wireless, position and bearing, to Inspector Rite, Scotland Yard.”

Eunice did not understand what they were talking about, but she saw a frown settle on Digby’s forehead, and guessed that the news was bad. If it was bad for him, then it was very good for her, she thought, and her spirits began to rise.

“You had better go to bed, Eunice,” said Digby. “I want to talk to the captain.”

She rose, and only the captain rose with her.

“Sit down,” said Digby testily. “You are not here to do the honours to Mrs. Digby Groat.”

She did not hear the last words, for she was out of the saloon as quickly as she could go. She went back to her own cabin, shut the door, and put up her band to shoot home the bolt, but while she had been at dinner somebody had been busy. The bolt was removed and the key of the door was gone!
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Eunice stared at the door. There was no mistake. The bolts had recently been removed and the raw wood showed where the screws had been taken out.

The Pealigo was rolling now, and she had a difficulty in keeping her balance, but she made her way round the cabin, gathering chairs, tables, everything that was movable, and piling them up against the door. She searched the drawers of the bureau for some weapon which might have been left by its former occupant, but there was nothing more formidable than a golden-backed hairbrush which the plutocratic Maxilla had overlooked.

The bathroom yielded nothing more than a long-handled brush, whilst her sittingroom made no return for her search.

She sat watching the door as the hours passed, but no attempt was made to enter the cabin. A bell rang at intervals on the deck: she counted eight. It was midnight. How long would it be before Digby Groat came?

At that moment a palefaced Digby Groat, his teeth chattering, sat in the cabin of the wireless operator, reading a message which had been picked up. Part was in code, and evidently addressed to the Admiralty ships cruising in the vicinity, but the longer message was in plain English and was addressed:

“To the chief officers of all ships. To the Commanders of H.M. ships: to all Justices of the Peace, officers of the police Great Britain and Ireland. To all Inspectors, sub-inspectors of the Royal Irish Constabulary:

“Arrest and detain Digby Groat, height five foot nine, stoutly built, complexion sallow, had small moustache but believed to have shaven. Speaks Spanish, French, Portuguese, and is a qualified surgeon and physician, believed to be travelling on the S.Y. Pealigo, No, XVM. This man is wanted on a charge of wilful murder and conspiracy; a reward of five thousand pounds will be paid by Messrs. Salter & Salter, Solicitors, of London, for his arrest and detention. Believe he has travelling with him, under compulsion, Dorothy Danton, age 22. Groat is a dangerous man and carries firearms.”

The little captain of the Pealigo took the thin cigar from his teeth and regarded the grey ash attentively, though he was also looking at the white-faced man by the operator’s side.

“So you see, senhor,” he said suavely, “I am in a most difficult position.”

“I thought you did not speak English,” said Digby, finding his voice at last.

The little captain smiled.

“I read enough English to understand a reward of five thousand pounds, senhor,” he said significantly. “And if I did not, my wireless operator speaks many languages, English included, and he would have explained to me, even if I had not been able to understand the message myself.”

Digby looked at him bleakly.

“What are you going to do?” he asked.

“That depends upon what you are going to do,” said the Brazilian. “I am no traitor to my salt, and I should like to serve you, but you readily understand that this would mean a terrible thing for me, if, knowing that you were wanted by the English police, I assisted you to make an escape? I am not a stickler for small things,” he shrugged his shoulders, “and Senhor Maxilla did much that I closed my eyes to. Women came into his calculations, but murder never.”

“I am not a murderer, I tell you,” stormed Digby vehemently, “and you are under my orders. Do you understand that?”

He jumped up and stood menacingly above the unperturbed Brazilian, and in his hand had appeared an ugly-looking weapon.

“You will carry out my instructions to the letter, or, by God, you’ll know all about it!”

But the captain of the Pealigo had returned to the contemplation of his cigar. He reminded Digby somewhat of Bronson, and the yellow-faced man shivered as at an unpleasant thought.

“It is not the first time I have been threatened with a revolver,” said the captain coolly. “Years ago when I was very young, such things might have frightened me, but to-day I am not young. I have a family in Brazil who are very expensive; my pay is small, otherwise I would not follow the sea and be every man’s dog to kick and bully as he wishes. If I had a hundred thousand pounds, senhor, I should settle down on a plantation which I have bought and be a happy and a silent man for the rest of my life.”

He emphasized “silent,” and Digby understood.

“Couldn’t you do that for a little less than a hundred thousand?” he asked.

“I have been thinking the matter out very carefully. We shipmen have plenty of time to think, and that is the conclusion that I have reached, that a hundred thousand pounds would make all the difference between a life of work and a life of ease.” He was silent for a moment and then went on. “That is why I hesitated about the reward. If the radio had said a hundred thousand pounds, senhor, I should have been tempted.”

Digby turned on him with a snarl.

“Talk straight, will you?” he said. “You want me to pay you a hundred thousand pounds, and that is the price for carrying me to safety; otherwise you will return to port and give me up.”

The captain shrugged his shoulders.

“I said nothing of the sort, senhor,” he said. “I merely mentioned a little private matter in which I am glad to see you take an interest. The senhor also wishes for a happy life in Brazil with the beautiful lady he brought on board, and the senhor is not a poor man, and if it is true that the beautiful lady is an heiress, he could be richer.”

The operator looked in. He was anxious to come back to his own cabin, but the captain, with a jerk of his head, sent him out again.

He dropped his voice a tone.

“Would it not be possible for me to go to the young lady and say: ‘Miss, you are in great danger, and I too am in danger of losing my liberty, what would you pay me to put a sentry outside your door; to place Senhor Digby Groat in irons, in the strongroom? Do you think she would say a hundred thousand pounds, or even a half of her fortune, senhor?”

Digby was silent.

The threat was real and definite. It was not camouflaged by any fine phrases; as plainly as the little Brazilian could state his demands, he had done so.

“Very good.” Digby got up from the edge of the table where he had sat, with downcast eyes, turning this and that and the other plan over in his mind. “I’ll pay you.”

“Wait, wait,” said the captain. “Because there is another alternative that I wish to put to you, senhor,” he said. “Suppose that I am her friend, or pretend to be, and offer her protection until we reach a port where she can be landed? Should we not both receive a share of the great reward?”

“I will not give her up,” said Digby between his teeth. “You can cut that idea out of your head, and also the notion about putting me in irons. By God, if I thought you meant it—” He glowered at the little man, and the captain smiled.

“Who means anything in this horrible climate?” he said lazily. “You will bring the money tomorrow to my cabin, perhaps — no, no, tonight,” he said thoughtfully.

“You can have it tomorrow.”

The captain shrugged his shoulders; he did not insist, and Digby was left alone with his thoughts.

There was still a hope; there were two. They could not prove that he shot Fuentes, and it would be a difficult matter to pick up the yacht if it followed the course that the captain had marked for it, and in the meantime there was Eunice. His lips twisted, and the colour came into his face. Eunice! He went along the deck and down the companionway, but there was a man standing in the front of the door of the girl’s cabin, a broad-shouldered brownfaced man, who touched his cap as the owner appeared, but did not budge.

“Stand out of the way,” said Digby impatiently. “I want to go into that room.”

“It is not permitted,” said the sailor.

Digby stepped back a pace, crimson with anger.

“Who gave orders that I should not pass?”

“The capitano,” said the man.

Digby flew up the companion-ladder and went in search of the captain. He found him on the bridge.

“What is this?” he began, and the captain snapped something at him in Portuguese, and Digby, looking ahead, saw a white-fan-shaped light stealing along the sea.

“It is a warship, and she may be engaged in manoeuvres,” said the captain, “but she may also be looking for us.”

He gave an order, and suddenly all the lights on the ship were extinguished. The Pealigo swung round in a semicircle and headed back the way she had come.

“We can make a detour and get past her,” explained the captain, and Digby forgot the sentry at the door in the distress of this new danger.

Left and right wheeled the searchlight, but never once did it touch the Pealigo. It was searching for her, though they must have seen her lights, and now the big white ray was groping at the spot where the yacht had turned. It missed them by yards.

“Where are we going?” asked Digby fretfully.

“We are going back for ten miles, and then we’ll strike between the ship and Ireland, which is there.” He pointed to the horizon, where a splash of light trembled for a second and was gone.

“We are losing valuable time,” said Digby fretfully.

“It is better to lose time than to lose your liberty,” said the philosophical captain.

Digby clutched the rail and his heart turned to water, as the searchlight of the warship again swung round. But fortune was with them. It might, as the captain said, be only a ship carrying out searchlight practice, but on the other hand, in view of the wireless messages which had been received, it seemed certain that the cruiser had a special reason for its scrutiny.

It was not until they were out of the danger zone that Digby remembered the mission that had brought him to the bridge.

“What do you mean by putting a man on guard outside that girl’s door?” he asked.

The captain had gone to the deckhouse, and was bending over the table examining an Admiralty chart. He did not answer until Digby had repeated the question, then he looked up and straightened his back.

“The future of the lady is dependent, entirely, on the fulfilment of your promise, illustrious,” he said in the flamboyant terminology of his motherland.

“But I promised—”

“You have not performed.”

“Do you doubt my words?” stormed Digby.

“I do not doubt, but I do not understand,” said the captain. “If you will come to my cabin I will settle with you.”

Digby thought a while; his interest in Eunice had evaporated with the coming of this new danger, and there was no reason why he should settle that night. Suppose he was captured, the money would be wasted. It would be useless to him also, but this, in his parsimonious way, did not influence him.

He went down to his cabin, a smaller and less beautifully furnished one than that occupied by Eunice, and pulling an armchair to the neat little desk, he sat down to think matters over. And as the hours passed, his perspective shifted. Somehow, the danger seemed very remote, and Eunice was very near, and if any real danger came, why, there would be an end of all things, Eunice included, and his money would be of no more value to him than the spray which flapped against the closed porthole.

Beneath the bureau was a small, strong safe, and this he unlocked, taking out the broad money-belt which he had fastened about his waist before he began the journey. He emptied one bulging pocket, and laid a wad of bills upon the desk. They were gold bonds of ten thousand dollar denomination, and he counted forty, put the remainder back in the pocket from whence he had taken it, and locked the belt in the safe.

It was half-past five and the grey of the new day showed through the portholes. He thrust the money in his pocket and went out to talk to the captain.

He shivered in the chill wind of morning as he stepped out on the deck and made his way for’ard. The little Brazilian, a grotesque figure, wrapped in his overcoat and muffled to the chin, was standing moodily staring across the grey waste. Without a word Digby stepped up to him and thrust the bundle of notes into his hand. The Brazilian looked at the money, counted it mechanically, and put it into his pocket. “Your Excellency is munificent,” he said. “Now take your sentry from the door,” said Digby sharply.

“Wait here,” said the captain, and went below. He returned in a few minutes.
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She had heard the tap of her first visitor at one o’clock in the morning. It had come when Digby Groat was sitting in his cabin turning over the possibilities of misfortune which the future held, and she had thought it was he.

The handle of the door turned and it opened an inch; beyond that it could not go without a crash, for the chairs and tables that Eunice had piled against it. She watched with a stony face and despair in her heart, as the opening of the door increased.

“Please do not be afraid,” said a voice.

Then it was not Digby! She sprang to her feet. It might be some one worse, but that was impossible.

“Who is it?” she asked.

“It is I, the captain,” said a voice in laboured English.

“What is it you want?”

“I wish to speak to you, mademoiselle, but you must put away these things from behind the door, otherwise I will call two of my sailors, and it will be a simple matter to push them aside.”

Already he had prized open the door to the extent of two or three inches, and with a groan Eunice realized the futility of her barricade. She dragged the furniture aside and the little captain came in smiling, hat in hand, closing the door after him.

“Permit me, mademoiselle,” he said politely, and moved her aside while he replaced the furniture; then he opened the door and looked out, and Eunice saw that there was a tall sailor standing with his back to her, evidently on guard. What did this mean, she wondered? The captain did not leave her long in ignorance.

“Lady,” he said in an accent which it was almost impossible to reproduce, “I am a poor sailorman who works at his hazardous calling for two hundred miserable milreis a month. But because I am poor, and of humble—” he hesitated and used the Portuguese word for origin — which she guessed at— “it does not mean that I am without a heart.” He struck his breast violently. “I have a repugnancio to hurting female women!”

She was wondering what was coming next: would he offer to sell his master at a price? If he did, she would gladly agree, but the new hope which surged up within her was dissipated by his next words.

“My friend Groat,” he said, “is my master. I must obey his orders, and if he says ‘Go to Callio,’ or to Rio de Janeiro, I must go.”

Her hopes sunk, but evidently he had something more to say.

“As the captain I must do as I am told,” he said, “but I cannot and will not see a female hurted. You understand?”

She nodded, and the spark of hope kindled afresh.

“I myself cannot be here all the time, nor can my inconquerable sailors, to see that you are not hurted, and it would look bad for me if you were hurted — very bad!”

Evidently the worthy captain was taking a very far-sighted view of the situation, and had hit upon a compromise which relieved him at least of his responsibility toward his master.

“If the young lady will take this, remembering that Jose Montigano was the good friend of hers, I shall be repaid.”

“This” was a silvery weapon. She took the weapon in her hand with a glad cry.

“Oh, thank you, thank you, captain,” she said, seizing his hand.

“Remember,” he raised a warning finger. “I cannot do more. I speak now as man to woman. Presently I speak as captain to owner. You understand the remarkable difference?”

He confused her a little, but she could guess what he meant.

He bowed and made his exit, but presently he returned.

“To put the chairs and tables against the floor is no use,” he said, shaking his head. “It is better—” He pointed significantly to the revolver, and with a broad grin closed the door behind him.

Digby Groat knew nothing of this visit: it satisfied him that the sentry had been withdrawn, and that now nothing stood between him and the woman whom, in his distorted, evil way, he loved, but her own frail strength. He tapped again. It pleased him to observe these threadbare conventions for the time being, yet when no answer came to his knock, he opened the door slowly and walked in.

Eunice was standing at the far end of the cabin; the silken curtains had been drawn aside, and the door leading to her sitting saloon was open. Her hands were behind her and she was fully dressed.

“My dear,” said Digby, in his most expansive manner, “why are you tiring your pretty eyes? You should have been in bed and asleep.”

“What do you want?” she demanded.

“What else could a man want, who had such a beautiful wife, but the pleasure of her conversation and companionship,” he said with an air of gaiety.

“Stand where you are,” she called sharply as he advanced, and the authority in her tone made him halt.

“Now, Eunice,” he said, shaking his head, “you are making a lot of trouble when trouble is foolish. You have only to be sensible, and there is nothing in the world that I will not give you.”

“There is nothing in the world that you have to give, except the money which you have stolen from me,” she said calmly. “Why do you talk of giving, when I am the giver, and there is nothing for you to take but my mercy?”

He stared at her, stricken dumb by the coolness at the moment of her most deadly danger, and then with a laugh he recovered his self-possession and strolled towards her, his dark eyes aflame.

“Stand where you are,” said Eunice again, and this time she had the means to enforce her command.

Digby could only stare at the muzzle of the pistol pointed towards his heart, and then he shrank back.

“Put that thing away!” he said harshly. “Damn you, put it away! You are not used to firearms, and it may explode.”

“It will explode,” said Eunice. Her voice was deep and intense, and all the resentment she had smothered poured forth in her words. “I tell you, Digby Groat, that I will shoot you like a dog, and glory in the act. Shoot you more mercilessly than you killed that poor Spaniard, and look upon your body with less horror than you showed.”

“Put it away, put it away! Where did you get it?” he cried. “For God’s sake, Eunice, don’t fool with that pistol; you don’t want to kill me, do you?”

“There are times when I want to kill you very badly,” she said, and lowered the point of the revolver at the sight of the man’s abject cowardice.

He wiped his forehead with a silk handkerchief, and she could see his knees trembling.

“Who gave you that pistol?” he demanded violently. “You didn’t have it when you left Kennett Hall, that I’ll swear. Where did you find it? In one of those drawers?” He looked at the bureau, one of the drawers of which was half open.

“Does it matter?” she asked. “Now, Mr. Groat, you will please go out of my cabin and leave me in peace.”

“I had no intention of hurting you,” he growled. He was still very pale. “There was no need for you to flourish your revolver so melodramatically. I only came in to say good night.”

“You might have come about six hours earlier,” she said. “Now go.”

“Listen to me, Eunice,” said Digby Groat; he edged forward, but her pistol covered him, and he jumped. “If you’re going to play the fool, I’ll go,” he said, and followed the action by the deed, slamming the door behind him.

She heard the outer door open and close, and leant against the brass column of the bed for support, for she was near to the end of her courage. She must sleep, she thought, but first she must secure the outer door. There was a lock on the lobby door; she had not noticed that before. She had hardly taken two steps through the cabin door before an arm was flung round her, she was pressed back, and a hand gripped the wrist which still carried the weapon. With a wrench he flung it to the floor, and in another moment she was in his arms.

“You thought I’d gone “ — he lifted her, still struggling, and carried her back to the saloon. “I want to see you,” he breathed; “to see your face, your glorious eyes, that wonderful mouth of yours, Eunice.” He pressed his lips against hers; he smothered with kisses her cheeks, her neck, her eyes.

She felt herself slipping from consciousness; the very horror of his caresses froze and paralysed her will to struggle. She could only gaze at the eyes so close to hers, fascinated as by the glare of the deadly snake.

“You are mine now, mine, do you hear?” he murmured into her ear. “You will forget Jim Steele, forget everything except that I adore you,” and then he saw her wild gaze pass him to the door, and turned.

The little captain stood there, his hands on his hips, watching, his brown face a mask.

Digby released his hold of the girl, and turned on the sailor.

“What the hell are you doing here? Get out,” he almost screamed.

“There is an aeroplane looking for us,” said the captain. “We have just picked up her wireless.”

Digby’s jaw dropped. That possibility had not occurred to him.

“Who is she? What does the wireless say?”

“It is a message we picked up saying, ‘Nothing sighted. Am heading due south.’ It gave her position,” added the captain, “and if she is coming due south I think Mr. Steele will find us.”

Digby fell back a pace, his face blanched.

“Steele,” he gasped.

The captain nodded.

“That is the gentleman who signs the message. I think it would be advisable for you to come on deck.”

“I’ll come on deck when I want,” growled Digby. There was a devil in him now. He was at the end of his course, and he was not to be thwarted.

“Will the good gentleman come on deck?”

“I will come later. I have some business to attend to here.”

“You can attend to it on deck,” said the little captain calmly.

“Get out,” shouted Digby.

The captain’s hand did not seem to move; there was a shot, the deafening explosion of which filled the cabin, and a panel behind Digby’s head splintered into a thousand pieces.

He glared at the revolver in the Brazilian’s hand, unable to realize what had happened.

“I could have shot you just as easily,” said the Brazilian calmly, “but I preferred to send the little bullet near your ear. Will you come on deck, please?”

Digby Groat obeyed.
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White and breathless he leant against the bulwark glowering at the Brazilian, who had come between him and the woman whose rum he had planned.

“Now,” he said, “you will tell me what you mean by this, you swine!”

“I will tell you many things that you will not like to hear,” said the captain.

A light dawned upon Digby.

“Did you give the girl that revolver?”

The Brazilian nodded.

“I desired to save you from yourself, my friend,” he said. “In an hour the gentleman Steele will be within sight of us; I can tell where he is within a few miles. Do you wish that he should come on board and discover that you have added something to murder that is worse than murder?”

“That is my business,” said Digby Groat, breathing so quickly that he felt he would suffocate unless the pent-up rage in him found some vent.

“And mine,” said the captain, tapping him on the chest. “I tell you, my fine fellow, that that is my business also, for I do not intend to live within an English gaol. It is too cold in England and I would not survive one winter. No, my fine fellow, there is only one thing to do. It is to run due west in the hope that we escape the observation of the airship man; if we do not, then we are—” He snapped his fingers.

“Do as you like,” said Digby, and turning abruptly walked down to his cabin.

He was beaten, and the end was near. He took from a drawer a small bottle of colourless liquid, and emptied its contents into a glass. This he placed in a rack conveniently to his hand. The effect would not be violent. One gulp, and he would pass to sleep and there the matter would end for him. That was a comforting thought to Digby Groat.

If they escaped — ! His mind turned to Eunice. She could wait; perhaps they would dodge through all these guards that the police had put, and they would reach that land for which he yearned. He could not expect the captain, after receiving the wireless messages of warning, to take the risks. He was playing for safety, thought Digby, and did not wholly disapprove of the man’s attitude.

When they were on the high seas away from the ocean traffic, the little Brazilian would change his attitude, and then — Digby nodded. The captain was wise; it would have been madness on his part to force the issue so soon.

Eunice could not get away; they were moving in the same direction to a common destination, and there were weeks, hot and sunny weeks, when they could sit under the awning on this beautiful yacht and talk. He would be rational and drop that caveman method of wooing. A week’s proximity and freedom from restraint might make all the difference in the world, if — There was a big if, he recognized. Steele would not rest until he had found him, but by that time Eunice might be a complacent partner.

He felt a little more cheerful, locked away the glass and its contents in a cupboard, and strolled up to the deck. He saw the ship now for the first time in daylight, and it was a model of what a yacht should be. The deck was snowy white; every piece of brasswork glittered, the coiled sheets looked to have been dipped in chalk, and under that identical awning great basket chairs awaited him invitingly.

He glanced round the horizon; there was no ship in sight. The sea sparkled in the rays of the sun, and over the white wake of the steamer lay a deep black pall of smoke, for the Pealigo was racing forward at twenty-two knots an hour. The captain, at any rate, was not playing him false. He was heading west, judged Digby.

Far away on the right was an irregular purple strip, the line of the Irish coast; the only traffic they would meet now, he considered, was the western-bound steamers on the New York route. But the only sign of a steamer was a blob of smoke on the far-off eastern horizon.

The chairs invited him, and he sat down and stretched his legs luxuriously.

Yes, this was a better plan, he thought, and as his mind turned again to Eunice, she appeared at the head of the companionway. At first she did not see him, and walking to the rail, seemed to be breathing in the beauties of the morning.

How exquisite she looked! He did not remember seeing a woman who held herself as she did. The virginal purity of her face, the glory of her colouring, the svelte woman figure of her — they were worth waiting for, he told himself again.

She turned her head and saw him and made a movement as though she were going back to her cabin, but he beckoned to her, and to his surprise, she walked slowly toward him.

“Don’t get up,” she said coldly. “I can find a chair myself. I want to speak to you, Mr. Groat.”

“You want to speak to me,” he said in amazement, and she nodded.

“I have been thinking that perhaps I can induce you to turn this yacht about and land me in England.”

“Oh, you have, have you?” he said sharply. “What inducement can you offer other than your gracious self?”

“Money,” she answered. “I do not know by what miracle it has happened, but I believe I am an heiress, and worth” — she hesitated— “a great deal of money. If that is the case, Mr. Groat, you are poor.”

“I’m not exactly a pauper,” he said, apparently amused. “What are you offering me?”

“I’m offering you half my fortune to take me back to England,” she said.

“And what would you do with the other half of your fortune?” he mocked her. “Save me from the gallows? No, no, my young friend, I have committed myself too deeply to make your plan even feasible. I’m not going to bother you again, and I promise you I will wait until we have reached our destination before I ask you to share my lot. I appreciate your offer and I dare say it is an honest one,” he went on, “but I have gone too far literally and figuratively to turn back. You hate me now, but that feeling will change.”

“It will never change,” she said as she rose. “But I see that I am wasting my time with you,” and with a little nod, she would have gone had he not caught her hand and drawn her back.

“You love somebody else, I suppose?”

“That is an impertinence,” she said. “You have no right to question me.”

“I am not questioning you, I am merely making a statement which is beyond dispute. You love somebody else, and that somebody is Jim Steele.” He leant forward. “You can make up your mind for this, that sooner than give you to Jim Steele, I will kill you. Is that plain?”

“It is the kindest thing you have said,” she smiled contemptuously as she rose.
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A little smudge of smoke far away to the south, sent Jim Steele racing away on a fool’s errand, for the ship proved to be nothing more interesting than a fruit-boat which had ignored his wireless inquiry because the only man who operated the instrument was asleep in his bunk. Jim saw the character of the ship when he was within two miles of it, and banked over, cutting a diagonal course northwest.

Once or twice he glanced back at his “passenger,” but Inspector Maynard was thoroughly at home and apparently comfortable.

Jim was growing anxious. At the longest he could not keep in the air for more than four hours, and two of those precious hours were already gone. He must leave himself sufficient “juice” to make the land and this new zigzag must not occupy more than half an hour.

He had purposely taken the machine to a great height to enlarge his field of vision, and that meant a still further burden upon his limited supply of petrol.

He was almost despairing when he saw in the far distance a tiny white arrow of foam — the ship whose wake it was he could not see. His hand strayed to the key of his little wireless and he sent a message quivering through the ether. There was no response. He waited a minute and again the key clattered and clicked. Again a silence and he flashed an angry message. Then through his earpieces he heard a shrill wail of sound — the steamer was responding.

“What ship is that?”

He waited, never “doubting that he would learn it was some small merchant vessel. There was a whine, and then:

“P-E-A-L-I-G-O,” was the reply.

Digby had gone forward to see what the men were doing who were swung over the side. He was delighted to discover that they were painting out the word Pealigo and were substituting Malaga. He went up to the captain in his most amiable mood.

“That is a good thought of yours,” he said, “changing the name, I mean.”

The captain nodded.

“By your orders, of course,” he said.

“Of course,” smiled Digby, “by my orders.”

All the time he was standing there chatting to the Brazilian he noticed that the man constantly turned his eyes to the north, scanning the sky.

“You don’t think that the aeroplane will come so far out, do you? How far are we from the coast?”

“We are a hundred and twelve miles from the English coast,” said the skipper, “and that isn’t any great distance for a seaplane.”

Digby with unusual joviality slapped him on the back.

“You are getting nervous,” he said. “He won’t come now.”

A man had come on to the bridge whom Digby recognized as the wireless operator. He handed a message to the captain, and he saw the captain’s face change.

“What is it?” he asked quickly.

Without a word the man handed the written slip.

“Ship heading south, send me your name and number.”

“Who is it from?” asked Digby, startled at this voice from nowhere.

The captain, supporting his telescope against a stanchion, scanned the northern skies.

“I see nothing,” he said with a frown. “Possibly it came from one of the land stations; there is no ship in sight.”

“Let us ask him who he is,” said Digby.

The three went back to the wireless room and the operator adjusted his earpieces. Presently he began writing, after a glance up at the captain, and Digby watched fascinated the movements of the pencil.

“Heave to. I am coming aboard you.”

The captain went out on the deck and again made a careful examination of the sky.

“I can’t understand it,” he said.

“The signal was close, senhor captain — it was less than three miles away,” broke in the operator.

The captain rubbed his nose.

“I had better stop,” he said.

“You’ll do nothing of the kind,” stormed Digby.

“You’ll go on until I tell you to stop.”

They returned to the bridge, and the captain stood with one hand on the telegraph, undecided.

And then right ahead of them, less than half a mile away, something fell into the water with a splash.

“What was that?” said Digby.

He was answered immediately. From the place where the splashing had occurred arose a great mass of billowing smoke which sped along the sea, presenting an impenetrable veil. Smoke was rising from the sea to their right, and the captain, shading his eyes, looked up. Directly over them it seemed was a silvery shape, so small as to be almost invisible if the sun had not caught the wing-tips and painted them silver.

“This, my friend,” said the captain, “is where many things happen.” He jerked over the telegraph to stop.

“What is it?” asked Digby.

“It was a smoke-bomb, and I prefer a smoke-bomb half a mile away to a real bomb on my beautiful ship,” said the captain.

For a moment Digby stared at him, and then with a scream of rage he sprang at the telegraph and thrust it over to full-ahead. Immediately he was seized from behind by two sailors, and the captain brought the telegraph back to its original position.

“You will signal to the senhor aviator, to whom you have already told the name of the ship, if you have obeyed my orders,” he said to the operator, “and say that I have put Mr. Digby Groat in irons!”

And five minutes later this statement was nearly true.

Down from the blue dropped that silvery dragonfly, first sweeping round the stationary vessel in great circles until it settled like a bird upon the water close to the yacht’s side.

The captain had already lowered a boat, and whilst they were fixing the shackles on a man who was behaving like a raving madman in his cabin below, Jim Steele came lightly up the side of the ship and followed the captain down the companionway.

Above the rumble of the yacht’s machinery Eunice had heard the faint buzz of the descending seaplane, but had been unable to distinguish it until the yacht stopped, then she heard it plainly enough and ran to the porthole, pulling aside the silk curtain.

Yes, there it was, a buzzing insect of a thing, that presently passed out of sight on the other side. What did it mean? What did it mean, she wondered. Was it — and then the door flew open and a man stood there. He was without collar or waistcoat, his hair was rumpled, his face bleeding, and one link of a steel handcuff was fastened about his wrist. It was Digby Groat, and his face was the face of a devil.

She shrank back against the bed as he came stealthily toward her, the light of madness in his eyes, and then somebody else came in, and he swung round to meet the cold level scrutiny of Jim Steele.

With a yell like a wild beast, Digby sprang at the man he hated, but the whirling steel of the manacle upon his hand never struck home. Twice Jim hit him, and he fell an inert heap on the ground. In another second Eunice was in her lover’s arms, sobbing her joy upon the breast of his leather jacket.


The End
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Jim Bartholomew, booted and spurred and impatient to be gone, sat on the edge of the table and watched the clock with a sigh. He looked too young a man to be the manager of the most important branch of the South Devon Farmers’ Bank, and possibly the fact that his father had been managing director of that corporation before he died had something to do with his appointment.

But those who saw in him only a well dressed young man with a taste for good horses, and imagined that his accomplishments began and ended with riding to hounds or leading a hunt club cotillion, had reason to reverse their judgment when they sat on the other side of his table and talked business.

He glanced at his watch and groaned.

There was really no reason why he should remain until the closing hour, for yesterday had been Moorford’s market day and the cash balance had gone off that morning by train to Exeter.

But, if the truth be told, Bartholomew lived in some awe of his assistant manager. That gentleman at once amused and irritated him, and whilst he admired the conscientiousness of Stephen Sanderson there were moments when his rigid adherence to the letter of banking regulations and local routine annoyed Jim Bartholomew unreasonably. He took another look at his watch, picked up his riding whip from the table, and passed into the assistant manager’s room.

Stephen Sanderson did just what Jim expected. He looked up at his manager and from the manager to the loud-ticking clock above the door.

“In two minutes we shall be closed, Mr Bartholomew,” he said primly and managed to colour that simple statement of fact with just a tinge of disapproval.

He was a man of forty-two, hardworking and efficient, and Jim Bartholomew’s appointment to the management of the Moorford branch had shattered one of the two ambitions of his life. He had no particular reason to love his manager. Bartholomew was an out-of-door man, one who had distinguished himself in the war, who loved exercise and something of the frivolity of life. Sanderson was a student, an indefatigable hunter of references, and found his chief pleasure within the restricted area which a reading lamp throws. Moreover he had a weakness, and this Jim Bartholomew, with his queer inquisitiveness, had discovered, to Stephen Sanderson’s embarrassment.

“The vaults are closed, Mr Sanderson,” said Jim, with a smile. “I don’t think two minutes will make a great deal of difference one way or the other.”

Mr Sanderson sniffed without raising his eyes from the paper upon which he was writing.

“How go the criminal investigations?” asked Jim humorously and the man flushed and laid down his pen viciously.

“Let me tell you, Mr Bartholomew,” he said hotly, “that you are making fun of a quality of mine which may one day serve the bank and its interests very well.”

“I am sure it will,” said Jim soothingly, half ashamed of the provocation he had given.

“I have recently had from New York, from a corresponding friend of mine, the threads of a remarkable case,” went on the ruffled Sanderson, taking up an envelope. “Here is something,” he said vehemently, “which would make you open your sceptical eyes in astonishment.”

When he was excited his voice betrayed his northern ancestry, and that to Jim Bartholomew was a danger sign.

“My dear chap, it is a very excellent study indeed,” he said, “and I congratulate you. Why, when I was in the Naval Intelligence Department, I had serious thoughts of taking up detective work myself.”

Again Mr Sanderson raised his eyes to the clock.

“You’ll be going now,” he said pointedly and Jim with a laugh turned out of the bank.

His horse, held by the ostler of the Royal Inn, was waiting by the sidewalk, and he mounted and cantered through the town and up the long slope which leads to the edge of the moor. Clearing the scatter of villas, he came at last after a stiff climb to the depression which was locally named the Devils Bowl.

On the furthermost edge of the bowl a figure on horseback was waiting, silhouetted against the westering sun, and he shook up his mount and took a short cut down the rough slope and through the boulder-strewn bed of the hollow.

The girl who awaited him had been sitting astride, but now she had taken a more comfortable attitude, slipping one polished boot from the stirrup and throwing it across the horse’s neck. She sat clasping her knee, and looking down at Jim’s awkward progress with a smile of amusement.

Margot Cameron had the type of face which the black-and-white artists of France alone know how to draw. If she gave the impression of pallor, it was because of those vivid red lips of hers which drew all colour to her mouth and made the healthy pink and the faint tan of her face seem colourless by comparison.

When you were nearer to her you saw that the red of lip and the apparent pallor of skin owed no more to the reinforcement of art than the mop of gold-brown hair (now braided sedately) upon her shapely head.

Jim rode up, hat in hand, waving a salute.

“Do you know,” said the girl, dropping her right foot back into the stirrup, “that whilst I was sitting here there came over me, with almost stunning force, the realisation that you do work for a living after all!”

“I keep office hours,” said Jim smugly, “which is quite a different thing. If you have been in England all this long time and have not discovered that English businessmen do not begin work until ten o’clock in the morning, that they knock of for tea at three o’clock in the afternoon, and go home at four, then your trip has been wasted.”

A gleam shone in the girls eyes. She did not readily smile, and if laughing had been a habit of hers, such hours of her life as were spent in Bartholomew’s company would have been a series of hysterical giggles.

They rode quietly side by side for a time before Jim spoke.

“Talking of hideous realisations,” he said slowly, “it has been my day’s obsession that I shall only see you once more after today — you still intend sailing on Saturday?”

The girl nodded.

“And you’ll be away for—” He left his question half finished.

“I don’t know,” said Margot shortly, “my future plans are rather uncertain. For the moment they are largely determined by what course of action Frank and Cecile decide. They were talking of buying a place in England and staying here for a few years. Frank doesn’t like the of my launching forth on my own, otherwise—” She stopped suddenly.

“Otherwise?” suggested Jim.

“Otherwise,” said the girl, “I might, of course, think of taking a place myself in England.”

“Oh yes,” said Jim softly.

She turned to him.

“You wouldn’t like me to do that, would you?” she asked abruptly and Jim was silent.

“No,” he admitted in that quiet way of his, “I don’t think I should care for your taking that step. I should like it just to happen that you were here. If you weren’t so infernally well off` — I — I think your future might be planned a little more definitely.”

She waited, but he offered no explanation and she had not the will to demand one. They had reached the wild slope of the upper moor. Far away on the horizon like a tiny blue cloud was hoary Hay Tor, and beneath them, through the thin plantation that fringed the river, they glimpsed the silver fret of the Dart.

“This is the only place in England where I can breathe,” said the girl, snuffling the air.

“You have our permission,” said Jim graciously.

He pulled in his horse and pointed with his riding crop across the moor.

“Do you see that white house — it is not really a house, I think it was designed either for an emperors shooting box or a lunatic asylum.”

“I see,” said the girl, shading her eyes.

“That is Tor Towers. I suppose you have met Mrs Markham?”

“Markham?” said the girl, wrinkling her forehead. “No, I don’t think I have.”

“She is a compatriot of yours and another immensely wealthy lady.”

“American?” said the girl in surprise. “It is curious we haven’t met her and we’ve been here for a year.”

“I’ve only seen her once myself,” admitted Jim. “She is a client of the bank, but Sanderson usually interviews her.”

“Is she young or old?”

“Quite young,” said Jim enthusiastically, “and as beautiful as — as, well, have you ever seen Greuze’s picture in the Louvre, ‘L’Oiseau Mort’? Well, she’s as beautiful as that, and Greuze might have painted his picture with her as a model except for the darkness of her hair.”

The girl was looking at him, her eyebrows arched with something that might have been amusement and was certainly surprise.

“Tut-tut!” she said with mock severity, “this enthusiasm—”

“Don’t be silly, Margot,” said Jim, and he really did blush. “I only saw her once, I tell you.”

“Once? But she made an impression apparently,” nodded the girl.

“In a way she did,” said Jim, returning to his old seriousness, “and in a way she didn’t.”

“I understand you perfectly,” said the girl. “What do you mean?”

“I mean I could admire her and yet there was something about her which left me with an odd sense of sadness.”

Margot laughed shortly.

“Of all ways to a man’s heart, an odd sense of sadness is the shortest,” she said. “Come, let us get home.”

She turned her horse to one of the smaller roads leading to the valley of the Dart and the Moor ford from which the town took its name.

“Wait a bit.”

Jim reined his horse to a standstill, and Margot Cameron turning back saw something in his face that set her heart thumping more than the exercise of reining in her horse justified.

“Margot, I’m not going to see a great deal more of you,” said Jim and his voice was husky. “You’re going away and God knows when you’re coming back again. And when you’ve left, this place which you and I think is so beautiful will be just a damnable desert — if you will pardon the profanity.”

She did not speak, but looked past him.

“I think I’m staying on in this town,” he said, “because I am probably doing the only kind of job that I’m fit for. And it is likely that I shall stay here for ever and be a bald old bank manager at seventy. I wasn’t intended to be a bank manager,” he said, with a return to his whimsical self, “it was never ordained that I should sit in an office behind a leather-covered table and call the bluff on people who want a thousand overdraft on a five-hundred security. It was intended that I should be a sailor,” he said half to himself, “or a — yes, a bank robber! I have a criminal heart, but I have no enterprise.”

“What is this all leading to?” asked the girl, bringing up her eyes to his face.

“It is leading to this one vital and important fact,” said Jim, sitting bolt upright on his horse, a sure sign of his nervousness. “It means that I love you and I don’t want you to leave this country in any ignorance of that point. Wait a moment,” he said, as he thought she was about to speak (as a matter of fact she found a little difficulty in breathing in spite of her testimonial to the qualities of Dartmoor), “I know you’ll tell me that you wish I hadn’t told you, but after all you’ll wish that because you will be afraid of my hurt.” He shook his head.

“I’ve got the hurt and I’m getting rid of a lot of my mind-sickness when I tell you that I love you. I’m not going to ask you to be my wife either, Margot. It would be unfair to entertain the idea of marrying you, even supposing you did not whack me over the head with your crop at the bare suggestion. I just wanted to tell you that I love you and that I’m going to work — I shall leave this grisly town…and some day perhaps…” His speech tailed off into something like incoherence.

She was laughing softly though there was a suspicion of tears in her eyes.

“You are a queer man, Jim,” she said softly, “and now having proposed to me and rejected yourself nothing remains for me to say except that I will never be a sister to you and that I promised Cecile I would bring you home to tea.”

Jim swallowed something and then with a deep sigh stuck his heels into his horse and pushed him forward to the girls side.

“That’s that,” he said.

“I wonder if your that is my that?” said the girl, and went on quickly. “Now, let us gossip about the beautiful Mrs Markham.”

And of the beautiful Mrs Markham and other matters they talked until they passed through the stone pillars of Moor House, that quaint mansion on the hinge of Moorford which the Camerons had rented for the summer.
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Frank, a tall handsome American of thirty-five, was coming back from the tennis court, and he greeted Jim and his sister nom afar.

“I’ve had a visit from your assistant,” he said, after the horses had been taken away and Margot had gone into the house.

“From Sanderson?” said Jim in astonishment, “what the dickens did he want? Have you overdrawn your account?”

Frank grinned.

“Nothing so prosaic as that,” he said. “No, it was on quite an interesting business he came. By the way he’s something of an amateur detective, I suppose you know?”

Jim groaned.

“Good Lord!” he said dismally, “he hasn’t been up here rustling clues or anything of that kind, has he?”

The other laughed.

“Not exactly,” he said, “but a month ago he asked me for an introduction to a personal friend of mine. I happened to mention when I was talking with Sanderson at the bank that John Rogers, our District Attorney, was a friend of mine. Rogers has an extraordinary knowledge of criminals and has quite the best library on criminology in the United States. This was the fact I let fall to your Mr Sanderson and which resulted in my giving him a letter of introduction to John and his consequent visit today to see me. Apparently John has put him in possession of important data and Sanderson wished one or two matters explained — such as the functions of our State Governors and their power to grant pardons.”

“What is he after?” asked Jim after a puzzling moment. “He never confides in me, you know; in fact, I rather jibe him about his criminal investigations, and, in consequence, we are not exactly the most intimate of friends.”

Frank had led the way to his den as they were talking. He took up a sheet of notepaper from his table and read it over.

“I jotted down a few items after he had gone,” he said, “and really, Bartholomew, your Mr Sanderson isn’t as eccentric as he seems. This is the point. There is in England at this present moment what he romantically calls ‘The Big Four of Crime.’ Three of them are citizens of my own dear native land, and one, I believe, is a Wop — or a Spaniard — who poses as an Italian, named Romano. The fact that Romano is a criminal has been established. The other three, about whom there are known records, are a Mr and Mrs Trenton — Doc Trenton is the man — I’ve got most of these facts from Sanderson — and a particularly well-experienced forger named Talbot. These are the names by which they call themselves, of course, and I wouldn’t vouch for their accuracy.”

“But what on earth has this to do-” began Jim.

“Wait a bit,” said Frank, “I want to tell you this much. I think your man has got on the right track. There’s no doubt whatever about the existence of the four persons whose doings he is following. They are very much alive and kicking. The police of most of the countries in Europe, certainly the police of America, know them and their exploits very well, for at one time or another they have all been in the hands of the law: The work that Sanderson has been engaged upon, apparently, has been the identification of these four law breakers with a gang which, for the past year, has been engaged in jewel robberies in Paris and London.”

Jim Bartholomew nodded.

“I have good reason for knowing there is such a gang,” he said. “Almost every post from the Bankers’ Association contains some fresh warning and some new particular of their methods. I suppose it was from these ‘confidentials’ that Sanderson got his idea?”

The “confidentials” were the secret documents which bankers in all countries receive, not only from their own associates but from the police headquarters.

“He told me as much,” said Frank. “What Sanderson had really been doing is this. He has been canvassing the police forces of the world by correspondence, getting particulars of the jewel and bank thieves known to them and, when it is possible, their photographs. That is why I was able to help him with my friend the District Attorney who has written to Sanderson telling him that he has sent him on a batch of information and photographs. They hadn’t turned up when Sanderson came here, but the American mail comes in scraps, as you probably know.”

“What is Sanderson’s idea as to the future?” asked Jim, puzzled. “Does he aspire to be a policeman? I suppose he didn’t take you that much into his confidence?”

Frank laughed.

“That is just what he did,” he said. “As a matter of fact, he unbosomed himself of his ambitions in a most highly confidential way but as he did not extract from me any promise that I would not pass the information on I can tell you. I can rely upon you, Bartholomew, not to rag him?”

“Of course,” protested Jim. “Had I known he was taking the thing so seriously and doing such excellent work I would have given him all the assistance in my power.”

“Sanderson’s idea, and his chief ambition, is to create a Bankers’ Protection Corps,” Frank went on, “and it is quite an excellent scheme. His plan is to take the likeliest men from the banking world, clerks and so on, and train them to the detection of banking crimes — and here comes Jones to call us to tea.”

He rose, and Jim preceded him from the room. In the hall Frank Cameron changed the subject abruptly.

“I shall miss you quite a lot,” he said, “and I am hoping that fate will bring us back to this delightful spot.”

Jim was as fervently hoping the same, but did no more than murmur a conventional agreement.

“The voyage is going to do my wife a lot of good, I hope. She has not been quite the same since her sister died.”

It was the first time that Frank Cameron had mentioned his wife’s illness, though Jim had had many talks with Margot on the matter.

“She died quite suddenly in the United States, didn’t she?”

Frank nodded.

“Yes, we were in Paris at the time. One morning we got an urgent cable and Cecile went back to New York next day — she insisted upon going alone — she arrived there just in time, poor girl. She has never quite recovered from the shock. It has clouded her life most tragically — by the way you never talk to Cecile about her sister, do you?”

Jim shook his head.

“No. I have never mentioned her, and it is not a subject I should care to raise.”

Frank nodded his approval.

Margot had changed from her riding kit and was sitting in the drawingroom with her sister-in-law. Mrs Cameron rose and came towards him with outstretched hands. She was a stately pretty woman of thirty with flawless features and dark eyes that had always seemed to Frank to hold the shadow of tragedy.

“Thank heaven, I’ve finished my packing,” she said.

“When and how do you leave?” asked Jim. “Tomorrow?”

“Early on Saturday morning,” said Cecile Cameron, handing him his tea. “We’re going by car to Southampton and sending the baggage on overnight. I want to stay here until the very last moment and it will be rather fun motoring in the early morning.”

“I have ordered fabulous sums to be at your disposal tomorrow,” laughed Jim. “I don’t know what my general manager will say when he knows that the bank has lost four such excellent clients.”

“Four?” said Mrs Cameron. “Who else is leaving beside us three?”

“Mrs Markham of Tor Towers will be a fellow passenger of yours — and she’s American, by the way.”

“Markham? Do you know her, Frank?”

Frank Cameron shook his head.

“She is not a New Yorker,” explained Jim. “I believe she comes from Virginia. She is a regular visitor to this country and as a matter of fact she is coming back to us and has deposited her jewels with us — I wish she hadn’t. I hate the responsibility of carrying a hundred thousand pounds’ worth of diamonds in my vault, and as soon as the good lady is on the sea I shall send them up to London for safe custody.”

“Mrs Markham,” said Frank thoughtfully. “It is curious we have never met her. Is she young or old?”

“Young,” said Jim. “I have never seen her myself, except at a distance. She leaves the management of her domestic affairs to her butler, a pompous gentleman named Winter — a typical superior domestic servant. Sanderson has conducted all the business dealings we have had with Mrs Markham, so I know very little about her, except that she is a most agreeable lady, has tons of money, is a widow, and spends most of her time painting sketches of Dartmoor. But I don’t suppose you three good people will want any fourth, and certainly you’ll find scores of friends on the ship. Have you a suite?”

Frank nodded.

“We have Suite B, which is the best on the ship, and Cecile has a great friend going out, Mrs Dupreid — Jane is sailing, isn’t she?” He turned to his wife.

“Yes, I had a letter from her this morning. You’re quite right, Mr Bartholomew; one doesn’t want a great crowd on a ship, and sea voyages depress me horribly. I don’t think Jane Dupreid is going to be much of an acquisition to our party, Frank.” She smiled quietly. “Jane is a bad sailor and takes to her bunk the moment the ship leaves the wharf and stays there until it passes Sandy Hook.”

The conversation drifted to ships and passengers and their eccentricities, and was mainly between Frank Cameron and his wife and Jim. Margot Cameron was unusually silent and thoughtful, and it was Cecile who drew attention to the fact.

“You’re rather quiet, Margot; what is the matter?”

Margot Cameron roused from her reverie with a start.

“How terrible that my silences are remarkable!” she said, with a little laugh. “I suppose it is rather like when the engine stops at sea, it wakes you up! To be perfectly frank, I was feeling a little sad at leaving this place.”

Frank looked from his sister to Jim and back to his sister again and smiled.

“Oh yes,” he said dryly.

“I think I must be getting old,” said Margot, “but somehow of late I hate change.”

“I rather dislike it myself,” said Frank, “but either you or I have got to go, Margot. We have to settle up Aunt Martha’s estate.”

He saw Jim’s eyes light up and grinned.

“That sounds as though we are going to make a short stay and then home again, but I really ought to see the mining properties I am interested in and that means spending the winter in California.”

Jim groaned.

“Well,” he said grimly “you’ll find me here with the other permanent fixtures of the town, and maybe when you return you will find plates affixed to various buildings to commemorate your stay. I shall be a deadly dull man.”

“Perhaps a circus will happen along,” suggested Margot helpfully.

“There are two courses open to me,” said the solemn Jim. “The first is to allow myself to get into the whirl of local gaiety and take up sheep breeding, and the second is to rob the bank and shoot up the town. There is every incentive to rob the bank,” he added thoughtfully.

“The beautiful Mrs Markham’s diamonds—”

“Why do you always prefix Mrs Markham with the word ‘beautiful’?” asked the girl, not without a certain undercurrent of irritation.

“For lack of a better adjective,” was the cryptic reply.

“Well, I shouldn’t shoot up the town until we’re well on our way,” said Frank, passing his cup back to Cecile.

“Phew!” said Jim suddenly, “what a wonderful ring!”

He was looking at Mrs Cameron’s outstretched hand and she flushed slightly.

“It is lovely, isn’t it?” said Cameron quietly “Let me show it to Bartholomew.”

She hesitated, then drew the ring from her finger and handed it to the visitor. It was a broad band of gold and had the appearance of having been cut rather than moulded. It was the design which had attracted Bartholomew’s attention, and now he carried it to the window to examine it more carefully for the design was an unusual one. Three serpent-headed women, delicately and beautifully carved, every line of their sombre faces exquisitely modelled, though each face was not more than an eighth of an inch in length.

He examined it admiringly, noted the twining snakes and a hint of wings, and brought the ring back to Mrs Cameron.

“The Daughters of the Night,” he said. “A beautiful piece of work!”

“The Daughters of the Night?” Mrs Cameron frowned.

“Yes, they are the three Furies, aren’t they? The Roman deities who brought punishment to evildoers.”

“I never heard them called the Daughters of the Night,” Cecile Cameron spoke slowly as she replaced the ring on her finger. “The Daughters of the Night!”

“My mythology is a little bit rusty,” smiled Jim, “but that is the name by which I remember them. It is certainly a lovely piece of work.”

“You are fortunate to see it,” said Frank. “My wife only wears it one day in the year, the anniversary of her father’s death. Isn’t that so, darling?” Mrs Cameron nodded.

“Father gave one to my sister and myself,” she said. “He was a great connoisseur and had had this ring copied from one which is now in the Louvre. It hasn’t” — she faltered— “it hasn’t very pleasant memories, but Daddy was so proud of them — it was his own work — that I wear mine once a year for his sake.”

She did not mention her dead sister, but Jim guessed that that was where the unhappiness of the memory lay.

“It is rather valuable,” said Jim, “because the ring at the Louvre was stolen in ‘99 if you remember, and today this is the only copy in the world.” Margot had risen and walked to the piano and was playing softly and Jim had come to accept Margot’s playing as part of the daily pleasure which life held for him. He pulled up a chair to her side.

“Play me something that will soothe my jagged nerves,” he said.

“You’ve no right to have jagged nerves — a boy like you,” she said, and stopped.

“This time next week where shall we be?” quoth he. “What ship are you going on?”

“On the Ceramia.”

“On the Ceramia?” he lifted his eyebrows.

“Great Scott! Old man Stornoway is chief officer and old Smythe is chief engineer.” She turned on the stool, her hands on her lap.

“And who may these old gentlemen be?” she asked. “Frank!” she called over her shoulder. “Come and hear about the doddering friends of Mr Bartholomew.”

“Well, they’re not really old men,” explained Jim, “but they are very great pals of mine. You see, during the war I was in the Navy. I was almost everything that you can be in the Navy from stoker to Intelligence Officer. Stornoway was the skipper of B. 75, which was a special service destroyer, and I was Intelligence Officer on her. We were running a patrol to the north of Scotland. Smythe was chief engineer and so we got to know one another rather well, and when we were picked up—”

“Picked up?” said the girl. “What do you mean?”

“Well, you see, we were torpedoed rather neatly one cold February day and we three were in the water together for about twelve hours, and naturally under those circumstances you get to know a man.”

The girl laughed.

“Did you rescue them from a watery grave?” she asked sardonically. “Or did they rescue you?”

“Well, we sort of rescued one another,” explained Jim hazily.

The girl sensed behind that awkward statement a story of unrecorded heroism and resolved to seek out Stornoway at the earliest opportunity and discover the truth of this incident.

Jim would have stayed to dinner but for the fact that he had a long report which must be written that night, and the girl walked with him down the drive.

“So you’re going to be a bank robber after I leave, are you?” she said.

“Why not?” he protested stoutly. “It’s easy. Do you know, Margot, I have a criminal mind.”

“I’ve often suspected you of having a weak mind, but never a criminal mind,” said the girl, “but I suppose that—”

“In what respect have I a weak mind?”

“Well,” she drawled, “I think you lack resolution, and in some respects self-confidence.”

“Good lord!” he gasped. “I thought I was the most sure and certain man in the world.”

“In some respects you are. In fact, in some respects you are inclined to be bumptious,” she went on remorselessly, “but in others—”

He stopped and faced her.

“Now you’ve got to tell me where I’ve failed. Don’t leave me in this benighted land — for benighted it will be when you have gone — with that untold mystery taxing all my mental resources. In what respect have I failed?”

“I think you’re very — English,” she said.

“In other words, pudden-headed,” said Jim. “But surely you are not going to blame me because I am a citizen of the most downtrodden race in the world.”

She laughed.

“I think you’re dense, that’s all.”

“Oh, is that all?” he said sarcastically. And then more seriously:

“Suppose I am willingly dense. Suppose I know that within my reach is the greatest prize in all the world?” His voice shook ever so slightly.

“Suppose I know there is somebody so generous and so fine and so immensely gracious that she would give herself to me — I who have just enough money to realise my poverty. Suppose I knew all this and had resolved in my heart that for her happiness and mine I must come to her with an accomplishment behind me, would you say that I lacked confidence?”

She did not speak, but laid her hand within his, and in silence they walked the rest of the way.

“I shall see you tomorrow,” she said without looking at him. “You wouldn’t like to come to Southampton to see us off?”

“That’s an idea,” he said. “It will be rather painful, but I — yes. I’ll do it. I’ll come down by the morning train.”

“Why not come down by car with us?”

“I can’t do that,” he said. “I am due in London on Saturday morning, but I’ll go up by the midnight train to London, see my general manager, and catch the boat train to Southampton. Good night!” He held out his hand and she looked round.

Behind them the groom was leading Jims horse.

“Good night,” she said, “and don’t bring your horse tomorrow: I can’t go riding.”

“Will you come into town tomorrow with your sister?” he asked.

“Possibly,” she nodded. He swung into his saddle and the girl was gently rubbing the nose of the horse.

“Jim,” she asked suddenly “if — if you are going to make your fortune…you will try something very rapid, won’t you?”

He stooped over and laid his hand upon her head and she raised her eyes to his.

“It will be something infernally rapid,” he said.
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Mr Stephen Sanderson had had a bulky letter by the American mail and had sat up half the night writing, taking notes and comparing the new data he had received from Frank Cameron’s friend with the voluminous matter he had already classified and tabulated.

It was a long work, but it was a labour of love for Stephen Sanderson. It meant the careful reading of thousands of newspaper extracts dealing with the wave of crime which had swept over England and France that year. It meant the comparison of methods thus recorded, with those which had been supplied him by the report which had come from New York. He had worked until the daylight filtered greyly through the curtained window with a dozen portraits of men and women outspread on the table before him. He was piecing together with amazing patience the pieces of the most fascinating jigsaw puzzle. Only one or two pieces did not fit, and he arose after four hours’ sleep, refreshed and thrilled by the thought that even these elusive scraps might yet be fitted into the picture.

Jim, coming to the office at ten o’clock, found his assistant sitting before his desk a little hollow-eyed but more cheerful than he remembered him.

“Good morning, Mr Sanderson.”

“Good morning, Mr Bartholomew.”

Jim had an inquiry on the tip of his tongue, but checked himself. He looked at his assistant with a new respect.

“Is there anything particularly interesting this morning?” asked Jim as he hung up his hat and slipped off his coat — it had been raining that morning.

“Nothing, sir,” said Sanderson. He was punctilious in all outward evidence of respect.

“I have the money ready for Mrs Cameron and for Mrs Markham.”

“Oh yes, but she’s not drawing out her balance, is she?”

“Yes, sir,” said the other. “Her balance isn’t a very large one. About 2,000. She is leaving a little in the account because she is returning. I am expecting Mr Winter any moment. Would you like to see him?”

“Who is Winter? Oh, the butler? No, thank you very much,” said Jim carelessly. “If he wants to see me he’ll find me in the office.”

He went into his room, closed the door, and Sanderson went on with his work. There was a knock at the door and the clerk came in.

“Mr Winter, sir,” he said.

“Oh, I’ll see him in here. Ask him in, will you?”

A stout, genial-looking man with black side whiskers was Mr Winter. He offered his large hand, and sitting down on the seat opposite Sanderson at the managers invitation, he produced a pink slip which Sanderson examined.

“Well, Mr Winter, I suppose your lady is in a state of great excitement about the prospect of going back to America?”

“No, sir,” smiled Mr Winter. “There’s very little excitement at Tor Towers, sir, believe me. It is just about the dullest situation I was ever in. Mind you, everything is as it should be in the way of food and accommodation, but there’s precious little life.”

“When are you leaving?”

“Tonight, sir. We are going by car to Bournemouth and on early tomorrow to the ship.”

“It is going to be a pleasant trip for you, Mr Winter.”

The elder man rubbed the bald patch on the top of his head.

“Well, sir, it may be and it may not,” he said cautiously “I have never been out of England and I don’t know how I’m going to get on with these Americans. Of course, Mrs M. is a very nice lady and if they are all like her I shall be comfortable. But never having been abroad or been on a ship — why naturally I’m a bit nervous.”

“You’ll be all right,” said Sanderson.

He rang the bell and handed the cheque to the clerk.

“Bring the cash for this, will you,” he said

“There is one thing, sir,” the butler leant over the table and lowered his voice. “Mrs M. is a little nervous about those jewels you’ve got and she asked me if I’ll have a look at them to see if they are properly packed — in fact, sir, I won’t tell a lie, to see if they are still in your possession.”

Sanderson indulged in one of his rare smiles.

“I don’t think she need worry about that,” he said. “I suppose it is the jewel robberies which are worrying her?”

“That’s it, sir,” nodded Winter emphatically. “My lady says that she was robbed once before when she was in America and it has made her scared.”

“I think I can put her mind at rest,” said Sanderson, rising, and going to a steel door at the end of his room.

He manipulated two keys and presently the big door swung open, and he disappeared into the vault.

He came back in a moment with a small brown-paper parcel.

“Do you want me to open this?” he said, pointing to the package and the sealed tape which enveloped it.

“No, sir,” said Winter. “All she wanted you to do was to tear the paper so that I could see. I understand the jewels are in a glass case.”

“Mrs Markham’s idea,” said Sanderson, “and not a bad one.”

He caught a corner of the paper and tore it cautiously revealing an oblong glass box.

“There they are.”

Mr Winter leaned forward and looked reverently at a section of a broad diamond collar which sparkled and glittered in the light.

“That’s all right, sir,” he said, “and here’s Mrs Markham’s seal.”

He handed over a gummed label, across which was written “Stella Markham” and the date.

“What is that for?” asked Sanderson in surprise, and Mr Winter chuckled.

“A wonderful lady is Mrs M. She thinks of everything. ‘Winter,’ she said, ‘after Mr Sanderson has torn the paper you’d better put this label over the tear so that nobody will think the parcel has been interfered with without my knowledge.”

He licked the label and with an “excuse me, sir,” rubbed it down over the torn paper.

“There’s a gentleman Mrs Markham doesn’t like,” he said, with a jerk of his head to the window which gave out upon the High Street. Following the direction of his eyes Sanderson saw the back of a stocky figure.

“Who is that?” he asked.

“That’s Farmer Gold. He’s a very objectionable man and turned madame off his property where she was sketching.”

“He’s usually a very decent fellow,” said Sanderson. “I’ll put this package back in the vaults and you can reassure Mrs Markham that her jewels are safe.”

The clerk came in with the money which was counted, not once, but three times by the careful Mr Winter. He had pocketed the money and was rising when Sanderson detained him.

“There’s one thing I want to see you about, Mr Winter,” he said, “if you can spare five minutes of your time.”

“With all the pleasure in life,” said Mr Winter.

“You’re going to America, and you will be in a favourable position to collect a little information for me, especially whilst you are on the ship.”

“If I’m well enough to get about, sir,” interrupted Winter. “I’m not looking forward—”

“Oh, you’ll be well enough to get about,” said Mr Sanderson, with a little laugh. “Sailing with you will be Mr and Mrs Cameron.”

“Cameron?” repeated the other.

“Yes.”

“Are they country people? Do I know them?”

“I don’t know whether you know them, but they live in this town.”

“Oh yes, the American people,” nodded Winter. “Yes, sir.”

And Sanderson detailed his commission. Not for five minutes, but for twenty did he speak. It was necessary to some extent to take the butler into his confidence, and this he did. Jim heard the murmur of voices in the next room and, looking across the unfrosted top of the door panel, caught a glimpse of Sanderson’s earnest face and smiled. He sealed the letter he was writing and passed into the outer office.

“Has Mrs Cameron been?” he asked his clerk.

“No, sir. Mr Winter, Mrs Markham’s butler, is here.”

“Tell Mr Sanderson I shall be back in ten minutes,” said Jim, and went out into the High Street.

He was restless, impatient of things, craving unreasonably for a glimpse of the face which was soon to pass away from him, perhaps for ever. He walked through the town in the direction of the Camerons’ house and knew himself for a fool. He was halfway up Moor Hill when he saw the car coming slowly down. It stopped at his signal and Cecile Cameron beckoned him.

“Where are you going so early?” he asked.

The other occupant of the car was Margot, who had no need to make any inquiry and was only interested in what excuse Jim would invent.

“I was coming out to meet you,” said Jim, seating himself in one of the bucket seats.

“And Margot?” said Cecile softly.

“And Margot,” Jim admitted without blushing. “I know I am a frantic idiot, but I just hate your going.”

“I think we all wish we were staying,” said Cecile, “even Margot.”

“Even Margot,” scoffed her sister-in-law.

“Can’t you find an excuse to come with us?” said Mrs Cameron.

“I found the excuse quite a long time ago,” said Jim.

Margot stared out of the window; interested apparently in anything and everything except the young man in tweeds who sat with his foot against hers.

“Maybe I’ll turn up there if you don’t come back quickly,” Jim went on. “One of these fine days when you’re sitting in your palatial apartment on the 29th floor of the Goldrox Hotel you will ring your bell for the waiter and in will come Jim Bartholomew — I had no idea I had walked such a short distance.”

The car was pulling up before the bank.

Sanderson was standing at the door talking to his visitor.

“And now to do a little honest banking business?” said Jim. “I—”

He stopped dead at the sight of Mrs Cameron’s face. It was as white as death, her lips were bloodless and her face was frozen in an expression of horror.

Jim turned and saw Sanderson at the door. He had just given his final word to Mrs Markham’s butler and had not noticed the arrival of the car. He looked back again at Cecile. She was shaking as if from an ague.

“My God!” she gasped. “Oh, my God!”

By this time Sanderson had turned into the bank.

“What is the matter, Cecile dear? For heaven’s sake, what has happened?” said Margot, putting her arms about Cecile.

“Nothing, nothing.”

Jim was dumb with astonishment.

Sanderson! What was there in the sight of that stony face which would reduce this well-poised woman to such a condition of terror? That it was Sanderson he did not doubt. He jumped out of the car and assisted Mrs Cameron into the bank.

“Oh, it is nothing. I am stupid,” she said faintly as he brought her into his office. “Just a little fainting attack, I sometimes have them. You must please forgive me, Mr Bartholomew, for making such a spectacle of myself.”

“But what was it, dear?” Margot asked anxiously.

“Nothing, nothing.” Mrs Cameron forced a smile. “Really it was nothing, Margot. I just had an attack of the vapours. Will you attend to me, Mr Bartholomew? I — I don’t think I want to see your assistant manager.”

Jim was only too anxious to deal with the matter himself. He walked into Sanderson’s office and that worthy was at the table apparently unconscious of his responsibility for Mrs Cameron’s condition.

“I am attending to Mrs Cameron’s account myself, Sanderson,” said Jim.

“Very good, sir,” replied the other, without looking up. “I’ve just fixed Mrs Markham’s account.”

In three minutes Jim was back in his office with the notes and by that time Cecile Cameron had recovered something of her calm.

“There’s quite a run on the bank today,” said Jim. “Mrs Markham’s butler has just drawn 2,000 for that lady.”

There was a silence as he counted the money then: “Mrs Markham is the lady who is going to America, is she?” said Cecile.

“I believe she is leaving today or tomorrow. I’ll find out.”

He went into Sanderson’s room. He guessed that Cecile’s interest in Mrs Markham was an excuse to get him out of the room that she might have a little further time to recover and he delayed his return as long as possible.

He was somewhat surprised to find his assistant in excellent humour and informative.

“Yes,” said Jim on his return, “she’s sailing tomorrow and her butler has been confiding his terrors of the sea to Sanderson. I gather she is leaving today.”

He saw the girls back to their car and bade farewell to them and stood watching the number plate at the back of the car until it had disappeared, then he went slowly back to his office. He pressed the bell which communicated with Sanderson and the assistant manager came in.

“Sanderson,” he said, “I owe you an apology.”

“Do you, sir?” said Sanderson in surprise.

“Yes,” said Jim. “I’ve been rather a boor about your little hobby and I didn’t realise how very important your work in that direction may be.”

Mr Sanderson looked at him suspiciously.

“Of course, Mr Bartholomew if you’re going to be funny about it-”

“I’m not being funny at all,” said Jim. “Sit down. I had a long talk with Mr Cameron yesterday afternoon, and without betraying any of your secrets he told me that you were working systematically with the object of identifying the members of the Big Four who have been victimising the banks.”

“Well, sir, that’s true,” said Sanderson, sitting down, “and I’m happy to say that I’m on the track. And I’m not the only one looking for them either,” he said. “I had a letter yesterday from a friend of Mr Cameron’s who’s a lawyer in America, and he gave me some very interesting information. The biggest enemy to the Big Four is a woman — a woman detective who has been employed by the Department of Justice in America for four years tracking down the principal members. I don’t know the name of the lady and this fact was told me in confidence.”

“A woman detective sounds thrilling,” said Jim. “What do you think are the prospects of their capture?”

Sanderson shook his head.

“That’s a difficult question to answer,” he said. “As likely as not the lady who is on their track is nearer to detecting them than ever I shall be. She has unlimited resources, she has the Government of America behind her, she can appear in all sorts of guises, and can devote the whole of her time to the work.” It seemed at that moment to Jim that he had a deeper grudge against the mysterious woman detective with her unlimited authority than he had against the miscreants whose undoing he sought.

“By the way sir, Mr Winter wanted to see Mrs Markham’s jewels before he left,” said Sanderson as he was leaving, and gave an account of the interview.

He made no reference, however, to the interview which followed when they sat head to head over the table, he and the butler whom he was training and from whom he anticipated receiving such assistance.

“Blow her jewellery,” said Jim. “I wish to heaven she’d leave it in London or somewhere. I’ll have to send that necklace to town just as soon as Mrs Markham has gone, Sanderson. You might write to the Head Office and tell them that they can expect it on Tuesday and you can take it. A trip to town will do you no harm, and it will probably help you.”

Sanderson nodded gratefully.

“Thank you, sir, I want to go to Scotland Yard to see Inspector McGinty. I have had some correspondence with him. He seems a very intelligent man.”

“He probably is,” said Jim dryly. “It is curious how often real detectives are that way!”
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He had the choice of going home and eating a solitary lunch or mooning in his office. Somehow a meal, and a solitary meal, had no attraction for him and he was still in a state of indecision when he saw the Camerons’ car pull up and Frank jump down.

Jim Bartholomew hurried out to meet him.

“I want to speak to you, Jim,” said that troubled man.

It was the first time he had called Jim Bartholomew by his Christian name, and Jim accepted the omen with pleasure.

“I can’t make out what has happened to Cecile,” said Frank as they paced the broad sidewalk, deserted at the luncheon hour, “This morning she was quite cheerful and even made a jest about that ring of hers, which is a mighty solemn subject with Cecile, I can tell you. What did you call it?”

“The Daughters of the Night,” said Jim. “It sounds romantic and a little improper, but it is historically accurate.”

“Well, as I say she went away from the house cheerful,” Frank went on, “but came back from the bank a pitiful wreck. What happened?”

“The Lord knows!” said Jim. “I was sitting in the car with her when suddenly I saw her face go white and I thought she was going to faint.”

“Was there reason for it?”

“None that I could see,” said Jim, who thought it wisest not to mention the fact that it was apparently the sight of Sanderson which had reduced her to this condition.

“Well, anyway she’s decided that she won’t go to America tomorrow.”

“Good Lord!” said Jim, and his heart leapt.

“I can’t go either, of course?” said Frank. “But Margot will have to go. There are documents to be signed and either she or I must sign them. We’ll follow on after.”

“Is Margot going alone?” said Jim.

“I’m afraid she must,” replied the other.

“She’ll have plenty of room to move around. I’ve engaged a suite for three.”

“What does she say about it?”

“Of course, she’s very much distressed,” said Frank, “and I’d like you to see her. She’s a good girl that, Bartholomew the best in the world is my little sister. She’s leaving tonight for Southampton. I wish you would go down and see her off tomorrow I do not like to leave Cecile in her present condition.”

“Rather,” said Jim, with alacrity “You haven’t any idea what has decided Mrs Cameron not to go? I thought she was rather keen on the trip.”

“She was never enthusiastic,” said the other; “but she was agreeable. You see, her friend was going out, Mrs Dupreid, and there were all the prospects of rather a jolly voyage. I’m as sick as a monkey about it. What made her decide to change her mind heaven only knows. I never attempt to pry into first causes, so far as women are concerned, and in consequence I am a happily married.”

Jim laughed.

“Can you spare time to come up to the house now?” asked Cameron. “My car is here.”

Jim hesitated.

“Just one moment.”

He went back into the bank and entered Sanderson’s room.

“I’m going out for about an hour, Sanderson,” he said; “if you want me will you ‘phone Mrs Cameron’s house?”

Sanderson nodded. He was even genial.

“I don’t suppose you’ll be needed this afternoon, Mr Bartholomew. I’ve settled the trouble about Jackson & Wales’ bill, and the statement will be ready for you to sign at five.”

On the way up to Moor House Frank Cameron offered Jim more of his confidence than he had shown during the twelve months of their friendship.

“Cecile has never been herself since her sisters death. She died of typhoid in New York City,” he said. “I told you Cecile got there in time and only just in time. They were rather a devoted family and I sometimes wonder whether the shock has not affected her mind — I’ll be candid with you, Jim. It worries me no death at times. I insisted upon her seeing a specialist when we were in New York last fall and I gave him my views, but he could trace nothing of a serious nature and put her condition down to shock and nerve trouble. Margot, of course, has been a brick, as she always is in times of stress. How do you feel towards Margot?” he asked suddenly.

Jim went red.

“I love her,” he said suddenly and with strange gruffness.

“I thought so,” said the other quietly. “Well, what are you going to do about it?”

There was a half-smile on his face as he asked the question.

“I’m going to ask her to be my wife, but I’m going to ask her, not as a bank manager with a microscopic income—”

“You know that Margot has money of her own?” interrupted Frank.

“That is why,” said Jim quietly “I have infinite faith in my — my star, if you like. I am going to make good, and just as soon as Margot is on the way I shall resign my position as bank manager and take up something which offers better opportunities. I know, my dear chap, what you’re going to say” — he laid his hand on the other’s knee. “You’re going to tell me that you’ve the very job for me — I know you’re a very and I dare say you could place me in the way of getting easy money but that isn’t quite good enough and you wouldn’t like me much if I accepted your offer.”

“You’re right,” said Frank after a pause. “And I respect you for it, Jim. I don’t doubt that you’ll pull through and I know somebody else who will share my faith.”

Lunch was waiting when they arrived, and Cecile Cameron, who had recovered something of her self-possession, met Jim with a whimsical smile.

“Well, what do you think of my latest eccentricity, Mr Bartholomew?”

“The knowledge that you are still keeping money in my bank compensates me for a lot,” said Jim. “After all, is it eccentric to do what you want to do and not do the things you don’t want to do? Is it not more eccentric to stop yourself doing what your heart aches to do?” He looked straight at Margot and Margot returned his gaze without flushing. “To give up what you want most in the world.”

“I don’t call that eccentric,” said the girl. “I call that — a little heroic.”

Jim bowed, which was disconcerting.

“I decided that I couldn’t break with this very peaceful life yet awhile,” said Mrs Cameron, “and I really think that I ought not to be blamed.”

“Nobody is blaming you, darling,” said Frank. “Would you like to go to the Continent for a little while?”

“I’d like to stay here,” said his wife quickly, “in this little out-of-the-world place where one sees nobody.”

“This is where you bow again, Jim,” said Margot.

“Do you ‘Jim’ Jim too?” asked Frank in spurious amazement.

“Occasionally in my tender moments,” said the girl coolly and Jim choked.

It was an unexpectedly cheerful luncheon party and Jim went to the bank with two conspicuous possibilities for future happiness. (1) That if the Camerons stayed, Margot would return. (2) That if Margot returned, he would never have the courage to let her go again. It is extraordinary how the prospect of his future cowardice cheered him.

Margot came to the bank that afternoon to say goodbye. She had probably chosen this public spot because she was not quite certain how she would behave if they parted in more secluded circumstances.

“Cecile is going away to Scotland. She had a long, long talk with Frank this afternoon,” said Margot. “Frank came out of the study looking awfully serious. Anyway Cecile’s gone. I’ve just seen her off.”

“Gone already?” said Jim in amazement. “Has Frank—”

The girl shook her head.

“No, she’s gone alone… She has some friends up there.”

“Poor girl, I wonder what it was.” Margot looked at Jim.

“I’ve been trying to guess too. Did you notice that when she collapsed she was looking at your Mr Sanderson?”

Jim nodded.

“I did not fail to notice that,” he said. “To my knowledge she had never seen Sanderson before.”

“I know she hadn’t,” said the girl. “We were talking about you two or three days ago and I was telling her about Mr Sanderson’s detective hobby and she was amused. She then told me that she had never seen your manager.”

She offered Jim her hand.

“Goodbye, Jim,” she said gently “I think I shall be coming back soon.”

He took her hand in both of his and he found it difficult to speak.

“You understand, don’t you?” he asked.

She nodded.

“I understand perfectly,” she replied. “Won’t you kiss me?”

She lifted up her face and he pressed her lips lightly with his.
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Jim Bartholomew came back from the railway station with a heavy heart. He had declined Franks offer to drive him to the bank and had promised to go up to the house to dinner. It accentuated his gloom that Sanderson was in an exuberantly cheerful mood. To Jim’s intense annoyance he hummed little snatches of song as he worked, and the sound penetrating through wood and glass partition had the character of a dirge.

“What the devil are you moaning about?” demanded Jim, exploding into his assistant’s room.

“Moaning, sir?” asked Sanderson, with a bland smile. “I’m just happy that’s all. Do you know sir what the Big Four—”

“Oh, damn the Big Four!” growled Jim irritably and was surprised to hear the other chuckle.

He turned back from the door.

“Well, what about the Big Four?” he said, feeling that any subject which interested him that afternoon would be more than welcome.

“I’ve been piecing together the rewards offered for the capture of these fellows,” said Sanderson. “Have you any idea how much it aggregates?”

“Not the faintest.”

“120,000,” said ‘Mr Sanderson impressively. “The Italian Government alone offer 50,000 for the recovery of the Negretti diamonds. They are state heirlooms. The Duke of—”

“Shut up about money,” said Jim. “Aren’t you sick of talking pounds and dollars and francs and marks?”

“No, sir, I’m not,” said the other truthfully.

Jim had walked back in his room and Sanderson followed him.

“There’s one thing I’d like to ask you to do, Mr Bartholomew,” he said.

“What’s that?” asked Jim.

“Write to headquarters and ask them to let us have an extra revolver down here. We’ve only got one, the one in your desk. Do you know that I sleep on these premises, upstairs, absolutely unarmed?”

“Well, take mine,” said Jim. “What a ferocious beggar you are! I think you go too often to the movies.”

“Movies? Me?” spluttered Sanderson indignantly. “Do you imagine I spend my hard-earned money in that kind of trash? The only thing I have seen on the cinematograph, Mr Bartholomew,” he said emphatically, “is a series of interesting photographs showing the life of the bee, and if these wretched cinema theatres would only show interesting topics of that character I should be a regular patron.”

“Here’s the gun,” said Jim, unlocking the drawer and taking out a long-barrelled Colt. “Be careful. It is loaded.”

“Put it in your drawer, sir, and leave the drawer unlocked and I’ll take it tonight.”

“Why do you want a revolver?” asked Jim curiously.

“Because I have a feeling that sooner or later we are coming to grips with the Big Four,” replied Sanderson solemnly.

“Bosh!” said the sceptical Jim. “What the dickens are the Big Four coming to this little burg for? To steal jingle and Merrick’s overdraft, or-”

“There’s a hundred thousand pounds’ worth of diamonds in this bank,” said Sanderson, significantly and Jim whistled.

“By gosh! So there is! I think you’re right. Now don’t forget, Sanderson, those diamonds must go up to London on Tuesday.”

A customer came into the bank at that moment, a well-to-do farmer named Sturgeon who farmed about a thousand acres in the neighbourhood. He glanced up at the clock as he came in.

“I’ve just made it,” he said, putting down his paying-in book on the counter.

Jim, standing in the doorway of his room, gave him a nod.

“We’re open day and night to take money, but we’re rather careful of our business hours when it comes to paying out,” said Jim, his hands in his pockets.

“Hello, Bartholomew,” said Sturgeon. “I saw a friend of yours half an hour ago getting out of the train at the Halt.”

The Halt, as its name implied, was a small station outside the town where the trains sometimes stopped to pick up and set down passengers who came from the moorland villages and could thus save a journey into town.

“I have so many friends that I can’t place this particular one,” said Jim lazily.

“Mrs Cameron,” was the surprising reply.

“Mrs Cameron? Nonsense,” said Jim incredulously. “Mrs Cameron has gone up to London.”

“She may or may not have gone to town,” said the other. “But I tell you that she got down at the Halt and got into her car which was waiting.”

Jim was silent.

“Maybe you’re right,” he said at last.

“I am right,” smiled the other, gathering up his passbook. “So long!”

Jim Bartholomew went back into his room and closed the door. Mrs Cameron had left by the three o’clock train which connected with the northern express at Bristol. She had gone an hour before Margot, who was catching the Exeter train connecting through Yeovil with Southampton.

He had held his breath for a moment having a wild idea that it might have been Margot. But Mrs Cameron!

Frank would be able to explain, and he was on his way to the telephone when he thought better of it. Mrs Cameron would hardly change her plan again without making her husband aware of the fact. Then he remembered that Frank had spoken most casually of his wife going to Scotland and had offered no comment upon her decision. It was curious.

When he went up to dinner that night he half expected to find Cecile Cameron sitting in the drawingroom, but she was not there and Frank made no mention of her, which was also an extraordinary circumstance, for Frank Cameron never tired of talking of his wife. It was a very dull meal and Jim missed Margot horribly. He talked of her very frankly and his host encouraged him. It seemed to Jim as though Frank Cameron was anxious to keep the conversation away from his wife, and once when Jim mentioned casually the difficulties Cecile might have in catching the Scottish express, Frank changed the subject. Jim walked home that night, a little sick at heart, a little lonely and very love-conscious. A thin drizzle of rain was falling and he had left his raincoat at the office. His way back to the house where he lodged lay past the bank and he felt in his pocket for his key. It was there, he noted with satisfaction. He quickened his steps, overtaking another pedestrian, who turned out to be the inspector of the local police.

“A wretched night, Mr Bartholomew,” said that gentleman, recognising the other. “Was that Mr Cameron’s car I saw in the High Street half an hour ago? There it is now.” He pointed to a red tail light on the opposite side of the road.

“No, it is not Mr Cameron’s car. Has it been there long?”

“About half an hour,” said the inspector. “I suppose it is one of the gentry from the country. They’re having a school concert tonight at the Church Hall.” The town of Moorford, feeling the urge for economy, had decreed that the street lamps should not be lit upon moonlight nights, and as this was officially a moonlight night, in spite of the heavy bank of clouds overshadowing all sign of the moon and the drizzle of rain which was falling, the lamps were dark, and it was impossible for Jim to see the outlines of the car. As they came abreast of the bank he took out the key which opened the side door.

“Going to work, sir?”

“No, I’m going to get my coat,” said Jim. “I’ll probably overtake you.”

The inspector went on, and Jim entered and closed the door behind him.

The inspector passing glanced up and saw lights in the windows of the livingrooms above the bank, where Mr Stephen Sanderson had his headquarters. More than this, he noted a light in an interior room which he recognised as the assistant manager’s private office. He had not gone a dozen yards when he heard a shot, and turned. He listened, but there was no outcry. It was undoubtedly a shot. He was an old soldier and could not mistake the sound. He walked quickly back to the bank and peered over the green-painted sashes of the window and looked in. He saw a silhouette of a figure against the glass door of Sanderson’s office and knocked.

Then he went round to the side door. It was ajar, though he had distinctly remembered hearing Bartholomew close it.

He flashed his lamp into the interior and walked in. There was a door on the left of the passage. He turned the handle and found himself in Jim Bartholomew’s private office. This too was empty and the key had been left in the lock.

“Who is that?” called a voice.

“Inspector Brown — is anything wrong?”

“Come in, will you, inspector.”

The inspector crossed the room, opened the glass-panelled door that gave into Sanderson’s office, and there he stopped.

Jim Bartholomew was kneeling on the floor, looking down upon a prostrate figure that lay stretched stiff and stark by the side of the desk.

“Good God!” said he. “Why it’s Mr Sanderson. Is he hurt?”

“He is dead,” said Jim dully and looked at the revolver in his hand. “My pistol killed him.”

“I heard the shot as I was unlocking my door,” said Jim, “and ran in. There was nobody here.” He got on his feet and walked to the door in Sanderson’s room which opened on to the passage leading to the side door. That was unfastened.

“He went out this way,” said Jim. “Get out into the street, Brown. I’ll search the house. The man who did this can’t be far away.”

But evidently the murderer had made his or her escape by the same passage as the two men had entered. The slayer of Sanderson was probably not half a dozen feet from the inspector when he had pushed open the door which the murderer had left ajar in his flight, but when the inspector reached the street it was empty. Far down to the southern end of the town was a tiny speck of red light. It was the car that they had seen waiting on the opposite side of the street and which was now disappearing from view.

Jims search of the room above gave nothing. It revealed only one fact, that two persons had been there. Sanderson had had a visitor. There were two empty coffee cups on the table and in the saucer of one of these was the end of a cigarette, the type which Sanderson smoked.

There was no other clue, and he went back to the office and bent over the dead man. Sanderson had been shot at short range. Death must have come painlessly for upon his face, now dignified by the Greet Visitation, was a strange serenity and something of that good humour in which Jim had found him during the afternoon.

One hand of the dead man lay flat and open, turned downward on the floor, the other was tightly clenched. Jim lifted this. Between ringer and thumb was a little slip of paper. He prised the fingers apart and took out the thing which Sanderson had been holding, carrying it to the table under the light. It was a torn portion of a photograph, and the untorn edges were about an inch and a half in length. The face, whatever face it was, had gone, but the one hand which showed was obviously the hand of a woman. Jim looked, and suddenly the room went round and round and he gripped the edge of the table for support, for upon the finger of that hand, the hand of this unknown woman, was the ring, the only one of its kind in the world, and there leered up to him with microscopic exactness the three dire faces of the Furies, the Daughters of the Night.

Mrs Cameron!

Whoever had killed Sanderson had killed him to steal that picture. Where had it come from? Then in a flash Jim remembered the package of photographs which had come from the District Attorney. And Mrs Cameron’s horror at the sight of him, and her change of plans…the getting out at the Halt when she was supposed to be on her way to Scotland. He sat heavily on a chair, his head on his hands, shaking and ill. He heard the thud of heavy feet in the passage, thrust the torn corner of the photograph in his waistcoat pocket, and got up to meet the inspector, who was unaccompanied.

“I’ll have to fetch the doctor myself, Mr Bartholomew,” he said. “The police doctor is out of town and I shall have to go up to Dr Grey at Oldshot. Will you wait?”

Jim nodded. He welcomed the interval. He wanted to think.

It was half an hour before the inspector returned accompanied by a doctor and another constable he had picked up on his beat. And a further surprise awaited him. The door was ajar but Jim Bartholomew had gone. On the table of the room where the murdered man was lying was a sheet of paper and a key and written upon the paper were the words:

“Telegraph to our bank at Tiverton to send a manager over to take charge. Give him this key. The inspector stared at the doctor and from the doctor to the constable.

“I don’t understand it,” he said in a worried voice. “Why did Mr Bartholomew go? And where has he gone?”

Information on both subjects was forthcoming. At two o’clock it was reported to the inspector that Mr Bartholomew had mounted the last train for Exeter as it was moving out of the station. At ten o’clock next morning in answer to the inspector’s urgent wire arrived an official of the bank, who made a hasty inspection of the strongroom. He came with a little disordered bundle in his hand and put it on the table, then consulted a deposit book.

“Deposit No. 64,” he read slowly, “one dog collar of diamonds, property of Mrs Stella Markham of Tor Towers. Deposited at the bank on the 19th September. Valued 112,000 and insured by the bank. Premium paid.”

He looked from the book to the torn package. The seals had been ripped, the tapes broken, and the brown paper torn. Inside was a glass box — and it was empty.

That afternoon a warrant was issued for the arrest of James Bartholomew on a charge of murder and robbery. His description was telegraphed throughout the country and the busy radio sent forth urgent inquiries to all steamships which had left port that day, and received the reply “Not aboard.”
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Margot Cameron, leaning over the rail of the huge Ceramia, had watched the quay anxiously for some sign of Jim. He had promised to see her off and she knew that it must be some extraordinary circumstance which would keep him away. There was so much that she wanted to tell him, so much that she had forgotten to say when they had parted, and she could have wept when the clanging bell warned non-passengers to leave the ship.

She was still on the deck as the big liner swung into Southampton Waters, hoping that at the eleventh hour she would see him, and it was not until the ship was passing Netley that she went below with a sigh, to the luxurious suite which her brother had reserved. The vastness of the apartments, their horrible emptiness, served to emphasise her loneliness, and for the first time in her life she felt genuinely homesick and could have cried. She shook of this weakness, changed her dress, took a book and went on the deck to find her chair.

Frank had made his arrangements very thoroughly and three chairs had been reserved amidships. A steward brought her rugs and pillow and she settled down to get over what is invariably the most trying part of a voyage.

A fluttering label to one of the chairs caught her eye. She reached out and held it steadily.

“Mrs Dupreid,” she read, and remembered that Cecile’s friend was on board.

She put down her book and went down to the purser’s office.

“Mrs Dupreid,” said one of the assistants. “Yes, madam, she is in Stateroom 209, C Deck.”

Margot thanked him and went up the elevator to C Deck and began her search. Stateroom 209 was amidships and she knocked at the door. A maid appeared.

“Is Mrs Dupreid in her cabin?” asked Margo.

“Yes, madam,” said the maid, “but she doesn’t want to see anybody.”

“Will you tell her it is Miss Cameron.”

“She knows you are on board, madam,” said the maid, “and she told me to ask you to excuse her. She is feeling very unwell and she is not fit to see anybody.”

Margot was a little piqued by the uncompromising refusal, and with a conventional expression of regret she went back to her book on the promenade. The passengers had come up from lunch (she only realised then that in her anxiety to see Jim Bartholomew she had missed that rather important meal) and were taking up their chairs. Her own chair was the end of the four and next to her a steward was arranging cushions and soft fleecy rugs for a tall slim girl who stood watching the preparation without interest.

Margot glanced at her curiously. Women are always fascinating to other women, and somehow Margot sensed rather than knew the identity of her left-hand neighbour.

She was very pretty, about twenty-eight, Margot judged, with a spiritual face and dark deep eyes that seemed to Margot to look through and through her when they rested for a moment in her direction.

Presently the steward finished and the lady with a word of thanks seated herself.

Margot noticed that she was beautifully dressed and read too the title of her book, which was a book of reminiscences of a former police chief in New York. The lady did not read. Instead, to Margot’s surprise, she turned to her.

“You’re Miss Cameron, aren’t you?” she asked.

“Yes,” smiled Margot, laying down her book.

“I heard that you were on board with your brother and his wife. I am a neighbour of yours. My name is Stella Markham.”

“Oh yes, I have seen your house. It was pointed out to me only a few days ago.” (“Designed for an emperors palace or a lunatic asylum,” she remembered Jims description.) She shrugged (mentally) at the recollection, for she was not feeling too kindly about Jim. She had counted on his coming to see her off and he had failed her, had not even sent her a wire.

“Your brother and his wife are with you — yes?”

“Mr and Mrs Cameron aren’t on board,” said Margot. “They changed their plans at the last moment.”

“It is going to be a lonely voyage for you,” said Stella Markham, with a quiet smile.

“I prefer it so, I think,” replied Margot. The conversation dropped hereabouts and they both took up their books.

It was Stella Markham who broke the silence.

“Your sister-in-law was one of the two people I wanted to meet,” she said. “Three if I include you,” she added with tact, and Margot laughed.

“Who was the other?” she asked, and was quite unprepared for the reply.

“I wanted to meet a bank manager there, a man named Bartholomew. And since I have been on board I have wanted to meet him more than ever.”

“But why?” asked the girl in surprise, praying that Mrs Stella Markham with the penetrating eyes would not observe her change of colour.

“I am told he is rather amusing,” drawled the girl, and Margot bridled. “I am sitting at the table of the chief officer, Mr Stornoway, and he spoke about Mr Bartholomew when he heard I had come from Moorford.”

Margot remembered that Stornoway was one of the ship’s officers whom Jim had mentioned.

“My dear,” Mrs Markham went on, “he raved when I mentioned his name, though at first I thought he looked a little embarrassed. It appears that Mr Bartholomew was on a ship when it sunk and they were in the water for twelve hours, and if it hadn’t been for our bank manager they would have both been drowned — he and another man who is also on this ship.”

“I have heard about it,” said Margot.

“Do you know him?”

“Mr Bartholomew? Yes, I know him rather well.”

“And is he very amusing?”

“Do you mean does he stand on his head and sing comic songs?” asked Margot coldly.

“No, I mean is he interesting?”

“Oh, immensely,” said Margot shortly, and again they drifted to their books, and again it was Mrs Markham who spoke.

“I am the dullest person in the world,” she said. “I am bored, bored, bored, until I can find nothing in existence which justifies my living. I hate England and I hate America. I hate Paris worst of all.”

“Have you ever tried Coney Island?” asked Margot, who was beginning to dislike her languid companion. “I am told that is rather amusing.”

The lady stiffened a little.

“I have never met anybody who has ever been to Coney Island,” she said, and went back to her book. Margot took a turn up and down the deck by herself; then went down in the elevator to F Deck on which the pursers office was situated. Her conversation with Mrs Markham had reminded her that there was a possibility that Jim had sent a telegram after all. At any rate there would be one from her brother and sister. There was a wire from Frank, but none from Jim. Nor was there any message from Cecile. Margot remembered, however, that Cecile would be en route to Scotland and must find a difficulty in wiring in time to catch the boat. She wandered aimlessly about the ship until teatime. There seemed to be nobody she knew on board, and in sheer ennui she went back to her cabin and lay down. She was aroused by the entry of her maid, who began setting out her dress for dinner.

“What time is it?”

“Half-past six, madam,” said the faithful Jenny, who looked pale and hollow-eyed.

“Have you been ill?” asked the girl.

“Yes, miss.”

“Then you’re a silly goop,” said Margot cheerfully. “The sea is like glass. Where are we?”

“We’re near Cherbourg, madam. We arrive in an hour’s time.”

The Ceramia called at Cherbourg for passengers and generally there was a stay of several hours.

Margot went into the restaurant to dinner. She had exchanged the table for three which Frank had booked for a table in one corner of the beautiful saloon and from her isolation scrutinised the restaurant without, however, finding anybody she knew very well. On the fat side she caught a glimpse of Mrs Stella Markham wonderfully arrayed in black and heliotrope and she also was dining in solitary state. Margot had her coffee in the big social hall, that seventh wonder of the maritime world, and listened to the band, and at eleven o’clock as the Ceramia was turning to leave Cherbourg she went to her suite for the night.

She was an excellent sailor, and though the ship took a roll in the swell of the English Channel she slept soundly till Jenny brought her morning coffee and rolls.

“There is no news for me, is there?”

“No, miss,” said Jenny.

“No wireless?”

“No, miss.”

“All right, put my bath ready.”

She was bitterly disappointed. If he could not have come to see her, he could at least have sent her a message. Surely he knew, of course he knew, he who had been a sailor, that it was possible to communicate with people at sea.

When she was dressed she sought out the purser, with whom she had travelled before, and asked him a question.

“Oh yes, we’re far enough away to get messages,” he said. “As a matter of fact we’ve had several radios in the night.” He looked round and lowered his voice. “One of which was an inquiry for a suspected murderer, by the way.”
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Margot Cameron shivered.

“Is he on board?” she asked.

He laughed.

“No, no. They got me out of my bed about three to identify the gentleman and that meant going through about six hundred passports. Which annoyed me.”

The girl laughed in sympathy.

“Have you many passengers?”

“We’re full up,” he said, “and if I hadn’t got the passports I couldn’t have given them any answer at all — I certainly shouldn’t parade the passengers in the middle of the night. As it was I was able to say that the man they seek is not on board. If he has left England, which is unlikely, he could have gone on a dozen ships. Saturday is a great sailing day. Be sure, Miss Cameron,” he said, “I’ll let you have any radio that comes within half an hour of its arrival.”

With that she had to be content. Church service relieved the tedium of the morning, and she dozed and read the weary hours away until nightfall. She saw Mrs Stella Markham again. It was difficult to avoid her, as her chair was next to Margot’s and passengers retained the same chairs in the same positions throughout the voyage. They were sitting idling when an unhappy man waddled past and Mrs Markham laughed softly.

“That is my poor butler,” she said. “He just loathes the sea.”

“Does he travel first class?” asked the girl in surprise, for servants usually are accommodated in the second saloon.

Mrs Markham nodded.

“Yes, why not?” she said coolly. “If I had a dog he should go first class. I loathe second class people and I don’t think third class people ought to live.”

“You’re evidently a democrat,” said Margot politely and the lady stared at her.

“I loathe people who are ironical and sarcastic,” she said.

“Then you loathe me most intensely,” laughed Margot, and a smile dawned at the corner of Stella Markham’s straight lips.

“No, I don’t exactly,” she said. “You’re so young and refreshing and I would give exactly two millions to change places with you.”

“Give who?” asked Margot quietly.

“Oh, I forgot,” said Mrs Markham, and again the smile fluttered. “Money doesn’t mean a great deal to you. You’re a lucky young lady.”

Just as she was going down to dress for dinner Margot remembered with a pang of remorse that she had not made inquiries of Mrs Dupreid and she went to her suite. Again the hardfaced maid met her.

“Mrs Dupreid is better and she is sleeping, madam,” she said. “I take her on the deck at night for a little exercise.”

Margot came away with the sense that she had at least done her duty. The day never seemed to end and was like all second days at sea, interminable, and with a sigh of relief she got into her pyjamas that night and marked off the Sunday on her calendar, as a day nearer relief. Monday was a replica of Sunday save that the weather had grown warmer and the passengers had discarded even their lightest overcoats and were leaning over the side or lying full stretched in their chairs on the sun deck basking in the bright sun.

There was nothing that promised the sensational developments which marked its close. Mrs Stella Markham gave her the first hint of unusual happenings.

“I had quite an exciting adventure last night,” she said, as she sat down by Margot’s side.

“That sounds thrilling,” said Margot. “And just now I want to be thrilled.”

“My cabin is on A Deck, that is to say on this promenade deck,” said Mrs Markham, “and my windows open on to that portion of the promenade which is underneath the captain’s bridge. It is rather an embarrassing position if one forgets to put up the shaded glass and even more embarrassing when loving couples linger outside after the lights are lowered at night — I think love talk is the most puerile in the world, don’t you?”

“I don’t know,” said Margot quietly, “I have not had an opportunity of hearing it.”

The other looked at her and smiled.

“Well, the first adventure happened when I was on deck immediately after dinner. My maid went for a walk on the forward deck. Maids are rather a responsibility, especially if they get friendly with the men passengers, She was leaning over the rail looking at the third class people in the well deck when she saw somebody in my room. My bedroom is that nearest where she stood. It opens into a sittingroom and into a bathroom, She looked round and to her amazement she saw a woman peering into the room very timidly.”

“What kind of woman?”

“Well, that is where the girl’s description breaks down. According to my maid, she was ‘heavily veiled,’ which sounds romantic but isn’t very descriptive. I haven’t seen any very heavily veiled passengers on the ship, though there are a few who might with advantage spare us the sight of their unpleasant faces.”

“What happened then?” asked Margot.

“The woman evidently saw my girl looking in and turned away quickly The girl ran round as fast as she could to the saloon entrance but there was no sign of woman veiled or otherwise and the cabins were empty.”

“Probably a passenger who made a mistake.”

“I thought of that,” said Mrs Markham, with a nod, “but the most extraordinary thing is yet to come. About half-past eleven I took my final walk on the deck with Mr Winter — that is my butler, a very respectable man — and the Rev. Mr Price from Texas. We were talking about — various trivialities — you know the sort of conversation you can develop on a ship, and really a minister is the only third possible when one’s butler is the second. And this sort of conversation went on until eight bells rang, which is midnight, and I said good night to Mr Price and we went back to my cabin. Winter always makes a point of seeing me into my cabin at night.

“When I got to my door and opened it I was surprised to find the lights turned on. I was about to remark upon the fact to Winter when a hand, a grimy hand, and a blue sleeve came round the open doorway from my bedroom, seized the switch and turned off the current. Mr Winter, in spite of his appearance, is a very courageous man and immediately ran into the room, switched on the light and dashed into my bedroom, which was in darkness just as he did so he saw a man slip through the window on to the foredeck like an eel, disappear over the rail of the deck down on to the well deck and out of sight.”

“Good heavens!” said the girl in alarm. “Who was it?”

“He is a sailor — one of the ship’s sailors, and, of course, I’ve made a complaint to the captain.”

“What was his object, do you think? Robbery?” asked Margot.

Mrs Markham nodded.

“I’m very careless with my small pieces of jewellery,” she said, “and there was quite a number lying about, but evidently we must have disturbed him, for nothing was missing.”

“Did you see his face?”

“It was impossible for me, but Mr Winter said that the man was obviously a stoker. His face and his hands were black and he wore the blue dungarees which stokers on these oil-driven ships wear.”

Apparently the captain took a very serious view of the circumstances, for that afternoon all the stokers of the ship were paraded on the afterdeck and the sedate Mr Winter accompanied his mistress in an attempt to pick out the miscreant. In this, however, he failed — the nearest he got being to identify the man who was on duty at the moment the visitation occurred.

At dinner that night the passengers were supplied with printed copies of the Ceramia bulletin, a little newspaper printed on the ship giving a summary of the world’s news which had been received by wireless. Margot wondered whether there would be any reference to Mrs Markham’s adventure.

The girl read the little paper carefully but in the main it consisted of extracts from speeches delivered by unimportant people upon subjects which were age-old. There was the result of the tennis championship, a few remarks upon the bank balances and the shifting exchanges, and that was all.

Margot was talking to the purser on the upper deck that night when Mrs Markham strolled up.

“Your bulletin isn’t very interesting, Mr Purser,” she said.

“It is as interesting as we can make it, madam,” he answered, with a smile. “You see we can only take the news they send us.”

“Was there nothing else crowded out?” she asked.

“Nothing at all, madam,” replied the purser. “Were you expecting anything?”

“No, no,” she replied, with a shrug of her shoulder. “Only one pines for something more exciting than Mr Balfour’s views on popular education.”

As she walked away the purser looked after her.

“Has Mrs Markham told you what happened last night?”

Margot nodded.

“I wish it hadn’t happened,” said the purser in a troubled voice. “My work is quite hard enough without these wretched robberies or attempted robberies. There is generally something of the sort every voyage. When you get three thousand people in one hull it is any odds against your excluding a sprinkling of the criminal classes. Our own men on the ship are very honest. They’ve been with us for years and we’ve never had a complaint. Of course in the old days, with the stokers, we took on the scum of the earth, but now in the oil-burning ships we have our pick of the men and generally they are known personally to the chief engineer.”

“Mr Smythe?” she said.

“Yes, do you know him?”

“I know of him,” said the girl; “he is a friend of a friend of mine.”

She was unusually wakeful that night and sat on the deck long after the majority of the strollers had gone below, reading under a bulkhead light.

She saw Mrs Markham leaning on the arm of her faithful butler, taking her final constitutional, and presently these two disappeared. Most of the lights on the ship had been extinguished, leaving bulkhead lights at rare intervals to furnish illumination for the late promenaders.

She was making up her mind to go below when she saw a man walking slowly from the after end of the ship. He was in evening dress and he kept close to the rail, turning now and again to look upon the darkened waters. It was not until he came abreast of her that he turned his face and then she leapt up with a startled cry.

It was Jim Bartholomew!
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“Jim!” she gasped, and put out both her hands. “Why — why—”

“Ssh!” he said in a low voice. “Don’t call me Jim.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Call me John Wilkinson,” he said, “that seems a fairly good name.”

“But Jim, what has happened? What does it mean? Why are you on the ship? It’s delightful. I was so worried about your not coming.”

He looked around.

“Walk to the rail,” he said, “lean over and I’ll talk to you. Margot,” — his voice was low and serious— “I want you to be a real friend of mine.”

“You need not ask me to be that,” she said. She was trembling with excitement.

“I am going to make a bigger demand on your patience than any man has made upon a woman before, I think,” he went on. “First I want you to meet me here every night.”

“But why can’t I see you in the daytime?”

“Because,” he said, “there are reasons which, thank God! you don’t know.”

Her heart was beating wildly, she was afraid, afraid for him. A thousand wild speculations passed through her mind and she was no nearer the solution of the mystery.

“I don’t understand it,” she said, and laid her hand upon his, “but I trust you and you’re on board, and that’s wonderful. What did you say your name is?”

“John Wilkinson. Frightfully unoriginal, but it is the first that came into my head.”

“Where is your cabin?” He chuckled.

“I haven’t a cabin,” he said, “at least not to myself.”

“But, Jim—”

He squeezed her hand tight.

“Dear,” he said, “four days ago I could have asked you to be my wife. I could have taken you in my arms and you would have been mine, but I missed my chance. A kind of vanity, which men call pride, would not allow me to ask you because you had money and I had little, and today it seems that I am not only in danger of losing you but of breaking your heart, unless you keep steadfast and have faith in me and I, by the grace of God, can make good in the next four days.”

“In the next four days?” she repeated. He nodded.

“It seems strange, I who have talked about waiting for years to win out. I’ve got to make good in four days or I’m lost and finished. Now will you have that faith in me, Margot darling, and believe in me?” She nodded, snuggling up against him.

“Now go below, dear, I’ll stay where I am. There is a lynx-eyed ship’s inspector coming along and I do not desire his company. Good night.”

He pulled one of her hands underneath his arm and kissed the fingertips. Margot went below a little delirious, for all that was not joy was fear, fear for the man she loved and whose danger she knew was imminent.

The next morning she made a request of the chief steward which resulted in her being transferred from her loneliness to a seat at the purser’s table. There were three other passengers, two of whom made no appearance during the voyage, and a third, a little German-American who had generally eaten his meal before Margot put in an appearance.

“I never had such a table,” said the purser in despair. “I can tell you I’m awfully grateful to you for joining me, Miss Cameron. You are making life worth living. In future every passenger who asks for a seat at my table must furnish me with a written guarantee that he will not miss a meal,” he laughed. “In point of fact I’ve given another seat at the table to an Italian officer. Have you noticed him?”

“The man with the baggy riding breeches?” said the girl.

“That’s the fellow,” said the purser. “I think he must sleep in them.”

She had seen the dapper Italian staff officer, resplendent in grey and gold, had duly admired his polished riding boots, the generous proportions of his breeches, and the faultless cut of his high collared tunic.

“Visconti is his name, Pietro Visconti. He’s an awful swell in Italy. One of the attaches to the Italian embassy I believe. At any rate, he’s travelling on a diplomatic passport.”

Soon after, the Italian officer made his appearance. He was a little, keen-faced man, very voluble, very polished, with a gift of bowing from his waist which was a little awe-inspiring. He spoke English fluently and would have fulfilled even Mrs Stella Markham’s requirements in respect to his amusing qualities.

It was not necessary that Margot and he should become good friends for Captain Pietro Visconti to confide in the girl in the afternoon that he was madly passionately in love — with another lady, at which declaration Margot heaved a sigh of relief. The lady in question was none other than Mrs Markham, about whose eyes and stature and beauty, purity of complexion and grace of carriage, he spoke without comma or full stop for half an hour.

The girl was glad of the distraction, for if the days had seemed long before, this day was without end. She tried to sleep in the afternoon so that she might be fresh and bright for her interview with Jim that night, but sleep was denied her. It was on her return to the deck that she was the recipient of Captain Visconti’s confidence. Another distraction came in the evening when Mrs Markham introduced the Rev Charles Price to her. Here she was agreeably surprised, for the Rev. Charles Price was a pleasant, well-read man who did not try to talk to her for her good and did not even reprove her when she lit a cigarette on the deck. Rather he held the match. He had been travelling in Europe for his health, he said.

“Nerves?” asked the girl quietly, and he was surprised.

“Yes. Why do you suggest that?” he said.

“Because you’re still very jumpy,” she laughed. “You have been looking round all the time you have been speaking to me and you start at every sound.”

He nodded.

“That’s true,” he said. “I think Mrs Markham’s adventure has rather got on my nerves. I hate the thought of her, or of any woman, being liable to such an experience, though she is very plucky about it all.”

The steward was bringing round tea on little wicker trays and she shared her tray with Mr Price.

“I suppose you’re going out to your friends?” he said, taking the tea she handed him.

“Well, I am in a way,” she replied. “I am making a business visit, after which I’m going back to England — I hope.”

It occurred to her at that moment that there was no urgent hurry for her return. What Jim was going to do in New York she could not guess. Why he was there was beyond the wildest flights of her imagination. She remembered, as she had remembered a dozen times with a sinking of heart, that the next four days were vital to him. And where was he all this time? Why did he not appear on deck with the other passengers, and what — She gave it up with a little shrug of despair, and Mr Price, who had been watching her through his heavy — rimmed glasses, handed back his empty cup.

“I think you want a little nerve cure yourself, Miss Cameron,” he said.

At dinner that night she found in addition to the bulletin a passenger list. She had been wanting this and had not dared to ask for one. She went carefully through the long columns of names and came to the end with a blank face.

Jim was not there, either in his own name or as John Wilkinson. She closed the pamphlet thoughtfully and put it by the side of her plate.

“Were you looking for anybody, Miss Cameron?” asked the purser.

“Why — er — yes,” she said with as much carelessness as she could assume; “a friend of mine said he might travel by this ship — Mr Wilkinson, John Wilkinson.”

The purser shook his head.

“We haven’t a Wilkinson aboard, either in the first, second, or third class. I know that because I had to go through the landing tickets today and compare them with the list.”

“Not on board?” she said incredulously.

He shook his head.

“No,” he said emphatically ‘“We have no passengers by the name of Wilkinson, which is rather an unusual circumstance, because it is a fairly common name. But for the matter of that I once went three voyages without a Smith!” He had to leave the table early for the pressure of work in the purser’s department had been increased by the breakdown of his assistant.

“Oh, by the way, Miss Cameron,” he said as he was leaving, “if you would like an unusual experience tonight and you can keep awake so long, I will take you to the wireless room.”

Her eyes sparkled.

“I’d love that!” she said. “But aren’t you too busy?”

He shook his head.

“Even a purser is allowed time to sleep,” he said humorously “Could you be on the top deck at half-past twelve; and I will take you up.”

She had arranged to meet Jim and the interview was for twelve and it would be short. She nodded.

It was half-past eleven when she came on the deck and at five minutes to twelve Jim came strolling along by the rail, pausing more frequently tonight to look out to sea because the weather was finer and the ship’s motion was steadier and there were more passengers taking the air.

She walked down to meet him, noting that he had stopped between two bulkhead lights and leant over the rail. He was as correctly dressed as he had been on the previous night, but she thought his face looked a little peaky and worn.

“It has been rather hot today,” he said, when she asked him if he was not feeling well, “and I have been — er — in my cabin.”

“Did you see Frank before you came away?”

He shook his head.

“I hadn’t time,” he said. “I didn’t leave until Friday night.”

She did not ask him why realising that that was tacitly forbidden.

“Margot,” he asked suddenly, “will you tell me something about your sister-in-law?”

“Cecile,” she said in surprise. He nodded.

“But, my dear, you know all there is to be known about her. She was married some seven years ago to Frank.”

“What was she before she was married?”

“What do you mean? She was well off. She was the daughter of Henrick Benson, who was a rich man and an artist. You remember he carved that ring which you called the Daughters of the Night.”

He nodded.

“Do you know anything else about the family?”

“Nothing, except that her sister, of whom she was very fond, had married unhappily when she was a girl of eighteen. I never heard very much about it because Cecile doesn’t talk about those things. She ran away from college with a chauffeur or something, and naturally that isn’t a thing Cecile would say much about. Anyway the poor girl died.”

“I know that,” said Jim. “Do you know what became of her husband?” The girl hesitated.

“Even that I am not certain about, but I have an idea that he was a pretty bad man and — and — went to prison for some crime. That is only an impression I have rather from what Cecile did not say than what she said, Magda’s life was a tragedy — that was her name. Why do you ask me all this, Jim? No, no, I’m sorry I’ve broken the rule.”

He leant toward her with a glance to left and right and kissed the tip of her ear.

“Pray hard for me, Margot. Pray like smoke for the next three days, for I am up against it good and hard.”

She pressed his arm,

“I do pray for you,” she said quietly

“And have faith in me, whatever you hear.” She nodded.

“Now go down below, dearie, and let me make a furtive way to my hiding place.”

She was leaving when he clutched her arm and drew her to the rail. Two passengers, young men were strolling toward them talking. One she remembered having seen before, the other was a stranger. They were apparently ordinary first class passengers in the conventional garb of their class, but their appearance had a remarkable effect upon Jim.

“What is wrong?” she whispered as they passed. “Do you know them?”

“One of ‘em,” said Jim grimly “The fellow nearest to us — phew!”

“Who is he?”

He shook his head.

“I can guess,” he said quietly “The last time I saw him he was stripped to the waist and answered to the name of Nosey — on the whole I think it was a pretty good guess on the part of the man who named him. Go, dear, I must get away.”

When she went back to the deck again he was gone and the mysterious “Nosey” had also disappeared. She was joined soon after twelve by the purser, who showed her up the narrow gangway leading to the wireless room between the two giant smokestacks of the Ceramia. It was a hot little room, blazingly illuminated, for the valve lamps of the switchboard added to the glare of the overhead lights. The operator, a spectacled young man, explained to her the workings of the instruments, and presently she sat with earpieces clamped to her head listening delightedly to the shrill intermittent whine.

“That’s the Campania,” explained the operator. “She’s three hundred miles astern.”

“How wonderful!” said the girl. “And what is that other noise?”

He was lengthening the wave length, and “the other noise” was a shrill almost imperceptible succession of sharp thin whistles.

“That is Aberdeen. It is the last you will hear from the old country,” he said. “We shall be out of range tomorrow.”

One of the operators looked across.

“I expect that’s the news coming through,” he said. “Excuse me, miss. If you don’t mind I’ll take it down.”

He fastened the receivers to his ears and sat down, jerking an ebony key under his hand.

Presently he began to write. He looked round at the purser.

“I don’t know whether it’s worth while taking this down, sir,” he said; “the chief officer said that no reference to the Moorford murder should appear in the bulletin.”

“Moorford — murder?” said the girl anxiously. “Why, what was that?”

“Well, it’s been censored out of the bulletin by the chief officer,” said the purser. “I suppose he doesn’t want to alarm the criminal in case he happens to be on board this ship. It happened at a bank.” The girl stood with her back to the wall or she would have staggered. Her face was deathly white, but none noticed this in the fierce rays of the lamps.

“The assistant manager, a man named Stephenson, I think, or Sanderson, was shot dead, and the manager, Bartholomew, was found with a revolver in his hand. Apparently that could have been explained away because Bartholomew had only left the police inspector a few minutes before, but that night Bartholomew disappeared taking with him a diamond necklace worth 112,000 which curiously enough is the property of a lady on this ship. We’ve just had a wireless through informing her of her loss and I’m delivering it in the morning.”

“What — what happened to Bartholomew?” asked the girl in a strangled voice.

“He got away,” said the purser, with a shrug. “Clean away apparently. Of course, they may have caught him since the last message came through. Is there anything in that?” he asked the operator.

“No, just a few extra bits of news. They have arrested a man in France, but it turns out that he is not Bartholomew.” She took a step forward and would have fallen but for the support of the purser’s arm.
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“Why, Miss Cameron,” he said, with concern, “I’m awfully sorry that I brought you here. Those lights are strong and the room is stifling.”

He led her out on to the boat deck on a level with which the wireless cabin was situated, and found a chair for her.

“Just wait here. I’ll get you a glass of water,” he said, and hurried below.

A figure in the shadow of one of the boats moved and she saw the gleam of a white shirt front.

“Jim!” she whispered in agony “Jim!” He crossed to her noiselessly and she saw that he was barefooted.

“Oh, Jim, I know! What does it mean? What does it mean?” she cried.

“You’ve heard?” he said quietly

She could only nod.

“You have faith in me, Margot, haven’t you?” She drew a long breath and raised her eyes slowly to his.

“Yes, Jim. I have faith,” she said, and he bent down and held her for the space of a few seconds in his arms, his lips to hers.

The sound of the purser’s boots on the brass-edged companionway sent him melting into the shadows.

“I’m better now,” she said, as she took the glass with a shaking hand.

“You don’t look very much better,” said the purser. “I can’t tell you how sorry I am. I ought to have known that the room was too hot.”

“Oh, no, it’s all right,” she said. “It was my own fault, really I — I had too much wine for dinner.”

“What a confession!” he said indignantly. “You forget you sit at my table, Miss Cameron. Why, you haven’t had wine since you’ve been on the ship.”

She laughed, but there was a note of hysteria in her laugh, and the purser was very glad to hand her to her maid.

Murder! Murder! The words rang in her ears as she tossed from side to side in her bed that night. The rush of the waters against the skin of the ship, the wail of the wind as it struck the scuttle of her open port, all seemed to carry the same burden of sound. It was impossible, Jim couldn’t have done it. Jim, who used to talk mockingly of being a bank robber. It was absurd. It was tragic and yet here was a fact. There was a warrant against him and his flight confessed his guilt.

What could she do? She asked herself that question a thousand times and found no satisfactory answer. She could only have faith and wait, but where was Jim? In what part of the hold was he hiding? How could he escape the scrutiny of the inspectors who searched every yard of the ship twice a day for signs of stowaways, who examined the boats and penetrated into the noisome darkness of the ship’s most secret places in search of unauthorised passengers?

She might ask these, and endless strings of other questions, and yet remain unsatisfied. It was nearly six o’clock before she dozed off and the lunch bugle was sounded before she appeared on deck.

“I was wanting to see you,” it was Stella Markham who beckoned her. “I’ve had some terrible news.”

Margot knew full well what that news was and at that moment she hated this languid, drawling woman as she had never hated any human being before. But for her wretched diamonds this crime would never have occurred. Why had she not taken them somewhere else? To London, or New York. She turned an inquiring face to the older woman.

“Yes?” she said, with an air of unconcern.

“I have lost a large dog collar of diamonds — stolen, my dear, by the bank manager,” said Mrs Markham. “Of course, the bank will make good the loss because I am insured for them, but they were the finest stones—”

“Are you on the stage?” asked Margot rudely.

“My dear girl, no, why?”

“I thought only actresses lost diamonds worth 112,000 and dog collars made of the finest stones,” said the girl, exasperated beyond reason. “Why do you leave them about or take them to banks; why don’t you wear them and take all your own risks?”

The woman’s thin eyebrows rose, and then she laughed.

“I forgot,” she said; “it was the amusing bank manager who took them, and he was a friend of yours.”

“He still is a friend of mine,” flamed the girl.

“But how very interesting to know people of that class!” mocked Stella Markham.

“I don’t know what you mean by that class,” the girl was in a cold fury. “All I know is that your vanity and lack of forethought have brought about a good man’s downfall” (Mrs Markham smiled indulgently) “and a poor decent man’s death.”

“Death?”

The smile vanished from Mrs Markham’s face.

“Who is dead?” she asked quickly

“Stephen Sanderson, the assistant manager. He was found shot dead in his office the night before we sailed.”

The woman’s face went suddenly old.

“Mother of God!” she whispered. “Shot dead! No, no!” So terrible was the change in her appearance that Margot stepped up and caught her arm.

“Why, what is it?” she asked, but Mrs Markham made no reply. She shook her head and then crumpled up back into her chair. She had fainted.

To Margot Cameron the memory of the days that followed seemed to her to be the memory of bad dreams. That night she was in her accustomed place to meet Jim, but Jim did not come. Earlier she had met the Rev. Mr Price and Mrs Markham walking along the deck. Mrs Markham had fully recovered and was apologetic. At least she said she had fully recovered from her fainting fit, but the girl saw the dark rings round her eyes and drew her own conclusions.

“It is silly of me, but I never could hear of violent death without fainting,” she said, “and it came as a double shock to me because I knew the poor man.”

“Mrs Markham has been telling me the sad news,” said Mr Price. “It was terrible, terrible.”

He shook his head and there was conviction in his voice,

“That may account for—” began Mrs Markham.

“For what?” asked the gentleman when she paused.

“For what the deck steward told you this evening.”

“Oh yes,” said Mr Price, staring over the side of the ship.

“What was that?” asked the girl.

“The deck steward told me that there were two detectives on board. I cannot discover whether they are first class passengers.”

A new panic seized the girl.

“Detectives?” she said shakily “Who are they? Could you point them out?”

“No,” said Mrs Markham, with a hint of irritation. “Winter will probably know them, he’s of that class of man who mixes with — detectives.”

“It is terrible!” said Mr Price again.

The story of the bank tragedy seemed to have affected him deeply.

“I — er — think I’ll go to bed,” he said, “if you ladies will excuse me.”

He turned abruptly and left them.

“I like that man,” said Margot. “I don’t know why but I think I like him.”

“Do you?” said Mrs Markham indifferently. “Yes, he’s quite a nice man, I should think.”

“Your man is not with you tonight.”

“He is under the weather,” said Mrs Markham brusquely. “We had a head sea this morning and that was quite enough to put Mr Winter hors de combat.”

It was after this that Margot waited for Jim’s appearance. She was still waiting when the watch came to hose the deck. She retired to her cabin that night and wept, almost for the first time in her life. She could not sleep, and at five o’clock when the dawn was showing through her porthole she got up, dressed herself and went out on the deck.

The elevators were not running at that hour and she had to climb the broad companionway. When she reached C Deck she remembered Mrs Dupreid and smiled in spite of her sadness at the idea of calling on her at five o’clock in the morning.

Nevertheless she turned back and looked down the narrow passage which led to the stateroom.

Mrs Dupreid’s cabin door was ajar and there was a light burning. Perhaps, thought Margot, she is as sleepless as I am, and after a moment’s hesitation she went down the passage and knocked at the door.

At the knock the door swung open. The cabin was empty. What was more, the bed had not been slept in. Margot frowned. Probably Mrs Dupreid was on deck, and she climbed the remainder of the stairs and went out into the cold dawn. The deck was empty save for a patrolling quartermaster who looked at her without interest, being inured to the eccentricities of passengers, but presently came back to her and asked her if she would like some coffee.

“I don’t suppose any of the stewards are about so early miss, but I can get you some if you wish.”

She gratefully accepted the offer.

He put a chair for her and covered it with a rug and she was beginning to enjoy the novelty of the experience.

The ship was rolling a little and she thought of Mr Winter sympathetically. A grey sea was running and the skies were lowering and promised rain.

“It will clear up before noon,” said the quartermaster in the way of all quartermasters, whose lives are spent in explaining away bad weather to unhappy passengers, “That’s the greaser watch going on duty.”

A string of men was coming along the deck.

“They take a short cut in the morning when nobody’s about.”

“What are greasers?”

“They’re the fellows who look after the engines — stokers we used to call them — it’s pretty hot, I can tell you, down below with a temperature of 140. When they dragged a fellow out the other day it took two hours before he recovered consciousness!”

“Poor fellow!” said the girl. “It is terrible that we people who live in such comfort do not realise what these men suffer.”

“Martha’s Sons,” said the quartermaster profoundly “or Mary’s sons, I ain’t sure which. A chap wrote a poem once showing that one lot of sons had to work for the other lot of sons.” Margot nodded. The leader of the men was now abreast and they passed curious glances at her. She looked along the line and nearly dropped her cup.

It required all her self-possession to remain silent, for the seventh of the men, barefooted and bareheaded, looking straight ahead, was Jim Bartholomew, clad in stained blue jumper and ragged-ended trousers that did not come far below his knees.
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He passed with the others at a jogtrot and left her speechless. The quartermaster was discussing with respectful fervour the inequalities of life and did not notice her agitation.

“Yes, miss, that’s what it is. Some of us work in the engine room below and some of us sleep on the upper deck. But them as works in the engine room below have pleasures which the upper deck people know nothing about. There’s many a man in the stokehole, miss,” he said impressively, “who’s as much of a gentleman as the best first class passenger that ever sailed. Think of ‘em, miss, human beings, like you and me — loving—”

“Oh don’t,” said the girl, putting out her hand.

“I’m sorry, miss,” said the quartermaster in surprise, and a little flattered that his eloquence had produced so remarkable a response.

“Will you get me another cup of coffee? I’m afraid I’ve spilt this,” she said. He took the cup and disappeared.

So that was it! That was the explanation of it all. Jim Bartholomew was a stoker! Then it came to her, in a flash. The chief engineer and the chief officer of the ship were his friends. It was the chief officer who suppressed the news of the murder. They had shipped him, taking all manners of risks for the sake of the man who had saved their lives at the risk of his own. And was down there. She remembered the story of the man who had been dragged out and had been two hours in recovering and shuddered. He was down there at that moment. Well, it would be cool there in the early morning — cooler than in the heat of the day.

Then she recalled the mysterious “Nosey”— “The last time I saw him he was stripped to the waist.” Was he a stoker too? She had not seen the man since that night. But speculation here was brief. Her mind went back to Jim.

She made a brief calculation. If he went down at five he would come up at nine and probably not go on duty again until the afternoon. But the afternoon was the hottest and the purser had said that this was a hot ship, especially in the Gulf Stream. She wished that the man had not told her, and then repented of the wish. Perhaps that was the reason Jim had not come out to her that night. In this she was nearly right. He had been on duty toiling there in the bowels of this giant steamer and in an atmosphere which defied description. And he was doing it all for something, for someone. She knew that. It was not for himself. It was for — who else but for her? She was smiling when the quartermaster brought her a fresh cup of coffee. She was smiling when she lay down upon her bed an hour later for a doze, and when she woke cramped and stiff, for she had not undressed, at three o’clock in the afternoon, her first thought was of Jim Bartholomew, a fugitive from justice, labouring in the stifling heat of the engine room and she laughed.

It was the laugh of pride, for she knew, none better, how terrible was his peril.

Memory brought another recollection of the early morning, her visit to the cabin of Mrs Dupreid. As soon as she was dressed she made her way to the stateroom of Cecile’s friend and knocked at the door. The same maid, who apparently spent most of her time in the cabin, came in answer to the summons and whispered:

“Mrs Dupreid is asleep. She had a very bad night.”

“Indeed,” said Margot politely. “What time did she go to bed?” It was no business of hers, and it was impertinence to ask, as she knew.

“Oh, she went to bed before midnight, madam,” said the maid, and Margot went back to the deck puzzled.

Must there be a mystery about Mrs Dupreid, as well, she wondered? To Stella Markham she was more than ordinarily polite. This graceful creature had lost some of her poise in the last twentyfour hours. The undercurrent of insolence had gone from her tone and she was, as Margot told herself, more human than she had been before.

“Thank you, I had a very bad night,” she replied to the girl’s inquiry. “I hate this ship. There are times,” her voice was vibrant with passion, “when I wish to God it were at the bottom of the sea!”

“Ask the captain, perhaps he’ll sink it for you,” said Margot calmly. “He has the reputation of being a most obliging man.”

The woman shot a glance at her, but her obvious anger melted to a smile.

“It’s childish of me to give way,” she said, “and I stand properly rebuked. Phew! Isn’t it hot?”

It was hot. The sea was like glass, for the quartermasters promise of a break before noon had been miraculously fulfilled. Overhead the sky was an unflecked blue, and only patches of gulf weed stained the sapphire purity of the ocean.

“If it’s hot here, I wonder what it is like in the engine room,” said Mrs Markham in her conversational tone. “They tell me that one of the stokers, or greasers as they call them, died of apoplexy at midday. I asked the doctor going down to lunch, but of course he denied it. They never tell you the truth about these things on a ship.”

“I think this voyage is going to kill me too,” said Margot unsteadily rising and walking to the rail.

Mrs Markham, who saw in this act nothing more than a piece of restlessness on the part of her companion, resumed the knitting which the arrival of Margot had interrupted.

Margot came back steeled to a further encounter. Somehow she knew that if it were true that a man had died, it could not be Jim.

“How is your butler?” she asked. “Has he died of apoplexy?”

Mrs Markham went on knitting, her eyes fixed on her needles.

“No,” she said after a while. “My butler is immortal.” There was something in her tone which made the girl look at her.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean a good butler never dies,” said Mrs Markham.

Margot was looking up and down the deck. “I never see him about.”

Mrs Markham shook her head.

“No, he keeps to the smoking-room. Here comes a friend of yours.”

“He is not my friend,” said Margot quickly as the smirking Captain Pietro Visconti, resplendent in uniform, came marching along the deck.

“Queer little fellow,” said Mrs Markham, intent upon her work.

“Yes,” Margot added irreverently, “he looks as though he has come straight from the hands of his Maker,” and the other laughed.

The dapper officer halted at the regulation pace, saluted punctiliously each of the ladies and shook hands solemnly with Margot.

“You were not down to lunch, miss,” he said. “I am disconsolate. I promenade on this side, I promenade on the other side, but I do not see you. I climb to the boat deck and I promenade there also. I search in the social hall and in the palm court, but no, you are not there.” Margot slipped away and left him with his divinity and hurried down to her friend the purser.

“I want you to be awfully kind to me, Mr Bray,” she said, when she found him alone in his office, sweltering in the heat, though the electric fans were going over his head.

“You may be sure that your wishes will be gratified, Miss Cameron,” he said gallantly. “I want you to break one of the most cherished rules of the ship.”

“What is the most cherished rule of the ship?”

“Well, one is that you never give away secrets. You never tell us the number of knots you are going to run or what happens when the speed is reduced and why.”

He smiled.

“Sometimes we don’t know in the purser’s department.”

“Well, I am going to ask you.” It required an effort on her part and she had to swallow before she spoke. “Is it true that a — a stoker died today?”

He looked grave.

“The story’s out, is it? Yes, it is perfectly true. What do they say he died of?”

“They say heat apoplexy,” she said, her feet trembling beneath her.

“That isn’t true. It was a blow-out that killed him, poor chap. I am awfully sorry. He has been with the company for fifteen years.”

The girl drew a long sigh of relief which sounded like a sob.

“Thank you for telling me,” she said huskily “I wanted to know — something about it.”

“Why Miss Cameron, one would think you had a friend in the stokehole,” he laughed, as he opened the door for her.

“They are all my friends in the stokehole,” she said. “I am only just beginning to understand something of the burden which the Lord has laid upon the sons of Martha.” And the purser, who stood between Martha’s sons and the pleasant-living sons of Mary was silent.

The day had not been without adventure for Jim Bartholomew. His watch had been relieved and he was passing down the narrow alleyway communicating with his cramped quarters for’ard when somebody tapped him on the shoulder, and looking round he saw the greasy black face of the man beside whom he had been working that morning,

“I want to talk to you, Wilkinson,” said the stoker in a low voice. “Turn into the bathroom.”

Jim obediently followed instructions,

The bathroom was a bare room fitted with showers and a long line of wash bowls and it was empty.

“What were you doing on the promenade deck last night?” asked the man called Nosey and there was authority in his tone.

“I might ask the same question of you,” said Jim. The other looked at him thoughtfully, then suddenly: “Of course! You’re Bartholomew!”

“That is a name,” said Jim, “it is not necessarily mine.”

“Don’t let us argue about that,” said the man, “sit down somewhere — I’m dead tired, but I’ve got to have this thing out with you.”

They found two wooden stools.

“I’m going to tell you this,” said Nosey. “I’m a Scotland Yard man, and though I’m not after you I have power to arrest you and will probably do so, though headquarters do not believe you committed the murder or stole the necklace — my pal, by the way, has a very full report by wireless of the affair. Now, the best thing you can do, Mr Bartholomew, is to tell me all you know and be perfectly frank. You won’t have many opportunities, because I’m leaving the stokehole tomorrow or the next day — I’m satisfied that none of the people I want are in the ship’s company.”

There was nothing to be gained by evasion or silence and Jim told everything to the last detail. For an hour they sat, the detective interrupting occasionally with a question, and at the end when they rose, the Scotland Yard man dropped his hand on the other’s shoulder,

“There is somebody who is going to be pinched before this packet reaches the Hudson River — maybe it will be you.”

“I should hate you to go home empty-handed,” said Jim politely.

The routine of ship life had grown wearisome for Margot Cameron and she waited impatiently now not for the hour of sleep, but the hour of meeting.

Once more she took her place by the rail on the darkest part of the deck that night, and Jim came along,

He was, as usual, in evening dress.

“You wonderful man,” she breathed and moved close to him. “How is the work going? The big work, I mean.”

“I think it is going well,” he said.

He looked round.

“That infernal chief steward will see me, and he’s the last man I want to meet, because unhappily he knows me. Will you turn boldly with me and compromise yourself for everlasting by coming to the boat deck unchaperoned?”

“I think I am compromised already,” said the girl, and slipped her arm into his.

The way up to the boat deck was by a narrow companion ladder, and she mounted first. There were one or two couples left, shadowy figures lying in their chairs, and the two moved for’ard, where the gangway is narrow and obstructed by bolts and stanchions. Between two boats was a narrow platform from which the lowering was directed, and into one of these tiny alleyways they turned.

“Now I want you to tell me everything that has happened?” she said, and briefly he retailed all that happened up to the discovery of the body.

“I can’t understand one thing,” she said. “Why did Cecile get out at the Halt and go to her car, and why didn’t you tell Frank?”

“Because I thought he knew,” said Jim. “It puzzled me too. Did she say she was going to Scotland before she took her sudden decision?”

“No,” said the girl. “It all came out in the talk she had with Frank in the study. It was a serious talk, because Frank looked very worried when he came out and poor Cecile looked positively ghastly. But you haven’t told me all.”

“No, I haven’t,” he said, and he did not speak for a while. “There are two things. One I’ll tell you and one I will keep until later, I will not tell you what happened after the inspector left me alone with the body. But this you shall know, and I want your help to solve the mystery. When I looked at poor Sanderson’s hand I found that he was clutching a piece of paper. I prised his hand open and took out the corner of a photograph which had evidently been torn from his grasp.”

“A photograph of whom?” asked the girl quickly

“Of nobody specially. It was just a corner, I tell you. All that was visible was a woman’s hand.”

He was quiet.

“Yes,” said the girl.

“It was a hand, and on that hand,” said Jim, “was a ring.”

The girl clutched his arm.

“Not the Daughters of the Night?” she asked in a whisper.

“Yes, the Daughters of the Night,” he said.
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Cecile! Her ring — and yet —

“There was no doubt about it at all,” he said. “Since I have been on the ship I have borrowed the chief engineers magnifying glass and the enlargement shows clearly every detail of the carved faces.”

She was very silent and they stood leaning over the rail watching the water foaming at the ship’s hull.

“Won’t you tell me some more of what happened to yourself?”

“Only this,” he said. “I arrived at Southampton at daybreak and went straight on board. I knew Smythe, the chief engineer, would be there and I explained frankly all that happened and told him my suspicions which I haven’t given to you. He got Stornoway down to his cabin and we talked the matter over at lunch. Two wonderful fellows, they are! They took the risk. I berth in the chief engineer’s cabin — which is on this deck, by the way,” he said. “The steward is in the guilty secret, but he too is an old friend of mine.”

“What is going to happen in New York?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “There are detectives on the ship, but I hardly think that they are looking for me.”

“What are they here for?”

“They are after the Big Four. Did I tell you poor Sanderson’s theory? Poor chap, almost the last thing he told me was the amount of reward that was offered for their arrest.”

“I don’t know what to think,” said the girl after a while. “The photograph of the ring stuns me. It is the only ring of its kind in the world. Frank has often said so. Oh, but it couldn’t have been-”

She could not finish the sentence and he did not attempt to finish it for her.

“Do you think that Cecile did this terrible thing?” she asked after a while.

“Shoot Sanderson. Good Lord, no!”

“Do you think she knew Sanderson? It almost seems as though she did. You remember how ill she became when she saw him from the car that day?”

He did not reply for a while, then:

“I should dismiss the possibility of your sister’s guilt from your mind if I were you,” he said. “I am perfectly convinced that she had no more to do with that murder than you or I.”

Suddenly from the darkness behind them rose a cry, a strangled cry like that of an animal. There was a scuttle of feet and the thud of something falling. At the first sound Jim had leapt into the darkness and the girl stumbled over him. She saw him bending over a dark object that lay against a bulkhead. He struck a match and looked down.

“Who is this gentleman?” he asked.

The girl looked over his shoulder, and shuddered at the sight of the blood that was trickling down the side of the unconscious man’s head.

“Why, it’s Mr Price,” she said, “the clergyman.”

Evidently nobody aft had heard the cry, for they were left alone. Jim lifted the stricken figure and propped him up with his back against the side of a raft. Presently the man groaned.

“How are you? Can you walk?” asked Jim.

At first he thought the man could not have recovered consciousness, for he did not make an immediate reply.

“I’ll try,” said the voice, and with another groan he heaved himself on his feet with Jim’s assistance.

“Terrible, terrible!” he muttered and repeated, “terrible, terrible!”

“Are you better, Mr Price?” asked the girl.

“Yes, I’m better. Who is that?”

“It is Miss Cameron.”

“Very extraordinary. I fell over those bolts. It is so dark up here.”

“Who did this?” asked Jim.

“Did what?” demanded the other.

“Who hit you?” asked Jim again. “You’re not going to tell me you fell over a bolt, because I heard you struggling.” He struck another match. “And somebody tried to strangle you, there’s the marks round your throat!”

“I’m afraid you’ve been dreaming, sir,” said Price, “but thank you for your kind attention,” and with this he staggered toward the companionway, holding on to the boats as he went.

“Humph!” said Jim. “Well, that was fortunate.”

“Fortunate?” repeated the girl. “Why fortunate?”

“Fortunate indeed,” said Jim, his voice shaking. “I think you and I ought to be on our knees thanking God — at least I ought — and heaven knows I’ve got enough to be thankful for already.”

“Let’s see where that cry came from.”

He went carefully along the narrow alleyways and stopped.

“Just about here, I think,” he said, “almost opposite the entrance to the wireless room. Now let’s go along and see the wireless gentleman.”

He passed through the narrow doorway and up a short flight of stairs to the “public” office where passengers handed in their radios and where they were checked. There was a little pigeonhole behind which sat an operator in his shirtsleeves.

“Did Mr Price take his change?” asked Jim suavely.

“Yes, sir, he took his change, one dollar and fifty cents.”

“I thought he gave you a ten-dollar bill,” said Jim at a random.

“That’s just what he did do, sir, and the cable was eight dollars fifty cents,” said the operator patiently and Jim thanked him.

“What does it mean?” asked the girl wonderingly when they were on the deck again.

“I wanted to know the length of the message and whether he sent a message at all. He sent a radio which cost him eight dollars fifty cents, which means that he sent about forty words, which is a fairly long message. He had sent that message and it was when he came out that they set upon him, and I should imagine that Mr Price is an extremely lucky man that he is not over the side of the ship.”

“Jim, there’s one thing I want to ask you,” said the girl when he was taking leave of her. “If things work out, as please God they will, and you are put right in the eyes of the world, are you — are you — how long will you—” She found it more difficult to frame her question than she had supposed.

“I will marry you just as soon as it is possible,” said Jim, “even if I have to borrow the money from you to pay for the licence.”
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Two more days. Today, tomorrow, and perhaps half another day was all that remained for Jim to put himself right. She did not doubt that he would win through, and yet the fear that he might not turned her cold. In the morning she was on deck immediately after breakfast and the first person she saw was Mr Price, sitting calmly in his chair reading a serious-looking volume. He touched his bandaged head to her in salute.

“I’m afraid I frightened you last night,” he said. “It was very stupid of me to go wandering about the upper deck by myself.”

“I think if you had been by yourself you would have escaped injury,” she said.

He laughed, but his laugh ended with a little wince of pain.

“I see your young friend has convinced you that I was attacked by somebody. Believe me, my dear Miss Cameron, that is not so. Probably the cries you heard were some foolish young people skylarking on the other side of the deck. I have often heard them myself and have been similarly alarmed.”

“You were attacked, and anyway Mr — my friend did not say he heard you cry out,” she persisted, with a nod of her head, “you were struck after sending a long radio message to New York.”

He dropped the book he was holding with a nervous start and looked at her between his half-closed eyes.

“You’re not Miss Withers, by any chance?” he said in little more than a whisper.

She shook her head.

“Who is Miss Withers?” she demanded, “Oh, I know there’s a woman detective. Mr” — it was only by biting her tongue that she could keep Jim Bartholomew’s name unsaid— “Mr Wilkinson told me that there was such a person.”

“Yes, there is a person named Withers, Agnes Withers I think her name is,” he said lazily. “I seem to remember her figuring in a case and it must have been in her capacity as a detective. No, I meant another Miss Withers, an old friend of my — er — aunt.” Captain Pietro Visconti came along just then and carried her off.

“I do not like that priest,” he said. “I never did like priests.” He twirled his little moustaches thoughtfully. “They are wolves in sheep’s clothing. They are very bad for the young,” he smirked.

He was in a less emotional mood that morning, and sitting by her in Stella Markham’s chair (Margot wondered whether he derived any extraordinary satisfaction from that association with the woman he so brazenly and openly worshipped) he talked about Italy and Milan his home; of his career in the army and during the war (she found afterwards that he had fought with distinction on the Tagliamento), and spoke so intimately of Washington that she asked him if he had been there before.

He nodded.

“Several times, but in a humble capacity not as second attach, to the greatest military nation on the earth.”

She smiled, and he reminded her gravely that the Romans had taught the world the art of war. He had to vacate his chair, for Stella Markham put in an appearance. The curious oldness which had come to her face, and which Margot had noticed two days before, had not entirely disappeared, She looked as if she had had no sleep and confirmed this impression with her first words.

“I saw the daybreak this morning,” she said.

“I’ve seen it one or two mornings,” laughed Margot. “Can’t you sleep?”

The woman shook her head.

“I haven’t slept since I left Tor Towers,” she said, and raised her eyes.

“Great heavens, why did I ever leave there?”

“But you’re going back, aren’t you?”

“I suppose I shall be compelled to,” said Mrs Markham after a pause. “I shall have to if there is any question of the insurance on my jewels — those which were stolen, you know, I have sent a radio to a firm of lawyers in London to watch my interests and I do not suppose there will be any very great difficulty. Well?”

It was Mr Winter, her butler, not as jovial or as rubicund as usual. He stood in a deferential attitude.

“There is a radio for you in your cabin, madam,” he said.

“All right, Winter.” She dismissed him with a nod. “Even he is brightening up,” she explained. “What has happened to Mr Price?”

She was standing a little ahead of the chairs and looking along the deck. She had seen the white bandage about the clergyman’s head.

“Do you know Miss Cameron?”

“Yes,” said the girl quietly “I think he met with an accident last night on the boat deck.”

“An accident? I knew nothing about that.”

She walked along to Price and sat in a chair by his side for some time.

In the restless way of an ocean passenger Margot dropped her book and went walking. She picked up en route a little German-American who was her table companion. He was going back to America to marry and was very shy until she drew him out, then found him something of a rhapsodist.

She had made the second circuit of the deck and was approaching the spot where Mrs Markham sat talking to the clergyman when she saw the butler come from the companionway. He stood at some distance and waited until he caught Stella’s eye. She rose and went downstairs, the butler following.

It was late in the afternoon before Margot saw Mrs Markham again. This time they met in the social hall where Margot was taking tea listening to the band, her heart and mind in the engine room below; for every thud of the screw reminded her of the man whose future was hanging by a thread.

Mrs Markham sailed in, radiantly beautiful to the girl’s admiring eyes and wearing a dress of such design as turned a hundred pair of feminine eyes in her direction.

She pulled up an armchair to Margot’s side.

“Where are you staying in New York?”

Margot gave her an address.

“I should like to see you there,” said Mrs Markham. “I am going on to Richmond, but I shall be back in New York in a week or ten days.”

Insensibly Margot realised that Stella Markham’s attitude had changed. >From the light, almost patronising acquaintance, she had developed into a would-be friend. And her subsequent attitude supported Margot’s theory. She talked of Devonshire, tried to get Margot to tell her something of their home life at Moor House, and expressed her regret that they had not met during their stay in England.

“I suppose you’ll be met at New York?” she asked.

“Yes,” said Margot. “I shall probably be met by my brother’s lawyer — in fact, I think it is certain I shall be.”

“Who are his lawyers?” she asked interestedly. “Mine are Peak and Jackson.”

“John B. Rogers is Frank’s lawyer. He used to be District Attorney.”

“I know him,” nodded Stella, “at least I know him by repute. And everybody else, of course, knows him in New York.”

“Yes, I think he’s rather popular.”

“I’m going on to Richmond immediately,” said Mrs Markham thoughtfully, “and I brought a box of candies from Paris which I promised to give to a friend of mine the very day I landed.”

“Why not hand them to a messenger?”

“Because I don’t know my friend’s address. I told her to call for me at the very hotel you’re staying at. I wonder if you would mind handing them to her and telling the clerk, if anybody inquires for me, to send her to you?”

“Not at all,” said the girl, with a smile.

It was one of those little commissions which she detested, but she thought that under the circumstances it would be ill-mannered to refuse.

“I will give you the candies before we leave the ship,” said Mrs Markham. “Perhaps you will come down to my cabin — I’ve some lovely frocks I would like to show you. Why not come down this afternoon — now?”

Margot was curious to see Mrs Markham’s cabin and accompanied her without hesitation. Her suite was at the fore end of A Deck and consisted of two rooms, a bedroom and sitting room, the former of which was nearest the bow. It was a very pleasant cabin, though not in many respects as pleasant as Margot’s own suite. The dresses that Stella Markham showed were beautiful and they alone were worth the visit. She was saying goodbye when Mrs Markham called her back.

“You might as well take these candies along now,” she said, and pulled a steel box from under the bed. She tried the key in the lock and found some difficulty in inserting it. She held up the box and examined the keyhole closely.

“Somebody has been tampering with this,” she said, and again Margot saw that drawn look in her face. After a while she succeeded in turning the key, lifted the lid and took out a flat circular package from which she stripped the wrappings, revealing a beautiful, satin-covered box, the top of which was hand-painted. This in turn she lifted and showed a layer of the most delicious-looking candies Margot had seen.

“You don’t mind taking these, do you?” she asked.

“Not at all,” said Margot heartily and waited until the box was wrapped and tied about with string. She carried the package back to her cabin and put it in her trunk. Stella Markham puzzled her. At first she thought she understood her perfectly but every day presented some fresh phase, some new angle of the woman, and Margot felt her confidence in her own judgment shocked by the contradictions and irreconcilable phases of her character.

As she was stepping out of the elevator on the promenade deck Stella was waiting for her.

“I feel I must make this confession,” she said; “there’s a duty on sweets, and it struck me that if your friend the District Attorney sees you through the customs, he is so well known that nobody will bother you with an examination.”

Margot laughed.

“That idea had occurred to me,” she said.

Like every other day this was but a preparation for the night. To her the days began when she met her lover in the shadows of the boat deck and ended when they parted. All between was a weary interregnum relieved only by such excitements as chance brought to her. But of mat excitement she was to have this day her fill. It began in the afternoon when she went into her cabin to find a not particularly agreeable odour of tobacco smoke.

She rang the bell for the stewardess.

“Who has been smoking in this suite?” she asked.

“Nobody, madam, that I know of,” said the woman in surprise.

The girl sniffed around.

“I wouldn’t mind if they smoked decent tobacco, but this is terrible stuff!”

She could not escape the impression that she had smelt that kind of tobacco before somewhere. She looked round the apartment and after a while she found what she was seeking, a little pile of cigar ash which had evidently been knocked off and had not broken in its fall. She examined it carefully and then very thoughtfully went back to the deck. She saw Captain Pietro Visconti sitting by himself and she went straight to him.

“Captain Visconti,” she said, “what were you doing in my suite this afternoon?”

He had jumped to his feet as she addressed him.

“In your suite, lady?” he said, with extravagant surprise. “I have not been to your suite.”

She unwrapped the little paper and showed him the cigar ash, and he laughed.

“Ah, you are the Sherlock. You discover cigar ash, eh? Well, it is not mine. My cigars are peculiar.”

“Very peculiar,” she said emphatically:

“They are Italian,” he explained, “but there are several people who smoke the same kind of cigars on this ship. I could find you a dozen. Why should I want to go into your room, Miss Cameron? I do not even know where it is.”

After such a flat denial she had to accept his statement and apologise. After all, he might have strolled in by accident. It was hardly likely that he would come furtively smoking a cigar. And yet now she came to think of it, she had never seen him without a cigar, and once he had told her that he smoked them so unconsciously that he did not know whether they were between his teeth or not.

But if he came — why? Here was a problem she saved against her meeting Jim that night.

The second thrill came after dinner. It occurred to the girl that before the chocolates could be delivered it would be necessary to know the name of the person who would call for them, and as she was on the top deck she went down the alleyway to Mrs Markham’s suite.

Mrs Markham was evidently in, for there was a light showing through the transom and she could hear the sound of voices. The girl knocked and at the same time turned the handle, never doubting that Stella Markham whom she had seen at dinner would be visible. To her surprise the door was locked. Presently she heard:

“Who is there?”

It was Stella Markham’s voice which spoke, but the voice was so strange that she could hardly recognise her.

“It is I, Margot Cameron,” said the girl. “I wanted to ask you something.”

“One moment.”

The light was suddenly switched out and the door was opened two inches. Yet even by the indifferent light that was left Margot saw that the woman’s eyes were red with weeping.

“What is it, my dear?” asked Stella quietly.

“I wanted to know the name of the person who is to call for those candies.”

“I will tell you later, dear. Will you excuse me now?”

She shut the door almost in Margot’s face and again she heard the murmur of voices. The other person was evidently a woman and it was unlikely that it would be Stella’s maid. If Margot had any doubt upon that subject it would have been set at rest when she saw the maid later on the fore part of the deck.

Who, then, was the visitor? Margot was not ordinarily curious, but she felt that it was her duty to collect information and in some indefinable way she was helping the cause of Jim Bartholomew by her efforts.

Instead of going back to the deck she went into the broad saloon entrance, from which the side alleyways gave, and after waiting half an hour she was rewarded by seeing a woman come out of Mrs Markham’s cabin.

Instead of coming to the saloon entrance the visitor turned into one of the side alleys from which, as Margot knew, ran a smaller staircase to the lower deck. Instantly her mind was made up. She raced down the companionway to C Deck. She guessed rather than knew who the visitor was, and she was rewarded when she saw the tall black figure turn into Mrs Dupreid’s cabin.

So it was Mrs Dupreid, Cecile’s friend! Margot’s head was in a whirl. She gave up trying to think consecutively. Jim would know. It was another problem for him. She relied upon him, believing that he already held the threads of the mystery in his hands.

The whole thing was beginning to bewilder her. Why did Mrs Dupreid visit Stella Markham, and why did Stella Markham weep? The thing was altogether too puzzling. She went to the quietest part of the ship, which was the library, and read one of Scott’s novels and found in the artificiality of his unreal heroes and heroines something of calm.

At eleven o’clock the library lights were lowered as a general hint to all those who might still be enjoying its hospitality. There was another hour yet, but as they had agreed to meet on the upper deck there was no reason why Jim should not put in an appearance earlier. She blamed herself for not having suggested this, and, getting her cloak, she went on to the upper deck on the off chance of the same idea occurring to him.

This night the deck was deserted. There was a dance in the saloon below which had attracted most of the younger people, and as she stepped cautiously along the obstructed way between the boats and the deckhouses she decided that it was just a little too lonely to wait alone and that if Jim was not there she would go down to the promenade again.

But Jim was there.

She stood stock still when she saw him. Dark as the night was, he was silhouetted clearly. He was standing by the rail at the end of the long boats — and Margot almost swooned, for there was a woman in his arms!

Margot stood as though paralysed. And yet there was no doubt. She could never mistake Jim Bartholomew; the set of his head and shoulders was inimitable.

It was Jim. He was whispering endearing words to his companion. She could hear the caress in his voice and the woman was crying. The girl held her head in her hands. Was she mad or dreaming? Was the ship filled with weeping women? She gasped. Was this Mrs Markham?

She must have made some sound, for suddenly the couple went apart and the woman melted into the darkness,

“Jim,” said Margot hoarsely.

“Yes, dear. I didn’t expect you.”

“I guessed you didn’t expect me,” she said quietly with a pathetic attempt at humour. “Jim, who was that woman?” He was silent.

“Who was that woman?”

“I can’t tell you, dear.”

“Don’t call me ‘dear,’” she said in a sudden fury. “Jim, who was that woman? Will you tell me?”

“I can’t tell you,” he said.

“Then I’ll find out.” She swung on her heel and ran along the deck, indifferent to possible foot-traps, and was back in the saloon entrance, breathless but determined.

The first person she saw was Mrs Markham, who was talking to Visconti, waving a languid fan as she watched the dancing through the open door of the Social Hall. Margot went down the companionway at a run.

It was she!

She caught a glimpse of Mrs Dupreid’s skirt as she disappeared into her cabin, and a minute later Margot was at the door knocking.

“Who is there?” said a muffled voice.

“It is Margot Cameron.”

“I’m sorry I cannot see you tonight. I am not well.”

“I am coming in to see you, Mrs Dupreid,” said the girl with determination. “I am Margot Cameron, and Cecile is my sister-in-law.”

“You can’t come in,” said the woman again, but Margot pressed aside all opposition, stepped into the cabin and slammed the door behind her.

“Now,” she said, and then— “why, why…! Cecile!”

It was Cecile Cameron, tear-stained and defiant, who faced her.
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“Now, will you kindly tell me,” said Margot, sitting heavily down on the settee, “what all this dam’ mystery means?”

“Margot!” said Cecile.

“I know I am using violent language,” said Margot recklessly, “but there is a time when respectability means stagnation. Will you kindly explain?”

“I can’t,” said Cecile sadly, “only I want you to know that Frank knows I’m here.”

“That’s one comfort,” said Margot, a smile struggling in the corner of her lips, and the smile was one which was largely determined by her relief. “So long as Frank knows you are here — how did you come here, by the way?”

“I decided to come on the boat and my friend Mrs Dupreid luckily was staying in North Devon. We were going to pick her up, if you remember, on the way to the boat.”

Margot nodded.

“I had a talk with Frank and I told him certain things and he agreed that it would be best perhaps if I went. Only I couldn’t go under my own name for certain reasons. I wanted to be alone and I wanted to have the freedom to work as I wished to work. I saw Mrs Dupreid and she very kindly agreed to my plan, which was that I should take her passport and occupy her cabin and she would come on by a later boat. That is to say when I can get the passport back to her.”

“That much I understand,” nodded Margot. “But why are you here and why were you in Mrs Markham’s cabin?” Cecile shook her head.

“You’ve got to trust me, dear.”

“Oh yes, I’ll trust you,” said Margot hopelessly. “I’ve trusted and I trust you, and tonight I had to trust you both together in the most compromising attitude, Cecile.”

“I had to howl to somebody,” said her sister-in-law. “I was surprised to meet him. You see, I take my little walks on the upper deck. I have to keep out of your way and I stumbled on him accidentally a night ago. We’ve been talking—” She hesitated.

“So I gather,” said Margot dryly, “and rather a nice way of talking too. And really dear old Cecile, I don’t grudge Jim’s sympathy a bit. Did he tell you that he himself is in need of quite a lot?”

“Yes,” said Cecile, nodding, “poor boy.”

“And I hope you were sympathetic?”

“Of course I was,” said Cecile indignantly.

“And did he weep over you?” asked the remorseless Margot. “One good weep deserves another.”

“I think sometimes, Margot, you’re absolutely heartless. But darling, I’m so glad to see you,” she took the girl in her arms and squeezed her. “It’s been a perfect hell of a life—”

“Ssh!” reproved Margot. “Now let’s talk sensible. When am I to be let into this scandal?”

Cecile looked at her thoughtfully.

“Maybe the day we reach New York,” she said, “that’s if — if—”

“If what?”

“If things go well,” said Cecile guardedly.

“Do you know” — it was Margot’s turn to hesitate— “about the — the photograph? Cecile nodded.

“He told me everything.”

“Did you ever meet Mr Sanderson before?” Cecile’s back was toward the girl and she shook her head.

“Let that matter wait until we arrive, will you, dear, to please me?”

“To please you I’ll do anything. I wonder if that Jim has waited for me?” she said, and went tearing out of the cabin. An elevator was going up and she caught it, and arrived on the boat deck in time to whistle a disappearing figure.

“Oh, it’s you, is it?” said Jim. “Well, did you slay the lady?” The girl shivered.

“Don’t let’s talk about slaying people,” she said. “Cecile is a darling, of course, but she’s a most mysterious and exasperating darling just now — and Jim, was it necessary that she should weep on your shirt front?”

“I couldn’t very well take of my shirt,” said Jim calmly and the girl smothered her laugh on his shoulder.

They snuggled together in the little place between the boats.

“When do you go back to your stokering?” asked the girl.

“Don’t be frivolous about my stokering,” he said; “it is a most unfrivolous occupation. Whilst you’re here I am going to take you into my secret and if I do not tell you things that you want to know you must not ask me. You promise?”

“I promise,” she said.

“In the first place I want to tell you, as I have told you before and it was quite unnecessary to tell you ever, that I did not steal Mrs Markham’s jewels. That necklace was stolen by what poor Sanderson called The Big Four. It is pretty well confirmed, I think, that there is a Big Four — that is to say, a gang of four have been working together and have been engineering the big jewel robberies which have created such a sensation in Europe. It was a member of the Big Four who stole Mrs Markham’s jewels.”

“Who are the Big Four?” she asked. “Oh, I beg your pardon. Is that a forbidden question?”

“It is and it isn’t,” he said. “It is a forbidden question because it is one I cannot very easily answer. I can’t answer it because I am not certain. We know that there are two people named Trenton, both of whom have served terms of imprisonment in the United States — Sanderson told me that. They are a man and a woman, and at this particular moment there are two detectives from Scotland Yard on board the ship who are searching very carefully amongst the second and third class passengers. The third of the four is a Spaniard named Antonio Romano. The fourth, and really the keystone of the arch, though he is not the leader — Trenton is that — is a man named Talbot who is an expert forger and has made the obtaining of jewels a special branch of his study. It is certain that two of the four are on board this ship. Scotland Yard has had information to that effect.”

“How do you know?”

“Because one of the Scotland Yard men works in my watch,” was the surprising reply.

“Is he a stoker?” asked the girl, then quickly “the man you call ‘Nosey’?”

“Yes. I guessed who he was that night on deck, and when he asked me if I was Jim Bartholomew, who was wanted for the murder—”

The girl went white.

“You didn’t tell him that!” she said faintly “Oh, tell me you didn’t say that!”

“Oh yes I did,” said. “Don’t be silly, darling. You don’t suppose I’m going to be in hiding all my life? If I can’t clear up this mystery on the voyage, I am going back to stand my trial and prove conclusively that I neither shot Sanderson not stole the jewels.”

He kissed her gently and presently her panic feeling wore of.

“I shall be grey when this ship reaches port,” she said.

“And I shall be a deep oil-burnt red,” said Jim. “Shall I go on?”

“Oh, do, please.”

“Well, there isn’t any more to say,” he said disappointingly “and it will ease your mind to know that if I hadn’t spoken to Sergeant Rawson, who is my companion in misery, I wouldn’t have had a ghost of a chance of getting ashore in New York. When we anchor off Ellis Island there will be a young army of American detectives on board looking for the gang, and I think it is pretty certain they will find them.”

“Why?” asked the girl.

“Because one of them has turned States Evidence. He sent a radio to Washington on the night he was nearly killed.” The girl would have cried out in her astonishment, but he put his hand over her mouth. “Mr Price?” she whispered.

“Price, or Talbot, that is one of them. He is turning States Evidence and I’d have given anything to have seen the contents of his message. Talbot is a man who is going to do things, and he’s the man who is going to restore to Mrs Markham her filched dog collar. And I hope she will let her dog wear it,” he added viciously.

“Poor darling,” she laughed. “Do you know I feel ever so much better and happier. This has been a really wonderful voyage.”

“Hasn’t it?” he said sardonically “If you could see how sunburnt I am from the waist” — he changed his tone— “and yet it’s worth it. I’d give twice the time in twice as difficult circumstances for this stolen hour with you.” Then suddenly, “Let’s go down on to the promenade deck and be bold.”

The deck was fairly clear of people and they walked up and down, talking of Devonshire, of America, of all things in the world save the thing that was in their hearts. At the end of the deck for’ard where it turned before the cabins on A Deck they saw Mr “Price.” He was leaning over the rail, looking down at the deck below in a meditative and thoughtful way. About twenty yards away sitting in a chair under one of the bulkhead lights and smoking aimlessly was an exquisite young gentleman in immaculate evening kit. Margot recognised him as the passenger whom she had seen promenading with the man called “Nosey”.

“Do you see that lad?” asked as they passed him.

“Yes.”

“That is the other detective. He’s engaged in watching Price, or Talbot, to see that the gang do not get him. They nearly got him the other night.”

“But what a fine time he has, compared with the man in the stoke — hole!” said the girl.

Jim chuckled. “They tossed as to who should go first class and my friend lost,” he said.

They made a circuit of the deck three times and still Mr Price leant over the rail with his head sunk on his chest and his arms folded. The fourth time they came round Jim stopped before the young watcher,

“Our friend has been there some time, hasn’t he?” he said.

The watcher dropped his cigarette and looked along the deck.

“Yes, he’s been there for half an hour.”

“Has anybody been near him?”

Evidently the detective knew Jim. (The girl discovered later that the two policemen and Jim had had a conference that night in the chief engineer’s cabin.)

“Nobody has been near him,” he said. “Of course, lots of people have been walking past him like you and others.”

“I wonder what he’s thinking about?” said Jim.

“Poor man,” said the girl pityingly.

“Well, Price ought to be happy,” replied the detective, with a laugh.

“He had a radio from the American Government today saying that he will be pardoned and that his evidence will be accepted on behalf of the State.”

He strolled up toward the meditating figure, and laid his hand on his shoulder. “Now Mr Price,” he said. “You ought to be going to bed, you know.”

Price did not reply and the detective bent over and looked at him. Then he turned and strolled back, his hands in his pockets.

“I think, Miss Cameron,” he said, “I think,” he said carefully “you ought to go downstairs to bed.”

Jim looked at him, and the girl looked at Jim and nodded.

“Is he — hurt?” she whispered.

“Oh no, but he has little fainting attacks,” said the detective. “Fits, you know, and people hate being seen when they’re like that.”

She accepted the lie as gospel and with a smile to Jim went down below.

Then Jim and the detective went forward and laid the dead man down on the deck and the detective pulled out the stiletto from his side.
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Nothing keeps a secret so truly as a ship. For a ship’s company from captain to bellboy are born conspirators against revelation. None of the passengers, save those immediately concerned, who sat down to breakfast the next morning knew or guessed the tragedy which had been enacted in the night.

Price’s place at the table had been laid for him, his serviette folded on his left, his hot rolls and coffee were waiting for him at half-past eight, the hour at which he invariably took his first meal.

The deck steward dried the spray from his chair, put cushion and books ready though he in common with every other deck hand knew that somewhere down near the keel of the ship, in a little room devoid of light, Mr Price lay dead.

Margot knew so little that, discovering Mr Price’s cabin, she sent down a message to ask how he was, and the steward, who at that moment was packing the murdered mans belongings, returned the message that he was a little better but was not coming on deck that day.

The bellboy who brought the message to her, the deck steward who heard it delivered, the very band as they broke into a march at their eleven o’clock performance were all well aware that at twelve o’clock the previous night a passenger had been murdered in cold blood — but the passengers knew nothing.

Mr Winter, the butler, was one of those who inquired for the Rev. Mr Price. He inquired of the smoke room steward. The smoke room steward, who not only knew that Mr Price was dead but had helped to carry his body below, replied that Mr Price had been in there a few moments before and had just gone out. That day, which had opened so sunnily was not fortunate from the point of view of the ship’s run. Towards midday they ran into a dense white fog and for the rest of the day the Ceramia crawled forward at ten knots an hour, her siren blowing at deafening intervals. It was clammy and chilly on the promenades and the decks were so wet and slippery that even walking was uncomfortable. Nevertheless Margot maintained her chair and, enveloped in rugs, preferred the open air to the clearer atmosphere of her cabin. Not so Stella Markham, who retired to her own sittingroom.

Margot had spent the greater part of the morning with her sister-in-law who had elected to remain in obscurity until the voyage was ended. She did, however, prevail upon Cecile to shift her cabin to the larger and more comfortable suite which Margot was occupying.

“I shall have you near me, but there are two entrances to the suite, so you can go in and out as you like. I only ask this, that if you decide to entertain Jim Bartholomew you invite me to your party.”

Cecile smiled.

“You’ve never forgiven me, have you, Margot?”

“I’ve forgiven you because I have a Christian spirit,” said Margot. “But I don’t think that sort of thing ought to become a habit. If you want to weep, darling, you come along and weep on me. I’m ever so much less knobbly than Jim.”

The fog continued throughout the day but cleared up in the evening, only to gather even more densely after dinner. Margot had come to know the watches below which Jim was keeping and she knew that this was one of his early nights and there was a prospect of his getting on to the boat deck long before his usual hour. She simply sat and killed time with a book, wrapped up in her big rug cape, and Mrs Markham coming out on the deck with a face which expressed her disgust at the weather called her sanity into question.

“Ugh! It’s beastly,” she said. “I wonder if we shall run into an iceberg or anything?”

“You’re a cheerful little soul,” said Margot. “Have you ever been happy, Mrs Markham?”

To her surprise Stella Markham turned on her with a face that was haggard with fury.

“I don’t think you know what happiness is if you ever think I’ve been happy, or you can trace any look of happiness in me, Margot,” she said. “I’ve never been happy. I never shall be happy. How would you like to stand before your Maker and confess that much?”

Margot was silent. She saw the woman’s bosom rise and fall in her agitation.

“I’m sorry,” she said gently. “I didn’t mean to be rude. I was just being funny.”

“Of course you were.” Mrs Markham’s anger vanished and she dropped her hand upon the girl’s shoulder. “I’m just full of nerves tonight. I’m going back to that infernal cabin to read.”

Mrs Markham was sick of body and sick of heart. True to her word she went straight back to her cabin and found Mr Winter waiting for her.

“You have the key, madam,” he said.

She took it out of her pocket, put it in the lock and opened the door. The place was in darkness. So also was her bedroom, and this she approached, switching on the light. She heard the movement of feet almost as her hand was on the electric switch. The man who stood with one hand upon the open window ready to spring was in evening dress, but the lower half of his face was covered by a handkerchief.

“Winter!” called Markham loudly and the butler came in. The masked man turned to face the levelled barrel of a revolver.

“What are you doing here?” asked Mrs Markham.

It was a question which was superfluous. Two drawers had been pulled out and their contents were strewn on one of the settees. The intruder had made no attempt to disguise his presence. The bed was rumpled as though the mattress had been pulled up and examined. A wardrobe was open and apparently the marauder had this time dispensed with the ordinary light, for he carried a small electric torch.

“Put up your hands,” said Mr Winter. “Put them up, sir.”

With a quick movement of her hand Mrs Markham tore away the mask from Jim Bartholomew’s face.

She nodded.

“I know you,” she said; “you’re a friend of Margot’s.”

“Got me first time,” said Jim.

At first he had put up his hands before the menacing pistol, but now put them into his pockets.

“‘What are you doing here?” Jim’s eyes wandered from one confusion of effects to another as he smiled, and he had a particularly happy smile.

“That’s a silly question to ask!” he said coolly. “It must be pretty evident to you that I haven’t been tidying up!”

“You’ve been looking for something, haven’t you?”

“That’s about the size of it,” said “You can put your revolver away. Mr Winter. There is going to be no shooting.”

“I’m going to take you before the captain straight away,” said Winter, His face was pale, whether from fury or fear Jim did not trouble to consider.

“I don’t think you will,” he said gently. “After all, I can’t run away from the ship. There’s no necessity for disturbing the captain at this hour, even if they allow you to disturb him, which is extremely doubtful. You know me, you can find me when you want me.”

“Suppose we can’t find you when we want you, Mr Bartholomew — I think that is your name?”

“That is my name,” said Jim.

There was an awkward pause.

“You can go,”’ said Stella Markham.

“You wouldn’t like to search me before I went, I suppose,” said Jim.

“You can go,” she said again, pointing to the door. She was whiter of face than Winter.

“Wait,” it was Mr Winter who blocked the entrance. “I don’t think that is how it should be arranged, Mrs Markham.”

He was a strapping, strongly built man, but Jim pushed him aside as though he had been a child and walked past him on to A Deck. He missed the girl and guessed that she was waiting for him up above, and there he found her. She had gone to her cabin and changed from her flimsy evening gown to a costume more suitable for a tte — tte on a foggy night.

“Tomorrow,” were his first words, “I am going to be a respectable member of society. In other words, I am coming first class with my friend from Scotland Yard, who is just about as tired of stoking oil engines as I am.”

“What is going to happen?” asked Margot.

“Well,” he said, “tomorrow evening we pass Fire Island Light and some time later we anchor off Sandy Hook. The next day the Federal authorities come aboard and we shall see what we shall see.”

The fog was thinning, but the ship was still keeping to her steady ten knots.

“You’re a little tired tonight, aren’t you?” she asked. “You’re not speaking.”

“I’ve had rather an exciting experience,” he said. “I’ll tell you about it one of these days. And also I am a little tired. This fog means extra duty in the stokehole. Everybody stands by and the watches are doubled.”

“Then I won’t keep you,” she said dismally, and he caught her up in his arms.

“That’s just what you were proposing to do a few days ago, and maybe what you’ll have to do yet,” he said— “that is, if I escape jail.”

“Really, I think I’ll go down and go to bed. Good night, Jim.”

He kissed her again and watched her as she walked back toward the companion ladder. Then he turned and strolled in the opposite direction.

She was nearing the ladder when she remembered that she had not asked him about their next meeting and she turned back. When she saw him he was leaning over the rail where she had seen him with Cecile in his arms. He was more clearly silhouetted because the fog formed a white background for him, and she stood a moment watching him.

As she did so she saw a figure steal out of the shadow of the boats, saw something rise and fall, heard the horrible impact as it struck and saw him droop limply over the rail. She tried to scream but she could not, Then before she could utter a word or move she saw Jim’s assailant stoop and lift him by the legs, using the rail as a fulcrum. Higher and higher — and then the girl screamed. But it was too late. As the black figure darted back into the darkness Jim toppled over the side and she heard the splash as he struck the water. She screamed again and raced down the alleyway toward the stern of the ship. Her mind was made up and when she came to the limit of the deck she jumped on the rails, ripped of her skirt and taking one look to locate the dark figure which showed in the light from the portholes, she sprang, straight as an arrow into the water.

It was not as chilly as she had expected and she came to the surface and looked round. She saw the dark bulk of Jim’s shoulders and swam straight to him as he sank. Her arm was round him as the stern of the vessel cleared them. Then something struck the water with a splash and a vivid green flare burnt within three yards of her. She turned and saw the red lifebuoy with the spluttering calcium light and dragged Jim toward it. They had been seen, and even as she looked and saw the vast stern of the Ceramia towering above her, the liner turned sharply to starboard and suddenly the screws were still.

She heard voices on the deck and the creak of a boat being lowered and clung desperately to the lifebuoy. Jim had recovered consciousness but was still too dazed to afford much help. She hooked his arm into the buoy and kept treading water. Suppose the light failed? Suppose they could not find her in the darkness? Already the ship seemed miles away and she could not see the boat if they had lowered it, but the calcium light burnt in a continuous splutter and presently she heard the creaking of oars and the ship’s lifeboat, looking monstrously large seen from that angle, came alongside.
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They lifted Jim into the boat and the girl followed. She was attired only in blouse and petticoat, and it did not occur to her until the boat was hauled up to the level boat deck and then she was thankful for the mercy of darkness until somebody put a coat around her and she made her escape to her cabin.

She had a hot bath and changed, and then in spite of the protests of Cecile went out to discover what had happened to Jim. She found him dressed in tweeds, the centre of an interested circle of passengers and he was lying outrageously.

“I went to sleep and fell over the rails,” he said. “Miss Cameron saw me — I don’t remember anything until I recovered consciousness with the calcium light blazing and Miss Cameron holding me up by my ears.”

The quartermaster on watch aft had witnessed the fall and he it was who had thrown the lifebuoy. This Jim discovered later. The doctor had dressed his head and to Margot’s relief the wound was not very serious. The man who struck it must have been nervous, for he did no more damage than a couple of stitches remedied.

“As for you,” said Jim when he was alone with her, “I owe you something more—”

“I’ll present my bill one of these days,” she interrupted hastily, “and now I’m going back to my cabin — you seem quite your old talkative self,” and with a gentle squeeze of his arm, she was gone.

His head was racking the next morning when he woke.

Accommodation had been found for him on F Deck and he shared a big cabin with the two men from Scotland Yard. The visit of the doctor, the application of a new dressing, and the swallowing of a draught reduced his agony to a mere irritation.

That morning Mr Winter attended the commander of the ship and tendered a complaint against the victim of the last night’s adventure. His complaint was listened to respectfully and he was informed that the matter was already in the hands of the authorities. Whereupon Mr Winter in his animosity grew a little venomous for one so respectable and typically English.

“I suppose you know, sir,” he said, “that this man Bartholomew is a fugitive from justice and the police have a warrant out for him, on a charge of murder?”

“I know all about that,” said the commander politely. “Are you a police officer?”

“No, sir, I am not,” said Mr Winter, with dignity.

“Well, there are police officers on the ship who are attending to that matter,” said the commander, “and you can rest assured that they will not shirk their duty.”

Mrs Markham had chosen the time of Winter’s appointment with the captain for an interview which she badly wanted. Visconti, idling about the deck as radiant and gorgeous a figure as ever, saw Stella come from the companionway and instantly obeyed her beckoning finger.

“Will you come down to my cabin, Captain Visconti?” she asked,

“Madam” — he bowed low— “what would give me greater happiness?”

“I want to show you those Tanagra figures I bought in Italy last year,” she said carelessly and he followed her to the end of the alleyway and into her cabin.

She closed the door behind him and motioned him to a settee.

“Tony,” she said, almost wailed, “Tony, what was wrong? Oh, my God! Why did you kill Talbot?”

The Spaniard had set his kepi down on the seat beside him and did not raise his eyes from the floor.

“Had he — ?” she began again.

“He had turned States Evidence,” said Tony.

“But how — when?”

The man she called Tony shrugged his elegant shoulders.

“He has been in a blue funk for a month past. You know that, madonna. I had to keep close to his side all the time he was in Paris and never let him out of my sight when he was in London. The discovery that there were detectives on board must have driven him into a panic, for two days after we sailed he sent a preliminary radio to Washington asking if evidence would be accepted from one of the gang and whether that member who betrayed the others would be treated favourably. On receipt of a reply he sent a longer wire — Winter saw him writing it and guessed what it was all about. Like a fool, too, Talbot had kept copies of his wires and Winter found them in his cabin.”

The woman was silent.

“Who are the detectives?” she asked. “Do you know them?”

He nodded.

“There is one who has been working in the stokehole with Bartholomew and another who has been amongst the first class passengers all the voyage.”

“Are they after — us?” He smiled.

“I don’t know whether they’re after you,” he said. “I should think not. Talbot never suggested in his wire that you were on board.”

“But they will know,” she said, fretfully plucking at her dress, and he rose slowly to his feet, walked across to her and laid his hand upon her bowed shoulder.

“Madonna,” he said earnestly “there is a way out for you, unless Winter—” He stopped and bit his lip thoughtfully.

“What do you mean?” she asked, looking up quickly.

“I mean you cannot be associated with any of the jobs which we have done. That necklace business at Moorford — is that the name of the place?” She nodded.

“Even that cannot be charged to you. Winter’s job again. Why did he do that?” he asked suddenly. “I always thought the diamonds were your own.”

She nodded again.

“The only honest money I ever made in my life,” she said bitterly. “Somebody who — who was fond of me gave me an option on Eastern Lands and that was the profit. I put the money into diamonds because Winter advised me.”

“You were foolish,” said the other, “I see now Winter would not like you having independent means or money of your own and he threw your jewels into the stock. I have been interested in the fate of that necklace — today I am more happy about it.”

He looked down at her meditatively.

“Shall I tell you something, madonna?” he said more softly than he had spoken, and she looked up with alarm in her eyes.

“No, please do not.”

He gave one of his extravagant little gestures, but the hard brown eyes which had directed the stroke that ended the life of Talbot the forger were soft and humid.

“I love you greatly, madonna, and I know that is a very bad thing for you to hear, because I am a man who has done many terrible deeds, but I worship you as children worship God.” He paused and then went on slowly, “I will do everything to keep you out of this if our voyage ends badly.”

“But Winter?” she asked, and the Spaniard who posed as an Italian showed his teeth in a smile which was not pleasant.

“I do not regret Talbot,” he went on as though speaking his thoughts aloud, “I know the man and he was bad. If I have blood on my hands, so also has he. You do not remember the case of the girl Hien — no, that would be when you were in—”

The door opened violently and Winter came in and his face was livid with rage.

“Well,” he scowled at Tony, “what do you want?” and Tony smiled.

“Civility from you, my good Winter,” he said lightly, “and a more amiable cast of countenance.”

“Amiable?” snarled the other. “Do you know that Fire Island Lightship is right ahead?”

“The proximity of lightships does not distress me any,” said Tony cheerfully. “Indeed, in such foggy weather as this, it is a pleasure to know that there is a lightship in the neighbourhood.”

“See here, Tony, don’t get fresh with me. Do you know what the lightship means to you and me?” asked Winter.

He had dropped his somewhat exaggerated English accent. His drawl and finicking intonation had gone and he snapped his words. There was a wicked look in his eyes as he towered above the dapper little man.

“Why should I not get fresh with you?” demanded the other. He was his insouciant self and he stood in an attitude of careless ease which might have deceived any man but Winter, who knew that the thumb hooked into the pocket of those baggy breeches touched a long-bladed knife and that Tony would strike long before the bigger man could drop his hand to his pistol pocket.

Winter forced a grin.

“Well, be cheerful if you feel like it,” he said. “There’s no reason, I can tell you.”

“What did the captain say?” asked Mrs Markham.

“What do you think he said?” growled the other. “He made me feel a fool. You’ve got everything, Tony?” The Spaniard nodded.

“The dog collar?”

The Spaniard nodded again.

“When did you give him that?” asked Winter suspiciously.

“Oh, yesterday?” said the woman.

Winter looked from one to the other suspiciously.

“That’s a lie,” he said. “Where is that collar?” He made a step toward the deck.

“You can save yourself the trouble,” said Stella Markham coolly, “the collar has been removed to a safe place.” His heavy face was puckered and lined with fury and he came back at her with a rush. Before he could lay his hand upon her or before Tony could slip between them there was a timid knock at the door.

“Who is that?” asked Winter.

Mrs Markham had stepped softly to the door, but he pushed her aside and pulled it open. Cecile Cameron was standing there and their eyes met for a moment. The scowl went out of Winter’s face and a sly smile dawned slowly.

“Come in, Mrs Cameron,” he said politely. She had no eyes but for Stella and went straight to the girl.

“Well?” it was Winter who spoke. “What are you going to do to get your sister out of trouble?”

Cecile turned in alarm.

“Is she in — danger?” she asked in a low voice, and he growled impatiently.

“We are all in danger, don’t you realise that?”

“I will do my best,” said Cecile Cameron wearily.

“You’ll have to do a pretty good best too,” said Winter brutally. “You can’t save your sister without making some effort to save her husband.”

She met his eyes without flinching.

“I think I can do something,” she said. “There is no charge against her and she has no existence to the detectives on board.”

“How do you know?” asked the man quickly. Tony, a silent spectator, smiled.

“She has interviewed the excellent Bartholomew,” he said, “and what she tells us is a confirmation of my best hopes.”

“Your hopes?” Winter swung round on him.

“My hopes,” said the other. “I desire most earnestly that madame should not appear in this matter if there is any question of police.”

John Winter was peering at him.

“So that’s it, is it,” he said softly. “That’s the meaning of your sister’s meetings, her visits night after night, and you said she was only trying to induce you to give up this kind of life! You were lying, eh? I suppose you’ve got it all framed up to put it on me, now Talbot’s dead. And Tony’s in it!”

“You’re a fool!” said Tony quietly “I shall have to share whatever medicine they ladle out and I’ve got an idea it is going to be a stiff dose.”

Winter turned slowly to his wife. She was sitting with her head on her sister’s shoulder and her eyes were closed. There was something pathetic in the weariness of the drawn face and the shadowed eyes, but Mr Winter was no sentimentalist.

“If you think you’re going to get this scandal hushed up and that I’m going to be the goat who goes to jail whilst my dear wife is playing the society lady in England or New York, why you’ve got another guess coming,” he said, breathing heavily. “You’re in this with me, Stella, or Magda, or whatever your fool name is, and I’m ready to take the stand and prove you were in every job we did in Europe—”

“And I’m prepared to take the stand and prove that she was not,” said the little Spaniard.

“You!” snapped John Winter.

“Why not?” said Tony. “I at least am as respectable as you!”

“All right.” John Winter turned to the door.

Then suddenly the fury he had pent up and suppressed burst its bounds and with an oath he leapt at the white-faced girl, and his hand was at her throat when he felt a curious pain under the left shoulder, a sharp, hot twinge of agony that made him cry out and switch round.

“I gave you no more than a millimetre,” said Tony quietly and John Winter dropped his eyes to the long, thin blade in the Spaniard’s hand.

“Only one millimetre! Imagine, my dear Winter, if I gave you seventy-five or eighty!”

Winter did not speak. He pulled open the door and blundered out, and when the women looked at Tony again his hands were empty and the knife had mysteriously disappeared.
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“Here’s the end of the road,” said Jim Bartholomew.

“Where?” The girl looked round startled. A thin haze hung upon the sea, but the Ceramia was making her maximum speed.

“If you listen you will hear a hooter going in a minute. That’s Fire Island and the United States.”

“You seem to know a lot about the voyage for one who has never been there,” she said.

“I’ve never been to the United States,” he confessed, “but I have been to Fire Island Light. I came once on a cruise after a fugitive submarine in the bad old days.” The siren of the lightship was now audible. They were standing on the foredeck beneath the captain’s cabin and they heard the clang and grind of the telegraph and soon after the thud of the propellers came at longer intervals.

“We’re slowing down,” he said.

“Listen.”

Margot took his arm in hers.

“Dear, I want to — ask you something.”

He knew what was coming and was silent.

“What is going to happen to Mrs Markham?” she asked, and he looked at her sharply.

“What do you know about Mrs Markham?” he demanded.

“Tell me what will happen to her.”

“Do you know who she is?”

She nodded.

“Cecile told me this morning,” she said. “Mrs Markham is Cecile’s sister — the one that was supposed to be dead, and she’s married to that dreadful man whom she pretends is her butler.”

He looked thoughtfully over the side before he replied.

“Does Frank know?”

“Yes,” nodded the girl. “She told Frank everything the day she was supposed to leave for Scotland. Frank has been a brick throughout. What is going to happen to Mrs Markham?” she asked again.

“Nothing,” said Jim. “What poor Sanderson called the Big Four of Crime was never known under that title to the police either in England or in America. The people they have been after have been Talbot, Trenton, and Romano—”

She raised her eyebrows.

“Romano? You don’t mean our beautiful little cavalry officer?”

“That is the gentleman,” said Jim grimly “But the name of Mrs Trenton has never appeared in any of the warrants. She was looked upon by Scotland Yard as being more or less of a victim, and I discovered from the conversation I had with the detectives that that is the view which the American police are taking. To make doubly sure one of them put through a code inquiry to Washington yesterday morning and had a reply which is quite satisfactory from Mrs Trenton’s point of view. The only danger of course,” he said thoughtfully “is that Trenton, out of sheer malice, endeavours to drag Mrs — his wife down with him. The man is a fiend.”

Margot shivered.

“Isn’t it dreadful to think about? She ran away with him, when she was at school — poor woman, she has been punished for her folly.”

“I hope her punishment is ended,” said Jim, and there was a great deal more in his speech than the girl could guess. Winter had gone back to his wife’s cabin and was packing when the telegraph had rung the engines to half-speed.

“Why are they slowing?” Stella asked listlessly.

“Why the hell don’t you go and ask the captain?” snarled the other.

Mrs Markham shrugged.

“Really, Winter, you grow more and more impossible. Throughout this voyage I have been trying to make things right for you and you’ve been trying to make them just as wrong as they can be.”

“When I want your advice I’ll ask you for it,” he said. “And when I want you to talk, why, I’ll send you along a permit. At present you can close your mouth and sit tight. I’ve got something to settle with you — and Tony.”

He was busy strapping some bags and trunks. Mrs Markham sat with folded hands staring into vacancy.

“Whatever side of the Atlantic we live,” she said, “there’s hell and a worse hell in between.”

“Will you shut up?” he snarled, and lifted a hand threateningly.

“One of these days” — he glowered at her— “one of these days, my lady—”

She shrugged her shoulders.

“One of these days I suppose I shall go the way of Talbot, and the way you tried to send Jim Bartholomew.”

He walked to the window of her sleeping cabin and looked out. The swaying mast of a little boat was disappearing aft and his face went a dirty white.

“That’s a police boat,” he said thickly.

She shrugged again and walked out of the room.

“Where are you going?”

“On to the deck to look.”

“Come back,” he shouted, and when she did not obey a suspicion of what was behind her action came to him and with a bellow of rage he ran after her.

He flew down the alleyway out on to the deck looking round for her. He did not see his wife, but he saw something else which made his blood turn cold.

Tony stood half a dozen paces from the saloon entrance and he was the centre of a group of three men, strangers who had evidently come aboard from the police boat, the mast of which showed above the rail, and though Tony was smiling and obviously conversational, the hand of one of the detectives which gripped the Spaniard’s arm was self-explanatory. He turned in a flash to go back the way he had come, but a fourth stranger was standing in the narrow doorway and behind him was Jim Bartholomew.

“You’re wanted, Trenton,” said the man. “And if you’re sensible, you are not going to give me any trouble. Put out your hands.”

The game was up. Escape was impossible, and Trenton, his flabby face grey and old, held out his hands and the handcuffs were snapped on. The stranger gripped him by the arm and led him across to the group of which Tony Romano was the centre, and in that short space of time, Mr Winter, or John Winter Trenton, made up his mind.

“Good morning, chief,” he said, recognising one of Tony’s captors.

“Good morning, Trenton,” he said coolly. “The other man is dead, you say?” He spoke to the Scotland Yard detective at his side, but Romano answered.

“Yes, quite dead,” he said cheerfully. “In fact, that I can certify because I killed him. Now my dear Winter” — he smiled upon his companion— “let us proceed.”

“Wait a moment,” said Trenton hoarsely. “You want three of us, don’t you?”

“Two alive and one dead,” said the police officer.

“Well, you’re going to take three alive.”

They had not put the irons upon Tony Romano and he was standing in his usual attitude of ease, a half smile on his thin, swarthy face.

“My friend,” he interrupted, “you have heard the chief tell you that he requires three, two alive and one dead. Would you desire anything more than that?”

“Yes I would,” snarled Trenton.

“You are contemptible,” said Tony, “but you shall have it different since you wish.”

He spoke so calmly and gave so little warning of his intentions that even the officer who held him was taken off his guard. He seemed to contract the muscles of the arm which was in his captors grip and to leap forward at the same time, and those who watched thought he did no more than clumsily embrace his companion in misfortune, for he threw his arms around him.

“That will do!” said the chief sharply. “Take that man, Riley.” Then he saw Trenton’s face, the chin resting on the Spaniard’s shoulder, and in that face was a grimace of terror.

“Yes, that will do, I think,” said Romano, and as he disengaged himself from the other. Trenton crumpled in a heap to the ground.

“And that, gentlemen, is the knife,” said the Spaniard pleasantly, dropping the long steel weapon to the deck. Whilst they handcuffed him he was very talkative.

“You need not bother about Trenton,” he said. They were leaning over the prostrate man trying to staunch the wound in his back. “He is quite dead, I assure you. In that same way did my friend Talbot die. It is better so. I do not like the idea of sharing a trial with such a man.”

They hurried him below to F Deck, where they made a quick but thorough search.

“I think you will find most of the jewels these people are bringing back in friend Romano’s baggy breeches,” said Jim quietly. Romano smiled.

“Otherwise, why the baggy breeches?” he said coolly. “It is perfectly true, chief, and these garments,” he patted his pantaloons proudly with his cuffed hand, “these garments are worth three million dollars.”

>From an open port on F Deck a gangway led to the police boat. As they were taking him away Romano turned to Jim.

“My respectful salutations to all who have been kind to me,” he said. He looked the other straight in the eye and Jim knew that the message was for Stella Markham.

“Will you also apologise to Miss Cameron? I went to her room to gain peace of mind. There was something there that I hoped to find. I was successful — it is there still.”
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So they took away Tony Romano and carried with them also the bodies of the two men, and the passengers of the Ceramia heard for the first time of the tragedy which had occurred without their knowledge. Then Jim sought the woman. She was not alone. Cecile was with her, her arms about her.

“Do they want me?” asked Stella Markham dully. Jim shook his head. He hesitated to tell of the Spaniard’s deed by which he had forfeited what little chance he had had of escaping the Chair.

“I haven’t had to explain your presence on the ship, Mrs Trenton,” he said. “The only man who can betray you is dead.”

She nodded.

“Tony…Tony did that for me?”

It was not until that evening when they were gathered in Cecile’s sittingroom at the hotel that she told her story.

“I ran away from school with my — husband. He was much older than I, and I suppose that I was fascinated — I was certainly a fool. He was not of the same social grade as my own people, but his lack of breeding might have been excused and he might, with his intelligence, have climbed very high indeed. But John Winter Trenton was always a crook, a crook in heart and a crook in mind. It was a long time before I learnt the truth, and when I did I suppose I wasn’t as horrified as I should have been. At any rate, he could put things so attractively — I’m excusing myself,” she said, with a shrug. “I went with him. I took a passive part in some of his most nefarious swindles and he got away with it for a long time. Then a clever woman detective got after.” Jim smiled.

“Why do you smile?”

“Curiously enough,” he said. “I thought you were that woman detective when I began to get a glimmering of this story.”

Stella shook her head again.

“No, she has never left America. She had us arrested, Winter and I, and it was while we were waiting trial that I let my sister know what had become of me. For years Winter had been working a small game and then he got into a better set, mainly through the help of Talbot, and we came to Europe and they started the series of robberies which you know about. It was Winter who planned it all, Tony and Talbot who carried the plan into execution. I had nothing to do but pose as a grand lady. We rented expensive furnished houses, sometimes in the north of England, sometimes in the south, and from there the gang spread their nets. Winter, of course, posed as my butler.” She smiled faintly. “There is a certain amount of humour in that. It was I who was that man’s slave. He’s dead,” she cried passionately. “I’m glad he’s dead! If I could thrust him down into hell with these hands…” She stood trembling in her passion, and then of a sudden broke into a fit of weeping.

“I think we know all there is to be known, Mrs Cameron,” said Jim. “Does your husband know?”

“I told him,” said Cecile. Jim went out of the room, taking Margot with him. They were walking to the elevator when the girl asked: “Why did you search her stateroom, Jim? Of course, you were the mysterious sailor whom she saw disappearing through the window? Did you expect to find anything?”

“I expected to find two things,” he said. “I found one — the second ring, the Daughters of the Night. You remember Cecile telling us that her father had given both his girls a similar ring? That I found on my second visit. The other thing I sought I have never found and my failure is the bitterest disappointment to me. Do you know we have not recovered the jewels which were deposited by Mrs Markham and which probably today are her only assets, even though they were stolen! Incidentally we are responsible at the bank to the extent of 112,000. Here is the ring.”

He took it from his waistcoat pocket and showed it her. It was a replica of the ring which Mrs Cameron had worn, and the girl took it in her hands and admired it.

“It was the photograph of Mrs Markham wearing this ring, which poor Sanderson had. He must have caught a glimpse of her, and, utterly deceived by Winter’s pleasant appearance, he invited Winter down the night Mrs Markham left Moorford, intending to employ, as he thought, an honest servant to pursue inquiries. I think he suspected Stella from what he had seen of her and her resemblance to the photograph, and he had arranged to interview Winter in order to get him to identify the police photograph of Mrs Trenton with the man’s employer. I think that theory is as near correct as possible. It is impossible to get the correct one. Both the parties to that meeting are now dead.”

“What happened then?”

“Winter came to the bank that night. Mrs Markham may have been in the car — as to that I have no information. He was probably horrified to see the photograph, for if Stella was identified so was he. In desperation he must have threatened Sanderson, who produced my revolver. There was a struggle, that is clear from an overturned chair. Winter, who was a powerful man, must have secured possession of the revolver, shot Sanderson and torn the photograph from his hand, making his escape down the passage when I came through the door of my office.”

“But the jewels? What happened then?”

“I’ll tell you what happened then,” said Jim. “As I stood looking down at Sanderson I had an instinctive feeling that Mrs Markham was in some way mixed up in this case. I took my keys and opened the safe expecting to find Mrs Markham’s packet gone. Sanderson had told me in the morning that Winter had been down to the bank looking at the package and sticking a label on it, and he also told me that Winter had drawn his attention to a man outside the window of the office whom he said his mistress did not like. I found the package and brought it to the table and, without any excuse from the strict point of view of a banker and a custodian, I broke the seals and opened the package, only to find, as I expected, the glass box was empty.”

“What had happened?” asked the girl.

“Winter had performed the very simple trick of ‘ringing the changes’. He had brought with him to the bank that morning a package similarly sealed, and whilst he had drawn Sanderson’s attention away by directing his eyes to somebody outside the window, he substituted the empty package for the other. As soon as I discovered the glass box was empty I knew that Winter was in it and just how Sanderson had been tricked. Mrs Markham I thought had already left. Probably Winter was on his way to Southampton with her. I had to think quickly. I took 4.200 out of my private drawer, raced home, took my bag which was already packed for my visit to London — I intended spending Sunday night in London — and caught the last train to Exeter. The rest of the story you know.”

“What did you expect to find on board the ship?” He laughed. “I expected to find the murderer. I was certain of finding you,” he said.

“And this man speaks of the two things both in the same breath,” said the girl wonderingly, “and he expects me to go on loving him and cherishing him—”

“I know you will,” said Jim, “because I tell you honestly the only thing that has spurred me on, the only thing that has kept my mind clear and my heart cheerful, has been the knowledge that you were near me.”

She looked at him, a keen, scrutinising glance. Three times the elevator door had opened, but the sorrowful “Going down!” of the attendant had been unheeded.

“Do you mean that?”

“Of course I mean it,” he said indignantly.

“That’s rather wonderful,” she said softly, and then, “but you haven’t told me what you didn’t find. What has become of the necklace?”

He spread out his hands in despair.

“Tony’s baggy riding breeches yielded enough stuff to keep a respectable jeweller going for ten years,” he said, “but amongst those relics there was nothing that bore the remotest resemblance to Mrs Markham’s dog collar, and that,” he said soberly, “adds rather a gloom to the proceedings. Now I wonder—”

“Poor Mrs Markham! Poor Cecile! What will be the end of that?”

“The Lord knows!” he said.

“By the way: I wonder who her friend is in New York, the girl to whom I was to give the candies?”

“What friend in New York?” asked Jim, with sudden interest.

“Oh, some girl who will call for a box of-”

Jim gripped her with a yell.

“Where’s that box?” he said, and her mouth opened wide.

“You don’t mean—”

“Let me look at it.” They flew down the corridor together and, defiant of all proprieties, Jim followed the girl into her room. She unlocked and opened her trunk and with trembling fingers tore the wrappings from the candy box.

Jim knocked the lid off and their faces fell.

“It is candy,” said Jim, “unless—” He poked his finger down, then suddenly swept the chocolates aside and drew forth something which glittered even through the silver tissue in which it had been wrapped.

“Darling,” he said, “this settles our future.”

“Our future was settled when you were rescued from a watery grave.”

Suddenly he whistled.

“Tony went to your stateroom?”

“The Italian — yes?” she said in surprise. “I accused him — why?”

“He went to make sure that the box was there. The diamonds are Stella Markham’s own property and he was worried about their disposal. He must have suspected that Stella had put them in your keeping, and searched your cabin ‘for his peace of mind’ — those were his words. He loved her.”

“Loved her?” repeated Margot incredulously.

“He loved her and rescued her as assuredly as you rescued me, when you dived in your petticoat—”

She looked at him with a stern eye.

“You were supposed to be unconscious, Mr Jim Bartholomew.”

“And do you wonder?” demanded Jim.


The End
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My dear Gerald, This book is “The Gaunt Stranger” practically in the form that you and I shaped it for the stage. Herein you will find all the improvements you suggested for “The Ringer” — which means that this is a better story than “The Gaunt Stranger.”



Yours, EDGAR WALLACE



Chapter 1


Table of Contents


The Assistant Commissioner of Police pressed a bell on his table, and, to the messenger who entered the room a few seconds after: “Ask Inspector Wembury if he will be good enough to see me,” he said.

The Commissioner put away into a folder the document he had been reading. Alan Wembury’s record both as a police officer and as a soldier was magnificent. He had won a commission in the war, risen to the rank of Major and had earned the Distinguished Service Order for his fine work in the field. And now a new distinction had come to him.

The door opened and a man strode in. He was above the average height. The Commissioner looked up and saw a pair of good-humoured grey eyes looking down at him from a lean, tanned face.

“Good morning, Wembury.”

“Good morning, sir.”

Alan Wembury was on the sunny side of thirty, an athlete, a cricketer, a man who belonged to the out-of-doors. He had the easy poise and the refinement of speech which comes from long association with gentlemen.

“I have asked you to come and see me because I have some good news for you,” said the Commissioner.

He had a real affection for this straight-backed subordinate of his. In all his years of police service he had never felt quite as confident of any man as he had of this soldierly detective.

“All news is good news to me, sir,” laughed Alan.

He was standing stiffly to attention now and the Commissioner motioned him to a chair.

“You are promoted divisional inspector and you take over ‘R’ Division as from Monday week,” said the chief, and in spite of his self-control, Alan was taken aback. A divisional inspectorship was one of the prizes of the C.I.D. Inevitably it must lead in a man of his years to a central inspectorship; eventually inclusion in the Big Four, and one knows not what beyond that.

“This is very surprising, sir,’” he said at last. “I am terribly grateful. I think there must be a lot of men entitled to this step before me—”

Colonel Walford shook his head.

“I’m glad for your sake, but I don’t agree,” he said. And then, briskly: “We’re making considerable changes at the Yard. Bliss is coming back from America; he has been attached to the Embassy at Washington — do you know him?”

Alan Wembury shook his head. He had heard of the redoubtable Bliss, but knew little more about him than that he was a capable police officer and was cordially disliked by almost every man at the Yard.

“‘R’ Division will not be quite as exciting as it was a few years ago,” said the Commissioner with a twinkle in his eye; “and you at any rate should be grateful.”

“Was it an exciting division, sir?” asked Alan, to whom Deptford was a new territory.

Colonel Walford nodded. The laughter had gone out of his eyes; he was very grave indeed when he spoke again.

“I was thinking about The Ringer — I wonder what truth there is in the report of his death? The Australian police are almost certain that the man taken out of Sydney Harbour was this extraordinary scoundrel.”

Alan Wembury nodded slowly.

The Ringer!

The very name produced a little thrill that was unpleasantly like a shiver. Yet Alan Wembury was without fear; his courage, both as a soldier and a detective, was inscribed in golden letters. But there was something very sinister and deadly in the very name of The Ringer, something that conjured up a repellent spectacle…the cold, passionless eyes of a cobra.

Who had not heard of The Ringer? His exploits had terrified London. He had killed ruthlessly, purposelessly, if his motive were one of personal vengeance. Men who had good reason to hate and fear him, had gone to bed, hale and hearty, snapping their fingers at the menace, safe in the consciousness that their houses were surrounded by watchful policemen. In the morning they had been found stark and dead. The Ringer, like the dark angel of death, had passed and withered them in their prime.

“Though The Ringer no longer haunts your division, there is one man in Deptford I would like to warn you against,” said Colonel Walford, “and he—”

“Is Maurice Meister,” said Alan, and the Commissioner raised his eyebrows in surprise.

“Do you know him?” he asked, astonished. “I didn’t know Meister’s reputation as a lawyer was so widespread.”

Alan Wembury hesitated, fingering his little moustache.

“I only know him because he happens to be the Lenley’s family lawyer,” he said.

The Commissioner shook his head with a laugh. “Now you’ve got me out of my depth: I don’t even know the Lenleys. And yet you speak their name with a certain amount of awe. Unless,” he said suddenly, “you are referring to old George Lenley of Hertford, the man who died a few months ago?”

Alan nodded.

“I used to hunt with him,” mused the Commissioner. “A hard-riding, hard-drinking type of old English squire. He died broke, somebody told me. Had he any children?”

“Two, sir,” said Alan quietly.

“And Meister is their lawyer, eh?” The Commissioner laughed shortly. “They weren’t well advised to put their fortune in the hands of Maurice Meister.”

He stared through the window on to the Thames Embankment. The clang of tram bells came faintly through the double windows. There was a touch of spring in the air; the bare branches along the Embankment were budding greenly, and soon would be displayed all their delicate leafy splendour. A curious and ominous place, this Scotland Yard, and yet human and kindly hearts beat behind its grim exterior.

Walford was thinking, not of Meister, but of the children who were left in Meister’s care.

“Meister knew The Ringer,” he said unexpectedly, and Wembury’s eyes opened.

“Knew The Ringer, sir?” he repeated.

Walford nodded.

“I don’t know how well; I suspect too well — too well for the comfort of The Ringer if he’s alive. He left his sister in Meister’s charge — Gwenda Milton. Six months ago, the body of Gwenda Milton was taken from the Thames.” Alan nodded as he recalled the tragedy. “She was Meister’s secretary. One of these days when you’ve nothing better to do, go up to the Record Office — there was a great deal that didn’t come out at the inquest.”

“About Meister?”

Colonel Walford nodded.

“If The Ringer is dead, nothing matters, but if he is alive” — he shrugged his broad shoulders and looked oddly under the shaggy eyebrows at the young detective— “if he is alive, I know something that would bring him back to Deptford — and to Meister.”

“What is that, sir?” asked Wembury.

Again Walford gave his cryptic smile.

“Examine the record and you will read the oldest drama in the world — the story of a trusting woman and a vile man.”

And then, dismissing The Ringer with a wave of his hand as though he were a tangible vision awaiting such a dismissal, he became suddenly the practical administrator.

“You are taking up your duties on Monday week. You might like to go down and have a look round, and get acquainted with your new division?”

Alan hesitated.

“If it is possible, sir, I should like a week’s holiday,” he said, and in spite of himself, his tanned face assumed a deeper red.

“A holiday? Certainly. Do you want to break the good news to the girl?” There was a good-humoured twinkle in Walford’s eyes.

“No, sir.” His very embarrassment seemed to deny his statement. “There is a lady I should like to tell of my promotion,” he went on awkwardly. “She is, in fact — Miss Mary Lenley.”

The Commissioner laughed softly.

“Oh, you know the Lenleys that much, do you?” he said, and Alan’s embarrassment was not decreased.

“No, sir; she has always been a very good friend of mine,” he said, almost gently, as though the subject of the discussion were one of whom he could not speak in more strident tones. “You see, I started life in a cottage on the Lenley estate. My father was head gardener to Squire Lenley, and I’ve known the family ever since I can remember. There is nobody else in Lenley village” — he shook his head sadly— “who would expect me — I—” He hesitated, and Walford jumped in.

“Take your holiday, my boy. Go where you jolly well please! And if Miss Mary Lenley is as wise as she is beautiful — I remember her as a child — she will forget that she is a Lenley of Lenley Court and you are a Wembury of the gardener’s cottage! For in these democratic days, Wembury,” — there was a quiet earnestness in his voice— “a man is what he is, not what his father was. I hope you will never be obsessed by a sense of your own unworthiness. Because, if you are” — he paused, and again his eyes twinkled— “you will be a darned fool!”

Alan Wembury left the room with the uneasy conviction that the Assistant Commissioner knew a great deal more about the Lenleys than he had admitted.
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It seemed that the spring had come earlier to Lenley village than to grim old London, which seems to regret and resist the tenderness of the season, until, overwhelmed by the rush of crocuses and daffodils and yellow-hearted narcissi, it capitulates blandly in a blaze of yellow sunshine.

As he walked into the village from the railway station, Alan saw over the hedge the famous Lenley Path of Daffodils, blazing with a golden glory. Beyond the tall poplars was the roof of grey old Lenley Court.

News of his good fortune had come ahead of him. The baldheaded landlord of the Red Lion Inn came running out to intercept him, a grin of delight on his rubicund face.

“Glad to see you back, Alan,” he said. “We’ve heard of your promotion and we’re all very proud of you. You’ll be Chief of the Police one of these days.”

Alan smiled at the spontaneous enthusiasm. He liked this old village; it was a home of dreams. Would the great, the supreme dream, which he had never dared bring to its logical conclusion, be fulfilled?

“Are you going up to the Court to see Miss Mary?” and when he answered yes, the landlord shook his head and pursed his lips. He was regret personified. “Things are very bad up there, Alan. They say there’s nothing left out of the estate either for Mr. John or Miss Mary. I don’t mind about Mr. John: he’s a man who can make his way in the world — I wish he’d get a better way than he’s found.”

“What do you mean?” asked Alan quickly. The landlord seemed suddenly to remember that if he was speaking to an old friend he was also speaking to a police officer, and he became instantly discreet.

“They say he’s gone to the devil. You know how people talk, but there’s something in it. Johnny never was a happy sort of fellow; he’s forgotten to do anything but scowl in these days. Poverty doesn’t come easy to that young man.”

“Why are they at the Court if they’re in such a bad way? It must be an expensive place to keep up. I wonder John Lenley doesn’t sell it?”

“Sell it!” scoffed the landlord. “It’s mortgaged up to the last leaf on the last twig! They’re staying there whilst this London lawyer settles the estate, and they’re going to London next week, from what I hear.”

This London lawyer! Alan frowned. That must be Maurice Meister, and he was curious to meet the man about whom so many strange rumours ran. They whispered things of Maurice Meister at Scotland Yard which it would have been libel to write, slander to say. They pointed to certain associations of his which were unjustifiable even in a criminal lawyer, whose work brought him into touch with the denizens of the underworld.

“I wish you’d book me a room, Mr. Griggs. The carrier is bringing my bag from the station. I’ll go to up the Court and see if I can see John Lenley.”

He said “John,” but his heart said “Mary.” He might deceive the world, but he could not deceive his own heart.

As he walked up the broad oak-shaded drive, the evidence of poverty came out to meet him. Grass grew in the gravelled surface of the road; those fine yew hedges of the Tudor garden before which as a child he had stood in awe had been clipped by an amateur hand; the lawn before the house was ragged and unkempt. When he came in sight of the Court his heart sank as he saw the signs of general neglect. The windows of the east wing were grimy — not even the closed shutters could disguise their state; two windows had been broken and the panes not replaced.

As he came nearer to the house, a figure emerged from the shadowy portico, walked quickly towards him, and then, recognising, broke into a run.

“Oh, Alan!”

In another second he had both her hands in his and was looking down into the upturned face. He had not seen her for twelve months. He looked at her now, holding his breath. The sweet, pale beauty of her caught at his heart. He had known a child, a lovely child; he was looking into the crystal-clear eyes of radiant womanhood. The slim, shapeless figure he had known had undergone some subtle change; the lovely face had been moulded to a new loveliness.

He had a sense of dismay. The very fringe of despair obscured for the moment the joy which had filled his heart at the sight of her. If she had been beyond his reach before, the gulf, in some incomprehensible manner, had widened now.

With a sinking heart he realised the gulf between this daughter of the Lenleys and Inspector Wembury.

“Why, Alan, what a pleasant sight!” Her sad eyes were brightened with laughter. “And you’re bursting with news! Poor Alan! We read it in the morning newspaper.”

He laughed ruefully.

“I didn’t know that my promotion was a matter of world interest,” he said.

“But you’re going to tell me all about it.” She slipped her arm in his naturally, as she had in the days of her childhood, when the gardener’s son was Mary Lenley’s playmate, the shy boy who flew her kite and bowled and fielded for her when she wielded a cricket bat almost as tall as herself.

“There is little to tell but the bare news,” said Alan. “I’m promoted over the heads of better men, and I don’t know whether to be glad or sorry!”

He felt curiously self-conscious and gauche as they paced the untidy lawn together.

“I’ve had a little luck in one or two cases I’ve handled, but I can’t help feeling that I’m a favourite with the Commissioner and that I owe my promotion more to that cause than to any other.”

“Rubbish!” she scoffed. “Of course you’ve had your promotion on merit!”

She caught his eyes looking at the house, and instantly her expression changed.

“Poor old Lenley Court!” she said softly. “You’ve heard our news, Alan? We’re leaving next week.” She breathed a long sigh. “It doesn’t bear thinking about, does it? Johnny is taking a flat in town, and Maurice has promised me some work.”

Alan stared at her.

“Work?” he gasped. “You don’t mean you’ve got to work for your living?”

She laughed at this.

“Why, of course, my dear — my dear Alan. I’m initiating myself into the mysteries of shorthand and typewriting. I’m going to be Maurice’s secretary.”

Meister’s secretary!

The words had a familiar sound. And then in a flash he remembered another secretary, whose body had been taken from the river one foggy morning, and he recalled Colonel Walford’s ominous words.

“Why, you’re quite glum, Alan. Doesn’t the prospect of my earning a living appeal to you?” she asked, her lips twitching.

“No,” he said slowly, and it was like Alan that he could not disguise his repugnance to the scheme. “Surely there is something saved from the wreck?”

She shook her head.

“Nothing — absolutely nothing! I have a very tiny income from my mother’s estate, and that will keep me from starvation. And Johnny’s really clever, Alan. He has made quite a lot of money lately — that’s queer, isn’t it? One never suspected Johnny of being a good business man, and yet he is. In a few years we shall be buying back Lenley Court.”

Brave words, but they did not deceive Alan!
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He saw her look over his shoulder, and turned. Two men were walking towards them, Though it was a warm day in early summer, and the Royal Courts of Justice forty miles away, Mr. Meister wore the conventional garb of a successful lawyer. The long-tailed morning coat fitted his slim figure faultlessly, his black cravat with its opal pin was perfectly arranged. On his head was the glossiest of silk hats, and the yellow gloves which covered his hands were spotless. A sallow, thin-faced man with dark, fathomless eyes, there was something of the aristocrat in his manner and speech. “He looks like a duke, talks like a don and thinks like a devil,” was not the most unflattering thing that had been said about Maurice Meister.

His companion was a tall youth, hardly out of his teens, whose black brows met at the sight of the visitor. He came slowly across the lawn, his hands thrust into his trousers pockets, his dark eyes regarding Alan with an unfriendly scowl.

“Hallo!” he said grudgingly, and then, to his companion: “You know Wembury, don’t you, Maurice — he’s a sergeant or something in the police.”

Maurice Meister smiled slowly.

“Divisional Detective Inspector, I think,” and offered his long, thin hand. “I understand you are coming into my neighbourhood to add a new terror to the lives of my unfortunate clients!”

“I hope we shall be able to reform them,” said Alan good-humouredly. “That is really what we are for!”

Johnny Lenley was glowering at him. He had never liked Alan, even as a boy and now for some reason, his resentment at the presence of the detective was suddenly inflamed.

“What brings you to Lenley?” he asked gruffly. “I didn’t know you had any relations here?”

“I have a few friends,” said Alan steadily.

“Of course he has!” It was Mary who spoke. “He came to see me, for one, didn’t you, Alan? I’m sorry we can’t ask you to stay with us, but there’s practically no furniture left in the house.”

John Lenley’s eyes snapped at this.

“It isn’t necessary to advertise our poverty all over the kingdom, my dear,” he said sharply. “I don’t suppose Wembury is particularly interested in our misfortunes, and he’d be damned impertinent if he was!”

He saw the hurt look on his sister’s face, and his unreasonable annoyance with the visitor was increased. It was Maurice Meister who poured oil upon the troubled water.

“The misfortunes of Lenley Court are public property, my dear Johnny,” he said blandly. “Don’t be so stupidly touchy! I, for one, am very glad to have the opportunity of meeting a police officer of such fame as Inspector Alan Wembury. You will find your division rather a dull spot just now, Mr. Wembury. We have none of the excitement which prevailed when I first moved to Deptford from Lincoln’s Inn Fields.”

Alan nodded.

“You mean, you’re not bothered with The Ringer?” he said.

It was a perfectly innocent remark, and he was quite unprepared for the change which came to Meister’s face. He blinked quickly as though he had been confronted with a brilliant light. The loose mouth became in an instant a straight, hard line. If there was not fear in those inscrutable eyes of his, Alan Wembury was very wide of the mark.

“The Ringer!” His voice was husky. “Ancient history, eh? Poor beggar, he’s dead!”

He said this with almost startling emphasis. It seemed to Alan that the man was trying to persuade himself that this notorious criminal had passed beyond the sphere of human activity.

“Dead…drowned in Australia.”

The girl was looking at him wonderingly.

“Who is The Ringer?” she asked.

“Nobody you would know anything about, or ought to know,” he said, almost brusquely. And then, with a little laugh: “We’re all talking ‘shop,’ and criminal justice is the worst kind of ‘shop’ for a young lady’s ears.”

“I wish to heaven you’d find something else to talk about,” growled John Lenley fretfully, and was turning away when Maurice Meister asked: “You are at present in a West End division, aren’t you, Wembury? What was your last case? I don’t seem to remember seeing your name in the newspapers.”

Alan made a little grimace.

“We never advertise our failures,” he said. “My last job was to inquire into some pearls that were stolen from Lady Darnleigh’s house in Park Lane on the night of her big Ambassadors’ party.”

He was looking at Mary as he spoke. Her face was a magnet which lured and held his gaze. He did not see John Lenley’s hand go to his mouth to check the involuntary exclamation, or the quick warning glance which Meister shot at the young man. There was a little pause.

“Lady Darnleigh?” drawled Maurice. “Oh, yes, I seem to remember…as a matter of fact, weren’t you at her dance that night, Johnny?”

He looked at the other and Johnny shook his shoulder impatiently.

“Of course I was…I didn’t know anything about the robbery till afterwards. Haven’t you anything else to discuss, you people, than crimes and robberies and murders?”

And, turning on his heel, he slouched across the lawn.

Mary looked after him with trouble in her face.

“I wonder what makes Johnny so cross in these days — do you know, Maurice?”

Maurice Meister examined the cigarette that burnt in the amber tube between his fingers. “Johnny is young; and, my dear, you mustn’t forget that he has had a very trying time.”

“So have I,” she said quietly. “You don’t imagine that it is nothing to me that I am leaving Lenley Court?” Her voice quivered for a moment, but with a resolution that Alan could both understand and appreciate, she was instantly smiling. “I’m being very pathetic; I shall be weeping on Alan’s shoulder if I am not careful. Come along, Alan, and see what is left of the rosery — perhaps when you have seen its present condition, we will weep together!”
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Johnny Lenley looked after them until they had disappeared from view. His face was pale with anger, his lips trembled.

“What brings that swine here?” he demanded.

Maurice Meister, who had followed across the lawn, looked at him oddly.

“My dear Johnny, you’re very young and very crude. You have the education of a gentleman and yet you behave like a boor!”

Johnny turned on him in a fury.

“What do you expect me to do — shake him cordially by the hand and bid him welcome to Lenley Court? The fellow’s risen from the gutter. His father was our gardener—”

Maurice Meister interrupted him with a chuckle of malicious enjoyment.

“What a snob you are, Johnny! The snobbery wouldn’t matter,” he went on in a more serious tone, “if you would learn to conceal your feelings.”

“I say what I think,” said Johnny shortly.

“So does a dog when you tread on his tail,” replied Maurice. “You fool!” he snarled with unexpected malignity. “You halfwit! At the mention of the Darnleigh pearls you almost betrayed yourself. Did you realise to whom you were talking, who was probably watching you? The shrewdest detective in the C.I.D.! The man who caught Hersey, who hanged Gostein, who broke up the Flack Gang.”

“He didn’t notice anything,” said the other sulkily, and then, to turn the conversation to his advantage: “You had a letter this morning, was there anything about the pearls in it — are they sold?”

The anger faded from the lawyer’s face; again he was his suave self.

“Do you imagine, my dear lad, that one can sell fifteen thousand pounds’ worth of pearls in a week? What do you suppose is the procedure — that one puts them up at Christie’s?”

Johnny Lenley’s lips tightened. For a while he was silent. When he spoke his voice had lost some of its querulous quality.

“It was queer that Wembury was on the case — apparently they’ve given up hope. Of course, old Lady Darnleigh has no suspicion—”

“Don’t be too sure of that,” warned Meister. “Every guest at No. 304, Park Lane, on that night is suspect. You, more than any, because everybody knows you’re broke. Moreover, one of the footmen saw you going up the main stairs just before you left.”

“I told him I was going to get my coat,” said Johnny Lenley quickly, and a troubled look came to his face. “Why did you mention that I was there to Wembury?”

Maurice laughed.

“Because he knew; I was watching him as I spoke. There was the faintest glint in his eyes that told me. I’ll set your mind at ease; the person at present under suspicion is her unfortunate butler. Don’t imagine that the case has blown over — it hasn’t. Anyway, the police are too active for the moment for us to dream of disposing of the pearls, and we shall have to wait a favourable opportunity when they can be placed in Antwerp.”

He threw away the end of the thin cigarette, took a gold cigarette-case from his waistcoat pocket, selected another with infinite care and lit it, Johnny watching him enviously.

“You’re a cool devil. Do you realise that if the truth came out about those pearls it would mean penal servitude for you, Maurice?”

Maurice sent a ring of smoke into the air.

“I certainly realise it would mean penal servitude for you, my young friend. I fancy that it would be rather difficult to implicate me. If you choose for your amusement to be a robber baron, or was it a Duke of Padua? — I forget the historical precedent — and engage yourself in these Rafflesish adventures, that is your funeral entirely. Because I knew your father and I’ve known you since you were a child, I take a little risk. Perhaps the adventure of it appeals to me—”

“Rot!” said Johnny Lenley brutally. “You’ve been a crook ever since you were able to walk. You know every thief in London and you’ve ‘fenced’—”

“Don’t use that word!” Maurice Meister’s deep voice grew suddenly sharp. “As I told you just now, you are crude. Did I instigate this robbery of Lady Darnleigh’s pearls? Did I put it into your head that thieving was more profitable than working, and that with your education and entry to the best houses you had opportunities which were denied to a meaner — thief?”

This word was as irritating to Johnny Lenley as “fence” had been to the lawyer.

“Anyway, we are in, the same boat,” he said. “You couldn’t give me away without ruining yourself. I don’t say you instigated anything, but you’ve been jolly helpful, Maurice. Some day I’ll make you a rich man.”

The dark, sloe-like eyes turned slowly in his direction. At any other time this patronage of the younger man would have infuriated Meister; now he was only piqued.

“My young friend,” he said precisely, “you are a little overconfident. Robbery with or without violence is not so simple a matter as you imagine. You think you’re clever—”

“I’m a little bit smarter than Wembury,” said Johnny complacently.

Maurice Meister concealed a smile.

It was not to the rosery that Mary led her visitor but to the sunken garden, with its crazy paving and battered statuary. There was a cracked marble bench overlooking a still pool where water-lilies grew, and she allowed him to dust a place for her before she sat down.

“Alan, I’m going to tell you something. I’m talking to Alan Wembury, not to Inspector Wembury,” she warned him, and he showed his astonishment.

“Why, of course…” He stopped; he had been on the point of calling her by name. “I’ve never had the courage to call you Mary, but I feel — old enough!”

This claim of age was a cowardly expedient, he told himself, but at least it was successful. There was real pleasure in her voice when she replied: “I’m glad you do. ‘Miss Mary’ would sound horribly unreal. In you it would sound almost unfriendly.”

“What is the trouble?” he asked, as he sat down by her side.

She hesitated only a second.

“Johnny,” she said. “He talks so oddly about things. It’s a terrible thing to say, Alan, but it almost seems as though he’s forgotten the distinction between right and wrong. Sometimes I think he only says these things in a spirit of perversity. At other times I feel that he means them. He talks harshly about poor, dear father, too. I find that difficult to forgive. Poor daddy was very careless and extravagant, but he was a good father to Johnny — and to me,” she said, her voice breaking.

“What do you mean when you say Johnny talks oddly?”

She shook her head.

“It isn’t only that: he has such strange friends. We had a man here last week — I only saw him, I did not speak to him — named Hackitt. Do you know him?”

“Hackitt? Sam Hackitt?” said Wembury in surprise. “Good Lord, yes! Sam and I are old acquaintances!”

“What is he?” she asked.

“He’s a burglar,” was the calm reply. “Probably Johnny was interested in the man and had him down—”

She shook her head.

“No, it wasn’t for that.” She bit her lip. “Johnny told me a lie; he said that this man was an artisan who was going to Australia. You’re sure this is your Sam Hackitt?”

Alan gave a very vivid, if brief, description of the little thief.

“That is he,” she nodded. “And, of course, I know he was an unpleasant sort of man. Alan, you don’t think that Johnny is bad, do you?”

He had never thought of Johnny as a possible subject for police observation. “Of course not!”

“But these peculiar friends of his — ?”

It was an opportunity not to be passed.

“I’m afraid, Mary, you’re going to meet a lot of people like Hackitt, and worse than Hackitt, who isn’t a bad soul if he could keep his fingers to himself.”

“Why?” she asked in amazement.

“You think of becoming Meister’s secretary — Mary, I wish you wouldn’t.”

She drew away a little, the better to observe him.

“Why on earth, Alan…? Of course, I understand what you mean. Maurice has a large number of clients, and I’m pretty sure to see them, but they won’t corrupt my young mind!”

“I’m not afraid of his clients,” said Alan quietly. “I’m afraid of Maurice Meister.”

She stared at him as though he were suddenly bereft of his senses.

“Afraid of Maurice?” She could hardly believe her ears. “Why, Maurice is the dearest thing! He has been kindness itself to Johnny and me, and we’ve known him all our lives.”

“I’ve known you all your life, too, Mary,” said Alan gently, but she interrupted him.

“But, tell me why?” she persisted. “What do you know against Maurice?”

Here, confronted with the concrete question, he lost ground.

“I know nothing about turn,” he admitted frankly. “I only know that Scotland Yard doesn’t like him.”

She laughed a low, amused laugh.

“Because he manages to keep these poor, wretched criminals out of prison! It’s professional jealousy! Oh, Alan,” she bantered him, “I didn’t believe it of you!”

No good purpose could be served by repeating his warning. There was one gleam of comfort in the situation; if she was to work for Meister she would be living in his division. He told her this.

“It will be rather dreadful, won’t it, after Lenley Court?” She made a little face at the thought. “It will mean that for a year or two I shall have no parties, no dances — Alan, I shall die an old maid!”

“I doubt that,” he smiled, “but the chances of meeting eligible young men in Deptford are slightly remote,” and they laughed together.
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Maurice Meister stood at the ragged end of a yew hedge and watched them. Strange, he mused, that never before had he realised the beauty of Mary Lenley. It needed, he told himself, the visible worship of this policeman to stimulate his interest in the girl, whom in a moment of impulse, which later he regretted, he had promised to employ. A bud, opening into glorious flower. Unobserved, he watched her; the contour of her cheek, the poise of her dark head, the supple line of her figure as she turned to rally Alan Wembury. Mr. Meister licked his dry lips. Queer that he had never thought that way about Mary Lenley. And yet…

He liked fair women. Gwenda Milton was fair, with a shingled, golden head. A stupid girl, who had become rather a bore. And from a bore she had developed into a sordid tragedy. Maurice shuddered as he remembered that grey day in the coroner’s court when he had stood on the witness stand and had lied and lied and lied.

Turning her head, Mary saw him and beckoned him, and he went slowly towards them.

“Where is Johnny?” she asked.

“Johnny at this moment is sulking. Don’t ask me why, because I don’t know.”

What a wonderful skin she had — flawless, unblemished! And the dark grey eyes, with their long lashes, how adorable! And he had known her all her life and been living under the same roof for a week, and had not observed her values before!

“Am I interrupting a confidential talk?” he asked.

She shook her head, but she did not wholly convince him. He wondered what these two had been speaking about, head to head. Had she told Alan Wembury that she was coming to Deptford? She would sooner or later, and it might be profitable to get in first with the information.

“You know, Miss Lenley is honouring me by becoming my secretary?”

“So I’ve heard,” said Alan, and met the lawyer’s eyes. “I have told Miss Lenley” — he spoke deliberately; every word had its significance— “that she will be living in my division…under my paternal eye, as it were.”

There was a warning and a threat there. Meister was too shrewd a man to overlook either. Alan Wembury had constituted himself the girl’s guardian. That would have been rather amusing in other circumstances. Even as recently as an hour ago he would have regarded Alan Wembury’s chaperonage as a great joke. But now…

He looked at Mary and his pulse was racing.

“How interesting!” his voice was a little harsh and he cleared his throat. “How terribly interesting! And is that duty part of the police code?”

There was the faintest sneer in his voice which Alan did not miss.

“The duty of a policeman,” he said quietly, “is pretty well covered by the inscription over the door of the Old Bailey.”

“And what is that?” asked Meister. “I have not troubled to read it.”

“‘Protect the children of the poor and punish the wrongdoer,’” said Alan Wembury sternly.

“A noble sentiment!” said Maurice. And then: “I think that is for me.”

He walked quickly towards a telegraph messenger who had appeared at the end of the garden.

“Is Maurice annoyed with you?” asked Mary.

Alan laughed.

“Everybody gets annoyed with me sooner or later. I’m afraid my society manners are deplorable.”

She patted the hand that lay beside hers on the stone bench.

“Alan,” she said, half whimsically, half seriously, “I don’t think I shall ever be annoyed with you. You are the nicest man I know.”

For a second their hands met in a long, warm clasp, and then she saw Maurice walking back with the unopened telegram in his hand.

“For you,” he said jovially. “What a thing it is to be so important that you can’t leave the office for five minutes before they wire for you — what terrible deed has been committed in London in your absence?”

Alan took the wire with a frown. “For me?” He was expecting no telegram. He had very few personal friends, and it was unlikely that his holiday would be curtailed from headquarters.

He tore open the envelope and took out the telegram. It was closely written on two pages. He read: “Very urgent stop return at once and report to Scotland Yard stop be prepared to take over your division tomorrow morning stop Australian police report Ringer left Sydney four months ago and is believed to be in London at this moment message ends.”

The wire was signed “Walford.”

Alan looked from the telegram to the smiling old garden, from the garden to the girl, her anxious face upturned to his.

“Is anything wrong?” she asked.

He shook his head slowly.

The Ringer was in England!

His nerves grew taut at the realisation. Henry Arthur Milton, ruthless slayer of his enemies — cunning, desperate, fearless.

Alan Wembury’s mind went back to Scotland Yard and the Commissioner’s office. Gwenda Milton — dead, drowned, a suicide!

Had Maurice Meister played a part in the creation of that despair which had sent her young soul unbidden to the judgment of God? Woe to Maurice Meister if this were true!
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The Ringer was in London!

Alan Wembury felt a cold thrill each time the thought recurred on his journey to London.

It was the thrill that comes to the hunter, at the first hint of the man-slaying tiger he will presently glimpse.

Well named was The Ringer, who rang the changes on himself so frequently that police headquarters had never been able to circulate a description of the man. A master of disguise, a ruthless enemy who had slain without mercy the men who had earned his hatred.

For himself, Wembury had neither fear nor hatred of the man he was to bring down; only a cold emotionless understanding of the danger of his task. One thing was certain — the Ringer would go to the place where a hundred bolts and hiding places were ready to receive him.

To Deptford…?

Alan Wembury gave a little gasp of dismay. Mary Lenley was also going to Deptford — to Meister’s house, and The Ringer could only have returned to England with one object, the destruction of Maurice Meister. Danger to Meister would inevitably mean danger to Mary Lenley. This knowledge took some of the sunlight of the spring sky and made the grim facade of Scotland Yard just a little more sinister.

Though all the murderers in the world were at large, Scotland Yard preserved its equanimity. He came to Colonel Walford’s room to find the Assistant Commissioner immersed in the particulars of a minor robbery.

“You got my wire?” said Walford, looking up as Alan came in. “I’m awfully sorry to interrupt your holiday. I want you to go down to Deptford to take charge immediately und get acquainted with your new division.”

“The Ringer is back, sir?”

Watford nodded. “Why he came back, where he is, I don’t know — in fact, there is no direct information about him and we are merely surmising that he has returned.”

“But I thought—”

Walford took a long cablegram from the basket on his table. “The Ringer has a wife. Few people know that,” he said. “He married her a year or two ago in Canada. After his disappearance, she left this country and was traced to Australia. That could only mean one thing. The Ringer was in Australia. She has now left Australia just as quickly as she left this country; she arrives in England tomorrow morning.”

Alan nodded slowly.

“I see. That means that The Ringer is either in England or is making for this country.”

“You have not told anybody?” the Commissioner asked. “I’d forgotten to warn you about that. Meister was at Lenley Court, you say? You didn’t tell him?”

“No, sir,” said Alan, his lips twitching. “I thought, coming up in the train, that it was rather a pity I couldn’t — I would like to have seen the effect upon him!”

Alan could understand how the news of The Ringer’s return would flutter the Whitehall dovecotes, but he was unprepared for the extraordinarily serious view which Colonel Walford took of the position.

“I’ll tell you frankly, Wembury, that I would much rather be occupying a place on the pension list than this chair at Scotland Yard when that news is published.”

Alan looked at him in astonishment; the Commissioner was in deadly earnest.

“The Ringer is London’s favourite bogy,” Colonel Walford said, “and the very suggestion that he has returned to England will be quite sufficient to send all the newspaper hounds of Fleet Street on my track. Never forget, Wembury, he is a killer, and he has neither fear nor appreciation of danger. He has caused more bolts to be shot than any other criminal on our list! The news that this man is at large and in London will arouse such a breeze that even I would not weather it!”

“You think he’ll be beyond me?” smiled Alan.

“No,” said Walford surprisingly, “I have great hopes of you — and great hopes of Dr. Lomond. By the way, have you met Dr. Lomond?”

Alan looked at him in surprise. “No, sir, who is he?”

Colonel Walford reached for a book that lay on his table, “He is one of the few amateur detectives who have impressed me,” he said. “Fourteen years ago he wrote the only book on the subject of the criminal that is worth studying. He has been in India and Tibet for years and I think the UnderSecretary was fortunate to persuade him to fill the appointment.”

“What appointment, sir?”

“Police surgeon of ‘R’ Division — in fact, your new division,” said Walford. “You are both making acquaintance with Deptford at the same time.”

Alan Wembury turned the closely-set pages of the book. “He is a pretty big man to take a fiddling job like this,” he said and Walford laughed.

“He has spent his life doing fiddling jobs — would you like to meet him? He is with the Chief Constable at the moment.”

He pressed a bell and gave instructions to the messenger who came. “Lomond is rather a character — terribly Scottish, a little cynical and more than a little pawky.”

“Will he help us to catch The Ringer?” smiled Alan and he was astonished to see the Commissioner nod.

“I have that feeling,” he said.

The door opened at that moment and a tall bent figure shuffled in. Alan put his age at something over fifty. His hair was grey, a little moustache drooped over his mouth and the pair of twinkling blue eyes that met Alan’s were dancing with good-humour. His homespun suit was badly cut, his high-crowned felt hat belonged to the seventies.

“I want you to meet Inspector Wembury who will be in charge of your division,” said Walford and Wembury’s hand was crushed in a powerful grip.

“Have ye any interesting specimens in Deptford, inspector? I’d like fine to measure a few heids.”

Alan’s smile broadened.

“I’m as ignorant of Deptford as you — I haven’t been there since before the war,” he said.

The doctor scratched his chin, his keen eyes fixed on the younger man, “I’m thinkin’ they’ll no’ be as interesting as the Lolos. Man, there’s a wonderful race, wi’ braci-cephalic heads, an’ a queer development of the right parietal…”

He spoke quickly, enthusiastically when he was on his favourite subject.

Alan seized an opportunity when the doctor was expounding a view on the origin of some mysterious Tibetan tribe to steal quietly from the room. He was not in the mood for anthropology.

An hour later as he was leaving Scotland Yard he met Walford as he was coming out of his room and walked with him to the Embankment, “Yes — I got rid of the doctor,” chuckled the colonel, “he’s too clever to be a bore, but he made my head ache!” Then suddenly: “You’re handing over that pearl case to Burton — the Darnleigh pearls I mean. You have no further clue?”

“No, sir,” said Alan. He had almost forgotten that there was such a case in his hands.

The Commissioner was frowning. “I was thinking, after you left, what a queer coincidence it was that you were going to Lenley Court. Young Lenley was apparently at Lady Darnleigh’s house on the night of the robbery,” and then, seeing the look that came to his subordinate’s face, he went on quickly: “I’m not suggesting that he knew anything about it, of course, but it was a coincidence. I wish we could clear up that little mystery. Lady Darnleigh has too many friends in Whitehall for my liking and I get a letter from the Home Secretary every other day asking for the latest news.”

Alan Wembury went on his way with an uneasy mind. He had known that Johnny was at the house on the night of the robbery but he had never associated “the Squire’s son” with the mysterious disappearance of Lady Darnleigh’s pearls. There was no reason why he should, he told himself stoutly. As he walked across Westminster Bridge he went over again and again that all too brief interview he had had with Mary.

How beautiful she was! And how unapproachable! He tried to think of her only, but against his will a dark shadow crept across the rosy splendour of dreams: Johnny Lenley.

Why on earth should he, and yet — the Lenleys were ruined… Mary was worried about the kind of company that Johnny was keeping. There was something else she had said which belonged to the category of unpleasant things. Oh, yes, Johnny had been “making money” Mary told him a little proudly. How?

“Rot!” said Alan to himself as an ugly thought obtruded upon his mind. “Rubbish!”

The idea was too absurd for a sane man to entertain. The next morning he handed over all the documents in the case to Inspector Burton and walked out of Scotland Yard with almost a feeling of relief. It was as though he had shaken himself clear of the grisly shadow which was obscuring the brightness of the day.

The week which followed was a very busy one for Alan Wembury. He had only a slight acquaintance with Deptford and its notables. The grey-haired Scots surgeon he saw for a minute or two, a shrewd old man with laughing eyes and a fund of dry Scottish humour, but both men were too busy in their new jobs to discuss The Ringer.

Mary did not write, as he had expected she would, and he was not aware that she was in his district until one day, walking down the Lewisham High Road, somebody waved to him from an open taxicab and turning, he saw it was the girl. He asked one of his subordinates to find out where she and Johnny were staying and with no difficulty located them at a modern block of flats near Malpas Road, a building occupied by the superior artisan class. What a tragic contrast to the spacious glories of Lenley Court! Only his innate sense of delicacy prevented his calling upon her, and for this abstention at least one person was glad.
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“I saw your copper this morning,” said Johnny flippantly. He had gone back to lunch and was in a more amiable mood than Mary remembered having seen him recently.

She looked at him open-eyed.

“My ‘copper’?” she repeated.

“Wembury,” translated Johnny. “We call these fellows ‘busies’ and I’ve never seen a busier man,” he chuckled. “I see you’re going to ask what’ busy’ means. It is a thieves’ word for detective.”

He saw a change come to her face.

“‘We’ call them?” she repeated. “You mean ‘they’ call them, Johnny.”

He was amused as he sat down at the table.

“What a little purist you’re becoming, Mary,” he said. “We, or they, does it matter? We’re all thieves at heart, the merchant in his Rolls and the workman on the tram, thieves every one of them!”

Very wisely she did not contest the extravagant generalisation.

“Where did you see Alan?”

“Why the devil do you call him by his Christian name?” snapped Johnny. “The man is a policeman, you go on as though he were a social equal.”

Mary smiled at this as she cut a round of bread into four parts and put them on the bread plate.

“The man who lives on the other side of the landing is a plumber, and the people above us live on the earnings of a railway guard. Six of them, Johnny — four of them girls.”

He twisted irritably in his chair. “That’s begging the question. We’re only here as a temporary expedient. You don’t suppose I’m going to be content to live in this poky hole all my life? One of these days I’ll buy back Lenley Court.”

“On what, Johnny?” she asked quietly.

“On the money I make,” he said and went back to his bete noire. “Anyway, Wembury isn’t the sort of fellow I want you to know,” he said. “I was talking to Maurice about him this morning, and Maurice agrees that it is an acquaintance we ought to drop.”

“Really?” Mary’s voice was cold. “And Maurice thinks so too — how funny!”

He glanced at her suspiciously.

“I don’t see anything amusing about it,” he grumbled. “Obviously, we can’t know—”

She was standing facing him on the other side of the table, her hands resting on its polished surface.

“I have decided to go on knowing Alan Wembury,” she said steadily. “I’m sorry if Maurice doesn’t approve, or if you think I’m being very common. But I like Alan—”

“I used to like my valet, but I got rid of him,” broke in Johnny irritably.

She shook her head.

“Alan Wembury isn’t your valet. You may think my taste is degraded, but Alan is my idea of a gentleman,” she said quietly, “and one cannot know too many gentlemen.”

He was about to say something sharp, but checked himself, and the matter had dropped for the moment.

The next day Mary Lenley was to start her new life. The thought left her a little breathless. When Maurice had first made the suggestion that she should act as his secretary the idea had thrilled her, but as the time approached she had grown more and more apprehensive. The project was one filled with vague unpleasant possibilities and she could not understand why this once pleasing prospect should now have such an effect upon her.

Johnny was not up when she was ready to depart in the morning, and only came yawning out of his bedroom when she called him.

“So you’re going to be one of the working classes,” he said almost jovially. “It will be rather amusing. I wouldn’t let you go at all, only—”

“Only?” she waited.

Johnny’s willingness that she should accept employment in Maurice’s office had been a source of wonder to her, knowing his curious nature.

“I shall be about, keeping an eye on you,” he said good-humouredly.

A few minutes later she was hurrying down crooked Tanners Hill toward a neighbourhood the squalor of which appalled her. Flanders Lane has few exact parallels in point of grime and ugliness, but Mr. Meister’s house was most unexpectedly different from all the rest.

It stood back from the street, surrounded by a high wall which was pierced with one black door which gave access to a small courtyard, behind which was the miniature Georgian mansion where the lawyer not only lived but had his office.

An old woman led her up the worn stairs, opened a heavy ornamental door and ushered her into an apartment which she was to know very well indeed. A big panelled room with Adam decorations, it had been once the drawingroom of a prosperous City merchant in those days when great gentlemen lived in the houses where now the poor and the criminal herded like rats.

There was an air of shabbiness about the place and yet it was cheerful enough. The walls were hung about with pictures which she had no difficulty in recognising as the work of great masters. But the article of furniture which interested her most was a big grand piano which stood in an alcove. She looked in wonder at this and then turned to the old woman.

“Does Mr. Meister play this?”

“Him?” said the old lady with a cackle of laughter. “I should say he does!”

From this chamber led a little doorless anteroom which evidently was used as an office, for there were deed boxes piled up against one wall and a small desk on which stood a covered typewriter.

She had hardly taken her survey when the door opened and Maurice Meister came quickly in, alert and smiling. He strode toward her and took both her hands in his.

“My dear Mary,” he said, “this is delightful!”

His enthusiasm amused her.

“This isn’t a social call, Maurice,” she said. “I have come to work!”

She drew her hands free of his. Had they always been on these affectionate terms, she wondered. She was puzzled and uneasy. She tried to reconstruct from her memory the exact relationship that Maurice Meister had stood to the family. He had known her since she was a child. It was stupid of her to resent this subtle tenderness of his.

“My dear Mary, there’s work enough to do — title deeds, evidence,” he looked vaguely round as though seeking some stimulant to his imagination.

And all the time he looked he was wondering what on earth he could find to keep her occupied.

“Can you type?” he asked.

He expected a negative and was amazed when she nodded.

“I had a typewriter when I was twelve,” she smiled. “Daddy gave it to me to amuse myself with.”

Here was relief from a momentary embarrassment. Maurice had never wished or expected that his offer to employ the girl should be taken seriously — never until he had seen her at Lenley Court and realised that the gawky child he had known had developed so wonderfully.

“I will give you an affidavit to copy,” he said, searching feverishly amongst the papers on his desk. It was a long time before he came upon a document sufficiently innocuous for her to read. For Maurice Meister’s clientele was a peculiar one, and he, who through his life had made it a practice not to let his right hand know what his left hand did, found a difficulty in bringing himself to the task of handing over so much of his dubious correspondence for her inspection. Not until he had read the paper through word by word did he give it to her.

“Well, Mary, what do you think of it all?” he demanded, “and do, please, sit down, my dear!”

“Think of it all? This place?” she asked, and then, “You live in a dreadful neighbourhood, Maurice.”

“I didn’t make the neighbourhood. I found it as it is,” he answered with a laugh. “Are you going to be very happy here, Mary?”

She nodded. “I think so. It is so nice working for somebody one has known for so long — and Johnny will be about. He told me I should see a lot of him.”

Only for a second did the heavy eyelids droop. “Oh,” said Maurice Meister, looking past her. “He said you’d see a lot of him, eh? In business hours, by any chance?”

She did not detect the sarcasm in his tone.

“I don’t know what are your business hours, but it is rather nice, isn’t it, having Johnny?” she asked. “It really doesn’t matter working for you because you’re so kind, and you’ve known me such a long time, but it would be rather horrid if a girl was working for somebody she didn’t know, and had no brother waiting on the doorstep to see her home.”

He had not taken his eyes from her. She was more beautiful even than he had thought. Hers was the type of dainty loveliness which so completely appealed to him. Darker than Gwenda Milton, but finer. There was a soul and a mind behind those eyes others; a latent passion as yet unmoved; a dormant fire yet to be kindled. He felt her grow uncomfortable under the intensity of his gaze, and quick to sense this, he was quicker to dispel the mist of suspicion which might soon gather into a cloud.

“I had better show you the house,” he said briskly, and led her through the ancient building.

Before one door on the upper floor he hesitated and finally, with an effort, slipped the key in the lock and threw open the door.

Looking past him, Mary saw a room such as she had not imagined would be found in this rather shabby old house. In spite of the dust which covered everything it was a beautiful apartment, furnished with a luxury that amazed her. It seemed to be a bed and sittingroom, divided by heavy velvet curtains which were now drawn. A thick carpet covered the floor, the few pictures that the room contained had evidently been carefully chosen. Old French furniture, silver light brackets on the walls, every fuse and every fitting spoke of lavish expenditure.

“What a lovely room!” she exclaimed when she had I recovered her breath.

“Yes…lovely.” He stared gloomily into the nest which had once known Gwenda Milton, in the days before tragedy had come to her. “Better than Malpas Mansions, Mary, eh?” The frown had vanished from his face; he was his old smiling self. “A little cleaning, a little dusting, and there is a room for a princess — in fact, my dear, I shall put it entirely at your disposal.”

“My disposal!” she stared at him. “How absurd, Maurice! I am living with Johnny and I couldn’t possibly stay here, ever.”

He shrugged.

“Johnny? Yes. But you may be detained one night — or Johnny may be away. I shouldn’t like to think you were alone in that wretched flat.”

He closed and locked the door and followed her down the stairs.

“However, that is a matter for you entirely,” he said lightly. “There is the room if you ever need it.”

She made no answer to this, for her mind was busy with speculation. The room had been lived in, she was sure of that. A woman had lived there — it was no man’s room. Mary felt a little uneasy. Of Maurice Meister and his private life she knew nothing. She remembered vaguely that Johnny had hinted of some affair that Meister had had, but she was not curious.

Gwenda Milton!

She remembered the name with a start. Gwenda Milton, the sister of a criminal. She shivered as her mind strayed back to that gorgeous little suite, peopled with the ghost of a dead love, and she had the illusion that a white face, tense with agony, was peering at her as she sat at the typewriter. She looked round with a shudder, but the room was empty and from somewhere near at hand she heard the sound of a man humming a popular tune.

Maurice Meister did not believe in ghosts.
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On the afternoon of the day that Mary Lenley went to Meister’s house the Olympic was warped into dock at Southampton. The two Scotland Yard men who had accompanied the ship from Cherbourg, and who had made a very careful scrutiny of the passengers, were the first to land and took up their station at the foot of the gangway. They had a long time to wait whilst the passport examinations were taking place, but soon the passengers began to straggle down to the quay.

Presently one of the detectives saw a face which he had not seen on the ship. A man of middle height, rather slight, with a tiny pointed beard and a black moustache appeared at the ship’s side and came slowly down.

The two detectives exchanged glances and as the passenger reached the quay one of them stepped to his side and said: “Excuse me, sir, I did not see you on the ship.” For a second the bearded man surveyed the other coldly. “Are you making me responsible for your blindness?” he asked.

They were looking for a bank robber who had crossed from New York, and they were taking no chances. “May I see your passport?”

The bearded passenger hesitated, then slipping his hand into his inside pocket pulled out, not a passport but a leather notecase. From this he extracted a card. The detective took it and read: CENTRAL INSPECTOR BLISS. C.I.D. Scotland Yard. Attached Washington Embassy.

“I beg your pardon, sir.”

The detective pushed the card back into the other’s hand and his attitude changed.

“I didn’t recognise you, Mr. Bliss. You hadn’t grown a beard when you left the Yard.”

“Who are you looking for?” he asked harshly.

The second detective gave a brief explanation.

“He’s not on the ship, I can tell you that,” said Bliss, and with a nod turned away.

He did not carry his bag into the Customs, but depositing it at his feet, he stood with his back to the wall of the Custom House and watched the passengers disembark. Presently he saw the girl for whom he had been looking.

Slim, svelte, immensely capable, entirely and utterly fearless — this was the first impression Inspector Bliss had received. He never had reason to revise his verdict. Her olive skin was faultless, the dark eyes under delicately pencilled eyebrows were insolent, knowledgeable. Here was a girl not to be tampered with, not to be fooled; an exquisite product of modernity. Expensively and a little overdressed, perhaps. One white hand glittered with diamonds. Two large stones flashed on the lobes of her pink ears. As she brushed past him there came to the sensitive nostrils of Mr. Bliss the elusive fragrance of a perfume that was strange to him.

She had come on board at Cherbourg, and it was, he thought, a remarkable coincidence that they should have travelled to England on the same boat, and that she had not recognised him. Following her into the Custom House, he watched her thread her way through piles of luggage under the indicator M. His own customs examination was quickly finished. He handed his bag to a porter and told him to find a seat in the waiting train, and then he strolled toward where the girl, now hidden in the little crowd of passengers, was pointing out her baggage to the customs officer.

As though she were aware of his scrutiny she looked over her shoulder twice, and on the second occasion their eyes met, and he saw a look of wonder — or was it apprehension? — come into her face.

When her head was turned again, he approached nearer, so near that looking round, she almost stared into his face, and gasped.

“Mrs. Milton, I believe?” said Bliss.

Again that look. It was fear, beyond doubt.

“Sure! That’s my name,” she drawled. She had the soft cultured accent of one who had been raised in the Southern States. “But you certainly have the advantage of me.”

“My name is Bliss. Central Inspector Bliss of Scotland Yard,” he said.

Apparently the name had no significance, but as he revealed his calling, he saw the colour leave her cheeks, to flow back again instantly.

“Isn’t that interesting?” she said, “and what can I do for — Central Inspector Bliss of Scotland Yard?”

Every word was like a pistol shot. There was no doubt about her antagonism.

“I should like to see your passport.”

Without a word she took it from a little handbag and handed it to him. He turned the leaves deftly and examined the embarkation stamps.

“You’ve been in England quite recently?”

“Sure! I have,” she said with a smile. “I was here last week. I had to go to Paris for something. From there I made the trip from Cherbourg — I was just homesick to hear Americans talking.”

She was looking hard at him, puzzled rather than frightened.

“Bliss?” she said thoughtfully, “I can’t place you. Yet, I’ve got an idea I’ve met you somewhere.”

He was still examining the embarkation marks.

“Sydney, Genoa, Domodossola — you’re a bit of a traveller, Mrs. Milton, but you don’t move quite so fast as your husband.”

A slow smile dawned on the beautiful face.

“I’m too busy to tell you the story of my life, or give you a travelogue,” she said, “but maybe you want to see me about something more important?”

Bliss shook his head. In his sour way he was rather amused.

“No,” he said, “I have no business with you, but I hope one day to meet your husband.”

Her eyes narrowed.

“Do you reckon on getting to heaven too?” she asked sardonically. “I thought you knew Arthur was dead?”

His white teeth appeared under his bearded lips for a second.

“Heaven is not the place I should go to meet him,” he said.

He handed back her passport and turning on his heel walked away.

She followed him with her eyes until he was out of sight, and then with a quick little sigh turned to speak to the customs officer. Bliss! The ports were being watched.

Had The Ringer reached England? She went cold at the thought. For Cora Ann Milton loved this desperate man who killed for the love of the killing, and who was now an Ishmael and a wanderer on the face of the earth with the hands of all men against him and a hundred police packs hot on his trail.

As she walked along the platform she examined each carriage with a careless eye. After a while she found the man she sought. Bliss sat in the corner of the carriage, apparently immersed in a morning newspaper.

“Bliss!” she said to herself. “Bliss!”

Where had she seen his face before? Why did the sight of this dour-looking man fill her soul with terror? Cora Ann Milton’s journey to London was a troubled one.
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When Johnny Lenley called at Meister’s house that afternoon, the sight of his sister hard at work with her typewriter was something of a shock to him. It was as if he recognised for the first time the state of poverty into which the Lenleys had fallen.

She was alone in the room when he came and smiled up at him from a mass of correspondence.

“Where’s Maurice?” he asked, and she indicated the little room where Meister had his more important and confidential interviews which the peculiar nature of his clientele demanded.

“That’s a rotten job, isn’t it?”

He hoped she would say “no” and was relieved when she laughed at the question.

“It is really very interesting,” she said, “and please don’t scowl, Johnny, this is less boring than anything I have done for years!”

He looked at her for a moment in silence; he hated to see her thus — a servant. Setting his teeth he crossed the room and knocked at the door of Meister’s private bureau.

“Who is there?” asked a voice.

Johnny tried to turn the handle but the door was locked. Then he heard the sound of a safe closing, the bolt slipped back and the lawyer appeared.

“What is the secret?” grumbled Johnny as he entered the private apartment.

Meister closed the door behind him and motioned him to a chair.

“I have been examining some rather interesting pearls,” he said meaningly, “and naturally one does not invite the attention of all the world to stolen property.”

“Have you had an offer for them?” asked Johnny eagerly.

Maurice said he had. “I want to get them off to Antwerp tonight,” he said.

He unlocked the little safe in the corner of the room, took out a flat cardboard box, and removing the lid he displayed a magnificent row of pearls embedded in cotton wool.

“There are at least twenty thousand pounds worth,” said Johnny, his eyes brightening.

“There is at least five years’ penal servitude,” said Maurice brutally, “and I tell you frankly, Johnny, I’m rather scared.”

“Of what?” sneered the other. “Nobody is going to imagine that Mr. Meister, the eminent lawyer, is ‘fencing’ Lady Darnleigh’s pearls.” Johnny chuckled as the thought occurred to him. “By gad! You’d cut a queer figure in the dock at the Old Bailey, Maurice, Can’t you imagine the evening newspapers running riot over the sensational arrest and conviction of Mr. Maurice Meister, late of Lincoln’s Inn Fields, and now of Flanders Lane, Deptford.”

Not a muscle of Maurice’s face moved, only the dark eyes glowed with a sudden baleful power.

“Very amusing,” he said evenly. “I never credited you before with an imagination.” He carried the pearls to the light and examined them, before he replaced the cardboard lid.

“You have seen Mary?” he asked in a conversational tone.

Johnny nodded.

“It is beastly to see her working, but I suppose it is all right. Maurice—”

The lawyer turned his head.

“Well?”

“I’ve been thinking things over. You had a girl in your service named Gwenda Milton?”

“Well?” said Maurice again.

“She drowned herself, didn’t she? Have you any idea why?”

Maurice Meister was facing him squarely now. Not so much as a flicker of an eyelid betrayed the rising fury within him.

“The jury said—” he began.

“I know what the jury said,” interrupted Johnny roughly, “but I have my own theory.”

He walked slowly to the lawyer and touched him lightly on the shoulder as he emphasised every word.

“Mary Lenley is not Gwenda Milton,” he said. “She is not the sister of a fugitive murderer, and I am expecting a little better treatment for her than Gwenda Milton received at your hands.”

“I don’t understand you,” said Meister. His voice was very low and distinct.

“I think you do.” Johnny nodded slowly. “I want you to understand that there will be very serious trouble if Mary is hurt! They say that you live in everlasting fear of The Ringer — you would have greater cause to fear me if any harm came to Mary!”

Only for a second did Maurice drop his eyes.

“You’re a little hysterical, Johnny,” he said, “and you’re certainly not in your politest mood this morning. I think I called you crude a week ago, and I have no reason to revise that description. Who is going to harm Mary? As for The Ringer and his sister, they are dead!”

He picked up the pearls from the table, again removed the lid and apparently his eyes were absorbed in the contemplation of the pearls again.

“As a jewel thief—”

He got so far when there came a gentle tap at the door.

“Who’s there?” he asked quickly.

“Divisional Inspector Wembury!”
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Maurice Meister had time hastily to cover the pearls, toss them back into the safe and lock it before he opened the door. In spite of his iron nerve, the sallow face of the lawyer was drawn and white, and even his companion showed signs of mental strain as Alan appeared. It was Johnny who made the quicker recovery.

“Hallo, Wembury!” he said with a forced laugh. “I don’t seem to be able to get away from you!”

There was evidence of panic, of deadly fear, something of breathless terror in the attitude of these men. What secret did they hold in common? Alan was staggered by an attitude which shouted “guilt” with a tongue of brass.

“I heard Lenley was here,” he said, “and as I wanted to see him—”

“You wanted to see me?” said Johnny, his face twitching. “Why on earth should you want to see me?”

Wembury was well aware that Meister was watching him intently. No movement, no gesture, no expression was lost on the shrewd lawyer. What were they afraid of? Alan wondered, and his heart sank when, looking past them, he saw Mary at her typewriter, all unconscious of evil. “You know Lady Darnleigh, don’t you?” he asked.

John Lenley nodded dumbly.

“A few weeks ago she lost a valuable string of pearls,” Alan went on, “and I was put in charge of the case.”

“You?” Maurice Meister’s exclamation was involuntary.

Alan nodded. “I thought you knew that. My name appeared in the newspapers in connection with the investigations. I have handed the case over to Inspector Burton, and he wrote me this morning asking me if I would clear up one little matter that puzzled him.”

Mary had left her typewriter and had joined the little group. “One little matter that was puzzling him?” repeated John Lenley mechanically. “And what was that?”

Wembury hesitated to put the question in the presence of the girl. “He wanted to know what induced you to go up to Lady Darnleigh’s room.”

“And I have already given what I think is the natural explanation,” snapped Johnny.

“That you were under the impression you had left your hat and coat on the first floor? His information is that one of the footmen told you, as you were going upstairs, that the coats and hats were on the ground floor.”

John Lenley avoided his eyes. “I don’t remember,” he said. “I was rather rattled that night. I came downstairs immediately I recognised my mistake. Is it suggested that I know anything about the robbery?” His voice shook a little.

“Of course no such suggestion is put forward,” said Wembury with a smile, “but we have to get information wherever we can.”

“I knew nothing of the robbery until I read about it in the newspapers and—”

“Oh, Johnny,” Mary gasped the words, “you told me when you came home there had been a—”

Her brother stared her into silence. “It was two days after, you remember, my dear,” he said slowly and deliberately. “I brought the newspaper in to you and told you there had been a robbery. I could not have spoken to you that night because I did not see you.”

For a moment Alan wondered what the girl was going to say, but with a tremendous effort of will she controlled herself. Her face was colourless, and there was such pain in her eyes that he dared not look at her.

“Of course, Johnny, I remember…I remember,” she said dully. “How stupid of me!”

A painful silence followed.

Alan was looking down at the worn carpet; his hand was thrust into his jacket pocket. “All right,” he said at last. “That, I think, will satisfy Burton. I am sorry to have bothered you.” He did not look at the girl: his stern eyes were fixed upon Johnny Lenley. “Why don’t you take a trip abroad, Lenley?” He spoke with difficulty. “You are not looking quite as well as you might.”

Johnny shifted uneasily under his gaze. “England is good enough for me,” he said sulkily. “What are you, Wembury, the family doctor?”

Alan paused. “Yes,” he said at last, “I think that describes me,” and with a curt nod he was gone.

Mary had gone back to her typewriter but not to work. With a gesture Maurice led the young man back to his room and closed the door quietly.

“I suppose you understand what Wembury meant?” he said.

“Not being a thought reader, I didn’t,” replied Johnny. He was hovering between rage and amusement. “He has got a cheek, that fellow! When you think that he was a gardener’s boy…”

“I should forget all that,” said Mr. Meister savagely. “Remember only that you have given yourself away, and that the chances are from today onward you will be under police observation — which doesn’t very much matter, Johnny, but I shall be under observation, too, and that is very unpleasant. The only doubt I have is as to whether Wembury is going to do his duty and communicate with Scotland Yard. If he does you will be in serious trouble.”

“So will you,” replied Johnny gruffly. “We stand or fall together over this matter, Maurice. If they find the pearls where will they be? In your safe! Has that occurred to you?”

Maurice Meister was unruffled, could even smile.

“I think we are exaggerating the danger to you,” he said lightly. “Perhaps you are right and the real danger is to me. They certainly have a down on me, and they’d go far to bring me to my knees.” He looked across at the safe. “I wish those beastly things were a thousand miles away. I shouldn’t be surprised if Mr. Wembury returned armed with a search warrant, and if that happened the fat would be in the fire!”

“Why not post them to Antwerp?” asked the other.

Meister smiled contemptuously.

“If I am being watched, as is very likely,” he said, “you don’t suppose for one moment that they would fail to keep an eye on the post office? No, the only thing to do with those wretched pearls is to plant them somewhere for a day or two.”

Johnny was biting his nails, a worried look on his face.

“I’ll take them back to the flat,” he said suddenly. “There are a dozen places I could hide them.”

If he had been looking at Maurice he would have seen a satisfied gleam in his eyes.

“That is not a bad idea,” said the lawyer slowly. “Wembury would never dream of searching your flat — he likes Mary too much.”

He did not wait for his companion to make up his mind, but, unlocking the safe, took out a box and handed it to the other. The young man looked at the package dubiously and then slipped it into his inside pocket.

“I’ll put it into the box under my bed,” he said, “and let you have it back at the end of the week.”

He did not stop to speak to Mary as he made his way quickly through the outer room. There was a sense of satisfaction in the very proximity of those pearls, for which he had risked so much, that gave him a sense of possession, removed some of the irritable suspicion which had grown up in his mind since Meister had the handling of them.

As he passed through crowded Flanders Lane a man turned out of a narrow alley and followed him. As Johnny Lenley walked up Tanners Hill, the man was strolling behind him, and the policeman on point duty hardly noticed him as he passed, never dreaming that within reach of his gloved hand was the man for whom the police of three continents were searching — Henry Arthur Milton, otherwise known as The Ringer.
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Long after Lenley had taken his departure Maurice Meister strode up and down his tiny sanctum, his hands clasped behind him.

A thought was taking shape in his mind — two thoughts indeed, which converged, intermingled, separated and came together again — Johnny Lenley and his sister.

There had been no mistaking the manner in Lenley’s voice. Meister had been threatened before and now, so far from moving him from his half-formed purpose, it needed only the youthful and unbalanced violence of Johnny Lenley to stimulate him in the other direction. He had seen too much of Johnny lately. Once there was a time when the young man was amusing — then he had been useful. Now he was becoming not only a bore but a meddlesome bore. He opened the door gently and peeped through the crack. Mary was sitting at her typewriter intent upon her work.

The morning sun flooded the little room, and made a nimbus about her hair. Once she turned her face in his direction without realising that she was being watched. It was difficult to find a fault in the perfect contour of her face and the transparent loveliness of her skin. Maurice fondled his chin thoughtfully. A new interest had come into his life, a new chase had begun. And then his mind came uneasily back to Johnny.

There was a safe and effective way of getting rid of Johnny, with his pomposity, his threats and his stupid confidence.

That last quality was the gravest danger to Maurice. And when Johnny was out of the way many difficulties would be smoothed over. Mary could not be any more adamantine than Gwenda had been in the earliest stages of their friendship.

Inspector Wembury!

Maurice frowned at the thought. Here was a troublemaker on a different plane from Lenley. A man of the world, shrewd, knowledgeable, not lightly to be antagonised. Maurice shrugged his shoulders. It was absurd to consider the policeman, he thought. After all, Mary was not so much his friend as his patroness. She was wholly absorbed in her work when he crossed the room and went softly up the stairs to the little suite above.

As he opened the door he shivered. The memory of Gwenda Milton and that foggy coroner’s court was an ugly one. A little decoration was needed to make this room again as beautiful as it had been. The place must be cleaned out, decorated and made not only habitable but attractive. Would it attract Mary — supposing Johnny were out of the way? That was to be discovered. His first task was to settle with John Lenley and send him to a place where his power for mischief was curtailed. Maurice was a wise man. He did not approach or speak to the girl after the interview with her brother, but allowed some time to elapse before he came to where she was working.

The little lunch which had been served to her was uneaten.

She stood by the window, staring down into Flanders Lane, and at the sound of his voice she started.

“What is the matter, my dear?” Maurice could be very fatherly and tender. It was his favourite approach.

She shook her head wearily. “I don’t know, Maurice. I’m worried — about Johnny and the pearls.”

“The pearls?” he repeated, in affected surprise. “Do you mean Lady Darnleigh’s pearls?”

She nodded. “Why did Johnny lie?” she asked. “It was the first thing he told me when he came home, that there had been a robbery in Park Lane and that Lady Darnleigh had lost her jewels.”

“Johnny was not quite normal,” he said soothingly. “I shouldn’t take too much notice of what he said. His memory seems to have gone to pieces lately.”

“It isn’t that.” She was not convinced. “He knew that he had told me, Maurice: there was no question of his having forgotten.” She looked up anxiously into his face. “You don’t think—” She did not complete the sentence.

“That Johnny knew anything about the robbery? Rubbish, my dear! The boy is a little worried — and naturally! It isn’t a pleasant sensation to find yourself thrown on to the world penniless as Johnny has. He has neither your character nor your courage, my dear.”

She sighed heavily and went back to her desk, where there was a neat little pile of correspondence which she had put aside. She turned the pages listlessly and suddenly withdrew a sheet.

“Maurice, who is The Ringer?” she asked.

He glared back at the word.

“The Ringer?”

“It’s a cablegram. You hadn’t opened it. I found it amongst a lot of your old correspondence.”

He snatched the paper from her. The message was dated three months before, and was from Sydney. By the signature he saw it was from a lawyer who acted as his agent in Australia, and the message was brief: “Man taken from Sydney Harbour identified, not Ringer, who is believed to have left Australia.”

Mary was staring at the lawyer. His face had gone suddenly haggard and drawn; what vestige of colour there had been in his cheeks had disappeared.

“The Ringer!” he muttered…”Alive!”

The hand that held the paper was shaking, and, as though he realised that some reason for his agitation must be found, he went on with a laugh: “An old client of mine, a fellow I was rather keen on — but a scoundrel, and more than a scoundrel.”

As he spoke he tore the form into little pieces and dropped the litter into the wastepaper basket. Then unexpectedly he put his arm about her shoulder.

“Mary, I would not worry too much about Johnny if I were you. He is at a difficult age and in a difficult mood. I am not pleased with him just now.”

She stared at him wonderingly.

“Not pleased with him, Maurice? Why not?”

Maurice shrugged his shoulders.

“He has got himself mixed up with a lot of unpleasant people — men I would not have in this office, and certainly would not allow to associate with you.”

His arm was still about her shoulder, and she moved slightly to release herself from this parental embrace. She was not frightened, only a little uncomfortable and uneasy, but he allowed his arm to drop as though his gesture had been born in a momentary mood of protection, and apparently did not notice the movement by which she had freed herself.

“Can’t you do something for him? He would listen to you,” she pleaded.

But he was not thinking of Johnny. All his thoughts and eyes were for the girl. She was holding his arms now, looking up into his face, and he felt his pulses beating a little faster. Suppose Johnny took the detective’s advice and went off to the Continent with the pearls — and Mary! He would find no difficulty in disposing of the necklace and would secure a sum sufficient to keep him for years. This was the thought that ran through Meister’s mind as he patted the girl’s cheek softly.

“I will see what can be done about Johnny,” he said. “Don’t worry your pretty head any more.”

In his private office Meister had a small portable typewriter. Throughout the afternoon she heard the click-click of it as he laboriously wrote his message of betrayal.

That evening, when Inspector Wembury came back to Flanders Lane Police Station, he found a letter awaiting him. It was typewritten and unsigned and had been delivered by a district messenger from a West Central office. The message ran:

‘The Countess of Darnleigh’s pearl necklace was stolen by John Lenley of 37, Malpas Mansions. It is at present in a cardboard carton in a box under his bed.’

Alan Wembury read the message and his heart sank within, him, for only one course was open to him, the course of duty.
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Wembury knew that he would be well within his rights if he ignored this typewritten message, for anonymous letters are a daily feature of police life. Yet he realised that it was the practice that, if the information which came thus surreptitiously to a police station coincided with news already in the possession of the police, or if it supported a definite suspicion, inquiries must be set afoot.

He went to his little room to work out the problem alone. It would be a simple matter to hand over the inquiry to another police officer, or even to refer it to…But that would be an act of moral cowardice.

There was a small sliding window in the door of his office which gave him a view of the charge room, and as he pondered his problem a bent figure came into his line of vision and, acting on an impulse, he jumped up from the table, and, opening the door beckoned Dr. Lomond. Why he should make a confidant of this old man who was ignorant of police routine he could not for the life of him explain. But between the two men in the very short period of their acquaintance there had grown a queer understanding.

Lomond looked round the little room from under his shaggy brows.

“I have a feeling that you’re in trouble, Mr. Wembury,” he said, his eyes twinkling.

“If that’s a guess, it’s a good one,” said Alan.

He closed the door behind the police surgeon and pushed forward a chair for him. In a few words he revealed the problem which was exercising his mind, and Lomond listened attentively.

“It’s verra awkward.” He shook his head. “Man, that’s almost like a drama! It seems to me there’s only one thing for you to do, Mr. Wembury — you’ll have to treat John Lenley as though he were John Smith or Thomas Brown. Forget he’s the brother of Miss Lenley, and I think,” he said shrewdly, “that is what is worrying you most — and deal with this case as though it were somebody you had never heard of.”

Alan nodded slowly.

“That, I’m afraid, is the counsel I should give myself, if I were entirely unprejudiced in the matter.”

The old man took a silver tobacco box from his pocket and began slowly to roll a cigarette.

“John Lenley, eh?” he mused. “A friend of Meister’s!”

Alan stared at him. The doctor laid significant emphasis on the lawyer’s name.

“Do you know him?”

Lomond shook his head.

“Through my career,” he said, “I have followed one practice when I come to a strange land — I acquire the local legends. Meister is a legend. To me he is the most interesting man in Deptford, and I’m looking forward to meeting him.”

“But why should Johnny Lenley’s friendship with Meister—” began Alan, and stopped. He knew full well the sinister importance of that friendship.

Maurice Meister was something more than a legend: he was a sinister fact. His acquaintance with the criminal law was complete. The loopholes which exist in the best drawn statutes were so familiar to him that not once, but half a dozen times, he had cleared his clients of serious charges. There were suspicious people who wondered how the poor thieves who employed him raised the money to pay his fees. There were ill-natured persons who suggested that Meister paid himself out of the proceeds of the robbery and utilised the opportunities he had as a lawyer to obtain from his clients the exact location of the property they had stolen. Many a jewel thief on the run had paused in his flight to visit the house in Flanders Lane, and had gone on his way, leaving in the lawyer’s hands the evidence which would have incriminated him. He acted as a sort of banker to the larger fry, and exacted his tribute from the smaller.

“Let me see your anonymous letter,” said the doctor.

He carried the paper to the light and examined the typewritten characters carefully.

“Written by an amateur,” he said. “You can always tell amateur typists, they forget to put the spaces between the words; but, more important, they vary the spaces between the lines.”

He pursed his lips as though he were about to whistle.

“Hum!” he said at last. “Do you rule out the possibility that this letter was written by Meister himself?”

“By Meister?” That idea had not occurred to Alan Wembury. “But why? He’s a good friend of Johnny’s. Suppose he were in this robbery, do you imagine he would trust John Lenley with the pearls and draw attention to the fact that a friend of his was a thief?”

The doctor was still frowning down at the paper.

“Is there any reason why Meister should want John Lenley out of the way?” he asked.

Alan shook his head.

“I can’t imagine any,” he said, and then, with a laugh: “You’re taking rather a melodramatic view, doctor. Probably this note was written by some enemy of Lenley’s — he makes enemies quicker than any man I know.”

“Meister,” murmured the doctor, and held the paper up to the light to examine the watermark. “Maybe one day you’ll have an opportunity, inspector, of getting a little of Mr. Meister’s typewriting paper and a specimen of lettering.”

“But why on earth should he want Johnny Lenley out of the way?” insisted Alan. “There’s no reason why he should. He’s an old friend of the family, and although it’s possible that Johnny has insulted him, that’s one of Johnny’s unpleasant little habits. That’s no excuse for a civilised man wanting to send another to penal servitude—”

“He wishes Mr. John Lenley out of the way” — Lomond nodded emphatically. “That is my eccentric view. Inspector Wembury, and if I am an eccentric, I am also a fairly accurate man!”

After the doctor left, Alan puzzled the matter over without getting nearer to the solution. Yet he had already discovered that Dr. Lomond’s conclusions were not lightly to be dismissed. The old man was as shrewd as he was brilliant. Alan had read a portion of his book, and although twenty years old, this treatise on the criminal might have been written a few weeks before.

He was in a state of indecision when the telephone bell in his room shrilled. He took up the instrument and heard the voice of Colonel Walford.

“Is that you, Wembury? Do you think you can come up to the Yard? I have further information about the gentleman we discussed last week.”

For the moment Alan had forgotten the existence of The Ringer. He saw now only an opportunity of taking counsel with a man who had not only proved a sympathetic superior, but a very real friend.

Half an hour later he knocked at the door of Colonel Walford’s room, and that moment was one of tragic significance for Mary Lenley.
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John Lenley, after a brief visit to his house, where, behind a locked door, he packed away carefully a small cardboard box, had gone to town to see a friend of the family.

Mary came home to an empty flat. Her head was aching, but that was as nothing to the little nagging pain at her heart. The little supper was a weariness to prepare — almost impossible to dispose of.

She had eaten nothing since breakfast, she remembered, and if she had failed to recall the fact, the queer and sickly sensation of faintness which had come over her as she was mounting the stone steps of Malpas Mansions was an unpleasant reminder of her abstinence.

She forced herself to eat, and was brewing her second cup of tea when she heard a key turn in the lock and John Lenley came in. His face was as black as thunder, but she had ceased to wonder what drove Johnny into those all too frequent tempers of his. Nor was there need to ask, for he volunteered the cause of his anger.

“I went out to the Hamptons’ to tea,” he said, as he sat down at the table with a disparaging glance at its meagre contents. “They treated me as though I were a leper — and those swine have been entertained at Lenley Court times without number!”

She was shocked at the news, for she had always regarded the Hamptons as the greatest friends of her father.

“But surely, Johnny, they didn’t — they weren’t horrible because of our — I mean because we have no money?”

He growled something at this.

“That was at the back of it,” he said at last. “But I suspect another cause.”

And then the reason flashed on her, and her heart thumped painfully.

“It was not because of the Darnleigh pearls, Johnny?” she faltered.

He looked round at her quickly.

“Why do you ask that? — Yes, it was something about that old fool’s jewellery. They didn’t say so directly, but they hinted as much.”

She felt her lower lip trembling and bit on it to gain control.

“There is nothing in that suggestion, is there, Johnny?” It did not sound like her voice — it was a sound that was coming from far away — a strange voice suggesting stranger things.

“I don’t know what you mean!” he answered gruffly, but he did not look at her.

The room spun round before her eyes, and she had to grasp the table for support.

“My God! You don’t think I am a thief, do you?” she heard him say.

Mary Lenley steadied herself.

“Look at me, Johnny!” Their eyes met. “You know nothing about those pearls?”

Again his eyes wandered. “I only know they’re lost! What in hell do you expect me to say?” He almost shouted in a sudden excess of weak anger. “How dare you, Mary…cross-examine me as though I were a thief! This comes from knowing cads like Wembury…!”

“Did you steal Lady Darnleigh’s pearls?”

The tablecloth was no whiter than her face. Her lips were bloodless. He made one effort to meet her eyes again, and failed.

“I—” he began.

Then came a knock at the door. Brother and sister looked at one another.

“Who is that?” asked Johnny huskily.

She shook her head.

“I don’t know; I will see.”

Her limbs were like lead as she dragged them to the door; she thought she was going to faint. Alan Wembury stood in the doorway, and there was on his face a look which she had never seen before.

“Do you want me, Alan?” she asked breathlessly.

“I want to see Johnny.”

His voice was as low as hers and scarcely intelligible. She opened the door wider and he walked past her into the diningroom. Johnny was standing where she had left him, by the little round table covered with the remains of the supper, and the clang of the door as Mary closed it came to his ears like the knell of doom.

“What do you want, Wembury?” John Lenley spoke with difficulty. His heart was beating so thunderously that he felt this man must hear the roar and thud of it.

“I’ve just come from Scotland Yard.” Alan’s voice was changed and unnatural. “I’ve seen Colonel Walford, and told him of a communication I received this afternoon. I have explained the” — he sought for words— “the relationship I have with your family and the regard in which I hold it, and just why I should hesitate to do my job.”

“What is your job?” asked Lenley after a moment of silence.

“Immediately, I have no business.” — Wembury chose his words deliberately and carefully. “Tomorrow I shall come with a warrant to search this house for the Darnleigh pearls.”

He heard the smothered sob of the girl, but did not turn his head.

John Lenley stood rigid, his face as white as death. He was ignorant of police procedure, or he would have realised how significant was Alan’s statement that he did not possess a search warrant. Wembury sensed this ignorance, and made one last desperate effort to save the girl he loved from the tragic consequences of her brother’s folly.

“I have no search warrant and no right to examine your flat,” he said. “The warrant will be procured by tomorrow morning.”

If John Lenley had a glimmering of intelligence, and the pearls were hidden in the flat, here was a chance to dispose of them, but the opportunity which Alan offered was not taken.

It was sheer mad arrogance on Lenley’s part to reject the chance that was given to him. He would not be under any obligation to the gardener’s son!

“They are in a box under the bed,” he said. “You knew that or you wouldn’t have come. I am not taking any favours from you, Wembury, and I don’t suppose I should get any if I did. If you feel any satisfaction in arresting a man whose father provided the cottage in which you were born, I suppose you are entitled to feel it.”

He turned on his heel, walked into his room, and a few seconds later came back with a small cardboard box which he laid on the table. Alan Wembury was momentarily numbed by the tragedy which had overwhelmed this little household. He dared not look at Mary, who stood stiffly by the side of the table. Her pallid face was turned with an agonised expression of entreaty to her brother, and it was only now that she could find speech.

“Johnny! How could you!”

He wriggled his shoulders impatiently.

“It is no use making a fuss, Mary,” he said bluntly. “I was mad!”

Turning suddenly, he caught her in his arms, and his whole frame shook as he kissed her pale lips.

“Well, I’ll go,” he said brokenly, and in another instant had wrenched himself free of her kiss and her clinging hands, and had walked out of the room a prisoner.
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Neither Alan Wembury nor his prisoner spoke until they were approaching Flanders Lane Police Station, and then Johnny asked, without turning his head.

“Who gave me away?”

It was only the rigid discipline of twelve years’ police work that prevented Alan from betraying the betrayer.

“Information received,” he answered conventionally, and the young man laughed.

“I suppose you’ve been watching me since the robbery,” he said. “Well, you’ll get promotion out of this, Wembury, and I wish you joy of it.”

When he faced the desk sergeant his mood became a little more amiable, and he asked if Maurice Meister could be intimated. Just before he went to the cell he asked, “What do I get for this, Wembury?”

Alan shook his head. He was certain in his mind that, though it was a first offence, nothing could save Johnny Lenley from penal servitude.

It was eleven o’clock at night, and rain was falling heavily, when Alan came walking quickly down the deserted stretch of Flanders Lane, towards Meister’s house. From the opposite side of the road he could see above the wall the upper windows; one window showed a light. The lawyer was still up, possibly was interviewing one of his queer clients, who had come by a secret way into the house to display his ill-gotten wares or to pour a tale of woe into Meister’s unsympathetic ear. These old houses near the river were honeycombed with cellar passages, and only a few weeks before, there had been discovered in the course of demolition a secret room which the owner, who had lived in the place for twenty years, had never suspected.

As he crossed the road, Alan saw a figure emerge from the dark shadow of the wall which surrounded the lawyer’s house. There was something very stealthy in the movements of the man, and all that was police officer in Wembury’s composition, was aroused by this furtiveness. He challenged him sharply, and to his surprise, instead of turning and running, as the Flanders Laner might be expected to do in the circumstances, the man turned and came slowly towards him and stood revealed in the beam of Inspector Wembury’s pocket lamp, a slight man with a dark, bearded face. He was a stranger to the detective, but that was not remarkable. Most of the undesirables of Deptford were as yet unknown to Alan.

“Hallo! Who are you, and what are you doing here?” he asked, and immediately came the cool answer:

“I might ask you the same question!”

“I am a police officer,” said Alan Wembury sternly, and he heard a low chuckle.

“Then we are brothers in misfortune,” replied the stranger, “for I am a police officer, too. Inspector Wembury, I presume?”

“That is my name,” said Alan, and waited.

“I cannot bother to give you my card, but my name is Bliss — Central Detective Inspector Bliss — of Scotland Yard.”

Bliss? Alan remembered now that this unpopular police officer had been due to arrive in England on that or on the previous day. One fact was certain: if this were Bliss, he was Alan’s superior officer.

“Are you looking for something?” he asked.

For a while Bliss made no reply.

“I don’t know what I’m looking for exactly. Deptford is an old division of mine, and I was just renewing acquaintance with the place. Are you going to see Meister?”

How did he know it was Meister’s house, Alan wondered. The lawyer had only gone to live there since Bliss had left for America. And what was his especial interest in the crook solicitor? As though he were reading the other’s thoughts, Bliss went on quickly: “Somebody told me that Meister was living in Deptford. Rather a ‘come down’ for him. When I knew him first, he had a wonderful practice in Lincoln’s Inn.”

And then with an abrupt nod he passed on the way he had been going when Wembury had called him back. Alan stood by the door of Meister’s house and watched the stranger till he was out of sight, and only then did he ring the bell. He had some time to wait, time for thought, though his thoughts were not pleasant. He dared not think of Mary, alone in that desolate little flat, with her breaking heart and her despair. Nor of the boy he had known, sitting on his plank bed, his head between his hands, ruin before him.

Presently he heard a patter of slippered feet coming across the courtyard, and Meister’s voice asked: “Who is that?”

“Wembury.”

A rattle of chains and a shooting of bolts, and the door opened. Though he wore his dressing-gown, Wembury saw, when they reached the dimly lit passage, that Meister was fully dressed; even his spats had not been removed.

“What is the trouble, Mr. Wembury?”

Alan did not know how many people slept in the house or what could be overheard. Without invitation he walked up the stairs ahead of the lawyer into the big room. The piano was open, sheets of music lay on the floor. Evidently Meister had been spending a musical evening. The lawyer closed the door behind him.

“Is it Johnny?” he asked.

Was it imagination on Alan’s part, or was the lawyer’s voice strained and husky.

“Why should it be Johnny?” he demanded. “It is, as a matter of fact. I arrested him an hour ago for the Darnleigh pearl robbery. He has asked me to get into communication with you.”

Maurice did not reply: he was looking down at the floor, apparently deep in thought.

“How did you come to get the information on which he was arrested, or did you know all the time that Johnny was in this?” he asked at last.

Alan was looking at him keenly, and under his scrutiny the lawyer shuffled uneasily.

“I am not prepared to tell you that — if you do not know!” he said. “But I have promised Lenley that I will carry his message to you, and that ends my duty so far as he is concerned.”

The lawyer’s eyes were roving from one object in the room to another. Not once did he look at Wembury.

“It is curious,” he said, shaking his head sorrowfully, “but I had a premonition that Johnny had been mixed up in this Darnleigh affair. What a fool! Thank God his father is dead—”

“I don’t think we need bother our heads with pious wishes,” said Alan bluntly. “The damnable fact is that Lenley is under arrest for a jewel robbery.”

“You have the pearls?”

Alan nodded.

“They were in a cardboard box — there was also a bracelet stolen, but that is not in the box,” he said slowly. “Also I have seen a sign of an old label, and I think I shall be able to trace the original owner of the box.”

And then, to his astonishment, Meister said: “Perhaps I can help you. I have an idea the box was mine. Johnny asked me for one a week ago. Of course, I had no notion of why he wanted it, but I gave it to him. It may be another box altogether, but I should imagine the carton is mine.”

Momentarily Alan Wembury was staggered. He had had a faint hope that he might be able to connect Meister with the robbery, the more so since he had discovered more than he had told. The half-obliterated label had obviously been addressed to Meister himself, yet the lawyer could not have been aware of this fact. It was one of the slips that the cleverest criminals make. But so quick and glib was he that he had virtually destroyed all hope of proving his complicity in the robbery — unless Johnny told. And Johnny was not the man who would betray a confederate.

“What do you think he will get?” asked Maurice.

“The sentence? You seem pretty certain that he is guilty.”

Maurice shrugged. “What else can I think — obviously you would not have arrested him without the strongest possible evidence. It is a tragedy! Poor lad!”

And then all the dark places in this inexplicable betrayal were lit in one blinding flash of understanding. Mary! Wembury had scoffed at the idea that Meister wished to get her brother out of the way. He could see no motive for such an act of treachery. But now all the hideous possibilities presented themselves to him, and he glared down at the lawyer. He knew Meister’s reputation; knew the story of Gwenda Milton; knew other even less savoury details of Meister’s past life. Was Mary the innocent cause of this wicked deed? Was it to gain domination over her that Johnny was being sent into a living grave? This time Meister met his eyes and did not flinch.
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“I don’t think you need trouble about Miss Lenley.” Alan’s voice was deadly cold. “Fortunately she lives in my division, and she trusts me well enough to come to me if she’s in any trouble.”

He saw the slow smile dawn upon the lawyer’s face.

“Do you think that is likely. Inspector Wembury?” Meister asked. His voice had a quality of softness which was almost feline. “As I understand, you had the unhappy task of arresting her brother: is she likely to bring her troubles to you?”

Alan’s heart sank. The thought of Mary’s attitude towards him had tortured him since the arrest. How could she continue to be friendly with the man who was immediately responsible for the ruin and disgrace of her brother?

“The Lenleys are an old family,” Meister went on. “They have their modicum of pride. I doubt if poor Mary will ever forgive you for arresting her brother. It will be terribly unjust, of course, but women are illogical. I will do what I can for Miss Lenley, just as I shall do what I can for Johnny. And I think my opportunities are more obvious than yours. Can I see Johnny tonight?”

Alan nodded.

“Yes, he asked me if you would see him at once, though I’m afraid you can do very little for him. No bail will be granted, of course. This is a felony charge.”

Maurice Meister hurried to the door that led to his room, slipping off his dressing-gown as he went.

“I will not keep you waiting very long,” he said. Left alone in the big room, Alan paced up and down the worn carpet, his hands behind him, his chin on his breast. There was something subtly repulsive in this atmosphere. The great piano, the faded panelling, the shabby richness of the furnishing and decoration. The room seemed to be over-supplied with doors: he counted four, in addition to the curtain which hid the alcove. Where did all these lead to? And what stories could they tell, he wondered.

Particularly interested was he in one door which was heavily bolted and barred, and he was staring at this when, to his amazement, above the frame glowed suddenly a long red light. A signal of some kind — from whom? Even as he looked, the light died away and Meister came in, struggling into his overcoat.

“What does that light mean, Mr. Meister?”

The lawyer spun round. “Light? Which light?” he asked quickly, and following the direction of the detective’s finger, he gasped. “A light?” incredulously. “You mean that red lamp? How did you come to notice it?”

“It lit up a few minutes ago and went out again.” It was not imagination on his part: the lawyer’s face had gone a sickly yellow.

“Are you sure?” And then, quickly: “It is a substitute for a bell — I mean, if you press the bell on the outer door the lamp lights up; bells annoy me.”

He was lying, and he was frightened too. The red lamp had another significance. What was it?

In those few seconds Meister had become ill at ease, nervous; the hand that strayed constantly to his mouth trembled. Glancing at him out of the corner of his eye, when he thought he was free from observation, Alan saw him take a small golden box from his pocket, pinch something from its contents and sniff at his thumb and finger. “Cocaine,” guessed Wembury, and knew that his theory was right when almost immediately the lawyer became his old buoyant self.

“You must have imagined it — probably a reflection from the lamp on the table,” he said.

“But why shouldn’t there be somebody at the front door?” asked Alan coolly, and Meister made an effort to correct his error.

“Very probably there is,” He hesitated. “I wonder if you would mind, inspector — would it be asking you too much to go down to the front gate and see? Here is the key!”

Alan took the key from the lawyer’s hand, went downstairs across the courtyard and opened the outer gate. There was nobody there. He suspected, indeed he was sure, that the lawyer had asked him to perform this service because he wished to be alone in the room for a few minutes, possibly to investigate the cause of and reason for that signal.

As he went up the stairs he heard a sharp click as though a drawer had closed, and when he came into the room he found Meister pulling on his gloves with an air of nonchalance.

“Nobody?” he asked. “It must have been your imagination, inspector, or one of these dreadful people of Flanders Lane playing a trick.”

“The lamp hasn’t lit since I left the room?” asked Alan, and when Meister shook his head, “You are sure?”

“Absolutely,” said the lawyer, and too late saw he was trapped.

“That is very curious.” Wembury looked hard at him. “Because I pressed the front door bell, and if the lamp was what you said it was, it should have lit up again, shouldn’t it?”

Meister murmured something about the connections being out of order, and almost hustled him from the room.

Alan was not present at the interview at the police station. He left Meister in the charge of the station sergeant, and went home to his lodgings in Blackheath Road with a heavy heart. He could do nothing for the girl; not so much as suggest a woman who would keep her company. He could not guess that at that moment, when his heart ached for her, Mary had a companion, and that companion a woman.
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Long after Johnny Lenley had been taken away Mary Lenley sat numbed, paralysed to inaction by the overwhelming misfortune which had come to her. She sat at the table, her hands clasped before her, staring down at the white cloth until her eyes ached. She wished she could weep, but no tears had come. The only reminder she had of the drama that had been played out under that roof was the empty feeling in her breast, it was as though her heart had been taken from her.

Johnny a thief! It wasn’t possible, she was dreaming. Presently she would wake up from this horrible nightmare, hearing his voice calling her from the lawn…But she was not at Lenley Court: she was in a block of industrial flats, sitting on a cheap chair, and Johnny was in a prison cell. The horror of it made her blood run cold. And Alan — what vicious trick of fate had made him Johnny’s captor? She had a vivid memory of that scene which had preceded Johnny’s arrest. Every word Alan had spoken had been burnt into her brain. Too well she realised that Wembury had risked everything to save her brother. He had given him a chance. Johnny had only to keep silence and spend the night in getting rid of those pearls, and he would have been with her now. But his fatal hauteur had been his undoing. She had no bitterness in her soul against Alan Wembury, only a great sorrow for him, and the memory of his drawn face hurt her almost as much as Johnny’s mad folly.

She heard the bell tinkle faintly. It rang three times before she understood that somebody was at the front door. Alan perhaps, she thought, and, getting up stiffly, went out into the hall and opened the door. A woman stood there dressed in a long black mackintosh; a black hat enhanced the fairness of her hair and skin. She was beautiful, Mary saw, and apparently a lady.

“You’ve made some mistake—” she began.

“You’re Mary Lenley, aren’t you?” An American, noted Mary, and looked her astonishment. “Can I see you?”

The girl stood aside, and Cora Ann Milton walked into the room and looked round. There was a faint hint of disparagement in her glance, which Mary was too miserable to resent.

“You’re in trouble, aren’t you?”

Uninvited, she sat down by the half-opened drawer of the table, took a jewelled case from her bag and lit a cigarette.

“Yes, I’m in trouble — great trouble,” said Mary, wondering how this woman knew, and what had brought her here at such an hour.

“I guessed that. I hear Wembury pulled your brother for a jewel theft — he caught him with the goods, I guess?”

Mary nodded slowly. “Yes, the pearls were in this house. I had no knowledge that they were here.”

She wondered in a dim way whether this American was Lady Darnleigh; so many members of the aristocracy have been recruited from the United States that it was possible.

“My name’s Milton — Cora Ann Milton,” said the woman, but the name meant nothing to Mary Lenley. “Never heard of me, kid?”

Mary shook her head. She was weary in body and soul, impatient that this intruder into her sorrow should leave her.

“Never heard of The Ringer?”

Mary looked up quickly.

“The Ringer? You mean the criminal who is wanted by the police?”

“Wanted by everybody, honey.” Despite the flippancy of her tone, Cora Ann’s voice shook a little. “By me more than anybody else — I’m his wife!”

Mary got up quickly from her chair. It was incredible! This beautiful creature the wife of a man who walked everlastingly in the shadow of the gallows!

“I’m his wife,” nodded Cora Ann. “You don’t think it’s a thing to boast about? That’s where you’re wrong.” And then, abruptly: “You’re working for Meister, aren’t you?”

“I am working for Mr. Meister,” said Mary quietly; “but really, Mrs.—”

“Mrs. Milton,” prompted Cora.

“Mrs. Milton, I don’t quite understand the object of your visit at this time of night.”

Cora Ann Milton was regarding the room with shrewd, appraising eyes.

“It’s not much of an apartment you’ve got, but it’s better than that cute little suite of Meister’s.”

She saw the colour come into the girl’s face and her eyes narrowed.

“He’s shown it to you eh? Gosh, that fellow’s a quick worker!”

“I don’t understand what you mean.” Mary was slow to anger, but now she felt her resentment merging into anger. At the back of her mind was a confused idea that, but for Johnny’s misfortune, this woman would never have dared to see her. It was as though his arrest had qualified her tor admission to the confidence of the underworld.

“If you don’t know what I mean, I won’t say much more about it,” said the woman coolly. “Does Meister know I’m back?”

Mary shook her head. Mrs. Milton was sitting by the table, and was taking a handkerchief from the little bag on her lap: she was very deliberate and self-possessed. “I don’t think he’s very much interested in your movements, Mrs. Milton,” said Mary wearily. “Do you mind if I ask you not to stay? I’ve had a great shock this evening and I’m not in a mood to discuss Mr. Meister or your husband or anybody.”

But Cora Ann Milton was not easily abashed. “I guess when all this trouble is over you’ll be working late at Meister’s house,” she said, “and I’m wondering whether you’d like to have my address?”

“Why on earth—” began Mary.

“Why on earth!” mimicked the other. “I guess this is an age of freedom when the only place you see a chaperon is a museum. But I should like you to get in touch with me if…anything happens. There was another girl once…but I guess you don’t want any awful example. And, say, I’d be much obliged to you if you’d not mention the fact to dear Maurice that The Ringer’s wife is in town.”

Mary hardly listened to the latter part of the speech. She walked to the door and opened it suggestively. “That means I’ve got to go,” said Cora Ann with a goodnatured smile. “I’m not blaming you, kid. I guess I’d feel that way myself if some dame came floating in on me with all that guardian angel stuff.”

“I don’t require guardianship, thank you. I have a number of friends—”

She stopped. A number of friends! Not in all London, in all the country, was there any to whom she could turn in her trouble, except to — Alan Wembury. And Maurice?

Why did she hesitate at Maurice? In the last day or two a subtle change had come over their relationship. He was no longer the natural refuge and adviser to whom she would go in her distress.

Cora Ann was watching her from the doorway; keen, shrewd eyes seemed to be reading her every thought. “That man Wembury’s a decent fellow. I hope you’re not going to be sore at him for pinching your brother?”

Mary made a weary gesture: she had reached almost the end of her tether.

Long after the girl had gone, she sat by the table, trying to understand just what this visit of Cora Ann Milton’s meant. Had she followed the woman down the stairs, she might have discovered.

Cora turned into the dark, deserted street, walked a few paces, and then, as if by magic from some mysterious underground trap, a man appeared by her side, so unexpectedly and silently that she started and took a step away from him.

“Oh!…you scared me!” she breathed.

“Did you see the girl?”

“Yes, I saw her. Arthur” — her voice was broken and agitated— “why do you stay here? Don’t you realise, you fool, what danger…”

She heard his low chuckle.

“Cora Ann, you talk too much,” he said lightly. “By the way, I saw you this afternoon.”

“You saw me?” she gasped. “Where were you?” Suddenly: “Arthur, how am I to know you when I see you? I’ve got that spookish feeling that you’re round me all the time, and I’m for ever peering into people’s faces as I pass them — I’ll be pinched for being too fresh one of these days!”

Again he chuckled.

“Surely my own loving wife would know me?” he said ironically. “The eyes of love could penetrate any disguise.”

He heard her teeth snap in anger. Arthur Milton had the trick of infuriating this beautiful wife of his.

“I’ll know what you look like now,” she said.

Suddenly there was a click and a white beam of light flashed in his face.

“You’re a fool!” he said roughly, as he knocked the lamp down. “When you can see, others can see.”

“I wish ’em joy!” she whispered. For she had looked into a face that was covered from forehead to chin by a square of black silk, through which a pair of wide-set eyes stared down at her.

“Did you get my letter?” he demanded.

“Yes — the code, you mean. I thought the newspapers did not publish code messages?”

He did not answer and mechanically she felt in her bag. The envelope she had put there was gone.

“What is it?” he asked quickly and when she told him: “Cora, you’re a goop! You must have dropped it in this girl Lenley’s flat! Go and get it!”

Cora Ann hurried up the stairs and knocked at the door. It was immediately answered by Mary.

“Yes, I’ve come back,” said the woman breathlessly. “I dropped a letter here somewhere: I’ve only just missed it.”

Mary turned back and together they searched the flat, turning up carpets and shaking out curtains, but there was no sign of the letter.

“You must have lost it elsewhere.” The woman was so agitated that she was sorry for her. “Did it have any money—”

“Money? No,” said Cora Ann impatiently. “I wish it had.”

She looked round the room in bewilderment. “I know I had it before I came in.”

“Perhaps you left it at your own home?” suggested Mary, but Cora Ann shook her head, and after another thorough search she began to doubt whether she had brought it out with her.

Mary Lenley closed the door upon her finally with heartfelt thanksgiving, walked listlessly back to the table and sat down. Her tea was cold and bitter. She pulled open a little drawer in the table where the spoons were kept, and looked down in amazement. The letter for which they had sought lay on top of a miscellaneous collection of spoons and forks. It was simply inscribed on the envelope “Cora Ann”, and had no address. Perhaps the address was inside, she thought, and after some hesitation pulled out its contents, a square white card covered with groups of letters and figures, written in an almost microscopic hand. It did not need any very great acumen on her part to know that she was looking at a code: if she had been more experienced in such matters, she would have realised how ingenious a code it was.

She replaced the card, put it again in the drawer and waited for the woman to return. What had happened was obvious: when she had taken her handkerchief from the bag, the letter bad slipped into the drawer, which had been slightly open, and in moving she must have closed the drawer, which ran very easily, without noticing the fact.

That night, before she went to bed, Mary took the letter into her room and locked it away in one of the drawers of her dressing-table where she kept her few trinkets, and, having locked it away, forgot all about it.
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It was a month later that Mary Lenley sat in the marble hall of the Central Criminal Court and waited with folded hands and a set, tragic face for the jury’s finding. She had gone into court and had heard the preliminaries of the evidence, but the sight of that neat figure in the dock was more than she could bear, and she had gone out to wait with fatalistic resignation for the final curtain of the drama.

The door leading to the court opened and Alan Wembury came out and walked over to her.

“Is it — ended?” she asked huskily.

Wembury shook his head. “Very soon now, I think,” he said quietly.

He looked as if he had not slept, he was hollow-eyed, haggard, a man distracted.

“I’m sorry, Alan.” She put out her hand and gently touched his. The touch of her hand almost brought the tears to his eyes.

“You don’t know how I feel about this, Mary; and the horrible thing is that I am getting the credit for the arrest — I had a letter from the Commissioner yesterday congratulating me!”

She smiled faintly.

In every tragedy there is a touch of grotesque comedy, and it seemed to be supplied in this case by the unsought honour that had come to this reluctant police officer.

He sat by her side and tried to comfort her, and if his efforts were a little awkward, a little gauche, she understood. And then Maurice came into the hall, his old, immaculate self. His silk hat was more shiny than ever, his spats were like the virgin snow. He might have come straight from a wedding party but for his lugubrious countenance.

“The judge is summing up,” he said. “I wish you’d go into court, Wembury, so that you can bring news of what happens.”

It was a crude request, which Alan diagnosed as a wish on the part of the lawyer to be alone with Mary.

“There goes a very clever young man,” said Meister, as he watched the broad-shouldered figure of the detective disappear through the swing doors. “Unscrupulous, but then all police officers are unscrupulous. A climber, but all police officers are ambitious.”

“I’ve never found Alan unscrupulous,” said Mary.

Maurice Meister smiled. “That is perhaps a strong word to employ,” he agreed carelessly. “After all, the man had to do his duty, and he was very ingenious in the method he employed to trap poor Johnny.”

“Ingenious? Trap?” She frowned at him.

“That did not come out in the evidence. Nothing that is detrimental to the police force ever comes out in police court evidence, my dear,” said Maurice with a meaning smile. “But I am on the inside of things, and I happen to know that Wembury has been on Johnny’s trail ever since the robbery was committed. That was why he came down to Lenley Court.”

She stared at him. “Are you sure? I thought—”

“You thought he came down to see you, to get your congratulations on his promotion?” said Maurice. “That is a natural error. My dear, if you think the matter over, you will realise that a detective officer must always pretend to be doing something other than he actually is doing. If you were to tax Wembury with his little act of duplicity, he would of course be indignant and deny it.”

She thought a while. “I don’t believe it,” she said. “Alan told me that he had not associated Johnny with the crime until he received an anonymous letter.”

“S-sh!” said Meister warningly.

Alan had come out of the court and was walking towards them.

“The judge will be another ten minutes,” he said, and then, before Meister could warn her, the girl asked: “Alan, is it true that you have been watching Johnny for a long time?”

“You mean in connection with this offence? No, I knew nothing about it. I did not suspect Johnny until I had a letter, written by somebody who was in a very favourable position to know all about the robbery.”

His eyes were on Maurice Meister.

“But when you came down to Lenley Court—”

“My dear,” — it was Maurice who interrupted hastily— “why ask the inspector these embarrassing questions?”

“It doesn’t embarrass me,” said Alan curtly. “I went to Lenley Court to see Miss Lenley and to tell her of my promotion. You’re not suggesting that my visit had anything to do with the robbery, are you?”

Maurice shrugged his shoulders.

“I was probably giving you credit that you did not deserve,” he said, with an attempt to pass the matter off humorously. “As a solicitor I am not unacquainted with these mysterious letters which the police are supposed to receive, and which cover the operations of their — noses, I think is the word for police informer.”

“You know it’s the word for police informer, Mr. Meister,” said Alan. “And there was nothing mysterious about the letter which betrayed Lenley, except the writer. It was written on typewriting paper, Swinley Bond No. 14.”

He saw Meister start.

“I have made a few inquiries amongst the stationers of Deptford, and I have discovered that that particular paper is not supplied locally. It comes from a law stationer’s in Chancery Lane and is their own especial property. I tell you that in case you would like to take the inquiry any further.”

With a nod he left them together. “What does he mean?” asked the girl, a little worried.

“Does anyone know what any police officer means?” asked Maurice, with a forced laugh.

She was thoughtful for a while, and sat for a long time without speaking.

“He suggested that Johnny had been betrayed by — by somebody—”

“Somebody who did not live in Deptford, obviously,” said Maurice quickly. “Really, my dear, I shouldn’t take too much notice of that cock-and-bull story. And it would be well if you did not see too much of Wembury in the future.”

“Why?” she asked, looking at him steadily.

“There are many reasons,” replied Maurice slowly. “In the first place, I have a clientele which would look a little askance at me if my secretary were a friend of a police officer. Of course,” he went on hurriedly, as he saw the look in the girl’s face, “I have no wish to dictate to you as to your friends. But I want to be of help to you, Mary. There are one or two matters which I would like to discuss after this unpleasant business is over. You can’t live alone in Malpas Mansions.”

“Johnny will be sent to prison, of course?” she nodded.

It was not the moment for delicacy.

“Johnny will be sent to penal servitude,” said Meister: “you’ve got to get that fast in your mind. This may mean seven years for him, and you must reconcile yourself to that possibility. As I say, you can’t live alone—”

“I can’t live anywhere else but Malpas Mansions,” she said. The note of determination in her voice was unmistakable. “I know you mean to be kind, Maurice, but there are some things which I cannot do. If you care to employ me, I’ll be pleased to work for you. I don’t think I’m sufficiently competent to work for anybody else, and I’m sure no other employer would give me the wages you have offered. But I’m living at Malpas Mansions until Johnny returns.”

There came a dramatic interruption. The swing door opened and Alan Wembury walked out. He stood stock still for a moment, looking at her, and then slowly paced across the tiled floor.

“Well?” she asked breathlessly.

“Three years penal servitude,” said Alan. “The judge asked if anything was known of him and I went into the box and told the Bench all I knew.”

“And what did you know?” asked Meister. He was on his feet now, facing the detective.

“I know that he was a decent boy who has been ruined by associating with criminals,” said Wembury between his teeth; “and some day I am going to take the man who ruined Johnny Lenley, and put him in that court.” He pointed back to the swing door. “And when I go into the box it will not be to plead for the prisoner but to tell the judge a story that will send the man who betrayed John Lenley to a prison from which he will never come out!”



Chapter 18


Table of Contents


To Maurice Meister, The Ringer was dead. He treated as a jest, or as one of those stupid legends which to the criminal mind is gospel, all the stories of Henry Arthur Milton’s presence in England. The three months which followed Johnny’s sentence were too full to allow him time even to consider with any seriousness the whispered hints which came to him from his unsavoury clients.

Scotland Yard, which acts only on definite knowledge, had taken no step to warn him, and that was the most comforting aspect of the situation. Mary came regularly to work, and from being an ornament to the establishment, developed into a most capable typist. She often wondered whether it would not be fair to Maurice to tell him of the interview she had had with Cora Ann Milton; but since The Ringer’s name was never again mentioned, she thought it wisest to let the matter drop. If she had not severed all association with Alan Wembury, she saw very little of him. Twice she had almost met him in the street, but he had obviously avoided her. At first she was hurt, but then she realised that it was Alan’s innate delicacy which was responsible. One day in the High Street she saw him and before he could escape intercepted him.

“Alan, you’re being very unkind,” she said, and added mischievously: “People think that you will not know me because of my dubious relations!”

He went red and white at this, and she was instantly sorry. There was something childlike about Alan.

“Of course I meant nothing of the sort. But you’re being I rather a pig, aren’t you? You’ve avoided me like the plague.”

“I thought I was being rather delicate,” he said ruefully, and, grasping the nettle firmly: “Have you heard from Johnny?”

She nodded. “He is quite cheerful, and already making plans for the future,” she said, and added: “Won’t you take me to tea somewhere on Wednesday — that is my early day?”

It was a very happy, man who went back to the station house. Indeed, he was so cheerful that old Dr. Lomond, busy at the sergeant’s desk writing a report upon a drunken motorist, looked over his glasses and rallied him in his dour way.

“Have ye had money left ye?”

“Something better than that,” smiled Alan. “I’ve rid myself of a dull ghost.”

Lomond clucked his lips derisively as he signed his name with a flourish and blotted the report.

“That means that you’ve had a quarrel with a girl, and she’s suddenly decided to make it up,” he said. He had an uncanny habit of getting into the mind of his audience. “I’m no’ saying that matrimony is no’ a good thing for any man. But it must be terribly risky for a police officer.”

“I’m not contemplating matrimony,” laughed Alan.

“Then I wonder ye’re not ashamed of yourself,” said the doctor as he shuffled down to the fire and shook off the ash of his cigarette into the grate.

“You ought to be a happy man,” said Alan. “Colonel Walford told me he had written you a letter of thanks for the work you did in the Prideaux case.”

The old man shook his head.

“Man, I’m no’ proud of my work. But poisoners I abominate, and Prideaux was the most coldblooded poisoner I have ever known. A strange man with a queer occiput. Have you ever noticed the occiput of poisoners? It juts oot from the back of the heid.”

As he was talking a stocky, poorly dressed man had come into the charge room. There was a grin on his unshaven face as he made his way to the sergeant at the desk. He had all the aplomb of a man in familiar surroundings, and as he laid his ticket of leave on the desk he favoured the sergeant with a friendly nod.

“Why, Hackitt!” said Wembury. “I didn’t know you were out.”

He shook hands with the exconvict and Sam Hackitt’s grin broadened.

“I got my brief last Monday,” he said. “Old Meister’s giving me a job.”

“What, Sam, are you going into the law?”

The idea tickled Hackitt.

“No, I’m going to clean his boots! It’s a low job for a man of my ability, Mr. Wembury, but what can you do when the police are ‘ounding you down all the time?”

“Hounding grandmothers!” said Alan, with a smile “You fellows hound yourselves down. So you’re going to valet Meister, are you? I wish you luck.”

Sam Hackitt scratched his unshaven chin thoughtfully.

“They tell me Johnny Lenley’s been put away, Mr. Wembury? That’s bad luck.”

“Did you know him?” asked Alan.

Sam Hackitt hesitated.

“Well, I can’t say that I know him. I went down to the country to see him once, when he was a swell. I knew he was on the crook then, and somebody put up a joke for him and me.”

Alan knew what “a joke” meant in the argot of the criminal classes: it meant a robbery, big or small.

“But I didn’t take it on,” said Sam. “It was a bit too dangerous for me, and I don’t like working with amachoors. They’re bound to give you away if they’re a bit too impetuous. Especially as this gentlemen who was putting up the money for the joke wanted us to carry a shooter — not for me, thank you!”

Alan was acquainted with the professional burglar’s horror of firearms. But surely the man who had planned the robbery was as well aware of the dangers of a burglar being captured with firearms in his possession?

“Who is the Big Fellow, Sam?” he asked, never for one moment expecting a truthful reply; for only in a moment of direst necessity would a thief betray his “big fellow” or employer.

“Him? Oh, he’s a chap who lives in Sheffield,” said Sam vaguely. “I didn’t like the job, so I didn’t take it on. He’s a nice boy — that young Lenley, I mean. It’s a pity he went crook, a gentleman of his education.”

And then he changed the subject abruptly.

“Mr. Wembury, what’s this yarn about The Ringer being in London? I heard about it when I was in Maidstone, and I sent a letter to your boss.”

Alan was surprised. The Ringer belonged to another plane, and although the little criminals were greatly intrigued by the operations of this super-criminal, he had not connected any of them with the man for whom the police were searching.

“He’s drowned, as a matter of fact,” said Sam comfortably. “I read about it when I was in ‘stir’.” [Stir = Prison. E.W.]

“Did you know him, Sam?”

Again the exconvict scratched his chin.

“I’m one of the few people who’ve seen him without his make-up,” he grinned. “The Ringer, eh? What a lad! There never was a bloke who could disguise himself like that bird!”

The sergeant had copied particulars of Sam Hackitt’s brief into a book, and now handed the ticket of leave back to the man.

“We may be asking to see you one of these days, Hackitt, if the Ringer turns up,” said Wembury.

Sam shook his head.

“He’ll never turn up: he’s drowned. I believe the newspapers.”

Dr. Lomond watched the stocky figure disappear through the doorway and shook his head.

“There goes a super-optimist,” he said, “and what a heid! Did you notice, Wembury, the flattening of the skull? Man, I’d like to measure him!”
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The days that intervened before Wednesday were very long days and each seemed to consist of much more than twentyfour hours. Alan had a note from the girl in the morning, asking him to meet her at a little teashop in the West End, and he was at the rendezvous a quarter of an hour before she was due to arrive. She came at last, a trim, neat figure in blue serge, with just a little more colour in her cheeks than was ordinary.

“I’m being a dutiful servant,” she said. “I would have met you at Blackheath, only I was afraid that some of Mr. Meister’s clients might have seen you and thought I was in secret communication with the police over their grisly pasts!”

He laughed at this. He had never seen her so lighthearted since the old Lenley Court days.

The teashop was only sparsely patronised. It was an hour before the rush of shoppers filled each seat and occupied every table, and he found a quiet corner where they could talk. She was full of hopeful plans for the future. Maurice (he hated to hear her call Meister by his Christian name) was going to start Johnny on a poultry farm: she had worked out to a day the end of Johnny’s period of imprisonment.

“He has three months remitted for every year if he is on his best behaviour,” she said. “And Johnny is being very sensible. When he wrote the other day he told me he was going to earn his full marks. That will be wonderful, won’t it, Alan?”

He hesitated to ask the question that was in his mind, but presently he put it to her, and she nodded.

“Yes, he writes about you, and he has no resentment at all. I think you could be a very good friend to him when he comes out.”

Her own days were so filled, she told him, that the time was passing rapidly, more rapidly than she had dared hope. Maurice was most kind. (How often she repeated that very sentence!) And life at Malpas Mansions was moving smoothly. She had been able to employ a little maid-of-all-work.

“A queer little thing who insists upon telling me all the horrors of Deptford.” She smiled quietly. “As though I hadn’t enough horrors of my own! Her favourite hero is The Ringer — do you know about him?”

Alan nodded.

“He’s the hero of all the funny-minded people of Deptford,” he said. “They love the thought of anybody outwitting the police.”

“He is not in England, is he?” Alan shook his head. “Are you terribly interested in The Ringer?” she went on. “Because, if you are, I can tell you something — I have met his wife.”

He opened his eyes wide at this.

“Cora Ann Milton?” he said incredulously, and she laughed at the impression her words had made on him.

She told him of Cora Ann’s visit, and yet for some reason, which she did not understand herself, she did not give a faithful account of that interview, or even hint that Cora Ann had warned her against Meister. It was when she came to the code letter that he was more interested.

“I’ve only just remembered it!” she said penitently; “it is in my bureau and ought to be sent to her.”

“A code card — that is very important,” said Alan. “Do you think you could bring it to me tomorrow?”

She nodded.

“But why on earth did she come — the night Johnny was arrested, you say?” said Alan. “Have you seen her since?”

Mary shook her head. “Don’t let’s talk about The Ringer. It’s shop to you, isn’t it? It’s shop to us both — ugh!” She shivered.

They strolled through Green Park together and dined at a little restaurant in Soho. He told her of his new bete noir — the black-bearded Inspector Bliss, and was so vehement on the subject that she dissolved into laughter. It was the day of days in Alan Wembury’s life, and when he left her, after seeing her on a tramcar bound southward, something of the colour of life went with her.

Meister had asked the girl to call at his house on her way home, but mentally Mary had laid down a formula which was subsequently to serve her well. She had fixed nine o’clock as the utmost limit she could work in the house, and as it was past that hour when she reached New Cross, she went straight to Malpas Mansions. One little luxury had been introduced into the flat: Maurice had insisted that she should be connected with the telephone system, and this was a great comfort to her.

The bell was ringing as she unlocked the door, and, lighting the gas, hurried to the little table where the instrument stood. As she expected, it was Meister.

“My dear girl, where have you been?” he asked testily. “I have been waiting for you since eight o’clock.”

She glanced at the watch on her wrist: it was a quarter to ten.

“I’m sorry, Maurice,” she said, “but I didn’t definitely promise I’d call.”

“Have you been to a theatre or something?” he asked suspiciously. “You didn’t tell me anything about it?”

“No, I’ve been to see a friend.”

“A man?”

Mary Lenley possessed an almost inexhaustible fund of patience, but the persistence of this cross-examination irritated her, and he must have guessed this, for, before she could reply, he went on: “Forgive my curiosity, my dear, but I am acting in loco parentis to you whilst poor Johnny is away, and I’d like to know—”

“I went to dinner with a friend,” she interrupted shortly. “I’m sorry I have put you to any inconvenience, but I did not exactly promise, did I?”

A pause.

“Can’t you come round now?”

Her “No” was very decisive.

“It is much too late, Maurice. What is it you want doing?”

If he had answered right away she might have believed him, but the pause was just a little too long.

“Affidavits!” she scoffed. “How absurd, at this time of night! I’ll come down earlier in the morning.”

“Your friend was not by any chance Alan Wembury?” asked Meister’s voice.

Mary considered that a very opportune moment to hang up the receiver.

She went into her little bedroom to change whilst the kettle was boiling, and the draught from the open window slammed the door behind her. She lit the gas, and closed the window with a thoughtful frown. She had given her servant a holiday, and the girl had left before her. Because of a threatening rainstorm, Mary had gone round the flat closing every window. Who had opened it? She looked round the room and a chill crept down her spine. Somebody had been in the room: one of the drawers in her chest had been forced open. As far as she could see, nothing had been stolen. Then with a gasp she remembered the code letter — it was gone! The wardrobe had been opened also; her dresses had been moved, and the long drawer beneath had been searched. By whom? Not by any ordinary burglar, for nothing except the letter had been taken.

She went back to the window and, pulling it open, looked down. There was a sheer drop into the yard of fifty feet. To the right was the tiny balcony jutting out from her kitchenette, and by its side a balance lift by which the households in Malpas Mansions could obtain their supplies from the tradesmen in the yard below. The lift was at the bottom, and she could see the long steel ropes swaying gently in the stiff breeze that was blowing. A nimble man could climb to the level of the balcony without any superhuman effort. But what man, nimble or otherwise, would risk his neck for the sake of turning over her few poor possessions and extracting Cora Ann’s letter?

She had an electric torch in the kitchen, and she brought this to make a closer inspection. It was then she found the wet footprints on the carpet. It was a new carpet and had the disadvantage of showing every stain. Two muddy footprints were so clearly on view that she wondered she had not seen them when she came into the room.

She made another discovery: the dressing-table where she had left a number of brushes neatly arranged was all disarranged. She found one of the clothes brushes at the foot of the bed, and it had evidently been used to brush somebody who was very untidy, for it was wet and had a smear of mud at the end of the bristles. Nor had the cool intruder been satisfied with a rough toilet: he had used her hairbrushes; in the white bristles she saw a coarse black hair. She had seen its kind before: her father had a trick of straightening his beard with any brush that was handy. Somebody with a beard, a black beard, had tidied himself before the glass. She began to laugh, the idea was so absurd; but it was not long before she was serious again.

She heard the bell ring in the kitchen, and opened the front door to find the man who acted as porter to the block.

“I’m sorry to bother you, miss, but has anybody been in your flat whilst you have been out?”

“That’s just what I was wondering, Jenkins,” she answered, and led him into the room to show him the evidence of the visit.

“There has been a man hanging around the block all the evening,” said the porter, scratching his head; “a fellow with a little black beard. One of the tenants saw him in the back courtyard just before dark, having a look at the tradesmen’s lift, and the lady who lives on the opposite landing says before that he was knocking at this door for ten minutes, trying to make somebody hear. That must have been about eight o’clock Have you lost anything, miss?”

She shook her head.

“Nothing valuable.” She could not explain the exact value of The Ringer’s code card.
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A man with a beard! Where had she heard about a man with a beard? And then she suddenly remembered her talk with Alan. Inspector Bliss! That idea seemed too fantastic for words.

She took the telephone directory, and turned the pages until she found the Flanders Lane police station. A gruff voice answered her. Mr. Wembury had not returned. He had been out all day but was expected at any minute. She gave her name and telephone number, and insisted upon the private nature of the call. An hour later the telephone bell rang and Alan’s voice greeted her. She told him in a few words what had happened, and she heard his gasp of astonishment.

“I don’t think it could possibly have been the person you think,” he said, and she realised he was probably speaking in a room where other people were. “But if it’s not too late, may I come round?”

“Do, please,” she said without hesitation.

Alan came after such a remarkably short interval that she suggested he must have flown.

“A taxi,” he explained. “One doesn’t often see them in High Street, Deptford, but I was fortunate.”

It was the first time he had been in the flat since Johnny’s arrest. The very arrangement of the furniture aroused ugly memories. She must have divined this, for she led him straight to her room, and showed him the evidence of the visitor’s presence.

“Bliss?” he frowned. “Why on earth should Bliss come here? What on earth did he expect to find?”

“That is what I should like to know.” She could smile now. It was rather wonderful how comforting was the presence of Alan Wembury. “If it were the letter, he could have come and asked for it.”

But he shook his head. “Have you anything here of Meister’s — any papers?” he asked suddenly.

She shook her head.

“Keys?” he suggested.

“Why, yes, of course!” she remembered. “I’ve the keys of the house. His old cook is rather deaf, and Maurice is seldom up when I arrive, so he has given me a key of the outer gate and the door.”

“Where do you keep them?” asked Alan.

She opened her bag.

“I carry them about with me. Besides, Alan, why on earth should Mr. Bliss want the keys? I suppose he can see Mr. Meister whenever he wishes.”

But Alan’s mind was on another trail. Did Bliss know of the visit of Cora Ann Milton to this girl? Supposing he had set himself the task of hunting down The Ringer — and Alan Wembury had not been notified that the Central Office were playing a lone hand — would he make this difficult entry in order to test his suspicions? And suppose he were after the letter, how would he have heard of it?

“Only one man would have come after that letter — and that man is The Ringer,” he said with conviction.

He had left the front door open when he came in, and now, as they returned to the diningroom, the porter appeared in the hall.

“Here you are, miss,” he called eagerly. “The fellow’s outside. What about calling a policeman?”

“Which fellow?” asked Wembury quickly. “Do you mean the bearded man?”

Evidently the porter did not know Alan for a police officer.

“Yes, sir. Don’t you think we ought to call a policeman? There’s one on point duty at the end of the road.”

Wembury brushed past him and ran down the stairs. Emerging into the night, he saw a man standing on the opposite side of the road. He made no attempt to conceal himself: indeed, he was standing in the full light of the street lamp, but drew aside as Wembury crossed the road, and long before he reached the stranger he knew that Mary’s surmise had been correct. It was Bliss.

“Good evening. Inspector Wembury,” was the cool greeting.

Without preliminary, Alan made his accusation.

“Somebody has broken into Miss Lenley’s flat tonight, and I have reason to believe it is you, Bliss.”

“Broken into Miss Lenley’s flat, eh?” The central inspector was rather amused. “Do I look like a burglar?”

“I don’t know what you look like, but you were seen in the courtyard just before dark, examining the food lift. There’s no doubt that the man who entered Miss Lenley’s room gained admission by that means.”

“In that case,” said Bliss, “you had better take me down to your funny little police station and charge me. But before you do so, I will make your job a little easier by confessing that I did climb that infernal rope, that I did force the window of Miss Lenley’s bedroom, that I did inspect the flat. But I did not find what I expected to find. The man who was there before me got that.”

“Is that your explanation?” asked Wembury, when the other had finished, “that there was another man in the flat?”

“Exactly — a perfect explanation, though it may not satisfy you. I did not climb the rope until I had seen somebody else go up that way, and open the window. It was just before dusk. Your friends will doubtless tell you that I immediately went up the stairs and knocked at Miss Lenley’s door, and, receiving no answer, decided to make my entrance the same way as the unknown intruder. Does that satisfy you, Mr. Wembury, or do you think that as a police officer I exceeded my duty in chasing a burglar?”

Alan was in a quandary. If the story the man told was true, he had perfect justification for his action. But was it true?

“Did you turn out the contents of the drawers by any chance?”

Bliss shook his head.

“No, I’m afraid our friend forestalled me there. I opened one drawer and gathered from its confusion that my predecessor had made a search. I don’t think he found what he wanted, and that he will very likely come again tonight. That is why I am here. Have you any further questions, inspector?”

“No,” said Alan shortly.

“And you’re not thinking of inviting me to meet your superintendent? Good! Then I think my presence for the moment is a little superfluous.” And, with a jerk of his shoulder, he turned and strolled at a leisurely pace along the sidewalk.

Going back to the girl, Alan told her of his interview, and loyalty to his cloth prevented his giving his own private views on the matter.

“He may be speaking the truth,” he said. “Of course it was his duty to follow a burglar. If he is lying, we shall hear no more of it, but if he is telling the truth he will have to report the matter.”

He left her half an hour later, and as he went out of the flat he looked round for Bliss, but there was no sign of him. When he returned to the police station, he was taken aback to learn that Bliss had indeed reported the burglary, given times and full particulars, and had added a note to his report to the effect that Divisional Inspector Wembury had charge of the case.

Alan was baffled. If Bliss’s account was true, who could have been the first man to climb up the rope? And what other object had he in burgling Mary Lenley’s flat than a search for the code? It brought The Ringer too near for comfort. Here was a mystery, which was never solved until that night of horror when The Ringer came to Meister’s house.

Two little problems were recurring to Mary Lenley from day to day. Not the least important of these was contained in the formula, “Shall I tell Maurice?” Should she tell Maurice that she had been to tea with Alan Wembury…should she tell him of the burglary that had been committed the night before? On the whole she felt the least unpleasant confession, the one which would probably absorb him to the exclusion, was the second of her adventures.

Maurice was not down when she arrived, and Mr. Samuel Hackitt, newly installed in the Meister household, was polishing wearily the window that looked out on to the leads. He had made his appearance a few days before, and in spite of his unpleasant past Mary liked the little man.

“Good morning, miss.” He touched an invisible cap. “The old man’s still up in bed, bless his old heart!”

“Mr. Meister had a heavy night,” she said primly.

“‘Thick’ is the word I’d use,” said Sam, wringing out a leather cloth at his leisure.

Very wisely Mary did not encourage any further revelations.

“Funny old house, this, miss.” Sam knocked with his knuckle at one of the panels. “Holler. It’s more like a rabbit warren than a house.”

Mr. Meister’s residence had been built in the days when Peter the Great was still living in Deptford, She passed this news of historical interest on to the wholly unimpressed man.

“I never knew Peter…King, was he? That sounds like one of Meister’s lies.”

“It’s history, Sam,” she said severely, as she dusted her typewriter.

“I don’t take any notice of history — that’s lies, too,” said Hackitt, calmly. “Lor’ miss, you don’t know all the his’try books I’ve read—’Ume, Macaulay, Gibbons, the feller that wrote all about Rome.”

She was astounded.

“You’ve read them?”

He nodded. “Studied ‘em,” he said solemnly, so solemnly that she laughed.

“You’re quite a student: I didn’t realise that you were such a well read man.”

“You have to do something in ‘stir’,” said Sam, and she realised that this reading of his had whiled away some period of his incarceration.

He had an extraordinary stock of knowledge on unlikely subjects. Possibly this was gained under similar circumstances. Once or twice he strayed to the piano, although this had been dusted and polished, as she could see in her face reflected in the black top; but the piano fascinated him, and probably he had a higher respect for Mr. Meister because of his musical qualities than for his knowledge of the law. He depressed a key that tinkled sharply and apologised.

“I’m going up to Scotland Yard tomorrow, miss,” he said, and she thought it had something to do with his recent imprisonment, and expressed only a polite interest. “Never been there before,” said Sam complacently, “but I suppose it’s like every other busy’s office — one chair, one table, one pair of handcuffs, a sergeant and forty-five thousand perjuring liars!”

The entrance of Meister at that moment cut short his speculations. Maurice looked shaky and ill, she thought. After he had gruffly dismissed his new servitor, he told her he had slept badly.

“Where did you go—” he began.

She thought it was an excellent moment to tell him of her burglar. And because she did not wish to talk of Cora Ann she made no reference to the stolen letter. He listened in amazement, until she came to the interview which Alan had had with Inspector Bliss.

“Bliss! That’s queer!”

He stood up, his eyes tightened, as though he were facing a bright light.

“Bliss…I haven’t seen him for years. He’s been in America. A clever fellow…Bliss…humph!”

“But don’t you think it was extraordinary, Maurice, that he should climb up into my flat, or that there should have been anybody there before him — what profit can they find in burgling my poor little apartment?”

Maurice shook his head.

“I don’t believe it. Bliss wanted to find something in your room. The yarn about another man having gone up is all bunk.”

“But what could he find?” she insisted, and Maurice Meister was not prepared to offer a convincing reason.

Bliss! He had no right in Deptford, unless — Maurice was both puzzled and apprehensive. The advent of a Central man to Deptford could only indicate some extraordinary happening, and in his mind he went over the various events which might be calculated to interest that exalted policeman. Strangely enough, Deptford at this moment was unusually well behaved. There had been no serious charges in the division for three months, and Meister, who had his finger in more lawless pies than his worst enemy gave him credit for, knew that there had been no steal of such importance that Scotland Yard would send one who was reputedly its most promising officer to conduct an independent examination.

By some extraordinary process, peculiarly his own, he decided that there was nothing sinister in this attention. Probably Headquarters were trying out the new divisional inspector, and had sent this wise and experienced officer to discover the extent of his acquaintance with the Lenleys.

Meister’s breakfast was not an elaborate meal, and was usually served in his little bureau. This morning it consisted, as usual, of a cup of coffee, a small plate of fruit and a biscuit. He unfolded the newspaper by the side of his table and glanced at it idly. His life was so full that he had little time for, or interest in, the great events of the world; but a news item at the top of the columns caught his eye.

PRISON RIOT CONVICT SAVES THE LIFE OF DEPUTY GOVERNOR

He glanced through the description, expecting to find a name with which he was familiar, but, as is usual in these cases, a strict anonymity was preserved as to the identity of the prisoner concerned. There had been a riot in a county jail; the ringleaders had struck down a warder and taken possession of his keys, and would have killed the deputy governor, who happened to be in the prison hall at the time, but for the bravery of a convict who, with the aid of a broom handle, defended the official till armed warders came on the scene. Maurice pursed his lips and smiled. His regard for the criminal was a very low one. They were hardly human beings; he speculated idly on what reward the heroic convict would receive. Something more than he deserved.

Opening the box of cigars that was on the table, he bit off the end and lit a long, black cheroot, and as he smoked his mind vacillated between Mary and her peculiar experience. What was Bliss doing in Deptford, he wondered; he tried to recall the man as he had known him years before, but he was unsuccessful.

Hackitt came in to clear away the breakfast things, and, glancing familiarly over Meister’s shoulder, read the account.

“That deputy’s a pretty nice fellow,” he volunteered. “I wonder what made the boys get up against him. But the screws are bad.”

Meister raised his cold eyes.

“If you want to keep this job, you’ll not speak unless you’re spoken to, Hackitt.”

“No offence,” said Hackitt, quite unperturbed. “I’m naturally chatty.”

“Then try your chattiness on somebody else!” snapped Maurice.

The man went out of the room with the tray, and had gone a few minutes before he returned, bearing a long yellow envelope. Meister, snatching it from his hand, glanced at the superscription. It was marked “Very Urgent and Confidential” and bore the stamp of Scotland Yard.

“Who brought this?” he asked.

“A copper,” said Sam.

Maurice pointed to the door.

“You can go.”

He waited till the door had closed upon his servant before he tore open the flap, and his hand shook as he drew out the folded typewritten paper.

SIR, I have the honour to inform you that the Deputy Commissioner, Colonel Walford, C.B., wishes to see you at his office at Scotland Yard at 11.30 in the forenoon tomorrow. The matter is of the greatest importance, and the Deputy Commissioner wishes me to say that he trusts you will make every effort to keep this appointment, and notify him by telegram if you cannot be at Scotland Yard at the hour named.

I have the honour to be, sir, etc.


A summons to Scotland Yard! The first that Meister had ever received. What did it portend?

He rose to his feet, opened a little cupboard and took out a long bottle of brandy, and splashed a generous portion into a glass, and he was furious with himself to find that his hand was shaking. What did Scotland Yard know? What did they wish to know? His future, his very liberty, depended on the answer to those questions. The morrow! The very day he had chosen to put into execution certain plans he had formulated. Unconsciously Scotland Yard had given Mary Lenley a day of respite!
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At the lawyer’s request, Mary came early to work the following morning, and she was surprised to find Maurice up and dressed. He was one of those men who usually was meticulously careful as to his dress, and indeed was almost a dandy in this respect. But he was usually a slow dresser and liked to lounge about the house in his pale green dressing-gown until the arrival of clients or the necessity for a consultation with counsel, made him shed that garment.

When she came in, he was walking up and down the room with his hands clasped behind him. He looked as if he had not slept very well, and she remarked upon this.

“Yes, I slept all right.” He spoke jerkily, nervously, and he was obviously labouring under some very strong emotion. It never occurred to Mary Lenley that that emotion might be fear. “I have to go to Scotland Yard, my dear,” said Meister, “and I was wondering” — he forced a smile— “whether you would like to come up with me — not into the Yard,” he added hastily, when he saw the look of repugnance on her face. “Perhaps you would like to stay at a — at a tearoom or somewhere until I came out?”

“But why, Maurice?” The request was most unexpected.

He was not patient to answer questions.

“If you don’t wish to come, don’t, my dear—” he said sharply, but altered his tone. “There are one or two things I would like to talk to you about — business matters in which I may need a little — clerical assistance.”

He walked to her desk and took up a paper.

“Here are the names and addresses of a number of people: I wish you to keep this paper in your bag. The gentlemen named should be notified if anything — I mean, if it is necessary.”

He could not tell her that he had passed that night in a cold sweat of fear, alternating snatches of bad dreams with an endless cogitation on the unpleasant possibilities which the morrow held. Nor could he explain that the names which he had written down and chosen with such care, were men of substance who might vouch for him in certain eventualities. He might have confessed with truth that he wanted her company that morning for the distraction he needed during the hours that preceded his interview with the Commissioner; and if the worst happened, for somebody to be at hand whom he could notify and trust to work in his interests.

“I don’t know what they want me for at Scotland Yard,” he said, with an attempt at lightness. “Probably some little matter connected with one of my clients.”

“Do they often send for you?” she asked innocently.

He looked at her quickly. “No, I have never been before. In fact, it is a most unusual procedure. I have never heard of a solicitor being sent for.”

She nodded at this. “I thought so,” she said. “Alan told me that they ask you to come to Scotland Yard either to ‘pump’ you or catch you!”

He glowered at this. “I beg of you not to give me at second hand the vulgarities of your police officer friend. ‘To pump you’ — what an expression! Obviously they have asked me to go because I’ve defended some rascal about whom they want information. Possibly the man is planning to rob me.”

The point was such a sore one that Mary very wisely refrained from carrying it any further.

Maurice possessed no car of his own, and it was characteristic of him that the local garage could supply no machine of sufficient magnificence to support his state. The Rolls which came to him from a West End hirer was the newest and shiniest that could be procured, and to the admiration and envy of the Flanders Laners, who stood in their doorways to watch the departure, Mary drove off with her employer. His nervousness seemed to increase rather than diminish as Deptford was left behind. He asked her half a dozen times if she had the paper with the names of his influential friends. Once, after an interregnum of gloomy silence on his part, she had tried to make conversation by asking him if he had seen an item in the newspaper.

“Riot in a prison?” he answered abstractedly. “No — yes, I did. What about it?”

“It is the prison Johnny is in,” she said, “and I was rather worried — he is such an impetuous boy, and probably he has done something foolish. Is there any way of finding out?”

Meister was interested.

“Was Johnny in that jail? I didn’t realise that. Yes, my dear, we’ll find out if you wish.”

He evidently brooded upon this aspect of the prison riot, for as the car was crossing Westminster Bridge he said: “I hope Johnny is not involved: it would mean the loss of his marks.”

She had hardly digested this ominous remark before the car turned on to the Thames Embankment and pulled up just short of the entrance to Scotland Yard.

“Perhaps you would like to sit in the car and wait?”

“How long will you be gone?” she asked.

Mr. Meister would have given a lot of money to have been able to answer that question with any accuracy.

“I don’t know. These official people are very dilatory. Anyway, you can amuse yourself as you wish.”

As he was talking he saw a man drop nimbly from a tramcar and slouch across the road towards the arched entrance of police headquarters.

“Hackitt?” he said incredulously. “He didn’t tell me he was coming. He served me my breakfast half an hour before you arrived at the house.”

His face was twitching. She was amazed that so small a thing could have so devastating an effect.

“All right,” he nodded and scarcely looking at her, strode away.

He stopped at the entrance to the Yard as some creature of the wild might halt at the entrance of a trap. What did Hackitt know about him? What could Hackitt say? When he had taken the man into his employ, he had not been actuated by any sense of charity — on the contrary, he felt he was securing a bargain. But was Hackitt in the pay of the police — a “nose,” sent into his house to pry amongst his papers, unearth his secrets, reveal the mysteries of locked cellars and boarded-up attics?

Setting his teeth, he walked down the gentle slope and turned into Scotland Yard.
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Mary elected to spend the first part of her time of waiting in the car with a newspaper, but the printed page was a poor rival to the pageant of life that was moving past. The clanging trams crowded with passengers, the endless procession of vehicles crossing the beautiful bridge, the panorama of London which was visible through the front windows of the car. She wondered if business would call Alan Wembury to headquarters, and had dismissed this possibility when he made a very commonplace appearance. Somebody walked past the car with long strides: she only saw the back of him, but in an instant she was out on the sidewalk. He heard her voice and spun round.

“Why, Mary!” he said, his face lighting up. “What on earth are you doing this side of the world? You haven’t come with Meister?”

“Did you know they’ve sent for him?”

Alan nodded.

“Is it anything very important? He is a little worried, I think.”

Wembury might have told her that Meister’s worry before he went to Scotland Yard was as nothing to what it would be after.

“You didn’t bring Mr. Hackitt by any chance?” he smiled, and she shook her head.

“No, Maurice didn’t know that Hackitt was coming — I think that rather distressed him. What is the mystery, Alan?”

He laughed. “The mystery is the one you’re making, my dear.” And then, as he saw the colour come to her face, he went on penitently: “I’m awfully sorry. That’s terribly familiar.”

“I don’t mind really,” she laughed. “I’m pretending that you’re a very old gentleman. Do you often have these important conferences? And who is that, Alan?”

A beautiful little coupe had drawn noiselessly to the kerb just ahead of their own car. The chauffeur jumped down, opened the lacquered door, and a girl got out, looked up at the facade of Scotland Yard and passed leisurely under the arch. Though it was early in the morning, and the place was crowded, a cigarette burnt between her gloved fingers and she left behind her the elusive fragrance of some eastern perfume.

“She’s a swell, isn’t she? And an old acquaintance of yours.”

“Not Mrs. Milton!” said the girl in amazement.

“Mrs. Milton it is. I must run after her and shepherd her into a nice airy room.”

She dismissed him with a nod. He took her hand in his for a moment and looked down into her eyes.

“You know where to find me, Mary?” he said in a low voice, and before she could answer this cryptic question, he was gone.

At the request of a policeman, the driver of her car moved the car beyond the gateway and came to a halt at a place where she had a more comprehensive view of the building. It did not look like a police headquarters: it might have been the head office of some prosperous insurance company, or a Government building on which a usually staid architect had been allowed to give full play to his Gothic tendencies. What was happening behind those windows? What drama or tragedy was being played out in those rooms which look upon the Embankment? She thought of Johnny and shivered a little. His record was somewhere in that building, tabulated in long cabinets, his fingerprints, body-marks, colouring. It was dreadfully odd to think of Johnny as a number in a card index. Did they have numbers in jail also? She seemed to remember reading about such things.

She was suddenly conscious that somebody was staring in at the car, and, turning her head, she met a pair of humorous blue eyes that twinkled under shaggy grey eyebrows. A tall, bent figure in a homespun suit, with an impossible brown felt hat on the back of his white head, and he was obviously wishing to speak to her. She opened the door of the car and came out.

“Ye’ll be Miss Lenley, I think? My name’s Lomond.”

“Oh, yes, you’re Dr. Lomond,” she smiled. “I thought I recognised you.”

“But, my dear leddy, you’ve never seen me!”

“Alan — Mr. Wembury says you look like every doctor he has ever known.”

This seemed to please him, for his shoulders shook with silent laughter.

“Ye’re no’ curious, or you’d ask me how I knew you,” he said. And then he looked up at Scotland Yard. “A sad and gloomy-faced place, young leddy.” He shook his head dolefully. “You’ve no’ been called here professionally?”

As he spoke, he fumbled in his pockets, produced a silver tobacco-box and rolled a cigarette.

“They’ve dragged me from my studies to examine a poor wee body,” he said, and at first she took him literally, and thought he had been brought to identify some drowned or murdered man, and the look of antipathy in her face was not lost on the doctor.

“She’s alive,” he gurgled, “and no’ so unattractive!” He held out his long hand. “I’d like to be meeting you more often, Miss Lenley. Mebbe I’ll come along and see you one day, and we’ll have a bit chat.”

“I should love it, doctor,” she said truthfully.

She liked the old man: there was a geniality and a youthfulness in that smile of his that went straight to her heart. She watched him shuffling laboriously, the cigarette still twisting and rolling in his hand, until the grey pillars of the gateway hid him for view. Who was the poor wee body? She knew that he referred to a forthcoming cross-examination, for Alan had told her of his exploit with the poisoner Ann Prideaux. And then it flashed upon her — Cora Milton! She felt rather sorry for Dr. Lomond: he was such a nice, gentle soul; he would find Cora Ann Milton a particularly difficult lady.
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Mary did not see Central Detective Inspector Bliss walk quickly through the stone doorway of Scotland Yard. He scarcely acknowledged the salute of the constable on duty, and passed along the vaulted corridor to the Chief Constable’s room. A slight, bearded man, pale of face, brusque of manner, he might hold the respect of his subordinates, but he had no place in their affections.

“That’s Mr. Bliss,” said the officer to a younger constable. “Keep out of his way. He was bad enough before he went to America — he’s a pig now!”

Mr. Maurice Meister, sitting on a hard form in one waiting-room, saw him pass the open door and frowned. The walk of the man was oddly familiar.

Sam Hackitt, exconvict, lounging in the corridor in charge of a plain clothes police officer, scratched his nose thoughtfully and wondered where he had seen the face before. Mr. Bliss opened the door of the Chief Constable’s room, walked in and slammed the door. Wembury, gazing abstractedly through the double windows which gave a view of the Embankment, turned his head and nodded. Every time he had met Central Inspector Bliss he had liked him less.

The bearded man made for the desk in the centre of the room, picked up a sheet of paper, read it and grunted. A trim messenger came in and handed him a letter, he read the address and dropped the envelope on the table. Turning his head with an impatient growl, he asked: “Why is the Assistant Commissioner holding this inquiry, anyway? It’s not an administration job. Things have changed pretty considerably since I was here.”

Alan withdrew his attention from the new County Council building. “The Chief Constable had the case in hand,” he said, “but he’s away ill, so Colonel Walford is taking it for him.”

“But why Walford?” snarled Bliss. “He has about as much knowledge of the job as my foot!”

Alan was very patient. He knew that he would be meeting Bliss that morning and had it in his mind to ask him about that mysterious visit he had paid to Malpas Mansions, but Bliss seemed hardly in a communicative mood.

“This is a pretty big thing. If The Ringer is really back — and headquarters is pretty certain that he is—”

Bliss smiled contemptuously. “The Ringer!” And then, remembering: “Who is this man who wrote from Maidstone Prison?”

“Hackitt — a fellow who knew him.”

Bliss laughed harshly. “Hackitt! Do you think that Hackitt knows anything about him? You’re getting pretty credulous at Scotland Yard in these days!”

The whole attitude of the man was offensive. It was as though he wished deliberately to antagonise the other.

“He says he’d recognise him.”

“Bosh!” said Bliss scornfully. “It’s an old lag’s trick. He’d say anything to make a sensation.”

“Dr. Lomond says—” began Alan, and was stopped by an explosive snort from the bearded detective.

“I don’t want to know what any police surgeon says! That fellow’s got a hell of a nerve. He wanted to teach me my business.”

It was news to Wembury that the pawky old police surgeon had ever crossed swords with this querulous man.

“Lomond’s a clever fellow!” he protested.

Bliss was turning the leaves of a book he had taken from the table.

“So he admits in this book of his. I suppose this sort of thing impresses you, eh? I’ve been two years in America, the home of all this anthropology sort of muck. I’ve met madmen who could give points to Lomond. Suppose Hackitt says he knows The Ringer, who else is going to identify him?” he asked, throwing down the volume.

“You, for one. I understand you tried to arrest him after the Attaman case.”

Bliss looked at him sharply. “I? I never saw the swine. He had his back to me the day I went to pinch him. I just laid my hands on him when — bingo! I was on the ground with four inches of good knife in me. Who’s seen him?”

“Meister?” suggested Alan.

The other man frowned. “Meister! Will he ever have a chance of talking? That is what I want to know!”

It was the second surprise of the morning for Wembury. “Why shouldn’t he?”

But Inspector Bliss avoided the question. “I’ll bet Meister never saw him plainly in his life. Too full of dope, for one thing. The Ringer’s clever. I hand it to him. I wish to God I’d never left Washington — I had a soft job there.”

“You don’t seem very happy,” smiled the younger man.

“If you’d been there they’d have kept you there,” snapped the other. “They wanted me back at the Yard.”

In spite of his annoyance Wembury laughed. “I like your manners, but I hate your modesty,” he said. “And yet we seem to have been catching ’em all right. I haven’t noticed very much depression amongst the criminal classes since you returned.”

But Bliss was not to be drawn. He was studying the title page of the book in his hand, and was on the point of making some sarcastic reference to Dr. Lomond and his anthropological studies when Colonel Walford came in and the two men stiffened to attention.

“Sorry, gentlemen, to keep you waiting,” he said cheerfully. “Good morning, Bliss.”

“Good morning, sir.”

“There’s a letter for you, sir,” said Wembury.

“Yes,” growled Bliss impatiently. “The Assistant Commissioner can see that for himself.”

“The man who wrote to you from Maidstone is here, sir,” reported Alan.

“Oh, Hackitt?”

“You don’t think he knows The Ringer, do you, sir?” asked Bliss with a contemptuous smile.

“Honestly, I don’t. But he comes from Deptford. There’s just a remote chance that he’s speaking the truth. Have him up, Wembury — I’ll go along and tell the Chief Commissioner I am taking the inquiry.”

When he had gone: “Hackitt!” said Bliss. “Huh! I remember him. Five-six years ago I got him eighteen months at the London Sessions for housebreaking. A born liar!”

Two minutes later, in response to Alan’s telephoned instructions, the “born liar” was ushered into the room.

Mr. Samuel Cuthbert Hackitt had the pert manner of the irrepressible Cockney. He stood now, in no wise abashed by the surroundings or awed by the imponderable menace of Scotland Yard.

Alan Wembury smiled a greeting.

“Hallo, Mr. Wembury!” said Sam cheerfully. “You’re looking bright an’ ‘ealthy.”

He was looking hard at Alan’s companion.

“You remember Mr. Bliss?”

“Bliss?” Sam frowned. “You’ve changed a bit, ain’t yer? Where did yer get your whiskers from?”

“You shut your ugly mouth,” snapped Bliss, and Sam grinned.

“That’s more like yer.”

“Remember where you are, Hackitt,” warned Wembury.

The exconvict showed his white teeth again. “I know where I am, sir. Scotland Yard. You don’t arf do yourselves well, don’t you? Where’s the grand planner? Meister’s got one! Look at the flowers — love a duck, everything the ‘eart can desire.”

If looks could kill, the scowl on the face of Bliss would have removed one law breaker from the world. What he might have said is a matter for conjecture as the Commissioner came back at that moment.

“Good mornin’, sir,” said Sam affably. “Nice pitch you’ve got here. All made out of thieving and murder!”

Colonel Walford concealed a smile. “We have a letter from you when you were in prison, Hackitt.” He opened a folder and, taking out a sheet of blue notepaper, read: ‘“Dear Sir: This comes hoping to find you well, and all kind friends at Scotland Yard—’”

“I didn’t know Bliss was back,” interjected Sam.

“‘There’s a lot of talk about The Ringer,’” continued the Colonel, “‘down here — him that was drowned in Australia. Dear sir, I can tell you a lot about him now that he’s departed this life, as I once see him though only for a second and I knew where he lodged.’ Is that true?”

“Yes, sir,” nodded Sam. “I lodged in the same ‘ouse.”

“Oh, then, you know what he looks like?”

“What he looked like,” corrected Sam. “He’s dead.”

Colonel Walford shook his head, and the man’s jaw dropped. Looking at him, Alan saw his face change colour.

“Not dead? The Ringer alive? Good morning, thank you very much!” He turned to go.

“What do you know about him?”

“Nothing!” said Hackitt emphatically. “I’ll tell you the truth, sir, without any madam whatsoever. [Madam = telling the tale. EW] Nosing on a dead man’s one thing,” said Sam earnestly; “nosing on a live Ringer is another, I give you my word! I know a bit about The Ringer — not much, but a bit. And I’m not goin’ to tell that bit. And why? Because I just come out of ‘stir’ and Meister’s give me a job. I want to live peaceable without any trouble from anybody.”

“Now don’t be foolish, Hackitt,” said the Commissioner “If you can help us we may be able to help you.”

Sam’s long lip curled in a sardonic smile.

“If I’m dead, can you help me to get alive?” he asked sarcastically. “I don’t nose on The Ringer. He’s a bit too hot for me.”

“I don’t believe you know anything,” sneered Bliss.

“What you believe don’t interest me,” growled the convict.

“Come on — if you know anything, tell the Commissioner, What are you afraid of?”

“What you’re afraid of,” snapped Hackitt. “He nearly got you once! Ah! That don’t make you laugh! I’m very sorry; I come up here under what is termed a misapprehension. Goodbye, everybody.”

He turned to go.

“Here, wait,” said Bliss.

“Let him go — let him go!” The Commissioner waved Sam Hackitt out of existence.

“He never saw The Ringer,” said Bliss when the man had gone.

Walford shook his head. “I don’t agree. His whole attitude shows that he has. Is Meister here?”

“Yes, sir — he’s in the waiting-room,” replied Alan.
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A few seconds later came Maurice Meister, his debonair self, yet not wholly at his ease. He strode into the room, examined his wristwatch ostentatiously, and looked from one to the other.

“I think there must be some mistake,” he said. “I thought I was going to see the Chief Constable.”

Walford nodded. “Yes, but unfortunately he’s ill; I’m taking his place.”

“I was asked to call at eleven-thirty; it is now” — he consulted his watch— “twelve-forty-nine. I have a case to defend at the Greenwich Police Court. God knows what will happen to the poor devil if I’m not there.”

“I am sorry to have kept you waiting,” said Colonel Walford coldly. “Take a seat.”

As he went to sit, putting his stick and hat on the desk, he looked at Bliss. “Your face is vaguely familiar,” he said.

“My name is Bliss,” replied the detective. The eyes of the two men met.

So this was Bliss: Maurice averted his eyes from that defiant stare. “I’m sorry — I thought I knew you.”

He seated himself carefully near the desk, placed his hat on the table and drew off his gloves.

“It is a little unusual, is it not, to summon an officer of the Royal Courts of Justice to Scotland Yard?” he asked.

The Assistant Commissioner settled himself back in his chair: he had dealt with men far cleverer than Maurice Meister.

“Now, Mr. Meister, I am going to speak very frankly — that is why I brought you here.”

Meister’s brows met. “‘Brought’ is not a word I like, Mr. Walford.”

“Colonel Walford,” prompted Alan. The Colonel took up a minute paper and read a line or two.

“Mr. Meister,” he began, “you are a lawyer with a large clientele in Deptford?” Meister nodded. “There isn’t a thief in South London who doesn’t know Mr. Meister of Flanders Lane. You are famous both as a defender of hopeless cases — and — er — as a philanthropist.” Again Meister inclined his head as though at a compliment. “A man commits a burglary and gets away with it. Later he is arrested; none of the stolen property is found — he is apparently penniless. Yet you not only defend him personally in the police court, and through eminent counsel at the Old Bailey, but during the time the man is in prison you support his relatives.”

“Mere humanity! Am I — am I to be suspect, as it were, because I — I help these unfortunate people? I will not see the wives and the wretched children suffer through the faults of their parents,” said Maurice Meister virtuously.

Bliss had stepped out of the room. Why, he wondered, in some apprehension.

“Oh, yes; I’m sure of that,” answered the Colonel dryly. “Now, Mr. Meister, I haven’t brought you here to ask you about the money that you distribute from week to week, or where it comes from. I’m not even going to suggest that somebody who has access to the prisoner in a professional capacity has learnt where the proceeds of the robbery are hidden, and has acted as his agent.”

“I am glad you do not say that, Colonel.” Meister had recovered his nerve by now; was his old urbane self. There was danger here, deadly, devastating danger. He had need for a cool head. “If you had said that, I should have been extremely—”

“I’m not insisting on it, I tell you. The money comes from somewhere, Meister. I am not curious. Sometimes you do not support your clients with money — you take their relatives into your employment?”

“I help them in one way or another,” admitted Meister.

The Colonel was eyeing him closely.

“When a convict has a pretty sister, for example, you find it convenient to employ her. You have a girl secretary now, a Miss Lenley?”

“Yes.”

“Her brother Went to prison for three years on information supplied to the police — by you!”

Meister shrugged his shoulders. “It was my duty. In whatever other respect I fail, my duty as a citizen is paramount.”

“Two years ago,” said Walford slowly, “she had a predecessor, a girl who was subsequently found drowned.” He paused, as though waiting for a response. “You heard me?”

Maurice sighed and nodded. “Yes, I heard you. It was a tragedy. I’ve never been so shocked in my life — never. I don’t like even to think about it.”

“The girl’s name was Gwenda Milton.” Walford spoke deliberately. “The sister of Henry Arthur Milton — otherwise known as — The Ringer!”

There was something in his tone which was significant. Meister looked at the Colonel strangely.

“The most brilliant criminal we have in our records — and the most dangerous.”

Two spots of dull red came into the sallow face of the lawyer.

“And never caught. Colonel — never caught!” he almost shouted. “Although the police knew that he was passing through Paris — knew the time to a minute — he slipped through their fingers. All the clever policemen in England and all the clever policemen in Australia have never caught him.”

He gained control of his voice; was his old urbane self in an instant.

“I’m not saying anything against the police. As a ratepayer, I am proud of them — but it wasn’t clever to let him slip. I don’t mind saying this to you because you’re new to the business.”

The Commissioner overlooked the implied insolence of this reference to his recent appointment.

“He should have been taken, I admit,” he said quietly. “But that is beside the point. The Ringer left his sister in your care. Whether he trusted you with his money I don’t know — he trusted you with his sister.”

“I treated her well,” protested Meister. “Was it my fault that she died? Did I throw her into the river? Be reasonable. Colonel!”

“Why did she end her life?” asked Walford sternly.

“How should I know? I never dreamt that she was in any kind of trouble. As God is my judge!”

The Colonel checked him with a gesture. “And yet you made all the arrangements for her at the nursing home,” he said significantly.

Meister’s face paled. “That’s a lie!”

“It didn’t come out at the inquest. Nobody knows but Scotland Yard and — Henry Arthur Milton!”

Maurice Meister smiled. “How can he know — he’s dead. He died in Australia.”

There was a pause, and then Walford spoke.

“The Ringer is alive — he’s here,” he said, and Meister came to his feet, white to the lips.
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Maurice Meister faced the Assistant Commissioner with horror in his eyes.

“The Ringer here! Are you serious?”

The Commissioner nodded.

“I repeat — he’s alive — he’s here.”

“That can’t be true! He wouldn’t dare come here with a death sentence hanging over him. The Ringer! You’re trying to scare me — ha! ha!” He forced a laugh. “Your little joke, Colonel.”

“He’s here — I’ve sent for you to warn you.”

“Why warn me?” demanded Meister. “I never saw him in my life, I don’t even know what he looks like. I knew the girl he used to run around with an American girl. She was crazy about him. Where is she? Where she is, he is.”

“She’s in London. In this very building at this very moment!”

Meister’s eyes opened wide.

“Here? The Ringer wouldn’t dare do it!” And then, with sudden violence: “If you know he’s in London, why don’t you take him? The man’s a madman. What are you for? To protect people — to protect me! Can’t you get in touch with him? Can’t you tell him that I knew nothing about his sister, that I looked after her and was like a father to her? Wembury, you know that I had nothing to do with this girl’s death?”

He turned to Alan.

“I know nothing about it,” said the detective coldly. “The only thing I know is that if anything happens to Mary Lenley, I’ll—”

“Don’t you threaten me!” stormed Meister.

“I don’t know what women see in you, Meister! Your reputation is foul!”

Meister’s lips were trembling. “Lies, more lies! They tear a man’s character to rags, these scum! There have been women — naturally. We’re men of the world. One isn’t an anchorite. The Ringer!” — he forced a smile. “Pshaw! Somebody has been fooling you! Don’t you think I should have heard? Not a bird moves in Deptford but I know it. Who has seen him?”

“Meister, I’ve warned you,” said Walford seriously as he rang a bell. “From now on your house will be under our observation. Have bars put on your windows; don’t admit anybody after dark and never leave the house by night except with a police escort.”

Inspector Bliss came in at that moment.

“Oh, Bliss — I think Mr. Meister may need a little care taken of him — I put him in your charge. Watch over him like a father.” The dark eyes of the detective fell upon the lawyer as he rose. “The day you take him I’ll give a thousand pounds to the Police Orphanage,” said Meister.

“We don’t want money so badly as that. I think that is all. It is not my business to pass judgment on any man. It is a dangerous game that you are playing. Your profession gives you an advantage over other receivers—”

It was the one word above all others that Meister hated.

“Receiver! You hardly realise what you are saying.”

“Indeed I do. Good morning.”

Meister polished his hat on his sleeve as he walked to the door. “You will be sorry for that statement, Colonel. For my own part, I am unmoved by your hasty judgment.” He looked at his watch. “Five minutes to one—”

He had left behind his walking stick. Bliss picked it up. The handle was loose, and with a twist he drew out a long steel blade. “Your swordstick, Mr. Meister — you seem to be looking after yourself pretty well,” he said with an unholy grin.

Meister shot one baleful look at him as he went out of the room.

He scarcely remembered leaving the Chief Constable’s office, but walked down the corridor and into the yard like a man in a dream. It was not possible. The Ringer back in London! All these stories at which he had scoffed were true. A terrible miracle had happened. Henry Arthur Milton was here, in this great city, might be this man or that…he found himself peering into the faces he met between the Yard and the sidewalk where his car was parked.

“Is anything wrong, Maurice?” asked Mary anxiously, as she came to meet him.

“Wrong?” His voice was thick, unnatural; the eyes had a queer, glazed expression. “Wrong? No, nothing is wrong — why? What can be wrong?”

All the time he was speaking, his head turned nervously left and right. Who was that man walking towards him, swinging a cane so lightheartedly? Might he not be The Ringer? And that pedlar, shuffling along with a tray of matches and studs before him, an unkempt, grimy, dirty-looking old man — it was such a disguise as The Ringer would love to adopt. Bliss? Where had he seen Bliss before? Somewhere…his voice, too, had a familiar sound. He racked his brains to recall. Even the chauffeur came under his terrified scrutiny: a burly man with a long upper lip and a snub nose. That could not be The Ringer…

“What is the matter, Maurice?”

He looked at her vacantly. “Oh, Mary!” he said. “Yes, of course, my dear, we ought to be getting home.”

He stumbled past her into the car, dropped on to the padded seat with a little groan.

“Do you want to go back to Deptford, Maurice?”

“Yes — back to Deptford.”

She gave instructions to the chauffeur and, entering the car after him, closed the door. “Was it something awful, Maurice?”

“No, my dear.” He roused himself with a start. “Awful?…No, a lie, that’s all! Tried to scare me…tried to scare Maurice Meister!” His laugh was thin and cracked and wholly unnatural. “They thought it would rattle me. You know what these police commissioners are…jumped up army officers who have been jobbed into a soft billet, and have to pretend they understand police work to keep it!” His face changed.

“That man Bliss was there — the fellow you told me about. I can’t quite place him, Mary. Did your — did Wembury tell you anything about him?” She shook her head.

“No, Maurice, I only know what I told you.”

“Bliss!” he muttered. “I’ve never seen a detective with a beard before. They used to wear them years ago: it was quite the ordinary thing, but nowadays they’re cleanshaven…he comes from America, too. Did you see Hackitt?”

She nodded. “He came out about ten minutes before you and got on a tram.”

He heaved a deep and troubled sigh. “I wish I’d seen him. I’d like to know what they asked him about. Of course I know now: they brought him there for an altogether different reason. They’re sly, these fellows; you never know what they’re after. The truth isn’t in them!”

He was feeling in his pocket for the little cushion-shaped gold box, and Mary pretended not to see. She had guessed the nature of the stimulant which Maurice took at frequent intervals, and of late he had made no disguise of his weakness. He snuffled at a pinch of white, glittering powder, dusted his face with a handkerchief, and a few seconds later was laughing at himself — another man. She had often wondered at the efficacy of the drug, not realising that every week he had to increase the dose to produce the desired effect, and that one day he would be a cringing, crawling slave to the glittering white powder which he now regarded as his servant.

“Wembury threatened me, by gad!” His tone had changed: he was now his pompous self. “A wretched hireling police officer threatened me, an officer of the High Court of Justice!”

“Surely not, Maurice? Alan threatened you?” He nodded solemnly, and was about to tell her the nature of the threat when he thought better of it. Even in his present mood of exaltation he had no desire to raise the subject of Gwenda Milton.

“I took no notice, of course. One is used to dealing with that kind of creature. By the way, Mary, I have made inquiries and I’ve discovered that Johnny was not involved in the prison riot.”

She was so grateful for this news, that she did not for one moment question its authenticity. Mary did not know that Scotland Yard was as ignorant of what happened in the prison as the Agricultural and Fisheries Board. But when he was under the influence of the drug, Maurice lied for the pleasure of lying: it was symptomatic of the disease.

“No, he was not in any way connected with the trouble. It was a man named — I forget the name, but it doesn’t matter — who was the ringleader. And, my dear, I’ve been thinking over that burglary at your house.” He half-turned to face her, the drug had transformed him: he was the old loquacious, debonair and carefree Meister she knew. “You can’t stay any longer at Malpas Mansions. I will not allow it. Johnny would never forgive me if anything happened to you.”

“But where can I go, Maurice?”

He smiled.

“You’re coming to my house. I’ll have that room put in order and the lights seen to. You can have a maid to look after you…”

She was shaking her head already. “That is impossible,” she said quietly. “I am not at all nervous about the burglary, and I am quite sure that nobody intended harming me. I shall stay at Malpas Mansions, and if I get too nervous I shall go into lodgings.”

“My dear Mary!” he expostulated.

“I’m determined on that, Maurice,” she said, and he was a picture of resignation.

“As you wish. Naturally, I would not suggest that you should come to a bachelor’s establishment without rearranging my household to the new conditions; but if you’re set against honouring my little hovel, by all means do as you wish.”

As they approached New Cross he woke from the reverie into which he had fallen and asked: “I wonder who is on the rack at this moment?”

She could not understand what he meant for a moment.

“You mean at Scotland Yard?”

He nodded. “I’d give a lot of money,” he said slowly, “to know just what is happening in Room C 2 at this very second, and who is the unfortunate soul facing the inquisitors.”
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Dr. Lomond could neither be described as an unfortunate soul, nor the genial Assistant Commissioner as an inquisitor. Colonel Walford for the moment was being very informative, and the old doctor listened, rolling one of his interminable cigarettes, and apparently not particularly interested in the recital.

Lomond was possessed of many agreeable qualities, and he had the dour humour of his race. Alert and quickwitted, he displayed the confidence and assurance of one who was so much master of his own particular subject that he could afford to mock himself and his science. His attitude towards the Commissioner was respectful only so far as it implied the deference due to an older man, but an equal.

He paused at the door.

“I’ll not be in the way, will I?”

“Come along in, doctor,” smiled the Commissioner.

“Poor old Prideaux!” he shook his head sadly. “Man, it’s on my conscience sending a man to be hanged in the suburbs! There was a dignity about Newgate and an historical value to being hanged at Tyburn. I wish I didn’t know so much about criminology. Have ye ever noticed Wembury’s ears, sir? He exhibited these appendages of the embarrassed Wembury in the manner of a showman. A tee-pical criminal ear! In conjunction with the prognathic process of the jaw suggests a rabid homicide! Have ye ever committed a murder?”

“Not yet,” growled Alan.

Lomond finished rolling his cigarette, and the Commissioner, who had been waiting patiently for this operation to be concluded, spoke: “I wanted to have a little chat with you, doctor.”

“About a woman,” said Lomond, without looking up.

“How the devil did you guess that?” asked the surprised Walford.

“I didn’t guess; I knew. You see, you’re a broadcaster — most people are. And I’m terribly receptive. Telepathic. It’s one of the animal things left in me.”

Bliss was watching, his lips lifted in derision.

“Animal?” he growled. “I always thought telepathy was one of the signs of intellect. That’s what they say in America.”

“They say so many things in America that they don’t mean. Telepathy is just animal instinct which has been smothered under reason. What would you have me do for the lady?”

“I want you to find out something about her husband,” said Walford, and the doctor’s eyes twinkled.

“Would she know? Do wives know anything about their husbands?”

“I’m not so sure that he is her husband,” said Bliss.

The old man chuckled.

“Ah! Then she would! She’d know fine if he was somebody else’s husband. Who is she?”

The Commissioner turned to Wembury.

“What is her real name?”

“Cora Ann Milton — she was born Cora Ann Barford.”

Lomond looked up suddenly.

“Barford — Cora Ann? Cora Ann! That’s a coincidence!”

“Why?”

“I was hearing a lot about a Cora Ann, a few months ago,” said the doctor, lighting his limp cigarette.

“You don’t want me, sir?” said Bliss. “I’ve got some real work to do!” He walked to the door. “Doctor, here’s a job after your own heart. A man with your wisdom ought to catch him in a week.”

“I ignore that,” said the doctor, smoking placidly, and the sound of his chuckle pursued Bliss down the corridor.

And now Lomond was to hear the police story of The Ringer. The Commissioner opened a dossier.

“The history of this man is a most peculiar one, and will interest you as an anthropologist. In the first place, he has never been in our hands. The man is an assassin. So far as we know, he has never gained a penny by any of the murders of which we suspect him. We know almost for certain that during the war he was an officer in the Flying Corps — a solitary man with only one friend, a lad who was afterwards shot on an ill-founded charge of cowardice made by his colonel — Chafferis-Wisman. Three months after the war ended Chafferis-Wisman was killed. We suspect, indeed we are certain, the murderer was The Ringer, who had disappeared immediately after the Armistice was signed — didn’t even wait to draw his gratuity.”

“He was no Scotsman,” interjected Lomond.

“He had refused the D.S.O. — Every decoration that was offered to him,” Walford went on. “He was never photographed in any of the regimental groups. We have only one drawing of him, made by a steward on a boat plying between Seattle and Vancouver. It was on this boat that Milton was married.”

“Married?”

Walford explained.

“There was a girl on the ship, a fugitive from American justice; she had shot a man who had insulted her in some low-down dance hall in Seattle. She must have confided in Milton that she would be arrested on her arrival in Vancouver, for he persuaded a parson on board to marry them. She became a British subject and defeated the extradition law,” he continued. “It was a foolish, quixotic thing to do.”

Lomond’s eyes twinkled.

“Ah, then, he must be a Scotsman. He’s really a terror, eh?”

“If people knew this man was in England, there would be trouble,” said the Colonel. “He certainly killed old Oberzhon, who ran a South American agency of a very unpleasant character. He killed Attaman, the moneylender. Meister, by the way, was in the house when the murder was committed. There has been method in every killing. He left his sister in Meister’s charge when he had to fly the country over the Attaman affair. He did not know that Meister was giving us information about his movements. And, of course, Meister being the brute he is…” He shrugged.

“The Ringer knows?” Lomond moved his chair nearer to the desk. “Come that’s interesting.”

“We know he was in Australia eight months ago. Our information is that he is now in England — and if he is, he has come back with only one object: to settle with Meister in his own peculiar way. Meister was his solicitor — he was always running around with Gwenda Milton.”

“You say you have a picture of him?”

The Commissioner handed a pencil sketch to Lomond, and the doctor gasped.

“You’re joking — why — I know this man!”

“What!” incredulously.

“I know his funny little beard, emaciated face, rather nice eyes — good Lord!”

“You know him — surely not?” said Wembury.

“I don’t say I know him, but I have met him.”

“Where — in London?”

Lomond shook his head.

“No. I met this fellow in Port Said about eight months ago. I stepped off there on my way back from Bombay. I was staying at one of the hotels, when I heard that there was a poor European who was very sick in some filthy caravanserai in the native quarter. Naturally I went over and saw him — the type of creature who pigs with natives interests me. And there I found a very sick man; in fact, I thought he was going to peg out.” He tapped the picture. “And it was this gentleman!”

“Are you certain?” asked Walford.

“No man with a scientific mind can be certain of anything. He had come ashore from an Australian ship—”

“That’s our man, sir!” exclaimed Wembury.

“Did he recover?”

“I don’t know.” Lomond was dubious. “He was delirious when I saw him. That is where I heard the names ‘Cora Ann’. I saw him twice. The third time I called, the old lady who ran the show told me that he had wandered out in the night — the Lord knows what happened to him; probably he fell into the Suez Canal and was poisoned. Would he be The Ringer? No, it’s not possible!”

The Commissioner looked at the sketch again.

“It almost seems like it. I’ve an idea that he is not dead. Now you may be useful, doctor. If there is one person who knows where The Ringer is to be found, it is Mrs. Milton.”

“Cora Ann. Yes?”

“Doctor, I was more than impressed by your examination of Prideaux. I want you to try your hand on this woman. Bring her up, inspector.”

When the door closed on Wembury he drew another paper from the folder. “Here are the ascertainable facts about her movements. She returned to this country on a British passport three weeks ago. She is staying at the Marlton.”

Lomond adjusted his glasses and read. “She came overland from Genoa — British passport, you say. Is she — er — married?”

“Oh, there’s no doubt about that; he married her on the boat, but they were only a week together.”

“A week? Ah, then she may still be in love with him,” said the cynical Lomond. “If my Egyptian friend is The Ringer, I know quite a lot about this woman. He was rather talkative in his delirium, and I’m beginning to remember some of the things he told me. Now, let me think! Cora Ann…” He turned suddenly. “Orchids!…I’ve got it!”
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It was at that moment that Cora Ann was ushered in. She was brightly and expensively dressed, and for a moment she stood looking from one to the other, poising the cigarette she held between her gloved fingers.

“Good morning, Mrs. Milton.” The Commissioner rose. “I asked you to come because I rather wanted my friend here to have a little talk with you.”

Cora scarcely looked at the shabby doctor: her attention was for the moment concentrated on the military-looking Commissioner.

“Why, isn’t that nice!” she drawled. “I’m just crazy to talk to somebody.” She smiled round at Wembury. “What’s the best show in London, anyway? I’ve seen most of ’em in New York, but it was such a long time ago—”

“The best show in London, Mrs. Milton,” said Lomond, “is Scotland Yard! Melodrama without music, and you are the leading lady.”

She looked at him for the first time.

“Isn’t that cute! What am I leading?” she asked.

“Me, for the moment,” said the cheerful Scot. “You haven’t seen much of London lately, Mrs. Milton — it is Mrs. Milton, isn’t it?”

She nodded.

“You’ve been abroad, haven’t you?”

“I certainly have — all abroad!” she replied slowly.

Lomond’s voice was very bland. “And how did you leave your husband?” he asked.

She was not smiling now. “Say, Wembury, who is this fellow?” she demanded.

“Doctor Lomond, police surgeon, ‘R’ division.”

The news was reassuring. There was a note of amusement in her voice when she replied. “You don’t say? Why, you know, doctor, that I haven’t seen my husband in years, and I’ll never see him again. I thought everybody had read that in the newspapers. Poor Arthur was drowned in Sydney Harbour.”

Dr. Lomond’s lips twitched and he nodded at the gaily attired girl. “Really? I noticed that you were in mourning.”

She was baffled: something of her self-confidence left her. “Why, that’s not the line of talk I like,” she said.

“It’s the only line of talk I have.” He was smiling now. “Mrs. Milton, to revert to a very painful subject—”

“If it hurts you, don’t talk about it.”

“Your husband left this country hurriedly three” — he turned to Wembury— “or was it four years ago. When did you see him last?”

Cora Ann was coolness itself. She did not answer the question. Here was a man not to be despised. A crafty, shrewd man of affairs, knowledge in the deeps of his greyblue twinkling eyes.

“You were in Sydney three months after he reached there,” Lomond continued, consulting the paper which Walford had given him. “You called yourself Mrs. Jackson, and you registered at the Harbour Hotel. You had suite No. 36, and whilst you were there you were in communication with your husband.”

The corners of her mouth twisted in a smile. Cora’s sarcasm was a tantalising thing.

“Isn’t that clever! Suite No. 36 and everything! Just like a real little sleuth!” Then, deliberately: “I never saw him, I tell you.”

But Lomond was not to be put off.

“You never saw him, I guess that. He telephoned. You asked him to meet you — or didn’t you? I’m not quite sure.” He paused, but Cora Ann did not answer. “You don’t want to tell me, eh? He was scared that there was somebody trailing you — scared that you might lead the police to him.”

“Scared!” she repeated scornfully. “Where did you get that word? Nothing would scare Arthur Milton — anyway, he’s dead!”

“And now has nothing to be scared about — if he was a Presbyterian,” said Lomond — it was Lomond at his pawkiest. “Let’s bring him to life, shall we?” He snapped his fingers. “Come up. Henry Arthur Milton, who left Melbourne on the steamship Themistocles on the anniversary of his wedding — and left with another woman.”

Up to this moment Cora Ann had remained cool, but at the mention of the name of the ship she stiffened, and at his last words she came to her feet in a fury.

“That’s a lie! There never was another woman.” Recovering herself, she laughed. “Aw, listen! You put a raw one over there! I’m a fool to get sore with you! I don’t know anything, that’s all. You’ve got nothing on me — I needn’t answer a single question. I know the law; there’s no third degree in England, don’t forget it. I’m going.”

She moved towards the door, Wembury waiting to open it, his hand upon the knob.

“Open the door for Mrs. Milton,” said Lomond, and added innocently: “It is Mrs. Milton, isn’t it?”

She flung round at this. “What do you mean?”

“I thought it might be one of those artistic marriages that are so popular with the leisured classes,” suggested Lomond, and she walked slowly back to him.

“You may be a hell of a big doctor,” she said, a little breathlessly, “but your diagnosis is all wrong!”

“Really — married and everything?” Scepticism was in his voice.

She nodded. “First on the ship by a parson, and that’s legal, and then at St. Paul’s Church, Deptford, to make sure. Deptford is a kind of home town to me. Next to an ash-pit I don’t know any place I’d hate worse to be found dead in. Folks over home talk about Limehouse and Whitechapel — they’re garden cities compared with that hell-shoot! But I was married there by a real reverend gentleman. There was nothing artistic about it — except my trousseau!”

“Married, eh?” The old Scot’s voice spoke his doubts. “Liars and married men have very short memories — he forgot to send you your favourite orchids.”

She turned suddenly in a cold fury — a fury which had grown out of her increasing fear of this old man.

“What do you mean?” she asked again.

“He always sent you orchids on the anniversary of your wedding,” said Lomond carefully, and never once did his eyes leave hers. “Even when he was hiding in Australia, he in one town, you in another — when he was being watched for, and you were shadowed, he sent you flowers. But this year he didn’t. I suppose he forgot, or possibly he had other use for orchids?”

She came nearer to him, almost incoherent in her rage.

“You think so!” She almost spat the words. “That’s the kind of thought a man like you would have! Can’t get that bug out of your head, can you? Another woman! Arthur thought of nobody but me — the only thing that hurt him was that I couldn’t be with him. That’s what! He risked everything just to see me — just to see me. I must have met him on Collins Street but didn’t know him — he took the chance of the gallows just to stand there and see me pass.”

“And well worth the risk. So he was in Melbourne when you were there — but he did not send you your orchids?”

She flung out her hand impatiently.

“Orchids! What do I want with orchids? I knew when they didn’t come—” She stopped suddenly.

“That he had left Australia,” accused Lomond. “That is why you came away in such a hurry. I’m beginning to believe that you are in love with him!”

“Was I?” she laughed. “I kind of like him,” Cora took up her bag. “Well, that is about all, I guess.” She nodded to the Colonel and walked a step nearer the door. “You’re not going to arrest me or anything?”

“You are at liberty to go out, when you wish, Mrs. Milton,” said Walford.

“Fine!” said Cora Ann, and made a little curtsy. “Good morning, everybody.”

“Love is blind.” The hateful voice of the inquisitor arrested her. “You met him and didn’t recognise him! You want us to believe that he was so well disguised that he could venture abroad in Collins Street in daylight — oh no, Cora Ann, that won’t do!”

She was very near the end of her control. Rage shook her as she turned back to her tormentor.

“On Collins Street? He’d walk on Regent Street — in daylight or moonlight. Dare? If he felt that way, he’d come right here to Scotland Yard — into the lions’ den, and never turn a hair. That’s the fool thing he would do. You could guard every entrance and he’d get in and get out! You laugh — laugh, go on, laugh, but he’d do it — he’d do it—”

Bliss had come into the room.

Looking past the doctor, she might see him. Alan Wembury did not follow the direction of her eyes — only he saw her face go white, saw her sway and caught her in his arms as she fell.
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No woman is wholly saint, or, in this enlightened age, innocent of the evil which rubs elbows with men and women alike in everyday life. Mary Lenley had passed through all the stages of understanding where Maurice Meister was concerned, beginning with the absolute trust which was a legacy of her childhood, and progressing by a series of minor shocks to a clearer appreciation of the man as he really was, and not as she, in her childish enthusiasm, had pictured him. And with this understanding ran a nice balance of judgment. She was neither horrified nor distressed when there dawned upon her mind the true significance of Gwenda Milton’s fate. Nobody spoke to her plainly of that unhappy girl. She had perforce to piece together from extrinsic evidence, the scraps of information so grudgingly given, and fill in the gaps from her imagination.

It was a curious fact that she did not regard herself as being in any danger from Maurice. They had been such good friends; their earlier relationships had been so peculiarly intimate that never once did she suspect that the pulse of Maurice Meister quickened at the sight of her. His offer to place the suite upstairs at her disposal, she had regarded merely as an act of kindness on his part, which, had it been considered, he would have made, and her own refusal was largely based upon her love of independence and a distaste for accepting a hospitality which might prove irksome, and in the end, unworkable. Behind it all, was the instinctive dislike of the woman to place herself under too deep an obligation to a man. Two days after the interview at Scotland Yard, she came one morning to find the house filled with workmen who were fitting a new sash to the large window overlooking the leads.

“Putting some bars up at the window, miss,” said one of the workmen. “I hope we’re not going to make too much noise for you.”

Mary smiled. “If you do I’ll take my work into another room,” she said.

Why bars at the window? The neighbourhood was an unsavoury one, but never once had Mr. Meister been subjected to the indignity of harbouring an uninvited guest in the shape of a burglar. There was precious little to lose, so far as she could see, though Mr. Meister’s silver was of the finest. Hackitt was never tired of talking about the silver; it fascinated him.

“Every time I polish that milk jug, miss, I get nine months,” her told her, and the mention of imprisonment brought her mind back to Scotland Yard.

“Yes, miss,” said Sam, “I saw the Chief Commissioner — it’s funny how these coppers can never find anything out, without applying to us lags!”

“What did he want to see you about, Hackitt?”

“Well, miss” — Sam hesitated— “it was about a friend of mine, a gentleman I used to know.”

He would tell her nothing but this. She was intrigued. She asked Meister at the first opportunity what the exconvict had meant, and he also evaded the question.

“It would be wise, my dear, if you did not discuss anything with Hackitt,” he said. “The man is a liar and wholly unscrupulous. There’s nothing he wouldn’t say to make a little bit of a scare. Have you heard from Johnny?”

She shook her head. A letter had been due that morning but it had not arrived, and she was unaccountably disappointed. “Why are you putting these bars up, Maurice?”

“To keep out bad characters,” he said flippantly. “I prefer that they should come through the door.”

The little jest amused him. His general manner suggested that he had had recourse to his old system of stimulation.

“It’s terribly lonely here at night,” he went on. “I wonder if you realise how lonely a man I am, Mary?”

“Why don’t you go out more?” she suggested.

He shook his head.

“That is the one thing I don’t want to do — just now,” he answered. “I wouldn’t mind so much if I could get somebody to stay later. In fact, my dear Mary, I won’t beat about the bush, but I should be very greatly obliged to you if you would spend a few of your evenings here.”

He probably anticipated the answer he received.

“I’m sorry, Maurice, but I don’t wish to,” she said. “That sounds very ungrateful, I know, after all you have done for me, but can’t you see how impossible it is?”

He was looking at her steadily from under his lowered lids, and apparently did not accept her refusal in the light of a rebuff.

“Won’t you come to supper one night and try me? I will play you the most gorgeous sonata that composer ever dreamt! It bores me to play to myself,” he went on, forestalling her reply. “Don’t you think you could be very sociable and come up one evening?”

There was really no reason why she should not, and she hesitated.

“I’ll think about it,” she said.

That afternoon an unusual case came to Mr. Meister, the case of a drunken motorist who was arrested whilst he was driving a car, and she was preparing to go home that night when Mr. Meister came hurrying in from a visit to the unfortunate.

“Don’t go yet, Mary,” he said. “I have a letter I want to write to Dr. Lomond about this wretched prisoner. Lomond has certified him as being drunk, but I am getting his own doctor down, and I want this old Scotsman to be present at the examination.”

He dictated the letter, which she typed and brought to him for his signature.

“How can I get this to Lomond’s house?” he asked, and looked up at her. “I wonder if you would mind taking it? It is on your way — he has lodgings in Shardeloes Road.”

“I’ll take it with pleasure,” said Mary with a smile. “I am anxious to meet the doctor again.”

“Again? When did you see him last?” he asked quickly.

She told him of the little conversation they had had outside Scotland Yard. Meister pinched his lip.

“He’s a shrewd old devil,” he said thoughtfully. “I’m not so sure that he hasn’t more brains than the whole of Scotland Yard together. Give him your brightest smile, Mary: I particularly want to get this man off a very serious charge. He is a very rich stockbroker who lives at Blackheath.”

Mary wondered, as she left the house, what effect her bright smile might have in altering the diagnosis the doctor had made; she very rightly surmised that the police surgeon was not the type of man who was susceptible to outside influence.

Dr. Lomond’s rooms were in a dull little house in a rather dull little road, and the landlady who answered her knock seemed to have taken complete control of the doctor’s well-being.

“He’s only just come in, miss, and I don’t think he’ll see you.”

But Mary insisted, giving her name, and the woman went away, to return immediately to usher her into a very Victorian parlour, where, on the most uncomfortable of horsehair chairs, sat the doctor, an open book on his knees and a pair of steel-rimmed pince-nez gripped to the end of his nose.

“Well, well, my dear,” he said, as he closed the book and came cautiously to his feet. “What is your trouble?”

She handed him the letter and he opened it and read, keeping up a long string of comment in an undertone, which she supposed was not intended to reach her.

“Ah…from Meister…the slimy scoundrel…About the drunk…I thought so! Drunk he was and drunk he is, and all the great doctors of Harley Street will no’ make him sober…Verra well, verra well!”

He folded the letter, put it in his pocket and beamed over his glasses at the girl.

“He’s made a messenger of ye, has he? Will ye no’ sit down. Miss Lenley?”

“Thank you, doctor,” she said, “I am due at my flat in a few minutes.”

“Are ye now? And ye’d be a wise young leddy if ye remained in your flat.”

What made her tell the doctor, she did not know: before she realised what she was saying, she was halfway through the story of her burglary.

“Inspector Bliss?” he mused. “He was the man — yes, I heard of it. Alan Wembury told me. That’s a nice boy, Miss Lenley,” he added, looking at her shrewdly. “I’ll tell you something. You wonder why Bliss went into your flat? I don’t know, I can’t tell you with any accuracy, but I’m a psychologist, and I balance sane probabilities against eccentric impulses. That’s Greek to you and almost Greek to me too, Miss Lenley. Bliss went into your room because he thought you had something that he wanted very much, and when a police officer wants something very much, he takes unusual risks. You missed nothing?”

She shook her head.

“Nothing except a letter which didn’t belong to me. It was left in my place by Mrs. Milton. I found it and put it in the drawer. That was the only thing taken.”

He rubbed his stubbly chin.

“Would Inspector Bliss know it was there? And if he knew it was there, would he think it worth while risking his neck to get it? And if he got it, what would he discover?”

Lomond shook his head.

“It’s a queer little mystery which you’ve got all to yourself, young leddy.”

He walked out into the passage with her and stood in his carpeted feet on the top step, waving her farewell, a limp cigarette drooping from under the white moustache.
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One unpleasant change had come over Maurice Meister since his visit to Scotland Yard: he was drinking heavily, the brandy bottle was never far away from his table. He looked old and ill in the mornings; did what he had never done before — wandered into his big room soon after breakfast, and, sitting down at the piano, played for hours on end, to her great distraction. Yet he played beautifully, with the touch of a master and the interpretation of one inspired. Sometimes she thought that the more dazed he was, the better he played. He used to sit at the piano, his eyes staring into vacancy, apparently seeing and hearing nothing. Hackitt used to come into the room and watch him with a contemptuous grin, speaking to him sometimes, well assured that the mind of Meister was a million years away. Even Mary had to wait by him patiently for long periods before she could obtain any intelligible answer to her questions.

He was afraid of things, jumped at the slightest sound, was reduced to a quivering panic by an unexpected knock on his door. Hackitt, who was sleeping in the house, had dark stories to hint at as to what happened in the night. Once he came and found Maurice’s table littered with brandy bottles, all empty save one. Two days after the workmen had left the house, Alan Wembury, dozing in the charge room at Flanders Lane, waiting for the arrival of a prisoner whom he had sent his men to “pull in”, heard the telephone bell ring and the exchange between the desk sergeant and somebody at the other end of the line.

“For you, Mr. Wembury,” said the sergeant, and Alan, shaking himself awake, took the instrument from his subordinate’s hand.

It was Hackitt at the other end, and his voice was shrill with apprehension.

“…I don’t know what’s the matter with him. He’s been raisin’ hell since three o’clock this morning. Can’t you bring a doctor along to see him, Mr. Wembury?”

“What is the matter with him?” asked Alan.

The scared man at the other end would not vouchsafe an opinion.

“I don’t know — he’s locked up in his bedroom and he’s been shoutin’ an’ screamin’ like a lunatic.”

“I’ll come along,” said Alan, and hung up the ‘phone, as Dr. Lomond appeared from the cells.

This was the second time he had been called that night to deal with a case of delirium, and his presence at the police station at that hour of the morning was very providential. In a few words Alan retailed Hackitt’s report.

“Drink it may be, dope it certainly is,” said Dr. Lomond, pulling on his cotton gloves deliberately. “I’ll go along with ye. Maybe I’ll save an inquest!”

But Alan was halfway out of the stationhouse by now, and Dr. Lomond had to run to overtake him.

In a quarter of an hour Wembury was pressing the bell in the black door. It was opened immediately by Hackitt, dressed in shirt and trousers, his teeth chattering, a look of genuine concern on his face.

“This is a new stunt, isn’t it, Sam?” asked Wembury sternly. “Ringing up the police station for the divisional surgeon? Why didn’t you send for Meister’s own doctor?”

Hackitt thought that this was a foolish question but did not say so.

“I didn’t know who his doctor was, and he’s been shouting blue murder — I didn’t know what to do with him.”

“I’ll step up and see him,” said Lomond. “Where is his room?”

Going to a door, Sam opened it.

“Up here, sir.”

Lomond looked up and presently the sound of his footsteps treading the stairs grew fainter. “You were afraid you’d be suspected if he died, eh?” asked Wembury. “That’s the worst of having a bad record, Hackitt.”

He picked up a silver salver from the table — Meister had surprisingly good silver. Sam was an interested spectator.

“That’s heavy, ain’t it?” said Sam with professional interest. “That’d sell well. What would I get for that?”

“About three years,” said Alan coldly, and Mr. Hackitt closed his eyes.

Presently he remembered that he had a communication to make. “‘Ere, Mr. Wembury, what’s Bliss doin’ on your manor?” [Manor = district. E.W.]

“Bliss? Are you sure, Sam?”

“I couldn’t make any mistake about a mug like that,” said Sam. “He’s been hanging about since I’ve been here.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know,” confessed the exconvict. “I found him hiding upstairs yesterday.”

“Mr. Bliss?” To say that Wembury was surprised is to describe his emotions mildly.

“I said to him ‘What are you doin’ up here?’” said Sam impressively.

Wembury shook his head. “You’re lying,” he said.

“All right,” retorted the disgusted Sam. “All you fellers hang together.”

The feet of Lomond sounded on the stairs, and presently he came in.

“Is he all right, doctor?” asked Wembury.

“Meister? O, Lord, yes. What a lad! Meister? Good old English family that. Nearly came over with the Conqueror — only the Conqueror lost the war.”

Lomond smelt at the decanter that was on the table, and Wembury nodded. “That’s the poison that is killing him.”

Lomond sniffed again. “It’s no’ poison, it’s Scotch! It’s the best way of poisoning yourself I know. No!” — he took a pinch of snuff from an imaginary box. “Cocaine, Wembury — that’s the stuff that’s settling Meister.”

He looked round the room. “This is a queer kind of office, Wembury.”

“Yes,” said Alan soberly, “and some queer things have happened in this room, I should imagine. Have they put the window bars in?” he asked, addressing Sam, and the man nodded.

“Yes, sir. What are they for?”

“To keep The Ringer out!”

Sam Hackitt’s face was a study. “The Ringer!” he gasped. “That’s what they’re for? Here! I’m through with this job! I wondered why he had the bars put in and why he wanted me to sleep on the premises.”

“Oh — you’re afraid of The Ringer, are you?” Lomond asked, interested, and Wembury intervened.

“Don’t be a fool, Hackitt. They’re all scared of The Ringer.”

“I wouldn’t stay here at nights for a hundred thousand rounds,” said Sam fervently, and the doctor sniffed.

“It seems a fearful lot of money for a very doubtful service,” was his dry comment. “I’d like you to go away for a while, Mr. Hackitt.”

He himself closed the door on the perturbed Sam.

“Come up and look at Meister,” he said, and Alan followed the slow-moving doctor up the stairs.

“He’s alive all right,” said Lomond, standing in the doorway.

Meister lay on his tumbled bed, breathing stertorously, his face purple, his hands clutching at the silken coverlet.

A commonplace sordid ending to what promised to be high tragedy, thought Alan.

And at that moment something gripped his heart, as though an instinctive voice whispered tremendously that in this end to his first scare was the beginning of the drama which would involve not only Maurice Meister, but the girl who was to him something more than the little carriage child who passed and who swung on the gate of his father’s cottage, something more than the sister of the man he had arrested, something more than he dared confess to himself.
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Once or twice during the hour of strenuous work which followed, he heard Sam Hackitt’s stealthy feet on the stairs, and once caught a glimpse of him as he disappeared in a hurry. When he came down it was nearly seven o’clock. Sam, very businesslike in his green baize apron, with a pail of water and a washleather in his hand, was industriously cleaning the windows, somewhat hampered by the bars.

“How is he, sir?” he asked.

Alan did not reply. He was at the mysterious door, the bolted door that was never opened and led to nowhere.

“Where does this door lead?”

Sam Hackitt shook his head. It was a question that had puzzled him, and he had promised himself the pleasure of an Inspection the first time he was left alone in the house.

“I don’t know, I’ve never seen it open. Maybe it’s where he keeps his money. That fellow must be worth millions, Wembury.”

Alan pulled up the bolts, and tried the door again. It was locked, and he looked round. “Is there a key to this?”

Sam hesitated. He had the thief’s natural desire to appear in the light of a fool.

“Yes, there is a key,” he said at last, his anxiety for information overcoming his inclination towards a reputation for innocence. “It’s hanging up over the mantelpiece. I happen to know because—”

“Because you’ve tried it,” said Alan, and Sam protested so violently that he guessed that whatever plan he may have formed had not yet been put into execution.

Alan walked to the door leading to the room above and listened: he thought he heard Meister talking. By the time Lomond returned, Alan Wembury was growing a little weary of a vigil which he knew was unnecessary. If he had admitted the truth to himself, he was waiting to see Mary Lenley.

Lomond worried him a little. This enthusiastic amateur in crime detection seemed to have come under the fascinating influence of Cora Ann. He had seen them together twice and had remonstrated.

“She’s a dangerous woman, doctor.”

“And I’m a fearfully dangerous man,” said Lomond. “I like her — I’m sorry for the poor wee thing. That is my pet vice — being sorry for women.”

“Mind that you aren’t sorry for yourself some day!” said Wembury quietly, and the doctor chuckled.

“Eh? What is that? A warning to young lads?” he asked, and changed the subject.

Wembury was standing outside the house when the police surgeon returned.

“I’ll go up and see this poor laddie,” he said sardonically. “Are ye waiting for somebody?”

“Yes — no. I’m waiting for one of my men,” said Alan, and the doctor grinned to himself — he had at last succeeded in making a police officer blush.

Meister was dozing when he looked in at him, and he came downstairs to inspect again the room which was both office and drawingroom of Meister’s establishment.

Sam came in and watched the doctor’s inspection with interest.

“I saw Wembury outside,” he said, with the easy familiarity of his class. “I suppose he’s waiting to see Miss Lenley.”

The doctor looked round.

“Who is Miss Lenley?”

“Oh, she’s the typewriter,” said Sam, and the doctor’s eyebrows rose.

“Typewriter? They have a sex, have they? What a pretty idea!” He lifted the cover of the machine. “What’s that one — male or female?”

“I’m talking about the young lady, sir — the lady who works it,” said the patient Sam.

“Oh, the typist? Who is she?” Lomond was interested. “Oh, yes! She’s the sister of the man in prison, isn’t she?”

“Yes, sir — Johnny Lenley. Got three for pinchin’ a pearl necklace.”

“A thief, eh?” He walked over to the piano and opened it.

“A gentleman thief,” explained Sam.

“Does she play this?” The doctor struck a key softly.

“No, sir — him.”

“Meister?” Lomond frowned. “Oh, so I’ve heard!”

“When he’s all dopy,” explained Sam. “Can’t hear nothing! Can’t see nothing. He gives me the creeps sometimes.”

“Musical. That’s bad.”

“He plays all right,” said Sam with fine contempt for the classics. “I like a bit of music myself, but the things he plays—” He gave a horrible imitation of Chopin’s Nocturne— “Lummy, gives you the fair hump!”

The front door bell called the exconvict from the room, and Dr. Lomond, sitting on the piano stool, his hands thrust into his pockets, continued his survey of the room. And as he looked, a curious thing happened. Above the door, concealed in the architrave, the red light suddenly glowed. It was a signal — from whom? What was its significance? Even as he stared, the light went out. Lomond went on tiptoes to the door and listened. He could hear nothing.

Just then Hackitt returned with half-a-dozen letters in his hand.

“The post—” he began, and then suddenly saw Lomond’s face.

“Hackitt,” asked the doctor softly, “who else is in this house beside you and Meister?”

He looked at him suspiciously. “Nobody. The old cook’s ill.”

“Who gets Meister’s breakfast?”

“I do,” nodded Sam; “a biscuit and a corkscrew!”

Lomond looked up at the ceiling. “What’s above here?”

“The lumber-room.” Hackitt’s uneasiness was increasing. “What’s up, doctor?”

Lomond shook his head. “I thought — no, nothing.”

“Here! You ain’t half putting the wind up me! Do you want to see the lumber room, doctor?”

Lomond nodded and followed the man up the stairs, past Meister’s room to a dingy apartment stacked with old furniture. He was hardly out of the room when Wembury came in with Mary Lenley.

“You’re getting me a bad name, Alan,” she smiled. “I suppose I shouldn’t call you Alan when you are on duty? I ought to call you Inspector Wembury.”

“I’d be sorry if you didn’t call me Alan. Now it does require an effort to call you Mary. Never forget that I was brought up to call you Miss Mary and take off my cap to your father!”

Mary sighed.

“Isn’t it odd — everything?”

“Yes — it’s queer.” He watched her as she took off coat and hat. “People wouldn’t believe it if you put it in a book. The Lenleys of Lenley Court, and the Wemburys of the gardener’s cottage!”

She laughed aloud at this.

“Don’t be stupid. Heavens, what a lot of letters!”

There was only one which interested her: it was addressed in pencil in Maurice Meister’s neat hand. Evidently its contents were of such engrossing interest that she forgot Alan Wembury’s presence. He saw the colour surge to her pale cheek and a new light come to her eyes, and his heart sank. He could not know that Meister had repeated his invitation to supper and that the flush on Mary’s cheek was one of anger.

“Mary,” he said for the second time, “are you listening?”

She looked up from the letter she was reading.

“Yes.”

How should he warn her? All that morning he had been turning over in his mind this most vital of problems.

“Are you all right here?” he asked awkwardly.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“I mean — well, Meister hasn’t the best of reputations. Does your brother know you’re working here?”

She shook her head and a shadow came to her face. “No — I didn’t want to worry him. Johnny is so funny sometimes, even in his letters.”

Alan drew a long breath. “Mary, you know where I am to be found?”

“Yes, Alan, you told me that before.” She was surprised.

“Well — er — well, you never know what little problems and difficulties you may have. I want you — I’d like you to — well, I’d rather like to feel that if anything unpleasant occurred—” He floundered on, almost incoherently.

“Unpleasant?” Did he guess, she wondered? She was panic stricken at the thought.

“And you were — well, distressed,” he went on desperately, “you know what I mean? Well, if anybody — how shall I put it?…If anybody annoyed you, I’d like you to come to me. Will you?”

Her lips twitched. “Alan! You’re being sentimental!”

“I’m sorry.”

As he reached the door she called him by name. “You’re rather a dear, aren’t you?” she said gently.

“No, I think I’m a damned fool!” said Alan gruffly, and slammed the door behind him.

She stood by the table thinking; she had a vague uneasiness that all was not well; that behind the habitual niceness of Maurice Meister was something sinister, something evil. If Johnny was only free — Johnny, who would have sacrificed his life for her.
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There was a way into Meister’s house which was known to three people, and one of these, Maurice hoped, was dead. The second was undoubtedly in prison, for John Lenley had surprised the lawyer’s secret. Meister’s grounds had at one time extended to the bank of a muddy creek, and even now, there was a small ramshackle warehouse standing in a patch of weed-grown grass that was part of Meister’s demesne, although it was separated from the house in Flanders Road by a huddle of slum dwellings and crooked passageways.

That morning there walked along the canal bank a young man, who stopped opposite the factory, and, looking round to see if he was observed, inserted a key in the weatherbeaten door and passed into the rank ground. In one corner was a tiny brick dwelling which looked like a magazine, and the same key that had opened the outer gate opened the door of this, and the stranger slipped inside and locked the door after him before he began to go down a winding staircase that had a been put there in recent years.

At the bottom of the stairs was a brick-vaulted passage, high enough for a short man to walk without discomfort, but not sufficiently elevated to admit the stranger’s progress without his stooping. The floor was unlittered, and although there were no lights the newcomer searched a little niche half a dozen steps up the passage and found there the four electric torches which Meister kept there for his own use. The passage had recently been swept by the lawyer’s own hands.

He expected that very soon a delicious visitor would pass that way, escaping the observation of the men who guarded the house, and he himself had conducted Mary Lenley through the passage which held none of the terrors that are usually associated with such subterranean ways.

The stranger walked on, flashing his light ahead of him. After three minutes’ walk the passage turned abruptly to the left, and finally it terminated in what had the appearance of a cellar, from which there led upward a flight of carpeted steps. The stranger went cautiously and noiselessly up these stairs. Halfway up he felt the tread give and grinned. It was, he knew, a pneumatic arrangement by which a warning lamp was lit in Meister’s room. He wondered who was with him now, and whether his forgetfulness of the signal embarrassed the lawyer.

He came to a long panel and listened. He could hear voices: Meister’s and — Mary Lenley’s. He frowned. Mary here? He thought she had given up the work. Bending his ear close to the panel, he listened.

“…my dear,” Meister was saying, “you’re exquisite — adorable. To see your fingers move over that shabby old typewriter’s keys is like watching a butterfly flit from flower to flower.”

“How absurd you are, Maurice!” said Mary. Then came the slow sound of music as Meister sat at the piano. Mary’s voice again, and the sound of a little struggle.

Meister caught her by the shoulders and was drawing her to him when, staring past her, he saw a hand come round the corner of the door.

He only saw this and in another second, with a scream of terror, Meister had flown from the room, leaving the girl alone.

She stood rooted to the spot terror-stricken. Farther and farther along the wall crept the hand and then the panel swung open and a young man stepped into the room.

“Johnny!”

In another instant, Mary Lenley was sobbing in the arms of her brother.
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It was Johnny Lenley!

“Darling — why didn’t you tell me you were coming back?…This is a wonderful surprise! Why, I only wrote to you this morning!”

He put her away at arm’s length and looked into her face.

“Mary, what are you doing in Meister’s office?” he asked quietly, and something in his tone chilled her.

“I’m working for him,” she said. “You knew I was, Johnny, before — before you went away.” And then her hand went up to his face. “It’s wonderful to see you — wonderful! Let me look at you. You poor boy, have you had a bad time?”

To the watchful and interested Mr. Hackitt, who had made an unobtrusive entrance and with whom sentiment was a weak point, this seemed an unnecessary question.

“Not so bad as it might have been,” said Johnny carelessly. Then: “Why did you go to work at all? I left money with Maurice and told him I didn’t want you to work any more. It was the last thing I told him at the Old Bailey.”

Hackitt clicked his lips impatiently. “Left money with Meister? You’re mad!”

But Lenley did not hear. “Did he stop the allowance?” he asked, his anger rising at the thought.

“No, Johnny, he didn’t…I didn’t know there was an allowance even.”

The brother nodded. “I see,” he said.

“You’re not angry with me, are you, Johnny?” She raised her tearful eyes to his. “I can’t believe it is you. Why, I didn’t expect you home for an awful long time.”

“My sentence was remitted,” said Lenley. “A half-lunatic convict attacked the deputy governor, and I saved him from a mauling. I had no idea that the authorities would do more than strike off a few days from my sentence. Yesterday at dinnertime the governor sent for me and told me that I was to be released on licence.”

Again Mr. Hackitt registered despair. Johnny Lenley’s notions had never been as professional as he could have desired them, and here he was admitting without shame that he had saved the life of one of his natural enemies! The girl’s hands were on her brother’s shoulders, her grave eyes searching his face.

“You’re finished with that dreadful life, haven’t you?” she asked in a low voice. “We’re going somewhere out of London to live. I spoke to Maurice about it. He said he’d help you to go straight. Johnny, you wouldn’t have had that terrible sentence if you had only followed his advice.”

John Lenley bit his lip. “Meister told you that, did he?” he asked slowly. “Mary, are you in love with Maurice?” She stiffened, and he mistook her indignation for embarrassment. “Do you love him?”

“He has been kind,” she said coldly. She struggled hard to think of some favourable quality of Meister.

“I realise that, dear,” he nodded, “but how has he been kind?” And then, seeing her distress, he gripped her shoulders and shook her gently, and the hard face softened, and into the grey, deepset eyes came the old mother look she had loved in him. “Anyway, you’ll work no more.”

“Then I must work at once.” She laughed, but there was a catch in her throat. “And you must be very patient…if you want to see Maurice he’ll be down soon now — I think you scared him.”

He watched her as she went back to her table, and then caught Hackitt’s eye and jerked his head. “Sam, what’s the idea?” Mr. Hackitt shrugged.

“I’ve only been here a few days. You’re a man of the world, Johnny. Ever seen a tiger being kind to a skinned rabbit? I don’t know anything more than that.”

Lenley nodded. “Is that so?” he said.

He had come straight to the lawyer’s to liquidate old debts and make an end of an unprofitable association. And then London and the stink and grime of Flanders Lane would know him no more: he would find fields where he could work without the supervision of over-armed guards, and with the knowledge that peace and comfort lay at his day’s end. He stood by the door, talking to Sam, questioning him, never doubting where Meister’s “kindness” would ultimately end. And then the lawyer came into the room. His eyes were all for the girl: her nimble fingers flashing amongst the keys. He went round to her and dropped his hands on her shoulders.

“My dear, forgive me! I’m just as jumpy as I can be, and I’m imagining all sorts of queer things.”

“Maurice!”

The lawyer spun round, his colour coming and going. “You!” he croaked. “Out!…I thought…”

Johnny Lenley smiled contemptuously. “About two years too soon, eh? I’m sorry to disappoint you, but miracles happen, even in prison — and I’m one.”

With a tremendous effort the lawyer recovered his balance and was his old genial self.

“My dear fellow” — he offered a wavering hand, but Lenley apparently did not see it— “sit down, won’t you? What an amazing thing to happen! So it was you at the panel….Hackitt, give Mr. Lenley a drink…you’ll find one in the cupboard…well, this is a sight for sore eyes!”

Hackitt offered the drink, but the other shook his head. “I want to see you, Maurice.” He looked significantly at Mary, and rising, she left the room.

“How did you get your ticket?” asked Meister, helping himself to the ever handy bottle.

“The remainder of my sentence was wiped out,” said Lenley curtly. “I thought you’d have read that.”

The lawyer frowned. “Oh! Were you the lag who saved the life of the governor? I remember reading about it — brave boy!”

He was trying to get command of the situation. Other men had come blustering into that office, and had poured a torrent of threats over the table, leaving him unmoved.

“Why did you allow Mary to go on working for you?”

Meister shrugged. “Because, my dear fellow, I can’t afford to be charitable,” he said blandly.

“I left you the greater part of four hundred pounds,” Lenley’s voice was stern and uncompromising, “the money I got from my first thefts.”

“You were well defended, weren’t you?”

“I know the fee,” said Lenley quietly. “When you had had that, there was still the greater part of four hundred left. Why did you stop the allowance?”

The lawyer sat down again in the chair he had vacated, lit cigar, and did not speak until he saw the match almost burning his fingertips.

“Well, I’ll tell you. I got worried about her. I like you, Johnny, I’ve always been interested in you and your family. And it struck me that a young girl living alone, with no work to do, wasn’t exactly having a fair chance. I thought it would be kinder to you and better for her to give her some sort of employment — keep her mind occupied, you understand, old man? I take a fatherly interest in the kid.”

He met the challenging eyes and his own fell before them.

“Keep your fatherly paws to yourself when you’re talking to her, will you, Maurice?” The words rang like steel on steel.

“My dear fellow!” protested the other.

“And listen!” Lenley went on. “I know you pretty well; I’ve known you for a long time, both by reputation and through personal acquaintance. I know just how much there is in that fatherly interest stuff. If there has been any monkey business as there was with Gwenda Milton, I’ll take that nine o’clock walk for you!”

Meister jerked up his head.

“Eh?” he rasped.

“From the cell to the gallows,” Lenley went on. “And I’ll toe the trap with a good heart. You don’t misunderstand me?”
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The lawyer got up slowly. Whatever else he was, Maurice Meister was no coward when he had to deal with tangible dangers.

“You’ll take the nine o’clock walk, will you?” he repeated with a sneer. “What a very picturesque way of putting things! But you won’t walk for me. I shall read the account in bed.”

He strolled across to the piano and sat down, his fingers running swiftly over the keys. Softly came the dirge-like notes of “Mort d’un Cosaque” — a dreary, heart-stirring thing that Maurice Meister loved.

“I always read those accounts in bed,” he went on, talking through the music; “they soothe me. Ever go to the cinema, Johnny?” ‘The condemned man spent a restless night and scarcely touched his breakfast. He walked with a firm step to the scaffold and made no statement. A vulgar end to a life that began with so much promise.’ Hanged men look very ugly.”

“I’ve told you, Maurice — any monkey business, and I’ll get you even before The Ringer.” Johnny’s voice shook with suppressed passion.

“Ringer!” he laughed. “You have that illusion, too? How amusing!”

The tune changed to “Ich liebe dich.”

“The Ringer! Here am I, alive and free, and The Ringer — where is he? That sounds almost poetical! Dead at the bottom of Sydney Harbour…or hiding in some unpleasantly hot little town, or in the bush with the sundowners — a hunted dog.”

A man was standing at the barred window behind him, glaring into the room — a bearded face was pressed to the pane.

“The Ringer is in London, and you know it,” said Lenley. “How near he is to you all the time. God knows!”

As though the eavesdropper heard, he suddenly withdrew. But for the moment Maurice Meister had no mind for The Ringer. The music intoxicated, enthralled him. “Isn’t that lovely?” he breathed. “Is there a woman in the world who can exalt the heart and soul of a man as this — is there a woman worth one divine harmony of the master?”

“Was Gwenda Milton?” snarled Lenley. The music stopped with a crash and Meister, rising, turned to Lenley in a cold fury.

“To hell with Gwenda Milton and Gwenda Milton’s brother, alive or dead!” he roared. “Don’t mouth her name to me!” He snatched the glass of whisky he had put on the top if the piano and drained it at a draught. “Do you think she is on my conscience — she’s not! Any more than you or any other weak whining fool, soaked to the soul with self-pity. That’s what’s the matter with you, my dear boy — you’re sorry for yourself! Weeping over your own miseries. The cream of your vanity’s gone sour!” Suddenly his tone changed.

“Ach! Why do you annoy me? Why are you so inexpressibly common? I won’t quarrel with you, my dear Johnny. Now what is it you want?”

For answer the caller took from his pocket a small package and opened it on the desk. Inside, wrapped in cotton wool, was a little jewelled bangle. “I don’t know how much is due to me; this will make it more.”

Meister took the bangle and carried the glittering thing to the light. “Oh, this is the bracelet — I wondered what you had done with it.”

“I collected it on my way here: it was left with a friend of mine. That is all I had for my three years,” he said bitterly. “Three robberies and I’ve only touched a profit on one!”

Maurice stroked his upper lip thoughtfully.

“You are thinking of your second exploit: the little affair at Camden Crescent?”

“I don’t want to discuss it,” said Johnny impatiently. “I’m finished with the game. Prison has cured me. Anyhow, in the Camden Crescent job, the man who you sent to help me got away with the stuff. You told me that yourself.”

In that second a plan was born in Meister’s mind. “I told you a lie,” he said slowly. And then, in a more confidential tone: “Our friend never got away with it.”

“What!”

“He hid it. He told me before I got him off to South Africa. There was an empty house in Camden Crescent — where the burglary was committed — there is still. I didn’t tell you before, because I didn’t want to be mixed up in the business after the Darnleigh affair. I could have got half a dozen men to lift it — but I didn’t trust them.”

Irresolution showed in Lenley’s face; the weak mouth drooped a little. “Let it stay where it is,” he said, but he did not speak with any great earnestness.

Meister laughed. It was the first genuine laugh of his that the day had brought forth. “You’re a fool,” he said in disdain. “You’ve done your time, and what have you got for it? This!” He held up the trinket. “If I give you twenty pounds for it I’m robbing myself. There’s eight thousand pounds’ worth of good stuff behind that tank — yours for the taking. After all, Johnny,” he said, adopting a tone of persuasion, “you’ve paid for it!”

“By God, I have!” said the other between his teeth. “I’ve paid for it all right!”

Meister was thinking quickly, planning, cross-planning, organising, in that few seconds of time.

“Knock it off tonight,” he suggested, and again Lenley hesitated.

“I’ll think about it. If you’re trying to shop me—”

Again Meister laughed. “My dear fellow, I’m trying to do you a good turn and, through you, your sister.”

“What is the number of the house? I’ve forgotten.”

Meister knew the number well enough: he forgot nothing. “Fifty-seven. I’ll give you the twenty pounds for this bracelet now.”

He opened his desk, took out his cashbox and unlocked it. “That will do to go on with.”

Lenley was still undecided; nobody knew that better than the lawyer. “I want full value for the rest if I go after it — or I’ll find another ‘fence’.”

It was the one word that aroused the lawyer to fury. “‘Fence’? That’s not the word to use to me, Johnny.”

“You’re too sensitive,” said his dour client.

“Just because I help you fellows, when I ought to be shopping you….” The lawyer’s voice trembled. “Get another ‘fence’, will you? Here’s your twenty.” He threw the money on the table, and Lenley, counting it, slipped it into his pocket. “Going into the country, eh? Taking your little sister away? Afraid of my peculiar fascinations?”

“I’d hate to hang for you,” said John Lenley, rising.

“Rather have The Ringer hang, eh? You think he’ll come back with all that time over his head, with the gallows waiting for him? Is he a lunatic? Anyway — I’m not scared of anything on God’s Almighty earth.”

He looked round quickly. The door that led to his room was opening.

It was Dr. Lomond: Hackitt had left him in the lumber room and had forgotten that he was in the house. The doctor was coming into the room but stopped at the sight of the young man.

“Hallo — I’m awfu’ sorry. Am I butting in on a consultation?”

“Come in, doctor — come in. This — is — a friend of mine. Mr. Lenley.”

To Meister’s surprise the doctor nodded.

“Aye. I’ve just been having a wee chat with your sister. You’ve just come back from the — country, haven’t you?”

“I’ve just come out of prison, if that’s what you mean,” said the other bluntly, as he turned to go. His hand was on the knob when the door was flung open violently and a white-faced Hackitt appeared.

“Guv’nor!” He crossed fearfully to Meister and lowered his voice. “There’s a party to see you.”

“Me? Who is it?”

“They told me not to give any name,” gasped Sam. “This party said: ‘Just say I’m from The Ringer’.”

Meister shrank back.

“The Ringer!” said Lomond energetically. “Show him up!”

“Doctor!”

But Lomond waved him to silence. “I know what I am doing,” he said.

“Doctor! Are you mad? Suppose — suppose—”

“It’s all right,” said Lomond, his eyes on the door.
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Presently it opened, and there came into view of the white-faced Maurice a slim, perfectly dressed girl, malicious laughter in her eyes.

“Cora Ann!” croaked Meister.

“You’ve said it! Gave you all one mean fright, eh?” She nodded contemptuously. “Hallo, doc!”

“Hallo, little bunch of trouble. You gave me heart disease!”

“Scared you, too, eh?” she scoffed. “I want to see you, Meister.”

His face was still pallid, but he had mastered the panic that the name of The Ringer had evoked.

“All right, my dear, Johnny!” He looked hard at Lenley. “If you want anything, my dear boy, you know where you can get it,” he said, and Johnny understood, and went out of the room with one backward glance of curiosity at the unexpected loveliness of the intruder.

“Get out, you!” Maurice spoke to Hackitt as though he were a dog, but the little Cockney was unabashed.

“Don’t you talk to me like that, Meister — I’m leaving you today.”

“You can go to hell,” snarled Maurice.

“And the next time I’m pinched I’m going to get another lawyer,” said Sam loudly.

“The next time you’re pinched you’ll get seven years,” was the retort.

“That’s why I’m goin’ to change me lawyer.”

Maurice turned on him with a face of fury. “I know a man like you who thought he was clever. He’s asked me to defend him at the Sessions.”

“I don’t call that clever.”

“Defend him! I’d see him dead first.”

“And he’d be better off!” snapped Sam.

Lomond and the girl made an interested audience.

“That’s what you get for helping the scum!” said Meister, when his truculent servant had gone.

Obviously he wanted to be alone with the girl, and Dr. Lomond, who had good reason for returning, said that he had left his bag upstairs in Meister’s room, and made that the excuse for leaving them. Maurice waited until the door closed on the old man before he spoke.

“Why — my dear Cora. Ann. You’re prettier than ever. And where is your dear husband?” asked Meister blandly.

“I suppose you think that because you’re alive, he’s dead?”

He laughed. “How clever of you! Did it take you long to think that out?”

She was staring round the room. “So this is the abode of love!” She turned fiercely upon the lawyer. “I never knew Gwenda — I wish to God I had! If Arthur had only trusted me as he trusted you! I heard about her suicide, poor kid, when I was on my way to Australia and flew back from Naples by airplane.”

“Why didn’t you wire me? If I had only known—”

“Meister — you’re a paltry liar!” She went to the door through which the doctor had passed, opened it and listened. Then she came back to where Meister sat lighting a cigar. “Now listen — that Scotch sleuth will be coming back in a minute.” She lowered her voice to an intense whisper. “Why don’t you go away — out of the country — go somewhere you can’t be found — take another name? You’re a rich man — you can afford to give up this hole!”

Maurice smiled again.

“Trying to frighten me out of England, eh?”

“Trying to frighten you!” The contempt in her voice would have hurt another man. “Why, it’s like trying to make a nigger black! He’ll get you, Meister! That’s what I’m afraid of. That is what I lie in bed and think about — it’s awful…awful…!”

“My dear little girl” — he tried to lay his hand on her cheek, but she drew back— “don’t worry about me.”

“You! Say, if I could lift my finger to save you from hell I wouldn’t! Get out of the country — it’s Arthur I want to save, not you! Get away — don’t give him the chance that he wants to kill you.”

Maurice beamed at her.

“Ah! How ingenious! He dare not come back himself, But he has sent you to England to get me on the run!”

Cora’s fine eyes narrowed. “If you’re killed — you’ll be killed here! Here in this room where you broke the heart of his sister! You fool!”

He shook his head. “Not such a fool, my dear, that I’d walk into a trap. Suppose this man is alive: in London I’m safe — in the Argentine he’d be waiting for me. And if I went to Australia he’d be waiting for me, and if I stepped ashore at Cape Town…No, no, little Cora Ann, you can’t catch me.”

She was about to say something when she heard the door open. It was the “Scotch sleuth”; whatever warning she had to deliver must remain unspoken.

“Had your little talk, Cora Ann?” asked Lomond, and in spite of her anxiety the girl laughed.

“Now listen, doctor, only my best friends call me Cora Ann,” she protested.

“And I’m the best friend you ever had,” said the doctor.

Meister was in eager agreement. “She doesn’t know who her best friends are. I wish you’d persuade her.”

Neither gave him encouragement to continue. He had the uncomfortable feeling that he was an intruder in his own house, and the arrival of Mary Lenley gave him an excuse to wander to the little office alcove where he was out of sight but not out of hearing.

“I like meeting you, Cora Ann,” said the doctor.

She laughed. “You’re funny.”

“I’ve brought the smile to the widow’s eye,” said Lomond unsmilingly.

She shot a swift sidelong glance at the man. “Say, Scottie! That widow stuff — forget it! There are times when I almost wish I was — no, not that — but that Arthur and I had never met.”

He was instantly sympathetic. “Arthur was a bad lad, eh?”

She sighed. “The best in the world — but not the kind of man who ought to have married.”

“There isn’t any other kind,” said Lomond, and then, with a cautious look round at Meister: “Were you very much in love with him?”

She shrugged. “Well — I don’t know.”

“Don’t know? My dear young person, you’re old enough to know where your heart is.”

“It’s in my mouth most times,” she said, and he shook his head.

“Ye poor wee devil! Still, you followed him to Australia, my dear?”

“Sure I did. But that kind of honeymoon takes a whole lot of romance out of marriage. You don’t have to be a doctor to know that.”

He bent over her. “Why don’t you drop him, Cora Ann? That heart of yours is going to wear away from being in your mouth all the time.”

“Forget him?” Lomond nodded. “Do you think he wants me to forget him?”

“I don’t know,” said Lomond. “Is any man worth what you are suffering? Sooner or later he will be caught. The long arm of the law will stretch out and take him, and the long leg of the law will boot him into prison!”

“You don’t say!” She looked round to where Meister was sitting by Mary Lenley, and her tone grew very earnest. “See here. Dr. Lomond, if you want to know — my Ringer man is in danger, but I’m not scared of the police. Shall I tell you something?”

“Is it fit for me to hear?” he asked.

“That’ll worry me!” she answered sarcastically. “I’m going to be frank with you, doctor. I’ve a kind of hunch there is only one man in God’s wide world that will ever catch Arthur Milton — and that man is you!”
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Lomond met her eyes.

“You’re just daft!” he said.

“And why?”

“A pretty girl like you — hooking on to a shadow — the best part of your life wasted.”

“You don’t say!”

“Now, you know it’s so, don’t you? It’s a dog’s life. How do you sleep?”

“Sleep!” She threw out her arms in a gesture of despair. “Sleep!”

“Exactly. You’ll be a nervous wreck in a year. Is it worth it?”

“What are you trying out?” she asked breathlessly. “What’s your game?”

“I’ll tell you — shall I? I wonder if you’ll be shocked?” She was looking at him intently. “Wouldn’t it be a good idea for you to go away and forget all about The Ringer? Cut him out of your mind. Find another — interest.” He laughed. “You think I’m being unpleasant, don’t you? But I’m only thinking of you. I’m thinking of all the hours you’re waiting for something to happen — with your heart in your mouth.”

Suddenly she sprang to her feet. “Listen! You’ve got some reason behind all this!” she breathed.

“I swear to you—”

“You have — you have!” She was in a fury. “You’re a man — I know what men are. See here — I’ve put myself in hell and I’m staying put!”

She picked up her bag from the table.

“I’ve given you your chance,” said Lomond, a little sadly.

“My chance. Dr. Lomond! When Arthur Milton says ‘I’m tired of you — I’m sick of you — you’re out,’ then I’ll go. My way — not your way. You’ve given me my chance — Gwenda Milton’s chance! That’s a hell of a chance, and I’m not taking it!”

Before he could speak she had flung from the room.

Meister had been watching, and now he came slowly to where the doctor was standing. “You’ve upset Cora Ann.”

“Aye,” nodded Lomond, as he took up his hat and bag thoughtfully. “Aye.”

“Women are very strange,” mused Meister. “I rather think she likes you, doctor.”

“You think so?” Lomond’s manner and voice were absent. “I wonder if she’d come out and have a bit of dinner with me?”

“How marvellous it would be if she liked you well enough to tell you a little more about The Ringer,” suggested Maurice slyly.

“That’s just what I was thinking. Do you think she would?”

Maurice was amused. Evidently there was no age limit to men’s vanity. “You never know what women will do when they’re in love — eh, doctor?”

Dr. Lomond did not reply; he went out of the room, counting the silver in his hand.

Meister’s head was clear now. Johnny was a real menace…he had threatened, and a young fool like that would fulfil his threat, unless… Would he be mad enough to go to Camden Crescent that night? From Johnny his mind went to Mary. His love for the girl had been a tropical growth. Now, when it seemed that she was to be taken from him, she had become the most desirable of women. He sat down at the piano, and at the first notes of the “Liebestraum,” the girl entered.

He was for the moment oblivious of her presence, and it was through a cloud of dreams that her voice brought him to realities.

“Maurice….” He looked at her with unseeing eyes. “Maurice.” The music stopped. “You realise that I can’t stay here now that Johnny’s back?” she was saying.

“Oh, nonsense, my dear!” His tone had that fatherly quality which he could assume with such effect.

“He is terribly suspicious,” she said, and he laughed.

“Suspicious! I wish he had something to be suspicious about!”

She waited, a picture of indecision. “You know I can’t stay,” she said desperately.

He got up from the piano, and coming across to her, laid his hands on her shoulder. “Don’t be silly. Anyone would think I was a leper or something. What nonsense!”

“Johnny would never forgive me.”

“Johnny, Johnny!” he snapped. “You can’t have your life governed and directed by Johnny, who looks like being in prison half his life.”

She gasped. “Let us see things as they are,” he went on. “There’s no sense in deceiving oneself. Johnny is really a naughty boy. You don’t know, my dear, you don’t know. I’ve tried to keep things from you and it has been awfully difficult.”

“Keep things from me — what things?” Her face had gone pale.

“Well—” his hesitation was well feigned— “what do you think the young fool did — just before he was caught? I’ve been his best friend, as you know, and yet — well, he put my name to a cheque for four hundred pounds.”

She stared at him in horror.

“Forgery!”

“What is the use of calling it names?” He took a pocketbook from his dressing-gown and extracted a cheque. “I’ve got the cheque here. I don’t know why I keep it, or what I’m going to do about Johnny.”

She tried to see the name on the oblong slip, but he was careful to keep it hidden. It was, in fact, a cheque he had received by the morning post, and the story of the forgery had been invented on the spur of the minute. Inspirations such as this had been very profitable to Maurice Meister.

“Can’t you destroy it?” she asked tremulously.

“Yes — I suppose I could.” His hesitation was artistic. “But Johnny is so vindictive. In self-defence I’ve got to keep this thing.” He put the cheque back in his pocket. “I shall never use it, of course,” he said airily. And then, in that tender tone of his: “I want to talk to you about Johnny and everything. I can’t now, with people walking in and out all the time and these policemen hanging round. Come up to supper — the way I told you.”

She shook her head. “You know I can’t. Maurice, you don’t wish people to talk about me as they are talking about — Gwenda Milton.”

The lawyer spun round at the words, his face distorted with fury. “God Almighty! Am I always to have that slimy ghost hanging round my neck? Gwenda Milton, a halfwit who hadn’t the brains to live! All right — if you don’t want to come, don’t. Why the hell should I worry my head about Johnny? Why should I?”

She was terrified by this sudden violence of his.

“Oh, Maurice, you’re so unreasonable. If you really want—”

“I don’t care whether you do or whether you don’t,” he growled. “If you think you can get along without me, try it. I’m not going on my knees to you or to any other woman. Go into the country — but Johnny won’t go with you, believe me!”

She caught his arm, frantic with the fear his half-threat had roused. “Maurice — I’ll do anything you wish — you know I will.”

He looked at her oddly. “Come at eleven,” he said, and: “If you want a chaperon, bring The Ringer!”

The words were hardly spoken when there came three deliberate raps at the door, and Maurice Meister shrank back, his shaking hand at his mouth. “Who’s there?” he asked hoarsely.

The deep tone of a man answered him. “I want to see you, Meister.”

Meister went to the door and flung it open. The sinister face of Inspector Bliss stared into his.

“What…what are you doing here?” croaked the lawyer.

Bliss showed his white teeth in a mirthless smile. “Protecting you from The Ringer — watching over you like a father,” he said harshly. His eyes strayed to the pale girl. “Don’t you think, Miss Lenley — that you want a little watching over, too?”

She shook her head. “I am not afraid of The Ringer,” she said; “he would not hurt me.”

Bliss smiled crookedly.

“I’m not thinking of The Ringer!” he said, and his menacing eyes wandered to Maurice Meister.
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The return of John Lenley was the most supremely embarrassing thing that had ever happened within Maurice Meister’s recollection. If he had resented the attitude of the young man before, he hated him now. The menace in his words, the covert threat behind his reference to Gwenda Milton, were maddening enough, but now there was another factor operating at a moment when it seemed that all his dreams were to be realised, and Mary Lenley, like a ripe plum, was ready to fall into his hands; when even the fear of The Ringer had evaporated in some degree, there must enter upon the scene this young man whom he thought he would not see again for years.

Prison had soured and aged him. He had gone away a weakling, come back a brooding, vicious man, who would stop at nothing — if he knew. There was nothing to know yet. Meister showed his teeth in a smile. Not yet…

Maurice Meister was no coward in his dealings with other men: he had all the qualities of his class. Known dangers he could face, however deadly they might be. He could have met John Lenley and without wincing could have told him of his evil plan — if he were sure of Mary. Yet the sight of a door opening slowly and apparently through no visible agency brought him to the verge of hysteria.

The Ringer was alive: the worst of Meister’s fear died with the sure knowledge. He was something human, tangible; something against which he could match his brains.

That afternoon, when they were alone, he came in to Mary and, standing behind her, dropped his hands upon her shoulders. He felt her stiffen, and was amused.

“You haven’t forgotten what you promised this morning?” he asked. She twisted from his clasp and came round to meet his eyes.

“Maurice, was it true about the cheque? You were not lying?” He nodded slowly. “We’re alone now,” she said desperately. “Can’t we talk…is it necessary that I should come tonight?”

“Very necessary,” said Meister coolly. “I suppose you are aware that there are three people in the house besides ourselves? Do, for Heaven’s sake, take a sane view of things, Mary; see them as they are, not as you would like them to be. I have to protect myself against Johnny — an irresponsible and arrogant young man — and I am very much afraid of—” he nearly said “fools” but thought better of it— “young men of his peculiar temperament.” He saw the quick rise and fall of her bosom: it pleased him that he could stir her even to fear. How simple women were, even clever women! He had long ceased to be amazed at their immense capacity for believing. Credulity was one of the weaknesses of human-kind that he could never understand.

“But, Maurice, isn’t this as good an opportunity as we can get? Nobody will interrupt you…why, you are here with your clients for hours on end! Tell me about the cheque and how he came to forge it. I want to get things right.”

He spread out his hands in a gesture of mock helplessness.

“What a child you are, Mary! How can you imagine that I would be in the mood to talk of Johnny, or plan for you? Keep your promise, my dear!”

She faced him squarely. “Maurice, I’m going to be awfully plain-spoken.” What was coming? he wondered. There was a new resolution in her voice, a new courage in her eyes. She was so unlike the wilting, terrified being of the morning that he was for a moment staggered. “Do you really wish me to come tonight…just to talk about the cheque that Johnny has forged?”

He was so taken aback by the directness of the question that he could not for the moment answer. “Why, of course,” he said at length. “Not only about the forgery, but there are so many other matters which we ought to talk over, Mary. If you’re really going into the country, we must devise ways and means. You can’t go flying off into Devonshire, or wherever it is you intend settling, at a minute’s notice. I am getting some catalogues from one of my — from a house agent I represent. We can look over these together—”

“Maurice, is that true? I want to know. I’m not a child any longer. You must tell me.”

She had never looked more lovely to him than in that moment of challenge.

“Mary,” he began, “I am very fond of you—”

“What does that mean — that you love me?” The coldbloodedness of the question took his breath away. “Does it mean, you love me so much that you want to marry me?” she asked.

“Why, of course,” he stammered. “I am awfully fond of you. But marriage is one of the follies that I have so far avoided. Does it mean anything, my dear? A few words mumbled by a paid servant of the Church…”

“Then you don’t want to marry me, Maurice?” she said quietly. “I am right there, aren’t I?”

“Of course, if you wish me—” he began hastily.

She shook her head. “I don’t love you and I don’t wish to marry you, if that is what you mean,” she said. “What do you really want of me?’ She was standing close to him when she asked the question, and in another instant she was struggling in his arms.

“I want you — you!” he breathed. “Mary, there is no woman in the world like you…I adore you…”

Summoning all her strength, she broke free from his grasp and held him breathlessly at arm’s length. “I see!” She could hardly articulate the words. “I guessed that. Maurice, I shall not come to this house tonight.”

Meister did not speak. The wild rush of passion which had overcome him had left him curiously weak. He could only look at her; his eyes burnt. Once he put up his trembling hand as though to control his lips. “I want you here tonight.” The voice was scarcely audible. “You have been frank with me; I will be as frank with you. I want you: I want to make you happy. I want to take away all the dread and fear that clouds your life. I want to move you from that squalid home of yours. You know what has happened to your brother, don’t you? He’s been released on ticket-of-leave. He has two years and five months to serve. If I prefer a charge of forgery against him, he will get seven years and the extra time he has not served. Nine and a half years…you realise what that means? You’ll be over thirty before you see him again.”

He saw her reel, thinking she was going to faint, caught her by the arm, but she shook off his hand. “That puts the matter in a different light, doesn’t it?”

He read agreement in a face which was as white as death.

“Is there no other way, Maurice?” she asked in a low voice. “No service I can render you? I would work for you as a housekeeper, as a servant — I would be your best friend, whatever happened to you, your loyalist helper.”

Meister smiled.

“You’re getting melodramatic, my dear, and that is stupid. What a fuss over a little supper party, a little flirtation.”

Her steady eyes were of his. “If I told Johnny—” she began slowly.

“If you told Johnny, he’d come here, and be even more melodramatic. I should telephone for the police and that would be the end of Johnny. You understand?”

She nodded dumbly.
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At five o’clock Meister told her she could go home for the evening. Her head was aching; she had done practically no work that afternoon, for the letters were blurred and illegible specks of black that swam before her eyes. No further reference was made to the visit of the evening, and she hurried from the house into the dark street. A thin fog lay on Deptford as she threaded a way along the crowded sidewalk of High Street.

Suppose she went to Alan? The thought only occurred to be rejected. She must work out her own salvation. Had Johnny been at home when she arrived, she might have told him, even if he had not guessed from her evident distress that something unusual had occurred.

But he was out; had left a note on the table saying that he had gone to town to see a man he knew. She remembered the name after a while; it was a gentleman farmer who had been a neighbour of theirs in the old days at Lenley. It was a dismal thought that all these preparations of Johnny’s would come to naught if — She shuddered. Either prospect she did not dare think about.

She went to her room and presently came her little maid-of-all-work with the announcement that a gentleman had called to see her.

“I can’t see anybody. Who is it?”

“I don’t know, miss. He’s a fellow with a beard.”

She walked quickly past the girl across the diningroom into the tiny hall.

“You don’t know me, I think,” said the man at the door. “My name is Bliss.”

Her heart sank. Why had this man come from Scotland Yard? Had Maurice, in one of those paroxysms of unreasonable temper, sent him?

“Come in, please.”

He walked into the room, a cigarette drooping from his bearded mouth, and slowly took off his hat, as though he were reluctant to pay even this tribute of respect to her.

“I understand your brother’s been released from prison today — or was it yesterday?”

“Yesterday,” she said. “He came home this morning.”

To her surprise, he made no further reference to Johnny, but took from his pocket a morning newspaper and folded it to show a column on the front page. She read the advertisement his finger indicated.

X2Z. LBa4T. QQ57g. LL4i8TS. A79Bf.

“What does it mean?” she asked.

“That is what I want to know,” said Bliss, fixing his dark eyes on her. “It is a message either from The Ringer to his wife, or from his wife to The Ringer, and it is in a code which was left at this flat last week. I want you to show me that code.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Bliss” — she shook her head— “but the code was stolen — I thought by—”

“You thought by me?” His lips twisted in a grim smile. “So you didn’t believe that cock-and-bull story I told about my having seen a man climbing into the flat and going up after him? Miss Lenley, I have reason to believe that the code was not taken from your house, but that it is still here, and that you know where it is.”

She had a feeling that, insulting as he was, he was merely testing her. His attitude was that of a man who wished to be convinced.

“The code is not here,” she said quietly. “I missed it the night I came back and found the flat had been burgled.”

She wondered if the peculiar look she saw indicated relief or scepticism.

“I’ll have to take your word,” he said, and folded up the paper. “If what you say is true, no other person than The Ringer and his wife has this code.”

Mary was a trifle bewildered. “Of course,” she said, “unless the person whom you saw climb into my room—”

“My theory is that that was The Ringer himself,” said Bliss. He had not taken his eyes off her all the time he had been speaking. “Are you scared of The Ringer, Miss Lenley?”

In spite of her trouble she smiled. “Of course not. I told you today. Why should I be scared of him? I have done him no harm, and from what I know of him he is not the kind of man who would hurt any woman.”

Again that fleeting smile. “I’m glad you have such a high opinion of the scoundrel,” he said, in a more genial tone. “I am afraid it is one that I do not share. How do you like Meister?”

Everybody asked her that question; it was beginning to get on her nerves; and he must have seen this, for, without waiting for her answer, he went on quickly: “You’ve got to look after that brother of yours. Miss Lenley. He’s a pretty foolish young man.”

“So Maurice Meister thinks,” she was stung into replying.

“Does he?” The answer seemed to amuse him. “That is about all. I’m sorry to have disturbed you.”

He walked to the door and turned round.

“Rather a nice fellow, Wembury, eh? A bit of an impetuous young fool, but rather nice?” Again he did not wait for an answer, but pulled the door close behind him, and she opened it in time to see him shut the front door. She herself had to go out again; the shops did not close till seven, and the evening was the only time she had for marketing. She made a list of all the things that Johnny liked; steadfastly kept out of her mind the pitiful possibilities which might disturb this housekeeping of hers.

With a basket on her arm she went out into the Lewisham High Road and shopped for an hour, and she was hurrying back to Malpas Mansions when she saw a tall man walking ahead of her. He wore a grey overcoat, but she could not mistake that shuffling gait and bent shoulders. She intended passing him without speaking, but almost before she came abreast. Dr. Lomond, without turning his head, hailed her. “It’s fine to see a lassie with a basket, but the eggs ye bought were no’ so good.”

She gasped at this and laughed. It was the first time that day she had been genuinely amused.

“I didn’t know I was under police observation,” she said.

“It’s a verra peculiar thing, that few people do,” he said drily. “But I was watching ye in the egg shop — lassie, you’ve a trusting disposition. Those new-laid eggs you bought are contemporaneous with the eggs of the great roc.” And then, seeing her rueful face in the light of a shop window, he chuckled. “I tell ye this, Miss Lenley; I’m a verra good obsairver. I obsairve eggs and skulls, jaws, noses, eyes and detectives! Was Mr. Bluss very offensive?” (He always referred to the ill-favoured inspector as “Bluss”.) “Or was it merely a social call?”

“Did you know Mr. Bliss had been to see me?” she asked in astonishment.

The old man nodded “He’s been around here a’ the afternoon. When he came to Malpas Mansions I happened to be passing and gave him good night, but he’s a sorry fellow wi’oot any milk of human kindness in his dour system.”

“Are you watching somebody now?” she asked mischievously, and was staggered when he pointed ahead. “Yon’s the fellow,” he said.

“Mr. Bliss?” She peered into the night, and at that moment saw in the light of a street standard the dapper figure of the Central Inspector.

“He interests me, that body,” admitted Lomond. “He’s mysteerious, and mysteerious things are very attractive to a plain, matter-of-fact old man like me.”

She left him to his chase and got back to the Mansions just as Johnny returned. He was in excellent spirits; joked with her on her marketing, and uttered gloomy forebodings as to the effect upon his digestion. She could not remember when she had last seen him in that mood. And then he said something which gladdened her heart.

“That fellow Wembury isn’t such a bad chap, after all. Which reminds me that I ought to call at Flanders Lane and register myself.”

She heard this with a little pang.

“You are on ticket of leave, aren’t you, Johnny. If anything happened… I mean, if you were silly again, would you have to serve the full sentence?”

“If I’m silly again?” he asked sharply. “What do you mean?” And then with an air of unconcern: “You’re being silly now, Mary. I’m going to lead a highly respectable life.”

“But if you were—”

“Of course I should have to serve the unfinished portion of my sentence in addition to any other I might get; but as I’m most unlikely to be what you call silly, we needn’t consider that. I suppose, Meister’s finished with you for the day? I hope in a week or two you’ll be finished with him for good. I don’t like you working there, Mary.”

“I know, Johnny, but—”

“Yes, yes, I quite understand. You never work there at night, do you, dear?”

She could say “No” to this truthfully.

“I’m glad. You’ll be wise to see Maurice only in business hours.”

He lit a cigarette, blew a cloud of smoke into the air. Johnny was trying to frame the lie he must tell her.

“I may be late tonight,” he said eventually. “A man I know has asked me to go to supper in the West End. You don’t mind, do you?”

She shook her head. “No. What time will you be back?”

He considered this before he answered. “Not before midnight — probably a little later,” he said.

Mary found her breath coming more quickly. “I — I may be late myself, Johnny. I’ve promised to go to a party…some people I’ve met.”

Would he be deceived? she wondered. Apparently he was, for he accepted her story of this mythical engagement without question.

“Get as much fun out of life as you can, old girl,” he said, us he stripped his coat and walked into his bedroom. “I suppose it’ll be a ghastly party after the wonderful shows we had at Lenley Court in the old days. But wait till we get on to our farm; we’re going to do a bit of hunting — keep a horse or two…”

He was in his bedroom now and she did not hear the remainder of his highly coloured plans.

He left the house by eight o’clock, and she sat down to wait for the hours to pass. How would this day end? And what would Alan think about it all? Alan, to whom she was something sacred and apart. She closed her eyes tightly us if to shut out some horrible vision. The world would never again be the same as it was. She had thought that, the day Johnny went away, when she had walked down the broad steps of the Old Bailey, her heart broken, her future wrecked. But now she watched the minute hand of the little American clock move all too quickly towards the hour of fate, she realised that her supreme hour of trial had yet to come.
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The fog which lay over Deptford extended to a wider area. An hour after Mary had had her little talk with Johnny, a powerful two-seater car came whizzing through the mist which shrouded the countryside between Hatfield and Welwyn, turned from the main road into a bumpy cart track and continued till, ahead of the driver, loomed the great arch of an abandoned hangar. The place had been an aerodrome in the days of the war, but it had been sold and re-sold so often that the list of its owners was of considerable length.

Stopping the car, he dimmed the lights and stepped briskly from the machine, walking towards the hangar. He heard a dog bark and the challenge of a man’s voice. “Is that you, Colonel?”

The motorist answered.

“I’ve got your machine ready and it’s all tuned up, but you won’t be able to take your trip to Paris tonight. The fog’s thick, and I’ve just been on the ‘phone to the Cambridge aerodrome. They say that one of their pilots went up and found the fog was two thousand feet deep and extending over the channel.”

“What could be nicer?” said the man called “Colonel Dane” cheerfully. “Fog driving is my speciality!”

The keeper of the hangar grunted something about every man to his taste, and walked ahead, swinging a dim lantern. Using all his strength, he rolled back the soft squeaking door of the hangar, and a long propeller and a portion of the fuselage of a Scout machine were revealed in the nickering light of the lantern.

“She’s a beauty, Colonel,” said the man admiringly. “When do you expect to come back?”

“In a week,” said the other.

The collar of his overcoat was turned up and it was impossible to see anything save a pair of keen eyes, and these were only visible at intervals, for his soft felt hat was pulled down over his forehead and afforded a perfect shade.

“Yes, she’s a beauty,” said the man. “I’ve been tuning her up all the afternoon.”

He was an ex-Air Force mechanic, and was for the moment the tenant of the garage, and the small cottage where he lived. Incidentally, he was the best paid aeroplane mechanic in England at the moment.

“The police were here today, sir,” he said. “They came nosing around, wanting to know who was the owner of the ‘bus — I told them you were an ex-officer of the Flying Corps who was thinking of running a light aircraft club. I’ve often wondered what you really are, sir?”

The man whom he called “Colonel” laughed softly.

“I shouldn’t do too much wondering, Green,” he said. “You’re paid to think of nothing but struts and stays, carburettors and petrol supply!”

“I’ve had all sorts of theories,” the imperturbable Green went on. “I thought maybe you were running dope to the Continent. If you are, it’s no business of mine.” Then he went off at a tangent. “Have you heard about The Ringer, sir? There’s a bit in tonight’s paper.”

“The Ringer? Who on earth is The Ringer?”

“He’s a fellow who disguises himself. The police have been after him for years.”

Green was the kind of man who had the police news at his fingertips and could give the dates of the conviction and execution of every murderer for the past twenty years. “He used to be in the Air Force, from what they say.”

“I’ve never heard of him,” said the Colonel. “Just stand outside, will you. Green?”

He walked into the hangar and, producing a powerful electric lamp from his pocket, made a minute examination of the aeroplane, testing wires, and eventually climbing into the fuselage to inspect the controls.

“Yes, she’s all right,” he said as he dropped lightly down. “I don’t know what time I shall be going, but probably some hour of the night. Have her taken out behind the garage facing the long field. You’ve been over the ground — I don’t want to get her scratched before I start to rise.”

“I’ve combed the ground, sir,” said Green complacently.

“Good!”

“Colonel Dane” took from his pocket a flat wad of notes, counted a dozen and placed them in the hand of his assistant.

“Since you are so infernally curious, I will tell you, my friend. I am hoping tonight to be running away with a lady — that sounds a little romantic, doesn’t it?”

“She’s somebody’s wife, eh?” said Green, scenting a scandal.

“She’s somebody’s wife,” agreed the Colonel gravely. “With any kind of luck I shall be here either at two o’clock tomorrow morning or two o’clock the following morning. The thicker the fog, the better I shall like it. I shall be accompanied by a lady, as I have told you. There will be no baggage, I want to carry as much juice as I can.”

“Where are you making for, Colonel?”

The Ringer laughed again. He was easily amused tonight.

“It may be France or Belgium or Norway or the North Coast of Africa or the South Coast of Ireland — who knows? I can’t tell you when I shall return, but before I go I shall leave you enough money to live in comfort for at least a year. If I’m not back in ten days, I advise you to let the garage, keep your mouth shut, and with any kind of luck we shall be meeting again.”

He picked his way back to the car, and Green, with all the curiosity of his kind, sought vainly to catch a glimpse of his face. Never once had he seen this strange employer of his, who had engaged him by night, and by night had visited him, choosing always those conditions which made it necessary to wear either a long mackintosh or a heavy ulster.

Green was always under the impression that his employer wore a beard, and in subsequent evidence that he gave adhered to this statement. Bearded or cleanshaven, he could not have penetrated beyond the muffling collar even now, as he escorted the “Colonel” back to his car.

“Talking about this Ringer—” began Green.

“I wasn’t,” said the other shortly, as he stepped into the car and jammed his foot on the self-starter. “And I advise you to follow my example. Green. I know nothing about the fellow, except that he’s a dangerous man — dangerous to spy upon, more dangerous to talk about. Keep your mind fixed on aeroplanes. Green; they are less deadly!”

In another few seconds the rear light of his car was out of sight.
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Sam Hackitt had other trials than were represented by a vigilant constabulary. There was, for example, a lady whom in a misguided moment he had led to the altar — an act he had spent the rest of his life regretting. She was a loud, aggressive woman, who hated her husband, not for his offences against society but for certain weaknesses of his which led him to neglect his home — a collection of frowsy furniture in a dingy little room off Church Street.

Sam was as easygoing as most criminals, a fairly kind man, but he lived in terror of his wife. Since his release from prison he had very carefully avoided her, but the news of his return had spread, and there had been two scenes, one on Meister’s doorstep and one in High Street, Deptford, when a raucous virago had followed him along the street explaining to the world at large the habits, character and delinquencies of Mr. Samuel Hackitt.

One day, Sam in an off moment had strolled up west, and in a large window in Cockspur Street he had seen many glowing booklets describing the wonder of the life on the western prairies of Canada; and though agriculture was a pursuit which had never wholly attracted him, he became from that instant an enthusiastic pioneer. But to reach Canada, money was needed, and to acquire property required more money. Sam Hackitt sat down coldbloodedly to consider the problem of transportation and sustenance. He had sufficient money saved to buy his ticket, but this he did surreptitiously, passing the emigration doctor with flying colours. Sam decided that, all being fair in love and war, and his relationships with Mr. Meister being permanently strained, it would be no hurt to his conscience to help himself to a few portable and saleable souvenirs.

That which he most strenuously coveted was a small black metal cashbox, which Meister usually kept in the second drawer of his desk. The lawyer, by reason of the peculiar calls made upon him, generally had a large sum of money in his cashbox, and it was this which Sam most earnestly desired.

There had been no opportunity in the past two days even to look at the box, and now, with the return of Johnny and his own summary ejection — Meister, as an act of grace, had told him he could stay on for the remainder of the week — a moment of crisis had arisen.

He had no grudge against Mary Lenley, but he had found a sense of bitter resentment growing towards the girl that day when, after the sixth attempt to walk into the room and make a quick extraction, he found her covering her typewriter before going home.

“You are leaving us, Hackitt?” she said on this occasion.

Sam thought that he could leave with greater rapidity if she would be kind enough to give him an opportunity of opening the second drawer of Mr. Meister’s desk.

“Yes, Miss. I can’t stand Meister any longer. I suppose you’re glad about your brother coming back, Miss?”

“Very glad. We’re going into the country.”

“Taking up farming, Miss?” asked Sam, interested.

She sighed.

“I’m afraid we shan’t be much use as farmers.”

“I thought of going in for farming myself,” said Sam. “I’ve had a bit of experience — I worked in the fields down at Dartmoor.”

“Are you going to farm in England?” she asked, surprised out of her mood.

Sam coughed. “I’m not exactly sure. Miss, but I thought of going abroad. Into the great open spaces as it were.”

“Sam, you’ve been to the pictures,” she accused him, and he grinned.

“This is no country for a man who’s trying to get away from the arm of the police,” he said. “I want to go abroad and make a fresh start.”

She looked at him oddly.

“Why are your eyes always on Mr. Meister’s desk? Is there anything wrong with it?” she asked.

“No, no, Miss,” said Sam hastily, “only I thought of giving it a rub up tomorrow. Look here, miss,” — he walked nearer to her and lowered his voice to a confidential tone— “you’ve known old Meister for years, haven’t you?”

She nodded.

“I don’t suppose you know very much about him except that he’s a snide lawyer,” said Sam outrageously. “Don’t you think it’d be a good idea if you had another young lady in to help you? This may be my last word to you.”

She looked at him kindly: how well he meant. “There isn’t enough work for two people,” she said.

He nodded knowingly.

“Yes, there is. Miss. You make enough work — do a little bit of miking.”

“‘Miking’?”

“Slowing up, ca’ canny — it’s a Scottish expression.”

“But why should I do that? It wouldn’t be very honest, would it?” she smiled in spite of herself.

The honesty of things never made any very great appeal to Sam Hackitt.

“It mightn’t be honesty, but it’d be safe,” he said, and winked. “I hope you won’t be offended, but if I had a sister I wouldn’t pass her within half a mile of Meister’s house.”

He saw her expression change and was instantly apologetic, and took the first opportunity of getting out of the room.

There was only one way for Sam: the steel grille which protected the window leading on to the leads was an effective barrier to the average thief, but Sam was above the average And, moreover, when he cleaned the windows that morning, he had introduced a little appliance to the lock, an appliance which the maker had not foreseen. If Alan Wembury had examined the bars carefully he would have seen a piece of steel wire neatly wrapped round a bar, and had he followed the wire to its end he would have discovered that it entered the lock in such a way that a person outside the window had only to loosen the wire and pull, to force back the catch. It was an ingenious contrivance and Sum was rather proud of it.

That night, after Alan Wembury had gone, Sam crouched on the leads. He heard Alan come and go. It was an unpleasant experience crouching there, for the fog was alternated with a drizzle which soaked him through and chilled him to the bone. He heard Meister talking to himself as he paced up and down the room, heard the rattle of knife against plate, and then Sam cursed. Meister was at the piano — he might be there for hours. And Sam hated music. But apparently the man was in a fitful mood: the music ceased, and Sam heard the creak of a chair, and after a while his stertorous, regular breathing. The lawyer was asleep and Sam waited no longer. A quick pull and the grille was unfastened. He had greased the window sash and it rose noiselessly.

Meister sat at the piano, his eyes wide open, an unpleasant sight. Sam no more than glanced at the little table, near the settee, which was covered by a cloth. Tiptoeing across the room, he reached for the switch and turned out the lights.

The fire burnt low; but he was a famous night worker, and by touch located the drawer, fitted the little instrument he carried into the lock, and pulled. The drawer opened, and his hand groped in the interior. He found the cashbox instantly, but there were other treasures. A small cupboard under the disused buffet held certain priceless articles of Georgian silver. He went back to the window, lifted inside his portmanteau and packed until the case could hold no more. Lifting the suitcase, he stepped softly back towards safety, and was nearly opposite the mystery door when he heard a faint click and stood, petrified, all his senses alert.

It might have been a cooling cinder in the fire. He moved stealthily, one hand extended before him, an instinctive gesture common to all who work in the dark. He was opposite the mystery door, when suddenly a cold hand closed on his wrist!

He set his teeth, stifled the cry which rose, and then, with a quick jerk, wrenched free. Who was it? He could see nothing, could only hear quick breathing, and darted for the window. In a second he was on the leads and in another he was racing across the courtyard. The fear of death in his heart.

There could be only one explanation for that cold and deathly hand — The Ringer had come for Meister!
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Early that evening Alan Wembury made a hurried call at Meister’s house. The girl was gone but Meister was visible. He came down in his inevitable dressing-gown and was so gloomy and nervous a man that Alan formed the impression that he had been sent for so urgently to soothe the lawyer’s nerves.

But in this he was wrong.

“Sorry to bother you, inspector…” Meister was, for the first time in his life, at a loss as to how he should proceed. Alan waited. “The fact is…I’ve got a very unpleasant duty to perform — very unpleasant. To tell you the truth, I hate doing it.”

Still Alan said nothing to encourage the coming confidence and Meister hardly wanted encouragement.

“It’s about Johnny. You understand my position, Wembury? You know what the Commissioner said to me? I am under suspicion — unjustly, it is true — but I am suspect by police headquarters.”

What was coming next? Alan wondered. This was so unlike the Meister he knew that he might be excused his bewilderment.

“I can’t afford to take risks,” the lawyer went on. “A few weeks ago I might have taken a chance, for the sake of Mary — Miss Lenley. But now I simply dare not. If I know of a felony about to be committed or contemplated, I have only one course — to inform the police.”

Now Alan Wembury understood. But he still maintained his silence.

Maurice was walking nervously up and down the room. He sensed the antagonism, the contempt of the other man, and hated him for it. Worse than this, he was well aware that Alan knew that he was lying: knew full well that the betrayal was coldblooded and deliberate.

“You understand?” asked Meister again.

“Well?” said Alan. He was nauseated by this preliminary. “What felony is Lenley committing?”

Meister drew a long breath.

“I think you should know that the Darnleigh affair was not Johnny’s first job. He did the burglary at Miss Bolter’s about a year ago. You remember?”

Wembury nodded. Miss Bolter was an eccentric maiden lady of great wealth. She had a house on the edge of Greenwich — a veritable storehouse of old jewellery. A robbery had been committed and the thieves had got away with £8,000 worth of jewels.

“Was Lenley in that — is that the information you are laying?”

“I am laying no information,” said Maurice hastily. “I merely tell you what I believe to be true. My information, which you will be able to confirm, is that the jewels were never got away from the house — you will remember that the burglars were disturbed at their nefarious work.”

Alan shook his head. “I still don’t understand what you’re driving at,” he said.

Meister looked round and lowered his voice. “I understand from some hint he dropped that he is going to Camden Crescent tonight to get the jewels! He has borrowed the key of the house next door, which happens to be my property and is empty. My theory is that the jewels are hidden on the roof of No. 57. I suggest — I do no more than suggest, that you post a man there tonight.”

“I see!” said Alan softly.

“I don’t want you to think that I intend harm to Johnny — I’d rather have cut off my right hand than hurt him. But I have my duty to do — and I am already under suspicion and deeply involved, so far as John Lenley is concerned.”

Alan went back to Flanders Lane police station with a heavy heart. He could do nothing. Meister would report to headquarters that he had given him the information. To warn John Lenley would mean ruin — disgrace — probably an ignominious discharge from the service.

He sent a man to take up a position on the roof of Camden Crescent.

Within an hour he had his report. He was standing moodily before the fire when the telephone bell rang. The sergeant pulled the instrument over to him.

“Hallo!” He looked up at the clock mechanically to time the call in his book. “What’s that?” He covered the receiver with his hand. “The night watchman at Cleavers reports there’s a man on the roof in Camden Crescent.”

Alan thought for a moment. “Yes, of course. Tell him not to worry; it is a police officer.”

“On the roof of Camden Crescent?” asked the sergeant incredulously.

Alan nodded, and the officer addressed himself to his unknown vis-a-vis.

“That’s all right, son. He’s only one of our men…eh? He’s sweeping the chimney…yes, we always have policemen sweep chimneys and we usually choose the night.” He hung up the receiver. “What’s he doing up there?”

“Looking round,” said Alan indifferently.

His men were searching for another criminal that night. Sam Hackitt had disappeared from Meister’s house, and the slatternly woman who was known as Mrs. Hackitt had been brought in earlier in the evening charged with fighting. It was the old sordid story…a younger woman who had taken the erratic fancy of the faithless Sam. In her fury Mrs. Hackitt had “squeaked” — the story of Sam’s plans was told to the station sergeant’s desk — and two of Wembury’s men were looking for him.

Dr. Lomond had once said that he felt the police were very hard on little criminals, that they sought crime, and grew callous to all the sufferings attendant upon its detection. Alan wondered if he had grown callous. Perhaps he had not. Perhaps no police officer should. They came to be rather like doctors, who have two personalities, in one of which they can dissociate from themselves all sentiment and human tenderness. And then the object of his thoughts appeared and Wembury’s heart leapt. John Lenley came into the charge-room, nodding to the sergeant.

“I’m reporting here,” he said.

He took some papers out of his pocket and laid them on the desk.

“My name’s Lenley. I’m a convict on licence.”

And then he caught Wembury’s eye and came over to him and shook hands.

“I heard you were out, Lenley. I congratulate you.” All the time he was speaking, there was in his mind the picture of that crouching, waiting figure of justice on the roof of Camden Crescent. He had to clench his teeth to inhibit the warning that rose to his lips.

“Yes, I came out yesterday,” said Johnny.

“Your sister was glad to see you?”

“Yes,” said Lenley curtly, and seemed disinclined to make any further reference to Mary.

“I’d like to find a job for you, Johnny,” said Alan, in desperation. “I think I can.”

John Lenley smiled crookedly.

“Prisoners’ Aid Society?” he asked. “No, thank you! Or is it the Salvation Army you’re thinking of? Paper sorting at twopence a hundredweight? When I get a job, it will be one that a waster can’t do, Wembury. I don’t want helping; I want leaving alone.”

There was a silence, broken by the scratching of the sergeant’s pen.

“Where are you going tonight?” asked Alan. At all costs this man must be warned. He thought of Mary Lenley waiting at home. He was almost crazy with the fear that she might in some way conceive the arrest of this man as a betrayal on his part.

John Lenley was looking at him suspiciously. “I’m going up west. Why do you want to know?”

Alan’s indifference was ill assumed. “I don’t wish to know particularly,” And then: “Sergeant, how far is it from here to Camden Crescent?”

He saw Johnny start. The man’s eyes were fixed on his.

“Not ten minutes’ walk,” said the sergeant.

“Not far, is it?” Alan was addressing the ticket-of-leave man. “A mere ten minutes’ walk from Camden Crescent to the station house!”

Johnny did not answer.

“I thought of taking a lonely stroll up west,” Alan went on. “Would you like to come along and have a chat? There are several things I’d like to talk to you about.”

Johnny was watching him suspiciously. “No,” he said quietly. “I’ve got to meet a friend.”

Alan picked up a book and turned the leaves slowly. He did not raise his eyes when he said: “I wonder if you know whom you’re going to meet? You used to be a bit of an athlete in your early days, Lenley — a runner, weren’t you? I seem to remember that you took prizes?”

“Yes, I’ve got a cup or two,” he said, in a tone of surprise.

“If I were you” — still Alan did not raise his eyes from the book— “I’d run and not stop running until I reached home. And then I’d lock the door to stop myself running out again!”

The desk sergeant was intrigued.

“Why?” he asked.

Johnny had turned his back on Wembury and was apparently absorbed in the information he was giving to the sergeant. Then he walked to the door.

“Good night, Lenley, if I don’t see you again,” said Wembury.

Johnny spun round. “Do you expect to see me again?” he asked. “Tonight?”

“Yes — I do.”

The words were deliberate. It was the nearest to a warning that he could give consistent with his duty; and when, with a shrug, Johnny Lenley went out into the night, the heart of Alan Wembury was sore.

“What fools these people are!” he said aloud.

“And a good job, too!” returned the sergeant. “If they weren’t fools, you’d never catch ‘em!”

Wembury would have gone out had it not been for his promise to meet Dr. Lomond here. He did not want to be round when the inevitable happened and Johnny Lenley was brought in — unless he had taken the hint. Had he? It seemed impossible of belief that he could have the situation so plainly put before him, and yet ignore the warning.
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Lomond had just shuffled in and was cursing the weather when there was a heavy footfall in the corridor outside and the lawyer lurched in. His overcoat was open, his silk hat was on the back of his head, an unaccustomed cigarette drooped from his lips. The transition from the dark street to the well-lit charge-room temporarily blinded him. He leered for a long time at the doctor.

“The man of medicine and the man of law!” he said thickly and thumped himself on the chest. “My dear doctor, this is almost an historic meeting!”

He turned to Alan. “Have they brought him in? I didn’t think he’d be fool enough to do the job, but he’s better away, my dear Wembury, very much better.”

“Did you come to find out? You might have saved yourself the trouble by telephoning,” said Alan sternly.

The whole mien of Meister suddenly changed. The look that Alan had seen in his eyes before reappeared, and when lie spoke his voice was harsh but coherent.

“No, I didn’t come for that.” He looked round over his shoulder. The policeman had come from the door to the sergeant, and was whispering something to him. Even the doctor seemed interested. “Hackitt cleared out and left me alone — the dirty coward! Alone in the house!”

Up went the hand to his mouth.

“It got on my nerves, Wembury. Every sound I heard, the creak of a chair when I moved, a coal falling from the fire, the rattle of the windows—”

Out of the dark beyond the doorway loomed a figure. Nobody saw it. The three men talking together at the desk least of all. Inspector Bliss stared into the charge-room for a second and vanished as though he were part of some magician’s trick. The policeman at the desk caught a glimpse of him and walked to the door. The sergeant and the doctor followed at a more leisurely pace.

“Every sound brings my heart into my mouth, Wembury. I feel as though I stood in the very presence of doom.”

His voice was a husky whine.

“I feel it now — as though somewhere near me, in this very room, death were at my elbow. Oh, God, it’s awful — awful!”

Suddenly he swayed, and Alan Wembury caught him just in time. Fortunately the doctor was at hand, and they sat him on a chair whilst Sergeant Carter delved into his desk for an ancient bottle of smelling-salts that had served many a fainting lady, overcome in that room by her temporary misfortunes.

“What’s the matter with him?”

“Dope,” answered the doctor laconically. “Take him into the inspector’s room, sergeant, he’ll be all right in a few minutes!”

He watched the limp figure assisted from the charge-room and shook his head. Then he strolled back to the main door and into the corridor. He was peering out into the night.

“What is it, doctor?” asked Alan.

“There he is again!” Lomond pointed to the dark street.

“Who is it?”

“He’s been watching the station ever since Meister came in,” said Lomond, as he came back to the charge-room and drew up a chair to the fire.

“Who is the mysterious watcher?” asked Wembury, smiling.

“I don’t know. It looked like Bliss to me,” said Lomond, rolling a cigarette; “he doesn’t like me — I don’t know why.”

“Do you know anybody he likes — except Bliss?” growled Wembury.

“I heard quite a curious thing about him at the club this afternoon,” said Lomond slowly. “I met a man who knew him in Washington — a doctor man. He swears that he saw Bliss in the psychopathic ward of a Brooklyn hospital.”

“When was this?”

“That is the absurd part of it. He said he saw him only a fortnight ago.”

Wembury smiled. “He has been back months.”

“Do you know Bliss very well?”

“No, not very well,” admitted Wembury. “I never met him until he returned from America. I had seen him — he’s a much older man than I, and my promotion was rather rapid. He was a sub-inspector when I was only a constable — hallo!”

A man strode into the charge-room and walked straight to the sergeant’s desk. It was Inspector Bliss.

“I want a gun,” he said shortly.

“I beg pardon?” Carter stared at him.

“I want an automatic.” — louder.

Wembury chuckled maliciously.

“That’s right, sergeant — Central Inspector Bliss from Scotland Yard wants an automatic. What do you want it for, Bliss? Going ratting?”

Bliss favoured him with a crooked smile.

“Yes, but you needn’t be afraid, though. What’s it to do with you?”

“Quite a lot,” said Wembury, quietly, as the sergeant produced an automatic. “This is my division.”

“Any reason why I shouldn’t have it?” demanded the bearded man.

“None,” said Wembury, and as the other made for the door: “I should sign for it, though. You seem to have forgotten the routine, Bliss.”

Bliss turned with a curse. “I’ve been away from this damned country, you know that.”

The doctor’s eyes were twinkling. “Good evening, Mr. Bliss.”

For the first time it seemed Bliss noticed the police surgeon’s presence. “‘Evening, Professor. Caught The Ringer yet?”

“Not yet,” smiled Lomond.

“Huh! Better write another book and then perhaps you will!”

“We are amused,” responded Lomond dryly. “No, I haven’t caught The Ringer, but I dare say I could put my hand on him.”

Bliss looked at the other suspiciously. “Think so? You’ve got a theory, eh?”

“A conviction, a very strong conviction,” said Lomond mysteriously.

“Now you take a tip from me. Leave police work to policemen. Arthur Milton’s a dangerous man. Seen his wife lately?”

“No — have you?”

Bliss turned. “No; I don’t even know who she’s living with.”

The doctor’s face hardened. “Would you remember you’re speaking of a particular friend of mine?” he demanded.

Inspector Bliss allowed himself the rare luxury of a chuckle. “Oh, she’s caught you, too, eh? She does find ‘em!”

“Have you never heard of a woman having a disinterested friend?” demanded Lomond.

“Oh yes, there’s one born every minute,” was the harsh reply, and, seeing Wembury’s disapproving eye on him: “You’re a bit of a sentimental Johnny, too, aren’t you, Wembury?”

“That’s my weakness,” said Alan coolly.

“That girl Lenley — she’s in Meister’s office, isn’t she?”

Wembury smiled his contempt. “You’ve found that out, have you? There are the makings of a detective in you,” he said, but Bliss was not perturbed by the studied insult.

“Sweet on her, they tell me. Very romantic! The old squire’s daughter and the lovesick copper!”

“If you must use thieves’ slang, call me ‘busy’. Were you ever in love, Bliss?”

“Me! Huh! No woman can make a fool of me!” said Inspector Bliss, one hand on the door.

“It takes a clever woman to improve on God’s handiwork. What are you doing down here, anyway?” retorted Alan rudely.

“Your job!” snapped Bliss, as he went out, banging the door behind him.
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Carter was intrigued.

“It’s curious that the inspector doesn’t know station routine, isn’t it, sir?”

“Everything about Mr. Bliss is curious,” said Alan savagely. “Bliss! Where he got his name from I’d like to know!”

Lomond went to the door of the inspector’s room, where Meister lay under the watchful eye of a “relief”. He was rapidly recovering, the doctor said. As he returned, a policeman came in and whispered to Wembury.

“A lady to see me? Who is it?”

“It’s Cora Ann Milton,” said Lomond, again displaying that uncanny instinct of his. “My future bride!”

Cora Ann came in with an air in which defiance and assumed indifference were blended. “Say, is there something wrong with your date book, doctor?”

Alan regarded the old doctor suspiciously as Lomond took the woman’s hand in his.

“There’s something wrong with you. Why, you’re all of a dither, Cora Ann.”

She nodded grimly. “I never wait longer than an hour for any man.”

Wembury looked up at this.

“Good Lord! I was taking ye to dinner!” gasped the doctor. “I was called down here and it slipped out of my mind.”

Cora Ann looked round with every indication of distaste.

“I can’t blame you. If I were called to a place like this my mind would slip a cog. So this is a police station? My idea of hell, only not so bright!” She looked at Wembury. “Say, where’s your fancy dress? Everybody else is in uniform.”

“I keep that for wearing at parties,” he smiled.

She shuddered.

“Ugh — doesn’t it make you sick? How can you stay here? There must be something wrong with a man’s mind who likes this sort of life.”

“There’s something wrong with you,” said Lomond quietly. “There’s a queer vacant look in your eye.”

She eyed him steadily. “The vacancy isn’t in my eye — I haven’t had anything to eat since lunch!”

Lomond was all remorse. “You poor hungry mite — could you not eat by yourself?”

“I prefer to take my meals under the eye of a medical man,” said Cora.

“I’m not so sure that it would be safe,” he bantered. “Do you think I’ll poison you?”

“You might poison my mind.”

All the time Wembury was listening with undisguised astonishment. What was the doctor’s game? Why was he making friends with this girl?

“Are you going to take pity on a poor hysterical female?” she demanded.

There was an element of desperation in her tone; it was as though she were making one last effort to…what? Alan was puzzled.

“I’d love to, Cora Ann, but—” Lomond was saying.

“But! But!” she mocked. “You’re a ‘butter’, eh? Listen, Scottie, you won’t have to pay for the dinner!”

He grinned at this. “That’s certainly an inducement, but I’ve got work to do.”

In a second her face had grown haggard. “Work!” She laughed bitterly, and with a shrug of her shoulders walked listlessly towards the door. “I know the work! You’re trying to hang Arthur Milton. That’s your idea of work! All right.”

“Where are you going now, lassie?” asked the doctor, anxiously.

She looked at him, and her smile was a little hard. “It’s too late for dinner. I think I’ll go and have supper and a music lesson at the same time. I’ve a friend who plays the piano very, very well.”

Lomond walked to the door and peered out into the fog after her. “That sounds like a threat to me,” he said.

Alan did not answer immediately. When he spoke his voice was very grave.

“Doctor — I wish you wouldn’t make love to The Ringer’s wife.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean — I don’t want the possibility of two tragedies on my mind.”

Carter, who had been into the room where Meister was lying, came back to his desk at that moment.

“How is he now?”

“He’s all right, sir,” said the sergeant.

Tramp, tramp, tramp!

Alan’s keen ears had caught the sound of the measured march, the peculiar tempo of a man in custody, and he drew a long breath as Johnny Lenley, his arm gripped by a plainclothes policeman, came through the door and was arrayed before the desk. There was no preliminary.

“I am Detective-Constable Bell,” said the tall man. “This evening I was on the roof of 57, Camden Crescent, and I saw this man come up through a trapdoor in the attic of No. 55. I saw him searching behind the cistern of 57, and took him into custody. I charged him with being on enclosed premises for the purpose of committing a felony.”

Lenley stood looking down at the floor. He scarcely seemed interested in the proceedings, until he raised his head and his eyes found Wembury’s, and then he nodded slowly.

“Thank you, Wembury,” he said. “If I had the brain of a rabbit I shouldn’t be here.”

Carter at the desk dipped his pen in the ink. “What is your name?” he asked automatically.

“John Lenley.” Silence and a splutter of writing.

“Your address?”

“I have no address.”

“Your trade?”

“I’m a convict on licence,” said Johnny quietly.

The sergeant put down his pen. “Search him,” he said. Johnny spread out his arms and the tall officer ran his hands through his pockets and carried what he had found to the desk. “Who put me away, Wembury?”

Alan shook his head. “That is not a question to ask me,” he said. “You know that very well.” He nodded to the desk to call the prisoner’s attention to the man who was, for the moment, in supreme authority.

“Have you any explanation for your presence on the roof of 57, Camden Crescent?” asked the sergeant.

Johnny Lenley cleared his throat.

“I went after some stuff that was supposed to be planted behind a cistern. And it wasn’t there. That’s all. Who was the snout? You needn’t tell me, because I know. Look after my sister, Wembury; she’ll want some looking after, and I’d sooner trust you than any man—”

It was unfortunate for all concerned that Mr. Meister chose that moment to make his bedraggled appearance. He stared foolishly at the man in the hands of the detectives, and Johnny Lenley smiled.

“Hallo, Maurice!” he said softly.

The lawyer was staggered.

“Why — why — it’s — it’s Johnny!” he stammered. “You haven’t been getting into trouble again, have you, Johnny?” He raised his hands in a gesture of despair. “What a misfortune! I’ll be down at the court to defend you in the morning, my boy.” He ambled up to the sergeant’s desk. “Any food he wants, let him have it at my expense,” he said loudly.

“Meister!” The word came like the clang of steel on steel. “There was no swag behind the cistern!”

Mr. Meister’s face was a picture of wonder and amazement.

“No swag behind the cistern? ‘Swag?’ I don’t know what you’re talking about, my boy.”

Lenley nodded and grinned mirthlessly.

“I came out too soon for you. It interfered with your little scheme, didn’t it, Meister? You swine!”

Before Wembury could realise what was happening, Johnny had the lawyer by the throat. In a second four men were struggling in a heap on the ground.

As they rolled on the floor, the door of the charge room flung open, and Inspector Bliss appeared. He stood for a second, and then with one leap was in the thick of the scrum.

It was Bliss who flung the boy back. He walked to the prostrate Meister.

“Is he hurt?” he demanded.

White with rage, Johnny glared at the lawyer.

“I wish to God I’d killed him!” he hissed.

Bliss turned his hard eyes upon the prisoner.

“Don’t be so damned selfish, Lenley!” he said coldly.
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Alan Wembury had only one thought in his mind as he walked from the police station, and that a supremely wretched one. Mary had to be told. Again he was to be an unwilling messenger of woe. A fog was blowing up from the river, and lay so thick in some places that he had to grope his way feeling along the railings. In the dip of Lewisham High Road ii was clearer, for some reason. Being human, he cursed the log; cursed John Lenley for his insensate folly; but it was when he thought of Maurice Meister that he found it most difficult to control his anger. The base treachery of the man was almost inhuman.

He climbed up the stone staircase of Malpas Mansions and knocked at the door of Mary’s flat. There was no answer. He knocked again, and then he heard an inner door open with the snap of a lock as it was turned back, and: “Is that you, Johnny? I thought you had the key.”

“No, my dear, it is I.”

“Alan!” She took a step back and her hand went to her heart. “Is anything wrong?”

Her face was twitching with anxiety. He did not answer until he had closed the door behind him and followed her into the room.

“Is there anything wrong?” she asked again….”Is it Johnny?”

He nodded. She sank into a chair and covered her eyes with her hands.

“Is he…arrested?” she whispered.

“Yes,” said Alan.

“For the forgery?” She spoke in a voice little above a whisper.

“For the forgery?” He stared down at her. “I don’t know what you mean, my dear.” And she turned a white, bewildered face up to his. “Isn’t it for forgery?” she asked, in wonder; and then, as she realised her indiscretion: “Will you forget that I asked that, Alan?”

“Of course I’ll forget, Mary, my dear. I know nothing about a forgery. Johnny was arrested for being on enclosed premises.”

“For burglary — oh, my God!”

“I don’t know what it’s all about. I’m a little at sea myself,” said Alan. “I wish I could tell you everything I guess: perhaps I will, even if I am fired out of the force for it.”

He dropped his hand gently on her shoulder.

“You’ve got to stand up to this, Mary; there may be some explanation. I can’t understand why Johnny should have been such a lunatic. I did my best to warn him. I still think there is a chance for him. After I leave here and have seen Meister, I’m going to knock up a lawyer friend of mine and get his advice. I wish he hadn’t gone for Meister.”

And then he told her of the scene at the police station, and she was horrified.

“He struck Maurice? Oh, he’s mad! Why, Maurice has it in his power—” She stopped short.

Alan’s keen eyes searched her face.

“Go on,” he said gently. “Maurice has it in his power — ?” And, when she did not speak: “Is it the forgery you are thinking of?”

She looked at him reproachfully.

“Alan, you promised—”

“I didn’t promise anything,” he half smiled, “but I’ll tell you this, that anything you say to me is to Alan Wembury the individual, and not to Alan Wembury the police officer. Mary, my dear, you’re in trouble: won’t you let me help you?”

She shook her head.

“I can’t, I can’t! This has made things so dreadful. Maurice is so vindictive, and he will never forgive Johnny. And he was going to be so nice…he was getting us a little farm in the country.”

It was on the tip of Alan’s tongue to tell her the truth about the betrayal, but the rigid discipline of the police force was triumphant. The first law and the last law of criminal detection is never to betray the informer.

“It’s a mystery to me why Johnny went to this house. He told some story about there being loot, the proceeds of an old burglary, hidden in a cistern, but of course there was nothing of the sort.”

She was crouching over the table, her head on her hands, her eyes closed. He thought for a moment she was going to faint, and his arm went about her shoulder.

“Mary, can’t I help you?” His voice was husky. He found a difficulty in breathing. “I don’t care how you think of me, whether it is as the son of your old servant, as Inspector Wembury the police officer, or just Alan Wembury…who loves you!”

She did not move; made no attempt to withdraw from his encircling arm.

“I’ve said it now and I’m glad,” he went on breathlessly. “I’ve always loved you since you were a child. Won’t you tell me everything, Mary?”

And then suddenly she pushed him away and came to her feet, wild-eyed, her lips parted as at some horrible thought.

“I can’t, I can’t!” she said, almost incoherently. “Don’t touch me, Alan….I’m not worthy of you….I thought I need not go, but now I know that I must…for Johnny’s sake.”

“Go where?” he asked sternly, but she shook her head. Then she flung her hands out impulsively and caught him in a frenzied clasp.

“Alan, I know you love me…and I’m glad…glad! You know what that means, don’t you? A woman wouldn’t say that unless she…she felt that way herself. But I’ve got to save Johnny — I must!”

“Won’t you tell me what it is?”

She shook her head. “I can’t. This is one of the hard places that I’ve got to go through without help.”

But he was not to be silenced. “Is it Meister?” he asked. “Is it some threat that he is holding over you?”

Mary shook her head wearily.

“I don’t want to talk about it, Alan — what can I do for Johnny? Is it really a bad charge — I mean, will he be sent to penal servitude again? Do you think that Maurice could save him?”

For the moment Johnny’s fate did not interest the police officer. He had no mind, no thought for anybody but this lonely girl, battered and bruised and broken. His arms went round her; he held her to his breast and kissed her mid lips.

“Don’t, please, Alan,” she murmured, and realising that she had no physical strength to resist, he released her gently.

He himself was shaking like an aspen when he moved to the door.

“I’m going to solve a few mysteries — about Johnny and about other things,” he said, between his teeth. “Will you stay here where I can find you? I will come back in an hour.”

Dimly divining his purpose, she called him back, but he was gone.

Meister’s house was in darkness when Alan struggled through the fog into Flanders Lane. The police officer on duty at the door had nothing to report except that he had heard the sound of a piano coming faintly from one of the upper rooms.

The policeman had the key of the gate and the front door, and, leaving the man on duty outside, Alan strode into the house. As he mounted the stairs, the sounds of a Humoresque came down to him. He tried Meister’s door: it was locked. He tapped on the panel.

“What do you want?” asked Meister’s slurred voice. “Who is it?”

“Wembury. Open the door,” said Alan impatiently.

He heard the man growl as he crossed the room, and presently the door was opened. He walked in; the room was in darkness save for a light which came from one standard lamp near the piano.

“Well, what’s that young blackguard got to say for himself?” demanded Maurice. He had been drinking heavily; the place reeked with the smell of spirits. There was a big bruise on his cheek where John Lenley had struck him.

Without invitation, Alan switched on the lights, and the lawyer blinked impatiently at him.

“I don’t want lights. Curse you, why did you put those lights on?” he snarled.

“I want to see you,” said Wembury, “and I would like you to see me.”

Meister stared at him stupidly.

“Well,” he asked at last, “you wanted to see me? You seem to have taken charge of my house, Mr. Wembury. You walk in and you go out as you wish; you turn on my lights and put them off at your own sweet will. Now perhaps you will condescend to explain your attitude and your manner.”

“I’ve come to ask you something about a forgery.”

He saw Maurice start. “A forgery? What do you mean?”

“You know damned well what I mean,” said Alan savagely. “What is this forgery you’ve told Mary Lenley about?”

Drunk as he was, the question sobered the man. He shook his head. “I really don’t understand what you’re talking about.” Maurice Meister was no fool. If Mary had told the story of the forged cheque, this bullying oaf of a police officer would not ask such a question. He had heard a little, guessed much — how much, Meister was anxious to learn.

“My dear man, you come here in the middle of the night and ask me questions about forgeries,” he went on in a flippant tone. “Do you really expect me to be conversational and informative — after what I have experienced tonight? I’ve dealt with so many forgeries in my life that I hardly know to which one you refer.”

His eyes strayed unconsciously to a little round table that was set in the centre of the room, and covered by a fine white cloth. Alan had noticed this and wondered what the cloth concealed. It might be Meister’s supper, or it might be — Only for a second did he allow his attention to be diverted, however.

“Meister, you’re holding some threat over the head of Mary Lenley, and I want to know what it is. You’ve asked her to do something which she doesn’t want to do. I don’t know what that is either, but I can guess. I’m warning you—”

“As a police officer?” sneered Maurice.

“As a man,” said Alan quietly. “For the evil you are contemplating there may be no remedy in law, but I tell you this, that if one hair of Mary Lenley’s head is hurt, you will be sorry.”

The lawyer’s eyes narrowed.

“That is a threat of personal violence, one presumes?” he said, and in spite of the effort to appear unconcerned his voice trembled. “Threatened men live long, Inspector Wembury, mid I have been threatened all my life and nothing has come of it. The Ringer threatens me, Johnny threatens me, you threaten me — I thrive on threats!”

The eyes of Alan Wembury had the hard brightness of burnished steel. “Meister,” he said softly, “I wonder if you realise how near you are to death?”

Meister’s jaw dropped and he gaped at the young man who towered over him.

“Not at my hands, perhaps; not at The Ringer’s hands, nor John Lenley’s hands; but if what I believe is true, and if I am right in suspecting the kind of villainy you contemplate tonight, and you carry your plans through, be sure of one thing, Maurice Meister — that if The Ringer fails, I shall get you!”

Meister looked at him for a long time and then forced a smile.

“By God, you’re in love with Mary Lenley,” he chuckled harshly. “That’s the best joke I’ve heard for years!”

Alan heard his raucous laugher as he went down the stairs, and the echo of it rang in his ears all the way down Flanders Lane.

He had a call to make — a lawyer friend who lived in Greenwich. His interview with that gentleman was very satisfactory.



Chapter 44


Table of Contents


Alan Wembury came into the charge-room and glanced at the clock. He had been gone two hours.

“Has Mr. Bliss been in?” he asked.

Bliss had vanished from the station almost as dramatically as he arrived.

“Yes, sir; he came in for a few minutes: he wanted to see a man in the cells,” said Carter.

Instantly Alan was alert. “Who?” he asked.

“That boy Lenley. I let him have the key.”

What interest had the Scotland Yard man in Johnny? Wembury was puzzled. “Oh — he didn’t stay long?”

“No, sir. Above five minutes.”

Alan shook his rain-soddened hat in the fireplace. “No messages?”

“No, sir: one of our drunks has been giving a lot of trouble. I had to telephone to Dr. Lomond — he’s with him now. By the way, sir, did you see this amongst Lenley’s papers? I only found it after you’d gone.”

He took a card from the desk and gave it to Wembury, who read: “Here is the key. You can go in when you like — No. 57.”

“Why, that’s Meister’s writing.”

“Yes, sir,” nodded Carter, “and No. 57 is Meister’s own property. I don’t know how that will affect the charge against Lenley.”

As he read a great load seemed to roll from Alan Wembury’s heart: everything his lawyer friend had said, came back to him. “Thank God! That lets him out! It was just as I thought! Meister must have been very drunk to have written that — it is his first slip.”

“What is the law?”

Wembury was no lawyer, but when he had discovered that the arrest had been made on Meister’s property, he had seen a loophole. Johnny Lenley went at Meister’s invitation — it could not be burglary. Meister was the landlord of the house.

“Was there a key?” he asked.

“Yes, sir.” Carter handed the key over. “It has Meister’s name on the label.”

Alan sighed his relief. “By gad! I’m glad Lenley is inside, though. If ever I saw murder in a man’s eyes it was in his!”

Carter put a question that had been in his mind all the evening. “I suppose Lenley isn’t The Ringer?” he asked, and Alan laughed.

“Don’t be absurd! How can he be?” As he spoke he heard his name called, and Lomond ran into the charge-room from the passage leading to the cells. “Is anything wrong?” asked Alan quickly. “What cell did you put Lenley in?”

“Number eight at the far end,” said Carter. “The door’s wide open — it’s empty!” Carter flew out of the room. Alan picked up the ‘phone from the sergeant’s desk.

“By God, Lomond, he’ll be after Meister.” Carter came into the room hurriedly.

“He’s got away all right,” he said. “The door is wide open, and so is the door into the yard!”

“Two of my men, Carter,” said Wembury quickly, and then the number he had asked for came through.

“Scotland Yard?…Give me the night officer…Inspector Wembury speaking. Take this for all stations. Arrest and detain John Lenley, who escaped tonight from Flanders Lane police station whilst under detention. Age twenty-seven, height six feet, dark, wearing a—”

“Blue serge,” prompted Sergeant Carter.

“He’s a convict on licence,” continued Wembury. “Sort that out, will you? Thank you.”

He hung up the receiver as a detective came in.

“Get your bicycle and go round to all patrols. Lenley’s got away. You can describe the man.”

To the second man who came in: “Go to Malpas Mansions — Lenley lives there with his sister. Don’t alarm the young lady, do you understand? If you find him, bring him in.”

When the men had hurried out into the thick night, Alan strode up and down the charge-room. This danger to Meister was a new one. Dr. Lomond was going and collecting his impedimenta.

“How the devil did he get away?” Wembury put his thoughts into words.

“I have my own theory,” said Lomond. “If you allow Detective Inspector Bliss too near a prisoner, he’ll get away easily enough.”

On which cryptic note he left.

He had to wait at the head of the steps to allow Sam Hackitt to pass in — and Hackitt did not come willingly, for he was in the hands of a detective and a uniformed policeman.

Alan heard a familiar plaint and looked over his shoulder.

“‘Evening, Mr. Wembury. See what they’ve done to me? Why don’t you stop ’em ‘ounding me down?” he demanded in a quivering voice.

“What’s the trouble?” asked Alan testily. He was in no mood for the recital of petty larcenies.

“I saw this man on Deptford Broadway,” said the detective, “and asked him what he had in his bag. He refused to open the bag, and tried to run away. I arrested him.”

“That’s a lie,” interposed Sam. “Now speak the truth: don’t perjure yourself in front of witnesses. I simply said: ‘If you want the bag, take it.’”

“Shut up, Hackitt,” said Wembury. “What is in the bag?”

“Here!” said Sam, hastily breaking in. “I want to tell you about that bag. To tell you the truth, I found it. It was layin’ against a wall, an’ I says to meself,’ I wonder what that is?’ — just like that.”

“And what did the bag say?” asked the sceptical Carter.

The bag “said” many damning things. The first thing revealed was the cashbox. Sam had not had time to throw it away. The sergeant opened it, and took out a thick wad of notes and laid them on the desk.

“Old Meister’s cashbox!” Sam’s tone was one of horror and amazement. “Now how did that get there? There’s a mystery for you, Wembury! That ought to be in your memories when you write them for the Sunday newspapers. ‘Strange and mysterious discovery of a cashbox!’”

“There’s nothing mysterious about it,” said Wembury. “Anything else?”

One by one they produced certain silver articles which were very damning.

“It’s a cop,” said Sam philosophically. “You’ve spoilt the best honeymoon I’m ever likely to have — that’s what you’ve done, Wembury. Who shopped me?”

“Name?” asked Carter conventionally.

“Samuel Cuthbert ‘Ackitt — don’t forget the haitch.”

“Address?”

Sam wrinkled his nose.

“Buckingham Palace,” he said sarcastically.

“No address. What was your last job?”

“Chambermaid! ‘Ere, Mr. Wembury, do you know what Meister gave me for four days’ work? Ten bob! That’s sweating! I wouldn’t go into that house—’aunted, I call it—”

The ‘phone rang at that moment and Carter answered it. “Haunted?”

“I was in Meister’s room, and I was just coming away with the stuff when I felt — a cold hand touch me! Cold! Clammy like a dead man’s hand! I jumped for the winder and got out on the leads!”

Carter covered the telephone receiver with his palm.

“It’s Atkins, sir — the man at Meister’s house. He says he can’t make him hear — Meister’s gone up to his room but the door’s locked.”

Alan went to the ‘phone quickly.

“It’s Mr. Wembury speaking. Are you in the house?…You can’t get in? Can’t make him hear?…You can’t get any answer at all? Is there a light in any of the windows?…You’re quite sure he’s in the house?”

Carter saw his face change.

“What’s that? The Ringer’s been seen in Deptford tonight! I’ll come along right away.”

He hung up the receiver.

“I don’t know how much of that cold hand is cold feet, Hackitt, but you’re coming along to Meister’s house with me. Take him along!”

Protesting noisily, Mr. Hackitt was hurried into the street.

From his hip pocket Wembury slipped an automatic, clicked back the jacket and went swiftly to the door.

“Good luck, sir!” said Carter.

Alan thought he would need all the luck that came his way.
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The car was worse than useless — the fog was so thick that they were forced to feel their way by railing and wall. One good piece of luck they had — Alan overtook the doctor and commandeered his services. The route led through the worst part of Flanders Lane — a place where police went in couples.

Wembury’s hand lamp showed a pale yellow blob that was almost useless.

“Is that you, doctor?” he asked and heard a grunt.

“What a fearful hole! Where am I?”

“In Flanders Lane,” said Wembury. He had hardly spoken the words before a titter of laughter came from somewhere near at hand.

“Who is that?” asked Lomond.

“Don’t move,” warned Alan. “Part of the road is up. Can’t you see the red light?”

He thought he saw a pinkish blur ahead.

“I’ve been seeing the red light all the evening,” said Lomond. “Road up, eh?”

Some unseen person spoke hoarsely in the fog. “That’s him that’s going to get The Ringer!” They heard the soft chuckle of many voices.

“Who was that?” asked Lomond again.

“You are in Flanders Lane, I tell you,” replied Alan. “Its other name is Little Hell!”

The doctor dropped his voice.

“I can see nobody.”

“They are sitting on their doorsteps watching us,” answered Alan in the same tone. “What a night for The Ringer!”

Near at hand and from some miserable house a cracked gramophone began to play. Loudly at first and then the volume of sound decreased as though a door were shut upon it.

Then from another direction a woman’s voice shrieked: “Pipe the fly doctor! ‘Im that’s goin’ to get The Ringer!”

“How the devil can they see?” asked Lomond in amazement.

Alan shivered. “They’ve got rats’ eyes,” he said. “Hark at the rustle of them — ugh! Hallo there!”

Somebody had touched him on the shoulder.

“They’re having a joke with us. Is it like this all the way, I wonder?”

Ahead, a red light glowed and another. They saw a grimy man crouching over a brazier of coke: a watchman. For a second as he raised his hideous face, Lomond was startled.

“Ugh! Who are you,” he demanded.

“I’m the watchman. It’s a horrible place, is Flanders Lane. They’re always screaming — it’d freeze your blood to hear the things I hear.” His tone was deep — sepulchral.

“She’s been hangin’ round here all night — the lady?” he said amazingly.

“What lady?” asked Wembury.

“I thought she was a ghost — you see ghosts here — and hear ‘em.”

Somebody screamed in one of the houses they could not see.

“Always shoutin’ murder in Flanders Lane,” said the old watchman gloomily. “They’re like beasts down in them cellars. Some of ’em never comes out. They’re born down there and they die down there.”

At that minute Lomond felt a hand touch his arm.

“Where are you?” he asked.

“Don’t go any farther — for God’s sake!” she whispered, and he was staggered.

“Cora Ann!”

“Who is that?” asked Alan turning back.

“There’s death there — death” — Cora’s low voice was urgent— “I want to save you. Go back, go back!”

“Trying to scare me,” said Lomond reproachfully. “Cora Ann!”

In another instant she was gone and at that moment the fog lifted and they could see the street lamp outside Meister’s house.

Atkins was waiting under the cover of the glass awning, and had nothing more to report.

“I didn’t want to break the door until you came in. There was no sound that I could hear except the piano. I went round the back of the house, there’s a light burning in his room, but I could see that, of course, from under his door.”

“No sound?”

“None — only the piano.”

Alan hurried into the house, followed by the manacled Hackitt and his custodian, Atkins and the doctor bringing up the rear. He went up the stairs and knocked at the door heavily. There was no answer. Hammering on the panel with his fist, he shouted the lawyer’s name, but still there was no reply.

“Where is the housekeeper?” he asked. “Mrs. K.?”

“In her room, sir. At least, she was there a few hours before. But she’s deaf.”

“Stone deaf, I should say,” said Alan, and then: “Give me any kind of key — I can open it,” said Hackitt.

They stood impatiently by whilst he fiddled with the lock. His boast was justified — in a few seconds the catch snapped back and the door opened.

Only one big standard lamp burnt in the room, and this threw an eerie light upon the yellow face of Meister. He was in evening dress and sat at the piano, his arms resting on the top, his yellow face set in a look of fear.

“Phew!” said Alan, and wiped his streaming forehead. “I’ve heard the expression ‘dead to the world’, but this is certainly the first time I’ve seen a man in that state.”

He shook the dazed lawyer, but he might as well have shaken himself for all the effect it had upon the slumberer.

“Thank Gawd!” said a voice behind. It was Hackitt’s trembling voice. “I never thought I’d be glad to see that old bird alive!”

Alan glanced up at the chandelier that hung from the ceiling. “Put on the lights,” he said. “See if you can wake him, doctor.”

“Have you tried burning his ears?” suggested the helpful Hackitt, and was sternly ordered to be quiet. “Can’t a man express his emotions?” asked Mr. Hackitt wrathfully. “There’s no law against that, is there? Didn’t I tell you, Mr. Wembury? He’s doped! I’ve seen him like that before — doped and dizzy!”

“Hackitt, where were you in this room when you felt the hand?” asked Alan. “Take the cuff off.”

The handcuff was unlocked, and Hackitt moved to a place almost opposite the door. Between the door and the small settee was a supper table, which Wembury had seen the moment he came into the room. So Mary had not come: that was an instant cause of relief. “I was here,” said Hackitt. “The hand came from there.”

He pointed to the mystery door, and Wembury saw that the bolts were shot, the door locked, and the key hung in its place on the wall. It was impossible that anybody could have come into the room from that entrance without Meister’s assistance.

He next turned his attention to the window. The chintz curtains had been pulled across; Hackitt had noticed this immediately. He had left them half-drawn and window and grille open.

“Somebody’s been here,” he said emphatically. “I’m sure the old man hasn’t moved. I left the bars unfastened.”

The door leading to Mary’s little office room was locked. So was the second door, which gave to the private staircase to Meister’s own bedroom. He looked at the bolts again, and was certain they had not been touched that night. It was a dusty room; the carpet had not been beaten for months, and every footstep must stir up a little dust cloud. He wetted his finger, touched the knob of the bolt, and although he had handled it that afternoon, there were microscopic specks to tell him that the doorway had not been used.

Atkins was working at the sleeping Meister, shaking him gently, encouraged thereto by the uncomfortable snorts he provoked, but so far his efforts were unsuccessful. Wembury, standing by the supper table, looked at it thoughtfully.

“Supper for two,” he said, picked up a bottle of champagne and examined it. “Cordon Rouge, ‘11.”

“He was expecting somebody,” said Dr. Lomond wisely and, when Wembury nodded: “A lady!”

“Why a lady?” asked Wembury irritably. “Men drink wine.”

The doctor stooped and picked up a small silver dish, piled high with candy.

“But they seldom eat chocolates,” he said, and Wembury laughed irritably.

“You’re becoming a detective in spite of yourself. Meister has — queer tastes.”

There was a small square morocco case under the serviette that the doctor moved. He opened it. From the velvet bed within there came the glitter and sparkle of diamonds.

“Is he the kind of man who gives these things to his — queer friends?” he asked with a quiet smile.

“I don’t know.” Wembury’s answer was brusque to rudeness.

“Look, governor!” whispered Hackitt.

Meister was moving, his head moved restlessly from side to side. Presently he became aware that he was not alone.

“Hallo, people!” he said thickly. “Give me a drink.”

He groped out for an invisible bottle.

“I think you’ve had enough drink and drugs for one night, Meister. Pull yourself together. I’ve something unpleasant to tell you.”

Meister looked at him stupidly.

“What’s the time?” he asked slowly.

“Half-past twelve.”

The answer partially sobered the man.

“Half-past twelve!” He staggered rockily to his feet. “Is she here?” he asked, holding on to the table.

“Is who here?” demanded Wembury with cold deliberation.

Mr. Meister shook his aching head.

“She said she’d come,” he muttered. “She promised faithfully…twelve o’clock. If she tries to fool me—”

“Who is the ‘she’, Meister?” asked Wembury, and the lawyer smiled foolishly.

“Nobody you know,” he said.

“She was coming to keep you company, I suppose?”

“You’ve got it….Give me a drink.” The man was still dazed, hardly conscious of what was going on around him. Then, in his fuddled way, he saw Hackitt.

“You’ve come back, eh? Well, you can go again!”

“Hear what he says?” asked the eager Hackitt. “He’s withdrawn the charge!”

“Have you lost your cashbox?” asked Wembury.

“Eh? Lost…?” He stumbled towards the drawer and pulled it open. “Gone!” he cried hoarsely. “You took it!” He pointed a trembling finger to Sam. “You dirty thief…!”

“Steady, now,” said Wembury, and caught him as he swayed. “We’ve got Hackitt; you can charge him in the morning.”

“Stole my cashbox!” He was maudlin in his anger and drunkenness. “Bit the hand that fed him!”

Mr. Hackitt’s lips curled.

“I like your idea about feeding!” he said scornfully. “Cottage pie and rice puddin’!”

But Meister was not listening. “Give me a drink.”

Wembury gripped him by the arm. “Do you realise what this means?” he asked. “The Ringer is in Deptford.”

But he might have been talking to a man of wood.

“Good job,” said Meister with drunken gravity, and tried to look at his watch. “Clear out: I’ve got a friend coming to me.”

“Your friend has a very poor chance of getting in. All the doors of this room are fastened, except where Atkins is on duly, and they will remain fastened.”

Meister muttered something, tripped and would have fallen if Wembury had not caught him by the arm and lowered him down into the chair.

“The Ringer!…” Meister sat with his head on his hands. “He’ll have to be clever to get me…I can’t think tonight, but tomorrow I’ll tell you where you can put your hands on him, Wembury. My boy, you’re a smart detective, aren’t you?” He chuckled foolishly. “Let’s have another drink.”

He had hardly spoken the words when two of the three lights in the chandelier went out.

“Who did that?” asked Wembury, turning sharply. “Did anybody touch the board?”

“No, sir,” said Atkins, standing at the door and pointing to the switch. “Only I could have touched it.”

Hackitt was near the window, examining the curtains, when the light had diverted his attention.

“Come over this side of the room: you’re too near that window,” said Wembury.

“I was wondering who pulled the curtains, Mr. Wembury,” said Hackitt in a troubled voice. “I’ll swear it wasn’t the old man. He was sleeping when I left him and you couldn’t get any answer by telephone, could you?”

He took hold of the curtain and pulled it aside and stared out into a pale face pressed against the pane: a pale, bearded face, that vanished instantly in the darkness.

At Hackitt’s scream of terror Alan ran to the window. “What was it?”

“I don’t know,” gasped Sam. “Something!”

“I saw something, too,” said Atkins.

Danger was at hand. There was a creeping feeling in Alan Wembury’s spine, a cold shiver that sent the muscles of his shoulders rippling involuntarily.

“Take that man,” he said.

The words were hardly out of his lips when all the lights in the room went out.

“Don’t move, anybody!” whispered Alan. “Stand fast! Did you touch the switch, Atkins?”

“No, sir.”

“Did any of you men touch the switch?”

There was a chorus of Noes.

The red light showed above the door.

Click!

Somebody had come into the room!

“Atkins, stand by Meister — feel along the table till you find him. Keep quiet, everybody.”

Whoever it was, was in the room now. Alan heard the unquiet breathing, the rustle of a soft foot on the carpet, and waited. Suddenly there was a flicker of light. Only for a second it showed a white circle on the door of the safe, and was gone.

An electric hand lamp, and they were working at the safe. Still he did not move, though he was now in a position that would enable him to cut across the intruder’s line of retreat.

He moved stealthily, both hands outstretched, his ears strained for the slightest sound. And then suddenly he gripped somebody, and nearly released his hold in his horror and amazement.

A woman! She was struggling frantically.

“Who are you?” he asked hoarsely.

“Let me go!” Only a whispered voice, strained, unrecognisable.

“I want you,” he said, and then his knee struck something sharp and hard. It was the corner of the settee, and in the exquisite pain his hold was released. In another second she had escaped…when he put out his hands he grasped nothing.

And then he heard a voice — deep, booming, menacing.

“Meister, I have come for you….”

There was the sound of a cough — a long, choking cough….

“A light, somebody!”

As Wembury shouted, he heard the thud of a closing door.

“Strike a match. Haven’t any of you men torches?”

And when the lights came on they looked at one another in amazement. There was nobody in the room save those who had been there when the lights went out, and the door was locked, bolted, had not been touched; the key still hung on the wall.

Alan stared; and then his eyes, travelling along the wall, were arrested by a sight that froze his blood.

Pinned to the wall by his own swordstick drooped Maurice Meister, and he was dead!

From somewhere outside the room came a laugh: a long, continuous, raucous laugh, as at a good joke, and the men listened and shivered, and even the face of Dr. Lomond changed colour.
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It was an hour after Meister’s body had been removed and Dr. Lomond was making a few notes.

He was the reverse of nervous. And yet twice in the last half-hour he had heard a queer sound, that he could not but associate with human movements.

“I’m going to see Mr. Wembury,” he said to the waiting constable. “I’ll leave my bag here.”

“Mr. Wembury said he was coming back, sir, if you care to wait,” Harrap told him. “The sergeant’s going to make a search of the house. There ought to be some queer things found here. Personally,” he added, “I’d like to have the job of searching the pantry or the wine-cellar, or wherever he keeps the beer.”

Again Lomond heard a sound. He went to the door leading to Meister’s room and, pulling it open, stared. Alan Wembury was coming down the stairs.

“There are three ways into the house. I’ve found two of them,” he said.

Atkins, who had been searching some of the lower rooms, came in at that moment.

“Have you finished?” asked Wembury.

“Yes, sir. Meister was a fence all right.”

Alan nodded slowly. “Yes, I know. Is your relief here?”

“Yes, sir.”

“All right. You can go. Good night, Atkins.”

Lomond was looking at Wembury narrowly. He waited until the man had gone before he drew up a chair to the supper table.

“Wembury, my boy, you’re worried about something — is it about Miss Lenley?”

“Yes — I’ve been to see her.”

“And, of course, it was she who came into the room at that awkward moment?”

Alan stared at him.

“Lomond, I’m going to take a risk and tell you something, and there is no reason why I shouldn’t, because this business has altered all The Ringer stuff. What happened tonight may mean ruin to me as a police officer… and still I don’t care. Yes, it was Mary Lenley.”

The doctor nodded gravely.

“So I supposed,” he said.

“She came to get a cheque that Meister told her young Lenley had forged — a pure invention on Meister’s part.”

“How did she get into the room?” asked Lomond.

“She wouldn’t tell me that — she’s heartbroken. We took her brother, and although I’m certain he will get off, she doesn’t believe that.”

“Poor kid! Still, my boy — happy ending and all that sort of thing,” said Lomond with a yawn.

“Happy ending! You’re an optimist, doctor.”

“I am. I never lose hope,” said Lomond complacently. “So you’ve got young Lenley? That laugh we heard — ugh!”

Wembury shook his head.

“That wasn’t Lenley! There is no mystery about the laugh — one of the Flanders Lane people going home — normally tight. The policeman on duty outside the house saw him and heard him.”

“It sounded in the house,” said Lomond with a shiver. “Well, The Ringer’s work is done. There’s no danger to anybody else, now.”

“There’s always danger enough—” began Wembury, and lifted his head, listening. The sound this time was more distinct.

“What was that? Sounded like somebody moving about the house,” said Lomond. “I’ve heard it before.”

Alan rose. “There is nobody in the house except the fellow outside. Officer!”

Harrap came in. “Yes, sir?”

“None of our people upstairs?”

“Not that I know of, sir.”

Wembury went to the door, opened it and shouted: “Anybody there?” There was no answer. “Just wait here. I’ll go and see.”

He was gone quite a long time. When he returned his face was pale and drawn.

“All right, officer, you can go down,” he said shortly, and when the man saluted and went out: “There was a window open upstairs — a cat must have got in.”

Lomond’s eyes did not leave his face.

“You look rather scared. What’s the matter?” he demanded.

“I feel rather scared,” admitted Wembury. “This place stinks of death.”

But the answer did not satisfy the shrewd Lomond.

“Wembury — you saw something or somebody upstairs,” he challenged.

“You’re a thought-reader, aren’t you?” Alan’s voice was a little husky.

“In a way, yes,” said the other slowly. “At this moment you are thinking of Central Inspector Bliss!”

Wembury started, but he was relieved of the necessity for replying. There was a tap at the door and the policeman entered.

“It has just been reported to me, sir, that a man has been seen getting over the wall,” he said.

Wembury did not move.

“Oh!…How long ago?”

“About five minutes, sir.”

“Was that the cat?” asked Lomond satirically, but Alan did not answer.

“You didn’t see him?” he asked.

“No, sir; it happened when I was up here,” said Harrap. “Excuse me, sir; my relief’s overdue.”

Wembury snapped round impatiently. “All right, all right. You can go!”

There was a long silence after the man had gone.

“What do you make of that?” asked Lomond.

“It may have been one of the reporters; they’d sit on a grave to get a story.”

Again came the sound of footsteps — stealthy footsteps moving in the room upstairs.

“That’s not a cat, Wembury.”

The nerves of Alan Wembury were at breaking point. “Damn the cat!” he said. “I don’t know what it is, and I am not going up to see. Doctor, I am sick and tired of the case — heartily sick of it.”

“So am I,” nodded Lomond. “I am going home to bed.” He got up with a groan. “Late hours will be the death of me.”

“Have a drink before you go.” Alan poured out a stiff whisky with a hand that shook.

Neither man saw the bearded face of Inspector Bliss at the window or heard the grille open noiselessly as the Scotland Yard man came noiselessly into the room.

“Do you know, doctor,” said Alan, “I don’t hate The Ringer as much as I should.”

Lomond paused with his glass raised.

“There are really no bad men who are all bad — except Meister — just as there are no really good men who are all good.”

“I want to tell you something, Lomond” — Alan spoke slowly— “I know The Ringer.”

“You know him — really?”

“Yes; well.” And then, with fierce intensity: “And I’m damned glad he killed Meister.”

Bliss watched the scene from behind the curtain of the alcove, his eyes never leaving the two.

“Why? Did he get Mary Lenley?” Lomond was asking.

“No, thank God — but it was only by luck that she was saved. Lomond, I — I can tell you who is The Ringer.”

Slipping from the shadow of the curtains. Bliss came towards Lomond, an automatic in his hand.

“You can tell me, eh — then who is The Ringer?”

A hand stretched out and snatched at his hat.

“You!” said the voice of Bliss. “I want you — Henry Arthur Milton!”

Lomond leapt to his feet.

“What the hell — ?”

No longer was he the grey-haired doctor. A straight, handsome man of thirty-five stood in his place.

“Stand still!” Alan hardly recognised his own voice.

“Search him!” said Bliss, and Alan stripped off the ‘doctor’s’ overcoat.

The Ringer chuckled.

“Bliss, eh? It doesn’t fit you! You’re the fellow who said I knifed you when you tried to arrest me three years ago.”

“So you did,” said Bliss.

“That’s a lie! I never carry a knife. You know that.”

Bliss showed his teeth in an exultant grin.

“I know that I’ve got you. Ringer — that’s all I know. Come from Port Said, did you — attended a sick man there? I thought your woman knew I suspected you when she was scared that day at Scotland Yard.”

Henry Arthur Milton smiled contemptuously. “You flatter yourself, my dear fellow. That woman — who happens to be my wife — was scared not because she even saw you — but because she recognised me!”

“That Port Said story was good,” said Bliss. “You saw a sick man there — Dr. Lomond, a dope who’d been lost to sight for years and sunk to native level. He died and you took his name and papers.”

“I also nursed him — and I paid for his funeral,” added Milton.

“You tried to make people suspicious of me — you’ve got a cheek! It was you who let Lenley out of the cell!”

The Ringer inclined his head.

“Guilty. Best thing I ever did.”

“Clever!” approved Bliss. “I hand it to you! Got your job as police surgeon by smoodging a Cabinet Minister you met on the boat, didn’t you?”

The Ringer shuddered.

‘“Smoodging’ is a vulgar word! ‘Flattering’ is a better. Yes, I was lucky to get the post — I was four years a medical student in my youth — Edinburgh — I present you with that information.”

Bliss was beside himself with excitement.

“Well, I’ve got you! I charge you with the wilful murder of Maurice Meister.”

Alan could bear the gloating no longer.

“I say. Bliss—” he began.

“I’m in charge of this case, Wembury,” said Bliss sourly. “When I want your advice I’ll ask you for it — who’s that?”

He heard the patter of footsteps on the stairs. In another minute Cora Ann had flown into her husband’s arms.

“Arthur! Arthur!”

“All right, Mrs. Milton. That’ll do, that’ll do,” cried Bliss.

“I told you — I told you — oh, Arthur!” she sobbed.

Bliss tried to pull her away.

“Come on.”

“One minute,” said The Ringer, and then, to the girl; “Cora Ann, you haven’t forgotten?” She shook her head. “You promised me something: you remember?”

“Yes — Arthur,” she said, Instantly all the suspicions of Bliss were aroused and he dragged the woman away.

“What’s the idea? You keep off and don’t interfere.”

She turned her white face to his.

“You want to take him and shut him away,” she cried wildly— “like a wild animal behind bars; like a beast — like something that isn’t human. That’s what you want to do! You’re going to bury him alive, blot out his life, and you think I’ll let you do it! You think I’ll stand right here and watch him slip into a living grave and not save him from it.”

“You can’t save him from the gallows!” was the harsh reply.

“I can’t, can’t I?” she almost screamed. “I’ll show you that I can!”

Too late Bliss saw the pistol, but before he could snatch it from her hand she had fired. The Ringer collapsed into a settee.

“You little brute — Wembury!” yelled Bliss.

Wembury went to his assistance and wrenched the revolver from her hand. As he did so, The Ringer rose swiftly from the place where he had been lying limp and apparently lifeless, and walked out of the door, locking it behind him.

“My God! He’s gone!” roared Bliss, and threw open the chamber of the revolver. “Blank cartridge. After him!”

Wembury rushed to the door and pulled at it. It was locked!

Cora was laughing.

“Smash in the panel,” cried Bliss. “The key’s on the other side,” And then, to the girl: “Laugh, will you — I’ll give you something to laugh at!” With a crash the panel split, and in another few seconds Wembury was flying down the stairs.

“Clever — clever; aren’t you clever, Mister Bliss!” Cora’s voice was shrill and triumphant. “But The Ringer’s got you where he wants you.”

“You think so—” said Bliss, between his teeth, and shouted for the officer on duty in the hall below.

“There’s a car waiting for him outside,” taunted Cora, “and a new disguise which he kept in the little room downstairs. And an aeroplane ten miles out, and he’s not afraid to go up in the fog.”

“I’ve got you, my lady!” howled Bliss. “And where you are, he’ll be. I know The Ringer! Officer!” he shouted.

A policeman came through the door.

“I’m Inspector Bliss from the Yard. Don’t let her out of your sight, or I’ll have the coat off your back.”

He ran out, stopping only to lock the door. Cora flew after him, but he had taken the key, and she turned, to see the policeman opening the long panel by the door. Then in a flash off came helmet and cape, and she was locked in the arms of this strange man.

“This way, Cora,” he said, and pointed to the panel. “La Via Amorosa.”

He kissed her and lifted her through the panel. Presently it closed upon them. No man saw The Ringer again that night or for the many nights which followed.


The End
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Dr. Arnold Eversham sat at his broad writing-table, his head resting on one long white hand, the other laid upon the open book beneath the table lamp. There was no other light in the room, but the lemon-coloured walls of his study glowed in the reflected rays that were thrown from the white blottingpad to the ceiling and back again. The room was simply furnished; a deep-blue carpet covered the centre of the parquet floor, and across one wall stretched a dwarf bookcase of dark wood; a chintz-covered davenport, a big armchair drawn up by the flower-filled fireplace, two other chairs and the writing-table constituted the bulk. A few Medici prints in dark frames hung on the walls — a Corot, a Terbosche, a Van Mere, and da Vinci’s Mona Lisa.

He looked up as somebody knocked softly on the door, and, so looking, his brows met. He was a particularly goodlooking man of fifty-five, slightly grey at the temples. His thin, intellectual face showed none of the telltale markings that characterise men of his years, and his grave, deepset eyes held all the sparkle and fire of youth.

“Come in,” he said.

A serving-maid in grey livery came silently into the room.

“There is a young lady to see you, sir.”

He took the card from the silver plate she carried, and read the name.

“Miss Gwendda Guildford… Sacramento,” he read, and looked up.

“Will you show the lady in, please?” he asked.

As the door closed on the servant he looked at the card again, and his lips moved as he read the name.

The girl who followed the maid into the room was at first sight a child, with all a child’s slimness and natural grace of carriage. She stood, her hand at the door, and he had time to distinguish her face in the semi-gloom. The illusion of extreme youth was not disturbed by the scrutiny, only, as, mechanically, he pressed the governor switch on his desk, and the concealed cornice light came on, filling the room with a strange sunlight glow, he saw that she was older than he had thought. The fine red lips were firmer, and the eyes that met his had a decision and a character which instantly changed his conception of her.

“Won’t you sit down, Miss Guildford… You have just arrived in London?”

“I arrived tonight, doctor, and I took the chance of your being in. I’m fortunate.”

Her voice had the sweet, low quality of the wellbred, excellently tutored college woman, and he nodded as though in approval of his first judgment. He walked leisurely to the fireplace, twisted the big chair, and pushed it towards her.

“And I feel that you have come to see me about your uncle, Mr. Trevors. I placed you the moment you came into the room. I think I must have remembered your name: did you write to me? I see that you didn’t… now, where have J heard it, and how do I know that Oscar Trevors was your uncle?”

He pursed his lips thoughtfully, and then his face cleared.

“The newspapers, of course!” he said. “There was a story about him in a Californian paper, and I saw your picture. You were a very little girl then.”

She smiled faintly. She could afford to smile, for she was relieved. She had been puzzled as to how she was to approach the great alienist, what excuse to offer for the extraordinary character of her mission, or in what way she could enlist his help. Doctors were notoriously reticent personages, and though she was Oscar Trevors’s sole relative, the relationship was all the more remote because she had never seen him though once they had been regular correspondents. But the brief smile that dawned and faded so responsively to hers gave her the courage and confidence she had needed.

“I don’t know how to begin,” she said haltingly. “I have so many protests of disinterestedness to make — and yet I’m not wholly disinterested, am I? If — if my uncle’s money comes to me — I mean, I am his heiress. And suppose that if I protested ever so violently that that part of it wasn’t — didn’t — —”

She stopped breathlessly, and again she saw the quiet amusement in his eyes and felt comforted.

“I’ll believe that you are disinterested, Miss Guildford… and curious! I confess to something of that weakness myself. I am intensely curious about Oscar Trevors, whenever I have time to think about him. And at least I am disinterested.”

“I’ve got it now,” she interrupted almost brusquely. “I’d better start off by telling you that I am on the staff of the Sacramento Herald — I’m a — well, a reporter. Mr. Mailing, the editor, was a friend of my father’s, and after I left college and poor daddy died, he found a place for me. I’ve been moderately successful, especially with society stuff… Oh yes, we’ve a very exclusive society in Sacramento, so please don’t smile.”

“I’m not smiling at the possibility of there being social life in Sacramento,” he said, “though I’m ready to smile at the idea that there shouldn’t be. There is cream in the milk of London — why should I laugh at the suggestion that the milk of is not altogether creamless? No, I was thinking how curiously unlike my ideas of a reporter you are. That is an impertinence — —”

“It isn’t,” she said ruefully. “I look horribly unsophisticated, and I suppose I am. But that is another story, Dr. Eversham. To take a very short cut to the object of my visit, the Herald have paid my expenses to Europe to find Oscar Trevors.”

“And when you find him, what then?” asked the man, his eyes twinkling.

There was an awkward silence.

“I don’t know,” she confessed. “If I find him in the circumstances I fear, there will be a great story. If not, my story will end a little flatly — if he is alive.”

The doctor nodded.

“He is alive, I am convinced of that,” he said. “He is also mad, I am equally satisfied.”

“Mad?” Her eyes opened wide. “You don’t mean that he is really insane?”

He nodded, so deliberately, yet so emphatically, that it almost seemed as though he were bowing.

“If he is not insane,” he said, choosing his words with great care, “then there is a state on this earth, a powerful government, of which the world knows nothing. The Kingdom of Bonginda — and Oscar Trevors is its king!”
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Two Years before, Oscar Trevors had come to him, a man on the verge of a nervous breakdown. Arnold Eversham, an acknowledged authority on nervous disorders, and the author of the standard textbook on mental diseases — his work. Pathology of Imagination, made him famous at the age of twentyfive — had seen and prescribed for him. A week after his visit to Harley Street, Oscar Trevors had vanished. Six months later, a letter was received by a firm of lawyers that acted for him in New York, instructing them to sell some property. Simultaneously there came a letter to his bankers, instructing them to forward his half-yearly income to two banks, the Kantonal Bank of Berne in Switzerland, and the Credit Monogasque at Monte Carlo.

Trevors was in the peculiar position that he had inherited from his grandfather a life interest in property which was administered by a board of trustees. His income amounted to £400,000 a year, payable every six months, any balance above that sum being placed to a reserve. Every half-year thereafter came almost identical instructions from the missing man. Sometimes the letter was posted from Paris, sometimes from Vienna; once it had borne the postmark of Damascus. This went on for a few years, and then the trustees refused payment on the grounds that they were not satisfied that Oscar Trevors was alive.

That he was both lively and vicious they were to discover. An action, supported by affidavits innumerable, was entered on Trevors’s behalf, and the trustees, advised that they might be liable to heavy damages, capitulated. Every six months thereafter had come his receipt for the moneys sent, and accompanying this document, more often than not, was a pleasant and discursive letter dealing with the land in which he was living.

The girl was staring at the doctor, bewildered.

“The King of Bonginda?” she repeated. “Is there such a place?”

He walked to the bookshelf, took down a volume, and, moving back to the table, opened and turned the leaves.

“There is only one Bonginda,” he said, pointing. “It is a small town situated on a tributary of the Congo River — in Central Africa.”

There was a dead silence, which the doctor broke.

“This is the first you have heard of Bonginda?”

She nodded.

“I hadn’t heard of it,” said the doctor, “until your uncle called on me one day. He was a stranger to me and had apparently been sent by the hotel doctor, who knew that I had some success with neurasthenic cases. I saw him three times in all, and I felt he was improving under my treatment. But on the third and last visit a strange thing happened. Just as he was leaving this very room, he turned.

“‘Goodbye, doctor,’ he said. ‘I am going to resume my place in the Councils of Bonginda.’

“I thought for a moment that he was referring to some society conducted on masonic lines, but his next words removed that impression.

“‘Beware of the King of Bonginda!’ he said solemnly. ‘I, who am his heir, warn you!’”

Gwendda Guildford’s mouth was an O of astonishment.

“But how extraordinary!… King of Bonginda! I have never heard that before!”

The kindly eyes of the doctor were smiling.

“You are the first person with any authority to ask who has ever interviewed me on the subject,” he said. “The American Embassy put through a few perfunctory inquiries five years ago, but beyond that I have never been consulted.”

The girl sat looking down at the carpet, her pretty face the picture of perplexity. Suddenly she opened the bag on her lap and took out a letter.

“Will you read that, doctor?” she asked, and Arnold Eversham took the note from her hand.

“This is in Trevors’s handwriting,” he said immediately, and read:

Dear Gwendda,

Do you remember how we played Pollywogs when you were living at 2758 Sunset Avenue? Dear, I’m very happy. Please don’t worry; I’m kept busy. When I have locked my office I feel like a released prisoner. My house, which is very quiet, is quite near Longchamps away from the railroad. I have a lovely room with a western view. Tell mother, who I know will he interested, Franklin stayed here. I will stop now, for I’m weary, which is Nature’s payment. I’ll notify any change of address. Have the police made inquiries about me at your home? I ask because they did once.

Your loving uncle, O. Trevors.

The doctor handed the letter back.

“A somewhat incoherent document,” he said. “I see it was posted in Paris three months ago. What were Pollywogs? That he remembered your address is remarkable—”

“There is no such address, and I have no mother,” interrupted the girl, and, rising, laid the letter on the table. “Pollywogs was a game of cipher writing I played with him when I was a child, and 2758 is the key. Here is the letter he sent.”

She underlined certain words in the letter with a pencil taken from the doctor’s table.

“The second, seventh, fifth and eight words make the real message. The first word is ‘I’m’, and it reads:

“I’m kept locked prisoner house near railroad western. Tell Franklin stop payment notify police at once.”
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Eversham frowned down at the letter, and in the intense silence which followed the musical tick of the little French clock on the mantelpiece came distinctly to the girl’s ears.

“Amazing!” he said at last. “Now what is the meaning of that? Have you seen the police?”

She shook her head.

“I came to you because I thought I would find you at home. Mr. Joyner’s office was closed.”

“Mr. Joyner?”

“He is an American lawyer with a large practice in London,” explained Gwendda, and only for a second did the doctor’s lips twitch.

“You don’t mean Mr. Joyner of the Trust Buildings?” he asked, and seeing that she did, he went on quickly: “I have an office in the Trust Buildings, on the same floor as Mr. Joyner’s; and whilst I can’t say that I know him personally, it is a revelation to learn that he is a great American lawyer. Of course, he may be,” he added hastily, when he saw the look of concern on her face. “The Trust Buildings are filled with professional men who gain mysterious livelihoods, and Mr. Joyner may be an immensely busy man for all I know.” He took up the letter again. “You are showing this to Mr. Joyner, of course? Do you know him?”

She shook her head.

“His uncle is the proprietor of the Herald” she said. “It was he who recommended me to go to Mr. Joyner.”

“I hope he will be successful,” said the doctor, and there was a note of dryness in his voice which she did not fail to appreciate. “May I take a copy of this?” he asked, and she nodded.

He wrote quickly on a large sheet of blue paper, and when he had finished, blotted the copy and handed the original back to her, he smiled again.

“I am something of a detective myself,” he said, “and, perhaps, if the police fail to locate Mr. Trevors, I may be of some assistance to you. It is an amazing suggestion that a man should be locked up somewhere in Europe, presumably in France, for the reference to the Western line seems to indicate that country, and the letter was obviously posted in Paris. It upsets my original theory pretty badly.”

He walked with her to the door, and, in spite of her protests, insisted upon escorting her back to her hotel.

Harley Street is a quiet thoroughfare at this time of the night; and with the exception of a few wandering taxis and a car with bright headlamps, which stood outside a house three doors from the doctor’s, there was nothing in sight when the cab he hailed came up to the sidewalk. No sooner did the cab pull away, however, than the car with the brilliant lights began to move slowly. The lights were now dimmed to the regulation brightness, and though it was obviously a powerful machine, it made no effort to overtake the cab.

Turning into Oxford Street, the doctor looked back through the window, and, observing this unusual proceeding, the girl said quickly:

“Are we being followed?”

“Why do you ask that?” he demanded.

“Because I have had a feeling, since I landed at Southampton, that I have been watched,” she said. “It is nerves, probably, and very stupid, but I can’t escape that feeling.”

Dr. Eversham made no reply. He, too, shared her suspicion; and when the cab was bowling down the Haymarket, the suspicion became a certainty. He looked back again: the car was a dozen yards behind and moving slowly. It was a big American car, with a high radiator, and in the light of a street standard he saw that it was painted green.

The taxi turned and stopped before the entrance to the Chatterton, and the doctor assisted the girl to alight. As he did so, he glanced back. The green car had passed and come to a halt at the corner of Cockspur Street. Its hood was up and curtained, though the night was fine — indeed, almost sultry.

Bidding the girl an abrupt good night, he crossed the road rapidly in the direction of the machine, and, as he did so, the green car shot forward at a rapid rate, and by the time the doctor had come to where it stood he saw only the red tail-lights disappearing in the direction of the National Gallery.

Turning, he walked thoughtfully up the hill towards Piccadilly Circus, his mind intent upon the interview and its strange sequel. Who could be trailing them? And with what object?

At the end of the Haymarket a few lines on a newspaper bill caught his eye:

THE TERROR AT LARGE AGAIN

He bought a paper, and, stepping into the brightly-lit Tube station, he turned the pages and found the story.

“After three months’ inactivity, the Terror is at large again. He was seen last night in the neighbourhood of Southampton. The country is terrorised. Mr. Morden, a farmer near Eastleigh, gives the following account of his meeting with this ruthless and indiscriminate murderer.

“‘About half past ten last night,’ he said, speaking to a Standard
 man, ‘I heard the dogs barking near the cowshed, and went out with a storm lantern and my gun, thinking that a fox had broken into the poultry-yard. Just as I crossed the court, I heard a terrific yelp, and ran toward the sound, which came from the kennel where one of my best dogs was chained. I soon discovered the cause. The dog was dead; his skull had been beaten in by a stake. I put up both hammers of the gun, and released the second dog, who immediately darted off towards the pastures, with me at his heels. It was a fairly bright night, and as I crossed the stile I saw the Terror distinctly. He was a man of about six foot three in height, and, except for a pair of light-coloured trousers, he wore no clothes, being bare from the waist upwards. I have never seen a more powerful-looking man in my life; he was a giant compared with me. He struck at the dog and missed him, and old Jack came yelping back to me, and I could see he was scared. I put up my gun and called on the man to surrender. He stood stockstill, and thinking I had got him, I walked slowly towards him, my gun covering him. Then I saw his face. It was the most horrible-looking face I could imagine: a broad nose like a negro’s, a big mouth that seemed to stretch from ear to ear, and practically no forehead. I could hear my men coming after me, and I got closer than I should have done. Suddenly he struck at me with a stick, and the gun flew from my hand, both cartridges exploding as it did so. I thought it was my finish, for I had no other weapon, and as he brought up the big stake in both of his powerful hands I stood paralysed with fear. Then, for some reason, he changed his mind, and flew, at a speed which is incredible, across the fields towards the Highton Road.’

“It is remarkable,” the newspaper went on, “that the police have not succeeded in tracking down this fearful menace to the security of the people. In the past three years six murders have been credited to this unknown savage, who seems to roam at will from one end of the country to the other and defy the efforts of the cleverest police officers to put an end to his activities.”

There followed a list of the victims of the Terror.

The doctor folded up the paper and handed it to a grateful newsboy. On the whole, he thought, it was hardly advisable to walk home as he had intended.

He called a taxi. Halfway home, his mind occupied by the arrival of the American girl and the strangeness of her quest, some instinct of danger roused him to wakefulness. He looked back through the window of the hood. A dozen yards in the rear the green car was trailing him.
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The Full Moon was riding in the sky, and the night was close, oppressive. Wrapped in a light dressing-gown, Gwendda sat at the window of her darkened room, looking out over Pall Mall, her mind intent upon the problems which faced her. She had started well, she thought. She liked the doctor; there was something very human, very kindly, about him. She was impressed by the suggestion of his capability, the latent strength in him, and felt that here at least she had made one powerful ally. Nevertheless, there was cause for uneasiness. Who had followed them? Who was sufficiently interested in her movements to shadow her? Perhaps the doctor was mistaken, and the appearance of the car behind them was a coincidence which might easily be accounted for, and had some simple explanation.

She was very wide awake, although she had risen early that morning and had been on deck long before the big liner had come within sight of the English coast. Turning on the light, she took up the English newspapers which had been brought to her room, and examined them with professional interest. They seemed singularly dull compared with the Press with which she was so much better acquainted.

And then a headline caught her eye, and she read the story of the Terror. And, reading, she shivered. There was something in the account of this sinister apparition that seemed especially terrifying to her.

She put down the paper hastily, and, opening her trunk, sought for more sedate reading. Locking the door, she slipped off her dressing-gown and got into bed, and for an hour tried vainly to concentrate her mind upon her book. A church clock was striking one when she finally gave up the attempt, and, putting the book on the bedside table, switched out the light and composed herself for sleep. The half-hour struck, then two boomed forth, and then she must have dozed. In her dreams she heard three chime, and was instantly wide awake. It was not the sound of the clock striking that had awakened her: it was the consciousness of peril.

She sat up in bed and listened, but for a time heard nothing. Then there came to her the sound of deep, irregular breathing.

It did not come from within the room, but from the corridor without. She was out of bed in an instant and went towards the door. She heard it again — an indescribable sound. Perhaps it was somebody who had been taken ill?

She put her hand on the knob of the door, and, as she did so, she almost swooned, for the knob turned slowly in her hand. Whoever it was outside the door was trying to get into the room! For a second she stood breathless, leaning against the wall, her heart thumping painfully, then:

“Who’s there?” she whispered.

The answer was unexpected. Some huge body was suddenly flung at the panel, and she felt it sag under the weight. She stood, paralysed with fear, and then a hollow voice came to her through the keyhole.

“Open the door, you devil! It is the King of Bonginda — obey!”

The voice was a harsh, slurred growl of sound. And then she realised, and all the blood left her face. The Terror! This uncouth thing that haunted the countryside, this huge, obscene shape!

Was she in the throes of some fearful nightmare? Again came the strain at the door, and she looked round wildly for a way of escape. The window was open, but there was no way to safety. Even as she looked, there came the second shock. She saw a hand reach up from the darkness and grip the windowsill; and while she stood, incapable of movement, a head appeared. The moonlight showed a glistening bald pate, and, as the intruder turned his head, two white discs of light gleamed from his eyes. In another second he was in the room.
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Gwendda did not scream; she did not faint. Looking about her with a courage which she had never suspected in herself, she put out her hand and switched on the light. At least the intruder was human. He was a tall, loose-framed man, above middle age, with a long, lined face and a thin, pendulous nose. His jaw dropped at the sight of her, and he stared in amazement.

“They told me this room was empty!” he blurted, and then, quickly: “I hope I haven’t scared you, miss. Jumping Moses! I didn’t mean to scare you!”

She shrank back towards the bed, and looked at the door in horror. His quick eyes followed the glance, and as he saw the handle turn, a look of relief came into his face.

“Somebody trying to get in, miss?” he whispered eagerly.

There was no need for her to reply. Again the door bulged under the pressure of some huge body, and the intruder’s eyes narrowed.

“What is it?” he whispered.

She did not ask him why he was there, or what was the meaning of his extraordinary method of ingress. She knew that, whatever he was, this baldheaded man with a long face was no enemy of hers, and had no designs against her.

“It is… I don’t know… I don’t know. I think it is the Terror!” she breathed.

His mouth opened in amazement.

“The Terror?” he repeated incredulously.

He put his hand in his pocket, and when she saw the squat, ugly revolver he brought forth her relief was so great that she could have fallen on his neck.

Stealthily he moved towards the door and listened, his finger and thumb on the key. Then, with a quick turn of the wrist, he flung the door open and stood back. Nobody was there. He stepped into the dimly lit corridor. It was empty.

He came back to the room, rubbing his bald head irritably.

“Quick mover, that fellow,” he said, closing the door, and, to her amazement, locking it.

“Thank you. I am very grateful to you,” she said. She had managed to put on her dressing-gown during his brief absence in the corridor. “Will you go, please?”

“I’m sorry I scared you, miss,” said the bald stranger apologetically. “But if you don’t mind, I’ll stay a little longer. The night detective may have heard that noise, and he’ll be loafing around.”

Who he was, she did not even trouble to guess. Her mind was in such a state of turmoil that clear thinking was impossible. She accepted this visitor from the night as only a less remarkable phenomenon than the terrible animal man who had tried to get into her room.

“My name’s Locks, but you needn’t mention the fact, he said. “Commonly called Goldy Locks. I’m relying on your discretion, young” lady, and I apologise again. Though I’m not a ladies’ man, I’ve never given offence to the fair sex — by which I mean women. I never understood where they got that fair sex from, for some of them are dark. And as for being fair in other ways — well, they’re not. A woman hasn’t any sense of justice — her idea of a fair half would drive a mathematician to his grave. You never read Boswell’s Life of Johnson
 , miss?”

She shook her head, bewIldered, almost hysterically amused.

“That’s a good book,” said Goldy Locks, with as much complacence as though he were its author. “So is Wesley’s Life of St. John
 . Theology is my long suit. I was intended for the Church.”

“Will you please go?” she faltered. “I’m very grateful to you for coming at this moment, but… I want you to go.”

He did not answer, but looked out of the window again, and then opened a long cupboard in the wall. Evidently he knew the Chatterton Hotel. Hanging on a peg was a long coil of rope, and she dimly remembered that, in going out of the room, the chambermaid “had mentioned something about an emergency escape in case of fire. He lifted the rope from the peg, deftly knotted one end to the bedstead, and dropped the loose coil from the window. And then, with a little nod, he got astride of the sill.

“Would you be kind enough to pull it up when I’m through?” he asked apologetically. “I’m only going as far as the balcony of the first floor. And if you would be good enough to coil it up and put it back in the cupboard, and not to mention the fact that you’ve seen me, I should be very much obliged, miss.”

Almost mechanically she carried out his instructions.

The sun was shining full on her face when the chambermaid knocked. She got out of bed hastily and opened the door.

“I hope you slept well, miss?” said the maid conventionally, as she bustled into the bathroom and turned on the faucets.

“No, I haven’t slept very well.”

“You didn’t hear any disturbance in the night, miss?”

Gwendda did not answer.

“I mean, you didn’t hear anybody walking about? There have been terrible happenings in the hotel,” said the garrulous girl. “The Duchess of Leaport has lost all her diamonds. An hotel thief got into her room about two, and made his escape along the parapet. They think it’s a man who must have been hiding in the hotel. I suppose you’ve lost nothing, miss?” “Nothing,” said Gwendda, finding her voice. When the maid had gone, she got up and locked the door. From beneath her pillow she took the squat, bulldog revolver that Goldy Locks had left, and packed it away in her trunk. She was astonished to discover that she had a very kindly feeling for hotel thieves.
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Selby Lowe came leisurely down the broad, shallow steps of his club in Pall Mall, buttoning a spotless yellow glove as he moved. A tall man under thirty, with a dark complexion and insolent brown eyes that stared irritatingly on the slightest provocation, his upper lip was covered with a small black moustache. His chin was rounded like a woman’s, and there was a deceptive petulance in the shape and set of his mouth that emphasised the femininity.

The young American who waited on the opposite sidewalk chuckled, delighted, for Sel Lowe’s immaculateness was a never-ceasing cause of joy. And this morning his raiment was unusually beautiful. His long-tailed morning-coat fitted perfectly, the grey suede waistcoat, the white “slip”, the geometrically creased trousers, the enamelled shoes and faultless top-hat, were as they came from the makers.

Selby looked up and down Pall Mall, shifted his ebony walkingstick from his armpit to his hand, and stepped daintily into the roadway.

“I thought you hadn’t seen me, and I was wondering whether I’d be arrested for shouting,” said Bill Joyner. “My! You’re all dolled up this morning, Sel — what is happening, a wedding?”

Selby Lowe did not answer, but, screwing a gold-rimmed monocle into his eye, he fell into step with his companion. Presently:

“Ascot, old top,” he said laconically. “You weren’t up when I left the house.”

Bill Joyner looked round.

“I never knew that you played the races,” he said in surprise.

“I don’t — by the way, we never say ‘played the races’ here; we say ‘go racing’. No, I’m not betting, and I hate going out of London even for six hours, but the Jam Sahib of Komanpour is at Ascot today — he’s the big noise on the NorthWest frontier — and my job is to see that nobody borrows his family pearls. He wears a million dollars’ worth by day, and by night he’d make Tiffany’s look like a Woolworth store — correct me if my illustrations are wrong, dear old thing. America is a strange land to me, and I’ve got my education from the coloured pages of the Sunday supplements. And here is the miserable Mr. Timms.”

The miserable Mr. Timms was crossing the road to intercept them. Even had not Bill Joyner known him, he would have guessed his vocation, for Inspector Timms was so patently a police-officer that nothing would have disguised him.

“I say, Lowe, they’ve seen that Terror again! Tried to break into the house of Judge Warren, the county court judge.”

All Mr. Lowe’s elaborate boredom fell from him like a cloak.

“When?” he asked quickly.

“Early the night before last. The Judge only reported it late last evening. I tried to ‘phone you — but you were out. The local police have been on his track, but they’ve found nothing. Only car-tracks… Mendip wheels and oil leakage showing the car must have been left standing for some time.”

“Did the Judge see him?”

Timms pursed his lips.

“He says he did, but I guess the old man was scared, and imagined a lot of it. He was going to bed, and was, in fact, in his pyjamas. The night was warm, and one of the windows of his bedroom was open. He pushed open the other and looked out. There was a full moon, and he says that it was almost as light as day; and there, within a foot of him, he saw the Thing. Stripped to the waist and its face turned up to him… climbing up the ivy. The Judge says he nearly dropped with the shock, and that sounds true. And he gave the same description as the other people have given. Head close-cropped, broad, white-nigger face, big mouth and little eyes, no forehead, and arms… ! The Judge says they weren’t human. More like the size of legs, all muscled up—”

“What did the Judge do?” asked Joyner, a fascinated audience.

“Picked up a water ewer from a washstand, and smashed it down on the face… But, of course, the Thing dropped like a cat. He stood on the lawn and shook his fist at the window.”

“Did he say anything?” asked Selby quickly.

“The usual stuff about the Judge being a traitor to Bonginda. He was halfway across the lawn before the old man could get his gun.”

Selby was stroking his little moustache abstractedly.

“Judge Warren… where does he live?” he asked.

“Taddington Close — near Winchester,” replied Timms. “That’s practically the first public man the Thing has attacked. It only shows—”

“Where does the Judge sit — at Winchester?”

Timms nodded.

“And the marks of the car wheels — as usual,” Selby Lowe went on thoughtfully, “and the usual talk about Bonginda. Humph! Thank you, Mr. Timms. I suppose you’ve put some men to guard the Judge?”

“Three,” said Timms, “though I don’t expect he will be troubled again.”

“No, I don’t expect he will,” said Selby absently, “not if… but it is highly compLicated, my dear old Timms, and my defective intellect grapples hopelessly with a problem which must be very simple to you.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” said the gratified Timms. “Of course, it is clear that this is a corroboration of the Eastleigh farmer’s story — Eastleigh is only about fifteen miles from Winchester.”

“Wonderful!” breathed the beaming Selby. “The coincidence would never have occurred to me. Most amazing mind you’ve got, Timms! Good morning.”

They walked in silence until they came within sight of the big Trust Buildings.

“Bill,” said Selby suddenly, “this uncleanly aborigine — I am not referring to the pathetic Mr. Timms, but to Judge Warren’s visitor — is getting on my nerves. An ordinary thug is neither spectacular nor alarming. But a seventy-two inch assassin of large proportions, who travels the country in a costly car, and who appears now in the north, now in the south, and always has a definite objective, is both abnormal and unnatural. I want to catch that man pretty badly, and I want an excuse. For the moment it doesn’t belong to my department, because I only deal with foreign crooks, passport forgers, missing millionaires and other undesirables that come within the purview of the Foreign Office, whose jolly old slave I am. The police will never catch the Terror, because he doesn’t belong to any category. You have to hold the union ticket of the Amalgamated Burglars’ Association, and have your fingerprints registered at headquarters, before the regular police will take even a languid interest in you. But as I am one of those people who are only happy when I am doing somebody else’s work, as soon as I have put the Jam Sahib into a safe deposit, I’m going down to Judge Warren in search of information.”

“But, Sel,” protested the other, “you know more about burglars and all criminals than anybody I know in town.”

“I admit it,” said the other. “But I’m not supposed to know. If you ever have the misfortune to find yourself at the head of a Government department, you will discover that the unforgivable crime is to know anything about things that don’t concern you.”

He glanced up at the classic facade of the Trust Buildings.

“To your warren, rabbit!” And, with a nod and a flourish of his cane, he took his leave.



VII. A Visit to a Lawyer


Table of Contents


Reluctantly, Bill Joyner turned into the wide marble vestibule of the building. It was not a day for work. The blue sky, the rustle of the plane-trees, the swift cars that flashed westward carrying elegant men and elegantly attired women Ascot-ward, called him to the pines and the green hills of Berkshire; and it was with something like a groan that he stepped into the elevator and was carried to the fourth floor, where his modest office was situated.

On the glass panel of his door were inscribed the words: “B. Joyner, Attorney-at-Law, U.S.A.”

Bill Joyner’s name was really Bill. He had been christened so by a whimsical parent. He was a fully fledged attorney. He was, moreover, a barrister at the English Bar. A third accomplishment, about which his proud relatives knew nothing, was a certain striking success he enjoyed as a writer of love stories.

Bill Joyner was a bad lawyer. By dint of patient and tortuous study he had scraped through his law examinations, but thereafter the law was a dead letter to him. He had shelves filled with imposing textbooks. He might, by steady application, have produced an opinion on some abstruse point of law, but it would have been a painful proceeding and possibly inaccurate. Bill hated the law and its practice. The writing of love stories, on the other hand, fascinated him, and when the demand for his work steadily grew, and a steady income was assured, he gave up all attempts to derive a livelihood from the legal profession, and although it was necessary, for a certain reason, to keep up the pretence of being a lawyer, he regarded any man who sent him a client as his natural enemy.

Only one man in London knew that he was “Priscilla Fairlord”, the author of Hearts Aflame
 , or that “Mary Janet Colebrooke”, whose passionate romance. Parted At The Altar
 , was in a fair way to being a bestseller, wore trousers and smoked a pipe. But, thanks to this success, he shared a suite in Curzon Street with Selby Lowe; could afford the luxury of a light car, and not the excessive expense of an office.

He opened the door of an outer lobby, whose solitary occupant, a very small boy, concealed behind him, a cigarette he was smoking and announced the arrival of a visitor.

“A lady?” said Bill, aghast. “Who is she?”

“I don’t know who she is, sir, but she’s an American. I understand American.”

Bill did not wait to discuss the linguistic achievements of his “clerk”, but burst into the inner office. The girl who was standing by the window turned with a smile, and the sight of her took his breath away. He had never seen anything quite so fragrantly beautiful as Gwendda Guildford.

“You’re Mr. Joyner?” she said, and seemed surprised and a little disappointed, and he guessed that she had expected somebody more near her idea of a staid lawyer.

“I’m afraid I am,” said Bill ruefully, and she laughed. And then suddenly: “You’re not Miss Gwendda Guildford?” he asked. “My uncle wrote about you.”

She nodded.

“Good Lord! Didn’t you get my letter? I wrote to the ship.”

She shook her head.

“Was it anything important?” she asked a little anxiously.

“I rather guess it was,” said Bill grimly. “My uncle told me that you were coming to see me as a lawyer, and I wrote advising you to consult Tremlow. I think I also begged of you not to disclose the base deception to my uncle. The fact is. Miss Guildford, I am the world’s worst attorney!”

She laughed again, but he saw the disappointment in her face.

“I might as well tell you the grisly truth,” he went on hurriedly. “The fact is, my uncle, who is my only relative, was crazy for me to be a lawyer. He had a dream of my making a great international reputation, and wanted me to read both for the English and the French Bars. Well, I switched him off the French Bar, anyway! I don’t know whether there is such a thing as a good lawyer, but I’m not he! In fact, I’ve found another profession which I like a whole lot better.”

“But Mr. Mailing doesn’t know that,” said the girl, shaking her head reproachfully. “Why didn’t you tell him?”

“Why should I disappoint the dreams of the aged?” asked Bill, and then, seeing her irresolution, he went on: “My cousin Norma knows — God bless the girl! — and she aids and abets me. But I can put you next to the finest lawyer in town, if it is legal advice you need—”

“I really want human advice rather than legal.”

She found it much easier to talk to Bill Joyner than she had to the doctor. The fact that he was a fellow-countryman and nearer to her own age made confidence less difficult. Bill listened without interruption while she told of the missing Oscar Trevors, and read the cryptogram letter carefully.

“I can help you better than by shooting you to a man of law,” he said. “You must meet Selby Lowe. That reference to Bonginda is certainly strange. You’re sure the doctor said Bonginda?”

She nodded.

“I should like to talk with him,” said Bill thoughtfully. “He has an office on this floor.”

“He told me that much,” she said, understanding now why Dr. Eversham was amused at the reference to Bill Joyner’s legal pre-eminence. “I think Bonginda is strange, but do you see any other significance in it?” she asked.

“Surely,” said Bill. “That is the little piece that the Terror speaks.”

He saw her face go pale, and was instantly penitent.

“I’m so sorry. I didn’t know you’d heard of England’s pet bogey,” he said.

“The Terror! Then that — that explains—”

Incoherently, haltingly, she told him her experience of the night before; the noises she had heard, the attempt on the part of somebody to enter her room, and the arrival of the providential burglar.

“I’m sure he was a burglar,” she said.

“What was he like?” asked Bill curiously, but she shook her head.

“I don’t think I can tell you that It is odd, isn’t it, my sharing a secret of that sort? But he was so kind, so considerate, and so helpful “ She shuddered at the memory of her terrible experience.

“I think Selby Lowe can help you,” said Bill thoughtfully, and then: “How long are you remaining in London?”

“I don’t know. A month, perhaps, though I intend making a trip to Paris.”

“A month, eh?” He scratched his chin, his blue eyes surveying her gravely. “You’re not going to stay a month in that hotel, Miss Guildford.” A plan occurred to him. “Selby and I have a house in Curzon Street — it is a swell neighbourhood, but the house is kept by an ex-butler, who rents off three floors. The suite above us is vacant. I’m going to get those apartments for you — you need not feel that you’re being Bohemian, because the third floor is occupied by a churchgoing lady, and the butler’s wife is a model of propriety and respectability.”

“But really, Mr. Joyner,” she began in protest, but he had pulled the telephone towards him and had given a number before her objections took shape.

“I may not be a good lawyer,” he said when he had finished his conversation, “but I’m a good nephew. And Uncle John has told me to take care of you, and I guess you’ll want more taking care of than you imagine. London is no worse than any other great city, and in many respects it is much more law-abiding than New York or Chicago. But just now this country is under the tyranny of a ghost man, who seems to have an especial reason for reducing the population. I’m not going to question you about your burglar, and I guess the hotel people would be sore if they knew you could identify him. And I bet you could identify him.” He looked at his watch. “If you wait here, I’ll step across the hall and talk to Eversham.” Dr. Eversham was in his consulting-room when Bill arrived, And fortunately was disengaged. Joyner knew him by sight, He had passed casual greetings with him when they had met in the elevator or in the hall, and there was neither need for introduction nor explanation of the object of the lawyer’s visit.

“Good morning, Mr. Joyner. Have you seen your client?” he asked, rising and shaking hands with the visitor.

“I have,” said Bill seriously, “and I want to speak to you about her. She has been telling me that she interviewed you last night, particularly about Oscar Trevors and his illusion that he was in line for the kingship of Bonginda. She didn’t make a mistake about that?” The doctor shook his head. “You’re sure it was Bonginda, doctor?” “Perfectly sure,” said Eversham.

“Have you heard of this crazy coon that the English people call the Terror?”

The doctor nodded.

“Yes, I was reading about him last night — a very disagreeable person to meet on a dark night, I should imagine. -Why? What is the connection with Mr. Trevors?”

“The connection is,” said Bill, speaking slowly, “that this ‘Terror’ man calls himself the King of Bonginda.”

The doctor stared at him.

“Is that a fact?” he asked at last. “I’ve seen nothing ] about that in the newspapers.”

“It hasn’t been in the newspapers,” said Bill. “I got to know through Selby Lowe, who is the chief of the Foreign Office Intelligence Department or Secret Police — I don’t know: what they call themselves. They kept that fact out of the newspapers because it afforded a clue that they’re trying to work on privately.”

Arnold Eversham paced the long consulting-room, his hands in his pockets, his chin on his chest.

“Incredible!” he said, as though speaking to himself. “But; it can’t possibly be Trevors.”

“What sort of a man was Oscar Trevors in appearance?”

Eversham was so immersed in thought that apparently he did not hear the question. Presently, with a start: “Trevors? He was a man slightly below middle height, rather thin and weedy, and choreatic.”

“Choreatic?” said the puzzled Bill.

“It is a medical term meaning a person who is subject to involuntary twitching of face and lips — a sort of incipient St. Vitus’s Dance. That was one of the symptoms of his nervous disease, whatever it may have been.”

“He had no resemblance whatever to the Terror?” asked Bill.

“None,” said the doctor emphatically. “From the descriptions I have read in the newspapers, he is a man of imposing height, great breadth, and extraordinary muscularity. Moreover, he is coloured. Mr. Trevors is a very pallid man with lightish blue eyes. I can give you these details because I never; forget the appearance of a patient. You are sure that the Terror — I use that somewhat melodramatic term because I know of none better — you’re sure he mentioned Bonginda?”

“There’s no doubt about that,” said Bill, nodding. “He either calls himself the King of Bonginda, or he gives as an excuse for his attacks upon people that they have been traitors to his mythical State. Moreover, Miss Guildford was visited last night by this gentleman.”

The doctor spun round.

“What do you mean?” he asked.

In a few words Bill told of the girl’s terrible quarter of an hour, omitting any reference to the burglar.

“I can’t believe that it was he,” said Dr. Eversham, shaking his head. “Did she see him?”

“She didn’t see him, but she is convinced he was the man.”

Eversham bit his lip.

“I really can’t understand,” he said. “Of course, it may have been some drunken person who had mistaken the room.

And yet—” he frowned. “ — I think Miss Guildford had better leave the hotel,” he said. “The cause of her distressing time may be simply explained, but I should feel very much happier if she were less exposed to an experience of that sort.”

Bill smiled. “Which is exactly what I told her, doctor,” he said. “I’ve persuaded her to go to Jennings’s place in Curzon Street. Jennings has got a high-class boardinghouse; I think he knows you, because he’s spoken of you once or twice.”

The doctor nodded.

“I know Jennings. He was butler to Lady Chonam, and a very respectable person. Yes, I think you’re wise,” he added. “If I can be of any service to you, will you please let me know? Exactly what service I can be, I can’t for the moment, see. She told you about the cryptogram letter?”

Bill nodded.

“That is remarkable. I think she ought to see the police, though I can’t see what they can do either. They are rather chary of acting on mysterious clues of that description.”

Bill went back to the girl and told her of the doctor’s endorsement of his plans.

“You’ll leave that hotel today, my young friend, and you’re not going around London without an escort.”

In spite of her trouble, Gwendda laughed at his masterful tone.

“I don’t know whether I ought to do as you suggest,” she said, “and I have a feeling that I am making rather a fuss about nothing. Perhaps Dr. Eversham is right when he says that some drunken man may have mistaken the room. But though I hate being ordered along, I’m going to do as you suggest. I don’t think I should like to sleep in that room again,” she said with a shiver.

For Bill the day’s work was ended. The half-finished story that clamoured for completion awakened no pangs of conscience as he put on his hat and escorted her back to the hotel. He did not ring for the elevator, and they walked up the broad marble stairs together. They had reached the first floor and were turning to the final flight, when the elevator opened and a man stepped out briskly and walked across the hall to a door on which was inscribed “Marcus Fleet, Financier”.

Bill felt his arm suddenly gripped, and, looking round, saw the girl staring at the man as he opened the office door and disappeared.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Nothing,” she said, a little unsteadily. “Nothing at all. I’m afraid I’m nervous.”

She did not tell him that the man she had seen was “Goldy” Locks, hotel burglar and knight-errant.
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Mr. Locks closed the door behind him, strolled to a rosewood counter, and, leaning his arms upon it, nodded pleasantly to the hardfaced girl at the one desk in the tiny lobby office.

“Is Marcus in?” he asked pleasantly, beaming at her through his gold-rimmed spectacles.

“I don’t know; I’ll see,” she said.

“You may see, but you know,” said Mr. Locks good-humouredly. “Tell him that the Marquis of Mugville has called to inspect the Crown jewels. You have no sense of humour,” said Mr. Locks sadly. “It is tragic to see a young woman of your surpassing loveliness without a sense of humour! Smile, Daphne!”

She scowled at him, and went through a baize door out of sight. Mr. Locks lit a cigar and examined the office with curiosity, as though he had seen it for the first time. Presently the girl came back.

“Mr. Fleet will see you,” she snapped, and opened a flap of the counter.

“If your eyesight’s good, even you can see me. You ought to go down on your knees, my good girl, and thank the Lord for your bonny blue eyes. Forgive my embarrassment, but pretty women always worry me.”

She jerked open the door, her black eyes blazing with anger.

“You’re too fresh, Locks. You’ll get what’s coming to you one of these days.”

“Mister Locks,” he murmured. “Politeness costs nothing, Virginia.”

She slammed the door behind him.

He was in a large, luxuriously furnished room, the walls of which were panelled with expensive woods. At an ornate ormolu Empire writing-table sat a man who was no stranger to Goldy Locks. He would have been dressed sombrely but for the flaming splendour of his cravat.

A sleek man was Mr. Marcus Fleet. Sleek was his raven black hair, brushed back from his forehead; sleek were his plump white hands, ornamented with a big ring on one finger. Heavy-jowled, cleanshaven, sleepy-eyed, expressionless, he watched his client with an unfriendly eye.

“Good morning. Locks. What do you want?”

“Money,” said Mr. Locks gently, and without invitation took a chair from its place against the wall and drew it up to the desk.

“Say, Locks, don’t get fresh with that girl of mine. She hates you as it is, and I don’t like it. You just get her mad at you, and the fit doesn’t wear off all day.”

“Get a new girl,” suggested Mr. Locks, smiling expansively at the financier.

“There’s another way,” said Fleet significantly, “and that is to tell you to keep out of this office!”

“I should take not the slightest notice of any such order,” said Mr. Locks calmly. “You’re a financier; I’m a financier; and we’ve got to get together. That’s what your office is for, Marcus. That is why you sit here day after day.”

“There was a burglary at the Chatterton Hotel last night. The Duchess of Leaport lost her diamonds,” said Fleet presently.

The other made no reply, but put his hand carefully into his pocket and took out a large and bulky package wrapped in a silk handkerchief, which he laid on the desk and slowly unfolded. Inside was a thick pad of cottonwool, and inside this again he disclosed a blue-and-white paper, carefully rolled, which he opened. Here was another layer of cottonwool, and Marcus Fleet watched him with incurious eyes as he opened it fold by fold.

“There they are!” said Mr. Locks admiringly. “What loveliness! What exquisite beauty! And to think that those rare and gorgeous sparklers reposed in Mother Earth for ten million years, hidden through the ages until they were dug up and cut and fixed in rare golden settings for me to lift!”

“I don’t want them,” said Fleet slowly. “I never deal in stolen property — you know that.”

Mr. Locks’s lean face creased in a smile.

“There are twelve thousand pounds’ worth there — sixty thousand dollars’ worth. By the way, the exchange is going up; have you seen this morning’s newspaper? You haven’t? I’m surprised at a financier not reading the morning newspapers. Twelve thousand pounds’ worth, and I’m taking a thousand! You’ll make twelve hundred per cent profit with practically no risk. ‘All the wonder and wealth are mine’ — do you ever read Browning? Personally, I prefer Boswell. I read it both times when I was in Dartmoor, and Wesley’s Life of St. Paul”

“I don’t want your diamonds. I want no dealings with you whatever. Locks,” said Mr. Fleet steadily. “You can wrap them up and take them away. If I wasn’t a friend of yours, I should send for the police.”

He looked at the gems that sparkled on his desk, and his nose wrinkled.

“They’re a bad colour, anyway. None of these old families has got good jewels. If I paid you a hundred, I should be robbing myself.”

“Try that for a change,” pleaded Locks. “A change is as good as a rest, and a rest is as good as a meal.”

Marcus Fleet rose deliberately, walked to a safe in the wall, opened it and took out a bundle of American bills. He counted five hundred dollars on to the table, and then stopped.

“Be not weary of well-doing,” quoted Locks.

“I’ll throw in a hundred for luck,” said the other.

“It will be bad luck for me if you only throw a hundred. Five thousand dollars is my bottom price.”

Mr. Marcus Fleet picked up the bills from the table, placed them in a wad and slipped a rubber band round them.

“Good morning, Locks, and don’t call again,” he said.

The burglar watched him go back to the safe without comment. With the door in his hand, Fleet turned.

“You can do a lot with a thousand dollars,” he said.

“Five thousand dollars,” snarled the burglar, his voice and mien changing. “Cut out all that bazaar stuff; I’m not selling a carpet. Five thousand, or lock your safe, you Armenian reptile!”

It seemed as though the financier was taking him at his word, for he banged the safe door close.

“Three thousand,” he said slowly.

But Locks was folding up his jewels, and with a sigh Mr. Fleet pulled open the door, counted out some notes and, walking back, flung them on the table. The burglar stopped his wrapping to count the notes.

“Two short, you daylight robber!”

“There were five thousand when I put them on that table,” grumbled Fleet, producing two hundred-dollar bills that he had kept concealed in the palm of his hand. “You’re no profit to me. Locks. It’s only because you’re a friend of mine that I oblige you.”

He wrapped up the jewels deftly, put them into an envelope he took from the stationery rack, and placed the envelope in the safe, locking it. He had hardly done so when a bell in the corner of the room rang softly twice, and Fleet glowered round upon his visitor, his eyes hard with suspicion.

“What’s this. Locks, a ‘shop’? If it is, by God, I’ll get you!”

“Shop nothing!” said Locks, guessing the meaning of that warning. “I’ve got a clean-cut alibi that you couldn’t get past.”

There was no time for further conversation, for the door opened and two men followed the angry-faced clerk into the room.

“Good morning, Mr. Fleet,” said Detective-Inspector Timms, and then, with an exaggerated start of surprise: “Why, if it isn’t old Goldy Locks! How are you. Locks? And how is the diamond trade? I haven’t seen you since I was staying with my friend, the Duchess of Leaport, the other weekend.”

“1 didn’t know you were that kind of man,” said Locks, unabashed. “As for diamonds, why, I haven’t used one since I left the window-glass trade.”

Mr. Fleet was a picture of bewilderment.

“Do you know this man?” he asked the detective. “I sincerely hope that he is not a member of the criminal classes?”

“I wouldn’t go so far as that,” said Timms good-humouredly. “Has he any business with you, Mr. Fleet?”

“He came to ask for a job,” said Marcus Fleet volubly. “I used to know him years ago, and I always like to help a man if it is humanly possible.”

At the first note of the alarm, Locks had slipped the money from his pocket and dropped it into an open drawer of the financier’s desk. This Mr. Fleet had seen out of the corner of his eye, and noted, too, the dexterity with which the burglar had closed the drawer with his foot.

“Now I’m going to be perfectly straight with you. Locks,” said Timms. He was the blunt, honest type of police-officer that very rarely reaches the front rank of the profession. “I’ve been ‘tailing you up’ all morning. You’re living at Southdown Street, Lambeth; you were out last night, and last night the Duchess of Leaport lost jewellery worth twelve thousand pounds! We’ve searched your rooms, and you haven’t had a chance of getting rid of the stuff this morning, that I’ll swear.”

“Neither the chance nor the inclination,” said Locks reproachfully. “I’m surprised at you, Inspector! I was out last night because I’m the victim of insomnia and couldn’t sleep. I didn’t go near” — he corrected himself quickly, and the pause was almost indistinguishable to the detective and his assistant— “the West End of London.”

“Maybe you didn’t, but I’m going to take you to the station to search you,” began Timms.

“Search me here,” said the other innocently, and spread out his hands in the professional manner.

Timms hesitated for a moment, then, stepping forward, ran his hands over the passive body.

“Nothing here,” he said. “I didn’t expect you’d have it. Turn out your pockets.”

The contents of Mr. Locks’s pockets were put upon the table, and there was another scientific search. Timms looked round.

“I’ve got a search-warrant, Mr. Fleet. It is a very unpleasant duty I have to perform, but it must be done.”

“A search-warrant for this office?” said the stout man indignantly. “You’re exceeding your duty, officer. This is monstrous! You suggest—”

“I am suggesting that Locks may have concealed the loot in this room without your knowing,” said the other soothingly. “I’ve got nothing against you. A gentleman like you, naturally, would know nothing about it. But Goldy is pretty artful.”

“Flatterer,” said Goldy, gratified.

“If you have a warrant,” said Fleet, with an air of resignation, “I must submit, but I shall write to the Secretary of State — this is the most disgraceful thing that has ever happened.”

Inspector Timms, being a wise and experienced police-officer, said nothing. The drawers of the desk were examined quickly, and then:

“Have you the key of that safe?”

Without a word. Fleet took the key from his pocket and handed it to the inspector. For a second, Locks’s heart sank. He followed the police-officer to the wall and watched with a detached interest while the safe door was pulled open. With the exception of a few account-books, the safe was empty. There was neither money nor jewels.

It was with difficulty that he suppressed the gasp of surprise which rose involuntarily to his lips.

“Nothing there,” said Timms. “I am extremely sorry Mr. Fleet, to have subjected you to this inconvenience, but I am fairly certain that Locks did the job, and I am equally certain that he had the jewels when he left his house this morning. One of my men saw his pocket bulging, but did not tell me till it was too late.”

“I know nothing about this infernal scoundrel!” said Marcus violently. “All I know is that I, a respectable merchant, a freeman of the City, a man whose name stands as high as anybody’s in London, have been the victim of a gross police outrage, and you shall hear more of this. Inspector!”

Timms let him rave on, and when he had finished:

“I’m not taking you, Goldy,” he said. “That is a pleasure in store. Coming my way?”

“I’d rather stop and talk with a real gentleman,” said Mr. Locks gently.

The door of the outer office had closed on the detective when Fleet turned furiously upon his visitor.

“You swine!” he hissed. “You ought to have known they were ‘tailing you up’, an old lag like you! To bring them straight to my office, you dog!”

“I have been so often likened to domestic animals,” said Locks wearily, “that nothing you say hurts my feelings. I’ll take that five thousand if yon don’t mind.”

Without asking permission, he pulled the drawer open, gathered the bills together and stuffed them in his pocket.

“There’s one thing I’d like to ask you before I go, Marcus, and that is: How did you work the safe? That was certainly the most ingenious—”

“Get out!” howled the man, his usually placid face distorted with rage. “Get out and don’t come back here again!”

Mr. Locks bowed slightly. He had the air of one who was accepting a polite dismissal. As he passed into the office of the scowling girl, he smiled, and lifted his hat.

“Tearing myself away,” he said apologetically. “I wanted to stay and have a little chat with you — come and have a bit of lunch one day.”

She slipped past the counter opening and pushed him through the door, shutting it behind him.

“Temper,” murmured Mr. Locks as he stepped blithely down the stairs. He admired women of spirit.
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Mr. Selby Lowe returned from Ascot as cool and as tidy as when he had departed. He hung up his silk hat in the hall, turned into the big sittingroom that he and Bill shared. “The Jam has been playing the races and lost two hundred pounds,” he announced as he took off his tight-fitting morning-coat and struggled into a rusty velvet jacket that hung on a peg behind the door. “I guess he’ll go home and order somebody to be executed.”

“We’ve got a new lodger,” said Bill.

“This is sensational news. You should have prepared me for it.”

Selby was filling a pipe from the big tobacco-jar on the mantelpiece.

“Jennings has been threatening to let that second floor of his. Anybody interesting?”

“The most beautiful girl I have ever seen, and one of the bravest,” said Bill enthusiastically. “Sel, she’s wonderful! I never realised what the words ‘American beauty’ meant — to apply them to roses is a sacrilege.”

Sel held up his hand and wearily closed his eyes.

“Are you practising a new serial story on me, because if you are, don’t,” he said. “I have seen three horses in which I have been financially interested beaten by three noses, and all that is romantic in my system has gone west. Is it a lady?”

“It is a lady,” said Bill. “I tell you, she’s the most extraordinarily—”

“Let us have the lady without superlatives,” said Selby, sinking into an old armchair and pressing the bellpush. “Also some tea. You have never acquired the tea habit? It is a thousand pities; you’ve missed something. Tea, to a high-class detective such as I am, is an inspiration. All the best detectives in fiction chew cocaine or violins or something. I prefer tea.”

“She is Oscar Trevors’s niece.”

Selby Lowe sat erect.

“Oscar Trevors’s niece?” he repeated. “Good God!”

Bill looked at him in amazement.

“Do you know of Oscar Trevors?”

“Yes, I know of Oscar Trevors,” said Selby quietly. “Now why is she here?”

“She has come to look for him. Miss Guildford is on the staff of a newspaper in Sacramento, and she’s had a pretty exciting time, though she’s not been in London more than twentyfour hours.”

“The Terror, of course?” said Selby surprisingly, and Bill looked at him.

“Yes; somebody tried to get into her room last night. But how do you know—”

Selby Lowe interrupted him with a note of impatience.

“You brought her here? Good; I thought she was still at the hotel. Oh yes, I knew she was in London. Bringing her to this house is the first intelligent thing you’ve done in years. She’s on the second floor, you say?” Selby was speaking to himself. “Two windows at the back, three in the front; one stairway, and that passes our room; no trapdoor from the roof, and the window on the landing is barred. That’s good. No, I don’t think you could have chosen a better place, Bill.” Then, before Bill could give expression to his emotion, he went on: “I saw Judge Warren at Ascot. As I expected, he is an Australian by birth. Has it occurred to you that the majority of people who have been attacked by the Terror were Australians? Parker, who was strangled in the streets of London, was an Australian lawyer. Wenton, whose mutilated body was found at the bottom of Beachy Head cliff, was also from Australia — a retired squatter, living at Eastbourne. He went out one night and never came back.”

“Stalman wasn’t an Australian,” said Bill, his interest momentarily switched from the girl.

“No, he wasn’t an Australian,” said Selby slowly. “He was an old and respected publisher, who had been in the South of France for sixteen years for reasons of health. He was killed the day he returned to England. But, if you go into the cases, you will find that the majority were Australians, and men of some standing. Two of them were justices of the peace; one was an Australian racehorse owner.”

“Did Warren give any explanation?”

Selby shook his head.

“No, I didn’t expect he would. He is a very nice man, who has earned a local reputation by his humanity, and I don’t think he has an enemy in the world.”

For ten minutes no sound broke the quiet of the room. Selby was puffing thoughtfully at his big pipe, his eyes fixed abstractedly on the carpet, his lean brown hands clasped. Suddenly he said briskly:

“Bring down your beautiful lady. I’m dying for tea.” He rang the bell again. “Mrs. Jennings has grotesque views on art, but she is a. good housewife.”

Ten minutes later, when the tea-table was set. and Selby, who had returned to his morning-coat, was standing with his back to the fireplace, gazing moodily at the big Doré picture which filled one wall and which he had never had the moral courage to remove, the door opened and the girl entered.

From the moment their eyes met the girl liked him, in spite of his dandified appearance, the seeming insolence of his expression, the almost perfunctory character of his handshake. He was the Englishman she had read about, the typical eyeglass dude that appeared in every stage play where an Englishman was represented.

“I’m glad to know you, Miss Guildford,” he said. “I hope you’re staying some time?”

“I leave for Paris tomorrow.”

“I don’t think that would be advisable.”

He said it so naturally that for a moment she did not realise the impertinence of his remark. By the time she did, he was chatting pleasantly on Ascot and the racing. He knew everybody in Society; he was one of those men who could reveal all he knew without offence or weariness. And then, gradually and delicately, he brought the conversation to her uncle and by easy stages to her own predicament.

“I am sure the doctor was wrong when he said it was a drunken man,” she said, and he did not disagree with her. “It was the strangest, eeriest experience,” she said. “Even now I can’t believe that it was not a nightmare.”

“And the man who came in through the window, who was he?” he asked carelessly.

“I don’t know. I think he was a thief — in fact, I know he was,” she said frankly. “But he was a dear thief, Mr. Lowe, and if you are going to ask me to give his description I shall certainly refuse.”

He smiled faintly.

“There are very few thieves who are wholly darlings,” he said.

It was the portly Mrs. Jennings who interrupted him.

“I told Mr. Timms that you were busy, but he said he wants to see you particularly.”

“Tell him to come in. Do you mind?” he asked quickly. “Timms is a detective officer. You haven’t reported this matter to the police?”

She shook her head.

“Take my advice — don’t. I’ll accept responsibility if there is any trouble.”

He rose to meet the police-inspector, who stood hesitating at the door.

“Didn’t know you had a party, Mr. Lowe.”

“Come right in and be one of us,” said Lowe, pulling up a chair. “This is Mr. Timms, of the C.I.D., which doesn’t mean ‘copper in disguise’, but Criminal Investigation Department. Well, did you get your man?”

“I did not,” said the other ruefully. “I thought I had him. We trailed him to the Trust Buildings, got him into Fleet’s room and sprang a little raid on them. I’m as sure as that you’re sitting here that Goldy had the goods when he left the house.”

Lowe saw the girl’s start and suppressed an inclination to laugh. So it was Goldy Locks, was it? He turned to the girl.

“Goldy Locks is one of our cleverest hotel thieves,” he said, watching her closely. “He is called Goldy Locks partly because his name is Locks, and partly because he is bald. That is the kind of English humour which takes a great deal of understanding, but I’ve no doubt that if you live in this country for a few more years. Miss Guildford, you will be able to detect an English joke almost at first glance,” he added solemnly. “Of course, Goldy Locks will not interest you,” he said, his eyes never leaving her face. “He is the sort of man who creeps into bedrooms at night, lifts — or, to use criminal terminology ‘knocks off’ — any loose jewellery that happens to be lying around. A very nice man is Goldy. Apart from his unfortunate weakness, he is gallantry personified.”

And then, learning all he wanted to know from Gwendda’s stolid glance, he said:

“You may not know Miss Guildford, but you probably know of her uncle, Oscar Trevors?”

“The American who disappeared some years ago?” said Timms in surprise. “Yes, I knew of him. I never met him. What happened in that case, Mr. Lowe? It was transferred to your department.”

This was the first news that Bill Joyner had that Selby had other than an outside interest in the Trevors case.

“I believe it was,” said Selby, as though the fact had only just occurred to him. “Yes, I’m pretty sure it was. I don’t know what became of Mr. Trevors. He was a great traveller, was he not, Miss Guildford?”

She knew he was playing, and that his object was to hide from the policeman any extraordinary interest he might have in Oscar Trevors’s fate, and she wondered why. It was Timms who led the talk in a new direction.

“Fleet had them on him, of course. That fellow is mustard! You wouldn’t think a man with his money would take the risk of ‘fencing’ stolen property, but, as I have figured it out, he’s the kind of fellow who hates to see a nickel get past.”

“Is he rich?” asked Selby.

The detective raised his eyebrows.

“Rich? He practically owns all the stock in the Trust Buildings. In fact, he is the Trust. Rich, but mean. You remember the fuss there was made when he brought over Italian workmen to put up the building? There were about three strikes before the building was finished. He got the workmen cheap — used to lodge and feed them on the ground. There was trouble about it.”

“I remember,” said Selby Lowe. “By the way, when was that building erected?” he asked suddenly.

“1911.”

Selby nodded.

“The year after Trevors disappeared,” he said. “And if I were a betting man, which I no longer am, after the tragic fiascos this afternoon, I would bet my bank balance that the foundation of the Trust Buildings was Oscar Trevors’s money!”
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The Girl looked up quickly.

“Who is Mr. Fleet?” she asked. “And why do you think that?”

“Inspiration,” said Selby lazily, as he passed the cake to Timms, and thereafter the conversation became more general. Timms had something to say, something that he was not prepared to tell in public, and once, when he caught the detective’s eye, the inspector glanced meaningly at the door. At the first opportunity Selby excused himself.

“Now, Timms,” he said, as he led the other into his private sittingroom on the next floor, “what is the trouble? I gather you didn’t come here to give me your views about Goldy Locks?”

For answer the detective took from his pocket with great care a long, flat package and laid it on the table. It was a postal package, bearing an Italian stamp and postmark, and had been heavily sealed at both ends.

“This came through the post,” he said, “and we held it up. Have a look at the writing on the package. And I’ve come to see you about that young lady.”

“Who — Miss Guildford?” asked Selby in astonishment.

Timms nodded.

“She left the Chatterton Hotel a little abruptly today, and left no address.”

“That was an oversight. Probably Mr. Joyner has already rectified that on her behalf. He is her lawyer,” he added mendaciously.

“After she’d gone, we found this. It came addressed to her.”

Selby examined the writing on the package. It was addressed to “Miss Gwendda Guildford” and marked “Private and Urgent”.

“After I’d failed to tail up Goldy, I went back to the hotel to see if there were any guests in the house that might have been responsible. The first news I got was of this young lady who had come and gone so mysteriously. Then I found this package and took the liberty of opening it. What do you make of that?”

He took the lid from the small wooden box that the paper contained, and revealed what Selby thought at first was a steel rod, sharpened at the end. He lifted it gingerly and felt the point: it was needle sharp.

“A glass dagger,” he said.

The weapon was a beautiful production of the craftsman’s art. Selby guessed it was Venetian made. The short handle was covered with successive layers of silk thread, and beneath the hilt, which was also of glass, were two nicks in the blade.

“Was there anything came with this — any letter?”

The inspector took out his pocketbook and extracted a slip of paper. There were three lines of writing in printed characters.

“SEND THE SECOND STILETTO TO MAKE SURE. REMEMBER ALL THAT YOU HAVE ESCAPED, AND STRIKE FEARLESSLY.”

There was no signature.

Selby looked at the paper spellbound, and then!

“Do you for one moment believe that Miss Guildford is a potential assassin?” he asked.

“I don’t believe anything,” said the dogged detective. All I know is that this was addressed to her by somebody who knew she was coming to London. You can’t get over that,

Mr. Lowe.”

“I’m going to show this to Miss Guildford,” said Selby with determination. “You had better come down with me.”

The detective demurred, but Selby had his way, and Timms followed him down the stairs into the cool room in time to interrupt what was apparently the story of Bill Joyner’s life.

The girl took the dagger in her hand with every appearance of interest.

“How beautiful!” she said. “Is it very old?

“I should think it was,” said Selby quietly. “It was found in a box addressed to you at the Chatterton Hotel.”

“To me?” She looked at Timms, realising that he had brought the curious “gift”.

“With it were a few lines of writing. Will you read them?” asked Selby.

Gwendda took the paper from his hand and read the message twice.

“I don’t understand it,” she said. “I have never received a dagger. This paper says that it is the second.”

“Do you know the writing?”

She looked at the inscription on the package, and shook her head.

“Is there anybody who would be likely to play a joke on you?

“I know nobody,” she said, and, in answer to his question: “Not even a shipboard friend. I was in my cabin most of the time, as we had rather a bad passage. No, I am afraid I can’t help you. Of course, it is a joke; nobody would suggest that I should strike ‘fearlessly’.”

To at least one man in that room her amused laughter was very convincing.

“If it is a joke, it is a joke in the worst possible taste, said Timms severely, glaring at her as though she were responsible for this lack of good manners. “You had better keep it, Miss Guildford,” he said, as she was handing it back to him. “It is your property.”

Before she could reply. Bill Joyner had taken the weapon from her hand.

“I think not,” he said quietly. “I have a very keen sense of humour, but I don’t see the joke in this. On the other hand, there may be something which is not a joke.”

Selby nodded.

“And in all the circumstances,” Bill went on, “I think it would be advisable if you took this little weapon and kept it at Scotland Yard in your Black Museum, or wherever such murder tools are exhibited.”

“Before you take that away, Timms,” said Selby quietly. “I think I will make a little alteration to its general appearance.”

He took the dagger in his hand, and with a knife struck a sharp blow near the point. There was a tinkle as the end, including the sharp point, broke off.

“Now you may have it,” said Lowe.

He stooped and picked up the end and threw it into the fireplace.

“If Oscar Trevors is to die,” he said, “let them find another way.”
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The Detective had left the house before the girl sought an explanation of Selby Lowe’s strange words.

“I’ll tell you. Miss Guildford,” said Selby. “I don’t see any advantage in keeping you in the dark. I am perfectly convinced that Oscar Trevors is alive. In certain eventualities, I am equally convinced that he will be killed.”

“In what eventualities?” she asked.

“I don’t know. I haven’t formed a very definite theory. If I did, the mystery of Trevors’s disappearance and all that followed would be solved both here and now. Theories are like the steps of a ladder; they lead, one from the other, to more substantial foothold. At present we are very far from that secure place where we can drop bricks on the heads of the rogues and murderers who are behind his disappearance.”

The evening brought a visitor in the shape of Dr. Eversham, who stopped on the way from making a professional call to inquire after the girl. Selby knew him slightly, and found, on acquaintance, that the flattering picture Gwendda had drawn of her first friend in London was not exaggerated.

“The Trust Buildings are getting a bad name,” he said; “so much so that I am seriously thinking of moving my office, and I shall unless the proprietors give Fleet notice to quit.”

“They are hardly likely to do that,” said Selby dryly. “If my information is accurate, Marcus Fleet is the Trust! I suppose you’ve heard about the little raid that the police carried out on his office?”

The doctor nodded.

“He’s a queer person. I haven’t spoken with him more than half a dozen times in my life, and I’ve only met him once. He had a fainting fit, and I was called in to attend to him — he sent me, as a fee, five shillings!”

They laughed.

“Fleet is a tight wad,” said Bill, “and he’s certainly got the finest espionage system of any private individual in the world. There’s nothing that fellow doesn’t know about the tenants. One day I was rather short of money — a cheque due to me had not arrived — and I casually mentioned the fact to somebody who had called. Incidentally, my office rent had not been paid. That same day he served a notice on me, demanding the rent within twentyfour hours, failing which he intended to turn me out.”

The doctor stayed for an hour, when he was called away by telephone, and a few minutes after he had left a call came through for Selby. It was from the Foreign Office. The diplomatic mailbags had been stolen between Dover and London, and he was ordered to report instantly.

“What a blessed invention is the telephone!” he said as he came back into the room. “I leave Bill to amuse you. Miss Guildford — by the way, his name is Bill. Parents who play such jokes on their children should be severely punished.”

The girl detected in Lowe’s manner a subtle change. He had gone out to the telephone one man and come back another.

He had a trick of dropping his drawling tone, his lazy, almost insolent manner, but now he was brusque, almost bad-mannered, and left without saying good night. She heard the slam of the door and turned her laughing eyes to the young man.

“Do you realise I haven’t been out all day, Mr. Joyner?”

“What do you think of Selby?”

“I don’t know what to think of him. He is rather fascinating, isn’t he? Is he typical?”

Bill shook his head.

“No, Selby is a type by himself.”

“I can’t bring myself to believe that he’s a detective.”

“He’s hardly a detective,” said Bill, ready to defend his friend from any suggestion of disparagement. “He’s a secret service man — there’s a subtle difference.”

She sighed.

“There is a less subtle difference between success and failure, and I have a feeling my journey is going to end in failure, Mr. Joyner,” she said. “It has certainly begun very unpromisingly. I’ve wasted the whole of this day. There are so many people I have to see, and I really ought to be leaving for France tomorrow — of course,” she added, “I shall leave if I want. It is absurd… That is the telephone, isn’t it?”

Shrilly the bell came to him, and he went out into the hall where the telephone was kept. A voice greeted him urgently.

“Is that you, Joyner?… Will you come at once to the office of the Morning Star
 ? They’ve got your story all mixed up. The assistant editor’s away on vacation, and you must come and straighten things out.”

Bill cursed the man under his breath. It was not the first time such a contretemps had occurred, and he hurried back to the girl.

“I shan’t be gone twenty minutes,” he said. “If you want anything, will you ring for Jennings? You don’t mind being left alone?”

She smiled.

“No, I feel particularly secure,” she said. “In fact, I think you and Mr. Selby are making too great a fuss. It may have been the drunken man after all.”

“Yes, perhaps it was,” lied Bill, who himself had no doubt on the matter.

As his taxi took him along Curzon Street, he saw a small, closed coupe standing at the corner. He noticed this idly, without attaching any importance to the fact. Ten minutes later he was in the office of the editor of the Morning Star
 .

Gwendda Guildford was sufficiently normal to be glad that she was left alone to puzzle out her problem. She had cabled the news of her arrival, and now she seated herself at Selby’s little desk and began a letter to Sacramento, explaining what had happened to her. It was a hard letter to write, much more difficult than she had imagined her first letter home would be. She had hoped to tell the story of some accomplishment, that she would have been able to pick up some promising thread that might eventually lead her to the missing man. But now there was nothing she could write which would not read like a very bad attack of hysterics.

“Dear Mr. Mailing,” the letter began, but beyond that she made no progress. She could have written sheets about Bill Joyner, but that must come in its proper place. A letter all about Mr. Mailing’s favourite nephew might please him as a man, but be wholly unsatisfactory to him as an editor. What had she learnt? Only that, in the opinion of two people, one the doctor who had attended him, and the other a British official with some vague position at the Foreign Office, Oscar Trevors was still alive. The doctor thought him insane, and although the reference to the King of Bonginda had all the evidence of a good newspaper story, it began and ended only with coincidence.

She could not be sure even that she was the objective of this mystery Terror, that silent horror that crept at night defiant of all police efforts to capture him. She heaved a long sigh. At any rate, she was here, in Curzon Street, and not at the hotel. She was in the centre of a human society, and she found a peculiar comfort in the thought that these two men, strangers to her until today, were practically pledged to her protection.

Moving her hand, the pen rolled from the table, and, in the exasperating way of pens, stuck, nib downward, in the polished floor. When she pulled it out, the nib was ruined. She looked about for another. Her search was unsuccessful, and, leaning over, she pressed the bell by the side of the fireplace and heard a faint tinkle somewhere below. Three minutes passed and brought no answer. She rang the bell again. Bill had explained the interior economy of the house. The Jennings had a sittingroom at the end of the passage on the ground floor, where they were usually to be found. She walked along the passage, unlocked on the door. There was no answer, and she opened it a little way. The room was in darkness. Her nerves were still on edge, and she went to the head of the kitchen stairs and called Jennings by name, but only the echo of her voice came back to her. She returned to the sittingroom, puzzled and a little frightened. Leaving the door ajar, she went back to the desk, determined to write her letter in pencil. She had written two words when she heard a faint creak. Somebody was coming down the stairs, and her heart nearly stopped beating. There was nobody in the house; the woman lodger on the third floor was away on her vacation, had gone an hour after the girl had arrived. The servants were day helps: Jennings had not sufficient rooms to accommodate them, and they had left after dinner.

Again she heard the creak, and, rising, walked quickly to the door, and then, acting on impulse, slammed it and pushed home the bolt. As she did so, she heard a gentle thud in the passage as if somebody had leapt halfway down the stairs. In another instant the door was shaken violently.

“Who’s that?” she asked, white with fear.

For answer came a sound that curdled her blood. It was like the low snarl of a wild animal.

She held herself erect by the handle as the door shook.

“Come out!” howled a voice. “Come out, Jezebel! Thy king calls thee — I — Juma of Bonginda!”
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She flew to the window, but it was closed, shuttered and barred. Even as her trembling fingers sought to unfasten it, she heard a new sound, the sound of a sharp, authoritative voice. It was the voice of Selby Lowe, and it came from the stairs. For the fraction of a second there was silence, then a crash and swift patter of bare feet, and silence again. Then she heard another footstep running in pursuit. The slam of a door that shook the house and again that deathly stillness. Presently the second pair of feet walked back and there came a second tap at the door.

“It is Lowe, Miss Guildford,” said Selby’s voice. “It is gone. You need not be afraid.”

It required all her self-control to pull back the bolts, but presently the door was open.

“Thank God it is you, thank God!” she said, laughing and sobbing.

He put his arm around her shoulder and half carried her to a chair. Even in her distraught state, she saw the short cord that hung from his wrist and the Browning that dangled.

“It is disgraceful of me to let you run this risk,” he said.

“When did you come back?” she gasped, as she took the glass of water he poured for her.

“I haven’t been out,” he said shortly. “I knew when the phone message came through about diplomatic mailbags having been lost that it was a fake, and I wanted to see what would happen. I have been upstairs all the time. You see, I know the trains by which every diplomatic mailbag goes out and in, and I ought to be kicked for risking this. I should have shot him, of course, but when he got down into the corridor he turned out the light, and I was hoping that he would pass your door and go out on to the street.”

“Who was it?” she asked, her teeth chattering.

“I don’t know,” he answered carefully. “I know Bill went. I heard them telephone.”

“I thought Mr. and Mrs. Jennings were here?” she began, but he shook his head.

“They had theatre tickets sent them by some mysterious philanthropist this afternoon. The letter came by special messenger. I guessed something was wrong when I knew that, and I’d been waiting for that telephone call all evening. Will you ever forgive me?”

She smiled at him, her lips, unsteady, her eyes filled with tears.

“Of course I’ll forgive you, Mr. Lowe, but when anything like this happens again, will you be kind enough to — to let me into the secret?”

He nodded. She saw how intensely he was affected, and was sorry she had spoken. A minute later Bill returned in a state of alarm.

“Nobody sent for me,” he said. “Some fool’s joke, obviously.” Then he saw the girl’s face. “What has happened?” he asked quickly. “Has — has that thing been here again?”

Selby nodded.

“Yes, he came. And I am a thousand kinds of brute because I knew he was coming. I never dreamt that he’d get as far as Miss Guildford. He came in through a window on the first landing. By the way, he pulled out the bars of that window as easily as I’d pull candy.”

“It was — the Terror?”

Selby nodded.

“Undoubtedly,” he said, and explained in a few words the part he had played.

“The doctor was called away: how did they know he was here?”

“How did they know anything?” said Selby impatiently. “They knew — that is enough.”

The ghastly visitant had escaped by way of the kitchen, slamming and bolting the door in the face of his pursuer, and it was not until the Jennings returned from the theatre that Selby was able to continue his investigations through the scullery, which had been converted into a sort of wine-cellar at the back of the house. The scullery door was unfastened, and from the courtyard it was easy to see how simple a matter it was for the man, if man he was, to make his escape.

“Juma,” said Selby, interested. “That’s the first time we’ve heard his name. I don’t suppose it will help us much, but there is so little we know about him that I’m glad to get even that scrap of information.”

Coming down to breakfast the next morning — for the girl had arranged to have her meals with the two young men — she saw the hollow-eyed Selby and accused him:

“You haven’t been to bed all night.”

“I’ve been sitting up — studying,” he said flippantly. “By the way, I wonder if the doctor’s call was a fake, too?”

He got on the telephone to Dr. Eversham, and learnt, as he had expected, that the summons he had received was from a mythical patient.

“I don’t know what the object was,” said the doctor’s voice, “but I gather from your tone that something happened. Did you have a visitor?”

“We certainly had a visitor,” said Selby grimly. “With any kind of luck he would have been a dead visitor. But he took advantage of the darkness and heaved a chair at me, and got away before I could get one good shot.”

“May I come round this evening? I should like to hear about this,” said the doctor. “I have a theory which may be too fantastic to consider, but it is a theory”

Throughout that morning Selby Lowe pursued his inquiries in the neighbourhood. A policeman had seen a small closed car stop at the corner of the street, and a tall man in a long coat alight and walk rapidly along Curzon Street. Presently the car moved on and turned into a mews, a series of garages rented by people in the neighbourhood. The officer’s duty took him along in leisurely pursuit, and, glancing down the mews, he thought he saw a man climb over a wall, and, springing into the car, drive off. He wasn’t sure whether his eyes had played a trick, and he hesitated to give an alarm. Corroboration of this story came from the house next to Selby’s. That morning a servant had found a long mackintosh coat in the yard. It was practically new, and bore on the tab the name of a store which supplied such garments by the thousand.

“We can’t identify him that way,” said Selby, “but there is one thing we know beyond any dispute: there are two people in this — Juma himself, and the man who drives the car.”

Inspector Timms, who had come in response to his request, took charge of the coat, though expressing his doubt as to whether it was possible to trail the wearer.

“I’m going into this question without respect for any person,” said Selby. “Everybody who was in this house last night has got to explain to me, to my entire satisfaction, just where they were.”

“You don’t mean me?” said Bill in amazement.

“I mean you, I mean the doctor, I mean Jennings and Mrs. Jennings. We’ll go over them one by one. You are clear. And take that look off your face. Bill, because I’m going to invite Timms to treat me and my movements with the utmost suspicion. You I can account for; you were at the Morning Star
 office and had a quarrel with the night editor.”

“How did you know that?” asked Bill.

“I’ve inquired,” said Selby. “My dear old top, don’t ask questions; listen to statements! You could have had nothing to do with it.”

“I should darned well say “ began the indignant Bill,

but the other arrested him with a gesture.

“There is the doctor. He is an eminent medical man, extremely wealthy, the author of a famous medical work, rather indolent, but otherwise with no particular vices.”

“We can rule him out,” said Bill.

“We’ll rule nobody out. He was called to a patient; his car broke down in Victoria Street, and he called up the patient to tell him that he was delayed, only to learn that he had not been summoned. I have substantiated those facts. Jennings, a man of unimpeachable character — his wife was housekeeper to a well-known Society woman — they occupied seats sixteen and seventeen, row G, at the Empire last night, and have been identified by a commissionaire who knows Jennings, and by the programme girl from whom Jennings bought a box of sweets for his wife. Now comes me, and my conduct is open to the gravest question. I was in the house when the Thing was here, and it was a fairly simple matter for me to imitate the howling, horrible noise that the creature was making, and equally possible to fake the fight and the story I told.”

“You couldn’t have faked the overcoat or the policeman’s evidence, Mr. Lowe,” said Timms, and Selby nodded.

“I had forgotten the overcoat and the policeman. I think that very nearly exonerates me,” he said. “I had also forgotten that the scullery door that leads from the house was bolted, on the inside. Now who else? There remains nobody else but the actress who lives on the third floor, and is of a somewhat religious turn of mind, and who undoubtedly spent the night at Bexhill, dining last night with no less a person than the Mayor of Bexhill and his wife, who are friends of her family. Who is left?”

“Nobody except me,” said the girl, who was an interested audience.

“Nobody except you,” agreed Selby, “and another. If I tell you who that other person was, I shall be making myself look ridiculous.”

“Who is it?” asked Bill curiously, but received no satisfaction.

That evening, when the girl came back from a drive in the park and a visit to the American Consulate’s office, she saw a man lounging against the railings on the opposite side of the street, apparently observing everything save her movements.

She drew her companion’s attention to it, and Bill Joyner walked across to the man.

“Are you waiting for anybody?” he asked pointedly.

“Yes, sir, I’m waiting for my relief,” said the man with a little smile. “You’re Mr. Joyner, aren’t you? Mr. Selby Lowe will explain why I am here.”

Bill Joyner grinned.

“I’m sorry,” he said, and offered his apologies to Selby Lowe himself when that young man came back from his office.

“Yes, I’ve got a detective at the front and at the back. They are armed, and they will shoot at sight, so it would be advisable for Juma, King of Bonginda, to keep away from the neighbourhood of Curzon Street tonight.”

Gwendda’s visit to the Consulate had not been entirely without success. She learnt that an officer at the American Embassy had received a letter from her uncle. The letter was written in Florence and dealt with some trivial matter — the renewal of his passport. No address had been given save the word “Florence”, and inquiries made in Italy failed to locate this will-o’-the-wisp.

“Written in England and posted in Florence,” said Selby shortly when she told him. “Oscar Trevors is much nearer at hand than many people imagine. I am satisfied that these letters are fakes, intended to put us off the scent. Undoubtedly it was Trevors’s handwriting — I saw the letter myself a week ago, and I could have saved you the trouble of going to the Consulate if I had known. Why should he write about the renewal of a passport which expired ten years ago? Clearly to emphasise the fact that he is still alive and to keep suspicious people from trailing him. It is because you are suspicious, Miss Guildford, and because, for the first time in three years, a serious attempt is being made to track him down, that you are the object of such unwelcome attentions as you have received since you have been in this country.”

“Do you mean that the Terror knows where my uncle is?” The other nodded.

“Of course. We know that Trevors spoke about Bonginda; we have the undoubted fact that this fearful night-bird calls himself the King of Bonginda — the association is complete. Otherwise, why should you, of all the visitors to this country, be singled out for attack? Have you a photograph of your uncle, by the way?”

She had one in her trunk, and went up and fetched it. Selby carried it to the window and looked long and earnestly upon the thin features of the missing man. The face was weak in spite of the breadth of forehead, the chin small, the mouth indecisive. The portrait showed only the head and the sloping hock-bottle shoulders, but, comparing it with a portrait which was already in his possession, Selby formed a new idea of the man.

“It is not a strong face,” he said, as he handed the photograph back. “By the way, I should like to keep that, if I may. May I? Thank you.”

He put the photograph in his inside pocket.

“The doctor said he suffered from chorea; he is undoubtedly a nervous subject. Did you know that?”

The girl nodded.

“Mother has often told me that Uncle Oscar had a queer trick of shaking his head involuntarily,” she said.

“Which means,” said Selby, “that, if he were alive, he would be the easiest man in the world to trace. Both these characteristics are known to the people who have been looking for him, and if you imagine that the American Embassy has been satisfied with the appearance every half-year of the receipts for money he has received you are mistaken. They have been trailing Oscar Trevors for years.”

That afternoon, when Bill Joyner was working in his office, Selby came in unannounced, and closed the door behind him.

“I’m doubling the guard on that young lady tonight, Bill,” he said, “and you’d better carry a gun in case of accidents, though I don’t think you’re likely to get a visitor. You understand that on no pretext are you to leave the house. If the Morning Star
 or the Evening Sun
 or the Afternoon Comet
 , or even the Midnight Betelgeuse
 call you up, you’re to stick to Gwendda Guildford closer than a brother. I haven’t much doubt that that advice is unnecessary,” he added dryly.

“Won’t you be home?” asked Bill.

Selby shook his head.

“No, I shall be genuinely absent tonight. I’m going down to see Judge Warren. I want to know a little more about the bad characters he has met in the past: the real bad men. He had a peculiar position in this country; he was called to the Bar of the Middle Temple, and went to Australia, where he had a big practice. He made money, came home, went into Parliament, and was offered his judgeship as a reward for his political services. He gave me a hint that he’d met almost every bad man that Australia held, and I think that, by the process of elimination, I shall be able to get a line to Juma.”

“He’s not an Australian.”

“He’s an African,” agreed Selby. “I haven’t any doubt about that. I am sending a man to Bonginda to make inquiries, for a yellow native would be sufficient of a freak to be remembered if he came from that particular country.”

Business kept Selby engaged until late in the afternoon. Judge Warren had answered his telegram, inviting him to spend the night at Taddington Close, and Selby telegraphed accepting the offer. At five o’clock that afternoon, just as he was preparing to depart, a wire came to the Foreign Office from the Belgian Minister of Home Affairs. The Belgian Government had a passion for coding messages, however insignificant, and it was nearly seven o’clock before the long message was deciphered. It began conventionally with the dispatch number.

No. 78312. Your 45314 of the 10th transmitted to Governor-General of Notna, whose reply begins. Your 33-75 received and transmitted by radio to Governor of this province, who reports as follows; Chief of Bonginda village remembers yellow native named Juma N’kema, who was taken at an early age to America by a Baptist missionary and educated at American mission schools. Last seen in this district fifteen years ago. Described as tall, muscular man of twentythree, who spoke English fluently and held certificate of American citizenship. He was expelled from country six months later for practising witchcraft and suspicion of being concerned in the murder of a woman of the Bolongo tribe. Described as very cruel, vindictive man, and suspected of poisoning former chief of Bonginda by powdered glass. Man claimed that he was the King of Bonginda country. Message ends.

“Good work,” said Selby softly. “Juma N’kema!” He had dispatched his inquiries by telegram that morning. In twelve hours he had received sufficient evidence to enable him to cancel the instructions he had given for sending a man to the Congo River to pursue inquiries on the spot. Juma N’kema was undoubtedly the Terror, but a new Juma N’kema, endowed with a cunning and a power that defied the efforts of the cleverest men in the country to bring him to earth. Juma N’kema, who appeared and disappeared at his will; who had a safe hiding-place from whence none saw his coming or his going; who could strike with equal facility in Scotland or in the wilds of Devon or in densely populated, thickly policed London.

Only one person knew of Lowe’s destination. Even his assistant at the Foreign Office had no knowledge where he was to spend the night. To make absolutely certain, Selby left the Foreign Office in a closed car, was deposited at a Tube station in the North of London, and doubled back, picking up his train at Vauxhall.

It was nearly dark when he arrived at the little wayside station of Taddington Close.

“If you’ll wait half an hour, I’ll ‘phone Richardson to send down a taxicab,” said the stationmaster.

“How far away is the Judge’s house?” asked Selby.

“About twenty minutes’ quick walking, an easy journey if you take the side path through the Biddley Wood,” replied the official. “I can send a man up with your grip.”

“I’ll take the short cut, I think,” said Selby. “Which is the way?”

The stationmaster directed him; he had to pass two cottages, walk a quarter of an hour along the road, and then turn sharply over a stile, following a footpath which took him through the edge of Biddley Wood. The Judge’s house lay at the end of the pathway.

The light was still lingering in the sky when Selby Lowe stepped out briskly for his destination. He reached the second of the cottages and saw a man standing at the gate; of him he confirmed the direction. It was light enough to see the way, and the yellow path was plain, for the moon was up; and though it threw confusing shadows, it was almost impossible to stray from the dull ribbon of earth which led to the blackness of Biddley Wood. From somewhere near at hand came the glorious notes of a nightingale, and Selby stopped to listen. As if resenting his audience, the bird ceased his song, and Selby went on with a smile. In the wood itself the path was less determinable; but presently his eyes grew accustomed to the deeper gloom and he went ahead unerringly.

What followed came without warning. When he was almost clear of the wood, the yellow light of an uncurtained window came into view; he heard a rustle of sound behind him and half turned. Before he could swing completely round, a huge arm wound itself round his neck, the elbow pressing up his chin, and a great malodorous hand covered his mouth and nose. He smelt the faint, unmistakable body odour of his assailant, and struggled to escape, but he was as a child in that terrible grip. And then a voice spoke gratingly in his ear: “You have come well, white man! This night you die!”
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Selby was no weakling. A trained athlete, he knew the value of reserving his strength. In that moment of danger he noted one peculiar fact. About his assailant’s wrist were broad steel bracelets, attached to which a big link dangled. Gripping the encircling arm with all his strength, he swung his foot back with a quick motion until it struck the heel of his assailant. Then, with a wrench of his body, he jerked backward. It was an old jujitsu trick, and his life depended upon its success. He heard the Terror say something in a language which he did not understand; it was a note of alarm and wrath. He tried to save himself, but already the point of balance had been lost, and the two men fell with a crash on the hard pathway, Juma underneath. The skull of any other man would have been fractured; as it was, he was only momentarily stunned, and Selby heaved himself to his feet just in time to miss the grip of those huge paws.

With a roar of rage the Terror sprang upon his prey, his great arms whirling, his wide, bestial mouth open to show two lines of white tusks. He was more of an animal than a man, and for a second Selby was appalled by the gross spectacle. Then his right fist shot out. For his enemy’s stomach he drove, that most vulnerable spot. The blow got home and the rush for a second was checked. It was that second of time that Selby Lowe wanted. His Browning was out as the man turned and dived into the bushes. Once, twice he fired, and the reports came back with deafening contrast to the stillness of the night.

He waited for a second for another view, and, hearing a rustle of bushes, fired in that direction. Presently the rustling came again. His quarry had escaped, and to go after him now was madness. Still he waited, and then he heard the sound he had expected. It came from the direction of the high road beyond the cottages — the soft purr of a motorcar… He caught one glimpse of its headlights as it flashed past out of view.

For ten minutes Selby sat on a fallen tree, recovering some of the breath he had lost. The onslaught had been so sudden, the exertions he had made so terrific, that it was fully that time before he was normal.

Then he heard voices shouting from the direction of the house, and, thinking that the Judge might have become alarmed, he walked quickly towards the person who was calling. He heard somebody say: “Is that Judge Warren?”

“No, it is Mr. Lowe,” shouted Selby.

He came up with the man, and found he was a gamekeeper,

“The Judge is expecting you, sir,” said the man. “He said he’d walk halfway to meet you. Did you see him?”

Selby’s heart sank.

“Good God! He walked to meet me — are you sure?”

“Absolutely sure, sir. He passed me about a quarter of an hour ago. He said he was going to walk to the station.”

“Get lanterns and men,” said Selby quickly.

“You don’t think anything has happened—”

“Do as I tell you — hurry!”

In a little time he saw the dim lights of lanterns coming across the field from the plantation at the back of the Judge’s house, and was joined by three men — the gamekeeper, a cottager who lived on the estate, and Judge Warren’s valet. In silence they went back along the path.

“Go carefully through the undergrowth on the forest side,” said Selby.

Their search was a short one. Presently he heard a cry from one of the men, and, plunging through the thicket, joined him. In the rays of the lantern he saw the battered, upturned face, the sightless eyes staring blankly to the moonlit heavens. There was no need to ask any questions. Judge Warren was dead!

Whilst one of the men went to telephone the police Selby made a search of the ground. There were signs of a struggle. The Judge’s hat was found under a bush; his cigar, still alight, lay a short distance off. Selby knelt down and examined the body. The neck had been broken, but the cause of death must have been those terrible wounds in the head. Judge Warren had never known what had struck him.

An inspection of his clothes revealed the fact that his pockets had been rifled. His watch and chain, his pocket book, even his keys, were gone.

The arrival of the police released Selby, and, accompanied by a local inspector, he made a search of the house, and found that no attempt by the murderer had been made to enter, although the french windows that led from the library to the lawn were wide open.

One discovery, however, Selby was to make. The Judge was obviously a methodical man, and the big shelves in the library were filled with press-cutting books, uniformly bound, and relating, as he learnt, to the cases in which he had figured as an Australian lawyer. What drew Lowe’s attention to this was the fact that on the library table one of these books was open. Evidently the Judge had been refreshing his memory, for by the side of the book was a sheet of paper covered with pencilled notes. Switching on the table-lamp, Selby made a quick scrutiny of the paper. Some of the words were indecipherable. All the notes referred to a “Kinton” and “Clarke”, and, glancing at the open pages of the press book, he saw that the cutting referred to the trial of two men so named. A scrawled pencil note, less indistinct than the others, caught his eye.

“Kinton wore a cameo ring. The man in the park also wore cameo ring.”

A cameo ring? Selby frowned. Who wore a cameo ring? He had heard of somebody who had that habit. A little farther down the paper he read:

“Kinton also had scar under chin. Is this coincidence?” And later:

“Curious coincidence. No reason why Kinton should not have got on in life, own a car, etc.”

The poor Judge was evidently a man who could think best with a pencil in his hands, and had scribbled down his errant thoughts as they had occurred to him. Selby turned to the press cuttings. They dealt with the trial and conviction of two young men who had been guilty of a particularly daring burglary. A rich squatter had been beaten and left for dead; his home had been ransacked, and the culprits had been tracked through the instrumentality of one of the station hands, who saw them driving away in a buggy. The prosecution had obviously been conducted by Warren, whose name figured largely in the examination.

Selby turned page after page and followed the history of the trial. The men had received twenty years’ penal servitude, and their “brazen callousness”, to quote the local reporter, upon receiving sentence, was remarked upon by that journalist. The last cutting ran:

“Kinton and Clarke, the two men who escaped from the chain gang on the way to Ballarat, are still at large.”

So they had escaped? The press cutting giving particulars was not in the book.

Kinton and Clarke! Selby took out his notebook and wrote down in his queer shorthand a brief summary of the case. The notes told him nothing, except that Kinton had been recognised, presumably in London, by the Judge. The reference to the man’s means was interesting, as it was important. Selby wrote in his little book: “Scar under chin. Wears cameo ring”, for his future guidance. What association had the escaped convict with this brutal murder?

He read the account of the burglary more thoroughly. Apparently Kinton had a passion for cameo rings, for it was remarked upon that, when he was arrested, six of these interesting and unusual articles of jewellery had been found in his possession.

“I can’t understand why the Judge was diving into these old cases,” said the local inspector.

“Probably it is due to the inquiry I made,” said Selby. “After the appearance of the Terror at his window, I asked him if he had any enemies, and in all probability he was going through the list of the people whose conviction he had secured, with the object of helping me.”

“Do you think they came here deliberately to kill him?”

Selby shook his head.

“No, that was a chance murder. They were waiting for me, though how they knew I was coming here I can’t guess. They couldn’t have guessed it; they must have known. The Terror was in London last night, and he was brought here specially to catch me. He killed the Judge, because the poor fellow walked into the trap.”

Selby was dead tired; he had spent the previous night sitting on the stairs of the house in Curzon Street, and had hardly lain down on the bed, which had been prepared for him by the Judge’s orders, when he was asleep. When he awoke he learnt that the Chief Constable had been, but had not disturbed him. Scotland Yard had been notified, and the officers had arrived a few minutes before he had awakened.

A cold bath freshened him, and he went down to meet the two men from the Yard, to learn that no fresh discoveries had been made except that the car had been seen on the Guildford Road. Therefrom it had not been traced. The only clue the police had was that it was heading westward.

He had no doubt in his mind that the Western Railroad, to which Oscar Trevors had referred in his cryptogram letter, was the Great Western Railway. But the Great Western Railway stretched for three hundred miles, and passed through many big towns, and to search every house within view of the railroad was a task beyond human, power.

He got back to Curzon Street late in the afternoon, and found that Bill and the girl were out. Timms, however, was waiting for him in the sittingroom.

“Here is the bill, Mr. Lowe,” he said, spreading out a big sheet, closely covered with printing. “The Chief says he will take your word that this is the wanted man.”

Selby opened the sheet and read:

£5,000 reward. WANTED FOR MURDER. Juma N’kema, a native of the Belgian Congo, of the village of Bonginda. Height 72 inches, chest measurement probably 50; powerfully built; skin yellow. His face is that of a man of low mentality; big mouth, squat nose, bull-neck. Usually wears two iron bracelets, one on each wrist. This man is wanted for the murder of His Honour Judge Henry Warren, of Taddington Close, in the county of Berkshire. Information should be lodged at the nearest police-station or to Scotland Yard.

Note: This man is dangerous and should not be approached except by armed men.

Selby nodded.

“That will do,” he said. “We’ll have the country covered with these placards. And, by the way, I’d like you to work my name in somewhere if it is possible.”

“Of course, we’ll give you all the credit we can—” began the dense Timms, and Selby laughed in spite of his irritation.

“My dear old top, I don’t want credit, I want danger! I’m one of those johnnies who revel in it. I’ve used Miss Guildford as a bait; I’d like to use myself for a change. I suggest you put a line in here: ‘Information may be given to me. Department 7, Foreign Office’. Tell the Chief: I think he will agree.”

Bill and the girl not having returned, he went out. He was the type of man who thought best when he was moving fastest, and he was swinging through Hyde Park at a tremendous rate when he overtook a man the sight of whom made him halt and turn.

“I may be doing you an injustice,” he said, “but I think your name is Locks?”

Goldy Locks smiled sweetly and looked at him over his spectacles with that paternal and almost benevolent expression which proved his identity beyond doubt.

“Yes, Mr. Lowe, I am Locks. I was walking along, meditating upon the beauties of Nature, and when I see the children gambolling, if I might use the expression, on the greensward; I got a feeling that something was going to happen, and lo, you did!”

“Sit down here. Locks. I want to have a word with you.”

Mr. Locks obeyed without enthusiasm, for this was the one man in the police force (Mr. Locks was not quite certain that he was in the police force] that he least enjoyed meeting. You could never be amusing at Selby Lowe’s expense without getting a swift return that stung where it hit and smarted for a long time afterwards.

“I’m very glad to see you got away with your life last night,” said Goldy Locks conversationally. “When I read in this afternoon’s paper — which I bought, I admit, to see the result of the three o’clock race at Brighton — when I read that you’d been in that Terror’s hands, my flesh crept.”

“Now it can walk,” said Selby, inhibiting further complimentary remarks. “Locks, you’re a thief and an associate of thieves, and I don’t suppose there’s a ‘wrong one’ in London that you don’t know. And that look of innocent amazement doesn’t become you. You know the crooks as I know the fingers of the right hand.”

“And as you know them,” said Locks emphatically. “I can’t tell you any more than you know, Mr. Lowe. And anyway I’m too old to turn policeman.”

“I’m not asking you to turn policeman,” said Selby Lowe. “I want to know something which perhaps you can tell me. Is there a crook amongst your acquaintances who wears a cameo ring?”

“A what?” asked the puzzled Locks, who was not well acquainted with the technique of bijoutry.

“A cameo — a little, oval-shaped—”

“I’ve got you,” interrupted the other. “Like a lot of landladies wear as brooches? The bigger the cameo, the weaker the soup. I’ve got you, Mr. Lowe! No, I can’t say I know anybody who wears that kind of decoration or ornament. My own idea is that people who deck their bodies with jewellery and lay up their treasures on earth are intellectually inferior. As Dr. Johnson once said to Boswell on a notorious occasion—”

“I wish they’d keep those books away from you when you’re in prison,” said Selby patiently.

“The library at Parkhurst is very good,” murmured Mr. Locks, “but Johnson was always a favourite hero of mine. What is the fellow’s name you’re looking for?”

“I don’t know what he calls himself. Perhaps it is Kinton.”

The man shook his head.

“Never heard of a Kinton. I know a Winton, a gentleman in the cattle-stealing business. Met him in Exeter prison. A very nice man, but socially impossible. He’s only got two ideas in his head, and one is beer. And I know another gentleman named Mincing, an American gentleman, who was in for knocking off jewellery—”

“Kinton is the man.”

Locks shook his head.

“He’s a mystery to me, sir. Never heard of him; don’t know him. And as to camera rings — what do you call them, cameo? — I’ve never seen such a thing. Are they worth anything? I ask you,” he added apologetically, “professionally, because, if I ever found a ring that looked like a landlady’s brooch, I should chuck it away, and I might be doing in good stuff.”

For a long time after Selby had gone on Mr. Locks sat sideways on the park bench, his knees crossed, a faraway expression on his face. For Mr. Goldy Locks not only knew what a cameo ring was, but he knew the man who wore one.
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Marcus Fleet’s office hours were from ten till four, or his stationery lied. Those who knew his habits best never hesitated to go either before ten or after closing hours. It was exactly a quarter to six when Mr. Locks knocked timidly on the door of the outer office and was sharply bidden to enter. At the sight of him the face of the woman clerk hardened.

“You can’t see Mr. Fleet,” she said shrilly. “You’ve been told not to come again, and Mr. Fleet’s gone home.”

“Bring him back, angel,” pleaded Locks, closing the door. “And smile on poor old Goldy! If you only knew what a smile meant to a sympathetic face, you’d unscrew that face of yours and get a new one. Have you seen yourself lately?” he asked anxiously. “Take a good look: I’ll bring you a mirror the next time I come—”

“I don’t want any of that fresh talk from you. I’ve told you before,” said the woman, going a dusky red, but her voice was more under control. “I’ve told you you can’t see Mr. Fleet, and you can’t. He’s given strict orders that if you come in here, you’re to be thrown out.”

“Produce your thrower-out,” said Goldy Locks blandly, as he stood with his outstretched hands on the polished counter. “And never forget that I’m fierce when I’m roused. Honey, go and tell Marcus that little Goldy’s waiting.”

“You come here with your cheap vaudeville gags,” said the girl, trembling with passion, “and you expect me to laugh! Get out! If you don’t go, I’ll ring for the janitor.”

“Ring for Marcus,” said Goldy. “I’ve got to see Marcus. Now get that into your beautiful head. There must be room for something besides hair, Mary.”

Without a word, she flung open the door and walked in, and he heard her excited voice talking volubly. Presently he heard her say:

“Well, ask him in yourself. I won’t speak to the dirty old thief!”

“That’s me,” said Goldy, lifting the flap with alacrity. “I’m here, Marcus,” he announced.

Marcus Fleet lay back in his chair, his hands in his pockets, glowering at his unwelcome client.

“What do you want?” he asked.

With a magnificent gesture, Goldy waved his hand to the girl, who was standing looking from her employer to the intruder.

“Not before the child, Marcus,” he said soberly, and she banged the door to with such vehemence that it was amazing that the glass panel withstood the shock.

“Temper in woman is a vice,” said the imperturbable Goldy, as he seated himself at the opposite side of the desk. “I wouldn’t marry that girl for twenty millions.”

“Suppose you leave the girl alone?” snarled Marcus, his face red with anger. “Why do you come? I’ve nothing to give you, I’ll buy nothing from you. You’re a shopper, a stool pigeon. You led the coppers here the other day, and you thought you’d trapped me, you poor rabbit!”

Goldy did not attempt to check the abuse which flowed so readily from Marcus Fleet’s thick lips. He let the man splutter and bluster, and then, from his waistcoat pocket, produced two hundred-dollar bills and laid them on the desk.

“Bum notes,” he said laconically.

“What do you mean?” growled Fleet.

“By ‘bum notes’ I mean phoney notes, or, as we call them in our set, ‘slush’. In other words, bad stuff.”

He pushed them towards the man, but Marcus took no notice.

“You’re not trying to ring that stuff on me, are you?” he asked. “The money I gave you was good, honest-to-God United States currency.”

“There are black sheep even in churches,” said Goldy gently. “Whether these two fell by the wayside, or whether they went wrong in their youth, or were tempted, I know not, my Marcus. But they’re just bad enough for the chair, the trap, the lunette, or whichever is your favourite form of execution. They’re so bad that I hate to put them with real money for fear the good stuff gets corrupted. And they were neatly interpolated in fifty one-hundred dollar bills which came from you a few days ago.”

“You can go and tell the police that I’m passing phoney bills,” sneered Fleet.

“I knew you were a twister,” said Goldy, ignoring the suggestion. “Your fame is not local. But you don’t twist me, Marcus, because I’m made of material which neither breaks nor bends. And what a pretty cameo ring you’re wearing! My, my, how it suits your elegant hand!”

Marcus Fleet jerked his hand away out of sight.

“I used to know a man who wore cameo rings,” Locks went on reminiscently. “A regular fellow he was. One of the elite of our profession. A chap named Kinton — I was talking to a busy about him today.”

“Busy”, in the argot of the London underworld, means “detective”, and it is an expression which is never used except by thieves to thieves.

The sallow face of the man at the desk went a shade paler, and his lips quivered tremulously for a second. Goldy, from the corner of his eye, saw the big man grip the edge of the desk so tightly that the white of his knuckles showed.

“Now that fellow Kinton was a gentleman,” said Locks with relish, “and a gentleman, in the language of Dr. Johnson, is a crook that’s never had a conviction. He wouldn’t have rung in these phoney bills on me. He’d have just waved his cameo ring and said: ‘Goldy, I’m sorry you have been troubled’, to use a telephonic expression. ‘Here’s your two hundred and another five for all the inconvenience I’ve put you to’.”

Fleet licked his dry lips.

“If I’ve made a mistake, I’m willing to acknowledge it,” he said.

He went to his safe, pulled a few bills from a bundle, and, without counting them, threw them on the table. Goldy picked them up and counted them carefully.

“Six hundred dollars,” he said in awe. “What a present! Kinton couldn’t have done any better.”

“Cut that Kinton stuff out! I don’t want to know any of your friends, and I don’t want to be compared with any of them, do you see, Goldy?”

Mr. Fleet was trying hard to be amiable, but it was an effort.

“And when you’re talking cameo rings to your busies — well, I don’t wear a cameo ring.” He displayed his hand, and the ring had vanished. It had gone into the safe when he had taken out his money. “I’ve got some work to do, and you’re stopping me. You needn’t come again, Goldy, because the goose only lays about five eggs a year.”

“And they’re good eggs,” murmured Goldy.

He was at the door when Fleet called him back.

“I don’t want to quarrel with you. I think that people like ourselves ought to remain friends. I’d like to put something in your way, Goldy.”

What that something was he discussed at great length, whilst his secretary fumed and muttered in the outer office.
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Gwendda Guildford had spent a happy and interesting, Joyner a happy if unprofitable, day. The woes of his heroine called aloud for alleviation, and more insistently the editor whose privilege it was to give to the world this story of “love and sacrifice” was even more articulate. In consequence, long after Gwendda had gone to bed and was asleep. Bill Joyner sat in his shirtsleeves, his pen covering sheet after sheet of paper at an amazing rate. At half-past two in the morning he laid down his pen with a weary sigh and turned to his companion, who for four solid hours had sat, smoking violently, absorbed in his thoughts.

“Thank heaven that’s finished!” he said. “We’re going to see the Tower today.”

“Who are ‘we’?”

“Don’t be a gink,” said Bill contemptuously.

“There’s only one ‘we’ in the world, I suppose,” said Selby with a sigh, “and that’s us. She’s a dear girl, the nicest American or any other kind of girl I’ve ever met.”

He looked up at the ceiling as though he would find there some answer to the unspoken question.

“You’ll be a rich man one day, I suppose. Bill, with this legal experience of yours?”

“Quit being funny,” said Bill. “I don’t know whether I shall be rich. I’m not sure that I’m keen on being very wealthy. We want just enough to live on, a nice little house with a ten-acre lot, and a few squabs — and a bee or two.”

“Yes, it sounds delightful,” said Selby, his eyes still on the ceiling. “And you’ve got to be rich, you know, Bill, because she will be.”

“Who — Gwendda?”

Selby nodded.

“When Oscar Trevors dies, as he will very soon, Gwendda is going to have a whole lot of money. Did that never occur to you?

Bill shifted uncomfortably in his chair.

“Of course, there’s no talk of… I mean, we’re only friends… good friends, of course, but only friends. She’s a wonderful girl.”

Selby smiled faintly.

“She’s a wonderful girl,” he said. “And, Billy, she’s going to take a lot of keeping.”

Bill frowned.

“What do you mean?”

“She’s going to take a lot of keeping,” repeated Selby, and there was something in his voice that made the other look at him more attentively. “The day Trevors dies there’ll be a reason for getting her out of this life and out of reach — where Trevors is now. And suppose she goes, Billy, and her polite little letters come through as Trevors’s come through, and her cheques arrived at the bank, what are you going to do — stop payment?”

“Good God! What an awful thought!” Bill wiped his streaming forehead.

“What are you going to do?” asked the other relentlessly. “You’ve got to pay or take a bigger risk than they dare take with Trevors. You’ve got to get him before he gets her.”

“Get whom — the Terror?”

Selby shook his head.

“Don’t worry about the Terror. One day I shall pull a gun quicker than he can throw a chair, and his future will be a matter of abstract theology. No, the man behind — the inspirer of that devil. The car-driver, the planner, the man who sent Juma to kill me, and who caught poor Warren; the slayer of Australians. He’s the fellow.”

Bill was silent, and then: “What chance is there of catching him?”

“Pretty good, if theories go for anything. Mighty bad if there’s no substantial support for all these dreams I’ve had.”

Selby rose and, stretching himself painfully, knocked out the ashes of his pipe. He stopped suddenly and listened. There was a sound of quick footsteps in the street outside. They stopped at the front door, and presently there was a knock. Selby glanced at the clock and went into the passage, switching on the light. He pulled open the door quickly. The man who was standing on the doorstep he could not at first recognise.

“Is that Mr. Lowe? I’m so glad you’re not in bed, sir. Can you come to the doctor’s?”

“You’re the doctor’s chauffeur, aren’t you?”

“Yes, sir.”

“What has happened?” asked Selby. “Come in,” and led him into the diningroom.

The man was palpably upset, and the hand that held his cap was trembling.

“I tried to telephone you, but the wire is out of order,” he said. “The doctor’s been attacked by that awful man.”

“The Terror?” asked Selby quickly.

“Yes, sir.”

“Where did this happen?”

“On his own doorstep; just as he was opening the door to let himself in about half past one, this fellow came up behind him and nearly killed him. Fortunately, the doctor had his arms free and struck at the fellow with his walkingstick.”

“You haven’t got your car here?”

“Yes, I have, sir,” said the man to his surprise. “I left it standing at the corner of the street. I wasn’t sure of your number, and so I walked along till I found the door.”

Selby pulled on his coat and took down his hat from the hall-stand.

“Wait up till I return, Billy,” he said in a low voice. “There may be something more in this than any other outrage Juma has committed.”

In five minutes he was at the doctor’s house and was shown straight into the study. Eversham lay upon a sofa, and two doctors, evidently summoned from close at hand — for one was in his dressing-gown and pyjamas — were dressing his wounds. His face was bruised and blackened, his hands lacerated by the sharp nails of his assailant, but the eyes that showed through the puffed skin gleamed humorously.

“Nearly got me that time, Selby,” was his greeting. “I was afraid my leg was broken, but it isn’t. Whew!” he winced as one of the surgeons used a needle scientifically.

He had obviously been terribly manhandled. His lips were cut and swollen, his dusty clothes gave evidence of the struggle. When the doctors had finished their work, he told his story.

He had been to the theatre, and afterwards to his club for a drink, and had walked back to Harley Street. Near the door he passed a small, enclosed coupe. He thought it was a Ford car, but of this he wasn’t certain. All that he knew was that, as he put the key in the lock of his door, he heard somebody behind and turned, to find himself facing this human tornado.

“How I escaped, heaven knows. Fortunately, my walking-cane is weighted, and I managed to get one or two blows in with that. Before he could recover, I had opened the door and got in, closed and bolted it.”

“Did he make any attempt to follow?”

“None, as far as I can remember. I managed to stagger to the study, and then call up my chauffeur, who sleeps in the mews at the back and can be reached by telephone.”

There was enough light to survey the scene of the struggle. On one of the railings that followed the rising steps, Selby found a smear of blood. He walked along the street, carefully scrutinising the rails, first in one direction and then in the other. It was when he had retraced his steps that he found the second smear. It was on the railings outside a house three doors away. Farther along, he came upon a third smear; this time it was noticeable, for it was against the yellow of a lamppost. Returning to the house, he found the police had arrived, and briefly related to the officer in charge the nature of his discoveries.

“The doctor must have wounded him pretty badly,” said the officer. “We ought to be able to pick him up on those clues.”

“I suppose so,” said Selby.

Deliberately he took off his coat so that he stood in his shirtsleeves, and deliberately began to wipe the tessellated steps before the front door with the new blue jacket.

“What on earth are you doing that for, Mr. Lowe?” asked the astonished officer.

“Looking for microbes,” said Selby.

He examined the result of his cleaning operations, and then shook the jacket vigorously.

“You’ve ruined that,” said the officer, his domestic instincts aroused.

“I’ve ruined the Terror,” said Selby, and went in to take farewell of the doctor.
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“I am not very bad, but it was rather a shock,” said Dr. Eversham with a smile. “At my age, one isn’t fitted for violent exercise of this kind.”

He was lying in bed, his head propped up on pillows, and in the clearer light of day Selby was able to see the extent of the damage.

“It is a warning to me not to go to dancing clubs,” said Eversham ruefully. “If I had gone home early, like a respectable member of society, this would not have happened.”

“Have you any idea why you were marked down for attack?”

“No,” said the other, “I haven’t the least notion as to why this happened. I have neither publicly nor privately condemned the Terror, though of course I hold him in as great abhorrence as any other citizen; I can only imagine that in some way my association “ he hesitated.

“With me?” suggested Selby.

“Well, hardly with you; with Miss Guildford. That may explain why I have incurred the brute’s displeasure. At any rate, I am not very ill and I wish you would assure Miss Guildford on that point. I hope to be able to come round and see her tomorrow night.”

Selby went home to find the weary Bill Joyner nodding in his chair. He sent him off to bed, and, putting out the light and pulling up the blinds, he took off his coat and subjected it to a minute examination. What he saw evidently satisfied him. Resuming the coat, he sat down, and, with his pipe between his teeth and a heavy frown on his face, gave himself over to his thoughts. Mrs. Jennings, coming in to tidy the room, found him sitting, wakeful and alert, and gasped her concern.

“Yes, I’ve been up all night, but I’ve been resting,” said Selby with a smile. “Will you get me some tea, and my bath? I’ll shave and go out.”

“But, Mr. Lowe,” said the shocked lady, “wouldn’t it be much better if you had a little sleep?”

“It would be much worse. I don’t want a little sleep, I want nearly twentyfour hours,” said Selby. “In fact, Mrs. Jennings,” he added with a whimsical smile, “I’m keeping awake in order that I shall not sleep too long!”

After tea came, he went upstairs to change, and an hour later was pressing the bell of an all-night garage in Tottenham Court Road.

“My flivver, John, quick,” he said to the sleepy man who answered his summons.

“The little one or the big one, sir?”

“The little one will do.”

The attendant pushed out a small two-seater, heaved a couple of tins of spirit on board as the machine was moving, and watched the rapidly disappearing figure with admiration and not a little awe. At eleven o’clock the little car came into the garage again, white with dust. As he brushed Selby’s dusty coat the attendant suggested that the journey had been a long one.

“Yes and no,” said Selby. “By the way, do you know much about the roads?”

“The roads?” said the man in surprise. “Yes, I know a lot about the roads: I drive a great deal.”

“Have you heard of any new experimental top-dressing? I understand some of the municipal authorities are trying a new surface on the roads?”

“They’re trying white tar down at Fenton,” said the man, without hesitation, “but it’s no good: they can’t get it to set, and it serves the machines cruel. Why, it took me two hours to clean a flivver belonging to one of our customers that had passed over that patch.”

“Where else is this new dressing being tried?”

“Nowhere else, sir. There was a note in the Auto
 last week from somebody who wrote condemning this new idea,”

“You are sure it is being tried nowhere else?”

“I’m perfectly certain. You can make sure of that in the Motor Union Bulletin
 .”

“Thank you, I saw it before I went out,” said Selby Lowe.

He slipped a coin into the man’s hand and walked home. Bill and the girl were at breakfast when he arrived.

“What happened to the doctor last night?” was Gwendda’s first question.

“I told Bill at four o’clock this morning,” said Selby patiently. “Mr. Juma of Bonginda, who is certainly attending to business with great thoroughness, attacked him as he was letting himself into his house.”

Gwendda’s face was grave.

“I never felt frightened before,” she said, “but I have half a mind to go back to America.”

“You’ll do nothing of the sort,” said Selby coolly, seating himself at the table. “And please don’t get mad at me, because I’m standing in loco parentis. If the beast wants to make an end of you, what better place is there than a ship? Flick!” — he snapped his fingers— “and you’re dead and overboard! Forgive me for introducing so gruesome a possibility — and. Bill, you have wolfed the sausages as usual. I will not be so ungallant as to suggest that Miss Guildford assisted you in the raid.”

“Where have you been, Selby?” asked Bill lazily.

His interest was so obviously insincere that Selby Lowe laughed softly.

“I’ve become a road inspector,” he said. “It is a fine life!”

Soon after, he left the table, and as he did not come back Bill thought he had gone out again. Happening to look into Selby’s room before leaving for his office, he found him in bed and sleeping peacefully.

He was still sleeping when dinner was served, and when, after the meal was over, Bill went up to ask his friend if he should have some food put aside for him the bed was empty. Selby had left the house.
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Mr. Marcus Fleet glanced at the clock on his desk and pressed a bell. His secretary must have been waiting, for she came into the room before the bell had ceased ringing.

“It is seven o’clock,” she said crossly. “You told me I could go at six.”

He heaved a big sigh, the only sign of impatience that he allowed himself. He stood in some fear of this girl; and her mastery was all the more remarkable because she was neither strikingly pretty nor particularly wellbred. But Marcus Fleet was an easygoing man who hated quarrels. He could, and did, engage himself in nefarious business which involved violence, but in that inner life to which Mary Cole belonged he preferred the easier way.

“I have been busy,” he grumbled. “What’s the hurry, anyway?”

“I want to go home to dress. You told me you were taking me out tonight, Marcus.”

He scratched his big nose.

“Did I?” he said doubtingly. “Well, I shall have to put you off for a night, Mary.”

She uttered an exclamation of impatience.

“That’s three times in a fortnight you’ve put me off!” she said ominously. “I’m getting sick of it! Why can’t we live like other people? You don’t suppose that fresh thief Locks would talk to me like he does if he knew I was married to you? I am getting myself talked about, and I don’t see the sense of it. If you’re ashamed of me—”

“Don’t be a fool,” said Fleet mildly. “It isn’t going to do me any good in my business. And besides” — he hesitated— “I don’t want Len to know. You needn’t be told that.”

“Len!” she sneered. “I’m tired of Len! Who is he, anyway? I don’t believe there is such a person.”

“I wish to the Lord there wasn’t,” said Fleet fervently. “But you know very well there is. I told you when I married you that we shouldn’t be able to live together for some time.”

“That was three years ago,” she interrupted. “What is your idea of ‘some time’ — fifty years?”

“Be patient,” he said. “I have played fair with you, Mary! I told you when we were married just how matters stood, and you made no kick then.”

She was looking at him suspiciously, and, meeting her unfriendly gaze, he closed his eyes with an air of martyrdom which infuriated her.

“I wouldn’t like to say that you weren’t already married when you married me,” she said. ‘That is the only explanation I can think of. Otherwise, why should you be so scared of people knowing? And there’s another thing, Marcus: after I go every night, you stay behind for an hour. I know you stay, because I’ve seen you come out.”

“You’ve asked me that before,” snapped Fleet, “and I’ll give you no information. Now understand this, Mary—”

“You understand this, Marcus,” she said, bringing her hand down upon the table with a thump, “that if I am good enough to know all the dirt that goes on in this office, I’m good enough to know anything. Who’s that old man Evans you see every night? Is that Len?”

Mr. Fleet pressed his lips closely together and made no answer. The girl came round to him and dropped her arm on his shoulder.

“Marcus, there’s something pretty bad going on here, something that you’re keeping from me. Sooner or later, I guess you’ll have to skip, because you can’t get away with it all the time. But that doesn’t worry me. When I see these big crooks, Coleby and Martin and Locks, going in and out of your office, I can understand up to a point. Why you do it I don’t know, because you’re worth nearly a million.”

“Who told you that?” he asked quickly.

“I’ve seen the passbook,” she said calmly. “Not the passbook of the Midland Bank, but the one you’ve got in the name of Horlich at the Ninth National. But that’s your business, and I knew what I was getting when I took you. It’s the other, the unknown graft, that worries me.”

“Well, you needn’t be worried, old lady.” He patted the hand on his shoulder. “I’ll be out of this place in a year, and then you shall travel and see the world. I know I ought to drop these crooks like hot bricks. Len’s always roasting me for dealing with them, but it’s in my blood, I guess. If I were making a million a year, I should still fall for a diamond sunburst if I could buy it at a twentieth of its value. It’s my hobby. Even people with a million are entitled to their hobbies,” he said, and smiled broadly, but his humour found no response.

“What is the other — the work that keeps you after I’m gone?” But here he was adamant.

“We won’t talk about that, because it isn’t my affair, and therefore it isn’t your affair. There’s somebody in the outer office.” He lowered his voice.

She went back to find a middle-aged man waiting. She recognised him instantly as the head of a firm of lawyers who occupied extensive offices in the building.

“It is rather late,” he said nervously, “but I wonder if I could see Mr. Fleet?”

“I’ll ask him,” she said with the ghost of a smile, and she had hardly closed the door before Fleet nodded.

“Show him in.”

“Do you know who it is?” she asked in a low voice.

“Yes, old Dixon. And, Mary, you needn’t wait: I can see to whatever business there is.”

He rose to meet the lawyer, and offered a large, plump hand.

“Glad to see you, Mr. Dixon,” he said. “I don’t often have the pleasure of meeting you. In fact, the last time we met, I think there was some sort of disagreement between us?”

“I hope you’ll forget that, Mr. Fleet,” said Dixon quickly, “more especially as I’ve come to ask you a great favour.”

Fleet nodded graciously.

“Anything I can do for an old-established firm like yours shall be done,” he said.

Dixon was obviously nervous, and evidently was at a loss as to how he should begin. When he spoke, it was to plunge straight into the heart of his trouble.

“Mr. Fleet, I understand that you occasionally finance firms and — er — professional men, and I’m in rather a hole. I’ve had some difficulty with one of my clients over — er — money entrusted to me. That wouldn’t be so bad, but unfortunately, by some extraordinary means, the story of my embarrassment has become known. I have had a letter from a man, whose name I have never heard before, offering to lend money at exorbitant rates of interest, and telling me plainly that it will be better for me if I enter into negotiations without delay. Our position is very sound, but unhappily, through the carelessness of the junior member of the firm, we are not in a position to meet the demands of our clients if they are suddenly sprung upon us.”

“How much money do you want?” asked Fleet.

“I want £2,500. I’ll pay a reasonable rate of interest.”

Fleet shook his head.

“I’m afraid I can’t get it for you at a reasonable rate of interest,” he said softly. “I strongly advise you to see your banker.”

Nobody knew better than Marcus Fleet that the matter had already been discussed, and that the bankers had refused the necessary overdraft.

“There is some difficulty about the banker,” said the lawyer after a moment’s hesitation. “No, I am afraid I must borrow the money, even if I have to pay fifty per cent.”

“Or a hundred?” suggested Fleet. And then, seeing the look of dismay on the other’s face, he laughed. “We’ve all had to borrow money at heavy interest at some time or other, Mr. Dixon. These crises appear in every business man’s life. I would lend it to you without a penny interest, but, unfortunately, I have had very heavy calls lately, and it has been necessary for me to get help from the bank myself. But I know a man who could fix this for you, and fix it today. In fact, I’m so sure that I can arrange the matter, that I would be availing to give you the money tonight and make the best arrangements I can with him.”

For ten minutes they haggled over the question of interest, and in the end the lawyer left with the money in his pocket, leaving behind, on Marcus Fleet’s desk, a three months’ bill for twice the amount he had taken with him.

Fleet went to his safe and opened it, put the bill in a drawer at the back, and pressed a spring. Instantly the whole contents of the safe sank down out of sight, and in its place there descended the false bottom, laden with old account-books, which Mr. Timms had seen on the occasion of his visit.

At half past seven the door of a little office on the fifth floor opened, and a shabby old man came out, locking the door behind him. He put the key in his pocket, tried the door, and came down by the stairs. Reaching the first floor, he walked furtively to the door of Fleet’s office, opened it and slipped in. Marcus heard the click of the key turning, and knew that the man he was waiting for had arrived. Presently the visitor sidled furtively into the room, and closed the door very carefully.

“Well, Freeman, what sort of a day have you had?”

The old man shook his head miserably.

“Not too good, sir,” he said. “There was a directors’ meeting at the bank, and the consultation old Phillips had with his client happened together.”

Marcus nodded.

“I expected it would happen that way,” he said. “Still, that can’t be helped.”

With great deliberation, Freeman lifted his chair and carried it until he brought it to Fleet’s side. He was an old man with a lined face and two days’ growth of beard. His clothes were shabby; his skinny hands were covered with woollen mittens, in spite of the heat of the day; and a more unsavoury companion Marcus Fleet could not wish. Nevertheless, he drew nearer to the old man as he took a notebook from his pocket and opened it. The pages were covered with shorthand, which Freeman Evans turned, muttering the while.

“Nothing here, sir, and nothing here,” he said, turning the leaves rapidly. “Phillips has got a new client, a woman who is suing for divorce, though I don’t think she has any money — or the man. Brightons have had a cheque returned from Mr. George Goldsmith—”

“All his cheques are returned; there’s nothing in that,” said Fleet briskly.

“Willmots Stores are floating a new issue — they’ve increased their profits by thirty thousand, and the stock will rise three points.”

“That’s worth knowing,” said Fleet, scribbling a note on a pad. “They’ve passed a dividend for two years, and the shares are at wastepaper price. What else?”

“Here’s a good one,” said the old man, peering at the page. “The bank have had an application to hold up Mathieson’s Banking Corporation. Mathieson’s may close their doors at any moment.”

“Why didn’t you let me know at once?” asked Fleet wrathfully. “I can do nothing now.”

“I only heard half an hour ago,” whined the old man. “There was a meeting of the bank directors after hours.”

“What are they going to do?”

“They’ll hold up Mathieson’s for two or three days, to see if they can bring the other banks in to help them.”

Mr. Fleet was writing quickly.

“What else?”

“Nothing, except that Joyner is taking somebody to the theatre on Friday night. He bought two tickets on the ‘phone.”

“Which theatre?” asked the other quickly.

“The Gaiety, row C, seats four and five.”

Mr. Fleet took a book down from a shelf on the wall and turned to the page he wanted.

“Gangway seats,” he said, and made another note. “Is that all?”

“That’s all, sir.”

Mr. Marcus Fleet put his hand in his pocket and took out a bill which the old man seized eagerly.

“It’s very close up there in this weather,” he complained. “I don’t get enough fresh air, and I’m not a boy, Mr. Fleet. Couldn’t we have some more ventilation?”

“I’ll put an electric fan in for you. Perhaps you’d like a soda fountain?” said Fleet sarcastically.

He locked the door after his departing visitor and came back to his room. On his desk was an automatic telephone, and he turned the dial quickly and took down the receiver.

“That you, Len?” he asked in a low voice. “Listen. That girl is going to the Gaiety on Friday night. Second row, the two gangway seats, four and five. Joyner will be with her… Nothing fresh… nothing that I can’t handle. Goodnight.”

He hung up the receiver and heaved a sigh of relief. The real day’s work of Mr. Marcus Fleet was over.

Nevertheless, there were certain private matters to be -sorted, notes to be written out, letters to be dictated to his dictaphone, and it was long past eight when he went out, and Selby Lowe, from an office doorway, saw him depart.
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The Downward Fall of an elevator, the crash of steel doors opening, the faint sound of voices, and silence. At the far end of the corridor an office cleaner was going in and out of a door, intent upon her work. Selby waited until she had made her disappearance. Then he crossed the hall quickly, and flattened himself against the doorway of No. 43. In an incredibly short space of time he had the door open and was inside. There was sufficient daylight to find his way about without the assistance of the pocket lamp he carried. He waited only long enough to secure the door before he attacked that which led into Fleet’s office. Again he stopped to lock the door behind him before he commenced operations.

The drawers of Fleet’s desk he opened one by one, switching on the powerful table lamp to assist him in his search. He turned out the contents of each drawer methodically, examined every document, and replaced them as he had found them. He did not return the drawers, leaving them piled on the ground until he had finished. Then, with the aid of his pocket lamp, he inspected the recesses from which the drawers had been pulled, and satisfied himself that there were no secret hiding-places. This done, he returned the drawers, locking them one by one.

Mr. Fleet had forgotten to take with him the letters he had written, and these the detective opened dexterously. He read them quickly, resealed them with a tiny instrument which had the appearance of a fountain-pen, and turned his attention to the other objects in the room.

The private office was panelled to the height of a tall man’s head in rosewood, and he made a circuit of the room, tapping each panel; and not until he had finished this search did he come to the safe. From his pocket he drew what looked like a doctor’s stethoscope, except that the microphonic attachment ended in a hollow rubber cup. He wetted the edges of the cup and pressed it firmly against the panel of the safe until a vacuum was created and it stuck. Fastening the two earpieces, he pressed what looked to be a short, steel hook in the keyhole, and, listening intently, he began to feel for the falls. In a quarter of an hour the safe was open, and he flashed his lamp into the interior.

He glanced at the first account-book and put it back; and with his knuckles rapped first on the sides and then on the floor of the safe. Finding the spring was a simple business; it was obvious to anybody who looked for it — a saucer-shaped depression in one of the walls. As he pressed, the floor began to rise noiselessly, and presently the real safe came into view. There was money there, small parcels of jewellery, a few promissory notes — but it was not for these he was looking. There was a small book, which he brought to the table and examined closely under the lamp. Though he found much that was interesting and, to Mr. Fleet, disastrous, there was no reference to what he sought — the house near the Western Railway.

With the evidence in his possession he could have sent Marcus Fleet to penal servitude. But Selby Lowe was not concerned with the ordinary processes of the law. The detection of normal criminality lay outside his province; and though his discoveries as an individual amused him, they were wholly uninteresting from the viewpoint of one who sought news of Oscar Trevors.

Half past nine was striking when he finished his inspection and relocked the safe. And then, as he was taking a final look round, a key grated in the lock of the outer office.

There was no escape. Unlike others, Marcus Fleet’s private office had no door leading immediately to the corridor. Instantly he switched out the table light and crouched down in the kneehole of the desk. He heard the door open, and the room was flooded with light. It was Fleet. Selby heard his deep breathing and the rustle of his feet as he came across the carpet towards the desk. He was taking the letters he had forgotten. Selby wondered whether the gum had dried, or whether the man would detect the fact that they had been tampered with. And then:

“Come in, Wilson — come in. Booth. You’re lucky to find me. If I hadn’t remembered my letters, I shouldn’t have been coming back. What’s the trouble?”

“That’s the trouble,” growled a deep voice. “Look at my hand!”

There was a silence. Selby heard Marcus whistle.

“Good Lord! Did he bite you?”

“You bet he did, sir! The swine! If Wilson hadn’t been there, he’d have killed me. You heard—”

The voices sank to a low rumble of sound, and Selby strained his ears unsuccessfully to catch the words.

“Yes, I know,” said Fleet’s voice. “There’s a mighty fuss about it. It’s in all the evening papers.”

What were they talking about, and how long would they stay?

The last question was answered almost as soon as it was formed.

“I haven’t a drink here: you’d better come up to my flat… no, perhaps not. Now don’t forget, you’ve got to work up against Eversham!… You’ve bungled it. It doesn’t matter about the others — get Eversham good!”

Again the undercurrent of voices.

“I know what he says… but get Eversham… My God, you don’t know what it means, you fellows!”

A few seconds later, when they were still talking, the light went out. They must have been walking towards the door, for it closed on them, and after a little while the outer door was locked. Selby crawled out of his hiding-place and stretched his long limbs.

They were to get Eversham! He chuckled softly. No, it was no laughing matter. The only question in his mind was: Whom would they get first? Eversham or Gwendda Guildford?

He gave them time to get out of the building before he himself made his departure, avoiding the watchman with little difficulty.

The evening had been spent not without profit, but Selby had been disappointed in his main search, which had taken him longer than he had expected, and made it necessary to postpone his examination of a certain little bureau on the fifth floor.

There was no need to warn the doctor of his danger, thought Selby grimly. The warning he had received had been effective enough. He had expected to find in the safe at least one thread’ of a clue which would bring him nearer to Oscar Trevors. So far as that was concerned, his visit had been a failure. Not a line, not a scrap of writing, that brought him nearer to the rich American, whose cheques were still arriving with monotonous regularity.
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Time flew past with extraordinary speed, and Bill Joyner never knew how short an hour could be. For Gwendda Guildford those early days of hers in a strange land had the unreality of a dream. All that she was definitely certain about was that she, who had started off with such self-reliance and confidence, in the search for her missing uncle, who had planned breathless trips across the Continent, and all the excitement and mystery which such a mission as hers carried in its train, had fallen into a terrible danger and was meekly accepting the instructions of men who, until a few days before, had been strangers. She had voluntarily allowed herself to be kept virtually a prisoner.

She pushed back the chessmen she had been playing with and sat up.

“I never realised what was the meaning of the phrase ‘the weaker sex’ until now,” she said. “I feel so very feeble, Mr. Joyner, so incompetent, so terribly inefficient! I ought to be doing something. Your uncle will never forgive me. If I can’t find Mr. Trevors, it is my duty to return to California. I know that you will think I’m ungrateful, but I just can’t stand this life.”

Bill Joyner shook his head uncomfortably

“Selby is doing all he can “ he began.

“I know, I know,” she said quickly. “Don’t think I’m blaming anybody but myself. And if I were a sensible girl I would be content to await developments. But waiting developments, and being responsible for them, are two different matters.”

“You didn’t write to my uncle about me?” he said after a long silence, and she changed colour.

“Yes, I did. In fact, the letter was all about you,” she said recklessly. “I don’t know what he’ll think of me. But there was no one else to write about, except Mr. Lowe, and I don’t quite understand him.”

“You might have written about the weather,” said Bill meekly. “It is a favourite topic of conversation in London.”

In spite of her trouble, she laughed.

“I’m being very ungrateful — I admit it. The possibilities are — in fact, it is almost a certainty — that, if I went my own way and disregarded Mr. Lowe’s warning, I should be heartily wishing myself back in this cosy room within twentyfour hours!”

“You didn’t mention my” — Bill hesitated— “my literary activities, I hope?”

She shook her head, a gleam of amusement in her fine eyes.

“I almost wish you hadn’t told me,” she said frankly. “I can’t imagine you as a writer of love stories.”

“Oh, can’t you? “ said Bill, clearing his throat. “Well, I don’t know. I’m naturally of a loving disposition.”

“Which means that you’re young and susceptible,” nodding wisely.

“I’m not,” said Bill with indignation. “Women mean nothing in my life — or, rather, they didn’t until—”

“Shall we go out?” She got up quickly from the table. “I must do something, or I shall scream. Is there nowhere we can go?”

“I’ve got tickets for the theatre on Friday night,” he suggested.

“Friday, Friday!” she said, closing her eyes. “That’s an eternity away. Give me something to do now. Take me to the West. I am not even superior to the movies.”

Bill wanted to take her badly, but he tried to remember. With a quick intuition she realised his dilemma.

“You’re wondering whether you promised Mr. Lowe you wouldn’t take me out,” she said, pointing an accusing finger. “Let us even be superior to Mr. Lowe.”

“I am,” said Bill. “Wait till I get a taxi.”

It was not to a movie show that they eventually went. The cab dropped them at the Marble Arch, and they strolled towards the bandstand. The park was crowded; every path had its quota of saunterers. A warm night, a waning moon, and the strains of Gounod coming to them faintly through the still air. Bill took the girl’s arm before he realised what he as doing, before he was conscious that she did not resist.

“I always thought of London as a drab, grey, ugly—”

She paused for an adjective. “Squat,” suggested Bill.

“Yes, squat — collection of miserable houses, all huddled together, and this is so very unlike my dream. That skyline is perfect.”

They strolled on and came at last to an empty bench. They were in a side path, less populated than the broad avenue down which they had strolled.

“This is joyous,” said Bill, with a luxurious sigh.

At that moment there came swiftly along the path a small, shabby figure, indistinguishable in the gloom. Noting him idly, the girl thought he was a tramp. As he walked, he was glancing back over his shoulder, and suddenly he broke into a run, leapt the low iron rail and disappeared into the deeper gloom of some trees.

Behind him, at a striding pace, came a taller figure, and Bill recognised him instantly, He was breaking into a run when Bill called him by name.

“Selby!”

The figure stopped and peered down.

“Did you see a tramp pass here?” he asked quickly.

“Yes… a second ago. He went that way.”

Joyner pointed towards the bandstand and the intervening rhododendrons. Without a word, Selby leapt the rails and was out of sight in a second.

“What on earth is he chasing — it can’t be a thief, because Selby doesn’t worry about that kind of people.”

It was half an hour before they saw his figure loom out of the dark.

“Lost him,” he said laconically. “If I had only been sure when I saw him first! I saw him and let him go past. Then I went back and asked a park-keeper, and when he told me about the twitching face I was certain.”

Gwendda leapt to her feet.

“Who… who was it… that tramp?” she gasped, and knew the answer before it came.

“Oscar Trevors,” was the reply.

Oscar Trevors was not only alive, but was in London! The girl could not believe her ears, and for a moment was speechless with astonishment. It was incredible. And yet she knew, from Selby’s face, that he was neither mistaken nor in any doubt himself as to the accuracy of his statement.

“But—” began Bill Joyner, “if he is in London, why does he not come to…” He stopped, realising the absurdity of the question.

Trevors knew nowhere to go. He had no friends in London, and after his long absence would, in all probability, be bewildered and confused in his newfound freedom.

“You need not have the slightest doubt — it was Oscar Trevors,” said Selby quietly, “and he is hiding from somebody. I recognised him, in spite of his unshaven appearance, from the photograph I have. Let us go home,” he added a little brusquely.

They walked in silence through the main avenue, two thoughtful men and a girl, who was only now beginning to realise the immense complexity of the situation into which she had stepped.

Reaching the end of the path, they were turning to cross the broad drive when Selby, with a motion of his hand, brought them to a standstill. In the glaring light of an overhead arc-lamp he had seen a familiar figure standing at the edge of the gravel sidewalk. The man was obviously aloof from the sauntering throng, and he was looking impatiently left and right. In the rays of the arc, when he stepped from the shadow of the trees, the girl saw a man, attired in a long coat and a silk hat, and caught a glimpse of the white of his evening tie. The face was shadowed by the hat-brim, but neither Selby nor Bill Joyner had any difficulty in recognising him.

“That is Fleet,” said Bill under his breath.

Selby nodded.

Presently the car that Fleet was waiting for appeared. It was a long, glistening limousine, that drew noiselessly to the edge of the path, and he moved towards it as it stopped. The door was flung open, and suddenly the interior of the car was illuminated.

Its occupant was a somewhat sharp-featured woman, a little overdressed and a thought over-dyed, but undeniably pretty. As she leant towards the door, neck and ears sparkled, and the hand that came up to greet Mr. Marcus Fleet flashed at every finger.

“I am sorry to keep you waiting, Marcus.” Her voice was shriller than the girl had expected, and lacked that quality of refinement which properly should have gone with her luxurious surroundings.

“Put that light out!” growled Fleet urgently, and a second later the car was in darkness.

He swung himself into the machine, slamming the door behind him, and the car went on. As its wheels revolved there came a new actor upon the scene. From the shadow appeared a woman, who took an impulsive step towards the roadway as though she intended to intercept Marcus. Selby eyed her, standing in the roadway, her shoulders bent, her head thrust forward, watching the receding limousine, and he read something of her hate and grief in the strained poise of her figure.

He had not to be told that it was Mary Cole. That he knew before she turned her angry face in his direction. She seemed oblivious to the presence of the observers, and, walking with quick strides, muttering something under her breath, she brushed past them and was lost in the crowd.

“Who was that?” asked Gwendda.

“The man’s name is Fleet,” said Selby. “The girl who has just passed us is his secretary”; the identity of the lady with the diamonds is no great mystery either. Did you notice the number. Bill?”

“XC 94732,” said Bill promptly, and Selby laughed quietly.

“The car belongs to the Lavington Hire Company,” he said. “You can always recognise their machines: they invariably carry a spare tyre on the roof, and the driver wears a white scarf around his neck under his uniform collar. The name of the glistening lady is Emily — about her surname I am not sure. She spends a great deal more money than Marcus, who is naturally mean, is prepared to give her. She lives in Wilmot Street, and her manicurist was with her from five till six this evening. Nevertheless, she is a mystery.”

Gwendda laughed quietly.

“You sound almost like a certain detective I have read about,” she said. “Is this deduction?”

“This is knowledge,” replied Selby.
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Mr. Marcus Fleet usually came to his office at ten o’clock. It was a quarter of an hour before that time when he stepped from the elevator and greeted his secretary-wife with an expansive smile and a cheery “Good morning”. He was neither surprised nor suspicious when she answered him curtly; for there were mornings when Mary’s temper was a little uncertain; and he passed into his own sanctum without any suspicion of the storm which was gathering and which was soon to break.

She brought him his letters, laid them on his desk in the usual way, and then:

“What did you do with yourself last night, Marcus?” she asked in an ordinary tone.

“I went home and went to bed,” he replied glibly. “I had a very heavy day yesterday, and I was thoroughly tired out when I left the office.”

“I thought I saw you in the park,” she said, and he looked up sharply.

“Which park?” he asked. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter, because I wasn’t in the park.”

“You liar!”

The girl’s voice struck him with a ferocity which was unusual even in her.

“You liar! You met a woman… she came in a car and picked you up near Marble Arch… I saw you. You liar, you liar!”

Marcus was not easily flurried, but for the moment he was carried off his balance. A man inured to disagreeable crises, he recovered immediately.

“Do you mean Mrs. Waltham?” he asked, raising his eyebrows with an air of injured innocence. “Really, Mary—”

“Mrs. Waltham! So that is her name! The woman who comes here—”

“A client of mine. And understand this” — he brought his hand down with a crash upon the table— “I don’t allow you or anybody else to dictate to me as to the manner in which I shall meet my clients! If you spy on me—”

“I didn’t spy on you,” interrupted the girl angrily. “I happened to be in the park, and I saw you standing there, all dolled up, waiting for that silly old woman… Why did you say you went straight home to bed, when you knew very well you were in the park?”

Marcus was cool now. He looked at his wife through narrowed lids, and there was a snaky glitter in his eyes which she did not remember having seen before.

“See here, Mary, let us get this thing right. I admit I met Mrs. Waltham by appointment. She has some jewellery to sell, and naturally she was not going to ask me to her house.”

“Why didn’t she come to the office?” demanded the woman furiously. “She’s been here before.”

“And she’ll come again,” snarled Marcus. “Again, and yet again! I’m not going to have my business dictated by you — understand that once and for all. I don’t know whether she is pretty or whether she is plain — I scarcely noticed the woman. But she is profitable business to me, and whether I conduct it in a machine or in my office is a matter of indifference to you. If you spy on me-”

“I did not spy on you,” she protested angrily. “I tell you I went into the park to hear the band. And I was talking to a park-keeper about a crazy man the police were searching for, when I saw you.”

“It seems to me he found a crazy girl,” said Fleet, with a return to his more genial manner. “Now listen, Mary. You’ve got everything wrong. I’m practically forced to see queer people under queer circumstances. Mrs. Waltham is a rich client, who may be worth a whole lot of money to me.”

“If she is rich, why is she selling her jewels?” asked Mary suspiciously.

“People can be rich without having a lot of ready money,” explained the patient Marcus. “Now be a sensible girl and forget your tantrums.”

“I’ve been awake all night,” she said, now on the verge of tears.

“Then you’re a fool,” said Marcus. “What did the park-keeper talk to you about — a crazy man? That’s a queer place for a crazy man to go. Who was he?”

“I don’t know,” said the woman, rubbing her eyes. “Oh, Marcus, I’m mad about you! I think I would kill you if I thought you were deceiving me.”

“If, every time you thought I was deceiving you, you started in to shoot, I should want a thousand lives,” said he good-humouredly. And then, to get her off the subject: “Tell us about the crazy man.”

“I don’t know much about him,” she replied, “except that a detective was looking for him, and had told the head park-keeper to take charge of him if he was found. A man named Trevors -”

Her back was towards her husband when she spoke, and she heard a crash. Marcus had the telephone in his hand when she was speaking, and it was this which had fallen.

She stared at him in fear. His face was livid, his mouth wide open — a picture of terror.

“Trevors — Oscar Trevors!” he choked. “In the park! You’re lying! What do you know?”

With one bound he was by her side, his big hands gripping her shoulders.

“What do you know, you sour devil?” he almost yelled as he shook her. “You’ve been spying! By God, I’ll kill you if you try to put that stuff over on me!”

The woman wrenched herself from his grip and stood off, breathless and trembling,

“I don’t know, Marcus,” she almost whined. “I don’t even know what you’re talking about! I have only told you what I heard. His name was Trevors, and the police are looking for him. Who is he, Marcus?”

With a wave of his hand he brushed her aside.

“Get out!” he ordered curtly. “Out of the office — anywhere. Don’t come back for half an hour. Do you hear me? If I find you listening, you’ll be sorry, my woman!”

This was not the meek and tolerant Marcus Fleet she knew, not the easygoing man whom she bullied and nagged at her will. She had discovered a new Marcus, a ferocious, domineering man, before the glare of whose eyes she trembled.

Hurrying from the office, she put on her hat, and almost ran out into the corridor. He locked the door behind her, and coming back to his room took from the cupboard the little telephone that he used only once a day. There was no response to his signal for a very long time, and then:

“Yes, it is Marcus,” he said in a low voice. “What’s this talk about Trevors being in London?… My God! It’s true, is it? Why didn’t you tell me… why didn’t you tell me!… How did it happen?… You’re sure? I’m scared… I know you’re not. I wish I had your nerve… They were looking for him in the park last night… Who? — Lowe? Who is Lowe?… He won’t come here — I’m sure he won’t come here… Yes, yes, I will. You can trust me, Al.”

He hung up the telephone, and locking the door of the cupboard went back to his desk, and for a quarter of an hour sat with his face buried in his hands. Then, from his hip pocket, he took a small Browning pistol, removed the magazine and took out the cartridges one by one. Examining them, he replaced them before he snapped the magazine back in the butt of the pistol. Pulling back the jacket, he slipped a cartridge into the chamber and put up the safety catch. For the instructions he had received were to shoot Oscar Trevors at sight, and think out a good explanation afterwards.
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On the Third Floor of the Trust Buildings was a small office, occupied by a Mr. William Smith, whose profession was vaguely described as “Exporter”. What Mr. Smith exported was not generally known; and at any rate the volume of his business was only large enough to justify the employment of one middle-aged clerk — a soldierly man of forty-five, who received and answered letters, and sometimes was employed in taking down from dictation long epistles concerning shipments of canned fruit which his employer recited in a low and lethargic tone.

Marcus Fleet knew about the canned fruit business, because it was his duty to know about all business conducted in the Trust Buildings. And he knew that Mr. Smith only appeared at his office about once a week, and then only for the space of a few hours. He knew he came about eight o’clock in the morning, before any of the other offices were open, flying through the vestibule and pounding up the stairs two at a time — he never, by any chance, took the elevator.

The hall porter at the Trust Buildings, whose job it was to know by sight every tenant, had never really seen him, and for a curious reason. A minute before the appearance of the energetic Mr. Smith, the porter was invariably called to the telephone, though he himself did not recognise the coincidence of this timely summons.

There were two entrances to the building, and William Smith inevitably chose the second of these for his exit. For twelve months Smith, Exporter, followed his profession without earning any especial notice from Marcus Fleet, without even Bill Joyner having the slightest idea of his proximity. He paid his rent regularly, so that there was no excuse for Marcus dispensing with an unprofitable tenant; and in the largest sense of the word this business man brought no grist to the mill. Neither did he give trouble, and although his suite might have been occupied by one who offered a larger opportunity for Mr. Fleet’s enrichment, he was allowed to continue his occupation. Marcus Fleet had many methods of ridding himself of undesirable tenants, but in the case of Mr. Smith he did not put into operation the machinery which, sooner or later, would have ended in Mr. Smith’s voluntary termination of his lease.

On the morning that Marcus Fleet confronted his infuriated secretary, and long before the financier had risen from his bed, the janitor was called to the telephone to answer an inquiry. He had hardly gone into his little lobby before the energetic Smith bounded into the entrance hall and flew up the stairs.

The solitary clerk was already in his place, smoking a short briar pipe, which he put down on the appearance of his employer.

“No letters, sir,” he reported.

Mr. Smith took off his horn-rimmed spectacles and polished them vigorously.

“What does Emma say?” he asked.

“Emma says nothing; she’s not very talkative this morning,” replied the other.

In one corner of the office was a long shelf, thoughtfully provided for the office tenants to store their stationery. Mr. Smith unlocked the door and surveyed the bare interior. The walls had been stripped of their plaster, and he looked into a network of red steel, the core on which the wall was laid. Running through the steelwork was an earthenware pipe, which had been carefully cut top and bottom, to expose some twenty inches of covered wires. They were evidently telephone wires, and each bore a little red label, except one, where the label was yellow; and about this was carefully wound a coil of thin wire. It did not need an expert eye to see that the yellow wire had been tapped by an expert.

“Emma never rings up before ten,” explained the clerk, who had resumed his pipe and was immersed in the study of a sporting page. “I told you she had a manicure yesterday?”

Mr. Smith nodded.

“I’ve learnt quite a lot about her since,” he said, and then: “You haven’t found the line?”

The man shook his head.

“It doesn’t run with this bunch,” he replied. “I think you’ll find the connection isn’t on this circuit — if it exists.”

“It exists all right,” said Mr. Selby Lowe, rolling a cigarette with deft fingers. “If I had had a little more time last night, I’d have found the instrument. I think it’s in a cupboard by one of the walls. There’s something that looks like a recess, but I hadn’t time to give it a very careful examination.”

He glanced at his watch.

“I think we will have a little honest-to-heaven dictation,” he said, and glanced up at the ceiling above his secretary’s head.

Hanging against the wall was a heavy curtain, about a yard in breadth and a little less than a yard in depth. The clerk rose and, pulling a cord, the curtain rolled back to disclose a square ventilator.

“My dear sir,” began Selby in something above his normal voice, “we have your favour of the fourteenth, and in reply would state that one hundred and four cases of canned pineapple reached us…”

All the time he was dictating his clerk sat, still smoking, still reading, his eyes still upon the paper, and apparently taking not the slightest notice of his “employer’s” eccentricity.

“Have you got that?” said Selby at last.

“Yes, sir,” answered the other.

“Well, take this letter to Grainbridge, 955 Sungate Avenue…”

For half an hour the dictation went on, and then, at a signal from Selby, the military-looking clerk pulled the curtain over the ventilator.

“I think that will satisfy him for this morning. And now I must skip before friend Joyner puts in an appearance. Happily, he does not keep such regular office hours now.”

“What’s the matter — is he drinking?” asked the other, interested.

“Worse,” said Selby. “See who that is — wait. He put on his spectacles, and opened the door. An elderly gentleman stood outside, nearsightedly examining the inscription on the door. Behind him, and infinitely more arresting in appearance, was a girl. A straight, slim girl, with eyes that smiled readily, and a serenity and confidence of bearing that would have marked her out to Selby Lowe from a thousand other women. She had not the dainty beauty of Gwendda Guildford, but her individuality struck a clearer and more definite note. Selby found himself staring at her openmouthed. It was as though he had come upon the materialisation of dreams which had never found clear and definite expression. It was when she dropped her eyes before his that he realised his rudeness, and was instantly apologetic, and, for Selby, blunderingly so, for there was nothing for which he could properly apologise.

It was she who spoke.

“We are looking for Mr. Joyner’s office,” she said. “I think we must have come to the wrong floor.”

“It is above,” stammered Selby. “I’m awfully sorry. I ought to have known—”

“I can’t see how you could have known.” Her eyes were smiling now.

“The janitor said it was the fourth floor, and the fourth door on the left coming out of the elevator,” insisted the elderly man.

They were Americans, Selby noted, probably some friends of Bill’s, though he had never mentioned the possibility of their arrival. He found himself wondering how Bill Joyner would receive these unexpected visitants. Bill lived in terror of visitors from the other side, and at the veriest hint of their coming would fly into the country and remain until they were safely at sea again.

“Do you know Mr. Joyner?” asked the gentleman.

“He is a great friend of mine,” said Selby.

“You’re not a lawyer, are you?” The elderly man put his big glasses more firmly on his nose and scrutinised Selby with a new interest.

“No, I’m not a lawyer,” said Selby quickly; “and when I say he’s a friend of mine, I mean, of course, that I know him. We very seldom meet — in fact, we are just fellow tenants.”

“You consult him, eh? Pretty good lawyer. Bill?”

“A very good lawyer,” said Selby solemnly. “One of the finest lawyers we have in this country. In fact,” he added, with nice feeling, “I am not so sure that he isn’t the best.”

“I doubt it,” said the old gentleman with such emphasis that Selby started. “I very much doubt it.”

“Daddy, you’re a sceptic,” laughed the girl, taking his arm. “But you really mustn’t talk disparagingly about Billy.”

“I’m not talking disparagingly,” said the old man. “But when I see biographical notices in the English Press about the author of Damaged Souls, and learn that the gentleman who is turning out that kind of literature by the acre is my successful lawyer nephew, I am entitled to have my suspicions, Norma.”

His nephew! Selby wilted.

“You’re Mr. Mailing?” he said.

“That is my name.” The keen eyes scrutinised him again. “He’s not a friend of yours, but you know me—”

“Well, the truth is—” began Selby.

“That is what I’m waiting to hear,” said Mr. Mailing grimly.

“The truth is, that my name is Selby. I don’t — er — belong to this office, but I happened to be here. When I say Selby, I mean Selby Lowe — Selby is my Christian name, though I don’t suppose for one moment you’re interested in those details. And Bill is really a very great friend of mine. He is a very good lawyer, and a very excellent writer. Most lawyers are.”

“Most lawyers are,” agreed Mr. Mailing dryly. “But they don’t write about love, and they don’t write about souls and emotions. I speak with the experience of forty years’ strenuous journalism, and a large and varied acquaintance of lawyers and authors. So you’re a friend of his? You haven’t by any chance met Miss Guildford, who is a member of my staff?”

Selby nodded.

“She is staying with us in Curzon Street,” he said, and, feeling that it was necessary to get in some quick and convincing work on Bill’s behalf, he opened the door of the office and asked them into his private room.

Mr. Mailing surveyed the office with a critical eye.

“You must be very friendly with Mr. Smith to use his room this way, Mr. Lowe?”

There was nothing to do but to tell the truth.

“I am Mr. Smith,” said Selby quietly, “and I am going to take you into my confidence. When I am through I feel that you will take a lenient view of my deception.”

It was not an easy explanation to offer.

“Let me say first, Mr. Mailing, that I am a detective in the employ of the Foreign Office. I have been trying for three years to trail Oscar Trevors, and to drop my hand upon the shoulder of the man or men who spirited him away.”

“A detective?” said Mailing in surprise.

“Not only that, but the man you saw in the outer office is from Scotland Yard, our police headquarters.”

He told the story of Trevors’s disappearance from an angle which was new to the visitor, and for the first time Mr. Mailing heard of that miscreant of the night who for years had terrorised England.

“Do you mean that this horrible creature came after Gwendda?” asked Mailing incredulously. “Why, he couldn’t have known anything about her. Sounds like one of Bill’s stories to me.”

“I will tell you something which is even more unbelievable,” said Selby. “If anybody had told me this morning that I should take a perfect stranger into my confidence, I should have laughed. In this building” — he spoke impressively and solemnly— “is a man who controls not only the safety of Gwendda Guildford, but possibly her life and mine. Somewhere on the first floor is a room with three telephones, one of which I have not been able to locate, one of which is visible. The third is connected with some automatic mechanism, probably a dictaphone, which records, day and night, even in the absence of our sinister friend, news which you as a journalist would regard as exclusive! That sounds a little fantastical also. But wait a moment, please!”

He opened the door of his cupboard, and lifted from the floor a small box, putting two wires to the protruding terminals.

“We may not have any luck,” he said, and the words were hardly out of his lips before, from the black disc let into one of the box sides, came a voice.

“Williams has been dismissed from the police for hiding up Menzi, the cocaine man.”

Mailing looked at the young man in amazement.

“Who was that?” he asked. “I should like to know.”

“Probably nobody of any great importance,” said Selby. “One of our friend’s agents. They’ve got a special number, and the moment a call goes through, the recorder begins to work — I am only guessing, but I am probably right.”

The old man drew a long breath.

“But if you know the person who is responsible for these awful crimes, why don’t you arrest him?”

It was the girl who asked the question.

“Because I have no proof,” said Selby quietly. “In this country we need something more than suspicion, something more than actual knowledge. We must have in our hands evidence beyond dispute.”

“So far as Mr. Trevors is concerned, you have it,” said the girl triumphantly. “My father had a letter the week after Gwendda sailed. It was from Mr. Trevors.”

“It had no stamp on it, either,” said Mailing. “I nearly tore it up, but luckily I didn’t.”

“Did it contain any news?”

“News enough to find Trevors,” said Mailing. “He is hidden in a glass factory in Surreydane Street, Lambeth. He is held by a man named Kinton.”

Kinton! There flashed upon Selby the memory of the Judge’s press cuttings. Clarke and Kinton, the men he had prosecuted in Australia!

“Have you got the letter?” he asked.

Mr. Mailing nodded and took out a thick pocket-case. He had opened it on the table when the box spoke again.

The voice was of an elderly man.

“Mailing is here,” were the first words.

“Good God!” said Mr. Mailing, aghast.

Selby raised his hand to warn him to silence, and the thin voice drawled on:

“He arrived on the Olympic with his daughter Norma. Mailing had a letter from Oscar, but Joe took it from his pocket-case last night. Watch Mailing; he will go to Joyner’s office. If he gives any trouble, he is passionately attached to his only daughter, and you may get him through her. Juma would like her better than the other girl. Report.”

There was a dead silence. Looking quickly up at the girl, Selby expected to find her shaken by the menace of that message. Instead, her eyes were bright with excitement.

“Juma?” she breathed. “Is that the murderer? Tell me, what is he like?”

For a moment Selby did not understand what she was asking, then, in a few vivid words, he described the Terror. When he had finished, she nodded.

“Poor Juma!” she said softly to the horrified young man. “Poor Juma!”

“Poor Juma?” he repeated. “But this man is a coldblooded murderer, Miss Mailing!”

“He may be a coldblooded murderer, but I still call him poor Juma. For it was I who made him King of Bonginda!”

Norma Mailing turned to her father.

“Daddy, do you remember Jim?”

The astounded Mr. Mailing had been listening speechlessly to the strange sentence of his daughter.

“Which Jim?” he asked. “You don’t mean that coon we had when you were a child?”

She nodded.

“Yes, that is who I mean. His name is Juma. He came from the Congo — he told me that he was educated in the Theological College in Louisville. And I used to make up stories about him, and how he was King of Bonginda and had been sent away by a jealous rival.”

Mr. Mailing groaned.

“Fiction seems to be a characteristic of this family,” he said. “I knew nothing about it. Juma was a pretty good servant, but a trifle crazy.”

“He was quite crazy,” said the girl quietly. “I realise that now. But it was I who put into his head the idea of being King of Bonginda. He left us without warning — I think he had made money by gambling. He had told me that he would go back to his own country and take up the position he had lost; but I thought he was joking. You remember, daddy, one day he couldn’t be found, and we never saw him again?”

“I remember perfectly,” said Mr. Mailing slowly. “But are you sure… I admit that the description fits Jim, so far as I can recall him. He was certainly the ugliest coon I have ever met, but it seems to be stretching the arm of coincidence rather far to identify the two.”

At that moment the loudspeaker on the table spoke again. It was the same thin voice they had heard before.

“Mailing is worth five million dollars,” it said. “It is deposited in the Ninth National Bank, but his securities are held by the Farmers’ Bank, New York. His lawyer’s name is Commins. Commins is a secret dope fiend. Watch Mailing.”

There was a pause, and then:

“Mailing has gone to the Trust Buildings to call on his nephew.”

There was another long pause, during which nobody spoke. Selby Lowe looked up at the curtain-draped ventilator and bit his lip thoughtfully. There came a click from the box, as if somebody were lifting a receiver. It was the same weary voice:

“Mailing and his daughter have gone into the office of Smith, Suite 245, third floor. Who is Smith? Has he any connection with Joyner? They have been talking together for a quarter of an hour. I am going to send a man into the office to discover what they are talking about.”

Again the click, and the voice ceased. Almost at that moment there came a gentle tap on the door of the outer office. Selby Lowe walked swiftly to the door and flung it open.

Bill Joyner stood on the threshold!



XXII. An Unexpected Meeting


Table of Contents


For a Moment the two men looked at each other, too astonished to speak.

“I am sending a man into the office,” the mysterious voice had said — and Bill Joyner had appeared. It was incredible, too absurd for consideration, and yet

“What on earth are you doing here, Selby?” asked Bill, the first to recover his speech. “Moses! But you gave me a shock!”

“I’m entertaining some friends of yours,” said Selby Lowe slowly.

“Friends of mine?” Bill’s forehead puckered.

“Come in and meet — Mr, Mailing!”

Selby could have laughed aloud at the look of dismay upon the face of his friend.

“Mr. Mailing!” gasped Bill, and would have bolted, but Selby’s hand gripped him and pulled him into the room. Before the dazed young man knew what was happening, he was shaking hands, like one in a dream, with two people whom he fondly imagined were thousands of miles away.

“I thought I’d give you a surprise, Billy,” said the old man, surveying his dumbfounded nephew with keen enjoyment.

“And I hoped at least that it would be a pleasant surprise,” said Norma reproachfully, but with laughter in her eyes.

“It’s pleasant all right,” said Bill, swallowing something. “The fact is, uncle, I’ve been so immersed in my law work that I must have forgotten that you were coming — you wrote, of course?”

“I didn’t write,” said the old man shortly. “And I don’t think we’ll talk law work — it’s too early in the day for fiction, written or oral. If you’ll come right along, we’ll ask you to have breakfast, William, and afterwards you and I will have a heart-to-heart talk.” He turned to Selby. “And your friend who isn’t your friend had better come along, too.”

Selby Lowe, who had already breakfasted, never accepted an invitation with greater alacrity. Leaving his assistant seated by the loudspeaking telephone with a notebook, he accompanied the girl down the stairs into the street, the crestfallen Bill and his uncle leading the way.

Apparently that heart-to-heart talk, promised after breakfast, was delivered en route to the hotel, for, when they arrived, Bill was almost cheerful.

“Go along and bring Gwendda back,” said Mr. Mailing. He himself went off to order breakfast, leaving Selby alone with his daughter.

“I am afraid Bill is going to get into hot water,” said Selby, and, to his surprise. Norma put into words the little doubt that lingered in his mind.

“Why did Bill come in at that moment?” she asked. “I mean, after the telephone had said ‘I am going to send a man’? The voice could not have meant Bill, could it, Mr. Lowe?”

He shook his head.

“I am quite sure of that,” he said. “Probably the person who was coming into the office was checked by Bill’s arrival — I’m sorry you heard those dire threats against yourself.”

She shook her head.

“I’m not worrying,” she said quietly. “It was alarming, wasn’t it? Probably, if I realised better what it all meant, and I had lived a little longer in the atmosphere of terror which Juma has created, I should be really scared. As it is, I am more intrigued than frightened. It was not Juma who was speaking, of course — I should have recognised his voice.”

Selby nodded.

“No, it was not Juma, it was Juma’s master. The man who, more than any other, is responsible for Oscar Trevors’s disappearance. I think you are safe,” he said after a moment’s thought, “and the Judge also. If you were Australian, I should be worried, because all the protection I can afford you would be more or less valueless in the face of the diabolical ingenuity of the Terror. You and your father, by the way, know more about the inner organisation of the gang than anyone else in London. Even Bill does not know that for twelve months I have been watching Fleet, tapping his wires, and listening in to conversations. The listening in, by the way, has only been going on for a few days — on my side.”

“On your side?” she repeated. “What does that mean?”

“It means that ever since the Trust Buildings have been erected and occupied, there has been systematic espionage on the part of Fleet and his agents. Did you observe a curtain hanging against the wall?” She nodded.

“Yes, I wondered if there was a window there,”

“There is a ventilator, or something that looks like a ventilator. In reality, it is a very sensitive microphone.” “Then they suspect you?” He shook his head.

“No more than they suspect anybody else,” he answered. “That microphone is behind every ventilator in every private room in the building. When Fleet put up the Trust Buildings, he employed nothing but foreign labour. People were under the impression that he did this in order to save money. The truth is that his object was to introduce into the building certain innovations and novelties which are not usually found in an office block. He did not want workmen to talk either about the microphones or other innovations, so he chose foreign workmen in order that his business should be kept a secret Even the surveyor knew nothing whatever about the interior construction of the place. Somewhere in the building, probably in a room near the roof, he employs an old man named Evans, a shorthand-writer, whose job it is to listen in to all business in every suite in the building. The advantage of the knowledge which comes to him in this way need not be emphasised. I discovered it after the murder of poor Judge Warren. I’d been puzzling the thing out, and it occurred to me that the only time that I had mentioned my intention of going to Taddington Close was in Bill’s office, I had told nobody; I had not spoken of my trip except to Bill in his office.”

Their eyes met.

“Bill knows nothing whatever about the Terror,” he said emphatically, answering her unspoken question. “It was a coincidence that he appeared this morning — of that I am certain. After I had thought the matter over, and had come to the conclusion that there was a microphone concealed somewhere about the room, it occurred to me that, if this was the case in Bill’s room, it was also the case in mine. The next day I had the ventilator taken down, and there was the Detectaphone!”

Further conversation was checked by the return of Mr. Mailing, and when, a quarter of an hour later. Bill Joyner arrived with Gwendda, he found Selby and his cousin on terms which suggested that they had known each other for years. Back in Selby’s office the table telephone, after a long silence, spoke again.

“Lowe is breakfasting at the Chatterton Hotel with Mailing, Call me as soon as you come in.”
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Mr. Fleet was halfway down the stairs when he remembered that, in his agitation, he had not taken off the “record”. He turned and ran back, entering his office without a word to the girl who had come in just before he left, and, slamming and locking the door behind him, he went back to the far end of the room, pulled up a corner of the carpet and lifted a small trapdoor. The black wax cylinder was half covered with fine, dull lines. Pulling it from the mandrel, he replaced it with a new cylinder which he took from one of four in the cavity, closed the trap and pulled over the carpet.

By the side of his desk was a small dictaphone, on to which he fixed the cylinder. For five minutes he sat listening, scrawling a note now and again. When he had finished, he drew the cylinder from the machine, smashed it on the edge of his wastepaper-basket, carefully tidying up the jagged pieces of wax which had fallen to the floor.

Mary Cole watched his departure from under her eyelashes, and, when he had gone, opened the window and looked out. She saw him stride across the street towards a taxi which he had signalled, and in another minute he was out of sight.

“What had disturbed him so, she wondered? She knew Marcus Fleet in his every aspect. She had a greater insight into his secret business than any other human being save this mysterious “Al” to whom she had heard him speaking.

But she had no illusions. There was a secret within the secret; a chamber in his mind to which she had no access.

She went into his room and searched about for some clue to his agitation. She was always searching, and invariably her search was unsuccessful. She knew — though this Marcus did not guess — all about the hidden mechanism beneath the carpet, and, seeing the broken scraps of wax in the wastepaper-basket, she smiled contemptuously. It had been something he had heard from Al which had thrown him off his balance.

She tried to piece together the scraps of wax, but found her efforts futile, and threw them back into the basket.

Who was Al? He was the master of Marcus Fleet’s fate. And through Marcus, hers. She bit her lip thoughtfully, and, in spite of her reserve and her self-control, experienced a cold sense of danger.

With slow, hesitant steps she approached the concealed cupboard where the telephone was kept. She knew it was there. Once, looking through the keyhole, she had seen Marcus talking in a low, urgent voice to the mystery man. So greatly had she been impressed, not by the discovery but the instinct that this boss of Fleet’s was unapproachable, that she had never used her knowledge, never once tampered with the telephone, though she had made no scruples about inspecting every drawer in her husband’s desk, and examining carefully and systematically the very papers he carried in his pocket.

Her hand shook as she fitted a key in the microscopic keyhole. It was a very ordinary telephone. The recess had no other contents. Dare she do it? Twice she reached out her hand, only to draw it back. She felt her breath coming faster, the colour leaving her face, and then, impulsively, she grasped the telephone and drew it forth, lifting the receiver to her ear.

She did not speak: she was incapable of speech for a second, but waited, holding her breath, listening, and then a low voice called her.

“What is it?”

She wetted her dry lips.

“Is that you, Al?” she said, dropping her voice, striving to imitate the harsh voice of her husband.

“Why do you call me?” was the reply, scarcely above a whisper. “You know I am not to be called after eleven, you fool! Have you got him?”

“No,” she said. And then panic overcame her, and she slammed the receiver on the hook, pushed the instrument back into the recess.

“My God!” said a voice behind her, and, turning, she saw the white-faced Marcus Fleet standing in the doorway.

He came slowly towards her. She, shrinking back, expecting the floodgates of his abuse to loosen, was frightened by his calm.

“Did you talk on the ‘phone, Mary?” he asked. His voice was strangely calm.

She nodded.

“Why did you do it, my dear?”

“I don’t know, Marcus,” she said incoherently. “I — I ought not to have done it. Won’t you forgive me?”

He nodded slowly.

“I’ll forgive you, Mary. It isn’t a question of forgiveness.”

He looked at his watch. For a long time it seemed as though the act was almost mechanical, for he stared down at the face of the dial apparently unable to read the hour. Presently he snapped the watch-case and put it back in his pocket.

“I’m glad I came back,” he said quietly. “I forgot my keys. It is curious how I’m always forgetting those keys.”

They were in his light overcoat, hanging on a peg. He took them out, jingled them for a moment.

“There’s a train to the Continent at two-twenty, but I think you’d better take the night train,” he said, looking at her meditatively.

“Marcus, what do you mean?”

“The Havre route is best, because — no, I think you’d better take the Dover route. Go to Irun: I’ll fix the tickets for you this afternoon. From Irun you’ll get a train to Oporto. The Anglaise is a very comfortable hotel. You had better book in the name of Mrs. Dermott. I’ll have a car take you straight away to Dover.”

She was so bewildered that she could make no rejoinder. He opened the safe, took out a bundle of notes and put them into her hand.

“You have a passport: go home and get it. And don’t ask questions. I’m trying to save your life, and it’s going to be difficult — God! how difficult it is going to be!”

He was hollow-eyed, ill-looking. In that few moments he seemed to have aged ten years.

“Save my life?” she whispered, horrified.

He nodded.

“It is going to be difficult. Al will know that it wasn’t me Did you finish your conversation?”

“No, I was frightened.”

“Cut off, eh?” He nodded. “Yes, he’ll guess it was you. He’ll be after you, and I can’t save you, Mary, except this way. Catch the night boat — and get out of London quick. Don’t argue.” He raised both his hands as if to check the question that came to her lips. “You’ve got in bad, and it may cost me more than it will cost you. But I’m kind of fond of you in a way.”

“But, Marcus,” she cried in a panic, “shall I never see you again?”

He nodded.

“I hope so,” he said. “I don’t know whether you will, but I hope so. There’s enough money there to keep you going for a few years, and in a few years—” He shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know what will happen in a few years, Mary, but I know what will happen in a few hours if you don’t go.”

He caught her by the arm as she staggered, and guided her to a chair. There was a flush in his face now, a hard brightness in his eye.

“Don’t faint,” he warned her. “Wait!”

He ran out of the office and along the corridor, stopping before a door, on the glass panel of which was written in small letters: “Arnold Eversham, M.D.”

In the outer office was a severe-looking woman in nurse’s uniform, who was writing at a small table. She looked up as he entered, and took off her glasses inquiringly.

“Is the doctor in?” asked Fleet.

“No, sir, he is not well.”

“Is there anybody here who could give me a little sal volatile? My clerk has been taken ill.”

“I can give you sal volatile,” said the nurse. “Would you like me to come in to her?”

“No, no,” said Fleet impatiently.

He watched her as she opened a medicine cupboard.

“You’re sure the doctor will not be here this morning?”

“I don’t think he’s out of bed yet,” said the nurse, as she tipped something into a glass from a small bottle. “He was attacked, you know, by that terrible—”

“Yes, yes, I remember,” said Marcus, wiping his streaming forehead. “I remember, of course.”

He snatched the glass from her hand, hurried back along the corridor and into his office. Mary Cole was quite recovered now.

“I don’t want that,” she said, shaking her head.

“Drink it. I have a reason.”

With a suspicious look at the glass she swallowed the contents, making a wry face.

“Marcus, who is Al?”

“Don’t ask such fool questions,” he said roughly. “You’ve got that money? — Good. Taxi to the Lavington Hire Company, take out the car for Harwich. You understand? You’re to tell the driver that you’re going to Harwich. You’re to tell the manager at the hire shop that you’re going to Harwich. When you get clear of the garage, make the man take you somewhere else. Anyway, be at Dover at eleven o’clock. I think it will be better if you buy your ticket stage by stage. You can book through from Dover to Paris, and get another ticket in Paris for Portugal.”

Unexpectedly he stooped and kissed her. And then, from his hip pocket, he took an automatic pistol and laid it on the palm of her hand.

“If you see a pretty ugly coon anywhere around, shoot — and shoot quick,” he said.
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Dr. Arnold Eversham was not at his office, for the excellent reason that he was neither mentally nor physically capable of attending to the routine of his profession. He had had a shock, and his body still ached from the rough handling he had received. His pretty little diningroom, with its polished oak and its flowers, was a pleasant sight as he hobbled across the paved hall with the aid of a stick, and he stood for a moment in admiration before the open door. Yellow sunlight flooded the room, giving the vivid chintzes a new value, reflecting in a thousand facets from the glittering silver on the sideboard. His grey-haired housekeeper pulled up a chair, and he sat down gingerly, wincing as his damaged elbow came into contact with the padded arm of the chair.

“I think I must be getting old, Mrs. Leatherby,” he said humorously. “A few years ago I could have taken a beating, even from a lunatic, without turning a hair — and I’ve had a few,” he added grimly.

“It is disgraceful that the police have not caught the man, said the housekeeper indignantly.

“They cannot catch shadows,” said the doctor. “I am afraid you think I am rather a bear, but when a man is sick he wants to be left alone.” And then, conversationally: “Is your new kitchenmaid a success?”

Mrs. Leatherby shook her head.

“No, doctor, she’s very willing, but I’m perfectly certain she hasn’t been in a gentleman’s kitchen before.” She sighed. “Good servants nowadays are very difficult to get,” she said, and would have launched forth into a dissertation on the subject of the shortcomings of domestic servants, but he cut her short good-humouredly.

“I’ll have my lunch,” he said.

There were a number of letters by the side of his plate, and he glanced at the envelopes without opening any. He looked up quickly as the butler entered. He had got into the habit of quick movement lately.

“Nerves,” he said aloud, and the manservant, who was used to the staccato soliloquies of his master, smiled to himself.

The doctor felt his injured scalp tenderly. He had no feeling of resentment against Juma, only he was puzzled, intensely puzzled, by the attack. Granted that Juma was crazy, his history was that of a man who never made aimless or unpremeditated assaults. He paused, stirring his soup, as the faint tinkle of a bell came to his ears. A little later the butler came in.

“Will you see Mr. Selby Lowe, sir? he asked. “Surely. Send him in,” said the doctor heartily. He was rising from his chair to meet his visitor when Selby checked him.

“Don’t get up, doctor,” he said, “or I shall hate myself for coming. You’re looking fine.”

“I’m glad you think so,” said the doctor grimly. I haven’t dared look in a mirror! The vanity of past-middle-aged men has always been a subject for amusement on my part, but alas! I find myself tainted with the same despicable disease. My good looks, I discover, have been a matter on which I prided myself. Sit down, Mr. Lowe. What is your news?”

“I’m afraid I have very little. You must think the police are rather inefficient.”

The doctor shook his head with a little grimace of pain.

“I must get out of that habit,” he said, “until this infernal scalp of mine is whole. No, I don’t think you’re at all inefficient. I was telling my worthy housekeeper only a few minutes ago that we cannot expect to catch shadows. What I cannot understand is why the devil attacked me. That is my personal mystery, which transcends in importance all others — vanity again!”

Selby laughed, and explained the object of his visit.

“Joyner’s relatives had turned up from America. Mr. Mailing, the proprietor of the Sacramento Herald, is an uncle of his, and Miss Mailing is anxious to meet you. They wanted to know whether you would come to dinner tomorrow night in Curzon Street, but I’m afraid—”

“Don’t be afraid of anything,” smiled Arnold Eversham. “Wreck as I am, I must have some sort of distraction. At the same time, I will admit that I am unusually nervous, so, if you can arrange for an escort for me — no, I won’t ask that,” he said suddenly. “It is too childish!”

“I was going to suggest that I should call for you.”

“An excellent scheme,” said the doctor, and Selby rose.

“I won’t keep you from your lunch,” he said. “Your soup is getting cold.”

“I prefer it so.” And then, seeing the smile on Selby’s face: “I am an eccentric. I like cold soup and cold tea, and I never eat ices until they’re liquid.”

He stirred the soup, lifted a spoonful to his lips, and sipped. In another second he was wiping his lips vigorously with his serviette, and before Selby could realise what was happening, he had dashed out of the room, to return again almost immediately.

“I’m sorry,” he said. He took the plate of soup in his hand. “Would you like to see an interesting experiment?” he asked, and Selby followed him.

Across the hall was a small laboratory, and the doctor put down the plate in an earthenware sink, took a test-tube, filled it carefully from the plate, and from a small bottle let fall two drops of colourless fluid.

“Would you light the gas?” He pointed to a bunsen burner, and, wondering, Selby obeyed.

No word was spoken as the test-tube was waved in the blue flame of the burner until its contents were bubbling. Then into the liquid the doctor dipped a silver bodkin, held it for a second before he withdrew the instrument, which he carried to the light.

“Just look here,” he said, and Selby looked over his shoulder.

The bodkin was tarnished a dull green.

“Hydrocyanic acid,” he said tersely. “There was enough poison in that soup to kill all Harley Street.”
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The Rough Test which the doctor had made he repeated on a more elaborate and careful scale, and the result of the second analysis confirmed the first. They went back into the diningroom, and Eversham rang for his housekeeper.

“I’m going to give you a shock, Mrs. Leatherby,” he said, with his quizzical smile. “The soup that was brought up to me was poisoned!”

The good lady nearly collapsed.

“Poisoned, sir?” she said incredulously. “Oh, how dreadful! But who could have done it?”

“That is just what I want to know. We will adjourn to the kitchen, and Mr. Lowe will come with us.”

The kitchen was a large, beautifully appointed basement room, and the inquiry was short and informative. For no sooner had the investigation begun than Mrs. Leatherby discovered that the new kitchenmaid had unaccountably disappeared. She had walked out of the house, through the servants’ entrance, almost at the same time as the butler had carried the soup to the diningroom.

“I don’t think we need investigate any farther,” said Arnold Eversham.

When they were back again in the pretty diningroom, and he had closed the door:

“I was under the impression that the attack which was made on me by the Terror was accidental, in the sense that I was not an objective. Now I am satisfied; no doubt remains.”

Selby Lowe did not go on immediately to Curzon Street. Without calling in the regular police, he took upon himself a search of the girl’s room, but, as he expected, found nothing. The descriptions of the woman were so vague as to be valueless; and beyond the fact that she had a mole on the right cheek, there was no information which would help towards her arrest.

At Eversham’s earnest request, he made no report to the police.

“I think I have told you that I am something of a detective myself — an illusion which, I believe, is shared by the average citizen,” said the doctor, “but in this case I have a very special reason for wanting to conduct my investigations my own way.”

Selby hesitated.

“I think it would be wiser to inform headquarters,” he said; “and with all due respect to your abilities as a detective, I am inclined to think that it will be better, and, in the long rim, safer for you to make a report.”

He left the matter with the doctor. When he got back to Curzon Street he found that his party had gone out to lunch, leaving a message asking him to follow.

“I’ll have a cutlet here,” he told Jennings, the big, stolid butler-landlord.

He was not sorry to be alone, for the case was getting on top of him. Scarcely a day passed that there did not arise some confounding feature which upset all his theories, and reduced him to reconstruction from another angle.

Jennings came in to lay the table.

“A cutlet doesn’t make a very good lunch, sir,” he said. “Shall I give you a little soup?”

Selby Lowe shook his head emphatically.

“Anything but soup,” he said.
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Selby Lowe finished his lunch, and was fitting a cigarette to an amber holder, when Jennings came in with a letter.

“You didn’t see this on the hall table, sir?” he asked.

“No, I did not see it, because it wasn’t there,” said Selby, taking the letter from him.

“It must have been under Mr. Joyner’s hat,” said Jennings. “I can never get Mr. Joyner into the habit of hanging up his things. He’s a very untidy gentleman; so many of these American gentlemen are.”

Selby was looking at the letter. The envelope was grimy and crumpled, as though it had been carried in an unclean pocket. It was addressed to him, and in the left-hand corner was written the word “Urgent”. The writing seemed strangely familiar.

“This is marked urgent, Jennings. You should have told me when I came in,” he said quietly, and Jennings murmured his apologies.

Selby tore open the envelope and glanced at the signature. Oscar Trevors!

The note began without preliminary.

“I have learnt that you are in charge of my case, but I dare not come near the house, for they will kill me. I have already had a narrow escape. I am trying to leave for the Continent tonight. Can you meet me on Dover quay at eleven o’clock, near the lighthouse? I can then give you names and all you require to catch these villains.”

Selby put down the letter, lit his cigarette, and blew a cloud, of smoke to the ceiling. Then he took up the note again and read it line by line, and when he had finished, he smiled.

The house was watched, but not as the writer of the letter appeared to think. He pulled aside the curtains and looked out. On the other side of the road was a Scotland Yard man; at the corner of the street, and out of sight, was another.

Bill and Gwendda returned after five. They had gone on from lunch to a matinée, and it seemed as though a big burden had been lifted from Bill’s shoulders.

“Mr. Mailing was wonderful,” he said, “and, of course. Norma was a brick! And, Sel, my boy, you’ve made an impression with Norma! She talks of nobody else.”

“You must have been bored,” said Selby dryly, but that trivial piece of gossip gave him a strange pleasure.

When Gwendda had gone up to her room, he produced the letter, and Bill read it and whistled.

“Trevors!” he said. “How did this come?”

“I should like to know. Jennings said that it was brought by messenger soon after you left, but that is unimportant. What do you think of it?”

Bill shook his head.

“It reads like a trap to me,” he said. “I don’t for one moment believe that Trevors wrote it.”

Selby’s hand fell on his shoulder.

“Bright lad! No, of course Trevors didn’t write it. The letter’s a trap. And, son, I’m going to walk into it! I know Dover quay very well; I’ve waited many a weary hour on that inhospitable jetty for undesirable gentlemen to arrive from the Continent.”

“You’ll not go alone?” asked Bill in alarm.

Selby shook his head.

“No, I shall take the faithful Parker with me. Parker has imagination, and has a paralysing left fist which may be even more serviceable. By the way, somebody tried to poison the doctor today.”

“Eversham? Good heavens! Why?”

Selby’s lips twitched.

“I gather it is because he is unpopular,” he said. “Hydrocyanic acid is a mighty mean flavouring for soup. And, Bill, I should avoid soup if I were you. You might tell Gwendda to practice the same abstinence. Not that they are likely to repeat the experiment — but you never know.”

Bill went up to his room soon after, but returned immediately.

“I knew there was something I wanted to tell you, Sel,” he said. “As we were crossing Oxford Street a car came past, heading west, and I just caught a glimpse of the lady inside.”

“Not Emma?” And, seeing the look of surprise in the other’s face: “You don’t know Emma? She was the sparkling lady we saw in the park.”

“No, it wasn’t she,” said Bill, shaking his head. “It was that very unpleasant girl who acts as secretary to Fleet.”

“Mary Cole?” asked Selby quickly.

“Is that her name? I recognised her, anyway. She’s going off on a trip; her trunks were strapped on the carrier behind, and the moment our eyes met, she turned her head away quickly.”

“What time was this?” asked Selby.

“About a quarter past one.”

Selby Lowe frowned.

“Going westward, you say? By that magnificent term I gather she was heading for the Bayswater Road?”

He knew that Mary Cole had a fiat in Bloomsbury, and in a quarter of an hour he was interviewing the janitor.

“Yes, sir. Miss Cole left soon after twelve,” said the man. “I wish she’d let me know; there was a man here this morning inquiring for a furnished flat. She didn’t know herself, as a matter of fact, because she told me this morning that she wanted me to move some furniture for her tonight from one room to another.”

“Was she in a hurry?”

The man’s attitude was one of suspicion, and Selby Lowe took an action which was rare in him. He produced his card.

“Yes, sir, the lady went in a hurry,” said the man quickly, when he saw the authority. “And she was very much upset — is there anything wrong?”

But Selby was not prepared to give information.

“Is it possible to see the lady’s suite?” he asked. “I have no official order to search, but perhaps you and I could settle that matter between us.”

It was settled to the porter’s entire satisfaction, and Selby found himself passing through the deserted flat, every room of which gave evidence of the haste with which Mary Cole had taken her departure. She had gone in such a hurry that she had left behind a gold-backed hairbrush, and Selby, seeing the monogram, deciphered it.

“M. F.”? He raised his eyebrows. Mary Fleet? Then she was Marcus Fleet’s wife — a fact which he had suspected for a very long time.

He gained no clue as to the reason for her hurried departure, and his own time was growing short. He glanced at his watch; he had less than an hour to catch a train for the southeast, and he had much to do in that time. The porter had left him alone in the flat, and Selby had made his examination behind closed doors.

He was in the passage, taking a last look round, when he heard a gentle tap on the outer door. He waited, listening. It was repeated. Tiptoeing to the door, he pulled it open.

Two men were outside, and it only needed a glance at their brutal faces to supply a full explanation of Mary Cole’s flight.

They were taken aback at the sight of the man who stood in the shadow of the doorway. And then:

“Is Miss Cole in?” one of them asked, in a husky voice. “She is out, my friend,” said Selby, “but you can come in.” He opened the door wide, but neither of the men made a move.

“We’ll come back again.”

“Come back now,” said Selby. “If you move in the wrong direction, I’ll shoot! Step lively!”

They came into the dark passage, and he switched on the light.

“Walk into the first room on the left,” said Selby Lowe, and followed them. “Now, gentlemen,” he said, closing the door of Mary Cole’s diningroom, “where did you come from and what do you want?”

The nearest of the men glanced from Selby’s face to the weapon in his hand, then shrugged his shoulders.

“You know such a lot, Lowe, that it’d be wasting breath to tell you any more.”

“Waste a little,” suggested Selby. “It’s good for you. Who sent you?”

“It’s no good asking silly questions,” said the second of the ruffians. “We had private business with Miss Cole.” Selby nodded. He pointed to the corner of the room. “You go over there,” he said to one, “and you stay here and turn out your pockets. I know you both; you’ve been ‘inside’, and you’re going in again unless you can explain to my satisfaction what you’re doing here.”

After he had seen the contents of the first man’s pocket he needed no explanation. A short life-preserver, heavily loaded at one end, was in possession of both men.

“I’ve saved your lives,” said Selby when he had completed his examination. “You came here to murder.”

“I know nothing about murder,” growled one. “I only came to see Miss Cole on a piece of business.”

Selby slipped a pair of handcuffs from his hip pocket and snapped them on the men’s wrists.

“Walk,” he said curtly.

The janitor looked at the two visitors in openmouthed surprise.

“How did they get in, Mr. Lowe?” he asked. “They didn’t come up through the hall, I’ll swear.”

“I shouldn’t imagine they did,” said Selby.

He beckoned to the military-looking man standing in the doorway, and Detective-Sergeant Parker came forward.

“Put these birds in the aviary,” said Selby. “Charge? Well, just generally under the Prevention of Crimes Act. I think they’re both old lags, but you’ll be able to confirm this when you get them nested.”

He drew aside the sergeant.

“You got my telephone message?” he asked in a low voice.

“Yes, sir,” said Parker. “Your bag’s at the station. I’ll join you there as soon as I’ve put the lock on these fellows.”

Selby had time to drive back to Curzon Street and collect his equipment, not the least important item of which was a thick, padded waistcoat, an uncomfortably hot garment, but one which might be extremely useful in certain contingencies.

He had half an hour to spare when his cab stopped before the imposing portals of the Trust Buildings, but he had to wait a considerable time before there came any answer to the energetic knocks that he rained on the door of Mr. Marcus Fleet’s room. After a while he saw the shadow of Fleet himself loom against the glass paneling.

“What do you want?” asked Fleet harshly, standing square in the doorway.

He did not at once recognise his visitor, though Selby Lowe had on two occasions called upon him.

Selby was amazed at the change which had come over the man. Usually tidy to the point of fastidiousness, his clothes were in disorder, and his white wing collar limp and dirty. Marcus Fleet’s face was yellow and drawn like a man in agony, and the big hands that went up to his lips trembled.

“What do you want?” he asked again, and then, peering forward: “Lowe!” he said fearfully. “What do you want?”

“A few minutes’ talk with you — a very few. Where is Mary Cole?” asked Selby, walking past the man into the office.

“Mary Cole? You mean my secretary?”

“I mean Mrs. Fleet. Don’t let us argue over trivialities,” said Selby.

Fleet did not reply; his lips were quivering and he was trying hard to control his emotions.

“I don’t know where she is,” he said. “She went away about twelve.”

“Mary? What was her destination?”

“I don’t know that,” said Fleet doggedly. “I’m not interested, anyway.”

It was a poor bluff, and for a moment Selby felt so sorry for the man that he could not taunt him with the transparent lie.

“I suppose you know that your mysterious friend Al is after her?”

Fleet blinked as though some strong light had been flashed into the room.

“My friend Al?” he repeated dully. “What do you know about Al, anyway?”

“Al Clarke’s the gentleman I’m referring to,” said Selby. “Your name is Kinton. You and Clarke were tried together in Australia, sentenced to twenty years’ penal servitude, and you escaped. Where is Al?”

Fleet swallowed something.

“You’re mad,” he said. “I don’t know what bug you’ve got into your head. Kinton? I’ve never heard the name.”

But he did not meet the stern eyes of the detective.

“Your name is Kinton. Kinton is the man who has a passion for wearing cameo rings. To make absolutely sure that you were he, I asked a few questions of Locks. You know Goldy Locks, because you buy his stolen jewellery.”

Marcus Fleet protested feebly.

“I told Locks I was looking for a man with a cameo ring, whose name was Kinton, well knowing that he would come straight away to you. From that day onward you ceased to wear the ring, which is sufficient evidence that I wasn’t mistaken. Where is Al Clarke?”

“Al Clarke isn’t in England,” said the other hoarsely. “I swear he’s not in England. You’re thinking about my telephone. I do communicate with him, it is true, but I’ve got a special long-distance wire connecting up with a wireless outfit on the East Coast. I haven’t seen him in years. Who told you he was after Mary?”

“My two eyes,” said the other laconically. “See here. Fleet, maybe there’s something of good in you, though all my experience convinces me to the contrary. The least that can happen to you is imprisonment. You’ve got a chance of hanging, and I’m not talking idly. I know that every penny that was spent on the Trust Buildings came from Trevors; that you and your friend Al were in it.” The man was silent.

“You don’t feel like talking, eh? Maybe it’ll be too late tomorrow! You’ve got a chance — a big chance. Fleet — or Kinton, which is your real name.”

“Fleet’s my real name,” said the other. “And there’s no chance for me, Lowe. If you’ve got anything on me, you’d better pull me in.”

Selby eyed him searchingly.

“I’m not so sure that it wouldn’t be the safer thing for you, my man,” he said, and went back to his waiting taxi.

From the window where Mary had overlooked him that morning Marcus Fleet watched the detective depart, and went back to his own room to pack. Marcus was travelling light, and his baggage consisted in the main of United States currency in hundred-dollar bills. These he had been putting aside for a rainy day. And the storm clouds were gathering thick and fast.
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Mary Cole travelled westward only as far as Henley. Here she stopped to take a light lunch at a teashop, returning to give the startled chauffeur entirely new directions.

“Andover,miss?” He scratched his head. “I don’t exactly know how we get to Andover from here.”

Nevertheless, after a long and painful examination of his map he was enlightened, and at four o’clock that afternoon the dusty car rolled along the high street of Andover and came to a halt at an inn. Here the chauffeur might reasonably expect that his day’s work was finished, but he was soon to be undeceived. Mary sent for him to the little sittingroom she had engaged, and gave him his instructions.

“You want me to take you to Dover?” said the staggered man. “I couldn’t possibly make it before sundown. It has started to rain, and the roads will be terrible. Couldn’t you put it off till tomorrow?”

“You will be well paid for any extra work you are given,” said the woman sharply. “I shall be here for two hours, and you have plenty of time for rest.”

The driver went back to his car, resolved upon a plan of action. In half an hour he got through on the long-distance wire to the office of the hiring company and made his complaint.

“I don’t know what she wants. First she wanted to go to Henley, then to Andover, and now she wants me to take a cross-country journey to Dover. Is she all right?”

“If she wants to go to Halifax, you can take her there,” was the reply. “Mr. Fleet has ordered the car, and he’s responsible.”

And with that the disgruntled chauffeur had to be content. It was nearly three hours before Mary put in an appearance. She had snatched an hour’s sleep, and was well prepared for the trying journey ahead.

In the bright sunlight of the early afternoon her fears had passed; but now, as she approached the bottle-neck through which she must escape, the terror of the unknown oppressed her. She saw shadowy shapes lurking behind every bush; she saw an enemy in every innocent farmhand that stared at her car as it flashed by. To add to her nervousness, they ran into a heavy thunderstorm; the rain pelted down in sheets, and once, right ahead of the car, a blinding ribbon of light struck a tree and left it a mass of red flame and smoke. The chauffeur stopped the car, fearful of the tree falling across the road, and another flash of lightning almost blinded her. She tapped at the window with trembling fingers and signalled him to drive on, and reluctantly the man obeyed.

Soon after this they came to a small village, and she got out of the car at an inn and ordered dinner for herself and the chauffeur, and insisted upon the man dining with her in the fusty little diningroom lighted by a kerosene lamp. She craved human society; for now the terror of death was upon her. Halfway through the meal she surprised the chauffeur by asking him if he carried a revolver.

“No, miss, I can’t say that I do,” said the man. “There’s no need for it. We never carry arms in this country.”

“Could you use one?” she asked.

“Yes, I can use one.”

“Then take this.” She fumbled in her bag and produced the Browning which her husband had given to her. He took it gingerly.

“What am I to do with this, miss?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” she said hurriedly. “But if anything happens on the road… if people stop us—”

“They won’t stop us,” he laughed. “You mean hold-up men? There aren’t such things in this part of the country. I’ll take it if you like.” He slipped it into his greatcoat pocket. “You’re nervous, miss,” he said kindly. “Why don’t you take a glass of wine?” But she shook her head.

At eleven o’clock that night the car came down the narrow streets of Dover towards the quay. A storm was raging at sea. The flicker of the lightning showed whitely on the windows of the houses, and the rumble and roar of the thunder reverberated along the sheer cliffs.

The car drew up at the marine station, and the chauffeur got down.

“I’ll go and find a porter, miss,” he said, but she clutched his arm.

“No, no, don’t leave me alone!” she said, terrified. “The porters will come. We will go and look for them together.”

Fortunately for her nerves, they found a man immediately inside the station, and the baggage was registered through to Paris.

Mary Cole seldom erred on the side of generosity, but the tip she gave the chauffeur opened his eyes.

And now she was alone, without any special protector. The boat train had not arrived, and she strolled down the platform, through the passport barrier, on to the quay. How deserted and wretched everything seemed! The green port light of the outgoing steamer glared at her balefully; a flicker of lightning at sea showed her the oily-smooth waters of the harbour. Should she go on board, or wait until the train came in? She decided upon the latter course. She wanted company, to be one of a crowd.

Strolling slowly towards the end of the quay, she heard the sound of drunken voices singing a vaudeville song, and presently she saw them — two men, arm-in-arm, and swaying slightly as they walked. The hideous discord of their song drew nearer and nearer, and they passed, walking towards the little lighthouse at the far end of the jetty. Mary followed them at a distance; they were the only human beings in sight, and, despite their condition, she was glad of their company.

She looked backward fearfully; there was nobody in sight. She would return to the well-lit station hall.

She had half turned to go when something fell over her head. A cloth stifled the scream that rose to her lips, and she was lifted bodily from her feet. She struggled madly to escape, but the man who held her had the strength of an ox. A huge hand crept up her arm and covered her face. Another second, and the palm was against her mouth, and a finger and thumb were closed about her nostrils. In her terror she kicked and struggled. She was choking, slowly suffocating. And then her senses left her.

The man who held her lifted his unconscious burden and ran swiftly along the shadows of the station buildings, carrying her under his arm as though she were no more weight than a feather pillow.

He paused as the sound of the revellers’ voices came back to him. They were walking towards him, still arm-in-arm, still shouting at the top of their voices. He hesitated, scowling forward into the darkness, trying to distinguish their figures, and drew the unconscious woman into the recess of a doorway.

They came into the light now, two seafaring men, who had ceased their song, and were engaged in an argument conducted with drunken gravity. They stopped in their walk to emphasise their raucous arguments, and Juma the Terror waited, one arm round the neck of his strangled victim, the other gripping a short throwing-spear.

The train had come into the station. Passengers were beginning to trickle across the quay. New lights appeared to illuminate the gangways, and still these two drunken fools stood arguing. Juma felt the woman stirring under him.

She was recovering consciousness. Without a second’s hesitation he lifted her in his arms, carried her quickly across the quay, and, before either of the two men could realise what he was doing, there was a splash, followed instantly by a piercing scream.

The two drunkards were drunk no more. One ran to the side of the quay, stooped and looked for a moment in the water, and then, throwing oft his coat, plunged down into the harbour. The second, the taller of the two, faced Juma squarely.

“Don’t move,” he said. “I want you, my man!”

He ducked at the last word, for he had seen the flicker of the deadly spear. The sharp edge of it grazed his shoulder as he fired. The big brute seemed to bear a charmed life. In a second he had dodged under the flat car, and was pelting along the narrow stone ledge that separated the railway-line from the quay. When Parker sighted him again he was amongst the passengers. The Scotland Yard man did not attempt to follow. He was back at the quayside, leaning over, and a voice hailed him from the darkness.

“What was it? Did you get it, Mr. Lowe?”

“I got it all right. Whether it’s alive or not, I can’t tell you,” grunted Selby. “You’ll have to get some people to pull me up. There’s nothing but a bolt to hang on to, but I can last out for another half-hour, and my waistcoat will keep me afloat. I had an idea I should reach the water tonight,” he added.

Parker raced along the quay and came back presently with two of the ship’s porters, and Selby and his burden were hauled to land.

“Mary Cole, of course,” said Selby, looking down into the pale face. “I guessed that when I saw him carrying her.”

“I had better ring up Fleet and tell him, hadn’t I?” said Parker.

Selby shook his head.

“I doubt very much whether it is worth while ringing up Fleet,” he said quietly. “If I know Mr. Al Clarke, Fleet is dead by now.”
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Selby Lowe’s prediction was, as it happened, falsified by fact. Mr. Marcus Fleet was very much alive, though at that precise moment he was by no means certain as to his tenure of existence.

He spent the evening in his office on the first floor of the Trust Buildings, because that, of all rooms in the big building, was safe. Marcus Fleet had, as a youth, served his apprenticeship to an architect, and architecture had been a hobby, even in those drab days when he was serving out the first portion of his sentence of twenty years.

He was one of those fortunate men who had lived to see the realisation of a dream. For the Trust Buildings, which had been a shadowy plan, were now a very tangible reality. He had an advantage over Al in that respect. There was no secret this building held which was a secret to him. He had devised this place, and had found a joy in the planning, a satisfaction which no other achievement had brought to him.

Soon after Selby Lowe had gone there came to him the shabby, furtive old man from what Marcus Fleet called the “observation tower”. Mr. Evans sidled into the office, his notebook gripped tightly in his thin hand, and for once his employer was not glad to see him.

“I shan’t want you tonight, Evans,” he said, “and I don’t know whether you need come tomorrow — you must please yourself. I will give you a year’s salary, in case we—”

He checked himself.

“A year’s salary!” Old Evans could not believe his ears, but Marcus waved aside his confused thanks.

“You’re going to take my bulletin, ain’t you, Mr. Fleet?” asked the old man anxiously. “I’ve got some rare news about that doctor.”

“Which doctor — Eversham?” asked Fleet quickly.

Mr. Evans nodded, turning the leaves of his notebook.

“He had a telephone call from the nurse this afternoon — ¦ that’s the young lady in charge of his office. I’ve got the notes somewhere.”

“Never mind about the notes,” said the other impatiently. “Tell me briefly what he said.”

“He was saying he had a clue to this Terror. You know what I mean, Mr. Fleet? The fellow who goes round at nights killing people. It’s probably one of the lies that they make up in the newspapers, but there’s been a whole lot about him.”

“He has a clue to the Terror, has he?” said Mr. Fleet slowly.

“That’s what he said,” nodded Evans. “But here’s another important bit: I’ve taken it down verbatim. I could hear the doctor as plainly as I can hear you. This is what he said.” He found his notes in a little while and read:

“I can’t help thinking, nurse, that this man Fleet has got something to do with the Terror. I am going to ask the police to investigate the clue I have tomorrow’.

“And then the nurse told him about you going into the office to get some medicine for your young lady,” said Mr. Evans.

“And then what happened?” asked Fleet.

“Nothing. He just said she did right, and that he’d be calling on you tomorrow morning, when he came to his office.”

Marcus paced the room, his hands clasped behind him, his unseeing eyes staring straight ahead.

“I think the end is very near,” he said, speaking his thoughts aloud, and grew angry when the old man answered him.

He hustled Evans out of the office and locked the door on him. When he came back he took off his coat, washed his face and hands in the tiny washplace in the room, and returned to the chair he had occupied the greater part of the afternoon.

Would Mary make her getaway? he wondered, and was genuinely surprised to find how important she was to him now that she seemed irretrievably lost. And, manlike, the thought of one woman brought up another. He had intended spending the evening in quite a different way from that in which he found himself compelled, but he dare not leave the office before the morning.

He fingered the telephone irresolutely, and then he gave a number. A shrill, affected voice answered him almost immediately.

“Yes, it is Marcus,” he said. “I’m sorry I have to spend the evening at the office… yes, most of the night.”

He cut short her voluble regrets and hung up the receiver, wondering what effect his contemplated departure would have upon this faded worlding. Emmeline Waltham was a “bore-worm” — in spite of his admiration for her prettiness, her unfailing good spirits, he never thought of her in any other way. She was a type that bored and bored into the heart of the hardest wood until she had established herself a parasitical nest which would sooner or later rot the tree to deadwood.

He had hoped that she would be useful, and to this end had plentifully spread the groundbait. And now it looked as though all his preliminary efforts were to be in vain.

He sat with his chin on his hands, thinking, until an outside clock struck nine, and then, rising, he went back to the outer door to make sure that it was bolted, and walked into the little washplace. It was an apartment about two yards square, and its width was further restricted by the white cupboard, into which he stepped, pulling the door behind him. He touched a button in the wall and began to sink swiftly and noiselessly down a long shaft. Presently the elevator stopped, and he got out.

He was in a vaulted corridor which ran the whole length of the building, the walls of which were pierced at intervals by small, narrow doors. Bulkhead lights at intervals gave him sufficient illumination to walk without stumbling, and he made his way unerringly to the last door on the left, which he unlocked with his passkey.

He was in a cellar which contained only a plain table and a nest of steel shelves along one wall of the room. Here, too, light was supplied by a lamp let into the stone roof. Reposing on one of the shelves was the portmanteau that he had packed earlier in the afternoon.

From one of the japanned boxes on the wall he took out a bundle of documents and put them on the table. For the rest of the evening he was examining and checking, with the aid of a small notebook. Nearing midnight, weary in body and soul, he returned to the little elevator and was whisked to the first floor.

His hand was on the door of the camouflaged lift when he heard a sound — the sound of breaking wood. He listened intently, and after a while located the noise. Somebody was breaking open his desk, and he cursed himself when he remembered that one of his grips was still in the room and packed as tightly as the frame would hold with American currency.

He felt up the panel of the door and found a small knob, which he pressed. As he did so, the panel swung slowly back, guided by his hand, and from the peephole thus established he could see his visitors.

The first man he recognised at once: it was Goldy Locks, the burglar who had “shown him a point”, to employ the argot of the Turf. The second man was a stranger to him, and apparently Goldy was working under this man’s direction. The faint murmur of their voices came to him, but he was unable to distinguish a single word. He was satisfied, however, that if he made his presence known, there would be trouble — not so much, perhaps, from Goldy as from the other man.

“There’s nothing here,” said Goldy after a while. “I wonder what fool put our man wrong with the governor? I’d like to meet that fellow, by the way,” he added, and the second of the two burglars shook his head.

“You haven’t a snowflake’s chance of seeing Al,” he said.

“And Al hasn’t the ghost of a chance with Lowe,” was the quick response. “That fellow’s sheer mustard. You couldn’t show him a point in a thousand years. He’s mustard and pepper!”

“Lowe is a busy, I suppose?” asked the other.

“He’s that busy that he doesn’t sleep,” said Mr. Goldy Locks grimly, and then, after a pause: “There’s nothing here. Where is Fleet?”

“I don’t know — gone out,” said the other shortly. “He must have slipped out before we put a watch on the place. Have you tried the secret doors?”

Goldy nodded.

“I’ve measured it up and there’s no room,” he said.

It was then that Locks noticed the bag.

“What’s this?” he asked interestedly, and, without waiting for permission, unfastened the strap of the grip. He whistled long and loudly at the sight of the wealth that appeared. “Speaking as a literary man and a connoisseur,” he said slowly, “I’ll take my oath that I’ve never seen so much money in the same place. What shall we do with it?”

“Leave it,” said the second curtly. “We’d better not stay; he’ll be back soon.”

Listening, with his breath coming and going in short, painful gasps, Marcus Fleet waited until the outer door closed upon his unwelcome visitors before he ventured forth. Beyond the splintered drawers of the desk, which had been rifled with great thoroughness, no other thing had been touched. He thought they had overlooked the safe, but discovered how mistaken he was.

The door, which he had regarded as burglarproof, had been wrenched open. But Goldy, in spite of his cleverness and his suspicion that some such device existed, had not discovered the false bottom. And if he had, there was little else that he could have found, for Fleet’s more important valuables were packed away in the underground vault.

Yes, the time had come to make a getaway. Marcus Fleet saw his world tumbling about his ears. Al had been too ambitious, too greedy. He was not satisfied with the steady income that legitimate graft would bring — and the Trust Buildings, the pride of Marcus’s life, with its ingenious mechanical eavesdropping, was a gold-mine — but must launch forth into unfathomed waters.

He found a cigar in his overcoat pocket, bit off the end and lit it. Oscar Trevors was loose, and Al seemed quite unconcerned. He wondered why. Had he, by some means, recaptured him and taken the man to another place? The glass-house was dangerous — a place from which a man could escape. One thing was certain: Trevors had not come into contact with the police, or the building would be surrounded by now.

Fleet was so impressed by this piece of reasoning that he walked to the window and looked out. So far as he could see, there was nothing unusual. The thoroughfare was as empty as usual at this hour of the night… He looked at his watch. One o’clock!

Against one of the walls was a short davenport. Lifting the back, he pulled at the seat, and in a few seconds the davenport was a bed. He covered himself with a blanket and lay down, his head propped up with pillows, his cigar burning between his teeth, vigilant, wakeful, wondering what the day would bring.

A yellow ray of sunlight caught his face and woke him up.

There was a smell of burning in the room. He found a big hole burnt in the blanket. Rising hastily and stamping out the still-smouldering edges, he threw open the window to let out the smoke. The blanket must have been burning for four hours, and he wondered why the pungent odour had not wakened him.

Five o’clock: a church clock was chiming the hour. He pulled off his coat and vest for his morning ablutions. He was passing into the washplace when he turned his head and looked backward, and saw a sight that froze his blood. A great hand coming over the sill of the open window, a hand brown and grimy…

For a second he stood paralysed, and then, with a roar of rage, he sprang at the window, snatching up a chair as he went, and with all the strength at his command brought it down with a terrific crash upon the hand.
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The Climber must have seen the blow falling, for like lightning the paw was withdrawn, so quickly that for a moment Marcus Fleet thought that his blow had struck home. He dared not look out. With a crash the sash fell, and he stood back, breathless, shaking.

So absorbed was he in his emotion that he did not hear the insistent rattling at the outer door, and, when he did, he thought his senses were playing a trick on him. Who would come at this hour, when the only occupant of the building was the night-watchman? Perhaps it was he. He went to the door and called:

“Who is there?”

“It is Selby Lowe,” said a voice he recognised, and, with a little sob, Marcus Fleet unlocked the door.

“Thank God!” he cried, almost hysterically. “Thank God it is you!”

The man was on the verge of a nervous collapse: Selby saw that. He himself was painfully tired and uncomfortable.

He had come up from Dover on a motorcycle and was ready to drop from weariness.

It was some time before he got Marcus calmed, and then he could learn nothing about the cause of the man’s agitation.

“I’ve got unpleasant news for you,” said Selby at last.

Marcus Fleet looked up dully.

“About Mary?” he croaked.

Selby nodded.

“She’s in hospital — has had a very bad time. She was quite conscious when I left, but the doctor says she will have to be kept quiet for another week.”

He told the shivering Fleet what had happened the night before.

“Juma? Impossible!” blurted Marcus.

“Why impossible?” asked Selby quickly.

“Because he was here five minutes ago.”

“Here!”

Marcus pointed to the window.

“He was trying to get in,” he said incoherently. “I saw his hand and hit at it with a chair. I haven’t dared to look out.”

Selby rushed to the window and, throwing it open, looked down. There was no sign of Juma, and if he had climbed the sheer wall, then it was an amazing feat, though Lowe guessed that it was by no means impossible.

“Why didn’t you tell me at once? I could have caught him on the wall,” he said. “You are sure it was he?”

Fleet nodded.

“I couldn’t mistake his hand,” he said, with a shudder.

Here was food for thought. Juma was at Dover at midnight; at five o’clock in the morning he was climbing the wall of the Trust Buildings. Fleet’s office partly faced on to the main street, partly on to the narrow thoroughfare which separated the blocks. It was up this latter face that Juma had climbed. He had been transported, as usual, by car — a car driven, presumably, by the unknown Al.

“Why was he after you?”

Fleet, who had recovered something of his self-possession, shrugged his shoulders.

“I can’t tell you,” he said. “Things are getting a little mixed up, and maybe somebody thinks that I am responsible.”

Selby nodded slowly.

“You sent your wife to the Continent, of course?” he said,

“I suppose so.”

“What are you going to do now?” asked Selby.

The man heaved a deep sigh.

“God knows! I was thinking of going to the Continent too, but that would be too risky.” He waited as though anticipating Selby’s advice, and it was forthcoming.

“There’s one thing for you to do. Fleet, and that is to squeal. Give me Al Clarke—”

“I couldn’t do it,” interrupted the other. “I’m not sure that he’s responsible. We’ve got many enemies: it might be one of those.”

“Is Juma an enemy?” asked Selby significantly. “Would he move against you without instigation?”

Fleet was silent, and when Selby repeated his suggestion it was declined without hesitation.

“Then I don’t know what you can do,” said Selby, “except to go down to your wife. I’ll have a man watch you if you think that you’re in any danger of bodily harm.”

“You can’t do that,” said Fleet. “I don’t want you to be under any misapprehension, Mr. Lowe. There are only you and I here, and I can talk plainly. I am dead crook—”

“I have never entertained the slightest doubt on that subject. And a deader crook you’ll be if you are in this Juma business, and if I can bring home, even remotely, your responsibility for the murder of Judge Warren. That’s as plain as I can talk, Fleet; You’ll have no mercy from me if I can catch you in connection with any of the murders which have been committed by this beast!”

Again Fleet sighed deeply.

“Well, you can’t,” he said decisively. “You can bring home a lot, but you can’t bring home murder; and if you did, you’d bring it to an innocent man. I’ve never had the control of Juma; he’s almost as much a stranger to me as he is to you.”

“Does Juma know Oscar Trevors?”

Fleet hesitated.

“Yes,” he said at last. “Is he looking for Oscar Trevors?”

Marcus shook his head.

“He hasn’t the brains to look for anybody,” he said. “That isn’t his game. They’ll find Trevors — don’t you make any mistake about it, Lowe,” he said earnestly. “This man is as clever as nine devils.”

“And one day he will meet somebody who is as clever as ten, and he’ll take a little walk and never walk again,” said Lowe, and left the office.

He was curious enough to go round to the side of the building and examine the brickwork up which Juma had climbed. There was no sign on the wall itself, and the passageway was paved. The policeman on point duty at the end of the block had seen a car pass, but had taken no particular notice of its number or its occupant. By the time Selby reached Curzon Street, Mr. Jennings, who was an early riser, was up and about. After giving instructions what time he was to be called, Selby went up to his room.

He rose before one, bathed and dressed, and was down in time for lunch. Gwendda was alone, and he realised how completely his interest in her had slipped since the arrival of the Mailings, and felt just a little conscience-stricken.

“We will lunch alone,” she smiled. “Bill has gone with his uncle to the Tower of London. I refused to tramp those dungeons all over again, and I will not see torture chambers — not under any circumstances.”

“Have you had a talk with Mr. Mailing?”

She nodded.

“I’m giving up the search for poor Uncle Oscar. Don’t you think I’m wise?”

“It is not a girl’s job, certainly,” said Selby carefully; “and for my part, I’ll be very glad to see you safely home in Sacramento.”

“Bill is going home, too,” she added, a little artlessly, and Selby grinned, to be immediately apologetic at the sight of the colour that came to the girl’s face. “Mr. Mailing thinks that he might just as easily write books in California as in London,” she said a little tartly.

“And what about Oscar Trevors?” he asked.

He thought she looked a little uncomfortable, and laughed outright.

“You think that I was mistaken, and that that old tramp I saw wasn’t Trevors at all? Don’t deny it!”

“Both Bill and I thought that it was easy to be mistaken in that light, especially as you had never seen Uncle Oscar,” she said hastily.

He fixed his monocle in his eye and surveyed her sternly.

“Miss Guildford,” he said, in his most paternal manner, “I never make mistakes! I can make cocktails and omelettes, but I can’t make mistakes. My family are gifted that way.” And then, more seriously: “It was Oscar Trevors all right. If it would give you any satisfaction to believe that I am mistaken, why, you can have it! I’d know him anywhere, even though I’ve never seen him. And that letter—”

“But he didn’t write that letter: Bill told you that.”

“Bill is the worst confidant that any detective could possibly have,” he said good-humouredly. “Yes, I told Bill it was a fake, and I know it was a fake. In fact, Juma was sent specially to Dover to settle accounts with me last night. Fortunately or unfortunately, he found himself with a double mission; and as it was more important to his employer that he should settle definitely and finally with Miss Mary Cole, she came into his hands, with consequences which may well be disastrous yet.”

She looked at him, open-eyed.

“Did you see Juma last night?”

“I saw him,” he nodded, “and the excellent Sergeant Parker shot at him.”

“Miss Cole?” she said, when she had recovered from her surprise. “Is that the girl in Fleet’s office?”

“She is Mrs. Fleet, to be exact — his lawful wedded wife. They were married on — but I won’t give you dates and places. I can assure you they were married. How he came to marry so unprepossessing a lady is beyond my understanding; but then, most marriages are beyond my understanding. When I have nothing better to do, I sit in Hyde Park, watching husbands and wives pass, consumed with helpless amazement as to what one can see in the other. I am not converted to the belief that marriages really are made in heaven. There seems to be no other logical explanation.”

“You’re a cynic,” she challenged him. “I can’t imagine that you will ever see anything in a woman — not even in Norma,” she added daringly,

“I’ve a heart like a speedway,” confessed Selby, “and it saves me a whole lot of anxiety. Reverting to Oscar Trevors, you may form what opinion you wish. But there are quite a number of eminent police in various parts of the world who accept my identification as though it were sworn to in a court of law. I admit they are simple, innocent people who are easily deceived.”

“And don’t be sarcastic. Sarcasm infuriates me!” said Gwendda.

He left after lunch, and did not see her again until he came down dressed for dinner. He had quite forgotten that he had invited Dr. Eversham, though the fact that Norma and her father were coming had not been absent from his mind all that evening.

The doctor arrived a few minutes after seven, and he was able to walk without the aid of a stick — and seemed to the girl to be in no wise changed — a tribute to the skillful manner in which he had dressed the very ugly scalp wound which Juma had inflicted.

It was a merry little dinner-party, and Jennings, rising to the occasion, produced a meal which was a credit to the establishment. This in spite of the fact that, at a crucial moment, the lights in the hall had fused, and he had to carry the dishes through the darkness of the passage.

It was after the coffee came that Selby, who, throughout the evening, had found no subject worthy which did not interest Norma Mailing, leant across and interrupted the doctor in a learned disquisition on the fallacy of lunar influences upon weak intellects.

“Doctor, some time ago you promised to do some amateur detective work. Have you any results to show?”

The doctor laughed.

“I’ve a lot,” he said mysteriously, “but I am holding them for maturity.”

“You ought really to be a very good detective. Dr. Eversham,” said Norma. “I’ve been reading you up. They say you are the greatest authority on psychopathies in this country. I know all about you,” she nodded wisely. “I know where you were born, who your father and your mother were, where you were educated, all about the books you have written and your travels.”

“From Who’s Who
 ,” said the doctor, “the details being immodestly contributed by myself. I have often wondered lately whether, in my travels, I have offended this Terror person.”

“In what part of the world did you travel?” asked Selby quickly. “Were you in Australia?”

“For a year or so, when I was quite young. In fact, after I had written my book. I had a breakdown in health and was ordered abroad by my doctor. I spent most of the time in the back lots of Queensland, studying the aborigine at close quarters, collecting a fascinating series of measurements and photographs, which I will show you some day.”

“Did you ever meet a man named Kinton?”

The doctor shook his head.

“Kinton? No, I can’t remember any such name.”

“Or Clarke?”

“I must have met hundreds of Clarkes. It is a fairly common name, but I can’t recall any particular Clarke whose personality remains with me. Why do you ask?”

“I have a theory of my own. We professional detectives are entitled to our secrets,” said Selby.

“I have one for you,” said Gwendda suddenly. “We haven’t told the doctor about the glass dagger that came to me at the hotel.”

“I don’t know whether you told me or not, but I know, said Dr. Eversham.

Selby’s coffee-cup was halfway to his lips when there came a dramatic interruption. Thud — thud — thud.

It was the sound of somebody beating at the front door with an open hand. Selby put down his cup and listened. The diningroom door was open, for Jennings had just entered with the liqueurs. “Who’s that?”

“I will see, sir,” said Jennings, setting down the tray. Thud — thud — thud.

They heard Jennings hurry to the door, and the click of the lock as it opened, and then a confusion of voices, one strident, the other soft and persuasive — that of Jennings. Then a patter of feet, and a man staggered to the doorway and stood stockstill, staring from one to the other.

He was in rags. His face was thick with mud and dust, his hair unkempt and wild, the filthy shirt, open at the neck, showed the bones of his starved body.

He stood there, waving his hands excitedly, his mouth moving as though he were trying to speak. Selby was on his feet. “Mr. Oscar Trevors, I think?” he said, and the wreck stared at him and nodded stupidly.

And then, as though the cord that restrained speech had snapped, he babbled forth wildly:

“I’m Oscar Trevors!… I’m Oscar Trevors!… You know me, Mailing, you know me! Don’t let me go back! Don’t let them take me back!… They treat me like a beast, like a brute, like an animal!… And that horrible coon!…”

And then his speech seemed to fail him. He stared wildly, and a thin moan of sound came from the parted lips. He took one step forward, his hands outstretched, as though to keep at bay the terrible apparition that he alone could see, and collapsed into the doctor’s arms.

“Open the window,” said Eversham, and then: “No, the door.”

He lifted the man and carried him into the passage, laying him down on his back.

“Get a pillow and some brandy. Put the lights on, Lowe.”

“The fuses have gone, sir,” said the agitated Jennings, who had watched the scene from the passage.

“Put him in the light; he has fainted,” said the doctor. “It is Trevors: I recognised him instantly, though I don’t suppose he remembered me. I—”

Selby saw a look of amazement and horror come into the doctor’s face. He was staring at his hand, which was wet and shiny.

“Blood!” breathed Arnold Eversham. “My God! He’s wounded!”

He knelt down by the side of the figure and looked closely into his face. Then his hand slipped beneath the waistcoat, and there was an intense silence.

“He’s dead,” said Eversham gravely, and turned the figure on to its side.

The back was sodden with blood, and from beneath the left shoulder-blade protruded the silk-covered hilt of a glass dagger.
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“Get another doctor and the police,” said Eversham curtly, and Bill flew out into the street to summon a surgeon who lived opposite.

He came immediately and confirmed Dr. Eversham’s verdict.

“Quite dead,” he said,

Selby drew Bill aside.

“Get the girls out of the house,” he said. “Take them to a theatre — anywhere — and stay tonight at Mailing’s hotel. And above all things, carry a gun. Is that clear?”

Bill nodded, gathered his party quickly, and they were out of the house before the police had arrived.

“Did you see anybody strike him?” asked the second doctor.

Selby shook his head.

“He was standing practically in the doorway, and it was possible for him to be struck from behind, for the passage was in darkness,” said Eversham. “But I was looking at him closely, and I’m certain I should have seen his assailant.”

Selby Lowe stooped and examined the wound.

“Is it possible that he was stabbed in the street, and that he was able to walk into the room with that dagger where it is?”

“Not wholly impossible,” said Eversham. “Such things have occurred, and we have known cases of people who, when shot through the heart, have walked a dozen paces before they fell, and this dagger certainly penetrated the heart. Dr. Finn will agree there?”

Finn nodded.

“It is possible that he was stabbed before he entered the house, but it is extremely unlikely,” he said. “Was the passage in darkness?”

“Jennings always keeps the hall dark,” explained Selby, “and tonight it was especially so because the fuses on the circuit which supplies the hall and the landings had fused just before dinner.”

Finn nodded slowly.

“Then it was likely that he was stabbed while he was standing in the doorway,” he said; “but to have escaped observation, if the door was wide open, the man who attacked him must have been dressed in black from head to foot, and his face must have been covered as well as his hands. And to suppose that, you’ve also to suppose that the murder was premeditated, and that it was known beforehand that this unfortunate man would stand in the doorway of a certain house and in a certain position.”

Selby went to the fusebox and transferred a couple of fuses, and instantly the passage was blazing with light. There was not, however, sufficient for him. From his room he brought a powerful handlamp and examined the floor of the passage between the street door and where the body lay. There was no sign of blood there or on the doorstep.

“I shouldn’t have expected a great deal,” said Dr. Finn. “His wound might bleed very little, and that would be absorbed by the clothing.”

A rat-tat on the door announced the arrival of the local detective-inspector, to whom Selby gave a full account of the happening. A police surgeon arrived soon after, and the body was removed.

“Leave the carpet,” said Selby, when Jennings would have had the stained felt rolled up and removed.

He ran up the stairs to the hall landing and examined the bars that had been fixed since Juma’s sensational arrival. They were untouched. With the assistance of a detective he searched the house from garret to cellar. There was an alcove in the hail, where coats and hats were hung, and he was putting his hand amongst the coats to make sure nobody was concealed there, when something snapped under his feet. Looking down, he took from the floor the broken half of a dagger — an exact replica of that with which Trevors had been murdered. He had not seen the weapon, for the alcove was necessarily in the shadow, and it was in a shadowy patch that the dagger had lain.

He called the attention of the inspector to his find.

“Handle it carefully: you may find fingerprints,” he said, and then, quickly: “There’s blood on the handle.”

“Can I see it?”

Dr. Eversham took it carefully in his hand and carried it under the light.

“There is blood there,” he said, “but the blade is quite bright and has not been used.”

“What is your theory, Mr. Lowe?” asked the inspector.

Selby shook his head.

“I have nothing definite. It looks very much as though poor Trevors was killed by somebody in the dark hall — somebody who had a dagger in each hand and only used one, throwing the other away as he made his escape — which reminds me—”

He hurried out through the scullery into the courtyard at the back of the house and whistled softly. A man who was squatting out of sight on the roof of a little outhouse answered him immediately.

“Has anybody been out here. Fell,” asked Selby quickly.

“No, sir, nobody has come out this way,” was the report.

The detective who was watching the front of the house had a similar report to make.

“The only person I’ve seen was that crazy-looking tramp that knocked at the door. I was crossing the road to stop him when he went in.”

“He was alone?”

“Quite alone, sir. I saw him coming along the street, and thought he was behaving suspiciously; but before I could get to him, he was knocking at the front door of your house—”

“There was nothing suspicious in that. You’re perfectly certain that there was nobody with him?” insisted Selby.

“I can swear to it, sir,” was the uncompromising answer. “Has anything occurred?”

“Nothing much, only a murder under my very nose, said Selby bitterly, and went back to find the two surgeons and Eversham in conference.

“I shall be able to tell you when I have made a more careful examination in the morning,” the police surgeon was saying, “but it looks a very simple case of a heart wound. I should think the dagger passed through the left ventricle, the right auricle, and probably missed the aorta; if it had gone through that, there would have been more blood,”

Selby walked home with Eversham that night, and was glad of the opportunity of being alone with the doctor.

“This has shaken me, I admit it,” said Eversham, I have come to the conclusion that I am getting old, and that my unemployed nerves are becoming unhealthily active. What do you think, Lowe? Was the murderer Juma?”

“It is too clean a killing for Juma. More likely it is the redoubtable Al himself.”

“Al?” asked the doctor in a puzzled tone. “That is a new name. Is he one of the men you were speaking about so pointedly this evening?”

“To be exact, the man I suspect is Clarke. It is certainly not Kinton, who is in a more nervous condition than I hope you will ever be, doctor. No, it was not Kinton. Whoever it was, it is the cleverest murder within my experience.”

The doctor made a little noise of protest.

“I confess it jars me a little to hear murders called clever, though I quite understand your point of view as a police officer. The question is, whether the clever one has marked down any other person for destruction, and I fear I am thinking rather selfishly at the moment.”

“You mean, whether you have been marked as a victim?” In spite of the tragedy, Selby smiled. “I will relieve your mind. I am certain that you will not again be molested, either by the Terror or by his master.”

At first Selby declined the invitation of the doctor to come in, but, on Eversham’s insistence, he followed, and the doctor was showing him into the lemon-coloured study when his butler intervened.

“There’s a gentleman waiting for you, sir.”

Eversham’s eyebrows rose.

“Who is it?” he asked.

“A patient, sir. I didn’t know what to do with him: he insisted upon seeing you tonight.”

“A patient?” The doctor frowned. “I don’t wish to see patients at this time of night, my friend. Who is he — do you know his name?”

“Mr. Fleet, sir,” said the servant, and Selby stifled an exclamation.

“Fleet!” The doctor turned to him. “Isn’t that the name of our friend who has an office in the Trust Buildings?”

He opened the door and walked in, Selby waiting outside. Fleet jumped up from the chair where he was sitting, his eyes staring past the doctor to the wondering detective outside.

“Don’t go, Lowe,” the doctor called back. “You’re Mr. Fleet? I think we have met once before. I’m not in the habit of seeing patients except by appointment, but I suppose your case is urgent?”

“You’ve got to see me, doctor!” blurted the man. “I’m sorry if it is inconvenient, but I must see you!”

Eversham hesitated, and then walked back to Selby. “Will you wait a little while?” he asked, in a low voice. And then, to the butler: “Take Mr. Lowe to the diningroom. I won’t keep you a minute.”

In any other circumstances Selby would have left the house, but he was curious to know what brought the financier to Harley Street.

He sat in the little diningroom, and, after an interval, heard the sound of the doctor’s feet hurrying to the laboratory, the clink of glass against glass, and presently the door of the library opened and closed. Ten minutes later it opened again, and Selby heard the doctor’s soothing voice. Presently Eversham came back to him, alone.

“A most extraordinary man!” he said. “Most extraordinary!”

“Would it be inciting you to commit a breach of professional etiquette if I asked what he wanted?” asked Selby.

“I intended telling you, though for the life of me I don’t know what there is to tell; I’m not quite sure myself!” said Dr. Eversham, shaking his head helplessly. “He came with a cock-and-bull story about his fearing for his sanity. I am perfectly sure it wasn’t the real reason for his visit, and I have an idea that your appearance upset whatever plan he had. He’s in a pathetically nervous condition, and I had to give him a dose of bromide before I could calm him down sufficiently to make him understandable. He has had trouble, and he says that he fears for his reason, that he has illusions. Honestly, I didn’t believe a word he said. I am confident that he came here for another purpose altogether.” Their eyes met. “What?” asked Selby.

“I can’t imagine. But on one point I am sure: he did not come to consult me at this hour of the night because he feared for his reason. That story would not deceive a child, much less a man of my experience.” He shook his head again. “I don’t like it. Come into the library for a minute, Lowe.”

He led the way into the room. There was a faint aroma of cigars, and Selby noticed a few ashes scattered on the tiled hearth. The doctor saw them too, and uttered an exclamation of impatience.

“I think his nerve is all right,” he said sarcastically. “I loathe the scent of cigars in this room.”

“What is that,” asked Selby.

He stooped and picked something from the floor. It was a little silver key. The doctor took it in his hand and examined it in his nearsighted way.

“He must have dropped that,” he said. “I suppose I’d better return it to him.”

“You will be obliging me if you allow me to return it,” said Selby, and the doctor agreed with a gesture. “He didn’t mention what trouble he was in, I suppose?”

“No,” said Eversham, “but I can guess it is fairly bad trouble — trouble that will take something more potent than bromide of potassium to remove!”

Selby walked home by a circuitous route, not because he wished to avoid the man who was shadowing him, but because he wanted time to think. As for the shadow, darting from one side of the road to the other, choosing the blackest passage and utilising every little short cut, he had trouble of his own; for he had hardly seen Selby Lowe safe in Curzon Street, and was turning to go, when a heavy hand fell on his shoulder.

“Come a little walk with me, Goldy Locks,” said the soft-footed Sergeant Parker, and Mr. Goldy Locks wilted.
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“The Truth Is, sergeant,” said Mr. Locks, sitting on a very hard chair in the charge-room, “I know no more about this murder than the man in the moon.”

“There is no man in the moon,” said the practical Parker. “We’re spending umpteen millions a year to educate the lower classes, and you talk to me about the man in the moon! Now spill it, Goldy, or you’re in bad. You were trailing Mr. Lowe.”

Goldy Locks shrugged his shoulders, and a beatific smile illuminated his homely features.

“And you were trailing me! Do I complain? No, I look upon it as a compliment,” he said handsomely.

“What were you doing in Harley Street?”

Goldy Locks considered his position with greater concentration.

“I might as well tell you all I know,” he said at length. “The other day a friend of mine engaged me to do a little job — I mean, to play a little joke on Fleet.”

“Name of friend?” interrupted the sergeant.

“Good thieves never squeak,” said Goldy firmly, and on this point he was immovable. “I can only tell you that he’s a member of the criminal classes, the type of man I wouldn’t usually consort with. But trade is bad, and a man must live; and when he offered me a hundred to play this joke on Mr. Fleet, I fell. As dear old Boswell says very truly about Dr. Johnson—”

“I don’t want to know anything about your crook friends,” said the sergeant, with whom literature was not a strong point. “Was the man’s name Boswell who employed you?”

“It was not,” said Goldy, with a pitying look at the sergeant. “Boswell’s dead.”

“Hanged, I expect,” said the sergeant. “And Johnson’s in boob?”

“He’s dead also.”

“A double execution,” nodded the sergeant. “I haven’t seen one for years. Now spill it quick, Goldy, because I’ve got a wife and family who like to see me occasionally, and I’ve been three nights out of bed. Who was the man that employed you?

Again Goldy Locks hesitated.

“I can’t tell you,” he said at last, and he spoke with great earnestness. “He’s a man that does work for various gentlemen, and I tell you he employed me to play a joke on Fleet.”

The sergeant, who knew all about the “joke”, made no comment.

“I met him tonight,” Goldy went on, “and he asked me to tail up Fleet, and I followed him to Harley Street, to that flash doctor’s house. He hadn’t been in very long before I spotted a ‘busy’ — if you will excuse the expression; I should say a detective officer — walking along the street. No, it wasn’t you, Mr. Parker; I should have known you instinctively. I nipped round the block, and when I came back the street was empty. So I took up a position under a lamppost and waited for Fleet to come out.”

“And you mistook Mr. Lowe for Fleet, eh?”

“If I never move from this chair, I did,” protested Goldy. “Why should I want to trail Mr. Lowe?” he demanded contemptuously. “Do sheep trail lions? Do chickens go peeking after foxes? No, sir. If I’d known it was Lowe, I’d have melted as snow beneath the deadly rays of the sun!”

The balance of probability was on the side of this last statement. At a distance it was quite possible for Locks to have mistaken the two.

“There is no point of resemblance between Fleet and Mr. Lowe,” said Parker, “except that they’ve both got legs and wear hats. Report to me tomorrow morning at eleven o’clock; if you’re not here I’ll be sending a man to pull you in, and I never break my word.”

When the man had made his hurried departure, Parker went to Curzon Street and reported to his chief.

“I knew somebody was following me,” said Selby. “Goldy Locks, was it? I don’t think he’s in the murder. Put two men on Fleet; he’s not to be left night or day. If you can find a good excuse for holding him, pull him in: I think it will be safer for him in the long run. The man is a wreck.”

Neither to Parker nor to Bill Joyner did Selby communicate his most pressing fear. With the death of Oscar Trevors, Gwendda inherited a handsome income from the trust fund. Incidentally, the people who for years had kept this unfortunate man in captivity were deprived of their chief source of revenue. It was only a question of time before she went the way of Oscar Trevors: of that he was sure.

Throughout the night he sat, a pipe clenched between his teeth, his mind intent upon the more pressing aspects of the problem; and when Jennings came in to pull up the blinds and air the sittingroom, he found his lodger asleep in the depths of a big armchair, wrapped in his dressing-gown.

Selby was the type of young man who required very little sleep — a fortunate circumstance for him, for in these days he was getting precious little. He was in his small office overlooking the Foreign Office quadrangle while the cleaners were still busy, and by ten o’clock he had put on the wires a thousand-word cable to the trustees of the Trevors estate. This done, he called on the divisional surgeon who had conducted a preliminary examination of Trevors’s body. The first verdict of the medical man was an accurate one. Trevors had been stabbed through the heart, and the police surgeon held a very definite view as to the method.

“It is quite impossible that he could have been killed outside the door. He must have been stabbed whilst he was talking to you. The blow was struck from below upward.”

It was late in the morning when Selby Lowe turned into the Trust Buildings and made his way upstairs. He did not expect to find Marcus Fleet in his office; so satisfied was he that his call would be fruitless that he left his taxi waiting outside. He was more than surprised when, knocking at the door, a voice bade him “Come in”, and he gasped as he saw Mary Cole sitting in her accustomed place. She looked desperately ill, but she greeted him with a smile.

“Suffering Mackenzie!” said Selby in a wondering voice. “How on earth did you get here? I thought you were in the Dover Hospital!”

“I came up early this morning: Mr. Fleet brought me up. I haven’t thanked you yet, Mr. Lowe, for what you did for me.

Selby was dumbfounded. He had left her, as he thought, on the verge of death, and here, at the end of a tragic twentyfour hours, she was sitting, imperturbable, smiling as though nothing had happened.

“Where is Fleet?” he found his voice to ask.

She looked towards the inner door.

“I’ll tell him you’re here,” she said.

She did not go into the room, but switched through the office telephone, giving his name.

“You may go in, Mr. Lowe,” she said, and Selby passed into the sanctum, to receive yet another shock.

Marcus Fleet, a cigar between his teeth, a twinkle in his eye, with all his old air of bland friendliness, rose and offered him his hand.

“Glad to meet you, Mr. Lowe,” he said heartily. “You saw me at a disadvantage last night. I was rattled — badly rattled; in fact, I thought I was going mad. I suppose the doctor told you?”

“He didn’t tell me much,” said Selby discreetly. “You seem all right this morning.”

The other nodded.

“Yes. I don’t know whether it was the dope or whether it was an item of news I received when I returned to my office last night, but I certainly feel a new man. Now what can I do for you?”

Selby thought a long time before he spoke.

“Have you seen the early editions?” he asked.

Mr. Fleet shook his head.

“But you know that Oscar Trevors was murdered last night in Curzon Street?”

The man stared at him, and in a flash the old look of terror came back to his face.

“Murdered?” he breathed. “Trevors? When?”

“Late last night.”

If Marcus Fleet was an actor, he was a good actor. Selby was satisfied in his mind that the news had come fresh to him. He sank back in his chair, his face yellow, the plump hands that rested on the white blottingpad trembling.

“Oscar Trevors was murdered last night?” he repeated dully. “How?”

“He was stabbed to death with a glass dagger.”

Marcus leapt to his feet.

“What?” he almost screamed. “A glass dagger? You’re bluffing, Lowe, you’re lying! You’re trying to put one on me! It couldn’t have happened, I tell you!”

“It happened all right,” said Selby quietly, “and I want you to give me an account of your movements.”

This request steadied the man.

“I shan’t have any difficulty in doing that,” he said. “I was in the ofFice till eleven; the janitor was helping me burn papers. He pointed to a firegrate which overflowed with black ashes.

“You were going away?” said Selby. “Where were you going, Fleet, and why have you changed your mind?”

Marcus Fleet licked his dry lips.

“I’ll tell you,” he said after a while. “Miss Cole is my wife, as you probably know. For some reason, she’s got in bad with Al, and there was trouble at Dover. She told me all you did for her, Mr. Lowe, and I can never be grateful enough. Last night I decided to go to the Continent, picking up Mary on my way, and I already had her on the ‘phone and found that she was fit to leave hospital. Then, after I came back from the doctor’s, I found Al waiting for me in this room, and we talked things over. I’m not going to tell you it was a pleasant interview, because it wasn’t. But in the end he agreed to let bygones be bygones, and forgave Mary.”

“Did Al tell you anything about the murder?”

Fleet shook his head vigorously.

“No, sir, not a word.”

“If he had done it, was he the type of man who would refer to that trifling experience?” asked Selby sardonically.

Again the man was silent.

“Al doesn’t talk much,” he said. “But this is shocking news. And I thought everything was—”

He checked himself. Selby waited, but the man did not go on. Seeing that nothing further was to be gained here, the detective went down to the janitor’s office and confirmed the statement that Marcus Fleet had been engaged in his office until eleven o’clock the previous night,

“I was with him most of the time, sir,” said the janitor, “and I’ll swear that Mr. Fleet didn’t leave the building till just before eleven.”

“Did you leave him alone for any time?”

The man considered,

“Yes, sir, I left him, but only for a few minutes. He had a letter to post, and he sent me out with it, but before I’d gone far he came after me and took it away from me, saying he would post it himself. He was carrying it when he left at eleven o’clock.”

“You’ve a postal box here,” said Selby, pointing to a red receptacle in the hallway.

The janitor nodded.

“But the slit was too small to take this letter: it was a big one. Besides, it was going to Australia, and he wanted it posted at the G.P.O.”

“You remember the address, of course?” said Selby, watching the man.

“Yes, sir, it was to a firm of lawyers — Trail and Trail, of Melbourne. It was in two envelopes; I saw it before he sealed it up in the office. There was an envelope inside, on which he’d written something which I don’t suppose I ought to have seen, and certainly shouldn’t talk about, and then there was the outer envelope—”

“Never mind about the outer envelope,” said Selby quickly. “What was the inscription?”

The janitor shook his head.

“I’ve got a job to lose, Mr. Lowe,” he said.

“Now listen!” Selby’s long finger tapped the man’s shoulder emphatically. “There are things that are harder to get than jobs. One of them is liberty. I’m after the man who committed a murder last night and I’m going to have any information that’s going. You can tell Fleet I asked you. or you can keep your mouth shut, just as you like. If you don’t tell him, I shan’t. What was on that envelope?”

“I don’t want to get into trouble,” said the frightened man. “But if it’s in connection with that murder, I can swear that Mr. Fleet didn’t leave this office—”

“What was on the envelope?” insisted Selby again.

“I saw it by accident,” said the janitor. “It struck me at the time as a very morbid sort of thing to write. I knew Mr. Fleet wasn’t any too well, but I didn’t dream he felt so badly about himself as that. The note on the envelope went somehow like this: ‘This letter is to be opened unless I cable to the contrary. If my death is announced before the arrival of this package, it is to be opened under any circumstances’.”

Selby scribbled down the address of the lawyers. The secret of Mr. Fleet’s rapid recovery was now clear to him. He had held the threat of that letter over the head of the mysterious Al, and had gained his respite. It would take a month for the letter to reach Australia, and for a month he and his wife were safe. Selby did not doubt that the mystery criminal would leave no stone unturned to secure possession of the letter the moment it arrived in Australia. But until it did arrive and was safe in his possession, Marcus Fleet would live.

But why had Fleet gone to Arnold Eversham? The explanation came before he left the building. He was descending the steps when a car drove up and Dr. Eversham descended.

“The very man I” said the doctor. “I want you — I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

“What is the matter?” asked Selby.

Instinctively he knew what was coming.

“Last night,” said the doctor, speaking impressively, “there was stolen from my study two tubes of the most virulent poison known to science. I name no names, Mr. Lowe, but if any of Marcus Fleet’s enemies die very suddenly, I shall have no difficulty in diagnosing the cause.”
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The Poison had arrived the previous afternoon by registered post from a laboratory. It had not been opened, but had been placed in a drawer of the doctor’s desk.

“It is a preparation of cannabis indica, and is known as X.37. It is used in microscopic doses to stimulate certain nerve centres,” explained the doctor. “One drop is sufficient to kill half a dozen people. There are certain features about the loss which are, to say the least, peculiar. The first is the unexpected arrival of Mr. Fleet.”

“But would Fleet know that you had this poison in your possession?”

“That puzzles me,” said the doctor. “The only person with whom I have discussed the arrival of this drug was my nurse. I telephoned her that I would be able to make up a prescription which I was preparing for one of my patients, and I casually mentioned that the drug was arriving that afternoon. I may even have told her that it had arrived, but I can’t remember. At eleven o’clock at night, during my absence. Fleet arrived, and was shown into the library by my butler, who, I admit, has had instructions to put patients in that room if I happen to be out. Before retiring for the night, I went to the drawer of my desk to get out the tubes, intending to put them in the laboratory safe, and to my surprise I found that the desk was open and the package gone.”

“Nobody else had been in the room?”

The doctor shook his head.

“Except when it is used as a consulting-room for patients, or when I am in the house, the study is kept locked, I have a number of books there which I do not wish my patients to read. You probably know the morbid interest they have in things medical and surgical.”

“What do you wish me to do? Are you going to the police yourself?” asked Selby.

The doctor shook Ms head.

“No, that is the last course I should adopt. It is too delicate a matter for me to handle by the direct method. But I felt that, in view of the terrible happening last night, you should know.”

On the back of an envelope (Selby made his notes in no other way) he wrote down the description of the stolen poison, the address of the laboratory that had supplied it. Again he found himself compelled to view the case from a new angle. The position of all the characters must be shifted; and for the twentieth time he must regard the outlook through the eyes of Marcus Fleet. Was that the secret of the return of his old buoyancy? Could the possession of this drug offer a solution to the problem which confronted him. It was hardly credible, and yet

As soon as possible he got through to the laboratory and learnt something of the deadly nature of the drug.

“The doctor has already reported his loss to us,” said the laboratory manager, “and I hope you will be able to recover these tubes. It is not pleasant to know that fifty grains of X.37 is lying around.”

“Would it kill rapidly?” asked Selby.

“Instantly,” was the reply. “Contact with the membrane of the throat would produce immediate paralysis and death.”

Selby was in a dilemma. A simple case of theft passed beyond his normal functions. It was a matter for the police. Yet, after consideration, he did not report the loss.

He was a busy man for the remainder of the afternoon, but he found time to call on the doctor and report progress.

“Unless Fleet has some very secret hiding-place, the poison is not in his room,” he said.

“Does he know we inspect him?” asked the doctor quickly.

Selby shook his head.

“No, I have kept that fact from him so far. I can only tell you that the poison is not in his office, though I am afraid I cannot explain how the information came to me. Will you come over to Curzon Street tonight? Mr. Mailing and Norma are calling after dinner — this tragedy has made a great deal of difference to the young lady.”

“To Miss Guildford?” The doctor was interested. “Of course! She is sole heiress of Trevors’s fortune?”

“The income from the trust goes to her,” corrected Selby. “I do not think there is any capital sum involved except a few thousand pounds which still remain of poor Trevors’s income.”

The doctor looked grave.

“If, as you believe, Trevors has been held by this infamous gang for the sake of his money, isn’t there a grave danger that Miss Guildford will also…” He did not complete the sentence.

“A very grave danger,” said Selby, “and one which is worrying me a little. I want to persuade her to go to a country where she will be comparatively safe; and I should like you to add the weight of your influence to mine.”

The doctor looked up.

“Is there such a country?” he asked quietly.

“Yes,” replied Selby, “Australia.”
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The Realisation of Gwendda Guildford’s fortune had a depressing effect upon one who had the best reason for rejoicing at her accession to wealth. Bill Joyner was genuinely glad and genuinely sorry. He confided both sensations to his cousin.

“Gwendda is a rich woman now,” he said, with a hint of gloom in his voice.

“I believe in rich girls marrying poor men,” said Norma calmly. “Money is a great equaliser of sexes.”

“I’m not talking of marrying anybody. Norma,” said Bill loudly. “Personally, I’m not a marrying man. I am — er —

“Wedded to your art. I know,” said Norma. “But believe me, Bill, that kind of bride is a mighty poor substitute for a pretty girl like Gwendda. I think she’ll need a husband, anyway, though I’m not so sure that you’re the right kind of man.”

Bill was on the point of making an indignant rejoinder when Gwendda came into the room.

“I have seen Mr. Lowe,” she said, “and he tells me that he has cabled to the trustees of poor Uncle Oscar’s estate. I suppose there is no further news, Billy?”

“The only news that interests Bill,” said Norma, “is that you have suddenly become very rich and unapproachable. Don’t choke, Bill, because I’m going to talk.”

“Unapproachable?” Gwendda frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Tell her,” said Norma, and discreetly left them alone.

Selby had been invited to lunch at the hotel, and it was at his suggestion that luncheon was served in a private sittingroom. This made his conduct all the more unpardonable, for Selby clean forgot his engagement, and was at that moment discussing learnedly the properties of X.37.

And, curiously enough. Norma, who was the most injured of the party, was the least perturbed,

“I should have thought less of him if he had come, daddy,” she said coolly, after Mr. Mailing had expressed himself in forceful terms on the bad manners of Englishmen in general and Selby in particular. “I hate to remind you that there was a shocking murder committed last night in our presence; but when you remember that, there is an excuse for him.”

Nevertheless, she had secretly hoped to obtain his escort for that afternoon on a tour of inspection. When Mr. Mailing had arrived in England he had carried with him a letter from Oscar Trevors, describing the place where he was kept a prisoner. The street, she remembered, was Surreydane Street, in Lambeth, and he had mentioned a disused glass-house.

With very little trouble she found that such a factory existed, and it was in her mind to ask Selby to satisfy her curiosity. The task fell upon Bill, to whom the suggestion was obviously unwelcome, for his talk with Gwendda had produced a notable change in his outlook on life.

“I don’t see what you want to go fussing round an old glass-factory for,” he grumbled. “Besides, I ought not to leave Gwendda. Selby said.”

“Let Selby come along and say it to me,” said his cousin. “Father will take care of Gwendda for two hours, and the joy of reunion with your lady-love will more than compensate you for a short absence,”

Bill expressed his annoyance a little incoherently.

Surreydane Street was in the poorest part of London — a drab cul-de-sac, ending in the gates of the factory. Above the wall was a board announcing that “this desirable site” was for sale, and, after considerable trouble, the caretaker, who, if the board was to be believed, lived on the premises, was discovered in a neighbouring saloon.

He was a little old man somewhat under the influence of his favourite beverage, and he point-blank refused to admit anybody without an order. Two pound notes slipped into his hand, however, made a remarkable difference in his attitude, and he turned off to his house, which was in the street, to find the key.

There is nothing quite so depressing as an unused factory. Norma looked across a vista of rank grass and scrapped ironware, and the bleak desolation of the place struck a chill to her heart. The factory had contained six dead furnaces in a row, stacks of dust-covered bottles, and a medley of rusted machinery. During the war an aeroplane bomb had fallen through the roof without exploding, leaving a gaping hole through which the rain had fallen and gathered in a big pool.

“There’s no place to hide here,” said Bill impatiently. ‘Trevors must have been batty when he wrote that letter.”

Norma did not answer. She turned to the cicerone and asked if there were any other buildings.

“Only the office building, miss, and it’s full of rats,” he added discouragingly.

But Norma was made of stuff that is not lightly turned from its purpose.

“I’ll see that old office building,” she said.

It was a one-storey block, running at right angles to the main building, and the caretaker found some difficulty in fitting his key in the rusted lock. Presently, with a squeak and a groan, the door was pushed open and they stepped into a bare room, the floor thick with dust, the ceiling festooned with cobwebs.

“Nobody has been here since the factory closed fourteen years ago,” said the man with relish.

And then, to his amazement, the girl turned abruptly and walked out into the open air, and Bill, looking at her, thought she was ill.

“Is anything wrong, Norma?” he asked anxiously.

“Nothing at all, only it is so smelly in there,” she said. “Let us go, Bill. I think perhaps you were right, and yet I’m glad I came.”

She was silent all the way back to the hotel, answering his questions in monosyllables, speaking only when it was absolutely necessary. Selby was in the sittingroom when they came in.

“Where have you been?” he asked almost roughly, and he addressed the girl.

“I’ve been investigating,” said she, with an attempt at gaiety.

“Your father told me you went to the glass factory. I’ve only been here a few minutes, but if I’d been here earlier, I should have come after you. That was a foolish thing to do, Miss Mailing.”

“Don’t bully me,” she begged. “I am truly penitent. But I’m glad I went. We saw nothing.”

“Of course we saw nothing,” said Bill; “just a lot of old junk and stagnant water and rusty iron. If there’d been anything, I should have seen it.”

Norma turned to him slowly, a queer look in her eyes.

“Did you see the footprints?” she asked softly.

Bill frowned.

“The footprints? Where?”

“In the office. They were easy to see in the dust,” she said. “The prints of great naked feet that led to a little door in the corner. I think I have discovered where Juma lives.”
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The Caretaker of the little glass factory was relating to his ninth audience the amazing prodigality of eccentric American visitors, when the swing door was pushed open and a tall young man crooked his finger.

“I want you, Isaac,” he said.

The caretaker wiped his mouth and came out of the saloon, blinking into the strong sunlight.

“My name’s not Isaac “ he began.

“Don’t let us have any argument, dear boy,” said Selby. “I want to have a look at your glass works. I understand you are the gentleman in charge, and you’ve taken a whole lot of finding. Quis custodiet ipsos custodes
 .”

“I don’t speak French myself,” said the dazed caretaker; “and as for seeing the glass works, it can’t be done, sir. I am not supposed to show the place after three o’clock.”

“Talk to this man in his own language, Parker,” said Selby patiently, and Sergeant Parker caught the caretaker by the lapel and drew him gently towards him.

“I’m a sergeant of the C.I.D.,” he said, “and if you give me any trouble, I’ll put you where the dogs won’t bite you. Get your keys.”

Selby was making a survey of the street.

“How far does the factory extend?” he asked.

“It backs on to the railway line. I believe it has a railway switch of its own.”

“Beyond that is the canal and a towing-path, I presume,” said Selby thoughtfully. “It is easy enough to get in and out. I imagine we shall find any number of other exits. It was lunacy on our part not to come to this place before, because the information contained in the letter which Trevors sent to Mr. Mailing was obviously important enough to put Al to the trouble of stealing it. Here is Janus.”

He followed the caretaker into the waste of the factory yard.

“Thank you,” said Selby, as the man was leading the way to the main building, “we will see the offices first. Have you got the powder?”

Parker produced a large canister from his pocket.

“I’ve got a gun, too,” he said significantly.

“I don’t think you’ll need it,” replied Selby. “Juma will not be here. I should imagine this is only a branch office of the murder corporation.”

The office door was unlocked, and, restraining the caretaker from entering, he stepped into the room. The footprints were instantly visible. There were dozens of them; a line that led to the grimy windows, another terminating at a door.

Selby crossed the room and turned the handle. The door was locked on the inside. Stooping down he looked through the keyhole and saw nothing. To force the door would be a simple matter, but he preferred to find some other way into the room. He came out into the open and walked round the office block to the other side. There was another door here, for which, after some delay, the caretaker produced a key. Selby found himself in a narrow passageway, terminating in a door, which he unlocked without difficulty.

He was in another room than that into which he had looked from the main office. Half the floor space was taken up by a big iron cage, the door of which was open.

“Have you seen anything like that before, Parker?” he asked.

Sergeant Parker shook his head.

“It looks like one of those cages they carry with a travelling menagerie,” he said.

“It looks like it because it is,” said Selby, and, pointing to the rags on the floor: “Oscar Trevors’s bed,” he said, and showed his teeth.

The windows were closed, and the view was blotted out by a blue wash. One pane, however, was broken, and this had been roughly covered with a sheet of paper. There was no other furniture in the room, and the communicating door was unlocked.

In the second room, that into which he had peeped, was a wooden trestle-bed, covered by a fine leopard skin. On the broken hearth was an iron cooking-pot, and stacked in one corner was a big pile of wood. The room was indescribably dirty, but it had been used recently. Selby unlocked the door and went into the outer office again. Apparently the occupant of the inner room seldom used this way of exit, and, satisfied with his scrutiny, Selby relocked the door and took the canister from the sergeant’s hand. He unscrewed the top, and from a sprinkler distributed a fine grey dust upon the floor, and, as it fell, there arose a sweet and pungent odour.

“He’ll smell that,” warned Parker.

“He’ll smell it too late, or he will not smell it at all. Now let us find the exit from the factory.”

There were two, both leading on to the towpath, and one door at least had been opened recently.

“That’s his way in — if he comes.” He bit his lip thoughtfully. “If he comes,” he repeated, “or if he doesn’t happen .to be here at this moment.”

“Where?” asked the startled detective.

“Somewhere in the grounds. Let’s look at the furnaces,” said Selby.

An inspection of the furnaces revealed nothing in the shape of a hiding-place, and a thorough search of the ground brought no fresh clue to the men.

They were going down the slope into Scotland Yard together when Selby asked suddenly, apropos of nothing: “Have you ever heard of a man called John Bromley?” Parker looked round. “No,” he confessed. “Then you will,” was the cryptic reply.
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It Was in a subdued spirit that the little party met at Curzon Street that night, for the shadow of tragedy lay on the house like a pall. Norma alone was bright and almost cheerful. She had not seen Selby since he conducted his search of the glass factory, and as he made no reference to his labours she very wisely did not raise the subject.

Dr. Eversham was late; he telephoned through that he had been detained by a tardy patient, and would be with them in half an hour.

“Do you know what I think?” said Mr. Mailing slowly, when this message came through. “I think that that doctor is the cleverest detective of you all! I mean no disparagement to you, Lowe, but I prophesy that, when this terrible hoodoo is run to earth, and the men who are responsible for poor Trevors’s death are arrested, the person responsible will be the doctor.”

“What makes you say that, father?” asked Norma.

“I’ve got a hunch,” said Mr. Mailing comfortably. “Have you ever noticed how little he has got to say when you talk about the attack that was made on him? But there’s a look in his eye that I like to see. Did you confirm Norma’s impression this afternoon, Lowe?”

“Yes, I think she was right; there were footprints in the dust, and they were fairly recent,” said Selby. “What is more, I am perfectly satisfied that Oscar Trevors was kept prisoner there for some time — not for very long, but certainly for a few weeks.”

Mr. Mailing changed the conversation abruptly.

“I’ve had a talk with Gwendda,” he said. “She is going back to Sacramento with us next week. I’m afraid I’m going to take your legal friend.”

“Poor Mr. Lowe!” mocked Norma. “You’re going to be very lonely!”

“I wonder?” said Selby. “No, no, I’m not wondering whether I shall be lonely, but whether you will go in a week.”

He got up from his chair as he heard the doctor’s car stop at the door, and opened the door to him.

“You come almost too late to support me, doctor,” he said. “They’ve already decided that Miss Guildford shall go back to Sacramento.”

“And did I promise to support you in some other plan?” asked Eversham in surprise. “Oh yes, I remember. You want her to go to Australia. Why?”

“I have a good reason.”

“But would she be any safer there than she will be in America?”

“I think so,” said Selby.

This little conversation took place in the passage, and, glancing past the doctor as he helped him off with his light coat, Selby saw the bulky figure of Jennings at the far end of the passage.

“It is all right, Jennings; I have admitted the doctor. Nothing wrong with our fuses tonight?”

“No, sir. It was very unfortunate last night,” said Jennings.

“You will never guess how unfortunate it was,” said Selby.

There was no need for him to raise the question of Gwendda’s future, for they were discussing the details of the voyage when he ushered the doctor into the sittingroom. It was Eversham who tactfully advanced Selby’s plan.

“Mr. Lowe thinks that you ought not to go to America at all, young lady,” he said.

“Where on earth could I go?” asked the girl, open-eyed.

“To Australia. That is not mine, but Mr. Lowe’s suggestion. There is a great deal behind it. If our theory is correct — perhaps it is an impertinence on my part to say ‘our’ theory when it is Lowe’s — the attention of this remarkable criminal will be diverted from your unfortunate uncle to you.”

“That I have provided for,” said Mr. Mailing. “I think there is less chance of Gwendda coming to any harm in America than there is in this country. Or in Australia, for the matter of that. Gwendda is a rich woman, and she can afford to travel around with a bodyguard, if it were necessary — I don’t think it will be necessary.”

There was a tap at the door, and Jennings came in, carrying a silver plate on which reposed a Western Union cablegram.

“For me, I think,” said Selby, and took the envelope and slit it open.

Evidently whoever cabled him had done so without regard to expense, for there were three pages of closely typed message. He read them through.

“This is an acknowledgment of my wire to the trustees of your uncle’s estate,” he said. “Apparently the news of his death reached New York in time for the morning newspapers.”

He finished reading the first two sheets, and then he saw that the third sheet was a separate message, despatched half an hour after the first had been sent off. He read it through twice before he spoke.

“This is rather serious news for you, Miss Guildford,” he said.

“For Gwendda?” said Bill anxiously. “What is it, Sel?” “Listen,” said Selby, and read:

“Attorneys of John Bromley Trevors, known as John Bromley; have entered a suit claiming the Trevors fortune. They will apply to Court for an injunction preventing Trevors’ property passing to Miss Guildford. John Bromley Trevors is known as John Bromley and is living in London at 38 Somers Street, Somers Town. He claims to be the son of Trevors and is prepared to offer proof.”

The reading of this startling news was received without a word. Bill was thunderstruck. The girl’s first sense was one of relief.

“I am glad,” she said, and spoke from her heart.

“38 Somers Street?” said the doctor, with a little frown. “Why, that is one of the poorest slums in London. This must be a shock to you. Miss Guildford?”

She shook her head.

“If it is a shock at all, it is a pleasant one,” she said. “I don’t know whether I will ever make a living by my pen, but I do know that one of the biggest obstacles in life is smoothed out.”

For a second her eyes met Bill’s and the doctor understood. He turned to Selby.

“This upsets most of your theories, Lowe,” he said, “and incidentally supplies a new motive for the crime. You have never heard of John Bromley before?”

“On the contrary,” said Selby, with great calmness, “ever since Trevors’s death I have been expecting to see this claim advanced by John Bromley, and I should have been a very surprised man if it had not been put forward.”

“Do you know him?” asked Norma, in amazement. “But you’ve never spoken to us about him?”

“There you’re wrong,” said Selby, with a little smile. “I have spoken about him many times — but I have never called him John Bromley.”
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John Bromley, unknown, unseen, unheard of, was the heir to the Trevors fortune!

“But I’ll swear Oscar Trevors was never married!” exploded Mailing, when the full realisation of what this news meant to his protegee came to him.

“Who could swear that?” asked Selby, shaking his head. “The man claims to be the son, and presumably he will produce proof. He is hardly likely to begin a suit without having some substantial support for his claim.”

“And he must have been waiting for Oscar’s death,” said Mailing. “How does it come about that, although he is in London, the lawyers in New York have sufficient information to lodge an objection? I can’t understand it, Lowe. There is something particularly sinister about this business.”

The doctor supplied a possible explanation.

“It reads almost as though the lawyer had standing instructions to lodge the claim as soon as the news of Trevors’s death came through,” he said. “In that case, the claim would be almost automatic, and would not depend upon John Bromley having exact information about his father’s murder.”

For Gwendda Guildford a new vista was opening, and in an instant she had been freed from the Terror which, during these exciting days in London, had oppressed her. Bill Joyner shared her relief, but he was determined that this claim of Bromley’s should be established beyond dispute. In this matter the young man was thinking unselfishly. He was torn two ways: the love which welcomed her relief from the dangers which threatened her as the heiress to the Trevors millions, the desire for her material welfare which combated the claim, possibly fraudulent, of a rival claimant, John Bromley! The name and individuality loomed from the unknown.

Gwendda had never heard of this factor, nor Mailing — nobody except Selby Lowe, and Selby had known all the time. The next morning Mr. Mailing carried off the two girls on a shopping expedition, planned on the spur of the moment to offer a soothing distraction from the tumultuous events which had crowded the past two days, and Bill sought out his friend.

He found him in his office. The air was blue with cigarette smoke, and Selby, in his shirtsleeves, was writing industriously when the visitor was announced.

“Selby,” he said, coming straight to the point, “I have been doing a little private investigation.”

Selby laid down his pen and stretched himself back lazily in his chair.

“Et tu, Brute
 !” he murmured reproachfully. “Son, this case is so overburdened with detectives that I am growing nervous. The doctor, Miss Mailing, and now you! Produce your report.”

Bill sat down.

“Before you say anything,” said Selby, as the other was about to speak, “I’ll tell you how you have been sleuthing. You have been trying to find John Bromley.”

“I have,” said Bill. “I went straight away last night to look for him.”

“And you were successful, of course?” said Selby innocently.

“You know well enough I wasn’t, Sel,” replied the other. “This man Bromley hasn’t been seen in the neighbourhood.”

“Doesn’t he live there?” asked Selby with an assumption of innocence.

“He’s been living there for a year, in a tiny house owned by a man named Locks.”

“Goldy Locks, to be exact,” said Selby. “In case you didn’t discover his nefarious calling, I will tell you that he is a professional burglar, with two convictions behind him. This fact will account for the difficulty you had when you were conducting your investigations, because, naturally, Somers Street, being nine-tenths criminally employed, is very reticent about the business of its neighbours.”

“Then you knew I went?”

Selby nodded.

“I guessed you’d go,” he said. “I saw the light of determination in your eye when you left me last night, and, knowing Somers Town remarkably well, I took the liberty of having you shadowed lest a worse thing happened to you. Yes, Goldy Locks is a burglar.” He smiled at Bill’s crestfallen face. “He is a friend of Mr. Fleet. He is, in fact, the gentleman who arrived in Gwendda’s room just in time to save her from a very alarming experience.”

Bill whistled.

“What a clever old devil you are!” he said admiringly. “I can see it now! Locks is one of the gang that is trying to rob Gwendda—”

“I don’t suppose he knows there is a gang trying to rob Gwendda,” interrupted Selby. “Whatever part Locks is playing is the part of a tool. He may be a well-paid tool, but he’s that and nothing more. In this country, as probably in your country, criminals do not overlap their grafts. A burglar is a burglar, and never goes in for the ‘con’ game. And a confidence man stops short at selling the brass filings that he has extracted from his gold-mine, and never packs a kit of housebreaking implements.”

“But the people of Somers Street swear they have never seen or heard of Bromley,” insisted Bill, and his friend nodded.

“Even if they had seen him, they would have lied,” he said; “for although you bear no sort of resemblance to a detective — if you win forgive me for shattering any illusions you may harbour — they were very naturally suspicious of inquiries at midnight. As a matter of fact, they were speaking the truth: they do not know Bromley, because they have never seen him. He is a night bird, who keeps to his room in the daytime and wanders round London in the hours when all respectable people are in bed and asleep.”

“What does he do?” asked Bill curiously.

“He wanders around,” answered Selby vaguely. “I can’t tell you any more than that. He seems to live a fairly inoffensive life usually. Personally, I am suspicious of inoffensive people, and particularly inoffensive criminals. Give me the clever and offensive crook every time! They are easy, for two reasons. They carry in their mouth a little red traitor which, sooner or later, brings them to the judge.”

“The question is,” interrupted Bill bluntly, “is this fellow Bromley going to be brought to a judge? He’s a swindler, Selby; he is no more Trevors’s son than I am!”

Selby nodded.

“I agree with you, but, after all, isn’t that a matter for the Federal Courts to decide? I have an intense admiration for the acumen of American lawyers — real lawyers,” he added significantly, “as distinct from writers of mushy stories. Honestly, Bill, I don’t think I should worry very much about Bromley.”

“But have you seen the morning news?” asked Bill energetically. “The New York papers say emphatically that there is no doubt about the proofs being produced. Oscar Trevors was secretly married in Pittsburg twentythree years ago, and they’ve found a woman who remembers the child. Even the trust lawyers are not denying the validity of the plaint. And it is a fake! A plot to rob Gwendda of her inheritance. Mr. Mailing says he’ll fight the case in the courts if it costs him his last cent.”

“My experience of law cases,” said Selby, “is that the question of cents never arises. You fight cases to the last thousand dollars, and the lawyers leave you the cents for your car fare home. No, Bill you needn’t get heated up about things, because half of the intelligent constabulary of London are working to put Gwendda right, and you’ll do no good by interfering. We’ll give John Bromley all the rope he wants, and at the right moment” — he snapped his fingers— “John Bromley will be disposed of like that!”

The young man went away by no means convinced. That afternoon, Mr. Goldy Locks called at the Trust Buildings in response to an urgent note which had reached him by special messenger. He found Marcus Fleet in his most expansive mood. Even Mary turned a smiling face upon him, and Goldy was so astounded by this transformation that he forgot to be amusingly offensive.

“Come right in, Locks. I haven’t seen much of you lately,” said Fleet, getting up and setting a chair for his visitor. “Have a cigar?”

Goldy took the proffered gift and eyed it suspiciously.

“Does it explode or something?” he asked.

Mr. Fleet laughed.

“Are you making plenty of money, my boy?” he asked.

“Millions,” said the other sarcastically. “Take a look out of the window: I’ve parked my limousine in the centre of the street.”

“I’ve been talking about you with a mutual friend,” said Mr. Fleet, holding a lighted match to the end of his cigar. “He was telling me you’re not making as much money as you ought. When a fellow’s reduced to renting his rooms, things are going badly. Who is this lodger of yours? I didn’t know you had one.”

“Who — Bromley?” Goldy shook his head. “He’s a queer cuss, but you’d never know that he was in the house. My wife didn’t like the idea at first, but he pays regularly and it’s handy to have a little bit coming in.”

“How long has he been with you?”

Mr. Lock looked up at the ceiling.

“Thirteen months,” he said. “He came the first day of Ascot last year.”

“How old is he? What does he look like?”

“Why do you want to know?” asked the other. “I can’t understand why people are getting interested in Bromley lately. We had a fellow down the street last night, making inquiries of the neighbours. Have you ever read Wesley’s Life of St. Paul, Mr. Fleet? There’s a bit in there about inquisitive people—”

“I haven’t read anything about Wesley except his hymns,” said the patient Mr. Fleet, “ and not many of them. I’m only curious because there’s something in the paper about his having inherited an American fortune. You must have seen it?”

Locks shook his head.

“I never read anything but the law cases,” he said.

“You’re a liar,” said Fleet calmly, “but that doesn’t matter. It happens that he’s living with you, and I want to know who is in this graft. Put all your cards on the table, Locks, and you’ll draw — big!”

“The whole fifty-two are down, face upwards, and my visiting-card,” said Locks. “I don’t know anything about this fellow, except that he’s a regular payer and a bit of a night bird. I used to think he was a burglar — I’ve always been romantic—”

“How old is he?”

“About twenty-two,” said Locks. “He’s an American, as far as I am able to judge. He’s got friends in Chicago, because I’ve seen letters with that postmark. He spends all his day in his room and never goes out till about twelve at night and he’s generally in before daybreak. If he goes out in the daytime it is before most people are up.”

“Have you ever been into his room in the daytime?”

Locks shook his head.

“No; he’s rather a standoffish man and keeps his door locked whilst he’s there. We sweep the room when he’s out. I’ve heard him moving about in the daytime once or twice and I’ve heard him singing. That’s all I know about him.”

Mr. Fleet was chewing a toothpick meditatively.

“I’d like to take a squint at that room of Bromley’s,” he said, looking the other straight in the eye. “It’d be worth a hundred to you.”

“It might be worth more to me if I did all the squinting,” said Goldy. “It’s no use, Mr. Fleet. You couldn’t get into that room without breaking in the door. When he’s home, he does ah his own cleaning, and I can assure you I’ve never spoken a dozen words with him since he has been in my house. It’s queer there’s so much fuss about him at this minute, because this morning he asked me how much money it would cost him to rent the whole of the house furnished, and when I put up a price that I thought would paralyse him, he jumped at it. I’m sorry I didn’t ask double,” said Goldy, shaking his head regretfully, “but generosity is my favourite vice.”

Mr. Fleet nodded slowly.

“He’s taking the house? Where are you going?”

“I’ve got some friends in the country — at least, my wife’s got some relations; it isn’t exactly the same thing, but near enough in this case.”

“Has he talked about the money he has inherited?”

“He mentioned it,” said Goldy. “But bless you, Mr. Fleet, I never take the slightest notice of stories that people tell me — especially about their inherited money. It’s one of the oldest grafts in the world.”

Marcus bit his lower lip, scowling at the blottingpad before him.

“What does he look like?” he asked at last.

“He’s a redhaired fellow,” said Goldy. “I couldn’t tell you how tall he is, because I haven’t noticed that very much. He has three teeth missing, and talks with a lisp. If you saw him once, you’d never forget him. He’s got a very thin face and round shoulders, like a fellow that studies a lot.”

For half an hour Marcus plied him with questions, without, however, getting very much more information. Just before Goldy left, his employer asked him a question that had been on the tip of his tongue throughout the interview. He asked it suddenly, hoping to take the man off his guard.

“Is Al in this?” he demanded.

Not a muscle of Goldy’s face moved.

“Who is Al?” he asked blandly. “That’s a new one on me.”

Mr. Fleet did not pursue the question.
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Goldy Locks left Somers Street that afternoon accompanied by his wife, his two cats, a pet canary, and miscellaneous grips; and all Somers Street turned out to witness the unusual spectacle of a laden taxicab driving away from number 38. Goldy did not, as a rule, leave in so much state. He had on occasions taken his departure at midnight, accompanied by two plain clothes men; and while Somers Street accepted conventionally the pleasant fiction that Goldy was staying with a relative in Devonshire, it was generally known that the only relation he had in the world was an uncle who was serving a life sentence in Dartmoor.

If his strange lodger was interested in his host’s departure, he made no sign. The drawn blinds of his room were not so much as moved aside. An interested neighbour had noted that the afternoon milkman knocked in vain upon the weather-stained doorway of number 38 without producing any answer.

Nobody saw the lodger go out that evening, but at least two people witnessed his going in. In the darkness of the night a furtive figure turned into Somers Street, walked rapidly in the shadow of the houses and entered number 38, closing the door behind him. He was the man who was called John Bromley, and the interested listeners heard the rattle of a chain as the door was finally secured.

John Bromley did not immediately go to his room. He passed silently into the dark kitchen, struck a match, cautiously shading the flame with his hand, and examined the fastenings of the shutter which covered the window. Then he passed into the little scullery and felt for the bolt on the door. It was shot.

This time he lit a lamp, and moved from one untidy room to the other, opening cupboard doors, peering under beds, exploring even the small coal-cellar under the stairs, before he went up to his room.

He stripped his coat slowly and flung it on the bed. The night was hot and the room was airless and stuffy, but he made no attempt to open the one window. Instead, he searched for and found a packet of stationery, a pen, and a half-filled penny bottle of ink. These he placed on the table, and sat looking at the sheet with a speculative eye for a very long time before he began to write.

Dear Friend (the letter began).

For three years I have been waiting to assert my claim to my father’s fortune.

Here he paused and listened. Then, as though the fancied noise had suggested some omission of his, he pulled from his hip pocket a long-barrelled revolver and laid it on the table within reach of his hand. Stealing softly to the door, he opened it and bent his head. It was the dripping of a faucet he had heard, and, satisfied, he relocked the door and went back to his task.

By a curious coincidence (the letter went on), I find myself living in the house of a man who is hand and glove with Fleet.

Again he stopped to listen, and this time he knew he was not mistaken. Somebody was outside the house in the street below. He located them at the front door.

Slowly he turned down the light, blew into the glass chimney, and the room was in darkness. The floor creaked a little as he stepped softly to the window and drew aside the blind. The window-sash rose noiselessly, and he peeped out. He saw, in the dim light of a distant street lamp, two figures standing below. One was tapping the downstairs window.

Bromley reached out for the flashlamp that was on the table by the bed, and suddenly a white beam of light struck down the little street.

“Want anything?” he demanded in a harsh voice. “If you do, it will be something you don’t expect.”

The men below dropped their heads to hide their faces, and one said:

“Come down. We want to speak to you.”

Before he could reply there came a diversion. A third man appeared from nowhere, and walked quickly across the narrow street towards the men. At the sight of him, the two strangers turned and walked quickly away, and before the third watcher had arrived they were out of sight. John Bromley switched off his light and waited.

“Any trouble?” asked the man below.

“No, no trouble, thank you,” said Bromley harshly, and dropped the window-sash without another word.

*

The early risers in Somers Street saw a stranger lounging along the sidewalk immediately opposite number 38, and accepted his presence philosophically. Somers Street never referred to detectives except as “busies,” though a less busy “busy” than the weary Sergeant Parker could not be imagined.

Bill, coming down to breakfast that morning, found his friend studying a blue sheet of paper covered with pencilled writing.

“Good morning, chief,” said Selby gravely, and Bill flushed.

“Sarcasm never rattles me,” he said. “Who told you?”

“The eminent Sergeant Parker,” said Selby, folding up the report. “Really, Bill, after all my warnings, you should have left Mr. Bromley severely alone. Your companion, I take it, was that other great criminologist, Dr. Eversham?”

“I didn’t think he recognised us,” said Bill shamefacedly. “Yes, I did try to get into communication with brother Bromley. I consulted the doctor, and he agreed to come along with me. We tapped at his window, thinking we could get him to come out without disturbing the house. All we got was a very fine searchlight display and a few husky words of warning. And then your infernal detective butted in.”

“And you ran like rabbits.”

“We didn’t run like rabbits at all,” said Bill indignantly. “We naturally did not want to attract attention. What are you laughing at?”

Selby was laughing softly.

“What did the doctor say?” he asked.

“I think he felt rather foolish, and I’ve been kicking myself for bringing him into it. He is a very decent old boy. We thought that we could get a few words with Locks and persuade him to bring down the lodger.”

“Locks went into the country yesterday afternoon. He departed with great eclat, the envy and admiration of Somers Street,” said Selby lazily, “ and your sausages are getting cold. What are the plans for today?”

“We are going back by the Mauretania on Saturday — that is, tomorrow week.”

Selby nodded.

“All of you?” he asked.

“Yes. I’m sorry I’m going, old man. I shall miss you.”

“On the contrary, I hope you’re going,” said Selby gravely.

There was a big letter by Bill’s plate, and Selby glanced at it.

“Without prying into your personal affairs, am I right in supposing that that is from Miss Gwendda Guildford?”

“It is,” said Bill loudly.

“I wonder what could have happened after ten o’clock last night when you left her,” murmured Selby, intent upon his breakfast. “It must have been something mighty important to justify that thick wad of correspondence.”

And then, unmindful of Bill’s embarrassment, he went on, still addressing the food on his plate:

“Why is it. Bill, that the moment you leave somebody you’re fond of you feel you’ve got to pour out your soul on paper and catch that last post if it kills you? I guess it is because lovers do not talk enough. They sit around in the gloaming, holding hands and looking into each other’s eyes and sighing, and not until they’re parted does she remember that she meant to ask him for the ice-cream recipe—”

“Aw! Shut up!” said Bill, cramming the letter into his pocket, and making a valiant effort to appear unconcerned. “I hate critics, anyway. I don’t know where you’ve got your idea of lovers from, Sel.”

“From a diligent perusal of your books, dear old top,” said Selby. “I’ve never known a man who could make love so pleasantly on paper as you. Gwendda is a lucky girl to find an expert. So you’re leaving on Saturday week?”

His eyes met the other’s and Bill saw there was neither laughter nor badinage in their grave depths.

“Yes, I guess that by Saturday week we shall be able to clean up this business and send you to your happy but liquorless land without a single care in the world.” He stopped himself. “No, it can’t be done, Bill. Saturday week is impossible, and you’ll have to cancel your passages.”

“Why ever?” asked Bill in astonishment.

“There are many reasons. The first is that you will have to appear at the inquest. The second is that you’ll be an important witness at the trial.”

“Inquest on whom?” asked Bill. “You mean Trevors?”

Selby shook his head.

“That isn’t necessary. They’ve got sufficient evidence, and the case will be adjourned, anyway. No, there’s another inquest coming along. I’m not sure whether it will be Al Clarke’s,” he said thoughtfully, “or whether it will be Mr. John Bromley’s. But one thing is inevitable, and that is, if there is no inquest, Al Clarke will be sitting in the pen at the Old Bailey, listening to the summing up of the ablest judge on the Bench — I’ve an idea that Darling presides at the next sessions.”

“What on earth are you talking about?” asked Bill. “You haven’t caught your man.”

“But we shall — oh yes, we shall,” said Selby softly. “The catching of him is as inevitable as your suffering from nervous dyspepsia at the age of forty-five. You eat too fast and you eat too much.”

Bill put down his knife and fork and looked across at his companion.

“Are there any ‘ifs’ or ‘buts’ in your prophecy?”

Selby shook his head.

“There are contingencies which I do not care to contemplate,” he said shortly. “Possibilities which I cannot let my mind rest upon. But I think” — he emphasised the word—” I think that one of the most terrible of those contingencies is averted.”

“What about Bromley?” asked Bill.

“Bromley must take his chance,” said Selby gravely. “I will do my best to keep him out of mischief, but there are moments when I doubt my ability.”

He rose, folded his serviette methodically and slipped it through a silver ring. Walking out of the room, he paused, and dropped his hand on Bill’s shoulder.

“Don’t be a detective any more. Bill,” he said, half in fun, half in earnest. “It is a hell of a life, believe me!”
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Mr. John Bromley left Somers Street the following night, and not even the watcher saw him go. There was a little trapdoor in the ceiling above the top landing of number 38 which led to a flat roof; and at some remote period, anterior to the occupation of the house by Goldy Locks, there had been a pigeon-coop installed on the ledge, an example which had been followed by other pigeon-fanciers. But for this fact it would have been a very simple matter to negotiate the whole length of these squalid buildings without difficulty. The coops, however, needed negotiating. It was fully half an hour before Bromley reached the end of the block, dropped to the roof of a convenient chicken-house, and, climbing a wooden fence, reached the little court which dives under Somers Street, by devious and tortuous ways, to Stibbington Street, the main thoroughfare.

At the end of the passage were a number of stables, occupied by local tradesmen. The thud of horses’ hoofs kicking against wooden partitions was a familiar sound. Unlocking a lean-to shed built against the wall of a garage, he took out a push-bicycle, mounted, and pedalled southward, avoiding those streets which were likely to hold the remnants of the midnight traffic.

He did not pause until he arrived at a small bridge spanning a canal. Here he dismounted, wheeling the bicycle down a steep declivity which terminated on a towpath, along which he walked briskly, wheeling his bicycle by his side. The path was about eight feet wide; on one side was the black water of the canal, on the other a high brick wall. He came to a final halt before a small door let into the wall, and, taking a key from his pocket, opened it and passed in. He shut the door behind him, leaving the key in the lock. Resting his bicycle against the wall, he followed a path until he came to a low, black building. Upon his feet was some kind of silencer, for even when he struck the concrete pathway he made no sound.

He passed round to the back of the building, stopping only to listen at a paper-covered windowpane, and disappeared through a back door. He had hardly gone before a second man appeared — a huge figure, bent nearly double, that came out of the gloom with long, stealthy strides. He, too, half-circled the building, and, unlocking the back door, went in.

The man who crouched by the wall had seen him enter, and waited patiently. He might have followed, but he preferred the advantage which his hiding-place gave to him, and he was content to wait. Two hours passed before, crouching down to give him a skyline, he saw the bowed figure of Bromley coming down the path again, and, rising, crept forward to intercept the furtive visitor.

Bromley had secured his bicycle and was wheeling it down the short stretch of path that separated him from the door, when the crouching figure rose upright.

“Don’t move, or I’ll shoot!” he said. “I am curious to see your face, my friend.”

As the lamp flashed in his hand, the stranger ducked his head and pushed forward his bicycle with all his strength. The forewheel struck the challenger and sent him sprawling. Before he could rise the stranger was on him, his strong hands about his throat.

“Keep quiet or you’ll be hurt!” he hissed in the struggling man’s ear.

He groped for the revolver, found it, and slipped it into his pocket. Then, rising suddenly, he seized his bicycle, and, stopping only to withdraw the key, mounted the machine, riding off at full speed.

Dr. Arnold Eversham struggled to his feet and wiped the dust from his face with a silk handkerchief.

“I really am getting old!” he said, speaking his thoughts aloud, and the discovery appalled him.
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“Come Round,” said Selby, “if you can spare the time, doctor.” He nodded to the answer, hung up the telephone receiver, and walked back into the sittingroom.

“Was that Eversham?”

“That was Eversham,” said Selby. “He had an encounter last night with the mysterious Mr. Bromley — I gather that he has been detectivising — what a fascination our poor profession has for amateurs!”

In less than ten minutes the doctor’s car arrived, and Eversham, cheerful and jaunty in spite of his rough handling the night before, was relating his experience.

“I’ve been watching the glass works ever since I learnt from Mr. Joyner that you suspected this place was the haunt of my unknown friend,” he said, when he had finished his narrative.

“You saw only one man? You’re sure it wasn’t Juma?”

“I can swear to that,” said the doctor emphatically. “He was a white man: I couldn’t possibly make a mistake. And I more than suspect it was Bromley.”

“Why Bromley?” asked Selby with interest. “Did he tally with the description you had of him?”

The doctor shook his head.

“I couldn’t see him, but I had what Mr. Mailing calls a hunch that this was the visitor.”

“How long was he there?”

“Two hours,” replied the doctor. “I wish now that I’d followed him. Evidently he had some business at the glass works, or he wouldn’t have stayed in that Godforsaken spot two minutes.”

“It may have been Bromley, though my watcher has not reported that he was absent from his house last night. It might have been Fleet.”

But the doctor was just as certain on this point.

“I’m certain it wasn’t Fleet. I couldn’t see his face. The moment I put the flashlamp on he ducked his head, and, as he was wearing a broad-brimmed hat, it was impossible to distinguish him. The only thing I saw was that he was wearing rubbers. Lowe, I’m inclined to follow your advice and leave the detection of criminals to the proper authorities,” he went on ruefully. “But I must admit that the picturesqueness of the setting appealed to me, and, from what I saw of the glass works, I could imagine no finer background for the most hideous of crimes.”

“You did not see Juma?”

“Of course I didn’t see Juma,” said the doctor with a laugh. “The fact that Juma is still alive is sufficient proof that I didn’t see him. I wonder you don’t raid the factory one night.”

Selby shrugged his shoulders.

“We should find — what? I am convinced there are a dozen ways out of that wilderness, and to raid it would be at the cost of scaring our bird. No. there will be no police raid if I have any voice in the matter. As to Bromley, if you are sure it was he, you can have him arrested for assault. I wish you had seen his face,”

The doctor smiled.

“No more fervently than I wish it,” he said. “By the way,” he asked as he was going, “has there been any news about my X.37?”

Selby shook his head.

“I have been expecting news every day, to tell you the truth.”

“Have you?” asked Bill when the doctor had gone.

“Yes, in a way,” replied Selby. “I can’t imagine Fleet or anybody else borrowing fifty grains of a deadly drug until he was prepared to use it.”

“Would he risk—” began Bill, and Selby interrupted him.

“Risk!” he said scornfully. “What risk is there that Fleet can take, more than the risk he has taken? You can only hang a man once: never forget that, Bill. Real murderers never stop short at one crime. And by ‘real’ murderers. I distinguish between the accidental murderers who find themselves in a court of law for the first time in their fives when they are charged with one mad act. It is ninety chances to one against a murderer being brought to justice for his first crime, providing that he sets forth with the idea of killing. It is at his eighth or ninth attempt that he grows a little careless, and is caught. One of these days I’ll write a book on the psychology of murder,” he said, “and get Dr. Eversham to write me a foreword. There’s an old saying about the tangled web we weave when first we practise to deceive,” he went on, “and there’s another saying about a lie begetting a lie. Certainly a murder begets a murder. Al Clarke knows that, the moment we put the bracelets on his wrists, he is a dead man — and he would kill ruthlessly to prevent that tragic development.”

Bill shifted uncomfortably, his mind flying to Gwendda.

“And here’s another point, Bill: we’re approaching the crisis in this case, when Al Clarke will kill, not for profit, but for safety. That is the most dangerous stage of all, because it is the illogical stage, and an illogical murderer is a little more dangerous than a mad dog in an infants’ class. By the way, I’m going to Paris this afternoon and I shall be away for three days. There’s a little mystery about Oscar Trevors that I haven’t cleared up to my satisfaction, and I find that I can’t discover what I wanted to know by telephone. I shall fly over, and fly back as soon as I can get away.”

“You’re not forgetting that we’re leaving for America this day week?” warned Bill.

“I’ve forgotten all about that,” said Selby; “and if you take my advice, you’ll forget it also.”



XL. The Listener-In


Table of Contents


On the Fifth Floor of the Trust Buildings, in a small ill-lighted inner office, the ancient Mr. Evans, recalled from his very temporary retirement by an urgent wire, sat amidst an untidy litter of telephone lines. For two days he had lived with his married daughter at Westcliff, the possessor of a year’s salary and no immediate prospect of employment. And then Mr. Marcus Fleet’s plans had changed, and he was brought back to his job, and, to his immense relief, was not asked to refund the year’s salary he had received in lieu of notice.

Before him was a large switchboard of peculiar design. About his bald head was strapped a pair of receivers, and from time to time he moved plugs, inserting and withdrawing them with extraordinary rapidity, making notes in the open book on the ledge of the board whenever such notes were called for.

To the right of the switchboard was one plug neatly encircled with red — a perpetual reminder of Marcus Fleet’s dire threat of what would follow if the inquisitive Mr. Evans listened to what did not concern him.

Whenever the silver disc fell above that plug, the old man connected instantly. Somewhere, three miles away, in the garret of a suburban house, the insertion of Evans’ plug was heard rather than seen by the sensitive ears of a blind operator, who worked a private line that led he knew not whither. All day long he lived in his little office, and at night slept on a couch, preparing his meals over a gas-ring. And he was content, though he did not know the name of his employer, and was ignorant of the identity of Al Clarke, whose calls he connected.

This morning in the Trust Buildings interesting gossip was scarce. Old Evans listened with disgust to a quarrel between a banker on the ground floor and his secretary. He cut out and intruded into the dictation of a very commonplace letter by a broker whose office was next to Bill Joyner’s; cut out again, and came into a confidential chat between partners as to the future of the steel market; made a note and continued his search for news.

Sometimes in the past he had made a great haul, as, for instance, when he learnt from Wilbys, the brokers, that diamonds had been found on the poverty-stricken property of the Klein Mine. Marcus Fleet had stepped into the market and enriched himself to the extent of £100,000.

He kept his plug for a second in the connection with Bill Joyner’s room, and heard nothing that he did not already know, for Bill’s small attendant was talking to a boy from another office, lamenting his master’s approaching departure.

The office of “Smith, Exporter”, was silent; it had been silent ever since Evans had returned to his job. He tried the bank again, without success, and then -he saw the silver disc fall, and hastily connected the red plug.

Mr. Evans was, by reason of his strange calling, naturally inquisitive, but hitherto he had never dared to listenin. His dismissal and reinstatement, however, had brought to the old man a subtle importance; and things which, before that tremendous crisis in his life, had been beyond daring, now appeared almost inviting. So careful had he been to carry out his boss’s instructions, that he had never once moved the master switch that would enable him to listen; and until that disc rose again, it had been his habit simply to fold his hands, waiting for the consultation to finish. Probably, had the disc risen after a reasonable time, the tradition would have held; but it did not rise.

Mr. Evans looked round, though he knew that there was no possible chance of his being under observation, for both inner and outer doors were locked. And then he pushed the switch over…

“…was at the glass works. Now I don’t know whether you’re in this, and I’ll take your word that you were not, but you’ve got to get a line to Bromley, and get it quick. You’re under suspicion, K. This man Bromley is living with Locks, who is one of your workers.”

“He is one of yours, too,” protested the voice of Mr. Fleet.

“There’s another thing,” said the drawling voice that had first spoken. “About this woman of yours. Maybe she thinks she’s got away with it easily, but the next person who listens to me will be deaf for eternity. Man or woman, young or old. I’ll get them, K. You know me…”

With trembling hand Mr. Evans had turned the switch, praying that, in so doing, he would make no noise that could be detected by the bloodthirsty man at the other end of the line.

He was staring with bulging eyes at the disc when it rose. With a long sigh of relief he pulled out the plug and let the line drop. A few minutes later he was summoned to Marcus Fleet’s presence.

“What happened to that line just now?” he demanded, glaring at the old man from under his brows.

“Which line, sir?” asked Evans innocently.

“The red line. You know what I’m talking about. There was an interference: I heard it plainly, and so did my friend.”

“Not in my office, sir. I didn’t touch the line till you were clear.”

“You cut in, you old devil!” said the other accusingly, but Mr. Evans protested shrilly, almost tearfully.

Al’s nerve was going perhaps. Fleet wondered if that was the case. He was getting more and more suspicious, saw treachery in every move… Mr. Fleet thought of his letter en route to Australia, and breathed more freely. He knew it had gone, because he put registered postage and markings on the envelope, and a clerk from the Post Office had been up to instruct him that it was not usual to post registered packages in the ordinary way.

Al had put new duties on him, and burdened him with inquiries which he could not conveniently make, at an age when any extra work outside the routine of the day was a burden and a trial. He rang for his wife, and she came in at once. Her attitude to him had undergone a revolutionary change since her experience. The old air of arrogance had gone: she was obedient and amazingly complacent.

“I’m dining out tonight with Emmeline Waltham,” he said.

Something of a change had come over him. A week or two before he would never have dreamt of such a frank avowal, nor would she have accepted it with a smile.

“Are you expecting anybody this afternoon, Marcus?” she asked.

Fleet considered.

“Yes, there’s a fellow coming up to see me about a loan, and it’s rather an important matter, because—”

He did not tell her why, and she guessed that it had something to do with that secret side of his transactions which did not come under her notice.

She was reconciled to Emmeline Waltham, guessing that the real attraction in that direction lay in the woman’s social position. Marcus was a grafter who lost no opportunities and counted no game too small. It was his greatest weakness, as he had been often reminded by the man who suppled most of the criticism that came his way.

At four o’clock he sent his wife home, and half an hour later, Selby Lowe, on the point of leaving for his trip, was rung up by headquarters.

“What’s the name of your landlord, Lowe?” asked the speaker

“Jennings,” replied Selby. “Why?”

“Well, he’s just gone into Fleet’s office, and our man thinks his business is something rather unusual. Fleet has sent away his wife and locked the door.”

Selby put down the telephone and whistled softly. Then he went into the sittingroom and rang the bell. Mrs. Jennings answered him.

“I’d like to see your husband for a moment, Mrs. Jennings,” said Selby.

“I’m afraid he’s out, sir. He’s gone to the pictures. He likes to get out in the afternoon,” she explained, “and I should have gone myself, only I had to pack your trunk.”

“I’m not going till later in the evening. Will you ask Jennings to come and see me when he arrives?”

Jennings did not come until the table was laid for his solitary dinner.

“Come right in, Jennings,” said Selby, and when the man was inside the room, he asked quietly: “What is your connection with Marcus Fleet?”

Jennings’ face coloured.

“Is he a friend of yours?”

“No, sir, not a friend. The fact is, I had some business with him.”

“What kind of business?”

“I don’t think that’s a matter that concerns—” began Jennings.

“What kind of business?” demanded Selby inexorably. “You’ve got to offer me a very good explanation, or I shall begin to imagine things.”

“Money business, Mr. Lowe,” said the man. “There’s a mortgage on this house, and the bank were foreclosing. I got an introduction through a moneylender to Mr. Fleet. He has very kindly loaned me sufficient to pay off the mortgage.”

“What was the consideration?” And, when the man hesitated: “Come now, Jennings, I know Fleet as I know my right hand. He doesn’t throw his money about, even in gilt-edged mortgages. And I have yet to learn that the mortgages on this establishment are as golden as they might be. What was the consideration?”

“There was no consideration, Mr. Lowe,” said the man earnestly, “except that he wanted me to recover a key of his.”

“A key? I have no key—” began Selby, and then he remembered the silver key which he had picked up in the doctor’s study after Fleet had left. He had forgotten its existence until that moment. “What sort of a key?” he asked.

“A silver key, sir,” said Jennings. “I am not going to tell you that I wasn’t ready to promise anything he asked, I was so worried about the money. But I did intend coming to you, though that isn’t what Mr. Fleet suggested.”

“But why on earth didn’t he write and ask me for it?” said Selby. “It is surely not necessary to lend you — how much?”

“Seven hundred pounds, sir.”

Selby laughed.

“Now tell me, Jennings,” he said in a more kindly voice, “there was something else besides that key that Fleet wanted.”

“I’ll swear I never intended doing what he asked,” said Jennings, almost in a wail. “You’ve been a very good friend of mine, Mr. Lowe, and I have not forgotten your kindness. And really, the things Mr. Fleet wanted were ridiculous. I told him that he could have written for the key, but I think he only asked me that to see how far I would go. When he started asking me how often you dressed for dinner since the night of the murder, and if I could get your dinner-jacket, I thought he’d gone mad. He only wanted to see it.”

Selby stared at the man helplessly.

“Did he deign to explain why he wanted to see my dinner-jacket?” he asked. “I have never regarded myself as a leader of fashion.”

“I don’t know any more than you, sir. Now you know the whole truth. I intended coming to ask you if you could help me in the matter.”

Selby sat with his left fist under his chin.

“Bring down my dinner-jacket,” he said, and Jennings seemed glad to escape.

He came back carrying the jacket across his arm.

“What’s wrong about that?” he asked, turning it over. “Is there anything in the pockets?”

“No, sir, I always take the things out when I brush the coat.”

“Where did you put my cigarette-case, by the way?”

“It wasn’t in your pocket, sir.”

Now Selby was a creature of habit. Invariably he carried in his evening coat pocket a thin platinum cigarette-case that he used on no other occasion.

“I intended asking you about that, Mr. Lowe,” said Jennings.

At that moment, Selby felt something stiff under his hand in the lining of the coat. It felt like a short fountain-pen that had been sewn inside. A frown gathered on his face, and he looked for a long time at Jennings without seeing him.

“Take the coat up to my room,” he said, without a word of comment, and added: “Tomorrow you can show Fleet the whole darned wardrobe, but today — leave me my dinner-jacket.”

After Jennings had gone, he telephoned through to Bill, telling him of his change of plans. Then, going up to his room, he locked himself in.

After tea, he called in Jennings.

“I don’t know what rash promises you have made to Fleet, but I’m going to take a very amiable view, and believe that you would have done nothing without consulting me. Here is one thing you want.” He laid the little silver key on the table. “And I think you might as well humour him about the jacket.”

“You don’t think Mr. Fleet’s not quite right here, sir, do you?” asked the butler, tapping his forehead.

“He’s very much right there,” replied Selby.

He himself went out to make a number of calls, mostly of a business nature, and, these being completed to his satisfaction, he took a chance of finding the Mailings in, and went on to the hotel. Mr. Mailing was smoking a solitary cigar in the palm court, and the American newspaper magnate was not in the most amiable frame of mind.

“You’ve got that girl of mine crazy about detective work. I’ve told her to leave John Bromley Trevors severely alone, but she’s after him.”

“I wish she wouldn’t,” said Selby quietly. “I don’t think John Bromley will do her very much harm — he’s under observation, and wholly unapproachable, anyway. But Somers Street is going to be unhealthy in the course of the next few days.”

Nobody realised this fact more than Mr. John Bromley himself.
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John Bromley had no doubt about the seriousness of his position. During his absence in the daytime — an absence which Detective Sergeant Parker did not report — somebody had entered his house through the trapdoor above the landing and had examined his belongings so skillfully that, unless he had expected such a visitation, he would never have guessed that a single article had been moved. Daylight visitors he did not mind; there were a hundred and one excuses. Telephone linesmen were working at the far end of the block, and one of these might have been the culprit, for the trapdoor was easy enough to open. Bromley, in fact, made no attempt to fasten it, and took no extra precautions during his absences to guard against that possibility.

On his return, however, he never failed to conduct an even more searching examination of every room, knowing something of the ways of Mr. Fleet and his willing helpers. But at night he narrowed his methods of entrance to one; and he would have been a clever burglar who succeeded in breaking in, except by the window of the room in which he slept or, with the unlighted stub of a cigar between his teeth, wrote long and involved particulars about his claim to the Trevors estate.

The first of these statements came into the hands of Marcus Fleet, and was forwarded instantly to his employer.

“How did you get it?” asked the thin voice of Al.

“He has a woman in to clean up the place,” said Mr. Fleet triumphantly. “I planted my own woman.”

“Did she see him?”

“No, he worked in one room while she was working in another, and when she’d finished he told her through the door to go home and come back an hour later. She has a key, but that won’t be much use, because he bolts and chains the front door every night.”

“The Trust will admit his claim,” came the unexpected reply, and Mr. Fleet did not answer. He could guess Al’s thoughts, and when the other said: “He’s the very man to catch,” Marcus agreed.

“It ought to be easy: he has no friends,” he said; “but you won’t be able to catch him until the claim has been established.”

“Why not?” was the reply. “His affidavits have been filed.”

“My news from America is that the Trust lawyers have found particulars about the marriage and birth.”

“How long has this man been living with Locks?”

“Over a year,” replied Fleet. There was a pause, and then: “We’ll get Bromley,” and a click.

Bill Joyner had a friend on a New York newspaper. The existence of this old friendship occurred to Bill in the still hours of the night, and he recalled the fact that Bobby Steel had the reputation of being on the inside of every big news story, and was even credited with the confidence of State secretaries. Bobby conveyed subtly the suggestion that the credit for all that was good in government was due to his advice. These qualities were, in themselves, sufficient to make him an admirable ambassador; but when Bill learnt, by accident, that one of the four trustees of the Trevors estate was a Mr. Cornelius Steel, the name had a famihar ring. Bobby and he had been to college together, and he had a dim idea that Bobby’s father was also a Cornelius.

As his great plan grew upon him, he could hardly restrain himself from getting up in the middle of the night, dressing and going forth to Mr. Mailing for confirmation. At a more reasonable hour, that gentleman supported his theory with knowledge.

“Yes, that is Bobby’s father,” he said. “Cornelius is a friend of mine, and Bobby was a cub reporter on my newspaper in Sacramento. Why are you anxious to know?” “I was curious,” said Bill carelessly.

When he left the hotel, he went straight to the Western Union office in Trafalgar Square and indited a long message, hoping and praying that Bobby would be in New York when it arrived. His wire was as follows:

CAN YOU FIND OUT FROM YOUR FATHER THE STRENGTH OF BROMLEY CLAIM AGAINST TREVORS ESTATE? I AM VITALLY INTERESTED, BOBBY, AND YOU WILL BE DOING ME A BIG SERVICE IF YOU WILL LET ME KNOW WHAT CHANCE GWENDDA GUILDFORD HAS OF FIGHTING THIS CLAIM.

The wire despatched, he had the pleasant feeling that he had done something material on Gwendda’s behalf, and in that complacent frame of mind he ran into Selby at the corner of Parliament Street.

“What time did you leave the house?” asked Selby. “I didn’t hear you go out.”

“Because you were sleeping like a hog,” said Bill. “I’ve been along to see Mailing.”

“And now you can come along with me,” said Selby, linking his arm in the other’s. “I’m going to Scotland Yard to turn in a report… no, no, it is not about the Trevors case, but a very commonplace passport forgery which has come into my purview.”

He left Bill at the foot of the stairs leading to the gloomy regions above, and was gone a few minutes.

“Bill, there’s an air of mystery about you which ill becomes you. Have you by any chance been interviewing Mr. Bromley?”

“Bromley nothing,” said Bill. “That fellow is so repugnant to me that I couldn’t drag myself within two blocks of him!”

“Or possibly you have been consorting with the admirable Dr. Eversham, and have been introducing to the detection of crime that soupçon of science which looks so well in print and so futile on the witness stand.”

“I haven’t even been doing that,” said Bill, a little nettled. “Sel, you’re jealous!”

He had intended telling his friend about the action he had taken, but now he was determined to wait for the reply.

The first editions of the newspapers were on the streets, and the placards were mainly devoted to the racing at Brighton; but on one broadsheet Selby saw an announcement which interested him momentarily:

LINER’S STRONGROOM RIFLED

He was on the point of buying the paper when he saw Bill smile and raise his hat to somebody, and, looking round, he saw the Mailings passing in an open car, and forgot definitely his interest in burgled strongrooms.

That momentary diversion cost a man his life.
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Marcus Fleet was an infrequent visitor at the pretty little house in Wilmot Street occupied by Mrs. Waltham. Emmeline Waltham was one of those women who seem to have the faculty of leaping on and off the rapidly-moving turntables of society without sustaining injury to herself or causing any great discomfort to her neighbours. She was the widow of a man who at one time enjoyed a large fortune. How much of that fortune remained, or, alternatively, of the amount he had settled on her before his demise, was a matter for speculation. He had died, leaving so microscopic a legacy to the widow that the authorities on such matters were satisfied that the bulk of the fortune had been transferred and had paid no death duty. The lady concerned never enlightened her most intimate friend on the subject.

Without being a power in society, Mrs. Waltham was distinctly a force. She had an encyclopaedic knowledge of all the leading families, and she was an authority upon their eccentricities. She knew the details of those accidental deaths which were really suicides, the true story of Lord Wimberley’s escapade that sent him so hurriedly to a South American ranch; it was common property in her circle, and, whilst it would be untrue to say that she could foist her protegees upon society, it would not be stretching a point to describe her opposition to the ambitious debutante as fatal.

Whether she was rich or poor, Mrs. Waltham was undoubtedly mean. She was one of those society women who never, under any circumstances, spent money visibly. The extortions she practised were shameless. She used her friends, their cars, their dinner-tables, and their theatre boxes with an assurance which robbed her action of some of its offence.

To Marcus Fleet she had been especially expensive, because, like the shrewd woman she was, she had realised that her exploitation was being attempted, and she fixed the price that he would have to pay for the honour of her association.

She was superintending the preparation of a little dinner. for Marcus was dining there that night.

“Put the Clicquot on the ice; 1914 will do,” she said practically to her youthful butler. “Did you order the ices?”

“No, madam,” said the butler.

“Then you’re a fool,” said Emmeline Waltham dispassionately. “You know Mr. Fleet likes ices. Telephone to Levidge’s and order an ice brick. Not their most expensive. Or, stay — half that quantity will do. I don’t like ices. Clover Club cocktails, John.”

“Yes, madam.”

“And when you’re through, make out a list showing the cost of the dinner.”

She never made the slightest disguise of her mercenary nature before her servants. She weighed butter, measured out tea, and kept a ruthless eye upon butchers’ bills. It came naturally to her, and there was no more credit attaching to her parsimony than there was to the prodigality of a spendthrift — a fact which she recognised.

“Thrift,” she used to say, “is as creditable as brown hair. You’re born that way.”

Mrs. Waltham’s plan that night was to secure the adequate financing of a hat-shop in which she was taking a great interest. She despised trade and those who made their hiving thereby, and loathed all dressmakers, even though they had cut their prices ruinously to maintain her custom. But she knew a woman who had such a project, and had agreed to negotiate the necessary financing. It was not out of love, for she did not like the woman involved; but there was a twenty per cent commission, and Mrs. Waltham was strong for commissions. She sold cars and houses, jewellery, paintings and antiques, though her shop was the dinner-table, or the cosy corner of her drawingroom, where, over a fragrant cigarette, she could rhapsodise more convincingly than the most expert salesman over the articles she wished to sell. There are Mrs. Walthams in every society, but had they been gathered together at a convention, she, by virtue of her achievements, must have been nominated president.

The butler came back with a list, and she scrutinised it suspiciously.

“It would have been much cheaper to have gone out to dinner,” she said, with a little groan. “Two pounds, James, that’s awful!”

“I’m afraid I couldn’t do it any cheaper, madam,” said the butler, inured to her peculiar ways.

She sighed as she folded up the slip and put it into her housekeeping book.

“I shall want a car tomorrow — at ten o’clock,” she said, “Call up the garage and order it on account of Mr. Fleet. Now be very careful about that, James. They sent me the bill for the last. I am lunching with Lord Livingdon tomorrow at one-thirty. There will be enough left over from dinner for the staff lunch. And, James, I want Mr. Selby Lowe’s address: you’ll find it in the telephone book. When you’ve done that, will you put a call through to him; I want to speak to him.”

Selby had never met Mrs. Waltham, but he was well acquainted with her reputation. He raised his eyebrows in surprise when he heard her name. “Emma” little dreamt how often the suave-voiced young man had listened to her tête-à-tête telephone conversations with Marcus Fleet.

“Is that Mr. Selby Lowe?” she asked in her sweetest voice.

“Yes, Mrs. Waltham.”

“I wonder if you could help me? I am most anxious to meet a Mr. Mailing, an American newspaper proprietor, who is in this country, and I understand from a mutual friend that you know him.”

Selby smiled at this description of Marcus Fleet as a mutual friend.

“You could bring him along here to lunch one day, and his daughter,” suggested Mrs. Waltham.

“I’m afraid he has very little time,” replied Selby. “He is leaving for the United States on Saturday.”

He heard her sharp “tut” of annoyance, but her voice was sweet enough when she spoke again.

“Couldn’t you manage tomorrow?” she pleaded. “I know it is awful impertinence on my part to ask you such a favour, but I think I knew some relations of yours — the Lowes of Glastonbury.”

“Indeed?” said Selby, who had no relations in Glastonbury. “I win speak to Mr. Mailing, and if it is possible I will bring him along.”

“I shall hold you to your promise,” she warned him playfully, and hung up the receiver.

“I’ve just remembered, James, that I may be in to lunch after all. I shall know for certain tomorrow morning. But you needn’t cancel the order for the car.”

She stood by the telephone, biting her white forefinger, her brows knit, and then she turned the pages of the ‘phone book and called a number. It was some time before she was answered, and her head was wagging impatiently when she heard the voice.

“Is that Dr. Arnold Eversham? I am Mrs. Waltham. I think we have met once or twice, doctor. I just called up Mr. Selby Lowe and asked him to bring the Mailings to lunch tomorrow. I wonder if you would join us and do your best to persuade these delightful American people to come?”

She heard the doctor’s soft laugh.

“I’m afraid my powers of persuasion are not very strong,” he said. “And these delightful American people have a disconcerting habit of planning their days in advance. Lowe may be able to help you, but I will see.”

She murmured her thanks and hung up the receiver. She had earned, and well earned, her fee, and was anxious to emphasise the fact. She sent the butler out of the room before she called Marcus; and then:

“I think I have persuaded the Mailings to come tomorrow. Why are you so keen on meeting them?” she asked.

“I want to get acquainted,” said Marcus cautiously. “Those kind of people can be very useful to me, and I particularly want to know Mailing.”

“I’ve asked the doctor to come,” she said.

“Which doctor?” demanded Marcus quickly. “Not Eversham?”

“Yes,” she said. “He’s such a delightful man, and he’s so amusing.”

The entertaining qualities of Dr. Eversham apparently did not appeal to Marcus Fleet, for she heard him curse softly and realised that she had made a mistake.

“I didn’t tell you anything about the doctor,” he said with acerbity. “I suggested Selby Lowe. What on earth made you ask Eversham?”

“You told me he was a friend of the Mailings, and I wanted to make sure of their coming.”

There was a long pause, and then:

“All right,” said Marcus, a little ungraciously. “I shall be seeing you tonight, Emmeline.”

“And for heaven’s sake bring some money,” she begged. “I forgot to go to the bank this afternoon, and I spent my last ten pounds to prepare you your feast. I know you think I’m horribly mercenary, but I’ve got to look at every penny, Marcus.”

“Yes, yes,” he said impatiently, for the complaint was not exactly novel.

The woman’s request gave Selby Lowe material for thought. He knew her method, and the request, in ordinary circumstances would have been quite understandable, since Mrs. Waltham made it her practice to get close to money and influence, and it had been said of her that she never wasted any opportunity which came in her way. It was her friendship with Marcus Fleet which made the request of unusual interest; and whilst he had no intention whatever of suggesting to Mailing that he should walk into the cage of this financial leopard, he was sufficiently human to be curious.

Bill, returning home to dress, missed his friend by five minutes He was disappointed, because he had intended taking Selby off to the Mailings’ hotel, and he knew that somebody else would be even more disappointed. In any case, Selby Lowe would not have accepted a dinner-party that night, for again he had seen the newspaper placard: “Daring Robbery on a Liner”, and had bought a newspaper.
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He Did Not read the paper immediately, but carried it under his arm to his office, where Parker was waiting to make a report and to receive instructions.

“We’ll take Juma tomorrow night. Bring in three hundred reserves from all divisions; surround the building. We will have a search-party of twenty inside, fully armed. Have you got that? I want every man in that party to be a quick shot.

“Didn’t you tell me the doctor was watching there the other night? Suppose we find him?”

“He’ll have to take his chance,” said Selby. “If he’s a sensible man, he’ll not go anywhere near Lambeth tomorrow night.”

“I ought to warn him, oughtn’t I?”

“Warn nobody. Especially do not warn Mr. Joyner, if by chance you see him, which is not likely.” He thought for a moment. “I don’t imagine the doctor will be there,” he said with a little smile. “He seems to have had a pretty rough experience the other night, and he was not be anxious to repeat it. The raid is tomorrow.”

“You can’t work it tomorrow, Mr. Lowe,” said Parker. “The King is opening Parliament, and the reserves will be on duty in the morning. If you keep them out all night there’ll be a fuss.”

“Make it the next night: I don’t think it will matter. Nobody must know, not even the chief, what the raid is all about. You can say that we want to round up the unregistered aliens — that is all.”

He opened the newspaper, turned the pages over, and smoothed the sheet before he read.

“Is it the liner robbery you’re looking at, Mr. Lowe? Pretty clever gang, that. But they don’t seem to have got away with anything.”

Selby skipped the headlines and read:

LINER’S STRONGROOM RIFLED

“A daring robbery was perpetrated on the outward liner Arabia
 , bound from Plymouth to Sydney. Between Havre and Marseilles, where the ship had to call to pick up the overland passengers, the strongroom was forcibly entered, and ten bags of registered mail were opened and sorted. No attempt seems to have been made to open the letters, for, in spite of the confusion in which they lay, they were all intact and it is supposed that the robbers must have been disturbed in their search. Other valuables in the strongroom were also untouched, and beyond the registered letters, there seems to have been no attempt even to interfere with the contents of the strongroom.”

Selby leant back in his chair and lit a cigarette.

“Oh yes,” he said softly, and looked up at the clock. “Get me a taxi, Parker. I’m going to the G.P.O.”

“Do you know anything about this robbery?” asked Parker in surprise.

“I know all about it, I’m afraid,” said Selby.

He was fortunate in reaching the assistant secretary before that gentleman left his office; more fortunate in that the official knew him personally, and this saved him a great deal of necessary red tape formality.

“Are any of the letters missing?” asked Selby, when he had announced his business.

“That is what we are trying to find out. As you know, every sack of registered letters has a way-bill which is in the purser’s possession, and I have had a wireless from the Arabia saying that this is being carefully checked. In fact, I’m expecting a reply almost any minute.”

“When did this mail go out?”

The secretary gave him the date, and Selby checked it with a note he found on an envelope which he extracted from a dozen others.

“The dates tally,” he said. “Would a registered letter posted two days before the ship’s departure be on board?”

“Yes,” said the official. “If it had been posted a day later it would have gone overland by way of Marseilles and caught the boat there. That is why the number of registered packages on board is comparatively small, and we shall be able to check them.”

“There is no possible chance, I suppose, that this package went by an earlier boat?”

“None whatever,” said the secretary, “not if it was posted on the date you mention. Are there any official documents on board from your department?”

“No,” said Selby absently, “no, I’m not thinking of official documents; I’m thinking of a very fascinating letter which a nefarious friend of mine wrote to his lawyers in Melbourne.”

He waited whilst arrangements were made for a duplicate of the message which was coming to the assistant secretary to be sent on to him at Curzon Street. Driving back to his house, Selby took the sergeant into his confidence.

“I should have remembered that this fellow was a quick worker,” he said. “Of course, he would not wait for the letter to reach Melbourne! He could send his party to Havre in a few hours.”

“Do you think we should warn Fleet?”

“I don’t know,” said Selby. “I really do not know what is the best thing to do. If Fleet has the brains of a rabbit, he will have seen the red fight in that paragraph and will need no warning. He is a pretty shrewd fellow, and he’ll guess just what that news may mean to him. We must wait. You get along to your job, Parker. I’ll stay at home and untangle a corner of the skein. And it is getting to be some skein!” he said.

He had given up all hope of receiving the Post Office message, and had begun to think that the secretary’s instructions had not been carried out, when a telegraph messenger arrived. Jennings, who opened the door to him, put out his hand for the telegram.

“This is for Mr. Lowe,” said the boy.

“I’ll take it to him,” said Jennings sharply.

“I’ve instructions to give it into his own hands,” said the messenger, and, grumbling, the ex-butler ushered the messenger in to Selby, who almost snatched the envelope from his hand, and tore it open.

It was evidently a part of the message that had been received by the Post Office, and it was the part which most nearly concerned him.

Missing envelope is one addressed to Messrs. Trail and Trail, solicitors, Melbourne. Weight 5 ounces. Checked at G.P.O. for irregular posting.

Selby slipped a coin into the boy’s hand, and was out of the house before him. He raced along Curzon Street till he came to the cab-rank.

“Trust Buildings,” he shouted as he jumped in.

The janitor of Trust Buildings thought he had seen Mr. Fleet go out some time before, but Selby ran up the stairs and tried the door, hammering vigorously, without, however, eliciting a reply. A telephone message to Fleet’s house was not answered. And then he bethought him of Mary Cole. Her name did not appear in the telephone book, but, unless she was out of town, he knew where he could find her.

The middle-aged maid who answered his ring told him that Mary was lying down with a headache and could see nobody.

“She’ll have to see me. Tell her it is Mr. Lowe, my good wench.”

The “good wench” shot a vinegary look of resentment, and took her time. He was still standing just inside the door when Mary appeared. He thought she had been crying, for her eyes were red. Without preliminary, he asked:

“Do you know where Fleet is tonight?”

“I think he’s dining out,” said the woman listlessly.

“With whom? Where?”

She was suspicious now.

“I don’t know,” she said.

“Where is he dining? You must tell me if you want to save this man’s life,” said Selby.

“Save his life!” she gasped. “What do you mean?”

“Where is he dining?”

“He’s dining with Mrs. Waltham in Wilmot Street. But why—”

Before she could ask for an explanation, he was flying down the stairs.

Only one of Mrs. Waltham’s arrangements had miscarried. The ice-cream brick she had ordered had not arrived, and her harassed butler omitted to inform her of the fact until a few minutes before the coming of Marcus Fleet.

“I ought to have had more sense than to trust you, James,” she said in her most acid maimer. “Why didn’t you go out and get it yourself, you lazy man?”

“They said it had been sent,” said the butler. “I got them on the ‘phone just before they closed, and they told me it was on the way.”

Luckily for him, Mr. Fleet’s knock changed not only the tenor of the conversation, but effected a remarkable transformation in his mistress’s appearance.

Marcus Fleet was a little ruffled, less his genial, amiable self than usual, and the tactful Mrs. Waltham decided that it was not a propitious moment to introduce such a subject as the high cost of living. Instead, she set herself to please him, brought him a cigarette and a cocktail with her own fair hands, and insisted upon putting back dinner for a quarter of an hour.

“I’m mad about your inviting that doctor,” growled Marcus. “Whatever put that idea into your head?”

“I did my best, Marcus,” she said meekly. “I never regard anything as being too much trouble where you are concerned, I’ve been working all the afternoon… I arranged those flowers myself; aren’t they beautiful? The price the stores charge for flowers is disgraceful. But blue is your favourite colour, isn’t it?” she cooed.

“Blue is my favourite colour,” he confessed, a little mollified, for he was human, and humanity is lacking in the mental equipment that does not respond to a woman’s flattery.

He had dressed for dinner and was hot and uncomfortable. But it was neither the closeness of the night nor the tightness of his collar that perturbed him. Seeking about in his mind for some reason for his restlessness, he decided that the cause must be her invitation to the doctor. Yet, by the time the first course was through, he was sufficiently amenable to her blandishments to discuss with good humour the extraordinary profits which might accrue from a millinery shop conducted by a society leader.

“And all they want, Marcus, is six thousand,” she said, in an awestricken tone, as though the smallness of the amount might be tabulated with the miracles. “And they can get it twice or three times over! It will pay thirty or fifty per cent. But I told them not to allow a penny to be subscribed until I had seen you.”

He smiled indulgently.

“I know those society milliners,” he said. “Press receptions the first year, bankruptcy come the second, and the poor fools who found the money called upon to take up the unsubscribed capital.”

“But this is different,” she said eagerly. “Lady Jane is a wonderful business woman…”

He listened without hearing, and she, sensing his abstraction, did not pursue the subject, but switched off to the news of the day.

Mrs. Waltham’s dinner-party conversation had the quality of one of those magazines which interlard amiable fiction with startling fact, and relieves itself of the charge of mechanicalism by introducing at regular intervals profound discussion on serious social topics.

“No, I haven’t seen anything about the strongroom. On a ship, you say?”

“Yes, on an Australian liner. Somebody got into the strongroom and stole the registered letters. He got away with thousands of pounds,” said Mrs. Waltham inaccurately.

“On an Australian liner, eh?” Marcus was interested, but not immediately so. He could not associate his letter with the theft, and he passed to another topic. Towards the end of the meal the butler came and whispered something to her, and she smiled.

“I thought I’d have to apologise to you for the absence of your favourite dish,” she said, “but the ices have come! And talking about ices, Marcus, did I tell you what my bills were last week?”

“We’ll thrash all that out after dinner,” said Marcus with a broad smile. “Don’t spoil my digestion with these grisly details…”

Selby Lowe sprang out of the cab before it had pulled up before the modest doorway of 119, Wilmot Street, and both pressed the bell and hammered the knocker vigorously. The butler, whose duty it was to answer the door, was engaged for the moment on the first floor, and Mrs. Waltham’s economy of staff provided no substitute in such an emergency. The sound of knocking came up to Emmeline, and she turned angrily to the butler.

“Serve the ices and see who that is,” she said. “Tell anybody who comes that I’m out.”

The flurried butler hurried downstairs and opened the door.

“Mrs. Waltham is out.”

“In or out, I want to see her,” said Selby brusquely. “Where is she?”

“I tell you, madam is out,” insisted James, and sought to detain the visitor.

He might as well have tried to stem the course of a tornado. Selby pushed him aside and, going up the stairs three at a time, burst into the diningroom. Mrs. Waltham rose to her feet indignantly at the sight of the stranger — for stranger Selby Lowe was to her, in spite of her claim of his acquaintance.

“Who are you and what do you want? How dare you come in here, when you were told that I am not to be seen? I heard my butler tell you—”

“Don’t let us have any misunderstanding, Mrs. Waltham,” said Selby. “My name is Lowe; you were telephoning to me this afternoon. I’ve come to see Mr. Marcus Fleet.”

The first impression that Selby had was that Marcus was embarrassed by being discovered dining alone with this social butterfly. He sat with his chin on his breast, his hands holding an ice-cream spoon, and he did not look up.

“Mr. Fleet!”

Marcus Fleet did not move, and Selby’s eyes narrowed.

“Will you go down to your butler and ask him to come up to me?” he said.

“Certainly not,” she said furiously. “It’s come to a nice pass that I’m ordered about in my own house l”

“Will you please do as I ask you?”

There was something in his voice that arrested her attention.

“Will you ask your butler to come up? You know, Mrs. Waltham, that I am a police officer, and I shouldn’t make this request of you unless there was some reason.”

She stared at Marcus’s dejected attitude in silence. All pointed in her mind to guilt.

“Marcus,” she said, aghast, but he did not look up.

“Will you please go down?”

This time Selby’s hand was on her arm, and she did not resent the familiarity.

The butler was on the landing outside, a flurried, angry man.

“I’m going to my room. Tell me when Mr. Lowe has gone,” she said.

James stared through the doorway a little angrily, not a little fearfully. He was young, and his experience was limited to the more ordered routine of life than was represented by men who pushed him in the chest and walked uninvited into a dinner-party.

“Shut the door. What is your name?”

“James Purdon, sir,” he answered, sensing the authority in the other’s tone.

“Now, James, I expect you to be discreet and careful.” He glanced down at the ice-cream. “And you’ve got to use all the wits that the Lord has given you.” He glanced down at the ice-cream again. “Is there any more of this?” he asked.

“Yes, sir, there’s some in the kitchen.”

“Go down and get it. Run like blazes!” said Selby. “And bring it back to me!”

The dazed and bewildered man carried out his instructions, and returned with a large silver plate, on which reposed the half of an ice-brick. Selby heaved a deep sigh. Then he turned to Marcus and, stooping, looked at his face.

“Do you know the divisional police station? You’ll find it in the telephone book. Call the inspector in charge, and say that Mr. Marcus Fleet has been murdered at 119, Wilmot Street, and will he please bring the police surgeon with him?”
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“One Murder begets another,” said Selby again. “I didn’t think they’d get Fleet, but, of course, as soon as the registered packet arrived in London he was a dead man.”

“But how could it arrive in London?” asked Bill. “The robbery was only discovered in Brindisi this morning.”

“It was discovered last night; it was published this morning,” corrected Selby. “An aeroplane left Marseilles within an hour of the ship’s arrival, got to Paris in the afternoon. From Paris the packet could come either by air or by train — I favour the aerial route.”

“Who was the messenger?”

“He hasn’t been traced. We may get him, but it is unlikely. I don’t think they were waiting for the arrival of the packet; once he knew that the letter was safe, Al Clarke would strike quickly.”

He had come back that morning from visiting the stricken Mary Cole, hysterical and half mad with grief. Mrs. Waltham was no less shocked, but in a different way and from a different cause.

“I’ve been eight years in London society,” she said bitterly, “and I’ve never had my name associated with a scandal of this kind. Do you realise, Mr. Selby — is it Selby or Lowe? It doesn’t matter, anyway — do you realise what this means to me? Social ostracism! How dare this wretched man come to my house when he knew there was danger of being poisoned?”

“Probably he didn’t know he was going to be poisoned,” suggested Selby.

“It was very inconsiderate of him, in any case, Mr. Lowe. I shall not hold my head up again. You realise, Mr. Selby—”

“Lowe is my name, but I am not at all particular,” said Selby.

“Do you realise,” she went on, “that I shall have to appear at the inquest, and admit that I was dining alone with this — this—” Words failed her.

“You were dining with a man who has spent a great deal of money upon you, Mrs. Waltham,” said Selby quietly. “I think it would be more decent of you if you realised what this means to his wife.”

“Was he married?” the woman almost shrieked. “Good God! He never told me a word about it. Not that it would have made any difference to me, but see how bad this will look when it comes out in court! It’s the most dreadful tragedy that I have ever experienced. And poor Mr. Fleet owed me quite a lot of money — money I have lent him,” she went on. “I suppose his executors will not offer any objection to paying his legal debts?”

“If you have any paper of his, I’m sure his signature will be honoured,” said Selby, wearied of the woman’s selfishness.

“Of course I’ve no paper. They were debts of honour,” snapped Emmeline Waltham.

He was glad to get away from her. A search of Fleet’s flat and private office revealed nothing. The Home Office pathologist who saw the body, however, gave a clue to which Selby’s mind instantly fastened.

“He was poisoned,” said the pathologist. “And although at this stage I’m not prepared to make a very definite statement on the subject, I should say, from my first examination, that it was a drug known as X.37.”

Selby was silent. The moment he had seen the figure of the man in the chair his mind had flashed back to the drug which had been stolen from the doctor’s study. But Fleet could hardly have poisoned himself. Somebody must have gained possession of it.

He mentioned the doctor’s loss, and the great specialist was interested.

“I wondered how the drug had been procured,” he said. “It is most difficult to obtain by the outsider. What sort of a man was Mr. Fleet — I mean, from a police point of view?”

Selby shook his head.

“His record was bad,” he said.

“He may have got it from one of his friends,” suggested the pathologist, but Selby was not communicative.

The police discovered, with no difficulty, the method by which the poison had been administered. An order had been given to a department store for an ice-cream brick, and the messenger who was making delivery was intercepted by somebody purporting to come from Mrs. Waltham, and the ice taken from him. This was an hour before it was actually delivered, and the poisoner was described. The description tallied with that which was already in Selby’s possession.

“There are three men we want,” said Selby, at a brief interview with the chief of the Criminal Investigation Department. “There is the messenger who brought back the packet from the Continent; there is this intermediary, who has been seen before; and there is Al Clarke himself. And the fourth person is a woman with a mole on her cheek, who gained admission to Dr. Eversham’s house and tried to poison him. The thin, dark man who took the ice-cream brick from Levidge’s messenger is identical with one of two men who called one night at Fleet’s office when I was there. He had a slight impediment in his speech.”

“There’s another man you’ve forgotten — Bromley,” said the police chief.

“I haven’t forgotten him by any means,” replied Selby. “We have his description: round-shouldered, redhaired, sharp features, and a few other details.”

“I’ll be glad to get away out of the trouble,” said Bill, when they met later in the day. “I guess this is the inquest you were thinking about?”

Selby shook his head.

“No, not by a bucketful. It may be Bromley’s; it may be Clarke’s. It will be one or the other.”

The sensation which the death had caused within that limited and interested circle was, for Bill Joyner, wholly overshadowed by an even greater sensation which arrived in the form of a cablegram from his journalistic friend. Bobby Steel had lost no time in conducting his intimate investigations. The cable read:

VERY PRIVATE AND CONFIDENTIAL. I HAVE SEEN FATHER, AND HE TELLS ME NOT TO WORRY ABOUT GWENDDA. THE BROMLEY CLAIM IS A FAKE. NO SUIT WILL BE ENTERED, AND TRUSTEES ARE NOW PREPARING TO TRANSFER THE PROPERTY TO MISS GUILDFORD. BOBBY.

The cable was waiting for him in his office when he arrived there, and, without taking off his hat, he dashed out of the building, jumped into a cab and drove to Gwendda’s hotel. She was not at home, but Norma was, and to her he imparted his great news. She read the message through and handed it back.

“Bobby? Is that young Steel?” she asked. “I suppose he would know; his father is a trustee of the estate. I’m glad for Gwendda’s sake, up to a point.”

“Oh, pshaw!” said Bill impatiently. “Now that this fellow Fleet’s dead, I don’t think there’s any danger to Gwendda. I think this ought to be published straight away.”

“I thought I saw something about it being private and confidential, but perhaps I was mistaken,” said Norma. “I don’t think I should show it to Gwendda — yet. Where is Mr. Lowe? Does he know?”

“I haven’t told Selby,” said Bill, shaking his head. “He’s the most difficult fellow to find in these days. And I want to see him about that disgraceful paragraph in the Megaphone
 .”

She looked up quickly.

“Is there a disgraceful paragraph in the Megaphone
 ? I’ve given up trying to read English newspapers. I wonder if it is the paragraph — read it.”

“It’s about the Fleet murder: I have the cutting here somewhere. I think Sel ought to sue for libel.”

He fumbled in his pocket and produced a jagged newspaper cutting.

“Listen to this. If this isn’t slander, I’m a Dutchman,” he said.

“There is one curious circumstance about the two murders which links them together. The coincidence, if coincidence it was, must have already been noted by our readers. Oscar Trevors was killed mysteriously in extraordinary circumstances — in the house of Mr. Selby Lowe, an officer of the Intelligence Department attached to the Foreign Office, who, curiously enough, was engaged in tracing this unfortunate gentleman. Marcus Fleet, the victim of the latest tragedy, dies in equally mysterious circumstances — also in the presence of Mr. Selby Lowe. A third and most extraordinary feature of these undiscovered crimes has been discovered by a Megaphone
 man. We learn that Fleet died from a particularly virulent poison. It is believed to be a drug known to the medical profession as X.37. Now, X.37 is one of the most difficult of all poisons for a layman to obtain. A week ago, two tubes of this deadly drug were despatched by a laboratory to Dr. Arnold Eversham, the eminent alienist, of Harley Street. The drug was despatched by registered post and received at Dr. Eversham’s residence, and placed by him in a drawer of his study desk. The package arrived in the afternoon; Trevors was killed in the evening. After the tragedy, Mr. Selby Lowe walked with the doctor to his house in Harley Street, and stayed with him for a little time — in the study. Having occasion to go to the drawer. Dr. Eversham discovered that the registered package containing the X.37 was missing. It was, indeed, remarkable that Mr. Selby Lowe was present in the flesh at these three criminal actions.

“We come now to another matter, associated this time with that infamous fiend who is known as the Terror. A short time ago. Judge Warren, a highly respected jurist, was murdered in particularly atrocious circumstances. Again Mr. Lowe was on the scene, passing through the wood where the tragedy occurred within a few minutes of the attack upon the Judge. Indeed, wherever the Terror seems to have been most active, whenever the sinister figure of murder has appeared, we find Mr. Selby Lowe within arm’s reach of the murderer, and yet he remains at large.”

“What do you think of that?” asked Bill wrathfully, as he folded up the paper.

“I think it is very amusing,” said Norma calmly, “and I’m sure it will amuse Selby — it is so much easier to call him Selby than Mr. Lowe, Bill,” she added unnecessarily.

But Bill was too absorbed with the news and with his anger at the slanderous paragraph to seize the advantage she offered him.

“I’m going to find Selby, but I suppose he’s already seen it.”

She nodded.

“He telephoned through to me ten minutes ago, and told me that an apology was appearing in a later edition of the Megaphone
 ,” she said. “He was very cheerful I think he was tickled by the attack.”

“Tickled!” snorted Bill.

“He had a reason,” she said cryptically. And for some cause, her reply irritated him.

He did not find Selby, though he went to his office and even called at Scotland Yard. Later, Gwendda learnt of her good fortune, but without enthusiasm.

“If this fellow is a fake, he ought to be exposed,” insisted Bill. “In all probability, once you find Bromley, you will have a line that will lead you to the whole gang.”

His eyes lit up with daring as a project was formed in his mind. Selby’s sarcasm about amateur detectives had piqued him. Suppose he, single-handed, found a way into the heart of this cunning conspiracy? It would be a fine revenge to present to the sceptical Selby Lowe a ready-made solution of the tangled problems which oppressed him. Bill saw himself strolling into Selby’s office, and, with a nonchalant air, tossing on the table a half-sheet of notepaper that made plain the most obscure points of a puzzle which had baffled the police of the great metropolis.

He went for a solitary walk in the park, and for two hours planned and revised his plans. Then when all was cut and dried, and his line of action was mapped out to the smallest detail, he had some misgivings, and decided upon finding an assistant. Another man had come under the whip of Selby’s scorn. Bill grinned as he thought of the doctor’s chagrin. Dr. Eversham was at home but busy when Bill called. He came out into the hall to interview his brother detective.

“I have a patient who will be with me for the greater part of an hour,” he said. “Is it anything important, Joyner? You know about poor Fleet, of course? How tragic!”

“I have something rather important to tell you,” said Bill carelessly, “but it can wait. Shall I come back?”

The doctor looked at his watch.

“Come back in an hour and a half,” he said. “I shall be through by then.”

At the end of that period Bill returned. The doctor listened without comment to the news which the young man had to tell, read through the cablegram, and passed it back.

“You were right about Bromley,” he said. “I can’t understand why Lowe was so ready to accept his story.”

“But Selby must have suspected him, otherwise he wouldn’t have put a detective on to watch the house.”

The doctor shook his head.

“I think I can explain that. After all, Mr. Lowe is an officer of the law, and it is his business to prevent a repetition of the tragedy which overtook poor Trevors. I think the watching of Bromley is sheer routine work. Let me see that message again.” He read the cablegram almost word by word. “Is your correspondent to be relied on?”

“Absolutely,” said Bill. “His father is a trustee of the estate. Bobby can twist the old man round his little finger. We were in the same class, Bobby and I, the class of 1914, and he wouldn’t put me wrong. I had an idea all the time that nine-tenths of the Bromley claim was newspaper talk. It is the kind of story our fellows like. Now, doctor, will you come with me tonight?”

Dr. Eversham shook his head.

“I’m afraid I must decline, Joyner. It isn’t that I’m not in sympathy with you.” He smiled faintly. “But I have decided that I haven’t the physical strength for that kind of work, however undiminished my enthusiasm may be. You’ll have a difficult job — you realise that? This man obviously shrinks from contact with anybody interested in the Trevors estate.”

“I shall get there,” said Bill confidently.

“I wish you luck,” said the doctor, “but if you take my advice, you will not go unarmed.”

Bill tapped his hip pocket significantly.

His plan was a simple one. For purposes of his books he had made a rough study of the poorer class Cockneys, and he knew something of their extraordinary respect for uniforms. Brass buttons and an official cap would gain him access anywhere, and the necessary uniform was hireable at any of the theatrical costumiers in Wardour Street.

That night, when dusk had fallen, a law-abiding household in Somers Street was intrigued by the arrival of a youthful inspector of the Water Company, who talked learnedly of leakages and seepages, and hinted at the penalties which would await those who denied him the fullest assistance. He was allowed to inspect pipes and faucets, and was eventually conducted into a microscopic back yard to inspect the outside pipes.

“It must be in the next house,” said the “inspector”, and the head of the family, who had accompanied him into the back yard, carrying a kerosene lamp, shook his head.

“Then you won’t get in. That’s Mr. Lock’s house, and his lodger admits nobody. In fact,” he said, “he’s such a quiet fellow that I didn’t know Locks had a lodger for months. Goldy is out, too,” he added, “in the country.”

Bill turned the light of his handlamp upon the low wooden fence.

“I needn’t trouble him,” he said. “The outside inspection is all I want. I’ll get over the fence, and then, if I don’t find the leakage there, I can go on to the next house — I suppose they’ll let me through?”

He waited, with such patience as he could display, whilst his guide told him about the third house’s occupants, and gave him a biographical sketch of their lives and families, and then he got over the fence. The man with the lamp waited until Bill put his head over the wooden palings.

“There’s nothing here,” he said. “I’ll go on to the next house. Thank you very much. Good night.”

“Hadn’t I better go round and tell them to expect you?”

“Don’t bother,” said Bill, and to his relief a gust of wind made the lamp flare so alarmingly that the man beat a hasty retreat into the house.

The blinds of Bromely’s habitation were drawn, the kitchen window shuttered. Bill took out from his pocket a small hold-all and laid it down upon the windowsill. Choosing by touch, he took out a long-bladed chisel and experienced the thrill that only a burglar knows…
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It Seemed to Gwendda Guildford that an eternity had passed since her arrival in London and her gruesome experience at the hands of the Terror. From that period something of her old buoyancy had gone. She had acquired a woman’s balance and a woman’s viewpoint. It surprised her to realise how far from womanhood she had been when she had set forth upon her adventures with such high hope in her heart.

The news which came to her through Norma was, from the material standpoint, exhilarating. But somehow, although she tried to feel happy, and although reason displayed to her the large advantages which would come with the possession of wealth, she was neither exhilarated nor satisfied.

“I feel a jaded old lady,” she said with a sigh, and Norma laughed.

She became serious almost at once.

“You certainly did step into the morgue when you came to this little city, my dear,” she said. “I’ve never got quite so close to violent death as I have in a few days — here. Did you ever meet this man Fleet?”

“No; Bill knew him; and, of course, Selby Lowe saw a great deal of him. What do you think of Selby, Norma?”

“I think he’s a very nice man,” said Norma without hesitation. “I’m not sure that I liked him at first.”

“Are you sure now?”

“Perfectly sure,” said Norma, smiling without embarrassment.

Gwendda sighed.

“I’m glad Bill is coming back with us,” she said. “I should hate to leave anybody I like behind. And I like Bill—”

“That idea has been slowly incubating in my mind,” said Norma dryly. “Personally, I have a feeling that we shall not lose sight of Selby Lowe when we leave Southampton.”

She looked out of the window into the gathering dusk.

“He is the sort of man who would come to California if he wanted to meet a friend — very much.”

“And if he doesn’t want to meet a friend — very much?” suggested Gwendda.

The other girl turned to her slowly.

“That, as Euclid says, is absurd,” she answered briskly.

They dined together, Mr. Mailing having gone out to dinner with a chance-met friend; Bill had an engagement elsewhere. So depressing was the meal, so insincere were the efforts of conversation, that, when Gwendda got up and said she was going to the sittingroom to write letters, her companion almost heaved a sigh of relief.

She went out into the palm court, found a corner seat and ordered coffee, resigning herself to a lonely evening, relieved by the string quartette which suppled the dance music for the hotel.

Norma was not easily bored. She found life a very vital and arresting thing, and human beings an endless panorama of interest. While she was there, the night hall-porter came in and put some letters in front of her.

“They’ve just arrived, miss,” he said.

She glanced down at the letter on the top of the pile, saw that it was addressed to Gwendda, and, turning the envelopes rapidly, she found that they were all similarly addressed. She half rose to take them up to the girl, but changed her mind, and put the letters into her bag, and was considering the question of going up to bed when the porter again approached her. This time he did not smile.

“Could you come into the hall, miss?” he asked anxiously. “I think something has happened.”

She followed him out. In the small vestibule a man in evening dress was standing, and he lifted his hat as she approached.

“I’m sorry to bother you, madam,” he said briefly. “You were present at Curzon Street when Mr. Oscar Trevors was killed?”

“Yes,” she said, wonderingly.

“We wish you to come along and see the chief. Mr. Selby Lowe has been arrested on a charge of murder!”

Norma stood stricken with amazement.

“Surely you’re joking?” she said.

The man shook his head.

“No, madam, we’ve evidence enough, but the chief wishes to hear from you exactly where Mr. Lowe was when Trevors fell.”

“If you will wait a moment “ she said, turning to go back to her room.

“I’d rather you didn’t mention this to anybody,” he warned her. “You may see your father.”

“Father is not in,” she said, “but I have a friend.”

“Will you be good enough not to mention a word to her about this matter?” he asked earnestly.

She did not go into the sittingroom, but Gwendda, at the writing-table, saw the light in her room, and called out: “Are you going to bed?”

“No, no. I’m going out for a few minutes.”

Before Gwendda could go into the room the girl had gone.

Within a few minutes of Norma Mailing leaving the Chatterton Hotel, a man on a bicycle pedalled quickly into Somers Street, sprang to the ground before No. 38, and before the loungers at the open doors of the thoroughfare could concentrate their attention upon him, had passed into the house and the door was slammed and locked.

Mr. Bromley left his bicycle in the passage and began the routine of search: kitchen, scullery, back room, front room, coal-cellar, and so to the upper floor.

He glanced at the trapdoor, and, reaching up, felt the padlock before he went into his own room, threw off his coat, and began to read through a mass of documents that he put on the table before he had taken off his coat. Letter by letter he read carefully. Some he read through twice and brooded over for ten minutes at a time.

He unlocked a drawer of the crazy bureau, and took out a large silver watch, which he put by the side of the bed. It was in reality a small alarm clock, and he set the hour to three o’clock before, taking off his boots and waistcoat and loosening his belt, he lay down, a rug over him.

The room was in complete darkness. Not even the rays of the street lamp penetrated through the thick blind which covered the window. Bromley was a light sleeper, and the first creak of the floorboard woke him. He lifted himself up in bed carefully, trying to avoid making the slightest noise. For minutes he sat, straining his ears, and then it came again — the unmistakable sound of a footfall on the landing. Kicking his legs free of the blanket, he stepped lightly to the floor. The room was so small that he had but to lean his full length to reach the key in the door. It turned without sound, for he had spent some time oiling the lock. This done, he lifted the bedside table carefully out of his way, and stepped back against the wall. Pushing the end of his flashlamp under the bedclothes he tested it, and was dismayed to find that the battery did not respond to his pressure. He tried it again, screwing down the terminal, but with no better result. He must have light, and, reaching out his hand, he pulled at the blind gently. It went up with a jerk, making what seemed to him an unbearable noise.

The light he procured in this way, dim as it was, showed him every detail of the room. Apparently the man on the landing had not heard the clatter, for presently he fumbled for the door-handle.

John Bromley thumbed back the hammer of his long revolver and waited. So much time elapsed before the intruder made his next move that the waiting man began to think that he must have taken alarm. But it was humanly impossible for anybody to descend the stairs without proclaiming the fact, for the stairs of No. 38 were notoriously noisy. No, he was still there. It seemed to Bromley that he could almost hear his deep breathing. And then the handle of the door turned slowly, without sound, and it opened half an inch.

All this Bromley guessed rather than distinctly saw. But presently the line between door and jamb was more definite. A blacker bar in the darkness. Wider, wider… and then a figure crept into the room.

“I’ll kill you if you move!” said Bromley, and for a second there was a tense silence. “I’ve got you covered! Stand away from that door! Inside! You’ll find a candle on the table and a box of matches. Light it!”

“See here, my friend “ began the burglar, and Bromley nearly dropped his revolver. Then: “Light that candle,” he said. “I’m going to give you the shock of your life!”

With shaking hands. Bill Joyner struck a match and applied the flame to the wick, and then he looked up at John Bromley.

“Good God!” he gasped, for the man standing in the corner and regarding him with a queer little smile was Selby Lowe!
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“You’ve done it, boy!” said Selby, laying his pistol on the table. “And now, having made our dramatic revelation, perhaps you will be good enough to light the lamp, which will make the home just a little more cheerful.”

“Selby!” said Bill, and then remembered the sinister suggestion of the Megaphone
 . “You’re Bromley? I don’t understand it,” he said, bewildered.

“Light the lamp. Perhaps you understand something about lighting lamps,” said Selby Lowe patiently. “There are subjects on which you are densely ignorant, and one of them is the art of discretion. Yes, I am Bromley. I am amazed that you didn’t realise this before.”

“But why — how?”

“I don’t feel in the mood for confessions, but I’m so thoroughly annoyed that, if I do not take you into my confidence now, I shall grow hysterical. I fixed it with Goldy Locks. The whole scheme was arranged by cable with the trustees of the Trevors estate; and if you’re a wise man you will keep your tongue very still about that side of the deception.”

“Do the trustees know that you are Bromley?”

Selby nodded.

“Of course they know. All that stuff they gave out to the papers was practically dictated by me in London.”

“But why?” asked Bill again, and then: “Of course, what a fool I was!”

“I wanted to keep the Terror from Gwendda Guildford; until it was absolutely established that she was the heiress to the Trevors estate, she was safe,” said Selby. “So long as there was a remote chance of some third person inheriting the money, the gang would not go after her. I hoped that they would come after me, and I think that they will, unless you put this into one of your stories.”

“But Sel, I never dreamt — what a raving owl I’ve been!”

“The owl,” said Selby, turning up the wick of the lamp which the other had lit, “is a bird of wisdom. I would not call you an owl. Bill. I would call you any kind of bird you can suggest except an owl. Your Gwendda is the heiress all right.”

“I know that,” said Bill quickly, and told of the cables he had sent and received.

“Oh!” said Selby blankly. “Who knows about this?”

“Nobody except Norma, and she has probably told Gwendda; and I told the doctor also.”

“Nobody else?” said Selby after a pause.

“No, I don’t think so. In fact, I’m sure I didn’t.”

“You haven’t spoken about it in your office? Have you mentioned it in the course of any telephone conversation you’ve had?”

Bill thought.

“I can’t remember that. I certainly did try to get on to you once or twice, and I spoke to Norma over the ‘phone, asking her if she’d told Gwendda.”

“I see,” said Selby. “What a busy little fellow you’ve been today! Oh, my heavens, how busy you’ve been!”

He sat down on the bed and pulled off his boots.

“I don’t think there’s any necessity for me staying as the guest of Goldy Locks, who, by the way, is under special police guard in Devonshire. Don’t mention that on the telephone, I beg. Let’s go home, Bill, and hope for the best.”

“What do you mean?” asked Bill in alarm at Selby’s ominous tone.

Selby did not enlighten him.

“It is the midnight hour,” he said poetically, as they stepped into a taxi at the corner of the Waterloo Road, “and I have a creepy feeling running up and down my spine. What does that mean, my psychologist?”

“It means that you’re not wearing enough underclothing,” said the practical Bill.

“Maybe,” replied Selby.

The cab drew up in front of the Chatterton Hotel, and he was the first to alight. As he did so, a man who had been lounging on the edge of the sidewalk turned and raised his arm. The first two shots went wide; the third, by some fluke, ripped Selby’s white collar from his neck but left him unhurt. And then the assassin turned and ran up Haymarket. Selby stepped into the roadway to get an uninterrupted view.

“Watch me!” he said.

His hand jerked up. There was a flash of fire, and the runner stumbled and went down on his knees.

“Right calf — I think,” said Selby.

When they got to the man he was trying to get up. He had been shot, not in the right, but in the left calf.

“That old gun always throws left,” apologised Selby, after the man had been put into an ambulance and the police had dispersed the crowd that had gathered. “But why did they expect me, for the love of heaven?”

Mr. Mailing was standing in the hotel vestibule and one look at his face told Selby that something was wrong.

“You here?” said the old man. “Where is Norma?”

“Norma? I have not heard from her or seen her,” said Selby quickly.

“She went out to see the police chief,” said Mailing, keeping his voice under control. “Come here, you!” He beckoned the frightened night porter. “Tell Mr, Lowe what happened.”

“A gentleman came, sir,” said the man. “He said he was from Scotland Yard and wanted to see Miss Guildford. I didn’t know Miss Guildford by sight, but I always understood it was the tall young lady; and as she had taken Miss Guildford’s letters a few minutes before, I pointed her out.”

“And she went away with him, eh,” said Selby. “Cab number?”

“The outside porter will have it in his book. He takes all the numbers of cars setting down and picking up before the hotel.”

The outside porter produced his book, and identified the cab.

“A green Fiat, XC99713,” said Selby, making a note of the number.

Parker had come back with him when he left Somers Street, and he called him into the hotel.

“Take that number, Parker, and warn all stations to pull in the driver. Notify me at headquarters immediately the car is located. I must know the setting-down place. Circulate the description of the man who was with Norma. He is the same fellow who carried the ices to Mrs. Waltham’s house.”

At three o’clock in the morning the elderly driver of the green taxicab, who was crossing Waterloo Bridge at a leisurely rate, was held up by a plainclothes man and taken straight away to Scotland Yard, where Selby was waiting.

“I picked up the man at Charing Cross. We went to the Chatterton Hotel, where the lady came into the cab,” said the driver. “The gentleman gave me instructions to set down near the Canal Bridge, in Lanton Road, Lambeth. I thought it was a funny place, but it was no business of mine.”

“Did the lady make any protest to you?”

“None whatever.”

“She didn’t ask you for your assistance?”

“No, sir,” said the man, and Selby believed him.

“You can take me to the place where you set down?” And, when the man had gone: “It is too late to plan a big raid on the glass works — I should have gone there first, but I didn’t dream they would take that risk. Collect as many men as you can in the neighbourhood of the factory; tell the night inspector to join me with all the fellows he can round up.”

Two crowded cabs stopped near the Lanton Bridge, and Selby led them along the canal path in the grey light of morning. Opening the door in the wall, he raced ahead of them across the broken ground to the office block. His heart sank when he saw that the back door was open. He ran quickly into the first room — it was empty; so also was the other. And yet she had been here: on the table her handbag lay open, and beneath the table lay two letters addressed to Gwendda Guildford.

Leaning down, Selby sniffed at the floor, and a pungent odour came to him as he stirred the dust with his fingers.

“There isn’t a field dog in the world that will not follow aniseed,” he said.

He had laid the aniseed scent for Juma. It would lead him to a prize a million times more desirable than the capture of the worst criminal in the world.

More than an hour passed, and it was broad daylight before the dogs arrived on the ground — two long, grey, silky-haired Skyes, that picked up the trail instantly and led them to the main entrance. The small gate, through which Norma had come on her first visit, was unlocked. One solitary inhabitant of the street they found awake and about. It was the old caretaker, in a state of great excitement. At the sight of a string of men coming through the little gate, he passed his hand across his eyes as though he were not quite certain whether he were dreaming.

His story was short but important. Early in the morning, somewhere in the region of two o’clock, he had heard a car come down the street. Looking out of the window, he saw that it was backing towards the gates of the factory — a happening which did not greatly surprise him, because a woman in the street had been very ill with some obscure disease, and there had been a procession of specialists’ cars during the previous few days.

What did surprise him, however, was when, looking out of the window later, he saw the big gates of the glass factory open and the car come out. Apparently, between the time he had seen it first and his second glimpse, the machine must have entered the yard of the factory.

He dressed himself hurriedly and came down, and found that the big gates were closed, but the smaller pass gate was unlocked.

“When did the car leave?” asked Selby.

“About an hour ago. I’m that agitated and upset, sir, that I don’t know whether I’m on my head or my heels.”

Selby turned to one of the detectives who accompanied him.

“Hold this man for inquiry,” he said. “He may be in the plot, and a few hours in the cells will do him no harm.”

In the street the scent was lost, and the fact that the dogs had been able to trail the girl to the big gate showed that the car must have been parked just inside. Telephone messages were going out in all directions, but Selby directed all attention to be concentrated upon the western roads.

“About twentyfive miles out you will find that a section of the road has been laid with white tar,” he said. “That is going to baffle the dogs, because every car that passes this sector is going to lead them to a wrong scent.”

To Selby Lowe, the mystery was concentrated to the focus of the silver key he had picked up in Dr. Eversham’s study. Fleet had shown such anxiety to recover the key, and had gone in such a queer and suspicious way to procure it, that the importance of the key became even more emphatic. It had been returned at the hands of Jennings, but not before Selby had had a plaster cast taken and, later, a duplicate reconstructed in baser metal.

His combing of Fleet’s office had produced no lock on which such a key would operate. He thought at first that it must fit the small cupboard in which the private telephone was hidden, but this was not the case. When the cupboard was opened, a surprise was in store for the search-party. The telephone was gone, the connection cut off close to the wall. Somebody had been in the office after Fleet’s death.

Nor did the silver key fit the little cupboard in the wash-house, which was in reality an elevator; nor the door of the vault beneath, nor any box or grip that was in the vault. The police had made an attempt to secure admission to the wire-room, but apparently old Evans was not on duty; and such is the respect of the British law for the sacredness of private property that they were unable to force the door without a warrant executed by a magistrate.

Selby was thinking of the silver key. It ran, like a thread, through rapid flashes of thought which darted hither and thither, always to fade back to Norma Mailing.

Mrs. Jennings brought in a hasty breakfast for him. Her husband had been called away to the North, she said. One of his relatives was ilL

“I saw him in the house last night at ten o’clock,” said Bill, a troubled young man when she had gone. “Sel, I’m afraid I’m responsible for all this. But how could my cable from Bobby Steel become known to this damnable villain.”

Selby shook his head a thought impatiently.

“A cable passes through many hands before it reaches yours,” he said. “I don’t suppose that Al Clarke would neglect the precaution of planting a man — don’t ask me questions, there’s a good fellow. The mischief is done, and we’ve got to do something — we’ve got to do something!”

“If any harm comes to Norma—” began Bill.

“No harm will come to her,” said Selby. He almost shouted the words. “I tell you, no harm will come to her.” He emphasised his words with an outthrust finger. “Watch that girl of yours, Bill. When they find they’ve made a mistake, they’ll come back for Gwendda — nothing is more certain than that.”

Bill made a poor pretence of eating his breakfast, but sat ruminating and thinking without any interruption, until he returned to the subject of Jennings.

“What train could Jennings catch after ten o’clock?” he asked.

“To the North? There are any number: five from Paddington, three from Euston, three from St. Pancras, five from King’s Cross. I’ve looked them up.”

“But doesn’t it seem strange to you that Jennings should be away at this moment?” persisted Bill.

Selby did not reply.

Before he went out the doctor came, an unusually early visitor. Bill saw, from his grave demeanour, that he had heard the news.

“Yes, it is inexplicable,” said Selby shortly. “I’ll get you to excuse me, doctor; I’ve an appointment.” And he hurried out of the room without a further word.

“Poor Sel is terribly upset,” said Bill sympathetically, and Dr. Eversham made a gesture of understanding.

“The thing has reached a climax,” he said. “If the man at the head of this organisation is a lunatic, as I believe him-to be—”

“Do you mean Juma?” asked Bill.

Eversham shook his head.

“No, I mean — who is the person Lowe speaks about? — Al Clarke.”

“He seems sane enough,” said Bill bitterly.

“There is any amount of evidence that he isn’t,” said the doctor, “and I think Selby Lowe holds the same view. If he is a lunatic, the end is very near. What are the police doing?”

“To trace poor Norma? I don’t know,” said Bill. “Selby is so upset that he hasn’t spoken a word, except that he seems absolutely sure that Norma will come to no harm, and equally sure that these people will return for Gwendda.”

“There I agree with him,” said the doctor. “I came round to make a suggestion, but Mr. Lowe put it all out of my mind.”

He opened the door and looked into the passage, and, coming in, dosed it and walked to the opposite end of the room. Bill noticed these precautions with surprise. He noticed, too, that when the doctor spoke he lowered his voice so that it was scarcely audible.

“Mr. Lowe hasn’t a very great opinion of my ability as a detective,” he said with a twinkle in his eye; “but in my poor amateur way I have been working steadily ever since the arrival of Miss Guildford stimulated my interest in the case. It is probable that my very unhappy experience at the hands of the Terror himself gave me an added zest. I can’t say that I enjoyed either that or my meeting with the vigorous Mr. Bromley.”

Here Bill was discretion himself, and offered no information as to “Bromley’s” identity.

“But I have been watching and discovering little things.” He looked round again. “Where is Jennings?” he asked.

“He has gone to Scotland: a relative of his has been taken ill.”

A slow smile dawned on the doctor’s face.

“Jennings has no relatives in Scotland,” he said quietly. “He is a West of England man and an exconvict.”

Bill’s jaw dropped.

“The respectable and placid Mr. Jennings an exconvict? Surely you’re mistaken, doctor? We had excellent references from a former employer.”

The doctor nodded.

“I know. Her ladyship knew nothing whatever about his early past when she gave him that recommendation; but it is true that Jennings has served a sentence of three years’ penal servitude, and it is equally true that he has no relations in Scotland.”

“What was he imprisoned for?”

“Cheque frauds,” said the doctor. “I’ve been to some trouble to get his record looked up and verified, and I think you’ll agree with me that Jennings had extraordinary opportunities for mischief. I’m not suggesting,” he went on hastily, “that he killed Mr. Trevors. That would be too dreadful an accusation. Besides, I can’t see how he could have committed that crime.”

“He was in the hall behind Trevors,” said Bill, as the coincidence dawned upon him. “And by Jingo! the lights were out — he said they had fused.”

The doctor nodded.

“That struck me also as being remarkable,” he said, “though it isn’t a very good foundation for accusing a man of murder. You saw the paragraph in Monday’s Megaphone
 ?”

Bill nodded.

“They apologised later.”

“I didn’t see the apology,” said the doctor, “ but I did see the original article about the series of coincidences, and they sounded remarkable. The mere fact that the long arm of the coincidence could involve a man of Selby Lowe’s integrity is, in itself, a warning not to jump to conclusions, even when you’re dealing with Jennings. But it wasn’t about the paragraph I wanted to speak. Look at this.”

He took a small wooden box from his pocket, removed the lid, and showed, lying in the bed of wool, a tiny phial three inches long, and the end stopped with a rubber cork. The phial was empty, so far as could be seen through the label.

“This is one of the missing bottles of X.37,” said the doctor. “It is quite empty, and was found — where do you imagine?”

Bill could only shake his head.

“It was found,” said the doctor, speaking slowly and impressively, “in the pocket of Marcus Fleet, and has just been returned to me for identification.”

Before Bill could speak the telephone bell rang insistently and loudly, and he hurried out into the hall and took down the receiver.

“It is for you, doctor,” he called, and went back into the sittingroom so that he might not overhear the conversation which followed.

It did not last more than a few seconds. The doctor returned to the room and seized his hat and cane.

“I’m sorry to interrupt this little talk, but the Trust Buildings are burning,” he said, “and I have a whole lot of things in my office that I should hate to see lost!”

Bill followed him at a run, and caught up with him as he stepped into the car.

“If you’re going to the Trust Buildings, take me along. I’ve a few manuscripts there; I won’t say that they are priceless, but they are certainly not heavily insured.”

By the time they reached the Trust Buildings, the crowd, which was being kept back by the police cordon, was so great that it was impossible for them to penetrate into the clear space where the engines were working. Volumes of smoke were pouring from the upper windows of the building, and the main entrance resembled nothing so much as the hole in an anthill. People were pouring out in a stream, carrying their belongings in their hands, over their shoulders, on their heads.

At last Bill found someone in authority, and, on explaining that he and the doctor were tenants, they were allowed through. They were stopped, however, at the door by the fire captain, who emphatically refused to allow anybody into the building. Then, to Bill’s” surprise, he saw Selby Lowe in the doorway, talking with a police officer of high rank, and, catching his eye, Selby came down.

“The fire is on the fifth floor,” he said. “There is no danger for anybody, unless the ancient Evans is in his eyrie. The janitor says he hasn’t been in the Trust Buildings for days, but the janitor is notoriously shortsighted. I wanted the fire captain to let me go up, but he refuses to allow me to do anything so rash. A dozen of his men are already on the fifth floor, breaking into Evans’ bureau.”

“When did it start?”

“About an hour ago. I saw it on my way to Scotland Yard.”

“Is Fleet’s office burnt?”

Selby shook his head to the doctor’s query.

“No,” he replied briskly. “They’re getting the fire under control, and I don’t think the building will be greatly damaged.”

One of the fire officers, who had been on the fifth floor, came down to report that the office in which they expected to find the charred remains of Evans was empty.

“But it was there the fire started,” said the officer, “and it is a case of incendiarism, for the place reeks with petrol. There’s nothing left of the office or of any other office within fifty yards.”

The janitor kept a book in which were inscribed the private addresses, not only of the principals, but of the chief workers in every office. Old Evans’ address was in Camden Town.

“He has lived for some time with a married daughter at Bexhill — a prosperous tradesman’s wife. I tell you that to explain how she comes to be on the telephone. She has not seen her father since he came back to his job a week ago. I shall know all about Camden Town in a few minutes.”

When it eventually came through to him, the news was that Mr. Evans had not been in his lodgings for three nights and nobody knew where he was.

Selby only waited long enough to discover whether the fire would yield the remotest clue to the other sinister happenings, which he felt sure had emanated from Trust Buildings; then he went on to the work he had set himself: the freeing of Norma Mailing.
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Norma knew that she was trapped long before the car stopped and the man at her side leant towards her and said in a low voice:

“If I am caught for this, I shall go to prison for life, and I would sooner hang. Do you understand what that means?”

She nodded. The car had not moved away from the front of the Chatterton Hotel when she realised the folly of going out unattended with a man whom she did not know. It was the news about Selby that had shocked her reason, but she was sane enough now, and sat wondering at herself that she had been victimised by so transparent a trick. Suppose Selby had been arrested? Why should they come to her, a comparative stranger to him? And if they had wished to know something about him, why should they ask her at that hour of the night to attend a Scotland Yard inquiry?

She moved to get a handkerchief from her bag, and instantly her wrist was seized. That was the first material evidence she had of her desperate plight.

“I’ll get you a handkerchief if you want one. Let’s have a look inside that bag.”

The man thrust his hand into the interior, and drew it back with a grunt of satisfaction.

“I thought you had a gun,” he said, and spoke no more until he leant forward and, tapping on the window, brought the taxi to a halt.

She could have screamed, but she realised how very carefully her abduction had been planned. The taxidriver was an elderly man, no match for her captor. If there had been a policeman in sight, or any other man, she would have made a fight for freedom, even though she did not doubt that he would carry his threat into execution.

She walked calmly along the canal bank by the man’s side, and now he was gripping her arm. She recognised the locality as he opened the door in the wall, and drew back, white to the lips.

“You’re not going to take me to Juma?”

“Juma isn’t here,” said the man, and then: “You seem to know a lot about him,” he added as he slammed the door behind him and locked it. “You’re lucky, young lady — lucky that Juma’s away!”

Could she believe him? Her heart was thumping painfully as he pushed her before him through the narrow door into the room that Selby had described as the “cage room”. When he had fastened the door, he lit a lamp and, looking round, she saw the horrible cage with its rusty bars and hanging door, and, in spite of her self-possession, shivered.

“I’m not going to put you in there,” said her warder humorously. “The last fellow that was in there is dead — he is less trouble that way. You can sit down.”

He looked at his watch and put it back.

“Are you going to keep me here?” she asked.

“Keep you here?” He laughed at the idea. “I should say not!” He raised a warning finger. “If you behave yourself, there’s going to be no kind of trouble coming to you, and you’ll live to a ripe old age. But if you get rough, you’ll be treated rough — you understand?”

She made no reply, and he did not attempt to continue the conversation, contenting himself with a careful study of a newspaper which he took out of his pocket. He seemed to read every line that was in it, including the advertisements, and he had finished and thrown the paper aside when there came a gentle tap at the door.

Instantly the man was on his feet.

“Stand there,” he said, and turned out the light. Then, more loudly: “Come in!”

She did not see the door open: the darkness was complete. But she heard the stealthy footstep of the intruder, and suddenly a blinding white light flooded her head and shoulders. She blinked and shaded her eyes.

“Put your hands down!” snarled a voice.

She heard him utter an exclamation, and then, in a grating undertone:

“You’ve got the wrong woman, you fool! You’ve got the wrong woman!”

“The wrong woman!” gasped the other man.

There was a long silence, which the man in the darkness broke.

“Tomorrow you’ll get Gwendda Guildford — do you hear?”

“What shall I do with this one?”

From the dark came a low chuckle.

“Put her in Number Three,” said the low, hateful voice. “She must never go back to the world again!”
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The Stranger had long since extinguished his light, and, half blinded by its glare, she failed to see him move and, until the door closed, she did not know he had gone.

“Who was that?” she asked in a whisper.

The man who had brought her to this dreadful place seemed infinitely more human than his master.

“Never mind who that is,” growled the other. “Isn’t your name Guildford?”

“No,” she said, “I am Norma Mailing.”

The man whistled, and she sensed his discomfort although she could not see his face.

“I’ll be in bad over this,” he said, half talking to himself. “The hotel porter told me you were Gwendda Guildford. He pointed you out to me.”

“He made a mistake,” she said, “but I’m glad you didn’t get Gwendda.”

It seemed unbelievable to her that she was calmly discussing his mistake, and that she should be glad for Gwendda’s sake at a moment when she should feel sorry for her own.

“Number Three,” said the man after some meditation. “That means you’ll have to skip. I suppose he’s left his car?”

“I don’t know who you are,” said Norma, “but if it is money you want, my father will pay you.”

“There are some things I want more than money,” he said grimly, “and one of them is my life. It’s no use offering me money. Miss Mailing — he tried that, Trevors. Money! — what would I do with it? Life’s short, and you’re a long time dead. We’d better go along.”

“Where is Number Three?” she asked, and he guided her across the rough ground.

She thought that it was some secret chamber in the glass factory, but she was soon to be undeceived.

“You’ll find out,” was the uncompromising reply.

The little car stood, with its fights out and its engine running.

“Get inside,” said the man curtly. “Take the left seat and don’t move.”

He shut the door on her and disappeared into the night, and she, reaching out cautiously, felt for the door, and turned the handle. The door was locked, as also was the other door of the tiny saloon. And then she heard him again.

“Tried to get out, did you?” he asked with a low chuckle. “You’re going to find it difficult.”

He leaned through the open window on the driver’s side, released the brake, and pushed the car through the open gate. He was only a few minutes closing it behind him, and then he unlocked the door and stepped in.

“Make yourself comfortable; you’ll be a little time in the car,” he said, and again he looked at his watch. She saw the glow of its phosphorescent dial. “An hour and a half,” he said, “and that ought to be enough.”

He settled himself down, and, just before he started the car moving, he said:

“You’ll find two steel bolts on each side of that seat. If you knock your elbow against them, they’ll hurt. You’re sitting in Juma’s seat,” he added conversationally, as the machine sped along. “We have to chain him at times. Once, when I was driving him, he went crazy and tried to take the wheel out of my hand. I only escaped a smash by an inch.”

She felt the bolts, and somehow contact with the cold steel brought home to her the horror of her situation.

“Deep breathing is good for your nerves,” said Norma to herself, and breathed deeply. The sweet air of morning came through the open windows when they were clear of London, and from old gardens in the night drifted the heavy scent of roses. Later came the dawn wind, laden with the fragrance of tilled earth.

The machine ran at an incredible speed, considering its size, and the driver apparently took some credit to himself for its achievement, for he spoke about its reliability, and mentioned the make of the car half a dozen times in the course of the journey. She saw the colour in the eastern sky, and guessed that they must be near their destination.

“I’ll give you a word of advice, Mailing,” he said. “Do as you’re told, and you’ll live to a ripe old age.”

Twice he had told her that, in identical terms. She wondered whether it was kindness on his part, or whether he was intimidating her. It sounded so strange to be addressed by her surname. She began to understand how servants felt when they were deprived of the pitiable guerdon of their respectability.

Unexpectedly the car slowed, and turned into a lane so narrow that the twigs brushed the hood of the machine continuously. Yet the road was well kept, and he hardly slackened speed.

“Here we are,” he said suddenly, and turned the bonnet of the car to the left, to where two grey-painted gates barred further progress.

They must have been expected, for the gates opened through no visible agency so far as she could see. She was in a small park, which surrounded a large Georgian house; and when the machine stopped before the closed door Norma found herself wondering to what manner of place she had been brought. Her conductor opened the car door and helped her out, but instead of mounting the steps, he led her down a garden path towards a high garden wall. He opened a green door, heavily studded with nails, and followed her through into what was, apparently, a neglected kitchen garden. To the right was a long, low-roofed building, which might have been a stable or a cowshed. What it was in reality she soon learnt.

Another door was negotiated — the man used his passkey so deftly that he seemed to open them with a touch — and at last she reached her “home.”

The shed was some fifty feet long, and was divided into a number of stalls, separated from the alleyway down which she walked by steel bars that ran the height of the building, and were, in fact, fastened to the roof. In each set of bars was a steel gate about two feet wide. One of these he opened.

There was light enough to see her new surroundings, for, directly facing the stalls, ran a line of windows, which, she noticed, as people notice trivialities in the critical moments of life, were unusually clean. A table, a heavy chair, a shelf full of books, and a square of fibre matting were the sole furnishings. There was a doorway without any door, leading to a room at the back, lit by a heavily barred window. This had a bed, and leading out was a microscopic apartment, paved with stone and fitted as a bathroom.

“This is Number Three,” said her custodian grimly. “I hope you’ll like it.”
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Mrs. Waltham, sitting amidst the debris of her ambitious plans, did not allow herself to be panic-stricken. The death of Marcus Fleet meant a great deal to her financially, for he was a never-failing source of profit.

And yet there had been little between them, except the mildest of flirtations. This fading woman, with her shrewish anger, her stark selfishness, and her disregard for all feelings save her own, had appealed to something in Fleet’s nature — perhaps the desire of the larrikin for closer association with his social superiors. She represented something which all his money could not buy, and if he had paid heavily, he had considered his satisfaction as worth the price.

A few days after the disappearance of Norma Mailing had provided the newspapers with their supreme sensation of the year, she sat at her little writing-table, engaged in stocktaking and the preparation of a profit and loss account in so far as it affected her dead friend.

Marcus Fleet had the habit of impulsive generosity that gives and regrets. The regrettings, the self-reproaches, the bad temper that followed too-generous gifts did not affect Mrs. Waltham at all, always providing that the donation had been well and truly received. Thereafter, any question as to the spirit in which the gift was made belonged to the abstract realms of metaphysics.

He had given her stocks — she duly noted them on the credit side of the ledger — he had given her jewellery, and something else. She puzzled her head to recall some especial and particularly pleasing present she had received from him in the first year of their acquaintance. And then she remembered: it was a little house in a London suburb. She turned out all her drawers to discover the deed, wondering all the time why it was that she had not entered into the enjoyment of her gift.

She found the deed at last and smoothed it out, and as she read the involved legal terminology, she recalled the circumstances under which she had received this present from Marcus Fleet’s hands.

It was a house that he had taken instead of some money which was owed to him by a man. He had viewed the place, did not like it, and gave it away. And then, a week later, when she was negotiating with an auctioneer to sell the property, he had telephoned her in a hurry, asking her not to dispose of or let the house, and she had agreed. Its value was so little at the time, and the income from it so insignificant, that, when he had promised to pay such rates and ground rent as were due, she was content.

The matter had slipped entirely from her mind, as it had slipped, in the course of the years, from the mind of Marcus Fleet. Once or twice in that period he had recalled his foolishness with a little misgiving, and he had it in his mind to offer to purchase the house back from her, but that also had slipped away and was out of sight.

And here was Marcus Fleet dead, and the deed of Fairlawn, Kruger Road, Brockley. It was the end house of a road which had promised to continue itself across the ugly fields, but had changed its mind and halted at Fairlawn, as though, with a glance at the progressive decadence of the architecture, it had decided to start all over again somewhere else.

In the early days of their friendship Mr. Fleet had driven her down and showed her her property, and she was not greatly impressed. It was distinctly the house that Jerry built, or would have built had he had the opportunity; and the drab ugliness of it had so disgusted her that, if she had been charitably minded, she might herself have given it away.

She read the deed through (“to see if there was any catch in it,” to use the expression she invariably employed when engaged in reading legal documents), and sat, tapping her teeth with her penholder, wondering whether it would be better to wait until the fuss over Fleet’s murder had passed into oblivion, or whether she should challenge attention by placing the house in the market forthwith. It could always be described as “the property of a lady,” and nobody need know that the lady was Mrs. Emmeline Waltham.

She put the deed aside for further consideration, and continued the totalling up of her balance. On the whole, it was in her favour. It would have been a monstrous injustice, she told herself, if this had not been the case; for she had given everything, or nearly everything, that a woman — or, at any rate, such a woman as Mrs. Waltham — prizes most in the world, and had precious little to show for her sacrifices.

If she had known all she subsequently knew, she might have offered the house to its occupant and sold at her own price. But this she was not aware of till afterwards; and the knowledge of her lost chance kept her awake at night for weeks on end.

Two people lived in Fairlawn: one continuously, one at rare intervals. To say that he lived there at all was to stretch a term, for Mr. Al Clarke had never slept on the premises. He came occasionally, driving his car over the bumpy road by the side of the fence, and his visits were usually paid on wet or stormy days, when the road was a desert.

What was remarked upon by those who interested themselves sufficiently in Fairlawn to remark anything, was that it was one of the few houses connected by telephone; and the explanation of this lay in the fact that, fastened to the front door, was a brass plate, whereon the occupant was described as a commission agent.

It was rumoured that fabulous fortunes had been won and lost over that span of wire that ran from pole to chimney-pot, and rumour did not lie — though the respectable clerks and small tradesmen who occupied the remaining houses of the road could not dream of the manner in which these fortunes were accumulated.

On the afternoon after Mrs. Waltham sat speculating upon the future, Al Clarke rushed his little black car up the road, swung into the rank fields, bringing the machine with a jerk to a stop by the side gate. Jumping from the machine, he ran through the back garden as though he feared to get wet from the rain that was pelting down.

The house was practically unfurnished, the floors bare but wonderfully clean. He climbed the stairs and opened the door of a small back room, where a man sat at a table, his hands patiently folded before him, his sightless eyes fixed on the wall.

“Hullo, Sam!” said Al Clarke.

“Good afternoon, sir,” said the man without turning his head. “There have been no calls through for a very long time — it must have been days.”

Before him was a tiny switchboard with two connections. He was the second link in the chain that had bound Marcus Fleet and his confederate.

“There’ll be no more calls through, Sam,” said Clarke, sitting down on the table and looking curiously at the blind man. “You can go into the country now and breed those chickens — though how a blind man can find any fun in breeding chickens I’ve never been able to understand.”

“It’s an art,” said the man proudly. “I have ten in the garden — perhaps you noticed them as you came through? Beautiful Wyandottes. I know every one by the touch of them.”

The visitor was chewing the thin stem of a gold toothpick.

“I suppose, Sam, in all the years you’ve been on this job, you must have picked up quite a whole lot of information?”

He saw the placid brow wrinkle.

“What kind of information, sir? I don’t even know your name. You always told me to call you ‘the master’, and the other man ‘the gentleman’. And I never spoke to ‘the gentleman’. Once an old man got through to me and asked me questions. I think his name was Evans, and he wanted to know where I was.”

“And did you tell him?” asked Clarke.

The blind man shook his head.

“How could I tell him, when you told me I must not speak?” he asked simply, and Clarke clapped him on the shoulder.

“That’s the right kind of stuff, Sam,” he said. “Would you know my voice again?”

Sam hesitated.

“I think I should, but I’m not certain. You speak in so many voices, I don’t know which is yours. Sometimes it is very difficult to know that it is you at all.”

Clarke laughed.

“If you had been reading up for this examination, you couldn’t have passed with greater honours, my boy,” he said.

He took from his pocket a tiny tube filled with creamy liquid, and looked at it interestedly.

“You shall have your farm instead, Sam.”

“Instead of what, sir?” asked the puzzled man.

“Instead of not having it,” said Clarke.

He went up two steps, across the landing into the front room, and looked out of the bare windows. The rain was falling in a flood. It would be a stormy night — it could not be too stormy for him.

No calls were coming through from the office in the Trust Buildings for two excellent reasons. The only man who could speak was dead; the microphone room was a mass of charred wood and burnt wires. There was another reason: the connections which had been so cunningly made, and by which, without the knowledge of the Post Office, and on lines which they had kept in repair, he had established a private telephone connection, had been removed by his men in the night. And now he had come to close down the last of his “branch exchanges”.

He took from his pocket a thick wad of notes, counted them deftly, and, detaching them from the others, slipped a rubber band about them. Whilst he stood there, tapping the palm of his hand with the money, he heard the whine of a motorcar, and looked sideways through the window. A big machine was coming up the road, and had pulled up in front of the house. A man got out, rather shabby in appearance, wearing a soiled old trench coat; and from his attitude of deference to the lady who stepped, with an expression of disgust, into the muddy roadway, Clarke guessed he was a business man of some kind. A house agent, probably, but what were they doing here?

And then he recognised the woman. Mrs. Waltham! They were coming up the tiled path to the front door, and he hurried back to the room where he had left the blind operator. The sound of their knocking reverberated through the empty house.

“Who’s that?” asked the blind man, standing up. “Nobody ever comes here except the milkman and the baker.”

“Sam, go down and find out,” said his master in a low voice. “You’re not to let them in, you understand. Close and lock the back door in case they come that way.”

He waited and heard the colloquy between his servant and the woman outside, and then Sam came back.

“She says it is her house, and she wants to see over it,” he said.

“Lower your voice, you fool!” hissed the man. “They may be listening. Her house !” He broke into a torrent of muttered curses. “Fleet again! Of course, it was Fleet’s house, and the sentimental fool has given it away to his bloodsucking woman! Go down and tell them that they may come tomorrow. Tell her that you’ve a child suffering from measles. That will scare her.”

“But, Master, I have no—”

“Go down.”

Al Clarke, who could brook no interference, no opposition from his subordinates, was almost gentle.

“Go down, boy. Tell a lie for once: it will be a new experience for you.”

Evidently Sam’s invention was sufficiently alarming to send Mrs. Waltham hurrying back to her car, and from his place of observation in the upstairs room, Al Clarke heard her shrill voice railing against the iniquity of tenants who contracted measles in other people’s houses.

When the car had gone, he went back to the blind man.

“Take your hands off the keyboard, Sam,” he said, and, wrenching the wires loose from the table, he carried the board downstairs, through the kitchen, and deposited it in his car. Then he returned to the instrument room. “Here’s some money.” He put it in the man’s hand. “You’ve got some relations somewhere on the coast, haven’t you?”

“I’ve a sister, sir. I have not seen her for many years — in fact, since the day you so kindly paid my fare to Margate.”

“You can go to her now. There are eight hundred pounds here, Sam. Feel these notes: each one is for a hundred. You’d better take it to a bank when you get to Margate, and get the manager to fix you with some stock.”

“When do you want me to go, sir?”

“Now. You can find your way around London?”

“Yes, sir, I often go for a solitary ramble at night. I’ve been as far as St. Paul’s,” said the man.

“Can you find your way to Charing Cross Station if I drop you near by?”

The prospect of riding in a machine brought a broad smile to the afflicted man’s face, and Al Clarke, who would have killed him with as little compunction as he would have killed a fly if he had the slightest suspicion that the man had betrayed him, or was in a position to betray him, chuckled joyously at the reflex of the pleasure which he gave to this simple soul.

It was in a little side street running out of the Strand that he put down his assistant.

“I hope you will see me again, sir.”

“I hope so, Sam,” said Clarke, and, with a final pat on his shoulder, he took farewell for ever of the one man who had served him faithfully through the years.

It was night. Physically exhausted with the strain which she had undergone, Norma Mailing fell asleep within a few seconds of her head touching the pillow. So heavy were her slumbers that it was a long time before the persistent tap of steel against steel woke her up. With a gasp of fright, she got up from the bed and stood unsteadily against the open doorway.

She could see nothing except the dull red spot of light which moved unaccountably, until she caught a faint odour and realised that it was a cigar.

“Is that you, Mailing?”

She recognised the voice. It was the man she had seen in the darkness, the mysterious Al Clarke.

“Yes, it is I,” she found her voice to say.

“Sorry to wake you up,” said the other coolly, “but it was absolutely necessary. I want you to write a letter as soon as it gets light. You’ll find plenty of stationery in the drawer of your table.”

She was silent.

“Do you hear me?”

“What do you want me to say?”

“You’ll write to your father, and tell him there’s been a misunderstanding, and that I’m anxious to release you — for a consideration.”

“What is the consideration?” she asked steadily.

“Twenty thousand, and no squeal. I will deliver you in London within five minutes’ walk of a police station, if he agrees to pay twenty thousand to a messenger I will send to him, and give me two days’ start.”

“I’ll write it if you wish,” she said after a pause, “but he will not agree. You don’t know my father.”

“And you don’t know me,” said the other grimly. “I’m giving you a chance which you’ll never have again, my good friend. Do you know where you are?”

“I think I do,” she replied. “I’m somewhere on the Great Western Railway. I saw a train go by.”

“Why Western?” he asked quickly.

“I am in the same place as Oscar Trevors, the man you murdered.”

He laughed.

“You’re cool! I like your nerve. But I’ve seen stronger women than you squeak when it came to a showdown. You want to get away from here, don’t you?”

“I shall get away from here,” she replied calmly, and again he laughed to himself.

“You’re thinking of Trevors. He didn’t get away from — well, from wherever you are. I was fool enough to take him to London because there was an inspection. I put them both together, and one got away.”

She did not ask whom he referred to when he spoke of “both”. There must be some unfortunate prisoner, perhaps near to her.

“If that fellow’s snoring worries you, I’ll have him moved.”

She had not heard the deep snorts which were coming from the next stall, but now she heard them perfectly.

“You don’t know him. It’s a waste of money to keep him,” said Al Clarke, as though he were discussing the fate of some animal past its work. “His name is Evans, if you want to speak to him, but I guess you won’t have much of a chance.”

Wasn’t that the man that Selby had talked about, the tool of Marcus Fleet? She wondered what had brought this poor wretch into this captivity.

“What place is this?” she asked, and the answer chilled her blood.

“It’s an insane hospital, only you’re not in the regular wing. We keep cases like yours here until you’re really mad and can pass the medical inspection. Ever heard of Dr. Eversham? He knows this place well. He’s the great alienist, isn’t he? He’s been here many a time, but I guess that he’s never seen my little home for violent cases.”

“Who are you?” she gasped. “You devil!”

“He’s a relation,” was the cold reply. “And you’re not going to gain anything by flattering me. Devil, am I? I’ll show you whether I’m a devil or not! Norma, you’ll be glad to leave this place!”

There was a sinister ring in the words that made her shiver.

“Good night,” he said abruptly. “You’ll write that letter, but you’ll make no reference to where you are — you understand? No cryptograms or… well, you’ll be glad to leave this place, anyway.”

She heard the sound of his footsteps receding and the clang of a door, and silence.

In an insane hospital! She closed her eyes tightly, as if to shut out the picture which imagination conjured up. And then, from the far end of the corridor she heard a low whimper of sound, a foolish voice chanting a psalm. She covered her ears with her hands and went back to her room, but not to sleep. Presently came a new sound — the shuffle of feet in the corridor outside.

Hardly daring to breathe, she crept forward and looked out. Silhouetted against the window of the passageway was a huge head. It seemed like some hideous creation of a mad artist: the cone-shaped skull, the bat-like ears… she could imagine the rest. He was gently shaking the bars, and, remembering the enormous strength which had enabled Juma to break his way into the house in Curzon Street, she went cold as death.

“Missie” — his thick voice was calling her— “if you are a good girl, the King of Bonginda will make you one of his wives!”

His sensitive ears heard her breathing, and the sound seemed to infuriate him.

“Do you hear me?” he demanded. “Answer, or I will come in to you!”

And then she swallowed and spoke.

“Juma,” she said softly, “do you know me?”

He did not answer, and she thought he had gone. Shifting her angle, she saw the outline of his huge shoulder against the window.

“Juma, do you remember Norma Mailing?”

She heard him utter an exclamation.

“Miss Norma?” he whispered. “Miss Norma…” The voice was a gurgle of strangled sound rather than a clear articulation.

There followed a silence and a low laugh.

“Did I meet you in Bonginda?” came his voice. “I’ve met so many people in Bonginda.”

Her heart went cold. Juma had forgotten!
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The Man who brought the letter into Mr. Mailing’s sittingroom was the last person that he imagined would have been chosen as the emissary of a desperate criminal. A tall, loose-limbed countryman, brown of face and awkward of mien, he stared, openmouthed, at the unaccustomed splendour of his surroundings, and waited, twiddling his hat in his hand, whilst Mr. Mailing read the letter which he had snatched from the man’s hand the moment he had seen the handwriting.

Dear Father (it ran),

So far I am safe and well and fairly comfortable. As you may guess, I am not allowed to say where I am. The person responsible will release me on payment of £20,000 and a promise that no police action will be taken until two days after my release. Norma

Mr. Mailing looked up over his spectacles at the messenger.

“Where do you come from, my friend?”

“Stevenage, sir,” said the messenger.

“How did you get this letter?”

“It was given me this morning by a man in the village.”

“A man you know?”

The messenger shook his head.

“No, sir, I’ve never seen him before. I think he was a London gentleman.”

“Do you know what is in this letter?”

“No, sir. I guessed it were something important, because he paid me so well.”

Mr. Mailing got on the ‘phone to Selby, and luckily found him at home. Five minutes later the detective was with him.

“Would she be near Stevenage, do you think?” asked Mailing anxiously.

He had aged considerably in the twentyfour hours that had followed Norma’s disappearance.

Selby shook his head.

“That is the one district in which she will not be found,” he said emphatically. “The man who gave this messenger the letter is, by his description, the man who took Norma away. He must have chosen Stevenage because of its absolute remoteness from the place where Norma is being held.”

“But I can’t understand it,” said Mr. Mailing, bewildered. “Suppose I pay this money? Will he be allowed to collect it from this man? Surely he doesn’t imagine that the police will let him get away with it?”

Selby passed his hand wearily across his head.

“They’ve made ample provision to collect the money — you need have no hope on that point,” he said.

He called in the messenger again.

“Were you told to expect a letter?”

The man nodded.

“Yes, sir,” he said. “The gentleman said I might get a letter, and I was to take it to Royston by train, and then walk from Royston to Cambridge — a matter of nine miles. He said he would pick me up on the way.”

“What am I to do, Selby?” asked Mailing quietly.

Selby groaned.

“I don’t know how to advise you,” he said. “If we lay a trap for this fellow, in all likelihood we ourselves will fall into it, and it would be worse for Norma. Why not send a letter, telling him you can’t pay the money until you are assured that Norma is safe?”

“And then watch the messenger?” asked Mailing.

Selby shook his head.

“No, we’ll let him go loose, as a proof of our good faith.”

In five minutes the letter was written and the messenger was on his way back to his rendezvous.

“The letter will not be given to him in Cambridge, you can be sure,” said Selby. “They will take it from him before he leaves London.”

He took up Norma’s note, read it through, held it to the light, and, turning on the radiator, brought it close to the heat.

“No, there is no secret writing, and I don’t suppose she knows the method,” he said despairingly.

Mr. Mailing was pacing the room, his head on his breast, his hands clasped behind him.

“I’ll pay them my last cent, Lowe,” he said, stopping in his walk.

Selby shook his head.

“They don’t want your money,” he said quietly. “Make no mistake about that, Mr. Mailing. The essential condition in that letter is the forty-eight hours’ grace. The ultimatum is delivered not to you but to me.”

“But” — Mr. Mailing frowned— “I don’t understand. He has all the time he wants. He comes and goes at his will—”

“Not in and out of England,” said Selby. “Every port is locked to him, and has been locked for forty-eight hours. When he planned to take Gwendda Guildford, he had no other idea in his mind than continuing his income. And then he learnt by accident that I was filling the last gap in the wall about him.”

“I can’t understand it, I can’t understand it,” said Mailing “Why does this man want money? He must be rich, if what you say is true.”

“On the contrary, he is poor,” said Selby. “Mr. Mailing, all criminals have their weaknesses, and the greater the criminal, the greater the weakness. Clarke is a gambler. In the course of the last three years he has lost a million. There isn’t a market that he hasn’t raided, with disastrous effects to himself. His shares in the Trust Buildings, held, of course, in Fleet’s name, have been mortgaged up to the hilt. His running expenses are enormous.”

“Why, Lowe, you talk as if you know him,” said Mailing, aghast.

Selby laughed bitterly.

“Know him? Oh yes, I know him,” he said. “I know him so well that I could put my hand on him at any moment. Last week, it was the toss of a coin whether I pulled him in or not. Today, I dare not.”

He went home, sick at heart, weary in body and soul. The spirit of life had gone out, and he felt old and profitless. Somebody had called him up twice in his absence, Jennings told him, and Selby was wholly indifferent.

He had hardly got to his room before the third call came.

“Find out who it is, Jennings, and tell them I’m out,” said Selby impatiently.

“I’ve told them you’re out.”

“Who is it, a man or a woman?”

“I don’t know. I think it is a servant of some kind.”

With a shrug, Selby Lowe went out into the hall.

“Is that Mr. Selby Lowe?”

“Yes, yes,” said Selby impatiently.

There was a little pause, and then a woman’s voice spoke

“Is that you, Mr. Lowe? Can you come and see me?”

Selby Lowe was annoyed.

“I can’t come and see you,” he said brusquely. “My time is much too important.”

“But you must come, Mr. Lowe,” she urged. “I’ve got something very important to tell you.”

“I know all that is important about Fleet,” he said. “Good morning, Mrs. Waltham.”

“It isn’t about Fleet. It is about something I discovered this morning; about Fairlawn, the house Mr. Fleet gave to me… it is most mysterious. A blind man has been living there for years, and there’s been a telephone… and then this extraordinary man who used to come in a car once a week.”

“I’ll see you in five minutes,” said Selby.

He went back to his room and found Jennings clearing away an uneaten lunch.

“If I’m wanted, I shall be at Mrs. Waltham’s.”

“Yes, sir,” said the man stolidly, and something in his manner attracted Selby’s attention. At that moment his nerves were on edge, and he was sensitive in an extraordinary degree to atmosphere.

“Do you know Mrs. Waltham?” he asked, looking at the man keenly.

“Yes, sir, I know her. At least, I knew her many years ago.” He seemed inclined to pursue the subject, but Selby had neither the time nor the inclination to follow side trails. Mrs. Waltham was in her tiny drawingroom when he got to Wilmot Street.

“I should have asked you to lunch, Mr. Lowe,” she said, “but I’m so distressed that I’ve refused to receive anybody. Do you know that I haven’t had my invitation to Fell Towers? Lady Lowberry sends me one every year. It is very ominous. This case is going to ruin me!”

“I’m sure you haven’t brought a busy man to Wilmot Street to discuss your social cataclysms,” said Selby bluntly.

“I haven’t. I want to see you about this house.”

She took a bundle of papers from her writing-desk and banged them down on the table in front of him.

“I have a house,” she said briefly. “It was given to me — well, not exactly given me, but transferred for services rendered — by Mr. Fleet some years ago. It is a miserable little shanty in a wretched London suburb, and I’ve never drawn a penny of rent for all these years.”

She did not explain at the same time that she had not paid a penny towards the ground rent or keeping the house in repair.

“I only remembered this property after poor Marcus Fleet’s death,” she said, “and yesterday I went down to a local agent with the idea of selling it. To my surprise, he told me that the house had been occupied for years, and was, in fact, occupied at that moment.”

“By whom?” asked Selby.

“By a blind man — that is all I know. The tenant calls I himself a commission agent, which, I believe, means a sort of office bookmaker. Whether that was the case or not, I don’t know. Yesterday I tried to get in, but was refused admission I by the man who, I suppose, was this poor, afflicted person, j who, I am sure, would be much better off in an institution. It is the easiest thing in the world to get run over by a motorbus these days. The traffic drivers are so careless.”

“Who else lives there besides the blind man? Who is the man who comes at regular intervals?” asked Selby. “That is the person I am interested in.”

“I was going to tell you when you interrupted me,” said Mrs. Waltham with dignity. “Just as I was going away, after this person had told me that he had measles in the house, which was a shocking invention, I happened to glance up to the window of a room on the first floor. It had no curtains or blinds, and, so far as I could see, the room had all the appearance of being empty. And then I caught a glimpse of a man. He drew back, but not before I had seen him.”

“Did you know him?”

“Well, I can’t say that I knew him,” admitted Mrs. Waltham. “The only thing I know was that it was a man with a beard, and this I am sure will appeal to you as a detective: I saw that he wore a pair of blue cuff-links.”

Selby sighed.

“But surely that isn’t so remarkable that you should ask me to come and see you, Mrs. Waltham?” he said, with marked impatience. “There is no law in the country preventing a man from wearing blue cuff-links!”

Mrs. Waltham was ruffled.

“I think that should instantly suggest something to your mind,” she said tartly. “I am not a detective, and do not profess to be a detective, but I am sufficiently conversant with police methods to know that gentlemen of your profession — competent gentlemen of your profession,” she corrected, “would instantly fasten upon that. What was the man doing there?”

“As far as I can gather, he was standing watching you, Mrs. Waltham, and one can hardly blame him.”

Mrs. Waltham closed her eyes and raised her eyebrows. It was her protest against the ill-timed flippancy.

“This morning I went down again, to insist upon admission. Fortunately, the agent had a key which fitted the front door, and we went in. There was no child there,” she said dramatically, “no measles! And there was no furniture! The house is beautifully clean: I’ll give him credit for that; and the only room that seems to have been occupied was a small back room, which had a table, a chair, and a bed. Mr. Crewe — that is the house agent — said that there had been some sort of telephone connection, and that an instrument of some kind had been recently removed.”

Still Selby was unimpressed.

“Now I come to the real heart of my story,” said Mrs. Waltham. “On going into the deed with the agent, I discovered that the previous owner of the property was an old servant of mine!”

Selby got up from his chair.

“That must be very interesting to you, Mrs. Waltham, but it is not so to me.”

“I think it will be,” said Mrs. Waltham, “if the reports I have are accurate. That old servant was a man named Jennings.”

Selby stared at her.

“Jennings? Not my Mr. Jennings?”

She nodded.

“Your Mr. Jennings,” she said, “my father’s butler, who was sentenced to penal servitude for three years for forging my father’s name.”
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In the Turmoil which had followed the successive tragedies. Bill Joyner had not communicated to Selby the news which the doctor had brought him; and Selby was learning for the first time that the placid Jennings had seen the interior of a prison.

“It doesn’t sound possible,” he said. “Jennings an exconvict? Did you know he was my landlord?” he asked.

“Not till this morning,” said the woman surprisingly. “When I saw his name in the deed, I made inquiries from James, and he told me that he knew Jennings, and that you were staying in his house.”

Selby considered for some time.

“Thank you, Mrs. Waltham,” he said. “That is indeed very interesting.”

She was obviously disappointed that her news had not created the sensation she expected.

“What sort of a man was Jennings?” he asked. “In the days you knew him?”

Her thin lips pressed together, and when she spoke it was with the greatest deliberation.

“Jennings was certainly the most coldblooded and calculating liar, the most ingenious swindler I have ever known!”

There was a ferocity, a cold malignity in her tone which aroused Selby out of his indifference. He found himself looking into two green fires of hate, fascinated.

“You ought to be able to do something,” she said vehemently. “This man may be — anything! He may be the Terror! He may be the murderer of Mr. Fleet! I thought he was dead — and the detectives who were supposed to be after him have been living with him!”

And then, realising that she was creating an impression not wholly favourable to herself, she laughed.

“I’m a law-abiding person, Mr. Lowe, and I detest all criminals. You must forgive me if I am sore on the subject of Jennings. He has done me and my family a very great injury.”

What was the meaning of it, wondered Selby, as he walked back to Curzon Street. What had Jennings done to deserve this woman’s hate? Servants had pilfered before, had been prosecuted, and had passed into the limbo of forgotten and inconsiderable things. Perhaps Jennings had taken money from her — that would be unforgivable. But he had stolen from her father. Here, however, was an incident to be cleared up without further delay. Jennings was too close to him, too intimately in touch with his private affairs, to lie under suspicion; and when the man opened the door to him, Selby beckoned him into the sittingroom.

“Jennings, I’m going to have an unpleasant talk with you,” he said. “I think I’ve had only one before during the time we have been in touch. Do you know Mrs. Waltham?”

“Very well, sir.”

The answer came without hesitation.

“Were you ever in her service?”

The man hesitated.

“I was in her father’s service three years ago, sir.”

“Is it true that you forged a cheque and were sent to penal servitude?”

Again the hesitation. The man’s face was twitching; he was obviously labouring under profound emotion.

“It is quite true that I have been in prison, and true that her father prosecuted me. It is untrue that I ever forged a cheque,” he said. “It happened when I was a young man. I’m afraid I can give you no further information, Mr. Lowe.”

“Did you own Fairlawn — I think that is the name of the house?”

“Yes, sir, I owned that house, and, by a remarkable coincidence, passed it on to Mr. Fleet. I owed Mr. Fleet a very considerable sum of money at the time.”

Selby was taken aback. He had not expected this confession.

“It is no business of mine, Jennings,” he said quietly, “and I have absolutely no right whatever to cross-examine you, or ask you how it was that you had so much money that you owned a house.”

The ex-butler’s lips curled in a fleeting smile.

“I inherited money whilst I was in prison,” he said. “That won’t sound very convincing to you, Mr. Lowe, but fortunately it is a very simple matter to prove, if it were necessary for me to give proof. It isn’t necessary because, whatever happened in the past, I have paid for. I can quite understand the position is rather an embarrassing one for you, Mr. Lowe, and if you desire to move your quarters, I shall not object.”

The man’s tone was so quiet, so sincere, that Selby was impressed. Behind the palpable truth of his conviction was “something which was only dimly hinted in the blazing fury of Emmeline Waltham.

“I shall not move my quarters, and I have no complaint to make against you for your very natural reticence, Jennings,” he said. “A man who has been ‘inside’ doesn’t as a rule advertise the fact to people he is serving. I think we will carry on.”

“I thank you, sir,” said Jennings in an even tone, and, with a little inclination of his head, went out.
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The Days Passed wearily for Norma Mailing. The morning after her arrival the door was unlocked, and a woman came in, accompanied by the man who had brought her from the hotel. A short, hardfaced woman, who carried a brand new suitcase, which she put down in the inner room.

“I’ve brought you some clothes, Mailing. I don’t know whether they will fit you, but you’ll have to make do.”

Norma offered no response. She recognised the futility of asking questions or making appeals to these people. With a philosophy which was strange even to herself, she accepted a position which would have driven most women to the verge of madness, and when, as happened now, she was reminded that her imprisonment was to be indefinite, she did not quail before the contemplation of her fate.

“She must never go back to the world,” the mystery man had said. Why, then, had he offered to let her go? Had he changed his mind? It was doubtful.

Books she could not read. Her thoughts were infinitely more steadying. She had set herself to make her living and sleeping apartments as comfortable as possible, and now, with the arrival of the clothing, obviously purchased in a hurry, she had something to occupy her mind.

Who were the other occupants of the pens she could not discover. The crazy man at the far end of the corridor must have been removed, for she did not hear him after the first night. And apparently Al Clarke had kept his promise, and the old man whose snoring had disturbed her had passed — whither? She shuddered at the thought.

Through the bars of the back window she looked out upon what was once a small farmyard. A high-roofed and ancient barn on the right filled one side of the square; whilst opposite to her was a smaller building, similarly designed to that in which she was detained; the fourth side of the square was made up of a high wall, crowned with jagged splinters of broken glass.

With her elbows on the window-ledge, she speculated idly upon the use to which this yard was put. It had been roughly gravelled, and she distinctly saw a beaten circle, as though somebody was in the habit of exercising in this open space-Immediately opposite to where she stood was a small, narrow door, and this was the only break in the blank wall of the smaller building. If there were windows, they must be on the other side.

Apparently the yard was not used, for, though she was practically within sight all the day, she saw no human souL Perhaps, she thought, that was where the People of the Pens took their exercise, and she badly wanted to walk. Her wish was gratified towards evening. The woman came, and, without a word, unlocked the door and beckoned her forth. They passed through a small door into the yard.

“You can walk round,” said the woman, and Norma was so glad of this opportunity for exercise that she was almost cheerful.

The woman stood by the door, watching her every move, twirling in her hand a chain which held a key. Yes, this path had been often trodden. The gravel was hard, and she saw the marks of heavy nailed boots, and glanced back at the prison building, wondering what envious eyes were watching her.

And then she saw, for the first time, that, with the exception of her cell, none of the others had windows, and she stopped near to the woman and asked a question.

“They never come out,” said the “nurse” laconically. “Don’t ask questions: walk!”

At the end of an hour she was taken back to her room and locked in, and a few minutes later the woman came in and put her lunch on the table. Whatever else they intended, they did not mean to starve her, thought Norma. The food was excellent, perfectly cooked and served. But for the confinement and the irritating espionage, she suffered no discomfort, for the clothes they had brought her were of the best quality, and the bed-linen was the finest procurable.

But it was this exasperating habit of her custodian to keep looking in upon her at irregular and unexpected intervals that threatened to get on her nerves. On the second night she was visited at two o’clock in the morning, and, hearing the jingle of keys, had sprung out of bed in alarm, only to find it was the woman, wrapped in a heavy ulster and carrying a lantern.

“Just to see if you’re all right,” she snapped when Norma asked her the reason.

The second day passed without incident; morning and afternoon she was taken out into the exercise yard and allowed to walk for an hour before she was locked again in her pen.

It was on the third morning that the secret of the windowless shed was revealed. In sheer boredom, she had gone to bed at eight o’clock, and was wide awake as the first light of day was showing against the window. She lay there for some time, thinking how best she could occupy the coming hours, when she heard a faint tinkle sound, like that of distant bells. It came from the yard outside. Rising, she pulled on her dressing-gown and went across to the window.

The first person she saw was Juma. That towering mass of flesh stood in the centre of the yard, a short, thick army overcoat buttoned up to his chin, a woollen cap pulled down over his ears. In any other circumstances she would have laughed at the incongruous sight, even though his strange attire made the big man more hideous and revolting.

Only for a second did her eyes rest on him, and then they passed to the figure that was slowly circling the beaten path. In the grey of morning he was clearly visible. A slim, tall man with a long beard, turning grey. He walked with painful slowness, his hands clasped behind him, his chin on his breast. He was bareheaded, and his long grey hair flowed over his collar.

Nearer and nearer he came, and she was able to see the thin, intellectual face more distinctly. And then, with a gasp, she realised why he was walking so slowly, and whence came the tinkling sound. Fastened to his two ankles was a heavy chain, which dragged behind him as he walked.

As she gazed, spellbound, she heard the nightly visitant unlocking her gate, and turned to meet the woman wardress.

“Who is that,” she asked, forgetful for the moment of their queer relationship.

“Who is what?” asked the woman sourly.

Shuffling towards her, she looked across over Norma’s shoulder.

“Oh, that?” she said contemptuously. “You mean old man Clarke.”

“Clarke?”

“You’ve heard of Al Clarke, haven’t you?” asked the woman, and pointed to the chained man. “That’s Al,” she said.
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Al Clarke in chains! Norma’s head reeled.

“But Al Clarke is the man—”

“Don’t ask questions. I tell you it is Al Clarke. And never attempt to speak to him — do you hear? Otherwise we’ll have the window shuttered up.”

“Where does he live?” asked Norma, and the woman laughed.

“I’ve never seen his home,” she said dryly, “but I guess it’s in the little shed. Al’s a mighty dangerous man, and we have to put him away at times, and keep him out of sight.”

Apparently she did not resent Norma overlooking this secret of the hospital, for she asked Norma if she would like some coffee, and, on receiving a thankful acceptance, went out and returned in a few minutes with a steaming mug and a newly baked loaf, which she left on the table without comment.

The bearded man was still dragging his painful way around the circle, and Norma watched the sight in wonder. The part Juma played was entirely passive. He stood in the centre; turning so that his back was never to the man; not once did he speak a word. Her coffee might have grown cold, only a few minutes later the big African strode to the door of the shed, pushed it open, and, with a jerk of his head, beckoned his prisoner, and the bearded man passed out of sight and sound.

Al Clarke! For what freakish reason did this man, whose villainy was the sensation of the world, allow himself to be made captive, chained, and locked up in a noisome, windowless prison? She remembered a certain mad Emperor of Russia, whose whim it was to pretend that he was a prisoner under sentence of death, and yet another queer monarch, who found his relief from luxury in the austere conditions imposed by a periodical visit to prison. Was Al Clarke that kind of man? The mien of dejection, the chains, the shuffling step of the prisoner, had been very convincing. If this was Al Clarke, and he was really a prisoner, who was the other man who masqueraded under his name?

When the woman came in again in a more genial mood — she was never at her best. Norma found, in the very early morning — the girl put questions to her, never dreaming that she would be vouchsafed an answer.

“He’s been here about — I don’t know how many years,” said the woman. “My husband says fifteen.”

“Is your husband the — the gentleman who brought me here?” asked Norma, in a moment of inspiration.

She was not surprised when Mrs. Kate nodded. “Mrs. Kate” was the name she gave.

“You’ll have to call me something. Mailing, and you might as well call me that.”

“Why do you call me Mailing?” asked Norma.

“Everybody here is called by their born name,” replied Mrs. Kate.

“I suppose you know what you’re doing,” said Norma, “but it seems strange that a nice woman like you should take the awful risk you’re taking. You know what it will mean when I am traced?”

“You will never be traced,” said Mrs. Kate calmly. “And don’t call me a nice woman, because I’m not. This is the best graft I’ve ever struck and the easiest. They can’t do anything to me, anyway, because I’m married, and my husband is in the graft, and under the English law they can’t ‘jug’ a wife who acts under the compulsion of her husband. Not that Charlie ever compels me. Besides, I’ve been in bird three times.”

“The bird?” said the puzzled girl.

“‘Prison’ is the word you want, I suppose. But ‘bird’s’ nicer. There are worse places. You’re a sensible girl, Mailing: I knew you were the first time I saw you. You haven’t started whining and moaning, like they expected you would, and you haven’t been silly enough to offer me a lot of money to let you out. I couldn’t, anyway. I could let you out of this building, but you couldn’t go through the wall or over it.”

“Is Juma in charge of this wretched man?” asked Norma, going back to the prisoner.

“He is and he’s not,” said the woman. “I don’t see much of Juma. Charlie keeps him away from me, and I don’t say that I’m sorry, for a crazy coon is a pretty bad kind of animal to deal with. We had one in the east wing a few years ago.”

“But tell me,” said Norma, “are the people in this hospital — you call it asylum, don’t you?” The woman nodded. “Are they really mad people?”

Mrs. Kate smiled.

“I should say they were,” she said sarcastically. “Some of the best people in the land. This is a swell place, and don’t you forget it! We’ve had the biggest doctors down here examining our patients. Ever heard of Dr. Eversham? He’s been here, and Sir George Galley, and — oh, lots. Of course, they never come through to the kitchen garden, because that doesn’t interest them. And they’ve no call to get through, either, because this part of the ground isn’t supposed to belong to the hospital at all.”

Norma recalled what the mystery man had said that night at the glass factory.

“Why did they move Mr. Trevors? Your husband said it was because of an inspection.”

Mrs. Kate laughed.

“That wasn’t a Government medical inspection,” she said. “They never come beyond the wall. No, it was a mission from the Board of Agriculture. We’re supposed to keep cattle in here! Every five years or so, an inspector from the Board comes down to look at our outhouses and stables to see if they’re fit for animals. So we cleared out all our patients and shifted the bars. We had donkeys in this pen,” she said. “And, of course, we had to move Trevors quick. Juma took him to London and caged him. But Juma got drunk, and that’s the way this guy escaped.”

“What happened to Juma?” asked the girl curiously.

“The boss beat him up,” said the woman. “Thirty strokes he got, and took it meek. But I guess he’s used to being beaten up: sometimes he goes real crazy and has to be tied to a log. And once he went for the boss, in that very yard. It did no good to Juma. But you can never be sure of him: he’s sane enough one minute, and will give you a lot of high-flown talk about history and books, just as if he were an educated man, and the next minute you want to keep out of his reach. Charlie can handle him next best to the boss. The beast!” She spat the last words.

Some memory had disturbed her from her calm. It had also the effect of bringing the conversation to an abrupt end. When, later in the day. Norma tried to resume the talk, Mrs. Kate snapped at her.

“Don’t talk — walk!” she said. It was evidently the shibboleth of the institution.

With her prisoner locked away, Mrs. Kate let herself out of the shed, and, walking quickly down through the neglected garden, passed behind a row of high and untidy bushes, which hid from view a small, one-storeyed cottage built on the lower terrace of the ground.

It was well and even expensively furnished, considering the type of dwelling it was, and the small sittingroom she entered might have challenged comparison with the home of a well-to-do merchant.

The man she called Charlie looked up over his newspaper as she entered, and then, with a grunt, resumed his reading.

“Put that newspaper down,” she said sharply. “I want to have a talk to you, Charlie.”

He folded the paper with resignation.

“What’s the trouble?” he asked.

“What’s going to happen to this girl?”

“Who? — Mailing? The Lord knows! He says he’ll let her out.”

“He says!” she sneered. “He said he’d let Louise go out of the country.”

“And maybe she’s gone,” said Charles. “Anyway, he wasn’t certain about Louise. He’s not the kind of fellow who—”

“He’s the kind of fellow who would cut your throat and mine on suspicion,” she said. “If he thought you were in with Fleet—”

“I wasn’t in with Fleet at all,” said the other angrily. “Get that bug out of your brain, Kate. Old Fleet wasn’t so bad. He’d got a way of kicking over the traces and going after his own game, and naturally that riled the boss.”

“You were in with Fleet,” she persisted; “otherwise you wouldn’t have persuaded my sister to work for him.”

Charlie took up his newspaper with a sigh and opened it as a signal that the conversation no longer interested him. But his wife was in another mind, and she asked a question which had been put to him before.

“What has the boss got on Dr. Eversham?” she asked.

“He’s got nothing, so far as I know,” said Charlie, “but Fleet had! That was the whole trouble: Fleet got him in before the governor’s plans were made. He spoilt everything. I guess Fleet must have been afraid of the doctor, and I’ve got an idea that the boss is afraid, too, only he wants to work in his own way. And he’s right when you come to think of it, Kate. Suppose when Louise put that stuff into the doctor’s soup she’d killed the old man, and then suppose they’d pinched her I It would bring the ‘busies’ here in two shakes of a dog’s tail! She is the easiest woman in the world to trail because of that mole on her face. Don’t you know that there isn’t a police station in England that hasn’t got her description pasted up outside, and a reward of a hundred for anybody who arrests her? The governor had to get rid of her quick.”

“Get rid of her quick!” wailed Mrs. Kate, dabbing her eyes with her handkerchief. “Where is she?”

“She’s abroad,” said Charlie. “He sent her to America: he told me himself.”

“Why hasn’t she written?” persisted she with womanly logic, and, muttering a curse, he jumped up, threw down his paper and stalked out.

He returned in a few minutes, calmer.

“Now see here Kate,” he said, “we won’t discuss this any more. There are worse things than going before a judge, and you know it. We are comfortable here; we’ve all the money we want and there’s practically no risk working for a clever fellow like the boss. You can see yourself how Fleet might have upset everything — especially with a man like Eversham. He’s visited this place three or four times; he’s seen all the nurses. I’d like to bet you a thousand that he would have recognised her the first time she came.”

“She could have been kept out of the way.”

The man dropped his hand on her shoulder.

“Now listen, Kate,” he said kindly. “Louise is all right. She’s safe, and if she doesn’t write to you, it is because she knows there’s all kinds of trouble coming to her if her letter goes wrong.”

A little later he went out for a stroll, leaving his wife to her domestic duties. He skirted the high wall which surrounded the main hospital and came to the post road. He himself was a little uneasy in mind, for he had recognised by certain signs that all was not well. The only message he had received in two days from the boss was an order to change his appearance as far as he could, and the reason for this he found in the morning papers, where a fairly accurate description of himself was given in connection with the disappearance of Norma Mailing.

The prospects filled him with unease. So close was he to this man, whose face he had never seen in all the years of their association, that it was going to be a very difficult job to keep out of the capital charges when at last they were laid. And laid they would be: nothing was more inevitable.

This girl complicated things. The whole country was roused, and it was due to his employer. Hitherto, “Charlie” had taken most of his orders through Fleet, and Fleet’s directions were minutely detailed. You could not make a mistake when Marcus organised a coup. The boss had just said “Get Gwendda Guildford,” and had left to him her identification. Fleet would have suppled a portrait. Yes, “Al” was getting careless.

These thoughts, doubts, and mental discomforts were worrying him when he came round a bend of the road, and stood stockstill, contemplating uneasily an unusual happening.

In the centre of the roadway were two men, each holding in leash a long, snakish dog. One of these was sitting at his master’s feet; the other was “working” the roadway from side to side with every evidence of excitement.

In a flash, Charlie stepped back to the shadow of a hedge, and only just in time, for at that moment Selby Lowe turned his head and said something to his companion, glancing at the same time along the road. As Selby took a step towards him Charlie turned and fled across the road at top speed, dived into a narrow lane and through the main gates of the building. He was now in the grounds of the institute. There were a few patients walking about, enjoying the air and the sunlight, and with them an attendant, who apparently did not think it unusual to see Charlie precipitate himself with such violence into the grounds. To him Charlie went.

“Bert,” he said quickly, “I’ll look after these. Where is Juma?”

Bert was a heavy, tall, thickset man, who looked more like a prizefighter than a custodian of fairly harmless imbeciles.

“I don’t know — asleep, I suppose. I haven’t seen him today. He never comes here. They say he sleeps day and night. What’s wrong?”

“Selby Lowe is on the road.”

“On the road?” echoed the other man, aghast. “Where?”

“He’s within a hundred yards of that wall,” said Charlie, pointing. “And he’s trailing something. Do you remember, I told you about the peculiar smell of aniseed in the office at Lambeth?”

Bert nodded.

“You told me there was something queer about the scent of the room, and you thought it might be Juma trying some fancy perfume.”

“Well, whatever it was, they’re trailing it,” said Charlie grimly. “And maybe they’re trailing me! I ought to have told the governor this.”

“Didn’t you?” asked the other quickly.

Charlie shook his head.

“I’m in bad enough without getting in further with Al,” he said. “No, we’ll have to take our chance. Lowe must have laid that trail when he visited the glass factory. But how he’s picked us up…” He thought a minute. “It must be Juma. That fool is always loafing around at nights. Go down to the road, Bert, and watch ‘em! Maybe they’ll pass beyond the house — I can’t go, Lowe would ‘guess’ me. Hurry!”

Selby Lowe, holding on to the leash of a straining Skye-terrier, saw a man stroll out from a side lane, his hands in his pockets, a pipe between his teeth, apparently an official of some kind employing a few moments allowed him for recreation.

Selby looked at the white uniform jacket for a second, but did not stop. The dog was leading him along past the high wall of the house, and he was anxious that the animal should not lose the trail.

The scent was obviously keen. Both dogs followed one line, which carried them down the very centre of the road.

“It may be anything,” said Selby, mopping his forehead. He had walked fifteen miles that day, starting from the section of road west of the patch of white tar. This, he was certain, marked the beginning of the true trail.

“I guess it is a pretty hopeless job,” said Sergeant Parker. “Mr. Lowe, are you working on the supposition that the house where Miss Mailing is being kept prisoner is within sight of the railway, the same as Trevors?”

Selby nodded.

“And within two hours of London,” he said. “The car that took her away was not seen in daylight; they had enough time to reach their objective in the dark. If my theory is accurate, we are within a few miles of Miss Mailing’s hiding-place.”

He shared Parker’s doubt as to whether the dogs were on a true trail, and when, for no particular reason, they stopped and sat down, as though by common accord, he groaned. The point at which the trail was lost was the fork of two roads; and though he took the animals in turn down first one, and then the other, they found no scent.

“Unless we believe that our quarry was snatched up to heaven in a fiery chariot at this particular point,” said Selby, “we are hopelessly wrong. The scent ends as abruptly as it began.”

Parker sat down. He was ready to agree with his chief, even to remind him of the warnings and doubts he had expressed at an earlier hour. He filled his pipe and lit it before he answered.

“That’s about so, Mr. Selby. I think there’s a railway station some six miles away, and perhaps we’ll be able to hire a car at the village we passed through.”

Selby shook his head. “I’ve not finished yet,” he said.

Yet he was glad of the rest. Watching him out of the corner of his eye. Sergeant Parker saw him moodily smoking over the problem. Then suddenly Selby sprang up.

“I’ve got it!” he said. “Do you remember how we came on this trail, four miles away, without warning? How we looked in every direction to find the leaders?”

“I was about to mention that fact to you,” said Parker. “It certainly was unaccountable.”

“I’ll tell you why it is unaccountable. The reason is as clear as daylight,” said Selby. “We are following the trail of a person who was walked up and down this length of road. That is to say, it is a man or a woman who takes exercise for exercise’s sake. At this point” — he indicated where the trail ended— “our man turned, and walked back again to the place where we first picked him up.”

“Then there would be a switch point where the trail leaves the main line,” said the interested Parker. “Why didn’t we pick up that?”

“Because we came on to what is known in railway parlance as the ‘trailing point’. That is to say, we came up the arrow and not down. If we go back, I think we shall find where the man came into the line.”

He called the dog to him, and, leashing him, took him again to the road along which they had already passed.

“It was obvious that we should never get the aniseed scent from the car itself,” said Selby. “Our only chance was that, if either Miss Mailing, her captor, or Juma touched the ground — Hullo!”

The dogs were working round in a circle. Presently, with a yelp, one began to nose quickly along the patch of grass which bordered the side of the road.

“We’ve got it,” said Selby under his breath.

Sometimes on the grass, sometimes in the dusty roadway, the dog led them forward, his companion being content to remain on the chief trail. Then suddenly Selby’s hound turned off sharp to the left, leapt the ditch, with his master after him, and worked into a bush. Selby was to discover that there was a distinct pathway, and this the dog was following.

They reached in the end an open field, and the detective checked the little beast at a stile and took his bearings. Ahead of them, and a little to the right, he saw the roof of a family mansion, surrounded by a high wall. The gable of a big barn was visible immediately behind the wall, which was partly shaded by the delicate foliage of lime trees growing on the other side.

He was joined by Parker.

“What place is that?”

“It looks like a country house to me,” said Parker. “Early Georgian, by the chimneys.”

“We ought to have asked the man we saw, the man in the white jacket,” said Selby, and at that moment, as though his presence had been conjured by the wish, there appeared, not a hundred yards from them, the interested official, still smoking.

The trail led in his direction, and they came up with him in a few seconds.

“What place is that?” asked Selby, pointing to the house.

“That is the Colfort Asylum, sir.”

“An insane hospital?” said Selby, in surprise at his disappointment.

“Yes, sir,” said the man respectfully. “I thought everybody in the country knew the Colfort Institute.”

Selby was silent.

“Do you live in the Institute?”

“No, sir, I have a cottage just outside.”

“Then you’ll be able to satisfy me on one or two points. Have you seen a very big coloured man in this neighbourhood? You could hardly forget him if you’d seen him.”

“No, sir,” said the man, shaking his head. “I’ve never seen a coloured man in this part of the world.”

“Do you know everybody who lives in the village?”

“Everybody, sir. I’ve been here ten years.”

“You have heard of the Terror?”

The man nodded.

“Yes, sir, I’ve read about him in the newspapers, though you can’t always believe what newspapers say. It caused a lot of uneasiness in this part, but we’ve never seen him.”

The field in which they were walking sloped upward, its crest being marked by a thin plantation, so thin that daylight could be seen on the other side. This crown was broken for about a hundred feet in the centre, as though the trees had been artificially cleared.

Selby was taking in the details of the place, and his eyes were strained towards the gap on the top of the hill, when he saw the shape of a man coming slowly into sight — first his head, then his shoulders appeared. The trees must have been small, so small as to cause a curious optical illusion; for the man appeared to be a veritable giant, rising from the earth, and Selby gazed spellbound, until the complete figure came into view. It stood, its hands on its hips, looking first one way and then the other. Parker uttered a cry.

“Our man!” he shouted.

Selby had already recognised the immense figure of Juma, the Terror.
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With his keen vision, Juma must have detected the party almost as soon as they saw him. So quickly did he disappear that Selby for the moment thought that he had been the subject of an illusion. Had he looked at Bert’s face, he would have read, in the fear and consternation depicted there, a complete refutation of the story he had told a few minutes previously. But he was so completely occupied by this strange apparition that his eyes did not leave the place whence Juma vanished.

“Did you see anything?” he asked quickly.

“I certainly saw a giant come out of the earth,” said Parker.

Before he had finished the sentence, Selby was running across the field towards the rise.

It was Juma! He was certain even before the dogs again picked up the scent and gave tongue. Fast as he ran, the leash under his hand was taut. At last he reached the summit, and looked down into a pleasant, thickly wooded valley, innocent, so far as he could see, of any habitation, save a very distant farmhouse.

“He is in that wood,” said Selby, pointing to a thick copse on the left.

“You had better go carefully, Mr. Lowe,” warned Parker. “This man is not going to be taken without a struggle.”

“I never thought he would be taken any other way than dead,” said Selby shortly.

As they approached the wood, their pace slackened and they divided — Parker to the left, Selby to the right shoulder of the copse. To follow boldly through the trees would be suicidal. To make a detour round the copse was to risk losing the man altogether. Selby elected for suicide.

“Beat the wood for him,” he said, “and shoot at sight.”

Juma was an athlete who would probably keep up his jogtrot for hours on end. There was no real reason why he should make his stand in the wood, many reasons why he should employ the copse to screen his movements beyond.

Selby followed the main path. That he was actually on the trail of the Terror was assured by the excitement which the terrier was showing. Holding the leash in one hand and his gun in the other, Selby ran down the path, an easy mark, as he knew, for the big man, if he were concealed in the wood. But here he had to take a chance. He heard a rustle and crash to his left as Parker pushed his way by a less favourable route.

And then he came, of a sudden, into a clearing, in the centre of which was a small concrete hut. It reminded him of one of those temporary magazines which were erected in France to hold small arm ammunition. As near as he could judge it was eight feet square. There was an irregular opening which served as a window, and by its side a low door. As he approached cautiously, dodging from the cover of tree to tree, ready to shoot at the first sign of danger, he saw that the building was the work of an amateur. A heap of old concrete, stone hard, littered the approach; in the grass he stumbled over rusting steel rods and a wooden mould, in which the concrete blocks had evidently been shaped.

There was no sign of life in the house, and, taking the last half-dozen yards at a run, he flung himself against the wall near the door.

“Come out, Juma!” he called, and, pushing his pistol into the door opening, followed.

A glance told him the room was empty.

He was in the real home of the Terror. On the walls hung three wicker shields and a bunch of throwing-spears, bound together by rawhide. The spearheads shone like silver, and evidently were the recipients of Juma’s constant care. A bed made of a wooden framework on which a skin was tightly stretched; the inevitable cooking-pot; a few articles of clothing hanging on a peg, and that was all.

He was turning to go when a glimpse of something white beneath the bed caught his attention, and he pulled the bedstead away from the wall. Lying on the floor was a letter wrapped in a sheet of paper that had once been white.

Selby knew a great deal about the African native. He had spent two years in Nigeria, and had crossed the Dark Continent from Boma to Dar el Salaam, and he knew that messengers carrying letters invariably wrapped the envelope in paper. This letter, then, had been on the point of delivery. How had it got there? Juma must have been bearing the letter when he was sighted, and had thrown it under the bed in the hope that it would escape the attention of his pursuers.

Selby brought it into the open. It was on a blue-tinted paper, deckle-edged, and was addressed in typewritten characters to Charlie. Without hesitation, he tore open the envelope and pulled out its contents. The letter also was typewritten and was without address or date.

The girl must not come to any harm. Be prepared to move at a second’s notice. If necessary, leave Mailing behind, but bring Al.

There was no time to do more than glance at the letter. He stuffed it in his pocket and continued the hunt.

Clear of the wood, he saw how immensely difficult would be the task of running down his man without the support of the posse. The valley was mottled with olive-green copses, there was cover on every side.

“Look!” cried Parker suddenly, and pointed to a patch of white road along which a car was moving at a tremendous rate, the dust flung up in clouds behind.

Selby halted.

“I have a feeling that that is our man,” he said, “and the gentleman who sent him with the letter is driving.”

Whether it was or not, there was little hope of successful continuance of the search — a fact which was emphasised when they found their progress barred by a shallow stream, on the other side of which the scent was lost.

Selby pulled the letter from his pocket and read it again.

“‘Bring Al’?” he read. What did that mean? And who was Charlie? And whither was Juma carrying the message?

He looked round.

“What happened to our friend from the insane hospital?” he said. “I thought he was with us.”

“He didn’t follow. I looked back,” said Parker “and he was standing watching. Probably he was on duty and couldn’t leave.”

Before he left the wood, Selby made another and a more searching scrutiny of Juma’s house. The throwing-spears he confiscated; they were weapons too deadly to be left around. Without cutting the thong that bound them, he drew out one, the hasp of which was painted a bright red, and was covered, halfway between the spear and the grip, with fine brass wire. At this point where the spear balanced exactly in the hand the grip was covered with a strip of leopard-skin.

“This is the spear of a king,” said Selby, “and Juma is coming to get that back, if I know anything about the habit and customs of the Upper River.”
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To Selby’s SURPRISE, Mr. Mailing was cheered by the news he brought.

“You’ve had no other communication from these people?” said Selby.

“None. I’ve been waiting at the hotel all day for a letter, but nothing has turned up. Lowe, I’ve got a feeling that this note to Charlie is a very genuine one, and I could almost wish it was delivered.”

“You needn’t worry about that. Mr. Al Clarke will send a duplicate,” said Selby. And then: “I wish I could share your faith.”

“The letter is obviously sincere,” said Mailing with conviction, “and I am quite satisfied that no harm will come to Norma. But to where was this letter being taken?”

“That is what I want to discover,” said Selby. “I have made inquiries in the neighbourhood for a ‘Charlie’. I even interviewed the medical officer in charge of the institution — an aged gentleman named Skinner, who, by the way, is the very last person in the world I should place in charge of lunatics. If he isn’t a chronic drunk I have never seen one.”

“There were no other big houses in the neighbourhood where our man might be hiding?” suggested Mailing.

“No, there is a sort of farmhouse next to the hospital, which is run by a woman. I saw her, and she said she’d been living in the neighbourhood for years and knew nobody by that name.”

Mr. Mailing stared gloomily at the detective and shook his head.

“I don’t know how this will end, but the suspense is getting on my nerves, Lowe. I hardly slept last night.”

“And I didn’t sleep at all,” said Selby, and, looking at him keenly. Mailing saw that the eyes of this dandified young man were hollow and red, and that his face had grown haggard in the past few days.

“Where is Gwendda?” asked Selby.

“She’s out with Bill somewhere. When I say she’s out with Bill, she’s taking the usual party of Scotland Yard men with her. You are certainly looking after her, Mr. Lowe!”

Selby smiled faintly.

“Yes. An unnecessary waste of energy, I think.”

“You mean that this infernal scoundrel will not attempt to take her?”

“Yes, I think that,” said Selby, after a pause. “When he killed Fleet, he killed one of his biggest assets. It must have been very necessary to remove Fleet, but I’m certain, if you could get inside his mind, you would find he was regretting his action. More than ever am I convinced that Fleet was the real organiser. You could feel his actions at every turn. Without him, Clarke is committing blunder after blunder, and stands revealed as a man who can initiate great schemes, but has neither the ability nor the patience to carry them into effect. That is why, believing that his last error has sobered him, I say that he will not take another risk with Gwendda. Besides, the game is blown. He cannot possibly hope to repeat the coup he made with Trevors. Believe me, Mr. Mailing, that offer was a genuine one. Twenty thousand in fluid cash would at this moment be a godsend to Al Clarke.”

He took up the letter from the table and looked at it, though he knew its contents by heart.

“I agree with you. In fact, I always knew that Norma would be safe, providing I could keep Al Clarke at a distance. There was only one night — the night of her disappearance — that he could have been near her. Since then, he has been headed off.”

“You really know him?” said Mailing incredulously.

Selby nodded.

“I really know him; and if I did not believe that that letter was absolutely true, and that no harm was coming to Norma, I would take him in the next hour, and make him tell me where Norma is.”

“How?”

The smile on Selby Lowe’s face was not pleasant to see.

“I should burn him until he told,” he said simply, and the old man knew that this was not an idle boast.

Bill Joyner was packing up the papers in the office, and he had Gwendda as a willing assistant.

“This is almost a waste of time,” he said glumly, as he paused in the midst of examining an untidy pile of unfinished manuscripts. “Heaven knows what is going to happen, Gwendda; seems an awful long way!”

Gwendda, sitting at the other side of the table, folded her hands and sighed.

“Mr. Jennings thinks that Norma is sure to be rescued,” she said.

“Jennings knows a whole lot about it, I guess,” said Bill irritably.

“I like Jennings,” said Gwendda, after a moment’s thought. “Yesterday, when I was waiting for you at Curzon Street, we had a little talk.”

“I wish you wouldn’t go out alone,” interrupted Bill uneasily.

“Alone!” she scoffed. “Why, Bill, I never go in the street without the sensation that I’m marching at the head of a battalion! There can’t be an unemployed detective in London that Selby Lowe hasn’t roped in to watch me. It is getting such a nuisance that the manager of the hotel complained to Mr. Mailing this morning. He says it demoralises the staff to have detectives sitting in the corridor. I think he is very sore because there has been so much publicity about the disappearance of dear Norma—”

“What did Jennings say — in addition to offering his views about Norma’s safety?” asked Bill, anxious to get on to a less painful subject.

“He asked me if I wrote stories, and I told him no, but that I had hopes,” said Gwendda, “and he said anybody could write stories.”

“Oh, he did, did he?” said Bill indignantly. “That proves the truth of an old saying, that familiarity breeds contempt. This poor nut—”

“Don’t be vulgar,” she begged. “Jennings isn’t a poor nut at all. He knows a whole lot about story-writing. He used to be in the service of a publisher years ago, and he told me that he had some first manuscripts of really famous authors. In fact, he is sending them along to me — I should have seen them at the house, only I was so worried at the time.”

“Humph!” said Bill. “He’s a queer bird, is Jennings. I certainly have never associated him with the literary profession,”

He remembered the doctor’s suspicion of the ex-butler, and the startling charge he had made, and wondered if Selby knew.

“Jennings made the offer out of kindness. He knows how bad we’re all feeling, and he wanted to give me something to distract my attention. There’s a lot about Jennings that I like very much indeed,” Gwendda went on, “and a whole lot that puzzles me.”

“Who are the authors?” asked Bill, and she gave him two illustrious names that made his eyebrows rise.

“They must be valuable,” he said. “How on earth did Jennings get them?”

“I don’t know. He’s sending the box up to me at the hotel today,” she said. “Bill, let us go somewhere. I’m tired of this fusty old office.”

Bill got up with such alacrity as to suggest that he shared her weariness. He called in the small boy who looked after the office in his absence, and who for the past few days had seldom answered the bell.

“Now listen, you!” said Bill. “You’ll stay in this office and you won’t go out. I know there has been a fire on the fifth floor, and that is very interesting to office boys, but you’ll restrain your morbid curiosity until I am on the high seas.”

“I shan’t be in the Trust Buildings then, sir,” said the youth logically.

“Maybe you won’t,” said Bill. “But whether you do or whether you don’t, stay here until I come back.”

As they came to the entrance of the Chatterton, Selby was coming out. Bill had not seen him in days, and the change in his appearance was so remarkable that he gasped.

“What’s the matter with you, Sel? You look sick.”

“And I’m feeling sick. A box has just come for you, Gwendda. Don’t touch it until my sergeant has opened and examined it. It seems too heavy to be honest.”

Gwendda laughed.

“It must be Mr. Jennings’s manuscripts,” she said.

Selby turned back.

“Has Jennings become an author?” he asked, and Bill explained.

“That’s news to me,” said Selby, and then: “Bill, see Gwendda to her room and come along with me. I want your help.”

When Bill returned he found his companion already seated in the cab he had hailed.

“I’m going to call on the doctor,” Selby explained. “I want to ask him a few questions about the Colfort Mental Hospital.”

“That is a new one on me,” said Bill, interested.

“It is a place I struck in my travels,” said Selby, “and the proximity of friend Juma to the institution rather intrigues me. The asylum is run by a very incompetent and drunken old doctor named Skinner.”

Selby shook his head.

“Is it a bogus establishment?” asked Bill.

“No, it is perfectly genuine. The doctor showed me his books with great pride, and I find that one of the eminent men who has visited the place is Eversham — the hospital has a very good name in medical circles. In fact, Bill, I know that I am chasing a shadow — but I’ve got to the point now where even shadows look pretty substantial.”

The doctor was at home, and gave Selby a warm welcome.

“Have you any news?” he asked, and Selby glanced at him quickly.

“If I haven’t, you have,” he said.

“You’re a good guesser,” smiled the doctor, “but mine can wait.”

Very briefly Selby told him the object of his visit, and without hesitation the doctor confirmed all that Selby had learnt about the hospital.

“It is a very excellent private asylum,” he said. “I don’t know very much about the man in control, but I know that it is very well spoken of by doctors. I can’t say that I am enamoured of the man in charge, but he has a reputation as an alienist.”

“Have you visited every part of the building?”

“Every part,” said the doctor. “I can go tomorrow if you wish. I have the right of entree at all times; I am one öf the consulting physicians. Some years ago — more years than I care to contemplate — I wrote a book which has been accepted as an authority on mental diseases. In fact, to be blatantly immodest, it is the textbook on the subject. The result of this is that I am one of the honorary consulting physicians in most mental establishments. Do you think Miss Mailing is there?” he asked quickly.

“I have no very definite opinion,” replied Selby.

“It was rather curious you should have mentioned the Colfort Institute,” said the doctor. “It was one of the first with which I was associated after my return from abroad.”

He walked across the library floor to the bookshelf, took down a heavy volume, carried it back and placed it in Selby’s hand.

“A labour of love,” he said, “I was twentyfour when I wrote it. And that book has a peculiar bearing upon our search for the Terror.”

He spoke with emphasis, and Selby looked up from the incomprehensible pages.

“I know your theory that the murderer is mad—”

“It is not that I am thinking of,” said the doctor quietly. “Look at the publisher’s name.”

Selby turned back the flyleaf.

“‘Published by Joshua Stalman,’” he said, and frowned. “Stalman? The name is familiar to me.”

“Stalman was one of the first of the Terror’s victims,” said Arnold Eversham quietly, and Selby whistled.

“I remember! The old publisher who had been living in the South of France, and was murdered the day after he returned to London.”

“The same day. He was killed in a railway carriage and his body was found on the side of the line.”

Selby nodded.

He remembered perfectly. Stalman’s valet was suspected of the crime — Selby mentioned this.

“A man named Green, who disappeared at the moment of the murder.”

“A man who called himself Green.” Again there was a twinkle in the doctor’s eyes. “I’ve strayed from the path, Mr. Lowe,” he said mockingly, “in spite of all the warnings I have received; in spite of the buffeting which I had at your hands — yes, I have discovered that you were Bromley, and you need not look reproachfully at Mr. Joyner, because he did not tell me — in spite of all these discouragements, I have continued in my inquisitorial career. The man named Green, who disappeared after poor Stalman’s death, was an exconvict who had been taken into Stalman’s service a few months before the murder.”

“Do you know the convict’s name?” asked Selby.

The doctor nodded.

“His name was William Jennings,” he said, “and I think you are very well acquainted with him.”
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Selby Stared at Arnold Eversham in amazement.

“You are certainly a more efficient detective than I,” he said at last, “for I am quite in the dark about that incident in Jennings’s life. I won’t be so rude as to ask you if you are sure. You would hardly raise so big an issue unless you were certain.”

“Jennings again!” Bill found his voice. “Sel, there must be something in this. He was a friend of Fleet’s — I know all that because I’ve seen Mrs. Waltham since you were away. She came to the hotel and I had a talk with her. And Trevors was killed in Jennings’s house and in Jennings’s presence! You remember how he stood in the dark passage just behind Trevors

“I remember all that, Bill,” said Selby slowly. “And yet I — tell me about Stalman. The facts are probably fresher in your mind, than in mine, doctor.”

The doctor went to his bureau and brought out a large press-cutting book, laid it on the table and opened it.

“Stalman was my publisher. I’d only met him twice, once when I took my manuscript to him, and once just before the publication of the book. He was an elderly man in failing health, very kindly of nature and generous of disposition, and I liked him without really being friendly with him. As a matter of fact, I was too young to be on any terms of friendship. Stalman was one of those old-fashioned, austere men, who invariably spoke of himself in the plural. It was a case of ‘We did this’ or ‘We did that’. In fact, he was rather a terrifying personage. His health broke down so badly that he had to go to the South of France permanently, as most people believed. Whilst there, the valet who had been in his service for many years left him to take up a position in England, and this man promised that he would find a substitute in London and send him along to Mentone, where Mr. Stalman was staying. All these facts came out at the time of the murder.

“The valet Green was engaged by Stalman’s old servant, and left immediately for the Continent. He had been with Stalman about four months, when the old man decided to come to England to spend the summer, and to visit the few relatives of his who were still living. It was known that he landed at Dover, after a very stormy voyage. Whether or not he was accompanied by his valet there seems to be some doubt. At any rate, the body of the old man was found between Ashford and Tonbridge. He had been brutally murdered, and somebody at a wayside station had seen a negro crouching on the footboard. That was the first hint we had of the Terror.”

He turned a few pages of his scrapbook and showed a photograph. It was a picture of an old man in a wheel-chair, and had obviously been taken in some tropical garden. Standing by his side was a man whom Selby had no difficulty in recognising. It was Jennings.

“This photograph,” the doctor went on, “only came into my possession a few months ago. It was taken in Mentone a few days before Mr. Stalman met his fate.”

He carefully slipped the unmounted photograph from the slits in which it was held, turned it over, and Selby read:

“This is my new valet.”

“The photograph was sent by Stalman to a relative before he left the South of France, and the pencil writing on the back is his. By some freak of fortune, the person to whom it was addressed, a nephew in command of a British battalion, was in India, and was killed in a frontier engagement some time before the letter reached its destination. So that the valuable clue which this photograph would have given to the police was lost.”

“May I take it?” asked Selby. He put it away in his pocketbook. “How did you discover all this, doctor?”

“I’ve been working on the case for a very long time,” said Dr. Eversham. “I hope you will not think it an impertinence when I say that I am more competent to understand the mental processes of the murderer and his tools than one who lacks my experience. I knew that this photograph existed, and I have suspected for some time that the missing valet was Jennings. By the way, one of Mr. Stalman’s boxes was missing after his death. What do you think, Lowe?”

“I think it is the most extraordinary set of coincidences. I don’t think I have ever known anything quite as unbelievable,” said Selby,

“By gosh!” said Bill suddenly. “That explains the manuscripts I”

“What manuscripts?” asked the doctor.

“Jennings has sent Miss Guildford a lot of old original manuscripts, some of famous authors, that he had, and Selby and I were wondering how he came to have them. Don’t you see, Sel?”

“I see,” said Selby in a low voice. “What a fool I was! What an imbecile!”

Both men guessed what he was thinking. But both men guessed wrong.
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Gwendda Guildford was looking into a square wooden box. The box had come just before Selby’s departure, and in reality Gwendda was not particularly interested in this literary feast which Jennings had sent to her. She had accepted the offer not wishing to hurt his feelings, and recognising the kindness which was behind his action. Now she applied herself to a cursory examination of the manuscripts, more in the spirit of finishing a task than of seeking a recreation.

She glanced idly through the heavy manuscript of a novel which had made a sensation in two continents in days when reputations were more easily secured, and with idle interest deciphered the crabbed writing of the dead author, more interested in his corrections and interpolations than in the actual story itself.

Then she took out another and smaller manuscript, and saw underneath a plain white envelope. The envelope was too thin to hold a manuscript. The flap was open, and she drew out a slip of parchment. It was a marriage certificate, and she wondered how it had come to be in the box.

It was a marriage celebrated between William Jennings, described as “independent”, and Emmeline d’Arcy Beljon. Emmeline! Gwendda’s eyes opened wide. Emmeline Waltham!

She was still staring at the certificate when Selby came into the room quickly. He walked straight to the box, and without a word piled manuscript upon manuscript and banged down the lid.

“Why, Mr. Lowe!” she said in surprise.

“What is that you’ve got?” he asked almost roughly, and took it from her hand. “Emmeline! Great Moses!”

“I was just wondering,” she said, a little hurt by his brusqueness.

Selby’s queerly abrupt manner came always to her as a surprise.

“Emmeline! My heavens!” he said again. “I’m going to take that box away.”

“But why “ she began.

“Because it isn’t good for you,” he said. “They’ve got to go back to Jennings right away. How many manuscripts have you read?”

“I’ve read none really.”

“Have you seen a story called The Eternal Mate
 , by a man named Raeburn?” he asked.

“No, Mr. Lowe, I haven’t, I really haven’t.”

His air and manner were more serious than she had ever seen before.

“You’re certain? Now tell me what you’ve read.”

“I’ve read none of them,” she said, a little exasperated by his persistence. “And what does it matter if I have?”

“What stories did you see?”

“I only saw one — it is on the top, I think.”

He opened the lid of the box.

“You’re positive?” he asked. “You saw none of the others? You didn’t see The Eternal Mate
 ?”

“What is the mystery of The Eternal Mate
 ?” she demanded, curiosity overcoming her sense of resentment.

“I’ll tell you one of these days.”

Looking past her, he saw Parker in the doorway.

“Put this box in a cab, and I shall want you to come with me to Curzon Street,” said Selby rapidly.

He added no word of farewell or apology, but was out of the room before she could realise what he had done.

He let himself into his house, and Parker carried the box into the sittingroom and put it on the table.

“You’d better wait outside. I’ve a few words to say to Mr. Jennings. If I want you, I will tap on the window. Here is the key, by the way.”

When he had closed the door on Parker, he rang for the landlord, and Jennings came. As he entered the room, his eyes fell upon the box and he stopped dead. Then, as though he had come to some rapid decision, he closed the door with a certain firmness, and, uninvited, sat down.

“You want me, Mr. Lowe?”

“Whose box is this?”

“The box and the contents are mine,” said Jennings.

There was no time to beat about the bush. Selby was more than curious.

“Do you remember the murder of Mr. Stalman, the publisher?”

“Yes, sir.”

“He had a servant named Green, who disappeared just before or after the murder.”

Jennings nodded.

“After the murder, sir. He was detained at Boulogne to settle some Customs charges, and came over with this box. He had no baggage of his own, either when he arrived at Mentone or when he left. I’m not making any disguise about it, Mr. Lowe: I am the man called Green, and I took that name because, when I entered Mr. Stalman’s service, I’d just finished serving a sentence of three years’ penal servitude. That, of course, you know.”

“Right,” said Selby. “How came these manuscripts into your possession?”

“Mr. Stalman gave them to me. He also lent me the box because I had no baggage in which to pack my goods. He said that in years to come the manuscripts would be valuable. When I arrived in England and found that poor Mr. Stalman had been murdered, I very naturally felt shy of letting the police know that I was his valet.”

“Why? You could easily have proved that you were at Boulogne when the murder was committed.”

Jennings licked his lips.

“There was something more than that, sir,” he said. “I was a convict on licence: that is to say, I had only served two years and three months of my sentence, and had been released for good behaviour. A convict on license must report to the police of the neighbourhood in which he lives. He is not allowed to leave that district, and certainly is not allowed to go abroad. I had not reported, and was liable to be sent to prison to finish my sentence, with an additional year for having broken the regulations.”

Selby nodded.

“Right again,” he said. “That is a convincing argument. Now perhaps you will tell me something about this.” He took from his pocket the marriage certificate, and, at the sight of it, Jennings changed colour. “Who is Emmeline d’Arcy Beljon?” asked Selby, his eyes fixed on the man.

Without hesitation, Jennings replied:

“She is Mrs. Waltham, sir, and my wife.”

“Hell!” said Selby.

“It was,” agreed Jennings, without humour. “I’ll tell you the story if you wish to know it, sir.”

“I most certainly wish and want it, Jennings.”

“I was in the service of Mr. Beljon. He was a rich Indian merchant, who had made a fortune in the East, and Miss Emmeline and I, who were about the same age, were good friends. It is not necessary for me to tell you that when young people are thrown into each other’s company, at that romantic age of life, the question of social differences does not arise. I have never understood, and never shall understand, why Emmeline agreed to my mad proposal that we should run away and get married. It was so unlike her that I think at the time she must have been mentally unbalanced. She did agree; and then came the question of finance. I was a poor man, though I had some expectations from my uncle, who eventually died and left me a considerable sum. I told my difficulties to Emmeline, and she said she would get some money. I thought she had some of her own. I did not know until a week of the honeymoon had passed, and some of the romance had worn away from Emmeline’s nature, that she had signed a cheque in her father’s name for several hundred pounds and had drawn the money. We were in France at the time, and the first intimation I had of what she had done was when I read in the Herald that the police were searching for an absconding footman who had forged his master’s name.

“Emmeline was not missed. She was supposed to be visiting some friends in Switzerland. Mr. Beljon was one of those Bohemian, happy-go-lucky sort of people who allowed his girl to do practically what she liked, and never dreamt of asking to know her friends. When I taxed her, Emmeline burst into tears and confessed that she had stolen the money. As I say, some of the romance had worn away, and Emmeline was her own sharp — well, I do not wish to speak ill of her. She was what she was.

“One day, returning to our apartment in the Rue de Grande Amie, I found two French detectives and an English officer waiting for me, and I was arrested. Emmeline was nowhere to be seen. At the first hint of danger she had caught the night train to Switzerland, and I was left alone to bear my burden. The night before my arrest I had had a heart-to-heart talk with Emmeline, who now seemed to be obsessed by the terrible effect the marriage would have upon her social standing. ‘Whatever comes out, William,’ she said, ‘you must swear you will never tell father that I am married.’ ‘But, Emmeline,’ I said, ‘surely that is our only hope?’ Whereupon she grew so hysterical that I agreed. That agreement I kept. I said nothing, and made no defence at my trial — what defence could there be? It was I who had cashed the cheque, which had been given to me by Emmeline. I had not the shadow of a suspicion that it was anything but Mr. Beljon’s signature when I passed the cheque over the counter.

“When I came out of prison, the first thing I learnt was that Emmeline had married a rich man named Waltham.”

“She had committed bigamy, in fact?” said Selby, and the man nodded.

“I also have committed bigamy, so there is not much to choose between our offences,” he said bitterly. “It was soon after I learnt this that I fell in with a man who offered me a job in Mentone. I went across, pacing my fare with my last few shillings, and eventually was engaged by Mr. Stalman, the publisher, who, during the brief term I was with him, was a good friend to me. Money had been left me while I was in prison, but it was also tied up that it was nearly a year before I could touch a penny. I was very glad to take any kind of position to fill in the time until I should be independent.”

“Mr. Stalman gave you the manuscripts?”

“He gave them to me, sir, and, what is more, I have a letter which he wrote to me when I was in London for a few days on his business, during the time I was his valet, in which he specifically mentions the manuscripts, and asked me not to sell them whilst one of the authors was alive.”

He went out of the room and came back in a few minutes with a portfolio, from which he took a sheet of paper.

“There is the letter, sir.”

His story was true! Fantastic, impossible, but true! This letter, written by a hand which he recognised, confirmed every word that-Jennings said about the manuscripts.

“You will find it difficult to prove that you were at Boulogne on the night of the murder.”

Jennings smiled.

“I lost no time in placing that proof beyond any dispute”, he said. “Some time after the murder, when they were still searching for me, I went across to Boulogne, to the hotel where I spent the night, and got the manager, the head waiter, the cashier and the reception clerk to sign a certificate to the effect that I had spent the night at the Hotel de Bruges. The manager is now a deputy for the district. Would you like to see that?”

“No, thank you,” said Selby. He looked at the man for a long time in silence. “You’re very clever and very fortunate, Jennings,” he said. “Fortunate because you’re clever — you have left nothing to chance.”

“Nothing, sir,” said the other quietly. “When a man serves a long term of imprisonment he has time to think. I had been caught innocently for another’s crime, and my working rule of fife since then has been to make perfectly sure that I shall not be caught again.”

“I wonder if you will be?” said Selby. “I wonder?”
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It Was the sixth day of Norma Mailing’s imprisonment. Since the first night she had neither seen nor heard from Al Clarke, She had followed the monotonous routine of the establishment with a cheerful heart and a faith in Selby Lowe which she found difficult to analyse. Mrs. Kate had never repeated her confidence, though her manner was milder, and her general attitude more kindly than it had been on the first few days of her imprisonment. Norma wondered if the woman had received instructions from her headquarters to modify her treatment. Whether this was the case or not, she found her conditions more bearable than they had been. The nightly visitations were no longer paid. The window beyond the bars of her sleeping-room had been opened, and for this she was glad, for the room was a little airless.

Twice she had seen the bearded man at exercise in the early hours of the morning. But Juma she did not see again. It was Charlie who took charge of the man, and stood with his back to the wall, his hands in his pockets, watching the prisoner as he shuffled round in his slow circle. Once, when she looked through, even Charlie had disappeared; and it seemed that the practice of supervision was not a constant one.

Who was the grey man? And if it was Al Clarke, why was he in irons? She had revolved that riddle in her mind without finding an answer, and on the seventh morning of her imprisonment, as she stood drinking in the dawn air and watching the bearded man shuffling round the exercise ground, she was seized with a sudden resolve.

Charlie had been with the prisoner for the first half-hour, but now he had disappeared, as he had once before. Norma got as close to the bars as she could, and as the chained man came nearest to her, she called:

“Who are you?”

Apparently he did not hear her, for he did not raise his eyes from the ground. When he came opposite the window again, she repeated the question, and this time he stopped and looked slowly round.

If she expected him to be so terrified through his long captivity that he would shrink from her she was mistaken. Without hesitation, he walked across to the window, and she found herself looking into a pair of soft grey eyes, that shone with the light of sanity.

“Good morning,” he said politely.

“Who are you?”

“I was going to ask you that. I think I had better. Who are you?”

“I am Norma Mailing,” she said.

He pushed his fingers through his beard.

“I don’t know that name, but this is a terrible place for you to be, young lady. What is your peculiar delusion?”

“I have no delusion,” she said, and he smiled.

“Everybody here has delusions. I suffer from a terrible delusion. There are times when I think I am the greatest—”

He paused. “But let that pass. My chief delusion is that I am a philosopher, and can bear all the sufferings and privations that the world can give me without losing my sense of balance. I know no better delusion. Have you read Locke or Butler? The Anatomy of Melancholy is a classic that no high-spirited young girl should miss.”

He was laughing at her. His expression was one of quiet amusement.

“Why are you here?” she asked.

He laughed softly.

“Why is anybody in an insane hospital?” he asked. “There can only be one satisfactory explanation — I’m here because I’m mad. That is why people go to insane asylums, because they’re mad. That is why vow are here, young lady.”

“I’m not mad,” said Norma vigorously. “And you’re not, either.”

“Indeed? What has happened to our friend Trevors? He occupied your room, but I never had much of an opportunity of speaking with him, except one morning, when he broke the window. I presume he is dead?”

She nodded gravely.

“I feared so,” said the philosopher with a sigh. “Death is such a very minor phase, and the whole problem of the future comes down to the question of consciousness. When you are conscious, you are alive; when you are unconscious, you are dead. A dreamless sleep is death; dreams are life. Shall we dream in the hereafter? It all comes to that.”

He looked down at the irons on his legs with a quizzical smile.

“I tried to escape once, so they chained me up. I’m not always chained,” he explained, with a curious simplicity. “Some days they let me work without this very severe handicap. They think that otherwise I might lose the use of my legs, perhaps. Norma Mailing, I think you said? I used to know a man named Mailing… You’re American, of course, and from one of the Western States? I guessed so. It is curious that a little country like England has so many distinctive dialects, whilst in a vast continent like the United States nobody really bothers to tabulate the distinctive dialects — and they are distinctive to a trained ear.”

His own trained ear was bent at that moment. With a sharp nod to her, he dragged himself back to the path, and was walking soberly in the circle when Charlie came through the shed door into the exercise ground.

Was he mad or sane? Her own healthy sanity responded emphatically. He was as sane as she, as sane as any man she had ever met. She had forgotten to ask him one question, and she feared that it would be a long time before the opportunity came. It happened, however, on the following morning. This time Charlie made no pretence of watching his prisoner. He brought him into the yard, and, lighting the stub of a cigar, left him. The moment the bearded man heard the door close, he crossed to the window.

“I thought I saw you,” he said. “You’re a very early riser.”

“Why don’t they let you exercise in the daytime?”

“That is a mystery to me — probably it is a question of hygiene. The gentleman controlling this admirable institution may believe in early rising.”

“Where do you live?” she asked.

He pointed to the little shed.

“Is there any light?”

“Oh, plenty: there’s a skylight on the other side. It was through that skylight I tried to escape some time ago — hence these irons. It is rather irksome, and for a long time I regarded it as inevitable that I should go mad, and that my delusion would take a different shape.”

“You’re Al Clarke,” she said, and he looked up with a whimsical smile.

“Am I? Yes, that is my delusion. Possibly it may also be yours. I saw a book by a German — what’s his name? Einstein? — they sent it to me, a most fascinating volume… Sanity is a relative term. Life may be one grand delusion, and the warped views that are taken by unbalanced people may be the only sane views.”

“Are you Al Clarke?”

“I suppose I am. Does it matter?” he said carelessly, “Is it any more or less mad to describe myself as Al Clarke than it would be if I called myself Julius Caesar? It is strange how people are misled by magnitude. It isn’t so mad for Mr. Jones to call himself Mr. Smith, as it is for Mr. Jones to describe himself as George Washington. And yet the two delusions are inseparable, from the point of view of a psychologist.”

“How long have you been here?” she asked.

“Fifteen years.”

“And what is your name — your real name?”

“I have no real name. It is an intangibility, very much like myself. I am in the happy position of being able to choose any name I wish, my own name having been rubbed out of the records and passed into oblivion. I keep myself amused for hours choosing new titles. I can be anything you wish — give me a name, any name but Al Clarke! Call me—” He thought for a moment, and then his steady eyes surveyed her without faltering. “Call me Selby Lowe,” he said. “That is as good as any.”
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For a Second the girl was shocked.

“Selby Lowe!” she said. “Whatever made you say that? Your name isn’t Selby Lowe!”

Her voice grew husky as a terrible suspicion came to her mind.

“No, it isn’t, but it is as good as any. I’ve heard of Mr. Selby Lowe; our Charlie frequently speaks of him, and Juma the Gentle has mentioned him in his ravings. I like Selby Lowe: it has a kindly sound. What is he?”

“He’s a detective,” she said, recovering from the scare she had received.

“An interesting profession,” said the philosopher.

“But what is your name?”

Again he laughed.

“Anything. Nemo, Omnes, Ego — either fits my peculiar vanity.” And then, in a more serious tone: “So Trevors is dead? I guessed that. But there was an old man here who died, I think naturally. He was very old. And for some time a woman with a curious mark on her face. What became of her? They said she went abroad. Juma laughed very much when I told him. He is a peculiar man, with a perverted sense of humour.”

“How long have you been here?” she asked.

He looked at her quickly.

“I’ve seen twentythree snowstorms, and snowstorms are rare in England. Time is relative, too. Einstein’s Theory is based on the relativity of time. You think I’m a little mad, don’t you? But really, I am very much mad! If I wasn’t mad, why should I be here? If I wasn’t a really dangerous madman?” He looked down at the chains about his legs, and then, with a warning glance at her, he went back to his promenade. This time, however, Charlie must have suspected something, for he went across to the man and spoke to him, and she saw the bearded stranger shrug his shoulders, and guessed he was being as elusive on that matter as he had been on all others.

In the evening came Juma. He seemed to have the right of coming and going as he liked. Apparently he had his own key. She was having her dinner when he appeared on the other side of the bars. There was a broad grin on his face — the smile she remembered when she was a child.

“Hullo, missie!” he whispered.

“You don’t remember me, Juma?”

He nodded vigorously.

“Yes, I do. Only sometimes my po’ head won’t let me remember nothin’ except the green de’bls that live in the forest by Bonginda. What are you doing here, missie?”

She smiled.

“I’d like to know that myself, Juma,” she said.

“Does the Judge know where you are, miss?”

She shook her head, and the big ugly face puckered into a look of distress, which was so unexpected as to be startling.

“Why, that’s bad, the Judge not knowing where you are, miss,” he said. “The dark man put you here. He’s a devil, that dark man.”

She was amazed to see him shiver. What was there on the face of the earth that could terrify this quadruple murderer?

And yet he was afraid: she saw it in his face, in his mien, in his cringing, apologetic attempt to justify his own agreement to this outrage which the “dark man” had put upon her.

“Maybe he’ll do you no harm, Miss Norma. I couldn’t have you hurt. I’m a very bad man. Miss Norma, since I’ve been the King of Bonginda, but I wouldn’t let them hurt you, missie!”

He put his finger to his big lips and stole away, but, looking sideways through the bars, she could find no reason for the interruption.

She felt sick at heart as she pushed aside her plate. Somehow she had depended on Juma, and had not realised that until this moment. The “dark man” terrified him. She lay down on her bed, her hands before her eyes, trying to fit together the pieces of the puzzle. The “dark man”, he called him, because he, too, had not seen the face of the man who called himself Al Clarke.

Suppose this mild, bearded man were Al Clarke, after all? Suppose he, a seeming patient, was in reality the head of this nefarious gang, which had robbed and murdered with impunity? Suppose… suppose… Her head ached with supposing.

Midnight brought Mrs. Kate, and in the illusive light of the lantern she carried Norma thought she had been crying. She had been left so long without being disturbed at night that she knew something was wrong.

“Dress yourself. Mailing,” said Mrs. Kate gruffly. “You’ve got to go away.”

“When?”

“Immediately.”

“Where are we going?”

“Don’t ask questions. I wouldn’t answer them if I could, and I can’t.” Then, to Norma’s amazement, she burst into passionate tears. “I am going to my death,” she wailed, “and so are you, and so are you!”
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Norma Mailing was made of stuff which did not easily quail before the most horrific of threats.

“Don’t be absurd!” she said. “Of course you’re not going to your death! Why need you? If you take me to London, I will promise you protection.”

The woman shook her head.

“You couldn’t go to London,” she said. “He’s here!”

There was no need for Norma to ask who “he” was. She dressed herself as quickly as she could, got into the coat she had been wearing when she had come into the place, and followed the woman into the passage. There was no light, save that from Mrs. Kate’s lantern, and the door had not been opened an inch before Charlie’s voice outside said:

“Put that light out!”

The woman muttered something, and, stooping, extinguished the petrol lamp, putting it down by the side of the passage.

She led the girl along the lower path.

“The car is there. Hurry.”

He led the way, and Mrs. Kate followed, her hand lightly resting on Norma’s arm. They had passed through a gap in the hedge.

“There are some steps here,” said Mrs. Kate, and at that moment a hand closed round Norma’s left arm and she was jerked violently backward.

“Run!” hissed a voice in her ear.

It was the grey prisoner!

Still holding her arm, he sped across the dark garden. He seemed to be able to see his way in the dark, for presently he warned her to be careful, and she stumbled over a heap of garden refuse. He pulled her up immediately. From behind she heard the excited voice of Mrs. Kate, the gruffer sound of Charlie’s cursing, and over all the hateful thin voice of the dark man.

“Wait!” said her conductor in a low voice.

He stooped and picked up something from the ground and then— “Come up after me.”

Her fingers touched the side of a ladder against the wall. He went first. She discovered then what it was he had stooped to find: two heavy sacks lay across the broken glass, covering its sharp edges.

“Let yourself drop,” said a voice from below. “There is nothing to fear.”

She wriggled across the wall, held on as well as she could, and dropped. She expected to hurt herself, but fell on something soft and yielding.

“Hey,” he said laconically.

She wondered how he could move so quickly, and he must have guessed her thoughts.

“I got rid of my irons,” he said. “I could always have got rid of them any time in the past three years, but I had not the opportunity that was given me tonight.”

After a quarter of an hour’s climbing of a steep ascent they paused on the crest, the girl breathless.

“Naturally, I don’t know my way very much about here,” said the bearded man, squatting down on the ground. “We’ve got two minutes to spare. After that they will be after us. Juma will track us without any doubt, unless we have a lot of luck. The man is so near to an animal that he has all an animal’s peculiar instincts. Now, Miss Mailing!”

He helped her to rise, and they began the descent of the other side. Once or twice the man knelt down and looked along the ground.

“There’s nobody in sight yet, but that means nothing. Juma is a stalker, and would not bring himself into view.”

After half an hour’s walking they found themselves passing through a little wood.

“It looks like a house,” said the grey prisoner. “Wait. I will reconnoitre.”

He went forward stealthily and disappeared from view. He was gone some minutes, and then he returned.

“Obviously the abiding-place of Juma. We’ve struck the wrong copse,” he said.

They were quickly out of the wood and crossing rough farm land; here their progress was slow. Presently they came to a lane enclosed by high hedges, through which they squeezed themselves with difficulty.

“I’m not so sure that this isn’t the most dangerous place of all. Let us go to the right.” He pointed. “I should imagine the main road lies there, and that would bring us to the front of the house. Where this leads, heaven knows!” Suddenly she felt his hand on her arm. “Get into the field — anywhere. Lie down and don’t move!” he whispered.

The faint sound of voices came to them. “I’ll go along and see what it is,” he hissed in her ear. “Stay where you are.”

And then he seemed to melt away into the darkness. Five minutes — ten minutes passed. She could no longer hear the voices, and the grey man had not returned. Had they captured him? He would have warned her if they had.

The ground was heavy with dew, and a night insect of some kind crawled over her hand — Norma hated insects of all kinds. There could be no danger now. She got up on to her knees, stepped into the road, and, imitating the grey man, knelt down and looked in the only two directions where a skyline existed. There was nobody in sight, and, her breath coming faster, she walked swiftly along the road, and finally broke into a run. Once she stopped to listen, but there was no sound.

And then, just as she had a returning sense of safety, a man came out of the cover of the bushes.

“That you. Mailing?” he said, and her heart dropped. It was the voice of Charlie! “Where’s the old fellow?” he asked. “I don’t know; I haven’t seen him.” “There’s no sense in lying. You got away together.” So they had not captured him! That was something to be thankful for.

“I left him: he went the other way,” she said. “Are you speaking the truth? Curse you! You’ve got me into trouble, you little devil!”

He marched her back the way she had come, and as she passed the place where she had been concealed, she bitterly reproached herself for the folly that had made her disregard the grey man’s advice and venture into the open. Where was he? Concealed somewhere near at hand? Probably a witness to her capture.

Her heart rose again. With the grey man at large, there was a chance for her. Weary, footsore, she reached the end of the lane. A closed car was waiting, and near the car, half hidden in the gloom, was a man. She could not see his face; she could hardly distinguish him from the dark background against which he stood; but she knew it was humanity’s greatest enemy.

“Did you get him?” he asked harshly.

“No, sir, we didn’t. We got the girl.”

There was no answer, and they waited.

“You know what to do with her,” said the voice in the shadows.

In another moment she was pushed into the car, and Charlie followed. It was the little machine that had brought her to her prison. She looked round at the back seat, expecting to find Mrs. Kate, but they were alone.

“Where is your wife?” she asked.

Charlie did not reply. He sent the car forward with a jerk. They ran for half an hour, when the machine slowed and stopped.

“Hungry?” asked the man.

“No.”

“There’s a vacuum flask with some hot coffee there, if you want it,” he said ungraciously.

He pushed a cup into her hand, unscrewed the top of the flask, and splashed in hot coffee. Even its fragrance was reviving, and she drank greedily.

“I’d like another cupful, please,” she said when she had finished. “I’m very thirsty.”

“You can’t have any more.” He banged in the cork, wrenched the silver cup into place, and before she realised that the halt had been made specially for her benefit, the machine was on the move again.

Her mind had been very active during the past hour, and now she had a delicious sense of languor and a desire for sleep. She did her best to overcome the weakness. It wasn’t natural that she should want to sleep… The coffee!

She tried to rouse herself, pinching her arm until it hurt; but gradually all sense of time and place merged into dark, untroubled slumber.

“If they kill me now, I shan’t feel it,” she said drowsily and was asleep almost before the last word was spoken.
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Burke, the attendant at the mental hospital, was on early morning duty, and it was his business to unlock the gates for the tradesmen. He went down sleepily, fixed the ingenious mechanism which allowed the gates to be operated from an observation lodge near the house, and pulled over a lever. The gates swung back, in one manner satisfactorily, in another disastrously; for as they opened a dozen men flocked through into the grounds. Two wore the uniform of the local constabulary; the remainder Burke, who was no novice, saw were those detested Yard men whom it had been his pleasure in life to avoid.

“You know me, Burke? I was here the other day,” said Selby Lowe.

“Yes, sir, I remember you very well. You asked me about a nigger.”

“I asked you about Juma, and now I’m going to find out for myself. I want to see the Medical Superintendent.”

“He won’t be awake yet.”

“Then wake him,” said Selby. “What is that place there?” He pointed to where the end of the barn showed.

“That doesn’t belong to the hospital; it is private property.”

“Is there any communication from the grounds with this private property?”

Burke hesitated.

“I believe there is a gate, but it is never used.”

“Let us use it,” said Selby.

With half a dozen men behind him, he approached the gate and examined the keyhole. It had not only been used often, but used lately. He gave one look at the ill-kept garden, and then he turned into the open door of what looked to be a fairly respectable cowshed.

“Those windows are very clean for a stable,” he said.

“I don’t know anything about it,” growled Burke. “I tell you, this isn’t in the hospital grounds.”

The door of the shed was open. As he entered, he kicked over a petrol lantern.

“I’m afraid we’re too late, Parker,” he said, as he strode along the barred front of the pens.

They were all empty.

“Who was in there?”

“I tell you I don’t know.”

“Where is the key?”

“The gate is not locked,” said Burke, dropping all pretence of ignorance.

Selby pulled at the gate and found that the man had spoken the truth.

“This was where Miss Mailing has been held,” he said. “That bed was slept in last night. What time did these people go, Burke?”

Mr. Burke assumed an air of injury.

“I tell you, Mr. Lowe, that I don’t know.”

“You know my name apparently, and I guess I know yours! You’ve been inside, haven’t you, Burke?”

“I’ve had my misfortunes,” said Burke, going red.

“They will be repeated, if you’re not very careful. What time did these people go?”

“I heard a noise about half past one, but what it was I couldn’t tell you. They’re a noisy lot over here.”

They opened the door leading into the courtyard, and the hard circle in the gravelled centre was significant.

“Exercise ground. What is in that shed?”

They had some difficulty in forcing the door, but when they did, they were in a big apartment, divided into two. Light came from a heavily barred skylight. Here, too, the bed had been recently slept in, and a book by the bedside had been laid, face down, upon the table, as though the occupant had been interrupted in his reading. Selby glanced at the little library shelf, and turned the fly-leaves without, however, discovering the identity of the prisoner.

One clue alone he found. Fifteen years, one after the other, had been written in pencil on the wall, and scratched out. The present year remained uncancelled.

They went back through the shed, along the steep garden path to the cottage. This was locked, but one of the detectives forced a window, and Selby got through. He was a considerable time making his examination, and when he returned the men outside saw from his face that his search had been fruitless.

He left a man in charge, and went back to the hospital. By this time the Medical Superintendent, a blear-eyed old man, suspiciously shaky, had been aroused from his sleep. He professed, rather testily, to complete ignorance of the people who owned the adjoining property, and had something to say about the impropriety of dragging a medical superintendent from his bed. Selby cut short his indignant protests.

“I have a warrant for all I’ve done,” he said. “I am going to search your institute from roof to basement,” and this he did, in spite of the earliness of the hour.

He had come too late. He knew that any further search was futile. The unknown had taken the alarm and had made a rapid getaway.

He saw the detectives away, except two whom he left in charge of the farm building, and when their machines had disappeared in a cloud of dust round the turn of the road, he walked with Parker to his own car, that he had left a quarter of a mile along the post road.

“I’ve failed,” he said, “failed miserably. I’ve had this devil under observation, and he’s slipped through!”

“Who was watching him?”

“That doesn’t matter,” he said. “I alone am responsible.”

He was more dejected than Parker ever remembered seeing his chief, and it was with the idea of finding an interest to divert Selby Lowe’s mind from his trouble that he called his attention to the queer-looking man who was walking behind them.

“That’s a rum bird, Mr. Lowe.”

Selby turned his head as he was getting into the car, and took stock of the extraordinary figure. His clothes were old and shabby, and he wore no collar. On his grey hair was jauntily perched a broken straw hat with a discoloured ribbon. Selby judged him to be in the neighbourhood of seventy, but when he came nearer he saw that he had put the age too high, in spite of the greyish beard that the morning wind blew rakishly on one side.

The stranger’s clothes were dirty, his heavy boots yellow with clay.

“He’s a new kind of tramp,” said Selby, and as the man came abreast he nodded a morning greeting to him. “On the road?” he asked.

The stranger looked at him with a little smile.

“I am certainly on the road,” he said. “I am, in fact, in the very middle of the road. You have no objection?” he asked whimsically.

“None whatever,” said Selby, surprised into a smile.

“There seems to have been considerable changes in the past few years,” the stranger meditated. “But I do not know that one of them affected the right of the citizen to walk in the middle of any old road.”

“When I asked if you were ‘on the road’, I meant to ask if you were a tramp. And if that is offensive to you, I apologise,” said Selby.

“It is not offensive to me. I am a. tramp.” He turned and screwed up his eyes as he gazed at the distant hospital. “Will you kindly be good enough to inform me the name of that handsome building?”

“It is the Colfort Mental Hospital”

The man seemed to be taken aback by the reply.

“The Colfort Mental Hospital?” he repeated, and added, very truthfully: “I thought I was a thousand miles beyond that.”

“You are walking to London?”

“I am riding to London. I have a little money, but no knowledge of the country. Could you tell me the nearest railway station?”

“The nearest station you are likely to get a train from is Didcot,” said Selby. “If you like, I will drive you there.”

The stranger bowed with an odd little flourish.

“Nothing would suit me better,” he said, and, at Selby’s gesture, climbed in by the side of the driver.

Selby dropped the bearded man at the station.

“I’ll be willing to take you on to London if you wish.”

“I would rather go by train. I have only ridden once on this road by car, and it has painful memories.”

With a smile which had an odd, appealing charm, he disappeared into the station building.

“He’s no tramp. I wonder who the dickens he is?” said Selby when they were on the road again.

This little diversion broke the monotony of what seemed to be a painfully slow journey. His first call was at his office, where a crestfallen man awaited him. Selby closed the door, and the two men were alone.

“How did he slip through your fingers?”

“I don’t know, sir. I was watching the house, and Jackson was at the back, as usuaL I’ll swear he never came out.”

“Could Jackson get a clear view?”

“Yes, sir. He always takes up his place on the roof of a little outhouse.”

“Yes, yes, I remember I suggested that,” said Selby. “It can’t be helped.”

With a nod he dismissed the man and sat down to consider the line of action he would follow.

His first duty was an unpleasant one. It was to tell poor Mailing that he had been unsuccessful in a search from which he had hoped so much. He looked at his watch: it was nearly noon. Mailing would be waiting. With a sigh he got up, deciding to walk the short distance between the Foreign Office and the hotel. No car could have carried him too fast if the news he had was all that he had hoped.

As he walked up Pall Mall and crossed Trafalgar Square, somebody signalled him from the open window of a cab. He turned, and, as it pulled up with a jerk, somebody jumped out.

“You’re the man I want to see. Any news?” asked Bill eagerly.

“None worth putting into black and white.”

“Did the hospital draw a blank?”

“Absolutely,” said Selby. “Somebody’s certainly been staying in the farmhouse, but their presence was satisfactorily explained.”

Bill looked at him suspiciously.

“Selby, is that true?”

“It is as near to the truth as I am prepared to tell,” said the other wearily. “Where are you going in such a hurry?”

“Mr. Mailing telephoned for me to meet him at the Savoy,” said Bill. “I think he’s had some sort of news. Will you come along?”

For a second Selby hesitated.

“No, I think not,” he said. “I’ll wait for him at the hotel. Will you tell him I’m there, and that my visit to the country hasn’t produced any results?”

He was glad to have Bill break the news. That at least would take some of the reflex shock from himself. He could tell Gwendda. Gwendda could understand. Yes, he could tell her everything he knew, and everything he suspected.

“You’ve heard about Evans, I suppose?” asked Bill.

“I’ve heard so much about him that I don’t think I’ve capacity for hearing more,” said Selby impatiently. “Who has he murdered?”

But Bill was serious.

“I wish you wouldn’t take that line about Jennings,” he said. “He may be — well, you don’t know what he may be, Sel, do you know that he handed over the place to a housekeeper, and that he and his wife have gone away, without so much as a word of his plans? The first I knew of it was a note I found on the table this morning, saying that he was run down and was going to the South of England to recuperate.”

“I know,” said Selby.

Again Bill frowned suspiciously.

“I wonder if you do know?” And then, apologetically: “That sounds offensive, Sel, but I don’t mean it that way. A detective to me is like a fellow who plays the races — he can know too much. The doctor thinks—”

“Oh, damn the doctor!” said Selby, and was sorry a second after.

The vestibule of the Chatterton was crowded with guests. The boat train had come in, and the Chatterton hall, at the best of times, was inadequate in point of size. He looked round for the porter, and, failing him, for a page, but they were all busy, and he sat down in an alcove seat, waiting.

Whilst he was there, an elevator opened and a man stepped out. Almost the whole space of the elevator was occupied by a large travelling trunk, that could only stand on one end, and the stout man was apparently in the last paroxysm of fury.

“Where’s that hotel clerk?” he said in a loud voice. “He told me I could have Suite 270, and it’s occupied!”

“I told you 270 was occupied, sir.” It was the porter who had made an appearance. “But you insisted upon taking up your baggage.”

He turned sharply to the man in charge of the elevator.

“You’re not allowed to take baggage up in the passenger lift, and nobody knows that better than you,” he said.

“He ordered me to do it,” said the man sulkily.

“I want Suite 270 and I’m going to have it!”

The guest’s voice was loud and raucous. Selby, who had met that type of new-rich before, was amused, for Suite 270 was that occupied by the Mailings.

He watched with amusement while the box was carried out on to the street and loaded on to the car which had brought the unwelcome guest.

“Some of these fellows want the earth,” said the porter, wiping his brow. “He forced his way into the hotel, he insisted on going up to Mr. Mailing’s suite, and, thinking he might be a friend of Mr. Mailing’s, I let him up. And when he finds the suite occupied—”

“He didn’t go into the Mailings’ suite, did he?”

“Yes, he did,” said the indignant porter. “He went into the sittingroom. I expect Miss Guildford fired him out. I told the floor waiter not to allow him into any suite until he’d got his key—”

Before he had finished, Selby was in the elevator.

“Third floor,” he said. “Don’t wait for anybody.”

In two strides he was across the hall into the Mailings’ suite. The sittingroom was unoccupied. He tapped at the door of the room which he knew was occupied by Gwendda, and there was no response. He turned the handle and went in.

A girl was lying on the bed, her back to him, and he heaved a sigh of relief.

“Thank God!”

She stirred at the sound of his voice, and, with a sudden fear in his heart, he took a step forward, and, bending over, looked down into her face. At the sight of her he almost dropped.

It was Norma Mailing!
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Norma was in a deep drugged sleep. He lifted her eyelids gently, but she did not stir. Her breathing was regular, her pulse normal, so far as he could judge.

He went out into the sittingroom and rang the bell, which was answered at once by the floor waiter.

“A man came in a little while ago with a big trunk?”

“Yes. sir.”

“What did you do with it?”

“He put it in the sittingroom — just here, sir. And then he came out.”

“Did he bring it up himself?”

“No, sir, a couple of porters from outside. I have never seen them before. They didn’t belong to the hotel.”

“Then what happened?”

“He came out to talk to me. He said that he’d been given this suite by the manager, and he found it was occupied. I rang through on the service telephone to the office, and they told me to send him down.”

“Was the door of the sittingroom open or shut?”

“I don’t know, sir. From where I stood I couldn’t see.”

“And, of course, the two porters were in the sittingroom ail the time?”

“Yes, sir, I think they were. In fact, I didn’t see the porters until they came out.”

“Get the chambermaid at once. Tell her to stay with Miss Mailing until she recovers.”

“Miss Mailing!” gasped the man. “You mean Miss Guildford?”

“When did you see Miss Guildford last?” demanded Selby, not troubling to answer the question.

“About ten minutes ago. I took her in an iced soda.”

“What was she doing?”

“She was writing.”

At that minute the chambermaid came into view, and Selby, taking her aside, gave her instructions. He ran down the stairs and into the street. The outside porter recognised him and raised a finger suggestively to a waiting taxicab. Selby nodded.

“You remember that stout man who had a big black trunk?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Which way did he go?”

“He went up Haymarket. Car number XCN784.”

Selby jotted the number down on the back of a banknote. He jumped into the cab.

“Piccadilly Circus. Pick up the officer on point duty opposite the Criterion.”

Here he was fortunate, for, in addition to the officer on point duty was a detective-inspector from the local division, and him Selby commandeered. In a few brief words he explained his needs.

“Yes, sir, a brown car passed down Piccadilly. I remember it because of the trunk, which the driver had to stop and strap on — it wasn’t very secure.”

“How long ago?”

“Not four minutes ago. You ought to pick it up if you’ve got a car fast enough.”

“We’ll get a car fast enough,” said Selby Lowe.

He stopped a long racing car, driven by a bored and languid representative of the aristocracy, and introduced himself.

“How priceless!” said his lordship when Selby’s requirements were hastily explained. “Nip in!”

The joy of driving beyond the speed limit galvanised his lordship into life. The car flew down Piccadilly, halting for a few seconds near the traffic policeman at Hyde Park Gate, while Selby made inquiries.

“Yes, sir, the car went through the park towards Knightsbridge,” said the policeman. “The trunk was giving the driver some trouble, and one of three men was sitting on the step.”

“The trunk was in the front — not on the roof?”

“In front by the driver’s side. I particularly notice it because there was only one seat — it was more like a taxicab than a private car.”

Through the park, past Knightsbridge, until they reached the Queen’s Gate. Stopping to pick up the clues took time, but the phenomenal speed of the big car was some compensation. The grey machine literally flew across Hammersmith Bridge. It was on Barnes Common that they sighted their quarry.

A block occurred on the railway bridge, that gave him a few minutes’ start. And then a policeman on the Kingston Road held them up to allow a lorry and a trailer to pass. By the time they sighted them again he was passing out of sight up Roedean Lane.

His only possible chance was to make Putney Common, but instead, he decided to turn down that long private thoroughfare known as Garratt Lane that leads to Richmond Park — a fatal decision for him to make. The car was halfway down the lane when the big grey racer shot into the opening, and, gaining at every second, came abreast as the car had been turned towards the park — abreast and before. And then the nonchalant youth spun his wheel, bringing the great machine across the road, barring all progress. With a grinding of brakes the other car stopped, and in another second Selby Lowe was at the door and flung it open.

“Come outside, and put up your hands!” he said.

“What is the meaning of this?” demanded the stout man, no longer red in the face but deathly pale.

Selby did not answer. He leant forward, gripped the questioner by the waistcoat, and lifted him bodily on to the road.

“Who has the key of this trunk?”

“Is this a hold-up?” asked the man who had been sitting by the side of the trunk.

“Who has the key? Quick!”

“You’ll get no key from me,” said the stout man, getting up from the road and dusting his knees.

Bang!

A bullet struck within half an inch of his foot and he jumped.

“The key!”

The fat man dived into his pocket and produced a bunch, which he passed to the other with a trembling hand. In a second Selby cut the strap which held the trunk in place, put in the key and pulled open the lid.

More dead than alive, Gwendda Guildford fell out into his arms.

Selby carried her to the little lodge near the park entrance, whilst the police-inspector marshalled his prisoners. Selby came back, having left the girl with the lodgekeeper’s wife, and the man he addressed was not the fat owner of the trunk who had created so much trouble at the Chatterton, but the dark, thin-faced man.

“You’re Charlie, I suppose? What’s your other name?”

“You’ll find it,” said Charlie coolly. “Anyway, Lowe, there’s no kick coming from you. I’ve put Miss Mailing back where I found her. The driver isn’t in this, by the way: we hired him from a Putney garage.”

“Who is your fat friend?” asked Selby.

His heart was singing a song of triumph, and he could have danced his joy. Norma Mailing restored — the unknown had played his last card!

“You’ll be able to turn State’s evidence unless you’re in any of these murders.”

“You can count me out of the murders,” said Charlie, “but there’s no State’s evidence coming from me, if you’re referring to Al, because I know nothing whatever about him. Did you find that nutty man?” “Which?” asked Selby.

“A queer-looking guy with a grey beard? He got away the same night as Mailing. I thought he must have come to you and blown the whole story.”

Instantly Selby’s mind went back to the strange apparition which he had seen near the Colfort Hospital, the man in the damaged straw hat whom he had carried to Didcot Station. “Who is he?” he demanded, and Charlie laughed. “Get him to turn State’s evidence,” he sneered. “I guess you’ll get more about Al from him than you ever can from me. He’s the only fellow in the world who knows Al and has seen him face to face. Not even Juma can say that.”

A small crowd had collected, drawn from the Park and from the few pedestrians that passed that way; and with them had come two mounted policemen, who, by Selby’s direction, acted as escort to the brown car as it moved away to the nearest police-station.

Selby went back to the girl. She was sitting in a chair, bedraggled, a little frightened, and not a little hysterical with joy.

“It was a horrible experience,” she said, with a shudder. “I can’t believe I am not dreaming — I suppose I really am awake?”

“How did it happen?”

“I don’t exactly know. I was writing, when I heard somebody come into the room, and thought it was the floor waiter; he had just been in with an iced drink, and I had asked him to bring some more stationery. Then, without warning, my arms were seized, a cloth was put over my face, and whilst I was struggling, dizzy with the fumes — I suppose it was chloroform — I felt a sharp pain in my left arm. Then I saw one of the men carrying a girl into my room. The trunk was open. You’ll see that it is a little sedan chair, very cramped and horribly uncomfortable, but quite well ventilated. “Before I knew what had happened they had put me in and closed the lid I don’t know what happened after that. I found myself in the box and struggled to push open the lid. The inside was padded and I could make no sound with my fists. I knew I was on a car: I could feel the motion, and I felt horribly sick and dizzy, and I think I must have fainted again. I don’t even remember you opening the trunk,” she smiled. And then: “Where is Norma?”

“She is at the hotel.”

“It was Norma I saw?” she asked eagerly. “Oh, thank God for that! Does Mr. Mailing know?”

“He ought to know by now,” said Selby, and remembered, with a pang of conscience, that, beyond the vicarious help which a chambermaid could afford, he had left Norma alone.

At the first telephone booth on the way back he stopped to make inquiries, and Mailing’s voice answered him.

“Yes, she’s well, quite well. Where is Gwendda?”

“We’ve got her,” said Selby. “And tonight we’ll get the gentleman who was responsible for this commotion.”

He left Gwendda in the elevator of the hotel, and went back to his office. From now on events would move with such a swing that the slightest error of judgment would rob him of the reward of his patient labour.
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There Was a letter on his table that had come by special delivery, on the face of which was scrawled “Urgent”. He glanced hurriedly through the epistle, with its notes of exclamation, its underlinings and extravagant protestations. Jennings must have told her that the marriage certificate had been found, and Selby smiled to himself as he pictured the woman’s frantic agitation. Not that her social status should be disturbed — that, Fleet’s death had already brought into turmoil — but at the prospect of losing money to which she was not entitled, for he happened to know that she was enjoying the proceeds of a marriage settlement which was wholly inoperative if the marriage was illegal.

He finished the letter and scrawled a note.

Dear Mrs Waltham (it ran), your marriage does not come into the purview of the Foreign Office. It is a matter entirely for Scotland Yard to deal with if they have sufficient evidence. I suggest that you do not supply the evidence.

He was putting the letter in an envelope when the telephone bell rang. Somebody was making a report, and he answered in monosyllables. Then he switched off and called the Chatterton Hotel and was put through to Mr. Mailing’s suite.

“Is that you, Mr. Mailing? It is Selby Lowe speaking. A very dear friend of mine is coming to call on you — a Mr. Bothwick. You may find him dull, but he’s most anxious to meet you. Will you endure him for my sake?”

“Why, sure, Selby! Why didn’t you come up? Norma’s crazy to tell you all her news.”

“And I’m crazy to hear it,” he said, with a little catch in his voice. “No, I’m not crying — that is hysteria. You don’t mind Bothwick?”

“Not at all. I’ll be glad to meet him.”

“Will you let him stay as long as Bill stays?”

The silence that followed signified the astonishment with which Mr. Mailing received this extraordinary request.

“Certainly,” he said. “There’s no reason why he shouldn’t stay just as long as Bill.”

“Good!” said Selby, and sighed.

A second later he was lying, his head on his arms, asleep, and there Parker found him two hours later.

Selby stretched himself and yawned.

“Who? Oh yes. Locks! Of course, I’d forgotten him. Bring him in, Parker.”

Mr. Goldy Locks, in a suit of violent check, had an air of prosperity in keeping with his circumstances, for he had blossomed forth as a small Sussex farmer. A careful man, Mr. Locks had acquired by illicit means a considerable amount of money, which he had put away and never touched. This accumulation of years, and a narrow escape which he had had of finding himself in the dock on a more serious charge than any which had been laid against him, decided him upon this revolutionary change in his methods of livelihood.

All this he related before Selby explained why he had taken the trouble to summon this neo-bucolic from his sylvan retreat.

“I’ve got two fellows working for me — one of them is blind. He’s a sort of partner of mine,” said Mr. Locks immodestly.

“Money for nothing,” retorted the uncharitable Selby.

“I’m straight with him,” protested Mr. Locks. “What is more, I’ve given up burglary.”

“I hope you haven’t given it up finally,” said Selby, “because I’ve asked you to come up here to do a little job for me which, if it isn’t burglary, is near enough to make no difference.”

“You want me to commit a burglary!” said Goldy Locks, who couldn’t believe the evidence of his ears. “You are joking, Mr. Lowe!”

“I was never more serious,” said Selby. “Parker, have you got the plan of that house?”

Sergeant Parker went out and brought back a rolled blue print.

“It can’t be done,” said Mr. Locks, shaking his head. “I’ve tried that crib before, and there’s no way in. What do you want, anyway?”

Parker had left the room, and, rising, Selby walked slowly to the door and closed it.

“I’ll tell you frankly, Locks,” he said; “this man has something which may be very dangerous to me.”

Locks’s eyes opened in amazement.

“To you?” he said unbelievingly.

“To me,” repeated Selby. “I don’t want you to steal the documents, or whatever you find. I simply want to know whether they are located, as I believe them to be, in a secret cupboard in that room.” He pointed to a place on the plan.

“You don’t want me to break into this cupboard?”

“I’d like to know what is inside,” said Selby.

“But tell me where this place exists, mark it for me on the plan, and I will get it.”

There was a long pause.

“When do you want me to do this?”

“Tonight.”

Mr. Locks whistled dolefully.

“It is very short notice, Mr. Lowe. And, what’s more, my right hand, so to speak, has lost its cunning.”

“Try your left hand,” said Selby coolly. “Everybody should be ambidextrous. It is not so difficult as you imagine.

I know the place better than you, and I’ll show you a way in and make sure that the coast is clear. Leave that to me.”

Locks looked at him admiringly.

“You’re almost as clever as Fleet,” he said.

“Not almost, but more clever than Fleet,” said Selby. “I am alive and Fleet is dead. It isn’t clever to be dead.”

For another hour he instructed his subordinate, whose unwillingness vanished when Selby Lowe offered him the quid pro quo he most desired.

“I’ll try it. I can’t do any harm if I fail. Everything will depend upon your giving me the house to myself.”

“That I can promise you,” said Selby, and shook hands with him at parting. Mr. Locks was highly honoured and felt that his position as a leading farmer of Sussex county was in a way to being gratified.

Selby made himself tidy, removing all evidence of his impromptu nap, and joined the congratulatory throng that surrounded Norma Mailing. She saw him as he came into the room, and even the doctor, to whom she was talking, did not detect any change in her tone, and he was the keenest of men.

“What happened to your bearded friend?”

“I don’t know. I’m afraid they must have caught him,” said Norma. “Have they caught my bearded angel, Mr. Lowe?”

“If you mean the gentleman with the whiskers and the grey hat, they haven’t. At least, they hadn’t when I dropped him at Didcot station. To think that he knew all about it, and could have told me — what a fool I am!”

“That’s twice you’ve called yourself a fool in the course of this past week,” said Bill.

“And I am,” said Selby frankly. “I’ve made howlers that a young uniformed policeman of three months’ service would blush for. How are you, Bothwick?”

He addressed a stolid, round-faced man, who shook hands with him awkwardly and returned to his ineffectual efforts to make conversation with Gwendda.

“Who is your friend?” asked Norma in a low voice.

“He’s a very good fellow,” replied Selby in the same tone, and her lips twitched.

“Why are the good always dull? No, I didn’t mean that.”

“If he wet-blankets you, I’ll take him away, but I’d rather he stayed.”

There was a flash of understanding in her eyes.

“He’s a detective,” she said under her breath, and Selby nodded imperceptibly.

There must have been more than twenty people in the room. Selby saw two newspaper men and grinned to himself; Dr. Eversham had brought a well-known medical man with him. There was something almost suggestive of a wedding feast about that afternoon tea-party; a certain exhilaration which touched even the weary Selby.

Bill was bubbling over with relief and joy, and at the first opportunity he got Selby by the arm and led him to a quiet corner of the saloon.

“I’m not going to thank you, Sel. I guess I haven’t been as appreciative of your work as I should have been.”

“Why appreciate my work, dear old thing?” drawled Selby, and slowly fixed Ms monocle in his eye. It was the first time he had used that windowpane since the death of Marcus Fleet.
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Mr. Mailing suggested a theatre party, and even Selby agreed, though he regretted he would not be able to go.

“I ought to have asked the doctor.”

“You can get him on the ‘phone,” said Selby. “I suppose you’ll ask Bill too?”

Mr. Mailing laughed at first; and then a thought struck him.

“You’re a friend of Bill’s, aren’t you, Selby?”

“Yes, I’m a good friend of Bill’s. At least, I’ve tried to be a friend of Bill’s; it doesn’t necessarily follow that the two things are the same. Why do you ask, Mr. Mailing?”

“Well,” said the man from California slowly, “it has struck me that you’ve been just a little sore with Bill about something. You haven’t got anything on him, have you?”

“No, I’ve a tremendous respect for him — as a writer of stories, just as I have a profound contempt for him as a legal authority. As a friend, he’s the best ever.”

“But you’re sore at him?” Selby shook his head.

“No, I’m not exactly sore at him,” he said carefully. “He certainly has annoyed me once or twice.” “When?”

“I haven’t kept a record. One doesn’t as a rule.” After a little consideration, he added. “No, I don’t think I’m really sore at Bill. If you can suggest a reason?…”

“You’re putting the onus on me,” said Mr. Mailing. “It is an old lawyer’s trick.”

Norma was frankly and undisguisedly disappointed. She did not know that he had refused the invitation until he was home, and then she called him up.

“It is mean of you, Selby Lowe,” she said. “I could be meaner,” said Selby, “but I won’t be.” “What do you mean?”

“It would be very mean to remind you that I haven’t been to bed for three or four nights, and that I haven’t had three hours’ consecutive sleep for a week.”

“I’m sorry,” she said in a low voice. “I am selfish. Have you really been worrying?” He did not answer. “Why?” she asked. “Because I love you,” said Selby Lowe. It was such a long time before either spoke that each thought the other had left the instrument, and asked simultaneously:

“Are you there?”

“Yes, I’m here,” said Selby, “and I’m waiting.” “What are you waiting for? I ought really to be very angry with you. Many men have proposed to me, but nobody has been so scared that they had to… ring me up…”

“I’m not scared,” said Selby. “It came out unexpectedly. I hadn’t the slightest intention of telling you — yet awhile.” Another long pause. “Would you eventually.”

“Of course I should. How could I marry you without asking you?” said Selby. Click!

Selby hung up his own receiver and went back to the sittingroom a little out of breath, as a man who had run a race.

*

Solitary and hurried dinners are bad for the digestion, Selby, who had unaccountably lost his appetite, ordered the new housekeeper to cook him a chop, and lingered over his simple repast for two hours, reading and sorting the notes he had written upon scores of envelopes, the backs of banknotes, and even such unpromising material for memoranda as car tickets. The housekeeper came in to clear away, and, with a glance at the clock, he apologised for his tardiness.

“I’m very glad you’re here, sir,” said the woman. “This house gives me the creeps.”

“Does it?” asked Selby in surprise. “Why ever?”

“I’m sure there’s somebody in the backyard,” said the woman. “Mollie, the kitchenmaid, saw him quite plain — a sort of slinking figure.”

“I’ve never seen a figure slink, but I’ll take your word that they do,” said Selby, interested. “The light has been playing tricks with your eyes. There is nobody in the backyard.”

He had withdrawn the guard that was usually mounted, and nobody had any right to be even slinking in the little courtyard at the back of the house.

“You probably have been hearing stories, madam,” he said.

“I have,” said the housekeeper emphatically. “If I’d known there had been a murder committed in this place I wouldn’t have come, not for a million.”

“I don’t suppose Mr. Jennings would have offered you that much,” said Selby lazily. “I’ll come out and lay your ghost, Mrs. — I don’t know your name, though it is one you have already told me.”

“Smith,” she said.

As Selby stepped out into the half-dark yard, he thought; he heard a quick patter of feet, and, looking up, he caught a momentary glimpse of something that showed indistinctly against the dark background. Then a slate rattled. Whoever it was, was negotiating a roof of some kind. Selby went back to find his electric torch, but by the time he had returned the intruder had gone.

“It was nothing,” he reassured the woman. Nevertheless, he took the precaution of telephoning to the police-station for a detective, and, leaving him in the house, his tiredness as an excuse for avoiding the theatre party, he did not attempt to go to bed. At eleven o’clock he was drinking hot coffee to ensure his wakefulness. Hearing the purr of a car, he pulled the blind aside and saw his little two-seater pull up to the kerb, and, opening the door, admitted Parker.

“Are any of your birds in song?”

“None of them,” said Parker. “I have had their fingerprints taken and identified them all. Charlie is an old lag; the Southampton police arrested his wife this afternoon, while she was making the Havre connection. Any news, chief?”

Selby shook his head and pushed a coffee-cup across to his companion.

“None worth talking about. I think we’ve had a visit from Juma, but I’m not absolutely sure. Nobody but Juma could climb a long slate roof. It puzzles me to know why he came, unless he was sent. Excuse me.” He went to answer the telephone.

A voice at the other end said:

“All clear, No. 49.”

“Thank you,” said Selby.

A little while later the telephone went again.

“Is that you, sir? All clear 55.”

“Thank you,” said Selby mechanically, and marked off the two numbers on the short list he had written earlier in the day on the back of an envelope.

“The Mailings are back in their hotel,” he said.

“They’re safe enough,” nodded Parker.

“Has the doctor gone home?”

“Yes, he arrived just now — 55 escorted him back. You don’t think there’ll be a repetition of the attack on him?” asked Parker.

“Anything is possible — tonight,” said Selby, and looked at the clock again.

The hands pointed to twenty minutes after eleven when the ‘phone bell rang for the third time.

“This is the report I’m waiting for,” said Selby, hurrying to the instrument.

But it was not the report he expected that came through. A frightened, agonised voice, hoarse with fear, unrecognisable, quavered his name.

“Mr. Lowe! For God’s sake, Mr. Lowe, come… I am Dr. Eversham’s butler. There’s murder going on in his study!”

Selby dropped the telephone and yelled to his man. A second later they were driving perilously through the traffic, Parker hanging on like grim death. The door was wide open and Selby ran in. The first person he saw was the butler, deathly pale and shaking.

“There’s murder there!” he whimpered, “there’s murder there! I’ve looked for a policeman everywhere!”

Selby strode to the door and turned the handle. It was locked.

“Open the door, doctor.”

“Who is that?”

“It is I — Selby Lowe.”

The key turned and the door was pulled open wide.

Eversham was still in evening dress, though it was difficult to realise the fact. His collar was torn away, his shirt was crumpled and one of the sleeves was torn from cuff to shoulder. Yet for all his dishevelled hair and the trickle of blood on his face, there was a look of quiet triumph in his eye.

“I think there will be no more Terror, Mr. Lowe,” he said.

“What do you mean?”

Only one light burnt in the room, a table-lamp, and this the doctor lifted and held above his head.

Sprawled in the middle of the floor, his arms extended, his eyes half-closed, lay Juma. He was dead — shot through the heart.
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“You Will probably want this, Mr. Lowe,” said the doctor slowly, and laid the weapon on the table.

Selby nodded.

“What happened?” he asked.

“I don’t know. I have only a confused idea. I came in from the theatre, not dreaming that that was waiting for me in my study. I didn’t switch on the cornice lights. After I’d told my man to get me a whisky-and-soda I went to the desk and lit the little table-lamp. As I did this, I saw Juma — I presume it is Juma. He was crouching in the shadow of the bookcase, and before I knew what had happened he was on me! I don’t know what happened after that. I was unarmed, but in one of the drawers of my writing-table I have kept a revolver since the fearful experience I had with this man. I managed to get an arm free and fling myself clear of him.”

“And then you shot him?”

“I don’t even remember shooting him.” Selby Lowe knelt over the silent figure of the crazy King of Bonginda.

“Will you let me have all your lights?” he said. He examined the man’s hands and feet — he was barefooted.

“H’m,” said Selby. “I think I know why he came here. He stood for fully a minute, his hands in his pockets, staring down at the floor, and then:

“It must have been terrible for you. This, of course, is a matter for the regular police, but I’ll make it as little irksome as possible. Perhaps you’ll come along to the station — you and your servant? I may be able to save you a lot of inconvenience.”

The station inspector took down the evidence, and a police surgeon having been summoned, they returned again to the scene of the tragedy.

“I think I’ll stay at an hotel tonight.”

“Stay with me,” said Selby. “I can give you a room. And somehow I think you’ll be safer there.”

“Safer?” The doctor smiled faintly. “From whom?” “If you imagine that this danger begins and ends with Juma, you are mistaken,” said Selby. “Admitting that you know a great deal more about this case than I — I’m not being sarcastic or offensive, not even humorous — there is a possibility that some aspect of the Terror is a sealed mystery to you.”

“I should like to know what it was,” said the doctor keenly.

“I will tell you — tomorrow. And tomorrow I will introduce to you the veritable Al Clarke.”

“You mean?”

Selby glanced at the door, and, lowering his voice, whispered a name.

“You don’t mean?”

“I know I can rely on your discretion.” He bit his lip thoughtfully. “I want you to invite us all to tea tomorrow afternoon — here in Harley Street. I shall be there. And the man I want will be there.”

“It will be serious for you if you’ve made a mistake.”

Selby smiled.

“I never make mistakes, my dear doctor,” he said. “Somehow it seems natural to say ‘my dear doctor’ after such a bombastic claim. I must have read it somewhere.”

Dr. Eversham eventually decided that he would stay in the house.

“I have forgotten that I have highly strung women servants,” he said with a grimace. “Whilst this sort of thing is not unfamiliar to me, I can’t profess that I am enjoying my connection with your case.”

“But you will,” said Selby gravely. “Whether you will or not depends upon how keen and how detached a criminologist you are.”

In the morning Parker woke him up with the news that bloody footprints had been traced through the front door into the street.

“I want to have a look at your shoes, Mr. Selby, in case they were yours.”

“They weren’t mine,” said Selby. “I was particularly careful to keep that much away from the body. I shouldn’t inquire too closely about footprints if I were you, Parker — I really shouldn’t!”

There were times when Selby Lowe was both a puzzle and a cause of irritation to his assistant.

Juma was dead; that much the morning newspapers proclaimed in their biggest black lines. The Terror had been laid.

“It is no secret,” said the Morning Megaphone
 , “that Dr. Eversham had been singled out for attack by this menace to human society, and it is fitting and appropriate that he should meet his end at the hands of the man whose life he has twice attempted.”

There was a great deal more in similar strain. Selby read all the reports from headlines to peroration, and he learnt much that he had not known before.

He had a visitor in the morning, and knew it was Norma the moment he heard the knock on the door.

“I’ve only just had the news, Selby,” she said, and she thought it natural that he did not wish to release her hand.

“Poor Juma!”

“I repeat that sentiment,” said Selby. “Poor old Juma! In spite of the crimes he committed — Juma — against men for whom he had no hate.”

“Your work is finished?”

He shook his head.

“Juma is nothing. He is merely the revolver that is fired, the knife, the glass dagger, the bludgeon. I want the hands that held him, and I will get them.”

“Bill said you were arresting him last night — this man Clarke, I mean.”

“I didn’t think you meant Bill,” said Selby dryly. “No, I couldn’t take him last night. I hadn’t the news I wanted; I hadn’t met the gentleman I was hoping to meet — your bearded friend, by the way.”

“My Nemo man?” she said in astonishment. Do you think he knows?”

“I think he knows more about Al Clarke than anybody.”

“But Mrs. Kate assured me he was Al Clarke.”

“Mrs. Kate assured the Southampton police that he wasn’t. I’ve been talking to them this morning. She said that was a fancy name they gave to him, a little jest on their part, and one apparently which he appreciated. I should like to meet your bearded friend; he is a man after my own heart. I took to him from the moment I met him — gay, undaunted soul — they’re very rare, Norma.”

“And they’re very dear,”she said, squeezing his hand. They sat in silence, and when he spoke he went off at a tangent.

“I’ve got about twelve thousand of my own — pounds, not dollars, and I’ve an income of about a thousand a year; which isn’t a great deal, but keeps me in more than comfort — as a bachelor.”

“Why do you tell me this?” she asked, but her surprise was not well simulated.

“I might as well tell you before I tell your father, because, naturally, he will demur at your marrying an Englishman, and a poor Englishman will be anathema. I guess your father has the gift of violent language which so many of his compatriots possess. I do not wish to annoy him.”

“Father did wonder how much money you had,” she said with a calmness that took even his breath away.

“Have you told him?” he asked in awe.

“Of course I told him?” She seemed surprised at the question. “If by that you mean have I told him you asked me to marry you and that I have said yes.”

“You said ‘click’,” murmured Selby, “but I thought you meant yes.”

When Bill came in they were holding hands and did not pretend to be doing anything else.

“You’re remarkable people,” said Bill. “Sel, do you want me this afternoon? I thought of taking Gwendda—”

“I want you very badly this afternoon,” said Selby. “I want you to come to tea. At least. Norma does — at five o’clock. I think that will be late enough. In the doctor’s house. I have asked him and he has agreed to act as host.”

“We shall be delighted,” said the girl, “but what is the idea?”

“The doctor is giving a party,” said Selby. “I shall be there — with a friend.”

“Not your colleague, Mr. Bothwick, I beg,” pleaded the girl.

Without answering, Selby jumped up from the table, his eyes fixed on the window, from whence they had hardly strayed.

“No, Mrs, Smith — I will open the door,” he called over his shoulder as he ran into the passage.

“Who in thunder is that?” asked Bill with a frown. “I haven’t seen Sel so energetic in years!”

Selby was back immediately, and ushered into the little sittingroom somebody at the sight of whom Norma stared as at a ghost. The face was familiar and yet it was unfamiliar. It was a tall, goodlooking man of fifty, with a cleanshaven face and a pair of humorous grey eyes that laughed as they looked.

“I am afraid you have a short memory. Miss Mailing,” he said. “Don’t you remember Mr. Nemo of the beard?”

It was the grey stranger!

To Norma’s mild annoyance, no sooner had “Mr. Nemo” been introduced than he was whisked off by Selby to his office.

“I must say, Sel’s getting mighty mysterious in his old age,” grumbled Bill as he walked back to the hotel with the girl. “Who is this fellow, anyway?”

Norma was not in the mood for reminiscences.

“He is the man I told you about, Billy — the man with the beard.”

“Oh, the chained man! I remember,” said Bill. “But he doesn’t come up to the description. Norma. I’ve never seen a fellow who looked less like the hobo you described.”

Norma had to admit to herself that the transformation which had been effected was a remarkable one. Twenty years of the man’s age had gone with his beard, but she could not have been in his company more than a minute without recognising the humanity in those mocking eyes of his.

Once or twice between the house and the hotel Bill looked back nervously across his shoulder, and the girl noticed this. The third time he did it she asked:

“What are you expecting, Billy?”

“I don’t know,” he said, “but I’ve been trailed for days, and it is getting on my nerves. If this is Selby’s idea of a little joke, I’m deficient in humour. I can understand his having men watch you, but I’m in no danger. It is all very melodramatic and impressive, but it doesn’t impress me.”

Immediately afterwards he apologised.

“I owe Sel so much that I’m a brute to grumble,” he said.

“I was thinking the same thing,” she replied quietly.

No man likes to have his self-depreciation confirmed by independent testimony, and Bill was huffy for the rest of the walk.

Selby’s talk with his visitor was a very brief one. That afternoon came an interruption to the smooth course of Selby Lowe’s plans. Goldy Locks had been arrested on information lodged by the proprietor of a small hotel where he was staying the night. Parker brought the news, and he was full of it.

“Locks had blood on the soles of his shoes and the shape of his shoe exactly fits the mark on Dr. Eversham’s hall carpet.”

The mystery of the footmarks still exercised Parker, who apparently had nothing to do that day but to ring up his chief and put forward fresh theories which were inevitably demolished.

“I don’t profess to understand it,” said Parker at last.

“I’m glad,” said the bored Selby. “Nothing distresses me more than a man not being able to live up to his professions. Parker, I shall want you for tea.”

“At your house, sir?”

“No, at Dr. Eversham’s house. I’ll tell them to expect you. Be there at a quarter to five, disguised as a gentleman.” “I shall wear my ordinary clothes,” came the haughty voice of Parker.

“Then you will be recognised,” replied Selby.
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Selby was restless, could not stay long in any one place. A walk in the park might have soothed him, but halfway down the long path he came upon Mrs. Waltham, and, pretending he did not notice her, would have passed on, but she stood squarely in his way. She was dressed in black from head to foot. Black suited her peculiar attractions. For whom was she in mourning — her husband, her friend, or for her tarnished name? Selby suspected a little of each, and was near the truth.

“I have thought of going abroad,” said Mrs. Waltham. “Do sit down, Mr. Lowe. You’re so tall that you give me a crick in the neck when I look up at you!”

Selby seated himself with such an air of resignation that any other woman would have boxed his ears. But she was too absorbed in her own worries to bother about his attitude.

“What makes the position so utterly impossible is that I’m still married to this wretched man,” she said. “I wouldn’t dare to divorce him. That is quite impossible. Heaven knows I have suffered enough without the world being told that I am married to a butler.”

“And, of course, if you divorced him, you would lay yourself open to the charge of bigamy and would most certainly lose whatever money came to you under your — your — Mr. Waltham’s marriage settlement.”

She noticed the nice distinction, and her nose wrinkled in anger.

“I always contend that my marriage with Jennings was not a real marriage. I’m perfectly sure that the clergyman drank or doped or did something dreadful, or he would never have married a chit of a girl like me. In fact, I’ve often thought it was a meek marriage,” she added hopefully.

“I shouldn’t allow myself to think about it, Mrs. Waltham,” said Selby soothingly, “ and certainly don’t hold out to yourself any promise on the question of the legality of the marriage. I can assure you that I have satisfied myself—”

“You’ve satisfied yourself!” she said aghast. “Surely, Mr. Selby — or Lowe, or whatever your name is — you haven’t been guilty of the impertinence of prying into my private business?”

“I’m afraid I must plead guilty,” said Selby, smiling. “After all, my life is made up of prying into other people’s business, and, so far as I am concerned, such a quality as private business does not exist.”

“It is an immoral point of view,” said Mrs. Waltham primly. “I see by the morning newspapers — if one can believe the newspapers today, and really, it is very difficult to believe them—”

“You were going to say that we have caught the Terror?” said Selby, “and when I say ‘we’, I mean, of course, Dr. Eversham. By the way, Mrs. Waltham,” he said, as the thought occurred to him, “don’t you remember your telling me that when you visited Fairlawn you saw a man at the window who wore a beard?”

Mrs. Waltham nodded vigorously.

“He always wore a beard,” she said. “The people who live in that wretched road, and whom I interviewed — quite deserving, honest, stupid people — said that they’d often caught a glimpse of him driving through the road, and he always wore a beard.”

“I wondered how he escaped observation. Sam said he had a beard.”

“Who is Sam?”

“He was your blind man — the poor soul whose child had measles at a convenient moment.”

“Do you know him?”

“I know everybody,” said Selby as he rose. “And now, Mrs. Waltham, I’m afraid I must go.”

She detained him urgently.

“As you know everybody, you’re the very person I want to meet,” she said. “Do you know a business man who would put five thousand into a hat shop? The money is safe and the profits are enormous…”

Mrs. Waltham in mourning black was the eternal Mrs. Waltham of the account book and the twenty per cent commission.

He struck off to the more unfrequented part of the park, for it was his duty and intention that day to be the most difficult man to find. He knew Al Clarke too well to take any risks. Parker he reached by telephone from a booth.

“There’s only one wire, and that is from Jennings. He will be at the doctor’s house at a quarter to five.”

“Pick him up at the station and trail him to Harley Street. Make no mistake.”

“He wanted to know why we had sent for him,” said Parker. “I told him that we needed his evidence.”

Selby got back to his house at four o’clock, and, locking himself in his bedroom, took out from beneath his mattress a thick handwritten manuscript and turned its pages. It was a manuscript which he had hoped, and now knew, Gwendda had not seen — six hundred closely-written pages of the thinnest paper. He did not attempt to read — he was merely emphasising his memory.

Norma had felt the tension in the air, and long before the doctor called to bring them to his house she was beginning to weary under the strain. A tremendous cloud, dark and menacing, seemed to lay over her little world, and she prayed for the storm to break and relieve the intolerable suspense.

There was, too, in the doctor’s manner, an eager expectancy, as though he were in the secret which Selby so jealously guarded, and she had a queer feeling of uneasiness, of dread, as though someone near and dear to her were under suspicion. This day could not end and leave life as she had found it in the morning. There was a deadly stillness which preceded an upheaval.

“Doctor, do you know what is going to happen? Who is suspected?”

The doctor shook his head gravely.

“I should not be speaking the truth if I told you I did not guess and know. I think Lowe is wrong, but he may have, and probably has, information which is denied to me. It will be terrible if he makes a mistake.” He shook his head again. “And he will make a mistake if he allows prejudice to blind him.”

“Selby wouldn’t do that, doctor,” affirmed Norma stoutly. “I’ve never known a clearer or a better balanced mind.”

And then she put into words the fear she had had.

“Will you answer me truly if I put a direct question to you. Dr. Eversham?”

“I will, if it does not mean that I am betraying a confidence,” said the doctor. “I hate qualifying a promise to you, Miss Mailing.”

She hesitated for a second before she put the question.

“Does Selby suspect Bill Joyner?” she asked.

There was need for him to answer. She read the truth in his face, and her heart ached for Gwendda.

“You need not tell me, doctor,” she said quietly. “I think that Selby is wrong — terribly wrong — but I am not competent to give an opinion.”

Turning quickly from him, she went out of the room.

Eversham looked across at Bill. He was sitting in close conversation with his uncle, and the doctor guessed that the subject was a serious one, for Mailing’s face was grave. When Gwendda came in the little conference abruptly terminated. She came across to the doctor.

“We’re leaving next Saturday after all. Dr. Eversham,” she said. “My! I shall be glad to get away from London.”

“We shall be very sorry,” smiled Eversham. “In fact, I do not know that I have ever felt so much the extinguishing of a newly kindled friendship.”

And here Mr. Mailing joined them and the conversation became more general. The doctor looked at his watch.

“I think we had better go, or we shall find Selby searching my house for incriminating evidence,” he said.

He had to supply cheer for the whole party. Gwendda was obviously ill at ease; Bill was quiet, almost morose; and Mr. Mailing seemed so affected by his daughter’s depression that he did not even make a remark when they passed a bookshop over which Bill Joyner’s latest work of fiction was glaringly advertised.

As they got out of the car. Norma saw Selby standing on the doorstep.

“Dressed to kill,” grumbled Bill, who sighted him. “He always is — when there’s a killing!”

Selby’s morning coat was immaculate, his tall hat shone without blemish. His monocle, his ebony cane, his lemon gloves — Mr. Mailing took them all in with a noncommittal grunt.

“He certainly is all dressed up. I think this must be a State conference,” he said.

“Why were you waiting, Lowe?” asked the doctor. “I told my man to make you comfortable.”

“I didn’t give him the chance,” said Selby. “As a matter of fact, I have been waiting for the admirable Mr. Jennings — ah, there he comes.”

Jennings turned the corner of the street at that moment, and behind him walked a man who. Norma guessed, was a detective shadow. As they passed into the house, the doctor asked in a low voice:

“What do you want to do with Jennings?”

“I want him to come into your library.”

“After tea?”

“At once,” said Selby. “He is an essentially necessary actor in this little comedy.”

They filed in, each with an awkward sense of restraint, as though they were participating, self-consciously, in some strange and irksome ceremonial. Last of all came Jennings and the man who had shadowed him, and the doctor’s eyebrows rose as he glanced across at Selby, who nodded.

It was Selby who closed the door.

“I’m afraid this is going to be rather a melodramatic occasion,” he said, “ but for the life of me I could find no other way of letting you into the secret of police headquarters”; and then, abruptly: “I have found Al Clarke, and he is in this room.”

Norma felt her breath coming quicker. She looked from one face to another. Her father was glaring his surprise through his big shell spectacles. Bill was frowning suspiciously. Gwendda was white. Only Selby and the doctor retained immovable faces, though she thought she saw a glint of amusement in Arnold Eversham’s eyes.

“My chase after Al Clarke has covered five years of my life,” Selby went on. “During that time I have practically devoted myself, first to the discovery of Oscar Trevors’s hiding-place, and secondly to the identification of Al Clarke. Of Al Clarke it is not necessary for me to speak in detail. Most of you know that he is one of two Australian criminals who escaped from prison, and by some means reached this country, and with the assistance of a demented negro committed a number of terrible crimes, the object being not, as some people imagine, for personal gain, but to hide up their identity.

“Fleet was an easy man to place after the death of Judge Warren and my discovery of the part the Judge had played in the prosecution of these two desperate villains. The other man, however, had eluded me, and for this reason: I have never been quite able to establish my suspicion into evidence. Happily for the world, the one man they should have killed was allowed to live. It was their crowning indiscretion, and it has brought Al Clarke to the foot of the scaffold.”

There came a gentle tap at the door, and, without turning his head, he reached out his hand and opened it. Norma uttered an “Oh!” of surprise. It was the “grey man”, that bearded stranger whose exercise she had watched through the window of her prison, but he was bearded no longer.

“I want to introduce the company to this gentleman,” said Selby, and, as if by a trick, an automatic pistol appeared suddenly in his hand. “This” — he pointed to the smiling newcomer—” is Dr. Arnold Eversham!”
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“Don’t Move, Clarke,” said Selby, his pistol covering the man of Harley Street.

“Doctor Eversham” put up his hands.

“The doctor!”

Norma stared at him in amazement. This suave man, acclaimed as a great mental specialist, was an impostor! He had no right to the name he bore. The real Dr. Eversham was the bearded man from the insane hospital. Her brain whirled as she tried to think clearly.

The man who had come in with Jennings was fastening a pair of steel bracelets about the wrists of his prisoner, and the doctor was smiling as good-humouredly as ever.

“What an absurd joke, my dear Lowe!” he said. “Is this your little surprise? If it is, your ‘revelation’ will cost you dearly!”

He looked across to Mailing.

“Surely you are not deceived by this extraordinary act of megalomania on the part of Lowe?”

Then it was that the real Eversham walked forward and faced the prisoner.

“You’re in bad trouble, my friend,” he said pleasantly.

“You’re in worse!” snarled the other. “You’re an impostor, a liar, an escaped lunatic! I recognise you now. You were at the Colfort Hospital!” He laughed. “A clever detective to be deceived by the ravings of a homicidal maniac! This man’s name is Williams.”

“It used to be Clarke,” interrupted Selby, “but does it matter?” He took a key from his pocket and held it up, and the Harley Street man examined it narrowly. “This is a replica of the silver key I found in your room the night you lost the X.37. I spent a whole lot of time and money trying to find a lock that would fit, and now I will show you.”

He drew aside the long silk window-curtains which apparently hid nothing more remarkable than the wood panelling of the window recess. There was on either side a narrow door, such as may be found in any house where folding shutters are stored, and he thrust the key into a tiny keyhole beneath the silver knob. Then he pulled, as if her were pulling out a shutter. In the corner of the room appeared a gap two feet wide, running from the ceiling to the floor.

“It is not a wall, of course,” said Selby, “but a cleverly contrived screen that hides the wall and that door.”

He was going to step in when the false Eversham stopped him.

“If you go into that room you die!” he snapped.

He shook himself free from the detaining hand of the detective and walked quietly across to where Selby sat.

“You’re an extremely clever man, Lowe, but you don’t know everything,” he said. “Look!” He put his hand inside and touched a button, and the tiny room was immediately flooded with light.

A chair, a large switchboard, and a shelf covered with bottles were all that Selby could see.

“Fleet’s idea — the switchboard, I mean. He was full of stunt ideas like that, and they were useful. By Fleet I mean, of course, Kinton,” said Al Clarke. “Will you give me a cigarette?”

He held out his manacled hands, and Selby opened his case. He said no more until he had lit the cigarette, and, throwing up his head, puffed a ring to the ceiling, watching it dissolve.

“It has “been a very amusing life,” he said. “Most amusing. I’m not going to deny that I’m Al Clarke, because it has just occurred to me that you’re the sort of cautious individual who would not take a risk.”

He turned his head towards the real doctor.

“I ought to have killed you,” he said simply, “but killing wasn’t so easy in those days — it came natural after, and by that time I thought you were safe.”

He shrugged his shoulders and lurched round as though he were going to walk out of the room, and then, before they realised what had happened, he had jumped through the opening in the wall.

Selby was after him in a second, but too late! Something snapped, and there was a clang of steel. As he had jumped to the shelter of the room, Clarke had touched the spring that let a steel curtain fall — the barrier which, in his foresight, he had erected against such a contingency as this. There was an aperture in the curtain as big as a small saucer, and through this Al Clarke surveyed his baffled enemies.

“You can break down this little portcullis in exactly ten minutes,” he said. “I know almost to a second the time it will take, because I have made very exhaustive experiments with a similar screen.”

Selby’s gun was covering him, and the prisoner laughed.

“Shoot! Gwan — shoot! I dare you, Lowe!”

“If you’re a man you’ll stand your trial,” said Selby.

“If I’m a fool I shall!” said the other.

He took from the shelf with great deliberation a little wooden box, opened it, and removed a tiny phial.

“X.37,” he said conversationally, and nipped off the thin glass end of the phial with his fingers.

Selby watched helplessly as Clarke poured a drop of the liquid on to his fingertips, eyed it curiously, and then dabbed it on to his tongue…

“I think you’d better all go home,” said Selby. He stood with his back to the steel curtain, and his tone was almost cheerful. “Mr. Mailing, will you gather up your family?”

“What are you going to do with this man?” asked Mailing in an undertone.

“I shall leave him for the present,” said Selby, and caught Bill’s eye.

Presently he was left alone, with nobody but the detective and Jennings in the room.

“I’m sorry to have brought you up, Jennings. You, in a way, were the stool-pigeon — I had to keep it from Clarke that he was the man I suspected — it was even necessary for me to libel my best friend.”

Jennings bowed in his best butler manner.

“I shall be returning to town on Monday, sir, and I trust I shall have the honour of serving you.”

“I’m not so sure. I may be going to, but whilst I’m in town I shall certainly keep my rooms.”

Jennings looked uneasily at the steel door.

“Aren’t you afraid of standing within range, Mr. Lowe?” he asked. “He may be armed.”

Selby shook his head.

“I don’t think he is dangerous,” he said quietly.

“The curious thing is,” said Selby to an interested audience that sat on the riverside lawn of his little bungalow at Staines, “that I did not get to the real end to the Al Clarke mystery until the night when Dr. Eversham — and if I call Al Clarke by that name you will know whom I mean — the night he was attacked by Juma. That was clue No. 1. Clue No. 2 was, of course, the scrapbook which I found open in Judge Warren’s study. That gave me his name. Kinton was always easy to identify, and was already under police suspicion.”

“But how did the attack upon the doctor give you a clue? It deceived me,” said Mr. Mailing.

“And it certainly deceived me,” said Bill. “Tell me honestly, Selby, why were you having me trailed by your bloodhounds? Was it your fear for my life?”

Selby shook his head.

“My fear for your tongue. Bill,” he said. “If you only knew the number of times your indiscreet confidences with the doctor nearly brought me to total extinction you would go grey. But I’ll go back to the attack on the doctor by Juma. You will remember that I was sent for by the doctor’s servant, and, going to Harley Street, found Eversham in the hands of two medical men who were sewing up a very unpleasant wound in his head. You will also remember that he told a story of how he had been attacked upon his doorstep by the Terror, and had managed to escape into his house in time to save his life. There was plenty of evidence of the struggle: his coat showed that he had been in the dust — but it was white dust, and the dust of a London doorstep is grey-brown. To test this, I rubbed my own coat on the step where the struggle was supposed to have taken place, and not only did I prove that it was not the same kind of dust, but I proved conclusively that no struggle had taken place on that spot.

“There was another curious fact. As the doctor lay on the sofa, I saw on his trousers a patch of white. I touched it, and knew by the smell that it was pitch. There was another patch of white on his knee, and this, together with the evidence that the struggle must have occurred some distance from the house, convinced me that the doctor was lying. And yet the assailant was obviously Juma. He was so vehement on this point that he was convincing.

“I had to think quickly, and my first act was to search for my Road Bulletin — the little magazine the Auto Union publishes weekly. I had a dim recollection that a stretch of the Bath Road had been dressed with this white bitumen, and on looking through my guide I confirmed my memory, and took the earliest opportunity of inspecting the road for myself. Not only did I find the white tar as I expected, but I found unmistakable evidence of a struggle. A portion of the broken windscreen, a bloodstained spanner, and two links of a steel chain, broken by somebody who must have been possessed of enormous strength, wrote down the story of that fight as plainly as though I myself had witnessed it.

“Let me now begin at the beginning. Al Clarke and Kinton were two desperadoes who had been sentenced to what was tantamount to life imprisonment for a brutal assault on a squatter in New South Wales. Al Clarke was described at the trial as a medical student. He had served three years in a Melbourne hospital, and was expelled for some irregularity which doesn’t need describing. They escaped from prison by bribing a warder and got away to Queensland. There is a suggestion that they achieved the almost impossible, namely, that they crossed the continent from south to north. Whether they did so is immaterial. At any rate, in the back blocks of Queensland they met a young and brilliant doctor, Arnold Eversham, who had broken down under the stress of writing what is today the greatest textbook on mental diseases. Something of a recluse, practically unknown even in his own profession, he had, during his absence in Australia, achieved a European reputation. They camped and travelled together for three months, and he paid all the expenses, and they came home together as far as Cape Town, where they stayed another three months. Here the real Eversham was so ill that his life was despaired of. They left him in a hospital and worked their way up the West Coast of Africa, first on a Portuguese and then on a German liner, and arrived in Plymouth some fifteen years ago, bringing with them the money they had stolen from their benefactor, all his private papers, and Juma.

“How they managed to collect Juma is still something of a mystery, but I dare say it has a very simple explanation. I have traced their voyage. They touched at Boma, Mossamides, and Grand Bassam — Juma may have been acquired at either place. Before Eversham had gone to Australia he had negotiated, and paid half the purchase price, for a private insane hospital, for he intended making mental derangement his life’s study. The two swindlers, who at the time had no idea of doing what they subsequently did, called at the hospital and saw the representative of the proprietor, their idea being to collect the deposit which Eversham had made. To their surprise, they found the doctor who owned the asylum was prepared, for a few hundred pounds, to turn over the whole of the interest to Clarke, whom he mistook for Eversham — a mistake which came in the nature of a surprise to Clarke, but which he did not correct.

“The one thing they did not want to be saddled with was an insane hospital; but, learning that a profit might be made on the deal, they completed the purchase, and looked round for a new owner. And then complications arose. Eversham arrived, very weak and ill, and the first intimation they had of their danger was when Clarke met the doctor in Regent Street. He knew nothing of their deception, nor did he suspect them of their heartless robbery. He told Clarke that he was going to his publisher to collect some royalties which were due, and said it was going to be difficult, because he had only seen the publisher once, and, in spite of his fame, was practically an unknown man — he had graduated in a provincial hospital.

“Clarke immediately seized the opportunity, and persuaded Eversham to return with him to Colfort Mental Hospital. From that day the real doctor never left the confines of the hospital walls. It was probably Fleet who saw, in this insane hospital, a method of making big money; and it is certain that, before Oscar Trevors was taken by these villains, they had brought off a number of successful coups.

“Clarke was able to install himself in a house in Harley Street as a consultant. He had sufficient knowledge of medical matters to carry off the most awkward situation; and by applying himself to the study of Eversham’s book he gradually moulded himself into the character he represented.

“Juma was first employed as one of the keepers of the new asylum, but, the other nurses objecting to his presence, Clarke placed him in charge of what was known as the farm, the buildings of which he converted for his own purpose.

“Money came quickly and easily. A number of alterations were made in the house in Harley Street, and, by an ingenuity which baffled the Postmaster-General and the line inspectors of the telephone service, a private wire was installed, not directly between the house in Harley Street and the Trust Buildings, which was raised from poor Trevors’s fortune, but to a private exchange which Clarke set up in one of the suburbs. The man might have made a fortune as an inventor. Certainly, this almost automatic exchange of his, whereby he could speak immediately to Fleet, and Fleet to him, with the least possible delay, though the wire passed through two distinct relay stations, was one of his minor achievements.

“The first murder committed was that of the old publisher, Stalman. One day Clarke received a letter from Mentone saying that Mr. Stalman was coming to London for a short visit, and hoped to call upon him. The writer added that he would be glad to renew an acquaintance of which he had a vivid recollection in spite of the briefness of their interview. That letter decided the old man’s fate. Juma was sent to Dover, and probably told that the old man was an enemy to his mythical kingdom.

“One murder influenced another. Judge Warren was killed because he saw Dr. Eversham in the street and recognised him, and was himself recognised. Fleet was killed because he was preparing to betray his companion in crime. No murder was committed that had not the object of covering up the trail of one or the other of these two men.

“So much was the fear of detection on their minds that, when Gwendda arrived in London, they decided upon a plot, the exact particulars of which we can only conjecture. A glass dagger was sent to her, and I presume that Al Clarke had decided that Trevors must die, and that the girl must take his place. She, as the most interested person, could either be stigmatised as the murderess, or else, after Trevors was out of the way, should be spirited away and should sign those very necessary cheques to which Trevors put his name every six months. The glass daggers were Clarke’s hobby. He found them when he was travelling in Italy some years ago, and he relied more upon that weapon than upon a gun. It was his practice never to go out without two, which were placed in specially constructed pockets on the inside of his coat. The night we were handling poor Trevors we both took our coats off, and by some mischance our coats were exchanged. They were exact replicas, and, oddly enough, we were exactly the same size. Eversham discovered the exchange when he got home, and, through Fleet, tried to persuade our landlord to bring the coat to the office secretly. He had no idea that Jennings, who is a perfectly honest man, would tell me.

“The first things I found were the pockets in which the daggers were kept. The second, and the more important discovery was a tube of the missing X.37, which the doctor had told us had been stolen. The truth was that Fleet had gone to the house to see Clarke and tell him the game was up. There was a furious row. Unfortunately, I went home with the doctor. He left me for a little while in order to get rid of Fleet, and it was then that he hit upon the story of the missing poison, which may have been in his pocket at the time, ready for the arrival of Trevors, intending, I do not doubt, to use it eventually upon Fleet and myself.

“Fleet was afraid of the man, and had already plotted his death. A woman who was in his employment was sent to take service at the doctor’s house, and the rest of that story you know. Where the unfortunate Louise is at this moment I have not discovered. I hope, however, to find that she really is in America. I think that is all I can tell you about Clarke. The difficulty throughout has been to keep him shadowed; and, more difficult than all, to keep information away from him. The lies I have told you. Bill, are still on my conscience!”

“But what was the mystery of the manuscript and the story ‘The Eternal something-or-other’, that you did not wish me to see?” asked Gwendda.

Selby laughed.

“There was no such story, but there was the manuscript of Eversham’s book! It was handwritten, and you, who knew the false Eversham’s writing, would have immediately detected the difference — I did not want you to know.”

“You think that Fleet was afraid of his companion?” said Mailing.

“Undoubtedly,” replied Selby. “He was terrified! Otherwise he would never have dared such a desperate expedient as his crude poison plot, carried out by a woman who would be instantly recognised the moment Clarke went to the Colfort Hospital. My difficulty was to discover where this secret telephone-room of Clarke’s was situated. I enlisted the services of Locks, who got into the house and made his discovery but was unable to get away. Juma came through the side window that had been left unfastened, and obviously he came in answer to a summons which Clarke had sent to him.”

“And attacked him?” suggested Mailing.

Selby shook his head.

“No, there was no attack. That was purely fictitious,” he said quietly. “Clarke shot him in cold blood, because he had ceased to be useful to him and represented a source of danger.”

Selby went down to Southampton to see the party off, and strolled along the broad deck of the Berengaria into the great saloon.

“You will come back to London, of course?” he said.

“I don’t know.” Norma shook her head. “I might if—”

“If I came for you?”

“I didn’t say that,” she said hastily, and there was a precious silence.

“How long does a man have to be resident in the United States before he can marry?”

“Even that I do not know,” said Norma. “Let us ask the lawyer.”

He followed the direction of her eyes. Bill was standing in the hall, a beatific smile on his face, his eyes fixed adoringly on Gwendda Guildford.

“A lawyer!” Selby said scornfully. “I’ll take a risk, and read up law on the way over!”

“When are you coming?” she asked.

“When does the next boat sail?” said Selby. “Next Saturday? That’s a mighty long time!”

When the Berengaria sailed, she carried a first-class stowaway.

“You’ll have to share a cabin with Mr. Joyner, sir,” said the purser.

“Don’t worry,” said Selby. “I never sleep.”


The End
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Lois Margeritta Reddle sat on the edge of her bed, a thick and heavy cup of pallid tea in one hand, a letter in the other. The tea was too sweet, the bread was cut generously even as it was buttered economically, but she was so completely absorbed in the letter that she forgot the weakness of Lizzy Smith as a caterer.

The note was headed with a gilt crest and the paper was thick and slightly perfumed.

307 Chester Square, S.W.

The Countess of Moron is pleased to learn that Miss Reddle will take up her duties as resident secretary on Monday, the 17th. Miss Reddle is assured of a comfortable position, with ample opportunities for recreation.



The door was thrust open and the red and shining face of Lizzy was thrust in.

“Bathroom’s empty,” she said briefly. “Better take your own soap — you can see through the bit that’s left. There’s one dry towel and one half-dry. What’s the letter?”

“It is from my countess — I start on Monday.”

Lizzy pulled a wry face.

“Sleep in, of course? That means I’ve got to get somebody to share these digs. Last girl who slept here snored. I will say one thing about you, Lois, you don’t snore.”

Lois’ eyes twinkled, the sensitive mouth curved for a second in the ghost of a smile.

“Well, you can’t say that I haven’t looked after you,” said Lizzy with satisfaction. “I’m the best manager you’ve ever roomed with, I’ll bet. I’ve done the shopping and cooked and everything — you’ll admit that?”

Lois slipped her arm round the girl and kissed her homely face.

“You’ve been a darling,” she said, “and in many ways I’m sorry I’m going. But, Lizzy, I’ve tried hard to move on all my life. From the National School in Leeds to that little cash desk at Roopers, and from Roopers to the Drug Stores, and then to the great lawyers — ;”

“Great!” exclaimed the scornful Lizzy. “Old Shaddles great! Why, the mean old devil wouldn’t give me a half-crown rise at Christmas, and I’ve been punching the alphabet five years for him! Kid, you’ll marry into society. That countess is a she-dragon, but she’s rich, and you’re sure to meet swells — go and have your annual while I fry the eggs. Is it going to rain?”

Lois was rubbing her white, rounded arm, gingerly passing her palm over the pink, star-shaped scar just above her elbow. It was Lizzy’s faith that whenever the scar irritated, rain was in the offing.

“You’ll have to have that electrocuted, or whatever the word is,” said the snubnosed girl when the other shook her head. “Sleeves are about as fashionable nowadays as crinolines.”

From the bathroom Lois heard her companion bustling about the little kitchen, and, mingled with the splutter and crackle of frying eggs, came shrilly the sound of the newest fox-trot as Lizzy whistled it unerringly.

They had shared the third floor in Charlotte Street since the day she had come to London. Lois was an orphan; she could not remember her father, who had died when she was little more than a baby, and only dimly recalled the pleasant, matronly woman who had fussed over her in the rough and humble days of her early schooling. She had passed to the care of a vague aunt who was interested in nothing except the many diseases from which she imagined she suffered. And then the aunt had died, despite her arrays of medicine bottles, or possibly because of them, and Lois had gone into her first lodging.

“Anyway, the countess will like your classy talk,” said Lizzy, as the radiant girl came into the kitchen. She had evidently been thinking over the new appointment.

“I don’t believe I talk classily!” said Lois good-humouredly.

Lizzy turned out the eggs from the frying-pan with a dexterous flick.

“I’ll bet that’s what got him,” she said significantly, and the girl flushed.

“I wish you wouldn’t talk about this wretched young man as though he were a god,” she said shortly.

Nothing squashed Lizzy Smith. She wiped her moist forehead with the back of her hand, pitched the frying-pan into the sink and sat down in one concerted motion.

“He’s not common, like some of these pickers-up,” she said reminiscently, “he’s class, if you like! He thanked me like a lady, and never said a word that couldn’t have been printed on the front page of the Baptist Herald. When I turned up without you, he was disappointed. And mind you, it was no compliment to me when he looked down his nose and said: ‘Didn’t you bring her?’”

“These eggs are burnt,” said Lois.

“And a gentleman,” continued the steadfast Lizzy. “Got his own car. And the hours he spends walking up and down Bedford Row just, so to speak, to get a glimpse of you, would melt a heart of stone.”

“Mine is brass,” said Lois with a smile. “And really, Elizabetta, you’re ridiculous.”

“You’re the first person that’s called me Elizabetta since I was christened,” remarked the stenographer calmly, “but even that doesn’t change the subject so far as I am concerned. Mr. Dorn — ;”

“This tea tastes like logwood,” interrupted the girl maliciously, and Lizzy was sufficiently human to be pained.

“Did you hear old Mackenzie last night?” she asked, and when Lois shook her head: “He was playing that dreamy bit from the Tales of Hoggenheim — Hoffmann
 is it? All these Jewish names are the same to me. I can’t understand a Scotsman playing on a fiddle; I thought they only played bagpipes.”

“He plays beautifully,” said Lois. “Sometimes, but only rarely, the music comes into my dreams.”

Lizzy snorted.

“The middle of the night’s no time to play anything,” she said emphatically. “He may be our landlord, but we’re entitled to sleep. And he’s crazy, anyway.”

“It is a nice kind of craziness,” soothed Lois, “and he’s a dear old man.”

Lizzy sniffed.

“There’s a time for everything,” she said vaguely, and, getting up, took a third cup and saucer from the dresser, banged it on the table, filled it with tea and splashed milk recklessly into the dark brown liquid.

“It’s your turn to take it down to him,” she said, “and you might drop a hint to him that the only kind of foreign music I like is ‘Night Time in Italy.’”

It was their practice every morning to take a cup of tea down to the old man who occupied the floor below, and who, in addition to being their landlord, had been a very good friend to the two girls. The rent they paid, remembering the central position which the house occupied and the popularity of this quarter of London with foreigners who were willing to pay almost any figure for accommodation in the Italian quarter, was microscopic.

Lois carried the cup down the stairs and knocked at one of the two doors on the next landing. There was the sound of shuffling feet on the bare floor, the door opened, and Rab Mackenzie beamed benevolently over his horn-rimmed spectacles at the fair apparition.

“Thank you, thank you very much, Miss Reddle,” he said eagerly, as he took the cup from her hand. “Will you no’ walk round? I’ve got my old fiddle back. Did I disturb you last night?”

“No, I’m sorry I didn’t hear you,” said Lois, as she put the cup on the well-scrubbed top of the bare table.

The room, scrupulously clean, and furnished only with essentials, was an appropriate setting for the little old man in his baggy trousers, his scarlet slippers and black velvet coat. The cleanshaven face was lined and furrowed, but the pale blue eyes that showed beneath the shaggy eyebrows were alive.

He took up the violin which lay on the sideboard with a gentle, tender touch.

“Music is a grand profession,” he said, “if you can give your time to it. But the stage is damnable! Never go on the stage, young lady. Keep you on the right side of the footlights. Those stage people are queer, insincere folk.” He nodded emphatically and went on: “I used to sit down in the deep orchestra well and watch her little toes twisting. She was a bonny girl. Not much older than you, and haughty, like stage folks are. And how I got up my courage to ask her to wed me I never understood.” He sighed heavily. “Ah, well! I’d rather live in a fool’s paradise than no paradise at all, and for two years — ;”

He shook his head. “She was a bonny girl, but she had the criminal mind. Some lassies are like that. They’ve just no conscience and no remorse. And if you’ve no conscience and no remorse and no sense of values, why, there’s nothing you wouldn’t do from murder downwards.”

It was not the first time Lois had heard these rambling and disjointed references to a mysterious woman, these admonitions to avoid the stage, but it was the first time that he had made a reference to the criminal mind.

“Women are funny creatures, Mr. Mackenzie,” she said, humouring him.

He nodded.

“Aye, they are,” he said simply. “But, generally speaking, they’re superior to most men. I thank ye for the tea, Miss Reddle.”

She went upstairs to find Lizzy struggling into her coat.

“Well, did he warn you off the boards?” asked Miss Smith, as she strolled to the little mirror and dabbed her nose untidily with powder. “I’ll bet he did! I told him yesterday that I was going into a beauty chorus, and he nearly had a fit.”

“You shouldn’t tease the poor old man,” said Lois.

“He ought to have more sense,” said Lizzy scornfully. “Beauty chorus! Hasn’t he got eyes?”
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They went off to the office together, walking through the Bloomsbury squares, and only once did Lois look round apprehensively for her unwelcome cavalier. Happily he was not in sight.

“About that scar on your arm,” said Lizzy, when they were crossing Theobalds Road. “I know a perfectly posh place in South Moulton Street where they take away scars. I thought of going there to have a face treatment. The managing clerk suggested it — Lois, that fellow is getting so fresh he ought to be kept on ice. And him forty-eight with a grownup family!”

Two hours later, Mr. Oliver Shaddles picked up some documents from the table, read through with quick and skilful eyes, rubbed the grey stubble on his unshaven chin irritably, and glared out upon Bedford Row.

He turned towards the little bellpush on his table, hesitated a second, then pressed it.

“Miss Reddle!” he snapped to the clerk who answered his summons with haste.

Again he examined the sheet of foolscap, and was still reading when the door opened and Lois Reddle came in.

Lois was a little above medium height, and by reason of her slimness seemed taller than she was. She was dressed in the severe black which the firm of Shaddles & Soan imposed upon all their feminine employees. Mr. Shaddles had reached the age, if he had ever been at any other, when beauty had no significance. That Lois Reddle had a certain ethereal loveliness which was all her own might be true, but to the lawyer she was a girl clerk who received thirty-five well-grudged shillings every week of her life, minus the cost of her insurance.

“You go down to Telsbury.”

He had a minatory manner, and invariably prefaced his remarks with the accusative pronoun. “You’ll get there in an hour and a half. Take those two affidavits to the woman Desmond, and get her to sign the transfer form. The car’s there — ;”

“I think Mr. Dorling had it — ;” she began.

“The car’s there,” he said obstinately. “You’ll have a dry trip, and you ought to be thankful for the opportunity of a breath of fresh air. Here, take this,” as she was going out with the foolscap. It was a little slip of paper. “It is the Home Office order — use your senses, girl! How do you think you’ll get into the gaol without that? And tell that woman Desmond — ; Anyway, off you go.”

Lois went out and closed the door behind her. The four faded, middle-aged clerks, sitting at their high desks, did not so much as look up, but the snubnosed girl with the oily face, who had been pounding a typewriter, jerked her head round.

“You’re going to Telsbury, by the so-called car?” she asked. “I thought he’d send you. That old devil’s so mean that he wouldn’t pay his fare to heaven! The juggernaut will kill somebody one of these days,” she added darkly, “you mark my words!”

Attached to the firm of Shaddles & Soan was a dilapidated motorcar that had seen its best time in pre-war days. It was housed in a near-by garage which, being a property under Mr. Shaddles’ direction as trustee, exacted no rent for the care of the machine, which he had bought for a negligible sum at the sale of a bankrupt’s effects. It was a Ford, and every member of the staff was supposed to be able to drive it. It carried Mr. Shaddles to the Courts of Justice, it took his clerks on errands, and it figured prominently in all bills of cost. It was, in many ways, a very paying scheme.

“Ain’t you glad you’re going?” asked Lizzy enviously. “Lord! If I could get out of this dusty hole! Maybe you’ll meet your fate?”

Lois frowned.

“My what?”

“Your fate,” said Elizabetta, unabashed. “I spotted him out of the window this morning — that fellow is certainly potty about you!”

A cold light of disfavour was in the eyes of Lois, but Lizzy was not easily squashed. “There’s nothing in that,” she said. “Why, there used to be a young man who waited for me for hours — in the rain too. It turned out that he wasn’t right in his head, either.”

Lois laughed softly as she wrapped a gaily coloured scarf about her throat and pulled on her gloves. Suddenly her smile vanished.

“I hate Telsbury; I hate all prisons. They give me the creeps. I am glad I’m leaving Mr. Shaddles.”

“Don’t call him ‘Mister,’” said the other. “It is paying him a compliment.”

The car stood at the door, as Mr. Shaddles had suggested, an ancient and ugly machine. The day was fair and warm, and once clear of the London traffic the sun shone brightly and she shook off the depression which had lain upon her like a cloud all that morning. As she sent the car spinning out of Bedford Row she glanced round instinctively for some sign of the man to whom Lizzy had made so unflattering a reference, and whose constant and unswerving devotion was one of the principal embarrassments of her life. But he was nowhere in sight, and he passed out of her mind, as, clear of London, she turned from the main road and slowed her car along one of the twisting lanes that ran parallel with the post route and gave one who loved the country and the green hedgerows a more entranced vision than the high road would have given her.

Seven miles short of Telsbury she brought the car back to the main thoroughfare, and spun, at a speed which she uneasily recognised as excessive, on to the tarred highway. Even as she came clear of the high hedges she heard the warning croak of a motor-horn, and jammed on her brakes. The little machine skidded out into the road. Too late, she released the brakes and thrust frantically at the accelerator. She saw the bonnet of a long, black car coming straight towards her, felt rather than heard the exclamation of its driver.

“Crash!”

In that second she recognised the driver.

“Say it!”

The girl, gripping the steering-wheel of her ancient Ford, stared defiantly across a broken windscreen, but Michael Dorn did not accept the challenge. Instead, he put his gear into reverse, preparatory to withdrawing his running-board from the affectionate embrace of the other guard. He did this with a manner of gentle forbearance which was almost offensive.

“Say it!” she said. “Say something violent or vulgar! It is far better to have things out than to let bad words go jumping around inside!”

Grey eyes need black lashes to be seen at best advantage, he thought; and she had one of those thinnish noses that he admired in women. He rather liked her chin, and, since it was raised aggressively, he had a fair view of a perfect throat. It struck him as being extremely perfect in spite of the red and yellow and green silk scarf that was lightly knotted about. She was neatly if poorly dressed.

“Nothing jumps around inside me except my heart,” he said, “and, at the moment, that is slipping back from my mouth. I don’t like your necktie.”

She looked down at the offending garment and frowned.

“You have no right to run into me because you disapprove of my scarf,” she said coldly. “Will you please disengage your strange machine from mine? I hope you are insured.”

He jerked his car back, there was a sound of ripping tin, a crack and a shiver of glass, and he was free. Then:

“You came out of a side road at forty miles an hour — you’d have turned over certain, only I was there to catch you,” he said half-apologetically. “I hope you aren’t hurt?”

She shook her head.

“I am not,” she said, “but I think my employer will be when he sees the wreckage. Anyway, your end is served, Mr. Dorn, you have made my acquaintance.”

He started and went a shade red.

“You don’t imagine that I manoeuvred this collision with the idea of getting an introduction, do you?” he almost gasped, and was thunderstruck when the girl with the grave eyes nodded.

“You have been following me for months,” she said quietly. “You even took the trouble to make up to a girl in Mr. Shaddles’ office in order to arrange a meeting. I have seen you shadowing me on my way home — once you took the same ‘bus — and on the only occasion I have been to a dance this year I found you in the vestibule.”

Michael Dorn fiddled with the steering wheel, momentarily speechless. She was serious now, all the banter and quiet merriment in her voice had passed. Those wonderful eyes of hers were regarding him with a certain gentle reproach that was hard to endure.

“Well, the truth is — ;” he began lamely, and found himself at a loss for words.

She waited for him to finish his sentence, and then:

“The truth is — ;” A faint smile trembled at the corner of her red mouth. “The truth is, Mr. Dorn, that it isn’t a very terrible offence for any nice man to wish to meet any girl — that I recognise. And it would be stupid in me if I pretended that I am very much annoyed. But as I told your ambassador, Miss Lizzy Smith — ;”

He blinked rapidly.

“I really do not wish to know you, and I have no doubt that she has conveyed that intelligence to you. Therefore your position is a little — what shall I say?”

“Offensive is the word you’re wanting,” he said coolly. “I’ll admit that it bears that construction.”

He got down slowly, walked to the side of her car, and stood, his hands resting on the arm of the seat.

“I want you to believe, Miss Reddle!” he said earnestly, “that nothing is farther from my wish than to annoy you. If I hadn’t been a clumsy fool you would never have known that I was — ;”

He stopped, at a loss for a word. It was she who supplied it, and in spite of his seriousness he laughed.

“‘Dogging’ is an ugly word. I’m trying to think of something prettier,” he said.

She liked the ghost of a smile that shone in his blue eyes, and had they parted then, without another word, she might have thought more kindly of him. But:

“Where are you off to, on this bright autumn day?” he asked, and she stiffened.

“Will you start my car, please?” she said with dignity.

He cranked up the engine and stood aside. She could not resist the temptation:

“If you follow me now you’ll have a shock,” she said. “I am going to Telsbury Prison.”

The effect on the man was startling; he stared in amazement and fear. His jaw dropped, and into his eyes came a queer look of wonder.

“Where are you going?” he asked huskily, as though he doubted the evidence of his ears.

“I am going to Telsbury Prison — please.”

She waved him out of her way. The car with the broken windscreen went noisily along the broad high road, leaving the man to stare. And then:

“Good God!” said Michael Dorn.
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The grim entrance of Telsbury Convict Establishment is mercifully hidden behind a screen of thick-growing pines. Its red walls have mellowed with age, and but for the high tower in the centre of the prison a traveller would pass it unnoticed. Hiding all the heartache that has made the word “Dartmoor” synonymous with sorrow, Telsbury has missed the fame of its fellow-prison.

Lois had already made two visits to the prison on her employer’s business. A client of the firm had prosecuted a woman who had been engaged in systematic fraud, and she had been sent down for five years. It had been necessary to secure her signature to certain deeds transferring back to their lawful owner stocks which had been fraudulently converted.

Stopping her car broadside on to the high black gates, she descended and pulled a bell. Almost immediately a grating was slipped back and two watchful eyes surveyed her. Though the gatekeeper recognised her, it was not until she had shown him the Home Office order which she carried that he turned the key in the lock and admitted her to a bare stone room, furnished with a desk, a stool, two chairs, and a table.

The warder read the order again and pressed a bell. He, his two reliefs, and the governor were the only men who came within those walls, and his sphere of operations was restricted to the room and the archway, barred with steel railings, which cut the courtyard off from the rest of the prison.

“Getting tired of coming here, miss?” he asked with a smile.

“Prisons make me very tired and very sick at heart,” said the girl.

He nodded.

“There are six hundred women inside here who are more tired and more sick than you will ever be, I hope, miss,” he said conventionally. “Not that I ever see any of them. I open the gate to the prison van and never catch a sight of them again, not even when they go out.”

There was a snap of a lock, and a young wardress in neat blue uniform came in and greeted Lois with a cheery nod. The girl was conducted through a small steel gate, across a wide parade ground, empty at that moment, through another door and along a passage into the governor’s small office.

“Good morning, doctor,” she said. “I’ve come to see Mrs. Desmond,” and displayed her papers before the grey-haired governor.

“She’ll be in her cell now,” he said. “Come along, Miss Reddle, I’ll take you there myself.”

At the end of the passage was another door, which led into a large hall, on either side of which was a steel alleyway, reached by broad stairs in the centre of the hall. Lois looked up, saw the netting above her head and shivered. It was placed there, she knew, to prevent these unhappy women from dashing themselves to death from the top landings.

“Here we are,” said the governor, and opened the cell door with his passkey.

For five minutes she was engaged with the sulky woman, who had a whining grievance against everybody except herself; and at last, with a heartfelt sigh of relief, she came out through the door and joined the governor. As he locked the cell, she said:

“Thank heaven I shan’t come here any more.”

“Giving up being a lawyer?” he asked good-humouredly. “Well, I never thought it was much of a profession for a girl.”

“You give my intelligence too great credit,” she smiled. “I am a very commonplace clerk and have no other knowledge of the law than that stamps must be put on certain documents and in certain places!”

They did not go back the way they had come, but went out through the hall into the parade ground. So perfect was the organisation that in the brief space she had been in the cell the yard was filled with grey figures parading in circles.

“Exercise hour,” said the governor. “I thought you’d like to see them.”

The girl’s heart was filled with pity and an unreasoning resentment against the law which had taken these women and made them into so many meaningless ciphers. With their print dresses and white mob caps, there was something very ugly, very sordid about them, something which clutched at the girl’s heart and filled her with a vague fear. There were women of all ages, old and young, some mere girls, some grown ancient in sin, and each bore on her face the indefinable stamp of abnormality. There were fierce faces, cunning faces, weak, pathetic faces that turned to her as the ghastly circle shuffled on its way; faded eyes that stared stupidly, dark eyes that gleamed with malignant envy, careless eyes that did not trouble to investigate her further than by a casual glance. Shambling, shuffling women, who seemed after a while to be unreal.

The circle had nearly passed in hideous completeness when Lois saw a tall figure that seemed to stand out from that ground of horror. Her back was straight, her chin uplifted, her calm eyes looked straight ahead. She might have been forty, or fifty. The delicately moulded features were unlined, but the hair was white. There was something divinely serene in her carriage.

“What is that woman doing here?” said Lois, before she realised that she had asked a question which no visitor must put to a prison official.

Dr. Stannard did not answer her. He was watching the figure as it came abreast. For a second the woman’s eyes rested gravely upon the girl. Only for a second — just that period of time that a wellbred woman would look at the face of another — and then she had passed.

The girl heaved a sigh.

“I’m sorry I asked,” she said, as she walked by the governor’s side through the grill to his office.

“Other people have asked that,” said the governor, “and haven’t been satisfied. It is against the prison rules to identify any convict, as you know. But, curiously enough — ;” He was looking round for something, and presently he found it, a stout calf-bound book that had been opened and laid face downwards on a filing cabinet.

Without a word he handed it to her, and she looked at the title. She was sufficiently acquainted with law books to recognise it as one of that variety. It was labelled Fawley’s Criminal Cases
 .

“Mary Pinder,” he said briefly, and she saw that the book was open at the page which was headed by that name. “It is rather curious, I was reading up the case just before you came in. I was looking up the essential details to see whether my memory was at fault. I don’t mind telling you” — he dropped his voice as though in fear of an eavesdropper— “that I share your wonder!”

She looked at the title: “Mary Pinder — Murder,” and gasped.

“A murderess?” she asked incredulously.

The doctor nodded.

“But that is impossible!”

“Read the case,” said the other, and she took up the book and read:

Mary Pinder — Murder. Convicted at Hereford Assizes. Sentenced to death; commuted to penal servitude for life. This is a typical case of a murder for gain. Pinder lived in lodgings with a young man, who was reputedly her husband, and who disappeared before the crime occurred. It is believed that he left her penniless. Her landlady, Mrs. Curtain, was a wealthy widow, somewhat eccentric, believed to be on the border line of insanity. She kept large sums of money in the house and a quantity of antique jewellery.

After her husband had left her Pinder advertised for a temporary situation, and a lady, calling at the house in answer to the advertisement, found the front door unfastened, and, after repeated knocking, receiving no answer, walked in. Seeing one of the room doors open, she looked in and found, to her horror, Mrs. Curtain lying on the floor, apparently in a fit. She immediately went in search of a policeman, who, arriving at the house, found the woman was dead. The drawers of an old secretaire were open and their contents thrown on the floor, including a piece of jewellery. Suspicion being aroused, the room of the lodger, who had been seen leaving the house just before the discovery, was searched in her absence. A small bottle containing cyanide of potassium, together with many pieces of jewellery, was found in a locked box, and she was arrested.

The defence was that the deceased had frequently threatened to commit suicide, and that there was no evidence to prove the purchase of the poison, which was in an unlabelled bottle. Pinder refused to give information about herself or her husband; no marriage certificate was discovered; and she was tried before Darson J. and convicted. It is believed that Pinder, being in urgent need of money, was seized with the sudden temptation and, dropping cyanide in the woman’s tea, afterwards ransacked her secretaire.

The case presents no unusual features, except the refusal of the prisoner to plead.



Twice Lois read the account and shook her head.

“I can’t believe it! It is incredible — impossible!” she said. “She was imprisoned for life — but surely she should be out by now? Isn’t there a remission of sentence for good conduct?”

The governor shook his head.

“Unfortunately she made two attempts to escape, and lost all her marks. It is a great pity, because she’s a fairly rich woman. An uncle of hers, who only learnt of her conviction after she had been five years in gaol, left her a very considerable fortune. She never told us who she was — he visited her here a few weeks before his death — and we’re just as wise as ever we were, except that we know that he was a relation of her mother.”

Lois took up the book again and stared at the printed page.

“A murderess — that wonderful woman!”

He nodded.

“Yes. Remarkable. Yet the most innocent-looking people commit bad offences. I have been here twenty years and lost most of my illusions.”

“If they thought she was a murderess, why didn’t they — ;”

She could not bring herself to say “hang her.” The governor looked at her curiously.

“Ha — h’m — well, there was a reason, a very excellent reason.”

Lois was puzzled for a moment, and then suddenly the explanation came to her.

“Yes, the baby was born in this very prison — the prettiest little baby girl I’ve ever seen — a perfect child. I hated the time when she had to be taken away. Poor little soul!”

“She didn’t know, perhaps doesn’t know now,” said Lois, her eyes filling with tears.

“No, I suppose not. She was adopted by a woman who was a neighbour and always believed in Mrs. Pinder’s innocence. No, when I said ‘poor little soul,’ I was thinking of the fool of a nurse who let the child burn its arm against the top of a hot water bottle. A pretty bad burn. I remember it because it left a scar on the baby’s forearm — the stopper of the water bottle had a star.”

Lois Reddle clutched the edge of the table and her face went suddenly white. The doctor was putting away the book and his back was towards her. With an effort she gained control of her voice.

“Do — do you remember the name by which the baby was christened?” she asked in a low voice.

“Yes,” he said instantly, “an unusual name, and I always remember it. Lois Margeritta!”
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Lois Margeritta! Her own name! And the star-shaped burn on her arm!

Her head was in a whirl; the room seemed to be spinning round drunkenly and it needed all her strength of mind to keep her from crying out.

But it was true. That dignified, stately woman who had marched so calmly in the circle of pain was her mother! Incredible, impossible though it seemed, she knew this was the truth. Her mother!

Obeying a blind impulse, she darted to the door, flung it open, and was halfway along the stone passage before the startled governor had overtaken her.

“Whatever is the matter with you, girl?” he demanded, half astonished and half angry. “Are you ill?”

“Let me go, let me go!” she muttered incoherently. “I must go to her!”

And then she came back to sanity with a gasp, and allowed herself to be led back to the governor’s room.

“You sit down there while I give you a slight sedative,” said the doctor, as he closed the door with a bang which echoed along the hollow passage.

He opened the medicine chest, deftly mixed the contents of three bottles and added water from a carafe on his table.

“Drink this,” he said.

The girl raised the glass to her lips with fingers that shook, and the governor, hearing the glass rattle against her teeth, smiled.

“I think I’m a little mad,” she said.

“You’re a little hysterical,” said the practical doctor, “and it is my fault for letting you see these people. We’ve broken all the rules by talking about them.”

“I’m dreadfully sorry,” she muttered, as she put the glass on the table. “I — I — it was so dreadful!”

“Of course it was,” he said. “And I was several kinds of an old fool to talk about it.”

“Will you tell me one thing, doctor, please? What — what became of the child?”

The doctor was obviously loth to discuss the matter any further.

“I believe she died,” he said briefly. “She was taken away by some excellent people, but they failed to rear her. That is the story I have. As a matter of fact it was published in the newspapers — there was a great deal of interest in the case — that the child had died in prison, but that was not the case. She was a healthy little creature when she left here. And now, young lady, I am going to turn you out.”

He rang for the wardress, who conducted her to the gatekeeper’s lodge, and in another second Lois was standing outside the black door, behind which was — who?

She was mad to have made such a fool of herself. There was so much more she wanted to know, so many opportunities which might have been hers to see the beautiful woman who was — her mother? Her heart raced at the thought. It couldn’t be! Her mother was dead; that stout, homely body who had been a mother to her. It was a coincidence. There must be other children in the world called “Lois Margeritta” than she, and it was possible that some had been branded in babyhood.

She shook her head; it was impossible, it was beyond all the bounds of probability that there could be two Lois Margaritas with a star-shaped burn on the left arm.

Climbing painfully into the car, her knees giving under her, her trembling hands manipulated the gears. The car wobbled painfully, and, as she came slowly out on to the little road that runs by the prison, she was conscious of a weakness which almost terrified her. She stopped the car a few inches from the kerb, and at that moment she heard a quick step, and, turning her head, saw the man with whose machine she had collided earlier in the afternoon. There was a look of deep concern on his saturnine face.

“Anything wrong?” he asked sharply.

“No — nothing,” she said unsteadily.

He stood surveying her with a critical and speculative eye.

“You nearly drove into that lamppost. Aren’t you feeling well?”

“Not — not very,” she said.

In another second he had swung himself into the car by her side, and she made room for him behind the steering wheel.

“I’ll take you down to the Lion Hotel and get them to send up for my car.”

She was dimly aware that the long machine with the damaged mudguard was parked by the side of the prison wall.

“I shall be quite all right — ;” she protested.

“Nevertheless, I will drive you back to town,” he said, and she made no further demur.

He stopped outside the Lion Hotel long enough to communicate with a little man who seemed to be expecting him; then turned the damaged nose of the Ford towards London; and she was intensely grateful to him that he made no attempt to improve his opportunity. For the rest of the journey was carried out in almost complete silence. From time to time he glanced at her, and once he looked at the crumpled papers which she held tightly gripped in her little hand, the documents which Mr. Shaddles’ client had signed, and which were now in a more ruffled condition than most legal documents are supposed to be.

“179 Bedford Row, I think it is?” he said, as they crossed the traffic of Holborn, and she had recovered sufficient of her spirits to answer:

“I think you should know.”

One side of his mouth went up in a smile.

“I’m pretty well acquainted with this neighbourhood,” he said coolly. And then, as the car came to a standstill behind a big Rolls that stood before the doorway of 179:

“You’ve been awfully kind to me, Mr. Dorn,” she said. “I am very grateful to you indeed.”

“What worried you?” he asked. “At the prison, I mean?”

She shook her head.

“Nothing — only it is a rather dreadful shock, seeing so many women.”

His eyes narrowed.

“You saw the women, did you? Pretty queer lot, eh?”

She shivered.

“Do you know the prison? Have you been inside, I mean?” she asked.

“Yes, I’ve been inside once or twice,” he answered.

Glancing up at the window behind which was her office, she caught a glimpse of a short, tilted nose and a pair of wide open eyes, and, in spite of herself, laughed helplessly.

“Goodbye, Mr. Dorn.”

She held out her hand and he took it.

“I’m afraid I’ve been an awful nuisance to you. Will you be able to get your car sent up to town, or must you go down to Telsbury for it?”

“Don’t bother about my car; it is here,” he said, and nodded to the end of the road. To her amazement she saw his black machine come slowly to the sidewalk and stop.

She was about to say something, but changed her mind, and, running up the steps, disappeared through the dark portals, the man watching her until she was out of sight.
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The clerks had gone, only Lizzy Smith remained. That young lady came flying to greet her, all of a twitter with excitement.

“Oh, you artful one! You picked him up, did you? Haven’t you got a nerve to come back with him? Suppose old Shaddles had seen you! What have you done to the juggernaut? All the mudguard’s bent. Lois, the countess is here! She’s in with old Shaddles, and she’s got the Queen of Sheba skinned to death! I’ll bet that chinchilla coat she’s got cost a thousand if it cost a tenner. And me wearing dyed fox, and glad to get it! Not that I’m struck on chinchilla — it doesn’t suit my complexion, anyway — ; And isn’t Mike lovely?”

“Mike?” said Lois, puzzled.

“Didn’t he tell you his name was Mike?” asked Lizzy contemptuously. “Of course it is! Michael Dorn. You don’t mean to tell me that you’ve been joy-riding with him all these hours and never called him ‘Mike’ once?”

Lois hung up her coat and hat, and sat down wearily. Miss Smith regarded her with a gathering frown.

“You’re not looking very bright, old dear,” she said, “What’s wrong?”

“The prison upset me,” said Lois. “How long has the countess been here?”

“You haven’t had a row with him, have you?”

“With him — whom? Oh, the man, you mean, Lizzy?”

“Of course I mean the man! Who else was there to row with? You can’t start any backchat with a pre-war Ford.”

Happily Lois was saved the embarrassment of an answer, for at that moment a buzzer sounded and Lizzy darted into Shaddles’ office, to return with an uplifted and bending finger.

“The countess wants to see you!” she hissed fiercely, “and the thing attached to her is her little boy — the earl!”

Lois went into the room and closed the door behind her. Mr. Shaddles glared up from his table as she handed him the crumpled documents.

“What’s happened to these?” he asked.

“We had an accident with the car,” said Lois, a little incoherently. She was not a fluent liar.

“‘We’? Who are ‘we’?”

“I mean, I ran into another car,” said the girl in some confusion.

Mr. Shaddles smoothed out the rumpled paper, glanced at the signature, and then:

“This is the girl, your ladyship.”

For the first time Lois was conscious of the woman’s presence. “Majestic” was a word which fitly described the Countess of Moron. She was tall and stoutly made. The long chinchilla cloak which covered her dress from head to heel was open to show the rich velvet brocade dress, but for the moment Lois had no eyes for the woman’s apparel, or her looped pearls, or the jewels which glittered from ears and fingers. It was the face that held her. Big, dominating, in some indefinable way menacing. Black eyebrows that met above a masterful nose; a pair of eyes of so dark a brown that they seemed black. They were what are called full eyes; the vulgar would describe them as bulging. They were hard and bright and stared unwinkingly at the girl. The mouth was big, the lips thin, and the chin full and powerful. Lois found herself trying to guess her age. Whether it was due to artifice or not, her hair was a jet black, untouched by a vestige of grey; and later she was to learn this was natural.

“You are Miss Reddle?” said the countess. Her voice was almost as deep as a man’s, and she had a slow, deliberate enunciation which was a little disconcerting.

Lois had the feeling that she was in a witnessbox, under cross-examination.

“Yes, madam, I am Lois Reddle,” she said.

For a moment the countess said nothing; then she turned to her companion.

“This is Miss Lois Reddle, Selwyn,” she said.

He was a thin, bent man, with a weak face almost innocent of chin, and a drooping yellow moustache, the twirling of which seemed to occupy most of his spare time.

“May I introduce my son, the Earl of Moron?” said her ladyship, and Lois bowed.

“Glad to meet you,” murmured the earl mechanically. “Rather nice weather we’re having, what?”

Having made this speech, he seemed to have exhausted his vocabulary, for he was silent during the remainder of the interview.

Lady Moron withdrew her scrutiny and turned her eyes slowly to the lawyer.

“She seems entirely satisfactory, Shaddles,” she said.

Shaddles pursed his lips.

“Yes, she’s a very good girl,” he said, “quite reliable.”

He glanced disparagingly at the crumpled documents on his blottingpad.

“Quite reliable. I’ve no doubt that Miss Reddle, in her anxiety to get back to interview your ladyship, has slightly damaged my car; that will be a matter for adjustment between your ladyship and myself.”

He had glanced out of the window and had taken in with an assessor’s eye the amount of the damage. Lady Moron looked at him for a time.

“She had no idea I was here, Shaddles. And of course I shall not be responsible for any damage to your car.”

He squirmed in his seat.

“And, personally, I should doubt if the car has any value. At any rate, in my eyes it has none. Come, Selwyn.”

For a moment Lois had the illusion that the young man was holding on to his mother’s skirt, and she had an insane desire to laugh, as her ladyship went forth majestically, followed by what Lizzy had described, not unfaithfully, as “the thing attached to the countess.”

Shaddles bustled through the outer office, opened the door for them, and went down to see her ladyship into her car before he returned.

“Now, what the devil do you mean by smashing up my car?” he grated. “And look at the condition of these documents. Is that the sort of thing that can go before a Master in Chambers? Pah!”

Before she could reply:

“Whatever are the cost of the repairs I shall send the bill to you, and I shall expect you to act in an honourable manner, for I’m not sure that you are not liable in law. You will have a good salary and you owe your position entirely to the fact that I happen to be her ladyship’s solicitor.”

“If there is any damage, I will pay for it, Mr. Shaddles,” said the girl, and was glad to make her escape.

Lizzy Smith did not find her a very communicative companion, and she was responsible for most of the conversation on the way back to their lodgings. Lois was glad when her companion left her that night to join a girl friend who had two tickets for a theatre. She wanted to be alone, she wanted to think out this most terrifying problem of hers. There were other problems too, for suddenly she remembered the look of utter horror and amazement that had come to Michael Dorn’s face when she told him she was going to the prison. Did he know, and was he dogging her footsteps for any other than the obvious reason — the young man’s desire to get acquainted with the girl who had taken his fancy? That seemed impossible.

She was glad she was taking up a new post. She would have leisure, in the service of Lady Moron, and opportunities, perhaps, for meeting people who would be helpful to her in the conduct of her investigations.

A thought occurred to her as she was sitting before her untasted supper, and, getting up, she put on her hat and went eastwards to Fleet Street. She had been to the Daily Megaphone
 before to make searches on behalf of Mr. Shaddles, but now she found that the offices, which are usually open to the public, were closed. She sent up a note from the jealously guarded lobby of the editorial offices, and to her joy her request was granted, and a messenger conducted her to the file room.

Taking down one of the many big black volumes which filled the shelves on one side of the room and opening it at the date she had remembered, the messenger left her; and for two hours she studied the details of what she would ordinarily have dismissed as a sordid and wicked crime. She was halfway through the account of the trial when she saw a name that made her gasp. It was the name of a witness who had been called by the defence — Mrs. Amelia Reddle!

Then it was true! This was the kindly neighbour, about whom the prison governor had spoken. It was her mother, that tall, lovely woman who paced the prison flags with such unconcern. “A kind neighbour took the child” — Mrs. Reddle was the kind neighbour, and had brought her up in ignorance of her origin.

The printed page swam before her eyes as she sat, her hands tightly clasped, her mind confounded by the confirmation of this tremendous discovery.

Her mother was innocent. It was something more than a natural revolt against the thought that in her veins ran the blood of a murderess; it was a conviction, an inspiration, the faith which is knowledge.

She went back to her lodgings, calm and determined. She would prove her mother’s innocence, devoting her life to that object.
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Charlotte Street was deserted when she turned the corner. Passing a small closed coupé that stood by the sidewalk, she was halfway up the street, and was turning to cross, when she saw the car coming towards her at full speed, and stopped in the roadway to let it pass. Its headlights were burning very dimly, she noticed — in the idle way of one whose mind was fully occupied elsewhere. The car came on, gaining momentum, and then, when it was a dozen yards away, it swerved suddenly towards her.

Her first impulse was to step back, but an instinct beyond understanding made her leap ahead. If the driver had corrected his swerve she could not have escaped death. That spring saved her; the edge of the mudguard grazed her dress and some small and jagged projection ripped a two-inch strip from her skirt as neatly as though it had been cut by scissors. In another second the car had passed, speeding towards Fitzroy Square, its rear light dark, its number invisible.

For a second the girl stood, bereft of breath, trembling in every limb; and then somebody darted out of the doorway of her house and came towards her, and before she saw his face she knew him.

“Close call that,” drawled Michael Dorn.

“What happened?” she asked. “They must have lost control, I think.”

“Yes, they must have lost control,” he said quietly, “You didn’t see the number, I suppose?”

She shook her head. In her then state of nerves the question irritated her.

“Of course I did not see the number. Do you want me, Mr. Dorn?”

“I came to see how you were after your unpleasant experience.”

She faced him squarely.

“What do you mean? What unpleasant experience?” she asked.

“I was referring to the little accident for which I was partly responsible,” he answered coolly. “I regard any road collision as unpleasant. But possibly you’re a more hardened motorist than I am.”

She shook her head.

“You don’t mean that at all. You mean — you mean — what happened at the prison.”

He bent down towards her.

“What did happen at the prison?” he asked in a low voice.

“If you don’t know, I can’t tell you,” she said, and, turning abruptly from him, went into the house and closed the door almost in his face.

Before she had reached her room she regretted her act of rudeness. It was too late now; she would not go back and apologise, even if she could bring herself to such an act.

An alarmed Lizzy was waiting for her.

“Do you know it is nearly twelve o’clock? I thought you were going to bed early?” she said.

“I’ve been to Fleet Street, looking up a case for — for Mr. Shaddles, and look at my dress — a car ripped it.”

Lizzy’s nose wrinkled.

“If it’s true that you’ve been working overtime for that old skinflint — and it probably isn’t — you’ve got something the matter with your head,” she said, “and you ought to see a doctor. I’m disappointed with you.”

“Why?” asked the girl, as she tossed her hat on to the bed and stooped to a further examination of her torn skirt.

“Well, I thought you’d been out to see a Certain Person. Then, on the other hand, I couldn’t understand, if you were with him, how he could have sent you this.”

On the table, standing amidst its loosened wrappings, was a beautiful round box, the satin cover of which was painted with a floral design.

“It was a bit of cheek on my part, taking it out of the paper,” admitted Lizzy, “but I haven’t touched a single choc.”

“Chocolates?” said Lois incredulously, and lifted the cover, displaying the most gorgeous selection of confectionery that had ever come her way.

On the top was a small card with a line of writing: “From an Admirer.”

She frowned.

“From an Admirer,” nodded Lizzy. “No name? Now, I wonder who it can be?”

Her smirk of amazement was too extravagant to leave any doubt in Lois’ mind.

“Did he bring it?” she asked.

“He? You mean Mike? Why, of course he brought it! At least, I suppose so. It was here when I came in. How many other admirers have you got, Lois?”

The girl replaced the lid with a vicious jab.

“I hate that man,” she said vehemently, “and if he doesn’t leave me in peace I shall complain to the police. It isn’t enough to find him sitting on the doorstep — ;”

“Was he here?” gasped Lizzy.

“Of course he was here! You knew he was here,” said Lois unjustly. “Lizzy, you’re helping and abetting him, and I wish you wouldn’t.”

“Me?” said the indignant Lizzy. “Abetting? I like that! You take him out driving all the afternoon and talk about me ‘abetting’! Why, I haven’t seen the bird to speak to for a month!”

“Where does he live?” demanded Lois.

“How the blazes do I know?” stormed Lizzy. And then, more soberly: “Yes I do. He lives in Hiles Mansions.”

“Then this goes back to Hiles Mansions tomorrow morning,” said Lois with determination. “And with it a polite note asking him to refrain from his attentions, which are getting a little objectionable.”

Lizzy shrugged her thin shoulders.

“I don’t know what you expect,” she said, in despair. “A goodlooker, with a nice car, and a perfect gentleman.”

“He may be all these things and still be objectionable to me,” said Lois shortly, and to her surprise the ungainly Lizzy put her arm around her with an affectionate hug and laughed.

“I won’t quarrel with you the last few nights you are here. And another thing, Lois; I’m not going to take another mate. Your room will be waiting for you when you get tired of the aristocracy.”

One big room in the suite had been divided by a wooden partition. There was a doorless opening that communicated between the two cubicles, over which a curtain was hung. And after Lois had made a parcel of the confectionery and had addressed it to her “admirer,” she carried the package into her bedroom and put it on her dressing-table. She must not forget to return that gift, even though she could ill afford the postage.

They chatted across the partition (which did not reach to the ceiling) for some time, and presently Lois slipped into bed feeling unutterably tired.

“Goodnight,” she called.

“Hark at old Mac!”

From below stole the sad wail of old Mackenzie’s fiddle. Softly it rose and fell, and to one of the audience at least the sound was infinitely sweet and soothing.

“He used to be an orchestra leader — what’s the word? Conductor,” said Lizzy. “I wish he’d keep his moonlight sonatas until I was out of the house.”

“I like it,” said Lois.

In truth the sad melody attuned to her own troubled heart.

“It gives me the hump,” grunted Lizzy, as she jerked off her stockings and examined her toes critically, “after you’ve gone I’m going to ask him to give up his midnight folly.”

“He has very little amusement,” protested Lois.

“Why doesn’t he go out and get it? The old niggard never leaves the house. He’s got plenty of money. He owns this property.”

Lois was listening. The old man was playing the Intermezzo from Cavalleria Rusticana
 , and, hackneyed as the melody was, it sounded to the girl as though it expressed all the sorrows, all the fears, all the inarticulate protests of her own soul.

“Music’s all right in its place,” said Lizzy, “if it’s the right kind. What’s the matter with ‘Maggie! Yes, Ma?’ I bought a copy of it cheap a week ago and gave it to him and he’s not played it once!”

Presently there was silence on the other side of the partition. The music had ceased. Lois, turning over, fell into a troubled sleep. She dreamt she was in Telsbury Prison; it was she, among the colourless women, who was walking that dreary circle. Somebody stood watching her where she had stood by the doctor’s side; a great, fleshy-nosed woman whose hard black eyes smiled sneeringly as she passed. In the centre of the circle was the little old man, Mackenzie, his fiddle cuddled under his chin, and he was playing a vulgar tune she had heard Lizzy whistle.

Suddenly she woke with a start.

A light had flashed on her face — somebody was in the room. She could hear their soft movements, and then came to her ears the rustle of paper. It was Lizzy, of course. Lizzy frequently came in the middle of the night, when her cough was troublesome, for the voice lozenges which Lois kept in the drawer of her dressing-table. Without a word she stretched out her hand and switched on the little handlamp which was one of her luxuries.

As she turned the switch, she remembered drowsily that the battery had nearly run out. There was a flicker of white light, that died down to yellow, and then to darkness. But in that second of time she had seen the figure of a man standing by the dressing-table, and recognised him before she saw the startled face of Michael Dorn!
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For a second she remained, paralysed, and then, as the sound of his feet crossing the floor came to her, she screamed.

“What is it?”

She heard the creak and rumble of Lizzy’s bed, the scratch of a match, and saw the white gleam of the gas as it was lit. In another second Lizzy was in her room.

Lois was out of bed now and with trembling fingers was lighting her own lamp. Otherwise the room was empty.

“Somebody was here — a man,” she said shakily.

“You’ve been dreaming.”

“I was not dreaming. Listen!”

There was the thud of a closing door. Running to the window, Lois threw up the sash and leant out. She had time to see a man’s figure walking swiftly down Charlotte Street.

“There he is! Don’t you recognise him? It is Dorn!”

Lizzy craned farther out of the window and after a time came in with a scared face.

“I shouldn’t like to say it wasn’t,” she said cautiously. “Do you mean to say Dorn’s been here?”

Lois nodded. This shock, coming on top of the other, had almost unnerved her.

“But was he here — in this room?” Still Lizzy was not convinced, but one glance at the girl’s face told her that Lois had not been mistaken.

She hurried out into the kitchen, drew a glass of water. Lois drank the refreshingly cold liquid eagerly.

“Well, he’s got a nerve!” said Lizzy, sitting down on a chair and staring blankly at her companion. “What was he doing?”

“I don’t know. He was standing in front of the dressing-table. I only saw him for a second, and then this wretched light went out.”

“He’s got a nerve,” said Lizzy again. “There’s a limit to everything. Going into a young lady’s bedroom in the middle of the night to get an introduction seems to me to be ungentlemanly.”

Lois laughed weakly.

“He didn’t speak to you?”

She shook her head.

“Jack scuttled off like a rabbit, I suppose.”

Lizzy walked to the door and opened it, gazing reflectively at the stairs, as though she wished to visualise the undignified character of the visitor’s exit.

“He sends you chocolates overnight — ;”

Lois’ eyes strayed to the dressing-table, and she sprang to her feet with a cry.

“They’re gone!” she said, and the stenographer’s jaw dropped.

“Gone? Were they there?” She pointed.

“I put them on the dressing-table to remind me in the morning — at least, I think I did.”

A hurried search of the kitchen discovered no trace of the missing package.

“Perhaps he knew you wouldn’t like them and came to get them back?” was the inane suggestion that Lizzy offered.

“I don’t know — I don’t understand.”

At that moment a voice hailed them and Lizzy opened the door.

“Is anything wrong?”

It was old Mackenzie.

“That man never sleeps,” groaned Lizzy under her breath. “He ought to be a night watchman. No, everything’s all right, Mr. Mackenzie.”

“I heard somebody come down the stairs and go out a little time ago,” said the old man, “I thought maybe one of you was ill.”

“This is where our characters go west,” said Lizzy, and, in a louder voice. “No, Mr. Mackenzie, it was only me! I went down to make sure that Miss Reddle had closed the front door. Goodnight.”

She came back, looking very thoughtful.

“‘Three o’clock in the morning’ is a pretty nifty fox-trot, but it is a bad time for young men to come sneaking round other people’s rooms. What are you going to do, Lois? Anyway, he’s saved you the postage on the chocolates. It seems to me to be the moment for tea.”

Any occasion was the moment for tea so far as Lizzy was concerned. She bustled off into the kitchen and came back in ten minutes with a hot decoction which was very gratifying to Lois, and, in spite of Lizzy’s making, unusually palatable.

“There are two things to do; one is to inform the police, and the other is to see Mr. Dorn, and I think I will take the latter course. Will you give me his address again?”

“You’re not going now?” said Lizzy, in a tone of horror.

“No, I’ll go before working hours.”

“He’ll be in bed. Maybe you’ll be able to get the chocolates back while he is sleeping,” suggested Lizzy. “As I remarked before, he’s got a nerve.”

Hiles Mansions was a magnificent block of flats near Albert Hall, but Mr. Dorn’s apartment was the least magnificent of any, for it was situated on the upper floor and consisted of two rooms and a bath and a tiny hall. The elevator man was in his shirtsleeves, polishing brasses at the early hour at which Lois made her call. But he showed no surprise at her enquiry.

“Top floor, miss. If you’ll step into the lift and excuse my shirtsleeves, I’ll take you up.”

The elevator stopped at the sixth floor and the liftman pointed to a plain rosewood door, one of three on the landing. She hesitated, her finger on the bellpush, and then, mastering her courage, she pressed, expecting to be kept waiting for a long time, for if Mr. Dorn was really the night visitor, he would still be in bed. To her surprise, however, her finger was hardly off the bellpush before the door opened and Michael Dorn confronted her. He seemed to have been up for some time, for he was dressed and shaved, and there was no evidence in his eyes that he had spent a sleepless night.

“This is an unexpected pleasure, Miss Reddle,” he said. “Will you come in?”

The study into which she was ushered was larger than she had expected and the sloping roof gave it an odd but pleasant character. She saw at a glance that the furniture was old, and probably valuable. The writing-table, from which he had evidently just risen, for the morning newspaper lay open at the top, was undoubtedly Buhl, and the deep armchair before the fire was the only modern article in the room. Etchings covered the soberly painted walls, and in one alcove was a well-filled bookcase.

“Mr. Dorn, I have called on a very serious errand,” she said.

“I am sorry to hear that,” was his reply as he pushed a chair forward.

“I won’t sit down, thank you. Last night you sent me a box of chocolates. I can understand that your intentions were well meant, though I thought I had made it very clear that I do not wish to know you, or to improve an acquaintance which began only yesterday. I am very grateful to you for all you did,” she went on a little incoherently, “but — ;” she paused.

“But — ;?” he suggested.

“Your conduct is abominable!” she flamed. “The gift of chocolates was an impertinence, but to follow that up by breaking into my lodgings was criminal! I’ve come to tell you that, unless you cease your persecution, I shall complain to the police.”

He did not answer. Standing by the table, he fiddled with a long poignard which was evidently used as a letter-opener.

“You say I broke into your house — what makes you think that?”

“Because I recognised you,” she said emphatically. “You came and took away the box — though I could have saved you the trouble. I intended returning it in the morning.”

To her amazement, he did not deny his presence, but, on the contrary, gave confirmation of his action.

“If I had known you were going to return it this morning I should certainly not have called in the night,” he said with a calmness which took her breath away. “I have been guilty of conduct which may seem to you to be unpardonable, but for which there is a very simple explanation. Until a quarter to two this morning I had no idea that you had received the chocolates.”

He walked across the room to a cabinet, pulled open one drawer and took out the painted box.

“These are the chocolates, are they not?”

She was so taken back by his audacity that she could not speak. He put back the box carefully in the cabinet and closed the door.

“I underrated your intelligence, Miss Reddle,” he said. “I have done that all too frequently in my life — taken too light a view of woman’s genius.”

“I’m afraid I don’t understand you,” she said helplessly. “Only I want to tell you — ;”

“You want to tell me that if this act of mine is repeated, you will notify the police.” He took the words from her mouth. “And I think you would be wise. When do you take up your new position?”

“On Monday,” she was startled into telling him, but, recollecting that the object of her visit was not to furnish him with information about her movements, she walked to the door. “You don’t deny that you came into my room?”

He shook his head.

“No, why should I? You saw me. It was the flash of my lamp which woke you. I am very sorry. But for that stupid blunder you would not have known.”

She stared at him.

“You admit you were there?” she said, with growing wonder, as the nature of his offence began to take shape in her mind. “How could you, Mr. Dorn!”

“It is much easier for me to admit my fault than to lie about it,” he said coolly. “Even you must give me some credit for my frankness.”

He followed her out on to the landing and rang for the elevator.

“You must keep your door locked, Miss Reddle,” he said. “No matter where you are — even in the palatial establishment of the Countess of Moron — you must keep your door locked.”

He looked down the lift shaft and saw that the cage at the bottom was not moving. The elevator man was outside the building and had not heard the signal.

“I don’t think, if I were you, that I should write to your mother,” he said. “You may raise false hopes. At present she is well balanced. The knowledge that you are alive — and know — may cut the thread that has held her up all these years.”

“What do you know?” she gasped, gazing at him in terrified amazement.

Then came the whine of the ascending lift.

“I don’t think I should write if I were you,” he said, and with a smile handed the dazed girl into the elevator and waited until the clash of the lift-gate told him that she had reached the ground floor. Then he walked slowly back into his flat, closed the door behind him, and resumed his place at the table, but this time he did not read.

For half an hour he sat, his chin on his hand, and then, rising, he opened the door that led to the second room. A spare little man, with a dark and melancholy face, sat patiently on the edge of a chair, as he had sat ever since the ring at the door had announced the girl’s arrival. A beckoning jerk of Dorn’s chin brought the man to the study.

“Go along and pick up Chesney Praye. Find out what he was doing last night, and where he went. I think he was playing baccarat at the Limbo Club, and, if so, find out what he lost. That is all.”

Without a word the little man made for the door. His hand was on the latch when Dorn called him back.

“Call in at Scotland Yard and discover the owner of a blue Buick, No. XC2997. I pretty well know, but I should like a little moral support.”

When the door had closed behind his servitor Michael Dorn took several sheets of paper from the stationery rack and for half an hour was writing rapidly. When he had finished, he addressed an envelope, stamped the letter, and, going out to the landing, rang for the liftman and handed him the letter to post. Then he returned to his flat, and, taking off his collar and his tie, lay down on the bed for the sleep he so badly needed; for Michael Dorn had not closed his eyes for thirty-six hours.
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All her life, Lois Reddle could never recall what happened that morning. She went about her work mechanically, like one in a dream; and that she did not commit the most appalling blunders was due to the natural orderliness of her mind. She went out with Lizzy to lunch at a neighbouring restaurant, and this was usually the meal of the day. But she could eat nothing, and her room-mate was genuinely alarmed.

“Was it fierce, dear?” asked Lizzy anxiously.

Lois roused herself from her thoughts with an effort.

“Was what fierce?” she asked.

“The fight you had with his nibs?”

At first Lois did not comprehend what the girl was talking about.

“Oh, you mean Mr. Dorn? No, it wasn’t fierce at all. It was a very — mild encounter.”

“Did you tell him about his nerve?” asked Lizzy.

“He seemed to know all about that!” said Lois with a smile.

“I’ll bet he was upset and asked for mercy. Did he go on his knees?”

She was anxious for details, but Lois shook her head.

“Nothing sensational happened. He was a little bit penitent, but only a little bit. I am scared.”

“Scared?” said Lizzy indignantly. “What have you got to be scared about? I’ll go and see him.”

“No, you’ll do nothing of the kind. He’s not likely to worry us again,” said Lois Reddle hastily.

“But what happened? Didn’t you ask him what he meant by it?” said her disappointed friend.

“Yes, I asked him something of the sort.” Lois was anxious to get off the subject, but Lizzy was insistent.

“Of course, if you were properly engaged and you were ill, and you’d had a tiff, it would have been all right his coming,” she began.

“We aren’t engaged, properly or improperly, and I am in disgustingly good health, and we haven’t had a tiff, so it wasn’t all right. He’ll not trouble us again, Lizzy.”

“I’ve been trying all morning to get a word with you,” said the disgruntled typist, “but you’ve been going about all blah and woozy, and naturally I thought you’d been raising hell — if you’ll excuse the unladylike expression — and that there had been an awful scene, but I did think you’d tell me when we came out to grub.”

But Lois was adamantine, and the meal passed in what was to Lizzy a wholly unsatisfactory discussion of her friend’s plans.

The one happy result of the morning’s interview was that, neither that day nor the next, did she so much as catch a glimpse of Michael Dorn and his long black car. But, as the days passed, this relief was not as pleasant as she had anticipated, and on the Saturday afternoon she found herself wishing that she had an excuse for meeting him.

What did he know about her mother? Had he known all the time, and was that the reason he was taking so great an interest in her? That he could have been associated, even remotely, with the case was impossible. His age, she guessed, was in the neighbourhood of thirty; possibly he was younger; and he must have been a child when Mary Pinder stood her trial.

Lois remembered with a start that her own name must be Pinder, though the question of names did not matter very much.

On the Monday morning she packed her two boxes, and, with Lizzy’s assistance, carried them down into the street to the waiting cab. Lizzy was inclined to be tearful. Old Mr. Mackenzie, in his black velvet coat, hovered anxiously in the background, though he did not emerge from the house which had been his voluntary prison for twentyfive years.

“What’s he shoving his nose in for?” demanded Lizzy viciously. “I’ll bet he’ll play ‘The Girl I Left Behind Me’ when you drive away!”

But it was to no such accompaniment that Lois left her old lodgings, and she came to the chaste atmosphere of Chester Square without any of the mishaps which Lizzy had so gloomily prophesied. The door was opened by a liveried footman, and she was apparently expected, for he led her up the broad, carpeted stairs to a wide and lofty room looking out on to the square.

Lady Moron was sitting at her small writing-table when the girl was announced, and rose magnificently to meet her. She was arrayed in a bright emerald velvet gown, which no other woman could have worn. On her ample bosom sparkled and flashed a great diamond plaque which was suspended from her neck by a chain of pearls. Her face was powdered dead white, against which her jet-black eyebrows seemed startlingly prominent. Lois noticed, now that she had time to inspect her new employer, that, though the blackness of her hair was natural, both eyebrows and eyelashes had been treated, and the scarlet lips were patently doctored.

“The maid will show you your room, Miss Reddle,” said the countess in her deliberate way. “I hope you will be happy with us. We are extremely unpretentious people, and you will not be called upon to perform any duties that would be repugnant to a lady.”

Lois inclined her head slightly in acknowledgment of this promise, and a few minutes later was viewing her new bedroom with pleasant surprise. It was a big room at the top of the house, overlooking the square. There was here everything for comfort, and, for some reason which she could not define, she compared the furnishings with those she had seen of Mr. Michael Dorn’s and decided that they were in the same category of luxury.

She changed and came down to the drawingroom, which was also, she learnt, Lady Moron’s “workroom.” She opened the door and stopped. Two men were there; the first of these she recognised as the weak-kneed holder of the title. The second man was shorter and more sturdily built. His fleshy red face was eloquent of his love of good living, and when he smiled, as he did frequently, he showed two lines of large white teeth, that in some manner reminded the girl of a tiger’s, though there was certainly nothing tigerish about this gentleman, with his plump body and his curly red hair that ran back from a rather high forehead.

“Let me introduce Mr. Chesney Praye,” said her ladyship, and Lois found her hand engulfed in a large moist palm.

“Glad to meet you, Miss Reddle.” His voice was pleasantly husky. His keen eyes looked at her with undisguised admiration.

“You know Lord Moron?”

His lordship nodded and muttered something indistinguishable.

“Miss Reddle is my new secretary,” said her ladyship. She pronounced the four syllables of the word as though they were separated. “You may see a great deal of her, Chesney — Mr. Praye is my financial adviser.”

He certainly did not look like one who could offer any other advice than on the correct cut of a morning coat or the set of a cravat. He himself was perfectly dressed. Lois had often read the phrase “well-groomed” and now for the first time realised all that it signified, for Mr. Chesney Praye looked as though he had come from the hands of an ardent, hissing hostler, who had brushed and smoothed him until he was speckless and shining.

“A pretty nice pitch for you this, Miss Reddle,” said Praye. “If you don’t get on with her ladyship, I’m a Dutchman! Ever been on the stage?”

“No I haven’t,” she said, with a faint smile, as she recalled old Mackenzie’s warning.

“A pity. You ought to have done well on the stage,” he prattled on. “You’ve got the style and the figure and the voice and all that sort of thing. I’ve played for a few years in comedy — it’s a dog’s life for a man and not much better for a woman.”

He laughed uproariously, as though at some secret joke, and Lois was surprised that the majestic countess did not chide him for the free and easy attitude which seemed hardly compatible with that of a trusted financial adviser.

“I’d like to go on the stage.”

It was the silent Lord Moron, and his tone had a note of sulkiness which was surprising. It was as though he were a small boy asking for something which had already been refused.

The countess turned her dark, unfriendly eyes upon her son. “You will never go on the stage, Selwyn,” she said firmly. “Please get that nonsense out of your head.”

Lord Moron played with his watchguard, and moved his feet uncomfortably. He was, she judged, between thirty and forty years of age, and she guessed he was not married, and had more than a suspicion that he was mentally deficient. She was to learn later that he was a weakling, entirely under the domination of his mother, a quiet and harmless man with simple, almost childish, tastes.

“Not for you, my boy,” said Mr. Chesney Praye, as he slapped the other on the shoulder, and Lord Moron winced at the vigour of this form of encouragement. “There is plenty of occupation for you, eh, countess?”

She did not answer him. She was standing by the long French windows looking down into the square, and now she turned, and fixing a pair of horn-rimmed lorgnettes, lifted them to her eyes.

“Who is that man?” she asked.

Chesney Praye looked past her, and Lois, who was watching at the time, saw his mouth twitch and the geniality fade from his face.

“Damn him!” he said under his breath, and the countess turned slowly and surveyed him with a stare.

“Who is he?” she asked.

“He’s the cleverest ‘busy’ in London — that’s who he is. Detective, I mean. I’d give a thousand for the privilege of going to his funeral. He’s got a grudge against me — ;”

He stopped, as though he realised he was saying too much. Lois looked over his shoulder at the man in the street. He was walking slowly on the opposite pavement.

It was Michael Dorn!
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Lady Moron was talking.

“A detective? Really, I don’t see why you should be worried about detectives, Chesney. You are not, I hope, a member of the criminal classes?”

“Of course I’m not,” he said brusquely, almost rudely, “but I loathe this fellow. His name’s Dorn — Michael Dorn. He is the only private detective in England who is worth twopence. They call him into Scotland Yard for consultations; they think so much of him. He was the fellow that organised the raid on the Limbo Club, and he tried to get a conviction against me for being one of the proprietors, which of course I wasn’t.”

Michael Dorn had passed out of sight now, and the girl was thankful that their interest had been so concentrated upon his hateful presence that they had not noticed her; otherwise she must have betrayed her knowledge of the man.

A detective! At this moment Mr. Chesney Praye was amplifying his description.

“That fellow’s got the nerve of the devil,” he said, unconsciously echoing Elizabetta Smith. “He is utterly unscrupulous, and would ‘shop’ his own maiden aunt to get a conviction. He used to be a Deputy Commissioner of Police in India, but resigned to take up the case of an African millionaire who lost some documents and paid him a fortune for recovering them — at least, that’s the yarn I’ve heard.”

What did “shop” mean, she wondered, and guessed that it was synonymous with “betray.” And what sort of a man was this Mr. Chesney Praye that he could use these cant terms in the face of his noble employer. She had heard of men and women who occupied so well-established a position in the households of the great that they could grow familiar with the people they were paid to respect, and she supposed this was one such.

It was left to Lord Moron to protest.

“Don’t like ‘shop,’ old thing,” he quavered. “Sort of a low-down term to use before a young lady — what?”

Again those menacing eyes of his mother cowed him.

“It does not shock me, Selwyn, and I have no reason to suppose that my secretary will be shocked either.”

He wilted under the glance, muttered something incoherent and stole guiltily out of the room. Lois would gladly have followed, but there was no excuse. Instead, it was Mr. Chesney Praye who was dismissed.

“You must run along now, Chesney,” said the countess. “I want to have a little talk with Miss Reddle.”

Chesney, with his ever-ready grin, took a somewhat elaborate farewell of his hostess, bending to kiss her plump white hand that was so covered with jewels that Lois wondered whimsically whether he would cut his lip.

“You, young lady, I hope to meet again,” he said briskly, as he shook hands with unnecessary warmth, his bright eyes never leaving hers. “I might take her around a bit, don’t you think, countess? Is she from the country?”

“Miss Reddle has lived for some years in town,” said Lady Moron, and the reproof in her voice would have chilled most persons, but Chesney Praye was not the kind to be snubbed.

“Anyway, she hasn’t seen the sights I shall probably show her. Perhaps her ladyship will let you come and dine one night at the club. Do you dance?”

“If I’m allowed to choose my own partners, I dance rather well,” said Lois.

“Then you shall choose me,” said the thick-skinned young man, “for I’m a dandy hopper!”

It was some time after they were left alone before Lady Moron spoke. She stood, surveying the square below, her hands behind her, and Lois thought her ladyship must have forgotten that she was present, until the countess spoke, without turning her head.

“There will be nothing for you to do to-day. I’ve answered all my letters. We lunch at one-thirty, and you, of course, will invariably be at our table except when we have visitors. Dinner is at eight o’clock. You will be allowed to go out every other afternoon from five to ten, and such weekends as I am in the country will be your own. Thank you very much, Miss Reddle,” and with this dismissal Lois went up to her room, wondering how she would fill in her time between meals.

When Chesney Praye left the house in Chester Square he looked left and right, and presently saw what he sought. An idle man, standing at the corner of the street, his back towards the redfaced young man. Hesitating only a moment, he turned resolutely towards the seemingly unconscious Michael Dorn.

“Look here, Dorn!”

Dorn turned round slowly.

“Good morning, Mr. Praye,” he said, with a lift of his eyebrows, as though the man who confronted him was the last person in the world he expected to meet in that place at that time.

“What’s your idea in tailing me?”

Michael Dorn’s eyebrows met in seeming perplexity.

“‘Tailing’? Oh, you mean following you, I suppose? I haven’t quite got used to the argot of the London underworld. In India we call it — ;”

“Never mind what you call it in India,” said the other roughly. “What’s the great idea?”

Dorn looked at him with a thoughtful expression.

“Are you under the impression that I’m tailing you?”

“I’m not only under that impression — I know,” said the other, his face growing darker. “I spotted you this morning when I came out of my rooms in St. James’ Street, and thought you were there by accident. And one of your bloodhounds has been up to the Limbo Club, pumping the waiters. What’s the general scheme?”

“Curiosity,” murmured the other, “just idle curiosity. I’m thinking of writing a book on the bizarre criminal, and naturally you’d have a few pages all to yourself.”

Chesney Praye’s eyes were veritable slits as he tapped the other gently on the waistcoat.

“I’m going to give you a tip, Dorn,” he said. “Keep your finger out of my pie, or you’re going to get it burnt!”

“One good tip deserves another,” said Dorn. “And mine is, keep your finger off my waistcoat or you’ll be severely kicked!”

He said it in the most pleasant manner, but the furious man knew that he meant every word, and dropped his hand. Before he could master his wrath, Dorn went on:

“You’ve got a good job, Praye — don’t lose it. I understand that you’re financial adviser to a very noble lady — unprepossessing, but noble. If, by chance, I hear you’re advising her to put money in some of your wildcat schemes, or advising her to finance some of the little gambling houses which you have found so profitable in the past, I shall be coming along after you with a real policeman.”

“You damned amateur!” spluttered the other.

“You have found the chink in my armour.” Dorn was coolness itself, and the shadow of laughter gleamed in his fine eyes. “I hate being called ‘amateur’! I have warned you.”

“You’re not in India now — ;” began Chesney, and recognised his mistake too late.

“I am not in India now, nor are you,” Dorn’s voice was gentle, almost silken. “Seven years ago I was in India — in Delhi — and there was a certain smart young Government official, also a financial adviser to some heads of departments, whose accounts went a little wonky. He was some twenty thousand pounds short. The money was never discovered. It was generally thought that the financial authority was more of a fool than a rogue, and, although he was dismissed from the public service, he was not prosecuted.”

Chesney Praye licked his dry lips.

“I, for my part, advised his prosecution,” Dorn went on. “In fact, I knew that the money was lying at a bank in Bombay, in the name of a lady friend. The Simla bigwigs were so scared of a scandal that the thief” — he paused and watched the other wince— “this thief was allowed to transfer his ill-gotten gains to Europe. And lo! I meet him again in the rôle of financial adviser!”

Chesney found his voice.

“There’s a law of libel in this country,” he said.

“There are several other laws, including the very excellent criminal law,” said Dorn. “And the statute of limitations does not apply to felonies. One loud squeal in an irresponsible newspaper, and they’d have to pinch you, whether the Government liked it or not.”

Chesney Praye looked first one way and then the other, and presently his eyes caught the detective’s. He was paler than he had been.

“I didn’t associate you with that business,” he said. “I knew I had an enemy somewhere in the background. It was you, was it?”

Dorn nodded.

“It was I — by-the-way, where is your dissolute friend, Dr. Tappatt, located? I thought he must have drunk himself to death, but I hear that he is in London — you introduced him to the countess a year ago. Did you tell her about his queer record? Or is he now her medical adviser? Or is he running one of the famous unregistered homes for mental cases? That man will hang sooner or later.”

Praye did not reply. His face was working nervously; for a second he had a mad impulse to strike at his tormentor, but thought better of it. It was in a calmer voice that he said:

“I don’t see why we should quarrel over what is past. You’re wrong when you think I made money out of that Delhi business, and I haven’t seen Tappatt for months. But I know I can’t convince you. Let’s bury the hatchet.”

Michael Dorn looked down at the extended hand, but made no effort to take it.

“If I bury any hatchet with you, Praye,” he said, “it will only put me to the expense of buying a new one. You go your way and let your way be as straight as possible. If you run foul of me, I’m going to hurt you, and I shall hurt you bad!”

He saw the flaming hate in the man’s eyes, and his own gaze did not waver. Suddenly Praye turned on his heels and walked away.

The detective waited until the man was out of sight, then strolled along the side-street, passed up the mews at the back of Chester Gardens, and made a careful examination of the back premises of No. 307. The stables and garages on the other side of the mews interested him considerably, and it was some time before he was clear of the mews, and met the silent little man whom he had sent out on an errand the morning Lois Reddle had visited his flat.

“Wills, there’s a garage to let in this mews. I have an idea that it belongs to her ladyship — her own cars are at the Belgrave Garage. Go along and see the agents, tell them you wish to rent the place and get the keys — tonight if possible — tomorrow certain.”

He handed a note he had made of the agent’s address to the other, and without a word the silent Wills strolled away. He never asked questions — which, to Michael Dorn, was his chief charm.

Michael came into Chester Square from the opposite end. He saw Lady Moron’s big Rolls standing at the doorway, and presently had the felicity of seeing her ladyship, accompanied by her son, enter the car and drive away. She was going shopping and would come back to lunch, he thought, and loafed along the sidewalk, slackening his pace as he came opposite the house. There was no sign of the girl, but Michael Dorn was a very patient man. It was not Lois whom he expected or wished to see. The man for whom he was waiting came out ten minutes after Lady Moron’s car had turned from Chester Square. He was a tall, broad-shouldered man with a somewhat unpleasant face, whom Michael knew to be Lady Moron’s butler. Him he followed at a distance, and this time Michael made a very profitable trail.
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The Countess of Moron, Lois discovered, had one amiable weakness; it was for jigsaw puzzles, which were made especially for her — pictures in greys and blues and elusive shades which would have driven an ordinary puzzle expert to despair. They were cut in tiny pieces, and her ladyship would spend hours before the big table in the library, putting them together. This she confessed at luncheon, and it was the first time that Lois had seen the human side of her employer. In the main the conversation was confined to the two women, Lord Moron being in the party, but not of it. When he spoke, as occasionally he did, his mother either ignored him or answered him in monosyllables. And apparently he was used to such treatment, which he did not seem to resent. The only servant present throughout the meal was the butler, Braime, for whom Lois conceived an instant dislike. He was a man with a forbidding face, sparing of speech, and though he was polite enough, there was something about his height and bulk which produced in the girl a sensation of uneasiness.

“You don’t like Braime, Miss Reddle?” asked the countess, when the man was momentarily absent from the room.

Lois marvelled at the intuition of her employer, and answered laughingly:

“I don’t know whether I like him or not.”

“He is a very satisfactory person,” said the countess in her majestic manner. “I like tall servants, and the fact that he is unpleasant-looking is an advantage. None of my callers will try to steal him. In society one finds one’s best servants so frequently enticed away by people who pretend they are one’s friends.”

It was then that she told of her passion for jigsaw puzzles.

“Braime is very helpful and quite clever at that sort of thing, and I have frequently had to call on him for help.”

“Have you had him long?”

“Some six months. He was recommended to me by some people anxious to reform criminals,” was the startling thing she added.

Lois nearly jumped from her chair.

“You mean that he has been in prison?” she asked, bewildered.

Lady Moron inclined her head in a stately agreement.

“Yes, I believe he has been in prison for some foolish offence — stealing silver, I think. I have given him a new start, and the man is grateful.”

When the butler returned, Lois gave him a more careful, if more furtive, scrutiny. Despite his powerful physique, he moved with a gentle, almost feline tread and his big clumsy hands manipulated the delicate china with a dexterity which was surprising.

Partly to her amusement, but more to her embarrassment, Lois found that a maid had been allocated to her — a fresh-faced country girl who had been recruited from her ladyship’s own village in Berkshire. For the Earls of Moron were wealthy landowners, and Moron House, near Newbury, was one of the show places of the county.

The maid had all the loquacity of her kind, and Lois had not been very long in her room before she learnt that her distrust of the butler was generally felt throughout the servants’ quarters.

“He’s always prying and spying, miss,” said the maid. “He’s just like a great cat, the way he walks; you can’t hear him until he’s behind you. And us servants are not good enough for him. He has all his meals in his pantry, and whenever we get a new servant here he watches her as if she was a mouse. I wonder her ladyship stands such an ugly, bad-tempered man about the house.”

“Is he very bad-tempered?” asked Lois.

“Well,” admitted the girl with reluctance, “I can’t exactly say that. But he looks bad-tempered,” she said triumphantly, “and you can always judge a man on his looks. Her ladyship took a lot of trouble about you, miss.”

“About me?” said Lois in surprise.

The girl nodded.

“She had these chairs put in for you and chose your bed, and — hullo, what’s this? Is this yours, miss?”

She had pulled open the empty drawer of a bureau, and now she held in her hand a large cabinet photograph. Lois took it from her; it was the picture of a young man; she judged him to be in the early twenties. He was singularly goodlooking, and there was about the face something that was vaguely familiar.

“I don’t know how that got there,” said the chattering girl. “I cleared these drawers out myself yesterday. Her ladyship must have brought it up and left it.”

Lois saw, though it was only a bust photograph, that the young man wore the uniform of a Highland regiment, and she tried to recall the badge. As a child she had been interested in regimental insignia.

“He’s goodlooking, isn’t he, miss?”

“Very goodlooking,” said the girl. “I wonder who he is?”

“We’ve got lots of photographs in the house and nobody knows who they are. Her ladyship collects them,” said the girl.

“I will take it down to Lady Moron,” said Lois.

She found the countess sitting with her head in her hands before a half-completed puzzle picture.

“Where was that? In your room?”

Lady Moron took the photograph from her hand, looked at it disparagingly and dropped it into a table drawer.

“He was a boy I knew some many years ago,” she said, and did not trouble to discuss how the photograph had appeared in Lois’ room.

Lois went back to her own room. It was a sunny afternoon and rather warm. The long windows were open and one of these led on to a small stone balcony, one of the many which ornamented the front of the house. Across the window opening, however, was a light wooden gate which barred access to the inviting place.

“We’re not allowed to go out on the balconies in the daytime,” said the girl. “Her ladyship is very particular about that.”

“Does that apply to me?”

“Oh yes, miss,” said the girl. “Her ladyship doesn’t go out on to her own balcony, except in the evenings. Nobody is allowed out by day.”

Lois was wondering what induced the eccentric countess to prohibit a very pleasant lounging place during the day.

The afternoon post brought a number of letters, which, contrary to Lady Moron’s express principles, had to be answered that afternoon, and she was busy until an hour before dinner. And then the stately lady made a suggestion for which the girl was very grateful.

“If you have any girl friend you would like to ask to tea you may — any afternoon I am out. Tomorrow will be a free evening for you. I shall be going out to dinner.”

That night, before she retired to her comfortable bed, she wrote a long letter to Lizzy Smith and posted it herself, and Lizzy’s reply was characteristically prompt. Lois was eating a solitary breakfast the next morning when a footman came in to say that she was wanted on the telephone. It was Lizzy.

“That you, kid? I’ll be coming along tonight. Are you sending the car, or am I taking the old No. 14? Don’t dress for me; I’m a plain woman without any side.”

“Don’t be silly, Lizzy. I shall be all alone and expecting you.”

“What sort of a crib is it?” asked Lizzy.

“Very nice, very nice, indeed,” said Lois, but without any enthusiasm. “Only there isn’t enough work to do.”

“‘Only’ is not the word you want, it’s ‘and,’” said Lizzy. “What is coming over you, Lois? Find me a job without work — here’s old Rattlebones!” — the latter in a lower tone told Lois that the girl was telephoning from the office and that the managing clerk had arrived.

Lady Moron and her son had gone out to dinner and a theatre party, and Lois was alone when the girl came.

“This is certainly great,” said Lizzy in a slow tone, as she looked round the resplendent diningroom. “That big chap’s the butler, I suppose? I can’t say that I like his face, but he can’t help that. How many courses do you have?” she asked, after the third course. “My doctor says I mustn’t take more than six.”

Following dinner the two girls went up to Lois’ room and Lizzy sat down to stare and admire.

“I always thought these sort of jobs didn’t exist outside of good books,” she said. “I mean the books they give you for Sunday School prizes. You’ve certainly rung the bell this time, Lois!”

“It seems too good to be true, doesn’t it?” laughed Lois.

“You haven’t seen Him, I suppose?”

“You mean Mr. Dorn? Yes, I saw him this morning. He was walking up and down Chester Square. And Lizzy, he’s a detective.”

Lizzy’s eyes lit up.

“A real detective?” she said, in an awestricken tone. “And I thought he was the other way about — that he was one of the people detectives catch. What did he say, Lois?”

The girl shook her head.

“I didn’t speak to him. I only saw him through the window. Lizzy, I’m so worried and puzzled about it all — and he’s such a queer man! The things he could have said when I collided with his car!”

“I don’t know why you need be worried,” said the philosophical Lizzy. “Even detectives have their feelings. There was one married the other day — I saw a bit in the paper about it. And some of them are quite respectable men.” She looked up suddenly.

“What is it?” asked Lois.

“I thought I heard footsteps outside the door.”

Lois walked to the door and threw it open. The corridor was empty.

“What made you think there was somebody there?”

Lizzy shook her head.

“I don’t know,” she said vaguely, “only I’ve got sharp ears, and if they weren’t slippers moving on a carpet, I’ve never heard ‘em!”

Lois closed the door and sat down on the bed.

“Lizzy, I’m going to tell you something,” she said, and the interest of Miss Elizabetta Smith quickened.

“Ah!” she said, drawing a long breath. “I knew you’d tell me sooner or later. But, my dear, it won’t be any news to me. He is one of the nicest men I’ve ever met — ;”

“What on earth are you talking about?” demanded Lois, aghast. “Are you thinking of that wretched Mr. Dorn?”

“Well, what else have you got to tell me?” demanded Lizzy indignantly; and Lois, in spite of the seriousness of the subject she was about to broach, fell into an uncontrollable fit of silent laughter.

“My dear, I can’t tell you now, not — not in this mood,” said Lois. “You poor little matchmaker! Mr. Dorn is probably married, with a large family. We won’t talk about him either.” Then, as a thought struck her: “Would you like to see this wicked city by night, with all its lights? I’ll show you.” She walked to the French windows and opened them. “This little balcony is forbidden territory by day, but it is rather wonderful now, isn’t it?”

She stepped out on to the balcony and, walking to the balustrade, rested her hand upon the broad parapet, looking down into the street, which seemed a terribly long way below. And even as she did so, she felt the balcony sag slowly beneath her.

She turned in a fright and leapt towards the window; but at that minute there was a loud crack, and the stone floor dropped suddenly beneath her.
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As she fell, Lois clutched wildly, and her fingers caught a projecting ridge of stone an inch wide; the jerk nearly pulled her arms from their sockets, but for the moment she hung.

She heard the frightened scream of Lizzy.

“Are you there? Oh, for God’s sake hold on, Lois! I’ll get them!”

And then, looking up, she saw the girl jerked violently backwards. She was falling; she could not hold on a second longer. There was a terrible, unendurable pain in her shoulders and her head was swimming.

And then, just as her fingers were slipping, a big hand grasped her wrist, and she felt herself drawn upwards until another hand caught her under the arm and pulled her into the room. She looked up into the unpleasant face of Braime, the butler.

He laid her on the bed, then, going to the window, knelt and peered down. The crash of falling masonry had attracted one of those small crowds which gather from nowhere at any hour of the day or night in London. Braime saw a policeman running across the street, and, rising, dusted his knees carefully, closed the window door and latched it. He said not a word to the girl, but went out of the room.

Lois, on the very verge of collapse, lay white of face, as pale as death. But her distress was as nothing to Lizzy Smith’s, who was paralysed by all the tragic happening, until the girl’s moan aroused her to action.

Lois came from semiconsciousness to a clearer understanding, with a sense that she had been drowned, then, as out of a haze, loomed the white-faced Lizzy with a water-jug in her hand.

“That was a close call!” breathed the girl.

Something in the words was reminiscent; Lois had heard them before. Then in a flash she remembered the motorcar which had nearly killed her, and Michael Dorn’s words. She struggled up to a sitting position and found that the sensation of drowning was not altogether illusory, for Lizzy had been very lavish in her use of the water-jug.

She had hardly got to her feet when there was a tap at the door and the butler came in, followed by a policeman.

“The officer wishes to see the balcony,” said Braime, and opened the door for the policeman’s inspection.

With the aid of his lamp the officer made a cursory examination and brought his head back into the room. He looked strangely at Lois.

“You’ll never get nearer to trouble than that, miss,” he said. “There’s an old crack in the slab that you trod on, and the balustrade doesn’t support the flooring at all. I’d like to see some of the other balconies,” he said, and disappeared with the butler.

This was the second accident in a few days; her spine crept at the thought. What malign influence was following her? For the first time she wished she were returning to her humble little room in Charlotte Street, and she said goodbye to Lizzy with real reluctance.

The countess came home soon after the girl had gone, and came immediately up to Lois’ room as she was undressing.

“I knew that balcony was unsafe,” she said, “and I told that fool of a butler to keep the gate fixed. Where is the gate?”

“It was here this afternoon; I did not notice it before I went down to dinner, Lady Moron,” said Lois. “I thought it had been moved to allow the windows to be closed.”

The countess bit her red lip thoughtfully.

“There is more in this than I care to think about,” she said. “I hope you’re not going to have a sleepless night, Miss Reddle. I cannot tell you how distressed I am. How were you saved?”

Lois told her and Lady Moron nodded.

“Braime?” she said. “But what was he doing on the third floor at that time?”

She looked searchingly at the girl and then, without another word, went to her own room.

It was two o’clock in the morning before sleep came to Lois; and by that time her nerves were on edge, so that she started at every sound. Something was keeping her awake — something she was trying to remember. Some thought was working insistently at the back of her mind, demanding revelation. As she tossed from side to side, consciousness of this inhibited memory made her grow wider and wider awake. And then, as she came back to bed, after the second tramp to the washstand for a glass of water, it flashed upon her.

“Keep your door locked — even in the palatial home of the Countess of Moron!”

Michael Dorn’s warning! It was that. She went to the door and felt for the key. But there was none, nor was there any bolt. Turning on the light, she lifted one of the smaller armchairs, carried it to the door, and pushed the back beneath the handle. Then she went back to bed and was asleep in a few seconds.

She awoke the next morning to find the sun streaming past the edge of the blind. There was a gentle tap-tapping at the door. She jumped out of bed and pulled away the chair to admit the maid.

“Good morning, miss,” said the maid cheerfully, and was inclined to discuss the accident of the night before, but that Lois was most anxious to forget.

“Her ladyship’s very much upset. She hasn’t had any sleep all night, miss,” said Jean. “She asked me if I’d warned you about the balcony. Of course I told her I did, but only in the daytime — I didn’t know it was unsafe. I’ve only been here a fortnight. Her ladyship was in the country until then.”

She drew the blinds, and, crossing to the window, Lois looked out. The jagged edge of the broken balcony was there to remind her of her narrow escape and she shuddered as she recalled that dreadful moment when she had hung in space.

“It was the butler’s fault,” said Jean maliciously. “I shouldn’t be surprised if he got the sack.”

“If it hadn’t been for the butler I should have been killed.”

“If it hadn’t been for the butler, miss, you wouldn’t have been in danger,” said the girl, and there seemed some truth in her remark. “Her ladyship told me to move you to-day to his lordship’s room on the floor below.”

“But surely she’s not turning out Lord Moron?” asked Lois, aghast.

Apparently the household staff entertained towards his lordship something of the contempt which his mother displayed, in public and private.

“Oh, him!” said the girl with a shrug. “He doesn’t mind where he sleeps. He’d be just as happy in the garret. All he wants to do is to go on the stage and play with his silly old electricity! I wonder her ladyship allows him to go on in that childish way.”

So the Earl of Moron’s queer desire was public property, thought Lois. Apart from the shock of the news that he was being turned out of his apartment to make room for a secretary, Lois was not sorry that new accommodation was to be offered to her, and her pleasure was intensified after her interview with the countess.

Her ladyship, who had a predilection for strong colours, wore a gown of petunia that morning. Lois thought it made her look old. She made no reference to the accident, and for the first hour after breakfast they were engaged in letter-writing. Lady Moron had many correspondents, and there was the usual sprinkling of begging letters which had to be dealt with in the usual way. When Lois had finished her work and brought the last letter for her employer’s signature, the countess looked up.

“You are not suffering any ill effects from last night’s terrible experience?” she asked.

“No,” smiled Lois.

I have told the maid to move you into Selwyn’s room. As a matter of fact, it is never used by him; he prefers his little study at the top of the house and sleeps there nine nights out of ten. You are not worried about what happened?”

Lois shook her head.

“Or nervous?”

The girl hesitated.

“I was a little nervous last night.”

“I thought you would be, and I have been considering what would be my best course to induce you to stay. I like you. And there is another reason; I want a woman in the house to whom I can talk confidentially.” She turned in her swivelled chair and looked up into Lois’ face. “I don’t want to be alone,” she said, “I am rather frightened of being alone.”

“Frightened, Lady Moron?”

Her ladyship nodded. There was certainly nothing in her voice to indicate her fear. She picked and chose her words with characteristic care. “I can’t explain why, but I am frightened — of certain people. If you care to remain with me, I will raise your salary, and I am quite willing that your friend should sleep in the house.”

“My friend?” asked the surprised Lois. “Do you mean Miss Smith?”

Again the countess nodded, her dark eyes never leaving the girl’s face.

Lois hesitated.

“That might be very — very awkward for you,” she said.

The countess waved a flashing hand.

“I have considered the matter in all its aspects, and if it is agreeable to you and to your friend, I will have another bed put into your room. Perhaps you would like to see Miss Smith and discover her opinions on the subject? I will have the car ready for you in a quarter of an hour.”

Looking over the edge of the wire blinds, Lizzy Smith saw the glistening limousine pull up at the door, and Lois alight, and, defiant of all the rules of the establishment, she ran out of the office and came halfway down the stairs to meet the visitor.

In a few words Lois told her of Lady Moron’s proposal.

“Gee whiz!” said Lizzy, flabbergasted. “You don’t mean that?”

She gripped Lois by the arm and pulled her upstairs. “Come right along to the ‘phone!” she hissed, “and tell her royal highness that I’ll be on the mat at six!”
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Lois did not go into the office; she left her friend on the threshold and went on to the appointment she sought. Leaving the car in Parliament Street, she walked down Whitehall to the Home Office building, and, filling in a blank, took her place in the waiting-room.

There was very little possibility, she told herself that the august UnderSecretary, of whom she craved an interview, would grant her that privilege, in spite of the pressing nature of the note which she had sent with the official form. She began to despair and was looking round at the waiting-room clock for the tenth time, when a messenger came for her.

“Miss Reddle?” he asked, “will you follow me?”

Her heart beat a little faster as he knocked on an imposing door, and, opening it, announced her name. An elderly man, who was sitting at the far end of a big room, his back to an empty fireplace, an immense desk before him, half rose from his chair.

“Sit down, Miss Reddle,” he said, with official brusqueness. “I read your note, and I’m sorry to have kept you waiting. I had an important conference here.” And then, without further preliminary: “You say that Mrs. Pinder is your mother?”

“Yes, sir, I am certain of that.”

There was a big folder before him, and this he opened.

“The case is familiar to me,” said the UnderSecretary. “As a matter of fact, I was a junior engaged in the courts when she was tried, though not in the case. I don’t know what I can do for you. Her sentence has nearly expired, and if I were you I should wait until she comes out before you take any further steps. There are certain other people interested in the case, as you probably know, and that is the advice I have given to them.”

“But my mother was innocent,” said Lois, and he replied with an almost imperceptible shrug of his shoulders.

“Innocence has this much in common with guilt,” he said, “that after twenty years it is very difficult to prove or disprove. I followed the case very closely and it seemed to me that there were two essential pieces of evidence, one of which might have proved her guilt beyond doubt, and one her innocence. And these were not produced at the trial.”

“What were they?” asked Lois quickly.

“The first was the key of the box in which the jewellery and the cyanide were discovered. If that had been found in your mother’s possession any doubt in my mind would have been removed. That was the judge’s view also. The other is the letter the murdered woman — or rather,” he said hastily, “the woman who was found dead — would have written had it been a case of suicide. You know, of course, there was a pen and ink on the table and a pad of paper, but no letter was found. It was a new pad, purchased by the dead lady that morning, and one sheet had been torn away. The view of the defence was that, preparatory to committing suicide, she had written a letter, as people do in such circumstances. However, it was not found, although a very careful search was made.”

And then, abruptly, he began to question her about herself, her life. When she had told him the means by which she had identified herself with Lois Margeritta, Mrs. Pinder’s daughter, he agreed.

“I should think you were right there,” he said.

“Even Mr. Dorn thinks I am right,” she said with a half-smile.

“Dorn?” he said sharply. “You mean the Indian man, the police officer? Do you know him?”

“Not very well,” she said.

Could he be amongst the “other people interested in the case”? She dismissed the possibility as absurd.

He looked at her keenly.

“In what circumstances did you meet Dorn?” he asked, and Lois was very frank.

“Humph!” said the UnderSecretary. “Dorn isn’t that kind of man. I mean, he wouldn’t go chasing round after a girl if there wasn’t something else to it. He is a man of the highest integrity and honour,” he said emphatically; and for some extraordinary reason she was pleased to hear this tribute to the man who had so often annoyed her.

There was nothing more to be done, and when he rose to signify the end of the interview and shook her hand, he put into words her own thought.

“When your mother comes out of prison she will be able to give you a great deal more information than any of us possess. There is the question of your father, for example, who disappeared a week or two before the crime and was never seen again. What happened to him? I remember there was a halfhearted attempt on the part of the prosecution to hold your mother responsible for his disappearance.”

“How horrible!” said Lois indignantly.

“Yes, I suppose it was horrible.”

From the UnderSecretary’s tone it seemed to Lois that he did not regard the matter quite in that light.

“In criminal cases, my dear young lady, the prosecution have to presume the most horrible things, and they’re usually right!”

There was very little profit for the girl from this interview, but at least she had the satisfaction of knowing that she had made a start. Somehow she had never thought very much about her father and his disappearance. That seemed so unimportant by the side of her mother’s suffering.

The letter and the key; these were two new points which she had never considered or known about before. She went back to Chester Square with a sense of accomplishment, and arrived in time to witness perhaps the strangest incident that mortal eye had seen.

As she opened the door of the drawingroom, she heard a shrill voice raised in anger, recognised it as Lord Moron’s, and would have drawn back, only her ladyship, who had seen her, called her into the room.

Moron was beside himself with rage. His sallow cheeks were pale, and, as he spluttered his annoyance, he stamped his foot in childish anger.

“I refuse, I absolutely refuse!” he almost screamed. “I appeal to Miss What’s-er-name. I appeal to you, miss. Is it right that a man in my position should do what any wretched boozing doctor tells him to do? Don’t think that I’m afraid of this horrible creature, because I’m not! I know the law, by gad!”

“Braime simply carried out his instructions,” said the countess in her deep, booming voice.

She was standing near her writing-table, slowly sharpening a pencil with a little knife, and did not look up from her task.

“I don’t mind giving up my room for a young lady,” said the earl rapidly, “any gentleman would do the same. Besides, my study’s awfully jolly. But if I want to go out alone, I’ll go out alone, and I won’t have any beastly criminal butlers going with me — not if all the beastly doctors in the world order it. I’ve stood enough, my dear mother.”

He shook a trembling finger at the woman, who, seemingly oblivious to the scene, continued her pencil-sharpening.

“I’ve stood enough. You may marry this wretched Chesney Praye, the infernal blackguard! Ah, yes. I know all about that! I know a lot of things you don’t imagine I know! You may use my money as you jolly well please, you may — ;”

Lois saw Lady Moron’s hand go up and touch her son’s face with a caressing gesture.

“You’re a naughty boy,” she said, her thin lips curled in a smile.

And then, with a scream of pain, the man stepped backwards and put up his hand to his bleeding face.

Lois could not believe the evidence of her eyes. Yet there it was — a long, straight cut, and the little knife with which the woman was sharpening her pencil showed a tiny red stain.
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“You’re a very naughty boy,” said the countess, intent again upon her pencil-sharpening, “go back and play with your batteries!” and, with a gasp of fear, the man turned and ran blindly from the room, his face dabbled red.

There was a dead silence, and then the countess looked up.

“I suppose you think I’m very horrid? But Selwyn is difficult at times — shockingly difficult, and shockingly sulky. I must impose my will on him for his own good. And really, he isn’t hurt any more than he would have been if his razor had slipped.”

The coldbloodedness of the thing left Lois breathless and shaken. She could hardly believe that she was not dreaming horribly.

“It was rather — drastic, wasn’t it?” she said, speaking with difficulty.

Again the dark eyes met hers.

“Drastic? Yes. Dr. Tappatt wishes me to be even more drastic. Did you speak to your friend?”

“Yes,” said Lois, almost grateful to be lifted out of the scene.

“And she will come? How dear of her! I told you I was afraid this morning, Miss Reddle. I don’t suppose you guessed why, even after Moron’s amazing exhibition of childish temper?”

Lois did not guess and was wisely silent. Her ladyship made no further reference to the scene. When Lord Moron came to lunch with his face conspicuously plastered, his mother did no more at the end of the meal than say:

“Please don’t come to dinner like that, Selwyn. One would imagine you had been in an earthquake.”

To which he answered, with a meek:

“Yes, madam.”

The change of rooms had been effected, and Lois was now in what might very well have been a small state apartment in one of the royal palaces. The new bed had been erected, and as the hour approached for Lizzy’s arrival, the uneasy qualms which Lois had been feeling all day began to dissipate. Though she had given strict injunctions as to the appearance her son should present at dinner, the countess herself dined out. She sent for Lois before she left the house.

“If you could amuse Selwyn, please do so. He is quite a good companion if you can reduce your mentality to the level of his. Possibly your friend will find him easier than you,” she added, and Lois would have been amused if she were not a little shocked.

Lizzy came promptly at six, bringing with her a battered black bag containing what she described as her “court dress and coronation robes” and the girl prepared her for a shock.

“You’re dining tonight with the Earl of Moron,” she said, and Lizzy collapsed into a chair.

“I can’t and I won’t,” she said energetically. “I knew there was going to be a catch in this!”

Lois soothed her fears, and, though she did not wish to follow the example of the servants and speak of his lordship in terms of disparagement, she sufficiently reassured her friend that Lizzy neither fainted nor flew when she was introduced to the vacuous, young-old man.

He was standing with his back to the empty fireplace in the drawingroom, a cigarette drooping from his lips, when Lois ushered her friend into his presence. He gave Lizzy a feeble handshake.

“Awfully glad to meet you. Nice weather we’re having,” he said, and to Lois: “Her ladyship’s gone, I suppose? That beastly bounder Praye called for her.”

Lois remembered the scene, of which she had been an unwilling witness, and Mr. Chesney Praye’s attitude towards the countess, which seemed inexplicable, was within her understanding. Chesney Praye was something more than a financial adviser. Apparently he had advised the lady in affairs of the heart only too well, though Lois found it rather difficult to imagine the masterful countess in a tender mood.

“Perfectly beastly bounder,” said his lordship with such energy that she realised that the spirit of revolt was not wholly crushed. “That wretched boozing doctor is bad, but Chesney Praye is worse! I call him a bird of prey — that’s not bad, what Chesney, the bird of prey!”

He chuckled at his mild jest and visibly brightened under the influence of his own humour. This was the second reference that had been made to the mysterious doctor. Lois wondered if she would be called upon to meet him.

“Well, I’m glad she’s gone with her bird of prey. Let’s go along and have some grub.”

Lizzy’s jaw dropped at the sound of this familiar vulgarism; and that moment probably marked the beginning of an interest in the aristocracy which was fated to grow in intensity.

It was one of the most cheerful dinners that Lois remembered, and certainly for his lordship it was an hilarious feast, for he trotted out his joke about “bird of prey” some half a dozen times, and on each occasion with an increasing measure of amusement.

“I didn’t see the joke at first,” said Lizzy, wiping her eyes. “His name’s Praye,” explained his lordship eagerly. “I call him the bird of prey — rather good, what? Let’s play draughts. I’m rather a dab at draughts.”

It was an opportunity to learn to know him better and Lois very skilfully drew him out. He had been to a public school — he thought it was Harrow; in fact, he was pretty sure it was Harrow — for two years, and then his mother had taken him away. He hated school life; it was rough. Since then he had practically not left his mother. He thought he was a member of one of the clubs, but he wasn’t quite sure which one; at any rate, he had never been there.

“You aren’t married?” asked Lois boldly.

The question afforded him a tremendous amount of enjoyment.

“Married — me? Good gracious, no! Who wants to marry a silly old johnny like me? Oh dear, no! There was a girl who wanted to marry me, I understand, when I was rather young, but her ladyship wouldn’t have her at any price.”

He had never occupied any responsible position. His mother managed his estate with the aid of bailiffs and lawyers; from time to time documents came to him for his signature; and he had been to the House of Lords once to take his seat.

“Never again — too silly,” he said. “They dress you up in red velvet and put crowns and things on your head!”

She discovered, to her surprise, that he had a hobby, and incidentally, his mother’s sneering remarks about his “batteries” were cleared up. He had a passion for electrical apparatus. His study, into which the girl had not been invited, was a litter of model dynamos, electric trains, and batteries.

“I’ve done one of the neatest little jobs for her ladyship in the library — ask her to show it to you.” His face went serious, “Perhaps you’d better not,” he said hastily.

Electrical work was not wholly an amusement to him. He claimed with pride to have fixed all the bells in the house, and later the girl learnt that this was true.

Whatever terrors the peerage had for Lizzy were quickly dissipated; towards the end of the evening she was hotly disputing the bona fides of a piece which had mysteriously appeared on his side of the chequer-board.

“Never had such a perfectly jolly evening in all my young life,” said his lordship. He had been glancing nervously at the clock for some time. “Now I think I’ll toddle, before the madam comes.”

He made one of his rapid exits, and the two girls came out into the hall. Braime was standing by the front door, staring through the glass panels into the street.

“Goodnight, miss,” he said respectfully, and then continued his vigil.

“I don’t like that man,” said Lizzy, when they got to their room.

“Braime? I didn’t, but I owe him so much. If he had not been there last night — ;”

“How did he get there — that’s the question?” said Lizzy. “He must have been in the room when the balcony fell, for almost at once I felt somebody pulling me aside.”

“What do you think of Lord Moron?” asked Lois, anxious to turn the conversation to pleasanter channels.

“He’s wonderful,” said Lizzy dreamily. “From what I heard about him I thought he was dippy; but that boy’s got brains!”

Lois was in bed, and Lizzy, who was too intensely interested in her own views to be a quick-change artist, was in that condition of deshabille which made her least presentable, when there came a frantic tapping at the door.

“Who is that?” asked Lois.

“It’s me, young lady. Can I come in?”

It was Lord Moron’s voice.
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“I’m afraid you can’t come in now. Is there anything you want?”

“Yes, I forgot something,” said the agitated voice.

“Can I get it for you?” asked Lois, now at the door.

“No, I’m afraid you can’t, it’s — er — ;”

His voice died down into a rumble of sound. Then!

“Never mind. I don’t suppose — I say, don’t be alarmed or anything of that sort — I mean, don’t mention to the madam anything that seems remarkable, will you?”

The girl shook her head in bewilderment.

“I don’t know what you mean. Is there something I can get for you?”

But he had evidently gone. Lizzy, who had a practical mind, suggested that the articles he required were false teeth.

“He’s got that kind of delicate mind that wouldn’t mention them to a lady,” she said.

But her companion did not accept that explanation.

Lizzy, who was not affected by the stateliness of the surroundings, was asleep almost as soon as she had finished talking. But Lois Reddle had never been more wide awake in her life. She heard the clock strike the quarter and the half and the hour. She turned from side to side and counted sheep and furnished houses and followed all the prescriptions for sleeplessness which had ever been offered. But at half-past one she was alert and wakeful. She heard the whine of a car as it stopped in front of the house. That was Lady Moron returning, she guessed.

The bed she occupied was a small four-poster. Perhaps it was this unusual factor which kept her awake. She stared up in the dark at the silken canopy above her head, wondering whether she would sleep more comfortably upon the big settee at the foot of the bed.

The deep breathing which came from Lizzy’s bed irritated her unreasonably. She rose, touched the pillow, and turned over again, and then — ;


“Did she know the photograph?”


She sat up with a jerk. It was the voice of Chesney Praye and had come from the canopy above her!

It was as though somebody was lying on the top and speaking, for the words were clear and distinct. It was the voice of the countess who answered him.

“No,” came the deep tones. “I put it in the drawer just before she arrived.”

A pause, and then presently he spoke again.

“You took a risk.”

She heard the deep laugh of Lady Moron.

“I’ve taken a greater one tonight, I think, Chesney.”

“My dear Leonora,” Chesney’s voice was pained, “surely you can trust me?”

“I have to,” the deliberate tone of her ladyship came down from the canopy, “and I think you will be wise not to play the fool. Selwyn is worrying me.”

“Selwyn!” contemptuously.

“Selwyn. He knows more than I gave him credit for. How did he know that we were to be married? He came out with it in his rage to-day. And how did he know that I’d been lending you money — ;”

“Come into the diningroom.”

There came the sound of a knock and then the voice of Braime spoke very faintly.

“I’ve set the table, my lady.”

After that Lois heard no more.

“Who was that? Was it somebody talking?” It was Lizzy who spoke. “Was it you, Lois? I heard somebody say they’d lent money.”

Lois was out of bed now, and had switched on the little lamp that stood on the table by the bedside. She looked up fearfully at the canopy. It had the heavy, respectable appearance which all such articles of furnishing have. Lois had a wild idea that a door had been left open, but the only door in the room was that which led to the corridor, and it was locked, as she knew.

“What was it, Lois?” Lizzy was struggling into her dressing-gown.

“I don’t know. I heard somebody speaking. It seemed to be in the room.”

“It came from the direction of your bed,” said Lizzy. “Lord! This is a queer house. I don’t like it, Lois. I’d sooner have old Mackenzie and his fiddle any day or any night.”

Lois Reddle jumped on to the bed, lifted the table lamp and began an examination of the valance above. Presently she uttered an exclamation. In one corner, suspended by two wires, was a black, bell-shaped piece of ebonite, which at first she thought was a telephone receiver. Behind was a flat and circular box, and this was wired to the canopy.

“That is where the voice came from; it’s a loudspeaking telephone!”

She found the wire; it was cunningly hidden along the valance, descending one of the bedposts, where it ran in a red flex to a wall-plug. The mystery was a mystery no longer, and now she understood the agitation of Lord Moron. She appreciated, too, his skill as an electrical engineer. He had been spying on his mother, if such a term applied to one who heard rather than saw. Somewhere in the house, probably in the drawingroom, was a concealed microphone, and too late that night he had remembered that he had not disconnected the instrument. Lady Moron was puzzled as to how her son knew so much. Lois could have told her.

“What a bird!” said Lizzy admiringly. “Fixed it all up himself! That boy’s got brains! What did you hear, Lois?”

But the girl was not inclined to be communicative. She pulled out the plug from the wall, sent her companion to bed, and followed her example.

Whose photograph was it that had been placed for her inspection? And what risk had Lady Moron taken? She remembered the picture of the handsome young officer who was “a boy I once knew” to her ladyship. And what risk had the woman run in leaving that under her secretary’s eyes. She got out of bed again and refixed the plug, feeling that she was being guilty of a despicable act. But something was happening which was so vital to her, that she could not afford to allow niceties of conduct to weigh against her need. No sound came from the microphone. But perhaps after supper they would return here. And, in any event, the weariness and monotony of waiting might induce the sleep which refused to come to her eyes.

Three o’clock struck, half-past three, four and half-past, and the chill of dawn began to show on the white blinds. Lois was not as far from sleep as she had been, and she was beginning to doze when a faint sound brought up her head from the pillow.

Click, click!

It was as though somebody were turning on the lights in the drawingroom. She waited tensely for the next sound. Presently there was an indistinguishable whisper, and then a voice spoke. Clearly the words came to her.

“Lois Reddle is very near to death!”

She knew the voice, in her imagination could almost see the speaker.

It was Michael Dorn.
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In a second she had recovered, and had leapt out of bed. Better the known than the unknown. All fear had vanished; she would face Dorn and have the truth. Snatching up her dressing-gown, she went to the door, turned the key noiselessly and ran down the dark stairs.

The drawingroom faced her as she came on to the landing, and she did not hesitate, but flung open the door. The place was in darkness, and reaching out, she felt for the light switches and turned them. The room was empty; there was no sound save the musical ticking of a French clock on the mantelpiece, no sign of Michael Dorn or of his unknown companion. She gazed bewildered. Then she heard a noise behind her and spun round.

“What is it?”

It was the countess, who slept on the same floor as the girl.

“Turn on the landing lights,” said the woman calmly, and when she did so, Lois saw the older woman standing on the landing above, wrapped in a white ermine coat, as calm and imperturbable as ever.

“I thought I heard voices and came down.”

“In the drawingroom? Of course, it is under your bedroom!”

Lady Moron descended the stairs without haste and walked into the salon.

“You must have been mistaken, there’s nobody here,” she said. “I’m afraid your nerves are on edge. The opening of your door woke me. What did the noise sound like? The windows are fastened. None of the furniture has been moved.”

“I heard somebody speaking,” said Lois.

“Go to bed, my child.”

Her large hand patted the girl gently on the shoulder, and Lois went meekly up the stairs and into her room.

She came down to breakfast the next morning feeling a wreck, and Lizzy, warned by her friend, made no reference at the table to the voices of the night. She saw the girl off and came back to the diningroom. A footman was clearing the table under Braime’s watchful eye. When the man had gone:

“Her ladyship says you heard somebody speaking in the night, Miss Reddle?”

“I thought I did. Perhaps I was dreaming, or imagined I heard her ladyship in my sleep.”

“Lady Moron did not go into the drawingroom last night,” was the surprising reply.

Lois stared at the man, who went on:

“Her ladyship went into the library, but you would not hear her from your apartment.”

The library! That was where the microphone was fixed, and all the time she had been talking to Lady Moron on the landing Michael Dorn and his assistant had been on the floor below. The library was situated on the ground floor at the back of the house. She was thankful that she had not found him whilst that watchful woman was hovering in the background.

“I thought I heard you come out of your room, miss,” Braime continued; “in fact, I was on the point of coming downstairs when her ladyship came up. By-the-way, her ladyship will not be down until one o’clock, miss, she has two friends coming to lunch. She asked me if you would deal with any letters which are not marked personal.”

Lois was in the midst of this occupation when Lord Moron came into the drawingroom, a nervous and apprehensive man.

“‘Morning, Miss Reddle,” he said, eyeing her keenly. “Well?”

“Not very well, thank you!” smiled Lois.

“Queer house this,” he mumbled. “All sorts of odd noises. These old places are like that, you know. Nothing disturbed you, I suppose? Nobody — er — talking in the street?”

“No, nothing disturbed me,” she said untruthfully, and he heaved a sigh of relief.

“Awfully glad. You don’t mind my going into your room to get the things I left behind, do you? I say, don’t mention this to her ladyship, will you, because she thinks I’m a careless devil and she’ll rag me most fearfully!”

Lois promised, and he hurried from the room. When she went up to prepare for luncheon, she examined the canopy and found, as she had expected, that the microphone and its attachments had been removed.

In other circumstances she might have been amused, but she was conscious that a terrible danger was hovering over her, and in some way that the menace was associated with the countess and her friend.

“Lois Reddle is near to death!” She shivered at the recollection.

Twice in a week she had escaped destruction by a hair’s breadth. Those were not accidents; she was sure now. But who could desire her harm? And what had the photograph of the young man in uniform to do with her?

On one point she was determined, and she had confided her intention to Lizzy that morning whilst they were dressing, before they came down to breakfast. She must leave this house and take the risk of unemployment for a while.

Lady Moron came into the drawingroom just before lunch, looked over the letters and signed such as required her signature, and then Lois broke the news. To her surprise the big woman was neither indignant nor entreating.

“When I saw you early this morning I was afraid this would happen,” she said. “And really I cannot blame you, Miss Reddle. You have had a most terrifying experience, though I believe that last night’s trouble was purely imaginary.”

Lois said nothing.

“When do you wish to go? As soon as possible, I gather from your hesitation. Very well, I am not blaming you. I feel partly to blame, and I will pay you a month’s salary and arrange for you to leave tomorrow.”

The two visitors were Chesney Praye and a man whom Lois had not seen before, though she had heard his lordship’s views on him. Later she felt she had no particular desire to meet again. He was a bald man of fifty, with a face even redder than Mr. Praye’s, a big, bulbous nose, a loose mouth. She might, had she met him in the street and not in this chaste atmosphere, have analysed him as a typical drunkard. Nor would that description have been uncharitable. His frock coat was old and shone at the seams, and she observed that he had made only a halfhearted attempt to make his nails presentable.

“I want you to meet Dr. Tappatt.”

So this was the famous doctor. She was not impressed.

“Glad to meet you, young lady, very glad to meet you,” said the doctor with spurious heartiness. And with his words came the faint aroma of something that was not entirely whisky and not entirely cloves. “This is the young person your ladyship was speaking about? Hears voices, eh? Dear, dear, that’s a bad symptom,” he chuckled, “a very bad symptom. Eh, Chesney? We’ve had ’em for that! We’ve had ’em for that!”

Lois saw the butler fill this strange creature’s glass with wine, and when she looked again the glass was empty. Apparently Braime, if he did not already know the peculiarities of the guest, had been carefully coached, for, without asking, he had refilled the glass.

Lord Moron appeared at the lunch table, a sulky and silent young man, his face less extensively plastered.

“Had an accident, eh? Been in a railway smash?” demanded the doctor. “Your lordship should be more careful.”

“I haven’t been in a railway accident,” said Selwyn sulkily.

He evidently knew the doctor, and the girl had a feeling that he was afraid of him, for once or twice she saw him glancing furtively and a little fearfully in the direction of the untidy man.

“There’s another one who hears voices, eh? Your lordship hasn’t been followed by a dog — a nice black dog with a waggly tail, eh?”

“No, I haven’t,” almost shouted Lord Moron, going red and white. “I never said I had, did I? I’m perfectly — I know what I’m doing and all that sort of thing. You leave me alone, sir.”

It was in every way an uncomfortable meal for Lois Reddle. The glowering resentment of Moron, the calm indifference of his mother, the crude jocularity of Chesney Praye, and the presence of the doctor, who, when he was not drinking, was boasting of the wonderful cures he had effected in India, brought a sense of nightmare to the girl. Only once more did Dr. Tappatt turn his attention to Lois.

“What’s this I hear about your trying to throw yourself over the balcony? Come, come, young lady, that will never do!” He wagged his animal face at her, and the bloodshot eyes gleamed unpleasantly.

“Don’t be stupid.” It was Lady Moron who spoke. “The balcony gave way under Miss Reddle; there was no suggestion that she attempted to throw herself into the street.”

“A joke, a mere jest,” said the doctor unabashed, and pushed his glass towards the watchful Braime. “That’s a good wine of yours, your ladyship, a fine, full-bodied wine with a generous bouquet. Romanee-Conti, I think?”

“Clos de Vougeot,” corrected the countess.

“There is very little difference between the wines of Vougeot and Vosne,” said the connoisseur. “As a rule, I prefer the Conti, but your ladyship has converted me.”

The lunch did not end soon enough for Lois. When the countess had risen, she strolled to where her son was standing.

“When you come down to dinner tonight, be so good as to have the last of that ridiculous plaster taken from your face. I wish, at any rate, that you should look like a gentleman and not like a prizefighter.” She mouthed the words deliberately. “Otherwise, perhaps I shall have to consult Dr. Tappatt.”

Lord Moron shrunk at the ominous words, and his muttered rejoinder did not reach Lois’ ears.

The suggestion that she should work in the library was one which Lois was glad to accept; for beyond a glimpse, she had never seen the room wherein the Countess of Moron spent so many hours with her jigsaw puzzles. And there was another reason; she must find the artfully concealed microphone which Lord Moron had installed.

It was a pleasant room, low-roofed and long, and ran from the wall of the reception-room at the front of the house to a small conservatory which hid the ugliness of the tiny courtyard at the back. Every wall was covered with bookshelves, and there were, in addition, more than a dozen big filing cabinets in which the countess had accumulated, and carefully docketed, the little souvenirs which had come to her in the course of her life; theatre programmes, newspaper cuttings, correspondence which most people would not have thought worth preserving. But Lady Moron was a methodical woman and had a horror of waste. This she told the girl when she introduced her to the room.

Left alone, Lois made a careful inspection of the library, without, however, discovering the hidden receiver or its wiring. She noticed that one section of the bookcase was covered by a strong door, covered with fine wire mesh, through which the titles could be seen; and studying these in the ample leisure she had, she was more than a little surprised at the precautions taken to prevent casual reading of this forbidden library. The books were of the most innocuous type, and she surmised that there had been a time when this section held literature less innocent.

She had finished her work and was browsing about the books, taking down one after the other and glancing at their contents, when Braime came in. One glance at the man told her that something unusual had happened. His face was twitching, and he was evidently labouring under the stress of great excitement which he had not succeeded wholly in suppressing.

“Will you go to the diningroom, miss? There’s a gentleman wishes to see you.”

“A gentleman? Who is it?”

“I don’t know his name,” said the man, “but if he’s not there, will you wait for him?”

“But who is it, Braime? Didn’t he give his name?”

“No, miss.” The hands clasped before him were trembling, his eyes held a strange light.

“In the diningroom?” she said as she went out.

“Yes, miss.”

To her surprise, when she looked round, she found he had not accompanied her. The diningroom was empty, except for Jean, her maid. The girl was engaged in dusting, and seemed surprised at the arrival of Lois.

“Braime told me a gentleman was waiting to see me?”

Jean shook her head.

“I don’t know anything about a gentleman, miss, but I do know one thing,” she said viciously. “He’s
 no gentleman. I caught him coming out of the countess’ room just now and I’m going to tell her ladyship. A sneaking, prying — ;”

“Please find out who it is wishes to see me,” said the puzzled girl. “Perhaps he is in the hall.”

Jean went out, but returned in a few minutes, shaking her head.

“Nobody there, miss. Thomas, the footman, says that there have been no callers since Dr. Tappatt left. Mr. Praye is with her ladyship in the drawingroom.”

What did this mean? Lois frowned. Braime’s story was obviously an excuse to get her out of the room. She hurried back to the library. The door was closed and she threw it open.

“Braime — ;” she began, and then stopped and said no more.

The butler lay on his back in the middle of the floor, a silent, motionless figure, a look of agony on his white face, his lips distorted in a grimace of agony.



Chapter XVI


Table of Contents


Her first impulse was to fly, her second, more merciful, was to run to his side, and, kneeling down, loosen his collar. Was he dead? There was no sign of life or sound of breath. The hands, upraised, as though to clutch an invisible enemy, were stiff and rigid.

She flew out of the door and called the maid.

“Telephone for a doctor, please. Braime is ill,” she said breathlessly, and rushed up the stairs.

Lady Moron was deep in conversation with her visitor, but at the sight of the girl she came hurriedly across the room.

“What is it?” she asked in a low voice.

“It’s Braime,” said Lois breathlessly. “I think he’s dead!”

The countess followed her down the stairs at a pace which Lois did not think was possible for so heavy a woman. For a moment she stood in the doorway, surveying the silent man.

“This is not for you to see,” she said gently, and, pushing the girl back into the passage, closed the door.

Presently she came out.

“I’m afraid he’s dead. Tell me what happened. Or first ring through to the Limbo Club for Dr. Tappatt.”

Lois told her that she had already given an order for a doctor to be called, and her instructions were fulfilled more efficiently than she had supposed. For Jean had rung the Virginia Hospital, which is within a hundred yards of Chester Square, and even while they were talking in the passage there came the clang of an ambulance bell, and the footman hurried to open the door.

The youthful house surgeon who had accompanied the ambulance made a brief examination of the prostrate figure and was obviously puzzled.

“Was this man subject to fits?” he asked.

“I am not aware that he was. He has been quite well since he has been in my employ,” said Lady Moron. Lois, who had been attracted to the room, was looking down fearfully at the still figure.

“There is no wound of any kind that I can see,” said the doctor, peering through his spectacles. “I will have the attendants in and we’ll rush him to the hospital.”

He went back to the hall and signalled for his assistants, and a stretcher, withdrawn from the ambulance, was brought into the library.

And then, as they were about to lift the man on to the canvas, there came the sound of running footsteps in the hall and a man burst violently into the room. He was hot and hatless and stood breathing heavily in the doorway, looking from one to another. Presently his gaze, fell upon Lois.

“Thank God!” he said shakily.

Then, with two strides, he was by the side of the prostrate figure.

“Are you a doctor?” began Lady Moron.

“My name is Michael Dorn — a name probably unknown to your ladyship,” said Dorn brusquely.

His keen eyes searched the room. Rising, he lifted a china bowl filled with roses, swept the flowers on to the floor, and dashed the water into the man’s face. Ripping off the collar of the man he knelt over Braime’s head and drew up the stiff arms, pressing them back again to the body. Lois watched him in bewilderment. He was applying the restorative methods which are used for people who are partially drowned.

“Are you a doctor?” asked the young surgeon, a little irritably.

“No,” said Michael, without ceasing his work.

“May I ask what you think you’re doing with this man?”

“Saving his life,” was the brief reply.

Lady Moron turned at that moment. She had heard the voice of her son in the hall, and, sweeping out of the room, she intercepted him.

“What do you want, Selwyn?” she asked coldly.

“Something’s happened in the library. They say old Braime’s got a fit or something — thought I might be useful.”

“Go back to your study, please, Selwyn,” said her ladyship. “I will not have you excited over these matters.”

“But dash it all — ;” began his lordship, but the look in his mother’s eyes silenced him, and he grumbled his way back to his den.

The countess waited until he was out of sight, and then came back to the little party that was watching Michael Dorn and his seemingly futile efforts. A few minutes passed, and then:

“I really think this man should be taken to the hospital, Mr. — Er — Dorn.”

Lady Moron’s visitor had by now joined the group. Chesney Praye had witnessed the arrival of the detective and had thought it wise not to offer his advice. But now, morally strengthened by the presence of the countess, he added his voice to the argument.

“You’re probably killing that man, Dorn. Let him go to the hospital, where he’ll be properly attended to.”

Michael made no reply. The perspiration was pouring down his face; he stopped only to strip off his coat before he resumed his work.

“I hope you’re a better doctor than you are a detective,” said Chesney, nettled by Dorn’s attitude.

“In the present case, I am as good a doctor as you are an embezzler,” said Dorn, without turning his head. “And, in any circumstances, I am a better detective than you are a crook. He’s reviving.”

To Lois’ amazement, Braime’s eyelids were flickering. She saw the slow, unaided movement of his chest.

“I think he’ll do now,” said Dorn, getting up and wiping his forehead.

“Are you a detective?” It was the doctor who asked the question.

“Sort of a one,” said Michael with a smile. “I think you’d better get him into hospital as soon as you can, doctor. Please forgive me for butting in, but I have had a case like this before.”

“What is it?” demanded the puzzled medico, as the butler was lifted on to the stretcher and carried from the room. “I thought it was a stroke of some kind.”

“It was a stroke of a pretty bad kind,” said Michael grimly.

He did not attempt to follow the ambulance party, but, putting on his coat, he strolled round the room on what appeared to be a tour of inspection. He examined the ceiling, the floor, and ran his eye over the library table.

“He fell six feet from the table, didn’t he?” he mused. He pointed to the patch of water that had discoloured the carpet. “Do you mind telling me where his feet were? He had been moved when I came in.”

“Lady Moron would prefer to discuss that matter with the police when they arrive,” snapped Chesney Praye. “You’ve no right whatever to be here, you know that, Dorn.”

“Will somebody tell me where his feet were?”

It was Lois who pointed.

“He was lying across the room.”

“Of course — yes.” The puzzled Dorn stroked his chin. “You weren’t here when it happened, I suppose, Miss Reddle?”

“I forbid you to answer any questions,” said the countess in her most ponderous manner. “And I completely agree with Mr. Praye that this is not a matter for outsiders. Do you suggest the man was assaulted?”

“I suggest nothing,” said Dorn, and again his eyes sought Lois Reddle’s. “You have quite a lot of accidents in this house, don’t you, Miss Reddle?” he asked pleasantly. “If I were you, I think I’d go back to Charlotte Street; you’ll be safer. When I saw the ambulance at the door I must confess that I nearly died of heart failure. I thought you were the interesting subject.”

Her ladyship walked to the door and opened it a little wider.

“Will you please go, Mr. Dorn? Your presence is unwelcome, and your suggestion that any person in this house is in the slightest danger is most offensive to me” — she looked at Praye— “and to my friend.”

“Then your ladyship should change your friend,” said Dorn goodnaturedly, “and, lest you should think that the fine feelings of Mr. Chesney Praye are lacerated by my suggestion, I will relieve your mind. There are only two things that annoy Chesney, and they are to lose money he has and to be thwarted in any attempt to get money which doesn’t belong to him. Can I speak with you alone, Miss Reddle?”

“I forbid — ;” began the countess.

“May I?”

Lois hesitated, nodded, and preceded him from the room.

It was in the hall, deserted even by the footman, that he spoke his mind.

“I confess I didn’t expect the succession of accidents which have followed one another at such close intervals since you have been in this house,” he said. “I only consented to your coming here at all because I thought that — ;”

“You consented?” Her eyes opened wide. She flushed with sudden anger. “Does it occur to you, Mr. Dorn, that I do not require your consent?”

“I’m sorry.” He was humility itself. “I am on the wrong track, but my nerves are a little jangled. What I wanted to say was that I ought to have known, after you received those poisoned chocolates — ;”

She went pale.

“Poisoned?” she whispered.

He nodded.

“Of course they were poisoned. Hydrocyanic acid. Why did you think I came into your room that night to get them away? I came with my heart in my mouth as I did a few minutes ago, expecting to find you dead.”

“Why are you so — so interested in me?” she asked, but he evaded the question.

“Will you leave this house to-day and go back to Charlotte Street?”

She shook her head.

“I can’t until tomorrow. I’ve promised Lady Moron that I would stay with her until then, and I’m sure, Mr. Dorn, that you’re mistaken. Who would send me poisoned chocolates?”

“Who would try to run you down with a car?” he countered. “Look at this.” He put his hand in his waistcoat pocket and took out a little roll of cloth. “Do you recognise this stuff?”

Her mouth opened in astonishment.

“Why, that is a piece of my skirt that was cut out when the car — ;”

“Exactly, and I found it hanging on the car. The people who garaged it were in such a hurry that they didn’t attempt to examine or to clean the machine.”

“But who — who is this enemy of mine?” she asked in a low voice.

He shook his head.

“Some day I will tell you his name. I think I have already told you too much, and made myself just a little bit too conspicuous. My only hope is that the knowledge that I am around will scare them. You can’t leave tonight?”

“No, it is impossible,” she said.

He nodded.

“All right.” He glanced past her to Lady Moron, who was standing at the door of the library, deeply engaged in conversation with Chesney Praye. Presently he caught the eye of the redfaced man. “I want you, Praye.”

He walked out of the house, waiting on the sidewalk for Chesney to join him.

“Now see here, Dorn — ;” began the other loudly.

“Lower your voice. I am not deaf. And, anyway, there’s no call for you to talk at all. Understand that. I’ve been to the India Office this morning, and sounded the Secretary. There will be no difficulty in getting a warrant for you in connection with that Delhi business if I take a little trouble. Let fact Number One sink into your mind. The second is this; if any harm comes to this girl Reddle — and I can trace your strong right hand in the matter — I’ll follow you through nine kinds of hell and catch you. Absorb that.” And with a nod, he turned and walked away, leaving the man speechless with rage and fear.
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Lois thought it was kind of Lady Moron to give her the afternoon and evening to herself.

“My dear, I’ll be glad to get rid of you,” said her ladyship frankly. “That wretched man Dorn has quite upset me, and I’m not going to visit my resentment on you. Go away for a few hours and begin to forget that there is such a place as 307 Chester Square. And if you feel you’d like to go to a theatre later, please do so. I will leave instructions for the night footman to wait up for you. I have just heard from the hospital that Braime is quite conscious and perhaps he will give us an account of the mysterious happening. I’ve had the library searched, and I’ve not found anything to account for his extraordinary seizure. I doubt even whether the clever Mr. Dorn will be any more successful,” she added, without evidence of malice.

Lois was glad to get away, and her first thought was to acquaint her friend with what had happened. She made her way to Bedford Row, and as she reached that familiar thoroughfare, she saw the ancient Ford at the door and Mr. Shaddles pulling on his gloves preparatory to departure.

He lived in Hampstead, was invariably the first and last user of the old machine. His glare was distinctly unfriendly as she mounted the steps.

“Well?” he asked. “You’ve come back, have you? Tired of your job, eh? I never thought you’d be much good as a private secretary.”

“I’m not tired of it, but I’m leaving,” she smiled.

“Young people must have change,” deplored Mr. Shaddles. “It is the cursed unrest of the age. How long were you with me?”

“Some years, Mr. Shaddles.”

“Two years, nine months, and seven days,” he said rapidly. “That seems like eternity, I suppose, young woman? To me it is” — he snapped his fingers— “yesterday! I brought you down from Leith, didn’t I? One of my clients mentioned you, and I gave you your chance, eh?”

“Yes,” she said, wondering why he had grown so unexpectedly reminiscent.

“Ah!” He looked up at the sky as though for inspiration, or applause — she wasn’t quite sure which. “You’ll want to come back to your old job, I suppose?” And without waiting for her reply. “Well, you can start tomorrow. I’ll give you three pounds a week, and you can start tomorrow morning at half-past eight.” He laid special emphasis on the last words.

“But, Mr. Shaddles,” said the dazed girl, “that is awfully kind of you — most kind. I’d love to come, but I can’t come tomorrow morning.”

“Half-past eight tomorrow morning,” he blinked at her. “Don’t keep me, I’m in a hurry.”

He went down the steps, mounted his car, and she stood watching him until he was one with the traffic in Theobalds Road.

So great was the shock of the lawyer’s generosity that this was the first news she told the sceptical Lizzy.

“There’s been something strange about him for the last two days,” decided that young lady. “Softening of the brain, I think. He didn’t mention about putting up my salary? Maybe he’s not so far gone as that. I shouldn’t take too much notice; he’ll probably change his mind tomorrow. Three pounds a week? He must be mad! I’ll bet he’ll come down to the office in the morning in his pyjamas, playing a cornet, and calling himself Julius Caesar.”

The clerks had gone; Lizzy was alone in her office; she had stayed behind to type an interminable memorandum of association, which was never finished after Lois had told the story of what had happened at the house that day.

“I think Mike’s right,” said Lizzy, nodding vigorously. “That house is too full of tricks. I hate the idea of leaving Selwyn — ;”

“You mean Lord Moron?”

“He’s Selwyn to me,” said Lizzy calmly. “I’m going to the pictures with him tomorrow night. He’s a nice boy, that. What he wants is a mother’s care and he’s never had it.”

“And you’re going to be the mother?” Lois laughed, and then, seriously: “I can’t leave at once. You must please yourself what you do. I promised Lady Moron I would stay.”

Lizzy pulled a long face.

“I can’t desert you, but I’ll tell you straight, that I’d rather sleep on the top shelf of a mortuary than at Chester Square tonight. I’ll go with you, but I’m doing you a favour. Put it down in your book. As to old Shaddles he’ll be in charge of a keeper tomorrow. If anybody else but you had told me about that three pounds a week business, I’d have known they were lying. And now, what do you say to coming back to Charlotte Street and pretending we are poor again?”

To Lois there could have been no more attractive way of spending the evening. The old room with its shabby furniture, its faded chintzes, was home; and even the squalling of playing children in the street had a special charm which Lois had never observed before.

There was, too, a welcome awaiting them. Old Mackenzie saw them through the window of his room and came down to greet them in the passage. He was pathetically disappointed when he learnt they were not staying the night, but cheered up after Lizzy told him their plans.

“Let us ask him up to dinner,” said Lois, as she sat on the kitchen table, watching the girl manipulating the frying-pan.

Lizzy nodded. She was a thought distrait, and later Lois learnt the reason.

“If I’d had any sense, I’d have asked Selwyn to drop in, and he’d have come,” she said. “He’s democratic — one of the best mixers I’ve ever met. He told me last night, when you went out to get a handkerchief, that he felt thoroughly at home with me, and that I was the first girl he’d ever felt at home with all his life. That’s something for an earl to say, knowing that I’m a thirty-five bob a week key-shifter.”

Her voice trembled slightly and Lois regarded her with a new interest. She had been acquainted with Lizzy for many years and had never known her so emotional.

“He’s never had a mother’s care, that boy,” she said again, her voice shaking.

Lois charitably overlooked the fact that the boy in question was somewhere in the region of thirty-five.

“That woman hasn’t got any more sympathy with Selwyn than I’ve got with her. She’s got a heart like a bit of flint, she’s — ;”

“Mr. Mackenzie will be a poor substitute for your Selwyn, but shall we have him up?” asked Lois again.

“Yell for him,” was the terse reply.

In many ways Mr. Mackenzie was a more entertaining guest than Lizzy had hoped. In the first place he was very interested in her account of the Morons’ house and daily life, for it was Lizzy who spoke as an authority on the subject, appealing only occasionally to Lois for confirmation.

“Silk curtains? Really!” said Mr. Mackenzie, impressed.

“And satin ones,” said Lizzy recklessly. “At least, they look like satin. And silver mountings everywhere. And real marble walls in the bathroom. Am I right, Lois? And a silver firegrate in the drawingroom.”

Old Mackenzie sighed.

“It must be very gran’ to live amidst such surroundings,” he said, “though I never envy any man or woman. And the countess is a charming lady?”

“I wouldn’t call her that,” said Lizzy. “She’s all right up to a point. She’s a bad mother but a good scout, if you understand me.”

“She has young children?” Mr. Mackenzie was interested.

“He is not exactly young,” Lizzy was careful to explain, “he’s a young man in what you might term the first prime of life. No, he’s not at school,” she snapped to the unfortunate question. “He’s a wonderful man. Selwyn wants to be an actor, and why his mother doesn’t let him go on the stage is a wonder to me.”

Again Mr. Mackenzie sighed.

“It is a bad life, the stage. I think I have told you young ladies before, all my sorrow and troubles come from my association with the stage.” And he went on disjointedly: “She was a bonny girl, with a beautiful figure and a face like a — a — ;”

“Angel?” suggested Lizzy, pausing with uplifted fork.

“‘Madonna’ was the word I wanted. To me it is still a matter of wonder that she ever looked at me, let alone accepted my humble suit. But at that time, of course, I was in a very good position. Some of my comic operas were being played. I had a considerable sum of money which, fortunately, I invested in house property, and she was a little — er — extravagant — yes, that’s the word, she was a little extravagant. It was perhaps my fault.”

There was a long silence while he ruminated, his chin bent on his chest, his eyes fixed upon the tablecloth.

“Yes, it was my fault. I told my dear friend Shaddles, when he suggested a divorce — ;”

“Shaddles?” squeaked Lizzy. “You don’t know that old — that gentleman, do you?”

Mackenzie looked at her in surprise.

“Why, Mr. Shaddles is my lawyer. That is how I came to have the good fortune to secure you as my tenants. You remember Mr. Shaddles recommended my little house?”

“Shaddles! Good Lord!” said Lizzy, pushing back her plate. “I don’t think I could ever have slept in my bed if I’d known!”

“He is a good man, a true man, and a friend,” said Mr. Mackenzie soberly.

“And he’s a mean old skinflint,” said Lizzy, despite Lois’ warning glance.

“He’s a wee bit near,” admitted Mr. Mackenzie. “But then, some lawyers get that way. His father was like that.”

“Did he ever have a father?” asked Lizzy, with assumed surprise.

“His father and his father’s father were the same way. But the Shaddles are great lawyers, and they’ve managed great estates. They’ve been lawyers to the Moron family for hundreds of years.”

“Do you know the Morons then?” asked Lois.

He hesitated.

“I cannot say that I know them. I know of them. The old earl, the father of the present boy, I have seen once. He lived abroad for many years, and was — weel, I’ll no’ call him bad, but he was a gay man by all accounts. And a scandalous liver. Willie, his son, was a fine boy, but he died. Selwyn, the younger son by the second wife, must be the lad to whom you’re referring.”

Even Lizzy was impressed by the old man’s knowledge of the Morons’ genealogical tree.

“It is a good thing for the family that they have this fine boy, Selwyn; though, if her ladyship had a daughter, she would succeed to the title, the Morons being one of those families where a woman succeeds failing a male heir.”

After dinner was cleared away he brought up his violin and played for half an hour; and Lizzy, whose respect for the musician seemed to have taken an upward curve, tolerated the performance with admirable fortitude.

The evening passed all too quickly, and at ten o’clock Lois looked at her watch and the two girls exchanged glances. Lizzy rose with a shiver.

“Back to the house of fate,” she said dramatically. “And thank heaven this is the last night we shall sleep there!”

She could not guess that neither Lois Reddle nor she would ever pass into that house of fate again!
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At five o’clock that afternoon there was a great thudding of doors and snapping of keys in Telsbury Prison. The evening meal-hour was over. The last visit had been paid by the chief wardress. Laundries, cookhouses, and workshops had been locked up by the officers responsible, and the five halls, that ran, star-shaped, from the common centre, were deserted except for the wardress on duty at the desk, who was reading the letters which had come addressed to the prisoners and which would be delivered to them in the morning. She worked with the sure eye and hand of an expert, using her blue pencil to cover up such items of general news as convicts are not allowed to receive.

So engaged, she heard the burr of a “call,” and, looking round, saw that the red disc had fallen over one of the hundred apertures in the indicator. She put down her pencil, walked along the hall, and, stopping before a cell, inserted her key and pulled the door open.

The woman who rose from her bed did not wear the prison livery. Instead, she was dressed in a dark blue costume; her hat and coat lay on the bed and on top a pair of new gloves. In one corner of the cell was a small Gladstone bag and an umbrella.

“I am sorry to trouble you, madam,” said the prisoner nervously, “but I wondered if they had forgotten, if — ;” Her voice shook and she found it difficult to speak.

“They haven’t forgotten, Mrs. Pinder,” said the wardress calmly. “The officer should not have put the lock on you.” She pushed the door open wide. “If you feel lonely come out and sit with me.”

“Thank you,” said the woman gratefully, and the official saw that she was very near to tears. “Only the governor told me that he had telegraphed to my friends. There has been no reply?”

“There wouldn’t be,” said the tactful wardress. “They will be here very soon. Probably they think that you would prefer to wait.” She laughed. “Usually prisoners are discharged in the morning, but the Home Office allowed the governor to use his discretion in letting you out overnight. I don’t think I should worry, Mrs. Pinder.”

She waited at the door.

“Come out when you want,” she said good-humouredly. “There’s the whole hall to walk in and the lock is on, so you won’t be seen by any of the women.”

Mary Pinder came slowly into the wide hall and looked along the familiar vista of small black doors, tier upon tier, at the big window at the end of the hall through which the light of the evening sun was shining. For the first time in twenty years she was free of restraint, could walk without observation, and soon would pass through that steel-barred grill into God’s sweet air and into a world of free people.

She checked the sobbing sigh that came, and, her hands tightly clasped together, stood motionless, thinking. She dared not believe the story she had been told; dared not let her mind rest upon what happiness lay beyond the bars.

The wardress had gone back to the desk and her occupation, and the woman watched her wistfully. She was in contact with the world; had a husband perhaps, and children, outside these red walls. Mary Pinder had been cut off from life and human companionship for nearly twenty years. Outside, the world rolled on; men had risen and fallen, there had been wars and periods of national rejoicing; but here, in this shadowy place, life had been grey, without relief, and even pain had become a monotony.

She walked timidly towards the officer and sat down in a chair near her. The wardress stopped her work to smile encouragingly, and then laid down her pencil again.

“I hope you’re going to forget this place, Mrs. Pinder?”

The other shook her head.

“I shouldn’t think it were possible — to forget,” she said. “It is life, most of the life I have known. I was eighteen when I came here first; twentythree when I was transferred to Aylesbury, and thirty when I came back. I have little else to remember,” she said simply.

The woman looked at her curiously.

“You’re the only prisoner I’ve ever known that I had any faith in, Mrs. Pinder,” she said.

Mary Pinder leant forward eagerly.

“You believe that I was innocent?” And, when the woman nodded: “Thank you. I — I wish I had known that somebody believed that.”

“I wish I had told you,” said the wardress briefly. Then, as the sound of a turning key came to her: “Here comes somebody who thinks you were innocent, at any rate,” she said, and rose to meet the governor.

“All dressed and ready, eh?” said he cheerfully. “You’re a lucky woman! I wish to heaven I were free of this wretched place. But I am a prisoner here until I die!”

It was a stock joke of his and the woman smiled, as he took her arm and paced with her along the hall.

“Your friends will not be here until ten o’clock. I’ve just had a wire. They thought you’d rather leave after dark. Do you know where you’re going?”

“I haven’t any idea,” she said. “The address I gave you will always find me.” And then, in a changed tone: “Doctor, I wasn’t dreaming that you told me about — about — ;”

“That young lady who saw you? No, it is a most amazing coincidence. If I’d had any brains I should have known, the moment I saw how upset she was, that she was the girl with the branded arm.”

“My daughter!” she breathed. “Oh God, how wonderful! How wonderful!”

“They didn’t want to let you know. They were afraid of the effect it might have upon you. She’s a pretty girl.”

“She’s lovely,” breathed Mary Pinder. “She’s lovely! And does she know?”

He nodded.

“She knew that day she was in my room, when I told her about Lois Margeritta. If there’s any doubt about it the letter I had from the UnderSecretary should set your mind at rest. She went to see him with the idea of getting further particulars about the — about the crime you were charged with committing. Mrs. Pinder, will you tell me something?” He dropped her arm and faced her. “I am an old man and haven’t a very long time to live, and I’ve lost most of the little faith in human nature I ever possessed. Were you innocent?” He paused. “Were you innocent or guilty?”

“I was innocent.” She raised her eyes fearlessly to his. “What I have told you has been the truth. I went out to look for work, and when I came back I was arrested.”

“What about your husband? Where was he?”

She shook her head.

“He was dead,” she said simply. “I didn’t know then, but I have learnt since. Doctor, do you believe that?”

He nodded silently.

“You’ve been wonderful to me, sir,” she said in a low sweet voice. “I wish I could repay you for your kindness.”

“Well, you can,” he said in his gruff way. “When you get out into the world, you’re bound to meet some poor women who will suggest that you have your hair dyed red — don’t do it.”

He found an especial pleasure in the soft laughter that his jest evoked.

“And now you can come along and dine with my wife and me,” he said. “The only satisfaction I’ve ever got out of having a house within the prison walls.”

At five minutes past ten that night a small saloon motorcar drew up before the gates of Telsbury Prison and the driver got down and pulled the bell. He was challenged, as usual, from the wicket.

“I’ve called to take away Mrs. Pinder,” he said.

“You had better come in and see the governor.”

“I’d rather stay.” The driver lit a cigarette and paced to and fro to kill the time. But he had not long to wait; five minutes after, the little wicket-gate swung open and a woman stepped out.

“Is that Mrs. Pinder?” asked the man in a voice little above a whisper.

“Yes, it is I.”

“Let me take your bag.”

He opened the door of the car, pushed the bag inside and put out his hand to help her enter. Then, swinging into the driver’s seat, he closed both doors and sent the car spinning along the London road. In the shadow of the prison-gate the doctor watched the departure, and turned back with a sigh towards his office. Telsbury Prison had lost something of its interest with the passing of one whom the newspapers had described as “The Hereford Murderess.”
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Lois Reddle was in no mood to return to Chester Square; but she was less willing to break faith with the woman whom she was beginning to dislike, and debated the question, she and Lizzy, on the Charlotte Street doorstep.

“Let’s stay,” urged Lizzy. “At any rate, don’t let’s go back yet. We shan’t see anything of Selwyn. Besides, remember what Mike said.”

“What Mike said means nothing to me — if by ‘Mike’ you mean Michael Dorn,” said Lois quietly. “We must go back, Lizzy — I’ve promised.”

Lizzy groaned.

“Oh, these honourable people — you make my head ache! Well, don’t let’s go back yet,” she urged. “The old lady said you could stay out to do a theatre. What’s the hurry?”

Again Lois hesitated.

“No, we’ll go back now,” she said firmly.

She looked across the road. An idler was standing with his back to the railings and she knew at once that it was not Dorn. No sooner had they moved towards Oxford Street than the lounger was galvanised to life and followed at a slow pace on their trail. Once Lois looked back; the man was following them.

“Let us turn round to the right,” she said. “I’m almost sure we are being followed.”

“We will keep to the main street,” said the intelligent Lizzy. “I prefer being followed that way.”

They reached Oxford Street, and crossed the road, the shadow coming after them at a respectful distance.

“Try Regent Street,” said Lizzy, “and when we get a little way down we’ll cross the road and come back on the other side. Then we’ll be sure.”

The movements of the man, when this manoeuvre was completed, left no doubt. He, too, crossed the road and came back with them, and, when they boarded a westward bound ‘bus, Lois saw him call a cab, which kept behind them all the way.

“If I thought it was Mike, I’d go back and give him a bit of my mind,” said Lizzy.

“It’s not he,” Lois assured her. “Mr. Dorn is not so tall and he’s smarter looking.”

They got out of the ‘bus near Victoria, and, as they hurried across the road, Lois saw that the cab had stopped and the man was getting out. Surely enough, by the time they had plunged into silent Belgravia, he was on their heels. He never attempted to overtake them, showed not the slightest inclination to be any nearer to them than he was. If they dawdled, he slackened his pace; when they hurried, his stride lengthened. Then suddenly, ahead of them, Lois saw Michael Dorn. He stood squarely in the middle of the pavement and it was impossible to avoid him.

“I want a word with you, Miss Reddle,” he said. “You’re not going back to Lady Moron’s?”

“That is just what I am doing,” said Lois quietly.

“That is just what you’re not doing,” he said firmly. “Miss Reddle, I’ve rendered you many services. I would like you to do something for me in exchange.” He seemed momentarily at a loss for words. “And I have a personal interest. I don’t suppose you like me very much, and, anyway, that doesn’t count in the argument. But I like you.”

“Thank you,” she said.

“You can afford to be sarcastic — I do not complain of that; but I am telling you the plain, naked truth. I like you as any decent man would like a girl of your character and — ;”

“Sweetness,” suggested Lizzy, an interested audience.

“That is a very good word,” said Dorn with a faint smile. “But because of this personal interest and — liking — I realise I’m being very lame and unconvincing, but I’m rather a fool in my dealings with women — I want you to go back to Charlotte Street.”

Lois shook her head.

“I quite understand that you are disinterested,” she said.

“I’m not,” he interrupted. “I’m too interested in you to be disinterested.”

“Well, in spite of that, or because of that, I am staying with Lady Moron tonight. Tomorrow we are leaving, Miss Smith and I, and are returning to Charlotte Street.”

“You are returning to Charlotte Street tonight,” he said, almost harshly, and she stiffened.

“What do you mean?” she demanded coldly.

“I mean just what I say. I will not have you stay in this devil house another night. Won’t you be persuaded, Miss Reddle?” he pleaded. “You don’t imagine for one moment that this is a caprice on my part? Or that I have any unreasoning prejudice against Lady Moron and her son? I beg of you not to go to that house tonight.”

“Can you give me any reason?”

He shook his head.

“You must trust me, and believe that I have a very excellent reason, even though I can’t for the moment disclose it. That is, unless you see some reason yourself?”

“I don’t,” she said. “There have been a number of accidents; do you suggest Lady Moron is responsible?”

“I suggest nothing.”

“Then I’ll say goodnight,” she said, and was passing on; but he barred her way, and at that moment he must have signalled to the dark figure in the background, for the tall man came forward.

“This is Sergeant Lighten, of the Criminal Investigation Department,” he said, and then indicated the girl: “This is Lois Reddle. I charge her with being concerned in the attempted murder of John Braime!”

The girl listened, thunderstruck, rooted to the spot.

“You charge me?” she said hi horror. “But, Mr. Dorn — ;”

Michael Dorn made a signal, and the tall man caught Lois gently by the arm. Within half an hour of the prison gate opening for her mother, a cell door in a mundane police station closed upon her daughter.



Chapter XX


Table of Contents


“And that’s that!” said Michael Dorn lugubriously, as he left the police station in company with the tall officer.

“Lighton, I’m going to catch a real thief now, if my theories are sound. And my main theory has something to do with an envelope which I begged from a clerk at the Home Office to-day, and which was posted to my address this afternoon.”

“Letterbox stealing?” asked the other, and Michael did not reply until he had secured the cab that was crawling on the other side of the street and they were seated.

“Let us say letter-delaying. I got on to this business owing to the fact that all the letters that came to me from my stationer and from a friend of mine in a Government office were unaccountably delayed twentyfour hours in the post. After giving the matter some thought I reached the conclusion that this coincidence was due to the fact that they were both enclosed in blue envelopes.”

“How is Braime?” asked the sergeant.

“Better,” was the reply. “I had a talk with him tonight — he’s had the shock of his life.” He chuckled softly, though his heart at that precise moment was aching for the dazed and indignant girl who was occupying the matron’s room, a large and airy cell, at the Chelsea police station.

The cab stopped before Hiles Mansions, and the liftman took them up to Michael’s cosy flat. There were two or three letters waiting for him in his letterbox. He took them out and examined them. Then he went on to the landing and rang for the elevator.

“You brought these letters up?”

“Yes, sir.”

“What time did they arrive?”

“Half-past nine, sir,” said the man.

“There was a blue envelope posted to me this afternoon at three-thirty. It is not here. How do you account for that?”

The liftman looked past him.

“I’m sure I can’t tell you, sir,” he said, studiously avoiding Michael’s eyes. “I bring the letters up as they come and put ’em in your box.”

“You’re on duty from nine at night until nine in the morning, aren’t you?” asked Dorn.

“Yes, sir.”

“You handle the morning and the night posts. Why is it that all letters enclosed in blue envelopes fail to reach me until twentyfour hours after they are due?”

“I can’t tell you that, sir.”

“Tell this gentleman. He’s a detective from Scotland Yard. And tell him without hokum, or you’ll sleep uncomfortably tonight, my friend.”

For a while the man blustered and protested, and then suddenly collapsed.

“I’ve got a wife and four children,” he whined, “and there’s an Army pension I shall lose — ;”

“You’ll lose nothing if you tell me the truth. Who employed you to stop my letters?”

“A man, sir. I don’t know his name. If I die this minute, I don’t know his name! He gives me two pounds a week to hold up all the blue envelopes and the official ones. They’re not stolen, sir, they’re always put into the letterbox — ;”

“I know all about that,” interrupted Michael curtly. “You’re wasting your breath, man. Who is your employer?”

“I swear I don’t know him, sir. I met him at a public-house one night. He kidded me on to this job. I wish I’d never seen him.”

“Does he call for the letters?”

“Yes, sir, he called this morning after the post came in, but I didn’t give him the blue envelope because I hadn’t got it then. The postman overlooked it and came back a quarter of an hour later.”

“The blue envelope? Which blue envelope?” asked Michael quickly.

“It is downstairs, sir,” whimpered the unfaithful servant of Hiles Mansions.

“We’ll go down with you and get it.”

In the lobby below was a small cubby-hutch which served the porters as an office, and from beneath a stained blottingpad he drew out two blue envelopes.

The first Michael recognised as that which he had written himself; the second he tore open and read, and the detective-sergeant saw his face change. Thrusting the letter into his pocket, he turned to the frightened servant.

“What else came for me to-day? Come, across with it, quick!”

Without a word the man put his hand into the pocket of a jacket that was hanging against the wall and took out a telegram, which had obviously been opened and reclosed. Michael read it in a fury of anger.

“Deal with this man,” he said, and flew out of the hall, springing on the first empty taxi he saw.

A run of ten minutes brought him to his garage. Almost before the cab could turn round, the long black car was running out of London in defiance of all speed regulations.

Midnight was booming from Telsbury Parish Church when the car shot up to the entrance of the prison and Michael leapt out and pulled the bell.

“The governor’s in bed, sir.”

“I must see him at once. This is a matter of life and death. Take my card to him.” He thrust it through the bars of the grating and waited impatiently until he was admitted and conducted to the doctor’s house.

The governor, in pyjamas and dressing-gown, was waiting for him in his small study.

“Mrs. Pinder left at ten o’clock. Didn’t you send down for her?”

“No, sir, I knew nothing whatever about the release. The letter from the Home Office giving me the information had been held up. Ten o’clock? Who called for her?”

“I don’t know, I thought it was you. I saw the car and didn’t trouble to make enquiries.”

“Do you know which way they went?”

“They turned towards the London road. The car was a small saloon — a Buick, I think, with an enclosed drive. Hasn’t she turned up?”

Michael shook his head.

“No, she’s not in London.”

There was no time to be lost. He got into his machine and flew back along the London road. At the junction of the Telsbury by-road was a filling station, and he knew that an attendant slept upon the premises. It was some time before he could get an answer to his knocking, and then he was rewarded with valuable information.

“I saw the machine pass. It went south, towards Letchford.”

“It didn’t take the London road?”

“No, sir, it turned there.” He pointed. “I could see the rear light going up over the hill. It was just before I closed down for the night.”

Michael got back into his car, and, opening out, flew over the hill and covered the fifteen miles that separated Telsbury from Letchford in exactly fifteen minutes. Here again he was in luck. One of the town police had seen the machine; it had taken the westerly road. But thereafter his fortune failed him, for he came to a place where four roads met, and there was no trail that could help him determine which route the unknown driver had chosen. They were not bound for London at any rate. He tried one road without success; worked across country to intercept the second, but could meet nobody who had the slightest information to offer.

At four o’clock in the morning a weary man brought his machine to a standstill before the Chelsea police station and went slowly up the steps into the charge-room.

“Hullo, Mr. Dorn!” said the sergeant. “The superintendent’s been looking for you all night about that charge.”

“Well, what about it?” asked Michael drearily.

“There’s going to be the devil to pay. It appears that the countess says the girl wasn’t in the room when Braime was hurt. We’ve had a full statement from her in writing, and the superintendent says he’s got something to say to you that you won’t forget in a hurry!”

Dorn’s lip went back in an angry snarl.

“If he should say anything that’s worth remembering I’ll go out of business,” he said. “Anyway, you can release her. I’d like to offer my apologies.”

“Let her out!” laughed the sergeant. “You’re a bit late. She was released at one o’clock this morning.”

Dorn’s eyes narrowed.

“Released at one o’clock this morning?” he said softly. “Did she go away by herself?”

“No, sir, she did not. A gentleman called for her in a blue Buick.”

Michael Dorn staggered back; his face was drawn and haggard. Of a sudden he seemed to have grown old.

“The man who released that girl may be an accessory to murder!” he said. “Tell your superintendent that when you see him!”

And, turning on his heel, he left the charge-room.

The Public Prosecutor’s office opened at ten o’clock, and Michael Dorn was waiting for him, a dusty, unshaven, grimy figure, when that official arrived.

“Hullo, Dorn! What is wrong?” he asked, and, in as few words as possible, the detective explained the position.

The Prosecutor shook his head.

“We can do nothing. You haven’t the evidence we want, and no charge would lie. We’ve given you the freest hand, in view of all the remarkable circumstances of the case, but I cannot consent to a warrant for arrest until you bring me proof positive and undeniable.”

Michael Dorn bit his lip thoughtfully.

“In the old days, when they couldn’t get a man to tell the truth, what did they do with him, Sir Charles?”

“Well,” said the other drily, “they tried something with boiling oil in it! Those were the days when criminal investigation was a little easier than it is now.”

“No easier.” Michael shook his head. “I’m going to get the truth. I’m going to find out where they have taken these two women. And the rack and the thumbscrew will be babies’ toys compared with what I will use against them! I’ll have the truth if I have to pull Chesney Praye limb from limb!”
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Lois was wakened from an exhausted sleep by the opening of the cell door; she got up unsteadily, not quite knowing what she was doing, and followed the matron to the charge-room, dizzy with sleep, inert from the very shock of the charge levelled against her. She heard the desk-sergeant say something, and dimly heard the name of the countess. And then somebody shook hands with her; she thought it was the sergeant. And a young man, who had appeared and disappeared in her focus of vision and had not entered into recognition, took her arm and led her slowly into the dark street. He jerked open the door of a car, and, before she knew what was happening, had sent the car in motion. She experienced a pleasant sensation of languor — her head drooped.

It was the bump of her forehead against the driver’s seat that wakened her. It was nearly daybreak.

“Where are we?” she asked.

She was uninterested in the identity of the driver, but, as he turned his head to answer her, she saw that it was the redfaced man, Chesney Praye.

“It’s all right, Miss Reddle,” he said, showing his big teeth in a grin; “I’m taking you down into the country.”

She frowned, trying to remember clearly the events of the night before. She was still dazed with sleep, then she recalled her arrest and became wide awake. Before she could ask any further questions, he was explaining over his shoulder.

“Her ladyship thought you’d better be kept out of the way of that sleuth for a day or two. He’s got a grudge against you, and he’s a vindictive beast.”

“Mr. Dorn?” she asked. “Why did he arrest me? I knew nothing whatever about Braime’s injury.”

“Of course you didn’t,” he said soothingly. “But that was his way of getting even.”

With whom he was getting even he did not explain, and even to the girl’s tired brain it seemed a little illogical to suggest that Michael Dorn had procured her arrest in order to get even either with Mr. Chesney Praye or the Countess of Moron.

They were passing across the wide slope of a hill. Beneath them she saw the glitter of a meandering river and the grey smoke rising from little cottages in the valley. The road was narrow and bumpy and was little more than a lane. She wondered why he came this way, for down the hillside she saw a broader thoroughfare which seemed to be running more or less parallel with that they traversed.

“We are nearly there.”

They were reaching the mouth of the valley. The lane dipped unexpectedly into a thick plantation of young trees, turned abruptly at right angles over a cart track, and five minutes later she sighted a long discoloured wall, which enclosed a squat, low-roofed building. She saw that the other side of the house faced a road, and again she wondered why they had not reached their destination by a more comfortable route. Evidently she was expected, for the weatherbeaten gate was pulled open and they passed into an untidy farmyard. Half a dozen chickens scattered at their approach; from a patched and broken pen came the grunt of a pig.

“Here we are.”

He stopped the car, and, jumping out into the litter, he jerked open the door and helped her to alight. The girl looked round in surprise. She saw a long, rambling farmhouse, and of the windows that were in view, all except two had not been cleaned for years. To her left was a cavernous black barn, its doors hanging on broken hinges, and, she guessed, immovable. It was empty save for a rusted old plough and the wheelless body of a farm waggon. The place smelt of decay and she noted in that brief survey that at one end of the building the roof was nearly innocent of tiles.

“This is not on Lady Moron’s estate?” she asked.

“No, it is a little place that a friend of ours — hers I mean — has. You’ve met Dr. Tappatt?”

“Dr. Tappatt?” she frowned. Of course, it was the queer, uncleanly doctor, with the bulbous nose, who had lunched at Chester Square.

“Is he here?” she asked dismally. The last person in the world she wanted to spend a day with was the doctor.

“Yes, he’s here. He’s not a bad fellow; I knew him in India, and I think you’ll like him.”

They had evidently come in the back way of the farm, for the only visible door into the house was closed and bolted. He knocked for a little while before a woman’s harsh voice asked who was there, and in a little time there was a sound of rusted bolts being drawn and a tall, gaunt female showed in the doorway. She wore a soiled print dress; her face was sallow and grimy.

“Come in, mister,” she said, and they passed into a dark corridor.

The house smelt damp and sour, and the ancient carpet on the floor was too thin to deaden the hollow echoes of their footsteps.

“The doctor is here.” She wiped her hands mechanically upon her black apron, and showed them into a room leading off the passage.

It was a dingy apartment, as unsavoury as the house itself. Huddled in one corner of a horsehair sofa, before the ashes of a wood fire, a man was sleeping, wrapped in an old dressing-gown. The air was thick and redolent of stale smoke and whisky fumes, and the girl drew back in disgust.

Chesney went past her and shook the sleeping man.

“Here, wake up,” he said roughly. “There’s somebody to see you.”

Dr. Tappatt’s head jerked up. If he had been unpleasant at midday in Chester Square, he was repulsive now.

“Eh, what?” he grunted. He got up on to his feet and stretched himself. “I’m tired. I told you I should go to sleep. You said you’d be here before now. She’s sleeping. I’ll bet she’s got a more comfortable bed tonight than she’s had for twenty years.”

“Shut up, damn you!” said Chesney under his breath. “Here’s Miss Reddle.”

The doctor blinked at the girl.

“Hullo! Glad to see you, miss. Sorry for you to see me like this, but I’ve been up all night with — with a patient.” He boomed the last word as though by its very emphasis it would carry conviction.

“Now listen, Tappatt. There’s a warrant out for this lady, but we’ve succeeded in getting her away from the police, and she is to remain here for a few days until her ladyship can square matters.”

Lois gasped.

“A warrant out for me?” she said in amazement. “But you told me that Dorn had no right to arrest me!”

He smiled and signalled to her to keep silence.

“Has the woman got Miss Reddle’s room ready? She is very tired and wants to sleep.”

“Surely, surely,” mumbled the doctor. He held a bottle upside down over a glass, and a very small trickle of liquid came out, to his annoyance. “I must have a drink,” he grumbled. “This fever is playing Old Harry with me.”

“But, Mr. Praye,” said Lois. “I don’t quite understand the position. Why am I staying here? Where is this place?”

“Near Nottingham,” replied Praye. “And, for heaven’s sake, don’t stray out of the farm and lose yourself. You’ll be all right; you needn’t be here longer than a few days, and I assure you that there is no cause for worry.”

He looked at his watch and uttered an impatient exclamation.

“Is Miss Reddle’s room ready?” he asked sharply.

The doctor led the way out along the passage and up a narrow flight of stairs. On the top landing he unlocked a door and threw it open.

“Here it is.”

“But I’m not tired, Mr. Praye; in fact, I was never so wide awake, and I’d rather stay up, if I could have some tea?”

“You can have anything you like, my child,” said the doctor gallantly. “Where’s that woman? Hi, you!” he roared down the stairs. “Bring this lady up some tea, and bring it quick!”

Lois walked into the bedroom. It was poorly furnished but clean. She had the impression that every article of furniture had been newly placed.

“This was the room we got ready for the other,” began the doctor, “but when I heard the young lady was coming — ;”

Chesney Praye silenced him with a look.

The other? Twice he had made reference to another visitor who had already arrived.

“That door at the end leads to a bathroom,” said the doctor. “It is the snuggest little country lodging you could hope to find.”

He closed the door on her and softly turned the key. The two men went down the stairs together. When they were alone in the doctor’s room:

“Where’s Pinder?” asked Chesney Praye.

“She’s all right,” said the other carelessly.

“She’s nowhere near this girl?”

“No, she’s in the other wing. She’s easy. Twenty years of prison discipline behind her. She won’t kick!”

“What did you tell her?”

“The yarn you told me, that somebody wanted to get at her, and she had to lie here quietly for a day or two. That housekeeper of mine will look after her, believe me. She had charge of one of my homes in India.”

Chesney looked at his watch again.

“It is four miles to Whitcomb Aerodrome; you can drive me over.”

“Why don’t you take the car?”

“Because, you fool, I don’t want the car to be seen. Hurry up!”

In five minutes the doctor had harnessed a rawboned pony to a dilapidated trap. The blue car had been driven into a shed and the door locked, and they were bowling down the road to Whitcomb as fast as the ancient animal could pull them. A quarter of a mile short of the aerodrome Chesney got down.

“Those two women are not to meet — ;”

“They’re not likely,” interrupted the other.

“And you’d better keep to the house.”

“What about money?” asked the doctor.

Chesney took a pad of notes from his pocket and passed two to the man.

“And try to cut out the booze for the next week. You’ve got a chance of making big money, Tappatt, but you’ve also got a chance of being pinched. If Dorn so much as smells the end of the trail, he’s sure to have you before you realise you’re suspected.”

Tappatt grinned.

“On what charge?” he asked. “They both came of their own free will, didn’t they? I don’t pretend they’re certified.”

“They may want to go away of their own free will,” said the other significantly.

He walked rapidly along the road through the big gates of the aerodrome and crossed the field towards a two-seater scout that had been drawn out of its hangar and was attended by three men.

“Good morning. I’m Mr. Stone,” he said. “Is this my machine?”

“Yes, sir. You’ve got a good morning for your trip.”

Praye looked at the frail machine dubiously.

“Will that make Paris in one trip?”

The aerodrome manager nodded.

“Two hours and fifty minutes,” he said. “Maybe shorter. You’ll have a following wind.”

He helped the passenger into a heavy leather coat. The pilot had already taken his place, and, when Praye had been strapped and gloved and received his final instructions, the propellers turned with a roar, and the machine, running lightly along the grass, swept up into the blue sky and was soon a speck of white above the eastern horizon.
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When Michael Dorn left the police station he hurried his car to Charlotte Street. At such an early hour of the morning there was no sign or life in this thoroughfare. He expected to be kept waiting before there came an answer to his knocking. But had he known something of old Mackenzie’s habits, he would not have been surprised at the promptitude with which his signal was answered.

The old man was in his dressing-gown and had not been half an hour in bed when Dorn arrived. He looked with mild suspicion at the visitor — a suspicion which was intensified when he learnt the object of his visit.

“Yes, sir, Miss Elizabetta Smith is in the house. Are you from the police?”

“Yes,” said Michael, without stretching the truth. “Can I speak to Miss Smith?”

“She came in late and very distressed. I understand that the good countess has promised to do all in her power to secure the release of my young friend, Miss Reddle. It is indeed an awful thing to have happened. Will you come in, sir?”

Michael followed him up the stairs to his little room and sat down whilst the musician went up to arouse Lizzy. She also had heard the knocking and was waiting in the doorway of her room when Mackenzie came up.

“Dorn, is it?” she said viciously. “I’ll come down and Dorn him! He’ll be ‘sunset’ by the time I’ve finished with him!”

She came into Michael’s presence a flaming virago.

“You’ve got a nerve!” she said. “After swearing away the life of poor Lois — ;”

Michael shook his head.

“She’s not here?” he interrupted with a touch of asperity.

“Here? Of course she’s not here! She’s in the police station, and how you could — ;”

“She’s not in the police station, she’s been released, and I want to find the man who released her.”

Something in his tone silenced the girl.

“Isn’t she with Lady Moron?” she asked.

“I am going to Chester Square, but I don’t expect to find Miss Reddle there. I locked her up to save her life — I suppose you realise that? There have been two attempts made to kill her, and I had information that the third would be more successful. I knew her mother was on the point of being released from prison — she was in fact released last night. It is vitally necessary that I should have Lois Reddle under my eye.”

Lizzy had collapsed into a chair.

“Her mother released from prison?” she said hollowly. “What are you talking about? Her mother’s dead. And killing? Who’s going to kill Lois? Why! It was an accident — the balcony.”

“It was no accident,” said Michael quietly. “The balcony has been unsafe for a year past and was condemned by the borough surveyor on the advice of a local builder who was brought in to repair the slab. Until Miss Reddle occupied that room in Chester Square the French windows leading to the balcony had been kept locked up.”

Lizzy gasped.

“But the servants — ;”

“The servants were all new. None of them had been longer in the house than a fortnight. Sergeant Braime came up from Newbury, and even he knew nothing.”

“Sergeant Braime?” she repeated, wide-eyed.

“Braime is an officer of the Criminal Investigation Department, who has been in the countess’ household for six months,” was the staggering reply. “Nobody was allowed to go on to the balcony. A gate was fixed to prevent the servants from forestalling the plan — it was removed the night Lois went to her room.”

“By whom?” asked Lizzy quietly.

Michael Dorn shrugged his shoulders.

“Who knows? I shall discover later.”

“Where is Lois now?”

“That is exactly what I want to know. I’m going to Chester Square right away. Will you come with me?”

She was out of the room in a flash.

“But, Mr. Dorn, this is a terrible thing you say; that any person should conspire against the life of that innocent lassie!” said old Mackenzie, horrified. “You will surely find Miss Reddle at the good countess’ home.”

“I hope so, but I very much doubt it, Mr. Mackenzie,” said Michael.

The old man’s lips were tremulous.

“Is there anything I can do? It is not my habit to leave the house, but I would even take that step — ;”

Michael shook his head.

“I am afraid you can do nothing, except in the unlikely event of Miss Reddle returning here. You will see that she does not go out again, and that she does not receive visitors in any circumstances. I very much doubt,” he smiled faintly, “whether you will be called upon to render this help. I can only wish to heaven that you will be!” Lizzy was down in a very short time, dressed for the street, and, as they drove towards Chester Square, she told him the part she had played in securing Lois Reddle’s release.

“I went and found the countess; she was at a friend’s house, and told her about Lois. She was very much upset. I’d never seen her before to speak to, but she was quite decent to me.”

“Did she have anybody with her? Do you know Chesney Praye?”

Lizzy shook her head.

“No, I’ve heard of him from Lois, but I’ve never seen him.”

Michael described the man and again she shook her head.

“No, he was not there.”

“What did the countess do?”

“She telephoned to somebody and said she was sending a letter to the police officer in charge. She told me to go home to Charlotte Street and wait in patience until Lois came back.”

Michael nodded.

“You could rest in patience because she knew that Lois wasn’t going back to Chester Square!” he said grimly. “And if she hadn’t come back to Chester Square and you were there waiting for her, you would have wanted to know where she had been taken.”

The car drew up before 307, and Michael got out and pressed the bell. There was no reply. He rang again, and followed this up by knocking. Still there was no answer. Stepping out from under the porch he looked up at the windows, just as a sash was raised and a touselled head thrust forth. It was Lord Moron, and apparently he was sleeping on the floor which was usually given over to the household staff.

“Hullo! What’s the trouble, old thing?”

“Will you come down?” called Michael, and the head was withdrawn.

They waited for a longer time than it would have taken for him to reach the ground floor, before the door opened, and then the explanation for the delay was unnecessary, for with him the countess stood in the hall, wrapped in her cloak, a majestic and imposing figure.
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“What is the meaning of this?” she demanded.

“I’ve come for Lois Reddle,” said Dorn shortly.

“She is not here. I have put her beyond your vindictive reach.”

“Where is she?”

“I refuse to make any statement, after your disgraceful conduct last night in arresting this poor innocent child — ;”

“You can leave that out, Lady Moron,” said Michael savagely. “Nobody knows better than you why she was arrested. Where is she?”

“I’ve sent her away to friends of mine.”

“The address?”

The Countess of Moron smiled slowly.

“A very persistent young man,” she said, almost pleasantly. “Will you come into the library? I cannot speak in this draughty hall. Is that Miss Smith you have with you? She may come in too.”

“She’ll be safer outside,” said Michael coolly, and passed into the hall.

All this time Selwyn had said nothing, but now he turned to his mother.

“Where is Miss Reddle? Perhaps your ladyship will tell me?”

“I shall tell you nothing,” was the cold reply. “You may go back to your room.”

“I’ll be blowed if I’ll go back to my room,” protested Lord Moron. “There’s something remarkably fishy here, and I want to know just what the deuce it is all about.”

It was a most heroic speech for him, and Michael, who knew all the courage that was required to oppose this woman, felt a little glow of admiration for the bullied man. Even the countess was taken aback.

“Why, Selwyn,” she said in a milder voice, “that is not the tone to adopt towards your mother!”

“I don’t care what it is or what it isn’t,” said Selwyn doggedly. “There’s something fishy — I’ve always said there was something fishy about — things. Now, where the deuce is Miss Reddle?”

“She is with some friends of ours in the country,” said her ladyship.

The reply seemed to exhaust his power of resistance.

“Very well,” he said meekly.

He looked through the open door at Lizzy, smiled and waved his hand at her, looked back at his mother, and then, visibly bracing himself for the effort, walked boldly down the steps in his pyjamas and attenuated dressing-gown to talk to the girl.

“Are you satisfied, Mr. Dorn?”

“No, I am far from satisfied, your ladyship,” said Michael, as he followed the woman into the library.

He noticed the dull patch on the carpet where the water had been thrown upon Braime, and saw her eyes also fixed upon the spot.

“And now, Mr. Dorn,” she said, almost amiably, “there is no reason why we should quarrel. What is this mystery that you are making about Miss Reddle? The poor girl was beside herself last night. It was an act of mercy to send her off into the country.”

“Who drove her?”

“My chauffeur.” His keen eyes were fixed upon her, but she did not falter.

“Not Mr. Chesney Praye by any chance?” he asked softly.

“Mr. Praye is in Paris. He has been there some days,” was the staggering reply. “You’ve found a mare’s nest. Really there is no mystery at all about anything that has happened to this young lady in my house. What reason in the world was there for me to engage her, except my desire to find a comfortable job for a very, very nice girl?” And then: “Is Braime better?”

“Sergeant Braime is much better,” said Michael, and saw that he had got beneath her guard.

She cringed back as at a blow, and her voice had lost a little of its assurance when she faltered:

“Sergeant Braime? I am talking about my butler — ;”

“And I’m talking about Sergeant Braime of the Criminal Investigation Department, who has been in your service for six months.”

Her mouth was an O of amusement.

“But — but he was recommended to me by — ;”

“By a spurious Prisoners’ Aid Society,” said Michael. “The idea was that, if you believed that the man had a criminal record, he had a better chance of coming into your ladyship’s service.”

She had recovered herself in an instant.

“But why?” she drawled. “Why put a detective in my household? It is an abominable outrage and I shall report the matter to the Commissioner of Police immediately.”

He was looking round the room and his eyes rested upon that section of the bookshelves which was protected by the wire-covered door.

“You have a book there that I should like to see. I intended coming last night, only something prevented me.”

“A book?”

“A book called The Life of Washington
 — sounds a fairly innocuous title, doesn’t it?”

She walked to the bookcase, and, taking a key from the drawer of her desk, opened the wire net cover.

“There it is,” she said. “Read it and be improved.”

She turned to walk to the door and stood there watching him. And then he did the last thing she expected. From his pocket he took a thick red glove and drew it on his right hand. Reaching up, he seized the back of the book and jerked it loose. There was a click, a spark of blinding white light, but nothing else happened, and he laid the book with some difficulty on the table.

“A very good imitation,” he said quietly, “but it is less of a book than a steel box, and any person who attempts to pull it out automatically makes contact with a very powerful electric current. Where is the switch?”

She did not reply. Her face, under the powder, was drawn and haggard. Walking to the door, Michael searched for a while, then, stooping down, he turned over a big switch that was well concealed by a hanging portière.

“Have you the key of this box?”

“It is not locked,” she said, and, coming to his side, pressed a spring. The lid sprang open.

The “book” was, as he surmised, hollow. It was also empty.

“Is there a law against having a safe-box made like a book?” she asked, and her voice was almost sweet. “Does one get into very serious trouble for protecting one’s property from thieving butlers and — inquisitive amateur detectives?”

“There’s a law against murder,” said the other shortly. “If I had touched that book without rubber gloves, I should have been as near dead as makes no difference. It did not kill Braime, because he is constitutionally a giant.”

“I did not ask you to take down the book,” she said.

“Neither did you warn me,” Michael smiled crookedly. “Empty, eh? Of course, it would be. You suspected Braime, and left a little notebook around carelessly in your bedroom, in which you made reference to the Life of Washington. Braime saw it and fell into the trap. He came to the library, and would have been a dead man if I hadn’t applied first aid.”

There was a silence.

“Is that all?” asked Lady Moron.

“Not quite all. I want to know where is Miss Reddle?”

“And I’m afraid I cannot tell you. The truth is, when she was released last night, or in the early hours of this morning, she refused to come either here or to her house in — wherever her house may be. She said she wanted to go into the country — ;”

“And did Mrs. Pinder express a desire to go into the country?” he asked, his cold eyes fixed on hers.

“Mrs. Pinder? I do not know Mrs. Pinder.”

“Did Mrs. Pinder express a desire to go into the country?” he asked again. He raised a warning finger. “Madam, there is very considerable trouble coming to you, and to those who work with you.”

She shrugged her broad shoulders.

“If it takes any other form than an early morning call by a melodramatic detective I shall bear it with equanimity,” she said, and stalked through the doorway into the hall, Michael following.

As she stood aside for him to pass through the door, she saw the grotesque figure of Selwyn leaning over the side of the car — intently occupied — and her lips curled.

“My son has found his intellectual level,” she said, and called him by name.

To Michael’s surprise the young man merely turned his head and resumed his conversation with the girl.

“Selwyn!”

Even then he took his time.

“Goodbye, young lady. Don’t forget” — in a stage whisper— “pork sausages, not beef. Beef gives me indigestion.” And, waving her an airy farewell, he went back to the woman whose face was a thundercloud of wrath.

“It sounded almost as if you were making a date with that young man,” said Michael as they drove off.

“He’s coming to supper,” said Lizzy. “Was Lois there?”

“No, I didn’t expect she would be.”

Even the prospect of a tête-à-tête
 meal with a scion of the nobility was not sufficient to compensate for this news.

“But where is she, Mr. Dorn?”

“She’s somewhere. I don’t think she’ll come to any harm for a day or two.”

She looked at him quietly.

“You don’t think that.”

“Yes, I do,” he protested.

She did not take her eyes from him.

“You look nearly dead,” she said. “You’re pretty fond of her, aren’t you?”

He was startled by the question.

“Fond of Lois?” The question seemed in the nature of a revelation. “Fond of her — why — I suppose I am.”

At that moment Michael Dorn realised that he had something more than a professional interest in the girl he sought, and he was shocked at the discovery.

He dropped Lizzy Smith in Charlotte Street, and, declining her invitation to come in, drove home, and, leaving his car in the courtyard of Hiles Mansions, he dragged himself wearily up to his room. He was sleeping on the top of his bed when the silent Wills came in with a telegram in his hand, and, struggling up, he tore open the cover and read the message. It had been handed in at Paris at eight o’clock and ran:



WILL YOU PLEASE INFORM ME NAME OF DISTRICT COMMISSIONER, KARRILI, DURING PERIOD YOU WERE IN PUNJAB.



It was signed “Chesney Praye, Grand Hotel.”

“An ‘I’m here’ enquiry,” said Michael, handing the telegram to Wills, “the idea being to establish the fact that he is in Paris at this moment. Get on the ‘phone, Wills, to all the private hire aerodromes within a radius of a hundred miles of London, find out if anybody hired a private machine in the early hours of the morning to take him to Paris. Report to me later.”

Wills nodded and stole forth silently.

“To try that stuff on me!” said Michael wrathfully, as the door closed upon his man.



Chapter XXIV


Table of Contents


It was three o’clock in the afternoon when Lois Reddle woke from a heavy sleep, feeling ravenously hungry. She got off the bed, and, putting on her shoes, walked to the window. The prospect was a dreary one. She saw the farmyard into which she had driven that morning, and recognised the slatternly woman who was feeding the chickens as the janitress who had opened the door. Beyond the discoloured wall was the slope of a treeless down, and, by getting close to the pane and looking sideways, she could see no more than a further fold of the hills, surmounted by a black copse.

She felt refreshed when she had bathed her face and hands, but the pangs of hunger had grown more poignant, and she went to the door and turned the handle. It did not budge; the door was locked. The window sash, she found, only opened a few inches, but it was sufficient to call to the woman in the yard, and presently she attracted her attention, for she waved her hand impatiently and went on feeding the chickens. Then, after a few minutes, she went out of the girl’s line of vision. It was some time before her heavy tread sounded on the stairs and obviously the locked door was no accident, for, when the woman came in carrying a tray, the key was hanging from a chain fastened to her waist.

“Please do not lock the door again,” said Lois, as she surveyed the very plain fare with some appreciation.

“You get on with your eating and never mind about the door,” was the unexpected reply.

Lois was left in no doubt as to the woman’s hostility and wisely did not continue the argument. Then, to her amazement, as the woman went out of the room she turned the key again. Lois ran to the door and hammered on the panels.

“Unlock this door,” she said, but there was no reply save the sound of the dour attendant’s footsteps on the stairs, and the girl went slowly back to her meal to confront a new problem.

The appetite of youth was not to be denied, and when she had finished her meal some of her confidence and poise had returned. It was impossible that they could be keeping her prisoner; she scoffed at the idea. Possibly the locking of the door was the act of an overzealous custodian who was to keep her safe from — she shook her head. Not from Michael Dorn. Whatever views the countess might have of him, however unforgivable had been his behaviour, he was not vindictive, nor would he pursue her in any spirit of revenge. That was the greatest impossibility of all.

She tried the door again; it was undoubtedly locked. And then, in a spirit of self-preservation, she attempted to open the window, and found that two slats of wood had been so screwed as to make it impossible for the sash to rise or fall more than a few inches. The other window had been similarly dealt with. She was examining this when she saw the doctor in the yard. He wore his rusty frock coat, but he was collarless, and on his head was an old golf cap.

Walking with unsteady steps to the gate through which she had come, and which was open, with some difficulty he closed it. She needed no special knowledge of human weakness to see that he had been drinking more than was good for him, for his gait was unsteady, and when, turning back to the house, he saw her, and yelled a greeting, it was interrupted by a hiccough.

“Had a good sleep, young friend?” he shouted. “Has that old hag brought your lunch?”

“Doctor “ — she spoke through the slit of the sash— “can’t I come down? She has locked me in.”

“Locked you in?” The statement seemed to afford him some amusement, for he rocked with laughter. “Well, well, fancy locking you in! She must be afraid of you, my dear. Don’t you worry, you’re all right. I’ll look after you. You’ve heard no voices, have you? Seen nobody following you around, eh? You’ll be all right in a day or two.”

His words filled her with apprehension. Once before, at the luncheon where she had met him, he had spoken about mysterious voices and people following her. Did he think she was mad? She went cold at the thought. Going to the door, she waited for him to come up the stairs, but there was no sound from below, only a soft patter of feet, and presently something snuffled under the door and there was a low growl. The woman’s harsh voice called from the passage.

“Bati, Bati, hitherao! Come down, you black soor!”

She heard the animal running down the stairs, there was the sound of a smack and a sharp yelp. Later, she saw the dogs — there were two of them — in the yard. Great black beasts, bigger than Alsatians, but lacking their fineness. They were prowling about, nosing into stable refuse. One of them saw her, growled and showed his fangs, the bristles stiff, and she hastily drew out of sight. She knocked again on the door, stamped on the floor, but attracted no attention, and though she heard the doctor’s voice and called to him he ignored her. Her situation was a dangerous one, and she began to understand dimly the reason for Dorn’s drastic action.

Where she was she could not guess. So much of the country as she could see had no meaning for her; and, except that her window faced northward, she was unable to locate her position.

The woman brought her up some more tea in the afternoon — vile stuff beside which Lizzy Smith’s concoctions were veritable nectar.

“I insist that you leave this door open,” said the girl.

“They’d tear you to pieces if I did,” said the woman. “There is no holding them with strangers. Hark at Bati now!”

There was a snuffling and growling outside the door.

“Go away, you! Juldi!” she cried shrilly in her queer mixture of English and Hindustani.

The girl faced her.

“I am not afraid of dogs,” said Lois steadily, and walked to the door.

Before she was halfway the woman had overtaken her, and, catching her by the arm, had swung her round.

“You’ll stay where you are, and do as you’re told, or it will be worse for you,” she said threateningly.

“Where is the doctor? I wish to see him.”

“You can’t see any doctor. He’s gone down to the village to get a drink.”

She kicked away the dogs that strove to get through the half-open door, closed and locked it, and for half an hour Lois sat before her untasted meal, trying to think. The light was fading in the sky when there came the second dramatic interruption of that day.

Lois was standing by the window, looking into the dreary yard and thinking of Michael Dorn. He had certainly become a bright nucleus of hope. Michael Dorn would not fail her; wherever she was, he would follow. Why she should think this, she could not understand. Why he should give his time and his thoughts to her protection, was a mystery yet to be solved. But he was working for her — working for her now. It was a comforting thought; she almost forgot her fears.

Then from the yard below came the screaming voice of the gaunt woman.

“I told you to wash those dishes, didn’t I?” Never mind what you’re doing; when I give you an order you carry it out, you old gaolbird.”

“Why am I kept here?” Another voice spoke sweet and soft. Lois trembled at the sound. “He told me that — ;”

“Never mind what he told you,” shrilled the other. “Wash those dishes, and then you can scrub the floor; and if it is not done in half an hour I’ll put you in the cellar with the rats, or give you to the dogs, and they’ll tear you to pieces! Hi, Bati! Mali!”

There was a harsh growl from the dogs and a clanking of chains.

“I refuse” — again the gentle voice— “I refuse!”

Crack!

“Refuse that! Give me any trouble and I’ll whip you till you bleed. Ah, you would, would you?”

There was the sound of a struggle and the horrified girl, craning her neck, saw a frail woman stumble and fall to the ground, saw the cruel whip rise and fall — ;

“Stop!” cried Lois hoarsely, and at that instant, as the old hag stooped over the stricken woman and jerked her out of view, the knees of Lois Reddle gave beneath her and she fell to the floor in a swoon.
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Lois came to consciousness almost at once, as she thought, though she had been lying on the floor for half an hour before she moved, and, sick and shaking, dragged herself with difficulty to the bed.

She felt ill and shaken and sat with her hands before her eyes trying to shut out that hideous scene. The raised whip — ;

She lay down on the bed, her face in the crook of her arm, trying to reconstruct from the confusion of her mind a sane and logical explanation, and always her thoughts flew back to Michael Dorn, with his saturnine face and his soul-searching eyes. Why he should weave in and out of her troubled thoughts, she could not fathom, except that she came back to that sure foundation of faith. Who was this other prisoner? What had the countess to do with this experience of hers? Was it true, as Michael Dorn had hinted, that the falling balcony and the motorcar incident were not accidents, but deliberate attempts to kill her?

When the woman brought her supper, Lois was outwardly calm, recognising the futility of questioning her. When she came up to clear away, she brought a small oil lamp and lit it. She pulled down the two ragged blinds before she left, and at the door paused for her goodnight message.

“If you want anything, stamp on the floor,” she said. “If you take my tip you won’t send for the doctor, because he’s raving drunk; and don’t take any notice of that woman downstairs, she’s crazy!”

It was not a very cheering farewell. One thing was certain, she was free from interruption for the rest of the night; and she decided to put into operation the plan she had formed.

She had found in her little handbag a small nail file. The slats that prevented the windows opening had been screwed into the sash grooves, and Lois guessed that by breaking off the point of the file she would be able to improvise a screwdriver. The snapping of the file was an easy matter, but when she came to fit the jagged end in the screws, she found both the instrument and her strength insufficient for the purpose. She tried another screw with no better result, and finally gave up her task in despair. The windows could be broken, but they were scarcely a foot wide. And the dogs were below; she heard them growling as she worked.

There was nothing for her to do, nothing to read. She did not even know the time, for her watch had stopped, and she could only judge the hour by the light of the sky. Pacing up and down the room, her hands behind her, she resolutely refused to be panic-stricken. The blind impulse of panic, which came to her again and again, had made her want to scream aloud. What was Lizzy doing now? And Michael Dorn? Always her thoughts came back to Michael Dorn.

“I wonder if I’m in love with him?” she said aloud, and smiled at the thought.

If she was, then he was the last person she had ever expected to love, and Lizzy would never believe that she had not been fond of him all the time. He would find her. She was sure of that. But suppose he did not? She drew a long sigh. Turning down the light and resting her elbows on the windowsill, she stared out into the darkness. The moon was rising somewhere on the other side of the house. She saw the ghostly light of it turn the dark downs to silver. Then she heard hurried steps in the hall below, and, going back to the table, turned up the light. The lock snapped back and the door was thrust open. It was the doctor, and he was not drunk. He was, in truth, haggardly, tremblingly sober.

“Come out of this!” he jerked, and dragged her from the room down the stairs into the hall. “Go up and put that light out,” he said to some one in the darkness, and the gaunt woman, appearing from nowhere, brushed past her and ran up the stairs.

“What do you want, doctor? Is anything — ;”

“Shut up!” he hissed. “Have you put that light out?”

“Yes,” said a sulky voice from the stairs. “What is there to be scared about? You’ve been drunk and dreaming.”

“I’ll smash your head if you talk to me like that!” said the man without heat. “I tell you I saw the car coming over the hill. It stopped in front of the house. Do you think I’m blind? You go up to my room and you can see the lights. He got out and came along the wall, then I lost sight of him.”

Lois’ heart so thumped and swelled that she almost choked.

“Where is he now?” asked the woman.

“Shut up.”

Again a dreadful, long silence, broken at last by the faint sound of the howling dogs.

“He’s at the back!”

The doctor still held Lois’ arm in his firm grip, and now he gently shook her.

“If you scream or shout, or do anything, I’ll cut your throat. I mean what I say — do you hear?”

“Why didn’t you leave her upstairs?” growled the woman.

“Because I wanted her here, where I could see her. Find my silk handkerchief; I left it in the study. And bring the irons, I’m not going to take any risks.”

The woman went into the room and came back. Suddenly Lois felt the handkerchief against her mouth.

“Don’t struggle; I’m not going to hurt you, unless you shout. Get the irons.”

“Here!” said the woman’s voice.

Lois felt her wrists gripped and dragged behind her. In another second she was handcuffed.

“Sit down there.” He pushed her into a chair, felt at the gag, and grunted his satisfaction.

“Listen! He’s knocking.”

Tap-tap-tap!

Silently the two stepped into the darkness of the front yard and the woman called.

“Who’s there?”

And then came a voice that made the girl half-rise from her chair.

“I want to see the master of this house,” said Michael Dorn.
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It was the worst kind of fortune that Michael Dorn received news of two early morning departures from aerodromes situated a hundred miles apart; and worse that he should have chosen the Cambridgeshire venue first. Here the telephone enquiries he made gave him little information, and it was not until he arrived at Morland that he found the early morning passenger was an undergraduate from Cambridge who had been summoned home through the serious illness of a sister and had left for Cornwall.

“I wasn’t in the office when you enquired,” said the aerodrome chief, “or I would have told you that.”

“It can’t be helped,” said Michael.

He went back to his car and studied the map. He was separated from Whitcomb by a hundred and seven miles of road, mainly indifferent; and, to add to his troubles, he had two bad punctures in the first twenty miles and went into Market Silby on a flat tyre. By the time the new tyre was purchased and fixed he had lost a good hour of daylight and had still the worst of the road to negotiate. And it was by no means certain, even when he reached his objective, that he would be any nearer to finding the girl.

During the period of waiting while the tyre was being fitted he studied the little timetable he had made that morning. The girl had been taken from the police station in the neighbourhood of two o’clock, he had discovered. She had left in the car for an unknown destination, and at eight o’clock — six hours later — Chesney Praye had wired him from Paris. Supposing he had flown from a private aerodrome near London, it would have taken him two hours to reach the French capital, which meant that he must have departed somewhere about five o’clock.

Between two and five o’clock was the unknown quantity of distance. By accepting this period he had decided that Lois had been taken to a spot between an hour and a half and two hours distant from the Metropolis. He also guessed the aeroplane theory was right, that the place of detention and the aerodrome were within twenty miles by car, and six or seven miles if the abductor drove or walked.

The Cambridge aerodrome was an ideal fulfilment of his calculations. So was Whitcomb, on the borders of Somerset. He came to the aerodrome in time to catch the manager just before he left for the night, showed his authority, which had a more official value than Lady Moron had imagined, and accompanied the manager to his office.

“The gentleman’s name was Stone. We had a telephone message late last night from London, asking us to have a machine waiting to take him to France, and he arrived on time.”

He described the traveller so faithfully that Michael could almost see Chesney Praye standing before him.

“That is the gentleman,” he said. “How did he get here? — Did he come here by car?”

The manager shook his head.

“No, he came up in a trap to the end of the field and walked the rest of the distance.”

“A horsedrawn trap? Who drove him?”

“That I cannot tell you. It was too far away to see. I know very few people about here.”

Michael considered for a moment.

“Perhaps you will show me where the trap set down.” And, as a thought struck him: “Have you an Ordnance map of this district?”

This request the manager was able to satisfy. He could also show him on the plan the point at which the passenger had left the cart. Michael traced the road with the tip of his finger, and then began a wide sweep in search of houses.

“That’s Lord Kelver’s place. I do happen to know that, because I’ve been there. That’s the house of his bailiff.” When Michael touched another red square: “That’s the road to Ilfey Village. There is an inn there, the Red Lion, where he may have been putting up,” he suggested, but Michael rejected the likelihood of Chesney having stayed in the neighbourhood.

“What is this place?”

His finger paused, but the manager shook his head.

“I don’t remember it. Perhaps one of my mechanics will be able to tell us.”

He went out and came back with a workman, who bent over the map.

“That is Gallows Farm,” he said. “It is an old place — been there for hundreds of years. I don’t know who has it now, but he isn’t a farmer — at least, I never saw any cattle coming out of his yard.”

There was a telephone on the table; Michael took it up and gave the number of the nearest police station. He introduced himself and then put his question and waited whilst the particulars were found.

“Gallows Farm was let twelve months ago to a Mr. — ;” He gave a name which was unfamiliar to Dorn. “There’s nobody there except the gentleman and his housekeeper.”

This was not very informative, but Michael was not discouraged. Again he went over the map, and in the end concluded that Gallows Farm was the only house in the neighbourhood which was in any way under suspicion. He snatched a hasty meal in the aerodrome mess, and it was growing dark when he skirted the field and took the road along which the cart had come in the early morning. Presently, as he came over the crest of the hill, the farm showed dimly in the circle of his powerful headlamps. There were no lights or sign of life about the house. The long, white, ugly wall was surmounted by broken glass, and the gate, which opened on to the road, was securely fastened. There was no evidence of a bellpull.

He went back to the car, and, finding an electric torch, continued his investigations. The farm building lay on the slope of the hill and he had to descend to get to the back of the premises. Here the gate was larger and more insecure, and his attempt to open it was followed by a furious barking and straining of chains. He listened, interested; the barking had a familiar sound. It was not the deep roar of the mastiff, or the half-frightened, half-angry discordance of the terrier; there was a howl in that note that he had heard before on dark nights as he had passed through sleeping Indian villages.

“If they’re not native dogs, I’ve never heard any,” he said softly, and continued his circuit.

From the declivity at the back of the house he could not see the top windows of the building, low as it was, and he turned to the front of the house and rapped on the heavy black wooden gate.

Somebody must have been aroused by the barking of the dogs, for almost immediately the sharp voice of a woman called:

“Who’s there?”

“I want to see the master of the house,” said Dorn.

“Well, you can’t see him, not at this time; he’s in bed.”

“Then let me see you. Open this gate,” said Michael.

There was an interval of silence, and then the woman said:

“Go away, or I’ll telephone for the police.”

That pause before she spoke betrayed the situation to the keen-witted man at the gate. There was somebody else behind that barrier, somebody who was prompting the woman in a whisper.

“Will you please tell your master, who is in bed, but not, I think, asleep, that unless you open the gate I’ll come over the top?”

This time the woman needed no prompting.

“If you dare, I’ll set my dogs on you!” she screamed.

He heard her footsteps running on the cobbled yard, and presently the throaty growl of the dogs as they came flying before her.

“Now will you go away?” shrieked the woman. “If they get out they’ll tear the heart out of you, ek dum!”

Michael Dorn uttered an involuntary exclamation. “Ek dum”? Who was this who used the Indian phrase?

“I think you’d better let me in, my sister,” he said, and he spoke in Hindustani.

There was no reply for a moment, and now he was sure somebody was whispering — whispering fiercely, urgently.

“I don’t know what you mean by your outlandish gibberish,” said the woman’s voice huskily. “You get away, mister, before you’re in trouble.”

Michael, thrusting his lamp in the direction of the gate-top, looked up at a row of rusty iron spikes. Should he take the risk? These people might be law-abiding, and it was not remarkable that the woman should have a few Indian phrases. She might have been a soldier’s wife who had lived in India and had acquired the habit of that pigeon talk.

“Won’t you be sensible and let me in? I only want to ask you a few questions.” And then, as an inspiration came to him: “I am from Mr. Chesney Praye.”

This time the silence was so long that he thought they had gone. Then the woman spoke.

“We don’t know Mr. Chesney Praye, and we’re going in.”

“We? Who’s your friend?” asked Michael, but there was no answer.

Presently the door was slammed ostentatiously. Behind the gates he could hear the growling and snuffling of the dogs, and when he put his toe cautiously under the space between earth and gate he heard the vicious snap of a jaw, and smiled in the darkness. Soon after, the man and woman at the upstairs window heard the whine of a motor and saw the two white beams of its headlamps moving towards London.

And Lois Reddle lay sobbing on her bed, and in her heart the despair of hopelessness.
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Two hours after Michael Dorn had gone, Dr. Tappatt sat in his parlour, his elbows on his knees, his big face cupped in his hands. Beside him was a half-filled tumbler of whisky, and he was gazing into the fire, which was lit for him summer and winter since he had left India. There had been a time when his name had ranked high in the profession of medicine, but an unsavoury incident had driven him from Edinburgh, where, although he was young, he had established an excellent practice, and he found himself in India, with no other assets than his undoubted skill, the meagre remnants of his savings, and a taste for good wine. For a time he had been attached to the court of an Indian prince, and then, in an evil moment, he had conceived the idea of a mental home for wealthy Indians.

But for the growing craving for drink he might have retired after a few years, with sufficient to keep him for the rest of his life. But there was a kink somewhere in Dr. Tappatt’s nature and it showed itself only too clearly in his conduct of the home. He had to leave the NorthWest Provinces in a hurry and settle in Bengal, where there were queer stories about the home he founded there. There were applications at court by the relatives of patients who had been put away by interested people, and in the end his home was closed and he moved into the Punjab.

His brilliant brain had been sharpened by conflict with authority, and he had become something of a strategist, for strategy is the art of knowing your enemy’s mind.

Staring into the fire, he was studying the mentality of Captain Michael Dorn and he reached certain conclusions. The woman attendant had long since gone to bed, and was asleep when he shuffled down the passage and knocked at her door.

“Come out; I want to speak to you.”

He heard her grumbling, and went back to the study. Once in the period of waiting he looked at the telephone and reached out his hand halfway to take it. But he knew that the person he had in mind was not to be lightly disturbed again, and he had already made his report. No, his method was the best, he decided; and if he was mistaken in his estimate of Michael Dorn no harm would be done.

When the woman came blinking into the light, buttoning up her dress, he nodded to a chair and for half an hour they talked, the woman interpolating sour objections which he dismissed without ceremony.

“I haven’t had any sleep for two nights,” she complained, “and I don’t see why — ;”

“Are you expected to see anything?” he snarled. “You’re a listener — no more!”

She had served him for the greater part of twenty years and was afraid of no other person in the world. And from grumbling she came to whining, until he waved her out of the room.

At seven o’clock in the morning Dr. Tappatt, dressed in a thick woollen overcoat, for he felt the chill air of the morning, drew up the blinds and opened the windows of his parlour, having previously made a tour of inspection. Heaping two more logs on the fire, he gathered some scraps of meat and carried them out to the dogs, who greeted him with hoarse barks of welcome. He took his time, finding a malicious joy in his tardiness. Then, when he had toured the yard, he went round to the front of the house again, turned the key, unbolted the gate, and pulled it open. A man was standing squarely opposite the entrance, and the doctor started.

“Good morning, Dr. Tappatt,” said Michael Dorn. “I had an idea I should see you if I came early enough.”

“Good gracious!” said Tappatt, in feigned surprise. “This is an unexpected pleasure, Captain Dorn!”

“I am glad you think so. Did Miss Reddle sleep well?”

The doctor’s brows furrowed.

“Miss Reddle? I can’t remember — oh, yes, of course, it was that delightful young lady I met at the Countess of Moron’s house. What a queer question to ask me!”

There was a silence.

“You haven’t invited me in. You’ve lost your old Anglo-Indian sense of hospitality,” bantered Michael.

Tappatt stood in the doorway, his hands in his pockets, his inflamed face thrust forward.

“I don’t remember that we were especially good friends, Dorn,” he said. “I seem to remember certain unpleasant encounters — ;?”

“Nevertheless — you are going to invite me inside, or else — ;”

“Or else?” repeated the doctor.

“Or else I shall invite myself. I have a particular wish to look round your little place.”

Tappatt’s big mouth twisted in a smile.

“With or without a search warrant?” he asked politely.

“Without, for the moment. You and I are two old lawbreakers, Tappatt; we have never been great sticklers for formality.”

By this time he had walked through the gate, and, curiously enough, he did not seem to expect the dogs. Tappatt noticed this and grew even more alert. He had matched his brain against this sometime chief of police, and so far the honours were with him, he felt.

“I can’t resist you, Dorn,” he said, and waved his hand to the open door of the house. “Step right in.”

Michael did not require a second invitation. He strolled carelessly into the house, and turned to the study as though he had been there before. Following him, the doctor closed the door.

“Now, what do you want?”

“I wish to search these premises — I am seeking a lady named Pinder and her daughter, Lois Margeritta Reddle, whom I believe are forcibly detained here.”

Tappatt shook his head.

“I’m afraid you’re on a wild goose chase. Neither of these ladies are inmates of my house. In fact, I have no patients just now — ;”

“Nor yet a licence to take patients,” added Michael. “I took the trouble to look up the records — they are available even in the middle of the night — fearing that short-memoried authority had overlooked your many grievous faults; I was happy that the official mind has showed commendable discretion.”

“I haven’t applied for a licence,” said Tappatt shortly. Any question regarding his profession touched him on the raw. “I don’t see why I should allow you to make a search,” he went on. “You have no more authority to act as a detective than I have to run a mental home. You can start here — look under the table or under the sofa,” he grew heavily sarcastic, “I may have some unfortunate person concealed there!”

Dorn walked from the room, along the passage, and stopped at the door at the foot of the stairs, turning the handle.

“My housekeeper’s room.”

“Where is she?” asked Michael.

“She’s in the kitchen.”

Michael passed into the room, pulled up the blinds and again looked round. Though he did not show by any sign his state of mind he was neither uneasy nor unalarmed at the readiness with which permission had been given to him to make the search. Rather were matters working out according to his expectations.

“There are two rooms upstairs; would you like to see them?”

Dorn nodded and followed on the man’s heels to the landing.

“This is a ward I should use if I had luck enough to get a patient.” He threw open the door of what had been Lois’ room. It was empty; the bed was stripped of all its clothes and the blankets were neatly folded at the foot. Michael walked into the room, inspected the little bathroom, tried the windows, and came out without a word. Most women use a distinctive perfume. He had noted that Lois was faintly fragrant of lavender — the room had that scent too.

The room opposite was even less completely furnished, and it was also tenantless. He knew that there was no space between the ceiling and the roof to conceal any but a willing fugitive, and satisfied himself with the briefest of scrutinies.

The other wing of the house was scarcely habitable; in some places the sky showed through the gaps in the roof, and all the upper floors were rotten with storm-water and would hardly bear the weight of a child.

“Where does that lead?” asked Michael when he came out from the inspection of the lower floor of the old wing. He pointed to a flight of steps that terminated in a door.

“It is a cellar of some kind; you can go in,” said the other carelessly.

Michael pushed the door open and stepped into a little apartment. A certain amount of light and air was admitted through a small grating that had been let into the wall, but there was little of either. Other light or ventilation there was none, except for the spyhole in the door. He flashed his lamp around, saw an old bed in one corner and a washstand. He walked to the bed, turned over the folded blankets, and then came into the daylight.

“Quite an airy apartment,” he said drily. “Is this for a patient too?”

“There is many a poor fellow sleeping out at night who would be glad of that room,” said Dr. Tappatt virtuously, and Michael showed his teeth for a moment in an unpleasant smile.

“Ever been in prison, Tappatt? I don’t think you have, have you?” he asked, as he ascended the steps again.

Nobody knew better than Michael Dorn that the doctor had escaped conviction, but it was his way of giving a warning.

“I have not had that distinction.”

“Yet,” finished Dorn. “The cells of Dartmoor are much more wholesome than this black hole of yours — as you will find. Plenty of fresh air, immense quantities of light — and the food is good.”

Tappatt licked his lips but made no answer.

“What is in here?” He stopped before a locked shed.

“A motorcar belonging to a friend of mine. Do you want to see it?”

“A blue Buick, by any chance?”

“Yes, I think it is a Buick.”

“Left here the night before last, I think?”

Tappatt smiled and shook his head.

“It has been here a week. There are times when you are just a little too clever.”

“Let me see it,” said Michael.

The doctor went back to the house for keys, whilst Michael made a rapid inspection of the remaining buildings. The two dogs broke into a fury at his approach, straining at their chains until it seemed that they must choke or the leashes break. Then the doctor returned and found Dorn contemplating the back gate with absorbed interest; the ground was hard and showed no footmark — even the car had left no tracks.

“Here is a key.”

“I don’t think I want to see the car,” said Dorn slowly. “I know it rather well and the owner more than a little.” He looked round. “I don’t see your housekeeper anywhere.”

“I expect she’s gone into the village to do her marketing,” said the other.

Slowly Michael took a gold case from his pocket, selected a cigarette and lit it, throwing the match towards the dogs, an act which angered them to madness.

“You want to be careful of those dogs,” warned the doctor. “They’re not the kind to monkey with. I don’t know what they would do to you, even if I were with you.”

“They want to be careful of me,” said Dorn. “I had the death of more pariahs on my soul than any other police official in India during the term I was serving.”

“They would get you before you got them,” said the doctor angrily.

Michael Dorn smiled, and stretched out his hand stiffly before him.

“Do you see that?” he asked. “Watch!”

Where it came from, how it got there, Tappatt could not for the life of him tell; but though the hand apparently had not moved it was holding a short-barrelled Browning of heavy calibre.

“Where on earth did that come from?” he gasped. “You had it there all the time — ;”

“No, it came out of my pocket,” laughed Michael. Again he was engaged in one of his subtle acts of intimidation.

“I’ll swear that it didn’t.”

“Watch!”

Again the hand was held stiffly. An imperceptible movement, whether up or down or backward Tappatt could not say, and the hand was empty.

“It is a trick,” said Dorn carelessly. “And if you speak dog language you might explain to these hounds of yours that I am a man to leave severely alone. By-the-way, dog patrols have always been a speciality of yours? Wasn’t the trouble in Bengal over a patient who had been worried to death? Refresh my memory.”

The doctor swallowed something, and then Dorn asked:

“Why are these dogs chained up?”

“I keep them chained.”

“They weren’t chained last night. You knew I was in the neighbourhood, and that doesn’t seem to be the time to put them on the leash. Yet at four o’clock this morning they were fast. Why did you tie them up, doctor?”

Their eyes met.

“Shall I tell you why?”

Tappatt was silent; the detective had returned at four o’clock in the morning; he had just missed the little procession that had crossed the fields!

“Shall I tell you why?” Dorn asked again.

“You’re in an informative mood,” sneered Tappatt.

“Very. You tied them up because you took those two women out of the house last night, out through this yard, and you could only do that when you had put the dogs on the chain. Correct me if I’m wrong. They went out this way and they will come back this way.”

Dr. Tappatt’s jaw dropped; this was a turn to his disadvantage with a vengeance. He had expected Dorn to be satisfied with his search and to leave some time during the day. His plan was not working as he had expected.

“You can invite me to breakfast; I shall stay until they return.”

“I swear to you that I know nothing whatever about any women,” protested Tappatt violently. “You’re making a mistake, Dorn! Anyway, you’ve no right here — you know that!”

Michael shook his head.

“I never make mistakes,” he said arrogantly, “and I have every right to be here. It is the first duty of a citizen to frustrate any wrongdoing, and the first duty of a host to ask his guest if he is hungry. Now you can invite me to breakfast. And over that pleasant meal I will tell you something which will interest and amuse you.”

The baffled man looked first one way and then the other. He was trapped; his ruse had not only failed, but had rebounded against himself. Dorn, out of the corner of his eye, saw the quick rise and fall of his chest, and knew something of the panic in him.

“You can’t stay here. I don’t want you!” exploded Tappatt angrily. “That story about women being in my house is all moonshine and you know it. I’ll give you one minute to clear out! You can’t bluff me!”

Michael Dorn laughed softly.

“What will happen if I don’t clear out? Will you send for the police? There is the opportunity to get back on the cruel police commissioner who shut down your little home in the Provinces and might have got you five long weary years in Delhi prison if the official mind had only moved a little quicker. Send for the police, my good man; it will be a grand advertisement for you.”

Dr. Tappatt had no intention of sending for the police; the force was not a popular constituent of public life with him. From the height of his intellect he looked down upon all other professions and callings than his own.

“All right,” he growled, “come in. And as for the women, you’ll find you were mistaken.”

“Don’t let us discuss them,” said Michael with an airy gesture of his hand.
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He could almost afford to feel jubilant at the contemplation of his partial success, only he was a man who never counted eggs as chickens; nor did he underrate the resourcefulness of the man he was dealing with.

The doctor was thinking rapidly, and a stiff glass of whisky helped further to clear a mind which was only normal when it was stimulated. Dorn was there to stay; such subterfuges as came into his mind to rid himself of the unwelcome visitor, he rejected.

“Tell me where the coffee is and I will make it myself,” said Dorn. “Please forgive me if I’m a little suspicious, but doctors have an uncanny knowledge of the properties of certain drugs, and I should hate to feel myself going to sleep for no other reason than that you had found an opportunity for doctoring my drink.”

He went into the kitchen, kindled the fire and put on the kettle. In one of the cupboards he found a tin of biscuits and a can of preserved milk — there were the elements of safe refreshment here. He knew his doctor very well — he had set a train of thought in motion. Would he take the obvious step, or go outside the detective’s plan?

The doctor crouched before the fire in his study, his mind working in all directions. It was a curious fact that, until Dorn’s jesting remark, he had not thought of drugs. He heard Michael whistling softly to himself, and, rising noiselessly, crossed to his desk and searched among the bottles that were arrayed on various shelves and in divers pigeonholes, and presently found what he sought.

He slipped a grey pellet from the phial, dropping it into the palm of his hand, and, replacing the bottle, pulled down the desk cover. There might be no opportunity. Against that, every man as self-assured as Dorn was left himself open at one point.

Wedging the pellet between the second and third fingers of his left hand, he came back to the fire, and was there when Michael Dorn came in later with coffee, cups, and saucers on a tray, the biscuits under his arm.

“I’ve been thinking that perhaps, after reflection, you will tell me what time you expect our friends to return?” he asked. “Or, failing that, would you tell me what is the signal you are to give to signify that the coast is clear?”

“You’re mad to make such suggestions,” said Tappatt gruffly, “I thought you weren’t going to talk about the women. They are not here.”

“Somebody has got to talk about them,” murmured Michael apologetically. “Have some coffee? It is infinitely better than that yellow stuff you’ve got on the mantelpiece, and costs about one twentieth the price.”

He poured out a cup and pushed it towards his companion, but the doctor did not so much as turn his head.

Michael sipped luxuriously at the hot comforting fluid, his eyes fixed upon Tappatt’s moody face. Suddenly the doctor lifted his head as though he had heard something.

“There is somebody coming now,” he said, and the detective walked to the door and listened.

When he turned the doctor was in his old posture.

“You’re getting jumpy — it is the whisky, my friend,” he said.

He refilled his cup, stirred it vigorously, and dropped in a liberal supply of condensed milk.

“What is this interesting thing you were going to tell me?” asked Tappatt, still staring into the fire.

“It concerns you. There is a movement to get you brought before the General Medical Council for that Indian trouble, which means, I suppose, that you will be struck off the medical register.”

This was news to the doctor, and he sprang to his feet.

“That is a lie!” he said loudly.

Suddenly Michael bent his head.

“What was that?” he asked.

Tappatt looked round.

“I didn’t hear anything.”

But the detective motioned him to silence. He rose, picked up his coffee, and walked to the door, listening.

“Stay here,” he said and disappeared from view.

He was back again in a minute, but remained standing by the door, sipping at his cup, and the doctor affected to be amused.

“You’ve got nerves, man,” he said. “If you’d trusted me enough to leave your cup behind I’d have given you something to cure you!”

“So I suppose,” said Michael, setting down the vessel nearly empty. “I hate showing discourtesy to a host, but I have made a practice all my life of pouring out my own drinks when I’m in dubious company, and hanging on to them until I’m finished.”

The doctor glanced at the cup and his face cleared. It had been so absurdly easy, though the danger was by no means over.

“What I like about you, Dorn, is that you’re a gentleman. I’m not paying you a compliment, I’m merely stating a fact. I’ve had to do with a few police officers who have been the scum of the gutter, and the contrast is refreshing. You were kidding about striking me off the register, weren’t you?”

Michael shook his head.

“I never kid. I am the man who intends making a personal application at the next meeting of the Council,” he said. “You can be sure that I shall be able to lay before them sufficient proof to make your position in England a pretty uncomfortable one.”

Tappatt forced a smile.

“In that case,” he said, rising, “I’d better do what I can to get on the right side of you. If you will come with me, I will show you something you’ve overlooked.”

He smiled in the other’s face, and Michael followed him down the passage into the yard.

“You were rather unkind about the airiness of this admirable place of detention,” said Tappatt. He stood on the top of the steps which led to the underground room. “Did it occur to you that it might be just a little more airy than you had imagined? Come!”

He ran down the steps, pushed open the heavy door, and went into the cellar chamber.

“You did not see the trapdoor in the corner of the room, did you?”

Michael pushed past him and strode across the brick floor. He had taken three steps when the door shut. The key squeaked as it turned and there came to him the sound of Tappatt’s mocking laughter….

“That is a trick of mine — now show me your trick with the gun!” laughed the doctor.

A splinter of wood leapt from the door; there was the sound of a muffled explosion and Tappatt scrambled up the steps, laughing hysterically.

He ran back to the room. Michael’s cup stood on the table, and he spooned a quantity of the lukewarm liquid and tasted it, smacking his lips.

“Brain against brain. I think I’ve scored the final point!” he said with satisfaction. It had been so crudely simple. What would happen after, he did not stop to consider.

For Dr. Tappatt the game was almost finished. His employer had been more than generous — a large sum was due for his latest services, and the whole world was open to him. For two years he had served his friend faithfully and well. It had been an unromantic service, a service that kept him well within the boundaries of the law. The doctor had a very clear viewpoint. He knew that the end of this adventure meant the worst kind of trouble, and one more offence against the law would make little difference if he faced a jury. He was determined to avoid juries. The detention of Michael Dorn gave him a breathing space — a respite. The machinery of the law moved slowly, and nowadays a man who took forethought might go from one end of Europe to the other between sunrise and sunrise.

Half an hour passed, an hour. He looked at his watch for the twentieth time, and, pulling open a drawer of his desk, he took out a pair of handcuffs, humming a tune as he worked the hinges.

Returning to the cellar room, he knocked loudly on the door and called the prisoner by name. There was no reply, and he unlocked the door and peeped cautiously inward. The slit afforded him a view of the bed. Michael Dorn was lying face downward, his head on his arm and motionless.

Without hesitation, the doctor went into the room, and, turning the inert figure on its back, began a quick search. There was no pistol in the hip pocket; he found that in a specially constructed pouch inside the coat. Dorn’s eyelids flickered as the doctor made the search, and there came from the lips an unintelligible mutter of sound.

“You are not so talkative now, my friend,” said Tappatt pleasantly.

He took some papers from the detective’s pocket, and these he transferred to his own. Watch and chain he left; but anything that might be used as a weapon, even the little penknife, he took away. When he had finished he fastened the handcuffs and gazed upon his finished work with a smile of satisfaction. Returning to the house, he found the tin of biscuits, and, filling a ewer full of water from the yard pump, he brought them back to the prison. These he placed near the bed.

“Michael Dorn, you were easy,” he said, addressing the unconscious figure. “Much easier because you have no official standing, and have few friends who will worry about you, or notify the police of your disappearance. And if they are notified, where are they to search? Tell me that, Michael Dorn!”

He locked the door and, passing through the gate at the front of the house, he made a reconnaissance. There was just a chance that the man had left his motorcar near by, and a standing machine might attract the attention of the constabulary. There was even a possibility that he had not come alone. But, though the doctor walked a mile in either direction, there was no sign of a car, and he returned to the house, tired but triumphant. Never again would the thought of Captain Michael Dorn come like a shadow over his pleasant dreams of the future.
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Dear Miss Smith, — I have been trying to get into communication with a Mr. John Wills, who is an assistant of mine, and possibly I have succeeded. But in case, by any mischance, my messages have failed to reach him, I should esteem it as a great favour if you would find him and hand him the enclosed, which is a duplicate of the instructions already posted. I think I have located Miss Reddle, and hope to have good news for you tomorrow. But I am dealing with a man for whose genius I have a profound respect. Miss Reddle is at Gallows Farm, near Whitcomb in Somerset, and, if you do not hear from me by telegram in the course of the day, it is extremely likely that I shall also be there — against my will. I have calculated every contingency; foreseen, I think, most of the possibilities, but there is always a big chance that I may not be as clever as I think I am! Will you therefore remain all day at Charlotte Street? I suggest that you should ask your employer, Mr. Shaddles, to let you off for the day, and, if necessary, show him this letter
 . He may remember me by name; I met him many years ago.

Yours very truly,

Michael Dorn.



The words, “If necessary, show him this letter,” were heavily underlined.

The letter had come by special delivery, a red express label on the face, and the postmark was a town in Somersetshire. Lizzy Smith read it three times, once to master the caligraphy, once to understand it, and once out of sheer enjoyment, for she felt more important with each reading; though it struck her as humorous that Michael Dorn should, in his most extravagant mood, imagine that her flinty-faced employer would grant her leave of absence on the strength of a meeting which he must long since have forgotten and would most certainly disclaim.

The news was too vital to be kept to herself, and she took the letter down to old Mr. Mackenzie, and found him engaged in fitting a new string to his violin.

“Wore it out last night, I should think,” said Lizzy, not unkindly. “I heard you tuning and tuning.”

“Tuning!” said old Mackenzie in surprise. “I was no’ tuning, young lady. Perhaps, to the ear of one who is not acquainted with the peculiar qualities of classical music, it may have sounded that way. I was playing the aria from Samson and Delilah. ’Tis a bonny piece.”

He pulled on his spectacles from his forehead, and took the letter from her hand.

“You would like me to read this?” he asked, and when she nodded, he followed the quaint crabbed writing line by line. “It seems very good news,” he said. “Will Miss Reddle be back tonight?”

Lizzy sighed impatiently. It was the sort of question he would ask.

“How do I know whether she’ll be back tonight?” She was annoyed that he was not as impressed as she had expected. “She may not be back at all! Don’t you understand anything you can’t play on your fiddle, Mr. Mackenzie? She may be in the power of this Gallows man! The whole thing now depends on me. Mike understands human nature, and when he got into trouble naturally his mind flew to Elizabetta Smith. That man has got experience.”

“Naturally,” murmured Mr. Mackenzie.

“Now the thing is,” considered Lizzy, her face wearing a frown of profoundest thought, “shall I try to find this fellow Wills first, or shall I go to the office?”

“You might telephone to Mr. Dorn’s flat,” suggested the old man helpfully, and Lizzy was irritated that that simple solution had not occurred to her.

On her way to the office she stopped at the first telephone booth and called Michael’s number, and after a long wait was told there was no answer. The news pleased her rather than otherwise, for the responsibility, vague as it was, gave her a pleasing sense that she was intimately associated with great happenings, though she looked forward with trepidation to her meeting with old Shaddles. That he would grant her the day was a forlorn hope. Much more likely he would point his skinny finger to the door and order her from his room. Nevertheless, though she sacrificed her livelihood, she was determined to be on hand in case her services were required — though what she could do, and in what capacity she could act, she did not trouble to consider.

Before she reached the office she had created three alternative excuses, none of which unfortunately had any relation to the other. Happily she was only called upon to produce two.

Mr. Shaddles had arrived before her; he was invariably the first-comer and generally the last leaver. Without taking off her hat, she knocked at the glass panel, and when his gruff “Come in!” reached her she all but abandoned the interview. He scowled at her as she came in, noted her coat and her hat.

“Well, what is the matter? Why aren’t you at your work? You’re five minutes late as it is!” he demanded.

Lizzy rested her hand lightly on his desk, and in her most genteel voice began:

“Mr. Shaddles, I’m sorry to ask you, but, owing to a family bereavement, I should like the day off.”

“Who’s dead?” he growled.

“An aunt,” she said, and added: “On my mother’s side.”

“Aunts are nothing,” said the old man, and waved her to the door. “Uncles are nothing either. Can’t spare you. What do you want to go to funerals for?”

“Well, the real truth is,” said the disconcerted Lizzy, and produced the letter, “I’ve had this!”

He took the message with apparent reluctance and read it through with typical care. He sat for a long time, and she thought he was searching for misspelt words — a horrible practice of his.

“There is nothing about your aunt in this,” snarled Mr. Shaddles.

“Mr. Dorn has been more than an aunt to me,” said Lizzy with dignity. “It is my pet name for him. And if he’s not dead, he may very well be.”

He looked out of the window, scratched his rough chin angrily, then glared round at her.

“You can have the day,” he said, and she nearly dropped with amazement.

Murmuring her incoherent thanks, she was making for the door.

“Wait.”

He put his hand in his pocket, laid a notecase on the table, and took out three banknotes.

“You may not want these,” he said; “I cannot conceive that you will, but you may. I shall require you to give me a very full account of any expenses you incur. If you need a car, hire one from the Bluelight Company — they are clients of ours, and they allow me a rebate.”

Like a woman in a dream, Lizzy staggered out of the office. Each note was for £20. She had no idea there was so much money in the world.

She did not answer the clerk whom she passed on the stairs, and had not wholly recovered by the time she reached Hiles Mansions. Mr. Dorn was not in, the liftman told her unnecessarily; and Mr. Wills had not called since the previous day. Lizzy went out into the Brompton Road, called a taxicab magnificently, and, reaching Charlotte Street, discovered she had only sufficient loose cash to pay the fare.

Such a tremendous happening could not be reserved to herself, and she took Mr. Mackenzie into her confidence.

“Shaddles is a grand man,” said Mackenzie soberly, “a big-hearted fellow.”

Lizzy shook her head.

“I don’t know whether I shall get into trouble with the police for taking this money from the poor old man,” she said. “He has been strange for a long time: I’ve seen this coming on for days. When he raised Lois Reddle’s salary to three pounds a week I knew something else would happen.” She looked at the three notes in awe. “They get like that when they’re about ninety,” she said. And then a great inspiration came to her — so daring, so tremendous, that it left her gasping.

Borrowing some loose change from the old man she dashed down to the telephone box from which she had called Hiles Mansions and gave Lady Moron’s number. The footman who answered her told her that her ladyship was in bed.

“Oh, pray don’t trouble,” said Lizzy in an exaggerated tone. “Will you ask his lordship to hop along?”

“To what, madam?”

“To speak to me,” corrected Lizzy.

“What name shall I give him?”

“Tell him the Lady Elizabetta,” said Lizzy, and lolled languidly against the cork-lined ‘phone box as she would have lolled had she been a person of title.

She had to wait for some time before his lordship, who was sound asleep at that hour, could be aroused and sufficiently interested in the caller to come down to the drawingroom, where there was a telephone extension.

“Hullo?” he asked feebly. “Good morning and all that! Sorry I didn’t catch your name.”

“It’s Miss Smith,” said Lizzy in a hushed voice, and she heard Selwyn gasp.

“Really? Not really? I say, there’s been an awful bother here! Everything’s at sixes and sevens, and all that sort of thing. That beastly bounder, Chesney Praye — you remember the fellow — bird of prey, what?” (Even Lizzy could not laugh at that hour in the morning.) “Well, he’s in the library with her ladyship!”

“Listen — Selwyn!” She had to summon all her courage to voice this familiarity. “Can you see me? You know where I live — you were coming to dinner tonight; but I want you to come before. There’s something I want to see you about, something — well, I can’t describe it.”

“Certainly,” he interrupted. “I’ll come right along. I’m supposed to go to the South Kensington Museum to see some models, but — ; All right, colonel, thank you very much for calling!”

The tone was louder and more formal. Lizzy, not unused to such innocent acts of deception, guessed that a servant or his mother had come into the drawingroom.

She went back to her lodging with a feeling of exaltation. Not only had she secured the aid of a member of the aristocracy, but she had also, with great daring, and exercising a woman’s privilege, addressed him by a name which, to say the least, was intimate. She confided to Mr. Mackenzie, with an air of nonchalance, that she was expecting Lord Moron to call upon her, and he was impressed to a gratifying extent.

“I told him to drop in — I know him rather well.” Lizzy flicked a speck of dust from her skirt with a fine air.

“Is that so?” he asked, looking at her in wonder. “Well now, I never thought that one of the Morons would ever do me the honour of entering my house! They’re a fine family, a handsome family. I remember the old earl: he frequently came to the theatre, though not, I fear, in the most presentable condition.”

Miss Lizzy Smith was not interested in the old earl. She was, however, immensely absorbed in the new one; and when Lord Moron’s taxicab pulled up at the sidewalk she was at the door to admit him.

“I say, what an awfully jolly kitchen!” he said, looking round at a room of which even Lizzy was not particularly proud.

“I wouldn’t have asked your lordship here — ;” she began.

“I say, don’t give us any of that ‘lordship’ stuff,” he pleaded. “I’m Selwyn to my friends. That’s a wonderful frying-pan: did you make it?”

Lizzy disclaimed responsibility. But he had his views, apparently, upon culinary apparatus, had invented an electric chafing-dish, and had plans for a coke oven. Until then she had not known that coke was ever cooked.

“I’ve often thought I’d like to run away from this awful ‘my-lording’ and do some work. I’ve got a bit of money of my own that even her ladyship can’t touch — and you can bet your life that it’s pretty well tied up, old thing, if she and the bird of prey can’t get their hooks into it!”

He was delightfully, restfully vulgar, and Lizzy, who only knew this much about electricity, that lamps light up when you turn a switch, without exactly understanding why, could have listened for hours to schemes which might even have interested an engineer. But she had the letter to discuss.

He read it through, and, by stopping at every other line and asking for explanations, understood the gist of it. She had noticed before how, on really important matters, Selwyn had quite intelligent views; and that he was no fool she discovered later in the day, when he confided to her that he had countered his mother’s veiled threats of getting him certified as mentally incompetent to deal with his estate, by making a visit to three Harley Street alienists in consultation, and procuring from them a most flattering tribute to his mentality.

“I don’t know what it’s all about,” he said, as he handed the letter back. And then, answering her pained look: “Yes, I understand the letter, but I mean all these accidents and things — old Braime dropping dead, or something, in the library. Madam is my mother, and I suppose I ought not to loathe her. But she’s fearfully devilish, Miss Smith, fearfully devilish!”

He fingered the red seam on his cheek tenderly.

“You can never be sure what she’s up to, and since that bounder Praye and that awful boozy doctor have been around the house she’s been queerer than ever. Do you know what she told me once? She said that if she thought she’d be any happier by me being dead I’d be dead tomorrow — those were her very words! Dead tomorrow, dear old Lizzy! Isn’t it positively fearful?”

“What a lady!” said Lizzy. “You’ve heard nothing at the house about this business — I mean Gallows Farm?”

He shook his head.

“They never talk in front of me. But something’s happening: I’m sure of that! That chap Chesney has been in with her ladyship since eight o’clock this morning — they told you she was in bed — well, she wasn’t: she was in the library. And the telephone seems to have been ringing all night. I say, what do you think of that detective johnny putting the young lady in gaol? A bit thick, what? I meant to have a few words with him the other morning.”

“He did it for a very good reason,” said Lizzy mysteriously. “I can’t tell you everything, Selwyn; one day you will know the truth, but at the present moment I’m not at liberty to talk.”

“Nobody seems to be at liberty to tell me anything,” said the dismal man. “But what’s the idea of that letter? Somebody’s got her in that place with a fearful name!” He slapped his side. “Tappatt — the chap who worries the wine! You know this fellow — the perfectly horrible doctor! I’ll bet he’s the perfectly awful villain of the piece! He hasn’t been near the house for days, and he had been sleuthing round Chester Square a lot lately. And” — he slapped his knee again— “and there was a trunk call came through from the country last night! I was in the hall when the bell rang, and I’m sure he was the johnny who called. He asked for her ladyship. Gallows Farm: that’s the place he lives!”

Suddenly he jumped up, his eyes bright with excitement.

“She’s there — I’ll bet a million pounds to a strawberry ice! Gallows Farm, Somerset.” He tapped his forehead. “I signed a paper about that, I’ll swear! It is one of the job lots her ladyship bought two or three years ago, or one of her bailiffs bought. She is always buying old properties and selling ’em at a profit. And I know old stickin-the-mud has got a home somewhere — Tappatt, I mean — because her ladyship said she’d send me there if I wasn’t jolly careful. That rosy-nosed hound has got Miss Reddle!”

They looked at one another in silence.

“You’re a detective, Selwyn!” she breathed ecstatically, and he pulled at his moustache.

“I’m pretty smart at some things — what about a rescue?” said his lordship suddenly.

“A what?” Lizzy’s heart beat faster.

“A rescue,” he nodded. “What about hopping down into Somerset, seeing old stickin-the-mud, and saying: ‘Look here, old top, this sort of thing can’t be tolerated in civilised society. Hand over Miss Reddle or you’ll get into serious trouble’?”

Lizzy’s enthusiasm died down.

“I don’t think that would make much difference to him,” she said. “And it would be unnecessary, Selwyn; if Michael Dorn is there she will be released this afternoon.”

Selwyn was disappointed.

“Besides,” Lizzy went on, “what would her ladyship say if you were away all day?”

“Blow her ladyship!” He snapped his fingers. “I’ve had enough of her ladyship — I have really. I’ve made up my mind that I’m through with Chester Square, and I’ve got my eye on a dinky little flat in Knightsbridge,” he said rapidly. “I feel it is time I asserted myself. My idea is to live incognito. I’m going to call myself Mr. Smith — ;”

“Indeed?” said Lizzy coldly.

“It’s a pretty good name. Anyway, Brown is as good.” He amended his plans in some haste. “Now what about a little bit of lunch somewhere?”

An hour later Lizzy went dizzily into the great diningroom of the Ritz-Carlton, and Lady Moron, entertaining a guest at a corner table, looked at her through her lorgnettes and shrugged her large shoulders.

“Selwyn is sowing his wild oats rather late in life,” she said, and Chesney Praye, who had returned from Paris that morning, was mildly amused.
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Though she could remember one or two uncomfortable days in her life, Lois Reddle could not recall one that bore any comparison with the twenty hours that followed her departure from Gallows Farm. She had been awakened by the woman at some unknown hour in the middle of the night, ordered to dress and come downstairs. The first order was easy to obey, for she had not taken off her clothes. When she came down into the passage she found the doctor waiting for her. He was wearing his heaviest overcoat, and carried a thick stick, and was testing a flashlamp as she joined him.

“Where are you taking me?” she asked, as he led her across the yard to the accompaniment of the savage chorus of the dogs.

“You’ll find out in good time,” was the uncompromising reply. “I don’t want you to ask questions or to speak until I tell you. After you leave this house you are to be silent — understand that?”

They mounted the gentle slope of the downs and presently descended into a valley on the other side. Although the moon was obscured, there was sufficient light to enable her to pick her way across the rough ground and to dispense with the arm he offered her. Once they made a wide detour to avoid a marshy patch, and once he had to help her through a fence of hawthorn. Ahead of them was a dark line of trees, which was on the estate. He told her there were twelve hundred acres of land attached to the farm, only a small portion of which had been sub-let, and none of which was under cultivation.

“It is poor land, anyway — most of this downland is. That is Gallows Wood,” he said, indicating the trees ahead. “The farm takes its name from the wood. There used to be a gallows on the crest of the hill years ago. Not scared, are you?”

He chuckled when she answered “No.”

After a while they struck a rough track which led into the heart of the copse, and now for the first time he produced the flashlamp; a necessary precaution, for the path was overgrown and difficult to follow. Although her voice was steady and her attitude one of sublime confidence, Lois was inwardly quaking. There was something very ominous in this move. Yet it was not the fear of what would happen in the wood that frightened her. She guessed that the doctor was moving her from the farm because he expected the return of Michael Dorn. She dreaded only this; that Michael would search the house and be satisfied that she was not there. Would the doctor move the grey-haired woman too, she wondered? After ten minutes’ walk he stopped, and she thought he had lost the way, until the light of his lamp revealed a small stone cottage, standing back from the path and almost hidden by trees and undergrowth. This, then, was the new prison, she thought.

“Hold this light,” he ordered, and she obeyed, whilst he tried key after key in the lock.

After a while the door swung open and he went in, turning his head to see that she was coming after. The floor was thick with dust; the only furniture in the room into which he invited her was an old backless chair. On one of the walls was a yellow almanac for the year 1913, and probably the house had not been occupied since then.

“You’ll stay here and keep quiet. There will be light in a few hours. If you want anything, ask Mrs. Rooks — she will be here presently.”

He went out, but did not lock the door; she found afterwards that it was lacking in this appendage. Followed half an hour’s wait, and then she heard footsteps in the hall, heard another door open, and a mutter of conversation. Something dropped with a thud on the passage, and for a second Lois’ heart came into her mouth. But it seemed that Mrs. Rooks, who, she guessed, was the sallow-faced woman, had come heavily laden, for the sound of her complaining reached the girl. Evidently she had brought the provisions necessary for the party — the weight of them was not very promising, and Tappatt was seemingly prepared for a long stay.

“Nearly broke my back,” she grumbled. “Why couldn’t she carry it, doctor?”

Lois crept nearer to the door and listened, hoping to hear something that would confirm her theory that she was being hidden because the doctor expected a return visit from Michael Dorn.

“Get a chair from the other room,” she heard him growl. “What are you making all this fuss about? It is no worse for you than for me. This isn’t the first time you’ve sat up all night, is it?”

“I don’t see why you should take all this trouble,” grumbled the woman. “He’ll not come back again, and, if he did, what’s to stop him coming into the wood?”

“He will come back — you need have no doubt about that. I know the man. And you can make your mind easy about his finding them. He isn’t likely to search every copse in the neighbourhood.”

A few minutes later the front door slammed as he went out, and she heard the woman grumbling to herself. She was sitting within a few feet of the door, and could hear every sound and move in the bare room. To open the window might be possible, but to do so without her hearing was a hopeless impossibility.

Soon after daybreak Mrs. Rooks took her into the kitchen, and, passing the room which held the second prisoner, Lois saw that there was a key in that door. If the conditions were the same in the other prison room it was as impossible for the unknown woman to escape. Who was she, she wondered? Some poor creature, perhaps, who had been entrusted by her friends to the tender mercy of Dr. Tappatt. Her heart ached for the woman, and in her pity she forgot her own danger and discomfort.

Throughout the long and weary day that followed she saw no sign of any human being. The wood was situate on a private estate, and the overgrown condition of the path had told her that it was not frequented even by those who had authority to cross the land. From the windows she could see only the trunks of beeches and the green tracery of leaves. The oppressive loneliness told even upon the uncommunicative Mrs. Rooks, who must have been unused to a solitary life, for that afternoon she came into the room where Lois was sitting. Lois had opportunity for studying her. She must have been in the region of fifty, a harsh, sour-faced woman, with a grievance against the world and its people.

“It’s so pesky quiet that I should go off my head if I was here long,” she complained.

Lois wondered if she could make the woman talk about other things than the loneliness of the wood.

“Have you been in England a long time?” she asked.

Mrs. Rooks had to master her natural repugnance to gossip before she spoke.

“Only two years. We were in India before then. I don’t know what that has got to do with you, anyway.”

“I heard you call your dogs by Indian names. ‘Mali’ means money, doesn’t it?”

“Don’t you ask questions, young lady,” said the woman. “You behave yourself, and you won’t be badly treated. Act the fool, and you’ll — ;” She nodded significantly. “Of course ‘Mali’ means money. Do you mallum the bat?”

Lois shook her head smilingly. She guessed that she was being asked if she spoke or understood Hindustani.

“Why am I kept here — can you tell me that?”

“Because you’re not right in your head.” The reply would have driven Lois to a fury, but she had already guessed the excuse that would be made for her detention. “You’ve been hearing things and seeing things. An’ people who hear things, voices an’ all that, are batty.”

Lois laughed quietly.

“You know that I am not mad, Mrs. Rooks.”

“Nobody thinks they are mad,” said Mrs. Rooks alarmingly. “That’s one of the symptoms. The minute a person thinks she’s sane, she’s mad! The doctor knows: he’s the cleverest man in the world.”

She glanced back at the open door. Lois heard a steady echo of footsteps, as though somebody was pacing the floor.

“Who is in the other room?” she asked, without expecting any very satisfactory reply.

“A woman — she’s nutty.”

“I thought I saw her the other evening,” said the girl with affected carelessness. “Weren’t you — talking to her in the yard?”

The woman’s shrewd eyes looked her up and down.

“You saw me quietening her with the whip. She gets fresh sometimes — most of ’em do. You will too.” Lois shuddered at this ominous prophecy. “Bless you, they don’t mind a licking! Lunatics ain’t human beings anyway, they’re just animals the doctor says, and you’ve got to treat ’em like animals. That’s the only kind of treatment they understand.”

Lois tried to veil her horror and disgust and felt that she had not wholly succeeded.

“I hope you will not treat me like an animal,” she said, and Mrs. Rooks sniffed.

“If you behave yourself, you’ll be treated well. All nutty people have a good time if they don’t get fresh and obstrepulous. That’s the doctor’s way.”

It was clear to Lois that, whatever faults this woman might have, however brutal she might be, she had accepted without any question any diagnosis that the doctor might make. To Mrs. Rooks she was crazy, just as was the other woman. And if she became “obstrepulous” she would be served in the same way.

“Why did you call her a gaolbird?”

Again that shrewd, suspicious scrutiny.

“I call her lots of things,” said Mrs. Rooks indifferently. “If you hadn’t been spying you wouldn’t have heard. Names don’t hurt anybody. They’re better than the whip anyway — did you know that man that came last night?”

“Mr. Dorn?”

“Yes, who is he?”

“He’s a police officer,” said Lois.

The effect of the words upon the woman was unexpected. Her sallow skin became a pasty white.

“A detective!”

Lois nodded, and Mrs. Rooks’ face cleared.

“That’s part of your crazy ideas,” she said calmly. “He is a man the doctor owes money to. I know, because the doctor told me. The doctor’s been in difficulties, and he’s not the kind of man who’d have any trouble with the police. They told a lot of lies about him in India, but he’s a good man, the best man in the world.”

And then a thought struck Lois, and she asked:

“What is supposed to be my delusion?”

Mrs. Rooks shot a cunning glance at the girl.

“I’m surprised at you asking that, young lady! You think you’re somebody who you’re not!”

Lois frowned.

“You mean I am under the impression that I am somebody important?”

Mrs. Rooks nodded.

“Yes — you think you’re the Countess of Moron!” she said.
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Lois could hardly believe her ears.

“Me?” she said in amazement. “I think I am the Countess of Moron? How absurd! I think nothing of the kind!”

“Yes, you do,” nodded Mrs. Rooks. “The doctor said you think you’re the countess. You tried to murder Lady Moron because you wanted the title!”

The suggestion was so ludicrous that Lois laughed.

“How ridiculous! Such an idea has never entered my head. Lady Moron! Why, I am a secretary — where did you hear this?”

“The doctor told me,” said the woman stubbornly. “He never tells lies — except to people he owes money to, but that’s natural, ain’t it?”

She went out of the room soon after and was gone for half an hour, apparently attending to the needs of the other prisoner, for when she came back she had something to say about discontented people.

“She’s had all she wants to eat and all she wants to drink and still she’s not satisfied. That shows she’s mad. I never knew a crazy woman that was satisfied.”

Lois thought it was a weakness not entirely confined to the crazy.

“When are we leaving here?”

“I don’t know — tonight I guess,” said the other, vaguely. “Anyway, the doctor will be here to take my place and I’ll get some sleep. I’m nearly dead.”

Mrs. Rooks was not disposed for further conversation and as the day progressed she grew more taciturn and irritable. When night fell, she seemed to be spending her time either at the door of the cottage or outside. Lois heard her walking under her window, talking to herself. She was dozing in her chair when she heard the doctor’s voice and was instantly wide awake.

“You take the other, I’ll bring this one along. You can leave all the truck here. We may want to come back. I don’t think it is likely, but we may.”

The room was in darkness when he came stamping in and flashed his lamp upon her.

“You’ve had an uncomfortable day, but you’ve got your friend to blame,” he said. “You’ll be able to sleep tonight in your own bed, which is more than he will do!”

She did not answer him; the reference to Michael’s bed was too cryptic to follow.

“Clever fellow, Dorn, eh? Brilliant detective? He’s got all his wits about him, don’t you think?”

Still she did not answer.

“Oh yes, he’s clever,” said Tappatt. He was in a cheerful, almost a rollicking mood, and she guessed with a sinking heart that if Michael Dorn had come back, he had been outwitted. “Look at this.” He flashed his lamp on an object which lay in his palm. It was a heavy-calibred automatic pistol and she uttered an “Oh!” of surprise.

“Don’t worry. I’m not going to kill you, my girl. We don’t kill people, we cure ‘em! That is what they are here for.”

As he patted her shoulder, she shrank back from him.

“No, I wanted to show you that, because it is Dorn’s. I took it away from him as easily as you might take money from a child. I just took it out of his pocket and he said nothing! And he’s clever.”

“Is he dead?” she asked, and the question tickled him.

“No, he’s not dead,” he said jovially. “Nothing so dramatic. I don’t kill people, I tell you. I cure ‘em! He’s cured! The mania for investigation has been entirely eradicated!”

Mrs. Rooks and her prisoner had, by this time, left the house. Lois heard them swishing through the undergrowth and saw a momentary flicker of light through the window, as the old woman sought for the path.

“We’ll give them a start,” said the doctor, “and then we’ll follow them. Rooks is slow; getting old, I guess.”

“Who is the other woman?”

“A patient of mine,” said the doctor casually. “She’s got some strange delusions.”

“Why did you tell Mrs. Rooks that I was mad?”

“Because you are,” was the calm reply. “I have diagnosed you as suffering from delusions, with suicidal tendencies. And my diagnosis has never been questioned, my dear. And now, if you’re ready — ;?”

“Why do you say that I think I’m the Countess of Moron?”

“Because you do! I’ve put that in my casebook, and casebooks are evidence!”

And he roared with laughter as if he had made a good joke.

They returned to the other cottage, and even in her weariness Lois looked forward to the walk across the fields, for her legs were cramped and she ached in every limb. As they mounted the last gentle slope, the long wall of Gallows Farm came into view. The gate was open and they passed through. Halfway across the yard he caught her arm and they stopped. She heard the rattle of the chained dogs and wondered if he was about to warn her again of the dangers that attended an escape. Instead:

“There’s a nice little place down there,” he pointed into the darkness— “a room that has been described as airy, though it is a little below the level of the ground. I must show it to you some day — it has an interesting story.”

“Are you going to put me there?” she asked, her courage almost failing her.

“You? My dear, you’re the last person in the world I should put there.” Again the hateful encouragement of his caressing hand. “Go ahead, your own handsome apartment is ready for you.”

He took up the lamp that was waiting in the passage and showed her to the landing. Glancing at the room opposite, she saw that a new staple had been fixed to the doorway and guessed that the other woman was now her neighbour. Tappatt followed the direction of her eyes.

“You’ll have company,” he said. “The old home is filling up rapidly! All you require in any mental establishment is a start. Satisfied clients are the best advertisements!”

“Where is Mr. Dorn?” she asked as he was leaving the room.

“He has gone back to London with a flea in his ear. That fellow won’t bother me again in a hurry.”

“Do you ever speak the truth?”

For some reason the question infuriated him and his manner changed in an instant.

“I’ll tell you the truth one of these days, my young lady, and it won’t be pleasant to hear!” he stormed.

With that he slammed the door and turned the key on her.
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Earlier that day somebody else had asked for the truth. As a rule, Mr. Chesney Praye had little use for that quality, but, as he explained to the countess over their protracted meal, he wanted to know “exactly where he was.” He knew a lot, more than she guessed, for he was a keen man with an instinct for hidden facts. He was also a professional opportunist, as she was to learn.

“You’re going to marry me, Leonora, as soon as this business is cleared up. But before we go any further, I want all your cards on the table. And first I want to know what I have been doing. Blind obedience is all right in a soldier, but I’m not a soldier. I’ve muddied my hands pretty badly over this business and I can see myself getting five years’ imprisonment if Dorn ever gets on to my trail. But there is a lot that you haven’t told me and I’d rather like to know where I stand.”

The countess took the cigarette from her mouth, blew a cloud of smoke, following it with her eyes until it dissipated, and then, slowly extinguishing the cigarette in the ashtray, she made her revelation and Mr. Chesney Praye listened without interruption for half an hour. And all that he heard he sorted for his own advantage.

She paused only once, and that was when she saw her son, pilotting the girl into the palm court.

“She’s prettier than I thought,” she said, “a chorus-girl’s prettiness, but — ;”

“Never mind about her,” said Chesney impatiently. “What happened after — ;”

The Countess told him, concealing nothing, and when she had finished, he sat back in his chair, hot and limp.

“My God!” he breathed. “You — you are wonderful! And that’s the ‘why’ of Gallows Farm, eh? I confess I was puzzled.”

“That is the why of Gallows Farm,” said Lady Moron, lighting another cigarette.

Chesney Praye left the hotel alone; the Countess was going down to her place in the country, and, when she invited him to accompany her, he had invented an appointment on the spur of the moment, for Chesney was a quick thinker, and on the occasion of which Michael Dorn never grew weary of reminding him, he owed his immunity from arrest to this quality.

He glanced up at the street-clock. There was time to carry out one essential part of his scheme and, if his plan was not entirely worked out when he picked up a taxi, it was complete in all details when he reached St. Paul’s Churchyard.

From the top of a plebeian ‘bus Lord Moron and his companion saw the cab flash past.

“My stepfather!” groaned his lordship. “You wouldn’t think a horrible, common bounder like that would attract a woman like her ladyship, Elizabeth?”

But Lizzy pressed her lips tightly together and expressed no opinion, other than the noncommittal one that “likes attract like,” which may or not have been as complimentary as she intended.

There was no telegram for her in Charlotte Street when they arrived.

“And there won’t be,” said Lord Moron with satisfaction. “I’ll bet you any amount of money that the purply doctor has got away with it. Mind you, Elizabeth, I know him! He’s had his skinny legs under my mahogany, and whatever you may say about me, I’m a judge of character!”

“I think you’re clever,” admitted Lizzy, “and I’ve always said so. What is your mother going to say about us going to lunch at that posh restaurant?”

Lord Moron expressed his complete indifference.

“From to-day I am on my own; I can’t start too soon,” he said. “Her ladyship doesn’t mind being seen in public with that perfectly impossible Chesney Praye — the bird of prey, as I sometimes call him — ;” He waited for applause, but received no more than an approving smile. “And if she doesn’t mind, I don’t see how she can object to me going to lunch with one of the — at any rate, a very nice girl,” he added lamely, and Elizabeth raised her eyes in the shy wistful way she had seen in the best films.

At eight o’clock the post office was closed. Moron went down to the nearest branch office and enquired for a telegram, but none had been received; nor were they able to get into communication with Mr. Wills.

On his way back to the house, Selwyn telephoned the Bluelight Garage, in accordance with instructions, and they were flying along the broad expanse of the Great West Road, when a faster car overtook and passed them and Selwyn involuntarily shrank back to cover.

“Who was it?” asked Lizzy, who had not seen the occupant.

Lord Moron raised his fingers to his lips, though the possibility of being overheard was negligible. It was not until the overtaking car was a steady speck in a revolving cloud of dust that he turned dramatically to her and whispered:

“Chesney — Chesney Praye. He’s going down too! I knew he was in it. A bounder like that would be in anything dirty!”

“Did he see us?”

Selwyn shook his head.

“No. He was driving; but he was grinning like an ape. That shows!”

At Maidenhead they passed the car standing outside an hotel.

“He’s gone in to grub,” said Selwyn, all a-twitter with excitement. “The thing for us to do is to be careful when he passes us again.”

But no care was required, and his elaborate plan to be immersed in an evening newspaper that completely hid himself and his companion when the car came abreast, was unnecessary, for it was dark when the syren of Chesney’s machine called for a clear road, and the car swept past.

Within ten miles of the farm there were a number of enquiries to be made. The exact situation of the farm was difficult to locate, and it was only when they reached Whitcomb village that they were able to take the road with any certainty. And there were other difficulties to be overcome.

“There is no sense in our dashing up madly to this old Gallows and saying ‘Where is she?’” said his lordship, with perfect truth. “If we’re on the track of something fishy, and I’m sure everything connected with Chesney is fishy, we shan’t get a civil answer. On the other hand, if there is nothing fishy about the business, we’ll be getting ourselves a bad reputation if we barge in and there’s nothing — er — ;”

“Fishy,” suggested Lizzy helpfully.

Two miles from Whitcomb they held a council of war, and decided to send the machine back to the main road and to continue the journey on foot. This was his lordship’s idea.

“The situation requires a certain amount of tact, and if there’s anybody more tactful than me, I’d like to meet them.”

They trudged up the dusty road, keeping a watch for Chesney’s car. It was dark by now and they were without any kind of light except the matches that Lord Moron occasionally struck, and both were dead-beat by the time they came in view of the farm.

“Not a very cheerful looking place, is it?” said Selwyn, some of his enterprise evaporating. “Beastly dismal hole. Shouldn’t be surprised if there was a real gallows somewhere around. I think it was a mistake to have left the car.”

“It is too late to talk about mistakes,” said Lizzy brusquely, and led the way. “We’ve found the place, that is something. Not that it looks as if it is worth finding.”

They came at last to the big black gate and the forbidding wall.

“Shall we ring or knock?” asked his lordship. “There’s a car inside — do you hear it?”

Lizzy compromised by kicking on the wood. Her foot was raised to kick a second time, when there came from the house a woman’s scream, so vibrant with fear that Selwyn’s blood seemed to turn to ice and his knees touched together.

At that moment the gates burst open with a crash, almost knocking them down, and the bonnet of a car showed.

“There’s a woman in the car,” screamed Lizzy, but the roar of the engines drowned her voice.



Chapter XXXIII


Table of Contents


Mr. Chesney Praye was a welcome visitor. He had parked his machine in the forecourt, and now, sitting before the small wooden fire, was warming his chilled hands, for the night had turned unusually cold and he had come at full speed across the windy downs.

“Br-r-r!” he said, as he held his hands before the blaze. “And this is what they call an English summer! I’ll be glad to get back to India.”

“Do you think of going?”

“I may. Everything depends — ;”

“You were lucky to find me in,” said the doctor, putting glasses on the table.

“Why?” asked the other, in surprise. “I thought you wouldn’t leave this abode of peace, at any rate not now.”

Briefly the doctor related the cause of his excursion and Chesney looked serious.

“Is there any likelihood of Dorn coming back?” he asked.

Tappatt’s merriment reassured him.

“He’s back! In fact, he is practically under this roof!”

Chesney sprang to his feet.

“What the devil do you mean?” he asked roughly.

“Sit down. There’s nothing to be alarmed about. He is behind a two-inch door, with handcuffs on his wrists and a pain in his head that will take a lot of moving. I’d have telephoned, only I don’t trust the exchange.”

And then he told the visitor of his encounter with Dorn.

“It was a question of foresight, and I saw farthest,” he said. “It is as good as a bottle of sparkling wine to match your brain against the mind of a man like that, to look ahead and see what he will do in given circumstances, and to counter and recounter his plans. Somebody had to come out on top — he or I. He failed to take an elementary precaution — the veriest amateur would have known that, if his attention was distracted for a moment, I’d doctor his drink; and it was absurdly simple. I don’t even take the credit for it. He played so completely into my hands.”

Chesney pursed his lips.

“Has he recovered from the drug?” he asked, a little apprehensively.

Tappatt nodded.

“Oh yes, I’ve had quite an interesting conversation with him through the door. There’s a little spyhole that makes it easy to exchange pleasant badinage. Captain Michael Dorn is a pretty sick man at this moment.”

Chesney Praye was pacing up and down the room, a worried frown on his face. This was a development that he had not looked for.

“Perhaps it is better,” he said. “I shall be taking away the girl tonight.”

“The countess didn’t — ;” began the doctor.

“You needn’t worry about the countess. She’d have telephoned, but she shared your fear of the exchange. The girl and Mrs. Pinder are to be moved. The risk of keeping them here is too great. Dorn has people working for him and you’ll wake one morning to find a cordon of police round the house.”

“Where will you go?”

“I shall take her abroad.”

“And the other woman?”

Chesney looked at him oddly.

“I may want the other woman — later,” he said.

“I had better bring Reddle down,” said the doctor, rising and going to the door, but Praye beckoned him back.

“There is no hurry,” he said.

He evidently had something which he had hesitated to say.

“What are your plans, Tappatt?”

“Mine? I shall have to flit, I suppose. They’re striking me off the register, at least Dorn told me so.”

“What will you do with him?”

An ugly smile showed for a second on the doctor’s face.

“I don’t know. He is going to be a difficulty. I’ve seen that from the first. I could leave him, and that is what I shall probably do. Nobody would come near the farm perhaps for months, perhaps for a year.”

Chesney Praye’s face was ashen.

“Leave him to starve?” he whispered.

“Why not?” asked the other coolly. “Who would know? I thought of going to Australia. And I’d take my nurse with me. She would think that I had let Dorn out, and anyway she’s not the kind of person to ask questions. This place is Lady Moron’s property. Who would visit it if I left? It might be empty for years.”

Chesney Praye’s mouth was dry, the hand that went to his lips shook.

“I don’t know — it seems pretty awful,” he said irresolutely. “To leave a man — to starve!”

“What will happen if he gets after me?” asked the doctor, stirring the fire that had almost gone out. “I should either starve or get my meals too regularly! I understand the food is fairly good at Dartmoor, but I am willing to take anybody’s word for it. I do not want to have a personal experience. And anyway, there’s always a way out for a medical man. I owe Dorn something. He hounded me from India, and he’s not exactly a friend of yours, is he, Chesney?”

“No,” said the other shortly, “only — ;”

“Only what? You’re chicken-hearted! What do you think is going to happen to you and me if that gets out?” He pointed to the ceiling. “It would mean the best part of a lifetime for you — more than a lifetime for me. No, sir, I am well aware of the risks I am taking and more than determined what further risks I’ll accept. You’d better have the girl down. I suppose you want to be alone?”

He nodded and the doctor went out of the room, and was gone for a long while. When the door opened, Lois Reddle stood framed against the dark background of the passage. At the sight of Praye she stopped.

“You!” she said in wonder.

“Good evening, Miss Reddle. Won’t you sit down?”

Chesney was politeness itself and his manners were unimpeachable.

“I’m afraid you’ve had a very unhappy experience,” he said. “I only learnt about it this afternoon and I came down immediately to do whatever I could. The doctor tells me that you have been certified.”

“That is not true,” she said hotly. “I know very little about the law, but I have been in Mr. Shaddles’ office too long to suppose that any person can be certified as mad by one doctor! Are you going to take me away?”

He nodded.

“And that other unfortunate woman?”

“She may go too,” he said slowly, “on conditions.”

She looked at him steadily.

“I don’t quite understand you, Mr. Praye.”

He motioned her to a chair, but she did not move.

“Now listen to me, Miss Reddle. I am taking big risks for your sake. I needn’t particularise them, but if I fail this evening, my future, and probably—” — he hesitated to say “liberty”— “at any rate, my future is seriously jeopardised. I’ve made this journey without the knowledge of a person who shall be nameless and I am betraying the trust she has in me. She will not forgive me.”

“You mean the Countess of Moron?” she asked quietly.

“There is no use in beating about the bush. I refer to the Countess of Moron.”

“Am I here by her orders?”

He nodded.

“But why? What have I ever done to her that she should wish to injure me?”

“You will know one of these days,” he said impatiently, “but that is beside the point. I can save you and your mother — ;”

She fell back a pace.

“My mother?” she breathed. “That woman — ;” she pointed her trembling finger to the door— “not my mother?” He nodded. “Here? Oh, my God! Why?”

“She’s here for the same reason that you are here,” was his cool reply. “Now, Miss Reddle, you’ve got to be an intelligent being. I want you to be sensible and recognise the sacrifices I am making for you, and to agree to my conditions for taking your mother away from this place.”

“What are the conditions?” she asked slowly.

“The first is that you marry me!” said Chesney Praye.
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She looked at him, bewildered, as though she could not grasp the meaning of his words.

“That I marry you?” she repeated.

“That you marry me tomorrow. I took the precaution this afternoon of going to Doctors’ Commons and securing a special licence, which allows me to be married tomorrow morning. I had some trouble in getting it, but it is here — ;” he tapped his breast pocket. “Before leaving London I telegraphed to the vicar of Leitworth, a village some thirty miles from here, and asked him to perform the ceremony at ten o’clock tomorrow morning.”

His face was white; he was obviously labouring under the stress of some tense emotion. Presently he went on in a lower voice:

“I will make you a rich woman. I will place you and your mother beyond want. I will give you a position in the world that you could not dream you would ever occupy. I’ll do something more.” He came closer to her, and before she realised what he was doing had gripped her shoulders. “I will clear your mother’s name — I can’t give her back the years she has spent in prison — ;”

She drew back out of his grasp.

“No!” she said. “I’m sorry, but I can’t. It may be true — all these things you say — but I can’t marry you, Mr. Praye, and I — I don’t believe you. My mother is in prison.”

“Your mother is in this house.”

He strode to the door and, pulling it open, called the doctor by name.

“Bring down Mrs. Pinder,” he said.

The girl stood at the farther end of the room, her hands clasped together, waiting, hoping, yet not daring to hope. She heard a light step on the stair, again the door opened and the woman came in.

One glance at that serene face was sufficient. In another second they were in one another’s arms, and the girl was sobbing on her mother’s breast.

For a minute there was silence in the room, and only the murmured endearments of the older woman interrupted. Then Mrs. Pinder held the girl at arm’s length and looked into her tear-stained face.

“My little Lois!” she said softly. “It hardly seems possible.”

Lois tried to speak.

“And have you come to take me away?”

Watching the girl, Chesney saw her nod, and his hopes bounded as he introduced himself.

“I am Chesney Praye,” he said awkwardly, “a — a friend of Miss Reddle.”

“Reddle? Then Mrs. Reddle gave you her name?” She looked at Chesney. “When do we go?” she asked.

“As soon as certain conditions are fulfilled. Will you leave us, Mrs. Pinder?”

The woman’s eyes fell upon the girl. Gathering her in her arms, she kissed her tenderly. Chesney, in his feverish anxiety, almost tore them apart in his urgency. He closed the door upon Mrs. Pinder and came back to the girl.

“Well?” he said. “I told you the truth?”

She nodded.

“And you’ll do this?”

“Marry you?” She shook her head.

“But you told your mother you would!” he said furiously. “You know what it means, don’t you, if you refuse?”

“I can’t, I can’t! How can I marry you, Mr. Praye? You’re engaged to the Countess of Moron — ;”

He interrupted her with an oath.

“Never mind about the countess! You know what I’m doing for you, don’t you? I’m saving your life, I’m giving you your mother — ;”

She looked past him at the closed door.

“I can’t!” she said helplessly. “How can you ask me to decide? I — I don’t know you, you must give me time.”

“I’ll give you as much time as it will take you to sign this paper.”

He pulled out a sheet of foolscap from his pocket and laid it on the table.

“What is that?” she said.

“It’s an agreement. You needn’t trouble to read it. Just put your signature here, and I’ll bring in the doctor to witness it.”

“But what is the document?” she asked, and tried to turn it back to the first page, but he prevented her.

Her suspicion was growing, and the reaction from that tremendous meeting had left her chilled and numb. Into her heart had crept an uneasy suspicion that the conditions he offered were not in his power to fulfil. All her instincts told her this man’s word was valueless.

“I can do nothing until I have seen Mr. Dorn.”

Why she mentioned the detective’s name at all, she could not understand. She wanted time. She mentioned the first name that occurred to her, and might as well have referred to Mr. Shaddles.

“Dorn! So that’s how the land lies, eh? Michael Dorn is the favoured gentleman? Well, Dorn or no Dorn, you’ll marry me tomorrow morning at ten o’clock. I’ve gone too far to pull back now. And Dorn’s dead, anyway.”

“Dead?” she cried in horror.

“He came here this morning, looking for you, and — ;”

The door was opening slowly.

“I don’t want you, Tappatt. Shut the door, damn you!”

But still it was moving, slowly, slowly. And then around the edge came the black muzzle of a pistol, an arm, and then, last, the smiling face of Michael Dorn!

“Put up your hands, Praye!” he said. “I want you!”

As the door opened and the hand came in, Chesney Praye’s fingers closed around an ebony ruler, and then, at the hateful sight of Michael Dorn’s face, he struck at the oil lamp that stood on the table. There was a crash, a jangle of broken glass, and Lois screamed.

Praye darted past her; she heard the thud of the door, and a grunt from somebody. In another second the two men were at grips and she shrank back farther and farther into a corner of the room, as tables and chairs became involved in the struggle. She heard Chesney screaming for the doctor at the top of his voice.

“Doctor — help! Get this swine!” And there came to the frightened ears of the girl the sound of the door being wrenched open, the scurry of footsteps, and Chesney’s voice was silent.

“Stay where you are!”

The room reeked with the smell of kerosene.

“Don’t strike a light,” said Michael’s voice, but even as he spoke a white flame leapt up from the hearth. The flowing oil had reached some red-hot embers, and in a second the whole floor was blazing.

The girl was paralysed with fear, but before she could move he had picked her up and carried her into the passage.

“Go into the back, quick! The dogs won’t hurt you,” he said, and flew up the stairs, bursting into Mrs. Pinder’s prison.

The room in which Mrs. Pinder had been confined was empty. There was no sign of the doctor or of the woman. He came down into the hall again and ran to the front door. As he opened the door, he saw Chesney’s big car going full speed towards the closed gates. There was a crack and a crash, the gates flew open, and the tail lights disappeared as the car turned on to the road.

The front room was now blazing. He tried the housekeeper’s room: that also was empty. There was no need for further search. Dr. Tappatt had got away, and with him the unhappy mother of Lois.

He rejoined the girl and she told him what had happened before he came into the room.

“That is it,” he said bitterly. “The doctor was listening at the door and, thinking he was going to be left in the lurch, decided to make his getaway. When Praye turned your mother from the room he must have put her into the car, and probably unfastened the gate when he heard the fight.”

“Where will he have taken her? What will happen?” she asked fearfully.

Her nerve had gone, and she clung to him like a frightened child, and as he held the quivering figure in his arms, the world and all its sordid horrors dropped away from him and for a second he lived in a heaven of happiness.

“Child, child!” His hand trembled as it touched her cheek. “Your mother is not in danger — they dare not.”

“I am an hysterical fool!” she sobbed as she rubbed her face against his coat. “But, Michael, mother?”

“Nothing; they will not dare injure her.”

The fire had taken hold; great tongues of flame were leaping up from the roof.

“It will burn like tinder. I’m sorry.”

“Sorry?” she said, in surprise.

“I mean I’m sorry to see property destroyed. I don’t suppose it is insured,” was his strange reply. “I’ll pull the Buick out of the shed before the fire gets to it.”

As they were walking across the yard to the extemporised garage, he caught her arm and drew her from the path, and, looking down, she saw the stiff figure of a dog.

“I had to shoot them,” he said, “I used a silencer, because I thought the doctor would hear.”

“But they told me you were dead?”

“I’ll tell you about it some day,” he answered briefly, and gave his whole attention to breaking the lock of the shed.

Presently he hauled out the car and examined the petrol tank.

“There is enough to get us to the nearest village,” he said; “the spare tin is full.”

He got the car round to the front of the house, and was standing watching the havoc of the flames when the first police cyclist came thunderously from the direction of Whitcomb.

“Nobody is hurt except me,” said Michael in answer to the man’s enquiry, “and in my case it is only a question of feelings. You didn’t pass a car on your way?”

“Yes, I passed a big car, with three or four people in it.”

“Which way did they go?”

“They took the Newbury Road.”

“Then we also will take the Newbury Road,” said Michael.

On the journey back to London he told Lois what had happened to him.

“I pretty well knew that he’d get you out of the house in the night, but I also knew that he couldn’t take you far. It was impossible to watch all sides of the house, and besides, it would have been as impossible to get back on foot in time to intercept him. As I expected, the house was empty when I made my search. I had formed a plan which was fairly elementary. When he showed me the underground cellar room, I slipped a spare gun and a small kit of tools amongst the bedding, for I guessed that would be the place he would put me — that is, if he managed to catch me. Honestly, I don’t believe he thought of drugging me until I suggested it myself, and then he did his work in the most clumsy way. He told me that he heard somebody moving outside in order to distract my attention, and of course my attention was distracted. When he had dropped the dope into my coffee, I had a little distraction of my own. I found an excuse to go out into the yard, poured away the coffee, and when I came back I stood in the doorway, giving him the impression that I was drinking. I was standing and he was sitting, so he couldn’t tell whether there was coffee in the cup or not. But he was so smugly satisfied that he did what I knew he would do—’lured’ me down into the underground room — and I was glad to be lured. I knew that the moment I was safely under lock and key, he would bring you back again. I had cached my gun and tools, and when he came in and found me unconscious, he did not trouble to search the room again. If he had, he would have been shocked to have had a most unpleasant beating from the helpless creature on the bed!”

“But how did you get out?”

“That was easy. Almost any key could have opened that old-fashioned lock, and I came prepared with several. I waited all day because I was certain that he would not bring you back until night. The handcuffs were the most difficult part; I hadn’t a key to fit them. It took me two hours’ hard work and a nearly dislocated thumb to slip them off.”

They stopped at an all-night filling station, replenished the tank, and continued their way to London.

“I know one person who will be happy tonight,” said Michael, as the car sped up the Bayswater Road. “I wonder whether she got the day off?”

“Whom do you mean?” asked the girl, aroused from an unpleasant reverie.

“Miss Elizabeth Smith.”

“Mr. Dorn, do you really think that there’s no danger to my mother?” she asked, for the moment oblivious to everything except the woman’s danger.

“None, I should imagine,” he said.

The car stopped before the house in Charlotte Street, and Mr. Mackenzie answered the knock.

“Have you Miss Smith with you?” he asked after he had welcomed the girl.

“Lizzy?” said Lois in surprise. “She wasn’t with me. I haven’t seen her. Why do you ask?”

“She went to Gallows Farm with his lordship.”

“With his lordship?” said Michael, in surprise. “Do you mean Lord Moron?”

“They left at eight o’clock,” said the old man, “in a hired car.”

Michael and the girl were in the old man’s room when he gave them this information and the two exchanged glances. Here was an unforeseen complication.

“I saw no sign of a car, hired or otherwise,” he said. “And Moron — phew!” He whistled.

“Perhaps they lost their way,” suggested Lois, and he seemed prepared to accept the suggestions.

“If you don’t mind, Miss Reddle, I’ll wait here until they have returned,” he said, and then: “You don’t wish to call up Lady Moron, I suppose?”

Lois shuddered.

“No, no, not that terrible woman.”

“So you know — or rather, you guess?”

Lois shook her head.

“I know nothing. The whole thing is a mystery to me. It is so confusing that I think I should go mad, only I’m so grateful to be here,” she smiled, and held out her hand. “And I knew that it would be you who would come for me, just as I know it will be you who will restore my mother to me.”

He took her hand and held it, his eyes searching hers.

“I’m going to tell you something,” he said in a low voice. They were alone in the little room, and she felt her heart beating in time with the cheap American clock on the table. “I suppose I really oughtn’t to say anything,” he said, “because I have no right. But I feel if I don’t tell you I may never have another opportunity.”

She had dropped her eyes before his, but now she looked at him again.

“I love you,” he said simply. “I can’t marry you, I won’t ask you to marry me, and that is what makes this folly of mine all the more mad! But I want you to believe that it has been a happiness to work for you.”

“For me?” she said. “Why, of course, you’ve worked very hard for me.”

“And I have been paid very well,” was the disconcerting rejoinder. “But I would do it again and pay all the money I have in the world for the privilege.”

Suddenly he released her hand, and when she smiled up at him he, too, was smiling.

“Two declarations of love in one night is more than any reasonable girl can expect,” he said flippantly.

“One declaration of love,” she said in a low voice, “and one offer of marriage — quite different, isn’t it?”

“I’m not an authority on these matters,” he said with a sigh, and looked up at the loud-ticking clock.

Michael saw the hour and frowned.

“I’m rather worried about these people; where on earth can they have got? You don’t feel worried about sleeping here tonight alone — if you have to sleep alone?”

She shook her head.

“I’m troubled about Lizzy,” she said. “Poor Lord Moron! I wonder what his mother would say if she knew.”

“She probably knows,” said Michael.

It was at that moment they heard Lizzy’s voice in the hall and the sound of feet on the stairs.

Lois ran out to the landing and looked down into the lighted hall.

“Michael!” she called wildly, and he was at her side. “Look — oh, look!” she said in a hushed voice.

And Michael Dorn looked — and wondered!
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As the gates burst open violently and the car lurched on to the road, Lizzy pulled her companion back to the shadow of the wall. At that moment a man came flying through the gateway and leapt upon the running-board. Again the car slowed perceptibly.

“He’s there,” whispered Lizzy fiercely. “Quick — luggage rack!”

In an instant she was flying after the machine, caught the iron rail of the rack and sprang on. The car was gathering speed as Selwyn Moron stumbled forward, his hand gripping the rail, his legs moving faster than nature had intended. Kneeling down, Lizzy caught him by a garment which ladies do not mention, let alone grab, and hauled him up to her side, breathless, almost dead.

“Hold tight!” she squeaked in his ear, and there was need for the caution, for the car was bumping from side to side over the uneven road, at a speed beyond her computation.

“A thousand miles an hour!” she jerked into his ear, and he nodded his complete agreement.

Now they were on the post road. The bumping had ceased, and the machine was going even faster. Lizzy held tight to the luggage support and adopted an attitude of passive fatalism. Once a motorcyclist snapped past, going in the other direction, and she had a glimpse of a uniform cap. It was a policeman, but by the time she realised the fact he was out of sight.

The seat was most uncomfortable. She began to realise the sensations of a herring on a gridiron and wondered if the luggage-rack would leave the same marks.

Selwyn was trying to whisper to her; he had recovered most of his breath and all his sense of obligation.

“What about that car of ours? We hired it by the hour,” he whispered hoarsely, and she put her lips to his ear.

“Shaddles will pay,” she said gaily, and found a delight in the prospect.

A little while later the car stopped, and the two unauthorised riders got ready to jump. Peeping round the back of the machine, Lizzy saw the cause of the delay. They had pulled up at a sort of sentry-box and one of the party was unlocking the door. She knew that the hut was an automobile station equipped with a telephone, before she heard a muffled voice speaking. Presently the telephoner came out.

“All right,” he said, as he climbed in and the car started again.

They had not gone twenty miles when, to her surprise, the machine slackened its speed again, slowed almost to a halt, and then turned suddenly through a pair of old gates that had been opened for them. She felt a communicated excitement from her companion as he bent over towards her.

“Old family estate,” he whispered. “Country seat and all that sort of thing! Knew it as soon as I saw the gates.”

“Whose?” she asked cautiously.

“Mine,” was the surprising reply.

And then, feeling that he had overstated the case, he added:

“Her ladyship’s really. Beastly house — never liked it. Moron Court, Newbury. Rum place — ;”

They passed up a long avenue of elms, going slower and slower. Selwyn tapped her on the shoulder and dropped off the rack, and, recognising his wisdom, she followed, darting into the shadow of an elm only just in time, for at that moment the car stopped and the voice of Lady Moron sent a shiver down the back of her son.

“Go to the west entrance: you’ll find nobody there. What were you doing in Somerset, Chesney?”

“I will tell you later,” he said shortly.

The car passed on and the two watchers saw the tall woman walking slowly in its wake. How had she known they were coming? And then Lizzy remembered the car stopping at the telephone box on the side of the road.

“Queer old crib, eh?” Moron was whispering. “See that bump in the roof? That’s the alarm bell — works from the music-room…in case of fire and all that sort of thing.”

They waited till Lady Moron had disappeared from sight, then they followed cautiously. The west entrance was reached through a glass-covered porch, and the door was closed when they came up to it. Moron smiled benignly at the girl, and took a small object from his pocket.

“Passkey,” he whispered, so loudly that he would have been heard if there had been a listener.

Inserting the key, he turned it and signalled the girl to follow. Before them stretched a vista of red-carpeted corridor; a light burnt in a ceiling lamp at the farther end. Moron crept along with extravagant caution, and he was halfway up the passage when he stopped and raised a warning finger, pointing energetically to a door before he beckoned her past it. A little farther along was a broad marble staircase. Up this he went, with Lizzy, feeling like a conspirator, at his heels.

They must have presented a terrifying sight. White from head to foot, their faces were masks of dust. Lizzy’s crumpled hat hung drunkenly over one ear. At the top of the stairs was another corridor, with the same meagre illumination. He drew her head to his.

“That is the gallery of the music-room!” He indicated a small door. “For heaven’s sake don’t make a row,” he implored her, and opened the door an inch at a time.

The door itself was shadowed by the broad musicians’ balcony from the light in the room below. They heard voices talking as they came in, and, keeping flat to the wall, they edged forward until it was dangerous to go any farther. Then Selwyn gave a start that nearly betrayed their presence. Turning, he communicated what he had seen.

“She’s not there — Miss Reddle, I mean. It’s an elderly lady with white hair.”

“So you have seen your daughter, Mrs. Pinder?”

“Yes, madam, I have seen Lois.”

Lois! Lizzy clapped her hand over her mouth. Lois Reddle’s mother, and her name was Pinder!

“A very beautiful girl,” said Lady Moron suavely.

“A dear, sweet girl! I am very proud, whatever happens to me.”

“What do you think will happen to you?”

“I don’t know, but I am prepared for anything now.”

Lizzy glanced at her comrade. He was staring openmouthed into the hall below.

“She is too pretty a daughter to lose. Now, Mrs. Pinder, I am going to make you an offer. I want you to take your daughter to South America. I will pay you a yearly sum, more than sufficient for your needs. If you undertake to do that, you will never be troubled again.”

Mary Pinder smiled and shook her head.

“Madam, your offer comes too late. Had it been made whilst I was still a prisoner, had it been supported by any efforts to obtain my release from that cruel punishment, I would have gone on my knees and thanked you and blessed you. But now I know too much.”

“What do you know?” asked Lady Moron.

And then Mrs. Pinder began to speak, and as she went on, Lizzy gripped the hand of the man at her side, and laid her face against his arm. He turned round once during the narrative, his weak face transfigured, and smiled down at her, as though he read in her gesture all that her heart conveyed. Mrs. Pinder spoke without interruption, and, when she had finished:

“You know a great deal too much for my comfort, madam,” said her ladyship’s voice, “and much too much for the safety of my friends.”

“So I realise,” said Mary Pinder gravely.

“I repeat my offer. I would advise you to think well before you reject your chance of safety.”

“Look here, Leonora — ;” began Chesney Praye.

“Be silent. I have found one friend tonight — one I can trust. It is not you, Chesney. The doctor has told me all that has happened. You thought you would go behind my back and forestall me. Tonight you will do as you’re told. Now, madam — do you accept my offer?”

“No,” was Mrs. Pinder’s reply.

Lady Moron turned to the redfaced doctor. He nodded.

“Now, Mrs. Pinder,” he said, advancing to her, his tone jovial, his manner friendly, “why can’t you be sensible? Do as her ladyship asks you.”

“I will not — ;”

He was near to her now. Suddenly his hand shot out and strangled the scream in her throat. She struggled desperately, madly, but there was no denying those relentless hands. Chesney Praye took half a step forward, but Lady Moron’s arm barred him.

And then came the interruption. A wild-looking, dust-stained man, unrecognisable to any, leapt from the balcony and gripped the doctor by the shoulders from behind. As Tappatt staggered back, releasing his hold upon his victim, Selwyn sprang to the long red bell-cord that hung on the side of the wall, and pulled. From overhead came a deafening clang. Again he pulled.

“You fool, you madman, what are you doing?”

His mother rushed towards him, but he pushed her back. Presently he ceased.

“That’s the alarm bell. We’ll have all the house and half the village in here in a minute. And I don’t want to say before them what I’m saying to you now.” He pointed an accusing finger at his mother. “You think I’m a fool, and perhaps you’re right. But I’m not a wicked fool, and I’m going to send you and your damnable friend before a judge!”

“Get him away quick!” screamed the countess, as a patter of feet came along the corridor. “I can say it was an accident.”

“Don’t touch him!”

A girl, almost as great a scarecrow as the panting Selwyn, was leaning over the balcony.

“You can tell them what you like, but you can’t tell them anything they’ll believe after they’ve heard me!”

The door was pushed open at that moment, and a man half-dressed came running in, and stopped dead, gaping at the scene that met his eyes. Almost immediately the doorway was filled with dishevelled men and women.

“Is there any trouble, my lady?”

“None,” she said sharply, and pointed to the door. “Wait outside.”

She looked up at the girl in the gallery.

“I think you would be well advised to ask my son to change his plans,” she said, in the same calm, even voice which Selwyn knew so well. “The matter can be adjusted tomorrow. Selwyn, go back to your friend and take this lady with you.”

Mrs. Pinder was sitting on a chair, her frail frame shaking convulsively, while Selwyn strove to comfort her. At Lady Moron’s words she stood up, and, with the man’s arm about her, passed into the crowded corridor, and in a few seconds Lizzy Smith had joined them.
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Leonora, Countess of Moron, paced her long dressing-room, her hands behind her, a calm, speculative woman, for emotion did not belong to her. Chesney Praye and the doctor she had left in the music-room, and through the windows that overlooked the stone porch at the front of the house she had, a few minutes before, seen the car pass which carried Mary Pinder to happiness and freedom.

Lady Moron felt no resentment against any save the weakling son she had hated from his birth. There was still a hope that the wheel would turn by some miracle in her favour. All she had played for, all she had won, was gone. It was the hour of reparation and judgment, not yet for her the hour of penitence.

Opening a little safe that was set in the wall, concealed by a silver barometer, she took out a tiny box and shook on to the table a folded sheet of newspaper and a key. This she put into her bag. From the back of the safe she pulled to view a small automatic pistol, and, jerking back the cover to assure herself that it was loaded, fixed the safety catch. This too went into the bag. Then she rang the bell, and her scared maid answered after a long interval.

“Tell Henry that I wish the Rolls to be at the door in ten minutes,” she said, and at the end of that time, with her cloak wrapped about her shoulders, she stepped into the car, pausing only to give directions. “Charlotte Street,” she said, and gave the number.

She turned over in her mind the events of the past few weeks, striving to discover the key flaw of her plan. Some force had been working against her. Dorn was the instrument, but behind that was a power the identity of which she could not imagine.

The car ran through the deserted streets of Reading along the long road to Maidenhead. Still her problem was not solved. Who was behind Dorn? She had for him a certain amount of admiration. She had known, the moment he came into the case, that the little men who had seemed so big, Chesney Praye and the doctor, were valueless.

The car came noiselessly to the door of Lois Reddle’s home. She looked up at the lighted windows and was slightly amused. Selwyn would be there, basking in the approval of the bourgeoisie. Even her feeling of bitterness towards him had been blunted on the journey. This was to be the last throw.

Old Mackenzie, on his way up to Lizzy’s kitchenette to brew more coffee, heard the knock and called to Lizzy:

“There’s somebody at the door, miss: will you open it for me?”

A transfigured Lizzy, dustless and tidy, ran down the stairs two at a time and pulled open the door. At first she did not recognise the woman, and then:

“You can’t come in here, ma’am,” she said.

“I wish to see Miss Reddle,” said the countess. “Please don’t be ridiculous!”

She had still an overawing effect upon Lizzy, and the girl stood on one side, and followed the leisurely figure up the stairs.

The door of Mackenzie’s room was open, and as she walked into the chamber, a sudden silence fell upon the gathering. She looked from face to face and smiled. But the smile faded when her eyes rested upon the man who sat by the plain deal table near the window.

“Mr. Shaddles!” she faltered.

He nodded.

“So it was you? I might have guessed that.”

“Yes, madam, it was I. My family have been the Moron lawyers for hundreds of years, and it was not likely that I should cease to study their interests.”

“It was you!” she said again. “I should have guessed that. You opposed my marriage to Lord Moron.”

He nodded.

“I should have opposed it more if I had known what I know now,” he said. “Will you be seated?”

She nodded and sat down, her bag on her knees, opened. Michael Dorn stood by the lawyer’s side, and his eyes never left her face.

“Well, I suppose everybody knows now?” said the countess pleasantly.

“Nobody knows — yet. I particularly asked Miss Smith, when she called me on the ‘phone, not to tell the story until I came. It is not a long story, madam, if you will permit me?”

She nodded.

“The late Earl of Moron married twice,” said Shaddles. “By his first wife he had a son, William. By his second wife — which is your ladyship — a son, Selwyn, who is with us tonight. William was a high-spirited, honourable young man, who served Her Majesty Queen Victoria in a regiment of Highlanders. He was a thought romantic, and nothing was more natural than that, when he met Mary Pinder — ;”

“Mary Pinder!” gasped Lois, but he did not notice the interruption.

“ — ; when he met Mary Pinder, who was then a very beautiful girl of seventeen or eighteen, he should fall in love with her. He did not reveal his identity. He had a craze for walking tours, and at that time was travelling through Hereford — not under his own name, which was Viscount Craman, but under the name of Pinder, which was his mother’s maiden name. He met the girl several times without telling her who he was, and married her by special licence, in the name of Pinder, intending to reveal his status after the marriage. They had been living together for a month, when he was suddenly called home by the illness of his father, and arrived in Scotland to find the late Earl dying of malignant scarlet fever. By a cruel fate, William was infected with the disease and died two days after his father, leaving his widow ignorant alike of his identity and where he was staying.

“As he was dying, he told his stepmother, the present Lady Moron, the story of his marriage, and begged her to send for his wife. This she refrained from doing, especially when she learnt that the girl did not know where or who he was. Lord Moron, as of course he was then, was buried. Some time after the countess went to Hereford to seek out the widow. Mrs. Pinder was living in the house of an eccentric woman, a drug-taker and slightly mad. The woman had threatened to commit suicide many times, and it happened that on the morning her ladyship arrived in Hereford and made a call at the house to satisfy her curiosity about her stepson’s wife, the landlady took the fatal step, and when the caller walked into her room, she found her dead, with a letter on the table announcing why she had committed suicide.

“Lady Moron is a woman of infinite resource. Here, she thought, was an opportunity of removing for ever a possible claimant to the Moron estate. On the table were a number of jewels and some money, which the woman had put there in her madness. Gathering these, her ladyship went into the girl’s room. She guessed it was hers when she saw the photograph of William on the mantelpiece, a photograph which was afterwards left in Lois’ room to discover if she knew her father. Lady Moron placed the jewels and the poison in an open box, locked it, taking away the key, and also a letter which would not only have established Mrs. Pinder’s innocence, but if the part Lady Moron played became public property, would also establish hers! That is the explanation for what would seem at the most to be an indiscretion.

“As you know, Mary Pinder was tried, sentenced to death, and her sentence commuted. In the prison her baby was born and taken in charge by a neighbourfriend — though for some reason it was announced in the newspapers that the child of the ‘Hereford murderess’ had died. That, at any rate, satisfied Lady Moron, and she made no attempt to verify the story until she learnt by accident one day that Lois Reddle was the missing girl. How she discovered this I do not pretend to know — I am under the impression that one of her servants was connected with the Reddle family.

“For years,” Mr. Shaddles went on, “I have been satisfied in my mind that William was married, and have been trying to find his wife. I saw him soon after he was dead, and there was a gold wedding ring on his little finger, which was not there when he was buried. I also believed that the child was alive, and sought her out. I found that she was working at an office in Leith, and brought her down to my own office so that she should be under my eye, and eventually engaged the cleverest detective I could find to protect her. I then discovered that Lady Moron had some inkling of her identity, and I confess I hesitated when her ladyship suggested that the girl should go to her house as secretary. It was only after consultation with Mr. Dorn that I agreed. I had notified my suspicions to the Home Office, and a special service officer, Sergeant Braime, had been planted in her household to make enquiries, and to discover if she had been foolish enough to preserve the suicide’s letter.”

He paused.

“I think that is all.”

“An excellent story,” said Lady Moron, “and in confirmation — ;”

She took something from her bag and threw it on the floor.

Dorn stooped and picked up the key and the letter, gave one quick glance at its contents, and handed it to the lawyer.

“And now I have something else to say.” There was a dreadful silence. The pistol was in her hand, and the safety-catch had been lowered. “Most people in my position would commit suicide. But it will be very poor satisfaction to me to go out of the world and leave my enemies to triumph. I have a son — of sorts.” She smiled across the room to Selwyn, and he met her gaze steadily. “I should not care to leave him behind. Nor this wretched shopgirl” — her eyes sought Lois Reddle’s, and instantly her mother was by her side, her frail body interposed between the woman and her vengeance. “That is all,” said her ladyship.

And then Selwyn saw a look of horror come into his mother’s face. She was staring at the doorway. Little Mackenzie, a tray in his hand, had not seen the new visitor and he put down the tray with a chuckle.

“It’s a curious thing — ;” he said.

And then he saw the woman with the pistol.

“Martha!”

“My God!” she moaned. “I thought you were dead!”

The room was very quiet.

“I’d have recognised you if I hadn’t heard your fine, deep voice,” said the old man, blinking at her. “It’s Martha, my wife — you’ve met her, Mr. Shaddles?”

“I thought you were dead!” she said again, and the pistol dropped from her nerveless hand.

“The point is,” said the disconsolate Selwyn, “I am in a perfectly painful position, old dear. I’m not Lord anybody; I suppose I’m a Moron of sorts. I’m what you might term a naughty Moron. I’m really not worried about the mater — she’s in the south of France, and she’s jolly lucky she’s not in a hotter place! She’s been a perfectly fearful mother to me, and I don’t suppose I shall ever see her again, and I don’t jolly well want to! She’ll probably live to ninety — she’s that kind of mother.”

“Don’t be silly, Selwyn. Of course it makes all the difference!” said Lizzy. “If you’d asked me when you were a real lord and I was a typist — I’m a typist still, for the matter of that — I simply couldn’t have allowed you to ruin your career. As it is — ;”

They were walking along a quiet by-path of the park when suddenly Lizzy caught him by the arm and swung him round.

“Not that way,” she said. “Here’s a path through the rhododendrons. They’ll never think of coming round here, and there’s a perfectly beautiful seat — and at this time of the morning there’s nobody about. We can sit and talk — ;”

Michael saw the hasty retreat and smiled to himself.

“That’s the queerest aspect of the whole case.”

“Do you think so?” asked Lois, Countess of Moron. “I know lots of things that are queerer. I had a bill this morning from Mr. Shaddles. He has charged me one pound six shillings for the damage you did to his Ford!”

“He never has?” said the admiring Michael. “What a man! He must have spent ten thousand pounds on this case if he spent a penny. Most of which,” he added, “went to me.”

“Do you feel repaid?” she asked.

He nodded.

“I shall when your ladyship has said ‘thank you.’”

“Haven’t I said that yet?” she demanded in feigned surprise. “And please don’t say ‘ladyship’ — you give me the creeps. Well, I’ll thank you, now — no, not now.”

They paused at the end of a little path.

“Let us go down here,” she said. “I think I remember there’s a shrubbery at the other end, and a garden seat, and it’s hardly likely that at this time of day …”


The End
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Captain Mike Brixan had certain mild and innocent superstitions. He believed, for example, that if he saw a green crow in a field he would certainly see another green crow before the day was out. And when, at the bookstand on Aix-la-Chapelle station, he saw and purchased a dime novel that was comprehensively entitled”Only an Extra, or the Pride of Hollywood”, he was less concerned as to how this thrilling and dogeared romance came to be on offer at half a million marks (this was in the days when marks were worth money) than as to the circumstances in which he would again hear or read the word “extras” in the sense of a supernumerary and unimportant screen actress.

The novel did not interest him at all. He read one page of superlatives and, turned for relief to the study of a Belgian timetable. He was bored, but not so bored that he could interest himself in the sensational rise of the fictitious Rosa Love from modest obscurity to a press agent and wealth.

But “extra” was a new one on Michael, and he waited for the day to bring its inevitable companion.

To say that he was uninterested in crime, that burglars were less thrilling than golf scores, and the record of murders hardly worth the reading, might convey a wrong impression to those who knew him as the cleverest agent in the Foreign Office Intelligence Department.

His official life was spent in meeting queer Continentals in obscure restaurants and, in divers roles, to learn of the undercurrents that were drifting the barques of diplomacy to unsuspected ports. He had twice roamed through Europe in the guise of an openmouthed tourist; had canoed many hundred miles through the gorges of the Danube to discover, in little riverside beerhouses, the inward meanings of secret mobilizations. These were tasks wholly to his liking.

Therefore he was not unnaturally annoyed when he was withdrawn from Berlin at a moment when, as it seemed, the mystery of the Slovak Treaty was in a way to being solved, for he had secured, at a cost, a rough but accurate draft.

“I should have had a photograph of the actual document if you had left me another twentyfour hours,” he reproached his chief, Major George Staines, when he reported himself at Whitehall next morning.

“Sony,” replied that unrepentant man, “but the truth is, we’ve had a heart-to-heart talk with the Slovakian Prime Minister, and he has promised to behave and practically given us the text of the treaty — it was only a commercial affair. Mike, did you know Elmer?”

The Foreign Office detective sat down on the edge of the table.

“Have you brought me from Berlin to ask me that?” he demanded bitterly. “Have you taken me from my favourite café on Unter den Linden — by the way, the Germans are making small-arm ammunition by the million at a converted pencil factory in Bavaria — to discuss Elmer? He’s a clerk, isn’t he?”

Major Staines nodded.

“He was,” he said, “in the Accountancy Department. He disappeared from view three weeks ago, and an examination of his books showed that he had been systematically stealing funds which were under his control.”

Mike Brixan made a little face.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” he said. “He seemed to be a fairly quiet and inoffensive man. But surely you don’t want me to go after him? That is a job for Scotland Yard.”

“I don’t want you to go after him,” said Staines slowly, “because — well, he has been found.”

There was something very significant and sinister in his tone, and, before he could take the little slip of paper from the portfolio on the desk, Michael Brixan knew what was coming.

“Not the Head-Hunter?” he gasped. Even Michael knew about the Head-Hunter.

Staines nodded. “Here’s the note.”

He handed the typewritten slip across to his sub ordinate, and Michael read:

“You will find a box in the hedge by the railway arch at Esher. The Head-Hunter.”

“The Head-Hunter!” repeated Michael mechanically, and whistled.

“We found the box, and, of course, we found the unfortunate Elmer’s head, sliced neatly from his body,” said Staines. “This is the twelfth head in seven years,” Staines went on, “and in almost every case — in fact, in every case except two — the victim has been a fugitive from justice. Even if the treaty question had not been settled, Mike, I should have brought you back.”

“But this is a police job,” said the young man, troubled.

“Technically you’re a policeman,” interrupted his chief, “and the Foreign Secretary wishes you to take this case in hand, and he does this with the full approval of the Secretary of State, who of course controls Scotland Yard. So far, the death of Francis Elmer and the discovery of his gruesome remains have not been given out to the Press. There was such a fuss last time that the police want to keep this quiet. They have had an inquest — I guess the jury was picked, but it would be high treason to say so — and the usual verdict has been returned. The only information I can give you is that Elmer was seen by his niece a week ago in Chichester. We discovered this before the man’s fate was known. The girl, Adele Leamington, is working for the Knebworth Film Corporation, which has its studio in Chichester. Old Knebworth is an American and a very good sort. The girl is a sort of super-chorus-extra, that’s the word—”

Michael gasped.

“Extra! I knew that infernal word would turn up again! Go on, sir — what do you wish me to do?”

“Go along and see her,” said the chief. “Here is the address.”

“Is there a Mrs. Elmer?” asked Michael as he put the slip into his pocket. The other nodded.

“Yes, but she can throw no light upon the murder. She, by the way, is the only person who knows he is dead. She had not seen her husband for a month, and apparently they had been more or less separated for years. She benefits considerably by his death, for he was well insured in her favour.”

Michael read again the gruesome note from the Head-Hunter.

“What is your theory about this?” he asked curiously.

“The general idea is that he is a lunatic who feels called upon to mete out punishment to defaulters. But the two exceptions disturb that theory pretty considerably.”

Staines lay back in his chair, a puzzled frown on his face.

“Take the case of Willitt. His head was found on Clapham Common two years ago. Willitt was a well off man, the soul of honesty; well liked, and he had a very big balance at his bank. Crewling, the second exception, who was one of the first of the Hunter’s victims, was also above suspicion, though in his case there is no doubt he was mentally unbalanced a few weeks before his death.

“The typewritten notification has invariably been typed out on the same machine. In every case you have the half-obliterated ‘u’, the faint ‘g’, and the extra ordinary alignment which the experts are unanimous in ascribing to a very old and out-of-date Kost machine. Find the man who uses that typewriter andyou have probably found the murderer. But it is very unlikely that he will ever be found that way, for the police have published photographs pointing out the peculiarities of type, and I should imagine that Mr. Hunter does not use this machine except to announce the demise of his victims.”

Michael Brixan went back to his flat, a little more puzzled and a little more worried by his unusual commission. He moved and had his being in the world of high politics. The finesses of diplomacy were his peculiar study, and the normal abnormalities of humanity, the thefts and murders and larcencies which occupied the attention of the constabulary, did not come into his purview.

“Bill,” said he, addressing the small terrier that lay on the hearthrug before the fireless grate of his sittingroom, “this is where I fall down. But whether I do or not, I’m going to meet an extra — ain’t that grand?”

Bill wagged his tail agreeably.



II. Mr. Sampson Longvale Calls


Table of Contents


Adele Leamington waited till the studio was almost empty before she came to where the white-haired man sat crouched in his canvas chair, his hands thrust into his trousers pockets, a malignant scowl on his forehead. It was not a propitious moment to approach him: nobody knew that better than she.

“Mr. Knebworth, may I speak to you?”

He looked up slowly. Ordinarily he would have risen, tor this middle-aged American in normal moments was the soul of courtesy. But just at that moment his respect for womanhood was something below zero.

His look was blank, though the director in him instinctively approved her values. She was pretty, with regular features and a mop of brown hair in which the sunshine of childhood still lingered. Her mouth firm, delicately shaped, her figure slim — perfect in many ways.

Jack had seen many beautiful extras in his career, and had passed through stages of enthusiasm and despair as he had seen them translated to the screen — pretty wooden figures without soul or expression, gauche of movement, hopeless. Too pretty to be clever, too conscious of their beauty to be natural. Dolls without intelligence or initiative — just “extras” who could wear clothes in a crowd, who could smile and dance mechanically; fit for extras and nothing else all the days of their lives.

“Well?” he asked brusquely.

“Is there a part I could play in this production, Mr. Knebworth?” she asked.

His shaven lips curled.

“Aren’t you playing a part, Miss — can’t remember your name — Leamington, is it?”

“I’m certainly playing — I’m one of the figures in the background,” she smiled. “I don’t want a big part, but I’m sure I could do better than I have done.”

“I’m mighty sure you couldn’t do worse than some people,” he growled. “No, there’s no part for you, friend. There’ll be no story to shoot unless things alter. That’s what!”

She was going away when he recalled her.

“Left a good home, I guess?” he said. “Thought picture-making meant a million dollars a year an’ a new automobile every Thursday? Or maybe you were holding down a good job as a stenographer and got it under your toque that you’d make Hollywood feel small if you got your chance? Go back home, kid, and tell the old man that a typewriter’s got a sunlight arc beaten to death as an instrument of commerce.”

The girl smiled faintly.

“I didn’t come into pictures because I was stage-struck, if that is what you mean, Mr. Knebworth. I came in knowing just how hard a life it might be. I have no parents.”

He looked up at her curiously.

“How do you live?” he asked. “There’s no money in ‘extra’ work — not on this lot, anyway. Might be if I was one of those billion-dollar directors who did pictures with chariot races. But I don’t. My ideal picture has got five characters.”

“I have a little income from my mother, and I write,” said the girl.

She stopped as she saw him looking, past her to the studio entrance, and, turning her head, saw a remarkable figure standing in the doorway. At first she thought it was an actor who had made up for a film test.

The newcomer was an old man, but his great height and erect carriage would not have conveyed that impression at a distance. The tight-fitting tail-coat, the trousers strapped to his boots, the high collar and black satin stock belonged to a past age, though they were newly made. The white linen bands that showed at his wrists were goffered, his double-breasted waist coat of grey velvet was fastened by golden buttons.

He might have stepped from a family portrait of one of those dandies of the ‘fifties. He held a tall hat in a gloved hand, a hat with a curly brim, and in the other a gold-topped walkingstick. The face, deeply lined, was benevolent and kind, and he seemed unconscious of his complete baldness.

Jack Knebworth was out of his chair in a second and walked toward the stranger.

“Why, Mr. Longvale, I am glad to see you — did you get my letter? I can’t tell you how much obliged I am to you for the loan of your house.”

Sampson Longvale of the Dower House! She remembered now. He was known in Chichester as “the old-fashioned gentleman”, and once, when she was out on location, somebody had pointed out the big, rambling house, with its weed-grown garden and crumbling walls, where he lived.

“I thought I would come over and see you,” said the big man.

His voice was rich and beautifully modulated. She did not remember having heard a voice quite as sweet, and she looked at the eccentric figure with a new interest.

“I can only hope that the house and grounds are suitable to your requirements. I am afraid they are in sad disorder, but I cannot afford to keep the estate in the same condition as my grandfather did.”

“Just what I want, Mr. Longvale. I was afraid you might be offended when I told you—”

The old gentleman interrupted him with a soft laugh.

“No, no, I wasn’t offended, I was amused. You needed a haunted house: I could even supply that quality, though I will not promise you that my family ghost will walk. The Dower House has been haunted for hundreds of years. A former occupant in a fit of frenzy murdered his daughter there, and the unhappy lady is supposed to walk. I have never seen her, though many years ago one of my servants did. Fortunately, I am relieved of that form of annoyance: I no longer keep servants in the house,” he smiled, “though, if you care to stay the night, I shall be honoured to entertain five or six of your company.”

Knebworth heaved a sigh of relief. He had made diligent inquiries and found that it was almost impossible to secure lodgings in the neighbourhood, and he was most anxious to take night pictures, and for one scene he particularly desired the peculiar light value which he could only obtain in the early hours of the morning.

“I’m afraid that would give you a lot of trouble, Mr. Longvale,” he said. “And here and now I think we might discuss that delicate subject of—”

The old man stopped him with a gesture.

“If you are going to speak of money, please don’t,” he said firmly. “I am interested in cinematography; in fact, I am interested in most modern things. We old men are usually prone to decry modernity, but I find my chiefest pleasure in the study of those scientific wonders which this new age has revealed to us.”

He looked at the director quizzically.

“Some day you shall take a picture of me in the one role in which I think I should have no peer — a picture of me in the role of my illustrious ancestor.”

Jack Knebworth stared, half amused, half startled. It was no unusual experience to find people who wished to see themselves on the screen, but he never expected that little piece of vanity from Mr. Sampson Longvale.

“I should be glad,” he said formally. “Your people were pretty well known, I guess?”

Mr. Longvale sighed.

“It is my regret that I do not come from the direct line that included Charles Henry, the most historic member of my family. He was my great-uncle. I come from the Bordeaux branch of Longvales, which has made history, sir.” He shook his head regretfully.

“Are you French, Mr. Longvale?” asked Jack.

Apparently the old man did not hear him. He was staring into space. Then, with a start: “Yes, yes, we were French. My great-grandfather married an English lady whom he met in peculiar circumstances. We came to England in the days of the directorate.”

Then, for the first time, he seemed aware of Adele’s presence, and bowed toward her.

“I think I must go,” he said, taking a huge gold watch from his fob pocket.

The girl watched them as they passed out of the hall, and presently she saw the “old-fashioned gentleman” pass the window, driving the oldest-fashioned car she had ever seen. It must have been one of the first motorcars ever introduced into the country — a great, upstanding, cumbersome machine, that passed with a thunderous sound and at no great speed down the gravel drive out of sight.

Presently Jack Knebworth came slowly back.

“This craze for being screened certainly gets ’em — old or young,” he said. “Good night, Miss — forget your name — Leamington, ain’t it? Good night.”

She was halfway home before she realized that the conversation that she had plucked up such courage to initiate had ended unsatisfactorily for her, and she was as far away from her small part as ever.
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Adele Leamington occupied a small room in a small house, and there were moments when she wished it were smaller, that she might be justified in plucking up her courage to ask from the stout and unbending Mrs. Watson, her landlady, a reduction of rent. The extras on Jack Knebworth’s lot were well paid but infrequently employed; for Jack was one of those clever directors who specialized in domestic stories.

She was dressing when Mrs. Watson brought in her morning cup of tea.

“There’s a young fellow been hanging round outside since I got up,” said Mrs. Watson. “I saw him when I took in the milk. Very polite he was, but I told him you weren’t awake.”

“Did he want to see me?” asked the astonished girl.

“That’s what he said,” said Mrs. Watson grimly. “I asked him if he came from Knebworth, and he said no. If you want to see him, you can have the use of the parlour, though I don’t like young men calling on young girls. I’ve never let theatrical lodgings before, and you can’t be too careful. I’ve always had a name for respectability and I want to keep it.”

Adele smiled.

“I cannot imagine anything more respectable than an early-morning caller, Mrs. Watson,’ she said. She went downstairs and opened the door. The young man was standing on the sidewalk with his back to her, but at the sound of the door opening he turned. He was goodlooking and well-dressed, and his smile was quick and appealing.

“I hope your landlady did not bother to wake you up? I could have waited. You are Miss Adele Leamington, aren’t you?”

She nodded.

“Will you come in, please?” she asked, and took him into the stuffy little front parlour, and, closing the door behind her, waited.

“I am a reporter,” he said untruthfully, and her face fell.

“You’ve come about Uncle Francis? Is anything really wrong? They sent a detective to see me a week ago. Have they found him?”

“No, they haven’t found him,” he said carefully. “You knew him very well, of course, Miss Leamington?”

She shook her head.

“No, I have only seen him twice in my life. My dear father and he quarrelled before I was born, and I only saw him once after daddy died, and once before mother was taken with her fatal illness.”

She heard him sigh, and sensed his relief, though why he should be relieved that her uncle was almost a stranger to her she could not fathom.

“You saw him at Chichester, though?” he said.

She nodded.

“Yes, I saw him. I was on my way to Goodwood Park — a whole party of us in a char-a-banc — and I saw him for a moment walking along the sidewalk. He looked desperately ill and worried. He was just coming out of a stationer’s shop when I saw him; he had a newspaper under his arm and a letter in his hand.”

“Where was the store?” he asked quickly.

She gave him the address, and he jotted it down.

“You didn’t see him again?”

She shook her head.

“Is anything really very badly wrong?” she asked anxiously. “I’ve often heard mother say that Uncle Francis was very extravagant, and a little unscrupulous. Has he been in trouble?”

“Yes,” admitted Michael, “he has been in trouble, but nothing that you need worry about. You’re a great film actress, aren’t you?”

In spite of her anxiety she laughed.

“The only chance I have of being a great film actress is for you to say so in your paper.”

“My what?” he asked, momentarily puzzled. “Oh yes, my newspaper, of course.”

“I don’t believe you’re a reporter at all,” she said with sudden suspicion.

“Indeed I am,” he said glibly, and dared to pronounce the name of that widely circulated sheet upon which the sun seldom sets.

“Though I’m not a great actress, and fear I never shall be, I like to believe it is because I’ve never had a chance — I’ve a horrible suspicion that Mr. Knebworth knows instinctively that I am no good.”

Mike Brixan had found a new interest in the case, an interest which, he was honest enough to confess to himself, was not dissociated from the niece of Francis Elmer. He had never met anybody quite so pretty and quite so unsophisticated and natural.

“You’re going to the studio, I suppose?”

She nodded.

“I wonder if Mr. Knebworth would mind my calling to see you?”

She hesitated.

“Mr. Knebworth doesn’t like callers.”

“Then maybe I’ll call on him,” said Michael, nodding. “It doesn’t matter whom I call on, does it?’

“It certainly doesn’t matter to me,” said the girl coldly.

“In the vulgar language of the masses,” thought Mike as he strode down the street, “I have had the bird!”

His inquiries did not occupy very much of his time. He found the little news shop, and the proprietor, by good fortune, remembered the coming of Mr. Francis Elmer.

“He called for a letter, though it wasn’t addressed to Elmer,” said the shopkeeper. “A lot of people have their letters addressed here. I make a little extra money that way.”

“Did he buy a newspaper?”

“No, sir, he did not buy a newspaper; he had one under his arm — the Morning Telegram. I remember that, because I noticed that he’d put a blue pencil mark round one of the agony advertisements on the front page, and I was wondering what it was all about. I kept a copy of that day’s Morning Telegram; I’ve got it now.”

He went into the little parlour at the back of the shop and returned with a dingy newspaper, which he laid on the counter.

“There are six there, but I don’t know which one it was.”

Michael examined the agony advertisements. There was one frantic message from a mother to her son, asking him to return and saying that “all would be forgiven”. There was a cryptogram message, which he had not time to decipher. A third, which was obviously the notice of an assignation. The fourth was a thinly veiled advertisement for a new hair-waver, and at the fifth he stopped. It ran:

“Troubled. Final directions at address I gave you. Courage. Benefactor.”

“Some ‘benefactor’,” said Mike Brixan. “What was he like — the man who called? Was he worried?”

“Yes, sir: he looked upset — all distracted like. He seemed like a chap who’d lost his head.”

“That seems a fair description,” said Mike.
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In the studio of the Knebworth Picture Corporation the company had been waiting in its street clothes for the greater part of an hour.

Jack Knebworth sat in his conventional attitude, huddled up in his canvas chair, fingering his long chin and glaring from time to time at the clock above the studio manager’s office.

It was eleven when Stella Mendoza flounced in, bringing with her the fragrance of wood violets and a small, unhappy Peke.

“Do you work to summertime?” asked Knebworth slowly. “Or maybe you thought the call was for afternoon? You’ve kept fifty people waiting, Stella.”

“I can’t help their troubles,” the said with a shrug of shoulder. “You told me you were going on location, and naturally I didn’t expect there would be any hurry. I had to pack my things.”

“Naturally you didn’t think there was any hurry!” Jack Knebworth reckoned to have three fights a year. This was the third. The first had been with Stella, and the second had been with Stella, and the third was certainly to be with Stella.

“I wanted you to be here at ten. I’ve had these boys and girls waiting since a quarter of ten.”

“What do you want to shoot?” she asked with an inpatient jerk of her head.

“You mostly,” said Jack slowly. “Get into No. 9 outfit and don’t forget to leave your pearl earrings off. You’re supposed to be a hall-starved chorus girl. We’re shooting at Griff Towers, and I told the gentleman who lent us the use of the house that I’d be through the day work by three. If you were Pauline Frederick or Norma Talmadge or Lilian Gish, you’d be worth waiting for, but Stella Mendoza has got to be on this lot by ten — and don’t forget it!”

Old Jack Knebworth got up from his canvas chair and began to put on his coat with ominous deliberation, the flushed and angry girl watching him, her dark eyes blazing with injured pride and hurt vanity.

Stella had once been plain Maggie Stubbs, the daughter of a Midland grocer, and old Jack had talked to her as if she were still Maggie Stubbs and not the great film star of coruscating brilliance, idol (or her press agent lied) of the screen fans of all the world.

“All right, if you want a fuss you can have it, Knebworth. I’m going to quit — now! I think I know what is due to my position. That part’s got to be rewritten to give me a chance of putting my personality over. There’s too much leading man in it, anyway. People don’t pay real money to see men. You don’t treat me fair, Knebworth: I’m temperamental, I admit it. You can’t expect a woman of my kind to be a block of wood.”

“The only thing about you that’s a block of wood is your head, Stella,” grunted the producer, and went on, oblivious to the rising fury expressed in the girl’s face, “You’ve had two years playing small parts in Hollywood, and you’ve brought nothing back to England but a line of fresh talk, and you could have gotten that out of the Sunday supplements! Temperament! That’s a word that means doctors’ certificates when a picture’s half taken, and long rest unless your salary’s put up fifty per cent. Thank God this picture isn’t a quarter taken or an eighth. Quit, you mean-spirited guttersnipe — and quit as soon as you darn please!”

Boiling with rage, her lips quivering so that she could not articulate, the girl turned and flung out of the studio.

White-haired Jack Knebworth glared round at the silent company.

“This is where the miracle happens,” he said sardonically. “This is where the extra girl who’s left a sick mother and a mortgage at home leaps to fame in a night. If you don’t know that kinder thing happens on every lot in Hollywood you’re no students of fiction. Stand forth, Mary Pickford the second!”

The extras smiled, some amused, some uncomfortable, but none spoke. Adele was frozen stiff, incapable of speech.

“Modesty don’t belong to this industry,” old Jack sneered amiably. “Who thinks she can play ‘Roselle’ in this piece — because an extra’s going to play the part, believe me! I’m going to show this pseudo-actress that there isn’t an extra on this lot that couldn’t play her head off. Somebody talked about playing a part yesterday — you!”

His forefinger pointed to Adele, and with a heart that beat tumultuously she went toward him.

“I had a camera test of you six months ago,” said Jack suspiciously. “There was something wrong with her — what was it?”

He turned to his assistant. That young man scratched his head in an effort of memory.

“Ankles?” he hazarded a guess at random — a safe guess, for Knebworth had views about ankles.

“Nothing wrong with them — get out the print and let us see it.”

Ten minutes later Adele sat by the old man’s side in the little projection room and saw her “test” run through.

“Hair!” said Knebworth triumphantly. “I knew there was something. Don’t like bobbed hair. Makes a girl too pert and sophisticated. You’ve grown it?” he added as the lights were switched on.

“Yes, Mr. Knebworth.”

He looked at her in dispassionate admiration.

“You’ll do,” he said reluctantly. “See the wardrobe and get Miss Mendoza’s costumes. There’s one thing I’d like to tell you before you go,” he said, stopping her. “You may be good and you may be bad, but, good or bad, there’s no future for you — so don’t get heated up. The only woman who’s got any chance in England is the producer’s wife, and I’ll never marry you if you go down on your knees to me, That’s the only kind of star they know in English films — the producer’s wife; and unless you’re that, you haven’t — !”

He snapped his finger.

“I’ll give you a word of advice, kid. If you make good in this picture, link yourself up with one of those cute English directors that set three flats and a pot of palms and call it a drawingroom! Give Miss What’s-her-name the script, Harry. Say — go out somewhere quiet and study it, will you? Harry, you see the wardrobe. I give you half an hour to read that script!”

Like one in a dream the girl walked out into the shady garden that ran the length of the studio building and sat down, trying to concentrate on the type written lines. It wasn’t true — it could not be true! And then she heard the crunch of feet on gravel and looked up in alarm. It was the young man who had seen her that morning — Michael Brixan.

“Oh, please — you mustn’t interrupt me!” she begged in agitation. “I’ve got a part — a big part — to read.”

Her distress was so real that he hastened to take his departure.

“I’m awfully sorry—” he began

In her confusion she had dropped the loose sheets of the manuscript, and, stooping with her to pick them up, their heads bumped.

“Sorry — that’s an old comedy situation, isn’t it?” he began.

And then he saw the sheet of paper in his hand and began to read. It was a page of elaborate description of a scene.

The cell is large, lighted by a swinging lamp. In centre is a steel gate through which a soldier on guard is seen pacing to and fro —

“Good God!” said Michael, and went white. The ‘u’s in the the type were blurred, the ‘g’ was indistinct. The page had been typed on the machine from which the Head-Hunter sent forth his gruesome tales of death.
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“What is wrong?” asked Adele, seeing the young man’s grave face.

“Where did this come from?” He showed her the sheet of typewritten script.

“I don’t know: it was with the other sheets. I knew, of course, that it didn’t belong to ‘Roselle’.”

“Is that the play you’re acting in?” he asked quickly. And then: “Who would know?”

“Mr. Knebworth.”

“Where shall I find him?”

“You go through that door,” she said, “and you will find him on the studio floor.”

Without a word, he walked quickly into the building. Instinctively he knew which of the party was the man he sought. Jack Knebworth looked up under lowering brows at the sight of the stranger, for he was a stickler for privacy in business hours; but before he could demand an explanation Michael was up to him.

“Are you Mr. Knebworth?” Jack nodded.

“I surely am,” he said.

“May I speak to you for two minutes?”

“I can’t speak to anybody for one minute,” growled Jack. “Who are you, anyway, and who let you in?”

“I am a detective from the Foreign Office,” said Michael lowering his voice, and Jack’s manner changed.

“Anything wrong?” he asked, as he accompanied the detective into his sanctum.

Jack laid down the sheet of paper with its typed characters on the table.

“Who wrote that?” he asked.

Jack Knebworth looked at the manuscript and shook his head.

“I’ve never seen it before. ‘What is it all about?”

“You’ve never seen this manuscript at all?”

“No, I’ll swear to that, but I dare say my scenario-man will know all about it. I’ll send for him.”

He touched a bell, and, to the clerk who came: “Mr. Lawley Foss to come quickly,” he said.

“The reading of books, plots and material for picture plays is entirely in the hands of my scenario manager,” he said. “I never see a manuscript until he considers it’s worth producing; and even then, of course, the picture isn’t always made. If the story happens to be a bad one, I don’t see it at all. I’m not so sure that I haven’t lost some good stories, because Foss “ — he hesitated a second— “well, he and I don’t see exactly eye to eye. Now, Mr. Brixan, what is the trouble?”

In a few words Michael explained the grave significance of the typewritten sheet.

“The Head-Hunter!” Jack whistled.

There came a knock at the door, and Lawley Foss slipped into the room. He was a thinnish man, dark and saturnine of face, shifty of eye. His face was heavily lined as though he suffered from some chronic disease. But the real disease which preyed on Lawley Foss was the bitterness of mind that comes to a man it war with the world. There had been a time in his early life when he thought that same world was at his feet. He had written two plays that had been produced and had run a few nights. Thereafter, he had trudged from theatre to theatre in vain, for the taint of failure was on him, and no manager would so much as open the brown-covered manuscripts he brought to them. Like many another man, he had sought easy ways to wealth, but the Stock Exchange and the race track had impoverished him still further.

He glanced suspiciously at Michael as he entered.

“I want to see you, Foss, about a sheet of script that’s got amongst the ‘Roselle’ script,” said Jack Knebworth. “May I tell Mr. Foss what you have told me?”

Michael hesitated for a second. Some cautioning voice warned him to keep the question of the Head Hunter a secret. Against his better judgment he nodded.

Lawley Foss listened with an expressionless face whilst the old director explained the significance of the interpolated sheet; then he took the page from Jack Kenilworth’s hand and examined it. Not by a twitch of his face or a droop of his eyelid did he betray his thoughts.

“We get a lot of stuff in,” he said, “and I can’t immediately place this particular play; but if you’ll let me take it to my office, I will look up my books.”

Again Michael considered. He did not wish that piece of evidence to pass out of his hands; and yet, without confirmation and examination, it was fairly valueless. He reluctantly agreed.

“What do you make of that fellow?” asked Jack Knebworth when the door had dosed upon the writer.

“I don’t like him,” said Michael bluntly. “In fact, my first impressions are distinctly unfavourable, though I am probably doing the poor gentleman a very great injustice.”

Jack Knebworth sighed. Foss was one of his biggest troubles, sometimes bulking larger than the temperamental Mendoza.

“He certainly is a queer chap,” he said, “though he’s diabolically clever. I never knew a man who could take a plot and twist it as Lawley Foss can — but he’s — difficult.”

“I should imagine so,” said Michael dryly.

They passed out into the studio and Michael sought the troubled girl to explain his crudeness. There were tears of vexation in her eyes when he approached her for his startling disappearance with a page of the script had put all thoughts of the play from her mind.

“I am sorry,” he said penitently. “I almost wish I hadn’t come.”

“And I quite wish it,” she said, smiling in spite of herself. “What was the matter with that page you took — you are a detective, aren’t you?”

“I admit it,” said Michael recklessly.

“Did you speak the truth when you said that my uncle—” She stopped, at a loss for words.

“No, I did not,” replied Michael quietly. “Your uncle is dead, Miss Leamington.”

“Dead!” she gasped.

He nodded.

“He was murdered, in extraordinary circumstances.”

Suddenly her face went white.

“He wasn’t the man whose head was found at Esher?”

“How did you know?” he asked sharply.

“It was in this morning’s newspaper,” she said, and inwardly he cursed the sleuth-hound of a reporter who had got on to the track of this latest tragedy.

She had to know sooner or later: he satisfied himself with that thought.

The return of Foss relieved him of further explanations. The man spoke for a while with Jack Knebworth in a low voice, and then the director beckoned Michael across.

“Foss can’t trace this manuscript,” he said, handing Jack the sheet. “It may have been a sample page sent in by a contributor, or it may have been a legacy from our predecessors. I took over a whole lot of manuscript with the studio from a bankrupt production company.”

He looked impatiently at his watch.

“Now, Mr. Brixan, if it’s possible I should be glad if you would excuse me. I’ve got some scenes to shoot ten miles away, with a leading lady from whose little head you’ve scared every idea that will be of the slightest value to me.”

Michael acted upon an impulse.

“Would you mind my coming out with you to shoot — that means to photograph, doesn’t it? I promise you I won’t be in the way.”

Old Jack nodded curtly, and ten minutes later Michael Brixan was sitting side by side with the girl in a char-à-banc which was carrying them to the location. That he should be riding with the artistes at all was a tribute to his nerve rather than to his modesty.
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Adele did not speak to him for a long time. Resentment that he should force his company upon her, and nervousness at the coming ordeal — a nervousness which became sheer panic as they drew nearer and nearer to their destination — made conversation impossible.

“I see your Mr. Lawley Foss is with us,” said Michael, glancing over his shoulder, and by way of making conversation.

“He always goes on location,” she said shortly. “A story has sometimes to be amended while it’s being shot.”

“Where are we going now?” he asked.

“Griff Towers first,” she replied. She found it difficult to be uncivil to anybody. “It is a big place owned by Sir Gregory Penne.”

“But I thought we were going to the Dower House?”

She looked at him with a little frown.

“Why did you ask if you knew?” she demanded, almost in a tone of asperity.

“Because I like to hear you speak,” said the young man calmly. “Sir Gregory Penne? I seem to know the name.”

She did not answer.

“He was in Borneo for many years, wasn’t he?”

“He’s hateful,” she said vehemently. “I detest him!” She did not explain the cause of her detestation, and Michael thought it discreet not to press the question, but presently she relieved him of responsibility.

“I’ve been to his house twice. He has a very fine garden, which Mr. Knebworth has used before — of course, I only went as an extra and was very much in the background. I wish I had been more so. He has queer ideas about women, and especially actresses — not that I’m an actress,” she added hastily, “but I mean people who play for a living. Thank heaven there’s only one scene to be shot at Griff, and perhaps he will not be at home, but that’s unlikely. He’s always there when I go.”

Michael glanced at her out of the corner of his eye. His first impression of her beauty was more than confirmed. There was a certain wistfulness in her face which was very appealing; an honesty in the dark eyes that told him all he wanted to know about her attitude toward the admiration of the unknown Sir Gregory.

“It’s queer how all baronets are villains in stories,” he said, “and queerer still that most of the baronets I’ve known have been men of singular morals. I’m bothering you, being here, aren’t I?” he asked, dropping his tone of banter.

She looked round at him.

“You are a little,” she said frankly. “You see, Mr. Brixan, this is my big chance. It’s a chance that really never comes to an extra except in stories, and I’m frightened to death of what is going to happen. You make me nervous, but what makes me more panic-stricken is that the first scene is to be shot at Griff. I hate it! I hate it!” she said almost savagely. “big, hard-looking house, with its hideous stuffed tigers and its awful-looking swords—”

“Swords?” he asked quickly. “What do you mean?”

“The walls are covered with them — Eastern swords. They make me shiver to see them. But Sir Gregory takes a delight in them. He told Mr. Knebworth, the last time we were there, that the swords were as sharp now as they were when they came from the hands of their makers, and some of them were three hundred years old. He’s an extraordinary man: he can cut an apple in half on your hand and never so much as scratch you. That is one of his favourite stunts — do you know what ‘stunt’ means?”

“I seem to have heard the expression,” said Michael absently.

“There is the house,” she pointed. “Ugh! It makes me shiver.”

Griff Towers was one of those bleak-looking buildings that it had been the delight of the early Victorian architects to erect. Its one grey tower, placed on the left wing, gave it a lopsided appearance, but even this distortion did not distract attention from its rectangular unloveliness. The place seemed all the more bare since the walls were innocent of greenery and it stood starkly in the midst of a yellow expanse of gravel.

“Looks almost like a barracks,” said Michael, “with a parade ground in front!”

They passed through the lodge gates, and the char-à-banc stopped halfway up the drive. The gardens apparently were in the rear of the building, and certainly there was nothing that would attract the most careless of directors in its uninteresting façade.

Michael got down from his seat and found Jack Knebworth already superintending the unloading of a camera and reflectors. Behind the char-a-banc came the big dynamo lorry, with three sun arcs that were to enhance the value of daylight.

“Oh, you’re here, are you?” growled Jack. “Now you’ll oblige me, Mr. Brixan, by not getting in the way. I’ve got a hard morning’s work ahead of me.”

“I want you to take me on as a — what is the word? — extra,” said Michael.

The old man frowned at him.

“Say, what’s the great idea?” he asked suspiciously.

“I have an excellent reason, and I promise you that nothing I do will in any way embarrass you. The truth is, Mr. Knebworth, I want to be around for the remainder of the day, and I need an excuse.”

Jack Knebworth bit his lip, scratched his long chin, scowled, and then:

“All right,” he said gruffly. “Maybe you’ll come in handy, though I’ll have quite enough bother directing one amateur, and if you get into the pictures on this trip you’re going to be lucky!”

There was a man of the party, a tall young man whose hair was brushed back from his forehead, and was so tidy and well arranged that it seemed as if it had originally been stuck by glue and varnished over. A tail, somewhat goodlooking boy, who had sat on Adele’s left throughout the journey and had not spoken once. He raised his eyebrows at the appearance of Michael, and, strolling across to the harassed Knebworth, his hands in his pockets, he asked with a hurt air:

“I say, Mr. Knebworth, who is this johnny?”

“Which johnny?” growled old Jack. “You mean Brixan? He’s an extra.”

“Oh, an extra, is he?” said the young man. “I say, it’s pretty desperately awful when extras hobnob with principals! And this Leamington girl — she’s simply going to mess up the pictures. She is, by Jove!”

“Is she, by Jove?” snarled Knebworth. “Now see here, Mr. Connolly, I ain’t so much in love with your work that I’m willing to admit in advance that even an extra is going to mess up this picture.”

“I’ve never played opposite to an extra in my life, dash it all!”

“Then you must have felt lonely,” grunted Jack, busy with his packing.

“Now, Mendoza is an artiste—” began the youthful leading man, and Jack Knebworth straightened his back.

“Get over there till you’re wanted, you!” he roared. “When I need advice from pretty boys, I’ll come to you — see? For the moment you’re de trop, which is a French expression meaning that you’re standing on ground there’s a better use for.”

The disgruntled Reggie Connolly strolled away with a shrug of his thin shoulders, which indicated not only his conviction that the picture would fail, but that the responsibility was everywhere but under his hat.

From the big doorway of Grill Towers, Sir Gregory Penne was watching the assembly of the company. He was a thickset man, and the sun of Borneo and an unrestricted appetite had dyed his skin a colour which was between purple and brown. His face was covered with innumerable ridges, his eyes looked forth upon the world through two narrow slits. The rounded feminine chin seemed to be the only part of his face that sunshine and stronger stimulants had left in its natural condition.

Michael watched him as he strolled down the slope to where they were standing, guessing his identity. He wore a golf suit of a loud check in which red predominated, and a big cap of the same material was pulled down over his eyes. Taking the stub of a cigar from his teeth, with a quick and characteristic gesture he wiped his scanty moustache on his knuckles.

“Good morning, Knebworth,” he called.

His voice was harsh and cruel: a voice that had never been mellowed by laughter or made soft by the tendernesses of humanity.

“Good morning. Sir Gregory.”

Old Knebworth disentangled himself from his company.

“Sorry I’m late.”

“Don’t apologize,” said the other. “Only I thought you were going to shoot earlier. Brought my little girl, eh?”

“Your little girl?” Jack looked at him, frankly nonplussed. “You mean Mendoza? No, she’s not coming.”

“I don’t mean Mendoza, if that’s the dark girl. Never mind: I was only joking.”

Who the blazes was his little girl? thought Jack, who was ignorant of two unhappy experiences which an unconsidered extra girl had had on previous visits. The mystery, however, was soon cleared up, for the baronet walked slowly to where Adele Leamington was making a pretence of studying her script.

“Good morning, little lady,” he said, lifting his cap an eighth of an inch from his head.

“Good morning, Sir Gregory,” she said coldly.

“You didn’t keep your promise.” He shook his head waggishly. “Oh, woman, woman!”

“I don’t remember having made a promise,” said the girl quietly. “You asked me to come to dinner with you, and I told you that that was impossible.”

“I promised to send my car for you. Don’t say it was too far away. Never mind, never mind.” And, to Michael’s wrath, he squeezed the girl’s arm in a manner which was intended to be paternal, but which filled the girl with indignant loathing.

She wrenched her arm free, and, turning her back upon her tormentor, almost flew to Jack Knebworth with an incoherent demand for information on the reading of a line which was perfectly simple.

Old Jack was no fool. He watched the play from under his eyelids, recognizing all the symptoms.

“This is the last time we shall shoot at Griff Towers,” he told himself.

For Jack Knebworth was something of a stickler on behaviour, and had views on women which were diametrically opposite to those held by Sir Gregory Penne.



VII. The Swords and Bhag


Table of Contents


The little party moved away, leaving Michael alone with the baronet. For a period, Gregory Penne watched the girl, his eyes glittering; then he became aware of Michael’s presence and turned a cold, insolent stare upon the other.

“What are you?” he asked, looking the detective up and down.

“I’m an extra,” said Michael.

“An extra, eh? Sort of chorus boy? Put paint and powder on your face and all that sort of thing? What a life for a man!”

“There are worse,” said Michael, holding his antagonism in check.

“Do you know that little girl — what’s her name. Leamington?” asked the baronet suddenly.

“I know her extremely well,” said Michael untruthfully.

“Oh, you do, eh?” said the master of Griff Towers with sudden amiability. “She’s a nice little thing. Quite a cut above the ordinary chorus girl. You might bring her along to dinner one night. She’d come with you, eh?”

The contortions of the puffy eyelids suggested to Michael that the man had winked. There was some thing about this gross figure that interested the scientist in Michael Brixan. He was elemental; an animal invested with a brain; and yet he must be something more than that if he had held a high administrative position under Government.

“Are you acting? If you’re not, you can come up and have a look at my swords,” said the man suddenly.

Michael guessed that, for a reason of his own, probably because of his claim to be Adele’s friend, the man wished to cultivate the acquaintance.

“No, I’m not acting,” replied Michael.

And no invitation could have given him greater pleasure. Did their owner realize the fact, Michael Brixan had already made up his mind not to leave Griff Towers until he had inspected that peculiar collection.

“Yes, she’s a nice little girl.”

Penne returned to the subject immediately as they paced up the slope toward the house.

“As I say, a cut above chorus girls. Young, unsophisticated, virginal! You can have your sophisticated girls: there is no mystery to ‘em! They revolt me. A girl should be like a spring flower. Give me the violet and the snowdrop: you can have a bushel of cabbage roses for one petal of the shy dears of the forest.”

Michael listened with a keen sense of nausea, and yet with an unusual interest, as the man rambled on. He said things which were sickening, monstrous. There were moments when Brixan found it difficult to keep his hands off the obscene figure that paced at his side; and only by adopting toward him the attitude with which the enthusiastic naturalist employs in his dealings with snakes was he able to get a grip of himself.

The big entrance hall into which he was ushered was paved with earthen tiles, and, looking up at the stone walls, Michael had his first glimpse of the famous swords.

There were hundreds of them — poniards, scimitars, ancient words of Japan, basket-hilted hangers, two-handed swords that had felt the grip of long-dead Crusaders.

“What do you think of ‘em, eh?” Sir Gregory Penne spoke with the pride of an enthusiastic collector. “There isn’t one of them that could be duplicated, my boy; and they’re only the rag, tag and bobtail of my collection.”

He led his visitor along a broad corridor, lighted by square windows set at intervals, and here again the walls were covered with shining weapons. Throwing open a door, Sir Gregory ushered the other into a large room which was evidently his library, though the books were few, and, so far as Michael could see at first glance, the conventional volumes that are to be found in the houses of the country gentry.

Over the mantelshelf were two great swords of a pattern which Michael did not remember having seen before.

“What do you think of those?”

Penne lifted one from the silver hook which supported it, and drew it from its scabbard.

“Don’t feel the edge unless you want to cut yourself. This would split a hair, but it would also cut you in two, and you would never know what had happened till you fell apart!”

Suddenly his manner changed, and he almost snatched the sword from Michael’s hand, and, putting it back in its sheath, he hung it up.

“That is a Sumatran sword, isn’t it?”

“It comes from Borneo,” said the baronet shortly.

“The home of the head-hunters.”

Sir Gregory looked round, his brows lowered.

“No,” he said, “it comes from Dutch Borneo.”

Evidently there was something about this weapon which aroused unpleasant memories. He glowered for a long time in silence into the little fire that was burning on the hearth.

“I killed the man who owned that,” he said at last, and it struck Michael that he was speaking more to himself than to his visitor. “At least, I hope I killed him. I hope so!”

He glanced round, and Michael Brixan could have sworn there was apprehension in his eyes.

“Sit down, What’s-your-name,” he commanded, pointing to a low settee. “We’ll have a think.”

He pushed a bell, and, to Michael’s astonishment, the summons was answered by an undersized native, a little copper-coloured man, naked to the waist. Gregory gave an order in a language which was unintelligible to Michael — he guessed, by its sibilants, it was Malayan — and the servant, with a quick salaam, disappeared, and came back almost instantly with a tray containing a large decanter and two thin glasses.

“I have no white servants — can’t stand ‘em,” said Penne, taking the contents of his glass at a gulp. “I like servants who don’t steal and don’t gossip. You can lick ’em if they misbehave, and there’s no trouble. I got this fellow last year in Sumatra, and he’s the best butler I’ve had.”

“Do you go to Borneo every year?” asked Michael.

“I go almost every year,” said the other. “I’ve got a yacht: she’s lying at Southampton now. If I didn’t get out of this cursed country once a year I’d go mad. There’s nothing here, nothing! Have you ever met that dithering old fool Longvale? Knebworth said you were going on to him — pompous old ass, who lives in the past and dresses like an advertisement for somebody’s whisky. Have another?”

“I haven’t finished this yet,” said Michael with a smile, and his eyes went up to the sword above the mantelpiece. “Have you had that very long? It looks modern.”

“It isn’t,” snapped the other. “Modern! It’s three hundred years old if it’s a day, I’ve only had it a year.” Again he changed the subject abruptly. “I like you, What’s-your-name. I like people or I dislike them instantly. You’re the sort of fellow who’d do well in the East. I’ve made two millions there. The East is full of wonder, full of unbelievable things.” He screwed his head round and fixed Michael with a glittering eye. “Full of good servants,” he said slowly. “Would you like to meet the perfect servant?”

There was something peculiar in his tone, and Michael nodded.

“Would you like to see the slave who never asks questions and never disobeys, who has no love but love of me” — he thumped himself on the chest— “no hate but for the people I hate — my trusty — Bhag?”

He rose, and, crossing to his table, turned a little switch that Michael had noticed attached to the side of the desk. As he did so, a part of the panelled wall at the farther end of the room swung open. For a second Michael saw nothing, and then there emerged, blinking into the daylight, a most sinister, a most terrifying figure. And Michael Brixan had need for all his self-control to check the exclamation that rose to his lips.
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It was a great orang-outang. Crouched as it was, gazing malignantly upon the visitor with its bead-like eyes, it stood over six feet in height. The hairy chest was enormous; the arms that almost touched the floor were as thick as an average man’s thigh. It wore a pair of workman’s dark-blue overalls, held in place by two straps that crossed the broad shoulders.

“Bhag,” called Sir Gregory in a voice so soft that Michael could not believe it was the man’s own, “come here.”

The gigantic figure waddled across the room to where they stood before the fireplace.

“This is a friend of mine, Bhag.”

The great ape held out his hand, and for a second Michael’s was held in its velvet palm. This done, he lifted his paw to his nose and sniffed loudly, the only sound he made.

“Get me some cigars,” said Penne.

Immediately the ape walked to a cabinet, pulled open a drawer, and brought out a box.

“Not those,” said Gregory. “The small ones.”

He spoke distinctly, as if he were articulating to somebody who was deaf, and, without a moment’s hesitation, the hideous Bhag replaced the box and brought out another.

“Pour me out a whisky-and-soda.”

The ape obeyed. He di& not spill a drop, and when his owner said “Enough”, replaced the stopper in the decanter and put it back.

“Thank you, that will do, Bhag.”

Without a sound the ape waddled back to the open panelling and disappeared, and the door closed behind him.

“Why, the thing is human!” said Michael in an awestricken whisper.

Sir Gregory Penne chuckled.

“More than human,” he said. “Bhag is my shield against all trouble.”

His eyes seemed to go instantly to the sword above the mantelpiece.

“Where does he live?”

“He’s got a little apartment of his own, and he keeps it clean. He feeds with the servants.”

“Good lord!” gasped Michael, and the other chuckled again at the surprise he had aroused.

“Yes, he feeds with the servants. They’re afraid of him, but they worship him: he’s a soft of god to them, but they’re afraid of him. Do you know what would have happened if I’d said, ‘This man is my enemy’?” He pointed his stubby finger at Michael’s chest. “He would have torn you limb from limb. You wouldn’t have had a chance, Mr. What’s-your-name, not a dog’s chance. And yet he can be gentle — yes, he can be gentle.” He nodded. “And cunning! He goes out almost every night, and I’ve had no complaints from the villagers. No sheep stolen, nobody frightened. He just goes out and loafs around in the woods, and doesn’t kill as much as a hen partridge.”

“How long have you had him?”

“Eight or nine years,” said the baronet carelessly, swallowing the whisky that the ape had poured for him. “Now let’s go out and see the actors and actresses. She’s a nice girl, eh? You’re not forgetting you’re going to bring her to dinner, are you? What is your name?”

“Brixan,” said Michael. “Michael Brixan.”

Sir Gregory grunted something.

“I’ll remember that — Brixan. I ought to have told Bhag. He likes to know.”

“Would he have known me again, suppose you had?” asked Michael, smiling.

“Known you?” said the baronet contemptuously. “He will not only know you, but he’ll be able to trail you down. Notice him smelling his hand? He was filing you for reference, my boy. If I told him, ‘Go along and take this message to Brixan’, he’d find you.”

When they reached the lovely gardens at the back of the house the first scene had been shot, and there was a smile on Jack Knebworth’s face which suggested that Adele’s misgivings had not been justified. And so it proved.

“That girl’s a peach,” Jack unbent to say. “A natural-born actress, built for this scene — it’s almost too good to be true. What do you want?”

It was Mr. Reggie Connolly, and he had the obsession which is perpetual in every leading man. He felt that sufficient opportunities had not been offered to him.

“I say, Mr. Knebworth,” he said in a grieved tone, “I’m not getting much of the fat in this story! So far, there’s about thirty feet of me in this picture. I say, that’s not right, you know! If a johnny is being featured—”

“You’re not being featured,” said Jack shortly, “And Mendoza’s chief complaint was that there was too much of you in it.”

Michael looked round. Sir Gregory Penne had strolled toward where the girl was standing, and, in her state of elation, she had no room in her heart even for resentment against the man she so cordially detested.

“Little girl, I want to speak to you before you go,” he said, dropping his voice, and for once she smiled at him.

“Well, you have a good opportunity now, Sir Gregory,” she said.

“I want to tell you how sorry I am for what happened the other day, and I respect you for what you said, for a girl’s entitled to keep her kisses for men she likes. Aren’t I right?”

“Of course you’re right,” she said. “Please don’t think any more about it, Sir Gregory.”

“I’d no right to kiss you against your will, especially when you’re in my house. Are you going to forgive me?”

“I do forgive you,” she said, and would have left him, but he caught her arm.

“You’re coming to dinner, aren’t you?” He jerked his head toward the watchful Michael. “Your friend said he’d bring you along.”

“Which friend?” she asked, her eyebrows raised. “You mean Mr. Brixan?”

“That’s the fellow. Why with that kind of man? Not fellow. I like him personally to dinner?”

“I’m afraid I can’t,” she said, her old aversion gaining ground.

“Little girl,” he said earnestly, “there’s nothing you couldn’t have from me. Why do you want to trouble your pretty head about this cheap play-acting? I’ll give you a company of your own if you want it, and the best car that money can buy.”

His eyes were like points of fire, and she shivered.

“I have all I want, Sir Gregory,” she said.

She was furious with Michael Brixan. How dared he presume to accept an invitation on her behalf? How dare he call himself her friend? Her anger almost smothered her dislike for her persecutor.

“You come over tonight — let him bring you,” said Penne huskily. “I want you tonight — do you hear? You’re staying at old Longvale’s. You can easily slip out.”

“I’ll do nothing of the kind. I don’t think you know what you’re asking, Sir Gregory,” she said quietly. “Whatever you mean, it is an insult to me.”

Turning abruptly, she left him. Michael would have spoken to her, but she passed, her head in the air, a look on her face which dismayed him, though, after a moment’s consideration, he could guess the cause.

When the various apparatus was packed, and the company had taken their seats in the char-à-banc, Michael observed that she had very carefully placed herself between Jack Knebworth and the sulking leading man, and wisely himself chose a seat some distance from her.

The car was about to start when Sir Gregory came up to him, and, stepping on the running-board:

“You said you’d get her over—” he began.

“If I said that,” said Michael, “I must have been drunk, and it takes more than one glass of whisky to reduce me to that disgusting condition. Miss Leamington is a free agent, and she would be singularly ill-advised to dine alone with you or any other man.”

He expected an angry outburst, but, to his surprise, the squat man only laughed and waved him a pleasant farewell. Looking round as the car turned from the lodge gates, Michael saw him standing on the lawn, talking to a man, and recognized Foss, who, for some reason, had stayed behind.

And then his eyes strayed past the two men to the window of the library, where the monstrous Bhag sat in his darkened room, waiting for instructions which he would carry into effect without reason or pity. Michael Brixan, hardened as he was to danger of every variety, found himself shuddering.
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The Dower House was away from the main road. A sprawling mass of low buildings, it stood behind untidy hedges and crumbling walls. Once the place had enjoyed the services of a lodgekeeper, but the tiny lodge was deserted, the windows broken, and there were gaps in the tiled roof. The gates had not been closed for generations; they were broken, and leant crazily against the walls to which they had been thrust by the last person who had employed them to guard the entrance to the Dower House.

What had once been a fair lawn was now a tangle of weeds. Thistle and mayweed grew knee-deep where the gallants of old had played their bowls; and it was clear to Michael, from his one glance, that only a portion of the house was used. In only one of the wings were the windows whole; the others were broken or so grimed with dirt that they appeared to have been painted.

His amusement blended with curiosity, Michael saw for the first time the picturesque Mr. Sampson Longvale. He came out to meet them, his bald head glistening in the afternoon sunlight, his strapped fawn-coloured trousers, velvet waistcoat and old-fashioned stock completely supporting Gregory Penne’s description of him.

“Delighted to see you, Mr. Knebworth. I’ve a very poor house, but I offer you a very rich welcome! I have had tea served in my little diningroom. Will you please introduce me to the members of your company?”

The courtesy, the old-world spirit of dignity, were very charming, and Michael felt a warm glow toward this fine old man who brought to this modern atmosphere the love and the fragrance of a past age.

“I should like to shoot a scene before we lose the light, Mr. Longvale,” said Knebworth, “so, if you don’t mind the meal being a scrambling one, I can give the company a quarter of an hour.” He looked round. “Where is Foss?” he asked. “I want to change a scene.”

“Mr. Foss said he was walking from Griff Towers,” said one of the company. “He stopped behind to speak to Sir Gregory.”

Jack Knebworth cursed his dilatory scenario-man with vigour and originality.

“I hope he hasn’t stopped to borrow money,” he said savagely. “That fellow’s going to ruin my credit if I’m not careful.”

He had overcome his objection to his new extra; possibly he felt that there was nobody else in the party whom he could take into his confidence without hurt to discipline.

“Is he that way inclined?”

“He’s always short of money and always trying to make it by some fool trick which leaves him shorter than he was before. When a man gets that kind of bug in his head he’s only a block away from prison. Are you going to stay the night? I don’t think you’ll be able to sleep here,” he said, changing the subject, “but I suppose you’ll be going back to London?”

“Not tonight,” said Michael quickly. “Don’t worry about me. I particularly do not wish to give you any trouble.”

“Come and meet the old man,” said Knebworth under his breath. “He’s a queer old devil with the heart of a child.”

“I like what I’ve seen of him,” said Michael.

Mr. Longvale accepted the introduction all over again.

“I fear there will not be sufficient room in my diningroom for the whole Company. I have had a little table laid in my study. Perhaps you and your friends would like to have your tea there?”

“Why, that’s very kind of you, Mr. Longvale. You have met Mr. Brixan?”

The old man smiled and nodded.

“I have met him without realizing that I’ve met him. I never remember names — a curious failing which was shared by my great-great-uncle Charles, with the result that he fell into extraordinary confusion when he wrote his memoirs, and in consequence many of the incidents he relates have been regarded as apocryphal.”

He showed them into a narrow room that ran from the front to the back of the house. Its ceilings were supported by black rafters: the open wainscoting, polished and worn by generations of hands, must have been at least five hundred years old. There were no swords over this mantelpiece, thought Michael with an inward smile. Instead, there was a portrait of a handsome old gentleman, the dignity of whose face was arresting. There was only one word with an adequate description: it was majestic.

He made no comment on the picture, nor did the old man speak of it till later. The meal was hastily disposed of, and, sitting on the wall, Michael watched the last daylight scene shot, and was struck by the plastic genius of the girl. He knew enough of motion pictures and their construction to realize what it meant to the director to have in his hands one who could so faithfully reproduce the movements and the emotions which the old man dictated.

In other circumstances he might have thought it grotesque to see Jack Knebworth pretending to be a young girl, resting his elderly cheek coyly upon the back of his clasped hand, and walking with mincing steps from one side of the picture to the other. Bu he knew that the American was a mason who was cutting roughly the shape of the sculpture and leaving it to the finer artiste to express in her personality the delicate contours that would delight the eye of the picture-loving world. She was no longer Adele Leamington: she was Roselle, the heiress to an estate of which her wicked cousin was trying to deprive her. The story itself he recognized: a half-and-half plagiarism of “The Cat and the Canary”, with which were blended certain situations from “The Miracle Man”. He mentioned this fact when the scene was finished.

“I guess it’s a steal,” said Jack Knebworth philosophically, “and I didn’t inquire too closely into it. It’s Foss’s story, and I should be pained to discover there was anything original in it.”

Mr. Foss had made a tardy reappearance, and Michael found himself wondering what was the nature of that confidential interview which the writer had had with Sir Gregory.

Going back to the long sittingroom, he stood watching the daylight fade and speculating upon the one mystery within a mystery — the extraordinary effect which Adele had produced upon him.

Mike Brixan had known many beautiful women — women in every class of society. He had known the best and the worst, he had gaoled a few, and had watched one face a French firing-squad one grey wintry morning at Vincennes. He had liked many, nearly loved one, and it seemed, coldbloodedly analysing his emotions, that he was in danger of actually loving a girl whom he had never met before that morning.

“Which is absurd,” he said aloud.

“What is absurd?” asked Knebworth, who had come into the room unnoticed.

“I also wondered what you were thinking,” smiled old Mr. Longvale, who had been watching the young man in silence.

“I — er — well, I was thinking of the portrait.” Michael turned and indicated the picture above the fireplace, and in a sense he spoke the truth, for the thread of that thought had run through all others. “The face seemed familiar,” he said, “which is absurd, because it is obviously an old painting.”

Mr. Longvale lit two candles and carried one to the portrait. Again Michael looked, and again the majesty of the face impressed him.

“That is my great-great-uncle, Charles Henry,” said old Mr. Longvale with pride; “or, as we call him affectionately in our family, the Great Monsieur.”

Michael’s face was half turned toward the window as the old man spoke… Suddenly the room seemed to spin before his eyes. Jack Knebworth saw his face go white and caught him by the arm.

“What’s the matter?” he asked.

“Nothing,” said Michael unsteadily.

Knebworth was staring past him at the window.

“What was that?” he said.

With the exception of the illumination from the two candles and the faint dusk light that came from the garden, the room was in darkness.

“Did you see it?” he asked, and ran to the window, staring out.

“What was it?” asked old Mr. Longvale, joining him.

“I could have sworn I saw a head in the window. Did you see it, Brixan?”

“I saw something,” said Michael unsteadily. “Do you mind if I go out into the garden?”

“I hoped you saw it. It looked like a monkey’s head to me.”

Michael nodded. He walked down the flagged passage into the garden, and, as he did so, slipped a Browning from his hip, pressed down the safety-catch, and dropped the pistol into his jacket pocket.

He disappeared, and five minutes later Knebworth saw him pacing the garden path, and went out to him.

“Did you see anything?”

“Nothing in the garden. You must have been mistaken.”

“But didn’t you see him?”

Michael hesitated.

“I thought I saw something,” he said with an assumption of carelessness. “When are you going to shoot those night pictures of yours?”

“You saw something, Brixan — was it a face?”

Mike Brixan nodded.
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The dynamo Wagon was humming as he walked down the garden path, and with a hiss and a splutter from the arcs, the front of the cottage was suddenly illuminated by their fierce light. Outside on the road a motorist had pulled up to look upon the unusual spectacle.

“What is happening?” he asked curiously.

“They’re taking a picture,” said Michael.

“Oh, is that what it is? I suppose it is one of Knebworth’s outfits?”

“Where are you going?” demanded Michael suddenly. “Forgive my asking you, but if you’re heading for Chichester you can render me a very great service if you give me a lift.”

“Jump in,” said the man. “I’m going to Petworth, but it will not be much out of my way to take you into the city.”

Until they came to the town he plied Michael with questions betraying that universal inquisitiveness which picture-making invariably incites amongst the uninitiated.

Michael got down near the marketplace and made his way to the house of a man he knew, a former master at his old school, now settled down in Chichester, who had, amongst other possessions, an excellent library. Declining his host’s pressing invitation to dinner, Michael stated his needs, and the old master laughed.

“I can’t remember that you were much of a student in my days, Michael,” he said, “but you may have the run of the library. Is it some line of Virgil that escapes you? I may be able to save you a hunt.”

“It’s not Virgil, maestro,” smiled Michael. “Some thing infinitely more full-blooded!”

He was in the library for twenty minutes, and when he emerged there was a light of triumph in his eye.

“I’m going to use your telephone, if I may,” he said, and he got London without delay.

For ten minutes he was speaking with Scotland Yard, and, when he had finished, he went into the diningroom, where the master, who was a bachelor, was eating his solitary dinner.

“You can render me one more service, mentor of my youth,” he said. “Have you in this abode of peace an automatic pistol that throws a heavier shell than this?” and he put his own on the table.

Michael knew Mr. Scott had been an officer of the Territorial Army, and incidentally an instructor of the Officers’ Training Corps, so that his request was not as impossible of fulfilment as it appeared.

“Yes, I can give you a heavier one than that. What are you shooting — elephants?”

“Something a trifle more dangerous,” said Michael. “Curiosity was never a weakness of mine,” said the master, and went out to return with a Browning of heavy calibre and a box of cartridges.

They spent five minutes cleaning the pistol, which had not been in use for some time, and, with his new weapon weighing down his jacket pocket, Mike took his leave, carrying a lighter heart and a clearer understanding than he had enjoyed when he had arrived at the house.

He hired a car from a local garage and drove back to the Dower House, dismissing the car just short of his destination. Jack Knebworth had not even noticed that he had disappeared. But old Mr. Longvale, wearing a coat with many capes, and a soft silk cap from which dangled a long tassel, came to him almost as soon as he entered the garden.

“May I speak to you, Mr. Brixan?” he said in a low voice, and they went into the house together. “Do you remember Mr. Knebworth was very perturbed because he thought he saw somebody peering in at the window — something with a monkey’s head?”

Michael nodded.

“Well, it is a most curious tact,” said the old gentle man impressively, “that a quarter of an hour ago I happened to be walking in the far end of my garden, and, looking across the hedge toward the field, I suddenly saw a gigantic form rise, apparently from the ground, and move toward these bushes” — he pointed through the window to a clump in a field on the opposite side of the road. “He seemed to be crouching forward and moving furtively.”

“Will you show me the place?” said Michael quickly. He followed the other across the road to the bushes, a little dump which was empty when they reached it. Kneeling down to make a new skyline, Michael scanned the limited horizon, but there was no sign of Bhag. For that it was Bhag he had no doubt. There might be nothing in it. Penne told him that the animal was in the habit of taking nightly strolls, and that he was perfectly harmless. Suppose…

The thought was absurd, fantastically absurd. And yet the animal had been so extraordinarily human that no speculation in connection with it was quite absurd.

When he returned to the garden, he went in search of the girl. She had finished her scene and was watching the stealthy movements of two screen burglars, who were creeping along the wall in the subdued light of the arcs.

“Excuse me, Miss Leamington, I’m going to ask you an impertinent question. Have you brought a complete change of clothes with you?”

“Why ever do you ask that?” she demanded, her eyes wide open. “Of course I did! I alway bring a complete change in case the weather breaks.”

“That’s one question. Did you lose anything when you were at Griff Towers?”

“I lost my gloves,” she said quickly. “Did you find them?”

“No. When did you miss them?”

“I missed them immediately. I thought for a moment—” She stopped. “It was a foolish idea.”

“What did you think?” he asked.

“I’d rather not tell you. It is a purely personal matter.”

“You thought that Sir Gregory had taken them as a souvenir?”

Even in the half-darkness he saw her colour come and go.

“I did think that,” she said, a little stiffly.

“Then it doesn’t matter very much — about your change of clothing,” he said.

“Whatever are you talking about?”

She looked at him suspiciously. He guessed she thought that he had been drinking, but the last thing in the world he wanted to do at that moment was to explain his somewhat disjointed questions.

“Now everybody is going to bed!”

It was old Jack Knebworth talking.

“Everybody! Off you go! Mr. Foss has shown you your rooms. I want you up at four o’clock to morrow morning, so get as much sleep as you can. Foss, you’ve marked the rooms?”

“Yes,” said the man. “I’ve put the names on every door. I’ve given this young lady a room to herself — is that right?”

“I suppose it is,” said Knebworth dubiously, “Anyway, she won’t be there long enough to get used to it.”

The girl said good night to the detective and went straight up to her apartment. It was a tiny room, smelling somewhat musty, and was simply furnished. A truckle bed, a chest of drawers with a swinging glass on top, and a small table and chair was all that the apartment contained. By the light of her candle the floor showed signs of having been recently scrubbed, and the centre was covered by a threadbare square of carpet.

She locked the door, blew out the candle, and, undressing in the dark, went to the window and threw open the casement. And then, for the first time, she saw, on the centre of one of the small panes, a circular disc of paper. It was pasted on the outside of the window, and at first she was about to pull it off when she guessed that it might be some indicator placed by Knebworth to mark an exact position that he required for the morning picture-taking.

She did not immediately fall asleep, her mind, for some curious reason, being occupied unprofitably with a tumultuous sense of annoyance directed toward Michael Brixan. For a long time a strong sense of justice fought with a sense of humour equally powerful. He was a nice man, she told herself; the sixth sense of woman had already delivered that information, heavily underlined. He certainly had nerve. In the end humour brought sleep. She was smiling when her eyelids closed.

She had been sleeping two hours, though it did not seem two seconds. A sense of impending danger wakened her, and she sat up in bed, her heart thumping wildly. She looked round the room. In the pale moon light she could see almost every corner, and it was empty. Was it somebody outside the door that had wakened her? She tried the door-handle: it was locked, as she had left it. The window? It was very near to the ground, she remembered. Stepping to the window, she pulled one casement close. She was closing the other when, out of the darkness below, reached a great hairy arm and a hand closed like a vice on her wrist.

She did not scream. She stood breathless, dying of terror, she felt. Her heart ceased beating, and she was conscious of a deadly cold. What was it? What could it be? Summoning up her courage, she looked out of the window down into a hideous, bestial face and two round green eyes that stared into hers.
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The Thing Was twittering at her, soft, birdlike noises, and she saw the flash of its white teeth in the darkness. It was not puffing, it was simply holding, one hand gripping the tendrils of the ivy up which it had climbed, the other hand firmly about her wrist. Again it twittered and pulled. She drew back, but she might as well have tried to draw back from a moving piston-rod. A great, hairy leg was suddenly flung over the sill; the second hand came up and covered her face.

The sound of her scream was deadened in the hairy paw, but somebody heard it. From the ground below tame a flash of fire and the deafening “tang!” of a pistol exploding. A bullet zipped and crashed amongst the ivy, striking the brickwork, and she heard the whirr of the ricochet. Instantly the great monkey released his hold and dropped down out of sight. Half swooning, she dropped upon the windowsill, incapable of movement. And then the saw a figure come out of the shadow of the laurel bush, and instantly recognized the midnight prowler. It was Michael Brixan.

“Are you hurt?” he asked in a low voice.

She could only shake her head, for speech was denied her.

“I didn’t hit him, did I?”

With an effort she found a husk of a voice in her dry throat. “No, I don’t think so. He dropped.”

Michael had pulled an electric torch from his pocket and was searching the ground.

“No sign of blood. He was rather difficult to hit — I was afraid of hurting you, too.”

A window had been thrown up and Jack Knebworth’s voice bawled into the night: “What’s the shooting? Is that you, Brixan?”

“It is I. Come down, and I’ll tell you all about it.” The noise did not seem to have aroused Mr. Longvale, or, for the matter of that, any other member of the party; and when Knebworth reached the garden he found no other audience than Mike Brixan.

In a few words Michael told him what he had seen.

“The monkey belongs to friend Penne,” he said. “I saw it this morning.”

“What do you think — that he was prowling round and saw the open window?”

Michael shook his head. “No,” he said quietly, “he came with one intention and purpose, which was to carry off your leading lady. That sounds highly dramatic and improbable, but that is the opinion I have formed. This ape, I tell you, is nearly human.”

“But he wouldn’t know the girl. He has never seen her.”

“He could smell her,” said Mike instantly. “She lost a pair of gloves at the Towers today, and it’s any odds that they were stolen by the noble Gregory Penne, so that he might introduce to Bhag an unfailing scent.”

“I can’t believe it; it is incredible! Though I’ll admit,” said Jack Knebworth thoughtfully, “that these big apes do some amazing things. Did you shoot him?”

“No, sir, I didn’t shoot him, but I can tell you this, that he’s an animal that’s been gunned before, or he’d have come for me, in which case he would have been now fairly dead.”

“What were you doing round here, anyway?”

“Just watching out,” said the other carelessly. “The earnest detective has so many things on his conscience that he can’t sleep like ordinary people. Speaking for myself, I never intended leaving the garden, because I expected Brer Bhag. Who is that?”

The door opened, and a slim figure, wrapped in a dressing-gown, came out into the open.

“Young lady, you’re going to catch a very fine cold,” warned Knebworth. “What happened to you?”

“I don’t know.” She was feeling her wrist tenderly. “I heard something and went to the window, and then this horrible thing caught hold of me. What was it, Mr. Brixan?”

“It was nothing more alarming than a monkey,” said he with affected unconcern. “I’m sorry you were so scared. I guess the shooting worried you more?”

“You don’t guess anything of the kind. You know it didn’t! Oh, it was horrible, horrible!” She covered her face with her trembling hands.

Old Jack grunted.

“I think she’s right, too. You owe something to our friend here, young lady. Apparently he was expecting this visit and watched in the garden.”

“You expected it?” she gasped.

“Mr. Knebworth has made rather more of the part I played than can be justified,” said Mike. “And if you think that this is a hero’s natural modesty, you’re mistaken. I did expect this gentleman, because he’d been seen in the fields by Mr. Longvale. And you thought you saw him yourself, didn’t you, Knebworth?”

Jack nodded.

“In fact, we all saw him,” Mike went on, “and as I didn’t like the idea of a coming star (if I may express that pious hope) being subjected to the annoyance of visiting monkeys, I sat up in the garden.”

With a sudden impulsive gesture she put out her little hand, and Michael took it.

“Thank you, Mr. Brixan,” she said. “I have been wrong about you.”

“Who isn’t?” asked Mike with an extravagant

She returned to her room, and this time she closed her window. Once, before she went finally to sleep, she rose and, peeping through the curtains, saw the little glowing point of the watcher’s cigar, and went back to bed comforted, to sleep if it were only for a few minutes before Foss began knocking on the doors to waken the company.

The literary man himself was the first down. The garden was beginning to show palely in the dawn light, and he bade Michael Brixan a gruff good morning.

“Good morning to you,” said Michael. “By the way, Mr. Foss, you stayed behind at Griff Towers yesterday to see our friend Penne?”

“That’s no business of yours,” growled the man, and would have passed on, but Michael stood squarely in his path.

“There is one thing which is a business of mine, and that is to ask you why that little white disc appears on Miss Leamington’s window?”

He pointed up to the white circle that the girl had seen the night before.

“I don’t know anything about it,” said Foss with rising anger, but there was also a note of fear in his voice.

“If you don’t know, who will? Because I saw you put it there, just before it got dark last night.”

“Well, if you must know,” said the man, “it was to mark a vision boundary for the camera-man.”

That sounded a plausible excuse. Michael had seen Jack Knebworth marking out boundaries in the garden to ensure the actors being in the picture. At the first opportunity, when Knebworth appeared he questioned him on the subject.

“No, I gave no instructions to put up marks. Where is it?”

Michael showed him.

“I wouldn’t have a mark up there, anyway, should I? Right in the middle of a window! What do you make of it?”

“I think Foss put it there with one object. The window was marked at Gregory’s request.”

“But why?” asked Knebworth, staring.

“To show Bhag Adele Leamington’s room. That’s why,” said Michael, and he was confident that his view was an accurate one.
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Michael did not wait to see the early-morning scenes shot. He had decided upon a course of action, and as soon as he conveniently could he made his escape from the Dower House, and, crossing a field, reached the road which led to Griff Towers. Possessing a good eye for country, he had duly noted the fieldpath which ran along the boundary of Sir Gregory Penne’s estate, and was, he guessed, a short cut to Griff; and ten minutes’ walk brought him to the stile where the path joined the road. He walked quickly, his eyes on the ground, looking for some trace of the beast; but there had been no rain, and, unless he had wounded the animal, there was little hope that he would pick up the track.

Presently he came to the high flint wall which marked the southern end of the baronet’s grounds, and this he followed until he came to a postern let in the wall, a door that appeared to have been recently in use, for it was ajar, he noted with satisfaction.

Pushing it open, he found himself in a large field which evidently served as kitchen garden for the house. There was nobody in sight. The grey tower looked even more forbidding and ugly in the early-morning light. No smoke came from the chimneys. Griff was a house of the dead. Nevertheless, he proceeded cautiously, and, instead of crossing the field, moved back into the shadow of the wall until he reached the high boxwood fence that ran at right angles and separated the kitchen garden from that beautiful pleasance which Jack Knebworth had used the previous morning as a background for his scenes.

And all the time he kept his eyes roving, expecting at any moment to see the hideous figure of Bhag appear from the ground. At last he reached the end of the hedge. He was now within a few paces of the gravelled front, and less than half a dozen yards from the high, square grey tower which gave the house its name.

From where he stood he could see the whole front of the house. The drawn white blinds, the general lifelessness of Griff, might have convinced a less sceptical man than Mike Brixan that his suspicions were unfounded.

He was hesitating as to whether he should go to the house or not when he heard a crash of glass, and looked up in time to see fragments falling from the topmost room of the tower. The sun had not yet risen, the earth was still wrapped in the illusory dawn light, and the hedge made an admirable hiding-place.

Who was breaking windows at this hour of the morning? Surely not the careful Bhag — so far he had reached in his speculations, when the morning air was rent by a shrill scream, of such fear that his flesh went cold. It came from the upper room and ended abruptly, as though somebody had put his hand over the mouth of the unfortunate from whom that cry of terror had been wrung.

Hesitating no longer, Michael stepped from his place of concealment, ran quickly across the gravel, and pulled at the bell before the great entrance, which was immediately under the tower. He heard the clang of the bell and looked quickly round, to make absolutely sure that Bhag or some of the copper-coloured retainers of Griff Towers were not trailing him.

A minute passed — two — and his hand was again raised to the iron bellpull, when he heard heavy feet in the corridor, a shuffle of slippers on the tiled floor of the hall, and a gruff voice demanded: “Who’s there?”

“Michael Brixan.”

There was a grunt, a rattle of chains, a snapping of locks, and the big door opened a few inches.

Gregory Penne was wearing a pair of grey flannel trousers and a shirt, the wristbands of which were unfastened. His malignant glare changed to wonder at the sight of the detective.

“What do you want?” he demanded, and opened the door a few more inches.

“I want to see you,” said Michael.

“Usually call at daybreak?” growled the man as he closed the door on his visitor.

Michael made no answer, but followed Gregory Penne to his room. The library had evidently been occupied throughout the night. The windows were shuttered, the electroliers were burning, and before the fire was a table and two whisky bottles, one of which was empty.

“Have a drink?” said Penne mechanically, and poured himself out a portion with an unsteady hand.

“Is your ape in?” asked Michael, refusing the proffered drink with a gesture.

“What, Bhag? I suppose so. He goes and comes as he likes. Do you want to see him?”

“Not particularly,” said Michael. “I’ve seen him once tonight.”

Penne was lighting the stub of a cigar from the fire as he spoke, and he looked round quickly.

“You’ve seen him before? What do you mean?”

“I saw him at the Dower House, trying to get into Miss Leamington’s room, and he was as near to being a dead orang-outang as he has ever been.”

The man dropped the lighted spill on the hearth and stood up.

“Did you shoot him?” he asked.

“I shot at him.” Gregory nodded.

“You shot at him,” he said softly. “That accounts for it. Why did you shoot him? He’s perfectly harmless.”

“He didn’t strike me that way,” said Michael coolly. “He was trying to pull Miss Leamington from her room.”

The man’s eyes opened. “He got so far, did he? Well?” There was a pause.

“You sent him to get the girl,” said Michael. “You also bribed Foss to put a mark on the window so that Bhag should know where the girl was sleeping.”

He paused, but the other made no reply.

“The caveman method is fairly beastly, even when the caveman does his own kidnapping. When he sends an anthropoid ape to do his dirty work, it passes into another category.”

The man’s eyes were invisible now his face had grown a deeper hue.

“So that’s your line, is it?” he said. “I thought you were a pal.”

“I’m not responsible for your illusions,” said Michael. “Only I tell you this” — he tapped the man’s chest with his finger— “if any harm comes to Adele Leamington that is traceable to you or your infernal agent, I shan’t be contented with shooting Mr. Bhag; I will come here and shoot you! Do you understand? And now you can tell me what is the meaning of that scream I heard from your tower.”

“Who the hell do you imagine you’re cross-questioning?” spluttered Penne, livid with fury. “You dirty, miserable little actor!”

Michael slipped a card from his pocket and put it in the man’s hand.

“You’ll find my title to question you legibly inscribed,” he said,

The man brought the card to the table-lamp and read it. The effect was electrical. His big jaw dropped, and the hand that held the card trembled so violently that it dropped to the floor.

“A detective?” he croaked. “A — a detective! What do you want here?”

“I heard somebody scream,” said Michael.

“One of the servants maybe. We’ve got a Papuan woman here who’s ill: in fact, she’s a little mad, and we’re moving her tomorrow. I’ll go and see if you like?”

He looked toward Michael as though seeking per mission. His whole attitude was one of humility, and Michael required no more than the sight of that pallid face and those chattering teeth to turn his suspicion to certainty. Something was happening in this house that he must get to the bottom of.

“May I go and see?” asked Penne.

Michael nodded. The stout man shuffled out of the room as though he were in a hurry to be gone, and the lock clicked. Instantly Michael was at the door, turned the handle and pulled. It was locked!

He looked round the room quickly, and, running to one of the windows, flung back the curtain and pulled at the shutter. But this too was locked. It was, to all intents and purposes, a door with a little keyhole at the bottom. He was examining this when all the lights in the room went out, the only illumination being a faint red glow from the fire.



XIII. The Trap That Failed


Table of Contents


And then Michael heard a faint creak in one corner of the room. It was followed by the almost imperceptible sound of bare feet on the thick pile carpet and the noise of quick breathing.

He did not hesitate. Feeling again for the keyhole of the shutter, he pulled out his pistol and fired twice at the lock. The sound of the explosion was deafening in the confined space of the room. It must have had an electrical effect upon the intruder, for when, with a wrench, the shutter opened, and at a touch the white blind sprang up, flooding with light the big, ornate room, it was empty.

Almost immediately afterwards the door opened through which the baronet had passed. If he had been panic-stricken before, his condition was now pitiable.

“What’s that? What’s that?” he whimpered. “Did somebody shoot?”

“Somebody shot,” said Michael calmly, “and I was the somebody. And the gentlemen you sent into the room to settle accounts with me are very lucky that I confined my firing-practice to the lock of your shutter, Penne.”

He saw something white on the ground, and, crossing the room with quick strides, picked it up. It was a scarf of coarse silk, and he smelt it.

“Somebody dropped this in their hurry,” he said. “I guess it was to be used.”

“My dear fellow, I assure you I didn’t know.”

“How is the interesting invalid?” asked Michael with a curl of his lip. “The lunatic lady who screams?”

The man fingered his trembling lips for a moment as though he were trying to control them.

“She’s all right. It was as I — as I thought,” he said; “she had some sort of fit.”

Michael eyed him pensively.

“I’d like to see her, if I may,” he said.

“You can’t.” Penne’s voice was loud, defiant. “You can’t see anybody! What the hell do you mean by coming into my house at this hour of the morning and damaging my property? I’ll have this matter reported to Scotland Yard, and I’ll get the coat off your back, my man! Some of you detectives think you own the earth, but I’ll show you you don’t!”

The blustering voice rose to a roar. He was smothering his fear in weak anger. Michael thought, and looked up at the swords above the mantelpiece. Following the direction of his eyes, Sir Gregory wilted, and again his manner changed.

“My dear fellow, why exasperate me? I’m the nicest man in the world if you only treat me right. You’ve got crazy ideas about me, you have indeed!”

Michael did not argue. He walked slowly down the passage and out to meet the first sector of a blazing sun. As he reached the door he turned to the man.

“I cannot insist upon searching your house because I have not a warrant, as you know, and by the time I’d got a warrant there would be nothing to find. But you look out, my friend!” He waved a warning finger at the man. “I hate dragging in classical allusions, but I should advise you to look up a lady in mythology who was known to the Greeks as Adrastia!”

And with this he left, walking down the drive, watched with eyes of despair by a palefaced girl from the upper window of the tower, whilst Sir Gregory went back to his library and, by much diligent searching, discovered that Adrastia was another name or Nemesis.

Michael was back at the Dower House in time for breakfast. It was no great tribute to his charm that his absence had passed unnoticed — or so it appeared, though Adele had marked his disappearance and had been the first to note his return.

Jack Knebworth was in his most cheery mood. The scenes had been, he thought, most successful.

“I can’t tell, of course, until I get back to the laboratory and develop the pictures; but so far as young Leamington is concerned, she’s wonderful. I hate predicting at this early stage, but I believe that she’s going to be a great artiste.”

“You didn’t expect her to be?” said Michael in surprise.

Jack laughed scornfully.

“I was very annoyed with Mendoza, and when I took this outfit on location I did so quite expecting that I should have to return and retake the picture with Mendoza in the cast. Film stars aren’t born, they’re made: they’re made by bitter experience, patience, and suffering. They have got to pass through stages of stark inefficiency, during which they’re liable to be discarded, before they win out. Your girl has skipped all the intervening phases and has won at the first time of asking.”

“When you talk about ‘my girl’,” said Michael carefully, “will you be good enough to remember that I have the merest and most casual interest in the lady?”

“If you’re not a liar,” said Jack Knebworth, “you’re a piece of cheese!”

“What chance has she as a film artiste?” asked Michael, anxious to turn the subject.

Knebworth ruffled his white hair.

“Precious little,” he said. “There isn’t a chance for a girl in England. That’s a horrible thing to say, but it’s true. You can count the so-called English stars o the fingers of one hand; they’ve only a local reputation and they’re generally married to the producer. What chance has an outsider got of breaking into the movies? And even if they break in, it’s not much good to them. Production in this country is streets behind production either in America or in Germany. It is even behind the French, though the French films are nearly the dullest in the world. The British producer has no ideas of his own; he can adopt and adapt the stunts, the tricks of acting, the methods of lighting, that he sees in foreign films at trade shows; and with the aid of an American camera-man he can produce something which might have been produced a couple of years ago at Hollywood. It’s queer, because England has never been left behind as she has been in the cinema industry. France started the motorcar industry: today, England makes the finest motorcar in the world. America started aviation: today, the British aeroplanes have no superior. And yet, with all the example before them, with all the immense profits which are waiting to be made, in the past twenty years England has not produced one film star of international note, one film picture with an international reputation.”

It was a subject upon which he was prepared to enlarge, and did enlarge, throughout the journey back to Chichester.

“The cinema industry is in the hands of showmen all the world over, but in England it is in the hands of peep-showmen, as against the Barnums of the States. No, there’s no chance for your little friend, not in this country. If the picture I’m taking makes a hit in America — yes. She’ll be playing at Hollywood in twelve months’ time in an English story — directed by Americans!”

In the outer lobby of his office he found a visitor waiting for him, and gave her a curt and steely good morning.

“I want to see you, Mr. Knebworth,” said Stella Mendoza, with a smile at the leading-man, who had followed Knebworth into his office.

“You want to see me, do you? Why, you can see me now. What do you want?”

She was pulling at a lace handkerchief with a pretty air of penitence and confusion. Jack was not impressed. He himself had taught her all that handkerchief stuff.

“I’ve been very silly, Mr. Knebworth, and I’ve come to ask your pardon. Of course, it was wrong to keep the boys and girls waiting, and I really am sorry. Shall I come in the morning? Or can I start today?”

A faint smile trembled at the corners of the director’s big mouth.

“You needn’t come in the morning and you needn’t stay today, Stella,” he said. “Your substitute has done remarkably well, and I don’t feel inclined to retake the picture.”

She flashed an angry glance at him, a glance at total variance with her softer attitude.

“I’ve got a contract: I suppose you know that, Mr. Knebworth?” she said shrilly.

“I’d ever so much rather play opposite Miss Mendoza,” murmured a gentle voice. It was the youthful Reggie Connolly, he of the sleek hair. “It’s not easy to play opposite Miss — I don’t even know her name. She’s so — well, she lacks the artistry, Mr. Knebworth.”

Old Jack didn’t speak. His gloomy eyes were fixed upon the youth.

“What’s more; I don’t feel I can do myself justice with Miss Mendoza out of the cast,” said Reggie. “I really don’t! I feel most awfully, terribly nervous, and it’s difficult to express one’s personality when one’s awfully, terribly nervous. In fact,” he said recklessly, “I’m not inclined to go on with the picture unless Miss Mendoza returns.”

She shot a grateful glance at him, and then turned with a slow smile to the silent Jack.

“Would you like me to start today?”

“Not today, or any other day,” roared the old director, his eyes flaming. “As for you, you nut-fed chorus-boy, if you try to let me down I’ll blacklist you at every studio in this country, and every time I meet you I’ll kick you from hell to Halifax!”

He came stamping into the office, where Michael had preceded him, a raging fury of a man.

“What do you think of that?” he asked when he had calmed down. “That’s the sort of stuff they try to get past you! He’s going to quit in the middle of a picture! Did you hear him? That cissy-boy! That mouse! Say, Brixan, would you like to play opposite this girl of mine? You can’t be worse than Connolly, and it would fill in your time whilst you’re looking for the Head-Hunter.”

Michael shook his head slowly.

“No, thank you,” he said. “That is not my job. And as for the Head-Hunter,” — he lit a cigarette and sent a ring of smoke to the ceiling— “I know who he is and I can lay my hands on him just when I want.”
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Jack stared at him in amazement.

“You’re joking!” he said.

“On the contrary, I am very much in earnest,” said Michael quietly. “But to know the Head-Hunter, and to bring his crimes home to him, are quite different matters.”

Jack Knebworth sat at his desk, his hands thrust into his trousers pockets, a look of blank incredulity on the face turned to the detective.

“Is it one of my company?” he asked, troubled, and Michael laughed.

“I haven’t the pleasure of knowing all your company,” he said diplomatically, “but, at any rate, don’t let the Head-Hunter worry you. What are you going to do about Mr. Reggie Connolly?”

The director shrugged.

“He doesn’t mean it, and I was a fool to get wild,” he said. “That kind of ninny never means anything. You wouldn’t dream, to see him on the screen, full of tenderness and love and manliness, that he’s the poor little jellyfish he is! As for Mendoza—” He swept his hands before him, and the gesture was significant.

Miss Stella Mendoza, however, was not accepting her dismissal so readily. She had fought her way up from nothing, and was not prepared to forfeit her position without a struggle. Moreover, her position was a serious one. She had money — so much money that she need never work again; for, in addition to her big salary, she enjoyed an income from a source which need not be too closely inquired into. But there was a danger that Knebworth might carry the war into a wider field.

Her first move was to go in search of Adele Leamington, who, she learnt that morning for the first time, had taken her place. Though she went in a spirit of conciliation, she choked with anger to discover that the girl was occupying the star’s dressing-room, the room which had always been sacred to Stella Mendoza’s use. Infuriated, yet preserving an outward calm, she knocked at the door. (That she, Stella Mendoza, should knock at a door rightfully hers was maddening enough!)

Adele was sitting at the bare dressing-table, gazing, a little awestricken, at the array of mirrors, lights and the vista of dresses down the long alleyway which served as a wardrobe. At the sight of Mendoza she went red.

“Miss Leamington, isn’t it?” asked Stella sweetly. “May I come in?”

“Do, please,” said Adele, hastily rising.

“Please do sit down,” said Stella. “It’s a very uncomfortable chair, but most of the chairs here are uncomfortable. They tell me you have been ‘doubling’ for me.”

“‘Doubling’?” said Adele, puzzled.

“Yes, Mr. Knebworth said he was ‘doubling’ you. You know what I mean: when an artiste can’t appear, they sometimes put in an understudy in scenes where she’s not very distinctly shown — long shots—”

“But Mr. Knebworth took me close up,” said the girl quietly. “I was only in one long shot.”

Miss Mendoza masked her anger and sighed.

“Poor old chap! He’s very angry with me and really I oughtn’t to annoy him. I’m coming back tomorrow, you know.”

The girl went pale.

“It’s fearfully humiliating for you, I realize, but, my dear, we’ve all had to go through that experience. And people in the studio will be very nice to you.”

“But it’s impossible,” said Adele. “Mr. Knebworth told me I was to be in the picture from start to finish.”

Mendoza shook her head smilingly.

“You can never believe what these fellows tell you,” she said. “He’s just told me to be ready to shoot tomorrow morning on the South Downs.”

Adele’s heart sank. She knew that was the rendezvous, though she was not aware of the fact that Stella Mendoza had procured her information from the disgruntled Mr. Connolly.

“It is humiliating,” Stella went on thoughtfully. “If I were you, I would go up to town and stay away for a couple of weeks till the whole thing has blown over. I feel very much to blame for your disappointment, my dear, and if money is any compensation—” She opened her bag and, taking out a wad of noted, detached four and put them on the table.

“What is this for?” asked Adele coldly.

“Well, my dear, you’ll want money for expenses—”

“If you imagine I’m going to London without seeing Mr. Knebworth and finding out for myself whether you’re speaking the truth—”

Mendoza’s face flamed.

“Do you suggest I’m lying?”

She had dropped all pretence of friendliness, and stood, a veritable virago, her hands on her hips, her dark face thrust down into Adele’s.

“I don’t know whether you’re a liar or whether you are mistaken,” said Adele, who was less afraid of this termagant than she had been at the news she had brought. “The only thing I’m perfectly certain about is that for the moment this is my room, and I will ask you to leave it!”

She opened the door, and for a moment was afraid that the girl would strike her; but the broad-shouldered Irish dresser, a silent but passionately interested spectator and audience, interposed her huge bulk and good-humouredly pushed the raging star into the corridor.

“I’ll have you out of there!” she screamed across the woman’s shoulder. “Jack Knebworth isn’t everything in this company! I’ve got influence enough to fire Knebworth!”

The unrepeatable innuendoes that followed were not good to hear, but Adele Leamington listened in scornful silence. She was only too relieved (for the girl’s fury was eloquent) to know that she had not been speaking the truth. For one horrible moment Adele had believed her, knowing that Knebworth would not hesitate to sacrifice her or any other member of the company if by so doing the values of the picture could be strengthened.

Knebworth was alone when his ex-star was announced, and his first instinct was not to see her. Whatever his intentions might have been, she determined his action by appearing in the doorway just as he was making up his mind what line to take. He fixed her with his gimlet eyes for a second, and then, with a jerk of his head, called her in. When they were alone:

“There are many things I admire about you, Stella, and not the least of them is your nerve. But it is no good coming to me with any of that let-bygones-be-bygones stuff. You’re not appearing in this picture, and maybe you’ll never appear in another picture of mine.”

“Is that so?” she drawled, sitting down uninvited, and taking from her bag a little gold cigarette-case.

“You’ve come in to tell me that you’ve got influence with a number of people who are financially interested in this corporation,” said Jack, to her dismay. She wondered if there were telephone communications between the dressing-room and the office, then remembered there weren’t.

“I’ve handled a good many women in my time,” he went on, “and I’ve never had to fire one but she didn’t produce the President, Vice-President or Treasurer and hold them over my head with their feet ready to kick out my brains! And, Stella, none of those hold ups have ever got past. People who are financially interested in a company may love you to death, but they’ve got to have the money to love you with; and if I don’t make pictures that sell, somebody is short of a perfectly good diamond necklace.”

“We’ll see if Sir Gregory thinks the same way,” she said defiantly, and Jack Knebworth whistled.

“Gregory Penne, eh? I didn’t know you had friends in that quarter. Yes, he is a stockholder in the company, but he doesn’t hold enough to make any difference. I guess he told you that he did. And if he held ninety-nine per cent of it, Stella, it wouldn’t make any difference to old Jack Knebworth, because old Jack Knebworth’s got a contract which gives him carte blanche, and the only getting-out clause is the one that gets me out. You couldn’t touch me, Stella, no, ma’am!”

“I suppose you’re going to blacklist me?” she said sulkily.

This was the one punishment she most feared — that Jack Knebworth should circulate the story of her unforgivable sin of letting down a picture when it was hall shot.

“I thought about that,” he nodded, “but I guess I’m not vindictive. I’ll let you go and say the part didn’t suit you, and that you resigned, which is as near the truth as any story I’ll have to crack. Go with God, Stella. I guess you won’t, because you’re not that way, but — behave!”

He waved her out of the office and she went some what chastened. Outside the studio she met Lawley Foss, and told him the result of the interview.

“If it’s like that you can do nothing,” he said. “I’d speak for you, Stella, but I’ve got to speak for myself,” he added bitterly. “The idea of a man of my genius truckling hat in hand to this damned old Yankee is very humiliating.”

“You ought to have your own company, Lawley,” she said, as she had said a dozen times before. “You write the stuff and I’ll be the leading-woman and put it over for you. Why, you could direct Kneb’s head off. I know, Lawley! I’ve been to the only place on God Almighty’s earth where art is appreciated, and I tell you that a four-flusher like Jack Knebworth wouldn’t last a light-mile at Hollywood!”

“Light-mile” was a term she had acquired from a scientific admirer. It had the double advantage of sounding grand and creating the demand for an explanation. To her annoyance, Foss was sufficiently acquainted with elementary physics to know that she meant the period of time that a ray of light would take to traverse a mile.

“Is he in his office now?”

She nodded, and without any further word Lawley Foss, in some trepidation, knocked at his chief’s door.

“The truth is, Mr. Knebworth, I want to ask a favour of you.”

“Is it money?” demanded Jack, looking up from under his bushy brows.

“Well, it was money, as a matter of fact. There have been one or two little bills I’ve overlooked, and the bailiffs have been after me. I’ve got to raise fifty pounds by two o’clock this afternoon.”

Jack pulled open a drawer, took out a book and wrote a cheque, not for fifty pounds, but for eighty.

“That’s a month’s salary in advance,” he said. “You’ve drawn your pay up to today, and by the terms of your contract you’re entitled to one month’s notice or pay therefor. You’ve got it.”

Foss went an ugly red.

“Does that mean I’m fired?” he asked loudly.

Jack nodded.

“You’re fired, not because you want money, not because you’re one of the most difficult men on the lot to deal with, but for what you did last night, Foss.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean I am taking Mr. Brixan’s view, that you fastened a white label to the window of Miss Leamington’s room in order to guide an agent of Sir Gregory Penne. That agent came and nearly kidnapped my leading lady.”

The man’s lip curled in a sneer.

“You’ve got melodrama in your blood, Knebworth,” he said. “Kidnap your leading lady! Those sort of things may happen in the United States, but they don’t happen in England.”

“Close the door as you go out,” said Jack pre paring for his work.

“Let me say this—” began Foss.

“I’ll let you say nothing,” snarled Knebworth. “I won’t even let you say ‘goodbye’. Get!”

And, when the door slammed behind his visitor, the old director pushed a bell on his table, and, to his assistant who came:

“Get Miss Leamington down here,” he said. “I’d like contact with something that’s wholesome.”
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Chichester is not famous for its restaurants, but the diningroom of a little hotel, where three people foregathered that afternoon, had the advantage of privacy.

When Mike Brixan got back to his hotel he found two men waiting to see him, and after a brief introduction he took them upstairs to his sittingroom.

“I’m glad you’ve come,” he said, when the inspector had closed the door behind him. “The fact is that sheerly criminal work is a novelty to me, and I’m afraid that I’m going to make it a mystery to you,” he smiled. “At the moment I’m not prepared to give expression to all my suspicions.”

Detective Inspector Lyle, the chief of the two, laughed.

“We have been placed entirely under your orders, Captain Brixan,” he said, “and neither of us are very curious. The information you asked for, Sergeant Walters has brought.” He indicated his tall companion.

“Which information — about Penne? Is he known to the police?” asked Michael, interested.

Sergeant Walters nodded. “He was convicted and fined a few years ago for assaulting a servant — a woman. Apparently he took a whip to the girl, and he very narrowly escaped going to prison. That was the first time our attention was attracted to him, and we made inquiries both in London and in the Malay States and found out all about him. He’s a very rich man, and, being a distant cousin of the late baronet, you may say he fluked his title. In Borneo he lived up-country, practically in the bush, for fifteen or twenty years, and the stories we have about him aren’t particularly savoury. There are a few of them which you might read at your leisure, Mr. Bixan — they’re in the record.”

Michael nodded.

“Is anything known of an educated orang-outang which is his companion?”

To his surprise, the officer answered:

“Bhag? Oh yes, we know all about him. He was captured when he was quite a baby by Penne, and was brought up in captivity. It has been rather difficult to trace the man, because he never returns to England by the usual steamship line, so that it’s almost impossible to have a tag on him. He has a yacht, a fine seagoing boat, the Kipi, which is practically officered and manned by Papuans. What comes and goes with him I don’t know. There was a complaint came through to us that the last time he was abroad Penne nearly lost his life as the result of some quarrel he had with a local tribesman. Now, Mr. Brixan, what would you like us to do?”

Michael’s instructions were few and brief. That evening, when Adele walked home to her lodgings, she was conscious that a man was following her, and after her previous night’s adventure this fact would have played havoc with her nerves but for the note she found waiting when she got indoors. It was from Michael.

Would you mind if I put a Scotland Yard man to watch you, to see that you do not get into mischief? I don’t think there’s any danger that you will, but I shall feel ever so much easier in my mind if you will endure this annoyance.

She read the letter and her brows knit. So she was being shadowed! It was an uncomfortable experience, and yet she could not very well object — could not indeed feel anything but a sense of warm gratitude toward this ubiquitous and pushful young man, who seemed determined not to let her out of his sight.
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With a brand-new grievance against life, Lawley Foss gathered his forces to avenge himself upon the world that had treated him so harshly. And first and most powerful of his forces was Stella Mendoza. There was a council of war held in the drawingroom of the pretty little house that Stella had taken when she joined the Knebworth Corporation. The third of the party was Mr. Reggie Connolly. And as they were mutually sympathetic, so were they mutually unselfish — characteristically so.

“We’ve been treated disgracefully by Knebworth, Mr. Foss, especially you. I think, compared with your case, mine is nothing.”

“It is the way he has handled you that makes me sore,” said Foss energetically. “An artiste of your standing!”

“The work you’ve done for him! And Reggie — he treated him like a dog!”

“Personally, it doesn’t matter to me,” said Reggie. “I can always find a contract — it’s you—”

“For the matter of that, we can all find contracts,” interrupted Stella with a taste of acid in her voice. “I can have my own company when I please, and I’ve got two directors mad to direct me, and two men I know would put up every cent of money to give me my own company — at least, they’d put up a lot. And Chauncey Seller is raving to play opposite me, and you know what a star he is: and he’d let me be featured and go into small type himself. He’s a lovely man, and the best juvenile in this country or any other.”

Mr. Connolly coughed.

“The point is, can we get the money now?” asked Foss, practical for once.

There was no immediate and enthusiastic assurance from the girl.

“Because, if not, I think I can get all I want,” said Foss surprisingly. “I won’t say from whom, or how I’m going to get it. But I’m certain I can get big money, and it will be easier to get it for some specific object than to ask for it for myself.”

“Less risky?” suggested Connolly, with a desire to be in the conversation.

It was an unfortunate remark, the more so since by chance he had hit the nail on the head. Foss went a dull red.

“What the hell do you mean by ‘less risky’?” he demanded.

Poor Reggie had meant nothing, and admitted as much in some haste. He had meant to be helpful, and was ready to sulk at the storm he had aroused. More ready because, as the conversation had progressed, he had faded more and more into the background as an inconsiderable factor. There is nothing quite so disheartening to a conspirator as to find the conspiring taken out of his hands, and Reggie Connolly felt it was the moment to make a complete volte face, and incidentally assert what he was pleased to call his “personality”.

“This is all very well, Stella,” he said, “but it looks to me as if I’m going to be left out in the cold. What with your thinking about Chauncey Seller — he’s let down more pictures than any two men I know — and all that sort of thing, I don’t see that I’m going to be much use to you. I don’t really. I know you’ll think I’m a fearful, awful rotter, but I feel that we owe something to old Jack Kneb, I do really. I’ve jeopardized my position for your sake, and I’m prepared to do anything in reason, but what with pulling Chauncey Seller — who is a bounder of the worst kind — into your cast, and what with Foss jumping down my throat, well, really — really!”

They were not inclined to mollify him, having rather an eye to the future than to the present, and he had retired in a huff before the girl realized that the holding of Reggie would at least have embarrassed Knebworth to the extent of forcing a retake of those parts of the picture in which he appeared.

“Never mind about Connolly. The picture is certain to fail with that extra: she’s bad. I have a friend in London,” explained Foss, after the discussion returned to the question of ways and means, “who can put up the money. I’ve got a sort of pull with him. In fact — well, anyhow, I’ve got a pull. I’ll go up tonight and see him.”

“And I’ll see mine,” said Stella. “We’ll call the company The Stella Mendoza Picture Corporation—”

Lawley Foss demurred. He was inclined to another title, and was prepared to accept as a compromise the Foss-Mendoza or F.M. Company, a compromise agreeable to Stella provided the initials were reversed.

“Who is Brixan?” she asked as Foss was leaving.

“He is a detective.”

She opened her eyes wide.

“A detective? Whatever is he doing here?”

Lawley Foss smiled contemptuously.

“He is trying to discover what no man of his mental calibre will ever discover, the Head-Hunter. I am the one man in the world who could help him. Instead of which” — he smiled again— “I am helping myself.”

With which cryptic and mystifying statement he left her.

Stella Mendoza was an ambitious woman, and when ambition is directed toward wealth and fame it is not attended by scruple. Her private life and her standard of values were no better and no worse than thousands of other women, and no more belonged to her profession than did her passion for good food and luxurious environment. The sins of any particular class or profession are not peculiar to their status or calling, but to their selfeducation in the matter of the permissible. As one woman would die rather than surrender her self-respect, so another would lose her self-respect rather than suffer poverty and hardship, and think little or nothing of the act or the deceit she practises to gain her ends.

Alter Foss had gone, she went up to her room to change. It was too early to make the call she intended, for Sir Gregory did not like to see her during the day time. He who had not hesitated to send Bhag on a fantastic mission was a stickler for the proprieties.

Having some letters to post, she drove into Chichester late in the afternoon, and saw Mike Brixan in peculiar circumstances. He was the centre of a little crowd near the market cross, a head above the surrounding people. There was a policeman present, she saw his helmet, and for a moment was inclined to satisfy her curiosity. She changed her mind, and when she returned the crowd had dispersed and Michael had disappeared, and, driving home, she wondered whether the detective had been engaged professionally.

Mike himself had been attracted by the crowd which was watching the ineffectual efforts of a Sussex police man to make himself intelligible to a shock-haired brownfaced native, an incongruous figure in an ill-fitting suit of store clothes and a derby hat which was a little too large for him. In his hand he carried a bundle tied up in a bright green handkerchief, and under his arm a long object wrapped in linen and fastened with innumerable strings. At the first sight of him Michael thought it was one of Penne’s Malayan servants, but on second thoughts he realized that Sir Gregory would not allow any of his slaves to run loose about the countryside.

Pushing his way through the crowd, he came up to the policeman, who touched his helmet rim and grinned.

“Can’t make head or tail of this fellow’s lingo, sir,” he said. “He wants to know something, but I can’t make out what. He has just come into the city.”

The brown man turned his big dark eyes upon Mike and said something which was Greek to the detective. There was a curious dignity about the native that even his ludicrous garments could not wholly dissipate, an erectness of body, a carriage of head, an imponderable air of greatness that instantly claimed Michael Brixan’s attention.

Then suddenly he had an inspiration, and addressed the man in Dutch. Immediately the native’s eyes lit up.

“Jet, mynheer, I speak Dutch.”

Mike had guessed that he came from Malaya, where Dutch and Portuguese are spoken by the better-class natives.

“I am from Borneo, and I seek a man who is called Truji, an Englishman. No, mynheer, I wish to see his house, for he is a great man in my country. When I have seen his house I will go back to Borneo.”

Mike was watching him as he talked. It was a particularly goodlooking face, except for the long and ugly scar that ran from his forehead to the point of his jaw.

A new servant for Gregory Penne, thought the detective, and gave him directions. Standing by the policeman’s side, he watched the queer figure with its bundles till it disappeared.

“Queer language, that, sir,” said the officer. “It was Dutch to me.”

“And to me!” chuckled Mike, and continued his way to the hotel.
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Immersed in her beloved script, Adele Leamington sat on her bed, a box of marrons glaces by her side, her knees tucked up, and a prodigious frown on her forehead. Try as hard as she would, she found it impossible to concentrate upon the intricate directions with which Foss invariably tortured the pages of his scenarios. Ordinarily she could have mastered this handicap, but, for some reason or other, individual thoughts which belonged wholly to her and had no association with her art came flowing forth in such volume that the lines were meaningless and the page, for all the instruction it gave to her, might as well have been blank.

What was Michael Brixan? He was not her idea of a detective, and why was he staying in Chichester? Could it be… ? She flushed at the thought and was angry with herself. It was hardly likely that a man who was engaged in unravelling a terrible crime would linger for the sake of being near to her. Was the Head Hunter, the murderer, living near Chichester? She dropped her manuscript to her knees at the appalling thought.

The voice of her landlady aroused her.

“Will you see Mr. Foss miss?”

She jumped up from the bed and opened the door.

“Where is he?”

“I’ve put him in the parlour,” said the woman, who had grown a little more respectful of late. Possibly the rise of the extra to stardom was generally known in that small town, which took an interest in the fortunes of its one ewe lamb of a production company.

Lawley Foss was standing by the window, looking out, when she came into the room.

“Good afternoon, Adele,” he said genially. (He had never called her by her Christian name before, even if he had known it.)

“Good afternoon, Mr. Foss,” she said with a smile. “I’m sorry to hear that you have left us.”

Foss lifted his shoulders in a gesture of indifference. “The scope was a little too limited for my kind of work,” he said.

He was wondering if Mike had told her about the disc of paper on her window, and surmised rightly that he had not. Foss himself did not attach any significance to the white disc, accepting Gregory’s explanation, which was that, liking the girl, he wished to toss some flowers and a present, by way of a peace-offering, through a window which he guessed would be open. Foss had thought him a lovesick fool, and had obliged him. The story that Knebworth had told he dismissed as sheer melodrama.

“Adele, you’re a foolish little girl to turn down a man like Gregory Penne,” he said, and saw by her face that he was on dangerous ground. “There’s no sense in getting up in the air; after all, we’re human beings, and it isn’t unnatural that Penne should have a crush on you. There’s nothing wrong in that. Hundreds of girls have dinner with men without there being anything sinister in it. I’m a friend of Penne’s, in a way, and I’m seeing him tonight on a very important and personal matter — will you come along?”

She shook her head.

“There may be no harm in it,” she said, “but there is no pleasure in it either.”

“He’s a rich man and a powerful man,” said Foss impressively. “He could be of service to you.”

Again she shook her head.

“I want no other help than my own ability,” she said. “I nearly said ‘genius’, but that would have sounded like conceit. I do not need the patronage of any rich man. If I cannot succeed without that, then I am a hopeless failure and am content to be one!”

Still Foss lingered.

“I think I can manage without you,” he said, “but I’d have been glad of your cooperation. He’s crazy about you. If Mendoza knew that, she’d kill you!”

“Miss Mendoza?” gasped the girl. “But why? Does she — she know him?”

He nodded.

“Yes; very few people are aware of the fact. There was a time when he’d have done anything for her, and she was a wise girl — she let him help! Mendoza has money to burn and diamonds to fill the Jewel House!”

Adele listened, horror-stricken, incredulous, and he hastened to insure himself against Stella’s wrath.

“You needn’t tell her I told you — this is in strict confidence. I don’t want to get on the wrong side of Penne either”; he shivered. “That man’s a devil.”

Her lips twitched.

“And yet you calmly ask me to dine with him, and hold out the bait of Miss Mendoza’s diamonds!”

“I suppose you think she’s awful?” he sneered.

“I am very sorry for her,” said the girl quietly, “and I am determined not to be sorry for myself!”

She opened the door to him in silence, and in silence he took his departure. After all, he thought, there was no need for any outside help. In his breast-pocket was a sheet of manuscript written on the Head Hunter’s typewriter. That ought to be worth thousands when he made his revelation.
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Mr Sampson Longvale was taking a gentle constitutional on the strip of path before his untidy house. He wore, as usual — for he was a creature of habit — a long, grey silk dressing-gown, fastened by a scarlet sash. On his head was his silk nightcap, and between his teeth a Clay churchwarden pipe, which he puffed solemnly as he walked.

He had just bidden a courteous good night to the help who came in daily to tidy his livingrooms and prepare his his meals, when he heard the sound of feet coming up the drive. He thought at first it was the woman returning (she had a habit of forgetting things); but when he turned, he saw the unprepossessing figure of a neighbour with whom he was acquainted in the sense that Sir Gregory Penne had twice been abominably rude to him.

The old man watched with immobile countenance the coming of his unwelcome visitor.

“Evening!” growled Penne. “Can I speak to you privately?”

Mr. Longvale inclined his head courteously.

“Certainly, Sir Gregory. Will you come in?”

He ushered the owner of Griff Towers into the long sittingroom and lit the candles. Sir Gregory glanced round, his lips curled in disgust at the worn poverty of the apartment, and when the old man had pushed up a chair for him, it was some time before he accepted the offer.

“Now, sir,” said Mr. Longvale courteously, “to what circumstances do I owe the pleasure of this visit?”

“You had some actors staying here the other day?”

Mr. Longvale inclined his head.

“There was some fool talk about a monkey of mine trying to get into the house.”

“A monkey?” said Mr. Longvale in gentle surprise. “That is the first I have heard of monkeys.”

Which was true. The other looked at him suspiciously.

“Is that so?” he asked. “You’re not going to persuade me you didn’t hear?”

The old man stood up, a picture of dignity.

“Do you suggest that I am lying, sir?” he said. “Because if you do, there is the door! And though it hurts me to be in the least degree discourteous to a guest of mine, I am afraid I have no other course than to ask you to leave my house.”

“All right, all right!” said Sir Gregory Penne impatiently. “Don’t lose your temper, my friend. I didn’t come to see you about that anyway. You’re a doctor, aren’t you?”

Mr. Longvale was obviously startled. “I practised medicine when I was younger,” he said.

“Poor, too?” Gregory looked round. “You haven’t a shilling in the world, I’ll bet.”

“There you are wrong,” said old Mr. Longvale quietly. “I am an extremely wealthy man, and the fact that I do not keep my house in repair is due to the curious penchant of mine for decaying things. That is an unhealthy, probably a morbid, predilection of mine. How did you know I was a doctor?”

“I heard through one of my servants. You set the broken finger of a carter.”

“I haven’t practised for years,” said Mr. Longvale. “I almost wish I had,” he added wistfully. “It is a noble science—”

“Anyway,” interrupted Penne, “even if you can’t be bought, you’re a secretive old devil, and that suits me. There’s a girl up at my house who is very ill. I don’t want any of these prying country doctors nosing around my private affairs. Would you come along and see her?”

The old man pursed his lips thoughtfully.

“I should be most happy,” he said, “but I am afraid my medical science is a little rusty. Is she a servant?”

“In a way,” said the other shortly. “When can you come?”

“I’ll come at once,” said Mr. Longvale gravely, and went out, to return in his greatcoat.

The baronet looked at the ancient garment with a smile of derision.

“Why the devil do you wear such old-fashioned clothes?” he asked.

“To me they are very new,” said the old man gently. “The garments of today are without romance, without the thrill which these bring to me.” He patted the overlapping cape and smiled. “An old man is entitled to his fancies: let me be humoured, Sir Gregory.”

At the moment Mr. Sampson Longvale was driving to Grill Towers, Mike Brixan, summoned by messenger, was facing Jack Knebworth in his office.

“I hope you didn’t mind my sending for you, though it was a fool thing to do,” said the director. “You remember that we shot some scenes at Griff Towers?”

Michael nodded.

“I want you to see one that we took, with the tower in the background, and tell me what you think of — something.”

Wonderingly, Michael accompanied the director to the projection-room.

“My laboratory manager pointed it out to me in the negative,” explained Jack as they seated themselves and the room went dark. “Of course, I should have seen it in the print.”

“What is it?” asked Michael curiously.

“That’s just what I don’t know,” said the other, scratching his head, “but you’ll see for yourself.”

There was a flicker and a furious clicking, and there appeared on the small screen which was used for projection purposes a picture of two people. Adele was one and Reggie Connolly the other, and Michael gazed stolidly, though with rising, annoyance, at a love scene which was being enacted between the two.

In the immediate background was the wall of the tower, and Michael saw for the first time that there was a little window which he did not remember having seen from the interior of the hall; it was particularly dark, and was lighted, even in daytime, by electric lamps.

“I never noticed that window before,” he said.

“It’s the window I want you to watch,” said Jack Knebworth, and, even as he spoke, there came stealthily into view a face.

At first it was indistinct and blurred, but later it came into focus. It was the oval face of a girl, dark-eyed, her hair in disorder, a look of unspeakable terror on her face. She raised her hand as if to beckon somebody — probably Jack himself, who was directing the picture. That, at least, was Jack’s view, They had hardly time to get accustomed to the presence of the mystery girl when she disappeared, with such rapidity as to suggest that she had been dragged violently back.

“What do you make of that?” asked Knebworth.

Michael bit his lip thoughtfully.

“Looks almost as though friend Penne had a prisoner in his dark tower. Of course, the woman whose scream I heard, and who he said was a servant! But the window puzzles me. There’s no sign of it inside. The stairway leads out of the hall, but in such a position that it is impossible that the girl could have been standing either on the stairs or the landing. Therefore there must be a fifth wall inside, containing a separate staircase. Does this mean you will have to retake?”

Jack shook his head.

“No, we can black her out: she’s only on fifty feet of the film; but I thought you’d like to see it.”

The lights came on again, and they went back to the director’s office.

“I don’t like Penne, for more reasons than one,” said Jack Knebworth. “I like him less since I’ve found that he’s better friends with Mendoza than I thought he was.”

“Who is Mendoza — the deposed star?”

The other nodded.

“Stella Mendoza — not a bad girl and not a good girl,” he said. “I’ve been wondering why Penne always gave us permission to use his grounds for shooting, and now I know. I tell you that that house holds a few secrets.”

Michael smiled faintly.

“One, at least, of them will be revealed tonight,” he said. “I am going to explore Griff Towers, and I do not intend asking permission of Sir Gregory Penne. And if I can discover what I believe is there to be discovered, Gregory Penne will sleep under lock and key this night!”
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Michael Brixan had had sent down to him from town a heavy suitcase, which contained precious little clothing. He was busy with its contents for half an hour, when the boots of the hotel announced the arrival of the motorcycle that had been hired for him.

With a canvas bag strapped to his back, he mounted the machine, and was soon clear of the town, swerving through the twisting lanes of Sussex until he arrived at the Dower House, behind which he concealed his machine.

It was eleven o’clock when he crossed the fields to the postern gate, on the alert all the time for the soft-footed Bhag. The postern was closed and locked — a contingency for which he was prepared. Unstrapping his bag, he took therefrom a bundle of rods and screwed three together. To the top he fastened a big, blunt hook, and, replacing the remainder of the rods, he lifted the hook till it rested on the top of the high wall, tested its stability, and in a few seconds had climbed his “ladder” and had jumped to the other side.

He followed the path that he had taken before, keeping close to the bushes, and all the time watching left and right for Penne’s monstrous servant. As he came to the end of the hedge, the hall door opened and two men came out. One was Penne, and for a moment he did not recognize the tall man by his side, until he heard his voice. Mr. Sampson Longvale!

“I think she will be all right. The wounds are very peculiar. It looks almost as if she had been scratched by some huge claw,” said Longvale. “I hope I have been of assistance, Sir Gregory, though, as I told you, it is nearly fifty years since I engaged in medical work.”

So old Longvale had been a doctor? Somehow this news did not surprise Michael. There was something in the old man’s benevolence of countenance and easy manner which would have suggested a training in that profession to one less analytical than Michael Brixan.

“My car will take you down,” he heard Sir Gregory say.

“No, no, thank you; I will walk. It is not very far. Good night, Sir Gregory.”

The baronet growled a good night and went back into the dimly lit hall, and Michael heard the rattle of chains as the door was fastened.

There was no time to be lost. Almost before Mr. Sampson Longvale had disappeared into the darkness Michael had opened his canvas bag and had screwed on three more links to his ladder. From each rod projected a short, light, steel bracket. It was the type of hook ladder that firemen use, and Michael had employed this method of gaining entrance to a forbidden house many times in his chequered career.

He judged the distance accurately, for when he lifted the rod and dropped the hook upon the sill of the little window the ladder hung only a few inches short of the ground. With a tug to test the hook, he went up hand over hand, and in a few seconds was prying at the window-sash. It needed little opening, for the catch was of elementary simplicity, and in another instant he was standing on the step of a dark and narrow stairway.

He had provided himself with an electric torch, and he flashed a beam up and down. Below, he saw a small door which apparently led into the hall, and, by an effort of memory, he remembered that in the corner of the hall he had seen a curtain hanging, without attaching any importance to the fact. Going down, he tried the door and found it locked. Putting down his lantern, he took out a leather case of tools and began to manipulate the lock. In an incredibly short space of time the key turned. When he had assured himself that the door would open, he was satisfied. For the moment his work lay upstairs, and he climbed the steps again, coming to a narrow landing, but no door.

A second, a third and a fourth flight brought him, as near as he could guess, to the top of the tower, and here he found a narrow exit. Listening, after a while he heard somebody moving about the room, and by the sound they made he supposed they wore slippers.

Presently a door closed with a thud, and he tried the handle of the wicket. It was unlocked, and he opened it gently a fraction of an inch at a time, until he secured a view of the greater part of the chamber.

It was a small, lofty room, unfurnished with the exception of a low bed in one corner, on which a woman lay. Her back was toward him, fortunately; but the black hair and the ivory yellow of the bare arm that lay on the coverlet told him that she was not European.

Presently she turned and he saw her face, recognizing her immediately as the woman whose face he had seen in the picture. She was pretty in her wild way, and young. Her eyes were closed, and presently she began crying softly in her sleep.

Michael was halfway in the room when he saw the handle of the other door turn, and, quick as a flash, stepped back into the darkness of the landing.

It was Bhag, in his old blue overall, a tray of food in his great hands. He reached out his foot and pulled the table toward him, placing the viands by the side of the bed. The girl opened her eyes and sank back with a little cry of disgust; and Bhag, who was evidently used to these demonstrations of her loathing, shuffled out of the room.

Again Michael pushed the door and crossed the room, unnoticed by the girl looking out into the passage; not six feet away from him Bhag was squatting, glaring in his direction.

Michael closed the door quickly and flew back to the secret staircase, pulling the door behind him. He felt for a key, but there was none, and, without wasting another second, he ran down the stairs. The one thing he wished to avoid was an encounter which would betray his presence in the house.

He made no attempt to get out of the window, but continued his way to the foot of the stairs, and passed through into the hall. This time he was able to close the door, for there were two large bolts at the top and the bottom. Pulling aside the curtain, he stepped gingerly into the hall. For a while he waited, and presently heard the shuffle of feet on the stairs and a sniff beneath the door.

His first act was to ensure his retreat. Noiselessly he drew the bolts from the front door, slipped off the chain and turned the key. Then, as noiselessly, he made his way along the corridor toward Sir Gregory’s room.

The danger was that one of the native servants would see him, but this he must risk. He had observed on each of his previous visits that, short of the library, a door opened into what he knew must be an anteroom of some kind. It was unlocked, and he stepped into complete darkness. Groping along the wall, he found a row of switches, and pulled down the first. This lit two wall-brackets, sufficient to give him a general view of the apartment.

It was a small drawingroom, apparently unused, for the furniture was sheeted with holland, and the firegrate was empty. From here it was possible to gain access to the library through a door near the window. He switched off the light, locked the door on the inside, and tried the shutters. These were fastened by iron bars and were not, as in the case of the library, locked. He pulled them back, let the blind up, and gingerly raised a window. His second line of retreat was now prepared, and he could afford to take risks.

Kneeling down, he looked through the keyhole. The library was illuminated, and somebody was talking. A woman! Turning the handle, he opened the door the fraction of an inch, and had a view of the interior.

Gregory Penne was standing in his favourite attitude, with his back to the fire, and before him was a tray of those refreshments without which life was apparently insupportable. Seated on the low settee, drawn up at one side of the fireplace, was Stella Mendoza. She was wearing a fur coat, for the night was chilly, and about her neck was such a sparkle of gems as Michael had never seen before on a woman.

Evidently the discussion was not a pleasant one, for there was a heavy scowl on Gregory’s face, and Stella did not seem too pleased.

“I left you because I had to leave you,” growled the man, answering some complaint she had made. “One of my servants is ill and I brought in the doctor. And if I had stayed it would have been the same. It’s no good, my girl,” he said harshly. “The goose doesn’t lay golden eggs more than once — this goose doesn’t, at any rate. You were a fool to quarrel with Knebworth.”

She said something which did not reach Michael’s ears. “I dare say your own company would be fine,” said Penne sarcastically. “It would be fine for me, who footed the bill, and finer for you, who spent the money! No, Stella, that cat doesn’t jump. I’ve been very good to you, and you’ve no right to expect me to bankrupt myself to humour your whims.”

“It’s not a whim,” she said vehemently, “it’s a necessity. You don’t want to see me going round the studios taking any kind of job I can get, do you, Gregory?” she pleaded.

“I don’t want to see you work at all, and there’s no reason why you should. You’ve enough to live on. Anyway, you’ve got nothing against Knebworth. If it hadn’t been for him you wouldn’t have met me, and if you hadn’t met me you’d have been poorer by thousands. You want a change.”

There was a silence. Her head was drooped, and Michael could not see the girl’s face, but when she spoke there was that note of viciousness in her voice which told him her state of mind.

“You want a change too, perhaps! I could tell things about you that wouldn’t look good in print, and you’d have a change too! Get that in your minds Gregory Penne! I’m not a fool — I’ve seen things and heard things, and I can put two and two together. You think I want a change, do you — I do! I want friends who aren’t murderers—”

He sprang at her, his big hand covering her mouth.

“You little devil!” he hissed, and at that instant somebody must have knocked, for he turned to the door and said something in the native dialect.

The answer was inaudible to Mike.

“Listen.” Gregory was speaking to the girl in a calmer tone. “Foss is waiting to see me, and I’ll discuss this little matter with you afterwards.”

He released her, and, going to his desk, touched the spring that operated the mechanism of the secret door that led to Bhag’s quarters.

“Go in there and wait,” he said. “I’ll not keep you longer than five minutes.”

She looked suspiciously at the door which had suddenly opened in the panelling.

“No,” she said. “I’ll go home. Tomorrow will do. I’m sorry I got rough, Gregory, but you madden me sometimes.”

“Go in there!”

He pointed to the den, his face working.

“I’ll not!” Her face was white. “You beast, don’t you think I know? That is Bhag’s den! Oh, you beast!”

His face was horrible to see. It was as though all the foulness in his mind found expression in the demoniacal grimace.

Breathless, terrified, the girl stared at him, shrinking back against the wall. Presently Gregory mastered himself.

“Then go into the little drawingroom,” he said huskily.

Mike had time to switch out the lights and flatten himself against the wall, when the door of the room was flung open and the girl thrust in.

“It is dark!” she wailed.

“You’ll find the switches!”

The door banged.

Michael Brixan was in a dilemma. He could see her figure groping along the wall, and stealthily he moved to avoid her. In doing so he stumbled over a stool.

“Who’s there?” she screamed. “Gregory! Don’t let him touch me, Gregory!”

Again the piercing scream.

Mike leapt past her and through the open window, and, the sound of her shrill agony in his ears, fled along the hedge. Swift as he was, something sped more quickly in pursuit — a great twittering something that ran bent double on hands and feet. The detective heard and guessed. From what secret hiding-place Bhag had appeared, whether he was in the grounds at the moment Mike jumped, he had no time even to guess. He felt a curious lightness of pocket at that moment and thrust in his hand. His pistol was gone. It must have fallen when he jumped.

He could hear the pad of feet behind him as he darted at a tangent across field, blundering over the cabbage rows, slipping in furrows, the great beast growing closer and closer with every check. Ahead of him the postern. But it was locked, and, even if it had not been, the wall would have proved no obstacle to the ape. The barrier of the wall held Michael. Breathless, turning to face his pursuer, in the darkness he saw the green eyes shining like two evil stars.
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Michael Brixan braced himself for the supreme and futile struggle. And then, to his amazement, the ape stopped, and his bird noise became a harsh chatter. Raising himself erect, he beat quickly on his great hairy chest, and the sound of the hollow drumming was awful.

Yet through that sound and above it Michael heard a curious hiss — it was the faint note of escaping steam, and he looked round. On the top of the wall squatted a man, and Michael knew him at once. It was the brownfaced stranger he had seen that day in Chichester.

The drumming and the hissing grew louder, and then Michael saw a bright curved thing in the brown man’s hand. It was a sword, the replica of that which hung above Sir Gregory’s fireplace.

He was still wondering when the brown man dropped lightly to the ground, and Bhag, with a squeal that was almost human, turned and fled. Michael watched the Thing, fascinated, until it disappeared into the darkness.

“My friend,” said Michael in Dutch, “you came at a good moment.”

He turned, but the brown man had vanished as though the earth had swallowed him. Shading his eyes against the starlight, he presently discerned a dark shape moving swiftly in the shadow of the wall. For a second he was inclined to follow and question the brown man, but decided upon another course. With some difficulty he surmounted the wall and dropped to the other side. Then, tidying himself as well as he could, he made the long circuit to the gate of Griff Towers, and boldly walked up to the house, whistling as he went.

There was nobody in sight as he crossed the “parade ground”, and his first step was to search for and find his pistol.

He must know that the girl was safe before he left the place. He had seen her car waiting on the road outside. His hand was raised to the bell when he heard footsteps in the hall, and listened intently: there was no doubt that one of the voices was Stella Mendoza’s, and he drew back again to cover.

The girl came out, followed by Sir Gregory, and from their tone, a stranger unacquainted with the circumstances of their meeting might have imagined that the visit had been a very ordinary one, in spite of the lateness of the hour.

“Good night, Sir Gregory,” said the girl, almost sweetly. “I will see you tomorrow.”

“Come to lunch,” said Gregory’s voice, “and bring your friend. Shall I walk with you to the car?”

“No, thank you,” she said hastily.

Michael watched her till she was out of sight, but long before then the big door of Griff Towers had closed, and the familiar rattle of chains told him that it was closed finally.

Where was Foss? He must have gone earlier, if Foss it was. Michael waited till all was quiet, and then, tiptoeing across the gravel, followed the girl. He looked about for the little brown man, but he was not in sight. And then he remembered that he had left the hook ladder hanging to the window on the stairs, and went back to retrieve it. He found the ladder as it had been left, unscrewed and packed it in the canvas bag, and five minutes later he was taking his motorcycle from its place of concealment.

A yellow light showed in the window of Mr. Longvale’s diningroom, and Michael had half a mind to call upon him. He could tell him, at any rate, something of that oval-faced girl in the upper room of the tower. Instead, he decided to go home. He was tired with the night’s work, a little disappointed. The tower had not revealed as tremendous a secret as he had hoped. The girl was a prisoner, obviously; had been kidnapped for Sir Gregory’s pleasure, and brought to England on his yacht. Such things had happened; there had been a case in the courts on curiously parallel lines only a few months before. At any rate, it did not seem worth while to put off his bedtime.

He had a hot bath, made himself some chocolate and, before retiring, sat down to sum up his day’s experience. And in the light of recent happenings he was less confident that his first solution of the Head-Hunter mystery was the correct one. And the more he thought, the less satisfied he was, till at last, in sheer disgust at his own vacillation of mind, he turned out the light and went to bed.

He was sleeping peacefully and late the next morning when an unexpected visitor arrived, and Michael sat up in bed and rubbed his eyes.

“I’ve either got nightmare or it’s Staines,” he said.

Major Staines smiled cheerfully.

“You’re awake and normal,” he said.

“Has anything happened?” asked Michael, springing out of bed.

“Nothing, only there was a late dance last night, and an early train this morning, and I decided to atone for my frivolity by coming down and seeing how far you had got in the Elmer case.”

“Elmer case?” Michael frowned. “Good lord! I’d almost forgotten poor Elmer!”

“Here’s something to remind you,” said Staines.

He fished from his pocket a newspaper cutting. Michael took it and read

Is your troube of mind or body incurable? Do you hesitate on the brink of the abyss? Does courage fail you? Write to Benefactor, Box —

“What is this?” asked Michael, frowning.

“It was found in the pocket of an old waistcoat that Elmer was wearing a few days before he disappeared. Mrs. Elmer was going through his clothes with the idea of selling them, when she found this. It appeared in the Morning Telegram of the fourteenth — that is to say, three or four days before Elmer vanished. The box number at the end, of course, is the box number of the newspaper to which replies were sent. There is a record that four letters reached the ‘Benefactor’, who, so far as we have been able to discover, had these particular letters readdressed to a little shop in Stibbington Street, London. Here they were collected by a woman, evidently of the working-class, and probably a charlady from the appearance which has been circulated. Beyond that, no further trace has been obtainable. Similar advertisements have been found by search in other newspapers, but in these cases the letters were sent to an accommodation address in South London where apparently the same woman collected them. With every new advertisement the advertiser changes his address. She was a stranger to each neighbourhood, by the way; and from what shopkeepers have told Scotland Yard, she seemed to be a little off her head, for she was in the habit of mumbling and talking to herself. Her name is Stivins — at least, that is the name she always gave. And the notes she brought were usually signed ‘Mark’ — that is to say, the notes authorizing the shopkeepers to hand the letters to her. That she is a native of London there is no doubt, but so far the police have not trailed her.”

“And suppose they do?” asked Michael. “Do you connect the advertisement with the murders?”

“We do and we do not,” replied the other. “I merely point out that this advertisement is a peculiar one, and in all the circumstances a little suspicious. Now, what is the theory you wanted to give me?”

For an hour Michael spoke, interrupted at intervals by questions which Staines put to him.

“It is a queer idea, almost a fantastical one,” said Staines gravely, “but if you feel that you’ve got so much as one thread in your hands, go right ahead. To tell you the truth,” in a burst of confidence, “I had a horrible feeling that you had fallen down; and since I do not want our department to be a source of amusement to Scotland Yard, I thought I’d come along and give you the result of my own private investigations. I agree with you,” he said later, as they sat at break fast, “that you want to go very, very carefully. It is a delicate business. You haven’t told the Scotland Yard men your suspicions?”

Michael shook his head.

“Then don’t,” said the other emphatically. “They’d be certain to go along and put the person you suspect under arrest, and probably that would destroy the evidence that would convict. You say you have made a search of the house?”

“Not a search: I’ve made a rough inspection.”

“Are there cellars?”

“I should imagine so,” said Michael. “That type of house usually has.”

“Outhouses where…”

Michael shook his head.

“There are none, so far as I have been able to see.” Michael walked down to the railway station with his chief, who told him he was leaving in a much more cheerful frame of mind than he had been in when he arrived.

“There’s one warning I’ll give to you, Mike,” said Staines as the train was about to pull out of the station, “and it is to watch out for yourself! You’re dealing with a ruthless and ingenious man, For heaven’s sake do not underrate his intelligence. I don’t want to wake up one morning to learn that you have vanished from the ken of man.”
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Mike’s way back did not lead through the little street where Adele Leamington lived — at least, not his nearest road. Yet he found himself knocking at the door, and learnt, with a sense of disappointment, that the girl had been out since seven o’clock in the morning. Knebworth was shooting on the South Downs, and the studio, when he arrived, was empty, except for Knebworth’s secretary and the new scenario editor, who had arrived late on the previous evening.

“I don’t know the location, Mr. Brixan,” said Dicker, the secretary, “but it’s somewhere above Arundel. Miss Mendoza was here this morning, asking the same question. She wanted Miss Leamington to go out to lunch with her.”

“Oh, she did, did she?” said Michael softly. “Well, if she comes again, you can tell her from me that Miss Leamington has another engagement.”

The other nodded wisely.

“I hope she won’t keep you waiting,” he said, “You never know, when Jack’s on location—”

“I did not say she had an engagement with me,” said Michael loudly.

“That reminds me, Mr. Brixan,” said the secretary suddenly. “Do you remember the fuss you made — I mean there was — about a sheet of manuscript that by some accident had got into Miss Leamington’s script?”

Michael nodded.

“Has the manuscript been found?” he asked.

“No, but the new scenario editor tells me that he was looking through the book where Foss kept a record of all the manuscripts that came in, and he found one entry had been blacked out with Indian ink.”

“I’d like to see that book,” said the interested Michael, and it was brought to him, a large foolscap ledger, ruled to show the name of the submitted scenario, the author, his address, the date received, and the date returned. Mike put it down on the table in Knebworth’s private office and went carefully through the list of authors.

“If he sent one he has probably sent more,” he said. “There are no other erasures?”

The secretary shook his head.

“That is the only one we’ve seen,” he said. “You’ll find lots of names of local people — there isn’t a tradesman in the place who hasn’t written a scenario or submitted an idea since we’ve been operating.”

Slowly Michael’s finger went up the column of names. Page after page was turned back. And then his finger stopped at an entry.

“The Power of Fear: Sir Gregory Penne,” he read, and looked round at Dicker.

“Did Sir Gregory submit scenarios, Mr. Dicker?”

Dicker nodded.

“Yes, he sent in one or two,” he said. “You’ll find his name farther back in the book. He used to write scenarios which he thought were suitable for Miss Mendoza. He’s not the man you’re looking for?”

“No,” said Michael quickly. “Have you any of his manuscript?”

“They were all sent back,” said Dicker regretfully. “He wrote awful mush! I read one of them. I remember Foss trying to persuade old Jack to produce it. Foss made quite a lot of money on the side, we’ve discovered. He used to take fees from authors, and Mr. Knebworth discovered this morning that he once took two hundred pounds from a lady on the promise that he’d get her into the pictures. He wrote Foss a stinging letter this morning about it.”

Presently Michael found Sir Gregory’s name again. It was not remarkable that the owner of Griff Towers should have submitted a manuscript. There was hardly a thinking man or woman in the world who did not believe he or she was capable of writing for the films.

He closed the book and handed it back to Dicker.

“It is certainly queer, that erased entry. I’ll speak to Foss about it as soon as I can find him,” he said.

He went immediately to the little hotel where Foss was staying, but he was out.

“I don’t think he came home last night,” said the manager. “If he did, he didn’t sleep in his bed, He said he was going to London,” he added.

Michael went back to the studio, for it had begun to rain, and he knew that that would drive the company from location. His surmise was correct: the big yellow char-a-banc came rumbling into the yard a few minutes after he got there. Adele saw him, and was passing with a nod when he called her to him.

“Thank you, Mr. Brixan, but we lunched on location, and I have two big scenes to read for tomorrow.”

Her refusal was uncompromising, but Michael was not the type who readily accepted a “No”.

“What about tea? You’ve got to drink tea, my good lady, though you have fifty scenes to study. And you can’t read and eat too. If you do, you’ll get indigestion, and if you get indigestion—”

She laughed.

“If my landlady will loan me her parlour, you may come to tea at half past four,” she said; “and if you have another engagement at five o’clock, you’ll be able to meet it.”

Jack Knebworth was waiting for him when he went into the studio.

“Heard about that entry in the scenario book?” he asked. “I see you have. What do you think of it?” Without waiting for a reply: “It looks queer to me. Foss was an unmitigated liar. That fellow couldn’t see straight. I’ve got a little bone to pick with him on the matter of a fee he accepted from a screen-struck lady who wished to be featured in one of my productions.”

“How’s the girl?” asked Michael.

“You mean Adele? Really, she’s wonderful, Brixan! I’m touching wood all the time” — he put his hand on the table piously— “because I know that there’s a big shock coming to me somewhere and somehow. Those things do not happen in real life. The only stars that are born in a night are the fireworks produced by crazy vice-presidents who have promised to do something for Mamie and can’t break their word. And Mamie, supported by six hundred extras and half a million dollars’ worth of sets, two chariot races and the fall of Babylon, all produced regardless of expense, manages to get over by giving a fine imitation of what the Queen of Persia would look like if she’d been born a chorus-girl and trained as a mannequin. And she’s either got so few clothes that you don’t look at her face or so many clothes that you don’t notice her acting.

“Those kind of stars are like the dust of the Milky Way: there is so much splendour all round them that it wouldn’t matter if they weren’t there at all. But this girl Leamington, she’s getting over entirely and absolutely by sheer, unadulterated grey matter. I tell you, Brixan, it’s not right. These things do not happen except in the imagination of press agents. There’s something wrong with that kid.”

“Wrong?” said Michael, startled. Knebworth nodded. “Something radically wrong. There’s a snag somewhere. She’s either going to let me down by vanishing before the picture’s through, or else she’s going to be arrested for driving a car along Regent Street in a highly intoxicated condition!”

Michael laughed.

“I think she’ll do neither,” he said.

“Heard about Mendoza’s new company?” asked old Jack, filling his pipe.

Michael pulled up a chair and sat down.

“No, I haven’t.”

“She’s starting a new production company. There’s never a star I’ve fired that hasn’t! It gets all written out on paper, capital in big type, star in bigger! It’s generally due to the friends of the star, who tell her that a hundred thousand a year is a cruel starvation wage for a woman of her genius, and she ought to get it all. Generally there’s a sucker in the background who puts up the money. As a rule, he puts up all but enough, and then she selects a story where she is never off the screen, and wears a new dress every fifty feet of fillum. If she can’t find that sort of story, why, she gets somebody to write her one. The only time you ever see the other members of the company is in the long shots. Halfway through the picture the money dries up, the company goes bust, and all the poor little star gets out of it is the Rolls-Royce she bought to take her on location, the new bungalow she built to be nearer the lot, and about twentyfive per cent of the capital that she’s taken on account of royalties.”

“Mendoza will not get a good producer in England?”

“She may,” nodded Jack. “There are producers in this country, but unfortunately they’re not the men on top. They’ve been brought down by the craze for greatness. A man who produces with a lot of capital behind him can get easy money. He doesn’t go after the domestic stories, where he’d be found out first time; he says to the money-bags: ‘Let’s produce the “Fall of Jerusalem”. I’ve got a cute idea for building Ezekiel’s temple that’s never been taken before. It’ll only cost a mere trifle of two hundred thousand dollars, and we’ll have five thousand extras in one scene, and we’ll rebuild the Colosseum and have a hundred real lions in the arena! Story? What do you want a story for? The public love crowds.’ Or maybe he wants to build a new Vesuvius and an eruption at the rate of fifty dollars a foot. There’s many a big reputation been built up on sets and extras. Come in, Mr. Longvale.”

Michael turned. The cheery old man was at the door, hat in hand.

“I am afraid I am rather a nuisance,” he said in his beautiful voice. “But I came in to see my lawyer, and I could not deny myself the satisfaction of calling to see how your picture is progressing.”

“It is going on well, Mr. Longvale, thank you,” said Jack. “You know Mr. Brixan?”

The old man nodded and smiled.

“Yes, I came in to see my lawyer on what to you will seem to be a curious errand. Many years ago I was a medical student and took my final examination, so that I am, to all intents and purposes, a doctor, though I’ve not practised to any extent. It is not generally known that I have a medical degree, and I was surprised last night to be called out by — er — a neighbour, who wished me to attend a servant of his. Now, I am so hazy on the subject that I wasn’t quite sure whether or not I’d broken the law by practising without registration.”

“I can relieve your mind there, Mr. Longvale,” said Michael. “Once you are registered, you are always registered, and you acted quite within your rights.”

“So my lawyer informed me,” said Longvale gravely.

“Was it a bad case?” asked Michael, who guessed who the patient was.

“No, it was not a bad case. I thought there was blood-poisoning, but I think perhaps I may have been mistaken. Medical science has made such great advance since I was a young man that I almost feared to prescribe. Whilst I am only too happy to render any service that humanity demands, I must confess that it was rather a disturbing experience, and I scarcely slept all night. In fact, it was a very disturbing evening and night. Somebody, for some extraordinary reason, put a motor-bicycle in my garden.”

Michael smiled to himself.

“I cannot understand why. It had gone this morning. And then I saw our friend Foss, who seemed very much perturbed about something.”

“Where did you see him?” asked Michael quickly.

“He was passing my house. I was standing at the gate, smoking my pipe, and bade him good night without knowing who he was. When he turned back, I saw it was Mr. Foss. He told me he had been to make a call, and that he had another appointment in an hour.”

“What time was this?” asked Michael.

“I think it must have been eleven o’clock.” The old man hesitated. “I’m not sure. It was just before I went to bed.”

Michael could easily account for Foss’s conduct. Sir Gregory had hurried him off and told him to come back after the girl had gone.

“My little place used to be remarkable for its quietness,” said Mr. Longvale, and shook his head, “Perhaps,” turning to Knebworth, “when your picture is finished you will be so good as to allow me to see it?’

“Why, surely, Mr. Longvale.”

“I don’t know why I’m taking this tremendous interest,” chuckled the old man. “I must confess that, until a few weeks ago, film-making was a mystery to me. And even today it belongs to the esoteric sciences.”

Dicker thrust his head in at the door.

“Will you see Miss Mendoza?” he asked.

Jack Knebworth’s expression was one of utter weariness.

“No,” he said curtly.

“She says—” began Dicker, Only the presence of the venerable Mr. Longvale prevented Jack from expressing his views on Stella Mendoza and all that she could say.

“There’s another person I saw last night,” nodded Mr. Longvale. “I thought at first you must be shooting — is that the expression? — in the neighbourhood, but Mr. Foss told me that I was mistaken. She’s rather a charming girl, don’t you think?”

“Very,” said Jack dryly.

“A very sweet disposition,” Longvale went on, unconscious of the utter lack of sympathy in the atmosphere. “Nowadays, the confusion and hurry which modernity brings in its trail do not make for sweetness of temper, and one is glad to meet an exception. Not that I am an enemy of modernity. To me, this is the most delightful phase of my long life.”

“Sweet disposition!” almost howled Jack Knebworth when the old man had taken a dignified farewell. “Did you get that, Brixan? Say, if that woman’s disposition is sweet, the devil’s made of chocolate!”
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When Mike went out, he found Stella at the gate of the studio, and remembered, seeing her, that she had been invited to lunch at Griff Towers. To his surprise she crossed the road to him.

“I wanted to see you. Mr. Brixan,” she said. “I sent in word to find if you were there.”

“Then your message was wrongly delivered to Mr. Knebworth,” smiled Mike.

She lifted one of her shoulders in demonstration of her contempt for Jack Knebworth and all his works.

“No, it was you I wanted to see. You’re a detective, aren’t you?”

“I am,” said Michael, wondering what was coming next.

“My car is round the corner. Will you come to my house?”

Michael hesitated. He was anxious, more than anxious, to speak to Adele though he had nothing special to tell her, beyond the thing which he himself did not know and she could never guess.

“With pleasure,” he said.

She was a skilful motorist, and apparently so much engrossed in her driving that she did not speak through out the journey. In the pretty little drawingroom from which he had a view of the lovely South Downs, he waited expectantly.

“Mr. Brixan, I am going to tell you something which I think you ought to know.”

Her face was pale, her manner curiously nervous.

“I don’t know what you will think of me when I have told you, but I’ve got to risk that. I can’t keep silence any longer.”

A shrill bell sounded in the hall.

“The telephone. Will you excuse me one moment?” She hurled out, leaving the door slightly ajar. Michael heard her quick, angry reply to somebody at the other end of the wire, and than a long interregnum of silence, when apparently she listened without comment. It was nearly ten minutes before she returned, and her eyes were bright and her cheeks flushed.

“Would you mind if I told you what I was going to tell you a little later?” she asked.

She had been on the telephone to Sir Gregory: of that Michael was sure, though she had not mentioned his name.

“There’s no time like the present, Miss Mendoza,” he said encouragingly, and she licked her dry lips.

“Yes, I know, but there are reasons why I can’t speak now. Would you see me tomorrow?”

“Why, certainly,” said Michael, secretly glad of his release.

“Shall I drive you back?”

“No, thank you; I can walk.”

“Let me take you to the edge of the town, I’m going that way,” she begged.

Of course she was going that way, thought Michael. She was going to Griff Towers. He was so satisfied on this matter that he did not even trouble to inquire, and when she dropped him at his hotel she hardly waited for him to step to the sidewalk before the car leapt forward on its way.

“There’s a telegram for you, sir,” said the porter. He went into the manager’s office and returned with a buff envelope, which Michael tore open.

For a time he could not comprehend the fateful message the telegram conveyed. And then slowly he read it to himself.

A head found on Chobham Common early this morning. Come to Leatherhead Police Station at once.

Staines.

An hour later a fast car dropped him before the station. Staines was waiting on the step.

“Found at daybreak this morning,” he said. “The man is so far unknown.”

He led the way to an outhouse. On a table in the centre of the room was a box, and he lifted the lid.

Mike took one glance at the waxen face and turned white.

“Good God!” he breathed.

It was the head of Lawley Foss.
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Michael gazed in fascinated horror at the tragic spectacle. Then reverently he covered the box with a cloth and walked out into the paved courtyard.

“You know him?” asked Staines.

Michael nodded.

“Yes, it is Lawley Foss, lately scenario editor of the Knebworth Picture Corporation. He was seen alive last night at eleven o’clock. I myself heard, if I did not see, him somewhere about that time. He was visiting Griff Towers, Sir Gregory Penne’s place in Sussex. Was there the usual note?” he asked.

“There was a note, but it was quite unusual.”

He showed the typewritten slip; it was in the station inspector’s office. One characteristic line, with its ill-aligned letters.

‘This is the head of a traitor.’

That and no more.

“I’ve had the Dorking police on the ‘phone. It was a wet night, and although several cars passed none of them could be identified.”

“Has the advertisement appeared?” asked Michael.

Staines shook his head.

“No, that was the first thing we thought of. The newspapers have been carefully observed, and every newspaper manager in the country has promised to notify us the moment such an advertisement is inserted. But there has been no ad. of any suspicious character.”

“I shall have to follow the line of probability here,” said Michael. “It is clear that this man was murdered between eleven o’clock and three in the morning — probably nearer eleven than three; for if the murderer is located in Sussex, he would have to bring the head to Chobham, leave in it the dark and return before it was light.”

His car took Michael back to Chichester at racing pace. Short of the city he turned off the main road, his objective being Griff Towers. It was late when he arrived, and the Towers presented its usual lifeless appearance. He rang the bell, but there was no immediate reply. He rang again, and then the voice of Sir Gregory hailed him from one of the upper windows.

“Who’s there?”

He went out of the porch and looked up. Sir Gregory Penne did not recognize him in the darkness, and called again: “Who’s there?” and followed this with a phrase which Michael guessed was Malayan.

“It is I, Michael Brixan. I want to see you, Penne.”

“What do you want?”

“Come down and I will tell you.”

“I’ve gone to bed for the night. See me in the morning.”

“I’ll see you now,” said Michael firmly. “I have a warrant to search this house.”

He had no such warrant, but only because he had not asked for one.

The man’s head was hastily withdrawn, the window slammed down, and such a long interval passed that Michael thought that the baronet intended denying him admission. This view, however, was wrong. At the end of a dreary period of waiting the door was opened, and, in the light of the hall lamp, Sir Gregory Penne presented an extraordinary appearance.

He was fully dressed; around his waist were belted two heavy revolvers, but this fact Michael did not immediately notice. The man’s head was swathed in bandages; only one eye was visible; his left arm was stiff with a surgical dressing, and he limped as he walked.

“I’ve had an accident,” he said gruffly.

“It looks a pretty bad one,” said Michael, observing him narrowly.

“I don’t want to talk here: come into my room,” growled the man.

In Sir Gregory’s library there were signs of a struggle. A long mirror which hung on one of the walls was shattered to pieces; and, looking up, Michael saw that one of the two swords was missing..

“You’ve lost something,” he said. “Did that occur in the course of the ‘accident’?”

Sir Gregory nodded.

Something in the hang of the second sword attracted Michael’s attention, and, without asking permission, he lifted it down from its hook and drew the blade from the scabbard. It was brown with blood.

“What is the meaning of this?” he asked sternly.

Sir Gregory swallowed something.

“A fellow broke into the house last night,” he said slowly, “a Malayan fellow, He had some cock and bull story about my having carried off his wife. He attacked me, and naturally I defended myself.”

“And had you carried off his wife?” asked Michael.

The baronet shrugged.

“The idea is absurd. Most of these Borneo folk are mad, and they’ll run amok on the slightest provocation. I did my best to pacify him—”

Michael looked at the stained sword.

“So I see,” he said dryly. “And did you — pacify him?”

“I defended myself, if that’s what you mean. I returned him almost as good as he gave. You don’t expect me to sit down and be murdered in my own house, do you? I can use a sword as well as any man.”

“And apparently you used it,” said Michael. “What happened to Foss?”

Not a muscle of Penne’s face moved.

“Whom do you mean?”

“I mean Lawley Foss, who was in your house last night.”

“You mean the scenario writer? I haven’t seen him for weeks.”

“You’re a liar,” said Michael calmly. “He was in here last night. I can assure you on this point, because I was in the next room.”

“Oh, it was you, was it?” said the baronet, and seemed relieved. “Yes, he came to borrow money. I let him have fifty pounds, and he went away, and that’s the last I saw of him.”

Michael looked at the sword again.

“Would you be surprised to learn that Foss’s head has been picked up on Chobham Common?” he asked.

The other turned a pair of cold, searching eyes upon his interrogator.

“I should be very much surprised,” he said coolly. “If necessary, I have a witness to prove that Foss went, though I don’t like bringing in a lady’s name. Miss Stella Mendoza was here, having a bit of supper, as you probably know, if it was you in the next room. He left before she did.”

“And he returned,” said Michael.

“I never saw him again. I tell you,” said the baronet violently. “If you can find anybody who saw him come into this house after his first visit you can arrest me. Do you think I killed him?”

Michael did not answer.

“There was a woman upstairs in the tower. What has become of her?”

The other wetted his lips before he replied.

“The only woman in the tower was a sick servant: she has gone.”

“I’d like to see for myself,” said Michael.

Only for a second did the man cast his eyes in the direction of Bhag’s den, and then:

“All right,” he said. “Follow me.”

He went out into the corridor and turned not toward the hall but in the opposite direction. Ten paces farther down he stopped and opened a door, so cunningly set in the panelling, and so placed between the two shaded lights that illuminated the corridor, that it was difficult to detect its presence. He put in his hand, turned on a light, and Michael saw a long flight of stairs leading back toward the hall.

As he followed the baronet, he realized that the “tower” was something of an illusion. It was only a tower if viewed from the front of the house. Other wise it was an additional two narrow storeys built on one wing of the building.

They passed through a door, up a circular staircase, and came to the corridor where Michael had seen Bhag squatting on the previous night.

“This is the room,” said Penne, opening a door.
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“On the contrary, it is not the room,” said Michael quietly. “The room is at the end of the passage.”

The man hesitated.

“Can’t you believe me?” he asked in an almost affable tone of voice. “What a sceptical chap you are! Now come, Brixan! I don’t want to be bad friends with you. Let’s go down and have a drink and forget our past animosities. I’m feeling rotten—”

“I want to see that room,” said Michael.

“I haven’t the key.”

“Then get it,” said Michael sharply.

Eventually the baronet found a passkey in his pocket, and, with every sign of reluctance, he opened the door.

“She went away in a bit of a hurry,” he said. “She was taken so ill that I had to get rid of her.”

“If she left here because she was ill she went into an institution of some kind, the name of which you will be able to give me,” said Michael, as he turned on the light.

One glance at the room told hint that the story of her hasty departure may have been accurate. But that the circumstances were normal the appearance of the room denied. The bed was in confusion; there was blood on the pillow, and a dark-brown stain on the wall. A chair was broken; the carpet had odd and curious stains, one like the print of a bare foot. On a sheet was an indubitable handprint, but such a hand as no human being had ever possessed.

“The mark of the beast,” said Michael, pointing. “That’s Bhag!”

Again the baronet licked his lips.

“There was a bit of a fight here,” he said. “The man came up and pretended to identify the servant as his wife—”

“What happened to him?”

There was no reply.

“What happened to him?” asked Michael with ominous patience.

“I let him go, and let him take the woman with him. It was easier—”

With a sudden exclamation, Michael stooped and picked up from behind the bed a bright steel object. It was the half of a sword, snapped clean in the middle, and unstained. He looked along the blade, and presently found the slightest indent. Picking up the chair, he examined the leg and found two deeper dents in one of the legs.

“I’ll reconstruct the scene. You and your Bhag caught the man after he had got into this room. The chair was broken in the struggle, probably by Bhag, who used the chair. The man escaped from the room, ran downstairs into the library and got the sword from the wall, then came up after you. That’s when the real fighting started. I guess some of this blood is yours, Penne.”

“Some of it!” snarled the other. “All of it, damn him!”

There was a long silence.

“Did the woman leave this room — alive?”

“I believe so,” said the other sullenly.

“Did her husband leave your library — alive?”

“You’d better find that out. So far as I know — I was unconscious for half an hour. Bhag can use a sword—”

Michael did not leave the house till he had searched it from attic to basement. He had every servant assembled and began his interrogation. Each of them except one spoke Dutch, but none spoke the language to such purpose that they made him any wiser than he had been.

Going back to the library, he put on all the lights.

“I’ll see Bhag,” he said.

“He’s out, I tell you. If you don’t believe me—” Penne went to the desk and turned the switch. The door opened and nothing came out.

A moment’s hesitation and Michael had penetrated into the den, a revolver in one hand, his lamp in the other. The two rooms were scrupulously clean, though a strange animal smell pervaded everything. There was a small bed, with sheets and blankets and feather pillow, where the beast slept; a small larder full of nuts; a running-water tap (he found afterwards that, in spite of his cleverness, Bhag was incapable of turning on or off a faucet); a deep, well-worn settee, where the dumb servitor took his rest; and three cricket balls, which were apparently the play things of this hideous animal.

Bhag’s method of entering and leaving the house was now apparent. His exit was a square opening in the wall, with neither window nor curtain, which was situated about seven feet from the ground; and two projecting steel rungs, set at intervals between the window and the floor, made a sort of ladder. Michael found corresponding rungs on the garden side of the wall.

There was no sign of blood, no evidence that Bhag had taken any part in the terrible scene which must have been enacted the night before.

Going back to the library, he made a diligent search, but found nothing until he went into the little drawingroom where he had hidden the night before. Here on the windowsill he found traces enough: the mark of a bare foot, and another which suggested that a heavy body had been dragged through the window.

By this time his chauffeur, who, after dropping him at Griff Towers, went on to Chichester, had returned with the two police officers, and they assisted him in a further search of the grounds. The trail of the fugitive was easy to follow: there were bloodstains across the gravel, broken plants in a circular flowerbed, the soft loam of which had received the impression of those small bare feet. In the vegetable-field the trail was lost.

“The question is, who carried whom?” said Inspector Lyle, after Michael, in a few words, had told him all that he had learnt at the Towers. “It looks to me as if these people were killed in the house and, their bodies carried away by Bhag. There’s no trace of blood in his room, which means no more than that in all probability he hasn’t been there since the killing,” said Inspector Lyle. “If we find the monkey we’ll solve this little mystery. Penne is the Head-Hunter, of course,” the inspector went on. “I had a talk with him the other day, and there’s something fanatical about the man.”

“I am not so sure,” said Michael slowly, “that you’re right. Perhaps my ideas are just a little bizarre; but if Sir Gregory Penne is the actual murderer. I shall be a very surprised man. I admit,” he confessed, “that the absence of any footprints in Bhag’s quarters staggered me, and probably your theory is correct.. There is nothing to be done but to keep the house under observation until I communicate with headquarters.”

At this moment the second detective, who had been searching the field to its farthermost boundary, came back to say that he had picked up the trail again near the postern gate, which was open. They hurried across the field and found proof of his discovery. There was a trail both inside and outside the gate. Near the postern was a big heap of leaves, which had been left by the gardener to rot, and on this they found the impression of a body, as though whoever was the carrier had put his burden down for a little while to rest. In the field beyond the gate, however, the trail was definitely lost.
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Life is largely made up of little things, but perspective in human affairs is not a gift common to youth. It had required a great effort on the part of Adele Leamington to ask a man to tea, but once that effort was made she had looked forward with a curious pleasure to the function.

At the moment Michael was speeding to London she interviewed Jack Knebworth in his holy of holies.

“Certainly, my dear: you may take the afternoon off. I am not quite sure what the schedule was.”

He reached out his hand for the written timetable, but she supplied the information.

“You wanted some studio portraits of me—’stills’,” she said.

“So I did! Well, that can wait. Are you feeling pretty confident about the picture, eh?”

“I? No, I’m not confident, Mr. Knebworth; I’m in a state of nerves about it. You see, it doesn’t seem possible that I should make good at the first attempt. One dreams about such things, but in dreams it is easy to jump obstacles and get round dangerous corners and slur over difficulties. Every time you call ‘Camera!’ I am in a state of panic, and I am so self-conscious that I am watching every movement I take, and saying to myself, ‘You’re raising your hands awkwardly; you’re turning your head with a jerk.’”

“But that doesn’t last?” he said sharply, so sharply that she smiled.

“No: the moment I hear the camera turning, I feel that I am the character I’m supposed to be.”

He patted her on the shoulder.

“That is how you should feel,” he said, and went on: “Seen nothing of Mendoza, have you? She isn’t annoying you? Or Foss?”

“I’ve not seen Miss Mendoza for days — but I saw Mr. Foss last night.”

She did not explain the curious circumstances, and Jack Knebworth was so incurious that he did not ask. So that he learnt nothing of Lawley Foss’s mysterious interview with the man in the closed car at the corner of Arundel Road, an incident she had witnessed on the previous night. Nor of the white and womanly hand that had waved him farewell, nor of the great diamond which had sparkled lustrously on the little finger of the unknown motorist.

Going home, Adele stopped at a confectioner’s and a florist’s, collecting the cakes and flowers that were to adorn the table of Mrs. Watson’s parlour. She wondered more than a little just what attraction she offered to this man of affairs. She had a trick of getting outside and examining herself with an impartial eye, and she knew that, by self-repression and almost self-obliteration, she had succeeded in making of Adele Leamington a very colourless, characterless young lady. That she was pretty she knew, but prettiness in itself attracts only the superficial. Men who are worth knowing require something more than beauty. And Michael was not philandering — he was not that kind. He wanted her for a friend at least: she had no thought that he desired amusement during his enforced stay in a very dull town.

Half past four came and found the girl waiting. At a quarter to five she was at the door, scanning the street. At five, angry but philosophical, she had her tea and ordered the little maid-of-all-work to clear the table.

Michael had forgotten!

Of course, she made excuses for him, only to demolish them and build again. She was hurt, amused and hurt again. Going upstairs to her room, she lit the gas, took the script from her bag and tried to study the scenes that were to be shot on the following day, but all manner of distractions interposed between her receptive mind and the typewritten paper. Michael bulked largely, and the closed car, and Lawley Foss, and that waving white hand as the car drove off. Curiously enough, her speculations came back again and again to the car. It was new, and its woodwork was highly polished, and it moved so noiselessly.

At last she threw the manuscript down and rose, with a doubtful eye on the bed. She was not tired; the hour was nine. Chichester offered few attractions by night. There were two cinemas, but she was not in the mood for cinemas. She put on her hat and went down, calling en route at the kitchen door.

“I am going out for a quarter of an hour,” she told her landlady, who was in an approving mood.

The house was situate in a street of small villas. It was economically illuminated, and there were dark patches where the light of the street lamps scarcely reached. In one of these a motorcar was standing — she saw the bulk of it before she identified its character. She wondered if the owner knew that its tail-light was extinguished. As she came up to the machine she identified the car she had seen on the previous night — Foss had spoken to its occupant.

Glancing to the left, she could see nothing of its interior. The blinds on the road side were drawn, and she thought it was empty, and then…

“Pretty lady — come with me!”

The voice was a whisper: she caught the flash and sparkle of a precious stone; saw the white hand on the edge of the half-closed window, and, in a fit of unreasoning terror, hurried forward.

She heard a whirr of electric starter and the purring of engines. The machine was following her, and she broke into a run. At the corner of the street she saw a man and flew toward him as she made out the helmet of a policeman.

“What’s wrong, miss?”

As he spoke, the car flashed past, spun round the corner and was out of sight instantly.

“A man spoke to me — in that car!” she said breathlessly.

The stolid constable gazed vacantly at the place where the car had been.

“He didn’t have lights,” he said stupidly. “I ought to have taken his number. Did he insult you, miss?”

She shook her head, for she was already ashamed of her fears.

“I’m nervy, officer,” she said with a smile. “I don’t think I will go any farther.”

She tuned back and hurried to her lodgings. There were disadvantages in starring — even on Jack Knebworth’s modest lot, it was nervous work, she thought.

She went to sleep that night and dreamt that the man in the car was Michael Brixan and he wanted her to come in to tea.

It was past midnight when Michael rang up Jack Knebworth with the news.

“Foss!” he gasped. “Good God! You don’t mean that, Brixan? Shall I come round and see you?”

“I’ll come to you,” said Michael. “There are one or two things I want to know about the man, and it will create less of a fuss than if I have to admit you to the hotel.”

Jack Knebworth rented a house on the Arundel Road, and he was waiting at the garden door to admit his visitor when Michael arrived.

Michael told the story of the discovery of the head, and felt that he might so far take the director into his confidence as to retail his visit to Sir Gregory Penne.

“That beats everything,” said Jack in a hushed tone. “Poor old Foss! You think that Penne did this? But why? You don’t cut up a man because he wants to borrow money.”

“My views have been switching round a little,” said Michael. “You remember a sheet of manuscript that was found amongst some of your script, and which I told you must have been written by the Head Hunter?”

Jack nodded.

“I’m perfectly sure,” Michael went on, “and particularly after seeing the erasure in the scenario book, that Foss knew who was the author of that manuscript, and I’m equally certain that he resolved upon the desperate expedient of blackmailing the writer. If that is the case, and if Sir Gregory is the man — again I am very uncertain on this point — there is a good reason why he should be put out of the way. There is one person who can help us, and that is—”

“Mendoza,” said Jack, and the two men’s eyes met.
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Jack looked at his watch.

“I guess she’ll be in bed by now, but it’s worth while trying. Would you like to see her?”

Michael hesitated. Stella Mendoza was a friend of Penne’s, and he was loath to commit himself irretrievably to the view that Penne was the murderer.

“Yes, I think we’ll see her,” he said. “After all, Penne knows that he is suspected.”

Jack Knebworth was ten minutes on the telephone before he succeeded in getting a reply from Stella’s cottage.

“It’s Knebworth speaking, Miss Mendoza,” he said. “Is it possible to see you tonight? Mr. Brixan wants to speak to you.”

“At this hour of the night?” she said in sleepy surprise. “I was in bed when the bell rang. Won’t it do in the morning?”

“No, he wants to see you particularly tonight. I’ll come along with him if you don’t mind.”

“What is wrong?” she asked quickly. “Is it about Gregory?”

Jack whispered a query to the man who stood at his side, and Michael nodded.

“Yes, it is about Gregory,” said Knebworth.

“Will you come along? I’ll have time to dress.” Stella was dressed by the time they arrived, and too curious and too alarmed to make the hour of the call a matter of comment.

“What is the trouble?” she asked.

“Mr. Foss is dead.”

“Dead?” She opened her eyes wide. “Why, I only saw him yesterday. But how?”

“He has been murdered,” said Michael quietly. “His head has been found on Chobham Common.”

She would have fallen to the floor had not Michael’s arm been there to support her, and it was some time before she recovered sufficiently to answer coherently the questions which were put to her.

“No, I didn’t see Mr. Foss again after he left the Towers, and then I only saw him for a few seconds.”

“Did he suggest he was coming back again?” She shook her head. “Did Sir Gregory tell you he was returning?”

“No.” She shook her head again. “He told me he was glad to see the last of him, and that he had borrowed fifty pounds until next week, when he expected to make a lot of money. Gregory is like that — he will tell you things about people, things which they ask him not to make public. He is rather proud of his wealth and what he calls his charity.”

“You had a luncheon engagement with him?” said Michael, watching her.

She bit her lip.

“You must have heard me talking when I left him,” she said. “No, I had no luncheon engagement. That was camouflage, intended for anybody who was hanging around, and we knew somebody had been in the house that night. Was it you?”

Michael nodded.

“Oh, I’m so relieved!” She heaved a deep sigh.

“Those few minutes in that dark room were terrible to me. I thought it was—” She hesitated.

“Bhag?” suggested Michael, and she nodded.

“Yes. You don’t suspect Gregory of killing Foss?”

“I suspect everybody in general and nobody in particular,” said Michael. “Did you see Bhag?”

She shivered.

“No, not that time. I’ve seen him, of course. He gives me the creeps! I’ve never seen anything so human. Sometimes, when Gregory was a little — a little drunk, he used to bring Bhag out and make him do tricks. Do you know that Bhag could do all the Malayan exercises with the sword? Sir Gregory had a specially made wooden sword for him, and the way that that awful thing used to twirl it round his head was terrifying.”

Michael stared at her.

“Bhag could use the sword, then? Penne told me he did, but I thought he was lying.”

“Oh yes, he could use the sword. Gregory taught him everything.”

“What is Penne to you?” Michael asked the question bluntly, and she coloured.

“He has been a friend,” she said awkwardly, “a very good friend of mine — financially, I mean. He took a liking to me a long time ago, and we’ve been — very good friends.”

Michael nodded.

“And you are still?”

“No,” she answered shortly. “I’ve finished with Gregory, and am leaving Chichester tomorrow. I’ve put the house in an agent’s hands to rent. Poor Mr. Foss!” she said, and there were tears in her eyes. “Poor soul! Gregory wouldn’t have done it, Mr. Brixan, I’ll swear that! There’s a whole lot of Gregory that’s sheer bluff. He’s a coward at heart, and though he has done dreadful things, he has always had an agent to do the dirty work.”

“Dreadful things like what?”

She seemed reluctant to explain, but he pressed her. “Well, he told me that he used to take expeditions in the bush and raid the villages, carrying off girls. There is one tribe that have very beautiful women. Perhaps he was lying about that too, but I have an idea that he spoke the truth. He told me that only a year ago, when he was in Borneo, he ‘lifted’ a girl from a wild village where it was death for a European to go. He always said ‘lifted’.”

“And didn’t you mind these confessions?” asked Michael, his steely eye upon her.

She shrugged her shoulders.

“He was that kind of man,” was all she said, and it spoke volumes for her understanding of her “very good friend”.

Michael walked back to Jack Knebworth’s house.

“The story Penne tells seems to fit together with the information Mendoza has given us. There is no doubt that the woman at the top of the tower was the lady he ‘lifted’, and less doubt that the little brown man was her husband. If they have escaped from the tower, then there should be no difficulty in finding them. I’ll send out a message to all stations within a radius of twentyfive miles, and we ought to get news of them in the morning.”

“It’s morning, now,” said Jack, looking towards the greying east. “Will you come in? I’ll give you some coffee. This news has upset me. I was going to have a long day’s work, but I guess we’ll have to put it off for a day or so. The company is bound to be upset by this news. They all knew Foss, although he was not very popular with them. It only wants Adele to be off colour to complete our misery. By the way, Brixan, why don’t you make this your headquarters? I’m a bachelor; there’s a ‘phone service here, and you’ll get a privacy at this house which you don’t get at your hotel.”

The idea appealed to the detective, and it was at Jack Knebworth’s house that he slept that night, after an hour’s conversation on the telephone with Scotland Yard.

Early in the morning he was again at the Towers, and now, with the assistance of daylight, he enlarged his search, without adding greatly to his knowledge. The position was a peculiar one, as Scotland Yard had emphasized. Sir Gregory Penne was a member of a good family, a rich man, a justice of the peace; and, whilst his eccentricities were of a lawless character, “You can’t hang people for being queer,” the Commissioner informed Michael on the telephone.

It was a suspicious fact that Bhag had disappeared as completely as the brown man and his wife.

“He hasn’t been back all night: I’ve seen nothing of him,” said Sir Gregory. “And that’s not the first time he’s gone off on his own. He finds hiding-places that you’d never suspect, and he’s probably gone to earth somewhere. He’ll turn up.”

Michael was passing through Chichester when he saw a figure that made him bring the car to a standstill with such a jerk that it was a wonder the tyres did not burst. In a second he was out of the machine and walking to meet Adele.

“It seems ten thousand years since I saw you,” he said with an extravagance which at any other time would have brought a smile to her face.

“I’m afraid I can’t stop. I’m on my way to the studio,” she said, a little coldly, “and I promised Mr. Knebworth that I would be there early. You see, I got off yesterday afternoon by telling Mr. Knebworth that I had an engagement.”

“And had you?” asked the innocent Michael.

“I asked somebody to take tea with me”; and his jaw dropped.

“Moses!” he gasped. “I am the villain!”

She would have gone on, but he stopped her.

“I don’t want to shock you or hurt you, Adele,” he said gently “but the explanation for my forgetfulness is that we’ve had another tragedy.”

She stopped and looked at him.

“Another?” He nodded.

“Mr. Foss has been murdered,” he said. She went very white.

“When?” Her voice was calm, almost emotionless.

“Last night.”

“It was after nine,” she said.

His eyebrows went up in surprise.

“Why do you say that?”

“Because, Mr. Brixan” — she spoke slowly— “at nine o’clock I saw the hand of the man who murdered him!

“Two nights ago,” she went on, “I went out to buy some wool I wanted. It was just before the shops closed — a quarter to eight, I think. In the town I saw Mr. Foss and spoke to him. He was very nervous and restless, and again made a suggestion to me which he had already made when he called on me. His manner was so strange that I asked him if he was in any trouble. He told me no, but he had had an awful premonition that something dreadful was going to happen, and he asked me if I’d lived in Chichester for any length of time, and if I knew about the caves.”

“The caves?” said Michael quickly.

She nodded.

“I was surprised. I’d never heard of the caves. He told me there was a reference to them in some old history of Chichester. He had looked in the guide books without finding anything about them, but apparently there were caves at some time or other near Chellerton, but there was a heavy subsidence of earth that closed the entrance. He was so rambling and so disjointed that I thought he must have been drinking, and I was glad to get away from him. I went on and did my shopping and met one of the extra girls I knew. She asked me to go home with her. I didn’t want to go a bit, but I thought if I refused she would think I was giving myself airs, and so I went. As soon as I could, I came away and went straight home.

“It was then nine o’clock and the streets were empty. They are not very well lit in Chichester, but I was able to recognize Mr. Foss. He was standing at the corner of the Arundel Road, and was evidently waiting for somebody. I stopped because I particularly did not wish to meet Mr. Foss, but I was on the point of turning round when a car drove into the road and stopped almost opposite him.”

“What sort of a car?” asked Michael.

“It was a closed landaulette — I think they call them sedans. As it came round the corner its lights went out, which struck me as being curious. Mr. Foss was evidently waiting for this, for he went up and leant on the edge of the window and spoke to somebody inside. I don’t know what made me do it, but I had an extraordinary impulse to see who was in the car, and I started walking toward them. I must have been five or six yards away when Mr. Foss stepped back and the sedan moved on. The driver put his hand out of the window as if he was waving goodbye. It was still out of the window and the only thing visible — the interior was quite dark — when it came abreast of me.”

“Was there anything peculiar about the hand?”

“Nothing, except that it was small and white, and on the little finger was a large diamond ring. The fire in it was extraordinary, and I wondered why a man should wear a ring of that kind. You will think I am silly, but the sight of that hand gave me a terrible feeling of fear — I don’t know why, even now. There was something unnatural and abnormal about it. When I looked round again, Mr. Foss was walking rapidly in the other direction, and I made no attempt to overtake him.”

“You saw no number on the car?”

“None whatever.” She shook her head. “I wasn’t so curious.”

“You didn’t even see the silhouette of the man inside?”

“No, I saw nothing. His arm was raised.”

“What size was the diamond, do you think?”

She pursed her lips dubiously.

“He passed me in a flash, and I can’t give you any very accurate information, Mr. Brixan. It may be a mistake on my part, but I thought it was as big as the tip of my finger. Naturally I couldn’t see any details, even though I saw the car again last night.”

She went on to tell him of what happened on the previous night, and he listened intently.

“The man spoke to you — did you recognize his voice?”

She shook her head.

“No — he spoke in a whisper. I did not see his face, though I have an idea that he was wearing a cap. The policeman said he should have taken the number of the car.”

“Oh, the policeman said that, did he?” remarked Michael sardonically. “Well, there’s hope for him.”

For a minute he was immersed in thought, and then:

“I’ll take you to the studio, if you don’t mind,” said Michael.

He left her to go to her dressing-room, there to learn that work had been suspended for the day, and went in search of Jack.

“You’ve seen everybody consequence in this neighbourhood,” he said. “Do you know anyone who drives a sedan and wears a diamond ring on the little finger of the right hand?”

“The only person I know who has that weakness is Mendoza,” he said.

Michael whistled.

“I never thought of Mendoza,” he said, “and Adele described the hand as ‘small and womanly’.”

“Mendoza’s hand isn’t particularly small, but it would look small on a man,” said Jack thoughtfully. “And her car isn’t a closed sedan, but that doesn’t mean anything. By the way, I’ve just sent instructions to tell the company I’m working today. If we let these people stand around thinking, they’ll get thoroughly upset.”

“I thought that too,” said Michael with a smile, “but I didn’t dare make the suggestion.”

An urgent message took him to London that afternoon, where he attended a conference of the Big Five at Scotland Yard. And at the end of the two-hour discussion the conclusion was reached that Sir Gregory Penne was to remain at large but under observation.

“We verified the story about the lifting of this girl in Borneo,” said the quiet-spoken Chief, “and all the facts dovetail. I haven’t the slightest doubt in my mind that Penne is the culprit, but we’ve got to walk very warily. I dare say in your department, Captain Brixan, you can afford to take a few risks, but the police in this country never make an arrest for murder unless they are absolutely certain that a conviction will follow. There may be something in your other theory, and I’d be the last man in the world to turn it down, but you’ll have to conduct parallel investigations.”

Michael ran down to Sussex in broad daylight. There was a long stretch of road about four miles north of Chichester, and he was pelting along this when he became suddenly aware of a figure standing in the middle of the roadway with its arms outstretched, and slowed down. It was Mr. Sampson Longvale, he saw to his amazement. Almost before the car had stopped, with an extraordinary display of agility Mr. Longvale jumped on the running-board.

“I have been watching for you this last two hours, Mr. Brixan,” he said. “Do you mind if I join you?”

“Come right in,” said Michael heartily.

“You are going to Chichester, I know. Would you mind instead coming to the Dower House? I have something important to tell you.”

The place at which he had signalled the car to stop was exactly opposite the end of the road that led to the Dower House and Sir Gregory’s domain. The old man told him that he had walked back from Chichester, and had been waiting for the passing of the car.

“I learnt for the first time, Mr. Brixan, that you are an officer of the law,” he said, with a stately inclination of his head. “I need hardly tell you how greatly I respect one whose duty it is to serve the cause of justice.”

“Mr. Knebworth told you, I presume?” said Michael, with a smile.

“He told me,” agreed the other gravely. “I went in really to seek you, having an intuition that you had some more important position in life than what I had first imagined. I confess I thought at first that you were one of those idle young men who have nothing to do but to amuse themselves. It was a great gratification to me to learn that I was mistaken. It is all the more gratifying” — Michael smiled inwardly at the verbosity of age— “because I need advice on a point of law which I imagine my lawyer would not offer to me. My position is a very peculiar one, in some ways embarrassing. I am a man who shrinks from the eye of the public and am averse from vulgar intermeddling in other people’s affairs.”

What had he to tell? Michael wondered — this old man, with his habit of nocturnal strolls might have been a witness to something that had not yet come out.

They stopped at the Dower House, and the old man got out and opened the gate, not closing, it until Michael had passed through. Instead of going direct to his sittingroom, he went upstairs, beckoning Michael to come after, and stopped before the room which had been occupied by Adele on the night of her terrible experience.

“I wish you to see these people,” said Mr. Longvale earnestly, “and tell me whether I am acting in accordance with the law.”

He opened the door, and Mike saw that there were now two beds in the room. On one, heavily bandaged and apparently unconscious, was the brownfaced man; on the other, sleeping, was the woman Michael had seen in the tower. She too was badly wounded: her arm was bandaged and strapped into position. Michael drew a long breath.

“That is a mystery solved, anyway,” he said. “Where did you find these people?”

At the sound of his voice the woman opened her eyes and frowned at him fearfully, then looked across to the man.

“You have been wounded?” said Michael in Dutch; but apparently her education had been neglected in respect of European languages, for she made no reply.

She was so uncomfortable at the sight of him that Michael was glad to go out of the room. It was not until they were back in his sanctum that Mr. Longvale told his story.

“I saw them last night about half past eleven,” he said. “They were staggering down the road, and I thought at first that they were intoxicated, but fortunately the woman spoke, and as I have never forgotten a voice, even when it spoke in a language that was unfamiliar to me, I realized immediately that it was my patient, and went out to intercept her. I then saw the condition of her companion, and she, recognizing me, began to speak excitedly in a language which I could not understand, though I would have been singularly dense if I had had any doubt as to her meaning. The man was on the point of collapse, but, assisted by the woman, I managed to get him into the house and to the room where he now is. Fortunately, in the expectation of again being called to attend her, I had purchased a small stock of surgical dressing and was able to attend to the man.”

“Is he badly hurt?” asked Michael,

“He has lost a considerable quantity of blood,” said the other, “and, though there seem to be no arteries severed or bones broken, the wounds have an alarming appearance. Now, it has occurred to me,” he went on, in his oddly profound manner, “that this unfortunate native could not have received his injury except as the result of some illegal act, and I thought the best thing to do was to notify the police that they were under my care. I called first upon my excellent friend Mr. John Knebworth, and opened my heart to him. He then told me your position, and I decided to await your return before I took any further steps.”

“You have solved a mystery that has puzzled me, and, incidentally, you have confirmed a story which I had received with considerable scepticism,” said Mike. “I think you were well advised in informing the police — I will make a report to headquarters and send an ambulance to take these two people to hospital. Is the man fit to be moved?”

“I think so,” nodded the old gentleman. “He is sleeping heavily now, and has the appearance of being in a state of coma, but that is not the case. They are quite welcome to stay here, though I have no convenience, and must do my own nursing, which is rather a bother, for I am not fitted for such a strain. Happily, the woman is able to do a great deal for him.”

“Did he have a sword when he arrived?”

Mr. Longvale clicked his lips impatiently.

“How stupid of me to forget that! Yes, it is in here.”

He went to a drawer in an old-fashioned bureau, pulled it open and took out the identical sword which Michael had seen hanging above the mantelpiece at Grill Towers. It was spotlessly clean, and had been so when Mr. Longvale took it from the brown man’s hands. And yet he did not expect it to be in any other condition, for to the swordsman of the East his sword is his child, and probably the brown man’s first care had been to wipe it clean.

Michael was taking his leave when he suddenly asked:

“I wonder if it would give you too much trouble, Mr. Longvale, to get me a glass of water? My throat is parched.”

With an exclamation of apology, the old man hurried away, leaving Michael in the hall.

Hanging on pegs was the long overcoat of the master of Dower House, and beside it the curly-rimmed beaver and a very prosaic derby hat, which Michael took down the moment the old man’s back was turned. It had been no ruse of his, this demand for a drink, for he was parched. Only Michael had the inquisitiveness of his profession.

The old gentleman returned quickly, to find Michael examining the hat.

“Where did this come from?” asked the detective.

“That was the hat the native was wearing when he arrived,” said Mr. Longvale.

“I will take it with me, if you don’t mind,” said Michael after a long silence.

“With all the pleasure in life. Our friend upstairs will not need a hat for a very long time,” he said, with a whimsical little smile.

Michael went back to his car, put the hat carefully beside him, and drove into Chichester; and all the way he was in a state of wonder. For inside the hat were the initials “L. F.”. How came the hat of Lawley Foss on the head of the brown man from Borneo?
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Mr. Longvale’s two patients were removed to hospital that night, and, with a favourable report on the man’s condition from the doctors, Michael felt that one aspect of the mystery was a mystery no longer.

His old schoolmaster received a visit that night.

“More study?” he asked good-humouredly when Michael was announced.

“Curiously enough, you’re right, sir,” said Michael, “though I doubt very much whether you can assist me. I’m looking for an old history of Chichester.”

“I have one published in 1600. You’re the second man in the last fortnight who wanted to see it.”

“Who was the other?” asked Michael quickly.

“A man named Foss—” began Mr. Scott, and Michael nodded as though he had known the identity of the seeker after knowledge. “He wanted to know about caves. I’ve never heard there were any local caves of any celebrity. Now, if this were Cheddar, I should be able to give you quite a lot of information. I am an authority on the Cheddar caves.”

He showed Michael into the library, and, taking down an ancient volume, laid it on the library table.

“After Foss had gone I looked up the reference. I find it occurs only on one page — 385. It deals with the disappearance of a troop of horsemen under Sir John Dudley, Earl of Newport, in some local trouble in the days of Stephen. Here is the passage.” He pointed.

Michael read, in the old-fashioned type:

The nobel Earl, deciding to await hif arrival, carried two companief of horfe by night into the great cavef which exifted in thefe times. By the merciful difpenfation of God, in Whofe handf we are, there occurred, at eight o’clock in the forenoon, a great landflide which entombed and deftroyed all their knightf and fquiref, and fir John Dudley, Earl of Newport, fo that they were never more feen. And the place of thif happening if nine milef in a line from thif ftme city, called by the Romans Regnum, or Ciffanceafter in the faxon fafhion.

“Have the caves ever been located?” Mr. Scott shook his head.

“There are local rumours that they were used a century and a half ago by brandy-smugglers, but then you find those traditions local to every district.”

Michael took a local map of Chichester from his pocket, measured off nine miles, and with a pair of compasses encircled the city. He noted that the line passed either through or near Sir Gregory’s estate.

“There are two Griff Towers,” he suddenly said, examining the map.

“Yes, there is another besides Penne’s place, which is named after a famous local landmark — the real Griffin Tower (as it was originally called). I have an idea it stands either within or about Penne’s property — a very old, circular tower, about twenty feet high, and anything up to two thousand years old. I’m interested in antiquities, and I have made a very careful inspection of the place. The lower part of the wall is undoubtedly Roman work — the Romans had a big encampment here; in fact, Regnum was one of their headquarters. There are all sorts of explanations for the tower. Probably it was a keep or blockhouse. The idea I have is that the original Roman tower was not more than a few feet high and was not designed for defence at all. Successive ages added to its height, without exactly knowing why.”

Michael chuckled.

“Now, if my theory is correct, I shall hear more about this Roman castle before the night is out,” he said.

He gathered his trunks from the hotel and took them off to his new home. He found that the dinner-table was laid for three.

“Expecting company?” asked Michael, watching Jack Knebworth putting the finishing touches on the table — he had a bachelor’s finicking sense of neatness which consists of placing everything at equal distance from everything else.

“Yuh! Friend of yours.”

“Of mine?”

Jack nodded.

“I’ve asked young Leamington to come up. And when I see a man of your age turning pink at the mention of a girl’s name, I feel sorry for him. She’s coming partly on business, partly for the pleasure of meeting me in a human atmosphere. She didn’t do so well today as I wanted, but I guess we were all a little short of our best.”

She came soon after and there was something about her that was very sweet and appealing — something that went straight to Michael’s heart and consolidated the position she had taken there.

“I was thinking as I came along,” she said, as Jack Knebworth helped her off with her coat, “how very unreal everything is — I never dreamt I should be your guest to dinner, Mr. Knebworth.”

“And I never dreamt you’d be worthy of such a distinction,” growled Jack. “And in five years’ time you’ll be saying, ‘Why on earth did I make such a fuss about being asked to a skimpy meal by that punk director Knebworth?’”

He put his hand on her shoulder and led her into the room, and then for the first time she saw Michael, and that young man had a momentary sense of dismay when he saw her face drop. It was only for a second, and, as if reading his thoughts, she explained her sudden change of mien.

“I thought we were going to talk nothing but pictures and pictures!” she said.

“So you shall,” said Michael. “I’m the best listener on earth, and the first person to mention murder will be thrown out of the window.”

“Then I’ll prepare for the flight!” she said good humouredly. “For I’m going to talk murder and mystery — later!”

Under the expanding influence of a sympathetic environment the girl took on a new aspect, and all that Michael had suspected in her was amply proven. The shyness, the almost frigid reserve, melted in the company of two men, one of whom she guessed was fond of her, while the other — well, Michael was at least a friend.

“I have been doing detective-work this afternoon,” she said, after the coffee had been served, “and I’ve made amazing discoveries,” she added solemnly. “It started by my trying to track the motorcar, which I guessed must have come into my street through a lane which runs across the far end. It is the only motorcar track I’ve found, and I don’t think there is any doubt it was my white-handed man who drove it. You see, I noticed the back tyre, which had a sort of diamond-shaped design on it, and it was fairly easy to follow the marks. Hallway up the lane I found a place where there was oil in the middle of the road and where the car must have stood for some time, and there — I found this!”

She opened her little handbag and took out a small dark-green bottle. It bore no label and was unstoppered. Michael took it from her hand, examined it curiously and smelt. There was a distinctive odour, pungent and not unpleasing.

“Do you recognize it?” she asked.

He shock his head.

“Let me try.” Jack Knebworth took the bottle from Michael’s hand and sniffed. “Butyl chloride,” he said quickly, and the girl nodded.

“I thought it was that. Father was a pharmaceutical chemist, and once, when I was playing in his dispensary, I found a cupboard open and took down a pretty bottle and opened it. I don’t know what would have happened to me, only daddy saw me I was quite a child at the time, and I’ve always remembered that scent.”

“Butyl chloride?” Michael frowned.

“It’s known as the ‘death drop’ or the ‘knockout drop’,” said Knebworth, “and it’s a drug very much in favour with sharks who make a business of robbing sailors. A few drops of that in a glass of wine and you’re out!”

Michael took the bottle again. It was a commonplace bottle such as is used for dispensing poisons, and in fact the word “poison” was blown into the glass.

“There is no trace of a label,” he said.

“And really there is no connection with the mysterious car,” admitted the girl. “My surmise is merely guesswork — putting one sinister thing to another.”

“Where was it?”

“In a ditch, which is very deep there and is flooded just now, but the bottle didn’t roll down so far as the water. That is discovery number one. Here is number two.”

From her bag she took a curious-shaped piece of steel, both ends of which had the marks of a break.

“Do you know what that is?” she asked.

“It beats me,” said Jack, and handed the find to Michael.

“I know what it is, because I’ve seen it at the studio,” said the girl, “and you know too, don’t you, Mr. Brixan?”

Mike nodded.

“It’s the central link of a handcuff,” he said— “the link that has the swivel.”

It was covered with spots of rust, which had been cleaned off — by the girl, as she told him.

“Those are my two finds. I am not going to offer you my conclusions, because I have none.”

“They may not have been thrown from the car at all,” said Michael, “but, as you say, there is a possibility that the owner of the car those that peculiarly deserted spot to rid himself of two articles which he could not afford to have on the premises. It would have been safer to throw them into the sea, but this, I suppose, was the easier, and, to him, the safer, method. I will keep these.”

He wrapped them in paper, put them away in his pocket, and the conversation drifted back to picture-taking, and, as he had anticipated:

“We’re shooting at Grill Tower tomorrow — the real tower,” said Jack Knebworth. “It is one of the landmarks — what is there amusing in Grill Tower?” he demanded.

“Nothing particularly amusing, except that you have fulfilled a prediction of mine,” said Michael. “I knew I should hear of that darned old tower!”
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Michael was a little perturbed in mind. He took a more serious view of the closed car than did the girl, and the invitation to the “pretty lady” to step inside was particularly disturbing. Since the events of the past few days it had been necessary to withdraw the detective who was watching the girl’s house, and he decided to reestablish the guard, employing a local officer for the purpose.

After he had driven Adele home, he went to the police station and made his wishes known; but it was too late to see the chief constable and the subordinate officer in charge did not wish to take the responsibility of detaching an officer for the purpose. It was only when Michael threatened to call the chief on the telephone that he reluctantly drew on his reserves and put a uniformed officer to patrol the street.

Back again at Knebworth’s house, Michael examined the two articles which the girl had found. Butyl chloride was a drug, and a particularly violent one. What use would the Head-Hunter have for that? he wondered.

As for the handcuff, he examined it again. Terrific force must have been employed to snap the connecting-links. This was a mystery to him, and he gave it up with a sense of annoyance at his own incompetence.

Before going to bed he received a ‘phone message from Inspector Lyle, who was watching Griff Towers. There was nothing new to report, and apparently life was pursuing its normal round. The inspector had been invited into the house by Sir Gregory, who had told him that Bhag was still missing.

“I’ll keep you there tonight,” said Michael. “Tomorrow we will lift the watch. Scotland Yard is satisfied that Sir Gregory had nothing to do with Foss’s death.”

A grunt from the other end of the ‘phone expressed the inspector’s disagreement with that view.

“He’s in it somehow,” he said. “By the way, I’ve found a bloodstained derby hat in the field outside the grounds. It has the name of Chi Li Stores, Tjandi, inside.”

This was news indeed.

“Let me see it in the morning,” said Michael after long cogitation.

Soon after breakfast the next morning the hat came and was inspected.. Knebworth, who had heard most of the story from Michael, examined the new clue curiously.

“If the coon wore Lawley’s hat when he arrived at Mr. Longvale’s, where, in the name of fate, did the change take place? It must have been somewhere between the Towers and the old man’s house, unless—”

“Unless what?” asked Michael. He had a great respect for Knebworth’s shrewd judgment.

“Unless the change took place at Sir Gregory’s house. You see that, although it is bloodstained, there are no cuts in it. Which is rum.”

“Very rum,” agreed Mike ruefully. “And yet, if my first theory was correct, the explanation is simple.”

He did not tell his host what his theory was.

Accompanying Knebworth to the studio, he watched the char-à-banc drive off, wishing that he had some excuse and the leisure to accompany them on their expedition. It was a carefree, cheery throng, and its very association was a tonic to his spirits.

He put through his usual call to London. There was no news. There was really no reason why he should not go, he decided recklessly, and as soon as his decision was taken his car was pounding on the trail of the joy wagon.

He saw the tower a quarter of an hour before he came to it: a squat, ancient building, for all the world like an inordinately high sheep-fold. When he came up to them the char-à-banc had been drawn on to the grass, and the company was putting the finishing touches to its make-up. Adele he did not see at once — she was changing in a little canvas tent, whilst Jack Knebworth and the camera-man wrangled over light and position.

Michael had too much intelligence to butt in at this moment, and strolled up to the tower, examining the curious courses which generation after generation had added to the original foundations. He knew very little of masonry, but he was able to detect the Roman portion of the wall, and thought he saw the place where Saxon builders had filled in a gap.

One of the hands was fixing a ladder up which Roselle was to pass. The story which was being filmed was that of a girl who, starting life in the chorus, had become the wife of a nobleman with archaic ideas. The poor but honest young man who had loved her in her youth (Michael gathered that a disconsolate Reggie Connolly played this part) was ever at hand to help her; and now, when shut up in a stone room of the keep, it was he who was to rescue her.

The actual castle tower had been shot in Arundel. Old Griff Tower was to serve for a close-up, showing the girl descending from her prison in the arms of her lover, by the aid of a rope of knotted sheets.

“It’s going to be deuced awkward getting down,” said Reggie lugubriously. “Of course, they’ve got a rope inside the sheet, so there’s no chance of it breaking. But Miss Leamington is really fearfully, awfully heavy! You try and lift her yourself, old thing, and see how you like it!”

Nothing would have given Michael greater pleasure than to carry out the instructions literally.

“It’s too robust a part for me, it is really,” bleated Reggie. “I’m not a caveman, I’m not indeed! I’ve told Knebworth that it isn’t the job for me. And besides, why do they want a close-up? Why don’t they make a dummy that I could carry and sling about? And why doesn’t she come down by herself?”

“It’s dead easy,” said Knebworth, who had walked up and overheard the latter part of the conversation. “Miss Leamington will hold the rope and take the weight off you. All you’ve got to do is to look brave and pretty.”

“That’s all very well,” grumbled Reggie, “but climbing down ropes is not the job I was engaged for. We all have our likes and our dislikes, and that’s one of my dislikes.”

“Try it,” said Jack laconically.

The property-man had fixed the rope to an iron staple which he had driven to the inside of the tower, the top of which would not be shown in the picture. The actual descent had been acted by “doubles” in Arundel on a long shot; it was only the close-up that Jack needed. The first rehearsal nearly ended in disaster. With a squeak, Connolly let go his burden, and the girl would have fallen but for her firm grip on the rope.

“Try it again!” stormed Jack. “Remember you’re playing a man’s part. Young Coogan would hold her better than that!”

They tried again, with greater success, and after the third rehearsal, when poor Reggie was in a state of exhaustion: “Camera!” said Knebworth shortly, and then began the actual taking of the picture.

Whatever his other drawbacks were, and whatever his disadvantages, there was no doubt that Connolly was an artist. Racked with agony at this unusual exertion though he was, he could smile sweetly into the upturned face of the girl, whilst the camera, fixed upon a collapsible platform, clicked encouragingly as it was lowered to keep pace with the escaping Lovers. They touched ground, and with one last languishing look at the girl, Connolly posed for the final three seconds.

“That’ll do,” said Jack.

Reggie sat down heavily.

“My heavens!” he wailed, feeling his arms painfully. “I’ll never do that again, I won’t really. I’ve had as much of that stuff as ever I’m going to have, Mr. Knebworth. It was terrible! I thought I should die!”

“Well, you didn’t,” said Jack good-humouredly. “Now have a rest, you boys and girls, and then we’ll shoot the escape.”

The camera was moved off twenty or thirty yards, and whilst Reggie Connolly writhed in agony on the ground, the girl walked over to Michael.

“I’m glad that’s over,” she said thankfully. “Poor Mr. Connolly! The awful language he was using inside nearly made me laugh, and that would have meant that we should have had to take it all over again. But it wasn’t easy,” she added.

Her own arm was bruised, and the rope had rubbed raw a little place on her wrist. Michael had an insane desire to kiss the raw skin, but restrained himself.

“What did you think of me? Did I look anything approaching graceful? I felt like a bundle of straw!”

“You looked — wonderful,” he said fervently, and she shot a quick glance at him and dropped her eyes.

“Perhaps you’re prejudiced,” she said demurely.

“I have that feeling too,” said Michael. “What is inside?” He pointed.

“Inside the tower? Nothing, except a lot of rock and wild bush, and a pathetic dwarf tree. I loved it.”

He laughed.

“Just now you said you were glad it was over. I presume you were referring to the play and not to the interior of the tower?”

She nodded, a twinkle in her eye.

“Mr. Knebworth says he may have to take a night shot if he’s not satisfied with the day picture. Poor Mr. Connolly! He’ll throw up his part.”

At that moment Jack Knebworth’s voice was heard.

“Don’t take the ladder, Collins!” he shouted. “Put it down on the grass behind the tower. I may have to come up here tonight, so you can leave anything that won’t be hurt by the weather, and collect it again in the morning.”

Adele made a little face.

“I was afraid he would,” she said. “Not that I mind very much — it’s rather fun. But Mr. Connolly’s nervousness communicates itself in some way. I wish you were playing that part.”

“I wish to heaven I were!” said Michael, with such sincerity in his voice that she coloured. Jack Knebworth came toward them.

“Did you leave anything up there, Adele?” he asked, pointing to the tower.

“No, Mr. Knebworth,” she said in surprise.

“Well, what’s that?”

He pointed to something round that showed above the edge of the tower top.

“Why, it’s moving!” he gasped.

As he spoke a head came slowly into view. It was followed by a massive pair of hairy shoulders, and then a leg was thrown over the wall.

It was Bhag!

His tawny hair was white with dust, his face was powdered grotesquely. All these things Michael noticed. Then, as the creature put out his hand to steady himself, Michael saw that each wrist was encircled by the half of a broken pair of handcuffs!
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The girl screamed and gripped Michael’s arm.

“What is that?” she asked. “Is it the Thing that came to my — my room?”

Michael put her aside gently and ran toward the tower. As he did so, Bhag took a leap and dropped on the ground. For a moment he stood, his knuckles on the ground, his malignant face turned in the direction of the man. And then he sniffed, and, with that queer twittering noise of his, went ambling across the downs and disappeared over a near-by crest.

Michael raced in pursuit. By the time he came into view the great ape was a quarter of a mile away, running at top speed, and always keeping close to the hedges that divided the fields he had to cross. Pursuit was useless, and the detective went slowly back to the alarmed company.

“It is only an orang-outang belonging to Sir Gregory, and perfectly harmless,” he said. “He has been missing from the house for two or three days.”

“He must have been hiding in the tower,” said Knebworth, and Michael nodded. “Well, I’m darned glad he didn’t choose to come out at the moment I was shooting,” said the director, mopping his forehead. “You didn’t see anything of him, Adele?”

Michael guessed that the girl was pale under her yellow make-up, and the hand she raised to her lips shook a little.

“That explains the mystery of the handcuffs,” said Knebworth.

“Did you notice them?” asked Michael quickly. “Yes, that explains the broken link,” he said, “but it doesn’t exactly explain the butyl chloride.”

He held the girl’s arm as he spoke, and in the warm strong pressure she felt something more than his sympathy.

“Were you a little frightened?”

“I was badly frightened,” she confessed. “How terrible! Was that Bhag?”

He nodded.

“That was Bhag,” he said. “I suppose he’s been hiding in the tower ever since his disappearance. You saw nothing when you were on the top of the wall?”

“I’m glad to say I didn’t, or I should have dropped. There are a large number of bushes where he might have been hidden.”

Michael decided to look for himself. They put up the ladder and he climbed to the broad top of the tower and looked down. At the base of the stonework the ground sloped away in a manner curiously reminiscent of the shell-holes he had seen during the war in France. The actual floor of the tower was not visible under the hawthorn bushes which grew thickly at the centre. He caught a glimpse of the jagged edges of rock, the distorted branches of an old tree, and that was all.

There was ample opportunity for concealment. Possibly Bhag had hidden there most of the time, sleeping off the effects of his labour and his wounds; for Michael had seen something that nobody else had noticed — the gashed skin and the ear that had been slashed in half.

He came down the ladder again and rejoined Knebworth.

“I think that finishes our work for today,” said Jack dubiously. “I smell hysteria, and it will be a long time before I can get the girls to come up for a night picture.”

Michael drove the director back in his car, and all the way home he was considering this strange appearance of the ape. Somebody had handcuffed Bhag: he ought to have guessed that when he saw the torn link. No human being could have broken those apart. And Bhag had escaped — from whom? How? And why had he not returned to Griff Towers and to his master?

When he had dropped the director at the studio he went straight on to Gregory’s house, and found the baronet playing clock-golf on a strip of lawn that ran by the side of the house. The man was still heavily bandaged, but he was making good recovery.

“Yes, Bhag is back. He returned half an hour ago. Where he has been, heaven knows I I’ve often wished that chap could talk, but I’ve never wished it so much as I do at this moment. Somebody had put irons on him: I’ve just taken them off.”

“Can I see them?”

“You knew it, did you?”

“I saw him. He came out of the old tower on the hill.” Michael pointed; from where they stood, the tower was in sight.

“Is that so? And what the devil was he doing there?”

Sir Gregory scratched his chin thoughtfully.

“He’s been away before, but mostly he goes to a shoot of mine about three miles away, where there’s plenty of cover and no intruders. I discovered that when a poacher saw him, and, like a fool, shot at him — that poacher was a lucky man to escape with his life. Have you found the body of Foss?”

The baronet had resumed his playing, and was looking at the ball at his feet.

“No,” said Michael quietly.

“Expect to find it?”

“I shouldn’t be surprised.”

Sir Gregory stood, his hands leaning on his club, looking across the wold.

“What’s the law in this country, suppose a man accidentally kills a servant who tried to knife him?”

“He would have to stand his trial,” said Michael, “and a verdict of ‘justifiable homicide’ would be returned and he would be set free.”

“But suppose he didn’t reveal it? Suppose he — well, did away with the body — buried it — and let the matter slide?”

“Then he would place himself in a remarkably dangerous position,” said Michael. “Particularly” — he watched the man closely— “if a woman frend, who is no longer a woman friend, happened to be a witness or had knowledge of the act.”

Gregory Penne’s one visible eye blinked quickly, and he went that curious purple colour which Michael had seen before when he was agitated.

“Suppose she tried to get money out of him by threatening to tell the police?”

“Then,” said the patient Michael, “she would go to prison for blackmail, and possibly as an accessory to or after the fact.”

“Would she?” Sir Gregory’s voice was eager. “She would be an accessory if she saw — him cut the man down? Mind you, this happened years ago. There’s a Statute of Limitations, isn’t there?”

“Not for murder,” said Michael.

“Murder! Would you call that murder?” asked the other in alarm. “In self-defence? Rot!”

Things were gradually being made light to Michael. Once Stella Mendoza had called the man a murderer, and Michael’s nimble mind, which could reconstruct the scene with almost unerring precision, began to grow active. A servant, a coloured man, probably one of his Malayan slaves, had run amok, and Penne had killed him — possibly in self-defence — and then had grown frightened of the consequences. He remembered Stella’s description— “Penne is a bluffer and a coward at heart.” That was the story in a nutshell.

“Where did you bury your unfortunate victim?” he asked coolly, and the man started.

“Bury? What do you mean?” he blustered. “I didn’t murder or bury anybody. I was merely putting a hypothetical case to you.”

“It sounded more real than hypothesis,” said Michael, “but I won’t press the question.”

In truth, crimes of this question bored Michael Brixan; and, but for the unusual and curious circumstances of the Head-Hunter’s villainies, he would have dropped the case almost as soon as he came on to it.

There was yet another attraction, which he did not name, even to himself. As for Sir Gregory Penne, the grossness of the man and his hobbies, the sordid vulgarity of his amours, were more than a little sickening. He would gladly have cut Sir Gregory out of his life, only — he was not yet sure.

“It is very curious how these questions crop up,” Penne was saying, as he came out of his reverie. “A chap like myself, who doesn’t have much to occupy his mind, gets on an abstract problem of that kind and never leaves it. So she’d be an accessory after the fact, would she? That would mean penal servitude.”

He seemed to derive a great deal of satisfaction from this thought, and was almost amiable by the time Michael parted from him, after an examination of the broken handcuffs. They were British and of an old pattern.

“Is Bhag hurt very much?” asked Michael as he put them down,

“Not very much; he’s got a cut or two,” said the other calmly. He made no attempt to disguise the happenings of that night. “He came to my assistance, poor brute! This fellow nearly got him. In fact, poor old Bhag was knocked out, but went after them like a brick.”

“What hat was that man wearing — the brown man?”

“Keji? I don’t know. I suppose he wore a hat, but I didn’t notice it. Why?”

“I was merely asking,” said Michael carelessly. “Perhaps he lost it in the caves.”

He watched the other narrowly as he spoke.

“Caves? I’ve never heard about those. What are they? Are there any caves near by?” asked Sir Gregory innocently. “You’ve a wonderful grip of the topography of the county, Brixan. I’ve been living here off and on for twenty years and I lose myself every time I go into Chichester!”
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The question of the caves intrigued Michael more than any feature the case had presented. He bethought himself Mr. Longvale, whose knowledge of the country was encyclopaedic. That gentleman was out, but Michael met him driving his antique car from Chichester. To say that he saw him is to mistake facts. The sound of that old car was audible long before it came into sight around a bend of the road. Michael drew up, Longvale following his example, and parked his car behind that ancient bus.

“Yes, it is rather noisy,” admitted the old man, rubbing his bald head with a brilliant bandana handkerchief. “I’m only beginning to realize the fact of late years. Personally, I do not think that a noiseless car could give me as much satisfaction. One feels that something is happening.”

“You ought to buy a—” said Michael with a smile, as he mentioned the name of a famous car.

“I thought of doing so,” said the other seriously, “but I love old things — that is my eccentricity.”

Michael questioned him about the caves, and, to his surprise, the old man immediately returned with an affirmative.

“Yes, I’ve heard of them frequently. When I was a boy my father told me that the country round was honeycombed with caves, and that, if anybody was lucky enough to find them, they would discover great stores of brandy. Nobody has found them, as far as I know. There used to be an entrance over there” — he pointed in the direction of Griff Tower— “but many years ago—”

He retold the familiar story of the landslide and of the passing out of two companies of gallant knights and squires, which probably the old man had got from the same source of information as Michael had drawn upon.

“The popular legend was that a subterranean river ran into the sea near Selsey Bill — of course, some distance beneath the surface of the water. But, as you know, country people live on such legends. In all probability it is nothing but a legend.”

Inspector Lyle was waiting for the detective when he arrived, with news of a startling character.

“The advertisement appeared in this morning’s Daily Star,” he said.

Michael took the slip of paper. It was identically worded with its predecessor.

Is your trouble of mind or body incurable? Do you hesitate on the brink of the abyss? Does courage fail you? Write to Benefactor, Box —

“There will be no reply till tomorrow morning. Letters are to be readdressed to a shop in the Lambeth Road, and the chief wants you to be ready to pick up the trail.”

The trail indeed proved to be well laid. At four o’clock on the following afternoon a lame old woman limped into the newsagent’s shop on the Lambeth Road and inquired for a letter addressed to Mr. Vole. There were three waiting for her. She paid the fee, put the letters into a rusty old handbag, and limped out of the shop, mumbling and talking to herself. Passing down the Lambeth Road, she boarded a tramcar en route for Clapham, and near the Common she alighted and, passing out of the region of middle-class houses, came to a jumble of tenements and ancient tumbledown dwellings.

Every corner she turned brought her to a street meaner than the last, and finally to a low, arched alley way, the paving of which had not been renewed for years. It was a little cul-de-sac, its houses, built in the same pattern, joined wall to wall, and before the last of these site stopped, took out a key from her pocket, and opened the door. She was turning to close it when she was aware that a man stood in the entrance, a tall, goodlooking gentleman, who must have been on her heels all the time.

“Good afternoon, Mother,” he said.

The old woman peered at him suspiciously, grumbling under her breath. Only hospital doctors and workhouse folk, people connected with charity, called women “mother”; and sometimes the police got the habit. Her grimy old face wrinkled hideously at this last unpleasant thought.

“I want to have a little talk with you.”

“Come in,” she said shrilly.

The boarding of the passageway was broken in half a dozen places and was indescribably dirty, but it represented the spirit of pure hygiene compared with the stuffy horror which was her sittingroom and kitchen.

“What are you, horspital or p’lice?”

“Police,” said Michael. “I want three letters you’ve collected.”

To his surprise the woman showed relief.

“Oh, is that all?” she said. “Well, that’s a job I do for a gentleman. I’ve done it for years. I’ve never had any complaint before.”

“What is his name?”

“Don’t know his name. Just whatever name happens to be on the letters. I send ’em on to him.”

From under a heap of rubbish she produced three envelopes, addressed in typewritten characters. The typewriting Michael recognized. They were addressed to a street in Guildford.

Michael took the letters from her handbag. Two of them he read; the third was a dummy which he himself had written. The most direct cross-examination, however, revealed nothing. The woman did the work, receiving a pound for her trouble in a letter from the unknown, who told her where the letters were to be collected.

“She was a little mad and indescribably beastly,” said Michael in disgust when he reported, “and the Guildford inquiries don’t help us forward. There’s another agent there, who sends the letters back to London, which they never reach. That is the mystery of the proceeding. There simply isn’t such an address at London, and I can only suggest that they are intercepted en route.. The Guildford police have that matter in hand.”

Staines was very worried.

“Michael, I oughtn’t to have put you on this job,” he said. “My first thoughts were best. Scotland Yard is kicking, and say that the meddling of outsiders is responsible for the Head-Hunter not being brought to justice. You know something of interdepartmental jealousy, and you don’t need me to tell you that I’m getting more kicks than I’m entitled to.”

Michael looked down at his chief reflectively.

“I can get the Head-Hunter; but more than ever I’m convinced that we cannot convict him until we know a little more about — the caves!”

Staines frowned.

“I don’t quite get you, Mike. Which caves are these?”

“There are some caves in the neighbourhood of Chichester. Foss knew about them and suspected their association with the Head-Hunter. Give me four days, Major, and I’ll have them both. And if I fail,” — he paused— “if I fail, the next time you say good morning to me I shall be looking up to you from the interior of one of the Head-Hunter’s boxes!”
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It was the second day of Michael’s visit to town, and, for a reason which she could not analyse, Adele felt “out” with the world. And yet the work was going splendidly, and Jack Knebworth, usually sparing of his praise, had almost rhapsodized over a little scene which she had acted with Connolly. So generous was he in his praise, and so comprehensive, that even Reggie came in for his share and was willing and ready to revise his earlier estimate of the leading lady’s ability.

“To be perfectly frank and honest, Mr. Knebworth,” he said, in this moment of candour, “Leamington is good. Of course, I’m always on the spot to give her tips, and there’s nothing quite so educative — if I may use the term—”

“You may,” said Jack Knebworth.

“Thanks,” said Connolly, “ — as having a finished artiste playing opposite to you. It doesn’t do me much good, but it helps her a lot; it inspires courage and all that sort of thing. And though I’ve had a perfectly awful, dreadful time, I feel that she pays for the coaching.”

“Oh, do you?” growled the old man. “And I’d like to say the same about you, Reggie! But unfortunately, all the coaching you’ve had or ever will get is not going to improve you.”

Reggie’s superior smile would have irritated one less equable than the director.

“You’re perfectly right, Mr. Knebworth,” he said earnestly. “I can’t improve! I’ve touched the zenith of my power, and I doubt whether you’ll ever look upon the like of me again. I’m certainly the best juvenile lead in this, and possibly in any, country. I had three offers to go to Hollywood, and you’ll never believe who is the lady who asked me to play against her—”

“I don’t believe any of it,” said Jack even-temperedly, “but you’re right to an extent about Miss Leamington. She’s fine. And I agree that it doesn’t do you much good playing against her, because she makes you look like a large glass of heavily diluted beer.”

Later in the day Adele herself asked her grey-haired chief whether it was true that Reggie would soon be leaving England for another and a more ambitious sphere.

“I shouldn’t think so,” said Jack. “There never was an actor that hadn’t a better contract up his sleeve and was ready to take it. But when it comes to a show down, you find that the contracts they’re willing to tear up in order to take something better are locked away in a lawyer’s office and can’t be got out. In the picture business all over the world there are actors and actresses who are leaving by the first boat to show Hollywood how it’s done. I guess these liners would sail empty if they waited for ‘em! That’s all bluff — part of the artificial life of make-believe in which actors and actresses have their being.”

“Has Mr. Brixan come back?”

He shook his head.

“No, I’ve not heard from him. There was a tough-looking fellow called at the studio half an hour ago to ask whether he’d returned.”

“Rather an unpleasant-looking tramp?” she asked. “I spoke to him. He said he had a letter for Mr. Brixan which he would not deliver to anybody else.”

She looked through the window which commanded a view of the entrance drive to the studio. Standing outside on the edge of the pavement was the wreck of a man. Long, lank black hair, streaked with grey, fell from beneath the soiled and dilapidated golf cap; he was apparently shirtless, for the collar of his indescribable jacket was buttoned up to his throat; and his bare toes showed through one gaping boot.

He might have been a man of sixty, but it was difficult to arrive at his age. It looked as though the grey, stubbled beard had not met a razor since he was in prison last. His eyes were red and inflamed, his nose that crimson which is almost blue. His hands were thrust into the pockets of his trousers, and seemed to be their only visible means of support, until you saw the string that was tied round his lean waist; and as he stood, he shuffled his feet rhythmically, whistling a doleful tune. From time to time he took one of his hands from his pockets and examined the somewhat soiled envelope it held, and then, as if satisfied with the scrutiny, put it back again and continued his jigging vigil.

“Do you think you ought to see that letter?” asked the girl, troubled. “It may be very important.”

“I thought that too,” said Jack Knebworth, “but when I asked him to let me see the note, he just grinned.”

“Do you know who it’s from?”

“No more than a crow, my dear,” said Knebworth patiently. “And now let’s get off the all-absorbing subject of Michael Brixan, and get back to the fair Roselle. That shot I took of the tower can’t be bettered, so I’m going to cut out the night picture, and from now on we’ll work on the lot.”

The production was a heavy one, unusually so for one of Knebworth’s; the settings more elaborate, the crowd bigger than ever he had handled since he came to England. It was not an easy day for the girl, and she was utterly fagged when she started homeward that night.

“Ain’t seen Mr. Brixan, miss?” said a high-pitched voice as she reached the sidewalk.

She turned with a start. She had forgotten the existence of the tramp.

“No, he hasn’t been,” she said. “You had better see Mr. Knebworth again. Mr. Brixan lives with him.”

“Don’t I know it? Ain’t I got all the information possible about him? I should say I had!”

“He is in London — I suppose you know that?”

“He ain’t in London,” said the other disappointedly. “If he was in London, I shouldn’t be hanging around here, should I? No, he left London yesterday, I’m going to wait till I see him.”

She was amused by his pertinacity, though it was difficult for her to be amused at anything in the state of utter weariness into which she had fallen.

Crossing the market square, she had to jump quickly to avoid being knocked down by a car which she knew was Stella Mendoza’s. Stella could be at times a little reckless, and the motto upon the golden mascot on her radiator— “Jump or Die” — held a touch of sincerity.

She was in a desperate hurry now, and cursed fluently as she swung her car to avoid the girl, whom she recognized. Sir Gregory had come to his senses, and she wanted to get at him before he lost them again. She pulled up the car with a jerk at the gates of Griff Towers, flung open the door, and jumped out.

“If I don’t return in two hours, you can go into Chichester and fetch the police,” she said.
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Stella had left a note to the same effect on her table. If she did not return by a certain hour, the police were to read the letter they would find on her mantelpiece. She had not allowed for the fact that neither note nor letter would be seen until the next morning.

To Stella Mendoza, the interview was one of the most important and vital in her life. She had purposely delayed her departure in the hope that Gregory Penne would take a more generous view of his obligations, though she had very little hope that he would change his mind on the all-important matter of money. And now, by some miracle, he had relented; had spoken to her in an almost friendly tone on the ‘phone; had laughed at her reservations and the precautions which she had promised she would take; and in the end she had overcome her natural fears.

He received her, not in his library, but in the big apartment immediately above. It was longer, for it embraced the space occupied on the lower floor by the small drawingroom; but in the matter of furnishing it differed materially. Stella had only once been in “The Splendid Hall”, as he called it. Its vastness and darkness had frightened her, and the display which he had organized for her benefit was one of her unpleasant memories.

The big room was covered with a thick black carpet, and the floor-space was unrelieved by any sign of furniture. Divans were set about, the walls covered with Eastern hangings; there was a row of scarlet pillars up both sides of the room, and such light as there was came from three heavily shaded black lanterns which cast pools of yellow light upon the carpet but did not contribute to the gaiety of the room.

Penne was sitting cross-legged on a silken divan, his eyes watching the gyrations of a native girl as she twirled and twisted to the queer sound of native guitars played by three solemn-faced men in the darkened corner of the room. Gregory wore a suit of flaming red-coloured pyjamas, and his glassy stare and brute mouth told Stella all that she wanted to know about her evil friend.

Sir Gregory Penne was no less and no more than a slave to his appetites. Born a rich man, he had never known denial of his desires. Money had grown to money in a sort of cellular progression, and when the normal pleasures of life grew stale, and he was satiated by the sweets of his possessions, he found his chiefest satisfaction in taking that which was forbidden. The raids which his agents had made from time to time in the jungles of his second home gave him trophies, human and material, that lost their value when they were under his hand.

Stella, who had visions of becoming mistress of Griff Towers, became less attractive as she grew more complaisant. And at last her attraction had vanished, and she was no more to him than the table at which he sat.

A doctor had told him that drink would kill him — he drank the more. Liquor brought him splendid visions, precious stories that wove themselves into dazzling fabrics of dreams. It pleased him to place, in the forefront of his fuddled mind, a slip of a girl who hated him. A gross bully, an equally gross coward, he could not, or would not, argue a theme to its logical and unpleasant conclusion. At the end there was always his money that could be paid in smaller or larger quantities to settle all grievances against him.

The native who had conducted Stella Mendoza to the apartment had disappeared, and she waited at the end of the divan, looking at the man for a long time before he took any notice of her. Presently he turned his head and favoured her with a stupid, vacant stare.

“Sit down, Stella,” he said thickly— “sit down. You couldn’t dance like that, eh? None of you Europeans have got the grace, the suppleness. Look at her!”

The dancing-girl was twirling at a furious rate, her scanty draperies enveloping her like a cloud.

Presently, with a crash of the guitars, she sank, face downward, on the carpet. Gregory said something in Malayan, and the woman showed her white teeth in a smile. Stella had seen her before: there used to be two dancing-girls, but one had contracted scarlet fever and had been hurriedly deported. Gregory had a horror of disease.

“Sit down here,” he commanded, laying his hand on the divan.

As if by magic, every servant in the room had disappeared, and she suddenly felt cold.

“I’ve left my chauffeur outside, with instructions to go for the police if I’m not out in half an hour,” she said loudly, and he laughed.

“You ought to have brought your nurse, Stella. What’s the matter with you nowadays? Can’t you talk anything but police? I want to talk to you,” he said in a milder tone.

“And I want to talk to you, Gregory. I am leaving Chichester for good, and I don’t want to see the place again.”

“That means you don’t want to see me again, eh? Well. I pretty well through with you, and there’s going to be no weeping and wailing and gnashing of teeth on my part.”

“My new company—” she began, and he stopped her with a gesture.

“If your new company depends upon my putting up the money, you can forget it,” he said roughly. “I’ve seen my lawyer — at least, I’ve seen somebody who knows — and he tells me that if you’re trying to blackmail me about Tjarji, you’re liable to get into trouble yourself. I’ll put up money for you,” he went on. “Not a lot but enough. I don’t suppose you’re a beggar, for I’ve given you sufficient already to start three companies. Stella, I’m crazy about that girl.”

She looked at him, her mouth open in surprise.

“What girl?” she asked.

“Adele. Isn’t that her name? — Adele Leamington.”

“Do you mean the extra girl that took my place?” she gasped.

He nodded, his sleepy eyes fixed on hers.

“That’s it. She’s my type — more than you ever were, Stella. And that isn’t meant in any way disparaging to you.”

She was content to listen: his declaration had taken her breath away.

“I’ll go a long way to get her,” he went on. “I’d marry her, if that meant anything to her — it’s about time I married, anyway. Now you’re a friend of hers—”

“A friend!” scoffed Stella, finding her voice. “How could I be a friend of hers when she has taken my place? And what if I were? You don’t suppose I should bring a girl to this hell upon earth?”

He brought his eyes round to hers — cold, malignant, menacing.

“This hell upon earth has been heaven for you. It has given you wings, anyway! Don’t go back to London, Stella, not for a week or two. Get to know this girl. You’ve got opportunities that nobody else has. Kid her along — you’re not going to lose anything by it. Speak about me; tell her what a good fellow I am; and tell her what a chance she has. You needn’t mention marriage, but you can if it helps any. Show her some of your jewels — that big pendant I gave you—”

Re rambled on, and she listened, her bewilderment giving place to an uncontrollable fury.

“You brute!” she said at last. “To dare suggest that I should bring this girl to Griff! I don’t like her — naturally. But I’d go down on my knees to her to beg her not to come. You think I’m jealous?” Her lips curled at the sight of the smile on his face. “That’s where you’re wrong, Gregory. I’m jealous of the position she’s taken at the studio, but, so far as you’re concerned” — she shrugged her shoulders— “you mean nothing to me. I doubt very much if you’ve ever meant more than a steady source of income. That’s candid, isn’t it?”

She got up from the divan and began putting on her gloves.

“As you don’t seem to want to help me,” she said. “I’ll have to find a way of making you keep your promise. And you did promise me a company, Gregory; I suppose you’ve forgotten that?”

“I was more interested in you then,” he said. “Where are you going?”

“I’m going back to my cottage, and tomorrow I’m returning to town,” she said.

He looked first at one end of the room and then at the other, and then at her.

“You’re not going back to your cottage; you’re staying here, my dear,” he said.

She laughed.

“You told your chauffeur to go for the police, did you? I’ll tell you something! Your chauffeur is in my kitchen at this moment, having his supper. If you think that he’s likely to leave before you, you don’t know me, Stella!”

He gathered up the dressing-gown that was spread on the divan and slipped his arms into the hanging sleeves. A terrible figure he was in the girl’s eyes — something unclean, obscene. The scarlet pyjama jacket gave his face a demoniacal value, and she felt herself cringing from him.

He was quick to notice the action, and his eyes glowed with the light of triumph.

“Bhag is downstairs,” he said significantly. “He handles people rough. He handled one girl so that I had to call in a doctor. You’ll come with me without — assistance?”

She nodded dumbly; her knees gave way under her as she walked. She had bearded the beast in his den once too often.

Halfway along the corridor he unlocked a door of a room and pushed it open.

“Go in there and stay there,” he said. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow, when I’m sober. I’m drunk now. Maybe I’ll send you someone to keep you company — I don’t know yet.” He ruffled his scanty hair in drunken perplexity. “But I’ve got to be sober before I deal with you.”

The door slammed on her and a key turned. She was in complete darkness, in a room she did not know. For one wild, terrified moment she wondered if she was alone.

It was a long time before her palm touched the little button projecting from the wall. She pressed it. A lamp enclosed in a crystal globe set in the ceiling flashed into sparkling light. She was in what had evidently been a small bedroom. The bedstead had been removed, but a mattress and a pillow were folded up in one corner. There was a window, heavily barred, but no other exit. She examined the door: the handle turned in her grasp; there was not even a keyhole in which she could try her own key.

Going to the window, she pulled up the sash, for the room was stuffy and airless. She found herself looking out from the back of the house, across the lawn to a belt of trees which she could just discern. The road ran parallel with the front of the house, and the shrillest scream would not be heard by anybody on the road.

Sitting down in one of the chairs, she considered her position. Having overcome her fear, she had that in her possession which would overcome Gregory if it came to a fight. Pulling up her skirt, she unbuckled the soft leather belt about her waist, and from the Russian-leather holster it supported she took a diminutive Browning — a toy of a weapon but wholly businesslike in action. Sliding back the jacket, she threw a cartridge into the chamber and pulled up the safety-catch; then she examined the magazine and pressed it back again.

“Now, Gregory,” she said aloud, and at that moment her face went round to the window, and she started up with a scream.

Two grimy hands gripped the bars; glaring in at her was the horrible face of a tramp. Her trembling hand shot out for the pistol, but before it could close on the butt, the face had disappeared; and though she went round to the window and looked out, the bars prevented her from getting a clear view of the parapet along which the uncouth figure was creeping.
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Ten o’clock was striking from Chichester Cathedral when the tramp, who half an hour ago had been peering and prying into the secrets of Griff Towers, made his appearance in the marketplace. His clothes were even more dusty and soiled, and a policeman who saw him stood squarely in his path.

“On the road?” he asked.

“Yes,” whined the man.

“You can get out of Chichester as quick as you like,” said the officer. “Are you looking for a bed?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Why don’t you try the casual ward at the work house?”

“They’re full up, sir.”

“That’s a lie,” said the officer. “Now understand, if I see you again I’ll arrest you!”

Muttering something to himself, the squalid figure moved on toward the Arundel Road, his shoulders hunched, his hands hidden in the depths of his pockets.

Out of sight of the policeman, he turned abruptly to the right and accelerated his pace. He was making for Jack Knebworth’s house. The director heard the knock, opened the door, and stood aghast at the unexpected character of the caller.

“What do you want, bo’?” he asked.

“Mr. Brixan come back?”

“No, he hasn’t come back. You’d better give me that letter. I’ll get in touch with him by ‘phone.”

The tramp grinned and shook his head.

“No, you don’t. I want to see Brixan.”

“Well, you won’t see him here tonight,” said Jack. And then, suspiciously: “My idea is that you don’t want to see him at all, and that you’re hanging around for some other purpose.”

The tramp did not reply. He was whistling softly a distorted passage from the “Indian Love Lyrics”, and all the time his right foot was beating the time.

“He’s in a bad way, is old Brixan,” he said, and there was a certain amount of pleasure in his voice that annoyed Knebworth.

“What do you know about him?”

“I know he’s in bad with headquarters — that’s what I know,” said the tramp. “He couldn’t find where the letters went to: that’s the trouble with him. But I know.”

“Is that what you want to see him about?”

The man nodded vigorously.

“I know,” he said again. “I could tell him something if he was here, but he ain’t here.”

“If you know he isn’t here,” asked the exasperated Jack, “why in blazes do you come?”

“Because the police are chivvying me, that’s why. A copper down on the marketplace is going to pinch me the next time he sees me. So I thought I’d come up to fill in the time, that’s what!”

Jack stared at him.

“You’ve got a nerve!” he said in awestricken tones. “And now you’ve filled in your time and I’ve entertained you, you can get! Do you want anything to eat?”

“Not me,” said the tramp. “I live on the fat of the land, I do!”

His shrill Cockney voice was getting on Jack’s nerves.

“Well, good night,” he said shortly, and closed the door on his unprepossessing visitor.

The tramp waited for quite a long time before he made any move. Then from the interior of his cap he took a cigarette and lit it before he shuffled back the way he had come, making a long detour to avoid the centre of the town where the unfriendly policeman was on duty. A church clock was striking a quarter past ten when he reached the corner of the Arundel Road, and, throwing away his cigarette, moved into the shadow of the fence and waited.

Five minutes, ten minutes passed, and his keen eyes caught sight of a man walking rapidly the way he had come, and he grinned in the darkness. It was Knebworth. Jack had been perturbed by the visitor, and was on his way to the police-station to make inquiries about Michael. This the tramp guessed, though he had little time to consider the director’s movements, for a car came noiselessly around the corner and stopped immediately opposite him.

“Is that you, my friend?”

“Yes,” said the tramp in a sulky voice.

“Come inside.”

The tramp lurched forward, peering into the dark interior of the car. Then, with a turn of his wrist, he jerked open the door, put one foot on the running-board, and suddenly flung himself upon the driver.

“Mr. Head-Hunter, I want you!” he hissed.

The words were hardly out of his mouth before something soft and wet struck him in the face — something that blinded and choked him, so that he let go his grip and fought and clawed like a dying man at the air. A push of the driver’s foot, and he was flung, breathless, to the sidewalk, and the car sped on.

Jack Knebworth had witnessed the scene as far as it could be witnessed in the half-darkness, and came running across. A policeman appeared from nowhere, and together they lifted the tramp into a sitting position.

“I’ve seen this fellow before tonight,” said the policeman. “I warned him.”

And then the prostrate man drew a long, sighing breath, and his hands went up to his eyes.

“This is where I hand in my resignation,” he said, and Knebworth’s jaw dropped.

It was the voice of Michael Brixan!
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“Yes, it’s me,” said Michael bitterly. “All right, officer, you needn’t wait. Jack, I’ll come up to the house and get this make-up off.”

“For the Lord’s sake!” breathed Knebworth, staring at the detective. “I’ve never seen a man made up so well that he deceived me.”

“I’ve deceived everybody, including myself,” said Michael savagely. “I thought I’d caught him with a dummy letter, instead of which the devil caught me.”

“What was it?”

“Ammonia, I think — a concentrated solution thereof,” said Michael.

It was twenty minutes before he emerged from the bathroom, his eyes inflamed but otherwise his old self.

“I wanted to trap him in my own way, but he was too smart for me.”

“Do you know who he is?”

Michael nodded.

“Oh yes, I know,” he said. “I’ve got a special force of men here, waiting to effect the arrest, but I didn’t want a fuss, and I certainly did not want blood shed. And bloodshed there will be, unless I am mistaken.”

“I didn’t seem to recognize the car, and I know most of the machines in this city,” said Jack.

“It is a new one, used only for these midnight adventures of the Head-Hunter. He probably garages it away from his house. You asked me if I’d have something to eat just now, and I lied and told you I was living on the fat of the land. Give me some food, for the love of heaven!”

Jack went into the larder and brought out some cold meat, brewed a pot of coffee, and sat in silence, watching the famished detective dispose of the viands.

“I feel a man now,” said Michael as he finished, “for I’d had nothing to eat except a biscuit since eleven this morning. By the way, our friend Stella Mendoza is staying at Griff Towers, and I’m afraid I rather scared her. I happened to be nosing round there an hour ago, to make absolutely sure of my bird, and I looked in upon her — to her alarm!”

There came a sharp rap at the door, and Jack Knebworth looked up.

“Who’s that at this time of night?” he asked.

“Probably the policeman,” said Michael.

Knebworth opened the door and found a short, stout, middle-aged woman standing on the door step with a roll of paper in her hand.

“Is this Mr. Knebworth’s?” she asked.

“Yes,” said Jack.

“I’ve brought the play that Miss Leamington left behind. She asked me to bring it to you.”

Knebworth took the roll of paper and slipped off the elastic band which encircled it. It was the manuscript of “Roselle”.

“Why have you brought this?” he asked.

“She told me to bring it up if I found it.”

“Very good,” said Jack, mystified. “Thank you very much.”

He closed the door on the woman and went back to the diningroom.

“Adele has sent up her script. What’s wrong, I wonder?”

“Who brought it?” asked Michael, interested.

“Her landlady, I suppose,” said Jack, describing the woman.

“Yes, that’s she. Adele is not turning in her part?” Jack shook his head.

“That wouldn’t be likely.” Michael was puzzled.

“What the dickens does it mean? What did the woman say?”

“She said that Miss Leamington wanted her to bring up the manuscript if she found it.”

Michael was out of the house in a second, and, racing down the street, overtook the woman.

“Will you come back, please?” he said, and escorted her to the house again. “Just tell Mr. Knebworth why Miss Leamington sent this manuscript, and what you mean by having ‘forgotten’ it.”

“Why, when she came up to you—” began the woman.

“Came up to me?” cried Knebworth quickly.

“A gentleman from the studio called for her, and said you wanted to see her,” said the landlady. “Miss Leamington was just going to bed, but I took up the message. He said you wanted to see her about the play and asked her to bring the manuscript. She had mislaid it somewhere and was in a great state about it, so I told her to go on, as you were in a hurry, and I’d bring it up. At least, she asked me to do that.”

“What sort of a gentleman was it who called?”

“A rather stout gentleman. He wasn’t exactly a gentleman, he was a chauffeur. As a matter of fact, I thought he’d been drinking, though I didn’t want to alarm Miss Leamington by telling her so.”

“And then what happened?” asked Michael quickly.

“She came down and got into the car. The chauffeur was already in.”

“A closed car, I suppose?”

The woman nodded.

“And then they drove off? What time was this?”

“Just after half past ten. I remember, because I heard the church clock strike just before the car drove up.”

Michael was cool now. His voice scarcely rose above a whisper.

“Twentyfive past eleven,” he said, looking at his watch. “You’ve been a long time coming.”

“I couldn’t find the paper, sir. It was under Miss Leamington’s pillow. Isn’t she here?”

“No, she’s not here,” said Michael quietly. “Thank you very much; I won’t keep you. Will you wait for me at the police-station?”

He went upstairs and put on his coat.

“Where do you think she is?” asked Jack.

“She is at Griff Towers,” replied the other, “and whether Gregory Penne lives or dies this night depends entirely upon the treatment that Adele has received at his hands.”

At the police-station he found the landlady, a little frightened, more than a little tearful.

“What was Miss Leamington wearing when she went out?”

“Her blue cloak, sir,” whimpered the woman— “that pretty blue cloak she always wore.”

Scotland Yard men were at the station, and it was a heavily loaded car that ran out to Chichester — too heavy for Michael in a fever of impatience, for the weight of its human cargo checked its speed, and every second was precious. At last, after an eternity of time, the big car swung into the drive. Michael did not stop to waken the lodgekeeper, but smashed the frail gates open with the buffers of his machine, mounted the slope, crossed the gravel parade, and halted.

There was no need to ring the bell: the door was wide open, and, at the head of his party, Mike Brixan dashed through the deserted hall, along the corridor into Gregory’s library. One light burnt, offering a feeble illumination, but the room was empty. With rapid strides he crossed to the desk and turned the switch. Bhag’s den opened; but Bhag too was an absentee.

He pressed the bell by the side of the fireplace, and almost immediately the brownfaced servitor whom he had seen before came, trembling, into the room.

“Where is your master?” asked Michael in Dutch.

The man shook his head.

“I don’t know,” he replied, but instinctively he looked up to the ceiling.

“Show me the way.”

They went back to the hall, up the broad stairway on to the first floor. Along a corridor, hung with swords, as was its fellow below, he reached another open door — the great dance hall where Gregory Penne had held revel that evening. There was nobody in sight, and Michael came out into the hall. As he did so, he was aware of a frantic tapping at one of the doors in the corridor. The key was in the lock: he turned it and flung the door wide open; and Stella Mendoza, white as death, staggered out.

“Where is Adele?” she gasped.

“I want to ask you that,” said Michael sternly. “Where is she?”

The girl shook her head helplessly, strove to speak, and then collapsed in a swoon.

He did not wait for her to recover, but continued his search. From room to room he went, but there was no sign of Adele or the brutal owner of Griff Towers. He searched the library again, and passed through into the little drawingroom, where a table was laid for two. The cloth was wet with spilt wine; one glass was half empty — but the two for whom the table was laid had vanished. They must have gone out of the front door — whither?

He was standing tense, his mind concentrated upon a problem that was more vital to him than life itself, when he heard a sound that came from the direction of Bhag’s den. And then there appeared in the door way the monstrous ape himself. He was bleeding from a wound in the shoulder; the blood fell drip-drip-drip as he stood clutching in his two great hands something that seemed like a bundle of rags. As Michael looked, the room rocked before his eyes.

The tattered, stained garment that Bhag held was the cloak that Adele Leamington had worn!

For a second Bhag glared at the man who he knew was his enemy, and then, dropping the cloak, he shrank back toward his quarters, his teeth bared.

Three times Michael’s automatic spat, and the great, manlike thing disappeared in a flash — and the door closed with a click.

Knebworth had been a witness of the scene. It was he who ran forward and picked up the cloak that the ape had dropped.

“Yes, that was hers,”, he said huskily, and a horrible thought chilled him.

Michael had opened the door of the den, and, pistol in hand, dashed through the opening. Knebworth dared not follow. He stood petrified, waiting, and then Michael reappeared.

“There’s nothing here,” he said.

“Nothing?” asked Jack Knebworth in a whisper. “Thank God!”

“Bhag has gone — I think I may have hit him; there is a trail of blood, but I may not be responsible for that. He had been shot recently.” He pointed to stains on the floor. “He wasn’t shot when I saw him last.”

“Have you seen him before tonight?”

Michael nodded.

“For three nights he has been haunting Longvale’s house.”

“Longvale’s!”

Where was Adele? That was the one dominant one thought uppermost in Michael Brixan’s mind. And where was the baronet? What was the meaning of that open door? None of the servants could tell him, and for some reason he saw that they were speaking the truth. Only Penne and the girl — and this great ape — knew, unless —

He hurried back to where he had left a detective trying to revive the unconscious Stella Mendoza.

“She has passed from one fainting-fit to another,” said the officer. “I can get nothing out of her except that once she said, ‘Kill him, Adele!’

“Then she has seen her!” said Michael.

One of the officers he had left outside to watch the building had a report to make. He had seen a dark figure climb the wall and disappear apparently through the solid brickwork. A few minutes later it had come out again.

“That was Bhag,” said Michael. “I knew he was not here when we arrived. He must have come in through the opening while we were upstairs.”

The car that had carried Adele had been found. It was Stella’s, and at first Michael suspected that the girl was a party to the abduction. He learnt afterwards that, whilst the woman’s chauffeur had been in the kitchen, virtually a prisoner, Penne himself had driven the car to the girl’s house, and it was the sight of the machine, which she knew belonged to Stella, that had lulled any suspicions she may have had.

Michael was in a condition bordering upon frenzy. The Head-Hunter and his capture was insignificant compared with the safety of the girl.

“If I don’t find her I shall go mad!” he said.

Jack Knebworth had opened his lips to answer when there came a startling interruption. Borne on the still night air came a scream of agony which turned the director’s blood to ice.

“Help, help!”

Shrill as was the cry, Michael knew that it was the voice of a man, and knew that that man was Gregory Penne!
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There were moments when Adele Leamington had doubts as to her fitness for the profession she had entered; and never were those periods of doubt more poignant than when she tried to fix her mind upon the written directions of the scenario. She blamed Michael, and was immediately repentant. She blamed herself more freely; and at last she gave up the struggle, rolled up the manuscript book, and, putting an elastic band about it, thrust it under her pillow and prepared for bed. She had rid herself of skirt and blouse when the summons came.

“From Mr. Knebworth?” she said in surprise. “At this time of night?”

“Yes, miss. He’s going to make a big alteration tomorrow and he wants to see you at once. He has sent his car. Miss Mendoza is coming into the cast.”

“Oh!” she said faintly.

Then she had been a failure after all, and had lived in a fool’s paradise for these past days.

“I’ll come at once,” she said.

Her fingers trembled as she fastened her dress, and she hated herself for such a display of weakness. Perhaps Stella was not coming into the cast in her old part; perhaps some new character had been written in; perhaps it was not for “Roselle” at all that she had been re-engaged. These and other speculations rioted in her mind; and she was in the passage and the door was opened when she remembered that Jack Knebworth would want the manuscript. She ran upstairs, and, by an aberration of memory, forgot entirely where the script had been left. At last, in despair, she went down to the landlady.

“I have left some manuscripts which are rather important. Would you bring them up to Mr. Knebworth’s house when you find them? They’re in a little brown jacket—” She described the appearance as well as she could.

It was Stella Mendoza’s car; she recognized the machine with a pang. So Jack and she were reconciled!

In a minute she was inside the machine, the door closed behind her, and was sitting by the driver, who did not speak.

“Is Mr. Brixan with Mr. Knebworth?” she asked.

He did not reply. She thought he had not heard her, unfit he turned with a wide sweep and set the car going in the opposite direction.

“This is not the way to Mr. Knebworth’s,” she said in alarm. “Don’t you know the way?”

Still he made no reply. The machine gathered speed, passed down a long, dark street, and turned into a country lane.

“Stop the car at once!” she said, terrified, and put her hand on the handle of the door.

Instantly her arm was gripped.

“My dear, you’re going to injure your pretty little body, and probably spoil your beautiful face, if you attempt to get out while the car is in motion,” he said.

“Sir Gregory!” she gasped.

“Now don’t make a fuss,” said Gregory. There was no mistaking the elation in his voice. “You’re coming up to have a little bit of supper with me. I’ve asked you often enough, and now you’re going willy-nilly! Stella’s there, so there’s nothing to be afraid of.”

She held down her fears with an effort.

“Sir Gregory, you will take me back at once to my lodgings,” she said. “This is disgraceful of you!”

He chuckled loudly.

“Nothing’s going to happen to you; nobody’s going to hurt you, and you’ll be delivered safe and sound; but you’re going to have supper with me first, little darling. And if you make a fuss, I’m going to turn the car into the first tree I see and smash us all up!”

He was drunk — drunk not only with wine, but with the lust of power. Gregory had achieved his object, and would stop at nothing now.

Was Stella there? She did not believe him. And yet it might be true. She grasped at the straw which Stella’s presence offered.

“Here we are,” grunted Gregory, as he stopped the car before the Towers door and slipped out on to the gravel.

Before she realized what he was doing, he had lifted her in his arms, though she struggled desperately.

“If you scream I’ll kiss you,” growled his voice in her ear, and the lay passive.

The door opened instantly. She looked down at the servant standing stolidly in the hall as Gregory carried her up the wide stairway, and wondered what help might come from him. Presently Penne set her down on her feet and, opening a door, thrust her in.

“Here’s your friend, Stella,” he said. “Say the good word for me! Knock some sense into her head if you can. I’ll come back in ten minutes, and we’ll have the grandest little wedding-supper that any bridegroom ever had.”

The door was banged and locked upon her before she realized there was another woman in the room. It was Stella. Her heart rose at the sight of the girl’s white face.

“Oh, Miss Mendoza,” she said breathlessly, “thank God you’re here!”
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“DON’T start thanking God too soon,” said Stella with ominous calm. “Oh, you little fool, why did you come here?”

“He brought me. I didn’t want to come,” said Adele.

She was half hysterical in her fright. She tried hard to imitate the calm of her companion, biting her quivering lips to keep them still, and after a while she was calm enough to tell what had happened. Stella’s face clouded.

“Of course, he took my car,” she said, speaking to herself, “and he has caught the chauffeur, as he said he would. Oh, my God!”

“What will he do?” asked Adele in a whisper.

Stella’s fine eyes turned on the girl.

“What do you think he will do?” she asked significantly. “He’s a beast — the kind of beast you seldom meet except in books — and locked rooms. He’ll have no more mercy on you than Bhag would have on you.”

“If Michael knows, he will kill him.”

“Michael? Oh, Brixan, you mean?” said Stella with newly awakened interest. “Is he fond of you? Is that why he hangs around the lot? That never struck me before. But what does he care about Michael or any other, man? He can run — his yacht is at Southampton, and he depends a lot upon his wealth to get him out of these kind of scrapes. And he knows that decent women shrink from appearance in a police-court. Oh, he’s got all sorts of defences. He’s a worm, but a scaly worm!”

“What shall I do?”

Stella was walking up and down the narrow apartment, her hands clasped before her, her eyes sunk to the ground.

“I don’t think he’ll hurt me.” And then, inconsequently, she went off at a tangent: “I saw a tramp at that window two hours ago.”

“A tramp?” said the bewildered girl.

Stella nodded.

“It scared me terribly, until I remembered his eyes. They were Brixan’s eyes, though you’d never guess it, the make-up was so wonderful.”

“Michael? Is he here?” asked the girl eagerly.

“He’s somewhere around. That is your salvation, and there’s another.” She took down from a shelf a small Browning. “Did you ever fire a pistol?”

The girl nodded.

“I have to, in one scene,” she said, a little awkwardly.

“Of course! Well, this is loaded. That” — she pointed— “is the safety-catch. Push it down with your thumb before you start to use it. You had better kill Penne — better for you, and better for him, I think.”

The girl shrank back in horror.

“Oh, no, no!”

“Put it in your pocket — have you a pocket?” There was one inside the blue cloak the girl was wearing, and into this Stella dropped the pistol. “You don’t know what sort of sacrifice I’m making,” she said frankly; “and it isn’t as though I’m doing it for somebody I’m fond of, because I’m not particularly fond of you, Adele Leamington. But I wouldn’t be fit to live if I let that brute get you without a struggle.”

And then impulsively she stooped forward and kissed the girl, and Adele put her arms about her neck and clung to her for a second.

“He’s coming,” whispered Stella Mendoza, and stepped back with a gesture.

It was Gregory — Gregory in his scarlet pyjama jacket and purple dressing-gown, his face aflame, his eyes fired with excitement.

“Come on, you!” He crooked his finger. “Not you, Mendoza: you stay here, eh? You can see her after, perhaps — after supper.”

He leered down at the shrinking girl.

“Nobody’s going to hurt you. Leave your cloak here.”

“No, I’ll wear it,” she said.

Her hand went instinctively to the butt of the pistol and closed upon it.

“All right, come as you are. It makes no difference to me.”

He held her tightly by the hand and marched by her side, surprised and pleased that she offered so little resistance. Down into the hall they went, and then to the little drawingroom adjoining his study. He flung open the door and showed her the gaily decorated table, pushing her into the room before him.

“Wine and a kiss!” he roared, as he pulled the cork from a champagne-bottle and sent the amber fluid splashing upon the spotless tablecloth. “Wine and a kiss!” He splashed the glass out to her so that it spilt and trickled down her cloak.

She shook her head mutely.

“Drink!” he snarled, and she touched the glass with her lips.

Then, before she could realize what had happened, she was in his arms, his great face pressed down to hers. She tried to escape from the encirclement of his embrace, successfully averted her mouth and felt his hot lips pressing against her cheek.

Presently he let her go, and, staggering to the door, kicked it shut. His fingers were closing on the key handle when: “If you turn that key I’ll kill you!”

He looked up in ludicrous surprise, and, at the sight of the pistol in the girl’s hand, his big hands waved before his face in a gesture of fear.

“Put it down, you fool!” he squealed. “Put it down! Don’t you know what you’re doing? The damned thing may go off by accident!”

“It will not go off by accident,” she said. “Open that door.”

He hesitated for a moment, and then her thumb tightened on the safety-catch, and he must have seen the movement.

“Don’t shoot, don’t shoot!” he screamed, and flung the door wide open “Wait, you fool! Don’t go out. Bhag is there. Bhag will get you. Stay with me. I’ll—”

But she was flying down the corridor. She slipped on a loose rug in the hall but recovered herself. Her trembling hands were working at the bolts and chains; the door swung open and in another instant she was in the open — free.

Sir Gregory followed her. The shock of her escape had sobered him, and all the tragic consequences which might follow came crowding in upon him, until his very soul writhed in fear. Dashing back to his study, he opened his safe, took out a bundle of notes. These he thrust into the pocket of a fur-lined overcoat that was hanging in a cupboard and put it on. He changed his slippers for thick shoes, and then bethought him of Bhag. He opened the den, but Bhag was not there, and he raised his shaking fingers to his lips. If Bhag caught her!

Some glimmering of a lost manhood stirred dully in his mind. He must first be sure of Bhag. He went out into the darkness in search of his strange and horrible servant. Putting both hands to his mouth, he emitted a long and painful howl, the call that Bhag had never yet disobeyed, and then waited. There was no answer. Again he sent forth the melancholy sound, but, if Bhag heard him, for the first time in his life he did not obey.

Gregory Penne stood in a sweat of fear, but, so standing, recovered some of his balance. There was time to change. He went up to his ornate bedroom, flung off his pyjamas, and in a short space of time was down again in the dark grounds, seeking for the ape.

Dressed, he felt more of a man. A long glass of whisky restored some of his, confidence. He rang for the servant who was in charge of his car.

“Have the machine by the postern gate,” he said. “Get it there at once. See that the gate is open: I may have to leave tonight.”

That he would be arrested he did not doubt. Not all his wealth, his position, the pull he had in the county, could save him. This latest deed of his was something more than eccentricity.

Then he remembered that Stella Mendoza was still in the house, and went up to see her. A glance at his face told her that something unusual had happened.

“Where is Adele?” she asked instantly.

“I don’t know. She escaped — she had a pistol. Bhag went after her. God knows what will happen if he finds her. He’ll tear her limb from limb. What’s that?”

It was the faint sound of a pistol-shot at a distance, and it came from the back of the house.

“Poachers,” said Gregory uneasily. “Listen, I’m going.”

“Where are you going?” she asked.

“That’s no damned business of yours,” he snarled. “Here’s some money.” He thrust some notes into her hand.

“What have you done?” she whispered in horror.

“I’ve done nothing, I tell you!” he stormed. “But they’ll take me for it. I’m going to get to the yacht. You’d better clear before they come.”

She was collecting her hat and gloves when she heard the door close and the key turn. Mechanically he had locked her in, and mechanically took no heed of her beating hand upon the panel of the door.

Griff Towers stood on high ground and commanded a view of the by-road from Chichester. As he stood in front of the house, hoping against hope that he would see the ape, he saw instead two lights come rapidly along the road.

“The police!” he croaked, and went blundering across the kitchen garden to the gate.
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Adele went flying down the drive, intent only upon one object — to escape from this horrible house. The gates were closed, the lodge was in darkness, and she strove desperately to unfasten the iron catch, but it held.

Looking back toward the oblong of light which represented the tower door, she was dimly aware of a figure moving stealthily along the grass that bordered each side of the roadway. For a moment she thought it was Gregory Penne, and then the true explanation of that skulking shape came to her, and she nearly dropped. It was Bhag!

She moved as quietly as she could along the side of the wall, creeping from bush to bush; but he had seen her, and came in pursuit, moving slowly, cautiously, as though he was not quite sure that she was legitimate prey. Perhaps there was another gate, she thought, and continued, glancing over her shoulder from time to time, and gripping the little pistol in her hand with such intensity that it was slippery with perspiration before she had gone a hundred yards.

Now she left the cover of the wall and came across a meadow, and at first she thought that she had slipped her pursuer. But Bhag seldom went into the open, and presently she saw him again. He was parallel with her, walking under the wall, and showing no sign of hurry. Perhaps, she thought, if she continued he would drop his pursuit and go off. It might be curiosity that kept him on her trail. But this hope was disappointed. She crossed a stile and followed a path until she realized it was bringing her nearer and nearer to the wall where her watcher was keeping pace with her. As soon as she realized this, she turned abruptly from the path, and found herself walking through dew-laden grasses. She was wet to the knees before she had gone far, but she did not even know this — Bhag had left cover and was following her into the open!

She wondered if the grounds were entirely enclosed by a wall, and was relieved when she came to a low fence. Stumbling down a bank on to a road which was evidently the eastern boundary of the property, she ran at full speed, though where the road led she could not guess. Glancing back, she saw, to her horror, that Bhag was following, yet making no attempt to decrease the distance which separated them.

And then, far away, she saw the lights of a cottage. They seemed close at hand, but were in reality more than two miles distant. With a sob of thankfulness she turned from the road and ran up a gentle slope, only to discover, to her dismay, when she reached the crest, that the lights seemed as far away as ever. Looking back, she saw Bhag, his green eyes gleaming in the darkness.

Where was she? Glancing round, she found an answer. Ahead and to the left was the squat outline of old Griff Tower.

And then, for some reason, Bhag dropped his role of interested watcher, and, with a doglike growl, leapt at her. She flew upward toward the tower, her breath coming in sobs, her heart thumping so that she felt every moment she would drop from sheer exhaustion. A hand clutched at her cloak and tore it from her. That gave her a moment’s respite. She must face her enemy, or she herself must perish.

Spinning round, her shaking pistol raised, she confronted the monster, who was growling and tearing at the clothing in his hand. Again he crouched to spring, and she pressed the trigger. The unexpected loudness of the explosion so startled her that she nearly dropped the pistol. With a howl of anguish he fell, gripping at his wounded shoulder, but rose again immediately. And then he began to move backward, watching her all the time.

What should she do? In her present position he might creep from bush to bush and pounce upon her at any moment. She looked up at the tower. If she could reach the top! And then she remembered the ladder that Jack Knebworth had left behind. But that would have been collected.

She moved stealthily, keeping her eye upon the ape, and though he was motionless, she knew he was watching her. Then, groping in the grass, her fingers touched the light ladder, and she lifted it without difficulty and placed it against the wall. She had heard Jack say that the ape could not have climbed the tower from the outside without assistance, though it had been an easy matter, with the aid of the trees growing against the wall inside, for him to get out.

Bhag was still visible; the dull glow of his eyes was dreadful to see. With a wild run she reached the top of the ladder and began pulling it up after her. Bhag crept nearer and nearer till he came to the foot of the tower, made three ineffectual efforts to scale the wall and failed. She heard his twitter of rage, and guided the ladder to the inside of the tower.

For a long time they sat looking at each other, the orang-outang and the girl. And then Bhag crept away. She followed him as far as her keen eyes could distinguish his ungainly shape, waiting until she was certain he had gone, and then reached for the ladder. The lower rung must have caught in one of the bushes below. She tugged, tugged again, tugged for the third time, and it came away so smoothly that she lost her balance. For a second she was holding the top of the wall with one hand, the ladder with the other; then, half sliding, half tumbling, she came down with a run, and picked herself up breathless. She could have laughed at the mishap but for the eerie loneliness of her new surroundings. She tried to erect the ladder again, but in the dark it was impossible to get a firm foundation.

There must be small stones somewhere about, and she began to look out for them. She reached the bottom of the circular depression, and, pushing aside a bush to make further progress, feeling all the time with her feet for a suitable prop, suddenly she slipped. She was dropping down a sloping shaft into the depths of the earth!
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Down, down, down she fell, one hand clawing wildly at the soft earth, the other clenching unconsciously at the tiny pistol. She was rolling down a steep slope. Once her feet came violently and painfully into contact with an out-jutting rock, and the shock and the pain of it turned her sick and faint. Whither she was going she dared not think. It seemed an eternity before, at last, she struck a level floor and, rolling over and over, was brought up against a rocky wall with a jolt that shook the breath from her body.

Eternity it seemed, yet it could not have been more than a few seconds. For five minutes she lay, recovering, on the rock floor. She got up with a grimace of pain, felt her hurt ankle, and worked her foot to discover if anything was broken. Looking up, she saw a pale star above, and, guessing that it was the opening through which she had fallen, attempted to climb back; but with every step she took the soft earth gave under her feet and she slipped back again.

She had lost a shoe: that was the first tangible truth that asserted itself. She groped round in the darkness and found it after a while, half embedded in the earth. She shook it empty, dusted her stockinged foot, and put it on. Then she sat down to wonder what she should do next. She guessed that, with the coming of day, she would be able to examine her surroundings, and she must wait, with what philosophy she could summon, for the morning to break.

It was then that she became conscious that she was still gripping the earth-caked Browning, and, with a half-smile, she cleaned it as best she could, pressed down the safety-catch, and, putting the weapon inside her blouse, thrust its blunt nose into the waistband of her skirt.

The mystery of Bhag’s reappearance was no a mystery no longer. He had been hiding in the cave, though it was her imagination that supplied the queer animal scent which was peculiarly his.

How far did the cave extend? She peered left and right, but could see nothing; then, groping cautiously, feeling every inch of her way, her hand struck a stone pillar, and she withdrew it quickly, for it was wet and clammy.

And then she made a discovery of the greatest importance to her. She was feeling along the wall when her hand went into a niche, and by the surface of its shelf she knew it was man-fashioned. She put her hand farther along, and her heart leapt as she touched something which had a familiar and homely feel. It was a lantern. Her other hand went up, and presently she opened its glass door and felt a length of candle, and, at the bottom of the lantern, a small box of matches.

It was no miracle, as she was to learn; but for the moment it seemed that that possibility of light had come in answer to her unspoken prayers. Striking a match with a hand that shook so that the light went out immediately, she at last succeeded in kindling the wick. The candle was new, and at first its light was feeble; but presently the wax began to burn, and, closing the lantern door, her surroundings came into view.

She was in a narrow cave, from the roof of which hung innumerable stalactites; but the dripping water which is inseparable from this queer formation was absent at the foot of the opening where she had tumbled. Farther along the floor was wet, and a tiny stream of water ran in a sort of naturally carved tunnel on one side of the path. Here, where the cave broadened, the stalactites were many, and left and right, at such regular intervals and of such even shape that they seemed almost to have been sculptured by human agency, were little caves within caves, narrow openings that revealed, in the light of her lantern, the splendour of nature’s treasures. Fairylike grottoes, rich with delicate stone traceries; tiny lakes that sparkled in the light of the lantern. Broader and broader grew the cave, until she stood in a huge chamber that appeared to be festooned with frozen lace. And here the floor was littered with queer white sticks. There were thousands of them, of every conceivable shape and size. They showed whitely in the gleam of her lantern, in the crevices of the rocks. She stooped and picked one up, dropping it quickly with a cry of horror. They were human bones!

With a shuddering gasp she half walked, half ran across the great cavern, which began to narrow again and assumed the appearance of that portion, of the cave into which she had fallen. And here she saw, in another niche, a second lantern, with new candle and matches. Who had placed them here? The first lantern she had not dared to think about: it belonged to the miraculous category. But the second brought her up with a jerk. Who had placed these lanterns at intervals along the wall of the cave, as if in preparation for an expected emergency? There must be somebody who lived down here. She breathed a little more quickly at the thought.

Going on slowly, she examined every foot of the way, the second lantern, unlighted, slung on her arm. At one part, the floor was flooded with running water; at another, she had to wade through a little subterranean ford, where the water came over her ankles. And now the cave was curving imperceptibly to the right. From time to time she stopped and listened, hoping to hear the sound of a human voice, and yet fearing. The roof of the cave came lower. There were signs in the roof that the stalactites had been knocked off to afford head room for the mysterious person who haunted these underground chambers.

Once she stopped, her heart thumping painfully at the sound of footsteps. They passed over her head, and then came a curious humming sound that grew in intensity, passed and faded. A motorcar I She was under the road! Of course, old Griff Tower stood upon the hillside. She was now near the road level, and possibly eight or nine feet above her the stars were shining. She looked wistfully at the ragged surface of the roof, and, steeling herself against the terrors that rose within her, she went on. She had need of nerve, need of courage beyond the ordinary.

The cave passage turned abruptly; the little grotto openings in the wall occurred again. Suddenly she stopped dead. The light of the lantern showed into one of the grottos. Two men lay side by side.

She stifled the scream that rose to her lips, pressing her hands tight upon her mouth, her eyes shut tightly to hide the sight. They were dead — headless! Lying in a shallow pool, the petrifying water came dripping down upon them, as it would drip down for everlasting until these pitiful things were stone.

For a long time she dared not move, dared not open her eyes, but at last her will conquered, and she looked with outward calm upon a sight that froze her very marrow. The next grotto was similarly tenanted, only this time there was one man. And, then, when she was on the point of sinking under the shock, a tiny point of light appeared in the gloom ahead. It moved and swayed, and there came to her the sound of a fearful laugh.

She acted instantly. Pulling open the door of the lantern, she stooped and blew it out, and stood, leaning against the wall of the cave, oblivious to the grisly relics that surrounded her, conscious only of the danger which lay ahead. Then a brighter light blazed up, and another, till the distant spaces wherein they burnt were as bright as day. As she stood wondering, there came to her a squeal of mortal agony and a whining voice that cried:

“Help! Oh God! Help! Brixan, I am not fit to die!”

It was the voice of Sir Gregory Penne.
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It was that same voice that had brought Michael Brixan racing across the garden to the postern gate. A car stood outside, its lights dimmed. Standing by its bonnet was a frightened little brown man who had brought the machine to the place.

“Where is your master?” asked Michael quickly.

The man pointed.

“He went that way,” he quavered. “There was a devil in the big machine — it would not move when he stamped on the little pedal.”

Michael guessed what had happened. At the last moment, by one of those queer mischances which haunt the just and the unjust, the engine had failed him and he had fled on foot.

“Which way did he go?” Again the man pointed.

“He ran,” he said simply.

Michael turned to the detective who was with him. “Stay here: he may return. Arrest him immediately and put the irons on him. He’s probably armed, and he may be suicidal; we can’t afford to take any risks.”

He had been so often across what he had named the “Back Field” that he could find his way blindfolded, and he ran at top speed till he came to the stile and to the road. Sir Gregory was nowhere in sight. Fifty yards along the road the lights gleamed cheerily from an upper window in Mr. Longvale’s house, and Michael bent his footsteps in that direction.

Still no sight of the man, and he turned through the gate and knocked at the door, which was almost immediately opened by the old gentleman himself. He wore a silken gown, tied with a sash about the middle, a picture of comfort, Michael thought.

“Who’s that?” asked Mr. Sampson Longvale, peering out into the darkness. “Why, bless my life, it’s Mr. Brixan, the officer of the law! Come in, come in, sir.”

He opened the door wide and Michael passed into the sittingroom, with its inevitable two candles, augmented now by a small silver reading-lamp that burnt some sort of petrol vapour.

“No trouble at the Towers, I trust?” said Mr. Longvale anxiously.

“There was a little trouble,” said Michael carefully. “Have you by any chance seen Sir Gregory Penne?”

The old man shook his head.

“I found the night rather too chilly for my usual garden ramble,” he said, “so I have seen none of the exciting events which seem inevitably to accompany the hours of darkness in these times. Has anything happened to him?”

“I hope not,” said Michael quietly. “I hope, for everybody’s sake, that — nothing has happened to him.”

He walked across and leant his elbows on the mantelpiece, looking up at the painting above his head.

“Do you admire my relative?” beamed Mr. Longvale. “I don’t know that I admire him. He was certainly a wonderfully handsome old gentleman.”

Mr. Longvale inclined his head.

“You have read his memoirs!”

Michael nodded, and the old man did not seem in any way surprised.

“Yes, I have read what purport to be his memoirs,” said Michael quietly, “but latter-day opinion is that they are not authentic.”

Mr. Longvale shrugged his shoulders.

“Personally, I believe every word of them,” he said. “My uncle was a man of considerable education.”

It would have amazed Jack Knebworth to know that the man who had rushed hotfoot from the tower in search of a possible murderer was at that moment calmly discussing biography; yet such was the incongruous, unbelievable fact.

“I sometimes feel that you think too much about your uncle, Mr. Longvale,” said Michael gently.

The old gentleman frowned.

“You mean — ?

“I mean that such a subject may become an obsession, and a very unhealthy obsession, and such hero-worship may lead a man to do things which no sane man would do.”

“Can one do better than imitate the deeds of the great?” he asked.

“Not if your sense of values hasn’t got all tangled up, and you ascribe to him virtues which are not virtues — unless duty is a virtue — and confuse that which is great with that which is terrible.”

Michael turned and, resting his palms on the table, looked across to the old man who confronted him.

“I want you to come with me into Chichester this evening.”

“Why?” The question was asked bluntly.

“Because I think you’re a sick man, that you ought to have care.”

The old man laughed and drew himself even more erect.

“Sick? I was never better in my life, my dear sir, never fitter, never stronger!”

And he looked all that he said. His height, the breadth of his shoulders, the healthy glow of his cheeks, all spoke of physical fitness.

A long pause, and then:

“Where is Gregory Penne?” asked Michael, emphasizing every word.

“I haven’t the slightest idea.” The old man’s eyes met his without wavering. “We were talking about my great-uncle. You know him, of course?” he asked.

“I knew him the first time I saw his picture, and I thought I had betrayed my knowledge, but apparently I did not. Your great-uncle” — Michael spoke deliberately— “was Sanson, otherwise Longval, hereditary executioner of France!”

Longvale looked at him in genuine astonishment. Such a silence followed that the ticking of a distant clock sounded distinctly.

“Your uncle has many achievements to his credit. He hanged three men on a gallows sixty feet high, unless my memory is at fault. His hand struck off the head of Louis of France and his consort Marie-Antoinette.”

The look of pride in the old man’s face was startling. His eyes kindled, he seemed to grow in height.

“By what fantastic freak of fate you come to have settled in England, what queer kink of mind decided you secretly to carry on the profession of Sanson and seek far and wide for poor, helpless wretches to destroy, I do not know.”

Michael did not raise his voice, he spoke in a calm, conversational tone; and in the same way did Longvale reply.

“Is it not better,” he said gently, “that a man should pass out of life through no act of his own than that he should commit the unpardonable crime of self-murder? Have I not been a benefactor to men who dared not take their own lives?”

“To Lawley Foss?” suggested Michael, his grave eyes fixed on the other.

“He was a traitor, a vulgar blackmailer, a man who sought to use the knowledge which had accidentally come to him to extract money from me.”

“Where is Gregory Penne?”

A slow smile dawned on the man’s face.

“You will not believe me? That is ungentle, sir! I have not seen Sir Gregory.”

Michael pointed to the hearth, where a cigarette was still smouldering.

“There is that,” he said. “There are his muddy footprints on the carpet of this room. There is the cry I heard. Where is he?”

Within reach of his hand was his heavy-calibred Browning. A move on the old man’s part and he would lie maimed on the ground. Michael was dealing with a homicidal lunatic of the most dangerous type, and would not hesitate to shoot.

But the old man showed no sign of antagonism. His voice was gentleness itself. He seemed to feel and express a pride in crimes which, to his brain, were not crimes at all.

“If you really wish me to go into Chichester with you tonight, of course I will go,” he said. “You may be right in your own estimation, even in the estimation of your superiors, but in ending my work you are rendering a cruel disservice to miserable humanity, to serve which I have spent thousands of pounds. But I bear no malice.”

He took a bottle from the long oaken buffet against the wall, selected two glasses with scrupulous care, and filled them from the bottle.

“We will drink our mutual good health,” he said with his old courtesy, and, lifting his glass to his lips, drank it with that show of enjoyment with which the old-time lovers of wine marked their approval of rare vintages.

“You’re not drinking!” he said in surprise.

“Somebody else has drunk.”

There was a glass half empty on the buffet: Michael saw it for the first time.

“He did not seem to enjoy the wine.”

Mr. Longvale sighed.

“Very few people understand wine,” he said, dusting a speck from his coat. Then, drawing a silk handkerchief from his pocket, he stooped and dusted his boots daintily.

Michael was standing on a strip of hearthrug in front of the fireplace, his hand on his gun, tense but prepared for the moment of trial. Whence the danger would come, what form it would take, he could not guess. But danger was there — danger terrible and ruthless, emphasized rather than relieved by the suavity of the old man’s tone — he felt in the creep of his flesh.

“You see, my dear sir,” Longvale went on, still dusting his boots.

And then, before Michael could realize what had happened, he had grasped the end of the rug on which the detective was standing and pulled it with a quick jerk towards him. Before he could balance himself, Michael had fallen with a crash to the floor, his head striking the oaken panelling, his pistol sliding along the polished floor. In a flash the old man was on hid, had flung him over on his face and dragged his hands behind him. Michael tried to struggle, but he was as a child in that powerful grip, placed at such a disadvantage as he was. He felt the touch of cold steel on his wrists, there was a click, and, exerting all his strength, he tried to pull his other hand away. But gradually, slowly, it was forced back, and the second cuff snapped.

There were footsteps on the path outside the cottage. The old man straightened himself to pull off his silken gown and wrapped it round and round the detective’s head, and then a knock came at the door. One glance to see that his prisoner was safe, and Longvale extinguished the lamp, blew out one of the candles, and carried the other into the passage. He was in his shirtsleeves, and the Scotland Yard officer, who was the caller, apologized for disturbing a man who had apparently been brought down from his bedroom to answer the knock.

“Have you seen Mr. Brixan?”

“Mr. Brixan? Yes, he was here a few minutes ago. He went on to Chichester.”

Michael heard the voices, but could not distinguish what was being said. The silken wrapper about his head was suffocating him, and he was losing his senses when the old man came back alone, unfastened the gown, and put it on himself.

“If you make a noise I will sew your lips together,” he said, so naturally and goodnaturedly that it seemed impossible he would carry his threat into execution. But Michael knew that he was giving chapter and verse; he was threatening that which his ancestor had often performed. That beautiful old man, nicknamed by the gallants of Louis’ Court “Monsieur de Paris”, had broken and hanged and beheaded, and he had also tortured, men. There were smoke-blackened rooms in the old Bastille where that venerable old headsman had performed nameless duties without blenching.

“I am sorry in many ways that you must go on,” said the old man, with genuine regret in his voice, “You are a young man for whom I have a great deal of respect. The law to me is sacred, and its officers have an especially privileged place in my affections.”

He pulled open a drawer of the buffet and took out a large serviette, folded it with great care and fixed it tightly about Michael’s mouth. Then he raised him up and sat him on a chair.

“If I were a young and agile man, I would have a jest which would have pleased my uncle Charles Henry. I would fix your head the top of the gates of Scotland Yard! I’ve often examined the gates with that idea in my mind. Not that I thought of you, but that some day providence might send me a very high official, a Minister, even a Prime Minister. My uncle, as you know, was privileged to destroy kings and leaders of parties — Danton, Robespierre, every great leader save Murat. Danton was the greatest of them all.”

There was an excellent reason why Michael should not answer. But he was his own cool self again, and though his head was aching from the violent knock it had received, his mind was clear. He was waiting now for the next move, and suspected he would not be kept waiting long. What scenes had this long diningroom witnessed I What moments of agony, mental and physical! It was the very antechamber to death.

Here, then, Bhag must have been rendered momentarily unconscious. Michael guessed the lure of drugged wine, that butyl chloride which was part of the murderer’s equipment. But for once Longvale had misjudged the strength of his prey. Bhag must have followed the brown folk to Dower House — the man and woman whom the old man in his cunning had spared.

Michael was soon to discover what was going to happen. The old man opened the door of the buffet and took out a great steel hook, at the end of which was a pulley. Reaching up, he slipped the end of the hook into a steel bolt fastened in one of the overhead beams. Michael had noticed it before and wondered what purpose it served. He was now to learn.

From the cupboard ca a long coil of rope, one end of which was threaded through the pulley and fastened dexterously under the detective’s armpits. Stooping, Longvale lifted the carpet and rolled it up, and then Michael saw that there was a small trapdoor, which he raised and laid back. Below he could see nothing, but there came to him the sound of a man’s groaning.

“Now I think we can dispense with that, sir,” said Mr. Longvale, and untied the serviette that covered the detective’s mouth.

This done, he pulled on the rope, seemingly without an effort, and Michael swung in mid-air. It was uncomfortable; he had an absurd notion that he looked a little ridiculous. The old man guided his feet through the opening and gradually paid out the rope.

“Will you be good enough to tell me when you touch ground,” he asked, “and I will come down to you?”

Looking up, Michael saw the square in the floor grow smaller and smaller, and for an unconscionable time he swung and swayed and turned in mid-air. He thought he was not moving, and then, without warning, his feet touched ground and he called out.

“Are you all right?” said Mr. Longvale pleasantly. “Do you mind stepping a few paces to one side? I am dropping the rope, and it may hurt you.”

Michael gasped, but carried out instructions, and presently he heard the swish of the falling line and the smack of it as it struck the ground. Then the trapdoor closed, and there was no other sound but the groaning near at hand.

“Is that you, Penne?”

“Who is it?” asked the other in a frightened voice. “Is it you, Brixan? Where are we? What has happened? How did I get here? That old devil gave me a drink. I ran out — and that’s all I remember. I went to borrow his car. My God, I’m scared! The magneto of mine went wrong.”

“Did you shout when you ran from the house?”

“I think I did. I felt this infernal poison taking effect and dashed out — I don’t remember. Where are you, Brixan? The police will get us out of this, won’t they?”

“Alive, I hope,” said Michael grimly, and he heard the man’s frightened sob, and was sorry he had spoken.

“What is he? Who is he? Are these the caves? I’ve heard about them. It smells horribly earthy, doesn’t it? Can you see anything?”

“I thought I saw a light just then,” said Michael, “but my eyes are playing tricks.” And then: “Where is Adele Leamington?”

“God knows!” said the other. He was shivering, and Michael heard the sound of his chattering teeth. “I never saw her again. I was afraid Bhag would go after her. But he wouldn’t hurt her — he is a queer devil. I wish he was here now.”

“I wish somebody was here,” said Michael sincerely. He was trying to work his wrists loose of the hand cuffs, though he knew that bare-handed he stood very little chance against the old man. He had lost his pistol, and although, in the inside of his waistcoat, there remained intact the long, razor-sharp knife that had cleared him out of many a Continental scrape, the one infallible weapon when firearms failed, he knew that he would have no opportunity for its employment.

Sitting down, he tried to perform a trick that he had seen on a stage in Berlin — the trick of bringing his legs through his manacled hands and so getting his hands in front of him, but he struggled without avail. There came the sound of a door opening, and Mr. Longvale’s voice.

“I won’t keep you a moment,” he said. He carried a lantern in his hand that swung as he walked and seemed to intensify the gloom. “I don’t like my patients to catch cold.”

His laughter came echoing back from the vaulted roof of the cave, intensified hideously. Stopping, he struck a match and a brilliant light appeared. It was a vapour lamp fixed on a shelf of rock. Presently he lit another, and then a third and a fourth, and, in the white, unwinking light, every object in the cave stood out with startling distinctness. Michael saw the scarlet thing that stood in the cave’s centre, and, hardened as he was, and prepared for that fearsome sight, he shuddered.

It was a guillotine!
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A guillotine!

Standing in the middle of the cave, its high frame work lifted starkly. It was painted blood-red, and its very simplicity had a horror of its own.

Michael looked, fascinated. The basket, the bright, triangular knife suspended at the top of the frame, the tilted platform with its dangling straps, the black-painted lunette, shaped to receive the head of the victim and hold it in position till the knife fell in its oiled groove. He knew the machine bolt by bolt, had seen it in operation on grey mornings before French prisons, with soldiers holding back the crowd and a little group of officials in the centre of the cleared space. He knew the sound of it, the “clop!” as it fell, sweeping to eternity the man beneath.

“The Widow’!” said Longvale humorously. He touched the frame lovingly.

“Oh God! I’m not fit to die!” It was Penne’s agonized wail that w echoing through the hollow spaces of the cavern.

“‘The Widow’,” murmured the old man again.

He was without a hat; his bald head shone in the light, yet there was nothing ludicrous in his appearance. His attitude toward this thing he loved was in a sense pathetic.

“Who shall be her first bridegroom?”

“Not me, not me!” squealed Penne, wriggling back against the wall, his face ashen, his mouth working convulsively. “I’m not fit to die—”

Longvale walked slowly over to him, stooped and raised him to his feet.

“Courage!” he murmured. “It is the hour!”

*

Jack Knebworth was pacing the road when the police car came flying back from Chichester.

“He’s not there, hasn’t been to the station at all,” said the driver breathlessly as he flung out of the car.

“He may have gone into Longvale’s house.”

“I’ve seen Mr. Longvale: it was he who told me that the Captain had gone into Chichester. He must have made a mistake.”

Knebworth’s jaw dropped. A great light suddenly flashed upon his mind. Longvale! There was something queer about him. Was it possible — ?

He remembered now that he had been puzzled by a contradictory statement the old man had made; remembered that, not once but many times, Sampson Longvale had expressed a desire to be filmed in a favourite part of his own, one that he had presented an episode in the life of his famous ancestor.

“We’ll go and knock him up. I’ll talk to him.” They hammered at the door without eliciting a response.

“That’s his bedroom.” Jack Knebworth pointed to a latticed window where a light shone, and Inspector Lyle threw up a pebble with such violence that the glass was broken. Still there was no response.

“I don’t like that,” said Knebworth suddenly.

“You don’t like it any better than I do,” growled the officer. “Try that window, Smith.”

“Do you want me to open it, sir?”

“Yes, without delay.”

A second later, the window of the long diningroom was prized open; and then they came upon an obstacle which could not be so readily forced.

“The shutter is steel-lined,” reported the detective. “I think I’d better try one of the upper rooms. Give me a leg up, somebody.”

With the assistance of a fellow, he reached up and caught the sill of an open window, the very window from which Adele had looked down into the grinning face of Bhag. In another second he was in the room and was reaching down to help up a second officer. A few minutes’ delay, and the front door was unbarred and opened.

“There’s nobody in the house, so far as I can find out,” said the officer.

“Put a light on,” ordered the inspector shortly.

They found the little vapour lamp and lit it.

“What’s that?” The detective officer pointed to the hook that still hung in the beam with the pulley beneath, and his eyes narrowed. “I can’t understand that,” he said slowly. “What was that for?”

Jack Knebworth uttered an exclamation.

“Here’s Brixan’s gun!” he said, and picked it up from the floor.

One glance the inspector gave, and then his eyes went back to the hook and the pulley.

“That beats me,” he said. “See if you fellows can find anything anywhere. Open every cupboard, every drawer. Sound the walls — there may be secret doors; there are in all these old Tudor houses.”

The search was futile, and Inspector Lyle came back to a worried contemplation of the hook and pulley. Then one of his men ca in to say that he had located the garage.

It was an unusually long building, and when it was opened it revealed no more than the old-fashioned car which was a familiar object in that part of the country. But obviously this was only half the accommodation. The seemingly solid whitewashed wall behind the machine hid another apartment, though it had no door, and an inspection of the outside showed a solid wall at the far end of the garage.

Jack Knebworth tapped the interior wall.

“This isn’t brickwork at all, it’s wood,” he said.

Hanging in a corner was a chain. Apparently it had no particular function, but a careful scrutiny led to the discovery that the links ran through a hole in the roughly plastered ceiling. The inspector caught the chain and pulled, and as he did so the “wall” opened inwards, showing the contents of the second chamber, which was a second car, so sheeted that only its radiator was visible. Knebworth pulled off the cover, and:

“That’s the car.”

“What car?” asked the inspector.

“The car driven by the Head-Hunter,” said Knebworth quickly. “He was in that machine when Brixan tried to arrest him. I’d know it anywhere! Brixan is in the Dower House somewhere, and if he’s in the hands of the Head-Hunter, God help him!”

They ran back to the house, and again the hook and pulley drew them as a magnet. Suddenly the police officer bent down and jerked back the carpet. The trapdoor beneath the pulley was plainly visible. Pulling it open, he knelt down and gazed through. Knebworth saw his face grow haggard.

“Too late, too late!” he muttered.
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The shriek of a man half crazy with fear is not nice to hear. Michael’s nerves were tough, but he had need to drive the nails into the palms of his manacled hands to keep his self-control.

“I warn you,” he found voice to say, as the shrieking died to an unintelligible babble of sound, “Longvale, if you do this, you are everlastingly damned!”

The old man turned his quiet smile upon his second prisoner, but did not make any answer. Lifting the half-conscious man in his arms as easily as though he were a child, he carried him to the terrible machine, and laid him, face downwards, on the tilted platform. There was no hurry. Michael saw, in Longvale’s leisure, an enjoyment that was unbelievable. He stepped to the front of the machine and pulled up one half of the lunette; there was a click, and it remained stationary.

“An invention of mine,” he said with pride, speaking over his shoulder.

Michael looked away for a second, past the grim executioner, to the farther end of the cave. And then he saw a sight that brought the blood to his cheeks. At first he thought he was dreaming, and that the strain of his ordeal was responsible for some grotesque vision.

Adele!

She stood clear in the white light, so grimed with earth and dust that she seemed to be wearing a grey robe.

“If you move I will kill you.”

It was she! He twisted over on to his knees and staggered upright. Longvale heard the voice and turned slowly.

“My little lady,” he said pleasantly. “How providential I I’ve always thought that the culminating point in my career would be, as was the sainted Charles Henry’s, that moment when a queen came under his hand. How very singular!”

He walked slowly toward her, oblivious of the pointed pistol, to the danger in which he stood, a radiant smile on his face, his small white hands extended as to an honoured guest.

“Shoot!” cried Michael hoarsely. “For God’s sake shoot!”

She hesitated for a second and pressed the trigger. There was no sound — clogged with earth, the delicate mechanism did not act.

She turned to flee, but his arm was round her, and his disengaged hand threw her head to his breast.

“You shall see, my dear,” he said. “The Widow shall become the Widower, and you shall be his first bride!”

She was limp in his arms now, incapable of resistance. A strange sense of inertia overcame her; and, though she was conscious, she could neither of her own volition move nor speak. Michael, struggling madly to release his hands, prayed that she might faint — that, whatever happened, she should be spared a consciousness of the terror.

“Now, who shall be first?” murmured the old man, stroking his shiny head, “It would be fitting that my lady should show the way and be spared the agony of mind. And yet—” He looked thoughtfully at the prostrate figure strapped to the board, and, tilting the platform, dropped the lunette about the head of Gregory Penne. The hand went up to the lever that controlled the knife. He paused again, evidently puzzling something out in his crazy mind.

“No, you shall be first,” he said, unbuckled the strap and pushed the half-demented man to the ground.

Michael saw him lift his head, listening. There were hollow sounds above, as of people walking. Again he changed his mind, stooped and dragged Gregory Penne to his feet. Michael wondered why he held him so long, standing so rigidly; wondered why he dropped him suddenly to the ground; and then wondered no longer. Something was crossing the floor of the cave — a great, hairy something, whose malignant eyes were turned upon the old man.

It was Bhag! His hair was matted with blood; his face wore the powder mask which Michael had seen when he emerged from Griff Towers. He stopped and sniffed at the groaning man on the floor, and his big paw touched the face tenderly. Then, without preliminary, he leapt at Longvale, and the old man went down with a crash to the ground, his arms whirling in futile defence. For a second Bhag stood over him, looking down, twittering and chattering; and then he raised the man and laid him in the place where his master had been, tilting the board and pushing it forward.

Michael gazed with fascinated horror. The great ape had witnessed an execution! It was from this cave that he had escaped the night that Foss was killed! His half-human mind was remembering the details. Michael could almost see his mind working to recall the procedure.

Bhag fumbled with the frame, touched the spring that released the lunette, and it fell over the neck of the Head-Hunter. And at that moment, attracted by a sound, Michael looked up, saw the trap above pulled back. Bhag heard it also, but was too intent upon his business to be interrupted. Longvale had recovered consciousness and was fighting to draw his head from the lunette. Presently he spoke. It was as though he realized the imminence of his fate and was struggling to find an appropriate phrase, for he lay quiescent now, his hands gripping the edge of the narrow platform on which he lay.

“Son of St. Louis, ascend to heaven!” he said, and at that moment Bhag jerked the handle that controlled the knife.

Inspector Lyle from above saw the blade fall, heard the indescribable sound of the thud that followed, and almost swooned. Then, from below:

“It’s all right, Inspector. You may find a rope in the buffet. Get down as quickly as you can and bring a gun.”

The buffet cupboard contained another rope, and a minute later the detective was going down hand over hand.

“There’s no danger from the monkey,” said Michael. Bhag was crooning over his senseless master as a mother over her child.

“Get Miss Leamington away,” said Michael in a low voice, as the detective began to unlock the handcuffs.

The girl lay, an inanimate and silent figure, by the side of the guillotine, happily oblivious of the tragedy which had been enacted in her presence. Another detective had descended the rope, and old Jack Knebworth, despite his years, was the third to enter the cave. It was he who found the door and aided the detective to carry the girl to safety.

Unlocking the handcuffs from the baronet’s wrists, Michael tuned him over on his back. One glance at the face told the detective that the man was in a fit, and that his case, if not hopeless, was at least desperate. As though understanding that the man had no ill intent toward his master, Bhag watched passively, and then Michael remembered how, the first time he had seen the great ape, Bhag had smelt his hands.

“He’s filing you for future reference as a friend,” Gregory had said at the time.

“Pick him up,” said Michael, speaking distinctly in the manner that Gregory had addressed the ape.

Without hesitation, Bhag stooped and lifted the limp man in his arms, and Michael guided him to the stairway and led him up the stairs.

The house was full of police, who gaped at the sight of the great ape and his burden.

“Take him upstairs and put him on the bed,” ordered Michael.

Knebworth had already taken the girl off in his car to Chichester, for she had shown signs of reviving and he wanted to get her away from that house of the dead before she fully recovered.

Michael went down into the cave again and joined the inspector. Together they made a brief tour. The headless figures in the niches told their own story. Farther on, Michael came to the bigger cavern, with its floor littered with bones.

“Here is confirmation of the old legend,” he said in a hushed voice, and pointed. “These are the bones of those warriors and squires who were trapped in the cave by a landslide. You can see the horses’ skeletons quite plainly.”

How had Adele got into the cave? He was not long before he found the slide down which she had stumbled.

“Another mystery is explained,” he said. “Griff Tower was obviously built by the Romans to prevent cattle and men from falling through into the cave. Incidentally, it has served as an excellent ventilator, and I have no doubt the old man this way prepared, both as a hiding-place for the people he had killed and as a way of escape.”

He saw the candle-lantern and matches that the girl had missed, and this he regarded as conclusive proof that his view was right.

They came back to the guillotine with its ghastly burden, and Michael stood in silence for a long time, looking at the still figure stretched on the platform, its hands still clutching the sides.

“How did he persuade these people to come to their death?” asked the inspector in a voice a little above a whisper.

“That is a question for the psychologist,” said Michael at last. “There is no doubt that he got into touch with many men who were contemplating suicide but shrank from the act, and performed this service for them. I should imagine his practice of leaving around their heads for identification arose out of some poor wretch’s desire that his wife and family should secure his insurance.

“He worked with extraordinary cunning. The letters, as you know, went to a house of call and were collected by an old woman, who posted them to a second address, whence they were put in prepared envelopes and posted, ostensibly to London. I discovered that the envelopes were kept in a specially lightproof box, and that the unknown advertiser had stipulated that they should not be taken out of that box until they were ready for posting. An hour alter those letters were put in the mail the address faded and became invisible, and another appeared.”

“Vanishing-ink?”

Mike nodded.

“It is a trick that criminals frequently employ. The new address, of course, was Dower House. Put out the lights and let us go up.”

Three lamps were extinguished, and the detective looked round fearfully at the shadows.

“I think we’ll leave this down here,” he said.

“I think we will,” said Michael, in complete agreement.
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Three months had passed since the Dower House had yielded up its grisly secrets. A long enough time for Gregory Penne to recover completely and to have served one of the six months’ imprisonment to which he was sentenced on a technical charge. The guillotine had been reerected in a certain Black Museum on the Thames Embankment, where young policemen come to look upon the equipment of criminality. People had ceased to talk about the Head-Hunter.

It seemed a million years ago to Michael as he sat, perched on a table, watching Jack Knebworth, in the last stages of despair, directing a ruffled Reggie Connolly in the business of love-making. Near by stood Adele Leamington, a star by virtue of the success that had attended a certain trade show.

Out of range of the camera, a cigarette between her fingers, Stella Mendoza, gorgeously attired, watched her sometime friend and prospective leading-man with goodnatured contempt.

“There’s nobody can tell me, Mr. Knebworth,” said Reggie testily, “how to hold a girl! Good gracious, heavens alive, have I been asleep all my life? Don’t you think I know as much about girls as you, Mr. Knebworth?”

“I don’t care a darn how you hold your girl!” howled Jack. “I’m telling you how to hold my girl! There’s only one way of making love, and that’s my way. I’ve got the patent rights! Your arm round her waist again, Connolly. Hold your head up, will you? Now turn it this way. Now drop your chin a little. Smile, darn you, smile! Not a prop smile!” he shrieked. “Smile as if you liked her. Try to imagine that she loves you! I’ll apologize to you afterwards, Adele, but try to imagine it, Connolly. That’s better. You look as if you’d swallowed a liqueur of broken glass! Look down into her eyes — look, I said, not glare! That’s better. Now do that again—”

He watched, writhing, gesticulating, and at last, in cold resignation: “Rotten, but it’ll have to do. Lights!”

The big Kreisler lights flared, the banked mercury lamps burnt bluely, and the flood-lamps became blank expanses of diffused light. Again the rehearsal went through, and then: “Camera!” wailed Jack, and the handle began to turn.

“That’s all for you today, Connolly,” said Jack. “Now. Miss Mendoza—”

Adele came across to where Michael was sitting and jumped up on to the table beside him.

“Mr. Knebworth is quite right,” she said, shaking her head. “Reggie Connolly doesn’t know how to make love.”

“Who does?” demanded Michael. “Except the right man?”

“He’s supposed to be the right man,” she insisted. “And, what’s more, he’s supposed to be the best lover on the English screen.”

“Ha, ha!” said Michael sardonically.

She was silent for a time, and then:

“Why are you still here? I thought your work was finished in this part of the world.”

“Not all,” he said cheerfully. “I’ve still an arrest to make.”

She looked up at him quickly.

“Another?” she said. “I thought, when you took poor Sir Gregory—”

“Poor Sir Gregory!” he scoffed. “He ought to be a very happy man. Six months’ hard labour was just what he wanted, and he was lucky to be charged, not with the killing of his unfortunate servant, but with the concealment of his death.”

“Whom are you arresting now?”

“I’m not so sure,” said Michael, “whether I shall arrest her.”

“Is it a woman?”

He nodded.

“What has she done?”

“The charge isn’t definitely settled,” he said evasively, “but I think there will be several counts. Creating a disturbance will be one; deliberately endangering public health — at any rate, the health of one of the public — will be another; maliciously wounding the feelings—”

“Oh, you, you mean.”

She laughed softly.

“I thought that was part of your delirium that night at the hospital, or part of mine. But as other people saw you kiss me, it must have been yours. I don’t think I want to marry,” she said thoughtfully. “I am—”

“Don’t say that you are wedded to your art,” he groaned. “They all say that!”

“No, I’m not wedded to anything, except a desire to prevent my best friend from making a great mistake. You’ve a very big career in front of you, Michael, and marrying me is not going to help you. People will think you’re just infatuated, and when the inevitable divorce comes along—”

They both laughed together.

“If you have finished being like a maiden aunt, I want to tell you something,” said Michael, “I’ve loved you from the moment I first saw you.”

“Of course you have,” she said calmly. “That’s the only possible way you can love a girl. If it takes three days to make up your mind it can’t be love. That’s why I know I don’t love you. I was annoyed with you the first time I met you; I was furious with you the second time; and I’ve just tolerated you ever since. Wait till I get my make-up off.”

She got down and ran to her dressing-room. Michael strolled across to comfort an exhausted Jack Knebworth.

“Adele? Oh, she’s all right. She really has had an offer from America — not Hollywood, but a studio in the East. I’ve advised her not to take it until she’s a little more proficient, but I don’t think she wanted any advice. That girl isn’t going to stay in the picture business.”

“What makes you think that, Knebworth?”

“She’s going to get married,” said Jack glumly, “I can recognize the signs. I told you all along that there was something queer about her. She’s going to get married and leave the screen for good — that’s her eccentricity.”

“And whom do you think she will marry?” asked Michael.

Old Jack snorted.

“It won’t be Reggie Connolly — that I can promise you.”

“I should jolly well say not!” said that indignant young man, who had remarkably keen ears. “I’m not a marrying chap. It spoils an artist. A wife is like a millstone round his neck. He has no chance of expressing his individuality. And whilst we are on the subject, Mr. Knebworth, are you perfectly sure that I’m to blame? Doesn’t it strike you — mind you, I wouldn’t say a word against the dear girl — doesn’t it strike you that Miss Leamington isn’t quite — what shall I say? — seasoned in love — that’s the expression?”

Stella Mendoza had strolled up. She had returned to the scene of her former labours, and it looked very much as if she were coming back to her former position.

“When you say ‘seasoned’ you mean ‘smoked’, Reggie,” she said. “I think you’re wrong.”

“I can’t be wrong,” said Reggie complacently. “I’ve made love to more girls in this country than any other five leading-men, and I tell you that Miss Leamington is distinctly and fearfully immature.”

The object of their discussion appeared at the end of the studio, nodded a cheery good night to the company and went out, Michael on her heels.

“You’re fearfully immature,” he said, as he guided her across the road.

“Who said so? It sounds like Reggie: that is a favourite word of his.”

“He says you know nothing whatever about love making.”

“Perhaps I don’t,” she said shortly, and so baffling was her tone that he was not prepared to continue the subject until they reached the long, dark road in which she lived.

“The proper way to make love,” he said, more than a little appalled at his own boldness, “is to put one hand on the waist—”

Suddenly she was in his arms, her cool face against his.

“There isn’t any way,” she murmured. “One just does!”


The End
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“Thomas!”

“Yes, m’lord.”

Thomas the footman waited, a look of concentrated interest on his unprepossessing face, whilst the pale man behind the big library desk sorted out a small pile of Treasury notes.

The battered steel box from which they were taken was full to the brim with Bank and Treasury notes of all denominations in hopeless confusion.

“Thomas!” absently.

“Yes, m’lord.”

“Put this money in that envelope — not that one, you fool, the grey one. Is it addressed?”

“Yes, m’lord. ‘Herr Lubitz, Frankfurterstrasse 35, Leipzig,’ m’lord.”

“Lick it down, take it to the post office and register it. Is Mr Richard in his study?”

“No, m’lord, he went out an hour ago.”

Harry Alford, 18th Earl of Chelford, sighed. He was on the right side of thirty, thin of face and pale as students are, his jet-black hair emphasising the pallor of his skin. The library in which he worked was a high-roofed building, the walls bisected by a gallery that ran round three sides of the room and was reached by a circular iron staircase in one corner of the apartment. From the roof to the floor every inch of wall space was covered with bookshelves, with this notable exception. Over the great stone fireplace was a full-length painting of a beautiful woman. None who had seen his lordship could make any mistake as to the relationship which existed between himself and that wild-eyed beauty. It was his mother; she had the same delicate features, the same raven hair and dark, fathomless eyes. Lady Chelford had been the most famous debutante of her time, and her tragic end had been the sensation of the early ‘nineties. There was no other picture in the room.

His eyes strayed to the portrait now. To Harry Alford, Fossaway Manor, for all its beauty and charm, was a poor casket for such a jewel.

The footman in his sober black livery, his hair powdered white, lingered.

“Is that all, m’lord?”

“That is all,” said his lordship gravely. Yet when the man had moved noiselessly to the door— “Thomas!”

“Yes, m’lord.”

“I heard something by accident as you passed my window this morning with Filling the groom — er — ?”

“He was telling me about the Black Abbot, m’lord.” The pale face twitched spasmodically. Even in broad daylight, with the sun streaming through the stained windows and marking the parquet with arabesques of crimson and blue and amethyst, the very mention of the Black Abbot set his heart beating faster.

“Any man in my employ who discusses the Black Abbot will be instantly dismissed. Will you tell your fellow-servants that, Thomas? A ghost! Great God! Are you all mad?”

His face was red now, little veins swelled at his temples, and under the stream of anger his dark eyes seemed to recede into his head.

“Not a word! You understand? It is a lie! A mischievous wicked lie to say that Fossaway is haunted! It is a trick played by some of the louts about the place. That will do!”

He waved the bowing man from his presence and resumed his study of the black-lettered book that had arrived from Germany that morning.

Once outside the library door, Thomas could afford to twist his sallow features to a grin. Only for a second, and then he became serious again. There must be nearly a thousand pounds in that cashbox, and Thomas had once served a three-year sentence for a tenth of that sum. Even Mr Richard Alford, who knew most things, was unaware of this interesting fact.

Thomas had a letter to write, for he maintained a lucrative correspondence with one who had an especial interest in Fossaway Manor, but first he had to report the gist of the conversation to Mr Glover, the butler.

“I don’t care what his lordship says (and why he should tell a footman and not me, I don’t know); there’s a ghost, and all sorts of people have seen it! I wouldn’t walk down Elm Drive alone at night for fifty million pounds!” This portly man shook a head that the years had silvered.

“And his lordship believes it too. I wish he was married, that’s what I wish. He’ll be more sensible then!”

“And we’d get rid of Mr Blooming Alford — eh, Mr Glover.”

The butler sniffed.

“There’s them that likes him and them that don’t,” said the oracle. “We’ve never had a cross word, Thomas — there’s somebody at the door.”

Thomas hurried to the hall entrance and opened the big door. A girl was standing under the portico. She was pretty in a bold way, red of lips and bright of eye and dressed expensively.

Thomas gave her a grin of recognition.

“Good morning, Miss Wenner — this is a bit of a surprise!”

“Is his lordship in, Thomas?”

The footman pursed his lips dubiously.

“He is in, miss, but I’m afraid I can’t take you in to him. Don’t blame me, miss, it’s Mr Alford’s orders.”

“Mr Alford!” she sneered. “Do you mean to tell me that I’ve come all the way from London and can’t see Lord Chelford?”

But Thomas kept his hand on the door. He liked the girl, who, when she had been his lordship’s secretary, had never given herself airs (the unpardonable sin of the servants’ hall), and who always had a smile for the meanest of the domestic staff. He would gladly have admitted her and felt that his lordship would have been pleased to see her, but in the background somewhere hovered Dick Alford, a man of curt speech, who was not only capable of showing him the door but kicking him through it.

“I’m very sorry, miss; but orders is orders, as you know.”

“I see!” she nodded ominously. “I’m to be turned away from what might have been my own door, Thomas.”

He tried to look his sympathy and succeeded in assuming an expression of imbecility. She smiled at him, shook hands with him graciously and turned away from the portico.

“Miss Wenner,” reported Thomas, “her that Alford fired because he thought his lordship was getting sweet on her—”

The library bell rang at that moment and Thomas hastened to answer the call.

“Who was that lady — I saw her through the window?”

“Miss Wenner, m’lord.”

A cloud passed over Harry Alford’s face.

“Did you — ask her to come in?”

“No, m’lord; Mr Alford gave orders—”

“Of course — yes. I had forgotten. Perhaps it is just as well. Thank you.”

He pulled down the green shade over his eyes, for even in the day he worked by artificial light, such was the gloom of the library, and resumed his study of the book.

Yet his mind was not wholly concentrated on the work. Once he rose and walked up and down the library, his hands clasped before him, his chin on his breast. He stopped before the picture of his mother, sighed and walked back to the writing-table. There was a Press paragraph which he had cut out of a London newspaper, and this he read for the third time, not ill-pleased with the unaccustomed experience of finding himself the subject of newspaper comment, and yet irritated by the subject on which the paragraph was based.

Chelfordbury, a sleepy Sussex village, is engaged in the thrilling sport of ghost-hunting. The Black Abbot of Fossaway has, after a period of quiescence, again made his appearance. The legend is that seven hundred years ago, Hubert of Redruth, Abbot of Chelfordbury, was assassinated by order of the second Earl of Chelford. Since then, from time to time, his “ghost” has been seen. During the past few years horrific stories of an Unseen Being that shrieked and howled demoniacally have been current in the county, but the noisy spook was not actually seen until last week.

Fossaway Manor has other romances besides ghosts. Four hundred years ago a great treasure of gold was, according to legend, hidden somewhere on the estate; so effectively, in fact, that it has never been discovered since, although successive Earls of Chelford have searched diligently for the ancestral hoard.

The present Earl of Chelford, who, by the way, is engaged to be married to Miss Leslie Gine, the only sister of Mr Arthur Gine, the well-known solicitor, informed our local representative that he had no doubt that the apparition of the Black Abbot was a practical joke in very doubtful taste on the part of the foolish youth of the neighbourhood.

He made as though to tear the paper, but thought better of it and put the cutting under a paperweight.

That reference to the practical jokers of the village was reassuring and might be a comfort when the night came and he needed encouragement.

For Lord Chelford believed in the Black Abbot as religiously as he proclaimed his scepticism.

His restless hand moved to the bellpush on his table.

“Has Mr Richard returned?”

“No, m’lord.”

Lord Chelford struck the table pettishly with his palm.

“Where on earth does he get to in the mornings?” he asked querulously.

Thomas, very wisely, pretended not to hear.
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The reapers had laid low the last of the golden heads, and the sheaves stood like yellow tombstones on Racket Field. Beyond the field was Chelfordbury, where the grey old spire of the church came up from a velvety knoll of trees; beyond again, the green and white downs of Sussex, along the feet of which the railway runs.

Dick Alford sat on a stile on the top of a little hillock and could see across the weald for fifteen miles. He could turn his head and take in the home farm and the green roofs and cupolas of Fossaway Manor, with its broad lawns and its clipped yew hedges. Neither cornfield nor down, manor-house nor pleasaunce, interested him for the moment. His eyes were fixed and his mind centred upon the girl who was walking quickly up the winding path that would bring her presently to where he sat.

She was singing as she walked, the riding crop she carried whirling round and round like a drum-major’s baton. His lips twitched to the ghost of a smile. Presently she would see him, and he wondered if she would be annoyed. He had never seen Leslie Gine except in such circumstances that her face was a pleasant mask and her manner conventionally charming. She had been nicely brought up and taught that all things are permissible except one: to make your equal feel foolish.

The song ceased. She had seen him, but she did not check her pace and came quickly up the hill path, slashing at a nettle as she walked.

“Peeping Tom!” she greeted him reproachfully.

She was not so tall as the average English girl, but her slimness gave her height, and the supple movement of her hinted at greater strength than her slight figure suggested. Her face, delicately modelled, had the subtle refinement of her class. Small, beautiful hands and feet, a head finely poised, eyes of a deep grey, and a red mouth that smiled easily, Leslie Gine in rags would have been unmistakably a beautiful lady.

Dick had seen her riding; she gripped the withers with her knees, jockey fashion, and was part of the horse. He had seen her on the polished dancing floor; there was lissom grace in every line. When he danced with her, he held in his arms a fragrant something that had more substance and character than he had thought. The hand on his shoulder was definitely placed, the body which his arm encircled was firm; he could feel the tiny muscles ripple under his hand.

She stood now, her little black riding hat askew, her figure clad in neat black relieved by the lawn collar. Her neatly booted legs were planted stubbornly apart, one gloved hand holding her waist, the other swinging the crop. In her grey eyes was an imp of mischief that gleamed and danced all the merrier for the studied solemnity of every other feature.

Dick Alford, from his vantage place on the top rail of the stile, chewed a blade of toddy grass between his white teeth and surveyed her approvingly.

“Been riding, Leslie?”

“I have been riding,” she said gravely, and added: “a horse.”

He looked round innocently.

“Where is the favoured animal?” he demanded.

She looked at him suspiciously, but not a muscle of the tanned, lean face so much as twitched.

“I dismounted to pick wild flowers and the beastie ran away. You saw him!” she accused.

“I saw something that looked like a horse running towards Willow House,” he confessed calmly. “I thought he had thrown you.”

She nodded.

“For that prevarication you can go and find him — I’ll wait here,” she said, and, when he got down from the stile with a groan: “I meant you to do that, anyway. The moment I saw you I said to myself: ‘There’s a lazy man who wants exercise!’ Sisters-in-law-to-be have privileges.”

He winced a little at this. She may have noticed the cloud that came momentarily to his face, for she put out her hand and checked him.

“One of the grooms can find him, Dick. He is such a hungry pig that he is certain to make for his stable. No, I don’t mean the groom. Sit down; I want to talk to you.”

She swung up to the stile and took the place he had vacated.

“Richard Alford, I don’t think you are enjoying the prospect of my being the mistress of Fossaway House?”

“Manor,” he corrected.

“Don’t quibble — are you?”

“I count the days,” he said lightly.

“Are you?”

He took a battered silver case from his hip pocket, selected a cigarette and lit it.

“My dear Leslie—” he began, but she shook her head. She was very serious now.

“You think I will — interfere with things? With the management of the estate — I know poor Harry couldn’t manage a small holding — with — oh, with all sorts of things, but I think you are wrong.”

He blew three smoke rings into the air before he answered.

“I wish you would manage the estate,” he said quietly. “It would be a blessing to me. No, I’m not worried about that. With your money — forgive the brutality — the estate will not count. A bailiff could manage it as well as any second son!”
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He spoke without bitterness, without a hint of self-pity, and she was silent. He was a child of a second marriage, and that had made it worse for him. When old Lord Chelford followed Dick’s mother to the grave, the second son’s portion was his. The estate, the title, the very car he had used as his own, passed from him. A tiny estate in Hertfordshire that brought two hundred a year, some old jewellery of his mother’s and a thousand pounds came the way of the second son. And the thousand pounds had never been paid. In some mysterious fashion it had been swallowed up.

Mr Arthur Gine had settled the estate. In all the circumstances Dick felt happier when he did not think of that thousand pounds. Yet, for some reason or other, he thought of it now, and as though she read his thoughts dimly, and associated his reserve with her brother, she asked:

“You don’t like Arthur, do you?”

“What makes you say that?” he said, in genuine surprise. He had never betrayed his aversion to the dandified lawyer.

“I know,” she nodded wisely. “He exasperates me sometimes, and I can well imagine that a man like you would hate him.”

Dick smiled.

“Harry doesn’t hate him anyway, and he is the person who counts.”

She looked round at him, swinging the crop idly.

“It doesn’t seem real to me that I’m to be married at all — it was such a funny proposal, Dick, so polite, so formal, so — unreal! I think if it had come in any other way—” She shook her head.

Dick wondered a little drearily how his brother would propose. Harry was something of a novice at the love game; once he had had a pretty secretary, and on a warm June afternoon Dick had interrupted what was tantamount to a proposal from the enterprising young lady. And the flustered Harry would have agreed to her matrimonial suggestions, only Dick had happened along — and the calculating Miss Wenner had left Fossaway Manor rather hurriedly. He remembered this happening.

“I suppose if he had proposed in the conventional way you wouldn’t have accepted him?”

“I don’t know,” she said dubiously. “But it was quaint and — queer. I like Harry awfully. I have often wondered if he would like me if—” She did not finish her sentence.

“If you weren’t so horribly rich?” smiled Dick. “You’re not paying him a very high compliment.” She held out her arms and he lifted her down, though there seemed no necessity for it, as she was a very agile young person as a rule.

“Dick,” she said, as he crossed the stile and they walked side by side towards the main road, “what am I to do?”

“About what?” he asked.

“About Harry and everything.”

He had no answer to this.

“Arthur is very keen on my marrying him,” she said. “And really, I’m not averse — at least, I don’t think so.”

“That is the worst of being a great heiress,” he bantered.

“I wonder?” Her brow wrinkled in a frown. “And am I a great heiress?”

He stopped and looked at her in surprise.

“Aren’t you?”

He seemed so shocked that she laughed.

“I don’t know; my uncle left me a lot of money years and years ago. I don’t know how much — Arthur has managed my estate for years. I have all the money I need.”

“Then don’t grouse!” he said crudely, and she laughed again.

“I suppose most girls in my position have their marriages arranged in the way mine has been arranged, and until quite recently I have accepted the idea as part of the inevitable.”

“And why have you changed your mind now?” he asked bluntly, and saw the pink come into her face.

“I don’t know.”

Her answer was very short, almost brusque.

And then she saw the look in his eyes — the infinite yearning, the hopelessness of them. And in a flash there came to her a knowledge of herself.

For some reason which she could not understand she became of a sudden breathless, and almost found a difficulty in speaking. She felt that the thump and thud of her heart must be audible to his ears, and strove desperately to recover her balance. Vividly before her eyes came the picture of her fiancé, the thin, irritable young man — the weakling with all that man needed in his hands, save manhood. A pitiable, nerve-racked creature, now pleading, now bullying — oblivious of the impression he made on the woman who was to share his life. And from this mental figure of him her eyes moved mechanically to the man by her side; calm, serene, radiant in his strength and self-reliance.

Ten minutes later she was walking back to Willow House, and in her heart she struggled with a problem that seemed wellnigh insoluble.

Dick Alford, making his slow progress homeward, saw the lank figure of his brother waiting at the end of the elm drive.

The wind flapped the skirts of his long frockcoat; standing, he stooped slightly and had a trick of thrusting forward his head, which gave him the appearance of a big, ungainly bird. His face was dark with anger, Dick saw as he came up with him.

“I deputise many duties to you, Richard, but I’ll do my own love-making, understand that!”

The blood came into Dick Alford’s face, but he showed no other sign of his hurt or anger.

“I will not have it — you understand?” Lord Chelford’s voice was shrill with childish fury. “I will not have you interfering in my private affairs. You sent one girl away from me, you shall not take Leslie!”

“I am not—” began his brother hotly.

“You are — you are! You don’t want me to marry! I am not a fool, Dick! You stand next in the line of succession! I am going to marry Leslie Gine — understand that! You shall not break that engagement.”

For a moment the brutality, the injustice of the accusation, left the younger man white and shaking, and then, with a supreme effort, he laughed. Scenes such as this were of almost daily occurrence, but never before had Harry Alford gone so far. In ten minutes the storm would pass, and Harry would be his old lovable self, but for the moment it was bitterly hard to bear.

“Why do you say such horrible things?” he said. “I got rid of Wenner because she was not the wife for you—”

“You didn’t want me to marry! You are waiting for my shoes, a dead man’s shoes!” almost screamed the elder son. “The last thing in the world you want to see is a new Countess of Chelford. You know it, you know it!”

Dick Alford was silent. God knew his brother spoke the truth! It would be a woeful day for him when Harry Alford brought a wife to this great house to share the dreadful secret which hung like a cloud over Fossaway Manor.
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Dick Alford was in the little study where he usually worked, a businesslike room filled with filing cabinets and deed-boxes. The French windows giving to the lawn were open, for though it was September the night was warm, and he was working in his shirtsleeves, a pipe gripped between his teeth, his eyes protected from the overhead light by a big green shade that he wore affixed by a band to his head. If there was a resemblance between Lord Chelford and his mother, not even the keenest observer could trace in Dick Alford the slightest likeness to his half-brother. He was a creature of the open, a six-foot athlete, broad of shoulder and slim of flank, and his tanned face spoke of a life spent on the windy downs. His blue eyes surveyed the footman with a quizzical smile as he pushed his battered old typewriter aside, relit his pipe and stretched himself.

“Black Abbot? Good lord! Have you seen him, Thomas?”

“No, sir, I have not seen him. But Mr Cartwright, the grocer down in Chelford village—”

He gave a graphic narrative of Mr Cartwright’s horror, amazement and confusion.

“They telephoned up from the ‘Red Lion’ to ask if his lordship had heard anything about it.” Even Thomas, who believed in nothing except Thomas, shivered. “It is the first time he has been seen for years according to all accounts, though he has been heard howling and moaning. Nobody knows who set fire to the vicarage when the parson was away at the seaside—”

“That will do, Thomas. As to Cartwright, he was drunk,” said Dick cheerily, “or else he saw a shadow.”

He glanced out at the lawn, bathed in the blue-white rays of a full moon.

“You can see things in the moonlight that never were on land or sea. I understood that his lordship said that the Black Abbot was not to be discussed?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Then shut up!” said Dick.

Pipe in mouth, he strolled across the hall into the dimly lit library.

The three electroliers that hung from the roof were dark. Only the two green-shaded reading-lamps that flanked each side of the desk were alight, and these intensified the gloom. Dick closed the door behind him and lounged over towards the desk, pulling a chair behind him.

Chelford frowned at the sight of his brother.

“Really, Dick,” he said irritably. “I wish to heaven you wouldn’t loaf about the place in shirt and breeches. It looks fearfully bad.”

“It feels fearfully cool,” said Dick, sitting down. “Will your nerves sustain the smell of a bit of honest ‘baccy?”

Lord Chelford moved uncomfortably in his chair. Then, reaching out his hand, he snicked open a gold box and took out a cigarette.

“My pipe against your stinkers for a hundred pounds!” said Dick, with a cheery smile. “Cigarettes I can stand, but scented cigarettes—”

“If you don’t like them, Dick, you can go out,” grumbled his lordship fretfully. And then in his abrupt way: “Did you see this newspaper cutting?”

He pulled the paper from under the crystal weight and Dick skimmed the lines.

“We are getting into the public eye, Harry,” he said, “but there is nothing about me, which is unkind.”

“Don’t be stupid. How did that get into the papers?”

“How does anything get into the papers?” asked Dick lazily. “Our spook is almost as useful as a Press agent.”

Harry snapped round on him.

“Can’t you take this seriously? Don’t you see that it is worrying me to death? You know the state of my nerves — you have no sympathy, Dick, you’re just as hard as rock! Everybody seems to hate the sight of you.”

Dick pulled at his pipe glumly.

“That is my unfortunate character. I am afraid I am getting efficient. That is the only way I can account for my unpopularity. It keeps me awake at nights—”

“Don’t fool, for heaven’s sake!”

“I’m serious now,” murmured Dick, closing his eyes; “try me with a hymn!”

Harry Chelford turned away with a gesture of utter weariness, fingered the manuscript at his hand and gazed from his brother to the door. It was a gesture of dismissal and Dick rose.

“Don’t you think you’ve done enough work for tonight, Harry?” Dick asked gently. “You look absolutely all in.”

“I never felt better in my life,” said the other emphatically.

Dick slewed round his head to read the printed page from which his elder brother had been copying, and saw at once that his effort was in vain; the book was written in Old German, and Dick’s linguistic abilities ended at a mastery of restaurant French. Lord Chelford put down the book with a sigh and sat back in his padded chair.

“I suppose you think I’m a fool wasting my time on this” — he raised his hand towards the serried shelves— “when I could be having a very amusing time with Leslie?”

Dick nodded.

“Yes, I think you might be more profitably employed out of doors. Really, for a bridegroom-to-be, you’re the worst slacker I’ve ever struck.”

There was a superiority in Harry Chelford’s smile.

“Happily, Leslie knows she is marrying a bookworm and not an athlete,” he said, and, rising, walked over to where Dick was sitting and dropped his hand on his shoulder. “What would you say if I told you that I was halfway to discovering the real Chelford treasure?”

Dick knew exactly what he would say, but replied diplomatically.

“I should say you were three parts on the way to discovering the philosopher’s stone,” he said.

But his brother was serious. He paced up and down the long library, his hands behind him, his chin on his breast.

“I expected you to say that,” he said. “I should have been rather surprised if you hadn’t. But the Chelford treasure has an existence, Dick, and somewhere with it is the greatest treasure of all!”

His brother listened patiently. He knew by heart the story of the thousand bars of pure gold, each bar weighing thirty-five pounds. The legend of the Chelford treasure was inseparable from the Chelford estate.

Harry walked quickly to his desk, pulled open a drawer and took out a small vellum-covered book. The pages were yellow with age and covered with writing that had faded to a pale green.

“Listen,” he said, and began reading.

“On the fifteenth of the month, the same being the feast day of St James, came Sir Walter Hythe Kt from his cruise in the Spanish seas, for the cost of which I raised first three thousand eight hundred pounds and eight thousand pounds from Bellitti the Lombard, and Sir Walter Hythe brought with him on ten wagons one thousand ingots of gold each of thirty-five pounds weight which he had taken from the two Spanish ships Esperanza and Escurial, and these ingots he shall put away in the safe place if yet the weather be dry and the drought continue, though rain is near at hand, to judge by the portents, deeming it wise not to inform my lord Burleigh of the gold because of the Queen’s Majesty and her covetousness. Also he brought the crystal flask of Life Water which was given to Don Cortes by the priest of the Aztec people, a drop of which upon the tongue will revive even the dead, this being sworn to by Fra Pedro of Sevilla. This I shall hide with great care in the secret place where the gold will be stored. To Sir Walter Hythe Kt I had given permission that he keep for himself one hundred bars of like weight, and this he did, thanking me civilly and sailed off from Chichester in his ship the Good Father, which ship was wrecked on the Kentish coast, Sir Walter Hythe, his shipmaster and all his company perishing. Such was his terrible misfortune. As for myself, being in some danger because of the part I have taken in promoting the welfare of my true sovereign lady, Mary—”

Lord Chelford looked up and met the steady eyes of his brother.

“The writing ends there,” he said. “I am certain that he was not interrupted by the arrival of Elizabeth’s soldiers to arrest him for his share in the conspiracy to put Mary on the throne. He must have had time to secrete the treasure. Where is the crystal flask?”

“Where rather is the gold?” asked the practical Dick. “If I know anything about Queen Elizabeth, she bagged it! Nobody ever found it — for four hundred years our respected forefathers have been searching for this gold—”

Lord Chelford made an angry gesture.

“Gold — gold — gold! You think of nothing else! Curse the gold! Find it and keep it. It is the flask I want!” His voice sank to a whisper, his face had grown suddenly moist. “Dick, I’m afraid of death! God! You don’t know how afraid! The fear of it haunts me day and night — I sit here counting the hours, wondering at which my spirit will go from me! You’ll laugh — at that — laugh, laugh!”

But Dick Alford’s face was set, unsmiling.

“I do not laugh — but can’t you see, Harry, that such a thing as an elixir of life is preposterous?”

“Why?” Lord Chelford’s eyes were shining. “Why shouldn’t this discovery have been made by the ancient civilisations? Why is it more wonderful than wireless telegraphy or the disintegration of atoms? Thirty years ago flying was regarded as a miracle. The flask — I want the flask of Life Water! The gold — throw it into the road — let the poor devils take it who want it. I want life — do you understand? — life and the end of fear.”

He dropped heavily into his chair and wiped his streaming forehead.

“The End of Fear!” he muttered.

Dick listened, his eyes never leaving his brother’s face. And this was to be Leslie Gine’s husband. He shivered at the thought.
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If the Honourable Richard Fallington Alford had been regarded by the compilers of such volumes as being sufficiently important to have his biography enshrined in a popular work of reference, his life’s work, his hobby and his recreation would be described as “looking after the Chelford estate.” His bailiffs said he knew every blade of grass; the tenant farmers swore he could price a standing crop to the last penny of its worth. He knew Fossaway Manor, its strength and weakness, better than the estate architect — could point out where the foundations were scamped by the Elizabethan builders. He could trace the walls of the old castle which Richard of York had burnt and razed, beheading the fourth earl for his treachery under the great archway, one crumbling pier of which still showed its grey and battered head above the roses that now surrounded it. He gave to the broad lands of Chelford a loyal and passionate devotion which any mistress might envy.

In the chill of an autumnal morning, when mist blanketed the hollows and a pale sun was struggling through thin clouds, he strolled across the park towards the abbey ruins. There was little of them left. A truncated tower wrecked by lightning; a high, arched space where an oriel window had once flamed; mounds of scattered stones left where Cromwell’s soldiers had overturned them; and, under the carpet of grass, a “feel” of solid pavement.

He drew at his pipe as he stepped out, and the tobacco smelt sweet and wholesome in the cold air.

He was on his way to the home farm, and his errand was a prosaic one. A cow had died in the night, and his cowman had reported symptoms of cattle fever.

The familiar ruins showed up ahead, the half-arch, like a huge question mark, arrested his eye and raised again the well-argued problem of restoration. Some day, when the Chelford ship came home; when that coal vein was proved, or when Harry had a rich wife.

This was an unpleasant thought. His lips curled in a grimace of distaste.

He stopped suddenly.

A figure was walking amongst the ruins — a woman. Her back was towards him and she was obviously unaware of his presence. Something about her figure seemed familiar — Dick turned from the path and walked towards her.

Evidently she did not hear him, for when he spoke she started, uttered a little scream and turned a frightened face to him.

“Good morning, Miss Wenner,” he said politely. “You are up and about very early.”

There was no need for him to wonder whether this girl had ever forgiven him for the very painful interview that had preceded her retirement. Recognising him, her eyes blazed with hate.

“Good morning, Mr Alford.” She was civil enough. “I’m staying in the village and I thought I would like to come up and see the old place.”

He nodded gravely.

“You had a similar thought yesterday,” he said, “and tried to see my brother.”

“Well?” defiantly.

“I gave you to understand, Miss Wenner, that we should all be much happier if you never again passed the lodge gates,” he said quietly. “I hate saying this to any woman, but you ought to be the first to recognise how very uncomfortable you make me feel. I thought you would apprehend this.”

“Apprehend” was a stilted word, but he could think of no other.

“Is that so?” The colour had deepened in her face. “Is — that — so?”

“That is so,” he nodded.

She looked at him for a while and her lips curved.

“I’m sorry I’ve annoyed the family chaperon,” she sneered.

He could admire, in a detached way, her wholesome good looks; could even admire her courage. Her wrathful eyes were fixed on his, the break in her voice betrayed the fury she strove to conceal. As for Dick Alford, he felt a brute.

“I’m extremely sorry if you don’t like my calling,” she said, her voice razor-sharp and tremulous, “but I think the least Lord Chelford could have done was to see me, considering I’ve worked for him for three years, and after all that has passed between us—”

“The only thing that passed between you, Miss Wenner, was your weekly wages,” said Dick, with maddening calmness.

But now he had taxed her to the limit of endurance.

“He asked me to marry him, and I would have married him if you hadn’t put your spoke in!” she said shrilly. “I could get thousands and thousands out of him for breach of promise if I wasn’t a lady! You second sons and hangers-on poisoned his mind against me! You ought to be downright ashamed of yourself, you good-for-nothing penniless pauper!”

Dick was faintly amused at the redundancy.

“You’ve wrecked and ruined my life,” the pretty virago went on, “with your interference, and after all the work I’ve done! After all them — I mean those hours I’ve spent with his lordship workin’ at the Treasure, an’ he told me I was the most helpful secretary he’d ever had—”

He let her talk herself to a sobbing incoherence.

“All this may be true,” he said soothingly, “and probably is. The point is, your presence here is a little — indelicate.”

Seeing her look round over her shoulder as she was talking, he had taken a quick survey of the ruins, expecting to discover that she had a companion. But there was nobody in sight. The ground sloped steeply from where he stood to the little Ravensrill, the broad brook which had for a thousand years marked the boundary of the manor. Unless somebody was concealed behind the fallen masonry she was alone.

“I suppose you want me to clear out now,” she gulped, and he inclined his head.

“I will walk with you to Fontwell Cutting — that is the nearest way to the village,” he said, and she was too much occupied with her manufactured misery to resent his offer.

What had she been doing in the abbey ruins so early in the morning? He knew that it was useless to ask her.

As they passed down the steep path to the road she spoke over her shoulder.

“I wouldn’t marry him for a million pounds!” she said viciously. “He is going to marry Leslie Gine, isn’t he? I wish him joy!”

“I will convey your kind message,” he said ironically, an indiscreet rejoinder, for it roused the devil in her.

“Mind he doesn’t lose her, that’s all!” she screamed. “I know! Everybody knows! You want her money too — the second son’s in love with her — that’s a nice lookout for Harry Alford!”

He sat swinging his legs over the edge of the bluff, watching her till she was out of sight.

Everybody knew that he loved Leslie Gine! And he only knew it himself at that moment!
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In all the city of London there was perhaps no office more elegant than that in which Mr Arthur Gine spent his leisurely business hours. It was a large room, panelled in white wood, with pink-shaded wall brackets of frosted silver. Its floor was covered with a deep rose carpet into which the feet sank as into an old lawn; and such furnishing as the room held was of the most costly description. Visitors and clients who had business with this dainty lawyer were warned not to smoke in his sacred presence. The windows were doubled to keep out the noises of Holborn; there were exterior sunblinds to exclude the fugitive rays of pale sunlight which occasionally bathed the City; and long velvet curtains, in harmony with the carpet, to shut out the horrid world that roared and palpitated outside Mr Gine’s exquisite chamber. In this room was a faint aroma of roses — he was partial to the more expensive varieties of perfume, and had a standing order with the best of the Grasse houses.

He was a fair man with an unblemished skin and a small yellow moustache; a credit to his hosier and shirt-maker. His wasp-waisted morning coat fitted him without the suspicion of a wrinkle; his grey waistcoat, the severe dark trousers with the thinnest of white stripes, the patent shoes, the exact cravat, were all parts of a sartorial symmetry.

Mr Gine seldom appeared in the courts. His head clerk, a grey hard man of fifty, who was generally supposed by Mr Gine’s brother solicitors to be the brains of the business, prepared most of the briefs, interviewed the majority of clients, leaving to his employer the most important.

On a bright morning in the early days of September, Mr Gine’s big Rolls glided noiselessly to the kerb, the youthful footman seated by the side of the driver sprang out and opened the door, and Arthur Gine stepped daintily forth. There was a small white rose in his buttonhole, and the passerby who saw him, noting the perfect shine of his silk hat, the glitter of his patent shoes, and the ebony stick that he carried in his gloved hand, thought he was a bridegroom stopping on his way to church.

He entered the tiny electric lift and was whisked up to the first floor. A porter opened his door with a little bow and Arthur walked in, followed by the servitor, who took his hat, gloves and cane, and disappeared with them to an inner room. Mr Gine sat down at his desk, glanced at the letters that had been left opened for his inspection, and pushed them aside. He pressed an onyx bellpush twice, and in a few seconds his hardfaced managing clerk came in, carrying a wad of papers in his hand.

“Close the door, Gilder. What are these?”

Gilder threw the papers on the polished table.

“Mostly writs,” he said curtly.

“For me?”

Gilder nodded, and Arthur Gine turned over the papers idly.

“There is going to be trouble if they give judgment against you for some of these,” said Gilder. “Up to now I’ve managed to keep them out of court, but there are at least three of these which must be paid. I haven’t had a chance of speaking to you since I came back from my holidays. Did you lose much at Goodwood?”

“Eight or nine thousand,” said Arthur Gine lightly. “It may have been more or less.”

“That means you don’t know because you haven’t paid,” said Gilder bluntly.

“I paid a few — the more pressing,” the other hastened to assure him. “What are these?”

He fingered the writs again with his beautifully manicured hand.

“One of them is very serious indeed,” said Gilder, picking it out from the rest. “The trustees of the Wellman estate are suing you for three thousand pounds — the loan you had from Wellman.”

“Can’t you fix them?”

Gilder shook his head.

“I can’t fix trustees — you know that. This is going to look ugly if it comes into court.”

Arthur Gine shrugged his shoulders.

“There is nothing ugly about a loan—”

“You were Wellman’s lawyer,” interrupted Gilder.

“And he was not capable of managing his affairs. I tell you that will look ugly, and the Law Society will be asking questions. You’ll have to raise money to settle this case out of court.”

“What are the others?” asked Arthur Gine sulkily.

“There’s one for twelve hundred pounds, furniture supplied to Willow House, and another from the vendor of Willow House for balance of purchase-money unpaid.”

Arthur Gine leaned back in his chair, took out a gold toothpick and chewed it.

“What is the full amount?”

“About six thousand pounds,” said Gilder, gathering up the writs. “Can’t you raise it?”

His employer shook his head.

“A bill?”

“Who is going to back it?” asked the lawyer, looking up.

Gilder scratched his chin.

“What about Lord Chelford?” he asked.
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Arthur Gine laughed softly.

“And what do you imagine Chelford would say if I went to him with such a proposal? You seem to forget, my dear fellow, that to Chelford I am the brother of a young lady who on her twenty-fifth birthday inherits the greater part of a million pounds. I’m not only the brother, but I am her trustee. Besides which, I am managing his mother’s estate. What would he think if I tried? Chelford’s a fool, but he’s not such a fool as that, and I would remind you that all his business affairs are in the hands of the Second Son.”

“You mean Alford — why do you call him that?”

“He’s always been known as the Second Son since he was a child,” said the other impatiently. “He is a shrewd devil, never forget that, Gilder. I don’t know whether or not he suspects that I’m a fake, and that Leslie’s fortune is a myth, but there have been times when he has asked some deucedly uncomfortable questions.”

“Is the fortune a myth?” asked Gilder, and his companion looked at him slyly.

“You ought to know, my friend,” he said. “We have been living on it for eight years! The croupiers of Monte Carlo have raked into their treasury quite a lot of it — various bookmakers I could mention have built handsome villas out of it. A myth. It wasn’t a myth ten years ago. It was two hundred thousand pounds short of a myth? But today—”

He spread out his hands and eyed the writs with a whimsical smile.

“What do you expect to get from Chelford — he has no money?” asked Gilder.

Mr Gine chuckled.

“You may be sure that before I went to the expense and trouble of buying — or nearly buying — a house adjoining Chelford’s place, and before I took the trouble to bring Leslie and him into touch, I took the elementary precaution of sizing up his position. He is comparatively poor, because that brother of his will sell none of the estates. He has the family obsession — their motto is ‘Hold Fast.’ Harry Chelford is realisable at a quarter of a million — apart from the buried treasure!”

They both laughed at this.

“You’ve been lucky up to a point,” said Gilder seriously. “It was luck to inherit his legal business—”

A clerk came in with some letters to sign at this moment, and, after he was gone: “Does your sister still think she is an heiress?” asked Gilder.

“She has that illusion,” replied the other coolly. “Of course she thinks so! You don’t imagine Leslie would lend herself to that kind of ramp, do you?”

He took a pen from the silver tray before him, dipped it into the ink, and, drawing a sheet of paper towards him, scribbled down the figures.

“Six thousand pounds is a lot of money,” he said. “I lost three times that amount when Black Satin was beaten a short head in the Drayton Handicap. The only thing to do is to rush the wedding.”

“What about the Yorkshire property?” suggested the managing clerk.

Arthur Gine made a little grimace.

“I put a man in to buy it. I could have made twenty thousand profit on that. There’s coal in abundance; that I have proved. But the Second Son was on the job, damn him!”

There was a long silence.

“What are you going to do?” asked Gilder.

“I don’t know. I’m at my wits’ end.” Arthur Gine threw down the pen. “The position is exquisite torture to a man of my sensibility. Can’t you suggest anything?”

“Give me five minutes,” said Gilder, and went out.

As Gilder was making his way to his own office, a clerk handed him a letter. It was addressed to him personally, in an illiterate hand. Behind the door of his office bureau he opened the envelope.

The letter began without any preliminary.



His lordship is still working on the Treasure. He had an old book sent to him from Germany last Tuesday, written by a German who was in this country hundreds of years ago. I cannot read the title because of the funny printing, which is like Old English. His lordship has also had a plan sent to him from a London bookseller of Fossaway Manor. His lordship’s brother, Mr Alford, has sold Red Farm to Mr Leonard for £3500 (here Mr Gilder smiled). Miss Gine came to tea yesterday with his lordship and Mr Alford, and afterwards Miss Gine and his lordship went for a walk in the home park. There is some talk about the Black Abbot having been seen near the old abbey. He was seen by Thomas Elwin, the halfwitted son of Elwin, his lordship’s cowman, but nobody takes any notice of this. He has now been seen by Mr Cartwright, the grocer. His lordship has had an offer for his Yorkshire estate, but I heard Mr Alford advise him not to sell, as he was sure there was coal on it.



Gilder nodded, understanding just how his employer’s plan had fallen through.



…When I was taking tea into the library I heard his lordship say that he wanted the wedding to take place in October, but Miss Gine said she would like it after Christmas. His lordship said that he didn’t mind because he was so busy. Mr Alford said he thought that the marriage settlement should be fixed by Sampson & Howard, who were the old Lord Chelford’s solicitors, but his lordship said that he thought the settlement had better be in Mr Gine’s hands. I did not hear any more because Mr Alford told me to get out. Miss Wenner, who used to be his lordship’s secretary, came down from London yesterday, but Mr Alford has given orders that she is not to be admitted. His lordship did not see her —



Mr Fabrian Gilder’s spy reported other minor matters which were less interesting. He read the letter again, put it in his pocket and was busy at his desk for five minutes.

He came back to find his employer leaning over his desk, his head between his hands, and laid a slip of paper before him.

“What is this?” asked Gine, startled.

“A six-months bill for seven thousand pounds. I’ve put an extra thousand in for luck,” said Gilder coolly.

Gine read the document quickly. It was a bill, and required only his signature and that of Harry, Earl of Chelford, to make it convertible into solid cash.

“I dare not do it — I simply dare not do it!”

“Why tell him it’s a bill at all?” asked Gilder. “You can get him by himself, spin a yarn — you have a fertile imagination — but I suggest to you that you tell him you need his signature to release some of your sister’s property, and once his name is on the back of the bill—”

Arthur Gine looked up sharply. Was it a coincidence that this excuse should be suggested? There was nothing in the head clerk’s face to suggest otherwise.

“But when it comes due?” he asked irresolutely, as he turned the document over and over in his hands.

“In six months’ time he’ll be married, and if things aren’t better with you, he’ll either have to meet the bill or hush the matter up.”

The eyes of the two men met.

“You’re on the edge of ruin, my young friend,” said Gilder, “and I’m rather concerned. If you go down, my livelihood disappears.”

How true this was, Arthur learnt one bitter day.

“You make a deuced sight more out of it than I do,” he grumbled, as he wrote the name of a bank across the face of the bill.

“I spend less than you, and when I get money I know how to keep it.”

“You might even raise the sum yourself,” said his employer, with a feeble attempt at jocularity.

“I might,” said Gilder grimly, “but, as I said before, I know how to take care of my own, and lending money to you is not my notion of a good investment.”

He had been out of the room only a few minutes when he came back and, closing the door carefully behind him: “Do you know a Miss Wenner?” he asked.

Mr Gine frowned.

“Yes. What does she want?”

“She says she must see you on an urgent personal matter. Is she one of your — friends?”

Arthur shook his head.

“N-no — I have met her. She was Chelford’s secretary. Can’t you find out what she wants?”

“I’ve tried, but it is a matter personal to you. Do you want to see her? — I can easily stall her.”

Arthur thought for a while. She might have something important to tell him.

“Ask her to come in,” he said.

A few minutes later Mary Wenner came into the room and greeted him with a familiar nod.

“Well, my dear, this is an unexpected pleasure. You are getting prettier every time I see you.”

She accepted the flattery as her right, and sat on the edge of his desk.

“I’ve been down to Fossaway, Arthur,” she said.

“Silly girl,” he smiled. “But I thought that affair was all over and done with. You’ve got to be good, Mary. Chelford is going to marry my sister.”

“Isn’t that grand! And I’m not surprised. I saw you working when I was at Fossaway.”

She slipped down from the desk and dropped both her hands on his shoulders.

“Arthur, I’m tired of stenogging! And I want like sin to get back on that coldblooded hound Dick Alford. I’ve been fired out once for proposing to a man — I’m going to take a second chance. We’ve been good pals, Arthur.”

He murmured something in his alarm.

“Listen — don’t turn down a good thing. You can marry me and I’ll bring you a bigger dowry than your sister will take to Harry Alford.”

He stared at her.

“You? Dowry?” he stammered.

She nodded slowly.

“Marry me, and I’ll take you to the place where you can lay your hands on fifteen tons of Spanish gold — the Chelford treasure! Two and a half million pounds!”
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Fifteen tons of gold! Two and a half millions sterling!

Arthur Gine stared at the girl incredulously. But she was making no idle statement, and that she at least believed what she said was clear from her flushed face and shining eyes. For a second he was speechless.

“Fifteen tons of gold?” He frowned and smiled at the same time. “You’re mad, Mary!”

“Mad, am I?” She nodded vigorously. “Oh, indeed, I daresay you think so, but you won’t be thinking that very long! I have found the Chelford treasure, I tell you.”

He sat down heavily in his chair, his startled eyes still fixed upon hers. He was for the moment inarticulate.

“Rubbish!” he managed to say at last. “There is no Chelford treasure! Living so long in the same house with Harry Alford has made you as mad as he!”

She walked slowly to the desk and, with her palms on the ledge, leant down over him.

“You think that, do you?” she asked in a steady voice. “I was three years Lord Chelford’s secretary, and it’s true I had this treasure stuff dinned into me from morning till night. The sight of a black-lettered book makes me ill even now, and the plans of Fossaway Manor that I’ve studied — well, I don’t like to think of them! I’ve lived with this treasure for three years, Arthur, and there have been times when I could have screamed when it was mentioned. I got so that I came to like Dick Alford just because he never spoke to me about it. And then one day there came a bundle of plans from London — Harry had a standing order with an old bookseller to send him anything he could find about Chelfordbury or Fossaway Manor. Harry had gone up to town that morning and I had no other work to do, so I went through these dusty old sheets to index them. And on the third sheet I found something that made me open my eyes.”

“What was it?” asked Arthur carelessly.

She looked at him with a quiet smile.

“A lot has to happen before I tell you that,” she said. “Arthur, if I give you this, or your share of this, will you marry me?”

Arthur looked at her steadily.

“If you can put me next to a million, or half a million,” he said slowly, “I would marry you if you were the plainest woman on the face of the earth! instead of being the bonniest, prettiest little angel—”

“You can keep that stuff for later,” she said practically. She opened her handbag and took out a paper, and he watched with fascinated interest. If he expected the secret of the Chelford treasure to be laid before him in writing, he was to be disappointed.

“I’m not much of a lawyer,” said Mary, as she smoothed out the paper and laid it on his blottingpad, “but I think this is binding on both sides.”

He took up the paper with a wry face and read it.

In consideration of receiving one-half of the Chelford treasure, I, Arthur Gine, of Willow House, Chelfordbury, Sussex, agree to bind myself to Mary Agnes Wenner in the bonds of holy matrimony within one month of the treasure being found and divided.

“Is that in order?” she asked, watching his face.

He put the paper down.

“My dear girl—” he began, in his suavest manner.

“Listen, Arthur.” She perched herself on the edge of the desk. “This is the time for ‘yes’s’ and ‘no’s,’ for ‘I will’s’ and ‘I won’t’s’! I’m not in love with you and you’re not in love with me. But I want a home and a position. I may not be a lady, but I am ladylike, and I have lived long enough with swagger people to make no mistakes. Is it yes or is it no?”

Arthur looked at the paper again.

“Does it strike you,” he said, “that the Chelford treasure is not yours or mine to divide? That it belongs to Lord Chelford, his heirs and his successors?”

“It is treasure trove,” she said startlingly. “I know the law of the country, because I’ve talked this thing over with Harry times without number. Treasure found hidden after hundreds of years has to be divided between the State and the finder.”

He shook his head with a smile.

“Our Mary is a lawyer!” he bantered. “You’re wrong, my dear. That is only the case if the owner of the money cannot be found. In the present instance there is no doubt whatever that the treasure would belong to Chelford.”

He saw her face fall and went on.

“I don’t know that that is going to inconvenience us seriously,” he said, looking her straight in the eyes. “You cannot lose what you never had, eh?”

She drew a deep sigh of relief.

“It is Harry’s, I suppose, but after the way he has treated me, and all that I’ve done for him—”

“Yes, yes,” he said soothingly. “We needn’t worry about Harry. The only question is, have you found the treasure?”

She nodded.

“You’ve actually seen it?”

“No,” she hesitated, “I haven’t seen it. I hadn’t time. But I saw the boxes through the grating. The door was locked, and I was so excited that I had to come out and walk around. And then Dick Alford saw me.”

Arthur was puzzled. He knew this girl well enough; they had been good friends in the days when she was Chelford’s secretary, and she had been a most useful agent of his.

“Now let’s get down to brass tacks,” he said brusquely. “Where did you see this treasure and when?”

“I’ll tell you when. I saw it two days ago,” she said, to his surprise, for he had thought she was talking about some experience she had had when she was an inmate of Fossaway Manor.

“Two days ago?” he gasped.

“Two days ago,” she affirmed. “And as to where, well, there’s another matter to be settled before we get as far as that, Arthur. Will you sign that agreement?”

He looked at the paper again. His training in the law, his natural instincts against putting his name under any document which bound him, urged him to temporise.

“It is yes or no,” she said, as though she read his mind. “I’m not going to fool around with you unless you mean business. I’ll take it to Harry, and maybe, if I put him in possession of this gold, he’ll do the right thing by me.”

And, seeing that he made no move, she took up the paper, folded it determinedly and put it in her little satchel.

“What’s the hurry?” he said, in alarm. “Mary, you’re mad to expect me to take a big decision like this without giving the matter a moment’s thought. Don’t you realise what you’re asking me to do? You’re proposing an act of sheer robbery and you’re asking me to become an accomplice. After all—” He shrugged his shoulders.

“If your conscience is hurting you,” she said, “we’ll leave it. I’m not the sort of girl who’d throw herself at any man’s head. I’ll take it along to Harry and see if his conscience is busy.”

She turned to go, but before she reached the door he had intercepted her.

“Don’t be silly and don’t be unreasonable.” He was more than a little agitated. “It’s a big thing you’re asking—”

“It’s a big thing I’m giving,” she said impatiently. “Two million and a half pounds — there’s nothing mean about that.”

He took her by the arm and forcibly drew her back. “Sit down and don’t be a fool,” he said. “I’ve told you already I’ll marry you tomorrow, and I’ll go farther and say that there never was a time when money was sweeter to me than it is at the moment.”

“Will you sign that note?”

He skimmed it through quickly, making sure that he was under no obligation if the treasure did not materialise, and, picking up a pen, he made a little correction, she watching suspiciously, and signed with a flourish.

“What is that you’ve put into the paper?” she demanded.

“An exit for Arthur Gine,” he said with a whimsical smile. “The document reads, ‘In consideration of receiving on behalf of my client, Lord Chelford,’ etcetera, etcetera.”

At first she did not understand, and then a slow smile dawned on her face.

“I see,” she nodded. “That means that if anything comes out, you’re acting for him and not for yourself. Arthur, there are times when I think you’re clever!”

Arthur Gine smiled as he put his arm about her and led her to the window. Below, thick streams of road traffic were passing east and west. A great lorry was under his eyes; he saw an inscription on its side, “5 tons.” It would require three such lorries to move the Chelford treasure, he thought, and for a moment his head reeled.

“I’ll tell you how clever I am when I handle the first bar of the Chelford treasure. And you’ll know how clever you are when I’ve dealt with the last. There’s two millions in this. Now tell me, where is this gold?”

She looked at him for a second, and then, lowering her voice:

“In the vaults of Chelford Abbey,” she said.

For a second neither spoke, and then: “Will you see your sister, Mr Gine? She has just arrived.”

Arthur Gine spun round, an oath on his lips. Gilder had come noiselessly into the room, his inscrutable eyes fixed upon his employer. Not a muscle of his face betrayed whether or not he had overheard the last words.
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Leslie Gine’s occupations at Willow House were well defined. Though her brother did not maintain a very expensive or elaborate establishment, he lived in a style consonant with the position he held in the county. There were little dinner-parties, an occasional dance, and, in the winter, Arthur, who was a good man to hounds and was ambitious to be master of the local pack, entertained on a lavish scale the more prominent members of the Hunt. In these amenities Leslie acted as hostess for her brother, and at all times was the real housekeeper of the establishment. For all his extravagance he was a careful and grudging housemaster, required that the necessities of life should be bought in the cheapest markets, that the best at the lowest price should be found upon his table.

The resolve to go to town that morning had been born of a sudden impulse. The day was her own and she could do as she liked with it. For some reason the idea of lunching alone did not appeal to her. She had a wild thought of going on to Fossaway Manor, but remembered that Wednesday was a day that Dick Alford gave up entirely to visiting his tenant farmers. She did not attempt to explain to herself why the prospect of lunching tête-à-tête with her fiancé was even more distasteful than lunching alone. She had got beyond the point of finding excuses for herself; she felt a certain recklessness; was conscious that her manner and attitude of mind were defiant. Against what and whom?

With a lift of her pretty shoulders she shrugged the matter out of consideration. All that she knew was that the preoccupation of Dick Alford and the unlikelihood of seeing him made a visit to Fossaway Manor not only undesirable but out of the question.

She would go to town: the decision was taken in an instant, and she went upstairs and dressed hurriedly, whilst the gardener wheeled her little two-seater to the drive before the house. Five minutes later she was spinning along the straight road towards the railway station. She had plenty of time; indeed there was a certainty that she would arrive at the station at least half an hour before the train left, even if it was punctual.

As she entered Fontwell Cutting she thought she saw a familiar form crossing the field towards the road a quarter of a mile away, and her heart jumped for no known reason. The high walls of the cut road shut out her view, but when she emerged and slid down the steep little hill to the village road, she discovered that she had not been mistaken, and brought her car to a halt as Dick Alford opened a field gate and came out.

He greeted her with a wave of his hand and a smile, and, to her consternation, would have passed on had she not called him back.

“You are very jumpy and cross this morning,” she said, and to her surprise he admitted that fault, though she had seen nothing in his manner to deserve the challenge she had made.

“I am very annoyed indeed. If there is one thing I don’t want to see, it is our good farms turned into little residential estates for the City gentry! I sold Red Farm to Mr Leonard last week, under the impression that the old” — he checked a naughty word— “gentleman wanted to extend his holding, though why on earth he should want to buy Red Farm, which is the poorest land around here, I couldn’t guess.”

“And what has he done?”

Dick was indeed very much annoyed, she noticed now, and was secretly amused. She had a woman’s satisfaction in seeing the man she liked thrown momentarily off his balance and revealing himself in a light that was new to her.

“And what has the old — gentleman done?” she mocked him.

“He has resold the farm to a wretched man in London — though the purchaser is not aware that such a sale is invalid without my signature.”

“A stranger?” she asked.

“Yes; though he has been living in the neighbourhood all summer. He has a cottage somewhere about here.”

“On the Ravensrill?” she asked, in surprise.

“That is the fellow,” he nodded. “I’ve never seen him, but I understood he was only staying here for a few months. And now I find that the beggar’s bought Red Farm and intends putting up something in stucco with bow windows! And I daresay he will dig an artificial pond, start a rosery, and turn God’s productive acres into a forcing house for sickly flowers!”

“Why shouldn’t he?” she asked coolly, and he stared at her. “After all, you said this was the poorest land round here, and if it cannot be useful it may as well be beautiful. I rather like artificial ponds and roseries.”

In spite of his annoyance he laughed.

“Then probably you’ll go to Mr Gilder’s house-warming,” he said.

She started.

“Who?” she asked.

“Mr Gilder. He’s something in the City — probably a deuce of a swell in his own way, but I wish he’d gone somewhere else. And as to Leonard, I’ve already told him that I shall not go to his funeral.”

“Dick, you ought to be ashamed of yourself!” she said indignantly. “Poor old man!” Then, in a different voice: “You don’t know his Christian name?”

“Whose — Leonard’s?”

“Don’t be stupid — Mr Gilder’s.”

Dick frowned.

“Fabrian,” he said at last. “What a name! It sounds like a secret society!”

She wondered if Arthur knew of this enterprise of his clerk: it was hardly likely that Mr Gilder would buy property in the neighbourhood without consulting his chief. For the moment she deemed it prudent to turn the subject.

“If you were nice and kind and brotherly,” she said, “you would come along with me to the station and garage my car like a nice man.”

He stood irresolutely, and for a moment she went hot at the implied rebuff. And then: “I’m wasting my master’s time,” he said, “but there are occasions when pleasure must interfere with duty, and this is one of them. Do you mind if I drive? I have no faith in women drivers.”

“You are very rude,” she said, but nevertheless moved aside to let him take the wheel.

“How is Harry this morning?”

“Fine,” he said sardonically. And then, heartily ashamed of himself: “Harry is trying a new patent medicine. You’ve never been in his bedroom? That is an indelicate question to ask, but have you?”

She shook her head, the hint of laughter in her eyes.

“There are about eight hundred and forty-five varieties of patent medicines in Harry’s bedroom,” he said grimly. “Once every three months we have a spring-clean and chuck ’em out! Really there isn’t very much wrong with Harry, and if he did not read patent medicine advertisements he would be a happier man. Just now he’s trying something for his nerves, and if there’s anything left in the bottle at the end of the week I shall take it myself.”

“Poor Harry!” she said softly.

“Yes, I’m a brute to grouse,” he said, almost gruffly, and seemed to imply in some subtle fashion that she was a provocative party to his brutality.

It occurred to her as strange that he never spoke about the time when she would be mistress of Fossaway Manor. It would have been natural in him to say, “When you’re married I hope you’ll cure Harry of that nonsense,” but he had made no such reference. That was the strange thing about Dick, that he never even suggested or hinted of a coming time when she would be Countess of Chelford. In one way she was glad he did not — especially now.

They wound slowly through the leafy lanes, passed a little wood, all olive, russet and purple with the decay of autumn, and came to the station ten minutes ahead of time.

“You have had no further visit from your Black Abbot?” she asked, as they strolled on to the station platform.

He shook his head.

“No; the police came last night to make inquiries. I don’t suppose it will go much farther. You read about it in the newspaper, of course?”

She shook her head.

“Servants talk,” she said.

“I really don’t believe in this Black Abbot,” he went on. “It is queer that Harry is scared of this spook. He never goes outside the house when the old Abbot is reported in the neighbourhood.”

“You don’t believe either?”

He pursed his lips.

“When I see a ghost I shall believe it. Until then I am politely sceptical.”

As the train drew out of the station she put her head out of the window and looked back. He was standing stockstill upon the platform where she had left him; and although she could not see his face, she felt that he was gazing after her, and thought she detected a certain tenseness in his very attitude — all of which was very pleasing to Miss Leslie Gine.
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Strange as it may seem, she had never visited her brother’s office in High Holborn before she left her taxi at the door and came up in the elevator to his magnificent suite. Her appearance had a prosaic cause. She had left the country without a penny: a fact she did not realise till the ticket collector, working through the train, came into her compartment and aroused her from a daydream to the realisation that she had neither ticket nor money to pay for it. She gave the man her card, and a taxi brought her to Holborn.

She was to have another novel experience. A tall, thickset man, with iron-grey hair and a strong, attractive face, had come into the waiting-room to meet her. She remembered him as the solitary fisherman who had sat fishing for hours on the bank of Ravensrill without, apparently, catching anything. So this was the redoubtable Mr Gilder of whom Arthur had so often spoken. She was not especially curious about him. He was a head clerk, and, by Arthur’s account, a clever man at his work; but now that she saw him she was impressed. He was distinctive — outside of type. The average of humanity you may pass in the street without noticing. It would be impossible to have seen Fabrian Gilder once without recognising him instantly after the passage of years. The jaw was almost square, his big mouth was so tightly drawn that he seemed to be lipless; a powerful nose, a pair of penetrating grey eyes, under straggly, uneven eyebrows; this, and the breadth of his shoulders, conveyed an imponderable impression of power.

“You are Miss Gine, of course?” he said. “I would have recognised your relationship with your brother even if I had not known your name.”

It was a little shock to Leslie that she in any way resembled Arthur, for Arthur’s good looks were of a variety which she neither envied nor admired.

“He is engaged at the moment. If you’ll sit down I’ll go along and tell him.”

His eyes did not leave her face. She had often seen in stories the word “devour” applied to an intensity of gaze, and she thought that fictional characters must look somehow as Mr Gilder was looking. He was not staring; it was the concentration, the probing investigation of those bright grey eyes, that made her writhe inside. If he had been impertinent it would have been an easy matter to have dealt with him, but he was respect itself. His attitude was deferential, his general manner was friendly. He was dressed very well and carefully, she thought, and wondered whether Arthur’s preciosity in the matter of clothing influenced his staff. The grey homespun, the rather solid shoes, were set off by the expensiveness of his linen. With a woman’s eye she saw that in his way this man was something of a dandy too.

“I hear you are going to live near us, Mr Gilder?” she said, and he was obviously taken aback.

“Why — yes,” he said awkwardly. “I’ve bought a little place near your house. I love that part of the country.”

“We shall be neighbours,” she said with a smile, but felt no pleasure in the prospect.

“Er — yes. I suppose we shall be, Miss Gine,” he agreed.

“It will be very nice for Arthur. I suppose it was his suggestion that you should come down?”

He had a nervous little trick of stroking an invisible moustache, for he was cleanshaven.

“Well — no,” he said. “I haven’t told Mr Gine yet that I have bought the property. I thought another time would be more opportune. I bought it for a song — thirty-five hundred pounds.”

She looked up quickly.

“That is an expensive song,” she said, before she realised an error of taste.

This time he was visibly disconcerted.

“Yes; I borrowed the money,” he said.

She had a feeling that he was going to ask her a favour, and guessed what the favour would be: Leslie had the uncanny gift of reading people’s minds and gathering their surface thoughts, and in those moments when Fabrian Gilder dropped his mask he was rather easy. He opened his lips to speak, thought better of it, meeting perhaps the chill atmosphere of a refusal before it was given, and then: “I’ll see if your brother is disengaged,” he said, and went into the room to Arthur Gine, his head reeling with the vision which had emerged through the grey fog of his drab life.

Day after day he had watched her, and she had never known. He had left his rod and line to steal behind trees that he might see her pass. She was romance in excelsis — the perfect realisation of thirty years of dreaming.

It took him a second to compose himself before he turned the handle and walked in, and then he stood stricken dumb by the words that came to him.
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“My Sister?” said Arthur quickly. He looked from Gilder to Mary Wenner. “Come and see me later,” he said in a lower voice. “Gilder, show Miss Wenner out through the side door.”

Gilder opened the private door and followed the girl into the corridor.

“Where are you living?” he asked.

There was such a note of authority in his voice that for the moment the girl was taken off her guard.

“37, Cranston Mansions. Why?” she asked, with a certain archness that indicated resentment but invited a further offence.

“Because I want to see you,” said Gilder. “May I come round to your flat some evening?”

Miss Wenner was shocked a little at this. There were moments when her sense of propriety was easily outraged. She was curious too: so far from resenting his commanding address, she rather liked it.

“Yes, any evening you wish, if you will let me know that you are coming. I will ask a young lady friend to keep me company.”

Gilder’s hard lips curled.

“Unless you particularly want a chaperone don’t get one,” he said. “I have much to say to you that I don’t want anybody else to hear.”

He accompanied her to the elevator, and on the way extracted a promise to receive him alone. Miss Wenner was almost as curious to know the object of that visit as Mr Gilder was to discover what was behind the amazing statement he had heard. He passed the closed door of Arthur’s room and heard voices. He would have given a lot for an excuse to interrupt brother and sister, but something told him that it would be wiser if he kept out of his employer’s way until he was absolutely certain that the girl had not betrayed the very carefully hidden transaction which had made him the proprietor of Red Farm.

“You’re a little goose to come up to town without money,” said Arthur, as he skinned three notes from his pocketbook. “Here is enough to keep you happy for the rest of your life.”

“Would fifteen pounds do that?” she laughed, and was going, when she remembered.

Arthur listened in amazement to the news she had to give.

“Gilder has bought a house at Chelfordbury? Impossible!” he said. “He would have told me. Why the dickens does he want a house? — besides, he has no money.”

“Hasn’t he?” she asked, in surprise.

Arthur scratched his chin irritably.

“I suppose the beggar has; but a house at Chelfordbury — that is extraordinary! I wasn’t even aware that he knew the place.”

“He is the man who has been staying at Ravensrill Cottage all the summer,” she said.

“The fisherman!” He whistled. “What a close bird he is! Of course,” he went on quickly, “there is nothing wrong in a man wanting to live at Chelfordbury, and there’s no reason in life why he shouldn’t buy a house. But what a sly old fox!”

He was troubled; she saw that he was trying to hide it behind a flippancy which was transparent to her.

“I knew, of course, that somebody had rented the fisherman’s cottage, as they call it, and to think that he’s been down all these months and never once given himself away!”

“He has a car, if he’s the same man who was living at the cottage,” she nodded. “Dick Alford is furious!”

Arthur chuckled.

“Poor old Dick!” he said good-humouredly. “He loathes this residential idea, and when I put forward a scheme to cut up one of his northern estates into residential properties, he nearly bit my head off. Harry would have done it like a shot, and I hope, my dear, when you’re married you’ll persuade him—”

He waited expectantly.

“Yes — when I am married,” she said, and her tone made him glance at her keenly. But he was wise enough to skim over that subject.

“Dick, of course, is a fool,” he said, with goodnatured contempt. “He has a blind faith in the future of agriculture in this country, and grudges every acre that’s taken out of cultivation. And yet, if you were to put up a scheme to build huge blocks of cottages to relieve the slum congestion, or something equally quixotic and unprofitable, he would jump at the idea. I can well understand that the mere thought of a successful lawyer’s clerk setting himself up as a country gentleman would make Dick foam at the mouth!”

“He wasn’t foaming when I left him,” she said dryly.

“When you left him?” He was quick to take a point. “Yes, he came down to the station with me.” And she could not account for her momentary feeling of embarrassment.

He was still searching her face, and then, laying his hands on her shoulders, he shook her gently.

“Old girl,” he said, “keep your mind off the second son! He’s a goodlooking fellow, and side by side with his brother there’s no question of choice! But he’s a second son, which means that he’s next door to being broke. And you can’t live on good looks or—”

She raised her eyes slowly to his.

“What do you mean — I can’t live on good looks?” she said deliberately. “Why do you emphasise the fact that Dick Alford is poor? Aren’t I an heiress?”

He did not speak, and then, with a little laugh, dropped his hands.

“Why, of course, chick!” he said lightly. “Only — well, I want you to do something for yourself. Make a name in the country. It will be something to have the position which Harry can offer you. Dick is quite a good fellow — one of the best, although he doesn’t get on very well with me. But there’s nothing to it with him, Leslie. You might as well marry some poverty-stricken gentleman farmer—”

He stopped under the steady gaze that met him.

“‘Poverty-stricken’ again, Arthur. Without suggesting that I would rather marry Dick Alford, I wonder why the question of his poverty interests you so much. If you had called him a commoner and a nobody, I could have understood, but you insist upon the question of my possible fiancé’s wealth, and that seems strange to me.”

He laughed long and loudly, but his merriment seemed, to her sensitive ear, lacking in sincerity.

“You ought to be a lawyer, Leslie! Upon my word, I’ve a good mind to have you coached for an examination! You’d look simply topping in a wig and gown! And now, my little girl, you must run away, because I’ve a tremendous lot of work to do.”

He put his arm round her shoulders and walked with her to the door, and breathed a sigh of relief when he heard the whine of the elevator carrying her down. Closing the door behind him, he rang the bell, and, to the clerk who came:

“Ask Mr Gilder to come in, will you, please?”
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When Gilder had this message he knew that the girl had told her brother; and although he had his fair share of moral courage, it needed a conscious effort on his part to answer the summons.

“Gilder, what is this story of you buying Red Farm?” asked Arthur sharply.

“Why should I not buy Red Farm?” replied Gilder coolly.

“There is no reason in the world why you shouldn’t,” said Arthur, after a moment’s thought; “but it is rather curious you never told me.”

“I thought you might object,” said Gilder. “Business men hate their workaday associates living anywhere near them. It was stupid of me not to tell you. I’ve been living in a cottage at Chelfordbury for three months — was that in itself objectionable? You will forgive me for saying so, but although I have always regarded you with the respect that is due to an employer, I have never quite looked upon you as my feudal lord!”

Arthur grinned for a second.

“Once or twice I thought of coming over to see you,” Gilder went on, “but I’ve always had what I think to be a natural reluctance to intrude myself in a social capacity upon my chief. If you had ever invited me to come and stay a weekend at your place I would have come, and you would have known all about my presence in the neighbourhood. As it was, I felt very much in the position of a servant enjoying himself in his own independent way and feeling no need to consult his employer as to how he should employ his spare time — and money.”

“And money,” repeated Arthur. “I didn’t know you were so well off, Gilder?”

Mr Gilder inclined his head.

“I have already hinted to you that I have made considerable sums. There, again, it has never seemed necessary that I should keep you acquainted with my bank balance.”

“You have had a moderate salary,” said Arthur significantly. “Not a generous amount, I agree; certainly not an amount from which a man could save a sum sufficient to buy and rebuild Red Farm and maintain it.”

For answer Gilder put his hand in his pocket and, taking out a little Russia-leather notecase, laid it on the table. The name in gold letters upon the cover was that of a bookmaker who carried one of his employer’s biggest accounts. With this firm Arthur had lost his largest bets, for Trumans had offered him facilities which other houses had denied to him.

“Truman?” He frowned. “What has that to do with it? Have you been backing horses?”

Gilder shook his head.

“No,” he said simply. “I am Truman.”

Arthur Gine gaped at him. Truman! The bookmaker to whom for weeks in succession he had been paying thousands upon thousands of pounds!

“Then the money you have — is my money!” he gasped.

“Your money?” said the other quietly. “If Trumans had not taken it, some other bookmaker would have done so. When you won you were paid — have you any complaints?”

“My money!” muttered Arthur.

Gilder replaced the book in his pocket.

“You remember five years ago complaining to me that you couldn’t find bookmakers who would take big bets by telegram within a few minutes of the race? That little talk gave me an idea. I knew you lost steadily, that you were one of those — unfortunate people—”

“Say ‘fools’ — that was the word on your lips.”

“‘Mug’ was the word,” said Mr Gilder, with great calmness. “I knew you were one of those people who couldn’t stop betting. So Trumans came into existence. Their book of rules was sent to you, featuring the important concession that you could wire big sums of money up to within a few minutes of a race. Do you know how much you’ve lost in the last five years?”

Arthur was pale with fury, but, mastering himself, shook his head.

“You have lost sixty-three thousand pounds to Truman alone,” said the other slowly. “And I have won it!”

The colour came and went in Arthur Gine’s face. He knew all the time that his rage and resentment were unreasonable. Hitherto Truman had been a name on a telegraph form, an address somewhere in the West End to which his unprofitable telegrams were sent. Who they were he neither knew nor cared; they might have been people infinitely more objectionable than Gilder.

But there was a suggestion of duplicity in the man’s confession. Arthur Gine felt that be bad been tricked by a servant he trusted, and he was helpless in face of sixty-three thousand facts, all of which balanced on the side of the hardfaced man before him.

“You are not Rathburn & Co., I suppose?” he asked, mentioning another bookmaking firm that had drawn heavily upon his resources.

To his amazement, Gilder nodded.

“I am Rathburn & Company. I am also Burton & Smith. I am, in fact, the three bookmakers to whom you have been losing money at the rate of thirty thousand a year for the past five years. There is no sense in looking like that, Gine. I have been guilty of no crime. On the few occasions when you have won money, you have been paid. Your losses would not have been so distasteful if they had been made to an unknown man. I took the risk — my luck against yours. When I started, I staked my little fortune — three thousand pounds, won through the years by scrimping and saving. If you had been lucky, I should have been ruined.”

“Instead of which you were lucky — and I am ruined,” said Arthur Gine huskily. He was shaken from his accustomed calm. “You are quite right, though it is a little — bewildering.”

He looked curiously at the inscrutable face of his managing clerk, striving to readjust his estimate of a man whom he had looked upon as little more than a superior servant. Then the humour of the position struck him and he laughed.

“If I’m not careful I shall be sorry for myself, and I should hate that, Gilder! So you’re a rich man, eh? What are you going to do with your money?”

Gilder’s eyes did not leave his face.

“I am going to settle down in the country,” he said, “and I am going to marry.”

“Splendid!” There was a note of irony in Arthur Gine’s tone. “And who is the fortunate lady?”

It was a long time before the other replied. He stared open-eyed at his sometime master, and then, very deliberately and slowly: “It is my desire and intention to marry Miss Leslie Gine,” he said.

Not a muscle of Arthur Gine’s face moved; his colour did not change. But into his eyes came a glare which was malign and devilish. For a second the imperturbable Gilder was scared. Had he gone too far? Both men were learning something that day. Gilder had a momentary view of something that was very ugly and menacing, and then the curtains were drawn and the inner self of Arthur Gine vanished in an enigmatic smile.

“That is very interesting and very — enterprising of you, Gilder! Unfortunately, I have other plans.”

He rose leisurely from his chair, walked round the desk and confronted the other, his hands thrust into his pockets.

“What are you prepared to pay for the privilege of being my brotherin-law?” he bantered.

Fabrian Gilder took up the challenge.

“The return of half your betting losses for the past five years,” he said.

Arthur shook his head.

“Not enough,” he smiled.

“The cancellation of four bills,” said Gilder deliberately, “drawn and accepted by Lord Chelford, the acceptance in each case being forged by you.”

Arthur Gine staggered back to his desk, his face white and drawn, and Gilder pursued the advantage.

“You didn’t think it was an accident that I suggested you should get Chelford to back a bill for you, did you? Seventy-five thousand pounds isn’t enough for you, eh? I’ll give you this alternative: five years in Dartmoor!”
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Leslie had spent rather a boring afternoon, and not once but many times she regretted that she had promised to return to Arthur’s office. He was driving her down to Willow House, and but for this arrangement she would have returned to Chelfordbury by an early train, for her shopping did not occupy more than an hour.

She rang up her brother to suggest this plan, never doubting that he would agree, but, to her surprise: “I think you’d better return with me, girl. Come along to the office about half past four instead of five. By the way, Gilder wants us to go home to his flat to tea. You don’t mind, do you?”

“Mr Gilder?” she said, in surprise, and he went on hastily:

“We ought to be civil to him. He’s going to be a neighbour of ours, and he — he’s not a bad sort of fellow.”

Her inclination was to plead a headache and be excused an experience which, to state the matter mildly, was not wholly to her taste. But Arthur seldom asked a favour of her, and it was apparent from his tone that he was anxious she should show this act of civility to his head clerk; somewhat unwillingly she agreed.

If he detected her reluctance he made no comment upon it and seemed in a hurry to ring off. There was no reason in the world why the projected call should make her uneasy, and yet, for some obscure reason, this coming experience hung like a cloud over her for the rest of the afternoon. This time, when she returned to the office, she entered by Arthur’s private door. He was alone, sitting at his desk in a familiar attitude, his head between his hands, his gloomy eyes fixed upon the blottingpad. She thought his face had less colour than usual; and in his eyes there was a haggard, hunted expression which was startling. He forced a smile to greet her, but she was not deceived.

“Aren’t you well, Arthur?” she asked anxiously.

“Fit as a fiddle,” he laughed; “only I have had a pretty heavy day. I suppose I look a little washed out.”

He did not seem very anxious to discuss himself, but plunged straight into the subject of the surprising call they were to make.

“Gilder has a flat off Regent’s Park,” he said. “Be as nice to him as you can, Leslie. He’s been a pretty useful man. By the way,” he said awkwardly, “he is a bachelor.”

She smiled at this; in her wildest dreams she would not have imagined that this statement had any particular interest for herself.

“I had no idea he was such a — that he was so prosperous,” she said. “No, I don’t mean that bachelorhood is a sign of poverty, but his estate at Chelfordbury, and his flat in Regent’s Park, are not exactly what one would have expected.”

“He isn’t a bad fellow,” repeated Arthur, as he rang the bell. “I think you’ll like him: he is rather — amusing.”

“Amusing” was not the word he would have used in all truth, but it was the only word he could think of at the moment. As though he were waiting for this summons, Mr Gilder came in answer to the bell. He carried a light coat over his arm and a spotless grey felt hat in his hand. Again Leslie was uncomfortably conscious of the man’s scrutiny.

“You know Mr Gilder, Leslie?”

His uneasiness and apprehension were communicating themselves to her. Try as she did, she could not succeed in shaking off her sensation of disquietude. The atmosphere was electric; she would have been dull indeed if she had not responded to the strain.

Throughout the journey Mr Gilder talked almost without interruption. He had a deep but pleasant voice, and was an easy conversationalist. Arthur was beginning to know something about the man with whom he had worked side by side all these years, and to regard him in a new light. Hitherto Gilder had been a cipher — a familiar figure that had appeared from heaven knew where in the morning and had disappeared at the end of a day’s work into the blue. As though unconscious of his employer’s wonder and speculation, Gilder chatted on.

Afterwards, Leslie catalogued the subjects which were discussed so one-sidedly during that drive. He talked of aviation, of wireless, of books he had read — Dumas was his favourite — of the war, of Russia, of Italy’s renaissance, of American writers, of the weather, polo — of almost every subject that occupied public attention. She knew that he was trying to impress her, and saw in this no more than the natural desire of a man to look well in the eyes of a woman.

The flat was bigger than she had expected, and was one of many in the most exclusive apartment house on the Outer Circle. Arthur viewed its expensive appointments with a glum face. One black week of his at Ascot must have furnished three such flats as this, he thought, and the little devil of resentment and loathing grew stronger in his heart.

Tea was served by two trimly uniformed maids, and Mr Gilder acted the part of host to perfection. He had a library of rare old books which she must see, and he took them to a room the walls of which were fitted with bookshelves and reminded Leslie, though there was no resemblance between the two apartments, of the hall wherein her fiancé spent most of his time.

Gilder was showing the girl a rare first edition when a surprising thing happened.

“Do you mind if I run out for five minutes, Leslie? I want to see a fellow who lives on the other side of the Park.”

Arthur Gine’s voice was husky, his assumption of ease a miserable failure. The girl looked at him in astonishment, and then examined the face of the little watch on her wrist.

“If you want to be back at Willow House in time for dinner—” she began.

“I shan’t be gone more than a quarter of an hour,” he said desperately. “If you don’t mind—”

Before she could utter a word he had vanished. It was all so unexpected, so strange, that she could not quite realise what had happened, and the last thought in the world she could have had, was that Arthur was deliberately leaving her alone with this grey man.

On one point her mind was made up: she did not like Mr Gilder, and was fairly certain that her antipathy was shared by her brother. His strange manner in the presence of the man, his awkwardness, and, most convincing proof of all, his silence, puzzled her. Arthur was intensely selfish, would not go a step out of his way either for courtesy’s sake or to save the feelings of those whom he regarded as his dependents. And this sudden desire to oblige his head clerk was contradictory to her knowledge of him. Yet she felt neither alarm nor annoyance, finding herself in that little library alone with this square-jawed clerk.

As the door closed upon her brother, Fabrian Gilder carefully replaced on the shelf the book he had been examining.

“I shall be in my new home by the spring,” he said, “and I hope I shall see more of you, Miss Gine.”

She made a conventionally polite reply.

“My ambition has always been to settle in the country and to follow my two hobbies, which are fishing and reading,” he went on. “Happily, I am in the position of being able to retire from my profession — your brother has probably told you that I am a fairly wealthy man.”

Something in his tone focussed her attention. Her heart beat a little faster, and for the first time she was conscious of being alone with him.

“I am not an old man — fifty I regard as the prime of life — and I think I have the capacity for making any woman happy.”

She met his eyes steadily.

“I hope we shall have the pleasure of meeting your wife,” she said.

He made no reply to this, and she grew hot and cold under the scrutiny of those merciless grey eyes. And then, before she realised what was happening, his two big hands had closed about her arms and he was holding her away from him, peering into her face.

“There is one woman in the world for me,” he said, and his voice was husky with emotion; “one face that fills my eyes day and night! Leslie, all these months you have not been out of my sight or mind!”

“Let me go!” she cried, struggling to free herself.

“I want you! I’ve worked for you, I’ve schemed for you! Leslie, I love you as you will never be loved again! I want you — I want you!”

He was drawing her nearer and nearer, his eyes like coals of fire; fascinating her to a queer listlessness that was almost quiescence. She found no reserve to combat him, and could only stare helplessly at the hard face.

There was a knock at the door. He pushed her aside, his face convulsed with rage.

“Who is that?” he asked harshly, and the voice of the maid replied:

“Mr Richard Alford to see you, sir!”
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Dick Alford, waiting in the pretty drawingroom and wondering exactly how he should introduce what promised to be a very unpleasant discussion, saw the door flung open and a white-faced girl run in.

“Oh, Dick, Dick!” she sobbed.

In a moment she was in his arms, her face against his breast.

“For God’s sake, what has happened? How did you come here?” he asked, bewildered.

Before she could reply, the big figure of Fabrian Gilder filled the doorway. The man did not speak, but the smouldering rage in his eyes was eloquent.

“Well, what do you want?” he boomed.

Dick put the girl gently from him.

“Why are you here, Leslie?”

“Arthur brought me,” she gasped. “I’m awfully sorry to make such a fool of myself, but—”

Dick looked from the girl to the man in the doorway and began dimly to understand.

“Arthur brought you here?” he said slowly. “And left you alone — with this man?”

She nodded.

“Is he a friend of yours?”

She shook her head.

“I only met him today.”

Gradually the explanation of her distress was beginning to dawn upon him, and a cold rage filled his heart. An unfortunate moment for Arthur Gine to return. Dick heard the tinkle of a bell, quick footsteps in the hall, and saw the white face of the lawyer, made hideous by the smile he forced.

“Hullo, old girl! What’s the trouble?” he asked.

He did not look at his host, Dick noticed with gathering fury.

“I think you had better take Leslie home,” he said. “I have a little business to do with Mr Gilder.”

Gilder had recovered something of his command of himself and his feelings; the situation, awkward as it was, had brought him violently into the circle about which so far he had revolved. It were better to be considered as an undesirable suitor than to be denied consideration as a factor at all in Leslie Gine’s life.

“May I ask by what right you dispose of my guests?” he demanded, but Dick took no notice of him.

“Look after your sister, Gine,” he said, and there was a scarcely veiled menace in the words. “I will give myself the pleasure of calling on you this evening.”

He took the girl’s hand in his; she was still white and shaking, but smiled into his face.

“I’ve made myself rather ridiculous, haven’t I?” she said, in a low tone that only he could hear. “Dicky — perhaps I’m getting a little jumpy, and I may have taken offence—”

He patted her hand gently and walked with her past Gilder into the hall, Arthur following. It was Dick who opened the door, and stood patiently until they had gone, then he turned to face the enraged owner of the flat.

“I had some real business to do with you, Gilder, but that can wait. First of all, I would like to ask, what have you said to Miss Gine?”

“That is entirely my business,” said Gilder. His gaze was steady; again he was completely master of himself, if not of the situation.

“My business also,” said Dick, without heat. “You are aware that Miss Gine is engaged to my brother?”

Gilder licked his dry lips.

“That doesn’t really interest me,” he said. And then, after a second’s thought: “I’m going to be frank with you, Alford — we may as well clear the air. I have asked Miss Gine to be my wife.”

“Oh, indeed?” said Dick softly. “And what had Miss Gine to say to that?”

“You didn’t give her an opportunity of replying,” said the other, “but I rather think that there will be no difficulty in the matter.”

Dick did not conceal his smile. A shrewd judge of men, he had rightly understood the situation when he had seen Arthur’s face on his return to the flat.

“You mean there will be no difficulty so far as Mr Gine is concerned? I admit you have an historical precedent. You are not the first lawyer who wished to marry into his master’s family.”

If Dick had not been angry he would not have said this; immediately the words were out he was sorry. But Gilder took up the point quickly.

“I am not an Uriah Heep,” he said, with a grim smile. “I am neither humble nor lowly.”

“I’m sorry, but really I don’t think that matters very much, Gilder. Whatever Mr Gine’s attitude may be, there will be a considerable difficulty in respect to Miss Gine — and to me.”

“To you?” Gilder’s eyebrows went up and his lips curled. “Are you the lady’s — er—”

“I am not engaged to Miss Gine, but my brother is,” said Dick evenly. “But that is not the point. I am a friend of Leslie Gine’s, and even if she changed her mind about marrying into my family, that would not affect the issue.”

Gilder was about to speak, but Dick went on: “I don’t know what pull you have with Gine, or what dire threats you are holding over his head.”

He saw the man start, and laughed.

“That went very near the mark?” he said. “But whatever influence you have, Gilder, you are not going to marry Leslie Gine.”

Gilder’s eyes narrowed.

“Is that a threat?” he asked.

“You can take it as a threat or as a pleasant compliment, or any old way you choose,” said Dick, with that impish smile of his. “And now, if you don’t mind, we’ll come to business. You’ve bought a property of ours — Red Farm. You’ve paid thirty-five hundred pounds to Leonard. I have come to ask you to call off your bargain and to take five hundred profit.”

“In other words, you want to buy it back, eh? Well, there’s nothing doing!” said Gilder harshly. “I intend living at Red Farm, and there isn’t a law in the land that can stop me. You may not like my presence, but that is neither here nor there. I am not living at Chelfordbury for the pleasure of seeing you every day of my life.”

Dick nodded.

“I wondered why you wanted to live there at all, but now I think I understand,” he said. “The offer I have made to you is without prejudice to any action I may take. Unfortunately for you, Leonard has no power to retransfer the property without my brother’s consent — which means my consent, for I hold his power of attorney. Leonard may hold the property, but you cannot. You’re a lawyer and it is not necessary for me to explain the intricacies of a copyhold lease, and that was all Leonard was buying. If you decide to fight the case, I’ll take you into court, and you know that I shall get a verdict against you. I am offering you a chance of settling the matter amicably.”

“Which I refuse,” said the other promptly.

Dick inclined his head.

“Very good. You will probably, on considering the matter in a calmer atmosphere, take a different view.”

He walked from the room, swinging his hat. In the doorway he turned.

“As for Miss Leslie Gine, you will be well advised to reconsider that question also.”

“And suppose I don’t?”

Again that unfathomable smile.

“You are going to be sorry,” said Dick cryptically.
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Not a word did Leslie say about her interview with Gilder, and her brother seemed just as anxious to avoid the topic as she. They drove down from town, and all the time he kept up a ceaseless flow of talk about affairs which he thought might interest her. He was nervous, and once, when she woke him from a reverie with a question, he started and turned red.

“Sorry!” he stammered. “I was thinking of something.”

“And something unpleasant, Arthur,” she said gently.

He was staring straight ahead of him.

“Yes, something damnably unpleasant!”

They were nearing Chelfordbury now, and she put the question that had trembled on her lips throughout that long journey.

“Arthur, do you know what Mr Gilder asked me?” And, when he did not reply: “He proposed to me,” she said.

Still he avoided her eyes.

“Did he?” he asked awkwardly. “Well, that’s an extraordinary thing for him to do!”

“Arthur, did you know he was going to propose to me when you left us alone?”

“He isn’t a bad fellow,” said Arthur Gine lamely. “Of course the idea is preposterous. But, after all, it is no sin for a fellow to fall in love with a girl and want to marry her — I mean, one can see his point of view.”

Leslie was a little shocked; she was more than a little angry. But she kept a tight rein on her tongue.

“But, Arthur, you wouldn’t agree to that? You know I am engaged to Harry. Why, you told me that it was the dream of your life to see me wearing a coronet! Not that I want to wear the beastly thing, but that was what you said.”

Ordinarily, Arthur Gine was possessed of a ready tongue and a nimble wit. He had lied his way out of many an embarrassing situation with more worldly-wise people than Leslie. But, somehow, in her presence his brain refused to function, and his witticisms were banal and vulgar even to himself.

“My dear little girl,” he said, with an attempt at cheerfulness, “it really doesn’t matter to me whom you marry so long as you’re happy. Gilder is a very solid man; he has a considerable private fortune.”

This time she swung round on her seat and faced him.

“Arthur, why do you insist upon the fortune? Where is my money?”

The question came point-blank and was not to be fenced with. He roused himself to meet a situation which had never before arisen.

“Your money? Why, invested, of course!”

He tried very hard, but he could not produce that convincing note which was so necessary.

“Your fortune is in all sorts of shares and bonds. What a queer question to ask me, girlie!”

“How much money have I?” she demanded ruthlessly.

“About a quarter of a million — a little more or a little less. For goodness’ sake don’t talk about money, my dear.”

“But I will talk about it,” she said. “Arthur, have I any at all?”

His laughter did not carry conviction. And usually people accepted his word. Harry Chelford had asked him only a week before in what stocks his late mother’s fortune was invested. And Arthur had replied glibly enough. It was the Miriam Chelford Trust that had occupied his mind through the journey. Something must be done there. Dick Alford had started to ask questions, and Dick had a memory like a recording machine. As for Leslie and her tiresome questions: “What a silly kid you are! Of course you’ve got money! I wish to heaven I had half your wad! You’re a very rich little girl, and you ought to be a very happy little girl.”

She shook her head.

“I don’t think I have a penny,” she said, and his heart sank.

With a tremendous effort of will he met her questioning eyes.

“Why do you say that?”

She shook her head.

“I don’t know — in a way I hope I’m poor. I know I had money left me, because you showed me the will a long time ago. But you’ve been handling it, Arthur, and I’ve an idea that things haven’t been going too well with you.”

“Do you mean I’ve stolen your fortune?” he asked loudly, and she smiled.

“I wouldn’t accuse you of that. I think it is possible you may have invested my fortune — unwisely! And it is quite possible that that quarter of a million has dwindled and dwindled until it has disappeared. Is that so?”

He did not answer.

“Is that so?”

“I wish to God you wouldn’t ask such stupid questions,” he said irritably. “Of course it isn’t so!”

For one wild moment he had the impulse to tell her the truth; but vanity, a shrinking from the possible effect the news would have upon the one person in the world for whom he had a grain of affection, inhibited the confession.

Back he came naturally to the one thought present in his mind as he chattered and as he brooded. His last hope lay in the discovery of the Chelford treasure. If that were found, he could snap his fingers at Gilder, could restore the wasted fortune of his sister, and establish himself beyond assail. Gilder would never dare bring his story of the four bills to a court of law, and if he did, backed by the Chelford fortune Arthur could face the storm, confident that, if he made restitution to the man he had robbed, no evil consequences would follow. He was grasping at a straw, and knew it. But Mary Wenner was a shrewd little devil, not the kind of girl who, for the sake of making a sensation, would come to him with a cock-and-bull story. She might have been mistaken; on the other hand, she was so brimful of confidence that he could not believe the story was altogether without foundation.

The road to Willow House skirted the grounds of Fossaway Manor, and he saw the crumbling arch, red in the setting sun, standing like a fiery question mark that attuned with his mood of doubt and hope.

Arrived at his home, he went up to his room to bath and change before dinner, and it was with a positive sense of freedom that he found himself alone. He was a fool not to have told her the truth, he thought. After dinner he would get her in a softer mood, and make a clean breast of it. And then, at the tail of this decision, came the recollection of his interview with Mary Wenner. Suppose she had told the truth? Suppose he found these millions of pounds that had lain for centuries in the ground? He formed yet another plan.
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To his unspeakable relief, Leslie was in her most cheerful mood throughout dinner, and the thought of Fabrian Gilder seemed to have been effectively banished.

“Leslie,” he asked, after the coffee had been served, “I want you to do me a great favour.”

She looked at him across the table, doubt in her eyes.

“Do you remember Mary Wenner, who used to be Harry’s secretary?”

She nodded.

“Yes. Dick doesn’t like her very much; he was telling me the other day—”

“Never mind what Dick likes or dislikes,” he said testily. “Great heavens! are our lives to be run according to his fancies? I’m very sorry,” he apologised with a laugh, “but you’ll have to forgive me — I’m rather nervy tonight.”

“What about Mary Wenner?” she asked.

“I was wondering whether you would like to ask her down here to stay a weekend? I shall have a lot of work to do, and she’s a very excellent stenographer. But I’ll be perfectly frank with you, and tell you that that is not the only reason I’d like you to invite her. She’s been in some kind of scrape and I want to help her through.”

Leslie Gine was not curious, or she might have questioned him more about this mythical trouble.

“I don’t know why she shouldn’t come,” she said. “If you’ll give me her address I will write to her. I rather fancy that Dick’s main objection to her is that she had some sort of attachment for Harry.”

“She’s almost forgotten Harry,” smiled her brother. “To be perfectly candid, I like the girl. She’s not a lady, of course, but ‘lady’ nowadays is a vague and meaningless term. And there was really nothing in her affair with Harry. I mean it was not serious.”

“I’ve never thought so,” said the girl, and thereupon the question of Mary Wenner was dismissed.

He had, he said, some work to do that night, and left her alone in the drawingroom, and for once she did not find time hanging very heavily upon her hands. Ordinarily the prospect of an evening spent alone would have seemed intolerably dull, but she had so much to think about, so many perspectives to adjust, that she rather welcomed her solitude.

Even at so short a distance of time, her experience with Fabrian Gilder seemed grotesquely unreal. Perhaps she was still numb from the shock of it, for, going over that unpleasant feature incident by incident, she could be neither angry nor amused. Perhaps she was a little afraid — she still felt the pressure of his strong hands upon her, still saw the grey fires that burnt in his eyes. And Dick! how natural it had been to go to him — how safe she had felt! Would it have been the same if Harry Chelford had providentially arrived? She was sure in her mind that she would not have run to Harry, or found comfort in his encircling arms.

She looked at the clock; it was ten minutes past nine. Dick would be back at Fossaway Manor by now, and she went out into the hall and, taking off the receiver of the telephone, gave a number.

Arthur’s study door opened into the hall, and he came out.

“To whom are you telephoning?” he asked suspiciously.

“I’m calling up Fossaway Manor,” she said.

“You’re not going to invite Dick Alford over, are you?” he demanded resentfully.

Before she could reply, he heard the ring of a bell in the servants’ quarters and she ran to the door. Through the glass panel she saw the gleam of a white shirt-front on the unlighted porch, and switched on the lights. It was Dick, and, with an oath, Arthur Gine flung back into his room and slammed the door. He had hoped that Dick had forgotten his threat to call that night.

“Enter Richard of Chelford!” said the girl dramatically, as she threw open the door. “I was just phoning to you. I’m bored to extinction and I want amusing.”

Which was not true.

“I don’t feel at all amusing,” said Dick, as he closed the door and hung up his cap on the hat-rack.

She took him by the arm and led him into the drawingroom.

“Arthur is invisible tonight; he is working very hard. He doesn’t approve of you, and you hardly approve of him, so we shan’t be interrupted. Dick, it was lovely of you to arrive as you did this afternoon.”

“Gilder proposed to you, I understand?” said Dick quietly.

“Did he tell you?” She fetched a long sigh. “Yes; I was amazed. I suppose it was very complimentary, but why did he do it in such a great hurry, do you think?”

Dick took a cigarette from the box she offered him and lit it before he replied.

“That is exactly what I’ve come to discover,” he said. “I feel rather like a grand inquisitor, but I must know.”

“And I can’t tell you.”

She was acting. He knew that her one object was to turn him from an interview with her brother, and she in turn knew that her efforts would be in vain.

“You had no hint of this precious proposal in advance? Arthur told you nothing?”

“No; Arthur couldn’t possibly have known. He told me that Mr Gilder wanted us to see his new flat, and although it was a great bore going out to tea with somebody one doesn’t know, I went—”

“To oblige Arthur, of course?”

“No,” she insisted; “you must credit me with a reasonable amount of feminine curiosity. Bachelors’ establishments intrigue me. Your one drawback, from my point of view, is that you’ve only a poky little office and, I presume, a wretched little servant’s bedroom.”

“For a second son I’m rather well off,” said Dick with a quizzical smile. “You are sure Arthur didn’t give you any forewarning of this proposal?”

“Absolutely sure. He was as much astonished as I was.”

“Have you discussed it with him?” he asked quickly.

She hesitated.

“Yes, I spoke about it in the car on the way down, and Arthur was rather — astonished.”

“Only astonished — not furious?”

“He may have been furious too. Arthur doesn’t carry his heart on his sleeve.”

“I should imagine not,” said Dick dryly, and then: “Will you ask him if I can see him for five minutes?”

She looked at him with troubled eyes.

“You’re not going to quarrel, are you, Dick?”

He shook his head.

“No, I’m going to ask him a question or two. You realise that I’m entitled to know.”

“Why are you ‘entitled’?”

“Don’t you think I am?” he asked gently.

Her eyes went up to his for a second, and then dropped, as she read something there that thrilled and hurt her. Without a word she went out into the hall and knocked at Arthur’s door.

“What does he want? I can’t be bothered tonight,” said Arthur Gine fretfully. “What a fellow he is for interrupting people when they’re busy!”

“I think you’d better see him, Arthur,” she said, and added: “And get it over.”

He shot a quick glance at her.

“What do you mean — get what over?” he asked.

“Whatever there is to get over,” said Leslie quietly.

Arthur looked down at the picturesque confusion of papers that covered his library table.

“All right, shoot him in,” he said ungraciously.
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He did not attempt to rise from his chair when Dick entered, closing the door behind him.

“Sit down, will you, Alford? Leslie tells me you want to see me.”

“Leslie need not have given you that message. I’d already told you this afternoon that I would come to you for an explanation.”

“Of what?”

“Of the unpleasant happening at Gilder’s flat. This man proposed to your sister — you know that?”

“Leslie told me,” said the other, after a moment’s silence.

“And you were annoyed, one supposes? You will dismiss this clerk of yours tomorrow?”

The other leaned back in his chair.

“I don’t see why I should,” he said coolly. “After all, it’s no crime for any man to propose to a pretty girl. Of course he’s not the sort of fellow I should choose for a brotherin-law, but if brothers had to choose husbands for their sisters, you know, Alford, there would be some very queer marriages!”

“What is his pull?” asked Dick quietly.

“I don’t—”

“What is his hold on you?”

“What the devil do you mean?”

“Just what I say. You would never tolerate a man like Gilder paying attentions to your sister, apart from the insult he offered to a prospective Countess of Chelford, unless he had such a grip on you that all your natural indignation was crushed by the fear of some consequence he held over your head.”

Arthur Gine found it difficult to control his voice.

“My dear fellow, how very melodramatic!” he scoffed. “‘Hold over me!’ You must have been studying the latest Drury Lane play! Naturally I would rather see Leslie married to your brother, but I certainly would put no obstacle in her way if her heart was set elsewhere.”

“On Gilder, in fact?”

“On Gilder,” nodded Arthur gravely, as though the matter had been the subject of deep thought and much self-communion.

And then Dick Alford asked a question that brought the man to his feet, white and shaking.

“Is it the question of the bills?”

“The — the what?” faltered the lawyer.

“The four bills which were supposed to be backed by my brother — the signatures being forgeries. I thought you knew that I had seen them. They were shown to me at the bank, and fortunately I did not disclaim them — fortunately for you, I mean. When I went to see them again they were taken up. I presume Mr Fabrian Gilder redeemed them. That would have cost him a little overm five thousand pounds, and I presume he did not do that out of sheer altruism.”

Arthur Gine’s mouth was dry; he could scarcely articulate.

“I didn’t know until today,” he muttered. “Harry was ill at the time. The money was due to me for — for — legal costs. I went down to the bank to take them up and found they had been honoured.”

“Was that the pull?”

He did not meet the steady gaze that was fixed on him.

“Yes, that was the pull, if you want to know. You don’t suppose I’d allow Leslie to marry a swine like Gilder unless — unless he had something on me, do you? Can’t you understand my position, Alford? I’m ruined! That fellow could send me to gaol — he still can.”

Dick shook his head.

“Fire him tomorrow,” he said. “If he produces the bills I will undertake that Harry will acknowledge the signatures.”

The pink came back to the colourless face of the lawyer. “You’ll do this?” he said eagerly. “My God! you don’t know what a weight you’ve lifted off my mind. You’re a brick, by Jove! I’ll fire him tomorrow.”

He held out an eager hand, and Dick took it with some hesitation. At the best of times Arthur Gine did not impress him; at this moment, almost incoherent with relief, he seemed a pitiful coward.

“I will pay Harry every penny. I have something on the stocks now that will bring me in a fortune, that will wipe out all my debts and put me on my feet again.”

There was humour in the situation; for the thing which was to rehabilitate his fortunes was no less than the barefaced robbery of Harry Chelford’s inheritance! But Arthur was not conscious of the irony of the position. He would deal with Gilder in the morning. Thank God he had not gone still deeper into the mire! The knowledge that in his pocketbook was another bill as yet unuttered did not cool the glow of virtue he was experiencing. Henceforth he would walk the straight way.

“There’s one thing you could do for me, Alford — hurry along that marriage. Fix it for next month if you can. Leslie is just a foolish girl, she is trying to put off the inevitable, but that’s natural, isn’t it? Can’t you buck up Harry—”

Dick Alford looked at him steadily.

“The matter must be left entirely to Leslie,” he said, and there was something very definite and final in those words.

They came out of the library together; Leslie, waiting, a little fearful, saw the smile on her brother’s face and breathed a sigh of thankfulness.

“You’re not going?” Dick was reaching for his cap.

“I have to get back to the house,” he said, and, seeing her look of disappointment, he stood irresolutely.

“Come along in and play mah-jong. I am in a mah-jong mood,” said Arthur, almost jovially.

If there was one thing that Dick could not endure that night it was to sit vis-à-vis with Arthur Gine. He would like to have stayed with the girl, but for the moment her brother seemed an inevitable third. And he was terribly informative. Arthur was in his most expansive mood.

“Here is something that will interest you!”

He pointed to the wall. Hanging against a dark wooden shield was an iron dagger — black and sinister, the handle worn smooth, the long blade notched and jagged. Dick had seen it before.

“That should be at your place, Alford. The veritable dagger of the veritable Black Abbot’s slayer — Hubert of Redruth! Look at his arms on the hilt.”

“I have seen it,” said Dick shortly. “Put on your coat and come for a walk, Leslie,” he suggested, and the obliging Arthur, who would have been agreeable to any scheme he propounded, seconded the suggestion.
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The night was cool and dark. There was a full moon, visible at intervals through the drift of the clouds. Leslie slipped her arm through his as they walked down the dark avenue towards the road.

“Did you quarrel?” she asked.

“N-no, we didn’t quarrel,” said Dick. “There was a little plain speaking, but I think it cleared the air, and, after all, that was what I came for. He is dismissing Gilder tomorrow.”

She was silent at this, and did not speak again until they were on the road.

“Is that wise?” she asked. “I’m a little afraid of the man. I feel he would be a very bad enemy.”

She heard his soft laugh and felt reassured.

“He’s that all right,” said Dick; “the worst enemy any man could have, I should imagine. But an enemy is only dangerous in ratio to his hurting power. I don’t think Mr Gilder will hurt anybody.”

“Not Arthur?” she asked. “Not Arthur, and certainly not you.”

She squeezed his arm in hers. “You’d be a wonderful brother,” she said.

“I am,” he said curtly, and she smiled in the darkness.

“Your handsome relative asked me to persuade you to marry next month, and I told him point-blank that I would do nothing of the kind. Leslie, do you know that you never see Harry from one weekend to another?”

She had realised that for a long time, and it was a constant subject for self-reproach that she had less and less desire for her fiancé’s society.

“He is really not interested in me, Dick,” she said. “Harry is so absorbed in his treasure hunt and his queer chase after the elixir of life—”

“He’s told you that, has he?” asked Dick quickly. “Why, of course!” she scoffed. “Do you know, Dick, he has almost convinced me that there is something in his idea?”

She waited for him to reply.

“Don’t you think so?”

“In the Life Water — perhaps there is.”

“And in the treasure?” she asked.

“Maybe. Generations of Chelfords have hunted for that wretched gold, and I suppose in the past four hundred years almost as much money has been spent in the search as the treasure is worth! I’m perfectly sure in my own mind that Good Queen Bess of pious memory bagged every bar of it!”

“And I’m perfectly sure she didn’t,” was the surprising reply. “I’ve been reading Elizabethan history very carefully, and the year that your ancestor hid his gold was the year that the Queen was so hard pressed for money that she had to borrow from the Lombards.”

He stopped.

“Is that so?” incredulously.

“Absolutely. And if you weren’t such a sceptic and would read a little more, you would know what any schoolchild could tell you, that in 1582 the Queen was broke. Do you object to that vulgar word?”

“It is a familiar one, at any rate,” he laughed.

They had reached the deep cutting, and he turned to the left, opened a gate, and they walked up a little path towards the ruins of Chelford Abbey.

The moon was showing through a rift in the clouds.

“You ought to see the abbey by moonlight, if you’ve never seen it. It’s rather beautiful,” he said, as he gave her a hand to assist her up the steep path.

As they came in sight of the broken walls and towers of this ancient place of peace, something of the solemnity of the scene entered her heart, and she stood still, looking spellbound upon the wreckage of a once great abbey. The abbey ruins stood on the broadest surface of what was locally known as “The Mound” — the high embankment which ran almost from Fossaway Manor to the road, following the course of the little Ravensrill. Here, if tradition spoke the truth, a place of sacrifice had stood, before the English church had risen in flint, before the Norman monks laid chisel to stone on their great abbey.

The moon softened and idealised the broken stonework, and in her mind she went back through the years to those ancient times when the black-robed figures of the monks moved where she now stood. Below, to the left, she could see the fret of sparkling silver where the moon was reflected in the Ravensrill. Here they had sat, these ancient men, with their fishing-rods, discussing the little events of their narrow world. They had passed into dust, and this great abbey, the pride of their eyes and the work of their hands, was crumbling rapidly into like nothingness.

“It is wonderful!” she breathed.

Were her eyes deceiving her? She could have sworn she saw something moving in the shadow of the old tower. He heard the quick intake of her breath.

“What is it?” he asked.

“I don’t know — my imagination, I think. I thought I saw somebody moving there.”

He followed the direction of her eyes.

“There would be nobody here at this time of the night, unless it is the Black Abbot,” he said jocularly, “and we’re not scared of him, are we?”

“I’m not for one,” she said, with a firmness that she was far from feeling.

At that moment she heard something — something that turned her blood to water. It was a low moan of anguish, a sobbing diminuendo of sound that began on a high note and wailed down the scale until it was inaudible.

“What was that?” she asked, grasping his arm.

He did not speak; he was straining his eyes towards the shadows.

Again the sound, this time a wail that ended in a scream. He caught the girl by the shoulder. At that moment he had seen a figure moving away from the abbey towards the river. A tall, black figure that showed clearly in the moonlight. She saw it too.

“Don’t leave me, Dick!” she begged, as she felt him strain away from her.

Then of a sudden she felt his tension relax.

“Let him go,” he said, half to himself.

She clung to him desperately, frantically, as the figure stumbled and staggered towards the trees that would presently engulf him. The dreadful Thing ran on, stopping now and again to turn and gibber and mouth at the man and the woman who stood motionless on the edge of the cutting. Waving wild arms, now howling in dreadful glee, now screaming in senseless fear, it vanished in the dark of the wood — an obscene, uncleanly thing that belonged to bad dreams and the horrid imaginings of madness. Far away in the distance came the howl of him, and then the night swallowed him up.

“How dreadful!”

And then her knees gave under her and she remembered no more.
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Leslie opened her eyes and frowned up into the face that was bent over her. She was lying on the verge of the road, for Dick had carried her down into the cutting and a hundred yards towards Willow House.

“Oh, how awful!” she shuddered, and closed her eyes. “It was the Black Abbot?”

Dick Alford did not reply for a while. His anxiety for the girl was such that all other interests had passed from his mind.

“I am all right now,” she said, and, with his assistance, stood shakily on her feet. “I told you I was a fool. This is my crazy day! Dick, what was it?”

“He was too far away from me to see,” said Dick; “probably one of our stupid villagers under the influence of drink.”

She shook her head.

“No, it was not that, Dick! It was—” She shuddered again. “I think I’d better go home.”

“I think you’d be wise,” he said gravely. “I wish I hadn’t brought you out now.”

She laughed a little shakily and clung to him tighter.

“In a way I’m glad you did,” she said, as they walked slowly towards her home. “Dick, I had all sorts of queer dreams: just before I woke up I felt somebody kiss me. It was so convincing that I can still feel the lips on my cheek.”

“I kissed you,” he said, without shame. “I thought the shock would bring you to life!”

Her laughter was almost hysterical, for Leslie’s nerves were jangled and on edge.

“You might at least have denied that,” she said. “Dick, you have no subtlety!”

As they walked slowly towards the house, she noticed that he looked back once or twice.

“You’re not expecting that — that thing to follow us, are you?” she asked, her teeth chattering.

“No, I thought I heard a car” (which was true). “I’ll swear I saw a haze of light over the crest of the road, but I must have been mistaken.”

He was not mistaken, and knew it. A car had been following them, had been slowly ascending the hill to the cutting; he had seen the reflected rays from the lamps distinctly, and had heard the soft purr of the engine. What was more certain than anything else, the car could not have turned in that narrow road, so that the only explanation was that the unknown driver had switched off his lights and stopped his machine.

“Let me look at you.” He turned her to the moonlight and lifted her face. “I don’t know whether you’re horribly pale or whether it’s a trick of the moon,” he said, “but you look mighty ill! You had better go straight to bed, preferably without seeing your brother.”

“Why?” she asked, in surprise.

“I don’t want this spook story to get around, for one thing,” he said. “And for another — oh, well, the other doesn’t matter.”

Leslie realised that she was walking at a much slower pace than her physical weakness justified. She was still a little shaky, but in every sense had recovered from the shock. Too sane to believe in ghosts, she had nevertheless been shaken by the terrible experience. She leaned heavily on Dick’s arm as they paced up the avenue to the house, turning on to the grass so that Arthur should not hear their footsteps and come out to give them a boisterous welcome. Presently, with a sigh, she dropped his arm.

“I’m glad I went out,” she said, in a low voice. “And I’m rather glad—” She did not finish the sentence.

The silence that followed was a little disturbing for both of them. Suddenly she faced him.

“Dick, do you want me to marry your brother?”

He did not answer.

“Do you — really?”

She heard his sigh in the dark. She could not see his face, for they stood in the shadow of a great cedar immediately before the house.

“I don’t know,” he said. There was a bleakness in his voice she had heard once before. “It isn’t a question of my liking. I can offer you no reason why you should not marry him. You must do what you want, Leslie. The decision must rest entirely with you — and if I were a praying man, I would spend the night praying that you did right.”

“Do you wish me to marry him?” she asked again.

“I cannot tell you.” His voice was hard, and there swept over her a wave of unreasonable anger and resentment against his detachment.

“I won’t ask you that question again,” she said, her voice trembling. “Good night, Dick.”

She ran into the hall and up to her room, and long after she had gone, he stood where she had left him, looking wistfully at the door which had closed upon her.

With something like despair at his heart, Dick Alford walked quickly along the road towards Fontwell Cutting. He had something to distract his mind for the moment.

There was no sign of the car, and, instead of passing through the cutting gates, he continued over the brow of the hill.

When he went out at night he invariably carried a small flashlamp (he kept a stock of them at the house, for his electric supply had a trick of failing at inconvenient moments), and this he took from his pocket, and, switching it on, threw the light on the road, sweeping the beam from side to side. This was not a main thoroughfare, and, except for his own and Gine’s car, and an occasional tradesman’s Ford, there was little traffic. He saw the diamond-shaped impress of Arthur Gine’s Rolls, could pick out his own little machine, and presently he saw a new track: the track of tyres with an arrow-shaped tread. He could distinguish the exact spot at which it had stopped. Apparently the driver had made no attempt to turn, but had gone backwards some distance. He followed the trail till it curved round, apparently into an open field. The wagon gate was closed, but on the loamy earth the mark of wheels was very apparent.

Red Farm, thought Dick, and, opening the gate, he went into the field. His search was a very short one, for the deserted car was parked close under the hedge parallel with the road. All the lights were out, but the radiator was still hot. He examined the machine carefully; it bore a London number and was new; an American touring car, replete with all the gadgets of its kind. He made a careful note of the number and, walking back to the gate, sat on the top rail and waited.

His vigil was not a protracted one. From where he sat he could see over the swelling hill the top curve of the abbey arch, and five minutes after he had taken up his position he saw a figure silhouetted against the skyline cross the brow and descend the hill towards him.

Fossaway Park was enclosed in a large-meshed wire-net fence, which offered no obstacle to any person who wished to surmount it; but the stranger had evidently not reconnoitred the ground very thoroughly, for Dick heard the clang of the wire as some heavy object struck against it, a curse, and presently he could discern a figure climbing over the wide mesh and dropping into the road.

For a few seconds it was out of sight, and then he saw it again, silhouetted against the white of the road. Nearer and nearer it came.

“Good-evening, Mr Gilder,” said Dick politely. “Are you seeing the sights of Chelfordbury?”

Gilder started violently and almost dropped the heavy stick he was carrying.

“Hullo!” he stammered. “Who the dickens are you?”

A beam of light shot suddenly from his hand and focussed the questioner.

“Oh, you!” said Gilder, taking a long breath. “Gosh! you scared me! I was just admiring your old ruins by moonlight. They’re rather fine.”

“On behalf of the ruins I thank you,” said Dick, with elaborate courtesy. “Any nice things that you can say about Chelford Abbey are deeply appreciated by its present owner.”

The man was disconcerted and obviously ill at ease.

“I left my car in the field; I thought it might get in the way of traffic—” he began.

“The traffic around here between ten and midnight is not very numerous,” said Dick; “but if you have the illusion that Red Farm is your property, it is quite understandable that your car should be parked there. What is the game, Gilder?”

He was conscious that the man’s eyes were peering at him.

“I don’t know what you mean by ‘game.’ Is it unlawful to admire a moonlight view?”

“It is unlawful to trespass on my brother’s property,” said Dick. “May I repeat my question: what is the game?”

“I don’t understand you. Do you mind letting me get through that gate? I am going home.”

Dick Alford descended from the gate slowly and pushed it open.

“You are a suspicious character, Gilder.”

The man snapped round at him.

“What the devil do you mean?”

“Just what I say. You are a suspicious character. It is very suspicious to find you loafing around Fossaway Park at this hour of the night, particularly after certain things which have happened recently.”

“Do you think I am the Black Abbot?” sneered the man, and Dick’s chuckle came from the darkness.

“There are many interesting possibilities about you, Gilder. What did you expect to find in the abbey?”

“I tell you I was merely admiring the view by moonlight. If that is an offence you can bring me before a bench of magistrates.”

Dick, his hands in his pockets, stood watching the man as he switched on the lights of the car and started her up.

“The place to admire the ruins is from the crest of the hill, not from the ruin itself,” he said. “If you had been a normal admirer you would never have been out of sight. May I also suggest that it wasn’t necessary to switch off your lights or to hide your car — the best view of the abbey is from the upper road. Gilder, you had better be careful.”

“Is that a threat?”

“It is a warning,” said Dick. “And a man as clever as you would not lightly despise such a warning. By the way, my solicitors are starting an action tomorrow to set aside your agreement with Farmer Leonard. I am hoping that you will not involve yourself in the expense of defending the action.”

“That is a matter that I shall discuss with your lawyers,” said Gilder, as he started the car.

Dick watched the machine as it waddled over the furrows and turned on to the road, and followed it out, closing the gate behind it.

“Do you know anything about racing, Gilder?”

Gilder turned with a jerk. Was this man privy to his secrets?

“I know a little — why?”

“Do you know what a warning-off notice is?”

Gilder stared at him openmouthed.

“Yes, it is a notice issued by the Jockey Club warning people off Newmarket Heath.”

“Splendid!” said Dick. “Will you take a warning-off notice from me? I warn you off Willow House and all that is contained therein!”

“And if I don’t accept the warning?”

“You’ll be sorry, as I’ve remarked before,” said Dick.

Gilder jammed in his clutch and the car jerked forward with a whine, and soon its tail lights had disappeared round the bend of the road.
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The second son climbed the fence, though the gate was near enough, and, passing the abbey ruins, walked briskly towards Fossaway Manor. His way brought him past the wing of the house in which his brother’s library was situated. One of the big leaded windows was open and he caught a glimpse of Harry at his desk, sitting in the half-light, his head on his hands, a book before him. Dick sighed and continued on his way.

Thomas, the footman, answered the bell he rang.

“Get me some coffee and biscuits. I shall be working late,” he said.

When the man had gone, he went to his desk and unlocked the postbag that had come up from the station that night and shook out a heap of letters. He sorted them over carefully, and, selecting one, opened it. The letter bore the Royal crest and the plain address “New Scotland Yard,” and was from an old school friend of his.



Dear Dick,

Thank you for your rather extraordinary letter, but I am afraid we can do nothing for you officially. Private detectives, of course, are punk for your purpose, and the best I can do for you is as follows. We have a detective sergeant at headquarters named Puttler — you may have seen his name in connection with the Hatton Garden robbery. He’s a very efficient man and marked for promotion, but rather a weird-looking bird. At the Yard we call him ‘Monkey Puttler,’ though he is universally liked in spite of this unflattering sobriquet. Puttler never takes any kind of holiday, and is generally supposed to spend his spare time in criminal investigation and to sleep in an odd corner of the Yard. He is entitled to six weeks’ holiday leave. Of course, in ordinary circumstances he would never dream of taking six minutes, but I have had a talk with him, and with the complete approval of our chief (it was necessary to tell him what you wanted) Puttler will spend his holiday at Fossaway Manor. As I said before, he is rather a queer-looking creature, a rabid teetotaller, a strong churchman, with violent views on church music. You can rely absolutely upon his discretion. I’ve told him that you will pay him ten pounds a week and all his expenses. I only wish I could let you have him permanently, but I trust that in six weeks your trouble will be cleared up.



Dick put the letter carefully in his inside pocket, and walking across the hall, went into the library. Lord Chelford heard the door close and looked up.

“Hullo, Dick!” he said, quite amiably. “What is the news?”

Before he answered, Dick Alford walked to the window through which he had seen his brother, pulled it close and fastened the lock.

“What is wrong?” growled Chelford.

“Our monkish friend has been seen,” he said, “and I think it advisable that your window should be kept closed.”

Harry Chelford’s hand went up to his lips.

“Can’t we do anything with that fellow?” he asked fretfully. “Where are the police? What do we pay them for? It’s monstrous that the countryside should be terrified by — Really, Dick, couldn’t you do something?”

“I’m getting a man down tomorrow to make a few investigations,” said Dick.

He charged his pipe carefully and lit it with a match which he took from a silver container on Harry’s table.

“I’ve been over to see Leslie,” he said. “Put away that infernal book and talk.”

With evident reluctance Lord Chelford closed the thick tome over which he had been poring and leaned back in his chair with an air of resignation.

“Leslie? I don’t see very much of her,” he said. “She’s a very intelligent girl and knows how busy I am. Not every woman would show so much understanding. Did you see Arthur?”

Dick nodded.

“I had a phone message saying that he was coming over in the morning. He wants me to sign some documents in connection with Leslie’s estate. Good fellow, Arthur.”

“Very,” said Dick, without a trace of sarcasm in his voice.

“Yes, I owe a lot to Arthur.” Harry looked up through his horn-rimmed spectacles and nodded as he spoke. “I shouldn’t have met Leslie, and certainly I shouldn’t have had any idea of marrying,” he went on naïvely, “but Arthur was very keen to get a husband for her who wasn’t a fortune-hunter. And, of course, the money will be useful.”

Dick listened patiently to this disjointed excuse for the forthcoming marriage. He had heard it before in identically the same terms.

“Why do you want to marry money at all?” he asked. “We’re not paupers.”

Harry Chelford shrugged his thin shoulders.

“I suppose we’re not,” he said indifferently. “I never bother about the money side. You’re such a clever old bird, Dick, that I’m spared that. By heavens, I don’t know where I should be if it wasn’t for you. Do you get all you want yourself, Dicky?”

Dick Alford nodded.

“A nice girl,” his brother went on, “and, as I say, a sensible girl. I wish you’d get her over to dinner one night; there are several things I want to talk about to Arthur. There’s the Doncaster estate, for example. I had a letter from somebody the other day, saying that they were willing to pay a very big price for Creethorpes. I don’t see any reason in the world why we shouldn’t sell.”

“But I do,” said Dick, puffing slowly at his pipe. “I also have had the offer, and when I get one that approximates in my eyes as being near the Creethorpes value, we may sell. But the price that has been offered is ludicrous.”

“A hundred and twenty thousand pounds?” murmured Lord Chelford, shaking his head disparagingly. “I don’t see how you can improve on that, Dick.”

“We can try,” said Dick.

His eyes were roaming the desk, and after a while he saw a book which was seldom far away from his brother’s hand, and, getting up, he reached over and took it, Chelford watching with a triumphant smile.

“It’s got you, has it, old man?” he asked. “I thought it would sooner or later. You’re too sensible to dismiss the Chelford treasure as a myth.”

Dick turned the old pages covered with pale writing: the diary of that Lord of Chelford who had suffered for his disloyalty at the hands of the common headsman.

The idea had come to him in the middle of the previous night, and all that day the old diary had been in and out of his mind at odd and incongruous moments. Whilst it was not true that he had been won over to his brother’s faith in the existence of the treasure, his curiosity had been piqued by a vague recollection of one line in the diary. He turned it up now and read:

These ingots he shall put away in the safe place if yet the weather be dry and the drought continue, though rain is near at hand.

“I am only wondering,” he said, as he handed back the book, “what effect the drought had upon the hiding place; why rain would have spoilt his plan, as apparently it would.”

“Ha, ha!” said his lordship, almost boisterously. “The poison is working, Richard! You will become as ardent a treasure-hunter as I. Shall I tell you where the gold was hidden?” He leaned forward, his elbows on the table, his eyes gleaming. “In a cave, or an underground chamber of some kind. There are three references in this diary to a chesil.” He turned the pages rapidly. “Listen, here is one,” he said, and read:

“This day Tom Goodman brought me the chesil from Brighthelmstone.”

“Which is Brighton, I presume?” asked Dick.

His brother nodded, turning the pages.

“Here is another reference,” he said.

“The new chesil has come. I have left it near the place, and those dull wights who see it will know little of its value to me.”

Dick smiled.

“It must have been something remarkable in the way of chesils,” he said. “It doesn’t mention its size or its shape.”

“Nowhere; I have searched the diary for that.”

There came a tap at the door; it was Thomas.

“Will you have your coffee here, sir?”

“No, put it in my room.”

“Are you working tonight, Dick?” asked Chelford.

“After you’ve gone to bed, Harry,” said Dick, with a laugh, “and I think it is about time you went. One of these days you’ll have a breakdown and I’ll have to call in your pet abomination.”

“Ugh!” shivered Chelford. “Never bring a doctor into this house — I loathe them!”

He got up, stretched himself with a yawn, and Dick followed him out of the room.

“I shall sleep well tonight,” said his lordship, pushing back his long black hair with a characteristic gesture. “If I’d only known of that stuff before!”

“What stuff is this?” asked Dick good-humouredly.

Never a day passed that some new patent medicine did not come into the house, some cure-all, accompanied by pages of closely printed literature. Lord Chelford’s patent medicine habit was a vicious circle. The literature of one cure-all revealed symptoms of which he had never been conscious before. No sooner had he settled upon a miraculous nostrum than it was superseded by one even more dazzling in its promises.

Dick followed him up the stairs into the long room where he spent the few hours he could tear himself away from his library. A four-poster bed, an old dressing-chest, a deep closet in which his scanty wardrobe hung, and a very long table, the surface of which was literally covered with bottles and small boxes, comprised the furniture of his room, with the exception of a battered armchair before the fireplace. There must have been over a hundred boxes and packages on the table. Some of these came in consequence of standing orders given years before, and never countermanded: these had never been opened. There were cures for asthma, for bronchitis, for rheumatism, marvellous liniments, amazing sleep-inducers, nerve tonics — every disease to which the human system is liable had its antidote in that collection.

By the side of his bed on a small table was a jug of hot water and a glass. Chelford opened a tin chosen from the medley of bottles and boxes, took out two small white pellets and dropped them into a glass, covering them with water. He stirred them till they were dissolved, Dick watching, half amused, half pitiful.

“Ah!” Chelford put down the glass. “That’s the stuff! No drugs, Dick — just a mixture of natural elements that bring rest to the tired brain and sleep to weary eyes!”

“I guess you’re quoting the label,” said Dick, with a laugh. “Even cocaine is a natural element. And there’s nothing nearer to nature than morphia. You’re an old goop, Harry, and if I had my way I’d take all these infernal bottles and dump them into the round pond.”

“I should probably be dead in a month,” said Harry with a smile, as he began to undress, “and you’d have to stand your trial for wilful murder!”

Dick closed the door behind him, waited till he heard the bolt shot home, then went downstairs to his own room. His coffee was waiting and he began his three-hour task: the opening and answering of letters, the examination of leaflets and the inspection of bills. There were cheques to be signed, envelopes to be addressed, and it was nearly three o’clock before he rose stiffly, and, pushing open the door of the French windows, walked out upon the lawn.
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There was a sign of dawn in the sky. The air was sweet and pure and he drew great breaths of nature’s champagne before he lit his pipe and strolled noiselessly along the lawn, keeping parallel with the face of the house.

He had never felt less sleepy, and he was debating in his mind whether he should take a cold bath and go on with some work that he had left unfinished on the previous day, when he saw, only for a second, a pinpoint of light in the distance. It was a white, star-like flicker that dawned and disappeared almost instantly.

“If that isn’t a flashlamp I’m a Dutchman,” he muttered, went back into his room, and, taking down a shotgun, slipped a handful of cartridges into the pocket of his dinner jacket.

There had been a number of poaching affrays in the neighbourhood, and the unknown poachers were a desperate gang who had never hesitated to shoot. Dick felt it best to be on the safe side, and, with the gun under his arm and two shells rammed home into the breech, he strolled across to where he had seen the light.

It is a fact that Dick Alford had no constitutional objection to poachers. His views on the subject had shocked many a hoary-headed country justice, for Dick held to the line that it was pardonable for any man to “shoot for the cooking-pot,” and to him poaching was a mild joke.

The house and surrounding trees obstructed his view, but a five minutes’ walk brought him through a thin plantation to the Priory fields. Now he saw, unless his judgement was at fault, that the light must have come from the direction of the abbey ruins. He stood for ten minutes in the shadow of a wood, but no light showed. And then, as his foot was raised to walk forward, he saw it again — just a momentary flicker, and this time there was no doubt that it came from the abbey. No intelligent poacher would waste five minutes on that part of the estate, though there were trout in the Ravensrill, and the burrows of a few rabbits in its banks.

He moved forward steadily up the slope of the Mound, and soon he could distinguish the chaos of stone and crumbling walls. The intruder was no expert burglar, for again the light flickered. Was it Gilder, he wondered, as he followed the course of the little river. Had that sinister man returned to admire the view of the abbey by moonlight? The east was turning grey; the cold morning wind had freshened; but though he wore only a thin dinner suit, Dick did not feel the cold. Stealthily he climbed to the top of the Mound, pausing to take observation.

Again the light, this time not fifty yards away, and he could make out the figure of a man moving slowly amidst the broken walls. He was searching the ground diligently, his lamp waving to and fro.

“Lost anything?” asked Dick.

The visitor spun round with a startled cry.

“Hullo! Who are you?” he asked hoarsely, and Dick recognised the voice.

It was Arthur Gine!

A painful and embarrassing moment for Arthur Gine!

“Hullo!” he said awkwardly. “I couldn’t sleep.”

“Were you looking for an opiate?” asked Dick politely. “You should have come up to the house; my brother has a small drug store, and we might have been able to find you something for your insomnia.”

“Don’t be amusing,” growled Arthur, thrown off his balance. “What I meant was, I couldn’t sleep, so I came out for a walk. This place interests me.”

“I did not know you were an archaeologist, and a midnight archaeologist at that! The country simply swarms with ‘em!” said the ironical young man. “Or perhaps you’re a moth-hunter? Or did you come out to hear the nightingale? It’s rather late in the season.”

“See here, Alford, I don’t want you to get funny at my expense. I tell you I came out for a walk. You’re not going to suggest I’m trespassing, are you? If it comes to that, what are you doing here?”

He heard Dick chuckle and went hot under the collar.

“I am attached to the estate: I thought you knew that,” said Dick at last; “and one of my jobs is to challenge suspicious-looking individuals at whatever hour they show themselves or their flashlamps.”

“Oh, you saw the light, did you? I thought somebody would.” Arthur was himself again. “The truth is, Dick, I had a horrible dream that woke me up. I dreamt I saw that wretched Black Abbot, and the dream was so vivid that I resolved to come along and have a look at the place. It was on the edge of the cutting that he was last seen.”

“Oh, a ghost-hunter!” murmured Dick. “That, of course, explains everything. You came armed, I see? Very wise!”

Arthur had been praying that this objectionable man would not notice the steel crowbar he carried, but the eyes of the other were peculiarly sharp, and there was just enough dawn light to reveal the nature of the instrument he carried.

“You didn’t see the Black Abbot, I suppose?” said Dick, in his polite conversational way. “No? I shouldn’t imagine you would. It’s rather late for him. Our family ghosts keep early hours. They are a respectable lot, and the Abbot, as you probably know, was a highly respectable and even a religious man, though not, I believe, untouched by the horrid voice of scandal.”

He was walking by Arthur’s side to the cut road as he spoke, and the light was not good enough for him to see the dull flush that came to that goodlooking man’s face, but he could guess it.

“I don’t want to quarrel with you, Alford, but I have the greatest objection to your being sarcastic at my expense. I don’t know why I should explain anything to you, but you’ve been a good friend of mine tonight and I’m telling you the truth. And, really, it’s hardly playing the game to doubt my word.”

Dick said nothing to this, but poised himself watchfully on the edge of the cutting until the ruffled man had disappeared from sight. What was the meaning of all this? he wondered. What attraction had the abbey ruins for these strangely assorted people? First Mary Wenner, then Gilder, and now Arthur Gine. What was there about these ancient stones which would bring the fastidious lawyer from his bed to make an early morning search? He knew Arthur rather well, much better, in fact, than he guessed. He hated discomfort of all sorts, but here he was, at four o’clock in the morning, absurdly but suitably attired in a golf suit of irreproachable pattern, a crowbar in one hand and an electric torch in the other, turning over the rubbish of the abbey and seeking — what? The treasure!

Not till that moment did the solution flash upon Dick Alford, and he was so overcome that he sat down on the nearest sandstone block and laughed till the tears came into his eyes.

The treasure! Harry had infected these prosaic people with his obsession. But how? Obviously, Mary Wenner was the connecting link. There was a time, he remembered, when she was an enthusiastic seconder to Harry’s efforts, and believed as implicitly in the existence of this mythical gold as did her employer. Arthur was a friend of hers: he had heard them “Arthur” and “Mary” one another; and, through Arthur, Gilder must have come into the knowledge. So that was the explanation! And the Chelford treasure was obviously the windfall that Arthur Gine expected.

He was smiling to himself all the way back to the house, until a thought came into his mind that turned the joke of it. Suppose they were right and he was wrong? Suppose there was a treasure to be found? No sooner did the thought occur than he had laughed it out of his mind. These people merely reflected Harry’s enthusiasm and faith.

He fastened the door of his study and went up to the room that overlooked the gardens of Fossaway Manor. Immediately opposite his door was a narrow passageway ending in stairs as narrow that led to the servants’ quarters. As his step sounded on the grand stairway, a shadowy figure that had been prowling about the corridor slipped into the narrow entrance and crouched down. Thomas, the footman, saw Dick go into his room and close the door, and he breathed more freely. He waited, but he could hear no movement.

Silence reigned in Fossaway Manor. No sound came from the world outside. In five minutes Dick was lying in a profound slumber. He had drawn down the blinds that the light should not break his rest, and the room was in almost complete darkness.

Ordinarily he would have heard a sound, the sound of the floorboards creaking outside his door, and would have been awake instantly. Twice the planks creaked under a heavy weight, but he did not stir. And then the handle of his door turned slowly and the door itself moved the fraction of an inch. The thing outside listened, showing its white teeth in a grin. The sound of Dick Alford’s regular breathing came out to him and he pushed the door open a little farther, and, crouching, moved stealthily towards the bed, feeling for the brass rail at the foot.

Not a sound came from the intruder, and yet he was shaking with laughter. He fumbled in his pocket and took out a long-bladed clasp knife and opened it carefully, testing the edge with his thumb. Then, slowly, his long fingers went out to locate the position of the body. The Angel of Death hovered in that second above the sleeping man.

From the hall below came a woman’s voice — distraught — beside herself with fear.

“Dick — Dick, for God’s sake!”

Dick turned uneasily in his sleep and half opened his eyes.
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“Dick!”

It was a girl’s voice, sharp with fear, that came from the hall below.

“Dick!”

The thing with the knife dropped the weapon and, cringing back towards the door, hesitated a second, and slipped out.

“Dick!”

Again the voice, and Dick woke. Was he dreaming? Slipping out of bed, he threw open the door and walked on to the landing.

“Who’s calling?” he asked, husky with sleep.

“It is I — Leslie! Dick, I want you.”

He went back to his bedroom, pulled a dressing-gown from a hook and raced down the stairs, dressing as he went. She was standing in the gloom of the hall, a slim figure. She had no hat; her bare feet were thrust into slippers, and she wore an overcoat over what was evidently a hastily assumed skirt.

“What is the matter, dear?”

He pushed open the door of his study and led her in. She was trembling from head to foot.

“I don’t know. Something dreadful has happened,” she gasped. “I thought my car would wake you — didn’t you hear it?”

“Something dreadful has happened? What?” he asked quickly.

“I don’t know. I suppose I’ve got everything out of proportion — I saw Arthur fighting with a man on the lawn. It was dreadful. I thought I must have been mistaken and went to his room, but the bed was empty and had not been slept in. By the time I could get downstairs on to the lawn, they had disappeared. Oh, Dick, what can have happened?”

“Fighting?” He was incredulous. “I saw Arthur — I don’t know how long ago; it may have been an hour or two. I don’t know how long I’ve been sleeping.”

It was daylight now; the clock over the mantelpiece showed it to be a quarter past five.

“Just wait a moment. I’ll be with you in a jiffy.”

He ran up the stairs and in five minutes rejoined her, dressed, and, lifting her into the car, he sent the little machine flying down the drive.

“How did you get into the house?”

“I came through your study. I rang the bell at the door, but nobody answered me. And then I tried your French windows and they were open.”

“I’m always forgetting to lock them. I’m glad I did. And they will never be locked in the future,” said Dick. “Now just tell me what happened?”

She told her story coherently. Her very association with this man had restored her failing courage. And as she grew calmer she became penitent.

“What a scare-cat you will think I am!” she said ruefully. “I don’t know what time it was — about half an hour ago, I think — but I was sleeping when I heard voices. I went to the window and looked out. It was still rather dark; there are an awful lot of trees before the house; but I could see two men, and I wouldn’t have known one of them was Arthur, only I heard him speaking angrily.”

“Did you hear anything he said?”

“No, they were too far away. They were near the laurels that hide the house from the road. And then I saw Arthur strike the man, and they began to struggle, and that is all I saw. By the time I’d got downstairs they had disappeared.”

“But you say you saw him? How could you?”

Dick gave a version of his encounter with the lawyer that was more flattering to Arthur than was deserved.

“But that couldn’t be true!” she said, in perplexity. “He hadn’t been to bed at all. What is the meaning of it, Dick?”

“The Lord knows!” said Dick piously. “I wish my friend Puttler was here.”

The car ran through the cutting and took the long, straight road to Willow House; they were turning into the drive when Dick saw a man walking in front of him.

“There’s your Arthur,” he said, and she uttered a little cry of thankfulness.

It was Arthur with a difference. His nose had been bleeding, one of his eyes was slightly discoloured. In other circumstances Dick would have laughed, but the girl was so concerned with her brother’s injuries that it would have been brutal even to find anything amusing in the discomfiture of this dandified young lawyer.

“It was nothing,” he said gruffly. “I met a poacher and had a slight argument with him.”

The knees of his new golfing knickers were soiled and torn; the knuckles of his hand were red and bleeding. Dick felt that it was not the moment to ask him questions, and followed the brother and sister into the house, an interested and cautious observer of events.

The servants had been roused and one of them brought some coffee, and Dick, who had been half dead from sleepiness, accepted the steaming cup gratefully.

“What do you think has happened, Dick?” she asked, when Arthur had gone up to his room to treat his injuries, having refused all the assistance she offered.

“I think he has told us what has happened. He had trouble with a poacher. In other words, he had a vulgar fight. It is one of those distressing happenings that the best of men cannot always avoid.”

She shot a suspicious glance at him.

“You don’t mean that, Dick. And it couldn’t have been a poacher. I’m perfectly sure it was Mr Gilder.”

Dick was not prepared to contest this point of view. The probability of Arthur’s assailant being his head clerk was one that had occurred to him. But why should Gilder be in the vicinity of Willow House at that hour of the morning? At a suitable opportunity he would ask Arthur Gine for the truth.

He was conscious that she was looking at him, and, meeting her eyes, he saw something that made him catch his breath.

“What shall I ever do without you?” she asked, with a gesture of helplessness. “I run to you crying every time I am hurt, and you appear by magic whenever I’m in trouble! Dick, one of these days I’m going to be a disgrace to my sex!”

“I hope not, Leslie,” he smiled. “What particularly outrageous thing have you in mind?”

She nodded wisely.

“You will see,” she said. “I also can be mysterious!”

He declined the loan of her car and returned on foot to the house. Unless Harry’s sleeping draught had taken effect, he would have heard the car, for his room faced the drive. But no sound came from the King’s Chamber, as his sleeping apartment was magniloquently termed, and Dick went to his room and took off his clothes.

He was getting into bed when his foot touched something hard and shiny, and, stooping, he picked it up.

“Moses!” said Dick under his breath, and switched on the light.

The knife was a new one, its edge razor-sharp. He turned it over and over in his hand and frowned. Then, walking to the door, he locked it; and Dick did not usually sleep behind a locked door. But he realised that the twentyfour hours through which he was passing were pregnant with unpleasant possibilities.
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The office of Gine & Gine was thrown into some disorder the next morning by a most unexpected occurrence. Mr Fabrian Gilder, for the first time in his twentyfive years’ association with the business, did not put in an appearance. Instead came a note to the senior clerk, asking that a certain drawer in his desk should be opened and the contents thereof sent by special messenger to Mr Gilder’s house in Regent’s Park. There was a postscript to the note.

It is unlikely that I shall return to the business. I have handed my resignation to Mr Gine, and intend to devote my time to the development of my private affairs.

A wire from Arthur Gine appointed the senior clerk to take the place of the retired Gilder: an arrangement not altogether to the satisfaction of the senior clerk, for there were unpleasant whisperings about Gine & Gine, hints of dire developments to come that made the older members of the staff quake in their shoes.

Arthur did not appear that day, nor the next, and the mystery of Gilder’s resignation remained unsolved, for the confidential messenger who carried his papers to his flat, and who expected to hear from him the reason for his sudden departure, was not admitted. Mr Gilder was in bed; he had come up from the country early in the morning and had met with a slight accident whilst getting out of his car. Apparently he had remained awake long enough to write his letter to the office, but was now sleeping, so the servant said. And she spoke the truth, though he did not sleep as soundly as he might have done had his lips not been cut and his shoulder slightly strained. You cannot indulge in fisticuffs in the uncertain light of dawn without incurring a certain amount of damage.

Curiosity was not the besetting vice of Dick Alford; even if it had been, he would not have spared the time to make a call at Gine & Gine’s to discover the extent of Mr Gilder’s damage. He had his bath and shaved just before lunch, and came downstairs to find that the noon train had brought him a visitor.

Sergeant Puttler he recognised, though he had never seen him before, from the description that his friend had sent him. He was a tall, gaunt man of forty. The tired-looking brown eyes that gazed with gentle melancholy from their deep sockets reminded Dick of a sick and sorrowful chimpanzee he had once seen. His forehead was low, his upper lip long, and his arms reached almost to his knees. These features, added to a constitutional stoop, contributed to his unprepossessing appearance. Poor Mr Puttler was not unaware of the simian mould in which his frame was cast, and it was, apparently, a matter which alternately depressed and pleased him.

“Well, sir, how do you like me?” he said without a smile, though there was a twinkle of malicious joy in his brown eyes. “I’ve known people to faint the first time they’ve seen me, especially romantical people.”

“I shan’t faint,” smiled Dick, “possibly because I’m not romantical.”

The footman came in at that moment, and evidently romance tinged his soul, for at the sight of the strange, long-armed man he visibly staggered and blinked.

“Take Mr Puttler up to his room. Afterwards, Puttler, come and dine and I have something to tell you.”

The dazed Thomas led the way up the stairs to a room next door to that occupied by Dick. The housekeeper had been warned of his coming and the room was ready. He deposited his suitcase and took stock of his rather handsome surroundings.

“Is there anything further I can do, sir?” asked Thomas.

Sergeant Puttler blinked at him.

“Nothing, thank you.” And, as Thomas was going: “What do you call yourself now?”

“Me, sir — my name is Thomas Luck.”

Puttler shook his head sadly.

“Thomas Bad Luck,” he said; “William Hard Lines or Henry Too Bad. Does your master know that your name is Sleisser and that you’ve done a stretch in Dartmoor?”

“No,” said the man sullenly.

“He will, Thomas — he will,” said the detective gently, and with murder in his eyes the footman slunk out of the room.

Mr Puttler came downstairs purring with satisfaction.

“Are you sure that is my room, Mr Alford?” he asked. “Not expecting the Prince of Wales, are you? I’ve always been ambitious to sleep in a four-poster bed. Now, Mr Alford.”

“First of all, I must introduce you to my brother. By the way, he is rather of a nervous disposition, and I’ve told him that you’re a member of an accountancy firm who has come down to help me with my books.”

Mr Puttler expressed his agreement with this mild form of deception. He was taken to the big library and formally introduced. Harry Chelford was so used to the advent of Dick’s extraordinary guests that he saw nothing unusual in the appearance of the simian Puttler. Happily, he was nearsighted, and though it was a startling experience to find himself shaking hands across a very broad desk, which an ordinary man could not have spanned, he did not realise the cause of the phenomenon.

Dick entertained accountants, land agents, an occasional bailiff or two, so that there was no novelty in the invitation. Learned-looking strangers came to his table from time to time and were introduced and passed out of his mind.

“He will be staying six weeks,” Dick had told him, “and you mustn’t object to his prowling round the place, because I want to get a true valuation of the estate, and he has his own peculiar methods.”

“You might get him to price the Black Abbot,” said Harry, half dourly, half amused. “What we want, Dick, is not so much a valuer as a good policeman.”

Dick Alford thought that the guest might fulfil both functions, but he did not say so.

He ushered his visitor back to his own little office, carefully closed the door and sat down at his desk.

“Now make yourself comfortable. Do you smoke?”

Mr Puttler fumbled in his pocket and produced a black pipe.

“It’s not very aristocratic,” he apologised, “but I prefer ‘bacca to cigars and cigarettes.”

“I’ll join you,” said Dick.

His study had two doors: one that opened into the hall and one into a side corridor running back to the housekeeper’s room. The two men had been talking for ten minutes, though, as far as Mr Puttler was concerned, his contribution to the discourse was limited to an occasional question, when Thomas came noiselessly down the side corridor, peeped into the hall and walked back to the study door. There was a look of apprehension upon his lean and shapeless face which was not without cause. Stooping, he put his eye to the keyhole. He could just see the end of the settee and the head and shoulders of the strange visitor. He was holding something in his hand — a white-handled knife — and was examining it with curiosity. Thomas bent his head and pressed his ear against the hole.

Dick’s back was to the door and he was speaking in a lower tone than usual, and this reacted to the disadvantage of the eavesdropper, for only a few distinct and intelligible sentences came to him.

“…might have been somebody admitted to the house by one of the servants,” was the first thing he heard. A few minutes later, Mr Puttler, whose voice was distinct, asked: “Was the window in the library open?” And he heard Dick say “Yes,” and add something which he could not catch.

The soles and heels of Thomas’ boots were of rubber. He passed into the hall and made another reconnaissance, then returned to his listening post, in time to hear Dick say: “My brother hasn’t an enemy in the world. I am afraid I can’t say the same—”

Once the listener caught the word “treasure,” and once he heard the name of “Arthur Gine,” but in what association he could not learn. Again Thomas visited the hall. He could not take the risk of being seen listening at the door. He was free from observation so far as he knew. The old Chelford butler was in the servants’ hall. Dick and his brother did not lunch till two, an unholy hour from the point of view of servants, but very suitable for Dick and his peculiar occupation.

He squinted through the keyhole again. The detective still had the knife in his hand and was looking at it intently. He heard him say, “This is new,” and then Dick entered upon a long and apparently explanatory statement, not a word of which came to the disgusted man who was listening. He was most anxious to hear some reference to himself, but, if it was made, he did not overhear his name.

Soon after, however, a familiar phrase caught his ear. Dick Alford was talking about the Black Abbot, and he heard rather a sketchy description of that spook. Then his voice dropped again, and coincident with this Thomas heard the stately footsteps of the butler, slipped back to the housekeeper’s room and was busy in the pantry when the stout Mr Glover found him.
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The luncheon was not a genial meal. Harry had acquired the disgraceful habit of bringing a book to his meals, and he was utterly absorbed in the volume, and left Dick and his visitor to carry on a conversation as though he were not present.

Mr Puttler, who was a man of wide experience, was neither embarrassed by his magnificent surroundings — for Lord Chelford lived in a princely style, three footmen and a butler waiting upon them — nor did he feel it necessary to live up to the state in which he found himself. He was altogether unaffected, had a fund of anecdotes and could tell funny stories without apparently enjoying them himself, which is the art of amusement. Only once did Dick interrupt his brother’s reading.

“Leslie is coming to tea,” he said. “She phoned over just before lunch.”

Harry Alford looked up and his face fell.

“That is very unfortunate,” he said. “I had promised myself an uninterrupted afternoon with Fra Hiekler. I’ve just had a facsimile edition sent to me from Leipzig. Hiekler, you remember, Dick, was a cloistered monk in the days of Elizabeth, our abbey being one of the few that was not interfered with by Henry the Eighth or by Elizabeth either; partly, I think, because our particular order of monks were antagonistic to the Jesuits.”

Dick listened patiently, and when his brother had exhausted the history of the Black Fathers of Chelfordbury:”You’ll have to be civil and come to tea, and after that I’ve no doubt Leslie will not object to your going back to Fra Hiekler, who was a German, I presume?”

“He was a German,” said Harry gravely. “And the circumstances which brought him to Chelfordbury were rather peculiar.”

“The best German I ever read about” — it was Mr Puttler who interrupted— “was Robinson Crusoe.”

Dick thought it was a crude jest on the part of his guest, but, if it was so, Mr Puttler was unconscious of his humour. Harry stared at the “accountant.” He took such statements as these very seriously indeed.

“I am not well acquainted with Robinson Crusoe,” he said, “but surely you are wrong in saying that he was a German? I have always regarded such characters as typically English.”

“He was a German,” said Mr Puttler firmly, “though few people are aware of the fact. If you look at the first page of the story you’ll see these words: ‘My father was a merchant of Bremen,’ and Bremen’s in Germany, or I’m a Dutchman. And if his father was a German, he was a German, because there was no such thing as naturalisation in those days.”

Having dropped his literary thunderbolt, Puttler was prepared to take up the subject which Dick had interrupted by his question.

“The trouble with church music, Mr Alford, is that it’s a little too sugary. It appeals to the senses. I’ve had many an argument with my brother churchwardens—”

“Are you a churchwarden?” asked Dick, in surprise.

Again the gleam of laughter in the man’s deepset eyes.

It’s hard to believe,” he said modestly, “but I am.”

Soon after this, Harry left the table, and was gone five minutes, when he returned with a fat volume under his arm.

“You’re right, Mr—”

“Puttler,” suggested Dick.

“You’re right about Robinson Crusoe. What an extraordinary fact, to think that one has lived all one’s life under such a mistaken impression!”

This evidence of literary skill on the part of the visitor brought a remarkable change in Harry’s attitude. Before, Puttler might have had no existence. He was one with the milkman, the grocer and the village postman.

He took Puttler affectionately by the arm, and led him into the library, and there Dick left them, knowing exactly the course of instruction that Mr Puttler would receive; for Harry’s first act was to unlock his desk and take out the Diary. Dick was relieved to have Puttler off his hands for an hour or two. That day he was experiencing a sense of unbelievable relief. A great burden had been lifted from his shoulders, and one of his more pressing and secret troubles had been half dissipated.

He ran halfway down the drive to meet Leslie’s car, and leapt on the running-board while the car was moving.

“Practising for a tram-conductor,” he said cheerily. “I’ve decided on my profession, when you arrive at Fossaway Manor, mistress of all these demesnes.”

“When will that be, Dick?” she asked, looking steadily ahead.

“Never, I hope.”

In his lightness of heart he had not kept that usual guard on his tongue, and the words were out before he could stop them. Twice he had been taken off his guard, and he would have given anything to unsay his words.

Apparently she did not attach any great significance to them, for she did not turn her head, sending the car spinning to the broad gravelled place before the old porch. He jumped down when she stopped the machine and helped her alight.

“I have to prepare you for a curious bird,” he said, and described Mr Puttler with more truth than flattery.

“What is he, Dick?”

“He’s an accountant,” said Dick glibly. “He’s also quite an amusing fellow and full of weird information. I’m going to try a little on you. Do you know that Robinson Crusoe was a German?”

“Why, of course, his father lived in Bremen,” she said, and he was still laughing when he took her into the library.

In the presence of his fiancée Lord Chelford exhibited a nervousness and a gaucherie which might have been understandable if he were meeting her for the first time. He had never quite overcome the novelty of his engagement, and his attitude towards her was one of awe rather than of reverence.

“How do you do, Leslie?”

He had never kissed her in his life; now he held her hand for a fraction of a second and dropped it as though it burnt him.

“Do you know Mr Tuttler?”

“Puttler,” said the other, and Leslie looked into the melancholy eyes and read something in them that Dick had missed, and possibly Mr Puttler’s closest associate had not seen.

She did not pay him the poor compliment of feeling sorry for him, though she read in those quick-lighting deeps a craving for woman’s sympathy which Nature, by her cruel handiwork, had repelled in advance.

“Glad to know you, Miss Gine. I know your brother — Mr Arthur Gine, the solicitor, isn’t it? I thought so.”

“Has Arthur come?” asked Harry.

“No,” said Dick. “We’re going to have tea in the drawingroom. Will you come along, Harry?”

“Surely, surely,” he said hastily. “You’ll excuse me, dear.” It was an effort to employ even so banal an expression of affection.

When they reached the beautiful drawingroom, with its windows open to the terrace, and a riot of gorgeous sulphur chrysanthemums showing above the stone balustrade, they found they were alone. Mr Puttler had melted away as they were passing through the hall. He explained afterwards that he wanted to stroll through the gardens, but the girl knew that the man’s uncanny instinct had told him that, of all the people in the world, these two were satisfied best with one another’s company.

“Did you sleep?” she asked.

He nodded.

“I didn’t get up till lunch time,” he said. “And you?”

She shook her head.

“No, I couldn’t sleep. Poor Arthur!”

“Did you try beefsteak?” he asked brutally. “Really, the most incongruous company I can imagine is a black eye and Arthur Gine!”

“He is awfully shaken,” she said seriously. “I have never known him to be so upset. It was Mr Gilder.”

“I knew,” said Dick, “or, at least, I guessed. Did you find out the cause of the quarrel?”

She hesitated.

“I don’t know; I think it was something to do with me.”

“What was Gilder doing at your house?”

“Arthur didn’t tell me,” she replied. “From what he said I gather that Mr Gilder had been watching Arthur and had followed him somewhere.”

“To the abbey ruins — yes, that is quite possible. And of course your brother objected to that, naturally. Why are they watching one another?”

“Is Arthur watching Gilder?” she asked in surprise.

“It almost looks like it. Leslie, I want to tell you something that nobody else knows, not even Harry. It may bring a little ease to your mind in the dark hours of the night. Puttler is a detective, a Scotland Yard man.”

She stared at him.

“A detective? Why on earth—”

“Things have been happening that I don’t very much like,” said Dick. “I’ve been worried nearly sick about them, and though I’m quite capable of dealing with most contingencies, the Lord has ordained that I should take seven hours’ rest in every twentyfour, and there must be somebody awake when I’m asleep.”

“The Black Abbot — is that what is worrying you?”

He bit his lip thoughtfully.

“Yes and no. Some aspects of the Black Abbot’s activities trouble me more than I should like to confess. Leslie, do you believe in the treasure?”

“The Chelford treasure?” she asked, in surprise. “And what do you mean by believing in it? It is true that the gold was brought to Fossaway Manor in olden times, isn’t it?”

“Perfectly true,” said Dick, “and perfectly true, I should imagine, that it was taken away. But do you believe that it has any existence, that it can be found? Suppose one dug up every square inch of the park, pulled down this old house of ours, probed into the bowels of the earth, do you think it is possible that the gold could be found? Because, if you don’t, there are other people who do besides Harry.”

“Do you believe?” she challenged.

He heaved a deep sigh.

“Heaven knows, I’m ready to believe anything! And I thought I should never drag down my lofty intelligence to such deeps. But, Leslie, my dear, I am getting—” He paused for a word.

“Convinced?”

“Not exactly convinced, but shaken in my obstinacy. I’ve become a doubter of my own scepticism, and that’s the worst mental condition a man can reach — or almost the worst,” he added.

“Does Harry know you are a convert?” Her fine eyes twinkled with mischief.

“He suspects me,” said Dick gloomily. “If I thought the money was here—”

She regarded him steadily.

“Would it make a big difference to you, Dick?” she asked.

“Me personally?” He shook his head. “Lord, no! It would make a difference to the—” He paused. “To Harry. I was going to say the estate. The estate, to me, is something distinct from any personality. It stands for the agglomeration of dead men’s efforts, the cumulative sum of all their strivings.”

She looked at him for a long time in wonder. She loved him in this serious mood of his.

“You’ve made rather a fetish of Fossaway Manor and the Chelford estates, haven’t you?”

“Have I?” He was genuinely surprised. “I wonder—” And then he laughed. “It isn’t a bad line for a second son to exalt the estates to which he will never succeed, above the personality of the man who will get them! It makes him rather superior to the real heir. Put my fetish worship down to vanity, for the Lord knows I have my share of that.”

“I doubt it,” she said quietly. “Come out on to the terrace. Your flowers are lovely.”

“Everything in the garden—” he began, but she checked him with a warning finger.

“If you get vulgar I shall go in and find Puttler.”
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She leaned on the grey stone balustrade and looked down upon the wind-stirred tresses of great golden chrysanthemums, each as big as a large-sized saucer. They were not all gold; there were deep red blooms and snowy white and flaming orange, and beyond them a huge bed of late-flowering roses; even from this distance she could sniff the delicate fragrance of them.

“It’s a beautiful old place,” she said in a hushed voice. “I don’t wonder that you love it. How long has your family owned this estate, Dick?”

“Eight hundred years,” he said. “The first of the Chelfords sliced off the head of the original owner and stole the property. Successive generations of Chelfords, whose own heads were cut off with monotonous regularity, enclosed a few thousand acres of common-land belonging to the people — and there you are!”

She laughed softly.

“You have very few illusions, have you?”

“None,” was his curt reply, and somehow the answer hurt her.

They had to send twice for Harry before he put in an appearance, and he seemed disappointed to find that Puttler was not there.

“That is quite an intelligent fellow, Dick,” he said, delicately spearing a cucumber sandwich. “He has an extraordinary knowledge of history, particularly English history. Unfortunately, he doesn’t read German” (Harry read German as well as he read English, French or Italian), “but I have persuaded him to take up the study. Have you everything you want, Leslie?”

He had helped her to nothing, and was happy to find that her requirements had been supplied. Only twice he spoke to her: once to ask about Arthur, and the other time when he made an oblique reference to his forthcoming marriage.

“Marriage ceremonies and the pomp of them are a little indelicate, I think. It is a barbarous custom, these veils and bridesmaids and barbaric orange-blossoms. Now in America I am told that it is quite the usual thing to be married in a drawingroom. I’m sure that could be arranged, couldn’t it, Dick? The bishop is quite an obliging old gentleman.”

“Turn Puttler on him: he’s an authority on church ritual,” said Dick.

“The man is an authority on most things,” said Harry, with unaccustomed enthusiasm. “He was telling me that possibly there was some cryptogram in existence which would give a direct clue as to the treasure.” And then, seeing the half-smile on the girl’s face, he gave one of his rare boyish laughs. “We are still chasing shadows, Leslie, but it is a very substantial shadow, believe me. Now, Puttler thinks—”

They listened without comment to Puttler’s views, which in this case were neither informative nor particularly brilliant.

“Puttler’s mind apparently runs to dungeons, and there are dungeons to this place,” said Harry vigorously. “I am going to have a look round tomorrow. There are probably secret places under the floor which might be profitably examined.”

“The dungeons, as you call them, are wine-cellars,” said Dick ominously; “and if Puttler goes fooling around my port there will be trouble! Besides which, Harry, I don’t suppose there has been a single ancestor of ours who hasn’t dug up the floor of that unfortunate dungeon — one of them in the days of the Regency had the walls stripped, and the beggar never replaced the stone. It cost our father the best part of a thousand pounds to repair the damage done by this old gold-hound!”

Dick noticed that whilst Harry was present the girl’s manner was just a little strained and unreal, and she was nervous too, started when she was addressed and was content to listen without including herself in the conversation. It was not until Harry had gone, with a lame apology, back to the library that she became her real self again, and the old Leslie crept forth from its hiding-place. Once, whilst Dick and his brother were discussing the affair of the dungeons, she had walked on to the terrace, and out of the corner of his eye he saw her in profile, a slim, frail-looking girl, with her delicate face and her glorious hair, and in the setting she looked almost ethereal. It was as though some old masterpiece of Botticelli had come to life.

When the door had closed on Harry she came back and sat down with a little grimace.

“Was it very rude of me to go out? Dicky, I can’t work up any interest in the things that really fascinate Harry! Whatever will he talk about when the treasure is found?”

“The treasure? Oh, you mean the gold? He will probably talk about you.”

She made a little moue.

“I’m too young to be interesting to Harry, three hundred years too young,” she said. “Now tell me about your detective. I liked what I saw of him. He is to be your little guardian angel? And, Dick, will he have a beat — is that the word? Because, if he has, I do hope he’ll take in Willow House. I’ll even lend him my car.”

“Are you really frightened?”

She thought for a while before she replied.

“I think I am,” she said. “When I was a child the first air-raids fascinated me, the second were interesting, but after the third or fourth they became — just air-raids. And the Black Abbot — well, he’s very picturesque, Dick, but he’s rather terrifying. Didn’t you tell me that Harry feared him?”

“He does a little.”

“Why, I wonder?”

“Harry is naturally of a nervous temperament,” said Dick. “People are born that way, and it is absurd to talk of ‘cowardice’ where they are concerned. Now I was born without the knowledge of nerves, and I daresay if you saw me chasing the Black Abbot you would think I was terribly brave. As a matter of fact, it is simply because I’ve no imagination.”

“That isn’t true,” she said. “Why do you always belittle yourself?”

“Because I am by nature excessively modest,” he said gravely, and at that moment they caught sight of Mr Puttler strolling through the long lines of rose trees that ran parallel with the eastern wing. Together they went down the terrace steps and intercepted him.

“It is a lovely place,” said Mr Puttler, shaking his head in admiration. “I’ve never seen so many roses together in my life, except at Covent Garden market, and they’re not roses, they’re just merchandise.”

“I’ve told Miss Gine that you’re a detective, Puttler.”

Puttler frowned at this.

“You know Miss Gine better than I do,” he said good-humouredly. “Speaking for myself, I find that life is much easier to live if you keep your mouth shut. Not,” he added hastily, “that I want to be offensive. That’s only my way of reasoning and my way of talking. There used to be an officer in our division who rose from the rank of plain police constable to superintendent by the simple process of never saying anything to anybody. If he was asked for his opinion on a matter he used to shake his head and say there was much to be said on both sides, but he had his own private opinion, and even when he was called into a case he’d say nothing, but listen to what everybody else said and smile. That smile was worth a thousand a year to him.”

They crossed the rose garden and were strolling across the lawn. Under a huge elm Mr Puttler stopped to continue a story which was fated never to be finished.

“One day the superintendent said to this man, whose name was Carter, ‘Carter,’ he said, ‘I can’t understand—’”

Crack!

A bullet snicked past the detective’s face, struck the bole of the tree and sent the bark splintering. From a clump of rhododendron bushes two hundred yards away floated a pale blue cloud.

“Down on your face!” said Dick hoarsely, and dragged the girl to the ground, only just in time.

Crack!

The second bullet struck a little lower. A splinter of bark hummed past the girl’s ear.

“There’s someone in those bushes who doesn’t like me,” said Mr Puttler.

Pulling a long-barrelled Browning from his pocket, and bending low, he sprinted towards the bushes, zigzagging as he ran.

A third shot rang out and the running man pitched forward on his face and lay still.
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Dick flew forward to the prostrate figure, and, kneeling by his side, turned him on his back. His eyelids were working spasmodically, but there was no sign of injury, except a bruise on the side of his face which had been caused by his coming violently into contact with the ground. And then Dick saw the man’s right boot. The sole had been ripped off and there was a patch of blood showing on the toe of the sock. At the sound of a rustling skirt Dick turned his head. The girl was coming towards them.

“Go back behind that tree and don’t move,” he shouted authoritatively, but for once she did not obey him.

She was rather pale, but there was no other evidence of fear as she knelt by his side and began to unfasten the collar of the stricken man.

“He’s stunned. I don’t think it’s anything worse than that,” said Dick. “I thought at first he was finished — look at his boot!”

He was pulling it off gingerly, and the operation must have hurt a little, because the detective winced and opened his eyes.

“Hullo! What has happened?” he asked, looking round. “Did that bird shoot me?”

“I don’t think he’s hurt you very much.” Dick was looking at the foot. The bullet had ricocheted, cutting a shallow gash on the man’s instep, but there was no other injury.

“Do you feel fit enough to look after Miss Gine?” said Dick.

The detective reached round for the gun he had dropped and humped himself to his feet. Without another word, Dick raced across the grassland to the bushes, and the girl watched him in terror, expecting every second to hear the fourth and the fatal shot.

After five minutes he emerged from the bushes, holding something in his hand which he was examining curiously as he walked towards them.

“A Lee-Enfield rifle, Army pattern,” he said. “I found these cases.”

He put them into the detective’s hand. Puttler examined the exploded cartridges carefully.

“You didn’t see him, of course?” he said.

“No, I think he must have got round to the back of the house. The bushes run practically from the west wing of Fossaway Manor to the end of the Mound. He might, of course, be still hidden in the bushes, but the probability is that he made his escape as soon as he saw you fall,” said Dick. “I think we’d better go inside and I will find you a pair of shoes, unless you have a spare supply.”

They were halfway to the house when they met Lord Chelford.

“Who was that shooting?” he asked irritably. “Dick, I told you that I did not want rabbit shooting or any other kind of shooting within half a mile of the house. It gets on my nerves terribly. Really, I think, you must show a little more consideration.”

The girl had opened her lips to explain when Dick caught her eye, and with splendid mendacity she invented a hurried but effective excuse.

“My fault, Harry. I saw a stoat, and I hate stoats.” The fact that they had not so much as an air-gun between the three of them was unnoticed by Harry.

“Well, of course.” He was obviously taken aback by her championship. “If that’s the case it can’t be helped. Only in future, Dick, old boy—”

He walked rapidly back to the house.

“Why shouldn’t he be told?” asked Leslie; then, realising the foolishness of the question, she was all penitence. “There is no reason why he should be, of course. I was silly to suggest it. But, Dick, who did such a terrible thing? It couldn’t have been an accident.”

“It wasn’t an accident: of that I can assure you,” said Mr Puttler, nursing his injury. “The first two shots that were fired hit the tree within three inches of one another. Are you going to notify the local police, Mr Alford?”

Dick thought for a moment, then decided against that course, and to Leslie’s surprise the detective approved.

“I think you’re right,” said Puttler. “Where is the nearest rifle range?”

“About fifteen miles away,” said Dick sardonically. “You needn’t follow that line of thought.”

“I’m not following any line of thought,” said the detective. “I’m only foreseeing possible alibis. I spend my life standing in front of alibis and waving a red flag.”

Through the tan, Dick’s face was grey. He seemed suddenly to have gone old, and Leslie looked at him anxiously.

“Dick, at whom were they shooting?”

“I don’t know that they were shooting at anybody,” he said wearily. “They just loosed off a few rounds to scare us.”

And then he laughed; it was a fierce, hard little laugh, and she winced at the sound of it.

“I am thinking of Harry and his nerves, and the stoat and every damned ridiculous — I beg your pardon, Leslie; I’m afraid I’m getting rattled.”

She smiled at this.

“Dick, will you say goodbye to Harry for me? I promised my brother I would come home early. No, really, you need not take me. I’m not at all afraid of being held up by armed desperadoes!”

“Neither am I,” said Dick, “but I don’t fancy you overmuch as a driver.”

And in her annoyance at this false accusation she forgot to resist his escort.

By the time he had returned to the house, Puttler had secured a dressing for his foot. The injury was so slight that he could resume his shoes, and poohpoohed the suggestion that he had better lie up that night.

“It was a narrow escape,” he said, “but I’m rather glad I got that bullet, and that it didn’t go where it was intended.”

Dick looked at him steadily.

“For whom was it intended?” he asked.

Without hesitation came the reply.

“For Miss Leslie Gine: I thought you knew that.”

Dick could find no answer, but in his heart of hearts he knew that Puttler was speaking the truth.
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Mr. Fabrian Gilder sometime head clerk to the firm of Gine & Gine, and now a gentleman of leisure, was in one sense a hard man. He did not forgive even slight injuries, and in the past had gone a long way out of his path to get even with those who had the misfortune to affront him. And Arthur Gine had offended beyond hope of forgiveness. A few days before, Gilder would have thought it a very simple matter to be revenged upon his enemy; but now the simple process of laying an information and of preferring a charge of forgery was contingent upon four bills which were in his possession being repudiated by the man who was alleged to have backed them.

He could do no more than present those interesting documents, and this he did through his bank. Dick had already made arrangements for their redemption. It was not entirely an act of philanthropy on his part, for he was a business man, and took over from the frankly reluctant Mr Gine the choice of a number of unsaleable shares which Dick regarded as having a certain value. The bills which had been renewed from time to time were met, and that ended Mr Gilder’s chance of carrying his threat into execution.

He was the type of man who thrived on opposition. Though it would be true to say that he had fallen in love with Leslie Gine the first time he had seen her, which was months before that unpleasant scene at his flat, his desire for her grew as his chance of winning her receded farther and farther into the background.

On the night that Dick had found him examining the ruins of the abbey, Mr Gilder had returned to the cut road when he thought the coast was clear and had discovered yet another in quest of the treasure. He had witnessed the interview between the two men and had followed Arthur back to Willow House with no other intention than to offer his help, for a consideration, in discovering this mythical fortune. For Mr Gilder had heard quite enough, that day he surprised his employer with Mary Wenner, to know that somewhere under the abbey lay either the fortune or its key. He had overtaken Arthur on the drive, and Arthur was in an unpleasant mood; hot with the man at the interruption of his search, smarting under the sting of Dick Alford’s sarcasm.

At first, startled by the unexpected apparition of his head clerk, Arthur had snarled round on him, and there and then discharged him from his service and defied him to do his worst. It was Gilder who had struck the first blow.

When Arthur was in his more unpleasant moods he said things that no self-respecting man could endure, and the black eye which the lawyer nursed was an advertisement of his indiscretion.

Gilder might be a bookmaker, but he was not a thief. At least, “thief” was rather an extravagant description of his duplicity. He came back to London half crazy with rage, but a day in bed restored his mental equilibrium and he sat down to plan how best he could frustrate any plans which his late employer had formed for gaining possession of the treasure. By this time Gilder too was convinced: his last doubts were removed. He had been sceptical as to the treasure’s existence, but he knew such things had happened, and he had a natural desire to be in any scheme which produced immediately and without great labour a vast, undreamed-of sum.

His cut lip healed in a few hours, though it was still swollen, and towards the evening of the second day after his retirement from the firm of Gine & Gine, he dressed himself with great care, and, calling a taxi, drove to an address he had once scribbled on his white shirt-cuff.

Mary Wenner occupied a tiny flat, every compartment of which might have been contained in one large-sized room. It was perched on the top floor of a block near Baker Street. She enjoyed an uninterrupted view of the Metropolitan Railway and such shunting operations as are carried out in that busy centre, and she was as a rule free from callers; for there were no elevators in the block, and to climb up four steep flights of stairs was something of an undertaking.

Mr Gilder was not strong for physical exertion and cursed the parsimonious builder who had neglected to put in this easy method of transportation. Nevertheless he climbed, and presently was ringing at the polished bell of No. 37.

Mary had a daily servant, who was a charwoman in the morning, a parlourmaid in the afternoon and her own natural self after six, at which hour she left for the night. This aged woman, with her dingy white cap askew, opened the door and took the card in to her mistress, leaving Mr Gilder on the mat. She came back with an ingratiating smile, and pointed to the room where Mary was to be found.

“This is an unexpected pleasure, Mr Gilder,” said Miss Wenner conventionally. “I’m sure I never thought that you would be as good as your word. Sit down, won’t you?”

She really was pretty, he observed; in her plain house dress she was prettier than in a more elaborate attire. The flat, though small, was well but not expensively furnished. It left him with the impression that she had bought everything with her own money, and he had rather a nice feeling towards her in consequence. For Fabrian Gilder was a queer mixture of Puritan and adventurer. Later, Mary had her flat to thank for certain pleasant developments.

There was only one chair on which be could sit, and this he took.

“You’d like a cup of tea? I’m just going to have mine,” said Miss Wenner. “I’ve been out all day shopping and everything.”

“Are you — er — working?” asked Gilder delicately.

“No, I’m not in business,” replied Miss Wenner, more correctly. “Only common people ‘work’: the gentility “go to business.”

She went out, disappearing in a mysterious cupboard, which had just enough room for a tiny kitchen table and a gas-stove, and he heard the rattle of cup against saucer, the “plomp!” of a gas ring being lighted, and after a while she came back, a little flushed and apologetic.

“Maids are so stupid, aren’t they?” she asked. “You can never trust these common daily people. I had an awfully nice maid, but she went away and got married, the stupid child!”

She received very few visitors, she told him. Her “sewing woman” came twice a week. She had a very dear friend — a girl, she hastened to assure him — who spent Tuesday evenings with her and sometimes slept in the flat. But a male visitor was the rarest of phenomena.

“You can’t be too careful,” said Miss Wenner primly. “A girl’s character is her principal asset — don’t you agree, Mr Gilder?”

Mr Gilder agreed.

“That is what I have always said about my work with Harry — excuse me, I mean Lord Chelford, only we were such awfully good friends that I’ve never dreamt of calling him by anything but his Christian name.”

“And did you call Richard Alford by his Christian name?” asked Mr Gilder, not without malice.

Her nose went up in the air.

“Him!” she said contemptuously. “I don’t take any more notice of him than I do of any of the other upper servants! He’s educated and all that — went to Eton and Harrow” (even Mr Gilder winced at this), “but you judge a man by his manners and not by his education. There’s no doubt at all that Dick Alford has the manners of a pig!”

She said this with feeling and no little vehemence. Mr Gilder, who knew something of the circumstances, understood and almost sympathised.

“I was going to say that down at Fossaway I often felt that it wasn’t right to be in that big house with no lady there except the housekeeper, who, of course, is a servant, and — Oh! here you are, Gladys!”
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She rose as Gladys brought in the teatray and laid it carefully on the table. Gladys was sixty, toothless and more or less chinless. She wore most of her hair in a bun, which overflowed, drooping over her neck in picturesque confusion. Gladys had the smile of one who enjoyed the privilege of entertaining a visitor. She smiled at the girl, smiled at Mr Gilder and smiled herself out of the room. Fabrian Gilder thought he had never seen a more ghastly exhibition.

“You’re a good friend of Gine’s, aren’t you?” he asked, as he sipped his tea.

She dropped her eyes in maidenly embarrassment.

“We are rather good friends, but no more. We may be something closer — who knows? He has always behaved like a perfect gentleman and treated me like a lady. I must say that for Arthur. But he’s a little trying; don’t you find him so?” she asked, with a girlish naïveté that was a little overdone.

“I have left him,” said Mr Gilder briefly. “He and I disagreed over a question of policy and I retired. In fact, we had a very bad row and came to blows — I tell you this because you’ll probably learn the facts from him sooner or later.”

Mary was shocked; and when Mary was shocked she covered her rather generous mouth with her two small, white hands.

“You don’t tell me!” she said in a hushed voice. “Blows! Is that it?” She nodded her head to his lip.

“That’s it,” said Gilder shortly.

“Blows!” repeated Mary Wenner. “How perfectly disgusting and vulgar!”

“I wanted to talk to you about Arthur Gine,” Gilder broke in upon her horrified wonder. “We’re not good friends, but that doesn’t mean I bear him any malice. But naturally, as we are parted, I don’t feel called upon to protect him and stand between him and his dupes” — he emphasised the last word— “as I have done in the past. You know him as well as I do,” he went on, as she was about to speak. “You know his vanity; you know how perfectly unreliable and insincere he is; you know too that he’d get out of any promise he ever made, even if it was in black and white.”

He was watching her narrowly all the time he spoke, and now he saw her eyebrows arch.

“Indeed?” she said coldly. “I don’t know anything about the law, but I can’t see how a gentleman, or a common man for the matter of that, could get out of — what is the expression — legal obligations?”

“Then you don’t know Arthur Gine as well as I do,” he said. “But that is beside the point. I haven’t come here to blackguard him or to make him look smaller in your eyes. Not that I could,” he said, anticipating her protest a little ambiguously. “But I believe in a girl having a square deal, especially a working girl who may have nobody in the world to look after her interests. And I tell you that that fellow couldn’t go straight if he was fired from a gun. Now what about the Chelford treasure?”

At the words she sat bolt upright, and a look of blank astonishment came to her face.

“Do you know?” she gasped.

“Of course I know! You’re going to help him find the gold, and in return—” He paused.

That was exactly what he had come to find out. What obligation had Arthur undertaken in return for the information she would give him? And he was pretty sure of his ground. He knew the girl; had had some dealings with her when she was with Chelford; and since he lived on his knowledge of human beings, he had analysed her with more or less accuracy. He knew her vanity, her ambition; had heard something of her summary discharge from Fossaway Manor. There was only one reward that Arthur Gine could offer.

“He has promised to marry you,” he said, and he was not altogether drawing a bow at a venture.

“Did he tell you that?” she said, with a little catch in her voice. “I hope you don’t think, Mr Gilder, that I’ve thrown myself at his head? That I wouldn’t do for the best man in the world.” She looked at him thoughtfully, and added: “Old or young. I trust Arthur as a gentleman to fulfil any promise he has made. I am going to do something for him that will make all the difference in the world—”

“When is he going to marry you? After the treasure is discovered, I suppose?”

She nodded.

“He will have to marry me then,” she said.

“I realise that. You’re a girl that has to make her way in the world without influence, and possibly without friends.” Mr Gilder knew he was on the right tack here. “He can offer you a position and you can offer him money. After all, that is exactly what his sister is doing, and nobody thinks any worse of her for that.”

“Exactly,” murmured Miss Wenner, who had never seen the matter in that light before.

“The point I want to make is this,” he went on. “What bond has he given you?”

“His word of honour,” said Miss Wenner dramatically.

“I daresay. But what valuable bond has he given you?”

“I’ll show you.”

She went into the next room, which was evidently her bedroom, and, returning with her bag, placed it on her knee, opened the flap and took out, amongst other things, a slip of paper, which she passed across to Mr Gilder. He read it at a glance, noted the careful emendation which Arthur had made, and passed it back.

“That is valueless,” he said, and her face fell. “What is to prevent his going to Chelford and striking a bargain with him? Where do you come in then? Besides, this is what is known in law as a promise under duress — that is to say, under compulsion. If he is acting in the interests of his client, he can plead that he had to make this promise in order to secure information which you were illegally withholding.”

She stared at him.

“It’s not illegal to know and not to tell?”

He nodded.

“To know of the existence of hidden treasure and to withhold your information is a crime in some countries, and I daresay it is in England. But that’s beside the point. Where do you come in, Miss Wenner?”

She bit her lip thoughtfully.

“I never saw it in that way,” she confessed. “What can I do, Mr Gilder?”

“Get him to marry you first.” He felt inclined to offer the obvious solution, but changed his mind. Mary Wenner married would be a useless ally.

At the back of his mind he was certain that this rather vulgar girl — for he had a nice and finicking taste in the matter of women — had discovered the Chelford millions. If he had not had this belief he would not have made his call. He believed that by some accident, or by reason of her close association with Harry Alford, she had unveiled the mystery of the lost gold; and his object now was to discover how far his theory was justified by facts.

“Is there no way of making that agreement more binding, Mr Gilder?” she asked. “You’re a lawyer — couldn’t you draw up something he wouldn’t wriggle out of? Naturally, I’m too much of a lady to want any man to marry me if he doesn’t want to marry me. If he just hinted as much I should tell him to go — I should simply say, ‘Oh, very well, I’m not at all anxious to marry, thank you very much.’ I think a girl who throws herself at a man’s head is despicable, don’t you, Mr Gilder?”

He did not answer this query.

“I could draw you up an agreement that would be legally binding, but I doubt if even that would help you. Why trust him at all?” he asked bluntly.

She dropped her eyes at this.

“Who, or whom, could I trust?” she asked, and took an invisible crumb off her dress. “This is such an awful world, and men are so very deceitful, Mr Gilder. The young ones are the worst, of course, but they haven’t experience. I do think that a man isn’t in the prime of life till he’s about forty-five.” She waited. “Or fifty. He’s sort of settled down and sowed his wild oats, and he doesn’t want to go out at nights and all that. And I’ll admit that Arthur is flighty. I wouldn’t tell it to anybody but you, but he tried to kiss me any number of times, and he once said the most terrible thing to me at Fossaway Manor. I said to him: ‘Arthur, you seem to forget that you’re speaking to a lady,’ and he just curled up and died, if you understand me. I don’t mean that he actually perished—”

“I understand what you mean,” said Gilder, and went on to make his most startling revelation. “Now listen, Miss Wenner. You’re a sensible girl and I can talk to you as I could talk to very few people.”

This cliché of intensive flattery, which so seldom fails even when employed upon intelligent people, produced in Miss Wenner the strained attentiveness which was called for.

“Suppose I tell you,” said Fabrian Gilder darkly, “that Gine is already trying to anticipate your discovery?”

“I beg your pardon?” Mary Wenner was not very strong on the more flowery expressions of speech.

“Suppose he’s trying to get ahead of you — trying to find the gold without your assistance?”

“He wouldn’t dare!” she gasped.

Mr Gilder nodded very slowly, very deliberately.

“He has already tried,” he said. “Two nights ago I was watching him, suspecting his plan. He went at three o’clock in the morning to the ruins of Chelford Abbey, and he took with him a crowbar—”

Whilst he was speaking, the red in her face deepened and the wide-opened eyes grew brighter.

“The hound!” she breathed. “The twisting, double-faced monkey!”

It was not a ladylike expression, but for the moment she was superior to sham.

“The dirty, thieving, twisting sneak! To the abbey, with a crowbar? I’ll take my oath on a Bible that I never breathed a word of where it was hid — I mean hidden. Let him go with his crowbar — ha, ha!” She laughed shrilly, but gave no other evidence of supreme amusement. “I’ll crowbar him! Let him search and scrape and dig and see what he can find.”

He tried to soothe her, but for the moment her soul was breaking in tumultuous waves upon the muddy flats of Arthur’s duplicity.

“He has deceived me! I don’t mean in an unladylike way — I mean — you know what I mean, Mr Gilder? I trusted that man. I gave him all my heart.” The sob came naturally, but it was largely due to intensified annoyance. “I gave him all that a woman could give a man — information I mean, Mr Gilder — I don’t want you to get any wrong ideas about me, because I’ve always behaved like a lady, and nobody can point their fingers of scorn at me.”

She grew calm after a while.

“Who can you trust?” she asked bitterly. “Who — can — you — trust?”

“You can trust me.” Fabrian Gilder’s voice was very gentle, almost pleading.

He was rather a goodlooking man, she observed; his grey hair gave him distinction.

“You wouldn’t want a legal document from me.”

“Yes, I would,” she said obstinately. “I don’t trust men.”

“You shall have any document you wish. I will even go as far as compromising myself hopelessly.”

She coughed.

“I don’t think I should go quite as far as that,” she said, misunderstanding him.

“I mean that I would take the risk of detection, without safeguarding myself as Arthur Gine has done.”

She dabbed her eyes with her pocket-handkerchief.

“Of course, Mr Gilder, I don’t know you very well, but I’m not going to say that I don’t like you. I’ve always said to Agatha — my Tuesday friend, as I call her—’Mr Gilder’s a perfect gentleman.’ In fact, I’m — Mr Gilder, what is your Christian name?”

“Fabrian,” he said.

She lingered tenderly over the word and smiled, a wistful sideways smile.

“I should call you Fabe, I suppose? It’s a perfectly lovely name. As I was saying, I don’t want to throw myself at any man’s head.”

“Let us go down tonight.”

Her face changed.

“To the abbey — tonight?”

He nodded.

“My car will get us down in an hour and a half, and we can wait till it’s dark; and unless there’s a lot of digging to be done—”

“There is no digging,” she said. “But tonight?”

“Why not?” he demanded. “My cottage is less than a mile from the abbey. If the gold is there and reachable, we could get away with enough to make us rich for life.”

She pondered this, and then:

“I know you’ll think it horrid of me, Mr Gilder — Fabe — that does sound familiar, doesn’t it? — but I would like something in black and white.”

There and then Mr Fabrian Gilder produced a document that was enough, as he observed jocularly, to hang him, and, reading it, even Mary Wenner, with her keen instinct for safeguards, was impressed. He wrote the agreement with his own fountain pen, on paper which he provided, and he had brought along that pen in his pocket with a view to such a contingency. It was a new pen, filled with an ink that he had purchased at a novelty store in Wardour Street, and which was guaranteed to fade within six hours of writing.

Miss Wenner read it through, folded it and put it into her bag, and disappeared into her bedroom. She came back with the bag, but he guessed that the agreement was disposed in some safe place.

“Now, Fabe, what time do you want to start?”

“At ninethirty?” he suggested, and she nodded.

“And don’t trouble to bring a crowbar,” she said a little viciously, as she remembered Arthur Gine’s rank treachery. “I’ll carry all the tools we want in my bag.”
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The weather had changed that afternoon. Big black clouds had come up from the west; a steady drizzle of rain had set in when Fabrian Gilder brought his car to the rendezvous in Marylebone Road. He had pulled up the hood, and, as a matter of precaution, he had cleared out every portable thing from the tonneau. If there was gold he must find room for it, and he made a careful calculation as to the weight he could carry on each journey.

He was surprised at himself that he had accepted as a fact so readily that there was gold to be taken. From the girl he learned for the first time the extent of the treasure. He had inquired casually of his garage man the amount of strain the back axle would stand. That was unnecessary, for he had once driven four fairly heavy men a considerable journey. Supposing they weighed 170 pounds, that would be the equivalent of twenty bars of gold.

It was nearly ten before the girl appeared. She was wearing a long raincoat and stepped into the seat by his side with a voluble apology.

“I nearly didn’t come,” she said. “I only just remembered after you’d gone that awful Black Abbot.”

He was a little amused.

“You don’t believe in that kind of hokum, do you?” he asked, as the car went swiftly down Baker Street.

“I don’t know.” She was dubious. “He did appear once or twice when I was at the Manor, but we used to believe that these were villagers’ stories. According to the newspapers they’ve seen more of him lately — ugh!” She shivered.

He tapped his pocket significantly with his hand.

“I’ve got something here that’s mighty bad for abbots black or white!” he said. “Don’t you worry, little girl.”

“No, Fabe,” she said meekly.

Very delicately he suggested that she might call him by the Christian name his parents had given him. There was no diminutive, he explained, and excused his correction by telling her that there was a possibility that she might address him and he would not know to whom she was speaking.

“I don’t believe in long engagements, do you?” she went off at a tangent.

“No, I don’t. They should be short — and sweet!”

They both laughed together, and were in excellent humour by the time they reached the deserted streets of Dorking.

“I only have one anxiety,” he told her. “Mr Richard Alford has got a habit of prowling round at odd hours. On a night like this he’ll hardly leave his comfortable apartment.”

“Comfortable apartment!” she scoffed. “Why, he’s only got a tiny little office, and his bedroom’s not much bigger than mine. I simply detest the man. He gives himself more airs in a day than dear Harry gives himself in ten years — you don’t mind me saying dear Harry? You’re not jealous, are you?”

He assured her he was not at all jealous.

“I should have married Harry if it hadn’t been for him. Harry was simply crazy about me, but Dick hated me — how that man hated me! Mind you, I’ve always snubbed him when he got a little too fresh. I don’t say that he was chasing me — I hate girls who think every man is after them — but he was certainly very attentive once or twice. After lunch or dinner he’d get up and open the door for me, and that’s a thing that Harry never did. But of course I saw through it. It was all deceit and artfulness.”

She chattered at rare intervals, except during the five miles of driving rain that forced its way under the cover and lashed her face.

“It’s a horrible night,” she complained.

“On the contrary, it’s one of the best nights I could have chosen even if I had the ordering of the weather,” said Mr Gilder.

When they reached the secondary road that led to Chelfordbury he proceeded with greater caution, extinguishing the flaming headlamps and relying upon the two small lights that were placed on the front mudguard. He knew the road so well that there was no danger of mishap; his chief anxiety was that he should not, by the reflected rays of the bigger headlights, be recognised.

A mile from Fossaway Manor he switched out the remaining two lights, for he had a shrewd idea that this section of the road was visible from Lord Chelford’s house. To the nervous girl riding at his side, it seemed that they were in imminent danger every minute of colliding with one of the telegraph posts which ran along the side of the road. Happily she was not aware that the smaller lamps had been extinguished.

“Don’t worry,” he assured her. “I know every inch of this road; I’ve driven up it a hundred times. My cottage lies just beyond Willow House.”

The car, which had been moving silently and smoothly, began to slow as it went up the hill that led to Fontwell Cutting. He switched off the engine, and, jamming on the brakes, got out and opened the gate into Red Farm field. Then, walking alongside the car, he released the brakes and guided it to the place where Dick had found the machine a few nights before.

“Here we are,” he said.

He took her arm; she was shivering, and when she spoke he heard the chatter of her teeth.

“I wish I hadn’t come,” she said, started, and pointed into the dark. “What is that over there?” she whispered fearfully.

“A pollard willow,” he said. “Really there’s nothing to be afraid of — Mary.”

“I don’t know about that,” she quavered. “Don’t let go of my arm, will you? Have you got a pistol?”

He assured her that he had.

Through the little gate, which he knew was unlocked, up the steep and slippery slope, and immediately ahead of them in the darkness were the solemn ruins.

“I’d rather not show a light,” he said in a low voice. “That was how Gine was discovered. Do you know your way?”

“If I can see the tower,” she suggested.

Stooping down to get an artificial skyline, he saw the bulk of the ruined tower and guided her forward. Once she stumbled over a heap of stones, and would have screamed if his hand had not covered her mouth.

“For God’s sake be careful!” he urged. “Now how do we get to the vault?”

“Wait.” She released his arm and went towards the wall of the tower. He saw her once more, when she was groping her way round. Presently she whispered: “Come along.”

He followed her, and reaching out her hand she took his.

“There’s a step down,” she whispered.

They were going into the tower, although he did not remember having seen any opening. He heard a rusty squeak.

“It’s very narrow; you’ll have to squeeze through.”

The opening, he judged, was about a foot wide, and he had some trouble to pass the obstacle.

“It’s a big corner stone,” she said, in a low voice. “It swings round and opens like a door. It’s the way the old Abbot used to go out when he carried on with Lady Chelford — you’ve beard that bit of scandal, I suppose?”

The “bit of scandal” was some eight hundred years old and was news to him.

“If you’ve got a lamp you can put it on.”

He pulled out his torch and turned the switch. They were in a tiny stone chamber at the top of a circular flight of moss-grown stairs. Above was a vaulted roof, which seemed to be cut out of one piece of stone, as it might well be, for the interior measurements of the tower could not have been much more than four by five. The thickness of the walls he could judge; they had been built in the days when walls had other functions than to support a roof.

“Come along.” She led the way, stepping gingerly on the slithery moss.

He counted twentyfive steps, and then they were in a large stone chamber, so weatherworn that it seemed to be a natural cave. Walls and roof had lost their symmetry, and only the square of it told him that it was the work of man’s hands.

“Have you got the key?”

He nodded. Many years before, Gine & Gine had defended a famous burglar and had secured his acquittal on a technical error in the indictment. In reward he had presented to his lawyer a key which he claimed would open any door, big or small. It was a curious contrivance, consisting of a steel rod into the end of which strangely shaped projections could be screwed. Arthur had given it to his head clerk as a souvenir, having no interest in such matters himself, and rather scandalised that the firm was engaged in so discreditable a business as defending a burglar. This souvenir had now become an instrument of providence.

“Here is the place.” She still spoke in a whisper, though it was hardly likely they could be overheard.

In each corner of the room, facing them as they turned from the foot of the stairs, was a small, narrow door, deeply recessed. They reminded Mr Gilder of the cell doors in Dartmoor, and there was a further likeness in another respect. Near the top of the left-hand door was a tiny iron grille, consisting of three rusted bars.

“Look!” she whispered.

He flashed the light of the lamp inside, where a deep, narrow cavern showed, along two sides of which ran a stone bench, and on the bench were innumerable cylinders of significant shape. He inspected the nearest; there was a curious seal at one end.

Fabrian Gilder’s heart beat faster. The girl’s hand that held his arm tightly was trembling.

“I’m so frightened,” she whimpered.

“What are you frightened about?”

“I’m so afraid of that awful Black Abbot.” She was on the verge of hysterical breakdown. He must work quickly.

He was fitting one of the accessories to the rod, and he pushed it in the big keyhole and turned. There was a grind and a click, but when he pulled the door it was fast. Again he tried, fitting another steel accessory, and on the third attempt the key turned with a horrible squeak, and he pulled the door open.

As he did so, the girl gripped his arm frenziedly.

“Look! Oh, my God! Look!” she screamed, and he turned.

Standing at the foot of the stairs was a figure in black, his face hidden under a long cowl. Two eyes they saw, gleaming feverishly upon them. Terrible, menacing, the Black Abbot was coldly surveying them!
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With an oath, Gilder whipped a pistol from his pocket, but in doing so the beam of his lamp fell for a second. When he brought it up again, pistol extended, the figure had vanished.

“Don’t go, don’t go!” she shrieked, gripping his arm. “Oh, Mr Gilder! Oh, Fabrian, don’t leave me!”

He thrust her aside and ran to the foot of the winding stairs and went cautiously up. He heard the sobbing breath of the girl coming behind him.

“Don’t leave me! Don’t leave me in the dark!” she sobbed.

Higher, higher, cautious, watchful, but no sign of a black habit. The little room above was as they had left it; the tiny slit of a door was open.

Brushing past him, the girl stumbled and staggered into the open air and collapsed on to her knees.

“Take me away! Take me away!” she raved. “I wish I had never come!”

Gilder turned with a curse and swung the stone door closed, then, half-carrying, half-dragging her, beside himself with fury, in which was mingled no little fear, he brought her to the road and to the car.

The rain was pouring down. He pushed back the hood of the car savagely, so that the full force of the storm should beat upon her — he dare not allow himself to be burdened with a fainting girl. He would take her back to her flat and leave her — there would be plenty of time for him to return and investigate those cylinders.

As for the Black Abbot — He breathed a little more quickly when he thought of that terrifying appearance. Whoever it was — and that it was human he did not doubt — they would live to regret their interference. By the time they reached Horsham, the girl, drenched to the skin, cold and shivering, had got back a little of her balance. Her teeth were chattering, but not with fear. She was inclined to be garrulous, but he answered in monosyllables or not at all.

“I wonder I didn’t die,” she said. “I’ve never seen anything so perfectly horribly ghastly! Did you see the way his eyes glared? They looked as if they were alight, didn’t they, Fabe?”

“Fabrian,” he snapped.

“I never saw anything like it, not even in the pictures,” said Miss Wenner. “Couldn’t we have the hood up, Fabe — Fabrian?”

He stopped the car with a jerk, pulled up the hood and fastened it.

“What are you going to do?”

“I’m taking you home. We’ll make another attempt tomorrow night. By the way, how did you get that stone corner piece to turn?”

“I can’t tell you that, Fabrian,” she said firmly and truly. “That’s my only hold over you.”

“Don’t be stupid. You used a bodkin or something, didn’t you? I noticed there was a space between two stones which looked to be artificial.”

“A pair of scissors,” she said. “There’s an iron catch inside that slit — I only found it by accident.”

He knew all he wanted to know now; could dispense with her for the rest of the night, for ever, as it happened. He declined her invitation to come upstairs for a drink and no sooner was she out of sight than he was flying back into Sussex.

Halfway between Dorking and Leatherhead, his petrol gave out, and he had to wait on the charity of a passing motorist, and it was not a night when traffic was very thick. At last he found a Good Samaritan who gave him enough to take the machine to the nearest filling station, and at Dorking, with his tank replenished and a few extra tins against emergency, he went on confidently.

Two o’clock showed on the illuminated dial of his watch when he backed the car into the field and mounted the slope to the ruins. From here onward he moved noiselessly, one step at a time, stopping every few paces to listen. But there was no sign or sound of the masked man.

He found the corner of the tower, with his penknife pressed back the catch, and, pulling at the rough stone, the edges of which crumbled in his hand, he opened the door.

Stopping only to examine the upper chamber, he went slowly down the stairs, his pistol in one hand, his lamp in the other. There was no sign of the intruder, but —

The door of the treasure-house was closed. He pulled, and it swung open. Flashing his lamp into the long, narrow cell, he saw something that sent the blood from his face. The “ingots” had disappeared, every one of them! Neither the bench to the left nor right held a single cylinder. Beads of perspiration were running down his face as he turned, and it would have been death to any human spook who opposed him, for his heart was bitter against whoever it was had checked his enterprise.

He made another inspection of the underground chamber. Unlike its fellow, the second door in the opposite corner of the room was solid. Neither peephole nor grating gave a view into the room it guarded. He guessed that behind the nail-studded portal was a similar room to that in which the cylinders had been stored. Trying his key on the lock, he could produce no result. He put his shoulder to the oaken face, but the door did not budge by so much as a fraction of an inch.

Before this room the flooring consisted of a long slab of stone that ran without a break to the centre of the apartment, and was the exact width of the narrow doorway. Had this any significance? Kneeling, he examined the stone carefully. It was different from the rest of the paving. The broken stones that formed the floor of the room were worn smooth by the passage of generations of men; this oblong strip was rough-dressed, more like the underside of a paving-stone than its chiselled surface. He stamped on one end and felt it give ever so slightly; stamped on the other end and had a like experience. In the middle ran a staple, balancing the stone, and beneath there was a hollow space. Some day or night he would come along and conduct a more careful inspection.

He came into the upper room to confront a more urgent problem. Just as he was about to extinguish his lamp preparatory to passing through the opening, he saw the stone move. Before he could spring forward it had thudded into its place. From somewhere outside he heard an unearthly chuckle of laughter.

Trapped! He pushed at the door, but it was inflexible. Inch by inch he examined its surface. There must be an opening somewhere, he thought. He remembered the story of the amorous Abbot and his clandestine excursions. It was certain that a means existed for opening the door from the inside.

He searched the wall; nothing appeared. And then it occurred to him to send his light slowly along the floor, which was made up of broken flagstones. One, smaller than the others, attracted his attention, because it lay at a truer level than the rest, and he tugged at its end, and, with great effort, pulled it up. Beneath he saw a great iron ring, so rusted that it was almost razor-thin. With his handkerchief he gripped it and pulled. It gave a little, and, as it did so, he saw the door move. Again he strained at the handle, and slowly it came up; although the door had moved only an inch he knew it was clear of the invisible catch which held it. Running to the stone, he pressed with all his might. It swung open and he came staggering out into the eerie light of dawn.

The storm had passed; overhead, the stars were shining in the paling sky. Far away to his left a wisp of smoke curled up from the twisted chimneys of Fossaway Manor. Fabrian Gilder wiped his hot face and strove to overcome the bitterness of his defeat. And then, at his feet, he saw something and, stooping with a cry, picked it up. It was one of the cylinders, heavy and laden, that had been dropped by those who had cleared the vault. It was not heavy enough for gold. He knew that at once. The cover was of lead. He tore away the seal, expecting to find an opening, but the cylinder had been sealed at both ends. He carried it quickly down the slope, and in the shelter of the cut road he took out his knife and slit the thin lead end, and pulled out a tightly rolled sheet of parchment. He opened it and stared. It was an ancient missal, beautifully painted and, as a work of art, priceless, but a poor substitute for thirty-five pounds weight of solid gold!
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And that was all the other cylinders contained, he thought, with a gleam of satisfaction. Whoever had watched him — and he suspected Arthur Gine naturally — had had the same disappointment.

It was in this room that the old monks had stored their ancient music; there was a certain grim humour in the thought of how he had spent his night and the reward for it.

He crossed the road, opened the gate and went into the field where he had left his car, and stood stockstill, petrified with amazement. The car had disappeared!

The tracks were plainly visible. They led through the cutting, along the road towards Willow House. There was nothing to do but to tramp after them. A mile beyond Arthur Gine’s residence was Ravensrill Cottage, his own property, he thought with some satisfaction, and a snug retreat where a man could get a hot bath in an hour and a steaming cup of tea in a quarter. The prospect was cheering, for he was wet through, weary and footsore.

The tracks passed the entrance of Willow House and continued on the way to the cottage; and when at last he turned the bend of the road that brought his little country home into view, he saw the car standing before the door. There was no sign of any living creature. He went round the house, searched the tiny plantation to the left, and even descended to the banks of the stream, before he opened the door of his cottage and went in.

He put the key in the lock and, to his surprise, on the pressure of his hand, the door opened. The door which opened into his little diningroom yielded to his pressure before he could turn the key. He gazed, stricken dumb with amazement. A small fire was burning in the grate, on which a kettle was steaming. An open teapot was on the hearth, and somebody had broken open a tin of biscuits. He heard a footstep in the next room and swung round to meet the intruder; and at the sight of him he dropped the point of his levelled Browning.

“Thomas!” he said, unable to believe his eyes. “What the devil are you doing here?”

“Fired this morning,” said the ex-footman curtly.

“This morning? Why, it’s hardly daylight!”

Thomas nodded.

“Alford found me wandering about the house when I ought to have been in bed and asleep,” he said, “and he hoofed me out.”

“But why?”

The man was uncomfortable.

“How do I know why?” he demanded. “That dog never liked me. I think he suspected me of writing to you.”

Gilder knew that this story was a lie, designed to show him under an obligation to this ex-servant. Thomas had been a useful correspondent of his: all that went on at Fossaway Manor had been faithfully recorded for his information.

“You are in trouble. What have you been doing?”

The man pursed his lips.

“Well,” he hesitated, “I may as well tell you the truth. Have you ever heard of Monkey Puttler? Wait a minute, I’ll make the tea.”

He picked up the steaming kettle and filled the pot, and not till he had put it back on the hob did he continue his narrative.

“Monkey Puttler’s a ‘busy.’ Every crook in London knows him, and I know him as well as anybody because he got me three years for a job I did at the Westinghouse Hotel.”

“Burglary?” asked the other, to whom this was news. “An inside job,” said Thomas tersely. “You can call it burglary if it gives you any pleasure. Anyway, Monkey caught me and pushed me over the Alps for three long and weary ones. When I came out I got this job. There were pickings to it too. Chelford isn’t a man who counts his change, and Alford doesn’t dare ask him what he’s done with his money when he comes for more.”

“An exconvict, eh?” Gilder was slightly shocked and regarded the man from a new angle. “I didn’t know that or I should never have employed you!”

“I had to kid a bit,” confessed Thomas, with a grin. “You kidded me all right!” replied Gilder. “Well, I didn’t exactly kid you,” said the other, amused. “But that day when I went to your office and you started cross-examining me about how things were at the Manor with Gine, I didn’t see why I shouldn’t earn a few honest dollars.”

“Well? Go on about your friend Monkey — what is his name?”

“Puttler. He came yesterday.”

“To Chelford’s house?” asked Gilder in surprise.

“Yes,” nodded Thomas. “Alford pretended he is an accountant, but he’s a busy all right; I knew him the moment I saw him, and, what’s worse, he knew me. I’d come to Chelford’s service on a false character and I knew my number was up as soon as I saw his ugly phiz. Sure enough, last night Alford gave me notice, told me to clear out today. I’ll catch that bird one of these days,” he said, with an ugly look in his face.

“But why this morning?” asked Gilder.

“I was going to tell you,” said the other impatiently. “Chelford keeps a cashbox in his library; it’s in the second left-hand drawer, and he’s generally got a wad of stuff there. He’s childish in the matter of money. I knew if I could get my hooks into the stuff I could lift enough to be happy, and leave enough behind so that Chelford couldn’t swear whether I’d had it or not. I got into the library about four this morning, and was going upstairs when Alford spotted me, told me to go up and dress and clear, which I did. He’s got something on his mind, that fellow, he never sleeps!”

“He caught you with the money?” asked Gilder in disgust.

“Not he — I shoved that out of the library window as soon as I got it. I picked it up later.”

“What was Mr Alford doing, wandering about the house at that hour?”

The man made a grimace.

“You never know when that bird is around,” he said. “He’s not human; I tell you he doesn’t want sleep!”

Though Gilder was certain he was telling the truth, yet he was equally sure that the man was concealing something. There seemed to him to be gaps in his story, which he bridged readily enough. Wisely he decided that it was not the moment to cross-examine him. On one point he made up his mind. This man and he must part company, and soon.

“Why did you come here?”

“Thought you were in London,” said the other coolly. “I’ve been here before to see you, and I didn’t think you’d mind my using your house for a day or two — maybe a week or two,” he added, his eyes fixed on the other’s face.

Gilder scratched his chin thoughtfully.

“I don’t know that it will do me much good if it’s known that you’re an exconvict.”

“They needn’t know; why should they?” said the other.

“Did you bring my car here?”

Thomas nodded.

“I was going over to Red Farm first; there’s a groom there who’s a friend of mine. Then I saw your car and thought something had happened to you. I waited for a time, and when you didn’t turn up I brought it along.”

“Did anybody see you?”

“Nobody. It was nearly dark.”

What was the man concealing? The impression that Gilder had — and he was a skilful reader of minds — was that Thomas was bursting with some vital information. Once or twice it had been at the end of his tongue, and he had inhibited the sensation.

“You can stay here if you like; I’m going to town. If I get a letter from the local police saying you’re living in the house, I shall write saying that you have no authority. You understand that I must protect myself?”

“I can understand that, guv’nor.”

Again his lips moved to speak, and again he checked himself.

“What do you want to tell me?”

“It’s too big to tell. I am going to keep it. Maybe if you come down later I’ll spin you a story that’s worth a million dollars.”

Thomas had once spent twelve months in a Canadian penitentiary, and it was his favourite pose that he was an American crook.

“A million dollars — yep!”
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Gilder poured out the tea, helped himself to biscuits, and, his hunger appeased, went into his room, and from a bureau took a complete change of clothes. The water was too cold for a bath, and he had a rub down with a rough towel as a substitute. He felt another man when shaved and clean and warm. He came back to Thomas, who was smoking a short briar pipe, peering into the fire.

“When you’ve decided to talk, you had better send me a wire — not from Chelfordbury, but from Horsham.”

He wrote his address on a page of his notebook, tore it out and gave it to the man, then, cranking up his car, he went back through the dull morning to London.

At ten o’clock he was roused from a heavy sleep to answer the telephone. It was Mary Wenner, and he cursed her under his breath.

“Is that you, Fabe? I’ve been so worried about you all night, my dear. You didn’t go back to that awful place?”

“I’ll come and see you this afternoon,” he interrupted. “Don’t talk on the telephone: people can hear.”

“Fabe, dear” — there was a note of real anxiety in her voice— “you didn’t go back and get any of that gold, did you? I know you’re awfully brave, but I wouldn’t have you risk your life for the world.”

“No, I didn’t get any gold,” he said.

“Oh!” she replied, and in that “Oh!” was disappointment and annoyance. “It wasn’t so bad for you, a man,” she said, with some asperity in her tone. “Here I’ve been laying in bed all night thinking of you, and worrying about you—”

“I will see you this afternoon,” he rasped, and hung up the receiver.

He had no intention of seeing her that afternoon or any other afternoon, but in this matter his will was not the determining factor. Soon after tea, when he was preparing to go out, she walked into his diningroom unannounced. What she had told his servants, he shuddered to think. She passed swiftly across to him, stooped and kissed him chastely on the brow, and then seated herself by his side.

“Dear,” she said, and he closed his eyes patiently, “do you mind if I do something that seems a teeny-weeny bit deceitful?”

“I don’t mind—” he began.

“But this is something which affects your honour, dear.” Her sober eyes were fixed on his. “You must never think I’m not faithful to you and all that sort of thing, but he’s written to me such a pleading letter—”

“Who has written?” he asked, suddenly interested.

“Arthur. I’ve also had a letter from his sister; she wants me to go down and spend the weekend with them, and of course I’d much rather stay up here with you. But I feel I ought to have it out with Arthur and let him know that my affections are no longer his. After all, even if we didn’t get the fortune, I know that I’m dealing with a gentleman who doesn’t want me for my money alone. And you’re not exactly a pauper, are you, dear? I went and asked a young gentleman I know at Stubbs’ Agency, and they told me that you were worth at least a hundred thousand pounds.”

Gilder groaned.

“And I have your promise, in writing.”

“Yes, you’ve got everything, my dear Mary,” he said wearily.

“And, Fabe, dear, such a curious thing happened about that paper. When I took it from under my pillow this morning, what do you think? All the writing had disappeared! You could have knocked me down with a feather.”

He stirred uneasily in his chair.

“That is most extraordinary,” he found words to say. “I was so upset about it that I took it to a gentleman friend of mine, who’s in the conjuring business. You’ve probably seen him: he takes rabbits out of paper bags, and he says that you must have used invisible ink, and he showed me how to bring the writing back and make it permanent.”

“And did you?” asked Gilder hollowly.

“Why, of course I did, dear. You just squeeze a lemon, rub it over the paper and hold it in front of the fire.”

Gilder’s head reeled. All he could say was “Oh!” This was awkward — very awkward; but it was a difficulty that might easily be surmounted. At the worst he could buy her off for a thousand, and the promise of marriage was contingent. Still, it was a very unpleasant document to be produced even in a breach of promise case; for, strong in the faith of the invisible quality of his ink, he had made an agreement which was very damaging to himself.

“Are you going to stay with the Gines?”

“I think so, dear.” The hesitation was assumed, he knew; she had already made up her mind. “I really think that I ought to go. Arthur, of course, is a very old friend, and although he’s nothing to me, any more than the dirt beneath my feet, and I should no more think of throwing myself at his head than I should of flying to the moon, well, I feel I ought to go.”

“Then for heaven’s sake go!” he said curtly, and she murmured her thanks, and would have lingered on, but he accompanied her to the door and opened it very pointedly.

He gathered that, whilst she held him to his promise, she had not altogether lost hope of bringing Arthur Gine to heel.

She had hardly left the place before a telegraph boy arrived. Gilder was expecting a wire from one of his bookmaking businesses, now in process of liquidation, since their only client had passed from active operations. The telegram was addressed from a village five miles from Chelfordbury and ran:

GET DOWN HERE AS FAST AS YOU CAN. BIG NEWS FOR YOU.

It was signed “T.”

Would Thomas talk? And what had he to say?
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The groom who brought Dick Alford’s horse to the door had a report to make.

“That fellow was seen last night, sir.”

“Which fellow is this?” asked Dick, as he swung into the saddle.

“The Black Abbot, sir. Gill, the gamekeeper up at Long Meadow Cottage, saw him at four o’clock this morning walking through the Long Meadow. By the time Gill got his gun he’d vanished.”

“And what was the Black Abbot doing in the Long Meadow?” asked Dick sardonically. “Picking buttercups?”

“It’s rather late for buttercups, sir,” said the unimaginative groom. “But Gill says that if he’d had his gun he’d have taken a pot at him.”

“And there would have been an inquest, and the best Gill could hope for would be a verdict of justifiable homicide. You can tell Gill from me that the Black Abbot is to be tackled — by hand! A live ghost will tell us a lot, but a dead ghost is practically useless as an information bureau.”

He cantered through the home meadows, behind the house, and, avoiding the abbey ruins, rejoined the winding Ravensrill. Setting his horse at a walk, he followed the bank of the stream, his mind so completely occupied by the events of the past twentyfour hours that he would have passed unnoticed the girl who was lying face downward on the opposite bank.

It was a glorious morning, warm and sunny. The sky was an unblemished blue, the world was bathed in yellow radiance. Overhead, a flight of migratory birds were moving southward, and the faint chatter of them came down to him.

“Good morning, Sir Galahad!”

He reined in his horse and looked round in bewilderment. Presently he saw her.

“Good morning, Guinevere!” he said, and, turning his horse’s head to the stream, he came gingerly down the slope and sent the reluctant hack into the water.

“Be careful!”

“There’s a ford here,” he said. “In fact,” as he emerged with his horse’s girth dripping, “this is the original Chelford. Knights in armour, and probably Britons in feathers and woad, have crossed Ravensrill at this spot. What on earth are you doing?”

He slipped to the ground, dropping the reins, and allowed his mount to forage at will. She was lying now at full length, but resting on her elbows. Immediately beneath her face was a slab of rock in the centre of which a hole some eighteen inches in diameter had been worn. When he saw this he laughed softly.

“Leslie, what questions have you to ask the Wishing Well?”

Why it was called the Wishing Well he had never learnt — no water had ever risen from that deep cavity, which, by some freak of nature, extended to unplumbed depths. Yet here, generations of country swains had come to prostrate themselves and bellow into the cavity the burden of their hearts’ desire. And tradition had it that the well answered them clearly and intelligibly.

“I’m asking about me.” Her face was pink, probably from her unusual posture.

“And what said the well?” he mocked.

She scrambled to her knees and pushed back the hair from her forehead.

“I’ll not tell you — ask something!”

With a growl and a groan he stretched himself on the warm grass and, hollowing his hands, roared into the crevice: “What is going to happen to Leslie?”

They waited, and then the echo came back, queerly distorted yet distinct.

“Marry her!”

They laughed together. It was the trick of some hollow place below that through the ages had sent back the same reply to every question.

He got up to his feet.

“I wish you wouldn’t wander around without my escort,” he said seriously, and she laughed.

Never had he seen her looking more beautiful than that morning. She was a thing of air and sunlight, a baffling unreality that did not belong to the sordid world in which he was living.

“I got up early and was bored, so I went walking, and then I thought of the well and wondered whether it had learnt any new tricks. Arthur’s very conscious of his eye and he won’t go out until his face is normal. Poor Arthur!” She hesitated, looking at him. “You haven’t found—” She did not finish the sentence.

“The gentleman who did the shooting? No, but we have a pretty shrewd idea. By the way, I have fired Thomas. You remember that hangdog footman who was always near at hand when he shouldn’t have been.”

“What has he done?” she asked.

“Nothing particular. He is an exconvict: Puttler recognised him as soon as he arrived; and I found him at three o’clock this morning coming out of the library and made him turn out his pockets. He had no very considerable sum of money in his possession, but the chances are that he had cashed it. Poor old Harry is such a slacker in the matter of keeping accounts that it will be almost impossible to secure a conviction. Of course, Thomas swore the money I found — not a large amount — was his, and as it meant a fuss in waking up Harry, who I am perfectly sure could have given me no information, I allowed the brute to get away with it.”

“Where is he now?”

“Thomas? I expect he caught the first train for London. I don’t suppose he’ll be applying for a job in the neighbourhood, but to be on the safe side you had better tell your brother.”

There was a moment of silence, then she asked: “Did you find the rifle?”

He shook his head.

“It was an Army rifle, but there isn’t such a thing at Fossaway Manor, though there are plenty in the village. In fact, nearly a dozen of our people working on the estate are Territorials. Puttler says that a poacher’s gang was responsible.”

Dick was a poor liar, but Leslie suspected nothing and did not question this theory. If she had, she might have pointed out that poachers use shotguns and snares, and that the rifle as an instrument for the destruction of game was about as valuable as a steam-hammer for tacking down carpets.

They walked across the field towards Willow House, Dick leading his horse.

“I want you to make me a promise, Leslie,” he said. “What is it?” she asked, knowing before he spoke what it would be.

“I want you to promise me not to take these early morning walks, to use your car and to keep to the roads.”

Her eyebrows rose.

“Why? Surely there is no danger? You’re not afraid of the Black Abbot?”

But he did not answer her smile.

“No,” he said, “I’m not afraid especially of the Black Abbot, but I’m very much afraid of the something that is behind the Black Abbot.”

She knew that he did not wish to be questioned further, and changed the subject. She had a visitor coming, she told him, and only when she told him who it was did his eyes twinkle.

“Good Lord! That lady? I suppose you realise you’re harbouring a dangerous rival?”

“Don’t be horrid, Dick. The poor girl was very fond of Harry, and in the letter she wrote to me she told me that she hoped I wouldn’t be embarrassed by her coming—”

“She would say that,” said Dick grimly.

“ — and that she had almost forgotten Harry’s stupid infatuation.”

Dick stopped to laugh.

“Can you beat that?” he asked, with tears in his eyes. “Jumping snakes! ‘Harry’s stupid infatuation!’ Well, I won’t be ungenerous.”

“Don’t,” she warned him. “I’m rather sorry for the girl.”

“Don’t,” he mimicked. “You need never be sorry for Mary. If you keep her off the subject of me, you’ll have a very pleasant weekend. But in the matter of Richard Alford she is a fanatic. I won’t tell you the horrid things she says of me, because it would prejudice you against her.”

“How do you know?” she challenged. “Quite a number of people say horrid things about Richard Alford.”

“Not to you,” he said quietly, and she flushed, and again changed the subject.

“I don’t know why I’m up so early; I didn’t go to bed till two.”

“It was ten minutes past two when your light went out,” he said promptly, and she stared at him.

“How do you know?”

“I happened to be passing your house.”

He was in such a hurry to explain that she was suspicious.

“The Black Abbot was about last night. Puttler and I did a little ghost-hunting.”

“Did you see him?”

He shook his head.

“Nobody saw him except a terrified gamekeeper.”

Suddenly she turned to him with a little gasp of surprise.

“It was you!” she accused.

“What was me?”

“I am sure I saw somebody at the lower end of the drive. You were smoking a cigar: I could see the little red glow; and at first I thought it was Harry, and this morning I found the end of the cigar near the lodge gates. Richard Alford, do you ever sleep?”

“Frequently,” he said, with a smile, and put his arm round her shoulder. “I’m being brotherly: take no alarm,” he mocked her. “Leslie, dear, will you promise?”

“What?” she asked.

“Not to wander through the fields at odd hours. I don’t want to alarm you — I feel a brute as it is — but there may be real danger for the next day or two. Please don’t ask me what it is, because I can’t tell you; I’m not so sure that I know.”

She turned this over in her mind for a long time.

“Has it to do with the Chelford treasure?” she asked, and, to her surprise, he nodded.
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In sight of her house he left her, and, remounting his horse, cantered away. She watched him until a bend of the road hid him from view, and then with a little sigh she walked slowly towards her home.

What was the mystery? She had never taken the Black Abbot very seriously, believing that the apparition had its origin in a stupid practical joke carried out by a villager with an histrionic bent. The legend she knew: Dick had told her, and Harry, who kept alive all the legends of the family, had described in detail the eight-hundred-year-old murder. But how was the Black Abbot affecting her? And what was the meaning of this close guard that Dick Alford was keeping on her? She had no doubt that it was he who was watching the house in the early hours of the morning.

In the night she had reached a momentous decision. It had been made after long thought and heart-searching, and she would have given everything to have had the courage to have told Dick that morning. But in that bright, sunlit world she was averse from hurting him. But would he be hurt? Her life’s future hung on that question.

She had been dimly conscious that a man was standing before the gate of Willow House. She had seen him when she was some distance away, and now, as she drew near, she had a feeling that he was waiting to speak to her. He was tall and wearing an ill-fitting grey suit and a golf cap; from his lips drooped a limp cigarette. He took his hands out of his pockets as she came near and touched his cap, and then she recognised the ill-favoured Thomas, the ex-footman.

“Good morning, miss,” he said.

“Good morning, Thomas.”

She viewed with more interest than she had done heretofore the lank, awkwardly made man.

“I wonder if I can have a word with you, miss?”

She hesitated.

“I am afraid I can do nothing for you, Thomas,” she said. “Mr Alford tells me he has discharged you.”

He forced a grin.

“Mr Alford never did like me, miss,” he said. “I’ve been falsely accused, and I’m going to see my lawyer when I get to town. One minute, miss,” he said hastily, as she was opening the gate. “I could tell you something that would be worth a lot to you.”

Her grey eyes fixed him in a steady stare.

“You can tell me nothing that would be of the slightest value, Thomas—” she began.

“Oh, couldn’t I!” His head went up and down in a succession of nods. He was ludicrously like a nodding mandarin she had on her writing-table. “You don’t know what I know. I could tell you something, and I could tell Mr Gine something, that nobody don’t know. People talk about the Chelford treasure—”

“I don’t want to hear any more,” she said, and, turning, walked up the drive.

For a moment he glared after her as though he contemplated following, but thought better of it, and, lighting the cigarette, which had gone out, he slouched back to his borrowed home. And then an idea occurred to him. Beyond the low wooden fence was a thick belt of laurels. If one of his plans were carried out and he had to make a quick exit from Chelfordbury, it might be worth while to reconnoitre this house. He jumped over the fence and made a cautious progress through the bushes.

“Who’s that you were speaking to, Leslie?” Arthur Gline was lying in a deck chair on the lawn, his eye covered with a piece of white lint.

“Thomas,” she said.

“The footman from Fossaway? What did he bring — a message?”

“No, he’s been discharged,” she said as she passed him. “Dick suspects him of stealing, and he sent him about his business this morning.”

“Have you seen Dick, then?” he asked in surprise.

“Yes, I met him; he was riding over to see the miller.” She lingered at the back of the chair.

“You always seem to be meeting that fellow,” he mused, with a frown. “It is ‘Dick this’ and ‘Dick that.’ Do you think it’s wise, Leslie, playing with fire and all that sort of thing? You never tell me you meet Harry.”

“Harry never comes out of his library,” she said with a smile, “and it’s difficult to miss Dick if you’re out of doors. Not that I’ve ever tried to miss him.”

He took out his cigarette and looked at it thoughtfully, his lips pursed.

“Dick’s a good fellow,” he said again, “but it is unnecessary for me to remind you that he is a second son, and as poor as a church mouse. Yes, Leslie, I’m going to insist on that poverty. After all, you’re not marrying a pauper in Harry. And I tell you frankly that it is necessary that you should marry a rich man!”

The truth was coming — she braced herself to meet it. “Who will also take my fortune on trust,” she said quietly. “If I married Dick, who is a business man, he might ask to see my bonds and shares.”

A tense moment of silence, then: “There are no bonds or shares!”

He had to set his teeth to make his confession. He could not see her face; he dared not look round or meet her eyes.

“There are no bonds or shares?” she repeated slowly. “Then what I said in the car was right? I am penniless!”
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The truth was out. Leslie stood rigidly behind her brother, looking down on him.

“I am penniless?” she asked.

He had to wet his dry lips before he could speak. “I’ve been trying to work up courage to tell you this for a long time,” he said. “I’m a coward — a cur! You have a few thousand pounds that I couldn’t handle, but every other penny of your fortune I have spent.” His voice was hoarse, scarcely recognisable. “You’ll have to know this sooner or later; you might as well know it now. I don’t know what you’ll think of me. I’d like to say that I didn’t care, but that wouldn’t be the truth. I’ve gambled away a quarter of a million, and I’m as near to bankruptcy and ruin as makes no difference.”

He pulled the lint bandage from his eye and got up and faced her. Save for the discoloration of his cheek, he was white as chalk.

“I’d no intention of telling you,” he said in a low voice, “but you piqued me into it, and I’m glad it’s over.”

Raising his eyes to hers, he did not see the look of condemnation he expected. There was neither contempt nor consternation in her face. The red lips were curved in a half-smile, and in her eyes was nothing but kindliness and pity.

“Thank God!” she said in a low voice, and he could not understand her.

“This means, of course, that Chelford will have to take you without a fortune,” he said.

She shook her head.

“I have already written to Harry, breaking off my engagement,” she answered him. And then her arm slipped through his. “Let us go in to breakfast,” she said. “This is one of the happiest days of my life.”

The letter came to Harry Alford, Earl of Chelford, with two or three other personal letters; his main correspondence was with London booksellers, for he was a restless collector of ancient tomes. He looked at the letter, recognising the handwriting, frowned and turned it over. Then, with some evidence of annoyance, he slit the flap.



Dear Harry,

I have thought for a long time that we have so little in common that a marriage between us could not possibly lead to happiness for either of us. I suppose the correct thing to do would be to send back my engagement ring, but fortunately, or unfortunately, you forgot to present me with this token! I wish you every happiness, and I hope that we shall still be good friends.



Harry read the letter, rubbed his forehead in perplexity, then, rising from his chair, almost ran from the library. Dick was on the lawn, playing with his dog, when his brother burst into the little study.

“I say, look at this! What do you think of it?”

Dick read the letter with a troubled face.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“Sorry!” said Harry shrilly. “It’s disgraceful! I shall look a perfect fool! Leslie’s treated me very badly indeed — but that reference to the engagement ring is in shocking bad taste.”

“I thought you’d given her one,” said the patient Dick. “Didn’t you?”

“It is a barbarous and stupid practice. I never dreamt of giving her a ring. Why should I? She had a ring, a beautiful one. You must have seen it — a diamond that she always wears. What is the sense of it? The reference is in very bad taste — shocking!”

And yet, in spite of his agitation and anger, Dick thought he detected relief in his brother’s voice. But his vanity had been hurt, and that is a sore place with many men of greater calibre than Lord Chelford.

“Without any warning. She was here yesterday, but said not a word about it!”

“You hardly gave her a chance,” said Dick. “You scarcely spoke to her, and really, Harry, you took no trouble to entertain her. Be reasonable.”

Harry fondled his chin and glared through the thick lenses of his horn-rimmed spectacles.

“I suppose not,” he said, with sudden mildness. “But really, I’m not a marrying man. I want no more than my books and my mission. But I’m going to look a fool over this business, Dick.” His anger was rising again. “Everybody in the county knows we’re engaged, and they’ll come prying around to discover what is wrong. We shall have those beastly newspaper men sitting on the front step, and that is more than I can endure!”

“Then let them come to me,” said Dick. “I’ll give them all the explanation they need, and they’ll be sorry they asked. As for newspaper men, I eat ’em alive!”

Still his brother was not wholly mollified.

“What made her do it? Do you think she’s found somebody else she likes better?” He peered at Dick in his shortsighted way. “That would make it even worse. I’m very annoyed with Arthur Gine. He threw this girl at me.”

“Don’t let us talk about it,” said Dick sharply. “It isn’t a very dignified attitude to take.”

His brother looked at the letter dubiously.

“What am I to do?”

“Write a charming letter, freeing her,” said Dick. “You can do no less.”

“But do you think she’s got another man in her eye?” demanded Harry.

“She has probably a dozen,” said the other brutally. “Do as I tell you, Harry.”

And Harry Alford went grumbling back to the library.

So she had done it! Dick hardly knew whether to be elated or depressed. A week ago he would have been the happiest man in England; today — he shrugged his broad shoulders, pulled his pipe from his pocket and savagely stuffed tobacco into the bowl. This would mean a break, for a time at any rate, between the Gines and Harry, and there arose an alarming thought. Suppose Harry transferred his legal business to another firm? That would mean ruin for Arthur Gine. Dick had so far been able to cover up the defalcations of Leslie Gine’s brother, and in a few months he could have obliterated all trace without hurt to the estate. But at this stage, if Harry insisted —

“His lordship would like to see you, sir.” The second footman had come up unnoticed behind him.

Dick steeled himself for the interview and went in. His brother was sitting at his desk, his head in his hands, his hair rumpled and an angry frown puckering the white skin of his forehead.

“Dick, I’m going to cut out these Gines,” he said. “I want you to ask your lawyers to take over from Arthur, and tell them to be deuced careful and check every item. That fellow handles my mother’s estate, and roughly I think he must have nearly fifty thousand pounds in securities. If there’s a penny missing, Dick, I’ll prosecute the fellow — I will, by God! He’s made a fool of me before all the county, and if I get half a chance I’m going to get back on him.”

Dick’s heart sank.

“What lawyers do you suggest?”

“Sampson & Howard. They’re good people and they’re not too friendly with Arthur. Will you take that in hand, Dick?”

Dick Alford nodded. As soon as he could escape from his brother’s presence, he went round to the garage and, taking out his car, drove to Willow House. Arthur was still on the lawn, walking up and down, and from his attitude of depression Dick gathered that something unusual had happened. Possibly he had been told about the breaking off of the engagement. But here he attributed the wrong cause.

“I want to see you, Gine.”

Arthur Gline started and turned at the sound of the voice.

“Hullo!” he said awkwardly. “Does Harry know?”

Dick nodded.

“And he’s very angry, I suppose?”

“He is rather furious. That’s what I’ve come to see you about. Where is Leslie?”

“She’s in the house. Do you want her?”

“No,” said Dick quietly. “I want to talk with you. Come for a walk with me.”

They strolled out of all possibility of earshot from the house, and then: “Harry has decided to take the legal management of the estate out of your hands, Gine,” he said. “He spoke to me this morning of some funds that you’re handling — about fifty thousand pounds’ worth of stock from the late Lady Chelford’s estate. Is that money intact?”

Arthur did not answer.

“Is that money intact?” asked Dick again.

“No,” said the other huskily; “not a penny of it.”

Dick stared at the man in horror.

“You mean the money is lost?”

Arthur nodded.

“Yes, I was persuaded to put it into an oilfield in Texas. The shares are not worth two cents a thousand.”

Dick groaned.

“Oh, you fool, you cussed fool!” he muttered. “Don’t you realise what this means? I can’t cover you up now, not even for Leslie’s sake. You madman!”

Arthur Gline passed his hand wearily over his eyes.

“What is the use of ragging me?” he asked plaintively. “I’ve been expecting this trouble, and have lived under the shadow of it for years. I’ll have to take my medicine.”

“And Leslie?” asked Dick sternly. “What of her? Has she to take your medicine too?”

The man’s pallid face was distorted painfully.

“Don’t talk about Leslie, for God’s sake!” he said. “That’s the worst of it. I’m not scared of Dartmoor or bankruptcy or anything. Leslie’s the only fear I have.”

“Can you raise the money?”

Arthur gave a harsh little laugh.

“Raise it? How do you think I can raise fifty thousand?”

“You have no friends?”

The lawyer’s lips curled.

“Not fifty thousand pounds’ worth,” he said curtly. “No, I’m afraid, Alford, I’ve got to go through with it. I’ve been a blackguard, a vain, stupid fool — I’ve asked for all that is coming to me and I shall not squeal.”

Dick was silent, going over the problem that this horrible situation presented. Arthur could go to prison and stay there for the rest of his life, for all he cared; but Leslie: this would break her heart.

“There is one thing I want you to promise me,” he began, as he foresaw one possible solution which might present itself to Arthur’s mind.

The lawyer smiled and nodded.

“You can trust me,” he said. “I’ve got some sort of religion tucked away inside my system. Self-destruction is not my idea of a gentleman’s solution. I tell you I’ll stand up to anything that comes, and I’m not going to blow my brains out and leave a coroner’s jury of yokels and carpenters to discuss my private affairs and probe into my iniquities. When will the transfer take place?”

“We’ve got a week yet,” said Dick. “I can hold it up for that long; but once the papers are in the hands of the other lawyers, nothing can save you.”

A week! Arthur Gine pinched his lower lip in meditation. Seven days. So far as he was concerned, if he had seven years to make reparation he could not see daylight.

“And get out of your mind that you’re going to find the Chelford treasure,” said Dick, and the shock made the man jump.

“Why, how do you know—” he stammered.

“I know all about that. I tell you that you can cut it out. That isn’t a solution. It’s only robbing Peter to pay Peter; for if there is any gold — and heaven knows I doubt it — it belongs to Harry, and must go to Harry. What about Leslie’s fortune? Of course that is non-existent. Does she know?”

“I told her this morning,” said the man, and now Dick understood his depression. “She took it like a brick; in fact, she seemed almost happy about it. And why, I can’t for the life of me understand. Women are queer things.”

“I know one woman who is the most wonderful thing in the world,” said Dick softly.

He did not wait to see Leslie, but left as hurriedly as he came, and the man who had been lying at full length beneath the laurel bushes waited till the two men had disappeared, and then crawled painfully and carefully back to the road, mounted the wall and stepped out for the nearest telegraph office to send his news.
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Mr. Gilder arrived at his cottage in the evening and found his “tenant” sitting on the doorstep smoking a pipe. Fortunately, the cottage was in the middle of a thin plantation of trees, and the river at the back made an approach from that direction impossible. Nevertheless, Mr Gilder was alarmed at the lack of precaution the man showed.

“If you’re going to stay here you’ve got to keep inside the house. I tell you I don’t want people to know that you’re living here. Now, what is the big news?”

“Come inside,” said Thomas, with a grin, and his host felt that the invitation into his own house was a little superfluous.

Thomas was not a good storyteller, and it was with many “You see what I means,” and at inordinate length, that he unravelled his tangled narrative.

“I’d been hanging round the house all the morning. I wanted to have a talk with the young lady.”

“What about?” demanded the other.

“About a certain thing.”

“Now see here, Thomas: you’re not to speak to Miss Gine — do you understand? You’re not to approach her, and you’re not to go anywhere near the house.”

“Well, it’s not a bad thing that I was there this morning,” grinned Thomas. “Because I heard something that will make you jump!”

It took half an hour for him to repeat, with more or less accuracy, the conversation he had heard on the lawn. When he came to the vital point, Mr Gilder whistled.

Arthur Gine had managed the Chelford estate without his assistance, and Gilder was as ignorant of the particulars of the property as if it were in some other office.

“Fifty thousand, eh?” he mused. “Well, that’s more than Arthur Gine will collect in a hurry.”

“That’s what he said himself,” said Thomas. “He said to Alford: ‘Friends? Well, I haven’t got fifty thousand pounds’ worth’ — those were his very words. He said, ‘I’ll go to Dartmoor, and that doesn’t worry me. What worries me is Leslie.’”

“Did you hear when the transfer was to be complete — I mean, when the stocks were to be handed over to the other lawyers?”

“In a week,” said Thomas. “Mr Alford said, ‘I can hold it up for a week, but I can’t keep it any longer. And once those papers are in the other bloke’s hands, your name is mud.’”

Fifty thousand pounds! Gilder paced up and down the narrow room, his hands behind him.

“You say that the engagement with his lordship is broken off?”

“He didn’t say so,” said the man, “but that’s how I took it. He said, ‘Was Harry very annoyed?’ That’s his lordship. And Alford said, ‘Yes, and he’s going to change his lawyers.’ And he said, ‘What about Leslie’s fortune?’”

“Call her Miss Gine, will you?” interrupted Gilder roughly.

“He didn’t say Miss Gine, he said ‘Leslie.’ But to oblige you I’ll say Miss Gine,” said Thomas. “He said, ‘What about Miss Gine’s fortune? Is that gone?’ And Gine said, ‘Yes, every penny.’”

This was no news to Gilder — Arthur had told him as much.

“And here, Mr Gilder — the Black Abbot was around last night. I’ve got an idea about him! His lordship’s scared to death of the Black Abbot. Did you know that?”

“Don’t talk to me about the Black Abbot!” snapped the man. He wanted to work this thing out, and the chatter of his guest disturbed him. “You keep inside and out of sight. I think you’d better go to London tonight. You’ve got money?”

“I’ve got a bit of money. I was a fool! There’s an old-fashioned diary in that library that his lordship would give a couple of thousand pounds to get back, and I had it in my hand! That is the thing I ought to have pinched.”

“And if it was found on you, you’d have been in prison. As it was, you had taken money and you got away with it.”

This point of view had not struck the exconvict before.

“That’s true,” he agreed. “Lord! what a headpiece you’ve got, Mr Gilder! If I had your brains—”

But Mr Gilder was not in a mood for flattery.

“I’ve got an idea,” Thomas went on, unconscious of the distraction he was causing. “Let me go up to London tonight and come down tomorrow.”

But Gilder did not hear him. Fifty thousand pounds! And for that price he could buy — Leslie Gine! His pulse quickened at the thought. There were no “ifs” or “buts.” She would gladly make that sacrifice for her brother’s sake. This time he had them all in the hollow of his hand: Leslie, Arthur Gine, and last, but not least in dislike, Dick Alford.

Mentally he reviewed his financial position. He had considerably over a hundred thousand pounds in gilt-edged securities, which were easily realisable — or transferable. He had house property in the north of London, and a fairly large fluid balance at the bank. And he was fifty. There were fifteen years of life ahead of him — fifteen happy years. How could he better use his money than in buying happiness? The life companionship of that fragrant thing, and afterwards a will whereby she lost all interest in his property if she married again — Mr Gilder thought a long way ahead. And his marriage would be a knife in the heart of the second son, for he guessed Dick Alford’s secret.

He saw his way now; the plan was foolproof and invincible. Nothing stood between him and the realisation of what had once been a wild and foolish hope.

“A week? You’re sure of that?”

Thomas nodded. His cunning eyes had not left Gilder’s face. Unconscious of the curious scrutiny, Fabrian asked: “Why do you think this news is interesting to me?”

The man grinned and closed his right eye in a significant wink.

“Didn’t you ask me to tell you how often the young lady went to Fossaway Manor? Didn’t you tell me to write everything that happened between her and his lordship?”

Gilder was silent.

It was not a comfortable thought that he had employed such a man as this to watch the girl he loved.

“You’d better keep close here,” he said. “I don’t want you to be seen by the villagers or by the people from Fossaway Manor. Does anybody know you’re here?”

“No, sir. Not even Miss Gine: she never asked—”

Gilder interrupted him brusquely.

“If you’re going to town, go by night, and come back by night. I’m not so sure that it won’t be a good idea to stay here after all.”

He got back to London late in the evening and spent the night in a strict examination of his finances. He had dismissed from his mind all thoughts of the Chelford treasure. Mary Wenner had certainly justification for her confidence. He himself had been deceived when he had looked through the grating and seen those cylinders neatly arranged on the stone bench. Who had moved them — the Black Abbot? There must be some explanation for him. But he had his own ideas on the subject, and the moment had not yet arrived when he could test his theory.

The next morning he spent in the City and at Somerset House, examining the will of the late Lady Chelford. Her legacies were set forth in detail, and the character of the shares and stocks with which Arthur Gine had been entrusted were particularised, and John Henry Gine, Arthur’s uncle, named as trustee. A search of the court files failed to reveal any successor to Arthur’s uncle, and apparently no trustee had been appointed, the stocks being left in Arthur’s care. He would, of course, have authority to sell and reinvest, and there would be no trouble if shares of a corresponding value were handed over to Harry Alford’s new solicitors.

Arthur Gline had spent a very busy day in the seclusion of his study. His task was not a pleasant one: he was putting in order the chaos of his affairs, and as the list of his liabilities grew, he himself seemed to grow older.

He had only interrupted his work to lunch with his sister, and Leslie, who thought that the cause of his distress was her vanished fortune, did her best to cheer him. His first act had been to gather on paper the remnants of her vanished quarter of a million, and the remnant was pitiably small, amounting to less than two thousand pounds. He told her this at lunch.

“But that’s really a much larger amount than I expected, Arthur,” she smiled. “We shall be able to live for two years on that.”

It was in his mind to say that he would possibly be living for five years on less, but he wanted to avert that news until it was inevitable that she should know.

At five o’clock she was having tea in solitary state when the maid brought her a card. She had not heard the arrival of the visitor’s motorcar, for the drawingroom was at the back of the house. She took the card and read it.

“I don’t think I want to see this gentleman,” she said. “Will you ask Mr Gine—”

And then she remembered the struggle on the lawn and Arthur’s damaged eye.

“Yes, I’ll see him,” she said. “Ask him to come in.”

Gilder was dressed as for an official visit. He carried a glossy silk hat, an incongruous sight in the country, in his gloved hand; his morning coat sported a large yellow rose; his patent shoes shone violently. Before he came to Willow House he had called at his own cottage to refresh his memory on one or two points, but the house was empty. Thomas had evidently gone up to town, as he had said he would. At first he was annoyed, but later he was glad that the man was not there. After all, he knew enough, more than enough for the comfort of Leslie Gine.

She met him with a distant little bow.

“I’m afraid you will not regard me as a welcome visitor, Miss Gine,” he said; “but I have a little business to discuss with you, and I should be grateful if you would give me a few minutes of your time.”

“Will you sit down, please?” she said coldly.

He was gazing at her with that queer, hungry look she had seen in his face before.

“I understand your engagement with Lord Chelford is broken off?” And, when she did not answer: “It was partly that which brought me here, and partly something much more serious; something,” he said, with distinct deliberation, “which affects you very closely, Miss Gline.”

He paused, expecting a reply, but received none. She sat bolt upright in one of the deep chairs that abounded in the room, her hands folded lightly on her lap, her gaze fixed on his.

“I was, as you probably know, for many years your brother’s right-hand man. In consequence, I have a very intimate knowledge of his affairs; and not only his affairs, but the affairs of his clients. I know, for example, that your large fortune is mythical.”

If he had expected to shock her he was disappointed. She nodded slightly.

“I know that also, Mr Gilder,” she said. “I hope you haven’t made this long journey to tell me this?”

For a second he was staggered. He had expected his announcement to be the first of two tremendous sensations; she saw the disappointment in his face and could have smiled.

“There is another matter,” he said, recovering himself, “which does not directly affect you. Your brother administered the estate of the late Lady Chelford, in the sense that he had in his charge stocks and bonds to the value of fifty-one thousand pounds. That is quite usual in an old-fashioned lawyer’s business, but today, of course, the stocks would be in the hands of the bank, and the dividends automatically credited.”

Her heart nearly stopped beating. He saw the colour fade from her face and was very sure of himself.

“My brother has — that money?” she said.

“He had it.” He emphasised the word. “I understand that the present Lord Chelford is changing his lawyers, and in a week’s time those stocks are to be handed over to another firm.”

She was speechless, knowing that he was telling the truth, understanding only too well just all that this narrative implied.

“Fifty thousand pounds is a lot of money,” Gilder went on suavely; “a very difficult sum to raise in a week. And in a week that money must be in your brother’s hands.”

She raised her eyes, and, seeing the pain in them, he was almost sorry for her.

“You mean — that the money — that Arthur hasn’t those stocks to transfer?”

He nodded.

“Are you sure of this?”

“Absolutely sure.”

A long silence, when the ticking of the little French clock came so loudly to their ears that instinctively both glanced at the mantelpiece together.

“Why do you tell me all this?”

He cleared his voice.

“A few days ago I told you, rather uncouthly, I am afraid, that I loved you,” he said. “You may not credit me with the — the affectionate reverence I have for you — but I love you! There is nothing in the world I would not do for you, no price that I would not pay.”

Her eyes did not waver; she seemed to be reading his very soul.

“Even to the extent of providing fifty thousand pounds in a week?” she said in a low voice.

“Even to that extent,” he answered.

She rose slowly to her feet.

“Will you write down your address?”

So calm was her voice that she might have been discussing an ordinary matter of business.

“I know where you live, but I have forgotten the name of the building and the number.”

He wrote it down with an unsteady hand and left the paper where she had placed it.

“I must know tomorrow,” he said, “yes or no.”

She dropped her head.

“You shall know tomorrow,” she said. “If I tell you I will marry you, you can make the arrangement about the money — I will not fail you.”

Without another word, he walked to the door, turned and favoured her with a deep bow, and went out into the hall. She heard the whirr of his car grow fainter and fainter. But still she did not move.
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The door opened. It was Arthur.

“Was that Gilder who came?” he asked, and, when she nodded:

“The brute! Why didn’t you send for me?”

He saw her face, and, quickly: “Is anything wrong, Leslie?”

“Yes,” she said, and marvelled herself at the evenness of her tone. “He came about some money that was in your care — a part of the estate of Lady Chelford.”

She saw from the quick change in his face that all that Gilder had said was true; but then, she had never doubted that.

“Does Dick know?” she asked.

“Yes, he knows. I wonder what you think of me?” he asked huskily.

She shook her head.

“Does it matter, Arthur, what I think? What will happen if the money isn’t found?”

“I’ve got a week yet,” he said. “How did he come to know?”

“Can you get the money?”

It was a useless question.

“Dick said he will do his best.”

“Nothing can be done with Harry, I suppose?” she asked. “No, that’s too impossible to think about. What will happen when the truth comes out?”

He drew a deep breath.

“I don’t know; imprisonment, I suppose. It’s horribly rough on you, Leslie. I’ve said that before, but words mean very little, and I am at the end of words.”

His voice broke for a second, but he caught hold of his weakness in time, and, seeing the fight he was making, there came a look of admiration to her eyes.

“You poor soul!” she said softly.

Another long pause.

“What did Gilder want — just to tell you that?”

“Partly that.”

“And to make you an offer?” There was just a hint of eagerness in his tone; the drowning man was gripping hard on a straw. It made her heart ache to think that, even at that moment, when he knew he deserved nothing but her loathing, he could contemplate yet another sacrifice upon her part without protest.

“He made me an offer — yes,” she said. “And I don’t know what I shall do. I’m going to see Dick.”

“Is that necessary?” he asked anxiously.

She nodded. “I’m going to see Dick,” she said. “I will phone him.”

She moved to the instrument and lifted the receiver from the hook, when he caught her arm.

“I shouldn’t be guided — too much by Dick,” he said breathlessly. “Gilder’s a brute, but you might be happier with him than with Harry.”

She shook off his arm and gave a number. The servant who replied told her that Dick was out, that he had gone to London that afternoon, and would not be back until late at night. She hung up the instrument, went back to the drawingroom, and took up the paper on which Gilder had written his address.

“You have six days, Arthur,” she said. “I have less than twentyfour hours. I don’t know whose case is the worse, but I rather fancy it is mine.”

He heard her go up to her room, and after a while followed and tried the door. It was locked.

“Leslie!” he called anxiously, but she did not hear him.

With her face buried in the pillow, she was saying goodbye to Dick Alford, and her heart was breaking.
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Passing down Wardour Street that afternoon, Dick Alford had seen a familiar face. A man came out of a shop with a bundle under his arm, and, recognising the young man, turned on his tracks and walked rapidly away. Dick grinned; there was no mistaking Thomas, and he wondered what was the nature of his purchase.

He glanced at the window of the store and was puzzled; for Thomas did not seem the kind of man who would indulge in the frivolities which were exhibited behind the plate-glass.

Dick was not in any very good spirits. He had made two calls, and on each occasion had suffered a gentle rebuff. He was going now to see his last hope. The big City bank was closed when he arrived, but a porter admitted him to the presence of the old man who had been his father’s best friend. The war had turned plain Mr Jarvis, a country banker of the eighties, into Lord Clanfield, the head of the greatest banking corporation in Europe.

He gave Dick a hearty welcome, for the boy had been a favourite of his.

“Sit ye down, Dick. What has brought you to this square mile of trouble?”

Plainly and briefly Dick stated his business, and Lord Clanfield frowned.

“Fifty thousand pounds, my dear boy! Do you want it for yourself?”

“No, I want it for a very dear friend of mine.” It required an effort to describe Arthur in these flattering terms. “He has got into a scrape.”

His lordship shook his head.

“It couldn’t be done, Dick. If it was for you, to get you out of a scrape — but then, you’re not the kind of lad who’d ever get into one — I’d give it to you out of my own pocket.”

“You couldn’t lend it to me on my personal security?”

The banker smiled.

“Lending it to you, Dick, would be giving it to you! What chance have you of repaying fifty thousand pounds? A second son! Harry is marrying this year, and there will be an heir to the estate next year! No, no, old boy, it would be impossible.”

Then, in his desperation, Dick Alford told the story, suppressing only the names. The old man listened with a grave face.

“He has got to go through with it, Dick,” he said. “If you get him out of this trouble he’ll probably get into worse. The poor little girl — I’m sorry for her. Of course you’re speaking about Gine? No, no, you needn’t be afraid, I shan’t say a word. But I’ve had my suspicions for a long time. Let him take his medicine, Dick, and do what you can for the girl. Once that fellow is behind bars and the whole wretched trouble is at an end, come to me for any money you want — for the girl. I knew her father and her uncle, and the great-uncle who left her a lot of money, which I suppose has gone up in smoke with the rest, and I’m willing to go a long way to help her. But you mustn’t pledge your credit, Dick, for that worthless man.”

Dick came away from the City weary and sick at heart, too dispirited even to interview the fourth man he had intended seeing. His only hope now was his brother, and he knew Harry’s obstinacy too well to expect help from that quarter, which could not even be asked for, except by betraying as the borrower the man for whom he had conceived an unreasoning hatred.

Monkey Puttler met him at the station, and had a piece of news to impart.

“That bird Thomas is still in the neighbourhood,” he said. “He’s been living in Gilder’s cottage.”

“Indeed?” said Dick. He was really not concerned with Thomas or Gilder or anything in the wide world except the heartbreak that awaited Leslie Gine.

“Gilder’s been down today. Ascot’s all over, isn’t it? Anyway, he was dressed like a doctor in new clothes — top hat and everything.”

“Where has he been?” asked Dick, with sudden interest.

“I don’t know. I guess he went to call on Mr Gine. I saw his car coming out of the drive, and he looked very pleased with himself. And I’ve found the rifle.”

“Where did you find it?” asked Dick quickly.

“Up against the river. Someone must have thrown it in, but didn’t throw hard enough. There were three or four cartridges still in the magazine — a sporting Lee-Enfield. They’ve tried the knife and they’ve tried the gun; I wonder what new one they’ll put out on us.”

“Have you seen Harry?”

“Saw him this afternoon,” said the cheerful Puttler. “He worked that chesil gag on me, but I didn’t give him my views.”

In spite of his anxiety, Dick smiled.

“Have you any views on chesils?”

“Yes, sir,” said the other confidently. “He thinks chesil is an instrument. He doesn’t seem to realise that in Elizabethan times ‘chesil’ meant ‘gravel’ or ‘shingle.’”

Dick stopped and stared at him.

“Is that so?” he asked.

“Ever heard of a place called Chelsea?” said the informative Mr Puttler. “Do you know what ‘Chelsea’ means? It means ‘Chesil Ey’ or Shingle Island. Why, the word isn’t even obsolete; you’ll find it in any dictionary. The new ‘chesil’ that is spoken of in the diary is a load of shingle he got from Brighthelstone. That’s Brighton. Now why did the old bird want shingle? Obviously to put in some kind of concrete or mortar.”

“For heaven’s sake don’t start on the treasure, or I shall go mad!” groaned Dick. “At any rate, you don’t believe in its existence, thank goodness!”

“I do,” said the surprising man emphatically. “I’m as sure that those thousand bars of gold are in existence as I’m certain you and I are walking up this road. Your brother’s got a book down that shows all Queen Elizabeth’s private accounts; there’s the million she stole from the Spanish ships that put into an English port when they were on their way to Holland; there’s the money she got from Drake and the other seagoing burglars; but there’s not a hint of the Chelford gold.”

“Then where is it?” asked Dick in exasperation.

“Ask me before I go,” replied the other cryptically.
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A dozen letters were written and burnt in the fireplace of her bedroom before Leslie composed the one that was eventually placed in an envelope and addressed to “Fabrian Gilder, Esq., 35, Regency Mansions, London.”


Dear Mr Gilder,
 she wrote,

I agree to your terms. The money or equivalent shares must be deposited in the Horsham branch of the Southern & Midland Bank, in the name of Leslie Gilder, so that I may have control of the account from the moment I am married. I do not expect you to trust the word of one of my family, and I presume that you will wish the marriage to take place in the next few days. Will you please make arrangements for the ceremony, and tell me when and where I am to meet you? I expect it to be at a registrar’s office by special licence. I can only say that, although this marriage is not of my seeking, you may trust me to be a loyal wife.

Very sincerely,

Leslie Gine.



The last post was collected by a motorcyclist postman at ten o’clock from a little wall box not a hundred yards from the house. There was an earlier collection, but somehow she could not bring herself to post the letter until the very last moment. Ten o’clock was an unusually late hour for a country collection, but it was the last box on the postman’s route and was an especially convenient arrangement, not only for the inhabitants of Fossaway Manor, but for the tenant farmers who wished to notify their daily consignments.

She saw Arthur at dinner after the letter was written, but beyond the exchange of a few commonplaces they did not speak. He went back to his study, carrying his coffee with him, and she was left alone to the contemplation of the dark future. She wished she had seen Dick before she wrote, but it was too late now. Gilder had asked her to give him his answer that night, and she had promised.

What would Dick say? She screwed up her eyes tightly as though to hide the vision of him, and her lips trembled.

“No weakness, Danton!” It was a favourite quotation of her childhood, and had been the slogan at all moments when tears were near at hand.

She took the letter from her bag and looked at it. Stamped, addressed, she had but to drop this into the little letter box, and thereafter the angle of life was twisted to a new prospect: the bleakest, dreariest prospect that any woman had faced.

And it had to be done. The hands of the clock moved slowly and inexorably round. Nine o’clock — a quarter past — twenty minutes to ten; she set her teeth and got up from the little table where she had been trying in vain to concentrate her mind upon a game of patience, went upstairs and put on her hat and coat, and, with the letter tightly gripped in her hand, stole down across the hall, opened the door and went out.

It was very dark; she could scarcely see her way down the drive. Clear of the overhanging trees, her eyes, grown accustomed to the darkness, made out the road. She thought that she saw somebody on the road ahead and heard footsteps, but she was nervy, she told herself. Nevertheless, she stopped and listened. She heard nothing and went on.

A few minutes’ walk brought her to the pillar box, and here she waited. A big spot of rain fell upon her hand; she heard the sough of the wind through the trees; and then, far away, she saw a tiny star of light and heard the faint clank of the postman’s cycle. She thrust the letter into the box and turned to retrace her steps.

Then it occurred to her that the postman would pass her, and she did not wish to see him. Which way should she go? Her heart and inclination beckoned to Fossaway Manor. Dick — she must see Dick. She fought against the madness; the postman’s light grew brighter. Then she ran, down towards the cut road, through the gate and up the slope to the abbey. There she sat down to recover her breath, and presently she saw the reflection of a lamp, heard the thunder of the postman’s motor cycle as it passed.

There went fate, on that dark road, noisily, bumpily. The red light faded from sight, and she got up, walked leisurely past the abbey ruins, without one thought of ghosts or haunting spirits, and took the lower and shorter path to the Manor.

She was halfway across the Long Meadow when she stopped. Fear was clutching at her heart; she could feel the flesh creep on her neck, and, turning, looked back. Somebody was following her. Consciously she had heard no sound, but to her heart flashed a warning signal that set it racing. She could see nobody. It must be her imagination, she told herself; yet here, reason and instinct were at variance, and instinct won. She knew there was somebody immediately behind her, less than twenty yards away.

She could intercept the long drive to Fossaway Manor before she could reach the house. She decided to make the longer journey, and, turning abruptly, walked with quick strides across the velvety grassland in the direction of the elms which flanked the drive. Once she looked back, and thought she saw a moving shape. She quickened her steps, broke into a gentle run. She must not allow blind panic to overcome her, she told herself.

Again she looked back but saw nothing, and, ashamed of her fear, she slowed to a walk and reached the elms and the drive with heartfelt thankfulness. Exactly how she should break in upon Dick she did not know. She hoped he would be in his study, and that she could call him out from the lawn.

Nearer and nearer she came to the house, and then, of a sudden, she whipped round. Somebody was behind her: she was sure of it now. She heard their feet upon the gravelled road.

“Who is there?” she called.

There was no answer, but the footsteps stopped. They might be walking on the grassy verge, she thought, and, turning, ran up the drive. Whoever followed was running too. She heard a sibilant whisper and her blood turned cold. Then, as she emerged from the trees, she saw a figure against the grey sheen of the round pond, saw the shape of it — the long habit and the heavy cowl. With a scream she flew.

The drive continuing past the window would bring her to Dick’s study. She saw with a gasp of relief that the door was open and a light shining inside. Over her shoulder she saw the queer shape again, and screamed. In an instant Dick was out of the study and had caught her in his arms.

He listened to her breathless story, then almost carrying her to his room, he put her in a chair and ran out into the night. In a few minutes he came back.

“I saw nothing,” he said. “It was the Black Abbot, you say?”

“I don’t know; something in a cowl and habit: I’m sure of that.”

It was a bad introduction to the story she had to tell; indeed, in her terror, she almost forgot the object of her visit.

“Did Arthur come with you?”

She shook her head.

“Dick, I know,” were the first words she said when she had recovered her breath.

“You know what?”

“About Lady Chelford’s money.”

She saw his face change.

“Did he tell you?” he asked, the red coming into his face.

“Not Arthur, no. It was Gilder.”

“Mr Gilder told you? I knew he had been and I knew he had called. Was that why he came?”

She nodded.

“For nothing else?”

“Yes; he came to offer me the money.”

She saw his eyes narrow.

“He did? At a price, of course?”

She nodded.

“And you — what did you say?”

She found a difficulty in breathing; speech for the moment was impossible without making a fool of herself.

“You agreed?”

She nodded again.

“I have just posted the letter to him,” she said.

She saw him bite his lip, and a red spot of blood showed. If he had stormed at her, cursed her, she could have borne it; but he did no more than look at her. There was nothing in his gaze that was uncharitable.

“Oh, Dick, Dick!” She was sobbing on his breast and his arms were about her, comforting her.

“You can’t do it, my dear. Anything is better than that.”

She shook her head, incapable of speech.

“I tell you anything is better than that.” His voice was hard, uncompromising. “Better Arthur go down for five years than that you should live in hell all your life! I know that man — I know his kind — it isn’t his years, it’s his mind and his evil heart. If he were twenty I would say, ‘No, you can’t do it, Leslie.’”

She pushed herself gently away from him and dried her eyes.

“I must, Dick; I have given my word. I cannot trick him. The last thing I said to him was, ‘If I tell you I will marry you, you can make the arrangements about the money — I will not fail you.’ I cannot fail him; I cannot fail myself.”

His face was drawn and haggard.

“This can’t be!” he said. “Something will happen. I don’t know what—”

He stopped.

“What’s that?” she gasped, terrified.

From somewhere in the grounds came a shrill shriek that was hardly human. Again it came: a sobbing, blubbering shriek that turned her heart to ice.

“Stay here,” said Dick, as he made for the open window, but she flung herself upon him.

“You shan’t go! You mustn’t go!” she cried wildly. “Dick, something dreadful is happening. Oh, God! listen, Dick!”

This time the shriek was shriller, and died away into a thin wail of sound.

He pushed her aside and ran out on to the lawn.

“From which way did it come, do you think?”

“Over there.” She pointed ahead to the drive.

“Let me come with you — do, please do!” she begged. “I dare not be left alone.”

He hesitated.

“Come,” he said roughly, and took her arm with a grip that made her wince.

Together they ran towards Elm Drive, and then he stopped.

“Go back and get my handlamp. It’s on my writing-table,” he said. “I will wait here for you.”

She fled back to the room, took up the lamp with fingers that trembled so violently that she could scarcely hold it, and rejoined him.

“It was over there. I heard something a second ago. If I hadn’t promised to wait—”

He turned on the light, swinging its rays over the ground before him, and going ahead of her. Presently she saw him stop, and a circle of light focussed on something brown that lay huddled on the grass.

“Stay where you are,” he commanded, “and turn your back.”

A voice hailed him in the distance: it was Puttler, and, guided by the lamp, he came on the scene.

“Who is it?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” said Dick in a low voice.

At his feet was the huddled figure of a man. He was lying on his face, and was attired from head to foot in a long black habit around which a rope was girdled.

“The Black Abbot?” said Puttler incredulously. “Is he dead?”

“Look,” said Dick, and pointed to the wet shoulder and the horror of the throat.

Puttler knelt down, and, putting his arms under the figure, turned it on its back.

The face was covered by a black cowl, and this he gently raised.

“Merciful God!” said Dick, in a hushed voice. He was looking into the grey face of Thomas, the footman.
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“Thomas — the Black Abbot!”

Dick looked at the pitiable thing, bewildered; and then he remembered the girl and, with a low word of instruction to Puttler, went back to her.

“Is he — dead?” she asked fearfully.

“Yes, I’m afraid he is.”

“Who — who is it?”

“One of the servants,” he said evasively.

“Not Thomas?”

Why she should think it was Thomas she could not for the life of her tell.

“Yes — Thomas.”

She made no further inquiries, and they walked back without a word to his room. He rang the bell, and, to the footman who answered: “Ask Mr Glover to come to me,” he said.

The old butler came apprehensively. All the servants had heard the scream in the park.

“Where is his lordship?”

“He went up to bed about five minutes ago, Mr Alford.”

“Had he heard — anything?”

“No, sir. He’s so particular about our talking of the Black Abbot—”

“How do you know it was the Black Abbot?” asked Dick sharply, and the butler explained that somebody had seen the figure in the grounds.

“He was trying to open a window. One of the maids looking out of her window saw him walking on the paved path below, and raised an alarm. Has he hurt anybody, Mr Richard?”

“No, he has hurt nobody,” said Dick.

He drew the butler out into the hall and closed the door behind him.

“A man has been found in the grounds in the dress of a black abbot — and he is dead — murdered!”

“Good Lord, sir!” said the startled servant. “Is it anybody we know?”

“Thomas,” said Dick laconically, and the old man staggered back against the panelled wall.

“Not our Thomas? Thomas Luck, the man who was dismissed?”

Dick nodded.

“Get the servants to bed. Tell them that the scream came from somebody who was skylarking and that we caught him — anything you like.” Then, catching a glimpse of the man’s ashen face: “First of all you’d better go down into the diningroom and help yourself to a good stiff glass of brandy and water; you look a corpse, man!”

“Thomas!” muttered the old man. “It’s terrible! Do you think—”

Dick cut short his question.

“Do as I tell you; get the servants to bed. The police will be up here soon enough, but I’ll arrange that your staff are not questioned till the morning.”

He went back to the girl.

“As for you, young lady,” he said, with a grim smile, “I seem to spend my life taking you back to your home.”

“Couldn’t I stay?” she asked timidly.

Dick shook his head.

“We shall have to call in the police, and I want to keep your name out of the business. Arthur is at home?”

“Yes, Arthur is at home,” she said listlessly.

At that moment the telephone bell rang and he took up the instrument.

“Is that Lord Chelford’s house?” said an unfamiliar voice.

“Yes,” said Dick shortly.

“I’m speaking from the sub post-office. That isn’t Lord Chelford speaking?”

“No, it’s Mr Alford,” said Dick.

“Well, listen, Mr Alford. Have you sent anything very important from the local postbox?”

“Why?” asked Dick quickly.

“Because our roundsman reported that the box had been tampered with. He couldn’t get in his key, so the letters that had been posted between six and ten have not yet been collected.”

Dick uttered an exclamation.

“Right! When it’s cleared, will you ask the postman to bring the letters up to the Manor? There are one or two that I want to withdraw.”

The man at the other end of the wire hesitated.

“Why, in the special circumstances, yes,” he said, and Dick hung up the receiver and turned slowly to the girl.

“The letter box hasn’t been cleared.”

Slowly the significance of the words dawned upon her.

“What shall I do?” she whispered.

“Give me authority to withdraw your letter to Gilder. There are six more days.”

She held her breath. For a second a vision of her brother in convict’s garb came to her eyes, and then she looked at the man before her. Something of his vitality, his confidence, passed to her soul.

“I will do as you tell me,” she said, in a voice little above a whisper. “But, Dick, what will happen?”

“I am going to do my duty,” said Dick.

And all that sleepless night, as she tossed from side to side in her bed, she pondered those words but could find no solution to their mystery.
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Puttler, unshaven and weary-eyed, dragged himself to the study and poured out a large cup of tea that the butler had brought in, and drank it at a gulp.

“Scotland Yard has given me charge of this case, for which you may thank your stars!” he said. “Considering we’ve had to do all our work between eleven and four, I think I’ve set up a record in investigation. Thomas’ monkish attire was hired, as you thought, from a theatrical costumier’s in Wardour Street—”

“I saw him coming out with a bundle under his arm, and wondered what use he could find for fancy dress,” interrupted Dick.

“That is fact No. 1,” counted Puttler. “Fact No. 2 is that he was making ready for an escape. He even tried to open your local letter box, probably earlier in the evening. Do you send money by post?”

“My brother does, frequently. It’s a habit I’ve tried to cure, without success.”

“That is fact No. 2,” said Puttler. “He couldn’t open the box, but we found the key on him. He had moved everything of value from Gilder’s house. I found his portmanteau packed and cached in the field where you say Gilder parks his car. And obviously he was coming to relieve your brother of any loose cash he might find in the library. I found his tools scattered on the flower bed under one of the library windows.”

“How was he killed?” asked Dick.

Puttler scratched his head.

“By a regiment of soldiers, to judge from the appearance of him!”

They talked till the sleepy-eyed Mr Glover staggered in and asked permission to go to bed, and then they walked out into the cold morning and joined the party of police that were searching the grounds.

“I suppose the best thing we can do is to go to bed also,” said Dick, and at that instant Puttler stooped and picked something from the long grass.

It was a long dagger, its steel hilt black with age, the blade coated with something that was still wet. They looked at one another.

“Do you know this?”

Dick nodded mutely.

“What is it?” asked Puttler.

“It is the dagger that once belonged to Hubert of Redruth — the Black Abbot!” said Dick.

The man’s jaw dropped.

“Where does it come from?”

Dick shook his head.

“The last time I saw it,” he said slowly, “it was hanging in the hall of Arthur Gine’s homuse.”
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“Curiouser and curiouser,” said Puttler, who had literary leanings.

Dick heard his name shouted in an agitated voice, and, looking round, saw the butler running towards him, no longer sleepy-eyed, but very alert and white.

“What is the matter, Glover?”

“The maid — foolish girl only just told me — frightened!” gasped the old man, and pointed to the open study windows.

Dick walked quickly back, followed by Puttler. Drooping in his study chair was a plain-looking girl, wearing over her coarse nightdress a man’s overcoat; her lank hair falling over her shoulders, she presented a sight which at any other time would have moved Dick Alford to laughter.

“Now, Alice, tell Mr Alford what you told me,” said the old butler, beside himself with anxiety.

It was some time before she could speak coherently, and then she told her amazing story. She had gone to bed in the servants’ quarters soon after eleven, with a sick headache. She had heard nothing of the scream, but at some time, which she placed with accuracy, having an alarm clock with a phosphorescent dial by her bedside, at 1.45, she heard “a terrible commotion” downstairs. Her room was immediately above Lord Chelford’s. She heard shouts and screams, the smashing of glass and the sounds of a struggle.

“Hurry, hurry, woman!” said Dick, frantic with anxiety. “Downstairs, in his lordship’s room — are you sure?”

“Yes, sir,” whimpered the girl. “I simply dared not get up for fear I was murdered. I simply laid there and fainted and come to again.”

Before she had finished, Dick was across the hall and running up the stairs two at a time. He tried the door of Harry’s room, but it was bolted. He called him by name, and hammered on the panels, but there was no answer.

“We’d better break in the door,” said Puttler. “Have you got an axe?”

Mr Glover went downstairs in search of the tool and returned with an axe and a case-opener. In a second the panel of the door was smashed and Dick peered in.

All the blinds save one were drawn, and the exception admitted sufficient light to enable him to examine the room. He gave one glance and his heart sank. The room was in hopeless confusion; the bedclothes were thrown on the floor, two mirrors, one a cheval glass, had been smashed; the uncurtained window was open. Dick put his hand through the hole in the panel and unbolted the door, and the two men rushed in.

There were signs as of a terrible struggle. The wreckage of two chairs lay scattered about the floor. The table which had held the medicines was overturned and the floor was littered with broken glass, and wet with the spilt medicines.

Puttler walked over to the bed. The mattress had been half dragged to the floor, but the pillows were still in their place, and one of these and a part of the under sheet were smothered with blood.

Dick examined the open window. Three or four of the leaded panes were broken, and the steel rod that kept the windows open was bent as though a heavy weight had rested upon it. The ground was about fifteen feet below, and immediately under the window a large rhododendron bush had been broken as though by some heavy weight dropped upon it. Without hesitation, Dick threw his legs across the window sill, poised himself a moment and dropped to the ground. There was blood on the leaves of the bush; he could find no footprints. Searching the ground, he came upon a smudge of blood against one of the buttresses of the wall.

By this time Puttler, who had chosen a more sedate method of descent, had joined him, and the two men went on, keeping to the paved path, and searched the ground for a further trail.

“This happened when we were in the grounds with the local police,” said Puttler.

He had been full of self-reproaches all night, and now Dick silenced him.

“It can’t be helped,” he said. “The fault is as much mine as yours. I ought to have expected this, after the killing of Thomas. Knowing what I know, I should have gone up to his room and stayed there with him, or at least outside. Poor old Harry! Poor old boy!”

His voice broke, and for a second there were tears in his eyes.

“What is this?”

The paving ended abruptly and was continued by a rolled gravel path, and there were marks here of something heavy being dragged along. These ceased as suddenly as the paving.

“Wait,” said Dick, as the solution dawned upon him.

He ran back along the wall of the wing, turned the corner, and stopped before the first of the library windows. It was open, and, drawing himself up, he dropped into the darkened room and pulled back the curtains. So far he had not examined the library; his practised eye, familiar with almost every book on the shelves, told him that somebody had been here. One section of the shelves had been almost cleared. A drawer in Harry’s desk had been broken open, and on the floor he found an empty cashbox.

He made a brief and hurried survey, and, returning to the open by the window, he rejoined the detective and told him of his discovery.

Beyond the gravelled path and the dragging marks, all trace of Harry was lost. Ahead of them, at a distance of four or five hundred yards, was the river. To the left, and at this point out of sight, were the abbey ruins.

An hour’s search brought them no nearer to discovery, and Dick went back to his room to find the first of the dishevelled reporters stepping from his hired car.
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Mr. Gilder rose at six o’clock that morning. He had spent a restless night and welcomed the dawn. The first post did not arrive until eight o’clock, and he met the postman at the door. There were half a dozen letters for him, and he carried them into his room and examined them eagerly. Only one bore a familiar postmark, and that was in a hand which he recognised. He tore it open and found a few scrawled lines.

If I don’t see you again, thank you for your kindness, and don’t think too badly of your old friend.

So Thomas had gone! With a curse he threw the letter into the fireplace and went back, accosting the postman as he descended from the upper floors of the apartments.

“No, sir, there’s no other letter.” The man went through his bundle carefully. “There is another post at half past nine. The country post doesn’t usually get into town in time for the first delivery.”

Gilder slammed the door and went back to sulk in his room. By this time his servants were about. At nine o’clock they called him to breakfast, but a glance at the contents of the dishes did not tempt him.

His newspapers were placed folded at his hand. He opened the first, and on the centre page a paragraph arrested his eye.

STRANGE HAPPENING AT HAUNTED MANOR HOUSE

By telephone, Chelfordbury, 2 a.m.

There has been a tragic sequel to the appearance of the Black Abbot in the grounds of Fossaway Manor. At eleven o’clock last night, Mr Richard Alford, hearing screams, ran out from the house and discovered the dead body of a man in the habit of a monk. He had been terribly injured, there being no less than nine wounds. The man has been identified as Thomas Luck, a former footman in the employ of the Earl of Chelford.

Gilder uttered an exclamation and put down the paper. Thomas! His first thought was for himself. Suppose it were known that this man was staying at his cottage, he would be dragged into the affair; inquiries would be made, and he would figure at a coroner’s inquest, if not in a murder trial. Coldbloodedly he cursed the dead man for his folly.

Gilder had no doubt in his mind what had occurred. Thomas had gone back to Fossaway Manor to get the remainder of the cash out of the box in Lord Chelford’s room. And then — was Thomas the Black Abbot after all? It was quite possible that he had used this disguise on other occasions, and he was in a position very favourable to such a masquerade.

It was nine o’clock; the early editions would be out in an hour. He could, if he wished, have called up a tradesman he knew in Chelfordbury, but that would associate his name with the crime, and these villagers gossiped.

For the time being, all thought of the expected letter went out of his mind. But as the tragedy became familiar to him, his thoughts came back to Leslie Gine. The country post would bring the letter, and he would act generously, munificently. There should be no haggling, no bargaining, no balancing of accounts to the last penny. Her word would be sufficient. Overnight he had written his letter, prepared the grand gesture which should break down the last barrier of mental resistance; and, with his knowledge of women, he did not doubt what form the reaction would take.

He went into the little library where he did his work, opened a combination wall safe and took out the letter. He had read it again and again after it had been written, and with every reading he had the warm glow of complacency which men derive from the contemplation of their own generosity.



My Dear Leslie,

Thank you for your letter. I did not doubt that you would keep your word. My answer you will find enclosed herewith — a blank cheque. I make no stipulations, I extract no conditions. Draw the cheque for as much money as your brother requires to clear himself from his dreadful situation. I have given instructions to the bank that the cheque is to be honoured without question.

Fabrian.



It was characteristic of the man, who kept three banking accounts, that the cheque was drawn on a branch where his balance was exactly the amount required to liquidate Arthur Gine’s liability. It would have been a simple matter to have filled in the form for the amount required, but there was a certain nobility, a magnificence, in the blank cheque. It was a carte blanche upon his fortune. He replaced the letter in the envelope, put it back in the safe and pushed the door closed as the telephone bell rang.

The caller was the man who had taken his place at the office. Had he heard anything about Gine?

“We haven’t seen anything of him since you left, and the letters we have sent down for him to sign haven’t been returned.”

Gilder comforted the anxious man with the assurance that Arthur would put in an appearance some day that week. At the back of his mind there was still a great uneasiness about the tragedy at Chelfordbury. He sent a maid out to get a copy of the sporting editions, but they had not arrived at Regent’s Park, and he decided to take a taxi to Piccadilly Circus, and, if necessary, to Fleet Street, to get an early copy. Such a journey would serve the purpose of filling in the time until the country post arrived.

It was at Oxford Circus that he saw the first newspaper contents bill. The first said “Terrible Tragedy in Sussex Village”; the second made him sit bolt upright in the car: “Well-known Earl Kidnapped and Murdered.”
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Gilder stopped the taxi and, springing out, grabbed at a paper. A flaring headline met his eye.

“LORD CHELFORD CARRIED OFF BY UNKNOWN MURDERER. FEARED DOUBLE TRAGEDY IN A SUSSEX VILLAGE.”

There were other sub-headings, but his eye ran down to the story.

At eleven o’clock last night screams were heard in the grounds of Fossaway Manor, the fine old Tudor mansion which has been the country seat of the Earls of Chelford for hundreds of years. The Hon. Richard Alford, the only brother of Lord Chelford, ran out, accompanied by Detective-Sergeant Puttler, who was staying at the Manor as Mr Alford’s guest. They were horrified to discover, lying on the grass, the dead body of a man dressed in the habit of the famous Black Abbot. The local police were immediately called in, and hardly had their investigations begun when, unknown to them, a second tragedy occurred. A maid in the employ of the Earl of Chelford, Alice Barter, who sleeps in a room over that occupied by Lord Chelford, states that at one o’clock in the morning she heard sounds of a struggle in his lordship’s room. In terror, she did not report the occurrence till four o’clock in the morning. Lord Chelford’s door was broken open and a dreadful scene met the eyes of the police officers. The room was in confusion; mirrors and furniture were smashed; and it was evident from the indications that a terrible struggle had taken place, and, either stunned or killed, Lord Chelford was pulled to the window and thrown out. A search of the grounds left no doubt that his body was dragged for some distance along the ground. At the moment of telephoning, says our correspondent, no trace of the body has been found, but from certain indications there can be little doubt that the unfortunate peer has been a victim of foul play. Certain of his property is missing, whilst a cashbox which he kept in the drawer of a desk in his library has been found empty. Detective-Sergeant Puttler of Scotland Yard is in charge of the case.



The newsboy was still waiting for payment. Mr Gilder put his hand in his pocket mechanically and, giving him a shilling, reentered the cab.

“Drive me round the Outer Circle,” he said. He wanted time to think.

In a dim, uneasy way he realised how deeply he was involved in this tragedy. Fabrian Gilder had a lawyer’s mind. He saw the connection between Thomas, himself and Chelford. Thomas, a known thief, harboured in his cottage, goes out, with or without associates, and is killed. Chelford, lately engaged to the girl whom Gilder himself was pursuing, disappears in circumstances which leave no doubt as to his death.

Round and round the Regent’s Park Circle the cab moved slowly, and all the time he was piecing together a version which would sound plausible. He had known Thomas; was aware that the man was dismissed, but did not know his criminal connections. The man had asked for shelter for a few days, and in charity Gilder had given it to him. He himself was in London when the crime was committed; had unchallengeable alibis if necessary.

Perhaps he was exaggerating the seriousness of the situation, he thought. Putting his head out of the window, he directed the driver to take him to Regency Mansions. He had forgotten his key; had to ring the bell, and the maid who opened the door handed him the post, which had arrived a few minutes before. He examined the three letters carefully: none was from Leslie. But at the moment he was too occupied with the happenings at Chelfordbury to be disappointed.

And then came a thunderbolt.

“Mr Arthur Gine is waiting for you in the library,” said the girl.

“Mr Gine!” he said in astonishment. “When did he come?”

“Ten minutes ago, sir.”

“Oh!” said Gilder blankly.

Had she sent her brother instead of a letter? Had she told him? Well, it was a situation that had to be faced.

He walked carelessly into the little library and found Arthur Gine sitting in one of the easiest chairs, a book in his hand, a half-smoked cigar between his teeth.

“Good morning, Gilder.”

His voice was cheerful and almost amiable, and for a moment Mr Gilder’s heart leapt. This was a friendly ambassador sent by the girl to make the necessary arrangements.

“I think we’d better forget all that’s passed,” said Arthur. “We both lost our tempers, and there’s no sense in keeping the old trouble alive. You don’t mind my smoking?”

He replaced the book he had taken from one of the shelves, dusted his knees carefully and then laughed.

“You’re thinking of marrying Leslie, I understand?”

Gilder nodded, watching his visitor closely.

“Expecting a letter from her? Well, I’m afraid you won’t get it.”

“Why not?” asked the other, with a sudden tightening at his heart.

“Because friend Thomas, who spent the evening in wholesale robbery — incidentally, he stole a very ancient dagger from my hall, a silver teapot and a few other etceteras — added to his infamy by attempting to rob a letter box. He didn’t succeed in opening the box, but he put the lock out of order.”

Gilder breathed again. “So there was no collection, eh?” he said huskily. “Well, that is rather a relief.”

There was a quizzical smile in Arthur Gine’s eyes; the discoloration on the left cheek had faded to a pale green.

“I understand you’re going to help me?”

“I am going to get you out of your trouble, yes.”

“It occurred to me” — Arthur leaned sideways and very carefully dusted the ash of his cigar into a silver tray on the library table— “it occurred to me that you might care to give me proof and evidence of your good feeling.”

“I don’t understand you,” said Gilder.

Arthur hesitated.

“I wondered whether you would write me a letter, to the effect that you are lending me this very large sum. You see, Gilder, although you plan to marry my sister, I am vain enough to wish that it should not be regarded as a gift or the price — the price of her marriage — but as a loan to me.” He laughed. “Don’t look at me like that, my dear fellow. I am not asking you for money, I am seeking a salve to my conscience. I don’t want people to say, ‘Leslie Gine was sold for fifty thousand pounds.’ I want to produce evidence that you did no more than lend me the money.”

A slow smile dawned on Gilder’s face.

“There’s no objection to that,” he said. “I’ll give it to you now, if you like. Do you mind if I address you as ‘Dear — Arthur’?”

“Charmed,” murmured Arthur.

“One has to keep up the pretence of friendliness,” said Gilder as he wrote rapidly; “and really I’ve no strong feeling against you, Gine. You’ve been a useful man to me.”

“Damned useful,” said Arthur, without heat.

The man blotted the letter, brought it across, and Arthur Gine read it carefully.

“Thank you,” he said, folded and put it into his pocket. “You may think I’m rather weak — which of course I am — and vain: I’m afraid there’s no doubt about that! You will hear from Leslie when the mailbox is cleared — that is, if the letters are intact. There is some suspicion that our friend Thomas, baffled in his attempt to open the box, and inspired with that instinct for destruction which is one of the characteristics of the unbalanced criminal, threw in a couple of lighted matches. I had the curiosity to smell at the letter slot, and I think it is very likely that the police theory is correct.”

He rose, took up his silk hat and stifled a yawn.

“We’ve had rather an exciting night in my part of the world. You’ve probably read all about it in the newspapers?”

“Has Lord Chelford been found?”

Arthur shook his head.

“Not at the time I left,” he said. “Unfortunately Leslie was a witness, if not to the murder, to the finding of the first body. The poor little girl was knocked all to pieces. Don’t bother her for a day or two — do you mind?”

He held out his hand and Gilder took the soft, cool palm in his.

“I think we shall get on together, Gine.”

“I’m sure we shall,” said Arthur. “Do you mind showing me the way out? Your flat is rather like a box of tricks, and I’m never sure which is a door and which is a cupboard.”

Arthur dispensed with his car. A taxicab took him into the City, and another cab to a small flat in Gray’s Inn where he slept when he was in town. He changed into a plain blue suit, carefully and reluctantly shaved off his moustache, and took from his pocket a pair of newly purchased horn-rimmed pince-nez. Surveying himself in the glass with a certain amount of satisfaction, he sat down and wrote a letter to his sister, then, taking a final survey of the little flat where he had spent many a happy bachelor evening, he locked the door, went out and posted the letter in the Holborn post office.

Another taxicab took him to Croydon aerodrome, where he arrived in the early afternoon. He showed the officer his brand new passport.

“That’s in order, Mr Steele,” said the official. “Your taxi is waiting.”

His “taxi” was a sturdy two-seater aeroplane. Five minutes after his arrival he was zooming up to the blue, and was soon a speck in the hazy sky, heading for France, possibly for Genoa, as likely as not, by an Italian liner, for Rio de Janeiro. Everything depended on how Mr Fabrian Gilder swallowed the pill which Arthur had administered.
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“Burnt,” said Dick, with considerable satisfaction.

“The poor brute did some good in his life — heaven forgive me for speaking ill of him. Where is your Arthur?”

“My Arthur went to town very early,” said Leslie. “There is no news of Harry?”

He shook his head.

“None,” he said.

He looked dreadfully tired and broken, she thought.

“I’m so sorry!”

He took her hand and patted it.

“I wish you would go away somewhere, Leslie,” he said. “Couldn’t you take a long voyage?”

“Why?” she asked.

“I want you out of the way. I don’t exactly know why, but I’m rather worried about you. Get Arthur—”

He stopped. It was quite possible that Arthur would not be a free agent at the end of the week; and, reading his thoughts, she smiled sadly.

“What am I to do about Mr Gilder?”

“Let him write. He is hardly likely to leave you in peace. But you understand, of course, that until Harry is found there is no danger to your brother. Until he appears, no action can be taken.”

She looked at him pityingly.

“Do you think he is alive?” she asked.

“Yes,” he replied shortly. “Puttler doesn’t think so, but I do. We are dragging the Ravensrill today, but it is not deep enough to hide — a body.”

He covered his face with his hands.

“I wish I were a million miles away, perched on some solitary star,” he said wearily.

She slipped her hand through the crook of his arm.

“You’d be very hot,” she said, with a pathetic attempt at gaiety, “unless I have forgotten all my astronomy.”

He put his arm about her shoulder and hugged her. It was an affectionate brotherly hug, and no more.

“You’ve got to go away, my dear. What about the prosaic Bournemouth? Or the vulgar but wholesome Margate?”

Again she shook her head.

“Or London, which I am told is a health resort?”

“You’re very anxious for me to go, really?”

“Very,” he said, with an emphasis that betrayed his concern.

She drew back from him and faced him.

“Dick, will you tell me something without any evasion?”

He nodded.

“Do you think that I am in any personal danger?”

“I am sure of it,” he said. “It would be cruel not to tell you the truth. The shot that was fired the other day was intended for you. It was fired by a man who is as brilliant a shot as any in England, and the height of the bullet mark told us that it was aimed directly at your heart.”

She listened, stupefied, unbelieving.

“But why?” she asked, bewildered. “I have no enemies, Dick; I have wronged nobody. Who could do such a wicked thing?”

“If I told you, you would perhaps be no wiser,” he said. “There is a man in this world who hates you and hates me, and has good reason from his point of view. Now that I’ve told you the truth, will you go?”

She thought a while.

“I’ll wait until Arthur comes back,” she said, “and ask him to take me to London.”

And with that he was satisfied.

He was leaving the house when Puttler’s cycle swung into the drive.

“Anything wrong?” asked Dick quickly.

“I don’t know. Look at this.”

He took from his pocket a large sheet of foolscap paper; roughly printed in pencil were the words: “Lord Chelford is safe. Don’t search for him, or he will be killed. The Black Abot.”

The word “Abbot” was printed with one “b.” The placard had been found hanging from the twig of a tree, the jagged hole at the top showing where the mystery man had threaded the paper.

“We found it halfway between the ruins and the house,” said Puttler. “Curiously enough, we had been searching that part of the grounds only a quarter of an hour before.”

Dick handed the warning back to him.

“Is that a bad joke or do you believe this paper?” asked Leslie anxiously. “And, Dick, couldn’t I be some help? I know Fossaway Manor so well, and I am sure there must be places where the police haven’t looked. Do you know there are tiny caves in the banks of the Ravensrill?”

“They’ve all been searched, and they’re not big enough to hold a large-sized dog,” said Dick. “If you want to be helpful you can come up to the Manor and put my correspondence in order. I am afraid it has been neglected in these days, and there are a lot of bills and things to be entered up.”

He had no real need for her, he thought, but whilst she was in the neighbourhood he was anxious that she should be under his eye. She may have suspected something of this, but she gratefully accepted the offer.

“Drive up,” he warned her; “keep to the main road and the main drive. Don’t stop for anybody, however well you know them, and take no notice if you hear somebody shout at you.”

In spite of her anxiety she laughed.

“How very alarming that sounds!”

After he had gone she busied herself with the affairs of the house, arranged the dinner for that night, and was on the point of leaving, when somebody rang the front-door bell. She was putting on her hat before the mirror in her bedroom when the maid came up.

“Miss Wenner?” cried Leslie, aghast, and only then did she remember that at Arthur’s request she had written inviting the girl to spend the weekend with them.

Here was a complication she had not foreseen. And yet, in the space between her room and the hall, she had made up her mind that, if there was one thing she welcomed at this moment, it was the society of a woman.

Mary Wenner was in the hall and greeted her as effusively as if they had been bosom friends, though in truth Leslie scarcely knew the girl.

“My dear, I’m so glad to be back in this lovely old country!” she said. “I couldn’t help thinking, as I was driving past dear old Fossaway Manor, how perfectly peaceful everything is!”

Leslie could have screamed! Peaceful!

“Perhaps it isn’t quite as peaceful as it looks, Miss Wenner,” she said dryly.

“Call me Mary,” begged the girl. “I do so dislike formalism and standoffishness! It will be so awkward if Arthur calls me by my name and you call me Miss — I mean — ?”

“Well, I’ll call you Mary with pleasure,” said Leslie. “I think you know my name?”

“A beautiful name,” said the ecstatic Miss Wenner. “The only thing against it is, you can’t tell whether it’s a boy’s or a girl’s, can you? Don’t you sometimes find that very embarrassing?”

“I’ve never found it so yet,” said the girl, leading the way up to her room.

She waited till Mary had taken off her hat before she gave her news.

“Arthur is in town, but he’ll be back tonight,” she said. “Have you seen the newspapers?”

Miss Wenner shook her head vigorously.

“I never read the newspapers,” she said, reprovingly. “They’re always full of lies, and after the way they roasted me over my breach—” She coughed.

For a moment Leslie had a wild idea that the reference was an indelicate one, and then the truth came to her.

“Did you ever have a breach of promise action?” she asked, in astonishment.

Mary was very red, and her embarrassment was painful to witness.

“I did have a little trouble with a young gentleman I went to business with,” she admitted. “I was a mere girl at the time, young and silly as it were, and I must say that I felt that I had to stand up for my rights. A lot of people think it was unladylike, but I say that a girl who is an orphan without parents must look after herself. I got fifty pounds, and it wasn’t worth the trouble and the nuisance.”

There was something about the girl that Leslie liked. Unconsciously she was amusing, but there was a sterling value in her, she thought, and Leslie had an uncanny knowledge of women.

“No, I never read the papers, Leslie. After being told by the Daily Megaphone that I had a curious mentality — I shall never forget those words — I’ve given up the papers.”

“Then you haven’t heard what has happened at Fossaway Manor?” asked Leslie.

The startled girl listened, her mouth an O of amazement and horror.

“Thomas? Why, I was talking with him only the other day! You don’t think Harry is killed?”

Leslie shook her head.

“I don’t know what to think. Mr Alford is very confident that he is still alive, and they have just received a strange message which seems to bear that out.”

The girl was shocked, and Leslie could not help feeling that she was hurt too.

“Harry Alford was the best fellow in the world,” said Mary quietly. “He was a little irritable and difficult to get on with — you don’t mind me talking about him?”

“No,” said Leslie. “You probably do not know that our engagement was broken off?”

This seemed to be a greater shock still.

“Broken off? I’ll bet that was Dick Alford’s doing.”

“Mr Alford had nothing to do with it,” said Leslie, and Mary made a rapid re-estimation of Dick Alford’s character; and she was eminently adjustable.

“Dick Alford is not a bad fellow really,” she said diplomatically. “There is a great deal about him that I like. And he is so goodlooking!”

She was a shrewd, discerning gamine, who had won through by her ability to adjust her views at a moment’s notice. And in a fraction of a second she had realised that perfect harmony with Arthur Gine’s sister could only be ensured if her views on Richard Alford underwent a very thorough reorganisation.

“I didn’t get on very well with him; I used to think he was a bit overbearing. But it must have been rather a trial for him, poor fellow!” A pause, and then: “I seem to have come at a pretty bad time, Miss — Leslie. Would you like me to go back to London?”

“Wait,” said her hostess, and, running downstairs, called Dick on the phone. He had just returned to the house as she rang.

“Surely,” he said. “Bring her up. I think that would be rather a good idea. And, Leslie, perhaps you would like to stay here the night. Arthur can come along too — you might leave him a note or wire him.”

The idea was so appealing that she put no obstacles in the way, and returned to carry Dick’s invitation to her guest. Miss Wenner accepted with an alacrity that was almost indelicate.

“I may be able to be of some help,” she said. “I know the ins and outs of that place, and all the nooks and crannies. It is the treasure that’s done it all, Leslie! He was always after that silly Life Water, and I shouldn’t be surprised if he hasn’t got into bad company.”

“But Harry never went out.”

“Oh, yes, he did,” was the surprising reply. “He often slipped off to London when Mr Alford was away. And there was something queer about it, because Harry made me promise I would never tell Mr Richard, as he called him.”

“How often did that happen?” asked Leslie.

“Sometimes once a month, sometimes twice or three times a month. He never went to the front drive; he followed the field path through the cutting, and I used to arrange for a Horsham motor cab to meet him. He used to go from Horsham and come back the same way, and I’ve known him to ring me up before he came back, to ask me if Mr Richard had returned.”

Leslie wondered if Dick knew this.

“I’ve known him to go as many as three times a week when Mr Richard was up in Yorkshire, looking after the Doncaster estate,” added Mary, and, virtuously: “I hope I have not let any cats out of the bag: all young men are a bit wild.”
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The adaptability of Miss Wenner was never more strikingly illustrated than in her greeting of Dick Alford. There was a coyness, a shy friendliness, in her glance which might have deceived an uninitiated spectator into believing that they were old lovers, parted by cruel circumstances and meeting after an absence of years. Dick, weary and heartbroken as he was, found in her the first cause for amusement he had had in twentyfour hours.

He had had rooms prepared for them in the east wing, which was opposite to that in which his own room and Harry’s were situated. There were two small apartments with a connecting door, which he had assigned to Leslie and her guest. The next room had been prepared for Arthur.

“I’ve moved Puttler to this wing, too,” he explained, “though I don’t suppose the poor fellow will get very much sleep for a night or two.”

After he had shown them the rooms he took his departure, and Leslie followed him along the corridor and overtook him at the head of the stairs.

“There is really nothing I can do, I suppose, Dick?” For she had accepted the story of the disordered accounts as being a plausible excuse on his part to get her to Fossaway Manor.

To her surprise he said “Yes,” and took her below to the study.

“Here are the estate accounts. I haven’t touched them for three or four days. Do you know anything about figures?”

She nodded wisely.

“Will you start by checking these wages sheets? You’ll find the books on the shelf, and you will be able to get the hang of my rather simple system.”

He gave her instructions how to deal with the bills that had accumulated, and left her very contented. It was half an hour before she remembered that she had left Mary Wenner in her room, and hurried upstairs to apologise. She was to find Mary a very capable assistant, for not only was the girl efficient in her work, but she knew all the domestic mysteries of Fossaway Manor.

The two girls lunched alone, for Dick had sent a message to say that he would not be back in time.

“The place gives me the creeps,” said Mary with a shudder, and her nervousness was not affectation. “The whole thing is frightful! Poor Thomas killed, and Harry taken away heaven knows where — oh!” She sprang to her feet, and her face had gone pale. “I know where Harry is,” she said, quivering with excitement. “I know, I know!”

“Where?” asked the wondering Leslie.

The girl ran out of the room into the hall.

“Where is Mr Alford?” she asked quickly. “I must see him at once.”

“He telephoned from Red Farm,” said Leslie, who had followed her. “Perhaps we can get him.”

She turned the handle of the old-fashioned instrument and gave the Red Farm number.

“Is that you, Dick? How lucky!”

“I expected it was you. Is anything wrong?” he asked anxiously.

“No; Mary Wenner has something she wants to tell you.” She lowered her voice. “She thinks she knows where Harry is hidden.”

There was a silence at the other end.

“She’s not—”

“No, no, no.” With Mary within earshot, it was impossible to assure Dick that the girl was not trying to make a sensation.

“I’ll come over right away,” he said.

They went out to the head of the drive to meet him, and Mary offered her theory.

“I must have been mad not to have told you about this before. I don’t know where my wits have gone,” she said. “After all my treasure-hunting and the horrible experience I had that night with Gilder, and not to think of it now, when I practically came down to show Mr Gine the place — well, I’m surprised at myself!”

Dick listened with growing impatience to this preliminary.

“Where do you think my brother is?”

“Where?” said Miss Wenner triumphantly. “Why under the abbey — that’s where. I’ll show you.”

They walked side by side across the meadow, and as they went Miss Wenner related the startling story of her adventures after treasure.

“Of course, I always knew that it didn’t belong to me, even if I found it,” she said virtuously; “but Mr Gilder was so very pressing that I couldn’t very well refuse him, especially after what he’d written in vanishing ink, though I’ve got the ink back again, as he’ll find out one of these days.”

Leslie listened, scarcely crediting her ears. Yet, unless Mary Wenner had an imagination of a particularly inventive nature, it was hardly likely that she could have made the story up.

Dick examined the great corner-stone of the tower. He stood by, watching curiously, whilst, with a pair of scissors which she took from her bag, the girl pressed back the catch and sent the corner-stone turning noisily on its invisible hinge.

The opening was between twelve and fifteen inches wide. A stout man could never have entered by that way, as Dick pointed out.

“You had better stay here; I’ll go down,” he said.

“You’ll want a light,” warned Mary.

There was a lamp in his pocket. He had spent the morning peering into impossible dark places. In a second he had disappeared down the moss-grown stairs, and Leslie waited with palpitating heart for his reappearance. Presently they heard his voice.

“Come down.”

“Not me,” said Mary hastily. “I’ve been there once, thank you!”

And Leslie went alone, guided by the light he showed from step to step.

Now she was standing with him in the vaulted room. He tried first one and then the other of the two doors leading from the antechamber, but neither yielded to his touch. It was pitch dark save for the fanshaped ray of the lamp. He swept the light along wall and floor, and presently she saw the focus halt upon a broken flagstone.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Nothing,” he said quickly. He had moved the light to the narrow entrance of the room. “Up you go; there is nothing here but mice and memories. I have always known there were underground vaults in the abbey. In fact, I think there was a report on them by one of my recent forbears.”

Although he was immediately behind her, his voice seemed to come from a distance. She was walking, and he gave her no help with his lamp, so that she had to feel her way up. Turning her head, she saw that he was ascending the stairs backwards, keeping the light covering the stairs below.

“Hurry,” he said tersely, and she stumbled up the remaining steps and emerged into the blessed daylight.

It was some time before he joined them, and when he came out she saw that he was white to the lips.

“What did you see, Dick?” she asked.

He shook his head.

“Nothing,” he said, and slammed the stone door tight.

Of the little party, only Miss Wenner was unaffected by the atmosphere which Dick Alford brought from that vaulted room.

“ — so far as Mr Gilder said — and I don’t trust the man entirely, as you can well understand, Leslie — there were only pieces of music in lead cylinders — that was the word, ‘cylinders.’ To me they looked rather more like rolls. And this Black Abbot must have cleared them out whilst we had gone. Mr Gilder was disappointed. In fact, he was quite rude to me over the telephone. I do think a gentleman should keep his temper in all circumstances, don’t you, dear?”

Leslie agreed mechanically.

What had Dick seen? What object was it that showed for a second in the light of his lamp?

Near to the house he made an excuse to them. He had to go back to Red Farm to finish his interview with the obstinate Mr Leonard; but he did not take his car. He said he would take the short cut, and Leslie thought it was not the moment to question him. She watched him until he disappeared in a fold of the ground. He was heading for the abbey. The other girl had gone in to finish her lunch, and Leslie hesitated. The thought of his going back to that dark room again filled her with blind panic. She wanted to call out to him and bring him back, but he was out of hearing now, and she obeyed an impulse and went after him.

He was not in sight until she climbed the second of the gentle slopes. Here she stopped; he might resent being overlooked, and she lay down on the grass, watching him. She saw him come to the square tower, pause at the corner, and disappear apparently into space. From such a distance the effect of his entry was eerie. The entrance was so small that he seemed to melt into the solid stonework. Ten minutes passed, a quarter of an hour, and then a long, interminable wait; she heard the village clock strike two. A lark in the blue was singing his passionate song; over by Red Farm a donkey was braying — a ludicrous accompaniment to what might be stark tragedy.

She was on the point of rising and running across to the ruins, to follow him into the depths, when he appeared again. He came slowly forth, turned and closed the stone door and leaned against it, his head on his arm, a picture of tragic despair.

She stopped and sank down on her knees, the better to escape observation, and presently he walked slowly away, and it was the gait of a broken man.
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Hurrying back the way she had come, she joined Mary in the study. Puttler she had not seen since the early morning, when he cycled to Willow House to bring the notice he had found.

“My dear,” said Mary, “I’m not so sure I shall stay here tonight. This place is full of shocks! I’d like to see your brother very much indeed, but you can tell him all about the room under the abbey, can’t you? That’s where the gold is — you mark my words!”

“The gold?” Leslie for a moment did not understand. “Oh, you mean the Chelford treasure?”

The horrible thing! It was behind all this misery; behind the killing of Thomas and the disappearance of Harry. She said as much, and Miss Wenner, not pausing in her typewriting, calmly expressed the view that it was very likely.

Shock followed shock indeed! At half past four Leslie’s maid brought a letter which had come by special delivery. It was in Arthur’s writing; she tore it open and read:



Dear Leslie,

You are under no circumstances to marry Gilder. I refuse to allow you to sacrifice yourself for me, now or at any time. I am going away to France for a few months, and will return when things have blown over.



Ordinarily quickwitted, it was a long time before Leslie could understand the significance of this message. When she did, she took the letter to Dick, and he read it without comment and handed it back to her.

“What does that mean, Dick?”

“It means that Arthur has taken the line of least resistance,” he said. “To put it vulgarly, he has bolted!”

Her heart sank, and in that moment she felt terribly alone. As if he read her thoughts, he went on:

“He has certainly precipitated the crisis, but I don’t see exactly how it will affect you. There was nothing else in the letter?”

She shook her head and opened the envelope, and then saw a slip of paper which she had overlooked. It was an authority to sell his business, drawn up in legal form, and had evidently been added as an afterthought.

“If there are no further defalcations, that ought to be worth something,” said Dick. “I’ll see what I can do.”

But on this point she was firm.

“I think you’ve enough trouble without mine,” she said quietly. “Did you find anything in the ruins?”

He started.

“Why — no,” he said, a little unconvincingly. “Did you see me go back?”

“I’m afraid I spied on you,” she said, with a pathetic little smile. “Dick, I’m so worried about you; I wish you wouldn’t go into these places alone.”

“There was nothing to fear,” he said. “I thought I saw something on the floor which gave me a clue to Harry’s fate, but it was nothing — nothing.”

He changed the subject abruptly. She had a feeling that he was not telling her all that he had seen.

Mary and she had dinner alone, and Mr Glover, the butler, free from the restraining presence of Dick Alford, was inclined to be talkative.

“There’s no doubt Mr Alford looks after the policemen. I have had to get a food basket ready — thermos flask and everything the heart can desire. Personally, miss, I don’t believe in pampering the police. They’re only dissatisfied when they go back to their own homes. He won’t have anybody take the basket down to them either. ‘No,’ he said, ‘I’ll take it myself. You have it ready at nine o’clock, put it just outside the servant’s door.’ My own opinion is that they’d be much more pleased with bread and cheese and a bottle of beer. What’s the good of making chicken sandwiches for policemen? And having a bottle of the best wine up from the cellar! It’s a waste of good food!”

Leslie listened, petrified. Now she understood!

The food was not for the police — it was for Harry! Harry, held prisoner in Chelford Abbey — by whom?
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The bane of life that day had been the London reporters. The Red Lion Inn at Chelfordbury was already filled with them, and not an hour passed that one did not make his way to the house in a vain endeavour to interview the second son. One intercepted him in Elm Drive, and to him, as to the rest, he gave the same reply.

“You boys can’t expect me to tell you any more than I already know,” he said, at bay. “My brother has disappeared, but I believe he is still alive.”

“Who do you think is responsible for these outrages, Mr Alford?” asked the reporter.

Dick shook his head.

“If I knew, it isn’t reasonable to suppose that I should be discussing the matter with you.”

“Is it the Black Abbot?”

“The Black Abbot has nothing whatever to do with this crime,” said Dick shortly. “Unless I credit you with being so foolish as to believe in ghosts, it is unnecessary for me to tell you that there is no such thing as a Black Abbot, and the figure that has been seen in these grounds was somebody masquerading for his own purpose.”

“A practical joke?” suggested the newspaper man.

Dick shook his head.

“I don’t think it was a practical joke; indeed, I am sure there is something very serious behind it. But I can’t tell you any more.”

“Mr Alford,” said the reporter, “I’m going to ask you a very delicate question, and I hope you won’t think it an impertinence. If your brother is dead, then the title comes to you, does it not?”

“Yes,” said Dick.

“You won’t be offended if I tell you that there is a little talk in the village of some antagonism between your brother and you. I am told there have been frequent quarrels.”

Dick mastered his anger with a great effort, realising that the reporter was not intending to be impertinent, but simply epitomising the gossip of the countryside.

“My brother was very nervous and quick-tempered,” he said, “but I’ve never had a serious quarrel with him in my life.”

“Is it true that Lord Chelford’s fiancée, Miss Leslie Gine, recently broke off her engagement with your brother?”

“Perfectly true,” said Dick, stifling his impatience.

“And yet she is staying at Fossaway Manor as your guest?” The keen eyes of the reporter were watching him closely. He saw the blood mount to his victim’s cheeks and hastened to add: “I’m merely telling you what other people will tell you, Mr Alford. I have a much wider experience than you have of the uncharity and suspicion that surrounds every man associated with a crime like this. If you are annoyed with me I can understand it, but I can assure you that I only want to help you.”

“That I quite believe,” said Dick with a smile. “But you can understand just how embarrassing your questions are. I will tell you the truth and you may put it into your paper. I am satisfied there is a very terrible danger overhanging Miss Leslie Gine, and it is for that reason, and that reason alone, I have asked her to stay at the Manor, which is under police protection and where I know she will be safe. Her brother has gone abroad, and I cannot allow her to stay at Willow House alone.”

“You mean she is in danger from the same person as killed Thomas the footman, and who is responsible for the disappearance of Lord Chelford?”

Dick nodded, and the newspaper man made a mental note.

“Thank you,” he said. “You will find that this little talk has cleared the air. In cases like this, if you clear up the minor mysteries as you go along, it makes for everybody’s comfort.”

Dick, who had been trembling with anger through the interview, had to agree, in the calm moments which followed, that the reporter had taken a sane view of the matter. When he met Leslie a few minutes later, he told her of the interview. She was in the study alone, and had just finished writing a letter, which lay face downward on the blottingpad. She saw him glance at the envelope and turned it up. It was addressed to Fabrian Gilder.

“What have you said?” he asked.

“I’ve told him that I’ve considered the matter, and I’ve decided that I could not marry him — in any circumstances it would be impossible now, so soon after Harry’s disappearance.”

He picked up the letter and, taking out his pocket-case, tore off a stamp and affixed it.

“I’ll see that this goes,” he said grimly. Then, seeing her tired face: “Poor old girl, you’re having a bad time.”

The pressure of her hand, the love and sympathy in her voice, were almost too much for him, and he had to set his teeth or he would have taken her in his arms and, in that place of tragedy and horror, told her of the love that was shaking him, and which had added a new and fearful burden to his overstrung nerves.

“Go to bed early,” he said, with an effort at gaiety, “and rise with the dawn. I shall be busy till very late.”

“The butler was telling me that you have ordered a basket of food for the policemen.”

Not a muscle of his face moved.

“That is so; one or two men who are patrolling the cutting need a little light refreshment. They cannot get to the house and we haven’t men to relieve them.”

She was sensible enough not to pursue the subject.

It was only on her earnest entreaty that, as the night drew on, Mary Wenner remained. The girl was a bundle of nerves, started at every sound, paled and flushed with the opening of a door, and the sound of a falling plate in the servery whilst they were at dinner had made her scream.

“I can’t help it, my dear; I’m naturally temperamental,” she explained. “And this house has got me shivering! I can’t leave another young lady without a chaperone, or I’d fly off to London before it got dark.”

She had been in the library that afternoon, she told Leslie, and the sight of that familiar room with its empty chair had been almost the last straw.

“I had to have a good cry,” she confessed, “and I’m not ashamed of it. Harry was one of the best — you don’t mind me calling him Harry, do you, dear?” And, when Leslie shook her head: “I can’t say that I was fond of him as a young girl ought to be fond of a man she loves, but he was very nice. He had his tempers, the same as the rest of us, but they were only his high spirits. I could never understand why he hated Mr Alford.”

Leslie looked at her incredulously.

“Hated Mr Alford?” she repeated. “Surely you’re mistaken? They were very good friends.”

Mary shook her head.

“No, they weren’t,” she said. “It all arose out of her ladyship’s picture.”

“The late Lady Chelford?”

“That was the lady,” nodded Mary. “It happened three years ago. Dick Alford suggested that the portrait should be moved to the gallery. I think he was silly to say it, knowing how Harry adored his mother, and when he said the picture was depressing — and that was the silliest thing of all — Harry got right up in the air! It was dreadful, the things he said to Mr Alford — and before me too! Dick Alford realised his mistake: I could see that, and he tried to pacify Harry, but for a fortnight they didn’t speak.”

Leslie was silent. Slowly the inner life of Fossaway Manor was beginning to reveal itself to her; she had seen nothing of these cross-currents, had not suspected, even dimly, the conflicting antagonism which must have been visible to Harry Alford’s secretary.

“They were very friendly sometimes. You’d think that Harry was fond of him, and I think he was,” Mary continued; “but the quarrels used to break out every now and then, once because Dick always stood with his back to the picture, and never looked at it at all. He hated it, I’m sure of that. Of course he never took me into his confidence. We were not what you might term good friends. I suppose it was foolish of me to take up Harry’s quarrel, but I never liked Dick — you don’t mind me calling him Dick? — after that.”

She glanced nervously through the window. The sun had set, and dusk was creeping over the great park.

“If I get any sleep tonight I’ll be lucky,” she said. “Do you mind if I leave my door open and keep a light burning?”

“Why, of course not,” smiled Leslie.

“There is a lock on the door, and I asked Glover to find me the key,” Miss Wenner went on. “And I’ll tell you frankly, Leslie, that if he hadn’t found it I wouldn’t have stayed, not for all the money in the world.”

Leslie felt that it would be indiscreet to offer encouragement to a further discussion of this subject, for she was as reluctant to spend the night under that roof as her newfound friend.
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Though she waited up till nearly eleven, she did not see Dick, and, in response to the repeated hints of the other girl, they went upstairs together.

The Manor was lighted by a power plant which was accommodated in a small shed midway between the house and the Ravensrill, and owed its installation to Dick’s enterprise.

Harry always had candles in his room, Mary told her, but accepted the lighting of his library as a compromise.

“It’s a very strange thing,” said Mary from her inner room, “but Harry was afraid of electricity. In thunderstorms he always went down into the cellar and stayed there until they were over. He used to have a bed which was made every day in the summer, in case of a storm coming on in the night, and—”

At that moment all the lights in the room went out.

“Have you turned the lights off?” asked Mary’s anxious voice.

“No, I haven’t been near the switch; I expect a fuse has gone,” said the girl.

There were matches and candles on the dressing-table, she remembered, and, groping her way to the table, she lit the two candles. Mary was standing in the doorway, very pale and wide-eyed.

“What was the meaning of that?” she asked, her voice sharp with fear, which was beginning to communicate itself to Leslie.

She forced a smile.

“That happens in the best-regulated houses,” she said, with spurious gaiety. “The door is locked, so there’s nothing to be afraid of.”

And then she heard footsteps in the corridor; there was a knock at the door that made Mary jump.

“Are you there, Leslie?” It was Dick’s voice. “Something has gone wrong with the lighting arrangements; we’ll put it right in a minute or two.”

“Are the lights out everywhere?” asked Mary, but he was gone.

Twenty minutes passed and again Leslie heard his footsteps approaching.

“I’m afraid we shan’t be able to fix up the lights till the morning. Have you candles? Did Glover put a flashlight for you?”

“We’ve everything we want,” said Leslie. “Don’t worry about us: we shall be asleep in ten minutes.”

“Not me,” murmured Miss Wenner tremulously. “I shan’t sleep a wink!”

By the light of her candle she had replaced most of the garments she had discarded when the lights went out.

“I knew I oughtn’t to have stayed — there’s somebody coming along the corridor!”

“It is only Mr Alford.”

But her ears caught the sound of two pairs of feet, and presently Dick’s voice spoke.

“Do you mind if I leave one of Puttler’s men outside your door?” he asked. “Don’t be alarmed if you hear him walking about in the night.”

“Is anything wrong, Dick?”

“No, no, nothing wrong; only I knew Miss Wenner was rather nervous.”

“I am,” quavered Miss Wenner loudly. “It’s very good of you, Mr Alford.”

“You had better keep your windows fastened,” said Dick. “There is a system of ventilation in the rooms, so you needn’t be afraid of waking with a headache. Good night.”

When he had gone, Mary Wenner looked solemnly at her companion.

“Did you hear what he said about keeping the windows shut?” she asked hollowly. “My Gawd!”

“Don’t be silly, Mary.”

The girl was past feeling comfortable, but she had need to set an example.

“Come along, I’ll help you fasten the windows.”

“‘Keep the windows fastened,’” repeated Mary Wenner. “There’s something doing!”

They went from one to the other of the leaded windows, closed them and pressed down the catches. Suddenly Mary clutched the girl’s arm fiercely.

“There’s a man under my bed!” she gasped, staring wildly at the drooping counterpane.

With a fluttering heart Leslie lifted the cover, and pulled out a pair of riding boots, the soles of which the frightened girl had seen, and they both laughed hysterically.

“I wish I could bring my bed into your room.” Mary looked helplessly at the heavy four-poster to which she had been assigned.

“You can come and sleep with me,” said Leslie. “I’ve got a big bed.” And this offer was most gratefully accepted.

“Have a look under your bed first,” said Miss Wenner nervously, and not till this ritual had been observed did she commence very slowly to undress.

Down below in the library, Dick was in consultation with Puttler, who had just returned from a hasty visit to Scotland Yard.

“The batteries were smashed, and an attempt had been made to cut the main cable,” reported Dick. “I got to the power house just after it happened, but I saw nobody.”

Puttler pulled at his comic little nose and there was a look of trouble in his brown eyes.

“The Commissioner thinks you ought to have a dozen men down here and make a clean-up,” he said. “I’ve brought three, and I think they all ought to be inside the house. One we’ve got in the east wing, another in the west, and a patrol in the hall. That will leave you and me and the local ‘flatties’ for the grounds. Though I think we might as well stay here — you want a battalion to patrol the estate properly. By the way, when I was looking round early this morning I found a great mound of earth in the northeast corner of the estate, near the river. One of your gamekeepers told me it was called Chelford Greed. What is the idea?”

Dick was not in an archaeological mood, but he explained.

“One of my ancestors — I don’t know which one — planned and carried out a big steal. You probably know that the charter by which we received these lands from King Henry confines the northern boundary of the estate to the course of the Ravensrill, and the ingenious Chelford of the times had the idea of changing the course of the Ravensrill so that the estate would embrace another thousand acres. The Chelford Greed was the dam he built. The natural course of the Ravensrill runs through the Long Meadow. It was one of those clever little pieces of robbery that has made us landed proprietors what we are! As I say, I don’t know which of the Chelfords planned this piece of larceny, because there is no written record, and the legend has come down from mouth to mouth, so to speak.”

He looked up at the big portrait above the fireplace and shook his head.

“Lady,” he said softly, “you’ve given me a lot of trouble!”

Puttler was interested.

“As how?” he asked.

“I’ll tell you one of these days,” said Dick. “I wonder if those girls are asleep?”

He stole quietly up the stairs. The man on duty in the corridor flashed a lamp upon him as he approached.

“No sound,” he whispered, and Dick crept downstairs again.

It was arranged that he and Puttler should snatch a few hours’ sleep in turn, the other patrolling round and round the block of buildings. At two o’clock in the morning Dick was aroused from a deep slumber to feel Puttler gently shaking at his shoulder.

“Nothing has happened,” said the detective, eyeing with a friendly look the sofa from which Dick struggled. “I’ve warmed up some grub for you.”

A spirit stove was burning on the desk and the kettle above was steaming. Dick poured the black coffee into a cup and scalded himself to wakefulness.

“One of the local men thought he saw somebody moving and challenged,” reported Puttler, settling himself down with a luxurious sigh. “But it was probably only a bush. These birds are jumpy — they see a Black Abbot in every shadow!”

Dick sipped at the boiling fluid and broke a biscuit with his disengaged hand.

“Thank God this can’t go on much longer!” he said. “By the way, did you bring those papers from London?”

“I gave them to you in the library: they were in the blue envelope.”

Dick put down the glass.

“I’d better keep them in my safe,” he said. “I don’t want the servants to see them.”

He crossed the hall, unlocked the door of the library and went in, mechanically switching on the light, and only then remembering that for the time being Fossaway Manor was denied the service of the little power house. He went back to the study and got his lamp and picked his way across the room to the desk. The envelope was where he had put it, and he slipped this into his pocket. As he did so, he was aware that a cold wind was blowing. He sent his light along the windows. That at the end was open; one of the curtains, which had been drawn across, lay in a heap on the floor.

He went to the door and called Puttler softly and the detective joined him.

“Somebody has been here,” he said, and pointed to the curtain and the twisted pole that had supported it.

It was easy to see how the intruder had made his way into the library. Two of the panes near the iron handle which fastened one leaf of the window had been broken, and evidently the midnight visitor, in entering, must have fallen and, catching hold of the curtain to save himself, brought it to the ground, breaking away the pole, which was hanging drunkenly.

“I passed here ten minutes ago, and the window was shut then,” said Puttler.

“He may have been inside at the moment,” replied Dick thoughtfully. “I wonder what has been taken?”

He examined the desk. Evidently the intruder had not opened any of the drawers, though, if he had done so, his labours would have been in vain, since Dick had cleared every document out of the room early in the day. As they circled the room, Puttler stumbled over something.

“Where did this come from?” he asked.

It was a light ladder, and Dick recognised it as one of two that were part of the library furniture, and were employed to reach books from the top shelf of the lower tier.

“When I saw this last it was standing at the end of the room,” he said.

He flashed his lamp up on to the shelves, looking for a gap in the long line of books. So doing, his lamp swept across that space intervening between the shelves which was covered by the portrait of the late Lady Chelford. He could see the big gold frame, caught a glimpse of one white hand hanging gracefully, and then something brought his lamp back. He heard the churchwarden detective swear softly. Himself, he was speechless. The light of his lamp focussed on the place where the woman’s face had been, and where now was a black emptiness.

The face and shoulders of the picture had been cut from the frame, and the ragged strands of canvas told him that it had been cut by an unskilful hand.
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Neither man spoke until they were back in the little study, and then Puttler looked gloomily at his companion.

“What do you make of that?”

“Heaven knows!” groaned Dick.

The study door was closed, and he had pulled across a dark curtain which had been hung that day for the purpose.

“I suppose I’d better get out, though I don’t suppose I shall find anything.”

“Wait until I’ve had the remainder of your coffee and I’ll come with you,” said Puttler. “No, Mr Alford, I never felt less like sleep. We shall have daylight in a couple of hours. Wait.”

He turned down the oil lamp which had been requisitioned from the kitchen, blew down the glass chimney and the room was in darkness.

“Now you can pull open those curtains and go out,” he said, “if that is your way.”

Dick moved the curtains slightly and looked out. The world lay peaceful, silent, in the pallid light of the moon, and as he opened the door, the sweet scent of the earth and the cold morn greeted him fragrantly.

His foot was raised to step across the threshold when Puttler’s big hand closed round his arm.

“Wait,” he whispered again.

Dick stood motionless.

“I see nothing,” he said in the same tone.

Still Puttler held him, his head bent, listening.

“All right,” he said, released his grip and stepped out on to the little terrace before Dick.

He gave a swift glance left and right.

“What was it?” asked Dick, in surprise.

“Somebody breathing,” was Puttler’s astonishing reply. “You won’t believe that I could hear a man breathing a dozen yards away, but I can. It’s one of my many animal qualities.”

He took a little run, cleared the gravel path in a bound and went noiselessly along the grass to the left. Presently Dick saw him returning at a jogtrot. The detective went past him and disappeared round the wing of the block. In a few minutes he returned.

“Hearing and scent are my two qualities. Can you smell anything?”

Dick sniffed the morning air.

“No,” he confessed.

“Come along with me.”

This time he walked softly across the path, explaining that he was afraid of waking the girls, who slept almost immediately above them.

They went to the end of the wing, and then the sergeant halted.

“Now do you smell anything?” he asked.

Dick sniffed again. There was a sweet odour in the air, the scent of some exotic flower that seemed familiar to him.

“Does anybody in this house smoke scented cigarettes?” asked the detective, and Dick went suddenly cold.

“Harry!”

“Your brother, eh?” Puttler’s deepset eyes surveyed him in the half-light. “That doesn’t necessarily mean that he is smoking them. Where were they kept?”

“In the library as a rule.”

Puttler began searching the ground with the aid of his lamp. He had not gone far before he saw something and picked it up. It was a half-smoked cigarette with a rose-leaf tip.

“Humph!” muttered Puttler, and continued his search — a search which yielded no further evidence.

Retracing their steps, they passed the study door, and Puttler, who was walking a little ahead, stumbled over something, and put his light to the ground.

“You keep rather a lot of ladders about here, Mr Alford,” he said, in a low voice. “A library ladder outside? What’s the great idea?”

The ladder was lying parallel with the gravel drive, and Puttler examined it rung by rung.

“That wasn’t here last night, I’ll take my oath,” he said.

“No,” said Dick, puzzled; “it usually hangs on two pegs near the garage.”

He lifted it up. It was a long, light, triangular ladder tapering to a point at the top, and used by the staff for outside window cleaning.

“You had better have it chained up,” was all Puttler said after he had finished his inspection. “The man who brought this here was the man who cut off your light supply, and, incidentally—”

Far away in the grounds came the faint sound of a man’s voice, challenging in military fashion.

“Halt! Who goes there?”

“That’s Renwick, a local man,” said Puttler immediately.

They ran towards the sound of the voice, and presently saw the flicker of his lantern; and it was a badly scared man who challenged them a few minutes later. He had seen nothing, he said, but he had heard voices.

“One of them was laughing. I thought at first it was you, sergeant, but when I heard it again it was so wild that I got a little nervous.”

“Did anybody answer your challenge?”

“No, but the voices stopped. I couldn’t hear the woman’s voice—”

“The woman’s voice?” said Dick quickly. “Was it a woman? Surely you’re mistaken?”

“I could swear to it,” said the watcher. “It was the woman’s voice I heard first, and the man who laughed. I think the voices must have stopped as soon as I put my lamp on.”

“In what direction?”

The policeman pointed across Long Meadow, the shallow, valley-like depression which ran parallel with the rising ground on which the abbey stood. To the left there were a number of cottages, occupied in the main by people working on the estate, two gamekeepers, a carter and a groom. It was from one of these cottages that the Black Abbot had been seen and reported by a terrified gamekeeper.

“They sounded as if they were walking away from you over the Mound to the river — or to the ruins?” suggested Puttler.

“Well,” confessed the man, “they might have been going that way: I can’t be sure.”

“That certainly beats the band,” said the sergeant, as they were moving in the direction the man had indicated.

“He must have been mistaken,” said Dick with emphasis. “They were walking away from him—”

“They,” repeated Puttler significantly. “I don’t think he was wrong at all.”

“There is another possible solution,” said Dick. “Sometimes the people at Chelfordbury avail themselves of a short cut across the park to a neighbouring village.”

“At three o’clock in the morning?”

“There may have been a dance,” suggested Dick lamely.

“A short cut through a park that’s known to be haunted and where a murder was committed two nights ago?”

There was no answer to this.

They reached the bank and followed along the top till they were parallel with the abbey, but there was no sign of man or woman, and they turned back. In spite of his protestations of wakefulness, Sergeant Puttler did not resist the suggestion that he should take his sleep. Dick was left alone to his vigil.

By the time daylight came he was a very weary man. Twice in the night he had visited the two men posted in the corridors above, found them awake, but in each case with nothing to report.

“Thank goodness at any rate somebody’s had some sleep!” he muttered, as he passed under the girls’ window and glanced up.

The morning wind which stirred the trees and filled the world with the pleasant music of rustling leaves moved also the casement window of the room which he had assigned to Mary Wenner. The window swayed to and fro slowly, and he inwardly condemned the girl for not carrying out his instructions.

By six o’clock the first of the servants was stirring; smoke was crawling lazily from one of the big twisted chimneys. He was sitting in envious contemplation of Sergeant Puttler when the door of the study burst violently open and Mary Wenner came in. She was in her dressing gown; her untidy hair floated over her face.

“Mr Alford,” she asked agitatedly, “have you seen Leslie?”

He was on his feet in an instant, and the movement woke the sleeping detective.

“No; she’s with you, isn’t she?”

“We went to bed together,” said the girl, in a tremulous tone, “but when I woke up just now she was not in the room. I waited a while, thinking she was taking her bath, and then I went outside and asked the man you put there. He said she hadn’t come out of the room!”

Puttler, listening, dragged himself erect.

“The ladder!” he said simply, and Dick reeled under the blow.

The Black Terror of Fossaway Manor had in his grip the woman for whom he would have given his soul and counted it no heavy price.

Running out on to the lawn, Puttler searched beneath the window. Yes, there were the marks of the ladder in the mould of a garden bed, and on the ladder itself he found confirmatory proof. Lifting it against the wall, he scrambled up, and came breast-high to the window sill on its topmost rung. Drawing himself up, he sprang into the room and looked round for some clue. By this time Mary Wenner, followed by Dick, had come through the door.

“Her dressing-gown isn’t gone!” whimpered Mary, pointing to the hook where it hung. “But her shoes are. She must have dressed, and I didn’t hear.”

The tired man at the door had heard no sound in the night. A thick carpet covered the floor. Mary said that, when she woke, the door which communicated between the two rooms was closed.

She had heard no sound at all, and claimed that she was a light sleeper, which, in fact, she was not. When she had gone to sleep the candle was burning. Examining this, Dick saw that it could not have been alight for more than an hour. There were two burnt matches in the tray, which meant that the candle had been extinguished once and relit again.

“I wonder she didn’t wake me; I’m usually a light sleeper.”

Dick left the girl explaining to the watcher who had been on guard outside the door.

“It was her voice, of course, that the patrol man heard in the dark. I blame myself that I didn’t jump at that idea.”

“I’d like to keep all the blame!” said Dick bitterly. “Oh, God! it doesn’t bear thinking about!”

He went away on a solitary search; none saw him slip through the back of the house, and he moved under cover of the river bank. When he returned, after an absence of two hours, Puttler told him that there was a message from the Home Office awaiting him. That institution had rung up twice. Dick got through after a wait, and learned that he was talking to an important undersecretary.

“Could you run up to London for an hour?”

“Is it necessary?” asked Dick, and he explained with all rapidity the happenings of the night.

“I’m afraid you had better see us as soon as you possibly can. In view of all the circumstances you cannot come too soon.”

With a curse Dick hung up the receiver, and this time he took Harry’s big two-seater, a car that his brother had only used a dozen times, but the use of which he had steadfastly refused to anybody else.

Just as he was leaving he recalled a resolution he had made in the night; he ran upstairs into his room, and, bolting the door, opened a locked drawer of his dressing chest and took out something which he put carefully in his bag. That must be removed from Fossaway Manor as soon as possible, he thought. He put the bag in the boot of the car and sent the machine flying down the drive.

Midway between Horsham and Dorking, a motorist, coming from the opposite direction by another route, shot at a fast pace from a forked road right across his path. Dick jammed on the brakes and the big car skidded halfway round, striking the concrete kerb with a thud, but no damage was done, and he went on, with a glare at the goggled driver of the machine at fault that was murderous.

He did not hear the cover of the dickey snap open, nor did he see the brown bag leap up and roll over on to the pavement. But the man in the other car saw all this through his big goggles, and, restarting his machine, brought it to the kerb.

And there and then, Fabrian Gilder discovered the secret of the Black Abbot!
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At nine o’clock that morning Mr Fabrian Gilder had risen intending to make a hurried visit to his country cottage. The newspapers had been full of the Chelford tragedy, but no mention had been made of the fact that Thomas had been Mr Gilder’s guest. Such a happening, he realised, being an intelligent man, must necessarily upset all arrangements and plans that the girl had made.

There was a lot about Fabrian Gilder that was admirable. To his servants he was a kind master; to all who knew him superficially, an excellent and even a generous friend. He was in truth no worse than the average man in point of desires, a little better in his fairness of dealing. Arthur Gine had been legitimate prey, but he had, he thought, treated him with scrupulous fairness. He had succeeded, by the exploitation of the lawyer’s weakness, in amassing a very considerable fortune; but then, the city of London, and, for the matter of that, the city of New York, were filled with rich men who had founded their houses upon the cupidity or folly of men who were now almost penniless.

He glanced at the morning papers. There was nothing new reported from Chelford, except the little interview that one reporter had had with Dick, and that paragraph was, in many ways, very comforting to Gilder, for it explained why the girl — and then his eye caught sight of a line.



Mr Alford said he had asked Miss Leslie Gine to stay at Fossaway Manor whilst her brother was abroad…

Abroad? He frowned. If Arthur Gine had gone abroad he must have left very suddenly. He had seen him only a day or two before. But perhaps that was one of Dick Alford’s lies to save the girl’s face. Still, it was disquieting.

He was pondering this matter when the maid brought him his morning letters, and the first he saw was one in a well-known hand. It was from Leslie. He tore it open with trembling fingers, took out the half-sheet of paper and read the few lines. He read it not once but many times. So that was that! She had changed her mind.

It did not occur to him that she had not made any promise, but he was so sure of her, so satisfied in his mind that she would agree to his proposal, that he felt he had been tricked.

When the shock had worn off, his anger and resentment grew. Very well: if she could not keep her promise, he at least would keep his. He understood now, he thought. Arthur had bolted, and there was no necessity for the girl to make her sacrifice. He had been fooled, tricked. He pushed the chair back from the table, leaving his breakfast untouched, and, going into his library, turned the handle of the combination and pulled open the door of the safe with a savage jerk. There was the letter, all ready to post, and at the sight of it his heart grew hard and sour.

He took out the letter, made to tear it into fragments, and then remembered that inside was a blank cheque. He pulled out the sheet of notepaper and felt for the little pink slip that in his magnificence he had signed with a complacent flourish. It was not there!

Gilder peered into the envelope with a frown. Gone! He searched the safe: it might have fallen out, though how, he could not imagine; but there was no sign of the cheque. He unlocked his drawer and took out his chequebook. There was the counterfoil, and, written across it, “For Leslie—” He had intended showing her that counterfoil one of these days, when she felt more kindly towards him.

With his head in his hands he tried to remember when he had last seen the cheque, and then he recalled that it was on the morning Arthur Gine had called to see him. At that thought he went white. Surely he had closed the safe? Again he struggled to remember, minute by minute, that fateful morning. He had been looking at the letter, he had put it away, he had closed the door, and then — the telephone bell had rung and he had forgotten to fasten the safe!

He pulled the phone towards him now and called furiously for a number. It was twenty past nine; most of the staff of the bank would be there. When the call was answered: “I am Mr Gilder,” he said quickly. “Is the manager there? — No? Then the assistant manager will do. It is very urgent.”

He waited whilst the clerk went to investigate. Presently he heard the voice of a man he knew — the manager himself.

“I just came in at this moment. Is anything wrong?”

“Fletcher, do you remember my telling you that I should be sending down a cheque for fifty thousand pounds and asking you to honour it?”

“Yes; I honoured it.”

For a second Gilder was speechless.

“You honoured it? Who presented the cheque?”

“Arthur Gine — it was made out in his favour — payable to bearer. I notified you last night; didn’t you get my letter?”

“I haven’t opened all my post yet,” said Gilder steadily. “Thank you.”

He hung up the receiver, breathing heavily. For now he remembered clearly every event of the morning: the coming of Arthur Gine, and his seemingly absurd proposal, that Gilder should write a note expressing his willingness to lend the money. That was the trick of it! Not only had Arthur got the fifty thousand, but with that letter he had a complete answer to any charge of fraud.

He sat with clasped hands, every vein on his forehead swollen, and murder in his heart. Tricked! And she should know. She had been a party to the fraud — unwittingly perhaps, but nevertheless a party. She must have told him of this money.

Whatever else he was, Fabrian Gilder had the gift of clear thinking. Five minutes’ riotous fury, and he was his cold self again. Of course she couldn’t have helped in the fraud. It was the accident of leaving the safe unlocked, and Arthur Gine’s known inquisitiveness — he could never resist reading even Gilder’s private letters; Arthur had no sense of other people’s privacy.

What could he do now? He thought the matter out. He must tell the girl, and perhaps she would regard herself as being under an obligation to him. If she had any sense of honour she must fulfil her promise, whatever she had written in her letter that morning.

He telephoned for his car to be brought round from the garage, and came back to his breakfast table and made an attempt to eat.

He would try Leslie first, telling her nothing about the letter he had given to her brother, and threaten him with a warrant for fraud. Perhaps this strengthened rather than weakened his position. He grew cheerful as the thought took shape.

He passed slowly out of London, for all the streets in the metropolis seemed to be “up,” and at last struck the open country, avoiding the main roads and taking a more circuitous route which would bring him to the main Sussex road between Dorking and Horsham. With a clear road before him, he sent his car at full speed. He was not well acquainted with the road, but he knew that it joined the old Roman “street” at a gentle angle, and he did not slow down as he approached the principal thoroughfare.

Left of him, on the London side, the road was clear; to the right, the view was a little obstructed. He sounded his klaxon and came out on to the main thoroughfare at thirty miles an hour.

He saw the car just in time, jammed on his brakes and threw the machine into reverse. The big car ahead of him skidded round; he caught one malevolent gleam from Dick Alford’s eyes, and then he saw the bag and, driving to the side of the road, picked it up. His first inclination was to leave it; he had no particular desire to help the second son; but there are certain innate decencies to be observed by motorists, even though they loathe each other, and he picked the little bag from the pavement and threw it into the back of his car.

As he did so, it opened, and, turning to fasten it, he saw something that made him change his mind. Getting out of the car, he lifted the bag to the pavement, opened it wide and pulled out — the sombre habit and cowl of the Black Abbot!
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So Dick Alford was the Black Abbot! It was unbelievable; he could hardly credit the importance of his find. Here, then, was the greatest lever of all. Beside this, the threat of a charge against Leslie Gine’s brother faded to unimportance. He snapped the lock, put the bag carefully back in the car, and, restarting his engine, moved at a slower pace towards Chelfordbury.

He stopped in the village, where he was recognised, and heard at first hand from the innkeeper the story of the strange happenings at the “big house.”

“They do say that something’s happened to the young lady from Willow House.”

“What!” Gilder almost shouted the word. “You don’t mean Miss Gine?”

“Yes, Miss Gine,” nodded the landlord. “I haven’t got the rights of it yet, it’s only a rumour down here, but, Lord bless your heart, Mr Gilder, there’s never been so many rumours in this village since I came to live here forty-eight years ago. Some say that his lordship’s been murdered” — he lowered his voice and looked round— “by his brother! Mr Alford is a very hard man, though the people who work for him have got nothing to say against him, but that doesn’t seem possible to me.”

Gilder’s mind was in a whirl. He did not want to know anything about Dick Alford or his reputation.

“Who told you this story about Miss Gine?” he asked, and the landlord, looking round the group that had formed outside the Red Lion, pointed to a man.

“He’s a carter up at the big house,” he said.

“Fetch him here,” said Gilder.

When the carter arrived: “What is this story about Miss Gine?”

The man looked a little sheepish to find himself the centre of interest.

“I don’t know nowt about it,” he said. “It’s only what I heerd that monkey-faced gentleman saying to Mr Richard. He says, ‘I don’t think any harm’s come to her.’ And one of the maids says that that young lady who used to be his lordship’s secretary—”

“Miss Wenner? Is she there?” asked Gilder quickly.

“Yes, she come up last night.”

“What about her?” asked Gilder.

“They say she’s been crying her eyes out all the morning. That’s all I know about it. They do say something bad happened to the young lady early this morning, and the way Mr Richard has been running about and him looking as ill as death—”

“I hope something’s going to be done about this Black Abbot,” interjected the innkeeper. “My womenfolk are so frightened they want to sit up half the night.”

Gilder looked at him with a queer expression.

“You needn’t be afraid of the Black Abbot,” he said. “I am going to lay that ghost today.”

“You, Mr Gilder?” said the man, in surprise.

But it was not the occasion for confidences, and Gilder, getting back into his car, turned it about and went up the road till he came to the lodge gates. Here a policeman on duty would have barred his progress, but fortunately he was a local man who knew the lawyer.

“Mr Alford’s away, sir. Do you want to see Sergeant Puttler?”

“Is that the man who has been staying at the Manor? What is he — a policeman?”

“A Scotland Yard man, sir,” said the Sussex policeman, with a certain pride. “Though I don’t know they’re much better than our own detectives. You’ll tell him you saw me, will you, and I asked you not to go to the house unless you had business?”

Evidently these were the policeman’s instructions; Gilder promised faithfully to supply this exoneration, and continued up the drive. There was nobody to meet him when he pulled up before the old carved porch, but he had hardly alighted when a long-armed, queer-faced man came from nowhere.

“Good morning,” said the visitor.

“Good morning, Mr Gilder,” said Puttler. “Mr Alford has had to go to town.”

“I want to see Miss Gine,” said Gilder, watching the man closely.

If he had expected an experienced detective-sergeant to betray himself, he was to be disappointed. Puttler did no more than fix him with his melancholy eyes.

“Want to see Miss Gine, do you? I’m afraid she’s not at home either.”

“Then perhaps I could see Miss Wenner?”

The sergeant scratched his chin.

“She’s not very well,” he said; “in fact, she’s lying down, and the doctor says she’s not to be disturbed.”

“Is there anything wrong with her?”

“No, there’s nothing very much wrong with her. At the same time,” said Puttler juridically, “there’s nothing very much right with her! It has rather got on her nerves sleeping in this place, and I can’t very well blame her.”

“Do you know where Miss Gine has gone?”

Puttler shook his head.

“No,” he said, truthfully, “I can’t tell you that; she didn’t tell me.”

“Perhaps you will answer this question,” said the exasperated man: “has anything happened to her?”

“So far as I know,” said the imperturbable officer, “nothing whatever has happened to her. Are you a friend of hers?”

“I am her fiancé,” said Gilder, on the spur of the moment.

Here he had the satisfaction of seeing that the sergeant was startled.

“Oh, yes, of course, you’re the gentleman she isn’t going to marry.”

It was said in all innocence, without any trace of impertinence, but Mr Gilder went red and white.

“You see, Mr Gilder,” the sergeant went on, “I’ve heard quite a lot about — affairs in this neighbourhood; in fact, I’m an authority upon all the gossip and scandal for the past twenty years. And I’m very glad you came, because there are one or two questions I wanted to ask you. For example, I wanted to know how it came about that you placed your cottage at the disposal of an exconvict, Thomas Luck — so called.”

But here Gilder was ready with his answer.

“I had no idea the man was an exconvict,” he said. “He told me he had been discharged from the Manor, and as I wanted a caretaker, and he offered to come for a very small sum, I employed him. I was terribly surprised and shocked to hear of his death, but even more shocked to learn of his character.”

Puttler was politely interested. But if he thought that he was going to get rid of Gilder so easily, it was because he did not know the man’s pertinacity.

“I think I must see Miss Wenner before I go,” he said. “At any rate, I’d be glad if you’d send up my name—”

Puttler shook his head.

“It can’t be done, Mr Gilder,” he said, almost cheerfully. “Just now I’m a combination of the Earl of Chelford and the family doctor. In other words, I’m in charge during Mr Alford’s absence. If you care to wait until he comes back, the drawingroom is at your disposal, but you understand, Mr Gilder, that you are not in any circumstances to question the servants. I am a great admirer of amateur detectives in my leisure moments, but this is one of my busy days, and I can’t afford to have any interference in this case, however well-meant it may be.”

Gilder had to accept this invitation. He was determined not to leave the house until he had learned the truth about Leslie Gine. The detective conducted him to the drawingroom, the long windows of which were open.

“I’ll ask you not to leave here until Mr Alford arrives,” he said. “If you require anything, perhaps you will ring?” And, seeing the light in Gilder’s eyes, he added: “One of my men, who is a first-class footman, will attend to you.”

He had not long to wait, as it happened. Dick, who had torn up to town, breaking every speed rule, and so intent upon the object of his visit that he had forgotten even that he had put the bag in the dickey, was lucky enough to get through with his interview in a quarter of an hour. It was a very important interview: one on which his own future very largely depended; and there were too many things to think about for him to give a thought to the bag and its contents. His car, white with dust, sped up the drive and came to a halt in the wide space before the porch. He identified the other car and recognised it as the machine that had nearly brought about a nasty accident that morning.

“Gilder, is it?” he said, as he got down.

“Gilder it is, and full of interrogation marks. You saw the Secretary?”

Dick nodded.

“Yes. He was very kind, but rather vague. He has given me twelve hours to find Harry, dead or alive.”

“Did you tell him about Miss Gine?”

“He wasn’t even interested,” said Dick, with a hard laugh. “Harry, the estate, the title — everything except Leslie! That was the burden of his conversation. In twelve hours I must find him — and believe me, Puttler, in twelve hours I will!”

He went into the drawingroom and greeted Gilder curtly.

“You wanted to see me?”

“I wanted to know what has happened to Leslie Gine,” said Gilder.

“I wish to God I knew!” said Dick.

The man stared at him.

“Nothing bad has happened?” he asked in a low voice, and Dick forgave him everything for the sincerity of his concern.

“I’m afraid it is something very unpleasant,” he said, and told the story.

As he did so, he saw the man’s face change and a sceptical smile curved his lips.

“I’ve got something to say to you, and I’d like to say it before a witness, Alford.”

“To me?” said Dick, in surprise, and called over his shoulder to Puttler, who was passing the door. “Mr Gilder has something he wants to say — I presume it’s something of an unpleasant character,” he said. “Perhaps you had better listen to this, Puttler.”

“Alford has just told me that Miss Gine has disappeared, and the inference is, of course, that the Black Abbot has spirited her away. I think that is extremely likely, because the Black Abbot has every interest in holding fast to that young lady.”

“Sensation,” murmured the detective, but Gilder did not notice the interruption.

“For some time past there’s been a queer spook haunting this countryside, an object of terror to Lord Chelford, designed, if anything, to cover the series of outrages which have recently been committed. Chelford’s a weakling — you know that, Alford — but weaklings have children, and once a child is born to Harry Alford your hope of succession would go like that!” He snapped his fingers.

“What are you suggesting?” asked Dick steadily.

“I’m suggesting that you are the Black Abbot!”

Not by so much as a flicker of his eyelid did Dick betray himself.

“I not only suggest it, but I’m prepared to prove it. On your way to town this morning you nearly collided with my car. As you skidded, your bag fell out of the dickey. I picked it up, threw it in the car and found it was open. In that bag was the robe of the Black Abbot, well worn, often used! Do you deny that?”

“You’ve got to bring proof of this.” It was Puttler who spoke.

“Proof!” cried the other triumphantly. “I’ll give you proof!”

He walked rapidly through the hall to where his car was, the two men following him. He had left the bag under a rug at the back of the car.

“There is the bag,” he said, as he pulled the rug from its place. “And here” — he snapped open the bag —

It was empty!

“And here?” said Puttler encouragingly.

“It was there a few minutes ago. I saw it before I came into the grounds. Somebody has taken it. You!” he accused Dick.

Dick smiled.

“Sergeant Puttler will testify that I came straight from my car into your august presence,” he said sarcastically.

“Why don’t you accuse me?” asked Puttler. “I was out here all the time.”

The baffled man looked from one to the other. It was impossible to believe that these two were in league. He knew Puttler by name to be one of the best officers Scotland Yard had ever had. He shrugged his shoulders and dropped his hands to his sides.

“You’ve beaten me, Alford,” he said, “for the time being. But I’m satisfied the girl is within a mile of this house, and I’m not going to rest until she is found. Heaven knows why you’ve done it — she’s fond of you, and there was no need—”

“Don’t be a fool, Gilder,” said Dick roughly. “If you want to help, help! But you’re not going to help by thinking that I’ve raised my hand against Leslie Gine. I don’t care whether you’re a friend or whether you’re an enemy, but if you can help us to bring her back safely I will go on my knees to you!”

Dick’s voice was trembling, vibrant; there was a look in his eyes which not even Gilder, for all his prejudice, could mistake. He held out his hand and Dick Alford took it in a grip that made him wince.
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Despite all her gloomy prognostications as to her sleepless night, the head of Miss Wenner had hardly touched the pillow than her breathing became regular and even noticeable. Leslie Gine smiled to herself as she turned over and stealthily extinguished the candle. She had not been lying ten minutes before she realised, from past experience, that many a weary hour would pass before her eyes closed in sleep.

She had the alternative of relighting the candle and reading, or counting myriads of sheep, and the first plan was somewhat hampered in its achievement by the fact that there was nothing in the room to read, and she dare not disturb the sentry, because that would probably wake Mary. So she lay perfectly still, overcoming a mad desire to turn every few minutes, trying to make her mind an absolute blank.

With so much to occupy her thoughts, with the past twentyfour hours and all the terrible shocks they had brought, her effort to turn her mind into a cabbage was a hopeless failure.

She heard a distant village clock striking the half-hours and the hours, and was grateful when one o’clock chimed, for she felt she had turned the hill of the night and was approaching the blessed day. There were queer creaks and noises in this old house; strange, stealthy footsteps that seemed very real; fingers brushing along wainscotings, queer little chatterings as of laughter. In spite of her courage, Leslie got up and lit the candle again and felt happier.

She lay on her back, gazing at the ceiling, striving to concentrate upon one little crack that ran from corner to corner; and it seemed as though, as she looked, the room went perceptibly darker, and was filled with a strange unearthly light.

And then she saw behind the door a great steel clothes hook that she did not remember having seen before; and attached was a cord and a shapeless something that hung with terrible limpness — a woman! She opened her eyes wide, almost screamed, but put her hand before her mouth in time.

She had been dreaming, she realised, and she reached out for her handkerchief to wipe her damp face. There was no hook behind the door — nothing. She shivered and turned on her side, looked for the twentieth time at her watch. Twentyfive minutes past one.


Tap, tap!


That was distinct enough. It came from the room which Mary Wenner was to have occupied.

A silence, and then the unmistakable sound of gravel being thrown against a window. Perhaps it was Dick and he wanted to see her. She slipped out of bed, pulled a dressing-gown about her, opened the door of the dark room and went in. The windows were closed, but as she entered the room she was startled by a third handful of gravel that sounded with terrifying distinctness.

With trembling hands she pulled up the catch and pushed the casement open. A man was standing down below, and for a second she did not recognise him. And then everything went round; she had to grip the window ledge for support.

It was Harry Alford!

“Is that you, my dear?” His voice was little above a whisper, but remarkably clear.

She managed to answer: “Yes.”

She was so dumbfounded that she could not ask one of the thousand questions which crowded to her lips.

Harry! And alive!

“You are in terrible danger,” he said. “Will you come down? I can get a ladder.”

Before she could answer he had disappeared, and presently he came back, carrying a triangular-shaped ladder, and planted it against the side of the house. The top came within a foot of the window ledge.

“I can’t come, Harry; I’m not dressed. Besides, Miss Wenner is here.”

He raised his finger to his lips.

“Don’t wake her,” he said.

He had a little roll of something in his hand, and she noticed that he was bareheaded.

“Can’t you dress? I must see you.”

“Shall I call Dick?”

“No, no.” In his energy he almost raised his voice, and looked back over his shoulder. “That would spoil everything, and it would endanger his life. Dress quickly, my dear.”

What should she do? Her first instinct was to run to the door and tell the guard what she had seen; her second was to obey him. His earnestness and the terror in his voice made her yield to his suggestion.

Quickly she dressed by candlelight, hoping and praying that Mary Wenner would wake up. Once she knocked against the bed, but Miss Wenner slept peacefully, a seraphic smile on her goodlooking face, and the only notice she took of the disturbance was to murmur “Dick!”

It needed that ludicrous interlude to restore Leslie’s courage; for she could not be amused and afraid at the same time.

Perhaps Dick was waiting below, she thought, and, swinging herself over the sill, she reached out her foot, found the top rung of the ladder and came down. Harry was standing on the grass-plot, curiously alert and watchful.

“What is it, Harry?” she asked in a low voice, but he put his finger to his lips again and led her, not, as she expected, towards the front of the house, but by a wide circuit, keeping to the shadow of the trees, until they went past the rosery and near to the stables.

A dog barked as they passed in silence.

“I can’t go any farther, Harry.”

“You must, you must!” His voice was urgent, compelling. “I tell you that not only my life, but your own is in danger.”

“But what of Miss Wenner?” She drew back.

“They will not touch her. My mother’s spirit will watch that poor girl — she died in that room.”

Leslie gasped.

“Your mother?” she asked, in an awestricken whisper.

“Come!” He was impatient, caught her by the arm and led her farther down, until she saw near at hand the gleam of the Ravensrill.

“But, Harry, I can’t go any farther.” She stopped resolutely. “I’m sure you’re mistaken. Where have you been all this time? Everybody has been looking for you, and Dick has been terribly worried.”

He laughed. (It was the laugh that the policeman heard.)

“Dick is worried? That is rich!”

And now, as the challenge of a distant voice came to her, she saw his face in the moonlight. He was unshaven, unkempt, grimy of face and hands; he wore no collar, and stood a collarless man in a long frockcoat with a wild appearance. Slowly she drew back, dread and fear on her face, and then he clutched her by the wrists.

“If you scream I will throw you into the river and kneel on you until you are dead,” he whispered in so calm and matter-of-fact a tone that she could not believe he was serious.

And yet she had an extra sense which told her that he was not only serious, but that she was in deadly peril. He kept hold of her wrist, or she would have taken to flight, though she would have had little chance of escaping one who in his schooldays was a noted sprinter.

She remembered something else now and felt sick. Harry Alford had captained his public school team at Bisley and had carried everything before him. This pale anaemic youth was the greatest shot of his time.

The greatest shot! She remembered the bullet that was meant for her, and he felt her dragging on his hand, but said no word. She must not lose her nerve at this moment of crisis.

They were making for the ruins. Near the edge of the cutting, Puttler had told her, were stationed two men; they must see her soon. But Harry went no farther than the broken tower, and here he paused and pulled the block of stone aside.

Now she knew; they were going down to that dreadful underground cavern where Dick had taken her. Dick Alford knew his brother was there! She knew this long before she saw the basket, still filled with food, that stood at the bottom of the steps.
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Harry had lit a candle, and, guided by this, she went down the steep circular stairway.

“He brought me that food — the devil!” He pointed his shaking finger to the basket.

“Dick brought it?” she faltered.

He nodded.

“Poisoned,” he said. “But he didn’t catch me. Poisoned, every bit of it!”

He carefully unwrapped a white napkin and showed a dainty pile of sandwiches, took one and opened it.

“You can see the crystals glittering on the meat,” he said, in so calm and matter-of-fact a tone that she almost thought she saw something glitter on the white flesh.

Then he lifted the bottle and looked at it with a smile. “It was too childish. Nobody but a fool would have dreamt I could be deceived.” He put the bottle and sandwiches back again carefully and covered them with the napkin that had been over the basket.

“Come,” he said, and they went farther into the apartment.

She saw a big gap in the floor and a stone standing straight up from the centre.

“I have a lamp below. I prepared this place a very long time ago against such an emergency. Light and food — and all the water you want. Will you go first?”

He was very courteous and polite, took her hand to guide her, and held the light so that she could see the stairs, and came down immediately after, stopping to swing the stone into place.

“Will you hold the candle?” he asked.

She was trembling so violently that her fingers were soon covered with hot grease, but she did not feel the smart of the boiling wax; her eyes were fixed upon the man, fascinated.

He was lighting a new storm lantern which burnt, she guessed, paraffin gas, and it took some time before a brilliant bright light illuminated the room in which she found herself. It was twice the size of the apartment above, and neither the walls nor the floor had fallen into decay. It was almost as new-looking as it had been when the Norman builders had handed it to the Black Fathers of Chelfordbury.

The first unusual things she saw were two sporting rifles that stood in a corner of the room. Following her eyes, he smiled.

“I shall not sell my life without a struggle,” he said firmly.

The furniture consisted of a very old refectory table, the top of which must have been at least four inches in thickness, a long form and a high chair that looked like a bishop’s throne. There were no visible windows, but the ceiling did not quite reach the wall, and there seemed a space all round the room where air was admitted.

“Excuse me,” he said.

He took the thing he had been carrying, unrolled it, and, to her astonishment, kissed it passionately before he carried it to a truckle bed that she had not noticed before, and tacked it to a beam which showed between the stone courses and was in truth the only wood she had seen in the building.

She looked in amazement, and knew the picture instantly. It was the head of his mother.

“How lovely!” he sighed. “How wonderful! Do you know, I feel that nothing matters now, Leslie!”

He smiled at her, and looked at that moment so happy that she could have cried.

“Richard hated her,” he went on. “He never lost an opportunity of speaking ill of her. I am told that in my absence he used to bring the servants into the library, and together they would laugh and gibe at this beautiful martyr.”

“How absurd, Harry! You know Dick would do no such thing,” she said, stirred to his defence.

But he was neither angry nor did he show any resentment at her championship.

“You don’t know Dick,” he said simply. “Dick, of course, is the Black Abbot. I only found it out a week or two ago, when I went into his room and discovered the costume in a box. He had forgotten to put it away.”

She did not believe the only truth he had told her so far, but she felt that it would be undiplomatic, to say the least, to argue with him.

“Harry, I can’t stay here, you know,” she said. “There is only one room, and I have a weakness for a daily bath—”

He walked across the room and pulled aside a sacking that hid one corner, and pointed dramatically.

“You will find everything you require here,” he said. “This room is yours. I shall sleep upstairs, only coming below at the first hint of danger, either to you or to me. The position calls for courage and patience, and I know that my wife-to-be has those qualities to excess.”

He was his old, smiling, genial self.

“By the way, there are plenty of books to read — I brought some away from the house. They were rather heavy and I had to drag them a little bit, but thank heaven I got just what I wanted.”

She noticed them now for the first time, piled at one end of the refectory table. He took up a volume and turned the leaves lovingly.

“You do not read German? I think you told me that before. It is a pity, because this is a very fascinating narrative, told by an outsider, of the Chelfords of the period. You will be pleased to learn that I have located the treasure. It was not difficult. I knew all the time that it was behind the second door in the room above.”

“Have you known this place for long?”

He nodded.

“For six years,” he said. “I found it on the twenty-first anniversary of my dear mother’s death. I think I ought to say ‘murder,’ for there is no doubt that my father, who had all the worst qualities of Dick, killed her — hanged her.”

Her face contorted with horror.

“In that room?” she said, in a strained voice. “Behind the door?”

He nodded. “The thing was hushed up. My clever father was too great a man to be put on trial for his life, and the story was circulated that she had died by her own hand.”

Every word he said was a lie, as she knew, but he believed it. He explained quite rationally how the light was worked; showed her the little washplace with the stream of water running from the raw rock through a cavity into some invisible deeps; even gave her a short résumé of the history of the place. It had been built by the Black Abbot himself for his own especial purpose.

“My first idea was that there was another exit here, or rather an entrance for those peculiar friends of his, but that I have failed to discover.”

He took up one of the rifles, shot back the bolt with the air of an expert, and, going up two steps, unfastened the heavy oaken bar that kept the stone in place.

The slab pivoted round, and she had a wild idea that when it was closed she would fasten it; but he was evidently prepared for this, for she heard him drag a paving-stone to the edge of the hole and place it so that the trap could not close.

“Good night, Leslie,” he said, peering down at her through his spectacles. “You will not mind my light? I want to read a chapter before I sleep.”

For a quarter of an hour no sound broke the silence. She sat on the bed, her hands clasped on her knees. And then she heard him move and her breath came faster, but he had only a question to ask.

“Tell me, Leslie, did Thomas leave any relations? I should like to provide for them. The man annoyed me, and I really do not regret killing him. But I should not like to feel that his relatives were suffering through my act of justice.”

She shook her head.

“I don’t know,” she said, and it did not seem to be her voice.
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It seemed an interminable time before his light went out. Was he sleeping? Should she attempt to escape past him? From where she sat she could see his hand, which lay over the edge of the pit, and she remembered Dick telling her how light a sleeper he was. Systematically, and without moving, she searched the place with her eyes, foot by foot. In one corner of the room square tins of every shape were piled. She supposed they were preserved provisions and she wondered how he got rid of the debris. She examined the washplace, cupped her hands and drank of the cool, refreshing water, afterwards bathing her face. The touch of the cold spring water refreshed and invigorated her.

How long she sat there motionless she could not tell. She was in a kind of coma, paralysed by a sense of helplessness. It must have been hours before she heard him move and, his blanket over his arm and rifle in hand, he crept down the steps and fastened the slab.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Don’t speak — it is he!” he whispered, and sat down by her side, his hand on her shoulder.

She heard the sound of footsteps above.

Dick!

She had to bite her lip to prevent the cry that came. Harry was watching her — a scream and she would be dead. Dick could never break open that trap in time, even if he could locate the sound. Presently the footsteps went away and she felt the hand on her shoulder relax.

“Sorry to disturb you.”

He picked up blanket and rifle and ascended the steps; she watched him pull the paving-stone forward, and after a while there was quietness.

There must be some exit, if the legend of the disreputable Black Abbot was true. She took off her shoes and walked noiselessly over the even floor, examining it stone by stone. The walls were obviously impenetrable; the vaulted ceiling was decorated with the lines of a St Andrew’s Cross that met in a great stone rosette in the centre.

He had left a box of matches and a candle on the table. This she lit and carried it into the tiny cavern where the water ran. She could see no roof; she guessed it stretched up the full height of the tower, and that somewhere above was the edge of the circular staircase that had brought her down to the first cavern.

Holding the light above her head, she strained her eyes upward, and presently she saw great iron D-shaped projections fixed at intervals of a foot; they reached to the top, and, most blessed sight of all, she saw above her head a star.

And yet she was puzzled. The Abbot had a reputation for gallantry, and it was hardly likely that the visitors who shared his solitude would make their entrance by so precarious a means. She reached up, but her hand was three feet from the nearest rung, and there was nothing in the room on which she could stand. She went back to her bed noiselessly and pulled out one of the sheets; she took the remaining rifle and, by dint of great exertion, managed to push one end of the sheet through the nearest rung. After ten minutes’ work the end came down and she had a rope. She knotted together the sheets at the end, and tested her weight. The staple held, and, springing up, she climbed hand over hand to the lowest rung. Her arms were almost pulled from their sockets; she was breathless, but she held on, and, reaching up, caught the third rung and pulled herself up until her feet rested on the first. She waited a little while to gain breath and began to climb. Higher and higher, and then her heart sank. Above her she saw a steel grille, fixed immovably across the exit. It was impossible even to put her arm through, the meshes were so small, and with a bitter sense of disappointment she descended again and slid down the sheet to the floor.

There was no escape this way. She unknotted the sheet and replaced it in her bed, stained with rust and torn at the edges. She brought the rifle back with her. She was an enthusiastic miniature target shot and knew the mechanism of the weapon. Pulling out the magazine, she found it loaded to its full capacity. Here, then, was something; her confidence grew, though she prayed she might never have to use this weapon upon the madman who slept so quietly above. The rifle might be used to terrify him in an emergency.

She went back to the washplace and looked up. Day was breaking, and she took a sudden resolve. The man had been almost his normal self, as she had known him, and she guessed that this was but an interlude and that there were periods when she must shoot to save her life. Stealthily she crept up the stairs, rifle in hand, and she heard him stir, and presently his shrill voice asked: “Where are you going? Stay where you are, you vixen!”

She brought up the butt of the rifle and smashed past the paving-stone that prevented the trap from closing. The stone thudded down, and instantly she swung round the heavy bar that kept it in place. She heard him stamping and screaming above; heard, with a shivering horror, the threats that, as she thought, no human tongue could frame; staggering down the steps, she fell.
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A high official from Scotland Yard had arrived and was interviewing Dick in the library.

“I am wholly responsible. I have always known my brother was queer, and about a year ago I was certain that the horrible taint of madness which his poor mother transmitted to him was developing in a way which could only have one end. I begged of him to see a medical man, but he hated doctors. I brought down the best alienists from London in various guises, sometimes as bailiffs, and occasionally as prospective buyers of our property, but in their presence he behaved so rationally that it was impossible that I could get a certificate.

“My own position was a very delicate one. I am, as you know, the heir to the property. Any step I took meant that the estate came into my hands, and that eventually, when poor Harry died, as one doctor told me he must die in a few years, I should be branded with the stigma of having put him away, and I was anxious to save the family name. My chief anxiety was that he should never marry.”

“Wasn’t it easy enough to take the girl into your confidence?”

Dick was silent for a while.

“Not in this case. There were reasons why—”

And the official, dimly understanding, changed the subject.

“Then you were the Black Abbot?”

“Mostly,” confessed Dick. “My brother was terrified of the Abbot and would never go out if there was a rumour that the Black Abbot was about. I was especially anxious to keep him in the house, where, under my eye, there was no chance for him to indulge in these extraordinary paroxysms that have really alarmed the countryside. The man whom the villagers feared and whom they call the Black Abbot is really Harry. I was a very silent Black Abbot,” he smiled faintly, “and I had no other purpose than to keep Harry indoors. I’m going to say I did not always succeed.”

“I’m afraid the truth will have to come out now,” said the official, shaking his head.

“I wish it had come out last week,” replied Dick bitterly.

“Do you think your brother is responsible for the disappearance of Miss Gine?”

“Undoubtedly. He must have attracted her to the window, and persuaded her to come down into the grounds. He was very plausible; no man would dream that he was not sane, only I, who have seen” — he drew a long breath— “what I have seen. I’ll tell you this, Colonel,” he said, with sudden vehemence, “not all the lordship of Chelford, not all the estates, not even the Chelford treasure, would make me live again my life of the past five years! There are times,” he said, his voice trembling with passion, “when I feel I would like to dig up the abbey and scatter its stones in the dust, raze this house to the ground, and turn the place into a public park.” He laughed at his own excess. “I am talking like an idiot. This place belongs to a family that knows not Harry. He is just a terrible accident. My dear mother often told me how worried my father was about Harry, his queer, secretive ways. And yet in a way he is a sportsman, one of the best shots in England as a boy, a great runner, and a wonderful fellow over the country, until about eight years ago, when this treasure bug got into his brain and he shut himself away from us all and gave his mind and his soul to this wild chase.”

“The gold?”

Dick shook his head.

“No,” he said. “If it were only the gold, that would have been an intelligent interest in life.”

He described Harry’s search for the elixir, the famous Life Water of which the ancient Chelford had written in his diary.

“It is probably no more than a flask of a native wine — arrack or the like,” said Dick. “Poor Harry!”

Miss Wenner had intended leaving by the early morning train but had changed her mind. Possibly the arrival of Fabrian Gilder had been a factor. She had one solution for Leslie’s disappearance.

“Have you searched the abbey?” she asked, not once but a dozen times.

Dick was weary; the abbey had been his first thought. He had suspected this was Harry’s hiding-place, and with his own hands had taken a basket of provisions for him, but this, he saw, was untouched.

There was one possibility about the underground cavern, and that was the second door, and he had ordered the blacksmith and his assistant to be at the stone tower at two o’clock that afternoon with instruments, one of which had to be procured from London.

The presence of Miss Wenner was not as distasteful to Gilder as he thought it would have been. To use a phrase of childhood, she was “on his side.” In very truth, Miss Wenner was on anybody’s side if they happened to be agreeable to her.

They were walking through the rosery before lunch, and certainly the trend of Mary Wenner’s remarks was very comforting to a man who had been so badly rebuffed.

“If I had my way, Fabrian dear” (she assumed all the rights and privileges of an engagement which was somewhat illusory, and he made only a feeble resistance), “if I had my way I’d put you in charge of this case. After all, you are the very man to solve this mystery, and I must say you could have knocked me down with a feather when you told me you were fifty — you don’t look a day more than thirty — and you’ve got experience, you’re a lawyer, you’re up to all kinds of artfulness.”

“Not to all kinds,” said Gilder, with a grim recollection of a certain blank cheque.

“Well, to most kinds,” conceded Miss Wenner. “And what are they all doing? This Dick Alford and this so-called detective? They’re just standing around, scratching their heads, whilst you could go, as it were, to the real heart of the mystery. Don’t deny it — I’m sure you could, Fabe.”

“Don’t call me Fabe, Mary,” he asked gently. “If you want to call me by my Christian name, let us have all the three syllables.”

“You’re a man of the world, Fabrian” (she accentuated the word as she would have done “Mary Ann”). “You understand the ins and outs of everything. Why don’t they come to you like men and say, ‘Mr Gilder, what is your opinion of this mystery?’ Instead of which, they don’t so much as ask you if you’ve got a mouth!”

“Perhaps they know that,” said Gilder in good humour. He lifted his head suddenly, a frown on his face. He had heard a shot; more than a shot, the whirr and whine of a bullet.

“What—”

Something fell at his feet with a “plop!” He saw a little hole, and, stooping, dug out a bullet with his fingers.

“Where on earth did that come from?”

He looked up at the sky, but the aeroplane which was later to make an appearance, and which had nothing to do with this mysterious shooting, was not yet in sight.

Dick had heard the shot and was running across the lawn.

“Did you—” he began.

Plop!

They heard it again, and presently Dick saw leaves fall from a laurel bush and heard the thud of an impact. One of the police who were still patrolling the grounds shouted to him, but he could not hear what he was saying, and raced across to him. Nearer at hand he saw that the man was pointing to the ruins.

“It came from there,” shouted the constable, and Dick changed direction.

He was flying up the slope when the third shot sounded, and this time he located it with fair accuracy. Somebody was shooting from the tower.

Happily he had made preparations for the blacksmith’s visit, and there was an assortment of lanterns near the entrance. He stopped long enough to light one, and, slipping back the catch with his knife, he pushed aside the stone corner-piece and ran down the stairs. The room was empty. He tried the mystery door; that too was closed. Somebody shouted his name from the landing above and he answered: “Come down, Gilder. There’s nobody here.”

Gilder descended the steps gingerly and looked round with his keen, shrewd eyes. And then he remembered and pointed to the slab.

“Have you tried that? I meant to tell you before.”

“What is it?”

“I don’t know, but I rather think that the stone turns on a pivot. If that is the case, there are pretty stout supports underneath that will want cutting through.”

Gilder sprawled flat on the floor, his ear to the crack.

“There’s nothing there that is audible,” he said. “Can’t you smell anything?”

He put his nose to the crack.

“There’s a petrol light burning down there, or else it has been burning recently.”

Flat on his face, Dick sniffed.

“Yes,” he said, and called: “Leslie!”

There was no answer. He called again, with a like result.

Gilder went up the stairs and searched amongst the tools that had been brought in readiness for the afternoon’s investigation. He selected two saws and a second lantern, and, lighting this, he descended to Dick’s side.

“It is pretty sure to be an oaken support; these old builders seldom used iron,” he said.

Throwing off his coat, he rolled up his sleeves. The thin blade of the saw worked down between the stones, and after a while he began sawing gingerly.

“It’s wood,” he said. “You’ll find yours is the same.”

They both worked at one end, for, as he pointed out, there would be only one bar, the other end of the stone being bevelled to meet the edge of the floor. The wood was like rock, and both men were perspiring before they had sawn half through the support. Presently Dick drew out his saw. It had gone through the oak and he had heard the loose end fall below. A few seconds later, Gilder’s saw passed through the last obstruction. Gingerly he put his foot on the edge and pressed down, and the stone trap swung open.

They looked down into a dark vault; and now the smell of the burning lamp was very pungent. Dick lowered the lantern and peered down. He could see no sign of human life. He caught a view of the end of a bed, a table, and, on the floor, a rifle. He reached the bottom and, swinging his lantern round, called:”Leslie!”

A mocking echo came back to him from the little cavern at the far end of the apartment. The place was empty; the man and woman who, five minutes before, had fought in a grim struggle had disappeared.
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“Leslie!”

He called again, his voice hoarse with anxiety. He had seen two little shoes by the side of the bed. Her hat was on the floor, crushed into a shapeless mass. Picking up the rifle, he felt the barrel; it was still warm, and under the tower there were four empty cartridge cases. And then, holding his lantern high, he saw the rungs in the rough face of the wall, and jumped to the conclusion that she had escaped that way. Within a minute he leapt up, caught the lower rung and ran up the ladder to the top, oblivious to one or two ominous cracks as his weight came upon the old ironwork. The grille at the top stopped him. He had seen it, but thought it might be movable.

“They couldn’t have gone that way,” he said breathlessly as he came down to the ground.

Gilder rubbed his grey hair.

“Then where on earth have they gone?” he asked irritably.

They searched every inch of the long room, pulled the bed from the wall, but beneath was solid stone pavement. The table seemed fastened to the floor; they could not move it.

“Do you notice anything about this floor?” Gilder asked suddenly. “It is not level.”

And when Dick looked, he saw this was true. The floor sloped gradually down from the wash cavern to the wall behind the steps. Gilder went in search of a hammer, and the two, now reinforced by Puttler and the Scotland Yard man, went over every inch of the wall and flooring, tapping and sounding. They struck no hollow place. The four men took hold of the side of the table and tried to drag it from its foundations, but they might as well have tried to move the wall itself. It had a thick oaken base, from which ran three pillars supporting the enormously heavy top.

It was very clear to Dick what had happened. The girl had been attacked, and, having discovered this opening to the sky, had procured a rifle by some means and had fired up the shaft to attract attention. Then she had been overcome and — what?

The water ran down through a crevice in the solid rock about six or eight inches wide. It was impossible that any human being could have gone down that narrow slit, but, to make sure, he had the edges of the water-worn rock broken away. The blacksmith by this time was waiting above. Dick had asked him to bring his tools; the second door might yield some sort of solution.

For half an hour they worked with jacks and levers, and presently, with a deafening crack, the lock parted and the door was pushed open. There was revealed a room similar in shape and size to that which Mary Wenner had discovered; with this exception, that there were no stone benches, and in the centre of the apartment was a circular hole. Dick knelt by the side and held down his lantern; he heard the faint “clug” of water, and saw the light reflected at a considerable depth.

“A well,” he said. “All these old places have an interior well. There’s one in the Tower of London, in the centre of the dungeon.”

This room had been used as a prison at a distant period. At intervals along the walls hung rusted chains, with legirons attached. In one corner he saw a heap of rags, glimpsed a milk-white bone and shuddered. What was the history of this poor wretch who had been shut away from the light of God’s sunshine, to die miserably in this dark and dreadful place?

“Well, there’s nothing there,” said Gilder, peering over. Dick tied his lantern to the end of a cord and let it slowly down to the depths. Thirty feet below, as near as he could judge, the bottom of the lantern touched water. The old builders had built splendidly. The green, weed-grown sides of the well seemed intact. And then his heart almost stood still. A hand was thrust out, seemingly from the solid brickwork of the well, a white hand on which flashed and sparkled a single diamond that he knew well. And from below he heard a muffled voice; and in his agitation the cord which held the lantern slipped from his hand into the water.

He cursed aloud in his rage at his own criminal carelessness.

“Give me the other lantern!” he called, and pulling the other hand over hand, he untied it and flung it aside, fastening in its place the lighted storm lamp that Puttler handed to him. “And get a rope — quickly.”

But there was no rope nearer than Fossaway Manor, and he fumed in his impatience and would have made an attempt to slip down the treacherous sides of the well if Puttler had not restrained him.

After an eternity one of the detectives came running back carrying a rope, and, dropping one end, they fastened the other to a crowbar and placed this across the open doorway. Dick slipped down the rope, the handle of the lantern between his teeth. The sides were wet and slimy, and presently he came to the place where he had seen the girl’s hand.

It was a small airhole about six inches by four. He tried to look through with the aid of his lamp, but he could see nothing but a rough rock wall. He called the girl by name, but no answer came, and the word “Leslie” came echoing back from the interior.

And now he saw that these little apertures occurred at regular intervals. The first two were hidden by overhanging water weeds, but from below they were visible. Some sort of natural stone gallery existed on the other side of this stonework, and he remembered having heard at some remote period that the abbey had been built upon an early English catacomb. In all probability each of those apertures represented a distinct “landing,” or a place where some natural winding staircase touched the wall in its revolutions.

He had made a rough loop for his foot, and they passed him down a crowbar at the end of a cord. With this he attacked the hole in the wall, but found himself engaged in an impossible task. Nothing short of an explosive could blow these holes larger. He was almost exhausted by his efforts, and they had to haul him to the top for a rest. Puttler was anxious to go down, but Dick insisted upon being lowered again. This time he took with him a rod, to the end of which a small electric bulb had been attached. The flex ran along the rod, which was a bamboo cane, and terminated in a small battery in his pocket. He switched on the light and pushed the bulb through the opening. He could see now that the wall, which he had thought was natural rock, had been roughly hewn, but he could not see the floor nor more than a foot in either direction. Withdrawing the rod, he put in his hand and felt around, but could touch nothing but the outer facing of the well.

“Look out!”

The warning shout was Gilder’s and came from above. He drew out his hand quickly.

“Away from the wall — push with your feet!” yelled Gilder.

He had a glimpse of a grimy hand thrust out from one of the square airholes, saw the flicker of steel and felt the rope giving as strand after strand was slashed. Then, with a crack, the rope parted, and he went down, down, until the bitterly cold waters engulfed him.

He struck the bottom with his feet and paddled up to the surface again. He was instantly chilled to the marrow. He saw the lantern come down towards him, and heard Gilder say: “Hold to the cord just enough to keep you afloat.”

Dumbly he obeyed. His eyes were fixed on the airhole. So too were the eyes of Puttler, who, flat on the ground, his head and shoulders over the edge, covered with his revolver the place where the hand had emerged.

The cut end of the rope was passed down to him. By reaching up he could just grip it, but not sufficiently to obtain a sure purchase. Cramp had attacked his legs. The paralysing coldness of the water was astounding, and in one moment of fear it seemed that his life was to end miserably in this dark hole. There was no foothold on either side, and unless help came quickly he knew he could no longer keep his senses.

Almost within reach was the lowest of the small apertures, but it did not seem worthwhile to reach for that. The cord of the lantern served to keep him afloat, the warmth of the burning wick was the only comfort he had.

“Dick!” He heard his name whispered with a fierce intensity. “Dick, take my hand!”

It came out of the lower airhole, and with an effort he reached and found his wrist gripped. And then his senses left him.

When he came to himself he was lying in the open air; the warmth of the sun’s rays made him sleepy.

“Where is Leslie?” he asked, struggling up on his elbow. They looked at him blankly, thinking that he was in a delirium.

“How did I get out?”

“Gilder went down for you when he saw you drop.”

“But Leslie caught me by the wrist,” he said wildly. “She was there — didn’t you see her, Puttler?”

Puttler shook his head.

“I saw you holding on to the side just as the new rope came, and Gilder went down for you.”

Dick was ghastly.

“You didn’t see her? You didn’t hear her?” Struggling to his feet, he passed his hand wearily across his forehead. Had he been dreaming? Was that part of the delirium of the death that nearly overtook him? But he was sure, as positive as of any human experience he had had. Leslie’s hand had come out from the wall and caught him by the wrist. He had seen the diamond scintillate in the light of the lantern and then he could remember nothing more. But it had been Leslie. He could still feel the pressure of her fingers about his wrist. He had not been dreaming. Somewhere in the deeps of the earth was the woman he loved, and he was helpless to save her. He covered his face with his hands and for a while his shoulders heaved.
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Leslie had no doubt that the wooden bar would hold. She could afford to sit, covering her ears to shut out the hideous noise above, until his paroxysm had subsided. It must have been in such a mad fury as this, after the killing of Thomas, that he had wreaked destruction upon his room before, in a sudden fit of panic, he had got out of the window and, taking his books from the library (she saw the torn and soiled pillowcase in which he had packed them), had escaped to this lair of his. She took her hand from her ears; he was moaning dreadfully, but somehow she could endure that. Fortunately, she had put on her wristwatch when she dressed, and this marked the passage of the hours. Noon came; there would be people about the estate now, though it was not likely that Dick would come again to the ruins unless he was attracted there.

The plan she had made she now proceeded to put into execution. Standing under the shaft, she fired a round into the air. The third shot struck the iron grille, and ricocheted with an angry buzz that sounded like the drone of a bee. No sound came from the room above. If she could only attract Dick to the ruins, she could indicate her position. But Harry had a rifle! She went cold at the thought. She may have lured him to his death.

For one mad moment she thought of opening the trap and forcing her way out at the point of the rifle. But it was too late now. And then she heard his voice, sounding hollowly and faintly.

“Leslie!”

She went up one of the steps so that she could hear him better.

“They’re coming, Leslie. You will tell them I haven’t hurt you, won’t you?”

“Yes, yes,” she replied eagerly.

He said nothing after that, until there came a shuffling and stamping of feet above her head, and then she heard him say:

“Hullo, Dick, old man! I hope I haven’t given you any trouble.”

From below she heard a deep rumble of sound which might have been a voice, but in her eagerness she was tugging at the oaken support, and in another second the stone fell behind her and she scrambled up through the trap. She could see nothing; the place was in darkness.

“Dick!” she called.

And then a hand gripped her, and she realised with horror that all the shufflings of feet and the conversation had been so much acting on his part.

She was still holding the rifle, but before she could raise it he had gripped the stock and wrenched it from her hand. She heard it fall with a clatter on the stone floor below.

Half swooning in her fear and terror, her struggles grew weaker. He was holding her in his arms, and his strength was surprising.

“We are going below, my sweet,” he whispered in her ear. “At last I know the truth! So it was Dick you wanted! Dear Dick!”

He was chuckling softly to himself as he carried her to the top of the steps.

“Will you walk down, or must I throw you?” he asked, in a tone so even and rational that he might have been uttering some commonplace of everyday life.

With trembling knees she walked down the steps into the lighted room, and he followed, pausing to close the trap and secure it firmly.

“Sit down.” He pointed to the settle by the table and immediately she sat down. Her face was ghastly; her last reserves of courage were almost sapped. “You have hurt me beyond forgiveness, Leslie,” he said, his solemn eyes fixed on hers. “Do you realise what you have done? You have treated with contempt Harry Alford, eighteenth Earl of Chelford, Viscount of Carberry, Baron Alford.”

With the solemnity of a child reciting a lesson he repeated the titles he held, even to a remote barony of Aquitaine which the Chelfords had held in the dim past. She had a queer feeling that she was standing before a judge, listening to an indictment of some hideous crime she had committed.

“You have attempted to endanger my life; you have conspired with those who hate me; you have treacherously held communication with and given comfort to my enemies.”

There were other charges, that would have sounded ludicrous at other times, would have roused her to fury, but she listened now, husbanding all her strength for the coming struggle.

His rifle leant against the steps, but he barred her way effectively. Looking round for some weapon, she saw nothing but the lamp, and that was too heavy for use.

“For you,” he said, in tones of deepest gravity, “there can be only one punishment — death!”

His voice trembled. She felt that, in his queer, crazy way, he was sorry for her, and regretted the necessity. She tried to rise, but her limbs refused her office. She put out an appealing hand and then, with a sudden leap, he was on her. His hand closed about her throat, strangling the scream. And then, up above, there was the unmistakable sound of footsteps and a deep voice. It was Dick. She tried to call out, but he held her tight. With one hand he reached over and extinguished the lamp; and now, in a final desperation of fear, she threw him backward and for a second he released his hold.

But before her tortured throat could utter a sound he was at her again, pressing her back against the edge of the table. She tore at his hand, but it was immovable. This was death! A loud ringing in her ears, a fiery light before her eyes; she was losing consciousness. And then she felt the table move, at first slowly and then so rapidly that she lost her balance. The big refectory table was sliding lengthways towards the end wall. His grip relaxed, and in that instant he dropped away from her, and, reaching out her hand, she could feel nothing. She heard a thud and a groan and stepped forward — into space. She did not see the yawning cavern before her. One desperate effort she made to recover her balance, caught at the hard edge of the floor as she fell and went slipping and sliding down stairs that cracked and broke beneath her, until her feet struck something soft and yielding. Overhead there was a deep rumbling sound, a soft thud, and silence.
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Harry was unconscious. She felt his face, and her fingers touched something warm and wet.

She could see nothing; the darkness was impenetrable. No sound came from the room from which she had fallen. The floor was thick, the heavy oaken base of the refectory table gliding — she guessed on rollers that worked as truly as they had when, hundreds of years before, the Black Abbot found this exit so valuable — had slipped back into its place. If she only had some sort of light! It occurred to her to search the unfortunate Harry. Presently she found a silver box containing matches. She struck one and looked around. They were lying at the foot of what had once been a wooden stair. The treads were broken, the heavily carved handrail had rotted, leaving two wide gaps. Half the treads had vanished, the other half were now broken by her fall.

Harry was lying in a recess carved from the solid rock, and left and right ran a narrow passage streaming with water. She left the alcove and struck another match. The passage curved and twisted so that only a few feet in either direction were visible. Pools of still water filled the hollows of the floor; long bunches of grey fungus, grape-like in its formation, hung from the roof. Yet the air was sweet enough. She felt a gentle draught coming from the left-hand passage, but as yet she could not explore and she returned to Harry.

His eyes were closed, his lips bloodless, and through the grime his face was grey. With a gasp of horror she thought he was dead, but when she put her hand under his waistcoat she could feel the faint flutter of his heart. He had an electric torch somewhere in his pocket, he had told her, and she began to search. It necessitated moving him slightly, and as she did so he groaned. The lamp was in the tail pocket of his frockcoat, a square, flat lamp, of a type usually to be found in every room of Fossaway Manor.

She thought at first that the unconscious man carried two, but found that the second package was a spare battery. Switching on the light, she examined the roof above the broken stairs. She saw it was the underside of a slab of wood. From here she could see the rollers on which the table ran; stout things of wood. Near the head of the stairs two large wooden grips projected downwards, rather like the butts of huge Browning pistols, and she guessed that by this means the table was drawn back from below.

When she looked at Harry again he was staring upward with wondering eyes.

“What happened?” he asked.

“We must have fallen through a trap,” she said. “Do you think you could reach those handles?” She pointed to them.

He rose unsteadily to his feet, replaced his spectacles, which had been knocked off in his fall, and looked at the butts. Only two of the treads remained intact. He tried one, but it broke under his feet and the supporting posts were sagging.

“I can’t reach that,” he said. “It must be twelve feet high.”

Then she noticed his wound and made him sit down while she dressed it with a strip of silk torn from her skirt.

“How on earth did we get into this beastly place?” he asked, wondering. “Where are we?”

“We’re under the abbey,” she said, and his frown ended in a grimace of pain.

“Where is Dick?” he asked.

“He is up there, I think,” she said.

And yet why should Dick be there? He would not know his way into the lower chamber, she thought, with a sinking heart.

“Do you think you can walk?”

He looked round in dismay.

“I can walk all right, but whither?”

“Let us try the left-hand passage first,” she suggested, and he was agreeable.

The left-hand passage, they found, was a steep ascent which turned continuously to the left. It was like one of those corkscrew tunnels through which she had travelled in Switzerland, where the train burrows its way upwards in the heart of the solid rock. Was it above Montreux or on Pilatus? She was too tired to think.

At the first turn she stopped. She had seen a glimmer of light, and, making an inspection, she found a square hole, cut apparently in the rock; the further end was covered with hanging weeds, and through these she saw the light distinctly, a faint yellow glow. They continued their climb, and presently came to another small opening. Here, then, was one of the sources of air supply, though little came this way, for when she lit a match before it the flame scarcely wavered.

“How much farther are we going?” asked Harry faintly. “I’m nearly all in.”

“We must go on,” she said. “This probably brings us to the open air somewhere.”

He put his hand on her shoulder, and, walking slowly, they made another complete turn of the winding passage, and this time they found an airhole that was not weed-covered. The light was stronger now, and, looking through, she thought she saw a swaying cord. And she heard something too — voices. It was not an illusion; somebody was talking at an immense distance away, it seemed. She looked again. The cord seemed very near, but when she thrust her hand through the opening and tried to grasp it, she knew that she had been the victim of an optical illusion. She called out, but there was no answer. She must have imagined the voices.

And then she heard a faint shout and the yellow light which had shone through the entrance went out.

“I can’t go any farther.” Harry collapsed against the wall and slid down into a sitting position, his head on his breast.

“Do you mind if I leave you in the dark?” she asked.

He shook his head wearily, and, leaving him, she continued the climb, and presently found herself in a straight, narrow passage. At some period an attempt had been made to dress the sides with stone slabs. The wall was littered with crumbling fragments of stone, and gaps showed where age and the action of the damp had detached the dressing from the walls. As near as she could judge, she was moving away from the abbey in the direction of Fossaway Manor.

This latter was a guess. It was impossible that it could lead towards the cut road to the north of the estate. Then the explanation came to her; she was passing under the Mound, the high bank that fringed the Ravensrill. What light feet had trodden this way? she wondered. What fears or hopes, desire or despair, had sped along this rough stone floor? Unconsciously she was reconstructing an ancient cause and effect. The effect brought her to a standstill. Right across the passage a wall had been built; a solid barrier of masonry which checked all further progress.

Though she did not know and could not guess, here was the obstacle that the revengeful Lord of Chelford had set up after his assassin had gone forth to slay the man who had dishonoured him. No more would the light steps of frail womanhood trip along this secret passage, and since Yvonne of Chelford had died of a broken heart no woman’s foot had stirred this dust.

Leslie turned back, her courage failing. Approaching the spot where she had left Harry, she heard his soft chuckle and her skin crept.

“Leslie, Leslie!” he whispered eagerly. “You have no idea what a bit of good luck I’ve had!”

And when he came into the light of her lamp he was his old exalted self.

“What do you think happened?”

She was conscious now of voices. She heard somebody shout and a faint answer, but faint as it was, she recognised the voice. It was Dick’s.

“What has happened?’ she asked quickly.

He doubled up with silent laughter and could not speak for a minute, and then he showed her a knife.

“With that,” he said complacently. “I saw him go down — and then the rope came near — I could have touched it. Then I remembered I had my knife, and I reached through, and before they could pull it away I’d cut it.”

She gazed at him in horror.

“Was somebody on the rope?” she gasped.

He nodded gravely.

“The arch-enemy of the human race,” he said in a sober tone. “Richard Alford.”

Petrified with terror, she put her ear to the hole and heard Dick speaking. Then without a word she fled down the slope. Round and round the circular passage she went until she was almost dizzy. Presently she reached the lower airhole, put through her hand and tore away the veiling weeds.

“Dick, Dick!” she called.

She could see him now for the airhole was just above water level. His face was grey and drawn.

“Dick!”

She thrust out her hand and presently closed it about his ice-cold wrist, and at that moment Harry’s hand fell on her shoulder and she was dragged backwards. She felt the wrist slip, she heard the splash of water as Dick Alford fell, and fainted.
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She woke, and it was so dark she could not believe her eyes were open until she felt the lids. There was no sound. She was lying on the hard, uneven floor where she had fallen, she thought, but when she put out her hand to feel for the airhole, her fingers touched rough rock. Groping round for the flashlamp, she found nothing. Presently, however, she touched a smooth, cold surface. It was Harry’s knife, a long-bladed clasp knife.

And then she remembered clearly. Dick was in the water, drowning. She struggled to her feet, trembling in every limb.

Dead perhaps. She staggered blindly forward and came in contact with the wall. Gripping her hands till the nails cut the palms she strove to regain her self-control. He would be rescued; there were men with him, she told herself, and became calmer and again sat down, so that her back was to the wall, and waited, the open knife on her lap. Feeling in her pocket for a handkerchief, her hand touched the matchbox, and she took it out with a sense of gratitude.

She was weary to the point of exhaustion. The rough flooring had slashed the soles of her silk stockings to ribbons and her feet were terribly sore. She waited for some time before she struck her first match, for the box was already half empty. She saw that she was in a part of this underground system which was unfamiliar to her. The roof was higher; the walls bulged in like the sides of an hourglass, and the floor had been roughly paved. At intervals there seemed to be niches, alcoves in the wall, and again she thought of the Swiss tunnels with their safety niches. There was no sign of the lamp; evidently Harry had carried that with him when he had gone off. It was not like him to leave her; even in his delirium he would not have done that, she thought.

As the match burnt out she heard halting footsteps re-echoing down the passage, and, closing the knife, she slipped it into her jacket pocket and waited. He must have been a long way from her when she first heard him; the passage acting as a huge speaking-tube.

“Are you all right, Leslie?” He was normal again. “I’m sorry I had to leave you, but this place rather rattles me, and I had to go along and see if I could find an exit.”

“Where are we?” she asked.

“I don’t know. I carried you down that wretched circular arrangement, and you were fearfully heavy,” he added, so naïvely that the girl laughed for the first time in that period of horror. “Do you know, Leslie” — he squatted down on the floor by her side— “I have an idea. Do you remember those holes we looked through?”

“Yes, I remember them,” she said, wondering what was coming next.

“Do you know that they are placed in the side of a well of some kind?”

Not a word about Dick. He had forgotten the rope-cutting and the horror that followed.

“Has it occurred to you,” he went on, “that the treasure may be at the bottom of that well? It only struck me a few minutes ago. If we could get out and have a talk with Dick, he’s such an ingenious devil that I’m sure he would find the opening of the well, which may be inside the old abbey itself. Most of these mediaeval buildings had a well in the centre and kept their water supply enclosed.”

“You didn’t find an exit?” she asked.

“No,” he said. “I got into a sort of labyrinth and I thought I should never get out again. Good heavens! Look at your feet!”

They were indeed in a sorry plight, swollen and bleeding. In an instant he had pulled off his own shoes.

“Put them on,” he said authoritatively, and when she demurred, he seized her foot and slipped her toes into the shoe. “I was a great runner in my day,” he said, with a hint of pride, “and barefooted running was my speciality — to use a horrible theatrical word.”

The shoes were much too big for her, but the comfort of them after walking barefooted on that rough floor!

“There’s one place I haven’t explored, and that is the little side passage to the left. There has been some sort of a fall there and the rock looks rotten. I didn’t like to attempt an exploration. By the way, what made you faint?” he asked suddenly.

“I don’t know — nerves, I suppose,” she said.

It was useless and even dangerous to tell him of what had happened by the wall of the well.

“I thought it might be that,” he said. “If you feel fitter now we’ll go along.”

He walked ahead, switching his lamp on and off at intervals. He wanted to economise his batteries, he told her, which had shown signs of running out. All the time he kept up an incessant chatter. He had plans about the future of the abbey and grew enthusiastic when he expounded his scheme.

“This is not even a Saxon-English burrow, but probably goes back to the days of the original inhabitants of Britain,” he said. “We are walking in paths that were originally cut by cavemen. Doesn’t that thrill you, Leslie?”

“Terribly,” she said, with unconscious irony.

“I’ll have the place wired and lit; it will be necessary to increase the electric supply, but Dick will see to that. I may present it to the nation or to the Ecclesiastical Commissioners — I’m not certain which. There is no doubt from an archaeological point of view—”

So he talked on and she followed him, sometimes listening, sometimes her mind occupied with the agony of thought. Was Dick safe? She was sure that he was not alone; there were men at the top of the well, and they would save him. It was not possible that Dick Alford should die in that dark place, that his splendid life should be ended so tragically. The walking was tiring, for they were climbing all the time.

They must have covered about a quarter of a mile when he stopped.

“Here is the side passage,” he said, and warned her: “Don’t go into it; the stones are still falling.”

He put his light into the hole — it was no more — and she saw a great heap of fallen rock in the middle of the path. There was just room between the top of the heap and the roof to crawl through. But what she noticed instantly was the strong current of air that fanned her cheeks when she stopped to look through the aperture.

“This must be the way, Harry,” she said instantly; “can’t you feel the air?”

“I noticed that,” he agreed, but was reluctant to enter this unpromising byway.

“We must go, Harry. There’s no other way out,” she said. “We are getting farther and farther down, away from the abbey, and, as you say, beyond here is only a labyrinth that brings you back to the place from where you started.”

“All right,” he agreed, with evident distaste. “I had better go first.”

He crawled gingerly over the pile of stones and slid down on the other side.

She heard his voice.

“It is all right here,” he said, and then the light of his lamp showed and she followed him.

The passage was very high; it was a natural fissure in the rock. Yet the hand of man must have been here, for the floor had been levelled, and there was evidence of animal life. A long black shape scudded across the path and disappeared through a hole. The girl gave a little scream and shrank back.

“It is only a weasel,” said Harry calmly. “Where a weasel can get, we can get.”

The passage had widened, and now the work of man became evident. They were in a square chamber: the roof was of vaulted stone that seemed to bulge downwards, as if it supported a weight beyond its capacity, but this was hidden by the long stalactites that flashed in the light of the lantern. And she shivered. It was extraordinarily cold, almost as if they had come into an icehouse.

“No door and no doorway. I wonder what the idea of this place was.”

It was the first man-made chamber they had seen. The walls were running with water, wet and shining; the roof dripped incessantly, but only one small pool of water gathered on the floor; the rest ran off in a central chamber and apparently into the solid rock.

“The dripping of water wears away stone,” quoted Harry, and pointed to the floor with its tiny saucer-shaped depression.

There was no sign of a door at either entrance, and he went ahead of her through the arched entrance, covered a few yards, and stopped, looking upwards.

“Daylight!” he said.

The first thing of which she was conscious was that, away from the little room, she was warm again.

The shaft that worked upwards was a natural fissure. They could see the rough edges of rock jutting out at intervals. In some places it was wide enough to hold a full-sized man; in other places it was so narrow that only an arm could have reached through. But there it was, the clear, uninterrupted view of the sky, and the girl beheld a phenomenon with which miners are familiar, the view of a white, winking star, in broad daylight.

“That is where the air comes from,” said Harry. “Now we’ll try where this passage leads.”

It led to a blank wall of solid rock, he found. They stared at one another in the darkness.

“We must try back,” said Harry.

Hardly were the words out of his mouth than there was a distant rumble and roar, the ground beneath their feet shook, and down the passageway through which they had reached the Cold Room swept a cloud of flying dust.

“Wait,” he said, and flew along the passage.

He was gone a few minutes before he returned. She could not see his face except from the reflected light he threw upon the floor to guide him on his way.

“The roof has fallen in,” he said, and there was a tremor in his voice. “I am afraid, Leslie, we are finished!”
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A hot bath and a meal, though every morsel seemed to choke him, restored Dick Alford to something like himself. There was hope — faint indeed, but still hope. He had despatched his bailiff in search of explosives, but explosives cannot be bought over the counter like cheese and bacon. He had a telephone message from the man to say that he was on his way to London and would return with the necessary apparatus. Dick’s plan was simple; even then a derrick was being rigged over the well; his plan was to dynamite the wall of the well and to get into the gallery.

“For a long time I’ve been suspicious that the rock on which the abbey was built was honeycombed with passages. My father told me something about it, and I’ve seen an old plan that shows an elaborate system of corridors, though the family has always thought this was largely imaginative on the part of the artist.”

“Have you the plan now?” asked Gilder.

Dick shook his head.

“Harry took everything of that nature away with him the night he left the house.”

“It is not amongst the books you found in the underground room?” said Puttler, and a search was made of the library, but without success.

They were on their way to the ruins when Puttler saw the aeroplane in the sky. It circled twice and then began to dip steeply.

“I believe that fellow is coming here,” he said.

And so it proved. The machine roared its progress for a hundred yards or more, and then dropped. Presently they saw a man get down. Though he wore an airman’s helmet, Dick recognised him. It was Arthur Gine.

He met Gilder’s scowl with a little laugh.

“I’ve got some money of yours, Gilder,” he said, and dragged with some difficulty a huge packet from the pocket of his leather coat. “That is more or less the amount I owe you, unless the franc has depreciated in value since I left Paris. And now you can do your damnedest!”

Gilder took the packet without a word and Arthur turned to Dick Alford.

“I read about Leslie in the French papers,” he said simply, “and so I came back. Has she been found?”

Dick shook his head.

“Have you any idea where she is?”

Dick told him all that had happened that afternoon, and Arthur Gine listened in silence. When Dick came to speak of his plan, he shook his head.

“I had my early training as an engineer before I went into the law,” he said, “and I tell you, from my elementary knowledge of the science, that you’re likely to blow in the whole well, and if there’s anybody on the other side, God help them!”

He accompanied them to the lower room and was swung down on the derrick to make an inspection. When he returned to the surface his report was not very promising.

“So far as I can see,” he said, “whilst you may enlarge the opening of any of these airholes, you may also bring about a fall of the rock inside. You’re dealing with surfaces which have been exposed to the chemical action of the air.”

He went down and made an inspection of the lower room, which was new to him, and, as they had done, tried to pull the table aside. And then he did what they had not attempted; he pushed at the table at one end and felt it move, at first slowly and then quickly, as though he had set in motion a counterweight. He had just time to swing himself on the table and grip its edge when the aperture appeared under his feet.

Dick saw the broken stair, and, sitting on the edge of the hole, dropped through to the rocky floor just as the table slid into its place. They pushed it back again and propped it, and Arthur and Gilder joined him below, carrying lanterns. He saw a piece of something dark on the floor and picked it up. It was a strip of silk.

“This is the way,” he said quietly. “I’ll work to the left; you go to the right, Gilder.”

Arthur made a rapid mental calculation.

“The left passage will lead you to the well, and unless I’m very much mistaken you will find the airholes on your right-hand side. If you don’t mind, I’ll go with you.”

The men ascended the treacherous slope and came to the first of the airholes, continued up until they reached the straight passage down which Leslie had made her fruitless journey. They too were brought to a halt by the wall barrier, and returned the way they had come. There was no sign of Leslie or Harry, but when Dick passed the alcove down which he had dropped from the Abbot’s room he found a burnt matchstalk.

He ascended again, a long, steady climb.

“We’re near the surface of the ground,” said Arthur.

Ahead of them the star lamp of Gilder showed. He was coming back to meet them.

“This passage ends in a sort of maze,” he reported. “There is a side passage, but that’s entirely blocked by stone.”

They went back with him to the place and Arthur Gine examined the debris.

“The roof has fallen in here,” he said. “How long ago it is impossible to tell. This stone is old, but I should think that the fall has been going on for years.”

They returned dispirited, and accompanied Gilder on his exploration of the maze. Though they tried passage after passage, they invariably found themselves back at the place where they had started. Dick made another inspection of the fallen roof. It had collapsed a few feet from the entrance; and, though he did not know this, there were twenty yards of crumbled rock between him and the little chamber where Leslie Gine was waiting for death.

Dick came out into the light of the setting sun, his haggard face white with dust. Arthur sat on a stone, his head in his hands, the picture of despair. Even Gilder was shaken from his habitual calm, could do no more than stare tragically at the ruin which hid so much. The broken arch of the window, red in the light of the setting sun, was more than ever like a query mark. There was something devilish about it, something which epitomised the spirit that leered and mocked at them.

“Come back to the house,” said Dick steadily, and, to the bailiff who approached him: “No, I shan’t want the dynamite — yet.”

They walked dispiritedly along the Mound, Arthur Gine, the most dejected of all, walking in the rear. Suddenly they heard him shout and turned. He was pointing across the river.

“What is it?” asked Dick, hurrying back to him.

“The wishing well — have you thought of that?” gasped Arthur.

“The wishing well?”

And then Dick remembered that rendezvous of the country swains, the unfathomable crevice in the earth down which, as a boy, he had dropped stones, listening to hear them strike from rock to rock until they grew fainter.

“That reaches somewhere,” said Arthur excitedly. “We can but try it.”

Dick ran down to the bank, plunged into the water and waded through to the other side. The two men followed him, and something whispered in Dick Alford’s heart that this was his last hope.
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“What time is it?” asked Harry.

He had not spoken for two hours, but had sat, clasping his knees, his head thrust forward, engaged with his wild thoughts.

“Lend me the lantern.”

She passed the lamp back to him.

“A quarter to seven,” she said. “Harry I feel so hungry.”

“Do you?” he asked in surprise. “I don’t feel hungry. I feel — I don’t know.”

Presently he spoke again.

“How did we get here?” he asked. “I know the roof fell in, but how did we come into this beastly place?”

“You’ve been very ill,” she said gently. “You came here whilst you were sick.”

“Did I really?” He seemed amazed at her reply and did not speak again for fully five minutes. “I seem to remember now that I have been ill. I sleep so badly and have such horrible dreams. Poor old Dick was always ragging me about my patent medicines — queer bird, old Dick, but one of the very best.”

He spoke so heartily, with such enthusiasm, that her heart ached for some unknown reason.

“We shall have to get out of here,” he said.

She did not answer him.

For the tenth time he turned on the light of his lamp and examined the roof.

“It is vaulted,” he muttered. “I hope nothing happens here.”

She felt him shivering.

“Nothing is going to happen, Harry,” she said soothingly. “We’re going to get out and we’re going to have a big dinner to celebrate our rescue.”

He chuckled softly.

“We shall never get out of here,” he said cheerfully. “This is the end of the House of Chelford.” He thought a while. “By Jove, no! Of course, Dick will inherit the estate. Isn’t it queer, Leslie, that he never wanted me to marry? That’s the only thing about Dick I cannot understand, because he’s not a jealous man or an envious man, but a good, big-hearted fellow — and yet he didn’t want me to marry. Doesn’t that seem strange to you?”

“I don’t think you’re right, Harry,” she temporised. “Only he didn’t want you to marry the wrong woman.”

“But he didn’t want me to marry you,” said Harry in a tone of indignation. “And if there’s a better girl in the world than you, I’d like to find her! Of course I’m a terrible slacker, but—”

“Hullo!”

The booming voice seemed to come from somebody in the chamber. She felt him start, and again his frail body quavered in a fit of trembling.

“What was that?” he asked huskily.

“Hullo!”

The voice came again. She seized the lamp from his hand and ran out of the cavern to the place where she had seen daylight.

“Is that you, Dick?” she called at the top of her voice, and heard a husky “Thank God!”

And then from the Cold Room came a burst of demoniacal laughter. There was yet the gravest danger of all to overcome. She was alone with a madman!
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She could see no daylight, and thought that night must have fallen, until a patch of golden red appeared high above her.

“Is Harry with you?”

“Yes,” she replied. “One moment.”

She went back to find him cowering against the wall, and gripped him by the shoulders.

“Harry,” she said pleadingly, “they have found us!”

He scowled up at her.

“Who have found us?”

“Dick — everybody. We shan’t have long to wait now.”

He licked his lips.

“Dick and everybody,” he said dully. “That is strange — found us!”

She flew back to the little shaft.

“Are you hungry?” boomed the voice. “Very,” she answered. “But that doesn’t matter — I can live without food for another twelve hours. We’re in a sort of underground room. The roof of the passage has fallen in.”

“How long is the passage?” asked Dick quickly.

She thought a moment.

“About forty yards, I think. It cannot be much less.”

“How far from your end is it blocked?” and when she told him, she heard him groan.

“Leslie.”

“Yes?”

“I’m sending something down to you at the end of a string. It is a pocket compass. Will you tell me exactly the bearings?”

It reached her at last, battered, its glass broken. She put the little instrument on the floor.

“Put it where I can see it,” he said. “Have you a light?”

She flashed the lamp upon it.

“Where is the north? Just touch the place with your finger. Wait, I will send for field-glasses.”

Ten minutes passed, and then he said again: “Now show me.” And when she had indicated the north, he asked her where the cavern was.

“Exactly west,” she said with tremulous triumph. “Will it be a long time before you reach us?”

He made no answer to this.

“Tell me how many paces you are from the compass,” and when she had paced it off and had told him, he groaned.

By this time the consulting engineer to whom he had telephoned in the afternoon was on the spot.

“The cavern is exactly under the bed of the river,” said that official.

“Could we enlarge this hole?” asked Dick.

The surveyor shook his head.

“Impossible. It would take you the best part of a month to blast a way down. There’s a long fault in the rock here which accounts for the river’s course,” he added. “Both banks are solid; I can assure you on that point, because my predecessor bored for water for your respected father.”

Dick groaned. He could keep the girl alive for a month, but the strain of it would kill her. Then there flashed simultaneously to two minds a solution.

“Why not break the dam of the Ravensrill?” he said, and Puttler, who had the words on his lips, nodded.

“That’s the idea,” he said. “Undo the work of your ancestor! Turn the course of the river to the Long Meadow — there’s a natural bed for it!”

Ten minutes later the telephone at Fossaway Manor was busy, and here Mary Wenner was a heavensent helper. Every great contractor within twenty miles had his instructions, and within an hour charabancs, motorcars, omnibuses, crowded with horny-handed workmen, were lumbering up the drive. Car succeeded car, and disgorged the fustian-clad navvies. They had been taken from ale-houses, from their homes, from workmen’s clubs, drawn even from the cinemas of distant Brighton, and every hour the number swelled, until there were a thousand men working by the light of naphtha flares on the great dump behind Fossaway Manor.

At ten o’clock the omnibuses and lorries were still rolling up the drive; trolleys laden with wheelbarrows and tools were being rapidly unloaded at the side of the dump. All southern Sussex worked to cut the dam of the Ravensrill, and the big dump grew smaller and smaller. Presently, as the water rose, it spilled into the bed that it had left for hundreds of years and flowed its irregular course, sweeping aside barns that had been hastily evacuated, lapping the walls of one cottage, the inhabitants of which had been removed in time. Little by little the water in the old bed sank and sank until it was a dark mass of weeds and silvery shapes that leapt up and down in extremis. Water voles, trout, pike were shovelled to the bank, and the bed of the river attacked by men who worked at fever pace, being relieved every half-hour.

“If there is rock there,” said the surveyor, “we are dished! My own belief is that there’s nothing but sand.”

“And shingle?” suggested Puttler.

“No, sir, there’s no shingle. It is a curious fact that we’ve never found shingle in the Ravensrill. They’ve struck the sand now,” he said, looking down into the hole, which the men were shoring with logs of timber. “And I’m glad there is no shingle — sand is much easier to work.”

He had hardly spoken the words before the foreman shouted: “We’ve struck shingle here, governor!”

“Shingle?” The surveyor went down the ladder into the hole.

“It is only a layer,” he said when he came back, “but even that is rather surprising. It opens up all sorts of possibilities.”

Dick did not listen. The value of shingle to a county surveyor was of no more interest to him than the value of sand to a grocer.

The work was now heavier. A derrick and windlass had to be rigged to move the heavy loads from the cutting, and that took a considerable time, during which he paid frequent visits to the “wishing well.”

It was after the shingle had been discovered that Harry’s voice answered him.

“Is that you, Dick? What are you fellows doing up there?”

The voice held all the old irritation and fretfulness. Briefly Dick described what was happening.

“Couldn’t you send me something down so that I could work below?” asked Harry. “I’m perfectly sure I could make it much easier for you.”

To humour him, Dick Alford found a light crowbar and with great difficulty lowered it. Because of its shape and size, the operation was a painfully slow one, and Harry fretted and fumed below.

“Hurry, for heaven’s sake,” he shouted. “You don’t suppose I want to stay down here, do you? I’ve a tremendous lot of work to do — you know that, Dick, very well.”

Dick did not answer, but his anxiety increased. He knew Harry and his symptoms all too well to be under any illusion as to what would follow if his irritation grew beyond the power of restraint, and it was with a sigh of thankfulness that he felt the crowbar caught in the eager hands of his brother.

“Be very careful how you use this,” he called. “The men are working from above and you may have a fall unless you take the greatest care.”

But he was talking to the air. Harry had gone and it was Leslie who answered him.

“How long will you be, Dick?” she asked.

“I don’t know, my dear. A few hours, not longer. Are you all right?”

A little hesitation.m

“Yes, I’m all right.”

“Is Harry?”

A longer pause.

“I think so. Is it possible to send something down that he could take?”

Earlier in the evening Dick had tried to pass the end of a thin rubber tube to the imprisoned pair, but the attempt had been futile.

“I’ll try,” he said, and went in search of one of the two doctors who had been summoned.

From him he obtained two small brown pellets, and these, wrapped in paper and weighted, were dropped into the wishing well.

“Thank you,” said her low voice. “I don’t know how I can use them, and for the moment he is very busy.”
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There was no question as to Harry’s activity. He had rolled a heavy boulder from the debris in the passage, and, placing it in the centre of the floor, he could reach the stone roof, which was in six petal-shaped sectors. The lens of his lamp had been removed so that the light was diffused, and Leslie had a better view of the room.

There were little holes at intervals that looked as if they had once held hat-pegs, though why anybody should come into these depths to hang up their hats she could not imagine. And then the real value of this peculiar chamber occurred to her. She found against the wall a long, rusty hook, so thin that she could break it. This had been the meat store of the abbey, the mediaeval equivalent to a refrigerator. The atmosphere was deathly cold. It seemed a very long way from the abbey, but in reality it was not more than a hundred and fifty yards. The old monks had found this cavern, had dressed and strengthened it, had lined and converted it to their own use. That explained why this chamber, so far distant from the main building, had received the ancient architects’ attention.

Harry was in his shirtsleeves, which were rolled up, revealing his thin but sinewy arms. He had managed to get the claw of the crowbar between two of the stones, and was working at them gradually, talking the while to himself in an undertone. Her anxiety increased. The paroxysm, when it came, would be short, but what would be the end of it? Her mouth went dry and she felt for the knife she had put in her pocket, and stealthily opening the blade, thrust it through the lining to keep it in place.

Presently Harry paused, wiped the perspiration from his forehead with his arm and looked down at her. His horn-rimmed spectacles had slipped down his nose and he stopped to adjust them.

“Dick has no intention whatever of rescuing us. I think that you ought to know that.”

“I’m sure you’re mistaken, Harry,” she said.

But opposition only made him worse and he snapped down at her: “You’re a fool! All women are fools! I tell you it is a plot. Dick has no more intention of rescuing us—”

He stopped suddenly and passed his hand across his eyes.

“I wish I had brought the picture,” he muttered, and glared at her. “But for you I should have taken it with me, and now I’ve left it behind for that swine to jeer at!”

She looked up at the roof.

“You’re doing splendidly, Harry,” and, his attention distracted, he attacked the roof again.

“You can trust me, Leslie,” he said. “I am the only person in the world you can trust. You have no enemies. The Black Abbot is dead! I killed him, and I am very proud of the fact. Every Chelford should kill at least one Black Abbot, and I have had the approval of my illustrious ancestor.”

By this time the claw of the crowbar had been worked deep into the crevice he had made, and he began to lever slowly. As she watched him she saw the stone move. It dropped suddenly an eighth of an inch, and he raised an excited shout.

“You see, you see!” he said, in his shrill voice. “Dick never dreamt I would be able to do that, or he would not have allowed me to use this crowbar.”

He got down from the stone, scooped up two handfuls of water from the worn channel and drank, dashing the remainder of the water into his face before he leapt again on the stone and went to work with renewed vigour. Backward and forward he levered the crowbar, and again the stone dropped, until it was perceptibly out of place.

“You must be careful Harry,” she warned him. “That may come down with a rush and hurt you.”

He was sensible enough to see this, changed the position of the stone and worked from the other angle. And then, without warning, all that she had predicted happened. He leapt aside into the open doorway as with a crash the sector fell and broke into fragments on the stone pavement.

“You see, you see!” he screamed. “I’ve done it!”

A steady shower of shingle was falling. He struck upwards with the point of his crowbar, and the shower increased until it made a heap on the ground.

And then he saw the edge of a box.

“Look, look, look!”

His trembling hands could scarcely hold the tool. With the energy of dementia he dug away at the shingle beneath it, and presently, gripping it by the edge, he pulled it clear. It was a tin chest, a miniature of those she had seen at Fossaway Manor, six inches, in length, four inches broad and as deep. With his crowbar he prised open the lid and the rusted iron hasp parted with a snap. Inside was what appeared to be a bundle of discoloured cloth. He lifted it out.

“There’s something heavy here,” he said hoarsely, and his hands shook so that in pity she came forward and helped unwrap the thing that the box held. Presently it came to light; a long flask containing a colourless fluid. The bottle was heavily sealed at the top.

He snatched it from her hand, a frenzied gleam in the staring eyes.

“The Elixir!” he croaked. “The Life Water! Oh, God be thanked!”

She tried to take it from him, but he snarled round on her like an angry dog.

“You devil!” he screamed. “You’re in league with Dick! You’re trying to rob me of life! But you shan’t, you shan’t!”

The flask was corked with a piece of wood that had swollen. He dragged at it with his teeth and presently extracted the stopper.

“I shall live eternally! But you shall die! He shall find you here dead, and realise—”

He put the flask to his lips and drank. She covered her eyes with her hands, then, as he moved, gripped the knife.

And then she heard something drop with a heavy crash to the floor and looked. The shingle was still sliding down like sand in an hourglass, but now something big and heavy thudded to the ground. It looked ludicrously like a yellow candle, but its weight was such that the first bar struck the pavement and the impact bent it hook-shaped. Another followed. She watched, fascinated as they came, first slowly, then in a stream, from the triangular space in the roof — scores, hundreds of yellow candles thundering down in twos and threes amidst the flow of shingle.

“The gold, the gold!” screamed Harry. “But he shall never have it!”

He lifted the lamp, but as his arm rose she stooped swiftly. The crash of the lamp as it struck the wall came to her and she crouched back towards the wishing well. She heard a loud crash in the chamber; a sector of the roof had given under the strain, and now, with a hiss and a rush, shingle and ingots were falling until they almost filled the room. They flowed about her feet like a heavy stream. She struggled to get it underfoot and became more and more engulfed.

“Dick, Dick!” she screamed, but he did not hear her.

He had reached the broken roof of the Cold Room and was slipping and sliding down the heap of shingle under which lay a man who was dead before the torrent of stone was loosened. Later they found him, gripping a crystal flask in his hand. What it had contained no man ever knew.
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When Leslie Gine woke, the sunlight was peeping round the edges of the drawn blinds. She sat up suddenly and her head went round and round. And then she remembered and her eyes closed, as if to shut out some horrible sight.

“Oh, you are awake?” said Mary Wenner, bustling in. “Dick sent me up to see how you were. Everybody’s most fearfully anxious about you — even Fab, though I’m not of a jealous disposition, as everybody knows.”

“What is the time?”

Then, with a shiver she remembered that somebody else had asked her that. How long ago? An eternity!

“Twelve thirty-five,” said Miss Wenner, consulting her watch. “I’ve been out looking at the workmen. Really, my dear, it’s more like a Desirable Residential Estate than the grounds of Fossaway Manor. Wheelbarrows and navvies and goodness knows what! They say it’s cost his lordship twenty thousand pounds.”

Leslie looked at her in wonder.

“His lordship?” she said in a hushed voice.

“I mean Dick,” said the calm Miss Wenner. “The King is dead, long live the King! That’s my motto every time.” And then, in a more sober tone — and rather ashamed of herself for her heartlessness: “Poor boy! It was a mercy for him. Fabe’s gone back to London.”

“Who is Fabe? Oh, Mr Gilder!” said the girl, smiling faintly.

Miss Wenner dropped her eyes modestly.

“We are engaged. It was all his idea, because, as you know, Leslie darling, I’m not the sort of girl to throw myself at any man’s head. But he’s persuaded me.” She sighed heavily. “I suppose I’d better. I’m getting on in years, and a girl can’t always be pretty.”

Leslie brought her feet to the floor and stood up. She was still a little unsteady, and the pain in her feet was atrocious, in spite of the dressing that the doctor had applied.

“I must say that Arthur took it very well,” said Miss Wenner as she assisted the girl to dress. “It was naturally a great blow to him.”

“What was?” Leslie was a little dazed.

“My engagement,” said Mary. “You didn’t know.” She sighed. “Arthur was very fond of me, I’ll admit it. But in the circumstances I don’t think it would be nice to marry a gentleman who’s bad friends with my fiancé; do you, Leslie?”

“I had no idea that there was anything between Arthur and you,” said Leslie truthfully.

Again Miss Wenner sighed.

“Very few people knew anything about it. Perhaps it is all for the best. Arthur thinks so. It isn’t as though I’d thrown myself at him, so there’s no harm done one way or the other.”

Leslie was wearing a pair of men’s slippers when she came down the broad stairs. Dick’s study door was open, and she saw him sitting in a deep cane chair on the lawn outside, a pipe between his teeth, a heap of documents on his knees which he was examining slowly one by one. He looked round, rising from his chair at the sound of her voice. She saw his face and was shocked.

“Dick, you look a hundred years old!”

“I feel a thousand,” he said, and guided her to the chair. “Sit down. Well, that’s the end, Leslie — and the beginning.”

She nodded.

“I think we’ve managed to keep the ugliest part of it out of the newspapers. Poor old Harry!” There were tears in his eyes which he did not attempt to hide. “Poor old victim!”

“Victim of what?”

“Of his mother,” said Dick. “There never was a time when she was sane. My poor father did not discover this until after the child was born, and her death removed one of the greatest sorrows from his life. The other was — Harry! Well, now you know the secrets of us all, what do you think, Leslie?”

“Who was the Black Abbot?” she asked, and then, to her amazement:

“I was,” he replied quietly, and told her all he had told Gilder.

“The queer thing was that he must have seen the gold before he died. What fools we were! The diary told us as plainly as anything could that the old Lord Chelford who hid his treasure chose the bed of the river. It was a year of drought, the river was quite dry, and probably he found a deep hole in its bed, hid the gold and covered it with shingle that would not wash away.”

“You are very rich now, Dick?”

He nodded slowly.

“Yes — I suppose I am. There are a few minor trials and troubles for us, Leslie dear,” he said, “but when those are all over and everything is settled we will go abroad for a year and forget all about these ghastly days and nights.”

She took his hand between her two palms.


The End
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By the side of a printer’s steel table, a young man was working busily with tweezers and awl. A page of type neatly bound about with twine was the subject of his attention, and although his hand was shaky and he was, for reasons of expediency, working with only one of the two hundred lights which illuminated the “book-room” of Ponters’, he made no mistake. Once he raised his head and listened. There was no other sound than the clacketty-clack of a linotype on the floor below, where the night shift was “setting up” a Sunday newspaper; and as a background to this clatter, the low rumble of the presses in the basement.

He wiped his streaming forehead, and bending lower over the page, worked with incredible rapidity.

He was a man of twentythree or twentyfour. His face was a little puffy, and his eyes were dull. Tom Elmers liked his cups a little too well, and since that day when Delia Sennett had told him, in her quiet, earnest way, that she had other plans than those he suggested with such vehemence, he had not attempted to check the craving.

Again he raised his head and listened, putting one hand up to the key of the hanging light, in readiness to switch it out, but there was no sound of footsteps on the stone corridor without, and he resumed his work.

So engrossed was he, that when the interruption came he was not aware of another presence in the room, and yet he should have remembered that when Joe Sennett was on night work he invariably wore felt slippers, and should have known that the swing-door was practically noiseless to the firm of Ponters Limited, stood with his back to the door, looking in amazement at the solitary workman. Then he came softly across the floor, and stood at the other’s elbow.

“What are you doing?” asked Sennett suddenly, and the man dropped his awl with a little cry and looked around.

“I didn’t hear you come in,” he gasped. “What are you doing?” asked Sennett again, fixing those china-blue eyes of his upon the young man.

“I remembered those corrections I had to make. I didn’t get them down until just before we knocked off, and they were worrying me, Mr. Sennett.”

“So you came back on Saturday night to do them?” said the other dryly. “Well, you’re a model workman, Tom.”

The man gathered up his tools, and slipped them into his waistcoat pocket.

“A model workman,” repeated the other. “I’d like to know why you came back, Tom.”

“I’ve told you, haven’t I?” growled Elmers, as he put on his coat.

Joe Sennett looked at him suspiciously. “All right,” he said, “you can clear out now, and don’t do it again. If you haven’t time to finish your work, leave it.”

Near the entrance was a yellow painted iron door marked “Private.” It was towards this that Joe went. He stopped to switch on three pilot lights that gave the room sufficient illumination to allow him to move without risk of damage, and then, taking a key from his pocket, he inserted it. The light pressure he exercised was sufficient to send the door ajar. He turned in a flash.

“Have you been to this room?” he asked sternly.

“No, Mr. Sennett.”

Joe pushed open the door and switched on another light. He was in a small case-room, which was also equipped with a hand-press. It was the holy of holies of Ponters’ vast establishment, for in that chamber two trustworthy compositors, one of whom was Joe Sennett, set up those secret documents which the Government, from time to time, found it necessary to print and circulate.

“Who opened the door?”

“I don’t know, Mr. Sennett.”

Joe walked into the room and looked around. Then he turned.

“If I thought it was you, Tom, do you know what I’d do with you?”

“What’s the use of threatening me?” said the young man sullenly. “I’ve had enough trouble with you already. Delia’s put you against me.”

“I don’t want you to mention Delia’s name to me, Tom,” said Joe Sennett sharply.

He lifted a warning finger.

“You’re going the right way to get into bad trouble, Tom Elmers. For the sake of your father, who was a friend of mine, I’d like to save you from your own folly, but you’re one of the clever kind that’ll never be saved.”

“I don’t want any saving, either,” growled Elmers, and the old man shook his head.

“You’re keeping bad company. I saw you in the High Street the other night with that man Palythorpe.”

“Well, what about it?” asked the other, defiantly. “He’s a gentleman, is Mr. Palythorpe. He could buy up you and me a hundred times over. And he’s a newspaper proprietor, too — —”

Joe chuckled in spite of his annoyance. “Mr. Palythorpe is an exconvict who served ten years for blackmailing Mr. Chapelle’s daughter. You know that. If you don’t, you ought to.”

Tom shuffled uneasily. He had been somewhat disconcerted to learn that his friendship with a man of doubtful antecedents was so well known.

“He was innocent,” he said a little lamely, feeling that he must justify himself at any rate.

“Dartmoor is full of people who are innocent,” said Joe. “Now, Tom, you’re not a bad boy,” he said in a more kindly voice, “but you’ve got to keep away from that sort of trash. He could give you a job, I daresay. He’s running a paper now, isn’t he? But it’s not the kind of job that’s going to get you anywhere, except into the cell which he has just left.”

He jerked his head in sign of dismissal, and Tom, without a word, pushed through the swing-doors and disappeared.

Old Joe paced the length of the big room — it occupied the whole of the floor, and “room” was a ridiculously inadequate description — his hands behind his back, speculating upon the reason for Tom Elmers’ sudden industry. His own impression was that the surprise of Elmers was simulated and that he had heard the master printer coming and had busied himself with a page of type in order to hide his real occupation.

Joe looked carefully at every case as he passed, switching on the local lights for the purpose of his scrutiny.

Ponters were the biggest printers in the kingdom, and from their book-room went forth a good proportion of the educational works which were published every year. Here men of all nations worked. French, German, Japanese, and Chinese, for the publishing business of Ponters had a world-wide clientele.

He finished his inspection and went back to what was known as the Secret Press Room, and settled himself down for the night to put into print a very important memorandum which had been issued that morning by the First Lord of the Admiralty.

But the thought of Tom and his visit constantly intruded. It was true that Palythorpe was an undesirable acquaintance for any honest man. He had been the proprietor of a scurrilous little sheet, which enjoyed a semi-private circulation — it was sent out to its subscribers in envelopes — and he had utilized the paper for the collection of information which might be, and was, extremely useful and profitable to him. The paper was called Spice,
 and it purported to deal in a flippant manner with the dealings of high Society, enjoying in consequence a circulation in certain basement kitchens of Mayfair.

Because he offered generous payment for news about the doings of Society people, Mr. Palythorpe had gathered about him a staff of correspondents ranging from valets to tweeny-maids, who sent him, in addition to such items as were put into print, news that he could not publish, but could embody in letters written under an assumed name; and, being addressed to the subjects of these paragraphs, might produce results which were at once lucrative and satisfactory.

Family scandals, the pitiful little tragedies which break and mar the lives of ordinary men and women, indiscreet letters left about by their careless recipients, these were the marketable commodities which gained for Mr. Palythorpe a handsome income, and might have continued, had he not made the mistake of attempting to blackmail a foolish girl, whose father was the cleverest lawyer of the day. A bad companion for the susceptible Tom Elmers.

“Palythorpe and Tom between them are going to give me trouble,” said Joe aloud.

But his prophecy was only realized in part. Mr. Palythorpe himself had small responsibility for the events which sent three men to their graves, and made the hair of Jimmy Blake go white, not in a night, but in one stormy afternoon on Salisbury Plain.
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To Jimmy Blake, mathematics were as the Greek of Socrates to the unlearned senator. As for the calculi, they would have filled him with awe and wonder, if he had had any idea of their functions.

When, in the days of his extreme youth, Jimmy had been asked to prove that a circle was equal in area to a triangle whose base was equal to the circumference, and whose height was equal to the radius of the circle, Jimmy magnanimously accepted his master’s word that it was so, and passed on to something more human. Though by some extraordinary means he scraped through school with a certificate and emerged from Oxford with a sort of degree, his mathematical paper would have caused Archimedes to turn in his grave.

It was his fate to live in the closest contact with the scientific mind. Jimmy Blake was a rich man and by some accounted eccentric, though the beginning and end of his eccentricity were to be found in his dislike for work and his choice of Blackheath as a desirable residential quarter. He had inherited from his father a beautiful old Georgian house, facing the Heath, and which an enterprising auctioneer would have truthfully described as “standing in extensive and parklike grounds.”

Such an agent might have gone on to rhapsodize over the old world gardens of Blake’s Priory, the comfort of the accommodation, the Adams’ decorations; and when he had exhausted its aesthetic and sylvan charms, his utilitarian mind would probably have descended to such mundane advantages as the central heating, electric installation and the character of the soil on which it stood.

Within these grounds there had once been a veritable priory. At some period of the seventeenth century when Greenwich and Blackheath were fashionable rendezvous for the elite and fashion of Elizabeth’s court and when the stately palace by the river saw Raleigh and Leicester, and the grand gentlemen and dames of society strolling on the grassy slopes of the Royal Park, a Major Blake had acquired the property and had erected a pleasure house for himself and his friends. The house no longer existed, but the gardens he had planned still sent forth their ancient fragrance.

To Jimmy the Priory was home, and, though he maintained a modest flat at the back of Park Lane, he spent very little of his time there. The glories of Elizabeth’s Greenwich had departed definitely and completely and were one with the Court of Jamshid. Aged pensioners shuffled along the marble halls where the bucks of the Virgin had pranced and prinked, and a heavy-footed Drake had stalked with news of victories on the Spanish Main. Incidentally, Jimmy came from a long line of adventurers and could trace his descent from an uncle of the great Blake.

“It is a standing wonder to me, Jimmy,” said Van Roon one night, “why a man like you, with the blood of filibusters in your veins, should be content to loaf through life behind the steering wheel of a Rolls, having no other objective than the satisfaction of your unscientific curiosity.”

“No curiosity is unscientific,” said Jimmy lazily. “I’m surprised at you, Jerry! Didn’t Huxley or one of those Johnnies say — —”

Van Roon groaned. His was the scientific mind, against which Jimmy’s intelligence was for ever rubbing. Gerald Van Roon was Jimmy’s cousin, a brilliant genius to whom the world was a great laboratory, alternating with a small bedroom, with the furnishing of which he had never become acquainted, because he had not remained in the room long enough.

A tall, angular man with large bony hands, a big bulging forehead, two small deepset eyes which even his immense and powerful spectacles did not magnify, Gerald Van Roon seemed the least suitable of companions for a man of Jimmy’s tastes. He was exact, precise, orderly, had no human interests and absolutely no tastes in common with his happy-go-lucky cousin. And yet to the surprise of all who knew them, they lived together in the greatest harmony. Gerald amused Jimmy in one way and impressed him in another. The man’s high principles, his almost fanatical passion for the truth, which is after all the basic layer of the scientific mind, his childlike innocence in all worldly matters, his contempt for commerce and the rewards which commercial success brings, his extraordinary idealism — all these were very endearing qualities, which appealed strongly to the younger man.

“You’re a funny devil,” said Jimmy, throwing his serviette in a heap on the table. (Gerald Van Roon rolled his precisely and fitted the napkin ring exactly over the centre of the roll.) “I suppose you’re going to that stink-shop of yours?”

“I’m going to the laboratory,” said Gerald, with a faint smile.

“Good Lord!” said Jimmy, shaking his head in wonder. “On a gorgeous day like this! Come with me to the sea, Jerry. I’ve got the old roller at the door, and in an hour and a half we’ll be on the Sussex Downs, sniffing the beautiful ozone and watching the baa-lambs frisk and gambol.”

“Come to my lab, and I’ll make you some ozone in two seconds,” said Gerald, getting up from the table and fumbling for his pipe.

Jimmy groaned. His companion was at the door when he turned, his hand upon the handle.

“Jimmy, would you like to meet the Prime Minister?” he asked.

“Good Lord, no,” said Jimmy, astonished. “Why should I want to meet the Prime Minister. I loathe his politics and I thought the speech he made the other day about the tyranny of the farmers was in shocking bad taste.”

Gerald frowned.

“Oh, did he make a speech?” he asked in a vague, surprised tone, as though he had heard of some abnormality on the part of the Prime Minister of England. “I never read speeches, and of course it really doesn’t matter what politicians say — they mean nothing.”

“Why do you want me to meet the Prime Minister?”

“I don’t really want you to meet him,” said Gerald, “but I thought you would enjoy the experience. Chapelle is very strong for science and he is really an excellent mathematician.”

“I gathered that from his last budget,” said Jimmy grimly, for the Prime Minister was also Chancellor of the Exchequer.

He saw the puzzled look on Van Roon’s face.

“A budget,” he explained politely, “is an apology made by a responsible minister in the House of Commons for the robberies he intends to commit in the ensuing year. But what about his mathematical qualities? I have no wish to meet mathematicians. Don’t you think the scientific atmosphere in which I live is sufficiently thick without introducing a new brand of fog?”

“It doesn’t matter,” said Gerald, opening the door. “Only he’s giving a luncheon to a few interesting people.”

“Including yourself?”

“Including myself,” said Gerald gravely. “It is a luncheon party to meet Maggerson. He’s coming back from America, but I suppose you know that?”

“Maggerson?” said Jimmy. “Who is Maggerson?”

If an actor were asked, “Who was Henry Irving?” or a doctor, “Who was Lister?” the questions would produce exactly the same tragic look of incredulity as that which dawned upon the ungainly face of Gerald Van Roon.

“Who is Maggerson?” he repeated. “You’re joking, Jimmy.”

“I’m not,” said Jimmy stoutly.

“Of course you are.”

“Who is Maggerson?” demanded Jimmy again, and Gerald walked slowly back into the room and stared down at the unabashed young man.

“You’ll ask who Leibnitz was next,” he said.

“Oh, I know all about him,” said Jimmy confidently. “He was a German socialist who was executed — —”

“Leibnitz,” interrupted the other severely, “was the greatest mathematician Germany has produced. He was a contemporary of Newton, and together they produced the calculus.”

“Good luck to ‘em,” said Jimmy. “And when they produced it, what did they do with it? Anyway, what is a calculus? Isn’t that a sort of multiplication table?”

Here Archimedes must have positively revolved.

Then Jimmy heard about Maggerson and the calculus he had discovered, or invented, or adopted — he was not certain which. It was the calculus which was accepted by all authorities and which had superseded Leibnitz and Newton’s and Lagrange’s, and was known as “Maggerson’s Calculus of Variation.”

“Is it a book?” asked Jimmy at last, “because, dear old thing, I’ll buy it and read it up. I should hate to meet Mr. Maggerson and not be able to tell him how his little story ends.”

Whereupon Gerald Van Roon, realizing that he was against an unreceptive mind, wandered from the room, making gestures of despair and amazement.

There were lots of things that Jimmy had learnt at school and at the University which he had contrived successfully to forget. It was his proud boast that the only definite fact about English literature which remained with him was that Chaucer drank beer at the Tabard Inn. Jimmy had drunk beer at the same inn, though it had been slightly renovated since the days of the Canterbury Pilgrims. It is equally true that he had not only forgotten all that he ever knew about mathematics, but that even the algebraical signs were as foolishly uninformative to him as they had been when he had first met them in a preparatory school.

On the road to Eastbourne he fell in with another young man, who was driving a big Italia car to the common danger of the public. They met after the young man had passed him in a cloud of dust, furiously hooting for passage room. They might not have come into contact with one another at all, but ahead was a police trap into which the furious driver fell.

Jimmy slowed his car when his experienced eye detected a number of the Sussex constabulary concealed in the hedge, and, coming up with the offender, he recognized in him the gilded son of John Ponter, Printer to the King’s Most Excellent Majesty.

“Hello, Jimmy,” said Ferdinand. “Lo! Yes?” this to the constable, who was taking laborious particulars in a small notebook. “I live at Carlton House Mansions. Can’t this thing be settled out of court, cheery old fellow?”

“It can’t, sir,” said the representative of the law with some firmness. “You were going fifty-five miles an hour on that road and we’ve been having accidents here.”

“Am I the first accident you’ve had today?” asked Ferdie Ponter, and the constable grinned.

“Stop at the Chequers Inn. It’s about a mile along the road,” yelled Ferdie as Blake went on. Jimmy waved his hand affirmatively.

At the Chequers they parked their cars and went into the stuffy little bar to drink beer.

“I shall lose my licence this time,” said Ferdie gloomily.

“Better lose your licence than lose your young life,” said Jimmy. “Where are you going in such a devil of a hurry, anyway?”

“I’m lunching with a little girl at Eastbourne,” said Ferdie, and then of a sudden Jimmy struck the zinc bar against which he was leaning.

“Ferdie, your people do a tremendous lot of scientific printing, don’t they?”

“I believe so,” said Ferdie. “I never go into the beastly works if I can help it. We’ve an awfully clever foreman, a man named Sennett.”

“Sennett,” repeated Jimmy thoughtfully. “Is he an oldish gentleman, rather like Mark Twain in appearance?”

“I never met Mark Twain,” confessed Ferdinand, gulping at his beer.

“I know the old boy. He comes to see Gerald with proofs of books and things.”

“That’s the chap. We print and publish all Van Roon’s books, and devilish dry they are,” said Ferdie. “Another tankard of nut-brown ale, good dame,” this to the brass-haired lady behind the counter.

“Ferdie, what is a calculus?”

“What?” said the puzzled Ferdinand.

“What is a calculus? I’ve got an idea I know,” said Jimmy, “but I can’t exactly place the fellow. I’m going to meet a man who’s rather a whale on the subject.”

“Calculus? I seem to remember something about it,” said Ferdinand, scratching his nose. “Isn’t that the muck they used to teach us at school? A sort of thing for calculating distances and speeds, revolutions and things? Why? You’re not going in for that sort of tommy rot, are you?”

Jimmy, with a tankard at his lips, shook his head.

“No, only I’m meeting this fellow Maggerson — —”

“Oh, Maggerson? We print him too,” said the honorary printer. “A wild looking Johnnie like Paderewski, though I don’t think he plays the piano. As a matter of fact, we make a lot of money out of him.”

He wiped his mouth with a silk handkerchief and strode out of the bar, and Jimmy, paying the score, followed. And there and then might have ended his feeble interest in the calculus of Mr. Walter Maggerson, but for the fact that when he got back to Blackheath in time to change for dinner he discovered that Van Roon had two visitors. Steele, his valet, who was the information bureau of Blake’s Priory, supplied the intelligence.

“Mr. Van Roon’s compliments, sir, and will you not dress for dinner tonight, because he has two people whom he must ask to stay, and they are not dressed?”

“Certainly, Moses,” said Jimmy. “Put out the suit I wear when I’m not dressed — who are the gentlemen?”

“There’s a gentleman and a lady, sir. Well, she’s not exactly a lady,” he added; “a young girl, if I might describe her so.”

“If she looks like a young girl, she probably is, Moses, so there is no great danger of your overstating the case,” said Jimmy.

A few minutes later Gerald came into his dressing-room.

“Do you mind if I ask two people to stay to dinner tonight, Jimmy?” he demanded.

“Of course not,” said Jimmy, a little surprised, for his cousin did not usually apologize for his invitations.

“The fact is,” Gerald hesitated, “something has gone wrong with that book of mine and Ponters, the printers, have sent down their foreman. You remember him, old Sennett!”

“Sennett?” said Jimmy in surprise. “I was talking about him to-day. What has happened?”

“I hardly know,” said Gerald, “but apparently some scamp at the works, out of sheer mischief, has been interpolating all sorts of ridiculous sentences and statements in the scientific works which Ponters publish. They have only recently discovered this, and one of the first books that seems to have been tampered with was my book on ‘The Distribution of Living Forms.’”

“What’s that about?” asked Jimmy, interested. “It sounds like a textbook on beauty choruses to me.”

“Do you mind if they stay?” asked the other, ignoring the flippancy.

“Not a bit. Of course I don’t mind. What is the girl like?”

“The girl?” Jerry rubbed his chin absently. “Oh, she’s — er — a girl. She has rather a perfect jaw. I was very much struck by her jaw.”

“Is she pretty? I suppose I needn’t ask that if you were very much struck by her jaw,” said Jimmy.

“Pretty?” Gerald looked out of the window. “I suppose she may be considered pretty. She isn’t malformed in any way.”

“You’re inhuman,” said Jimmy hopelessly. “Get out before you corrupt Moses!”

“The fact is” — Gerald was obviously nervous— “I might have to keep Mr. Sennett here till quite late, going through these proofs. Would you mind driving the girl home? Of course, we could telephone for a taxi, but her father is rather nervous about her and I think somebody should accompany her.”

Jimmy smiled.

“Anything in the sacred cause of science,” he said solemnly.
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Jimmy Blake was twenty-seven, above medium height, lean of build and of the athletic type which keen tennis produces and which the war hardened and aged a little. There were lines on his thin brown face which men of twenty-seven do not usually carry, but Jimmy had spent three years behind the controls of a fighting plane, and the wings of the Dark Angel had brushed his cheek a dozen times and had departed. The reaction from the hard realities of war had not found expression in a way which is painfully usual. He had fled from the rigours of war to the lazy, go-as-you-please life which a moneyed man could afford. He was a wholesome normal youth, with a wholesome normal respect for his fellows, be they men or women; but he was the stuff from which confirmed bachelors are made and the prospect of spending an evening with the daughter of a master printer neither alarmed nor pleased him.

He went down to dinner when the gong sounded and found the party already at the table, which was Gerald’s way. He recognized immediately the white-haired, white-moustached printer, and then he turned his eyes to the girl who sat at Gerald’s right hand. And here he had his first pleasant shock. Remembering Sennett’s age, he expected a woman of thirty-five and pictured her a little stout and a little awkward.

But this girl could not have been more than twenty-two. She was petite and dainty, and dressed with delightful simplicity — the kind of dress that every man admires and so few women have the courage to wear. Her face was delicately moulded, the type that Paul Veronese painted from his inner consciousness. The eyes were a deep blue, almost violet, and when they looked up at him gravely, enquiringly, he experienced a queer and not an unpleasant thrill.

“This is Mr. Blake,” introduced Gerald. “This is Miss Sennett, Jimmy. You know her father.”

Jimmy shook hands with both and sat down slowly. He could not take his eyes from the girl’s face. She fascinated him, though why he could not understand, for he had met many beautiful women, women more stately and more impressive than she, and they had left him cold. She neither flushed nor grew embarrassed under a stare which she might reasonably have regarded as offensive; and Jimmy, recognizing his lapse of manners, turned his attention to the father.

“I was with young Ponter to-day,” said Jimmy.

Mr. Sennett did not seem impressed, and the young man gathered that the heir to Ponters’ publishing house was not regarded as an admirable member of society.

Jimmy could never recall what they talked about, Delia and he. Her name was Bedelia, and she had been christened in the days when Bedelia was really a pretty name and before it had been promoted by the ragtime songwriter to its present-day notoriety.

Gerald and Sennett were of course absorbed in the book. Old Sennett was, like most printers, a brilliantly knowledgeable man, for the printing trade represents the aristocracy of intellect. He was interesting too in another way. He told stories of work done in the locked room where Government minutes are printed and which only he and another man occupied in the dark days of the war, when the Cabinet secrets he “set” might have been sold to the enemy for fabulous sums.

Gerald and the old man went off to Van Roon’s study.

“Now, I’m afraid you’re going to be bored,” said Jimmy as he showed Delia to the drawingroom. “I can’t play or sing or do anything clever — I can’t even give you a selection on the Maggerson calculus!”

Delia Sennett smiled.

“He’s a very wonderful man, Mr. Blake,” she said, and he stared at her.

“Don’t tell me you’re a mathematician too,” he gasped, and she laughed. She had a sweet, low, musical laugh which was music indeed to Jimmy’s ears.

“I know nothing about it,” said Delia, “and I’ve been scared to death lest you were as clever as Mr. Van Roon. He’s a relation of yours, isn’t he?”

Jimmy nodded.

“H is mother was my mother’s sister. She married a Dutch scientist, or rather a scientist with a Dutch name,” he explained. “Jerry and I have lived together in this house since we were kids and you’re quite right about his being clever, and equally discerning when you discovered I was not.”

“I didn’t think you were very keen on scientific subjects,” she corrected.

“And I’m not,” said Jimmy. “Are you?” She shook her head. He tried to keep the conversation on the personal note, but he observed she was uneasy and glanced at her watch.

“By Jove!” he said, suddenly jumping up. “I promised to see you home. Are you in any hurry?”

“I want to be home before ten,” she said. “I have a lesson to give at eight o’clock tomorrow morning.”

She smiled at his look of astonishment.

“I am a teacher of languages,” she said; “perhaps I don’t look as intelligent as that?” He protested.

“That’s why I am interested in Mr. Van Roon,” she went on. “Dutch and German are my two best languages. It was awfully disappointing to discover that he was so English.”

Jimmy chuckled.

“That’s where you fall down in your analysis, Miss Sennett,” he said. “Jerry talks English, but thinks Dutch! The most terrible thing he does is to make all his notes in shorthand and in Dutch! How does that strike you for a complicated procedure?”

“Do you know Mr. Maggerson?” she asked a little while later, after he had telephoned to the garage for the car and she was making preparations to depart.

“I’m the only man in the world who doesn’t,” said Jimmy. “It is queer how greatness can exist right under your nose without your being aware of the fact. Do you know him?”

She shook her head.

“Daddy knows him well,” she said.

“What is wrong with Jerry’s proofs?” he asked, and she was silent. He thought she did not know, but she undeceived him.

“He has been the victim of a very mean and contemptible action directed against my father,” she said with unexpected vigour. “Father is responsible that every book which goes out of Ponters’ is typographically accurate. Daddy’s firm print all the big scientific books, including Mr. Maggerson’s; and Daddy has got a bad enemy, a man whom he helped and who has no reason to hate him — oh, it was mean, mean!”

Jimmy speculated as to the character of the meanness and who was the unfortunate man who had called the flush to Bedelia’s face and that bright hard look to her eyes.

She went to the study to say goodnight to her father and Jimmy waited on the porch. Presently the car came purring down the drive and stopped before him.

“It’s all right, Jones,” said Jimmy as the chauffeur got down; “I shan’t want you. Pm taking the car to London and I shall be away about half-an-hour.”

The chauffeur had disappeared when Delia Sennett came out.

“What a beautiful car!” she said. “Are you going to drive?”

Jimmy was on the point of answering when an interruption occurred. He became suddenly conscious that there was a man standing in the drive. The red rear light illuminated for a second dimly the pattern of a trouser, and then from the gloom stepped a man.

“What do you want? Who are you?” asked Jimmy in surprise.

He had thought at first it was one of the servants of the house, but the light from the open door illuminated the stranger and at the sight of him Delia shrank back with a little cry. The man was young and poorly dressed. His puffed, unshaven face was set in a horrible grin, and Jimmy realized that he had been drinking.

“Hello, Delia darling!” chuckled the stranger. “Is this your new young man?”

She did not reply.

“What are you doing here?” asked Jimmy sternly.

“What am I doing? I’m looking after my girl, that’s what I’m doing!” said the man, with a hiccough.

He lurched forward and put out an unsteady hand to grab the girl’s arm, but Jimmy had made a quick and an accurate guess. This was the “mean man.” He knew it instinctively and, gripping the stranger’s arm, pushed him back.

“Let me go!” roared the man, and struggled to free himself.

There was a quick step in the passage, and old Joe Sennett came out into the night, peering out in his shortsighted way.

“I thought I heard you. What are you doing here, Tom Elmers?”

“I’m looking after Delia, that’s what I’m doing. Let go of me, will you!” snarled Elmers, struggling to free himself from the grip on him arm.

“Who is this man, Mr. Sennett?”

“He’s a worthless blackguard”; old Joe’s voice trembled with anger. “He’s the hound who’s tried his best to ruin me! I’ll deal with him!”

“Go back, Mr. Sennett,” said Jimmy quietly. “Now, look here, Elmers, are you going to stop this nonsense? You’ve no right here and nobody wants you.”

The girl had been a silent spectator, but now she came from the shadows.

“Mr. Elmers, I think you ought to go,” she said. “You have done enough mischief already.”

Suddenly, with a wrench, Tom Elmers broke away from Jimmy’s restraining hand and, with a cry that was like a wild beast’s, sprang at her. Before he could touch her, her father had leapt at him and flung him back against the car with such violence that he slipped down on the running board and sat gasping and breathless, staring up at the old man.

“Now get out,” said Joe, “and don’t let me ever see you near me or mine again, or I’ll kill you!”

The shock seemed to have sobered the man, and he got up slowly and, with his head on his chest and his grimy hands thrust into his pockets, lurched into the darkness and out of sight.

Jimmy stood looking after him and wondered. That this was the girl’s lover, or ever had been, was a preposterous suggestion and one which, for some reason, he resented.

“I think we’ll go back and have some very strong coffee!” he said. “Miss Sennett, you look just as white as a sheet.”

The incident had the effect of spoiling what he thought would be a pleasant tête-à-tête drive, for old Sennett changed his plans and decided that he would work no more that night, but the change of arrangement gave Jimmy an opportunity of learning the inward meaning of this extraordinary scene.

“Tom Elmers is a printer,” said Joe when they were sitting back in the drawingroom. “I knew his father and took the boy into the office for the old man’s sake. A very clever boy too, I’ll say that for him; one of the cleverest mathematical compositors I know. There aren’t many men who can ‘set’ problems. It requires a special training and a special knowledge of typography. We use an extraordinarily small ‘face’ of type for that work. Tom did this job very well. He used to come to our house fairly frequently. Then he started in to make love to Delia, and that’s where his visits to our house ended. The boy was headstrong, wilful and vicious too, Mr. Blake,” he added, looking Jimmy in the eye. “I didn’t mind his threats, but when I found him monkeying with type in order to get me into trouble, I discharged him from the works. We print several important trade newspapers, and one day, just as we were going to press with one, I found that somebody had altered a paragraph so that it libelled the biggest advertiser in the paper! I traced that paragraph back to Tom. He’d handled it and he’d altered it after proofs were passed — I gave him half an hour to get out, but before he had gone, I know, as Mr. Van Roon knows, that he must have spent hours fooling with that type that was ready to go to the foundry, resetting whole pages so that the stuff read stupidly or scurrilously.”

So that was the story, and Jimmy, for some extraordinary reason, was relieved. He was almost gay as he drove them on the way to Ambrose Street, Camberwell, where they lived; and the girl who sat by his side on the journey was so far affected by his good spirits that she was cheerful when he left her. Indeed, the only man who was not cheerful that evening was Gerald Van Roon.

“I wish to heaven you hadn’t abducted my printer,” he grumbled. “Those infernal proofs have got to be gone through and Sennett had promised to stay until they were finished.”

“What do you think of her?” asked Jimmy, and Gerald frowned.

“Think of her?” he repeated, puzzled. “Oh, you mean the girl?”

He let his queer head fall on one side and looked at Jimmy — he was a head taller than his cousin.

“Yes,” he said thoughtfully, “a nice girl. I like her father very much.”

“Her father!” snorted Jimmy and went to bed.
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The news took Jimmy’s breath away.

“Me?” he said incredulously. “Are you sure, Jerry?”

Gerald had come into his bedroom with a bundle of letters in his hand and, sitting on the edge of the bed, had read one of these.

“But I don’t know the Prime Minister,” protested Jimmy. “The only Cabinet Minister I know is Stope-Kendrick, and he only slightly.”

Gerald Van Roon looked uncomfortable.

“Well, the truth is, Jimmy,” he said, “I asked for this invitation for you. I thought you would like it.”

Jimmy laughed.

“You silly old owl,” he said. “Of course I like it. I’ll be charmed to lunch with the Prime Minister. I shall have something to boast about to my dissolute friends. What is the occasion?”

“He is giving a lunch to Maggerson. Maggerson and he are very great friends,” explained Gerald, pacing up and down the room. “In fact, if John Chapelle hadn’t gone in for politics he would have been a very passable scientist. That, I should imagine, is the bond between them. They were at school together, Chapelle and Maggerson; and I should imagine it is a sort of luncheon party in his honour. Maggerson has been nine months in the United States and in Mexico, and apparently he has been going in for biological study. He’s an extraordinary all-round man. I’ve got a letter here from Schaffer. Do you read German?”

Jimmy shook his head.

“I would scorn—” he began, and then remembered that there was a little girl who did speak and read German, and therefore a knowledge of the German language was a very admirable accomplishment and not to be scoffed at. “Who is Schaffer?” he asked.

It was one of Gerald’s sorrows that his cousin was profoundly ignorant on all matters pertaining to science, and he shook his head sadly.

“I suppose if you didn’t know Maggerson you couldn’t be expected to know Schaffer,” he said patiently. “Schaffer, of Leipzig, is also, curiously enough, a great mathematician and a great biologist. He tells me in this letter that Maggerson is bringing from Mexico a new species of plant that he thinks solves one of the greatest problems which has ever confronted science, namely, the link between the organic and the inorganic.”

“Oh yes,” said Jimmy politely. “The missing link — —”

Poor Gerald made a gesture of despair.

“I think there is nothing quite so pathetic as your attempt to be interested in intelligent subjects,” he said. “Anyway, this plant has extraordinary properties, and he has brought a specimen for Schaffer, and old Schaffer is wild with excitement. What I can’t understand is this,” and he began reading rapidly in German.

“Splendid!” said Jimmy when he had finished. “What is it, a poem?”

To his surprise, Gerald seemed oblivious of the fact that his cousin did not understand the language. He walked to the window and looked out, shook his head, and turned to Jimmy.

“Extraordinary,” he said, “amazing! And of course it is impossible!”

“Oh, yes!” agreed Jimmy. “Monstrous — I don’t know what it is all about; I’m sure Schaffer is wrong.”

“Anyway, Maggerson will be able to tell us.”

“So long as he tells you and doesn’t tell me,” said Jimmy, flinging his legs out of bed. “And Jerry old boy, I’ve got to confess to you that I’m not interested in vegetables, even organic vegetables; and if I met Schaffer in the street I shouldn’t know him, and if I knew him I shouldn’t take my hat off to him, and I’m going to be bored to death, but I’ll go to the lunch for the same reason as I would go to an execution or a wedding — for the thrill and sensation of it.”

Jimmy could not remember having in his life entered that primmest of prim thoroughfares, Downing Street. The Premier’s house impressed him as being ridiculously small and unimposing. His first impression of the interior was of the big cheerless hall, from whence led two passages. But the drawingroom was bright and homelike, and the Prime Minister, a thin aesthetic looking man with a mane of white hair, was not half so stiff and formal as Jimmy had expected.

“You’re the unscientific James Blake, aren’t you?” he said with a smile which put a hundred little creases into the corners of his eyes.

“I think I’m the most unscientific Blake that has ever happened, sir,” said Jimmy.

“You seem to survive the atmosphere very well,” smiled the Prime Minister. “How do you do, Van Roon? You have not seen Maggerson since he has been back?”

“No, sir,” said Jerry. He nodded to a little man with a grey-lined face.

“Do you know everybody here?” asked the Prime Minister.

“No, sir,” confessed Jimmy. “The fact is, I only know the fellows one meets at Giro’s and the Embassy.”

“I don’t think you’ll meet anybody here who is a member,” said the Prime Minister dryly. “You should know Lord Harry Weltman.”

A tall, hard-looking man offered his hand, and Jimmy experienced a little shiver of excitement, for the Minister of Defence was not only the richest man in the country, but was reputedly the real master of the Cabinet.

“And Stope-Kendrick, I think you have met?”

The grave little man came forward, and Jimmy, remembering how they had met, grinned within himself. Stope-Kendrick was the Home Secretary, and Jimmy and he had met under exciting circumstances. Stope-Kendrick had driven his car from a concealed lane on to the main road, and Jimmy, careering along at fifty miles an hour on his Rolls, had neatly sliced a wheel from that gentleman’s car. A large, genial cleric, with a stout rubicund face, proved to be the Lord Bishop of Fleet; and Jimmy guessed that the common interests these men had was the love of science and especially of mathematics.

Other men came in and were introduced. Jimmy met a famous banker and a famous sailor, who came over from the Admiralty in a hurry, with his necktie twisted under his ear — but Maggerson did not come. One o’clock struck, and ten minutes passed, and a quarter of an hour, and the Premier was getting restless.

“He’s such an absentminded beggar,” Jimmy heard him say, “that he’s as likely as not to turn into the British Museum and forget all about this lunch; or he may be wandering up and down Whitehall trying to locate Downing Street with a penny map. Maggerson would never ask a policeman — he’s infinitely too clever to do a simple thing like that.”

“Do you think, Prime Minister” — it was Stope-Kendrick who spoke— “that we ought to send a messenger to look for him?”

“I telephoned to his house half an hour ago, and his housekeeper said that she could get no reply from his rooms, so he had probably left.”

“I’ll go, sir,” said Jimmy, feeling the least important member of the party. The fact that he had never met or seen Mr. Maggerson and was the last person in the world who should be sent in search of him seemed immaterial. Jimmy was being crushed under a sense of his unimportance and was glad to make his escape.

He went through the hall, down the steps, into Downing Street, and was halfway towards Whitehall, when a man turned the corner at a run and came pounding towards him. Jimmy instantly recognized him from the sketchy description which Van Roon had drawn on their way to town. He was a big, heavy, stout man, with long hair and a large womanish face; but what made Jimmy stop and stare openmouthed at the apparition was his extraordinary attire. He was wearing an old brown velvet smoking coat, beneath which the jacket of his pyjamas showed. A pair of soiled grey trousers were buckled round the waist with a belt, and two gaudy carpet slippers completed his attire.

His hair was untidy, floating as he ran. The pyjama jacket was open at the neck and showed a woollen undershirt. He was breathing heavily, as though he had run a considerable distance; and the fact that he had attracted attention in the street was evidenced when in pursuit of him came two policemen and a small crowd of curious onlookers.

“Mr. Maggerson?” gasped Jimmy.

“Out of my way!” he roared and, thrusting the young man aside, dashed up the steps of 10 Downing Street, pushed the door open and flew across the hall with Jimmy in pursuit.

He evidently knew his way. He flung wide the door of the drawingroom and staggered in. A dead silence greeted his arrival. Jimmy, in the doorway, saw the Prime Minister’s face lengthen in his astonishment, and then Maggerson spoke in a strangled voice.

“Chapelle!” he gasped. “My God! Chapelle, you must do something… something… you must stop The Terror!…”

And then he collapsed into the arms of Lord Harry Weltman.
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Jimmy drove Gerald Van Roon back to Blackheath, and neither of them spoke until they were in Jerry’s study.

“I think we’ll have some lunch,” said Jimmy. “I’ve just realized that I’ve gone grubless since breakfast time.”

“Do you think he was mad?” asked the troubled Gerald.

“Overworked,” said Jimmy practically. “Let that be a warning to you, Jerry. Go to bed early and take plenty of exercise, and you’ll live to a ripe old age. Sit up all night and spend the gorgeous days of summer in your evilsmelling laboratory, and I shall be pestered by reporters to give an account of your life and the cause of your unexpected demise.”

“But Maggerson!” said Gerald wonderingly. “The greatest brain in the world! Didn’t you see him, Jimmy, whimpering like a little child? It was awful!”

“Did you see his slippers?” asked Jimmy. “They were awful, if you like! Oh, Mrs. Smith, get us some food, will you? We’re starving. Anything, cold meat, cheese, pickles, but get it quick!”

When the housekeeper had fluttered out Jimmy found a cigar and lit it.

“My dear Gerald, there’s nothing to get worried about,” he said. “You friend Maggerson has been overdoing it. The same sort of thing happens to an athlete when he overtrains. He gets stale and flabby, and there’s no reason why we shouldn’t witness the same phenomenon where brains are concerned. Besides, if people go monkeying about with strange and mysterious plants — —”

Gerald turned quickly.

“The plant?” he said softly. “I wonder… what did he mean by The Terror? It could have had nothing to do with the plant.”

“Perhaps he’s going to poison the country and dry up the earth,” said Jimmy. “I read an awfully good story in one of the magazines about a thing like that happening. By Jove! Suppose he’s brought an uncanny vegetable — a sort of upas cabbage that throws a blight where its shadow falls!”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Jimmy!” snapped Van Roon. “The legend of the upas tree is purely imaginary. The upas tree is the ‘Antiaris toxicaria,’ the gum of which — —”

“I’ll take your word for it,” said Jimmy. “God bless you, Mrs. Smith; that beef looks fine! If there’s one thing I enjoy more than another,” Jimmy went on, as he placed a slice of red beef between two pieces of bread, “it is lunching with the Prime Minister of England. The least he could have done was to invite us in to dispose of the baked meats.”

“How can you jest?” said Gerald Van Roon angrily. “Could one eat with the greatest mind in England dying in another room?”

“Not a bit of it,” said Jimmy practically; “that wasn’t death, it was hysteria. Perhaps old Maggerson has got himself tangled up in a love affair,” he speculated outrageously as he poured forth the beer. “These old devils do that kind of thing. I saw the same symptoms with young Freddy Parker after he had an interview with a chorus girl’s mother. The poor boy was positively wilting when he came to John Stuart’s flat, and we had to bring him round with absinthe cocktails.”

By the time he had finished talking Gerald Van Roon had stalked majestically from the room. Yet, for all his cheerfulness, Jimmy had been impressed by what he had witnessed. He had helped to carry the unconscious Maggerson into the Premier’s study, and, if the truth be told, his was the only head cool enough to apply the exact treatment required. He had seen too many men stricken with that super-hysteria which is called shellshock to have any doubt as to what was the matter with Mr. Maggerson.

As to the cause he could only conjecture. Being young and healthy and bubbling with life, the loss of his lunch was almost as important a matter as the loss which the world of science would sustain by the removal of its brightest ornament. The only other worry in his mind was whether this happening would interfere with Jerry’s proof correction, for Mr. Sennett had made an appointment to call that evening; and Jimmy, by judicious and artful questioning, had discovered that Delia Sennett was coming with him.

It was an unusual experience for him to look forward to meeting a woman, and yet, beyond any doubt, the most anticipated event of the day was her arrival. Mr. Sennett had evidently heard of the misfortune which had overtaken the great mathematician, and Jimmy was to discover that to this old printer too, Walter Maggerson was something of an idol. Before they had come Gerald had talked about postponing the consultation.

“I don’t feel up to proof-reading tonight,” he said. “This business has rather upset me.”

“Rubbish!” said Jimmy loudly. “You ought to be ashamed of yourself, being affected by these purely — er — emotional happenings. I’m surprised at you, Jerry! Be scientific, old top!”

Gerald looked at him suspiciously.

“You haven’t taken such a violent interest in science before,” he said.

“I’m picking it up,” replied Jimmy glibly. “I’m going to sit down to poor old Maggerson’s calculus and read it from cover to cover.”

Jerry laughed in spite of his trouble.

“You dear idiot,” he said, “imagine reading a complicated timetable from cover to cover or a multiplication table, or the precepts of Confucius in the original language!”

“Anyway, Maggerson’s better. I’ve telephoned an enquiry,” said Jimmy. “He will be well enough to leave Downing Street by tonight.”

“That’s good news!” said Jerry gratefully. “What a thoughtful fellow you are!”

And so Sennett and his daughter came, and after Jimmy had hustled the old man into his cousin’s library he took the girl round the garden and there learnt that the news of Mr. Maggerson’s fit was common property.

“They live in a world of their own, these scientists,” she said, “and I feel horribly out of it. Daddy is in that world, and your cousin; and I was afraid that you were too.”

“Look upon me as Lucifer,” said Jimmy. “I’m banished every time I try to get back into it.”

She looked at him with a glint of amusement in her eyes.

“You’re not—” she hesitated.

“Clever’s the word you’re trying to bowdlerize,” said Jimmy.

“No, I’m not.”

“I think these scientific gentlemen are most admirable, and I don’t know how we should get on without them, because undoubtedly they are responsible for my car and the various aeroplanes which carried me through the war, and wireless telegraphy and all that sort of stuff; but I feel that I am doing science the best turn possible when I make the most use of its inventions.”

He pulled out his watch.

“We’ve got an hour and a half before dinner,” he said. “What do you say to a run through the garden of England to Sevenoaks and back?”

She hesitated.

“I’ll ask Father,” she said.

“What is the good of asking your father; he’s walking hand in hand with Jerry through the Stone Age, and maybe you’ll interrupt them just at the very minute when he’s dissecting an ichthyosaurus or something equally ghastly.”

She nodded.

“All right, I’ll go.”

A quarter of an hour later they were flying along a white ribbon of road between hedges white with the frothy blossom of hawthorn.

“How did your lesson go?” asked Jimmy by way of making conversation.

“My lesson? Oh, the early morning one. Did you remember?”

“Apparently,” said Jimmy. “I think I’ll take lessons in German.”

She shook her head smilingly.

“You’re the kind of pupil that never makes progress; and besides, I only teach women,” she said.

“I know that,” he lied; “but when I said I’d take German I was thinking of Mrs. Smith, my housekeeper. She’s frightfully keen on learning languages — —”

But her laughter arrested his invention.

It was a quarter of an hour after dinnertime when the car came rolling up the drive, and he lifted her out, though she could have dispensed with his assistance, being also young and active. He looked forward to having her for the rest of the evening, but at dinner Gerald told him that his work was finished; and, although he drove the old printer and his daughter back to Camberwell by the most circuitous route, he came back to the house to face a long and lonely evening at a ridiculously early hour.
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There had been a witness to the early departure of Delia and her father. Mr. Elmers had lain upon the grassy heath, immediately opposite to the Priory and in full view, wondering in his thick way just how he could satisfy his employer’s remarkable curiosity. He had been given a commission which he had consciously failed, and indeed, recognizing its difficulty, had not attempted to execute. He was in the process of creating a well-tailored lie when Delia had gone home.

He waited until the dusk fell; then he rose and walked slowly towards his place of appointment, which was a little bar on the Charlton Road. The barmaid was on the point of telling him that the private saloon was not reserved for tramps, when the middle-aged gentleman, who had been sitting in the lounge the greater part of the evening, nodded to the newcomer; and, since this gentleman had been very generous in his expenditure, and had stricken awe into the two barmaids’ souls by ordering an expensive wine, which had to be searched for in the cellar, she restrained the caustic remark which was on the tip of her tongue.

The generous guest was plump and jovial of countenance; he was well-dressed and well-jewelled; and the barmaid, a keen student of human affairs, had found it extremely difficult to “place” him. He was too soft a man for a bookmaker; too genial and abstemious for one of the local “gentry.” He had a large and peculiar smile — one of those pouting smiles which gave the impression that he was amused at something quite different from the apparent cause of mirth.

“Ah, Tom, my boy,” he said. He had a deep’ rich voice, had Mr. Palythorpe, a voice vibrant with goodnature and tolerance.

Tom Elmers blinked at the light, and rubbed his hand across his unshaven chin.

“I think I’ll have a little spirits, Mr. Palythorpe,” he said.

Mr. Palythorpe nodded to the barmaid and, sitting down in the Windsor chair he had occupied for two hours, flicked a speck of fluff from his well-creased trousers, and beamed benevolently at the youth as he tossed down his whisky.

“Have another and bring your glass over here.”

Mr. Palythorpe tapped the table by his side.

“Well?” he asked, when Tom Elmers was seated. “Did you see your young lady as you expected?”

The attitude of Tom Elmers towards the man was that of a servant towards his master, struggling to assert himself against the suggestion of inferiority.

“Yes, I saw her,” he said.

“Did you get a chance of speaking with her?”

“No, I didn’t, Mr. Palythorpe,” said the man apologetically. “There was another fellow there and old Joe — damn him.”

“Ssh!” said Mr. Palythorpe reprovingly. “Is there any chance of your seeing her tomorrow?”

“A fine chance I shall have!” said Elmers discouragingly. “Didn’t you hear anything at the house? Now, don’t sulk!”

The last words were in quite a different tone, and Mr. Elmers sat up.

“I listened,” he said, “but I could only just hear the voices and nothing more.”

He had “listened” from a distance of a hundred yards, but this Mr. Palythorpe did not know.

“You don’t know what happened to-day then? What was she doing at Blackheath? She was here yesterday.”

Tom grinned.

“I think I know,” he said with a little chuckle. “Roon has had some trouble with his proofs.”

“Well?” said the other patiently.

“Old Sennett went down to see him and took Miss Sennett. He always takes her everywhere he goes nowadays, since the rumpus I had with him.”

Mr. Palythorpe was very patient indeed. He leant back in his chair and surveyed the other without favour, but his tone was geniality itself.

“You told me this afternoon that you knew one of the guests at the Prime Minister’s luncheons, and you said that you were at his house last night. As you knew him — —”

“By sight,” protested Tom. “I had only seen him at the works.”

“As you knew him I brought you down here to see him on some excuse or other,” said Mr. Palythorpe insistently. “You also told me that Sennett — that was his name, wasn’t it — and the young lady that you’re fond of might visit that house and that it would be a much easier job for you to find out what happened at the Prime Minister’s to-day. Instead of doing as I told you, which was to go into Greenwich or Blackheath village and get a shave, you went drinking.”

“I’ve only had about two,” protested Tom; “and besides, what could I find out?”

“You could discover what was the trouble at the luncheon party which the Prime Minister gave to Maggerson,” said Mr. Palythorpe. His voice was low and very gentle, but as he leant forward to bring his face closer to the man’s, it changed.

“Do you expect me to go on paying you wages for nothing?” he asked harshly. “Do you think I brought you here in order to provide you with drinks?”

“You know what my job is,” said Tom sulkily. “I’m a compositor. You said you’d give me a job on your paper; you didn’t say anything about wanting me to spy on customers.”

Mr. Palythorpe got up, never taking his eyes from his companion.

“I don’t think you and I understand one another,” he said. “You had better come to my place, where I can talk.”

At the foot of Blackheath Hill they found a taxicab. They drove to the West End of London. Mr. Palythorpe had a pleasant little flat near Half Moon Street, and although he was well aware that he was under police observation, that surveillance, which would have been fatal to any other man’s peace of mind, did not disturb Mr. Palythorpe at all.

In his handsome little sittingroom Mr. Palythorpe grew frank and communicative.

The Right Honourable John Stamford Chapelle, Prime Minister of England, had many enemies, as was natural by reason of his position. But political enmity and private hate have little in common. Mr. Palythorpe’s dislike of the great political leader was purely personal. In the days when Chapelle had been a private member and a prominent figure in the courts, Mr. Palythorpe had discovered some very damaging facts about his pretty but somewhat flighty daughter, who was married to a rich stockbroker, and Mr. Palythorpe had utilized his knowledge in the usual way.

An anonymous letter had been sent to the girl demanding payment for a certain indiscreet diary which had been filched by a servant under notice, and sent by the pilferer to Mr. Palythorpe’s office. The girl in her alarm went to her father, and that was the undoing of r, for Mr. Chapelle had gone to work, despite his daughter’s prayers and entreaties, knowing, as he did, that a blackmailer cannot be satisfied, and had scientifically trapped Mr. Palythorpe — not only trapped him, but had conducted the case against him with such skill that an unsympathetic judge had sent this soft man to the rigours and restrictions of Dartmoor Prison for ten years, seven-and-a-half years of which this genial gentleman, with the pouting smile, spent in planning revenge.

He had come out of gaol and had inaugurated a new paper, placing a figurehead in charge.

He did not tell Tom Elmers all this. All that he thought it was necessary to explain was, that he had a very excellent reason for desiring the Prime Minister’s discomfort.

“You understand, Elmers, that I am giving you a good salary. When you couldn’t get work anywhere else — —”

“I’m the best mathematical compositor in the country,” boasted Tom Elmers, his voice a little unsteady.

“Wonderful!” said the other sarcastically. “And you’re the best judge of cheap whiskey in the country too.”

“I didn’t drink till she turned me down,” said Tom surlily.

“She lost a good husband,” said the sardonic Mr. Palythorpe. “Now, don’t interrupt me. I am giving you a good salary, and you’re not earning it. You told me you’d get me into touch with the Prime Minister’s friends.”

“So I can,” said Tom Elmers arrogantly. “I tell you all these scientific fellows know him. Why, I’ve spent days with Mr. Maggerson, correcting his proofs; and I know Mr. Van Roon; and they’re friends of Mr. Chapelle.”

Palythorpe rubbed his chin.

“I suppose there’s no chance of your getting back to Ponters’?” he asked. “If I had only known then what I know now I shouldn’t have worried about trying to get official secrets.”

“There’s no ghost of a chance,” said Tom savagely. “Old Joe hates me. He wouldn’t have me within half a mile of him.”

“What have you done?” asked the other curiously. “Did you steal something?”

“No,” was the short reply.

“You must have done some fool thing. Were you drunk?”

“No, I tell you I didn’t drink until she turned me down.”

“Oh, the girl, of course!”

Mr. Palythorpe nodded.

“I suppose you started courting her, eh? But that wouldn’t make him chuck you out of the office,” he said, eyeing the other keenly. “What was the reason?”

“Oh, nothing!” replied Tom, and then: “What do you want to find out about Mr. Chapelle?” he asked suddenly.

Palythorpe did not immediately reply. When he did, it was parabolically.

“Every man has some secret in his life which he doesn’t want made public. The best and the greatest of them have that, Elmers. I haven’t been in this game for years without knowing that the perfect man doesn’t exist. Why, there are twenty people in London, men who hold big positions, whom I could ruin if I took the risk! But I don’t want to take the risk; there’s nothing to it. But give me something about Chapelle, something that’s going to hurt him like hell, and I’ll print it, if I serve twenty years for the job!”

“I see, you want some scandal,” said Tom. “I not only want scandal, but I think I’ve got it. There was something queer happened in Downing Street to-day.”

Palythorpe was talking as much to himself as to his companion.

“I have a housemaid inside 10 Downing Street who keeps me well informed of what happens,” he said with a certain amount of pride. “What do you think of that? And something has
 happened which the Prime Minister is trying to hush; and if he wants to hush it up, that’s good enough for me to make it as public as possible. That’s all. We’ve got to find what it was.”

“It seems easy,” said Tom — it was the first hint he had given that he possessed a sense of humour.
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Usually Jimmy Blake found no difficulty in amusing himself between dinner and bedtime. If he was not engaged in town, there was generally a novel to be got through, or he would potter about in the garage with the chauffeurs, or he would take to pieces his motor-bicycle (a weakness of his), but tonight time dragged. Even “demon patience” had no attraction, and he wandered disconsolately into Jerry’s study and stood watching him enviously, for it was Gerald Van Roon’s complaint that there were only twentyfour hours in the day and that he had to waste seven of these in sleep.

“What are you doing, Jerry?” he asked complainingly.

“I’m doing an article for the Scientific Englishman
 ,” said Gerald, looking up, by no means pleased at the interruption.

“What about?” asked Jimmy, seating himself uninvited and then proceeding to light a cigarette.

Gerald Van Roon pushed his chair back from the table with an air of resignation.

“It is in relation to a controversy which has recently arisen in scientific circles as to whether the scientist should take the public into his confidence in moments of national emergency.”

“What do you think?”

“I believe that the public should know,” said Gerald. “The controversy arose as to the scare of last spring that the wheat and root harvest would fail owing to the presence of some micro-organism which had made a mysterious appearance. It looked as though the world was going to be starved of bread and roots. The thing was kept dark and happily the danger did not materialize, but I say that the public should have been told.”

“What does it matter whether they should have been told or shouldn’t have been told? It’s all over now,” said Jimmy lazily. “What a queer old fish you are, Jerry! Put down your pen and come out and be human. I’m bored stiff and I’ve half a mind to go up to London and see a revue. It doesn’t start until nine o’clock, and we should only miss half an hour of it.”

Gerald shook his head.

“Come along,” urged his cousin. “You needn’t dress.”

“I’m not interested in revues or theatres, and nobody knows that better than you, Jimmy,” said the other irritably. “Besides, I must finish this article tonight.”

Jimmy rose with a sigh and loafed back to his own den. He tried to read, but his mind was not upon the page. The phrase “falling in love” is more or less a figure of speech to denote an unusual attraction and interest in a person of the opposite sex, plus an extraordinary sense of loss when he or she has temporarily gone out of one’s life. It is this sense of missing which, stimulating and magnifying the pleasure of reunion, gives a false value to what is no more than a passing liking. Delia, from the first moment he saw her, was attractive to him. There was something about her which was ineffably sweet and feminine. She was serene without being complacent; efficient, but not terrifyingly so.

There was not a scrap of affectation in her make-up — Jimmy told her himself that she was the most natural creature he had ever met. He wondered how she spent her evenings. Did she ever go to theatres or dinners? He had not even suggested he should meet her. He could do nothing surreptitious or furtive, and he was conscious that anything in the nature of a clandestine meeting would be repugnant to her as it was to him.

She lived in a tiny house which was one of fifty other tiny houses in a drab suburban street. She had no mother, she had told him. She and her father lived alone, a woman coming in in the daytime to do the housework. What a life for a girl … a girl like Delia! He strolled restlessly into the drawingroom and sat down opposite to the chair from which, an hour before, she had rested her deep blue eyes on his as he recounted an air adventure which had all but ended in his finish. He could picture her every movement, the quick movement of her pink hands, the sudden uplift of her eyebrows, the softening of her look when he spoke of his friend who had been shot down and had died in Jimmy’s arms.

He got up quickly and, cursing himself for an idiot, went back to his study.

This time he did make some attempt to write letters, and working up an interest in the subject he was fully occupied when the door of the study opened and Gerald appeared.

At the sight of him Jimmy stared.

“Where the dickens are you going?” he asked, for Gerald was dressed and was wearing a light raincoat. What interested the other more than his attire was the seriousness of his cousin’s face.

“I’ve got to go out, Jimmy,” said Van Roon. “I don’t know how long I shall be away, but please don’t wait up for me; I have a key.”

“Where are you going?”

Gerald shook his head.

“I’m afraid I can’t tell you. I’ve been asked to keep the matter confidential, and I’m afraid I must keep my movements a secret.”

“Has it anything to do with Maggerson?” Gerald hesitated.

“I can’t even tell you that,” he said briefly. “Don’t ask me, old boy, and don’t sit up for me! I can tell you this, that I haven’t the slightest idea what the business is all about.”

“It sounds like a conspiracy to me,” smiled Jimmy. “Well, so long. Keep away from the drink!”

He sat a little longer at his desk, but he did not work. Presently he rose and, going in search of his butler, found him locking up.

“Who was it came for Mr. Van Roon?” asked Jimmy.

“I don’t know, sir. To tell you the truth, Mr. Blake, I was sitting under the porch having a quiet pipe before I went to bed, a habit of mine, sir, for thirty years, as you well know.”

“Don’t tell me the story of your life, Stephens,” said Jimmy testily. “Who came for Mr. Van Roon?”

“Well, sir, I saw two people coming up the drive. They must have seen the glow of my pipe, because they stopped; and then one of them came on.

“‘Is this Mr. Van Roon’s house?’ this gentleman asked, and he was a gentleman by his tone.

“‘Begging your pardon, sir, this is Mr. Blake’s house, but Mr. Van Roon lives here,’ says I.”

Jimmy chuckled at the distinction.

“‘I’ve a letter for him which is very urgent,’ said the gentleman, and all the time he kept about half a dozen paces from me. ‘Will you come and get it?’

“I thought it was very strange, his not coming up to the front door, but I went down the drive and took it from his hand.”

“Did you recognize him?” asked Jimmy. The butler shook his head.

“No, sir, he had his coat collar turned up. It’s raining, I suppose you know, and I didn’t catch sight of so much as the tip of his nose. I took the letter in to Mr. Van Roon, and he opened it and read it and he seemed a bit surprised. That is all I know, sir.”

“Did you let Mr. Van Roon out?”

“No, sir, he let himself out. I’ve got an idea that the gentlemen were waiting for him.”

“That’s queer,” said Jimmy. “All right, Stephens, lock up. Good night.”

And Jimmy went back to his study, which was a big room on the ground floor communicating by French windows to the lawn and the tennis court.

He looked at his watch. It was a quarter to twelve. His curiosity was piqued. Who on earth were these mysterious individuals with their “coat collars turned up” and presumably their hats pulled over their eyes like melodramatic plotters? That wasn’t Gerald Van Roon’s line at all. He dealt in simple things, or simple they were to him, like bugs and reaction tests and uninteresting bits of stone, and masses of calculations. There was no romance in his soul, or woman in his life; and people did not call him out at midnight to discuss the atomic theory or the differential calculus.

Jimmy found a pack of cards and spent an unprofitable hour playing patience. At one o’clock he went to the front door, opened it and looked out. A thin drizzle of rain was falling, but behind the clouds was a hint of a moon. Save for the drip, drip of rain, there was no sound. He thought he had heard the wheels of a taxicab, but it was on the other side of the Heath, on the road running parallel with the boundary wall of Greenwich Park.

He threw his cigarette away and went back to his study again. Two o’clock came, but there was no sign of Gerald. For some extraordinary reason his absence was getting on Jimmy’s nerves. It was not an unusual thing for one or the other to be out at night, and to worry was stark lunacy. Perhaps it was because the method of Jerry’s going had been so odd that Jimmy’s nerves were on edge. He shuffled his cards and then began to deal “sevens.”

He stopped suddenly, a card in his hand, and listened. He had heard something, and now he heard it again, a “tap, tap” on the study window. The sound was muffled by the curtains and the shutters which covered the French casement, but unmistakably it came from the study window. Perhaps Jerry had forgotten his key after all. He got up quickly, went out into the hall and opened the door.

“Is that you, Jerry?” he asked.

He saw a slight figure coming towards him, the figure of a woman.

“Who is that?” he asked.

“It is Delia Sennett,” said a soft voice, and Jimmy’s jaw dropped.

“Delia!” he said, hardly believing his ears. “Good heavens! Whatever are you doing out at this time of night? Come in!”

She was clad in a long mackintosh shiningly wet, and he helped her off with it. There was only a momentary glint of amusement in her eyes as she looked up to him, and he saw that she was deeply troubled.

“Come into the study,” he said. “This is the most extraordinary happening! Where is your father?”

“He left me just as your door opened,” she said.

Jimmy could only sit and stare at her when she told her story.

“About an hour ago, perhaps a little more, after Daddy and I had gone to bed,” she said, “somebody knocked at the door, and Father went down and answered it. I thought at first it was Tom Elmers and I was frightened, because Tom has made threats against Father which he may, in his madness, carry out. Daddy was a long time gone, and I got out of bed, put on my dressing-gown and went halfway down the stairs, when he heard me, and ordered me to stay where I was. Then he came up and told me that he’d been called out on very important business. I think I should have agreed to staying in the house alone, but he wouldn’t hear of it. He went downstairs again, and I heard him talking to somebody at the door; who it was, he would not say; and then he came back.

“‘Delia,’ he said, ‘I’ll take you to Mr. Van Roon’s house and leave you there. Perhaps the housekeeper will look after you. I shall be out all night.’ It had been raining when I went to bed and I did not want to go out, but he insisted. He said whatever happened he couldn’t leave me in the house alone. That was nothing new,” she explained with a little nod. “Ever since — Mr. Elmers was so unpleasant, Father has refused night duty. So I dressed, came down and found a taxicab waiting. The man who came for Father had disappeared. We drove till we came to the end of the Heath — this Blackheath — and then we got down. I thought I saw a car waiting at the side of the road and I have an idea that the car had come on before us. From there we walked to the Priory, and that is all I know.”

“You don’t know where your father’s gone?”

“I haven’t the slightest idea,” said the girl.

“Has he gone back to London?”

“He may have done”; she shook her head in a hopeless fashion, and then they both laughed.

“Jerry isn’t in yet; I’m expecting him every minute. He’s had a mysterious summons too.”

Before Jimmy went upstairs to rouse Mrs. Smith he told her what had happened earlier in the evening. Mrs. Smith, like the good old soul she was, came bustling down in her preposterous dressing-gown and fussed around Delia like an old hen round a derelict chick, and in half an hour they had sent their charge off to bed and Jimmy continued his vigil.

Four o’clock came and brought no word from Jerry. Dawn had broken when Jimmy stepped again into the garden. The rain had ceased, the clouds were dispersing, and there was a promise of a fine day. He walked down the drive to the road and stood smoking. He looked along the road and across the shadowy Heath. The only sign of life was the movement of a big white motorcar which was coming from the direction of Woolwich on the park side of the Heath. Instead of passing along towards the Deptford road, it stopped, turned and then remained stationary.

Jimmy was interested, and wondered what was the meaning of the manoeuvre. Then he saw a cyclist skimming across the Heath path and only knew it was a cyclist by the rapidity with which it moved. Near at hand it proved to be a policeman. Jimmy shouted a “Good morning,” and the policeman stopped and jumped down.

“I suppose you haven’t anybody missing from this house, sir?” he asked.

“No,” said Jimmy, and then remembering with a start. “My cousin hasn’t come home yet, but I am expecting him any moment.”

“Oh, not a lady?” said the policeman, turning to mount.

“No, a gentleman; Mr. Van Roon.”

The policeman turned.

“What sort of a man was he in appearance, sir?”

“He is rather tall,” said Jimmy.

“How was he dressed?” asked the policeman quickly.

“In a black coat and vest and grey trousers,” said Jimmy in alarm. “Why, what has happened?”

“A gentleman has been killed on the Heath — if he’s not dead now, he will be soon. They’re just taking him to the Herbert Hospital. He wore grey trousers and a black coat. Did your cousin wear horn-rimmed spectacles?”

Jimmy’s heart sank.

“Yes,” he said huskily.

“Well, that’s the man,” said the policeman. “He’s been shot to pieces, and I doubt if he’ll live till he gets to the hospital.”

“Good God!” gasped Jimmy and went white. “Just come in here, Constable.” Quickly he led the way into the house, and the policeman followed. Jimmy took up a photograph of Gerald from his study table and handed it to the constable. The man nodded.

“Yes, sir, that’s the gentleman,” he said quietly.

Jimmy bit his lip. Gerald! A man without an enemy in the world. It seemed incredible!

“Do you mind going up to the second floor, knocking on every door and telling the servants what has happened?” he said. “I’ll get my car out of the garage. The Herbert?” he said. “That’s the military hospital?”

“Yes, sir. We had to get a military ambulance for him.”

Jimmy ran to the garage and soon the big Rolls was flying across the Heath. By this time the ambulance had disappeared. Later he saw it waiting empty outside the principal entrance of Herbert Hospital. In the entrance hall of the building were two policemen. They were talking to a military doctor and turned at Jimmy’s appearance.

“You think you know him, sir, do you?”

“I’m afraid I do,” said Jimmy breathlessly. “Is he still living?”

The Doctor nodded.

“That is as much as I can say,” he said.

“He is in the surgery. I have left him on the stretcher — we dare not move him.”

Jimmy followed the officer through a door and there, lying on the floor on the brown canvas stretcher, his face white and his lips queerly blue, was Gerald Van Roon!

Jimmy choked a sob and knelt down by the side of the dying man. Gerald must have sensed the nearness of his friend, for he opened his eyes and his lips twisted in a little smile. He tried to speak, and Jimmy bent his head down until his ear was against the cold lips.

“… I was a fool… I didn’t realize… Schaffer’s letter… forgot all about it… show it to them, Jimmy….”

And here his voice ceased suddenly. Gerald Van Roon was dead.
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Jimmy drove back to the house, his heart like lead. He went straight to his study, locked the door and, throwing himself down on the sofa, wept as he had never thought it possible for a grown man to weep. He had loved Jerry. They had been companions since they were boys. They understood one another, and Jimmy’s acute sense of loss shocked and desolated him.

Presently he got up with an aching head and, going to his room, took a cold shower. Moses brought him a cup of strong tea and made no comment upon his appearance. Jimmy now realized that as the household knew of the tragedy it would be difficult to keep the news from the girl. On the whole, after consideration, he thought she had better know. It would be hardly possible to keep such a secret. He was at breakfast when she came down, and as she passed him to her place, she laid her hand for a moment on his shoulder and there was something so eloquent in that expression of sympathy that Jimmy nearly broke down again.

“I’ve been blubbing like a kid all the morning. What do you think of that for a grown man?” he asked with self-contempt.

“I should have expected you to,” she said quietly, and then he remembered her own little worry.

“Your father hasn’t returned yet?”

“No, but I have had a note from him. It came down from London by messenger. He has been at work at his office most of the night and he said he would fetch me this evening.”

“He couldn’t stay here, I suppose?” asked Jimmy. “I shall hate being alone. It’s rather far from his office, but he could go up by car every morning and we could fetch him every night.”

She was silent, knowing that it was a woman’s presence he needed, and that woman, she.

“I’ll ask him when he comes tonight,” she said.

“It will be rather gloomy for you,” said Jimmy with sudden contrition, but she smiled.

A little after breakfast a detective called at the house, and then Jimmy learnt the details of the tragedy, which were very few. A constable on patrol duty had seen a man lying on the Heath in the early light of dawn, and going towards him was horrified to discover that he was bleeding from four or five wounds. He had been shot at close range with an automatic pistol, in the hands of somebody who was not used to the employment of firearms, said the detective, and gave reasons for his conclusion. The body had been found at the point where Blake had seen the ambulance, about fifty yards from the postern gate of the Warden’s Lodge.

It was when he accompanied the detective to Gerald’s study that he realized how useful the girl might be if she could give the time to the service. The desk and innumerable pigeonholes were littered with sheets and scraps of closely-written memoranda, and when these came to be examined, Jimmy found that they were written in Dutch. There was, too, a great deal of correspondence in French and German, for poor old Gerald had been in touch with the leading scientists of both countries.

Schaffer’s letter! Jimmy remembered the last words of the dying man, which he had almost believed were spoken in delirium.

“I was a fool…. I didn’t realize… Schaffer’s letter!”

He remembered the letter from Schaffer. Gerald had sat on the edge of the bed and read voluble extracts in German which meant nothing to Jimmy. After the detective had left, he began a search of the desk. There were several letters in German. Some were signed with names, some with initials. Jimmy went in search of the girl and found her in his study. He told her what had happened at the hospital.

“I thought the poor old chap wasn’t right in his head and I didn’t attach much importance to what he said; but he distinctly said, ‘Schaffer’s letter,’ and he asked me to show it to them — who ‘them’ are — heaven knows!”

“It was in German, you say?” she said as she accompanied him back to Gerald’s room.

He sat watching her as she went quickly and systematically through the papers which covered the big writing-table. At the end of her search she shook her head.

“There are several letters from Germans here,” she said, “but there is nothing from Schaffer. Do you remember where he lived?”

“In Leipzig, I think.”

“There is only one letter from Leipzig and that is from a Dr. Bohn. Perhaps it is in his room.”

Jimmy went up to his cousin’s room and conducted a careful search, but there was no sign of correspondence. In the fireplace were ashes, and these Jimmy brought to the light. The writing was still visible, a queer black glaze upon a duller black; and he carried the portions of the ashes he could retrieve to the study.

“This is from Mr. Schaffer”; she pointed to a scrawl at the end of the burnt paper. “But it’s almost impossible to read, except this little bit.”

She carried the shovel on which he had laid the ashes to the big window of the study.

“I can read something. ‘I cannot believe that the Herr Maggerson could have made so—’ and that is all,” she said disappointedly. “I wish I could have read more of it for you.”

“Poor old Jerry must have burnt it,” said Jimmy, “and then forgot he burnt it! I wonder what it was all about?”

Delia had an appointment in London that morning, but resolutely refused to accept the use of the car.

“I can go by train,” she said; “and I can come back tonight, can’t I?”

“You’ve got to come back,” he said almost brusquely. “I want you to tackle this correspondence of Jerry’s, and give me a translation of all the foreign letters. Will you accept that as a commission? And as to your staying here, Delia, well, I’ll see your father about it.”

He walked with her to the station and returned, but not to the house. He made his way towards the place where the body had been found, and he had no difficulty in locating the exact spot, for two detectives were taking measurements under the eyes of a small crowd.

The afternoon papers made a feature of the murder. Gerald Van Roon had a European reputation; the terrible nature of his end, the mystery which surrounded it, and the absence of all clues gave the case an additional importance.

Reporters came to the Priory (he remembered with a pang how he had jestingly predicted their advent), but Jimmy, acting on the advice of the police, said nothing about the curious circumstances which attended Gerald’s going out on the previous night. When he had got rid of them he went to his room to think. He connected the summon to Gerald with the equally inexplicable summon to Joe Sennett.

When Sennett came that evening, preceding his daughter by half an hour, he had little or nothing to tell.

“The only thing I can tell you Is this, Mr. Blake,” he said. “I was called out on Government service. We print all the confidential circulars for the Ministries; and it was not unusual, especially during the war, for me to be turned out of bed in the early hours to set up and ‘puli’ — that is to say, print with a hand-press — secret documents.”

“Do you set them up yourself?”

“Either myself or one other man, invariably,” said the printer.

“What were those instructions?” Jimmy knew it was a foolish question before he had finished the sentence.

“Well, I can hardly disclose that,” smiled the other, “but I’ll tell you this much, Mr. Blake, that they were for the military and seemed to me to be sufficiently important to justify arousing an elderly and respectable printer from his bed.”

“Where did you go for your instructions?” persisted Jimmy, and Joe Sennett’s face became blank.

“That is another of the questions I can’t answer, Mr. Blake. I’m very sorry. I can only tell you that I had to go to a certain house, interview a member of the Government, who gave me a certain document, written by his own hand; and that I prepared three hundred copies by this morning — as Mr. Van Roon will tell you — —”

Jimmy’s eyes opened wide.

“Mr. Van Roon?” he said incredulously. “Haven’t you heard? Haven’t you seen the papers?”

“No, sir,” said the startled old man. “Has anything happened?”

“Mr. Van Roon was murdered in the early hours of this morning, and his body was found near the Warden’s Lodge,” said Jimmy slowly.

The effect upon Joe Sennett was remarkable. He turned white and fell back against the panelled wall of the study.

“Near the Warden’s House?” he said in a hollow voice. “Dead? Murdered? Impossible! He was alive at three o’clock. I saw him!”

Jimmy uttered a cry.

“You saw him at three! Where?” he demanded, but Joe’s lips were set.

“That I cannot tell you, sir,” he said; “but when I saw him he was in good company.”

There was a silence.

“Mr. Sennett, you will have to tell the police that,” said Jimmy quietly, and the old man nodded. “But can’t you tell me some more?”

“I’m afraid I can’t, sir,” said Joe in a low voice. “I was fond of Mr. Van Roon and I’d do anything in the world to bring his murderers to justice, but I saw him in circumstances where my lips are sealed.”

Jimmy nodded.

“I won’t worry you any more about it,” he said sadly; “if you promise to see the police and tell them all you know, I must be satisfied.”

And then, by way of turning the conversation, Jimmy made his suggestion that Sennett and his daughter should stay at the house. To his surprise, Joe accepted almost without hesitation.

“If you don’t mind putting us up, and I shan’t be in your way, I shall be glad, sir; and I shall be more glad for Delia’s sake too. If I’m liable to be called out in the middle of the night, and I think that this won’t be the only time I shall be away from home, I should be worried about the girl.”

She came in soon after and learnt of his decision. Jimmy, watching her to see whether she was pleased or perturbed, failed to detect sign of either feeling. She went to bed early, and he, at a loose end and beginning to feel the reaction of the day, dozed in his chair. The night was a little chilly, and the fire had gone out when he woke with a shiver. It was twelve o’clock, twentyfour hours from the time Gerald Van Roon had left the house, never to return.

Jimmy was wide awake now and less inclined for bed than ever. He found Stephens the butler smoking his pipe in the porch, a nightcap pipe which, as he had truly said, was the habit of half a lifetime.

“I’m going for a stroll across the Heath,” said Jimmy shortly. “Wait up till I come back.”

The man was concerned.

“Do you think it wise to go out at night, sir?”

“Don’t be silly, Stephens,” snapped Jimmy. “Bring me a walking stick.”

It had clouded up again and the night was dark. Something led him irresistibly to the spot where Gerald had been found. In the darkness it was difficult to locate the exact position, and he stood as near as he could guess and tried to reconstruct the crime. He was fifty yards from the roadway, a little more than that distance from the dark wall which hid the Warden’s Lodge. The detective had told him casually in conversation that morning that the Warden’s Lodge was untenanted and had been so for fifteen years.

Jimmy heard the whirr of an engine; saw a pair of motorcar lights coming along the Park road. It stopped a quarter of a mile from him and he heard the slam of a door. Then the car turned about and went back the way it had come. Who had alighted so far from a house? he wondered. He heard a brisk footstep coming along the road, and it occurred to him that the pedestrian, whoever he might be, would, if he had some knowledge of the tragedy that had occurred the night before, be considerably alarmed to see a figure standing in the place where the body was found. It was out of consideration for the walker’s feelings rather than for any other reason that he sat down on the grass.

Nearer came the man and when opposite Jimmy stopped and turned — towards the postern door of the Warden’s Lodge!

Jimmy heard a key grate in the lock, the snap of the wards, and the door opened and closed softly. One of the Park wardens, he told himself, but a park-keeper would not come in a car, nor dismiss it a quarter of a mile from his destination.

Jimmy waited. Again came the drone of wheels, this time it was unmistakably a taxi. This vehicle also stopped, but a little farther away than had the first car, and again Jimmy heard the bang of a door and saw the taxi turn and its red tail-lights vanishing over the hill.

The second man walked much slower than the first, and he carried a walking stick. In the still night Jimmy heard the tap of it as he came nearer. Also he walked more in the shadow of the wall, and the watcher did not see him until he was against the postern door. Again a key was inserted, again came the snap of the lock. Almost on the heels of the second man came a third. This time the car stopped at about the same place as the first had come to a standstill and then continued on its way, flashing past Jimmy in the direction of Woolwich.

Whether it was empty or not he could not see, but after a while he heard the third man’s feet on the road, and the same things occurred as before. He also passed through the postern gate, locking the door behind him. A fourth man arrived on a cycle. Jimmy saw the light far away and then it appeared to be suddenly extinguished. It looked as though the man had stopped for the purpose of blowing it out. At any rate, the machine came on noiselessly and invisibly, and the first intimation Jimmy received of the stranger’s arrival was when he jumped from the bicycle and trundled it across the path to the gate. He, too, passed through and was the last arrival Jimmy saw, although he waited until the church clocks were striking two.

He walked across to the Priory with his head swimming. Stephens was waiting for him at the entrance of the drive.

“Thank God you’re back, sir,” he said shakily. “I’ve been so worried about you, Mr. Blake!”

“Make me some coffee or tea or something,” said Jimmy; but when Stephens came back with a steaming cup, he found Jimmy curled up on the sofa fast asleep, and, finding he could not rouse his master, loosened his collar, took off his boots and, covering him with a rug, left him; in return for which service he was heartily cursed the next morning by a stiff and weary Jimmy, since, when he woke up, Delia had gone to town.

After he had bathed and changed he went across the Heath to make a closer inspection of the Warden’s Lodge.

The Warden’s Lodge stood back from the road and all view of the house was entirely obstructed by a wall, a continuation of the main wall of Greenwich Park. Entrance to the house and its grounds was obtained through a heavy postern gate painted sage green. The Lodge was Government property and in earlier days had housed a royal “ranger,” but was now, apparently, empty. Crossing the roadway after inspecting the gate, Jimmy had to walk a considerable distance over the Heath before he could so much as catch a glimpse of the Lodge proper, and then the only view presented was a corner of a parapeted and presumably flat roof and a portion of a chimney. The rest was hidden behind four leafy chestnut trees.

On the top of the wall were chevaux de frise
 of steel spikes, mounted on a rod which probably revolved at a touch. The other entrance to the Lodge was from Greenwich Park, upon which its grounds impinged, and this could only be reached through the Park gates, a few hundred yards further along.

Jimmy was baffled. In the first place the Lodge was royal property and, although neglected and untenanted, would be all the time under the observation of the park-keepers and officials. Obviously, it could not be in the occupation of unauthorized persons for any length of time. And yet it was being used almost openly by a mysterious party of men, each of whom possessed a key which opened the green gate.

Stephens had gone to Woolwich, to the hospital, to make the final arrangements for Gerald’s funeral; and this last ordeal and service Jimmy rendered to his cousin that afternoon. He and a dozen men, most of whom were elderly professors, were the chief mourners at that melancholy function. Maggerson, he did not expect; nor was there any message of any kind from him or from the Prime Minister.

Jimmy got back to the house about five o’clock, very sick at heart, and found that Delia had not returned. There was an evening paper lying on his study table and, opening it, he looked for news about the murder. There was a column of matter, but nothing that he did not already know. A tramp had been arrested at Charlton, but had accounted for his movements on the night of the outrage.

What seemed strange to Jimmy was the fact that the police had not been again to the house. He had written a note making reference to Schaffer’s letter and his cousin’s last words; and he had anticipated the early arrival of the police officers, but they seemed satisfied with the possibility he had suggested, that Gerald may have been delirious at the moment he spoke. The house was strangely empty and Jimmy was as unhappy as he could be. He loafed upstairs to his room and then remembered that Gerald had had a little workroom, a tiny observatory he had built at a time when he was preparing a series of lectures on the moon’s rotation.

The Priory had a flat roof, and upon this, on Gerald’s instructions, there had been built a small hut of galvanized iron. It was empty, with the exception of a table, a chair, three or four sheets of dusty paper, and a large telescope on a tripod, which poor Jerry had used for his lunar observations.

“By Jove!” said Jimmy.

It was not any discovery he had made in the hut which had startled him to this exclamation, but the fact that from one of the three windows of the hut he had a fairly clear view of a part of the Warden’s Lodge. From here, the view dodged two trees and showed at least three windows and a length of parapet of this mysterious lodge. He decided to go down for his glasses and then his eyes lit on the telescope. He dragged the tripod forward and, sitting down at the eyepiece, he focused the instrument upon the house. Such was its high magnification that it brought the Lodge so close that Jimmy had the illusion that by putting out his hand he could touch the windows.

He got up and cleaned the lenses, which were dusty; then came back and carefully scrutinized as much of the building as was visible. One of the windows was open at the top. He wished it were open at the bottom, for in the present state of the light he could not see through the reflecting surfaces of the glass.

He was looking at the window, when he saw something that made him jump. Through the silvery reflection loomed a face. At first it was blurred and indistinct, but at it approached the glass every line and curve of the face was visible. It was the face of Maggerson, the mathematician! He was haggard, untidy; his hair was all awry and a stray lock fell over his forehead, giving him a comically dissolute appearance — but it was Maggerson — staring almost into Jimmy’s eyes. Only for a second did it show, and then it vanished as suddenly as it had appeared.
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Jimmy Blake had known sympathy in his life, but he had never appreciated or experienced the beautiful quality of tenderness which a woman can give to the sorely hurt. Delia’s understanding was shown in a score of ways, even her silences had a soothing value. She had the gift of changing the direction of a conversation, so that it was turned before the participants realized in what unhappy direction the talk was heading. She was cheerful in her sweet, quizzical way; and Jimmy had found himself challenged to flippant retort — on the day he had buried Gerald Van Roon! She could give the whole of one day that week, she told him, to the examination of Gerald’s papers.

“Do you remember what was in the Schaffer letter? You said that poor Mr. Van Roon had read a portion of it to you.”

“The portion he read was in German. Poor old boy, he was very absentminded — he even forgot that he had burnt it!” smiled Jimmy. “But he did tell me that Schaffer said something about Maggerson bringing back a queer plant from New Mexico — or Mexico — I’m not sure which.”

“What kind of plant?”

“It was a plant which established the connection between something or other,” said Jimmy vaguely. “Oh yes, I remember; between the organic and the inorganic.”

“That is rather important, isn’t it?” she said, interested. “Science has never discovered the link — —”

“That’s it! I joked the old fellow about it. I called it the ‘missing link,’ and he was absolutely sick with me!”

She bit her lip thoughtfully.

“I wonder if that had anything to do with it,” she said, speaking to herself.

“To do with Jerry’s murder,” asked Jimmy, astonished. “What on earth could that have to do with it?”

“He spoke about Schaffer’s letter. I’m sure he knew what he was saying,” said the girl. “He recognized you and remembered that he had shown you the letter in the morning.”

“That is true,” said Jimmy, impressed.

“Why don’t you see Mr. Maggerson and ask him?” she suggested.

It was on the tip of his tongue to tell her that he had seen Maggerson less than two hours before, but he stopped himself. He wanted to know something more about the Warden’s Lodge and he had already made up his mind to undertake a second vigil that night. But as to this he had decided that it would be better if he took nobody into his confidence, not even Delia. After she had gone to bed, he strolled out without telling Stephens where he was going, and took up his position near to the spot he had occupied the night before.

This time he had brought a light waterproof sheet, which he laid on the ground, for the grass had been wet the previous night. It was ten minutes after twelve when the first car appeared, and the happenings of the previous night were repeated almost exactly. One man came after another, and Jimmy, lying full-length on the ground, focused the night-glasses he had brought with him upon each in turn, without, however, discovering their identity. If only the moon would show! But the moon was represented in the sky by a pale patch of light behind the low-hanging clouds.

At two o’clock he returned to the Priory, determined that the next night he would force a recognition. The plan that he roughly formed was this: as soon as a car appeared and he know that the passenger was on his way to the Lodge, he would walk to meet him and, on some excuse or other, turn the beam of a hand lamp on his face. Know them he would, for it was impossible to avoid associating this unknown four with Van Roon’s death.

But why had Jerry said nothing which would incriminate them? All his thoughts had been of Schaffer’s letter. It was queer. As he was going to bed that night he had another idea, and the next morning drove the girl up to London and, dropping her in the City, went on to Whitehall.

Stope-Kendrick was not exactly a friend of his, but they had met at the Prime Minister’s house and he did not think that the Home Secretary would refuse to see him. That worthy gentleman, however, had not arrived when Jimmy called, nor was he in his office until after mid-day, when Jimmy presented his card for the third time and was ushered into a great and gloomy room where the little man sat behind a table which further dwarfed his stature.

He was looking very ill. There were deep shadows under his eyes and his face was a pasty white. His manner, however, was vigorous and almost cheerful.

“This is an unexpected pleasure, Mr. Blake. I was so sorry to hear of Van Roon’s death. You don’t know how sorry I am”; he shook his head and his voice trembled. “You don’t know how sorry!”

Jimmy was surprised. He did not expect the Minister, whose task it was to sign the death warrants which sent men to the gallows, to display such concern, nor did he know that Stope-Kendrick was so close a friend of Gerald’s. Stope-Kendrick secured control of his voice after a while.

“What can I do for you?” he asked.

“I’ve come partly about this terrible crime, sir, and partly to ask you whether you could put me in touch with Mr. Maggerson.”

The Home Secretary shook his head. “That I am afraid I cannot do,” he said. “Mr. Maggerson went away into the country after his collapse and I do not think he is get-at-able. What do you want me to tell you about the crime?”

His steady black eyes were fixed on his visitor and there was a strange look in his face; and Jimmy, who was extraordinarily sensitive to atmosphere, was impressed by the tension of the Minister’s attitude.

“I can’t understand, Mr. Stope-Kendrick, why the police are taking such little trouble to discover the murderer of my cousin,” he said.

“It appears to you that they are taking little trouble,” corrected Stope-Kendrick after a pause. “And I am afraid it always seems so to those who are interested in the solution of a mystery of this kind, but you will find that the authorities have been very active indeed. In a case like this, Mr. Blake, it is very difficult to get hold of any loose ends — there are absolutely no clues whatever.”

Jimmy was thinking rapidly. Should he tell the Home Secretary about the four visitors to the Lodge? Should he describe what he had seen through his telescope? Again he decided to maintain silence. Until he had further evidence of the nature of these meetings and the character of the men who foregathered at Blackheath he could not frame his suspicions. The explanation of these midnight visits might be a simple one. At any rate, he could do very little good at this stage by revealing all he had discovered.

Jimmy left the Home Office with a curious sense of uneasiness. He lunched at his club and there met a man who had known Gerald, and they talked of the dead man for the greater part of the afternoon.

Jimmy hung on to town desperately. He had no desire to go back to Blackheath until — he realized with a sense of comic dismay that Blake’s Priory had only one attraction for him now, and that of a transitory character.

“Oh, by the way,” he said at parting with the officer. “You fellows in the Guards are generally well informed. Have there been issued any very extra special secret-and-confidential-don’t-tell-anybody orders during the last two days?”

The officer laughed in his face.

“And if there had been, my son, do you imagine I should whisper them into your ear?” he demanded ironically.

“But have there?” demanded Jimmy. “Not a day passes but we do not get secret and confidential orders,” said the diplomatic Guardsman.

“Have you had any printed orders?”

The soldier looked at him sharply.

“I don’t know quite what you mean,” he said, his tone altering.

“I mean this. You are second in command of a Guards Battalion and if there had been any very secret orders issued by the Government expressly to the military you would know all about them.”

“And just as assuredly, Jimmy, you would not,” said the other decidedly.

Jimmy knew, for he had served in the army, that “secret and confidential” instructions are “secret and confidential” in name only. Real secret orders were issued at the rarest intervals and dealt only with national crises. He was quite certain from Major Barrington’s manner that some such order had been issued. What could it be about? Was the country expecting an attack from its late enemy, and had Schaffer’s letter contained some great State secret?

“Oh damn!” said Jimmy, giving up the problem for the moment.

He was always giving it up for the moment, and returning insensibly and unconsciously to its consideration. By the rarest piece of good luck he caught sight of Delia standing at the corner of the Haymarket waiting for a ‘bus. This incident was the one bright spot of the day, and he carried her off under the cold and disapproving eyes of other ladies who were waiting and in his exhilaration almost brought his Rolls into collision with a street standard.

He did not expect to find Mr. Sennett at the house, but he was there. Jimmy had insisted upon the printer using his study, and Joe rose from a welter of proofs as the young man came in.

“I’m just revising poor Mr. Van Roon’s last proofs,” he said. “I haven’t had much time to give to the boy’s books lately.”

“Mr. Sennett,” said Jimmy bluntly. “When did you see Maggerson last?”

Joe Sennett turned his eyes away.

“Oh, some time ago now,” he drawled. “Did you see him yesterday?”

“It is possible,” said the other, and Jimmy knew he was evading the question. “Yes, I think he did call at the office.” Then suddenly he dropped his mask of indifference and, turning on the astounded Jimmy:

“I wish to God I knew what they were up to and what it was all about,” he said, his voice trembling with anger. “They’re driving me mad with their orders to troops and their mysteries — they must have allowed this poor boy to be murdered….”

It was the outburst of a man whose nerve was going and Jimmy waited for more, but the old man recovered himself with a harsh laugh.

“I’m getting rattled,” he said. “That is because I’m old, I suppose. Didn’t I hear Delia come back with you, sir?”

Jimmy nodded.

“She must not know that anything is wrong.”

“You may be sure I shall not tell her, but she’ll guess,” said Jimmy quietly. “She’s not the kind of girl who can be easily deceived. What is wrong, Sennett?”

The old man shrugged his shoulders.

“I don’t know, Mr. Blake, and I’ve already said too much. I’m getting a bit frightened, that is all. So is Stope-Kendrick — —”

“Stope-Kendrick?” said Jimmy in wide-eyed amazement. “The Secretary of State?” The other nodded.

“Have you seen him?” asked Jimmy incredulously.

“Yes, I’ve seen him.” Old Joe Sennett’s tone did not encourage further enquiry.

“It is killing him, whatever it is,” he went on. “He looks like a dead man.”

“I also saw him to-day,” nodded Jimmy, “and I agree with you. He is a nice fellow too. Have you the slightest inkling in your mind what is the trouble? Is it an invasion they are scared about?”

Joe shook his head.

“I haven’t the slightest idea. All I know is that certain members of the Government are in terror about something.”

The Terror! Jimmy remembered Maggerson’s words. But what shape was The Terror taking?

“I ought not to tell you, Mr. Blake,” Joe went on, “but those secret orders which I printed were to the military commanders, ordering them to leave nothing undone to quell disturbances which may arise. It also gave them authority to shoot without the formality of reading the Riot Act. In fact, sir,” he said solemnly, “the country at this moment is under a secret form of Martial Law which has been proclaimed without the people knowing anything about it. And in my opinion—” he hesitated.

“Yes?”

“In my opinion,” he said soberly, “Mr. Gerald Van Roon was the first victim of that law.”

Jimmy had plenty to think about that night. The girl was busy in Gerald’s study, working over his letters, and he was left alone to his thoughts. He had not shuttered or curtained the window of his study. The French windows leading on to the garden were open, for it was a glorious night. He sat reading for a while until the saw the girl crossing the lawn. She had evidently finished her work, and his first impulse was to rise and go after her. Then he felt that possibly she might wish to be alone, and so he waited, alternately deciding to go and reflecting that it was better to stay, until at last he could wait no longer.

He stepped through the door of the study on to the soft carpet of the lawn. The full moon was shining and the garden was a place of mystery and inviting shadows. The shadow of a big elm lay bluely across the tennis court, throwing a big blot of darkness on the wall. There was no sound except the querulous chirp of a sleepy bird disturbed by its restless partner, and the breeze was little more than a lazy movement of air which did not so much as rustle a leaf.

He walked across the grass, stopping by the sundial to glance idly at the shadow which the stile cast upon the green plate. He stood for a while by the pedestal, his eyes ranging the grounds for some sign of Delia.

Beyond the elms was a stretch of garden from whence the moonlight had drawn all colour. Black straight shadows of the hollyhocks barred the wall, and the place was fragrant with rare and delicate perfumes. Then he saw her. She was sitting on a big stone bench, and he moved quicker towards her, marvelling at her nerve. The air of tragedy which lay upon the house would have shaken most women. But she could go out alone and sit, strange as it was, on poor Gerald’s favourite bench.

“It is very beautiful,” she said softly as he came up to her.

Jimmy thought of the garden and the lavender moonlight only as settings for her own exquisite prettiness. In this ethereal light she was wonderful to him. There was something almost unearthly in the frail modelling of her face, half-turned upwards towards him and the moon, for he stood with his own face in shade.

“You aren’t catching cold?” he asked huskily.

It was a feebly maiden-auntish question to ask.

“No — won’t you sit down?”

He sat and for the best part of ten minutes did not speak.

“Father may have to go to town,” she broke the silence at last, and Jimmy started, for he had been dreaming the maddest, the most heart-racing dream. With difficulty he found his voice.

“Delia,” he said, “Pm being rather selfish asking you to stay at the Priory. You’re too young to be flung into this tragic business… and too dear….”

Apparently she did not notice the last, for she answered steadily:

“You forget that Father likes being here. It was good of you to ask him.”

Another pause.

How could he put his dream into coherent language? he wondered desperately.

“Do you like this place?” he asked.

“The house? Oh yes, it is glorious”; she dropped her voice to little more than a whisper. “Lovely… lovely…. I shall hate going back to Camberwell.”

Jimmy cleared his voice as well as he could. “Why go back?” he asked so loudly that she turned her face towards him startled. “Why not stay…. I love you very truly, Delia.”

Every word seemed to be exactly the word he hadn’t intended using. He was crude, he thought, in a perspiration of fear.

She did not reply. She turned away from him quickly, and he saw the hands on her lap clasp and the fingers twining one about the other.

“That is impossible, Mr. Blake.”

She was not looking at him, but was talking in the opposite direction.

“You… you are a little worried by… by poor Mr. Van Roon’s death and…” She turned her head as suddenly and faced him, and her big eyes stared at him sombrely for a second, and then she laughed softly.

“It is the moonlight,” she said, rising; and with a simple unaffected gesture put out her hand to him. “‘Moonlight was for fancy made,’” she quoted. “I’m going into the house and I really think I a little chilled.”

“One moment, Delia.” Jimmy had command of his voice and himself now. “I want to say I’m sorry if I offended you, and more sorry if you think I am not sincere or that I am affected by the moon as other lunatics are — —”

“They’re not,” she smiled. “It is one of the popular fallacies which science has exploded. And the moon has nothing to do with the weather either — —”

“Blow science,” said Jimmy. “Listen to me, Delia. I would ask you to marry me in unromantic daylight or in a snowstorm.”

The smile left her face.

“And I should say ‘no,’” she answered quietly, “though I am really touched and grateful to you, Mr. Blake.”

“You don’t think you could love me?”

She shook her head.

“I think I do not love you now,” she said; “and I know that I have mapped out my life in my humble way so that it is filled without — without — —”

“Me?”

Jimmy felt sorry for himself. His tone was therefore a little bitter.

“Any man,” she said. “Do you think I’m not pleased — pleased and flattered beyond your understanding?”

He was silent.

“Do you?” she persisted, shaking his arm gently. “I’m just full of gratification! I always thought women felt sorry… for the man when they said ‘no,’ or that they were uncomfortable in their minds. I think that can only be when there are two men who love them, and they want them both! But you’re the one flower in my garden.”

“But why?” he began bewildered.

“It’s lovely to know that you’re loved,” she said softly. “It’s selfishly lovely — but it’s lovely. And I like you… oh, ever so much.”

She drew long sigh and then:

“Come along — Jimmy,” she said, and his heart leap at the word.

“I want you to like me,” she went on, pacing by his side towards the house; “that is better than — more emotional feeling, isn’t it? It’s rare between men and women. I almost think I would sacrifice all my pet plans and half my principles to keep your liking.” Though the architecture of the Priory was Georgian, there had been erected by some former owner a large porch supported by four slender Corinthian pillars. Here were two oaken seats, on one of which Stephens the butler was wont to sit and smoke his evening pipe.

Joe Sennett had discovered the comfort of this retreat, and here they found him. The somewhat precipitate retreat of Stephens suggested that Joe had not lacked company or direction to his cosy corner.

“Hullo, Delia,” growled the old man. “Isn’t it time you were in bed?”

His growl was a pleasant growl, and the girl laughed.

“I’m not going to town tomorrow, Daddy. I’m staying to fix Mr. Van Roon’s letters, and it’s such a glorious night that I hate the idea of going to bed.”

She sat down on the settle by her father’s side. It was very delightful for Jim, even though it meant that he must forego for the night the plans he had made on the night before; to confront one of the visitors to the Warden’s Lodge, and discover his identity. That, however, could wait, he told himself, and possibly the four would not come on so bright a night as this. Old Joe took out his pipe and was about to speak, when there came a terrifying diversion.

It was a shriek — long and piercing — and was repeated, and it came from the direction of the Heath. The girl went white and gripped her father’s arm.

“What was that?” she faltered.

Before he could reply the horrible cry sounded again, and it was coming nearer.

Jimmy tore up the drive, through the gates and out on to the deserted road. He saw a figure running towards him, its arms outflung. It was a man, and he was screaming pitifully, like a frightened child. Jim went out to meet him, but, as though at the sight of another of his kind, the runner turned and bolted away at a tangent, and all the time he shrieked and shrieked and shrieked. Jim raced after him, gaining with every stride. The man was heading for one of those deep depressions in the Heath where formerly gravel had been excavated. Suddenly he stopped on the lip of the pit and faced his pursuer.

“Don’t come near me!” he yelled. “Don’t come near me!”

Jim thought he recognized the voice. “Wait, wait,” he entreated, and he saw something glitter in the man’s hand. There was a thunderous report and the thing that had shrieked and fled, as from the wrath of God, crumpled up and fell.

With a cry, Jim knelt by his side and turned him over. The shot must have passed through the neck, severing the spinal cord, for he was quite dead.

“My God!” breathed Jim, for he was looking at the face of John Stope-Kendrick, His Majesty’s Secretary of State.
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“We regret to report the death from heart failure of the Right Honourable John Stope-Kendrick, the Home Secretary.”

In this laconic manner was the suicide of John Stope-Kendrick made known to the world.

“You quite understand, Mr. Blake, that it is very undesirable the world should know the true circumstances of Mr. Stope-Kendrick’s death.”

Jimmy had been summoned to Downing Street for the second time and was standing in the Prime Minister’s presence. The Premier seemed crushed by the tragedy which had overtaken his colleague.

“I am afraid poor Stope-Kendrick has not been quite himself for some time, but we had no idea that he was losing his mental balance.” He stopped and eyed Jimmy straightly. “Mr. Blake, you and the constable who found him and the inspector and the police doctor are the only four people — —”

“Mr. Sennett knows. He is a printer probably known to you,” said Jimmy.

“Sennett?” said the Premier sharply. “Oh yes, of course, he is staying with you.” Jimmy wondered how the Prime Minister knew that.

“We can rely upon Mr. Sennett,” said the Minister. “He prepares most of the confidential printing for the Cabinet. Nobody else knows, I hope!”

“Nobody, sir,” said Jimmy promptly. At any rate he could keep the girl’s name out of the matter, and he could rely upon Joe seconding him in this.

“Can you explain, sir, why Mr. Stope-Kendrick was on Blackheath at that hour of the night?”

“I cannot tell you,” said the Premier. “Probably the death of poor Van Roon was on his mind, and in that case it would be very natural, if the abnormal can be natural, that he should be attracted to the spot where Van Roon was discovered. Would you accept that hypothesis?”

“It seems reasonable to me, sir,” said Jimmy.

“Of course, the newspapers will know how it happened,” said the Prime Minister at parting, “and possibly it will be whispered about that John died by his own hand. The great thing is that it should not be baldly and publicly stated.”

“I understand, sir.”

Jimmy was very grave, for only now was he sensing the bigness of the game into which he had been unconsciously drawn. He began to feel the need of a friend, and he cast his mind over the many men he knew to find one whom he could bring into his confidence. He passed them in review as he sat at his solitary lunch at the club, and rejected them all. Some lacked imagination, some, he knew, were without sympathy, some he did not like enough, and some he could not bring himself to trust in this matter. And then, when he had dismissed them and decided that he must play a lone hand, there drifted into the luncheon room a lackadaisical youth who greeted him with a feeble wave of his hand, and would have passed to another table.

It was Mr. Ferdinand Ponter, and Jimmy beckoned him.

“Come and sit down, Ferdie; I want to talk to you.”

“Are you going to be frightfully intellectual?” asked the young man as he seated himself with every sign of apprehension. “The last time we met, you talked about printing till my head reeled.”

“What you want,” said Jimmy, “is another head. No, I’m not going to be very intellectual — yes, I am,” he said suddenly, and Ferdinand’s face expressed resignation and pain.

“Ferdie, I want you to help me.”

“Help you,” said the startled youth. “Good heavens, what do you want help for? I will, of course,” he added hastily, “but I had not the slightest idea — —”

“Don’t be a fool; I’m not talking about money. I want you to help me in another way.”

“Not about printing?” asked Mr. Ponter in alarm. “I assure you, dear old thing, I know no more about printing than I know about beeswax or Jerusalem artichokes. Which reminds me,” and he called a waiter and ordered beer with a flourish. And then, remembering suddenly that he had certain condolences to offer— “I’m awfully cut up about poor Van Roon, Jimmy,” he said. “I didn’t know him very well, but it must have been an awful knock in the eye for you.”

“It was rather,” said Jimmy shortly. “No, I’m not going to ask you about printing, Ferdie. I realize that the link between you and Ponters’ is as slender as the thin edge of a cheque.”

“Beautifully put,” murmured the young man.

“The fact is—” Jimmy hesitated, and yet, why should he? he thought. All this boredom and lack of interest in life which Mr. Ponter expressed with every gesture and word, was a pose. Ferdie Ponter had been Jimmy’s observer in the days when Jimmy drove a D.H.7. A cool child, who shot with deadly precision and never, under any circumstances, lost his nerve.

“Now, listen, I’m going to tell you a story, son, and I’m putting you on your honour that you won’t mention a word of this to anybody, whether you come in and help me or whether you stay outside.”

“You thrill me,” said Ferdie.

“I shall,” replied Jimmy grimly. “Now listen to what I’ve got to say and don’t interrupt.”

He had told the story to himself so often that he had every fact marshalled in order, and now he presented to the gaping youth a consecutive narrative of all that had happened from the moment Gerald Van Roon had brought Schaffer’s letter to his bedroom, down to his latest interview with the Prime Minister.

“Well, what do you think of it?”

Ferdie shook his head.

“I’m dashed if I know,” he said. “Jehoshaphat! What a weird business!” and he shook his head again.

“What do you
 think of it?” he asked. “You know I’m not so jolly clever.”

“I can’t understand it,” said Jimmy, “but I’m going to learn, Ferdie; and first I shall have a shot at the Warden’s Lodge and discover what is happening there.”

“That is what I was going to suggest out of my own head!” said the other. “Have you told anybody about Maggerson being at the house?”

“I’ve told nobody. You’re the first person I’ve met who doesn’t matter.”

“Thank you very kindly,” said Ferdinand politely.

“What I mean,” explained Jimmy, “is that it will not hurt or worry you, as it would hurt Miss Sennett.”

Ferdie looked up.

“That is a name you haven’t mentioned before? What the dickens are you blushing about? Is it your fiancee, old thing? Congratulations!” He pushed his paw across the table.

“Don’t be a fool,” growled Jim. “It is a — a friend staying with us, she and her father.”

“Sennett,” repeated Ferdie. “Why, she isn’t related to our Sennett, is she? The governor calls him our super-comp.”

“She’s his daughter,” said Jimmy shortly. “In-deed?” said the other interestedly. “Are you thinking of going into the printing trade, Jimmy?”

“As I say, I haven’t told Miss Sennett because naturally she’d be worried.”

“Why should she be worried if she’s not your fiancee? Dash it all, old thing, be reasonable,” protested Ferdie, loath to part with his theory.

“Huxley said,” quoted Jimmy severely, “that the greatest tragedy in science is to see a beautiful hypothesis killed by an ugly fact — she is not
 my fiancee.”

“I wouldn’t call you ugly,” murmured Ferdinand, somewhat at sea; “and who’s Huxley?”

“That’s beside the point,” said Jimmy, who was growing uncomfortably hot. “What I want to know is, will you stand in with me, if I make an attempt to enter this lodge and discover what was behind the killing of poor Jerry and the suicide of Stope-Kendrick?”

“I’m with you all the time,” said Ferdie, and solemnly shook hands. “I’ve been wondering what I was going to do for the next week or two. I’m engaged for the Ascot week, of course; and I may pop down to Epsom for the Derby; but, with the exception of the Derby, I haven’t a single engagement. All my girls have shaken me, I’m frightfully unpopular with the paternal authority, I’ve overdrawn my allowance to a terrific extent, and I wish I were dead!”

“Probably if you accompany me on this little job your wish will be gratified,” said Jimmy unpleasantly, and Ferdie brightened up.

He had theories too; immediate and startling. Though no student, Ferdie was a reader and an admirer of literature in which mysteries abound, and where the villain of the piece is always the last person to be suspected by the reader. Therefore, Ferdie cast his eyes and his mind around for those who had the best credentials of innocence, and he suspected in turn the Prime Minister, Stephens, the butler, old Mr. Sennett, and he was on the point of naming Delia, when Jimmy fixed him with a steely eye.

“Maggerson’s in it, of course,” Ferdie prattled on. “Up to his eyebrows. And that old German Johnnie Schaffer — why don’t you send Schaffer a wire and ask him what his nonsensical letter was all about?” Jimmy stared at him.

“Out of the mouths of babes and sucklings,” he said admiringly. “I never thought of that!”

There was no difficulty in locating Professor Schaffer. The first telephone enquiry Jimmy put through, which was to a friend of Gerald’s, discovered the Professor’s address, and a long wire phrased in German was despatched to Leipzig without delay.

Jimmy was driving home that night satisfied with the day’s work, and had reached the southern end of Westminster Bridge on his way to Blackheath, when a newspaper poster attracted his eye. It was the placard of a Labour journal, bitterly antagonistic to the Government, but of this Jimmy was not aware. All he saw was the sensational announcement in the biggest type:



“Weltman Goes Mad.”

He pulled up the car with a jerk, jumped out and snatched a newspaper. Lord Harry Weltman. The bête noire
 of all Labour men and the third member of that fatal party at Downing Street! Mad!
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Lord Harry Weltman was a singular example of how a man may achieve success in spite of the most hampering disadvantages. The story of the poor and comparatively humble office boy who starts life with a shilling, and by the application of his genius to his employers’ affairs, rises to such heights that he is in a position to make his former master a small allowance to keep him from starvation, is a common enough instance in the biographies of the great. But Lord Harry Weltman had succeeded in spite of the fact that he was the third son of an impecunious duke. Handicapped by his aristocratic associations, he had outraged the feelings of his lordly family by going into business at eighteen, and had built up one of the largest industries in Great Britain. He was the part-inventor and the complete exploiter of the “Stael Six,” a motorcar that had made history. He had gradually drawn into his control other motorcar firms, and as his wealth increased, had bought up huge blocks of land which his discerning eye had marked for future townships.

There was scarcely a great city throughout the kingdom on the outskirts of which he had not acquired land, and his purchases were justified, for it was in the direction of his holdings that the towns invariably grew.

At forty-eight he was a multimillionaire, the pride and envy of his ducal brother. At fifty-six he was a Cabinet Minister. He was a hard man, and the mention of his name at a Labour meeting was invariably received with groans. His inclusion in the Cabinet had been one of the most courageous acts of the Prime Minister’s life, and for a while seriously imperilled his administration.

Weltman was a stickler for his pound of flesh. He ground from his workmen the very last ounce of energy for which he paid them. Rent day for his cottagers was a day of judgment, for inexorable were his demands, and inevitable were the consequences of nonpayment.

He was a just man, and justice and popularity can never go hand in hand. In one respect he baffled his detractors. If he demanded his rents on the day and the hour they were due, his tenants were better treated in the matter of repairs and hygienic equipment than were most. And their rents were reasonably low. If he fought strikes, he also fought the disease which is so prevalent in congested industrial areas. His factories were planned for the safety and comfort of his workers; no safeguard which science could suggest or knowledge install had been left unplaced. His mines were the best equipped in the country, and the living conditions of the miners infinitely superior in comfort to their fellows employed in other mines.

The office of Weltman’s Consolidated Industries, through which holding-company Lord Harry controlled his interests, was in Throgmorton Street; an unpretentious building of three floors. Since his elevation to Cabinet rank Lord Harry had paid very few visits to the City, but on the morning of Kendrick’s death he descended from his electric brougham at the door and was ushered into the little office which he occupied when he had occasion to give his personal attention to his multifarious investments.

The General Secretary, a man who had grown grey in his service, and who had never ceased to be nervous in his presence, met him at the door and led the way to the sanctum.

Lord Harry lounged in, took off his gloves leisurely, his eyes all the time upon the neat pile of papers on his desk.

“You have made the summaries, Johnson?” he asked in his harsh voice.

“Yes, my Lord,” said the grey Johnson. “I have set all the properties, their rents, etc., in one list. This,” he pointed to the other pile, “are the salary sheets summarized as your Lordship suggested.”

Lord Harry grunted something and seated himself at the desk.

“And this is the Power of Attorney.” He took up a sheet of paper. “Bring in two witnesses.”

Two scared clerks appeared, and when Lord Harry had signed the instrument, attested their names and were dismissed with a nod.

“Now understand, Johnson, what I am doing. The day after tomorrow is pay day, and every man employed by me is to receive the equivalent of three years’ salary, by way of bonus. If he has not been in my employ three years, then he will receive a bonus equivalent to the salary which he has already drawn. This applies to the office staff. So far as you are concerned, you will draw a cheque for yourself equivalent to fifteen years’ salary.”

“Oh, my Lord,” began the fluttered Johnson.

“Don’t interrupt, please,” snapped Lord Harry. “I also asked you to prepare an omnibus deed of gift, setting forth the names of all my tenants and their properties. I am transferring my cottages to their present tenants.”

“I have it here, my Lord.” Mr. Johnson found the document and laid it before Lord Harry with a trembling hand. “I hope your Lordship won’t mind my saying that this extraordinary generosity on your part takes my breath away. Your Lordship realizes that this will cost you the greater part of a million and a half.”

“I am worth about three times that, am I not?” asked Lord Harry. “The only worry I have in my mind,” he said thoughtfully as he looked out of the window, “is whether I am giving enough. You see, Johnson, I have been working very hard and very uselessly, it seems to me. After a man has sufficient food to eat, and a roof over his head, a car to ride in, and sufficient for his living and pleasure, the additional money is dead money unless it is employed for the general benefit. I am going to give eight thousand people a great deal of happiness, Johnson. If I thought that it would double their happiness by doubling the grant I made them, I should certainly double it.”

He brought his head round and met Johnson’s bewildered look, and a little smile played at the corner of his thin lips.

“I hope your Lordship doesn’t mind my asking you, but is this matter to be made public?”

Lord Harry nodded.

“I want our people to know as soon as possible, and I can think of no better way than through the public press. Moreover,” he hesitated, “I may induce other employers to do the same. I think I could too,” he added slowly. “Now let me have the deed of gift.” Again the two clerks were brought in and the document was signed and witnessed. Then Lord Harry got up from his chair and looked round the office.

“I’ve had some very interesting times in this office, Johnson. I suppose you have too!”

“Yes, my Lord, I’ve had some very happy times here,” admitted Mr. Johnson; and Lord Harry wondered what happiness there could be in servitude.

Two hours later every newspaper throughout the country had the story. The Labour journals had only one explanation for this munificence of Lord Harry Weltman and issued the placard which Jimmy saw.

He read the two columns from start to finish and then tucked the paper away by the side of the seat.

Weltman had certainly gone mad, but it was a very pleasant and admirable form which his derangement took.

Delia was standing under the porch when he drove up and she looked worried.

“I’ve had a note from Father saying he will not be home tonight—” she laughted in spite of herself. “It is queer how easily I’m calling the Priory ‘home.’ I almost feel that I have lived here all my life.”

“To which I could make an admirable rejoinder,” said Jimmy.

“Well, don’t,” she said promptly.

“Where is your father staying?” he asked her, taking her arm and leading her into the garden.

“At our house in Camberwell,” she replied. “He says he will stay there when he is not at the office. He has so much work to do, that he will not have time to come to Blackheath. Did you talk to the Prime Minister?” He nodded.

“And what did he say about that poor gentleman?”

“Kendrick? Nothing. He asked me whether you knew.”

“I?” she said in surprise.

“Apparently he knows that you and your father are my guests. I told him that you knew nothing and had seen nothing.”

She was silent.

“I’m becoming so confused,” she said at last. “I feel that something very dreadful is happening. I know the death of poor Mr. Van Roon was terrible in itself, and so was that awful — awful—” her lips trembled and she shivered, but she mastered her distress, and went on steadily. “But they seem to me to be incidents in a bigger and a more catastrophic disaster. Tell me, Mr. Blake” — she looked him straight in the eyes— “is there any likelihood of war?”

He shook his head.

“So far as I know we are at peace with the world,” he said. “Even the French are speaking well about us, and they haven’t done that since July, 1914. No, I can’t imagine there is going to be a war. In many ways I wish there were; it would be something definite.”

She nodded.

“That is how I feel.”

They paced the gravel path in silence. She walked with her hands clasped behind her, her eyes on the ground.

“The plant has nothing to do with the trouble?” she said, apropos of nothing.

“The plant?”

“Don’t you remember Mr. Maggerson brought a plant. I asked Father if he had heard anything about a strange plant which Mr. Maggerson brought home from Mexico. He told me that Mr. Maggerson had not brought a specimen to England. It had died on the voyage and was thrown overboard by a steward who did not know its value.”

“I always thought that was too fantastic a theory,” said Jimmy; but he was rather glad that the mysterious plant had
 been disposed of.

“But isn’t the whole thing fantastic?” she asked. “Isn’t it fantastic that a man like your cousin, who hadn’t a single enemy in the world, should be butchered almost within sight of your house? Isn’t it fantastic that Mr. Kendrick, who was a deeply religious man — I have been reading his biography in the newspaper this morning — should have taken his own life?”

Jimmy could not answer this. The whole thing was maddening. There was no thread which led anywhere. He touched the broken ends of a tangled skein.

“Isn’t it fantastic that my father should be brought into this matter?” she added.

“That isn’t fantastic at all,” said Jimmy quietly. “Your father happens to be the foreman compositor of a firm of Government printers. The fact that they also print scientific work is a coincidence. It is natural, therefore, that he should be in the business, if not of it. No, Delia, even Ferdie Ponter doesn’t think that that is fantastic.”

She looked at him quickly.

“Ponter? That is the name of the house for whom Father works. You know the son, don’t you?”

Jimmy told her of his conversation with Ferdie at the club.

“He isn’t a bad fellow; really he’s quite a plucky kid. I must have somebody with me in this.”

She stopped dead and looked at him in perplexity.

“You must have somebody with you?” she repeated slowly. “Why? What are you doing?”

“I’m going to find who killed Gerald Van Roon and why Kendrick shot himself. I’m going to discover the mystery of the—” he stopped himself in time. He was on the point of revealing all he knew about the Warden’s Lodge.

“The mystery of what?”

“One or two minor mysteries,” he said carelessly. “They’ve all got to be cleared up. I can foresee, Delia, that I shall come through this crisis a very high-class intelligence officer.”

“Suppose you don’t come through?” She asked the question quietly.

The idea had never occurred to Jimmy before.

“Do you imagine that people who did not hesitate to kill your cousin, and who drove a Cabinet Minister to suicide, would think twice before they removed you?”

Jimmy scratched his nose.

“You’re full of cheerful thoughts this evening, Delia. Anyway, Ferdie is coming over to sleep tonight,” he said, to change the subject. “I’ve asked him to come in time for dinner. He plays bezique, so we shall be able to amuse ourselves after you have retired.”

“I’m not going to bed very early tonight,” she said calmly, “and it will be much easier to tell me what are your plans, than to devise methods for getting rid of me.”

But Jimmy did not accept the invitation. Ferdie came roaring up the drive in his racing Italia just before dinner, and naturally he brought half-a-dozen new theories, all of which had to be discussed in the girl’s absence.

Ferdie was frankly relieved when he discovered that the daughter of his father’s foreman was presentable.

“Why, my dear Jimmy,” he said reproachfully, “she’s pretty.”

“Did I say she wasn’t?” growled Jimmy. “You old dog,” said the admiring Ferdie, “keeping that secret from your innocent friend! Why, Jimmy, she’s lovely!”


“Now, suppose we discuss something else,” said Jimmy rudely. “Have you brought the things I asked you to get?”

Ferdie nodded.

“They’re in the car,” he said. “Rope with a large hook, telescopic ladder, two perfectly good electric torches. Shall I bring ’em in?”

“Don’t be a fool,” said Jimmy violently.

“What do you want to bring them in for? Let me impress upon you, before we go any farther, Ferdie, that this job is dangerous.”

“So I gathered,” said the complacent youth. “In fact, I’ve always understood that burglary was the most unhealthy profession a chap could follow.”

“This isn’t burglary,” insisted Jimmy.

“It’s very much like it,” said Ferdie, “but that doesn’t worry me. I’ll be over the wall in a jiffy — —”

“You’ll not go over the wall at all,” said Jimmy emphatically. “I am going over; your job is to keep watch, and stow away the ladder so that some cycling policeman doesn’t discover it, and stand by in case of accidents.” “What do you expect to find in the Warden’s Lodge?”

“If I had the slightest idea of what I expected, I shouldn’t probably attempt to investigate,” said Jimmy.

“Which is jolly cryptic,” nodded Ferdinand, and went on to apologize. “Cryptic is a word which I learnt last week, old thing; I hope you don’t mind my trying it on you.” Jimmy looked at his watch.

“There is time to go to the garage and transfer those things to my car, which is a little less noisy than yours. Have you any arms?”

“And legs, old bird,” said Ferdie promptly, “a well-balanced head and a pair of reasonable feet.”

“Firearms, you goop!” snarled Jimmy impatiently.

But these Ferdie had not brought.

“You needn’t worry,” said Jimmy. “I’ve a couple of automatics upstairs and there’s plenty of ammunition in the gun-room.”

“Do you really anticipate bloodshed?” asked Ferdie hopefully. “I’ve got a couple of old Mills bombs at home that I brought back from France.”

“And you can keep them at home,” said Jimmy. “I hope there’s going to be no shooting, which means that I hope nobody is going to shoot me. If I meet any person who shows the slightest inclination to bring my agreeable life to an end, there’ll be a sharp exchange of repartee.”

“Good for you,” said Ferdie, “and I’ll dash over the wall and bring your body back, and — —”

At that moment the door opened and Delia came hurriedly into the study.

“What is wrong?” asked Jimmy quickly after a glance at her face.

“Will you come, please, Mr. Blake?”

He joined her in the passage.

“Has anything happened?”

“I saw Tom Elmers — you remember the man?”

“Saw him, where?”

“He was in the garden,” said the girl. “I saw him going into the shrubbery.”

It was nearly dark, but there was light enough to make a search without the aid of lanterns.

“He looked awful,” she told him. “I don’t think you had better go. I think he is mad too.”

“Did he see you?”

She nodded.

“He spoke to me — he — he asked the strangest questions — what had happened to Mr. Maggerson, and — —”

She covered her face with her hands and shuddered.

“He looked dreadful — dreadful,” she whispered. “Please do not go, Mr. Blake.”

But Jimmy was halfway across the garden, heading for the shrubbery. He had no weapons but his hands and it never occurred to him that he would need them. The first intimation of danger came with a shrill swish from behind him, and he leapt forward into a laurel bush. The stick just missed him, and he heard a thud as it struck the ground and a crack as it broke. Then he turned to grapple with his attacker. In the half-light he would not have recognized the man, for Elmers’s face was red and more bloated, and the hair about his chin and mouth was long and unkempt. Jim warded the blow the man aimed at him and then gripped him, but only for a second. Jimmy was prepared for the blow, but not for the kick that followed. The man’s boot struck his shin, and he released his hold; in that moment his assailant had wriggled out of his grip and flown along the path. By the time Jimmy limped up, he was astride the wall.

“I’ll get her and I’ll get Joe, too; you tell her that! I know all about Joe. I know all about Maggerson!” he yelled.

“You’ll know all about me if you come down here, you swine!” said Jimmy between his teeth; and then; stooping quickly, he picked up a stone and flung it, and Mr. Elmers’s interest in the Sennett family would have suffered a total eclipse, if he had not, with a lightning wriggle, dropped to the other side of the wall.
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Jimmy went back to the house, and Delia’s concern and sorrow, Delia’s swift flight for hot water and cotton wool and iodine, Delia’s almost motherly treatment of a sore shin, made Tom Elmers a respectable member of society and a daily encounter with him something to be looked forward to.

“It might have broken a bone,” said the girl in a hushed voice. “You ought to go straight to bed, Mr. Blake.”

Jimmy exchanged glances with Ferdie.

“I’m sorry I can’t go to bed,” said Jimmy meekly; “I have an important Board Meeting tonight — not a Board Meeting — I mean a — —”

“A little supper party,” suggested Ferdie helpfully.

She looked grave.

“Are you going on this — adventure?” she asked. “It is not so much an adventure, Miss Sennett,” interrupted Ferdie. “It’s a little look round. Don’t you be worried about him. I’ll bring him back safe and sound.”

“Miss Sennett isn’t worried about me,” said Jim coldly. “She is no more interested in my coming back safe and sound than she is about you.”

Ferdie’s young face went blank with astonishment.

“Ain’t you engaged?” he asked in surprise, and that was his crowning indiscretion of the evening.

“But, my dear old thing, you call her by her Christian name—” (this in the privacy of the study five minutes later). “I thought she was a great friend of yours; and really the Florence Nightingale way she bandaged your hairy old leg — —”

“You’re an ass, Ferdie,” wailed Jimmy. “Don’t you see how unfortunate your remark was? You’ve made her feel very uncomfortable.”

“Suppose I go and apologize to her?”

“Suppose you don’t,” said Jimmy. “You just sit where you are, Ferdie. You’ve done enough mischief for one day.”

The soreness to his shin remained, but by practice he found that it did not impede his power of locomotion, though it might conceivably affect him when he came to climbing. He was determined to make his attempt that night, and it seemed that the girl was equally determined that he should not. He dropped all pretence of having an engagement and went about the task of sitting her out.

By half-past twelve everybody was yawning except Delia, who was cool and as fresh as though she had wakened from a long and dreamless sleep.

“It is late; I shall go to bed,” said Jimmy desperately at last, and made a significant sign to his fellow-conspirator.

“I think that is a very excellent idea, Mr. Blake,” said Delia calmly. “You don’t know how safe I feel here with you and Mr. Ponter in the house. I think if I woke up in the night and heard your car going off I should faint from sheer terror.”

“Oh yes,” said Jimmy uncomfortably.

“Then, you see, we’ve no intention of going out, have we, Ferdie?”

“None whatever,” said Mr. Ponter glibly. When Jimmy woke up the next morning with his leg so stiff that he could hardly bear his weight upon it, he was grateful that the girl had had her way. He was not feeling at all easy about Tom Elmers. The man was in the neighbourhood, and the knowledge of this fact had been a stronger argument for not leaving Delia alone than any she had offered. He did not for one moment imagine that she would fall into a panic if he left her alone in the house, for “alone” was a term which implied in this case the protection of two maidservants, a valet, and a butler.

He hobbled down to breakfast late. Ferdie, who had preceded him by only a few minutes, cast a reproachful glance in his direction.

“Jimmy, you’re going to be late for church,” he said.

“For church?” said Jimmy in amazement. “Is it Sunday?”

“Of course it’s Sunday.” Delia looked at him reprovingly as she filled his cup.

“And Mr. Ponter has very kindly offered to take me to church.”

“How sweet of Mr. Ponter!” said Jimmy savagely. “Good Lord, Sunday!”

“Don’t you ever go to church?” she asked severely.

“Frequently.”

“Well, you’re coming this morning, of course?” she said. “The Bishop of Fleet is preaching at St. Gregory’s.”

Jimmy looked at her.

“The Bishop of what?”

“The Bishop of Fleet.”

The name vividly recalled the luncheon party at Downing Street.

“He was one of the fellows at the Prime Minister’s party,” explained Jimmy. “What the dickens is he doing so far out of his diocese? What is the matter, Ferdie?”

Mr. Ferdinand Ponter was frowning.

“The Bishop of Fleet? That’s old Stillman! He was the head of my school. Squirrel, we called him. Good Lord, I can’t go and hear him spout theology. The mere mention of his name makes a cold shiver go down my spine.”

“He was head, was he?” said Jimmy, interested. “Was he strong on the classical side?”

Ferdie shook his head.

“He was the most horribly modern person you could meet,” he said. “Specialized in bugs and isms; he was a terror to the sixth — he took us in science.”

“That accounts for his acquaintance with Maggerson and the Prime Minister,” nodded Jimmy. “I’d like to hear this gentleman.”

“He’ll terrify you,” warned Ferdie.

“Not he!” said Jimmie confidently. “There isn’t an ex-headmaster in the world, bar one, that could put fear into my brave heart.”

“This is the one I
 bar,” said Ferdie, “but I’ll go.”

He looked at Delia and nodded.

“I’ll go.”

St. Gregory’s Church was reputedly “high.” It was one to which Churchmen who were not so high went regularly to count the candles and to scoff at the incense.

Jimmy was a public school boy, which meant that he attended chapel regularly every day of his life for years and years, until he left the University, when he went to church no more, regarding religious observances as part of a very painful discipline. But he had never had the peculiarly sweet experience of sitting elbow to elbow with a neat-tailored figure, or of listening to her sweet voice singing the responses, nor had he felt the spiritual uplift which can only come to man when he sees the woman he loves at prayers. He settled back in his pew as a heavy figure climbed slowly to the pulpit. It was the cleric he had seen at 10 Downing Street; less jovial; melancholy rather, for with his face in repose the Bishop’s lips drooped.

He gave out a text in a voice so low that Jimmy could not hear it and consulted the girl in a whisper. She shook her head.

There was nothing in the sermon that was in any way striking. It was a carefully reasoned, beautifully phrased appeal for human charity and loving-kindness; and it was not until the end was approaching and when the congregation had braced its feet to rise for the Benediction, that he leant over the edge of the pulpit and spoke in a new and a tremulous voice. What he was saying, Jimmy could not gather. It was a wild appeal for the unity of man with man, for charity in all dealings, for love in all relationships, for the casting out of all hate and prejudices; and, as he progressed, his words grew wilder, his sentences more involved. Once he stopped for a word, stammered and went on; his voice grew thinner and shriller until it was a wail. The congregation stirred uneasily; people were looking from the Bishop to one another; then, to the consternation of everybody, this big, healthy man broke down utterly, and laying his head upon his arms, sobbed like a child.

Jimmy was on his feet. It was a note he had heard before, that thin tone of fear. It was the note in poor Kendrick’s voice. Then his face went white. He was hardly conscious of the fact that the girl’s hand was in his and that she was pulling at him.

“Sit down, sit down!” He heard her faintly and fell back heavily in the pew.

He felt dulled, numbed, incapable of receiving any further impression. He stirred as the church wardens gathered about the pulpit in the deathly and painful silence broken only by the Bishop’s sobs; and then the organ thundered out and the tension was broken. They joined the throng in the aisle, and Delia breathed a sigh of relief when they reached the open air.
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By the King a Proclamation

Whereas it is desirable that members of one family should from time to time come together for the reestablishment of those bonds of affection and service which are the bases on which the fabric of nationality is erected; and

Whereas many citizens of this realm, by reason of their pecuniary circumstance and the incidence of their toil, are unable to foregather periodically with their relatives; and

Whereas it is desirable that opportunity should be given for the stimulation of the amenities of family life;

Now therefore I, John Henry Felbent, Earl of Morland and Tynewood, President of His Majesty’s Most Honourable Privy Council, declare that the 15th and 16th days of May shall be celebrated as a public holiday and shall be known and styled, “The Days of Uniting.” And it is declared that on the 15th day of May, free transportation shall be given over the railway systems of this realm and all other public conveyances and transportation services. And that on the 16th day of May all transportation and labour of all kinds shall cease for a period of twentyfour hours.



Jimmy read the announcement in bed. “The Days of Uniting!” He dressed, and came down, to find Ferdie and Delia had read the news and were speculating upon its significance.

“What I want to know is this,” said Ferdie querulously. “Does this mean I’ve got to call on my Aunt Rachel, or must Aunt Rachel call on me? It looks to me like a plot to get me to one of her beastly dinners at Hindhead.”

Delia looked up as Jimmy came in and nodded. He had gone to bed early the previous night, abandoning his contemplated search of the Warden’s Lodge, all the more readily because there was a bright moon which made the night wholly unsuitable for his purpose.

“I can’t understand it a little bit,” he said. “Everything seems to have grown out of that fatal luncheon. Do you realize that of the dozen people who were there, two are dead, one is broken, another has performed the eccentric feat of giving away his money, Maggerson has disappeared — —”

“Who is broken? You mean the Bishop?” asked Delia.

Jimmy nodded.

“That’s where you’re mistaken, old bean,” said Ferdinand triumphantly. “I met the Squirrel this morning. He was bicycling and the old de — gentleman recognized me, and was as hearty and as cheerful as you could wish, Jimmy!”

“Did he say anything about his breakdown yesterday?”

“Yes, he even had the audacity to talk about overwork,” said Ferdie. “That fellow has a memory like a cash register! He recalled both whackings he gave me — devilish bad taste, I think.”

“Did he whack you?” asked Jimmy with a faint smile. “My respect for him increases.”

“Mr. Ponter says that the Bishop was quite himself,” said Delia.

“What are you doing up this morning so early?” asked Jimmy, pushing aside his egg; and Ferdie smiled triumphantly.

“Making a reconnaissance. Also chasing a gentleman I saw in the garden at daybreak.” The girl turned her startled face to his. “You never told me about that.”

“The fact is, Miss Delia, I suffer from overwhelming modesty,” he confessed. “I didn’t intend telling you. A terrible ruffian he was too; I shouldn’t have heard him, but my window looks out on to the leads, and just as it was getting light I heard somebody working away at my window — and he was the clumsiest burglar I have ever heard about. I got up, and there was the gentleman trying to push up the bottom sash with the aid of a pocket-knife. The moment he saw me he bolted, slipped down to the ground and was halfway across the garden before I could get going. I dressed myself more or less sketchily, and went to look for him.”

“What sort of a man was he?”

“About your height, Jimmy. Fairly young, with vile whiskers and a boozy face.” Jimmy and Delia exchanged glances. They knew it was the half-mad Elmers who had been seeking an entrance to the house.

After breakfast Jimmy led his friend into the study.

“If you have any exciting adventures ashore or afloat, that you would care to relate, I should be pleased if you would keep them for my private ear,” he said unkindly. “I do not wish Miss Sennett to be alarmed.”

“I’m dreadfully sorry, Jimmy,” said the penitent Ferdie. “I really didn’t intend talking at all — it was your idiotic question as to what I was doing out so early in the morning which was the cause of the revelation. Who is he, anyway?”

“He was recently an employee of your papa,” said Jimmy, and Ferdie saw light.

“Is that the fellow who messed about with old Van Roon’s type?”

Jimmy nodded.

“Tonight we’ll have a look at the Warden’s Lodge, Ferdie,” he said, “but I must go alone. I can’t leave the girl by herself. This Elmers person is obviously half mad, and I am a little scared for her sake. In fact, I am beginning to think that Blackheath is a pretty unhealthy neighbourhood.”

“I’ve always told you so,” said the complacent Ferdie. “Give me jolly old Cavendish Square, that’s quite rural enough for me.”

Before they put their plans into operation that night, Jimmy told the girl frankly just what he intended doing.

“The Warden’s Lodge?” she said in surprise. “Is that the house behind the wall?”

“That is the place,” said Jimmy.

“But surely you do not connect the death of Mr. Van Roon, or the suicide of Mr. Kendrick with the Lodge?”

He nodded.

“But how?”

“That’s just the information I can’t give you,” he said. “I tell you I’m as uncertain and doubtful about this aspect of the mystery as I am about the whole business. I shall leave Ferdie with you and make my attempt alone.”

“You’ll do nothing of the sort,” she said quietly. “I shall not go to bed, and you can tell your menservants to be about until you return.” She bit her lip thoughtfully. “I wish I could get into touch with Father.”

“You haven’t heard from him?”

She shook her head.

“I think he must be engaged on very important work — oh, of course,” she said suddenly. “He printed the Proclamation!”

“The Days of Uniting!” said Jimmy in surprise. “Of course, they would have to print posters.”

“They are stuck up all over the town,” said Ferdie. “I saw one pasted on the wall of Greenwich Park, and two on each side of the gates.”

“That is it,” said the girl, relieved. “So it wasn’t so mysterious after all. I expect we shall see him to-day.”

But the night did not bring old Sennett, nor any word from him.

Though Jimmy had his doubts as to the wisdom of leaving her, she insisted on his taking Ferdinand; and at half-past eleven the big Rolls slipped silently from the drive, and, taking a circuitous route, came slowly along the road by the Park and stopped near the Warden’s Lodge. It was a night suitable for their purpose, for the weather had broken again and rain was falling drearily.

Ferdie carried the collapsible ladder and the rope from the body of the car, and laid them on the grass some distance from the road, where they would be free from the observation of passing travellers.

The difficulty was the disposal of the car. That difficulty was ended by driving on to the Heath and leaving it, trusting to luck that nobody strayed in that direction and, scenting a mystery in the abandoned car, communicated with the police.

Both men were in dark raincoats, and they were very necessary, though, as it proved, somewhat inadequate. They had not been waiting an hour before Jimmy was uncomfortably wet.

About twenty past twelve the light of a car appeared, stopped at the usual distance, and after a while turned.

“Here is the first of the conspirators,” said Jimmy. “They’re as regular as the German artillery!”

It was the man with a stick who came first that night, walking slowly, and he turned into the house only a little ahead of the second man, whose car appeared immediately after the first had turned.

“Here’s number three, the cyclist,” whispered Jimmy. “He’s going to burn his light tonight. No, he isn’t, he’s put it out.”

The cyclist came noiselessly from the murk and followed his two companions.

“Now for the fourth,” said Jimmy, but he waited in vain. The fourth man did not appear.

The explanation came to Jimmy with a flash and took his breath away.

“Ferdie!” he whispered, “there will be no fourth tonight.”

“Why not?” asked Ferdie.

“Because he’s dead,” said Jimmy. “The fourth man was Stope-Kendrick!”

“You’re wrong, my lad,” hissed Ferdie. “There he is! Get down!”

They crouched, for the new man was walking on the grass, on their side of the road. His behaviour was peculiar. He did not go through the gate, although he went up to it, and they heard a faint squeak as he tried the handle.

“Can you see him?” whispered Ferdie.

Jimmy nodded.

“Perhaps he’s forgotten the key,” whispered Ferdie again, but Jimmy pressed his arm to enjoin silence.

They heard the swish of something being thrown. What was happening they could not see. Only occasionally did Jimmy detect the bulk of the black figure against a background almost as dark. Then he focussed his night glasses. The figure seemed taller than it did before, and a second later was even taller; the newcomer was climbing the wall! They heard the squeak of the iron chevaux de frise
 as they turned in their sockets, and saw the mystery man’s head disappear into the greater darkness of the background above the wall. There was no skyline for them.

Behind were the chestnut trees, and what was happening they could only conjecture.

They waited a few minutes, and then they heard a soft thud.

“He has got to the other side,” whispered Ferdie excitedly; and, standing up, they stepped gingerly across the road towards the wall. A rope was hanging from the iron spikes at the top.

“That’s queer,” said Jimmy. “Perhaps he did forget his key, but if he’d forgotten his key, he wouldn’t have thought to bring the rope.”

Jimmy was in a dilemma. If the man who went over was one of the four he might follow, taking the risks he had anticipated. If, on the other hand, the man was an interloper, some stray burglar who, for reasons best known to himself, was paying the Lodge a visit, the chance of detection was doubled.

“We’ll wait for an hour,” he said. “If nothing happens then, we’ll go over.”

At the end of half an hour Ferdie clutched his arm.

“Did you hear that?” he demanded under his breath.

It was the crash of glass they had heard, then:

“Joe! If it’s you, come and fight, you old devil!”

The words were not spoken in anything higher than a conversational tone and came apparently from the other side of the wall and near at hand.

“Elmers,” gasped Jimmy. “Listen, he is coming this way.”

They heard feet in the garden, and then a shot broke through the silence of the night. There was no other sound.

“What do you think is happening?” whispered Ferdie.

“Maybe they’re reading the Proclamation to him,” said Jimmy grimly.

They waited another half an hour, and then:

“I’m going over,” he said.

The collapsible ladder was a simple affair, and in half a minute they had laid the top rung against the spikes and Jimmy had mounted. He could see nothing. There was no light visible, nor, peering down, could he discover a secure place to drop. He negotiated the spikes and discovered they were not as formidable as they appeared from the roadway. They served their purpose too, for he hooked the end of the rope he carried to one of the rusty iron supports, and let himself slide down on the other side of the wall.

He came to earth on a heap of garden refuse, the same that probably had broken the fall of Tom Elmers, if Tom Elmers it was.

The garden was choked with laurel bushes, but his electric lamp showed him a weed-grown path, and this he followed.

Though the house was not more than fifty feet from the road, it was a considerable time before he sighted it. It was in darkness, and there was no sign of life. He walked round to the back, and here he was rewarded. A light was showing from a small window, but it was not this which brought him to a standstill, holding his breath.

At the back of the house there was a space clear of trees. Here, on what appeared to be a lawn, three or four men were working. It was when he discovered the nature of their labour, that his heart came into his mouth.

They were digging a hole. Presently the man who was in the hole stopped and climbed wearily forth; and then the three lifted something that was on the ground, and placed it in the earth. It was the body of a man; Jimmy had no doubts as to whose body it was. He moved closer, lying flat on the grass, and worming his way forward. Somebody was talking in a deep emotional voice, and the curious intonation puzzled him, until he realized that the speaker was reading the Burial Service!

Jimmy was incapable of further movement. He could only lie staring at the blurred figures which loomed through the rain, standing over the grave of the man they had killed. He heard the chik-chik of earth against steel spades. They were filling in the hole.

Tom Elmers was dead! Who had shot him? Was it Sennett? He thought he had recognized the bowed figure of old Joe climbing out of the grave, but the light was bad and so uncertain that he could not be sure. After a while their labours were finished and they moved in the direction of the house and disappeared.

Jimmy waited for a long time before he dared move, and then, pulling off his boots and tying the laces together so that he could sling them round his neck, he stepped cautiously towards the lighted window.

It must have been half an hour after the burial before he manoeuvred himself so that he could look into the room without fear of detection. The light, he found afterwards, came from a tin kerosene lamp, which had a reflector; and it was not until the lamp was turned, so that no direct light was shining towards the window, that he raised his head and looked.

There were five men in the room. Maggerson he recognized at once. He was sitting at a table covered with papers, and he was writing for dear life. Opposite to him was a stranger, whom Jimmy did not remember to have seen before — a tall, greybearded man. He also was writing with a pencil, apparently taking no notice of his fellow-scribe.

Another man was sweeping the room. A cigar was clenched between his teeth, and he was sweeping with long, slow, methodical strokes. He turned his head, and Jimmy nearly swooned. It was the Prime Minister of England! And the man who was holding the dustpan was Joe Sennett.

That was not the last of his surprises. A small fire was burning in an old-fashioned grate. The fifth person was bending over the fire frying bacon. The aroma of it came to Jimmy as he stood. Here, then, was a fitting companion to the picture of the Prime Minister of England sweeping a floor; for the cook was the Lord Bishop of Fleet. Jimmy gazed fascinated.

Presently the bacon was done, and the Bishop, who wore his apron and his gaiters — Jimmy noticed that his boots were wet and muddy — took up a coffeepot and filled the cups on the sideboard; and then faintly the watcher heard him say:

“This man’s death must be registered.”

“Registered!” said the Prime Minister’s voice in the deepest scorn. “My dear Frederick, don’t be absurd!”

Jimmy pulled up the rope after him and came down the ladder slowly.

“What did you see?” whispered Ferdie, agog with excitement.

“Nothing,” said Jimmy. “Get the car while I fold this ladder, Ferdie.”

“But you must have seen something,” urged Ferdie as the car was making its noiseless way across the Heath.

“Nothing, except — Elmers is dead.”

“I thought so,” Ferdie nodded. “And what else did you discover?”

“What sort of a mind must a man have,” asked Jimmy slowly, “to read the Burial Service over a man he has helped murder, and to follow the performance by frying bacon?”

Ferdie looked at him in alarm.

“Don’t say you have gone off your jolly old head!” he asked anxiously.

“No, I haven’t gone off my jolly old head,” replied Jimmy, rousing himself; “and for heaven’s sake don’t give Miss Sennett the impression that I have. Now remember, Ferdie Ponter,” he said as he stopped the car just outside the house, “you’re not to say anything about the shot, or Elmers!”

“Was it the — er — deceased Elmers?”

“That was the gentleman.”

“The fellow who tried to break in last night?”

Jimmy nodded.

“Oh well,” said Ferdie, relieved, “he ain’t very important, is he?”

Delia had arranged to wait up for them in the study, and her look of relief when they appeared was especially gratifying to Jimmy.

“Did you make any discovery?” was the first question she asked.

“None,” said Jimmy.

And then she looked at his feet.

“Where are your boots?” she asked in surprise, and Jimmy’s jaw dropped. He had left his boots outside the window of the Warden’s Lodge.

Only for a second did he gape, and then the humour of the situation overcame him and he laughed hysterically.

“I wonder if they’ll fry bacon after my funeral?” he said, and Ferdinand looked at the girl and tapped his forehead significantly.
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That morning Tom Elmers had received an urgent summons from his employer.

Elmers had recently come to occupy a dirty little room in a back street of Greenwich, and his landlady found some difficulty in waking him, for Tom Elmers had spent the night before in a. Greenwich bar and the evening had finished with a fight. In his cups Tom Elmers was wont to be boastful about his workmanship, and when he was in that condition he was extremely truculent.

He sat up with a groan, for his head was sore and whizzy, and took the letter from the landlady’s hands.

“It came by messenger boy an hour ago, and I’ve been trying to wake you up ever since, Mr. Elmers.”

“All right,” growled the young man. The writing danced before his eyes, but presently he deciphered it and began to dress.

He stopped on his way to the rendezvous, to visit a barber, and for all the heaviness in his eyes and the puffiness of his skin, he was more presentable than Mr. Palythorpe had yet seen him.

“That’s better,” said that eminent journalist, leaning back in his chair. (The interview took place in Palythorpe’s comfortable flat.) “You’ve been boozing, of course, but you’re not so bad as I’ve seen you. Help yourself to a drink.”

Mr. Elmers obeyed.

“And remember that drink has killed more men than earthquakes,” said Palythorpe in his best oracular manner. “Have you any news for me?”

Tom shook his head, and was immediately sorry that he had committed so reckless an indiscretion.

“You haven’t been to Blake’s place again, have you?” asked Palythorpe warningly. “No, I haven’t,” was the snarling reply.

“You’ll get nothing there, I tell you — —”

“I know that, now,” Mr. Palythorpe interrupted him. “I think I’ve got the whole story in my two hands. And what’s more, I got it by accident.”

It was hardly an accident, for in the very heart of the Premier’s household was a maid who had been from time to time a very useful informant. She was perhaps the best paid housemaid in London at that period, for Palythorpe could be generous.

“I didn’t want to tell you much about this, but unfortunately I must,” Palythorpe went on. “I have discovered that Chapelle is spending his nights away from home. Now, that can only mean one thing”; he wagged his fat forefinger solemnly at Tom. “He is leading a double life. I never expected this sort of news for a minute, even in my most optimistic moments, but it only shows that the higher they get the worse they are — it’s deplorable,” he added virtuously.

“Where does he go?” asked Tom. “Do you want me to find out?”

Mr. Palythorpe’s face creased in a smile of amusement.

“I should have to wait a pretty long time before you could find anything out,” he sneered. “No, I know where he goes — I followed him last night in a taxi. He goes to Blackheath, to a little Government cottage which is practically inside Greenwich Park. There is something fishy going on there and it is your job to find out what?”

“That won’t be difficult!” said Tom after a pause. “If he goes there, I can ask the servants — —”

“You fool!” interrupted the other contemptuously. “Do you think, if it was a question of asking servants, that I should employ a bungler like you to stick your nose inside the house? Or do you think that the servants are sitting on the top of the wall waiting to be questioned? There are no servants, and if there were, you wouldn’t be able to get at them. The house is supposed to be deserted. I’ve made a few enquiries, and there is no doubt about that. If the Prime Minister goes there — and, of course, I did not hint to the fellow who gave me the information that I dreamt of such a thing — then nobody guesses as much. What I want you to do, Tom, is to get inside that place, and it is not going to be easy. Can you climb?”

It was Mr. Elmers’s one accomplishment, that he could climb like a cat, and he stated the fact immodestly.

“That’ll be all right,” nodded Mr. Palythorpe. “There are some iron spikes on the top of the wall, and you could easily get a rope over them. I want you to get into the grounds and have a good look at the place. If there’s a chance of sneaking into the Lodge, and you can stay there any time without anybody knowing you’re on the premises, so much the better.”

“And what am I to do when I’m there?” asked Tom resentfully. The prospect of spending several days in an empty house did not appeal to him.

“You’ll collect anything you can find that’ll help me expose Chapelle,” said Mr. Palythorpe emphatically; “letters and papers particularly, and if a woman is there, any letters of hers — don’t forget, letters are the things I want.”

Tom had made a survey of the house in the daylight, a proceeding he relished less than the night visit he had planned. Jimmy Blake lived uncomfortably close to the Lodge, and Jimmy was the last man in the world he wished to meet. That night he waited his opportunity to make an entrance.

He was surprised that there were so many people on the road. He did not know that their destination, too, was the Warden’s Lodge, and when he came up to the place, walking (this he did not know) within a few feet of two interested watchers, he was under the impression that the men who had passed him had gone on.

It took him some time to get a grip on the spikes above, but at last his rope caught and held. He had not overstated his claim when he said he could climb like a cat and he was over the wall in less than a minute. His first act when he reached the other side was to unfasten the rope he carried round his waist, which he intended using in case there were other walls to surmount.

He remembered, cursing his carelessness, that he had left the rope he had employed to scale the wall hanging down on the far side and decided to leave the second rope on the ground in readiness for a quick climb.

Very cautiously he pushed through the bushes and came to the house, as Jimmy had done, near its front entrance. He tried a window, but it was fastened. Then he peered up at the roof. It was too dark to make any attempt that way and he went round to the south side of the house and tried another window. This time he was more successful; the window went up squeakily, and, after waiting to learn if the noise had been heard, he slipped into the room and reached the passage.

He heard a voice and he almost cried out in his astonishment. It was the voice of Joe Sennett! Then there was a movement in a room at the other end of the passage, and Tom Elmers went quickly and noiselessly up the stairs.

The upper part of the house was in darkness. He was on the point of striking a match when he heard a step in the hall below. He groped along the wall and found a door, opened it, and entered the room, closing the door quietly behind him. It was a small room with a flight of steep steps which led to a trapdoor in the discoloured ceiling. Tom blew out his match, mounted the steps gingerly and pushed up the trap. It opened, and he stepped out on to a flat roof, easing down the heavy wooden cover behind him so that it made no noise. Here he waited five minutes, his ear pressed to the trapdoor, and he thought he detected the sound of feet, a furtive shuffling sound that ceased suddenly.

Several minutes passed without any further interruption. They must have gone down to the lower floor again, he thought, and cautiously raising the trap, he descended into the cistern room. His foot had hardly touched the floor when somebody gripped him. For a second they struggled, and then, hitting out wildly, Tom dropped his assailant. The struggle could not have been heard from below, for when he came out on to the landing, there was no sound. He heard the man behind him struggling to his feet, and in two seconds he had reached the hall, had crossed the room and was through the window into the grounds.

He ran for the wall where he had left the rope and flung it up; at the second attempt the loop caught on the spikes and tightened.

Tom Elmers took one grip of the rope and grinned.

He had been instructed by his employer to devote his whole attention and his every thought to the service which was demanded of him, but in that moment he forgot Mr. Palythorpe and remembered only that somewhere in the darkness an old man whom he hated was searching for him.

“Joe, Joe!” he mocked. “Come out and fight!”

There was a silence, a crash of glass, a running of feet towards him.

He pulled on the rope, but the bar at the top of the wall slipped round and the rope fell at his feet. The running man was nearer, and then out of the darkness leapt a thin pencil of brilliant light, and the silence was broken by the crack of a pistol….

Mr. Palythorpe waited in vain for the return of his lieutenant that night, and finally went to bed.

“He must have got into the house,” thought the blackmailer, and with this comforting assurance he went to sleep.
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“Everybody’s taking this ‘Days of Uniting’ frightfully seriously. I’ve had a letter from my governor ordering me to report on the 15th inst.”

“Which is the day after tomorrow,” said Jimmy.

The other nodded.

“I looked up the calendar, and you’re right, Jimmy. According to the governor, people think it’s a very good idea.”

“Who wouldn’t, with free railway travelling chucked in?” said Jimmy in disgust.

Ferdie was practising putts on the garden lawn, and Jimmy was a critical spectator.

The girl came out at that minute with a newspaper in her hand.

“Mr. Blake, have you seen this?” she asked.

“What is it?” asked Jimmy. “Something about the ‘Days of Uniting’?”

“No, it is an article in the Post Herald
 , and Stephens says that the police are going round to all the newspaper shops confiscating the paper because of that paragraph.”

Jimmy almost snatched the newspaper from Delia’s hand. She had marked the place with blue pencil and he read:

MYSTERIOUS ARRESTS

What Is the New Government Scare?



Three days ago (the paragraph ran) the police, acting on orders from Whitehall, made throughout the country a number of arrests, which can only be described as mysterious. The people who were taken into custody and immediately hurried off to some unknown prison or camp, since they have not been brought up before the magistrates of the districts in which they live, are quite inoffensive, and in some cases, eminent persons whose lives are chiefly distinguished by their absolute blamelessness. Amongst the arrests are those of Professor Mortlake, of Durham University, Sir John Gilgin, the Vicar of Troyston, and scores of other gentlemen who have no strong political views and who certainly are not criminals. What makes this occurrence so extraordinary, is the news which has just come to hand, that the convicts in Dartmoor Gaol have been all released on special licence, apparently to make room for the people who have been arrested in this wholesale fashion. The release of the Dartmoor convicts is understandable in view of the Government’s fantastic “Days of Uniting.” To be consistent, they must extend the same opportunities for family reunion to the criminal classes which they extend to those who are law-abiding citizens. The other arrests are beyond explanation.



“I don’t know any of the people who have been taken,” said Jimmy, shaking his head. “It is rather a rum proceeding.”

The afternoon papers carried an authoritative statement issued by the Government, that the arrests were made for political purposes, and that the prisoners would be released on the eve of the ‘Days of Uniting’ and returned to their homes in time for the festival.

Jimmy was not interested in this particular eccentricity of Government; he was too concerned, too worried, by the insoluble mystery which his visit to the Warden’s Lodge had set him.

He was in town most of the day, pursuing independent enquiries.

The girl did not know her father was living so close at hand, and he did not enlighten her upon the subject.

No reply had come to his wire to Schaffer, and this puzzled him. A call on one of Gerald’s old friends, however, assured him that he had sent the message to the right address.

“I am not quite sure,” said the greybearded biologist to whom he addressed his enquiry, “but I have a notion that Schaffer is in Switzerland. I read the report of a lecture he delivered there a week ago. He may still be there.”

But Jimmy’s chief centre of inquisitorial activities was in the House of Commons. Ordinarily he did not take a very great interest in the fluctuation of English politics, and the page in the newspapers containing the Parliamentary reports was one he never read in any circumstances. But that morning he had looked up a newspaper file to discover what other occupation the Premier had than sweeping floors. The first thing that struck him was that the answers to questions which are supposed to be given by the Ministers responsible for the various departments had been dealt with by UnderSecretaries.

“The Prime Minister hasn’t been in the House for over a week,” said a member. “We’re rather sore about it, because not only he, but Harry Weltman has been absent; and they did not even turn up the other night to lead the debate on the new Police Bill. There is going to be a row, too, about these arrests and the suppression of the Post Herald
 .”

“Who were the people who were arrested?” asked Jimmy.

“Oh, small fry,” said the member indifferently. “Somebody was telling me they were mostly amateur scientists, but of that I have no information. The release of the criminals from the gaols is, of course, preposterous.”

“Does it extend to the county prisons?” asked Jimmy.

The member nodded.

“I don’t know what the dickens is happening to this country,” he said irritably. “For some reason or other Chapelle has made himself a sort of dictator, and has introduced all kinds of regulations without the consent of Parliament. Do you know that foreign newspapers are not admitted into this country?”

Jimmy did not know.

“It is a fact. What is more, there’s a tremendously severe censorship on newspaper telegrams. It is almost as though we were at war all over again.”

The censorship might have delayed Schaffer’s answer, thought Jimmy, as he drove back to Blackheath. What was the meaning of it all? Had the Prime Minister gone mad? And what part was Maggerson playing? Maggerson, the unshaven, foul-looking Maggerson, whom he had seen huddled up over a table in the Warden’s Lodge, writing for dear life? And who was the bearded man opposite to him? He was another factor, and the centre of another mystery. He was not a member of the Cabinet. Jimmy had taken the trouble to go to the office of an illustrated newspaper which, he remembered, had published some time before a portrait not only of the Ministers, but of their UnderSecretaries.

The face of the bearded man was not there, and yet he had seen it somewhere. That he was a public man of some sort, Jimmy was certain. He had a queer feeling that if he could discover the identity of the bearded writer, the inexplicable would be made clear.

Delia and Ferdie were out when he got back, and he was unaccountably annoyed. For want of something better to do, he climbed again to the roof and took an observation of the house through the telescope, but this time without adding to his information.

When he came down the two young people were in the hall. Ferdie was hanging up his golf clubs, and Delia was reading a postcard which had come for her.

“Well, any luck, Jimmy?” asked Ferdie.

“None,” said Jimmy shortly.

They had rather a cheerless dinner that night. Jimmy was not very talkative, and his gloom affected his friend. Only the girl prevented the meal being spent in absolute silence.

Jimmy was folding his serviette preparatory to rising (he was rapidly acquiring a sense of order), when the door opened, and he jumped to his feet. It was Joe Sennett who stood in the doorway, but a different Joe from the man he had known. His face was puckered and lined, and he looked a very old man indeed.

“I want you, Delia,” he said gruffly. “And I’d like to see you, Mr. Blake, after I’ve seen my girl; or perhaps I’d better see you first.”

Delia had run across the room to him with a happy little cry; he took her in his arms, an action which was unlike Joe, who was an undemonstrative man, and she wondered…

“Daddy, you aren’t ill?” she asked anxiously.

“No, my dear.” His voice was rough but tender. “I want to see you alone, darling. Can I come up to your room?”

“You can have the study of Mr. Van Roon’s study,” said Jimmy.

Joe thought for a moment.

“I’ll have your study,” he said. “I can get on to the lawn and out of the house from there, can’t I?”

Jimmy nodded. He wondered why the girl’s father was anxious to leave the Priory by that way.

“Can I see you now, Mr. Blake?”

It was Joe who led the way to the study, and closing the door behind them and without preamble, he began:

“Mr. Blake, what did you see at the Lodge last night?”

“What do you mean?” asked Jimmy steadily.

“What did you see when you were in the grounds of the Lodge last night?”

Jimmy was silent.

“They don’t know that it was you yet,” Joe went on, “but they’ll find out. They sent the boots to London and there are a dozen detectives looking for the owner.”

“I saw all there was to be seen,” said Jimmy. “What is the explanation, Sennett?”

“There is no explanation that I can give, sir,” said Joe Sennett with a certain dignity. “Mr. Blake, will you take an old man’s advice?”

“What is it, Joe?”

“Get away from Blackheath as quickly as you can. Take your car and — —”

“Bolt?” suggested Jimmy quietly.

“I don’t know whether you’d call it bolting, and I hardly think you’d benefit much if you did bolt. At any rate, you’d be—” he stopped himself. “Will you take my advice, Mr. Blake?”

Jimmy shook his head.

“I shall stay here,” he said, “and see it through, whatever ‘it’ may be.”

Joe nodded.

“I’ve done all I can for you,” he said, “and now I think I must see Delia.”

Jimmy saw his face twitch as though he was contemplating an unpleasant interview. “One moment before you go, Sennett.” Jimmy barred the way to the door.

“Is there a logical and reasonable explanation to all this mystery, or is Mr. Chapelle stark mad?”

“There is a very simple explanation, sir,” said Sennett, “but it is not one that I can give, as I told you before.”

Jimmy opened the door for him.

“I won’t press the question.”

“You won’t go away either, eh?” said Sennett, looking him straight in the eyes.

“I shall stay here,” said Jimmy.

“Very good,” said the older man, and without another word walked out of the room, Jimmy following.

Jimmy heard the study door close on Delia and her father, and strolled into the garden. He was there half an hour. When he went back to the study it was empty. He met Mrs. Smith coming downstairs.

“The young lady has gone to her room with a bad headache,” she said, “and she did not wish to be disturbed.”

“Isn’t she coming down again tonight?” asked Jimmy in dismay.

“I don’t think so, sir,” said the housekeeper, and the young man cursed his luck under his breath.

He went in search of Ferdie and repeated to him the warning which Sennett had given.

“You’re in this, Ferdinando,” he said, “and I won’t disguise from you that there is bad trouble coming to me and possibly to you. Sennett is not the kind of man who would ask us to bolt unless there was serious danger.”

“If there’s danger to you, there’s certainly danger to me,” said Ferdie thoughtfully, “and I’ll do just as you suggest.”

“Well, I advise you to get away,” said Jimmy, and Ferdie guffawed loudly.

“Jimmy, you have everything but brains,” he said cruelly. “If I bolted, that would bring down suspicion on you. Either we both stay or we both go. And even if it didn’t bring suspicion on you, the fact that I had disappeared before your arrest and execution — —”

Jimmy made a little face.

“It doesn’t sound pretty, does it? But it seems to me a very likely ending to this lark,” said Ferdie earnestly. “I was saying — if they came and pinched you and found I had gone, they’d be after me like a shot. Our only chance is to stick together.”

He turned to go.

“I say, you don’t feel like another visit to the Warden’s Lodge tonight?” he suggested.

“No, thank you,” said Jimmy fervently. “I have no desire to monkey with a gang which includes a Prime Minister and a Bishop, to say nothing of an eminent scientist.”

Ferdie turned back.

“A Prime Minister and a Bishop?” he repeated slowly. “Was the Prime Minister there?”

The last thing in the world Jimmy had intended was to say as much as he had. There was nothing to do now but to tell the whole story.

“I thought you were nutty when you talked about the bacon,” said Ferdie after he had finished. “And I still think that you may have been seeing things. But what an unholy combination to butt into — phew! Do you think that Chapelle has gone off his head?”

“No, and I don’t think the Bishop has either,” said Jimmy. “I should say the Bishop of Fleet was too shrewd and tough a man to be led into an adventure of this kind by an obvious lunatic. Ferdie, you were boasting the other day that you had a couple of Mills Bombs. Take your car and go up to your flat and get them, like a good fellow.”

“Why?” asked the astonished Ferdie. “Are you thinking of bombing the old boy?”

“I did have some such idea,” said Jimmy dryly.

“When shall I go?”

“Go now.”

And Ferdie went off to get his noisy car. An hour later the study bell rang and Stephens answered it.

“Bring Mrs. Smith here,” said Jimmy, looking up from his writing-table. “I want you to witness my will.”

“Your will, sir?” said Stephens, startled. “Hurry,” said Jimmy. “I have followed the example of Lord Harry and have left five years’ salary to everybody in my employ, and if you don’t stop looking like an asphyxiated cod-fish, you won’t benefit.”

It was his will that he had written, a somewhat voluminous document, and his two servants, fluttered and apprehensive, affixed their signatures as witnesses. Also Jimmy had destroyed all his private correspondence and made a rough survey of his financial position. He told himself that he was wasting time and acting like a scare-cat, but he had realized that in the event of his sudden demise his property would go to the State, and just then he had a grudge against the State.

Neither Mrs. Smith nor Stephens read the provisions of the will, so they were not aware that the principal beneficiary was a girl who at that moment was sitting in her locked room, her hands clasped on her lap, staring out into the night with eyes that were big and tragic and hopeless.

Jimmy had given up any hope of seeing Delia that night, when he heard the door of the study open and close again.

“I didn’t ring for the coffee, but you can put it there,” he said without raising his eyes from the letter he was writing.

There was no response and no movement, and then he looked up.

It was Delia. Her face, at any time, showed little colour, but now it was a dead white, and her eyes seemed to have grown darker, so that by contrast with her pallor they looked black.

“Delia!”

He went towards her, his hands outstretched, and she took them in hers, and all the time her eyes were fixed on his. He saw in them fear and appeal — The Terror had come to her and had frozen her stiff and speechless.

“Delia!” He whispered the word and, taking her by the arms, shook her gently.

He saw her pale lips flutter and tremble as she tried to speak.

“For God’s sake, Delia… what is wrong?”

And then she spoke. Her voice was faint and shaky, but it became more steady as she went on.

“Jimmy! Do you … do you love me?”

He nodded. He could not have spoken.

“You meant … all you said in the garden… that night?”

“Every word,” his voice seemed that of a stranger, it was so cracked and strained.

“Will you marry me … at once … tomorrow? Please, please!”

He put his arms about her and drew her tighter and tighter to him, and the fear in her eyes died and the old soft woman-look returned… the old shining Delia look, only more glorious by the love and faith and surrender in them.

“My dear!”

He muttered the words, his lips to hers.

Something wonderful had happened… how? why? he did not know nor care. He was shaking, his arms were weak and trembling and his knees were feeble … it seemed as if the strength of life had been sapped in this joy.

“You’ll do it tomorrow… you can get a special license, can’t you? You will, please… please, Jimmy dear!”

She was crying and laughing.

“I never thought I’d be happy again,” she breathed. “I know now that all my… fine plans… were stupid and unreal… but this is real, isn’t it, Jimmy? It’s the essence, the essence of life…”

It was she who raised her face and kissed him, holding her lips to his, her arm clasped about his neck, her eyes, divinely beautiful and lit with a new fire, so close to his that he felt the flick of eyelashes against his.

“Delia… wonderful!” he gulped the words and felt big and coarse and clumsy as he led her to the couch… “what magic has been working, darling? I never dreamt of this happiness.”

“It’s the magic of… of…”

For a second the wild terror he had seen smouldered in her dark eyes and then she broke into a passion of weeping.

“Tomorrow… tomorrow… please, please!” she sobbed, and Jimmy held her in his arms and comforted her.

She smiled through tears, checked a sob and murmured:

“‘As a mother comforteth her child so will I comfort you.’”

And then she became suddenly quiet and he thought she had swooned, but she was sleeping peacefully. He held her motionless as the hours passed, and then his head began to nod and he, too, slept.

It was Ferdinand Ponter who found them so. He came in at midnight, his coat-pockets bulging, and stopped at the sight; then he stepped softly from the room and closed the door behind him.

“Well, I’m blowed!” said Ferdinand, and shook his head. “Wrong, quite wrong,” he muttered as he walked up the stairs to his room, “especially if they’re not engaged!”
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Jimmy went early to the office of the registrar of the district to give notice of his marriage.

“Is it possible for the ceremony to be performed tomorrow?” he asked.

That morning he had read up the regulations dealing with the time of special licences and had made the unhappy discovery that one clear day must elapse between the “notice” and the ceremony. But he had a dim recollection that during the war special facilities were given, and these might still be obtainable.

“You can be married to-day,” was the surprising answer.

“To-day?” repeated Jimmy, delighted.

“Yes. The Chief Registrar sent us a memorandum yesterday to that effect. The Government and the Archbishop have issued a schedule to the Proclamation giving special facilities for people who want to be married before ‘The Days of Uniting.’”

Before he had finished the delighted Jimmy had gripped him by the hand.

“My lad,” he said, “you’re an angel!”

“His lad” was thirty, dyspeptic and wore glasses. Jimmy supplied all the information necessary for the issue of the licence. He guessed at the girl’s age, and took it for granted that she had no other name than Delia; and then he drove into Greenwich, stopped before a jeweller’s shop, guessed again at the size of her finger, and was at the Priory with the ring in his pocket before Delia knew he had left the house.

Ferdie and Stephens were the witnesses, and the ceremony was ridiculously short and simple; fifty words spoken by each, and they were man and wife!

“I shouldn’t have believed it was so jolly easy, Jimmy,” said Ferdie, poising a pen in his hand over the register. “This is a bit of a warning to boys, isn’t it? And it takes twelve months to get a divorce! A fellow might be yanked into a place like this, and go out with a perfectly strange wife, before the poor boy knew what was happening to him.”

Beyond the words she had repeated after the registrar, Delia had not spoken. Some of her colour had come back and her face wore that ethereal, exalted look which Jimmy had seen before. Once she looked at the ring on her finger and smiled, but she made no other sign till the last entry had been made and the registrar had handed to her the marriage certificate in a tiny envelope, and then she said:

“I am very glad.”

She slipped her arm through Jimmy’s, and they went out of the dull office together, to meet the unmistakable detectives who were standing before the door.

“Mr. Blake?” said one of these.

“My name is Blake,” said Jimmy.

He felt the hand of the girl grip tighter on his arm.

“I am Inspector Cartwright, and I hold a warrant for your arrest.”

“On what charge?” asked Jimmy quietly.

“Treason-felony,” was the reply, and Jimmy nodded.

“I wondered what it would be,” he said.

He gently disengaged Delia’s hand.

“You had better go with Ferdie, dear,” he said; and she did not speak, but slowly drew her arm from his, looking at him in a dazed hurt way that broke his heart to see.

A taxicab was waiting. He was hustled in by the police officers and in a few minutes was out of sight.

“I don’t understand,” the girl said slowly, and then collapsed in Ferdie’s arms.

The cab drove into the yard of Blackheath Road Police Station. Jimmy noticed that his captors did not go through the formality of charging him, but led him straight away to a cell which had evidently been prepared, for on the rough wooden bench which served prisoners for a bed, a mattress had been placed.

Left alone, Jimmy sat down with his head in his hands, to consider the position. He did not doubt that he was in the greatest danger. The Prime Minister was under the impression that he had surprised a State secret, and the fate which, for some reason, had overtaken Gerald Van Roon would also be his.

Or were they sending him to join the thousand or so harmless citizens who had been arrested in the previous week? Certainly no charge was preferred, and no attempt was made to question him.

His lunch was brought, and at half-past five a substantial tea was carried into the cell by the jailer. He must have received instructions not to converse with the prisoner, for he made no answer to Jimmy’s questions.

The day had passed like an eternity. He tried to sleep, but the moment his head touched the pillow, his mind went to Delia, and it was all thought of her that he was Striving so desperately to keep from his mind.

At nine o’clock the lock snapped back, the cell door opened, and the jailer came in.

“Put out your hands,” he said curtly; and Jimmy obeyed.

A pair of handcuffs were snapped on his wrists. Taking his arm, the jailer led him along the corridor into the yard. A closed car was waiting, and beside the open door was a tall man, whose face was in the shadow. Jimmy stepped into the car and sank back with a sigh of comfort upon the luxurious upholstery. The stranger entered after him, slammed the door, and the car moved off.

Jimmy knew where he was being taken, long before the machine had stopped at the green postern gate.

Although it was much earlier in the evening than the people of Warden’s Lodge came and went, the road was deserted, and only one person saw his entry. Delia, lying flat on the grass, had kept watch since nightfall, and now her vigil was rewarded.

Jimmy was pushed through the door, and hurried along the path he had trodden the night before; but this time he entered by the front door.

The man who was with him stood revealed in the light of the lamp which hung on the wall of the room into which he was pushed.

“Well, Mr. Blake,” said Lord Harry pleasantly. “We are very sorry to put you to this inconvenience, but if you know as much about our business as we fear you do, you will quite understand why it is impossible to leave you at large.”

Jimmy made no reply, and Lord Harry Weltman, stripping off his coat, opened a cigarette case and offered it to Jimmy. The young man extracted a cigarette with his manacled hands, and the Minister of Defence lit it for him.

“You can sit down,” he said courteously; and as Jimmy accepted the invitation, he went on. “You were in the grounds the night before last, of course. Were you alone?”

“Quite alone,” said Jimmy.

“Did anybody know that you were coming?”

“Nobody,” replied Jimmy promptly.

“You had no companion at all?”

“No, sir.”

“Not even your friend, Mr. Ponter?”

“He was at the Priory and had no idea I was coming,” lied Jimmy.

“How did you get over the wall without assistance?”

“I brought a collapsible ladder in my car.” Jimmy could tell the truth here, and he saw that Lord Harry was impressed.

“Now, Mr. Blake, I think we had better understand one another; and I might tell you at first that I am charged with the part of extracting from you the fullest possible details of your knowledge. What did you see when you were in the grounds?”

“I saw you burying the man Elmers,” said Jimmy.

“Elmers?”

Lord Harry stared at the other and then went on:

“You imagined you did,” he said. “And then?”

“I looked through the window and I saw the Prime Minister sweeping up the room, and the Bishop frying something, I think it was bacon, in a frying-pan.”

“It was bacon,” agreed the other gravely, “and it was very excellent bacon. What else did you see?”

“I saw Mr. Maggerson and a gentleman whose name I do not know, sitting at a table writing.”

“Do you know who the other man was?” asked Lord Harry quickly.

“I haven’t the slightest idea, my Lord,” said Jimmy, and met the cold scrutiny of the Minister’s eye without quailing.

“Were you near enough to see what they were writing?”

Jimmy shook his head.

“And you say on your honour you do not know who the other man was?”

“No, sir, I do not.”

“Well, I can give you a little information on that subject, but whether you will learn or not depends entirely on the view the Prime Minister takes of your case.”

Jimmy’s heart beat a little faster. He could not misunderstand the significance of that last remark. If they adjudged him to die, he would be let into their secret. If they exonerated him from antagonism, or whatever it was they feared, he would remain in ignorance.

He raised his shackled hands to take the cigarette from his lips, and Lord Harry, noticing the gesture, smiled.

“I’m sorry we can’t release you from those fetters,” he said. “I do sincerely hope you can convince us that you’re not — dangerous.”

“In what way dangerous?” asked Jimmy.

“The only form of dangerousness we recognise is an inclination to talk,” said Lord Harry, and went out of the room.

He was gone a quarter of an hour, and came back with the Prime Minister. Mr. Chapelle had changed considerably since Jimmy had seen him last. He had passed from the pleasantly old to the painfully old, but he was as straight and held his head as high as ever, and when he spoke there was no break in his rasping, menacing tone.

“You would not keep out of this, Mr. Blake, and you have yourself to thank for your serious position. I was afraid you would. Your cousin could have saved his life. I doubt very much whether you can.”

He looked at the floor, fingering his chin.

“Bring him into the room,” he said; and, at a nod from Lord Harry, Jimmy followed him into the apartment at the back of the house, that very room into which he had peered.

The big table which he had then seen had gone, and so, too, had the bearded man and Maggerson. Old Sennett stood with his back to the fire, his hands behind him, but he did not meet Jimmy’s eyes. Only the Bishop, suave, pleasant, almost jocular in his greeting, seemed to be free from a kind of strained nervousness which affected them all, save he.

“This is a bad business, Mr. Blake,” he said, “a very bad business. And you were married to-day, I hear?”

Jimmy looked at Joe Sennett. The old man did not raise his eyes.

“Yes, I was married to-day,” said Jimmy quietly. “In fact, about four minutes before your police gentlemen abducted me.”

“What are we to do about this man?” asked the Prime Minister impatiently. “I am not prepared to keep him here.”

“What are you prepared to do?” said Jimmy. He was recovering a little of his balance.

“I am prepared to order your destruction,” said Chapelle coldly. “I shall not hesitate at that, believe me! My mind is divided on the question of expediency. I would not kill a fly unnecessarily,” he added in a lower voice, “and all that is human in me will deplore your death, Mr. Blake, bitterly, bitterly!”

Jimmy could not restrain a grin.

“It will be worth something to know that I am sincerely mourned by so eminent a man as yourself, sir,” he said; “and I shall naturally do my best to save you this unnecessary sorrow.”

“Lord Harry tells me that you did not know the other gentleman who was here.”

Jimmy shook his head.

“No, sir.”

“You’re sure of that?”

The Prime Minister eyed him keenly.

“I am prepared to swear to that, sir; I don’t know him, although I seem to have seen his portrait in an illustrated paper.” He knitted his brows. “Why, of course, it is the Astronomer Royal, Sir John Dart!”

Before the words were out he bitterly regretted his indiscretion. He saw the Prime Minister’s chest heave up and heard the long-drawn sigh.

“I was afraid you would,” said the Premier in a low voice.

All the time Joe Sennett had said no word, nor had he so much as looked at the prisoner. Now, however, he raised his eyes, and they met Jimmy’s for the space of a second, and then dropped again.

“I was desperately afraid you would,” the Prime Minister was saying. “Well—” he looked at Lord Harry, and the tall, hardfaced man nodded. “You don’t think,” the Prime Minister hesitated, “that if we kept him prisoner — —”

“The longer he has to think, the more he will understand,” said Lord Harry significantly. “If this was the 15th instead of the 14th I would say ‘No,’ but we cannot afford to keep him alive.”

“I agree.”

The Premier nodded.

Jimmy’s heart went cold and he was seized with a momentary trembling, then he grew cool. As he pulled himself erect to face the ordeal, he saw Lord Harry’s hand go to his pocket and come out holding a pistol.

Joe had turned so that he faced the fire. The Prime Minister had his hand on the handle of the door preparatory to leaving the room, and from where he stood Jimmy could not see the Bishop.

Then a cold rage seized him. Why should he die? He was innocent of any wrongdoing.

The pistol rose slowly until it covered him, and then Jimmy spoke.

“‘I would not kill thine unprepared spirit,’” quoth he sneeringly. “Really, gentlemen, you are barbarians, and you have a Bishop on the premises, too.”

Lord Harry dropped his pistol.

“What do you want?” he asked.

“I want an hour,” said Jimmy.

Lord Harry shook his head.

The Prime Minister turned at the sound of Jimmy’s voice.

“Give him five minutes,” he said.

There was just a faint hope in Jimmy’s heart. Had anybody seen him being brought in? Had Ferdie guessed where he would be taken? If any attempt was made ——

“Crash!”

The window splintered into fragments. Somebody had shattered it with an iron bar, and that somebody, Jimmy knew, was Ferdie Ponter.

“Quick, Jimmy!” yelled a voice.

He dashed to the window, held up his chained hands, and something round and egg-shaped was thrush into them. Stooping he drew out the pin of the Mills Bomb with his teeth.

“Shoot, gentlemen,” he mocked. “But as sure as you do, this bomb will fall from my hands and explode. If you come near me,” he said, as the Minister made a movement, “it will also fall, and your precious secret will be a secret no more.”

There was a silence, broken only by the painful breathing of the Bishop.

“Take off his handcuffs,” said the Prime Minister at last. “I will give you my word of honour, Mr. Blake, that you shall not be harmed. Bring in your friend from outside.”

Jimmy hesitated, then walked to the window.

“You can come in, Ferdie. Are you alone?”

There was no reply to this, and then the door was opened.

Ferdie came in, and following him came Delia. She took no notice of anybody else, but, walking across the room, she took Jimmy’s hand in hers.

The two Ministers had left the room. Joe still stared gloomily at the floor, and had taken no notice of his daughter. The only stranger was the Bishop, who had dropped into the chair by the fire, his chin sunk on his breast.

“I saw them take you in,” she said in a low voice. “I went straight back to Ferdie. He was wonderful, Jimmy. He remembered the bombs he had brought back for you, and we came straight across. He didn’t want me to come, but I just had to.” She smiled. “There’s a telegram for you, I found it on the hall-stand just as I was leaving the house.”

Jimmy slipped the buff envelope into his pocket.

“And what next?” he asked.

She shook her head.

“Father, what next?” she repeated.

He threw out his hands in a gesture of despair.

“How do I know, my dear? Have you told Mr. Blake — —”

She shook her head.

“Told me what?” asked Jimmy quickly. “Perhaps you will know.”

The door opened and the Prime Minister came back; this time he was accompanied by the two men whom Jimmy had seen before — Maggerson and the stranger, the Astronomer Royal.

“Blake,” said the Prime Minister without preliminary, “I am going to tell you the strangest story that any man has ever told, or ever heard, and that story will explain why your cousin met his death at my hands.”

“At your hands?” gasped Jimmy, doubting his senses.

The Prime Minister nodded.

“By accident I executed Gerald Van Roon in the cause of humanity,” he said solemnly, “not because he was a bad man, for I know nothing of him that was not creditable and, indeed, noble. But because he was an indiscreet man. He died for his principles.”
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“Mr. Maggerson” — began the Prime Minister— “is a very old friend of mine. We were at school together, and our early lives ran upon parallel lines. Maggerson is, I need hardly tell you, a brilliant man of science. I myself am a dabbler in science. I am passionately fond of mathematics and physics, and, by a remarkable coincidence, two other members of the Cabinet were also men who had leanings that way. For years we made a point of dining every Thursday night, a practice which was discontinued after I accepted the leadership of my party.

“At these gatherings, my friend, the Lord Bishop of Fleet, was generally present, though he was not Bishop in those days, but the headmaster of a school, as Mr. Ponter probably knows.

“I tell you this much, because I feel that it is well that you should know my authority for acting as I have done, and because, by reason of those friendships, I have been able to call upon three of the cleverest mathematicians in Great Britain to confirm a certain discovery which we made, or rather which Mr. Maggerson made, a little more than a week ago. Mr. Maggerson is — and of this you must also be aware — the inventor of a new calculus, or rather a Table of Variations which is used by mathematicians and those who have relations with the exact sciences all over the world.

“I think that this story really starts,” the Prime Minister went on, “on the day of the luncheon party which I gave, partly to celebrate his return from America and partly to celebrate the issue of his amended calculus, four hundred thousand copies of which were, I believe, sold within a week of issue.

“As you know, Mr. Maggerson did not arrive, and when he did he was in a condition bordering upon — hysteria, I can think of no better word. It took us some time before we could get him calm, and when we did it was to learn something which I think stunned every one of us. Fortunately, there were only us five friends present. My secretary was away in Glasgow in connection with a meeting which I was to address. Besides myself and Maggerson, there were Lord Harry Weltman, Mr. Stope-Kendrick and the Bishop in the room.

“It is rather difficult to explain to a layman, one who is apparently not interested in mathematics, the exact functions of the Table of Variations with which the name of Maggerson is associated. By its use it is possible to make the most exact, indeed, the only exact, astronomical calculations that can be made. Those calculations, as you probably know, if worked out without the aid of what, for a better term, I will call a mathematical ready-reckoner, would take years to accomplish, and it was with the object of measuring the immeasurable, that Newton and Leibnitz produced their calculi.

“On the day before the luncheon Mr. Maggerson read a note in one of the foreign papers concerning the discovery of a comet which interested him. In the afternoon he visited Greenwich and had lunch with the Astronomer Royal. They discussed the appearance of the comet in the northern skies, a comet which was neither Enekes, which had been sighted the year before, nor Winneckes, and which was either a newcomer in the heavens or else the identical comet on which Newton based his famous calculations. This, however, they decided it could not be, for Newton’s comet was not due for another hundred and fifteen years. Now, hitherto, in calculating the periodicity of comets, there had been considerable difficulties in making accurate predictions, difficulties due to the influences exercised by various planets, which attract the wanderer from its course. Jupiter in particular seems to have an extraordinary influence upon the cometary matter.

“By means of Maggerson’s table, however, the most extraordinary accurate results can be obtained, and after taking the longitude of the perihelion, etc., Maggerson went home and began to work out the character and the identity of the comet.

“Then, gentlemen” — the voice of the Prime Minister was lowered— “he made an astonishing discovery. It was this, that on the 16th of May of this year, the comet ‘X,’ for no name has been given to this wanderer, must inevitably collide with the earth
 !”

For a second Jimmy’s heart stopped beating.

“Inevitably?” he repeated.

The Prime Minister nodded.

“The character of a comet is not known. You can only take the spectrum and discover that it contains certain hydrocarbons, sodium and other chemical constituents; but whether the nucleus, which is bigger than the earth, is solid, or whether it is as vaporous as its attenuated tail, nobody knows. If it is solid” — he paused— “if it is solid and the collision occurs, it is certain that human life, or, for the matter of that, any life, cannot exist on the earth.”

Jimmy cleared his throat.

“You mean, sir, that on the 16th all civilization, all that the world is and means for us, may be wiped away?” His voice sank to a whisper.

The Premier nodded.

“Maggerson was not satisfied with his work. He began again, and working all night, he arrived at a similar result; and then it was, and forgetting he was not dressed, forgetting everything except the approaching cataclysm, and the terror into which the world would fall, if the news were known, he ran from his house, and did not stop running until he reached Number 10 Downing Street.”

One of the men in the room had a loud watch. Jimmy heard it distinctly.

“Then what happened?” he found voice to ask.

“Maggerson asked me and Stope-Kendrick to check his calculations. In conjunction with the Astronomer Royal we worked carefully throughout the next night, and a portion of the next day. We were beginning to attract attention. The newspaper reporters had noted that we were together, practically locked in one room; and then it was that I thought of the Warden’s Lodge. It was Crown property and had been standing empty for many years: It was near to London, but, what was more important, it was within a few minutes’ walk of the Royal Observatory.

“It was after we had installed ourselves that the Astronomer Royal suggested we should send for Gerald Van Roon. This course was heartily approved both by Maggerson and by myself, though you, Lord Harry, objected. I can only wish most fervently,” said the Prime Minister, “that we had listened to your objections. Lord Harry pointed out that Gerald was a man of extremely high principles, and that he had very definite views on the duty of science to the public. We had some trouble with him last year when he was called into consultation over the failure of the wheat and corn crop.”

Jimmy nodded.

“I remember; he was writing an article on that very subject on the night of his death,” he said.

“However,” continued the Prime Minister, “we overcame Lord Harry’s objections, and Harry and Stope-Kendrick themselves went across to your house and delivered the message, returning with Gerald Van Roon. In the meantime the Bishop had gone to arouse the Government printer, Mr. Sennett here, whom you know. We felt, as a preliminary measure, that it was necessary to warn military authorities that some sort of trouble might be expected. What we most feared was the news leaking out that such a collision was inevitable. The destruction of the earth, the wiping off of life, will be a matter so terrifically sudden that nobody will realize what has happened. There is no terror in death — swift, painless, universal” — he said quietly; “but there is a terror of fear which would drive men and women frantic, which would reduce the world to a shrieking madhouse. Mr. Van Roon came. We told him quickly the facts as we knew them, namely, that on the 16th of May, the unknown comet would cross the orbit of the earth at a point where a collision was impossible to avoid.

“At first he was horrified, and then he sat down to study the tables which Maggerson and the Bishop had prepared between them. When he had finished there happened what Lord Harry had feared. Your cousin was a deeply religious man, and he insisted that the world should know. That was, naturally, a course which we determined should not be taken. There was an angry scene; the end of it was, Gerald Van Roon walked through that very door with the words:

“‘Whatever you may say, Prime Minister, I consider it my duty to communicate to the world the danger which threatens our existence.’

“And there was no doubt whatever that he intended to put his threat into execution. For the moment we were paralysed, and not until he had left the house did it come to me just what his action would mean.

“We had made some rough preparations, crude and unskillful, to deal with any intrusion into our sanctuary. I had brought down an automatic pistol which my son gave me after the war, and this was then lying on the mantelpiece. I snatched it up and ran after your cousin. He was halfway across the garden. It was raining heavily, I remember, because I slipped on the greasy grass, and in slipping I fired. I don’t think I had any intention of killing him; my plan was to bring him back and hold him a prisoner, but as I slipped I must have thrown out my hand and gripped at the trigger. I am not used to the ways of automatic pistols, and I did not realize that so long as the trigger is pressed the weapon continues to fire. I heard five shots and could not realize that it was I who had fired them, until I saw Gerald Van Roon lying senseless on the grass.

“I came back to the house, and we had a consultation. The position was a dreadful one. To explain his death would mean to explain the circumstances under which he met his death. There was nothing to do but to carry out Lord Harry’s suggestion, which was that he should be carried on to the Heath and left there.

“I was perfectly certain at the time that he was dead, for he showed no signs of life, and the wounds” — the Premier shivered— “were terrible! We carried him out just before daybreak and left him, and his fate you know. I might say that Mr. Sennett was not present; indeed, Mr. Sennett did not come into our confidence until a few days ago, when it became necessary to prepare our proclamation.”

“The object of the Proclamation being to unite families for the final day of life?”

The Prime Minister nodded.

“It was the last service which we could render to humanity,” he said, “and that will also explain to you, Mr. Blake, the release of the convicts from the various prisons throughout the country.”

“It does not explain the arrest of thousands of innocent men,” said Jimmy.

A faint smile played at the corners of the Premier’s delicate mouth.

“Those innocent men were all gentlemen who possessed telescopes,” he said. “They were, in fact, corresponding members of various astronomical societies, and it was very necessary that we should not allow them to make independent calculations. There is one more matter to explain, and that is — the end of poor Kendrick.” The Premier’s voice shook. “He was my very dearest friend,” he said, “a quiet scholarly man on whose mind the knowledge of this terrible danger produced a deplorable effect. We had met earlier one evening, and the Bishop remarked upon the strange appearance of the poor fellow. We missed him for a moment — and in that moment he had passed through the gate … I don’t want to think about it.”

Jimmy looked round the room from face to face. The girl’s eyes had not left his; her lips were set tight. As to Ferdie, he was all blank amazement.

“Perhaps you would like to see — our friend,” said the Prime Minister.

Jimmy wondered whom he was talking about.

“He is very clearly visible tonight,” Mr. Chapelle went on; and Jimmy knew that he was talking of the comet. “But I am afraid he will not impress you.”

“I did not know there was a comet visible,” said Jimmy.

“Very few people do,” said the Prime Minister, “although one or two indiscreet references appeared in the newspapers, emanating from foreign correspondents; that is why we established the press censorship. It is a curious comet, because it has little or no tail, and that is probably why it has escaped general observation.”

He led the way to the dark garden, and it was the Astronomer Royal who directed Jimmy’s eyes to the north-western firmament. Presently he saw it! A blurred spot of light like a star seen through a thin cloud.

“He doesn’t look very formidable, does he?” said the Prime Minister as he led the way back to the room, “and yet, Mr. Blake, he is the world’s terror. For billions of years we have escaped contact with any of these waifs of space, and there are thousands of great men who are emphatic that the laws which govern the movement of celestial bodies make it absolutely impossible that contact can be made.”

“There is only one thing I would like to ask you, sir,” said Jimmy, “although I realize that I have no right whatever to question you.”

“You may ask anything you wish,” interrupted Mr. Chapelle.

“There was no accident in your shooting the man who came into your garden the other night, the night I left my boots under your window?”

It was Lord Harry who replied.

“I killed him,” he said simply; “he was a local criminal named Day, a poor devil who specializes in stealing lead-piping.”

“Day?” said Jimmy, staring at him.

Lord Harry nodded.

“We thought we heard suspicious sounds, and I went into the garden and I found him sliding down a water-pipe with a coil of lead pipe which he had taken from a disused cistern. Not knowing who he was, or what was his object, I called on him to stand. He ran, and I shot him.”

Jimmy collapsed into a chair.

“Then it was not Tom Elmers!” he said hollowly.

“Tom Elmers?” It was Joe who spoke. “Was he here?” and Jimmy told him all he had seen on the night he broke into the grounds.

“That is serious,” said the Prime Minister. “Do you know him, Mr. Sennett?”

“I know him,” replied Joe, startled; “he is dangerous, sir — he would probably understand every calculation that has been made in this house. I should say that next to myself he is the finest mathematical printer in England.”

“You did not see him again after he disappeared over the wall?” said Chapelle, turning to Jimmy.

Jimmy shook his head.

“No, I didn’t see him. I was perfectly satisfied that he was the gentleman you were burying.”

“That’s very, very bad,” said the Prime Minister. “Is he an enemy of yours?”

“Not of mine, sir.”

“He is of mine,” said Joe. “He wished to marry my daughter, and neither she nor I wanted anything to do with him, and he took to drink. My own impression is that he is a little mad. He always was a violent, undisciplined man.”

There was a long silence, broken by the Prime Minister.

“That man must be found,” he said quietly. “He may be concealed in this very house. You have seen or heard nothing, Maggerson?”

The great Maggerson shook his head. Apparently, he was the only one who spent the whole of his time at the Warden’s Lodge.

“We had better make a search,” said Lord Harry, shortly. “You and your friend come along, Mr. Blake.”

Jimmy followed him into the broad panelled hall and up the rickety stairs. Ferdie brought up the rear, carrying an oil lamp.

The gloomy rooms were empty and in a sad state of disrepair. Only one, where Maggerson had slept and in which Jimmy had seen him through his telescope, was occupied. There were five rooms on the upper floor, and each room was explored without producing any other sign of life than mice.

“He’s not here,” said Jimmy. “Are there any cellars?”

“None,” replied Lord Harry. “The only place on which he could conceal himself is the roof, which is flat, like most of the houses in this neighborhood.”

He pointed to a trapdoor leading from a small cistern room. It was reached by a steep ladder.

“The last man who was in here,” began Lord Harry as he climbed the steps, “was the unfortunate burglar whom you saw being buried. There,” he pointed, “is the end of the piping he stole.”

He pushed up the trap, and Jimmy followed him into the night. It was both impossible and inexpedient to bring up the lamp, said Ferdie; and they had to conduct their search in the darkness. They were groping their way along the parapet, when they heard a crash behind them. It was the trapdoor falling. Immediately afterwards came a yell below and a smashing of glass. Jimmy stumbled across the roof, found the trap and flung it up. From below came the smell of kerosene, but the lamp had gone and so also had Ferdie. Jimmy dropped to the floor and ran downstairs. The front door was open, and he flew out into the night. He saw a figure in the half-darkness and then heard Ferdinand’s voice.

“Sorry, old man; he climbed the wall and I haven’t the key of the gate.”

“Did you see him?”

“No, but I felt him,” said Ferdie, grimly.

When he came into the light they saw he had a long cut on his cheek.

“Lost him,” he said laconically.

He had not seen the “him.” Standing at the foot of the ladder beneath the trapdoor, the man had suddenly dropped on him; the light had been extinguished, and before he could pull himself to his feet, the attacker was halfway down the stairs.
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The Prime Minister turned to Maggerson.

“You wrote a summary of your observations. Those are the only papers he could get at — it would take too long to follow the calculations,” he said. “Will you bring the summary down. It will also help Mr. Blake to understand. I fear I may have failed to impress upon you the seriousness of our discovery.”

“I think I understand fairly well, sir,” said Jimmy quietly, after Maggerson had gone upstairs to his room. “On the sixteenth, at some hour — —”

“At half-past four in the afternoon by Greenwich meantime,” said the Prime Minister. “The point of contact will in all probability be within a hundred miles of the South Pole, but the effect will be just as disastrous as if it struck the city of London.” Jimmy nodded.

“At that hour, sir, you expect the world to be destroyed?”

“Not destroyed,” corrected the Prime Minister. “I think the world will go on rolling through space; it will probably stagger, perhaps for a few seconds.”

“And it will require no more than that,” asked Jimmy in amazement, “to wipe off all form of life?”

“Some life may still exist,” said the Prime Minister. “For example, we expect that fish — especially the deep-sea fish — and a very large proportion of the others, will still continue living. Certain insects, too, will continue; and it is possible, though very improbable, that mammalian and even human life will be left with a representative or two. It depends entirely on the effect which the impact may have upon the atmosphere. The atmospheric belt may be burnt up, leaving the world a cold cinder, in which case, of course, even the lowest form of sea life would perish.” Maggerson came in at that moment, a worried frown on his face.

“Did you take the summary from my room, Chapelle?” he asked.

“No,” said the Prime Minister quickly.

“Has it gone?”

“I had it under my pillow. I swear I put it there last night, but it’s not there now.” Jimmy, still dazed and almost crushed by the news he had heard, could only wonder that such a minor matter as the disappearance of a summary, whatever that might be, should affect the Prime Minister so.

“We must get that man,” he said.

“What use would the summary be to him?” asked Lord Harry. “And who would publish it, supposing he took it to an editor?”

“I know a man who would publish it,” said the Prime Minister between his teeth. “Though it may seem a fantastic theory on my part, I believe Elmers was sent by him to discover what is going on at the Warden’s Lodge.”

Jimmy, with Delia and Ferdinand Ponter, left the dark house by the postern gate he had come to know so well. They walked across the Heath, each in his or her own way reflecting on what the days would bring forth.

In silence they turned into the diningroom; and Stephens, who was sitting at the dining room table, his head upon his hands, jumped up as if he had seen a ghost.

“Mr. Blake, sir,” he stammered. He was speechless until he found the formula which came readiest: “Can I get anything?”

He was eager and trembling, and Jimmy shook his head with a smile.

“No, thank you, Stephens,” he said.

But there was one who was not to be denied. “Beer, Stephens, my lad,” he said; “nut-brown ale — and draw it with a froth.”

“Beer!” said Jimmy, with a wry little smile. “I can’t understand you, Ferdie; you’re a weird bird! I suppose you don’t realize the significance of all the Prime Minister told us.”

“I only realize that I want beer in large quantities,” said Ferdie firmly. “It’s rather a pity this sort of thing’s going to happen. It’s a jolly old world when you come to think of it.” And Jimmy shuddered.

“Your good health, Mrs. Blake.”

He raised his tankard, and Jimmy looked up and stared openmouthed at him.

“Mrs. Blake?” he repeated. “Who the dickens—” and then he looked at the girl, her mouth twitching with laughter. “Good Lord, I’m married!” he gasped. He had forgotten the fact.

Joe Sennett came across from the Warden’s Lodge the next morning and brought the latest news.

“Half the police force of England are searching for that fellow,” he said, shaking his head. “He’s a thoroughly bad lot. I suppose Delia told you she knew, Mr. Blake?”

“About—” Jimmy hesitated.

“I broke faith with Mr. Chapelle in telling my daughter, but I was certain she would not tell even you.” The old man bit his lips. “I wonder—” and then: “Have you any friends or relations with whom you are spending tomorrow?” he asked.

“No, Joe,” said Jimmy quietly, “except my wife and, I hope, my fatherin-law. I intend leaving this house tomorrow morning early in my car and taking Delia and you with me. The servants I am sending to their homes. Mr. Ponter is going to his father’s house.”

“Where do you intend going, Mr. Blake?”

“To Salisbury Plain,” said Jimmy. “I want the openness of it, and Delia agrees. I want to be away from houses, and the sight of humanity suffering, if it does suffer — please God it will not.”

“At what hour, sir?”

“At daybreak,” said Jimmy, and his fatherin-law went up to his room without further comment.

His work was done, Jimmy learnt later. The country was quiet; no word of the approaching catastrophe had been spoken and the necessity for secret orders, printed or otherwise, had passed. Every railway was running to the utmost limit of its rolling-stock, carrying, for the first time in its history, passengers who paid no fare and who were stopped at no barriers.

Jimmy drove up to town that morning to make sure that the servants at his flat were taking their holiday.

As he drove down Blackheath Hill that bright May morning, with the sky a fleckless blue and the world bathed in yellow sunshine, it seemed impossible that this terrible thing could happen. Women were shopping in a busy thoroughfare through which he passed; laden trams were carrying unsuspecting workers in their holiday attire; ‘buses were crowded; and the streets of the poorer parts through which he passed were thronged with children. He caught glimpses of them in less busy thoroughfares, playing in the middle of the road, and at sight of them he caught his breath. They would go out, vanish, at a snap of a finger, all of them, every one of them. There would be none to mourn them — there was a comforting thought in that.

As he passed a hospital he saw what had evidently been the result of a street accident carried through the doors of the institution. All the thought, all the work, all the science which would be employed to bring back that battered wreck to life and health, would be wasted.

The wonderful inventions of man, the amazingly competent systems he had set up, would disappear with their inventors, and the history of mankind would end with all the history that mankind had written.

He could not understand it; he could not believe it.

His car skidded across the nose of a horse, and its driver cursed him in voluble Cockney. He slowed his car down to apologize. The driver told him to go to hell. Jimmy grinned, and with a wave of his hand, went on.

His way lay across Westminster Bridge; and under the shadow of the great grey house, that monument to democracy and its power, he thought of all the men who had spoken within those walls. The Disraelis, Brights, Gladstone, Palmerston, Peel — shadows, and soon to be less than shadows. Who would remember them or know of them? Who was to perpetuate the fame of Billie Marks, that eminent theatrical lady whose portrait adorned the hoardings?

Only the insects and the fishes might survive the cataclysm, and, in the course of millions of years, produce all over again the beginning of a new civilization. And where London stood would be a great mound of earth, covered with forests, perhaps; and New New York City would be just the rocky platform of Manhattan Island; and when the winds had blown away the dust of crumbled masonry, and kindly nature had covered the desolation with her verdure, there would be a new America awaiting through the ages new discoverers, or equipping expeditions to locate a mythical Europe.

He was passing down Pall Mall, when a shrill whistle attracted his attention. He saw Ferdie’s big motorcar parked in the centre of the road before he saw Ferdie standing on the steps of a club, beckoning him frantically.

Ferdinand had gone to town an hour before him and he was the last person Jimmy expected to see. He pulled his car into the curb, and Ferdie walked along to him.

“Jimmy, old thing,” he said, “I saw that bright lad this morning.”

“Elmers?” asked Jimmy quickly.

Ferdie nodded.

“Spotted him in the Park. He was walking with a respectable old boy, and he was all shaved and dolled-up.”

“What did you do?” asked Jimmy. “You know there’s a warrant for him, and it is absolutely essential that he should be arrested?”

“That’s what I thought,” nodded Ferdie. “It also struck me that it would be a good idea to find out where he was living. Anyway, I might have lost him in the Park; it’s a ticklish place to trail people in a 60 h.p. Italia. Partly,” he added unnecessarily, “because I’ve never taught the dashed thing to jump railings or swim lakes, and it looks as if I’m never goin’ to,” he added, with grim humour.

“Well, what did you do?” asked Jimmy, anxious to get off that subject.

“I followed him as slowly as the old ‘bus could go. He was just about to turn into a house in Welton Street — that’s just off Piccadilly — when he must have spotted me out of the corner of his eye, for he walked on. The stout gentleman went into the house, No. 16. The gent’s name is Palythorpe — how’s that for a piece of high-class detective work?”

“Palythorpe?” said Jimmy. “I wonder if the Prime Minister knows him? Come along with me, Ferdie; maybe you have done something useful before you die.”

They found the Prime Minister at home. He had been up all night and looked less troubled and more serene than Jimmy had expected.

“Palythorpe?” he said quickly. “It can’t be that unspeakable blackguard — wait a moment.”

He went out of the room quickly and returned in five minutes.

“Yes, it is evidently the same man,” he said. “He owns a scurrilous weekly paper.”

“But surely he wouldn’t publish anything about this,” said Jimmy, horrified at the thought. “What was the summary, sir?”

“It was a statement prepared by Maggerson and the Bishop setting out in as plain language as they could command, just what is going to happen. We prepared this, because there was a time when the Bishop wondered whether it would not be his Christian duty to give the world an opportunity for making spiritual preparations. But, mild as the statement was, it was too terrible to put into circulation; even the Bishop agreed to that.”

“But what object could he have?”

“The man has been to prison, and I was responsible for sending him there,” said the Prime Minister. “He had gone out of my mind until — last night. You remember I said there was a man.”

“But such a statement would not hurt you, sir?” insisted Jimmy.

The Prime Minister shook his head.

“It would be enough for Palythorpe to know that I wish this secret kept. There is also the possibility that he might believe that it was a scare without any basis of reason, and publish the summary in order to throw ridicule on me — from whatever motive he put the summary into circulation the effect would be the same. Scientific men would recognize immediately that the statement told the truth. There would be a panic in this country, probably throughout the world, a panic of such a nature which I dare not let my mind contemplate. I’ve sent the police to arrest Palythorpe. Could you arrange to meet them at the corner of Welton Street? I told them that I should ask you to accompany them.”

“Like a shot,” said Ferdie, who had not been asked.

When they reached Welton Street the police car was already standing at the corner and four men were grouped near by. One of them must have known Jimmy, although the man was a stranger to him.

“If you’ll show me the house, sir — —”

Ferdie led the way, but their search was in vain. Mr. Palythorpe had gone out five minutes earlier, the servant told them.

One detective was left in charge of the flat to conduct a search, and Jimmy and his friend took the other three to the office of the little sheet which Palythorpe edited. Here too they drew blank. The office was closed and locked. It was a public holiday, and Mr. Palythorpe did not carry his enmity of the Prime Minister to such lengths that he had denied his employees their vacation. Probably his employees had had something to do with the matter.

The detectives had a consultation.

“Who prints this paper?”

One of them fished a copy from his pocket and examined the imprint.

“It says printed by Tyrhitt Palythorpe.”

“Has he a press of his own?” asked Jimmy.

“I’m blest if I know,” said the detective, “but we can easily find out.”

It was some time before the necessary information was forthcoming. Palythorpe had apparently printed his own paper. His new venture was of a semi-private character, and was sold in a sealed envelope. As to the exact location of the works there was some confliction of evidence. On a day like this, when all the business houses were closed, it was almost impossible to get into touch with the people who could have supplied the information. Printer after printer was called by telephone at his private residence, and none could give any kind of direction. Neither the telephone book nor the London Directory carried the name of Mr. Palythorpe and his printing works.

It was a handicap to Jimmy that the police were not aware of the reason for the arrest and search. To them Palythorpe was a political offender of the first magnitude who had been guilty of some mysterious crime against the State, as to the exact character of which they were ignorant.

Jimmy had a short consultation with Ferdinand.

“Suppose he prints the information,” said Ferdie. “I don’t see what he can do with it. No trains are running. He couldn’t distribute it to-day if he tried.”

“There is a post,” said Jimmy significantly, “and there is an early morning delivery. The postmen are the only people who are working tomorrow.”

“But he couldn’t get the news all over the country,” protested Ferdie. “Do you suggest that he could get into touch with every lad in every village?”

Jimmy shook his head.

“It is only necessary that two of those summaries should go to every town. The news would be out in five minutes — and then!”

“He wouldn’t do it,” said Ferdie. “No man would be such an unutterable blackguard!”

But he did not know Mr. Tyrhitt Palythorpe.
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Five minutes after Ferdie had left the vicinity of Welton Street, Tom Elmers had joined his companion of the morning, and found him pacing his room nervously.

“Who was that?” he asked.

“A fellow named Ponter. He’s a friend of Blake’s. He chased me once out of Blake’s garden.”

“Did he recognize you?” asked Mr. Palythorpe quickly.

“Of course he did,” snapped Tom.

Mr. Palythorpe’s genial face was puckered in an expression of thought.

“Then the best thing we can do is to get away from here as quickly as we can,” he said, diving for his hat. “This will mean bad trouble for me.”

They found a wandering taxi, and Palythorpe gave him an address in Acton. Up a side street was the little printing-shop which the man had bought for a song after his release from prison, and was the foundation of his new activities.

It was no more than a grimy, dilapidated shed, with one press, and cramped accommodation for the half a dozen compositors whom he employed. In the language of the trade it was a “rat-house.” Mr. Palythorpe employed only this type of labour, for reasons not unassociated with certain profitable sidelines which he ran. For he was a great printer of surreptitious lottery tickets and illegal sweepstake prospectuses.

He unlocked the discoloured door and ushered Elmers into the stuffy interior. Tom Elmers looked round with the supercilious contempt of one who had worked under ideal conditions in a well-conducted office.

“Not much of a ship!” he said.

“It’s good enough for me,” said Mr. Palythorpe shortly.

At one end of the building a small cubbyhole of an office had been run up.

“Come in here,” said Palythorpe, switching on a light. “Now, let me have a look at this paper.”

It had been Mr. Maggerson’s boast that his summary was understandable to the meanest intelligence.

It is a reproach which has often been levelled against the scientist that he is the only man who has anything worth saying, and yet does not know how to say it. In this case, however clear the summary might be to him and to his friends, it had been more or less gibberish to Tom Elmers. Tom had been told to discover papers and bring them to his principal, and he had obeyed, but a perusal of the summary had disappointed him.

“It’s about a comet,” he said as he took it slowly from his pocket.

“About a comet?” repeated the other incredulously.

Tom nodded.

“I told you there wasn’t much in it. Old Maggerson has been making calculations for days and days. I used to watch him through a hole in the floor.”

Mr. Palythorpe was chagrined and displayed his disappointment.

“Then all they’ve been doing is making astronomical calculations,” he said with a curse. “And I have wasted all my time. I thought there was a woman in it. But why was Van Roon killed? You don’t know anything about that?”

Tom Elmers shook his head.

“Ask me another,” he said sarcastically. “Here is the paper.”

Mr. Palythorpe adjusted a pair of rimless glasses and began to read.

As he read Tom Elmers saw his face go white, and before he had finished, the hands which held the closely written sheets of manuscript were shaking.

“My God!” he breathed as he put the papers down.

“What’s up?” asked Tom, alarmed.

Mr. Palythorpe did not answer him. He sat with his chin in his palm, staring at the discoloured blotting pad.

“He doesn’t want anybody to know. That is it,” he said aloud, though he was speaking to himself. “He doesn’t want anybody to know! It would break his heart — —”

He looked up suddenly. His eyes were narrowed and shone beyond the swollen lids bright and hard.

“It would break his heart,” he said slowly. “By God, that’s what I’m going to do! Get your coat off!”

“What’s the idea?” asked Elmers in surprise.

“Get your coat off and go to that case. You’ll find a couple of founts of pica type — I want you to set something.”

Mr. Elmers did not display any enthusiasm.

“This is supposed to be a holiday,” he said. “What’s the idea? I’ve been working hard for you and all I get out of it is — —”

“Do as you’re told,” snarled the man and, taking some paper from the rack, he began to write.

Tom Elmers had no intention of working that day and it was with the greatest reluctance that he slipped off his jacket, and rolling up his sleeves, sought for and found the cases of type which Palythorpe had indicated.

Presently the stout man came out and laid a sheet of paper in front of him.

“Set that,” he said, and gave instructions as to the length and spaces between the lines. “Make it a twenty-six em line and double-lead it. I only want to fill one little page.”

“Is this all that has to be set?” said Tom, brightening up.

Palythorpe nodded.

“While you’re doing it I’ll be addressing envelopes, and after you’ve finished you can come and help me. I have three thousand addresses and I think they’ll do the trick.” Tom sniffed.

“All right,” he said.

“No, by the Lord!” cried Palythorpe. “I’ve got over three thousand addressed envelopes ready for the next issue of the paper. They will do — they’re pretty evenly distributed.”

Tom did not answer. His eyes were staring at the first few lines of the copy: —

“To-day, May 16th, the world will come to an end at four-thirty-three Greenwich meantime. The unnamed Comet which has been visible for three weeks will strike the earth at a point six hundred and thirty miles north of the south pole — —”

He read the lines again and then turned to Palythorpe.

“What’s this?” he asked huskily. “Are you putting up a scare?”

And then it was that Palythorpe made a mistake. He himself had read and accepted the news, if not with equanimity at least with courage.

“It is true,” he said; “this is the gist of the summary you brought me. Now you understand why they’ve been working near the Observatory….”

The steel “stick” in Elmers’s hand dropped with a crash to the floor. He staggered back, his face livid.

“It’s a lie, a lie!” he shrieked. “I tell you it’s a lie!”

“It’s true enough,” said Palythorpe shakily, for some of the man’s terror had communicated itself to him; and then, without warning, a raging lunatic leapt at him and gripped him by the throat.

“You’re lying; you’re trying to frighten me! The world is not coming to an end, you devil! You devil!”

Palythorpe struck out at the madman. Twice he hit the bloated face; and then, with superhuman strength, Elmers flung him away and darted to the door. It was locked, but he tugged at the handle, whimpering in the high clear note which Jimmy had heard when Stope-Kendrick came flying across Blackheath to his death. He released his hold of the handle, and springing on to a bench, kicked out the window and, struggling through the broken glass, dropped into the street.

A policeman saw the wild figure, his face streaming with blood from the glass, and sought to intercept him. Elmers flung him aside and raced down the main street. An empty taxicab was pulling away from a rank and he leapt upon the running board.

“There, there,” he said and pointed ahead. “Go faster, faster, faster!”

The frightened driver tried to fling himself from his seat, but Tom’s hand gripped him by the collar and wrenched him back.

“I’ll kill you! I’ll kill you!” he sobbed. “Take me away from this, do you hear?”

“Where do you want to go?” gasped the driver.

“To a church, any church…”

It was at a little Catholic Chapel of the Sacred Heart, on the Barnet Road, that the sweating driver brought his car to a standstill; and Elmers, springing off before the taxi had stopped, flew up the steps and into the cool interior. A priest was standing near the altar-rails in the deserted church, giving directions to some workmen who were repairing the mosaic floor. He heard the clatter of the man’s feet and faced him.

Elmers staggered up the aisle, his arms outflung, making a queer and eerie noise that momentarily turned the blood of the priest to ice.

For a second they confronted one another. The calm, the serene, frocked figure; the uncouth half-made printer.

Tom looked past him, and the priest saw the man’s breast rising and falling and heard the shrill wail of mortal terror in his voice.

“Jesus! Jesus!” Tom Elmers’s voice rose to a scream; and he stumbled forward and, gripping the altar cloth convulsively with his grimy hands, he fell.

And the world ended for him in that second.
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It was dawn on the morning of the 16th and a big Rolls stood at the door of Blake’s Priory.

Jimmy came out of the house, fastening his gloves, and cast an eye at the sky.

The chauffeur was waiting.

“I shall not want you, Jones,” said Jimmy. “You had better go to your home and your people.”

Jones grinned.

“I’ve got neither home nor people, sir,” he said cheerfully; “and if I don’t go with you I shall stay here.”

“Well, you’d better come along,” said Jimmy. “No, you’d better stay,” he said, after a moment’s thought.

It was curious how he had to readjust his system of conduct in the light of the great factor. He could not take the man with him, because that would mean Jones would have to be told, and he could not trust any man to receive that stunning news with philosophy.

Joe came out, buttoned to the neck in a heavy overcoat, for the morning was chilly; and then Delia came, and Jimmy took both her hands in his and smiled into her face.

“You look lovely, Delia,” said Jimmy. “Did you sleep well?”

She nodded.

“It was absurd to sleep, wasn’t it?” she laughed. “But one cannot break the habit of a lifetime, even though — —”

She looked at Jones and cut her words short.

Joe climbed into the back of the car, lit his pipe and pulled a rug over his legs.

“Goodbye, Jones,” said Jimmy.

“Good morning, sir,” said Jones, walking by the side of the slowly moving car. “What time do you expect to come back? You’ll be back tonight, of course, sir?”

“I don’t think so,” said Jimmy, and, with a wave of his hand, was gone.

He did not look back at Blake’s Priory. This “Day of Uniting” was a day of looking forward.

The streets were deserted, the world was sleeping, and the only people he saw were the policemen slowly pacing their beats.

They stopped at Guildford for breakfast, and Guildford was en fête.
 “The Day of Uniting” coincided with the unveiling of the new War Memorial, and the streets were alive with holiday folk. Here, apparently, the instructions in the Proclamation were not being observed. Servants were on duty at the hotel where they breakfasted, though one of them told him that they were being released at twelve o’clock, to spend the day with their families.

The newspapers had been published that morning, since their publication did not involve working very far into “The Day.” Jimmy bought a copy on the street and gazed at it with interest. In billions of years’ time, perhaps, a new civilization would reach its zenith. Would there be brains that could understand, supposing their owners discovered a newspaper which had escaped the world’s destruction and the passage of ages, just what all these little figures in black upon white signified to a bygone age?

He turned to the principal news page. There was a story of a crime which had been committed a week before and which had excited attention. There was a statement concerning a new measure for the adjustment of Income Tax which was to be introduced at the next session of Parliament; there were one or two speeches; and the record of a meeting of the Royal Society, where a Professor had lectured upon the peculiar properties which had been discovered in radio-active clay.

Jimmy folded the paper with a sigh and put it into his pocket.

“A very uninteresting newspaper,” he said; “and thank God for it!”

“What did they do with this man Palythorpe?” asked the girl.

Jimmy shook his head.

“I think he has been sent to the Tower of London. It is very likely,” he added simply, “that he is dead.”

Their progress was a leisurely one. Jimmy had one hand on the steering-wheel, in the other he held Delia’s. Her calmness was anodyne to his troubled spirit, and he marvelled at her serenity. She had extracted the sting from death, and he worshipped her.

At a little village where they had stopped they met the vicar outside the parish church, and he gossiped pleasantly.

“Did you see the comet last night? I am told it was a wonderful sight.”

“No,” said Jimmy. “I did not see it.”

“Some of my parishioners saw it. The men who went to work very early in the morning. They said it was extremely beautiful, much larger than any comet they had seen. In fact, it was visible after daybreak.”

“How fascinating!” said Jimmy and changed the subject.

They had to avoid the big military camp which the Government had created on Salisbury Plain during the war, and at last they came to a spot in a fold of land, where a little stream trickled and trees cast a pleasant shade.

Jimmy sighted it from a distance and, turning the car from the road, brought it across country into the tiny valley.

“And here we are,” he said gently. “We’ll have lunch in a jiffy. I’m starving.”

He and the girl set the cloth, whilst Joe wandered off on to the Plain, and they talked of picnics and discussed food in “a perfectly animal way,” said Delia apologetically.

Jimmy looked around. Joe was nowhere in sight.

“Delia, I haven’t spoken to you about our marriage,” he said. “When you came to me and — and asked me, you knew, didn’t you?” She nodded.

“And you wanted this to happen before — —”

She raised her grave eyes to his.

“I wanted just to know that you were mine,” she said. “I wanted the spiritual union, the sense of belonging to you — I wonder if you understand?”

“I think I do,” said Jimmy quietly. “You don’t know what comfort these hours bring and how cheerfully I can face whatever comes because of that very union you spoke of.” He put his arm round her shoulders and drew her to him. For the second time in his life he kissed her, and he thought how lovely it would be if there were a tomorrow, and, wincing, put the thought from his mind.

Joe came back soon after. He was never a loquacious man; he had hardly spoken a word all the day.

“What are you thinking about, Joe?” asked Jimmy after the lunch was cleared away.

“Oh, just things,” said Joe vaguely. “I wasn’t thinking of this afternoon — except in a way. I was just hoping.”

“Hoping? For what?”

Joe shook his head.

“I had a thought this morning as I was dressing. Just a pinpoint thought, and it took me a long time before I could hold it for my own comfort.”

“Pass it along,” said Jimmy with a smile. “We all want a little comforting.”

But Joe smiled and shook his head again. “I think not,” he said.

The morning was hot. The early part of the afternoon was sultry. On the southern horizon great cumulus clouds were piling up, and an occasional gust of wind ruffled the leaves of the tree under which they sat.

“A storm is coming up,” said Jimmy. He looked at his watch; it was half-past three.

“I hope it rains,” said the girl. “I love rain.”

For half an hour it seemed that the clouds did not move, and then the storm began to move with extraordinary rapidity. The white thunder-heads towered higher and higher, and the horizon was fringed with a purple haze. Presently they heard the low rumble of thunder.

“I think we’d better get into the car,” said Jimmy. “Help me put up the hood, Joe.”

They had it fixed and were in the car when the first few spots of rain fell. Almost immediately after, there was a blinding flash of light, and a crash that sent the girl shivering closer to Jimmy.

“It is only a storm, my dear,” he smiled.

“I know — only my nerves are just a little — a little upset,” she said faintly.

Jimmy had thought the storm would be a severe one and in this he was not mistaken.

The fitful wind strengthened to a steady gale. The rolling plains were rimmed with quick blue flashes of ribbon lightning. The thunder grew from a roll to a roar, and rose to an incessant crackle and crash.

And then the rain came down. It poured a solid sheet, blotting out all view of the Plain, and through it and above it the blue lightning went “flick-flick”! The air suddenly cooled and the twilight, which the forerunners of the storm brought, darkened to a terrifying gloom.

Delia pressed her face against Jimmy’s breast and put her hands to her ears.

Suddenly there came a terrifying explosion, that deafened and stunned them. It was followed by a sound as though giant hands had torn a sheet of steel as men tear paper.

Jimmy drew the girl tighter and pulled a rug over her head and shoulders. He glanced at Joe Sennett. The old man was sucking at his pipe, his blue eyes fixed on vacancy.

“That must have been a tree that was struck,” said Jimmy presently, glancing out and straining his head backward. “Yes,” he nodded, “it was only a tree, Delia; and lightning, my darling, never strikes — —”

A blue light so intensely brilliant that it blinded him blazed suddenly before his eyes; an ear-splitting crash; and the car shook.

“In the same place,” murmured Jimmy.

But he knew that it was the second of the trees which had been shattered, for he had seen a molten rivulet of liquid light running along the ground.

It seemed as though the pandemonium had lasted two hours. Then he looked at his watch. It was half-past four, and the storm was passing. Rain still fell, but it was lighter. He waited, every second an agony, his watch gripped so tightly in his hand that he broke the glass without realizing the fact. He looked down at the girl, and, miracle of miracles, she was asleep! Exhausted nature was taking its toll, and in the midst of that horrific moment, she had surrendered.

Jimmy uttered a prayer of thankfulness. He did not dare turn to Joe, for fear he should wake her; but presently he heard a movement behind him, and the old man bent over the back of the seat and looked down at the girl, and Jimmy saw a smile on his face.

They waited. How long Jimmy did not know. His senses were numbed, his mind a blank. Then suddenly the girl moved, opened her eyes, and sat up.

“I’ve been asleep,” she said, aghast. “What is the time?”

Jimmy peered at his watch. It was a quarter after five! They looked at one another, and it was Joe Sennett who made the first move. He rose, opened the door of the car, and stepped out. The rain had ceased. Far away to the northward they saw the black bulk of the storm sweeping on its way, but above, the patches of blue between the cloud rack were growing bigger, and the sun, showing under the western edge of the cloud line, flooded the plains with golden splendour.

“I think we’ll have some tea,” said Jimmy huskily.

And when he looked at his fatherin-law he found that Joe Sennett had already lighted the vapour stove they had brought with them.

A solemn trio they were. They sat on the running-board and sipped at their tea, each busy with his own thoughts. Presently the girl asked:

“What was in the telegram, Jimmy?”

“Telegram?” said Jimmy with a start. “The telegram I brought over to you at the Warden’s Lodge?”

Jimmy gaped at her.

“I never read it,” he said. “Whatever made you think of it?”

She shook her head smilingly.

“Whatever makes one think of anything at any time?” she asked.

Jimmy realized that he was wearing the same suit of clothes that he had worn on the night he had been taken to the Warden’s Lodge. He put his hand in his side pocket, without, however, discovering the telegram. It was in the inside breast pocket that he found it.

“Rather bulky, isn’t it?” he asked as he tore it open.

There were three sheets and they were written in German. He looked hurriedly at the last page.

“Schaffer,” he said with a groan. “And I don’t understand a word — —”

He heard the girl’s laugh.

She took the pages from his hand and read them through, and he saw a frown gathering on her forehead and waited for her to speak.

When she did her voice was very shaky. “I don’t understand it quite,” she said, “and yet — —”

“Read it,” said Jimmy.

She smoothed the folds of the sheets on her lap and began:

“It is addressed to you and reads: ‘My letter to Van Roon was to point out four extraordinary inaccuracies in Maggerson’s Calculus of Variations. These are obviously printer’s mistakes, but unless they are immediately corrected, there will be grave and serious errors in all astronomical tables which are worked out from the calculus. Please see Maggerson and tell him. As an instance of the danger, I might tell him that I worked out parallax of the new Comet, and, according to his calculus, it would collide with the Earth on the 16th May, whereas is really crosses the Earth’s orbit twentythree days before the Earth reaches line of supposed contact. Schaffer.”

It was Joe Sennett who spoke first.

“That was my thought,” he said in a low voice.

“Did you know?”

“I only know that that dog Elmers deliberately tampered with the type of three books, and I could only pray that he had also done the same with Mr. Maggerson’s Tables. It was a faint hope, but if he had, and had done the work so cleverly that it could not be detected at sight, then it was possible that Mr. Maggerson had made a great error.”

Jimmy rose and stretched himself, and on his face dawned a smile which was a veritable smile of life.

“That is what happened,” he said softly. “I know it; I know it!” And then he laughed, a long, low, hearty laugh that ended in something like a sob. He picked up the girl in his arms, kissed her and sat her in the car.

“Let us go back to life,” he said as he cranked up, and the sunlight was still in the sky, though the stars were shining brightly overhead, when the mud-spattered Rolls turned into the drive of Blake’s Priory, to the consternation of Mr. Jones, the chauffeur, who was entertaining a lady friend to supper in the diningroom.


The End
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Dick Martin’s last official job (as he believed) was to pull in Lew Pheeney, who was wanted in connection with the Helborough bank robbery. He found Lew in a little Soho cafe, just as he was finishing his coffee.

“What’s the idea, colonel?” asked Lew, almost genially, as he got his hat.

“The inspector wants to talk to you about that Helborough job,” said Dick.

Lew’s nose wrinkled in contempt.

“Helborough grandmothers!” he said scornfully. “I’m out of that bank business — thought you knew it. What are you doing in the force, Martin? They told me that you’d run into money and had quit.”

“I’m quitting. You’re my last bit of business.”

“Too bad you’re falling down on the last lap!” grinned Lew. “I’ve got forty-five well-oiled alibis. I’m surprised at you, Martin. You know I don’t ‘blow’ banks; locks are my speciality—”>

“What were you doing at ten o’clock on Tuesday night?”

A broad smile illuminated the homely face of the burglar.

“If I told you, you’d think I was lying.”

“Give me a chance,” pleaded Dick, his blue eyes twinkling.

Lew did not reply at once. He seemed to be pondering the dangers of too great frankness. But when he had seen all sides of the matter, he spoke the truth.

“I was doing a private job — a job I don’t want to talk about. It was dirty, but honest.”

“And were you well paid?” asked his captor, polite but incredulous.

“I was — I got one hundred and fifty pounds on account. That makes you jump, but it is the truth. I was picking locks, certainly the toughest locks I’ve ever struck, and it was a kind of horrible job I wouldn’t do again for a carload of money. You don’t believe me, but I can prove that I spent the night at the Royal Arms, Chichester, that I was there at eight o’clock to dinner and at eleven o’clock to sleep. So you can forget all that Helborough bank stuff. I know the gang that did it, and you know ’em too, and we don’t change cards.”

They kept Lew in the cells all night whilst inquiries were pursued. Remarkably enough, he had not only stayed at the Royal Arms at Chichester, but had stayed in his own name; and it was true that at a quarter to eleven, before the Hedborough bank robbers had left the premises, he was taking a drink in his room, sixty miles away. So authority released Lew in the morning and Dick went into breakfast with him, because, between the professional thief-taker and the professional burglar there is no real ill-feeling, and Sub-Inspector Richard Martin was almost as popular with the criminal classes as he was at police headquarters.

“Ho, Mr Martin, I’m not going to tell you anything more than I’ve already told you,” said Lew good-humouredly. “And when you call me a liar, I’m not so much as hurt in my feelings. I got a hundred an’ fifty pounds, and I’d have got a thousand if I’d pulled it off. You can guess all round it, but you’ll never guess right.”

Dick Martin was eyeing him keenly. “You’ve got a good story in your mind — spill it,” he said.

He waited suggestively, but Lew Pheeney shook his head. “I’m not telling. The story would give away a man who’s not a good fellow, and not one I admire; but I can’t let my personal feelings get the better of me, and you’ll have to go on guessing. And I’m not lying, I’ll tell you how it happened.” He gulped down a cup of hot coffee and pushed cup and saucer away from him. “I don’t know this fellow who asked me to do the work — not personally. He’s been in trouble for something or other, but that’s no business of mine. One night he met me, introduced himself, and I went to his house — brr!” he shivered. “Martin, a crook is a pretty clean man — at least, all the crooks I know; and thieving’s just a game with two players; me and the police. If they snooker me, good luck to ‘em! If I can beat them, good luck to me! But there’s some dirt that makes me sick, just makes my stomach turn over. When he told me the job he wanted me for, I thought he was joking, and my first idea was to turn it in right away. But I’m just the most curious creature that ever lived, and it was a new experience, so, after a lot of think, I said ‘Yes’. Mind you, there was nothing dishonest in it. All he wanted to do was to take a peep at something. What was behind it I don’t know. I don’t want to talk about it, but the locks beat me.”

“A lawyer’s safe?” suggested the interested detective, The other shook his head. He turned the subject abruptly; spoke of his plans — he was leaving for the United States to join his brother, who was an honest builder.

“We’re both going out of the game together, Martin,” he smiled. “You’re too good a man for a policeman, and I’m too much of a gentleman to be on the crook. I shouldn’t be surprised if we met one of these days.”

Dick went back to the Yard to make, as he thought, a final report to his immediate chief. Captain Sneed sniffed.

“That Lew Pheeney couldn’t fall straight,” he said; “if you dropped him down a well, he’d wear away the brickwork. Honest robber! He’s got that out of a book. You think you’ve finished work, I suppose?” Dick nodded.

“Going to buy a country house and be a gentleman. Ride to hounds and take duchesses into dinner — what a hell of a life for a grown man!”

Dick Martin grinned at the sneer. He wanted very little persuasion to withdraw his resignation; already he was repenting — and, despite the attraction of authorship which beckoned ahead, he would have given a lot of money to recall the letter he had sent to the commissioner.

“It’s a queer thing how money ruins a man,” said Captain Sneed sadly. “Now if I had a six-figure legacy I should want to do nothing.” His assistant might sneer in turn.

“You want to do nothing, anyway,” he said; “you’re lazy, Sneed — the laziest man who ever filled a chair at Scotland Yard.”

The fat man, who literally filled and overflowed the padded office chair in which he half sat and half lay, a picture of inertia, raised his reproachful eyes to his companion.

“Insubordination,” he murmured. “You’re not out of the force till tomorrow — call me ‘sir’ and be respectful. I hate reminding you that you’re a paltry sub-inspector and that I’m as near being a superintendent as makes no difference. It would sound snobbish. I’m not lazy, I’m lethargic. It’s a sort of disease.”

“You’re fat because you’re lazy, and you’re lazy because you’re fat,” insisted the lean-faced young man. “It’s a sort of vicious circle. Besides, you’re rich enough to retire if you wanted.”

Captain Sneed stroked his chin reflectively. He was a giant of a man, with shoulders of an ox and the height of a Grenadier, but he was admittedly inert. He sighed heavily, and, groping in a desk basket, produced a blue paper. “You’re a common civilian tomorrow — but my slave today. Come along to Bellingham Library; there has been a complaint about stolen books.”

Sub-Inspector Dick Martin groaned.

“It’s not romantic, I admit,” said his superior with a slow, broad smile; “kleptomania belongs to the dust and debris of detective work, but it is good for your soul. It will remind you, whilst you’re loafing on the money you didn’t earn, that there are a few thousand of your poor comrades wearin’ their feet into ankles with fool inquiries like this!”

Dick (or ‘Slick’ as he was called for certain reasons) wondered as he walked slowly down the long corridor whether he was glad or sorry that police work lay behind him and that on the morrow he might pass the most exalted official without saluting. He was a ‘larceny man’, the cleverest taker of thieves the Yard had known. Sneed often said that he had the mind of a thief, and meant this as a compliment. He certainly had the skill. There was a memorable night when, urged thereto by the highest police official in London, he had picked the pocket of a Secretary of State, taken his watch, his pocketbook and his private papers, and not even the expert watchers saw him perform the fell deed.

Dick Martin came to the Yard from Canada, where his father had been governor of a prison. He was neither a good guardian of criminals or youth. Dick had the run of the prison, and could take a stick pin from a man’s cravat before he had mastered the mysteries of algebra. Peter du Bois, a lifer, taught him to open almost any kind of door with a bent hairpin; Lew Andrevski, a frequent visitor to Port Stuart, made a specially small pack of cards out of the covers of the chapel prayer books; in order that the lad should be taught to conceal three cards in each tiny palm. If he had not been innately honest, the tuition might easily have ruined him.

“Dicky’s all right — he can’t know too much of that crook stuff,” said the indolent Captain Martin, when his horrified relatives expostulated at the corruption of the motherless boy. “The boys like him — he’s going into the police and the education’s worth a million!”

Straight of body, clear-eyed, immensely sane, Dick Martin came happily through a unique period of test to the office. The war brought him to England, a stripling with a record of good work behind him. Scotland Yard claimed him, and he had the distinction of being the only member of the Criminal Investigation Department who had been appointed without going through a probationary period of patrol work.

As he went down the stone stairs, he was overtaken by the third commissioner.

“Hello, Martin! You’re leaving us tomorrow? Bad luck! It is a thousand pities you have money. We’re losing a good man. What are you going to do?”

Dick smiled ruefully.

“I don’t know — I’m beginning to think I’ve made a mistake in leaving at all.”

The ‘old man’ nodded.

“Do anything except lecture,” he said, “and, for the Lord’s sake, don’t start a private agency! In America detective agencies do wonderful things — in England their work is restricted to thinking up evidence for divorces. A man asked me only today if I could recommend—”>

He stopped suddenly at the foot of the stairs and viewed Dick with a new interest.

“By, Jove! I wonder… ! Do you know Havelock, the lawyer?”

Dick shook his head.

“He’s a pretty good man. His office is somewhere in Lincoln’s Inn Fields. You’ll find its exact position in the telephone directory. I met him at lunch and he asked me—”>

He paused, examining the younger man with a speculative eye.

“You’re the very man — it is curious I did not think of you. He asked me if I could find him a reliable private detective, and I told him that such things did not exist outside the pages of fiction.”

“It doesn’t exist as far as I’m concerned,” smiled Dick. “The last thing in the world I want to do is start a detective agency.”

“And you’re right, my boy,” said the commissioner. “I could never respect you if you did. As a matter of fact, you’re the very man for the job,” he went on, a little inconsistently. “Will you go along and see Havelock, and tell him I sent you? I’d like you to help him if you could. Although he isn’t a friend of mine, I know him and he’s a very pleasant fellow.”

“What is the job?” asked the young man, by no means enthralled at the prospect.

“I don’t know,” was the reply. “It may be one that you couldn’t undertake. But I’d like you to see him — I half promised him that I would recommend somebody. I have an idea that it is in connection with a client of his who is giving him a little trouble. You would greatly oblige me, Martin, if you saw this gentleman.”

The last thing in the world Dick Martin had in mind was the transference of his detective activities from Scotland Yard to the sphere of private agencies; but he had been something of a protege of the third commissioner, and there was no reason in the world why he should not see the lawyer. He said as much.

“Good,” said the commissioner. “I’ll phone him this afternoon and tell him you’ll come along and see him. You may be able to help him.”

“I hope so, sir,” said Dick mendaciously.
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He pursued his leisurely way to the Bellingham Library, one of the institutions of London that is known only to a select few. No novel or volume of sparkling reminiscence has a place upon the shelves of this institution, founded a hundred years ago to provide scientists and litterateurs with an opportunity of consulting volumes which were unprocurable save at the British Museum. On the four floors which constituted the building, fat volumes of German philosophy, learned and, to the layman, unintelligible books on scientific phenomena, obscure treatises on almost every kind of uninteresting subject, stood shoulder to shoulder upon their sedate shelves.

John Bellingham, who in the eighteenth century had founded this exchange of learning, had provided in the trust deeds that ‘two intelligent females, preferably in indigent circumstances’, should form part of the staff, and it was to one of these that Dick was conducted.

In a small, high-ceilinged room, redolent of old leather, a girl sat at a table, engaged in filing index cards.

“I am from Scotland Yard,” Dick introduced himself. “I understand that some of your books have been stolen?”

He was looking at the packed shelves as he spoke, for he was not interested in females, intelligent or stupid, indigent or wealthy. The only thing he noticed about her was that she wore black and that her hair was a golden-brown and was brushed into a fringe over her forehead. In a vague way he supposed that most girls had hair of golden-brown, and he had a dim idea that fringes were popular among working-class ladies.

“Yes,” she said quietly, “a book was stolen from this room whilst I was at luncheon. It was not very valuable — a German volume written by Haeckel called ‘Generelle Morphologic’.”

She opened a drawer and took out an index card and laid it before him, and he read the words without bong greatly enlightened.

“Who was here in your absence?” he asked.

“My assistant, a girl named Helder.”

“Did any of your subscribers come into this room during that time?”

“Several,” she replied. “I have their names, but most of them are above suspicion. The only visitor we had who is not a subscriber of the library was a gentleman named Stalletti, an Italian doctor, who called to make inquiries as to subscription.”

“He gave his name?” asked Dick.

“No,” said the girl to his surprise; “but Miss Helder recognized him; she had seen his portrait somewhere. I should have thought you would have remembered his name.”

“Why on earth should I remember his name, my good girl?” asked Dick a little irritably.

“Why on earth shouldn’t you, my good man?” she demanded coolly, and at that moment Dick Martin was aware of her, in the sense that she emerged from the background against which his life moved and became a personality.

Her eyes were grey and set wide apart; her nose straight and small; the mouth was a little wide — and she certainly had golden-brown hair.

“I beg your pardon!” he laughed. “As a matter of fact” — he had a trick of confidence which could be very deceptive— “I’m not at all interested in this infernal robbery. I’m leaving the police force tomorrow.”

“There will be great joy amongst the criminal classes,” she said politely, and when he saw the light of laughter in her eyes, his heart went out to her.

“You have a sense of humour,” he smiled.

“You mean by that, that I’ve a sense of your humour,” she answered quickly. “I have, or I should very much object to being called ‘my good girl’ even by an officer of the law”— “he looked at his card again— “even with the rank of sub-inspector.”

There was a chair at his hand. Dick drew it out and sat down unbidden.

“I abase myself for my rudeness, and humbly beg information on the subject of Signor Stalletti. The names means no more to me than John Smith — the favourite pseudonym of all gentlemen caught in the act of breaking through the pantry window in the middle of the night.”

For a second she surveyed him gravely, her red lips pursed. “And you’re a detective?” she said, in a hushed voice. “One of those almost human beings who protect us while we sleep!”

He was helpless with laughter.

“I surrender!” He put up his hands. “And now, having put me in my place, which I admit is a pretty lowly one, perhaps you will pass across a little information about the purloined literature.”

“I’ve no information to pass across.” She leaned back in her chair, looking at him interestedly. “The book was here at two o’clock; it was not here at half past two — there may be fingerprints on the shelf, but I doubt it, because we keep three charladies for the sole purpose of cleaning up fingerprints.”

“But who is Stalletti?”

She nodded slowly. “That was why I expressed a little wonder about your being a detective,” she said. “My assistant tells me that he is known to the police. Would you like to see his book?”

“Has he written a book?” he asked in genuine surprise. She got up, went out of the room and returned with a thin volume, plainly bound. He took the volume in his hand and read the title.

“New Thoughts on Constructive Biology, by Antonio Stalletti.” Turning the closely printed leaves, broken almost at every page by diagrams and statistical tables, he asked: “Why did he get into trouble with the police? I didn’t know that it was a criminal offence to write a book.”

“It is,” she emphatically; “but not invariably punished as such. I understand that the law took no exception to Mr Stalletti being an author; and that his offence was in connection with vivisection or something equally horrid.”

“What is all this about?” He handed the book back to her.

“It is about human beings,” she said solemnly, “like you and me; and how much better and happier they would be if, instead of being mollycoddled — I think that is the scientific term — they were allowed to run wild in a wood and fed on a generous diet of nuts.”

“Oh, vegetarian stuff!” said Slick contemptuously.

“Not exactly vegetarian. But perhaps you would like to become a subscriber and read it for yourself?” And then she dropped her tone of banter. “The truth is, Mr — er—” she looked at his card again— “Martin, we are really not worried about the loss of this book of Haeckel’s. It is already replaced, and if the secretary hadn’t been such a goop he wouldn’t have reported the matter to the police. And I beg of you” — she raised a warning finger— “if you meet our secretary that you will not repeat my opinion of him. Now please tell me something that will make my flesh creep. I’ve never met a detective before, I may never meet one again.”

Dick put down the book and rose to his seventy-two inches. “Madam,” he said, “I have not mustered courage to ask your name, I deserve all the roasting you have given me, but as you are strong, be merciful. Where does Stalletti live?”

She picked up the book and turned back the cover to a preface.

“Gallows Cottage. That sounds a little creepy doesn’t it? It is in Sussex.”

“I can read that for myself,” he said, nettled, and she became instantly penitent.

“You see, we aren’t used to these exciting interludes, and a police visitation gets into one’s head. I really don’t think the book’s worth bothering about, but I suppose my word doesn’t go very far.”

“Was anybody here besides Stalletti?” She showed him a list of four names. “Except Mr Stalletti, I don’t think anybody is under suspicion. As a matter of fact, the other three people were severely historical, and biology wouldn’t interest them in the slightest degree. It could not have happened if I had been here, because I’m naturally rather observant.”

She stopped suddenly and looked at the desk. The book that had been lying there a few seconds before had disappeared. “Did you take it?” she asked.

“Did you see me take it?” he challenged.

“I certainly didn’t. I could have sworn it was there a second ago.

He took it from under his coat and handed it to her. “I like observant people,” he said.

“But how did you do it?” She was mystified. “I had my hand on the book and I only took my eyes off for a second.”

“One of these days I’ll come along and teach you,” he said with portentous gravity, and was in the street before he remembered that clever as he was, he had not succeeded in learning the name of this very capable young lady.

Sybil Lansdown walked to the window which commanded a view of the square and watched him till he was out of sight, a half smile on her lips and the light of triumph in her eyes. Her first inclination was to dislike him intensely; she hated self-satisfied men. And yet he wasn’t exactly that. She wondered if she would ever meet him again — there were so few amusing people in the world, and she felt that — she took up the card — Sub-Inspector Richard Martin might be very amusing indeed.



Chapter III


Table of Contents


Dick was piqued to the extent of wishing to renew the encounter, and there was only one excuse for that. He went to the garage near his flat, took out his dingy Buick and drove down to Gallows Hill. It was not an easy quest, because Gallows Hill is not marked on the map and only had a local significance; and it was not until he was on the edge of Selford Manor that he learnt from a road-mender that the cottage was on the main road and that he had come about ten miles out of his way.

It was late in the afternoon when he drew abreast of the broken wall and hanging gate behind which was the habitation of Dr Stalletti. The weed-grown drive turned abruptly to reveal a mean-looking house, which he thought was glorified by the name of cottage. So many of his friends had ‘cottages’ which were mansions, and ‘little places’ which were very little indeed, when he had expected to find a more lordly dwelling.

There was no bell, and he knocked at the weather-stained door for five minutes before he had an answer. And then he heard a shuffling of feet on bare boards, the clang of a chain being removed, and the door opened a few inches.

Accustomed as he was to unusual spectacles, he gaped at the man who was revealed in the space between door and lintel. A long, yellow face, deeply lined and crisscrossed with innumerable lines till it looked like an ancient yellow apple; a black beard that half-covered its owner’s waistcoat; a skull-cap; a pair of black, malignant eyes blinking at these were his first impressions. “Dr Stalletti?” he asked.

“That is my name.” The voice was harsh, with just a suggestion of a foreign accent. “Did you wish to speak with me? Yes? That is extraordinary. I do not receive visitors.”

He seemed in some hesitation as to what he should do, and then he turned his head and spoke to somebody over his shoulder, and in doing so revealed to the detective a young, rosy, and round-faced man, very newly and smartly dressed. At the sight of Dick the man stepped back quickly out of sight.

“Good-morning, Thomas,” said Dick Martin politely. “This is an unexpected pleasure.” The bearded man growled something and opened the door wide.

Tommy Cawler was indeed a sight for sore eyes. Dick Martin had seen him in many circumstances, but never so beautifully and perfectly arrayed. His linen was speckless; his clothes were the product of a West End tailor.

“Good-morning, Mr Martin.” Tommy was in no sense abashed, “I just happened to call round to see my old friend Stalletti.”

Dick gazed at him admiringly. “You simply ooze prosperity! What is the game now, Tommy?”

Tommy closed his eyes, a picture of patience and resignation.

“I’ve got a good job now, Mr Martin — straight as a die! No more trouble for me, thank you. Well, I’ll be saying goodbye, doctor.”

He shook hands a little too vigorously with the bearded man and stepped past him and down the steps.

“Wait a moment, Tommy. I’d like to have a few words with you. Can you spare me a moment whilst I see Dr Stalletti?”

The man hesitated, shot a furtive glance at the bearded figure in the doorway.

“All right,” he said ungraciously. “But don’t be long, I’ve got an engagement. Thank you for the medicine, doctor,” he added loudly.

Dick was not deceived by so transparent a bluff. He followed the doctor into the hall. Farther the strange man did not invite him.

“You are police, yes?” he said, when Dick produced his card. “How extraordinary and bizarre! To me the police have not come for a long time — such trouble for a man because he experiments for science on a leetle dog! Such a fuss and nonsense! Now you ask me — what?”

In a few words Dick explained his errand, and to his amazement the strange man answered immediately:

“Yes, the book, I have it! It was on the shelf. I needed it, so I took it!”

“But, my good man,” said the staggered detective, “you’re not allowed to walk off with other people’s property because you want it!”

“It is a library. It is for lending, is it not? I desired to borrow, so I took it with me. There was no concealment. I placed it under my arm, I lifted my hat to the young signora, and that was all. Now I have finished with it and it may go back. Haeckel is a fool; his conclusions are absurd, his theories extraordinary and bizarre.” (Evidently this was a favourite phrase of his.) “To you they would seem very dull and commonplace, but to me—” He shrugged his shoulders and uttered a little cackle of sound which Dick gathered was intended to be laughter.

The detective delivered a little lecture on the systems of loaning libraries, and with the book under his arm went out to rejoin the waiting Mr Cawler. He had at least an excuse for returning to the library, he thought with satisfaction.

“Now, Cawler” — he began without superfluous preliminaries and his voice was peremptory— “I want to know something about you. Is Stalletti a friend of yours?”

“He’s my doctor,” said the man coolly.

He had a merry blue eye, and he was one of the few people who had passed through his hands for whom Dick had a genuine liking. Tommy Cawler had been a notorious ‘knocker-off* of motorcars, and a ‘knocker-off’ is one who, finding an unattended machine, steps blithely into the driver’s seat and is gone before the owner misses his machine. Tommy’s two convictions had both been due to the unremitting inquiries of the man who now questioned him.

“I’ve got a regular job; I’m chauffeur to Mr Bertram Cody,” said Tom virtuously. “I’m that honest now, I wouldn’t touch anything crook, not to save my life.”

“Where does Mr Cody live when he’s at home?” asked Dick, unconvinced.

“Weald House. It is only a mile from here; you can step over and ask if you like.”

“Does he know about your — sad past?” Dick questioned delicately.

“He does; I told him everything. He says I am the best chauffeur he ever had.”

Dick examined the man carefully.

“Is this er — er — uniform that your employer prefers?”

“I’m going on holiday, to tell you the truth,” said Mr Cawler. “The governor is pretty good about holidays. Here’s the address if you want it.”

He took an envelope from his pocket addressed to himself ‘c/o Bertram Cody, Esq., Weald House, South Weald, Sussex.’

“They treat me like a lord,” he said, not without truth. “And a more perfect lady and gentleman than Mr and Mrs Cody you’d never hope to see.”

“Fine,” said the sceptical Richard. “Forgive these embarrassing questions. Tommy, but in my bright lexicon there is no such word as ‘reform’.”

“I don’t know your friend, but you’ve got it wrong,” said Tommy hazily.

Martin offered him a lift, but this was declined, and the detective went back alone to London, and, to his annoyance, arrived at the library half an hour after the girl had left.

It was too late, he thought, to see Mr Havelock of Lincoln’s Inn Fields, and in point of fact the recollection of that engagement brought with it a feeling of discomfort. His plans were already made. He intended spending a month in Germany before he returned to the work which he had promised himself: a volume on ‘Thieves and Their Methods’, which he thought would pleasantly occupy the next year.

Dick, without being extremely wealthy, was in a very comfortable position. Sneed had spoken of a six-figure legacy, and was nearly right, although the figures were dollars, for his uncle had been a successful cattle fanner of Alberta. Mainly he was leaving the police force because he was nearing promotion, and felt it unfair to stand in the way of other men who were more in need of rank than himself. Police work amused him. It was his hobby and occupation, and he did not care to contemplate what life would be without that interest.

He had turned to go into his flat when he heard a voice hail him, and he turned to see the man whom he had released that morning crossing the road in some haste. Ordinarily, Lew Pheeney was the coolest of men, but now he was almost incoherent.

“Can I see you, Slick?” he asked, a quiver in his voice, which Dick did not remember having heard before.

“Surely you can see me. Why? Is anything wrong?”

“I don’t know.” The man looked up and down the street nervously. “I’m being trailed.”

“Not by the police — that I can swear,” said Dick.

“Police!” said the man impatiently. “Do you think that would worry me? No, it’s the fellow I spoke to you about. There’s something wrong in that business. Slick, I kept one thing from you. While I was working I saw this guy slip a gun out of his hip and drop it into his overcoat pocket. He stood holding it all the time I was working, and it struck me then that, if I’d got that door open, there’d have been no chance of my ever touching the thousand. Half way through I said I wanted to go out, and, once outside, I bolted. There was something that chased me — God knows what it was; a sort of animal. And I hadn’t got a gun — I never carry one in this country, because a judge piles it on if you’re caught with a barker in your pocket.”

All the time they had been speaking they were passing through the vestibule and up the stairs to Slick’s flat, and, without invitation, the burglar followed him into the apartment.

He led the man into his study and shut the door. “Now, Lew, let me hear the truth — what was the work you were doing on Tuesday night?”

Lew looked round the room, out of the window, everywhere except at Dick. Then: “I was trying to open a dead man’s tomb!” he said in a low voice.
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There was a silence of a minute. Dick looked at the man, hardly believing his ears.

“Trying to open a dead man’s tomb?” he repeated. “Now sit down and tell me all about it, Lew.”

“I can’t — yet. I’m scared,” said the other doggedly. “This man is hell, and I’d as soon face the devil as go through another night like I had on Tuesday.”

“Who is the man?”

“I won’t tell you that,” said the other sullenly. “I might at the end, but I won’t tell you now. If I can find a quiet place I’m going to write it all out, and have it on paper in case anything happens to me.”

He was obviously labouring under a sense of unusual excitement, and Dick, who had known him for many years, both in England and in Canada, was amazed to see this usually phlegmatic man in such a condition of nerves.

He refused to take the dinner that the old housekeeper served, contenting himself with a whisky and soda, and Dick Martin thought it wise not to attempt to question him any further.

“Why don’t you stay here tonight and write your story? I won’t ask you for it, but you’ll be as safe here as anywhere.”

That idea seemed already to have occurred to the man, for he obeyed instantly, and Dick gathered that he had such scheme in his mind. Diner was nearly through when the detective was called away to the phone. “Is that Mr Martin?” The voice was that of a stranger. “Yes,” replied Dick.

“I am Mr Havelock. The Commissioner sent me a message this evening, and I was expecting you to call at my office. I wonder if you could see me tonight?” There was anxiety and urgency in the tone.

“Why, surely,” said Dick. “Where are you living?”

“907, Acada Road, St John’s Wood. I am very near to you; a taxi would get you here in five minutes. Have you dined? I was afraid you had. Will you come up to coffee in about a quarter of an hour?”

Dick Martin had agreed before he realized that his guest and his strange story had to be considered.

The startling announcement of Lew Pheeney had changed his plans. Yet it might be advisable to leave the man to write his story. He called his housekeeper aside and dismissed her for the night. Pheeney, alone in the flat, might write his story without interruption.

The man readily agreed to his suggestion, seemed, in fact, relieved at the prospect of being alone, and a quarter of an hour later Mr Martin was ringing the bell of an imposing house that stood in its acre of garden in the best part of St Johns Wood. An elderly butler took his suck and hat and conducted him into a long diningroom, furnished with quiet taste. Evidently Mr Havelock was something of a connoisseur, for of the four pictures that hung on the wall, Dick accurately placed one as being by Corot, and the big portrait over the carved mantelpiece was undoubtedly a Rembrandt.

The lawyer was dining in solitary state at the end of a long, polished table. A glass of red wine stood at his elbow, a long, thin cigar was between his teeth. He was a man between fifty and sixty, tall and rather thin. He had the brow and jaw of a fighter, and his iron-grey sidewhiskers gave him a certain ferocious appearance. Dick liked him, for the eyes behind his horn-rimmed spectacles were very attractive.

“Mr Martin, eh?” He half rose and offered his firm, thin hand. “Sit down. What will you drink? I have a port here that was laid down for princes. Walters, give Mr Martin a glass.”

He leaned back in his chair, his lips pursed, and regarded die young man fixedly.

“So you’re a detective, eh?” It sounded reminiscent of an experience he had had that morning, and Dick grinned. “The commissioner says you’re leaving the police force tomorrow, and that you want a hobby. By heavens, I’ll furnish you a hobby that’ll save me a lot of sleepless nights! Walters, serve Mr Martin and clear out. And I am not to be interrupted. Switch off the phone; I’m not at home to anybody, however important.” When the door had closed behind the butler, Mr Havelock rose and began a restless pacing of the room. He had a quick, abrupt, almost offensively brusque manner, jerking out his sentences accusatively. “I’m a lawyer — you probably know my name, though I’ve never been in a police court in my life. I’m very seldom in any court of law. I deal with companies and estates, and I’m trustee for half a dozen, or maybe a dozen, various charities. I’m the trustee of the Selford estate.” He said this with a certain emphasis, as though he thought that Dick would understand the peculiar significance of this. “I’m the trustee of the Selford estate,” he said again, “and I wish to heaven I wasn’t. Old — Lord Selford — not that he was old, except in sin and iniquity, but the late Lord Selford, let me say — left me the sole executor of his property and guardian of his wretched child. The late Lord Selford was a very unpleasant, bad-tempered man, half mad, as most of the Selfords have been for generations. Do you know Selford Manor?”

Dick smiled. “Curiously enough, I was on the edge of it today. I didn’t know there was such a place until this afternoon, and I had no such idea there was a Lord Selford — does he live there?”

“He doesn’t.” Havelock snapped the words, his eyes gleaming fiercely from behind his glasses. “I wish to God he did. He lives nowhere. That is to say, he lives nowhere longer than two or three days together. He is a nomad of nomads; his father in his youth was something of the same nature. Pierce — that is his family name, by the way, and he has always been called Pierce — has spent the last ten years wandering from town to town, from country to country, drawing heavily upon his revenue, as he can well afford to do because it is a large one, and returning to England only at the rarest intervals. I haven’t seen him for four years.” He said this slowly.

“I’ll give you his history, Mr Martin, so that you will understand it better,” he went on. “When Selford died, Pierce was six. He had no mother, and, curiously enough, no near relations. Selford was an only child, and his wife was also in that position, so that there were no uncles and aunts to whom I could have handed over my responsibility. The boy was delicate, as I found when I sent him to a preparatory school at the age of eight, expecting to be rid of the poor little beggar, but not a day passed that he didn’t send me a note asking to be taken away. Eventually I found a private tutor for him, and he got some sort of education. It was not good enough to enable him to pass the Little Go — that is the entrance examination to Cambridge — and I sent him abroad with his tutor to travel. I wish to heaven I hadn’t! For the travel bug bit deep into his soul, and he’s been moving ever since. Four years ago he came to me in London. He was then on his way to America, where he was studying economic conditions. He had a wild idea of writing a book — one of the delusions from which most people suffer is that other people are interested in their recollections.”

Dick flushed guiltily, but the lawyer went on, without apparently noticing his embarrassment.

“Now I’m worried about this boy. From time to time demands come through to me for money, and from time to time I cable him very respectable sums — which, of course, he is entitled to receive, for he is now twentyfour.”

“His financial position—” began Dick. “Perfectly sound, perfectly sound,” said Mr Havelock impressively. “That isn’t the question at all. What is worrying me is, the boy being so long out of my sight. Anything may happen to him; he may have fallen into the worst possible hands.” He hesitated, and added: “And I feel that I should get in touch with him — not directly, but through a third person. In other words, I want you to go to America next week, and, without saying that you came from me, or that I sent you, get acquainted with Lord Selford — he travels, by the way, as Mr John Pierce. He is a very quick mover, and you’ll have to make careful inquiries as to where he has gone, because I cannot promise that I can keep you as well informed of his movements as I should like. If, in your absence, I have a cable from him, I will, of course, transmit it to you. I want you to find Pierce, but in no circumstances are you to acquaint the police of America that you are following him, or that there is anything suspicious in his movements. All that I want to know is. Has he contracted any undesirable alliance, is he a free agent, is the money I send to him being employed for his own benefit? He tells me, by the way, that he has bought a number of shares in industrial concerns in various parts of the world, and some of these shares are in my possession. A great number, however, I cannot account for, and he has replied to my inquiries by telling me that they are safely deposited with a South African banking corporation. The reason I ask you to keep this matter entirely to yourself is because, you will understand, I can’t have him embarrassed by the attentions of the local authorities. And most earnestly I am desirous that he should not know I sent you. Now, Mr Martin, how does the idea appeal to you?”

Dick smiled. “It looks to me like a very pleasant sort of holiday. How long will this chase last?”

“I don’t know — a few months, a few weeks: it all depends upon the report I receive from you, which, by the way, must be cabled to me direct. I have a very free hand and I can allow you the limit of expenses; in addition to which I will pay you a handsome fee.” He named a sum which was surprisingly munificent.

“When would you want me to go?” The lawyer took out a little pocketbook and evidently consulted a calendar.

“Today is Wednesday; suppose you leave next Wednesday by the Cunarder? At present he is in Boston, but he tells me that he is going to New York, where he will be staying at the Commodore. Boston is a favourite hunting ground of his.” His lips twitched. “I believe he intends sparing a chapter to the American War of Independence,” he said dryly; “and, naturally, Boston will afford him an excellent centre for that study.”

“One question,” said Dick, as he rose to go. “Have you any reason to suppose that he has contracted, as you say, an undesirable alliance — in other words, has married somebody that he shouldn’t have married?”

“No reason at all, except my suspicious mind,” smiled Mr Havelock. “If you become friendly with him, as I am perfectly sure with an effort you can succeed in doing, there are certain things I would like you to urge upon him. The first of these is that he come back to England and takes his seat in the House of Peers. That is very essential. Then I should like him to have a London season, because it’s high time he was married and off my mind. Selford Manor is going to ruin for want of an occupant. It is disgraceful that a fine old house like that should be left to the charge of a caretaker — anyway, he ought to come back to be buried there,” he added, with a certain grim humour, and Dick did not quite understand the point of his remark until eight months later.

The task was, in Dr Stalletti’s words, extraordinary and bizarre, but it was not wholly unusual. Indeed, the first thought he had was its extreme simplicity. The commission was really a holiday on a grand scale, and something of his regret at leaving Scotland Yard was expunged by the pleasant prospect.

It was nine o’clock on this wet October night when he came into Acacia Road. There was not a cab in sight, and he had to walk half a mile before he reached a rank. Letting himself into his flat, he found it in darkness, and to his surprise Pheeney had gone. The remains of the dinner were on the table — he had told the housekeeper that he would clear the board, but one corner of the tablecloth had been turned up, and there on the cleared space half a dozen sheets of paper and a fountain pen. Evidently Lew intended returning, but though Dick Martin waited up until two o’clock, there was no sign of the grave-robber. For some reason Pheeney had changed his mind.

At half past ten the next morning he called at the library with his book. The girl looked up with a little laugh as he came in.

“I admit I’m a good joke,” he said ruefully. “Here is your book. It was taken by an ignorant foreigner, who believed that loaning libraries are run on rather haphazard lines.”

She stared at the book. “Really, you are most impressive, Mr Martin. Please tell me how you did it.”

“Sheer deduction,” he said gaily. “I knew the man who took it was a foreigner, because you told me so. I guessed his address because you gave it me; and I recovered the book by the intricate process of asking for it!”

“Wonderful!” she breathed, and they laughed together. There was small excuse for his lingering, yet he contrived, as she hinted rather plainly, to hinder her for the greater part of an hour. Happily, the patrons of the Bellingham Library were not early risers, and she had the best part of the morning to herself.

“I am going abroad next week for a few months,” he said carelessly. “I don’t know why I tell you, but I thought possibly you would be interested in foreign travel.”

She smiled to herself.

“You are certainly the naivest detective I have ever met! In fact, the only detective I have ever met!” she added. Then, seeing his obvious discomfiture, she became almost kind. “You see. Air. Martin, I have been very well brought up” — even in her kindness, her irony made him wince— “which means that I am fearfully conventional. I wonder if you can guess how many men one meets in the course of a week who try to interest you in their family affairs? I’m not being unkind really,” she smiled, as he protested.

“I’ve been rather a brute — I’m awfully sorry,” said Dick frankly, “and I deserve all the roasting you give me. But it’s very natural that even a humble detective officer should wish to improve an acquaintance with one who, if I may say so without bringing a blush to your maiden cheeks, has a singularly attractive mind.” >

“And now let us all be complimentary,” she said, though the colour in her face was heightened and her eyes were a little brighter. “You are the world’s best detective, and if ever I lose anything, I am sending immediately for you.”

“Then you’ll draw a blank,” said Dick triumphantly. “I’m leaving the force and becoming a respectable member of society tomorrow. Miss… ?”

She did not attempt to help him.

Then suddenly he saw a look of understanding come to her face.

“You’re not the man that Mr Havelock is sending to look for my relative, are you?”

“Your relative?” he asked in amazement. “Is Lord Selford a relative of yours?”

She nodded. “He’s a forty-second cousin, heaven knows how many times removed. Father was his second cousin. Mother and I were dining with Mr Havelock the other night, and he said that he was trying to get a man to run Selford to earth.”

“Have you ever met him?” asked Dick.

She shook her head.

“No, but my mother knew him when he was a small boy. I think she saw him once. His father was a horror. I suppose Mr Havelock has told you that — I am assuming that my guess is right: you are going in search of him?”

Dick nodded.

“That was the sad news I was trying to break to you,” he said.

At that moment their tête-à-tête was interrupted by the arrival of an elderly gentleman with a vinegary voice, who, Dick guessed, was the secretary.

He went back to Scotland Yard to find Captain Sneed, who had been absent when he had called on the phone that morning. Sneed listened without comment to the extraordinary story of Lew Pheeney’s midnight occupation.

“It certainly sounds like a lie, and anything that sounds like a lie generally is a lie,” he said. “Why didn’t Pheeney stay, if he’d got this thing on his conscience? And who was chasing him? Did you see anybody?”

“Nobody,” said Dick. “But the man was afraid, and genuinely so.”

“Humph!” said Sneed, and pressed a bell.

To the clerk who answered: “Send a man to pick up Pheeney and bring him here. I want to ask him a few questions,” he said. And then, calling the man back: “You know his address, Dick. Go along and see if you can unearth him.”

“My term of service expires at twelve today.”

“Midnight,” said Sneed laconically. “Get busy!”

Lew Pheeney lived in Great Queen Street, at a lodging he had occupied for years; but his landlady could give no information. Pheeney had left the previous afternoon somewhere about five and had not returned. A haunt of the burglar was a small club, extensively patronized by the queer class which hovers eternally on the rim of the law. Pheeney had not been there — he usually came in to breakfast and to collect his letters.

Dick saw a man who said he had had an engagement with Pheeney on the previous night, and that he had waited until twelve.

“Where am I likely to find him?”

Here, however, no information was forthcoming. Dick Martin’s profession was as well known as Mr Pheeney’s.

He reported the result of his visits to Sneed, who for some reason took a more serious view of the whole matter than Dick had expected.

“I’m believing it now, that grave-robbing story,” said Sneed, “and certainly it’s remarkable if Lew was upset, because nothing short of an earthquake would raise a squeal with him. Maybe he’s at your flat?”

When Dick got home the flat was empty. His housekeeper had neither seen nor heard from the visitor. The detective strolled into his bedroom, pulled off his coat, intending to put on the old shooting jacket he wore when he was writing — for he had a number of reports to finish before he made his final exit from the Yard. The coat was not hanging up where it was usually kept, and he remembered that his housekeeper had told him that she had put it in the bureau: a tall piece of mahogany furniture where his four suits were invariably hung on hangers.

Without a thought he turned the handle of the bureau door and pulled it open. As he did so, the body of a man fell against him, almost knocking him over, and dropped to the floor with an inanimate thud. It was Lew Pheeney, and he was dead.
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The Big Five at Scotland Yard filled Dick Martin’s dining room, waiting for the verdict of the medical man who had been hastily summoned. The doctor came in in a few minutes. “So far as I can tell by a superficial examination,” he said, “he’s been dead for some hours, and was either strangled or his neck was broken.”

In spite of his self-control, Dick shivered. He had slept in the room that night, where, behind the polished door, lay that ghastly secret. “There was no sign of a struggle, Martin?” asked one of the officers.

“None whatever,” said Dick emphatically. “I am inclined to agree with the doctor: I should think that he was struck by something heavy and killed instantly. But how they got into the flat. God knows!”

Inquiries of the girl who worked the night elevator were unsatisfactory, because she could remember nobody having come into the flat after Dick had gone out.

The six detectives made a minute examination of the premises.

“There’s only one way he could have come in,” said Sneed when the inspection was over, “and that is through the kitchenette.”

There was a door in the kitchen leading to a tiny balcony, by the side of which ran an outside service lift, used, as Dick explained, to convey tradesmen’s parcels from the courtyard below, and worked from the ground level by a small handle and winch.

“You don’t remember if this kitchen door was bolted?” asked Sneed.

The troubled young man explained that he had not been in the kitchen after his return on the previous night. But his housekeeper, who was hovering tearfully in the background, volunteered the information that the door was open when she had come that morning.

Dick looked down into the yard. The flat was sixty feet from the ground, and although it was possible that the intruder had climbed the ropes of the service lift, it seemed a feat beyond the power of most burglars.

“He gave you no indication as to who the man was he feared?” asked Sneed, when the rest of the Yard officers had gone back to headquarters.

“No,” Dick shook his head. “He told me nothing. He was scared, and I’m sure his story was perfectly true — namely, that he was engaged to rob a grave, and that he had an idea that the man who made the engagement would have killed him if he had succeeded in his task.”

Dick went down to Lincoln’s Inn Fields that morning and had an interview with Mr Havelock, who had already read the account in the evening newspapers, though Lew’s strange story was suppressed by the police even at the inquest.

“Yes, I was afraid this might interfere with our plans, but I’m not particular to a week or two, and if you must remain behind for inquiries, I will still further extend the period. Though in a sense the matter is urgent, it is not immediately so.”

There was a conference of Yard officials, and it was agreed that Dick should be allowed to leave England immediately after the inquest, unless an arrest was made, on the understanding that he was to keep in touch with headquarters, so that, should the murderer be found, it would be possible for him to return to give evidence at the trial. This arrangement he conveyed to Mr Havelock.

The inquest was held on the Friday, and, after Dick’s evidence, adjourned for an indefinite period. On the Saturday morning at twelve o’clock he left England, on the wildest chase that any man had ever undertaken. And behind him, did he but know it, stalked the shadow of death.
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When Dick Martin left England on his curious quest, the Pheeney murder bulked largely in the newspapers, and almost as largely in his mind. There were other thoughts and other fancies to occupy the voyage, and, long after the memory of the murdered cracksman had faded, there remained with him the vision of two grey eyes that were laughing at him all the time, and the sound of a low, sweet, teasing voice.

If he had only had the sense to discover her name before he left. He might have written to her, or, or least, sent her picture postcards of the strange lands through which he travelled. But, in the hurry of his departure, and occupied as he was with the Pheeney crime, though he played no official part in the inevitable inquiries which followed, he had neither the time nor the excuse to call upon her. A letter addressed to ‘the pretty lady with the grey eyes at the Bellingham Library’ might conceivably reach her, if there were no other lady employed in the building who also was favoured with eyes of that hue. On the other hand (he argued this quite gravely, as though it were an intelligent proposition) she might conceivably be annoyed.

From Chicago he sent a letter to the secretary of the library, enclosing a subscription, though he had no more need of scientific volumes than a menagerie of wild cats. But he hoped that he would see her name on the receipt — it was not until the letter was posted that he realized that by the time the receipt returned to Chicago he would be thousands of miles away, and cursed himself for his folly.

Naturally he heard nothing from Sneed, and was compelled to depend upon such stray English papers as came his way to discover how the Pheeney mystery had developed. Apparently the police had made no arrest, and the record of the crime had dwindled to small paragraphs in odd comers of the newspapers.

He came to Cape Town from Buenos Aires, to miss his man by a matter of days, and there had the first cheerful news he had received since his search began. It was a cable from Havelock asking him to return home at once, and with a joyful heart he boarded the Castle boat at the quay. On that day he made his second important discovery, the first having been made in Buenos Aires.

In all his travels he had not once come up with the will-o’-the-wisp lordling whom he had followed half round the world, and the zest of the chase had already departed from him. From Cape Town to Madeira was a thirteen-day voyage by the intermittent steamer on which he travelled, having missed the mail by four days. To a man with other interests than deck sports, the peculiar characteristics of passengers, and the daily sweepstake, those thirteen days represented the dullest period Dick Martin had ever endured. And then, when the ship stopped to coal, the miracle happened. Just before the steamer left, a launch came alongside; half a dozen passengers mounted the stairs, and for a moment Dick thought he was dreaming.

It was she! There was no mistaking her. He could have picked her out of a million. She did not see him, nor did he make himself known to her. For now that they were, so to speak, under one roof, and the opportunity that he dreamed of had presented itself in such an unexpected fashion, he was curiously shy, and avoided her until almost the last day of the voyage.

She was coolness itself when at last they met. “Ah yes, I knew you were on board. I saw your name in the passenger list,” she said, and he was so agitated that he did not even resent the amusement in her eyes.

“Why didn’t you speak to me?” he asked brazenly, and again she smiled.

“I thought you were here — on business,” she said maliciously. “My steward told me that you spent most of your evenings in the smokeroom watching people play cards. I was wondering when you were coming into the library. You’re a subscriber now, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” he said awkwardly; “I believe I am.”

“I know because I signed your receipt,” she said. “Oh, then, you’re—” He paused expectantly. “I’m the person that signed the receipt.” Not a muscle of her face moved. And then: “What is your name?” he asked bluntly.

“My name is Lansdown — Sybil Lansdown.”

“Of course, I remember!”

“You saw it on the receipt, of course?” He nodded.

“It was returned to the library through the Dead Letter Office!” she went on ruthlessly.

“I never knew a human being who could make a man feel quite as big a fool as you,” he protested, laughing. “I mean, as you make me fed,” he corrected hastily.

And that ended the conversation until the evening. On the dark deck, side by side, they talked commonplaces, until —

“Start Light on the port bow, sir,” said a muffled voice on the bridge deck above.

The two people leaning over the rail in the narrow deck space forward saw a splash of light quiver for the fraction of a second on the rim of the dark sea and vanish again. “That is a lighthouse, isn’t is?”

Dick edged himself a little closer to the girl, sliding himself stealthily along the broad rail.

“Start Light,” he explained. “I don’t know why they call it ‘Start’—’Finish’ would be a better word, I guess.” A silence, then:

“You are not American, are you?”

“Canadian by habit, British by birth — mostly anything people want me to be. A kind of renegade.” He laughed softly in the darkness.

“I don t think that is a nice word. I wondered if I should meet you when I came aboard at Madeira. There are an awful queer lot of people on board this ship.”

“Thank you for those kind words,” said Dick gravely, and she protested. He went on: “There never was an ocean-going ship that wasn’t full of queer people. I’ll give you a hundred million if you can travel on a packet where some passenger doesn’t say, ‘My, what a menagerie!’ about the others. No, Miss Lansdown, you’re not being trite. Life’s trite anyway. The tritest thing you can do is to eat and sleep. Try living originally and see how quick you go dead. Here’s another queer thing about ships — you never have the nerve to talk to the people you like till you’re only a day from port. What they do with themselves the rest of the time, I’ve never found out. Five days from Madeira — and I never spoke to you till this afternoon. That’s proof.”

She drew a little farther from him and straightened herself.

“I think I’ll go below now,” she said. “It is rather late and we have to get up early—”>

“What you’re really thinking,” said Dick, very gently, “is that in a second or so I’ll be pawing your hand and saying wouldn’t it be wonderful if we could sail on like this for ever under the stars and everything. I’m not. Beauty attracts me, I admit it. I know you’re beautiful because I couldn’t find anything odd about your face.” He heard her laughing. “That’s beauty in a sentence — something that isn’t odd. If your nose was fat and your eyes little and squeeny and your complexion like one of these maps that show the density of population, I’d have admired you for your goodness of heart, but I shouldn’t have raved you into the Cleopatra class. I’ll bet she wasn’t much to look at if the truth was known.”

“Are you going abroad again?” She turned the talk into a way that was less embarrassing, but regretted the necessity.

“No — I’m staying in London: in Claygate Gardens. I’ve got a pretty nice little flat; you can sit in the middle of any room and touch the walls without stretching. But it’s big enough for a man without ambitions. When you get to my age — I’ll be thirty on the fourteenth of September: you might like to send me flowers — you’re content to settle down and watch the old world wag around. I’ll be glad to get back. London takes a hold of you, and just when you’re getting tired of it, up comes a fog like glue-gas and you can’t find your way out.”

She sighed.

“Our flat is smaller than yours. Madeira was heaven after Coram Street!”

“What number?” asked Dick brazenly.

“One of the many,” she smiled. “And now I really must go. Goodnight.”

He did not walk back with her to the companionway, but strolled to the ship’s side, where he could watch the slim figure as it passed quickly along the deserted deck.

He wondered what had taken her to Madeira, for he guessed that she was not one of those fortunate people who, to escape the rigours of an English winter, could afford to follow the path of the vernal equinox. She was much more pretty than he had thought — beautiful in a pale, Oriental way — it was the slant of her grey eyes that suggested the East — not pale exactly — and yet not pink. Perhaps it was the geranium red of her lips that, by contrast, gave the illusion of pallor. Thin? He decided that she was not that. He thought of thin people in terms of brittleness — and she was supple and plastic.

Amazed to find himself analyzing her charm, he strolled along the deck and turned into the smoking-room. Although the hour was past eleven, the tables were occupied, and by the usual crowd. He walked to one in the corner and stood watching the play until, after many uneasy and resentful glances, the big man who, up till his arrival, had been the most jovial and the most successful player threw down his cards.

“Goin’ to bed,” he growled, gathered up his winnings and rose.

He stopped before Slick.

“You won a hundred from me last week,” he said. “You pay that back before you leave this ship.”

“Will you have it in notes or money?” asked Dick Martin politely. “Or maybe you’d prefer a cheque?”

The big man said nothing for a moment, then: “Come outside,” he said.

Dick followed him to the dim lights of the promenade deck.

“See here, mister. I’ve been waitin’ a chance to talk to you — I don’t know you, though your face is kind of familiar. I’ve been working this line for ten years and I’ll stand for a little competition, but not much. What I won’t stand for is a cheap skate like you takin’ me on and stunnin’ me for a century with a stacked deck of cards. Get me?”

“In fact, what your soul kind of pines for is honour amongst cardsharps,” said Dick. “Ever seen this?”

He took a metal badge from his pocket, and the big man gurgled apprehensively.

“I’m not entitled to wear that now, because I’ve left the Royal Canadian Police,” said Dick Martin, replacing the badge. “I carry it around for old times’ sake. You remember me? I’d say you did! I pinched you in Montreal eight winters ago for selling mining stock that was unattached to any mine.”

“Dick Martin—” The big man invoked a great personage.

In the seclusion of his cabin, which he shared with two of his confederates, the big fellow wiped the perspiration from his forehead and grew biographical.

“He’s the feller that went up to the Klondyke and took Harvey Wells. He had a moustache then, that’s why I didn’t recognize him. That feller’s mustard! His father was governor of the gaol at Fort Stuart and used to allow his kid to play around with the boys. They say he can do anything with a pack of cards except make it sing. He caught Joe Haldy by pickin’ his pocket for the evidence, and Joe’s as wide as Bond Street.”

Next morning, Mr Martin came down the gangway plank of the Grail Castle carrying a suitcase in each hand. One of the Flack gang that attends all debarkations to look over likely suckers, marked his youth and jauntiness and hooked his friend, the steward, who was usually a mine of information.

“Mr Richard Martin; he’s a reg’lar time chaser — came to the Cape from the Argentine; got to the Argentine from Peru an’ China — been down to New Zealand and India — God knows where?”

“Got any stuff?”

The steward was dubious.

“Must have — no, he’s not a drummer — he had the best cabin on the ship and tipped well. Some boys came aboard at Cape Town and tried to catch him at bridge, but he beat ‘em.”

The prospecting member of the Flack crowd sneered.

“Card people scare suckers,” he said, with all the contempt which a land thief has for his seagoing brother. “Besides, these Cape boats are too small, and everybody knows everybody else. A card man could starve on that line. So long. Harry.”

Harry, the steward, returned the farewell indifferently and watched the tout hurry down to the examining shed. Martin was waiting for the arrival of the Customs officer with a bored expression on his lean brown face.

“Mr Martin, isn’t it?” The advance guard of the confidence men smiled pleasantly as he offered his hand. “I’m Bursen — met you at the Cape,” said the newcomer, keeping the high note of heartiness. “Awfully glad to see you again.”

His hand was not taken. Two solemn blue eyes surveyed him thoughtfully. The tout was well dressed; his linen was expensive, the massive gold cigarette-case that peeped from his waistcoat pocket was impressive.

“We must meet in town—”>

“At Wandsworth Gaol — or maybe Pentonville,” said Dick Martin deliberately. “Get to blazes out of this, you amateur tale-teller!”

The man’s jaw dropped.

“Go back to your papa” — Dick’s long forefinger dug the man’s waistcoat, keeping time with his words— “or to the maiden aunt who taught you that line of talk, and tell him or her that suckers are fetching famine prices at Southampton.”

“See here, my friend—” The shoreman began to bluster to cover his inevitable retreat.

“If I kick you into the dock, they’ll hold me for the inquest — seep!”

The ‘con’ man seeped. He was a little angry, a little scared, and very hot under the collar, but he kept well away from the brownfaced man until he saw the first train pull out.

“If he’s not a copper, I’m a Dutchman,” he said, and felt for his cigarette-case and the solace of shredded Virginia. The case was gone! Precisely at that moment Mr Martin was extracting a cigarette from its well-filled interior, and, weighing the gold in his hand, had concluded that it was at least 15 carat and worth money.

“What a beautiful case!”

The girl sitting opposite to him stretched out her hand, a friendly assurance that was very pleasing to Dick Martin. In her simple tailored costume and a close-fitting little hat she was another kind of girl, radiating a new charm and a new fragrance.

“Yes, it’s rather cute,” Dick answered soberly. “I got it from a friend. Glad your holiday is over?”

She stifled a sigh as she gave the case back to him. “Yes, in a way. It wasn’t exactly a holiday, and it was dreadfully expensive. I can’t speak Portuguese either, and that made it difficult.”

He raised his eyebrows at that. “But all the hotel folk speak English,” he said, and she smiled ruefully.

“I wasn’t one of the hotel folk. I lived in a little boardinghouse on the Mount, and unfortunately the people I had to see spoke only Portuguese. There was a girl at the boardinghouse who knew the language a little, and she was helpful. I might have stayed at home for all the good I did.”

He chuckled. “We’re in the same boat. I’ve been thirty thousand miles rustling shadows!”

She smiled whimsically. “Were you looking for a key, too?” she asked, and he stared at her.

“A which?” She opened the patent leather bag that rested on her knees and took out a small cardboard box. Removing the lid, she shook into her hand a flat key of remarkable shape. It was rather like an overgrown Yale, except that the serrations were not confined to one edge, but were repeated in complicated ridges and protuberances on the other.

“That’s certainly a queer-looking object,” he said. “Was that what you were looking for?”

She nodded.

“Yes — though I didn’t know this was all I should get from my trip. Which sounds a little mad, doesn’t it? Only — there was a Portuguese gardener named Silva who knew my father. He used to be in the service of a relative of ours. Didn’t I boast once that I was related to Lord Selford — by the way, what is he like?”

“Like the letter O, only dimmer,” he said. “I never saw him.”

She asked a question and then went on: “About three months ago a letter came to my mother. It was written in very bad English by a priest, and said that Silva was dead, and that before he died he asked her forgiveness for all the harm he had done to us. He left something which was only to be given into the hand of a member of our family. That sounds remarkable, doesn’t it?”

Dick nodded, impatient for her to continue.

“Of course, it was out of the question for mother or me to go — we have very little money to spare for sea trips. But the day after we got the letter, we had another, posted in London and containing a hundred pounds in notes and a return ticket to Madeira!”

“Sent by?”

She shook her head.

“I don’t know. At any rate, I went. The old priest was very glad to see me; he told me that his little house had been burgled three times in one month, and that he was sure the burglars were after the little package he was keeping for me. I expected something very valuable, especially as I learnt that Senhor Silva was a very rich man. You can imagine how I felt when I opened the box and found — this key.”

Dick turned the key over in his hand.

“Silva was rich — a gardener, you said? Must have made a lot of money, eh? Did he leave a letter?”

She shook her head.

“Nothing. I was disappointed and rather amused. For some reason or other, I put the key into the pocket of the coat I was wearing, and that was lucky or unlucky for me. I had hardly left the priests’ house before a man came out of a side alley, snatched my bag, and was out of sight before I could call for help. There was nothing very valuable in the bag, but it was all very alarming. When I got on board ship, I put the key in an envelope and gave it to the purser.”

“Nobody bothered you on the ship?” She laughed quietly as at a good joke. “Not unless you would call the experience of finding your trunk turned out and your bed thrown on to the floor a ‘bother’. That happened twice between Madeira and Southampton. Is it sufficiently romantic?”

“It certainly is!” said Dick, drawing a long breath. He looked at the key again. “What number Coram Street?” he asked.

She told him before she realized the impertinence of the question.

“What do you think is the meaning of these queer happenings?” she asked as he passed the cardboard box back to her.

“It’s surely queer. Maybe somebody wanted that key badly.”

It seemed to her a very lame explanation. She was still wondering what had made her so communicative to a comparative stranger when the train ran into Waterloo Station. She felt a little nettled by his casual farewell; a nod and he had disappeared behind the screen of other passengers and their friends who crowded the platform.

It was a quarter of an hour later before she retrieved her baggage from the welter of trunks that littered the vicinity of the baggage van. A porter found her a cab, and she was tipping him, when a man brushed past her, jostling her arm, whilst a second man bumped into her from the opposite side. Her bag slipped from her hand and fell to the pavement. Before she could stoop, a third man had snatched it from the ground, and, quick as lightning, passed it to an unobtrusive little man who stood behind him. The thief turned to fly, but a hand grasped his collar and jerked him round, and as his hands came up in defence, a fist as hard as ebony caught him under the jaw and sent him flying.

“Get on your feet, thief, and produce your bag-snatching permit!” said Dick Martin sternly.
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At ten o’clock the next morning Dick Martin walked blithely into Lincoln’s Inn Fields. The birds were twittering in the high trees, the square lay bathed in pale April sunshine, and as for Slick, he was at peace with the world, though he had travelled nigh on thirty thousand miles and had failed to report at the end of them.

Messrs Havelock and Havelock occupied an old Queen Anne house that stood shoulder to shoulder with other mansions of the period. A succession of brass plates on the door announced this as the registered office of a dozen corporations, for Mr Havelock was a company lawyer, who, though he never appeared in the courts, gave the inestimable benefit of his advice to innumerable and prosperous corporations.

Evidently the detective was expected, for the clerk in the outer office was almost genial.

“I will tell Mr Havelock you’re here,” he said, and came back in a few seconds to beckon the wanderer into the private sanctum of the senior partner.

As Dick Martin came in, he was finishing the dictation of a letter, and he smiled a welcome and nodded to a chair. When the dictation was done and the homely stenographer dismissed, he got up from the big writing-table, filling his pipe.

“So you didn’t see him?” he asked.

“No, sir. I moved fast, but he was quicker. I got into Rio the day he left. I was in Cape Town just three days after he had gone on overland to Beira — and then I had your cable.”

Havelock nodded solemnly, puffing at his pipe.

“The erratic devil!” he said. “You might have come up with him at Beira. He’s there yet.”

Walking to his desk he pressed a bell, and his secretary made a reappearance.

“Give me the Selford file — the current one,” he said, and waited until she had returned and given him a large blue folder. From this he took a cable form and banded it to his visitor. Slick read:

HAVELOCK LONDON. WHO IS THIS MAN MARTIN CHASING AFTER ME? HAVE ALREADY MAILED POWER OF ATTORNEY. PLEASE LEAVE ME ALONE. SHALL BE IN LONDON AUGUST. — PIERCE.

The cable was dated Cape Town, three days before Dick had arrived there.

“I could hardly do anything else,” said Mr Havelock, rubbing his nose irritably with his knuckle. “Did you hear anything about him?”

Dick chuckled. “That fellow didn’t stand still long enough for anyone to notice him,” he said. “I’ve talked to hotel porters and reception clerks in seven kinds of broken English, and none of ’em had anything on him. He was in Cape Town the day the new High Commissioner arrived from England.”

“Well,” asked Havelock after a pause, “what has that to do with it?”

“Nothing.” Another pause, and then: “What do you really suspect?” asked Dick.

Mr Havelock pursed his lips. “I don’t know,” he admitted frankly. “At the worst that he has married, or has become entangled in some way with a lady whom he is not anxious to bring to England.”

Dick fingered his chin thoughtfully. “Have you had much correspondence from him?” And, when the other nodded: “May I see it?”

He took the portfolio from Mr Havelock’s hand and turned the leaves. There were cablegrams, addressed from various parts of the world, long and short letters, brief instructions, obviously in reply to some query that Havelock had sent.

“Those only take you back for a year. I have one or two cases filled with his letters, if you would like to see them?”

Dick shook his head. “These are all in his handwriting?”

“Undoubtedly. There is no question that he is being impersonated, if that is what you mean.” The detective handed back the portfolio with a little grimace. “I wish I’d caught up with him,” he said. “I’d like to see what kind of bird he is, though I know a dozen young fellows whose feet start itching the moment they sit still. I’m sorry I haven’t been more successful, Mr Havelock, but, as I say, this lad is a swift mover. Maybe at some later time I’ll ask to see the whole of these letters; I’d like to study them.”

“You can see them now if you wish,” said the lawyer, reaching for the bell.

The detective stopped him. “So far as the alliance is concerned, I think you can rest your mind. He was alone in New York and alone in San Francisco. He landed without any encumbrances at Shanghai, and I trailed him through India without there being a hint of a lady in the case. When he comes back in August I’d like to meet him.”

“You shall.” Mr Havelock smiled grimly. “If I can nail him down long enough to give you time to get here.”

Dick went home, turning over in his mind two important problems, in his pocket a very handsome cheque for his services. The elderly woman who kept house for him was out marketing when he arrived. Sitting down at his desk, his head in his hands, his untidy hair rumpled outrageously, he went over the last six exciting months of his life, and at the end the question in his mind was not answered. Presently he pulled the telephone towards him and called Havelock.

“I forgot to ask you, why does he call himself Pierce?”

“Who? Oh, you mean Selford? That is his name. Pierce, John Pierce. I forgot to explain to you that he hated his title. Oh, did I? Have you an idea?”

“None,” said Slick untruthfully, for he had several ideas. He had unpacked all but one suitcase, and this he now proceeded to turn on to the table. It was full of documents, hotel bills, notes he had made in the course of his tour; and at the bottom of the case a square sheet of blotting-paper, which he took out carefully and held up to the light. It was the blotted impression left by an envelope: Mr Bertram Cody, Weald House, South Weald, Sussex. There was no need to refresh his memory, for he had made a very careful note of the name and address. He had found that sheet of blotting-paper in the private sittingroom at the Plaza Hotel in Buenos Aires which had been occupied, forty-eight hours before his arrival, by the restless Mr Pierce. Nobody had used the room after he had gone until Dick had asked the hotel manager to show him the suite which his quarry had occupied.

He locked away the blotting-paper in a drawer of his desk, strolled into his bedroom, and stood for a long time looking at himself in the glass.

“Call yourself a detective, eh?” he demanded of his reflection, as his lips curled. “You poor, four-flushing mutt!”

He spent the remainder of the day learning a new card trick that he had picked up on the voyage over; an intricate piece of work, consisting of palming a card from the top of the pack and passing it so that it became the ninth card of the pack. With a stopwatch before him he practised, until he managed to accomplish the transfer in the fifteenth part of a second. Then he was satisfied. When dusk descended on the world, he got out his car and drove southward leisurely.
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“Show him in,” said Mr Bertram Cody.

He was a little bald man with a gentle voice and the habit of redundancy. He required five minutes to say all that any other man could express in three sentences. Of this fault, if fault it was, he was well aware and made a jest of his weakness.

Fixing his large gold-rimmed spectacles, he peered at the card again -

MR JOHN RENDLE, 194, COLLINS STREET, MELBOURNE

The name meant nothing to Mr Cody. He had known a Rendle in the eighties, a highly respectable tea importer, but the acquaintance was so slight a one that it was hardly likely.

He had been studying a small pocket notebook when the visitor was announced; a red morocco case that had, in addition to diary and writing space, a little pocket for cards, slips for stamps, and a tiny flat purse. He pushed the book under a heap of papers at his hand as the stranger entered.

“Mr Rendle,” said a woman’s harsh voice in the shadowy part of the room where the door was, and there came out of the gloom a tall, goodlooking young man who certainly bore no resemblance to the long-forgotten China merchant.

“Will you sit down?” said Mr Cody gently. “And will you please forgive the semi-darkness in which I live. I find that my eyes are not as good as they were, and the glare of lights produces a very painful effect. This table-lamp, carefully shaded as it is, supplies my needs adequately, though it is insufficient for my visitors. Fortunately, if you will forgive what may appear to you as a rudeness, I receive most of my callers in the daytime.”

The visitor had a quick smile, and was evidently a man to whom the semi-darkness of the big, richly-furnished library was in no sense depressing. He groped in the shadows for the chair, which revealed itself by the light on its polished back, and sat down.

“I’m sorry to come at this hour, Mr Cody, but I only arrived yesterday by the Moldavia.”

“From China,” murmured Mr Cody.

“From Australia — I transhipped at Colombo.”

“The Moldavia did not call at Colombo owing to an outbreak of cholera,” interrupted Mr Cody, more gently still.

The visitor laughed. “On the contrary, it called, and I and some thirty passengers embarked. The outbreak was reported after we left port. You are confusing the Moldavia with the Morania, which missed the call a week later.”

The colour deepened on Mr. Cody’s plump face. He was deeply wounded, and in his most tender part, for he had been guilty of an error of fact.

“I beg your pardon,” he said in a hushed and humble voice. “I am humiliated to discover that I have made a mistake. It was the Morania — I beg your pardon! The Moldavia had a smooth voyage?”

“No, sir. We ran into the simoon and had three boats carried away—”>

“The two lifeboats on the spar deck and a cutter on the aft deck,” nodded Mr Cody. “You also lost a lascar — washed overboard. Forgive me for interrupting you, I am an omnivorous reader.”

There was a paused in the conversation here. Mr. Cody, his head on one side, waited expectantly. “Now, perhaps — ?” he suggested, almost timidly. Again the visitor smiled.

“I’ve called on a curious errand,” he said. “I have a small farm near Ten Mile Station — a property which adjoins a station of yours in that part of the world.”

Mr Cody nodded slowly. He had many properties in the overseas States: they were profitable investments.

“I have reason to believe that there is gold on your property,” Rendle went on. “And I take this view because I am by training an engineer and I know something about metallurgy. Six months ago I made a discovery which, very naturally, I was not anxious to advertise until I was certain of my facts.”

He talked lucidly of conglomerate and outcrop, and Bertram Cody listened, nodding his head from time to time. In the course of his description, Mr Rendle unfolded a map on the desk — a small scale map that did not interest Bertram Cody at all.

“My theory is that there is a reef running from here to here…”

When his guest had reached the end of his discourse: “Yes — I know there is gold at Ten Mile Station: the discovery was made by our agent and duly reported to us, so that the fear you had, Mr — er — em — Rendle, that he was keeping his — er — find a secret, had no foundation. There is gold — yes. But not in paying quantities. The matter has already been reported in the newspaper press — um — you would not — have seen that, of course. Nevertheless, I am grateful to you. Human nature is indeed a frail quality, and I cannot sufficiently thank you for your thoughtfulness and — um — the trouble to which you have been put.”

“I understand that you bought this property from Lord Selford,” asserted Mr Rendle.

The bald man blinked quickly, like a man who was dazzled by a bright light. “From his — er — agents: an eminent firm of lawyers. I forget their names for the moment. His lordship is abroad, you know. I believe that he is difficult to get at.” He spread out his plump hands in a gesture of helplessness. “It is difficult! This young man prefers to spend his life in travel. His agents hear of him in Africa — they have a letter from the — um — wild pampas of the Argentine — they send him money to China — an adventurous life, my dear young friend, but unnerving to his — um — relations, if he has relations. I am not sure.”

He shook his head and sighed; then, with a start, as though he were for the first time aware that there was an audience to his perturbations, he rose and held out both his hands.

“Thank you for coming,” he breathed, and Mr Rendle found his own hand encased in two warm, soft palms. “Thank you for your interest. Life is a brighter place for such disinterestedness.”

“Do you ever hear from him?” asked the visitor.

“From — um — his lordship? No, no! He is ignorant of my existence. Oh, dear, no!” He took the visitor’s arm and walked with him to the door. “You have a car?” He was almost grateful to his guest for the possession of such an article. “I am glad. It looks like being a stormy night — and it is late. Half past ten, is it not? A safe journey to town!”

He stood under the portico until the rear lights of the car had disappeared behind a clump of rhododendrons that bordered the drive, then he went back into the hall.

The stout, hard woman in black silk, who Dick had thought was Mr Cody’s housekeeper, followed her husband into the study and closed the door behind him.

“Who was he?” she asked. Her voice was uneducated, strident, and complaining.

Mr Cody resumed his place behind the heavy writing-table and smiled blissfully as he lowered himself into the padded chair.

“His name is Dick Martin,” he said, “and he is a detective.”

Mrs Cody changed colour. “Good Gawd! Detective! Bertie, what did he come here for?” She was agitated; the fat, beringed hand that went up to her mouth was trembling. “You’re sure?” she quavered.

Mr Cody nodded.

“A clever man — but I expected him. I have at least three photographs of him. I wonder,” said Mr Cody softly. “I really wonder!”

He slipped his hand under the heap of papers to find the little notebook, and suddenly his face went pale.

“It’s gone — my book and the key — my God! the key!”

He reeled to his feet like a drunken man, blank terror in his face.

“It was when he showed me that map!” he muttered hoarsely. “I’d forgotten that the fellow is an expert thief. Shut that damned door. I want to telephone!”
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Dick drove a six-cylinder coupe whose bodywork had seen better days, though he claimed for its engine that the world had not seen its equal. With his screen-wiper wiping furiously, he came cautiously along the Portsmouth Road, his big headlamps staring whitely ahead. The rain was pelting down, and since he must have a window open, and that window was on the weather side, one arm and part of the shoulder of his rainproof coat were soon black and shining.

‘107, Coram Street,’ said his subconscious mind; and he wondered why he had connected this satisfactory visit of his to Mr Bertram Cody with that trim girl who was so seldom absent from his thoughts.

From time to time his hand sought his pocket and the flat leather book that reposed at the bottom. There was something hard inside that purse; he thought it was money at first; and then, in a flash, he realized that it was the touch of this notebook which recalled Sybil Lansdown. He pulled the car up so quickly that it skidded across the road and only missed a ditch by a matter of inches. Straightening the machine, he switched on the interior light and examined his ‘find’. Before he unfastened the thin flap of the purse he knew what it contained. But he was unprepared for the shape and size of the key that lay in his palm. It was an almost exact replica, in point of size, of that which Sybil Lansdown had shown him in the train, and which was now in the strongroom of his bank.

Dick whistled softly to himself, replaced the book in his pocket, but slipped the key under the rubber mat beneath his feet. The enterprising gentlemen who had made such strenuous efforts, and gone to such expense, to secure Sybil Lansdown’s key would not hesitate to hold up a car.

Dick was beginning to have a respect for the brethren of the keys, and had found for himself an adventure which surpassed in interest the chasing of peregrinating noblemen. He turned off the interior light and sent his car forward along the rainswept road, meditating upon the weird character of his discovery Cody had denied he was in communication with this strange Lord Selford — why? And what was the meaning of the key Dick had seen the oily man push the book under the papers as he entered, and, out of sheer devilment and his love for discovery, had seized the first opportunity of extracting the case? He would compare the two keys in the morning.

In the meantime it would be well for him to keep his mind concentrated upon the road ahead. Once a lumbering lorry had almost driven him into the ditch, and now, with twenty miles to go, he saw ahead of him three red lights, and slowed his engine till he came within a dozen yards of them. They were red lamps, placed in a line on the road, and if they meant anything it was that the road was under repair and closed. And yet — he had passed the lorry going at full speed only a mile away. That must have come along the forbidden stretch of road.

He peered through the open window and saw on his right a dilapidated wall, the top of which was hidden under a blanket of wild ivy. He saw, by the lights of the headlamps, a gap, where there was evidently a gate. All this he took in at a glance, and he turned to the scrutiny of the road and the three red lights.

“Yes, yes,’ said Slick to himself, switched out all the lights of the car, and, taking something from his hip pocket, he opened the door quietly and stepped into the rain, standing for a while listening.

There was no sound, except the swish and patter of the storm. Keeping to the centre of the road, he advanced slowly towards the red lamps, picked up the middle of these and looked at it. It was very old; the red had been hastily painted on the glass. The second lamp was more new, but of an entirely different pattern, and here also the glass pane had been covered by some red, transparent paint. And this was the case with the third lamp.

He threw the middle light into the ditch, and found a satisfaction in hearing the crash of the glass. Then he came back to his car, got inside, slammed the door, and put his foot on the starter. The little motor whined round, but the engine did not move. There must be some reason for this, he thought, for the car was hot, and never before had it failed. Again he tried, without success; then, getting down from the machine, he walked to the back to examine the petrol tank. There was no need, for the little indicator dial said ‘Empty’.

‘Yes, yes,’ said Slick again, staring down at this evidence of his embarrassment.

He had filled up before he reached Mr Cody’s house, but, be that as it may, here was a trustworthy indicator pointing starkly to ‘E’, and when he tapped the tank it gave forth a hollow sound in confirmation.

He sniffed: the place reeked. Flashing his pocket-lamp on the ground, he saw a metal cap and picked it up, and then understood what had happened. The wet roadway was streaked opalescently. Somebody had taken out the cap and emptied his tank whilst he was examining the lights.

He refastened the cap, which was both airproof, waterproof and foolproof, and which could only have been turned by the aid of a spanner; and he had heard no chink of metal against metal. He carried no reserve, so that he was stranded beyond hope of succour, unless —

He sent his lamp in the direction of the gateway. One of the hinges of the gate was broken, and the rotting structure leaned drunkenly against a laurel bush. Until then he had not dreamed that he was anywhere near Gallows Cottage. But now he recognized the place.

Keeping his light on, he went up the long avenue quickly. On either side was a tangle of thick bush, which had grown at its will, unattended by a gardener. Overhead the tall poplars met in an arch. Keeping the light glowing from side to side, he passed up the gloomy avenue. Suddenly he stopped. Under the shadow of the hedge he saw a long, narrow hole. It had been recently dug and was, he judged, six feet deep.

“That looks like a home from home,” he shuddered, and passed on to the square, ugly house, which had once been covered by plaster, broken now in a dozen places, showing the bare brick beneath.

Never had it seemed so mean looking as when the broad beam of his lamp picked out the patches and fissures in its walls. The entrance was a high, narrow doorway, above which was a little wooden canopy, supported by two iron bars let into the brickwork — he noted these most carefully now. There was no sign of life; no dog barked. The place was dead — rotting.

He waited a second before he mounted the two steps that brought the knocker within reach. As the clapper fell, he heard the sound echoing hollowly through the hall. Had he been a stranger he might easily have imagined that the place was empty, he thought, when no reply came. He knocked again. In a few minutes he heard a sound of feet in the hall, the rusty crackle of a key being turned, and the jingling of chains. The door opened a foot, and there appeared in the light of Dick’s lamp the long, sallow face and the black beard.

The apparition was so startling that Dick, expectant as he was, nearly dropped his lamp.

“Who is this? What is this?” asked a voice pettishly. “Petrol? You have lost your petrol? Ach! that is foolish. Yes, I can give you some, if you pay for it. I cannot afford to give anything away.”

He gave no sign of recognition, but opened the door wider, and Dick walked into the hall, turning as he did so to face the man who had let him in. Dr Stalletti wore a black overall, belted at the waist, and indescribably stained. On his feet were a pair of long, Russian boots, worn and cracked and amateurishly patched. He had no collar. What Dick noticed first was that this strange person had not apparently washed since they last met. His big, powerful hands were grimy, his nails were almost like talons. By the light of the small oil-lamp he carried, Martin saw that the hall was expensively furnished; the carpet was thick and almost new, the hangings of velvet, the chairs and settees of gilt and damask, must have cost a lot of money. A silver chandelier hung from the plastered ceiling, and the dozen or so electric candles it held supplied a brilliant light to the room. But here, as in the passage, everything was inches thick in dust. It rose in a small cloud as he walked across the thick carpet.

“You wait here, please. I will get you petrol — one shilling and tenpence a gallon.”

Dick waited, heard the feet of his host sound hollowly, and presently grow faint. He made a careful inspection of the room. There was nothing here to indicate either the character or the calling of this strange, uncleanly man.

Presently he heard the man returning and the thud of two petrol tins as they were put down in the hall, and then his strange benefactor appeared, dusting his hands.

“Four gallons of petrol of the highest grade.”

The visitor might have been a stranger for all the signs he made of recognition, and yet Dick was sure that the man knew him; and as though he guessed his visitor’s thoughts, the bearded man announced, with a certain amount of pomposity:

“I am the Professor Stalletti. We have, I think, met. It was because of a book you came.”

“That is so, professor.” Dick was alert, somewhere inside him a warning voice was speaking insistently.

“You have heard of me — yes? It is known in science. Come, come, my friend, pay your money and be gone.”

“I am much obliged to you, professor,” drawled Dick. “Here’s ten shillings — we won’t quarrel about the change.”

To his surprise, the bearded man pocketed the note with a smirk of satisfaction. Evidently he was not too proud to make a profit on the transaction.

Walking to the front door, he opened it, and Dick followed him, making his exit sideways and keeping his face to this queer-looking man. The professor opened his mouth as though he were going to speak, but changed his mind and slammed the door in his visitor’s face, and as he did so, there came, from somewhere in the house, behind those blind windows, such a scream of fear and agony as made the detective’s blood run cold. It was a wail that rose to a shriek and died sobbingly to silence.

Perspiration stood on Dick Martin’s face, and for a second he had the mind to force his way back into the house and demand an explanation. And then he saw the senselessness of that move, and, carrying a petrol tin in either hand, made his way down the drive. He was wearing rubber-soled shoes that caused little or no noise, and he was glad, for now his ears must serve where his eyes failed. By reason of his burden he had to dispense with the use of his lamp.

He had passed that section of the hedge where he had seen the hole, when his quick ears detected something moving behind him. It was the faintest sound, and only one with his keen sense of hearing could have detected it above the noise of the falling rain. It was not a rustle; it was something impossible to describe. Dick turned round and began to walk backwards, staring into the pitch black darkness before him. The noise grew more distinct. A twig snapped in the bushes to his right. then suddenly he saw his danger and dropped the tins. Before he could reach his gun he was at grips with a something, naked, hairless, bestial.

Huge bare arms were encircling his shoulders; a great hand was groping for his face, and he struck blindly at a bare torso, so muscled that, even as he struck, he realized that he was wasting his strength. Suddenly, with a mighty effort, he jerked round, gripped the huge arm with both his hands, and, stooping, jerked his assailant over his head. There was a thud, a groan, a ghastly sobbing, blubbering sound that was not human, and in the next fraction of a second Dick’s automatic was in his hand and the safety catch pushed down.

“Stay where you are, my friend,” he breathed. “I’d like to have a look at you.”

He picked up the torch he had dropped and turned the light on the ground. Nobody was there. He flashed the lamp left and right without discovering a trace of his assailant. Was he behind him? Turning, he sent the rays in the direction of the house, and in that second caught sight of a great figure, naked except for a loincloth, disappearing into the bushes.

“Jumping snakes!” breathed Dick Martin, and lost not a second in reaching the road, refilled the empty tank and started the engine.

In a little while he was following the road to London, absorbed in the problem of Dr Stalletti, and the big hole in the ground, recently dug, and intended, he did not doubt, for the reception of his own body.
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Mr Cody was not a good walker, and was, moreover, a particularly fearful man, otherwise he might have walked the six miles which separated him from Gallows Cottage on a dark and windy night. Instead, he ordered his car, his chauffeur protesting sourly, and drove to within a hundred yards of the house.

“Back into that lane, put your lights out, and don’t move until I return.”

Mr Tom Cawler growled something under his breath.

“And don’t you be long !” he said. “What is the game, anyway, Cody? Why didn’t you get him to come over?”

“Mind your own dam’ business!” snapped the little man, and disappeared into the darkness.

He reached the cottage soon after one o’clock, and groped his way up the dark drive. Once, as he put out his stick to feel his way, it almost dropped from under him. If he had been leaning his weight upon it he would have fallen into the pit which had been dug by the side of the path.

He did not knock at the door, but, making a half circuit of the house, tapped at one of the dark windows, and returned to find the front door open and Stalletti waiting in the hall.

“Ah, it is you! So strange to find you at such an hour! Come in, my very dear friend. I received your telephone message, but, alas! fate was against me.”

“He got away?” asked the other fearfully.

Dr Stalletti shrugged and stroked his long beard.

“It was fate,” he said. “Otherwise, he would be quite close to us. I spread the lamps on the road, and myself emptied his petrol, and got back to the house before he came. The situation was extraordinary and remarkable. There was nothing between him and death by the thin end of this card.” He held a soiled and greasy playing-card in his hand. He had been playing patience when the knock came. “There was one weak link, and so it snapped.”

Cody looked round the gloomy hall like a man frightened.

“What will happen now?” he asked in a whisper.

Again the doctor shrugged.

“The police will come sooner or later, and they will make a search of my house. Does it matter? What shall they find here but a few rats lawfully dead?”

“Did you — ?” Cody did not complete the question.

“I sent somebody after him, but somebody failed like a bungling idiot. You cannot develop muscle except at the expense of brain, my dear fellow. Will you come in?”

He led the way back to his workroom. The desk at which he worked had been cleared of its unpleasant properties, and was half covered with playing-cards.

“First you may tell me who is this man? I have seen him before. He came to me to ask some questions about a book. It was the day your chauffeur was here. I seem to know him, and yet I do not know him.” Cody licked his dry lips; his heavy face was white and drawn.

“He is the man Havelock sent after Selford,” he muttered, and the doctor’s eyebrows went up to a point.

“Can that possibly be? How extraordinary and bizarre! So he is the gentleman that the clever lawyer sent to look for Selford!” He began to laugh, and the sound of his laughter was like the crackling of parchment.

“That is too good a joke! The real good, simple Havelock! So clever a man! And,” he demanded archly, “did our friend find my lord? No? That is remarkable. Perhaps he did not move quick enough! Perhaps he went by train when airplanes were procurable!”

He seated himself at the table, tapping a tattoo with his uncleanly fingers upon its surface.

“What else does my friend want?” he asked, eyeing the other keenly.

“I want some money,” said Cody, in a sulky voice.

Without a word, the doctor stooped down and unlocked a drawer of his desk, took out a battered tin cashbox, opened it, and extracted a thick bundle of notes.

“There are fewer to pay now,” he said. “Therefore your money is increased. If I die, it will be to your benefit. Per contra—”>

“Don’t let us talk about death,” shivered the little man, his trembling hands straying to his bald head. “We don’t want any of that sort of thing; we’ve gone right away from our first idea, which was good. If you take life—”

“Have I taken life?”

“Have you?” demanded Cody, and waited.

The doctor’s red mouth curled in a smile.

“There was a Mr Pheeney,” he said carefully. “Is that how you name him? He certainly died, but I think that must have been suicide.” He chuckled again. “I do not love people who go to policemen. That is very bad for business, because the police have no imagination. Now, suppose I go to a policeman” — he was eyeing the other from under his drooping lids— “and suppose I make statements — what a catastrophe!”

The little man jumped to his feet, quivering.

“You dare not!” he said hoarsely. “You dare not!”

Again Stalletti shrugged his thin shoulders.

“Why do I stay in this cold and horrible country,” he asked, “when I could be sitting on the patio of my own beautiful villa in Florence? There I would be away from these stupid policemen.”

He stopped suddenly and raised his finger to signal for silence. Cody had not caught the faint squeak against the shuttered window, but the doctor had heard it twice.

“There is somebody outside,” he whispered.

“Is it — ?”

Stalletti shook his head.

“No, it is not Beppo.” His lips curled at the word, as though he were enjoying the best jest in the world. “Wait.”

He crossed the room noiselessly and disappeared into the dingy passage. Cody heard the sound of a door being softly unlocked, and there was a long wait before the man returned. He was blinking as though the return to the light was painful to his eyes, but Cody had seen him in this condition before, and knew that this strange, unearthly man was labouring under an unusual emotion.

He carried in his hand a thing that looked like a telephone earpiece with a rubber attachment.

“Somebody was listening at the window, my friend. I will give you three guesses — you were not driven here by car?”

“I walked,” said the other shortly.

“Your excellent chauffeur — he suffers from curiosity?”

“I tell you I walked. No chauffeur came with me.”

“He could walk also. What is this?”

He took from his pocket a cap and laid it on the table.

“Do you recognize this — no?”

Cody shook his head.

“He had taken this off to put on the earpieces. The microphone I could not find. But he listened — yes.”

“Who was it? It couldn’t have been Cawler,” said Cody fretfully. “He is my wife’s nephew.”

“And adores her?” sneered the doctor.

He turned the cap inside out, and read the name of the seller.

“How strange it would be if, after all, you harboured in your house a spy.”

“How can that be?” said the other violently. “You know as much as I know about Cawler.”

“And you know — what? Nothing except that he is a thief, a stealer of motorcars, on whom the police have their eye all the time. When this friend of yours came, this Martini — Martin, is it? — he knew your Cawler, and I was instantly compromised.”

Then Cody began to speak in a low, earnest tone, and the bearded man listened, at first with contemptuous indifference and then with interest. “It is a pity that my Beppo was not in the grounds. We should have known for sure,” he said at last.

Mr Cody walked half a mile along the road to where he had left his car. The chauffeur was dozing in his seat, but woke at the sound of his employer’s voice.

“Cawler, have you been by the car all the time? Did you follow me?”

“Would I walk if I could ride?” growled the man. “Of course I’ve been here all the time. Why? Somebody been shadowing you?”

“You play the fool with me, my friend, and you’ll be sorry.”

“I’m never sorry for anything I’ve done,” said the other coolly. “Get inside — it’s raining.”

He swung the car out on the main road and drove back to Weald House at breakneck speed. Amongst the many things which Mr Cody dreaded was fast driving, and the only way his chauffeur could get even at times was to do one of the things that the little man did not like. He got out, livid with rage, and spluttered an expletive at the unmoved chauffeur.

“You’re giving yourself airs because you think you’re indispensable, you — !”

Even while he was talking, the car moved on to its garage. As a debater, Tommy Cawler did not regard his master as being worthy of his metal.
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Mr Havelock had scarcely reached his office the following morning when Dick arrived. The bushy brows of that gentleman rose at the sight of his visitor. “I’ve come to make a confession, Mr Havelock,” he began. “That sounds ominous,” said the other, his eyes twinkling.

“Maybe it’s more ominous than it sounds,” said Dick. “I’ve kept something back from you — information which ought to be in your hands.”

Briefly he told the story of the blotting-paper he had found in the hotel in Buenos Aires.

“Obviously Lord Selford is in communication with this person. Because I wasn’t quite sure how the land lay, and whether there was something behind Selford’s absence from England, I took the trouble to investigate.”

“Mr Bertram Cody?” frowned Havelock, “I seem to remember that name.”

“Possibly you recall the sale of an Australian property

Havelock’s face lightened.

“Why, of course, that is it!” he said. “There was some talk of gold being found on the property. I saw the announcement in The Times. Cody, of course! But he doesn’t know Lord Selford.”

“Then why should Selford write to him?”

“Perhaps he wrote to his lordship first,” suggested Mr Havelock, obviously perturbed. “Did you ask him, by the way, whether he knew our young friend?”

Dick nodded.

“He denies all knowledge and all correspondence, which sounded queer to me. Have you ever seen anything like this?”

He laid on the table the little pocketbook he had taken from the doctor’s desk, and, unfolding it, showed the key. Mr Havelock picked it up and examined it curiously.

“That is a queer-looking thing. What is it — a key?” he asked. “How did you get this?”

“I found it,” said the unabashed Dick. “It was in a notebook that I — borrowed. You will see that the book is full of entries relating to Lord Selford’s movements. Here is Buenos Aires and the date he was there; here is the date of his arrival in Shanghai; the date he left San Francisco — in fact, this is a very complete memorandum of Lord Selford’s movements during the past eight months.”

Havelock turned the pages slowly.

“This is certainly extraordinary,” he said. “You say he denies knowing Selford?”

“Absolutely. He swore he’d never seen him or had any correspondence with him. Selford has done all his business in connection with the sale of the Australian business through you.”

Mr Havelock nodded.

“That is true,” he said. “I remember the circumstances well. My managing clerk carried through that transaction.”

“Do you know a fellow named Stalletti? He lives in a house on the London road, halfway to Brighton.”

He saw Mr Havelock start.

“Yes, I know Stalletti, but I haven’t seen his house for years. As a matter of fact, it is one of Selford’s properties, too — most of the land thereabouts is part of the Selford estate. Cody must be a leaseholder of ours. As for Gallows Cottage, I remember that we leased it to Stalletti after his trouble in London. He was prosecuted for practising vivisection without a licence,” he explained. “An uncleanly, Svengali-looking man.”

“That describes him so completely,” said Dick, “that a policeman could recognize him!”

“What has he been doing?”

“Why, I’ll tell you,” said Dick slowly.

He had good reason for his tardiness, for the solution of the Selford mystery had come to him with dramatic suddenness, and he was trying to think of two things at one and the same time, to piece together loose ends to which he might well devote the labour of months. Nevertheless, his story was a fairly faithful narrative of his adventure.

“Have you been to the police?” asked Havelock, when he had finished.

“No, sir. I can never get it out of my mind that I am the police — all the police I’m interested in.” He scratched his chin meditatively. “I certainly might have seen old man Sneed,” he said.

“Who is Sneed?” demanded Havelock. “A Scotland Yard man,” replied Dick slowly. “Sneed’s strong for mysteries.”

“A detective?” he asked.

“Yes. What does Stalletti do for a living, Mr Havelock?”

“I’m blessed if I know,” said the lawyer. “He is really a brilliant pathologist, but his experiments are a little too peculiar for the modem school. By Jove! I remember now. When Stalletti took the house, it was on the recommendation of Cody. Wait a moment, I’ll turn it up,” He hurried from the room and came back in a few minutes with a letter-book in his hand.

“That is so,” he said. “Cody, if you remember, had just bought the Australian property, and it was a month after that transaction was completed that we gave Stalletti a lease on Gallows Cottage. A dramatic name, Mr Martin, but a gallows in fact used to stand somewhere about there in the bad old times.”

“It’ll stand somewhere about there in the good new times,” said Dick, “if that thug digs any more holes for me!”

He had learned all he wanted to know — indeed, much more than he expected; and he returned to Clargate Gardens only to pack his two suitcases and to give the astonished old woman who looked after the flat in his absence a month’s holiday.

“I guess a month will be just long enough. You can go to the sea or you can go to the mountains, Rebecca, but there’s one place that’s barred, and it’s this little old home of mine.”

“But why, sir — ?” began the woman.

Dick was very firm on the point, uttered horrific threats as to what would happen to the lady if she dared so much as look in during the period of her leave.

His flat was one of many in an apartment block, and to the janitor he gave instructions about his letters, which were to be sent to Scotland Yard to await his arrival. He did not notify Mr Havelock of his plans, considering that at this stage of the special investigations which he was preparing to undertake, it would be advisable not to take any man into his confidence.
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Mrs Lansdown and her daughter were people who lived as naturally in three rooms as they would have lived in a town house with twenty. A frail woman of remarkable beauty, Sybil’s mother had had both experiences. There was a time of affluence when Gregory Lansdown had his thousand acres in Berkshire, a shoot in Norfolk, and a salmon river in Scotland, to say nothing of his handsome little house in Chelsea. But those possessions, with his racing stable, his steam yacht and the yearly trip to Algeria, had gone in a night. He was a director of a company that went into liquidation, following the hurried departure of a managing director who went eventually to prison. The directors were called upon to make good the best part of a million and a half, and Gregory Lansdown was the only one of them whose property was in his own name. He paid to the last farthing and died before the last payment was completed.

The Lansdowns retained one asset — the house in which they were now living, and which had been divided up into three self-contained flats before the blow fell. Into one of these, the smallest, Mrs Lansdown carried such of her personal belongings as she could salvage from the wreck of fortune. They were sitting together on the night after Sybil’s return, the mother reading, Sybil writing at the little escritoire in the corner of the sittingroom. Presently Mrs Lansdown put down her book

“The trip was foolish — it was stupid of me to sanction it. I am worried a little about the consequence, dear. It is all so frantically unreal and fantastic that if it were anybody but you who had told me I should dismiss the story as a piece of romantic imagination.”

“Who was Silva, mother?”

“The Portuguese? He was quite a poor man; a landscape gardener. Your father discovered him in Madeira and brought him to the notice of his cousin. I have always known that he was grateful to your dear father, who helped him in many ways. He became head gardener to our cousin — who was not the nicest man to work for; he had an unpleasant habit of thrashing servants who displeased him, and I believe he once struck Silva. Do you remember him, Sybil?”

Sybil nodded.

“A big, redfaced man with a tremendous voice — he used to drive in a carriage drawn by four horses. I hated him!” Mrs Lansdown took up her book again, read a line or two, and then put it down. “What is this man, Sybil?”

Sybil laughed. “Mother, that is the fourth time you’ve asked me! I don’t know. He was very nice and had wonderful blue eyes.”

“A gentleman?”

“Yes,” quictdy. “Not a perfectly mannered man, I should think; very alert, very capable, a most trustable man.”

Mrs Lansdown turned a page of her book without reading. “What is he — his profession, I mean?”

Sybil hesitated. “I don’t know — now. He used to be a detective-inspector, but he has left the police force. Didn’t I tell you?” And then, a little defiantly: “What is the social position of a detective?”

Her mother smiled to herself. “About the same as a librarian, my dear,” she said quietly. “In the matter of professions he is on the same plane as my little girl. It wasn’t wise to ask you that.”

The girl got up from the table, and, putting her arms about the elder woman, bugged her.

“You are thinking because I poured out my young heart to him, as they say in sentimental stories, that I’m in love with him. Well, I’m not! He amuses me awfully — he says the quaintest things. And I like him in spite of the strong language I heard him use to a man on the quay when I was waiting to get my baggage examined. He’s very straight and clean. I feel that. I’m glad the wretched key was lost — I could have swooned on his neck for joy when he hit that horrible thief. But I’m no more in love with him than — . He’s probably married and has a large and rosy family.”

There was a knock at the door. Sybil went to open it and gazed, open-eyed and in some embarrassment, at the subject of their conversation.

“Won’t you come in, Mr Martin?” she said, a little awkwardly.

He walked past her into the tiny square hall, and presently followed her into the sittingroom. One shrewd glance the older woman gave him, and was satisfied.

“You’re Mr Martin?” she smiled, as she took his band in hers. “I wanted to thank you personally for your care of my daughter.”

“I’m rather glad you mentioned that, because I didn’t know exactly how I was going to start my interesting conversation,” said Dick, choosing, to the girl’s consternation, the least stable and most fragile of all the chairs in the room. “Safety first is a mighty hackneyed expression, but, like all these old slogans you’re tired of hearing, it is concentrated truth. Your key, by the way. Miss Lansdown, is in my bank, and if anybody pushes you very hard you can tell them so.” She stared at him openmouthed. “But I thought the key was lost?”

“The bag was lost,” he corrected. “When I handed you back that box on the train, I took the liberty of extracting the key; you heard it rattle, and it was heavy enough for a key, for I put a half-crown piece in the box.”

“But it was never out of my sight,” gasped the girl.

Dick smiled sweetly.

“The art of ringing changes is to keep everything in sight.”

“But it is impossible,” said Sybil.

He had an exasperating habit of passing to the next subject without apology.

“Miss Lansdown, I’m going to shock you pretty badly. You bad an idea, when you met me, that I was a respectable member of society. I was — I’m not today. I’m the nearest approach to a private detective you have ever met — and private detectives are nearly mean. You don’t change colour, so I guess you’re too numb to feel.”

“My daughter had an idea you were in that profession,” said Mrs Lansdown, her eyes dancing with amusement. She was beginning to understand the attraction this drawling man had for her daughter.

“I’m glad,” said Dick soberly. “Now, when I start to ask questions, you won’t be thinking that I’m consumed with idle curiosity. You told me about your cousin,” he said, addressing Sybil; “I’m anxious to know what other cousins Lord Selford has.”

“None,” said the girl. “Mother and I are his only living relatives — unless he is married.”

She saw the change that came instantly to his face. The eyes narrowed, the mouth grew harder; something of his levity fell away from him.

“I was afraid of that,” he said quietly. “I guessed it, and I was afraid of it. I knew that you were in this scheme somewhere, but I couldn’t quite see how. Have you any friends in the country, ma’am?” he asked Mrs Lansdown.

“Yes, I have several,” she answered in surprise. “Why?”

“You’re on the telephone, are you not?” He glanced at the instrument that stood on the top of the escritoire. “Will you be prepared, at a minute’s notice, to leave London? My first inclination was to ask you to leave tonight, but I don’t think that will be necessary.”

Mrs Lansdown eyed him steadily.

“Wil1 you please tell me what this is all about?” she asked quietly.

He shook his head.

“I can’t tell you now. I’m sort of coming out of a mist, and I’m not sure of the objects that are looming up. I honestly believe you are both safe from danger, and that nobody is going to give you any trouble — yet a while.”

“Is all this about the key?” asked Sybil, listening in amazement.

“It is all about the key,” he repeated, and she had never seen him so grave. “What sort of a man was the late Lord Selford?” He directed his question to the mother, and she made a little grimace.

“He was not a nice man,” she said. “He drank, and there were one or two unsavoury incidents in his past that one doesn’t like to talk about, even if one knew the true facts. But then, all the Selfords were a little queer. The founder of the house behaved so badly in the fifteenth century that he was excommunicated by the Pope. You have heard of the Selford tombs?”

He shook his head. To all appearances the words had no significance to him. Tombs! His mind flashed back to Lew Pheeney — the man who had died because he had seen too much — the robber of graves. He had to set his teeth and school the muscles of his face to impassivity.

“You are probably not interested in English antiquities,” Mrs Lansdown was saying, “but if you are, I can give you some particulars. Strangely enough, I was reading them only this afternoon.”

She got up and went to a bookshelf which stood in one corner, and took out a volume the vellum cover of which was yellow with age.

“This is one of the few treasures I possess,” she said. “It is the original ‘Baxter’s Chronicle’, printed in 1584, one of the first books that came from the Caxton Press.”

She turned the stiff leaves and presently stopped.

“Here is the passage. You need not read about the offence which Sir Hugh committed — it is hardly creditable to our family.”

He took the book and read where her finger pointed.

Sir Hugh being under banne of church for hys synnes, and beinge denyed burialle such as is ryte for Christianne knyghtes, caused there to be dugge in the earthe a great burialle playce for hymme and ye sonnes of hys housse, the wyche was call’d the Sellfords Toomes, and this sayme was blessd in proper fashione by F’ Marcus, a holy manne of y’ time, butte in secrette because of y’ sayed banne. And theyse toomes to the number of a score he caused to be made yn stonne curiously cutte wyth mannie angyles and saynts, wych ws wonderfull to see.

“For hundreds of years,” said Mrs Lansdown, “the burial ground of the Selfords was unconsecrated, though that has been remedied since 1720.”

“Where is the place?” asked the fascinated Dick.

“It is in a corner of Selford Park; a strange, eerie spot on the top of a small hill, and surrounded by old trees. They call it the Birdless Copse, because birds are never seen there, but I think that is because there is no open water for many miles.”

He had to frame every word he spoke lest he betrayed the wild sense of exultation he felt.

“Who is occupying the Manor House? I suppose there is a manor house attached to the park?”

She nodded.

“It is in the hands of a caretaker during Lord Selford’s absence. Mr Havelock told me that our kinsman hates the place, and would sell it but for the fact that it is entailed.”

He covered his face with his hand, trying to concentrate his thoughts.

“Have you ever seen this wandering Selford?”

“Only once, when he was a boy, whilst he was at school. He has written to me; in fact, I had a letter quite recently. I will get you the letter, if it would interest you? Are you very much interested in Lord Selford?”

“Very much,” he said emphatically.

She went out of the room and came back with a small wooden box, which she opened. She sorted out a number of letters and presently placed one before him. It was from Berlin, and had been written in April of 1914:

‘DEAR AUNT,

It is so many years since I have written to you, or you have heard from me, that I am almost ashamed to write. But knowing how interested you are in queer china, I am sending you by registered post an old German beer mug of the fifteenth century.

Yours affectionately, PIERCE.’

The handwriting was the same as he had seen in Mr Havelock’s office.

“Of course, I’m not his aunt,” said Mrs Lansdown, still searching amongst the letters. “I am in reality his cousin twice removed. Here is another letter.”

This, Dick saw, was sent from an hotel in Colombo, and was only a year old:

‘I am making great progress with my book, though it is rather absurd to call a collection of disjointed notes (as it is at present) by such an important title. I cannot tell you how sorry I was to hear of your great trouble. Is there anything I can do? You have only to command me. Please see Mr Havelock and show him this letter. I have already written to him, authorizing him to pay you any money you may require.’

Dick did not ask what the trouble had been. He guessed, from the black which Mrs Lansdown still wore, that her loss was a recent one.

“I did not see Mr Havelock, of course, though he very kindly wrote to me on receipt of Pierce’s letter, offering his help. And now that I’ve satisfied your curiosity, Mr Martin, perhaps you will satisfy mine. What are these alarming instructions you give us, and why should we be prepared to leave town at any hour of the day or night?”

Sybil had been a silent but interested audience, but now she asserted her views.

“I’m sure Mr Martin wouldn’t ask us to do anything that was absurd, mother,” she said; “and if he wishes us to be ready to leave at a second’s notice, I think we should do as he asks. It is in connection with the key?” She turned her grave eyes on Dick.

“Yes,” he said, “and something else. As I say, I’m only groping for the moment. Certain facts are definitely established in my mind beyond question. But there are others which have got to be worked out.”

He asked Mrs Lansdown if she had heard of Stalletti, but she shook her head.

“Do you know Mr Cody?” he asked, and she thought hard for a long rime.

“No, I don’t think I do,” she replied.
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A few minutes later Dick took his leave, and walked down towards Bedford Square. Once or twice he looked back. On the opposite side of the road a man was keeping pace with him about twenty yards to his rear. Immediately behind him was another saunterer. At the corner of Bedford Square a taxicab was waiting, and the driver hailed him urgently. But Dick ignored the invitation. He was taking no risks tonight. The two men he might deal with, but trouble awaiting him in a strange taxicab might be more difficult to overcome.

Presently he saw a taxi coming towards him, and, stopping the driver, got in and was driven to the Station Hotel. Through the glass at the back of the car he saw another taxi following him. When he paid off his own at the entrance of the hotel, he observed, out of the corner of his eye, the second taxi pull up some distance away and two men get out. Dick booked a room, gave the cloakroom ticket to a porter, and slipped through the side entrance which opens directly on to the station platform. A train was on the move as he emerged, and, sprinting along, he pulled open a carriage door and jumped in.

For all he knew, he might be in the Scottish express, whose first stop would be in the early hours of the morning somewhere in the neighbourhood of Crewe. But, fortunately for him, the train was a local one, and at Willesden he was able to alight and pay his fare to the ticket-collector. Diving down to the electric station, he arrived on the Embankment an hour after he had left the Lansdowns’ flat.

Two hundred yards from the station is a grim building, approached under a covered arch, and this was Dick’s destination. The constable on duty at the door recognized him.

“Inspector Sneed is upstairs if you want him, Mr Martin,” he said.

“I want nobody else,” said Dick, and went up the stone stairs two at a time.

Sneed was in his chair, an uninspiring man. The chief commissioner once said of him that he combined the imagination of a schoolgirl with the physical initiative of a bedridden octogenarian.

He sat as usual in a big armchair behind his large desk; a fire burned on the tiled hearth; a dead cigar was between his teeth and he was nodding. He was at Scotland Yard at this hour because he had not had sufficient energy to rise from his chair and go home at seven o’clock. This happened on an average five nights a week.

He opened his eyes and surveyed the newcomer without any particular favour.

“I’m very busy,” he murmured. “Can’t give you more than a minute.”

Dick sat down at the opposite side of the table and grinned.

“Ask Morpheus to put you down on your feet, and listen to this.” And then be began to talk, and almost at the first sentence the chief inspector’s eyes opened wide. Before Dick Martin had been talking for ten minutes there was not a man in New Scotland Yard more wide awake than this stout, bald, thief-taker.

“You’ve got this out of a storybook,” he accused, when Dick paused for breath. “You’re passing across the latest mystery story by the celebrated Mr Doyle.”

And then Dick went on with his narrative, and at the end Sneed pressed a bell. After a long time his sergeant came into the room.

“Sergeant,” said Sneed, “I want one man at the front and one man at the back of 107 Coram Street. I want your best shadow to follow Mr Martin from tomorrow, and that man must sleep at Mr Martin’s flat every night. Got that?”

The officer was jotting down his instructions in a notebook.

“Tomorrow morning get through to the Chief Constable of Sussex, and tell him I want to raid Gallows Cottage, Gallows Hill, at eleven-fifteen pip-emma. I’ll bring my own men and he can have a couple of his handy to see fair play. That’s about the lot, sergeant.”

When he had gone, Sneed rose with a groan from his chair.

“I suppose I had better be getting along. I’ll walk back with you to your flat.”

“You’ll do nothing of the kind,” said Dick ungraciously. “To be seen out with you is like wearing my name and licence. I’ll get back into the flat — don’t worry.”

“Wait a bit. Before you go — the fellow who attacked you in the drive at Gallows Cottage was a naked man, you say?”

“Nearly naked.”

“Stalletti,” mused the inspector. “I wonder if he’s been up to his old tricks. I got him three months for that.”

“What were his old tricks?” demanded Slick.

Sneed was lighting his cigar with slow, noisy puffs.

“Rearranging the human race,” he said.

“A little thing like that?” said Dick sardonically.

“Just that.” Sneed inspected the ragged end of his cigar with disfavour. “Got that weed from a man who ought to know better than try to poison the metropolitan constabulary,” he said. “Yes, that was Stalletti’s kink. His theory was that, if you took a baby of two or three years old, and brought it up wild, same as you’d bring up any other animal, you’d get something that didn’t want clothes, didn’t want to talk, but a perfect specimen of human. He reckoned that men ought to be ten feet high, and his general theory was that all the life-energy — that’s the expression — that flows into human brains and human thought, ought to be directed to making muscle and bone. I guess you’ve come upon one of his experiments — I’ll put him away for life if I find anybody in his house, dressed or undressed, who can’t spell c-a-t, cat.”

Dick left Scotland Yard by the Whitehall entrance, a cab having been brought from the Embankment, and he was set down at the loneliest part of the Outer Circle which encircles Regent’s Park. By this time he knew that the janitor would be off duty and the entrance doors of the flats closed. The little street was deserted when he turned in, making a circuitous way through the mews at the back of the buildings. He opened the outer door, passed quickly up the stairs and into his apartment. He stopped long enough to shoot the bolts in the door, then, switching on the lights, he went from room to room and made a close inspection. Everything was as he had left it.

Before he had gone out that evening, he had drawn the heavy curtains over the windows of the room he intended using. He had lowered even the kitchen blind, so that, on his return (as he intended to return), no light could be seen by a watcher on the outside.

As he changed his coat for the old shooting jacket, he remembered, with a little grimace of disgust, the morning when he had found poor Lew. What had Lew seen in the tomb of the Selfords? What vault had he been asked to unlock in that ‘great hole dugge in the earth’?

He brewed himself a pot of coffee, and, putting on the table one of the six stout volumes that had come that afternoon, he began his search. The London Gazette is not exactly as amusing as a Moliere comedy, but Dick found these pages, filled with records of bankruptcies and judgments, of enthralling interest. It was past two o’clock when he gathered his notes together, put them in a small safe, went into his bedroom and undressed.

Turning out the light, he pulled aside the curtains and, opening his window, looked out. A waning moon rode in a cloudless sky; a gentle wind was blowing, as he discovered when he got into bed, for it moved the dark blind so that a perpendicular streak of moonlight, which changed its shape with every movement of the blind, lay down the bedroom wall. Within a few minutes of punching his pillow into shape, Dick had fallen into a dreamless slumber.

He was the lightest of sleepers, and it seemed to him that he had hardly closed his eyes before he was wide awake again.

What had disturbed him he could not remember. It might have been the flapping of the blind, but he decided that that was a noise which he had already discounted before he had gone to sleep. He lay on his left side, facing the door, which was flush with the wall against which the head of the bed rested. He must have been asleep for some considerable time, he decided, for the moonlight streak that had been over the bureau bad now reached to within a foot of his bed, and lay exactly along the edge of the doorway. Even as he looked, he saw the door moving, slowly but certainly; and then there came into view, hideously clear in the moonlight, a hand. A hand, but such a hand as he had never seen before. The great thick fingers were like the tentacles of an octopus; blunt at their points, the skin about the knuckles wrinkled, the fat thumb squat. It was holding the edge of the door, pushing it slowly inward.

In a second he had rolled out of bed on the opposite side and dropped to the floor, as something big and heavy leapt on to the bed with a guttural inhuman cry that was terrible to hear.

As Dick dropped, his left hand thrust upward under the pillow and gripped the Browning that was there. So doing, his bare forearm touched for a second the back of a swollen hand, and he had for a moment a sense of physical sickness. Facing his unseen enemy, he reached back for the blind, and with one jerk tore it down. Instantly the room was flooded with moonlight. Save for himself, it was empty!

The door was wide open, and, changing his pistol hand, he reached round for the switch of the light that lit the hall. At a glance he saw that the front door was still locked and bolted, but that the door of the kitchenette was wide open. So also was the window when he got there, and, bending over the iron rail of the balcony, he saw a shape scuttling down a rope ladder fastened to the balcony rail. As he searched the yard with his eyes, the figure vanished into the shadows.

He waited, listening, looking down into the mews, hoping to get another glimpse of his assailant. Then he heard the soft purr of a motorcar, that grew fainter and fainter, and presently passed from hearing.

Dick went into his study. The clock pointed to four, and in the east the sky was already paling. Who was this unknown murderer? He was satisfied that it was the same man who had attacked him at Gallows House.

He pulled up the rope ladder. It was an amateur affair, evidently homemade, for the rungs were of rough, unshaven wood, and the supporting rope hand-plaited. How they got on to the little balcony outside the kitchen door was a mystery, though he suspected that a stone attached to twine had been thrown over the projecting rail, and that first a cord and then a ladder had been pulled up. That this surmise was not far from the truth, he discovered when daylight came and he was able to search the courtyard below. Here he found cord and string, and to the latter was attached a small iron bolt. It was easy enough, now he came to examine the crime in the light of knowledge. By this way had come the murderer of Lew Pheeney. The back of Clargate Gardens looks on to a mews, from which there were two egresses, and only a wall need be surmounted to reach the paved courtyard immediately behind the flats; possibly not ten minutes had elapsed between the arrival of the assassin and that moonlight vision of his hideous hand.

Day had come now, and Dick was reeling with weariness. He threw himself down on the bed, half dressed as he was, pulled the coverlet over him, and was immediately asleep.
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It was the ringing of the telephone bell that woke him. He rolled over on the bed and took down the receiver.

“Hullo!” he said, in genuine surprise. “Your voice was the last in the world I expected to hear.”

There was a little laugh at the other end of the phone.

“You recognized it? That’s rather clever of you. I came down to see you half an hour ago, but the hall porter was certain that you were not in.”

“Is anything wrong? “ he asked quickly.

There was a little hesitancy.

“N-no,” said Sybil Lansdown. “Only I wanted to — consult with you. That is the technical term, isn’t it?”

“Come along by all means. I will mollify the porter.”

She did not know why the porter should need mollification until she arrived. He had had no time to shave, to do any more than jump in and out of the bath, and he was in the throes of cooking when he opened the door to her.

“The truth is,” he said, “I’ve sent my housekeeper away — that’s rather a grand name for a daily help, but it impresses most people.”

“Then I’ll be impressed,” she laughed, and sniffed. “What is that burning?”

He clasped his forehead and flew into the kitchenette, the girl at his heels.

“When you fry eggs,” she said severely, “you usually put fat in the pan. You are not domestic, Mr Martin. And what on earth is that?”

She pointed to the crude rope ladder that lay in the corner of the kitchen.

“My fire escape,” he said glibly. “I’m one of those scared folk who can’t go to sleep unless they’re sure that they’re not going to be roasted — with or without fat,” he added maliciously, “before they wake.”

She was looking at him suspiciously.

“It never occurred to me that you were that kind of man,” she said, and sliced the eggs scientifically from the pan on to a plate. “Twelve o’clock is disgracefully late for breakfast, but I’ll wait till you have finished. You have just got up, I suppose? Did I wake you?”

“You did,” he confessed. “Now, Miss Lansdown, what is troubling you?”

“Finish your breakfast,” she ordered, and was adamant to his wheedling until he had drunk his coffee. “I was talking to mother last night after you’d left. I’m afraid you’ve rather worried her. And you need not feel penitent about it, because I realize that you only said as much as you thought necessary. We had a long, long talk, and the upshot of it was, I went to see Mr Havelock this morning, and I told him all about my Portuguese trip and the incident of the key. Mr Havelock was very worried, and he wants me to have police protection; In fact, I had the greatest difficulty in dissuading him from telephoning to Scotland Yard. I then made a suggestion to him, which rather surprised him, I think.”

“What was the suggestion?”

“I won’t tell you. I’d like to spring my surprise on you without warning. Have you a car?”

He nodded.

“Will it hold three?”

“Who is the other?” asked Dick, nettled at the thought that what at first had promised to be a tête-à-tête was to be spoiled by the inclusion of a third person.

“Mr Havelock. We are going down to Selford Hall — and the tombs of the Selfords,” she added dramatically.

A slow smile dawned on Dick’s face.

“You’re certainly a mind-reader, for I was taking that trip this afternoon — alone.”

“You wouldn’t have been able to see the tombs alone,” said the girl; “and I warn you it’s an awfully creepy place. In fact, mother isn’t particularly keen on my going down with you. Mr Havelock has very kindly agreed to come, and I’m relieved, because be knows the place and its history. We are to call for him at half-past two at his office. And will you bring the key you have?”

“The two keys,” he corrected. “I’m sort of collecting keys just now. Yes, I’ll be there.”

She gathered up her bag and rose.

“What is the mystery?” he asked, sensing from her air of quiet triumph that she had made some important discovery.

“You will know this afternoon,” she said.

He saw her from the door, took off his coat, and shaved, and by one o’clock he had retrieved the keys from his banker, and just before half-past one his car drew up at the door of 107, Coram Street. The girl was waiting for him, for no sooner had he knocked than the door opened and she appeared.

“Have you the keys?” she asked, almost before he had greeted her. “Mother doesn’t like my going. She is nervous about anything connected with the Selford family.”

“What is the mystery?” he asked.

“You shall see. I fed in my most mysterious mood. You haven’t asked me why I’m not at the library. It is Founder’s Day, and to celebrate the birth of the man who opened the library — we close it! Are you a good driver?”

“I have few equals,” he admitted modestly.

“But are you a good driver?”

It was only then, as she chattered on inconsequently, that he realized that she was a little overwrought; perhaps some of her mother’s nervousness had been communicated to her. Certainly, if she had a premonition of danger, that terrible day was to justify her fears. If Dick had half guessed what horrors lurked in the lap of that warm spring day, he would have driven the car into the nearest lamppost.

The machine turned into Lincoln’s Inn Fields and stopped before the Havelock building. When Mr Havelock came down to the car, he was smiling broadly, as though there were an element of humour in the adventure. “How does it feel,” he asked, as the car moved westward, “for a detective to receive a clue from an amateur? Are you very much chagrined at Miss Lansdown’s remarkable theory?”

“I haven’t heard the theory,” said Dick, skilfully dodging between a bus and a taxicab. “I’ve got my thrill coming.”

“I hope you will get it,” said Havelock dryly. “Frankly, I would not have come on this little jaunt but for the fact that my monthly visit to Selford Hall is due, and a lawyer never loses an opportunity of saving unnecessary expenses. You, Mr Martin, will appear in the expense sheet of the Selford estate as a liability!”

Like other men whose jokes were infrequent, he was amused at the slightest of his own jests.

The car flew through Horsham, bore to the right on to the Pulborough Road, and, nearly two hours after they had left the City, it pulled up before a pair of imposing lodge gates. At the sound of the horn an untidy-looking woman came from the lodge, opened the gates, and dropped a curtsey to Mr Havelock as the car sped up a well-tended drive.

“We have to keep the place in spick and span order,” explained Mr Havelock; “and one of my jobs is to engage a staff of servants the moment our globetrotting young lord decides to settle down in his native land.”

“Are there any servants in the hall itself?” asked Dick.

Havelock shook his head.

“A caretaker and his wife only,” he said. “Once a month we have a contingent of women in from the village to clean up and dust and polish. As a matter of fact, the place is in a very good state of repair, and why he doesn’t let it is beyond my understanding. By the way,” he said suddenly, “I had a letter from him this morning. He is delaying his arrival till December, which probably means that he won’t be home this winter.”

“Where is he now?” asked Dick, looking over his shoulder.

Mr Havelock smiled.

“I shouldn’t like to be very explicit on the subject. He was at Cairo when the Egyptian mail left. He’s probably now in Damascus or Jerusalem. I don’t mind confessing that I often wish him in Jericho!”

At that moment the Hall came into view; a Tudor house of severe and unpleasing lines. To Dick’s untutored eye it had the appearance of a large brick barn, to which twisted chimneys and gables had been added. The car drew up at the broad gravelled space before the porch.

“We’d better get down here. We have a mile walk across the rough,” said Havelock.

At the sound of the car wheels the caretaker, a middle-aged man, had appeared, and with him the lawyer exchanged a few words about the estate. It seemed that the caretaker was also acting as bailiff, for he reported a fence that needed repairing, and an oak that had been uprooted in a recent storm.

“Now, then,” said Havelock. He had brought a walkingstick with him, and led the way across the broad lawn which, Dick noted, had recently been cut, through an orchard into a farmyard, which was untenanted save for half a dozen chickens and a dog, and through another gate into the park. Though there was no road, there was a definite pathway which led across the broad acres, skirting and half-encircling the steep bluff under which the house was built, through a spinney, and at last into a shallow valley, on the opposite side of which stood a long, dark line of trees.

As they climbed the gentle slope that led to the wood, Dick was struck by the lifelessness of the dark copse, which he would have recognized from Mrs Lansdown’s description. The trees, with their green, dank-looking boles, seemed dead in spite of their new greenness. Not a leaf stirred upon that airless day, and to add to the gloom, a big thundercloud was rising rapidly beyond the bluff, showing defined edges of livid grey against the blue sky.

“It is going to rain, I’m afraid,” said Mr Havelock, glancing up. “We are nearly there.”

The path became visible again; it led a serpentine course through the trees, mounting all the time. And then, unexpectedly, they came into a clearing, in the middle of which was a great dome-shaped rock.

“This is called the Selford Stone,” explained Mr Havelock, pointing with his stick; “and that is the entrance to the tombs.”

Cut in the face of the rock was an oblong opening, covered by a steel grille, red with rust, but, as Dick saw, of enormous strength. Mr Havelock put down the lanterns he had been carrying, and lit them one by one before he took from his pocket a big, ancient-looking key, and inserted it in the rusty lock. With a turn of his wrist the ward snapped back and the door of the iron grille opened squeakily.

“Let me go first.”

The lawyer stooped and went down a flight of moss-covered steps. The girl followed. Slick bringing up the rear. There were twelve of these steps, the detective counted, and by the light of a lantern he saw a small vaulted room, at the end of which was another steel grille of lighter make. The same key apparently fitted both.

Beyond the second door the solid rock had been hollowed out into twenty tiny chapels. They looked for all the world like refectory cells, with their heavy oaken doors and huge hinges, and on each had been carved a string of names, some of which, as Dick found when he tried to read them, were now indecipherable, where the wood had rotted.

The chapels ran along two sides of the narrow passage in which they stood, and at the very end was the twenty-first cell, which differed from all the others in that its door was of stone, or so it appeared at first glance. It differed, too, in another respect, as Dick was to discover. Mr Havelock turned to him and held up the lantern, that the visitor might better see.

“Here is what Miss Lansdown wishes you to see,” he said slowly. “The door with the seven locks!”

Dick stared at the door. There they were, one under the other. Seven circular bosses on the door, each with its long key slit.

Now he knew. It was to this awful place that Lew Pheeney had been led to work under the fear of death!

The door was enclosed in a fantastic frame and gruesomely ornamented. A stone skeleton was carved on each pillar; so real they looked that even Dick was startled. He tapped the door with his knuckles; it was solid — how solid, he soon learned.

“Who is in here?” he said, and Havelock’s finger pointed to the inscription:

“SIR HUGHE SELLFORDE, Kt Founder of ye Sellforde Houfe.

Heare I wayte as quiet as a moufe Fownder of the Sellforde Houfe A curfe on whosoever mocks Who lieth fast with feven lockes. Godde have mercie.”

“The inscription is of a much later period than Hugh’s death,” said Havelock.

“What is in there? Is he — buried here?” said Dick slowly. Mr Havelock shook his head. “I don’t know. The late Lord Selford, who had the old door with its seven locks taken down, and this new door — which is steel, by the way — made in Italy, said there was nothing except an empty stone casket; and, indeed, nothing can be seen.”

“Seen?” repeated the girl in surprise. “How is it possible to see?”

There was a little panel about six inches m length and two inches broad, apparently part of the solid door, and running across its centre. Mr Havelock caught its bevelled edge between his finger and thumb and it moved aside, leaving a small aperture not an inch in depth. “I ought to have brought an electric torch,” he said. “I’ve got one,” said Dick, and, taking a small lamp from his pocket, he held it up near to his eyes and sent the light into the interior.

He looked into a cell about six feet square. The walls were green and damp; the rudely carved stone floor was thick with dust. In the very centre, resting on a rough stone altar, was an oblong, box-shaped sarcophagus of crumbling stone.

“The stone box? I don’t know what that is,” said Havelock. “Lord Selford found it in the tomb and left it as it was. There was no sign of a body—”

Suddenly the passage was lit by a blue, ghastly flame, that flickered for a second and was gone. The girl, with a gasp of fright, clung to Dick’s arm.

“Lightning,” said Havelock calmly. “I’m afraid we’re going to have a wet journey back to town.”

Even as he spoke, the hoarse roar of thunder shook the earth. It was followed by another flash of lightning, that revealed the ghostly doors of the dead on either side, and sent the girl shrinking against the detective.

“We’ll not get wet, anyway,” said Dick, patting the shoulder of the trembling girl. “There’s a whole lot of nonsense talked about storms. They’re the most beautiful demonstrations that nature sends. Why, when I was in Manitoba—”>

The flash was followed instantly by a deafening explosion.

“Something’s hit,” said Dick calmly.

And then, from the far end of the passage, came the sound of the clanging of metal against metal.

“What was that?” he asked, and, flying along the passage, dashed through the outer lobby, up the slippery stairs to the entrance gates.

A flash of lightning blinded him for a second; the thunder crash that came on top of it was deafening; but he had seen what he had feared. The great iron grille had been shut on them, and on the wet clay before the door he saw the prints of naked feet!
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Sybil and Havelock had followed closely behind him. Havelock’s face had lost its rubicund colour, and the hand that went up to shake at the rail was trembling.

“What foolery is this?” he said angrily, and the quavering note may have been due to his annoyance.

Suddenly Dick’s pistol leapt up. Twice he fired at the figure he glimpsed through the dripping rhododendrons. It had grown in a few minutes from bright sunlight to a gloom that was almost terrifying. The clouds sent the rain hissing in his face, but the nicker of lightning had given him a glimpse of the huge, fleshy arms.

“Oh, don’t shoot; please — please don’t!” The girl was sobbing, her head on his breast, and Dick dropped his pistol.

“You have a key to open the gate?” he asked in a low voice, and Havelock nodded,

“Give it to me.”

Martin took the key from the shaking hand, put his arm through the bars and inserted it in the lock. A sharp twist of his wrist and the door was pushed open.

“Go on ahead; I won’t be far behind you.”

He dashed into the bushes where he had seen the figure, and he saw that he bad not altogether failed, for on the long yellow cylinder that lay on the grass was a spatter of blood. He turned the cylinder over; it was about four feet in length and immensely heavy. Attached to the nozzle was a rubber tube about an inch in diameter. Searching around, he found a second cylinder, with a similar equipment. At the nozzle end of this latest find was a circular red label which had evidently been scratched off its fellow. W.D, Chlorine Gas. Handle Carefully. Poison. There was no sign of the half-naked man, and he started off at a run to overtake Sybil.

The lightning flashed incessantly, and there was scarcely an interval between the peals of thunder. Both the girl and Mr Havelock were as pale as death when he caught them up.

“What was it? Whom did you fire at?” asked Havelock huskily.

“Nerves,” said Dick, without shame. By the time they reached the house they were wet through, but he declined the invitation to go into the Hall and dry his clothes. He had work to do, and no sooner had the door closed on the girl than he was on his way back to the Selford tombs.

As he approached the wood he proceeded with caution, searching left and right and keeping his eyes on those little dumps of bushes which afforded cover. The wounded man was nowhere in sight.

He had slipped the key of the catacombs into his pocket, and now, having opened the grille, he took a pair of handcuffs from his hip pocket, snapped them at the top and bottom of the lock, so that it was impossible for the door to close. This done, he descended the steps, and, flashing his lamp before him, he came to the door of the seven locks. From an inside pocket of his waistcoat he took out the two keys and tried one of them on the top keyhole, without producing any result. It was not until he had got to the fourth slit that the key slipped in and turned with a click. He pulled gently, but the door did not budge. He tried with the second of the keys, and found that it fitted the last of the locks. Turning them both together, he pulled again, but the door did not move.

The mystery of the door was very clear to Dick Martin. Seven keys had to turn simultaneously before the door would open; and when it opened, what was there to see? He drew back the panel and looked at the stone urn. If the ancient Sir Hugh was buried here, was his body in that casket?

It was impossible to see the side walls in their entirety, but from what view he got it seemed unlikely that there could be any hidden sepulchre. The long shelf cut in the solid rock (which he now saw for the first time) had in all probability held all that was mortal of the first Selford, but no trace remained of him.

Pocketing the keys, he went back, closing and locking the middle door, and ascended the steps into the daylight. Here he had a shock. Not a dozen feet from the mouth of the tomb was one of the long yellow cylinders which he had last seen fifty feet away. The beast-man, then, was somewhere at hand; in all likelihood was watching him at this moment with hateful eyes. In spite of his self-possession, a little shiver ran down Dick Martin’s spine. There was something obscene about this strange visitant.

He lifted the heavy cylinder, walked a few paces and flung it into the bushes, and then followed the path through the trees.

He had an almost overpowering desire to run. He recognized with horror that he was on the verge of panic, and it needed but this discovery to swing him round to face the way he had come. Slowly, and against every natural instinct, he walked back through the forest towards where the cylinder was, to where his enemy was hiding. Coming to the edge of the clearing, he waited a full minute. Having thus tutored his nerves, he continued on his way to the house, never once looking back, but all his nerves taut.

It was with a feeling very much like relief that he reached the open valley and the comforting sight of the ugly home of the Selfords. The cold malignity of this inhuman creature; his persistence, wounded as he was, to destroy the man against whom his enmity had been aroused; the deadly earnestness of him — all these things were impressive. This accidental association with the door of seven keys that hid nothing apparently but dust had brought him into deadly peril — had it also jeopardized Sybil Lansdown? At the thought, something gripped at his heart. It was all so unreal, so unbelievable.

A member of the everyday world who suddenly found himself in a community of pixies and fairies could be no more bewildered than was Richard Martin at the revelations which had followed one on the other during the past three days. Crime he knew, or thought he knew; and criminals were an open book to him. His youth had been spent amongst these evaders and breakers of the law. They had taught him their sinister tricks; he had become proficient in their practices. He knew the way their minds worked, and could — and would, since he was something of a writer — have prepared a passable textbook on criminal psychology.

But now he was out of the world of real crime. Only once before had he had that experience, when it was his duty to investigate a series of terrible accidents which had shocked Toronto to its depths. Here he had met for the first time the amateur criminal and found himself at sea. But for the greatest good luck, the man he sought would have escaped detection. As it was, he virtually betrayed himself. The criminal mind is not a brilliant one; its view is commonplace, its outlook narrow and restricted. The average criminal lives meanly, from hand to mouth, and is without reserves, either of assistance in committing a crime or in covering his retreat.

Crime is an ugly word, he thought, as he paced slowly towards the house. Up to now, beyond the attempts which this unknown assailant of his had made, no charge could lie against any discoverable man. Except Lew Pheeney! Poor Lew, he had belonged to the real world. What agony of mind had he suffered when, in the dark of the night, he had found himself working on that awful door.

He was soaked to the skin, but was not aware of the fact until, with a gasp of dismay, the girl drew attention to his sodden coat just as he was taking his place at the wheel.

“Did you go back to look for the gate locker?” asked Mr Havelock, who had returned to his old buoyant manner.

“Yes,” said Slick, as he started the car. “I didn’t find him, though. Traces of him — yes, but not him.”

“Was he wounded?” asked Sybil quickly.

“Well, if he was wounded, it wasn’t serious,” said Dick cautiously.

“I wish to heaven you had killed the brute,” snapped Havelock viciously. “Brr!”

He had borrowed an overcoat from the caretaker, and dozed in this all the way to town. They overtook and passed through a corner of the storm near Leatherhead. But the three people were too occupied with their own thoughts even to notice the incident. They put Mr Havelock down at his house in St John’s Wood, and Sybil, who was feeling very guilty for having brought an elderly man on this unpleasant adventure, was suitably apologetic.

“It is nothing, and I’m really not so wet as our friend, said Mr Havelock good-humouredly. “And I’m certainly not worried about what we saw. It is what I didn’t see that concerns me.”

“What you didn’t see?” repeated the girl.

Havelock nodded. “Our friend has discovered a great deal more than he has told us, and I’m not so sure that the discovery is a pleasant one. However, we will talk about that in the morning.”

He hurried into his house, and Dick turned the car towards Coram Street.

‘1 won’t let you come in, Mr Martin,” she said, when he set her down. “Will you promise to go straight home and take a hot bath and change your clothes at once?”

It was a promise easy to make, for his soul ached for the smell of hot water.

He was no sooner out of his bath and into dry clothes than he called up Sneed.

“I’m sorry to wake you up,” said Dick exultantly, ‘but I wonder if you would come along and have dinner with me? I have three chapters to tell you.”

Sneed grunted his dissatisfaction with the scheme, but after a while he agreed, though his promise was so vague and garnished with so many reservations that Dick was surprised when the bell rang and he opened the door to the big man, who walked wearily into the study and dropped into the first comfortable chair.

“Got the warrant for that raid tonight,” he said. “We operate at ten o’clock.”

“You told the Chief Constable of Sussex eleven-fifteen,” said Dick, in surprise.

Inspector Sneed sighed. “I want to get it over before the local Sherlocks arrive,” he said. “Besides, somebody might tip off Stalletti. You never know. Trust nobody, Dick, not in our profession. I suppose you haven’t spilt this story to anybody?”

Dick hesitated. “Yes, I’ve told a little to Mr Havelock, and, of course, a lot to Miss Lansdown.”

Sneed groaned. “Havelock’s all right, but the lady — oh, my heavens! Never trust a woman, my son. I thought that was the first article in a policeman’s creed. She’ll be having people in to tea and telling ’em all about it. I know women.”

“Have you told anybody?” demanded Dick.

Inspector’s Sneed’s smile was very superior.

“Nobody except the chief and my wife,” he said inconsistently. “A wife’s different. Besides, she’s got toothache and she hates opening her mouth anyway. A woman with toothache never betrays a confidence. Make a note of that when you write your book.”

It was the inspector’s belief that every police officer in the force was secretly engaged in preparing his reminiscences; a delusion of his which had its justification in a recently printed series of articles that had appeared in a Sunday newspaper.

“Now, what have you got to tell me?”

He listened with closed eyes whilst Martin told him of the afternoon spent at the Selford tombs. When he came to the part where the iron grille had been locked on the party, Sneed opened his eyes and sat up.

“Somebody else had a key,” he said unnecessarily. “Nothing in that vault, you say?”

“Nothing that I could see, except the stone casket,” said Martin.

“Humph!” He passed the palm of his hand round his big face rapidly. “Seven keys,” he mused. “Seven locks. Two you’ve got, five somebody else has got. Get the five — or, better still, blow in the door with dynamite.”

Dick took out his long cigarette holder and puffed a cloud of smoke to the ceiling.

“There seems hardly any excuse for that. I fiddled with one of the keyholes a little, and I can tell you it’s a lock that the best man in the world won’t be able to pick. Pheeney failed.”

Sneed jerked up his head. “Pheeney! Good Lord! I’d forgotten him! Let me have a look at the key.”

Dick took it from his pocket and gave it to the stout man, who turned it over and over on the palm of his hand.

“I don’t know one like that,” he confessed. “Italian, you say? Well, possibly. You didn’t see the barebacked lad?”

“I caught a glimpse of him. He’s as quick and as slippery as an eel — poor devil!”

Inspector Sneed looked up sharply.

“You’re in my way of thinking, eh? That this is one of Stalletti’s experiments?”

He was very thoughtful and did not speak for a long time.

“The gas must have been there all the time. And, of course, they knew you were coming. And then, I have an idea, the presence of Havelock took them by surprise. It’s only an idea, and I don’t know why I think so.”

He rose with difficulty.

“Well,” he said, “we’ll see tonight. Have your car but don t bring your gun, because you’re not supposed to be present, and I’d hate for there to be any unofficial shooting.”



Chapter XVI


Table of Contents


At half past nine that night Dick Martin’s car pulled up by the side of the road half a mile short of Gallows Cottage, and, dimming his lights, he sat down to wait for the arrival of the police car. He heard the whir of it long before its bright headlamps came into sight, and, starting up his engine, he waited for it to fly past before he followed. The car ahead slowed and turned abruptly into the drive, Dick’s machine immediately behind. By the light of his headlamps he saw that the hole under the hedge had been filled up.

The first car nearly collided with the thickset hedge where the little road turned towards the house, and the driver had a narrow squeak of slipping into the deep ditch that ran immediately under.

Gallows Cottage was in darkness, as it had been when Dick had come before. By the time he came up to Sneed, the inspector was knocking at the door, and three of the half-dozen men the car had contained were making their way to the rear of the premises.

The answer to the knock came quickly. A light showed in the transom above the door and it was jerked open. It was Stalletti, as sallow and grimed as ever. He stood there, a quaint and sinister figure, his stained hands stroking his long, black beard, whilst Sneed explained in a few words the object of this call.

“Oh yes, I now know you,” said the man, apparently unperturbed by this array of force. “You are Sneed. And your friend behind you is the gentleman who lost his petrol the other night. How careless! Enter, my friends, to this home of science!”

He stood aside with an extravagant gesture of welcome, and the five men crowded into the hall.

“My drawingroom you would wish to see, I am sure?” said Stalletti, flinging open the door of the room in which he had received Dick.

“I’ll see that workroom of yours,” said Sneed, and, as the man was leading them back to the back of the house: “No, not the place at the back — the one upstairs.”

Stalletti shrugged his shoulders, hesitated for a second, and with another shrug led the way up the uncarpeted stairs, at the head of which was a small room, the door of which he threw open as he was passing. A smaller flight led to a broad landing, on which were three doors. Dick and Sneed entered the room on the left. It was a poorly furnished room; an old truckle bed in the corner, a battered and grimy washstand, one leg of which had been broken and repaired, and a deep old armchair was all the furniture it contained.

The next room was evidently Stalletti’s office and bedroom. It was overcrowded with furniture, and was in a state of disorder that beggared description. In one corner near the window was a tall nest of steel drawers. Stalletti pulled one open with an extravagant smile.

“You would like to see in the drawers?” he asked sardonically

Sneed did not reply. He looked under the bed, opened a bureau, ordered the tenant of the house to unlock a cupboard, and directed his attention to the third room, which was also a bedroom, this with two beds, if a heap of old rugs in each corner could be so called.

“Ah, you are disappointed, my Sneed,” said Stalletti, as they went down the stairs. “You expected to find some of your little babies here? Possibly you said to yourself, ‘Ah, that Stalletti has been up to his old tricks, and is again trying to create big, strong, human men from the puny little things that will grow up to smoke cigarettes and study algebra. Ach!”

“You’re pretty talkative tonight, Stalletti.”

“Should I not be?” asked the bearded man gaily. “It is so seldom I have a party. Realize, my friend, that I do not sometimes speak for weeks, or yet hear the sound of a human voice. I live frugally; there is no need for a cook, for I have raw food, which is natural in the carnivora. I hear your motorcars spinning by, filled with flat-chested little men smoking cigarettes and evil-thinking women, planning treacheries, and I am still gladder that I am a silent carnivora. Now, my laboratory.’

He opened the door at the back of the house and showed a long room, which had evidently been built upon the cottage. There were only two windows to the place, and they were in the roof. There was a very large table, littered with papers and books in every modern language; two long shelves running down one side of the room, containing jars and bottles no two of which were alike (Dick saw a soda-water bottle half filled with a red fluid and corked with cottonwool); a bench covered with recording instruments, scales, microscopes of varying sizes; an old, patched-up operating-table, and a chest of shallow drawers containing surgical instruments; test-tubes by the hundred; and, in a cleared space on the table, a dead rat, pinned out flat by its feet.

“Behold the recreation of a poor scientist! said Stalletti. “No, no, my friend,” as Sneed bent over the table, “our rat is dead. I do not vivisect any more because of your foolish laws. What pleasure is here you cannot conceive! Could you find happiness in a week’s study of chemical reactions?”

“Who else is in the house, Stalletti?” asked Sneed. Professor Stalletti smiled. “I live alone; you have seen for yourself. Nobody comes here.”

“Mr Martin heard a scream the night he came.”

“Imagination,” said Stalletti coolly.

“He was also attacked in the drive by a half-naked man. Was that imagination?”

“A typical case,” said the doctor, meeting his eyes without flinching.

“Somebody else sleeps upstairs; you’ve beds for four people.”

A broad smile wrinkled the yellow face.

“I never lose hope of friends coming to me, but, alas! they do not arrive. I am alone. Stay here for a week — a month — and see for yourself. Leave one of your so — clever officers to watch me. It should not be difficult to prove my loneliness.”

“All right,” said Sneed, after a pause, and, turning, walked out of the house.

The professor stood on the doorstep and watched the car till it disappeared, then, locking and bolting the heavy door, he went leisurely up the stairs to his room. Opening a drawer of his desk, he took out a long dog-whip and whistled the lash in the air. Then he crossed to the steel nest of drawers and pushed home the one that had come out — the only one, in fact, that would come out. Pressing one of the knobs of the false drawers, the whole of the front swung open like a door.

“Come to your bed. It is late,” said Stalletti.

He spoke in Greek. The thing that was crouching in the darkness came shuffling forth, blinking at the light. It was more than a head taller than the bearded man, and, save for the ragged pair of breeches it wore about its waist, it was unclothed.

“Go to your room. I will bring milk and food for you.”

Stalletti, standing at a distance from his creation, cracked his whip, and the big man with the blank face went trotting through the door across the landing into the room with one bed. Stalletti pulled the door tight and locked it; then he went down the stairs, through the laboratory, and out by a small door to the grounds at the back of the house. He still carried his whip and swung the lash as he walked, humming a little tune. He passed through a fringe of fir-trees and, stopping under a spreading oak, whistled. Something dropped from the bough above almost at his feet, and sat crouching, its knuckles on the ground.

“Room — milk — sleep,” he said to the figure, and cracked his whip when the listening shape moved too slowly. At the snap of it the strange thing that had dropped from the tree broke into a jogtrot, disappearing through the laboratory door, and Stalletti followed at his leisure.

He went upstairs a little later, carrying two huge bowls of milk and two plates of meat on a tray. When he had fed his creatures and locked them in their dens, he went back to his workroom, dismissing slaves and detectives from his mind, utterly absorbed in his present studies.
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Mr Havelock was reading a letter for the third time that morning. Twice he had consulted his managing clerk, and he was reading it for the third time when Dick Martin was shown in.

“I hope I didn’t get you out of bed too early, Mr Martin, and I have to apologize for bringing you into this matter which ended, so far as you were concerned, when you returned. I had this letter this morning; I’d like you to read it.”

The letter was in writing which was, by now, familiar to Dick. It bore the address of a Cairo hotel.

DEAR HAVELOCK (it began),

I had your cable about Dr Cody, and I am writing at once to tell you that I certainly know this man and I have had correspondence with him, so why he should deny all acquaintance with me, I can’t understand, unless it is the natural reticence of a man who may not want other people to know his business. Cody wrote to me a long time ago, asking me for a loan. It was for a very considerable sum — £18,000 — and I had no inclination to advance this amount to a total stranger. He told me he had got into a very bad state, and that he wished to clear out of England, to get away from a man who had threatened to kill him. I forget the whole story now, but it struck me at the time that the man was sincere. I wish you would send me £25,000 in French notes. Register the parcel as usual, and address me at the Hotel de Pans, Damascus. 1 hope to go on to Bagdad, and thence into Southern Russia, where I believe there is a big property to be bought for a song.

The letter was signed ‘Pierce’.

“Do you usually send him money when he asks for it?

“Invariably,” said the other, in a tone of surprise.

“And you are sending him this large sum?”

Mr Havelock bit his lip.

“I don’t know. I’m rather troubled about the matter. My managing clerk, in whose judgment I have complete faith, advises me to cable his lordship asking him to appoint another agent. The responsibility is too big, and after yesterday’s horrible experience, I am almost inclined to wash my hands of the matter. It would, of course, mean a heavy loss to us, because the management of the Selford estates brings us in nearly five thousand pounds a year.”

Dick was staggered at the figure.

“It must be an enormously wealthy estate,” he said.

“It is,” agreed Havelock. “And, unfortunately for me, it is increasing in value every day. It will soon become unwieldy.”

“Did Lord Selford leave anything in the nature of a treasure?” asked Dick, as he remembered a question he had intended asking.

Havelock shook his head.

“No, beyond the cash at the bank, which was a large sum — fifty thousand pounds or so — there were no fluid assets. But he left a number of undeveloped coal lands in Yorkshire and Northumberland, which have since proved very valuable; in addition to which he had several large properties in Australia and South Africa, which have also enhanced in value to an enormous extent. You are thinking about the door with the seven locks?” he smiled. “Believe me, there is nothing there so far as I know, and I have seen every document, private and general, which the late Lord Selford left. That little cell is as much a mystery to me as it is to you. It could be cleared up in twentyfour hours if I had his lordship’s permission to force the door. But I have never asked for it, because I have never seen the necessity for it.” Then he smiled. “I have been hearing stories about you, Mr Martin. They tell me that you can pick a lock as skilfully as any cracksman.”

“Most locks,” said Dick promptly, “but none of the seven. I realize my limitations. Now, I could open that safe” — he pointed to a little black safe standing in the corner of the room— “as easily as I could open your office door. I won’t say I could do it with a hairpin, but I have half a dozen instruments at home that would make that receptacle about as valuable a store as a cardboard box. But I’ve got a kind of instinct that tells me when I’m beaten, and I know I’m beaten on those seven locks. Has Lord Selford any relations?” he asked abruptly. Havelock nodded.

“One,” he said. “Miss Sybil Lansdown, and, of course, her mother, though in law Miss Lansdown would be regarded as the heir to the property, supposing Lord Selford died without issue.

He took up the letter from the table, and his eyes ran over the written page. “I’m almost inclined to send you to Damascus with the money,” he began, but Dick shook his head.

“No, sir.” He was emphatic. “I’ve had one chase after this young man, and that is enough to last me for a lifetime. During the years he’s been abroad has he had much money from you?”

“The greater part of five hundred thousand,” replied Havelock quietly. “Generally for the purchase of estates, the deeds of which have never come to me. I have complained about this once or twice, but he has assured me that the tide deeds were in good keeping.”

“One question I want to ask you before I go, said Dick, after turning the matter over in his mind. “Is it possible that these letters are forgeries?”

“Absolutely impossible,” replied Havelock. I know his handwriting and its peculiarities as well as — indeed, better than — I know my own. I can assure you that not two years ago he wrote one of the letters I have in my file under my own eyes.”

“He could not be impersonated?”

“Absolutely not. He is rather a thin-faced, sandy-haired man, who speaks with a little lisp. And the better to identify him, he has a round red patch — a birthmark — on his cheek, just below his ear. I have thought of all these possibilities. He might be impersonated, he might be held to ransom, or have fallen into the hands of some unscrupulous gang which was bleeding him. In fact, if I had not seen him at intervals during the past years, I should have become seriously alarmed. But there it is! If he chooses to wander about the world, I have no power to stop him, and his hobby is not so reprehensible that I can invoke the aid of the law to pin him down in England and keep him here. You are sure you would not like to take the trip to Damascus?”

“Perfectly sure,” answered Dick immediately. “I can think of nothing I want to do less!”

Two disturbing factors had come into the life of Sybil Lansdown, and she found it difficult to concentrate her mind even upon rare editions or those inanimate volumes which once had seemed so interesting.

In one case the library helped to enlarge her knowledge. She collected all the literature available upon the history of the old county families, but there was little about Selford, except in one volume, written by a priest, which told, in too lurid detail, the story of Sir Hugh’s many sins. Sybil closed the book hastily when it became a little too detailed.

“I’m afraid we are not a nice family,” she said, as she put the volume back on its high shelf.

There was nothing in the library that could help her unravel her feelings about Mr Martin. Sometimes she thought she liked him very much indeed; at other times she was equally certain that he annoyed her. She wished she had not gone to the Selford tombs, and that there had been no cause for her laying her head on his breast, or fluttering to his arms in a panic induced by ghastly carvings and a fortuitous nicker of lightning.

Women were very rare visitors to the library, and when, in the slackest part of the afternoon, a lady walked into her room she was a little astounded. A short, stout woman, with a face which did not err on the side of softness, she was expensively dressed, though her voice belied her elegant appearance, for it was a little coarse and somewhat strident.

“Are you Miss Lansdown?” she asked.

Sybil rose from her chair.

“Yes, I am Miss Lansdown. Do you want a book?” she asked, thinking, as was sometimes the case, that the woman had called on behalf of one of the subscribers.

“No, I don’t read books,” was the disconcerting reply. “A lot of rubbish and nonsense, that put ideas in people’s heads — that’s what books are! If he didn’t read so much, he’d be a cleverer man. Not that he isn’t a gentleman born and bred,” she added hastily, “and a nicer gentleman to deal with I’ve never known. You can take it from me, miss, that that man couldn’t think wrong. He may have made a mistake — we’re all liable to make mistakes. But he’s not the sort of man who’d put his ‘and to anything that wasn’t fair and square.”

Sybil listened in astonishment to this mysterious paean of praise, directed she knew not whither.

“Perhaps you — er—”>

“My husband,” said the lady with dignity. “I am Mrs Bertram Cody.” Sybil’s mind flew over the index of members without recalling anybody who bore that name. “Dr Cody’s wife,” said the woman. “Have you got a chair where I can sit down?” With an apology Sybil drew a chair forward and placed it for the visitor. “My husband knew your father very well, miss. In fact, they were good friends years and years ago. And he said to me this morning — my husband, I mean: — If you’re going to town, Elizabeth, you might pop in at Bellingham’s Library, and he gave me the address; I’ve got it written down on a bit of paper.”

She searched a very expensive bag and produced a small card. “Yes, there it is, in his own handwriting.” She showed the girl a scrawl which told her nothing. “My husband said: ‘Go in and see Miss Lansdown and ask her if she’ll come down to tea, and I can tell her something very interesting about her father that she never knew before.”

Sybil was puzzled but interested. Who this strange woman was, and what position her husband occupied in society, she could only guess from the prefix the proud wife had put to her husband’s name. As though she read the girl’s thought, Mrs Cody went on: . “He’s not a medical doctor. A lot of people think he is, but he’s not. He’s a literary doctor.”

“Oh, a doctor of literature?”

“And law.” The lady nodded impressively. He got it out of a college in America. The point is, miss, you have got lots of enemies.” Mrs Cody lowered her voice until it was a harsh whisper. “My husband said: ‘See the young lady and ask her not to breathe a word of what I’ve said, because it may cost me dear — it may cost me dear.’” She repeated the words slowly and imposingly. “‘Take the Rolls-Royce,’ he said, ‘and maybe you can persuade her to come down and have a cup of tea. It wouldn’t take her an hour, and nobody would know she’d been.’”

“But why shouldn’t people know I’ve been?” asked the girl, secretly amused, and yet with a feeling at the back of her mind that there was something more serious in this communication than she could for the moment see.

“Because,” said Mrs Cody, “of these enemies. They’re not only after you, miss” — her voice was very solemn, and, in spite of her amusement, Sybil was impressed— “but they’re after that Canadian man, the policeman.”

“You mean Mr Martin?” asked the girl quickly.

Again Mrs Cody nodded her head.

“That’s the fellow — the detective. They tried to get him once, but perhaps he hasn’t told you about it. The next time he’ll be popped off, as sure as my name’s Elizabeth.”

There was a telephone on the table, and Sybil looked at it for a moment in doubt.

“What had my father to do with all this?” she asked.

Mrs Cody pursed her lips, as though she could tell if she would. “My husband will tell you that, miss,” she said.

Sybil examined the woman more critically. She was undoubtedly the most commonplace individual she had met for a long time; but her wealth was advertised by an abundance of jewellery. For with every movement of her head two big diamond earrings winked and sparkled in the afternoon sunlight. Her fingers were scarcely visible under the rings that covered them, for she wore no gloves, and across her ample bosom was a huge diamond.

“How far is it?” asked Sybil.

“Less than a hour. It’s in Sussex.” She explained the route and the exact situation of the house. “If you could get away in time for a cup of tea—”

“I could do that,” said the girl thoughtfully, “for this is my early afternoon.”

Mrs Cody consulted a jewelled watch.

“I’ll wait for you,” she suggested. “You’ll find my Rolls-Royce” — she rolled the words sonorously— “waiting in the square. You can’t mistake it. It’s black, picked out with little red lines.”

“But please don’t wait. I shall be half an hour yet.”

“I don’t mind waiting. But I think I had better stay in the car till you come. You’re going to have a big surprise, young lady, and you’ll thank me until your dying day that my husband sent me to see you.”

Sybil called up her flat, but her mother was out, and she remembered that Mrs Lansdown had gone to a bridge party — her one recreation. She called Dick Martin, with no better result; and at four o’clock she went out into the square and looked for the limousine. She had not far to look; a handsome car was drawn up near the kerb, and at her appearance moved slowly towards her. The chauffeur, a round-faced, young-looking man of thirty (she guessed) was dressed in sober livery. Mrs Cody opened the door for her, and she got into an interior that was so heavily perfumed that she mechanically turned the lever that lowered the windows.

“I hope you telephoned to your mother, my dear?” said Mrs Cody, with a sidelong glance at the girl.

“I did, but she was not at home.”

“Then you left a message with the servant?”

Sybil laughed. “We do not support such a luxury, Mrs Cody,” she said. “Mother and I do the work of the house ourselves.”

Mrs Cody sighed. “You told somebody else where you were going, I hope, my dear? You should always do that when you’re going out, in case of accidents.”

“No, I told nobody. I tried to get a friend on the phone, but he was out too.”

For a second the ghost of a smile dawned on the hard face and vanished again.

“You can’t be too careful,” said the lady sententiously. “Do you mind sitting back. Miss What’s-your-name, in the corner. It’s more comfortable.”

It was also more unobservable, but this Sybil did not notice.
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Soon They were speeding in a southwesterly direction, and although Mrs Cody was not an entertaining hostess, the girl found plenty to think about, and certainly did not resent the silence of this overdressed woman. In less than an hour the car swung through a pair of heavy iron gates, up a long avenue, and stopped before a medium-sized house.

Sybil had never met the stout and smiling man who came to meet her.

“Ah! So this is the daughter of my old friend!” he said, almost jovially. “Little Sybil! You don’t remember me, of course?”

Sybil smiled.

“I’m afraid I don’t, Dr Cody,” she said.

“You wouldn’t, my dear, you wouldn’t.” His manner was paternal, but Mrs Cody, who knew her husband much better than most people, and who could detect his most subtle nuances of tone, shot one cold, baleful glare in his direction that was eloquent of her experience.

If Cody saw her, his manner certainly did not change. He took the girl’s arm, much against her will, and led her into the handsome library, fussing over her like an old hen with a chick. She must have the best chair and a cushion for her back.

“Tea at once, my dear. You must be tired after your journey.”

“I am,” said Mrs Cody emphatically. “I’d like a word with you, C.”

“Certainly, my dear. Are you quite comfortable, Miss Lansdown?”

“Quite,” said the girl, finding it difficult not to smile as she saw Mrs Cody flounce out with a red face and slam the door behind her.

In the hall the chauffeur was lighting a cigarette. He glanced round at the woman as she came out.

“Who’s she, aunty?” he asked.

Mrs Cody shrugged her ample shoulders.

“She’s the girl the old man was telling you about,” she said shortly. “You ask too many questions; he’s been complainin’ about you.”

“I thought she was.” He ignored the complaint. “Not a bad-looker. I’m surprised at you leaving them two alone!”

“Never mind what you’re surprised at,” she said tartly. “Go and put that car in the garridge, and come and see me when it’s done.”

“There’s plenty of time,” answered the dutiful nephew coolly. “What’s the old man going to do?”

“How do I know?” she snapped.

But he was in no way abashed.

“Has she got the key?”

“Of course she hasn’t got the key, you fool!” she stormed. “And don’t stand there asking me silly questions. And don’t poke your nose into my business. And what do you know about keys?”

Her nephew looked at her meditatively.

“You’re a queer couple, you and him,” he said. “But it’s no business of mine. That girl’s certainly a goodlooker. I’m going through to the kitchen to have some tea. The old man’s given cook and Mrs Hartley a holiday, and the maid’s away sick. It’s rum that they should all be away together!”

He was strolling to the front door. Then he spoke, and now he turned back.

“Got everybody out of the house.” He frowned. “What’s the great idea, aunt?”

“Not so much ‘aunt’. I’m ‘missus’ to you, you gaolbird! I’ve told you about that before.” She was trembling with fury, and he knew her well enough to realize that this was not a moment to provoke her to further anger. For seven years (with a pleasant interregnum) he had preserved the polite fiction of being a pampered menial in the house of Mrs Cody. His wages were good; he knew a little of the private affairs of the widow whom Dr Cody had most unexpectedly married, and for the consideration he received in the shape of a good bed, an excellent allowance, plus the assistance he had in the garage, he was quite willing to be blind to many curious happenings that he had witnessed in that house.

He walked towards his aunt, his cigarette drooping from his big mouth.

“What time am I taking that girl back to town?” he asked.

“She’s staying here; you needn’t bother.”

He looked down at the floor, up at the ceiling, everywhere except at the woman, and then: “Does she know she’s staying here?”

“Mind your own business.”

“This is my business for once,” he said obstinately. “I don’t know who she is or what she is; if there’s any monkey game going on, I’m not in it. I’ll have the car ready to take her back in an hour.”

The woman did not answer him. She walked rapidly across the hall and passed up the stairs out of sight. He waited till she had disappeared from view on the landing, and then he went out to the kitchen to his own tea and to meditate upon the strangeness of life at Weald House and the queer fate which, twelve years before, had turned his aunt from a household drudge to a lady of fortune.

It was Mrs Cody who eventually brought in the tea, placed it on the table, and immediately retired. Sybil saw nothing strange in this, thinking that her host had something to say which he did not wish to tell her before his wife. Three times she had made an ineffectual attempt to bring the conversation round to her father and the secret which Mr Cody had to reveal, but on each occasion he skilfully led the talk in another direction. But now, after a pretence of taking refreshment, the girl brought the matter to a head by bluntly asking what he had to tell.

“Well, young lady,” Mr Cody coughed, “it’s a very long story, and I doubt if I can tell you everything in the time we have. Would it not be an excellent idea if I got on to the telephone to your dear mother and asked her to come down and spend an evening with us?” The girl looked at him in astonishment. “I’m afraid that plan would not work. Mother and I are going to a theatre tonight,” she said.

Sybil was ordinarily a very truthful person, but even very truthful people may be permitted to invent excuses for avoiding disagreeable experiences.

“May I not telephone and ask her?” Knowing that her mother would not be back at the flat for another hour, she agreed. He went out of the room and was gone five minutes. When he returned, a broad smile suffused his face and he was rubbing his hands.

“Excellent, excellent!” he said. “Your dear mother has promised to come down this evening. I am sending the car for her. She says she can exchange the theatre tickets for another night.”

Sybil listened, petrified with amazement, and into her annoyed amusement there crept a cold thread of fear. The man was lying. The theatre engagement had been invented on the spur of the moment, and her mother was not at the flat, she well knew. Danger! As if a red light had flashed before her eyes she saw it. There was some terrible peril threatening her, and she must temporize.

“I’m so glad,” she said, with a calmness she did not feel. And then, in an easy conversational voice: “You have a very pretty house here, Mr Cody.”

“Yes, it is a gem,” he said complacently. “Would you like to see over it? It has a remarkable history. Originally a dower house, in the gift of a relative of yours — Lord Selford. I leased it many years ago—”

“You know Mr Havelock, don’t you?” she said in surprise. “Hum!” He fingered his chin. “No, I cannot say that I know Mr Havelock very well. I have done business with him; in fact, I once bought an Australian property from him. But in the present case the house was leased to me through a third person, and I very much doubt whether Mr Havelock is aware that I am the leaseholder. Do you know him well?”

“Slightly,” she said. All the time her busy brain was working. What should she do? She wanted an excuse for seeing the grounds. A main road passed near the entrance lodge, and she knew there was a village close at hand. Once she was on the road, there would be sufficient excuses to take her into the village and the protection which such a community would offer her.

“You would like to see some of our rooms?”

“No, I don’t think so. I would like to see your grounds; I thought I saw a bed of narcissi near the lodge,” she said, and rose from her chair, her knees trembling.

“Hum!” said Mr Cody again. “Yes, it is a beautiful spot, but the ground is rather damp for you.”

“I would like to go out,” she insisted.

“Very good. If you will wait till I have had my second cup of tea.” He busied himself with the tray and the teapot. “By the way, you haven’t finished yours, and it is cold. Shall I pour you out another?”

“No, no, that will be sufficient, thank you.”

What a fool she had been! To accompany a strange woman — a woman against whom every instinct warned her — to an unknown house. Nobody knew whither she had gone.

She took the cup from him, steeling her nerves to steady her hand, drank a little, and was grateful for the liquid, for her mouth had become dry and her throat parched with the consciousness of her position. It was not nice tea, she noticed, there was a salty, metallic taste to it, and with a little grimace she put down the cup.

“Thank you, that is enough,” she said.

Perhaps it was the acute tension of the moment which left that queer after-taste in her mouth. She had noticed once before in her life how sensitive the palate becomes in a crisis of fear.

In one corner of the library was a small coat rack, and Mr Cody went leisurely to get his cap. When he looked round, Sybil was holding on to the edge of the table, her face white as death, her eyes glazed. She tried to speak, but could not form the words. And then, as he came to her, she collapsed in his arms.

He half carried, half dragged her to the sofa, and putting a cushion beneath her head, walked out of the library, locking the door behind him.
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The round-faced chauffeur was standing in the open doorway, smoking.

“Where is Mrs Cody?” asked Cody sharply, his face going dark at the sight of the man’s insolent indifference.

“Upstairs.”

“Go and tell her I want her.”

“Go and tell her yourself,” said the man, without troubling to turn his head.

Cody’s face went purple. It was evident that this was not by any means the first of their encounters. He mastered his rage with an effort, and, in a milder tone:

“Go down to the village for me, will you, Tom? I want some postage stamps.”

“I’ll be going down later,” said Tom, unmoved by his olive-branch. “Where is that girl?”

“Girl? Which girl?” asked the other, in a tone of innocent surprise.

“The girl you had in to tea. Don’t tell me she has just gone out, because I’ve been standing here for ten minutes, and I heard you talking when I was in the hall.”

Mr Cody drew a long breath.

“She’s resting. The young lady is not very well. I’ve given her treatment—”>

“Oh, shut up!” said the other contemptuously. “You ain’t a medicine doctor, you’re a doctor of laws — and Gawd knows some of ’em want doctorin’ from what I’ve seen of ‘em! When’s she going home? I’ve got the machine ready.”

“She may not go home tonight, Tom.” Mr Cody was mildness itself now. “It was arranged that she should stay tonight.”

Tom scratched his cheek irritably.

“She didn’t know anything about it,” he said. “When she got out she asked me if there wasn’t another way back to town, because she wanted to call in to see a friend.”

This latter was sheer mendacity on the part of Tom Cawler, and it was a slight coincidence that Mr Cody had been twice deceived in half an hour.

“She’s not well, I tell you,” he said sharply. “And whilst we’re on the subject, your place is in the kitchen. I’ve stood about as much of you as I’m likely to stand, Cawler. You don’t think because I married your aunt that you own this place, do you? Because, if that’s your idea, you’re going to get a shock. I’ve endured quite enough insolence from you, and you can go.”

Tom nodded.

“I know I can go,” he said. “Because why? Because nobody could stop me if I wanted to go. I could go this very minute if I liked — I don’t like! This is a good job and I’m not going to lose it. I don’t know what your dirty business is—”>

Mr Cody exploded in anger.

“You — you scoundrel!” he spluttered. “You dare accuse your aunt of being—”>

“I’ve got a great respect for my aunt.” Tom Cawler was still staring at the ground. “I owe a lot to my aunt. I got all my crook blood from her side of the family, and you couldn’t lay out any scheme for getting money quick that I wouldn’t think she had a hand in.” He glowered at the man for a second and then his eyes dropped.

“Yes, she’s been a good aunt to me, Cody! Ever heard tell of my twin brother Johnny? I’ve been dreaming about him lately. I see him as plain as if he was standing before my very eyes. And I was only seven when he went away—”

“When he died,” suggested Cody with unexpected mildness.

“Yuh — when he died. We used to sit under a tree in Selford — I was brought up on this estate — and sing ‘Poor Jenny is a-weepin’.’ Seven years.” His eyes, raised suddenly, were like burning fires, and the little man wilted under the gaze.

“Good kind aunt! I’ve seen her lick that little boy till he couldn’t stand. She’s lucky to be a woman. You tell her that one day. If she’d ‘a’ been a man, she’d have got hers long ago. I’m going round to get that car ready. You have that young lady waiting for me when I come back.” There was menace in his tone which was unmistakable.

Without another word he lurched off, his hands in his pockets, a cigarette still drooping limply, and, turning, Mr Cody flew up the stairs and burst into the room where his better half was sitting. He slammed the door behind him, and for ten minutes there was the sound of angry voices. Presently Mrs Cody came out alone, and, going downstairs, unlocked the library and went in.

Sybil Lansdown was sitting up on the sofa, her head between her hands. Without a word, the woman gripped her arm and supported her out of the room and up the stairs. From this floor two flights of narrow stairs led, in one case to the servants’ quarters, and in the other to a spare bedroom which was used also as a boxroom, and it was into this apartment that the girl was pushed.

Sybil was almost unconscious. She never recalled that journey up the stairs. When she woke, with a splitting headache, she was lying on a large oak bed that sagged in the middle. A little wax nightlight was burning under a glass, for by this time the light was fading from the sky.

She sat up, her head reeling, and tried hard to think consecutively. Near the bed was a small table with a glass of water and two tiny pellets, which she might have ignored, but the aspirin bottle stood open beside them. Her head was splitting. Oblivious to danger, and realizing in a dull way that these were intended to counteract the effect of the drug she had taken, she swallowed the two pellets and drank every drop of the water without taking the glass from her lips. With a groan she lay down on the bed, covering her eyes with her hands, and was sensible enough to make her mind as much of a blank as her throbbing brain would allow until the restorative took effect.

It was half an hour before the pain ceased and she ventured to lift her head again. She was dizzy, and with every movement the room swam round and round. But after a while she grew calmer, more her normal self, and she could think consecutively.

There was only a tiny window, and that was a skylight in the sloping roof. It was padlocked and covered with a stout wire netting. She tried the door, without expecting that her attempt to leave the room by that way would be of any avail. Going back to the bed, she sat down and tried hard to review her position without allowing her terror to overcome her.

She must have been mad to have gone alone with that woman (to that vain conclusion she naturally returned), but she was so confident of herself, and the counsel of perfection was very hard to follow, even in the most perfect of beings. The excuse was so flimsy, she told herself. Not a London child would have been deceived by this promise of family revelations. She dared not let herself think of her mother.

She tried the door again. It was heavily locked and probably bolted as well, for it resisted her strength at every point of its surface. It was very old and had the appearance of being something of a misfit, for there was a gap of an inch and a half between its bottom and the floor.

She walked back to the bed and sat down, trying to order her thoughts. The key! Was her detention remotely connected with that strip of steel? She was puzzled, but she would not allow herself to be utterly bewildered. She argued, as coldly as the circumstances would allow her, that, for some reason which she could not define, the key had something to do with her tragic situation.

She pulled up a chair and, mounting it, reached up to the skylight, but it resisted all her efforts, and, supposing she could force the window, it was utterly impossible that she could displace the three iron bars which covered the window.

As she was standing on the chair, she heard a footstep m the passage, firm and heavy, and, getting down to the floor, she turned to face the man who came in. It was some little time before the door was opened. As she rightly surmised, it was fastened with bolts, and these had to be shot before, with a click, the key turned and Cody came in. He was one large, affable smile.

“My dear young lady, I’m afraid you have had a bad time. Do you have these attacks very often?”

“I don’t know what attacks you mean. Dr. Cody,” she answered steadily.

“Very sad, very sad,” he murmured, shaking his head mournfully. “I was really afraid for your life. Is there insanity in your family?”

The audacity of the question took her breath away. “I don’t suggest there is,” he went on, “only I must say that your conduct is a little strange. You probably remember your screaming fit. No? Ah, I did not expect you would. It was very lamentable…”

“Mr Cody” — she tried to keep her voice even, but it required a great effort— “I want to go home to my mother.”

He looked hard at her for a long time.

“I suppose you do,” he mused. “I suppose you do. But you need have no fear, my dear young lady; your mother has been notified and is already on her way.”

There was a little table in the corner of the room, and he drew it to the centre and put down upon it the small black portfolio he was carrying under his arm. From this he took a folded sheet of paper, smoothed it gently, took out his fountain pen, unscrewed the top and fixed it.

“The position,” he began, in his old oracular manner, is a little irregular. It is not customary for me to receive young ladies who fall into hysterics, and I confess that I was considerably alarmed — my dear wife is prostrate with anxiety. She said, and very rightly: ‘The position is a very awkward one for you, Bertram. Suppose this young lady suggests that you administered to her some noxious drug, and that you are detaining her against her will — although you and I are well aware that her illness was brought about by — um — natural causes, a censorious world may well look sceptically upon our explanation.’”

Sybil waited, knowing full well that, if Mrs Cody had made any kind of speech, it would not have been in those terms.

“Therefore, it has occurred to me,” Mr Cody went on, “that it would be an excellent idea if you of your own free will, made a statement to this effect, that I, Bertram Cody, Doctor of Literature and Law, have behaved with the greatest kindness and propriety, and that I placed you in this locked room only for one purpose — namely, to restrain you from doing a serious injury to yourself.”

She glanced at the paper on the table.

“I can hardly confess that I’m mad,” she said, with a half smile.

“I do not expect you to do, that,” said Mr Cody hastily. “That reference to your condition of mind does not appear in this document. It is merely a — um — certificate of my probity, very dear to me. A mere whim of mine, but I am a whimsical person.” He smiled broadly, picked up the pen, gave it to her.

“Can I read the document?” she asked.

“Is it necessary?” He was almost reproachful. “If you will sign this, I will see that you are conducted at once to your mother.”

“You told me my mother was on her way,” interrupted Sybil suspiciously.

“My idea,” the man went on, calmness itself, “was to meet her halfway. I have telephoned, asking her to stay at the Mitre Inn, Dorking.”

He handed the pen to the girl, and again she hesitated. The document was written on a quarto sheet and was closely typewritten. His large hand covered the paper, leaving her only the space to write. She was anxious to be gone, and, in her fear, clutched at any hope of freedom. The point of the pen had touched the paper when she saw a line visible through his extended fingers which arrested her movement.

‘Should the said Sybil Ellen Lansdown predecease the said Bertram Albert Cody…’

“What is this paper?” she asked.

“Sign it!” His voice was harsh, his manner changed as suddenly as a tropical sky.

“I shall not sign any document that I haven’t read,” she replied, and laid down the pen.

The smile left his face hard and menacing. “You will sign that, or, by God, I’ll—” He checked himself with an effort, and strove again to recover the appearance of geniality.

“My dear young lady,” he said, with a queer admixture of irritation and blandness, “why trouble your pretty little head about the wording of legal documents? I swear to you that this letter merely exculpates me from any—”

“I will not sign it,” she said.

“You won’t, eh?”

He gathered up the document and thrust it into his pocket. She shrank back as he advanced towards her. Suddenly she darted to the door and tried to pull it open. Before she could succeed, he had caught her by the waist and flung her back.

“You’ll wait here, my young lady, till you change your mind. You will wait without food. If I had my way, without sleep. I’ve given you a chance for your life, you poor fool, and you haven’t had the sense to grasp it. Now you can stay here until you recover your reason!”

In another second he had passed through the door, slamming it after him. She heard the bolts shot home with a sinking heart.

For a time she was too paralysed by her discovery to make any fresh attempt to escape. But after a while she took hold of herself and regained a little of her self-possession, though she so trembled that, when she stood upon the chair to try the skylight again, she could scarcely maintain her balance.

When she saw that escape by that way was impossible, she made preparations to keep the door against an intruder. She tried to pull the bed from the wall, but it was a heavy oaken affair and beyond her strength. A rickety washstand was the only prop she could find, and the back of this she wedged beneath the door handle and sat down to wait.

Hour followed hour, and there was no sound in the house, and at last, overcome by weariness, she lay down on the bed and, in spite of all her efforts to keep awake, was soon fast asleep.

She woke with a wildly beating heart and sat up. She had heard a sound in the passage outside; a shuffling, stealthy sound, which her guardian senses had heard in her deepest slumber. What was it? She listened, and for a long time there was nothing to break the silence. Then, from somewhere below, she heard a dull crash, as though something heavy had fallen. She listened, her hand on her heart, striving to check her racing pulse.

“Ow-w-w!”

She shuddered and almost fainted with horror. It was a squeal she heard, the squeal of a terror-stricken animal — another, deeper, guttural, horrible!

She listened at the door, her senses tense, and heard a faint, deep sobbing, then heard no more. Ten minutes passed, a quarter of an hour, and then there came to her ears the noise which had first aroused her — the shuffling of bare feet upon a hard, smooth surface. She had caught a glimpse of the passage when Dr Cody had opened the door. She knew it was covered with oilcloth, and it was on this that the feet were moving. Nearer and nearer they came, and then stopped. Somebody turned the handle of the door and drew back the bolts. She was frozen with terror; could not move, could only stand staring blankly at the door, waiting for the apparition which would be revealed to her.

Again the handle turned, but the door did not move. Whoever it was had not the key. There was a silence. Somebody was trying to break in the door and she caught a glimpse of a huge, misshapen toe in the space between the door and the floor. Then, from under the door, came three huge, squat fingers. They were wet and red with blood. The hand gripped the bottom of the door and strove to lift it. At the sight of that obscene hand the spell was broken, and she screamed, and, turning, fled in desperate panic to the chair beneath the skylight. As she looked up she saw a face staring down at her through the window — the white face of Cawler, the chauffeur.
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It Was more than accident that took Dick Martin to the library that previous afternoon. He had come to feel that a day without a glimpse of this tantalizing girl was a day wasted. And he remembered, with a sense of virtuous pride, that he was a subscriber and entitled to walk into this sedate establishment and demand, if he so desired, the most unintelligible volumes on biophysics.

“Miss Lansdown is gone,” said on of the officials. “It is her early day. She went away with a lady.”

“With her mother?” he asked.

“No,” said the girl, shaking her head,”it wasn’t Mrs Lansdown. I know her very well. It was a lady who drove up to the door in a Rolls. I’ve never seen her before.”

There was nothing remarkable in this. Although she was beginning to fill a large space of his life, Dick scarcely knew the girl, and certainly knew nothing of her friends. He was disappointed, for he had intended, on the lamest excuse, to take her to tea that afternon. He waited till nearly seven before he called at Coram Street. Here his excuse for the visit was even lamer, and he accounted this one of his unlucky days when Mrs Lansdown smilingly told him that the girl had telephoned, in her absence, to say that she would not be home to dinner.

“She has a girl friend and often dines with her — probably she will go on to a theatre afterwards. Won’t you stay and keep me, company at dinner, Mr Martin? Though I’m afraid I’m rather an uninteresting substitute for Sybil!”

He was glad to accept the invitation, hoping that before he left, Sybil would put in an appearance; but, though he prolonged his visit to the limits of politeness, she had not returned when he took his leave at eleven o’clock. Until then he had not made any reference to the story the librarian had told him.

“Your daughter’s friend is a fairly rich young lady?” he asked.

Mrs Lansdown was surprised. “No, indeed, she works for her living; she is a cashier in a drug store.”

She saw the frown gather on his face, and asked quickly: “Why?”

“Somebody called for Sybil with a car — a Rolls,” he said; “somebody that the librarian did not know.”

Mrs Lansdown smiled.

“That isn’t very remarkable. Jane Alien isn’t very rich, but she has a number of very wealthy relatives, and probably it was her aunt who called.”

He lingered outside the house for a quarter of an hour, consuming three cigarettes before, a thoroughly dissatisfied man, he walked home. His uneasiness he analysed to his own discredit. He was not considering, he told himself, whether the girl was in any kind of scrape, and the real secret of his annoyance was purely personal and selfish.

His flat seemed strangely empty that night. As was his wont, he walked through all the rooms, and paid particular attention to the little kitchen balcony. Behind every door he had put a portable alarm, a tiny triangle to which was attached a bell, the apex of the triangle being fixed in the wood of the door, so that any attempt to open it would assuredly arouse him. This done, he switched the telephone through to his room, undressed slowly, and went to bed.

Sleep did not come easily, and he took a book and read. The clock was striking one as he dozed off. He was half awake and half asleep when the telephone bell sounded in the passage, and, putting on the light, he sat up and took the instrument from the table by the bed.

“Hullo!”

“Trunk call,” said a man’s voice.

There was a click, a silence, and then: “Murder… I’m being murdered… . Oh, God! They are here… the boys… murder!”

His spine crept.

“Who is it speaking?” he asked quickly.

There was no answer.

“Who are you? Where are you speaking from?”

Still no answer. Then a deep groan and a curse, a shriek that ended in a thick sob.

“Don’t touch me, don’t touch me. Help!”

There was a crash, and no further sound. Dick worked rapidly at the hanger of the telephone and presently got the exchange.

“Where was I called from?”

“Somewhere in Sussex,” said the local man. “Do you want me to find out?”

“Yes — and quick! I’m Mr Martin, of Scotland Yard. Will you call me?”

“I’ll ring you in a minute,” was the reply.

Instantly Dick was out of bed and dressing with feverish haste. The voice he had not recognized, but some instinct told him that this call was no hoax and that he had listened in to the very act of slaughter. He dare not ring Sneed, in case he interfered with the call which was coming through.

He was lacing his shoes when the bell rang.

“It was from South Weald, Sussex—”>

Dick uttered an oath. Cody’s house! It was Cody speaking; he remembered the voice now.

“Get the nearest police station to South Weald and tell them I asked you to send men straight away to Mr Cody’s place. Weald House. There is trouble there. Will you do this for me.”

And when the man had replied in the affirmative:

“Now get me Brixton 9007,” he said.

Sneed must know, if he could only arouse that lethargic man from his sleep. To his surprise, the call came through almost immediately, and Sneed’s voice answered him.

“I’ve been playing bridge with a few nuts from headquarters,” he began. “It was like taking money from children—”

“Listen, Sneed,” said Dick urgently, “There’s trouble at Cody’s place. He’s just called me through.”

In a few words he gave the gist of the terrible message which had reached him…

“That sounds bad,” said Sneed’s thoughtful voice. I’ve got a car down here—”

“Mine is faster. I’ll pick you up. Where are you?”

“I’ll be under the railway arch in Brixton Road. I can bring a couple of men with me — Inspector Elbert and Sergeant Staynes. They are here with me.”

This was good news. He knew instinctively that in the work ahead of him he would need all the assistance he could procure.

“I’ll be with you in ten minutes.”

Dick grabbed his overcoat and flew to the door. As he flung it open he stepped back in amazement. A white-faced woman was standing on the threshold.

“Mrs Lansdown!” he gasped, and his heart sank. “Sybil did not go with Jane Allen,” she said in a low voice.

“She hasn’t returned?”

Mrs Lansdown shook her head.

“Come in,” said Dick, and took her into the diningroom.

Mrs Lansdown’s story was all he might have expected. She had waited until twelve, and then, growing a little uneasy, had walked round to the boardinghouse where Jane Allen lived. She found the girl in bed. She had not seen Sybil, nor had she made any arrangements to meet her.

“Is there anybody else to whom she could have gone?”

“I have been able to ring up two friends she might be staying with, but they have not seen her,” said Mrs Lansdown.

“I was fortunate enough to get in touch with the girl who works with Sybil at the library, and she described the woman who came for my girl; a very overdressed woman of middle age, who wore a lot of jewellery and spoke in a very common voice.”

Mrs Cody! She saw him turn pale and gripped him by the arm.

“Is anything very wrong?” she asked huskily.

“I don’t know. Will you stay here? I’m going to see.”

“Can I come with you?”

“No, no.” He shook his head. “I’ll be gone a little more than an hour, then I’ll phone you. Won’t you try to read? You will find books in my room that will interest you.”

She shook her head.

“I must go home in case Sybil returns. But don’t wait for me; I have a cab at the door.”

There was no time for polite protests. He dashed out of the house ahead of her, and was in the mews unlocking the garage door before she had reached the cab.

Within a few minutes of the promised time the big car drew up under the railway arch at Brixton, where Sneed and his two friends were waiting.

“Jump in,” said Dick; “I’ve got something to tell you. I’m trying to get the hang of it — your head will be cooler than mine.”

As the machine sped southward he told of Sybil’s disappearance.

“That was Mrs Cody all right,” he said. “I met her some time ago. She’s certainly a daisy. But what harm could she do to a girl?”

Dick Martin was not prepared with an answer.

“The Sussex sleuths will be there before we reach the house—” he began, but the other scoffed.

“You don’t know our police system, or you wouldn’t be so sure. Probably the nearest station to South Weald hasn’t a telephone; and even if it had, it’s unlikely that a police officer would act on telephoned instructions unless he were sure of the sender. I’m not so certain that we aren’t on a fool’s chase.”

“I’ve thought of that, too,” said Martin; “but, weighing it up, there are long odds against that possibility. No, the man who telephoned me was not acting.”

They passed the next quarter of an hour without speaking.

“We’re somewhere near Stalletti’s house, aren’t we?” said Sneed, waking from a doze.

“On the left,” replied the other curtly.

They flashed past the dark entrance of the drive. From the road the house was invisible, and only the high trees standing against the moonlit sky marked its situation.

“Rum thing about this Lord Selford business,” said Sneed meditatively. “There’s trouble wherever you touch it. I wonder what he’s done?”

“What who’s done? Selford?” asked Dick, rousing himself with a start.

The fat man nodded. “Why is he keeping out of England? Why is he running around like a Christianized Wandering Jew? Wearing out his shoeleather whilst the ancestral chair is collecting dust? You’ve never seen him, have you?”

“No,” said Dick shortly. “I’ve seen a photograph of him, but I’ve never seen him.”

Sneed shifted round and peered through the darkness at his companion.

“Seen a photograph of him?” he said slowly.

“Sure,” said Dick. “He was in Cape Town the day the new Governor-General arrived. He came out on to the balcony of the hotel to watch the procession, and one of the newspaper boys took a picture shot of the crowd. I didn’t know this, only the hotel porter had seen it in the paper and pointed him out to me. And then I went along to the newspaper office and got a first-hand print and had it enlarged.”

“What is he like?” asked Sneed curiously.

“I’ll tell you one of these days,” was the unsatisfactory reply, and soon after they were speeding down the secondary road and through the tiny village of South Weald.

There was no unusual stir, and at Sneed’s suggestion they stopped at the little cottage where the village patrol lived and had his tiny lock-up for the infrequent offenders who came his way. The man’s wife opened an upper window when they knocked.

“No, sir — the constable is out tonight. He is up at Chapey Woods looking for poachers with Sir John’s gamekeeper.”

“Have you a telephone?”

There was one, and she had taken a message which would be given to her husband when he arrived home in the early hours of the morning.

Dick restarted the car, and in a few minutes— “Here we are,” he said, and pulled up his car with a jerk before the gates of Weald House.

He sounded his horn, but there was no sign of light or movement in the little lodge, which, he afterwards learned, was untenanted. Getting down, he tried the gates, and found one was fastened by a slip catch. Throwing it open, he unbolted the second and, fastening both gates back, remounted his machine and went cautiously up the drive.

The bulk of the house was visible for fifty yards before they came to it. No light showed, and there was no evidence of human activity. He rang the bell and waited, listening. Again he pressed the electric push, and supplemented this by banging on the heavy panel of the door. Three minutes were lost in this way, and then Sneed sent one of his friends to throw gravel at one of the upper windows.

“There seems to be nobody up. I’ll give them another few minutes,” said Sneed, “and then we’ll force a window.”

These, he discovered on inspection, were heavily shuttered, but flanking the porch were two narrow panes of ground glass.

“You’ll never get through there,” said Sneed, perhaps conscious of his own bulk.

“Won’t I?” said Dick grimly.

He went back to the car and returned with a screwdriver. Whilst the stout man watched admiringly, he removed the whole pane and drew it out. His one fear was that behind the glass was a shutter or bar, but apparently the narrowness of the window was regarded by Mr Cody as a sufficient protection.

Assisted by the two detectives, he slipped sideways and feet foremost through an opening, which, it seemed, no human being could pass. His head was the most difficult part of his anatomy to squeeze through, but presently he was in the hall with no damage to himself save a slight laceration to one of his ears.

The hall was in complete darkness. There came no sound but the slow, solemn ticking of a dock on a landing above. Then suddenly he sniffed. Dick Martin had an abnormal sense of smell, and now he scented something which turned him cold. Flashing his lamp on the door, he took off the chain, pulled back the bolts and admitted his companions.

“There’s murder here,” he said tersely. “Can you smell blood?”

“Blood?” said the startled Sneed. “Good God, no! Can you?”

Martin nodded. He was searching the walls for the electric light switch, and after a while he found a board with five, and these he turned over. One lamp lit in the hall and one on the landing above, out of sight. Outside switches controlled the lights of this room. He pointed to the door. Suddenly he felt Sneed’s hand grip his arm. “Look!” muttered the inspector.

He was glaring upstairs, and, following his eyes, Dick saw something which at first he did not understand. And then slowly he realized that he was looking at the shadow of a figure cast against the wall of the landing. It was obviously leaning over the unseen banisters, for the carved uprights and the broad rail showed clearly against the papered wall. The light he had lit on the landing above was evidently placed low, and behind the motionless figure, and thus it was that the shadow was clear and without distortion.

Slipping an automatic from his pocket, he ran up the stairs sideways, looking back over his shoulder, and Sneed saw him halt on the landing, look for a moment, and then;

“Come up, Sneed.”

The inspector followed, reached the first landing, and turned to look into a white face that was staring down at him with unseeing eyes — the face of a stout woman who was half leaning, half lying, across the banisters, both her hands clenched, and on her face a look of unimaginable horror.
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“Dead,” said Sneed, unnecessarily, as they went slowly up the five stairs that brought them to the top landing.

There was no sign of violence, and they now saw what kept the body erect. She had been kneeling on a low settee which ran flush with the banisters, and by the accident of balance, when death had come, had retained her position. Reverently they lowered the body to the ground, whilst the inspector conducted a brief examination.

“Fright,” he said briefly. “I saw a man like this about ten years ago. She saw something — horrible!”

“Has she got anything in her hand?” asked Dick suddenly, and prised open the tightly clenched fingers.

As he did so something fell to the parquet floor with a clang, and he uttered an exclamation of amazement. It was a key — the fellow to that which reposed at his bankers.

The two men looked at one another without a word. Then: “Where is Cody?” asked Sneed.

He was searching the wall for the telephone wiring, which he had expected to see, and, guessing his thoughts, Dick Martin pointed downstairs.

“You’re looking for the phone? It is in the library; I saw it when I was here the other night. Moses! Look at that!”

The stairs were carpeted with dark grey carpet, thick and luxurious to the tread, and he was gaping at something he had not seen when he came up the stairs with the light in his face — the red print of a bare foot! Stooping, he touched it with his finger.

“Blood,” he said. “I thought I smelt it! I wonder where those feet picked up that stuff?”

They found the imprint again lower down. In fact, on every second step the stain lay, and the nearer they got to the bottom of the stairs the more sharply defined it was.

“He came up two steps at a time — three here,” nodded Dick. “We’ll probably find the trail in the hall.”

The vestibule was floored with polished wood, but there were three or four Persian rugs of a dark colour, and the prints on these had escaped their notice until they began to search for them.

“Here is one,” said Dick, “and here is another.” He pointed. “They lead from that room. Bare feet must have wandered aimlessly here — the footmarks are on every rug.”

He tried the handle of the door, but it did not move.

“A spring lock,” explained Sneed; “fastens automatically when it’s closed. What is in the room opposite?”

Facing the closed door was another, which was unfastened. Two series of lights were burning, which at first aroused Dick’s suspicion, until he remembered that he himself had turned them on from the switches in the hall. It was evidently a diningroom, beautifully furnished, and empty. The windows were shuttered; there was no sign of anything unusual, and he returned to the problem of the locked door.

He carried a very comprehensive range of tools in the ‘boot’ of his machine; but it was the jack he used for raising his car when he replaced a wheel that made the opening of the door possible. The small crowbar he tried to insert between door and lintel was useless, but when he used the jack, improvising a brace with the long hall table, the lock burst.

As the door flew open, he caught a glimpse of the library where he had been received by Cody, and his eyes, focussing on the writing table, where the little red lamp still burnt, saw instantly the overturned telephone. He took two steps into the room, followed by Sneed, when the lights went out, not only in the room but in the hall. “Anybody touch the switch?”

“No, sir,” said the detective outside the door. Dick lugged out his electric lamp, which he had replaced as soon as he had found the switchboard, and walked gingerly towards the desk. Coming round the end of a large settee which ran across the room, he saw the huddled figure lying by the side of the desk. and it only needed a glance to tell him all that he feared.

Bertram Cody lay on his back with his legs doubled sideways, and he was not a pleasant sight; for the man who killed him had used no other weapon than the bent and bloodstained poker by his side. His hand still gripped the receiver of the telephone, and he had evidently been in the act of talking when the last fatal blow was struck.

All the drawers of the desk had been turned out, emptied, and their contents apparently taken away, for not so much as a sheet of paper had been left behind by the murderer.

Sneed pulled a pair of white cotton gloves from his pocket, drew them on, and, carefully lifting the poker, laid it on the desk. He gave his instructions in a low tone to one of his men, who went out of the library, evidently to the telephone connection which they had seen in the diningroom, for Dick heard him talking.

“I’ve sent for the Scotland Yard photographer and the local police,” he said. “There are probably fingerprints on the poker that will be very useful.”

There was a door at the farther end of the room, and this, Dick discovered, was ajar. It opened upon a small apartment which was probably used as a breakfast-room, for on the small buffet there was a hot plate and an electric toaster. Here one of the windows was open.

“It was Cody who phoned, of course,” said Dick, pulling his lip thoughtfully; “and Mrs Cody who brought Sybil Lansdown here. Sneed, we’ve got to find that girl!”

He was sick with fear, and the elder man could not guess what agony of doubt lay behind the calmness of his manner.

“Whoever did this is somewhere around,” said Sneed. “The lights did not go off by accident.”

At that moment the man he had sent into the diningroom to telephone to the Yard came back.

“The phone wire was cut while I was talking,” he announced, and there was a silence.

“Are you sure?”

“Absolutely certain, sir,” said the detective. “I had just got through to the Yard and was talking to Mr Elmer when the instrument went dead.”

Two of the three Scotland Yard men carried torches, fortunately, and one of them went to find the fusebox, and came back to announce that there was no sign of a blow-out.

“I’ll explore upstairs,” said Dick. “You hang on here, Sneed.”

He went up the stairs, past the dreadful figure lying on the landing, and walked from room to room. Here there was neither sign of disorder nor evidence that the girl was in the house. And then, as he turned his lamp on the dark carpet, he saw the stains again and trailed them. The barefooted man had evidently wandered up and down the corridor, and it was clear to Dick Martin that he was wounded, for whilst the footprints were no longer visible, little spots of blood showed at intervals, and there was a smear against the white wall which almost located the position of the wound.

Soon after be found a little bundle of grimy rags, which undoubtedly had been used as a bandage. The solution came to him in a moment. The killer was the man he had winged in Selford Park — the half-nude savage who had attacked him that night at Gallows Hill. His murderous exertions had displaced the bandage and the wound had begun to bleed again.

He followed the track until it turned into the beginning of a narrow flight of stairs leading to the storey above. He was now on the attic floor, and evidently there were two ways to this floor, for only three rooms opened from the passage in which he found himself. The first was a lumber room; the second was an apartment which held nothing more sinister than a large zinc cistern. It was in the third and last room on the left that he made his discovery. A panel of the door, which hung upon one hinge, was broken; the lock had been smashed into three pieces. As the beam of his lamp went systematically round the room he saw a bed, and then his heart missed a beat. On the floor, almost at his feet, was a little handkerchief, dappled red.

He picked it up with a shaking hand and saw the embroidered initials S. L. Sybil’s!
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Sneed Came up at his call, and together the men searched the room.

“Bloodstains on that door; did you notice them? Down there at the bottom,” said Sneed, working his lamp along the panel. “Fingerprints, and pretty distinct! Whoever it was, he put his hand under the door and tried to lift it off its hinge — look at the size of the prints! This was the gentleman who visited you, Martin!”

Dick nodded.

“No other signs of violence. No blood on the floor,” mused Sneed, and stared up at the open skylight. “I’m too fat to go up there. See what you can find.”

There was a chair underneath the square aperture, and Dick, springing on to it, caught the edge of the skylight and drew himself up. He was on a level ledge of roof about three feet wide. A low parapet ran its full length on the one side, whilst on the other the roof rose steeply to the ridge pole. Dick sent his light ahead of him and saw two yellow projections overtopping the parapet. “A builder’s ladder,” he said, and made his way towards it. It was easy to see why the ladder had escaped attention when he made his first superficial survey of the house. At this point the outside wall of the house was thrown back at a right angle, and it was in this angle that the ladder had been planted, none too securely. “She must have had some sort of outside help,” he said, returning to his companion to report his find. “It couldn’t have been the servants, because there are no servants in the house.”

“Help me up,” said the inspector.

It seemed almost impossible to lift that huge man through the skylight, but in truth he was as strong as an ox, and to Dick’s relief the only assistance he needed was approval of his ability. “What about friend Cawler?” suggested Sneed, breathing noisily.

He was peering down at the leaden roof, and suddenly:

“Here are your blood spots,” he said, “and here they are again on the ladder. That smear is distinct enough.”

Dick Martin turned cold with dread, and the hope that had suddenly revived in his heart vanished.

“I’ll hold the ladder; get down and see what you can find,” said Sneed, and braced himself against the parapet, gripping the top supports, while Dick descended to the dark ground, stopping now and again to examine the supports.

He found himself in what was evidently the beginning of a kitchen garden. It was hopeless to look for traces of feet upon the gravelled pathway, which followed a straight course through beds of growing vegetables to a small orchard.

“Hold the ladder,” shouted Sneed; “I’ll come down.”

In spite of his anxiety, Martin could not repress a smile at the courage of the big man. He gripped the ladder whilst Sneed came down with a surprising agility, and together they made a brief reconnaissance of the ground.

“They couldn’t have gone towards the house because that hedge shuts it off. There is only one exit, and that is through the orchard,” Inspector Sneed scratched his head in perplexity. “We can’t do any harm following the path to its end.”

They had passed the first vegetable bed and had reached the beginning of the second.

“I think it wouldn’t be a bad idea—” began Sneed.

Bang! Bang!

From the darkness ahead of them leapt two pencils of flame; something whizzed past them with the noise of an angry wasp.

“Lights out and lie down,” hissed the stout inspector, and in the fraction of a second they were lying side by side on the path.

And then, from ahead of them, broke a furious staccato fusillade of fire. The whine of the bullets seemed continuous. The smack and rustle of them as they passed through the foliage or struck against some solid billet was almost continuous. As suddenly as the shooting began, it ceased. The two men listened intently. There was no sound, until there came to Dick’s ears a faint ‘swish! swish!’ as if the coat of their unknown assailant was brushing the edge of a bush. The pistol he held in his hand stiffly before him spat twice in the direction whence the noise had come. There was no other indication of human presence, no cry or proof of accelerated movement.

“What have they got there?” whispered Sneed, who was breathing heavily. “A regiment of soldiers or something?”

“One man with two automatic pistols,” was the answer in the same tone. “I couldn’t count ‘em, but I guess twenty shots were fired.”

A few more minutes passed, and then: “We can get up now, I think.”

“I think not,” said Dick.

Dick was already crawling forward on his hands and knees. It was a painful proceeding; his neck ached, the sharp gravel cut through the knees of his trousers, and his knuckles were bleeding — for it is not easy to crawl with a large calibre automatic in one’s hand. In this fashion he came to the place where the gravel path ended and the earth track between the trees began.

He listened for a long time, then stood up.

“It’s all right,” he said. Hardly, were the words out of his mouth when a pistol exploded almost in his face.
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The Wind of the bullet came so close to his left eye that it almost blinded him momentarily. He was stunned with the proximity of the explosion, staggered, and dropped to his knees, and then, ahead of him, he heard the sound of running feet, and scrambling up, he darted forward, only to fall headlong again; for the assassin had fixed a trip wire between two of the trees, and later they were to find that this cover to retreat had been installed at intervals along the path. Death had been very near to Dick Martin that night.

“Could he have got away?”

Dick nodded.

“Yes,” he said shortly. “There is a side road runs parallel with the orchard for about two hundred yards; I made a fairly thorough examination of the house before my first visit. I particularly wanted to know the lay-out of the grounds in case there was trouble, and I took the precaution of examining a plan of the estate before I left town.”

He went back to the house, baffled and fretful. Where was Sybil Lansdown? He told himself a dozen times that the girl could be in no immediate danger without his knowing. Why he should know he could not for the life of him tell; but he was satisfied in his mind that his instinct was not leading him into error. When they reached the house, all the lights were burning and one of the officers had a report to make. There was, he said, an outside transformer; a steel box on the farther side of the lawn, and the iron door of this was found to be open.

“That is where the current was disconnected,” he explained. “The telephone wire was easy; it was cut outside the house.”

With the aid of the lights they were able to make a very complete examination of the house, but there was no clue of any kind, and whilst they were inspecting Mrs Cody’s bedroom the local police arrived. Apparently Scotland Yard had heard enough of the interrupted conversation, before the wire was cut, to communicate with the Sussex police, and a special force of detectives had been packed off from Chichester by car.

Sneed waited until the officers had distributed themselves through the house, and went on with the work which their arrival had interrupted. He was trying a bunch of keys on a small box of Indian workmanship.

“Found this under the bed,” he said laconically. “Queer how a certain class of people keep things under their beds, and another class keep ’em under their pillows. That fits, I think.”

He turned the key and opened the box. It was filled with papers — letters, old bills, a concert programme of a very remote date, and possibly associated, in the mind of the poor dead woman, with what there was of romance in life.

“You take the top bundle; I’ll search the rest.”

Dick untied the ribbon which fastened the papers together and began to read. There was a letter of two written in childish handwriting, and one scrawled note signed ‘Your loving nefew, John Cawler’.

“I thought she only had one nephew — Tom?”

“You never know how many nephews people have,” said the indifferent Sneed.

“But this speaks about Tom. It must be his brother?”

Sneed looked up.

“I wonder where that darned chauffeur is? I sent a call out to pull him in. He’s been missing since last night, and I don’t exclude the possibility of his having had something to do with this murder.”

“I rule that out entirely,” said Dick promptly. “I know Cawler; he’s not that kind of man. I wouldn’t trust him with any goods valuable and portable, but the habitual criminal is not a murderer.”

Sneed grunted a half agreement, and went on reading.

Presently, almost at the bottom of the bundle Dick had under examination, he found a note written in a clerkly hand.

‘DEAR MRS CAWLER (it ran),

I have just seen Stalletti, and he tells me that his lordship is very ill indeed. I wish you would send me the latest news, for reasons which you well know and which need not be mentioned.

Yours faithfully, H. BERTRAM.’

“He calls himself Bertram — but the handwriting is Cody’s,” said Sneed, puzzled. “Bertram? I seem to know the name.”

Dick was looking past the letter into vacancy.

“Then they were all acquainted,” he said slowly. “Cody, Mrs Cody, Stalletti, and the late Lord Selford. When Cody said he knew nothing of the Selfords he was lying.”

“You knew that, anyway,” said the other.

Dick turned over letter after letter, but no further information reached him except a copy of a marriage certificate. This, however, he did not find till the box had been completely turned out.

“Humph!” he said. “They married about eight months after the late Lord Selford’s death, by special licence. Stalletti was a witness, and William Brown. Now, who the devil is William Brown?”

“It’s not an uncommon name,” said Mr Sneed sententiously.

Their search finished, they went back to the library. Sneed took the hollow-eyed young man by the arm and led him to a quiet corner.

“Where do we go from here?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” said the other helplessly.

He put his hand in his pocket, took out the key and examined it.

“Number four! I’ve got three more to find, and then somebody will be hanged for this night’s work!”

“Where shall we go from here?” asked Sneed again.

Dick looked at his watch. The hands pointed to a quarter past two.

“Selford Manor,” he said briefly. “It has just occurred to me that we’re only three miles away from that home of the nobility.”

They went out into the open, where Dick had left his car.

“What do you expect to find there?”

“I’m not sure yet,” said Dick, as he got into the seat and put his foot on the starter. “But I have an idea that I shall find — something!”

The car moved, but not steadily. It waddled and jarred forward a few paces, and then Dick stopped and jumped out.

“I’m afraid I shall have to go on my two big feet,” he said, and turned the light on to the wheels.

Every tyre had been slashed in a dozen places and was quite flat.
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That moment of terror when Sybil stared up into the round face of Cawler, the chauffeur, remained with her all her life, Behind she heard the grunts and thuds of the beast-man who was trying to open the door. Above her, behind the bars and the glass, another possible enemy. The face disappeared for a moment, and then she heard the sound of hideous squeaking and the grating was turned back on its rusty hinge. A few seconds and the frame of the skylight was lifted, and a hand reached down to her. Without a moment’s hesitation she sprang on to the chair, gripped the hand, and found herself being pulled upward.

“Hold on to the edge for a minute — I’m puffed!” gasped Cawler, and she obeyed.

Over her shoulder she saw the door bulging, and then there came a crash as a huge body was thrown against it.

“Up with you!” said the chauffeur, and, stretching down, gripped her beneath the arms and pulled her far enough up to enable her, by her own exertions, to reach the flat, lead-covered roof.

Cawler looked round anxiously. As he gazed at the door he saw a panel shiver. Holding the girl by the arm he drew her along the roof. An old lantern, illuminated by a candle, was all the light there was to guide them, but she saw the end of the ladder, and, without a word of instruction, swung herself over and, remembering a trick of her childhood, slid down; it was not dignified, but it was rapid. She had hardly reached the ground before she was joined by Cawler.

He looked anxiously at the parapet. The moon was momentarily obscured by clouds, but there was enough light to see the silhouette of the giant man as he too came to the ladder. There was no time to pull it down. Gripping the girl by the arm, they raced along a path, turned abruptly, and, threading their way through the trees, ran without stopping until they reached a shallow ditch, across which he assisted her.

Cawler had tossed the lantern away before the flight began. They had no other light to lead them but the fitful rays of the moon. At the other side of the ditch he stopped.

“Don’t make a noise,” he whispered.

She could hear nothing, but he seemed uncertain.

“If I could only get at my car,” he muttered. “Come on!”

They laboured through a field of growing corn until they came to a gate; which was open. Now they were on a road and facing a very high, old wall.

“That’s Selford Park,” explained Cawler, and the girl started. Selford Park! She had no idea they were anywhere near that dreadful place, and she shivered.

“There’s a gap in the wall farther along; I think that’ll be the best place to take you. If he gets on our track we shan’t be able to shake him off.”

“Who is he?” she asked, and then: “What happened? I heard somebody scream.”

“So did I,” said Cawler in a low voice. “I thought it was you. That’s why I got the ladder and came up to see what was happening. I’ve been up there before, and I know that old skylight like a book.”

He did not explain that he was by nature curious and suspicious, and that he had his own views as to Cody’s sincerity in certain matters and had indulged in a little private investigation of his own. As it happened, this theory that Cody was a swell mobsman (Mr Cawler invariably theorized on a magnificent scale) was miles away from the truth; but he had made many surreptitious visits into the forbidden portions of the house without succeeding, however, in confirming his natural prejudices against the man who was his master.

“Something’s happening; I know that,” he said, as they walked along the road. “I’ve seen him once before — that naked man. At least, he’s not naked; he’s got an old pair of breeches on, but he don’t wear any shirt.”

“Who is he?” she asked, in a horrified whisper.

“I don’t know. A sort of giant — a bit mad, I think. I only saw him at a distance once, and he scared the life out of me. I’ve got an idea — but that won’t interest you. Here’s the hole in the wall.” It was not visible, even in daylight, for the gap was filled with a seemingly impassable barrier of rhododendrons, but Mr Cawler had evidently been here before also, for he lifted a bough, and, crawling under, she found herself inside the park.

It was not that portion of the park with which she was familiar, and he told her, as they trudged across the billowy grass, that it was called Shepherds’ Meadows, and that here the old lord had kept his famous Southdowns. He kept up an intermittent flow of talk; told her, to her surprise, that Mrs Cody was his aunt.

“She brought me up when I was a kid, me and my brother Johnny; he died when I was about six.”

“Have you been with her all your life?” asked the girl, glad to have some interest to take her mind off her experience.

He laughed contemptuously. “With her? Lord, no! I got away as soon as I could.”

“Wasn’t she kind to you?”

“She’s never heard the word,” was the uncompromising reply. “Kind? I’d say she was! If I went to bed without feeling hungry I used to think I was ill! She used to whack me to keep her in good shape, the same as you take dumb-bell exercise. She hated Johnny worse than me. He was my twin brother. I reckon he was pretty lucky to die.”

She listened in amazement.

“And yet you went back to her?”

Cawler did not immediately answer, and when he did he prefaced his words with a little chuckle.

“She made good and I made bad,” he said. “Not to tell you a lie, miss, I’ve been in prison sixteen times, mainly for hooking.”

“For thieving?” she guessed.

‘That’s right,” he said, in no sense abashed. “I’m a natural-born thief. Motorcars mostly. I’ve taken more cars from racetracks than you’ll ever own, young lady. But the last time I was up before the judge,” he added in a more serious tone, “he gave me a warning that the next time I went up to the Old Bailey I’d be charged as an ‘habitual’. That means a man who’s always doing the same kind of crime, and they can always give you twelve years for that, so I quit. Came down on dear auntie for a job. I don’t know why she took me on. Perhaps she thought, being a relation, I’d do any dirty work she wanted done — and I’ve done one or two queer jobs.”

He stopped and motioned her to be silent, and suddenly lying down looked along the fairly level patch of ground across which they were moving. The landscape was unfamiliar to her.

On their left was what looked like a high white cliff, and she saw at its foot the gleam of water.

“That’s the quarry,” he said, following the direction of her eyes. “There is a sort of road running along the top, but it is very dangerous — no rails or wall or anything. People have been killed falling over.”

He stopped again and looked back the way they had come. Evidently he saw something.

“You go on,” he whispered. “Bear to the left. There’s a bit of a wood there. Keep well away from the quarry.”

“Who is it you see?” she asked, her knees trembling.

“I don’t know.” He was deliberately evasive. “You walk on and do as I tell you, and don’t make too much noise.”

She was terrified at the idea of being alone, but his instructions were so urgent that she could not refuse, and, turning, she made in the direction of the little copse which she saw outlined against the sky.

Cawler waited, flat on his face, his eyes watching the figure that was aimlessly wandering left and right, but coming inevitably in his direction. Fear, as we understand fear, Mr Cawler did not know. His shrewd Cockney wit, allied to a certain ruthlessness in combat, steeled him for the coming encounter. In his hand he gripped a long, steel, flat spanner, the only weapon he had brought with him, and as the great awkward figure loomed up before him, Tom Cawler leapt at him.

The sound of an animal howl of rage, the thud and flurry of battle came to the ears of the fearful girl, and she ran forward blindly. In the dark she stumbled into a tree and dropped, breathless, to the ground; but with a superhuman effort she scrambled to her feet and continued her flight, feeling her way through the closely grown copse. Every minute seemed to bring her to some new impenetrable barrier which defied circumvention.

Now she was clear of the wood and crossing a level stretch of grassland. Again she was climbing. No sound came from behind her. She was ignorant of the direction she was taking, or whither this erratic path of hers would lead; and when she came to another wood, she thought that she had run in a circle and returned to the place whence she had started. And then, most unexpectedly, she came into a clearing. The moonlight showed the white dome of a rock, and threw into shadow the black gap in its face. She nearly fainted. She was at the mouth of the Selford tombs, and the iron gate was open!

Her heart thumped painfully. It required the exercise of a supreme will to prevent herself from collapsing. Presently, gritting her teeth and commanding her faltering limbs, she walked towards the mouth of the tomb. The key was in the lock, she saw, and peered fearfully down into its dark depths. As she hesitated, she heard something behind her — a deep, sobbing, blubbering sound that froze her blood.

That beast-shape was coming through the wood after her. She reeled against the face of the tomb, her hands gripping the bars of the open gate, and then, with a sudden resolve, half-hysterical with terror, she darted into the mouth of the vault, and, slamming the gate behind her, thrust her hand through the bars, turned the key, and withdrew it.

She listened; there was silence in the tomb, and, creeping down the moss-grown stairs, she reached the first chamber. At the foot of the stairs she waited, listening, and after a while she heard the soft pad of feet above and a sound of crying. She shrank back towards the barred gate which separated the antechamber from the tomb. And then a shadow fell athwart the upper door, and she breathed painfully, her eyes fixed on the steps. Suppose he broke the lock? And she was alone… down here with the dead, in the dark.

She pushed her hand through the bars, and even as she wondered and dreaded, a new horror afflicted her; for her hand was suddenly gripped by a large, cold, clammy paw that had reached out from the darkness of the tomb.

With a scream she turned to face the new terror.



Chapter XXV


Table of Contents


She Could see nothing. Fighting like a tiger to free herself, her other hand passed through the bars and caught a wild tangle of beard.

‘Hush!” The voice was deep, sepulchral. “I will not harm you if you tell me what you do here.”

It was human, at any rate, more human than the thing that had been chasing her.

“I am Sybil — Lansdown,” she gasped. “I came down here to get away from — a horrible—”

“So!” The grip on her wrist relaxed. “I will open the door. Stand back, if you please; do not move until I have lit the lamp.”

The door was opened and she nearly fell through.

She saw a flicker of flame, heard a glass globe tinkle. He had lit a small kerosene lamp, which cast an eerie light upon the weird scene. She looked at the man curiously. His sallow, lined face; his long black beard, which, with a woman’s intuition, she knew was dyed; his unsavoury frockcoat, splashed and stained till its original colour could only be guessed at; the little black skull cap on the back of his head — all these combined to give him a peculiarly sinister appearance.

In front of the door with seven locks was a small leather hold-all, which was open, revealing a number of instruments. One, resembling a gimlet, she saw, being inserted in the second lock of the door.

“What frightened you, my little one?” His black eyes were fixed on hers, and seemed to possess an hypnotic quality, for she could not remove her gaze.

“A — a man,” she stammered.

He lit a cigarette very slowly — indeed with something of a ritual — and blew a cloud of smoke to the vaulted ceiling.

“At three o’clock in the morning?” He arched his eyebrows. “Surely the young miss who wanders about the country in the middle of the night is not to be frightened by a man? Sit down — on the floor. You are too tall for me. Women who are taller than me dominate, and I cannot suffer domination.”

He took the gimlet shape from the door, replaced it in the tool kit, and rolled up the leather, strapping it very carefully and deliberately.

“You have come to spy on me — yes? I heard you close the gate and creep down the stairs — I am in a quandary! What am I to do with a young lady who spies upon me? You realize, of course, that I am seriously compromised and that, if I tell you I am an antiquarian and interested in these strange and ancient mysteries, you will laugh in your sleeve and not believe me, nor will your employers. What was your name?”

She had to wet her dry lips before she replied. She saw his eyes narrow.

“Sybil Lansdown?” he said, almost sharply. “You are, of course, the girl — how coincident!”

He had a queer, un-English way of framing his sentences, which alone betrayed his foreign origin, for otherwise his English was perfect.

She had obeyed his command and was sitting on the stone-flagged floor.

She had never thought of hesitating or even questioning his commands, and it did not seem strange to her that she should accept his orders without any attempt to resist his wishes.

“The whole proceedings are incredibly bizarre,” he said, and then for a moment turned from her to examine the door with the seven locks. His long, uncleanly fingers touched the skull’s head caressingly.

“You are beyond change — she is also beyond change, for she is an old woman by an inflexible standard. Too old, too old, alas! too old!” He shook his head mournfully and again turned his dark eyes upon her. “If you were eight or nine it would be simple. But you are — what?”

“Twenty-two,” she said, and his lips clicked impatiently. “Nothing can be done except—” His eyes strayed along the narrow, cell-like doors, behind which the dead and forgotten Selfords lay in their niches, and cold fear gripped her heart with icy fingers. “You are a woman, but to me women are that!” He snapped his fingers. “They are weak material for experiment. They do not react normally — sometimes they die, and years of experiment go for nothing.”

She saw him purse his wet lips thoughtfully, as he walked past her and tried one of the heavy oaken doors, peering through the rusty grating.

“The whole situation is incredibly bizarre and embarrassing — the man you saw outside, was he extraordinary of appearance?”

She nodded dumbly.

“That, of course, would be a way,” he said, as if he were speaking to himself. “On the other hand, he is so clumsy — which is natural. They cannot altogether be trained out of clumsiness, because fineness of execution requires delicate mental adjustments. Could a locomotive thread a needle? No! How much easier would it be for a sewing-machine to pull a train?”

He fumbled in the pocket of his waistcoat, which scarcely met over his trousers, failed to find what he wanted, and dived his hand into the breast pocket of his frockcoat.

“Ah! Here she is!”

It was a small green phial he held in his hand, and when he shook it she heard the rattle of tablets, as she guessed. He drew the cork from the neck of the phial with his teeth and shook two little red pellets on to his hand.

“Swallow these,” he said.

She held out her palm obediently.

“Incredibly bizarre and unfortunate,” muttered Stalletti, as he went to the second of the tomb doors and pushed a key in the lock. “If all the doors in this miserable house opened so readily, what unhappiness and trouble would be saved, eh?” He looked at her sharply. “You have not done as I told you,” he said. She was sitting, the two red pellets, like evil eyes, gleaming up from the white palm.

“Quick — do not hesitate!” he said commandingly. She raised her hand to her lips. Yet her ego was fighting subconsciously and individually against the mastery of this strange man. Obedient to an order which she did not initiate, the white teeth caught the pellets and held them. Satisfied, Mr Stalletti addressed himself to opening the third tomb. And the very physical movement of him for a second released her from his mental tyranny. The pellets dropped back into her hand.

He pulled open the wooden door, creaking and groaning, and, coming back, picked up the lamp, giving her only a casual glance as he passed, disappeared through the door. At that second his spell was broken. She sprang to her feet and fled along the passage, slamming the grille behind her. In another second she was in the open air. One fear for the moment had slain the other, and she did not pause to look left or right for the shape that lurked outside, but flew like the wind along the path which was by now familiar as though she had trod it all her life.

Where was Cawler? She thought of him now, but only for a second. Beyond this valley, she thought, there was another field of grass, then the wall of a farmhouse, then Selford Manor. A caretaker was there; perhaps other servants of whose existence she did not know. She remembered the last time she had come across this shallow valley. Dick Martin had been with her. At the thought of him she winced. What would she not give to have this calm personality at her elbow now!

It was still dark, but in the east the pallor of coming day had tinted the skies. Let daylight come quickly, she prayed. Another hour of tension and she would go mad.

As she crossed the farmyard she heard the rattle of a chain, and a dog strained at her with a savage yelp. But so far from this unexpected incident increasing her terror, it brought almost a sense of comfort, and she stopped, whistled, and called him by a name. There never was a dog that could scare Sybil Lansdown. She went fearlessly towards the yelping beast, and in a minute the big retriever was rubbing himself against her knee and quivering under her caressing hand.

As she stood to release the chain that fastened him, she felt a piece of rope on the ground, and she found it was about six feet long, evidently a disused clothesline. This would make a capital leash, and she slipped the end through the D of the dog’s collar and went on her way at a slower pace and happier than she had been these twelve hours past.

By this approach she came to Selford Manor from the wings, and had to turn abruptly to the right before she was at the front of the house. Selford Manor presented an unbroken front save for its porticoed entrance, of long, narrow, and rather ugly windows. It had been partly rebuilt in the reign of Queen Anne, and its architect, by some unhappy trick of fancy, had produced all that was least lovely of that period. A narrow flowerbed ran under the windows, and a broad stone path ran parallel with its facade. Along this she walked and she did not attempt to move noiselessly. Suddenly she heard the dog growl and felt the leash grow taut. She stopped and looked round, but there was nothing suspicious in sight. It might have been a fox, she thought, slipping from one of the bush clumps which dotted the park, but he was pointing straight ahead.

Until now the windows had been blank and lifeless, but a few paces on she saw a gleam of light, and moved on tiptoe towards the window, which was the third from the entrance door. She looked into a room panelled from ceiling to floor. A candle burnt on the big oak table, which was its principal, indeed, its only, article of furniture. At first she saw nothing, and then a movement near the wide, open fireplace caught her eye, and only in time did she check the scream which rose to her lips.

A man was coming out of the shadow of the fireplace; a big lion-headed man, with a long yellow beard, and hair that fell in waves over his shoulders. He wore a pair of ragged canvas shorts that hardly reached to his bare knees, but for the rest the body was bare. The muscles rippled under the fair skin, they stood up in his arms like huge ropes; she looked, and for some queer reason was not afraid. Unaware that he was observed, the strange creature crept stealthily from his place of concealment, and, taking up the candle in his thin hand, blew it out. In that moment she had a glimpse of the vacant face and the wide, staring blue eyes that gazed unseeingly into space. She held the dog right by the muzzle to prevent his betraying her presence, and, turning, went back the way she had come, until she reached the edge of the farmyard. Should she arouse the caretaker, or should she go on to the nearest village, taking the dog with her for protection?

She felt the cord in her hand tighten, and, with a savage snarl, the retriever leapt at something she could not see. And then she heard the sound of footsteps coming from the direction of the drive, and she found her voice at last.

“Who is there?” she demanded huskily. “Don’t come any nearer.”

“Thank God!” said a voice, and she nearly swooned with relief, for the man who had come out of the night was Dick Martin.
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It Seemed to Captain Sneed that there was little excuse for his sometime subordinate taking the girl in his arms unless he was properly engaged to her; for Mr Sneed was a stickler for the proprieties, and though during his life he had appeared a score of times in the role of rescuer, he had never felt it necessary either to embrace (he called it ‘cuddle’ vulgarly) or to hold the hand of the rescued.

“Don’t tell me now,” said Dick. “We’ll get you some food. Poor child. You must be famished!”

“Wait!”

His hand was gripping the long steel bellpull when she caught it.

“There’s somebody in there,” she said rapidly and almost incoherently. “A strange man. I saw him through the window.”

Disjointedly she described what she had seen, and he did not betray his concern.

“Some tramp,” he suggested when she had finished. “Were any of the windows open?”

She shook her head. She was disappointed that he took her news so calmly.

“No, I haven’t seen an open window.”

“It may be a friend of the caretaker’s,” said Dick, and pulled the bell.

The hollow clang came back to him faintly.

“Anybody asleep in the house will hear that.”

His arm was about the girl. She was still trembling violently and was on the verge of a breakdown, he guessed. His hand was raised to ring again when he heard a sound of feet in the stone hall and a voice demanded:

“Who is there?”

“Mr Martin and Miss Lansdown,” said Dick, recognizing the caretaker’s voice.

Chains rattled, a lock was turned, and the door opened. The caretaker was dressed in his shirt and trousers, and had evidently come straight from his bed. He blinked owlishly at the party and asked the time.

“Come in, sir,” he said. “Is anything wrong?”

“Have you any friends staying with you?” asked Dick the moment he was inside the door.

“Me, sir?” said he man in surprise. “No,” and with unconscious humour, “only my wife. And you’d hardly call her a friend.”

“Any man, I mean.”

“No, sir,” said the caretaker. “Wait a minute; I’ll get a light.”

Selford Manor was illuminated by an old-fashioned system of acetylene lamps, and the caretaker turned on a burner, emitting a whiff of evilsmelling gas, before he lit a jet that illuminated the hall very effectively.

The detective’s first thought was of the room in which the girl had seen the stranger, and this he entered, but when the lights were lit there was no sign of any bearded man, and as this door was the only exit and had been locked and bolted on the outside, his first thought was that the overwrought girl had imagined the incident. Bur an examination of the wide chimney-place caused him to change his mind. Leaning against the brick wall of the fire recess, he found an old ashplant walkingstick, its knob glossy with use.

“Is this yours?”

The caretaker shook his head.

“No, sir; and it wasn’t there last night. I swept up this room before I went to bed. I do one room a week, and I’ve been rather busy today in the garden and hadn’t time until after tea.”

“I suppose this house is full of secret passages?” asked Dick ironically. He had a detective’s proper contempt for these inventions of romantic novelists.

To his surprise the man replied in the affirmative. “There’s a Jesuit room somewhere in the house, according to all I’ve heard,” he said. “I’ve never seen it myself — the old housekeeper told me about it, but I don’t think she’d seen it either.”

Dick went along the walls, tapping each panel, but they seemed solid enough. He threw the light of his lamp up the chimney. It was fairly narrow, considering the age of the house, and there were iron rungs placed at intervals, up which the chimneysweeps of old times had climbed to perform their duties. He examined the wall of the fireplace carefully; there was no sign of recent scratching, and it seemed impossible that the intruder could have escaped in that direction. Carrying the stick to the light, he examined the ferrule; there was earth on it, new and moist.

“What do you make of it?” asked Sneed.

Dick was scowling at the fireplace. “I’m blest if I know what to make of it.”

He was anxious to be alone with the girl, to hear from her the story of her escape, and, cutting short his investigations, he took her into the room in which they had been received on their first night and settled her before the fire which the caretaker had lighted.

Although the night was by no means chilly, Sybil was cold and shivering, and he saw that she was nearer to collapse than he had at first supposed. Not until the caretaker came back from the kitchen with a steaming bowl of coffee and toasted bread did he attempt to question her about the night’s adventures. She ate and drank ravenously, for now she realized that she had eaten nothing since the previous day’s luncheon.

The two men, sitting one on each side of her on the settee, which had been pulled up to the fire, listened without comment until she had finished her story. Only once did Dick interrupt, and that was to ask a question about the red pellets. She had thrown them away in her flight, however.

“That doesn’t matter. We shall find the bottle when we take Stalletti,” said Sneed impatiently. “Go on, Miss Lansdown.”

At last she finished.

“It sounds to you like the ravings of a madwoman,” she said ruefully. “I don’t know why Mr Cody kept me. Did anything happen to him?” she asked quickly.

Dick did not answer at once.

“I heard someone scream — it was terrible! “ She shuddered. “Was it anything to do with Mr Cody?”

“Possibly.” Dick evaded the question. “You say that Cawler is still in the park? You saw somebody following you — did you hear any sound of a struggle?”

She nodded, and he walked to the window and pulled back the curtains. The dawn was here, and to search the grounds would be a simple matter in daylight.

As he looked, two bright lights came into view. It was a motorcar coming up the long drive.

“Did you send for more police?” he asked Sneed over his shoulder.

“No,” said Sneed in surprise. “There is no phone attached to this old-fashioned mansion, and I could not have sent if I wanted. Seems to me I know the sound of that flivver.”

They walked out to the portico as the dust-covered car came to a standstill before the door and Mr Havelock jumped out.

“Is everything all right?” he asked anxiously. “Is Miss Lansdown here?”

“Yes; how did you know?”

“Is she safe?” insisted the lawyer.

“Quite safe. Come in.” Dick was mystified, as the tall man followed him into the hall. “Why did you come?” he asked.

For answer, Havelock searched his waistcoat pocket, and taking out a folded sheet of paper, handed it to the detective. It was a letter bearing the embossed crest of the Ritz-Carlton, and was written in a hand with which he was, by now, familiar.

DEAR HAVELOCK,

I cannot explain all I have to tell in this letter. But I beg of you to go immediately to Selford Manor. Somewhere in the neighbourhood is my cousin, Sybil Lansdown, and she is in deadly peril. So is everybody associated with her — so also are you. For God’s sake get the girl to the house and keep her there until I arrive. I cannot possibly get to you until the early hours of tomorrow morning. Again I implore you not to allow Miss Lansdown or her friends to leave Selford Park until I arrive.

SELFORD.

“My front door bell rang about one o’clock in the morning, and rang so persistently that I got out of bed to discover who was the caller. I found this in my letter box, but no messenger. At first I thought it was a hoax, and I was going back to bed when Selford rang me up and asked me if I had the message. When I said ‘Yes’ he implored me to do as he asked, and before I could question him, he had hung up on me.”

Dick examined the writing. It was in the same hand as all the letters he had seen.

“And then,” Havelock went on, “I had the good sense to call up Mrs Lansdown, and learned for the first time of her daughter’s disappearance.”

“Did you communicate with Scotland Yard?”

“No, I didn’t,” confessed Havelock irritably. “I suppose I should have done, but when I found that our excellent friend, Mr Martin, had gone out in search of the young lady, I supposed that he would have taken every precaution to secure assistance. She is here, you say?”

Dick opened the door and ushered in the unexpected caller. It was daylight now, to the girl’s intense relief, and with every familiar face she felt herself growing in courage. The shock of her adventure had been for a while paralysing to her mind and body, and had left her tired and incapable of grasping the full significance of her night’s experience. It was light enough to search the grounds, Dick decided, and, refusing Sneed’s assistance, he went alone through the farmyard towards the tombs. Ten minutes’ walk brought him to the iron grille. It was locked, and obviously there was nothing to be gained by searching the vaults, for Stalletti would have made his getaway immediately after the girl’s escape. The only thing to be done now was to go back by the way the girl had come and which she had described well enough to allow him to follow.

A quarter of an hour’s walk brought him to the place where, as nearly as he could guess, Tom Cawler had stayed behind to meet his attacker. He quartered the ground carefully. A struggle on grass would leave few signs except to the careful observer. Presently he found what he was seeking — a torn tuft of turf, the mark of a rubber heel, a depression in the grass, where somebody had lain. He went round the spot in circles, expecting to find signs of a heavy body having been dragged across the ground, but to his surprise this clue was not visible. If Cawler had been killed, and he did not doubt he had been killed, what had been done with the body? To search the innumerable clumps of wood which dotted the park was out of the question. He went back to report his failure.

When he came into the room, the lawyer and Sneed were discussing something in a low tone.

“Mr Havelock is rather worried about the man whom the young lady saw,” explained Sneed. “He thinks he is still in the house. That isn’t my belief.”

“Where is this Jesuit room?” asked Dick, and Havelock, despite his anxiety, was amused.

“The Jesuit room is a myth!” he said. “I heard that story a year ago and had an architect down to square up the house, he told me there was no space unaccounted for, and the plans prove this. Most of these Tudor houses have some sort of secret apartment, but so far as we know, there is nothing mysterious about Selford Manor except its smelly system of gaslighting!”

“What do you intend doing?” asked Havelock after the pause which followed.

“My inclination is to return to town. Miss Lansdown must, of course, go back to her mother,” said Dick.

The elder man shook his head gravely.

“I hope Miss Lansdown will agree to stay,” he said. “Possibly — and naturally — she may object, but there is more in Selford’s letter than I dare understand.”

“You mean about not leaving the Manor for twentyfour hours?”

Havelock nodded.

“I take a very serious view of this warning,” he said. “I believe there is a terrible danger lurking somewhere in the background, and I suggest — and I suppose you’ll think I am a scared old man — that we stay here until tomorrow, and that Mr Sneed brings down a dozen men to patrol the grounds tonight.”

Dick stared at him.

“Do you really mean this?” he asked.

“I do,” said Mr Havelock, and there was no mistaking his earnestness. “Mr Sneed is of the same opinion. There have been one or two happenings in the history of this family which I think you ought to know. I won’t be so melodramatic as to suggest that there is a curse overhanging the house of Selford, but it is a fact that, with the exception of the late Lord Selford, five earlier holders of the title have died violently, and in each case the death has been preceded by happenings almost as remarkable as those we have witnessed recently.”

Dick smiled.

“But we’re not members of the Selford family,” he said.

“I think for the moment we may regard ourselves as being identical with the Selford interests,” Havelock answered quickly. “There is a something very sinister in Selford’s continued absence — I never realized that fact so clearly as I do now, I have been a fool to allow — and, I am afraid, to abet his wanderings. All sorts of things may have happened to him.”

Not by so much as a twitch of face did Dick Martin betray his knowledge of the absent Lord Selford’s secret.

“But I can’t allow Miss Lansdown to stay here—” he began.

“I have thought of that, and my idea is to ask her mother to come down. The house is well stocked in the matter of furniture, and I dare say we could get temporary servants from the village. The caretaker knows everybody hereabouts.”

Dick glanced at Sneed and saw, by the fat man’s face, that he agreed.

“I’ll go into the village and get on the phone,” he said. “Anyway, I’d prefer to sleep here today than go back to town. I’m all in.”

It was not so astonishing that Sybil fell in with this view, though Selford’s letter had no influence on her decision. The reaction after such a night was painfully evident. She was tired to the point of exhaustion and could hardly keep awake.

Sneed drew his friend aside.

“This will suit us all right. I shall get a few hours’ sleep, and we are pretty near to Cody’s place. I’m afraid we shall have an all-day session there.”

Dick started violently. He had almost forgotten the horror in his anxiety for the girl. Eventually it was agreed that Havelock should go up to town in his car and bring Mrs Lansdown down with him.

The news of her daughter’s safety had already been conveyed to her, and after the lawyer had left Dick went to the village and telephoned to her. She was eager to come at once, but he asked her to wait for Havelock’s arrival.
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There Was much for Sneed to do before he could find the rest he so greatly needed. After a hasty breakfast he met the police chief of Sussex, and together they motored over to Gallows Hill, carrying a warrant for the arrest of the scientist. But the bird had flown, and the house was in charge of an odd man who had been employed to do jobs about the grounds. He had, he said, no knowledge whatever of the doctor or of any other inmate of the house. The man lived in a little cottage about a quarter of a mile away from the doctor’s house, and his story was that he had been awakened early in the morning by Stalletti, who had given him a key and told him to go to Gallows Cottage and stay there until he returned.

A search of the house revealed no fresh information. The doctor’s bed had not been slept in, and the two beds in the little room were also untenanted.

“It would be a very difficult charge to prove, anyway,” said the Sussex officer as they left the house. “Unless you found the pellets in his possession, you could hardly charge him with administering dangerous drugs. And even then you’d have to prove they were dangerous. They may have been a sedative. You say that the young lady met this man in peculiar circumstances, and while she was in a very nervous state?”

“She met him, to be exact,” said Sneed sarcastically, “in a tomb in the bowels of the earth at two o’clock in the morning, which, I submit, are circumstances which incline a young lady to feel a trifle on the nervous side?”

“In the Selford tomb? You didn’t tell me that,” said the Sussex man resentfully. For there is, between Scotland Yard and the provincial police, a certain amount of friction, which it would be ungenerous to ascribe to jealousy and untruthful to explain as well-founded.

Until midday Sneed was at the Weald House, in consultation with the officer who had been called in from Scotland Yard to take charge of the case.

“No, there are no marks on the woman. She died from fright — at least, that is the doctor’s opinion,” said the Yard man. “The other fellow was beaten to death. I’ve searched the orchard, it is simply littered with spent shells from an automatic pistol. How do you account for that?”

Sneed told him of the fusillade which had met them when they attempted to pursue the unknown trespasser.

“We found eighteen empty cartridge cases; there are probably another one or two knocking about which we haven’t picked up yet,” said the Scotland Yard man. “Can you account for the ladder which we found against the house?”

Sneed explained that phenomenon in a few words.

“Humph!” said the Yard man. “It is queer about Cody. He’s on the register.”

“Don’t use those American expressions,” said Sneed testily, and the Yard man grinned, for he had spent two years in New York and had added to the vocabulary of police headquarters.

“Anyway, he’s in the Records Office. He was convicted twentyfive years ago of obtaining money by false pretences in the name of Bertram; he was one of the first individuals in England to run a correspondence school, and he caught some unfortunate person for a thousand pounds on the pretence that he could teach him the art of hypnotism. He and a fellow Stalletti were in it, but Stalletti got away—”>

“Stalletti?” Sneed looked at him openmouthed. “That Italian doctor?”

“He’s the fellow,” nodded Inspector Wilson. “If you remember, our people caught Stalletti for vivisecting without a licence, but that was a few years later. He is a clever devil, Stalletti.”

“‘Clever’ is not the word,” said Sneed grimly. “But it is news to me that they were acquainted.”

“Acquainted! Stalletti came here twice a week. I’ve been talking to some of the servants, who were given a holiday last night and told not to come back until ten o’clock this morning. There was something dirty going on here and Cody wanted them out of the way.”

Sneed took his hand and shook it solemnly.

“You’ve got the making of a detective in you,” he said. “I discovered that before I went into the house last night!”

As he was going:

“By the way, Martin has been here. He came to retrieve his car. He’s driven it flat into Horsham to get new tyres and he wanted me to ask you to wait for him.”

Sneed strolled down to the lodge gates and had not long to wait when Dick’s machine came flying along the road.

“Jump in; I’m going to Selford,” said Martin. “Mrs Lansdown arrived half an hour ago. Did you find Stalletti?”

“No. That bird is doing a little quick flying — and he’s wise!”

“I didn’t expect he would wait for you.”

“Did you know he was a friend of Cody’s?” asked Sneed.

He was a little annoyed when his information failed to produce the sensation he had anticipated. Dick Martin knew this and more.

“Oh, yes. Old and tried friends — but not by the same jury. I’d give a lot of money to have Stalletti’s key!”

“His what?”

“His key,” repeated Dick, dodging round a farmer’s cart and narrowly escaping destruction from a speedster coming from the other direction. “He has the fifth key; Lord Selford has probably the sixth; and X, the great unknown, has the seventh. I’m not quite sure about Lord Selford,” he went on, and the other listened thunder-stricken. “But if I’d got to Cape Town four or five days before I did, I should have known for sure.”

“Is Selford in this?” demanded Sneed.

“Very much in it,” was the reply, “but not quite so much as Stalletti. Forgive me being mysterious, Sneed, but nature intended me to be a writer of mystery stories, and I like sometimes to escape from the humdrum of detective investigation into the realms of romance.”

“Where is Cawler?”

“The Lord knows!” said Dick cheerfully. “My first idea was that he was responsible for the murders, but maybe I’m wrong. He hated his aunt — that, by the way, was Mrs Cody — but I don’t think he hated her well enough to commit wilful murder. He was certainly very good to Sybil Lansdown.”

Sneed grinned. “Which goes a long way with you, Dick.”

“Farther than you could see,” admitted Dick shamelessly.

Mrs Lansdown was not visible when they arrived. She had gone up to the room where her daughter was sleeping and had not come down, Mr Havelock told them. “Have you arranged to get the police down?” he asked.

“There will be a dozen hard-eating men quartered in this kitchen tonight,” said Sneed good-humouredly. Mr Havelock put down the book he had been reading, and rising, stretched himself painfully.

“I’m worried sick. I’ll confess that to you. Captain Sneed,” he said. “Our friend Martin thinks I am romancing, but I can tell you that I shall be a very relieved man this time tomorrow morning.”

He strode up and down the room, his hands behind him, his high forehead wrinkled in a frown.

“Lord Selford is not in London,” he said without preliminary. “At any rate, he is not at the Ritz-Carlton. They have not seen him and know nothing about him.”

“Has he ever stayed at the Ritz-Carlton?” asked Dick quickly.

“No — that is the extraordinary thing about it. I asked that very question. It was on an impulse that I stopped as I was passing this morning. You will remember that I have had several letters from him on Ritz-Carlton paper?”

Dick nodded. “But he has never stayed there; I could have told you that,” he said. “Have you ever sent money to him there?”

“Yes,” said the lawyer immediately. “About two years ago he rang me up on the telephone. I recognized his voice the moment he spoke. He said he was going to Scotland to fish and asked me if I would send him some American money — a very, considerable sum — to the hotel.”

“How much?”

“Twenty thousand dollars,” said Havelock. “I didn’t like it.”

“Did you ask him to see you?”

“I didn’t ask him, I begged him. In fact,” he confessed, “I threatened to resign my trusteeship unless he came in to see me or allowed me to see him; just about then I was getting a little nervous.”

“What did he say?”

Mr Havelock shrugged his broad shoulders. “He laughed. He has a peculiar, weak, giggling sort of laugh that I remember ever since he was a boy. It is inimitable, and is the one sure proof to me that the doubts I had privately entertained had no foundation.”

“Did you send the money?”

“I had to,” said Mr Havelock in a tone of despair. “After all, I was merely a servant of the estate, and he moves so rapidly as to allow of no delay in dispatching. It was then I began to think of sending somebody to ‘pick him up’ — that is the police term, isn’t it?”

Dick thought for a while. “Tell me one thing: when he called you up last night, did he tell you where he was speaking from?”

“I knew,” was the reply. “It was from a call office. The operator invariably tells you when a call office is coming through. The strange thing is that only a few days ago he was reported at Damascus. We have been working out the times, and we have concluded that by flying to Constantinople and catching the Oriental express, he could have reached London half an hour before he telephoned me.”

The conversation was interrupted by the arrival of Mrs Lansdown, who had come from her daughter. Sybil’s mother looked worn, but there was happiness in the tired eyes, which told of the relief she had experienced after the most terrible night of strain and anxiety.

“I don’t understand what it is all about,” she said, “but thank God my little girl is safe. Have you found the chauffeur?”

“Cawler? No, he has not been seen since Sybil left him.”

“You don’t think anything has happened?” she asked nervously.

“I don’t know. I shouldn’t think so,” replied Dick with a reassuring smile. “Cawler is quite able to look after himself, and I don’t doubt that if there was a fight he came off best.”

Later in the afternoon there arrived further news of Stalletti. He had been seen by a village constable soon after he had aroused his hired man. Apparently Stalletti had a small car which he was in the habit of driving about the neighbourhood, and the cycling constable had seen him speeding in the direction of London.

‘Speeding’ is hardly the term that could be properly applied, for the machine did thirty miles an hour with difficulty and had the habit of going dead for no ascertainable cause. Stalletti was looking wild and agitated and was talking to himself; he was cranking the car when the constable came up with him, and the policeman thought he had been drinking, for he seemed to be abnormally excited and scarcely noticed the advent of the cyclist.

“That bears out to a large extent my theory,” said Dick. “Stalletti is a devil, but a shrewd devil. He knows that the sands are running out, and with him, as with Cody, it is a case of sauve qui peut.”

He managed to get a few hours’ sleep, and in the evening he made a careful survey of the house, particularly of the sleeping quarters which had been assigned to the party. The upper floor was reached by a broad carved staircase, Elizabethan in design and execution, which terminated at a broad oblong landing, from which ran the two corridors into which the bedrooms opened. There were eight massive doors, four on each side. The corridor was lighted by long windows which looked down into a courtyard, formed by two wings of the building. In one of these was a self-contained suite, which had been the late Lord Selford’s private apartments, and in which, in point of fact, he had died. The other wing had been converted into servants’ quarters. There were no apartments above, the bedrooms being extremely lofty and running up to within a few feet of the roof. Facing the stairs was the ‘State Apartment’, as it was called, which had once been the principal bedroom of the house, and this had been assigned to Sybil and her mother.
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Whilst the ladies were walking in the park after tea, Dick went from room to room and made a very thorough examination of windows and walls. He had procured a builder’s tape measure, and, with the assistance of one of the police officers who had arrived from London, he measured the room both inside and out, and compared his figures with those he obtained from the two apartments which flanked the state chamber. The difference was so slight as to preclude any possibility of there being a secret passage between the walls. These, as is usual in the Elizabethan buildings, were very thick and seemed solid enough.

The state apartment was a large room, rather overpoweringly furnished, with an old-fashioned four-poster bed set upon a dais. The walls were hung with tapestries; a few old pieces of furniture comprised its contents, and had the floor been covered with rushes it might have stood for an Elizabethan bedroom without one modem touch.

He pulled aside the long velvet curtains that hid the windows and saw that they were very heavily barred, and called up the caretaker.

“Yes, sir, these are the only windows in the house that have bars,” said the man. “The late Lord Selford had them put in after a burglary. You see, the porch is just below, and it is easy to get into the state room.”

Dick pulled open the leaded windows and examined the bars closely. They were firmly fixed and set so close that it was impossible for any but a child to squeeze through. As he was shutting the windows, Sneed came into the room.

“The ladies are sleeping here, aren’t they?” asked the stout man, and nodded his approval of the bars. “They’ll be safe enough. I’ll have a man in the corridor all night, one in the hall, and two in the grounds. Personally, I’m not worried about trouble coming tonight unless his lordship brings it with him. What time is he expected?”

“Between six and seven in the morning,” said Dick, and Captain Sneed grunted his satisfaction.

There was one other part of the house that Dick Martin was anxious to see, and here the caretaker was his guide. There was, he learned, a range of cellars running half the width of the main block. These were reached through an underground kitchen, one section was set aside as a wine cellar and was, he found, well stocked. There were no lights here save those which he carried, and, unlike many other cellars of these Elizabethan houses, the roof was not vaulted. Great oaken beams ran across the cellar, and these supported heavy wooden slats, black with age.

Apart from the wine cellar, this underground portion of Selford Manor was empty except for three large beer barrels, which had arrived only a few days before. He tapped them one by one, and on an excuse sent the caretaker upstairs. Dick’s sense of smell was abnormal, and when he sniffed it was not the smell of beer that reached his nostrils.

Looking round, he saw in a dark corner a small case opener. It was very new. Climbing the steps, he closed and bolted the door, and, returning to the barrels, prised open the end of one. The fumes now became overpowering. Dipping in his hand he ran his fingers through the glistening white flakes and grinned. Then, replacing the lid, he went up the steps.

This inspection satisfied Dick on many points. He went up to the hall and, passing to the back of the building, took his car and drove down to the lodge gates, returning on foot, not by the drive, but through the plantation which bordered the eastern portion of the estate.

The hour of crisis was at hand. He felt that the atmosphere was electric, and this night would settle, one way or the other, the mystery of Lord Selford’s long disappearance.

Before dinner he had an opportunity of a talk with the girl. They strode up and down the broad lawn before the house.

“Oh, yes, I slept,” she said with a smile. And then, unexpectedly: “Mr Martin, I have given you an awful lot of trouble.”

“Me?” He was genuinely surprised. “I can’t see that you have given me more trouble than other people,” he went on lamely. “You have certainly caused me a lot of anxiety, but that is only natural.”

There was a pause.

“Do you feel that way about all your cases?” she asked, not looking at him.

“This isn’t a case — Sybil,” he said, a little huskily. “I have a personal interest here. Your safety means more to me than anything else in the world.”

She shot one quick glance at him.

“And am I safe now?” she asked, and when he did not reply: “Why are we staying here tonight?”

“Mr Havelock thinks—” he began.

“Mr Havelock is frightened,” she said quietly. “He believes that whoever these terrible people are, he has been chosen as the next victim.”

“Of whom is he afraid?” asked Dick.

“Of Stalletti,” she shuddered. He looked at her in amazement.

“Why do you say that? Mr Havelock has told you?”

She nodded. “Men will say things to women that they will never confess to men,” she said. “Do you know that Mr Havelock believes that Lord Selford is entirely under Stalletti’s influence? And, what is more, he thinks that — but he will tell you himself. Do you know why we are staying at Selford Manor?”

“I only know about a message that came to Havelock,” said Dick.

“We’re staying here because it is a fortress — the only fortress which can keep this horrible man at bay. Why I am included in the invitation, I don’t know. But Mr Havelock is very insistent upon the point. Lord Selford cannot possibly be interested in me.”

“He is your cousin,” he said significantly, and she stared at him.

“What does that mean?”

“It means,” Dick spoke slowly, “and this thought has only occurred to me recently, that, if Lord Selford dies, you are the heiress-at-law.”

She was speechless with astonishment. “But that isn’t so, surely? Mr Havelock hinted to me that Selford had probably married. And I’m a very distant relation.” He nodded.

“The only relation,” he said; “and now you will understand just why you have been threatened. You told me Mr Cody had offered you a paper to sign. There is no doubt at all that that paper was either some deed of gift or a will. Cody was in the Selford business up to his neck.”

“But where is Lord Selford?”

“I don’t know,” he replied simply. “I can only guess — and fear.”

Her eyes opened wide. “You don’t mean — he’s dead?” she gasped.

“He may be. I’m not sure. Perhaps it would be better if he were.”

Mr Havelock was approaching him, trouble on his rugged face, a frown of perplexity making a furrow in his forehead.

“What time do you expect Selford to arrive?” asked Dick.

The lawyer shook his head.

“H he arrives at all I shall be a happy man,” he said. “For the moment I have not any great hope, only a vague kind of apprehension. What news will the morning bring to us? I’d give my small fortune to be a day older than I am. There is no news, I suppose, about Stalletti?”

“None,” said Dick. “The police are looking for him, and he will find it difficult to escape.”

The caretaker came out at that moment to announce that a meal had been got ready, and they went into the library, where it had been served.

The dinner, for which the caretaker and his wife were equally apologetic, was of the simplest order. They dined on cold viands, of a quality in odd contrast to the wine which came up from the cellar. After the meal was over, Dick took the girl into the rose garden at the back of the house, and for a long time Mrs Lansdown watched them pacing up and down the gravelled walk, deep in earnest conversation.

Presently the girl came in alone and spoke to her mother, and the two of them returned to where Dick Martin was pacing the path, his hands behind him, his chin on his breast.

When he at last appeared on the lawn before the house, he found Mr Havelock and Sneed were discussing the disposition of the Scotland Yard men. It was growing dark, the light showed in the window of a distant cottage. Dick looked up at the sky. Darkness would fall in an hour; after that —

“Who is going for a walk to the tombs?” he asked.

Mr Havelock did not receive the suggestion with enthusiasm. “It is too dark,” he said nervously. “And we can’t leave these people alone in the house.”

“Our men will look after them,” said Dick. “Anyway, they have gone to bed. Mrs Lansdown sent her excuses.”

“I think they’re quite safe,” said Mr Havelock, looking up at the barred windows. “I confess that as time goes on I am considerably doubtful as to the wisdom of spending the night in this wretched place. I suppose—” He hesitated and laughed. “I was going to do a very cowardly thing and suggest that I should go home. As I am the only person who need stay, that idea would hardly appeal to you gentlemen. The truth is,” he said frankly, “I’m nervous — horribly nervous! I feel as if there is some fearful shadow lurking in every bush, a ghastly shape behind every clump of trees.”

“We’ll not go to the tombs,” said Dick, “but we will go as far as the valley. There are one or two things I would like to ask you; the topography here is not very familiar to me and you may help me.”

The three men went through the farmyard, and Dick stopped only to pat the chained watchdog who had served Sybil Lansdown so well. So they passed into what he had come to call ‘the valley’.

The sky was clear; the sun had gone down, but it was light enough to see even distant objects. And here, as they strolled, Mr Havelock learned for the first time of the secret behind Lew Pheeney’s death.

“But this is amazing!” he said in astonishment. “There was nothing in the newspapers about his having been asked to pick a lock — of course, it was the lock of the Selford tomb!”

“The information that doesn’t come out at inquests would fill Miss Lansdown’s library,” said Sneed. “Maybe it will all come out some day.”

They walked on in silence for a long time. Evidently Mr Havelock was cogitating this news.

“I wish I had known before,” he said eventually. “I might have been able to give you a great deal of assistance. I suppose he didn’t tell you who was his employer?”

Dick shook his head. “No, but we can guess.”

“Stalletti?” asked Havelock quickly.

“I should imagine so. I can’t think of anybody else.”

They stopped at the place where the struggle had occurred between Tom Cawler and the Awful Thing, and Dick turned slowly round and round until his eyes had roved the full circle of the view.

“What is that place?” He pointed to a white scar showing above a grassy ridge.

“Those are the Selford Quarries,” said the lawyer; “they are not worked today and represent a liability. We have had to close the road above them.”

Dick thought for a moment. “You don’t feel like coming on to the tombs?” he asked, concealing a smile.

“I certainly do not,” cried Mr Havelock with energy. “There’s nothing in the world I wish to do less than to go poking round that ghastly place at this hour of the night 1 Shall we return?”

They walked back to the house; here the two Scotland Yard men who were on guard outside the house reported that Mrs Lansdown had opened the window of her room and had asked if she could be called at six in the morning.

“Let us go inside,” said Havelock; “we shall disturb them with our voices.”

They went back to the dining-hall and Havelock ordered up a quart of rare champagne. The hand that raised the glass to his lips trembled a little. The strain, he admitted, was beginning to tell upon him.

“Whatever happens, I am through with the Selford estate from tonight,” he said; “and if this wretched young man does turn up — and I very much doubt whether he will keep his appointment — I shall hand him over my trust with the greatest relief.”

“In which room are you sleeping?” asked Dick.

“I have chosen one of the wing rooms that faces up the corridor. It is part of the suite which the late Lord Selford occupied, and is by far the most comfortable. Though I’m not so sure it is the safest, because I’m rather isolated. I wanted to suggest that you have a man in the corridor.”

“I’ve already arranged that,” said Sneed, putting down his glass and smacking his lips with relish. “That’s good wine. I don’t think I have tasted anything better.”

“Could you drink another bottle?” said Mr Havelock hopefully, and Sneed chuckled.

“You want an excuse to open another bottle, Mr Havelock!” he accused. “And I’ll give it to you!”

Under the influence of the second bottle of wine the lawyer became more his normal self.

“The matter is still a tangle to me,” he said. “What Cody had to do with Selford, or in what manner this wretched Italian—”>

“Greek,” said Sneed quietly. “He calls himself Italian, but he’s of Greek origin; I’ve established that fact. As to their connection, I’ll tell you something.” He folded his arms on the table and leaned across. “You remember sending Lord Selford to school?” he said slowly.

“To a private school — yes.” Mr Havelock was patently astonished at the question.

“Do you remember the name of the schoolmaster?”

Havelock frowned. “I think I do,” he said slowly. “Mr Bertram.”

“He used to be Bertram, but later he took the name of Cody,” said Sneed, and the other man’s jaw dropped.

“Cody?” he said incredulously. “Do you mean to say that Cody and Bertram, Selford’s tutor, are one and the same person?”

It was Dick who answered. “And now let me ask you a question, Mr Havelock. When this boy was quite young, had he a nurse?”

“Why, of course,” replied Havelock.

“Do you remember her name?”

Again the lawyer searched his memory.

“I can’t be sure, but I have an idea it was Crowther or some such name.

“Cawler?” suggested Dick.

“Yes, I think it was.” The lawyer thought a while. “I’m certain it was. The name is familiar to me. I’ve heard of some other person called Cawler. Of course, Cody’s chauffeur!”

“She was Cawler’s aunt,” said Dick. “Originally she was a nurse in the employ of the late Lord Selford, and she had charge of the boy. Does it strike you as significant that Cody should marry this uneducated and uncouth woman?”

There was a deep silence.

“How did you find this out?”

“By an examination of Cody’s papers. Whoever murdered that wretched man carried away all the documents that were in his desk. But they omitted to search a box in which Mrs Cody kept her private treasures. Probably they thought she was not the type of woman who would keep any private correspondence; but the letters we found leave no doubt at all that she was Lord Selford’s nurse, and that Cody was his tutor. You’ve never seen Cody?” Havelock shook his head.

“Are you also aware,” said Dick slowly, “that Stalletti was, on two occasions, called in to Selford Manor in his capacity as a medical man to treat Lord Selford for alcoholism?”

“You amaze me!” gasped the lawyer. “Selford’s doctor was Sir John Finton. I never knew that he had a local man. When did you learn all this?”

Dick looked at Sneed, who took out his pocket-case, selected a paper, and passed it across to the lawyer. It was the paper Dick had found in the box.

“But in what way do these affect the present Lord Selford and his wanderings?” asked Havelock in a tone of wonder. “The thing is inexplicable! The more information I get on this subject, the more obscure the whole affair seems to be!”

“Lord Selford will tell us that in the morning,” said Dick briskly and looked at his watch. “And now I think we’ll go to bed. I am a very tired man.”

Sneed dragged himself from the table and flopped into a deep chair before the fire, which had been lighted in their absence.

“This is my pitch, and it is going to take a good man to get me out of it!”



Chapter XXIX


Table of Contents


It Was half past ten when Dick and the lawyer went upstairs to their rooms, and after he had seen Mr Havelock safely in his suite and had heard the key turned, he went into his own apartment, shut and locked the door, and lit a candle.

He waited ten minutes and then, noiselessly unlocking the door, he stepped out into the corridor. The detective on duty saluted him silently as he took out the key and relocked the door from the outside. Then he passed down the stairs and into the hall, where Sneed was waiting for him. Without a word, Dick unfastened the door of the room in which Sybil had seen the strange apparition, and they went in together.

The blinds here had been drawn by the caretaker; one of these, at the farther end of the room, Dick raised and pulled back the curtain.

“Wait in the hall, Sneed, and don’t so much as cough until I shout. We may have to wait till daylight, but it’s an even break that the man with the beard will come back.”

Noiselessly he passed through the dark night and, climbing up to one of the raised flowerbeds, he took up a position where he could see the interior of the room. His theory might very well be absurd; on the other hand, it might prove to be the keystone of the solution he had constructed.

Time passed slowly, but he did not move, his face against the windowpane, his eyes staring into the darkness of the room. Far away in the still night he heard a church clock strike midnight, and, after an eternity, the half-hour. He began to think that his night was wasted, when suddenly, near the fireplace, there appeared on the floor a long, thin line of light. Holding his breath, he waited. The line broadened. And then, by the faint illumination provided, he saw the big hearthstone turn on a pivot, and a head appeared above the floor level.

It was a dreadful face he saw. The staring eyes, the straggling, ragged beard, the huge naked arm that rested for a second on the edge of the floor, were monstrously unreal. The Thing placed the candle he had been holding on the floor, and without an effort drew himself up until he was clear of the pit from which he had climbed.

Except for a pair of ragged short breeches he was naked. Dick gazed, spellbound, as the giant crouched and reached down a hand. And then another huge form came up, and the second of the monstrous beings appeared.

He was taller than the first. His round face was expressionless, and, unlike his companion, his skin was smooth, his head almost shaven.

Dick stared and felt his heart beating faster. For the first time in his life he was really afraid. Shading the candle with his huge hand, the first of the men moved stealthily along the panelled wall, the second, a taller figure, crouching behind him. The man with the candle was feeling the panelling.

And then something happened.

Dick found it hard to suppress a cry of astonishment as he saw one of the panels swing open, revealing the face of a small cupboard. The bearded thing took something out and showed it to the other, and their heads were almost together as they seemed to gloat over their discovery.

And then, even from when he was standing, he heard somebody rattle on the door of the room, and cursed the bungling man who had interrupted this amazing conference.

For, as the door shook, the light went out. Dick flew along the stone path into the hall, and saw Sneed, his hand on the door.

“Somebody’s in there,” said the fat man.

“If you’d only waited a second!” hissed Dick furiously, as he unlocked the door and flung it open.

The room was empty when they turned on the lights.

“Look!” said Sneed, pointing to the panelled door.

“I’ve already seen that.”

Briefly and a little cantankerously, he described what he had seen.

He expected to find that the panel concealed a safe of some kind, and he was amazed when he discovered that it was no more than a big wooden cupboard filled with what seemed to be an accumulation of rubbish. He pulled out the contents and put them on the floor. There was an old wooden horse with a broken leg; a gaily painted indiarubber ball; a few children’s skittles; and part of a clockwork train, the engine of which was missing.

With the assistance of Sneed, he tried to turn the hearthstone, but it was immovable.

“Stay here,” said Dick, and ran out of the room through the hall into the grounds.

The dog yapped its fierce warnings as he crossed the farmyard, but a muttered word quietened him. He took a short-cut, vaulting the low wall, and reached the valley, stopping now and again to look round in search of something.

Then he began a wide circuit of the valley, keeping as far as possible from observation, and it was nearly an hour before he began the steep ascent to the wood in which the tombs were concealed. Dick moved cautiously, choosing every footfall, listening at every step; but it was not until he was nearly clear of the wood that he heard the sound of crooning voices.

There was a familiar lilt to the tune; a memory that took him back nearly thirty years — it was the sound of children singing.

Nearer and nearer he crept, slipping from tree to tree, his senses taut. The sweat was running down his face; he had to take out his handkerchief and wipe his eyes before he could see. He passed from one tree to another until at last he reached the cover of a giant elm, and from there he looked out upon the moonlit clearing.

The gate of the tomb was wide open, but this he did not see for some time. All his attention was concentrated upon the three men who, hand in hand, were moving round in a circle, two treble voices and a deep, unmusical bass, singing as they solemnly walked:

“Poor Jinny is a-weeping, Poor Jinny is a-weeping…”

His heart almost stopped beating at the sight. It was like a bad dream; and yet there was something so pathetic in the sight that he felt the tears rising to his eyes.

The two half-naked figures he recognized instantly. The third little man he could not immediately place, till he turned his unshaven face towards the moon. It was Tom Cawler!

Then of a sudden the song ceased, and they squatted down on the ground and passed something from hand to hand. Presently Dick saw what it was — a clockwork locomotive! The two half-nude men chuckled over it delightedly, uttering childish, unintelligible sounds, whilst Tom Cawler stared straight ahead, his face set, his eyes open wide, till it seemed to the watcher that he was the most terrible of the three.

The interruption which came was startling in its unexpectedness. A soft whistle came from the wood so close at hand that Dick jumped round. Its effect upon the group was extraordinary. The two giants came up to their feet, cringing away from the sound, and when Dick looked again, Tom Cawler had disappeared.

Again the whistle, and the two great shapes crouched down, and even from that distance Dick saw that they were trembling violently. The sound of a breaking twig, and a man stepped into the clearing.

It was Stalletti.

In one hand he held a whirling dog-whip, in the other the moon gleamed on something bright and sinister.

“Ah! so, my little children, I have found you, in what strange circumstances! Extraordinary and bizarre, is it not? Come, Beppo.”

The lash curled above their heads as the bigger man crouched lower to the earth.

“Come, you!”

He said something in Greek, which Dick could not understand, and immediately the two huge shapes shuffled after him and passed into the wood. Still Dick did not move. Where was Cawler? He had vanished as into the ground. And then suddenly the detective saw him, moving swiftly in the shadow of the trees, following the course which Stalletti and his slaves had taken. In another instant Dick was on their heels.

For a moment he had been paralysed by the fantastic sight, but now the spell was broken. Whatever happened, Stalletti should not escape. He did not see Cawler, but knew that he was somewhere ahead in the darkness, moving, as Dick had moved, from tree to tree, silently, ominously, for the unconscious man who by some mischance had failed to see him.

They did not follow the steep path down to the valley, but went along the slope. The detective, who had not explored the wood, wondered where the chase would end. Once, as the trees thinned, he saw the two cowering figures following Stalletti, but they were lost to view again, and he did not sight them until he heard the harsh purr of a motor engine, and dashed forward. He was too late. There was some sort of road here, of which he knew nothing, and the car was moving along this. As he looked he saw a figure shoot out of the bushes and grip the back of the machine.

Now he located the road; it was that which ran over the top of Selford Quarry. He saw the white gash of the chalk cliff in the moonlight as he flew along in pursuit of the car. The road was bad, he guessed, and they could not make any great speed, and Dick Martin was something of a runner.

The rough roadway began to climb, and this gave him an additional advantage, for, heavily laden — more heavily than Stalletti at the wheel imagined — the machine slowed perceptibly, and he was gaining hand over hand, when he saw the man that was hanging on to the back suddenly pull himself over the hood.

What followed he could only guess. There was a scream from Stalletti, and suddenly the car lurched violently to the left and broke through a clump of bushes. For a second there was silence, and then a horrible crash. Dick ran to the edge of the quarry and saw the car tumbling over and over down the almost precipitous slope. Down, down, down it went, into the deep, still pool in which the moon was reflected.
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Dick Looked round for a safe way to the bottom, and presently was clambering down a projecting shoulder of the hill. He reached the edge of the lake as a figure came wading ashore, blubbering and sobbing in grief and fury. Dick seized him by the shoulder and swung him round.

“Cawler! “he said.

“My God! My God! He’s dead!” sobbed the chauffeur. “Both of ‘em! And that swine! I ought to have killed him first!”

“Where are they?”

The man pointed with a shaking hand to a small triangular object in the centre of the lake.

“The car turned over. I tried to pull him out,” he wailed. “If I’d only killed him that night I found what they’d done! Do something, Mr Martin.” He gripped Dick frenziedly. “Save him. I don’t care what happens to me. Perhaps we could get the car turned over?”

Without a word, Dick threw off his coat and waded into the shallow water, followed by the half-demented Cawler. At the first attempt he realized that the task was impossible; in turning, the machine had wedged itself under a projecting rock. He dived down and sought to pull clear the huge creature his hand touched; and all the time Tom Cawler was sobbing his fury and anguish.

“If I’d only killed him when I found out! That night I listened at the window when Cody was there. I killed him tonight. You can take me for it, if you like, Martin. I smashed in his head with a spanner.”

“Who killed Cody?”

“My brother killed him. God! I’m glad of it! He killed him because Stalletti told him to.”

“Your brother?” said Dick, hardly believing the evidence of his ears.

“My brother — the big fellow,” sobbed the man. “Stalletti experimented on him first, before he took the other boy.”

It needed all Dick’s strength to drag to safety this man, half mad with sorrow and remorse. Leaving him at the edge of the lake, Martin began to work his way back to the valley. No assistance he could procure could rescue the three men who were pinned down beneath the car, but he must make some attempt.

As he mounted the slope towards the farm he heard a police whistle blow shrilly, and almost immediately there came a strange red glow from behind the trees. Dick threw away the coat he was carrying and sprinted, but before he could reach the farmyard wall he saw the red flames leaping up to the sky.

Again the police whistle shrilled. And now, as he turned the corner of the farm buildings, Dick Martin saw…

Selford Manor was ablaze from one end to the other. Red and white tongues of flame were leaping from each window. The lawn was as bright as though day had dawned.

Mr Havelock, an overcoat over his pyjamas, was running up and down frenziedly. “Save the women!” he raved. “Can’t you force those bars and get them out?”

Captain Sneed stood apathetically by. He was more than apathetic, he was callous. He was smoking his big pipe with a solemn indifference.

“The women, I tell you!” screamed Havelock, waving his hands to the barred windows of the state room, from which the flames were now roaring.

Dick’s hand fell on his arm.

“You needn’t worry, Mr Havelock,” he said quietly. “Neither Mrs Lansdown nor her daughter is in the house.”

The lawyer stared round at him.

“Not in the house?” he gasped.

“I sent them to London much earlier in the evening — in fact, when we were searching the valley a few hours ago,” said Dick, and nodded to his companion.

Mr Sneed took his pipe from his mouth, knocked out the ashes, and became instantly a competent police official.

“Your name is Arthur Elwood Havelock, and I am Chief Inspector John Sneed of Scotland Yard. I shall take you into custody on a charge of murder and incitement to murder, and I caution you that what you now say may be taken down and used in evidence against you at your trial.”

Havelock opened his mouth to speak, but only a hoarse groan escaped him. And then, as another detective caught him by the arm, he collapsed in an unconscious heap on the ground.

They carried him down to the porter’s lodge, and began their search. About his neck was a thin steel chain, and to this were attached what Dick expected to see — two keys of peculiar design. Under the stimulus of a glass of brandy, Mr Havelock had recovered, and he was a very indignant man.

“This is the most monstrous charge that has ever been concocted,” he said violently. “For the life of me, I can’t understand what you mean by such a disgraceful—”>

“Spare us your eloquence, Mr Havelock,” said Dick coldly. “It will save you a lot of trouble when I tell you that I have known, from the day I saw a certain photograph in Cape Town, that my chase of Lord Selford was a fake organized by you to allay suspicion. Probably somebody else had been inquiring as to the whereabouts of Selford, and you thought it would be an excellent proof of your bona fides if you sent a fully fledged detective to hunt him down. And, having arrived at this decision, you, with the connivance of Cody, sent his chauffeur, Tom Cawler, to act as hare to my hounds. I happen to know that Cawler was your messenger, because he incautiously showed himself on the balcony of a Cape Town hotel and was snapped by a press photographer. I recognized him at once, and from that moment I have been privately engaged in discovering the mystery of Lord Selford’s fate.”

The lawyer swallowed hard, and then, in a quivering voice: “I’ll admit that I have acted very foolishly in regard to Selford. He was of a weak intellect, and I placed him in the care of a doctor—”>

“You gave him to Stalletti for his damnable experiments!” said Dick sternly. “And in order to test whether Stalletti’s method would be successful, you handed over another child — the nephew of Mrs Cody, and brother of Tom Cawler. I have just come from the man. He recognized his brother that night he defended Sybil Lansdown, and, calling him by an old pet name they used as children, awakened in the poor soul a memory of the past. For that crime alone, Havelock, you shall go to the scaffold! Not for the murder of Cody, which you superintended; not for firing Selford Manor — you sent those three barrels of naphthalene which I found — but for the killing of two human souls!”

The white-faced man licked his lips.

“You will have to prove—” he began.

And then, unconsciously, his hand strayed to his neck. When he found the chain had gone, beads of perspiration rolled down his pallid face. He made two attempts to say something, and again dropped into the arms of the attendant detectives.
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“Seven Keys,” said Dick, as, in the early light of the morning, they walked towards the tombs. “Cody had one; Silva, the gardener, had one; Mrs Cody had another; Havelock, being the chief conspirator, had two. By the way, have they got Stalletti out of the lake? He has the sixth, and if I am not mistaken you will find the seventh hanging round the neck of Cawler’s brother.”

They had to wait an hour in the wood until the rescue party had done their work. The sun was rising as they put two dripping wet keys into Dick’s hand.

“And these make seven,” he said.

Down to the tomb they went. The door of one of the little chapels was wide open, and Dick stopped to flash his lamp inside. He threw a light on a square hole in one corner of the grim apartment.

“There is a subterranean passage that leads under the hill and terminates beneath the fireplace of what used to be, in poor little Selford’s days, the playroom of the Manor. It is probably the only part of the house that the poor fellow remembered. The three men have been hiding here since the night Stalletti made his last attempt on the tomb. He had Selford with him, but, in the haste of his escape, he left his victim behind.

“Why did Selford visit the room?” asked Sneed in surprise.

“The poor creature wanted his toys — that is all. These two half-mad creatures were mentally children. They had only children’s amusements and children’s fears — that was the hold Stalletti had on them.”

The two men stood in silence before the grim door of the big tomb, while Dick fitted and turned key after key. The seventh lock snicked back, and as he pulled the heavy door swung slowly open.

He was the first into the chamber, and made for the stone casket. Lifting the heavy lid carefully, he set it down. Within the casket was a small steel box, and this he took out.

A careful survey of the cell revealed nothing further, and they brought the box into the bright sunlight, locked the tomb, and walked back past the still smoking ruins of Selford Manor to the lodge. Havelock had been removed to Horsham, and already the local police were on the spot and were making inquiries into the tragedy of the lake.

The steel box took some time to open, but presently the lid was forced back and Dick removed a roll which proved to be a school exercise book, every page of which was filled with close writing.

“This is in Cody’s hand. He was evidently the scribe,” said Sneed, when he examined the book. “Read it, Martin.”

Dick settled down in a chair and began the curious story of the Door with Seven Locks.
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‘This statement is written by Henry Colston Bertram, commonly called Bertram Cody, with the knowledge, approval, and agreement of those persons whose signatures appear hereunder. It was agreed on the night of March 4th in the year 1901 that such a statement should be put into writing, so that, in the event of discovery, no one of these signatories aforesaid should be regarded as being less implicated than the others, and further, to prevent any one of the said signatories from turning State evidence at the expense of the others.

‘Gregory, Viscount Selford, died on the 14th November before the date this narrative was agreed upon. He was a man of extraordinary character, and it was his intention, as he confided to his lawyer, Mr Arthur Havelock, that his property should be converted into gold and should be laid in the tomb which was occupied by the founder of the Selford family, and in which Lord Selford designed that he should also be buried. And in order that his money should not come into the possession of his son until he was 25, he intended that this money should be placed in the vault with him, which was to be fastened by a door with seven locks, one key being given to each of seven executors. The old door with seven locks was accordingly taken down and a new door, a faithful copy of the first, was ordered from the firm of Rizini, of Milan. Lord Selford’s scheme was obviously impossible of execution in view of the laws of succession, but although this fact was pointed out to him, he persisted in his design. He confided his plans, not only to Havelock, but also to Dr Antonio Stalletti, who was well liked by him, and a frequent visitor to Selford Manor.

‘Three weeks before Lord Selford’s death, when he was suffering from an attack of delirium tremens, and in a very nervous state, Mr Havelock went to him and told him that he was on the verge of bankruptcy, that he had used some of his clients’ money, including Lord Selford’s, and asked his lordship if he would save him from a prosecution. The sum involved was not a very large one — £27,000; but Lord Selford was not the kind of man who would forgive such a breach of trust.

‘He fell into a rage, threatening Havelock that he would institute a prosecution, and, as a result of his fury, he suffered a stroke and was carried to bed unconscious. Dr Stalletti was immediately called in, and with the help of Elizabeth Cawler, the nurse of Lord Selford’s young son, he recovered sufficiently to repeat, in the presence of Dr Stalletti, the accusation he had made against Havelock, the situation becoming further complicated by the fact that Silva, a Portuguese gardener, was in the room, having been called in with the idea of assisting the doctor to restrain his patient in his violence.

‘Immediately afterwards Lord Selford had a collapse, from which he did not recover, and he died on November 14th, there being present at his death Dr Stalletti, Mrs Cawler, and Havelock. The writer of this note did not appear till a much later period, and at the time was ignorant of the circumstances, but he hereby agrees that he was equally guilty with all the other signatories.

‘Lord Selford had not time to change his will, by which he left Havelock his sole executor. It was Dr Stalletti (who by his signature attests) who suggested that nothing should be said about the circumstances attending his lordship’s death, or about the statements he made just prior. To this Mr Havelock agreed (as he testifies by his signature) and a plan was formed whereby Havelock should administer the estate, the bulk of the revenues being divided equally between the four people who were privy to his lordship’s accusation. The gardener, Silva, was then called in to the conference, and as he was a poor man and hated his lordship, who was a ready man with his cane if anything annoyed him, Silva agreed.

‘It was at that time the intention of the four conspirators to enrich themselves to a moderate extent from the estate during the period of Mr Havelock’s administration, and to leave it to Havelock, when the time came that he would be compelled to hand over his trust to the new Lord Selford, to straighten matters out. Young Lord Selford, however, was a boy of delicate constitution and weak intellect; and very little time elapsed before it became clear that an unexpected danger would confront the four. Mr Havelock pointed out that, if this boy was noticeably deficient, the Commissioners in Lunacy might be notified and appoint another trustee to administer the estate; and it was then decided to find a private school where the boy could be kept out of sight.

‘The choice fell upon the writer, who had had the misfortune to be punished by the laws of the country for obtaining money by misrepresentation. I was approached by Mr Havelock soon after I came out of prison, and was told by him that he was guardian of a boy of weak intellect, who, it was necessary, should be tutored in a school which had no other scholars. A very handsome sum was offered to me, and I gladly accepted the post and responsibility.

‘He was brought to me in January, 1902, and I saw at once that any attempt to instil education into this unpromising receptacle was foredoomed to failure. I had many consultations with Mr Havelock and Dr Stalletti, who was also in bad odour with the authorities, and it was at one of these conferences that Dr Stalletti put forward his theory — namely, that supposing he had a child in his care of sufficiently tender age, he could destroy its identity, not by any act of cruelty, but by suggestion or by some kind of hypnotism. Dr Stalletti’s theory was that, if the vital forces are inhibited in one direction, they will find abnormal expression in another, and it was his desire to create what he called the perfect man, strong, obedient, having no will of his own, but subservient to the will of another. To this conclusion, he said, the biologists of the world were tending, and just as the bee delegated its reproductive functions to one queen bee, so the time would come when the world would be populated by unthinking workers, dominated by a number of select brains, reared and cultured for the purpose of exercising that authority. He promised that he would destroy the identity of the young Lord Selford so that, to all intents and purposes, he would cease to exist as a human unit, without actually endangering the life and safety of the conspirators, as would be the case if the child were made away with.

‘I confess I was in favour of this scheme, but Mr Havelock was for a long time opposed, because, as he told us, he was not satisfied that the experiment would be a success. Dr Stalletti undertook, if he had a suitable subject, to prove it within three months; and after we had discussed the matter, Mrs Cawler said she would put at the doctor’s disposal one of her two nephews. Mrs Cawler herself was childless, but she had the care of two children which had been put in her charge by her dead brother, who had also left a small sum for their maintenance. The child was transferred to Gallows Hill Cottage, and at the end. of three months, though I did not see the result of the experiment, Mr Havelock told me that it had been successful and he had agreed to Selford leaving my care.

‘I had already begun to draw on the revenues of the estate, but thinking that my position might be a precarious one if the boy was taken away from me, and if I had no actual proof that others shared my guilty knowledge, I asked that a legal agreement should be drawn up and filed in some place where we could all see it at the same time, but to which nobody else had access. I further asked that a statement in which we all admitted our share of responsibility should be kept in a similar place. There were long discussions about this. Stalletti was indifferent, Havelock was worried, and it was Mrs Cawler who suggested the plan which we eventually followed.

I have told you that a tomb had been prepared for Lord Selford. It was that which had once been occupied by the founder of the house, and the door was ordered but was not in place when he died. He was, in point of fact, buried in Vault 6, the first on the left as you enter the tombs. Havelock immediately jumped at the idea. He had received the keys from the makers; the door had been hung; and there was, in the tomb itself, a place where such a document could be kept. We agreed eventually that it should take the shape which now appears.

‘It was difficult to explain to Silva, who had a small knowledge of English but a great fund of low cunning, that we were not trying to incriminate him to save ourselves. But, fortunately, I had acquired in my student days a knowledge of the Portuguese language, and was able, as will be seen herewith, to make a literal translation of this statement, which will be found on the final ten pages of the book and which has been signed by us all.

‘At the moment of writing. Lord Selford is “under tuition” at Gallows Hill, and from my own observation it seems that, both in the case of Mrs Cawler’s nephew and in that of Lord Selford, the experiment has been highly successful. Already these boys come and go at the doctor’s wish, make no complaint, and can endure even the rigours of a severe winter with the lightest clothes without any apparent discomfort. Since this first line was written, I have married Mrs Cawler, such an arrangement commending itself to Havelock and Stalletti…’

(The next few words were half obliterated by a savage black line that had been drawn through them, but Dick managed to decipher: ‘… although I had other plans for my future, I agreed.’)

‘It is extremely unlikely that our scheme will ever be detected. The Selfords are without relatives, the nearest heir to the property being a distant cousin; but he is a rich man and is unlikely to inquire too closely into the whereabouts of his lordship. Mr Havelock intends when the boy reaches a maturer age, to announce that he has gone abroad on an extensive tour.

‘To the truth of the foregoing we, the undersigned, set our hands.’

Here followed the signatures, and on the next page began the Portuguese translation of the document.
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“The Letters that Havelock showed me,” said Dick, as they were driving back to town, “were, of course, written by himself. I discovered that the day he showed me a message that he said he had received that morning from Cairo. It was written in green ink, and he had two specks of green ink on the tip of his finger. I knew before that that he was deeply involved in this case.”

“How did Cawler know that the big man was his brother?” asked Sneed. “That puzzles me.”

Dick thought the matter over.

“He may have guessed for a long time,” he said. “He’s not a bad fellow, Cawler, and I’m not going to repeat the story he told me about the scientific use of a spanner. At present the ‘locals’ think it was caused by the car in its fall, and I see no reason in the world why I should undeceive them.”

“Is your young lady’s father a very rich man?” asked Sneed innocently, but quailed before Dick Martin’s eye.

“Will you get it out of your head that Miss Sybil Lansdown is my ‘young lady’ in any respect whatever. Although her father was very rich at the time that document was written, he was a poor man when he died.”

“The girl will be rich now, though,” said Sneed.

“Yes,” replied Dick shortly.

He had an uncomfortable feeling that the change in Sybil Lansdown’s fortunes made a very considerable difference to him. He had enough money to be acquitted of any charge of fortune-hunting; but, as he argued, a girl with the immense wealth of the Selfords at her command might well hesitate to limit the possibilities of her future by…

“Anyway, I haven’t spoken a word to her about that,” he said, unconsciously answering his own thoughts.

But Inspector Sneed was sleeping peacefully in a corner of the car and did not reply.

Dick went home and walked straight into his bedroom and pulled open the door of the bureau where, one grisly night, a silent figure had crouched.

“They’ve got him, Lew,” he said quietly, and closed the door.

For, strange though it may sound, Dick’s heart was hottest against Stalletti for this one crime.

He dressed himself with unusual care, rejecting this cravat and selecting that, changing his shoes twice, and went back, not once, but half a dozen times to his dressing-table, there to manipulate a hair brush with delicate care; and at last, feeling a little hot and uncomfortable, he took a cab and was deposited at the door of 107, Coram Street. Passing up the stairs, he pressed the bell of the apartment, and almost immediately it was opened by Sybil; and the look of relief in her face when she saw him was a great reward.

“Thank God, you’re safe,” she said in a low voice. “I know that something dreadful has happened. I’ve only seen what was in the early editions. Mr Havelock is arrested — how terrible!”

He nodded.

“Mother isn’t here,” she said, and dropped her eyes. “She thought — she thought — perhaps — you would come, and that you’d like—” She did not finish her sentence.

“And that I should like to see you alone? I think I should, Sybil,” he said quietly. “Do you know you’re a very rich woman?”

She looked at him incredulously.

“Lord Selford is dead. You are the heiress-at-law,” he stated briefly, and then: “Is it going to make a big difference?”

“How?” she asked.

“I mean” — he was almost tongue-tied— “is it going to make you think differently in — the way you think of me?”

“How do I think of you now?” she asked, with a return to her old manner.

He pushed his fingers through his finely brushed hair.

“I don’t know,” he admitted lamely. And then a bright idea occurred to him. “Would you like me to tell you what I think of you?”

For answer she took him by the arm, led him into the sittingroom and, closing the door, pushed him gently into a chair.

“I should, very much,” she breathed, and sat on the arm of the chair expectantly.


The End



The Man from Morocco or Souls In Shadows (1926)


Table of Contents



I. The Black



II. The Lady of Creith



III. The Head of the Creiths



IV. A Caller at Wold House



V. The Monkey and the Gourd



VI. Hamon Tells His News



VII. Into the Storm



VIII. The Robber



IX. Mr. Hamon Loses Money



X. The Frame-Up



XI. Jane Smith



XII. Miss Lydia Hamon



XIII. At Blackheath



XIV. Caught!



XV. Joan Makes a Confession



XVI. Mr. Hamon Is Shown Out



XVII. Gentle Julius



XVIII. The Trial



XIX. The Tea Shop



XX. A Caller



XXI. A Volume of Emerson



XXII. Welcome Home



XXIII. The New Housekeeper



XXIV. Jim Learns Things



XXV. The Cablegram



XXVI. Joan Called Jane



XXVII. Mrs. Cornford’s Lodger



XXVIII. Mr. Welling Gives Advice



XXIX. A Love Call



XXX. Sadi



XXXI. Joan Tells the Truth



XXXII. Captain Welling Understands



XXXIII. The Foreign Sailor



XXXIV. The Cord



XXXV. The Letter That Came by Post



XXXVI. The Bannockwaite Bride



XXXVII. The Letter



XXXVIII. A Yachting Trip



XXXIX. The Chapel in the Wood



XL. The Lover



XLI. A Photograph



XLII. Captain Welling: Investigator



XLIII. The Man in the Night



XLIV. Murder



XLV. Wanted



XLVI. Pointed Shoes



XLVII. The Yacht



XLVIII. Mutiny



XLIX. The Man on the Beach



L. The Play



LI. The Courtyard



LII. The House of Sadi



LIII. The House in the Hollow



LIV. A Visit to the Basha



LV. The Lady From Lisbon



LVI. Captain Welling Adds a Postscript



LVII. The Ride to the Hills



LVIII. At the White House



LIX. The Face at the Window



LX. The Marriage



LXI. The Beggar Husband



LXII. The Escape



LXIII. The End of Sadi



LXIV. A Moorish Woman’s Return



LXV. The Reverend Gentleman



LXVI. A Luncheon Party



LXVII. The Return



LXVIII. The End of Hamon




I. The Black


Table of Contents


James Lexington Morlake, gentleman of leisure, Lord of the Manor of Wold and divers other titles which he rarely employed, unlocked the drawer of his elaborate Empire writing-table and gazed abstractedly into its depths. It was lined with steel and there were four distinct bolts. Slowly he put in his hand and took out first a folded square of black silk, then a businesslike automatic pistol, then a roll of fine leather. He unfastened a string that was tied about the middle and unrolled the leather on the writing-table. It was a hold-all of finely-grained sealskin, and in its innumerable pockets and loops was a bewildering variety of tools, grips, ratchets — each small, each of the finest tempered steel.

He examined the diamond-studded edge of a bore, no larger than a cheese tester, then replacing the tool, he rolled up the hold-all and sat back in his chair, his eyes fixed meditatively upon the articles he had exposed.

James Morlake’s flat in Bond Street was, perhaps, the most luxurious apartment in that very exclusive thoroughfare. The room in which he sat, with its high ceiling fantastically carved into scrolls and arabesques by the most cunning of Moorish workmen, was wide and long and singular. The walls were of marble, the floor an amazing mosaic covered with the silky rugs of Ispahan. Four hanging lamps, delicate fabrics of silver and silk, shed a subdued light.

With the exception of the desk, incongruously gaudy in the severe and beautiful setting, there was little furniture. A low divan under the curtained window, a small stool, lacquered a vivid green, and another chair was all.

The man who sat at the writing-table might have been forty — he was four years less — or fifty. His was the face of a savant, eager, alive, mobile. There was a hint of laughter in his eyes, more than a hint of sadness. A picturesque and most presentable person was James Lexington Morlake, reputedly of New York City (though some doubted this) and now of 823 New Bond Street in the County of London and of Wold House in the County of Sussex. His evening coat fitted the broad shoulders perfectly; the white bow at his collar was valet-tied.

He looked up from the table and its sinister display and clapped his hands once. Through the silken curtain that veiled the far end of the room came a soft-footed little Moor, his spotless white fellap and crimson tarboosh giving him a certain vividness against the soft background.

“Mahmet, I shall be going away tonight — I will let you know when I am returning.” He spoke in Moorish, which is the purest of the three Arabics. “When, by the favour of God, I return, I shall have work for you.”

Mahmet raised his hand in salute, then, stepping forward lightly, kissed each lapel of James Morlake’s dress coat before he kissed his own thumb, for Morlake was, by certain standards, holy to the little slave man he had bought in the marketplace of Rahbut.

“I am your servant, haj
 ,” he said. “You will wish to talk with your secretary?”

Morlake nodded, and, with a quick flutter of salaaming hands, Mahmet disappeared. He had never ceased to be amused by this description of Binger. “Secretary” was the delicate euphemism of the Moor who would not say “servant” of any white man.

Mr. Binger appeared, a short, stout man with a very red face and a very flaxen moustache, which he rapidly twirled in moments of embarrassment. Without the evidence of the neatly parted hair and the curl plastered over his forehead, he was obviously “old soldier.”

He looked at his employer and then at the kit of tools on the table, and sighed.

“Goin’ hout, sir?” he asked dolefully.

He was that unusual type of Cockney, the man who put aspirates where none were intended. Not one Londoner in ten thousand has this trick, ninety per cent. may drop an “h” — only the very few find it.

“I’m going out; I may be away for some days. You know where to find me.”

“I hope
 so, sir,” said the gloomy Binger. “I hope I shan’t find you where I’m always expectin’ to find you — in a hawful prison cell.”

James Morlake laughed softly.

“You were never designed by providence to be a burglar’s valet, Binger,” he said, and Mr. Binger shivered.

“Don’t use that word, sir, please! It makes me tremble with horrer! It’s not for the likes of me to criticise, which I’ve never done. An’ if you hadn’t been a burglar I’d have been a corpse. You ran a risk for me and I’m not likely to forget it!”

Which was true. For one night, James Lexington Morlake, in the course of business, had broken into a warehouse of which Binger was caretaker. Morlake took the warehouse en route
 to a bigger objective — there was a bank at the end of the warehouse block — and he had found an almost lifeless Binger who had fallen through a trap and had broken a leg in the most complicated manner it is possible to break a leg. And Morlake had stopped and tended him; carried him to the hospital, though Binger guessed him for what he was, “The Black” — the terror of every bank manager in the kingdom. In this way both men, taking the most amazing risks, came into acquaintance. Not that it was, perhaps, any great risk for James Morlake, for he understood men.

He selected a cigarette from the gold case he took from his pocket, and lit it.

“One of these days, perhaps I’ll become a respectable member of society, Binger,” he said, a chuckle in his voice.

“I ‘ope so, sir, I do most sincerely pray you will,” said Binger earnestly. “It’s not a nice profession — you’re hout all hours of the night … it’s not healthy! Speaking as a hold soldier, sir, I tell you that honesty is the best policy.”

“How the devil did you know that there was an ‘h’ in ‘honesty?’” asked James Morlake admiringly.

“I pronounced it, sir,” said Binger.

“That is what I mean — now, Binger, listen to me. I want the car at the corner of Albemarle Street at two o’clock. It is raining a little, so have the hood up. Don’t be within a dozen yards of the car when I arrive. Have an Oxford number-plate behind and the Sussex plate under the seat. A vacuum flask with hot coffee and a packet of sandwiches — and that’s all.”

Binger, at the parting of the curtains, struggled to express what he felt was improper and even sinful to say.

“Good luck, sir,” he said faintly.

“I wish you meant it,” said James Morlake as he rose and, catching up the long black coat from the divan, slipped pistol and tools into his pocket….

At the Burlington Street Safe Deposit, the night watchman had a stool on which he might sit in the lone long watches. It was a stool with one leg in the centre, and had this great advantage, that, if its occupant dozed, he fell. Nature, however, evolves qualities to meet every human emergency, and in the course of the years the night watchman, by leaning his elbow on a projecting ledge and stiffening his body against the wall, could enjoy a comfortable condition of coma that approximated to sleep….

“Sorry!” said a gentle voice.

The watchman woke with a start and stumbled to his feet, reaching for the revolver that should have been on the little wooden ledge.

“Your gun is in my pocket and the alarm is disconnected,” said the man in black, and the eyes that showed through the taut silk mask that covered his face twinkled humorously. “March!”

The night man, dazed and already searching his mind for excuses that would relieve him of the charge of sleeping on duty, obeyed.

The vaults of the Burlington Street Safe Deposit are underground, and for the use of the watchman there is a small concrete apartment fitted with an electric stove and a folding table. There is also a small safe built into the wall.

“In here,” said the man in black. “Face the wall and save my soul from the hideous crime of murder.”

Standing with his nose to concrete, the watchman heard the snap of a lock and the jingle of keys. In the safe were kept the pass keys and duplicates, and normally it could not be opened except by the President or Secretary of the company. The stranger seemed to experience no difficulty in dispensing with the help of these officers.

There came the thud of the room door closing, and then the turn of the key. After that, silence, except for the shrill whistle of air through the overhead ventilator. In ten minutes the visitor was back again, and the watchman saw him replace the keys he had taken, close and lock the safe.

“That is all, I think,” said the stranger. “I have stolen very little — just enough to pay for my vacation and a new car. One must live.”

“I’ll get fired over this!” groaned the watchman.

“It depends on the lie you tell,” said the mask, standing in the doorway, twirling his automatic alarmingly. “If you say that you were drugged, as the night patrol at the Home Counties Bank said, you may find people sceptical….”

“What about the hall-man?” asked the watchman hopefully.

“He is in his box, asleep … veritably doped by an ingenious method of my own,” said the intruder.

He slammed the door, and again the key turned. It seemed to turn twice, and so it proved, for when the custodian tried the door it opened readily. But The Black had gone.

Three headquarters men were at the safe deposit within a few minutes of the alarm sounding. They found the hall-keeper slowly recovering his senses and the night watchman voluble and imaginative.

“Don’t tell me that stuff about drugs,” said Chief Inspector Wall irritably. “It may go in the case of the hall-man, but you were asleep, and as soon as he turned a gun on you, you played rabbit. That’s your story, and I won’t listen to any other.”

The hall-man could offer no explanation. He was sitting in his little office drinking coffee that he had made, and that was all he remembered.

“Keep that coffee-cup for analysis,” said Wall. “The man must have been on the premises — it was easy once he doped the hall-keeper.”

The upper part of the safe deposit was let out in office suites, the ground floor and basement being the premises of the deposit. A broad passage led from the street to the vault entrance, and was barred halfway down with a heavy steel gate to which the hall-man sitting in his office on the inside alone had the key.

“The thing was simple,” said Wall, when he had finished his cross-examination. “Peters left his office and went down to see the night man. In some manner The Black got through — he’ll open any lock. After that he had only to watch and wait.”

In the early hours of the morning the secretary of the Safe Deposit arrived, and accompanied the police in a more thorough search through the inner vaults.

One little safe was unlocked. It was that which stood in the name of James Morlake, and the safe was entirely empty.
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Stephens, the butler at Creith House, read of the robbery in the morning newspaper, and, being of a communicative nature, he carried the news to his master with his morning coffee. He might have created a greater sensation had he told the guest of the house, but he disliked Mr. Ralph Hamon for many reasons, and added to his dislike was a certain uneasiness of mind. A servant may find pleasure in his prejudices only so long as they are directed toward the uninfluential. So Mr. Ralph Hamon had appeared on his first few visits to the Earl of Creith. His attitude of deference toward the head of the house, his humility in the presence of the young lady, his eagerness to please, emphasised his inferiority. But his desire to stand well with the folk of Creith House did not extend to the servants. The tips he gave were paltry or were pointedly withheld, but for this Stephens and his staff were prepared, for Mr. Hamon’s chauffeur had advertised his meanness in advance.

It was the change in the financier’s attitude toward the family that worried Stephens and caused his plump, smooth face to wrinkle in uncomfortable thought.

In the early days he had addressed the Earl as “my lord” — and only servants and tenants and tradesmen “my lord nobility.” And Lady Joan had been “your ladyship.” Now it was “my dear Creith” and “my dear young lady,” more often than not in a tone of goodnatured contempt.

Stephens stood at the long window of the banqueting hall, staring across the broad expanse of shaven lawn to the river that traced the northern boundary of the Creith acres. It was a glorious morning in early autumn. The trees held to their deep green, but here and there the russet and gold of autumnal foliage showed on the wooded slopes of No Man’s Hill. Sunlight sparkled on the sluggish Avon, the last wraith of mist was curling through the pines that crested the hill, and the tremendous silence of the countryside was broken only by the flurry of wings as a hen pheasant flew clumsily from covert to covert.

“Morning, Stephens.”

Stephens turned guiltily as he heard the voice of the man about whom he was at that moment thinking so disrespectfully.

Ralph Hamon had come noiselessly into the panelled hall. He was a fair man of middle height, stockily built, inclined to stoutness. Stephens put his age at forty-five, being inclined, for personal reasons, to discount the visitor’s slight baldness. Mr. Hamon’s large face was sallow and usually expressionless. His high, bald forehead, his dark, deepset eyes and the uncompromising line of his hard mouth suggested learning. Stephens was reminded of a hateful schoolmaster he had known in his youth. The baldness was emphasised by the floss-like wisp of hair that grew thinly on the crown, and was especially noticeable when he stooped to pick up a pin from the polished floor.

“That is lucky,” he said, as he pushed the pin into the lapel of his well-fitting morning coat. “There’s no better way of starting the day than by getting something for nothing, Stephens.”

“No, sir,” said Stephens. He had a desire to point out that the pin was somebody’s property, but he refrained. “There has been another Black robbery, sir,” he said.

Hamon snatched the paper from his hand, frowning.

“A Black robbery — where?”

He read and his frown deepened.

“The Burlington this time,” he said, speaking to himself. “I wonder —— ?” He glared at Stephens, and the stout man wilted. “I wonder,” said Mr. Hamon again, and then, abruptly: “Lord Creith is not down?”

“No, sir.”

“And Lady Joan?”

“Her ladyship is in the park. She went riding an hour ago.”

“Humph!”

Mr. Hamon’s thick nose wrinkled as he threw down the newspaper. Overnight he had asked Joan Carston to ride with him, and she had made the excuse that her favourite hack had gone lame. Stephens was not a thought reader, but he remembered hastily certain instructions he had received.

“Her ladyship didn’t think she would be able to ride, but her horse had got over his lameness this morning.”

“Humph!” said Mr. Hamon again.

He took a quill toothpick from his pocket and nibbled at it.

“Lady Joan told me that she had put somebody in one of the cottages on the estate — at least, she didn’t tell me, but I heard her mention the fact to Lord Creith. Who is it?”

“I don’t know, sir,” said Stephens truthfully. “I believe it is a lady and her daughter … her ladyship met her in London and gave her the cottage for a holiday.”

One corner of Hamon’s mouth lifted.

“Being a philanthropist, eh?” he sneered.

Stephens could only wonder at the cool assurance of a man who, a year before, had almost grovelled to the girl about whom he could now speak with such insolent familiarity.

Hamon walked slowly through the stone-flagged entrance hall into the open. There was no sign of Joan, and he guessed that if he asked Stephens which way Joan had gone, the man would either plead ignorance or lie. Hamon had no illusions as to his popularity.

If the girl was invisible to him, she saw him plainly enough from No Man’s Hill, a black against the green of the lawn. She sat astride the old hunter she rode, looking thoughtfully toward the big, rambling house, her young face troubled, the clear grey of her eyes clouded with doubt. A slim, gracious figure, almost boyish in its outlines, she watched the black speck as it moved back to the house, and for a second a faint smile trembled at the corners of the red lips.

“Up, Toby!” She jerked the rein, disturbing the grazing horse, and set his head to the top of the hill. No Man’s Hill had been disputed territory for centuries, and its right to be included within the boundaries of the adjoining estates had impoverished at least three generations of two families. The Creiths had fought their claim in the courts since 1735. The Talmers had indulged in litigation for fifty years, and in the end had died embittered and ruined. The owners of Wold House had gone the same way. Would the new owner of the Wold continue the bad work, Joan wondered? Somehow she thought he was too sensible. He had been two years in occupation and had not issued a writ, though his title deeds undoubtedly gave him that disastrous right.

Presently she stopped and, dismounting and letting the horse graze at will, she climbed the last sheer slope and came to the top. Mechanically she looked at the watch on her wrist. It was exactly eight o’clock. And then her eyes sought the bridle path that skirted the foot of the hill.

She need not have examined her watch. The man she was overlooking had ridden out of the copse at exactly this moment, day after day, month after month. A tall man who sat his horse easily and smoked a pipe as he rode.

She took the glasses from the case she carried and focussed them. The scrutiny was inexcusable; Joan admitted the fault without hesitation. It was he; the lean, aesthetic face, the grey patch at the temples, the open-throated rough shirt. She could have drawn him, and had.

“Joan Carston, you are an unmaidenly and shameless woman,” she said sternly. “Is this man anything to you? No! Are you enveloping him in a golden cloud of romance? Yes! Isn’t it vulgar curiosity and the desire of youth for mystery that brings you here every morning to spy upon this middle-aged and harmless gentleman? Yes! And aren’t you ashamed? No!”

The unconscious object of her interrogations was parallel with her now. In one hand he carried a thin, pliable riding whip with which he smoothed the horse’s mane absently. Looking neither to left nor right, he passed on, and she watched him with a puzzled frown until he was out of sight.

Mr. James Lexington Morlake was as great a source of puzzlement to the people of the country as to himself. For two years he had been master of Wold House, and nothing was known of him except that he was apparently a rich man. He most certainly had no friends. The Vicar had called upon him soon after his arrival. He had been canvassed on behalf of local charities, and had responded handsomely, but he had declined every social invitation which would bring him into closer touch with his neighbours. He neither visited nor received. Judicious enquiries were set afoot; cook talked to cook, and parlourmaid to parlourmaid, and in the end he stood disappointingly revealed as a man whose life was exemplary, if a little erratic, for nobody could be certain whether he was at home at Wold or in London. Even to his servants he did not disclose his plan for the day or the week. This eccentricity was common property.

Joan Carston mounted her horse and rode down the hill toward the path the man had followed. When she came to the track she looked to her left in time to see the battered sombrero he wore disappearing in the dip that leads to the river.

“I’m a rash and indelicate female, Toby,” she said, addressing the twitching ears of her horse. “I am without reserve or proper pride, but oh! Toby, I’d give two paper pounds sterling — which is all I have in the world — to talk with him and be disillusioned!”

She sent her audience cantering along the road, turning off through the dilapidated gate which led her back to her father’s estate. Where the main road skirted Creith Park was a limewashed barnlike cottage, and to this she rode. A woman standing in the garden waved her hand as the girl approached. She was of middle age, slim and pretty, and she carried herself with a dignity which almost disguised the poverty of her attire.

“Good morning, Lady Joan. We reached here last night and found everything ready for us. It was lovely of you to take such trouble.”

“What is work?” said Joan swinging herself to the ground. “Especially when somebody else does it? How is the interesting invalid, Mrs. Cornford?”

Mrs. Cornford smiled.

“I don’t know. He doesn’t arrive until tonight. You don’t mind my having a boarder?”

“No,” Joan shook her head. “I wonder you don’t stay here permanently. Father said you might. Who is your boarder?”

Mrs. Cornford hesitated.

“He is a young man I am interested in. I ought to tell you that he is, or was, a dipsomaniac.”

“Good heavens!” said the startled girl.

“I have tried to help him, and I think I have. He is a gentleman — it is rather tragic to see these cases, but at the Mission, where I help when I can spare the time, we see many. You are sure you won’t mind?”

“Not a bit,” laughed Joan, and the woman looked at her admiringly.

“You look pretty in riding things,” nodded Mrs. Cornford approvingly.

“I look pretty in anything,” said Joan calmly. “There is no sense in blinking facts: I am
 pretty! I can’t help it any more than you can. I’m going to breakfast with you!

“Yes, they are expecting me at Creith,” said Joan, spreading marmalade thickly on her bread. “At least, our visitor expects me. Father expects nothing but a miracle that will bring him a million without any effort on his part. The miracle has partly materialised.”

Mrs. Cornford’s eyes spoke her surprise.

“No, we’re not rich,” said Joan, answering the unspoken question; “we are of the impoverished nobility. If I were a man I should go to America and marry somebody very wealthy and live a cat and dog life until I was well and truly divorced. As I am a girl, I must marry a home-bred millionaire. Which I shall not do.”

“But surely…,” began Mrs. Cornford.

“The house, the estate, our London house, are, or were until a week ago, mortgaged. We are the poorest people in the county.”

Joan’s cool confession took the other’s breath away.

“I’m sorry,” she said gently. “It is rather terrible for you.”

“It isn’t a bit,” said Joan. “Besides, everybody here is at poverty’s door. Everybody except the mysterious Mr. Morlake, who is popularly credited with being a millionaire. But that is only because he doesn’t discuss his mortgages. Everybody else does. We sit round one another’s tables and talk foreclosures and interests and the price of corn and cattle disease, but mostly we talk about the loss the country will sustain when the improvident nobility are replaced by the thrifty democracy.”

Mrs. Cornford was silent, her grave eyes searching the girl’s face. Joan had known her a year. It was an advertisement which Mrs. Cornford had inserted in a London newspaper asking for needlework that had brought Joan to the dingy little suburban street where the woman earned sufficient to keep herself and her daughter by her quick and clever fingers.

“It is not easy to be poor,” she said quietly, and Joan looked up.

“You’ve been rich,” she said, nodding her head sagely. “I knew that. One of these days I’m going to ask you to tell me the grisly story — no, I won’t! Yes, it’s horrible to be poor, but more horrible to be rich — on terms. Do you know Mr. Morlake?”

The elder woman smiled.

“He is a local celebrity, isn’t he? I should hardly know him, but he seems to exercise the imagination of the people hereabouts. The girl from the village whom you so kindly sent here to tidy the cottage told me about him. Is he a friend of yours?”

“He is a friend of nobody’s,” said Joan. “In fact, he is so unfriendly that he must be rich. I used to think that he was going to be my prince charming,” she sighed dolefully.

“I wonder if you are really sad?” smiled the woman. “I wonder.”

Joan’s face was inscrutable.

“You wouldn’t imagine that I had a grisly past too, would you?” she asked. “Remember that I am quite old — nearly twentythree.”

“I shouldn’t imagine so,” said Mrs. Cornford, amusement in her fine eyes.

“Or a terrible secret?”

“No, I shouldn’t think that either.” Mrs. Cornford shook her head.

Joan sighed again.

“I’ll go back to my burden,” she said.

The “burden” was walking in the long chestnut avenue when she overtook him.

“I’m glad you’ve come, Lady Joan,” he said with ill-assumed heartiness. “I’m starving!”

Joan Carston wished she had waited an hour or two.
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Ferdinand Carston, ninth Earl of Creith, was a thin, querulous man, whose dominant desire was a negative one. He did not want to be bothered. He had spent his life avoiding trouble, and his deviations had led him into strange places. His “paper” was held by half a score of moneylenders, his mortgages were on the books of as many banks. He did not wish to be bothered by farm bailiffs and factors, or by tenant farmers. He could not be worried with the choice of his agents, and most of them did not bother to render him accurate accounts. From time to time he attempted to recover his heavy liabilities by daring speculations, and as he could not be troubled with the business of investigating their soundness, he usually returned to the well-worn path that led to the little moneylenders’ offices that infest Sackville and Jermyn streets.

And then there came into his orbit a most obliging financier who handsomely accepted the task of settling with troublesome banks and clamouring Shylocks. Lord Creith was grateful. Deuced grateful. He sold the reversionary rights in the Creith estates, and not only discharged at one sweep all his liabilities, but touched real money.

He was in his library, examining with interest Tattersall’s Sale Catalogue, when his guest came in unannounced.

“Hullo, Hamon!” he said without any great geniality. “Had breakfast?”

“Joan had breakfast out,” said Hamon curtly.

“Did
 she?” asked Creith, looking at him over his glasses and at a loss to continue, yet feeling that something was expected of him he added: “Did
 she?”

Hamon pulled up a chair and seated himself at the opposite side of the writing-table.

“Have you ever thought what will happen when you die?” he asked.

Lord Creith blinked quickly.

“Never thought of it, Hamon, never thought of it. I’ve been a good churchman, though the tithes are an infernal nuisance — I suppose I’ll go up to heaven with the best of ‘em.”

“I’m not thinking about your spiritual future,” said Mr. Hamon. “I’m thinking about Creith.”

“The title goes to Joan — it descends that way in our family,” said his lordship, biting the end of a penholder. “But why bother me about these details, my dear fellow? If Joan wants to preserve the estate she’ll marry you, and I’ve no objection. We’ve had some devilish queer people in our family before, and I daresay we shall go on having devilish queer people. My great great grandmother had a wooden leg.”

Mr. Ralph Hamon overlooked the uncomplimentary reference, and was not prepared to encourage a discussion on the deficiencies of Lord Creith’s ancestors.

“If Joan doesn’t want to marry me?” he said. “I suppose you’ve some influence?”

Lord Creith took off his glasses deliberately.

“With Joan? Bless your life, she doesn’t take the slightest notice of anything I say! And very properly. I’m about the worst adviser that anybody could have. She’ll do what she likes. Her dear and blessed mother was the same. Don’t bother me now, my dear good fellow.”

“But suppose Joan refuses me point blank?” persisted the other.

Lord Creith’s smile was broad and bland.

“Then, my dear boy, you’re finished!”

Hamon bit off the end of a cigar deliberately, as Lord Creith looked significantly at the door.

“You must
 have some influence, Creith,” he said doggedly. “Talk to her.”

The older man leaned back in his chair, obviously bored, as obviously resigned to boredom.

“I’ll speak to her,” he said. “Oh, by the way, that farm you wanted, you can’t have. I find that the mortgage was foreclosed by the Midland Bank a month ago, and the property has been sold to that queer fish, James Lexington Morlake. Though why the dickens he wants it—”

“Morlake!”

Creith looked up in surprise. The sallow face of Mr. Ralph Hamon was puckered, his slit of a mouth was parted in amazement and anger.

“Morlake — no — James Lexington Morlake? Does he live near here? Is he the man you were talking about the other day — you said he was an American….”

He fired the questions in rapid succession, and Lord Creith closed his eyes wearily.

“I don’t know who he is … though I mentioned his name — what is the matter with you, Hamon?”

“Nothing,” said the other harshly, “only—” He turned the subject. “Will you speak to Joan?” he asked curtly, and stalked out of the library.

Joan was in her room when the maid came for her, and short as was the space of time elapsing between the summons and the answering, Lord Creith was again absorbed in his catalogue.

“Oh, Joan … yes, I wanted to see you about something. Yes, yes, I remember. Be as civil as you can to Hamon, my dear.”

“Has he been complaining?”

“Good Lord, no!” said Lord Creith. “Only he has an idea that he would like to marry you. I don’t know how you feel about it?”

“Do you wish me to tell you?” she asked, and his lordship shook his head vigorously.

“I don’t think so — not if it’s going to bother me. Of course, you know I’ve sold everything … house, land and the place in London?”

“To Mr. Hamon?”

He nodded.

“Everything,” he said. “If you don’t marry him, there will only be the bit of money I have when I — er — step off, if you forgive the vulgarity.”

“I gathered that,” she said.

“Of course, your grandmother’s money comes to you when you are twentyfour. Happily, I haven’t been able to touch that, though I tried very hard — very hard! But those lawyers are cute fellows, deuced cute! Now what about marrying this fellow Hamon?”

She smiled.

“I thought you wouldn’t,” said her father with satisfaction. “That is all I wanted you for … oh, yes, do you know this man Morlake?”

If he had been looking at her he would have been startled by the pink flush that came to her face. But his eyes were already on the catalogue.

“Why?”

“I mentioned his name to Hamon — never saw a man get more annoyed. What is Morlake?”

“A man,” she said laconically.

“How interesting!” said his lordship, and returned to his sale list.
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James Morlake sat in the shade of the big cedar that grew half way between his house and the river. His lame fox-terrier sprawled at his feet, and a newspaper lay open on his knees. He was not reading; his eyes were fixed on the glassy surface of the stream. A splash, a momentary vision of wet silver as a trout leapt at an incautious fly, brought his head round, and then he saw the man that stood surveying him from the drive.

One glance he gave, and then returned to the placid contemplation of the little river.

Hamon walked slowly forward, his hands thrust into his pockets.

“Well,” he said, “it is a long time since I saw you. I didn’t know that you were living around here.”

Jim Morlake raised his eyes and yawned.

“I should have sent you a card,” he said lazily. “One ought to have ‘at home’ days. If I had known you were coming this morning, I’d have hired the village band and put up a few flags.”

Mr. Hamon pulled forward a chair and sat down squarely before the other, and when he spoke, it was with the greatest deliberation.

“I’ll buy this house from you — Morlake—”

“Mister
 Morlake,” murmured the other. “Let us remember that we are gentlemen.”

“I’ll buy this house from you and you can go abroad. I’ll forgive your threats and your mad fool talk about … well, you know — but you will get out of the country in a week.”

Morlake laughed softly, and Hamon, who had never seen him laugh, was astounded at the transformation that laughter brought to the sombre face.

“You are a most amusing person,” said the tall man. “You drop from the clouds, or spout out from the eternal fires after an absence of years, and immediately start in to rearrange my life! You’re getting fat, Hamon, and those bags under your eyes aren’t pretty. You ought to see a doctor.”

Hamon leant forward.

“Suppose I tell your neighbours who you are!” he asked slowly. “Suppose I go to the police and tell them that Mister
 Morlake” — he laid a sneering emphasis on the title— “is a cheap Yankee crook!”

“Not cheap,” murmured Morlake, his amused eyes watching the other.

“Suppose I tell them that I once caught you red-handed robbing the Prescott Bank, and that you blackmailed me into letting you go!”

Morlake’s eyes never left the man’s face.

“There has been a series of burglaries committed in London,” Hamon went on. “They’ve been worked by a man called The Black — ever heard of him?”

Morlake smiled.

“I never read the newspapers,” he drawled. “There is so much in them that is not fit for a country gentleman to read.”

“A country gentleman!”

It was Mr. Hamon’s turn to be amused. Putting his hand in his pocket, he withdrew a notecase, and, opening its worn flap, he pulled out a tight wad of banknotes.

“That is for your travelling expenses,” he said, as Morlake took the money from his hand. “As for your little house and estate, I’ll make you an offer tomorrow. Your price—”

“Is a hundred thousand,” said Morlake. “I’d take this paltry sum on account if it wasn’t for the fact that you’ve got the number of every note in your pocketbook and a busy detective waiting at the gate to pull me as soon as I pocketed the swag! A hundred thousand is my price, Hamon. Pay me that, in the way I want it paid, and I’ll leave you alone. One hundred thousand sterling is the price you pay for a month of quietness!”

He threw the money on to the grass.

“A month — what do you mean, a month?”

Again the big man raised his quiet eyes.

“I mean the month that elapses in this country between trial and execution,” he said.
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Ralph Hamon leapt to his feet as if he had been shot. His face was livid, his thick lips bloodless.

“You’re a liar … a damned Yankee crook! Hang me? I’ll settle with you, Morlake! I know enough about you….”

Morlake raised a hand in mock alarm.

“Don’t frighten me! My nerves are not what they were. And be a sensible man. Tell me all about yourself. I hear that you cleared half a million in Varoni Diamonds. Honestly too; which is queer. If you had only waited, Hamon! You wouldn’t be going about in fear of your life. Do you know how the natives catch monkeys? They put a plum or a date at the bottom of a narrow-necked gourd. And the monkey puts in his hand and grips the date but can’t get his clenched first through the narrow neck. He is too greedy to loose hold of the date and hasn’t the strength to smash the gourd. And so he’s caught. You’re a monkey man, Hamon!”

Hamon had mastered his rage, but his face was deadly white.

“I don’t understand you,” he said. “You’re one of these clever Alecs who like to hear themselves talk. I’ve warned you. Maybe you’re the gourd that is going to get smashed.”

“That occurred to me,” nodded the other, “but I shall be broken in a good cause. In the meantime, I shall stay at Wold House, rejoicing in my mystery and in the interest I inspire in the country bosom.”

“I’ll settle that mystery!” roared Hamon. He paused at the edge of the gravel path and raised an admonitory finger. “I give you seven days to clear,” he said.

“Shut the gate as you go out,” said James Morlake, not troubling to turn his head.

Hamon sprang into the car that he had left on the road and drove homeward in a savage mood; but the shocks of the day were not at an end.

He had to follow the main road before he reached the uneven lane that bordered the Creith estate. It was the Hamon estate now, he reflected with satisfaction. He was master of these broad acres and sleepy farms that nestled in the folds of the downs. But his mastership was incomplete unless there went with his holding the slim, straight girl whose antagonism he sensed, whose unspoken contempt cut like the lash of a whip.

To tame her, humble her, punish her for her insolence, would be a sport more satisfying than any he had followed in his chequered life. As for the man called James Morlake … he winced as he thought of that almost exact counterpart to Joan Carston.

He had turned the bonnet of his car into the lane when his eyes rested upon the whitewashed cottage behind the wooden fence, and he stopped the machine. He remembered that a friend of Joan’s had been installed here — a woman.

Ralph Hamon was an opportunist. A friend of Joan’s might become a friend of his, and if, as he guessed, she was not too well blessed with the goods of this world, he might find a subterranean method of sapping the girl’s prejudice against him.

He got down from the machine and walked back to the road and through the gateway. A red brick path flanked by tall dahlias led to the cottage door. He glanced left and right. The occupant was not in the garden, and he knocked. Almost immediately the door opened and the tall figure of a woman confronted him.

Their eyes met, and neither spoke. He was staring at her as if she were a visitant from another world, and she met his gaze unflinchingly.

He tried to speak, but nothing came from his throat but a slurred growl; and then, turning violently, he almost ran down the path; the perspiration rolling down his face, his mouth dry with fear; for Elsa Cornford had that half of his secret which the master of Wold House did not guess.
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“Wasn’t that thunder?” asked Lord Creith, and raised his hand to hide a yawn.

Joan sympathised with his boredom, for the dinner had seemed interminable.

“Sounds like it,” said Hamon, rousing himself with a start from an unpleasant reverie.

The three people had scarcely spoken through the meal. Once Lord Creith had made a pointed reference to the dullness of the country and the fun that a man of Ralph Hamon’s quality could find in town, but the financier had ignored his opportunity.

“It is
 thunder,” said Creith with satisfaction. “October is rather late for storms. I remember when I was a boy….”

He made a feeble effort to galvanise the little party into an interest which they did not feel, and ended his reminiscence almost before it had begun. And then, unconsciously, he turned the conversation to a channel which made two pairs of eyes turn instantly to his.

“I’ve been asking Stephens about this fellow Morlake. Queer fish — very queer. Nobody knows the least thing about him. He came from nowhere three years ago, bought up Wold House and settled himself as a country gentleman. He doesn’t hunt or dance, refuses every invitation that has been sent to him, and apparently has no friends. A queer devil.”

“I should say he was!”

Joan heard Mr. Hamon’s loud chuckle of laughter, and looked across at him in surprise.

“Do you know him?”

Mr. Hamon selected a cigarette from the box on the table before he answered.

“Yes, I know him. He is an American crook.”

“What!”

Joan tried to suppress the indignation in her voice, but failed, and apparently the man did not notice the implied defence of the master of Wold House.

“Yes,” said Mr. Hamon, enjoying the sensation he had created, “he’s a crook. What his real name is, I don’t know. He is one of the big men of the underworld, a cracksman and a blackmailer!”

“But surely the police know all about him?” said the amazed Creith.

“They may. But a man like Morlake, who has made a lot of money, would be able to keep the police ‘straight.’”

Joan had listened speechless.

“How do you know?” she found her voice to demand. Hamon shrugged his shoulders.

“I had an encounter with him a few years ago. He thought that he had found something about me which gave him a pull. He tried to blackmail me, and he had a narrow escape. He won’t be so fortunate next time, and the next time” — he opened and closed his hand suggestively— “is near at hand! I’ve got him like this!”

Joan sat stunned by the news. Why this revelation should so affect her she could not explain, even to herself. She hated Ralph Hamon at that moment — hated him with an intensity out of all proportion to his offence, real or imaginary. It required the exercise of every scrap of self-control to prevent her anger bursting forth, but that she exercised and listened, biting her lip.

“His real name I don’t know,” Mr. Hamon went on. “The police have had him under observation for years, but they have never been able to collect evidence to convict him.”

“But I never knew of this,” interrupted Lord Creith, “and I am a magistrate. The county police invariably speak well of him.”

“When I said ‘police’ I meant headquarters,” corrected Hamon. “Anyway, they are not the kind of people who would talk.”

“I don’t believe it!” Joan’s pent-up indignation came forth in a rush. “It is an absurd story! Really, Mr. Hamon, I am beginning to suspect you of reading sensational stories!”

Hamon smiled.

“I admit that it sounds unreal,” he said, “but there is the truth. I saw the man this morning.”

“Mr. Morlake?” asked Joan in surprise, and he nodded.

“He was pretty uncomfortable when he saw me, I can tell you, and to know that he had been recognised. He begged me not to tell anybody—”

“That isn’t true. Of course, it isn’t true,” said Joan scornfully, and Hamon went a dull red. “Mr. Morlake is the last man in the world who would beg anything from you or anybody else. I don’t believe he’s a thief.”

“A friend of yours?” asked Hamon loudly.

“I’ve never met him,” said Joan shortly. “I have seen him … at a distance, and that is all.”

There was an awkward silence, but Ralph Hamon was blessed with a thick skin, and although he had been given the lie direct, he was not particularly disconcerted, not even when, attempting to resume the discussion of Morlake’s past, Joan brusquely turned the talk into another direction. When Lord Creith had gone to his room, she walked out of the house to the lawn, to watch the lightning flickering in the southern sky, and to think free of Hamon’s stifling presence, but he followed her.

“It looks as though it will be a stormy night,” he said, by way of making conversation, and she agreed, and was turning back to the house when he stopped her. “Where did you find that woman who’s living in the gardener’s cottage?” he asked.

She raised her brows in astonishment. It was the last question in the world she expected from him.

“You mean Mrs. Cornford? Why — is she a criminal too?” she asked.

He smiled indulgently at the sarcasm.

“Not exactly; only I am interested. I have an idea that I met her years ago. I suppose she knows me, doesn’t she?” he asked carelessly.

“She has never mentioned your name, possibly because I have never spoken about you,” she said, a little surprised and her curiosity piqued.

“I seem to remember that she was a little wrong in the head. She was in a lunatic asylum for twelve months.”

The girl was surprised into laughing.

“Really, Mr. Hamon,” she said dryly, “I begin to suspect you of trying to frighten me. Such of my friends as aren’t criminals must be lunatics!”

“I didn’t know he was a friend of yours,” said Hamon quickly.

He went toward her in the darkness.

“I have already told you that Mr. Morlake is not a friend. He’s a neighbour, and neighbours, by our convention, are friends until we discover they are otherwise. Shall we go in?”

“One moment.”

He caught her by the arm, and gently she freed herself.

“That isn’t necessary, Mr. Hamon. What do you want to tell me?”

“Has your father spoken to you?” he asked.

“My father frequently speaks to me,” said the girl. “Do you mean about you?”

He nodded.

“About your wanting to marry me?”

“That’s it,” he said a little huskily.

“Yes, he did speak about it to me,” said Joan steadily, “and I told him that, whilst I was very sensible of the compliment you paid me, I have no desire to marry you.”

Hamon cleared his voice.

“Did he also mention the fact that I am virtually the owner of Creith?”

“He also mentioned that,” said the girl bravely.

“I suppose Creith is very dear to you? Your ancestors have had it for hundreds of years?”

“Very dear, indeed,” said Joan, stifling her anger, “but not so dear that I am prepared to sacrifice my life’s happiness to retain the title of mistress of Creith. There are worse things than being homeless, Mr. Hamon.”

She made a move to go, but again he restrained her.

“Wait,” he said. His voice was low and vibrant. “Joan, I am twenty years older than you, but you’re the sort of woman I have dreamt about since I was a boy. There isn’t a thing I wouldn’t do for you, there isn’t a service I wouldn’t render you. I want you!”

Before she realised what he was doing he had caught her in his arms. She struggled to escape, but he held her in a grip that could not be broken.

“Let me go — how dare you!”

“Listen!” He almost hissed the word. “I love you, Joan! I love you, although you hurt me with your damned contempt. I love your face, your eyes, your dear, slim body….”

She twisted her head aside to avoid his greedy lips. And then, from the hallway, she heard, with a gasp of relief, the voice of her father calling:

“Where are you, Joan?”

Hamon’s arms dropped, and she staggered back, breathless and shaken, horror and disgust in her soul.

“I’m sorry,” he muttered.

She could not speak; she could only point to the door, and he went in. She herself did not follow for some minutes, and Lord Creith peered at her shortsightedly.

“Anything wrong?” he asked, as he saw her pale face.

“Nothing, Daddy.”

He looked round. Hamon had disappeared through the open door of the drawingroom.

“A primitive fellow. I’ll kick him out if you say the word, my dear.”

Again she shook her head.

“It’s not necessary. Yes, he is a little primitive. If he doesn’t go tomorrow, will you take me to London?”

“I’m going to London anyway,” said his lordship with satisfaction. “Do you wish me to talk to Hamon?” he asked anxiously.

“It isn’t necessary,” said Joan, and Lord Creith went back to his study relieved, for he hated any kind of bother.
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She went straight up to her room, resolved not to risk a further interview with the man in whose eyes, even in the failing light, she had read the very deeps of human passion. She felt physically sick as she recalled those horrible seconds on the lawn, and she searched the drawer of her bureau for the key of the bedroom door, and, finding it, turned the lock — a thing she had never done before in her life. Then she sat down before her mirror, calmly to review a disturbing evening.

Predominant of the emotions which the night had called forth was the shock of the discovery about James Morlake. It could not be true; and yet Hamon would not have framed such an accusation unless it was well based.

She got up from her chair, opened one of the long windows and stepped out on to the stone balcony above the porch. The lightning was flickering whitely in the sky; there came to her ears the low roll and sustained rumble of thunder; but it was not at the sable skies she was looking. Across the park one faint yellow light showed the position of Wold House.

If all that Hamon said were true, did this strangely isolated man know that he was suspected? Ought he to be told? She uttered a little exclamation of impatience. It was madness on her part, sheer, stark lunacy to think about him. She knew him only as a figure that had often come within the focus of her field-glasses, a remarkable, an attractive face around which she had woven all manner of dreams. Nearer at hand, she would be disillusioned; and just at that moment she particularly desired that, even though she hated Hamon for sowing the first seeds of disenchantment.

She had never spoken to Morlake, never been within fifty yards of him, knew no more than servants’ gossip could tell her, or than she could imagine for herself. If Hamon had spoken the truth, then he was in danger. If it were not true, then, for his own purpose, the financier was hatching some plot which would lead to Morlake’s undoing.

She came back to the room and stared at herself in the mirror.

“I must be disillusioned,” she said slowly and deliberately, and knew, as she spoke, that she was deceiving herself.

She went to her bureau, took out a long raincoat and a little hat, and laid them on her bed.

Creith House retired early, but it was not till half-past ten that she heard the front door being locked by Stephens, and the surly voice of Mr. Hamon bid the servant goodnight as he came up the stairs on the way to his own room. She listened and heard the thud of Hamon’s bedroom door as it closed. A quarter-of-an-hour passed and the house was silent.

Once more she returned to the balcony. The light was burning at Wold House, and she made her sudden resolve. With the coat over her arm, and holding her hat in her hand, she unlocked the door and stole fearfully down the broad stairway to the hall, where a nightlight burnt. Stephens had retired; she could hear only the ticking of the big clock in the hall.

The key of the front door hung on the wall, a big and ungainly article, and she put this into her bag before she pulled back the bolts gently, unlocked the door and closed it behind her.

There would be no difficulty in finding her way. The lightning snickered and flashed almost incessantly. With a wildly beating heart she passed down the drive under the shadow of the rustling chestnut trees, through the lodge gates on to the main road.

She was being a fool, a sentimental idiot … she was behaving like a romantic schoolgirl. Reason put out a hundred hands to hold her back. Something which was neither reason nor sentiment, some great instinct more potent than any controlling force of mind or heart, sent her forward eagerly to her strange quest.

Once she shrank into the shelter of a hedge as a car flashed past, and she wondered what the neighbours would think if they had seen Lady Joan Carston hiding from observation at that hour of the night. At any rate, they would never dream that she was on her way to warn an American crook whom she did not know, and had never met, that his arrest was imminent. She reflected on this with a certain amount of grim amusement.

Presently she was walking in the shelter of the high redbrick wall that surrounded Wold House. The wrought-iron gates were closed, and she had to fumble for some time before she found the latch that admitted her. The light she had seen had disappeared; the house was in darkness, and she stood in the shadow of a tree, trying to summon up sufficient courage to go on with her self-appointed mission.

She had taken a step forward when unexpectedly the door of the house opened. A bright light glowed in the passage, and in its rays she saw silhouetted in the doorway the figure of a man, and she drew back again to the cover of the shadow. Behind the man she saw James Morlake. He was talking in a low voice, and, even from where she stood, she felt a little thrill of satisfaction that it was the voice of a gentleman.

But who was the other? In some indefinite way the figure was strangely familiar to Joan. And then:

“Feeling better now?”

“Yes, thanks.” She had to guess what the mumbled reply was.

“You will find the cottage on the road. I don’t know Mrs. Cornford, but I believe there is a lady staying there.”

“Awfully foolish of me to come here, but I went to the station bar … and time passed … and then this beastly storm came on. I’m afraid I’m rather drunk.”

“I’m afraid you are,” said Jim Morlake’s voice.

Mrs. Cornford’s lodger! The dipsomaniac. They came down the steps together, the younger man reeling a little till Jim put out his hand and steadied him.

“Awfully obliged to you, I’m sure — my name is Farringdon — Ferdie Farringdon….”

And then a flicker of lightning showed his face, white, haggard, unshaven. The girl shrank back, wild-eyed, biting her lip to arrest her scream. Gripping a bough of the laurel bush to hold herself erect, she watched them pass into the gloom. She was still standing motionless, frozen, when Jim returned alone.

She watched him go into the house, saw the door close, and still she waited. Great drops of rain were splashing down; the thunder was louder, the lightning more vivid.

She had no longer any thought of warning him. She was absorbed, transfixed by the ghost that had risen from the night. With an effort she stirred herself and ran down the drive.

She tried to open the gate, but to her horror it was steadfast. Morlake must have locked it after he had seen the other on his way. What should she do?

She moved stealthily across the lawn, but here the river barred her further movement. She could get over the wall if she knew where a ladder was to be found.

And then the front door opened again and she drew swiftly into the shadows as somebody came out. It was Morlake: she could not mistake him. He walked quickly down the path, and she heard the clang of the gate as it closed behind him. As soon as the sound of his footsteps had died down, she ran to the gate — it was unlocked, and, with a sigh of thankfulness, she passed through.

Which way had he gone, she wondered. Probably toward the village. It was hardly likely that any business would take him in the direction of Creith House, unless he was going to the cottage to make sure that Farringdon had returned.

She had not gone a dozen yards before she was wet through, for the rain was hissing down with torrential fury. The roar and crash of thunder deafened her, the everlasting flutter of blue lightning brought intervals of blindness between each flash. Up to this moment she had not been afraid, but now the terror of the storm came on her and she broke into a run, and at last came in sight of the lodge gates. She felt in her sodden bag for the key — Yes, it was there.

Quickly she passed up the avenue and had reached the end, when she stopped dead, her eyes wide open in fear. Ahead of her, not a dozen yards away, the lightning revealed the figure of a man in black, standing motionless and in her path. She could not see the face under the brim of the wide sombrero he wore.

“Who are you?” she asked shakily.

Before he could reply, there was a blinding burst of flame, a crash as though giant hands had torn a sheet of steel apart; something lifted her from her feet and flung her violently to the earth.

The man in the path stood paralysed for a second, then, with a cry, he leapt forward, and, lifting the prostrate figure, dragged her from the burning tree. A light had appeared in one of the windows of Creith House, another followed. The household was awake, and the blazing chestnut would bring them into the open.

He looked round and saw a clump of rhododendrons, and lifting the unconscious girl he carried her into the shadow of the cover just as the butler came out of the house to the porch.

Who she was the stranger did not know. Possibly some belated servant returning from the village. He did not trouble to examine his burden, and might have been no wiser if he had, for Joan’s face was smeared with the soft loam mud into which she had mercifully fallen.

Evidently nobody intended coming out to fight the flames. He heard a voice from one of the windows demanding that the fire brigade be sent for.

“‘Phone, my dear man, ‘phone! And don’t bother me till the beastly fire is out.”

It was at that moment that Joan recovered consciousness. She opened her eyes and stared wildly round. Somebody was supporting her head on his knee. Her face was wet with falling rain; above her were the swaying branches of bushes. How did she get there?

“I think you’ll be O.K. now,” said a voice, strangely muffled.

She stared up at him, recognising instantly the voice of James Morlake.

“What has happened?” she asked, and then she smelt the pungent perfume of burnt wood and shivered.

The tree under which she had stood had been struck, and by some miracle she had escaped.

“Thank you ever so much—” she began, and at that moment the lawn was made radiant with a sustained glare of lightning.

She was looking into a face that was covered from brow to chin with a black silk mask!
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“It is true — true!” she grasped, and he heard the pain in her voice and peered down.

“What is true? — please don’t shout or they will hear you.”

Trembling helplessly, she tried to regain control of her voice.

“You are
 a burglar!” she said, and heard his smothered exclamation.

“You mean … the mask? I’m afraid you saw it. One mask doesn’t make a burglar, you know, any more than one swallow makes a summer! On a wet night like this a man who wishes to keep that schoolgirl complexion would naturally protect—”

“Please don’t be absurd!”

She realised, so keen was her sense of humour, that the dignity of her tone did not exactly accord with her own deplorable situation. She was lying uncomfortably on wet grass, her face…. She hoped he could not see her face, and furtively wiped some of the mud away with the slimy corner of her raincoat, which, for some extraordinary reason, she had carried over her arm through the storm.

“Will you help me up, please?”

For answer he stooped and lifted her to her feet without any apparent effort.

“Are you staying at the Hall?” he asked, and there was something so formal and so suggestive of polite small talk about the question that her lips trembled.

“Yes — I am. Are you … were you thinking of burgling the Hall?”

She felt rather than heard him laugh.

“You won’t believe that I am not a burglar—”

“Are you?”

There was a challenge in the voice.

“Really,” said James Morlake after a while, “this situation is verging on the grotesque….”

“Are you?” she asked again, and as she expected, so he replied.

“I am.”

She would have been bitterly disappointed if he had said anything else. A burglar he might be, a liar he could not be.

“Well, we’ve nothing to burgle, Mr.—” She stopped suddenly. Did he know that she had recognised him?

“Mr. — ?” he suggested. “You said just now ‘It is true’ — meaning it was true that I am a burglar. Were you expecting a visitation tonight?”

“Yes,” she said, having none of his scruples. “Mr. Hamon said that we might be robbed.”

It was the lamest of inventions, but the effect upon the man was unexpected.

“Oh! You’re a visitor at the Hall. I beg your pardon, I thought you were … er … well, I didn’t exactly know what you were — would you mind looking straight at the house?”

“Why?”

“Please—”

She obeyed naturally and turned her back on him. Somebody was coming out to the smouldering tree. A storm lantern was swaying and the gait of the newcomer suggested a reluctance to investigate at close hand the phenomena of nature.

“It is Peters,” she said, and looked round.

She was alone; the masked man was gone.

It was easy to avoid Peters, but as she reached the corridor leading to her room, she suddenly confronted her father.

“Good God! Joan … where on earth have you
 been … you gave me a fright.”

“I went out to see the tree,” she said (she had never lied so easily in her life).

“What the deuce do you want to go out into the beastly rain to see trees for?” grumbled Lord Creith. “Let Peters see it! Your face is all muddy….”

She bolted into her room as the door of Hamon’s chamber opened and his pyjamaed figure showed.

“Something struck?” asked Hamon.

Lord Creith turned his head.

“One of your trees, my dear fellow,” he said with satisfaction. “By Jove! I only just realised that it wasn’t my tree!”

And, consoled by the knowledge that there really was nothing to justify any personal worry, his lordship went back to bed, undisturbed by the cannon of the heavens or the lightning which lit up his room at irregular intervals.

Joan’s was the only room in Creith Hall that possessed the luxury of an adjoining bathroom, and she was sufficiently feminine, as she stripped off her wet clothes, to be absorbed for the moment in the thoroughness of her soaking to the partial exclusion of all thoughts of her adventure.

She came back to the problem of Mr. Morlake as she sat in bed nursing her knees and watching through the open window the passage of the storm. The chestnut tree was smoking and the lightning gave her a glimpse of two brass-helmetted men gazing impotently at the ruin. The village fire brigade was, in point of costume, an exact replica of its great metropolitan model. It was only on the minor point of efficiency that it fell short.

Had Morlake recognised her? It was very doubtful. She had never met him, and she guessed that he was so incurious as to the identities of the people of Creith House that he was genuine when he mistook her for a visitor. Who did he think she was? A servant, perhaps.

“Now I think you are thoroughly and completely disillusioned, Joan Carston,” she said soberly. “Your wonder-man is a burglar! And you can only be interested in burglars if your mind is morbid and unwholesome and your outlook is hopelessly decadent. Let this be a lesson to you, young woman! Concentrate upon the normalities of life.”

So saying, she got out of bed, and, craning her neck, looked across the park toward Wold House. The tiny light was burning. Mr. Morlake had returned home.

Sighing thankfully, she returned to bed, and she was sleeping soundly when James Morlake stepped from the concealment of the rhododendrons and, crossing the lawn, slipped the edge of a small jemmy under the bottom of a window that looked into the dark entrance hall.
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Joan came down early, intending to breakfast before Mr. Hamon was up. She had nearly finished her healthy repast when Hamon burst into the room, and he was not pretty to see. He wore his socks, a pair of trousers from which the braces were hanging, and a vividly striped pyjama coat. His unshaven face was dark with anger as he glared round.

“Where’s Stephens?” he roared, and then, realising that neither his tone nor appearance was in harmony with the requirements of good breeding, he said in a more subdued voice: “Excuse me, Lady Joan, but I’ve been robbed.”

She had risen to her feet and was looking at him, wide-eyed.

“Has somebody stolen your shoes and coat?” she asked, and he flushed.

“I only just discovered it — the robbery, I mean. Somebody broke into my room last night and took a wallet with three thousand pounds! It was that dog Morlake. I’ll fix him! I’ve given the swine his chance—”

“It is a pity that the robber did not also steal your vocabulary, Mr. Hamon,” said the girl coldly.

She was far from feeling the indifference she displayed. Then Morlake had come back after all! She felt a sense of grievance against him—he had deceived her. She examined her mind, after the spluttering Hamon had disappeared, in search of a more sympathetic audience, for some intelligent reason for her grievance. The deception lay in the light which showed in the window of Wold House, she decided, though James Morlake might not have been responsible for its appearance. From the confusing evidence offered by the victim, by Peters, and reflected by Lord Creith, it appeared that, at some hour in the early morning, a person unknown had forced an entrance through one of the windows which flanked the hall door; that he had entered at least two rooms (Joan gasped as the possibility flashed across her mind that hers might have been one, and was unaccountably piqued to learn that the second room was an empty room next to Mr. Hamon’s); that he had taken, from underneath the pillow which supported the unconscious head of Ralph Hamon, a leather wallet containing between £3,000 and £4,000 in banknotes, and added the indignity of unloading the revolver which lay on a table by the side of Mr. Hamon’s bed; the cartridges were discovered in the grounds.

“My dear good man,” said Lord Creith, visibly bored by the fourth recital of Ralph Hamon’s loss, “it is a simple matter to convey to the bovine constabulary which is at present tramping over my flower beds that you suspect this Morlake person. As a magistrate, I shall be happy to issue a warrant for his arrest, or, what is more important, the search of his house. If he has stolen your money, it will be discovered in his possession.”

“I don’t want to do that,” said Hamon, sourly. “There is no proof other than my word.”

“But I thought you said that the police had him under observation?” Joan ventured to say, though at the thought that she was assisting in the arrest of her burglar she went hot and cold.

“Not exactly under observation,” admitted Hamon; “but there are men who know about him — men at headquarters, I mean. My friend, Inspector Marborne, has been shadowing him for years. No, I’m not going to hand the case over to the local police — they’d only bungle it. Besides, a man of Morlake’s character is too clever to have the stuff in the house. I’ll go over and talk to him.”

He looked savagely across at the girl as the sound of her soft laughter came to him.

“I’m so sorry,” she said apologetically, “but it does sound silly, doesn’t it, for the robbed to argue with the robber? I know such things happen in books, but you don’t seriously mean that you will go to him and tell him you suspect him?”

“I think all this talk about our neighbour is romantic nonsense,” said Lord Creith, energising himself to take an interest in the matter. “The whole thing is so simple: if he’s a burglar, and you know he’s a burglar, have him arrested. If he doesn’t happen to be a burglar, but is an innocent country gentleman, as we are all agreed he seems to be, then, of course, you’re liable to very severe damages in any action at law which he may bring. Anyway, it was foolish of you to carry so much money about with you, my dear man! Three thousand pounds! Great heavens! What are banks for?” he looked at his watch. “I am going up to town in half-an-hour. I won’t offer you a lift, because my machine can only hold two people comfortably in ordinary circumstances and one person, uncomfortably, when Joan is travelling. My dear, will you try to keep your baggage down to half-a-dozen trunks and as few hat-boxes as possible?”

“You’re going to town?” said the other, disappointed. “I thought you were staying for the rest of the week.”

“I told you on Monday I was going to town,” said his lordship, who had done nothing of the sort. “There is a sale at Tattersall’s tomorrow which I must attend; and Joan has an appointment with her dentist. You may stay on if you wish; don’t let me interfere with your plans.”

“When will you be back?” asked Hamon.

“In about a month,” said Lore Creith.

Ralph Hamon decided that he also would go to the metropolis, and hinted that his own car was big enough to take the whole party. The hint was neither seen nor heeded.

“That’s over,” said Lord Creith, with a sigh of relief, as the car turned out of the lodge gates to the post road. “Hamon is a very admirable person, but he’s inclined to get on one’s nerves.”

He screwed an eyeglass in his eye as they approached Wold House.

“That is the home of our maligned neighbour, isn’t it, Joan? Never seen the fellow: what is he like?”

“Oh, just an ordinary, inoffensive-looking man,” said Joan lamely.

“Is he now?” said his lordship, interested. “That is very suspicious. I never like inoffensive-looking men.”

At that moment the chauffeur jammed on his brakes. A car was coming out through the gates of Wold House, a long, black machine, the sole occupant of which was Mr. James Morlake. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw the danger and brought his machine perilously close to the ditch on his left as Lord Creith’s car shot past.

“Narrow squeak, that,” said his lordship comfortably. “Our man was, of course, in the wrong: he should have sounded his horn. So that is Mr. Morlake, eh? I don’t agree with your description, my dear. A more offensive-looking person I have never seen. From the scowl on his face he might have been a murderer.”

“I was talking of him as a man,” said Joan calmly, “not as a motorist.”

A savage howl from a siren behind brought the Creith car to the near side of the road, and the snaky black machine shot past them, its driver looking neither to the right nor to the left.

Joan knew the type of car: it was a high-powered Italian machine, and one of the costliest in Europe. Evidently Mr. James Morlake spared no expense in the pursuit of his nefarious calling.
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Divisional Inspector Marborne came from his chief’s office, closed the door behind him gently, and was whistling to himself as he walked down the stone stairs of police headquarters. Even his friend and associate, a detective sergeant of many years’ standing, was deceived.

He followed his superior into the street, and in the comparative quietude of the Thames Embankment, asked eagerly:

“Was it O. K.?”

“It was not
 O. K.,” said the other carefully. “It was as near O. K. as makes no difference. In fact, Barney, the Pure Police movement has spread so thoroughly that I was as near to being asked to turn in my coat as ever I’ve been. The old man said that he had proof that I’d been taking ‘quieteners’ from Bolson’s gambling house in Upper Gloucester Place, and gave me the number of the notes that Big Bennett paid me for tipping off his brother that he was going to be ‘pulled in.’ I’m booked for retirement, and so are you — the old man said he knew that you were in it.”

Sergeant Barney Slone winced, for he had tastes which would make living on a pension a painful proceeding.

“There is one chance, and only one, and I’m going to take it,” said the inspector. “I hate depending upon men like Lieber and Colley, but they are our long suits. Bring them up to my apartment for a bit of dinner tonight.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to get The Black,” said Inspector Marborne, and his subordinate stopped in his walk and stared at him.

“Get him — how?” he asked incredulously.

But the inspector was not prepared to explain.

“I know him — at least, I think I know him — if I don’t, a friend of mine does. It will be the biggest thing I’ve ever done, Barney.”

For more than five years The Black, so called because he wore clothing of funereal hue, had been the bugbear of London. No strong room was invulnerable to the attack of this skilful and single-handed burglar. Banks and safe deposits had been the sole objects of his attention — a fact which had added considerably to the difficulties of the police.

Curiously enough, the extent of The Black’s depredations was never known. His hobby was to rifle private boxes and safes where respectable men hid up the items that would seriously challenge their respectability if they were dragged to the light of day. Some men hid money that way, forgoing the interest that might accrue for the sake of having at hand a nest egg against a stormy day when their worst fears were realised. Naturally, these were vague about their losses, often denying that they had lost anything of value. The Black was obviously a student of human nature, and robbed well, and it was a fact that, in the course of five years, though twentythree burglaries stood to his discredit, there was no definite charge of stealing a definite sum which might pass the scrutiny of a Grand Jury.

At five o’clock that afternoon, Mr. Marborne called at 307 Grosvenor Place, where Ralph Hamon had his London residence. Marborne was a type of policeman to be found in every city of the civilised world. Graft is not the canker of any particular police force: it is a disease which makes its appearance, and will continue to appear, wherever lowly and unscrupulous men rise to positions of authority. Wherever easy money is available, there will be found men ready and willing to take the tempting prizes of dishonesty without any thought of their responsibilities or their treachery to the causes they represent.

Hamon was writing letters when the detective was shown into the drawingroom. He rose and greeted the visitor effusively.

“Come right in, Marborne. I’m glad to see you. You got my letter?”

“Yes, I had it this morning,” said Marborne, depositing his hat on the floor and seating himself carefully. “Three thousand pounds you lost, eh? I suppose you’ve got the numbers of the notes?”

“Yes, I have the numbers, but that won’t worry him. You know how easy it is to pass stolen money; and when you’re dealing with an expert like The Black, I don’t think it’s worth while building any hope of catching him through the notes.”

Further conversation was interrupted by the arrival of the servant with a large silver tray and the refreshment which was essential to Marborne’s comfort.

“You’re sure it was The Black?” asked the detective, when his host had carefully closed and locked the door behind the servant.

“Certain.”

“Why didn’t you report it to the local police?” asked Marborne curiously. “It would have been a simple matter to have got a search-warrant — you were staying with Lord Creith, and he’s Chairman of the Quarter Sessions.”

Hamon shook his head.

“That isn’t the way. I had no evidence but my suspicion. You don’t suppose for one minute that we should have found the stuff in Morlake’s house, do you? No, that course was suggested by Lord Creith himself, but I didn’t proceed with it, because” — he leant forward, and lowered his voice— “that would have spoilt the scheme I spoke to you about a month ago.”

The detective pursed his lips dubiously.

“It’s going to be a pretty hard job to frame up a charge, and it’ll cost you a bit of money, Mr. Hamon. I have been thinking it out, and though I know the very men for the work, it will mean spending money freely.”

“Spend to the limit,” said Hamon violently, “but get him! He’s in London — I suppose you know that?”

The detective nodded.

“Yes, I’ve ‘tailed him up’ as far as it’s possible. I’ve got a friend of mine, Sergeant Slone, on the job, but it hasn’t been easy. Our code doesn’t allow a man to be ‘tailed’ unless an official report has been made against him to the police, and I’ve had to get Slone to work in his spare time.”

“Any work done for me will be paid for,” said Hamon a little impatiently. “Have you got the scheme worked out?”

The inspector nodded.

“There is a house on Blackheath,” he said, “owned by a retired Colonial officer. He is a rich man, and has a wonderful collection of antique jewellery. There are only his wife, his daughter and three servants in the house, and I’ve got a man who could crack it in about five minutes. It wouldn’t be so easy to get the jewellery, because that is kept in a safe, but there’s no need to worry about touching the stuff. The thing is to get him to the house, and to leave enough evidence to catch your man. The real difficulty is going to be to break down any alibi that he may have. It is useless pulling him in for a burglary at Blackheath if he can prove that at the time he was in his club.”

“Can you bring him to Blackheath by any means?” asked the interested Mr. Hamon.

The detective nodded.

“That is what I’m working for,” he said, “but it will require a whole lot of manoeuvring. Morlake lives in a sort of Oriental flat in Bond Street and has two servants — a Moor named Mahmet — he’s travelling a lot in Morocco — and a valet named Binger, who is a pensioner of the 14th Hussars. Binger doesn’t live on the premises: he lives with his wife and family in the Blackheath Road — that’s why I chose Blackheath. Usually, when Morlake’s in town, Binger comes down to Blackheath by one of the all-night cars that run on the southern route. Sergeant Slone has become friendly with Binger, who doesn’t know, of course, that Slone is a police officer. Every attempt he has made to get Binger to talk about his boss has been useless so far. I’m perfectly sure he knows a lot more about Morlake than he tells. But he’s as dumb as an oyster the moment the conversation turns round to James Morlake.”

“How is this going to help you?” asked Hamon.

“It’s going to help me a lot,” said the inspector deliberately. “Morlake is fond of this man, and when he was ill, about two years ago, he used to go down every day in his car to Blackheath Road and bring him fruit and books, and had his own doctor attending him. Sometimes Binger comes home early, and the next night this happens we’ll work the frame-up. Can you get anything of Morlake’s — a handkerchief, a pocketbook — ?”

Hamon shook his head.

“No,” he said shortly. “I have never been into his house.”

“That is unfortunate, but it isn’t absolutely necessary. I’ll have his initials engraved on a pocket-knife — it’s easier to prove that you own an article than it is to prove you never owned it! It’ll cost a bit — as I say, it’s going to be a costly business.”

Mr. Hamon took his notecase out, and passed across the table a sum considerably in excess of Marborne’s wildest anticipations.

With this money in his pocket, and a corresponding sense of elation in his soul, the detective strolled out to join the waiting Slone. He had reason for gratification, since the plan, if successful, would not only make him a comparatively rich man (supposing Hamon kept his promise), but would wipe out the memory of a number of very ugly incidents that had disfigured his official career, and would inevitably qualify him for promotion if The Black were convicted.

Slone was waiting for him on the corner of the street.

“Did he drop?” he asked, and Inspector Marborne frowned.

“I wish you’d get out of that vulgar way of talking, Slone,” he said severely. “My friend gave me a little money for expenses, but I don’t want you to think that he’s the Bank of England. I’ve got a hundred for you on account, which I’ll give you when we get to my flat. You told Colley to be there?”

“He’s been waiting all the afternoon,” said Slone. “Lieber hasn’t turned up — but he’s slow, being Dutch. What is the big idea?”

“You’ll hear about it,” said the other cryptically.

Colley proved to be an undersized, wizened man whose face had been not the least of his misfortunes. For, to the evidence which had been produced against him from time to time in various courts of law, there was added the unflattering testimony of a face in which “criminal” was written so unmistakably that the most sentimental of jury-women was ready to convict him before the evidence was through.

He was waiting on the pavement opposite the detective’s lodgings, and followed the two men through the door. In Mr. Marborne’s snug sittingroom he took the cigar that was offered him with an ingratiating smile.

“The sergeant said you wanted to see me, Mr. Marborne,” he said. “I got a bit of a fright at first, because I thought you wanted me for that Mill Hill job. If I never move out of this room alive, I’m as innocent—”

“Shut up about the Mill Hill job. I know who did it,” said Marborne. “I’ve got some work for you, Colley.”

The face of the thief fell.

“I don’t mean honest work,” said the detective, “so don’t get alarmed! Now listen to this, and listen very carefully. There’s a friend of mine who wants to have a little joke with somebody. You needn’t worry about the joke being on you, because it won’t be.”

He explained carefully in detail just what was required of Colley, and as he listened, the man, who at first was alarmed, began to see daylight.

“You want me to get in and get out again quick: is that it?”

“Not too quick,” corrected Marborne. “I shall want you to make a bit of a fuss. Let ’em see you, you understand?”

Colley pulled a wry face.

“If this fellow’s a Colonial, maybe he’s got a gun, and if he sees me before I see him, there’ll be some one-sided shooting. It’s a fine joke, Mr. Marborne, but it don’t amuse me as much as a good Chaplin film.”

It took an hour of solid talking to persuade Colley that the danger was negligible and the reward so munificent that he need not work again for a year. In the end he was persuaded, and it was arranged that he should be within call for the next week. When the interview was over, Mr. Marborne went forth to what he knew would be the most difficult of his tasks, and with him went a Mr. Lieber, a belated arrival on the scene.

“I may not want you, Lieber, but you can wait around in case I do. You know Morlake?”

Mr. Lieber, who was stout, shook his head, for he needed all his breath to keep pace with the long-striding detective.

“You can’t mistake him, and anyway, I’ll be with you to point him out.”

“Is he a crook?” wheezed Lieber.

“He’s a crook, and I want an identification — the same as you got for me in the Crewe case. A handkerchief, a pocketbook, papers — anything. But I may not need you. Here we are — wait on the corner and follow me when I come out.”

Binger opened the door to the caller and eyed him suspiciously, for, although Marborne was unknown to the valet, there was a something “official” in his manner which the old soldier instantly recognised.

“I don’t know whether Mr. Morlake is hin or whether he’s hout,” he said. “If you wait a bit I’ll see.”

He closed the door in his visitor’s face and went into the big Oriental room where James Morlake was reading.

“He says his name is Kelly, sir, and maybe it his and maybe it hain’t.”

“What did he say his business was?” asked Morlake, closing his book.

“He said he’d met you in Morocco some years ago, and had only just found your address.”

“Show him in, will you?” said James Morlake after a moment’s thought, and Mr. Marborne, strolling into the big room, took in its beauty with an admiring glance.

“Sit down, Mr. Kelly. I have no chairs, because I have no visitors — perhaps you will sit on the divan.”

Marborne seated himself with a little smirk.

“It is a long time since I met you, Mr. Morlake. I suppose you don’t remember me dining at your table at the Cecil, in Tangier, some ten years ago?”

“I have a dim recollection,” said Morlake, eyeing his visitor carelessly.

“I was travelling for a hardware firm,” said Marborne glibly, and all the time he was speaking he was casting his eyes around, trying to find some little article by which his man might be identified on some future and vital occasion. “I don’t know whether you trouble to keep chance acquaintances in your mind, but I have a very pleasant recollection of our meeting.”

“I remember you now,” said Jim Morlake; “though you have altered a little since I saw you last.”

Mr. Marborne looked up at the carved ceiling.

“Beautiful bit of work there; they couldn’t do it in this country, or any other,” he said. “You’ve got a lovely place. Nobody would imagine, walking on Bond Street, that there was a real Moorish room within half-a-dozen paces.”

He had found what he needed: it lay in the shadow at the back of the stationery rack — a small leather folder on which he could see, even at that distance, three initials. It was too small for a pocketbook, and he guessed it to be a little stamp case until, nearer at hand, he saw that it held a clip of flat matches.

Rising from the divan, he strolled across the room until he stood opposite the watchful man, his hands resting on the desk. Presently:

“I have no business whatever to interrupt a busy person like you,” he said, “but I thought, as I was in London for a day, I’d give you a call. It was not inconvenient, I hope?”

His fingers had touched the match case and closed over it. To slip the little leather folder into his pocket was unnecessary: it was so small that he could palm it.

“I’m always glad to see my old Moroccan friends,” said Jim. “Won’t you have a drink, Mr. Kelly?”

“No, thank you,” said Kelly. “I won’t occupy any more of your time. I was told that you didn’t live in town — that you had a house somewhere in Sussex.”

“Yes, I have a house in Sussex,” said Jim quietly.

By this time the match case was in the detective’s pocket.

“If you’re ever in Liverpool, look me up — John L. Kelly,” said Marborne, as he put out his hand. “You’ll find me in the telephone directory — 943 Lime Street. I’m very glad indeed to have met you again, Mr. Morlake.”

Jim took the hand and watched his visitor as he strolled towards the curtained hallway.

“Oh, by the way,” he said, as the man reached the curtain, “you might be good enough to leave my matches behind — I may want them.”

Marborne stared and started.

“Your — your matches?” he stammered.

“Yes, they’re in your right-hand trousers pocket, Inspector,” said Jim, hardly looking up from the book he had opened.

“I have no matches,” said Marborne loudly.

“Then you have used them, and I will take the case,” said Jim. “And, Inspector, if you give me any trouble, I shall call up headquarters and tell your chief something about the gentleman who runs a receiver’s business in Marylebone Lane. You get a rake-off of ten per cent., I am told — I am sure the excellent Commissioner does not know that.”

Marborne’s face twitched and he changed colour. He opened his mouth to speak, but thought better of it, then, taking the case from his pocket, he flung it on the ground.

“Thank you,” said Jim gently.

The man’s face was dark with rage, as, stung by the cool contempt of the other, he turned.

“I’ll get you one of these days, Morlake,” he quavered in his fury. “You’ll not get away with it all
 the time!”

“And you won’t get away with my matches any
 time,” said Jim, and, to Binger, who had appeared in the opening between the curtains: “Show this gentleman out, and see that he doesn’t take my umbrella from the hall-stand.”
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When the door had closed upon the infuriated policeman, Binger hastened back to his employer.

“That man was a detective,” he whispered hoarsely.

“I know that,” said Jim, stifling a yawn. “He stole my matches — what other proof was needed, Binger?”

“What did he come here for, sir?” asked Binger in agitation.

“To find out all about me, and apparently to get a light for his cigar. He knows all he’ll ever know. Don’t worry your head about him, Binger.”

“Them fellows are as hartful as monkeys,” said the valet.

“Hartfuller,” agreed Jim, “but not much. A monkey isn’t clever at all: get that into your nut, Binger. He’s the most stupid of all the lower animals.”

“Are you going out tonight, sir?” after a pause.

“No, I’m staying in tonight. You may go home early to your wife and family — I suppose you have a family?”

“Yes, sir, I’ve two boys in the Harmy,” said Binger proudly.

Jim Morlake nodded.

“I don’t think I shall want you for anything more. Tell Mahmet to bring me coffee: I shall be working late tonight.”

When the man had gone, he laid down his book and began slowly to pace the big room, his hands clasped behind him, a faraway look in his eyes and a frown upon his handsome face. He heard the thud of the door as Binger went home, and a few seconds later the little Moorish servant came in, bearing a tray with the paraphernalia for coffee-making.

Jim watched him idly, and when the man’s task was finished and he had salaamed his way out of the room, he walked to the divan, and stooping, lifted the top that came up like the lid of a box. In the cavity beneath was a small steel safe lying on its back. He fitted a key in the lock and, pulling up the door, took out a large bundle of banknotes. For half an hour he was sorting them into their various denominations. When he had finished, he counted the bundles carefully, enclosed them in various envelopes, on each of which he wrote a different name and address, which he took from a pocket diary which he carried in his waistcoat pocket. This done, he replaced all the envelopes in the safe, closed and locked it and replaced the “lid” of the divan.

He looked at his watch: it was half-past eleven. He did not feel tired; the book he had been reading was very dull, yet no outside amusement attracted him.

He sat down again to consider the problem of Marborne’s visit. Marborne, in his simplicity, had imagined that he was unknown, but in truth there was not a detective holding any rank in the headquarters police whose face James Morlake did not know.

Why had he come? Why had he been guilty of so paltry a theft? Jim had not seen the matches go, but he had known they were on the desk and when the detective had walked to the table he had observed the palming. What was the object, he wondered — he could supply half-a-dozen solutions, none of which was wholly convincing to himself.

He got up and passed through a narrow arched doorway into a smaller room, furnished with a bed and a wardrobe. He would go out, he decided, and changed his shoes. He was opening the door of the flat when he saw a letter on the floor. It had evidently been pushed through the slot, and, picking it up, he saw that it had been delivered by hand. It was addressed in pencilled writing to “Mr. Morelake,” and it was marked “Urgent.”

Tearing open the envelope, he read the few scrawled lines it contained, and reading, he frowned. Presently he folded the letter, put it back in its envelope and slipped it into his pocket.

“Mahmet, did you hear anybody outside?” he asked when the servant had come in response to his signal.

“No, effendi — not since the secretary went. I was in the hall then.”

Morlake took the letter from his pocket.

“This was not here when you let Binger out?”

“No — there was nothing.”

The letter must have been delivered while he was changing his shoes.

Restoring the scrawled warning to his pocket, he went out on the stone landing. His flat was the only residential apartment in the building, the lower floors being offices, the ground floor a couturière’s
 establishment. Usually at this hour of the night the caretaker, the only other person in the building at night, was to be found smoking in the small entrance hall, but tonight he was absent.

As Morlake came into the street, Inspector Marborne, standing in the shadow of a door, tapped his companion on the shoulder.

“There’s your man, Lieber,” he said.

The pickpocket nodded and walked across the road, following the tall man, who was moving at a leisurely pace toward Piccadilly. As he reached the corner, Morlake stopped and looked left and right irresolutely as though he were undecided which way he should go. At that moment a stout little man, walking rapidly, came into violent collision with him.

“Steady, my friend,” said James Morlake, recovering from the shock.

“Excuse me,” mumbled the little man, and went on his way at the same furious rate, Jim Morlake looking after him with a glint of amusement in his eyes.

Inspector Marborne was waiting for the thief at the corner of Air Street, and as the little man turned into that deserted thoroughfare, Marborne fell in at his side.

“Well?” he demanded.

“I got something,” said Lieber, putting his hand in his pocket. “There’s no handkerchief or case in his pocket, but I got a letter.”

Impatiently the inspector tore it from his hand and, halting beneath a street standard, examined the prize.

“It is addressed to him all right,” he said. “Now, Mr. Morlake, I think I’ve got you.”

He pulled out the letter and read it. Lieber watching him, saw his mouth open in horrified amazement.


Dear Mr. Morlake
 [the message ran], Ralph Hamon employs a police officer named Marborne, who is laying a trap for you.


It was signed “Jane Smith.”

“Who the devil is Jane Smith?” gasped Marborne.

This was the identical question that James Morlake was asking himself at that moment.
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The detective turned from his examination of the letter to glower at his companion.

“You’re a fine thief, Lieber!” he snarled. “Is this all you could get?”

Lieber’s puffy face fell.

“Ain’t it enough, Mr. Marborne?” he asked, aggrieved. “You said ‘Get a letter,’ and I got it.”

“You got it all right,” said the other grimly. “Oh, yes, you got it!”

He stuffed the letter into his pocket and left his gaping agent staring after him.

Little things amuse, but they also distress little minds. The discovery that his association with Hamon was known to “Jane Smith” worried him horribly — it worried him more because he was so deeply committed to the plot that it was impossible to go back. The scheme must be carried through, but first he must make sure of his ground. He hailed a taxi and drove to Grosvenor Place. The servant who admitted him, and who knew him, said that Mr. Hamon was out.

“Will you see Miss Hamon?” asked the man.

“Miss Hamon? — I didn’t know there was a Miss Hamon,” said Marborne in surprise.

The butler might have explained that the visits of Miss Hamon to London were few and far between, and he could have supplemented the information that, rare as they were, the household of 307 Grosvenor Place would have been delighted if they were even rarer. For Lydia Hamon was that type of young woman (and the type was not exclusively confined to the young) who, having risen to affluence from the borderland of poverty, lived in a state of perpetual fear that their superiority to the rest of the world was not being duly recognised.

“Oh, yes, Mr. Hamon has a sister — she lives in Paris.”

Lydia certainly lived in Paris. She had a small apartment on the Bois and a very highly-polished coupé that was driven by a Japanese chauffeur in a rosered livery. She studied art in a genteel way, knew many old Royalist families and spoke French to her own satisfaction.

Leaving Marborne in the hall, the servant went into the drawingroom, closing the door behind him. It was a little time before he reappeared to beckon the visitor forward.

Lydia Hamon was pretty and thin. Her hair, a dull red, was bobbed in the French manner and bound by a filet of bronze-coloured ribbon. Her arms, otherwise bare, were encircled by bracelets that flashed and glittered in the light of shaded wall brackets. She turned her dark eyes languidly in the direction of the detective as he entered, and the thin eyebrows arched inquiringly. Otherwise, she made no attempt to greet the visitor, nor did she rise from the couch on which she was lying.

Marborne, a susceptible man, was struck dumb by what he regarded as her unearthly beauty. The green evening gown, the dull gold of dainty shoes and silken stockings, the delicate hands that shaded her eyes as though his coming had introduced a new brilliancy into the room, were all parts of the charm which momentarily overwhelmed him.

“You want to see my brother?” she drawled (she actually said “brothah,” and the gentility of the intonation took his breath away).

“Yes, miss, I have a little business with him.”

She looked at the diamond-studded watch on her wrist.

“He will be back very soon,” she said. “I know nothing about business, so I’m afraid I can’t help you. Won’t you sit down, Mr. Marlow?”

“Marborne,” murmured the detective, seating himself gingerly on the edge of a chair. “I haven’t had the pleasure of meeting you before, Miss Hamon.”

She inclined her head, signifying her regret that this pleasure had not been his.

“I live mostly abroad, in my dear Paris,” she said. “Life there is so different, so real! London, with its commercialism and absence of soul, frightens me.”

Inspector Marborne, who was not a classy talker, felt it was a moment to suggest that the efficiency of the London police force was such that nobody need be frightened, but happily, before she could lead him again out of his depth, Hamon came in.

“Hullo, Marborne!” he said anxiously. “What is wrong?” He glanced at the reclining figure on the sofa. “You’ve met my sister? Lydia, this is Mr. Marborne, a friend of mine and an officer of the Metropolitan Police.”

“Really?” She raised her eyebrows again, but, to Marborne’s disappointment, did not seem particularly impressed.

“We’ll go up to my den,” said Hamon, and he hustled the detective from the room before the impressionable Marborne could begin taking leave.

Behind the closed doors of Hamon’s room, the inspector told his story.

“Let me see the letter,” said Hamon.

He studied it under the light of the table lamp, his lips pursed, his eyebrows gathered in a frown.

“Jane Smith? Who the dickens is Jane Smith?” he muttered.

“Is there anybody who knows about — about this matter?” asked Marborne.

“Nobody. I mentioned it to my sister, but to no other soul.”

At first astonished, Marborne was a little perturbed.

“I wish you hadn’t mentioned it to anybody, Mr. Hamon,” he said.

“I haven’t,” said the other impatiently. “I did no more than tell Lydia that I’d got a scheme for settling with Morlake. One thing I’ll swear — that the writing isn’t Lydia’s, and anyway, she doesn’t know the man, and would not write to him if she did. Is this all you’ve got?”

“It is all that is necessary,” said Marborne airily. “I’ve got the scheme so well fixed that it isn’t necessary we should have anything of Morlake’s. The envelope will be found — any clue that leads us to Morlake is sufficient.”

He did not tell of the visit he had paid, feeling that it was hardly the moment to confess a fresh failure.

“When are you going to do the job?” asked Hamon.

Marborne shrugged.

“It depends entirely upon circumstances. I hope to fix it this week,” he said. “You need have no fear. I can get enough evidence to convict him, and once he’s pinched, it will be easy to search his flat and his house in Sussex. Why didn’t you have him arrested in the country? It would have been an easy matter to have got a search-warrant—”

“Don’t ask dam’ fool questions,” said the other impatiently. “Let me know when you’re taking him, and I’ll be on hand to furnish the etceteras.”

When the detective had gone, Hamon went down to his sister.

“Who is that man?” she asked, yawning undisguisedly. “You always seem to have such queer people at your house, Ralph.”

“Why did you come over?” he asked.

“Because I’m short of money. I’ve bought the loveliest little statuette — a genuine Demetri; and I’ve been losing a terrible lot at cards. One must keep one’s end up, Ralph.”

He looked at her without speaking.

“Besides, I’ve promised to spend a weekend with dear Lady Darlew. She has an awfully nice boy at Eton—”

“Now listen to me, Lydia,” interrupted Hamon. “When I started making money, you were serving in a West End bar, earning enough to keep body and soul together, and I’d like you to remember that fact. I’m not made of money, and I’m not going to increase your allowance. You forget these friends of yours who have sons at Eton, and remember that you were serving bad drinks at Lembo’s Dive.” He saw the fury in her eyes, but went on.

“The time is rapidly approaching when you are going to earn your keep, my girl.”

“What do you mean?” she asked. She was no longer the languid child of fashion, but stood before him, her hands on her hips, her voice harsh with anger. “Do you expect me to go back serving drinks whilst you’re making tens of thousands? I’ve helped you, Ralph, and don’t forget it! You haven’t forgotten Johnny Cornford, I hope, and what I did for you there?”

His face went a shade paler.

“You needn’t talk about Johnny Cornford or anybody else,” he said roughly; “and don’t go up in the air, because I’m talking to you for your good. I shall want your help, I tell you. Marborne’s got a big idea of catching Morlake, and if we can’t catch him one way he’s got to be caught another, and you’ve got to do it.”

“Oh, I have, have I?” she sneered. “And what do I get for it? The same as I got out of the Cornford business — nothing!”

“I got nothing, either,” he said quickly.

“That is a lie! Oh, you needn’t scowl at me, Ralph: I’m not afraid of you! I heard that tale about Cornford before. Nothing!”

“I got nothing, I tell you,” he said loudly. “It was the biggest disappointment I ever had. If the luck hadn’t run for me, I’d have been down and out. I never had a penny of Cornford’s money.”

There was a brief but ominous silence, and then she asked:

“What am I to do with this Morlake? Is he to be jollied along? Has he any money?”

“Stacks of it,” said the other tersely, “but it isn’t his money I want.”

She raised her thin eyebrows.

“You must be pretty well off not to worry about his money,” she said, and asked again: “What am I to do?”

“It depends entirely on how well Marborne’s plan goes,” said her brother. “We needn’t discuss it till then.”

“What is he like?” she asked. “This Morlake?”

He went out of the room and came back with a photograph, which he handed to her, and she looked at the picture with a calculating eye.

“He’s rather nicelooking,” she said. “Who is he?”

“I’d give a lot of money to know,” snapped Hamon. “Don’t ask questions, Lydia. All I want to know from you is: is he the type of man that you could make up to if it paid you good money?”

She looked from the picture to her brother.

“That type, and any type,” she said briefly.
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It was on a Friday night, and a thin film of fog lay over the City, the forerunner of those dense mists which in a month’s time would make the town uninhabitable.

Jim Morlake had finished the light dinner which the Moor had served, and was reading the evening newspaper with the air of one who hoped to find something amusing in its pages, but had very little expectation of his hopes being realised. Binger had gone home earlier than usual, with instructions not to return for three days, for that night Morlake intended returning to Wold House, and his suitcase awaited him in the hall. He could have gone earlier, but the fog had been unusually thick that afternoon, and he was waiting for it to disperse. The car was at the door, and, putting down the newspaper, he walked to the window, pulled aside the heavy curtains and looked out.

“I think I will go now, Mahmet,” he said, and at that moment the telephone bell rang sharply.

He took up the instrument, and a strange and excited voice called him by name.

“Is that Mr. Morlake?… I am speaking from Blackheath. Binger has been knocked down by a motorbus and has been taken to 12 Cranfield Gardens. Can you come at once?”

“Is he badly hurt?” asked Morlake quickly.

“He is not expected to live,” was the answer. “I am Dr. Grainger.”

Jim only waited long enough to discover the exact location of Cranfield Gardens, and a few minutes later he was driving at full speed in the direction of Blackheath. The fog in the south of London was thicker than he had anticipated, and progress was slow, but it cleared at New Cross and presently disappeared altogether, and he looked up into an unclouded sky, in which the stars were twinkling frostily.

Lieber, watching the flat, saw the car depart, and, hastening to a public telephone booth, gave a number. It was Marborne who answered him.

“He’s gone,” said Lieber breathlessly. “Went away at five minutes past ten.”

“Is he alone?”

“Yes, driving his own car. And he looked to be in a hurry.”

Marborne hung up the telephone receiver, paid the proprietor of the little Greenwich restaurant, in which he had been waiting for an hour for the news, and hurried out to where Slone and Colley were waiting for him.

“There is no time to be lost, Colley. Get into that house just as quickly as you can.”

“It’s early yet, Mr. Marborne. They won’t be in bed,” protested Colley.

“The whole house goes to bed at nine,” said the other impatiently. “Do you think I haven’t made sure of that?”

The car that had been hired for the night carried them to Blackheath, and at the corner of Cranfield Gardens Colley received his instructions.

“You’ll get through the pantry window and up to the first floor. If you like to smash one of the glass cases where the jewellery is kept, you can. Now there will be no risk, Colley. As soon as you’ve done your work and got the family aroused, get out. You haven’t any time to spare.”

The burglar slunk away into the darkness, and the uncomfortable Slone interrogated his superior.

“It’s crude, inspector. He’ll never fall into a trap as open as that,” he said. “He’ll go straight to his servant’s house and he’ll find him at home.”

“I tell you he will come straight here. I could tell by his voice, when I called him up, that he is worried about Binger.”

The two men walked rapidly down Cranfield Gardens and turned into a gateway.

“I can hear the sound of a car coming up the hill,” said Marborne suddenly. “Get into the shadow of the steps.”

“I don’t like it,” growled Slone. “It’s too easy, I tell you. It can’t go right—”

“Shut up!” hissed the other. “Here is the car.”

Turning from Blackheath Hill, Jim Morlake stopped the machine and alighted. No. 12 was the fourth house from that end of the street he had entered, a high-fronted, sombre house, showing no sign of light. He had unlatched and passed through the wooden gate before the absence of the red light which usually advertises a doctor’s house occurred to him, and he walked back to inspect the gate posts to make sure. Yes, it was No. 12. Hesitating no longer, he walked up the path and mounted the stone steps. As he did so, he heard, from inside the house, a shot and the thump of heavy feet in the hall, and drew back.

And then there came to him instinctively an understanding of his danger, and he flew down the steps. Two strides he took in the direction of the gate, and something struck him. He half turned, dazed and semiconscious, and again the blow fell and everything went dark.

When he recovered consciousness, he was lying on a hard wooden form, and a man was doing something to his head. He opened his eyes, and in the dim light of the cell in which he lay he saw a bearded figure fixing a bandage.

“Lie down,” said the doctor authoritatively, and Jim obeyed.

It was
 a cell: he had recognised the character of the apartment the moment he had opened his eyes. How had he got there, and what had happened? Then he remembered the blow that had struck him down. His head was throbbing painfully; he had an uncomfortable feeling of restriction about his hands, and, looking at them, he saw that they were clipped together with handcuffs.

“Why am I here?” he asked.

“I daresay the inspector will tell you all about it,” said the doctor as he pinned the ends of the bandage and stepped back to admire his handiwork.

“Oh, he will, will he?” said Jim dully. “Well, I should very much like him to come and give his explanation. How is Binger?” He smiled faintly. “I suppose the Binger story was a fake? The inspector to whom you refer is Inspector Marborne?”

“You’d better ask him,” said the diplomatic doctor. “He will be here in a few minutes.”

He went out, and the cell door clanged on James Morlake. With some difficulty he raised himself to a sitting position and took stock of his unhappy state. Mechanically he put his hand in his pocket: it was empty. He tried another with a similar result. His watch and chain had gone, his cigarette-case, everything he had possessed had been taken from him.

He was very much alert now; he even forgot the physical pain he suffered.

There was a click of a lock, the cell door opened, and Marborne came in with a smile of triumph on his face.

“Well, Morlake, we’ve got you at last!”

“I ought to have given you those matches,” said Jim coolly; “and really, if I’d known that you had taken such a fancy to them, Marborne, that you would waylay and rob me, I’d have saved you the trouble.”

“I don’t know what you mean about matches,” said Marborne brusquely. “All I know is that we’ve caught you with the goods. You know my name?”

“I know your name,” nodded Jim. “You’re Inspector Marborne.”

“I am Inspector Marborne,” said the man in his best official manner, “and I shall charge you with burglariously entering No. 12 Cranfield Gardens last night. I shall further charge you with being in possession of a loaded revolver and housebreaking implements. I shall further charge you with breaking and entering the Burlington Safe Deposit on the seventeenth of this month, and still further with breaking and entering the Home Counties Bank on the twelfth of August.”

He paused.

“Don’t let me interrupt your curious recital,” said Jim. “You will also caution me that anything I say may be used in evidence against me. That is your duty, you know, inspector, but you omitted the customary caution.”

The detective was scrutinising him keenly.

“You’ll be interested to know that I’ve also arrested your accomplice, Jane Smith,” he said, and Jim chuckled.

“I’m delighted! I should very much like to see Jane Smith. And have you arrested our friend Hamon too?”

The detective smiled indulgently.

“None of that, Morlake,” he said. “You know I’ve not arrested Mr. Hamon. What charge could you make against him?”

Jim was silent for a moment, and then:

“Wilful murder,” he said quietly; “and I should charge you with being an accomplice after the fact.”
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For a time the police officer did not recognise the significance of Jim’s charge.

“What do you mean?” he asked roughly. “Wilful murder!”

“As to how much you know of the matter I have yet to learn, Marborne,” said Jim Morlake quietly. “But on the day I catch Hamon it will go pretty hard with you
 !”

“When you catch Hamon — are you pretending to be a policeman too?” asked the other sarcastically.

“I’m not even pretending to be a policeman. I have never sunk so low,” said Jim.

The detective stooped down and pulled him to his feet.

“You’re coming out to see a few of the jiggers that were found on you when you were arrested,” he said, and pushed him along the corridor to the charge room.

On the station sergeant’s desk was a variety of articles. There was a black silk mask, the eyeholes of which, as Jim saw with a professional glance, had been newly cut; an automatic pistol, a complete set of housebreaking tools, a small acetylene blowlamp, a tiny rubber case containing six phials, and three small skeleton keys.

“Are these supposed to be mine? Where did I carry them — in my waistcoat pocket?” he asked.

“Some were in your coat pocket, some were concealed under the cushion of your car,” said the detective. “You admit these are yours, I suppose?”

“I admit nothing. The only thing I can’t see, which really belongs to me, is a gold watch and chain, which I presume you have confiscated for personal use. There was also a little money — some sixty-five pounds — which isn’t visible. Are those also your personal perquisites, Marborne?”

“I’ve got the money and the watch in my desk,” said the station sergeant. “You don’t make your case any better by bringing charges against this officer, Morlake.”

“Perhaps I don’t,” admitted Jim after a moment’s thought.

He held up his manacled hands.

“These are not exactly necessary, are they, sergeant?”

“I don’t think so.”

The sergeant took down a key from behind his desk, and unlocking the handcuffs, removed them. In charge of the gaoler, Jim was removed to the cell.

Joan Carston was at breakfast at Lowndes Square, reading the morning newspaper, when Hamon was announced, and with a groan she put down the journal and glanced pathetically across to her father.

“Bless the man! Why does he come at this hour of the morning?” he demanded irritably. “I thought we should be free of him for a month or so?”

He was not in a pleasant frame of mind. The horse he had backed for the long distance handicap at Newmarket had been struck out overnight, and he was not unnaturally annoyed.

“We shall have to see him: let us get it over,” said Joan, resigned.

Ralph Hamon’s manner was both brisk and cheerful: in fact, the girl had never seen him quite so bright as he was, as he pranced into the diningroom — the description was hers.

“I have some very interesting news for you people this morning,” he said, almost jovially, as, without invitation, he pulled out a chair and sat down to the breakfast table. “We’ve got the devil!”

“Good business,” murmured his lordship. “I hope you will fasten the customary chains to his legs and cast him down into his jolly old pit.”

“Which particular devil are you talking about, Mr. Hamon?” asked the girl, with a sinking of her heart.

“Morlake. He was caught red-handed last night, burglaring a house at Blackheath.”

She jumped to her feet.

“You don’t mean that!” she gasped. “Mr. Morlake … oh, no, it isn’t true!”

“It is delightfully true,” said Hamon. (She thought he smacked his lips.) “He was caught red-handed in the act of breaking into the house of a man who has a collection of antique jewellery. Fortunately, two police officers who have had him under observation for some time had shadowed him, and took him just as he was running out of the house, having been disturbed in his work by the owner, a Colonel Paterson.”

Lord Creith took off his glasses and stared at the other in amazement.

“You mean James Morlake, our neighbour?” he asked incredulously.

Hamon nodded.

“I mean The Black, the cleverest burglar we’ve had in this country for years.”

Joan had sunk back to her seat: the room seemed to be swimming. Hamon was telling the truth; there was no mistaking the exhilaration in his voice.

“Of course you caught him,” she said at last, speaking slowly as though to herself. “You said you would, didn’t you?”

“I didn’t exactly catch him myself,” said Hamon, loth to relinquish the credit, “but I must confess that I was able to give the police a great deal of useful information. And by the way, Lady Joan, my sister is giving herself the pleasure of calling on you to-day.”

“Yes?” said Joan absently. “Oh, yes, you have a sister in Paris. I’m afraid I shan’t be at home this afternoon.”

“I thought you wouldn’t be, so I told her to call this morning. You’ll like Lydia: she’s a good girl, though I’m afraid I’ve spoilt her a little. But she’s one of the best.”

“When will Mr. Morlake come for trial?” she asked, dismissing the existence of Lydia Hamon.

“He’ll come up this morning for the preliminary hearing, and then I suppose he’ll be remanded, and next week he’ll be committed for trial. You’re interested in him, aren’t you? Well, it is only natural that you should be. These rascals have a certain romantic interest, even for the more law-abiding.”

“Not every rascal,” she answered instantly. “I know some who are the most uninteresting creatures it is possible to meet!”

She had recovered her poise, and Lord Creith, who knew his daughter remarkably well, detected what Mr. Hamon had failed to notice — a certain gentle malignity in her voice, and writhed at the memory of past encounters with his daughter that had left him a little limp.

“Has he any friends? I mean, is there anybody who would bail him?”

“No bail would be allowed,” answered Hamon promptly. “Having got the fellow, it is hardly likely that the police are going to risk his bolting, especially as he put up a tough fight before he was captured.”

“Was he hurt?” she asked quickly.

“He got a blow or two,” said Hamon, with a careless shrug, and her eyes did not leave his.

“You know a great deal about this: I suppose they ‘phoned you up and told you, as you were interested?”

“I only know what I read in the newspapers,” said Hamon quickly, and he saw her lip curl.

“It is not in the newspapers,” she said. “It happened too late last night to be in the morning Press.”

She got up from the table and walked out of the room without another word.

“Joan takes a tremendous interest in this fellow,” growled Hamon.

“Why shouldn’t she?” demanded Lord Creith, beaming at him. “I think he’s immensely interesting. By Jove, I wish I’d known he was a burglar! I’d have gone to him and found an easier way of making money than selling my poor old Creith, lock, stock and barrel. Where will this interesting criminal come up for trial?”

“At Greenwich Police Court,” said the other.

“Greenwich!” said Lord Creith, as though Greenwich Police Court were the last place in the world he would have imagined the man would be brought for judgment.

It was near mid-day when a gaoler called his name, and Jim Morlake walked through an open door into the large court and was guided to the steel pen. The court was crowded, and the reporters’ bench, designed to hold three uncomfortably, held half-a-dozen young men in agony, whilst an army of Pressmen overflowed into the public benches.

Brief evidence of the arrest was given; a hint was offered that new and more startling charges would be produced at the next hearing, and the police, represented by their official lawyer, asked for a remand — a course which Jim’s attorney mechanically opposed, though his opposition was overruled.

“On the question of bail, your worship—” began the defending counsel, but the magistrate shook his head.

“There can be no question of bail,” he said.

And here there occurred an unexpected interruption. A tall, lean man stepped, without invitation, to the witnessbox and handed his card to the magistrate’s clerk.

“This gentleman” — he looked over his glasses at the wondering Jim— “is a neighbour of mine, and I am particularly anxious that he shall have every facility for preparing his defence.”

“I am extremely sorry, Lord Creith,” said the magistrate, “but in these cases, where the police oppose bail, as I understand they do, we cannot deviate from the rule of the court.”

Jim went back to his cell wondering what on earth had induced this distinguished-looking old man, whom he knew by name, and whose home he had once burgled, to come forward and, in order to serve a man he did not know, court the publicity which many of his class so intensely disliked.
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Joan read, with as great astonishment, the account of her father’s interposition in an evening newspaper, and when he came in to dinner that night she was waiting for him in the hall.

“Really, Daddy, you’re a most wonderful person,” she said, kissing him. “Did you see him?”

“I saw him,” admitted Lord Creith, in whom any demonstration of affection on the part of his daughter produced a sense of discomfort, “and quite a nicelooking fellow he is, Joan.” He shook his head. “The police say he’s a most dangerous rascal. You’d never dream it to see him. To tell you the truth” — he looked round and lowered his voice— “our friend Hamon is infinitely more criminal-looking! And for heaven’s sake, don’t repeat my words, Joan. The last time I said something unpleasant about Hamon, you blurted it out in the middle of dinner, and I had to lie myself blue to save my face.”

Joan had successfully avoided meeting Miss Lydia Hamon that morning, and was hopeful that so inexcusably rude had she been in her failure to keep an appointment, that the girl would not call upon her. At any other time she would have been curious to see what type of individual a sister of Ralph Hamon would be. To-day one thought and one subject absorbed her.

The two hours before dinner Lord Creith ordinarily devoted to what he described as a siesta, and Joan usually occupied that period in dealing with her correspondence. She was in no heart to write to-day, and less in a mood to entertain visitors, so that Peters’s announcement that Lydia Hamon had called wrung from her a sigh of despair.

“Ask her to come up,” she said, and braced herself to be polite.

Her first feeling, on seeing the visitor, was one of surprise. Lydia had many accomplishments, not least of which was an exquisite taste in dress, and so fragile and sweet she looked, as she came into the drawingroom, that Joan found it difficult to believe that the girl could claim any relationship with the unprepossessing Mr. Hamon.

“I’m so sorry I have interrupted you,” drawled the visitor, with a glance at the writing-table, which Joan had hastily littered with notepaper in preparation for an excuse to cut the interview short. “I called this morning; Ralph said you would be expecting me, but you were out.”

Joan murmured her apologies, wondering what was the urgency of the business which brought the girl at this unconventional hour to make her call.

“I am only in London for a few days, and I simply had to see you,” said Lydia, as though supplying an answer to the question uppermost in Joan’s mind at that moment. “I live in Paris. Do you know Paris very well?”

“I know it a little. It is not my favourite city,” said Joan.

“Really!” Those arched eyebrows of Lydia’s rose. “I can’t understand anybody not loving Paris: it is so delightful to people of taste.”

“Then my taste is deficient,” said Joan almost good-humouredly.

“No, I didn’t mean that.” The girl hastened to correct any possibly bad impression. “I think one lives
 there. Do you know the Duc de Montvidier? He is a great friend of ours.”

She rattled off the names of a dozen noble Frenchmen without Joan discovering one in whom she might claim to have an interest, let alone an acquaintance.

“Ralph tells me he has bought your place in Sussex,” said Lydia, playing with the handle of her parasol and looking past the girl. “It is a beautiful place, isn’t it?”

“Yes, it is lovely,” said Joan quietly.

“I think it is such a pity,” cooed Lydia, “the old place passing out of your possession, which has been in your family for hundreds of years — it must be a great blow to you. I told Ralph that I wondered he had the heart to take possession.”

“He hasn’t taken possession yet; he doesn’t so long as my father is alive,” said Joan, beginning to understand the reason for the visit.

“Oh, yes, I know. I wasn’t thinking about your father, I was thinking about you more particularly. And I know Ralph thinks about you a great deal.”

Lydia looked under her eyelashes at the expressionless face of her hostess.

“Ralph worries very much. He is awfully kind-hearted. Very few people understand him. To the average everyday person, Ralph is just a money-grabbing Englishman with no soul above commerce. In reality, he is tender and kind and the most loyal of friends.”

“He ought to make some girl a good husband,” said Joan, leaping instantly into the breach.

The reply took Lydia aback. It was so abrupt a declaration of all that she meant to hint, that she lost her place in the narrative she had so well rehearsed.

“That is what I think. Honestly — though perhaps you will think it an impertinence of me to say so — Ralph is a prize worth winning.”

“I don’t know why you should think it an impertinence,” said Joan, “since I am not a competitor for the prize.”

A spirit of mischief was in her — the devil which on occasions caused Lord Creith great uneasiness of mind.

“You see, I couldn’t very well marry your brother — to put the matter very plainly.”

“Why not?” Lydia was betrayed into asking.

“Because I’m already engaged,” said Joan. “In fact, the engagement is such a long-standing one that I shouldn’t like to break it off.”

“Engaged!”

It was evidently news to Lydia, and inwardly she grew angry with her brother that he had not added this information to the important details with which he had furnished her.

“Yes, I’m engaged.”

“But you wear no engagement ring?” said Lydia.

“An engagement ring is not necessary when two hearts are in unison,” replied Joan smugly.

“My brother doesn’t know.”

“Then you have some news to tell him,” said Joan.

Lydia had risen and was twirling her parasol awkwardly, being at a loss now as to how the interview could be terminated with the least possible delay.

“I’m sure I hope you will be happy,” she said tartly, “but I think it is the greatest mistake in the world for a girl of your breeding to marry somebody without money. And of course, if he had any money, he wouldn’t have allowed Ralph to have bought your father’s estate.”

“Such marriages sometimes turn out badly,” said Joan sweetly, “but one hopes this particular match — which is a love match into which the sordid question of money has never intruded — will be an exception.”

The object of the girl’s visit was now explained. Her chagrin, her confusion, the undisguised annoyance in her face and mien told Joan all that she wanted to know.

“Perhaps you will change your mind,” said Lydia, holding out a limp hand. “Ralph is the sort of man who is not easily put off anything he wants. He is a very good friend and a very bad enemy. There is a man who is kicking his heels in a prison cell who knows that!”

She saw the flush dawn in Joan’s face, but misunderstood the cause.

“I don’t know why people in prison should amuse themselves by kicking their heels,” said Joan coldly; “and in all probability Mr. Morlake is quite cheerful.”

“You know James Morlake?”

Joan met the dark eyes of Lydia Hamon and held them. “I ought to,” she said slowly. “I am engaged to him.”
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The Earl of Creith came down to dinner in the carefree mood which an afternoon nap, for some mysterious reason, invariably induced, and over the coffee Joan described her interview.

“Good heavens!” said his lordship, for the moment aghast. “What a thing to say!”

“I had to shock her,” said Joan in justification.

“Shock her! But, merciful Moses! there were other ways of doing it, Joan. You could have told her that the wine at Creith was corked — as it undoubtedly is — or that the roof leaked — which it does. Why tell her that you’re engaged to be married to a — a sort of burglar? You’re not, are you?” he asked suspiciously.

“I’m not. I don’t even know him.”

“H’m!” said her father, puckering his forehead. “Suppose this gets into the papers? ‘Peeress Engaged to Burglar,’ or ‘Earl’s Daughter to Wed Notorious American Cracksman on His Release from Prison,’ eh? How do you think he’d
 like it?”

Joan opened her mouth in consternation.

“I never thought of that!” she gasped.

“After all,” said the Earl, deriving infinite satisfaction from the knowledge that for once he was master of the situation, “after all, he may have his feelings. Burglars may consider themselves a cut above the new poor—”

“Please don’t be absurd, Father! Who would tell him?”

“Anyway, it was a foolish thing to do, because this Hamon man will be coming round and bothering me about it. And nobody knows better than you, Joan, that I hate being bothered.”

“You can tell him you know nothing about it — which is true. You can also say that I am my own mistress, which is also true.”

The old man gulped down his coffee.

“Perhaps he won’t come,” he said hopefully, but he had not risen from the table when Ralph Hamon’s loud knock announced his arrival.

“I’m not in!” said Lord Creith hastily. “Tell him I’m out. Joan….”

He made a hasty and somewhat undignified exit.

She walked into the drawingroom to find a fuming Hamon stalking up and down the carpet. He spun round as she opened the door.

“What is this story that Lydia tells me?” he stormed.

The change in him was remarkable. At the best he was an unpleasant-looking man — now she shuddered to see him. His jaw was outthrust, his eyes blazed with anger.

“So you know Morlake, do you? — you’re Jane Smith!” he pointed an accusing finger at her, and her calm nod seemed to infuriate him.

“Joan, I’ve told you before — I tell you again that you are the only woman in the world for me. I will have you — and nobody else. I’d kill him and you too rather! If this is true, I’ll never leave him till he’s dead!”

She did not flinch, and in her quiet disdain the tortured man thought her never so beautiful. Slim and white, a fragile thing of youth, with her child face and the figure that was nearly woman. His hands went out toward her instinctively, but she did not move.

“I know a dozen men who would take you by the collar and throw you out of this house if they knew a half of what you said.”

Her voice was steady: she showed no trace of that agitation which he expected.

“If I am misinformed—” he began huskily.

“You are. It was a stupid joke on my part to tell your sister that I was engaged, but I disliked her so; she was so horribly common with her affectations and her talk of the aristocrats she knew — such a feminine edition of you, Mr. Hamon. I could imagine her screaming at me, as you have been screaming. A wretched virago shrieking me down.”

She had left the door open as she came in, and Peters, she knew, was in the hall.

“Peters,” she called, and the butler came in. “Show Mr. Hamon out; he is not to be admitted either to this house or Creith.”

Peters bowed, and, his eyes upon Ralph Hamon, jerked his head to the door.

It was one of the happiest moments of his life.
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Colonel Carter, of the Criminal Investigation Bureau, took his cigar from his mouth in order to smile the more comfortably.

“My dear Welling, you are romantic, and because you are romantic you ought to have been a failure. Instead of which, by some mysterious dispensation of providence, you are a very successful detective officer. Romance plays no part in our work; there is nothing romantic about crime. A is a thief, with peculiar but well-known methods; B is a stolid, unimaginative police officer who, called into a case of burglary, larceny, anything you like, finds that the crime has been committed by somebody who employs the methods of A. Perhaps A makes a hobby of forcing kitchen windows, or using chance-found ladders, or is in the habit of taking a meal after the robbery is committed. Anyway, there are characteristics of A. So B arrests him, and generally he is right. You, on the other hand, would find, in the remnants of a stolen meal, proof that the robber was starving and would look for a hungry-looking, left-handed man!”

Julius Welling, Chief of the 8th Bureau, sighed. He was an elderly, white-haired man with a sad face and a trick of rubbing his nose when he was embarrassed.

“You’ve won through, heaven knows how,” mumbled Carter through his cigar. “Maybe it is luck — maybe inspiration.”

“You have omitted all the possibilities of genius,” said the other gently.

In the service which he had adorned for thirty-five years they christened him “Gentle Julius.” His rank was equivalent to a Chief Constable, for every promotion that could come to a successful police officer had been his, and on the rare occasions that he wore a uniform, his decorations ran in three straight rows from buttons to shoulder.

Jackson Carter and he had entered the service on the same day, the former an office man with a peculiar gift for organisation, the other so immersed in his study of men and women that he scarcely noticed the passing of the years that brought him so much honour.

“As I say, you’re a romantic old dog,” said Carter, on his favourite theme, which was very nearly his only recreation, the baiting of his lifelong friend. “Though I admit — and this is very handsome of me — that your dreamings have sometimes led you to queer results.”

Julius Welling smiled with his eyes.

“Where will my present dream lead me to?” he asked.

“To failure,” said the other seriously. “We’ve got The Black — there is no doubt about it. I wish somebody else than Marborne had got him, for I had sharpened the toe of my right boot for him, but there is the luck of the game; Marborne has caught him. We have all the evidence we want. Apart from the fact that he was taken in the act, the burglar’s kit and gun we found on him, a whole lot of stuff has been discovered in his flat in Bond Street. A parcel of money marked with the stamp of the Home Counties Bank — —”

“I could get that by applying to the Home Counties,” murmured Mr. Welling.

“A cash box buried in his garden—”

“Why should he bury a cash box in his garden?” asked the other plaintively. “Only amateur crooks do that sort of thing.”

“Well, how did it get there?” asked the exasperated Carter.

Mr. Welling rubbed his nose thoughtfully.

“It may have been planted there to get a conviction,” he suggested. “Marborne caught Shellman, the banknote forger, that way.”

The chief stared at him.

“Do you mean it was a frame-up?” he asked, and Welling nodded.

“The particular charge on which he was convicted was faked. I’ve known it for some time. Shellman, of course, was a forger, too clever to be caught. The charge on which he went down for ten years was undoubtedly framed for him, and Marborne did the framing.”

“That is news to me,” said the other with a frown.

“As to this Morlake man,” Mr. Welling advanced his views with characteristic timidity, “doesn’t the story he tells sound rather fishy? He says that his servant was ill — the servant lives at Blackheath, remember. He comes to the house and is suddenly bludgeoned. Taken unawares and bludgeoned — and he is supposed to carry a gun! He comes to burgle a house and leaves his car at a corner of the street with all the lights on, when there is a lane not half-a-dozen yards away where the car could be hidden? He is supposed to have broken in at the back of the house, where there is a garden and an easy wall that would get him into open country, and yet he escapes by the front door! He ‘shows fight’ — how? Never forget that he has a loaded pistol, yet he ‘shows fight’ to such purpose that Marborne has to take his ‘stick’ to him. What was his gun doing all this time?”

Colonel Carter shook his head.

“The story of the telephone call is a lie—”

“On the contrary it is true,” said old Julius, almost apologetically. “The New Cross exchange heard the message. They were testing junction lines because a subscriber had reported a fault, and the engineers happened to be listening in on this particular junction when the call went through.”

Colonel Carter opened his eyes.

“You’ve been working on this case?” he said. “You’re not tailing The Black?”

Gentle Julius shook his head.

“I’ve been tailing Marborne,” he said, more gently than ever. “You see, Jack, the chief holds about the same views as you concerning the inspector, and he put me on to see that he came to no harm. And the man who called up Morlake and told him the tale about the injured servant was the inspector. I want Marborne’s coat for my exhibition of ex-officers’ uniforms. And, Jack, noth’n’s more certain than that I’ll have it!”

“And what about Morlake?” asked Carter.

Gentle Julius spread out his lined hands in a gesture of indifference.

“They may convict him or they may not,” he said; “but one thing I can tell you, and it is this. James Lexington Morlake is The Black, the cleverest bank smasher we’ve seen in twenty years. I’ve proof and more than proof of that, Jack.”

He pursed his lips and his white brows met in a prodigious scowl.

“Ten years ago,” he said, speaking with more than his ordinary deliberation, “the Haslemere police picked up a dying sailor on the Portsmouth Road.”

“What on earth are you talking about?” demanded the startled Carter.

“I’m talking about The Black,” said Welling, “and why he’s a burglar—get that in your mind, Jack — a dying sailor with his life hammered out of him, and not a line or a word to identify him; a dying sailor that sleeps in a little churchyard in Hindhead, without a name to the stone that is over him. Ain’t that enough to turn any man burglar?”

“You love a mystery, don’t you, Julius?” asked his irritated friend, when Welling rose.

“Mysteries are my specialty,” said Julius gently.
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The Central Criminal Court was crowded on the second and last day of the trial, when James Lexington Morlake came up the stairs that led into the large and roomy dock. The white court, with its oaken panels, was pleasing to Jim’s discriminating eye; the scarlet and crimson of the judge’s robes, the velvet and fur of the Sheriff’s, the gold and red of the City Marshal — they harmonised perfectly.

The judge carried in his hand a tight bouquet of flowers and laid them on his desk. It was a far cry from the days of those foetid courts when the judges carried disinfecting herbs, and an act of grim necessity had been translated through the ages into a pretty custom.

A little bob of the white-wigged head as the judge seated himself. He glanced casually at the prisoner, and, settling himself in his padded chair, waited for the concluding evidence of the last police witness.

Once or twice he leant forward to ask a question in a sharp, thin voice, but on the whole he seemed immeasurably bored, and when he concealed a yawn behind his hand, Jim sympathised with him.

“This is my case, my lord,” said the prosecuting counsel as the last witness stepped down.

The judge nodded and glanced at Jim.

“Have you any witnesses to call, Morlake?” he asked.

Jim was not represented by counsel, and he had conducted his own cross-examination of the witnesses.

“No, my lord. I should have called the operator at the New Cross exchange, but the police have admitted that a message came through asking me to call at 12 Cranfield Gardens. From the known time that message came through, and the known hour of my arrest, it is clear that I could not have entered the house in the time. The police rely upon the fact that I was supposed to have been in possession of housebreaking tools and a pistol — neither the purchase nor former possession of which they have traced to me.

“The police in their evidence have told the jury that I am an expert burglar, and that I have robbed many banks—”

“They have stated that you are under suspicion, and the night watchman at the Burlington Safe Deposit has recognised your voice — that is all that has been said definitely concerning any previous crime you may have committed,” interrupted the judge. “I take it that you are not going to the witness stand to give evidence on your own behalf?”

“That is so, my lord.”

“Then this, I understand, is your speech for the defence? Very well.”

Jim leant on the edge of the pen, his eyes fixed on the jury.

“Gentlemen, if it is true that I am a clever bank smasher, does it not occur to you that, in attempting to rob a dwelling-house in order to obtain jewellery of great historical but of little intrinsic value, I was acting in a blundering and amateurish fashion? Why should I, if, as is stated, I robbed the Burlington Safe Deposit of a large sum only a week ago? Gentlemen” — he leant forward— “you may accept as a fact that I did
 rob the Burlington!”

There was a stir in the court and a sudden hum of noise. Up in the public gallery a girl who had sat through the two days of trial, following every word with tense interest, began twisting her handkerchief into a tighter ball, her heart beating a little faster.

“You need not and should not make any statement incriminating to yourself,” the judge was warning the tall man in the dock.

“Nothing I have said will or can incriminate me,” said Jim quietly. “I am merely asking the jury to accept the hypothesis that I am an expert burglar, in order that they may judge the probability of my breaking into the house in Cranfield Gardens. The police have insisted that I am responsible for these burglaries. So far as the laws of evidence would allow them, they have enveloped my life in a cloud of suspicion. Let me clarify the air, and admit that I am The Black, without specifying for which of these many burglaries I am responsible.

“Was the Blackheath robbery typical? Was there anything to gain, any necessity? Is it not more likely that the story of the telephone call was true, and that I was arrested by, let us say, the honest error of that admirable officer Inspector Marborne?”

Here he left the case to the prosecuting counsel and the judge. It was the latter whose speech counted.

“I have not the slightest doubt,” said Mr. Justice Lovin, “that the accused James Morlake is a man of criminal antecedents. I have less doubt that he is the burglar who has gained unenviable notoriety as The Black. But the least doubt of all in my mind concerns his guilt in the charge which has been brought against him in this court and in this present case. The police evidence has been most unsatisfactory. I am not satisfied that either Marborne or Slone, who gave evidence, told the whole truth. There was here almost convincing proof of what is called in America a ‘frame-up’- -in other words, concocted evidence designed to deceive the court and to secure a conviction. I shall therefore direct you to return a verdict of not guilty. I will add….” He turned his stern eyes to the prisoner.

“I will add that, if ever James Lexington Morlake is convicted before me on a charge of burglary, I shall send him to penal servitude for life, believing that he is a menace to society, and a man with whom no honest or scrupulous man or woman should consort.”

For a second it seemed to the girl in the gallery that Jim Morlake shrank under the terrific denunciation, and his face went a shade paler. In an instant he had recovered, and, standing erect, heard the formal verdict of Not Guilty, and stepped down to freedom.

The people made way for him as he passed, eyeing him curiously. One white-haired man alone intercepted him.

“Glad you got off, Morlake.”

Jim smiled faintly.

“Thank you, Mr. Welling — I know you mean it. It was a frame, of course.”

“I guess so,” nodded Welling gravely, and went toward the gloomy-faced Marborne, who was coming out of the court. “Heard the judge, Marborne, eh? Pretty bad, that?”

“He didn’t know what he was talking about, sir,” said the detective with an air of injured innocence. “I’ve never been so insulted in my life.”

“And now I’m
 going to insult you,” said Welling. “You’re suspended from duty; that applies to you, Slone. Attend the C. C.’s office on Wednesday and bring your uniform in a bundle!”

Jim had watched the little scene interestedly, and guessed its significance. Very few people had come out of court, for the next case was a murder charge. The big marble hall was almost deserted as he slowly crossed toward the stairs.

“Excuse me.”

He turned and met the eye of the waiting girl. She was plainly dressed and very pretty, and the gloved hand she held out to him trembled slightly.

“I’m so glad, Mr. Morlake! I’m so glad!”

He took her hand with a half smile.

“You were in court both days,” he said. “I saw you in the corner of the gallery. I’m glad it is over — the old gentleman did not spare me, did he?”

She shivered.

“No … it was dreadful!”

He wondered what he ought to say or do. Her friendliness and sympathy touched him more than he dreamed was possible. He saw that she was lovely, and he wanted to stop and talk to her, but he had an uncomfortable sense of shyness.

“I hope,” he said gently, “that you will not think too favourably of me. A distinguished criminal is very thrilling, but a very bad object of admiration.”

He saw the smile trembling at the corner of her lips and felt unaccountably gauche
 .

“I’m not hero-worshipping, if that is what you mean,” she said quietly. “I’m just being — awfully sorry for you! I don’t think you’re very sorry for yourself,” and he shook his head.

Looking round, he saw that a policeman was eyeing him curiously from the doorway of the court, and in a desire to shield the girl from the consequences of what might well be a folly, he suggested:

“I think I’ll go now.”

It needed some courage to say what she had to say.

“Won’t you come to tea somewhere?” she said, a little breathlessly. “There is a small restaurant in Newgate Street.”

He hesitated.

“Yes — thank you,” he said.

“You know, you owe me something,” she said as they walked downstairs.

“Owe you?” he asked in surprise. “What do I owe you?”

“I once sent you a very important letter,” said the girl.

He stared at her.

“You sent me a letter? What is your name?”

“I am Jane Smith,” she said.
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Half in amazement, half amused, he stared at her.

“Jane Smith?” he repeated. “Are you the lady who wrote a letter warning me about Hamon?”

She nodded.

“Do you know him? Is he a friend of yours?”

“Oh, no.” She shook her head vigorously. “But I have seen him; he sometimes comes to the village where I am staying — to Creith.”

“Oh, you live at Creith? I don’t remember having seen you there.”

She smiled.

“I shouldn’t imagine you know a soul in the village,” she said drily. “You’re not exactly sociable, are you? And anyway,” she went on quickly, “you’re hardly likely to call on people of our humble circumstances.”

The “restaurant” proved to be a tea shop, which, at this hour of the day, was almost deserted, luncheon having been finished and the tea rush not having yet started. She took a seat at a table in the corner, and gave the order for tea in such a businesslike way that Jim Morlake guessed she was not unused to domestic management. He wondered who she was, and how it came about that he had not noticed so strikingly beautiful a girl.

“Have you lived at Creith long?”

“I was born there,” said Jane Smith.

He ruminated for a few minutes, and then:

“How did you come to know that Hamon was plotting this frame-up?”

“I didn’t know, just guessed,” she said. “A friend of mine lives at Creith House, and she has heard a great deal about Mr. Hamon.”

Jim nodded.

“I owe Lord Creith something for his good intentions,” he said, speaking half to himself and half to the girl, and smiled faintly. “I don’t suppose his lordship would be very pleased if I called in person to thank him. He has a daughter, hasn’t he?”

Jane Smith nodded.

“Somebody told me about her — a very pretty and a very wilful young lady, and, if I understand aright, somewhat romantic?”

Jane Smith’s lips curled.

“I never heard that Lady Joan was romantic,” she said, almost sharply. “I think she is a very practical, intelligent girl — she is certainly pretty, but that is no credit to her.”

The tea came, and she busied herself pouring out for him. He watched her thoughtfully until she had finished and handed the cup to him. Suddenly her manner underwent a change.

“Mr. Morlake,” she said seriously, “this has been a terrible lesson to you, hasn’t it?”

“The trial?” he asked, and nodded. “Yes, it has been rather a lesson. I underrated Hamon, for one thing, and overrated the genius of the unscrupulous Mr. Marborne, for another. It was a very crude and stupid attempt to catch me.”

She was looking at him steadily, her unwavering eyes fixed on his.

“You’re not going to break the law any more, are you, Mr. Morlake?” she asked quietly. “You’ve been very — very successful. I mean you must have made a lot of money. It isn’t necessary to take any further risks, is it?”

He did not reply. There was something about her that was familiar to him, something he recognised and which yet evaded him. Where had he seen her? Or was it her voice he recognised? Then:

“I know you,” he said suddenly. “You were the girl who was knocked out by the storm!”

She went suddenly red.

“Yes,” she confessed. “You didn’t see my face.”

“I remember your voice: it is one of those peculiarly sweet voices that are very difficult to forget.”

He was not being complimentary or offensive, but the colour deepened in her face.

“You said you were a visitor, too. How could you be a visitor if you live in the village?”

“Jane Smith” recovered herself instantly.

“I told a lie,” she said coolly. “I find lying is the easiest way out of most difficulties. If you must know, Mr. Morlake, I was in service at the Hall.”

“A servant?” he said incredulously.

She nodded.

“I am a parlourmaid,” she said calmly, “and a very good parlourmaid.”

“Of that I am sure,” he hastened to say, and then he looked at her hands, and she was thankful that she was wearing her gloves. “So that is how you knew, eh? Well, I’m very much obliged to you, Miss Smith. Are you still at the Hall?”

She shook her head.

“I lost my job,” she said mendaciously, and added: “Through being out so late on the night of the storm.”

And then, her conscience beginning to prick her, she turned the conversation to safer channels.

“You are not going to be a burglar any more, are you?” To her amazement, he smiled.

“But surely not!” she gasped. “After your terrible escape, and all that the judge said! Oh, Mr. Morlake, you wouldn’t be such a fool!”

This time he laughed aloud.

“It is evident to me, young lady, that you do not estimate the joys and thrills of a burglar’s life, or you would not ask me so lightheartedly to give up what is something more than a recreation and a means of livelihood. The judge was certainly fierce! But really, I don’t take much notice of judges and what they say. The chances are that, by the peculiar system obtaining in England, I shall never go before that judge — there are half-a-dozen who try cases at the Old Bailey, and possibly, on my next appearance, I shall meet a kind and humanitarian soul who will dismiss me with a caution.”

His quizzical eye and bantering tone awakened no response in the girl. She was troubled, almost hurt, by his obduracy.

“But isn’t there anybody” — she hesitated— “who could persuade you? Somebody who is very dear to you, perhaps? A relation or — a — a girl?”

He shook his head.

“I have no relatives or friends in the world,” he said; “and if that sounds pathetic, I beg of you to believe that I feel no particular sorrow that I am so unencumbered. It is very kind of you, Miss Smith” — his voice and his tone softened— “and I do appreciate the thought that is behind your request. But I must go on in my own way, because my own is the only way to peace of mind. And now I think you have been too long in a criminal’s company, and I’m going to send you home. Are you living in London?”

“Yes, I live here — I mean, I have friends here,” she said, somewhat confused.

“Then off you go to your friends.”

He paid the bill, and they walked out of the shop together. Suddenly, to his surprise, she turned and walked back to the shop again and he followed her.

“There is a man I don’t want to see,” she said breathlessly, and, looking through the window, he saw Mr. Ralph Hamon striding savagely along the sidewalk, and watched him turn into an office building, his whole attitude betraying the wrath which the acquittal of James Morlake had aroused.
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Ralph Hamon’s business activities were many, his interests varied. The high, narrow-fronted office block in which were housed his various enterprises rejoiced in the name of Morocco Building, for Mr. Hamon’s interests were mainly centred in that country. Here were the head offices of the Rifi Concession, the Marakash Lead Mines, Moroccan Explorations, and half-a-dozen other incorporated concerns.

He slammed through the outer office, his face black with anger. The trial he had not attended, deeming it expedient to keep away from the precincts of the court, but the result of the case had come through on the tape machine at his club, and as the words “Not Guilty” were spelt out before his outraged eyes, Mr. Hamon’s wrath had flamed to red heat.

It was incredible, monstrous. And yet he had been warned by Marborne that the case was not going so well against his enemy as he could have wished. The discovery by the police (it was not Marborne who had made this) that a call had been put through summoning Morlake to Blackheath, had made all the difference between conviction and acquittal. So satisfied was Hamon, who knew little of the processes of the law, and regarded a man as doomed from the moment a policeman’s hand fell upon his shoulder, that a conviction would follow, that he scouted the possibility of Morlake escaping. And now the dreadful fact stared him in the face. Jim Morlake was free. The old struggle was to be continued, the old menace revived.

Mr. Hamon’s office had something of the air of a boudoir, with its thick carpet and tapestried furniture. A faint aroma of cedar hung in the air, for he favoured the heavy perfumes of France. Pushing aside the accumulation of correspondence which his clerk brought in, he dismissed him with a curse.

“There are three cables from Sadi, sir,” said his secretary, standing at the entrance of the room, ready to make a more hasty retreat.

“Bring them in,” growled Hamon.

He read and, with the aid of a book he took from his desk, decoded the messages, and apparently they did not add to his pleasure, for he sat huddled up in his chair, his hands stuffed in his pockets, a scowl on his face, for a quarter of an hour, until, reaching out for the telephone, he gave the number of his house in Grosvenor Place.

“Tell Miss Lydia I want to speak to her,” he said, and when, after an exasperating delay, he heard her voice: “Put the connection through to my study,” he said in a low voice. “I want to talk to you privately. Morlake has been acquitted.”

“Really!” asked the languid voice.

“And cut out that ‘reahly’!” he snarled. “This isn’t the time for any of your fancy society stuff! Get that connection through.”

There was a click, and after a few seconds her voice called him again.

“What is wrong, Ralph? Does it make much difference — Morlake getting off?”

“It makes all the difference in the world,” he said. “You’ve got to get at him, Lydia. I never thought it would be necessary, but it is! And, Lydia, that trip of yours to Carlsbad is off. I may have to go to Tangier, and I shall want you to come with me.”

He heard her exclamation of concern, and grinned to himself.

“You said you would never ask me to go back there,” she said, almost plaintively. “Ralph, is that necessary? I’ll do anything you ask me, but please don’t let me go back to that dreadful house.”

There was no affectation in her voice now; she was very sincere, very earnest, pleading almost.

“I’ll see,” he said. “In the meantime, you wait for me; I’ll be back in half-an-hour.”

He put down the receiver and hastily ran through the smaller pile of correspondence on his desk which called for personal attention, marking a letter here and there, putting a few into his pocket to answer at his leisure. He was on the point of ringing for his clerk, when that harassed individual appeared in the doorway.

“I can’t receive anybody,” snapped Hamon, seeing the card in the man’s hand.

“He says—”

“I don’t care what he says; I can’t see anybody. Who is it?”

He snatched the card from the clerk’s hand, and read:


Captain Julius Welling. Criminal Investigation Bureau.


Ralph Hamon bit his lip. He had heard of Welling in a vague way. Once or twice Marborne had made an uncomplimentary reference to the Chief of the 8th Bureau, from which he gathered that Welling was both honest and efficient. Why should Welling want to see him, he wondered.

“Show him in,” he said curtly, and Julius Welling was ushered into the room.

Hamon was taken aback to find a man much older than he had expected; a mild-looking, white-haired gentleman, with a slight stoop and a deferential manner. He looked less like a policeman than any man Mr. Ralph Hamon had seen.

“Won’t you sit down, Captain Welling?” he said. “Can I be of any service to you?”

“I thought I’d just call in,” said Julius gently. “I happened to be passing — you’re very handily situated here, Mr. Hamon — only a few yards from the Central Criminal Court.”

Hamon shifted uncomfortably as this dubious advantage was pointed out to him.

“I suppose you weren’t in court for the trial of Morlake?” said Julius, depositing his hat carefully upon the ground and hanging his short umbrella on the edge of the desk.

“No,” said the other curtly, “I was not very much interested in the case.”

“Weren’t
 you now?” said Julius. “I had an idea you were. Now, how did I get that into my head?”

His mournful eyes were fixed upon the other, and Hamon grew uncomfortable under the glance.

“I suppose I was, in a sense,” he admitted. “This fellow has been a nuisance to me for years. And of course, as you know, I was able to supply some valuable information to the police.”

“Not to the police,” said Julius, “but to Inspector Marborne — which I admit, at first glance, looks to be the same thing, but which isn’t. A queer man, Mr. Morlake, don’t you think?”

“All criminals are queer, I understand,” said Hamon, and the other nodded slowly.

“All criminals are queer,” he agreed. “Some are queerer than others. And quite a lot of people are queer who aren’t criminals; have you noticed that, Mr. Hamon? He has a Moorish servant — Mahmet; and I understand that he speaks Arabic rather well. For the matter of that, you speak the language also; isn’t that so?”

“I speak the Moorish Arabic, yes,” said Hamon shortly.

“Dear me!” mused Gentle Julius, gazing out of the window. “Isn’t that a remarkable coincidence? Both you men have an association with Morocco. You’ve floated a number of companies with a Moorish end to them, haven’t you, Mr. Hamon? Of course you have; I needn’t have troubled to ask you that question, because all the information I require is in the Stock Exchange Yearbook. The Marakash Company now; that was to exploit some oil wells which existed in the desert of Hari. There was a desert, but there was no oil, if I remember rightly, and you went into liquidation.”

“There was oil, but the wells went dry,” corrected Hamon.

“And Morlake — was he interested in Moorish finances? He lived there for some time, I understand. Did you meet him?”

“I never met him — I saw him once,” said the other, shortly. “I know he lived there. But Tangier is the sink into which all the refuse of Europe flows.”

Julius agreed with a nod.

“That is so,” he said. “Do you remember the Rifi Diamond Syndicate? I think you floated that about twelve years ago?”

“That also went into liquidation,” said Hamon.

“I’m not thinking so much about the company, and what happened to the company, as of the shareholders.”

“You needn’t think about them at all, because I was the only shareholder,” said Hamon roughly. “If you have come in to make enquiries about my companies, Captain Welling, I’d be very glad if you wouldn’t beat about the bush, but tell me plainly what you want to know.”

“I want to know nothing,” Julius put out his hands in a gesture of deprecation. “I have reached the age, Mr. Hamon, when a man loves to gossip. Dear, dear, dear! It doesn’t seem so many years ago that I saw the prospectus of the Rifi Diamond Syndicate and heard about the wonderful stones that had been taken out of that mine, about forty-five miles southwest of Tangier. Did you catch many suckers on that?”

The air of the question was so innocent, the bland voice so even, that for a moment Hamon did not realise its offensiveness.

“What do you mean — suckers?” he stormed. “I tell you none of the shares were issued, or, if they were, none were taken up. Not a penny came from the public. And if you doubt my word, you can see the books. An article appeared in one of the London financial papers, attacking the Syndicate and calling into question the bona-fides
 of the vendors, and sooner than have the slightest scandal attaching to my name, I washed my hands of the whole affair.”

“And not a share was issued,” said Mr. Welling.

Hamon’s attitude was tense; he seemed suddenly to have grown old.

“Not a share,” he said defiantly.

Julius Welling sighed, gathered up his umbrella and hat, and rose stiffly to his feet.

“Gracious me!” he said in his mild way. “Then the whole thing is an inexplicable mystery! For, if no shares were issued, why is James Morlake on your trail, Hamon? Why for ten years has he been robbing banks? Why is he a burglar?”

Julius walked to the door, opened it and turned for his final shot.

“Ever meet a sailor on the Portsmouth Road, Hamon?” he drawled, and, as the man staggered under the shock: “You don’t meet them often nowadays; they go by railroad! It is safer: there’s less chance of being clubbed to death on the cars than on the lonely Portsmouth Road. Think that over!”
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How much did the old man know, he wondered. Had Morlake told him?

His mind went back to a sunny day in Morocco, and to two men who rode on mule back across the desert toward the blue line of the Rifi Hills. He had been one of these; his guest, a man without a name, had been the other; and as they climbed a sandy slope, a young man had come riding toward them at a gallop and had drawn rein to watch them after they had passed. It was the first time Hamon had ever seen James Lexington Morlake.

And he remembered that he had had a wild and insensate impulse to turn upon the man who was looking after them, and shoot him down. It was one of those atavistic urges which come to civilised men whose animal instincts had not wholly atrophied. The watcher stood for danger — Ralph Hamon brought his hand mechanically to his hip where a gun had hung, and then, with an effort, he merged from the tangle of his dreams and went out to the office, to find his bored secretary waiting.

“I am going now,” he said gruffly. “Come to my house tomorrow morning: I shall not be at the office all day. Bring any personal letters and cables.”

He had forgotten another person who was waiting, until he was nearly home.

“You told me you were coming straight back,” said Lydia furiously, for patience did not appear amongst her known virtues. “I have a dinner engagement with Lady Clareborough. I can give you five minutes.”

She was resplendent in evening dress, and he looked at her stupidly.

“You can give me five minutes, can you? Well, I guess that’ll be long enough,” he said. “Lydia, you don’t know this man, Morlake?”

“Morlake?” she said wearily. “Haven’t we finished with him?”

“The question is, whether he has finished with me,” said Hamon.

The hand that brushed back his scant locks trembled slightly.

“That is the question — whether he’s finished with me. You’ve got to get acquainted with that man. I don’t care what money you spend; I don’t care how you get to know him. You can see him as soon as you like. But I want to patch up some sort of peace with him, and I think you’re more likely to do the trick than I am. You’re clever, and you’ve a good invention. He may be the sort of man who’ll fall for a woman like you — there are very few men who wouldn’t,” he said.

She sighed with elaborate patience.

“What do you mean by ‘fall for me’? Do you mean that he’d marry me, or fall in love with me, or what?”

“I don’t care what he does so long as you can persuade him to cut out this little vendetta of his.”

“Won’t the law cut it out?” she asked significantly. “I read the account of the trial and the judge’s remarks, and it seems to me that you’re going to give yourself a lot of trouble. Besides, Ralph, I do not intend jeopardising the position I’ve won for myself by making up to a convicted burglar — he’s as good as convicted. I have my friends to think of.”

There was a steely look in his eye as he interrupted her.

“Go to your dinner, my good girl,” he said harshly. “I thought you’d got that social bug out of your head.”

She opened her mouth to retort, but the suppressed malignity in his glare silenced her.

Lydia Hamon knew when to quit.

Ralph Hamon was a rich man, with the soul of a miser. He was the kind that treasures odd scraps of useless things, in the hope that one day they may come in handy. His wardrobe overflowed with ancient and almost threadbare clothing that he would not give away. It was his practice in his own home to shed himself of the immaculate attire in which he appeared in public, and take a little further wear out of clothing which had already rendered more than its normal service. He never wasted a scrap of paper if writing space was left upon it; and when people wrote to him on double sheets, he invariably tore off that which had not been used and employed it for notemaking.

Jim Morlake had vividly illustrated this weakness when he told him the parable of the monkey and the gourd. Not only was it a weakness, but it promised to be fatal. All that was sane in Ralph Hamon told him to make a fire of one scrap of paper that was in his possession; and yet, though he had made up his mind a dozen times, he was physically incapable of applying a match to its corner.

The library where he worked was on the first floor of the house in Grosvenor Place, and looked out upon a dreary courtyard and the roofs of a string of garages. Though he was no great reader, three of the walls were covered with bookcases filled with conventional volumes. Any student of human nature would have known that the books had been “furnished” without any respect to their literary quality. There was the inevitable twelve volumes of Scott, the usual encyclopædias, the sets of mid-Victorian authors’ works. They were bound in harmony with the room, and their exterior satisfied the eye of the financier, even if their contents made no appeal to him.

There was one book, however, which he had often occasion to take down from a narrow section of the bookshelf covered by glass doors. In this protected area was, amongst other works, a volume of Emerson’s Essays, a somewhat portly collection flanked by Hazlitt and volumes of Addison’s “Spectator.” Slipping the room door bolt into its socket and drawing the curtains, Hamon opened the case and took this handsome volume, which was heavier than a book should be, for he had to use both hands to lift it from the shelf and carry it to the table.

Even now it might be mistaken by the uninitiated for an ordinary volume, for the binding was skilfully imitated and even the marbled edge of the leaves had been reproduced. Selecting a key from a bunch which he carried at the end of a long chain in his pocket, Hamon thrust it between the cover and the “pages” and turned it, and, pulling back the cover, he disclosed a shallow box half filled by papers. The book was of solid armoured steel, and was the repository for such papers as Hamon wished to have near him.

One of those he took out and laid on the desk, looking down at the closely written statement it contained. There was nothing in the words he read but was to his disadvantage. There was imprisonment and possibly death in every line. There was not one word that did not damn him, body and soul, for what he was; and yet, when he took out his matchbox and struck a light with trembling fingers, he hesitated, and finally flung the match into the fireplace and replaced the square paper in the box.

There was a knock at the door, and, hastily shutting down the lid, he pushed the “book” back amongst its fellows, and closed the glass door.

“Who is there?” he asked.

“Will you see Mr. Marborne?” asked the servant in a low voice.

“Yes. Ask him to come in.”

He slipped back the bolt and went out on to the landing to meet the disgruntled detective.

“Well, you’ve made a mess of it, Marborne,” he said sourly.

“It’s made a mess of me, I can tell you, Hamon,” said the other. “I have been asked to turn my coat in. I wish I had never troubled with this damned Morlake.”

“There’s no sense in bleating,” said Hamon impatiently. “What do you mean by ‘turning in your coat’?”

He took a bottle of whisky and a syphon from a cupboard and deposited them on his desk.

“Welling told me to do it, and I expect I’m finished. And, anyway, I should have been in bad odour after what the judge said about police methods. You’ve got to find me a job, Hamon.”

“Oh, I have, have I?” sneered the other, pausing with a glass in each hand. “I’ve got
 to find you a job! Now isn’t that the coolest bit of nerve!”

“I don’t know who’s got the nerves, you or me,” said the inspector gruffly, “but—”

“Don’t let’s quarrel.” Hamon poured a frugal portion of whisky into the glass and set the syphon sizzling. “I daresay we can find a place for you; I happen to want a man in Tangier to look after some of my interests. It was not I who got you into trouble, my friend, it was Mr. James Lexington Morlake.”

“Damn him!” said Marborne, and swallowed the toast and the contents of the glass at a gulp.

“That’s pretty good whisky,” suggested Hamon.

“I hardly tasted it,” was the reply.

Marborne seated himself at the desk, took out his pocket book and found a sheet of paper, which he opened.

“I have made out a list of my expenses in this business,” he said. “Here they are.”

He handed them across to the other, and Hamon winced as he read the total.

“That’s a bit stiff,” he said. “I didn’t authorise you to incur this expenditure.”

“You told me to spend as much as I liked,” said the detective.

“Why, that’s nearly a thousand!” spluttered Hamon. “What am I — a child in arms?”

“I don’t care what you are, you’ll settle that,” said the man. “There’s a cut for Slone.”

“You seem to forget that I’ve paid you money already—” Hamon began, when there was an interruption.

The butler came to the door and whispered something which Marborne could not catch.

“Here?” said Hamon quickly.

“Yes, sir, downstairs.”

Hamon turned to his visitor. His anger had departed.

“He’s downstairs,” he said.

“He — who?” asked the startled detective. “Do you mean Morlake?”

Hamon nodded.

“You’d better stay here. I’ll see him. Leave the door ajar. If there’s any fuss, come down.”

Jim Morlake was waiting in the hall, and Hamon greeted him with the greatest cordiality.

“Come right in, Morlake,” he said, opening the door of the drawingroom. “I can’t tell you how pleased I am to read that you were acquitted.”

Jim did not answer until he was in the room and the door was shut.

“I’ve decided to drop my nefarious career, Hamon,” he said, coming straight to the point.

“I think you’re wise,” said the other heartily. “Now is there anything I can do—”

“There’s one thing you can do, and that is to give me a certain document, signed by the man with whom I saw you in Morocco some twelve years ago.”

“Suppose I had it,” said the other after a pause, “do you think I should be fool enough to give it to you, to place my — my liberty in your hands?”

“I would give you ample time to get out of the country, and I would agree not to support the charge made in that document. And without my support and my evidence, the case against you would fall to the ground. At any rate, you would have ample time to get to another country.”

Hamon laughed harshly.

“I’ve no intention of leaving England,” he said, “and certainly not now, on the eve of my wedding. I am marrying Lady Joan Carston.”

“She has my sympathy,” said Jim. “Isn’t she Lord Creith’s daughter?”

Hamon nodded.

“She’ll not marry you without knowing something about you.”

“She knows everything about me that she should know.”

“Then I must tell her a little that she shouldn’t,” said Jim. “But your matrimonial adventures are entirely beside the point. I’ve come to give you a chance, and, incidentally, to save myself a lot of trouble and the serious consequences which would follow a certain line of action on my part. I want that document, Hamon.”

Again Hamon laughed.

“You’re chasing the wind,” he said contemptuously. “And as to this precious document, it has no existence. Somebody has been jollying you and playing upon your well-known simple heart. Now listen, Morlake: can’t we settle our differences like gentlemen?”

“I could settle my
 differences like a gentleman,” said Jim, “because I happen to have been born that way. But you’ll never settle yours, except like a cheap, swindling crook who has climbed over ruined homes to his present heights of prosperity. This is your last chance, and possibly mine. Give me that statement, and I will let up on you.”

“I’ll see you in hell first,” said the other savagely. “Even if I had it — which I haven’t—”

Jim nodded very slowly and thoughtfully.

“I see. The monkey’s hand remains in the gourd; he’s too greedy to let go.” He turned to the door and raised a solemn forefinger. “I warned you, Hamon,” he said, and went out.

Hamon closed the door on him and went up the carpeted stairs to the library.

“Well, our friend is still truculent,” he said, but he spoke to an empty room.

Marborne had gone. Hamon rang the bell for the butler.

“Did you see Mr. Marborne go?” he asked.

“Yes, sir, he went a few seconds ago — in fact, just before you came from the drawingroom. He seemed rather in a hurry.”

“That is very strange,” said Hamon, and dismissed the servant.

Then he saw the sheet of paper on the desk with its scribbled message.


If you won’t pay my bill, perhaps you’ll pay a bigger one
 [it read].

Hamon scratched his chin. What was the meaning of that cryptic message? Written, he noticed, on his best notepaper. Evidently Marborne was piqued about the questioning of his account, and had gone away in a fit of temper. Hamon shrugged his shoulders and sat down at his desk. He had no time to worry about the pettishness of his tools.

Happening to glance round, he noticed that the door of the glass-fronted bookcase was ajar, and he could have sworn that he had closed it. And then, with an oath, he leapt to his feet.

The steel “book” was in its place, but the title was upside down. Somebody had moved it. He pulled it down and tried the lid, and, to his horror, it opened. He had forgotten to lock it.

He turned over the papers with a trembling hand. The fatal statement was gone!

With a howl of rage he leapt to the door and yelled for the butler.

“Which way did Marborne go?” he asked quickly.

“He went to the right, sir, toward Grosvenor Square,” said the butler from the bottom of the stair.

“Get me a taxi — quick!”

Hamon went back into his room, replaced the papers that he had tossed from the box, locked it and pushed it between the books. A minute later, a taxicab was taking him to Mr. Marborne’s lodgings.

Marborne had not returned, the landlady told him, and had only that moment telephoned through to say that he would not be coming back that night, as he might be leaving for the Continent.

There was only one thing to do, and that was to go straight to Scotland Yard. The man was still a police officer, and would probably report to headquarters sooner or later. He had the good fortune to find Welling, and the old man seemed in no wise surprised at the visit.

“You want to see Marborne, eh? I’m afraid he’s not on duty. I’m even more afraid that he will never be on duty again,” said Julius. “Is it anything important?”

“Will he come here at all — to report, I mean?” asked Hamon breathlessly.

“He’s certain to come,” said the old man. “In fact, he has a very pressing engagement with the Chief Commissioner tomorrow morning.”

“Has he any friends? Where does Slone live?”

Julius Welling adjusted his glasses and looked keenly at his visitor.

“You’re in a great hurry to find him; is anything wrong?” he asked.

“Yes — no. Nothing of great importance to anybody but myself — and Marborne.”

“Indeed!” said Julius politely.

He opened a book and found Slone’s address, which he wrote on a piece of paper for the visitor.

“I’m greatly obliged to you, Captain Welling. I didn’t expect you’d take this trouble,” said Hamon.

“We always do what we possibly can for members of the public,” said Julius in a hushed voice.

No sooner had his visitor left than he picked up the automatic telephone and switched to the hall.

“A man named Hamon is coming down,” he said briskly. “Tell Sergeant Lavington to tail him up and not to lose sight of him. I want to know where he’s going, and what the trouble is.”

He put down the telephone and rubbed his thin hands gently together, a faraway look in his eyes.

“And I think there is
 trouble,” he said, addressing the ceiling; “bad trouble.”
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Jim Morlake had never driven quite so slowly as he did on his way home to Wold House. He could well imagine that Sussex society had been shocked to its depths. The vicars and the churchwardens, the squires and squireens, the heads of noble houses who, on the strength of their neighbourship, had offered him their hospitality, the villagers themselves, sticklers for propriety, would regard his arrest and the judge’s remarks as something cataclysmic. He maintained a considerable style in the country. His house was a large one; he employed butler and housekeeper, a dozen maids, cooks and the like, and he had never been quite sure of the number of gardeners who were on his pay roll.

He smiled as he thought of the effect his appearance at the Central Criminal Court would have upon these worthy folk. They were well paid and excellently well treated. His butler, and the butler’s wife, who was housekeeper, had grown tremulous in their gratitude for the little services which he had rendered them. What they were thinking now, he could not guess, as he had had no communication with Wold House since his arrest. He had instructed the local bank manager to pay their salaries and such monies as were necessary to carry on the household, and in response he had received only one letter, from the gardener, asking whether it was his wish, in view of recent happenings, that the daffodil bulbs should be planted on the edge of the wood as he had ordered.

The gates of Wold House were open; he turned the car into the drive, and the solemn chauffeur, who was waiting for him, touched his cap respectfully and took charge of the machine with a certain grim thoroughness that was ominous.

Jim passed into his sittingroom. The butler bowed him in and opened the door of the sittingroom for him.

“Is everything all right, William?” asked Jim, as he slowly stripped his gloves and overcoat and handed them to the man.

“Everything is in excellent order, sir,” said Mr. William Cleaver, and then: “I should like, at your earliest convenience, to have a word with you, Mr. Morlake.”

“As soon as you like,” said Jim, sensing the coming exodus. “Take my coat out and come back immediately.”

The butler was ill at ease when he returned.

“The truth is, sir,” he said, “I am going to ask you to release me from my engagement. And that — er — applies also to Mrs. Cleaver.”

“You wish to leave me, eh? Don’t you like the job?”

“It is a very excellent situation,” said Cleaver precisely, but withal nervously; “only I find the country does not agree with me, sir, and I have been offered an excellent situation in town.”

“Very good,” said Jim curtly.

He unlocked the drawer of his desk, opened the cashbox and took out some money.

“Here is your salary to date.”

“When would it be convenient for me to go?” asked the butler.

“Now,” was the laconic reply. “There is a train to your beloved ‘town’ in an hour, by which time you will be out of this house. You understand, Cleaver?”

“Yes, sir,” said the discomfited servant. “There have been other -er-applications, but I have refused to deal with them.”

“I see.” Jim nodded. “Send in the eager applicants, please.”

First came the cook, a stout woman but genteel to her fingertips, being an earnest Christian and a member of the Established Church.

“I want to give in my notice, sir.”

“Why?” asked Jim bluntly.

“Well, the fact is, my niece is ill and I want to go to her.”

“You mean you want to leave at once?”

“I don’t want to put you to any inconvenience,” the woman hastened to state, “and to oblige you—”

“Oblige nothing,” said Jim Morlake. “You will leave now. If your niece is ill, she’ll probably be dead by the time your month’s notice has expired. Here are your wages.”

There came a long procession of them: a parlourmaid, slightly tearful, and obviously acting under the instructions of her rigid parents; another, a little self-righteous and inclined to lift her nose at the very thought of serving a criminal; last came the groom and the chauffeur. Each offered a reason why they wanted to leave in a hurry, but only one spoke the truth. Some had relatives ill, some had been offered good situations; one, at least, hinted at an approaching marriage and the desire to devote the time to “getting things together.” Neither man nor woman stated in precise language why he or she was leaving Wold House. None, until a little kitchenmaid, smutty of face and squat of figure, stood before the desk, her big hands on her hips.

“Why are you leaving, Jessie?” asked Jim.

“Because you’re a burglar,” was the blunt reply, and, leaning back in the chair, he shook with silent laughter.

“I think there is two pounds due to you. Here are five. And may I, a real live burglar, salute you as the only honest member of this little community? Don’t look at that note as though it would bite you: it hasn’t been forged and it hasn’t been stolen.”

At last they had gone, all of them, their corded trunks loaded upon a wagon which he had had brought up from the village by telephone, and he walked at its tail and, closing the gates behind the final load, returned to his empty house.

To bring down Binger was worse than useless, besides which, he needed him in London; and Mahmet, though an excellent brewer of coffee, would certainly fail in all other branches of the culinary art. He wandered through the deserted house from kitchen to attic. It was spotlessly clean, and would remain so for a day or two.

“There’s only one thing for a sensible man to do,” he told himself, and that was to go back to London.

But he was too much of a fighter to shirk even the petty challenge which his domestic staff had thrown out to him. He went down to the lower regions and took stock of the larder. He sought bread and butter and tea. He could have got along without either, but he wanted to know just where he stood.

The principal shop in the village was Colter’s Store, which supplied most things, from horse feed to mangles. As his car drew up before the shop, he saw through the window an excited young man pointing, and the bearded Mr. Colter emerged from his tiny office at the end of the counter. Jim got down from the car at leisure and strolled into the shop.

“Good morning,” he said. “I want you to send some bread up to Wold House, and a couple of pounds of butter. I think I shall also want some eggs.”

Mr. Colter pushed his assistant out of his way and confronted his customer from the other side of the counter, and there was a light in Mr. Colter’s eyes which spoke eloquently of his righteousness.

“I’m not sending bread or anything else up to your house, Mr. Morlake,” he said. “I’ve kept my hands clean of tainted money all my life, and I’m not going to start truckling with thievery and burglary at my time of life!”

Jim took the cigar from between his lips, and his eyes narrowed.

“Does that mean that you refuse to serve me?”

“That’s just what it means,” said Mr. Colter, glaring at him through his powerful spectacles. “And I’ll tell you something more, Mr. Morlake: that the sooner you take your custom and yourself from Creith, the better we shall like it.”

Jim looked round the store.

“You do a fairly big trade here, don’t you, Colter?” he asked.

“An honest trade,” said Mr. Colter emphatically.

“I mean, this business is worth something to you? I’ll buy it from you.”

Mr. Colter shook his head, and at that moment his stout partner, who had been a silent audience of the encounter, emerged from the door leading into the parlour.

“We don’t want your money; we neither sell nor buy,” she said shrilly. “It’s quite enough to have burglars living like gentlemen, without their trying to corrupt decent, honest, Godfearing people.”

“Oh, I’m glad there’s somebody you fear,” said Jim, and walked out of the house.

His bank was almost opposite, and bankers have few prejudices.

“Glad to see you got out of your trouble, Mr. Morlake,” said the manager briskly. “By the way, the police examined your account — you know that?”

“And failed to find any connection between my various robberies and my unbounded affluence,” smiled Jim. “Now listen, friend: the last time I was here, you were trying to induce me to take an interest in village house property. I notice that the store next to Colter’s is empty.”

The manager nodded.

“It fell in under a mortgage. The owner tried to run a garage, but Creith doesn’t lie on the road to anywhere, and he went broke in a month. Do you want to buy?”

“Name a price, and let it be reasonable. Imagine you’re negotiating with the Archbishop of Canterbury, and forget that I am an opulent burglar,” said Jim.

An hour later, he walked out of a lawyer’s office the proprietor of the store.

At ten o’clock that night there arrived from London a young and energetic man.

“I ‘phoned the Grocers’ Association for you, and they tell me that you’re something of a live wire.”

“Undoubtedly I am,” said the youth immodestly.

“There’s a store next to Colter’s in the village. I want you to take charge of that tomorrow morning; get in carpenters and painters, and stock it with every article that Colter sells. Mark down all the prices twentyfive per cent. below his. Get a van and beat up the country for custom. If he lowers his price, you lower yours, you understand? But anyway, keep it a standard twentyfive under.”

“That’ll cost money,” said the young man.

“You probably have never heard of me. My name is Morlake, and I am by profession a burglar. My capital is therefore unlimited,” said Jim soberly. “If there is any need to bring new capital into the business, just notify me and I’ll take my gun and a bag and raise debentures at the nearest bank.”

He had biscuits, tea and a large slice of ham for dinner; for supper, he had biscuits and tea without the ham; and in the morning, when he went in search of a breakfast menu, he rejected all other combinations than tea and biscuits. It was a little monotonous, but satisfactory. In his shirt sleeves he swept his room and the hall, made his own bed, and scrubbed down the broad steps at the front of the house. He began to sympathise with the housemaids who had left him.

All day long, strange trolleys had been dashing into the village, and a small army of carpenters and painters from a neighbouring town, men who thought it no disgrace to work for sinners, but rather prided themselves upon the distinction of being in the employ of a gentleman who had figured at the Old Bailey, were working at top speed, to convert the drab and uninhabitable garage into a store. The live wire was tingling. Stocks were arriving every hour. Mr. Colter stood before his door, one hand in the pocket of his apron, the other fingering his beard.

“It will be a nine days’ wonder,” he said to an audience of his neighbours. “These here-to-day-and-gone-to-morrow people! Why, I’ve had competition and beat ’em this past thirty years!”

By the afternoon the printing had been delivered, and the neighbouring villages learnt of sensational and permanent reductions in the price of almost every commodity. Mr. Colter went to the police station to seek legal advice, and was referred to a lawyer by the police sergeant, who wasn’t quite sure of his ground, and certainly had no knowledge of the legal aspect of this undercutting process. It was the first time in his life he had ever paid a penny to a lawyer, but the occasion demanded extraordinary expenditure, and it did not seem to Mr. Colter that he received value for his money when he was told that he could do nothing.

“To talk about conspiracy is absurd,” said the man of law. “There is nothing to prevent this new fellow from giving his goods away.”

“But a burglar’s money is behind this scandalous business!” wailed Mr. Colter.

“If it was a murderer, it would make no difference,” said the lawyer with satisfaction.

Colter, after consultation with his wife, put on his coat and went up to Wold House. He found Jim in the hall, sitting on a stair with an array of silver at his feet which he was polishing.

“Sit down,” said Jim politely, and Mr. Colter looked round. “You can sit on the floor, or you can go up one stair higher than me and sit there. I can hear you quite well, and it isn’t necessary that I should see your face.”

“Now see here, Mr. Morlake, I think this business has gone a bit too far. You know you’re taking the bread and butter out of my mouth?”

“I know you denied me those self-same commodities,” said Jim, “and others,” he added.

“I am going to his lordship tomorrow. I am going to see if the Earl of Creith will allow one of his neighbours to be robbed of his livelihood. Not that you will,” said Mr. Colter. “I have friends in this neighbourhood of forty years’ standing! I’ve got the whole community behind me!”

“You watch ’em walk in front of you when the twentyfive per cent. reduction comes into operation!” said Jim.

“It’s the most scandalous thing that has ever happened in the history of the world!” screamed the tradesman.

“You have forgotten the Massacre of the Huguenots,” said Jim, “and Nero’s lion parties, and a few other indelicate happenings.”

Mr. Colter went back to the village, drew up a statement of his position, which was printed by a misguided stationer, and distributed it to every house in the village — misguided because the next morning brought a letter from a Horsham lawyer demanding that the name of the printer’s legal representative be sent him, as his client intended to commence an action for libel.

Tea and dry biscuits were beginning to pall on Jim, when he found, that same morning, an unexpected cache of eggs. He could not be bothered to light the kitchen fire; he found a stove and a supply of spirit, and this he set up in his somewhat untidy study. He had brewed the tea, and had laid the table with a copy of the morning newspaper, and set about cooking the eggs. He knew little about egg cooking, except that a certain amount of heat, a certain number of eggs and a frying-pan were requisite. The room was grey with smoke and pungent with the odour of a burnt pan when the unexpected visitor arrived.

She came through the open door and stood in the doorway, openmouthed, watching his primitive essay in cookery.

“Oh, what are you doing?” she asked in consternation, and, running across the room, took the smoking abomination from his hand. “You have put no fat in the pan!” she said. “How can you expect to cook eggs without some kind of grease?”

He was speechless with amazement. The last person he expected to see at Wold House, in this moment of crisis, was Jane Smith. Yet Jane Smith it was, prettier than ever in her plain blue suit, her big white Peter Pan collar, and the little black hat.

“Where the dickens did you come from?”

“I came from the village,” she said, wrinkling her nose with an expression of distaste. “Phew! Open the window.”

“Why, don’t you like eggs?”

“Did these eggs express any wish to be cremated?”

He made no move.

“I suppose you know—”

“I know everything.” She blew out the spirit fire and put down the pan, then, taking off her coat and hat, she threw them on the sofa. “I have come to look after you,” she said, “you poor American waif!”
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Obediently he carried down the spirit lamp, cups and saucers and cracked teapot to the kitchen, and stood in awe, watching her as she kindled a fire in the big kitchen range.

“Let me do that for you,” he said.

“You ought to have volunteered hours ago,” she reproached him, “but if you had, I shouldn’t have allowed you. You would only have made a lot of smoke—”

“Fire lighting is an art: I never realised it till now. Does your mother know you’re here?” he asked suddenly.

“I hope so,” she said. “Mother is in heaven.”

“Your father?”

“Father is in London, which is quite a different place. Look in the larder and see if you can find some lard.”

“That seems to be the proper place for it,” he said.

“Have you any milk?” she asked, when he returned with a large white and bulbous supply.

“We have no milk, but we’ve lots of preserved milk.”

“Haven’t you a cow?”

He shook his head.

“I’m not sure whether I have or whether I haven’t. I’ve really never taken an interest in the details of my estate, but I’m under the impression that I am entirely cowless.”

“Why do you stay here?” She was sitting on her heels before the crackling fire, looking up at him curiously. “Why didn’t you go back to London? You’ve got a flat, haven’t you?”

“I prefer staying here,” he said.

“How lordly! I prefer staying here.” She mimicked him. “You’re going to starve to death here, my good man, and freeze to death too. You ought to know that the people of Creith would never consent to stain their white souls by contact with a gentleman with your
 seamy past! Get some servants from London: they’re less particular. They have cinemas in London that educate them in the finer nuances of criminality. Why don’t you bring your man down — Binger?”

“Binger?” he said in surprise. “Do you know him?”

“I’ve spoken with him,” she said. “When you were in durance I made a call on him, to see if there was anything I could do. It required a great deal of tact because I wasn’t supposed to know that you were under arrest. I asked him where you were, and he said you were ‘hout.’”

“Instead of which I was hin!” laughed Jim.

“Hout or hin, he was deliciously diplomatic. And I saw your Moor, and your beautiful room. Did you live in Morocco?”

“For a short time,” he said.

She was busy with the eggs for a little while, and he saw she was thinking deeply.

“Of course, you know why this antagonism has sprung up in the village against you? It isn’t wholly spontaneous, or due to the purity of Creith’s morals. A week ago, Mr. Hamon came down and interviewed most of the leading tradespeople, and I believe he also saw your butler. I know, because my maid, who lives in the village—”

“Your what?” he asked sharply.

“Maid — it is short for maiden aunt,” she said, not so much as dropping an eyelid. “My maiden aunt, who lives in the village and who is something of a gossip, told me.”

“You were here, then?”

“No, I was in London at the time. She told me when I came back. There are your eggs.”

“I couldn’t possibly eat three,” he protested.

“It is not intended that you should: one is for me,” she replied.

She went into the hall and brought down a bag, and extracted a new loaf and a small oblong brick of butter.

“We will dine in the kitchen, because I feel more at home there,” she said. “And after breakfast I am going to see what needs doing. I can only stay a few hours every day.”

“Are you coming tomorrow?” he said eagerly.

She nodded, and he sighed his relief.

“The curious thing was that I didn’t see you come at all, though I was looking through the window and I had a good view of the drive.”

“I didn’t arrive by the road,” she said. “I discovered a little foot bridge across the river that joins Creith Park and your meadows. Naturally, I still retain a certain amount of self-respect, so I came furtively.”

He laughed at that.

“If you’re trying to make me believe that you care two cents what the village is thinking of you, you’re working on a hopeless job,” he said. “What puzzles me is” — he hesitated— “you may be a villager: I daresay you are; in fact, you must be, otherwise you wouldn’t know so much about the people. But that you’re a member of the downtrodden working classes, I will never believe.”

“Go and find the carpet-sweeper,” she ordered, “and I will show you that, if I’m not downtrodden, I’m certainly a labourer.”

It seemed to him that she had hardly been there ten minutes before she came to the study, dressed ready to go.

“You’re not going already!” he gasped in dismay.

“Yes, I am,” she nodded, “and you will be good enough to stay where you are and not attempt to follow me. And I also rely upon you that you do not ask any of your village acquaintances — which, I should imagine, are very few by now — who I am or who my relations are. I want to keep the name of Smith unsullied. It is a fairly good name.”

“I know of none better,” he said enthusiastically. “Goodnight, Jane.”

He held out a hand, and was unaccountably thrilled to see the faint pink that came to her face.

“There is one favour I’m going to ask you in return for my services, and it is that you call off your campaign of vengeance; in other words, that you leave poor Colter alone. He is acting according to his lights, and it isn’t going to give you any great satisfaction to ruin him.”

“I’ve been thinking of that to-day,” said Jim a little ruefully, “and wondering exactly what I can do. I don’t like to strike my colours and leave the enemy triumphant.”

“He’s not at all triumphant: the poor man’s scared to death. I can tell you all his secret history. He has been speculating in oil shares, at the suggestion of Mr. Hamon (I expect Mr. Hamon has an interest in the company) and the poor man is on the verge of bankruptcy. You have only to open your store and run it for a week, to push him over the edge — plunk! That is vulgar,” she added penitently, “but will you think it over, Mr. Morlake? I don’t know whether you can afford to withdraw, but I think you can.”

An hour after the girl had left, Jim walked down to the village and into Colter’s Store. A very humble Mr. Colter hastened to discover his needs.

“I want bread, butter and eggs,” said Jim firmly. “I want them delivered every morning, with a quart of milk and such other commodities as I require.”

“Yes, sir,” said the humble Colter. “This store of yours, Mr. Morlake, is going to ruin me — I’ve had three farmers here to-day; they are supposed to be thorough gentlemen and friends of mine, but they’re holding up their winter buying until your shop is open. They say that isn’t the reason, but I know ‘em!”

“The store will never open so long as I have my eggs, butter, bread and milk,” said Jim patiently. “Is that understood?”

“Yes, sir,” said the fervent storekeeper, and showed him to the door.

That night the young enthusiast was sent back to London after selling his stocks to Colter below cost price; and when Jim came down in the morning and opened the front door, he found Mr. Colter’s boy sitting on the steps.

Jane Smith came late that morning, and something in her appearance arrested his attention.

“You’ve been crying,” he said.

“No, I haven’t. I’ve had very little sleep, that is all.”

“You’ve been crying,” he repeated.

“If you say that again, I won’t stay. You’re really annoying, and I never thought you would be that.”

This silenced him, but he was worried. Had she got into some kind of scrape through this escapade of hers? He never troubled to believe that she was a housemaid. Probably she was some poor relation of one of the big families in the neighbourhood. There were many little villas and tiny half-acre lots scattered about the countryside.

They were eating a rather dismal lunch together when he asked her plainly:

“Where do you live?”

“Oh, somewhere around,” she said vaguely.

“Do you ever speak the truth, young woman?”

“I was the most truthful person in the world until I—” She checked herself suddenly.

“Until you — ?” he suggested.

“Until I started lying. It is very easy, Mr. Raffles.”

“Oh, by the way” — he remembered suddenly— “two of the housemaids of this establishment came and interviewed me this morning whilst you were making the beds. They want to come back.”

“Don’t have them,” she said hastily. “If you do, I shall go.”

And, conscience stricken at her selfishness, she added quickly:

“Yes, get them if you can. I think you ought to get your servants back as soon as you possibly can. They’re only following the lead of Cleaver, and most of them will be dying to get back, because there’s a whole lot of unemployment in the county. Only — I should like you to let me know before they come.”

He helped her to wash up after lunch, and then went upstairs to his study to write some letters, whilst she laid his dinner before she left. The kitchen stairs led into the back hall, and he was more than surprised, when he turned a corner of the stairs, to see a girl standing in the entrance hall. He had left the door wide open, and either he had not heard her ring, or she had not taken the trouble to push the bell. She was very pretty, he saw at a glance, and fashionably dressed, and he wondered if it was a delegation from the women of Sussex demanding his instant withdrawal from the country.

Flashing a smile at him, she came toward him.

“You’re Mr. Morlake, I know,” she said, as he took her hand. “I’ve seen your photograph. You don’t know me.”

“I’m afraid I haven’t that advantage,” said Jim, and showed her into the drawingroom.

“I simply had to come and see you, Mr. Morlake. This stupid feud of yours with my brother mustn’t go on any longer.”

“Your brother?” he asked in wonder, and she laughed roguishly.

“Now don’t pretend that you don’t dislike poor Ralph very intensely.”

A light was beginning to show.

“Then you are Miss Hamon?” he said.

“Of course I’m Miss Hamon! I came over from Paris specially to see you. Ralph is terribly worried about this frightful
 quarrel you’re carrying on.”

“I suppose he is,” said Jim subtly. “And you have come all the way from Paris to patch up our feud, have you? Of course you’re Lydia Hamon. How stupid of me! I remember you years and years ago, before the days of your brother’s prosperity.”

Lydia Hamon had not the slightest desire to be remembered years and years ago, and she turned him off that dangerous topic.

“Now tell me, Morlake, isn’t it possible for you and Ralph to get together, as you delightful Americans say, and—”

The door opened abruptly, and Jane Smith came in. She was dressed for going home and was pulling on her gloves.

“I thought you were in your study,” she began and then her eyes fell upon the visitor.

If the apparition of Lydia Hamon startled her, the effect on Lydia was staggering. She raised a pair of unnecessary lorgnettes and surveyed the girl with a look of horror.

“Surely I’m not mistaken?” she said. “It is Lady Joan Carston!”

“Damn!” said Joan.
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Lady Joan Carston! Jim could not believe his ears.

“Surely you are mistaken, Miss Hamon?” he said. “This lady is Miss—” He stopped.

“This lady is Lady Joan Carston, and I am delighted to see that you are such good friends. I’m sure my brother’s fiancée will be only too happy to help me in my little scheme to make you and Ralph better friends.”

“Who is your brother’s fiancée?” asked Joan, electrified by this cool claim.

“It is generally understood that you are,” smiled Lydia sweetly.

“It may be understood in lunatic asylums, where many people are even under the impression that they are related to Napoleon Bonaparte,” said Joan sharply, “but it is certainly not understood either by me or by my father. And we should be the first to know.”

Lydia shrugged her shoulders. She was trying to find an explanation of the girl’s presence in this house and from her viewpoint only one explanation was possible. And then it began to dawn on her that the house was empty, save for these two people, and her attitude, her manner and her voice became instantly stiffened by the shock.

“I suppose your father is here, Lady Joan?” she asked primly.

“My father is not at Creith,” replied the girl, who saw what she was driving at. “Nor is my aunt, nor any of my cousins. In fact, I have no other chaperone at Wold except the kitchen stove and a sense of my immense superiority.”

The eyebrows of the redhaired girl went up to points.

“I don’t think Ralph would like this—” she began.

“There are so many things that Ralph doesn’t like” — it was Jim who stepped into the breach and saved Joan Carston from the humiliation of apologising for the things she undoubtedly would have said— “but I shouldn’t bother to catalogue them. I don’t think, Miss Hamon, that we need trouble Lady Joan with the old family feud.”

He turned to the girl and held out his hand.

“I am extremely grateful to you,” he said. “That is a very banal thing to say, but it expresses completely just how I feel.”

He expected to find her embarrassed, but she was coolness itself, and he marvelled at her self-possession.

“I think you had better go in search of your housemaids,” she said with a twinkle in her eyes, “and arrange for them to come to you tomorrow afternoon at two o’clock.”

She emphasised the words, and a weight rolled from his heart, for he knew that Joan Carston would be there to breakfast.

Lydia watched the girl as she walked down the drive.

“Then it is true that Lady Joan is engaged to you?” she asked, and Jim’s jaw dropped. “She told me so, but I thought she was being — well, annoying.”

“Engaged to me?” he gasped. “Did — did she say so?”

Lydia smiled contemptuously.

“Of course, it wasn’t true, though it might have been, judging by her indiscretion. She is a friend of yours?”

“A great friend,” said Jim vaguely, “but only in the sense that Lady Bountiful is a friend of the bedridden villager.”

“You, of course, being the bedridden villager?”

She forced a smile, but he saw in her face something of the emotion she was endeavouring to suppress, as the object of her visit came back to her.

“Seriously, Mr. Morlake,” she drawled, “don’t you think it is time that your stupid quarrel with Ralph came to an end?”

“Do I understand that you are an ambassador bearing olive branches?” he asked, a little amused. “Because, if you are, I suppose, like all ambassadors, you have something to offer me besides an intangible friendship, and that of a very doubtful quality.”

She walked across to the door and closed it, and then, coming nearer, said in a low voice:

“Ralph said that you wanted something that he had — he no longer has it!”

Jim frowned down at her.

“Has he destroyed it?”

“He no longer has it,” repeated the girl. “It is in other hands.”

He stared at her incredulously.

“Do you seriously mean that?”

She nodded.

“Then how does it come about that your brother is at large?” he asked, and she flamed up at that.

“I don’t know what you mean, Mr. Morlake. ‘At large?’ Do you mean that my brother should be in prison?”

“He should be in prison, anyway,” said Jim calmly. “But if the document — and I take it you are referring to a certain document — has fallen into other hands, then most certainly, unless the finder is a thief and a blackmailer, your brother should be waiting his trial.”

It was very evident to him that she had been speaking in the dark, and that she had no idea of the nature of the missing paper.

“What does he want me to do?” he went on.

“He particularly wants your friendship,” she said. “He asked me to tell you that there is no difference between you which cannot be smoothed over.”

“In other words, if the gentleman who has the statement in his hands brings it to light, your brother wishes me to testify in his favour?”

She hesitated.

“I don’t know whether that is what he wishes — perhaps it is. He did not tell me any more than I have told you, that the something which you wanted had passed out of his hands, and he asked for your friendship.”

Jim walked to the window and looked out, trying to solve the riddle she had set him; and all the time there ran through the web of his thoughts the more amazing discovery that Jane Smith was Joan Carston, the daughter of the Earl of Creith, and, from his standpoint, an unapproachable person.

That was the first of the many surprises that awaited James Morlake.

“I don’t see what I can do,” he said, turning back to Lydia. “The feud, as you prefer to call it, between your brother and myself is dependent upon his making reparation. You may tell him that.”

“Then it is to be war?” she said, a little dramatically.

He smiled, and was serious again instantly.

“Yes, I’m afraid it is to be war.”

She bit her lip, thinking quickly. Her instructions had been more or less vague, and Ralph Hamon had left to her the actual method by which she would carry his suggestions into effect. There was an alternative attitude for her to take, and she decided that the moment had come to initiate the new rôle.

“Do you know what this means to me, his only sister?” she asked with a little catch in her voice. “Do you realise what it means to lie awake night after night, thinking, worrying, terrified of what the morning will bring forth?”

“I’m sorry that I don’t. Honestly, Miss Hamon, I am not sympathetic. If it is true that you feel these misgivings and emotions — well, that is unfortunate.”

He walked up and stood squarely before her.

“You may take this message to your brother, Lydia Hamon — that I am in this to the very end. I have risked consequences more fearful than any you can picture, and I go on until my mission is completed.”

“A burglar with a mission!” she sneered.

“Rather amusing, isn’t it?” he said good-humouredly.

If he had any doubts as to her sincerity, those doubts were now dispelled. The woman was an actress and a bad one; she could not sustain the pose of distress at the continuance of the “feud,” or hide the chagrin of her failure.

“You’ve had your chance, Morlake,” she said, the venom in her coming out. “I don’t know what this trouble is between you and Ralph, but he’s too clever for you, and sooner or later you’ll admit it. I’m sick of the whole business! If Ralph’s a crook, what are you? Aren’t there enough pickings in the world for both of you?”

“Spoken like a little lady,” said Jim Morlake, as he showed her to the door.
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In a week a remarkable change had come over Ralph Hamon. There were times when he appeared to his sister to be a little old man. He was greyer, new lines had appeared in his forbidding face, and he seemed to stoop more. Lydia, wise in her generation, did not attempt to probe too deeply into the cause. To her surprise, when she had reported the result of her interview with Morlake, he had not, to use her own expression, gone up in the air, but had accepted her account of the talk with the greatest calmness. Even her little titbit about Joan Carston’s presence at Wold House had not aroused him.

She went to his office that day after her interview with Jim, her baggage at the station, her railway ticket and reservation in her handbag.

“I’m going back to Paris this afternoon,” she said airily, “and I want a little money.”

He looked up at her.

“Who told you you were going back to Paris?” he asked, and her simulated surprise did not impress him. “You’re staying in London until I ask you to go. I told you that a week ago. It may be necessary for us to move, and move pretty quick.”

“What is wrong?” she asked, realising for the first time the immense seriousness of the position. “Are things very bad?” she asked.

“As bad as they can be,” said Hamon, and added: “for the moment. You see, Lydia,” he went on in a kindlier tone, “I don’t want to be left quite alone at this moment. You’re part of the baggage. And besides” — he hesitated— “I promised Sadi that I would take you out to Tangier.”

She did not speak until she had pulled a chair up to the table and sat down opposite him, her elbows on the desk, her eyes fixed on his.

“Have you promised Sadi anything more?” she asked.

He avoided her gaze.

“Five or six years ago you were very keen on my living at Tangier,” she said. “Why? What have you promised Sadi?”

“Nothing, directly. You used to like him, Lydia.”

She made a little face.

“He interested me, naturally. Any young girl would be interested in a picturesque Moor — and, from what you tell me, he isn’t even picturesque any longer. Besides, I’ve got my values in order.”

“Sadi is very useful to me — extremely useful. He belongs to one of the first Moorish families, he is a Christian — at least, he’s supposed to be — and he’s rich.”

She smiled contemptuously.

“So rich that he draws a quarterly allowance from you! No, Ralph, you can’t bluff me. I know all about Sadi, as much as I want to know. He’s just a tricky Moor; and if you expect me to play Desdemona to him, you’ve got another guess coming. Othello was never a favourite play of mine. He is very amusing, I daresay, and he is quite a big person in Tangier, and he may be a Christian, though I doubt it. But I’m not going to be Number Twentythree in his establishment, and the Lord didn’t intend me to end my days in an unventilated harem, even though I become the pearl of great price and the principal wife of the Shereef Sadi Hafiz. I’ve been reading a few books on the subject lately,” she went on, “and I understand that there’s a whole lot of romance in the desert, but, to anybody who’s sniffed the Near East, there’s not enough romance to compensate for one bad smell. The last weeks I was in Paris I had several letters from you, Ralph, talking about the languorous joys of Morocco, and I’ve had it in my mind to ask you just what you were thinking about.”

“Sadi is very fond of you,” he said awkwardly. “And these marriages often turn out well. He is a man well thought of by the Government, and he has more decorations than a general.”

“If he was as well decorated as a Christmas tree, he wouldn’t appeal to me,” said she decisively, “so let us consider that matter settled finally.”

She was secretly astonished that he accepted her very plain talk without protest.

“Have it your own way,” he said, “but you’ll have to stay in London, Lydia, until I’m through with this other business.”

After she had gone, he made an effort to work, but without success. From time to time he glanced at the clock on his desk, as though he were expecting some visitor. A cable from Tangier had come that morning, and once or twice he took it from his pocketbook and read it over gravely. Sadi’s impecuniosity was no new experience, but this last demand was interesting in view of possible contingencies.

A small and frugal lunch was served in his office, and after it was cleared away he rang for his clerk, and taking his chequebook from the safe, wrote reluctantly.

“Take this to the bank and bring the money back in fives.”

The well-trained clerk did not whistle when he saw the figures, for he was used to dealing with large sums, but seldom had Mr. Hamon drawn actual cash to that amount.

He returned in half-an-hour with three stout packages, which Hamon did not even trouble to count.

“I am expecting Mr. Marborne,” he said, as he put the money away in a drawer. “Show him right in.”

Marborne was due at half-past two. It was nearer three when he swaggered into the office, a marvellously transformed man, for he was dressed in what he conceived to be the height of fashion, and added to the outrage of a crimson tie a grey top-hat. He took the big cigar from his teeth and nodded jovially at the watchful man behind the desk.

“‘Morning, Hamon! Sorry I’m a bit late, but I had one or two calls to make.”

He had been drinking: Hamon was quick to notice this. On the whole, he preferred to deal with people who drank. One of his stock arguments against prohibition was that it put the habitually sober at a disadvantage with the occasionally drunk.

“Got the money, old man?”

Without a word, Hamon opened the drawer and threw the notes on to the table.

“Thanks,” said Marborne, who invariably developed gentility in his cups. “How does it feel, having a family retainer, eh?”

Hamon leant his elbows on the table and glared across at the blackmailer.

“See here, Marborne, I’m willing to finance you up to the limit, but you’ve got to keep your promise.”

“I don’t remember having made any,” said the other coolly. “I told you that your little secret was safe with me. You aren’t going to kick about expenses again, are you?” he asked humorously. “I’ve got a position to keep up. Thanks to working for you, I’ve been kicked out of the police force without my pension, and so has Slone. You would have left us to starve if I hadn’t had a bit of luck and a naturally prying disposition.”

“Where have you left that — that paper? Suppose it falls into somebody else’s hands?” asked Hamon, and Marborne laughed.

“Do you think I’m such a fool that I’d throw away a good living?” he asked contemptuously.

Unconsciously he pressed his hand to his left side. It was an involuntary movement, but it did not escape the attention of Hamon.

“It is in a safe,” said Marborne loudly, “burglarproof and fireproof, and I am the only person that’s got the key. See?”

“I see,” said Hamon, and was almost cheerful when he opened the door to facilitate his visitor’s departure.

He came back to his desk, and without hesitation took a cable form and addressed a message to “Colport, Hotel Cecil, Tangier.” There was only one possible solution to the tyranny of Marborne. He must go the way of the unknown sailor whom a cyclist had found dying on the Portsmouth Road.
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Not since that night of storm had Joan seen the lodger at Mrs. Cornford’s cottage. She had purposely avoided her visitor, and with that extraordinary determination which was part of her character, had ruled out her vision and knowledge as a bad dream, something hideous born of the storm.

Once in the middle of the night she woke up to the stark reality of fact. In the morning Jim had seen traces of the despair that had entered her heart, and had wondered, and, wondering, had been troubled.

On the morning that was to see her final visit to Wold House, her maid came into her room as she was dressing.

“Mrs. Cornford wishes to see you,” she said, and Joan paled.

“You’re a great coward,” she said aloud.

“Me, my lady?” asked the astonished girl.

“No, me, Alice. I’ll be down in a few minutes.”

There are certain disadvantages about putting things out of your mind. The reactions are apt to be a little drastic, and Joan was inwardly quaking when she came into the presence of her guest.

“I heard that you were back, and I came to ask whether Lord Creith would grant me a lease of the cottage, Lady Joan.”

“Is that all?” said Joan, immeasurably relieved. “Of course he will, Mrs. Cornford. Are you settling in Creith?”

Mrs. Cornford hesitated.

“I think so,” she said. “Mr. Farringdon is doing so well that he wants me to stay. He has made me a very handsome offer, and I can afford to give up my music teaching.”

“Mr. Farringdon?” Joan’s voice trembled a little. “He is your lodger, isn’t he? The young man who — who drinks. Where did he come from?”

“I don’t know. He was on the West Coast of Africa for some time. He got into some scrape in England, and his people sent him abroad when he was very young — he was expelled from his school for an escapade.”

“Did he tell you what it was?”

She waited, holding her breath.

“No — he just said that he did something pretty bad. He took to drink on the Coast, and drifted back to England. His father died and left him an annuity. Would you like to meet him?”

“No!”

The refusal was so abrupt and so emphatic that Joan saw she had hurt the woman.

“No, my dear — I don’t want to meet him — my nerves are a little on edge with recent happenings in this neighbourhood.”

“You mean Mr. Morlake. How very terrible that was! His servants have left him, they tell me. I almost volunteered to look after him. Mr. Farringdon saw him on the night of his arrival.”

“I know he did,” said the girl, and corrected herself hastily. “I’m told he did.”

Mrs. Cornford left her a little thoughtful. She must go back to London and stay there, even though she left the American burglar to subsist on raw eggs!

There were two strange men in the village. Joan saw them long before the gossips of Creith told her that they were young business men spending a holiday in the country. She saw them as they rode into the village on the previous afternoon, two healthy-looking men who seemed to find time hanging on their hands.

When she came to Wold House to cook the breakfast (it was half-past nine when she appeared) she mentioned her discovery.

Jim Morlake nodded.

“Yes — Sergeant Finnigan and Detective Spooner from headquarters. I saw them arrive the night after I returned. They came by the last train and were driven over from the station in a car belonging to the local police.”

He saw the concern in her face and laughed.

“You didn’t imagine that the police would drop me as an unprofitable subject, did you? Welling sent them to make a study of my habits. They will be here for at least another week — I thought of asking them up to dinner one night. I guess the food they get at the Red Lion doesn’t wholly satisfy them.”

She made no reply, turning instantly to another matter.

“I shall not come again. I think you can gather your domestic staff. I saw Cleaver in the village yesterday and he was almost tearful at the thought of losing a good job.”

“He’s lost it,” said Jim grimly. “He’s fixed — permanently! He is the one man I’ll never have.”

“When he asks to return, you must take him back,” she said. “Don’t be feeble! Of course he must come back.”

“Must he? — Well, if you say—”

“It isn’t what I say. Don’t shield your weaknesses behind me. You’ll take him back because you can’t quarrel with servants any more than you can quarrel with poor Mr. Colter.”

She heard him chuckle, and frowned.

“Forgive my unseemly mirth, Lady Joan,” he said penitently, “but I haven’t been bullied for — oh, a long time! I’ll take Cleaver or anybody else. Why did you tell Lydia—”

He stopped, and she paused, fry-pan in hand, to shoot a questioning glance at him.

“Tell her — what?”

“Oh, nothing … I suppose you said it to annoy her. She thinks so anyhow.”

He found himself confused; he could feel the colour going to his face, and the more he tried to control this ridiculous display the more incoherent of speech and gauche
 of manner he became.

“You mean that I told her I was engaged to you?” she said calmly. “Yes, I did. I wanted to shock her, and yours was the first name that occurred to me — you don’t mind?”

“Mind…? Well, I should say not…!”

“I hoped you wouldn’t. When I remembered, after I had left you, that I had confided my awful secret to Lydia Hamon, I had ten million fits.”

Skilfully she lifted the eggs from the pan and laid them on the dish.

“I was afraid that I had hopelessly compromised you — you’re married, of course?”

“I am not
 married,” he said violently, “and have never been married.”

“Most nice people are,” she said with such indifference that his heart sank; “and I suppose you are
 nice … yes, I’m sure you are. Don’t put your elbow on the egg — thank you!”

He had no mind for eggs. He hated eggs: the sight of a yolk made him shudder.

“I am sorry you are Lady Joan. I liked Jane…. I like Joan too, immensely. There was a girl in Springfield, Connecticut, that I knew—”

“Is it necessary to tell me about your early love affairs?” she asked. “I am too young to be interested.”

“This was not a love affair,” he protested hotly. “Her name was Joan, and she called me Jim. Her father was an Alderman.”

“My name is Joan, and if you wish to call me Joan don’t let anything stand in your way,” she said, seating herself at the kitchen table. “I may even call you Jim, but father has a pet Persian cat he calls Jim, and if I called you that I’d expect you to mew
 ! I don’t like Lexington — it is too much like the name of a railway station. And I don’t like Morlake. I had better call you nothing…. About this engagement of ours. I wonder if you would mind if I did not break it off for a week or so? Mr. Hamon has views about me and my future.”

“But suppose he carries this ridiculous story to your father?” he asked, aghast.

“‘Ridiculous story’ would have come better from me,” she said coldly, “but as you got in first, it is due to my father to say that he would be amused. I was worried at first for fear the story got into the newspapers.”

“Why has Hamon such a pull in this part of the country?” he asked.

She told him very frankly just how Mr. Hamon’s local interests had developed, and he whistled.

“So you see, our title is rather a hollow mockery. The real Lord of Creith is Hamon, and I am his handmaiden. He wants to marry me, just as all bad men in stories want to marry the daughter of the ruined earl. To make the story complete, I should be madly in love with the poor but honest farmer who is the real heir to the estate. But all the farmers round here are rich, and daddy says that there isn’t one he’d trust with a waggon load of wurzels.”

He could not keep his eyes from her as he listened, fascinated. It was not her beauty that held him, nor her breathtaking self-possession, nor the humour behind irony. A little of each perhaps, but something else. He remembered the morning — was it yesterday? — that she had come with the unmistakable evidence of tears in her eyes. This hard, practical side of her, this flippancy of comment, was not the real Joan Carston. She puzzled him a lot, and frightened him too.

“Don’t stare, James — that is better than Jim, but rather on the footman side — it is very rude to stare. I wanted to ask you something too … what was it? I know! Last night I borrowed a pair of night glasses from Peters. From my window I can see Wold House. At night there is a yellow blob of light which I couldn’t identify. With the glasses I saw that it was the library window. And I saw your shadow passing and repassing across the white blind. Why do you have white shades, James? You need not answer that. You were still walking up and down when I went to bed at one o’clock. I watched you for an hour … why are you laughing?”

“Finnigan and Spooner watched for longer,” he said between paroxysms. “They made a special report on my restlessness. I guess that.”

“How do you know — that they were watching, I mean?”

“After it was dark I laid down ‘trip wires,’ only I used black thread,” he said. “Every thread was broken this morning. So was the cotton I pegged across the gate, which I left unlocked. On the path under the window I laid down sheets of brown paper covered with bird lime — I found them on the road this morning.”

Her eyes danced with joy.

“The boy who cleans the boots at the Red Lion is a friend of mine. I went down early this morning and found him scraping the sticky stuff off Finnigan’s boots, and Spooner’s pants were horrible to see — he must have sat down in it! They will watch me, of course — they would be fools if they didn’t.”

When the meal was over and they were washing the dishes together, she asked:

“What were you thinking about last night that you couldn’t sleep?”

“My sins,” he answered solemnly, and for some reason or other her attitude was a little frigid toward him for the remainder of the morning.

And to whatever error he had committed in the morning, he added what proved to be a crowning indiscretion. He came into the kitchen and found her at the table, bare-armed, kneading some pastry.

“That was a bad burn,” he said.

He had never before seen the heart-shaped scar on the back of her hand.

To his surprise, she flushed red.

“It only shows sometimes,” she said shortly.

She left soon after without saying goodbye.

In the afternoon came a humble Cleaver, with a rambling and unconvincing story of the causes that led to his resignation. Jim Morlake cut him short.

“You may come back,” he said, “and you may reëngage any servants who wish to return. But there is a new routine in this household. Everybody must be in bed by ten, and under no circumstances may you or anybody else interrupt me when I am working in my room.”

“If Mr. Hamon hadn’t, so to speak, lured me away—” began Cleaver.

“I have known Mr. Hamon in many rôles,” interrupted Jim, “but I confess that Hamon the siren is a new one on me.”

The study was situated at that end of the building nearest Creith House. It was a long, rather narrow room, with two entrances, one leading to the hall, the other opening into a small lobby. Here was a narrow staircase leading directly into his bedroom, which was above the study. The bedroom, in a sense, ran at right angles to the room below, for whilst this ran lengthwise along the front of the house, the bedroom extended from the front to the back.

Whilst Cleaver was collecting his scattered staff, Jim went up the staircase to the bedroom, locked the door, and, taking up a corner of the carpet, opened a small trapdoor in the floor and took out a black tin box, which he carried to the table. From this he extracted his little leather hold-all of tools, a gun and the inevitable square of silk, and these he took down to the study, putting them into his drawer. Though all the detectives in the world were watching him, though the threat of life imprisonment hung over him like a cloud, The Black must again go about his furtive work. For the voice of the dead was whispering again, urgently, insistently, and Jim Morlake did not hesitate to obey.
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Jim filled up the tank of his car, stacked a couple of tins in the dickey and drove the machine into the village, stopping first at the post office to send a wire to Binger, and then at the blacksmith’s shop, which, since the demise of the garage, had served the rough needs of motorists. The complicated repairs which he described to the blacksmith could not be carried out at Creith, as he well knew.

“You had better take the car to Horsham, Mr. Morlake,” said the blacksmith. “I don’t know enough about these here machines to do the work you want.”

The police watcher saw him drive off and strolled across to the blacksmith to discover what was the trouble.

“His steering apparatus has gone wrong,” said the smith. “He has patched it up himself, but I told him it is dangerous to drive and he’s taken it over to Bolley’s at Horsham.”

Satisfied, Detective Spooner went back to his chief and reported. Just as it was getting dark, Jim returned by the little motor omnibus which plied three times a day between Creith and Horsham. This also Spooner reported.

“I don’t see what’s the use of keeping us down here at all,” said Sergeant Milligan. “It’s a dead and alive hole, and it’s not likely that Morlake is going to start anything just yet. The trial’s shaken him up a bit.”

“I wish he’d get in the habit of going to bed early,” grumbled his subordinate. “I had a talk with the butler — who is going back to him, by the way — and he said that he’d never known his boss to have insomnia before.”

“Perhaps it is his conscience,” said Milligan hopefully.

Soon after Jim returned to the house, Binger arrived with a small handbag, containing all that was necessary for him in the matter of changes, and William Cleaver showed him into Jim’s room.

“I’ve got a job for you that you’ll like, Binger,” said Jim. “It is to sit in a chair and do nothing for five or six hours every night. You will be able to sleep in the day and I’ve not the slightest doubt that you’ll also put in a few short winks whilst on duty.”

Binger, whose face had fallen at the suggestion of work, brightened up again.

“I’m not naturally a lazy man, sir,” he said, “but I find at my time of life, after my military experience, that things tire me very hastily. I think it must be the fever I got in Hindia. It isn’t that I’m lazy — ho no! Work I love. Are you having a hard time ‘ere, sir? — I expect you hare! Naturally the gentry would be a bit put out, you being a burglar, sir. I’m sure the way the reporters came hafter me when you was in jug was disgraceful. They put my portrait in the papers, sir — maybe you saw it?” He fumbled in his pocket and took out a large, creased and somewhat idealised photograph of Mr. Binger. “Not that I court publicity, sir, to use a foreign hexpression, but if you’re in the public heye, you’re in the public heye, and there’s no getting away from it. This Mommet” (he referred to Mahmet thus) “he doesn’t mind at all. Being a Hafrican, he ‘asn’t got any sense. You’ve given it hup, I suppose, sir?”

“Given what hup?” asked Jim.

“Burglarising, sir.”

He saw an unfamiliar object standing on a side table.

“Going in for music, sir?” he asked.

Jim looked across at the big gramophone that had been delivered to him a few days before.

“Yes, I’ve developed a pretty taste in jazz,” he said. “Now listen to my instructions, Binger, and they are to be carried out to the letter. Tonight at ten o’clock you will take up your post outside my door. You can have the most comfortable chair you can find, and I don’t mind very much if you sleep. But nobody is to come into this room — you understand? And under no circumstances am I to be interrupted. If any detectives call — —”

“Detectives?” said the startled Binger.

“There are two in Creith,” said Jim coolly, “but I don’t think they will worry you. But if they call, knock at the front door, or do anything after ten o’clock, they are not to be admitted unless they can produce a warrant signed by a magistrate, which is extremely unlikely. You understand?”

“Yes, sir. Do you want me to bring you in some coffee?”

“I want you to bring me in nothing,” said Jim sharply. “If you attempt to come in or interrupt me, you’ll be fired.”

He had the best dinner he had had in weeks that night, for the majority of the staff were again on duty. At half-past nine he interviewed Cleaver, who was already making preparations to retire for the night.

Jim strolled into the grounds and walked to the gate. The road was deserted, but in the shadow of a hedge he saw a red spark of light that glowed and died with regularity. It was the cigar of the watcher, and he smiled to himself.

Going back to his study, he found that Binger, with a rug and a chair, had taken up his position in the hall.

“Goodnight, Binger,” he said and locked the door.

Though the house was equipped for electric lighting, the petrol engine which supplied the current had not been working since his return. On his study table was a shaded vapour lamp, which threw a powerful light on to the desk. The shade he had removed and the brilliance of the flame was almost blinding.

He picked up the gramophone and put it on the table in the middle of the room, wound it tight and regulated the turntable until it moved at its slowest pace. Then, from his desk, he took a long steel rod, which he screwed into the end of the turntable. To this he had fixed a tiny cardboard figure, the silhouette of a man with his hands behind him, clamped to a piece of stout wire. This he fastened to the end of the rod, and carrying the vapour lamp from his desk, placed it in the centre of the turntable and released the catch. The disc turned slowly and with it the lamp and the cardboard figure. Presently the blurred shadow of the silhouette passed across the white window shade.

“There he goes again!” groaned Detective Spooner, as he saw the shadow pass. “How long is he going to keep that up?”

Apparently not for long, for Jim stopped the machine, and, passing upstairs to his room, changed into an old black suit. Over this he drew a tightly fitting ulster that reached almost to his heels, and this, with a soft black hat, completed his wardrobe. He put his tools and gun in his pocket, added a small but powerful electric torch and looked at his watch. It was half-past ten. The house was silent. He went back to the study and, going close to the door, called Binger.

“Are you all right?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Remember I am not to be interrupted.”

“No, sir, I quite understand.”

From the voice he gathered that the watchful Binger was already half asleep.

He set the gramophone working again, watched it for a little while, regulating the speed, and then, passing up to his bedroom, crossed to the window at the back of the house, and, lifting the sash, stepped out upon a small balcony.

In a minute he was in the grounds, making his way furtively in the shadow of the bushes to the little footbridge that led to the Creith estate. Ten minutes’ walk and he came to an isolated barn, approached by a cart track across a field which was his property, and here the car was waiting….

“He’s at it again,” said Spooner to his sergeant who had strolled up to join the watcher. “There he goes,” as a shadow crossed the window jerkily.

Spooner groaned.

“This means an all-night job,” he said.

At that moment Jim’s car was running up the Haymarket in a drizzle of rain. He turned into Wardour Street and, putting the machine at the tail of a long queue of cars that were waiting here to pick up the theatre traffic, he walked into Shaftesbury Avenue and hailed a taxi. As the car drew up, the door of a saloon bar was pushed open violently and a man stumbled out.

He fell against Jim, who caught and jerked him to his feet.

“‘Scuse me!” said the drunkard, “had a slight argument … on purely abstrac’ question of metaphysics,” he got the word out with difficulty.

Jim looked at him closely. It was the young man who had come to his house on the night of the storm.

“Hello, my friend, you’re a long way from home,” he said, before he remembered that he particularly did not wish to be recognised. But the man was incapable of recognition.

The taxicab was waiting, and, seeing the little crowd that was gathering, he pushed the sot into the car.

“Drive to Long Acre,” he said.

At this hour of the night the street of wholesale fruit salesmen and motorcar depôts would be empty. Stopping the cab in the quietest part of the street, he guided his companion to the sidewalk.

“Now, Mr. Soak, I advise you to go home.”

“Home!” said the other bitterly. “Got no home! Got no friends, got no girl!”

“Perhaps that is not unfortunate — for the girl,” said Jim, impatient to be gone.

“Is it? I dunno. I’d like to get hold of the girl who played the trick on me. I’d kill her — I would, I’d kill her!”

His weak face was distorted with sudden rage and then he burst into drunken tears.

“She ruined my life, damn her!” he sobbed, “and I don’t know her, except her Christian name, don’t know anything except that her father’s a lord … she’s got a little heart-shaped scar on the back of her hand.”

“What is the name of this girl who — who ruined your life?” asked Jim huskily.

The young man wiped his eyes and gulped.

“Joan — that is her name, Joan … she played it low down on me and if I ever find her, I’ll kill her!”
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On the day that Ralph Hamon received an answer to his Moorish cablegram, Mr. Marborne dined well and expensively, for he had reached that blissful stage of conscious prosperity when money came natural.

His guest that night was Mr. Augustus Slone; and Sergeant Slone, from being an uninteresting, snubnosed man with a vacuous face and an apologetic air, had developed into a man of fashion.

So they dined in the largest restaurant in Oxford Street, and it was a dinner of many courses.

“Another bottle,” said Mr. Marborne grandly.

He pushed down the stiff front of his shirt, which bulged above the white waistcoat, and examined his cigar with a critical air.

“Well, Slone, this is more my idea of life than rousting round looking for little tea-leaves.”
1



“You’ve said it,” said Slone simply.

He also was dressed in expensive raiments and if his black dress bow had an edging of purple, it was only because a certain gentlemen’s outfitter had assured him that this was the latest and most recherche vagary of fashion.

“How long is it going on?” he asked, leaning back in his chair and regarding his companion with a glassy stare.

“For ever,” said the other, and as he waved his hand the overhead lights were reflected brilliantly from the diamond in his new ring.

“What have you got on Hamon?”

“What do you mean — what have I got on him?”

“You’ve got something.” Slone nodded with drunken wisdom. “You’ve put som’n on to him somehow. What have you found out about him?”

“Never mind what I’ve found out. All you’ve got to do is to be satisfied and ask no questions. Am I doing the right thing by you or am I not?”

“You’re certainly doing the right thing by me,” admitted Slone with warmth and they shook hands fervently across the table.

“I’ll tell you — not everything, but a little. A certain document has come into my possession,” said Marborne. “I won’t say what it is or how I got it, but it is something which would do him a lot of no good. That fellow is worth a million, Slone, and he has a sister…!” He kissed the tips of his fingers and waved them to the ceiling ecstatically.

“I know all about his sister,” said Slone, “and she’s not the sort of girl who would have anything to do with you, Marborne.”

Marborne’s face went a dull red. In his cups he was somewhat quarrelsome.

“What do you mean?” he demanded. “What was she before Hamon made his money? A barmaid! That’s what she was. She served the drinks in a little dive off Glasshouse Street. She’s no better than me — in fact, she is not so good.”

Slone assented sycophantically.

“And there’s no sense in talking about putting the black on Hamon,” Marborne went on. “What is he — a thief, that’s what he is and I can prove it.”

“Is that what you know about him, Marborne?”

“Never mind what I know,” retorted Marborne, beckoning the waiter as a resolve came to him.

“Let us have another drink,” suggested Slone.

“You’ve had enough,” said the other. “There’s that old swine, Welling!”

The shock of the discovery that he had been under the observation of that grey-haired sleuth probably all the evening, sobered him. As he caught Marborne’s eye Welling rose from the little table where he had been enjoying a protracted dinner and walked across to the two and instinctively Slone stood to attention.

“Sit down, you fool,” said Marborne under his breath. “You’re not in the police force now. Good evening, Captain Welling.”

“Good evening, Marborne. Having a good time?” He sat down at the unoccupied end of the table and his mild eyes surveyed the former police officer with interest. “Doing well, eh? Making a lot of money? That’s the thing to do, Marborne. Honest money brings happiness, crook money brings time.”

“I’m not going to discuss with you, Captain Welling, whether my money’s honest or dishonest. If you think—”

Welling stopped him with an almost humble gesture.

“You can’t mean to suggest that you aren’t making a fortune?” he said. “How is friend Hamon?”

“I don’t know Mr. Hamon — at least not very well,” protested Marborne loudly. “What are these innuendoes, Captain? I don’t know why you should intrude yourself upon me. I’ve got nothing to thank you for.”

“You’ve a lot to thank me for,” said Welling, lighting the ragged stub of a cigar which he extracted with care from his waistcoat pocket. “The Commissioner wanted to prosecute you, and I think you would have had nine months’ hard labour as the result of certain indiscretions of yours, but I persuaded him, in the interests of the service, that it would be better if we let bygones be bygones. Hamon is well, you say?”

“I didn’t say anything about Hamon.”

“A nice man,” mused Julius softly, “an extremely nice man. You’re working for him?”

“I tell you, I’ve nothing to do with Mr. Hamon.”

“You must be working for him,” said the other with gentle insistence. “He drew a thousand pounds from the bank only a week ago and at least three of the notes have been passed by you. He would hardly pay you for nothing, would he, Marborne, because that is not the way of the world.” He sighed heavily. “Our cruel employers get the last ounce out of us, and perhaps they’re right. What are you now — a financier?”

Marborne was silent.

“I’ve been worrying about Hamon,” Welling went on. “I saw him for a few minutes the other day and he looked ill. As if he had some trouble on his mind. He couldn’t have lost anything from Grosvenor Place, or he would have reported the matter to the police, wouldn’t he? Of course he would! Yes, I’m glad to see you’re getting on, Marborne. And Slone too! They tell me he’s living in a Bloomsbury hotel like a gentleman! You boys are making money.” He shook a finger waggishly at the infuriated and a little frightened Marborne. “You’re simply dragging it in, Inspector — It sounds better to call you Inspector, doesn’t it? Somebody was telling me, you’ve had a safe put up in your apartments — a beautiful new, green, warranted-to-defy-fire-and-thieves safe.”

“You’ve been tailing me up, Welling,” said Marborne roughly. “You’ve no right to do that.”

“Tailing you up?” Julius Welling seemed shocked at the charge. “That is the last thing in the world I should think of doing. But gossip gets around — you know how small London is. One man sees one thing, one man sees another, and they sort of pass on the information. And I think you are wise. If you’ve got a lot of loose money lying around, and you don’t patronise banks, it is only an intelligent precaution to have a good safe.”

“What do you mean by not using banks?” said Marborne hotly. “I’ve got a banking account in Holborn.”

“But you never use it,” said the gentle Julius, shaking his head, “and again I’m sure you are right. You never know when a bank will fail. On the other hand, if you’ve got a nice, big, green, fire proof safe, there’s nothing to fear except burglars. And what are burglars? The Black wouldn’t rob you, even if he hadn’t gone out of the burglarly business for good — which of course he has.”

He looked round quickly and then lowering his voice, he said:

“Marborne, have you ever tried to tie a tin can to the tail of a wildcat? I see by your expression that you haven’t. It is less dangerous than ‘tinning’ Ralph Hamon. The Old Book says there’s a time to make merry and a time to be sad, a time to sleep and a time to eat; and let me tell you that there is a time to quit, too! And that’s very near at hand. I wish you no harm, Marborne. You’re a bit of a bad lad, but there’s a lot about you that I like. Your simplicity is one of the things and your transparent honesty is another. And I shouldn’t feel right if I didn’t pass on these few words of wisdom and guidance. Pack up your bundle and go while the going’s good.”

“Go where?” asked the puzzled Marborne.

Welling rose heavily from the table.

“They tell me Spain is a pretty useful place. But keep to the north. The south is too near to Morocco. Italy is another country where living is cheap and the climate is passable. I’ll do what I can to protect you.”

“Protect me!” gasped Marborne, and Welling nodded.

“Yes, sir, that is the word I used. I tell you I’ll do my best for you, but I’m not superhuman. Keep away from wildcats.”

To Marborne’s intense irritation, the old man patted him on the shoulder.

“Remember that easy money stings. You don’t feel the sting for a long time after, but when you do, it’ll hurt like hell!”
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“He is a dithering old fool,” said Marborne angrily, “and I can’t stand here all night discussing Welling. Get me a taxi, commissionaire.”

“Don’t you make any mistake about Welling,” said Slone, a greatly troubled man. “That man knows! If he says ‘quit’ you take my advice and quit.”

“I don’t even want your advice. I’ll see you in the morning,” said Marborne, bustling into the taxi.

He was more sober than he had been since the dinner started and his first impulse was to go home. Indeed, he gave instructions to this effect, but changed them and leaning from the window ordered the driver to take him to Grosvenor Place.

There was a light in the drawingroom and he smiled as he mounted the steps.

Lydia heard his voice in the hall and almost before the footman had announced his name —

“I am not at home,” she said in a low voice.

This was the third evening visit Marborne had paid in a week and with each he had grown a little bolder. Before the servant could get out of the room, the door was pushed open and the ex-inspector appeared.

“Hullo, Lydia! Thought I would come and see how you were getting along.”

It was the first time he had called her by her Christian name and for a second there was a gleam in her eye which boded ill for the adventurous man.

“Ralph is out, I suppose?”

“How long has he been ‘Ralph’ to you, Mr. Marborne?”

“Oh, for a long time,” said Marborne lightly. “I’m not one of these sticklers for etiquette. If a man’s name is Ralph, he should be called Ralph.”

She checked the retort on her lips, having discovered that the best method of wearying her visitor was to allow him to make all the conversation, for Marborne had not a great stock of small talk. But tonight she had not the patience to continue in her abstention and presently she was irritated into asking:

“What has happened lately, Mr. Marborne, that you have become so very familiar, both with my brother and myself? I’m not a snob, and I daresay you’re as good as anybody else, but I tell you frankly that I do not like your calling me ‘Lydia’ and I will ask you not to call me so again.”

“Why not?” he demanded with a tolerant smile. “Your name is
 Lydia. They used to call you Lydia in the dear old days when you shook cocktails for the thirsty boys!”

She was white with passion but had gained control over her speech.

“Come now, Lydia, what is the use of putting on side? I am a man, the same as other men you meet. Why can’t we be good friends? Come and have a bit of luncheon with me tomorrow and we can go on to a matinée afterwards.”

“I am thrilled,” she said coldly. “Unfortunately I have a luncheon engagement.”

“Put it off,” said Marborne, his admiring eyes devouring her. “Lydia, why can’t we be good friends?”

“Because I don’t like you,” she said. “After all, barmaids do not choose barmen for their companions; they like to get something a little above them, socially and intellectually. What you are intellectually, I have never had an opportunity of discovering; but I would as soon think of going to luncheon with one of my brother’s footmen. Is that plain to you?”

By his purple face and the incoherent sounds that were escaping from his lips she gathered it was plain enough. Fortunately, her brother came in at that moment and gave her an excuse for leaving the room.

“What’s the matter with you?” asked Ralph Hamon, glowering at the man.

“What’s the matter with me?” spluttered Marborne. “I’ll tell you what’s the matter with me, Hamon. That sister of yours has got to apologise to me … throwing my manners up in my face … telling me I’m no better than a footman….”

“I guess she’s right,” said Hamon, his lips curling at the man’s hurt vanity and self-pity. “She didn’t call you a blackmailer by any chance, did she? Because, if she did, she’d have been right again. Now see here,” his voice was like a rasp. “I’m paying you money because you stole something from me, and you’re using the threat of exposure to get it. I’ll go on paying money just so long as I have to buy your silence. But you will confine all your business transactions to me. You will have nothing whatever to do with any member of my family, by which I mean my sister. You understand that?”

“I’ll do as I dam’ well please!” stormed Marborne.

“You’re drunk,” said Hamon calmly. “If you weren’t drunk you wouldn’t have made a fool of yourself. See me in the morning.”

“I want Lydia to apologise to me,” said the other and Hamon laughed sourly.

“Come tomorrow and maybe she will,” he said. “I want to go to bed. Have you seen Welling?”

“Welling? Yes. What made you ask that?” asked Marborne in surprise.

“He was standing outside the house as I came in, that is all.”

Marborne walked to the window and, drawing aside the blind, peered out. On the opposite side of the road he saw a man standing by the edge of the sidewalk.

“That’s Welling,” he agreed. “What does he want?”

“He has tailed me up,” growled Marborne.

“I’m glad,” said the other. “I was afraid for the minute he was tailing me. Have a drink?”

Marborne smiled and shook his head.

“No, thanks — if I’m going to be poisoned I’ll have mine at home.”

The watcher had disappeared when Marborne left the house. He walked to the corner to get a taxicab and though he looked back several times, he saw no sign of the shadow. He went through the side door of the shop which constituted the entrance to his flat, and waited for some time in the dark passage before he pulled the door open and stepped out. There was still no sign of Welling. Possibly Hamon had been mistaken, or else Welling’s presence had been sheer coincidence.

His apartments occupied the whole of a floor above a shop and had been furnished by the landlord with those solid and useless articles which have been called “furniture” from time immemorial. A buffet that he did not use, a clock that did not go, a table at which it was impossible to write and a three-branch chandelier only one lamp of which was practicable. But on the buffet was a tantalus, and pouring himself out a stiff glass of whisky, he drank it down.

What was Welling driving at, he wondered. And what significance was there in his reference to the safe? It was perfectly true that Marborne kept his money in the flat; and he did this because he had sufficient intelligence to know that there might come a moment when his victim would make it necessary for his hasty departure. And to Marborne money was not real money unless it was visible. A balance at the bank meant nothing except figures that gave him no satisfaction whatsoever.

He stirred the fire into a blaze, took off his dress jacket and went into the bedroom. Switching on the light, he stood in the doorway and the first object on which his eyes rested was the safe. It stood in a corner of the room, supported by a stout wooden stand.

He looked at it dully, uncomprehendingly, and then with a shriek of rage he leapt into the room and began feeling wildly in its dark interior. For the door was hanging and the safe was empty!

When he had recovered from his rage, he made a rapid search of the apartment. The method of entrance was clear. The thief had come up the fire escape, broken through the window of the bedroom and had worked at his leisure.

He dashed downstairs to the street and threw open the door. Captain Welling, his hands clasped behind him, his head perched on one side, was standing on the sidewalk, gazing intently up at the lighted windows of the flat.

“Captain Welling, I want you!”

Marborne’s voice betrayed his agitation.

“Anything wrong?” asked Welling as he came over. “Curious my being here.”

“I’ve been robbed — robbed!” said Marborne. “Somebody’s broken open my safe….”

He led the way up the stairs, babbling incoherently, and kneeling before the rifled safe, Welling made a brief examination.

“He certainly did the job thoroughly,” he said. “But burglarproof safes are easy to a good cracksman. You’d better not touch it until this morning and we’ll have it photographed for fingerprints.”

He got out of the window on to the fire escape.

“Hullo! What’s this?” he said and took something from the landing at his feet.

“One cotton glove. I suppose we’ll find the other at the bottom. I don’t think it is necessary to bother about looking for fingerprints.”

He examined the glove under the light.

“And you couldn’t trace these if you spent a week of Sundays. I’m afraid he’s made a good getaway. How much money did you lose?”

“Between two and three thousand pounds, I think,” whined Marborne.

“Anything else?”

The ex-inspector looked at him sharply.

“What else was there to lose?” he asked surlily. “Isn’t it enough to lose two thousand?”

“Had you any books, any documents of any kind?”

“No, not in the safe,” said Marborne and added quickly: “nor anywhere else for the matter of that.”

“Looks like The Black’s work to me,” mused Welling, coming back again to the safe. “It certainly does look like The Black’s work. And I don’t see how it can be. Have you got a telephone here?”

“In the other room,” said Marborne.

Welling put through a long-distance call and went back to make what he knew was doomed to be a fruitless and hopeless search for clues.

The thief had evidently not been satisfied with the money he had found in the safe. Every drawer had been ransacked, its contents thrown to the ground; the cupboard had been wrenched open; a trunk beneath the bed had been forced and its contents strewn about the floor. Even the bed had been dismantled, blanket by blanket, sheet by sheet, and the mattress lay half on the floor and half on the bedstead.

Welling went back to the diningroom. There were no cupboards here and no drawers, save three in the sideboard, which were empty. He looked round the walls. One of the pictures was hanging askew and he nodded.

“He was looking for something, this friend of ours. What was it?” he asked.

“How in hell do I know?” demanded Marborne savagely. “He didn’t get it anyway.”

“I don’t know how you can say that, if you don’t know what he was looking for,” said Julius gently.

The telephone bell rang. It was the call which Welling had put through to Creith.

“Captain Welling speaking. Is that you, Milligan?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Where is your man?”

“He’s in his house — or he was five minutes ago.”

“Are you sure?”

“Absolutely certain. I haven’t seen him, but I’ve seen his shadow. He’s here all right. Besides which, he hasn’t got a car; it went to Horsham to-day for repair.”

“Oh, it did, did it?” said Welling softly. “All right.”

He hung up the telephone receiver and went back to Marborne, surveying the wreckage helplessly.

“You’d better ‘phone the divisional police and ask them to send a man up, Marborne,” said the old chief. “I don’t think they’ll be able to help you — too bad your losing all that money. Banks are safer.”

Marborne said nothing.
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If the traveller passed up the narrow, hilly street which leads from the Mosque to Great Sok
 of Tangier, and turned abruptly to the right as though the Kasbah
 were his objective, he would have found on his left a high white wall pierced only by a massive gate with bronze-green hinges.

Behind the wall was an untidy garden and a broken stone fountain, sufficiently repaired by an unskilful European workman to allow a feeble jet of water to jerk spasmodically in the air before it fell into a black basin, where, amidst the rubbish of years, swam languid goldfish.

The house of Sadi Hafiz stood at right angles to the wall, an ugly, limewashed barn boasting a verandah and a stoep where, when the weather was warm, Sadi Hafiz himself sat in a faded drawingroom chair drinking mint tea and smoking. He was a tall, pale Moor with plump cheeks and a smear of beard, and he had the appearance at all times of being half-awake. He sat one morning, a cigarette drooping from his full underlip, his dull eyes fixed upon a wilted geranium in the centre of the court.

The Shereef Sadi Hafiz was a man who had held many positions of trust under many governments, but had not held them for long. He had served two sultans and four pretenders, had been the confidential agent of six European and one American consulates and in turn had robbed or betrayed them all. A linguist of ability, a known friend of the brown-legged men who carried their rifles into Tangier whenever they came shopping, his influence reached into strange and distant places, and he was a concession-monger without equal.

There came to him at the sunset hour a little man named Colport, who was the accredited agent in Tangier of Mr. Ralph Hamon’s companies.

“Good evening — have a drink,” grunted the shereef in English. “Did you get any reply to your cable?”

“He says the quarter’s allowance is not due for a month,” said Colport and the Moor spat contemptuously.

“Did he spend twenty pesetas to cable that? Allah! If it is not due for twenty months I need money now, Colport. Is he coming?”

“I don’t know; he didn’t say.”

The Moor looked at him from under his tired eyelids.

“Is Lydia coming with him? Of course! For five years she has been coming, and for five years she cannot. I am tired of Hamon. He treats me worse than Israel Hassim the Jew. I give him companies, he makes millions and all I see is the allowance. Sha! What did I do for Hamon years ago? Ask him that!”

Colport listened philosophically. Sadi was for ever complaining, for ever hinting of mysterious services; he never went further than to hint.

“He would see me in the Kasbah, chained by the leg and dying for a centimo measure of water. And I have two new wonders for him — a trace of silver in the hills! Ah ha, that makes your eyes sparkle. There are fifty million pesetas in that concession alone. Who else could find such beauties but the Shereef? I am the most powerful man in Morocco — greater than a basha
 — greater than the Sultan….”

He grumbled on and Colport waited for his opportunity. It came at last.

“Mr. Hamon says he will let you have your quarter’s allowance and five hundred sterling. But you must send at once … wait.”

He fished out the cablegram from his pocket and smoothed it on his knee.

“‘Tell Sadi I must have another Ali Hassan’ — what does that mean, Sadi?”

Sadi’s eyes were wide open now, his tobacco-stained fingers were caressing his hairy chin.

“He is in trouble,” he said slowly. “I thought he was. Ali Hassans do not grow on every cactus bush, Colport.”

He was silent for a long time, thinking, and his thoughts were not pleasant. After a while he said:

“Cable to him that it will cost a thousand,” he said. “Bring the money to me in the evening of tomorrow. Even then … but I will see.”

He clapped his hands lazily and to the slave girl who came:

“Bring tea, you black beast,” he said pleasantly.

He paid Colport the unusual honour of walking with him to the gate, and then he went back to his dingy chair and sat, elbow on knee, chin in hand, until the call to prayer sent him to his perfunctory devotions.

He rose stiffly from his knees and called to the man who was his scribe and valet.

“Do you know Ahmet, the mule driver?”

“Yes, Excellency. He is the man that killed the money changer, and some say he robbed another Jew and threw him down a well. He is a bad man.”

“Does he speak English?”

“Spanish and English, they say. He was a guide at Casa Blanca, but he stole from a woman and was flogged.”

Sadi inclined his head.

“He must be my Ali Hassan,” he said. “Go into the low houses by the beach. If he is drunk leave him, for I do not wish the French police to see him. If he is sober, let him come to me at the twelfth hour.”

Tangier’s one striking clock was chiming midnight when the servant admitted the burly figure of the mule man.

“Peace on this house and may God give you happy dreams!” he said, when the white-robed figure of the shereef confronted him in the moonlight.

“Ahmet, you have been to England?”

They stood in the centre of the courtyard, away from the ears that listened at three lattice-covered windows.

“Yes, Shereef, many times on the mule ships when the War was on.”

“Go now, Ahmet. There is a man who needs you. Remember that I saved you from death twice. Twice, when the rope was round your neck, I, the Shereef Sadi of Ben-Aza, pleaded to the basha
 and saved you. There will be nobody to save you in England if you are a fool. Come to me tomorrow and I will give you a letter.”
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Jim Morlake returned home in the early hours of the morning. At half-past three, Spooner saw the white window shade go up and Jim appeared, silhouetted against the bright light of the room. In another second he opened the French windows and stepped out, crossing the lawn to the gate. The detective drew back to the shadows, but Jim’s voice hailed him.

“Is that you, Finnigan, or is it Spooner?”

“Spooner,” said the officer a little sheepishly, as he came forward.

“Come inside and have a large glass of ice water,” said Jim, opening the gate. “Pretty cold waiting, wasn’t it?”

“How did you know we were here?”

Jim laughed.

“Don’t be silly,” he said. “Of course I knew you were here. Say when.”

The detective drank the potion that was offered him and smacked his lips.

“I think it is silly, too,” he said, “wasting a good man’s time—”

“Two good men,” corrected Jim.

“Don’t you ever get any sleep?” asked the detective, selecting a cigar from the box Jim handed him.

“Very rarely,” replied his host gravely. “It freshens me up, walking up and down this room.”

“How do you do it? I only notice you pass the window one way.”

“I walk round the table as a rule. It is quite a good stretch,” said the other carelessly. “What I principally wanted to speak to you about, Spooner, was to ask you whether you had heard anybody shouting, or whether insomnia is getting on my nerves?”

Mr. Spooner shook his head.

“I’ve heard nobody shout. It must be your imagination. From what direction did it come?”

“From the meadows on the other side of the river,” said Jim. “But if you didn’t hear it, it is not worth while investigating.”

“Is there a bridge?” asked the detective, glad of any diversion. “What sort of a noise was it?”

“It sounded like a cry for help to me,” said Jim. “If you think it is worth while, I’ll get a lamp and we’ll go and look.”

He lit a storm lantern and they crossed the lawn to the little footbridge. He led the way over the bridge.

“It was from this field that the cry seemed to come,” he said, and then the detective saw a figure lying on the ground and ran toward it.

“What is it?” asked Jim.

“Looks to me like a drunk. Here, wake up!”

He dragged the inanimate figure to its knees and shook it vigorously by the shoulder.

“Wake up, you! It is the young man who lives at Mrs. Cornford’s cottage,” said Spooner suddenly.

“I thought I recognised him,” said Jim. “I wonder how the dickens he got here. Perhaps you’ll see him home?”

After the detectives with their half-conscious burden had gone their staggering way to the village, Jim returned to the house. Not only the work of the night had been heavy — and Marborne’s burglarproof safe had been one of the hardest jobs he had ever tackled — but the responsibility of this half-crazy dipsomaniac had added a new tax on his strength. He had gone back for the car he had left near Shaftesbury Avenue and had deposited the drunkard in a corner just in time to save him from arrest. Mr. Ferdie Farringdon had slept in the car what time Jim went about his unlawful occasions. He had slept all the way down and in the end Jim had had to half-carry and half-walk him from the place where he had left the machine to Wold House. Here he had settled him comfortably in the meadow of Creith Hall before it occurred to him that he might utilise the detectives who were watching him, to save the sleeping man from the serious consequences of his folly.

He went up to his bedroom, counted the heap of notes that he took from an inside pocket, put them in an envelope and addressed them, before he placed the implements of his craft in the secret hole beneath the carpet.

He had failed, but his failure was less oppressive to him than the strange story that Farringdon had told. It could not be Joan — and yet, her father was a peer; she had the heart-shaped scar on the back of her hand, and her name was Joan.

“It’s preposterous!” he muttered. “Preposterous! How could Joan ruin any man’s life? Why, she’s only a child….”

It was the mad babble of a drunken man, he tried to tell himself, but reason would not accept that explanation. He made a resolve. At whatever risk, he would call upon Mr. Ferdinand Farringdon in the morning and ask for an explanation.

He slept for four hours, and, waking, took a cold bath and dressed. His first thoughts on waking, as were his last thoughts on sleeping, revolved about the dipsomaniac and his strange statements.

After swallowing a cup of tea that Binger brought to him he mounted his horse and taking the side-road that misses the village came to the gardener’s cottage. He had never seen Mrs. Cornford before and his first impression was a correct one. She was a lady, as he had expected her to be. He had heard, not from Joan, but from those prolific sources of gossip which existed in Creith, that she was a friend of the girl’s.

“My name is Morlake,” he said, watching her keenly. “I’m glad to see that you do not faint at the approach of a member of the criminal classes,” he added, as she smiled her recognition of his name. “I want to see your boarder.”

“Mr. Farringdon?” Her face changed. “I’m afraid you can’t see him; he’s very ill. He is an invalid, you know, and he went out yesterday afternoon when I was shopping in the village and did not come home until late this morning. I have just sent for the doctor.”

“Is he very ill?” asked Jim. “I mean, too ill to see me?”

She nodded.

“I’m afraid he has fever; his temperature is high and he is not normal in other ways. Do you know him very well?” she asked.

“Not very well. I know something about him, that is all.”

She was evidently not prepared to discuss the eccentric young man who lodged with her, and Jim had to return. He turned his horse and rode across the fields to No Man’s Hill, a ride of which he was particularly fond. He could learn no more until the man had recovered — if he ever did recover. That kind of person had nine and ninety lives, he reflected, and he could wait until he sought an explanation from a saner and a more convincing Mr. Farringdon.

It was freakish of him to turn from the well-known road to send his horse climbing the hill, threading a slow way between the pines and the rhododendrons, but he had a sudden desire for the solitude which hill-tops give to man. He could not see the crest for the surrounding trees, and until he rode clear to the flat top, he was unaware that there was another early morning rider. Suddenly he came face to face with Joan. She was sitting her horse, a quizzical smile in her eyes, and she laughed aloud at his look of surprise.

“Father came back to Creith last night,” she said. “Our humdrum life has been resumed, and we expect the Hamon man at any moment.”

“Congratulations!”

“And do you know there was a burglary in London last night? It looked very, very much like one of yours!”

Her eyes were fixed on him steadily.

“Base imitation,” said Jim. “Will you make me responsible for every robbery—”

“Was it you?” she asked.

He swung from the saddle with a laugh.

“You’re a most disconcerting young lady, and I shan’t satisfy your curiosity.”

“Will you tell me it wasn’t you?” she bent down toward him, watching him closely.

“Mr. James Morlake refuses to make any statement; this is official,” said Jim.

“It was
 you!” She caught her breath in a sigh. “I was afraid it was, though they are perfectly certain in the village that you didn’t leave Wold House.”

“As a matter of fact, I did leave Wold House, and I was in London last night. Whatever evil work I did, at least I performed one kindly action. I saved a young man from being arrested for drunkenness, and I brought him home to his good, kind Mrs. Cornford.”

Her face went deathly white.

“That was kind of you,” she said steadily.

“Do you know this man?”

She did not answer.

“Has he any reason to hate you?”

She shook her head.

“Joan, are you in some kind of trouble?”

“I’m always in trouble,” she said lightly, “and have been since I was so high!”

“I see you won’t answer me. Will you tell me this?” He found difficulty in framing the words. “Joan — if, if I were not — if I were a respectable member of society and could claim to be … of your own class — would you marry me?”

Her eyes, deep and sombre, held his as she shook her head.

“No,” she said.

“Why not?” he asked.

“Because … you asked me about Ferdie Farringdon just now.”

“Well?” as she paused.

He saw her lick her dry lips, and then:

“He is my husband,” she said, and, pulling round her horse’s head, she sent it at full gallop down the uneven path.
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He was dreaming, he told himself mechanically. It couldn’t be true; it was too absurd to think about. She had been shocking him as she had shocked Lydia Hamon. Of course it wasn’t true. How could it be? She was only a child….

He found himself with drawn reins before the Cornford cottage. He could go in there and learn the truth — could drag it from the drunkard. Then he saw the doctor coming out and the old man nodded to him cheerily.

“How is your patient?” Jim found voice to say.

“Pretty bad. I think he’s got rheumatic fever. He has little or no resistance, so what will happen to him heaven only knows. You look a bit under the weather, Morlake. I haven’t seen you since you came from your—”

“Since I came from Brixton Prison,” smiled Jim. “No, I don’t think we’ve met. You needn’t worry about me, doctor. I’m as fit as the Derby favourite.”

“My experience is that they are usually unfit,” growled the doctor, “though you never discover it until after the race is won and you’ve lost your money.”

He walked by Jim’s side into the village.

“Queer fish, that man Farringdon,” he said, breaking the silence. “A college man, I should think, but a queer fish. He is quite delirious to-day and the things he is saying would make your hair stand on end. Happily,” he said after a moment’s thought, “I am bald. Ever heard of the Midnight Monks?”

“Eh?” said Jim.

“Midnight Monks. I wonder if, in your wider knowledge of the world, you may have heard of them. Some sort of secret society, I should think. He’s been babbling about them all the time, though it is not my business to give away my patient’s secrets. The only satisfaction you can get out of my unprofessional conduct is that I shall probably give away yours. Hm! The Midnight Monks and Joan,” he mused. “I wonder what Joan it is?”

Jim did not answer and he rambled on.

“It is a common enough name. Have you ever noticed how names go in cycles? All the Marjories belong to ‘96; they’re contemporary with the Doras and the Dorothys. And all the Joans are about twelve years old. Just now there is an epidemic of Margarets. It is a curious world,” he added inconsequently, as, with a wave of his hand, he dived into his surgery.

Jim did not hear him.

That must be the explanation. She was shocking him in her impish way. He told himself this with a firmness that sought to mask his act of self-deception.

He was turning into Wold House when a big Italian car swept past. He caught a glimpse of a face, and turning his horse, watched the car out of sight. Hamon’s presence would bring happiness to nobody, he reflected. It certainly gave him none.

“The hofficers of the law have been ‘ere,” hissed Binger melodramatically, coming halfway down the drive to meet him.

“Which particular hofficers? And, by-the-way, I’ll have to be careful or I shall be talking like you.”

“I was always considered a very classy talker in my military days,” said Binger complacently. “I remember once my colonel telling me—”

“Shut up about your colonel. Let’s get down to common busy fellows. Do you mean Spooner or Finnigan?”

“All of ‘em,” said Binger. “He saw William — it’s funny his name being William and mine being William—”

“It is so funny that I’m screaming with laughter,” said Jim impatiently. “What did he say to William?”

“He wanted to know whether you were out last night. It was the other fellow who asked the question. And William said that so far as he knew you were hindoors. And, of course, I knew that you were hindoors, so I gave my testimony hunsolicited, as it were.”

“When did they go?”

“They’re not gone. They’re in the study,” said Mr. Binger. “And the other gentleman — there was three — he said he felt faint and would like to sit down away from the glare of the sun.”

“There has been no sun for a month. I gather the other gentleman’s name is Welling. It sounds rather like him.”

“That’s right, sir — Mr. Welling. An old gentleman, not very right in his head, I should think — childish as a matter of fact. He’s had that gramophone on the table and has been asking what the little holes in the side were for. It’s hawful to see a man in the prime of life talk like that.”

“Horrible,” agreed Jim in all sincerity.

When he walked into the study, Welling was examining with an air of quiet, detached admiration a big etching that hung over the carved mantelpiece. He bent his head sideways, looking over his glasses as Jim came in.

“Here you are then, Morlake,” he said. “I think you’re looking remarkably well.”

“The village doctor has just passed an opinion which is directly contrary, but I guess you know,” said Jim as he shook hands.

“I thought I’d look you up,” said Welling. He had a trick of thrusting his chin into the air and looking down at his vis-à-vis. The taller they were, the farther rose his chin. His face was almost turned to the ceiling as he regarded Jim with that queer pale stare which had broken down so many obdurate and uncommunicative criminals.

“I only discovered last night that, outside of all my knowledge, the Yard had sent two men down to shadow you. Now, that’s not right,” he said, shaking his head. “It isn’t right at all. The moment I discovered this, I decided that I would come down personally and withdraw these officers. I can’t have you annoyed; you must have your chance, Morlake.”

Jim laughed aloud.

“I haven’t the slightest doubt, Welling, that you were the gentleman who sent these sleuths to watch me,” he said.

“And I have less doubt,” said Welling frankly, “that I did send them! That is the worst of our business,” he shook his head mournfully. “We have to lie! Such unnecessary lies. I sometimes shudder when I recall the stories I have to tell in the course of a day. That is a nice little gramophone of yours. Have you any records?”

“Plenty,” said Jim promptly.

“Ah! I set it going just now.”

He turned the switch as he spoke and the turntable slowly revolved.

“Very slow, eh? Now, I’ve been thinking that, if you had a lamp on the top of that turntable and a figure cut in the shape of a man, so placed that every time the dial turned the shadow fell across that blind — how’s that for an idea? When I write my little textbook for burglars, that notion is going to be put very prominently — with illustrations.”

Jim turned the regulator and the disc spun quickly.

“It only shows how even a clever plan can come unstuck for want of an elementary precaution,” he said. “I should have turned that back to full speed if I had been a criminal and had been endeavouring to deceive the good, kind police. You mustn’t forget to put those instructions in your textbook, Welling.”

“No, I mustn’t,” agreed the other warmly. “Thank you very much.”

He looked round at Spooner and his superior.

“All right, sergeant, I don’t think you need wait. You can take Spooner back to town with you by the next train. I will join you at the station. In the meantime, I want just a little private talk with Mr. Morlake — just a little exchange of reminiscences, shall we say?” he beamed.

He walked to the window and watched the two officers disappear.

“They’re very good fellows,” he said, turning, “but they have no brains. Beyond that, they are perfect policemen. In fact, they are the ideal of our force. Where were you last night, Morlake?” He asked the question curtly.

“Where do you think I was?” said Jim, taking down his pipe from the mantelshelf and loading it.

“I think you were at 302, Cambridge Circus, opening the safe of my friend Mr. Marborne. When I say ‘I think’ I mean I know. That isn’t the game, Morlake,” he shook his head reproachfully. “Dog does not eat dog, nor thief rob thief. And that Marborne was the biggest thief that ever wore a uniform jacket, heaven and the Commissioner know. You made a killing, but did you get what you wanted?”

“I did not get what I wanted,” said Jim.

“Then why take the money?”

“What money?” asked Jim innocently.

“I see.” Captain Welling settled himself down on a settee and pulled up the knees of his trousers as outward evidence that he intended making a long stay. “I see we shall have to bicker awhile, Morlake.”

“Don’t,” begged Jim. “I only take money when the money I want belongs to the man I am after.”

Welling nodded.

“I guessed that. But this was Marborne’s own — money dishonestly earned, and therefore his by right. What is Marborne’s pull with Hamon?”

“Blackmail, I should imagine — in fact, I am pretty certain. He has come into possession of a document which is very incriminating to Hamon, and he is bleeding that gentleman severely; that is my diagnosis.”

Again Welling nodded.

“Now we come to the one mystery that intrigues me,” he said. “There is a document, which you want to get, and which you say Marborne has got. It is a document, the publication of which, or should it fall into the hands of the law officers, would lead to very disastrous consequences to Hamon. Have I stated the matter right?”

“As nearly as possible,” said Jim.

“Very well, then.” Welling ticked off the points on his fingertips. “First, we have a document, a letter, a statement, and anything you like, the publication of which will, let us say, put Hamon in a very awkward position. Now, tell me this: is there anything in that document which it is absolutely necessary Hamon should keep?”

“Nothing,” said Jim.

“Then why on earth doesn’t he destroy it?” asked Welling in amazement.

A slow smile dawned on Jim’s face.

“Because he’s a monkey,” he said. “He’s put his hand into the gourd and he has grasped the fruit; he cannot get his hand out without letting go his prize.”

“But you say that there is nothing in the wording of this paper which can possibly advantage him, and yet he does not destroy it! That is incredible. I’ve heard he is a miser, somebody told me that he’s got thirty pairs of boots that he’s hoarded since his childhood. But why on earth does he hoard a thing which may—”

“Put his head in a noose,” suggested Jim, and Welling’s face went grave.

“As bad as that?” he asked quietly. “I had a feeling it might be. The man is mad — stark, staring, raving mad. To hold on to evidence that can convict him — why, there’s no precedent in the history of jurisprudence. A man may keep a document through sheer carelessness, or forgetfulness, but deliberately to hoard it! Is it something he has written?”

Jim shook his head.

“It is something written by another, accusing him of conspiracy to defraud and attempted murder.”

Captain Welling was a man who was not readily surprised, but now he sat speechless with amazement.

“I give it up,” he said. “It is killing Hamon, anyway. I saw him yesterday and he looked like a man on the verge of a nervous breakdown.”

“I should hate to see Hamon die — naturally,” said Jim. “He’s down here, by-the-way.”

Welling nodded.

“Yes, he telegraphed to Lord Creith this morning, asking if he could put him up. He has sent his sister away to Paris.” He scratched his chin. “One would like to get to the bottom of this,” he said. “I have an idea that we should discover a little more than you know or guess.”

“There is nothing bad about Hamon that I cannot guess,” said Jim.

He liked Welling and would, in other circumstances, have gladly spent the day with him; but now he was not in the mood for company and was relieved when the old man took his departure. Jim was sick at heart, miserable beyond belief. The shock of Joan Carston’s declaration had stunned him. She would not play with him; she must have spoken the truth. Twice that afternoon he found himself riding in the direction of Mrs. Cornford’s cottage, and once he stopped and asked after the patient, and his enquiry was not wholly disinterested.

“He is very ill, but the doctor takes a more hopeful view,” said the lady. “Lady Joan very kindly came and brought some wine for him.”

A little pang shot through Jim Morlake’s heart, but he was ashamed of himself the next minute.

“Of course she would,” he said, and Mrs. Cornford smiled at him.

“You are a friend of hers — she spoke of you to-day.”

“Do you know anything at all about Mr. Farringdon?” he asked her.

“Nothing, except that he has no friends. An allowance comes to him from a firm of lawyers in the city. I wish I knew where I could find his relations, they ought to be told. But he speaks of nobody except these ‘Midnight Monks’ and the only name he mentions besides that of a girl is one which seems very familiar to me — Bannockwaite. It has some sort of significance for me, but I can’t tell what.”

Jim had heard the name before and it was associated in his mind with something unsavoury. A thought struck him. He had passed Welling in the village street, and the old man had told him that he was staying on for a day or two and Jim had asked him up to dinner. He rode back to the Red Lion where the detective was staying and found him in the public bar, the least conscious of its habitués, and he was drinking beer out of a shining tankard.

“Do you know anybody named Bannockwaite?”

“I knew a man named Bannockwaite,” said Welling instantly, “and a rascal he was! You remember the case? A young parson who got into a scrape and was fired out of the church. There was nothing much wrong with him, except natural devilry and a greater mistake than choosing a clerical career I cannot imagine. Then he was mixed up with a West End gang of cardsharpers and came into our hands, but there was no case against him. When the War broke out he got a commission — in his own name, remarkably enough. He did magnificently, earned the V.C., and was killed on the Somme. You probably remember him in connection with one of those societies he started. He never actually came into our hands on that score—”

“What do you mean by societies?”

“He had a mania for forming secret societies. In fact, when he was at school, he initiated one which disorganised not only his own school but a dozen in the neighbourhood. He was something of a mystic, I think, but devilry was his long suit.”

“What was his school? I suppose you wouldn’t know that?”

“Curiously enough I do. It was Hulston — a big school in Berkshire.”

Jim went back and wrote to the headmaster at Hulston, hoping most fervently that the schoolmaster would not recognise him as the hero of an Old Bailey trial. Late in the afternoon he saw Hamon’s car flash past toward London and wondered what urgent business was taking the financier back to town. Long after midnight he heard the peculiar roar of the Italian engine, and, looking through the window, saw the car returning.

“He is a very busy fellow in these days,” thought Jim, and he thought correctly, for Ralph Hamon had spent two hours in a profitable interview with a stranger, who had arrived in London and the conversation had been carried on exclusively in Arabic.
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There was no man more sympathetic for a fellow in misfortune than ex-Sergeant Slone. But when he discovered that the misfortune extended to himself, Slone was inclined to be querulous.

“I don’t mind you doing what you like with your own money, Marborne,” he said, “but there was four hundred of mine in that safe of yours, and I’ve been asking you for a week to put it in your bank.”

“You wouldn’t have had the money if it wasn’t for me,” said Marborne. “Anyway, there’s plenty more where that came from.”

“But have you got plenty more?” asked the practical Slone.

“He sent five hundred this morning. It was like getting blood out of a stone,” said Marborne. “Anyway, we shan’t starve. Slone, I’ve been sitting up all night, thinking about things.”

“I don’t wonder,” said Slone, his gloomy eyes surveying the empty safe. “That’s The Black’s work, nobody else could have done it so neatly.”

“What did he come for?”

“Money,” said Slone bitterly. “What do you think he came for — to pass the evening?”

“You needn’t get fresh with me,” said Marborne sharply. “You’ll pay the same respect to me, Sergeant Slone, as you did in the old days, or you and I part company. I’ve told you that before.”

“I meant no harm,” growled Slone, “but it is a bit of a blow losing all that money.”

“The Black didn’t come for it. He took it, but that wasn’t what he came for. He came for this.” He tapped his side significantly. “And that is what The Black has been after ever since he started operations. He’s been after this
 ! I was looking up my scrapbook this morning. I’ve got every one of The Black’s robberies pasted, and I’ll tell you what I discovered — and, mind you, Slone, I haven’t been a police officer for twentythree years without being able to put two and two together.”

“That’s natural,” agreed the obliging Slone. “And I’ll say this of you, Marborne — there wasn’t a better detective officer at the Yard than yourself — not even Welling.”

“You’re a fool,” said Marborne. “Welling could give me or anybody else a mile start and lick ’em sick. Now listen; every bank that’s been burgled has been a bank where Hamon has had an account. In all banks there is a strong room, where customers keep their private documents, and it invariably has been the strong room that was burgled. And if it wasn’t a bank it was a safe deposit, where Ralph Hamon had a private box. And he’s been after this.” He tapped his side again.

“What is it?” asked Slone, consumed with curiosity, and the other man smiled contemptuously.

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” he asked, and continued: “This fellow Morlake is a rich man. I’ve always suspected he was a rich man—”

“Naturally he’s rich,” put in Slone wrathfully.

“Wouldn’t you be rich if you’d pulled off forty-two jobs and got away with thousands and thousands of pounds? He’s richer by four hundred of mine—”

“Don’t interrupt me. He is a rich man apart from that. And, besides, nobody knows that he has
 taken any money.”

“I know he’s taken ours,” said Slone bitterly.

“Fix this in your nut, Slone. It is just as likely that he would pay me as well for this, as old Hamon would.”

“He’d sooner pinch it,” said Slone with conviction, “like he pinched my money. I wish I’d been somewhere handy!”

“You’d have been a dead man if you had, so what is the good of wishing? I’m going to think this over and if I have any trouble with Mr. Blinking Hamon tomorrow—” He snapped his fingers significantly.

Slone went home early. He had yet to recover from the shock of his loss, and Marborne was left alone. He had plenty to occupy his thoughts. The sting of Lydia Hamon’s contempt still smarted. She seemed, at that moment, less the woman of his dreams than she had been, and he harboured no other emotion in his bosom than a desire to get even with her for her gratuitous insult.

That morning he had sent a peremptory demand to Hamon, and had received a paltry five hundred. He had instantly despatched a second message, to learn that Hamon had gone out of town, which Marborne regarded as the merest subterfuge, until he called himself and interviewed the butler. Miss Hamon had gone too, that official informed him; she had left by the eleven o’clock Continental train and was expected to be absent for a week.

Although the night was chilly, he threw open the windows to let in the light and sound of Cambridge Circus. Almost under his eyes were the gay lights of a theatre. He sat for some time watching the audience arrive, and trying to recognise them, for he had an extensive acquaintance with West End life.

He saw a tall, thickset man cross the road at a run, although there was no fear of his intercepting the traffic. A foreigner, Marborne guessed. He watched him for some time, for the man did not seem quite sure of his destination. First he walked along one sector of the Circus, then he came back and stood undecidedly on one of the islands in the middle of the thoroughfare. By the light of the street standard Marborne thought he was a seafaring man. He wore a jersey up to his neck, a thick pea-jacket and a cheese-cutter cap. Turning his eyes away to watch a car drive up to the theatre, Marborne lost sight of the stranger and he passed out of his mind.

He closed the window and, taking a pack of cards from a drawer, began to play solitaire. He was nervous, jumpy; he heard sounds and whispering voices which he knew were born in his imagination. At last, unable to bear the solitude any longer, he put on his hat and went out, wandering down Shaftesbury Avenue to Piccadilly Circus, where he stood for an hour watching the night signs. Here, to his surprise and relief, he came upon Slone.

“I’ve got the creeps,” said that worthy. “Marborne, what do you say to making a big haul from this fellow and getting out of the country? You remember what Welling told you — that the north of Spain is healthy?”

Marborne nodded. Something of the same idea had occurred to him.

“I think you’re right,” he said. “I’ll wire to Hamon in the morning, he’s staying with Lord Creith; and I’ll put the matter frankly before him. It will be Italy, not Spain.”

“Hamon is in town,” said Slone unexpectedly. “I saw his car passing along Coventry Street, and he was in it.”

“Are you sure?”

“Well, you couldn’t mistake him, could you?” said Slone scornfully.

“Wait a bit.” Marborne went into a telephone booth and called up Hamon’s house.

“It is no good lying,” he said, when the butler protested that his master was not in. “Hamon was seen in Coventry Street an hour ago.”

“I swear to you, Mr. Marborne, he has gone to the country. I know he came back to town to do some business because I forwarded a coded message on to him and he came back for ten minutes — not longer. He’s gone away again.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if he is telling the truth,” said Marborne when he reported the conversation. “Anyway, we’ll see him tomorrow.”

He parted from his friend in Shaftesbury Avenue and walked back to Cambridge Circus, feeling a little more cheerful than he had been when he came out. And then he saw the tall, foreign-looking sailor, and the first thing that impressed him was his big pale face and his tiny black moustache. He was standing near the door of the apartment as Marborne inserted the key, watching the ex-inspector until the door opened. Then he came forward, cap in hand.

“Excuse me,” he said, speaking with a guttural accent, “but are you Marborne?”

“That is my name,” said the other.

“I have this for you.” The stranger held up a large envelope. “It is from Mr. Hamon. But first I must be sure that you are Marborne.”

“Come in,” said Marborne quickly.

Hamon had relented, he thought joyously. That parcel meant money and Hamon employed curious messengers at times. He opened the door for the big man, who had come silently up the stairs behind him, and the messenger passed through. He looked hard at his host.

“You are Marborne?” he said. He spoke English with great difficulty.

“Yes, I am that gentleman,” said Marborne almost jovially, and the man laid the package on the table.

“That is for you,” he said. “Will you please open and give me a sign?”

“You mean signature.”

“That’s the word — signature.”

Marborne wrenched the string from the package and tore open the envelope. For a second his back was to the visitor and Ahmet, the muleman, drew a curved knife from each pocket and struck inward and upward with a deep-throated “Huh!”



XXXIV. The Cord


Table of Contents


What made Marborne raise his eyes, he did not know. In the glass above the mantelpiece he saw the glitter of the knife and leant forward, pushing the table with him. He had turned to confront the assassin and in that instant he lifted the edge of the table and flung it over against his assailant. His gun came into his hand and the lights went out simultaneously; for though Ahmet, the muleman, was a barbarian, he lived in a city that was lit by electric light, and he knew the value of a near-by switch.

Marborne heard the patter of his feet on the stairs and ran after him, tripping and falling over the table. By the time the lights were on, the stairs and passage were empty. There was no sign of the sailor in the street, and double-locking the door, he came back to his room and reached for a handy whisky bottle, and he did not trouble to dilute the fluid.

“The swine!” he breathed. He put down the bottle and examined the letter that the man had dropped.

It consisted of a package of old newspapers.

So that was it! He had, as Welling told him, tinned the wildcat and the cat had shown his claws.

He was cool now, in mind if not in body, for his forehead was streaming. So that was Hamon — the real Hamon, who would stick at nothing to get back the thing he had lost. He sat for half-an-hour, then, rising, took off his coat, his vest, his shirt, and then the silk singlet beneath. Fastened to his body with strips of sticking plaster was a small bag of oiled silk, through which he could read certain of the words which appeared on the document which Hamon, no less than Morlake, so greatly desired.

He fixed two fresh strips of sticking plaster, dressed himself, and, examining his revolver carefully, slipped it into his hip pocket. There was only one thing to be done, and that must be done immediately. He had a thought of calling on Slone, but Slone might easily complicate matters, and he decided on the whole that it would be best if he worked alone. He must go at once, before the would-be murderer recovered from his fright. He put on his overcoat, took a loaded cane from the hall stand, and went out.

Jim Morlake was the solution to his difficulties and the shield to his danger. He saw that with startling clearness. Closing the door behind him, he looked left and right, but, as he expected, there was no sign of the foreign-looking sailor.

A cab took him to Victoria, and he found he had half-an-hour to wait for a train to the nearest railway junction. Another whisky fortified him for the journey, and he ensconced himself in the corner of a first-class carriage which was occupied by two other men.

At eleven o’clock that night, Jim, who was genuinely working in his study, heard feet coming up the gravel drive, and, opening the door, was audience to a parley between Binger and some unknown person. Presently Binger came in in a state of great excitement.

“It’s that damned Marborne,” he whispered.

“Show him in,” said Jim, after a moment’s thought.

What would Marborne be wanting, he wondered? That he should suspect Jim of being The Black was natural, but he would hardly have taken a journey at that hour of the night, either to express his reproaches or to conduct a cross-examination.

“Bring him in here.”

Marborne was looking very haggard and drawn, he thought. He expected trouble, but the man’s attitude and manner were civility itself.

“I’m sorry to interrupt you at this time of night, Mr. Morlake,” he said, “and I hope that you won’t think I’ve come to see you about that little job last night.”

Jim was silent.

“The fact of the matter is,” said Marborne, dropping his voice, “I’m in—” Suddenly he spun round. “What’s that?” he croaked.

There was a crunch of slow footsteps on the gravel outside.

“Who is it?” he asked hoarsely.

“I’ll find out,” said Jim.

He himself opened the door to the visitor.

“Come in, Welling. You’re the second last person I expected to see.”

“And who was the first?” asked Welling.

“An old friend of yours, who has just arrived — Marborne.”

The white eyebrows of Captain Welling rose.

“Marborne! How interesting! Has he come down to get his money back?”

“I thought that at first,” said Jim good-humouredly, “and of course, I couldn’t very well refuse. No, I think it is something more serious than the loss of money that is bothering him.”

Marborne’s relief at seeing Jim’s visitor was so evident that Jim was puzzled.

“Expecting a friend, Marborne?” said Julius genially.

“No — no, sir,” stammered the man.

“I thought you weren’t. You can put your gun away. Very bad business, carrying guns. I’m surprised at an old policeman like you thinking of such things. A good stick is all that a policeman needs — a good stick and the first blow!”

Something of Marborne’s nerve had returned at the sight of the man who, more than any other, had been responsible for his ruin. He seemed suddenly to rid himself of the terror which had enveloped him like a cloud a few moments before.

“I won’t trouble you about my business tonight, Mr. Morlake. Perhaps you could give me a few minutes in the morning?”

“If I’m in the way—” began Welling.

“No, sir. Where can I sleep tonight? I suppose there’s an hotel here?”

“There is an inn,” said Welling, “the Red Lion. I’m staying there myself. But I can wait; my business isn’t very important. I merely wanted to ask Mr. Morlake a question or two.”

“No, the morning will do,” said Marborne.

He had come to a definite decision. Hamon should have his last chance. He was here, within a stone’s throw. In the morning he would make his offer, and perhaps, with the accusation of an attempted murder hanging over his head, Hamon would pay more handsomely and more readily.

“You’ll find two other friends of yours waiting outside — Milligan and Spooner,” said Julius Welling. “Don’t corrupt them, Marborne!”

“I thought you’d sent your bloodhounds back to town?” asked Jim when Marborne had gone.

“I did, but the man who was responsible for their being here sent them back to Creith by the next train. In our service, Mr. Morlake, it is a great mistake for one department to butt into the affairs of another. Messrs. Spooner and Milligan are not in my department.”

He chuckled at this little comedy of interdepartmental dignity.

“But I’ll shift them. I’ll have them moved for you. I came up tonight to tell you that they were here — I shouldn’t like you to think that I’d broken a promise. Tomorrow I will apply humbly to the superintendent whom I asked to send these men, that he will be gracious enough to withdraw them, and they will be withdrawn. What is wrong with Marborne?”

“I don’t know. He talked about being in something — I think he was going to say ‘danger.’ Maybe he has been drinking.”

Welling shook his head.

“He wasn’t drunk,” he said. “I wonder what he means?” He was talking to himself. “We’ll have him back, Morlake. He’ll be talking with those fellows of mine.”

They went out into the road together and the two detectives who were waiting for Welling’s return came over to them.

“Is Marborne there?”

“No, sir,” said Milligan.

“Has he gone?”

“I don’t know what you mean, sir. I haven’t seen him.”

“You haven’t what?” almost shouted Welling. “Didn’t he come out of this gate two minutes ago?”

“No, sir,” the two men spoke together. “Nobody came out of that gate until you came out.”

There was a silence.

“Have either of you men got a lamp?”

For answer, Milligan’s pocket torch shot a fan of light on to the ground, and, seizing the lamp, Welling walked back, sweeping the drive from left to right.

Halfway between the gates and the house he stopped and turned the light on to the bushes that bordered the drive.

Marborne lay face downward. There was a slight wound at the back of his head, but it was the knotted silk cord wound tightly around his throat that had killed him.
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“He’s dead, I’m afraid,” said Jim, at the end of half-an-hour’s work on the still figure that lay on the floor of the study.

Stripped to his singlet, he had applied artificial respiration, but without effect. The man must have died a few seconds before they found him.

“Thorough!” said Welling, biting his lip thoughtfully, “very thorough and very quick. Searched to the skin, you notice.”

The dead man’s clothes had been torn open, so that his breast was exposed.

“That is where the mystery was hidden — fastened to his skin. It is an old dodge, which Marborne must have learnt in the course of his professional career.”

Milligan returned from a search of the grounds, to report failure.

“We can do nothing till daylight, except warn the local police. Put a call through, Spooner. Turn out all the men you can find to search the meadows; the murderer must have gone that way because he could not have come out of the gate. He may make for one of the woods, but that is doubtful. You know the topography of the country, Morlake; which way would he have gone?”

“It depends entirely whether he knew it also,” said Jim. “I suggest the footbridge across the river and the riverside path to the Amdon Road. But there are half-a-dozen ways that he may have gone if he can climb, and I should imagine that, if you make an inspection of the walls, you will find that he has gone that way.”

But here he was wrong.

Neither daylight nor beaters brought the murderer into their hands. The only discovery — and that was of first importance — was made by Spooner, who found, on the towpath, a long, curved knife which the assassin had dropped in his hurry.

“Moorish,” said Jim. “That is to say, made in Birmingham and sold in Morocco. It is a type that is greatly favoured by the country folk, and unless it is a blind I think you can issue an order to pull in any Moor who is found within twenty miles of this place in the next few hours.”

The only information that came to them was that a foreign-looking sailor had been seen on the Shoreham Road, but he was not black, added the report virtuously. Welling brought the wire to Jim.

“What do you think of the clever lads?” he groaned. “Not black! I suppose they expected to see a coal-black nigger. What colour would he be?”

“White, as likely as not,” said Jim. “Many of the Moors are whiter than you or I.”

The London police had searched Marborne’s apartments, and his friend had been interviewed. Slone’s evidence was that he had seen the dead man only the previous night. He had told him that he was nervous and mentioned the fact that he had seen a foreign sailor in Cambridge Circus who seemed to have lost himself.

“That is our man,” said Welling. “He went to Marborne’s flat and there was a fight. The diningroom was in disorder, tables and chairs overthrown, and they found a dummy letter addressed to Marborne, which is probably the excuse on which the man secured admission. Marborne must have fought him off and come down to you.”

“Why?”

“Obviously because he wanted to sell you the document with which he was blackmailing Hamon. Therefore, he must have thought that Hamon employed the Moor to kill him. Therefore, again, Hamon must be privy to this murder, and,” he added in despair, “there is not enough evidence against Hamon even to justify a search warrant!”

Welling had made Wold House his headquarters — a singular choice, thought and said Ralph Hamon when he was summoned to meet Julius Welling in Jim’s study.

“It may be amusing and it may be tragic,” said Julius, no longer gentle, “but this place is good enough for me, and therefore I’m afraid it must be good enough for you. You know the news, Mr. Hamon?”

“That Marborne is killed? Yes, poor fellow!”

“A friend of yours?”

“I knew him. Yes, I could almost say that he was a friend of mine,” said Hamon.

“When did you see him last?”

“I haven’t seen him for several days.”

“Was your interview a friendly one?”

“Very. He came to me to borrow some money to start a business.”

“And you lent it to him, of course?” said Welling dryly. “And that is intended to explain the financial transactions between you and him?”

“What do you mean?” demanded Ralph Hamon. “Are you suggesting that I’m lying?”

“I’m telling
 you you’re lying,” said Welling shortly. “I suggest nothing when I’m investigating a charge of murder. I tell you again that you’re lying. You gave him money for a purpose of your own. He had some document in his possession which you were anxious to recover, and since he would not return it to you, you paid him large sums of money by way of blackmail.”

Hamon’s face was grey.

“You’re making a statement which may be investigated in a court of law.”

“It certainly will, if I catch the murderer,” said Welling grimly.

“Has it occurred to you,” sneered Hamon, “that this man Harborne was an enemy of Morlake’s, and that he was found dead in his grounds?”

“It has occurred to me many times in the night,” said Welling. “Only, unfortunately for your theory, Morlake was with me when this man was killed, and the package, which was affixed to his body by strips of sticking plaster, was taken.”

He saw the light come into Ralph Hamon’s eyes and the drawn look of terror seemed instantly to disappear. It was the most wonderful facial transformation that he had seen in his long experience.

“You didn’t know it, eh? Yes, your man got the package all right.”

“My man?” said Hamon instantly. “What do you mean? You had better be careful, Welling. You’re not so powerful a man at headquarters that you cannot be pulled down!”

“And you’re not so wonderful a fellow that you couldn’t be hanged,” said Welling goodnaturedly. “Come, come, Mr. Hamon, we don’t want to quarrel; we want to get at the truth. Is it true that Marborne blackmailed you? I’ll save you a lot of trouble by telling you that we have absolutely convincing proof that he did so blackmail you. Slone has told us.”

Hamon shrugged his shoulders.

“What Slone told you is of no interest to me. I can only tell you that I lent money to this unfortunate man in order to start him in business, and if you have any proof to the contrary, you may produce it.”

Nobody knew better than he that no such proof existed. Welling knew that his bluff had failed, but that did not greatly worry him. He tried a new tack.

“You have been sending a number of cables to Morocco recently, mainly in code, one especially in which you referred to Ali Hassan. Who is he?”

Again that look of anxiety came to Hamon’s face, only to vanish instantly and leave him his cool, smiling self.

“Now I understand why they call detectives ‘busies,’” he said. “You’ve had a very busy night! Ali Hassan is a brand of Moorish cigar!”

He looked at Jim and Jim nodded in confirmation.

“That is true. It is also the name of a notorious Moorish murderer who was hanged twentyfive years ago.”

“Then take your choice,” said Hamon with a quiet smile.

“This is your writing?” An envelope was suddenly produced from behind Welling’s desk and thrust under the eyes of the other.

“No, it isn’t my writing,” said Hamon without hesitation. “What do you suggest, Inspector?”

“I suggest that Marborne was killed by a Moor, who was specially brought to this country for the purpose by you.”

“In other words, that I am an accessory before and after this murder?”

Welling nodded.

“If the idea wasn’t amusing, I should be very angry,” said Hamon, “and in all the circumstances, I decline to give you any further information.” He paused at the door carefully to fold the top of his soft felt hat. “And you cannot force me — nobody knows that better than you, Captain Welling. You understand — I will give you no further information.”

Welling nodded.

“He has already given us more than he knows,” he said when the door had closed upon the unwilling witness. “Who is Sadi Hafiz?”

“He is a poisonous rascal who lives in Tangier,” said Jim without hesitation, “a man entirely without scruple but immensely useful to people like Hamon and other shady company promoters who want a plausible proposition to put before the public. He is an agent of Hamon’s. I knew him years ago — in fact we had a slight shooting match — when I was employed on the survey of a suggested Fez railway. There were remarkable stories about him, some of them incredible. He is certainly the pensioner of half-a-dozen interests, and, I should imagine, has more serious crime or what passes for crime on his conscience than any other man in Morocco.”

“Murder, for instance?” asked Welling.

Jim smiled.

“I said ‘serious crimes.’ Murder isn’t a serious crime in the Rifi Hills.”

Welling scratched his nose again.

“If we catch this Moorish fellow, he’ll talk.”

“He’ll say nothing against Sadi Hafiz,” said Jim promptly. “These shereefs are, in a sense, holy men. Sadi Hafiz could not pass through the streets of Tangier without having the hem of his garments frayed by kissing, and our murderer will die without saying a word to incriminate Sadi or any other person.”

The story of the murder came to Joan through her agitated maid, and at first she was seized with a panic.

“In Mr. Morlake’s garden? Are you sure?” she faltered.

“Yes, miss. Mr. Welling, a London gentleman, and Mr. Morlake found him, and it was only a minute or two after the poor man had left them that he was killed. Everybody is saying it is a judgment on the village for letting Mr. Morlake stay here.”

“Then you can tell everybody they’re fools,” said Joan relieved.

“And they say that poor gentleman at Mrs. Cornford’s is dying.”

Joan did not make any reply to this. Later in the morning she went down to the cottage and learnt that the maid’s fears were exaggerated.

At luncheon that day the murder was naturally the absorbing interest of conversation, but to Lord Creith alone.

“By gad!” he said with satisfaction. “The jolly old village is coming on! Haven’t had a murder here for three hundred years. I was looking up the old records. A gypsy murdered another gypsy and was hanged at the top of No Man’s Hill. They called it Gibbet Hill for a hundred years. What is your theory, Hamon? I understand you went down and saw the police?”

“I saw the police — yes,” said Hamon shortly, “but what is the sense of discussing the matter with men of their limited intelligence? Welling is an old dotard, entirely under the thumb of that damned thief—”

“That thief,” corrected Lord Creith with a bland smile. “We never damn anybody at this table unless my daughter is — er — not here. You were talking about Morlake, of course? So the police are under his thumb? Well, well, we are getting on! I thought Welling was an exceptionally bright man; and for his being old, he is two years younger than I, and nobody could call me old! Oh, by the way, Joan, that young man who is staying with Mrs. Cornford and is so ill — do you know who he is?”

Her lips moved, but she did not speak.

“He is young Farringdon — Sir Willoughby Farringdon’s son. You remember old Farringdon? The boy was at Hulston College. You were at a school near Hulston of course! Yes, he is young Farringdon — a sad rascal. He got into some scrape at school and was kicked out. Old Willoughby never forgave him. I think he’s been drinking too, but that is the old man’s fault. All the Farringdons drank too much. I remember his grandfather….”

The girl sat rigid, listening without comment.

“Hulston turned out some queer birds,” said the earl reminiscently. “There was that fellow Bannockwaite, the rascal! The fellow that started all those tomfool societies in the schools and demoralised them most devilishly. You remember him, Joan?”

“Yes, Father,” she said, and something in her tone made Hamon look at her. She was white to the lips. Following the direction of his guest’s eyes, Lord Creith jumped up and went to her side.

“Is anything wrong, Joan?” he asked anxiously.

“I feel a little faint — I don’t know why. The day has been rather an exciting one. Will you excuse me, Daddy?”

He took her upstairs himself and did not leave her until he had brought half the household to her side.

Lord Creith went down to the village and in a frenzy of investigation found himself ringing the bell of Wold House. It was his first visit and Jim was flabbergasted to see him.

“Come in, Lord Creith,” he said. “This is a very unexpected honour.”

“If I didn’t call now, I never should,” said the earl with a twinkle in his eye. “I want to know all about this murder, and most of the police theories.”

Jim was silent. He could not detail views which were unflattering to Lord Creith’s guest. So he limited his narrative to a very full description of what happened on the night Marborne was killed, and the earl listened attentively. As chief of the local magistrates, it would be his duty to conduct the preliminary enquiry if a charge was brought.

“It is a most extraordinary happening,” he said when Jim had finished, “wholly oriental in design and execution. I lived for some years in India and that type of murder is not new to me. Now what are the police theories?”

But here Jim excused himself, and, seeing through the window Welling engaged in directing the measurements which were being taken, he seized the opportunity of taking his lordship to the fountain-head.

“The curious thing is,” said Lord Creith, “that I had a feeling that something unusual had happened. I woke an hour earlier than I ordinarily do. I should have heard about it at once from the postman, who is a great gossip, but for some reason or other, we had no early morning post to-day. In fact,” Lord Creith meandered on, “only one letter came to Creith House to-day and that was at eleven o’clock and even that was not for me, but for my guest.”

Welling spun round.

“For Mr. Hamon?” he asked quickly.

“Yes.”

“From London?”

“No, curiously enough, it wasn’t from London; it was from a little village about eight miles from here. I meant to ask Hamon who the dickens his correspondent was, but probably he is buying property in the neighbourhood — in fact, I know he is,” he added grimly.

“What was the name of the village?”

“Little Lexham.”

The detective frowned in an effort of concentration. If it came by the eleven o’clock mail, it would have been posted that morning.

“Was it a thick letter?”

“Yes. The first impression I had was that it had a pocket handkerchief in it. Why do you ask these questions? Surely my guest’s correspondence does not interest you, Captain Welling?”

“It interests me very much. You don’t remember the handwriting?”

Lord Creith’s brows met.

“I don’t quite get the tendency of this inquiry,” he said, “but I did notice the handwriting. It was addressed in printed characters.”

“Was the envelope a thick one?”

“Yes, I should say it was. I remember it because it was covered with dirty fingermarks, and I asked the postman who had been handling the mail.”

Welling made up his mind quickly.

“I am going to take you into my confidence, Lord Creith,” he said. “I have reason to believe that Marborne was murdered because he had in his possession a document which Mr. Hamon was anxious to procure.”

“Good God!” said Lord Creith aghast.

“If my theory is right — and the document was obviously taken from the body of Marborne — the murderer slipped whatever he found into an addressed envelope which had already been supplied to him. If he is a Moor, he would have enough intelligence to place the letter in the post.”

“Do you know what you’re saying?” asked Lord Creith breathlessly.

“I’m merely giving you my theory in confidence, and you’re entitled to receive it in confidence, Lord Creith, since you are a magistrate in this county. Is it possible to get that envelope?”

Lord Creith thought for a little while.

“Come back to the house with me,” he said. “I don’t know whether I’m standing on my head or my heels — by the time we get to the Hall I shall be more certain of myself.”

Hamon was out. He had followed Joan into the park, to her intense annoyance.

“I’m blessed if I know what to do,” said his lordship helplessly. “I suppose I might as well be hanged for a sheep as for a lamb, so go ahead and look at his room.”

Welling’s search was thorough and rapid; it was also in part fruitless. There was a writing-table and a wastepaper basket, but the basket was empty — had been emptied in the early morning.

“Ah, there it is!” said Welling suddenly and pointed to the large open fireplace.

A scrap of burnt ash had blown into the corner and he picked it up tenderly.

“This is the envelope and something else.” There were ashes which were not of paper.

He picked up a small portion and smelt.

“That isn’t paper,” he said. Welling looked up at the ceiling for inspiration. “No, I can’t place it. Will you give me an envelope?”

He collected the ashes into two separate envelopes and put them in his pocket and got downstairs in time to see a weary Joan and her suitor coming up the broad stairs of the terrace before the house. She passed Welling with a little nod and took her father’s arm.

“Daddy, can I speak to you?” she said. “Can I come to the library?”

“Certainly, my love,” he said, looking at her closely. “You’re still very pale; are you sure you ought to be out?”

She nodded.

“I’m quite all right,” she said. “You mustn’t worry. I wonder how pale you’ll be when I — when I tell you what I have to tell you?”

He stopped and looked at her.

“And I wonder how disappointed in me you’ll be?”

Here he shook his head.

“It is going to take a lot to make me disappointed in you, Joan,” he said, and put his arm round her shoulder.

She tried hard not to cry, but the strain was terrific. Lord Creith closed the door and led her to a recessed window seat.

“Now, Joan,” he said, and his kindly eyes were full of love and sympathy, “confess up.”

Twice she tried to speak and failed, and then:

“Daddy, I married Ferdie Farringdon when I was at school,” she said in a low voice.

His eyes did not waver.

“A jolly good family, the Farringdons, but addicted to drink,” said his lordship, and she fell, sobbing, into his arms.



XXXVI. The Bannockwaite Bride


Table of Contents


“Now let’s hear all about it.”

He held her at arm’s length.

“And look up, Joan. There’s nothing you’ll ever do that is going to make any difference to me or my love for you. You’re the only person in the world who isn’t a bother and who couldn’t be a bother.”

Presently she told the story.

“Mr. Bannockwaite started it. It was a society called the Midnight Monks. The boys at Hulston used to come over the wall and we would sit around in the convent garden and eat things — pastry and pies, a sort of midnight picnic. It will sound strange to you that that could be innocent, but it was. All those queer societies of his started that way, however they developed. We were the Midnight Monks, and my dearest friend, Ada Lansing, was our ‘prioress.’ Of course, the sisters knew nothing — the sisters of the convent I mean. Poor dears! They’d have died if they had dreamt of such goings-on! And then somebody suggested that, in order that the two branches of the society should be everlastingly united there should be a wedding symbolical of our union — that and nothing more. You think all this is madly incredible, but things like that happen, and I think Bannockwaite was behind the suggestion. He had just come down from Oxford and had built the little chapel in the woods. He never lost touch with any of the societies he formed and he was very much interested in the Monks, which was the first he invented. I know he came down because he presided at one of our summer night feasts. We drew lots as to who should be the bride—”

“And the choice fell on you?” said Lord Creith gently.

She shook her head.

“No, it fell upon Ada, and she was enthusiastic — terribly enthusiastic until the day of the wedding. It was a holiday and the seniors were allowed out in twos. Mr. Bannockwaite arranged everything. The man was to dress like a monk, with his face cowled, and the girl was to be heavily veiled. Nobody was to know the other. We weren’t even supposed to know who had drawn the lots. Can you imagine anything more mad? Mr. Bannockwaite was to perform the ceremony. We went to this dear little chapel in the woods near Ascot, and in the vestry poor Ada broke down. I think it was then that I first realised how terribly serious it was. I won’t make a long story of it, Daddy — I took Ada’s place.”

“Then you never saw your husband’s face?”

She nodded.

“Yes, the cowl fell back and I saw him, and when the ceremony was over and I signed the register, I saw his name. I don’t think he saw mine, unless he has been back since.”

“And you never saw him again?”

She shook her head.

“No, that was the plan. I never saw him until — until he came here. I heard he was dead. It seems a terribly wicked thing to say, but I was almost glad when poor Ada died.”

Lord Creith filled his pipe with a hand that shook.

“It was damnable of Bannockwaite, and even his death doesn’t absolve him. It might have been worse.” He put his arm around her and squeezed her gently. “And it is hard on you, Joan, but it can be remedied.”

“It is harder — than you think,” she said.

The Lord of Creith was a very human man, and his knowledge of humanity did not stop short at guessing.

“What is wrong, girlie?” he asked. “Do you love somebody else?”

She nodded.

“That certainly is unfortunate.” The old twinkle had come back to his eyes, and he pulled her up to her feet. “Come along and have tea,” he said. “Feel better?”

She kissed him. The Creiths were not demonstrative, and to be kissed by his daughter was generally a source of embarrassment to his lordship. On this particular occasion he felt like crying.

Joan went up to her room, removed the traces of tears from her face, and his lordship strolled into the library. Hamon was there with his back to the fire, his face black as a thundercloud.

“My man tells me that you took the police up to my room — why?”

“Because I am the principal magistrate in this part of the world, and I cannot refuse a request when it is made to me by a responsible officer,” said Lord Creith quietly.

“I suppose you remember occasionally that this house is mine?”

“I never forget it,” said the earl, “but if this county was yours it would not make the slightest difference to me, Hamon. If you were under suspicion of murder—”

“Under suspicion? What do you mean? Have you taken up that crazy story? What did the police want? Why did they search my room? What did they expect to find?”

He fired off the questions in rapid succession.

“They expected to find a burnt envelope,” said Lord Creith wearily, and he got a certain malicious satisfaction when he saw his guest start. “It was a letter that was delivered to you, posted at Little Lexham this morning.”

“They didn’t find it,” said the other harshly.

“They found the ashes thereof,” said Lord Creith, and then: “Do you mind switching off wilful murder? I find I’m not so fascinated by crime as I used to be. And, by the way, Hamon, what time shall I order your chauffeur?”

“Why order my chauffeur at all?”

“Because you’re going back to town tonight,” said his lordship, almost jauntily. “You’re constantly reminding me that this house is yours. Let me remind you that I am a tenant for life, and that until my certain-to-be-regretted demise I have all the authority, legal and moral, to order you out of my house, which I do at this moment and in the plainest terms I can command!”

“This is a remarkable action on your part, Lord Creith,” said the visitor in a milder tone.

“I don’t know that it is remarkable, but it is certainly necessary,” said his lordship, and, without any further conversation with his visitor, he ordered the car to be ready in an hour.

His valet brought the news to Ralph Hamon.

“We’re not returning to London. Go down to the Red Lion and book me a bedroom and a sittingroom,” he said.

This development had considerably altered his plans. Marborne’s death and the safe recovery of the thing he had risked so much to hold, did not promise complete safety; and now that he was under suspicion, there was a double reason why he should not leave Creith until his mission was accomplished, and until he had made sure that disaster did not come from the least considered source.

Besides, he had told Ahmet to hurt but not to kill! It was no fault of his if the fool had exceeded his instructions. He had given similar orders to a certain Ali Hassan, with as unhappy consequences; but Ali Hassan was a smoker of hashish and an undependable man, or he might have carried out his orders to the letter.

Lord Creith heard that his guest had taken up his quarters at the Red Lion without feeling any sense of uneasiness.

“I don’t know what the Red Lion is like nowadays,” he said to his daughter. “In the days of my youth it was notoriously dirty and full of fleas, and I trust it has not changed. The air is cleaner now, my duck. This Hamon is a very nasty fellow.”

And she was inclined to agree. She had not seen Jim since the meeting on the hill, and she purposely avoided contact with him. What would he think of her? How was he feeling? Was he hurt? She hoped most fervently that he was.

“Do you like Americans, Father?”

“I like some of them, and I detest some of them,” said his lordship, without raising his eyes from the newspaper he was reading; “but that remark equally applies to almost any nation. Why?” He looked over the top of the paper. “You’re thinking of Morlake?” he said.

“I was,” she confessed.

“A very nice fellow. I never knew that a desperado could be so nice. He is a gentleman, too,” he added, and returned to his newspaper.
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The people of Creith wondered to see their lord’s principal guest, and, if rumour did not lie, the future owner of the estate, moving his lodgings to the village inn; but Hamon had got to the point where he did not care what they thought. A week ago, such an affront to his dignity would have driven him desperate; but now something else was at stake. Unexpectedly his world was rocking dangerously.

He wired Lydia to meet him in London on the morrow, and, waiting until it was dark, he went out from his lodgings and bent his steps to the gardener’s cottage. Mrs. Cornford opened the door to him, and at first she did not recognise him in the darkness.

“I want to see you, Mrs. Cornford,” he said.

“Who is it?” she asked.

“Ralph Hamon.”

She did not move, standing squarely in the narrow passage, and then, opening the door wider:

“Come in,” she said, and followed him into the little parlour.

“You haven’t changed very much, Mrs. Cornford,” he said, at a loss how to approach the subject which had brought him there.

She made no reply. It was an awkward situation, and again he sought for an opening.

“I suppose you’re still feeling sore with me?”

“No,” she replied quietly, and then: “Won’t you sit down, Mr. Hamon?”

“There is no reason why you should feel sore. I did everything I could for Johnny.”

“Where is he?” she asked.

“I don’t know — dead, I suppose,” he said, and at the brutality of his words she winced a little.

“I think he is dead too,” she breathed, nodding slowly. “You were equally sure that he was alive twelve years ago,” she said quietly. “What happened to his money, Mr. Hamon?”

“He lost it: I told you that before,” said Hamon impatiently.

Her eyes never left him.

“He wrote to me from Morocco, saying that he had seen the mine, and how splendid a property it was, and then a month later he wrote from London, saying that he was fixing everything with you, and I never heard from him again.”

“He disappeared: that is all I know,” said Hamon. “He was coming to my office to complete the purchase of shares, and he didn’t turn up. I wired you, asking where he was, immediately.”

His tone was a defiance.

“I only know that he drew a hundred thousand pounds from the bank, and that neither he nor the money was seen again,” she said steadily. “I am not pretending, Mr. Hamon, that my husband and I were very happy. He was of too erratic a disposition, had too many friends of both sexes that I could not possibly approve; he was a drunkard too, but he was in some respects a good man. He would not have left me a beggar as he did.”

He shrugged his shoulders.

“Why didn’t you go to the police?” he asked blandly. “If you had any doubts about me—”

She looked down upon him, a contemptuous smile upon her tired face.

“You begged me not to go to the police,” she said in a low voice. “I see now what a fool I was. You begged me, for my own sake and for the sake of my husband’s people, not to advertise his absence.”

“Didn’t I put advertisements in every newspaper? Didn’t I send agents to Monte Carlo, to Aix, to Deauville — to every gambling place where he might be?” he demanded with simulated indignation. “Really, Mrs. Cornford, I don’t think you’re treating me quite fairly.”

It was useless to reply to him. He had put her off her search until the cleverest detective agencies in England found it impossible to pick up a clue, for she had delayed independent action until that independent action was futile. One day she had been a rich woman with a home and an independent income. The next, she was beggared.

If John Cornford had been the ordinary type of business man, there would have been no question as to her action. She would have notified the police immediately of his disappearance. But Johnny Cornford, prince of good fellows to all but his own, had a habit of making these mysterious disappearances. She had learnt, in the course of her life, the discretion of silence.

“Why have you come?” she asked.

“Because I wanted to settle up this matter of Johnny. I feel responsible, to the extent that I brought him to London. Will you show me the letter he sent you from town?”

She shook her head.

“You wanted to see that before, Mr. Hamon. It is the only evidence I have that he had returned to England at all. Some time ago, a man asked you what had become of my husband, and you said that he had been lost in the desert in Morocco. Hundreds of people who knew him are under the impression that he died there.”

“What is that?” he asked suddenly. There was a low wail of sound.

“I have a young man staying with me who is very ill,” she said, and hurried from the room.

He looked round the apartment. Where would a woman of that sort keep her letters? Not in an accessible diningroom, he thought. Somewhere in the bedroom, probably. The door connecting the rooms was open, and he looked in. A candle was burning on the table. He heard her footsteps and stepped back quickly to his seat.

“Now I’ll tell you what I’m going to do, Mrs. Cornford. If you will let me see that letter, I will tell you the whole truth about Johnny’s death.”

“He is dead, then?” she asked huskily, and he nodded.

“He has been dead ten years.”

She seemed to be struggling with herself. Presently she got up, went to the bedroom and closed the door behind her, returning in a few minutes with a small ebony box, which she opened.

“Here is the letter,” she said. “You may read it.”

Yes, it was
 blue! He knew that it was written on Critton Hotel notepaper — the Critton note was blue.

He read the scrawled writing. It was dated from a London hotel.


I am seeing Ralph Hamon to-day, and we are fixing the purchase of the shares. The only thing about which I am not certain — and this I must discover — is whether the property I saw was Hamon’s mine, or a very prosperous concern which has no connection whatever with Ralph’s company. Not that I think he would deceive me.


She watched him intently, ready to snatch at the letter if he attempted to pocket it, but he handed it back to her, and she replaced it in the box and closed the lid. She was about to speak when again there came that moaning sound from the next room. She hesitated a moment, locked the little ebony box and carried it back to her bedroom, turning the key on the bedroom door after her when she came out. He watched with a certain amount of amusement, and when she went into the invalid’s room he followed her.

“Who is this man?” he asked, regarding curiously the gaunt face that lay on the pillows.

“He is my boarder,” she said, troubled. “I’m afraid he is worse tonight.”

Farringdon rose on his elbow and tried to get out of bed. It took all her strength to push him back. Again he tried to rise, and it took their united efforts to force him back.

“Will you stay here whilst I get the doctor?” she asked.

Ralph Hamon had no desire to act as nurse to a half-crazy patient, but in all the circumstances he thought it would be advisable. He pulled up a chair and watched the poor wretch who tossed from side to side, muttering and laughing in his delirium. Presently the sick man’s voice grew clear.

“Joan — married? Yes, her father is Lord somebody or other,” said the patient. “I never knew. You see, they found out that afternoon — the housemaster heard me talking to Bannockwaite. We were married at the little church in the wood. I didn’t want to marry, but the gang insisted. We drew lots. It was Bannockwaite’s fault. He was never quite normal. You know Bannockwaite? He was ordained that year, and he thought it was a great joke. They chucked him out of the Church for something queer that happened, but I was abroad then and don’t quite know what it was all about. Anyway, he was killed in the war. He ought never to have been a parson. Bannockwaite, I mean. He started the society, the Midnight Monks, when he was a kid at Hulston — that’s my school. The girls at the convent next door used to sneak over the wall and we ate candies…. Joan, that was her name — Joan. Her father was Lord somebody and lived in Sussex. Bannockwaite told me that she was a peeress. I didn’t want her…. Ban called her Ada something when we were married, but her name was Joan….”

Hamon listened, electrified. Joan! It must be Joan Carston. He bent over the sick man and asked eagerly:

“Where were you married?”

For a time the invalid said something that he could not catch.

“Where?” he asked sharply.

“Little church in a wood at Ascot,” murmured Farringdon. “It is in the register.”

Hamon knew the reputation of Bannockwaite, and guessed the rest of the story. Joan was married! He pursed his lips at the thought. It was at once a lever and a barrier. He heard the feet of Mrs. Cornford and the doctor, and drew back to the doorway. It was easy to take his farewells now, and, with a nod to the woman which she hardly saw, he went back to the hotel.

It was half-an-hour before the doctor left, and, in spite of the feverish condition of the patient, he reported a distinct improvement.

“I’ll have a nurse in from the County Hospital tonight, Mrs. Cornford,” he said, and she thanked him gratefully. She had had little sleep for forty-eight hours.

Why had Ralph Hamon called, she asked herself? And what could be the object of his wanting to see that letter? He had asked years before, but she had refused him access, feeling, in some way, that its possession retained for her a last grasp on the fortune which had slipped through her hands.

She had taken a great risk in letting him touch it, and she was thankful that there were no worse consequences to her folly. Before she went to bed that night she opened the drawer of her bureau, took out the box and unlocked it. There was the faded blue letter on the top. She was closing the lid down when it occurred to her to read this last message from her husband, and she opened the sheet. It was blank.

Ralph Hamon knew the colour of the letter, knew its shape and size. It had been easy to ring the changes.

What should she do? The hour was late. Should she go to the hall and invoke Lord Creith’s assistance? She had only seen him once, and she was already in his debt. And then her mind turned to Jim — that quiet, capable man, and, putting on her hat and coat, she hurried to Wold House.

There are certain advantages and some disadvantages to an hotel. The disadvantage, from Ralph Hamon’s point of view, was its accessibility to the outside public. He was sitting before a fire in his bedroom, for the night was chilly, smoking his last cigar, and ruminating upon the queerness of this latest development, when, without so much as a knock, the door opened and Jim Morlake walked in.

“I’ve got two pieces of news for you, Hamon. The first is that your Moor is caught. The second is that you’re going to give me a letter that you stole from Mrs. Cornford, and you’re going to give it to me very, very quickly.”
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Ralph Hamon rose to his feet, his hands in his pockets, his jaw outthrust.

“My Moor, as you call him, doesn’t interest, and this yarn about a stolen letter doesn’t even amuse me.”

“I didn’t come here at this hour of the night to make you laugh,” said Jim. “I want that letter.”

He took two strides across the room, and then, with an oath, Hamon sprang between him and the dressing-table.

“It’s there, is it? Get out of my way!”

He brushed the man aside as though he were a child, and pulled open the drawer. On the top was a pocketbook, and this he took out.

“You thief!” howled Hamon, and leapt at him.

Again he reeled back from the outstretched hand.

“Here is the letter,” said Jim. “Now, if—”

He did not finish his sentence. Grinning with rage, Hamon saw him make a rapid search of the pocketbook, but the thing he sought was not there.

“Found it?” he said exultantly.

“I’ve found the letter — that was enough,” said Jim, as he slipped it into his pocket and dropped the case back into the drawer. “You can call the police if you like. I don’t mind — I’m used to it. There’s a fine charge for you — breaking and entering!”

Hamon said nothing.

“If your Moor talks, there will be some sad hearts on Wall Street — nothing depreciates the stock of a Corporation more than the hanging of its president!”

Still Hamon made no reply. He flung open the window, and, leaning out, watched the tall man till he disappeared into the night, and then he went back to his interrupted reflections, but now they were on another plane. And invariably his thoughts came back to the starting point, which was Joan Carston — the married Joan. Joan, linked in some indefinable way with Jim Morlake. Lydia had told him they were engaged, and he had laughed at the idea. Was he the real barrier? If he could be sure…!

He left the next morning for London and went to Victoria to meet Lydia in the afternoon. She had read of the murder of Marborne in the Paris newspapers, and was a little frightened and nervous — he was amazed to note how the news had affected her.

“How did it happen, Ralph?” she asked in the car on the way home. “How dreadful! Was he really killed by a Moor? You know nothing about it, do you, Ralph?” She gripped his hand in both of hers and peered into his face. “You didn’t, did you? It would be horrible if I thought otherwise. Of course you didn’t!”

“You’re getting hysterical, Lydia. Of course I know no more about this poor devil’s death than you. It was a great shock to me. I don’t pretend I liked the man, and I liked him less after he got so fresh with you.”

“What are you going to do, Ralph?”

“I’m going to get away out of this country,” he said. “I’m sick of it.”

“To Morocco?”

He saw the corners of her mouth droop.

“Yes, to Morocco. We’ll go there for Christmas: it is the best time of the year.”

“Not for good?”

“Of course not. If you’re bored you can run over to Gibraltar or Algeciras. You needn’t stay in the place,” he soothed her. “Maybe I won’t go there at all. I ought to go to New York to finish off a business deal. You were telling me last week, when you were over here, about a swell French friend of yours who was hiring a yacht to take some people to the South Sea Islands. It fell through, didn’t it?”

“Yes,” she said, looking at him wonderingly.

“Do you think you could go along and charter the yacht for the winter?”

“Why not go by the usual route, Ralph? It is more comfortable,” she said.

“I prefer the sea.”

She did not answer him, knowing that he was a bad sailor.

“Will you see what you can do in this matter?” he asked impatiently.

“Yes, Ralph. Count Lagune is in London at this moment, I think. It could easily be arranged.”

She came to him in the evening with a story of accomplishment. She had chartered the yacht provisionally, and the Count had telegraphed to Cherbourg to have the vessel sent to Southampton. She found her brother in a jubilant mood, for the Moor had escaped from the little Sussex lock-up to which he had been taken, and had half-killed a policeman in the process.

“Your Moor will talk!” he mimicked Jim. “Let him. I guess he’s talking!”

She was staring at him, wide-eyed with horror.

“Ralph!” she gasped. “It isn’t true — you knew nothing about this?”

“Of course I didn’t, you fool!” he said roughly. “They thought I did. That swine Morlake practically accused me — said the man was in my service, which was a lie. I’ve never heard of him.”

That night he wrote a letter to the Earl of Creith, and it was both conciliatory and logical.

“I must say,” said his lordship, wagging his head, “this fellow isn’t as bad as he looks. He has written a most charming letter, and I’m rather sorry I was such a pig.”

“The only man you could talk about so offensively is Mr. Hamon,” said the girl with a smile.

She took the letter from her father’s hand and read it.


I’m afraid I have been rather a boor these last few days
 [it ran] but so many things have happened to get on my nerves and I know I have not been quite normal. I hope you will not think too badly of me, and that in a year or two’s time we shall both be amused at the absurd suggestion that I was in any way responsible for poor Marborne’s death. I have been called unexpectedly to America, which has changed my plans considerably, for I had contemplated a yachting cruise in the Mediterranean and I find myself with a yacht on my hands. I wonder if I can persuade you to take the trip? You would be quite alone, and I am sure you would have an enjoyable time. I only regret that neither myself nor my sister can be with you. The yacht is the “L’Esperance,” and will be at Southampton on Tuesday. May I beg of you, as a very great favour, to use the yacht as if she were yours, and save me from what, to a financier, is a misery — a sense of having wasted my money.


“H’m!” mused the Earl. “Of course, if he’d been going on a trip, I should have written him a very polite letter, telling him that in no circumstances should I share the voyage with him. But this is different, don’t you think, my love?”

Again he shook his head at the letter.

“I’m not so sure that the trip wouldn’t be good for us all,” he said.

Knowing how strong were her prejudices against Hamon, he expected some opposition. He was therefore agreeably surprised when she fell in with his view. Creith was on her nerves too — Creith and the sick man at Mrs. Cornford’s, and Jim, whom she never saw and ached to see.

The first news of the intended trip came, as usual, ex Binger, and the divers junctions of intelligence that met in the tap-room of the Red Lion.

“It appears that this yacht — it is hon loan to Hamon.”

“What do you mean by ‘on loan’ — has it been chartered?”

“Yes, sir. If my information is haccurate.”

“Which in all likelihood it isn’t — where are they going?”

“To the Mediterranean, sir. Mr. Hamon and sister are hoff to America. Which they are welcome to.”

“To the Mediterranean?”

Jim looked into the bowl of his pipe thoughtfully.

“That means…. When do they go?”

“On Saturday, sir.”

“Indeed!” said Jim.

For the Mediterranean meant Tangier, and Tangier stood in his mind for Sadi Hafiz and the beautiful hell in the Rifi Hills.
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There is a little chapel which stands back from the Bagshot Road. The beauty of its outlines is hidden by the jealous trees. An open gateway in a side road leads, apparently, into the cool depths of the wood, without any suggestion that anything more solid than the pines or more beautiful than the wild violets that grow here in spring is concealed there.

Ralph Hamon left his car on the Bagshot Road and proceeded afoot to his investigations. For a time he stood looking at the graceful lines of the little edifice, though in his mind there was no thought of its aesthetic beauty or the loveliness of its surroundings. He only wondered who could have been such a fool as to build a church miles from the nearest village. He also speculated as to what the collections were, and what it cost to build the chapel, and who was the lunatic who had endowed such a useless structure.

The door was open: he went into the tiny porch and pushed gingerly at the baize door. The interior, with its gorgeous stained-glass windows and its marble altar, looked bigger than it actually was. A man was sweeping the tessellated floor, and looked round as he heard the door close.

“Good-day to you,” said Ralph. “Is the vicar about?”

The cleaner shook his head.

“No, sir, there’s no vicar here. The curate of St. Barnabas’ generally comes over to take the service. But usually we open it for marriages — there is one to-day.”

“Why for marriages?” asked Ralph, surprised.

“Because it’s romantic,” said the man vaguely. “You know what young people are — they like a bit of romance in their lives. It was built for a marrying church by a rich young parson named — now, what was his name?”

“Bannockwaite?” suggested Ralph.

“That’s the name.” The verger shook his head. “He was a bad lot, according to what I’ve heard.”

It was a marrying church! That was good news. There would be a register. He asked the question.

“Yes, sir, the register is kept here.”

He looked round dubiously toward the vestry door.

“I don’t know whether I’m supposed to show it to you. You have to pay a fee, don’t you?”

“I’ll pay your fee, my friend. You produce your register.”

He followed the man through the little arched doorway into a small stone room furnished with a table and a few chairs. His fear was that the verger would not have either the authority for or the opportunity of showing him the book, but apparently there was no difficulty here, for the man unlocked the chest and laid a heavy volume on the table.

“What date would it be?”

“It would be five or six years ago,” said Hamon.

“That’s as long as the church has been built,” said the verger doubtfully, and turned back to the first page to verify his statement.

And the first entry on the first page was the record of a marriage between Ferdinand Charles Farringdon and Joan Mary Carston!

With fingers that trembled he made a copy of the entry, tipped the verger lavishly, and hurried out into the open. He saw a man walking unconcernedly between the pines, but, in his excitement, scarcely noticed, let alone recognised him.

How was he to use his knowledge to the best advantage? Should he go to the girl, tell her all he knew, and threaten her with exposure? He rejected this plan. What was there to expose? Still, he had the knowledge, and sooner or later it must be of value.

He went back to town in a more cheerful mood than he had been for days. Julius Welling watched his departure, and would have followed instantly, but he was anxious to know what business had brought the financier to Ascot….

Lydia was superintending her packing when her brother arrived, and she was more amiable than usual.

“You’re back, Ralph?” she said. “I wanted to see you about one or two things. You can’t tell how glad I am you’ve decided to go to America. I’ve always wanted to see the United States. You’ll go to Palm Beach, won’t you—”

“Let us get this thing right before we go any farther,” said Hamon. “We are not going to America!”

Her face fell.

“We’re going to Morocco.”

“Morocco!” she gasped. “But, Ralph, you’ve made the reservations.”

He sighed wearily.

“It was necessary to make reservations, because I don’t want anybody to know what my plans are.”

“But you have loaned the yacht to Lord Creith. You said you hated the idea of a sea voyage—”

“We’re going by train — as you suggested,” said Hamon. “My business calls me there, and it is absolutely necessary that I should see Sadi before Christmas.”

She was silent and resentful, and stood biting her lip and regarding him from under her lowered brows.

“I don’t like this, Ralph,” she said. “There is something wrong.”

“There is more than one thing wrong, my dear,” he said. “The whole universe is a little off its feet, and I am speaking more especially of my
 universe. I’ll tell you this plainly: I want Joan Carston.”

She looked up at him.

“You mean you want to marry her?”

“I want to marry her if it is possible,” he said carefully. “There are certain obstacles in the way for the moment, but they won’t remain obstacles very long.”

“But if she doesn’t like you — ?”

“What married couple ever like one another?” said Ralph roughly. “They are infatuated — in love, as they call it. But liking is a matter of growth and a matter of respect. And you can make a woman respect you in half-a-dozen ways. The first essential to respect is fear. Puzzle that out, my girl.”

“Is it necessary that I should come?”

“Very necessary,” he said promptly.

She took a cigarette from a little jewelled case and lit it, watching him keenly.

“I suppose you’ll want a whole lot of help from Sadi Hafiz?” she said carelessly.

“I certainly shall.”

“And you think that Sadi will be more amenable — if I am there?”

His surprise did not deceive her.

“I have never thought of it in that light,” he said.

“I hate the place!” She stamped her foot angrily. “That beastly old house and dingy garden, and those wretched women prying at me from behind the grilles—”

“It is a lovely house,” he interrupted enthusiastically, “and the air is like wine—” He stopped suddenly.

“You’re thinking of another house,” she said quickly. “Has he another?”

“I believe he has, somewhere on the hills,” he answered shortly, and refused to be drawn any further on the subject.

He locked himself in his study for the rest of the day, and she thought he was working; imagined him turning out drawers, destroying papers, and clearing up the correspondence that such a man allowed to fall into arrears. But, in truth, Ralph Hamon was dreaming. He sprawled in an easy chair, his eyes fixed on vacancy, conjuring a hundred situations in which he played a leading and a flattering part. He dreamt Jim Morlake into prison and Joan into his arms. He dreamt great financial coups and the straightening out of life’s tangle. And so he passed from romance to reality, and his dreams became plans, just as Lady Joan Carston became Lady Joan Hamon.

At five o’clock he unlocked the door and lounged into his sister’s room. She had a cup of tea, a novel and a cigarette, but she also had found occupation for her thoughts, and the book was unread and the cigarette was burning itself away in the jasper tray.

“You look pleased with yourself.”

“I am,” he said, his eyes shining, “I am!”
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“Please, sir, there’s a lady to see you.”

Cleaver spoke in hushed tones, and, by the air of awestricken wonder, Jim gathered somebody unusual had called.

“Who is the lady?” he asked, and knew before the man replied.

“Lady Joan.”

Jim jumped up from his chair.

“Why didn’t you ask her in?” he said.

“She wouldn’t come in, sir. She is on the lawn: she asked if she could speak to you.”

He hurried out into the garden. Joan was standing at the river bank, her hands behind her, looking down into the water, and, hearing the swish of his shoes on the grass, she turned.

“I wanted to see you,” she said. “Shall we cross the river? I am on my way to the house, and you might take me as far as the coverts.”

They walked in silence until they were beyond the inquisitive eyes of Cleaver.

“I left you rather abruptly on No Man’s Hill,” she said. “I think that it is due to you that I should finish my story.”

And then she told him, in almost identical words, the story she had told her father and he listened, dumfounded.

“I am so sick of it all and I’ve had to make this confession twice; once to my father, because — well it was due to him, and once to you because—”

She did not finish her sentence nor did he press her.

“The marriage can be annulled, of course,” he said.

She nodded.

“Father said that, and I suppose it seems very simple to you. But to me it means going into court and having this ghastly business thrashed out point by point.” She shivered. “I don’t think I shall ever do it,” she said. “I’m a coward; did you know that?”

“I have never had that estimate of you,” he laughed. “No, Joan. I don’t believe that! One isn’t a coward because one shirks the ugliness of life. You’re going away, aren’t you?”

She nodded.

“I don’t want to make the trip, but I think it will be good for father. The winter climate here doesn’t suit him and it will be a change for us both. I thought there was a catch in it somewhere,” she half smiled, “but really Mr. Hamon is going to America. He is with father now, taking his farewells.”

“And that is one of the reasons why I have the privilege of seeing you?” he chuckled, but she protested vigorously.

“No, I should have come anyway. I had to tell you about — about the marriage. And do you know, James, I have a feeling that Hamon knows.”

“How could he?”

“He was at the house one night when Mr. Farringdon was unusually violent. It was the night Mrs. Cornford lost her letter, which you got back for her. And she said that Farringdon had been talking about the church in the wood at Ascot all the time. A man of Hamon’s shrewdness would jump at the truth.”

“Does it matter?” asked Jim quietly after a pause, “whether he knows or not? How is Farringdon, by the way?”

She shrugged her shoulders.

“He is better. It is wicked of me not to be thankful, but, Jim, I can’t be — I shall have to call you Jim, I suppose. I saw him to-day; he was walking in the plantation at the back of the cottage.”

“Is he so far recovered as that?” asked Jim in surprise, “but would he recognise you?”

She nodded.

“I have a feeling that he did,” she said. “Yes, he has recovered. The doctor told Mrs. Cornford that these cases get better with surprising rapidity. I didn’t know he was in the wood. I was on my way to the cottage to ask after him, and suddenly we came face to face and he looked at me very oddly as I passed. What makes me think he knows is that Mrs. Cornford told me he had been asking who was Lady Joan and what rank was her father. And then he asked how far it was to Ascot.”

Her voice trembled and she bit her lip to recover her self-possession.

“He may be guessing,” she said after a while, “but even that may make it more difficult for me. What am I to do, Jim? What am I to do?”

He had to hold himself in, or he would have taken her into his arms. He loved her; he had not realised how intensely until that moment. To Jim Morlake she was the beginning and end of existence and all its desirability. He would have changed the plan of his life, and abandoned the quest that had occupied ten years of his life, to save her from one heartache.

Looking up, she dropped her eyes again, as though she read in his face something of the burning fire that was consuming him. He laid his hand on her shoulders and his touch was a caress. Slowly they paced toward the wood, and instinctively she leaned more and more upon him, until his arm was about her and her cheek brushed the homespun of his sleeve.

Ralph Hamon had said goodbye to the Earl of Creith and was searching the grounds for the girl when he saw the two and stopped dead. Even at that distance, there was no mistaking the athletic figure and the clean-moulded face of Jim Morlake. Still more impossible was it to misunderstand the relationship of these two.

They disappeared into the straggling plantation and he stood for some time biting his nails, his heart hot with impotent rage. There was
 something between them, after all! He had poohpoohed the suggestion when Lydia had made it, but here was a demonstration beyond all doubt. He broke into a run down the grassy slope toward the strip of wood, not knowing what he would do, or what he would say when he saw them. All he wanted was to meet them face to face and release upon them the fury which burnt within him.

Blundering across the grassland, he reached the wood breathless. He stopped to listen, heard footsteps and went toward the sound. Moving forward stealthily from tree to tree, he saw the walker and stopped. It was Farringdon, the man he had seen at Mrs. Cornford’s cottage!

His appearance took Hamon by surprise. He thought the walker was bedridden. The man came nearer and Hamon took cover and watched. Farringdon was a wild-looking figure with his week’s growth of beard, his pale face and his untidy dress. He was talking to himself as he slouched along, and Hamon strained his ears, without being able to distinguish what he was saying. The man passed and, coming from his hiding place, the watcher followed at a distance, guessing that the course he was taking would intercept the lovers.

To Jim those were the most precious moments of his life. The burden of life had slipped from him; all other causes and ambitions were lost in his newfound happiness. In silence they walked into the wood, oblivious to all the world that lay outside their hearts. Presently she stopped and sat down on a fallen tree trunk.

“Where are we going?” she asked, and he knew that she did not refer to their immediate destination.

“We’re going to happiness, sooner or later,” he said, as he sat by her side and drew her to him. “We will disentangle all the knots, big and little, and straighten out all the paths, however crooked and uneven they may be.”

She smiled and lifted her lips to his. And then, in that moment of pure ecstasy, Jim heard a low, chuckling laugh, and gently putting her away from him, turned.

“A forest idyll! That’s a fine sight for a husband — to see his wife in another man’s arms!”

Farringdon stood tensely before them, his arms folded, his dark eyes glistening feverishly. The girl sprang up with a cry of distress and clutched at Jim Morlake’s arm.

“He knows!” she whispered in terror.

The man’s keen ears heard the words.

“He knows…!” he mocked. “You bet he knows! So you’re my Joan, are you? If I hadn’t been a lazy brute I’d have found that out years ago.”

He took off his hat with a sweep.

“Glad to met you, Mrs. Farringdon!” he said. “It is a long time since you and I were joined together in the holy bonds of matrimony. So you’re my Joan! Well, I’ve dreamt about you for all these years, but I never dreamt anything so pretty. Do you know this…,” he pointed at her with a shaking finger. “There was a girl I could have married, and would have married if it hadn’t been for that cursed folly! You’ve been a stumbling block in my road, a handicap that nothing but booze could overcome!”

He took a step toward her and suddenly, gripping her, jerked her toward him.

“You’re coming home,” he said, and laughed.

In another instant he was thrust backward and, stumbling, fell. Jim stooped to pick him to his feet, but he struck the hand aside, and, with a scream of rage, sprang at the tall man.

“You dog!” he howled. But he was a child in the hands that held him.

“You’re ill, Farringdon,” said Jim gently. “I’m sorry if I hurt you.”

“Let me go! Let me go!” screamed Ferdie Farringdon. “She is my wife. I’m going to tell the village … she is my wife! You’re coming with me, Joan Carston — do you hear! You’re my wife till death do us part. And you can’t divorce me without bringing him into it.”

He wrenched himself from Jim’s grip and staggered back. He was breathing painfully, his face, distorted with rage, was demoniacal.

“I’ve got something to live for now — you! You came to see me, didn’t you? And he came too … you’re coming again, Joan — alone!”

And then he spun round and, running like a person demented, flew down the woodland path and was lost to view. Jim turned to the girl. She was trying to smile at him.

“Oh, Jim!”

It hurt him to feel the quivering, trembling agony of her soul as he held her.

“I’m all right now,” she said after a while. “You’ll have to see me home part of the way, Jim. What am I to do? Thank God we’re going away on Saturday!”

He nodded.

“And I was regretting it!” he said. “The man has been at the bottle again, or else he’s gone mad.”

“Do you think he will come to the house?” she asked fearfully, and then, with a surprising effort, she put him at arm’s length and smiled through her unshed tears. “I told you I was a coward and I am. Matrimony doesn’t suit me. Jim, I’m beginning to sympathise with wives who murder their husbands. That is a terrible thing to say, isn’t it? But I am! He won’t come up to the Hall — I don’t care if he does,” she said, with something of her old spirit. “Father knows. Who could have told him — Mr. Farringdon, I mean?”

“He guessed,” said Jim decisively, “and why he hadn’t guessed before, I don’t know. Probably it was the accident which brought him to Creith, and the opportunity he had of seeing you and hearing your name, which made the discovery possible.”

Conversation was difficult; they were each too full of their own thoughts to find speech anything but an effort. But when they came in sight of Creith House, the girl asked unexpectedly “Jim, what were you before you were a burglar?”

“Eh?” he replied, startled. “Before I was a burglar? Oh, I was a respectable member of society.”

“But what were you? Were you in the Army?”

He shook his head.

“In any public service?”

“What makes you ask that?” he demanded, looking at her in amazement.

“I don’t know — I guessed.”

“I was in the diplomatic service for a while — which doesn’t mean that I was an ambassador or a consul. I was a sort of hanger-on to embassies and ministries….”

“In Morocco?” she asked when he did not go on.

“In Morocco and Turkey and other Asiatic countries. I gave it up because — well, because I had sufficient money and because I found a new avenue to adventure.”

She nodded.

“I thought it was something like that,” she said. “You mustn’t go any further. Will you write to me?”

He hesitated and, quick to notice such things, she said:

“Poor man! You don’t know where to write! Daddy is having all his correspondence addressed to the English Club at Cadiz — will you remember that? Goodbye!”

She held out both her hands and he took them.

“I don’t think you’d better kiss me again. I want to keep as near to normality as I can — I’ve got to face the lynx-eyed Mr. Hamon.”

The lynx-eyed Mr. Hamon was watching the parting from a distance, and he ground his teeth as her companion, disregarding her wishes, put his arm about her and kissed her.
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Jim Morlake had one predominant habit of behaviour. It was to clear up as he went along. Before the girl was out of sight he had decided on his line of action, and without hesitation turned off from the field path, and crossing the field, reached the by-lane which led to the village, and incidentally, to Mrs. Cornford’s cottage.

Farringdon must give the girl her freedom and he must disabuse that young man’s mind of any queer ideas which had crept into his crazy brain.

Mrs. Cornford opened the door to him, and he saw at a glance that something out of the ordinary had happened to trouble her.

“I hope I haven’t come at an inconvenient moment.”

She shook her head.

“I’m glad to see you, Mr. Morlake,” she said, and showed him into her little sittingroom.

It was not hard to guess where the trouble lay, for the sound of ravings came to him distinctly.

“I’ve come to the end of my dreams,” she smiled, “a little suddenly.”

“That is a tragic place to reach, Mrs. Cornford,” said Jim. “What is wrong?”

“I was hoping to stay on at Creith, but everything depended upon my keeping Mr. Farringdon with me.”

“Is he going?” he asked.

She shook her head.

“Not of his own will, but I must ask him to leave. He is like a maniac to-day. A few minutes ago he came in, so beside himself that I was terrified.”

Jim thought for a moment.

“I want to see him,” he said, and her face grew grave.

“I wish you wouldn’t,” she begged. “Perhaps tomorrow, or later in the day. He has locked his door. I tried to take him a cup of tea just now, and he would not open it. I am growing frightened.”

Jim felt sorry for the woman, for he had guessed that some tragedy had come to her which had altered the whole course of her life. She had the air of one who was used to good living and comfortable surroundings; and it was a pain to him to realise what this drab life must mean to her.

“Will you forgive me if I ask you what you do for a living?” he asked. “Perhaps I might be able to help you?”

She shook her head.

“Unless you wanted music lessons, I’m afraid you can’t be of much assistance to me,” she said, and he laughed softly.

“Music isn’t my long suit,” he said, “but I may be able to help you in other directions.”

The raving became louder and he looked round and half-rose from the chair to which she had invited him, but she put out a restraining hand.

“Leave him alone,” she said. “I will get the district nurse. I think he is ill again.”

“Will you forgive me if I ask you a very personal and very impertinent question?”

She did not reply, but her eyes gave him encouragement.

“You have—” he hesitated, not knowing how to frame the question— “you have lost a great deal of money at some time or other?”

“You mean I have come down in the world?” she smiled. “Yes, I’m afraid I have. My husband disappeared some years ago and when his affairs were settled it was found that he, who I thought was a very rich man, was practically penniless. That is my whole story in the smallest compass,” she said frankly. “John Cornford was rather a law to himself and did eccentric things which made tracing him a very difficult matter. Perhaps I was ill-advised at the time, for I did not attempt to make enquiries. I trusted Mr. Hamon—”

“Hamon?” he said quickly. “Was it Hamon who gave you the advice not to trace him? When did your husband disappear?”

“Nearly eleven years ago,” she said.

He made a rapid mental calculation.

“In what month?”

“In May. May was the last time I heard from him. It was his last letter that you so kindly recovered from Mr. Hamon.”

“May I see it?” he asked.

She brought it to him and he read it through twice.

“Your husband’s name was John Cornford?”

“Why?” she asked eagerly. “Did you know him?”

He shook his head.

“No, only — years ago I had a very singular adventure. It happened a week after your husband disappeared, but it is absurd to associate the two things. Have you his portrait?”

She nodded, and went into her bedroom and was gone some time.

“I had to search for it,” she apologised. “I put it away in a place of safety.”

He took the photograph from her hand and he did not betray by so much as a twitching muscle the shock he received.

It was the portrait of a goodlooking man of forty, cleanshaven and obviously satisfied with himself.

But it was something else: it was the face of the dying sailor whom he had picked up from the Portsmouth Road, and who, before his death, had told him the strangest story that James Morlake had ever heard.

John Cornford was the unknown sailor who slept in a nameless grave at Hindhead! For ten years he had trailed the man responsible for his death, seeking the evidence that would bring him to justice.

“Do you know him?” asked Mrs. Cornford anxiously.

He handed the portrait back to her.

“I have seen him,” he said simply, and something in his tone told her the truth.

“He is dead?”

Jim nodded gravely.

“Yes, he is dead, Mrs. Cornford,” and she sank down into a chair and covered her face with her hands.

Jim thought she was weeping, but presently she looked up.

“I have always felt that he was dead,” she said, “but this is the first definite news I have received. Where did he die?”

“He died in England.”

Again she nodded.

“I knew he had died in England. Hamon said he was lost in the desert. Can you tell me anything about it?”

“I’d rather not,” said Jim reluctantly, “not just yet. Will you be patient for a little while?”

She smiled.

“I’ve been patient for so long that I can endure for a little while longer. Please understand, Mr. Morlake, that, though this is a great shock, my husband and I were not,” she hesitated, “were not very great friends. I don’t think the blame is mine. I am almost ready to accept it all, though it is very difficult to analyse where the blame lies after so many years.”

“Can I have that portrait?” he asked.

She handed it to him without a word.

“There is one more thing. Before your husband died, he handed me a sum of money to give to his wife—” And then, seeing the look of surprise and doubt in her face: “You will understand, Mrs. Cornford, that I did not know his name.”

“You didn’t know his name?” she asked in amazement. “Then how — ?”

“It is too long a story to tell, but you will have to trust me.”

Then suddenly she remembered Jim’s antecedents and the proved charge against him.

“Was he mixed up in any — any—” She was at a loss how to put the matter politely.

“In any crooked business?” smiled Jim. “No, so far as I am concerned, he was a perfect stranger to me when I saw him. I tell you I do not even know his name.”

He was gone before she began to ask herself how John Cornford could have given him a thousand pounds without telling him the name of the wife to whom it was to be delivered.

He had not left half-an-hour before Binger came to the door with an envelope. It contained ten notes for a hundred pounds, and a scrap of writing on a visiting-card.

“Please trust me,” it said, and for some reason she felt no embarrassment when she locked the money away in her box.

“Did you wait?” asked Jim.

“Yes, sir, and she said there was no hanswer.”

“I suppose it sounded like that,” said Jim with a sigh of relief.

“Have you any plans, sir?”

“About what?”

“About the future, about going back to town. To tell you the truth, sir,” said Binger, “the country don’t agree with me. The hair isn’t like what it is in London. Some like country hair; personally I prefer the hair of the Barking Road.”

Jim thought awhile.

“You may go back by the next train. Get me on the telephone and ask Mahmet to speak.”

Telephones Mahmet under no circumstances would touch. All other conveniences of civilisation he could employ familiarly, but there was something about that forbidding machine which terrified him.

Binger left by the next train with the greatest alacrity. He was a Cockney, to whom the quiet and unsociability of the country was anathema. And Jim was not sorry to see him go, for the regularity which Binger imposed upon life was repugnant to him at the moment. Binger was the spirit of the stereotyped. He did things in a regular way at regular hours. He brought morning tea as the clock struck seven; set the bath tap running at a quarter past; at a quarter to eight Jim’s shoes fell with a clatter outside his bedroom door. The Cockney valet was a constant reminder that time was flying.

Jim Morlake needed the solitude, for a new factor had appeared, a new leader from the main stream of his mystery. It was one of those coincidences which appear in every branch of investigation, that, on the day that Mrs. Cornford revealed the identity of the dead sailor, Mr. Julius Welling took hold of a thread that was to lead him to the same discovery.
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Julius Welling appeared in the record office at headquarters, and the officer on duty hurried to discover his wishes, for this white-haired man seldom made a personal call, and if he did, there was big trouble on the way for somebody or other.

“Just tell me if my memory is failing. It was ten years ago when The Black robberies started, wasn’t it, Sergeant?”

A drawer was opened, a procession of cards flickered under the Sergeant’s nimble fingers, and:

“Yes, sir — ten years this month.”

“Good! Now give me a list of all the murders that were committed for a year before.”

Another drawer shot out noiselessly.

“Shall I make a list, sir, or will you see the cards — they have a précis of the crimes.”

“The cards will do.”

A package of fifty large cards was put before him, and he turned them over, speaking to himself all the time.

“Adams, John, hanged; Bonfield, Charles, insane; Brasfield, Dennis, hanged — all these are ‘knowns,’ Sergeant.”

“The unknowns are at the bottom, sir.”

These Welling read without comment until he came to the last.

“Man unknown, believed murder. Assailant unknown—”

His eyes opened wide.

“Got it!” he cried exultantly, and now he read aloud.

“Man, apparently sailor, was found on the edge of the Punch Bowl, Hindhead, unconscious. Lacerated wounds and contusion of scalp. No identity established. Deceased was found by a cyclist, whose name is not available (U.S.D.I.6. (See F.O.) Foreign Intelligence Officers’ Regulation, c. 970). Deceased died soon after admission to cottage hospital. All stations notified and portrait published. No identification.”

Welling looked up over his glasses.

“What is U.S.D.I.6?” he asked.

“United States Diplomatic Intelligence — 6 is the number of the department,” said the officer promptly. “The F.O. Regulation deals with the treatment offered to Foreign Intelligence officers in this country. I was looking it up the other day, sir.”

“And what is the regulation?”

“If they are acting on behalf of their Government, with the knowledge of our people, they are not to be interfered with unless there is a suspicion that they are engaged in espionage.”

Captain Julius Welling rubbed his nose.

“Then it comes to this; the cyclist was an intelligence officer of a foreign Government. When he was questioned as to the identity of the dead man, I presume he produced his card to the local police inspector, and the local police inspector, in accordance with the regulations, did not put his name in the report.”

“That’s about what it is, sir.”

“Then obviously, the person to see is the local police inspector,” said Welling.

Late in the afternoon he arrived at Hindhead and interviewed the chief of police.

“The Inspector who took that report has left the service some years ago, Captain Welling,” said the official. “We’ve got our own record, but the name of the man would not be there.”

“Who was the inspector at the time?”

“Inspector Sennett. He lives at Basingstoke now. I remember the day when the sailor was found; I was acting-sergeant at the time, and was the first man to report at the hospital, but he was dead by then.”

The hospital authorities gave Welling all the technical details he required, together with a description of the clothing the man had worn when he was brought into the hospital unconscious. Welling read the entry very carefully. No money was in his pocket, no books or papers of any kind to identify him.

“I think,” said Welling as they left the hospital, “I should like to see the place where the body was found if you know where it is?”

“I can point to the exact spot,” said the local inspector.

They entered the officer’s car and drove until they came to a lonely stretch of road that bordered that deep depression which is known locally as the Devil’s Punch Bowl.

“It was here,” said the officer, stopping the car, and pointed to a grassy stretch by the side of the road.

Welling got down and stared for a long time at the scene of the tragedy.

“Did you personally visit this place after the man was found?” he asked.

“Yes,” nodded the other.

“Was there any sign of struggle, any weapon?”

“None whatever. The impression I had at the time was that he had been brought to this place after the assault was committed and thrown on to the grass.”

“Ah!” said Welling, a gleam in his eye. “That sounds to me like an intelligent hypothesis.”

He scanned the countryside, beginning with the hollow and ending with the hill that sloped up from the road on the opposite side.

“Whose house is that?”

The Inspector told him; it was the property of a local doctor.

“How long has he been living there?”

“Fifteen or twenty years. He built the house himself.”

Again the detective’s eyes roved.

“Whose cottage is that? It seems to be empty.”

“Oh, that is a little bungalow that belongs to a lawyer who died two or three years ago. It hasn’t been occupied since ‘14.”

“How long did he have it?”

“A few years.”

“And before then?” asked Welling, continuing his inspection of the country.

“Before then—” The Inspector frowned in an effort to recall the name of its previous proprietor. “I know; it used to belong to a man named Hamon.”

“What! Ralph Hamon?”

“Yes, he’s a millionaire now. He wasn’t so rich then, and he used to live here in the summer.”

“Oh, he did, did he?” said Welling softly. “I’d like to see that cottage.”

The path up the hillside was overgrown with weeds, though at one time it had been well kept, for it was gravelled and in places steps had been made to facilitate the owner’s progress. The house bore a lifeless appearance; the windows were shuttered, spiders had spun their webs in the angles of the doorposts.

“How long did the lawyer live here, you say?”

“He never lived here. He owned the place, but I think it has been unoccupied since Mr. Hamon left — in fact I’m sure it has. Mr. Hamon sold it to him as it stood, furniture and all…. I’m sure of that because Mr. Steele — that was the lawyer’s name — told me he intended letting it furnished.”

Welling tried to pry open one of the shutters and after a while succeeded. The windows were grimed with dust and it was impossible to see the interior.

“I intend going into this cottage,” said Welling and brought his stick down with a crash upon one of the windowpanes.

Inserting his hand, he drew back the window-bolt and lifted the sash. There was nothing unusual about the appearance of the room. It was a simply furnished bedroom, and though dust lay thick upon every article, there was a certain neatness about the character and arrangement of the furniture which defied the dishevelling results of neglect. Nor was there anything remarkable about the other rooms. The furniture was good and the carpets, which had been rolled up, were almost new.

But the furnishing of the room did not seem to interest Welling. His attention was devoted to the walls, all of which were distempered in pink. At the back of the house was a fairly large kitchen, the windows being heavily barred.

“Would you like me to search the bureau—”

Welling shook his head.

“You will find nothing there,” he said. “What I am looking for is—”

He opened the window and pushed out the shutter.

“Now I think I can find what I want,” he said, and pointed. “Do you see that patch?”

“I see nothing,” said the puzzled officer.

“Can’t you see that a portion of the wall here has been repainted?”

The kitchen was distempered white, and the irregular patch of new paint was distinct.

“Here is another,” said Welling suddenly.

He took a knife from his pocket and began to scrape the wash carefully.

“Murder will out,” he said, speaking to himself.

“Murder?” said the other in surprise.

For answer, Welling pointed to a pear-shaped stain that his knife had uncovered.

“That is blood, I think,” he said simply.

With his pocket handkerchief he cleared the dust from the table and examined the top inch by inch.

“It has been scraped here. Do you feel that?”

He felt tenderly along the surface of the pine wood.

“Yes, it has been scraped.”

“Do you suggest — ?”

“I suggest that your unknown sailor was hammered to death in this very room,” said Welling.

“But Mr. Hamon would have known.”

“He probably wasn’t in residence,” said Welling, and his companion accepted this as completely exonerating the former owner of the bungalow.

“Naturally you wouldn’t think of searching a near-by house to discover how some poor sailor had met his death,” mused Welling. “I think that is all I want to know, Inspector. You had better nail up the shutters and give instructions that whoever comes to take possession must first interview me because I want this house empty for a week or two.”

He came down the hill path and paced the distance between the spot where the path joined the road and the place where the dying man was found, and made a few notes.

“Now, Inspector, if you will lend me your car to go to Basingstoke, I don’t think I will trouble you any further.”

He found the pensioned policeman without any difficulty — he was a well-known local character — but it was less easy to induce him to talk, even to a high official of Scotland Yard — or possibly because of that, for the jealousy between the country police and police headquarters is proverbial.

But Captain Welling had a way of his own; a fund of anecdotes calculated to soften the sourest of pensioned officers with a grievance against headquarters.

“It’s against all regulations,” he said, mollified at last, “but I can tell you all you want to know, because I kept his card as a curio. These highbrow intelligence people had never come my way before and naturally I was interested.”

The finding of the card involved an hour’s search amongst such oddments as an old man, with a passion for hoarding old race cards, old dance programmes and other mementoes of a cheerful life will accumulate through the years. Watching him, Welling wondered whether the same spirit guided Ralph Hamon and whether it was just the innate craving of the miser for holding on to useless scraps of paper that conduced to the folly of keeping in his possession a document which might hang him.

“Here it is,” said the pensioner in triumph and handed a stained card to his guest.

Captain Welling fixed his glasses and read:

“Major James L. Morlake, U. S. Consulate, Tangier.”

He handed back the card with a beatific smile.

All the mysteries but one were solved, and that one defied solution. It was the mystery of Ralph Hamon’s passion for clinging to his own death warrant.
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Creith House was in that turmoil which comes to every house, big or little, when the family is on the point of leaving for a holiday. Lord Creith was looking forward to his voyage with the zest and enthusiasm of a schoolboy.

“Young people are not what they used to be,” he said. “Now, when I was your age, Joan, I’d have been dancing round at the prospect of a real holiday free from bother. We shan’t see Hamon for two months. That ought to be enough to make you cheerful.”

“I’m bubbling over with cheer, Daddy,” she said wearily, “only I’m rather tired.”

If she had said she was exhausted, she would have been nearer the truth. The events of the day had taken their toll, she realised, as she dragged herself to her room, undecided as to whether she should go to bed or try to find, in the pages of a book, the quietness of mind that was so desirable. Oscillating between the two alternatives, she took the course which was least profitable. She thought. She thought of Jim and the haggard man at the cottage, and of Hamon a little. It was curious how he had receded into the background.

Her maid came to pack her clothes, but she sent her away. How was Farringdon, she wondered? Was that outburst of his part of his disease … was he mad? She wished there were a telephone at the cottage, so that she could ring up Mrs. Cornford and ask her. On the spur of the moment she went to her writing-table and wrote a note, but when her maid came, in answer to her ring, she had changed her mind. She would go down to the cottage herself and see the man, reason with him, if he was in a reasonable frame of mind. She must know just where she stood.

Lord Creith saw her coming down the stairs.

“Going out?” he asked in consternation. “My dear old girl, you can’t go out tonight. It is blowing great guns!”

“I’m only going to walk as far as the lodge gates, Daddy,” she said.

She hated lying to him.

“I’ll come with you.”

“No, no, please don’t. I want to be by myself.”

“Can’t you take your maid?” he insisted. “I don’t like you roaming around alone. By gad! I haven’t forgotten the fright you gave me on the night of the storm.”

But, with a reassuring smile, she went out through the big doors on to the terrace and he stood uncertainly, half-inclined to follow her. She followed the drive almost to the lodge gates, then turned off by what was known as the wall path, that would bring her within a few yards of the cottage. Half a gale was blowing, and the trees creaked and groaned, and the bare branches rattled harshly above her. But she was for the moment oblivious to the elements and to any storm but that which raged in her own heart.

Mrs. Cornford had had a very uneasy evening with her patient, and the doctor, hastily summoned, now took a graver view of the disorder.

“You’ll have to keep nurses here,” he said. “I am afraid this man is certifiable. I’ll bring in Dr. Truman from Little Lexham tomorrow to examine him.”

“Do you mean he is insane?” she asked in horror.

“I am afraid so,” said the doctor. “These dipsomania cases generally end that way. Has he had a shock?”

“No, nothing that I know about. He was up this morning, walking in the garden and was quite rational. Then this afternoon,” she pointed to an empty whisky bottle, “I found it in the garden. I don’t know how he got it, but probably he sent one of the villagers to the Red Lion.”

The doctor glared at the bottle.

“That is the cause,” he said. “I don’t think our friend will drink again for a very long time. I would have him moved tonight, but I cannot get in touch with the hospital authorities. Hark at him!”

The patient was yelling at the top of his voice, but it was quite impossible to distinguish any consecutive sentence.

“Joan,” occurred at intervals.

“That Joan is certainly on his nerves,” said the doctor. “Have you any idea who she is?”

“None,” said Mrs. Cornford.

In her heart of hearts she harboured a faint suspicion, which she had dismissed as being disloyal to the girl who had done so much for her.

“It may be an hallucination, but the chances are that there is a Joan somewhere in the world who could fix matters for him.”

As he went out, he saw a girl on the garden path.

“Is that you, Nurse?” he asked.

“No, Doctor, it is Joan Carston.”

“Lady Joan!” he gasped. “Whatever are you doing out tonight?”

“I’ve come to see Mrs. Cornford,” said Joan.

“Well, well, you’re a brave girl. I wouldn’t turn out tonight for anything but dire necessity.”

“How is your patient?” she asked.

He shook his head.

“Very bad, very bad. Don’t you go anywhere near him.”

She did not answer him. Mrs. Cornford, hearing the voices, had hurried to the door and was as much surprised as the doctor to see who the visitor was.

“You must not see him,” she said, shaking her head vigorously when Joan, in the privacy of the sittingroom, told her why she had come.

“But I must, I must! I must talk to him.”

Her heart sank as the sound of the raving voice came to her.

“Is he so bad?” she asked in a whisper.

“He is very bad,” said the puzzled Mrs. Cornford.

“You can’t understand why I want to talk to him, can you?” said Joan, smiling faintly. “I see that you can’t! Perhaps one day I will tell you.”

She waited awhile, listening with knit brows at the animal sounds that came from the other room.

“He’ll not be quiet all night,” said Mrs. Cornford. “The nurses are coming at any moment now; the doctor has sent for them.”

“Aren’t you afraid?” asked Joan wonderingly.

Mrs. Cornford shook her head.

“No, I — I once had a case almost as bad,” she said, and Joan did not ask her any more.

Her journey had been a folly and this end to it was a fitting finish.

“It was silly of me to come,” she confessed, as she grasped her cloak. “No, no, don’t come with me. I can find my way back to the house. And please don’t even come to the door.”

She went out, closing the front door behind her. To the left was a lighted window — Farringdon’s bedroom. She crept nearer and could hear, and shuddered as she heard, the wild sound that came forth. Then, wrapping her cloak about her, she stole down the path.

She heard the click of the gate and stepped behind the big elm that grew before the house, not wishing to be seen. Was it the doctor? The nurse, she supposed. But it was a man’s figure she saw dimly in the darkness. There was something remarkable in his gait; he was moving stealthily, noiselessly, as though he did not wish his presence to be known. She could have reached out and touched him, he passed so close. Who was he, she wondered, and waited in curiosity to discover Mrs. Cornford’s visitor.

But he did not knock at the door. Instead, he moved towards the window of the sick man’s room. Then she heard him fumbling with the window-latch. It was a casement window, and as he pulled it opened, the window-shade began flapping, and he lifted it with one hand, while the girl stood, frozen with horror. She could not move, she could not scream. She saw the glitter of the man’s pistol, but her eyes were on the black-masked face.

“Jim!” she gasped feebly.

At that moment the intruder fired twice, and Ferdinand Farringdon screamed and rolled over on to the floor, dead.
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She heard a terrified cry in the house, and her first impulse was to run to Mrs. Cornford’s help. But somebody else had heard the shot. There came the noise of running feet, a police whistle was blown and a man dashed through the gates and ran up the path as the door opened.

“What was that?” he asked sharply.

“I don’t know,” said Mrs. Cornford’s agitated voice. “Something dreadful has happened. I think Mr. Farringdon has shot himself.”

The girl waited, trembling with terror. What should she do? If she said that she had been a witness of the shooting, she must also describe the assailant. As the visitor disappeared through the door, she crept to the garden gate and slipped out.

There were flying footsteps on the road. They must not see her; the presence of these strangers decided her. In another minute she was racing along the wall path. Her heel caught in a soft path and she all but fell. Before she realised what she was doing, she was running up the stairs of Creith House. Happily, there was nobody in the hall. Lord Creith, who was in his room, heard the slam of her door and came along to ask a question about his collars. He found the door locked.

“Have you gone to bed, my dear?” he called.

“Yes, Daddy,” she gasped.

The room was in darkness. She staggered to the bed and flung herself upon it.

“Jim, Jim!” she sobbed in her anguish of soul. “Why did you? Why did you?”

She must have fallen asleep, for she came to consciousness to the insistent knocking on her door. It was her father’s voice:

“Are you asleep, Joan?”

“Yes, Daddy. Do you want me?”

“Can you come down? Something dreadful has happened.”

Her heart sank. She knew what that “something dreadful” was.

“Can I come in?”

She opened the door.

“Haven’t you got a light?” he asked and was reaching for the switch but she stopped him.

“Don’t put the light on, Daddy; I’ve got a headache. What is it, dear?”

“Farringdon has met with an accident,” said Lord Creith, who lacked something in diplomacy. “In fact, he’s shot. Some people think that he shot himself, but Welling is not of that opinion.”

“Is Mr. Welling here?” she asked, her heart sinking.

Of a sudden she feared that shrewd old man.

“Yes, he came back from town tonight. He is downstairs. He wanted to see you.”

“He wants to see me, Daddy?” she said in consternation, seized with a momentary panic.

“Yes, he tells me that you had only left Mrs. Cornford’s house a few minutes before the shooting occurred.”

He heard her little gasp in the dark.

“Oh, is that why?” she said softly. “I will come down.”

Welling had returned to Creith that night and had had time to take his baggage to the Red Lion. He was, in fact, on his way to Wold House when he had heard the shot and the scream. The Red Lion was less than fifty yards from the gardener’s cottage and the wind had been blowing in his direction.

“There is no doubt about it being murder,” he explained to Lord Creith. “The window was open and no weapon has been found. The only clue I have is footprints on the garden bed outside.”

“Was he dead when you found him?”

“Quite dead,” replied Welling. “Shot through the heart. Two shots were fired in such rapid succession that it sounded to me like one, which means that an automatic pistol was used. You have no idea why Lady Joan went to Mrs. Cornford’s?”

“I haven’t. Mrs. Cornford is a great friend of hers, and probably she went down to enquire after Farringdon. She has been there before on that errand,” said Lord Creith quietly and Welling nodded.

“That is what Mrs. Cornford told me,” he said.

“Then why the dickens did you ask me?” demanded Lord Creith wrathfully.

“Because it is a detective’s business to ask twice,” said Julius at his gentlest, and his lordship apologised for his display of temper.

“Here is my daughter,” he said. As Joan came into the library he shot a quick, searching glance at her. The pale face and shadowed eyes might mean anything. Mr. Welling was one of the few people who knew the secret of the church in the forest and could forgive her emotion.

“His Lordship has told you that Farringdon has been killed?” he said.

She inclined her head slowly.

“You must have been very near the house when the shot was fired. Did you hear anything?”

“Nothing.”

“Or see anybody?”

She shook her head.

“Not in the garden or in the road?” persisted Welling. “Mrs. Cornford tells me that you had not left the house a minute when the shot was fired.”

“I heard nothing and saw nobody,” she said, and he looked thoughtfully at the carpet.

“The wind would be blowing in the opposite direction,” he mused, “so it is quite possible you did not hear the shot. Is there any place in the garden where a man could conceal himself?”

“I don’t know the garden well enough,” she answered quickly.

“Hm!” He scratched his nose with an air of irritation. “You don’t know this man Farringdon, of course?” he said, and when she did not answer, he went on: “Perhaps it is better that you didn’t know him. It would save a lot of unnecessary pain to many people and your knowledge of him will not help the cause of justice.”

Walking down the dark drive, he tried to piece together the puzzle which this new outrage made. Who had shot Farringdon? Who had reason to shoot him? “Find the motive and you find the criminal,” is an old axiom of police work. Who had a motive for destroying that useless life? Only one person in the world — Joan Carston.

“Pshaw!” he said with a shrug. “Why not Lord Creith? His motive was certainly as obvious.”

He had come back to the village single-handed, and had to depend upon the local constabulary, represented for the moment by a sergeant of police.

Nothing had been found in the preliminary search and Welling decided to put into execution his original plan, which was to call on Jim Morlake. When he got to Wold House no light showed from any of the windows; the garden gate was wide open and that was unusual. Welling had found his way along the road by the aid of a torch and he was using this to guide him up the drive, when he saw what were evidently fresh wheel tracks. The garage stood at the side of the house, and, acting on the impulse of the moment, he turned his steps toward this building. He came abreast of it and put the light on the garage. The doors were wide open and the little shed was empty.

Welling knew that Jim had got his car back — where was it?

Cleaver opened the door to him.

“Do you want to see Mr. Morlake?” he said. “I’m afraid he’s out.”

“How long has he been out?” asked Welling.

“He’s been gone about half-an-hour. I was rather surprised to see him go, because he’d already made arrangements for me to call him early in the morning — Binger has gone back to town.”

“Did he tell you he was going?”

Cleaver shook his head.

“No, sir, the first intimation I had was when I saw the lights of Mr. Morlake’s car going through the gates. He went away in a great hurry, because he left his pipe and tobacco pouch behind and he doesn’t usually do that. Not only that, but he went by the window. I hadn’t any idea he was out of the house until I saw the machine.”

The French window in the study was still unfastened. Pushing open the door, Welling looked carefully on the floor.

“So he went in a hurry, did he?” said Welling softly. “Went half-an-hour ago? Will you leave me, Mr. Cleaver? I want to use the telephone.”

His first call was to Horsham police headquarters.

“Hold a two-seater car, painted black. The driver’s name is Morlake. I want you to hold him — not arrest him, you understand, but hold him.”

“What is the charge, Captain Welling?”

“Murder,” said Welling laconically.
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Jim Morlake had disappeared. He had been seen neither at his flat nor at the restaurant he affected when he was in London. His car had been found outside the door of the garage where it was usually kept when in London. It was covered with mud, for the night had been wet, and showed evidence of hard driving, but there was no note nor any word of instructions as to its disposal.

Binger had not seen him, and Mahmet the Moor presented a stolid unintelligent face to the questioners who came to him, and disclaimed all knowledge of his master. The afternoon newspapers printed prominently a request to Mr. James Morlake to report himself to the nearest police station, but this produced no result.

“Always in trouble, always in trouble!” groaned Binger. “I can’t understand why Mr. Morlake don’t take helementary precautions.”

Mahmet did not answer. If his knowledge of English was slight, his understanding of Binger’s English was negligible.

“You’re a man of the world, Mahmet!” continued Binger, who liked nothing better than to address an audience that could not under any circumstances protest or interrupt him, “and I’m a man of the world, Mahmet. We know young gentlemen are a bit eccentric, but this is going beyond a joke. Of course, Mr. Morlake is a foreigner, so to speak, but he’s a Hanglo-Saxon, Mahmet, and Hanglo-Saxons, like you and me, don’t go dodging off to nowhere without telling nobody.”

That great Anglo-Saxon, Mahmet Ali, concealed a yawn politely and listened with stolid patience to a further exposition on the thoughtlessness of employers. When Mr. Binger had talked himself to a standstill, Mahmet said:

“I go way a bit.”

“What you are trying to say is: ‘I’m going hout,’” said Binger. “I wonder you don’t try to learn the English language. I’m willing to give you an hour a day for heducational purposes.”

“I go now?” said Mahmet, and Binger, in his lordly way, gave him leave.

Mahmet went to the little room where he slept, took off his white jallab and dressed himself in a ready-made European suit, which turned him from something that was picturesque to a nondescript weed. He travelled on the top of a bus eastward, and did not descend until he had reached dockland. Up a side street was a small, dingy-looking establishment that had once been a bar, which had lost its licence owing to the misguided efforts of the proprietor, who augmented his income by conducting a betting business. It was now a home, in the sense that here strange coloured folk stranded in London could buy indifferent coffee and could sleep in a cell a little bigger than an egg-box on payment of a sum which would sustain them in comfort in their own countries for a week.

Mahmet went into the smoky room which served as lounge and card-room. Half-a-dozen dusky-skinned men were playing cards, and near one of these Mahmet saw a compatriot and, beckoning to him, they retired to an empty alcove at the far end of the room.

“My good man has gone,” said Mahmet without preliminary. “Will you write to your uncle in Casa Blanca and tell him to buy four mules, also that he send a message to the Shereef El Zuy at Tetuan, telling him to be with the mules near the lighthouse at El Spartel on the twelfth day of this month? You have heard no more?”

His companion, a tall, loose-made Moor, his face disfigured by the ravages of smallpox, had indeed much to tell.

“There is trouble in the Angera country, and there has been fighting. I think the Sultan’s soldiers will be defeated. Sadi Hafiz is supposed to be with the Angera people, and it is true that they are making great preparations at his house in the hills. He is sending serving women there. Now that is strange, for Sadi has never taken servants to this place.”

Mahmet interrupted him.

“You’re an old man,” he said contemptuously. “You have told me that story twice, and that is the way of old men.”

There were other items of gossip to be picked up, but Mahmet did not stop either to hear the latest scandal about the Basha’s favourite wife, or the peculations of the Grand Wazir. He hurried back to the flat, made a bundle of his clothes, tying his complete wardrobe in a pillow case. When Binger came the next morning there was no sign of Mahmet, and though the indignant valet made a complete inventory of the contents of the flat, he discovered, to his annoyance, that nothing was missing.
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A great change had come over Joan Carston in the last few days. She was the first to be sensible of the difference, and had wondered at herself. For now every remnant of the old Joan had been annihilated in the terrific shock of this supreme tragedy. She did not sleep that night, but sat at the window, her hands clasped on the broad sill, her eyes everlastingly turned in the direction of Wold House. If Jim’s light would only appear! If she could hear the sound of his voice in those dark and stormy hours of night! Her heart yearned toward him. How happy she had been! She had not realised her blessings.

Daylight found her pale and hollow-eyed, an ache in her heart, depressed by a sense of utter weariness and despair. With a start she realised that she was leaving Creith that day! She could not go away now; she must wait to be at hand in case Jim wanted her. She did not judge him, for that was beyond human judgment. Nor did she attempt to analyse the condition of mind which drove him to that terrible act. She could only set the facts of the deed badly, with a numb sense of resignation to the inevitable.

There came a knock at the door. She dragged her weary limbs across the floor to turn the key. It was her maid with the morning coffee.

“Put it down,” she said.

“You haven’t slept in your bed, m’lady!” said the girl, aghast.

“No, I shall have plenty of time to sleep on the yacht,” she said.

She drank the coffee gratefully and felt refreshed enough to go downstairs into the open. A sky grey with hurrying clouds was above her; the wind was keen and cold; pools of water stood in the little hollows of the drive. The dreary scene was in tune with her heart. Unconsciously she walked down the drive until she came to the lodge gates and stood there, her hands holding the bars, looking through — at nothing.

Then her eyes turned toward the cottage and she shuddered, and, turning, she walked quickly back the way she had come. She had not gone a few paces when somebody called her, and, looking back, she saw Welling in a dingy yellow ulster and nondescript hat pulled down over his head.

“You’ve been up all night too, Captain Welling?” she said. His chin was silvery with bristles, his boots thick with mud, and the hand he raised to lift his hat was inexpressibly grimy.

“I gather from that, young lady,” he said, “that you’ve not had a great deal of sleep, and I don’t blame you. The wind has been most disturbing. Is his Lordship up?”

“I don’t know: I expect so. Father doesn’t usually rise till nine, but I think to-day he has made some sort of arrangement with his valet to get up at the unnatural hour of eight.” She smiled faintly.

“You’ve had your share of trouble in this village, I think,” said the detective, walking at her side; but she did not make any rejoinder to that most obvious statement. “Queer case, that — very queer! Have you ever noticed that Morlake wears broad-toed shoes, the American type?”

“No, I haven’t noticed anything about him,” she said quickly, lest she should be an unwilling agent to his hurt.

“Well, he does
 ,” said Welling. “He never wears any other kind. I’ve been searching his house—”

“He is gone, then? The maid told me last night — he has gone?”

“Vanished,” said Welling. “There is no other word, he has vanished. That is the worst of these clever fellows — when they disappear they do it thoroughly. An ordinary criminal would leave his visiting card on every mile-post.”

He waited, but she did not speak, till:

“What is the significance of the broad-toed shoes?” she plucked up courage to ask.

“Well, it was a pointed toe that killed Farringdon.”

At his words she spun round.

“You mean — you mean — that Jim Morlake did not kill him?” she asked unsteadily. “You mean that, Captain Welling? You are not trying to trap me into saying something about him, are you? You wouldn’t do that?”

“I’m capable of doing even that,” confessed Julius with a mournful shake of his head. “There is no depth of depravity to which I wouldn’t sink, and that is the truth, Lady Joan. But on this particular occasion I’m being perfectly sincere. The feet under the window are the feet of a man who wears French boots with pointed toes. Also, the gun he used was of much heavier calibre than any Morlake owns. I know the whole Morlake armoury, and I’ll swear he never owned the gun that threw those two bullets. Jim Morlake has three: the one he carries and two Service Colts. You seemed pretty sure it was Morlake?” he said, eyeing her intently.

“Yes, I was,” and then, following her impulse: “I saw Mr. Farringdon killed.”

She expected he would be staggered by this revelation, but he only guffawed.

“I know you did,” he said calmly, “you were hiding behind the tree. It was easy to pick up your footmarks. You came back to the house by way of the wall path — I found the heel of one of your shoes there and guessed you were in a hurry. If you’d lost it in daylight you would have picked it up. If you’d lost it by night and had plenty of time on your hands, you’d have looked for it. Anyway, you wouldn’t have lost it, if you hadn’t been running at such a speed. Do you think Pointed Toes knew you were there? — by the way, you didn’t see his face?”

“How do you know?”

“Because you weren’t sure whether it was Morlake or not; therefore, you couldn’t have seen his face. And once more, therefore, he must have been masked. Black?”

She nodded.

“From head to foot, eh? In that style which Mr. James Morlake has made popular. I guessed that, too,” he said as she nodded. “It may have been a coincidence, of course, but probably wasn’t.”

He stopped, and she followed his example. He was looking down at her with his head thrown back, and his eyes seemed to possess an hypnotic power.

“Now perhaps you can give me a little information that will be really useful,” he said. “Who else wears pointed French boots in Creith besides your father?”
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She stared at him for a minute, and then burst into a fit of uncontrollable laughter.

“Oh, Mr. Welling, for a moment you scared me. Daddy wouldn’t kill anybody: it would be too much bother!”

The detective was unruffled.

“I am not suggesting that your father did shoot this man. I am merely saying that Lord Creith is the only man within ten miles who wears pointed shoes.”

“How silly!” she scoffed. “Why, lots of people wear pointed shoes. Mr. Hamon wears pointed—”

She checked herself suddenly.

“That is what I wanted to know,” said Julius gently, “that is all I wanted to know! Does Mr. Hamon wear pointed shoes? I know Lord Creith does, because I’ve interviewed the village cobbler, and the village cobbler knows the secret history of every pair of boots in your house.”

“Mr. Hamon is so rich that he doesn’t need to have his shoes repaired,” said the girl, and then, seriously: “You don’t suspect Mr. Hamon? He wasn’t in Creith last night.”

“If he shot Farringdon, then he certainly was in Creith. If he didn’t shoot Farringdon, I don’t care where he was,” said Welling.

The reaction after that night of terror and anxiety was so great that she felt hysterical. She could have flung her arms round the neck of this interesting old man and hugged him in her joy and relief.

“Are you sure — absolutely sure?”

“About Morlake?” he asked, sensing the cause of her anxiety. “I don’t think there is any doubt about that. He is one of those big-hoofed fellows. He could not have got his feet into the shoes that left the marks. Though,” he added cautiously, “it is by no means certain that the owner of the shoes was also the murderer. What makes it look so queer against Morlake is that Pointed Shoes was in the grounds of Wold House last night. We’ve got a cast of his feet leading toward the river, and at the bottom of the river it is any odds on finding the pistol with which the crime was committed.”

“Why do you say that?” she asked.

“What is more,” he went on, “I guess we’re going to get a letter from some person unknown, telling us exactly where to look for that gun. I love anonymous letters, especially when I’m expecting ‘em. The letter will be in printed characters and will be posted” — he looked up to the dull sky and considered— “will be posted … now where will it be posted? Yes, I have it,” he said brightly. “It will be posted at the G. P. O.”

“You’re a prophet,” she smiled.

“I’m a student,” he replied.

When they got to the house, Lord Creith was superintending the labelling of the baggage, which meant that every package had been labelled wrongly.

“Hullo, Welling!” he said. “Who have you arrested this morning?”

“I never arrest people on Saturdays: it spoils their weekend,” said Welling. “You’ve had a telephone message from Mr. Hamon?”

“Yes,” said the Earl in surprise. “How do you know?”

“It came last night, didn’t it?”

“About midnight. How on earth do you know that? If the exchange was in the village I could quite understand, but my calls are put through from Lexham.”

“It was about something he’d left behind, asking you to forward it?”

“No. As a matter of fact, he wanted to know what time I would be leaving this morning.”

“Why, of course,” nodded Welling, “that was the natural thing to do. About twelve o’clock?”

“A little before, I should imagine. You’ve been listening in,” accused Lord Creith.

When he went away to discover the whereabouts of a sporting rifle which had mysteriously disappeared at the last moment, Joan asked:

“How do you know all this, Captain Welling?”

“I guessed,” said the old man. “It is natural that, if Pointed Toes was friend Hamon, he should seize the earliest opportunity of establishing the fact that he was in town.” He shook his head sadly. “Telephonic alibis are terribly numerous,” he said.

Her mind was occupied by one pressing thought, and after a while she expressed the question that was in her mind.

“Why did Mr. Morlake go away?” she asked.

She had asked Welling to breakfast with them, which meant breakfasting with her, for the choler of Lord Creith was rising rapidly. Some fishing rods had joined the rifle, and his favourite tennis racquet had suddenly disappeared from the face of the earth.

“I don’t know,” said Welling helplessly. “That fellow is beyond the understanding of normal people. Something is wrong — I don’t know where, I don’t know how. But all I know is that he’s left in a hurry.”

“You don’t think…?” she asked quickly, and he smiled at her.

“These fellows are in danger and out of danger all the time,” he said carelessly. “Probably he is carrying out some quiet little burglary—”

“Don’t be horrid, Captain Welling,” she said hotly. “You know Mr. Morlake is not a burglar.”

“If there is one thing I know,” said Welling, “it is that he is a burglar! I don’t care what noble incentive he has, but that doesn’t make him less a burglar. What is more, he is the cleverest safebreaker in this country.”

“Has he stolen much money?” she asked.

“Thousands, but it has all been Hamon’s. That is the rum thing about this burglar, although it isn’t so rum to me as it was. He’s broken into other safes and other boxes, but not one of the people who have suffered from his curiosity have complained that they lost money. Hamon has complained about nothing else. And the crowning queerness of his action is that it isn’t money he is after.”

If she was hoping, as she was, for a miracle to happen and for Jim to reappear at the last moment, she was doomed to disappointment. The car which took her and her father to Southampton passed Wold House, and she craned out of the window in the hope that she might catch one glimpse of him. When the machine had passed the entrance she looked back through the window of the hood.

“Expecting anybody, dear?” asked Lord Creith drily. “Missed anything?”

“Yes, Daddy, I have,” she said, with some spirit.

“You can buy almost anything you want at Cadiz,” said His Lordship, wilfully dense. “Cadiz is my favourite city. Unfortunately, it is rather late for the bull fights.”

“I never dreamt you were so bloodthirsty, Father,” she said.

“Bulls’ blood, yes, but human blood, no,” he said with a shiver. “By gad, I’m glad to be out of Creith! I was scared that they’d hold me for a witness. Happily, I was drinking the waters of Lethe in the presence of the impeccable Peters when the murder was committed. In fact, I heard the shot through the window.”

“The waters of Lethe” was Lord Creith’s synonym for his normal whisky and soda.

The first emotion which Joan experienced when she saw the yacht lying out in Southampton Water was one of pleasurable surprise. She had expected to see a very small ship, and, when she had time to think about such matters, had felt a little uneasy at the prospect of a voyage across the Bay of Biscay in a tiny craft. L’Esperance
 had the appearance of a small cruiser, and was unusually large even for an ocean-going yacht: the same idea seemed to strike Lord Creith.

“That must have cost friend Hamon a pretty penny,” he said. “Why, the infernal thing is as big as a liner!”

The captain, an Englishman, welcomed them at the gangway, and apparently every preparation had been made to leave as soon as the party was on board.

“Mr. Hamon is not coming, I understand?” said Captain Green, a typical teak-faced sailorman. “If you like, my Lord, we’ll get under way. There is a moderate sea in the Channel, and with any kind of luck we ought to get through the Bay without so much as a roll.”

“Let her go, Captain,” said Lord Creith gaily.

The girl’s cabin was beautifully appointed and smothered with hothouse flowers. She did not trouble to ask who had sent them. Mr. Hamon would not lose an opportunity of emphasising his devotion. She was too fond of flowers to throw them out of the porthole, but the knowledge that he had sent them robbed them of at least one attraction.

Lord Creith and she dined alone that evening. The captain was on the bridge, for they were steaming down the crowded Channel, and fog banks were reported by wireless between Portland Bill and Brest.

“A jolly good dinner,” said his lordship with satisfaction. “You’ve got an excellent cook, Steward.”

“Yes, sir,” said the chief steward, a Frenchman who spoke English much better than his lordship spoke French, “we have two.”

“All the crew are French, I suppose, as this is a French yacht?”

The steward shook his head.

“No, my Lord,” he said, “most of the hands are English and Scottish. The owner of the yacht prefers an English crew. We have a few Frenchmen on board — in fact, we’ve almost every nationality, including a man who I think is either a Turk or a Moor. He came on board at the last moment to work in the pantry, and he’s been ill ever since we came out of the Solent. I believe he is a servant of the owner’s; we are dropping him at Casablanca.”

He served the coffee, and Lord Creith took a gulp and made a wry face.

“I praised your dinner too soon, Steward,” he said good-humouredly. “That coffee is execrable.”

The steward snatched up the cup and disappeared into the mysterious regions at the back of the saloon. When he returned, it was with apologies.

“The chef will send you in some more coffee, my Lord. We’ve got a new assistant cook who isn’t quite up to his job.”

After dinner, Joan strolled on to the deck. It was a calm night, with a sea that was absolutely still. Through the mist she could see the stars twinkling overhead, and on the starboard beam a bright light flickered at irregular intervals.

“That is Portland Bill,” explained one of the officers who had come down from the bridge, “and the last of the lights of England you’ll see until you return.”

“Will it be foggy?” she asked, looking ahead.

“Not very. I think you’re going to have an ideal voyage for this time of the year. If we can get abreast of Cherbourg without slackening speed, we shall be quit of the fog for good.”

She stood, leaning over the taffrail, talking to the officer, until Lord Creith joined her, smoking a long cigar and at peace with the world. He brought with him an acceptable coat, which she was glad to put on, for the night was very cold — a fact she had not noticed until she came on deck.

They stood side by side, her father and she, watching in silence the faint phosphorescence of the waters; and then:

“Happy, old girl?”

“Very happy, Daddy.”

“Whom were you sighing about just now?”

He heard her low laugh, and grinned to himself in the darkness.

“I didn’t know that I was sighing. I was thinking about Jim Morlake.”

“A very nice fellow,” said his lordship heartily. “An American, but a very nice fellow. I don’t want a burglar in the family — naturally. But I’d just as soon have a burglar as a moneylender. In fact, I should prefer one. I don’t know whether that is particularly generous to our beloved host, but there is something in the sea air that makes me candid.”

The days that followed were, for Joan, days of almost perfect peace. The yacht was a delightful sea boat; the comfort and luxury of the appointments, and a glimpse of a scarcely remembered sun, added to her happiness. If, by some miracle … the waving of a magic wand, or the muttering of some potent incantation, she could have brought Jim into that deep, red-cushioned armchair — Jim, in white flannels, Jim, with his classical face and a patch of grey at his temples…. She sighed.
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The voyage passed without event until the morning of the day they reached Cadiz. Something aroused Joan from deepest sleep to most complete wakefulness. There was no sound but the sough of wind and sea, and the peculiar monotony of the “creak-creak” at intervals which is a ship’s own noise. The grey light showed against the porthole and faintly illuminated the cabin. Sitting up in bed, she looked around.

A movement by the door attracted her attention; it was slowly closing, and, jumping to the floor, she ran and pulled it open. She caught a glimpse of a big figure disappearing in the gloom of the alleyway, and then a strange thing happened. He had almost reached the end of this narrow passage when something rose from under his feet and tripped him. Even amidst the sea noises she heard the thud as he struck the hard deck. He was on his feet in an instant and then, for some reason, he fell again. Straining her eyes, Joan saw a man stand over him and pull him upright. In another instant they were out of sight.

She locked her door and went back to bed, but not to sleep. It may have been an accident; it may have been that one of the crew was a thief — few crews, even a yacht’s crew, but may include one of those pests of the sea. Perhaps the thief had been detected by a watchful quartermaster, and that was the explanation of the little fight she had witnessed. She did not wish to worry her father, but as soon as she was up and dressed, she went in search of the chief steward and reported what had happened. He was genuinely concerned.

“I don’t know who it could have been, Miss. The watch were on deck, scrubbing down, at daybreak, and there’s a night steward on duty in the alleyway. What was the man like?”

“As far as I could see, he wore a white singlet and a pair of blue trousers.”

“Was he tall or short?”

“He was very big,” she said, and the man passed the crew under review.

“I’ll speak to the chief officer,” he said.

“I don’t want to make any trouble.”

“Your Ladyship will probably make more trouble if you don’t report this,” he retorted.

Lord Creith, who generally found the most comfortable explanation, suggested that she had been dreaming — a suggestion which she indignantly rejected.

“Then, my dear,” he said, “probably the man
 was walking in his sleep! You should have locked your cabin door.”

She spent two full and delightful days at Cadiz, that city of languid, beautiful women and unshaven men; drove out to Jerez to see the wine pressed, and learnt — though she had a dim idea that she had already learnt this at school — that Jerez had been corrupted into English as “sherry” and had given its name to a wine. The bad weather had passed; the sky was a delightful blue, and if the wind that blew down from the sierras had a nip that made the men of Cadiz wear their high-collared blue cloaks, it was to the girl a tonic and a stimulant.

They left Cadiz at midnight on the third day, and at daybreak the stopping of the engines woke her. She heard the rattle of a hawser and splash as the anchor fell into the water, and, looking out of her porthole, saw a twinkle of lights near at hand. It was her first glimpse of Africa, and the mystery and wonder of it thrilled her. In daylight, much of the enchantment was gone. She saw a straggle of white houses fringing a lemon-coloured beach; beyond, the blue of hills. In the cold, cheerless light of morning the mystery had gone. She shivered.

The stewardess came in answer to her ring of the bell.

“Where are we?” she asked.

“At Suba, a little coast village.”

At that moment a lowered boat came into view through the porthole and disappeared. She heard the splash of it as it struck the water.

“The crew are going ashore to bring out some cases of curios that Mr. Hamon wishes to be brought home,” explained the stewardess, and through the porthole Joan watched the boat draw away.

Lord Creith knocked at the door at that moment and came in in his dressing-gown.

“This is Suba,” he explained unnecessarily. “Put your coat on and come up on deck, Joan.”

She slipped into her fur coat and followed him up the companionway. Except for one sailor, the deck was deserted. On the bridge was a solitary officer, leaning over the bridge and regarding the retreating boat without interest.

“There aren’t many people left on the ship,” she said, glancing round.

Lord Creith looked up at the clouds with a nautical eye.

“A man and a boy could navigate this ship on a day like this,” he said. “There is no wind.”

And then, looking across to the port side, he saw a tall, white, billowing sail moving slowly toward them.

“There is wind enough,” she smiled. “Aren’t they coming rather close?”

“Bless you no!” said his lordship cheerfully. “These fellows can handle a boat better than any Europeans. Moors are born seamen, and by the cut of his sail I should think it is a Moorish craft. This coast is the home of the Barbary pirates.”

She glanced nervously round at the approaching sail, but he went on, oblivious to the impression he was creating.

“For hundreds of years they levied a tax on every ship that passed. Why, the word ‘tariff’ comes from Tarifa, a little village on the other side of the Straits—”

He stopped as the girl turned quickly. They had both heard that deep “oh!” of pain.

“What was that?” asked Lord Creith. “It sounded like somebody hurt.”

There was nobody in sight, and he went forward to the bridge. As he did so, a big man crept up the companion ladder, and Joan immediately recognised the figure she had seen in the alleyway. Barefooted, the man approached the unconscious officer leaning over the taffrail.

“Look out!” yelled Lord Creith.

The officer spun round and the blow just missed his head, but caught him on the shoulder and he fell with a cry of pain. In another instant the big man had turned, and the girl saw with horror that in his hand he carried a huge hammer.

That diversion saved the officer’s life. Injured as he was, he thrust himself forward and tobogganed down the steep ladder, falling on to the deck. In an instant he was on his feet and climbed down the companionway, the big, white-faced Moor in pursuit.

“Down the companion, quick!” cried Lord Creith, and she obeyed.

As she flew down the ladder, she saw over her shoulder the high white sail of the dhow rising sheer above the ship’s side, and heard the jabber of excited, guttural voices.

“Run along the alleyway into my cabin,” cried Lord Creith.

She sat panting on the sofa, whilst her father shot the bolt in the door. He opened his bag and made a search.

“My revolver is gone,” he said.

“What is wrong?” she asked. She was calm now.

“It looks precious like mutiny,” said his lordship grimly.

She heard a patter of feet on the deck above, and again a babble of talk.

“They’ve boarded us from the dhow,” said her father quietly, and the sound of somebody swearing softly came to them from the next cabin.

“Is anybody there?” Lord Creith called.

The partition dividing the cabins did not extend to the upper deck, and a space of three or four inches made conversation possible. It was the wounded officer, they discovered. No bones were broken, he told them, but he was in considerable pain.

“Have you any kind of firearm on your side?” he asked anxiously.

Lord Creith had to confess sadly that he was unarmed.

“What has happened?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” was the reply. “Most of the crew are ashore. The Captain and the first and second officers have gone to collect some packing-cases.”

“How many of the crew are left on the ship?”

There was a silence as the officer calculated, and then:

“Six, including the steward. One deckhand, two chefs and a cook’s mate, and, of course, the Moor we took on at Southampton. He is the fellow who bowled me over. I think they must have got the deckhands, and the chef wouldn’t fight. That leaves us with the cook’s mate.”

He laughed bitterly.

“And the cook’s mate is going to have a bad time,” he said after a pause. “He beat up the Moor a few days ago. I only heard about it in the early watch. You remember your daughter complained — she is with you, I suppose?”

“Yes,” said Lord Creith. “Was it the Moor who opened the door?”

“That’s the man. I suppose he was looking for loose guns,” said the officer. “The cook’s mate happened to be on duty and saw the fellow, and there was trouble! And there’s worse trouble ahead — here they come.”

There was a patter of bare feet in the alleyway, and somebody hammered on the cabin door.

“You come out, you not be hurt, mister,” said a husky voice.

Lord Creith made no reply.


Crash!
 The door shivered under the blow, but it was obvious that the narrow alleyway did not give sufficient play to the hammer, for the lock remained intact. Again the blow fell, and a long crack appeared in one of the panels of the door.

Lord Creith looked round helplessly.

“There is no kind of weapon here,” he said in a slow voice to the girl. “Even my wretched razor is a safety!”

He looked at the porthole.

“Do you think you could squeeze through that?”

She shook her head.

“I won’t leave you, Daddy,” she said, and he patted her shoulder.

“I don’t think you could get through,” he said, eyeing the porthole dubiously.

Crack! Bang! The panel broke, but it was not the sound of its smashing they heard. Outside in the alleyway there was a quick scurry of feet, a shot was fired, and another. Then, from the other end of the alleyway came three shots in quick succession. Somebody fell heavily against the wall with a hideous howl, and then there was a momentary silence.

“What was that?”

It was the officer’s voice from the next cabin.

“I think it was somebody shooting,” said Lord Creith. He peered through the splintered panel. The man on the floor was still howling dismally, but there was no other sound.

“Look, Daddy,” cried the girl excitedly. “The boat is returning.”

She pointed through the porthole, and over her shoulder he saw the two boats rowing furiously toward the yacht.

And now the alleyway pandemonium broke out. Again came the rush of feet and the deafening staccato of the automatic.

“Who is it? It must be one of the deckhands. Where did he get his gun?”

The questions were fired across the top of the partition, but Lord Creith was too intent upon the struggle outside. The firing had ceased, but the screaming fury of the fighters went on. Presently there was an exultant yell and somebody was dragged along the alleyway.

“They’ve got him,” said Lord Creith, a little hoarsely. “I wonder who he is.”

Then, as the leader of the mob came parallel with the door, a voice hailed them in English.

“Don’t open your door until the crew come aboard. They are returning.”

The girl stood petrified at the sound of the voice, and pushing her father aside she stooped to peer through the broken panel. She saw a man struggling in the hands of his white-robed captors; a tall man in the soiled white garb of a cook. It was Jim Morlake!
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Joan screamed and tugged at the door.

“The key, the key, Father!” she said wildly. “It is Jim!”

But he dragged her back.

“My dear, you’re not going to help Jim Morlake or yourself by putting yourself in the hands of these beasts,” he said, and presently her struggles ceased and she hung heavily in his arms.

He laid her on the settee and ran to the porthole. The boats were nearing the yacht, and he could see, by the attitude of the Captain, who stood in the stern, revolver in hand, that news of the mutiny had reached him. There was no noise from the alleyway nor overhead on the deck; only the whining of the wounded man outside the door broke the complete stillness. In another minute they heard the boats bump against the side of the ship, and the rattle of booted feet above them. And then came the Captain’s voice.

“Is anybody here?” he called.

Lord Creith unlocked the cabin door and stepped out over the prostrate figure.

“Thank God you’re safe!” said Captain Green fervently. “The young lady, is she all right?”

Joan had recovered, and though she lay without movement she was conscious. Then realising that she alone knew the secret of the “cook’s” identity, she staggered to her feet.

“Jim! They have taken Jim!” she said wildly.

“Your cook.” Lord Creith supplied the startling information.

“My cook!” said the puzzled captain, and then a light dawned on him. “You mean the assistant cook — the man I took on at Southampton? Is he the fellow who did this?” He looked down at the motionless figure in the alleyway. “If they have taken him, he is on the dhow,” said the Captain. “It pushed off as we came on board.”

He ran up to the deck, and the girl did her best to imitate his alacrity, but her limbs were shaking and she was curiously weak. The dhow was already a dozen yards from the ship, and was heeling over under the fresh land breeze, her big leg-o’-mutton sail filling.

“Are you sure they’ve taken him on board?” asked the Captain. “He may be amongst the—” He did not finish the sentence.

One of the crew was dead, another so badly injured that his life was despaired of, and search parties were sent to discover other casualties, but no sign of Jim was reported.

“We can overtake them,” said Lord Creith, and the Captain nodded.

“I’ll get up anchor, but it is by no means certain we can do much unless they are fools enough to keep to the open sea. I think they’ll run round the point, and there I shan’t be able to follow them, except with boat crews.”

The dhow was gaining way every minute. The white wake at her stern was significant.

The wireless operator, in his little cabin on the upper deck, had been overlooked by the boarders, and it was he who had signalled the Captain back. He had done something more: he had got in touch with an American destroyer that was cruising some twenty miles away, and a blur of smoke showed on the horizon.

“Whether she can come up before the dhow gets to safety is a question,” said the Captain.

At that moment the white-sailed vessel changed her course, and the Captain grunted.

“She is going inshore round the point. I thought she would,” he said.

“What will they do with him?” asked the girl, and for a moment he did not know to whom she referred.

“Oh, the cook? I don’t suppose he’ll come to much harm. If they thought he was a man of substance they would hold him to ransom. As it is, he’ll probably be fairly well treated. The Moor isn’t particularly vindictive to the enemies he takes in fair fight.”

The wind had freshened and was blowing strongly when the yacht’s bow turned in pursuit of the Moorish craft, but by this time he was rounding the promontory that ran out to sea for two miles, and by his tactics the Captain guessed what plan was being followed.

“We shall never get up to them,” he said, “and if we do, we shan’t find the man we want.”

“Why?” asked Joan, but he did not supply the gruesome information.

In his days he had been a member of the Royal Navy, engaged in the suppression of slave traffic on the East Coast of Africa, and he had seen slaves dropped overboard, with a bar of iron about their necks, in order that the incriminating evidence against the captors should be removed. And he did not doubt that the skipper of the dhow would follow the same procedure.

When they rounded the point, the dhow was so close inshore that it seemed to have grounded.

“They’re landing,” said Captain Green, watching the boat through his glasses, “and there goes my cook!”

The girl almost snatched the binoculars from him and focussed them on the beach. Her hand trembled so violently that all she saw was a blur of white figures and yellow sand, but presently she mastered her emotion and held the glasses upon the tall, dark form that walked leisurely up the beach.

“That is he,” she whispered. “Oh, Jim, Jim!”

“Do you know him?”

She nodded.

“Then there is no need for me to pretend ignorance,” said the Captain, “and I will ask you to keep this matter from my owners. Captain Morlake and I are old acquaintances. I knew him when he was at Tangier. He came to me in a great hurry on the Friday night before we sailed, and begged me to ship him on board the yacht as an extra hand. Knowing that he has always been mixed up in queer adventures — he was an intelligence officer, and may be still, for all I know — I took him on as a cook. He warned me of what would happen, and, like a fool, I thought he was romancing.”

“He warned you of this attack?” said Lord Creith in astonishment. “How could he know?”

The Captain shook his head.

“That I can’t tell you, but he did know, though I imagine he wasn’t sure where the attempt would be made, because he said nothing before I went ashore to pick up those darned packing-cases — which were not there!”

The destroyer was now visible to the naked eye.

“She is useless to us,” said the Captain, shaking his head. “Before she can land a party, these fellows will be well away into the desert.” He bit his lip thoughtfully. “They won’t hurt Captain Morlake. He speaks the language, and there is hardly a big man in Morocco who doesn’t know him. I should imagine that at this moment the captain of the dhow is scared to death to find who is his prisoner.”

He focussed his glasses again.

“Two Europeans!” he gasped. “What other man have they taken? Do you know, Johnson?” He turned to his second officer.

“I’ve been looking at him and I can’t make him out,” he said.

He steadied his telescope against a stanchion and looked again.

“He is certainly a European, and he is certainly not a sailor. He is wearing a civilian overcoat.”

“May I look?”

Assisted by the officer, the girl brought the telescope to bear upon the figure that was walking with a white-gowned Moor. Jim had disappeared over the crest of a sandhill, and these two walked alone, the Moor gesticulating, the other emphasising some point with his clenched fist.

She shook her head.

“I don’t know him,” she said. “I never expected I would.”

It was a humiliating confession for her to make, did she but know it, for she had once boasted that she would know Ralph Hamon anywhere and in any garb! And it was Ralph Hamon who strode angrily side by side with the master of the dhow.
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Ralph Hamon, shivering in his light suit, despite the heavy overcoat he wore, growled his imprecations as he toiled painfully up the steep slope of the sandhill and Arabic is a language which was specially designed for cursing.

“You’re a fool!” he stormed. “Did I not tell you a hundred times what to do?”

The black-bearded captain of the dhow shrugged his shoulders.

“It was the fault of my officer, who now roasts in hell, for I told him first to silence all the members of the crew that were left on board, but they forgot this sailor with a pistol.”

“Why didn’t you knock him on the head? Why did you bring him on board?” growled Hamon.

“Because the men desired to settle with him in their own way. He has killed Yussef, whom the men loved. I think he will be sorry he did not die,” said the Captain ominously, and Ralph Hamon snorted.

“What he will be sorry for and what he will be happy about doesn’t concern me,” he growled. “You had the woman in your hands and you did not take her.”

“If this sailor with a pistol—” began the Captain again, and Ralph Hamon shouted him down.

“Curse the sailor with a pistol!” he shouted. “Do you think I’ve been lying ill in your foul boat for two days in order to capture a sailor?”

“If you will see him—” pleaded the Moor.

“I don’t want to see him, and I don’t want him to see me. If you allowed the woman to escape, you are fools enough to let him go also. And do you think I want him to carry the news to Tangier that I was with you on your dhow? Do what you like with him.”

He saw the prisoner at a distance — a tall man whose face was unrecognisable under the mask of grime and blood, but he did not venture near to him. Mules were waiting for them at a little village and at the sight of one, more richly caparisoned than the rest, with a saddle of soft red leather, and tinkling bells about its neck, Ralph Hamon bit his lip until the blood came. It was the palfrey that he had designed for the girl.

With no delay the party mounted and soon a string of a dozen mules was crossing the wild land. They halted for two hours in the afternoon and resumed the journey, halting for the night in the vicinity of a little village of charcoal burners.

“You will not come to the play?” said the Captain interrogatively. “This man is of your race and it would give you unhappiness to see them whip him.”

“It would not make me unhappy at all,” said Ralph savagely, “but I’m tired.”

They pitched a tent for him next to the chief, and he was on the point of retiring, though the sun had scarcely touched the western horizon, when a diversion came. There was an excited stir amongst the men of the caravan; the drone of conversation rose to a higher pitch and he enquired the cause.

“El Zafouri,” was the laconic answer.

Ralph knew the name of this insurgent chief, though he had never met him.

“Is he here?”

“He is coming,” said the other indifferently, “but I am a good friend of his and there is nothing to fear.”

A cloud of dust on the hill-road was evidence of the size and importance of El Zafouri’s retinue; and when, half-an-hour later, he pitched his camp near by, Ralph Hamon was glad in his heart that the rebel was likely to prove a friend.

He went in person to greet the notorious shereef, and found him sitting before his tent, a squat and burly man, distinctly negroid of countenance, and black.

“Peace on your house, Zafouri!” he said conventionally.

“And on you peace,” said Zafouri, looking up straightly at the stranger. “I think I know you. You are Hamon.”

“That is my name,” said Ralph, gratified that his fame had extended so far.

“You are a friend of the Shereef Sadi Hafiz?”

Here Ralph Hamon was on more delicate ground. So rapidly did Sadi change his friendships and his allegiances that, for all he knew, he might at the moment be a deadly enemy of the man who was watching him.

“Sadi is my agent,” he said carefully, “but who knows whether he is my man now? For Sadi is a man who serves the sun that shines.”

He was perfectly safe in saying this, for the reputation of Sadi Hafiz was common property and he was secretly relieved to see the twinkle that came in Zafouri’s dark eyes.

“That is true,” he said. “Where are you going, haj
 ?” He addressed the captain of the dhow, who had stood by Ralph during the interview.

“To the Rifi Hills, Shereef,” he said and the little Moor stroked his chin.

“You are coming the longest way,” he said significantly. “You have a prisoner?”

The dhow captain nodded.

“My men told me of him. He dies, they say? Well, that is best for him and for all. When a man is asleep he harms nobody and is happy. I will come to your play.”

Ralph would have been present, but nature forbade the exertion. For forty-eight hours he had been without sleep, and no sooner had he lain on the matting that his servant had spread for him in the tent, than he was asleep.

The play had been fixed for an hour after sunset, and it was of a kind that was novel to Zafouri. Two lines of men arranged themselves at a few paces’ interval, leaving a narrow lane through which the prisoner was to pass, ostensibly to safety, for, if he reached the end of the lane and was sufficiently agile to escape the two swordsmen placed there to give him his quietus, he was free. It was the old, bad punishment of running the gauntlet, and Jim, who in his experience had heard of this method of settling accounts with malefactors and political enemies, faced the certainty that, swift as he might run, he could not hope to survive the hail of blows which would fall on him, for each man in the two lines was armed with a wooden stave.

His captors brought him fruit and water.

“Be swift and you will be happy,” said one with a chuckle, and was taken aback when Jim answered in the Moorish Arabic quoting a familiar tag.

“Justice is faster than birds and more terrible than lions.”

“Oh!” said his gaoler in surprise. “You speak the language of God! Now, friend, speak well for me to the djinn, for tonight you will live amongst ghosts!”

They brought him out for the final condemnation and the dhow captain, squatting in state on a silken carpet, gave judgment.

“Death for Death. Who kills shall be killed,” he recited in a monotonous singsong.

“Remember that, man,” said Jim sternly, and Zafouri, who shared the silken carpet with his host, shot a quick glance at the bearded prisoner.

They brought the Captain a glass of water and he ceremoniously washed his hands of the prisoner.

“Listen, man without a name,” said Jim in fluent Arabic. “If I die, people will talk and the consequence will come to you wherever you are, and you will hand in the sok
 , and your soul will go down to Gehenna and meet my soul—”

“Take him away,” said the Captain huskily.

“Let him stay.”

It was Zafouri who spoke.

“Peace on you, Milaka.” It was the old Moorish name for him and Jim’s eyes kindled.

“And on you peace, Zafouri,” said Jim, recognising the man.

And then Zafouri drew his squat bulk erect, and, putting his arms about the prisoner, kissed him on the shoulder.

“If any man says death to my friend, let him say it now,” he said, and his left hand closed over the hilt of his curved sword.

The Captain did not speak.



LI. The Courtyard


Table of Contents


Tangier lay bathed in the early morning sunlight, a vast mosaic of white and green, and Joan Carston gazed spellbound at the beauty of the city as the yacht moved slowly into the bay. Overhead was a cloudless blue sky; and a shore wind brought in its lap a faint, pungent and yet indescribable aroma.

“That is the East,” sniffed Lord Creith.

Joan had thrown off the effects of her terrible experience, but the change which Lord Creith had noticed in her before they had left England was more marked than ever.

“Do you feel equal to going ashore?”

She nodded.

“You’re a wonderful girl, Joan,” he said admiringly. “You have had more knock-down blows in the past few weeks than come to most people in the course of their lives.”

She laughed.

“You can become inured even to knock-down blows. I think it would take a human earthquake to disturb me now.”

He shot a furtive glance in her direction.

“You’re not worrying any more about — about Morlake?”

She seemed to be examining her own mind before she replied.

“It is difficult to tell how I feel. I have such faith in him and this feeling — that if anything terrible had happened I should know.”

Lord Creith was only too happy to agree. He had a weakness for agreeing to all cheerful, and for dissenting violently from all dismal, predictions.

“The Captain says he has arranged to stay here a week and I think we can well afford the time.”

He had booked rooms at the big white hotel that overlooked the beach and, later in the day, from the broad terrace, she could gaze in wonder at the confused jumble of buildings, which made modern Tangier.

“Rather like the Old Testament lit by electricity,” said his lordship. “I don’t know whether I’ve read that or whether I’ve invented it. If I’ve invented it, it is jolly good. I hope you’re not being disappointed, Joan. These Eastern cities are never quite so pleasant near at hand as they are from three miles out at sea. And the smell — phew!” He dabbed his nose with his handkerchief and pulled an unpleasant face.

“Jim lived here for years,” she said.

“Even that doesn’t make it smell like Attar of Roses,” said her practical father. “What was he doing here?”

“Captain Green says he was in the diplomatic service. I am going to enquire.”

The next day she threaded the tortuous street in which the various consulates were situated. The news she secured about Jim Morlake was, however, of the most fragmentary character. By very reason of his profession, the officials at the consulates and embassies were reticent. She was, however, able to confirm the Captain’s statement, which had been news to her, that for some years Jim Morlake had been something of a power in this city. Lord Creith knew the British Minister and they went to tea at the Residency and Joan listened without hearing to the talk of concessions, of representations, of the enormities of the sanitary council and the hideous injustice which was inflicted by the native basha
 upon the unfortunate subjects of the Sultan.

She did not accompany her father in his visit to the prison and she was glad afterwards, when he brought back a highly coloured narrative of his experience.

“A hell upon earth,” he described it tersely, and she felt a little sinking of heart. If the method of the Kasbah
 was the standard of the Moorish treatment of prisoners, then it would go hard with Jim.

It was the third day of their visit and already Joan had almost wearied of the town. She had seen the great marketplace, and wandered amidst the charcoal sellers and the kneeling camels, had watched the native jugglers and the professional holy men, and chaffered with the sellers of brass in the bazaar.

“The prettiest part of Tangier one doesn’t see. Do you remember that ugly street we passed through at the back of the mosque?” she asked. “A very old door opened and I caught a glimpse of the most gorgeous garden and there were two veiled women on a balcony, feeding the pigeons. It was so lovely a picture that I nearly went in.”

Lord Creith said something about the insanitary conditions of the houses and went on to discuss the hotel bill. That afternoon, they walked up the hill to see a gun play. A number of tribesmen had come in from the hills to celebrate the anniversary of a local saint’s death and at her request he turned aside from the market place to show her the exterior of the prison.

She shuddered as a horrible face leered out at her from behind the bars.

“Do you want to have a look inside?”

“No thank you, Daddy,” she said hastily, and they turned their steps toward the bazaar.

Lord Creith opened his lawn umbrella and put it up, for the sun’s rays were unpleasantly hot.

“East is East and West is West,” he chanted. “What always interests me about these fellows is, what are they thinking about? You don’t really get into the East until you understand its psychology.”

The girl, who had been walking behind him, did not answer, but he was used to that.

“Now, if you were to ask me—” he began and turned his head to emphasise his remarks.

Joan was not there!

He strode back along the street. A begging man stood at the corner of a court, demanding alms in the name of Allah; a stout veiled woman was waddling away from him carrying a basket of native work; but there was no sign of Joan. He looked up at the high walls on either side, as though he expected to find her perched miraculously on the top.

And then the seriousness of possibilities struck him and he ran along the uneven cobbled street to the end. He looked left and right, but there was no sign of Joan. In one street he saw four men carrying a wooden case, chanting as they went, and he came back to the beggar and was about to ask him if he had seen a lady, when he saw that the man had been blinded.

“Joan!” he roared.

There was no answer. A man who was asleep in the shadow of a doorway woke with a start, stared at the pallid old man, then, cursing all foreigners who disturb the rest of the faithful, curled up and went to sleep again.

Lord Creith saw in the distance a French officer of gendarmes and ran up to him.

“Have you seen a European lady — my daughter — ?” he began incoherently.

Rapidly he told the story of the girl’s disappearance.

“Probably she has gone into one of the houses. Have you any Moorish friends?” asked the officer.

“None,” said Lord Creith emphatically.

“Where was she when you saw her last?” and Lord Creith pointed.

“There is a short cut to the sok
 near here,” suggested the officer and led the way.

But Joan was not in the big market place and Lord Creith hurried back to the hotel. The lady had not returned, the manager told him. She was not on the terrace. The only person on the terrace was a tall man in grey, who was fanning himself gently with his broad-brimmed sombrero.

He looked round at the sound of Lord Creith’s voice and jumping to his feet, hurried toward him.

“Morlake!” gasped Creith. “Joan…!”

“What has happened to her?” asked Jim quickly.

“She has disappeared! My God, I’m afraid — I’m afraid!”
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Jim had a brief consultation with the chief of police before Lord Creith guided him to the spot where Joan had disappeared.

“I thought it was here!”

He said something in a low voice to the police chief and Lord Creith saw the officer shake his head and heard him say:

“I can’t help you there. It may lead to serious trouble for me. The only thing I can do is to be on hand if you want me.”

“That will do,” said Jim.

There was a small door in the wall and to this he went and knocked. After a time the wicket opened and a black face appeared in the opening.

“The Shereef is not in the house,” said the slave in guttural accents.

Jim looked round. The police officer had withdrawn to a discreet distance.

“Open the door, my rose of Sharon,” he breathed. “I am from the basha
 , with news for the Shereef.”

The woman hesitated and shook her head.

“I must not open,” she said, but there was an indecision in her tone of which Jim took immediate advantage.

“This message is from Hamon,” he said in a low voice. “Go to the Shereef and tell him.”

The wicket closed. Jim glanced round at the troubled Lord Creith.

“You had better join our friend,” he said under his breath.

“But if she is there, I can insist—”

Jim shook his head.

“The only form of insistence is the one I shall employ,” he said grimly. “You would help me greatly, Lord Creith, if you did not interfere.”

Soon after his lordship had walked reluctantly to the unhappy police chief, Jim heard the sound of bolts being drawn, a key squeaked in the rusty lock, and the gate was opened a few inches to admit him to a familiar quadrangle. He glanced at the ancient fountain, and the untidy verandah and its faded chairs, and then, as a man appeared in the doorway, he walked swiftly across the untidy space and went up the steps of the verandah in one bound.

“Sadi Hafiz, I want you,” he said, and at the sound of his voice the man started back.

“God of Gods!” he gasped. “I did not know that you were in Tangier, Milaka!”

It seemed that his pale face had gone a shade whiter.

“Now what can I do for you, my dear Captain Morlake?” he said in his excellent English. “Really this is a surprise — a pleasant surprise. Why did you not send your name—”

“Because you would not have admitted me,” said Jim. “Where is Lady Joan Carston?”

The man’s face was a blank.

“Lady Joan Carston? I don’t seem to remember that name,” he said. “Is she a lady at the British Embassy?”

“Where is the girl who was lured into this place half-an-hour ago?” asked Jim. “And I warn you, Sadi Hafiz, that I will not leave this house without her.”

“As God lives,” protested the fat man vigorously, “I do not know the lady and I have not seen her. Why should she be here, in my poor house, for she is evidently of the English nobility.”

“Where is Lady Joan Carston?” asked Jim deliberately. “By God, you had better answer me, Sadi, or there will be a dead man for me to explain.”

He jerked his gun from his pocket, and the gleam of it seemed to blind the Moor, for he half closed his eyes and blinked.

“This is an outrage,” he said, and, as he grew more and more excited, his English suffered. “I will report this matter to the Consulate-—”

Jim pushed him aside and strode into the flagged hall. A door was on the left; he kicked it open. It was evidently Sadi’s smoking-room, for it reeked with a scent of hashish and tobacco. At one end was an iron circular staircase leading to an upper floor, an incongruous object in that primitive Oriental setting. Without hesitation he flew up the stairs, and, with a scream, a girl who was lolling on a lounge jumped up and pulled her veil across her face.

“Where is the English lady?” asked Jim quickly.

“Lord,” said the trembling girl, “I have seen no English woman.”

“Who else is here?”

He ran across the half-darkened room, pulling aside the curtains of its three sleeping places, but Joan was not there. He came down the stairs to confront the outraged Sadi Hafiz.

Jim knew what was going to happen before Sadi fired, for he had committed the unpardonable sin of invading the women’s apartments of an Oriental magnate.

“Drop your gun, Sadi,” he said sternly, “or you die. I’ve got you covered.”

Sadi fired at the place where Jim had disappeared, and then, unexpectedly, the intruder came into view from behind a pillar, and Sadi put up his hands. In another instant Jim was upon him and had snatched his pistol away.

“Now,” he said, breathing through his nose. “Where is Joan Carston?”

“I tell you I don’t know.”

Outside the door was a small knot of frightened servants, and Jim slammed the heavy open doors into their place and shot the bars.

“Where is Joan Carston?’

“She’s gone,” said the man sullenly.

“You lie. She hasn’t had time to go.”

“She was here only for a minute, then she went into the Street of the School — there is another door in the yard.”

“With whom?”

“I don’t know,” was the defiant reply.

Jim towered over him, his hands on his hips, his eyes scarcely visible.

“Sadi,” he said softly, “do you know Zafouri? Last night he told me that he will have your head because you betrayed him to the Government, took money from him to buy rifles, and used it for yourself. I will save your life.”

“I have been threatened before, Mr. Morlake,” said Sadi Hafiz, recovering a little of his audacity, “and what has happened? I am still alive. I tell you I know nothing about this lady.”

“You told me just now she was in the courtyard and had been taken out of the door into the Street of the Schools. Who took her?”

“As Allah lives, I do not know,” cried the man in Arabic, and Jim struck him across the face with the back of his hand.

“You will keep, Sadi Hafiz.”

Jim turned as he unbarred the doors and flung them open, and he pointed to his throat with a long forefinger.

“Zafouri will get you — that is certain. But more certain than that is, that, if any harm comes to this lady, I will find you and kill you inch by inch.”

He slammed the doors behind him and strode out of the house and into the courtyard.

A brief examination showed him that the man had spoken the truth to this extent, that there was another door leading to the narrow street which Lord Creith had searched.

And then he remembered that Joan’s father had seen four men carrying a heavy case. He strode into the street and beckoned the policeman.

“I want your people to trace four men who were carrying a heavy case up the Street of The Schools. They must have crossed the sok
 .”

The movements of the party were easy to follow. A native policeman had seen them crossing to the Fez Road and load the case upon a light car which had been waiting there all the morning. A camel driver, who had been resting by the side of the road near the car, confirmed this, and said that something inside the box had moved, and he had asked the man in charge of the carrying party what it was, and had been told it was a crate of chickens.

“Wait here,” said Jim.

He ran back through the crowd that had gathered in the market, and disappeared in their midst. Ten minutes later Lord Creith saw a big car come flying along the road, and Jim was at the wheel.

“I found it outside the Hotel d’Angleterre,” he said breathlessly. “God knows who is the owner.”

Lord Creith jumped into the car.

“I’m afraid I can’t come with you,” said the police officer, who was a Frenchman and regarded all regulations as inelastic. “Beyond here is outside my jurisdiction.”

Jim nodded curtly and sent the car flying along the Fez Road. The tracks of the motor-van were visible for a long way, but ten miles out of Tangier….

“There’s the car!” said Jim.

It was abandoned by the side of the road, and the case was still intact. Suppose he were wrong, and they were on the wrong track? His heart grew heavy at the thought.

He pulled the car up at the tail of the trolley and leapt on to the float. And then he saw that the box was empty, the lid having been thrown into the undergrowth on the side of the road.

Not wholly empty, for in the bottom lay a little white shoe, and, as he lifted it out, Lord Creith groaned.

“That was Joan’s,” he said.
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Joan Carston was sauntering behind her father, and had come opposite to the door in the wall, when it opened and she paused to look into the courtyard. The first view was disappointing, but the smiling black woman who held the door invitingly open pointed, as though it was something worth seeing, and Joan, her curiosity aroused, stepped through the doorway. Instantly the door was slammed behind her, a big, black hand covered her mouth, and she was drawn backward against the gate-woman, who whispered something fiercely in her ear. It was unintelligible, but there was no mistaking the threat.

Before she realised what had happened, four men, who had appeared from nowhere, closed on her, and a scarf was knotted tightly round her ankles, a great wad of cottonwool was thrust into her face, blinding and stifling her, and she felt herself lifted up from her feet.

She struggled, kicking furiously, but it was futile to struggle against those odds, and, her terror subsiding, she lay passive on the stone-flagged ground whilst her hands were bound tightly together. Then she was lifted and she sniffed the scent of clean wood. The wool was pulled from her face and another silken scarf bound tightly round her mouth by an expressionless negro, who pulled the edges of the scarf away so that she could breathe. In another minute the lid of the case was fastened on, and she was lifted irregularly into the air. She dared not struggle for fear of throwing the bearers off their balance.

The air in the box was stifling: she felt she would suffocate and tried to raise the lid with her head, but it had been fastened from the outside. For an eternity she seemed to be swaying dizzily on the shoulders of the bearers, and then there was a little bump, and the box was slid on to a flat surface. What it was she knew, for she could feel the throb and pulsation of the engine beneath her. The car moved on, gathering speed, and evidently the driver was in a hurry, for he did not slow even over the irregular country road. Soon she was aching in every limb and ready to swoon.

She must have lost consciousness for a while, for she woke suddenly to find herself lying on the side of the road. The trolley and the box had disappeared, and her four captors, whose heads were swathed in scarves, were looking down at her. Presently one stooped and lifted her to her feet, saying something in Arabic which she did not understand. She shook her head to signify her ignorance of the language, and then she saw the waiting mules. Carrying her in his arms, the big negro sat the girl on a mule, and led it down a steep slope at right angles to the road, his companions following.

Her head was in a whirl, she was feeling dizzy and sick. To add to her torment, her thirst was almost unbearable, but they had not far to go. She saw one of the men, evidently the leader, looking back anxiously, and wondered what he feared. If there was a pursuit she must be rescued, and her heart leapt at the thought. The end of her journey, however, was near at hand. In a hollow was a low-roofed house, surrounded by a high, white wall, through the low gate of which the man led her mule.

The courtyard was a blaze of autumnal flowers; the inevitable fountain played in the centre. She waited while they closed the gates, and then her attendant signalled her to dismount, and leading the way to the house, knocked at the door. It was opened immediately, and he pushed her into the hall. At first it was so dark that she could see nothing and then there developed from the darkness the figure of a Moorish woman. She was pretty, Joan thought, in spite of the unhealthy pallor of her complexion. Guided by the girl she passed through another door into a long room, the floor of which was covered with shabby rugs, which, with a divan, constituted its furnishing.

Light was admitted from windows set high up in the wall, and she recognised the place, from the descriptions she had read, as the harem of a Moorish house. No other woman was in the room, and the girl who had conducted her there disappeared almost immediately, closing the door behind her.

Joan sat down on the edge of the settee and dropped her face in her hands. She must face the danger bravely, she told herself, terrible as that danger was. She had no illusions as to what these two attempts on her liberty signified. The first had failed, but now she realised, as she had suspected all along, that the attack upon the yacht at Suba had been designed for her capture, and was not, as the Captain had asserted and Lord Creith had believed, the haphazard attack of pirates in search of treasure.

The abduction had been carried out so smoothly that it must have been planned. How did they knew she would pass that door? They must have been waiting for days to carry their plot into execution. And who were “they”?

Her head ached; she felt at the end of her resources; and then she sprang up as the door opened and a girl came in, bearing a large brass tray containing native bread, fruit, and a large brown carafe of water. With this was a chipped cup.

“Do you speak English?” asked Joan.

The girl shook her head. The prisoner tried in French, with no better result.

“I can speak Spanish a little,” said the Moorish girl, but though Joan recognised the language, her knowledge was too slight to carry on a conversation.

When she had gone, Joan poured out a cupful of water and drank feverishly. She regarded the food with an air of suspicion, and then resolutely broke the bread and ate a little.

“Joan Carston,” she said, shaking her head, “you’re in a very unhappy situation. You have been kidnapped by Moors! That sounds as though you’re dreaming, because those things do not happen outside of books. You’re not dreaming, Joan Carston. And you may eat the food. I don’t suppose they will try to poison you — yet! And if they do, perhaps it will be better for you.”

“I doubt it,” said a voice behind her, and she turned with a cry.

A man had come into the room from the far end, and had been watching her for a long time before he made his presence known.

“You!” she said.

Ralph Hamon smiled crookedly.

“This is an unexpected pleasure,” he said.

The appearance of the man momentarily stunned her, and then there dawned slowly upon her the true meaning of his appearance.

“So it was you all the time?” she said slowly. “And that was why you sent us on this voyage? You were the other man, on the beach? I ought to have known that. Where is Jim Morlake?”

She saw his jaw drop.

“Jim Morlake? What are you talking about? He is in England, I suppose, under arrest for murder, if there is any justice in the country. You probably know that your husband was killed the night before you left, and that Morlake shot him.”

She shook her head, and he was amazed to see her smile.

“You killed Farringdon,” she said. “Captain Welling told me before I left. Not in so many words, but he found your footprints on the garden bed.”

If she wished to frighten him, she had succeeded. That old look she had seen before came into his grey face.

“You’re trying to scare me,” he said huskily.

“Where is Jim Morlake?” she asked again.

“I don’t know, I tell you. Dead, I hope, the damned Yankee crook!”

“He is not dead, unless you killed him when you found you had him in your hands.”

His blank astonishment was eloquent.

“In my hands? I don’t understand you. When was he in my hands?”

“He was the sailor you took from the yacht,” she said; “the cook.”

“Hell!” breathed Hamon, and took a step backward. “You’re fooling me. That wasn’t Morlake. It was a sailor — a cook.”

She nodded.

“It was Mr. Morlake. What did you do to him?”

“Damn him!” he snarled. “That swine Zafouri took him away—” He stopped and changed his tone. “He is dead,” he said. “He was executed by the crew of the dhow—”

“You’re not telling the truth. You told it at first. Mr. Morlake got away!”

He did not speak. Fingering his quivering lips, he glared at her.

“Morlake here! He can’t be here: it is impossible!” he said. “You’ve invented that, Joan. I thought he was miles away. And what did Welling say? That is an invention too. What reason had I to shoot that soak?”

“Captain Welling practically told me that you were the murderer,” said the girl with calm malice.

He took out his handkerchief and wiped his streaming forehead.

“I’m a murderer, eh?” he said dully. “Well, they can only hang me, whatever I do,” and his glance fell upon her. “I was going to tell you something, but you’ve upset my programme, Joan. It is easy to find out whether Morlake is in Tangier.”

“I didn’t say he was in Tangier. I don’t know that he is,” she said, and for a second his face cleared.

“He will come to Tangier,” he said, frowning again. “He is not likely to lose much time if he knows you’re there. Bit keen on him, aren’t you? Lovers! I saw him kissing you in the wood. I hope he taught you how. Most of you cold white women haven’t learnt the trick.”

He bit his lip, and evidently his mind was elsewhere than in that tawdry room.

“I’ll soon find out if he is in Tangier,” he said, and went out the way he had come, through the little door behind the curtain which she had overlooked.

A few minutes after he had gone, the Moorish girl returned, and led her to a room at the back of the house. A brick bath had been sunk in the floor, and the girl signalled to her to undress. Thrown across the back of a rickety chair, Joan saw some garments which she guessed were the costume of a Moorish woman, and at first she refused, but the girl pointed significantly at the door; and guessing that if she offered any resistance force would be applied, Joan undressed under the watchful eye of the girl and stepped down into the bath.

When she came out and was enveloped in the warm towel that the girl had put for her, she saw that her clothes had been moved.

“You want me to wear these?” she asked in lame Spanish.

“Si, señorita,” said the Moorish girl, and Joan dressed herself slowly.

The costume was curiously unlike any she had seen (and had worn) at amateur theatricals. There was no tinsel, no glitter of sequins … her first feeling was one of comfort. Only one article of her old attire she was allowed to retain — her stockings. Fortunately, she had not far to walk, for she had lost her shoe, and though the stocking sole was brown with the dust of the Fez Road, it was not worn through. When she had finished, the girl led her back to the room where she had first been imprisoned, and left her there.

It was growing dark when Ralph Hamon returned to her.

“Your unofficial fiancé is in trouble with the Moorish authorities,” he said, “but he asked for it! A man with his knowledge of the country should have thought twice before attempting to raid the women’s apartments of a Moorish noble. You will be interested to learn that he was the gentleman who trailed you this afternoon.”

“Anything you tell me about him interests me,” she said, and his scowl rewarded her.

“I think you’d better get into a new frame of mind, Joan, and readjust your values,” he said. “Big changes are coming into your life and into mine.”

He seated himself beside her on the settee and she edged away from him, and finally rose.

“I’m going to enjoy the existence that I’ve always wanted,” he said. “The dolce far niente
 of Morocco is a real thing: in Italy it is a phrase.”

“You don’t imagine that you are beyond the reach of the law?” she asked.

“The law!” he scoffed. “There is no law in the hills, but the law of the rifle and the chieftain who happens to be reigning in that particular district. Don’t you realise that there is a man in this country called Raisuli, who has been the law in his own province for twenty years? My dear Joan,” he said blandly, “no country is going to war in order to save you from a little inconvenience. I am probably rendering you a very great service,” he went on. “You are going to know life — the life that is worth the living.”

“In what capacity?” she asked, looking at him gravely.

“As my wife,” he replied. “There will be some difficulty about marrying for a year or two, but Moorish marriages are arranged much more easily. You shall learn Arabic: I will be your teacher, and we will read the poems of Hafiz together. You will look back pityingly upon the old Joan Carston, and wonder what attractions she found in life that were comparable with the happiness—”

“You talk quite well,” she interrupted him. “Nobody would guess that a man of your age, and with your curious face, would ever speak of poetry.”

She looked down at him, her hands clasped behind her, an obvious interest in her eyes.

“You are
 a remarkable man,” she said emphatically. “I don’t know how many murders you have committed, but you have certainly committed one; and probably the whole of your fortune is founded upon some horrible crime of that description. It doesn’t seem possible, does it, that we have that type of person living in the twentieth century? And yet there must be—oh, a whole lot of people who have committed undetected murders for their own profit.”

He was speechless with fear and rage. This, to him, was the tremendous fact — that she was presenting him as he was, and as now, for the first time, he knew he was. For a man may lie to himself and screen his own actions from himself; so veil his motives, and the sordidness of those motives, that, when they are faithfully described, he stands aghast at the revelation.

“I am not a murderer,” he croaked, his face working convulsively, “I’m not a murderer, do you hear? I — I am many things, but I’m not a murderer.”

“Who killed Ferdie Farringdon?” she asked quietly, and he screwed up his eyes with an expression of pain.

“I don’t know — I did, perhaps. I didn’t mean to kill him … I meant to — I don’t know what I meant. I thought I’d get Morlake. I drove my machine to within three miles of the village and came the rest of the journey on foot.”

He covered his eyes with his arm as though shutting out some horrible sight.

“Damn you, how dare you say these things?” he nearly sobbed in his rage. “I’ll make you so interested in yourself that you won’t talk about me, Joan, understand that!”

He was about to say something else, but changed his mind, and, turning, walked quickly out of the room. She did not see him again that night, but just as she was dozing on the divan, she heard the door open and sitting up, saw the Moorish girl carrying a long blue cloak over her arm. Without a word she put it about Joan’s shoulders, and she knew that the second stage of her journey had begun.

Whither would it lead? In her faith that it would lead to Jim Morlake, she went out, impatient to resume the journey.
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Hamon had spoken no more than the truth when he had said that Jim was in serious trouble with the authorities. But it was that kind of serious trouble which he could handle. The basha of Tangier, governor and overlord of the faithful, was at coffee when Jim was announced by the great man’s majordomo. The basha
 pulled his beard and frowned horribly.

“Tell the Excellency that I cannot see him. There has been a complaint by the Shereef Sadi Hafiz which must go before the Consulate Board tomorrow.”

The servant disappeared, to return almost immediately.

“Lord,” he said, “Morlaki sends you one word and waits your answer.”

“You’re a fool,” said the basha
 angrily. “I tell you I will not see him. What is the word?”

“The word, Lord, is ‘sugar.’”

It was an innocent enough word, but the official’s hand came straight to his beard and plucked at it nervously.

“Bring him to me,” he said after a while, and Jim came into the presence unabashed.

“Peace on your house, Tewfik Pasha!” he said.

“And on you peace!” gabbled the other, and, with a wave of his hand, dismissed the servant from the room. “Now I tell you, Excellency, that there is serious trouble in Tangier. The Shereef Sadi Hafiz has brought charges against you of breaking into” — he lowered his voice fearfully— “his harem.”

“O la la!” said Jim contemptuously. “Do I come here to talk of harems, Tewfik? I come here to talk sugar — great cases of sugar that came to you in the spring of the year of the rising, and in those cases of sugar were rifles, which went out to the pretender.”

“God give you grace!” groaned the basha
 . “What can I do? If Sadi makes a complaint I must listen to him, or my authority is gone. As to the sugar—”

“We will not talk about sugar,” said Jim, sitting down on a cushion in front of the basha’s
 divan. “We will talk about a lady who has been taken from this town through the agency of Sadi Hafiz.”

“If you can prove this—”

“What proof is there in Tangier?” said Jim scornfully. “Where you may buy a thousand witnesses for ten pesetas on either side! You know Sadi, Tewfik: he has been your enemy—”

“He has also been my friend,” said Tewfik uneasily.

“He is your enemy now. A week ago he sent word to the Sultan that you had been plotting with the Spaniards to sell a railway concession.”

“May he die!” exploded the basha
 . “I did no more than give a feast to a distinguished Spanish Excellency—”

Again Jim stopped him.

“This much I tell you, that you may know how you stand with Sadi. Now give me authority to deal with him.”

The basha
 hesitated.

“He is a very powerful man, and the Angera people are friends of his. They say that he is also a friend of Raisuli, though I doubt this, for Raisuli has no friends. If I do not take action—”

“How can you take action if Sadi Hafiz is in prison?” asked Jim quietly, and the basha
 jumped.

“Prison? Bismallah! Could I put a man of his importance in the kasbah
 ? You’re mad, Morlake! What crime?”

“Find me a crime at the right moment,” said Jim. He took from his pocket a thick bundle of thousand-peseta notes and threw them into the lap of the governor of Tangier, “God give you peace!” he said as he rose.

“And may he give you many happy dreams!” replied the basha
 mechanically, as he touched the notes lovingly.

Jim went back to the hotel and saw Lord Creith, and for once that nobleman did not object to being bothered.

“It is going to be difficult to search the houses where she may be hidden,” said Jim. “I’ve got into bad trouble already. The only searches we can make are purely unauthorised. Of one thing I’m certain — that they have not gone along the Fez Road. I’ve gone twenty miles beyond the place where we found the trolley, and nobody had seen such a party. They must be in the vicinity, and tonight I am going out to conduct my investigations alone.”

He was impatient to be gone, the more so as Lord Creith expressed a desire to accompany him. The old man went up to his room to get an authority he had procured that afternoon from the international consulates, and whilst he was waiting Jim stepped out on to the balcony. The night was chill, but a full moon rode serenely in the unclouded heavens, and he stood spellbound for a moment by the beauty of the scene. The broad terrace was deserted except for one man who sat with his coat collar turned about his ears, his feet raised to the stone parapet.

American or English, thought Jim. Nobody else would be mad enough to risk the ills which are supposed to attend the night air.

The stranger was smoking a cigar, and Jim sniffed its fragrance and found it good, but Creith appeared at that moment with the authorisation.

“I’m afraid it is not going to help you much, Morlake,” he said, “but in such places as acknowledge the Sultan you will find it of assistance with the local authorities.” He held out his hand. “Good luck to you!” he said simply. “Bring back my girl — I want her, and I think you want her too.”

Jim pressed the hand of the old man in his, his heart too full for words. Dropping his hand on Creith’s shoulder, he nodded, and then gently pushed him through the glass door into the lobby of the hotel. He needed solitude at that moment.

He stood for a moment, his eyes on the old man, as, with bowed shoulders, he walked up the carpeted corridor; then, turning abruptly, Jim made for the steps that led to the Beach Road. He was on the point of descending when a voice hailed him:

“Hi!”

It was the smoker of cigars. Thinking that he had made a mistake, he was going on.

“Hi! Come here, Morlake!”

Astounded, he turned, and went toward the lounger.

“As you know me well enough to call me by name, I feel no diffidence in telling you that I’m in a great hurry,” he said.

“I suppose you are,” drawled the man on the seat, crossing his legs comfortably. “What I want to know is this: have you seen anything of my friend Hamon?”

Jim stooped to get a better view of the man’s face. It was Captain Welling!
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“What on earth are you doing here?”

“Inviting an attack of rheumatism,” grunted Welling. “You’re in a hurry: anything wrong?”

“Lady Joan has disappeared,” said Jim, and briefly told as much of the story of the girl’s abduction as he knew.

The old man listened thoughtfully.

“That is bad,” he said. “I heard there’d been a shindy in the town, but didn’t get the hang of it. My Spanish is very rusty, and my Arabic is nil. Not that Arabic is ever necessary to a traveller in Morocco,” he said. “Lady Joan. By gosh, that’s bad! Where are you off to?”

“I’m going to look for her,” said Jim briefly.

“I won’t stop you. No sign of Hamon?”

Jim shook his head.

“He is in Morocco, of course. You know that? I trailed him down as far as Cadiz. He came across on the Peleago
 to Gibraltar. There I missed him. He flitted from Gibraltar, leaving no trace.”

The news took Jim’s breath away. He had not seen Hamon on the dhow or subsequently, and he made a quick calculation.

“He may have got here,” he said, “but I haven’t seen him. I’ve gone on the supposition that Sadi Hafiz has been responsible for all the arrangements made to date, but it is quite possible that Hamon is somewhere in the background, putting in the fine touches.”

He was turning away when a thought struck him.

“I wish you’d go in and see Lord Creith. He is rather under the weather. He will be able to tell you what happened at Suba,” and, with a hasty word of farewell, he ran down the steps and hurried toward the gates of the city.

Near the Street of the Mosque is a small and unpretentious house, the door of which is reached by a flight of stone steps flush with the house. He mounted the steps, knocked at the door and was instantly admitted. Nodding to the Moorish tailor who sat cross-legged at his craft, he went into the inner room, taking off his coat as he went. Presently he appeared in the doorway.

“You have made all the arrangements?” he asked.

“Yes,” said the tailor, not looking up from his work or ceasing to ply his busy needle. “They will wait for you on the road near the English doctor’s.”

Jim was stripping off his waistcoat when he heard a snore that seemed to shake the ancient house. He looked up to the square opening against which the top of a worn ladder rested.

“Who is there?” he asked from the doorway.

The tailor threaded a needle nearsightedly, but with extraordinary quickness, before he answered.

“A man lives there,” he said unconcernedly. “He has the roof which the water-seller had. Yassin the Jew could not find a tenant because the water-seller had smallpox, so he gave it to the Inglezi for six pesetas a month. I pay fifty, but Yassin knows that I can find no other shop, and my fathers lived here since the days of Suliman.”

There was a stir up above and the sound of a grumbling voice.

“He smokes,” said the tailor. “He will go now to a café where the hashish
 pipe costs ten centimos.”

Jim wondered whether it was the characteristic of all lodgers to be addicted to unnatural cravings, and as he wondered, a ragged shoe felt tremulously for the top rung of the ladder. The ankle above the shoe was bare, the ragged trouser leg reached halfway down the calf. Slowly the man descended, and Jim paused, taking stock of him. His hair was a dirty grey and hung over the collar of his shiny coat; the nose thick and red; the mouth a slit that drooped at each end.

He wore a stubbly and uneven red beard as though he had trimmed it himself, and he turned his pale blue eyes upon the visitor with an insolent stare.

“Good evening,” he said wheezily.

“English?” said Jim in surprise, and disgusted by the unwholesome appearance of the man.

“Britannic — don’t look so infernally sick, my good man. Honesta mors turpi vita potior!
 I can see that noble sentiment in your eyes! By your damnable accent you are either a Colonial or an American, and what the devil you’re doing here I don’t know. Lend me five pesetas, dear old boy; I’m getting a remittance from home tomorrow.”

Jim dropped a Spanish doura
 into the outstretched paw and watched him hobble out into the night.

“Faugh!” said Jim Morlake. “How long has he been here?”

“Five years,” said the tailor, “and he owes me five pesetas.”

“What is his name?”

“I don’t know — what does it matter?”

Jim agreed.

The dingy man had scarcely left the shop when a woman came slowly up the road, guided by a native boy in a narrow brown jellab. He carried a candle lantern in his hand, and if this method of illumination was unnecessary in the main streets, it became vitally essential when they struck the labyrinth of narrow alleys and crooked streets which lay at the back of the post office.

Behind her a porter carried two large grips, for Lydia Hamon had come ashore from the Portuguese West African packet that occasionally sets down passengers at Tangier. Presently they came to the well-lighted guests’ entrance of the Continental Hotel, and she dismissed her guide and porter and, after a second’s hesitation, wrote her name in the register.

“There is a letter for you, Miss Hamon,” said the reception clerk, and took down an envelope from the rack.

It was in Ralph’s handwriting, and she dreaded to read the message. In the seclusion of the writing-room she tore open the envelope and took out the sheet of paper it contained.


If you get this before registering, you had better sign the book by an assumed name
 [it ran]. The moment you arrive, come up to the house of Sadi Hafiz. I wish to see you urgently. Under no circumstances will you tell anybody that I am here.


She read the letter and, walking across to the fire, dropped it into the blazing coal and watched it till it was consumed. Then, with a sigh, she went back to the reception clerk.

“I want a boy to guide me up to the Sok,” she said.

“Has madam had dinner?”

She nodded.

“Yes, I dined on the ship.”

He bustled out into the street. Presently he returned with a diminutive boy, carrying a lantern. Apparently the clerk had told the boy where she wanted to go, for he asked no questions, leading her back to the little market place where the bread sellers sat like sheeted mummies, a candle advertising their wares.

“I want the house of Sadi Hafiz,” she said when they were nearing the top of the hill, and without a word he turned off and, coming to a stop before the forbidding door, hammered with his clenched fists.

It was a long time before the call was answered.

“Wait for me here,” she said in Spanish. “I shall be returning.”

He grunted, blew out his candle, being of an economical turn of mind, and squatted down, pulling his ragged hood over his head.

The door opened, and the keeper of the door scrutinised her for a moment by the light of her lantern, and then shuffled in front of her to the house. Before she could reach the door, Sadi, resplendent in a blue silk robe, was coming down to meet her.

“This is a great honour you have done to my poor house, Miss Hamon,” he said in English.

“Is Ralph here?” she asked, cutting short the complimentary flow.

“No, he has been called out of Tangier, but I expect him back very soon.”

He led her into the room where Jim Morlake had searched, and clapped his hands vigorously. Half-a-dozen servants came running to obey the summons.

“Sweetmeats for the lady and English tea,” he said. “Also bring cigarettes, quickly!”

The room was very dimly illuminated. One electric lamp, heavily shaded in a pseudo-oriental lantern, supplied all the light, and more than half of the apartment was in shadow.

“You will sit down and refresh yourself after your long journey?” he said. “Your brother will be with us soon.”

“Are you sure he is coming?” she asked suspiciously. “I’m not staying here — you understand that?”

“Naturally,” he said with a touch of asperity in his voice. “My wretched home is not good enough for your ladyship.”

“It isn’t that, only I prefer the hotel,” she said shortly.

Was he deceiving her, she wondered? And then she caught her breath, for she heard Ralph’s voice outside. She looked at him in amazement. She had never seen him in Moorish costume before. He kicked off his yellow slippers and came toward her, pulling back the hood of his jellab.

“You got here, then?” he said surlily. “I thought you were arriving yesterday?”

“We were held up at Lisbon. There has been some political trouble there. What did you want?” she said.

At the last minute Ralph had changed his plans and had gone on ahead of her, leaving her to come overland to Lisbon, whilst he went on to Gibraltar.

At a signal from Hamon, Sadi Hafiz withdrew noiselessly, pulling the curtains to hide the ugliness of the prison-like door before he made his exit.

“Lydia, you’ve got to know I’m in bad,” said Hamon. “If what this girl tells me is true, I’ve made a very bad mistake.”

“This girl?” she asked quickly.

“I’m talking about Joan.”

“Joan? Is she here? Where?”

“Never mind where she is — she is here.”

“Oh, yes!” The tension in her face relaxed. “How you frightened me, Ralph! Of course, the yacht is in the bay: they pointed it out to me as we came in. You have seen her?”

“She is not on the yacht, if that is what you mean,” said Ralph roughly. “She is in one of Sadi’s houses, twenty miles from here. She is doubly necessary to me now. She is my hostage, for one thing. Morlake is in Tangier.”

She did not speak; she was staring wildly at him as though she could not believe her ears.

“You have Joan Carston! What do you mean — have you taken her — by force?”

He nodded.

“Oh, my God! Ralph, are you mad?”

“I’m very sane,” said Hamon. He fumbled in the pocket of his clothes and, finding his case, lit a cigarette. “Yes, I’m very sane.”

“You — you haven’t hurt her?”

“Don’t be a fool,” he said roughly. “Why should I hurt her? She is going to be my wife.”

“But, Ralph, how can you hope to escape punishment?” she almost wailed.

“It isn’t so much hope as knowledge,” he said. “There is no law in Morocco: fix that in your mind. The country is chronically at war, and the European governments have no more power than that.” He snapped his finger. “They’re so jealous that they will not move for fear of giving one another an advantage. You needn’t worry about me. And, Lydia, I’m here for good.”

“In Morocco?” she said in horror.

He nodded.

“I’m friends with most of the big clansmen,” he said, “and after a while, when matters have blown over and Joan has settled down to the new life, I might think of moving, but for the moment I’m here.”

“You want me to go back, of course?” she said nervously. “Somebody must settle your affairs in London.”

“They’re settled,” he said. “I sold the house before I left. In fact, I sold everything except Creith. I want to keep that for my children.”

“But I have affairs that need settling, Ralph,” she said desperately. “I can’t stay here. I’ll come back if you wish me to—”

“You are not going,” he said. “Now listen, Lydia.” He sprang to her side as she reeled, and shook her violently. “I want none of that nonsense,” he growled. “The success of my scheme depends on Sadi Hafiz. It is absolutely vital that I should retain his friendship and his support. My life may depend upon it — get that! I don’t know how much Welling knows and how much was bluff on Joan’s part, but if he knows half as much as she says he does, I’m booked for the drop.”

“You — you haven’t killed anybody?” she whispered.

“I’ve been responsible for at least two deaths,” he said, and she sank under the shock. “You’ve been living your artistic life in Paris, getting acquainted with Count this and Countess that — on my money. Did it worry you how it came, or where I got it from? Not that I ever gained a penny from Cornford’s death,” he said moodily, “but I shall — I shall! That is what decided me to stay here. It doesn’t matter what they know then.”

She got up unsteadily.

“Ralph, I’m going home,” she said. “I can’t stand any more.”

She held out her hand, but he did not take it, and then, with a little sigh, she walked to the curtains and pulled them back, turning the handle of the door. It did not move.

“Locked,” said her brother laconically. “You’re going home, are you? Well, this is your home, Lydia — this and Sadi’s house in the hills. I’ve made a good match for you.”

She stared at him incredulously.

“You mean … you want me to marry a Moor? Ralph, you don’t mean that?”

“Well, I don’t know what else I mean,” he said. “Lydia, you’ve got to make the best of things. This house is rotten, I admit, but the other place in the hills is wonderful. And it’ll be good for Joan to have a woman handy like you.” He chuckled. “That’ll swamp a little of her pride, having Sadi Hafiz as a brotherin-law.”

The thought seemed to please him, for he chuckled.

She was trapped — as much trapped as Joan Carston. She knew that it was useless to make any appeal to him. Ralph Hamon had never shrunk from the sacrifice of his relatives, and would not do so now.

She was about to speak when the door was unlocked and flung open, and Sadi Hafiz ran in.

“Quick!” he cried earnestly. “Get out — through the little gate! The house is surrounded by the basha’s
 soldiers. They may be coming to arrest me: I shall know soon, but nothing can happen to me. Take her away!”

Ralph seized her by the arm and led her at a run into the courtyard. He seemed to know his way without guidance, for he came to the little gate that led to the Street of Schools. The door had already been unlocked. As they passed through, the door was slammed on them by Hafiz himself, and they were a long way from the house before the sound of the heavy knocking on the front gates died away.

The sight of a Moorish man and a European woman excited no comment. Ralph, his face shaded by his hood, shuffled along by her side, never once relaxing his hold of her arm. They came to the Sok, deserted at this hour of the night, and she turned instinctively to the hill which would take her back to the Continental.

“Oh no, you don’t,” he said between his teeth. “I know a little place where you can stay the night.”

“Ralph, for God’s sake let me go!” she begged.

And then, out of the shadows, came a man who was wearing a long fur-lined coat. The collar was turned up to his ears, and between its ends protruded the stump of a glowing cigar.

“Can I be of any assistance, madam?”

Ralph heard the voice and, dropping the girl’s arm, turned and ran into the night.

There were many people he expected to meet in Tangier, but Julius Welling was not one of them.

Hamon raced across the dark market place and along a narrow, twisting lane, hedged with cactus, and was slowing to a walk when he saw somebody coming toward him and stepped aside to avoid the passer. Unfortunately, the unknown made a similar movement and they came into violent collision.

“Curse you!” snapped Ralph in English. “Look where you are going!”

He was startled when the reply came in the same language.

“Blundering hound! Have you eyes, oaf? To barge against a gentleman — you’re drunk, sir!”

Arrested by the tone of the man’s voice, Ralph struck a match and nearly dropped it again when he saw the blotched face and the red beard.

“E tenebris oritur lux
 ,” murmured the smoker of hashish. “Forgive me if my language was a little unrefined — excuse me!”

He threw back his head and searched the moonlit heavens.

“Would it be too much to ask you to point out the Gemma in the Constellation of Orion? I live somewhere underneath. In a foul den, sir, above a beastly Moorish tailor’s shop. And what am I, dear friend? A gentleman of the cloth! No unfrocked priest — but a gentleman of the cloth — a reverend gentleman! And an officer holding the supreme decoration of the world, the Victoria Cross, sir! Aylmer Bernando Bannockwaite, sir — could you of your amazing kindness lend me five pesetas … my remittance arrives tomorrow….”

Like a man in a dream Ralph Hamon pushed a note into the man’s hand.

Bannockwaite — the man who had made Joan and Ferdie Farringdon husband and wife!



LVI. Captain Welling Adds a Postscript


Table of Contents


At the corner of the hilly street, Julius Welling waited for the girl to grow calmer.

“Thank you, thank you!” she was sobbing hysterically. “Will you please see me to my hotel? I’m so grateful!”

“Was that man molesting you?” he asked.

“Yes — no — he was a friend. It was my brother.”

He stopped dead.

“Your brother?”

“And then, in the light of a standard, she saw his face.

“Captain Welling!” she gasped.

“That is my name. You must be Miss Lydia Hamon. I’ve been looking for you all over town. Was that your brother?”

She swallowed something.

“No,” she said.

“I see it was,” said the imperturbable detective. “Curiously enough, I never thought of his wearing Moorish costume. Why I shouldn’t have expected that little piece of theatricality I don’t know. It is very becoming; I’m thinking of buying a jellab to take back to London,” he mused, and even the incongruous picture of Captain Julius Welling in a white, loose-sleeved wrap did not give her any amusement.

He walked all the way back to the hotel, and she was glad. It gave her an opportunity of making her plans. They were walking up the narrow lane in which the Continental is situated, when she said suddenly:

“Captain Welling, I am afraid of my brother.”

“I don’t wonder,” he murmured. “I am a little afraid of him myself — in a way.”

“Would it be possible,” she asked, “to put somebody to guard me? That sounds very stupid, but—”

“I think I understand,” said the detective. “That is simply arranged. What is the number of your room?”

“I don’t even know,” she said despairingly, and then: “Are you staying at the Continental?”

He nodded.

“I think I can arrange to have my room moved next to yours,” he said, but on examination of the register he found that was unnecessary. She occupied a room at the end of the second floor corridor; and, by a coincidence, Captain Welling was in the next room.

At half-past eleven, when the hotel door was closing, there came a Moor with a letter addressed to Lydia, and Welling took it up to her. She opened the door to him, opened the envelope and read; then, without a word, she handed the letter to the old man.


Everything was all right
 [it ran]. It was only the basha’s bluff. Sadi Hafiz says that Morlake saw the basha this evening, and the raid was the result. Come up for a few minutes and be civil to Sadi. I will bring you back to the hotel myself.


“May I answer this?” said Welling, a twinkle in his eye. When she nodded, he found his fountain pen, and, writing at the bottom:


Come down and have a talk. — J. W.


he enclosed it in an envelope and took it back to the waiting messenger.

“I don’t think he will come,” he said, when he returned to the girl. “For your sake I hope he doesn’t.”

Welling went to bed that night without any fear of being disturbed. Hamon would not run the risk of putting himself in the detective’s way, for, although the evidence that the police had against him was scrappy and not sufficient to justify the hope even of a committal, let alone a conviction, Ralph Hamon would be ignorant of its incompleteness, and his conscience would occupy the gaps which Welling was trying to fill.

He was a light sleeper, and the first pebble that struck his window pane woke him. He did not put on the light, but, getting noiselessly out of bed, he opened half of his window and looked out cautiously.

Two men, one carrying a lantern, were standing in the lane below. He saw one raise his hand and throw a stone. This time it struck Lydia’s window, and he heard her walk across the room.

“Is that Miss Hamon?” asked a low voice.

“Yes?” she replied. “Who is that?”

“It is Sadi Hafiz. Your brother has shot himself!”

Welling heard her cry of distress, but did not move.

“Will you come down?” urgently, and then: “I am afraid he cannot live, and he has given me something for you, something he wants you to give to Mr. Morlake.”

“Wait — I will come immediately,” she said hurriedly.

Welling waited to hear no more, but pulled on his slippers and his overcoat. She must have been fully dressed, for she was out of sight by the time he was in the corridor, and he heard her fumbling with the locks and chains of the front door. She opened it at last, and, peering over the stairway, he saw the Moor enter.

“When did this happen?”

Her voice was trembling.

“It happened last night. Apparently your brother had seen a police officer he knew, and he came back to my house in a state of great trouble. I left him for a little while to get coffee, and I had hardly turned my back before I heard a shot, and, running in, found him lying on the divan.”

“He is not dead?”

Sadi Hafiz shook his head.

“For a moment, no. You have nothing to fear because the house is in possession of the basha’s
 soldiers,” he said, “and Captain Morlake is there. Will you come?”

“You said you had something for me.”

He put his hand into his breast and took out a little package, which he handed to her. In another instant she had followed him through the door into the dark street.

Welling, old as he was, jumped the last six stairs, and, flying across the hallway, reached her just as she put her foot on the street step.

“One minute,” he said, and jerked her through the door.

And then, with amazing agility, he leapt aside to avoid the bludgeon stroke that was aimed at him by a man concealed in the deep doorway. In another second he was in the house, the doors locked, and he had switched on the hall light.

“Fooled ‘em!” he said breathlessly.

“But, Mr. Welling — my brother—”

“Your brother has not shot himself. That kind of guy never does.”

He took the envelope from her hand.

“They were killing two birds with one stone, young lady, but I was the real burnt-offering. This wonderful something is, of course, a blank sheet of paper.”

He took her back to her room, bewildered and dazed by the happening.

“You don’t think that it is true?”

“I know it is not true,” he said. “The stone that was thrown at my window was intended to wake me, and it was intended that I should overhear your conversation. And the general idea, as they say in military circles, was that, as soon as I put my foot outside the street door, I was to get it in the neck — and I nearly did! On the whole, I think I have taken too unflattering a view of the Oriental mind. They are clever!”
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That night held for Joan Carston an unbelievable experience. For four hours she sat on an ambling mule, passing through a country which she could not see, and the very character of which was a mystery to her. They were following, so far as she could tell, no beaten tracks, and from time to time her feet were caught by thorn-like bushes that clung to the soft white wrap she wore.

At daybreak she saw that they were in a wild and apparently uninhabited country. The party consisted of six men and the girl who had looked after her at her resting place. One of the men lit a fire and put on a pot of water, whilst another took the mules to a stream which must have been near but which was not visible to her.

She looked around, trying in vain to recall such physical features of Morocco as she had learnt at school, that would enable her to identify the spot. Blue mountains bordered half the horizon, and far away in the distance she saw an isolated mountain of peculiar shape, which she recognised as the crest of Gibraltar. One of the men found a little bower in the bushes and spread a blanket, signing to her to sleep. But Joan had never felt more wide awake, and though she retired to such privacy as the “bower” offered, it was only to lie and think and think, and then to think again.

The Moorish girl brought her a large tumblerful of coffee and an oaten cake, and she was glad of this refreshment, for she had had nothing to eat since her lunch on the previous day.

“Have we far to go?” she asked in halting Spanish.

The Moorish girl shook her head, but volunteered no information.

After two hours’ rest the cavalcade got in movement again, and it puzzled her why such isolated travellers as they met with did not show any surprise at the appearance of a European woman, until she remembered that she was wearing Moorish dress. If they stared at her at all, it was because she did not veil her face when she passed them.

The hills were growing nearer, and she saw a little white patch on the slope, without realising that that was their objective. The patch grew to a definite shape as the way began to lead uphill, and she could not but admire the beautiful setting of the house. It looked like a white jewel, and even from that distance she could guess the glory of the gardens laid out on terraces above and below.

Here the country was undulating, and they were threading their way between the bushes down a gentle slope, when she saw a man sitting on a sorry-looking horse a little distance to their right. The rest of the members of the party paid him no attention, but the Moorish girl, who was now riding by her side, used a word that Joan understood.

“A mendicant?” she said in surprise, and might have been amused in other circumstances at the spectacle of a beggar on horseback.

He was an elderly man with a beard in which grey predominated. His face looked as if it had never known soap and water. The tarboosh at the back of his head was old and greasy. He stared at the party as it passed, and the Moorish girl dropped her veil and signed to her companion to follow her example.

Joan was too interested. She took stock of the man as they passed, noted the ragged jellab that covered his stooping frame, the discoloured shirt that showed at his throat, and thought that she had never seen anything quite so repulsive.

“Alms!” he bawled when they were level with him. “Alms, in the name of God the Compassionate!”

One of the party flung him a copper coin and he caught it dexterously in his uncleanly hands.

“Alms, O my beautiful rose, in the name of the Compassionate and Merciful, pity the poor!”

His voice sank away to a drone.

The girl was ready to drop from weariness before they reached the open gates that took them through the gardens to the house. Near at hand, the white house was even more beautiful than it had appeared from the distance. It was nearly new, yet its walls were smothered with begonias.

“It must be beautiful in the summer,” she said in English before she realised that the girl at her side could not understand her.

Before the door stood a big pillared porch, so much out of architectural harmony that she wondered what freak had induced the owner to add this European finish to a building which, in its graceful, simple lines, was wholly satisfying.

As she walked into the house, the girl, who seemed to be as much a stranger to the place as she, ran forward to ask a question in a whisper of the women who were curiously regarding the arrival. One of these came forward, a stout woman with a heavy face, disfigured at the moment with a scowl which made her forbidding. She said something in a sharp tone, and when Joan shook her head to signify that she did not understand, she clicked her lips impatiently. Pointing to a door, the Moorish girl, who seemed in awe of the stout lady, opened it and beckoned Joan forward.

The room was exquisitely furnished and reminded her of an English drawingroom, except that the windows, like those in most of the Moorish houses, were barred. She looked round curiously, and then asked in Spanish:

“Who is that fat woman?”

The Moorish girl giggled shrilly.

“That is the Señora Hamon,” she said, and Joan sat down suddenly on the nearest divan and shook with helpless laughter.

She might become the principal, but she certainly would not be the first wife of Mr. Ralph Hamon!
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“Who are the other women? Are they his wives also?” she asked drily.

The little Moor shook her head.

“There is only one wife here,” she said, and Joan managed to follow her Spanish without difficulty. “The others are women of attendance. The wife does not live here; she came a little time ago. She has not seen her husband for many years.”

She spoke slowly, repeating her words when Joan failed to grasp the meaning.

“Thank you,” said the girl.

“Claro?
 ” asked the little Moor, whose name was Zuleika.

“Perfectly claro
 ,” said Joan with a smile.

Why she should be so extraordinarily cheerful at this, which promised to be the most tragic moment of her life, puzzled her. It might have been the tang of the fresh mountain air that induced the strange exhilaration in her heart; or was it the consciousness that the future could hold no surprises for her, that enabled her to draw a line under her misfortunes and seek for some balance on the credit side of life’s ledger? The ceiling reminded her of Jim’s room: it was made of thick white plaster, in which Moorish workmen, with their sharp knives, had cut so delicate a tracery that it almost seemed that the ceiling was made of frothing lace.

European houses must have supplied the furniture and the panelling. The big blue carpet, bordered with arabesques of gold and brown, had been woven in one piece on the looms of Persia. She saw the European touch in the white marble fireplace, with its green pillars and its crouching lions. Ralph Hamon must have had this retreat in his mind all his life, for she detected at a glance the care which had been exercised in choosing every single article in the room.

Beautiful it was, but a prison! It might be something worse.

At the far end of the chamber a wide window was covered on the outside by a hand-worked grille of wrought iron. She opened the window and leant out, taking in the beauty of the wide valley. From here she caught the distant sparkle of the sea, and, turning her head, saw that the bulk of Gibraltar was in view.

She noticed something moving in the valley, and shaded her eyes from the glare of the setting sun. It was the beggar, and he was riding back on the Tangier Road. For one second her poise was disturbed.

“Joan, Joan,” she said breathlessly, “you are not going to weep or faint or do anything equally feminine, are you?” and she shook her head.

Closing the window, she walked back to the door and turned the silver handle. She did not expect it to open as it did. The hall was empty; the swing doors were not fastened. Apparently she was to be given a certain amount of liberty, and for that at least she was grateful.

But once she was in the garden, she saw how hopeless any thought of escape must be. The wall about the property was unusually high, even for a Moorish house, and was crowned at the top by spears of broken glass that glittered in the sunlight, as though to remind her that escape that way was futile.

The gate was equally impossible. There was a little brick lean-to built against the wall, in which the gatekeeper slept and she was reminded (and again she felt that pang of poignant sorrow) of Creith and the empty lodge which Lord Creith could never afford to fill.

Tired and sickened against her fierce determination to keep all thoughts of home, of father and of someone else out of her mind, she went back to the big room, which was evidently reserved for her, since nobody else came to relieve her solitude.

News had been brought to Ralph Hamon of the successful ending of the flight, and he rode across the uneven country, a fierce song of triumph in his soul, his eyes glued upon the white house in the hills.

At last! Joan Carston was his, in every possessive sense. He had had a secret interview with a red-bearded man in Tangier, and now his happiness was complete. Sadi Hafiz, who rode by his side, was in a less cheerful frame of mind. He had seen his cup of joy shattered whilst it was almost at his lips, and Ralph Hamon had found him a sulky and uncompanionable fellow-passenger.

“We shall get there soon after sunset,” said Ralph.

“Why I go there at all, Heaven knows,” said Sadi pettishly. He invariably spoke in English, priding himself, with reason, not only upon his extraordinary knowledge of the language but his acquaintance with the rich classics of that tongue. “You’ve made a bungling mess of my affairs, Hamon!”

Ralph Hamon laughed coarsely, not being in the mood to feel angry, even at so unjust an accusation.

“Who was it came flying into the room and saying that the basha
 and his soldiers were at the door? Who practically turned her out of the house when he had her safe? Whose plan was it to wake up the detective so that he might be quietened, when it would have been a simple matter, as was proved, to have brought Lydia to your house? I haven’t bungled it, Sadi. You must have patience. Lydia is still in Tangier, and will probably remain there for a few days, and it should not be difficult, if I could bring my lady to this place—”

“If you
 could bring!” sneered the other. “Inshallah! Who brought her but me, the Shereef Sadi Hafiz?”

“She is lovely,” said the unthinking Hamon with enthusiasm.

“Why else should I be making this journey?” said Sadi coldly, and something in his tone made Ralph Hamon look round.

“You may satisfy your curiosity and then you may go,” he said curtly, “and bestow your attentions where they are most likely to be acceptable. Let there be no mistake about this, Sadi: this girl is to marry me.”

The shereef shrugged his broad shoulders.

“Women are as many as beggars,” he quoted, and jerked his head to the nondescript figure that was ambling toward them.

“Alms, in the name of Allah the Compassionate and Merciful!” moaned the beggar, and Ralph looked at him without interest. He had seen such sights too often.

“A toothless old devil,” he said, and in the manner of the East flung him a coin.

“God grant you happy dreams,” whined the mendicant, and urged his horse after him. “Gain joy in heaven and the pleasure of the prophets,” he moaned, “by giving me one little house to sleep in tonight, for I am an old man…!”

Sadi, being what he was, could bear this appeal philosophically. Ralph turned with a smile and glared into the red-rimmed eyes.

“Get away, you dog!” he roared, but the old man followed on, continuing his supplications in a monotonous whine.

“Let me sleep in the shadow of your house, O my beautiful bird of paradise! Give me a blanket and a little roof, for the nights are cold and I am a very ancient man.”

“Let him alone,” said Sadi. “Why do you argue with beggars, and you so long in Morocco?”

So they suffered the old man to follow them at a distance, until the door slammed in the long face of his horse, and he went, grumbling and complaining, down the hillside, and later Ralph saw him, his horse hobbled by the leg grazing in the coarse grass, and a blue line of smoke rising from the bushes where the ancient beggar ate his dinner.

Ralph Hamon had an unpleasant task, and he was not particularly anxious to go to it. He dined with Sadi in a small room off the hall.

“You’re not a very ardent lover,” said the Moor. “Have you seen her?”

“She can wait,” replied Hamon.

“Then I will meet her,” said Sadi blandly. And seeing the other’s hesitation: “After all, you’re not a Mussulman, and I think the young lady might be reassured to meet a Moorish gentleman and to learn that we are not wholly without good breeding.”

“I’ll take you in to her later, but I have something else to do,” said Ralph shortly.

The “something else” was to interview a woman whom he had not seen for eight years. As he walked into her room, it seemed impossible that this stout, scowling female was once a Moorish lady of considerable beauty, slim and wholly delectable.

“So you have come, Hamon?” she said harshly. “All these years I have not heard from you or seen you.”

“Have you been hungry?” asked Hamon coolly. “Have you been without a roof or a bed?”

“Who is this girl you have brought here?” asked the woman suspiciously.

“She will soon be my wife,” replied Hamon, and the woman leapt up, quivering with anger.

“Then why did you bring me here?” she stormed. “To make me look a fool before my servants? Why did you not leave me at Mogador? At least I have friends there. Here I am buried alive in the wilderness. And why? That I should be a slave to your new wife? I will not do it, Hamon!”

Hamon felt sure of himself now.

“You can go back to Mogador next week. You are here for a purpose of my own.”

She brooded awhile.

“Does she know?” she asked.

“I told the girl to tell her, so I suppose she does,” said Hamon carelessly.

He had indeed a very excellent purpose to serve. His Moorish “wife” had been brought post haste to the house in the hills that Joan might see her, and, seeing her, understand. The subtle mind of Ralph Hamon was never better illustrated than in this act of his.

He went back to Sadi Hafiz.

“I’m going to see my lady,” he said, “and afterwards I will bring you in.”

He tapped at the door of the drawingroom, and as there was no answer, he turned the handle and walked in. Joan was on a music-stool before the grand piano, her hands folded on her lap. All the evening she had been trying to work up an inclination to play, and she had at last brought herself to the piano when Hamon made his appearance.

“Are you comfortable?” he asked.

She did not reply. He stood for a while, admiring the straight figure and the calm, imperturbable face. A lesser breed would have shown the hatred and loathing she felt, but not a line of her face changed, and he might have been a servant of Creith who had come at her summons, so unmoved and unemotional was her reception.

“It is a beautiful place, eh? One of the loveliest in Morocco,” he went on. “A girl could be happy here for a year or two. Have you seen Number One?”

He sat down, uninvited, and lit a cigar.

“By Number One I presume you mean Mrs. Hamon?”

He nodded. She had never seen Ralph Hamon look quite so cheerful as he did at that moment. It was as though all the trouble in the world had rolled away from him and left him carefree and buoyant of heart.

“When I say ‘first,’” said Joan carefully, “I of course expose my ignorance of Moorish customs. At any rate, she is the first I have seen.”

“And the last you’ll see, Joan,” he said with a laugh. “Marriages, they say, are made in heaven. Pleasant alliances can be made in Morocco, but Number One, first, last and all the time, will be Lady Joan Hamon.”

A shadow of a smile came and went.

“It sounds beastly, doesn’t it?” she said frankly.

She had a trick of irritating him more than any other human being. She could get under his skin and drag on the raw places. For a second his eyes blazed, and then, swallowing his rage, he forced a laugh. Secretly he admired her cool insolence, and would gladly have imitated her if it were possible.

“It may sound bad, but it is a good enough name for me,” he said.

“Is that a Moorish custom too?” she asked coolly. “That a girl takes the name of the man who abducts her? You must instruct me in the Moorish marriage laws; I’m afraid I’m totally ignorant on the subject.”

He crossed to where she was sitting, pulling his chair with him.

“Now listen, Joan,” he said quietly. “There is to be no Moorish marriage. There is to be an honest-to-God marriage, conducted by a fully ordained minister of the Episcopalian Church, with wedding ring and the usual paraphernalia. I asked you just now, had you seen my Moorish wife, and I guess you have. What do you think of her?”

Joan did not speak. She was trying to discover what he was aiming at.

“What do you think of her?” he asked again.

“I feel extremely sorry for her. She wasn’t particularly pleasant to me, but I have every sympathy with her.”

“You have, eh? Fat, isn’t she? Pasty-faced and overfed. They go like that in Morocco. It is the dark of the harem, the absence of liberty and exercise. It is being treated like cattle, locked up in a hothouse atmosphere day and night, and exercised for half-an-hour a day under the eyes of slaves. Why, it is worse than being in prison. That is what it means to be a Moorish wife. Joan, do you want to be a Moorish wife?”

She met his eyes straightly.

“I don’t want to be any kind of wife to you,” she said.

“Do you want to be a Moorish wife?” he asked her. “Or do you want to be married, and have children who can bear your name and inherit your father’s title?”

She rose abruptly from the stool and walked to the end of the room, her back toward him.

“We won’t go any farther into this question for the moment,” said Ralph rising. “I’d like you to meet a very dear friend of mine, Sadi Hafiz, and be civil to him, do you hear, but not too civil.”

Something in his tone made her turn.

“Why?” she asked.

“Because he is feeling sore with me just now. He is very keen on Lydia, and Lydia has slipped him. I don’t want him to have ideas about you.”

He left her to meditate upon this warning, and went out, to return with the silk-robed Sadi, and a new factor came immediately into play. One glance Joan gave, and she knew that this man was as great a danger as Ralph Hamon. Greater, for if he was as remorseless, he was less susceptible, since he had not that brand of human vanity which made Ralph Hamon so easy to handle. She hated him, with his fat, expressionless face and his dark, unblinking eyes that looked at her through and through, appraising her as though she were cattle. She hated him for the veneer of his civilisation, his polite English, his ready smile.

Here, then, was the danger: this she recognised instantly.

Sadi Hafiz did not remain very long — just long enough to create an impression. In Joan’s case he would have been surprised if he had read her heart and mind, for he rather flattered himself upon his flair for imposing his personality upon women.

“What do you think of him?” asked Ralph when he had gone.

“I haven’t thought,” she said untruthfully.

“A good friend and a bad enemy,” said Hamon sententiously. “I wish Lydia had had a little more sense. She owes me something.”

Joan thought it was possible that he might owe Lydia something too, but was not in the mood for conversation. Unexpectedly he rose.

“I’m going now. You’ll find your sleeping room, I suppose? Pleasant dreams!”

She said nothing.

At the door he turned.

“A Christian wife has a better time than a Moorish wife. I guess you’ve noticed that already.”

Still she did not speak.

“We’ll be married in two days,” he said, and, with a crooked smile: “Would you like anybody else to come to the wedding?”

“You dare not,” she was taunted into saying. “You dare not produce an English clergyman!”

“Oh, daren’t I?” he said. “I’ll not only produce him, but he’ll marry us whatever you say, and whatever protests you make. You’re going to meet an old friend, Joan.”

“An old friend?” She was for the moment taken aback.

“An old clerical friend,” said Hamon. “The Reverend Mr. Bannockwaite,” and with this parting shot he left her, and she heard the key turn in the lock.
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Sadi was waiting for him in the smoking-room, and so absorbed was the Moor in his thoughts that he did not hear Hamon until his name was called.

“Eh?” he said, looking up. “Allah, you frightened me. Yes, yes, she is a pretty woman — not the Moorish kind, and too thin for my liking. But you Aryans prefer them that way; I have never understood why.”

Hamon was not deceived; the girl had made a tremendous impression upon the Moor and he was watchful and alert.

“Do you like her better than Lydia?” he asked humorously, as he poured out a drink from the decanter.

The Moor shrugged his shoulders.

“In some ways Lydia is impossible,” he said.

That was a bad sign and Hamon knew it. The thought of Lydia had absorbed this man to the exclusion of all else, and now he could talk of her critically and without heat — a very bad sign.

“Shall you go back to Tangier tomorrow?” he asked, and his eyes narrowed when the Moor shook his head.

“No, I have decided to stay on for a little while. I need the change. It has been a nervous time for me.”

“But you promised to bring Bannockwaite?”

“He will come without any assistance from me. I’ve told one of my men. Besides, your English agent could arrange to bring him. He’ll come if you pay him.”

“Do you know him very well?” asked Hamon.

“I’ve seen him. He has become quite a character in Tangier,” said Sadi Hafiz. “He arrived during the war and the story I have heard is that he got drunk on the eve of the Battle of the Somme and deserted. He is a man entirely without principle, surely he could not perform the marriage ceremony? You told me he was unfrocked.”

Ralph shook his head.

“His name appeared in the official list of clergymen of the Established Church until he was reported missing on the Somme. I have an idea it is still in the list; but even if it isn’t, that would not invalidate the marriage.”

“Why marry at all?” asked the Moor, looking up suddenly. “You are a stickler for the conventions, my friend.”

Ralph smiled.

“Not so much as you think,” he said. “I’ve a reason. The Creith title will descend through my wife to her children.”

Again the Moor shrugged.

“It is a freakish idea,” he said, “but then, freakishness has been responsible for your downfall, Hamon.”

“I have not fallen yet,” snarled Hamon.

“But you will,” said the other, “unless,” he went on quickly, seeing the look of distrust and suspicion in the man’s eyes, “unless you elect to remain here in Morocco, outside the jurisdiction of the embassies.”

He stretched his arms and yawned.

“I’m going to bed,” he said. “You will be pleased to learn that I’ve decided to go back to Tangier in the morning.”

He saw the look of relief in the other’s face and smiled inwardly.

“And I will send along your Bannockwaite under escort.”

When Hamon woke the next morning, he learnt that the Shereef had departed, and was thankful. He did not go in to Joan, though he saw her, from his room, walking in the garden.

Hamon’s plan was not wholly dictated by a desire to break into the peerage. As Creith’s son-in-law he would be possessed of powerful influence. It was not likely that the Earl would kick once the girl was married; and he knew her well enough to be satisfied that, if she bore his name, she would at least be outwardly loyal.

He mounted a horse and went down the hillside, and his way took him past the camp of the old beggar. The scarecrow horse raised his head to view him for a moment, and resumed its grazing, but the old man was not in sight. A fantastic idea came to him and he grinned at the thought. There was something about Ralph Hamon that was not quite normal.

In the evening his servant reported that a party was approaching the house, and, taking his glasses, he inspected the three men who were riding across the wild country in his direction. Two were Moors; the third, who rolled about on his horse like somebody drunk, he recognised, though he had never seen him except by match light, and, hastily running from the house, he was waiting at the open gates when the Rev. Aylmer Bannockwaite arrived.

The man almost fell from his horse, but recovered himself with the aid of the Moor who was with him and who evidently expected some such accident, for he had sprung off his horse the moment the party halted and run to the clergyman’s side.

Bannockwaite turned his bloated face to his host, but, ignoring the outstretched hand, he fumbled in his dilapidated waistcoat and produced a glass, which he fixed in his eye.

“Who are you and what are you?” he said irritably. “You have brought me across this wretched country, you have interfered with my proper and pleasant recreations — now what the devil do you mean by it?”

“I’m sorry if I have inconvenienced you, Mr. Bannockwaite,” said Ralph, humouring the man.

“Handsomely said.”

A big, flabby paw gripped Ralph Hamon’s feebly.

“Handsomely said, my boy. Now if you can give me a little time to rest, and a pipe of that seductive hemp to steady my nerves and stimulate my imagination I’m your friend for life. And if you will add a glass of the priceless Marsala and a scented cigarette, I am your slave body and soul!”

Watching from her window, Joan saw the obscene figure, and immediately guessed his identity. Could that be Bannockwaite, the tall, dapper ascetic? She had only seen him twice, and yet … there was a likeness; something in his walk, in the roll of his head. She stared openmouthed until he had passed out of view, then sat, her head in her hands, trying to bring into order that confusion of her thoughts.

It was Bannockwaite. Then he was not dead: Bannockwaite, the fastidious, half-mad parson, the idol of Hulston, the inventor of bizarre secret societies was this gross and uncleanly creature whose rags and dirt were an offence to the eye.

How had Ralph Hamon found him, she wondered, and changed the current of her thoughts as she realised the unprofit of speculation.

Bannockwaite would marry her, whatever were her protests; that she knew instinctively. Even if he had been his old, sane self — if he ever were sane — the queer situation would have so appealed to him that he would not have hesitated.

Ralph made no appearance that night, although she expected him to bring the besotted parson to meet her. The bedroom led from the principal apartment, a large room, furnished in the Empire style. The window here was barred, with less elegance but as effectively as the bigger room. She waited until twelve, and then, undressing, she put over the night attire that the Moorish girl had brought her a long fleecy cloak, and, pulling a chair to the window and having extinguished the light, pulled back the curtain. As she did, she screamed and almost dropped with fright. A face was staring at her through the bars, long-bearded, hook-nosed, red-eyed, hideous! It was the wandering mendicant and in his teeth he held a long knife that glittered in the moonlight.
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He heard the scream and dropped quickly out of sight and she stood, holding on to the window-ledge, her heart thumping painfully. Who was he, and what did he want? How did he come into the garden? In the house complete silence reigned. Nobody had heard the scream, for the walls were thick.

It took an effort to thrust open the window and look out as far as the bars would allow her. The little garden looked peaceful and mysterious in the moon’s rays. Long shadows ran across the ground; strange shapes seemed to appear and disappear. And then she saw him, moving cautiously toward the wall. In another instant he was beyond her view.

Why did she associate this midnight prowler in her mind with Sadi Hafiz? And yet she did. Was he some agent of this cunning Moor? The knife had not been intended for her; of that she was sure.

It was daylight before she went to bed and she was sleeping heavily when Zuleika brought in coffee and fruit and drew aside the curtains.

“Zuleika,” she said in her halting Spanish, which had improved since she had had an opportunity of talking to the girl, “do you remember the old beggar we saw, the mendicant on the horse?”

“Yes, Lady,” said the girl, nodding.

“Who is he?”

The girl smiled.

“There are many in Morocco. Some say they are the spies of the chieftains.”

A spy of Sadi Hafiz! Put there to watch her arrival — why? Again that fear of the Moor swept through her, but she was left little time that morning to meditate, either upon her terrifying experience of the night or the intentions of Sadi. She had hardly dressed and finished her breakfast when Ralph came in. He was brisk and gave her a cheerful and smiling good-morning.

“Joan, I want you to meet the Rev. Aylmer Bannockwaite,” he said. “I think you’ve met him before. Anyway, you’ll find him changed. This gentleman has consented to perform the necessary ceremony that will mark, I hope, the beginning of a happier and a brighter time for both of us.”

She did not reply.

“Are you going to be sensible, Joan? I’m trying to do the right thing by you. You’re absolutely alone here, and there is nobody within a hundred miles who’d raise their hand if I killed you.”

“When do you wish—” she hesitated.

“To-day, immediately,” he said.

She was panic-stricken.

“You must give me time to think this matter over, Mr. Hamon,” she said. “Tomorrow—”

“To-day,” he insisted. “I’m not going to let another day pass. I think I know my friend Sadi Hafiz. Sadi has enough respect for the law and the sanctity of married life,” he sneered, “to leave you alone if you’re married. But if I wait until tomorrow—” He shrugged his shoulders.

But there was no yielding in her determined face.

“I absolutely refuse to marry you,” she said, “and if Mr. Bannockwaite has a lingering remnant of decency he will refuse to perform the ceremony.”

“You can make up your mind on one point,” said Hamon, “that he hasn’t even the dregs of decency. You’d better meet him. He is more or less exhilarated now and is more bearable than he will be.”

In the morning sunlight, Aylmer Bannockwaite looked even more horrible than he had in the kindly blue of the dusk. She shuddered. It seemed as though some horrible incarnation of evil had come into the room as he strutted forward with his plump hand outstretched.

“It is my dear little Carston girl!” he said jovially. “Well, this is the most amazing coincidence — that I should marry you twice is an especial privilege!”

One glance she gave at his face and shuddered. Thereafter, she never looked beyond the second button of his stained waistcoat.

“I am not going to be married, Mr. Bannockwaite. I want you to understand that distinctly; if you marry me, it is against my will.”

“Tut, tut!” said Bannockwaite loudly. “This will never do. A shy bride! ‘Standing with reluctant feet where the brook and river meet,’ eh? God bless my life! Marriage is the natural state of mankind. It has ever been a matter for regret to me—”

“I won’t marry him, I won’t, I won’t,” she flamed. “If I am to be married, I’ll be married decently by a clean man to a clean man!”

She stood erect, her eyes blazing, her finger outstretched in accusation.

“I know you now. You look what you are, what you always have been, and all your posturing and posing does not disguise you. You are corruption in human form — Ada called you ‘The Beast with the silver tongue,’ and she was right.”

That was her curious and hateful gift — to touch the raw places of human vanity. The man’s thick underlip stuck out; there was an insane fury in his eyes that momentarily frightened her.

“You Jezebel!” he boomed. “I’ll marry you, if they hang me for it! And it will be legal and binding on you, woman! I posture, do I? I pose? You, you—”

Hamon gripped his arm.

“Steady,” he whispered, and then, to the girl: “Now, Joan, what is the use of this foolishness? He was good enough a parson to marry you before.”

“I won’t marry you, I won’t!” She stamped her foot. “I would sooner marry the beggar I saw on the roadside. I’d sooner marry the meanest slave in your household than marry you, a thief and a murderer — a man to whom no crime is too mean. I’d rather marry—”

“A burglar?” he said, white with passion.

“Ten thousand times yes — if you mean Jim Morlake. I love him, Hamon. I’ll go on loving him till I die!”

“You will, will you?” he muttered. And then, turning, he ran out of the room, leaving her alone with the clergyman.

“How can you, Mr. Bannockwaite? How have you brought yourself to this low level?” she asked sternly. “Is there nothing in you that is wholesome to which a woman could appeal?”

“I don’t want the heads of a sermon from you,” he growled. “I will have you understand that I am intellectually your superior, socially your equal—”

“And morally the mud under my feet,” she said scornfully.

For a moment she thought he would strike her. His bloated face grew first purple with passion, then faded to a pasty white.

“Intellectually your superior and socially your equal,” he muttered again. “I am superior to your insults. Telum imbelle sine ictu!
 ”

And then came a half-mad Hamon, dragging behind him a man, at the sight of whom Joan reeled backward. It was the beggar, a grinning, fawning toothless old man, horrible to look upon as he came cringing into this lovely room.

“Here is your husband!” almost shrieked the demented man. “Look at him! You’d sooner marry a beggar, would you, damn you! Well, you shall marry him and you shall have the desert for your honeymoon!”

She looked from the beggar to Bannockwaite and, even in her distress, she could not help thinking that she had never seen two more hideous men in her life.

“Get your book, Bannockwaite!” yelled Hamon. He was frothing at the mouth, so utterly beside himself that he seemed inhuman.

From his pocket, Bannockwaite produced a small book and opened it.

“You’ll want witnesses,” he said, and again Hamon dashed out, returning with half-a-dozen servants.

And there, under the curious eyes of the tittering Moors, Lady Joan Carston was married to Abdul Azim. Hamon muttered something in Arabic to the man, and then the girl felt herself caught by the arm and pulled and led through the hall into the garden.

Hamon dragged her to the open gates and flung her out with such violence that she nearly fell.

“Take your husband back to Creith!” he howled. “By God, you’ll be glad to come back to me!”
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Hamon pushed the beggar out after his bride and slammed the gate on him.

Joan tried to walk, stumbled, recovered again, and then she knew no more. She recovered from her faint, lying under the shadow of a big juniper bush. Her face and neck were wet; a bowl of water was by her side. The old beggar had disappeared, and, raising herself on her elbow, she saw him unhobbling his sorry-looking horse. What should she do? She came unsteadily to her feet and looked round wildly. Escape was impossible.

And then she saw, far away in the valley, a cloud of dust. A party was approaching, and, straining her eyes, she caught sight of white jellabs
 and the glint of steel. It was a party of Moors, probably Sadi Hafiz returning — there would be no help there.

She looked again at her husband. The old man was wrapping his face and head in voluminous scarves, until only his iron-grey beard and the tip of his red hooked nose were visible.

He saw her and came toward her, leading the horse, and she obeyed his signal without a word, and mounted. Walking ahead he kept his hand on the bridle and she noticed that he took a path that was at right angles to the main road to Tangier. Once or twice he looked back, first at the house and then the swift-moving party of horsemen which were now in view. It was Sadi — Joan recognised the figure riding at the head of the party. And she saw, too, that each man carried a rifle.

Suddenly the beggar changed direction, moved parallel with the cavalcade, as far as she could guess, for they were now out of sight and mounting the hill toward a point which would bring them clear of the gardens. From the anxious glances he shot backward, she guessed that he was in some fear lest Hamon, in a saner moment, had relented his mad folly. He walked the horse down to the bed of a hill stream and followed its tortuous windings, keeping the horse in the shallow waters. Suddenly she heard a shot, and then another. The sound re-echoed from the hills, and she looked down at the old man anxiously.

“What was that?” she asked in Spanish.

He shook his head without looking round.

Again came a shot, and then she guessed the reason. The shots were to attract the attention of the beggar and to recall him, and he evidently had the same view, for he jerked the reins of the horse and the animal broke into a trot, the beggar running nimbly by his animal’s head.

They came to a little wood of pines and he brought the horse up the steep slope into its cover, and, signalling her to wait, he went back on foot. It was nearly half-an-hour before he returned, and then, holding up his hand, he lifted her from the saddle and she closed her eyes that she might not see his face. After a time he brought her water from the stream, and opening a little bundle, displayed food, but she was too tired to do any more than drink the cold, refreshing liquid. So tired, that, when she lay down upon the rug he spread, she forgot her terrible danger, forgot the trick of fate that had made her the wife of a beggar and fell instantly into a sound and dreamless sleep.

Ralph Hamon sat, crouched in his bedroom, his nails at his teeth, feeling weak and ill. The mad gust of temper that had driven him to such an act of lunacy had passed, leaving him shaking in every limb. From his window he could see the beggar carrying the girl down the hill, and at the sight he started to his feet with a hoarse cry of rage. That folly could be remedied and quickly.

There was a man amongst his servants who had been his pensioner for years, an old man, grizzled and grey, and he sent for him.

“Ahab,” he said, “you know the beggar who rides the horse?”

“Yes, lord.”

“He has taken with him at this moment the lady of my heart. Go bring her back and give the old man this money.” He took a handful of notes from his pocket and put them into the eager palm of his servitor. “If he gives you trouble — kill him.”

Ralph went up to his bedroom to watch his emissary go through the gates, and then for the first time he saw the party of mounted men winding their way up the hillside.

“Sadi,” he said under his breath and guessed what that visit signified.

It was too late to recall his messenger and he ran down to the gates to welcome his sometime agent. Sadi Hafiz threw himself from his horse and his tone and mien were changed. He was no longer the polite and polished product of the mission school. He was the Moorish chieftain, insolent, overbearing, unsmiling.

“You know why I’ve come, Hamon,” he said, his hands on his hips, his feet apart, his big head thrust forward. “Where is the girl? I want her. I presume you are not married, but, if you are, it makes very little difference.”

“I am not married,” said Hamon, “but she is!”

“What do you mean?”

He was not left long in doubt.

“My lady expressed a preference for a beggar. She said she would rather marry the old man who asked for alms than marry me — her wish has been fulfilled.”

Sadi’s eyes were slits.

“They were married half-an-hour ago and are there.” He took in the country with a gesture.

“You’re lying, Hamon,” said the other steadily. “That story doesn’t deceive me. I shall search your house as Morlake searched mine.”

Hamon said nothing. There were twenty armed men behind Sadi and at a word from their leader he was a dead man.

“You’re at liberty to search the house from harem to kitchen,” he said coolly, and the Moor strode past him.

He could not have had time to make a very complete inspection, for he was back again almost immediately.

“I’ve spoken to your servants, who tell me that what you have said is true. Which way did she go?”

Hamon pointed and the Moor gave an order to his men. One of the horsemen fired in the air. A second and a third shot followed.

“If that does not bring him back we will go and look for him,” said Sadi grimly.

“So far as I am concerned,” Ralph shrugged his shoulders— “you may do as you wish. My interest in the lady has evaporated.”

He was not speaking the truth, but his manner deceived the Moor.

“You were a fool to let her go,” he said more mildly.

“If I hadn’t let her go, you would probably have persuaded me,” said Hamon, and Sadi’s slow smile confirmed his suspicion.

A minute later the party was riding down the hill, scattering left and right in an endeavour to pick up the trail of the beggar and his wife. Hamon watched them before he returned to the house, to gather the pieces of his scattered dreams and discover which of the fragments had a solid value.

From an inside pocket he took a black leather case and, emptying the contents, laid them on the table and examined them one by one. The last of these possessions was an oblong document, covered with fine writing. Hindhead seemed far away — Hindhead and Jim Morlake and the prying Welling, and Creith, with its avenues and meadowlands. He knew the document by heart, but he read it again:


Believing that Ralph Hamon, who I thought was my friend, designs my death, I wish to explain the circumstances under which I find myself a prisoner in a little house overlooking Hindhead. Acting on the representations and on the advice of Hamon, I went to Morocco to inspect a mine, which I believed to be his property. We returned to London secretly, again on his advice, for he said it would be fatal to his plans if it were known that he was transferring any of his interests in the mine. Having a suspicion that the property, which he stated was his, had in reality nothing whatever to do with his company, I went to Hindhead, determined not to part with my money, until he could assure me that I was mistaken. I took a precaution which I believed and still believe is effective. At Hindhead my suspicions were confirmed and I refused to part with the money. He locked me up in the kitchen under the guardianship of a Moor whom he had brought back from Tangier with him. An attempt has already been made, and I fear the next —


Here the writing ended abruptly. He rolled up the damning charge and, returning it to his pocketbook with the other contents, slipped it into his inside pocket again. And, as he did so, he recalled Jim Morlake’s description. The monkey’s hand was in the gourd and he had come to the place where he could not release the fruit.

In the meantime, one of Sadi’s men had picked up the track of footprints, and Sadi and two of the party had reached the edge of the stream.

“Leave your horses and come on foot,” he ordered.

They followed the course of the stream downward until it was clear to the shereef that they could not have gone in that direction. From thereon, he had a view of the country. Moreover, they passed a particularly shallow stretch with a sandy bottom and there were no marks of hoofs.

“We will go back,” he said, and led the way.

An hour’s walk brought them to a place where the stream ran between high banks, and here the Moor’s quick eyes saw the new marks of horse’s feet, and he signalled his men to silence. With remarkable agility he ran up the bank and crept forward….

Joan woke from her sleep to meet the dark eyes of Sadi Hafiz looking down at her.

“Where is your friend?” asked Sadi, stooping to assist her to her feet.

She looked round, still dazed with sleep.

“My friend? You mean Abdul?”

“So you know his name,” said Sadi pleasantly.

“What do you want with me?” she asked.

“I am taking you with me to Tangier, to your friends,” he said, but she knew he was lying.

Looking round, she saw no sign of the beggar. His horse still grazed beneath a tree, but the old man had disappeared. Sadi sent one of his people to bring in the animal, and helped her to mount.

“I was terribly worried,” he said in his excellent English, “when our friend Hamon told me the stupid thing he had done. There are times when Hamon is crazy and I am very angry with him. You like Morocco, Lady Joan?”

“Not very much,” she said, and he chuckled.

“I don’t suppose you do.” He looked up at her admiringly. “How well the Moorish costume suits you! It might have been designed for your adornment.”

A trick he had of using pretentious words that would at any other time have amused her. He walked by her side, one of his riflemen leading the horse, and after a while they came to a place where they had taken the stream. The remainder of his party were waiting for him, sitting on the bank, and at a signal they mounted.

“Perhaps it is as well I did not meet your husband,” said Sadi ominously. “I trust he has not given you any trouble?”

She was not in the mood for conversation and she answered curtly enough and he seemed amused. No time was lost. She was lifted from the beggar’s horse to a beautiful roan that had evidently been brought specially for her and she could not help reflecting on the certainty that, even if Ralph had married her, she would still have ridden on that horse before the day was through. Sadi Hafiz had come to take her back with him to his little house in the hollow, married or unmarried.

He rode by her side most of the day, talking pleasantly of people and things, and she was surprised at the wideness and catholicity of his knowledge.

“I was agent for Hamon in Tangier, and I suppose you have an idea that I was a sort of superior servant,” he said. “But it suited me to act for him. He is a man without scruple or gratitude.”

That was a sentiment which she thought came ill from Sadi Hafiz.

Before sunset they halted and made a camp. In spite of the coldness of the night, the men prepared to sleep in the open, wrapped in their woollen cloaks, but for the girl a tent was taken from the packhorse and pitched in the most sheltered position Sadi could find.

“We will rest here until midnight,” he said. “I must reach my destination before daybreak.”

She lay wide awake, listening to the talk and watching the shadow of the smoking fires that the sunset threw on the thin walls of the tent, and then the talk gradually died down. There was no sound but an occasional whinny from a horse. She looked at the watch on her wrist, the one article of jewellery she had retained. It was nine o’clock. She had three hours left in which she could make her escape.

She drew aside the curtain of the little tent and, looking out, saw a dark figure — a sentry, she guessed. Escape was impossible that way. She tried to lift the curtain at the back of the tent, but it was pegged down tightly. Working her hand through under the curtain she groped around for the peg and presently found it. It took all her power to loosen it, but after a while, with a supreme effort, she pulled it from the earth and, exerting all her strength, she lifted the curtain a little farther and got her head beneath, and, by dint of perseverance, wriggled clear.

Ahead of her were impenetrable thorn bushes. She crept round the outside of the tent, conscious that her white dress would be detected if the sentry turned his head. And then she found an opening in the undergrowth and wriggled through. At the sound of cracking twigs the sentry turned and shouted something in Arabic. And now, desperate, the girl rose to her feet and ran. She could hardly see a yard before her; once she ran into a dwarf tree and fell momentarily stunned, but was on her feet again immediately. The moon was just rising and showed her a sparsely wooded stretch of plain; but it also revealed her to her pursuers.

The camp was now in an uproar. She heard shouts and the bellowing voice of Sadi Hafiz, and the clatter of horses’ hoofs. It was Sadi himself who was coming after her. She knew it was he without seeing him, and, terrified, she increased her speed. But she could not hope to outpace the horse. Nearer and nearer he came, and then with a thunder of hoofs the horseman swept past her and turned.

“Oh no, my little rose!” he said exultantly. “That is not the way to happiness!”

He reached over and caught at her cloak and, swinging himself from the saddle, he caught her in his arms.

“This night I live!” he cried hoarsely.

“This night you die!”

He turned in a flash to confront the aged beggar and dropped his hand to the folds of his jellab
 .

Joan Carston stood, rooted to the spot, staring at the newcomer. She looked at the hideous face of Abdul Azim, but it was the voice of Jim Morlake that had spoken!
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Two shots rang out together, and Sadi Hafiz went to his knees with a groan and fell sideways.

“Get on to that horse, quick,” said Jim, and almost threw her into the saddle.

He was up behind her in a second.

“Jim!” she whispered, and the arm that encircled her increased its pressure.

Burdened as he was, the big horse strode out freely, and Jim, looking over his shoulder, saw that the white figures that had followed Sadi from the camp had halted to succour their fallen chief.

“We’ve got ten minutes’ start of them, anyway,” he said, “and with any luck we ought to miss them.”

Wisely, he left the direction to the horse, who would know the country, and whose eyes would detect the pitfalls and barriers in which the plain abounded. There was no sign now of pursuers, but Jim was without illusions. If Sadi Hafiz was capable of issuing orders, there would be no dropping of the pursuit. After an hour’s travelling the horse gave evidence of his weariness, and Jim dropped from the saddle and went to his head.

“There used to be a guard house on the coast,” he said, “though I don’t know that a Moorish guard is much more companionable than the gentleman we have left behind.”

She was looking down at him, trying to recognise, in the unpleasant face, one vestige of the Jim she knew.

“It is
 you?”

“Oh yes, it is I,” he laughed. “The make-up is good? It is an old character of mine, and if Sadi had had the sense of a rabbit, he would have remembered the fact. The nose is the difficulty,” he added ruefully. “The wax gets warm in the sun and has to be remodelled, but the rest is easy.”

“But you have no teeth,” she said, catching a glimpse of the black cavity of his mouth.

“They’re there, somewhere,” he said carelessly. “A toothbrush and a cake of soap will make a whole lot of difference to me, Joan.”

He heard her gasp.

“What is the matter?” he asked quickly.

“Nothing,” she said, and then: “How funny!”

“If your sense of humour is returning, my young friend, you’re on the high road to safety!”

Before daybreak they halted near a spring and unsaddled and watered the horse.

“I’m afraid I can give you nothing to eat,” said Jim. “The only thing I can do—”

He stripped off his jellab and unfastened his ragged shirt and produced from a pocket a small waterproof bag and carried it to the stream.

He went down a hideous old man; he came back Jim Morlake, and she could only sit and look at him.

“This is a dream,” she said decidedly. “I shall wake up presently and find myself—” she shuddered.

“You’ll hardly be any more awake than you are at this moment,” said Jim. “We are within two miles of the coast, and unless friend Sadi has given very emphatic orders, his men will not follow us to the guardhouse.”

His estimate proved to be correct; they did not see a white cloak again, and reached the guardhouse to find it in charge, as Jim had suspected, of a Spanish officer; for they had reached that territory which Spain regarded as within the sphere of her influence.

“From here, we shall have to follow the coastline and take a chance,” said Jim, after interviewing the officer. “The Spaniards can’t give us an escort to Tangier for political reasons — the French are rather jealous of their neighbours crossing the line, but I don’t think we shall be molested.”

They made camp that night almost within view of the lights of Tangier. Jim had borrowed blankets from the Spanish outpost and spread them for the girl under the ruin of an old Moorish post.

“By the way,” he said, as he bade her goodnight, before retiring himself to the windy side of the wall, “this morning, you said something was very funny — what was it?”

“I’m not going to tell you,” said Joan firmly.

As she settled down to sleep, she wondered whether the ceremony of the morning had been legal and binding — and fervently hoped that it had.
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They brought Sadi Hafiz to the house on the hill and the journey was a long one for a man with a bullet in his shoulder. The first news Ralph had of the happening was a thundering knock at the gates which roused him from a fitful sleep and sent him to his window.

The gates were locked and barred and could not be opened without his permission. He saw the gleam of lanterns outside, and presently a shrill voice called him by name and he knew it was Sadi. Hurrying downstairs, he joined the suspicious gatekeeper, who was parleying through the barred wicket.

“Let them enter,” he said, and himself lifted one of the bars.

A glance at Sadi told him that something serious had happened and he assisted the wounded man into the house.

“Allah, I am finished!” groaned Sadi. “That pig. If that pistol had not caught in the folds of my cloak he would have been in hell tonight!”

Hamon sent for a woman and in the meantime examined the wound.

“It is nothing,” said Sadi roughly. “The last time he shot me was more serious.”

“The last time he shot you?” repeated Hamon dully.

Sadi had noticed a peculiar development in the man, which was not altogether explained in his changed appearance. He seemed to be thinking of something so intently that he had no time to interest himself in the events of the moment.

“What is the matter with you?”

“Nothing,” said Hamon, coming out of his reverie. “You were saying …?”

“I was saying that the last time he shot me was more serious.”

“Who shot you, anyway?” asked Hamon. “Not the beggar?”

“The beggar,” repeated the other grimly.

Here conversation was interrupted by the arrival of the woman whom the Moorish girl had called Señora Hamon. She carried a large bowl of water and cloths and Hamon watched her unseeingly while she dressed the wound. When she had gone, he took up the thread of the conversation.

“I never thought he would do you much harm,” he said, “he is very old and feeble — you did not tell me that you knew him.”

“I did not know that I knew him,” replied the Moor, “or that you knew him. But Mr. Morlake is an old enemy of mine!”

With a start Hamon came to himself.

“You were speaking about the beggar, weren’t you?” he said, frowning. “I’m so rattled and muddled tonight. You were talking of the old beggar man, Abdul.”

“I’m talking about Mr. Morlake,” said the other between his teeth. “The gentleman you so considerately married to your woman this morning!”

“Oh!” said Hamon blankly.

The tidings were too tremendous for him to take in. He passed his hand wearily before his eyes.

“I don’t get it,” he said haltingly. “The beggar was Morlake, you say? But how could he be? He was an old man—”

“If I’d had the eyes of a mole,” said the other bitterly, “I’d have known it was Morlake. It was his favourite disguise when he was in the Intelligence Service in Morocco.”

Hamon sat down on the divan where the man was lying.

“The beggar was Morlake,” he said stupidly. “Let me get that in my mind. And I married them!”

He burst into a fit of laughter and Sadi, with his knowledge of men, saw how near his host was to a breakdown. Presently he calmed himself.

“Did he get her? Of course he did. He took her from you and shot you. Oh God! What a fool I was!”

“He hates you,” said the Moor after a long interval of silence. “What is behind it?”

“He wants something I have — that is behind it.” The flushed face and the slurred voice aroused Sadi’s suspicion. Had the man been drinking?

As though he read Sadi’s mind, Hamon said:

“You think I’m drunk, don’t you, but I’m not. I was never more sober. I’m just—” he hesitated to find a word, “well, I feel differently, that is all.”

He made one of his abrupt exits, leaving Sadi to nurse his wound and to ponder on a development which brought almost as much unease to his mind as did his wound to his body. Hamon must go, he decided coldbloodedly. If it was true that there was an English police officer looking for him in Tangier, then the policeman must have his prey. Only in that way could Sadi be rehabilitated in the eyes of his many employers. Hamon had ceased to be profitable; was nearing the end of his financial tether. The shrewd Moor weighed up the situation with unerring judgment. He did not sleep, his shoulder was too painful; and soon after sunrise he went in search of his host.

Hamon was in the room that the girl had occupied. He at any rate had found forgetfulness, and on the table, where his head rested on folded arms, was an open pocketbook and a scatter of papers. Sadi examined them furtively.

There were half a dozen negotiable bank drafts, made out to “Mr. Jackson Brown,” and there was also a white paper folded in four….

Hamon awakened and lifted his head slowly. The Moor was reading, and:

“That is mine, when you’ve done with it,” said Hamon.

In no way disconcerted, Sadi dropped the papers on the table.

“So that is it? I wondered what you were scared of. You’re a fool; that paper would hang you. Why don’t you burn it?”

“Who told you to read it?” asked the other and his eyes were like live coals. “Who asked you to sneak in here and spy on me, Sadi?”

“You’re a fool. I’m in pain and bored. I came in to talk to you, expecting to find you in bed.”

Ralph was slowly gathering his property together.

“It was my fault, for leaving it around,” he said. “Now you know.”

Sadi nodded.

“Why don’t you destroy it?” he asked.

“Because I won’t, I won’t!” snarled the other, and pushed the case savagely into his pocket.

He followed Sadi with his eyes as the Moor strolled out of the room and sat motionless, staring at the door and fingering his lip.

Toward the evening, he saw one of Sadi’s men mount his horse, and, leading another, go down the hillside. That could only mean one thing: the messenger was riding to Tangier without drawing rein except to change his horse. And he could only be riding to Tangier on one errand. Ralph Hamon chuckled. For some reason the discovery afforded him intense amusement. Sadi Hafiz was saving his own skin at his expense. In two days — tomorrow perhaps — authorisation would come through from the Sultan’s representative, and he, Ralph Hamon, would be seized by the man whom he had befriended, and carried into Tangier, there to be extradited to stand his trial for — what?

He drew a long whistling breath. His hand unconsciously touched the case in his pocket. There were no safes to hide it there, no strong boxes, and yet a match, one of a hundred from a ten-centimos box, would relieve him of all danger. And he did not, would not, could not burn the accursed thing. He was well enough acquainted with himself to know that he was physically incapable of that last drastic act.

At the back of the house were his own stables, and the grooms’ quarters. He strolled round casually and called the head groom to him.

“I’m going on a journey tonight, but it is secret. You will bring your horse and mine to the river where the road crosses — we’ll go to the coast and afterward into Spanish territory. There is a thousand pesetas for you and yet another thousand if you are a discreet man.”

“Lord, you have sewn up my mouth with threads of gold,” said the man poetically.

Hamon went into Sadi’s room to take dinner with him and was unusually cheerful.

“Do you think they will reach Tangier?” he asked.

“That is certain,” said Sadi, “but I have as good a tale as any. I told her I was taking her back to her friends. I did not harm her in any way and I think I will be able to satisfy the consulate that the young lady was alarmed for no good reason. The beggar I shot at — why? Because I do not know that he is Mr. Morlake. To me he is an evil old thief from whom I am rescuing the lady. Yes, the consulates will accept my story.”

“And do you think I
 shall be able to satisfy the consulates?” asked Hamon, fixing his blazing eyes on the wounded man.

Sadi shrugged his shoulder and winced with the pain of it.

“You are a rich man and powerful,” he said diplomatically. “I am a poor Moor, at the mercy of foreigners. Tomorrow I will go back to Tangier,” he said, “and you?”

“Tomorrow I also may go to Tangier,” said Hamon, not moving his eyes from the other, and he saw him shift uncomfortably.

“These things are with God,” said the philosophical Sadi.

The household went to bed early. Sadi’s men had been accommodated within the walls — a course which satisfied their chieftain. Midnight was striking on the little clock in the drawingroom when Hamon, dressed for riding, and wearing a thick coat that reached to his knees, came down the stone stairs to the hall. He wore rubbers over his shoes and made no sound as, creeping to the door of the room where Sadi was sleeping, he turned the handle softly. Only a candle burnt to give light to the sick man and Hamon stood, listening in the open doorway, till he heard the regular breathing of the sleeper. Then he drew a long, straight knife from his pocket and went into the room. He was only there a few minutes, and then the candle was extinguished and he came out.

He rode hard for two hours and halted whilst his groom heated some water and prepared a meal, and in the light of the dancing fire, the man said in alarm:

“Lord, there is blood on your sleeve and on your hands.”

“That is nothing,” said Hamon calmly. “This morning a dog of my house would have bitten me, so I killed him.”
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Sunlight bathed Tangier in a yellow flood, the surface of the bay was a mass of glittering gold; and all that could please the eye was there for their admiration; but the two elderly men who leant over the balustrade of the terrace saw no beauty in the scene; for the heart of one was breaking, and Welling’s ached in sympathy.

The Cadiz mail was in the bay, a black, long-funnelled steamer, that at that moment was taking on the passengers who had been rowed out from the quay.

“I told her I couldn’t come down to see her off, so she won’t be very much disappointed,” said Welling.

“Who? Lydia Hamon?”

Welling nodded.

“She’ll be glad to see the last of Tangier.” A pause. “That girl has the makings of a good woman.”

“All women have,” said Lord Creith quietly. “At least, that has been my experience.”

Welling sniffed sceptically.

“There is no news, I suppose?”

Lord Creith shook his head. His eyes wandered to the stately yacht that lay at anchor in the bay.

“You’ll wait here until you hear something?” suggested Welling.

“I suppose so,” listlessly. “And you?”

“My work is practically done,” said Welling, pulling thoughtfully at his cigar. “I came out to get the beginnings of Hamon, and I’ve pretty well cleaned up the obscurity of his start. He was a floater of fake companies, and was moderately successful until he brought a strange Englishman out here, a man of some wealth. They lived at the house of Sadi Hafiz and were here together for about a fortnight, when the Englishman and Hamon left together. I have discovered that the stranger paid him a very considerable sum of money — I have been round to the Credit Lyonnais, who have turned up the records. The transaction is very clear; the sum paid was fifty thousand pounds on account.”

“On account of what?” asked Lord Creith, interested in spite of his trouble.

“That is what I want to know. Apparently a still larger sum was to be paid, but it certainly did not go into Hamon’s account here.”

“You don’t know the name of this mysterious Englishman?”

The old man shook his head.

“I don’t, but I guess the money was paid. I should say the final payment was made in the vicinity of Hindhead — if I could only be sure of that, Hamon would not show his nose in Tangier again.”

“He won’t anyway,” said Creith bitterly. “By heavens, Welling, if the government of this infernal country doesn’t do something by tomorrow, I’m going to raise an expedition and go into the interior to find my girl! And the day I meet Ralph Hamon will be his last!”

Welling sucked at his cigar, his eyes fixed upon the sunlit waters.

“If Jim Morlake can’t find her, you won’t,” he said.

“Where has he gone?” wailed Creith. “It is the uncertainty about him that is holding me back.”

“Nobody knows. That English dope-fiend that lives at the tailor’s where, I have discovered, Morlake has a room, has been away from Tangier for two days. He came back last night. I’ve got a feeling that he’s in the business, but when I tried to talk with him, he was too sleepy to snore!”

Two people were riding along the beach toward the town. They were less than half-a-mile away, but were conspicuous by reason of their unseemly animation.

“You don’t often see a Moorish man and woman carrying on a bright conversation in public, do you?” said Welling, watching.

“Is the smaller one a woman?” asked Creith.

“I guess so; she is sitting side-saddle.”

Lord Creith fixed his glass and peered at the two, and then the woman raised a hand and waved, and it seemed that the greeting was for him.

“Are they signalling to us?”

“It looks like it,” said Welling.

Lord Creith’s face had gone suddenly pale.

“It can’t be,” he said in a tremulous voice. Then, turning, he ran down the steps across the beach road on to the sands, and the two riders turned their steeds in the direction and kicked them into a gallop.

Welling watched the scene dumfounded. He saw the Moorish woman suddenly leap from the saddle into the arms of the bareheaded old man and then the bigger Moor got down, to be greeted warmly.

“If that is not Jim Morlake, I’m a Dutchman,” said Welling.

In another instant he was flying across the sands to meet them. A crowd of Moors had watched the unseemly behaviour of the unveiled woman and stared painfully at her outrageous conduct.

“I don’t care,” said Joan hilariously. “I feel drunk with happiness.”

In an hour four happy people sat down to the first square meal two of them had taken in days. Welling went away after lunch and came back in an hour with the news that the basha
 had sent a posse to arrest Hamon on information laid by Sadi Hafiz.

“Which means that Sadi, having saved his life, is now rapidly saving his skin,” said Jim. “In a sense I’m glad I didn’t kill him.” He turned to Lord Creith. “You are going to get Lady Joan out of this very quickly, aren’t you?”

“We sail this evening,” said his lordship fervently, “and if there is a gale in the channel and the seas of the Bay of Biscay are mountains high, I’m heading straight for Southampton. I would go home by the nearest route,” he added, “and let the yacht find its way back without my assistance, but the real owner is a personal friend of mine. You’re coming too, Morlake?”

Jim shook his head.

“Not yet,” he said quietly. “I came out here with two objects. One is to a great extent fulfilled; the other remains.”

“You mean Hamon?”

He nodded.

“I’m certainly not going to leave you here, my good man,” said Joan with spirit. “I have an especial right to demand that you will return with us!”

But on this point Jim was obdurate. The day after the yacht sailed, he received news of the death of Sadi Hafiz and the murderer’s flight, and cursed himself for not following his heart. He flew over to Cadiz by military aeroplane, in the hope of picking up the yacht at that port, but even as the aeroplane was crossing the coast line, he saw the L’Esperance
 steaming out. He caught the afternoon train to Madrid, and was on the quay at Southampton to welcome them. And Joan did not see the man she loved until another month had passed, for Jim Morlake had been seized with a sudden shyness and a doubt had come to his mind which had developed into an obsession.
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“Hanimals are hanimals,” said the aggrieved Binger. “They ‘ave their places, the same as everything helse.”

“They may have their places, but if you kick my dog,” said Jim Morlake, “I shall kick you!”

“If you kick me, sir,” said Binger with dignity, “I shall hoffer my resignation.”

Jim laughed and caressed the lame terrier who was showing his teeth at the valet.

“A hanimal’s place is in the country, sir, if you’ll excuse me.”

“I won’t excuse you, Binger,” said Jim good-humouredly. “Get out.”

He filled his pipe and sat back in the deep chair, scanning the evening newspaper and the terrier, who had resented the gentle kick which Binger had delivered because of a certain missing mutton-bone, put his head between his paws and went to sleep.

Presently Jim put down his newspaper, went to the bookshelf in his bedroom and brought back a large atlas. He turned the pages until he came to the coast line of Morocco and with a pencil he traced the possible avenues of escape that might lie open to a hunted murderer. He was in the midst of this occupation when Welling came.

“Planning out a honeymoon trip?” he asked pleasantly and Jim flushed.

“I am not contemplating a honeymoon trip,” he said a little stiffly.

“Then you’re wasting a perfectly good atlas,” said the calm detective, laying his hat carefully over the head of the sleeping dog. “Your man is alive.”

“Hamon?” asked Jim quickly.

The detective nodded.

“Two bank drafts have been cashed, both in Tangier, for a considerable sum. They were made payable to Hamon in a fictitious name — I only discovered the fact yesterday when I went to one of his banks. Hamon had several accounts running, and it was rather difficult to discover them all; but when I did get on to the right track I made that discovery. The drafts have been honoured — in fact, they’re back in England.”

Jim looked serious.

“Then he got to Tangier?”

“Undoubtedly, but that would be easy. I am willing to accept your theory that he got through to the Spanish territory. From Tetuan to Tangier is only a step. I think one of the Gibraltar steamers calls at both ports.”

“He’ll stay there if he is wise.”

“But he isn’t wise,” said Welling. “It is dangerous enough for him in Tangier. He’ll be tried for the murder of Sadi Hafiz if he is detected. The mere fact that he has drawn this money seems to me to be pretty convincing proof that he’s shaking Tangier at the earliest opportunity — probably he is away by now. It is rather curious to see you fiddling with that atlas. I was doing exactly the same thing this morning, guessing the lines he took—”

“Which would be — ?”

“Gibraltar-Genoa, or Gibraltar-Naples. Genoa or Naples to New York or New Orleans. New York or New Orleans to London, or maybe Cadiz and a banana boat to Thames River — that’s
 more likely.”

“You think he’ll come here!” asked Jim in surprise.

“Certainly,” said the other. “And what is more, we shall never take him.”

Jim put down his atlas and leant back in his chair.

“You mean you’ll never capture him?” he asked in surprise.

The detective shook his head.

“We may capture him, though at present we’ve no evidence worth the gum on a penny stamp,” he said, “but he’ll never hang. Because he is mad, Morlake! I’ve seen the report of the doctor who examined Sadi Hafiz after he was found, and I can tell you, as a student of medical jurisprudence, that Ralph Hamon is the third lunatic I’ve met in this case.”

Jim lit his pipe again.

“Am I one?” he asked ironically.

“No, there have been three, but you haven’t been one. The first was Farringdon, who was undoubtedly mad; the second was Bannockwaite, who is also mad but not dangerous; the third is Hamon, who is the worst of the lot.”

Jim Morlake pondered as he recalled the characteristics of the men.

“Bannockwaite is the maddest of the lot,” he said at last.

“He has left Tangier,” nodded Welling. “The British Minister gave him twentyfour hours to quit, for some reason, which I haven’t discovered, but which was probably due to your representation. He went over to Algeciras, but the Spanish people sent him packing. He was in Paris until yesterday. He is in London tonight.”

“How do you know?” asked Jim in surprise.

“I had him tailed from the station. He is living in a little lodging in Stamford Street, Blackfriars.”

Jim was not sufficiently curious to enquire much about the decadent minister, but now he learnt for the first time that Bannockwaite was practically penniless at the time when he was supposed to have died. He had run through a large fortune, scattering his money lavishly. His only income was from a group of houses the rents of which had been left to him by a maternal aunt in the days when he was so wealthy that he had regarded the legacy with something like contempt. These had been overlooked by him in the final squandering of his patrimony, and when he would have sold them the estate was fortunately in bankruptcy. Enough had been realised to clear his debts, but the administration of this little property remained in the trustee’s hands.

“A remarkable fellow,” said Welling, shaking his head. “He built three churches, endowed an orphanage, and brought more souls to the verge of hell than any living man.”

Welling was on his way home. He had lately got into the habit of calling at the flat in Bond Street.

“Why don’t you go back to Wold House?” he asked.

“I prefer this place for the time being. It is rather cold in the country,” Jim excused himself lamely.

“What are you afraid of?” asked the detective contemptuously. “A bit of a girl!”

“I’m afraid of nothing,” said Jim, going red.

“You’re afraid of Joan Carston, my lad,” and he spoke the truth.

Jim saw him out and went back to his pipe and his atlas, but now he had no interest in tracing possible routes, and closing the book returned it to the shelf.

Yes, he was afraid of Joan Carston — afraid of what she might feel and think; afraid that, in her less emotional moments, she would feel he had taken advantage of his disguise and sneaked into matrimony — that was his own expression. He was afraid that the marriage was not legal — equally afraid that it was. He might have accepted one of Joan’s invitations, that grew colder and colder with repetition, and gone down to Creith House and talked it over with her, but he had shirked the meeting. He heard the front door bell ring and Binger came in.

“There’s a man wants to see you, sir.”

“What sort of a man?”

“Well, to tell you the truth, my hown impression is that he’s hintoxicated.”

“What sort of a man?” asked Jim again.

“He’s what I call the himage of a chronic boozer.”

Jim looked at him and past him.

“Did he give his name?”

“Bannockburn is his name,” said Binger impressively. “In my opinion it is a put-up job. Shall I say you’re hout?”

“No,” said Jim, “he might misunderstand you. Ask your Mr. Bannockburn to come in — by the way, his name is Bannockwaite.”

“It sounds like a piece of hartfulness to me,” said Binger and showed the man into the room.

There was very little improvement in the appearance of the marrying clergyman. He carried himself a little more jauntily, his manner was perhaps less aggressive. He wore a collar and a tie, the former of which had probably been in use since his return to London.

“Good evening, Morlake,” he said with a sprightly wave of his hand. “I think we have met before.”

“Won’t you sit down,” said Jim gravely. “Put a chair for Mr. Bannockwaite.”

Binger obeyed with a grimace of distaste.

“And close the door tight,” said Jim significantly, and Binger bridled as he went out.

“I got your address from a mutual friend.”

“In other words, a telephone directory,” said Jim. “I do not know that we have any mutual friends except Abdullah the tailor of Tangier. An excellent fellow!”

The wreck of a man fixed his glass in his eye and beamed benevolently on Jim.

“A limited but an excellent fellow. The industry of the Moor is a constant source of wonder to me.” He stroked his uneven red beard and looked approvingly round the apartment. “It is delightful, perfectly delightful,” he murmured. “A touch of old Morocco! I specially admire the ceiling.”

Jim was wondering what was the object of the visit, but was not long left in doubt.

“I performed a little service for you, Mr. Morlake,” said Bannockwaite with an airy wave of his swollen hand. “A mere trifle, but in these hard times, necessitas non habet legem
 . At the moment I was not aware that we had such a distinguished — er — client, but it has since transpired, though I have not advertised the fact, that the unprepossessing bridegroom was none other than the very interesting and — if I may be excused the impertinence — the very goodlooking gentleman who is sitting before me.

“To turn my sacred calling into commerce is repugnant to all my finer feelings, but a man of your financial standing will not object to a mere trifle of five guineas. I could make an even larger sum if I wrote a little account, one of those frothy, epigrammatical soufflés of literature with which my name was associated at Oxford, and through the good offices of my friend of the editor of the Megaphone
 —”

“In other words, if I don’t pay your fee of five guineas, you’re going to broadcast the fact that I married Lady Joan Carston?”

“That would be blackmail,” murmured the other and smiled jovially. “No, no, I will tell you candidly, intra muros
 , that I am too lazy to write. My dear fellow, I will be perfectly candid with you — I have no intention of writing,” and again he beamed.

Jim took a note from his pocket and passed it across the table.

“Mr. Bannockwaite, I often wonder whether you think?”

“I beg your pardon?” The man leant forward with an exaggerated gesture of politeness, his hand to his ear.

“Whether I think?” he repeated. “My dear fellow, why should I think? I ask you, in the name of heaven, why I should
 think? I live for the moment. If the moment is good, I am happy; if it is bad, I sorrow. I have lived that way all my life.”

“You have no regrets?” asked Jim wonderingly.

The man pocketed the note, smacked his lips and smiled.

“I shall see you again,” he said, rising.

“If you call again, I will have you thrown out,” said Jim without heat. “I hate to say it to a man of your surpassing intellect, but you are altogether horrible.”

The visitor threw back his head and laughed, with such heartiness that Binger opened the door and stared in.

“My dear fellow,” he said, “you lack something in philosophy. I wish you a very good evening.”

When the door closed upon him, Jim rang the bell for Binger.

“Open the windows and air the room,” he said.

“I should jolly well say so,” said the indignant Binger.

“Then jolly well don’t,” snapped Jim.

He looked at his watch. It was eight o’clock and he was conscious that he had not dined. Binger was a bad cook and Mahmet had not returned from Casa Blanca. To avoid starvation or indigestion, Jim patronised a little restaurant in Soho, but tonight he craved for dishes that were homemade, and the very thought of the rich fare that awaited him in Soho made him feel ill. Home dishes, served in a big old-fashioned diningroom, with a fire crackling on the hearth, the rustle of bare boughs in the garden outside, a frozen lawn, and a river where little fishes leapt. He rang the bell.

“Telephone through to Cleaver and say I’m coming down tonight. Let him get me a large joint of juicy beef, with a mountainous pie to follow. And beer.”

“Tonight, sir?” said Binger incredulously. “It’s height o’clock.”

“I don’t care if it is heighty,” said Jim. “Get me my coat.”

Soon he was speeding through the night, the cold wind rasping his cheeks. This was better than Tangier; better than warm breezes and sunny skies were these scurrying clouds that showed glimpses of the moon. There was a smell of snow in the air; a speck fell against his windscreen and on the south side of Horsham it was snowing fast. The hedges were patched with white and the road revealed by his headlamps began to disappear under a fleecy carpet. His heart leapt at the sight of it. It could not be too cold, too snowy, too rainy, too anything — the country was the only place. There was something wrong about people who wanted to live in town all the year round, and especially in winter. Amongst the attractions of the country he did not think of Joan; yet, if he had thought of the country without her, it would have been drear indeed.

Cleaver greeted him with just that amount of pompousness that Jim enjoyed and took his wet coat from him.

“Dinner is ready, sir. Shall I serve?”

“If you please, Cleaver,” said Jim. “Everything quiet here?”

“Everything, sir. A hayrick caught fire at Sunning Farm—”

“Oh, blow the hayrick!” said Jim. “Is that all the excitement you’ve had here since I’ve been away?”

“I think so, sir,” said Cleaver gravely. “The tortoiseshell cat has given birth to four kittens and the price of coal has risen owing to the strike, but, beyond that, very little has happened. The country is very dull.”

“Are you another of those dull-country people, my man?” said Jim gaily, as he rubbed his hands before the log fire. “Well, get that out of your head! It came on me tonight, Cleaver, that the country is the only place where a man can live. I’ll have a fire in my bedroom, and turn on every light in the study, let up the shades and open the shutters.”

Joan, going to bed, looked out of the window as was her practice, and saw the illumination.

“Oh, you have come back, have you!” she said softly, and kissed her fingertips to the lights.
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“What is worrying me,” said Lord Creith at breakfast, “is the future of this wretched estate.”

“Why, Daddy?” she asked.

“What is going to happen, supposing this horrible scoundrel is arrested and tried and hanged, as very probably he will be? Who inherits Creith House?”

That had not occurred to her.

“His sister, I suppose,” she said, after a moment’s thought.

“Exactly,” said Lord Creith, “and we’re as badly off as ever we were! I’m jiggered in this matter, my dear, absolutely jiggered!”

“Have you actually sold the property?”

“N-no,” said his lordship. “What I gave Hamon was a sort of extravagant mortgage.”

“What kind of mortgage is that?” she asked, smiling.

“Well, he gave me a sum which it is humanly impossible that I could ever pay back, so that foreclosure sooner or later is inevitable, in exchange for which I received the tenancy for life.”

He mentioned a sum which took her breath away.

“Did he pay you all that money?” she said in awe. “Why, Daddy, what did you do with it?”

Lord Creith tactfully changed the subject.

“I gather Jim Morlake is back,” he said. “Why the dickens he hasn’t come down before, I do not know. Really young men have changed since my day. Not that Morlake is a chick, I suppose he’s fifty.”

“Fifty!” she said scornfully. “He may be thirty but he’s not much more.”

“There is very little difference between thirty and fifty, as you will discover when you are my age,” said his lordship. “I sent him a note asking him to come over to breakfast, but I don’t suppose he is up.”

“He is up every morning at six, Daddy,” she corrected him severely, “hours before you dream of coming down.”

“I dream of it,” he murmured, “but I don’t do it. How do you know?”

“He told me a whole lot about himself in Morocco,” she said, and the subject of their discussion was ushered in at that moment.

All his fears had come back to him, and her attitude did not make matters any better. She seemed scarcely interested in his recital of what he had been doing since he came to London, a recital called for by Lord Creith’s persistent question:

“But why on earth haven’t you been down?” demanded his lordship. “Joan—”

“Will you please leave me out of it?” said Joan immediately. “Mr. Morlake isn’t at all interested in my views.”

“On the contrary,” said Jim hastily, “I am very much interested, and as I say I had a tremendous lot of work to do.”

“And I hope you did it,” said Joan briskly, “and now I’m going to the dairy. And don’t come with me,” she said as he half rose, “because I shall be very busy for the next two hours.”

“You’re staying to lunch, Morlake?”

“How absurd, Daddy,” she said. “One would think Mr. Morlake had come down from London for the day! We’re upsetting all his household arrangements and the admirable Mr. Cleaver will never forgive you.”

Lord Creith stared glumly at the visitor after the girl had gone.

“That cuts out lunch so far as you’re concerned, my boy,” he said. “You’re going to stay over for the hunting, of course?”

“I don’t think so.” Jim was annoyed, though he made an effort not to show it. “The country doesn’t appeal to me very much. I came down to get my house in order. I’ve only paid one visit to Wold House since I returned from Morocco. I’m going to America next week,” he added.

“It is a nice country,” said his lordship, oblivious to the fact that he was called upon to show some regret or surprise.

Jim went home feeling particularly foolish and was irritated at himself that he had been guilty of such childishness.

The visitor was gone when Joan came back to lunch.

“Where is Mr. Morlake?” she asked.

“He’s gone home, where you sent him,” said Lord Creith, unfolding a serviette with care.

“But I thought he was staying to lunch?”

Lord Creith raised his pained eyes at this shocking piece of inconsistency.

“You knew jolly well he was not staying to lunch, Joan!” he said severely. “How could the poor man stay to lunch when you sent him home? I’m going to London tomorrow to see him off.”

“Where?” she gasped.

“He’s going to America,” said his lordship, “South America, probably. And,” he added, “he will be away ten years.”

“Did he tell you that?” she demanded, staring at him.

“He didn’t mention the period,” he answered carefully, “but I gathered from his general outlook on things that he finds Creith dull and that a few healthy quibbles with a boa-constrictor on the banks of the perfectly horrible Amazon would bring amusement into his life. Anyway, he’s going. Not that I intended seeing him off. I can’t be bothered.”

“But seriously, Daddy, is he leaving Creith?”

His lordship raised his eyes wearily and sighed.

“I’ve told you twice that he’s going to America. That is the truth.” He pulled out a chair and sat down.

“I don’t want anything, thank you, Peters.”

“Aren’t you eating? You’ve been drinking milk,” accused his lordship. “There’s nothing like milk for putting you off your food. And it will make you fat,” he added.

“I haven’t been drinking milk. I’m just simply not hungry.”

“Then you’d better see the doctor.”

She dropped her head on her hands, her white teeth biting at her underlip. Lunch promised to be a silent meal until she said:

“I don’t believe he is going!”

“Who?”

“Who were we talking about?”

“We haven’t talked about anybody for a quarter of an hour,” said his lordship in despair. “You’re the most unsociable woman I’ve ever dined with. Usually people do their best to amuse me. And believe me I pay for amusing! He’s going!”

She raised her eyebrows to signify her indifference.

“I don’t believe he is going,” she said. “I’m hungry and there isn’t anything to eat. I hate lamb!”

Her parent sighed patiently.

“Go and lunch with him, my dear, for heaven’s sake! Take a message from me that you’re growing more and more unbearable every day. I wonder, by the way, if you’ll ever develop into an old maid? We had an aunt in our family — you remember Aunt Jemima — she was taken that way. She bred rabbits, if I remember aright….”

But Joan did not want to discuss her Aunt Jemima and flounced up to her room.

His lordship was in his study when he saw her walking across the meadows in the direction of Wold House and shook his head. Joan could be very trying….

“Thank you, Cleaver,” said Jim. “I don’t think I want any lunch.”

“It is a woodcock, sir,” said Cleaver anxiously. “You told me last night you could enjoy a woodcock.”

Jim shuddered.

“Take it away, it seems almost human! Why do they serve woodcocks with their heads on? It isn’t decent.”

“Shall I get you a chop, sir?”

“No, thanks, a glass of water, and bring me some cheese — no, I don’t think I’ll have any cheese — oh, I don’t want anything,” he said, and got up and poked the fire savagely.

“Jane Smith,” said a voice from the doorway. “I’ve announced myself.”

She took off her coat and handed it to Cleaver and threw her hat on to a chair.

“Have you had any lunch?”

“I haven’t; I’m not hungry.”

“What have you got for lunch?” she asked.

“We have a woodcock,” said Jim dismally. “It isn’t enough for two.”

“Then you can have something else,” said Joan, and rang the bell. “Jim, are you going to America?”

“I don’t know. I’m going somewhere out of this infernal place,” he said gloomily. “The country gives me the creeps; snowing all the morning and the sound of the wind howling round the house makes my hair stand up.”

“You’re not going anywhere, you are staying in Creith; I’ve decided that,” said Joan.

She was eating bread and butter hungrily.

“Don’t they feed you at home?” asked Jim looking at her in wonder.

“What are you going to do about us?” was her reply.

“What do you mean — us?” he asked, inwardly quaking.

“About our marriage. I’ve taken legal advice and there is not the slightest doubt that we’re married. At the same time there’s not the least doubt that we’re not. You see I’ve been to two sets of lawyers.”

“Have you really?”

She nodded.

“I haven’t been to lawyers exactly, but I’ve written to two newspapers that give free advice and one says one thing and one says the other. Now what are we to do?”

“What do you want to do?” he countered.

“I want to get a divorce,” she said calmly, “except for the publicity. I shall base my petition on incompatibility of temperament.”

“That isn’t a good cause in this country.”

“We shall see.”

Jim drew a long face.

“There’s another way out of the trouble, Mrs. Morlake,” he said.

“Don’t call me Mrs. Morlake. At the worst, I am Lady Joan Morlake. Jim, are you really going to America?”

“I’ve had very serious thoughts about it,” he said. “But honestly, what are we to do, Joan? My lawyer says that it is no marriage because the necessary licence is not issued, and the mere fact that a clergyman performed the ceremony does not legalise it.”

Consternation was in her face when he looked at her.

“Do you mean that?” she said.

“Are you sorry?”

“No, I’m not exactly sorry. I’m annoyed. That means that we’ve got to get married all over again. And, Jim, that will take an awful time….”

Cleaver, coming in at that moment, turned round and went out again very quickly, and it seemed almost as if the woodcock winked.
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It had snowed all night. The roads were ankle-deep but the man who tramped doggedly through the mean streets of East London hardly noticed the weather. It was too early to get a cab. The little ship had come in with the tide and was moored near Tower Bridge and he had had some difficulty in persuading the man at the docks to let him pass, but as he carried no luggage, that difficulty had been overcome, and now he was heading for the city.

He passed Billingsgate, crowded even at that early hour, and turning up Monument Hill, came to the Mansion House. Here he found a wandering taxi which set him down at the end of Grosvenor Place. There was nobody in sight. The snow was falling again and a fierce wind had driven the policeman to cover. The blinds of the house were drawn, he noticed, and wondered whether it was empty. Taking a key from his pocket, he opened the door.

Nothing had been moved. He had sold the house and the new tenant had told him he would not wish to take possession for a year. He muttered his satisfaction. Looking into the drawingroom, he saw it was untouched. On one of the tables was an embroidery frame, the needle showed in the fabric and he nodded. Lydia was here then, she had not returned to Paris, and she was wise. On the way upstairs he met a servant coming down and the woman stared at him as though he were a ghost. Fortunately he knew her.

“You needn’t tell anybody I’m back,” he said gruffly and went on to his room.

It looked very desolate with its sheeted furniture. The floors were bare and the bed innocent of clothing. He took off his overcoat and looked at himself in the glass with a queer smile, and he heard a rustle of feet on the landing outside. The door opened suddenly and Lydia came in in her dressing-gown.

“Ralph!” she gasped. “Millie told me that she had seen you.”

“Well, she told the truth,” he said, looking at her strangely. “So you’re here, are you?”

“Yes, Ralph, I came straight back.”

“After telling the police as much as you could about me?”

“I told them nothing,” she said.

He grunted his disbelief.

“Ralph, there’s a story about Sadi Hafiz. He was murdered in Morocco and you were — you were in the house.”

“Well?” he asked.

“Is that true?”

“I didn’t know he was dead,” he said, not meeting her eyes. “Besides, what happened in Morocco is nothing to do with us here. They can’t extradite me for a murder committed in a foreign country. And if they do who’s to prove I did it? Sadi Hafiz got what was coming to him,” he said cunningly. “I killed him because he insulted you.”

She knew he was not speaking the truth but did not argue with him.

“The police have been here,” she began.

“Of course they’ve been here. Haven’t you been running round with old Welling? I heard about it in Tangier. As to the police, I’m going to Welling this morning.”

“Ralph, you’re not!” She laid her hand on his arm but he shook it off.

“I’m going to Welling this morning, I tell you. I’ve been thinking things over on the ship and I’m sick of living like a hunted dog. If they’ve got anything on me, let them produce it. If it is a question of trial, why I’ll stand my trial! Get me something to eat.”

She hurried away, coming back to tell him that she had laid a tray in his study.

“I suppose the police have looked there too, haven’t they?”

“They didn’t look anywhere, Ralph,” she said, “they merely called. They had no warrant—”

“Hadn’t they?” He turned on her quickly, a gleam in his eyes. “That means that they’re not sure of themselves,” he added. “I’ll see old Welling to-day and he will be a very surprised man. Then I’m going down to Creith, my property,” he said emphatically.

“Ralph, you’re mad to go to the police,” she said tremulously, “couldn’t you go abroad somewhere?”

“I’ve had too much of abroad already. I tell you I’m going to surprise old man Welling.”

Inspector Welling was not easily shocked, but when a policeman came into his office that morning and laid a card on his table he almost jumped from his chair.

“Is he here?” he asked incredulously.

“Yes, sir, in the waiting-room.”

“He himself?” He could not believe his ears.

“Yes, sir.”

“Bring him along,” and even then he did not expect to see Ralph Hamon.

Yet it was the Ralph of old, with his immaculate silk hat and his well-fitting morning coat, who walked into the office and laid his cane upon the officer’s table and smiled down into his astonished face.

“Good-morning, Welling,” he said cheerfully. “I understand that you have been looking for me?”

“I certainly have,” said Welling, recovering from the shock of surprise.

“Well, here I am,” said Hamon, and found a chair for himself.

He looked ten years older than he had when Welling saw him last, and the frothy little locks that covered the top of his head had completely disappeared, leaving him bald.

“I want you to account for what you did — or, at any rate, for your movements — in Morocco,” said Welling, beginning cautiously. Anything further that he might have said was interrupted by his visitor’s laughter.

“You can’t ask me anything, Welling, or make any enquiries, unless you are requested to do so by the police authorities of that district in which Sadi Hafiz died. You see, I am making no disguise of the fact that I know it is Sadi Hafiz’s murder you are thinking about. My sister tells me you also require certain information concerning Farringdon and his untimely end. I can only tell you that, at the time of his murder, I was in London, and if you can prove to the contrary you are welcome to take any steps which you may think necessary.”

The detective looked at him from under his bushy eyebrows.

“And what of the murder in the little cottage overlooking the Devil’s Punch Bowl?” he asked.

Not a muscle of Ralph Hamon’s face moved.

“That is a new one to me,” he said, “though the locality sounds familiar. I had a bungalow there — or in that region.”

“It is about the bungalow I am speaking,” said Welling. “A man was killed there, stripped and put into a sailor’s suit, and left for dead on the Portsmouth Road. He was picked up, as you probably know, by Mr. James Lexington Morlake, and conveyed to the Cottage Hospital, where he died. I have examined the premises, and I find bloodstains on the wall of the kitchen.”

Ralph Hamon smiled slowly.

“Have you also found that I put them there?” he asked drily. “Really, Captain Welling, I am not prepared to discuss these crimes in detail. What I do ask you plainly is this.” He got up and walked across to the table, and stood leaning upon its edge, looking down into Welling’s upturned face.

“Have you any charge to make against me? Because, if you have, I am here to answer that charge.”

Welling did not reply. The enemy had carried the war into his country, and had established a very favourable point for himself. He was practically demanding an enquiry into rumour and a precipitation of suspicion. There was no warrant for the man, no definite charge against him. Even Scotland Yard would hesitate to arrest Ralph Hamon on the information it possessed; and he knew that the man was on safe ground when he said that no charge could follow the murder of Sadi Hafiz unless representations had been made by the Moorish Government — and none had been made.

“Most of the charges are those which you are bringing yourself,” he drawled. “I do not even ask you to produce your pocket-case and show me its contents.”

He watched the man narrowly as he spoke. If Hamon had shown the slightest uneasiness, if he had turned the conversation elsewhere, if he had protested against the suggestion, he would have arrested the man on the spot and have searched him, on any charge that came into his head. But the answer of Ralph Hamon was characteristic. He dived his hand into his pocket and flung the case on to the table.

“Look for yourself,” he said, “and if you wish to search me ..,” he flung out his arms— “you are at liberty.”

Welling opened the case and examined the papers it contained with a professional eye. Then he handed the leather pouch back to its owner.

“Thank you,” he said. “I will not detain you, Mr. Hamon.”

Hamon picked up his hat and stick, pulled on his gloves and walked leisurely to the door.

“If you want me, you know where you will find me — either at my house in Grosvenor Place, or at my country residence, Creith House.”

Welling smiled.

“I never find anybody except in the place I put them,” he said.

Ralph Hamon strolled down the long corridor, twirling his stick, and out on to the Thames Embankment, where a hired car was awaiting him. On his way through the Park he looked back wondering which of the taxicabs which were bowling along behind contained the shadow that Welling had affixed to him.

He found Lydia waiting in a state of nervous tension.

“What did they say, Ralph?” she asked, almost before he was in the room.

“What could they say?” he smiled contemptuously.

He went to her writing bureau, pulled out a cheque book and sat down.

“Since you are so infernally nervous, you had better go off to Paris this afternoon,” he said, and, writing a cheque, tore it out and handed it to her.

She looked at the amount and gasped; then, from the cheque, her eyes went back to her brother.

“Have you this amount in the bank?” she asked, and he swung round to stare at her.

“Of course I have,” he said.

He turned again to the table, wrote another cheque and, enclosing it in an envelope, added a card: “With Compliments,” and, having addressed the envelope, rang the bell.

“We have no butler now, Ralph,” she said nervously. “Would you like me to take the letter to the post? Are you staying in?” she added.

“No,” he answered curtly, “I am going to my wife.”

Her hand went up to her mouth.

“Your wife, Ralph?” she faltered. “I did not know you were married.”

“I am referring to Joan,” he said gravely, and went out, and up to his room.

She sat motionless, twisting a torn handkerchief in her hand, and after a while she heard him come down again and the street door close. She went to the window and looked out, to see him enter his car and drive off. He had changed his attire, and wore the suit he had been wearing when he arrived that morning. Before the car was out of sight, she was flying up to her room to dress, for she knew that the moment of crisis was at hand.
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Welling was going out to lunch when she arrived, and he met her literally on the doorstep.

“I must see you, Captain Welling, at once,” she said. “It is vitally important.”

“Come back to my room,” he said kindly. “You look ill, Lydia.”

“I am distracted. I don’t know what I shall do,” she said, her voice trembling.

In his room he poured her a glass of water, and waited until she was sufficiently composed to tell him the object of her visit.

“It is about Ralph,” she said. “He was here this morning?”

The old man nodded with a rueful smile.

“He was here, and he emerged with flying colours,” he said. “If it was a bluff, it was the cleverest bluff I’ve met with. You have seen him since?”

She nodded.

“He came back to the house, and I haven’t seen him so buoyant in years. He asked me if I would like to go to Paris, and gave me a cheque. Here it is.”

She handed him the cheque and the detective took it and read, and when he had read, he whistled. For the sum which Ralph Hamon had drawn was a million pounds!

“What is that?” he asked, seeing the envelope in the girl’s hand. It was addressed to him, he saw. “From your brother?” he asked with a frown.

She nodded, and, tearing open the envelope, he extracted a second cheque, which was also for a million pounds.

Welling bit his lip.

“That looks pretty bad to me,” he said. “Where is he now?”

“He’s gone off to see Joan. He called her his wife,” said the girl.

She was crying softly, and he put his arm around her shoulder and patted her cheek.

“You’re going to have a bad time for a while, Lydia,” he said, “and I am going to help you all I know how. You must stay at an hotel tonight, and not your maid or any of your servants must know where you are. Come and lunch.”

She protested that she had no appetite, but he insisted, and did not leave her until he had carried her bag into the vestibule of the Grand Central and handed her over to the especial care of the hotel detective.

He had come so far in a taxicab, but a big police car was waiting for him, with three men from police headquarters.

Jim was practising with a golf club on the lawn when the car arrived.

“A queer occupation,” said Welling, for the snow lay thick everywhere.

“If you dip a gold ball in ink—” began Jim lightly, when he caught sight of the car’s three half-frozen men who were huddled in its depths. “Come inside, Welling,” he said. “What is the trouble?”

“There is trouble for somebody, and I’m not quite sure who it is going to be,” said Welling.

He told all he knew, related the incident of the cheques, and Jim listened in silence.

“I am putting two men at Creith House. You had better put up the other here.”

Jim shook his head.

“Let the three go to Creith House,” he said. “I can look after myself. Has he left London?”

Welling nodded.

“He had a car in a garage — a public garage — near by. Unfortunately, I was not able to trace that until it was too late. This afternoon he took it out, and since then he has not been seen.”

Snow was falling heavily when the police car turned through the gates of Creith House and made a slow and noisy way up the drive. Lord Creith watched the arrival from the diningroom window, and came to the door to meet them. At the first sight of Welling his face fell.

“There is going to be bother,” he said fretfully. “You stormy old petrel!”

They were glad to get into the warmth and cosiness of the library, for it was bitterly cold and the snow was freezing as it fell.

“Who are you after?” asked Creith anxiously. “Not Hamon?”

Welling nodded.

“Hamon it is. He is in England, and probably not four miles from Creith,” he said, and his lordship looked serious.

“Where is Joan?” asked Welling.

“She is out,” said Creith. “Mrs. Cornford asked her to go down to lunch at the cottage.”

Welling shook his head reprovingly.

“From now on, until this man is under lock and key, she must not be allowed out alone,” he said. “Somebody ought to go and bring her back.”

But Jim was already on his way. He ploughed knee-deep through the icy covering, and, finding that the short cut to the cottage would in the end be the longest way, he struggled back to the drive and followed the wall path. Here he found the tracks of Joan; the impress of her rubber boots was plain, and he felt a little thrill of satisfaction in this evidence of her nearness.

Then, for no apparent reason, the footprints turned to the right, entering the deeper snow that had drifted about a clump of bushes. With an exclamation of surprise, he followed them. They led him deeper and deeper into the snow, until they turned again and disappeared.

He peered into the bushes but could see no sign of her. Crushing his way between the snow-covered boughs, he found a comparatively clear space where the grass showed. But there was no sign of Joan. She must have gone out somewhere, and he pushed his way clear of the bushes, to find her tracks leading to the path again.

He stood with a frown on his forehead, puzzling out her eccentric movements. And then he saw another set of footprints which were obviously recent, for the falling snow had not yet obliterated them. They were fairly small, and the toes were pointed. He gasped — Hamon! The girl must have seen him coming along the path, and then flown on to her destination.

He turned back, this time following Hamon’s tracks. There were two sets: one going toward Creith House and the other returning; and presently he found the place where the man had turned. Jim unbuttoned his overcoat and took from his pocket the little black automatic, and slipped it into his overcoat; and then, hurrying as fast as the snow would allow him, he made for the gardener’s cottage, all the time keeping his eyes upon the footprints.

At the end of the path the two sets branched off — Joan’s toward the cottage. He ran up the cottage path, and a glance at the house told him that something unusual had happened. The shutters were drawn in every room. He knocked at the door, and, receiving no answer, knocked again more loudly.

“Are you there, Mrs. Cornford?” he called, and he thought he heard a creaking sound inside, and flung himself against the door.

It shook under his weight, and an agonised voice called:

“If you open the door, I will shoot you.”

It was the voice of Joan!

“It is I, Joan,” he called eagerly. “Look through the keyhole — it is Jim!”

He walked back half-a-dozen paces in order to give her a clear view, and, as he did so, he felt his hat jerked violently from his head. That and the crack of the explosion came together, and he spun round to face the danger. Nobody was in sight.

And then the door of the cottage opened.

“Keep inside,” he cried. “For God’s sake don’t come out.”


Ping!


The bullet struck the wall of the cottage with a snap, and, running, he gained the shelter of the passage and slammed the door.

“Oh, I’m so glad!” sobbed the girl distraitly. “Oh, Jim, I’m frightened — frightened! I saw him in the grounds,” she went on, when he had soothed her.

“And you hid in the bushes — I followed your tracks. He didn’t see you?”

She shook her head.

“Not until I was nearly at the cottage, and then he ran after me. Mrs. Cornford had seen him, and had put up her shutters. It is Hamon, isn’t it?”

Jim nodded.

The shutters operated from inside the house, and he gently raised the lower half of one and peered out. He had hardly done so before a bullet smashed the window, tore a long, jagged hole in the wooden shutter, and temporarily numbed his hand with the shock.

“I think we had better wait,” he said. “Welling will have heard the shots. Our only hope is that friend Hamon guesses, by my hasty retreat, that I am unarmed, and comes to close quarters.”

“Have you no weapon?” she asked anxiously.

He produced a little pistol.

“Only this,” he said, “which is comparatively useless except at short range. It is, in fact,” he smiled, “the weapon with which I have terrified night watchmen and unfortunate banking officials these ten years past.”

He had rightly estimated the effect of his precipitate flight upon the cunning madman who was glaring at the house from behind the cover of a wood pile. Hamon knew that Jim Morlake would not fly into the house if he had a gun handy; and he knew, too, that the sound of the shooting must soon bring assistance. Already a curious and fearful knot of children had gathered in the middle of the street at a respectful distance, and if he were to accomplish his great revenge, and bring to fruition a plan that had occupied his mind for the past three months, he must move quickly.

He sprang from his place of concealment and ran across the cottage garden; and, as he expected, he drew no fire from the house. He looked round for something he could use as a battering-ram, and his eyes returned to the wood pile, and going back, he picked up a heavy branch and brought it to the door. The whole cottage seemed to shake under the impact of the ram, and Jim, watching from the passage, knew that the lock would not stand another blow.

“Keep back,” he warned the girl in a whisper, and slipped through the door which led from the passage into the room where Farringdon had lost his life.

Again Hamon struck, and the lock broke with a crash. In another second, Hamon had pushed open the door, and, gun in hand, had stepped in. He saw the open doorway and guessed who stood there.

“Come out, Morlake!” he screamed. “Come out, you dog!”

He fired at the lintel, and the bullet ricochetted past Jim’s face. Jim was waiting for the second shot, and when it came he leapt out, his little black pistol levelled.

Before Hamon could fire, Jim pressed the trigger. There was no explosion. Only from the muzzle of the black “gun” shot with terrific force a white spray of noxious vapour. It struck the would-be murderer in the face, and with a choking gasp he fell heavily to the floor.

Jim’s eyes were watering, he himself found it difficult to breathe, and he came back for a moment to the girl, who held her handkerchief to her mouth.

“Open the windows,” he ordered quickly, and then went back to the unconscious man, just as Welling and his men came flying up the path.

“It isn’t pleasant, is it?” said Jim, eyeing his stubby gun with a smile. “It has never carried a cartridge, because it isn’t built that way. It throws a spray of pure ammonia vapour, and throws it a considerable distance.”

It was necessary to put the maniac into a strait-jacket before he could be moved to the nearest lock-up, and they did not see Welling again until he came to Creith House late that afternoon, weary and bedraggled, but with a look of triumph in his eyes.

“Well,” he said, speaking to the company in general but addressing Jim, “I have discovered the mystery is not such a mystery after all. And why I did not hit upon the solution as soon as I heard and knew that you were burgling banks and strong rooms in order to secure a document which would incriminate Ralph Hamon, I cannot for the life of me understand. Maybe I am getting old and dull.”

“I am too,” said the girl, “for it certainly puzzles me.”

Lord Creith stretched his hands to the blazing warmth, rubbed them together and ruminated profoundly.

“I give it up too — our American friend must explain. But perhaps you have the document, Welling?”

Captain Welling smiled.

“It is here,” he said, and produced Ralph Hamon’s pocketbook. “It seemed incredible to me that Hamon should carry about with him a statement written by his victim that would most inevitably bring him to the gallows if it ever was produced in a court of law.”

“Then why the devil didn’t he burn it?” asked Lord Creith irritably, and for answer Welling produced the document.

Lord Creith read it through with a frown.

“He could have burnt this—” he began.

“Turn it over,” said Welling quietly, and Creith obeyed.

He stared for a moment at the engraved letters on the other side.

“Good God!” he said.


The statement was written on the back of a Bank of England note for £100,000
 .

“He could have burnt it,” said Jim, “but his natural cupidity would not allow him to destroy so much money. He dared not pay it into the bank; he could not bring himself to do away with the evidence of his guilt. When I found John Cornford, he was dying, and the first name I heard was that of Ralph Hamon, whom I had met once in Tangier and knew to be a shady customer. And then I recognised in the sailor the mysterious visitor that Hamon had had some months before. Little by little, I learnt from the half-sane man the story of Hamon’s villainy. In order that he might not be wronged, Cornford had changed all his money into one note of a hundred thousand pounds. I was able to trace that at the bank, and even if Hamon had presented it for payment, it would have been stopped. The monkey and the gourd,” he mused; “he could not let go of his treasure and he was caught.”

On a bitterly cold day in January, when the whole country was icebound, and rivers which had never known obstruction were frozen from bank to bank, Jim Morlake and Joan Carston came out of Creith parish church, man and wife. They left that afternoon by car for London, and it was Joan’s wish that they should make a détour through Ascot.

“You are sure you don’t mind, Jim?” she asked for the tenth time, as the car was rolling swiftly along the frozen Bagshot Road.

“Why, of course not, honey. It is very dear of you.”

“He was a boy, just a silly, romantic boy, who had held such promise of a big career, and I feel that this — this ruined him.”

She was thinking of Ferdinand Farringdon, and Jim understood. They halted near the place where the black pines hid the little church in the wood, and she handed a great bunch of lilies to Jim as he got out of the car.

“Lay them on the altar, Jim,” she said, and he nodded and slammed the door tight.

The cold was phenomenal: it struck through his fur-lined coat and made his fingers tingle. How different it was in winter, he thought! And yet the chapel in the wood had a beauty of its own, even on this drear day. As he turned to cross, he stood looking, and then he saw the figure crouched against the steps — a bundle of rags that bore no semblance to anything human. He ran forward and looked down into the cold, grey face, strangely beautiful in death. What freak impulse brought Bannockwaite to the door of the church he had built, there to die in the cold night?

Jim looked round: there was nobody in sight, and, stooping, he laid the lilies on the dead man’s stiffened hands, and, bareheaded, walked back to the car.




Footnote:



1
 In the argot of the London crook, a tea-leaf is a thief.


The End
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John Sands had infinite faith in his star, and, being a precise and methodical soul, he had early in life chosen Bellatrix, which is the star gamma
 in the constellation of Orion, to be his celestial representative and guardian.

Neither Orion nor ³-Orionis was visible as he came slithering down Whitecross Hill, skid round the danger bend into the straight dip which leads to Moulders Coppice, and straightened his car for the final run. The rain was pelting down as it had been pelting for three days. Above him was a scurry of grey clouds, beneath the wheels of his car was naked clay. All the most wonderful non-skid contrivances in the world would not save him from taking a toss down that steep slope leading to the little river if once the car swung an inch too far.

But John Sands not only professed to have faith in his star, but he acted up to his profession. With one hand on the steering-wheel and the other on the handbrake he swerved and swung down the slope, nor did he even regret his decision to take the short cut — they told him the hill road was impossible, and he had smilingly rejected their advice — for his belief in Bellatrix was unbounded.

A confirmed dreamer of dreams, his peril did not interrupt the smooth weavings of his fancy. Perhaps he would meet her? It was, of course, a fantastic idea, but in John Sands’ dreams such things happened. Had he not taken the unfrequented road in sheer obedience to the law — his own law — of romance? He might meet her. He would go to her and take her hand and say: “I know you. You must come with me and I will get you back to London.”

He imagined her, against all reason, as a pale, timid thing, who would shrink from him and look at him with big, wide-open eyes in which fear and hope struggled for the mastery. It was just as likely that she would be stout and coarse and impossibly vulgar, but of course such persons never figured in John Sands’ dreams, which were altogether beautiful or exquisite.

At the foot of the hill his petrol supply gave out and the engine stopped. John climbed from the big coupé
 , where he had been well protected from the elements, and stepped down into a little river of rain, his big, handsome face wearing the grimaces appropriate to discomfort. He dragged out a tin of petrol, filled the tank, cranked up and moved towards the Great North Road.

Rain driven by the full force of a strong southwester brings a man to the realisation of realities and produces a condition unfavourable to the growth of fancy. Nevertheless, so mercurial a man was he, he took the next rise with a song on his lips, and his eyes thrilled with blurred but comfortable visions. He would find her, perhaps, lying exhausted by the roadside. He would leap from his car and lift her up and bring her to warmth and safety. She would open her eyes and look wildly about her. He stopped the car with a jerk, his heart beating a little faster.

She stood in the shelter of a dripping tree, and any less keen-sighted man than he might have missed her, for she was crouching against the trunk, and her dark costume melted into the gloom of the background.

He was sure it was she before he spoke to her. There was a certain spiritual beauty in her pale face which fulfilled all his dream requirements. She had neither cloak nor umbrella. Her black dress was sodden; the straw hat on her head was limp and sloppy, and her black gloves were discoloured as though she had fallen on to the clayey ground.

She stood up, her head thrown back, her graceful body erect, and waited for him. Her eyes were dark with hate, her lips quivered for a second and were still, for she made no sound. John Sands, hat in hand, his heart exultant, was so flustered by the unexpectedness of the meeting, that he forgot all the fine sentiments, all the suave graciousness which he had so often rehearsed.

“I think I know you,” he said. “I heard about you back there,” jerking his head toward the hill. She looked about helplessly, as though for some avenue of escape.

“Don’t touch me!” she breathed, throwing out her hands; “don’t — don’t! I’ll not go back — I’d die rather!”

He laid a hand on her arm and patted her as if she were a restive colt.

“The man at the inn talked about you,” he went on soothingly. “Just then — you know. I don’t know anything about you — and I don’t want to know,” he added hastily and a little more loudly. “You are not to tell me anything, you understand. I don’t want to know.”

She looked at him in bewilderment.

“What are you going to do?” she asked.

“You get in that car,” said he. “In about five minutes we’ll strike the North Road and I’ll run you into London. I have a little house in Charles Street,” he added inconsequently.

She hesitated.

“You know?” she began.

“I know,” he said loudly and peremptorily. “I know all I want to know. I don’t want to know anything more. Will you please understand that? I — do — not — want — to — know — any — more.”

She inclined her head.

He observed as she walked past that her boots were sodden and clay-soiled, and that her dress was dripping water.

“Get into the back,” he commanded, and added: “I am glad you’re pretty.”

She smiled, involuntarily it seemed, because she composed her face immediately, but it was a smile that was well up to John Sands’ expectations.

He stopped only long enough to put another tin of petrol in the tank, and came to the North Road without mishap. There was no incentive to dream now, the reality was so close. He slowed the car before a women’s outfitters, glanced back undecidedly, and then, with a half apology, continued on his way. The gloom of evening lay over London when he brought the car to the door of his tiny house in Charles Street.

“Don’t get out yet,” he said.

He descended, passed round the car and opened the door before he came back to assist her to alight. Perhaps there was no necessity for caution, but John Sands took few risks and put no needless strain upon his stellar guardian.

She found herself standing in a lobby enclosed with three ground-glass panels, one of which was a door. When he had shut the street door behind him he opened the other and ushered her into a big room whence a flight of stairs led to an upper storey. In the half-light she gathered it was comfortably, if not luxuriously furnished, and after he had pulled down the blinds and switched on the electric light, she saw what, to her mind, was an ideal bachelor sittingroom.

He looked at her critically and admiringly.

“I don’t suppose there are three women in London who could appear in your plight and yet preserve their dignity,” he said. “What am I going to do about clothes, eh?”

She shook her head smilingly.

“I nearly stopped at a store in the suburbs,” he said, “but thought better of it. There was no need to ask for trouble. We shall have to get over your clothes difficulty somehow.”

With a nod of his head he beckoned her to follow, and passed up the soft carpeted stairs, she in his wake leaving behind her a trail of rainwater.

“I can give you a suit of pyjamas and an old dressing-gown,” he said. “That will have to satisfy you until tomorrow. The newspapers are full of advertisements of ladies’ clothing, and I will send for anything you want.”

She was looking at him curiously, and now for the first time she spoke.

“Why are you doing all this?” she asked.

Then a panic overtook him. Suppose he had made a mistake? Suppose she was not the woman? He had jumped at conclusions, but it was possible.

“Let me see your hand,” he said.

It was still covered with the discoloured gloves, and slowly she took them off. He took her hands in his and looked at them. They were rough and red, the fingertips coarse, the hands of a manual worker. He looked from the hands to the delicate face and smiled.

“You gave me a scare,” he said. “All right. What were you asking?”

“I asked you what is the meaning of this — kindness?” she asked.

He shrugged his shoulders.

“Well, my young friend,” he said, “it means that I have been able to render you a mighty important service, and my advice to you is not to look a gift-horse in the mouth. I don’t know very much about you, but I guess you are pretty willing at this moment to do anything for a quiet and comfortable life — I am not going to ask you to do anything that a self-respecting woman should not do,” he added hastily.

She laughed.

“There is little that I wouldn’t do,” she said softly. “Where shall I find you when I want you?”

“I shall be downstairs,” he said. “I live alone in this house, and I am just going to telephone to the garage to ask them to send a man to take my car. Afterwards I can give you a meal and we can talk.”

“You know my name?” she asked.

“I don’t know it,” he said with truth, “and I don’t want to know it. What is your Christian name?”

“Margaret,” she said.

“Then you are Margaret Smith as far as I am concerned,” said John Sands firmly. “Margaret Smith is an easy name to remember.”
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He went downstairs conscious of the fact that he had been flustered out of his normal habit of thought. It was not exactly the kind of introduction that he had pictured, wherein he saw himself very self-possessed, mildly amusingly, absolutely master of the situation. He was the latter, no doubt, but he was annoyed to realise that he had been at best a little commonplace. Even his mystery — and to the girl it was a mystery indeed — was open to the most tawdry interpretation.

He saw the car away and drew a curtain across the room, dividing it into two. The table had been laid at the far end, and there was very little to do except to fix an electric plug which set the kettle boiling for the coffee. She came down — not, as he had expected, a grotesque or ludicrous figure, but preserving all the dignity, and more, that she had shown at the first meeting. His ample dressing-gown she had in some mysterious fashion fitted to her own slim figure and bound it about with a silk scarf which she had found in his room. How she had disposed of the other garments he dared not think.

She sat down before the electric radiator and put out her hands to the warmth.

“Terrible, aren’t they?” she laughed. “But then, you see, I haven’t lived the kind of life that gives one’s hands a chance. Can I help you to make the coffee? It’s years since I made coffee.”

“No, I can manage,” he smiled. “Warm yourself. You guessed, of course, that the room opposite the bathroom will be yours? I left the door open on purpose, and I am glad to see “ — with a glance at the scarf— “that you have availed yourself of anything you found.”

She lifted her head to listen. The gale had increased in violence. The rain was beating a fierce tattoo against the back window. She shivered a little and drew her chair nearer to the red radiator.

“Horrid, isn’t it?” she asked. “Not a night I should care to spend on the hillside in the open country.”

He was humming a little tune. She saw, watching him, that he was curiously like a woman in his movements. He had that everlasting little smile which is the precious possession of a happy woman, and his hands, as he fiddled with the coffee machine, were white and beautiful. She looked ruefully at her own and made a little grimace.

“I have a weakness for comfort,” he said, “a weakness for old china, for silver, for good music and pretty poetry. Do you play?” he asked.

“A little,” she said.

“Then you shall play me some Grieg after supper,” he said.

She laughed again. She was beginning to feel at home and less suspicious of the man, though God knows she could not afford to be suspicious in any case.

“Good music requires a good musician,” she said, “and I am not the good musician.”

Out of the corner of her eye as she sat warming her hands she was watching his every movement. She saw him take something from his pocket — a little phial — and remove the cork. From this he extracted a small white pellet and dropped it into one of the cups. Unnerved as she was by her experience earlier in the day, she grew tense at the sight and jumped to her feet. She thought she had seen something horribly reminiscent.

“What did you do there?” she asked almost harshly.

He looked round in surprise.

“Do where?” he demanded.

“What have you put into that cup?”

She reached out her hand, lifted the cup and shook the pellet into the palm of her hand.

“What is this?”

Her eyes were fixed on him.

“That? Why, that is saccharine. I do not take sugar.”

“Was the cup intended for you?” she demanded, and then went red. “I am awfully sorry. I am rather unnerved, you know.”

“That’s all right.” He patted her hand. “God bless my life! I intend you no harm. If I had, what would have been easier?”

“I am sorry,” she said in a low voice. “It was very ungracious of me. You must think I am very dreadful.”

“Not at all. I know more about it.”

Nevertheless, for all her apologies, she remarked the cup and did not take her eyes from it until she saw him fill it with steaming coffee, and was careful to examine the contents of her own cup before she allowed him to fill it.

It was a pleasant little dinner. The wine to which he helped her sparingly was rich and good. The coffee which ended it all, to her had a fragrance undreamt of. He gave her brandy as a liqueur, and then drew a chair for her to the radiator and took one on the opposite side.

“Margaret Smith,” he said— “or shall I call you Margaret? — I am going to be very frank with you. That you will respect my frankness I am sure; that you will retain any secrets which I may divulge I am equally certain. I know two facts about you, and two only. I do not want to know anything more. The first of these tacts,” he stated them very carefully and deliberately, ticking them off on his fingertips, “is that until early morning you were a convict at Aylesbury Jail undergoing a life sentence — for what crime I have not taken the trouble to discover. You have served three years of your sentence and have seventeen years of prison before you.”

“Twelve,” she corrected; “or rather, it would have been twelve if I had not attempted to make my escape. I suppose the sentence would be seventeen now.”

“Those are the two facts — that you are an escaped convict and that you have seventeen years to serve in prison. In other words, had I not come along down Whitecross Hill in that providential manner, picked you up and whisked you off to London, you would have been captured, and be at this moment in a punishment cell at Aylesbury Jail awaiting a new sentence.”

She nodded.

“I heard about you when I stopped for lunch at Aylesbury,” he went on. “The man at the hotel who did some trifling repair to my car told me that a woman convict had escaped that morning. He also said that you were a lifer — that is the term, I believe. Who you were, what was your name, what was your crime, he did not know. That is only natural,” said John Sands, speaking to himself. “How would he know? The main fact that a convict had escaped would be the only information which the prison authorities would give him.”

“I was sentenced for a crime of which I was innocent,” said the girl in a low voice.

“I am sorry to hear you say that,” he said. “I was rather hoping that you were guilty.”

She looked up in astonishment, and to his surprise a faint smile trembled at the corners of her lips.

“And of course you were guilty,” said John Sands. “All people who are convicted are guilty, and the innocent convict is a novelist’s creation. The truth is,” he went on, “I need the assistance of somebody with a criminal mind. A criminal mind is necessarily a clever mind and a resourceful mind. Understand that I do not wish you for the moment to commit any more criminal act than to give a false name to a certain British official and act up to that name. I cannot, for example, imagine that you would care to marry under your own name.”

“Marry!” she said, wide-eyed.

“Marry,” repeated John Sands comfortably. “I assure you the prospect is not an appalling one. For you it means comfort, even luxury, continental travel, et cetera, et cetera.”

“Do you want me to marry you?” she asked bluntly. John took her steady gaze without flinching.

“I desire you to marry Marcus Leman,” he said, and she looked at him wonderingly.

“Marcus Leman?” she repeated. “Marcus Leman? Why, that is the American millionaire, the oil man.”

He nodded.

“Marcus Leman is an American millionaire, and he is an oil man,” he said. “That is proposition No. 1, and we will put it aside. Proposition No. 2 is that Marcus Leman is a friend of mine — in fact, I am the only friend he has in Europe or the United States. That is proposition No. 2, and we will put that aside also. You are to marry Marcus Leman at the Griddelsea register office by special licence on Monday week — or will it be Tuesday week? No, I think Monday week will do.”

She threw back her head and laughed.

“You have made this arrangement without consulting me.”

“Naturally,” he replied. “There was very little opportunity for meeting you before to-day.”

“Had you me in your mind?” she asked.

“I confess I had not,” he said. “No; until this morning Marcus’s prospective bride was a dream lady, a creature of fantasy, the kind of woman that I never hope to find. You came to me directed by my star — you know Bellatrix? It is the star gamma
 in the constellation of Orion. No? You do not study astronomy? I admit I had not you in my mind, but to-day a miracle has happened, and you are that miracle.”

“Suppose I do not fall in with your arrangement?” she said. “Suppose I refuse?”

John Sands laughed.

“I should ask you to get again into your wet clothes, I should put you into a damp motorcar, and I should drive you through this infernal night to the place where I found you and turn you loose. That sounds very malicious, but I’m not a malicious man. I am all for peace and quietness, and I assure you I should not have undertaken this adventure but for my tremendous respect for my friend, Marcus Leman. There is something about Marcus” — he shook his head contemplatively— “there is something about him that I like.”

“Well, we need not discuss what would happen,” she said, “because I am not such a fool as to refuse, though I am not quite so keen on being married again.”

“Then you were married?” asked John Sands sharply. “Are you free to marry?”

She nodded.

“It would have been extremely awkward if you had had a husband,” he said, “extremely awkward.”

“Now, what do you expect me to do?” she asked.

“I expect you to go to bed and sleep,” he said.

“And what else?”

“In the morning a woman comes here to clean up. I shall explain to her that you are my sister who has arrived unexpectedly and has lost her trunk, and shall send her out to buy whatever articles of attire you may require. There is no reason why she shouldn’t come up and see you and get the details from you first hand,” he said after a pause. “You can dry your clothes in your room — I suppose they do not bear the prison marks?”

She shook her head.

“They belong to the lady doctor at the prison,” she said. “I took them in the early hours of the morning. It was through her house that I escaped.”

“Very good,” said John Sands. “Very good indeed.”

She rose.

“There is still something you aren’t telling me,” she said.

“There are several things that I’m not telling you,” he agreed, “but they can wait. I realise that in your present condition of mind you are not ripe for the complicated story that I have to tell.”

She was halfway up the stairs before he spoke again.

“I shall not be sleeping in the house tonight,” he said, “but I shall be here very early in the morning. There is a telephone in the lobby if you want to call me. My number will be Paddington 1764. I gather,” he said humorously, “that you do not intend making your escape during my absence? I am putting you on your honour.”

She laughed.

“Don’t be afraid,” she said dryly. “I am not likely to venture out of this house without somebody to guard me.

“You are both wise and cautious,” he approved, “and in all probability you have a very good star. It is a matter which you should take up seriously.”

“Stars!” she called down to him from the landing above with a note of contempt in her tone.

“Star study,” said John Sands firmly, “is a study which more than any other repays the student.”

She went to his room and sat on the edge of the bed, her mind in a whirl. She heard him moving about below, and once his not unmusical voice rose in song of a decorous character. Then, after a while, she heard the click of the light and the soft thud of the street door. She pulled off the dressing-gown and resigned herself, with a smile of satisfaction, to the luxury of linen sheets and soft pillows. She had forgotten how tired she was and did not know until she woke. She had but to close her eyes and open them again to find that it was morning.
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In the meantime John Sands had plodded steadily through the rain in the direction of Berkeley Square. From that aristocratic and exclusive place ran Davis Street, a thoroughfare partly made up of small but expensive shops. It was above one of these that Marcus Leman had his modest flat. Leman lived with his niece in a style which might properly be described as frugal. He had hired the maisonnette furnished, and had been content to live in this place for the past five years.

He was lying on a sofa which was drawn up close to the window when John Sands, who had admitted himself with a key, entered the room. The room was illuminated only by a solitary candle reading-lamp placed on a small table near the head of the sofa. The tiniest of fires glowed in the grate. At sight of the visitor Mark Leman withdrew his eyes from the uncurtained window and rose slowly. He was a tall man and painfully thin. His black suit hung on him like a sack, and his shrunken neck was encircled by a straight white collar which had the appearance of being at least three sizes too large for him. The face was small and yellow, and at that moment covered by a two days’ growth of grey bristles. The only article of jewellery on his person was a large gold chain which ran from the top waistcoat pocket on the one side to the bottom waistcoat pocket on the other. His shirt cuffs were frayed but clean, and his shoes were cracked to the toes but brightly polished, as well they might be, because Marcus Leman, five times a dollar millionaire, had made it a practice of his life to polish his own shoes every morning.

He must have been six feet two in height, for he overshadowed Sands by head and shoulders.

N He nodded toward the sideboard. Two liqueur glasses filled with golden-brown old brandy had been placed on a tray. Sands handed one glass to his host and tossed down the other. It was a queer little ceremony which was invariably carried out.

“You are ten minutes late,” said Leman, wiping his lips. “Get the cards.”

“And lights too, I think,” said Sands, snapping a switch on the wall.

He walked to a small cabinet, took out two packs of cards and a scoring-board, and brought them back to the table.

“What do you see out of the window that interests you?” he asked curiously, for the night was dark and thick.

“I was watching that reporter at work on the other side of the street.”

“Reporter!” said John in surprise.

Leman grunted.

“He’s got an apartment over there. He’s one of Holland Brown’s boys, the New York Mail Advertiser
 .”

“How do you know?” asked John, more interested than was his wont.

“Because he came over and wanted to interview me to-day,” said the other carelessly. “When was I going back to New York? Was it true I was married?”

He chuckled again.

“I suppose that sort of thing interests the American reader,” said John as he shuffled the cards.

“That sort of thing!” snarled the other. “Why, I’m the big story! Say, Sands, it would pay Holland Brown to keep a man to specialise on me. Don’t you read the papers? Interesting! I should say! I’m the biggest news story in America.”

“And is he — specialising on you?” asked John Sands carelessly.

The old man grinned.

“I know as much about him as he knows about me, I guess,” he said. “He’s going back to New York by the next boat, with a grip full of new Leman stories, some I’ve told him and some Faith gave him, I guess.”

“Faith?” Sands raised his eyebrows.

“Sure, Faith,” said Marcus Leman.

“But you don’t allow your niece to associate with that kind of fellow?”

“Why not?” asked the old man. “She ain’t any better than him. In fact, he’s better. He’s earning his fifty dollars a week. She has nothing — and will get nothing.”

“What will you take, senior or junior?”

They were playing piquet — a game which was Mark Leman’s one relaxation and passion. It was a game which accounted to some extent for the strange friendship which existed between these two. John Sands was a master player with an intuition — and piquet is half intuition — that defied the probabilities, and Mark Leman was probably the only man in England who was in the same class.

“I will take the senior,” said John Sands. “What shall it be for?”

“A hundred thousand dollars a point and a million on the rubber,” said Mark Leman glibly.

“That means a cent point and a dollar on the rubber, as usual,” said John without the ghost of a smile, and began dealing the cards.

“Where is Faith?” he asked.

“In her room improving her mind,” said the old man.

“It’s a hell of a life for a girl,” said John.

The elder man grinned.

“Faith will move mountains, eh?” he said. “But Hope, John Sands, Hope! The hope of my dying some day and leaving her a million! They seem to think that I’ve got a weak heart. That’s her.”

There was a tap at the door.

“Come in,” snapped Mark, and a girl entered.

John rose and offered his hand.

“Hullo, Miss Leman! I haven’t seen you for a week,” he said.

He admired Faith Leman with her big grey eyes and her pink-and-white complexion. He admired the vigour and youth of her carriage, the pride of her bearing.

The effect of her coming upon the old man would have been extraordinary to anyone but John Sands, who had so often witnessed such scenes. A dark frown gathered on Mark Leman’s face, and he rasped:

“Well, what do you want?”

She also was used to greetings of this kind, and she took no offence.

“I just looked in to see if there was anything I could do for you,” she said.

“There is nothing you can do for me,” said the old man, “except go to bed. I don’t want a hot-water bottle, or my pillows smoothed, or my hand held, or any of the attentions which the beautiful heiress pays to her dying uncle.”

She lifted her brows slightly, and with a nod to John Sands left the room.

“If you hate that girl, why do you have her round?” asked Sands.

“Mind your own business!” growled the other.

“If there is anything more astonishing than your treatment of her,” said John Sands, “it is that the girl stands for it.”

“She has to, hasn’t she?” growled Mark Leman. “Don’t I keep her mother, and wouldn’t she be in the poorhouse but for me?”

“You will have to leave your money somewhere, anyway,” smiled John.

“It won’t be to her or to her fool mother, do you hear that?” roared Mark. “I have told her so. I’d rather get married. I told her that too. In fact,” he chuckled, “I told her I was going to get married.”

“And it’s not for the first time you’ve passed along that information,” said John.

“Did you bring in a paper?” asked the old man after a few silent hands had been played.

“I have an evening paper, yes,” replied John.

“Let me look at it.”

John went to his overcoat and took the paper from his pocket, and the old man turned the pages eagerly.

“Good! Good!” he said. “Mexican Consolidated are up two points. I bought 100,000 on Monday.”

John laughed.

“What the devil are you laughing at?”

“It is amusing, that is all,” said John. “Here you are straining every nerve to increase a fortune which is quite big enough for you or for any man, and not an ounce of pleasure does the extra money give you.”

“How do you know?” asked Mark Leman. “Don’t you understand that there is as much pleasure in preventing other people getting money as there is in getting money for yourself? It isn’t what I have, it’s what the other fellow doesn’t get. That tickles me. That is half the fun of the game. The real pleasure of battle lies in the defeat of your enemy.”

“And who is your enemy?” asked John curiously.

“The other fellow,” replied Mark vaguely. “Any old fellow that gets up against me on a deal of this kind.”

They played three games, Mark Leman’s nightly allowance, and the old man won. He walked to the sideboard, and poured out a glass of colourless liquid.

Sands laughed good-humouredly.

“I sometimes wonder why I stand for you myself,” he said. “I suppose there’s something you like about me.”

“There is,” said the old man.

Sands looked him straight in the eye.

“Have I ever tried to get money from you, Mark?” he asked.

“No; but that doesn’t mean you are not going
 to try,” said old Leman briskly. “You are one of the patient sort. It is because I admire your patience, and I am mighty curious to know what your game is, that I stand for you
 !”

They both laughed together.

“Why don’t you get married?” asked John Sands suddenly.

Leman eyed him with a look of suspicion.

“You haven’t a sister you want to be married off, have you?” he asked. “That isn’t your game, eh, Sands?”

“No, I haven’t a sister I want to marry off,” replied the other carelessly, “but it strikes me you are developing a grouch against the world that marriage might correct. And you have so often talked to me of getting married so as to put one over on your relations, that it has occurred to me to wonder why you haven’t carried your threat into execution.”

“I haven’t any relations, as I have told you before,” said Leman sharply. “There’s only that girl and her mother. The mother is a poor weakling who married my brother Tom, who got through life without worry by telling the waiter to keep the change. What could I do with a wife now?”

“What could she do? That’s the question,” said Sands. “How does the idea strike you? Suppose you found the right kind of accommodating woman, who would marry you and just hike off to the Continent and live around?”

“It strikes me as the most foolish suggestion you ever put forward,” said Mark. “Now get off; I want to go to bed.”

John Sands went to the hotel where he had booked a room by telephone, and spent the greater part of the night sitting up in an armchair before the fire, turning certain matters over in his mind.

He had met Mark Leman on a transatlantic voyage, and the pair had struck up a curious kind of friendship, which was primarily based upon the fact that John Sands possessed a very equable temper and played an excellent hand of piquet. He had inherited a small property in his youth, and had invested his money a factory in Connecticut which earned a sufficient dividend to enable him to live comfortably in London. He had known Leman by name — as who did not? — as one of the innumerable oil kings who have been dutifully crowned by the Press in the past twenty years. He knew of his extraordinary passion for publicity, his no less extraordinary meanness and his reputation as a misogynist. It irritated John Sands to see a man so rich and so void of all outward and visible signs of happiness. Mark Leman’s food cost him less than a dollar a day. He smoked cheap cigars and boasted that he had not had a new suit of clothes for fifteen years. When he crossed the Atlantic he, who could have afforded a royal suite three times over, was content to share an inside cabin with whomsoever happened to be billeted by the purser in the berth above.

John Stands, who had one of the best cabins on the ship, and who had never had less than twelve lounge suits a year, was first irritated and then amused — and then thoughtful.

He lived up to every penny of his income, and every dollar earned for him some pleasant experience. Lately the production of his factory had fallen off and he had had to sacrifice his chauffeur and the two horses he kept in training at Newmarket. Gone, too, was his pleasant dream of some day winning a Futurity, because Futurity winners are not easy to come by, and you may breed from twenty strains and still miss getting a horse guaranteed to show his nose first under the wire at the proper and appropriate moment.

So John Sands sat before the fire in his bedroom in a small hotel in Tavistock Square, dreaming dreams which were hampered at moments by the one unexpected reality which had come into his life.

And as he dreamed his rosy visions, some half a dozen rain-soaked policemen were searching the plantations north and south of Whitecross Hill, stopping now and again to curse Margaret.

“I’ll bet some fellow’s got her away,” said a stout sergeant, stopping under a dripping tree for shelter and unscrewing the top of his flask. “She wasn’t a bad-looking dame by all accounts. Have a nip, son.”

The constable took the flask and tilted it.

“Well, if any man’s got her away, I can only hope she serves him as she served her husband — here’s how!” said he.
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Margaret Maliko rose on her elbow and blinked at the sunlight which was pouring into the bedroom. She looked around bewildered and then remembered where she was.

She slipped out of bed to the floor, and, walking round the apartment, observed with interest and admiration the evidence of Mr. Sands’ sybaritic tastes. The silver and tortoiseshell brushes on the table, the Venetian glass vases, the well-chosen photogravures which covered the walls, the tiny Empire desk in the window recess — they were all in harmony, and she, who had known what luxury was, saw and approved. She opened the door carefully and heard the sound of a vacuum cleaner at work below. Tiptoeing to the head of the stairs, she looked down and saw a woman at work.

“Has Mr. Sands returned?” she asked.

The woman looked up.

“Yes, miss,” she replied. “He was in here about half an hour ago. Are you ready for me to go out? I have got all the newspapers here.”

Margaret hesitated.

“Bring them up and put them on my bed whilst I am having my bath,” she said. “Can you bring me some coffee?”

“I’ve got it all ready, miss,” said the woman. “Your brother told me that I was not to disturb you until you called.”

When Margaret came back to her bedroom she found an array of daily newspapers, around certain advertisements in which a blue line had been drawn by the painstaking Mr. Sands. With a pencil and paper she prepared a hasty list, and then it struck her that she had no money. She went to the door again. The woman by this time was dressed.

“Did Mr. Sands leave anything for me?” asked the girl.

“Oh, yes, miss, I forgot.”

She laboured upstairs with an envelope, which Margaret took round the edge of the door. Ten £10 banknotes — more than sufficient to cover the cost of the things she had chosen.

“Here’s the list. Take a cab, please,” she said.

She was careful not to reveal herself in her garb, for even the credulity of a lady help might have been taxed by the revelation of Mr. Sands’ pyjamas. She went back to the bedroom and read the newspapers carefully. Every one of them had a small paragraph about her escape, and she read, too, a description of herself — a description which no stranger could possibly recognise — in every one of them. One paragraph, however, caught her eye and wiped the smile from her face.

“It is believed,” it ran, “that the woman escaped to London with the help of a confederate. A motorcar was seen on the North Road close to where the convict must have been in hiding, and the police are making attempts to trace this car.”

That was serious. If the number were known — and possibly somebody may have noticed it — there would be no difficulty whatever in discovering the ownership, and once John Sands was known to have been the driver there was very little chance of her escaping detection. On the other hand, had the number been known, the police would have been in the house long before this. She waited impatiently for the return of the woman with the new apparel. They came at last — a ready-made suit, which fitted her to perfection, a number of other necessary garments, a hat and a raincoat. She felt more confident when she saw herself in the long mirror in John Sands’ wardrobe. She was so unlike an escaped convict, so eminently respectable, that she felt she might walk into the street, might indeed pass the very prison gates, and none would detect her. She had regained something of her confidence when John Sands returned.

“You look fine,” he said, with the light of admiration in his eyes. “Your own warden wouldn’t know you now.”

“Warden?” she said, puzzled. “Oh, you mean warder.”

“Something like that,” he said good-humouredly.

“Look at this.”

She produced the paragraph she had cut from the newspaper, and he read it carefully and shook his head.

“When we came in last night I walked round the back of the machine just to see the name-plate. It was so covered with mud that it would have been impossible for anybody to have deciphered it. Besides, it was nearly dark when I found you.”

“Then there is no danger?” she asked.

“I am sure of it,” he replied promptly, “and as proof of my faith I am going to take you out to lunch at the swellest restaurant in town.”

He drove her to Piccadilly Circus in an open taxi, for the rain had cleared off and the day was an unusually mild one. Halfway down Wimpole Street he lifted his hat to a girl and a young man who were on the sidewalk.

“Take notice of that girl, if you can without turning round,” he said. “She is your future niece.”

He chuckled.

The girl on the pavement looked after the disappearing taxi with interest.

“I seem to know that man’s face,” said her companion.

“He’s a friend of uncle’s,” said Faith Leman, “a Mr. Sands.”

“I’ve got him,” answered the other, “John Sands. He’s the New Yorker who has gone English.”

She smiled.

“I think that’s a description that could almost apply to uncle.”

Her companion shook his head.

“There’s nothing English about Uncle Mark,” he said, “except his bad manners.” And she lifted a reproving finger.

“I told uncle you were going away to-day,” said the girl. “Do you really return to America tomorrow?”

He nodded.

“I wish I were going with you,” she said wistfully. “I am just aching to see mother.”

“Why don’t you ask Mr. Leman to send you? There are two or three women I know going across, and they would chaperon you.”

She shook her head.

“It’s useless to ask uncle for anything,” she said sadly. “The mere fact that I wanted something would be sufficient to make him refuse.”

“Why don’t you shake him?” urged the young man. “I know it’s no business of mine, and it’s a pretty cool proposition to ask you to shake five million dollars.”

“Shaking the dollars would not be easy,” she interrupted, “because for me they do not exist. And the other thing isn’t easy either. Uncle has been very good to mother, and—”

“I understand,” he said quietly. “You have just got to stick it, and I guess the old man is using his kindness to your mother as a lever to hold you.”

She made no reply, for this was an implication which she could not in truth deny.

“But are you satisfied with your visit to London?” she asked. “Have you got — what do you call it? — a good story?”

“Thousands,” he said promptly. “You know that stories about Mark Leman sell like hot cakes. He’s one of the best sellers in the newspaper world. Of course our London man has been sending stories over to New York about him, but they’ve got a bit thin lately, and the boss sent me over to put a little romance into ‘em. Why, I’ve got some of the dandiest stories about Mark that have ever been told. There’s a story about how he nearly bought a new pair of boots in Oxford Street and then hedged and tried to buy one.”

The girl looked shocked.

“Why, bless your heart, Miss Faith, your uncle revels in that kind of story, and when we printed a Sunday story about John Rockbetter being the meanest millionaire alive, old man Leman was all for indicting us for libel! But I have fallen down on the marriage story. You are sure there is nothing in it?”

The girl hesitated.

“I am certain,” she said. “Uncle says he will get married, but I think he only says it to annoy me and to squelch any hope I may have of inheriting his fortune. Heaven knows I don’t want his money,” she said bitterly. “I would ask for nothing better than to be released from the misery of living in the same house. You don’t know what it means, Mr. Cassidy.”

“I guess I do,” he said. “It’s the one unhappy impression I’m carrying back to America.”

He wanted to say something more, but checked himself. It was not the first time he had wanted to say something more, and it was only the fact that he was speaking to a girl who some day might inherit Mark Leman’s enormous fortune which prevented him saying the word which so frequently trembled on his lips. He had met her when he had made his first call upon the millionaire in London, and she had entertained him during her uncle’s absence. They had met — as she thought — by accident many times since.

To the girl this new interest in her fife had come like a streak of sunshine across a grey moor, and she faced the prospects of the end of this strange friendship with a little ache in her heart.

“I just envy you,” she said. “To be in little old New York again! Do you know what I should like to do?”

“I know what I should like to do,” he said fervently.

“What?” she asked in surprise.

“Never mind,” he said. “What would you like to do?”

“I would like to get on a car and go out to Coney Island. I’d like just to loaf around with the crowd and see all the side-shows and eat all the things that were offered—”

“And be very ill next morning,” he said practically. “No, I can devise a more pleasant picnic for you than that, Miss Leman, when you strike New York,” he said.

They came to Berkeley Square and, as if by common agreement, their progress had slowed down to little more than a saunter. There was a tale to be told, but for the life of him he could not find an opening.

“Miss Leman,” he began, “there’s something I want to say to you mighty badly.”

He paused.

“Yes?” she said encouragingly.

“You know I am a newspaper man—” He stopped again.

“I know that,” she said. “You are on the Advertiser
 ?”

He nodded.

“That isn’t what I wanted to say,” he said. “The fact is, I am going away tomorrow, and it may be a year or so before I see you again, unless you come to New York.”

“But you are going to write to me, aren’t you?” she asked. “You said you would.”

He swallowed something.

“Yes, I’m going to write, if you will allow me to. I want you, please, to think of me as your very best friend.”

“You are,” she smiled. “I have no other friend. I shall always think of you with the greatest kindness, Mr. Cassidy.”

“That’s all right,” said Jimmy. “Only,I want to say this: that perhaps one day you’ll be a millionairess, and then I shan’t bother you any more. But perhaps you won’t be, and this old curmud — uncle of yours will leave you without a cent. Well, if that happens—”

What might have been the result of such a happening he was not to disclose, for a voice hailed him and he turned round to meet the lank figure of Mark Leman.

“Hullo! Hullo!” said Mark genially. “Thought you were gone to America!”

“Going tomorrow, Mr. Leman,” said Jimmy.

“Good for you!” said Mark. “Now come here, Jimmy. I’ve got a story for you that’s worth a whole page. You can tell ’em that I was going to be married, but that I quarrelled with the bride as to who should pay the fees. Do you get me? And, say, you can tell ’em that I loaned the wedding-ring from a jeweller for fifty cents. Now that’s a story that’s worth real money—”

The girl turned from the two with a little sigh, and for the moment Jimmy’s eyes met hers and he nodded his farewell.

“I will tell you the rest of that story one of these days, Miss Leman,” he said.

“What story’s that?” asked the old man as the girl walked away. “Is it about me, son? If it is, I can tell you one better. The other day a man asked me to loan him a postage stamp—”

For the first time in his journalistic life Jimmy Cassidy heard an exclusive story and paid no heed to it. His eyes were fixed upon the retreating figure of the girl.



V. Jimmy Cassidy Palls Down
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Eighteen months later a shirtsleeved Jimmy Cassidy sat in his room at the “Magnificent,” in Russell Square, setting forth his views on a subject which interested him even more than did the eccentricities of millionaires.

“The villain of fiction is necessarily a madman because of his abnormality. A man who does evil for evil’s sake must be a lunatic, and sooner or later his disease brings him to the insane asylum where he belongs. Most criminals are villains from force of circumstances. Their villainy is incidental to the accomplishment of their purpose. Of all criminals so called, murderers are least criminal. Seventy per cent, of the men who suffer death for this act have never before committed crime and have led respectable and blameless lives. The coldblooded Borgias of the world are few—”

So far had Jimmy Cassidy written when the door opened and Holland Brown followed his cigar into the room. Holland Brown was stout and hairless and wholly unsentimental. He flopped down into an armchair near Jimmy’s table. The young man thrust his hands in his pockets and braced himself in his chair, for he knew what was coming.

“Jimmy,” said Mr. Brown, “eighteen months ago you came to this city to see old man Leman, and you returned to New York with every story except the story I told you to get. Eighteen months ago,” he went on, “you had the chance of a beat which would have made every other kind of beat that has appeared in the New York Press during the last fifteen years look mean and foolish. You came back with a cock-and-bull story about Leman having gone to the register office with a loaned gold ring and having refused to marry his bride because she would not pay half the parson’s fees, and I must say that story was a fairly good one, even though it was obviously a fake.”

“Sure it was a fake,” said Jimmy cheerfully. “I told you all the circumstances.”

Holland Brown shifted his cigar from one corner of his mouth to the other and nodded.

“I am very reasonable,” he said, “and I will be reasonable enough to admit that what you say is true. Nevertheless, you have allowed the New York Post Special
 to scoop you with the news of his marriage.”

“It is only a circumstantial story,” said Jimmy, “and the old man doesn’t admit it.”

“Have you seen him?”

“I saw him to-day.”

“Does he deny it?”

Jimmy hesitated.

“No, he doesn’t. I guess that all this talk of marriage is merely intended to hurt Miss Leman?”

“The niece?”

“The niece,” nodded Jimmy. “I admit the old man has boasted of having been married for over a year, but he has never produced his wife or proof that the marriage has ever taken place.”

“The Post Special
 man’s story isn’t very circumstantial,” complained Holland Brown. “He said it took place a week after you left England for New York, and, Jimmy, unless there’s proof to the contrary that the Post Special
 man’s a liar, I have got to believe it. I have sent you over again to make good and, Jimmy, you have fallen down. That’s why I have come from Paris to see you, Jimmy — and to fire you.”

“So I’m fired, eh?” said Jimmy.

“Sure you’re fired,” said Mr. Brown. “I don’t want to say anything against you, Jimmy, because you’re a pretty good boy, but you can’t make the same mistake twice — at least, not on the Advertiser
 . Go to the London office and they will give you your fare back to New York and your salary to the end of the month. I’ve got to get a five man on to Leman, and for the moment in my category, Jimmy, you’re classified as ‘recently deceased.’”

“Thank you very much,” said Jimmy. “Suppose after I’m fired I get the story. Am I reinstated?”

Holland Brown shrugged his massive shoulders.

“I don’t see what’s the good of bringing in confirmation of the Post Special
 story,” he said. “That’s not good enough for me. If you can bring in a brand-new story — something worth about a million dollars, and obviously worth a million dollars — why, I’ll buy it.”

Jimmy got up and put on his coat.

“Very good, Mr. Brown,” he said, “but I can tell you this: that there is a million-dollar story hanging on to old man Leman. I haven’t told you all my suspicions and theories, because suspicions and theories ought to|be kept in a reporter’s mind until he’s worked them into facts. And I’m not asking you to pay me a million dollars for any story, nor even a dollar. When I’ve put the truth about Mark Leman’s marriage on to my typewriter, the whole truth from beginning to end — why, then I’ll come across with it.”

“I don’t want to be hard, Jimmy,” said Brown. “There’s no flies on you, boy, but it weakens the moral
 of an office if the star man falls down and doesn’t get trodden on. There are lots of papers that will jump at you.”

“Don’t I know it?” said Jimmy.

“Your work’s fallen off, too,” said Brown, shaking his head regretfully. “Say, there’s a lot of stories they tell about you, that you’re not giving sufficient attention to your work and that you’re running after some girl or other. That may account for your work—”

“Bring me the man who tells that story,” said Jimmy, grinning quietly, “and I’ll stop his light flow of conversation for some time to come.”

“Now don’t get hot about it,” said Mr. Brown. “Let’s have no unpleasantness, Jimmy. I’ve a great respect for you and — damn it! I’ll make it two months’ salary.”

Jimmy laughed.

“You’ll give me three months’, anyway,” said Jimmy. “Those are the terms of my contract. And when I bring that million-dollar story along, Mr. Brown, maybe you’ll take me into partnership, because I don’t think there will be enough money on the paper to buy it otherwise.”

It was firing he had expected when he heard that Holland Brown was coming from Paris to see him. He had certainly fallen down in the sense that Leman’s marriage was accepted as a fact by all the newspapers in New York, and that he alone had been sceptical. He knew now he was wrong in so emphatically denying the story, but he had depended upon his knowledge of the old man and upon the malicious desire of Mark Leman to hurt his niece. It was the sort of thing the old man would do.

After Holland Brown had gone, Jimmy gathered together the manuscript of his great work on crime, which would one day astonish the world, and locked it away in a drawer. He looked at his watch. It was too early to see Faith, whom he had arranged to meet in the park that evening.

Eighteen months had passed and the story which Mark Leman had interrupted in Berkeley Square was still untold. The end of it all was a little worse than the beginning, for now the man was out of a job. This fact, however, did not weigh upon him. It served only to stem for the moment the inevitable wave of self-pity which hampers the young in similar circumstances. A thought struck him.

“John Sands!” he exclaimed; “that’s the fellow I ought to see.”

He picked up a telephone directory and turned up the address. Ten minutes later he was pushing the bell at John Sands’ door. That genial man was alone and was playing patience on a little table near a window when Jimmy arrived.

“Come right in,” he said cheerfully. “I don’t think I’ve met you, but I know you. Your name’s Cassidy, isn’t it?”

“That’s me,” said Jimmy. “I wonder if you can give me a few minutes of your valuable time?”

Mr. Sands looked at the cards on the table and laughed.

“There is no call for sarcasm,” he smiled; “what can I do for you?”

“I’ll start fair with you,” said Jimmy. “I am a reporter on the New York Mail Advertiser
 .”

Sands nodded.

“Mr. Leman spoke to me of you.”

“Well, Mr. Leman has to know that I’ve been fired over the story of his marriage,” said Jimmy.

“The story of his marriage?” repeated Sands.

“Yes. The Post Special
 man got a beat on it and I’ve been fired in consequence. I ask you, Mr. Sands, can you tell me, speaking as man to man, whether it is true that Mark Leman is married?”

“Speaking as man to man,” said Mr. Sands slowly, “I cannot deny that he is not married.”

“Does that mean that he is
 married?” asked Jimmy impatiently.

“I can tell you no more than Mr. Leman tells his friends,” replied Sands.

Jimmy rose.

“Oh, well, I’ve made a mistake,” he said. “I thought I might get the facts from you. The Post Special
 man says he was married the week after I left London eighteen months ago.”

“It is possible,” said Mr. Sands with a shrug of his shoulders. “I am a friend of Mr. Leman, and an intimate friend, but he does not discuss his private affairs with me or anybody, I should imagine; and the only information I can give is the information which he himself has given out to — er — the Press.”

“Which amounts to nothing,” said the exasperated Jimmy.

“Practically,” repeated Sands quietly.

Jimmy had based very few hopes on the possibility of John Sands disclosing his friend’s secrets. He would have questioned Sands more closely, but he had an appointment which he would not have missed for all the stories in the world.

Faith Leman was waiting for him at the entrance of a prosaic London park, and together they paced the gritty paths and for a while their troubles and difficulties were forgotten. Between them in that eighteen months had passed an almost voluminous correspondence. They had met after their absence and found one another unchanged save for the better. The girl’s ripe beauty almost stunned Jimmy when he saw her, and filled him with a sense of dismay at the insurmountable obstacles to the fulfilment of that dream of his which had filled his every waking hour for a year and a half. She found him a steadier, stronger quality, and threw the weight of her burden upon him without hesitation or misgiving. The big thing that Jimmy Cassidy had to say was still unsaid, but happily the larger sentiments of life are most subtly interpreted for us and do not require the aid of speech.

They walked deep into the park before he remembered his own little worry.

“Oh, by the way, Miss Leman, I’ve been fired.”

“Fired?” she said in surprise. “Do you mean you’ve lost your work?”

He nodded.

“Something like that. Old man Brown came over from Paris. I had a hunch that he was coming for that purpose, but I was hoping he’d put it off for a month or two until I could get through with this story.”

She shook her head with a little smile.

“Do you still think that my uncle is married?”

“I hardly know what to think,” said Jimmy.

“I wish he was!” the girl said vehemently. “Oh, how I wish he was! If I could only find some excuse for leaving him, I would go tomorrow. He’s horrid to me — worse than ever. He’s for ever sneering at me and reproaching me with envying him his money and waiting for him to die — all the vilest charges that you can imagine. I wish he were dead! I do! I do! I wish he could take the evil money with him.”

Jimmy dropped his hand on her shoulder.

“My dear,” he said, and marvelled at himself, “that isn’t the way to talk — not for you, anyway. You are getting overstrung. Why don’t you go to America and let your mother take her chance?”



VI.— “Jimmy Squeezed Her Arm”
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As he asked the question he knew what her answer would be. He had taken the opportunity whilst he was in New York of making inquiries about the girl’s mother, and found she was an amiable, helpless soul who, like John Sands, had a weakness for comfort. That she was buying her comfort at the expense of her daughter’s misery she did not know; or, if she knew, the fact did not greatly distress her. It is possible that she had an inkling of the conditions under which the girl lived, because on the occasion of Jimmy’s one interview she had not spoken of Faith except as “My poor dear daughter.” She was one of those type of women who held that a word of endearment went a long way to cover any unhappiness that selfishness caused.

The girl threw out her hands with a hopeless gesture.

“How can I go?” she said. “You know as well as I that I can’t. Mother wrote and told me that you saw her.”

Jimmy nodded.

“Well,” said the girl helplessly, “how can I?”

He did not attempt to pursue the subject, but turned to one of some importance to himself.

“I hate cross-questioning you about your uncle’s business,” he said, “and you must turn me down just when you feel you ought to, because maybe I’m overstepping the balance.”

“Jimmy, I’ll tell you all I know,” she said quickly, and Jimmy Cassidy laughed at the natural way she named him, and for a second or two was speechless.

“You know the morning I went away, eighteen months ago?” he said.

She nodded.

“I’m not likely to forget that,” she said with a queer look in her eyes. “It wasn’t — pleasant. You see, you mustn’t think me unwomanly or forward, but you were the first man friend I ever had. Somehow, when you went away, you left life a little bleak. That doesn’t mean “ — she looked him squarely in the face— “that I am in love with you, or any silly thing like that.”

“Oh, no,” said Jimmy hurriedly. “Of course it doesn’t.”

“Or that I believe you are in love with me. Men and women can be friends and all that sort of thing, can’t they, without love?”

“Sure,” said Jimmy stoutly. “It’s the easiest thing in the world to be friendly with a nice girl.”

“Yes, I remember very well,” she went on. “They were very pleasant weeks, and until I had a letter from you — Jimmy, it was the cheeriest, friendliest letter that ever a man wrote to a girl — I felt just as though I didn’t want to go on. But I interrupted?”

“Do you remember your uncle’s movements during the week or fortnight after I left?”

“I remember them very well,” she said readily.

“Did he spend the whole of his time in Davis Street? I mean, did he sleep there every night?”

She shook her head.

“It is curious you should ask that, because as a rule uncle doesn’t stay away from home at night. I think he objects to hotel charges. But at any rate he spends every night in the house, and Mrs. Redmayne — that is our housekeeper — was telling me the other day that the only night uncle has spent out of the house was eighteen months ago.”

“When was that?” asked Jimmy.

“It was about five days after you left,” said the girl. “He didn’t tell me where he was going. He merely said, in his usual brusque way, in the afternoon, that he would not be back that evening. He was going for a motorcar drive into the country with a friend, and he would not return till the next evening.”

“What time did he come back?”

“I think it was eight o’clock,” said the girl after considering, “or it may have been nine. At any rate, it was late the next evening when he returned.”

“Did he come back alone?”

She shook her head.

“No, with Mr. Sands. They both came upstairs together. I was in my room, but I heard them. You see, uncle has a curious practice: when Mr. Sands comes here, two glasses of Kümmel
 * are placed on the sideboard. They have their drink and play their game of piquet, drink two more glasses of Kümmel
 and then Mr. Sands goes away. That has been the practice for quite a long time. It is uncle’s only extravagance. That night I had forgotten to fill the glasses, not knowing whether Mr. Sands was coming. Uncle usually tells me in the afternoon if Mr. Sands is paying us a visit. He called me down and asked very rudely why I had neglected my duty. So there are two reasons why I remember that night,” she smiled.

[* Kümmel
 : a colourless liqueur flavored with caraway seed, cumin and fennel.]

“Did he say where he had been?”

“Not a word,” said the girl. “He doesn’t volunteer information of that kind to me, you know. The only thing he tells me is the amount of money I cost him, and how disappointed I will be when he dies and I find he’s left all his money to charity.”

Jimmy laughed and drew the girl’s arm through his.

“Faith,” he said, “you don’t know much more about this affair than I do. But the Post Special
 man got the story, I suppose you know?”

“I know,” she said. “Uncle’s delighted with it. He cut the article out and had it pinned up on the wall, and every time I go into the room he nods his head to the cutting and asks me if I’ve seen it. I really think he gets more pleasure out of that little piece of annoyance than anything else, and it really has kept him in quite a good humour for quite a long time.”

“No one ever visited the house?”

“Nobody,” said Faith decidedly.

“It’s very queer,” said Jimmy. “How does Mr. Sands treat you?”

“Kind, as he always is. He does his best to ease uncle’s bad humour, and I really think he’s the only man who has any influence over uncle. He is always doing little things without uncle’s knowledge to make life a little more pleasant for me. Do you know,” she laughed, “he has an almost feminine interest in such things as dress and hats. When uncle was out the other day we were talking wardrobe. I’d spoilt the only new dress I’d had for three years through upsetting a cup of coffee in my lap, and he told me he was going to persuade uncle to dress me as the niece of Mark Leman should be dressed.”

She laughed again.

“Well, that’s one for John Sands, anyway,” said Jimmy. “My! I don’t think I shall leave you alone again, Faith.”

“What will you do?” she asked, looking at him.

“Why, I’ll take you away,” said he with an assumption of gaiety. “After all, I shan’t be out of a job very long, and, anyway, my mother isn’t exactly poor. You could live with our people—”

She shook her head.

“But you see, Jimmy, my mother is
 exactly poor, and even if I were willing for you to look after me, I should certainly not care for you to take charge of mother,” she said with a little grimace. “I know I’m a Leman, and I suppose I possess all the worst qualities of the breed, but there are times—”

Jimmy squeezed her arm sympathetically. He was glad of an excuse.

It was eleven o’clock when he arrived back at his hotel, to find an English pressman in the vestibule waiting for him.

“Hullo, Jimmy! We’ve heard at the office that old Brown and you have cut loose. The chief has sent me down to tell you that there’s a desk at the office whenever you like to step down.”

Jimmy grinned.

“It’s not good enough for me, son,” he said. “I’m on a million-dollar story.”

“How’s that?” asked the pressman, interested. “Do you mean it’s a story about a million dollars, or do you get that much for writing it?”

“I deserve that much for writing it,” said Jimmy, “but as a matter of fact I imagine I shall get a little less.”

Jimmy gave a little account of his difficulties and the gist of the story he was trying to trace. The English pressmam listened with interest.

“But what’s worrying you, Jimmy?” he asked. “You could have found out whether he was married or not by making an application to Somerset House.”

“Who’s he?” asked Jimmy vaguely.

“Somerset House is not the name of a highbrow lawyer or politician, it’s a sure enough house,” laughed the pressman. “It’s the place where we keep the records of marriages, births, deaths, divorces and other misfortunes which beset British humanity. When was the marriage supposed to have taken place?”

Jimmy gave the approximate date.

“Well, it’s dead easy,” said the pressman, and offered a few suggestions as to the course Jimmy should take.

It was curious, thought Jimmy, as he undressed that night, that the idea of applying to some central authority had never occurred to him. He was, after all, merely a visitor to England, and knew little of its official practices. Happily the Post Special
 evidently knew as little, and there was still a chance of picking up some indisputable facts concerning the marriage which had taken place and which had not been related previously. His friend had promised to call for him the next morning, and at ten o’clock Jimmy found him waiting in the hall.

Their examination of the register at Somerset House produced results with ridiculous ease. Within a quarter of an hour from the time their search began the entry was discovered, and Jimmy read with open mouth the matter-of-fact details that “Marcus Leman, aged 56, bachelor,” had married “Margaret Smith, 31, widow,” on the 29th of October, 19 — , at Griddelsea Register Office.

“It’s incredible!” gasped Jimmy. “It was here all the time. I had only to pay a dollar and the information was mine. Say, where can I get a timetable?”

“Where are you going?” asked his companion.

“To Griddelsea,” said Jimmy firmly. “I’m going to get a copy of that marriage certificate, and then I’m going to confront old man Leman with the facts, and he’s going to tell me the story of why he has kept it secret and why he never sees his wife. He will give me her portrait, or I’ll give him just the kind of story that even he won’t like.”

It seemed to him that the journey to Griddelsea occupied the greater part of the day. In truth it covered only two hours, and in those two hours Jimmy sketched in his mind the lay-out of the story.

Griddelsea is a quiet seaport town on the Sussex coast, chiefly important as the centre of a rural district. With very little difficulty he found the register office and was admitted to the sanctum of the official — a stout, bald and middle-aged man, who looked at Jimmy with an appraising eye and reached mechanically for his marriage register.

“No,” said Jimmy, annoyed to find himself blushing; “I haven’t come to be married, Judge; I’ve come to inquire into a marriage which took place in this office eighteen months ago.”

“Ah!” said the registrar, “that was in the time of my predecessor, poor Mr. Hornblew! Can you tell me the name and the date?”

Jimmy had written these facts upon a slip of paper, and this he handed to the official. There was a searching of books and turning of leaves and counterfoils and adjusting of pince-nez, and at last the registrar looked up from his search.

“Just as I thought. This was the very last marriage which Mr. Hornblew performed. I have often heard about this case. The gentleman particularly desired Mr. Hornblew to perform the ceremony, and my poor old friend, who was then very ill and practically on a bed of sickness, came to the office especially for that purpose, receiving, I believe,” said the registrar thoughtfully, “a very handsome fee. The chief clerk here, who was unfortunately killed in the latter end of the war, has often told me about the matter. Let me see, Mr. Mark Leman is a millionaire, is he not?”

“Yes,” said Jimmy, “that’s the gentleman.”

“And I presume you want a copy of the marriage certificate?”

“You’ve got me first time,” said Jimmy, and caught the next train back to London with his certified proof. The next train, however, did not leave Griddelsea till four in the afternoon, and it was half-past six when Jimmy came to London, carrying with him the bone of a great story.
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Mr. John Sands sat in his comfortable sittingroom in a very thoughtful frame of mind. He had a dim suspicion that the star Bellatrix was a little obscured, or maybe was on the wane. He was possessed of an uneasy mind, for three things had happened that week which had curiously disturbed him. One was a letter from his agent in New York and dealt strictly with business. The second was a purely domestic trouble which for the moment does not concern us; and the third a letter which he had received by special messenger that afternoon from Mark Leman. It ran: “Will you come at eight o’clock? I particularly wish to speak to you.”

Therefore John Sands whistled a melancholy little song, and his placid brow was puckered in thought. He wondered what world-shaking trouble had induced Mark Leman to spend sixteen cents on a special messenger. But John Sands was not the sort of man who worried. After he had given, as he thought, an adequate amount of meditation to this unusual happening, which of the three was by far the most disturbing, he jumped up, and walked across to a bookcase and, taking down a volume of Browning, read steadily for two hours. At a quarter to eight he went up to his bedroom and came down again, his hair neatly brushed, his white hands speckless, and paced with slow strides the length of the room, his hands behind him, his chin on his breast. He looked at his watch; he had five minutes — ample time to make the journey. He had just taken his gloves and his stick from the table where they lay when there was a ring at the front door. He opened it to discover one of the last men he expected to see — Jimmy Cassidy, bright of eye and the light of triumph in his face.

“Can I see you one minute, Mr. Sands?” he said.

“Only a minute,” replied John Sands. “I have an important appointment. Well, what is it?” he asked when he had closed the door.

“I’ve a record of the marriage!”

There was a silence.

“You have a record of the marriage?” repeated John Sands slowly and quietly. “To which marriage do you refer?”

“To the marriage of Mark Leman and Margaret Smith,” replied Jimmy. “Now come, Mr. Sands, there’s no sense in pretending that you know nothing about it.”

“What are you going to do?” asked Sands..

“I’m going to see Mr. Leman and get him to tell me the whole story. I’ve enough material now to make a full-page story, but he can give me the big thing.”

“Excuse me one moment,” said Sands. “I will be with you in less than a minute.”

Again he ascended the stairs to his bedroom, and had been absent for about forty seconds when he came with ponderous, heavy tread down the carpeted stairs and rejoined his visitor.

“I think perhaps that is the best thing you could do, but you must remember, Mr. Cassidy, that Mark Leman is not only a man well on in years, but he is a man who may very easily take your story the wrong way. I will certainly take you round to him,” he said, “but I think I ought to explain to him first that his secret is out. As a matter of fact, it was no secret at all to me, only — I had to—”

“Naturally, Mr. Sands,” said Jimmy heartily. “I quite understand. Say, I don’t want to shock the old man, and perhaps you’d better break it to him gently that his secret is out.”

They came together to the house in Davis Street. The entrance was through a private door at the side of a shop, and Sands let himself in with his key.

“By the way,” he said, “perhaps you can tell me: is Miss Leman in tonight?”

“I can supply you with that information,” said Jimmy with the pride which no mere information had ever given him before. “She has gone to a concert.”

He did not add the fact that he had provided the ticket for the occasion; that was his affair.

“Thank you,” said Sands. “I wouldn’t like her to be present when this perhaps distressing news is broken. Will you wait here for a moment whilst I go upstairs to Mr. Leman?”

Jimmy nodded.

He waited a little more than a minute, and then Sands rejoined him, and to his surprise closed the door behind him.

“It’s most extraordinary,” said Sands. “Leman is asleep. He has a trick of lying on the sofa after supper, and I’ve noticed a tendency lately to doze, but it’s the first time he has not got up when I went into the room. We will give lim ten minutes, whilst I explain to you the part I have played in this matter. I don’t want you to think, Mr. Cassidy, that I’ve been underhanded with you or with other members of the Press. I have no interest whatever in Mr. Leman’s private life, except the interest that a friend has. I won’t disguise from you the fact that the marriage was designed to disappoint — er — well—”

“To disappoint Miss Faith. I know all about that,” said Jimmy.

“It does not, of course, concern me whether Miss Leman inherits his money or not,” John Sands went on. “That is a matter also which concerns Mr. Leman. Frankly, I have no interest in Miss Leman, except that she is a very nice girl. I feel, in these cases where the divergent interests of relations are concerned, that it is much wiser for an outsider to keep strictly — outside.”

“There I’m with you,” said Jimmy. “Believe me, Mr. Sands, I have nothing but a sense of gratitude for your kindness to Miss Leman.”

They walked to the end of Davis Street, and John Sands was very thoughtful. He knew that before the end of the evening the whole course of his pleasant life would be changed. He hated change, he hated revelation, and at that moment he hated best of all the woman who sent him notes written in pencil and signed “Margaret Leman,” a signature which was invariably followed by an exclamation mark. A thought struck him, probably inspired by a telephone tablet which hung outside a shop.

“Will you excuse me one moment, Mr. Cassidy, whilst I telephone?” he said to Jimmy.

Left to himself, Jimmy strolled back the way he had come and, turning the street comer, he had the whole of Davis Street under his eye. From where he stood he could see the green door leading to Mark Leman’s flat. About that green door he had woven romantic fancies, since it was hallowed by association with the girl who occupied a great deal more of his thoughts than he was prepared to admit. Whatever romantic stories were developing in his mind — for Jimmy had this weakness in common with Mr. Sands, that he was an incorrigible daydreamer — were dissipated when the green door suddenly opened and a woman stepped out. He did not for a moment think it was Faith. This woman was taller and obviously older. She was dressed in black and a heavy black veil concealed her face. She looked to the left and right and then, turning quickly, walked in the opposite direction and disappeared into Berkeley Square, pausing for a moment before the mailbox on the comer of the square.

“That can’t be the housekeeper,” thought Jimmy, and turned to meet Mr. Sands.

“Now we will go along and wake our friend,” said that genial man.

But he was less genial than usual, Jimmy observed. A little frown creased his smooth forehead, and he spoke slowly, accentuated his words as though his mind was occupied by other matters than those which formed the subject of his conversation.

“There is one thing I’d like to ask you, Mr. Sands. Perhaps you can give me the information without being disloyal to Mr. Leman,” said Jimmy, as they reached the flat door. “Where can I find Mrs. Leman?”

“You want to know where you can find Mrs. Leman,” repeated Sands carefully. “Now I am afraid that is a question which I am not in a position to answer, even if I wished to supply the information. She is somewhere about.”

“Thank you,” said Jimmy, not without a hint of sarcasm.

Sands took his key, and was inserting it in the lock when he saw for the first time that the door was not closed.

“Hallo!” he said in that level tone of his. “Didn’t I close the door when I came out?”

“I think you did,” said Jimmy, “but it was probably the woman who left it open.”

“The woman?” repeated the other quickly. “To which woman are you referring?”

“I am speaking of the woman who came out of the flat a few moments ago,” said Jimmy. “I saw her while you were telephoning.”

“Came out of the flat? Impossible!” said Mr. Sands, and pushed open the door. “It’s incredible! The housekeeper is out. She always goes out on Thursday evenings, and Miss Leman also is out,” he added. “What sort of woman was it?”

“Tallish, and not the housekeeper type; she looked rather swell,” said Jimmy. “I didn’t see her face, she was heavily veiled.”

“I will show you the way,” Sands said, and marched ahead up the stairs.

The big sittingroom which faced the street had only one occupant, and that was Mark Leman, who lay upon the sofa, his head turned from the door.

“Sorry to disturb you, Mr. Leman,” said John Sands, “but Mr. Cassidy has found out about the marriage.”

The figure on the sofa made no response, and John Sands walked to the window under which the sofa was drawn and peered down into his friend’s face.

“My God!” he gasped.

With a stride Jimmy was by his side. There was no need to ask the cause of Sands’ perturbation. Mark Leman was dead. The grey face, the staring eyes, the clutched hands told their story.

“Rim for the doctor, Mr. Cassidy, quick!” said Sands. “This is dreadful — dreadful!”

Jimmy had taken in the details of the apartment with the shrewd, scientific accuracy of observation which is half the reporter’s stockin-trade. He saw the glass on the floor by the dead man’s side, and drew his conclusions. At Sands’ command he flew down the stairs into the street. Fortunately there were quite a number of doctors who had their consultation-rooms in Davis Street; moreover, he found a policeman who acted as a guide, and the first house he stopped at he found a medical man. The policeman, who had directed him, and the doctor accompanied him back to the flat, and found John Sands waiting for them in the doorway. The doctor’s examination was a short one.

“There is no doubt about it, he’s dead all right,” he said. “Has he been ill?”

John Sands shook his head.

“So far as I know, he has not been ill, although he has been very depressed,” he said.

The doctor bent down and smelt the dead man’s Ups.

“Hallo!” he said, and looked around.

He stooped and picked up from the floor by the side of the sofa a small liqueur glass, and smelt this also.

“Kümmel
 , and if there is no cyanide of potassium in that liquor I’m a very mistaken man.”

He turned to the policeman.

“This ought to be reported immediately to your superiors.”

“Cyanide of potassium!” repeated John Sands. “Do you suggest it’s?”

“Suicide, undoubtedly,” said the physician. “I may be mistaken, but the smell of cyanide is characteristic.”

“It’s incredible, incredible!” cried John Sands.

It was exactly twenty minutes before Blessington, of Scotland Yard, appeared on the spot, and it was’no less than providential that Blessington was put on the case, since he was the only man in the British police force whom Jimmy Cassidy knew. He raised his eyebrows at sight of the reporter.

“Hallo, Jimmy! You’re on the job first, eh?” he said. “What is this?”

He looked at the dead man and from the dead man to John Sands. In as few words as possible Sands explained what had happened.

“Has there been any kind of trouble?” asked the detective.

John hesitated.

“No, nothing unusual,” he said. “Of course, there has been rather bad feeling between himself and his niece, but for that he was entirely responsible. In fact, he was absolutely responsible,” he added energetically, “and it is hardly necessary to mention the disagreement, except that in a case like this it is advisable that all that can be told, should be told.”

“I quite agree,” said the detective. “Where is the niece that he has quarrelled with?”

“Look here “ — it was Jimmy who broke in— “you are not suggesting that the quarrel was anything but one-sided, are you, Mr. Sands?”

Again Mr. Sands hesitated.

“It was largely one-sided, and, as I said before, it was mainly Mr. Leman’s fault. He had annoyed the girl to an extent beyond understanding, and it was only human that she should turn on him. I think you should understand,” Sands went on, turning to the detective, “that Mr. Leman is a very rich man and that Miss Leman is his heiress. It was my poor friend’s delight to taunt the girl that she desired his death in order that she should inherit his money. As I say, it was to be humanly expected that there were times when she would retaliate, as she did a few days ago, and say that she wished he were
 dead and had taken his money with him. I am sure she was very sorry,” said he, “for being guilty of even this little outburst of temper.”

“I see,” said the detective thoughtfully. “The lady is not here now?”

“She is at a concert at the Queen’s Hall. If you like, I’ll fetch her,” said Jimmy.

“I think you had better,” said Blessington.

“Of course, it’s altogether preposterous that Miss Leman’s name should be brought into the matter at all,” said Jimmy. “It is perfectly true what Mr. Sands says, that the old man made her life a misery. But as to being his heiress, that is not true, unless he made a will, because Mr. Leman was married.”

“Married!” said the detective. “Where is his wife?”

Jimmy shook his head.

“You had better ask Mr. Sands,” said Jimmy, and took his departure.
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He had no difficulty in finding the girl, and in the interval between the songs he went to her and brought her outside. The news, broken as gently as Jimmy could devise, seemed to come as a terrible shock to her. She wilted, and he thought she was fainting, but by a strong effort of will she pulled herself together.

“I am stunned,” she said. “It’s dreadful! Poor, poor uncle! But, Jimmy, it couldn’t have been suicide. Uncle wasn’t that kind of man.”

“Tell me this, dear,” said Jimmy gently. “Have you had a quarrel with your uncle lately?”

She looked at him in astonishment.

“A quarrel? Yes, there was a little quarrel a few days ago,” she said. She shivered and covered her face with her hands. “And I said such dreadful things to him. Oh, I am ashamed, I am ashamed!”

Jimmy gently disengaged her hands from her face.

“Now tell me what you said, Faith. Did you say you wished he were dead?”

She was on the verge of tears and could only nod.

“Then that man Sands spoke the truth.”

She was quicker to understand the implication than he.

“Did they tell the — police that I quarrelled with him? Did they say that I — I did it?”

“Good Lord! No.”

It was Jimmy’s turn to be shocked.

Then he stopped suddenly. He knew too much about police cases to have any illusions. A policeman would build up a case against an archangel on the strength of a stray feather.

“I never thought—” he began. “Oh, snakes! It’s too stupid for words.”

Yet he was uneasy and troubled of mind as he walked by the girl’s side back to the flat. These policemen in their search for a scapegoat might easily distress the girl. He knew the game — the criminal detection game — from A to Z. He knew just how far she would have to go before she was cleared from the vague atmosphere of suspicion which surrounded her. It was a most absurd, a most tragic possibility.

When they reached the flat the body had been removed by order of the detective, and the doctor had gone. Only John Sands and the detective remained. The girl was looking very white when she came in, and Blessington eyed her keenly.

“This is Miss Leman,” said Sands.

“I have sent for you, Miss Leman, as you are the only relation of the late Mr. Leman — at least, the only relation in England. His wife — you knew he was married, of course? — is in Paris, according to Mr. Sands, who knows both the parties. I am going to ask you a few questions, if you don’t mind.”

She nodded, and Jimmy pushed a chair forward for her and she sat down.

“Has your uncle shown any signs of worry lately?” asked the detective.

“None,” said the girl promptly.

“Has he been unusually depressed?”

“No, I can’t say that he has been depressed. He has never been very bright with me,” she said with an attempt to smile.

“So I understand,” said the detective. “But had he ever mentioned in your presence the possibility of suicide, even in a joking way?”

“Never,” said the girl. “It’s the last thing I should imagine my uncle would do.”

“He has not had any pecuniary losses, to your knowledge?”

“No,” she said. “As far as I know, my uncle is a very rich man, and he would find it difficult to lose the money he has accumulated.”

“Do you see this glass?”

He held up the little liqueur glass, which still contained a teaspoonful of colourless fluid at the bottom.

“Yes,” she said.

“Is it the glass into which you usually pour a liqueur for your uncle?”

“Yes,” answered the girl. “I poured two glasses for my uncle every night. There is the other glass,” she pointed to the sideboard, “untouched.”

“That I have seen,” said the detective. “Now, can you tell me this, Miss Leman: was it not the practice of your uncle to have a glass of Kümmel
 ready for Mr. Sands when he arrived and one for himself? Was that not also his practice in the case of other visitors?”

“Yes,” said the girl, “it was, although our other visitors were very rare.”

“Did your uncle show any method in his drinking? That is to say, did he always drink out of the glass nearest the window, or did he choose either at random?”

“Mr. Sands can tell you more about that,” she said. “I was very seldom present when the liqueur was drunk. I am under the impression that he invariably took the same glass.”

“So that if you had filled one of those glasses,” said the detective, “you would know pretty well which one your uncle would drink and which would be drunk by the guest?”

“Yes, I think I should,” said the girl.

Then suddenly she half rose from her chair and demanded: “What do you suggest?”

“I’m suggesting nothing,” said Mr. Blessington. “I’m merely trying to get at the truth. Now keep quiet, Jimmy.” He held up his hand to silence the reporter’s protest.

“You’re in this case because you’re a friend of Miss Leman. You know I have my job to do, Jimmy, and it’s got to be done.”

“But the inference is wicked,” stormed Jimmy, “wicked! It’s monstrous to suggest—”

“I’m suggesting nothing,” said the detective quietly. “I’m asking Miss Leman certain vital questions. You have had a quarrel with your uncle, have you not, Miss Leman?”

“I had a little quarrel with him a few days ago,” said the girl, looking at John Sands. “I told Mr. Sands about it.” John Sands inclined his head slowly.

“That is perfectly true, as I have explained to Mr. Blessington. I have also taken the liberty of telling him the conditions under which you were living and the terribly trying time you had at the hands of your uncle.”

“When you left this evening, did you leave those two glasses filled?”

“Yes,” said the girl.

“Did you fill them with your own hands?”

“Yes.”

“You knew that Mr. Sands was coming?”

“Yes, my uncle told me so. He said lie had a very important matter to discuss with Mr. Sands, and when I told him that I was going to a concert he seemed very pleased. He was particularly anxious that I should leave early.”

“What time did the concert start?” asked the detective. “Half-past seven.”

“And he had arranged to meet Mr. Sands at eight, so I presume you left somewhere about a quarter-past seven?” The girl shook her head.

“No, that was the curious thing about it. He asked me to be out of the house by half-past six.”

“Did he make any other request to you?”

“Yes, he asked me to leave writing materials on the table. There they are now,” she said, pointing to a pad of paper and a pencil.

Blessington made a few notes in his book and turned to John Sands.

“You say that Mrs. Leman lives in Paris. Has she lived there ever since her marriage?”

“She has,” replied Sands. “So far as I know, that is.”

“Were you in communication with her?”

John Sands hesitated.

“There is no need for me to make a mystery about it,” he said. “I was. Mr. Leman married this lady and they separated immediately. It was my duty to send her a monthly allowance, which was on a very generous scale.”

“Have you seen the lady, Mr. Sands?”

“Once,” said Sands. “She came to England and spent a little time here, but she did not see her husband.”

The detective nodded.

“Well, I shall be glad to see that lady, and as soon as she arrives in London I hope you will notify me. At present,” he said, closing his book and putting it in his pocket, “it looks very much like a very ordinary case of suicide, but I shall have to get a few more facts to put before the coroner — there will have to be an inquest, of course.”

He looked at the girl not unkindly.

“Where shall we find you, Miss Leman, if we should want you?”

She shook her head hopelessly.

“I don’t know,” she said.

“Have you no friends in London?”

She looked at Jimmy.

“I have no girl friends,” she said, “but Mr. Cassidy may be able to help me. I think I will go to an hotel.”

“Sure thing,” said Jimmy promptly. “Come along and stay at my hotel. There are one or two American ladies there who will look after you. You know the ‘Magnificent,’ Blessington? That will be Miss Leman’s address.”

“Good for you,” said the detective cheerfully. “Now, Jimmy, take this lady off, and come back and see me here. I’m going to put through a report to the central office, but you’ll find me here on your return.”

The detective was alone when Jimmy got back. Mr. Sands had gone off to get into communication with Paris and to compose his own disturbed mind.

“Well, Jimmy,” greeted Blessington, “this is a queer case.”

“Queer in many respects,” replied Jimmy. “Say, Blessington, you’re not suspecting that girl?”

Blessington smiled.

“I’ve suspected many more unlikely people in my life,” he said. “It’s pretty tough on you, Jimmy. I’m afraid you are rather—”

“I love every hair of her head,” said Jimmy quietly. “That girl is to me all the sweetness and colour of life.”

“I thought so,” said Blessington. “In many ways it looks a little black, and in many ways, of course, it does not. People have quarrels every day of their lives without designing murder, and, if this is a murder, it is one of the most coldblooded type that has ever been committed. It’s the work of a criminal, and, Jimmy, murderers are not as a rule criminals.”

Jimmy smiled.

“Why do you smile?” asked the other.

“I was just remembering my magnum opus
 that was interrupted a few days ago. In one of the chapters I was strong for exactly the same kind of stuff that you are giving me now. I agree that murderers are not criminals, and there isn’t any accident in this murder — if it is a murder. A man who shoots another in the heat of temper or jealousy does something which revolts him in his calmer moments. But who said this was a murder, anyway?”

Blessington looked at him curiously.

“Jimmy, honestly, is this suicide? You know the game almost as well as I do. I suppose you’ve covered a dozen murder cases and you are acquainted with half a hundred suicides. I ask you for a fair judgment — is this suicide?” Jimmy was silent.

“There’s something queer about it, certainly,” he said at last. “The queerest thing of all is why the old man wanted to be alone an hour and a half before the arrival of Sands, and why By Heaven! the woman!”

“The what?” asked the detective.

“The woman,” said Jimmy rapidly. “After Sands came in and found the old man asleep, as he thought, we walked to the end of the street. While Sands was telephoning I strolled round the corner just in time to see a woman come out of the flat. She was a lady, I should say, and rather graceful. I didn’t see her face, as she was heavily veiled, which struck me as being curious, because people in this country, even when they are in mourning, do not veil themselves heavily.”

“How long did she stand outside the door?”

“Not a second,” said Jimmy. “She hesitated for a moment, then turned and walked in the direction of Berkeley Square, and that’s the last I saw of her.”

“Did anybody else see her?”

“No: Sands was in the store telephoning, but when he came out I told him, and in corroboration of my story we found that the door was ajar.”

“That’s important,” said the detective. “I wish you’d told me before. You’re sure of it?”

“Absolutely certain.”

Blessington walked up and down the apartment, his hands thrust into his pockets.

“Put on all the lights, Jimmy, and let’s see what we can find in the room.”

They went carefully over the floor, moved the sofa and the sideboard, but there was no evidence that helped to elucidate the mystery of Mark Leman’s sudden death.

“That door leads to the bedroom,” said the detective, pointing to a door behind the head of the sofa. “I have made a cursory examination of the room and found nothing.”

“Was there nothing on the body?”

“Nothing worth speaking about,” replied Blessington.

“I suppose that paper’s of no account?” said Jimmy.

He had seen a tiny triangle of white, evidently the corner of a paper which had been thrust into the crevice between the sofa back and seat. He pulled it out. It was a plain sheet of paper covered with pencil writing.

“Look! This is the pad the girl put for him. It’s probably the same kind of paper that he usually used for notes.”

Blessington opened the paper, smoothed its creases, and carried it to the window.

“Do you know Leman’s writing?”

“Yes,” said Jimmy. “I have seen any amount of it. He used to give me rough notes of the stories I wrote about him.”

Looking over the detective’s shoulder, he read:

“Suevic: Plymouth; April 30th.”

Beneath this was the figure “£100,” which had been scratched out and then “£300” substituted. Beneath this again were the words: “Registered letter care the purser.” Beneath this: “Bank of Australia 24th June, 25th September, etc.” Here followed a number which had been scratched out. The notes went on: “C.P. 1 — 17941 — 20 — Poison.”

“What do you know about that, Jimmy? Queer, isn’t it?” said the detective.

He picked up the pad on the table and carried it to the light.

“That was written to-day,” he said. “Look here at the indentations on the paper where he pressed hard on the pencil. It was written on that table some time between the girl’s departure and Sands’ arrival. This discovery is pretty significant. What do you make of it, Jimmy?”

“He must have been interviewing somebody, probably the woman,” suggested Jimmy. “Those are the kind of notes the old man made.”

“Would they have to do with his business affairs?” asked the detective.

Jimmy shook his head.

“They look like notes he had jotted down to remind him of something,” he said.

Blessington folded the paper and put it in his pocketbook. “Now let us look at that liqueur glass.”

He carried the glass to the light, holding it carefully by the stem.

“We shall probably find one or two fingermarks,” he said, “but I don’t think that will help us, because they are probably Miss Leman’s, as she filled the glasses. Do you notice anything about it?”

“Yes,” said Jimmy quietly. “Somebody has drunk from that glass.”

“I think so,” said the detective. “Somebody has taken just a little sip. There are the marks outside the glass, the true curve of the lower lip. Let me reconstruct the crime. The old man has received a visitor who is of such importance, or whose business is of such a delicate nature, that he insisted upon his niece being out when she arrives. There is some sort of conversation between them, and for reasons best known to herself the visitor drops the dope in the old man’s glass, hands it to him, and he dies.”

“Your theory is pretty good up to a point,” said Jimmy, “but there are one or two things that you’ve got to clear up. How long would it take for that dose to work?”

“About four seconds, according to the doctor,” said the detective. “If the other theory is correct, the old man was sitting at the table writing — he was hardly likely to be lying down whilst discussing important business with his lady visitor.”

“Therefore,” said Jimmy, “if he drunk the poison he would have dropped dead upon the floor. Now the fact is that he was found, not on the floor, but on the sofa.”

“There’s something in that,” said the detective. “Of course, he might very easily have been lying down when the glass was handed to him — and the glass was found by the side of the sofa.”

“In which case,” said Jimmy, “the visitor must have been somebody very well known to him, and with whom he felt perfectly at ease.”

“While you had gone to the hotel with Miss Leman, and knowing nothing about this mysterious lady visitor, I made a few inquiries which led to the impression that no stranger had been inside this house between the hours of half-past six and ten minutes past eight, until Mr. John Sands came in with you.”

Jimmy nodded.

“You can’t get away from the woman,” he said.

Another detective officer from Scotland Yard arrived a few minutes later, armed with necessary documents.

“I’ll make a search of the flat,” said Blessington, and went rapidly through the five rooms that constituted the ménage
 . At the threshold of the last room he stopped.

“I must go through the formality of searching here as well as the others,” he apologised, and Jimmy nodded.

It was a sacrilege that a policeman should examine this holy of holies, but he knew that it was useless to protest. Swiftly Blessington made his examination, and came at last to the small bureau in which Faith kept her few precious possessions.

Under a heap of handkerchiefs he found in a small cedarwood box a tiny phial of colourless liquid.

“What’s this?” he said.

He removed the cork and smelt it, and his face went blank.

“Oh, hell!” he said in dismay, speaking to himself.

“What is it?” asked Jimmy.

“Cyanide of potassium, unless my nose is at fault.”

The detective smelt it again.

“Send it to the office for examination,” he said.

“And if,” he said to Jimmy, “as I think it does, this bottle contains cyanide of potassium, I shall arrest Miss Leman tonight.”
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It was two o’clock in the morning when John Sands came to the door in answer to the frantic pealing, and found a haggard Jimmy Cassidy.

“Come in. What is wrong?” asked John Sands. “You look as if you’d found trouble.”

“They have arrested her,” said Jimmy huskily. “Isn’t it awful?”

“Arrested whom?” asked John Sands.

“Whom? Why, Miss Leman, of course,” said Jimmy. “It’s your damned fault! Why did you insist on telling Blessington that they had quarrelled? What object had you in getting this girl into trouble?”

“You’re mad,” said Sands, “and you’re rattled too. Have this glass of wine.”

Jimmy waved the glass aside.

“I don’t want your wine, and I don’t want any smoothing down. I’m not a fool, Sands. In my game we haven’t any very great respect for human honesty and precious little faith in the kind of disinterestedness which you have so often shown. I want the truth out of you, and I’m not going away until I get it. Who was the woman?”

“I don’t know which woman you’re referring to,” said. John Sands patiently, “but I have a dim idea that you mean the woman whom you said you saw coming from the flat. Nobody else saw her but you.”

“The door was open, anyway; you don’t deny that,” said Jimmy, and for a moment John Sands was taken aback.

“That is perfectly true,” he said. “I had not thought of that. Yes, somebody had left the door open. I cannot imagine that it was I.”

“Nor can I,” said Jimmy, “because I saw the door close. I examined the lock, which is a Yale, before I came away this evening. Forgive me if I am a bit abrupt, but you’re right when you say I’m rattled,” he went on. “I know you have no evil intentions, but I’m just half crazy with anxiety.”

Mr. Sands laid a sympathetic hand upon the young man’s shoulder.

“I know just how you’re feeling.”

“Hullo! you’ve hurt yourself,” said Jimmy.

The hand which had fallen upon his shoulder was neatly bandaged.

“It is nothing,” said Sands, “nothing at all. I just bruised myself this evening. Well, to be truthful, I was a little anxious because I have been bitten.”

“Bitten?”

“By a dog. A strange cur got through the larder window and attacked me.”

“Your face is scratched, Mr. Sands,” said Jimmy.

“It is nothing, it is nothing,” said Sands impatiently. “I cut myself when I was shaving. About Miss Leman: believe me, I will give you every assistance which lies in my power. You can command me, and so far as money is required for her defence. I am not a rich man, but I feel that I should only be doing what Mark Leman would wish me to do. He had a very kind heart really, and his unpleasantness was more or less superficial. I am satisfied in my mind that behind all this snarling of his he had a genuine affection and pride for his niece.”

He spoke earnestly, and there was in his voice a note that was wholly sincere.

“I, myself,” he went on, “do not for one moment believe that she was guilty of such an atrocious act. In fact, I am perfectly sure,” he said emphatically, “that Miss Leman did not commit this crime — if it is a crime.”

“Do you think it is murder?” asked Jimmy, who had grown suddenly quiet and calm.

“I doubt it.”

Mr. Sands shook his head.

“He was a very curious man, and had ways which could not, by any stretch of imagination, be described as normal,” he said. “I think there were moments, indeed, when he was quite mad, and a man who has moments of insanity is liable to commit suicide. I do know that there were times when he was depressed to an extraordinary degree. Little things worried him — little, that is to say, to a man of his wealth — such as the falling of stocks. I know he used to brood on those occasions when the market was going against him. But you have not told me the circumstances of Miss Leman’s arrest.”

Jimmy did not reply for a moment. He took out his case and lit a cigarette.

“Miss Leman was arrested by Blessington, because he found in her bureau a small bottle of cyanide of potassium in a liquid form.”

“Did she explain how she came by it?”

“She said that she had received it by post, wrapped up in a handbill advertising a stain-remover. The detective made inquiries of the local chemist, which was open, and found that the stain-remover, which is a well-advertised brand, was of a different colour and bore no relation whatever to the liquid found in Miss Leman’s bureau. Upon that evidence the police decided upon arresting Miss Leman, who surrendered at Bow Street half an hour ago.”

He spoke carefully, but there was a quiver in his voice which told something of Jimmy Cassidy’s agony.

Mr. Sands shook his head.

“An extraordinary story,” he said. “Tell me this: has any woman the right or the excuse to be jealous of Miss Leman?”

Jimmy looked at him in surprise.

“Woman?” he repeated. “As far as I am aware, she knows no woman—”

Then an interruption came — a sound terrifying and dreadful. Somewhere outside the room rose a sobbing wail like that of a soul in torture. It rose in a shuddering crescendo, a long “Oh!” of exquisite misery, then fell again to silence.

The two men looked at one another.

“What was that?” asked Jimmy, who was, if anything, a shade paler than he had been when he came in.

“That is my pet cat,” John Sands smiled quietly. “Sometimes when I am reading here a howl goes up and I jump half out of my seat. You don’t know my pet cat,” he said jestingly; “but we are getting off a very serious subject. In case we are interrupted again I’ll go and drive this infernal thing from the premises.”

Jimmy sat down and raised his shaking hand to take his cigarette from his lips. He heard Sands’ voice shooing away some invisible animal, the opening and closing of a door, a faint thud, and then after a brief space of time his host reappeared.

“I am so sorry, but that soon gets on one’s nerves, if you’re not used to it,” he said.

“You seem to have been in the wars to-day; cats by night and dogs by day, Mr. Sands,” said Jimmy.

Sands laughed.

“I am leading a cat and dog life,” he said good-humouredly. “Now I’ll come out with you. I shall think better in the open air, and I’m not at all inclined to sleep.”

They paced the deserted streets together, and Mr. Sands set forth his own views with thought and lucidity.

“I regret that I have been brought into this business at all,” he said, “much against my will. I’ll make a very frank statement to you, Cassidy. You’re a newspaper man, and you’ll probably be investigating the affairs of everybody in connection with this tragedy. It is only natural that suspicion attaches to people, that the motives of everybody should be investigated; and when I say it is natural, I mean that it is proper. I myself would not shrink from the ordeal. I knew Mark Leman more or less well. I met him on a steamship coming across from America, and we became friends — of a kind. I believe I am the only friend he has in London, and I am not disguising from you the fact that I did cultivate the acquaintance because I thought that sooner or later he might be able to do me a good turn. I have a business in the United States which has not been going too well. I hate business of all kinds, but if I am in business I do demand of it that it should support me. My income has been growing steadily less and less, owing largely to the competition of other corporations which are engaged in manufacturing the same kind of article as myself, and manufacturing them on more up-to-date lines. I recognised some two years ago that it would be necessary to reorganise the whole of my factory and to secure new capital. But new capital is shy, unless the man who requires it is himself known as a great worker or a genius, or is, at least, taking some active part in his business. That I am not, and have not been for years. I hoped, however, to secure the necessary assistance from my poor friend, Mark Leman. I mentioned the fact to him the other evening, and told him that I had been very useful to him, both in assisting him in securing his wife and in maintaining the extraordinary relationship between them. I told him the amount of money I required, and he promised to write to me. He sent me a note this very night — or rather, last night,” he said, looking up at the grey light of dawn which was in the sky, “asking me to come and see him and talk the matter over at eight o’clock. Well, you can understand, Mr. Cassidy, that it was a fairly serious matter for me. If Mark Leman had decided that he could not accede to my request — and I had a very uncomfortable feeling that that was going to be so, since he took the trouble to send a note to me by special messenger — then I had to go back to America, take off my coat, which I just hate the idea of doing, and work, not only to restore the profits of the business which had fallen off so badly, but work in an atmosphere which was wholly uncongenial. Do I make myself clear?”

“Perfectly,” said Jimmy.

“Eighteen months ago I suggested to Mr. Leman that, as he was intent on marriage for the purpose of disappointing his relations, he should marry a lady who would accommodate herself to his peculiar eccentricities, namely, that he should marry a woman who would never bother him again and who would leave him to live his bachelor life. At first he rejected the idea, but eventually he consented. It so happened,” said Mr. Sands carefully, “that I had made the acquaintance of a very charming lady who was, from certain peculiar circumstances, particularly suitable for this kind of arrangement, and the marriage was duly celebrated in a little seaside town of which you know. You understand I am making, so to speak, a clean breast of my part in this marriage. I had no interest but a purely selfish desire to curry favour with Mr. Leman, and of having some sort of right to his—”

“That also I understand,” said Jimmy wearily; “but honestly, Mr. Sands, I am less interested in your personal affairs than I am in the fate and future of my poor Faith. I tell you, I just feel as though I could tear down every stone of the police-station — it is madness, madness! Can’t you help some, Mr. Sands? You’re a man of influence in this town. Maybe when she comes before the judge tomorrow—”

“Magistrate,” corrected Mr. Sands.

“Whoever he is,” said Jimmy impatiently, “can’t you get up and say all you know and obtain her release?”

Mr. Sands shook his head.

“I doubt it,” he said. “The police have taken the matter in hand, and you cannot influence the police. Apparently, the evidence they have against her will give the magistrate a prima facie
 case which will justify his holding her for trial.”

Jimmy turned on him.

“Perhaps Mrs. Leman could help,” he said quietly.

There was a silence.

“Mrs. Leman is hardly likely to give evidence,” said John Sands after a moment, “since she is in France and can know nothing whatever about the circumstances.”

“Mrs. Leman was in Davis Street last night,” said Jimmy. “She was the woman who came to see old man Leman at half-past six. It was because he was meeting her that he sent his niece out at that hour, and she was with him until nearly eight o’clock, at which time I saw her.”

There was a silence, longer than the previous one.

“You are altogether wrong,” said Sands. “If you say you saw a lady, I, of course, believe you,” he said slowly, “but that it was Mrs. Leman is absolutely impossible. I will go farther and say that I am satisfied in my mind that there was
 somebody in the house, somebody of whom we know nothing. It is very possible that that person may be able to give us a great deal of information as to how and why the tragedy occurred. But again I repeat that it was not, and could not have been, Mrs. Leman.”

He thought a moment, shook his head, and repeated:

“It could not have been.”

His attitude conveyed a curious sense of dejection, and it was accentuated when he pulled himself up and spoke briskly, his old self for the first time since that dreadful night.

“I’ll give you every assistance I can, and I’ll be at the court tomorrow at ten o’clock,” he said. “You can instruct my lawyers to defend Miss Leman — Johnson and Hackett, of Temple Yard.”

“I’ve already arranged,” said Jimmy, “but thank you all the same. I shall see you in court. There is nothing you can think of? Is it possible to get bail?”

Sands shook his head.

“I’m afraid that is altogether out of the question,” he said. “When a charge of this character is made, bail is never given under any circumstances.”

He shook hands with the young man, who, turning, strode away. Jimmy watched him till he was nearly out of sight, and then followed him stealthily.



X. At 79, Charles Street


Table of Contents


He gave Sands plenty of time. He wanted leisure himself, to think out his plan of action, so he came to Charles Street, not by the usual direct way, but by a circuitous route which brought him to the long mews which ran at the back of Charles Street, and from which there was access to some of the houses.

One of these was that in which Sands lived. He had to wait some time before he put his plan into operation, because a belated motorcar had hummed into the mews to its garage, and it was nearly half an hour before the chauffeur had locked up and taken his departure.

The back entrance of 79, Charles Street was a small wicket door, which was locked. The wall was eight feet high, and apparently surmounted by a chevaux de frise
 . A little farther along, however, the top of the wall was free from this obstacle, and it was here that Jimmy made his leap, and, catching the rough edge on the top of the wall, drew himself up and sat astride. On the other side there was a small, lean-to bicycle shed, situated in the tiny yard of the house next to 79. To walk along the top of the parting wall was the work of a few seconds, and he dropped lightly into Mr. John Sands’ backyard. He found himself in a flagged space confronting a small side door and a large barred window; at his feet was a grating which apparently ventilated the cellar beneath the house. He tried the door gingerly, and to his amazement it yielded to his touch. Either a careless servant or Mr. Sands himself, in a moment of unusual laxity, had forgotten to lock it. He was in a passage which led him to a cross passage, to the kitchen in one direction, to the livingroom in the other. He stooped, unlaced and removed his shoes, wondering as he did so what explanation he would give to the mild-mannered Mr. Sands if he were detected in this act of burglary.

What he expected to find he did not know. He had only the vaguest suspicions, as yet formless, without beginning or end in his mind, but he was certain that 79, Charles Street held, if not the master key to many mysteries, at least a key which would unlock Faith Leman from her prison cell. Jimmy was a crime man who had served his apprenticeship in the unravelment of big and unbelievable stories. He knew the bad men of New York City in the days when they were really bad, and he had come by the news “beats” which had made him famous in many unconventional ways. He was taking now no greater risk than he took that night he ransacked the apartment of Big Jim Macgee, and had come out of the room to find himself confronted by that notorious gunman.

The house was silent. If Sands had returned, he must have retired immediately to bed. There was no glimmer of light either in the hall or at either end. He felt his way along carefully, and turned a sharp corner into the large corridor, where he stood upright, white and shaking, every hair standing on end with the terror of the unknown.

It was that “Oh!” that wailing shriek of agony, that sustained sob which rose with most awful shrillness, which arrested him in his path. He heard the sound of footsteps and hastened to get back to the shelter of the side passage. In doing so he knocked over a tray which had evidently been placed against the wall. The clatter would have raised the dead, but it brought no visible enemy. He crouched against the wall, one eye round the angle, his boots under one arm and himself ready to fly, but the shuffling footsteps had ceased. He waited a few seconds, and was slipping cautiously into the larger passage when a big hand fell on his shoulder and jerked him back.

Twing!

Something flew past his face. He felt the air of it. Another hand was clapped against his mouth and a voice in his ear hissed:

“Come! don’t make a trouble.”

Something within him made him obey, and he was led through the corridor out into the backyard, whilst his companion closed the door behind.

“Over the wall quickly,” he whispered fiercely.

Jimmy obeyed. He scrambled over the wall, and shortly his companion was standing by his side.

“Never mind about your boots,” said the voice. “Get out into open country.”

Open country was represented by the southern end of Charles Street. Here Jimmy slipped on his boots and laced them hastily.

“See here,” he said, “I don’t know who you are.”

There was a chuckle of laughter from the man, and Jimmy Cassidy looked into his face.

“Jumping great Moses!” he said. “Blessington!”

The detective nodded.

“Jimmy, you had the escape of your life tonight,” he said, graver than was his wont.

“You were there?”

“I was in the larder watching you — but there was nothing for you to find, Jimmy. I did a whole lot of investigation whilst you were walking Mr. Sands round the houses. You see, I came in just as you were going out.”

“Did you hear it?” shivered Jimmy.

“I heard it — the shriek, you mean?”

“For God’s sake, what was it?”

“That is exactly what I was trying to discover while you were out,” said Blessington. “I heard it as I got over the wall to come in, and it nearly scared me to death. It sounded like a cat.”

“That’s what Sands said it was,” said Jimmy, and then suddenly: “Why did you come? Do you suspect him?”

“I suspect everybody,” said Blessington; “that is my business. I suspect you of being a fool, Jimmy. You ran all sorts of risks tonight. Did you realise that where you were standing in the corridor there was a white cupboard behind you?”

Jimmy had noticed the fact in a general way, without, however, attaching any importance to the circumstance.

“You were visible against that, and I thought our friend would get you.”

“He didn’t shoot,” said Jimmy.

“He didn’t use a gun, certainly,” said the detective. “It sounded to me rather like an arrow. Have you noticed the walls of his sanctum are covered with — oh, no! you have not seen his sanctum,” and he chuckled again. “When you do, you will discover that there are all sorts of bows and arrows on hand, and Sands probably knows how to use them. I should say he had spent some time in the East or in the Islands. The wooden masks over his desk are distinctly Papuan.”

“But the thing that shrieked — did you find that?”

“I did not,” said the detective. “I had bad luck. I was hoping to hear it again. The first scream came as I was getting over the wall and nearly scared me to death, but when it came the second time it was too late to investigate.”

“It seemed to come from the cellar,” said Jimmy.

“I thought so myself, but I have inspected the cellar and there’s nothing suspicious about that. I looked everywhere, and I guess it must have been the cat all right.”

“There was no cat,” said Jimmy, “I’ll swear to that. But what were you doing there, Blessington, in John Sands’ house?”

“I want to know a little more about Mr. Sands, and it struck me as being an excellent opportunity to. There are things about this case, Jimmy, which strike me as being distinctly weird. By the way, you will be pleased to know that we have released Miss Leman.”

“You have released her?” said Jimmy, gripping the other’s hand. “You don’t mean that. Where is she?”

“She’s in her hotel and in bed, I hope,” said the detective. “Now, don’t be a fool, Jimmy. I should pinch her again tomorrow if I had the slightest suspicion that there’s anything to back up the evidence which has been produced against her. Aw! Jimmy, you great goop!”

Jimmy, oblivious to the other’s goodnatured contempt, was shaking from head to foot like an hysterical schoolgirl.

“I’m nutty, I think,” he said. “It isn’t the release, but because I know you fellows well enough to know that you wouldn’t loose her unless you were sure she was innocent.”

“Quite right,” said the detective. “We had corroboration of the story about the cyanide having come by post. Fortunately, Miss Leman showed it to the housekeeper and asked her how it should be used. They both decided that it shouldn’t be used at all until they knew its properties. That was point No. 1. Point No. 2 was the woman who left the Davis Street flat, and whom you saw, was also seen by one of our plainclothes men. He had a good view of her, though he did not see her face. She stopped at the corner of Berkeley Square to post a letter in a long envelope, which she had in her hand when she left the flat. There’s nothing unusual about a woman leaving a Davis Street flat to post a letter in Berkeley Square, and our man thought no more of it until after the tragedy was reported. Fact No 3,” said the detective, “is that somebody had drunk that glass of Kümmel
 which had been placed in readiness for Mr. Sands, and had refilled the glass from the bottle. You remember that the bottle of Kümmel
 was standing on the sideboard?” Jimmy nodded.

“Well, again, fortunately, Miss Leman had filled the glasses in the presence of the housekeeper, and the housekeeper had put the bottle away in the cupboard. In fact, my dear Jimmy, it would have been a sin and a shame to have left that young lady in a police cell for one minute longer. She was never under arrest, you must remember. She was what we call on this side ‘detained,’ and I took it upon myself to release her, no formal charge having been made.”

“Well, thank Heaven for that!” said Jimmy. “I shall sleep tonight. It would be cruelty to disturb her — I’d like to see her—”

“It would be worse than cruelty,” said the practical detective, “it would be silly. Now, Jimmy, you’re a pretty smart fellow, or I wouldn’t have allowed you to make my acquaintance. You’re out for big stories and I’m out for big crimes. You know more about crooks than many of our men will learn in a month of Sundays — will you help me in this case?”

“It’s a question whether you will help me,” said Jimmy grimly. “It’s true I’m out for the story — a million-dollar story. Say, Blessington, there’s a man living in the lap of luxury at the Carlton, a fat, smooth man who owns an American newspaper, who’s just aching to give me a million dollars for something worth printing.”

“You shall have that — I mean something worth printing,”’ said Blessington, “and I think you’ll get it the day you lay your hands upon the woman in black and discover what was the nature of the document she posted in Berkeley Square.”



XI. The Fingerprint
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John Sands had a horror of discomfort and disturbance. For this reason he held in abhorrence representatives of society who departed from their normal services to him and his like. He judged them not by the standard of righteousness; whether they were good or bad, evil or virtuous. Their moral qualities had no interest for him. Therefore, he did not complain because burglars burgled, but because burglary was a disturbance to his serenity. So long as the burglar kept to proper service, he did not distress Mr. Sands. The butcher who delivered his meat, or the cabman who drove him, might with impunity harbour evil or lawless thoughts, just so long as they did not run into electric standards or bring him tough meat. A burglar was no more a criminal in his eyes than was the laundry man who sent him home a frayed and discoloured shirt in place of the perfect linen he had dispatched.

He came to the district police station at eleven o’clock the following morning with a complaint which on the face of it was justifiable.

“I hate bothering the police,” he said. (By the greatest of good luck Blessington had called only a few minutes before.) “But the fact is I’ve had a burglary in my house, and I understand that it is necessary to notify this fact if I am to recover what the burglar has stolen — not,” he added, “that I have, as yet, missed anything.”

“Quite right,” said Blessington, taking control of the proceedings. “When did this outrage occur?”

“In the early hours of the morning,” replied John Sands with a little nod of recognition. “Good morning, Mr. Blessington. I see there is truth in the saying that if you’re in the hands of the police once, you’re in their hands three times.”

“This makes twice,” said Blessington.

He was a lean, brownfaced man, who very seldom smiled, but there was a twinkle in his eye.

“It happened about two o’clock,” Mr. Sands went on. “I had returned home after talking with Mr. Cassidy, and I was sitting in my smokeroom, a little room in which I write, which is just off my bedroom, when I heard, as I thought, a noise downstairs.”

Blessington nodded.

“Where is this place?” he asked blandly.

“At 79, Charles Street,” said Mr. Sands. “It is a very modest house, but I thought you knew it.”

“79, Charles Street,” repeated the detective, making elaborate notes. “I’m sorry. Go on, Mr. Sands.”

“I had no weapon at all in the house,” said Mr. Sands, “and so I took down with me a bow and a couple of arrows. I have a collection of these weapons which I brought from Borneo, and I am rather an efficient shot. I saw one of the miscreants and fired at him, but apparently missed. They scrambled out into the little courtyard at the back, got over the wall, and escaped.”

“Did you follow them?”

“No,” said Mr. Sands with a little smile. “I didn’t feel inclined to follow them.”

“A more important question,” said Blessington: “did you miss anything?”

“No,” said Mr. Sands, “nothing whatever. Apparently I disturbed them.”

“I think I will see your place, Mr. Sands,” said Blessington promptly.

“I assure you nothing is missing,” said Sands very quickly.

“Nevertheless, when a burglary is reported, it is customary to make this inspection. There might be fingermarks and that sort of thing on the windowpanes.”

“Very good,” said Mr. Sands. “I am naturally reluctant to have the police in my house,” he chuckled a little, “but if it will be of any assistance to you, by all means come.”

To Blessington this was a heavensent opportunity. He never thought for one moment that Sands would complain to the police about the midnight visitation. He strode again by Sands’ side, discussing the coming cricket season, the possibilities of the king’s colt winning the Derby — two subjects which interest all good Britishers — and Mr. Sands found him a pleasant companion. The inspection of the house was a brief one. Blessington passed through the diningroom, the common room, went upstairs, examined the bedroom, the bathroom, and the sanctuary, and came down to complete his inspection below.

The ground floor consisted only of the large room which ran from the front of the house to the back (and was, in fact, two rooms knocked into one), the kitchen and larder and a servery. In the bigger passage Blessington stopped.

“What have you had here?” he said, pointing to dust-marks.

He had a very excellent reason for knowing what Mr. Sands had had there.

“Oh, that was a cupboard which was rather in the way — just an ordinary portable wardrobe that became rather a nuisance.”

“What colour?” asked Blessington curiously.

“Enamelled white,” said Mr. Sands.

“Did the thieves remove it?” said Blessington.

Mr. Sands thought the question a humorous one.

“No; as a matter of fact I sent it away this morning. I ordered a motor lorry and sent it along to my place in the country.”

“Now,” said Blessington, “would you be kind enough to bring me the bow and arrow you used to shoot at your burglar?”

The other looked at him in surprise.

“Surely you don’t want that?” he said. “That would hardly incriminate the burglar so much as it would me.”

“I should like to see it. I intended asking when I was upstairs.”

“And I was trying to show you,” said Sands, “but you were so quick in leaving my study — but I’ll get it for you.” The walls of the passage were of yellow distemper. One was flooded by a small square patch of sunlight from the window in the opposite wall, and in the very centre of that sunny patch was a distinct fingerprint — a faint impression and one liable to escape the untrained eye.

“Blood,” said Blessington to himself, and waited till he heard Sands’ foot upon the stairs. Then he took from his waistcoat pocket a tiny camera, focused it on to the print and snapped it. Three times he turned the film and three times he photographed the telltale mark. The camera was back in his pocket and he was examining the cross passage when Mr. Sands appeared with the ornate bow and a handful of deadly little arrows.

“Pretty,” said Blessington. “I’m not sure that this is not a better method than using a gun. Do you think you got your man?”

“I hope I didn’t,” said John Sands. “I was very angry at the time, but I shouldn’t like to feel that I had injured a fellow-creature. These arrowheads are difficult to get out once they penetrate the flesh.”

Blessington examined the barbed blade of an arrow and handed it back to its owner.

“By the way,” he said, as they strolled back to the sittingroom, “have you heard from Mrs. Leman? The inquest is fixed for the day after tomorrow.”

“Strangely enough,” said Mr. Sands, “I had a letter from her this morning — rather an embarrassing letter, as it eventually proved.”

He opened a small place in the wall and took out an envelope which bore the Paris postmark. The date, however, was very indistinct and useless for the purposes of identification.

“You would like to see the letter probably?” said Sands, handing the document over.

It was headed “Café de Lyons”; and the date was two days before.



Dear Mr. Sands (it ran), I am growing so tired of Paris that I have decided to go away, and I am writing this in a restaurant a quarter of an hour before the train leaves. I shall go first to Marseilles, after which my movements will be undecided. I may go on to Narbonne, to Barcelona and Spain, or I may go to San Remo, to Rome, or even farther afield. It is no use writing to my eccentric husband, because he does not answer my letters. Will you tell him from me what are my plans? Thank you so much for the £1,000 you sent me, which arrived quite safely. You may possibly find it difficult to act for me, and so I am sending you the general power-of-attorney which was drafted after my marriage. By this you will see that you are authorised to act for me in all and any circumstances.

Faithfully yours,

Margaret Leman.



“And here is the power of attorney.”

John Sands handed the document to the detective, who opened it and examined its contents.

“This is drafted in English,” he said.

“That is so,” said Sands. “It was drafted for Mrs. Leman before she left this country at her request, and at the suggestion of Mr. Leman. It is the first time she has ever issued such an instrument in my favour, and under the circumstances I shall myself be involved in a great deal of complicated and unpleasant work.”

The detective held the legal document to the light. The watermarks were two years before. The deed was signed and witnessed by Mark Leman himself!

“It was executed soon after her marriage,” said Sands. “As I say, she has never had any occasion to use it, and I wish she hadn’t sent it on now.”

Blessington handed the document back without a word.

“May I come and see you in two hours’ time?” he said.

“With all the pleasure in the world,” said Mr. Sands.

“I see your hand is hurt,” said Blessington, pointing to the bandage.

“Yes, I was telling Cassidy that I was snapped at by a dog.”

An hour later the detective returned.

“I want to see your kitchen,” he said, and Mr. Sands led the way.

Blessington did not want to see the kitchen, but he wanted to see the wall and the fingerprint. He saw the wall, but the fingerprint had disappeared, and there was ample evidence that it had been painted over.

“I don’t know whether you noticed,” said Sands, when his inspection of the kitchen was finished, “but I made a discovery after you left which leads me to believe that I must have injured one of the men who broke in last night.”

He pointed to the wall.

“I found a bloodstain there, so I painted it over. It afterwards occurred to me that you might want to see it, for it had the distinct appearance of a fingerprint.”

“It is quite unimportant,” said the detective, “unless, of course, it was a fingerprint.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” said Mr. Sands, “but then, of course, I know very little about such matters. To me it seemed to be just a smudge.”

Blessington had left Jimmy in a taxi at the door, and when he joined him it was with a puzzled frown on his face.

“Scotland Yard,” he directed the driver, and jumped in, banging the door of the cab behind him.

“Jimmy,” he said, “that fellow is the most difficult man I have had to deal with. I am alternately suspicious and satisfied. I no sooner get what I think is a point against him, than he produces an alibi all brand-new and indisputable.”

“What about the white wardrobe?” asked Jimmy, who had been made acquainted with all that had happened in the morning.

“It undoubtedly went away this morning on a lorry; it was seen by the man on point duty. Unfortunately, he did not get the name of the contractor, but there is a chance of our tracing him.”

“Why do you make such a point of the white cupboard?” asked Jimmy.

“Oh, just because I do,” said Blessington.

They came to Scotland Yard, dismissed the cabman, and the two men went up to the photography department.

“Are those proofs ready?” asked Blessington of the officer on duty.

“Yes, sir, we’ve got prints of them. They are very good positives.”

He handed three proofs to the officer, who carried them to the light.

“Yes, they are fairly good. Jimmy, here are the fingermarks. The print is very distinct. Now, if my theory is right, we shall discover when we meet Mrs. Leman, who is supposed to be careering round the south of France, that she was in the house of John Sands as late as last night.”

“That’s all right,” said Jimmy. “Are you going to let me have a print? Thank you.”

He took it and put it into his pocketbook.

“It’s all material for the million-dollar story,” he said. “Is that where the matter ends at present?”

“Yes. We cannot use the print until we have found Mrs. Leman. I don’t know exactly what we can do when we have found Mrs. Leman. It isn’t a criminal offence to be in London when you’re supposed to be in Paris,” said Blessington.

“Let me see that again,” said Jimmy, taking one of the two remaining prints.

He examined it thoughtfully and then looked up with inspiration shining in his face.

“Who is Mrs. Leman, anyway?” he asked. “For all you know, she may be a crook, Blessington! Haven’t you a record department where you put them on the register?”

Blessington’s eyes narrowed.

“That’s an idea, Jimmy,” he said. “By Jove! that is
 an idea!”

They went straight into the record department and planked the photograph down on the counter before the staid official in charge. He made a few notes on a card, after examining the print through a magnifying-glass, and passed the record to a sergeant. There was five minutes’ delay, but presently the sergeant came back with a large printed card bearing a number of fingerprints and photographs, and this the officer compared with the little positive.

“That’s it all right,” he said. “It’s the index finger, and the markings are identical.”

“Who is she?” asked Blessington eagerly.

“Margaret Maliko,” said the officer, “a convict who escaped from Aylesbury Convict Prison last October twelvemonth.”
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“Margaret Maliko is Margaret Leman,” said Jimmy. “There’s no doubt about that.”

They were sitting in the lounge of the “Magnificent.”

“Margaret Leman is worth about 8,000,000 dollars, whether she is Margaret Leman or Margaret Maliko — there is less doubt about that,” said Blessington. “The old man has left no will. Apparently he had no regular lawyer, and though he employed several to do his commercial business, he had none with whom he entrusted his private affairs. She was the woman who was in the flat with the old man from half-past six till eight. She was the woman who posted a letter, and that letter has been traced — up to a point,” he added carefully.

“Wait a minute,” said Jimmy excitedly. “That letter, posted in Berkeley Square, was an unstamped letter addressed to Mrs. Leman herself.”

“Right you are, Jimmy, as you always are. It was acting on your suggestion that it was an unstamped letter that I managed to get track of it. Letters put in the post without the sender going through the formality of affixing a postal stamp are specially examined and marked at the Central Post Office. There is a record of a letter going to Mrs. Leman at Kennington House, Hove.

“Kennington House, Jimmy, is not, as you might imagine from its grandiose title, a magnificent mansion standing in its own well-timbered park, but a small suburban villa in a long suburban road outside Brighton. I sent a man down to make inquiries, but unhappily he has not been able to get hold of the letter. It appears that the Hove postal authorities had a general direction from London instructing them to readdress all letters which arrived at Kennington House to — where do you think?”

“To Mr. John Sands?” suggested Jimmy.

“Wrong the first time,” said Blessington. “No, Jimmy, it’s much more artistic than that. The Poste Restante
 , Marseilles. The letter has been redirected. Tell me now, before we go any farther, what are your theories? Why did you believe that the letter bore no stamp?”

“My theory is that it was a document which the woman dared not carry with her,” said the reporter. “She stuck it into an envelope — you remember there were a lot of envelopes on the table when old Mark Leman’s body was found — and, being short of a stamp, but desperately anxious to get rid of whatever it was, she addressed the envelope to herself and dropped it into the first pillarbox. It was a very simple matter to get the letter. You had only to give instructions to your agent in Marseilles to collect it.”

“It’s not quite so simple, Jimmy. That letter was posted last night and caught the mail to-day. It is possible, by paying a fee, to have the letter again redirected. Anyway, we are going to try. I have telegraphed to Marseilles to my very good friend, M. Pollot, and if any man can get that letter it is he. Your little friend is late.”

The detective looked at his watch.

“By the way, what are you going to do about her?”

“She’s going back to America by the first boat,” said Jimmy. “Just as soon as Mrs. Leman comes into the open and establishes her claim to a legacy, I am going to ask her to marry me.”

“Why not before?” demanded the detective.

“Well, because something may happen and Faith may get the money after all.”

“What the devil does that matter?” asked the detective;

“You’re not such a pup that you’re going to allow the girl’s financial position to stand in the way of her happiness?”

“But — but—” stammered Jimmy, “if she’s rich and I’m poor—”

“Sheer vanity,” said the other calmly, “sheer wicked swank! If you were rich and she were poor, if you could do Prince Charming to her Cinderella, it would be all right, I suppose? I never understood why all the favours of matrimony should be one side. For myself, poor as I am, I still live in hopes of attracting the attention of a beautiful girl with mournful eyes and about three million net.”

“You don’t understand how I feel,” said Jimmy thoughtfully.

“Of course I do,” said the scornful Blessington. “Do you think that because you feel like every other man, nobody understands you? Ask her to marry you—”

“For the Lord’s sake shut up,” said Jimmy in an agitated whisper. “Here she is.”

Faith came down to the lobby from her room looking, to Jimmy’s prejudiced eyes, divine. The trials of the last twentyfour hours had left shadows under her eyes, a sleepless night had paled the colour in her cheeks. Even that hardened cynic Blessington admitted that she was amongst the beautiful women it had been his fortune to meet.

She stopped dead at the sight of the detective, and the colour came into her face.

“I want you to meet a very good friend, Faith,” said Jimmy. “Having locked you up, Mr. Blessington spent most of the night trying to find evidence to secure your release.”

“I’m very grateful to you, Mr. Blessington,” she said, offering her hand, “but it was such a horrid experience that any association—”

“I know,” said Blessington; “it is almost as bad as the thing it calls to mind. Please don’t imagine that I enjoy arresting beautiful ladies and baling them to the deep, deep dungeon cell, because I don’t.”

“I wanted to ask you something,” he said as they passed into the hotel diningroom to their table.

She looked at the detective dubiously.

“I hope you’ve not come to ask me a lot more questions,” she said.

“I am, indeed,” said that gentleman. “Jimmy’s job in life, and it is my job too, is the asking of questions. That’s the only way you can find things out, you know,” he explained. “It isn’t much I’m going to ask you,” he went on. “You only need answer three questions. First, did your uncle keep postage stamps in the house?”

“Never,” she said. “Poor uncle was a fanatic about stamps. He would never spend a penny on them. If he wanted to post a letter, one had to go to the post office with the exact amount of money.”

“Good,” said Blessington. “Now the second question is: when you put the paper for your uncle, you also put envelopes? I saw them, but you might not have put them there.”

“I put them there,” she nodded.

“Did you also put pen and ink there?”

“No,” said the girl after a moment’s thought, “only pencil. Uncle very seldom used pens.”

“Good again,” said Blessington; “and yet there was a small bottle of ink near the paper when I came into the room. There is one more question: in the room there was found a piece of paper in your uncle’s handwriting, in which the name of Suevic
 , a ship of the White Star line, is jotted down, together with ‘Plymouth,’ which is one of the ports of call of that line. The Suevic
 is on the Australia run. Now, do you know anybody connected with Australia, or who had asked your uncle to lend him £100 or £200 in order to take him to Australia? There was also a number: 1 — 17941—”

“By Heaven!”

The exclamation came from Jimmy.

“That’s it!” he cried, half rising from his chair. “Don’t you remember? Margaret Maliko! You saw the card: that was her convict number, and the word ‘poison’—”

He paused and looked at Blessington.

“What of the word ‘poison’?” he asked.

“The word ‘poison,’” said Blessington, “stands for the crime for which Margaret Maliko was sentenced to twenty years’ penal servitude — for poisoning her husband.”

Jimmy fell back in his chair with a gasp.

“Then it was she?” said the girl, her eyes round with horror.

It might be so — but the theory did not fit with Blessington’s other theories. Nor did they fit with Jimmy’s.

“Blessington, I’m not standing for that story about the woman having committed this crime. It’s a coincidence, maybe, but all the evidence proves that she parted from Mark Leman on pretty good terms. Why, don’t you see?” he went on, “the old man was sending her away. She was going to Australia! She had come to him with information for which she asked a large sum of money. Look at that paper and see how she bargained with him, how the old man started with £100 and how he gradually increased it to £300. There’s the address: ‘Poste Restante
 , Melbourne.’ Look, she gave him all particulars about herself — her convict number, twenty — that stands for the twenty years — it’s as clear as daylight. Why should she kill him, if he was willing to help her?”

Blessington bit his lip.

“You’ve got me guessing again, Jimmy,” he said. “There’s a whole lot of truth in what you say, and yet there are certain gaps in the story. She wouldn’t have come to Leman to sell her statement unless there was a good reason why she should clear out at once. She wanted the money badly, and it’s very unlikely that she got it, because Leman never kept money in the house. Isn’t that so, Miss Leman?”

The girl nodded.

“Uncle never kept money at home,” she said. “If he wanted cash
 he went to the Oxford Street branch of his bank.”

“It was after banking hours too,” Blessington went on, “and she couldn’t expect to get the stuff until the next day. Why then should she poison him? Why should she come prepared to poison him? No, that yam doesn’t hang together.”

“It’s all very dreadful,” said the girl with a shiver.

“It’s all jolly interesting,” said Jimmy and Blessington simultaneously, and solemnly locked fingers across the table.
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The rest of the day was spent by Jimmy in pursuing independent inquiries as to what had happened to the white cupboard. The police had fallen down on this, and there was no trace and no report of its passage out of London. An urgent inquiry sent to the contractors who supplied motor lorries had been unsatisfactory. Since the war there were so many private individuals who had acquired army transport that it was almost impossible to keep track of them.

The inquest was adjourned, and Blessington, availing himself of the opportunity which that function afforded, made a few inquiries of Mr. Sands.

“My country house? Well, it’s rather a pretentious name for a modest cottage and a few acres of ground,” laughed Sands. “It’s on the Brighton road and you will have no difficulty in finding it.”

He looked at Blessington oddly.

“Will you tell me frankly why you are so curious as to my private property?”

“I’ll be very frank with you indeed, Mr. Sands,” smiled the detective. “I want to see that cupboard of yours, because I have a theory that your burglar left his name and address on its smooth surface.”

“In other words, his fingerprints,” said Mr. Sands. “I have regretted very much painting over that mark on the wall, but if you think you can get information from the wardrobe, by all means go down and see it. In fact, if you like I will drive you down,” said Mr. Sands.

“Thanks,” said the detective, “but I have loaned a car and I’ll go down myself.”

Jimmy went with him and found the house a little more pretentious than Mr. Sands had represented. It lay back from the road, hidden behind beeches; and was an old sixteenth-century house — not large, it is true, but extremely comfortable. There was only a caretaker in charge, and the furniture was sheeted with holland. He, with his wife, who apparently came in to keep the place tidy, constituted the whole of the domestic staff. The caretaker remembered the white cupboard arriving.

“Yes, sir, it came rather late at night, after I was in bed,” he said, “and Mr. Sands arrived with it. He came down by train. It doesn’t look valuable to me, but Mr. Sands was so anxious to get it here that it must be valuable. Otherwise, he could have sent it by train. That was what I said to my wife, and she thought the same thing.”

“It was late at night when it arrived, eh?” said Jimmy thoughtfully. “It left London early in the morning. It took a pretty long time to get here. Well, let’s have a look at this wonderful piece of furniture.”

The caretaker led them to the sheeted drawingroom, and there in the corner stood the white cupboard. It stood in the corner of the room, a very commonplace article of furniture, and the two men examined it carefully.

“Were you in the room when it was brought in?” asked Blessington.

“Yes, sir,” said the caretaker.

“Did you see it opened?”

“Yes, sir,” said the man, to the other’s surprise.

“You saw it opened?” said Jimmy incredulously.

This was a facer, and upset all the theories which the men had separately formed.

“What was inside it?” asked Blessington.

“Nothing, sir. It was just as you see it.”

He turned the handle of the cupboard and swung it open. The interior was without mark or scratch. If Mrs. Leman had voluntarily or involuntarily been concealed in the cupboard, there was absolutely no sign of her tenancy.

“Well, that beats all,” said Jimmy disappointedly.

“You thought?” said Blessington.

“Somewhere about what you were thinking, I guess,” said Jimmy. “Shut the door and let me look at it again,” he said.

His examination this time was more careful, and when it was finished he took the detective’s arm and drew him outside.

“Phew! I was nearly fooled!” he said.

“Well, I am quite, apparently,” said the puzzled detective. “What is it?”

“This isn’t the cupboard that stood in the wall.”

“How do you know?”

“I have very good reason for knowing,” said Jimmy. “Our stout friend let fly an arrow at my young head. It passed me and hit the wardrobe. There is no sign on the surface of the cupboard that it has been punctured.”

“You’re perfectly sure the arrow hit it?” asked the detective.

“Where else could it hit?” asked Jimmy. “Of course it hit. I heard the thud of it.”

“So did I,” said the detective. “Yes, here was no other place. We’re just about as far off as ever. If Sands is what we think he is, he guessed we would try to trace the cupboard and has simply gone out and bought another. The fact that the thing arrived late at night proves this — I tell you that man oozes alibis! We have wasted the day.”

“Don’t say that,” said Jimmy, scribbling busily on the back of an envelope. “It may have been wasted for you, but you haven’t got a million-dollar story to write.”

It was late in the evening when they got back to town, but that the day had not been wasted was advertised by the arrival of a telegram which reached Blessington just as he was leaving Scotland Yard for dinner. Jimmy was at work in his room, his typewriter rattling busily, the floor covered with sheets of manuscript, when Blessington came in.

“Cut this sordid money-making, and listen to real news,” said Blessington. “We’ve got the envelope. I’ve just had a telegram from the Chief of Police at Marseilles saying that the letter has been intercepted and is being sent to me by registered post. It will be here the day after tomorrow. I’ve wired certain instructions, but I don’t know yet whether they have reached our man.”

Jimmy leaned back in his chair and nodded.

“There’s the big end of a story in that letter,” he said. “What about Sands?”

“I’ve put a man to trail him,” said Blessington. “We shan’t leave him day or night until we get the truth of this business. Of course, we may be doing him a great injustice. How do matters stand? Did Miss Leman see her lawyers to-day?”

Jimmy nodded and pulled a wry face.

“She saw both English and American lawyers,” he said. “They are agreed that, as Leman is married and has died intestate, whatever money he has goes to his wife, however bad a character she is. There is no contesting the legality of the marriage, except that the woman gave a false name, and it’s possible that a statement was made by these two people that they were resident in Griddelsea the necessary time to make their marriage possible. That, however, doesn’t dissolve the marriage: it merely makes one or both of them liable to certain penalties for making a false statement. One of them is dead, and in the case of the other a few days more or less imprisonment will not matter. That’s how matters stand,” said Jimmy cheerfully.

“You’re bearing up very well, Jimmy,” said the sardonic Blessington.

“Why shouldn’t I?” said Jimmy. “I hate to see her lose the money, but her loss is my gain, and I just don’t know what I wish.”

“Love,” said Blessington severely, “is the most demoralising factor in life.”

“Shut the door as you go out,” said Jimmy politely. “You’re interrupting my literary labours.”

He worked for another half-hour after Blessington had gone and, gathering up the sheets, locked them away in a drawer, and putting on his coat, strolled along the hotel corridor to the sittingroom occupied by Faith. She came to the door at his knock.

“I’m tired of work, Faith,” he said. “Let us stroll round the block.”

It was a warm evening and an evening of romance, when stars twinkled in a cloudless sky, and even the little scraps of land which flourish in the centre of London squares breathed the odour and spirit of youth.

They walked in silence for a long time, and they had made one complete circuit of the garden in the centre of the square before Jimmy spoke.

“Faith,” he said, “do you believe what your lawyers say?”

“Why, yes, Jimmy,” she answered in surprise, “they were both so definite. The law of America is almost the same as the law of England, and I can claim nothing, and want to claim nothing,” she added. “It’s only mother that worries me. If uncle had left her a little annuity, why, I should have been just happy to be rid of this nightmare—”

“You’re really and truly sure that you’re poor?” said Jimmy.

“Yes, Jimmy, I keep telling you. Why do you ask?” Jimmy tried to speak, but choked. Presently he cleared his throat, though his voice was still husky.

“Faith,” he said, “I think I’m on the way to earning a lot of money. I don’t think that Holland Brown is going to pay me a million dollars for my story — maybe no more than a million cents — but I’ve a little money of my own, and I’m good for a couple of hundred dollars a week when I get back into the swim.”

“Yes, Jimmy?” she said in a tone of gentle inquiry, as though he were discussing some matter in which she thought it was necessary to take a polite interest, but which otherwise had no significance for her.

“Well, Faith, you told me once that you weren’t in love with me, and honestly I don’t think you are, very much.”

“Why very much?” she asked. “Why at all?”

“When I said ‘very much,’” replied Jimmy desperately, “I meant ‘at all.’”

“But what makes you think I don’t love you at all?” she asked inconsistently.

“Why, you said — because — well, it doesn’t seem natural, anyway.”

“That I should be in love?” she asked innocently. “That doesn’t sound nice, Jimmy.”

“What I mean,” said the flustered young man, “is this: that it doesn’t seem natural that you could like a fellow like me.”

“Why not?” she asked. “I think you’re very nice and good. If a girl doesn’t like a good man, well, she can’t be very nice herself, can she?”

Jimmy was very hot and very choky. He was at an unfair advantage, and cursed himself that he had blundered into a situation which he could not control.

“Faith,” he said, and his voice sounded to him like somebody else’s, “I wasn’t talking about ‘liking,’ I was talking about ‘loving.’ I was talking about loving a man well enough to — marry him.”

“Really, Jimmy,” she said faintly.

“Yes, that’s what I mean,” said Jimmy, gaining courage as he felt her slip from her superior position. “I mean the kind of liking that leads to marriage.”

There was a long interval, and then she asked:

“Well, suppose she does — like him — does she have to propose to him?”

Jimmy was caught again.

“Of course not,” he said. “If you love me, you just say: ‘Jimmy, I’ll take a chance.’”

“When would I say that?” she asked.

“Faith,” he said, “you say that when the man asks her—”

“Who is ‘her’?” she demanded.

“I mean, if I ask you to marry me because I love you better than anything in the world, you ought to say—”

She laid her two hands on his shoulders and said softly: “Why don’t you ask her? You haven’t, you know.”

An hour later a young man climbed down out of heaven and narrowly escaped annihilation by a fast-moving taxi.

“It seems all very unreal,” said the girl; “I don’t know whether I’m on my head or heels. Do you think I shan’t be a handicap to you?”

“Handicap!” said Jimmy. “Faith, you darling, you’ve just made me a million per cent, better man than ever I was, and I’m glad — yes, it’s selfish, but I’m glad that money can’t come to you. I should never have had the courage to propose to you.”

She held his arm tightly.

“I was always afraid you wouldn’t,” she said, “and I should have hated to have proposed to you, but I think I should have had to do it.”

Jimmy said nothing. He just felt one big purr.



XIV. The Plot of the Story


Table of Contents


“Hi, Jimmy!”

Jimmy, sprawling on a seat in Hyde Park, lifted his head to discover who had hailed him in this unceremonious manner. He saw a waving hand above the hood of a motorcar, the brim of a grey Stetson hat and the end of a long cigar, and diagnosed the disturbance accurately as coming from old man Brown. Holland Brown leaned over the side of his open touring car and offered a large hand to his erstwhile subordinate.

“Things are moving,” he said “I’m mighty obliged to you for sending the first news of old man Leman’s suicide. What’s behind it?”

Jimmy’s eyes twinkled.

“About nine chapters to this million-dollar story have already happened, Mr. Brown,” he said. “I’m not quite sure whether I shall give away the dénouement
 in the first or last — when it is written.”

Now Holland Brown, for all his seeming lethargy, was a live newspaper man. He had started at the bottom of the ladder, and he knew the game from facts to foundry, so to speak. He took the cigar from his mouth and looked at Jimmy with a keen scrutiny.

“Jimmy,” he said, “I’ve somehow got an idea that you’re really on to a million-dollar story. It’s not a suicide, is it?”

“See Chapter VI,” said Jimmy.

“If I’m in Paris when the story’s ready, don’t bother to send it over; just cable me and I’ll come back to London by aeroplane. I’m not going to give you a million dollars for it, because I don’t want any scandal about my sanity, but I’ll pay you Holland Brown rates, Jimmy, if that’s good enough.”

“It’s good enough for me, Mr. Brown,” said Jimmy.

“Now is there anything I can do to help you?”

Jimmy thought a moment.

“Is Mrs. Brown in Paris?” he asked.

Holland Brown nodded.

“Not exactly in Paris, Jimmy; she’s in London with her two daughters. Why?”

“Well,” said Jimmy, “there’s a lady in the case.”

“Old Leman’s niece?” asked Holland Brown; then: “What are you getting heated up about?” he asked curiously. “Jimmy, you’re not marrying the story?”

“Of course I’m not marrying the story,” said Jimmy, red to the roots of his hair, “but I’d like Mrs. Brown, if she would, to take charge of Miss Leman. You see, she’s quite alone here in London and knows very few women.”

“I’ll send the car along for her. Where is she staying?” asked Holland Brown. “My wife will be delighted to do what she can for her.”

He looked at Jimmy and then asked quickly:

“Is there any danger to the girl?”

Jimmy nodded.

“I don’t know what it is,” he confessed, “I have no reason at all. But I’ve just a hunch that there’s a big trouble brewing for that girl. Here is where she is staying.”

He scribbled the address in his notebook and tore out the leaf, and Brown read it.

“I’ll send for her at two o’clock, if that’s convenient. My wife or one of the girls will call with the car.”

Jimmy shook hands warmly with his late employer and went back to his seat with a peace of mind. The morning had been well spent, and one of the difficulties that were troubling him was in a fair way to being wiped out. He must tell Faith of what he had done and secure her approval. There was a great deal of work for him, and he had an appointment with Blessington for lunch. He would feel ever so much happier in his mind if he knew that Faith Leman was in a place of safety. There was no reason why he should believe that any harm was coming to her, save that vague sense of uneasiness and unrest which filled his mind whenever she came into his thoughts.

He drove to the hotel and sent a page-boy up to the girl’s room, but the youth returned with the news that the lady was out and had been gone half an hour. He waited till the lunch hour, in the meantime ‘phoning Blessington to join him, but the girl had not appeared by the time the detective arrived.

“Maybe she’s lunching out,” said Blessington.

Jimmy shook his head.

“She promised to see me before lunch, and I know she would keep her promise — in the circumstances,” he added.

Blessington did not ask what the circumstances were, but might have guessed by a glance at the young man’s face.

“Is there any news?” asked Jimmy.

“I am gathering material to make good news for you, Jimmy,” said the detective. “The registered package will be here tomorrow.”

“He didn’t get it then?”

Blessington shook his head.

“Apparently somebody had cabled to his agent in Marseilles to collect the letter, and the man who called was detained by the police, not, however, before he had an opportunity of telegraphing to his principal that the letter had been intercepted. It takes about ten thousand years for the French police to get busy, and by the time they had pinched the man, the mischief was done. He refuses to disclose the name of his principal, but for the moment that doesn’t worry me, because I know.”

“Sands?”

Blessington nodded.

“No doubt at all about it,” he said. “Sands is the gentleman concerned.”

“Any news of Margaret Leman?”

“None. The police at Marseilles say she has not been there, and none of the hotels along the Riviera returns her name. I think we can take it without doubt that she has never left England — probably has never left London.”

He had still something to tell. Jimmy knew that by his manner.

“There’s one warning I want to give you, Jimmy, and I don’t tell you this to alarm you, but to help you protect your young lady from a great deal of unpleasantness.”

“What is it?” asked Jimmy.

“When she returns from her present shopping excursion, she must not under any circumstances go abroad — that is to say, to parties, theatres, or any of the places where modern women usually go unattended, without an escort.”

“What do you mean?” asked Jimmy. “You’re keeping something from me, Blessington.”

“I’ll tell you,” said the detective, lowering his voice. “I took the liberty of instructing our agent in Marseilles to open the envelope and telegraph to me the contents.”

Jimmy did not ask what the contents were. His heart beat a little faster, and there came to him a premonition of trouble.

“The document,” said Blessington, speaking slowly, “is a will executed by Mark Leman on the night of his murder, leaving his entire fortune, without any reservation, to his niece.”

Jimmy staggered back as if he had been shot.

“You’re fooling me,” he said hoarsely.

“That is the will,” said the detective, “and what is more, it is witnessed by Margaret Leman.”

“But — but—” stammered Jimmy, “what does it mean?”

The detective shook his head.

“I can’t tell you that and I can’t even guess at the moment. Now, Jimmy, you’re the man of all men in London who can reconstruct that extraordinary interview which occurred on the night of Leman’s death.”

Jimmy Cassidy passed his hand over his forehead.

“A will!” said Jimmy. “So Faith will, be a rich woman.”

Presently he rose and turned his strained face to the detective.

“Blessington,” he said quietly, “I am only guessing, but I reconstruct the story somehow like this. For a reason which we shall discover, Margaret Maliko went to see Leman, who is obviously not her husband, or she would have witnessed the document in his name or not witnessed it at all, and made a clean breast of something. In return she asked to be sent to a place of safety — possibly to Australia. Don’t you remember how Mark Leman wrote down the ship, the date of sailing and the amount of money she would require? She must have revealed some plot against the life of Leman, and he, as an eleventh-hour precaution, made this will to frustrate the man or woman who was intriguing to secure his money.”

“It hangs together,” agreed Blessington. “Do you think that the woman was in the house when the crime was committed? For crime it undoubtedly was.”

Jimmy nodded.

“Let me write,” he said. “I can only think clearly with a pen in my hand.”

He went to one of the writing-tables and covered sheet after sheet of notepaper with his illegible writing. There was a background to his story, a consciousness of impending disaster and the subconscious realisation that Faith Leman was now a being apart. Nevertheless, such was the fascination of craftsmanship that his pen flew over the paper, and bit by bit the million-dollar story was reconstructed. The detective had taken a chair by the table and was dividing his attention between the reporter and the big turnstile door which swung every second, but never to admit Faith Leman.

“Here it is,” said Jimmy at last. “The marriage was a fake. It was a plan organised and carried out by John Sands. He chose this convict who had providentially come into his way, because she was the kind of woman he could keep under his thumb and who dare not go to the police to betray him. Whether he intended killing Leman, or whether he hoped that Leman would die a natural death, does not signify. The point is that he had this so-called wife — by Heaven! yes, I know,” cried Jimmy suddenly, “it was Sands who married her — not Leman! He must have lured Leman out of town for the day on some pretext or other, chose of all the registrars in England the one man who by his patient inquiry he had discovered was a dying man — that is it. Margaret Leman is really Margaret Sands!”

The detective nodded. His eyes were bright with excitement.

“Go on, go on!” he said. “Then what happened?”

“All the pieces fit in,” said Jimmy, half to himself. “Leman dies the same day that I was bringing proof that he was married. Sands knew that I was going to the old man, and knew that the jig was up. He had planned the murder — planned the proof of his innocence and another’s guilt. It was Sands who sent Faith the phial of cyanide — I remember that she told me that she had discussed the stain on her dress with him! Don’t you see, Blessington? Sands goes with me to Davis Street, but he goes in alone—”

Blessington jumped up.

“Of course!” he cried. “What a fool I’ve been! It was Mark Leman’s practice to have two glasses of liqueur ready, one for himself and one for his friend. He certainly would never have put refreshments for a man who he knew had plotted against him; but Faith, who was ignorant of the object of his visit, and knowing only that Sands was calling, put both glasses ready. Sands leaves you and goes upstairs to see Leman, who would disguise his feelings lest the man should be on his guard. Sands crosses to the sideboard and drops the cyanide into his glass and offers it to his host.”

He thought a moment, turning over the possibilities in his mind, and Jimmy took up the tale.

“Leman might have hesitated and shown the real state of his mind. He drinks the liqueur and in ten seconds drops to the floor — a dead or a dying man. Sands takes him in his arms and carries him to the sofa, places him on it. But he has drunk the liquor and that betrays his presence. He knows where the drink is kept, refills the glass, but, by a lapse which is peculiar in such cases, leaves the bottle upon the sideboard.”

“Do you suggest that he did not know the woman was present, and she was in the next room?” asked the detective.

“The room which was approached by the door behind the sofa,” said Jimmy rapidly. “She was probably a witness, and certainly overheard all that happened.”

“Where is she now?” asked the detective.

He felt almost as though he were consulting a clairvoyant, and experienced a curious sense of disappointment when Jimmy shook his head and rose, a little impatiently, looking at his watch. “Blessington, I feel I’ve been wasting time,” he said. “Faith should be here by now; it’s half-past one.”

“She may have met somebody,” suggested Blessington, though in his heart he knew it was extremely unlikely. “There is no sense in making a fuss. We don’t want Faith to look ridiculous.”

“She’d better look ridiculous than look dead,” snapped Jimmy, and strode to the door.
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They left instructions that if the girl returned she was to wait for them and that news of her arrival should be telephoned to Scotland Yard. Jumping into a taxi, they drove first to police headquarters and then to the house in Charles

Street. Blessington knocked, but there was no answer. He knocked again more loudly, but without result. Then he took from his pocket four master keys and tried them all on the little patent lock. At the fourth attempt the lock turned and the two men went into the house. There was no sign of disorder — the place was merely empty. A search of Sands’ bedroom disclosed nothing. His neatly folded pyjamas lay upon his pillow, his bath-gown and slippers were properly disposed at the foot of the bed, whilst on a desk in the sanctum leading from the bedroom was a little pile of receipted bills, a chequebook and an amber cigarette-holder.

“Open that wardrobe,” said Jimmy.

He made an inspection of the contents.

“Grey flannel trousers, more grey flannel trousers, white flannel trousers,” catalogued Blessington. “Sands is an American and therefore not a cricketer. Let’s look at the boots.”

On a long rack were a dozen pairs of boots and shoes, all carefully treed.

“Two pairs of white buckskin shoes, American made,” said Blessington, “soles unworn. No, Mr. Sands is not a cricketer, he is a boating man. Boating means a river. Now let’s have a look at the hats, particularly the straw hats.”

“Why the straw hats?” asked Jimmy curiously.

“Because straw hats are very often purchased on the spot where the man happens to be, and hats are very often useful. Do you remember your ‘Pickwick?’ Here they are.”

On the top of the cupboard were three straw hats.

“That first is a London make,” said Blessington. “The second bears the mark of a Maidenhead hatter, and Maidenhead is a pretty big place, the third is Marlow, and Marlow is a pretty small place. Now let us examine the bills.”

He went to the desk and turned the neat package of receipted accounts one by one. They told him nothing. He pulled open the drawer of the desk and found, as he had expected, that the methodical Mr. Sands had filed away receipted accounts for the past two years.

“Here we are,” he said, taking out one little wad; “these are petrol bills from a dealer in Maidenhead and the rest in London. Gasoline bought at Maidenhead implies a motor launch.”

“What made you think of the river?” asked Jimmy.

“An extensive knowledge of what I would describe as the sedentary classes and their habits,” he said. “Obviously, he had some other recreation than motoring. If he was the motorist who passed through Aylesbury on the day the woman escaped, the possibility is that he was coming from some river resort. He did no business in England and had few friends that I can discover, and inquiries I have made go to show that he spent some weeks out of town before that escape. If you remember, October two years ago was a particularly beautiful month until the weather broke. We will run down to Marlow and take in Maidenhead, which is on the way.”

The gasoline merchant at Maidenhead was informative. He knew Mr. Sands slightly, and had supplied petrol for his launch.

“I haven’t seen him for some time,” said the man, “but I know he’s got a place somewhere up by Marlow: he always r used to come from that direction.”

“What was the name of the launch?” asked Blessington, who knew that all these little motorboats had a fancy title.

“The Money-Spinner
 ” said the man. “She was one of the fastest launches on the river in her day, though I don’t know what has happened to her, for, as I say, I haven’t seen her for nearly two years.”

“Good,” said Blessington.

At Marlow they made the interesting discovery that, whilst nobody knew the name of Mr. Sands, the Money-Spinner
 was known to almost every waterman on the river.

“It belongs to a gentleman who has a bungalow up one of the backwaters,” said Blessington’s informant. “I haven’t seen her now for over a twelvemonth.”

The bungalow was easily found, but was empty. Evidently it had changed ownership, and none of the neighbours knew the address of its late tenant.

“He’s been gone a long time,” said the caretaker of a neighbouring property. “He gave up the bungalow and went to London. He gave up the boathouse too.”

“The boathouse?” asked Jimmy, interested. “Which is the boathouse?”

“It’s farther up the backwater, between two islands. You can just see it from the road,” said the woman. “It used to belong to Lord Welbourne. He had a big steam launch there, but the stream silted up and he couldn’t use the house any more. Then the gentleman who rented the bungalow took it and made a sort of summerhouse of it. He built a floor up above and used to keep his launch underneath.”

The two men exchanged glances.

“We will have a look at this boathouse,” said Blessington. They borrowed a punt and made their way through the tangled grasses with some difficulty, for the water was shallow. The water they were traversing was not in reality slack at all, but running water which passed behind the island and rejoined the main stream a quarter of a mile to the west. From this opened a broad lagoon which they found by accident, the entrance being well screened by reeds and bushes. It was a large and handsome building, though somewhat the worse for weather and wear, and stood partly on land and was partly supported by piles driven into the pool, which one end overhung. Admission to its watery basement was secured from the pool through a large door, the bottom of which was under water. The top story had three blank, uncurtained and very dirty windows, and the entrance was apparently reached along a path which skirted the pond. They drew the punt on land and made a slow way round the edge of the lagoon. Both men recognised that this was possibly the particular hiding-place of Mr. John Sands, and neither was anxious to give him a glimpse of them. They found the path leading to the very solid door of the boathouse, and, coming into the opening, approached the building.

Mr. Sands watched their approach with interest from the thick underbrush to the north of the building.

He lay in the shadow of a drooping lilac bush cuddling the stock of a sporting rifle against his feet, the sight covering Jimmy Cassidy, who was the foremost of the two, and in the afternoon sunlight Jimmy was an easy target. Blessington strode past him and examined the door and tried it. He peered through one of the lower windows and saw nothing but signs of desolation.

“What do you think?” he asked. “Shall we try to get in?”

Jimmy looked from the building to the strip of garden, neglected and weed-grown. He looked back along the path they had come; he looked toward the bushes where John Sands lay; and then he looked in the blue heavens above as though seeking inspiration.

“It’s not worth while,” he said calmly. “We’re on the wrong track. I think we shall probably find when we get back to town that she has escaped.”

Blessington gasped.

“I’ve been rather a boob,” Jimmy went on. “I’ve let my fancies run away with me.”

“But,” said the detective, “you said—”

Jimmy laughed.

“I’m nutty, that is all the matter with me,” he said, and, taking the other’s arm, they walked back to the punt.

“But—”

“Keep straight ahead,” said Jimmy, “and if you hear a shot, drop. Say, do I look hot? I always go like that when O see a man covering me with a gun.”
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That morning Faith Leman had risen from her bed with one idea, and one idea only, namely, that sleep was a blessed thing that annihilated the time which separates lovers. She woke to a world from whence all sorrow, all apprehension had vanished, a world beautiful to the eye and filled with melodious sound. She had arranged to be ready for Jimmy when he called, and at eleven o’clock she was dressed, waiting with whatever patience she could summon. It was then that her telephone bell had rung and the voice of John Sands had greeted her.

“Is that you, Miss Leman?”

She recognised the voice.

“Mr. Sands, isn’t it?”

“I want to see you for a few moments, if you can spare the time. There is something your uncle told me which hasn’t so far been made public.”

“Hadn’t you better tell Mr. Cassidy?” She hesitated. “He will be here at twelve.”

“I would rather you told Mr. Cassidy,” said Sands’ pleasant voice. “In fact, I’d rather he did not know that I had given you this good news, because, for some reason or other, Mr. Cassidy is rather suspicious of my attitude towards you, though you know, Miss Leman, there’s nobody has a higher regard for you or a greater desire to save you from trouble.”

“I’m sure of that,” said the girl warmly, “and Jimmy’s — I mean Mr. Cassidy’s — anxiety was understandable, wasn’t it?”

“Quite,” said the hearty voice of Sands. “I am not blaming him.”

“Where shall I meet you?” she asked.

“Just walk round to the corner of Blane and Oxford Streets, don’t take a taxi,” he replied. “If you meet Mr. Cassidy — or shall I call him Jimmy?” — she heard his low chuckle and blushed— “please do not tell him that you’re going to see me.”

At the comer of Blane and Oxford Streets John Sands was waiting, spick-and-span and debonair.

“I have a taxi,” he said. “It is so much easier to talk. Besides, it screens one from observation. I would have asked you to see me at Charles Street, but I have no woman in the house and I did not like asking you to come.”

She respected his delicacy and was full of warm feeling towards him. There revived in her something of the old trust.

“I’m sure you have always been most kind, Mr. Sands,” she said warmly, “and I shall never forget all you did for me.” He seemed pleased, murmured his delight at her appreciation, and then:

“I am going to put a big strain on your friendship,” he said. “I want you to miss your engagement with Jimmy and come with me — I have found Mrs. Leman,”

She looked at him curiously.

“You have found her?” she said. “Isn’t she on the Continent?”

He shook his head.

“She is in England — she has always been in England,” he said, “but it is rather a long story and I will not go into it now. Miss Leman, do you know that you are a very rich girl?”

“I?” she said in amazement, “but Mrs. Leman—”

“Before your uncle died,” said John Sands, “and nobody regrets that poor fellow’s death more than myself (how I miss the poor old fellow!), he executed a will in your favour. That/will he handed to his wife, Mrs. Leman. I myself knew nothing whatever about it,” he added quickly, “until two days ago, when Mrs. Leman told me the whole story.”

“But it’s impossible!” said the girl. “How could he have made the will?”

“He made the will,” said John Sands, “in the presence of Mrs. Leman, and he left it with her, asking that it should be handed to you. The unfortunate woman did not reveal this fact to me — from what motive one can only guess. But I do not think we should judge her too harshly, Miss Leman. I do not believe,” he added, “in judging my erring fellows too harshly.”

“I certainly do not judge her at all,” said the bewildered girl. “But why do you want me to go to the country?”

“She desires to hand the will to you with her own hands and receive your forgiveness. There are many reasons why we should not bring anybody else at the present moment,” John Sands went on, anticipating her objections. “She will explain to you the circumstances under which she was married, and then you will realise why it was necessary that Mr. Cassidy and his — er — policeman friend should not share the secret for the time being.”

“I can’t believe it!” said the girl. “I can’t believe it! Why, if I am uncle’s heiress I am rich!”

John Sands’ gesture inferred wealth beyond calculation.

“Rich enough,” he said good-humouredly, “to afford me a little of your time.”

“Where are you going?” she asked.

“We are going first of all to Paddington Station and on to Slough, where we shall leave the train and my car is waiting. I will drive you the rest of the journey — I have a place near Marlow, you know.”

He chattered on about his river experience. His judgment on the merits of rival racing crews was shrewd and informative, and she found herself at Slough and, indeed, within a few hundred yards of her destination before she began to feel any misgivings.

“Don’t you think I ought to send a wire to Jimmy? He will be very anxious about me.”

“I will see that it is sent,” said Sands. “One of the servants will take it the moment you arrive.”

She sighed her relief. That word “servants” implied safety — though there was nothing to fear from her kindly companion.

Yet it seemed to her that they were approaching Marlow by a circuitous route, as was the case. They left the Quarrywood Road and turned into a lane which was little more than a cart track, and which, she judged by its condition, was very infrequently used. He pulled the car up at the dead end, and led the way along a little path, chatting all the while.

“Is this the place?”

She could not conceal the surprise in her tone.

“That is the place,” said John Sands gaily.

“It looks like a boathouse,” said the girl.

“It was a boathouse till I took it in hand, and I assure you it is much more comfortable inside than you would think.”

He opened a door and, seeing that the interior was dark and there was no sign of servants or indeed of any life, she halted on the threshold. Only for a second, however, then his big hand caught her in the middle of the back and pushed her in.

“Mr. Sands!” she gasped.

He slammed the door and locked it before he replied.

“Go ahead. You’ll find some stairs in front of you. There are twenty-one,” he said curtly. “Count them, unless you want a fall.”

“I don’t think I will go any farther,” she said. “I’m going home.”

He laughed.

“Go up those stairs,” he said.

There was something in his tone which made her shiver. Trembling from head to foot, she obeyed him, striving all the time to retain a steady quality in her voice.

“I don’t like your tone, Mr. Sands,” she said.

“You will like it less before I’m through with you,” said John Sands pleasantly. “Stand still on the landing.”

He unlocked a door and drew her into a large room, well furnished, and lighted by kerosene lamps which swung from the rafter. It took her some time to get accustomed to the light. Then she saw, and shrunk back toward the door. It was not the furnishing of the place, its Oriental colouring, the unwholesome luxury of it. It was not the heavy velvet hangings which excluded the light from the windows and gave them from the outside the appearance of blackness. It was the woman who sat at the far end of the room who attracted her eye and caused her to step back, her heart racing in panic. It was a woman dressed in a black gown which threw into relief the white, drawn face and the deep, burning eyes. She sat in a narrow wooden chair of great strength. Her hands were clamped by two steel bracelets to the arms, her ankles chained to the legs. She held her head steadily and awkwardly, and Faith saw that it was held in place by a thick leather band which passed under her chin.

John Sands walked across the room, took a cupful of water from a table, held it to the woman’s lips, and she drank eagerly.

“Thirsty, eh?” said Sands pleasantly. “Well, you’re entitled to be.”

He bent down, unlocked the manacles with a key he had taken from his pocket, and drew the woman to her feet. She drooped and swayed from sheer exhaustion, and Sands laughed softly.

“Open that door,” he commanded the girl. “Be quick!” The girl obeyed, and, lifting the wreck in his arms, John Sands carried her into a little room, laying her down upon a truckle bed.

“She’ll be all right,” he said, drawing the girl from the room. “You kept me fooling about in London a little longer than I had anticipated.”

“Who — who — ?” whispered the girl, her eyes wide with horror.

“I told you you were to meet Mrs. Leman, and that is Mrs. Leman,” said the man. “Sit down.”
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To hear was to obey. Sands’ manner was a manner she had never met before in any man. Gone was the old suavity and gentleness. John Sands was just brute — the cave man with a scientific brain.

“If you’re hungry you’ll find some biscuits in that cupboard,” he said. “When she recovers you can take a few in to her.”

He jerked his head in the direction of the next room.

“What is the meaning of all this, Mr. Sands? If it is a joke, it is a very sorry kind of joke.”

“I never indulge in practical jokes,” said Sands. “So far from this being a joke, it is very earnest and serious business, I assure you. I am going to leave you for a little while, and it will save you a lot of valuable time if you believe me that there is no way out of this building except the way you came in. The windows are all shuttered, the walls and floor are covered with soundproof felt, and underneath the floor,” pointing downward, “is the only deep water there is in this backwater.”

With that, he unlocked the door and passed out, locking it again after him. She judged that he had gone to look after his car, and in this surmise she was right, for later she heard the noise of the motor as it was driven off to some hiding-place. Despite his advice, she spent her time searching the room for some other egress. The door was of thick oak, and she gave up the attempt to find a way out after a futile effort to smash the lock with a chair. A low moan startled the girl, and she remembered the woman. She lay on the bed with her eyes wide open, her bruised hands clasped together.

“Can I do anything for you?” said the girl.

Margaret Maliko shook her head.

“Nothing for me or for yourself,” she said. “Who are you? You’re the girl Leman, I suppose?”

“That is my name,” said Faith gently. “Are you very ill?”

The woman smiled.

“Do you know where I should like to be now?” she asked.

Faith shook her head.

“I should like to be in a cell in Aylesbury Jail, with seventeen years of my sentence to serve.”

“But I don’t understand—”

“Do you believe that God punishes sinners according to their deserts?” the woman went on. “I used to think all that stuff was a joke, but I know it’s true. I was in prison for three years, and I should be in prison still, only I escaped.” Faith, sitting on the edge of the bed, thought the woman’s mind was wandering, and she must have guessed her thoughts.

“I’m not mad,” she said. “I am Margaret Maliko or Margaret Sands.”

“You’re Mrs. Leman?”

Margaret brought her wandering eyes to the girl’s face. “I married John Sands for better or for worse,” she said with a faint smile. “He was my second husband. My first was a brute, and I used to think he was the worst man that ever lived. He ill-treated me and drove me to the verge of madness — and on that verge I poisoned him.”

The girl looked at her with horror-stricken eyes.

“And yet Paul Maliko was an angel of light compared with John Sands,” mused the woman.

She was speaking reflectively, as though putting her thoughts into words oblivious of her audience.

“Yes, I poisoned him. My father was a chemist and I studied pharmacy. One day, when Paul had driven me to distraction, I gave him an orange impregnated with — it doesn’t matter what it was. And here I am, for my sins, the wife of a poisoner. Oh, my God!”

She sat up in bed and buried her face in her hands. Suddenly she looked up at the girl.

“You wouldn’t think that a man would flog a woman?” she whimpered. “You wouldn’t think he’d practise every refinement of cruelty — not mental, but sheer simple brutality — on a woman, would you? It sounds like a lie. It isn’t believable. I wanted to run away, but there was the prison — And then I had the mad idea of telling the truth to old Mark Leman. He was going to help me. In another two or three days I should have been on my way to Australia, and John Sands would have taken my place in prison. But he found it out. He knew it was I who had been to Mark Leman — a reporter told him. I had to meet John that night in Charles Street before I returned to Hove. Oh, that night!” she shivered.

She covered her eyes as though to blot out the memory, and her frame shook with the shuddering horror of it.

“I thought I was dying,” she went on. “He put me into a cupboard, tied me hand and foot, gagged me — and oh, the pain of it, the pain of it!”

She rubbed her hands together, and then with an effort recovered her self-possession.

“I don’t know what he intends doing with you,” she said. “He is coming back. I know it! I know it! I can feel his presence. It is just a cold feeling here!”

She gripped at her heart.

“Promise me one thing, Miss Leman: if you value your life, do not eat or drink anything in this house. Swear that to me!”

The girl promised, and the woman, lowering her voice, spoke intensely:

“You may have one chance of escape. So may I. The only escape for me is prison, and yet I would welcome it. 0 God! how I would welcome it!”

There was a click of the door and John Sands came in.

“Hallo!” he said in his old friendly manner. “Getting acquainted, are you? You know Miss Leman,” he said to the woman.

He laughed long, but softly. Then, stooping down, he lifted his wife from the bed and brought her back to the Oriental room.

“I want you to sit here and hear all I’m going to say,” he said. “You’re accumulating a great deal of information and you might as well have it all. You’re aware that this lady is not Mrs. Leman? She is, in fact, my own wife,” said John Sands. “She’s not a very perfect wife — in fact, she’s one of the worst wives that any man has had. But what can you expect from a lady who escaped the gallows by the skin of her teeth, eh?”

He looked over the object of his talk with a possessive eye.

“Margaret, when you get out of the habit of disloyalty you’ll have a better time,” he said. “It won’t be necessary to tie you down every time I leave you, or subject you to other discomforts,” and his eye wandered significantly to the wall where hung a short stocky whip.

“I suppose you’re very horrified at all this, Miss Leman? Naturally you would be. Brought up, as the old storybooks would say, amidst gentle and refined surroundings, tended by loving friends and all that sort of thing, eh? And yet you need not be shocked at all.”

He leaned back on the big divan where he had taken his seat, pulled a cushion toward him, and, thrusting it against his back, he lit a cigarette.

“You need not be shocked at all,” he repeated, “especially when you realise that the first object and duty of man is to live. Life, after all, is but a span, and the more pleasure and happiness you can crowd into that span, the more successful your life has been. My object has been from my very early age to avoid pain to myself. I have schooled myself to eradicate that foolish sympathy with my fellows and their sufferings which brings to mankind half its misery.”

He was evidently on a favourite theme, and both his tone and his language were as serious and as emphatic as though he held a professorship of immorality and were taking his favourite class.

“Selfishness,” he went on, “is not a disease, but a virtue. It is the true art of right living. Every man is subject to many illnesses and handicaps. Why should he shoulder other burdens by cultivating the qualities which enable him to appreciate the miseries of his friends? That seems to me to be very silly and contrary to the real rules of life.”

He said this regretfully, as if stating a human weakness which was generally recognised as reprehensible.

“I dare say in the few minutes’ conversation which you have had with my lady” — he waved his hand to the white-faced woman, who sat in her chair, but unshackled— “you have received the impression that I am cruel for cruelty’s sake. Nothing is farther from the truth. I boast, and with justice, that I have never hurt any human being in the world, nor have I hurt any animal, unless by hurting them I secured an advantage for myself. You do not go to a horse in the field and flog him with a whip, unless you are a brute; but if you are behind him and have a few minutes to catch a train, you whip him to go the faster — is that cruelty? Not at all. That is necessity.”

“I do not think your philosophy is a very beautiful one,” said the girl quietly.

“What is beauty but truth?” asked Mr. Sands. “Do you not know your Keats?

“Beauty is truth, truth beauty,

That is all we know, and all we need to know.



“I have certainly hurt my lady, as I say, but only because by doing so I save myself from a great deal of discomfort and have thereby advanced my own cause.”

He smiled at the woman, who met his eyes with a steady gaze.

“For example, I had to hurt her because she would not tell me the nature of a certain document which she had posted in Berkeley Square. It took nearly twentyfour hours of persistent bad treatment to elicit that information; but when it came to me, her news was of the greatest service.”

He paused as though expecting some comment, but the girl said nothing.

“Take your own case, for example, Miss Leman. You are, through the folly and disloyalty of my wife, the heiress of Mr. Mark Leman. Yes, it is perfectly true, you are the heiress. The will was made and signed at my wife’s instigation.”

“It was the old man’s own idea,” said the woman in a low tone.

“If you had not been there to put ideas into his head, he would not have had them,” retorted her husband. “But that is beside the point — the will was made. What does that mean?”

He ticked the matter off on his fingertips, a favourite trick of his.

“It meant, first of all, that the careful work and cultivation which I had been carrying on for years was rendered valueless in a few minutes. It meant that I had endangered my precious life by killing Mark Leman, and that I was in a fair way to losing the reward for which I had risked so much. This meant also the waste of all the good money I had spent upon this lady, and finally, it meant black ruin to me, because, unless I can secure a very large sum of money by Midsummer Day, I am a bankrupt.”

“What do you expect me to do?” asked the girl. “Am I to pay you for my freedom — or do you imagine that if you ill-treat me I shall sign away my inheritance?”

John Sands shook his head.

“It would not matter, if you did,” he said, “because such a gift under duress would have no legal value. My point is this: in the event of your dying, the inheritance reverts to my wife. Of course, she is not supposed to be my wife,” he explained, “but nobody but you and she are aware of the fact. As to you, well, so far as you are concerned I need not trouble.”

There was something sinister in his words, and the girl shivered.

“When you are — disposed of,” said the man, “my lady will make such claims upon the property as I wish her to make, and I have no doubt that we shall secure the greater portion of Mark Leman’s fortune — that is, when you are dead.”

“When I am dead,” repeated the girl dully.

“When you are dead,” said John Sands.

He got up from the divan and walked to a wall cupboard. This he unlocked and opened. The girl saw two rows of shining bottles and her heart almost ceased beating.

“As a poisoner,” said John Sands, turning his head to her, “I am the veriest amateur. But I am an enthusiastic amateur. I had never thought of ending any life by means of what the lawyers call ‘an obnoxious drug.’ It was a chance meeting with our dear Margaret which first led to the discovery that she was not only a convicted poisoner, but had a very passable knowledge of medicine, which turned me in the direction I have taken — a direction which I do not regret,” he added. “Margaret and I have had many talks, all of which have been very instructive, though of course she was not aware of the fact that I was storing up knowledge for future use. If I am wrong, Margaret, you may correct me,” he added with heavy politeness.

He took the little bottles down one by one and fondled them in his hand, as though each had a separate charm from which he was loath to depart. Reluctantly he replaced them, and after one more admiring glance he locked the cupboard.

“I show you these because it is not my intention to—”

He stopped dead. In the corner of the room was the faint tinkle of an electric bell. In two strides he crossed the room, locked the door and passed out.
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“What is it?” asked the girl.

“He fixes a wire across all the paths leading to the house,” replied the woman in a low voice. “Somebody is approaching. But don’t build any hopes on it,” she said bitterly. “It has happened before. People come this way by accident.”

Outside the room and on the landing John Sands had slid back a little observation shutter and was searching the shores of the pond through a pair of glasses which were kept handy for the purpose. Presently he saw two heads and recognised them. He closed the shutter gently, reached up for and found a rifle hanging on a peg above the keyhole, and made his way out of the boathouse. It would be five minutes before they came and he had time to take up a favourable position. He had foreseen the possibility of some such thing as this happening and had rehearsed all possible ends to his adventure. This was one. He lay, not moving a muscle, whilst Jimmy Cassidy and the detective discussed the possibility of the girl being in the building, and heard with relief Jimmy’s expressed intention of returning to town. He waited for five minutes till the sound of their footsteps died away, until he heard their feet beating on the hard road a hundred yards from the house, and then he walked back to the door, hung his rifle on its peg and came into the presence of Faith Leman.

The strain had told upon him — even she saw that. His face seemed to have grown a little older, to have lost some of its roundness, and when he spoke again his voice was in a higher key.

It was some time before he recovered his normal calmness of manner. He busied himself making coffee with an oil-stove — he was a great coffee-drinker — and placed a cup for the girl and one for his wife. To Faith’s surprise the woman drank her portion, and nodded her approval to the girl. Evidently the danger was not here.

Toward the evening he grew restless, paced the room, but all the time kept up a continuous flow of conversation. Again and again he looked at his watch, and after one such inspection he said as he closed the case with a snap:

“It is necessary that I should be seen in my accustomed spot tonight, Miss Leman.”

His tone was polite, almost respectful. She was off her guard, and then, before she knew what was happening, she was in his arms — arms like bars of steel, that gripped and held her despite her struggles.

“If you scream, I’ll flog you,” he said. “I’m not going to hurt you. Put your arms behind you like that — so.” With one hand he gripped her two wrists, with the other he bound them quickly and scientifically, then lowered her gently to the ground.

All the time the elder woman was watching him in silence. She had known what was coming when she had seen Sands take two silk cords from the divan, but it was useless to warn the girl.

“I am not binding your ankles together,” he said, “because it is unnecessary.”

She looked up, and with a thrill of horror she saw that attached to one of the beams was a small pulley block. With the aid of a step-ladder he inserted a thin strong rope through this, and the girl watched him, paralysed with terror. He looked down at her, smiling benignly.

“Gruesome, isn’t it?” he said. “But please don’t imagine I’m going to hang you or do anything commonplace like that. Have you ever heard of Smith and Wright? I see that you haven’t. You should read your criminal chronicles. They are almost as interesting as the study of astronomy. By the way, Orion is at its zenith tonight — a good omen for me.”

He put a cushion under her head, walked to his poison cupboard and took out a flat case. This he brought to the divan, murmuring a little tune, and, opening it, took out a small hypodermic syringe, which he examined critically.

“Rusty?” he said. “Now how did that get rusty?”

He drew the needle between his fingers and examined the brown stain it left. Then he looked up at the ceiling as though considering when he had last used the instrument.

“This place must be damp,” he said.

Evidently the rust caused him unusual uneasiness. He took a duster and rubbed the needle till every vestige of the corroded matter had disappeared. Then he unscrewed the nozzle and filled the little cylinder from one of the bottles he had brought from his cupboard.

“It is pure morphia,” he explained, “and it will not hurt you.”

She shrieked as he approached her, but he made a movement as though to strike her with the back of his hand, and she was silent. She winced as the needle entered the flesh of her arm, but lay silent, quivering under his touch. He withdrew the needle and stood up, watching his victim. Then he turned to his wife.

“I call you to witness, Margaret Sands, that I am humane. I do not hurt unnecessarily. She is responding splendidly, and I can loosen the rope about her wrists.”

“What are you going to do?” asked the woman.

“Under this rug is a trap door,” explained John Sands, sitting on the edge of the divan and taking another cigarette from His case. “It is locked, so you need not have any hope ‘of escaping by that way, and even if it were not locked, you could not get out through the boathouse. I mentioned Smith and Wright. They were two artists who lived in England in 1812. They destroyed their victim by giving him or her a sufficient dose of opium to send them to sleep, and then hanging them head downwards in a near-by well. The advantage of that method is that the cleverest doctor in the world could not trace any signs of violence, or any symptoms which medical science could detect. Tomorrow morning the body of this unfortunate girl will be picked up in Regent’s Canal.”

“You’re mad, mad!” wailed the woman. “Only a madman could be such a devil.”

John Sands laughed as he pulled back the mat and exposed the square of the trap.

“I’m the sanest person you ever met,” he said, “or will ever meet.”

He looked at her dubiously for a moment, then walked across to her and commanded her to put her hands behind her. Quickly he manacled her and fastened the strap about her neck.

“I am taking no risks tonight, Margaret,” he said.

He came back to the girl. She was now half conscious. He unlocked and threw back the trap. Then he looked at his watch again.

“I will give her another three minutes,” he said, and, crossing to a small table, picked up a tangerine and peeled it.

She might have marvelled at the astounding coldbloodedness of this man, but her mind was occupied by other more serious considerations. He wiped his lips with a silk handkerchief, put the peel carefully on a plate.

“Now, I think,” he said, and stooped to pass the rope about the girl’s ankles.

“Now, I think,” said a voice behind him, and he turned in a flash.

But Blessington’s revolver was covering him. The door had opened silently. Blessington had tried seven master keys before he found the one that fitted. Jimmy stood framed in the doorway. Only for a second did horror and amazement hold him, then with a bound he was by the girl’s side, loosening the rope and chafing her cold hands.

“The game’s up, Sands,” said Blessington.

“So I realise,” said the other, staring stupidly at the detective. “Yes, I think that — I think that is so.”

“You’re Margaret. Margaret, I want you also.”

The woman nodded.

Then, to the amazement of Sands and the detective, she drew her wrists clear of the manacles, and, bending down, unlocked the irons about her ankles.

“You — you — you could get out?”

It was Sands, his astonishment overcoming his fear, who spoke.

She nodded.

“I could always get out,” she said, speaking slowly. “I could always reach the poison cupboard. I forgot to wipe the syringe when I used it on the oranges, John Sands.”

She lowered her voice as she spoke, so that the detective could not hear her.

Blessington saw the man suddenly stand erect and crouching for a spring. In a second the detective was on him and had flung him backwards.

“No, you don’t,” he said sternly. “Put up your hands, Sands.”

The man, ashen of face, a ludicrous figure, with his big open mouth and his saucer eye, was speechless, incapable of obeying or of hearing. As Blessington’s hand fell upon hi? shoulder he collapsed forward into the detective’s arms, and was dead long before the nearest doctor had arrived.

*

Two people sat on the deck of a Western-bound liner and under the cover of a rug they held hands, very tightly, as lovers have held hands in similar circumstances ever since travelling rugs were invented.

“The point I wish to make is this,” said Jimmy for about the fiftieth time. “I’m not going to allow you to give me a penny, and if you ask me to give up my work I’ll never forgive you.”

“But, Jimmy, you’re a rich man yourself,” she complained. “Why, Mr. Holland Brown told me that you had written a million-dollar story.”

Jimmy smiled.

“Sure, I’ve written a million-dollar story, and I’ll write lots of other million-dollar stories. That’s just how I’m going to earn my living.”

“I wish I hadn’t inherited the money,” said the girl with a little pout. “Everything is going to be horrid. Jimmy, what am I worth to you?” she asked suddenly.

“About a million millions,” said Jimmy extravagantly.

She breathed a little sigh of content.

“That is all right, then,” she said. “You own me, so you’re a double millionaire, and I’ll let you work. And if anybody asks me why you work, I’ll just tell them that you’re eccentric.”
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The tramp looked to be less savoury than most tramps; and more dangerous. For he was playing with a serviceable automatic pistol, throwing it from one hand and catching it with the other, balancing its muzzle on his forefinger with an anxious eye as it leant first one way and then another; or letting it slip through his hands until the barrel was pointing earthwards. This pistol was rather like a precious plaything; he could neither keep his eyes nor hands from it, and when, tired of the toy, he slipped it into the pocket of his tattered pants, the disappearance was momentary. Out it came again, to be fondled and tossed and spun. “Such things cannot be!” said the tramp, aloud, not once, but many times in the course of his play. He was unmistakably English, and what an English tramp was doing on the outskirts of Littleburg, in the State of New York, requires, but for the moment evades, explanation. He was not pleasant even as tramps go. His face was blotched and swollen, he carried a week’s growth of beard, one eye was recovering from the violent impact of a fist delivered a week before by a brother tramp whom he had awakened at an inconvenient moment. He might explain the swelling by his ignorance of the properties of poison ivy, but there was nobody interested enough to ask. His collarless shirt was grimy, his apology for a jacket had bottomless pits for pockets; on the back of his head, as he juggled the pistol, he maintained an ancient derby hat, badly dented, the rim rat-eaten.

“Such things cannot be,” said the tramp, who called himself Robin. The pistol slipped from his hand and fell on his foot. He said “Ouch!” like a Christian man and rubbed the toe that was visible between upper and sole. Somebody was coming through the little wood. He slipped the pistol into his pocket, and, moving noiselessly between bushes, crouched down. A girl, rather pretty he thought; very slim and graceful, he saw. A local aristocrat, he guessed. She wore a striped silk dress and swung a walkingstick with great resolution. She stopped almost opposite to him and lit a cigarette. Whether for effect or enjoyment was her own mystery. Not a hundred yards away, the wood path joined the town road, and a double line of big frame houses were inhabited by the kind of people who would most likely be shocked by the spectacle of a cigarette-smoking female.

“Effect,” thought Robin. “Bless the woma g to set ’em alight!” From where he crouched he had seen the look of distaste with which she had examined the feebly smoking cylinder. She puffed tremendously to bring it into working order, and then went on. He rather sympathised with people who shocked folks: he had shocked so many himself, and was to continue. Leisurely he returned to the path. Should he wait for nightfall or make a circuit of the town? — there must be a road west of the rolling mills to the north or past the big cheese factory to the south. Or should he walk boldly through the main street, endure the questions and admonitions of a vigilant constabulary, and risk being run out of town, so long as they ran him out at, the right end? He had elected for the first course even before he gave the matter consideration. The town way was too dangerous, Red Beard might be there and the fat little man who ran so surprisingly fast and threw knives with such extraordinary skill. Another pedestrian was coming — walking so softly on rubber shoes that Robin did not hear him until too late. He was a lank young man, very smartly dressed, with a straw hat adorned with a college ribbon tilted over his right eye. The buckle of the belt which encircled his wasp waist and supported nicely creased trousers, was golden, his shirt beautifully figured. He might have just walked out of any advertisement page of almost any magazine. The rather large mouth twisted in a grin at the sight of the ragged figure sitting by the path side.

“‘Lo, bo’!”

“‘Lo!” said Robin.

“Going far?”

“Not far — Canada, I guess. I’ll get ferried over from Ogdensburg.”

“Fine: got your passport ‘n’ everything?” Sarcasm was wasted on Robin.

“I’ll get past on my face,” he said. The young man chuckled and offered a very silvery case… thought better of it and withdrew the cigarette himself. Robin respected the precaution; his hands were not very clean. He lit the cigarette with a match that he took from the lining of his hat and smoked luxuriously.

“You won’t find it easy. Those Canadian police are fierce. A fellow I know used to run hooch across, but you can’t do that now — too fierce.” He was enjoying his condescension, his fellowship with the lowly and the possibly criminal. He was broadminded, he explained. He had often talked with the genus hobo, and had learnt a lot. Only a man of the world could talk with tramps without loss of dignity. One need not be common because one associated with common people.

“That’s what I can’t get our folks to understand,” he complained. “Old people get kind of narrow-minded — and girls. Colleges ruin girls. They get stuck up and nobody’s good enough for ‘um. And Europe — meeting lords and counts that are only after their money. I say ‘See America first!”

Robin the tramp sent a cloud of grey smoke up to the pine tops.

“Somebody said it before you,” he suggested. “It sounds that way to me.”

The young man’s name was Samuel Wasser. His father kept the biggest store in Littleburg — Wasser’s Universal Store. Samuel believed that every man was entitled to live his own life, and was careful to explain that a young man’s own life was an altogether different life from any that was planned for him by people who were “past it.”

“I made seven thousand dollars in one year,” he said. “I got in with a live crowd fall before last — but the Canadian police are fierce, and the Federal officers are fiercer… still, seven thousand!” He was very young; had the joy of youth in displaying his own virtues and superior possessions. He rattled certain keys in his pocket, hitched up his vivid tie, looked despisingly at the main street of Littleburg and asked:

“Did you see a young lady come along? Kind of stripey dress?” Robin nodded.

“I’m getting married tonight,” said Samuel lugubriously. “Got to! It’s a mistake, but they’re all for it. My governor and her uncle. It’s tough on me. A man ought to see something of life. It isn’t as though I was one of these country jakes, jump at the first skirt he sees. I’m a college man and I know there’s something beyond… a bigger world “ — he described illustrative circles with this hands— “sort of — well, you know what I mean, bo’.”

Robin knew what he meant.

“Seems funny talking all this stuff to you — but you’re a man of the world. Folks look down on you boys, but you see things — the wide open spaces of God’s world.”

“Sure,” said Robin. The tag had a familiar ring. “Where men are men,” he added. He had not seen a movie show since — a long time; but his memory was retentive.

“Have another cigarette… here… two. I’ll be getting along.” Robin followed the dapper figure of the bridegroom until it was out of sight. He wished he had asked him for a dollar. Looking up into the western sky he saw above the dim haze that lay on the horizon, the mass of a gathering storm.

“Maybe it will come soon,” he said hopefully. Red Beard did not like rain, and the fat little man who threw knives loathed it.
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Mr. Pffiefer was a stout man with a sense of humour; but since he was a lawyer, having his dealings with a dour people who had one public joke which served the whole county when recited at farmers’ conventions, and one private obscenity which, told in a smoky atmosphere ‘twixt shuffle and cut, had convulsed generations of hearers, he never displayed the bubbling sense of fun that lay behind his pink mask of a face. He could have filled his untidy office with unholy laughter now, but he kept a solemn face, for the man who sat on the opposite side of a table covered with uneven mounds of papers, law books and personal memoranda, was a great personage, a justice of the peace and the leading farmer in the county.

“Let me get this thing right, Mr. Pffiefer,” Andrew Elmer’s harsh voice was tense with anxiety. “I get noth’n’ out of this estate unless October is married on her twen’y-first anniversary?”

Mr. Pffiefer inclined his head gravely. “That is how the will reads.” His podgy fingers smoothed out the typewritten document before him.

“To my brotherin-law twenty thousand dollars and the residue of my estate to my daughter October Jones to be conveyed on the marriage of my daughter on or before her twenty-first anniversary of her birth.” Andrew Elmer scratched his head irritably.

“That lawyer over in Ogdensburg figured it out this way. I get twenty thousand dollars, anyway. Then when October marries—”

“Who is responsible for this curious instrument?” interrupted the lawyer. Andrew shifted uneasily.

“Well — I guess I drew it up. Jenny left most all her business to me.”

He was a thin man with a hard, angular face and the habit of moving his lips in silent speech. He held long conversations with himself, his straight slit of a mouth working at a great speed, though no sound came. Now he spoke to himself rapidly, his upper lip going up and down almost comically.

“Never was any reason to have this thing tested,” he said at last. “Jenny’s money was tied up in mortgages an’ they only just fell in. It was that bank president over at Ogdensburg that allowed I didn’t ought to touch the money till October was married. I figured it out this way. That the residoo’s all that concerns her…”

“Is there any residue, Mr. Elmer?” There was a certain dryness in the lawyer’s tone, but Elmer saw nothing otfensive in the question.

“Why, no: not much. Naturally there’s always a home for October with me an’ Mrs. Elmer. That’s God’s holy ord’nance — to protect the fatherless an’ everything, She’s been a great expense… college an’ clothes, an’ the wedding’ll cost something. I figured it out when I drawed up that will-”. Mr. Pffiefer sighed heavily.

“Your legacy is contingent — just as October’s is contingent. When is the wedding to be?”

Like a ghost of wintry sunlight was the fleeting brightness which came to Elmer’s harsh face. “Tonight; that’s why I dropped in to see you. Mrs. Elmer figured it this way: you can be too economic, says she. For a dollar or so you can get the law of it, so’s there’ll be no come-back. I’d feel pretty mean if after October was out of the… was fixed up, there was a rumpus over the will.”

“Marrying Sam Wasser, ain’t she?” Mr. Elmer nodded, his eyes fixed on the buggy and the lean horse that was hitched just outside the window. That cadaverous animal was eating greedily from the back of a hay trolley which had been incautiously drawn up within reach.

“Yeh-Sam’s a nice feller.” He ruminated on this for a while.

“October’s kind of crazy — no, not about Sam. Obstinate as an old mule. She goes mad — yes, sir. Seen her stand on the top of the well an’ say, ‘You touch me an’ I’ll jump right in’ — yes, sir. Sparin’ the rod’s the ruin of this generation. My father took a slat to all of us, boy an’ girl alike. An’ I’m her guardian, ain’t I? Mrs. Elmer reckons that a spankin’ is just what October wants. But there it is — she didn’t holler ‘r anything, just walked to the well an’ said, ‘If you beat me I’ll jump in.’ I figure that self-destruction is about the wickedest thing anybody can talk about. It goes plumb clean in the face of divine Providence. That’s October. She’ll do most anything, but it’s got to be done her way. Sam’s a nice, slick young feller. His pa’s got building lots and apartment houses down in Ogdensburg, besides the store, and Sam’s made money. I’m not sayin’ that I’d like to make profit on the degradation — to the level of the beasts in the field — of my fellow critters… but the money’s good.”

The lawyer pieced together and interpreted, from this disjointed evidence of October’s wickedness and Sam Wasser’s virtues, a certain difficulty in the operation of matchmaking.

“October’s just as hard as a flint stone. She’s never found grace, though me an’ Mrs. Elmer’s prayed an’ prayed till we’re just sick of prayin’, an’ Reverend Stevens has put in a whole lot of private supplications to the Throne. I guess Satan does a lot of work around these high schools.”

There was a silence. Mr. Elmer’s long, shaven upper lip wrinkled and straightened with uncanny rapidity. A student of lip-reading, the fascinated Mr. Pffiefer saw words —

“October,” “Giving trouble,” and, many times, “Money.” He became audible.

“You never know where you’re at with October. S’pose you say, ‘October, there’s a chicken pie for dinner,’ she says ‘Yes.’ And when you hand out the plate she says, ‘I don’t eat chicken pie,’ just like that. Don’t say anything till you push the plate at her.” Mr. Elmer relapsed into silence: evidently his mind had reverted to the will. The lawyer read “residue” and “hell” and other words.

“She’s fast, too. Smoking on Main Street only this morning, and after I prayed her an’ Mrs. Elmer almost went down on her knees…”

“What was the great idea?” Mr. Pffiefer permitted himself the question. “This will, I mean. Why residue, why marriage, before October’s twenty-first anniversary?”

Mr. Elmer glanced at him resentfully.

“Jenny believed in marryin’ young for one thing. And that’s right, Mr. Pffiefer. The psalmist said, ‘A maid—’”

“Yes, yes,” said the lawyer, a little testily, “we know what he said. But David never was my idea of a Sabbath school teacher. Mrs. Jones’s views are understandable. But fixing the will that way — I can’t get round that somehow. Almost looks as if it was a bribe to get October off your hands.” His bright eyes transfixed Mr. Elmer for a second, but that worthy and conscientious man stared dumbly through the window. If he heard the challenge he did not accept.

“Almost looks,” said Pffiefer, with a hint of rising heat, “as if this humbug about the residue of an estate, which palpably and obviously has no existence, was a lure to a likely bridegroom. Sounds grand, ‘residue of my estate,’ but so far as I can see, Elmer, there are ten acres of marsh and a cottage that no man, or woman could ever live in — say five hundred dollars — ?” He jerked his head on one side inquiringly.

“Twen’y-five hundred dollars,” murmured Mr. Elmer. “Got a teller over from Ogdens to value it. He said the new Lakes canal might be cut right through that property. What’ll I be owing you, Mr. Pffiefer?” The lawyer’s first inclination was to say “Nothing,” but he thought better of that.

“Ten dollars,” he said briefly, and saw the old man wince. Mr. Elmer paid on the nail, but he paid with pain. At the door of the office he paused. A thought occurred to the lawyer.

“Say, Mr. Elmer, suppose Sam doesn’t want to marry? He’s got kind of smart lately. And he has more money than seems right.” Mr. Elmer shifted uncomfortably.

“Sam’s a worker,” he said. “He’s made money out of real estate—”

“Where?” asked the other bluntly. “I know as much about realty in this country as the next man, and I don’t remember seein’ Sam’s name figurin’ in any deal.” Mr. Elmer was edging to the door.

“I think the rain’ll hold up long enough to get in the corn,” he stated. “Roots are just no good at all. Maybe I’ll get you to fix that new lease I’ve gave to Orson Clark.” On this good and promising line he made his exit. Mr. Pffiefer saw him climb slowly into the buggy and untie the lines. He had touched a very sore place: Mr. Elmer was panic-stricken. And there was every reason why he should be. Give a dog a bad name and hang him. Give a man, or, worse, a woman, a name which is neither Mary nor Jane, but hovers somewhere about in the opposite end of the pole, and she attracts to herself qualities and weaknesses which in some ineffable way are traceable to her misguided nomenclature.

They who named October Jones were with the shades, though one of them had lived long enough to repent of his enterprise. October, under local and topical influences, had at various times and on particular occasions styled herself Doris Mabel, and Mary Victoria, and Gloria Wendy. At the McCube College she was Virginia Guinevere: she chose that name before she left home and had her baggage boldly initialled V. G. J.

“I guess I can’t get rid of the Jones,” she said thoughtfully, her disapproving eye upon the ‘J.’ “That old sea-man will kind of hang around, with his chubby little knees under my ears, all time.”

“I am afraid so,” said her parent wearily. He had been a tall man, hollow-cheeked, long-bearded. Children did not interest him; October bored him. She had a trick of borrowing rare volumes from his library and leaving them on a woodpile or amidst the golden rod or wherever she happened to be when it started raining.

“Jones was a pretty mean kind of name,” she suggested. “Can’t you change it, daddy?” Mr. Jones sighed and tapped his nose with a tortoiseshell paperknife.

“It satisfied my father, my grandfather and my great-grandfather and innumerable ancestors before them—” Her brows knit.

“Who was the first Jones?” she demanded.

“I’ll have to get the biology of that. I guess they sort of came out of their protoplasms simultaneous.”

“ — ly!” murmured Mr. Jones. “I wish you would get but of that habit, October-” October groaned.

“What is the matter with Virginia?” she asked. “That is one cute little name!” There was nothing that was October in her appearance, for October is a red and brown month, and she was pinkish and whitish: she had April eyes and hair that was harvest colour, and she had a queer, searching habit of glance that was disconcerting. People who did not know her read into this an offensive scepticism, whilst in reality it was eagerness for knowledge. As to her moral character: Miss Washburton Flemming, Principal of the Flemming Preparatory School for Girls, wrote to her father:

“I would point out one characteristic of October’s which may have escaped your observation, and that is her Intense Romanticism, which, linked as it is with an Exaltation of Spirit, may lead her into ways which we should all deplore. It is unfortunate that the dear child was indeed the inestimable boon of a Mother’s Love. Perhaps she is more self-controlled today than she was when she carne under our care…”

“How much more of this stuff?” snarled Stedman Jones as he turned the page — there were three more pages and a two-page postscript. He dropped the letter on the floor. He really didn’t care how intense or how romantic October was, or how exalted she might be. Whilst he paid her fees and her amazing extras, he did not wish people to write letters to him about her or anybody or anything. He had not to buy her dresses, thank heavens. There was an income from his wife’s estate administered by a lout of a brotherin-law whom he had only met twice in his lifetime and with whom, in consequence, he had only quarrelled twice. Stedman was a bibliophile, the author of a scholarly volume of medieval French history, and the only times he was ever really cheerful with October were the last week of her short vacation. Nobody ever called her Virginia or Alys or Gloria Wendy or Guinevere or anything but October — the nearest she got to an acceptable nickname was when somebody, reasoning along intelligent lines, called her “Huit.” In another age she would have been a Joan of Arc: lost causes had for her an attraction which she could not resist. She was by turns a parlour Socialist, a Worker of the World, an anarchist and a good Christian woman.

Cross October in the pursuit of her legitimate rainbows, and she was terrible; thwart her, and you trebled her resolution; forbid her, and she bared her feet for the red-hot shares across which she was prepared to walk to her objective. Her father died the second year she was at McCubes. She spent two days trying to be sorry — trying to remember something that made him different and clearer. She confided to the principal, who consoled her with conventional references to the source of all comfort, that she had not been greatly successful.

“There is really nothing intrinsically precious about fathers — or mothers either,” she said, to the good lady’s distress. “You give back people all that they give to you. Parents are only precious when they love their children — otherwise they are just Mr. Jones and Mr. Hobson. That is how I feel about Daddy. I tried hard to be sorry, but the only tear I’ve shed is when I got maudlin about being an orphan. There’s an awful lot of self-pity about us orphans!” Miss Washburton Flemming felt it necessary to straighten a dangerous angle.

“Your father, my dear, worked very hard for you. He gave you a comfortable home, he bought you all that you have, and paid your fees…”

“He’d have been arrested if he hadn’t,” said October. “I’m terribly sorry, Miss Flemming, but I’ve. just got to get this thing right from my own point of view. I don’t think any other matters to me, just now.” Her father left practically no money — he never had any to leave; she learnt this from the big, uncouth Andrew Elmer. Mr. Jones had merely an annuity which died with him. Mr. Elmer, whom she remembered dimly, was an uncle, the brotherin-law of her mother and sole executor of her mother’s estate. Incidentally her guardian by law and soon to be her most unwilling host. The translation from the intenseness of McCubes to the modified placidity of Four Beech Farm had at first the illusion of a desirable change; it was as though she had come through the buffets and tossing; of a whirlpool to calm waters. In twentyfour hours those calm waters had the appearance of a stagnant pool on which the green scum was already forming. And Mrs. Adelaide Elmer was a shocking substitute for the human contacts she had broken. October did not rebel: rebellion was her normal state of being. The wildness of a tiger is unaffected by a change of cages; the new keeper had met with nothing fiercer than the domestic cat, and was outraged because her charge showed her teeth when she should have purred. Wise Miss Flemming had fixed an imponderable average of behaviour, balancing periodic atheisms against rhapsodical pieties, and discovered a standard of spiritual excellence which was altogether admirable. Mrs. Elmer lacked the qualities of discrimination. She was in truth on the side of uncharity, having been strictly trained in a school which enjoined obedience to parents, blind faith in the Holy Word, and the meek and awestricken silence of all children in the presence of their elders. The Reverend Stevens was called in, his assistance invoked. He came one Saturday afternoon, bringing in his large hand three little books of counsel and comfort. October was not impressed by him, and in truth his education had been of an intensive character and there were certain appalling gaps which only social experience or innate goodness of heart could have bridged.

“He has all the thrones and oil paintings of theology, but there is no carpet on his floor and he eats with his fingers,” said October metaphorically. Mrs. Elmer, who took this literally, was momentarily paralysed.

“A nicer man never lived” — her voice was a cracked falsetto when she was agitated— “and uses a knife and fork same as you, October. I never heard a wickeder story…”

October did not argue. She never argued unless there was a victory to be gained. The proposal that she should marry, nervously offered by Andrews Elmer, was accepted with remarkable patience. “Really?” October was interested. “Who have you got?”

Andrew repressed a desire to expatiate on the coldbloodedness of the question.

“I been talking to Lee Wasser… “ he began. The next day Samuel was introduced. He was rather sure of himself and he spoke unceasingly on his favourite topic. October listened with downcast eyes. When he had gone, she asked:

“Does this young man know anybody besides himself?” Mr. Elmer did not understand her. Samuel brought flowers and candy and new facts and anecdotes which showed him in an heroic light. He had a neat turn of humour and a gift of repartee. He told her all about this. His conversation was larded with: “So I says to Ed,” and “So Al says to me,” and he invariably concluded every such narrative with the assurance: “I thought they’d died laughin’.” Once she asked if anybody had ever died in these happy circumstances, and he was taken aback.

“Well… I mean… of course they didn’t die… what I meant was… well, you know.” He went home that night, his mind clouded with doubt. Once, when they were alone, sitting on the porch on a hot June night, he grew sentimental… tried to kiss her. It was his right, as he explained afterwards. There was no unseemly struggle or resistance, no lips seeking lips and pecking at an ear. She held him back with one athletic hand and asked him not to be a fool. No date had been fixed for the wedding. The announcement on the part of Andrew Elmer that, by a clause in her mother’s will, October must be married on her twenty-first birthday, came in the nature of a shock to everybody but October. When she was told, a week before the date, she merely said “Oh?”

Sam had a consultation with his father and ordered an expensive suite at an hotel romantically situated on the banks of the Oswegatchie. Thus matters stood when Mr. Elmer had his interview with Joe Pffiefer, the man of law, and found his worst fears fully justified.

The old grey horse ambled on at his own pace; the buggy rocked from side to side as its spidery-web wheels met an obstruction, and Mr. Elmer rocked with it. His shrewd eye as surveyed the street. Old man Wasser was standing outside Wasser’s Universal Stores, running his hairy hand through and again through his mat of grey hair. His octagonal glasses had slipped down his nose, pugnacity was in the thrust of his long jaw. With his free hand he was gesticulating to point his observation. And his audience was Sam, very serious. Not the seriousness of one who was at that moment an object of admonition, but rather he seemed to have a partnership in seriousness; his manner spoke agreement. Every time the waving hand fell to thump an invisible tub, Sam nodded deeply. Mr. Elmer sniffed: he always sniffed rapidly when he was perturbed: and guided the languid grey to the broad sidewalk.

“… I was just saying to Sam that it don’t feel like a wedding day for nobody. Seems like when you’re camping and find out round about supper-time that it’s been Sunday all day. It don’t seem like Sunday-and it don’t seem like Sam’s wedding day.” Sam shook his head. It only felt like a wedding day to him because he was uncomfortable and nervous and rather unhappy.

“It ought to be — different,” said Mr. Wasser Senior, glaring up at the man in the buggy.

“Ought to have a kind of excitement and — well, it ought to be different. I’m not so sure… “ He shook his head. Sam also shook his head.

“I don’t see what’s the matter with the day-” began Elmer.

“It’s the feeling. Kind of hunch, here!” Old Wasser struck his chest. “You got to be reasonable, Andrew; you got to put yourself in my place. Sam’s my only boy — can’t afford to spoil his young life. That’s the point. And October — her wedding day, and here was she, not ‘n hour ago, on this very board walk with a cigarette an’ everybody looking at her and remarking. Old Doctor Vinner and Miss Selby and the city people over at Linsberg House. And Sam — what did she tell you, Sam?”

Sam emerged from the background and testified.

“She said one man’s like another man — only this morning. And she didn’t love me. She said she’d as soon marry a tramp as marry me — she wasn’t particular. She said that a girl had to make a start somewhere an’ maybe I’d do to begin with—” Mr. Elmer drew a deep, whistling breath.

“Wish she’d seen that bum I was talkin’ to, she’d change her mind pretty quick,” said Sam, encouraged to eloquence. “I told her that wasn’t the kind of talk I liked to hear from a girl who was wearin’ my betrothal ring. She took it off and heaved it at me. Said she wasn’t going to limit the — what was it? — limit the expression of her personality for fifty dollars’ worth of bad taste-”

“H-w-w w!” breathed Andrew Elmer. Mr. Wasser’s face was all smiling triumph.

“She said maybe she’d change her mind, she wasn’t sure — that’s when she told me that one man was like another as far as she was concerned.”

“Sam’s got the ring in his pocket,” confirmed Mr. Wasser.

“She’s young.” Andrew spoke urgently. “They get that way: doubt their own judgment. It’s natural. She’s always spoke well about you to me. I get plumb tired of hearing her talk of you. It’s ‘Sam this’ and ‘Sam that’ mornin’ till night. She’s proud and likes to hide her feelings.”

“Wish she’d hide the line she sold me,” said Sam, not wholly convinced, and yet, since he was a man and young, finding a difficulty in disbelieving this story of the secret praises which had been lavished upon him. He looked at his father. The smile had left Mr. Wasser’s face; he was glum and perplexed.

“And we ought to have had her marriage deed fixed, Andrew. What’s the hurry, any way? Give these young people a month or so to think it over… “ He pleaded, but could not insist. Andrew Elmer was in a sense a partner in his real estate transactions; he had unsuspected pulls, controlled a certain board of management, was in every way the wrong man to antagonise.

“It don’t feel like a wedding, Andrew. No party, nothing. Kind of mean and underhand. It will do us no good.” Mr. Elmer gathered up the lines: it was the psychological moment.

“If you and Sam ain’t up to Four Beeches round about nine o’clock tonight, I guess I’ve got enough sense to know that you’ve backed out,” he said sombrely, and laid his whip across the old grey’s withers. Anyway, he ruminated with satisfaction, he had avoided discussing the very delicate matter of October’s financial position. As he was turning at the fork, a long-bodied touring car came slowly past him. He had a glimpse of a thin-faced man at the wheel. An Englishman, he guessed by the monocle. The machine had a Canadian number. Strangers are rare in Littleburg; he turned his head and looked back after the car, saw it stop before the Berg House Hotel. A few minutes later he saw two men who were also strangers. A tall, thickset man with a short red beard, and a fat little man whose face was broader than it was long, the breadth being emphasised by the straight black eyebrows and moustache. They were striding out side by side, the little man’s head no higher than his companions shoulder. They favoured Mr. Elmer with a quick, sidelong stare and marched past with no other greeting.

“Littleburg’s goin’ ahead,” said Mr. Elmer. He had large interests in Littleburg real estate, and had every reason to be pleased at this slender evidence of the town’s growing popularity. The two men marched on without exchanging a word and turned into Berg House with the precision of soldiers. A tall, thin man in a long dustcoat was talking to the clerk. He was an Englishman: his accent betrayed him. Goody looking, though his face and features were small, sleek-haired, a little petulant. “… the roads are abominable. Isn’t there a post road to Ogdensburg?” The two men hardly paused in their stride: they heard this as they passed to the stairway. A stocky, sandy-haired man, who had been dozing in one of the long chairs that abounded in the vestibule, opened one eye as they came abreast of him, straightened up, relit the stub of his dead cigar, and followed them up the stairs. Evidently he knew their habitation, for he knocked on No. 7 and a voice barked permission to enter.

“‘Morning, boys.” He nodded affably to the two, and such was his perfect assurance that there was no need for him to display the silver badge that was pinned on the inside of his coat.

“Heard you were in town. Stayin’ long?” Red Beard finished the glass of water he was drinking when the detective entered, wiped his moustache daintily with a silk handkerchief and jerked a cigar from his pocket.

“Me and my friend are just stoppin’ over to look round,” he said. “We reckon to go on to Philadelphia, N.Y., by the night train. Thasso, Lenny? “ He looked to his friend for support.

“Thasso,” said Lenny. The sandy man lit the cigar.

“Chief asked me to make a call,” he said apologetically. “Thought maybe you mightn’t know we’d seen you arrive. Pretty poor place, Littleburg. You’d starve here, and that’s a fact. Ogdenburg’s not much better. The police have had a clean-up lately and they’re mighty sore with folks who think they’re easy. Chief was on the line to them this morning, and they reckoned Ogdenshurg wouldn’t be healthy for you.”

“Philadelphia,” said Red Beard, “and we’re only stopping off. Utica’s our home.”

“Fine,” said the sandy man, by nature and training a sceptic. “Either of you boys got a gun?” Red Beard spread out his arms invitingly, and the detective made a quick search first of one and then of the other. No lethal weapon was discovered.

“That’s fine,” said the sandy man cheerfully.

“I’ll be seeing you at the depot about nine?”

“Sure thing,” said Red Beard as heartily. The detective went down through the vestibule and telephoned. The Englishman had departed.

“Some of these guys want the earth,” complained the clerk, “‘is Lordship wants a new post road.”

“English?”

“And some,” said the clerk. An hour later Red Beard and his friend came down to the lounge and were silent spectators of a ceremony. A number of high-spirited young men of Littleburg had formed a ring about an embarrassed young man and they were chanting a ribald chorus. Red Beard gathered from this that the young gentleman in the centre was on the verge of matrimony. They were chanting the lay of a local poet and were by now word perfect.

“Old Sam Wasser was a mean old skunk, He keeps his hooch where it can’t be drunk. He marries a girl and he never sends A ‘come-all-ye’ to his faithful friends-”

“Aw… listen, fellers… !”

“There ain’t no cake for the bride to cut, No hooch for the health of this poor nut. Old Sam Wasser is a mean old dog. Old Sam Wasser is a mean old hog, A mean old hog…”

“AW, listen, fellers!” The circle broke into a formless little group from which great noises emerged.

“You are, Sam! And so you are… you old skinflint’!”

“Aw, listen!… say, come along to my apartment… “ The crowd billowed unevenly towards the door, Mr. Bennett, the proprietor of Berg House, rubbing his hands in the background and looking happy for the first time since this congregation had irrupted into his hotel. Sam Wasser’s “apartment” was above the garage of his suffering parent. Sam, who was a strangely old boy, gave little parties here at times. There were secret closets wherein The Right Stuff was stored, and an odd assortment of glasses. Towards the end of the afternoon Sam made a suggestion.

“Lishen, fellers… got an idea. There’sh an ole hobo up in the woods… good feller… man of the world. Le’s go right along an’ gim a drink. Bet he ain’t tasted the Right Stuff in years… Le’s all be bums… Glor’us Fraternity Men who Love Wide Open Spacesh… Le’s…”
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Mrs. ELMER made several visits to the bedroom. She had endeavoured throughout the day to arouse October to a sense of her responsibilities, but unsuccessfully.

“You’d break the heart of a stone,” said Mrs. Elmer bitterly. She was a terribly thin woman, with a face that was all angles, and her manner was normally and permanently acidulated.

“How can I pack, October? I don’t know what you want to take with you.” October put down her book and regarded the thin lady thoughtfully.

“Anything. What does a bride wear, anyway?” It was the first spark of interest she had shown.

“Your blue, the satiny one. Mr. Elmer thought that as the wedding was to be quiet it was waste of money to buy fal-de-rals…”

“Oh, Lord!” groaned October. “Who wants fal-de-rals? Anything you like, Mrs. Elmer. Not too much; I don’t want the bother of unpacking.”

“Can’t you do anything?” demanded the exasperated woman. “Do you expect me to break my back over your trunks?”

“Don’t pack ‘em,” said October, and returned her mind to the book. She had her supper in her room alone. She was reading by the light of a kerosene lamp, her head on one hand, when Mrs. Elmer in rustling black came twittering in to her.

“The Reverend Stevens has come,” she whispered, as though the information were too intimate to be spoken aloud. October put down her book, carefully marked the place, and stood up, brushing back her hair with a quick gesture.

“What does he want?” she asked astoundingly. Mrs. Elmer did not swoon.

“You’re goin’ to be married, ain’t you?” she demanded violently.

“Oh, that! The long parlour at Four Beeches was at its worst a gaunt and cheerless room. All that flowers, garden-grown, could do to its embellishment had been done. The flowers gave the room a beauty and a dignity which October had not noticed before. Mr. Elmer in his Sunday best black and the Reverend Stevens in funereal black were solemn figures. So were Johnny Woodgers, the hired man, and his wife, and Art Fingle, the clerk from the Farmers’ Bank, and Martha Dimmock, the widow woman who was accounted Mrs. Elmer’s closest and most confidential friend. October looked in vain for Sam.

“You didn’t wear The Blue after all,” whispered Mrs. Elmers. “That dress looks too gay.”

“I feel gay,” said October clearly. The Reverend Stevens held a whispered conversation with Andrew Elmer, and Mr. Elmer went out. It was Mr. Stevens’s opportunity. He tiptoed across the room. He had the manner of one in the presence of the newly deceased.

“You are about to embark upon a new life and a new career,” he said; “a career which calls for the exercise of all the virtues-”

“Where is this Sam person?” demanded October. “I’d like to take one really good look at him before I decide.”

“He will be here presently? Mr. Stevens was annoyed. October had that effect on him. He, too, had need to exercise all his Christian virtues when he was brought into contact with her. To say that he disliked her intensely is to put the situation truthfully. He was looking forward to the day when she would be removed to the fold which sheltered the Lutheran Wassers.

“You are about to embark upon a new-” The sound of voices came faintly from the road outside: they must have been very loud voices to reach so far. Somebody was laughing stupidly.

“ — a new career, as I say. There can only be one sure guide even in the most paltry affairs-”

The voices were so loud now that he stopped. The door was flung open; Mr. Elmer came in backwards, waving his hands frantically. After him, facing first one way and then the other, Mr. Wasser in a tail coat, very flushed and talking at the top of his voice. The little crowd that followed exploded into the room. Sam Wasser was very noticeable. He had a flag attached to a walking-cane and he waved it furiously. Hatless and bearing marks of strife, he did not differ in this respect from his elated friends.

“Here he ish! Whoop! Rush that weddin’. Yi-yap! Gerraway!” This to his frantic father. Then, in a singsong chorus which was lustily sung by his supporters:

“Calling your bluff, November Jones, December Jones, callin’ your bluff, November Jones, September Jones-wow!”

Then it was that October saw the tramp. He was pushed forward by friendly hands and stood swaying unsteadily on his feet. His eye was glassy, his air a little wild. Somebody had ripped his coat so that only one sleeve remained.

“Sorry,” he said thickly. Sorry? She looked at him keenly. One word, and it determined her course. Until that moment her mind was all fury and contempt. Mr. Elmer became articulate.

“What in hell’s the meaning of this?” he screeched. “Hey? What’s the idea… get out, you bunch of boozers… get out!”

“Idea?” Sam strode forward truculently.

“She’d sooner marry tramp, she said — call her bluff. Tha’s what. Here’s tramp. Marry him… tha’s what!”

Into the face of October Jones came a look that defied the description of those who witnessed the scene.

“I’ll marry him!” Robin the tramp stared at her owlishly.

“He’s drunk,” said a voice in the background, and there was a laugh. “Wouldn’t drink, so we sat on him and poured it down.”

“We poured it down, we poured it down!” roared the chorus, stamping time with their feet.

“He wouldn’t drink, so we poured it down! Poured it down… “ The voices straggled; one dropped out and then another. Sam was left in the position of soloist, and presently he stopped. October was searching the face of the dazed tramp, eagerly, tensely.

The thing of rags and tatters shook his head in helpless protest. His gaze wandered from the girl to the shaded lamp: it was smoking blackly. The lamp interested him. He raised a solemn finger as though in reproof. And then his eyes came back to the girl.

“Fearfully sorry!” he muttered. “Curse that intaglio!”

It was as though he, of all the gaping company, had some dim understanding of her humiliation. He waggled his head, frowned terribly. She saw the struggle between the will of him and the drug that deadened his senses. He was trying to throw off the black cloth that blinded him… and failed. As to this strange talk of intaglios — she had no room in her mind for that.

“I will marry him.”

Elmer’s lip was working terribly fast, Mr. Wasser was weeping weakly.

“You can’t… you marry Sam-”

“That weakling!” Sam sniggered at this, made to stride up to her, tripped over the carpet and floundered on his hands and knees, tried to rise and fell again.

“You’ll have to marry me off tonight — I’ll take the tramp!”

Mrs. Elmer wrung her hands. “You don’t know what you’re saying,” she squeaked. “You can’t do it, October!”

“Can’t I?” The girl’s eyes were on the Reverend Stevens. “One man is like another in the eyes of God, isn’t he?”

She turned to Robin: he was regarding her with wide eyes.

“Such things cannot be,” he said solemnly. “What is your name?”

“Robin — Robin Leslie.”

“Robin Leslie — that will do.” She took his grimy hand in hers. She was at that moment a being exalted; her eyes were blazing. The Reverend Stevens fiddled with his prayer-book, looked over his glasses at Mr. Elmer. Andrew was biting his nails, one eye on the clock, one on the limp figure that sprawled on the floor. Sam had gone to sleep.

“You do as you like,” his voice quavered.

“You’re mad, October — plumb starin’ mad—” She still held the paw in hers.

“My name is October Jones — his is Robin Leslie — marry us.”

The Reverend Stevens opened the book and stumbled through the words. From the carpet came the drum-beat of Sam’s snores.

“Ring?” She stooped and searched the waistcoat pocket of the slumbering youth.

“Here it is.” So in the sight of God and His congregation she was made Mrs. Robin Leslie. Mrs. Elmer, hand at mouth, watched her, like a woman in a trance. Andrew talked furiously, but no sound came. As for Robin the tramp…

“Sorry!” he said once. The crowd at the end of the room gaped as they came towards the door.

“Where you goin’?” asked Wasser hoarsely.

“With my husband? They disappeared into the black night, and for a long time nobody spoke or moved. Then with a scream Mrs. Elmer flew to the door.

“October! October!” There was no answer but the uneasy rustling of the leaves and the deep growl of distant thunder.
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As October crossed the porch she heard the roll of thunder. Hanging over the handrail was the old coat she used as a carpet when the shade of the apple trees enticed her out of doors. She gathered it mechanically. Robin was walking ahead of her. She saw the nearly white sleeve of his tattered shirt and, quickening her pace, overtook him.

“Where’s that?” He pointed with waggling finger.

“That is the road-it leads to the fork.” He rubbed his forehead.

“Another way — path over fields?” She considered.

“You don’t wish to go through the town? It doesn’t worry me at all.”

“Worries me… I’m rather tight… intoxicated. The young devils! I wasn’t prepared for them.” He stood uncertainly. Ahead was the gate and the road. Behind she heard somebody scream her name.

“This way! She caught him by the sleeveless coat and dragged him between the elderberry bushes along a track scarcely visible in daylight. He. stumbled once and apologised. She saw that he really was “tight” — intoxicated. The path brought them to grass and trees and an occasional view between the apple trees of a faraway yellow light. Presently they were clear of the orchard and traversing a rough stretch of field where Mr. Elmer grazed his cows. There was a big barn here, its bulk showing blackly against the sky: beyond was rough going, a pool where the cows drank and sheer waste land where nothing grazed or grew.

“Storm somewhere,” said Robin. October had seen the lightning. “Following the valley of the St. Lawrence? She stopped suddenly.

“What are you — what nationality? You’re not American?”

“Bri’sh.” Only now and again was his voice slurred. She drew a long breath.

“Then I’m — British.” She could not see his face; she had to suppose his dullness from his tone and attitude.

“Are you? Fine.” Her lips were tight pressed.

“I’m American — nothing will ever make me anything but American.”

“Oh… “ He was trying to think. “You said you were Bri’sh just now — I hate people who can’t make up their minds. Where are we going?”

“Where are we going? Where do you want to go?”

“Prescott.” She gasped.

“In Canada?” He nodded: she had to guess this.

“Where does this bring us — right here, I mean?” She told him there was a road ahead of them. It joined the main road West of Littleburg.

“Is there a little wood-road goes through it?” he asked eagerly. And, surprised, she said that there was. They had reached the snake fence which marked the boundary of Four Beech Farm when he hissed —

“Don’t speak — kneel!” She obeyed and heard somebody talking, and after a while saw the flare of a match. “Flat down… in this dip!” He set her an example and sprawled face downward on the moist grass. She fell beside him, her heart racing. There was no cause for that wild excitement, she told herself, and yet she knew that there was an enormous, a vital reason. There was danger: a vague sense of peril lifted the hairs of her neck. She found herself glaring towards the road and hating the men who were walking in so leisurely a fashion towards them. Nearer and nearer. One stopped to strike another match. They were less than six yards from where the two were lying. She glimpsed a fat, broad face and had a flash of a red beard.

“You certainly put your name in lights, Lenny!” said Red Beard disparagingly. “We ought to have come out with a band.”

“Huh!” grunted the other. “What’s that matter? He’s not here… not’n miles.”

“I saw him, I tell you. `With a bunch of kids, all loaded. If you’d been around I’d have got him…”

“Had to go up to the depot… that fly cop… “ The voices grew indistinct; they became a murmur. Came a growl and rumble of thunder, and when it died away there was silence.

“Are they looking for you?” she whispered.

“Yes.” His voice was steady: he seemed suddenly sobered. As he rose, the western skies throbbed palely with lightning, and she saw the glint of something in his hand. Sober his head might be to meet what trouble was present, but he staggered as he walked.

“Don’t stub your toe against the fence,” he whispered. “Wood sounds carry. Is there a gate?”

“Farther along…”

“Down!” He had seen the faint speck of a cigar end; the men were coming back. This time the hiding pair had an advantage. A small ridge of earth ran parallel with the fence; behind this they were safely screened. The two strollers stopped opposite to them. Apparently one seated himself on the fence: they listened, heard the scrape of his shoes on the rail.

“… back in the wood on the other side of the town, I bet. Ought to have combed that wood, Lenny. If I hadn’t been a bonehead I’d a-got him at Schenectady.” A silence.

“He got that gun,” said another voice.

“Like hell he did! That’s newspaper lyin’. Fellers don’t smash a bank to get a gun… well, maybe it wasn’ a bank, but I reckon the bookkeeper’s office at a plant is as good as a bank.”

“Newspaper said-”

“Newspaper!” He added an appeal to his Deity. Another long silence. The scent of a good cigar was waited towards and over the hillock.

“Say… what’s Gussie got on him?” Red Beard (she could identify the two voices now) laughed shortly.

“Listen, Lenny: suppose we get this bird — what’ll we have on Gussie? Oh, nothin’! Come on…”

The sound of their footsteps receded. Raising his head, Robin took an observation.

“Gussie!” he murmured. “That’s jolly good!” Ten minutes passed before he got up and helped her to rise.

“Where is the gate?” She walked a little ahead of him. He must have seen the coat she carried was trailing; he took it from her without a word. The gate was found and was half open. They went through the road, which was uneven but infinitely easier to walk upon than the field. The grass had been heavy with dew — she felt the front of her dress was soaked.

“There’s a house up in these woods — haunted. Not afraid?”

“The Swede’s house,” she said, remembering.

“That’s it. Hanged himself, didn’t he? Hobos never go there, rather sleep in the rain. They think it is unlucky. Terribly superstitious people, tramps. Am I walking too fast?”

“No.” A hundred yards farther on:

“You’re not drunk now.” He turned his head sideways to her.

“Yes, I am, horribly! I keep thinking you’re… someone else. And my legs are all crazy. I didn’t sleep last night. I jumped a ride on a freight train night before that, but one of the train hands found me and booted me off. I could sleep standing tonight. But I’m drunk all right.”

The road began to ascend. She had so often walked this way that she could have gone forward blindfolded. Larches appeared on either hand, and the road became a track. Now they were in a great darkness; the far-off lightning was helpful, the sky reflection came down to them through the treetops.

“It is to the left somewhere… there are two steps up the bank.”

They walked more slowly now, searching for the path to the Swede’s house. A flicker of light in the sky, and they saw the steps-two rough-hewn slabs of sandstone, worn by the feet of the suicide. At the head of the steps he stopped, swaying from side to side. She thought the climb had made him dizzy, but when she put out her hand to steady him he disengaged himself gently. Then she too saw the red gleam of a fire. It was somewhere beyond the spot where they had turned from the track.

“Shtay here,” he said huskily, and went down the steps. Moving stealthily forward, the man stalked the fire foot by foot. No sound came back to the waiting girl. Nearer and nearer he came, slipping from tree to tree until he reached a place where he could see the campers. There were two: one immensely tall, one who seemed by comparison a dwarf, and though later he proved to be scarcely shorter than the average man, Robin thought of him and spoke of him as “the little man.” Tramps both, grimy of face, their raiment was such that the sack about the big fellow’s shoulders seemed surprisingly smart. He had a low receding forehead, a gross button of a nose and a huge, hairy chin; eyes as small, as dark and as close-set as a monkeys His companion was a very old man. His rags were indescribably foul, his face had not known soap and water in weeks, White-bearded, bald, he sat, staring into the fire.

“Come right along, bo’,” growled the big man. He had seen the stalker, though apparently he had not lifted his eyes from the bread he was carving. Tramp Robin lurched forward. His head was surprisingly clear, though nausea almost overcame him.

“Howdy,” growled the big man. “Set you down. Did that yard dick chase ye? The — ! He ditched me, but this old plug dew the coop.”

Robin gathered they had been thrown off a train by a railroad detective.

“An’ a slow freight!” He invoked his God.

“Goin’ up to Ogdens?” the little old man asked eagerly. “We’re glommin’ the Limited tonight-”

“Ain’t no Limited, you old fool,” (he did not say “fool”), “I’m tellin’ yer. How’s this town for hand-outs, Joe? Listen, this dam’ road’s worse than hell.”

“I haven’t tried it yet.” The big man opened his eyes. The accent, if not new, was strange.

“British! That’s funny.” And then, looking closely at the stranger: “Ye’re stewed! Hi, Baldy, this bird’s stewed!” A new interest came to the little eyes.

“Set down, Joe — guess you’re the gay cat!”

“Pardon me “ — the little old man’s voice took on a sudden refinement— “you are acquainted with Ogdensburg? You will be interested to learn that—”

“Shut up!” The big tramp’s lips curled up in a snarl, his hand swung back, and the little man shrunk to the earth, a grimace of terror on his grotesque face.

“Always seein’ spooks… got himself nearly pinched by a station bull at Troy — Troy, can you beat it! Him yowlin’ round the railway yards about app’ritions! Ju-liah!” Baldy was shivering like a wet dog, but at that word some courage returned to him.

“Not that word, O… ! Listen. She treated me badly — she was mean, O, but I’d rather you didn’t!”

“Ju-liah!” roared the big man mockingly. His great hand shot out, gripped the little face of his companion and shook it savagely. Robin looked… said nothing till the brute threw the old man from him and grinned up at the eyewitness.

“Set you down. What’s hurtin’ you, Joe? Gwan, set down. You comin’ along? There’s good batterin’ in Ogdens. Say, I knew ‘n Englishman — set down!” The last two words were shouted.

“Standing up,” said Robin calmly. “And walking!”

“‘Fraid I’d roll you? Gawd amighty, you ain’t got three cents!”

“Maybe not: still, I’m walking? He turned and walked away. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the man reach for a stone, and spun round.

“I’m packing a gat,” he said significantly. He saw that the man believed him, for he forced a laugh.

“You’d get Life for that,” he said sarcastically. “An’ a sappin’! It’s a fool thing to carry — a gun.” He got up and trod on the fire, collected the remains of the feast and rolled them up into an old newspaper.

“Come on, Baldy — this gay cat reckons I’m goin’ to roll him I You catchin’ that freight?” Robin shook his head.

“Huh! Never thought you was. Bet you’ve never decked a car in your life. Come on — you!” Baldy got up slowly, collected his own belongings and slouched in the trail of his master. Soon they were out of sight, and Robin, stamping the last red ember to death, went back to the girl.

“Who were they?” she asked. She had seen them pass.

“Some fellers — tramps. Where’s this house?” She pointed — at least he thought she was pointing. The storm was coming nearer; the heaven lit up in a quivering succession of flashes. He saw a low-roofed shack, a blind that hung by one hinge, a pitiful little portico drooping on one pillar.

“Home!” said Robin magnificently. The door was fast, but a window gave him entrance. After a while she heard his footfall in the passage and the squeaking of a latch. It took a perceptible time to open the door, and then it only yielded far enough to admit her.

“Hinges gone,” he said briefly.

He pushed the door tight and then, striking a match, lit a piece of candle which he took from a pocket on the inside of his coat. The passage was inches deep in debris. Dead leaves had found their way here, and scraps of discoloured rags showed under the accumulations of dust. Across the passage ran a beam of unpainted pine, and screwed into the wood was a large hook. She saw this… the forgotten Swede, whose sole memorial this tumbledown house was, had hanged himself.

“Ugh!” He looked at her gravely.

“Not scared?” His eyes went up to the hook. “That wasn’t it. Used to hang hams there. He did it in a wood — on a tree somewhere. So they say. Lost his wife and went mad — before you were born. So they say.”

“So who say?” a little impatiently. He jerked his head vaguely towards Littleburg; in reality he was indicating a scattered community.

“Tramps swap these yarns. I didn’t understand them all — they have a language of their own. Hold the light, will you, please?”

October took the candle from his hand, and he lurched into a room that opened from the passage. He returned very soon, carrying a dusty and ragged blanket.

“There’s an iron bed — the spring mattress feels good to me, Rusty, I think — but springy. We’d better chance a light.” The bed was a very dismal looking affair, but, as he said, the spring bottom was intact. He shook out the blanket and folded it pillow fashion.

“Warmish,” he said sleepily, “but you’d better pull your coat over you.” She sat on the bed. Looked at him. He might have been goodlooking once. The bristly face, the bruised eye, the puffy redness on one cheek… October shook her head.

“What is the matter with your face?” she asked.

He was surprised by the question.

“Generally or particularly?” he asked, and touched his cheek. “This? Poison ivy. Those old Inquisitors missed something. Go to sleep.” She kicked off her shoes and lay down, pulling her coat over her. The mattress was largely soft, but it was made up of little steel links and her dress was thin-she would be like a tattooed lady in the morning. He had seated himself in a corner of the room and blown out the candle. Presently she heard his deep breathing; once he snored.

Through the unshaded window she could see the sky lit red and blue at irregular intervals. The house shook and shivered with every crash of thunder. And then the rain came down. It rattled and drummed on the iron roof, beat against the broken window pane.. Seep… peep… peep!

The roof was leaking somewhere; the drip and drop of water sounded close at hand. Between thunder rolls she heard the breathing of Robin… she was dozing when he spoke in his sleep. “Silly fool,” he muttered, “silly fool!” Whether he was talking of himself, or to somebody who belonged to the life that was veiled, or of her, she could only speculate upon. She fell asleep dreamless — she woke slowly with the consciousness that somebody was holding her hand — a bristly cheek was near, to hers. She opened her lips to scream and a firm hand closed her mouth.
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The wedding party had melted down to four. The Reverend Stevens had gone on the tail of guests — wanted and unwanted. His responsibility had been a heavy one, he both felt and said. And yet — might he not tomorrow find himself a controversial subject, with legions for him as well as sour battalions against? Might he not anticipate pictures of himself across two or even three columns, with captions beneath? He had been human before he had become evangelical: it was difficult to be wholly inhuman. Brethren of his cloth, who cared less for captions and controversy, would arise in their wrath and denounce him. Mothers of marriageable daughters, fearing the imitative qualities of youth, would condemn him unreservedly. The broadminded, who invariably champion the less decent protagonist of all controversies, would say that there was something to be said for him. He stole away, shaking his head. When the reporters came to him in the morning he would have twelve photographs of himself spread on the parlour table for their inspection. He preferred the one taken at Potsdam in the early days of his ministry. It was in profile, and he had rather a striking profile. He thought about October as he hurried homewards, but imagination was not his strong point. She had committed a folly in her petulance; she would probably have run away from her tramp husband before now. Honestly he expected to learn in the morning that she had returned to Four Beech Farm — was there already, he supposed, as he disrobed for the night. Andy Elmer sat rigidly by the table that served as an altar. Mrs. Elmer was weeping, more in anger than in sorrow, in her rocker. Mr. Lee Wasser sat on the sofa, his arm about a dazed and sickly Sam.

“Nobody can blame me,” said Mr. Elmer disjointedly. “The crazy little cat!… High school an’ college… ideas…”

Mr Wasser glared at him malignantly. “Look here in the newspapers, hey? My boy thrown over for a dirty old hobo, hey?” He had said this so often in the last ten minutes, that Andrew Elmer scarcely heard him.

“She’s got no clothes… nothin’!” wailed Mrs. Elmer. “Only the blue… what folks’ll say…”

Andy’s upper lip went up and down furiously.

“She done it for spite—” he began. The hired man appeared in the doorway.

“There’s a feller wants to see you, Mr. Elmer. English, I guess… didn’t understand half he was sayin’.” Mr. Elmer blinked at him. The Grand Cham of China could not have made a more inopportune appearance at that hour and in those circumstances than an unintelligible Englishman. He glanced at his wife. Mrs. Elmer dabbed her eyes and made an awkward exit. Sam was not in a state that permitted any kind of exit. There was a challenge in Lee Wasser’s eye: he, at any rate, had nothing to be ashamed of. Already Sam was a victim of dire machinations. He had been drugged by this infamous man with the black eye and the swollen face — or hypnotised, or something that had no fumes of whisky in it. And, thus incapacitated, had been bereft of his wife. Sam drooped more limply, uttered discordant sounds. Mr. Elmer was alarmed.

“Can’t you get him into the kitchen, Lee?” he almost pleaded. “Mrs. Elmer’s awful particular—”

“He’s singing.” Mr. Wasser’s tone was ferocious. “There’s a whole lot back of this business. If it costs me a thousand dollars I’m going to get right down to the bottom of it!”

The hired man ran his fingers between the hateful stiff collar of ceremony and his scrawny neck, a gesture of impatience. There was a little group of excited people on the back porch all talking at once. He had his own view to expose and felt that he was missing something.

“Say, Mr. Elmer, he said he wanted to see you.” Behind him there appeared a tall figure in a long dust coat, He wore an eyeglass and bright brown gauntlets. Mr. Elmer saw that over enamelled shoes were fawn-coloured spats.

“Sorry to bother you-er—” He was a goodlooking fellow with a wax-like complexion, a small, brown, silky moustache and a permanent smile. At least it seemed permanent. His voice was soft and rather musical. “I heard a rumpus outside, but couldn’t make head or tail of what these-er — people were saying. Something about a tramp… I hope you will forgive me — er-butting in.” He said “butting in” a little self-consciously, as an Englishman speaks a foreign language. He had (his manner said) no right to flounder in strange colloquialisms, but desired to make himself understood…

“Uh huh. That’s right. There was a tramp up here boozed… that’s so.” Mr. Elmer was called upon without notice to put into words his version of the happening. And it must be put into words sooner or later. In two or three days he would be facing a Farmers’ Convention-he shuddered at the thought.

“Well-say… “ The presence of Mr. Lee Wasser and the condition of the heir to the Wasser fortune largely determined the colour and shape of his narrative. That the monocled Englishman was a curious intruder, to be asked what’n thunder the affair had to do with him, did not occur to Mr. Elmer. The stranger was The World; he represented in his person millions of people sitting at breakfast reading their morning newspapers and saying: “That’s a queer affair over in Littleburg — tramp married a college girl…”

Moreover, he was the forerunner of an army of reporters and photographers.

“My niece — well, her mother was a sort of sister-in-law… this young lady… October Jones was her name… She got some mighty queer notions about… everything…”

“Extraordinary!” murmured the stranger. It was merely a polite or a sardonic interjection, but it gave Mr. Elmer a guiding line.

“Extr’ordin’ry… you’ve said it! Well, this young lady was gettin’ married. Everything fixed. Reverend Stevens — well, everything!” A wave of his hand indicated certain festive preparations: the Englishman in the dust coat examined the flowers earnestly.

“And then, this tramp sort of… well, he came. Right there where you’re standing.”

“An’ Sam was doped. No doubt about that.” Mr. Wasser entered the conversation loudly.

“This bum fixed him that way. Maybe gave him somep’n’ to smell. He’s unconscious now.” Andrew nodded.

“That’s about it,” he said, “and October was crazy. She said ‘I’ll marry him.’ I just couldn’t speak. I was standin’ here, or maybe there “ — he indicated the alternative spots with meticulous exactness. “I just couldn’t so much as holler.”

“Doped,” murmured Mr. Wasser helpfully. Andrew considered this explanation and regretfully decided upon its rejection.

“Paralysed,” he substituted. “Couldn’t believe I was awake.”

The stranger was staring at him. He was as near to being without a smile as ever Mr. Elmer saw him.

“Married?” he said sharply. “Who was married?” Mr. Elmer groaned at the man’s stupidity.

“October — her crazy idea… she took the ring out of poor Sam’s pocket. Just bent down an’ took the ring. ‘Here it is,’ she says. ‘What’s your name?’ An’ this hobo says… What did he say, Lee?” Mr. Wasser had forgotten. His angry gesture told the Englishman how very unimportant was the question of a tramp’s name. “‘I don’t quite understand. This girl October, is that her name? — wanted to marry a tramp?”

“He was drunk,” said Mr. Wasser, in a tone that suggested a reason for October’s strange behaviour.

“She wanted — and she did,” said Mr. T Elmer. The strangers mouth opened; his eyeglass dropped.

“Married… not really married?”

Messieurs Elmer and Wasser nodded. Sam’s nod was involuntary. “Good God!”

The heart of Andrew Elmer sank. If this simple statement produced such an effect upon a stranger, and obviously an unemotional stranger, what would follow the general publication of the news?

“I want to say right here, that October is peculiar… she’s crazy, ‘that’s all. She’d jump into a well, yes, sir. She said so ‘You I touch me,’ she says, an’ I’ll jump right in.’ Yes, sir—”

“Tonight? Did she jump into the well?” There was unmistakable hope in the stranger’s voice.

“No, sir: I’m talkin’ about last fall-”

“She married this tramp — actually married him?”

And, when they nodded gravely: “My God!”

Then before Mr. Elmer could speak: “Where is he?”

“October—” began Mr. Elmer.

“Never mind about October.” He was smiling, but wickedly. “I suppose she is here. Where did the tramp go?” Lee Wasser pointed dramatically to the door.

“They went out — there! Both of ‘um.” The man in the dust coat turned his head.

“Both of ‘um!” he repeated absently and with sudden animation. “How long since? Which way did they go?” Mr. Elmer lugged out his big watch.

“About half an hour ago,” he said. The watch had no value at all to indicate the passage of time. This event belonged to eternity: the dial should have been divided into aeons.

“About halt an hour — they went out there.” The door then was a starting point, the black night a destination. The stranger walked from the house. At the gate four men were talking.

“… say, listen… this bird was loaded. Didn’t know what he was doin’. Sam an’ Ed got him up in the wood an’ Pete back-heeled him and got him on the floor. ‘You son of a gun,’ says Ed, ‘you gotta drink… ‘“

Dust coat went past them and they stopped discussing the great happening to speculate upon his identity.

“English. He’s got a big machine. Joe Prideaux at the garage reckons it’s worth ten thousand dollars an’ more…”

The machine was waiting a little way along the road and Mr. Alan Loamer leapt into the driver’s seat and drove at an increasing speed towards Littleburg. He came through the town more cautiously because he could not afford to be held up by the unimaginative police. Clear of the power plant, he let the big car roar and switched on his powerful headlamps. He was watching the road carefully. Presently he saw somebody jump a fence from the road and brought his machine to a stop.

“Byrne!” he called. A shape came out of the gloom and then another.

“Have you seen him?”

“No. Lenny and me’s been hanging around here. He’s got to come this way unless he works back. Lenny reckoned he might be in the woods the other side of town.” The man at the wheel said something under his breath that Red Beard could not hear.

“I wanted to locate you,” he said. “Stay here: I’ll go back and make inquiries. He has a girl with him/’

“You don’t say!” Red Beard was frankly astonished.

“Yes — that may make things difficult for you.” Mr. Loamer was fretful. His audience did not know that inside him and behind his calmness was a boiling, bubbling rage. “Is there a side road here? I want to turn my car.” He pronounced the word strangely.

“Wants to turn his ‘caw,’ does he?” said Red Beard, watching the manoeuvres of the big machine from a distance. “Gussie’s rattled all right, Lenny.”

“What’s the idea — this girl? Never heard anything about her,” demanded the fat man. The machine had turned by now and was flying back… it boomed past them on its way to Littleburg.

“You heard him: did he tell me anything? A girl. First I’ve heard of a girl. That bird’s nutty. I keep tellin’ you, Lenny.”

Mr. Loamer came back to Littleburg to find it alive. He saw groups at odd corners, and once he passed two men carrying shot guns and addressing each other noisily. On the corner of Main and Union Street he saw a policeman. The policeman knew nothing except that there had been some sort of trouble up at Mr. Elmer’s farm. The chief was dealing with the consequence, whatever it was. He asked Mr. Loamer if he had seen two men, one with a red beard and one rather fat and short. Mr. Loamer said that he had not.

“They’re not in town, I guess,” said the policeman, and expressed the view that the storm would just miss Littleburg. It was an hour after midnight when the watcher on the road saw the unmistakable headlamps of the big car and woke his companion, who was sleeping with his back against the rail of the fence.

“There is a search party looking for these people,” said Mr. Loamer. “They are going through the woods on the far side of the town, but somebody suggested he would make for the Swede’s house. They say it is haunted. Where is it?”

“Swede’s house — know that, Lenny?” The sleepy-eyed Lenny thought that he had heard of such a place, but he had never seen it. Evidently he had a nodding acquaintance with the district.

“It’s somewhere on the high ground back of Elmer’s place,” he said. “Never been there, but the woods are not big… “‘ He indicated the route they would follow. Mr. Loamer said he would return to the town for the latest news and would join them.

“This time — get him!” he said emphatically. “The girl… ?” He smoothed his moustache with his gloved hand. “I don’t know what to do about her,” He was silent for a very long time. Evidently ‘the girl’ was the subject of his cogitation, for, when he spoke: “She doesn’t matter… really,” he said. As he stepped into the driver’s seat he remarked casually:

“A policeman asked me if I had seen you fellows and of course I told him that I hadn’t.” “That was certainly kind of you.” Red Beard was good-humouredly sarcastic. When the car was out of sight he clapped his companion on the shoulder.

“Let’s go,” he said. “That old Swede’s house is haunted, eh? Maybe we can deal it a new spook.”
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October was very wide awake now. She did not struggle, but gripped at the hand which covered her mouth, conserving all her strength to pry loose this suffocating pad of muscle and bone. “Don’t make a sound!” he was breathing. “Terribly scared you’d shout… somebody prowling outside the house.” She nodded. The hand was drawn away, the bristly face was removed.

“Sorry!” he whispered. “Can you get off the bed without raising a riot… wait!” His two hands went under her; she felt herself raised slowly. Creak-squeak! went the rusty springs as they relaxed. He canted her gently, feet to floor, so that she stood with her back to the wall in which the window was set.

“Don’t move!” The storm had passed; she thought she detected the ghostly light of dawn in the room. Silence… and then, outside, the cracking of a twig. Robin the tramp crouched under the window. She could only see a splodge of something a little blacker than the blackness of the room. The window darkened; hands were fumbling with the latch. She heard the low murmur of a querulous voice. Suddenly a brilliant circle of light appeared on the opposite wall; the man outside was searching the room with an electric lamp. The circle moved left and right, up and down; focused on the end of the rusty bed and paused there undecidedly. She saw Robin clearly now, huddled under the window; he was gripping a steel rod that, attached to the window, had once regulated its opening. She had wondered why the man outside had failed to find a way in. The light went.

“Get to the door… along the passage to the right… take your shoes but don’t put them on!” She nodded agreement to the sibilant instructions, gathered her shoes and tiptoed along the passage until a door barred further progress. Here she waited. Presently she heard him coming towards her.

“Is it open?” he whispered, and went past her. The passage was so narrow that she felt the brush of his shirt sleeve on her face. The door was unlocked but noisy. The enemy was at the front door by now, rattling the handle. Robin the tramp waited until the sound came again and then, putting his shoulder to the obstruction, pushed. With a grind and a jar it opened. Reaching back, he caught her by the arm and pulled her through. They were in a kitchen which smelt of earth and damp. A second door was here… he felt for it, groping along wet walls. Overhead the roof had partly vanished. A thudding sound shook the little house… another. Robin tugged at the door and it opened with a groan; the scent of wet leaves and balsam came to October’s grateful nostrils.

“Got your coat?” His lips were close to her ear. She did not mind the bristly cheek now. “Good! Follow me — you’ll get your feet wet, but that won’t kill you. Hold my sleeve… when I stoop, do the same.” He stepped out into the tangle of what had once been a garden. Noiselessly he moved towards the encircling wood, she creeping behind him. Her stockings were soaked; once she trod on a thorn and needed all her self-control to repress a cry — as it was, she made some sort of sound, for he half turned.

They were circling towards the town road; if it had been light they could not have seen the Swede’s shack when he stopped.

“Put on your shoes — I expect your feet are wet.” She held on to his arm with one hand and pulled on her shoes one by one with the other. Her feet were soddened and the soles of her silk stockings in rags. But she was glad to have leather between foot and earth.

“No hurry: they will take some time exploring the hut,” he said, stills whispering.

“And the trees will spoil Lenny’s style — he likes the great open spaces where men are men!” Something amused him: she heard him laughing in staccato gasps. He was moving more swiftly, and the distance between them and the shack must have been considerable when they struck a path that ran downhill; the trees began to thin, and then he caught tight hold of her arm and stooped.

She saw the figure too. It was smoking a cigarette. There was just enough light in the sky to reveal an indistinct outline. A man, and he was sitting on a fallen tree to their left front. Behind them, somebody shouted; it sounded faint and comfortably far. The man on the tree trunk got up and strolled slowly up the path, but unexpectedly deviated to his right. He passed the watching pair not a dozen yards away — evidently he had missed the path.

“Hullo!” he called. “They’ve been here — but they’ve gone.”

Still faintly. It was Red Beard’s voice; she recognised its deep raucousness. The smoker passed out of sight… still stooping, Robin went on… stopped again and pointed. In the fold of the little hill she saw three gleaming lights, two white, one red.

“A car,” he breathed. By the position of the lights she saw that the bonnet of the machine was turned towards Littleburg. Stealthily he crept towards the lights and, holding fast to his sleeve she followed. One swift look round.

“Jump in!” he said, and she scrambled aboard. She did not realise that the engines were running until he was by her side. He gripped the gear lever, looked back again; they were moving with little or no sound. The springs of the machine took the strain of the uneven surface, nearer and nearer to the white road they stole. Then she heard a shout behind, but, looking round, could see nothing against the dark background of hill and wood. The car was going faster. Something buzzed past her cheek; she thought it was a nocturnal beetle and instinctively put up her hand to brush her face. Robin the tramp slowed to take the turn; and now Littleburg was behind them and the car was flying towards Ogdensburg. She sat huddled in a corner of the seat, watching and yet not watching the country fly past. Barn and farmhouse, rail crossing, stretch of rolling country, now a steep hill, tree-furred, now a dead town with an ugly iron church and none to watch their passage but a cat. Once they passed a lake and saw at the end of it a miniature Niagara. It was growing lighter. They passed a farm wagon. Robin came to a fork and branched right, though it was clear that this was the poorer road. And so it proved. They bumped and swayed up a steep and slippery grade. The road became unrelieved rock, and when they had got beyond a great scar in the hillside, from which at some period stone had been quarried, the road ceased to be. Nevertheless-, they continued, dodging between trees, avoiding miraculously a confusion of boulders that seemed to have been dropped for the special purpose of checking their adventure. Coming over a razor-back ridge, he jammed on the brakes, and only in time, for from the crest the ground dropped steeply to the well-defined edge of a chasm.

“That’s that,” said the tramp, and hoisted himself from his seat. Before she could descend, he had put his hands about her waist and lifted her free of the machine. He walked to the top of the slope and looked back. The car tracks were visible on the grass if the search came so far. But beyond was the stone causeway (as he called it) and the lower slopes of the road had marks of trolley wheels in which his own might merge…

He strolled to the car, pulled from the back seat a folded rug and then “whooped softly. There was a basket here and a hold-all. He lugged them out, one after the other. Opening the lid, he looked in and grinned demoniacally (as October thought); then he unrolled the canvas carry-all.

“Here is a towel and soap — I can hear water up there,” he jerked his head to the higher slopes. “‘Ware wire!” She looked inquiringly at him.

“Ware — ?”

“Watch your step,” he translated. She found the water: it was beautifully cold. When she came back to him with a light step, as rosy as the dawn that had broken, he took towel and soap from her and went up the hill. There was ca ludicrous plaid patch on the back of his pants that seemed in keeping. She had seen the genus at such a distance as the stalls are from the stage. October watched him, chin in hand, until he disappeared behind the tangle of whortleberry and laurel that hid the spring.

Robin Leslie-Mrs. Robin Leslie. And the situation did not seem unreal. She was part of his life. Red Beard was her deadly foe. She had thrilled and grown tense at a common danger. October never analysed her own emotions. She could pick to threads motives and causes, could reduce to formulae human eccentricities, but she never felt the urge to disintegrate her own soul that she might furnish sections for a microscope, or tested with the acid of other people’s experience her own reactions. The man attached to the plaid patch was a fact — Mr. Robin Leslie. He could differ only from any other man in respect to his behaviour. So far he was entirely satisfactory. He had given her the spring bed (she was a tattooed lady, she had discovered after a limited investigation); he had told her to put on her shoes at exactly the right moment. She in his place would have done the same. He drove a car rather efficiently. He had probably stolen cars before. The plaid patch was not absurd, nor the sleeveless jacket. Probably his pants were hitched up with string and she had overlooked the old soup can that all tramps carry. He came back very clean looking and surprisingly wholesome: when he opened the basket and offered her a sandwich she saw that his nails were immaculate. But he was a little shaky; his eyes bloodshot. They were grey eyes set well apart, but they were decidedly bloodshot. There was a vacuum bottle in the basket. The coffee steamed as he poured it into one of the cups that he had found in this heavensent canteen.

“Now,” he said, and sat down cross-legged, “let’s get everything right! I know you are here, I know that you were in the Swede’s house — by the way, he did hang himself from that hook, but I thought it best to lie — and I know that in some mysterious fashion you have got yourself attached to me. But exactly why and how?”

She sat very upright at this. Was he joking? Apparently not. He was sipping at his cup, one reddish eye regarding her over its edge.

“I’m your wife,” she said. He choked… coughed, and put down the cup.

“I beg your pardon?”

“I am your wife,” she said, and by the rising horror that made his unpleasant face assume a terrifying hideousness, she gathered that he did not well remember all that had happened at Littleburg.

“My wife, you said… you’re not serious?” She nodded.

“I’rn very serious. You don’t remember?”

No, he did not remember. “The young devils! They came up to me in the wood… all of them as tight — as intoxicated as — as — well, intoxicated as foolish young people can be. I had no idea what was their little game — in fact, I was expecting quite a different sort of party. One of them — Mr. Goldbuckle, a young man who talks a great deal about himself—”

She recognised Sam immediately.

“ — asked me to drink. And just about then I didn’t want to drink. I don’t recall the circumstances of my defeat. Two of them knelt on my chest — one fellow put the neck of a bottle in my mouth. It was a case of drink or perish. I drank. Did I go to your house?”

She told him undramatically. And as she went on, he punctuated the story with startled “Good Lords!”

“But you’re really serious? I married you — or rather, you married me?”

She was very serious, she said. Robin covered his face with his hands and moaned.

“What a perfectly horrible nightmare!” She was interested but not offended.

“Is it, Mr. Leslie—”

“Mr. who?” he demanded, his eyes wide open.

“That is the name you gave — Mr. Robin Leslie, I suppose you dreamt that?” He shook his head dispiritedly.

“No — that’s my name all right — at least, it is my Christian — given name: Robert Leslie Beausere… no, it isn’t French. It was never French,” he said testily, in answer to her inquiry. “What a perfectly ghastly thing to happen! I suppose I was awfully tight — intoxicated. ‘Tight’ means the same thing.”

“You were rather — tight,” she said; “in fact, very. You said you were sorry—”

“I was sober then,” grimly. “What is or was your name?”

“October Jones-horrible, isn’t it?”

“Ghastly,” he groaned. “Moses — what a name!”

She stiftened at this. “I don’t see anything ‘ghastly’ about it,” she said coldly. “It is certainly unusual.”

“Unusual! What am I to call you?”

“You may call me October,” she replied.

“I’ll be — I won’t, anyway. What a lout!”

It was strange to her that she should guess he was referring to Sam.

“I don’t think that you have anything to complain about,” she said, still a trifle annoyed.

His solemn eyes were fixed on hers.

“You were sober,” he said with significance. “I was incapable of offering resistance.”

“Oh!” said October indignantly and half rose. He waved her down. “Don’t let us start our married life with a quarrel,” he said sombrely. “Have another sandwich!”

She took the sandwich because she was hungry.

“We will pack all the grub that is left,” he suggested. “I don’t think we shall be getting any eats as sumptuous as these for a very long time.” He looked up at the sky.

“Seven o’clock — between that and eight. We ought to double back towards Littleburg, then strike east. There is plenty of timber in this country, thank Heaven! With luck we should End a place where we can sleep before nightfall?

“Why does that red-bearded man want you? Have you committed a crime?”

He smiled with his eyes.

“Have I committed a crime? Yes. I burgled a factory; ‘plant’ you call it, at that funny sounding-place — Schenectady. This is my chief offence. I don’t mind him. — It is the little fellow, the knife-throwing gentleman, who rattles me. He is rather wonderful — a South American, I suppose. Leonardo Dellamontez. And run! That fellow can spring like a hare. You wouldn’t think so to see him. Very fat and short in the leg. I shouldn’t think he could sit a horse. But a real artist.”

He spoke dispassionately, if anything admiringly, of the knife-thrower.

October had the illusion that they were sitting together on the grand stand watching Leonardo competing in some murderous Olympic game.

“You’re not a real tramp, are you?” she asked.

“Sure as you’re born!” he answered. “Is that the right thing to say? Yes, I’m a tramp, but the State of New York is not an ideal tramping ground. There is no merit in the exercise you get from strolling through a picture gallery. Now the Goby desert is real tramping! And the woolly lands beyond Urzra. That’s tramping too!” She had a dim idea that the Goby Desert was in China, but Urzra she could not place.

“Mongolia — it’s Red now. Queer little place full of Buddhist priests and dogs that will pull you down in the street and leave nothing but your watch and guard.”

“But,” she insisted, “you’re tramping for… for fun, for pleasure. It is a sort of vacation rucksack hike, isn’t it? You aren’t tramping because you’ve no money and… well, because you can’t get work?”

“I’ve got fifty cents,” he said. “Just now I’m tramping to save my life!”

“Why?”

He shook his head. “I’d hate to tell you,” he said. “If I did, you’d say what I say — Such things cannot be!”

“But what are the things?” He rose, gathered her cup and corked the vacuum bottle.

“Medieval things — things you hear about in the Valley of the Rhone and on the Rhine. The history of France is full of it, and England. Ever heard of Queen Elfrida? What a lady! That is what I am finding in this Empire State of yours — just mad, impossible things that cannot be. You’re another of ‘em! Good Lord!” He was shaking his head at her.

“I really must have been tight!”

“Intoxicated,” she said. “You’re almost offensive.”

“Am I?” He was immediately penitent. His unsightly face drooped. “Of course I am… but I just feel that I can be offensive to you.”

She knew what he meant and was fairly well pleased.
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The way they took was a painful one. They traversed mile upon mile of sloping hill; she seemed, most of the time, to be walking alternately on the right side of her right foot and the left of the other. Both legs ached in turn, whilst the other went cramped. And yet she carried nothing. It was Robin Leslie Beausere who was cluttered up with food and blanket. She did not even carry her own coat.

There was very little conversation. He admitted that he did not know the country at all; she was as ignorant. New York State was foreign territory to her. Now, if it had been Virginia or Ohio…

She did not even know the names or relative positions of the towns. Twice she had been to the island, but the sleeper of an express is a poor place to study topography. She knew Ogdensburg, because she had taken trips along the St. Lawrence and had called there. With Littleburg and its environs she was fairly well acquainted, but they were miles and miles from Littleburg — forty, she supposed. He thought more.

Elfrida? Who was Queen Elfrida? October had a sketchy acquaintance with the British monarchs. Elfrida-Alfred… one of the Saxon bunch. What had they to do with a fifty-cent tramp in the State of New York? It was intriguing, bizarre. She could hardly keep her eyes from the plaid patch. Once upon a time she had made a study of the Scottish tartans. It wasn’t Stewart-Stewart is red; and it was not Cameron-that had a yellowish line in it (or was that Gordon?).

“Campbell!” she cried triumphantly. “Eh?” He came round in alarm.

“That patch — on your trousers. It is a Campbell tartan!”

“Is it?” He screwed his head to see. “I am not fearfully keen on the Campbells. So it is — how clever of you! The Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders wear that pattern of kilt. A pretty good regiment — mainly recruited in the Midlands. As he lifted his jacket to examine the patch she saw the butt of a gun in his pocket. She had supposed the revolver, but had forgotten all about it.

“Isn’t it very dangerous carrying a pistol in New York?” she asked. “I mean… in your position?”

“Much more dangerous not to — especially now.” He resumed his march and was talking over his shoulder, and then, at a tangent:

“I suppose you wouldn’t have the slightest difficulty in getting a divorce?”

“I don’t wish a divorce — yet,” she said calmly, and she heard him groan again.

“You’re very ungallant,” she said.

“I am, aren’t I? Very sorry. What is the best remedy for a poison-ivy skin?”

“Does it hurt?” She was sympathetic.

“A wee bit — nothing to make a fuss about. It rather irritates when one is hot. Hallo!”

He stood stock still. Ahead of them they heard the “clop-clop” of a lumberman’s axe and as they stood the swish and thud of falling timber.

They were walking along the wet floor of a little ravine. There was cover enough in case or necessity, thickly-growing clumps of dark laurel and fernlike sumac. The walls of the little canyon rose steeply. Looking up, he saw with some concern a small hut perched on the edge. But there was no sign of a man or his inevitable dog.

“Let’s try this other face,” he suggested. “I’m afraid that the unsparing woodmen are on the other side of that bluff.”

He went first and their progress was painfully slow. In half an hour he drew himself cautiously over the side of a rock. Before him was a beautiful sight, trees-spruce, pine, basswood — an impenetrable fairy woodland that belonged to dreams.

After a careful reconnaissance he signalled her to follow. They plunged into the cool twilight and silence. A game preserve of some kind, he thought; big, tame birds were strutting on the ground, a hen pheasant rose at his feet and went noisily to a less disturbed area. There were conies; he thought he saw a sleek black stoat — or were there any stoats in North America?

The nest they found by accident — it was a saucer-like depression in a small hillock, and was shielded from view, supposing anybody came, by low-growing bushes and high-growing ferns.

“We can’t light a fire,” he said, as he spread the blanket for her to sit upon, “but happily there is no need. You may find the ground damp. We will move on before night.”

“Where are we going?”

“Prescott,” he told her. “Not exactly Prescott, but a few miles downriver. Hungry?”

He produced the vacuum bottle. The coffee was lukewarm but refreshing — what was left.

“But how do you know which way we’re going?”

He felt in his hip-pocket where the pistol was, and brought out a little compass. Because the nest was rather difficult to find, he broke off a small branch of a young tree and stuck it upright — more for her guidance than his.

“You don’t mind being left alone? I want to do a little exploring.”

He was gone the greater part of two hours (she had become aware of her wristwatch in the course of their morning march), and he returned carrying three cantaloups. There was a farm on the edge of the wood, he told her.

“Some swell lives there — it looks like one of those gentleman-farmer’s places — pedigree cows and a good dancing floor. There was a wonderful pair of blue pants drying on a line, but I hadn’t the nerve to raid ‘em. Seen the newspapers?”

He took a sheet from his pocket. When he had lifted the cantaloups he had also paid a visit to a gardener’s shed. The newspaper had been lying on the bench.

“You’re famous,” he said. She unfolded the page; her mouth opened.

“Fiendish Hobo Steals Wife of Littleburg Society Man.

“Doped in Wood by Drink-Crazed Thief, Bridegroom Sees His Beautiful Bride Married to Tramp.”

“Country Roused. Armed Vigilants Searching All Night. Stolen Woman Niece of Littleburgs Most Prominent Citizen.”

Beneath was a very large picture of October. Sharing honours was a smirking Sam. The photograph had been taken on the occasion of Ye Olde Englishe Fayre, an event organised for a Littleburg charity. It depicted Sam with an insane smile on his face, his hat tilted over one eye. In all the circumstances there was some discrepancy between the festal picture and the caption:

“Robbed of Bride, Samuel E. Wasser, Prominent Clubman of Littleburg, Lies Prostrate with Grief.”

“Is this the miscreant who married us?” asked Robin.

There indeed was the Reverend Stevens — but not in profile. And even as he slept he had become a controversial subject.

“Revd. Stevens Held Up at Point of Gun and Forced to Perform Ceremony.”

“Why… !” October’s eyes were blazing.

“How could they! How could they! Oh!” He was examining the news-sheet critically.

“That is a pretty good portrait of you. Most of these things flatter — I rather like your hair done that way.”

“I am going right back to Littleburg to tell them they are liars,” she stormed. “Liars! Prominent society man, that… that hick I Oh, but it is too bad—”

“Worse to come — did you see the very latest? It is on the back page. You can’t go back.”

With trembling hands she turned the newspaper and found the “Worse.”

“Has beautiful October Jones met with a terrible death at the hands of the mad tramp-fiend? That is the question all Littleburg is asking…”

“You see,” he explained gravely. “You can’t go back if you’re dead: that would be an anticlimax and would be unpardonable. They would never forgive you. You had better stay dead for a week or two.”

“‘ Drink-crazed tramp ‘… ‘ Minister held at pistol point ‘! I must do something!”

“`Write to The Times,”’ he said soothingly.

“The Times? Don’t be absurd. Can’t you see what this means? Everybody will be searching for you — you’ll never have a fair chance — they will shoot you like a dog it they come upon you here… or… or anywhere.”

“I suppose they would.” Only then such an idea occurred to him, apparently. He was rather surprised. “Pity one can’t buy the afternoon extras — I’d like to know what Gussie says about the car. Do you bet?”

“I don’t know what you mean,” she said, bewildered.

“If you did, I would bet you that Gussie says nothing. Not a word — not a syllable. Of course, the farm hands may have seen us without being able to identify the machine I drove. In which case the search will shift nearer. Do you think you could sleep?”

She shook her head.

“Perhaps later — you’re all nerved up by this infernal newspaper report. Sorry I brought it with me-I thought you would be amused.”

“Amused!” she scoffed.

As the afternoon wore on she began to feel drowsy and fell asleep for an hour. She woke to find him lying flat on his face at the edge of the “saucer.” He had parted the ferns that obstructed his view, and as he looked back at her she guessed that her awakening owed nothing to chance.

“I saw a woman walking in the wood,” he said in a low voice. “She was some distance away. Probably she belongs to the farm. I thought I had better kick you.”

“Did you kick me?” — indignantly.

“We’re married,” he said. “I understand the practice is very usual in our circle.”

Half an hour passed. “I have been a brute,” he said, without turning his head. “No, not over kicking you. That whisky was what Goldbuckle would call fierce. I’m still a little dithery, but I can think. When this woman has gone I will take you to the farm — at least to the outskirts. You’ll find your way into the house and ‘phone. I want you, please, to lie about me: say you left me on the Ogdensburg road — wherever that may be.”

“Leave you?” She was aghast.

“Of course — you can’t go around sleeping in woods… hunted and… God knows what. I’m being selfish, really. It will be easier for me to get away. And you can tell them of course that you aren’t dead and that I’m quite — as tramps go — respectable. I was joking this morning about your not being able to go back because you were dead. But you Americans have no sense of English humour.”

She, too, was lying face downward now. Her hands were clasped under her chin.

“I’m late but I’m laughing,” she said calmly. “How funny!”

“What?” He screwed his head round to her and he was frowning. Much of the inflammation had left his face — one red weal ran from his ear and disappeared in the growth upon his chin.

“Do you really expect me to go to the farm and say: ‘Please, I’m the stolen bride of the Littleburg Society Man’? Have you any imagination?”

He scratched his nose, frowning deeper.

“I have — but I’d rather like to hear how yours is working.”

She flashed a quick smile. He had not seen her smile before, and the experience left him a little breathless.

“I’ll tell you,” she nodded. “I am met by the lady of the house — I relate my sad story. She looks at me… oddly. Do you know what I mean? just… oddly. Can’t you see her eyebrows going up, can’t you hear her saying ‘My poor child! ‘ — supposing she is playing at farms and not a real slave-wife? And then she telephones to the police and maybe to Mrs. Elmer. And then she seeks her dearest friend, who maybe is staying with her, and, closing the door so that the servants can’t hear, tells her. And then they look at one another, and one says: ‘What do you think?’ And the other says: ‘Well — they’re married’ and then—”

“Oh, yes, yes!” Robin spoke hurriedly. He was actually embarrassed. “Of course… yes… shut up!” — this last outrageous piece of rudeness in a fierce whisper; “… the woman!” October followed his example and, gently pressing back the ferns, looked. The lady was very near to them. She strode manfully, using a black ebony walking-cane. She was in black, and over her grey head she wore a Spanish mantilla. In point of inches she was enormous, and her thinness made her seem taller. Coming into a patch of sunlight, the swinging hands glittered dazzlingly. October saw this in spite of herself, for she was gazing awestricken at the face of the woman. Dead white, with dark-rimmed eyes and a nose that was grotesquely big and outstanding. Diamonds flashed at her ears, from her wrist, from the black corsage. She went on out of sight, and then October heard the man sigh.

“Queen Elfrida! Did you see her? Elfrida! Suffering snakes… here!”

“Elfrida? Is that her name?”

He shook his head; his staring eyes were still glued to the tree clumps around which she had disappeared. He was a comical picture of amazement.

“Well, I’ll go sideways! Elfrida… the old sport! She follows hounds that way… takes anything from a stone wall to a cut road. And she’s there when they kill — always! By gum! Elfrida!”

“Is her name Elfrida?’ October was a thought impatient.

“No — Loamer-the Lady Georgina Loamer. Her father was the Marquis of Dealford… funny old devil and everlastingly broke.”

“You know her?” She was astonished.

“Only in a hat-touching way. ‘Good morning, my lady — I hope your ladyship is well’ — that kind of thing. We are not” — he chuckled softly— “on speaking terms. She is staying at the farm. You can’t go there.”

“I cannot because I will not,” said October correctly. “I am going through — Prescott, isn’t it? What will you do in Prescott?”

“Nothing much.” He was looking at her glumly; she felt that she had of a sudden become a worry to him.

“Anyway, I refuse to go back.” She very resolutely spoke her thoughts.

“I remember the wedding now… dimly,” he said. “I thought that it was part of the rag-jamboree, whatever you call it. Just remember it — faintly.”

A little while after this he pillowed his face on his arm and fell asleep. October took stock of the food. There were two very stale biscuits, a small box of crackers, three cakes of chocolate and a segment of pie, the latter carefully wrapped in thin white paper. They would not starve. There was, in addition to the vacuum bottle, a flat, military-looking water-flask, which Robin had filled just before they climbed out of the ravine. She sat patiently, her hands folded in her lap: it was her turn to keep guard. There was an importance in her vigil. Now and again she looked through the ferns, but saw nothing. The sun was sinking. Millions of tiny flies began to gyrate in great clouds under the spread of every tree. She heard more distinctly the “tap tap tap” of a woodpecker.

“What time is it?” She did not know that he was awake.

“About seven — aren’t you hungry?” He sat up, rubbing his face vigorously.

“Starving,” he answered, and they supped together frugally. After they had wrapped up what food remained (and they ate the stalest items first) he outlined his programme. They would start before the light was entirely gone and make for the southern section of the reserve. He believed that a post road ran somewhere in that direction. And there was a railway somewhere near. In point of fact, they had heard hoarse whistles and the far-off clang of bells during the afternoon. The trouble was going to be at the bridges, he said. If they came to any considerable stream they must follow it or find some means of crossing. He was an expert on such things, she gathered, and had evaded several unhappy experiences by a careful avoidance of bridges. As far as he could understand, they would “fetch up” in the morning midway between Ogdensburg and a place he called “Liffy’s.” He was very emphatic about “Liffy’s.” She thought it was a township, but apparently Liffy was a human being who maintained himself precariously by the hiring of boats.

“He is Irish,” he explained gravely. “His brother shot my uncle — not fatally, I’m sorry to say. But even bad marksmanship has not disturbed our good relations. His other name is Mike.” All this in the preparation for departure. She asked a question.

“No, I don’t think he has been a tramp. At any rate, I have never met him in that role. He has been most other things. Are you ready?”

Night was coming down when, with the motor rug rolled and fastened horse-collar fashion about his shoulder, he led the way. The wood was deeper than she thought. Between treetops she saw the thin crescent of a new moon… the harsh shriek of an owl near at hand made her jump involuntarily.

“Made me jump too,” he comforted her. They were descending all the time, and this worried him a little. Most abruptly their progress was stopped by a high wire fence. The wood’s natural boundary was beyond this, for the wire ran irregularly from tree to tree. Searching the ground, he found a piece of branch wood suitable for the purpose, and prised up the lower strand of the wire.

“You can slip under — keep very close to the ground and make yourself thin!”

She got under with only a slight mishap. One of the sharp barbs caught the old coat which she insisted she should wear, and ripped a. narrow strip.

“You’ll be real hobo in a week,” he said.

“Rags and tatters — I must hunt up a tomato can for you!”

By some miracle he himself wriggled under without a scratch.

“‘Let caution mark the way,’” he quoted, dropping his voice. “The post road is nearer than I thought.”

Nearer indeed. From the thicket-like density of the wood they came suddenly within a few yards of the open, and a road bright with the lights of stationary automobiles.

“… the lumber man said he saw ‘um go into Mr. Murphy’s reservation. Don’t let anybody move till we get the signal from the fellers on the other side of the park. An’ listen, fellers… I want first crack at that bird. I got something to wipe out, tha’s what! If I get him over my sights he’s dead, tha’s all! Don’t any of you tellers forget it. I’m speakin’ as man of the world to men of the world… I got to get him or he’s got to get me… “ Sam Wasser was addressing a select and approving audience. Even as he spoke there came the sound of a shot from beyond the woods.

“Get your lights ready, boys, and don’t shoot the young lady.” They came surging up the bank to where a petrified October stood gripping her husband’s sleeve in terror.

“Back! Under the wire… I’ll go first.” Before she reached the fence he was under… he dragged her through with some violence. She heard another rent appear in her coat.

“Left… hurry. They don’t know about the wire.” Evidently the party had halted for another reason. “Spread out! Ed, you go right along to the corner. Mr. Elmer-where’s Mr. Elmer… oh, say, Mr. Elmer, you stick along here… “ The corner? There would be an angle to the fence and the confines of the estate must be fairly near.

“Run! he said under his breath, and she obeyed. The right-angle fence appeared as unexpectedly as its fellow. Peering through, Robin saw that the roadway was deserted. He yanked up the lower strand and the girl slipped under. She held the wire less efficiently whilst he followed.

“Nothing — my coat wouldn’t show a new tear.” Ed, ordered to the corner, must have obeyed with some reluctance. He was nowhere in sight. The two made to the right, keeping by the side of the road and walking in single file. From the wood came the sound of a shot and then another; there followed a fusillade. She saw that he was shaking with laughter.

“They will kill one another and I shall be blamed,” he said, and he was almost prophetic. Two specks of light showed ahead of them. They lay flat on the side of the road until the car passed.

“We had better keep to the verge,” he said, and explained that the ancient word for the borders of a road was “slang.”

“Gipsies used to camp on the slang — gipsies and wandering tinkers with a queer language of their own. And ‘slang’ has passed into the vocabulary.”

He was oddly informative and at the most unlikely moments. She asked him to elucidate his riddle of Queen Elfrida, but here he was not obliging.

“I’ll tell you one day,” he said. “Jolly old Elfrida! What a perfect lady!”

They walked over a mile before they came to a by-road. Private tracks there were, leading to gloomy farm buildings; once a big dog leapt out at them from an open gate. Robin whistled and the dog came to his side and was with difficulty persuaded to go to his home again. They were within a few yards of the side road when October whispered:

“Are you sure we are not being followed?” He looked back.

“I didn’t think we were; why?”

“I don’t know — I’m nervous, I suppose. But I thought—”

They turned at this minute and he waved her on, and, crouching down by the corner of the fence that bounded the main road, looked back. He remained for a few minutes before he joined the girl.

“I saw nobody — did you?” She hesitated.

“No — I’m not sure. I thought I saw somebody walking on the side of the road. It may have been imagination.”

Less than a mile away was a railroad. They saw a brilliantly lighted train moving across the landscape.

“There is a crossing at the end of this road, I suppose,” mused Robin. “We might take the track, but I’ve a notion that wouldn’t help us any. We’d probably land in the very place we wish to avoid.”

The plan was to cross the track and find a road on the far side that ran parallel. That which they now trudged did not run straight to the railroad, they found. Halfway down there was a sharp elbow, and in the crook of it were two high gates flanked by tall pillars that led to a drive and eventually, as he supposed, to a house hidden behind the high clipped hedges that lined the fence and flanked the drive. As he stopped to make an inspection a dog barked furiously, but evidently it was leashed. But a bigger danger than dogs threatened. As they stood, October saw that she was casting a long, dim shadow on the ground. The man had seen it too and looked round. At the far end of the road two motor lamps showed and they were growing in brilliance every fraction of a second. Robin made a swift survey. There was no cover of any kind: it was impossible that, passing them, the motorists could miss seeing them, and in that bright light there could be no question but that they would be identified. He saw an iron ring dangling from the gate, turned it, and, as a heavy iron latch came up, the big gate moved open. October needed no instructions to follow: she had become inured to furtiveness and was inside the gate almost as soon as he. He fastened the gate again… the dog was barking furiously. So close was the car that there was light enough to see the gaps that offered shelter. They had to crawl on hands and knees before they rolled over, completely hidden. The machine had stopped; somebody got down and, walking to the gate, flung it open with a crash. From the direction of the invisible house a man’s voice asked:

“Is that you, Dick?”

“Yep… sorry I’m late — Bill, did you hear the shooting?”

The man walked from the house up the drive to meet them, his feet scrunching pleasantly on the gravel.

“Eh? Shooting? Yes, I thought I heard something. Dog was barking like mad. What is the trouble?”

“That dam’ hobo — the feller that killed the Littleburg girl. They got him on Murphy’s land-Murphy is trying to look as if he enjoyed having his birds shot over in September! Some of these jakes started in to blaze away at one another. Nobody killed — that’s the wonder. I’ll get the machine inside… sorry I’m late…”

His voice receded: evidently he was going to the car. There was a harsh purr, the machine turned cautiously into the drive and somebody clanged the gate behind it.

“Let my man come out and put it away… leave it, Dick.” There was a chuckle, a snap of steel.

“Best lock the gears whilst that bird is around. He lifted a car last night — found it up on Quarry Hill… eh? He’s some mover, that bum! Wait, I’ll get my valise.”

“Come on” — impatiently. “I’ll send Hawkins for it.” Sounds of two pairs of feet on gravel… silence as they crossed the grass floor of a lawn.

“Get out — quick as you can,” Robin whispered. She had never seen him quite as excited.

“Walk along towards the railway… and wait.” October obeyed, wriggling out under the hedge — a terribly difficult exit this proved to be, for the car lights had been extinguished and she could not see the providential gap through which they had come. She lifted the latch noiselessly and stepped into the road. She thought that the car steal of the night before was to be repeated, and it might have been but for those locked gears. The juice was also locked off, but he could have made a short circuit under the bonnet and overcome that difficulty. The gears defied him…

She turned to the right as she went out, and had walked a hundred yards when a doubt assailed her. The house had been on the left: she was going back they way she had come. Or wasn’t she? Standing irresolutely for a moment, she considered. She saw the lights of a winking train as it passed through a belt of trees. Of course… She had started to run, when she saw the men. They stood one on each side of the road, motionless pillars of black… but men. Her heart was thumping painfully; for an instant she was breathless. Robin must be warned: they had been followed. She walked rapidly along the centre of the road, and they crossed to intercept her.

“Excuse me, ma’am.” It was Red Beard. She would have detected his voice amongst a thousand.
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“Good night,” said October, and would have gone on, but he threw out his hand and she found her arm gripped painfully.

“Goin’ far, ma’am?”

“No… to Mr. — To the house. Please let me go — or I’ll call for — my brother.”

“Didn’t know she had any brother, d’you, Lenny? Thought she was just one lone 1i’1 orphan. Hey, where’s that hobo friend of yourn?”

“I don’t know what you mean.” She spoke loudly. Robin could hear. And then a panic seized her. Suppose he heard and came? These two men were after him; one threw knives… .

“What’s the matter — nobody’s goin’ to hurt you, are they, Lenny?”

He invariably appealed to Lenny, and as a general rule Lenny said nothing. He bent over past her and whispered into the ear of his companion.

“Uh, huh,” grunted Lenny, “thasso.”

“You come along back to your uncle, ma’am,” said Red Beard. “I guess we’re mighty poor kind of hicks after runnin’ around with that swell husband of yours, but you better stick along of us, hey, Lenny?”

All the time she was conscious of a tense alertness in him; he was like a man who expected attack from some quarter, he knew not whence. Then she saw the gun in his hand — sensed it rather, for the night was very dark; the crescent moon had slid down from the sky and only the stars gave light.

“Come along.” His grip of her arm did not relax: he was sidling. Lenny made no pretence that he was not walking backwards. Starlight, faint and ghostly, was reflected back in the knife he carried between finger and thumb.

“Must be grand marryin’ that kind of trash. Been a dream sort of honeymoon, ain’t it, ma’am?”

“What are you scared of?” she asked,

“And must you walk like a crab? If he shoots you, you will fall on me.”

She heard the quick catch of his breath, and then he laughed softly, but not heartily.

“Tha’s good! Heard that, Lenny? I guess your husband’s somewhere around, ma’am? There’s a bunch handy that wants to get acquainted with him. Ain’t there, Lenny?”

“Thasso,” said Lenny.

“Got a gun, ain’t he, ma’am? I’ll bet-”

“Watch out!” For the life of her she could not resist the mischievous inclination.

He jumped sideways with an oath. For an instant she was free, but he clawed at her.

“Say… what’s this funny stuff, Missis Tramp? What’s the idea? I guess we’re laughin’ at you, ain’t we, Lenny? Funny stuff…”

He was loud and angry. Thereafter they progressed much more quickly, but neither Red Beard nor the silent Lenny kept their heads still. Every two steps, one glanced back.

“We’ll get him, don’t worry, ma’am. He’s around, that’s all we want to know. There’s two men guardin’ the crossin’, anyway. I guess before mornin’ we’ll be takin’ you down to the morgue and sayin’ ‘Pick yours, ma’am,’ hey, Lenny?”

“Thasso,” said Lenny.

“What are you in real life?” she asked. “Just thieves or merely gunmen?”

“Gunmen, I guess,” she nodded. “They’re cheapest in Chicago. Somebody told me you can get them at basement prices.”

Red Beard had his civic pride. Chicago was his home town. He developed a spluttering obscurity of speech.

“Listen, you… what’s good enough for me’s good enough for… say, what’s the matter with you, anyway?… Cheap! I like that, hey, Lenny? What’s cheaper’n a hobo’s girl… huh!” They had reached the post road; there was a thrilling spectacle revealed. Quite near them, cars were packed bonnet to tail. The ground rose gently to one side of the road, apparently no man’s land, for the sloping ground beyond was unfenced. A fire was burning, a regular camp fire that lit the trees picturesquely. Since it was a warm night, a camp fire was unnecessary in its first essential. But it was undoubtedly picturesque, and threw strange lights upon stern faces, glinted on the barrels of shotguns and glittered evilly on the face of Mr. Elmer’s big watch.

“A quarter of eleven. I guess we’d better get back to Littleburg, Sam. Seems likely we’ve missed ‘um. I figure that October’s dead. Maybe it’s best for everybody.”

He glanced sideways and backwards at the one woman of the party. Mrs. Elmer had a passion for a peculiarly sticky candy; her cheeks bulged, her narrow jaws worked monotonously. Mrs. Elmer shook her head, tears welled from her eyes, her jaw went up and down.

“Lumber man saw her,” said Sam briefly. He sat cross-legged, elbow on knee, his small chin cupped in his palm. Across his legs was a shotgun. Mr. Elmer had twice pushed the muzzle in another direction than himself. Sam was staring into the fire. His face was very red, his brows knit terribly.

“I ought to have killed him,” he said hollowly.

“I had a feelin’ when I see him — saw him first time… sort of creepy feelin’… fate!” Somebody asked how long it would take for this damned old fire to burn itself out; another wondered whether it should be left. One or two of the searchers had already stolen away to their machines. Mr. Elmer looked at his watch.

“Nobody can blame anybody,” he said comfortably. “October was that kind of girl. Remember once, when I was goin’ to correct her, she walked right over to the well. ‘You touch me,’ she says, ‘an’ I’ll jump in.’ That’s October!”

Sam wrinkled his nose in a sneer. He was, by common agreement, the most important member of the party, the acknowledged leader, the Chief Victim. He could and did resent the presence of any other authority on the subject of October and her eccentricities.

“She jumped in all right!” he said bitterly.

“The question is, was it arranged? Mighty queer to me that she said that very mornin’, `One man’s good as another. I’d as soon marry a tramp.’”

Andrew was startled by this new hypothesis; the jaws of Mrs. Elmer stopped moving.

“That’s the question — was it fixed?” Sam addressed a new audience, attracted by a relief from the sameness of argument and speculation.

“He was there… sittin’ by the path. She must have seen him… he saw her. ‘Yes,’ he says when I asked him.” He looked up at this point; his scorched eyes stared to one side of the blazing wood. The red-bearded man he did not know. The girl in the torn and ragged coat who came into the light of the fire he knew. He gripped his gun and glared at her. Mr. Elmer rose unsteadily to his feet.

“October!” he gasped, and was uncertain how further to proceed, for she was no prodigal daughter, nor yet a sheep returned to the fold. He realised in that heart-searching moment that she was no more, no less, than the Cat who Wouldn’t Drown. Mr. Sam Wasser gave him time to think. Still clasping his shotgun, he took three strides towards and confronted her.

“You’ve come back, eh… October?” His huskiness was appropriate.

“Mrs. Beausere,” she said icily. “I’m married.”

This set him blinking and arrested what might well have been an historic utterance. Instead —

“Married… ah! Oh, yes! Ain’t that I fine! Ain’t you ashamed, October Jones? I wouldn’t have your disposition an’ character I an’… everything, for I a million dollars! Ain’t you ashamed?…”

“Don’t be hysterical,” said October, “and don’t call me ‘Jones’ — I’m through with the Joneses for everlasting.”

Mrs. Elmer had staggered forward in faltering stages. She was a woman and knew a woman’s place. Her head drooped forward, her face wore that look of pained surprise with which she invariably met all life’s crises.

“October!” she said mournfully; “Oh, October!”

Mr. Wasser saw his duty.

“Don’t you go gettin’ mixed up in this,” he said sharply. “October’s made her bed—”

Mrs. Elmer transfixed him with a look.

“I want to know,” she said. Mr. Elmer coughed. Gaping spectators turned delicately away and pretended to be interested in one another. They would know all about it later: they could afford to wait. Only Sam, who didn’t know better, brooding with folded arms, did not budge.

“Sam!” said Mr. Elmer gently.

“Was it fixed? — that’s what I want to know,” he demanded. “You just tell me that an’ I’m through — tha’s all!”

“Sam!” Mrs. Elmer glanced significantly at the other men. “I don’t care what anybody hears”-Sam was truculent. “Was it arranged?”

“Mr. Wasser-junior” — October’s voice was like honey— “won’t you run away? Mrs. Elmer wishes to be maternal!”

He stared; Mrs. Elmer stiffened her back. Her nicest feelings were outraged.

“Ain’t that just like you, October, goin’ puttin’ the worst meanin’ to everything!”

She was her old shrill self. “After all Mr. Elmer done for you an’ me packin’ your old trunks… you ought to be ashamed. Makin’ a mock of things… “ Mr. Elmer heard the sound of strife and came into range; would have delivered his own views, which were formed by now, but October stopped him.

“I want to tell everybody that I married of my own free will. Most of you know that, but it may be news to some.”

“Fixed!” Sam said this between his teeth.

“I married him in preference to Sam Wasser — with my eyes open. Is that clear? And I do not regret the choice. I said once that one man is as good as another. That isn’t true. Some men are much better than others. My husband, for example, is much better than Mr. Sam Wasser.” She looked round for Red Beard: he had vanished. Robin would be waiting for her near the crossing. An idea came to her mind.

“Perhaps there is an American gentleman here who will take me a ride to… some place: I will tell him later.” There were a dozen who would have offered their services. The night had begun on a more heroic level than it was ending. Worse than death is ridicule. Unless somebody could rescue the situation from the deeps in which it wallowed — Sam Wasser obliged nobly.

“You’re comin’ back to Littleburg, that’s what! You got a nerve! Think we’re goin’ to stand for you an’ that dam’ bum… say, what do you know about that, tellers? You got to come back! Nobody’s goin’ to have the laugh on us.”

This decided the matter: the party returned to its heroic status. Nobody was going to have the laugh on them. She was a prisoner: October was horror-stricken. Not at the ignominy of her lot. Robin was alone. Of course, he had been alone before, but this time was different. She might never see him again. She went deathly cold at the thought. There was no question of love… he was something definitely hers; he was indispensable.

Why? She did not explain to herself. And he needed her. Why? She shook her head; but she was very certain. Red Beard? She strained her eyes towards the road. There were several men there, but Red Beard was not amongst them.

“You’ve got to come back home with me and Mrs. Elmer tonight.” Andrew was very gruff and surly. “Maybe tomorrow… well, that fool lawyer Pffiefer allowed he might fix you up at his home. Listen, October, you got to tell Mrs. Elmer… everything”

“Does Littleburg want to know so badly?” she asked innocently.

“Mrs. Elmer, I said. She’s a woman, October.” This very soberly.

“I didn’t need that warning, Mr. Elmer,” she said.

The situation grew and continued very strained. That interminable journey! October curled up in one corner of the jiggitty old Ford, Mrs. Elmer in the other. The elder lady’s lunch basket between them as a screen to trap contaminations. She woke from a doze as the machine struck the rotting cord road that led to Four Beech Farm. The old room… unchanged. The infinitely ticking clock with faded roses painted on the dial. That damnably indifferent yellow cat curled up under the table. The house smelt — stale! Worse than the earthy kitchen at the Swede’s shack. There ought, by rights, to be a hook in the ceiling whereon a broken heart could make a swift and merciful transition to a land where tramp — like angels wander hand in hand through scented woods.

Not love… it wasn’t love. Hero worship! She fell into a paroxysm of laughter. Mrs. Elmer, tight-lipped, hoped that this was the beginning of a breakdown.

“You got a lot to laugh about!” Sam had come home with them. “You oughter—”

“Shush!” She waved him to oblivion.

“Go home. You have no locus standi, Sam Wasser! You have no reason. As a prospective bridegroom you had one foot in the family. But now-!”

Biting his lip in cogitation, Mr. Elmer had to agree in his mind that October was right. He was weary of Sam: Sam’s loss, Sam’s schemes of vengeance, Sam’s leadership. A mere boy, too — October was crazy and ungrateful, no doubt, but right. Even Sam succumbed to her logic.

“That lets me out,” he said, hitching up his belt. “Don’t suppose you an’ me will be seein’ one another — much. You go your way — I go mine. Yeh. I don’t bear you any grudge, October. I’m leavin’ Littleburg… goin’ to Europe somewhere — but before I go I’d like to say this—” He never said it.

“I know — I’ve read it. You forgive me; you hope I’ll be happy—”

“I wasn’t going to say anything like that!” he protested indignantly. “Huh! Wastin’ my time, tha’s what! Ruined my life ‘n everything an’ just stand there laughin’!”

“I guess you’d better be getting along, Sam,” said Mr. Elmer. He opened the door. Sam shrugged his thin shoulders, snapped his fingers jazz-fashion and retired. Halfway to the forks he remembered a smart answer he might have returned when she handed him locus standi — Sam had Latin of his own.

An awkward silence followed his departure. October occupied the rocker; Mrs. Elmer, arms tightly clasped across her middle, looked at her husband. Andrew, his mind on the Farmers’ Convention, turned up the light of the big shaded kerosene lamp with the carefulness and concentration of one who wished to be spared any other duty. Lena, the Swedish cook, tiptoed into the room with a tray on which a large silver coffeepot was conspicuous. She set the cups noiselessly. Nobody had the courage to tell her to go away. Lena tiptoed out: she felt that she had compromised on the fatted calf. Halfheartedly Mrs. Elmer poured out the coffee.

“Your room’s just about straight,” she said. “I don’t know what I’ll say to folks, I’m sure.”

She handed a cup to October with a gesture of disparagement. October sipped the hot fluid thoughtfully. Perhaps it wasn’t true about the guard at the railway crossing. A lie would come naturally to Red Beard. And Robin was cautious — almost he was like one of the wild creatures of the forest, He could see things in the dark, things invisible to her. So the Swede hanged himself on the hook after all. It was nothing to smile about, but she smiled, and Mrs. Elmer, who watched her every expression, felt her anger rising.

“Glad you can grin, October. I guess Mr. Elmer and me—”

“Grinning — was I?” She was almost penitent. Mrs. Elmer had never seen her that way before. “I’m sorry; I was thinking of… things entirely different. I suppose I must stay here? Couldn’t I have a room at the Berg House?”

A suggestion on which Mr. Elmer had very emphatic views.

“Berg House — who’s payin’ for a suite at Berg House, October? You got no money to pay. Berg House.”

It was the first intimation of her penury. In many ways this was the most informative statement Andrew Elmer had ever made. “Oh! Is that so?” She nearly added “Lenny.”

“That’s so,” said Mr. Elmer, unconsciously in the character of the fat little man who threw knives.

There was a knocking at the door. Husband and wife exchanged glances.

“If it’s Sam, tell him to come in the morning,” snarled Mr. Elmer. She disappeared. The door of the parlour was sturdy enough to exclude any sound lower than a shout. To and fro October rocked, her cheek on her palm. Over the back of a chair her tattered, bark-torn coat was hanging: it was lovely to see. Almost every stain and rent could be identified with some stage of her — of their adventure. The door opened slowly. Mrs. Elmer came in; her parlour smile advertised the social importance of the caller.

“Just step in, mister.” Mister came at her heels. A tall man in evening dress. His soft white shirt was like snow, his black tie was most correct; his trousers were an inch too short, and a gap of shirt showed between his waistcoat and the top of his pants. He had a stubbly moustache and sidewhiskers, and a pair of horn-rimmed pince-nez, a little askew, was on his nose.

“Captain Sullivan, Department of Justice,” he gruffly introduced himself. “Is this the young lady?”

As he indicated October, four inches of shirt-cuff shot out. The sleeves of his coat were a little short. October gazed, fascinated. Mr. Elmer stopped talking to himself and stared.

“I came by special — from Washington,” said Captain Sullivan. “Young lady, you’re under arrest!”

October nodded. She had no questions to ask.

“Get your coat — have you any food in the house?” This to Mrs. Elmer. The lady nodded; the right words would not come.

“Cheese, bread, biscuits.” Captain Sullivan’s eyes fell on the coffeepot. “Coffee. We have a long journey.”

“Under arrest?” Mr. Elmer found his voice.

“Under arrest,” said Captain Sullivan of the Department of justice solemnly. “Contravention of Section twenty-nine.” Mrs. Elmer vanished into the kitchen. She returned in a remarkably short space of time with a basket loaded with odd things.

“Have you a bottle — a large bottle?”

She nodded dumbly, returned from the it kitchen with a bottle — a large bottle. Gravely Captain Sullivan half filled it from the coffeepot; added milk. He took two large handfuls of sugar and put them into the pocket of his smoking jacket. His gravity was almost depressing.

“Arrested? Say… arrested?” Captain Sullivan regarded him severely for the space of a second, then he took up the coat that was hanging over the chair.

“Yours?” October nodded. She was on her feet now.

“Come,” he said, and took two cups from the table. He had the bottle in one hand, the basket in the other; an apple fell out: he stooped and picked it up.

Screak! A back seam of the jacket parted under the strain and a white slither of shirt showed. October went obediently, meekly. Outside the gate stood a car, its engine running. “Chug, chug, CHUG!” Every third “chug” was more explosive than its fellows. She scrambled into a machine which was without dignity.

“Say, Captain, that’s a pretty poor kind of flivver for a long journey!” Mr. Elmer had followed them to the gate.

“It is Disguised,” said the captain coldly. “We always Disguise.”

The car rattled wheezily through Littleburg and came again to the well-remembered road. October sighed luxuriously.

“I think you’re wonderful!” she breathed.
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Some forty miles away a distracted and wrathful young man was telephoning to the police.

“… a brown leather valise. R.T. on both sides… Eh? I told you-hours ago I told you. Listen, write it down, will you: a brown leather valise. It was strapped on the back of my machine. It had an evening dress suit, safety-razor outfit, and — well the usual fixings. And a suit of pyjamas.”

Robin grew conversational as the car jogged along.

“The pyjamas were rather superfluous — I chucked them into a field. I’m sorry now; you could have worn the pants as a scarf. And that razor… my heavens, it hurt!”

The car had been gathered from the parking place near the camp fire. It was the end machine — nobody had seen it go. The youth of Littleburg had a sort of communal interest in cars. Ed borrowed Joe’s when things went wrong without so much as by your leave. The owner was possibly sleeping at that moment without a single uneasy dream of loss.

“But the shaving… cold water and no glass, and this face of mine!”

“Did you see me taken away?” she asked.

“From the Boy Scouts — yes. As a matter of fact, you passed me. What really happened?”

She told him about Red Beard, but this was no news to him. He had seen Red Beard.

“I guessed that you had gone in the wrong direction when I didn’t see you. I stopped to loot the valise. I’m wearing silk undies — I feel royal!”

She asked nothing. When they came to the side road where the valise had been acquired he turned down. As they passed the house where the wronged owner of a good dress suit was expressing his views about the police and police methods he waved a silent salute to the author of his comfort. Red Beard had only half lied. At the crossing was a sentinel with a gun under his arm. As they passed he shouted:

“You haven’t seen—” The rest of the sentence was inaudible.

“Good night!” roared Robin as they bumped across the track.

“I could have wished something less conspicuous than a dress suit,” he said, “but finders can’t choose. And I feel like the Prince of Wales. Besides, as we’re doing our walking by night the costume is appropriate. You weren’t frightened when I appeared?”

“I knew you — of course I knew you,” she scoffed.

“I thought you would — hallo!” He jerked his head round to look back.

“What was it?” she asked.

“A man lying beside the road — hiding, I think. You don’t know which way Reddy went after he left the Wolf Cubs?”

She had not seen his going. Robin considered all the possibilities.

“He guessed I was making for the railway,” he said at last. “Perhaps he thought I had already gone on. I wonder what Elfrida thinks about it all — and Gussie!” She could advance no postulation.

“Looks like a cross road ahead,” he said.

“Suppose we turn down, shut off the lights and eat. I had to abandon the grub, and I’m starving.” The cross road was, it seemed, the main road, not a spot for lingering.

A few miles along this highway they found a likely “lane” (as he called it) and a suitable halting ground. There was a glow in the western sky — faint but distinguishable. He suspected the presence of a large town or a big plant of some kind.

“Ogdensburg can’t be very far away,” he said, as he uncorked the bottle. She was not very hungry, but she ate to keep him in countenance.

“If we could hide the car you could sleep in it,” he said. “There is a skin blanket of — some kind in the back. I’d give a thousand pounds for a line to the habits and customs of the local tribe! There must be any number of old barns that nobody ever looks into. You knew me, eh? Spotted me the moment I pranced into the parlour?”

He seemed pleased at this, and reverted to her recognition again.

“Elmer will go to the police, of course. He was suspicious at the last. Elfrida wots well my habits; I wonder if Gussie is wise?”

“In what respect?”

“About my knowing.” She put down the cup from which she had been drinking.

“What is your crime?” she asked. “I know that you are a burglar and a car-thief, but what have you done that is seriously wrong?” And, when he laughed:

“No, really. Have you stolen his wife?” It was strange to her that she found a difficulty in putting the doubt into words. “Have you?”

“God forbid!” he said piously. “Gussie’s wife doesn’t live with him. Either she couldn’t stand Gussie, or, what is more likely, his mother.”

“Is that Elfrida — the woman with the nose?” she asked quickly.

“She has a nose, yes. Georgina is Gussie’s ma. She is really the queen pippin of the Things that Cannot Be. But what a woman to hounds! I saw her take Bellamy Gap, in the Quorn country — nobody has taken that jump since old Fralenhough broke his neck in ‘63. What an old sport!” She was confounded.

“But I thought she was unpleasant? Wasn’t Elfrida rather… awful!”

“Terrible!” he said solemnly. “Do you I remember the low-down trick she played on Athelwold when she came in all dressed up to see the king?”

“I don’t remember!” October’s tone was sharper than usual, but he was very disarming.

“I’ll tell you all about it some day,” he said.

“I’m a whale on Saxon history. Now to find a castle of refuge!”

He got down and cranked up the car; they rattled on for a mile or so and reached a threesway fork. He took the centre way, and they came presently to a gaunt-looking building, very square and ugly, that stood within a few yards of the road. The wire fence that indicated the boundary was sagging and in places missing. One of the finds he made when he searched the car was an electric torch, and with this in his hand he went exploring. The foreground was littered with iron barrels. Rank grass grew through and about the debris. There, in the neglect and desolation, unmistakable evidence of ruin. He saw that the window glass was broken; on the black door that was squarely in the middle of the building was a half obliterated tramp sign written with chalk. He puzzled over this sign for a time: it might be a private signature revealing the identity of the writer, or a piece of general information. Was it “not safe”?

Picking his way carefully through the rubbish, he rounded a corner of the building and continued. At the far end he came upon a one-storied annexe built on to the main structure. He could imagine this had once been an office of the long departed occupants. There was a small door and he tried this, never expecting that it would open. To his surprise, it yielded readily — too readily: somebody was pulling from the inside, and he stepped back quickly, pulling the gun from his pocket. In the light of his lamp he recognised the old man he had seen near the Swede’s house on the night of the wedding. The old fellow knitted his brows.

“Seen you before, ain’t I, bo’?” He spoke in an undertone, as though he were afraid of disturbing somebody.

“Me and O was pulled off by a bull,” he whispered, “so we hit the ties…”

The old man looked back into the room and stepped out, closing the door very gently.

“My mistake entirely.” Again the voice was like that of an educated man.

“Canadian,” said Robin’s trained ear.

“I did not see you well. The light… disconcerting. Hum!” He peered forward shortsightedly.

“Hum! I see you have dressed for dinner. The fashion has changed considerably. A soft shirt, for example, was regarded as — er — dclass.” His grimy hand felt the texture of the tuxedo.

“It is rather interesting.” He shook his bald head. “Let me see… it was in ‘90… or a little later that I last… hum!”

Robin was startled alike by the accent and the substance of the old man’s speech.

“It was before the trouble with Julia,” said the old gentleman, reminiscent, “and long before the Apparition. That came to me in Santa Barbara, or possibly it was in Sacramento, in… I cannot tell you the date… I treated my wife very badly. Julia was an instrument of divine justice.”

He spoke pleasantly in the way of an old man retailing his reminiscences. He had been a professor of anatomy at a great American university, he remarked casually — before the trouble with Julia and long before the Apparition and He… The old man nodded towards the door.

“He thinks I am mad… because of the… Appearance. I have tried to explain that I have gifts not vouchsafed to every man. But I can sympathise with a sceptic. I should have laughed, twenty, thirty years ago… hum!”

Robin thought it was time to ask vital questions.

“A car? Let me think!” The old man smoothed his shiny pate. “There is a shed behind-nobody comes to the studio… as they call it. It was occupied by a moving picture-er-maker. I know little about such matters. I am glad you came.”

“Why?”

“I am glad you came,” repeated the old man. “The Apparition… I am not sure that I understood her. She is usually so explicit. But tonight… nebulous, indefinite. Naturally one would not like to fall into error. Was it not perhaps that my own sense of personal grievance… He gave me rather at bad beating-up. Look!”

He pointed to his mouth: it was swollen and cut.

“Is this somebody you are travelling with?” The ancient nodded seriously.

“His name I do not know. Harry the Valet they call him.” He glanced nervously at the door.

“I will show you the shed,” he said, and went ahead. “We have been together for eight years — longer perhaps. I find him useful. But he is very cruel… hum!”

The “shed” was a lean-to, but if, as the old man said, this disused studio was a place that nobody visited, the shelter was on the side of the building where it was least likely to be observed.

“This is a favourite ‘sleep’ for the confraternity.” The visitor gathered what he meant.

“But I am afraid we have the best place. But, of course, you would not wish to sleep here?” Robin broke it to him that he would, and the old man did not seem surprised.

“Are you alone? No? there is a store in a corner of the lot. I have not been there myself, but I understand that it is comfortable in dry weather.” He would have shown the way, but Robin declined his assistance, and they returned to the front of the one-storied building to find that He was waiting in the open for him. A giant, almost a head taller than Robin.

“Hey! What’s this, Jesse… what’n hell’s the big idea? Leavin’ the door open, you little—” His language was not delicate. Robin showed his lamp on to the ground. It gave enough slight to inspect the man. Poorly but not uncomfortably dressed, well fed, burly… there all that could be said favourably of his appearance finished. If anything, he was less prepossessing than he had been on the night of their introduction. The old man addressed him as “O” and was pitifully anxious to propitiate him.

“Get in and make that bed again, you little runt!” He lifted his foot; the bald old man dodged the kick with remarkable agility. In the light, “O” had seen the white expanse of dress shirt and anticipated largesse. Robin understood that he was not recognised.

“That old guy’s nutty — don’t take notice of him. He sees spooks. Got the makin’s on you? Well, have you got a dollar… quarter? Me an’ him ain’t had no food in days.”

It was the moment to put “O” right. Robin explained.

“Sleepin’ here? You’re crazy. Anyway, there’s no room.” The note of deference was gone from his voice. “What’s the idea?”

“I’m staying here, that’s all,” said Robin shortly, and turned away. He expected the man to follow, but he made no movement. Very briefly he explained to October what the position was.

“I don’t think we can get the car much farther,” he said. “The tank is nearly empty, but I may be able to scrounge a tin tomorrow.” He drove the car over the ruts and furrows, surmounted mysterious heaps of refuse and backed it into the shelter. Then they went in search of the corner store. It was a small windowless building that had evidently been used as a sleeping-place before. Door there was none; the floor was bare,/not even a sack had been left. The onetime whitewashed walls were covered with pencilled inscriptions by former occupants. Some of them were translatable and others unprintable. There were also drawings, but he dropped his light quickly from these.

“You had better try the floor,” he said, and laid the cushions and rug he had brought from the car in one corner. He heard her whisper, and, looking up, saw the giant form of “O” silhouetted in the doorway. Robin walked out of the hut.

“Want anything?” he asked.

“Who’s the skirt?” Robin’s light flashed full on the animal face of the man. He shaded his eyes and saw the gun in the other hand.

“Go back where you belong.”

“Hi! Hi! What’s matter with you… !”

“Get!” The big man shambled off into the darkness; his curses came back with undesirable clearness.

“Who is he?”

“‘O,’” said Robin laconically. “Or ‘nought’ — he’s nothing.” One cushion sufficed him. He planted it in the doorway, pulled a rubber sheet round him and, with his back to the wall, dozed. It was a long time before October fell into a fitful sleep. She must have awakened a dozen times, but whenever she turned or stretched, she saw a movement at the door and knew that he was awake. Finally she sat up, pushed back her hair and yawned.

“Did it waken you?” asked the voice from the doorway.

“It? What was it? I heard nothing.”

“Poor little Baldy is getting a beating — for two cents I’d go over.”

What he meant, as she knew, was that, but for the necessity of guarding her sleep, he would have gone. She yawned, got up on her feet, pulling on her shoes, and joined him. His head was bent, listening. From somewhere in the grounds came the sound of weeping, a thin, weak crying like a child’s.

“Poor old Baldy!” he said softly. She asked him who he meant, and he told her of the old man called “Jesse.”

“I suspect he is a slave. Some of the old hands have these poor devils to fetch and carry for them. Baldy is one such.”

He told her nothing of Julia or the Apparition or the great university where Baldy had lectured to students who were now great doctors driving in their pretentious limousines. The tale was harrowing enough, and he was not past being harrowed himself. The weeping ceased. She brought her blanket, put it round her shoulders and sat with him. He had had “forty winks,” he said, and anyway he did not require much sleep, boasting that he had once kept awake for three days and nights.

“Where was this?” she asked, and he answered vaguely that it was in Europe, and did not think it worth while explaining that an intensive enemy bombardment of his trench had been a contributory cause to his wakefulness.

Just as the first pale light came into the east they heard another cry. An “Ow!” hoarse and startling. Nothing followed. Robin moved uneasily. He could see the angle of the building now — the after side of the office. Then he rose.

“I really must go over, I am afraid,” he said. “Do you mind? You will be quite safe here.”

“Shall I come with you?” He hesitated. “Yes… perhaps it would be better.” The morning was chilly; he helped her into the beloved coat, and they stepped out side by side. In the cold light of dawn he had a remarkable appearance. He had taken off the stiff collar and tie, and the shirt was unbuttoned at the neck. There were four inches of shirt showing between the rumpled-up waistcoat and pants that were built for a slighter man. The sleeves had worked up until the cuffs seemed to be in the region of his elbows. Intercepting her amused glance, he chuckled.

“I look funny, don’t I? Like a comedy waiter. Some day I’ll take off the rest of my venerable beard, and then I’ll give you leave to laugh!”

They rounded the corner and stopped before the door, listening. No sound came from inside the “office.” He motioned her back and pushed the door gently. As it opened a little he listened again. Sharp as his ears were, he could detect no sound of breathing. The atmosphere was thick. He made a grimace and moved the door wide open. Still no sound. He could have switched on the light, but he did not wish to disturb them; they must sleep soundly if fresh air did not rouse their shivering protests.

The room was inkily dark. He took one cautious step, and then his foot slipped on something and he lost his balance. Down he came sprawling. It was soft and wet. His hands were covered with a warm, sticky fluid. Up to his feet he came in a second and flashed down the lamp, on the face of the man called “O.”

He looked, petrified with horror, then his lamp searched for Jesse who was once a professor of anatomy and saw Apparitions. The old man was not there. Robin stooped and wiped his hand on the man’s coat, then he backed out.

October was waiting, a dim figure in the grey dimness. “Was he… ?” Then she saw the white shirt-front.

“Blood!” she whispered. “Is the old man hurt?” I He shook his head.

“The other-?”

“Dead — sorry.” He sent the light round its limited range. There was no sign of the old man who spoke such good English. Perhaps he was already with the Apparition that came to him some nights and leered and pointed him his duty. They went back to the little store and gathered rug and cushions.

“We must get away from here — quick,” he said, carrying the equipment to the car. “The poor old beggar! Professor of anatomy! I should say so!”

When he cranked up the car, the noise of it sounded deafening. Nobody could live on the earth and not hear it.

“I don’t know how far we can run on a quart of juice,” he said, “but we’ll go as far as we can.”

They came out on to the road and turned in the direction they had been heading when the car had stopped before the studio. The light was still faint — hardly distinguishable from night. Patches of white mist lay in the hollows, and when they descended a sharp dip they ran into a fog that continued a surprising time. Now they were climbing a road that was cut in the side of a bare hill. The engines began to make spluttering noises, the machine went on in jerks. Near to the top, they went dead. He pulled the brake, and, getting down, walked to the crest. From here the road ran gently downhill. He carne back and told her, and together, with great labour, they pushed the machine to the far side of the ridge. Here they sat down and regained their breath.

“Can’t you take off your shirt?” she asked anxiously. “It is — dreadful! And your hands… “ She looked round for water but there was no spring here.

“Couldn’t I buy you some clothes?” she asked suddenly. He put his hand in his pocket and when he withdrew it she saw two quarters on his palm.

“Buy me anything up to fifty cents,” he said. She had no money. Her wristwatch might have a selling value, but it could not be a high one.

“Great Moses!” She followed the direction of his startled eyes. He was looking backwards: the hill commanded a view of the road along which they had come… big white billows of smoke were rising from the studio… she saw the red and yellow flames lick up and vanish.

“On fire — he did it… the old hero!”

She knew that he was talking of Baldy. Then his face fell.

“That is going to call together all the police in miles,” he said, “and they will find ‘O’ — both parts of him.”

Without another word he stripped off coat and shirt. Underneath was the silk which made him feel royal. He made a bundle of waistcoat and shirt, looked longingly at the petrol tank and finally stuffed them under one of the back cushions.

“Let us glide,” he said. The car went smoothly downhill. He might have got a movement for his engine, but he was reserving this for a final run on the level.

“You must be dreadfully cold — have the rug around your shoulders,” said October, but though he was shivering he refused the offer. There was a little township ahead of them. The inevitable farm trolley appeared in the road. Robin made a signal and the driver, a sleepy and disgruntled youth, stopped.

“Sure I’ve got spirit… “ Robin bargained and lied. He had a manner with him that combined hauteur and good humour. He sought for the young man’s weak spot and found it.

“This young lady is my daughter — she’s rushing to meet the 6.15. Queer thing is that I came along without my wallet — look!”

Fifty cents displayed upon a broad palm look very few cents.

“That’s not enough for a can,” said the young man, one eye on October. “I’d get fired — yes, sir. Still—” He had a can that was near full. The exchange was effected.

“Where you from? Not Littleburg? Say, they caught that Willie last night an’ shot him up, yes, sir. Over by Murphy’s corner… you know. He poisoned a feller an’ got his wife away — she’s dead too.”

“Glory be!” said Robin. “I must tell her — I must tell my daughter.”

A few miles farther along a motor fire-engine came rocking past, smothered with dust.

“We are getting near to progress,” said Robin, “This is where we go very slow.”

He had hardly spoken before he heard the hideous shriek of a motor horn behind. He thought it was the fire float and took no notice. Again the angry yelp. Looking back, he saw a car and, drawing in to the side, waved it on.

“It’s very early for traffic—” he began, and then the car drew abreast and passed. The man at the wheel was little featured and wore a monocle. From the heap of furs by his side protruded the dead white face of a lady with a large Roman nose. For a second their eyes met… she spoke to the man at her side and he half turned his head, straightened it again and swerved before the little machine.

“What a nerve!” said Robin Leslie Beausere. It was all over in two seconds, the exchange of glances, the passing. The machine ahead accelerated, became a dim form showing between rolling clouds of dust, and was gone.

“Elfrida!” said October.

“And Gussie. So they found the car. I am very glad. I’d hate to lose it.” She looked at him in blank amazement.

“But it isn’t your car.”

“In a sense and for the time being it isn’t,” he said carefully, “but it will be!” At the next fork he stopped and examined the wheel tracks. The diamond-pattern tyres had gone due north; he took the westerly road and was sorry. So many were the houses hereabouts that he guessed he was approaching the suburbs of a large town. There were cars and people on the road — people who were interested in a man dressed simply in a tuxedo and silk vest. And the spirit was running low. A garage was opening, and he stopped the car before its doors. But the man who was open ing up was an assistant and had no authority to loan petrol.

“Would you like to buy this handsome runabout?” blandly. The garage hand regarded this suggestion as a humourless joke and went sour on it. Then he said something.

“Cut yourself, ain’t you?” He was looking curiously at Robin’s hand.

“Could you drive a machine like that and not cut yourself?” he demanded.

October came to the rescue.

“My uncle has left home without money and we have to get on to Ogdensburg. Would you loan us some spirit if I left my watch with you — or would you buy it?”

The garage man took the watch and smiled cleverly. He was not, said the smile, the kind of man who would fall for fake jewellery. With disparagement written large upon his homely face bearing relics of yesterday’s toil, he weighed the little gold timepiece in his hand.

“Worth about a dollar, I guess?” he said.

“You can buy ‘um cheaper, but a dollar’d be fair/’ The watch had cost a hundred and fifty dollars a year before.

“Make it ten,” said October courageously. The young man half shook his head He had a girl for whose birthday he had designed an expensive present-and an expensive present is one that is just a little more than you can afford. And it was a nice watch. It had been worn and yet remained gold.

“Five dollars is all that I could give you for that watch.”

A brilliant idea came to October.

“You shall have that little watch for three dollars and a suit of clothes,” she said, with solemn earnestness. He was staggered, but the bargaining faculties of the man were stirred. He had a suit… a very old suit…

“Sure!” he said. Near to the garage was the tiniest wooden house she had ever seen. It looked to be rather a large tool chest, yet into this he disappeared. When he came out, garments were hanging over his arm. October took them one by one and examined them critically.

“They’re not Savile Row, are they?” she asked, and he, who had taken a correspondence course in the French language, thought she had introduced a foreign idiom and answered “Oui.” With one dollar’s worth of petrol in the tank, two greasy bills in her hand, and the suit neatly folded on the back seat, the machine sped on its way.

“He’s very slight, not to say skinny,” said Robin ominously. “I’m going to bulge!” They were now in a more sparsely peopled country; farms were fewer, there were clumps of trees and fast-running little streams. They followed the course of one of these until they came to a wooded glen. He had abandoned food and covering, but had held fast to soap and towel-she had discovered this the night before, when the sugar with which he sweetened her coffee had imparted a faintly soapy flavour to an otherwise perfect refreshment.

“You go first,” he said, and produced the towel with a flourish. Climbing down the steep bank to the stream she made a hurried toilet and returned him apologetically a very damp towel. He had, he gravely informed her, a shirt. He used this to dry himself, washed the shirt in the stream and applied to his cheeks the safety razor. It was a groaning performance. There came back to her a smart, youngish man with a moustache the ends of which had been soaped and twisted into spiky points. The vividly brown suit showed signs of wear and tear, but in many ways it fitted him better than the dress clothes he had abandoned. The crumpled dress collar had been straightened out, the black dress tie gave him an air of respectability.

“You look,” October summed up, “rather like a drummer who is travelling in a snappy line of funeral fixings.”

The shirt was spread on the engine to dry whilst they made a hasty meal and held a council of war. O’s death had complicated matters, he said. The certain circulation of particulars and number of the stolen car, the appearance of Captain Sullivan at Four Beech Farm in a borrowed dress suit, and the swift recognition of Elfrida’s were all bad enough. What would follow the discovery at the studio would be worse.

“But, my dear man, they can’t say that you killed this wretched bully!” she protested.

They could and they might, he argued. He had been seen coming from the direction of the fire; the garage man had noted the blood on his hands.

“My only hope is Elfrida — she’s clever,” he said, and she was speechless with astonishment.

“But… I thought she would have you arrested it she could? I understood that… doesn’t she hate you?”

He nodded, but did not reply, for his mouth was occupied with the half of a large apple.

“She loathes me!” he said. “But the last thing she wishes is my arrest. Elfrida would strip her rings from her fingers, her diamonds from her ears, her king’s-ransom pearls from her neck to prevent my arrest! That is her big worry. She will never forgive me for coming into the public eye. If you could get inside Elfrida’s soul you would find it like a tossing sea of despair. Poor old Elfrida!” October settled back in a corner of the car and moaned.

“I don’t understands! What is the mystery? First you make me think that this wretched woman hates you, then you tell me she would sell her jewels — as I have done — to save you. Then you call her poor ‘old Elfrida’ as though she were your dearest friend!”

“I’m naturally mysterious,” he said modestly, but became serious immediately. “The point is this: we’re marked, and the car marks us. I don’t know whether its lawful owner has already interviewed the police — it is rather early. But that risk can only be delayed a short while. Every garage will be notified and our friend whose wardrobe I am representing is certain to betray us. The only hope in that direction is that he doesn’t disclose the fact that he swapped clothes for your watch. Probably he won’t. He will think that the watch has been stolen, and that if he tells the truth he will lose watch, dollars, and suiting. He will say that we filled up and went on.”

“What shall we do with the machine?” she asked, impressed by his logic.

“Leave it — not here but near some township. You will have to leave your coat, too, I am afraid. That is positively trampish.” He recovered his shirt. It was dry — in places. There were even yellow scorch marks. October made a suggestion. A thin branch of alder was broken off, and to its end the shirt was tied by its sleeves. There was hardly enough wind to stir the linen, but when the car started and the breeze caught the fluttering thing, it billowed out like an obese and shapeless sausage.

“An emblem of surrender and slightly conspicuous,” said Robin, glancing up, “but ingenious!”

Fortunately the road was deserted, and the only man who saw this strange banner found a. perfectly natural explanation for its presence. They had to strike their banner once for a farmer’s car, but by the time they came to the really dense traffic the shirt was dry. And they came up to the “dense traffic” unexpectedly at the first crossroad-two buggies, several Fords, a little trolley crowded with young men and maidens in festal garb, a motor wagon with an oddly uniformed band, they were all in sight when the machine, panting huskily struggled over the top of a long, steep hill.

“They are going to the Farmers’ Convention!” said the girl, suddenly remembering. Apparently the Convention was an affair of some importance.

“Mr. Elmer was president or something… “ She wasn’t quite sure that she knew the name of the town where the Convention was to be held, but she had heard that it was an occasion for hectic gaieties. Mr. and Mrs. Elmer often talked about a lady who swallowed swords and a gentleman who put his head in a lion’s mouth. In their artless admiration of these feats of daring they were almost human. All this October related as they made their slow progress to the intersecting road. Robin made up his mind quickly. Not to be going to the Convention, would be, in the eyes of numerous travellers, both odd and noticeable. The best way to avoid attention was to drift with the stream. He turned with the tide, planted himself between a dilapidated joy wagon and a slow-moving and heavily-loaded Ford, and kept his position. The gaiety of the Convention came out to meet them — stuff-roofed stalls where young men were eating quickly but solemnly; a little group of heads, bent in a motionless scrum about a top-hatted man who was performing some miracle in the centre; another and larger group gathered round a small rostrum on which a bareheaded gentleman wearing a poker dot waistcoat and frock coat held a large pink-filled bottle in one hand and gesticulated with the other.

“We’ll back in here,” said Robin. They had reached the centre of the town`; motor vehicles in every stage of beauty or decrepitude were parked at an angle to the sidewalk.

“Every town in the United States should have its name painted up in letters a mile high,” said Robin as he got down. “We’ll leave this bad baby here — I don’t know a better place than a car park. Now where can I leave you?”

“Leave me?” she repeated in dismay. He nodded.

“I want clothes for us both, a new machine and information,” he said, “and I shall get all these best if I work alone. By the way, I suppose you have never picked a pocket? That’s a pity. I’m rather clumsy with my hands. We’ll have to try another way.”

He left her outside the drug store with strict injunctions that she was not to move until he returned, and was soon lost to sight in the crowd. She stood for a long time watching the people. Immediately opposite where she stood was a big, square building with a red, shingled roof. Across its clapboard front in letters gilt and Gothic were the words “Astor House.” It was, presumably, the principal hotel, for on the narrow stoep before the building, and protected from the sun by a semicircular veranda that had the appearance of a large eyeshade, was a line of chairs, occupied by shirtsleeved men. As she was looking, a long-bodied touring car drew up before the doors. It was covered with dust so that it was difficult to distinguish its colour, but the shape was familiar… it was the car that had passed them on the descent from the hill! More, it was they identical machine that she and Robin had left in the quarry forest. But the woman with the Roman nose was not one of its three passengers, nor did the monocled man Loamer sit at the wheel.

First to descend was the passenger who had lolled at his ease behind. He opened his coat, shook off the dust and, standing up, removed his big goggles. Sam Wasser! Spellbound, she stood watching.

“… that’s the machine… English. Some flivver, but gimme my old Overland!” Behind her two men who had come out of the drug store were talking.

“She’s been to Littleburg an’ back ‘n two hours. That’s going some. But she eats juice — eats it.” The car had been sent back to Littleburg to pick up Sam. Why? Let Lady Georgina Loamer supply the explanation. She received her guest in a sittingroom which until that morning had been a bedroom and which became an integral part of suite A by the simple process of removing a bed, substituting a writing-table and opening a door that communicated with a bedroom in which no change had been made. Earn, who had been literally lifted from his breakfast a little more than an hour before, was glad to meet her — at least he said so.

“So good of you to come, Mr. Wasser! I suppose you wonder why I asked you?” She paused; her son made a discreet retirement. Sam had an illusion of importance. He remembered that he was a gentleman and dragged his fascinated eyes from the peculiar abnormality of the lady’s countenance; thereafter looked past her right ear, which supported a large, pear-shaped emerald So did her left ear for the matter of that.

“Won’t you sit down, please!”

“After you, ma’am,” said Sam gallantly. He hitched up the knees of his pants and sat expectantly.

“I was so terribly sorry to hear of your misfortune. My son told me, and I have been wondering if I could do something for you.” Sam coughed.

“Well, ma’am, that’s kind of you, but I guess there’s nothing can be done. I got to smile an’ start fresh. I don’t blame October — it’s this bum. He’s just naturally bad. I ought to killed him. But I just didn’t want to till I was sure.”

“Sure,” she repeated encouragingly.

“Well… I went up after him before… well, before the weddin’, ma’am. Up in the woods. You see, madam, I had my suspicions. That very mornin’ she said, ‘I’d rather marry that hobo.’ But I wasn’t sure. So I went up in the woods to have it out with him an’ I said… well, I don’t know what I said. I just laid him out.”

“That was brave of you, to go alone against that big fellow.” Sam moved uneasily.

“Well, ma’am, not exactly alone… two fellers, maybe three.” She accepted three. He added sombrely: “I ought to killed him.”

“Mr. Wasser!” — the old woman clapped her knee with fingers that were hardly visible under flashing rings— “I think you are very foolish to say that nothing can be done. I am English, r so that I am not very well acquainted with your laws, but you know, don’t you, that the validity of the marriage has been questioned and that the State attorney has declared it to be illegal?”

“Is-that-so!” Sam had skipped all those parts of the newspaper reports which did not mention him.

“Don’t you think you could seek out this foolish girl and explain what a terrible position she is in? And don’t you think, Mr. Wasser, that it would be very chivalrous and noble of you to offer her your name?” Sam’s feet were twisting under the chair.

“Well, ma’am—”

“Please — I want to finish. All the newspapers say that the girl — that Miss Jones loved you: that is so, isn’t it?” Mr. Wasser’s feet curled round one another lightly.

“Well, ma’am… October was kind of crazy—”

“Crazy about you? Yes, that is what I mean.” Lady Georgina Loamer was a very clever woman, and three minutes’ personal association with October, or one minute’s personal observation of October in her relationship with Mr. Wasser would have informed her. Unfortunately she took newspaper accounts a little too literally. She was a subscriber to the London Times, which dismissed big tragedies in little space.

Such as: The man found shot in Trafalgar Square has been identified as Sir John Smith. Lady Smith has been detained by the police. It is believed that jealousy of the popular dancer Madame Tiptoeski is at the root of the sad affair.

She was not acquainted with the clichs of a brighter journalism. She did not know that any woman who poisons her husband is automatically “beautiful,” and that when romance is missing from even the most sordid tragedy it is mechanically supplied. It was impossible in her to envisage an army of toiling reporters whose task was to save or blacken faces, and that, whilst they had no objection to being harrowed, the average readers refused to be nauseated, and therefore it was necessary, for the proper presentation of the Littleburg affair, that October Jones should be presented in the light of a victim.

“Well… yes. She was-not exactly crazy, ma’am, but… well, we understood each other.” Lady Georgina wondered which of the two understandings was the more accurate. She had a pretty shrewd idea.

“This is what I wanted to say. The happiness of young people is my chief consideration in life. I have a feeling that I would like to help you. The question is, Mr. Wasser, would you be offended if I said that the day you and this wretched — this poor woman was reconciled and married, I will give you as a wedding present ten thousand dollars?” Sam’s feet went limp. He made sounds indicative of surprise and pleasure, but in his face was the blank despair of a starving man who is separated from food by a river that he cannot swim.

“Well, ma’am… you see, it’s this way. Nobody knows where October is. Last night this hobo stole a gentleman’s clothes an’ bluffed old Elmer — said he was from the Department of Justice — he’ll get thirty years in the penitentiary for that — and October went away, and where she went to—” Lady Georgina walked to the window and pulled aside the lace curtains.

“Isn’t that she?” Sam gaped past her. October Jones was standing on the opposite sidewalk. She did not see the interesting audience of her movement. All her attentions were concentrated upon a red-bearded man who stood stock still in the middle of the street, regarding her with an unfriendly eye.

Where was Robin? Her heart was beating furiously and it was not from fear for herself. She withdrew her attention for a second and looked round for the echoing Lenny. He was nowhere in sight. When her eyes came back to Red Beard, he was apparently interested elsewhere. And then he strolled on, ignoring her. She wanted to follow, but Robin had told her to stay. And stay she must. The crowd was increasing. Every minute brought a new contingent from the neighbouring towns and… was she mistaken?… more police. She saw a party of a dozen ride slowly down the street: they must have come some distance, for their horses were caked with dust, their flanks wet and heaving. And then a wagon drew up by the sidewalk and a dozen youngish men tumbled out — she saw the glitter of a police badge as one threw back his jacket to shake off the dust. Police? Surely more than was necessary to keep in order a few thousand law-abiding holiday makers, or to deal with the half a dozen manipulators of peas and walnut shells who lurked in secluded side streets to baffle and bleed the unwary.

She felt herself go white and red again. Robin’s presence here was known, but that was not all. Something dreadful had happened.

“‘Lo, October!” She almost jumped at the greeting. Mr. Sam Wasser’s smile was labelled in his mind as friendly. It was a large and stony grin — he held out his hand.

“Glad to see you, October… didn’t think I’d be meetin’ you here. Seen Mr. Elmer?”

“No,” she managed to say. Sam extracted a cigar from his handkerchief pocket and lit it with an air of nonchalance. He found it difficult to meet her gaze.

“All that stuff… what I said last night… forget it, October. I was sore. Honest, wouldn’t you be sore? I’m a man of the world, October.”

She had been thrown off her balance, but she was her normal self again; could even smile so faintly that he was not sure whether she smiled at all.

“Why, Sam, that’s fine. When did this happen?” He was in the position of an orator who had a set speech for delivery but could find nothing to lead him to the opening. If she had said, as he had every reason to anticipate, “Why are you following me?” he could have begun:

“Because, in spite of all that has passed I love you and wish to protect you from yourself,” or something like that.

“Aw, say, October! I been worried to death about you — can’t sleep, can’t eat nothing.”

Yet there was nothing of the starveling in his appearance, and his eyes were brighter than they would have been if he had sat up all night in the doorway of a studio store listening to the sobbings of an old man. She looked round at the drug store.

“I see — you were on your way to the druggist? Too bad, but he’ll fix you up with a sleeping draught. Perhaps you need a tonic-;”

“I want you!” said Sam huskily, and before she could frame an answer he stepped in with his preamble. “I want you… because… well, in spite of the way you turned me down you know you did, October! I guess if any other feller’s ever been treated so darned mean he wouldn’t come runnin’ after you same as me…”

She became conscious of a small and supernaturally clean boy with a collar that obviously irked him, who had appeared on the sidewalk. He stood, very ill at ease and uncertain, looking first at October, then at Sam. In his hand he twisted and twirled a folded slip of paper.

“You only got to look at what the Globe and Star wrote to see how mean you’ve been. After what I done — did for you an’ everything…”

October went up to the boy.

“Do you want me?” she asked in a low voice.

“You Mrs. Bo-somethin’?” She almost snatched the note from his hand.

‘Get to school far end of main avenue Walk on into country. Will endeavour pick you up. Police looking for me.’

There was no signature. The note was written on a telegraph blank. She crumpled the paper in her hand and nodded to the boy. Evidently he expected no reward, for he did not linger. Sam, whose eloquent appeal had been interrupted, saw nothing remarkable in her brief colloquy with the small boy. Possibly she had sent him on an errand and had been waiting there for his return.

“… in spite of all that’s passed, October, I — well, I’m crazy about you. That’s what. Plumb mad about you, October. You’re all alone an’ friendless an’… well, you know an’ you’re not married, October! The district attorney an’ the bishop an’ everybody says it’s unregular and illegal.” She cared nothing for bishops at that moment of crisis.

“Meet me here in an hour’s time.” This was not the moment for argument: she could not even spare the time to be offensive.

“What I wanted to say was this, October—”

“In an hour’s time. Leave me now or I will not see you at all. Go!”

He responded to this dramatic dismissal. She did not wait until the broad portals of Astor House had engulfed him before she joined that section of the leisurely throng that was moving in the direction of the school. To make absolutely sure that she had made no mistake she asked a woman loiterer.

Police… everywhere! Men obviously strangers to the town, who exchanged knowing glances with the uniformed men as they strolled past them. The schoolhouse was a building of glaring red brick — shingle-roofed, not to be missed. It was aloof from the town proper, nearer to a huddle of one-storied frame houses of microscopic dimensions that formed a suburb to the town and yet had an entity and a name of its own. The woman she had questioned had told her that the school was “this side Lutherville.”

The road before the school was comparatively deserted except for the pedestrians and vehicles making for the town she had left. There was no sign of Robin.

“Walk on into country,” the note said, and she continued on her way. Soon Lutherville was behind her. On either side were fields dotted with shocks of buckwheat; farm buildings were numerous; ahead was the blue curve of hills. She stopped and sat down, staring back along the road. Except for the cars that had passed her there was nothing in sight. A wagon of some kind was coming towards her, progressing with painful slowness. A diminutive man was driving — she thought at first he was a boy. The noise of the worn-out and patched-up engine was thunderous, even at a distance. As it came nearer it sounded like an artillery bombardment.

“Phut! Crash! Boom! Bang!” and through the major notes the counter melody of metallic tittering. The driver was a middle-aged man with a wisp of iron-grey beard on his chin and large rimless glasses on his nose. His face wore a look of fierce determination and labour, as though it were only the operations of his indomitable soul that kept the horrible machine in motion. It moved at a good walking pace; when it came near, the noise was deafening. The driver threw her one appealing glance as he came up to her. The wagon had a tilt; flapping curtains hid its interior.

“October!” She spun round with a cry. The curtains at the back were parted. She saw a face and an extended hand and flew. The hand caught hers; she gripped the edge of the tailboard with her other hand and was drawn upward.

“Watch your step,” warned Robin. “We have guests!” And then in the half darkness she saw the man with the red beard and his broad-faced companion. They were lying on the broken floor of the trolley, their hands strapped to one another’s, back to back.

“You can sit on ’em if you like,” shouted Robin obligingly. It was necessary to shout, for inside the wagon the sound of bombardment was intensified.
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When Mr. Robin Leslie Beausere left his wife he went in search of a telegraph office. He had two dollars and fifty cents in his pocket, and was determined to take a short cut out of all his troubles. But the telegraph office was not easy to find without making inquiries. And his accent was rather English. One good result came of his wanderings — he became acquainted with local topography. On a board attached to a hardware store was a sheet advertising the desirable character of building lots outside the town. To illustrate their proximity a conscienceless draughtsman had drawn a plan, and on one of the broad, treeshaded avenues (as they were in the drawing) was the inscription “To Ogdensburg.” And Ogdensburg or thereabouts was his destination. The town boasted, in addition to a cinema, a theatre. He became aware of this, oddly enough, before he had seen the lurid posters which advertised that sterling attraction “A Mother’s Sin,” which was immodestly described as “The Most Stupendous Drama of Love and Hate and Woman’s Sacrifice ever presented on the American Stage.” It was an argument between the pugnacious driver of a trolley that had evidently transported the properties and scenery of this soul-stirring play, and one who, to judge by his commanding manner and all-round insolence, was not only the manager but the leading man of the troupe, that first attracted Robin’s attention. He was not near enough, nor did he penetrate the fast-gathering crowd, to learn the cause of the dispute, but guessed that money entered into the question. It was as he strolled off that he became dimly aware that there were more police in the town than seemed necessary.

Two men, walking together in front of him, were obviously detectives. One took off his hat and showed a sandy head, bald at the back. They were talking; he got nearer to them.

“… not in ten years. Last case was when Mickey got Norey the Lawyer. Cut his throat same as this bum’s was cut.” That was all and more than Robin wanted to hear. The body had been found, and though his own name had not been mentioned he knew that he was the explanation for this incursion of police officers. They were looking for him, and either knew that he was in town or guessed that this was the most likely place to find him.

Soon after this he found the telegraph office, took a blank to the wall desk and considered. To send such a wire at all was repugnant to him. He was quitting. Whichever way he examined his motives, he was a quitter. But there was October to be considered — He dropped point of pencil to the paper; checked his hand again. What good would be the wire if they arrested him for the murder of “O”? He got a little hot under the collar as he thought of all the possible consequences of such an arrest. He made up his mind quickly, scribbled a note to the girl and looked round for a messenger. A boy had brought in a wire for dispatch and was paying the clerk. Robin caught his eye and signalled him: the small boy came suspiciously.

“Here’s a quarter for you, son: take this note to a young lady you’ll find waiting outside the druggist’s.” When the messenger had gone, Robin walked without haste to the door and stepped aside to allow a newcomer to enter.

“Mornin’, bo’!” Red Beard was more shocked than he: his voice trembled so slightly that an ordinary hearer would not have detected the quaver of it. Behind him was Lenny, a set grin on his face, his brown eyes saying as plainly as words,

“Too near — and too many police around..”

“Come right in, Reddy.” Robin’s voice was cool, desperately polite. “Tickled to death to see you.”

He had started at an advantage; his left hand was in his jacket. By a scarcely imperceptible flicker of eye had Red Beard observed this potent fact.

“Got kind of spruce, ain’t you? Never seen you with a moostache before. You’re a dude, bo’, ain’t he, Lenny?”

“Thasso,” grunted Lenny.

“I’ll be going along,” said Robin. Red Beard stepped aside promptly. As he came on to the street Robin turned at an angle to face them.

“Listen!” — Red Beard seemed to have forgotten that he wanted to go into the office at all— “I’d like to talk to you, bo’. Suppose you come for a walk?”

“Suppose!” replied Robin sardonically.

“Where’s the cemetery, anyway?”

“Aw! Cemetery!” Red Beard looked pained. “What’s all this cemetery stuff? Me and Lenny will walk in front. That’s fair, ain’t it, Lenny?” Lenny agreed in the usual manner.

Curiosity was one of Robin Leslie’s weaknesses.

“Walk,” he said, and kept close behind them as they marched together side by side in their soldierlike way. They turned at the corner of the block, he close behind them, knowing the dangerous nature of corners. At the Main Avenue end of the thoroughfare was a fair sprinkling of people, a booth or two. A man, patently Latin of origin, was selling hot edibles briskly. Farther down the street a procession was forming, and here was a bigger and younger crowd. There was a circus in town: gilded wagons, beautiful but under-attired ladies hobnobbed with gorgeous Cossacks; clowns smoking cigarettes, a dispirited lion blinking sleepily in a cage; two camels (Robin observed that one was mangy) and a top-hatted huntsman with a mixed pack of performing hounds that were merely dogs; a band wagon of scarlet and gold, and, a long way behind the tail of this aggregation of talent and beauty, a very ancient trolley with a bedraggled tilt.

“Let’s talk.” Red Beard and his companion stopped and came about with military exactness.

“I seen your young lady on Main Street,” said Red Beard. “That’s one nice girl. A perfect lady — ain’t she, Lenny?”

“Thasso,” said Lenny.

“Me and Lenny’s been talking about you. Lenny reckons that you’re mad at us for shootin’ you up at Schenectady. But we was all wrong. Mistook you for a bum who put dirt on me an’ Lenny down in Looeyville last fall. Ain’t that so, Lenny?”

“Thasso,” said Lenny.

“We got you wrong, bo’, and that’s a fact. New me an’ Lenny don’t want any fuss — we got our own graft an’ we don’t want anybody to go sour on us because we mistook you for a guy that doubled us in Looeyville.”

“And when,” asked Robin blandly, “did you make this discovery? Did it coincide—”

“How’s that?” asked Red Beard.

“Did it happen when you found that I’d borrowed the watchman’s gun and was good enough shot to take your hat oft?”

“That’s nothin’ to do with it,” Red Beard hastened to assure him. “You didn’t need to shoot off my derby — I’d take it off to you as a shooter. Yes, sir.”

“Then what do you want to talk about?”

Red Beard did not look at his friend. He stared straight ahead.

“You’re in bad. Seen the coppers in town? I’ll bet you have! I’ll bet there’s nothin’ you don’t see! Sharp! That’s what I says to Lenny: ‘I’ll bet he don’t miss any’!”

“Yes, I’ve seen the police: I thought they were after you.”

Red Beard was amused. He laughed loud and long.

“Tha’s the best one I heard since I left New York I Say, Lenny, did you hear this big stiff? Ain’t he the big joke? ListenI’m tellin’ you. You got to get out of town — quick! There’s three fly cops on every way out — and mounted fellers. You can’t get out one-handed and that’s a fact. Me and Lenny’s got to skip too-that bonehead cop from Littleburg’s here and he’s mad at us. But me an’ Lenny won’t leave you. We got a feelin’ we’d like to pull you out with us. Only we can’t take your young lady. That’s a fact.”

“How are you going to get me out?”

Red Beard looked round, and it occurred to the fugitive that until that moment his would-be rescuer had not considered a method. The ramshackle trolley was drawn up by the roadside; its little driver sat with his back to a high poster-covered fence, eating.

“Just wait,” said Red Beard, and walked slowly over to the luncher.

“Mornin’, boss — come far?” The little man eyed him unfavourably over his glasses.

“Ogdens,” he said briefly, and took another bite at the thick wad of brown dough that occupied his attention.

“Me and my friends reckon we’d like to got back to Ogdens. Startin’ soon?”

“Yuh” — with a glance at “my friends.” And then, with a shake of head: “My old trolley don’t go fast enough. You’d get there sooner on the cars.”

Red Beard whistled softly.

“Pretty well known around here?”

“I’d say,” said the trolley owner complacently. “You wouldn’t find nobody here that didn’t know me. My name’s Meister.”

“Police know you?”

“Hey?” Suspicion in the man’s face and tone. He had money in his pocket and this man was a foreigner. “Yuh! Don’t suppose there’s a cop in this country that don’t know me. I’m a Justice of Peace.” He put back the remainder of his lunch in a tarnished pail.

“I guess I’ll be getting along.” Red Beard signed to the others to come; they were crossing the road. Mr. Meister’s heart sank into his little boots.

“We figured we’d like to take a ride with you,” said Red Beard, and, as the old man went to the starting handle, signalled the two into the back of the machine. The engines raved round; Mr. Meister leapt to his seat with great agility when he saw that his questioner had disappeared. The trolley shocked forward… behind the driver the curtain was pulled aside.

“Drive straight through town and speak to nobody. I’ll be watching you, you old runt, an’ I’ll blow your spine outer you if you squeal!” The muzzle of a gun rested on the back of the driver’s seat. Mr, Meister reeled. As the trolley came to the thronged avenue:

“You guys better lay flat,” said Red Beard, “case any of these hicks peek in,” and set an example, lying athwart the floor, holding back the front curtain with one hand, his gun levelled in the other. Robin and Lenny were stretched side by side and facing. Half the width of the trolley was between them.

They were clear of the town, beyond the shacks that were qualifying for entrance to the gazetteer… fields on either side… no sign of October.

“Put that gun down!” Red Beard turned his head. Robin was resting on his elbow, and his left hand held a black-barrelled automatic. Red Beard looked at Lenny and the impassive face of the echo told him nothing. He laid down the revolver very carefully and Robin kicked it towards himself. And then every muscle in play, he flung himself back against the side of the wagon. Lenny struck, but struck short. Swifter than eye could follow, his hand had moved… the knife buried itself in the wooden floor and the point protruded beneath.

“Come here, Reddy, and step lively! Stay down — you!”

He was on his feet. Red Beard lurched forward, his hands above his head.

“Lie down — back to back.” There were little straps in the trolley: the pinioning was easy.

“Clever, ain’t you — we got you out of town and this is what you do! Say, we’ll get you for this!”

“Don’t talk,” said Robin ominously. He took a. look at the driver. The little man was like one in a trance.

“Go right on: don’t stop till you get to Ogdensburg.”

Now he saw the slim figure by the wayside sand, going to the back curtain, called…
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As they cleared the first crossroad, Robin pointed to the exit, helped her drop to the road. The trolley thundered on.

“Which way now?” She sounded breathless, and he looked at her keenly.

“Canada now,” he said. The railway had run parallel with the road for the last few miles, and they crossed it without meeting anything more human than a dog. At a wayside pond he stopped to toss into the still water a number of deadly weapons that he had acquired in the course of the trip. Two knives, a revolver and a small automatic went to their permanent rest.

“I’m rather sorry for Lenny,” he said.

“Effective knife-throwing is largely a matter of balance — it may take him years to get used to a new armoury.” She shivered, and again he shot an anxious glance at her.

“You’re not feeling sick?” And, when she shook her head: “You’ll never deceive me about that, will you?”

“No — I’m not sick. Not really sick. I’m just — I’m frightened to confess it — but my nerves have that all-in feeling.”

“You have seen the newspapers?” he asked quickly.

“No — why? Is it about the tramp? Did they find the — the body?” He nodded.

“I haven’t seen them, but I gathered from such talk as I overheard that “O’s” body was found and that the old man had not been heard of. Of course they blame me — the garage man spilt the beans. I am aching to see the newspapers.”

He saw them much sooner than he expected.

They reached the inevitable Ogdensburg Road and turned in the direction of that (to him) important town. She was worried by this. Were not the victims of his duplicity also en route to Ogdensburg?

“They will shout like blazes as soon as I am out of earshot, and the funny little man will stop his machine and untie them — unless he has the sense to drive them to the nearest police station.”

He laughed at the memory of a good joke

“What is it?” She was inclined to be irritable. For answer he put his hand in his pocket and drew out a respectable handful of bills.

“Nearly a thousand dollars — I took every cent they had,” he said simply. October was past surprise.

“I don’t understand-anything,” she said.

“Why did you hold them up? Surely they were trying to help you? If it had not been for them you would still have been in town — captured probably.” He was tickled at this.

“Elfrida wouldn’t allow that! I told you she wouldn’t. And of course Elfrida was there — I saw the car as I was talking to Reddy at the telegraph office. No, Elfrida would hate to see me pinched!”

“Sam was there too,” she said. He listened without comment. At the end of her narrative:

“That was Elfrida, of course! Isn’t she wonderful! Jolly old Elfrida! I just hate the thought of putting Gussie behind bars — that is going to break her up — hallo!” She had left his side and, walking to a grassy bank at the side of the road, sat down. Her face had gone suddenly very white, her hands were trembling.

“I don’t think I can walk any more,” she said unsteadily. In a state of panic Robin made a search of the road. It was a straight, broad avenue, and he thought he saw the white gable of a house through the trees.

“You won’t faint if I leave you?” She shook her head. “Sure?”

“.Don’t be silly — I shan’t faint. Hunger doesn’t kill the first day.”

Hunger! She had eaten nothing since seven that morning.

He searched his pockets frantically.

“What a callous brute I’ve been!” he exclaimed. “I’ve nothing — not even a crust.”

Without another word he sprinted down the road. As he came nearer to the gable he saw it was a house of some size.

A colonial mansion, white and chaste with wooden Corinthian pillars, hidden for half their height by some creeping flower of brilliant purple. As he pushed open the gate he was staggered to see, on a neatly painted board nailed to a big sycamore, “Rooms to Rent.”

He rang the bell, and after a wait of a minute the door was opened by a sharp-featured maid in black. He supposed her the maid from the white apron and cap she wore. He thought she was between forty and fifty. She had been weeping; her eyes were very red and swollen, her nose had been streaked with powder hurriedly, in a pathetic endeavour to hide the evidence of her distress.

“May I see your mistress, please?” Her eyes winked rapidly.

“She is not at home.” She was obviously British, but it was not, he thought, an unusual circumstance to find an English maid in a house of this character. And then he recalled the advertisement on the sycamore.

“Can I have a room — two rooms? My — er — my wife has been taken ill on the road.”

She shook her head halfheartedly, measured his inches with a glance.

“Would you be staying long?” she asked.

“I don’t know; everything depends.” He could almost watch the process of vacillation.

“Come in, please.” She closed the door behind him. He was in a large vestibule from which a staircase wound up to a gallery that ran all four sides of the hall. Facing him on the wall was a large steel engraving of Queen Victoria, above which hung the Union flag of Britain. The floor was paved in squares of black and white tiling; there was a bloated rosewood cabinet against one wall, and an old grandfather clock ticked solemnly in one corner. She opened a door and showed him into a parlour that was a type of all that mid-Victorian parlours should be. Everything was specklessly clean, but terribly worn and shabby. The original design of the carpet had long since disappeared: it was a reddish-blue smudge. She took off her apron and cap and laid them on the horsehair couch.

“I am the lady of the house,” she said simply. “I have only one maid. I — I sometimes open the door to strangers. You wanted rooms?”

“Two,” he said, but she shook her head,

“I have one — a large double room. You see, Mr — ?”

“Beausere.”

“Mr. Beausere, I have no boarders any longer. I am rather far from Ogdensburg, and in the past few years new boardinghouses have been opened. Sometimes in the spring and autumn I have a family from Canada.” She wanted to tell him something, but he, growing impatient as he thought of October, was in no mood for her confidences.

“May I bring her, then?” he asked. She hesitated again.

“Yes, please. I am sure that I am doing right. God has performed great miracles for me — must trust you.” With this cryptic `utterance in his ears but hardly in his mind, he raced back to where he had left October, and a load rolled off his heart when he saw her walking slowly towards him.

“You angel! I thought you would at least need carrying!”

She smiled at this, and October seldom smiled.

“What have you unearthed?” she asked. “Robin, I could eat grass!”

He told her of his new landlady.

“Poor soul — how brave!” said October in a hushed voice. “And I love early-Victorian furniture, especially tables with fried chicken and pie and melons… ugh! I mustn’t think it!”

She was waiting at the door and informed them quaintly that she was usually called “Miss Ellen.”

“There is only one thing I would ask of you,” she said, after she had ceremoniously introduced the drawingroom to October, “and that is, to make as little noise as possible. I — I have an invalid in the house. My — my dear father.” She searched rapidly for her handkerchief. Here, then, was the source of tears.

“Perhaps you would like dinner? It is rather late — we dine at two, but if you wish-?”

October wished, most fervently. Miss Ellen glided from the room and closed the door softly upon them.

“In many ways,” said Robin, glooming down on the girl, “this isn’t Real! It is one of the Things that Cannot Be. Thank God for money!” He rustled the bills in his pocket luxuriously, and then:

“There is only one room,” he said, with elaborate indifference. “I mean bedroom. I will break it to our dear lady that I have an eccentric desire to sleep on the chesterfield — maybe there is a davenport somewhere. To a man who has spent a very considerable time on hard ground and regarding wood sheds as sybaritic, a davenport, or even a reasonably soft carpet, will be heaven.”

She said nothing in reply; for some reason or other the moment was embarrassing.

“I suppose — we me married?” she asked.

“Good Lord, yes — why?” She looked hard at the window.

“Mr. Sam Wasser had his doubts. He said the marriage had been declared illegal by the district attorney. I suppose he means the State attorney. And the bishop.”

He was uneasy. “You don’t mean that?”

She nodded.

“It’s a stunt! One of those infernal newspaper men wanted a sensation and interviewed the bishop.” She raised her face with a jerk.

“Would you be… terribly relieved if it were dissolved? I shall never forget how miserable you were when I told you the morning after.” He looked somewhat miserable now.

“I guess you’ll be relieved, you poor little hobo-ess!”

“You’re evading!” she accused. He eyed her steadily.

“If this marriage is dissolved, will you marry me all over again?” he asked, and her hand shot out to him and was imprisoned.

Miss Ellen knocked at the door. Dinner was ready, she said. She hoped they would excuse her shortcomings and (this was asked as Robin was following into the diningroom) when might she expect the baggage.

He turned back and produced his money. It would, he explained, take some time to get his baggage. He was only staying because his wife was not well. As a matter of fact he was on a visit from Canada and they had brought no baggage at all.

He intended (a very bright notion) to ask her whether she would be so kind as to buy a few things for his wife in town — possibly a few articles for himself? A Palm Beach suit, for example? He had a roll of bills in his hand as he spoke. Would she accept a week’s board in advance? He could have sworn that her eyes lit up at the suggestion.

By the time he joined October at the table she was halfway through the first course. Miss Ellen herself waited on them. She made, she said in some confusion, a very good wine.

“Not alcoholic. My dear father always laid it down that a strict observation of the law is the highest expression of culture.”

The elderberry wine was palatable. She gave them the history of the bush from which the berries were picked. The coffee was thin and unpalatable.

“Of course she’s British!” scoffed Robin when the girl expressed her doubt. “Taste the coffee and be convinced!”

Miss Ellen came in soon after; she was dressed for the street and, to his delight, expressed her willingness to buy whatever he required. Perhaps they would inspect their room after her return? If not, it was the door facing them when they reached the head of the stairs.

“Mrs. Beausere will see her room when you return,” said Robin emphatically. He made a hurried list of his requirements and handed pencil and paper to October, walking discreetly to the window whilst she described her more intimate needs. The diningroom overlooked a broad lawn flanked by flowerbeds blazing with early chrysanthemums. There was a little wooden nesting place on the end of a pole, weatherworn cupids at odd corners. Beyond the lawn a “carre” of trees, as they call these narrow plantations in England; beyond that, to his surprise, a railroad. It seemed to skirt the end of a track garden, sketchily revealed through the plantation.

After Miss Ellen’s departure, October went up to inspect her room and he found his way into the grounds. The lawn was delightfully soft; the gravelled path led to a pergola unseen from the window. Dorothy Perkins still bloomed pinkly, but there was a suggestion of neglect here. Poor soul! October had said rightly. He sensed a hard and bitter fight against the encroachment of poverty, an heroic, vain defence in face of overwhelming odds. It is hard to keep the wolf from the cottage door with its one entrance — here were so many approaches to guard. The belt of pines cut off the track garden; a low hedge, which was neither box nor privet, separated this land from a broad meadow. A small cowshed in one corner was closed. A train thundered past; he walked to the untrimmed bushes that were the first boundary line. Untrimmed, broken… why broken? There was a distinct gap… newly broken. The twigs that were snapped showed whitely, except in one place. A dark red turning brown. Blood! There it was again on the burnished face of a leaf… and on another broken twig.

He looked down. The grass grew high here, there was an abundance of golden rod… a patch was crushed down, their stems snapped… blood on the golden rod, too! And now he began to quarter the field; found nothing until he explored the plantation… under a tree very close to the path through which he had walked was a grimy old golf cap, and when he picked it up, it was damp… blood! He wiped his hand on the grass and dropped the cap where he had found it. He looked at the house. It had a brooding air: the very windows seemed to leer slyly as though enjoying some grim joke at his expense.

“Nerves!” said Robin, and returned to the house very thoughtful. October was in the drawingroom reading a newspaper with an expression more serious than his own.

“I found this under the pillow of the sofa,” she said, and gave it to him. There was a heavy type line across the front page.

“Police Reserves of State Searching for Tramp Murderer.”

“That is good to begin with,” he said, after he had read the line aloud.

“There’s worse to come,” she said; but he was reading the “worse.”

“Robert Lesley, Abductor of Brides, cuts throat of a fellow tramp and burns studio to hide his fiendish crime.”

“They called me ‘fiendish’ before,” he complained.

“Have you read what Al Luke has to say?” she asked. He jumped the headlines and came to Al Luke, his story.

“It was round about seven when I saw the tramp-fiend. He stopped at Mr. Stone’s garage, where I work, and asked me for a can of petrol. I saw his hands were stained, but little dreamt that the sanguinary fluid-”

“I’ll bet Al didn’t say that,” protested Robin.

“ — sanguinary fluid was the blood of his wretched victim. I saw October Jones. She sat in the machine most of the time. She looked pale and wan. I would not call her pretty, but she was sad-looking—”

“He wouldn’t call you pretty,” emphasised Robin.

“He doesn’t even call you pretty,” she retorted.

“The man was a debased-looking creature and the trace of his vicious life was only too evident. I didn’t notice what clothes he wore—”

“Good for Al!”

“-I only saw his besotted face. Madness glared out of his eyes.” The report concluded with the information that Mr. Al Luke was expecting to get married at an early date to the prettiest girl in Luxor, and was moving to Littleburg to join the thriving garage company of Slitt & Silberman as Chief Engineer.

“Not so bad,” said Robin, and folded up the paper. “I wonder what happened to Baldy — that pathetic old slave! The paper makes no mention of him.”

At her suggestion he replaced the journal where she had found it. He left her with an old volume of Scott — the lightest reading that the bookshelf in the parlour had to offer, and returning to the garden, began a systematic search.

Nearing the end of the tree belt, he was conscious of the pungent odour of burning kerosene. Against the brick wall was a heap of ashes that still smouldered. He sniffed and raked over the ashes. The centre of the heap was still red. What had been burnt there? It was impossible to tell: the fluffy ash gave no clue, until he saw, in the depth of the red, glowing heart, a red-hot metal button, and then another, a little larger. Old clothing-and Miss Ellen did not seem the kind of woman who would burn old clothes.

Going down into the meadow, he straddled the gap in the hedge and found himself on a railway embankment. There were bloodstains here and a heap of gravel piled up by the side of the track was scattered as though it had been struck by a heavy body. There had been an accident. He began to piece together the evidence.

Miss Ellen’s aged father had wandered on to the track and had been knocked over by an engine and carried into the house. But why the mystery, and how came it that she made no reference to the happening? Going back through the trees, he found the cap. It was an ancient golf cap with a large red check, and he had the impression that he had seen it before. But where? There must be thousands of such caps in use. He picked it up with a stick and balancing the thing carefully, carried it to the ash heap and poked it into the centre of the fire.

When he returned to the parlour, October was asleep, the open book on her lap. He sat down opposite her. She was pretty, very pretty. The long lashes that lay on her cheek were darker than her hair, a mop of red gold… he sighed deeply, and the sound may have awakened her, for she opened her eyes.

“Was I asleep? How long have you been here… did I snore? How mean of you!”

He shook his head solemnly.

“Nary a snore! I could have set you back one nice pair of reindeer gloves, but I didn’t.”

“Why didn’t you?” she asked, retrieving the book that had fallen to the floor.

“My innate delicacy is largely responsible,” he said, “plus the dread warning of Mr. Samuel Wasser.”

“That we are not married?” She yawned and stretched her arms. “Lordy I I shouldn’t take much notice of what Sam said — there was nothing about it in the Post-Courier.”

“That almost makes it true,” he replied.

“October, quo vadis?”

“Ogdensburg,” she said lazily, “and a nice swim in the St. Lawrence, and then Canada!”

He laughed gently. “Do you know the width of the river at Ogdensburg? October, I owe you an apology.”

“Why?” suspiciously.

“I thought you were just reckless — I wish to heaven I could remember all the details of that wedding! — I imagined — be calm! — hysteria. A sort of frenzy that came upon you and made you say ‘I will’ or whatever one says—”

“You said it,” she challenged.

“But I was not quite myself.”

“Tight-intoxicated!” she mocked. “Of course you said ‘I will.’ And I wasn’t frenzied. I knew all that it meant or might mean marrying a tramp. I did — if you smile I shall do something — unwomanly! That was Mr. Elmer’s favourite complaint against me, that I did unwomanly things — smoked and washed myself all over in the stable — they haven’t a shower at Four Beech Farm. But I wasn’t frenzied. Not after you said ‘Sorry.’ — If you hadn’t said ‘Sorry’ I shouldn’t have married you. But you did say ‘Sorry’ and I knew that you meant it. And I’ve never been afraid — except once. Once… I was scared when I woke up, scared and angry with myself because — well, I don’t know why. What do you think of me?”

In clear type such a question had more than a hint of coquetry; there was provocation enough in its artlessness, yet he could see no more than she meant to ask.

“I am trying to tell you. You’re unique.”

“All women are,” she retorted.

“Yes — don’t interrupt: you send all my profound judgments skew-wiff! But you’re unique in the light of experience. You may represent a numerous genre, but I have never met a sample. Vividly wholesome! ‘vividly’is right — you shine! Puritanical, too. That’s queer. I thought you were Joan of Arc-ish but you’re not. You see no — apparitions (poor old Baldy!); you’re sane. Lady Godiva is nearer the type `: a shingled Lady Godiva. You would have scorned the compromise of long hair—” She nodded.

“That is so: I should have felt I was a. cheat — what else?”

“You’re emotional in a kind of way — I haven’t quite got to the end of you there. You’re rather a stranger… I talked blithely about winning a pair of gloves just now. But the truth is I never thought of kissing you. I’d sooner knock out the fuse of a dud shell with a. coke hammer. You’d explode — or you wouldn’t. I’d be disappointed if you didn’t and be unconscious if you did. How old are you?”

“Twenty-one. If I hadn’t been twenty one yesterday or whenever it was, you’d be going on your way and I should have finished ‘Morte d’Arthur.’ I wonder if I should have exploded?”

“I think you would,” he nodded. “It would have been a pretty bad piece of timing on my part. I know a fellow who jumped into the sea to save a drowning girl. She was awfully pretty and rather fond of him, but as he swam with her he kissed her — she never forgave him.”

She had not taken her eyes from his face all the time he had been speaking.

“I hate your moustache,” she said.

“That was another reason why I could not kiss you,” he said, and she went pink.

“I wasn’t thinking of that — yes, I was! It is too late to start lying. I was. That moustache with little spiky ends… like an Italian banker or Matilda Ann’s ideal.”

“Hi, bo’ I You gloomin’ the freight… ?” A cracked, choky voice hailed them, and Robin leapt to his feet. Standing in the doorway was a little man wrapped in a woman’s faded kimono. His head was swathed in white bandages, his scrawny feet were bare. Chalk-faced, he glared at Robin.

“Get busy! We’ll make Troy in the mornin’, and there’s poke-outs aplenty… “ It was Baldy the Tramp, Baldy tottering into this quiet parlour, the light of madness in his eyes. The old man’s knees gave way as Robin reached and caught him.

“Hey?” He looked up into Robin’s face.

“‘Lo-that shack ditched me, bo’-an’ the train makin’ forty! Caught me with his sap and ditched me!” His head drooped.

“What does he say?” asked the bewildered girl. “I can’t understand.”

“He was stealing a ride on a train and the brakesman found him, clubbed him and threw him off.”

The mystery of the bloodstains and the gap in the hedge was a mystery no longer. And the miracle of Miss Ellen’s — was it not miraculous that this old wanderer should have been ditched at the door of the house he had left thirty years before! He laid the old man down on the hard sofa. His eyes were closed, and October, in alarm, thought he was dead.

“I wonder where the servant is?” asked Robin. “Would you look after him whilst I found her?” At that moment Baldy’s eyelids flickered and opened. He looked up at Robin and smiled faintly.

“I am dreadfully sorry to give you so much trouble, sir. My knowledge of medicine tells me that I have — um — a very short time to live. Would it be trespassing on your kindness to ask you… I would like to see Julia very much. My dear wife would understand… in the circumstances. Julia, she is staying at the King Edward Hotel. Suite I2, I think — yes, I am almost sure. Lady Georgina Loamer… “ Across the frail body Robin’s eyes met the girl’s.

“Elfrida! What a lady!” he breathed.
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Lady Georgina Loamer reclined at her ease in a long cane chair, a cigarette between her heavily-carmined lips, her bright eyes fixed upon her son. That small-featured man was not happy, and he had less reason for happiness because of his mother’s awful calm. A dozen times he took out his monocle, polished and replaced it in position. His fingers beat a miserable tattoo on the arm of the chair, and his mechanical smile was little more than a grimace. The town was still crowded; Main Avenue was a vista of twinkling lights. The blaring circus band had just passed under the window, interrupting their conversation, and incidentally affording a blessed respite for Mr. Loamer.

“What are you going to do?” she asked. When Lady Georgina Loamer was annoyed, her voice had a peculiar hoarseness. And she was hoarse now.

“I don’t know.” He examined his eyeglass attentively. “I suppose I’d better take the car to Ogdensburg and bring back these fools… Really, mother, I don’t see why you should rag me! I’ve done my best. I never supposed that Robin would be easy. I told you so—”

“Never mind what you told me!” she rasped.

“At any rate,” he interrupted, “it was not my idea; you will admit that. It was yours.”

He wilted under the contempt in her eyes.

“Not your idea! Have you ever had an idea, Alan? Not your idea! I hate to remind you, but you are very like your father.” Evidently this was her deadliest insult, for there followed a long and tense silence. Mr. Alan Loamer’s face was very red; his frown was terrible; but she knew him for the weakling he was, and his active rebellion came in the nature of a shock.

“I don’t care… !” He spoke rapidly, his sentences were a little disjointed. “I’m finished with the business. It’s too horrible! And he knows… he’s always known! Doesn’t he call you ‘Elfrida’ openly? He has always expected this, mother. Robin is no fool. You shouldn’t have come — why didn’t you stay in Ottawa? You’ve made things impossible. I’m going to New York tomorrow morning, and I’m catching the first boat that sails for Europe!” The thin lips of the woman curved in a smile.

“You sail — as a steward?” she asked sardonically. “And how will you reach New York? ‘On the bumpers’ or ‘riding the rods ‘? Those are the terms, aren’t they? You’ll stay here, Alan, until I give you leave to go — and money to go with. I should have stayed in Ottawa! I never intended staying in Ottawa. When the Sullivans offered me their house whilst they were in Europe, I accepted because I knew that sooner or later you would need help. Have you ever succeeded in anything — without help?” He wriggled in his impotent rage and became his own humble self.

“Mother, be reasonable! This thing is getting on my nerves; I shall have a breakdown. I get no sleep… really, the thing is impossible. And he knows! Why not chuck the thing and come back to England with me?”

She got up from her chair, walked to the window and pulled aside the shade; he thought she had heard something which had attracted her attention, but apparently she needed this stimulus of movement and light — stimulus or sedative, for, when she turned round, she was smiling.

“We’ll go to Odgensburg,” she said. “There is a good hotel there-”

“Do you know the place?” he asked in surprise.

“I knew it years ago,” she answered briefly.

“My father had large interests in Canada, and I spent some years in Toronto. What is the name of that man with the red beard?”

“Byrne,” he replied. She nodded.

“I want to see him,” she said. “No, not here. It would be foolish to bring them back. Where are they waiting?” He told her that they had telephoned from a little restaurant on the outskirts of Ogdensburg.

“That means, of course, that they are too well known to go into the town,” she nodded.

“And it would be little better for them here, if what you say is true.” He was a picture of apprehension.

“Is it wise?” he pleaded. “I mean to say… need you come into this at all?”

“Don’t be a fool!” She cut him short.

“Now tell me, what have you said to these men? What reason have you given?”

“I’ve told them… that Robin was a servant who has been blackmailing the family for years. That’s right, isn’t it? That he unearthed some… well, some scandal about… us.”

“Me,” she said shortly.

“Well, you. I’ve never asked you whether there was a scandal. I suppose that isn’t true?”

“It isn’t necessary that you should be convinced,” she said coldly. “Did you convince them?”

“I suppose I did,” he was doubtful. “But they’re a pretty tough crowd. Byrne wanted to know how long Robin had been a hobo; fortunately I wasn’t obliged to go into details. One of them — the little Italian or Spaniard, or whatever he is — met Robin two years ago in a hobo camp on the Frazer River in Vancouver. They called him ‘The Guy who Walks,’ because he never jumps trains. Apparently a walking tramp is an object — of derision. This Lenny man was on the run for some crime he’d committed in St. Louis at the time, and apparently he had some sort of fight with Robin and got the worst of it. Byrne told me that he only found this out after he’d fixed with Lenny to join him, and if it had not been for Lenny’s surprise at finding an old enemy they would have got him south of Schenectady.”

Another pause.

“Mother, when — if—” Her stopped.

“When — if?” she repeated impatiently.

“Suppose the thing goes through, what about these two men? We’re rather in their hands, aren’t we?” Her frosty smile answered him.

“One of them will be killed — at least one,” she said. “I know Robin! Ring the bell, Alan, please. We ought not to keep these poor men waiting.”

The sound of the door opening sent Robin into the hall. It was Miss Ellen, laden with parcels, and she gave him a friendly nod, then saw his face.

“Has anything happened?” she asked fearfully. He tried to reassure her, but, dropping the packages she carried, she ran past him into the parlour, and when he went in she was kneeling by the sofa, her arm about the old man’s neck.

“Well! That is why you came, to find him, I suppose?”

She was strident, defiant; he marvelled at the valour of this frail little woman.

“I should have known that you were detectives… That is why you sent me on this errand, so that you could spy on a poor old man.” Hate shone in her eyes like a fire. He was too dumbfounded to answer.

“You’ll have to prove that — that he killed anybody. He couldn’t do it — he couldn’t! And the girl — an old man like he is… lies, newspaper lies!”

A light dawned upon Robin Leslie Beausere. Now he knew why the old man’s bloodstained clothes had been burnt — why the newspaper was so carefully hidden from sight. This loyal daughter of his had confused her father — with Robin!

He could have chuckled, and did indeed smile.

“We are not detectives,” he said quietly, “we are tramps!”

“Tramps?” Doubt and incredulity in tone and look.

“Yes; one half the newspaper story applies to me — the other half to your father.”

“You are a tramp… which half? Which half?” tremulously. “He didn’t… he didn’t hurt… kill anybody?”

“Of course he didn’t — how stupid you are, Robin!”

“Robin! Robin Leslie! Is that your name? It was in the newspapers.”

“Let us get your father up to bed.” Robin was peremptory, almost bullying. “We can talk about things after.”

The old man had been a silent listener, and now, as the other stooped to lift him, he tittered foolishly.

“Professor of anatomy, hey? His own knife too! He got his? Third cervical vertebral…”

Robin carried him rapidly out of earshot. On the bottom step of the stairs stood an old woman, wringing her hands. She was the oldest woman he had ever seen.

“Oh dear, oh lor, Miss Ellen! I only went down to boil the kettle, Miss Ellen…”

Miss Ellen, practical in that testing time of nerves and judgment, waved her aside and flew upstairs ahead of Robin and his burden. She showed the way to a little room at the far end of the gallery.

“Thank you — I can attend to him now.” She was as pale as the old man and almost it pushed Robin from the room.

“This,” he said, as he came back to the parlour, “is emphatically one of the Things That Cannot Be. It is impossible and absurd — the most monstrous of all coincidences that; ever disturbed the smooth flow of logic’s placid stream.”

“It was the old man — Baldy, as you called him?”

“Baldy; and this is his home — the home from which Elfrida enticed him. I’m only guessing now. October, we may have to move quickly.”

“Why? Do you think she will send for the police?”

He nodded. “There is a chance. You see, she cannot believe that her father would murder; she may be seized of the notion that my conviction would free her parent from blame. The homely little lioness! S-sh!”

He raised a linger in warning.

There was a telephone in the hall: they heard Miss Ellen’s voice and Robin crept to the closed door and listened.

“Dr. Soeur? Will you come up right away? My father has come home, very sick… Yes, my father; he has been to — to Europe.”

A clang as the receiver was hung up. Robin had tiptoed back to the middle of the room when the door opened. Miss Ellen’s face was still white, but she had recovered her old serenity. Closing the door behind her, she stopped to straighten a linen mat on one of the small tables which abounded in the room.

“Mr. Leslie—”

“Beausere — but Leslie will do,” he said.

“I want you to tell me — the truth. About my father and about yourself.”

Her faded eyes fell upon the girl and their infinite pathos brought October to the verge of tears.

“I am quite alone in the world,” she said. “There isn’t a lonelier woman in all the world. And I’ve nobody to whom I can turn for advice or help. Will you remember this?” Robin nodded slowly. “I will tell you everything,” he said. For a moment October wondered whether that “everything” was more than she knew. But of his life before the marriage he said nothing. He only sought her confirmation when he spoke of the ceremony. After that he went on without reference to her.

Miss Ellen had seated herself stiffly on the edge of a chair, her hands folded in her lap, her pale blue eyes searching his face. She listened without interruption until he finished.

“You think there is no doubt?” She shook her own head in anticipation of his answer.

“I’m glad — I’m glad he killed him!” she said breathlessly. “That anybody could be so wicked and cruel to an old man!”

She shuddered. “Dreadful… he drove my father insane. And he was such a gentle soul — such a dear, gentle soul!” With an effort of will at which Robin could only marvel she controlled her quivering lips.

“He was a professor of anatomy at the University and had a practice — a consultative practice. My mother was an American lady and this was her house — she left a small legacy which enabled me to keep it going until my father came back: she was sure that he would return. About thirty years ago my father met an English peer — the Marquis of Dearford. He was in Toronto in connection with a company with which he was associated. He had a daughter, a very clever girl and very heartless, it proved. My mother said she was homely but brilliant. I never saw her. She was clever enough to fascinate my father — so that he forgot his home, his reputation, everything. He prepared to run away with this Lady Georgina Loamer; even sent mother a letter praying her forgiveness; and then he found that she had fooled him. Apparently she was under the impression that he was very rich. It was all sordid and horrible. We never saw my father again. We had a letter asking us to forget him. She married soon after — we saw this in the Globe — she often comes to Canada, and once I saw her photograph in the newspapers: a woman with a face like a hawk.”

She described the miracle. She and the old woman had been pulling vegetables in the garden when the train had rattled past, and had heard rather than seen the old man fall from the roof of the car on which he had been concealed until a vigilant brakeman found him.

“We dragged him into the house. Until he opened his eyes and called me by my dear mother’s name, I did not know him. And then he told me of the — the — of what he had done, and I found the blood on his poor rags and burnt them. Mr. Leslie, what am I to do?”

“Do nothing. You have sent for the doctor? Tell him your father is asleep and you do not wish him disturbed. No doctor can help him at present. Later, when all this talk of tramps and murders has subsided, you can call him in. The point is, Miss Ellen, what would you wish us to do?” She had no views.

“You may stay — or go whenever it is convenient,” she said. “I will help you however I can. I was glad you came — the presence of a man in the house was welcome..What set you tramping, Mr. Leslie?”

He shrugged his broad shoulders.

“I was born that way, I guess,” he said.

“Was it a woman, too?” October detected the hesitation and her heart missed a beat.

“In a way,” he said.

Out of the tail of his eye he saw October clutch the edge of the table.

“Yes… the same lady — Julia. Never knew that her name was Julia — yes, I did, though. My father used to call her that — Georgina Julia.”

“She made you — a tramp?” Miss Ellen was openmouthed. “But she’s — old. Sixty.”

“A deuced alluring woman,” said Robin calmly.

“Stuff!” scoffed October. “A. woman like that couldn’t send a man anywhere! I don’t believe it. It was Somebody Else! Why do you pretend?”

Miss Ellen might not have been there. For the moment the old man was excluded as the absorbing interest: their common danger, the very mystery of the Man Who Walked. Robin Leslie had struck the fuse with a coke-hammer.

“I never thought of that! Somebody hurt you and you left the world! I never dreamt there was Romance back of everything?”

“Back of most things,” he said, a trifle haughtily.

Miss Ellen reacted to the strain; it was not a moment to intrude upon young married people and she had her own immediate and urgent trouble. Looking round, Robin missed her, but none saw her go.

“It is absurd” — she could shrug too; “I am going on like a silly schoolgirl. Naturally you had your past — I could not expect you to table your broken heart for my inspection. I am sorry.”

“I am glad,” he said stiffly. “I mean, Iam glad you have the grace to be sorry.”

“Grace!” She flamed at this.

“Grace,” he said firmly. “I had no broken heart to table — as you call it.”

“What would you call it?” she demanded.

“Table,” he agreed. “I have no romance; I have had no violent affairs. My heart is as nearly virginal as makes no difference.”

“Somebody sent you away and you went,” she insisted. “There is no crime in that — you have no need to defend yourself. It is not my business. I don’t expect you to take me into your confidence — I should loathe you if you did; She has a right to your reticence.”

He glowered at her. One needle point of his ridiculous moustache curled downward. Under such a handicap he could not be heroic.

“There — is — no — woman — in — my — life but — you,” he said.

She laughed politely.

“I am not concerned,” she said.

“I could shake you!”

“You dare! And your moustache is coming undone!”

“Is it?” He was interested enough to approach the gilt-framed mirror above the stove.

“You did that. No self-respecting moustachios could stay jaunty in the presence of a nagging wife.”

“I’m not nagging — and I’m not your wife!”

He said nothing to this: she thought she saw a shadow pass across his face.

“I am nagging-and I am your wife,” she added. “I’m an unpleasant little devil, Mr. Robin Leslie Beausere — I do wish we were in Canada!”

He caught his breath.

“That’s better!” he said. “I had the sensation of standing on a chimney-stack a mile high and watching somebody cutting the guys. Yes, it was as bad as that. Elfrida was the lady, but I haven’t tramped for love of her.”

“Who could?” she answered sympathetically It was strange how shaken she was; she could hardly believe that this limp being with funny squirmy sensations inside her was October Jones… Leslie or Beausere.

“I mustn’t try that again,” she said seriously.

“Try what?”

“Entertaining the gentleman with the green eyes. Yes, I was jealous.”

He took no advantage of the opening: she would have been surprised if he had. That was the wonder of it all — she could dispense with her defences, leave the portcullis raised and the drawbridge down, and the truce, unspoken, unformed, was observed. The safety of him was like a draught of wine. Sometimes, it tempted her to folly. In certain moods she was for painting “welcome” on the portcullis and laying a carpet across the bridge, just to see… if he would.

A knock at the front door advertised the arrival of the doctor. Followed a long conversation between Miss Ellen and the visitor. The murmur of their voices came faintly through the stout door.

“He is going upstairs,” said Robin, in surprise. A very long time elapsed before the voices were heard again and the front door closed. Miss Ellen came in, her eyes red with weeping.

“The doctor says my father cannot possibly recover,” she said; “I told him he had fallen from a train and he says that at his age the shock is too violent for any hope of recovery.”

She pressed her lips tightly together, but the tears were rolling down her cheeks.

“But the doctor doesn’t know,” said Robin quietly. “He doesn’t know the hard life your father has been leading. He must have been ‘ditched’ scores of times and ‘O’s’ beatings, I am afraid, were frequent.”

She shook her head.

“Bless you for that little ray of hope,” she said, “but the doctor is right — I feel it. And his mind has gone, though he has long, lucid intervals when he knows me and remembers everything. I am too grateful to God that He sent him home, to the hearts that loved him, to resent.”

The heroine! Robin was humbled in the presence of this homely woman, prematurely aged by her sorrows. She had given up her life for this appointed end — sacrificed youth and was grateful that the wanderer might die in the home he had desolated. After she had gone:

“Do you think he will die?” October asked in a low voice.

Robin nodded.

“She thinks so. Women have an uncanny instinct for these things.”

The coincidence of Baldy’s arrival worried him. This old rod-rider, who had probably toured and re-toured every state in the Union, was wise in the ways of “shacks.” It was unlikely that he would be so incautious as to show himself — unless… That was the explanation, of course. The old man’s homing instinct had brought him; he was looking for the house which he knew lay on the railway, and, thus exposed, the brakesman or one of the train’s crew had “ditched” him.

Dusk fell. Miss Ellen came into the parlour with a lamp and drew the shades. She was very calm, cheerful almost. Her father was sleeping, she said. At the door she lingered.

“I have put your clothes upstairs, Mr. Leslie. If you wish to dress before supper they are ready for you.” Robin had forgotten all about the clothes.

“Do you mind if I go up and change?” October did not object.

“You will go to bed at what time you wish,” said Miss Ellen.

“Yes,” said Robin thoughtfully. “And that reminds me, Miss Ellen. Would you object very much if I used your parlour… very late. In fact, I may be writing until the early hours—”

“We may both be writing till the early hours,” October broke in. The woman looked from one to the other.

“I see,” she said quietly, and went out.

“What did she see?” asked Robin, but his wife was immersed in her Scott and supplied no answer. Soon after, Robin disappeared and was gone until a few minutes before supper was announced. There walked into the room a soldierly figure in yellow tussore. He was cleanshaven; the face was well moulded — there was about him that ineffable air of good breeding which may not be stated in terms of looks.

“You?” she said incredulously.

“I,” said Robin. He fingered his cheek tenderly. “The poison ivy has ceased to cling to my sturdy jaw. Scared away, I imagine.”

She had noticed that morning that the swelling had almost disappeared. Of the black eye, the relic of which had disfigured his face on their first meeting, nothing remained but the palest shadow.

“You — come into the light. I want to look at you.” He obeyed without embarrassment.

“Yes… “ The scrutiny did not altogether satisfy her, it seemed. “Yes… you are different. I wonder if I like the change? I think so.” This new aspect of him gave her the satisfaction a new toy affords to a child. She made him stand, here and there, with the light on his face and behind him; in profile…

“Yes,” she said.

“Do I get past?”

“You get past,” she said. “But you’re terribly young!”

“I shall grow out of that,” he said tritely. “And I’m thirty something. In our set I am an aged gentleman.”

She pondered this. “Ten years older than I—”

“Thirteen: that’s unlucky. For you, I mean. What nonsense you make me talk!”

Miss Ellen had supper with them — an act of friendliness that they appreciated each for a different reason. She remarked frankly upon his improved appearance and said she thought she had seen his photograph somewhere. Robin turned the subject, but October nailed it down.

“Where? — Please try to think, Miss Ellen,” she asked.

“I was a Presidential candidate,” said Robin.

“Don’t be silly — where, Miss Ellen?”

But Miss Ellen could not remember. When she had gone out to make the coffee, October tackled him. Her curiosity was piqued.

“Has your portrait ever appeared in the newspapers?” she asked.

“Society butterfly — male,” murmured Robin; “seen in all the best circles. ‘Mr. Robin Beausere, well-known clubman and social leader.’ Sam has nothing on me. Wherever I go there’s a note: ‘Mr. Robin Beausere has arrived in town. He is staying in a handsome B. and O. box car in the railway yard.’”

“But she has seen it,” insisted the girl.

“Maybe: under a gruesome snap, Found in farmers hay mow, this man goes to jail for sixty days.”

“Be serious—”

“I’ll tell you” — he leant over the table— “I was cured of rheumatism by Dr. Schmidt’s Rub-in-on—”

“I won’t talk to you!” She flounced round in her chair. “I expect there is something disreputable behind it.”

“You’ve said it, aunty!” He was almost disrespectful.

When the coffee came in, Miss Ellen left them finally. “I have opened the secretaire if you wish to write,” she said, “and I have put a cover and a pillow on the sofa if you don’t.”

“That lady has a nice mind,” said Robin when they were alone. He turned the conversation to a more serious channel.

“We may stay here for a day or so,” he said, “but we must make preparations for a flit.”

“It will be ever so much easier now that you have clothes,” she suggested, but he shook his head.

“I’m not sure of that. All depends upon how far Red Beard allowed the trolley to go before he pulled up. I’ve been thinking since that they may not have gone far.”

“Who is Red Beard?” He smiled. He had a `nice smile: she was certain of this now.

“A gunman of sorts. A tramp I pigged with in Utica told me that he was a well-known high jacker who had got into some sort of trouble in Chicago — he doublecrossed one of the intelligentsia in the rum-running business and Mud became his middle name. The red beard is merely a Living Down of the Past. Lenny was with him in his various enterprises. He has been on the road (as we call it at home). I met him two years ago, when I was hiking through British Columbia and we had a… well, a sort of fight. It was over a question of property. He tried to ‘glom’ my boots when I was asleep. They are nothing very much. Some day the slow but steady law of the United States will reach for Red Beard and set him firmly in a large wooden chair, and some lucky jail electrician will buy his wife a new hat on the proceeds.”

He was observing her closely.

“You’re a tired woman. If you are wise you’ll go meet Miss Morpheus. I change the sex because, as I have told you before, I am innately delicate.”

The advice was welcome. October had never felt so tired in her life. How long ago since she had slept in her hard little bed at Four Beech Farm? Ages! He talked about the road and the queer folks of a world beyond her ken. The Gobi Desert was tramping. He knew strange people, famous people in their own world. Hoke, who tramped through Russia whilst the Revolution was in fiercest flame, who ambled pleasantly through Germany during the war and begged his way from one prisoners’ camp to another. Lossy, the New Englander who spoke fourteen languages and could not write his own name. And Lossy had walked and begged his way from Kashmir to Bukarest. She was immensely interested, was angry with herself that she nodded. Perhaps the monotony of his voice was studied… she woke halfway up the stairs in his arms — he delivered her on her feet at the door of her room. A minute later he was knocking softly on the door, begging in a loud whisper for his razor. It was no more than the truth that he had letters to write — the writing had been postponed too long. One of these was a very long letter. His pen moved with extraordinary rapidity; sheet after sheet was covered and tossed aside. Miss Ellen brought him coffee at ten-o’clock, saw the quantity and was impressed.

“There is a postal box at the end of the lot,” she said, and described its location. But there would be no collection until the morning, she said.

“I’ll post tonight — a postal box is as good as a safe deposit,” he said. Might she bring him some refreshment before he went to bed? She suggested elderberry wine, but Robin, in haste, elected for tea. She had tea, a special brand that “Dr. Evington” liked. It was the first time he had heard Baldy’s name — the grandeur of the appellation surrounded the old man’s identity with an aura of dignity. Never again did he think of the little tramp except as Dr. Evington. By eleven o’clock the three most important letters were finished. He went in search of Miss Ellen to beg stamps, and found her in a lofty, stone-flagged kitchen, stirring some concoction that simmered on a wood fire.

“Shall I post them?” she volunteered, when the stamps had been extracted from her notecase, but he wouldn’t hear of this. It was a fine night; the sickle moon was still in the sky, and gave an eerie half-light to a dark and silent world. He walked up the drive, pulled open the gate and strolled towards the postal box. It was affixed to a stone pillar that formed a corner-stone of the small estate. He dropped the letters in and walked leisurely back. Frogs were croaking by a faraway pond, a frantically hurrying bat darted down towards him, swerved and vanished. A slow freight was making the grade somewhere south, and the harsh cough-cough of the engine was softened by distance to the gentlest of “woofs.” A night for the road and the open country, he thought. His hand was on the gate —

A streak of silver in the air… bird… he ducked in time.

The knife struck the crossbar of the gate — he saw the second in flight and threw himself back as he jerked out his gun. The second knife missed the gate — he heard the sharp whang of it as it struck a tree. Out of the darkness on the opposite sidewalk leapt a thin pencil of flame… once, twice. The report of the revolver was thunderous. The automatic spat in reply… a shadow ran from the shadows — Robin threw his gun to his left hand and tired. The shadow stumbled and went down. Robin. was inside the gate, running. He saw the door open.

“Get away from the door!” he yelled, and Miss Ellen fell out of sight.

He leapt to the top step as October reached the hall. She asked no questions. A small lamp was standing on the hall table: she made for this and blew it out as he closed the door.

“What was it?” Miss Ellen was trembling. “Not the police?”

“No: the men was telling you about.” He was out of breath but was grinning savagely.

“Lenny got his knives back — probably saw me toss them in the pond and fished them out again. I should have been prepared for that. But the gun is different — a .42. Whiskers used a hammerless of a smaller calibre.”

“They didn’t hurt you?” October’s hand was moving slowly up and down his sleeve and the caress set him on fire.

“No — but I hurt one of them. Lenny, I think. I hope he isn’t dead: I’ve a soft spot for the wife of the jail electrician and I’d hate she was robbed of her new hat. I’ll make sure.” He went through the parlour, extinguished the light, and, opening a window noiselessly, dropped on to the flagged terrace beneath. Passing through the tree belt, he reached the place where the old man’s clothes had been burnt. There was a weatherbeaten door in the wall and he had noticed that it was not quite closed. He pushed it open far enough to squeeze through. He was in a narrow alleyway flanked on one side by the wall of the garden and on the other by a wire fence. Along this he crept, pausing every few paces to listen. Presently he was within a few yards of the road. He calculated that he must be opposite the spot where the shadow fell…

The purr of a motorcar growing fainter and fainter. He reached the road and looked left and right. The road was very straight; half a mile away he saw a speck of red light — the tail-lamp of a car, and as he looked, it went out of sight. The automatic was in his left hand now: he was taking no chances. Nobody was there — not even in the black shadows of the trees in front of him. They had gone. He stepped into the middle of the road, the moonlight reflected on the polished barrel of his gun. No sound or movement. The nearest house was a quarter of a mile away, and only congenital idiots come out at night to learn the cause of promiscuous shooting. Doubtless there were timid souls at this moment ‘phoning urgently to police headquarters. Here… or was it here that Lenny fell? He took a chance and lit a match… dropped it instantly as thesound of pattering feet came to his ears. It was October. She wore an old coat over her nightdress and was barefooted.

“Get back to the house!” he hissed.

“Don’t be a caveman,” she said. “They’ve gone. I saw the machine drive up and somebody lifted in. I went up to my bedroom and looked out of the window. It isn’t as clever as climbing the garden wall, but you see a lot more! Is this the knife?”

She held a long-bladed, wicked-looking hunting knife in her hand.

“It was sticking in a tree—” He raised his hand in warning and listened.

“That’s the patrol wagon,” he said, and they ran to the house and closed the door. Miss Ellen, waiting like a wilting ghost in the gloomy hall, rubbed her thin hands together nervously.

“Will they come here?” she asked, when he told her.

“They may inquire — you had best tell them that you heard the shots. October can go back to her room. I don’t imagine that they will wish to search the house. If you went down to the gate that might save a lot of trouble.”

She nodded: she had nerve and to spare. So it came about that when the police arrived, and behind them a dozen or so residents in the neighbourhood, Miss Ellen was able to give the only authentic story of the shooting.

“Didn’t see any of ‘em, did you?” asked the police sergeant, for Miss Ellen claimed to have been a witness from her bedroom window.

“One a red-bearded guy. He was in Ogdensburg this afternoon.” No, Miss Ellen had not identified a red-bearded guy or any other kind of guy. The police made a sweeping examination of the ground and found blood traces to confirm the lady’s story.

“Wasn’t a hobo — feller in a brown suit… moustache waxed up — with a girl?” Miss Ellen had seen no such hobo.

“That’s certainly queer.” The sergeant scratched his head. “Automobile and everything! Didn’t see that either, Miss Evington? I’m telling everybody there’s pain and sorrow coming to any bum I find with a gun — and that’s a fact!”

He went off to collect evidence from the other inhabitants. One had heard six shots fired — one had only heard two. The firing was all over in something under a minute: on that point they were all agreed. And then a discovery was made by accident. The postal box at the corner of the lot had been broken open and rifled. It was not a very difficult operation, for roadside boxes are not designed to resist the attention which had been paid to this.

“A gang of mail crooks,” concluded the sergeant vaguely. At long last the patrol wagon departed townwards, the neighbours disappeared behind doubly locked doors, and Miss Ellen went back to the dark parlour.

“They’ve gone! And the postal box has been broken open—”

She was shaking so that she had to sit down. But the indomitable woman’s rest was short. She went upstairs, her father was still sleeping. There were wooden blinds to the parlour window; these, as a matter of precaution, Robin closed before he lit the lamp again.

“Go along and sleep,” he said. October shook her head vigorously.

“I couldn’t. Honest. I’ll stay up till I feel tired.” She lifted one bare foot after the other and brushed them clean of the sand.

“Then for heaven’s sake dress,” he said; “and dress warmly, because I’m going to say something to you that will make your blood run cold!”

“This,” said October, as she made for the door obediently, “this will be an interesting night.” She was down in a few minutes, if not wholly, at least cosily, dressed.

“Produce your creep,” she said. He was pacing up and down the long room, his hands clasped behind him. She wondered why he frowned and whether there was really something serious to hear.

“Patrol wagon or no patrol wagon — Lenny dead or Lenny alive — those birds have not roosted for the night”

“They will come back?”

“Yes, sir; sure as you’re born!”

“When you have finished being idiomatic in the Darktown manner, will you please tell me why you think this?” He was laughing softly.

“You’ve got a nerve—’Darktown manner’! I’ll reduce it to good English. I’m too near the touch line — that’s permissible — for Elfrida to let up — relax her efforts, I mean. She’s that kind. There is only one thing that will stop her and it isn’t a gun — but a fountain pen.”

She shook her head, all at sea.

“Don’t you understand? For the first time since — I’ve lost track of time — I am in a position to write — and I wrote. And they saw me post and duly reported to General Headquarters, which was, I suspect, in the car. They went after the letters and got them, Therefore do I say that the night is still young for Elfrida!”

“What did you write in the letters?” she asked curiously.

“There was one important and vital sentence in the most important and vital of the letters — it ran somehow like this, and was at the beginning. This is practically a copy of the letter I sent you from Littleburg last night, but I am scared of the first going astray.

“Did you write from Littleburg last night?” she asked in surprise, and he shook his head.

“No — it was an inspiration to start with, that passage. The only question is: will Elfrida call my bluff?”

“But who was the letter meant for?” she asked.

“A friend — his name is Mortimer and he is, to be exact, a domestic servant in the employ of a lunatic.”

“I give it up!” she said in despair. “And my blood isn’t running cold and I’m terribly disappointed.”

He suggested, unhelpfully, bed and a good night’s sleep. She searched for Scott, tidied away by Miss Ellen, and found him. Robin went back to his pen and ink and began writing letters all over again. The clock in the hall had a soft, musical chime. Looking up from her book, October counted twelve. Robin glanced round at her.

“Is your hearing good?” he asked softly.

“Yes — why?” He did not answer: his eyes wandered to the door.

“There is a bell ringing somewhere.” She heard it now, a mournful clang-clang, muffled by the interposition of many doors.

“Do you think it is Miss Ellen — her father may be worse. Shall I go — ?”

He waved her down, and was halfway to the door when it flew open. It was Miss Ellen and her teeth were chattering.

“Somebody at the door — ringing!” she gasped. “Past twelve… there is an automobile in front of the house… .”

“Oh?” Robin’s face was blank, expressionless. “Would you like me to open?” he asked. Miss Ellen’s face was twitching.

“No — I will open!” Her voice was strained and unnatural. “I will open—” She went firmly from the room; he followed her, signalling October to put out the light. In the open doorway he slipped his gun from his pocket and covered the door behind the unconscious Ellen Evington. A rattle of chain and the creak of the lock.

“Who is there?” she asked.

“A lady who wishes to see Mr. Robin Beausere.” Robin nearly let his pistol fall in his astonishment. For the woman who spoke was Lady Georgina!
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“Let her in!” he whispered, and stepped back into the parlour. Fortunately October had turned the lamp low and light was restored. Georgina was alone: he saw this when her tall figure was silhouetted against the open doorway.

“Come in, Elfrida,” he said, and stepped aside to let her pass. In her white — gloved hands she carried a pair of lorgnettes. She raised them and favoured October with a long and steady scrutiny, and such was the girl’s disposition and balance that she grew neither angry nor embarrassed under the ordeal, but gave gravity for insolence.

“Is this — the girl?”

“That is my wife — yes,” he answered quietly.

“Really!” An ironical politeness can be very offensive. And yet Georgina had no desire to be offensive. She came bearing large flags of truce with an ink-wet deed of armistice ready for his signature. Literally she carried in the shagreen bag that dangled from her wrist a document which represented both armistice and lopsided reparation.

“I should like a talk with you — alone,” she said. Miss Ellen stood with folded hands just inside the room. She faded away at the words.

“Would you like me to go?” October needed only the agreement in his eyes to follow her hostess. Robin closed the door.

“Now, my lady,” he said, “won’t you sit down?” Georgina declined with a gesture.

“I suppose you are going back to Canada?” she began conventionally.

“I hope so,” he said.

He was very careful in the choice of words. “You have read my letter?”

Her eyebrows rose.

“I do not remember that you wrote to me?”

“I didn’t; I can’t remember when I wrote last to you. But I gather that you have read my letter.”

She ignored the question: indeed it was one not to be answered without placing herself at a great disadvantage and just now it was necessary that she should maintain command of a very delicate situation.

“Robin, I am in all sorts of trouble. You know that. Methway Court to. keep up, Alan to provide for — the boy ought to be married — the house in North. Audley Street that simply eats money and—”

“Current expenses?” he suggested when she paused. “They must be fairly heavy. I do not know what is the current rate for gunmen, but it must be heavy. Even the second rate yegg is expensive, I should imagine. You are feudal-minded, Georgina. I have often wondered why your ginger-bearded retainer doesn’t wear your badge on his chest — three leopards couchant on a field, or isn’t it? Lenny would look fine in a suit of armour carrying your flaming banner.”

She accepted his banter without visible resentment. He could admire her without reservations, having discounted her peculiar morals. Sixty and as straight as a lance. Fascinating, too, with her wonderful eyes as black as night and as fathomless. The Roman nose had a quality of its own; less in evidence, she would have been a beautiful woman.

“You interrupted me, Robin.”

“I’m sorry!” She laid the shagreen bag on the table where he had been writing, took out a folded slip of paper and smoothed it flat.

“I cannot help feeling that you blame me, Robin, for all the stupid things that have happened since — since the night I called on you. That seems an awful long time ago, doesn’t it? It was most unfortunate that you should have seen Alan in Schenectady—”

“But fortunate for him that I have not seen him since.” His voice was silky; he was smiling. She shivered a little, knowing the Beausere family rather well.

One had had his head lopped off on Tower Hill with just that smile, and was still enjoying his private jest when the headman exhibited his trophy to a half-frozen crowd of sightseers. Another smiled that way before Richard of Gloucester even as Duke Clarence struck him down. And they had smiled their way out of dangers and into dangers. They were deadliest when they were most cheerful.

“Alan… can look after himself. He is not exactly a coward. A fool — yes. But no man of my blood is a coward.”

Yet he had shaken her. She had experienced a spasm of fear and he knew it.

“There are divers expressions of cowardice. We won’t go into the ethics of this business.”

He had seen the slip of paper she had smoothed open on the writing table. The colour and shape were familiar. But he said nothing, waiting for her to explain a visit that now needed no explanation.

“Shall I be very frank, Robin?” He inclined his head. “I want to get back to Europe. My agents have found a delightful villa for me at Cannes. I shall sell the Court and rent the house in London. But I have a fearful number of bills to pay, and some of my creditors are getting unpleasant. I wish to start with a clean slate, and that can only be done if you will help me.”

“To what extent?” She picked up the cheque: it was already filled in, wanted nothing but a signature. The sum was a very large one. He smiled again and handed back the paper.

“No,” he said. He did not say that he was sorry, as he had said on one historic occasion. He was not sorry at all, and he was very honest.

“No?” Her head hung to one side; the lips were tightened.

“It means an awful lot of bother — for both of us. I should hate to see you in one of these American courts and the whole ghastly business exposed. Naturally, being what you are, it is unlikely that you would allow yourself to be arrested for murder without a fight. It would be perfectly horrible to hear that you had been shot down like a dog by some wretched policeman—”

“Or gunman,” he suggested. “Such accidents happen in a free-for-all fight and the murderer has the support of a righteous act. I’m sorry — I interrupted you.”

“That, I wish to avoid. I would like to see you ride in comfort over the border, without fuss or scandal. I suppose this girl means nothing to you?”

She watched him keenly and would have been happy to have found a new and more effective lever.

“We will not discuss ‘this girl,’” he said. One shoulder went up — he knew the sign; could have foretold her next words.

“Well… there is nothing to be done. I hoped you would be sensible.”

There was no bargaining: she did not offer quid pro quo. She had come for a loan and it had been refused. That was the end of it — for her.

“Good night, Robin.” She picked up her bag, stuffed the cheque inside and snapped the fastening.

“You’re not in a hurry?” he asked. She waited.

“The villa at Cannes — delightful! One can see you growing old there, an almost saintly figure. And in the Casino — a venerable and frugal gambler. Alan would find it irksome, but he could travel. What is the American equivalent to Aylesbury?”

She was puzzled.

“Aylesbury? — You mean the hunt?”

He showed all his teeth in a smile.

“I am thinking of the hunted. There is a convict establishment at Aylesbury — for women Have you ever thought of that as an unpleasant alternative to Cannes, Georgina? I went there once — line upon line of drab women in grey, walking in a circle and looking at the ground. The dead alive!”

Lady Georgina did not blench: she raised her lorgnettes deliberately and examined him.

“Is that-er — a threat?”

“It is a possibility,” he said. “I don’t know. I haven’t made up my mind. I admire you tremendously, Georgina. Your courage is beyond praise. There is a tiny loophole for you — it is in New York City — the narrowish entrance to a pier where the outgoing liner is waiting for the just and the unjust. Write off your bad debts, Georgina, and trust to my well known generosity!”

She walked in her stately fashion to the door.

“Good night,” she said.

“Goodnight. Will you please not make a noise as you pass through the hall — Dr. Evington is very ill.”

She swung round.

“Evington… Dr. Evington?” harshly.

“What do you mean?”

“Very ill,” he murmured. She looked up and down the parlour, a wondering frown on her forehead. “Here?”

“He has just come back from hell,” said Robin. “Thirty years of it — nearer forty, I should imagine. Think of it, Georgina! Thirty odd years of tramping, riding perilously on the decks of fast trains, risking death and insanity on the rods, kicked, cuffed, jailed, begging from door to door for a hand-out — and all because some attractive young woman of aristocratic lineage desired the thrill of flirting with a simple professor of anatomy!”

He had pulled off the mask: she had lost self-control and looked pitiably old.

“You’re lying, Robin! You’ve heard that stupid piece of scandal…”

“Were you ever in his house?” He saw from her expression that she had been. “Don’t you recognise the place?”

“Once — only once,” she broke in. “I came—” She was half convinced.

“The lady who opened the door to you is his daughter. You owe her a life, Georgina. The mother died a few years back—”

“Where is he? I want to see him.” Robin was dumbfounded.

“My dear, good woman, you can’t see him—”

“I want to see him!” She threw open the door. On the other side of the hall she saw a light in the diningroom, but before she could cross the tiled floor Miss Ellen was in the doorway.

“Are you his daughter — Marcus Evington’s?” and, when Miss Ellen bowed:

“I am Georgina. Loamer — Lady Georgina.”

Miss Ellen put out her hand to the wall for support. In the dim light of the little hall lamp Robin saw her face go whiter. October was in the background.

“I want to see your father… Is it true he is here?”

“Yes.” The word hardly reached the watchful man.

“Will you take me to him?” Miss Ellen turned meekly to the stairs and led the way.

“Why is she seeing him?” October whispered.

“I don’t know-I think had better go up.”

He mounted the stairs two at a time and saw the Lady Georgina disappear into the doctor’s room. The door was open; the old man lay on his back, looking strangely at the visitor. Miss Ellen, her trembling hands folded, a picture of patience, of resignation, of sheer fatalism. In one corner of the room sat the aged maid, knitting on her lap, glooming over her steel-rimmed glasses at the visitor.

“Why, it’s Julia!”

Lady Georgina was sitting on the bed, one of his hands between hers. And in her dark eyes was such a look as Robin had never seen.

“Marky!” Just that, in a husky, tear-choked, voice. Robin swore softly to himself… He was dreaming, surely.

“… why, Julia! Old ‘O’ used to laugh at my Apparition… and here you are, darling! I always knew you’d come… We’ll go west, Julia — glom a freight to Chicago an’ deck the Limited… I know a grand place we can stop off… a hand-out in every street… hot coffee ‘n’ everything… “ — He closed his eyes and seemed to be sleeping, but presently he spoke again. —

“This, gentlemen, is a typical case of intracranial pressure. You will observe that the patient… “ His voice sank to a mumble, and when he spoke again it was of “Julia” and “the dam’ shack who sapped” him.

Georgina did not speak: she sat with his hand in hers, her eyes roving the wasted face. What story was here, half told? wondered Robin. He was never to know. Somewhere in the past of these two units of humanity was Romance… peculiar bonds not to be translated to his understanding. The souls of men and women are outside all measurement; their secret hearts defy comparison with formulae.

“Good to see you I Good to see you!” The old man’s voice was very clear. Five minutes passed without a sound… Only Robin knew that he was dead.

Lady Georgina came downstairs, her head held high; there was no trace of tears when she stood before Robin.

“I shall not see you again,” she said.

“Goodbye!” — He was mute. So much he might say, but all her barriers were up against speech. She hated him — hated him because he knew; hated him forgwhat he was, for all that he represented.

“Aylesbury… I think it would be more comfortable than a box-car, or the roof of a Pullman on a rainy night, don’t you, Robin?”

He said nothing. She had concentrated upon him all the bitter malignity she felt towards a world that had been so hard to the pitiful thing she had left upstairs. He stood for the obstacle that had baffled her throughout her life, that had broken two hearts, thirty years before. He sensed this, felt unutterably sorry for her; yet had she at that moment presented the cheque for his signature, he would have refused. But she had no thought of offering cheque or palm branch. War!

The knowledge set him tingling. He could have laughed as he stood on the top step and watched the car pull away into the night. Laughed and wept, for she was making a greater appeal to his sympathy than he had thought possible.

He closed the door and went into the parlour. October was in her room — which was all to the good. He unfastened one of the blinds and pulled up the window. The drop to the terrace below was a gentle one. On the windowsill he laid his electric torch that he had brought from October’s room. Drawing the heavy cloth curtains across the window, he took out his automatic, stuffed two more shells in the magazine and another in the breech, pulled up the safety catch and dropped the Weapon into his pocket. Amongst the articles he had asked Miss Ellen to buy for him was a dark raincoat; she had hung it in the hall. He found this, transferred the gun and hung the coat within reach. The hall clock chimed one; it had the sound of a knell. Robin showed his teeth in a smile; it was his one gesture of defiance. The handle of the door turned. It was October, and he had never seen her more depressed.

“It is dreadful. But, Robin, this poor lady is wonderful — truly wonderful! That woman has gone?”

He nodded.

“Isn’t it… unreal? And ugly!”

“There is nothing ugly about love,” he said, and realised he was being sententious.

“I suppose not. Only. it gave me the creeps. Not the death of that poor old man. That was too natural to be anything but right. But she — sitting on the bed and holding his hand, and all the ancient ghosts parading. It was rather like seeing withered flowers on an ash-pit and trying to reconstruct them in their beauty.”

“Tired?” She shook her head. “No — why?”

“We may have to leave in a hurry,” he said and she nodded.

“I rather expected that — when?”

“I don’t know. Soon, I think. I am only afraid of one thing, that they come ‘soft footed to destroy.’ But that is hardly likely. We ought to hear the wagon in time.”

“The police?” She was startled. “The police — the last refuge of the wicked. Gunmen do not grow on bushes or Georgina would pick a quart. I’m going out to sit on the doorstep.” He swept up his coat. “Will you explain to Miss Ellen? And, October, get into everything that is new and wait for me here.”

He opened the front door softly and went down to the gate. The world was silent and mysteriously without movement. His yellow Palm Beach made him conspicuous — he pulled on the coat and buttoned it to his neck; the sleeves were too long for effective gunplay — these he rolled back.

Not a sound…

Ten minutes passed; the hall clock chimed the quarter. There appeared far away to his left two twinkling stars of light. Georgina’s auto, he guessed. The lights grew brighter; to his ears came the hum of the engines.

How near would she come? Not much nearer apparently. The lights went. out and the engines ceased to purr. The patrol wagon was noisier. He must hear this before he made a move. There it was — a harsher moan.

He walked back into the house and closed the door. Miss Ellen was in the parlour.

“Your wife has told me you are leaving — I made this ready for you.”

It was a packet of food; he thanked her and dropped it into his pocket.

“We must go through the window,” he said, and asked her to close and shutter it after them. As October dropped to his side on the stone flags, he heard the patrol wagon distinctly.

“This way.”

He took her hand. October had not touched his hand since the wedding, she realised; it felt very strong and capable. Through the tree belt, across the track garden, into the meadow… he helped her aver the gap in the hedge. Somewhere a railway engine was coughing asthmatically. He stopped and looked along the road.

There was a grade here up which the express that carried poor Baldy might speed at forty miles an hour, but no heavy freight would make that time.

Still holding his hand, they made a cautious way along the ties. Presently they cleared the obstruction of the house and could see the tree-lined road from Ogdensburg. The patrol wagon had halted short of their objective. Men were tumbling out to the road.

To go farther was to show themselves against the skyline. The track ran along the top of an embankment; there was a little culvert ahead over a small stream. Better to wait, he thought, and sought a hiding-place. There was a small pile of railway ties, and behind this they crouched.

“I don’t know what this train is, but our only chance of escape this way is to find a box car with the doors open. If that fails us we must cross the track and take to the fields.”

The train was near now; the light of its powerful headlamp lit the bushes and trees that fringed the track. And then it came into sight — a white beam shot along the metals.

“Wait till I say ‘Go,’” he whispered.

“Don’t try to climb — wait until I have boarded I the car.”

The engine grunted past… October could see the train crew in the light of the furnace fire… they were in darkness again. He touched her arm and she rose.

Car after car passed, and then: “Follow!” he whispered, and, running, reached up and caught a steel rod and hoisted himself through the open door of the car.

Instantly he turned and, reaching down, gripped her wrist and pulled her up, breathless and triumphant.

Looking back in the direction of the house, he saw little lights dashing in Miss Ellen’s garden — thought he saw a man running beside the track, but since the train increased its speed as it reached the top of the grade and began the downhill run, he thought he might mistaken.

“We’re here!” he said grimly.

“There is somebody in the car!” she whispered.

He took the torch from his pocket and flashed the light around. At the far end of the car lay two tramps half covered by straw. They were sleeping peacefully.

“Where are we going?” was the old question, and she nearly laughed at its familiarity.

“I don’t know — Ogdensburg, I think. We are moving in that direction.”

The train whammed on at a pace which he likened to a steady jogtrot, but there was no sign of Ogdensburg. Once, with a thundering rattle of bumper against bumper, they pulled up at a little station. Two men walked along the track, one of them swinging a lantern,

“… found that bum yet… Yeh — murder! Killed another bum — ye — he orter get a medal from Congress… !” They were discussing tramps as they came back.

“Got two in here — look.” He sent the light of his lantern towards the sleeping hobos. October squeezed herself tight against the wall. Robin had chosen the other end of the car, and the two men did not look in their direction. The lantern was withdrawn.

“… what’s the use? You ditch ’em and likely enough they gang up against you and one fine night it’s ‘Joe Smith, aged 38. No flowers.’ Let ’em sleep. The yard sleuth’s job, not mine…”

The train moved on for a few miles and then stopped. Looking out, Robin saw a man with a red lamp walking down the track towards the engine in the blinding light of the headlamp. A gaitered police officer!

He imparted the news to the girl.

“He’s come on a motor-bicycle,” he surmised.

He pulled open the big door on the far side of the car and dropped to the track, and in another second she had joined him.. There was no station building in sight, but a hundred yards in front of the engine he saw a. level-crossing. The cycle would be there — he almost imagined that that he could see the light of it. They reached the sandy ditch by the side of the track and, leading the way, Robin crawled towards the head of the train. He could hear voices above the hiss of the escaping steam — a volley of “Is that so’s?” and “Yes, sir’s.” He remembered Lenny, and grinned.

The sound of steam stopped suddenly. “… only one car that’s empty — all the others are sealed… two bums, but I’ve had ‘‘em since Littleburg.”

Sound of heavy feet plodding along the track The engine crew were leaning out of the cab that they might miss nothing — their backs towards the fugitives. The danger was the headlamp. It threw a beam that covered both tracks, but the ditch became deeper, and by stooping they could keep their heads below its edge. Walking was difficult. They were tramping through mud; their feet became entangled with coarse water grasses. Robin found a deep mud-hole and sank up to his knees.

“Farewell, Palm Beach!” he groaned as he guided her past the trap. The crossing was a dozen yards away, and there was no sign of a motorcycle.

“We can’t expect everything,” said Robin philosophically, and at that second the rays of the headlamp were reflected dimly on polished steel. It was on the right side of the road too — they need not cross the track. He climbed up the steep bank, pulling her with him.

“You’d better lie down—”

Pang!

A bullet struck the wire fence on which his hand rested, and hummed into the night. The shot came from the ditch fifty yards behind them. October saw the flash.

“Run!” She was on her knees, but he jerked her to her feet and, stooping, they flew. Pang!

Robin stumbled forward — her heart stood still.

“Nothing — caught me a clip on the head, but nothing.”

He was under cover, tinkering furiously with the big motorcycle.

“Give me the pistol!”

He handed it to her without a word and she crept forward. A man was running along the track towards them, but her eyes were only for the hidden assassin in the ditch.

And then she saw him and fired. The force of the recoil startled her no less than the violence of the explosion. She felt her hand tingle hotly.

“Come!” It was Robin calling. He was straddling the machine, its headlamp burnt brilliantly. “Up behind me on the carrier — hang on!”

She obeyed, found a steel grille at the back of the seat and sat sideways, her arms around his body. He kicked at the starter… there was a splutter and bang and they glided forward, gathering speed.

“Wo — w — w!”

“He’s shooting — the cop,” shouted Robin.

“Don’t worry… rotten target!”

It seemed an eternity before the road crooked round and the railway was out of sight. She could see its reflected searchlight for a long time. The cycle behaved nobly; over his shoulder Robin shouted encomia on its sterling qualities. They met only one man, an elderly gentleman driving a buggy, whose horse reared dup and shied towards the side of the road. He hurled fierce imprecations after them.

“Small town doctor,” roared Robin. “Only excuse for man his age being out late.” The wind tore speech to fragments — they were moving at a rate which made conversation a matter of guesswork. Apparently he had no route in his mind, but he told her afterwards that he was following a simple plan — first road to right — then first road to left.

“Red Beard — ditch!” She gasped.

“The man who fired at us?”

“Jumped — train — same — time — we. Thought — spotted him.”

He checked the speed of the machine and after a few minutes stopped. She was not sorry to leave the carrier. It was of steel, in pattern rather like a grid. Robin put out the headlight.

“There will be a telephone within a mile of where the train stopped,” he said “By now the constabulary of the county will be looking for a lady and gentleman riding the wind.”

He picked up the machine and toppled it over a low wall into a field.

“We are approaching,” he said. “Did you see the billboard in that field we just passed? Billboards are the heralds of civilised communities.”

He stooped and with a stick scraped the drying mud from his pantaloons.

“You were about to ask where do we go from here?” he said.

“I wasn’t!” she affirmed stoutly. “I’ve ceased to be curious. I should like to know—”

“Where we are — so should I.” He put up his head and sniffed. “Can’t you smell it?”

“What?”

“The sea! You can scent it sometimes — it comes sweeping up the St. Lawrence. I can smell it now. Glory be!”

She sniffled up the cool night air, but detected nothing that reminded her of the Atlantic Ocean.

“We’re near the River,” he said seriously; “how near or just where, I’m not troubling to think. I wonder where we can hide up?”

They walked on, and, as he had anticipated, came soon to a collection of houses. Their character and appearance were hidden. No wandering policeman was encountered, and they emerged into the country again in five minutes.

“The name of that thriving city might have helped us if we knew it,” he said. “There was a shop that sold fishing-tackle: did you notice that?”

She hadn’t, and marvelled that he could have made such a discovery in the darkness. They stopped at the fork and decided to take the left-hand road. It seemed the less cared for. It proved to be a cheerless way.

A wind sprang up before dawn, and there was a nip in it that chilled his thinly covered legs.

“… if I might mention anything so indelicate.”

He could mention anything without protest from October. Her own legs were aching; she had an overwhelming desire to sleep, and had he suggested that they should lie down in the middle of the road, she would have offered no objection.

The sky had clouded over, they saw, with the coming of the first grey light in the sky. On and on they trudged along the uneven road. Twice he stopped to let her rest — the second time he had to shake her awake. She was apologetic in a sleepy way and tried to be brightly conversational.

“An intensive education in cinema clichs tells me that you will turn out to be a secret service man who is flying from a gang of international war makers,” she said. “You have the secret plans of — of the next war in your boot-heel… or maybe concealed in your vest; with a golden badge that you’ve only to show to the police chief to — to—”

“Get a good cigar,” he humoured her. “No, I’m nothing so romantic.”

“Then you’re the heir to a great fortune that Lady Thingummy wants. You have a fleur-de-lis tattooed on your right arm.”

“Heir to the ages — no. The only person who could die and leave me something is Georgina. And I’ll bet she won’t. Try another.”

“I can’t — I’m talking nonsense. You’re Mr. Tramp and I’m Mrs. Tramp and we’ll wake in the lock-up and I shall be petted by the Society for the Protection of Lady Hobos.”

She scarcely realised that he had guided her from the main road and that they were trudging through one of his favourite “lanes.”

She was sleeping on her feet, her arm linked in his, when she became conscious that they had stopped. She stared stupidly at a narrow stream of black-looking water. Moored to the bank was a long black scow. There was light enough to see a man curled up on the bank under a gaily coloured blanket. When they came up to him they saw he was black, and that his dazzling bedspread was only one of e many. Near by were the ashes of a fire, an old tin kettle blackened with much use, and a grub box. But neither kettle nor food was responsible for his deep and stertorous sleep.

Robin picked up the empty bottle and sniffed.

“Guaranteed to kill at fifty yards,” he said.

“Snowball has been enjoying a solitary jag.”

Between bank and scow was a plank; he walked aboard and looked round. The scow was empty — its usual cargo was coal, he saw. At one end in the stern was a hatchway which was unlocked. He made an inspection of the cramped quarters. Apparently this was the sleeping and livingroom of the crew. In the bow was a small compartment with a wooden bunk, but having no evidence of occupation. It was approached through a sliding hatch, but the hasp by which the door was fastened had been broken off.

He returned to find October sitting on the bank, her arms folded on her knees, her head on her arms. Lifting her bodily, he carried her across the plank, which sagged under them so that every yard of their progress required an extraordinary effort, and eventually got her into the close little cubby hole. Laying her on the bunk with his rolled coat under her head, he pushed the door tight and stretched himself on the floor, and fell into a painful sleep. In his dreams he heard voices shouting anathemas upon the heads of all boozing coons, the slow drag of feet and a guttural, whining voice raised in exculpation.

Thump!

A heavy object fell on the deck above his head. He stared round, saw that October had rolled perilously near to the edge of the bunk and pushed her back unceremoniously with his foot, before he fell off to sleep again.

He woke with a taste of bitumen in his mouth, and saw that October was sitting on the edge of the bunk eating a biscuit. Her face was black.

“There was a letter for you,” she said, and handed down an envelope.

“Has the post come?”

There was no light to read; he slipped it into his pocket.

“It was wrapped up with the food,” said October. “Isn’t everything quiet? You look funny!”

She began to laugh, quietly at first, and then mirth shook her.

“If it is the coal dust on my face that amuses you,” he said, “perhaps you would like to see your own.”

She had a bag and a mirror. Her exclamation of horror was pleasant hearing. He opened the hatch a little and peeped cautiously out. The banks were travelling past — the scow was on the move. Looking aft, he saw the coon sitting with a blanket about his shoulders, his head on his breast, one hand on the long tiller. He pulled open the hatch a little farther, got his head and shoulders out. Ahead of them was a little tug boat, and between scow and tug a hawser slapped up and down in the water. He went down to the girl, but the cabin was empty — a mystery explained when she crawled out through the narrowest door he had ever seen. There was a wash place there with a rusty little pump that yielded a trickle of water.

“Which way are we going?” she asked in alarm.

“That way,” he pointed. “Whether it leads to the River or New York, I don’t know; we must lie low until night.”

He closed the door, and, visiting the washroom, succeeded in removing some of the grime from his face. With the hatch closed, the atmosphere was stuffy. October developed a headache and went to sleep again.

Every hour or so Robin took an observation. Once, when he looked out, the scow was under the shadow of a line of big elevators, and he saw the smoke of locomotives. It must have been four o’clock when the tug ceased to haul. The bump of the scow as it struck the bank awakened the girl. Robin went to his peephole.

“We are taking more barges in tow — scows, I mean.”

After the exchange of a considerable quantity of bad language between the captain of the tug and the coon at the tiller, in which the skipper was aided and abetted by an unknown called “Tom,” who evidently was posted on the canal bank, progress was resumed.

Robin dozed and dreamt that he was back in the Swede’s house and could not leave it because before every door and window swung the body of the departed owner. He felt a pressure on his arm and woke.

“We have stopped,” she whispered in his ear. “I heard somebody ask the negro if he had seen a man and a woman when he stopped last night.” Feet sounded on the deck, booted, heavy feet.

“What’s down here, anyway?”

The door to the wash room was a thick plank opening on hinges inward. Robin gathered up his coat and the girl’s hat and bag and pushed her through the opening. He followed and, bracing his feet against the scow’s timbers, set his back firmly against the door. He heard the hatch grind back and heavy feet tread the floor of the bunkhouse.

“Nobody heah, sah. I done bin in dis cab’n an’ outer dis cab’n all day, sah.”

“Where do you sleep?” asked an authoritative voice.

“Me, sah? I sleep up for’ard, sah. There ain’t nothin’ in my cab’n, sah!”

“We’ll go look, shall we?”

“No, sah! No, sah!” There was terror in the coon’s voice..

“Hi, wait, nigger, you stay right here with us… “ There was a crash as the hatch closed and they were gone. Robin stole out and listened, heard later an angry colloquy.

“Five pints of hooch, under his bedding. Nigger, you’ll get twenty years for that!” After that an animated and interminable conversation went on somewhere near, but Robin could hear nothing.

The scow must be tied up to some pier, for he heard the rumble of wagon wheels and the slow clip-clop of a horse’s hooves. The talkers were moving in his direction. Robin heard authority again.

“… Now see here, Byrne—”

Byrne! Robin dared move the hatch: the failing light justifies the act.

“… there’s no argument. You get out of town. You’re not welcome and that’s a fact. I don’t care what you’re doing. I know, I know! I’ll get Leslie without any assistance from you — thank you! I know just all about it…”

Robin did not catch Red Beard’s retort.

“Sure I am! Always glad of information, Mr. Byrne. You traced him to the scow, did you… yeh! I know all about the officer losing his machine. Too bad! You traced him to the scow — you’re one fine sleuth. Well, he’s not on the scow and never came on. Only thing here is hooch — and wood spirit at that…”

“Can’t I stay the night? I’ll leave town first thing in the morning. Listen, chief — this bird got my partner — right through the leg. I’m sore’s hell. And this bum is on the scow — him an’ his chicken. He’s somewheres round. I gotta instinct. Say, I’d give a million dollars to get him for you…”

They were walking slowly as he spoke; Robin did not hear the reply. More deadly than all the sleuths was Red Beard, for he had sources of information denied to the police. And he had the use of a fast automobile, could pick up the distinctive track of the cycle. It was not very hard to understand how this bloodhound came to nose along the trail. They had seen nobody on the journey except the old man in the buggy. Who had seen them? What homeless men had looked out from their sleeping places and watched them pass in the light of dawn?

“There is nothing to do but wait,” he said. October thought that he sounded rather middle-aged and told him as much.

“Maybe: I feel a hundred. I don’t know where we are, and we may blunder from the scow into the arms of a dock bull.”

There was a church clock near them. They counted the quarters until ten struck. Robin opened the hatch and closed it again quickly. Two men were standing at the far end of the boat, visible in a distant arc-lamp. The negro was one, the other he recognised though his back was turned. So Red Beard was back. That instinct of which he boasted had brought him. He was illustrating his words with his hands. He pointed down, he pointed first to one side of the scow and then the other, and then he turned round and it was the coon who pointed. And a negro’s gestures are expressive. By the slope of his hands Robin saw that he wasindicating the cubby hole, then he pulled open an invisible plank and vigorously washed his face — pointed again. Red Beard was nodding. The negro took a step towards the fore cabin — Red Beard caught him by the arm and told him something… all these events Robin repeated to the girl.

“… the coon is firing a gun — Reddy has told him I am armed — Reddy is flapping his hand up and down as if he was saying: ‘Leave him to me.’ Now he is leaving the scow — no, he isn’t, he’s going down to Snowball’s dugout—”

“Reddy fades out picture!” she said wearily. “It sounds like an overelaborated film scenario—”

Somebody called “Bud” in a loud voice, and the coon nigger came flying up to the deck alone. He ran towards the hatch. Robin closed it quickly, and just then there was a thud on the deck. The scow bumped so violently that October was nearly thrown from her feet.

“We’re on the move!” said Robin suddenly. He could hear the panting of the tug — the scow lurched sideways. From the pier a man roared a string of rapid instructions, only the last four words of which could be distinguished.

“Don’t forget the bacon.” Evidently this was a time-honoured jest. The negro’s roar of laughter filled all space.

“Ha, ha!” said Robin politely. He was sitting by her side and, reaching out, took her hand.

“How did you know I wanted comfort?” she asked.

“Do you? Yes, I knew that. I am psychic. You have a forlornness.” He heard her deep sigh and grinned.

“Don’t laugh — I’m psychic too!” she said fretfully, “And I know you smiled. Do you realise that a week ago I had never slept in a haunted house, or in a scow, or ridden in a box car with tramps, or seen anybody die? And it’s… well, crowding on me! And I feel that I’m going through life running away from something… the kind of nightmare you have after a bridge party… running away from a man with a knife, running, running, running, until you wake up and turn on the light I Shall I wake up?”

“Yes, and you won’t need to turn on the light — there will be sunshine and flowers and fountains playing and a brass band — everything the heart can desire.” She drew a long breath.

“I don’t see that — only horrid roads, and old sheds and box cars… tramps without end, hobbling along and to nowhere!”

He dropped her hand suddenly.

“Why?” she asked.

“You’re shaking my nerve — and you mustn’t do it, October.” His voice was almost sharp. “I get panicky when you talk that way — when you feel that way. I just want to leap up on deck and shoot somebody — anybody; it is hysteria. Dash your auburn tresses, you’ve made me hysterical!”

“My hair isn’t auburn,” she said coldly, and then laughed and squeezed his arm tight.

“I’m mean! I think I was depressed about Red Beard — I did so hope I had killed him! And then we could have sat side by side in court and cheered one another — the prisoner always gets the best seat in court.”

He laughed at this, rather more loudly than was safe… overhead he heard the creak of a shoe and put his hand to her mouth.

“I wonder if he heard!”
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Fifty thousand dollars are a lot of dollars, as Red Beard often said to Lenny. And Lenny had invariably replied “Thasso!” A few minutes afterwards, he would grin from ear to ear, for he was a slow thinker, though an excellent judge of pace. Red Beard squatted by the negro steersman, a cigar between his teeth, his arms clasped about his knees, and tried to imagine what they would look like — five hundred bills for a hundred dollars each, all spread out on a large table. It would have to be an enormously large table. He watched the dark country pass on either bank, his eyes glued on the chuffing tug. The scow had passed out of the canal and was keeping to the central channel of a little river that alternately sprawled and closed upon them. She — if a scow be not a neutral thing — was due to meet the William and Mary, a collier out of Cardiff, and Red Beard anticipated no more than a pleasant trip and a few quiet hours to exercise his thoughts. And the most pleasant of these was that fifty thousand dollars are a lot of dollars. Now suppose. The worst of men have their dreams, and they are usually about money. Now suppose he had got that walking guy down at Schenectady, or when he was leaning on the gate taking the air…

The thought thrilled him. Suppose he were on this very scow! Red Beard, though no Catholic, carried in his pocket a tiny silver medallion of St. Anthony, reputedly a great help in finding articles you mislay. He possessed all the superstitions of his illiteracy, and in a grip now safely deposited in New York at the Grand Central Station he stored innumerable charms, which were all cunningly promoted and degraded as their potency failed. But St. Anthony was one of the constants of his faith. He took it out now, rubbed it on the palm of both hands, and deposited it religiously in the deeps of his pocket. This nigger talked of a recess opening from the forward cubby hole, but niggers are born liars and imagine things; and anyway, Red Beard had not thought it necessary to pursue his search. A thought occurred to him.

“Bud, go along and see what’s down that hatch. I’ll take your steering stick.”

“Me, sah? No, sah!” Bud shook his head vigorously. “Dat place is sure ha’nted! Old nigger died down thah last time we was on the Welland.” Red Beard tried to jeer him into making the investigation; but the coon was adamant. He said that the night after the old nigger man was moved the hatch was padlocked. Next morning the lock was broken. Another padlock was fixed and again was broken. According to Bud, this happened six nights out of seven. He did not explain that the only time it happened was when a shore thief came aboard in his absence, looking for loot. But Red Beard was impressed. He believed in ghosts and premonitions — pictures falling from the wall, and death tappings… He stared forward into the darkness apprehensively, but after a while he mastered his uneasiness, and walked along the narrow side deck, standing irresolutely above the hatch. And then he heard the laugh, and his heart leapt. Going down on his knees, he examined the covering. A broken staple gave support to the coon’s legend, but Mr. Byrne was superior now to superstitious fears. His fingers went gingerly along the slide. The hatch must be pushed towards the bow of the boat. If the staple were there, it would be easy enough to fasten. How else might it be kept closed? His practical mind found a way, and he went cautiously back to the uneasy steersman.

“Got an iron bar — anything!” Bud, perturbed and frightened, went reluctantly down into his sleeping hole. In a box under the bunk were kept the ship’s tools, a rusty collection of axes, hammers and chisels. From the bottom Red Beard raked out two crowbars of different length, and, armed with these, he went forward again. If the longer of the two bars had been made for the purpose, it could not have suited him better. With the claw fixed to the back of the hatch he hammered down the head of the crowbar against the prow — post. Robin heard the hammering and, guessing its meaning, jumped for the hatch: he tried to pull it back, but not an inch would it yield.

“Put your hands to your ears,” he whispered. And then, from the deck above, he heard a hateful voice:

“Hullo, bo’!” Red Beard lay flat on the hatch and formed a trumpet of his two hands.

“Think you’ll make Canada this trip? Like hell you will —— —”

Right at his elbow the wood splintered and flew upward. A second bullet snicked the tip of his ear… his face was smarting in a dozen places where the splinters had struck. He scrambled to his feet with a bellow of rage and whipped out his gun. Ahead of them was a great expanse of water, and as Red Beard fared, the tug was caught by the swift waters of the St. Lawrence and swung round. From the little steamer’s deck the skipper was shouting at him excitedly; the siren wailed; but Red Beard neither heard nor realised. Half mad with rage, he danced up and down the little deck, his gun whirling.

“I’ll fix you… I’ll fix you!”

Again the pistol banged, but by now Robin had taken cover with the girl behind the stout plank. Back to the stern and the alarmed Bud the gunman raced, vanished into the little cabin. The steersman heard the rattle and crash of the tool-box being overturned, and then the half-demented man came out carrying a rusty axe.

“Boss, fo’ de Lawd’s sake, what you gwine ter do? Boss, I’ll get fired for dis sure!”

But Red Beard swept him aside. The tug was panting against the stream; the hawser that held the scow was taut. With two blows he severed the rope, and without pause dropped down into the broad Hat bottom of the scow. Crash! The axe fell on the floor, and as he lugged it back, a thin plank came up, revealing the black ribs and a layer of black water that a covered the outer skin of this decrepit craft. Bud was dancing to and fro, working the tiller first this way and that in his frenzy as the scow drifted in circles to the centre of the stream. The axe was useless — the bilge water was too deep.

Red Beard clambered up to the foredeck and searched for the short crowbar, found it, and returning down, drove through the water to the bottom of the boat. Only then did the negro steersman realise what he was doing. He dropped his tiller with a yell, and made a wild jump into the well of the boat. Red Beard’s back straightened, and his gun drove out.

“Stay where you are, nigger!”

“For Gawd’s sake, boss… I can’t swim.”

“Get back — quick!” He fired a shot at the coon’s foot and Bud clambered out of the well with a wild howl. The wood was old and soggy: every blow of the sharp claw dug deeply into its rottenness. Panting, blinded with the perspiration which ran down his face at his unusual exertion, Red Beard drove down the bar and felt it slip through. Water bubbled up noisily; he struck again, broke off the edges of the hole he had made… the river was above his ankles when he climbed to the afterdeck. He pushed the petrified steersman aside, dragging back the tiller so that the scow headed for the shore.

The scow lurched sideways, turning round and round, now stern first, now broadside to the stream, but all the time edging towards the dark shore. In the well the water was rising slowly, bringing with it the loose deck boards that had covered its floor.

“I cain’t swim; I cain’t swim,” sobbed Bud.

“Shut up!” snapped Red Beard savagely.

“When we hit the bank, jump!”

Nearer and nearer to the shore the waterlogged craft circled. She was so heavily waterlogged that she no longer responded to the rudder. Red Beard made a mental calculation and guessed that, by now, the people in the fore cabin had water up to their waists. Another and a stronger eddy caught them and brought the stern of the scow within a few feet of the bank. He had judged well… there was a grinding thump and, with a scream of terror, Bud shot through the air like something released from a catapult, tumbled on to the steep bank and, by a superhuman effort, dragged himself to land. Red Beard’s departure was more dignified. He literally stepped from the rudder top to earth, and save for wet feet suffered no inconvenience. The scow was drifting out again, and, as it drifted, sank lower and lower till only the rims of the stern and bow showed. Presently it passed out of sight. Red Beard put up his hand to his lacerated cheek, drew out a splinter with a grimace and grinned.

“Figured I’d fix him, and I’ve fixed him!” he said complacently, and sat down to recover his breath and to debate in his mind the important question — was Lenny entitled to his agreed share of the blood-money?

“Fifty-fifty’s all wrong,” said Red Beard.

The first intimation of danger that came to the two people in the cabin was a gushing of water through the loosely set floor — boards. At first Robin could not believe his eyes, and then, as there reached him the thud-thud of the falling crowbar and the gurgle of the inrushing water, the horror of the thing turned him cold. With the help of his lamp, he made a hurried search for some means to break open the hatch. The plank that formed the door to the washroom seemed the only possible instrument, but the hinges were tightly screwed, and not all his efforts could wrench one loose.

“We’re sinking, aren’t we?” asked October quietly.

“It feels that way,” he said.

“Is the knife any good?” she asked, and produced unexpectedly from her pocket the weapon that Lenny had thrown. It was a clasp-knife of peculiar pattern: the blade, as long again as the handle, folded over, its edge being protected by a narrow steel groove which, when the knife was in use, fitted into the handle. He seized this timely weapon from her hand and, snapping it straight, attacked the hatchway. But the wood here was at least three-quarters of an inch thick, and although he had the advantage of working from the punctures which the bullets had made, there was little hope of cutting away sufficient to allow them to escape.

By now, as Red Beard had calculated, the water was between waist and armpits, and the scow was wallowing first to one side and then to the other, and with every drunken stagger of it they thought the end had come.

“Will the hatch slide in the other direction?” she asked.

He examined the edge and saw at once that the wooden cover was kept in its place by a flimsy strip of wood, which was already strained and bent under the pressure of the hammered crowbar. Driving the knife into the wood, he had the satisfaction of tearing off a long splinter without trouble. A second sliver followed. As he struck again he heard the bump of the stern as it struck the bank. The water was now up to his shoulders and he worked at fever speed, handicapped by the presence of the girl, whom he had been forced to put in front of him on the lower of the three steps that led down from the deck. He prised loose yet another jagged slip, and, planting his hands on the under side of the hatch, exerted all his strength and pushed. The hatch did not open, as he expected; it gave half an inch and then stuck. But that half an inch produced a result he had not anticipated. The iron bar fell to the deck with a clang, and, reversing the motion of his hands, he pulled and the hatch slid back. Linking his arm in hers, he dragged her to the deck, already under water.

“Can you swim, October?”

“Yes… how far and for how long?” It seemed there was no need to swim for any distance. As the craft careened round, out of the darkness on their left loomed a low bluff. In another instant they were in the water, swimming strongly against the current. A log floated past them, but they dived under it; and then, reaching out his hand, Robin dug his fingers into a clay bank and they slipped and slid up its steep and oozy face until his hand touched the thorny branches of a bush…

October was the first to recover her speech.

“Now where are we?” she asked.

“I’m dam’d if I know!” said Robin, “but curse all intaglios!”

It was the first time he had used strong language in her presence, and in the circumstances she felt that he was justified. But the intaglios again?

Presently he gripped her hand and lifted her.

“Walk,” he said. “You’ll be chilled to death sitting there in those wet clothes. We’ll find a house somewhere.”

They struggled through the bramble of a little wood and emerged on the other side, to find there was a broad canal to cross. Along this they wandered until they came to a deserted `lock, which gave them a bridge. Before them at the foot of a long hill they saw the lights of a considerable township. Presently, labouring across the fields, they found a road.

“Once more we take to the broad highway,” said October gaily; “and if this is Littleburg I shall scream!”

“It is anywhere but Littleburg,” he said;

“But I thought I recognised… no, I didn’t! But I’ve been in this town before.” He felt in his pocket and his hand touched the sodden roll of bills he had taken from Lenny — who was the cashier of the confederation.

“We’ll go straight to the best hotel,” he said firmly, “order a hot dinner and a hot bath.”

Somebody was walking ahead of them — a stranger like themselves, for, hearing footsteps behind him, he stopped and turned.

“Say, mister, what place is this? I just lauded from a scow—”

It was Red Beard. Robin slipped his arms from his wet jacket.

“This is the place you get off, whiskers!” he said, and drove with his left.

Red Beard fell with a crash, but in a second he was on his feet and had jerked out his gun. Before he could raise it, a hand gripped his wrist and twisted it so painfully that with a yell the gunman dropped his weapon.

It fell at October’s feet and she kicked it to the side of the road.

Red Beard was game, but he was no hand fighter. The third time he went down he elected to stay. Robin searched round for the pistol, put it in his pocket and walked back to his enemy.

“Are you insured, Byrne?” he asked. “Because, if you are, I’m entitled to a commission from the company that took the risk. Ninety-nine cents to the dollar is your premium if you and I ever meet again! Do you get that?”

Red Beard did not answer. He was counting his teeth. The end of the road brought them to the main avenue and to the rails of a trolley car.

“We shall attract a little attention, October, I but I can’t risk your running round in damp clothes.”

The town was peculiarly constructed: it consisted of one main avenue with practically no houses behind on either side, and a large I proportion of the buildings were devoted to the rest and the refreshment of man. There was a festive gaiety about these big boardinghouses and little hotels which suggested that the community enjoyed only a seasonal prosperity, and this view was supported by the fact that some of the hotels were already closed for the year.

The chill wind that swept down the long street was responsible for its deserted appearance — they did not see even a rural policeman, though there was a knot of people about the enticing and brightly illuminated entrance of the inevitable cinema.

“The best hotel is any hotel,” said Robin, “and this place looks good to me.”

It was a two-storied frame house standing back from the road behind a grassy forecourt, and the open hallway, with its gaily covered lights, decided him.

Across the broad transom by were the words “River Hotel,” and as they stepped into the warm vestibule a heavenly smell of cooking food came out to meet them.

Robin searched for a bell and found it and presently a stout little woman, with huge, gold-rimmed spectacles, appeared with the set smile it of one who had profited by her contact with humanity. The smile faded at the sight of the two coal-stained and bedraggled scarecrows.

Robin hastened to remove the unfavourable impression which they had created.

“We’ve been picnicking on a scow,” he said, “but unfortunately we didn’t choose a clean one, and we finished up our trip by falling into the water. Can you let us rooms?”

“Why — yes,” she hesitated, and then, with an “Excuse me,” darted through a door and returned immediately with a large redhaired man chewing a toothpick, who surveyed them solemnly, critically and appraisingly.

“Why,” he drawled, when he had found his voice, “I don’t know that this hotel will suit you. Maybe if you go along to Mrs. Hodges, she’s open all winter.”

“We’re closing down tomorrow,” jerked in the stout little woman. “All our boarders are gone and we have no staff.”

“We only want rooms for the night,” said Robin. The big man chewed his toothpick with his eye on his wife, and Robin thought it a good moment to produce from his unpleasantly damp pocket a mass of wet paper.

“I’d like to have you dry this for me,” he said, and at the sight of so much indubitably good money the big man was galvanised into a violent interest.

“Sure I will,” he said. “You count it out, because I don’t want any argument after. Mother, you’ll find a room for this gentleman and lady. Married, mister?” Robin nodded.

“Two rooms,”` he said soberly, “and, if possible, two bathrooms.”

“We’ve got three,” said the proprietor, with some pride. He came up to collect the money and told Robin that they were the only guests in the house. Apparently they shut down at the end of August, but the September had been so unusually fine that a number of the boarding houses in the town had dragged out their period of usefulness.

“You’ll be wanting some more clothes,” said the big man. “Would you like me to ‘phone up to the Universal and ask them to send you down some duds? Maybe your wife would like something dry?”

It was an excellent scheme. Robin was hardly out of a scalding hot bath when a salesman from the Universal, happy to find customers at this dead-end of the season, arrived with two big grips.

“I’ve got a Palm Beach here that you couldn’t buy in New York for fifty dollars—”

“N O!” said Robin loudly. They dined in solitary state, he and October, in a large, over-ornamented diningroom, economically darkened except for a lamp over their table. It was a well-cooked dinner, and after the feast Robin leant back with a sigh of content and smiled up at the big man who acted as waiter.

“If I expressed a desire for a pint of good wine, would you send for the police?”

“No, sir, I’d send for the wine. What would you like?”

To Robin’s amazement he produced a card with all the skill and aplomb of a conjurer, and like a man in a dream the visitor ordered a bottle of Clicquot. The landlord neither whispered nor winked, nor emphasised the difficulty he had in procuring the Right Stuff — which was surprising.

That was the first remarkable occurrence of the night. The second came in more dramatic circumstances.

They had retired to the hotel parlour, there to discuss the morrow, when the first hint of trouble came. Next the parlour was the proprietor’s office, and only a thin matchboarding separated the two rooms. Robin had heard the telephone bell ring before, and had been an unwilling eavesdropper to conversations which consisted of the unimportant exchanges of intimate gossip that make up the life of a small community.

The little Hebrew salesman who brought the clothes had told him that they were twelve miles from Ogdensburg.

“In which direction?” she asked.

“I didn’t ask him that. He was a very short-speech little man. I’ve never met a salesman that spoke less.” He was rising to search for a newspaper when he heard the telephone bell ring and the proprietor’s voice answer:

“Hey?… Yes, chief… “ A long pause.

“Yes, two people… that’s right, a man and a woman. Say, wait a minute.”

He got up and closed the door of his office, rather unnecessarily, as it happened.

“Yes, about an hour ago… “ Another pause, and then, in a tone of consternation:

“You don’t say!… Is that so?” And then the receiver was hung up. They looked at one another.

“The Great Highway, I think,” said Robin carefully, and at that moment the proprietor came in and closed the door behind him. In his hand he had a half-dried sheaf of notes.

“You’d better take this, mister — and get!”

“I haven’t paid my bill,” said Robin.

“Don’t worry about that — you step lively! Killed a bum, did you?”

He shook his head in wonder. Robin had the idea that the gesture held not a little admiration too.

“Somebody has squealed on you, son. I didn’t oughter tell you, but the chief’s getting his gang together and the station house is only a block away.”

He personally conducted them on to the stoep.

“They’ll come from uptown “ — he pointed left. “You had best go right till you come to the fork.”

An automobile came speeding up the street and now it stopped before the door and three men jumped out. October clung more tightly to her husband’s arms. Behind them the tall man stood in the doorway, blocking all escape from the rear, for under the eye of authority he stood for justice rather than for generosity. The leader of the three was a police officer of some rank. He walked up the path to the house, a gun in his hand.

“Is your name Robin?” he asked sharply.

“That is my name,” said Robin, and added:

“One of them.”

“We’ve had information laid against you that you killed a tramp,”

“That’s right, chief,” said the third man eagerly. “I seen him do it. At least, I didn’t see him, but I know he done it!” The police officer cut him short.

“We know nothing about this murder,” he said; “no report has come through, but I must hold you, Robin, until the chief receives instructions from headquarters. Is this young lady your wife?”

“Yes,” said Robin quietly, and the officer scratched his chin in perplexity.

“Maybe she’d like to come along to the station?” he said, and without a word the girl led the way to the automobile. The machine turned and sped back through the town towards the little stone building at the far end of the street, Red Beard standing precariously on the running board. They were ushered into a large, bare room, where a man in a black alpaca coat sat at a desk. He looked up as they entered.

“Is that Robin?” he said. “Listen, Johnny, there’s nothing known about this bird. No bums have been murdered, no complaint has been made — Headquarters say somebody has been stringing us.”

October’s mouth opened wide in amazement. The man at the desk was scowling in perplexity.

“Ask that R.C. sergeant if he’s heard anything,” he said. “The fellow that came this afternoon — if he is still here.”

Red Beard, hovering in the doorway of the station, shuffled his feet uncomfortably. He looked from the chief at his desk to a notice pasted above the stove — a yellow-varnished list of police “Don’ts,” which had escaped Robin’s notice. Red Beard read and choked, and then stepped softly out into the street and out of the lives of these puzzled young people awaiting the solution of a mystery which, to one at least, seemed insoluble.

“What is an R.C. sergeant?” she asked, under her breath.

Robin shook his head.

“Is it Roman Catholic?” A broad-shouldered man, with a cleanshaven, good-humoured face, strode in, saluted the chief at the desk stiffly; he wore the stripes of a sergeant.

“This is the man,” said Robin’s captor. The newcomer turned, took one glance at the prisoner and his jaw dropped.

“Suffering snakes!” murmured the bewildered Robin. “Where are we?”

The sergeant looked at him oddly and grinned.

“You’re in Canada, my lord,” he said. October thought that “my lord” was a piece of pleasantry.

“In Canada?” Of course! She remembered now! The river was running to the right when they had landed. The man in the alpaca coat had risen and was walking towards the little group.

“Then you know this gentleman, sergeant?” he asked.

The Royal Canadian policeman grinned again.

“I ought to, chief,” he said. “I was his orderly for two years — Lord Rochford, Assistant Military Secretary to the Governor-General.”
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Robin Leslie Beausere, fourth Earl of Rochford, ordinarily enjoyed the dances at Rideau House. But most willingly would he have forgone the function that brought him in the scarlet mess jacket and golden aiguillettes and all the gorgeous trappings of his profession to dance attendance upon The Great. For the morrow saw the beginning of his vacation, and he had planned to take the night train to Quebec, go by boat to Chicoutimi, and begin the hike he had promised himself towards Lake Kenogami. Hi rooms at La Bonne Menagere were already booked; his steamer and train reservations taken, when there dropped into the city of Qubec an Important Military Personage with a passion for changing his routes and upsetting carefully arranged programmes. So that the dance at Government House took on something of an official complexion, and there were military secretaries in scarlet and A.D.C.’s in gold to add colour to his Excellency’s state. The Important Military Personage had heard of Robin and his favourite hobby; sent for him after the dances had started.

“They tell me you’re a great walker, Lord Rochford.”

“Yes, sir, I am something of a tramp,” Robin laughed. And, being also something of a judge of character, he dared confess his own embarrassment.

“Great heavens, don’t let me keep you from your infernal mountains!” laughed the personsage genially. He was a very human man.

“I’ll tell his Excellency that I’ve no further use for you — you’re attached to my august person, aren’t you? Anyway, you are officially dismissed.”

A joyous Robin went back to his little house at Majorshill Park. As he was getting out of his car, a nondescript figure shuffled across the sidewalk and a whining voice advertised its owner’s hunger with a passionate earnestness. Robin chuckled as he felt in his pockets.

“You’re a bad lad, bo’! If the city police fund you they’ll sap you to death — and they’ll certainly jug you!”

He dropped a dollar into the outstretched palm, and his key was in the door when a thought struck him and he called the man back to him.

“How’s riding, bo’?”

“Rotten,” said the man. “Them C.P.R. shacks are the hell’s own fusiliers! I’ve seen ’em kill a bum up in Kickin’ Horse Pass — well, not kill him,” he amended, “but sort of killed him, if you get me. I’m thinking of getting across the river and deckin’ the flier down to Albany — it’s a lousy town for bumming, but I could get a job there.”

“Good riding!” said Robin, and left him. As he came into the hall, Mortimer, hisvalet and butler, met him with surprising news.

“I’m very, sorry, my lord,” he said in an undertone, “But her ladyship has arrived.” Robin frowned.

“Which ladyship?” he asked suspiciously

“Lady Georgina — and Mr. Loamer.”

“The devil they have!” He was not quite sure whether he was annoyed or amused. His last interview with Georgina, though it had ended with all the appearance of amiability, had left their relations rather strained. Lady Georgina was sitting before the flower-filled fireplace, and he crossed and took her hand.

“Georgina, you’re irrepressible,” he said, and nodded to the small-featured young man who had effaced himself behind an evening newspaper.

“And you’re a provocative woman.” He pointed to the cameo brooch she wore, not as a brooch, but as though it were the bizarre decoration of a knightly order, just above her waist. The Rochford intaglios are famous; there is no other collection in the world so complete. His grandfather had been a. great collectornot so the Countess of Rochford of that time. To this vivacious lady, intaglios were stones of no particular value, and on the death of her husband she had presented to the youthful Georgina one precious Medici intaglio which two generations of Rochfords had been trying to buy back ever since.

“Provocative?” She looked down at the gem with a grim smile of satisfaction. “An ugly little beast, Robin, but a thousand pounds would not buy it.”

He laughed. “I refuse to be enraged!” he said. “I’m starting on my vacation tomorrow.”

“Your holiday. Why do you use these wretched American terms?”

“I like ‘em,” he said carelessly, and then: “What are you doing in Ottawa, anyway?” Her ladyship glanced at her son.

“We are on our way home; we’ve been staying at the Sullivans’ house in New York. Alan wished to go straight on to Quebec, but I had a duty to perform.”

“And I’ll bet it was an unpleasant one, you look so happy about it,” said Robin.

“All duties are unpleasant.” She had a long feather fan and could use it effectively. “This particular duty is to myself and to Alan.”

He did not offer her any further opening, suspecting what was coming.

“Here is the situation in a nutshell, Robin. You are enormously rich and we are enormously poor. Alan is your second cousin and heir to your title and as much of your money as is entailed. In the circumstances, don’t you think it’s rather mean that you should allow us to struggle on, when, with a few scribbles of your pen, you could relieve us of so much trouble and so much anxiety?”

“In other words,” said Robin good-humouredly, “with so much money running loose in the family, you feel you’re entitled at least to a pension?”

“You can put it as objectionably as you wish,” she said. “But nothing you say can relieve you of your responsibility to the family.”

Alan Loamer was watching them, and the eyes of the two men met.

“What do you say to this undignified suggestion?”

Alan shrugged his shoulders, folded his newspaper and put it down tidily on the table.

“It is mother’s idea entirely,” he said. “Naturally I have no wish to live on charity, but I really think that you might help us a little, Robin.”

“Am I not helping you a little now?” asked Lord Rochford quietly. “I am under the impression that twelve hundred good pounds goes from my bank account to your mother’s every first of January.”

Lady Georgina smiled. “How absurd — twelve hundred pounds! Of course, it is something. But remember that Alan is your heir presumptive—”

“I may marry: why shouldn’t I?…”

He marvelled that she had broken her journey to repeat all the arguments that had been offered again and again. This conversation was the same, almost word for word, as one they had had in London before he left to take up his duties in Canada. Written down, her words would read like a carbon copy of the long talk he had had with her ladyship in Paris three summers before. Before he could speak, he heard a noise in the street, walked to the window and looked out.

“Poor devil!” he said, forgetting Lady Georgina and the glum heir presumptive.

His friend the tramp was in the hands of the law, and seemed unwilling to accept the hospitality which the Canadian Government were prepared to offer him, for he struggled to break free as he crossed the street.

“What is it?” Georgina was behind him.

“Only an old hobo — poor soul! And he’d planned such a wonderful hike! He was crossing the river tonight to deck a passenger train to Albany.”

He turned back from the window. “And now he goes to quod!”

“A lethal chamber would be better,” she said, helping herself to a cigarette.

“Why?” he asked, in surprise. “They’re a good lot of fellows. I’ve met them… been in camp with them. An amusing, romantic bunch of speed-hounds!”

“You’re getting rather American, aren’t you?” she asked. “Even in your sympathy with tramps.”

“I’m a tramp myself,” he said, as he followed her example and lit a cigarette. She pursed her lips thoughtfully.

“He would have crossed the river, got into America — without a passport?”

The idea of a tramp with a passport tickled him. “Anybody could,” he said. “If I cared to employ my vacation that way, I could walk from here to New York and back again. I know an Irish scoundrel who runs booze, who would ferry me across the river and bring me back again, and not charge me a cent.”

She was looking at the thin ash of her cigarette with a thoughtful frown.

“I don’t believe that,” she said.

“You’re very rude.” He was amused. “You always have been rude, Georgina.”

“You could go from here to New York and back — how much money would you require?”

“Fifty cents,” he said promptly, “and I’d bring that amount back again.”

“I don’t believe it,” she said again. “It is impossible.”

He was piqued. “Would you like to bet?” he asked.

“My dear Robin” — she made a weary gesture— “have I any money to bet with?”

She fingered her brooch absently and he rose to the bait.

“I’ll bet you a thousand pounds to your intaglio that I make the round trip,” he said. “I’d love it! The very thought of it is like a tonic!”

For a long time she stared at him, uttering no word. “A thousand pounds to my intaglio — I want a thousand pounds badly! I’ll bet you, Robin!”

And all the time she was thinking with a rapidity which would have amazed him had he known.

Robin left next morning at live, just after the dawn broke, but her ladyship and her son were already on their way to Chicago by the night express; for there she knew a high police official who was personally acquainted with every bad man in the State of Illinois.

There is a broad porch behind Lord Rochford’s house — and, if you know Ottawa, it is the easiest house in Canada to locate, because of the big blue Chinese bowls that are filled with red geraniums that flower at the front — and from this comfortable place of dreaming you look across Ottawa River and can see above the rectangles of the modern architects the twin towers of Notre Dame. It was proof of Robin’s eccentricity that he lived so far from Rideau Hall, which is popularly supposed to be the Hub of Canada’s Universe, but he had his peculiarities. It was far enough from Rideau House, and it was at Rideau House that he was sleeping at nights.

“Which is absurd!” said October.

“Propriety is my favourite weakness,” he admitted.

She turned up her nose at this. “Not that I object to living at this gorgeous little house — I’m used now to the smell of tobacco everywhere — but isn’t it rather silly? Elsie or Marie… the maid you hired yesterday is already la-la-ing about our matrimonial troubles: she would be sympathetic for two cents.”

He groaned. “It is an awful long business,” he said. “I have to make my inquiries in such a roundabout fashion. But we me married, I’m sure of that.”

“Well? Why marry again, Robin?”

He drew up a chair to her side — they were on the porch at the hour when the twin towers were turning golden in the light of the dying sun and the Ottawa becomes a turquoise mist.

“I’ve heard it said that girls like to remember their wedding day; to put away in lavender their wedding gowns and hide odd scraps of vegetation in cedar boxes.”

“Well?”

“Men like to have memories too,” he said gently. “I cannot even preserve the black eye I wore on our wedding eve, and though by diligent searching I could find poison ivy and, by allowing my beard to grow for a week, I could obtain a permanent photograph record of the bridegroom, it isn’t the same thing as remembering the ceremony.”

“You were horrible!” she said thoughtfully. “You looked a tramp and you were a tramp and you were—”

“Intoxicated.” His voice was grave. “I admit it — that is what I mean. I should like to be married once — sober.”

October examined him with interest. “It is rather difficult to remember you — even as you were at Miss Ellen’s. When I saw you all dressed up this morning with those goldy things on your shoulder, I somehow couldn’t see you washing your shirt or borrowing a lady’s watch to buy a suit of old clothes. Did you write to Miss Ellen?”

He nodded.

“And did you send her — anything?”

“I sent her back the statement her father signed on his death bed,” he said quietly. “It is of no use to me, and might be hurtful to his memory. Anyway, she will keep it.”

“Did you send her anything?” she persisted.

“Money,” awkwardly, “yes; but of course I couldn’t say who I was. I think she knows. Do you remember when she said she had seen my photograph in the newspaper? I went across with the Governor-General to see a man, a friend of his.”

“Where?”

“The Place Never Reached,” he added, and she wailed.

“Ogdensburg!”

And then he became serious.

“I’ve seen the G.G. and told him all about the great adventure, and he was a brick! He insisted on having poor Baldy’s statement photographed, and I believe he is writing to the Secretary of State at Washington. They are very good friends. And I told him — I was married.”

A silence.

“Did he burst into tears?” she asked innocently.

“No; he was very brave about it. That was when he gave me the leave.”

She frowned. “Leave?”

“Yes “ — Robin tried to appear unconcerned— “The — er — honeymoon leave; it is usual.”

A longer silence.

“That means we are married — officially,” she said.

“Yes.” They stared gloomily across the river, purple now and sombre.

“That is certainly tough on you, bo’!” she said ironically.

“It’s tougher on you,” he retorted, and quoted from a recent headline.

“‘ Mad Schoolgirl Escapade Binds Her to Maniac Hobo’”

“Oh!” she said, and then “Was it so mad?”

She got up from her chair, seemingly intent upon the darkening landscape. Then suddenly she turned, and, dropping her hands on his shoulders, stooped and kissed him.

“Sit down,” said Robin, and she sat down, but her chair remained unoccupied…

“Dinner is served, my lord,” said Mortimer in the doorway. Under cover of the darkness October arranged her hair.

“Did the post come?” she asked. She expected nothing by the post, but felt that she must impress upon the world he represented that she was very calm and very unhurried and altogether self-possessed — everything, in fact, that she was not at that moment.

“No, my lady — I forgot to tell your lordship that Lady Georgina called ten minutes ago and left a little parcel.”

“Georgina!” He did not say what he thought, but went into the panelled diningroom.

The package was beside his plate — a small box pushed into an envelope. He lifted the lid and took out a card — and a tiny intaglio brooch.

“With compliments,” said the card.

Robin breathed heavily, “The old sport!” he said softly.

When dinner was through, the man came to ask what time he was to order the car. October answered for him.

“Lord Rochford will not need his car tonight,” she said.


The End
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“There is a man in London — I guess he is still in London, though I have not had news of him in months — he’ll be useful to you, Pen, if you ever need help.”

Penelope Pitt dabbed her eyes savagely with the moist ball of linen that had once been a reputable and ladylike handkerchief, and tried to smile.

“I am a great fool, judge, blubbering like a baby. And I just hate Edmonton — and there is nobody here that I care a pin about. Besides, I shall never get to London. You’ll find me working in a candy store at Moose Jaw.”

“You’ve got your tickets for Toronto?” said the practical old man. “And Moose Jaw is a one-horse place — at least it was twenty years ago. Medicine Hat was worse. Nelson is a live town. I wonder you don’t make for the Kootnay. There are opportunities there. Why, a feller I knew — Here, take this letter, quick!”

The warning whistle had blown.

“Orford — James X. Orford; we were at school together in Berlin. They call it Kitchener since the war. And, Pen, you get through to me if you’re held up in the East.”

She kissed her hand to the white-haired figure on the platform as the train pulled out, the engine bell’s clanging and the rattle and clash of wheels upon cross points drowning the sobs she tried heroically to stifle.

The great adventure had begun.

When she found her seat and had dried her eyes and told herself for the x
 th time how childish and weak she was to make such a sight of herself, Penelope discovered herself under the calm but inoffensive scrutiny of her vis-à-vis.
 She had already noticed and admired her, as much as she could notice or admire anything or anybody. Even old Judge Heron had interrupted his incoherent farewells to approve of the lady with the thin spirituelle
 face and the aristocratic carriage.

“Are you going far?”

The voice was soft and the strange lady had that drawling inflection which Pen associated with English women.

“To Toronto, I think,” smiled Pen. “My plans aren’t — yes, I think I am going to Toronto.”

The woman nodded.

“You hate Edmonton, too? I detest the place. It is so raw and unfinished. You can almost smell the wood in the houses — and the hotels! They overcharge disgracefully.”

Now Pen did not hate Edmonton at all. She loved it. Though she was born in England, Edmonton was her very home, and there was not stick or stone or brick of the city that she did not adore at this moment, when every puff from the big engine and every thump of the car wheels was carrying her away. She did not even hate the middle-aged merchant whose secretary she had been, though he had made violent love to her, and had offered to jettison his responsibilities (he had a daughter as old as she, and a large and pleasant wife) if she would run away with him. She certainly disliked the large and pleasant wife, who, in tidying her husband’s desk, had discovered the draft of a letter which that optimistic man had written, believing that his suit would succeed. In this letter, he took farewell of his wife and family, outlined the material provisions he would make for their comfort, and quoted the Scriptures liberally. He was a churchwarden.

Upon Penelope, already distressed by the revelation of the effect which her grey eyes had had upon a baldheaded and Christian gentleman of no especial charm, swept the tornado of a woman scorned. She came through the interview a little dazed and feeling strangely unclean.

“No, I don’t really hate Edmonton,” she said quickly. “It is a dear town, only — well, I’m glad to get away.”

“Are you thinking of taking a trip to England?”

Penelope laughed.

“That was one of my more extravagant ideas,” she said, her lips twitching. “I might as well have planned a trip to the Pleiades.”

The lady frowned.

“The?”

“The stars,” explained Pen.

Her companion nodded.

She was pretty. Pen had already decided that point. Her eyes were brown, sometimes they seemed almost black. She might have been twenty-eight — possibly she was less.

Pretty, but Penelope saw the flaw.

It was her mouth. It was too straight and the lips just a little too thin. Otherwise, she was beautiful. It was not Penelope’s beauty — the beauty of the open. Pen was alive, vital. A creature of the prairies, tanned, clear skinned, straight backed. Pen was beautiful or nothing. “Pretty” was a term that could be applied only by those without a sense of word values.

The other woman was all prettiness. She belonged to the category of dainty china and fluffy kittens and all such expressions of the cute and the neat and the pleasing. Except her mouth: when she smiled, as she did quite readily, even that defect was scarcely noticeable.

Pen slept in the berth above her that night, and wondered who she was. She had to keep her mind upon matters that did not count, or she would have wept, for she was suffering an agony of loneliness. The steady thud of the wheels, which lulled her fellow-passengers to sleep, had the effect of making her wide awake. She went over and over her painful experience, neared the end of her mental narrative, and then switched quickly to the woman below, to the snoring sleepers, to the identity of the driver who was standing on the footplate of the engine — to anything.

She dozed at last, but, as it seemed, had scarcely slept before she woke again. Over the edge of her berth she saw the white face of her travelling companion.

Her brown eyes were staring roundly, her lip was trembling.

“Is anything wrong — are you ill?” asked Pen, sitting up.

The woman did not answer. She stood there, in the parting of the curtains, and stared blankly, her white hands gripping the edge of the berth.

Then, just as Penelope in her alarm was preparing to descend, she whispered, with a curious deliberation:

“Suppose he doesn’t die? Have you thought of that, Arthur? Suppose he doesn’t die, or Whiplow tells?”

She was asleep and yet awake. Instantly Pen had slipped from the berth and was at the woman’s side.

She suffered herself to be put to bed again, and in a few minutes was breathing regularly.

Arranging her pillow, Pen disturbed a flat leather case which opened as she took it up. In the dim light of the berth she saw the portrait of an extremely goodlooking young man. She wondered if this was “Arthur.”

*

“Was I talking in my sleep — how fascinating. Do tell me what I said!”

Pen made the revelation in the dining-car at breakfast.

“Very little. I was so scared at seeing you, that I hardly know what you did
 say. You talked about somebody dying and you mentioned a name — Whiplow, was it?”

The woman was eyeing her gravely.

“No — I don’t know that name. I’ve never walked in my sleep before. I suppose I was a little overtired. Arthur? Oh yes, of course. That was my husband. I am Mrs. Arthur Dorban — Cynthia Dorban. I thought I had told you last night. How queer!”

Mrs. Dorban made no attempt to pursue the subject and it was not mentioned again. She said that she was going through to Quebec after two days’ stay in Toronto. Pen gave confidence for confidence, so far as her natural caution would allow her. She did not mention the amorous stockbroker.

Mrs. Dorban received the girl’s news thoughtfully.

“You haven’t a job to go to? And no friends in Eastern Canada? What was it I heard you telling the old gentleman? I heard almost every word you said. Are you really going to England?”

Pen shook her head laughingly.

“That was a mad scheme of mine — one of my very unsubstantial dreams. I want to go. I was born in London. I’ve always had a longing to see Europe — but, of course, I ‘shall never be able to afford the trip.” There was a long silence. The train was rushing through a boundless ocean of waving wheat. As far as the eye could reach, the yellow waves billowed and swayed — from horizon to horizon there was no sign of human habitation. Nothing but this waste of billowing yellow.

“Do you get the English newspapers at Edmonton? Naturally they come to you, but do you read them?”

Penelope shook her head.

“I am afraid I am not a very close student of English affairs,” she confessed. “I know that Mr. Lloyd George is Prime Minister, and that there is trouble with Ireland, but—”

Mrs. Dorban changed the subject. She talked for a while about her home in Devonshire, her cliff garden, a wilderness of gorse and pine that sloped steeply up to the edge of Borcombe Downs. Once she made a casual reference to a name that had a familiar sound.

“Lord Rivertor? Oh yes, he has a ranch near our farm — that is, the farm my father had before he came into Edmonton. I lived there most of my life. I never saw him — Lord Rivertor I mean. He died last year, didn’t he?”

“Yes.”

Mrs. Dorban appeared to have lost interest in the deceased Earl of Rivertor, for she went off at a tangent to the value of farm lands in the West, a subject on which Penelope was something of an authority, since her late employer had speculated successfully in land and it had been her business to keep a record of his transactions.

Two days later, when the train was within an hour of Toronto, Cynthia Dorban made her astounding and delightful proposal.

Penelope listened openmouthed, hardly daring to believe her ears.

“But — how wonderful! Do you think Mr. Dorban will agree?”

“He has already agreed,” said Cynthia Dorban with a little smile. “I cabled him from Winnipeg and had the answer on the train at Fort William. He thinks it is an excellent suggestion. He doesn’t like English secretaries. There is the job, Penelope — you don’t mind if I call you Penelope? You can call me Cynthia; I should prefer it. It will be very uninteresting, because at the moment we are buried away in the country—”

“You’ve taken my breath away — I jump at the offer! It is a dream come true!” The Empire Express was slowing into Toronto before Penelope had realized that she had engaged herself to leave for England in forty-eight hours.
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Penelope had gone to the railway station to make reservations for the following day’s boat train to Quebec. It was only a “boat train” in the sense that it connected with the C.P.R. steamer that left a few hours after the train’s arrival in the capital city, but to Penelope it enjoyed the dignity and importance of a special run for her alone and labelled from smoke stack to rear light “Penelope Pitt’s European Special.”

The New York express had just come in as she entered the booking-hall, and she watched with enjoyable awe the privileged folk who had travelled from that mysterious city and who now strode toward the exits with the utmost nonchalance, as though it was nothing very remarkable to have lived in and journeyed from that wonder-place.

At last the stream thinned, and with a sigh she turned to the business which had brought her to the depot. She had taken the tickets and was walking slowly toward the big exit when a man smiled at her. Before she realized her indiscretion, she had smiled back at him. He was tall and fair, and when he raised his hat she saw that he was slightly bald. Evidently he had just arrived by the express, for his grip and a light dust coat were at his feet, and he had the slightly soiled appearance of a careless traveller.

To do her justice she thought that she knew him — it might have been somebody she had met in Edmonton; her employer had many business associates and it was not unlikely that this was one.

“Good-afternoon! Met you somewhere, eh? Detroit. No? St. Paul, maybe. Met a lot of people in St. Paul.”

“I’m afraid we are both mistaken,” she said, and would have passed on, but with a quick glance round to see if he was under the scrutiny of an unsympathetic official he intercepted her.

“Don’t go, little girl. ‘You can’t know how glad I am to meet a real Canadian. I’m British. Where’s the best place in this burg to get a good cup of tea? That’s English, eh?” he chuckled throatily.

“I am not well acquainted with Toronto,” she said. “One of the porters will tell you.”

“What’s the hurry?” he demanded truculently. “You talked to me first, didn’t you? Laughed at me, didn’t you?”

She walked quickly past him, but, grabbing his suitcase, he followed and overtook her before she was clear of the building.

“What’s the hurry, huh? Not offended, are you, little lady? I’d like to know you. My name’s Whiplow—”

She stopped, staring at him.

Whiplow? She remembered the name instantly. It was that which Mrs. Dorban had spoken in her sleep. A coincidence? It was not a very common name.

“Johnny Whiplow. What’s yours?”

“You had best ask Mrs. Dorban,” she said.

It was a shot at a venture, but the effect upon the man was amazing. The colour went from his cheeks, leaving his face the colour of putty, his prominent eyes seemed to start from their sockets.

“M-Mrs. Dorban?” he squeaked. “Here — she’s not here—”

But, making good use of his confusion, she escaped, and by the time Mr. Whiplow had reached the street the girl had disappeared.

She did not mention her meeting to Mrs. Dorban; in the twentyfour hours they were in Toronto she did not see her employer for longer than a quarter of an hour at a time, and only when they had boarded the train and were flying eastward to Quebec did she speak of her experience.

“Whiplow — you are sure? What was he like? Yes, that was he. The brute! That was always his weakness, a pretty face. He is the type of man who haunts the streets where shop girls pass on their way to work. But in Toronto?”

She bit her lip and frowned at the fields that were flying past. Then:

“I thought he was in South America. What can he be doing in Canada? Humph!”

Her delicate face grew hard, and her eyes narrowed.

“He said nothing after you had told him that you knew me? Was it necessary to tell him? I suppose it was. In fact, I am glad you did. Otherwise, I should not have been certain it was he.”

Then in her abrupt way she switched the talk to such mundane matters as what trunk Pen had put her writing-case in — Pen had assisted in her packing. As they were boarding the ship she thought she saw Whiplow standing on the upper deck, one of a group of passengers that were leaning over the rail.

When she looked again the man had disappeared, and she was not to see him again throughout the voyage.

She felt more than a little homesick as the land fell away, but overcame this childish emotion (so she described it) with no great effort. The life on board ship was so delightfully novel: the ship had in itself the elements of romance, and the future gave her so much food for thought that within two days of sailing Canada and the life she had left seemed almost like a dream.

Cynthia spoke very little about her husband, and only then when the girl raised the subject. Pen did not think it remarkable that Mrs. Dorban should have gone all the way to Canada to secure a secretary, when thousands of capable women were available in England. She regarded her engagement as an act of freakish generosity on Cynthia’s part, and had a warm and grateful feeling toward her.

One day, tidying the woman’s cabin — and

Cynthia, despite her precise and businesslike way, was an extremely untidy person — she came across a sheet of paper. Scribbled across its face in pencil was what was evidently the draft of a cable. It was addressed: “Dorban, Stone House, Borcombe, England,” and ran:

“Got the right kind of girl for secretary; insist on your discharging Willis. Probably she has been sent by Stamford Mills. This girl knows nothing of case, has no friends in England.”

Penelope was momentarily perturbed. She had not the slightest doubt that the cablegram referred to her. Who was Stamford Mills, and what was the case to which Mrs. Dorban referred? She felt uncomfortable, apprehensive. There were two or three sentences in the draft that had been struck out, and she attempted to decipher them. One undoubtedly was: “She is not the kind who would talk.”

Penelope folded the paper and put it away. For the first time since the adventure began she felt doubtful of her wisdom. And yet there might be, and probably was, a very simple explanation of this mysterious message.

At the earliest opportunity she turned the conversation in the direction of Mr. Dorban.

“My husband hates towns,” said Cynthia languidly. She was reclining in her chair on the upper deck, and appeared loath to discuss her partner or his business. “We are very quiet people; Arthur is a student and seldom goes anywhere. I hope you are prepared for a very dull time, Penelope?”

Penelope laughed.

“I feel that a dull time is just what I need,” she said.

“You will get all you want,” replied Cynthia a little grimly. “We have no visitors and no dances or dinner parties, and unless you are keen on fishing—” She hesitated. “Perhaps later you will have a much better time than you imagine,” she said. “The only thing I would impress upon you, Penelope — you don’t mind me calling you by your Christian name, do you? I told you to call me Cynthia if you wished; I hate ‘Mrs. Dorban.’ What was I saying? Oh yes, later you will have a much better time No, it wasn’t that. There is one thing I want to impress upon you, Penelope, and that is that we shall rely upon you to maintain the strictest confidence as to my husband’s business. Not that he has any business, you understand?”

Penelope did not understand, but she nodded.

“But there is a whole lot of research work to be done, particulars of estates to be put in order — my husband has great expectations. We hope some day to inherit a very large fortune.” She looked round and lowered her voice, leaning slightly over the edge of her chair. “There is another point upon which I want to warn you. My husband has a very bitter enemy, a man who has tried over and over again to ruin him. I don’t know the reason,” said Mrs. Dorban with a calmness which, under the circumstances, seemed to Penelope a little unearthly, “but I fancy there is a woman in it. I don’t want to know the truth, but the cause is neither here nor there. Stamford Mills is always sending spies to pry into our affairs. Who is he? I don’t quite know. He is a man about town. A person who lives by his wits. Some say he is a swindler, but I don’t wish to slander the man. All that I do know is that he is an implacable enemy of ours, and it is only right that you should be warned against him.”

“But what does he expect to discover — I mean, when he sends people to investigate your affairs?” asked Penelope, troubled.

“God knows,” said Mrs. Dorban piously. “Hand me my book, Penelope. I wish this beastly ship didn’t roll so.”

The rolling of the ship in no way inconvenienced Penelope Pitt. She might have been born upon the ocean, so little did the motion affect her. She loved to sit upon the deck and watch the mile-wide trough of the green seas, to feel beneath her the shiver and shudder of the racing turbines, or to stand by the fore-rail and take the sting of the breeze to her cheeks.

The passengers did not greatly interest her. Her chief source of recreation was the deck steward, an apple-faced man, who took her under his charge from the day they left Quebec. In slack times, generally in the early part of the afternoon when the passengers were dozing in their bunks, and the deck, particularly on dull days, was deserted, he would stand by her chair and unburden himself of endless and fascinating reminiscences of the sea and ships and the people who travelled in ships. Once he had been a smokeroom steward, he told her with some pride, on a big Western ocean liner, and travelled between New York and Southampton, and it was on the subject of his experiences at this period of his life that he was most interesting.

Beddle (this was his name) had met with many bad men, and he could talk for hours upon the gangs that went backward and forward across the ocean all the year round, living by the dexterity of their delicate hands.

“I knew ’em all, Lew Marks, Billy Sanders, Jimmy the Hook, Long Charlie, Denver John Lord, I could go on for hours, and give you a list as long as your arm, miss!”

“Were they all cardsharpers?” she asked.

He nodded.

“But the worst of ’em was El Slico — some American girl gave him that name and it stuck. He was that slick and smart. I’ve never seen El Slico in the same suit twice. His kit must have cost him a fortune, and he always travelled in the best suite, not like some of the gangs that go four to a cabin. Quite a young fellow, too — at least he was in my days, and that’s only a few years ago — and according to what I heard very highly connected. But what a villain! He would take the gold filling out of your teeth, if there was nothing else to take. He was one of a gang that worked the high-class people. And what a brain! El Slico never depended on chance meetings aboard ship. There was a man from Colorado that he soaked for a hundred and fifty thousand dollars, a hardware millionaire. Slico knew he was coming to Europe, and went to Colorado to meet him a fortnight before the ship sailed; got to know him at his club, was invited to his house to dinner, all the time pretending that he was a rich young Englishman, with nothing to do in life but to burn money. Naturally, when they met on board the ship they were big friends — it cost Mr. Gifford a hundred and fifty thousand dollars, and even then he didn’t know that El Slico was the head of the gang that made the killing.” Day after day Penelope heard stories of the redoubtable Mr. Slico, a favourite character of Mr. Beddle’s. Sometimes it was of a too confident passenger who had been induced to join a select bridge party, sometimes of a private exploit, sometimes of a vendetta pursued by the Slico gang against some other band of miscreants which had queered the other’s operations; and always the story redounded to the discredit of this prince of sharpers.

From the experienced traveller’s point of view, the voyage was wholly uninteresting. The ship steamed within view of three icebergs, sighted innumerable other ships; there was a dance, a fancy dress ball, a concert in the saloon, and the inevitable Sunday service, all of which were fascinating to the girl from Edmonton.

It was when they were one day out of Liverpool, and had passed the lowlying grey blur on the ocean which somebody told her was Ireland, that Penelope had her first revelation of one side of Mrs. Dorban’s character which she had never suspected.

Cynthia had a little toy Pomeranian. She had bought it in Winnipeg and was devoted to the fluffy little beast. It was seldom out of her arms in the daytime, and slept at the foot of her bed at night.

Pen was a dog lover, but she loved them big. These little morsels of life that women petted and combed and brushed and carried as they would carry a vanity case made no appeal to her. She was sorry for them.

The ship was swinging into the Mersey, and Pen was standing on the promenade deck watching with kindling eyes the unromantic shores of Lancashire looming through a sea mist, when Cynthia joined her, and the first thing that Pen noticed was that the dog was no longer in her arms.

“Where is Fluff, Mrs. Dorban?” she asked.

“Poor little beast,” said Cynthia regretfully. “And such a nice little dog, too.”

“What has happened?” asked the girl in surprise.

“They told me I shouldn’t be able to take it ashore, and it would have to go into quarantine. I really can’t be bothered with quarantine. Dogs catch all sorts of queer diseases, so I gave him to a sailor and told him to drown him. He wanted me to let him keep it and take a chance of smuggling it ashore, but I wasn’t going to pay a hundred and fifty dollars for a dog to give to a sailor,” said Cynthia; “so I made him swear he would tie something to the poor little beggar’s neck and throw him overboard.”

Penelope gasped.

“But,” she stammered, “I thought you were so fond of him.”

“I like him all right,” said Cynthia carelessly. “He’s a dear little fellow, but I don’t think he is as well bred as that person in Winnipeg told me. That tall Colonel Wilkins, who knows a great deal about dogs, said that he was not a thoroughbred, and that I had been imposed upon. Of course, my dear, I can’t be bothered with half-bred dogs. Are you packed?”

Penelope could say nothing. The calm callousness of the woman shocked her. It was not a very big thing; the life of one pet Pomeranian did not mean much to Penelope, but it almost hurt her to discover this trait in the character of one of whom she was not inordinately fond, but whom, in an abstract way, she admired. Those thin lips of hers! Penelope looked at them with a new interest and wonder.

A few privileged friends of the passengers came out on a tug, and Cynthia casually mentioned the possibility that her husband might be amongst them. She showed, however, no sign of pleasurable excitement at the prospect of the reunion, and did not even trouble to join the fringe of people that were looking over the side as the tug transferred its passengers.

Penelope had packed both her own and

Cynthia’s belongings, and now went in search of her deck steward.

“Thank you, miss,” said Beddle, as he took the five-dollar note from the girl’s hand. “You needn’t have given me this — it has been a pleasure — thank you all the same, miss. I suppose we shall be seeing you again. Are you on a holiday visit, miss?

“I hope it will be a holiday,” smiled the girl, “but in reality I have come over to work.”

The apple-faced man rubbed his chin thoughtfully.

“It is not a bad country. Great Moses!” She saw his eyes travel past her, and his jaw drop, and then he grinned slowly.

“Quick, miss,” he hissed. “That’s him!” “Him — who?” Penelope turned her head in the direction he was looking. She saw a smart, cleanshaven man, immaculately attired from his polished silk hat to his lemon-coloured gloves. He seemed an incongruous figure on board ship, a tailor’s mannequin that had been lifted from Bond Street and transported without crease or injury to the atmosphere of the sea.

His face was sallow and dark, his black moustache was small and tidy. His jaw was a little long, and he was, at the moment, smiling, showing two regular rows of white teeth.

“El Slico!” whispered Beddle, and then, before the girl could take him in, Cynthia came hurrying toward her.

“Penelope dear,” she said, “I want to introduce you.” She took the girl’s arm and hurried her toward the sallow-faced exquisite. “I want you to meet my husband, Mr. Dorban,” said Cynthia.

“El Slico” lifted his hat from his glossy head, and extended a thin, long hand.

Penelope took it mechanically.
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The deck steward must have been mistaken, Penelope told herself a thousand times on the journey between Liverpool and London. Of course it was absurd, ridiculous, to suggest that this pleasant man was the head of an infamous gang that preyed upon the foolish. And it was so easy to make a mistake. Mr. Dorban’s type was not an unusual one. Of course it was absurd. Why should a cardsharper want a secretary? Why should her be living in retirement in a Devonshire village, a man of great expectations, of so many business activities that he needed secretarial help?

The greeting between husband and wife had been a perfunctory one; neither seemed especially overjoyed at meeting the other. Mr. Dorban had reserved a compartment and they were alone. Once Penelope wondered whether she should not stroll out into the corridor and allow them to talk by themselves, but at the very first hint of her intentions, Cynthia stopped her.

Mr. Dorban himself was an interesting companion. It seemed to the girl that he talked all the time from the moment the train drew out from the riverside station until it pulled into Euston. His voice was soft and well modulated, his humour subtle, the stories he told excellent.

He had brown eyes, and ordinarily Penelope did not like men with brown eyes, but she thought she could like Mr. Arthur Dorban. Indeed, she felt more at home with him than she had with Cynthia. He knew Canada slightly.

“I have been there once, when I was young, but I hate the sea,” he said. “I would sooner lose ten thousand than cross the Atlantic again.

“Have you crossed many times?” asked the girl curiously.

“Twice,” said Arthur Dorban, with a twinkle in his eye. “If I hadn’t crossed it twice, I shouldn’t have been here, Miss Pitt!”

They spent the night at the Station Hotel in Paddington. Mrs. Dorban hired a car and drove the girl through the Park, and Penelope was amazed and delighted. She had always pictured London as a huddle of squat, dingy brick houses; she was delighted with the Park, with the background of towers and steeples that showed behind the dusky green of the trees, with the silvery stretch of lake, with the multifarious colouring of the flowers, and the noble vista of the Mall.

They left the next morning by an early train for Torquay, and reached Borcombe in time for a late lunch.

Stone House stood on a fold of the green downs at the seaward edge of Borcombe village. A rambling house, invisible from the red cliffs above, and half hidden by the belt of sycamores from the beach below, it had been built at the end of the eighteenth century by a recluse who, for his own private reason, desired isolation from the world.

The house was approached by a steep narrow road that wound down the face of the cliff, and its consequent inaccessibility had been a grievance to generations of tradesmen.

To Pen it was a paradise. The sloping garden was a kaleidoscopic tangle of flowers, wild and cultivated. At the lower end of the garden, hidden by a continuous hedge of lilac, was a brick wall pierced by one ancient door which led to a private path (it was less of a path than a series of stone steps terminating in a broad, weatherworn rock) to the shed where Mr. Dorban’s stout motorboat was moored. The span of the shed ran between two flat rocks, and Nature had thus created an ideal quay, for the boathouse was sited in the hollow of a tiny bay, and was protected from stormy seas by two short reefs that jutted straightly into the sea, forming a natural breakwater.

“Delightful, isn’t it?” said Cynthia mechanically.

It seemed that her interest in such things was invariably mechanical. Her mind was so completely occupied by the practical things of life, the bread and the butter of it.

“Yes. It is a long way from the village, but I have a car which saves the climb. Can you drive?”

Penelope nodded.

“Now you had better see your room,” said Cynthia, and led the way up a broad flight of stairs, down a long and dark passage, to a room at the end.

It was small and simply furnished, but it had two windows which looked out upon the emerald and amethystine sea, upon the red cliffs and the green fields atop.

She drew a deep breath.

“Do you like it?” asked Cynthia, watching her closely.

“It is lovely,” she breathed.

Mrs. Dorban laughed shortly.

“It is my idea of hell,” she said.

*

The days passed with amazing rapidity. Penelope found that there was much more work than she had anticipated. A room on the ground floor had been set apart as a study, and generally she occupied this alone.

After breakfast, taken in the panelled low-ceilinged diningroom, she went to the study, and from then until lunchtime she was engaged in an examination of leases and other documents pertaining to estates in various parts of the country.

She noticed that they were not original documents, being for the main part certified copies which had apparently been secured by a legal agency in London. Her task was to reduce to an understandable and tabulated form the cash values of the properties to which they referred. For her guidance she had innumerable sale catalogues, reports of auctions, returns of land values.

“Of course, I can’t expect you to get the exact value of every one of these properties,” said Mr. Dorban the first morning she began her work, “and it is going to be a devil of a job to get even the approximate value, but prices are fairly steady, and what one farm will fetch in Norfolk is, roughly the value of another.”

To assist her further, the estate pages of The Times
 and other newspapers were sent to her from day to day. The remainder of the newspapers she never saw. Indeed, all the time she was at Stone House, a newspaper never came her way.

She found it a little difficult to reconcile Cynthia’s description of her husband as a student with facts as she discovered them. There were not twenty books in the house. Cynthia was a subscriber to a local library, and there was generally a supply of the latest novels, which neither she nor her husband ever read; Pen had an idea that the subscription to the library was taken out solely on her own account, and in this she was not mistaken. She never spoke to the servants, for the excellent reason that she could not speak their language, for all the domestics of the house, except the gardener, were French, in which language Penelope was indifferently proficient.

The afternoons and the evenings were her own, and yet not her own. She was never allowed out to go to the village alone: either Cynthia or Mr. Dorban accompanied her. Sometimes he would drive her about the country, sometimes the three would go out for a sea trip on the Princess
 , his motorboat. She had the uncomfortable sensation that she was being guarded, and this she resented.

And then a new, and perhaps inevitable, complication appeared.

One day when Cynthia had gone to London on business she was working in her study when Mr. Dorban walked in. He was, as usual, spick and span.

“Leave those wretched things and come fishing,” he said.

Penelope hesitated. His attitude towards her had been scrupulously correct. She made some excuse, which he overrode.

“Nonsense,” he said. “That can wait till tomorrow. You have two years to get those beastly papers in order.”

“I often wonder why you did not do all this work yourself,” she said, as they made their way down the steep steps to the beach. “It is not really very difficult, and you know so much more about the subject than I.”

He was whistling softly to himself, a characteristic of his, and he did not answer for some time, until they had reached the boathouse.

“I hate figures,” he said. “I hate office work of any kind. God made me for the free and open spaces of the world, for the sea—”

“I thought you disliked the sea.”

“I dislike big ships; I dislike long voyages,” he answered briefly, and changed the subject.

The boat chugged out into the placid waters of Borcombe Bay, Penelope steering, the fastidious Mr. Dorban, who had covered himself with a white overall, attending to the powerful engines.

They were three miles from shore when he stopped the engine and sat down.

“Well, what do you think of England?” he asked.

“Aren’t you going to fish?”

He shook his head.

“I have brought no lines,” he said simply. “Fishing bores me. Come for’ard.”

The forepart of the boat was comfortably upholstered, and there was a small folding table, which was now extended.

Again she hesitated. She had a feeling that something unpleasant was going to happen, and she wished she had not come.

Mr. Dorban was crouched up over the table, and in his thin hand was a pack of cards, which he shuffled mechanically. His melancholy brown eyes were gazing shoreward, and his thin lips were downturned as though, of a sudden, a weight of a great sorrow had fallen upon him. The change was so remarkable that she looked at him fascinated, and then suddenly he turned and looked at her.

“What do you think of Cynthia?” he asked surprisingly.

“What a curious question!” Penelope forced a smile.

“It isn’t curious; it is very natural,” he said. “Look, I will show you a trick. Shuffle those cards.”

He pushed the pack toward her, and she took it.

“Shuffle,” he said almost impatiently, and she obeyed.

“Cynthia is rather a coldblooded mortal,” he said. “I suppose that fact has struck you. She is a mind, and minds are rather trying things to live with.”

“Here are your cards,” said Penelope.

He took the pack in his slender hands, and for a moment the edges were a blur of white and gold, then he began to deal them face upwards. Ace, king, queen, jack, and so through the whole sequence of diamonds. Suit by suit he dealt, each card placed according to its value, and she looked openmouthed, for she had shuffled the pack thoroughly, and here he was dealing them as though they had been carefully arranged by her in order.

El Slico! The deck steward’s words came back to her.

“Well?” He was smiling.

“How did you do it?” she gasped. “I’m sure I shuffled them.” In her interest she forgot her apprehension.

“Shuffle them again,” he said.

Again she shuffled, deliberately sorting out the cards so that no two suits were together, and again taking the pack from her hand, he dealt the suits in order.

“That’s the most wonderful trick I have ever seen.”

“Is it?” he asked carelessly, and slipped the cards into his pocket. “What do you think of Cynthia?” he asked again.

“That is hardly a question I expected you to ask,” said Penelope. “She has been most kind to me.”

“Cynthia is kind to nobody,” said Arthur Dorban promptly. “I sometimes wish that Cynthia was dead.” He said this so quietly that she could hardly believe her ears.

“Mr. Dorban!” she said, shocked, and he laughed.

“You think I’m a brute, but I’m not really,” he said. “I know of no other way of getting rid of Cynthia except by her dying. By that look on your face I gather that you are thinking I am contemplating an extensive use of weed-killer, which is so popular in these parts. As a matter of fact, I am not; I am merely stating an unpalatable truth. There is no way of getting rid of Cynthia. I have discussed the matter with her, you will be interested to know, and she has agreed that she is immovable. I can’t divorce her, and she would not divorce me. I can’t run away from her, for reasons which I will not at the moment discuss; I cannot ill-treat her, because it is not my nature to ill-treat women, and the very idea is repugnant to my finest feelings; and I cannot even get her certified as insane, because she is the least mad person I know. And yet,” he went on without pause, “my very soul aches for sympathetic companionship, for the love which Cynthia has never shown — Cynthia and I are only married in the legal sense — for the warmth and blind devotion of which Cynthia is wholly incapable.”

She could only listen in dumbfounded silence.

“Cynthia knows this, of course. I think she chose you because she thought that you would keep me soothed.”

“Do you know what you are saying, Mr. Dorban?” said Penelope sternly.

“I know exactly what I am saying,” said Mr. Dorban, and slowly rolled a cigarette. “I am asking you to love me.”

Penelope rose and went back to the afterway of the boat, and he followed her.

“We will go home now, I think, and since you have rejected my discreditable advances, we will not discuss the matter any more,’ and you may forget that I have ever spoken on the subject. If you do not trust me, and you wish to go back to Canada, I will see that you will have your fare tomorrow, in spite of Cynthia’s protests. If, on the other hand, you will take my word, and the word of El Slico—”

“El Slico!” Her mouth opened in amazement, and he chuckled softly.

“Of course, you knew I was El Slico. I saw you talking to old Beddle, who knows me quite well. And old Beddle recognized me and told you who I was. Yes, I am El Slico, but you needn’t mention the fact to Cynthia, who would have a thousand fits if she thought I had been recognized.”

“But, Mr. Dorban,” said the bewildered girl, “you can’t expect me to stay.”

“You may stay or go, as you wish,” said Arthur Dorban, starting the engine. “I strongly advise you to stay. In justice to me you will admit that I have been very frank, and that my methods have been transparently honest. I don’t think I should go back to Canada if I were you. You may please yourself as to whether you tell Cynthia — she will probably guess. I don’t think she will respect you any more for your virtues.”

She did not make any reply to this, and spent the rest of the afternoon in her room. It was a grotesque situation, and if it had happened in Canada she might have dealt with the position sanely. As it was, she was in a strange land, friendless and alone. Somehow she was impressed by the man’s candour. She did not know that the principal weapon in El Slico’s armoury was his engaging frankness. Should she take him at his word and leave, or should she stay on until she had saved a sufficient sum to enable her to take the chance of seeking her fortune in London? Rightly or wrongly, Penelope decided to stay, and remembered, as she fell asleep, that somewhere in London was Mr. James Orford, to whom she might turn in a moment of crisis.



IV. The Coming of Mr. Whiplow
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She was down early the next morning, and went into the garden to work again round the circle of her problem.

It was six o’clock. The mist which had laid on the sea all night had lifted, and the opalescent stretch of Borcombe Bay was set with a million flashing points.

She sat on a rustic bench taking in the soft and lovely colouring of the scene. The deep red of the Devonshire cliffs, the white of the distant beaches, the rich green of the fields that ran to the cliff’s edge, a glimpse of a primrose road that dipped out of sight toward Teignmouth — these she saw over the uneven edge of a great bank of moss roses that charged the morning air with heavy fragrance.

The colour of it She held her breath and for a while forgot her difficulties and worries. Beyond the late lilac was a tumbled wilderness of golden gorse; to the left she saw the spire of the Church of St. Mary’s, just the grey tip of it showing above the houses on the cliff head. The house was approached by a steep and crooked drive. From where she sat she could not see the gates, but in the still morning air the “clack” of the catch sounded almost as though the gate were near at hand. She looked up, curious to discover who their early visitor might be. At first she did not recognize him in his grey suit and straw hat. Evidently he did not see her, for he advanced toward the house with a certain caution that suggested a doubt as to his welcome.

Avoiding the gravelled paths, he walked upon the grass that bordered the flowerbeds and he came very slowly, his eyes upon the upper windows. Then with a start he saw her, hesitated a second, and came toward her.

“Good-morning, miss.” He spoke in a low voice as if he did not wish to be overheard.

“Good-morning.”

Mr. Whiplow looked round again at the house with a little grimace.

“Mrs. Dorban about? I suppose you told her you met me? Didn’t see me on the ship, eh? I’ll bet you didn’t!”

“Mrs. Dorban has gone to London — do you wish to see Mr. Dorban?” she asked coldly.

“Yeh. I can deal with Arthur. He’s got sense, that boy. But she!” He peered forward at her, his fishlike eyes searching her face keenly. “She hasn’t told you anything?” He jerked his thumb toward the house. “Don’t kid me that she has an’ try to pump me. I know she ‘asn’t.” He was a little careless of his aspirates. “Funny thing meeting you in Toronto — coincidence — only shows you how small the world is. Don’t go!”

“I will send one of the servants up to tell Mr. Dorban,” she began, when the appearance of Arthur Dorban in the open doorway of the house made any further action unnecessary.

Mr. Dorban was fully dressed, and under his arm he carried a gun. It was perfectly understandable to Penelope that he should be so armed, for the little estate was overrun with rabbits, and sometimes he would spend the whole morning roaming about on a mission of extermination. But to Mr. Whiplow the appearance of that weapon had an especial significance. His face was distorted in a grimace of fear, and his jaw dropped. Then with remarkable celerity he jumped behind Pen and spoke shrilly over her shoulder.

“None of that, Arthur! You put that gun down, see?”

Mr. Dorban’s white teeth showed in a smile of amusement. With a jerk he threw open the breech of the gun.

“Not loaded, Whip. Come away from that lady; you’re scaring her.”

He put the gun down and advanced toward them, hands in pockets. Whiplow’s eyes never left him.

“You came over in the same boat as my wife?” said Arthur. “Where have you been?”

“In the country,” said Whiplow emphatically. “I wouldn’t have come, Slic — Arthur, I mean — only I was fed with America.”

“You might have written; we would have had the best guest-room prepared, and hired the village band to meet you at the station.” El Slico’s gentle irony veiled something that was not so gentle.

“You know Miss Pitt, of course; you tried to make an impression upon her. What a lady-killer you are, Whip!”

Whiplow licked his lips and said nothing. “You will excuse us?” Dorban’s questioning eyebrows rose, and she inclined her head slowly. She felt rather unnecessary. When they had gone out of sight into the house, she returned to her bench and a new angle of speculation. “Whiplow will tell!” She remembered the words whispered to her over the edge of the sleeping-berth. Tell what? Tell whom? Was Arthur Dorban hiding from the consequence of some crime? That was very unlikely. He was well-known in the village, and patrolling policemen passed the time of day with him. He made no attempt to hide himself.

She was annoyed with her own stupidity, that some perfectly simple solution of this queer situation did not immediately present itself. Men, and women too, did queer things that they did not wish should be exposed. Not necessarily criminal things — unpleasant, unsavoury things not to be talked about and to be tactfully forgotten. Somehow, she knew that the question of El Slico’s shady record had nothing to do with the need for Whiplow’s silence. It was another matter altogether.

She sighed and got up. Out at sea she saw the black outline of a ship that seemed to be traversing the farthermost edge of the ocean. Hearing a sound, she turned her head. It was the Dorban’s gardener, their one English servant.

“Mornin’, miss. Looking at the Polyantha
 ?”

“Poly
 — you mean that ship? Do you know her?”

“Ay. She were in Tor Bay last night an’ I seed her. Belongs to a French gentleman, so ’tis said. Her’s been takin’ in stores by Dartmouth.”

“Is she a passenger ship?”

The gardener’s mouth slewed sideways in amusement.

“Her’s a yat.”

“A? Oh, a yacht! She’s a very big yacht.”

The gardener, who by birth and training was unwilling to admit superiority of any foreign ship, thought there were larger. He wouldn’t swear to it, but he thought….

She made her escape from the loquacious man and left him snail-hunting. Arthur Dorban and his visitor were in the drawingroom. She heard Arthur’s hard voice distinctly. For want of something better she went into the library. Later she saw the two men pacing the garden path on that side of the house. Arthur’s quick eyes missed nothing visible, observed the figure by the desk, and led his companion out of sight.

“Whiplow,” he said for the third time, “you’re the first man in this world who has ever doublecrossed me and got away with it.”

“You’ve said that before,” growled Whiplow. “And how have I doublecrossed you, Arthur? I can’t stand America; it’s too serious for a man like me, used to life and jollity. My God! You’ve no idea how serious they are! If you happen to mention butter at breakfast in a boardinghouse, there’s three people at the table who’ll give you a lecture on butter that’ll last all morning. There’s another thing. They don’t say ‘all the morning,’ they say ‘all morning’; and they don’t say ‘I haven’t seen him for a month,’ they say ‘in a month.’ It rattles me.”

“That seems a pretty good excuse for breaking your solemn oath, you poor herring!” snarled Dorban, his brown eyes gleaming. “The sensitive ear and the joyous soul of a damned Cockney thief!”

“Easy!” murmured the other.

He himself was not easy.

“You came back because you went gambling in Mexico and lost your money — money that should have lasted you out for two years. And you’ve come back to sponge — but, Whip, I’m dry. You’ll get enough from me to keep you on the lower scale, and it will be paid you weekly. And if you look like squealing — just look
 like it — I’ll quieten you. Get that!”

Mr. Whiplow wriggled uncomfortably.

“I’ve got to live,” he pleaded. “Now haven’t I got to live, Arthur?”

“I hope so,” said Arthur Dorban significantly, and his guest turned pale.

“We’ll talk it over. I’ll have the girl sent to town. Go up to the village and take a wire to Cynthia.”

At eleven o’clock came a telegram from Mrs. Dorban, saying:

“SEND PENELOPE TO TOWN BY MIDDAY TRAIN. I WILL MEET HER AT PADDINGTON.”

Penelope went gratefully, and with deliberate intention slipped past the waiting Cynthia and made her way out of the station by the subway.



V. The Stout Mr. Orford
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Mr. James Xenocrates Orford admitted frankly and without reservation that it was hot. Hitherto it had been a case of “Hot? Say, do you call this hot? Why, over in New York they’d have all the radiators goin’ — yessir. Back home we never say ‘hot’ till the mercury breaks through the roof of the thermometer an’ starts climbin’ trees. In New York City it can be hot. Yes, sir. Sump’n fierce, but you get used to it. But hot — here! London hasn’t been hot since the big fire. That’s six hundred years — three, is it? Well, then!”

And yet he was a man who might be expected to respond to a climbing thermometer. His height was somewhere in the region of seventy-two inches, but he looked short at a distance. His girth was immense.

Walking round Jim X. was exercise. He had a large pink face that had folded itself into permanent position in the course of many years. His bright blue eyes gleamed from between a pink cushion, his chins ran down in profile like the marks that men make when they try out a new fountain-pen. His hair was black and thick. Despite his fifty-five years, there was not a single grey streak. And he was something of a dandy, dressed with taste and care, invariably wore a perfectly fitting black frock coat, and a large stiff wing collar enfolded by a cravat of black satin. Amidst the folds of the cravat, which duplicated in some extraordinary fashion the puffs and creases of the face above, was invariably a pearl pin. He never wore waistcoats and was superior to suspenders. About his tremendous waist was a thin black leather belt with a golden buckle.

Mr. Orford surveyed a pleasant world from the fourth floor of Hyde Park Buildings. He could look down upon the early buddings of trees, the more vivid green of new grass, the claret and heliotrope of flowering rhododendrons and patches of scarlet and lemon flowers, the character of which he never attempted to investigate, but which were very pleasant to see. When he worked late, as he sometimes did, the faint sounds of the Park band came up to him, the “humph, humph” of the euphonium especially. Then he would draw his chair to the open window and with his hands clasped upon his belt listen emotionally and watch the shadows deepening and the lights come out and the firefly motorcars loafing round the Park road.

The name-plate on his door as the indicator in the hall below said simply, “James X. Orford.” His trade, profession, or whatever was the piece of artfulness by which he gained a living and the wherewithal to maintain himself, a staff of stenographers and various agents in and about his expensive suite, was not revealed.

His fellow-tenants in the building, men about whose means of livelihood there was no doubt, referred to him as “that American” or “that fat American.” They liked him, for he was a cheerful, vital soul; they respected his mystery, and since he was an American they were a little shy of him.

There is, as Mr. Whiplow said, a certain serious earnestness about the American which is very terrifying to the English. The American makes every question an issue. He wants life and the things of life to be shaped into patterns that are agreeable one to the other. But, most curious characteristic of all, he never mocks himself. The English mock themselves all the time. It is the English form of humour that Americans never understand. They swear at themselves; they curse with remarkable bitterness the shortcomings of their rulers, but they haven’t the trick of mockery which has ruined so many promising English Governments.

Mr. Orford, in the early days of his English residence, had learnt the trick.

“Set it down there, my dear,” said Mr. Orford, and pointed a sausage of a finger at a small table near the open window.

His stenographer had brought him tea; not the tea that the English know, but tea poured hot upon great pebbles of ice and served in a frosted glass. This was another of the idiosyncrasies of the island he had acquired, and, acquiring, modified.

Although he employed a staff of seven, there was no member of his secretariat who had the slightest idea what was Mr. Orford’s occupation. It was dimly understood that he was an “organizer,” but he most certainly did not belong to that class of organizer who teaches you for a trifle how they would run your business, if they were you, and by means of brand new card-index systems and cost sheets and patent filing cabinets take the overhead charges of the factory and turn them into the overhead charges of the office.

No grateful employer of labour ever wept upon Mr. Orford’s shoulder and thanked him in broken tones for having systematized his ruin.

He was not that kind of organizer.

At first they thought he had something to do with shipping. One big room of the suite contained a huge table, on the face of which was a chart of the world. On this from day to day tiny model ships were moved by a clerk trained especially for the purpose by Mr. Orford. The little world was crowded with a thousand miniature liners going east and west, south and north. Every scrap of shipping intelligence was transferred to Mr. Orford’s bureau twice daily. And at least once a day James X. would come into the room and cast a keen glance over the table.

“What’s the Nippon Muru boat doin’ there, Stanger, hey? She’s nearer Yokohama than Shanghai, I’ll swear! And that Cunard boat seems to be wandering off the track — she doesn’t call at the Azores. You’ve mixed her with a Union-Castle packet — same funnel? Yeh — but there’s no U.-C. boat that’s got three, you big chump. Set her up!”

All the time smiling goodnaturedly.

He trained another clerk, a girl, to an understanding of the Continental railway system. He conducted a viva voce
 examination at frequent intervals.

“Man’s goin’ to Como, Basle, Genoa, Belgrade, Vienna. Got to meet a man for an hour at Valorbe on the outward trip and another man at Lucerne — will he have time without losing his connection? He would?

“You’re wrong. Lucerne would kill him. Go into that, Miss Jay — you’ve got a crazy idea he could steal an hour by comin’ back through the Gothard. It is an illusion — work it out.”

In his chart-room hung huge maps of Europe showing communications, aerodromes, oil stores, coaling depots. He could tell you to within a pound the amount of cold storage beef a man could buy at any given time in Vigo, Trieste, Dakka, Cape Town, or Colombo.

But he never bought beef, or sold ships, or dealt in railway stock. Apparently, he organized nothing except the work of his office and his own amiable life.

Sitting there deep in thought, a clerk brought in a card. It was not a printed card, but the kind which Mr. Orford kept in his waiting-room for chance callers who desired to see him.

He put on his black-rimmed pince-nez and glared benevolently at the name.

“Miss Penelope Pitt,” he read, and at the bottom, where the caller should have stated his or her business, “Introduction from Judge Heron, of Edmonton.”

“Show that lady in,” he said instantly.

Penelope came — a little nervous, very much undecided; indecision and nervousness immediately overlaid by the remarkable vision which greeted her.

“Sit down there. You’re from Edmonton, eh? Got a letter? Le’s see it.”

He took the letter from her hand, read it through with extraordinary rapidity, and put it carefully by the side of his blottingpad. His good-humoured eyes surveyed her searchingly, and then:

“Now, my young friend, what can I do for you?”

With some difficulty, Penelope Pitt told her story. In fairness to her employers, she gave no name, did not even tell him where she was staying.

“I feel rather like a prisoner,” she said. “In fact, I have the unpleasant sensation that I have escaped from one of my keepers. The lady was waiting for me at Paddington Station, but I went down one of the subways and got out without her seeing me.” Mr. Orford’s stubby fingers were clasped, his brow was knitted.

“I don’t exactly know what I can do for you, Miss Pitt,” he said. “And it makes it all the more awkward because I am leaving for New York on Saturday. I guess there isn’t much difference between men in one part of the world or in another, and this Mr. Jones — I guess his name’s not Jones, but you are trying to avoid trouble — is just the same kind of fresh thing that you’d meet in any office in New York City.”

“What do you advise me to do, Mr. Orford?”

He fingered his immense chin.

“Why, I should take him at his word, Miss Pitt, and ask for your transportation back to Canada. I don’t like this frankness; maybe it is part of the stockin-trade. Does he hold any position in this country?”

She shook her head.

“His wife lives in the house, eh? Well, that makes it easier. I tell you what, Miss Pitt. There isn’t much I wouldn’t do for old John, or, for the matter of that, for any Canadian girl. You wouldn’t think I was Canadian, but I am. You can call this fellow’s bluff, and if the money isn’t forthcoming to take you back to Montreal, or to Toronto, you just call here and my clerk will fix your passage without any trouble to yourself. No, you needn’t thank me, because it is unnecessary.”

He raised his hand in deprecation.

“Maybe if my mind wasn’t so completely occupied by a mighty serious proposition, I’d be able to give you more help, but just now only the top of my head is showing over my work, and I guess it will be snowed under before the Olympic
 pulls out of Southampton.”

“It is very kind of you to want to do anything for me, Mr. Orford,” she said gratefully. “I can’t express my thanks, and, of course, I shall not hesitate about seeing you—”

“My head clerk,” murmured Mr. Orford, and then: “If you leave the name of this smart Alec, and tell me just where you are to be found, I can do sump’n more — I see you won’t. That’s independence, eh? Well, maybe you’re right. There’s a whole lot of trouble that some people get out of without help, and I guess you are one of those people.”

He offered a warm hand, and when she had gone, dismissed her from his mind, for, as he had truly said, Mr. James Xenocrates Orford was settling a mighty proposition, one which called for all his gifts as organizer, since the slightest error of judgment, a fractional mistake of timing, might mean all the difference between life and death to one in whose welfare he was inordinately interested.



VI. Another View of “Polyantha”
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“My good girl, you have given me a fright. Where on earth did you get to?” snapped Cynthia, when the girl made her appearance at Mrs. Dorban’s hotel. “I thought you were lost, and I have been on the telephone to Stone House.”

“I went down one of the subways,” said Pen calmly, “and really I am not such a baby that I am likely to be lost in London, Cynthia. I knew your hotel.”

“But what have you been doing? It is over an hour since I left Paddington!” Penelope was not an easy liar. To satisfy the woman she told a lot of the truth, embracing, as it did, a stroll across the Park.

They were going to bed that night when Cynthia said, apropos of nothing:

“I hope Arthur’s interview was satisfactory,” and then, realizing she had spoken her thoughts aloud, she said: “Some friends of ours were calling on Arthur to-day.”

Penelope had well realized why she had been sent for. When they returned to Stone House the next morning, Mr. Dorban was grave and preoccupied. He was even curt to her when they were alone in the study for a few minutes, and that was not Arthur Dorban’s way. So remote was he in his present mood from the scene which had been enacted in the motorboat, that she did not raise the question of her return to Canada. She realized, in fact, that she had no immediate intention of taking so drastic a step. In a way, his candour had reassured her, and put her position upon a surer foundation.

She saw very little of him, either on that day or the next. Between Arthur Dorban and his wife were a series of long and private conferences, and she was left very much to her own resources. Another unusual happening Was, that Cynthia and her husband went out alone in the boat on the second afternoon, and Pen was glad to see them go.

Relieved of surveillance, she climbed up the cliff path gathering wild flowers. It was a glorious afternoon, for the heat was tempered by a breeze which blew in from the sea; the sky was an unbroken blue, the bay a painted stretch of opalescent green. It was too hot even for the gulls that from dawn to sunset screeched above Stone House.

She had reached the top of the cliff and was sitting under the shelter of a golden gorse bush, when there came to her the scent of a burning cigar. Somebody was smoking. She looked round without seeing anybody. The white beach of Borcombe was deserted. Who could it be? The people of Borcombe were not cigar smokers. Arthur Dorban confined himself to Turkish cigarettes, and, moreover, she could see the boat, and could detect his white-jerseyed figure.

She got up to her feet, and at the same time there rose from the other side of the bush a young and chubby man. His face was red, his carefully brushed hair was the colour of sand.

“I beg your pardon,” said he. “I am afraid my smoking annoyed you.”

She thought he was unprepossessing, but his smile was beatific; he was unquestionably a man of education.

“I wondered where the smoke was coming from,” she said with a little laugh, “but please don’t stop smoking on my account.”

“You are the American lady,” he said quickly. “I thought it was you as I saw you coming up the path. It is strange that I didn’t know you were staying at the house until to-day.”

“Are you a friend of Mr. Dorban’s?” she asked curiously, and his smile vanished.

“N-no,” he said slowly. “I am not exactly a friend of Mr. Dorban’s — I know him very well. You are staying at the house?”

“I am Mr. Dorban’s secretary,” she replied, and his mouth opened.

“Oh!” he said. “His secretary? Of course, that would explain everything. His servants are French,” he added inconsequently.

She was a little annoyed, and he was quick to detect this.

“I am being unpardonably rude,” he said, “but the fact is — I am rather interested in Dorban. I suppose Mr. Whiplow is not staying?”

“Mr. Whiplow?” she said in surprise.

“Oh, of course, you wouldn’t have met him. You were in town, weren’t you? Yes.” He nodded wisely.

There was something so boyishly naive about his inquisitorial methods that she half smiled.

“Yes, Whiplow went yesterday; he only stayed for the day.”

“I suppose you haven’t a photograph of him? I missed him by ten minutes, or I’d have snapped him. I feel rather like a fool asking you such a question, but you haven’t any photograph — garden group or anything of that kind?”

She could only look at him in amazement.

“Really, I cannot discuss Mr. Dorban’s visitors with you,” she said, a little stiffly.

“No, of course not.” He was at once apologetic. “I am being very boorish; I am so sorry!”

He turned as though to go, but waited, and she wondered what he was going to say next.

“I am staying at the Crown in Torquay,” he said. He was still apologetic. “It is stupid of me to suggest that you might — but in case — my name is Stamford—”

“Mills!” she finished.

His blue eyes opened wide.

“Stamford Mills — then you have heard of me?” he asked.

She did not answer.

This was the man whom Cynthia had said was her husband’s mortal enemy. He did not look very formidable, she thought.

“I am not very popular with the Dorbans,” he admitted, with that slow smile of his, “and I suppose you’ve been warned against me.” His eyes wandered out to sea, and suddenly, “Excuse me,” he said, and set off at a run for the other end of the bushes.

She wondered what this extraordinary haste could portend. Presently he reappeared with a large, powerful pair of prismatic glasses, and without a word fixed them on the edge of the sea. Steadily he gazed for fully a minute, and then he put them down with a sigh.

“That wasn’t bad to see her with the naked eye,” he said complacently, and pointed.

Following the direction of his finger she saw far out on the horizon a tiny speck.

“You will see her better with these.”

He handed the glasses to the girl, and she took and focused them. It was some time before she could pick up the object, but presently she saw a long black ship with two high masts and a black funnel. It seemed to be stationary.

“Jolly old Polyantha,”
 murmured Mr. Stamford Mills, and struck himself on the mouth as though he had committed some blazing indiscretion.

“I saw her yesterday,” she said calmly as she handed the glasses to him. “She is a yacht, isn’t she?”

He took some time to consider before he answered.

“Yes, she’s a yacht. Belongs to a very great friend of mine, the Due d’Augille. I have taken several voyages on her; she’s quite a good ship.”

He put on his hat, and then abruptly turned and walked across the common, leaving her with the impression that she had met somebody who was not quite mentally sound.

When she saw Cynthia at tea, she did not speak of the meeting, but later, the matter being on her conscience, she made a casual reference to the strange young man.

“Mills?” said Mr. Dorban with sudden violence. “What is he doing here? Did he ask you any questions?”

“Yes, he was rather inquisitive.”

“I thought you said he was in London?” Arthur Dorban’s tone to his wife was dictatorial and menacing.

“They told me he was in London.”

“What is he doing down here? Did he speak of anybody?”

“He asked me if Mr. Whiplow had been staying.”

The man and woman exchanged glances. “You told him, of course, that we had never had anybody here called Whiplow?”

“He seemed to think you had a visitor yesterday,” said Pen. “Even I had that illusion.”

Dorban plied her with questions, and the keener he became, the less inclined she seemed to give him details of the conversation.

Of the Polyantha
 she did not speak at all; it was so trivial and incidental that it hardly seemed worth while repeating.

It was late on the following afternoon that Cynthia gave the girl a little task which she had mentioned once or twice before.

“I wish you would empty the trunk in the lumber-room,” she said. “Any time will do. It has a lot of summer frocks of mine that I think could be sold. I had a card from a wardrobe dealer in Torquay who wants to buy old dresses, and I might as well sell them as leave them to the moths.”

“You have spoken about that before. I’ll go right away and do it,” said Pen. She came back to Cynthia after a few minutes absence, with a request for keys.

“Is it locked?” said Cynthia in surprise. “I don’t remember locking it.” She pulled open a drawer of her little secretaire and took out a bunch of keys. “One of these will fit, I think,” she said, and Penelope went back to her task. She had no difficulty in finding a key, and opened the lid.

The trunk was a large green one, and Cynthia had once, in showing her over the house the day after her arrival, told her that it was one of two she had bought, its fellow having been lost in transit on the railway.

The tray on the top was empty, and she pulled it out and laid it on the floor. A sheet of brown paper covered the contents, and this also she removed. On the top of the trunk’s contents lay two unframed etchings. One was the head of a saint, and the other a landscape in the Corot manner.

Attached by a clip was a paper, which fell to the floor as she took out the engravings, expecting to find dresses underneath. She picked it up; it was a receipt— “Received the sum of £700, in payment for my two original etchings, the ‘Head of Mark’ and ‘A View in Brittany.’” It was signed “John Feltham,” and the date was exactly a year before.

She laid down the engravings, put the receipt on the attic windowsill, which was within reach of her hand, removed another sheet of paper, and sank back on her heels paralyzed with astonishment, for beneath the paper was package after package of Bank of England notes. They were notes of all denominations, from five to a hundred pounds. So staring, she heard an exclamation behind her, and turned to meet the white face of Cynthia.

“My God!” said the woman in a whisper.

Before Penelope could speak, Cynthia had caught her by the arm and dragged her to her feet and into the passage.

“Go down and tell—” But there was no need to summon Arthur Dorban; he had followed his wife up the stairs.

“You fool!” hissed Cynthia. “You damnable fool! You sank the wrong trunk!
 ”



VII. A Nearer View of “Polyantha”
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After a gloomy dinner Penelope walked in the garden trying to collect her thoughts, striving to unravel the tangled mystery of the Dorbans’ lives. He had sunk the wrong trunk! Was that the trunk that Cynthia had said had been lost in transit on the railway? And why should they sink a trunk full of banknotes to a fabulous value?

They had not attempted to explain a single thing to her, and that was ominous. The air was charged with electricity. There was danger; she knew it, she felt it.

Cynthia’s sharp voice called her in the gathering gloom, and she went slowly, and with a heart that beat a little faster, to meet the unknown. As she passed along the path which bordered the house she saw a flutter of something white at her feet, and stooping, picked up a paper. Even in the half-light she knew that it was the receipt she had seen; it must have been blown by the wind from the ledge above. She put the paper in the pocket of the knitted jersey she wore, intending to restore it.

“Come in here, Penelope,” said Cynthia’s metallic voice, and she followed the woman into the small drawingroom.

Arthur Dorban was sitting at a small table, his long chin resting in the palm of his hand. He did not look up as they entered, but kept his eyes fixed upon the lace table-centre.

Penelope heard the click of the door as it closed behind her, and knew that she was a prisoner.

“Here she is,” said Cynthia harshly.

Still her husband made no sign of movement.

“Well, tell her.” Cynthia’s impatience was not disguised.

Then it was that Arthur Dorban looked up.

“I’ll tell her alone,” he said.

Mrs. Dorban shrugged her thin shoulders. “I could bear it,” she said ironically, and then took a step toward her husband, leaning down over him. “You know what there is in this, Slico,” she said. “There are going to be no half ways or compromises, you understand? If you haven’t the heart for it, I have!”

He nodded, and, looking at him again for a moment, the woman turned and stepped from the room.

Not until the door closed did he look up, and Penelope saw him wetting his lips with the tip of his tongue.

“I gave you a chance the other day of getting back to Canada, and I wish to God you’d taken it. You can’t go back to Canada now or anywhere else. There is only one chance, but it is not the chance that Cynthia thinks. You remember what I said to you in the boat?”

She nodded. Her mouth was bone dry; she could not have articulated had she tried.

“That’s the way out for you,” he said, “but it means we’ve got to settle with Cynthia.”

“I don’t quite understand what you mean. What have I done?” she asked huskily.

“You have seen something you shouldn’t have seen, and if you knew more about what had happened in this country during the last twelve months, you wouldn’t ask that question. I’m tired of Cynthia; I told you that before. And I’ve got to choose between Cynthia and you. And one of you has — got to go out!”

Her eyes, wide with horror, searched his face.

“Go out?” she said slowly.

“That’s the size of it,” he nodded. Suddenly he was on his feet beside her, and she stood paralyzed with terror. His arm was about her shoulder, his hand underneath her chin. “Look at me,” he whispered, and now his eyes were blazing. “I’d go to the scaffold for you, if you say the word, but you’ve got to be in it, do you hear? I was cold enough on the boat, wasn’t I? You don’t know what it meant to me to hold myself in, Penelope. I want you. I want you more than I want anything in the world.” His hot lips pressed hers, and suddenly the spell was broken, and she thrust him back. Turning, she ran swiftly from the room into the darkened hall; her hand was on the balustrade of the stairs when something passed over her face. She knew it was a silk scarf long before it had tightened on her throat. She tried to scream, but the sound was strangled, and she was flung to the floor.

She had never fainted before; she did not know she had fainted until she recovered consciousness to find herself back in the drawingroom, with her hands tied tightly together.

“If you scream you will be sorry for yourself,” said Cynthia. The woman’s face was drawn and haggard; her eyes seemed to have sunk into her head, and Pen would not have recognized her.

Turning her head, she saw Arthur Dorban standing with folded arms, his face black with gloom.

“Get up,” said Cynthia curtly, and the girl struggled to her feet.

Cynthia looked at the watch on her wrist, and, taking up the scarf from the table, wound it round and round the girl’s mouth.

Pen knew that it was useless to resist or struggle; she could only wait and husband her strength for the final test. She tried to pull her hands, to loosen them so that one could be slipped through, but her efforts were in vain. Mrs. Dorban must have guessed her thoughts, for she smiled crookedly.

“You won’t get out of that, my girl,” she said. “Let me see.” She peered down. “No, the silk will show no marks,” she said, relieved. “Come, come!” She took the girl’s arm in hers and led her to the door.

“Wait!” cried Dorban hoarsely.

Cynthia turned and her eyes narrowed.

“I will come back and talk to you, Slico,” she said softly.

Outside in the garden Cynthia spoke again.

“If you make a fuss you will get hurt, my dear,” she said. “Look at this!”

The moon was obscured by a heavy bank of clouds, but there was enough light to see the little automatic in Cynthia Dorban’s hand.

Pen nodded, and together they walked down the garden path, through the doorway in the wall, and with the older woman gripping her arm, they passed down the steps and came to a halt on the flat rock of the boathouse.

Cynthia pulled open the narrow door which led to the interior.

“Get into the boat,” she said, and Penelope obeyed.

It seemed like a bad dream; she kept telling herself that it could not be true. Presently she would wake up. And yet all the time she knew that she was experiencing a ghastly reality. She stumbled into the boat, and Cynthia followed her, stooping to loosen the moorings before she started the engine. Slowly the motorboat glided out along the rocky reef to the open bay, Cynthia at the wheel, the girl crouched at her feet, frozen with horror.

The moon emerged from its cloudy screen and threw a strange green light over the sea. Along the shore the night lights were twinkling; a profound silence reigned on the world, a silence broken only by the rhythmical beating of the propeller.

The boat ran for twenty minutes at full speed, and then Cynthia stopped the engine. She went forward, returning with a coil of rope, one end of which she passed round the girl’s waist and scientifically knotted. Then she bent down, and Penelope heard the jangle of the iron bars which were kept in the bottom of the boat for ballast. She took out two thick square ingots and laid them at Penelope’s feet. These she knotted together with a spare rope, the loose ends of which she tied tightly about the girl’s feet.

And then the full realization of the horror that this woman contemplated came upon the girl, and she nearly fainted again. She bit her lips until the blood came. It was a dream, it could not be true; no human man or woman could be guilty of so fiendish a crime. Yet she reasoned, automatically, that year by year crimes as ferocious had been laid at the door of women. But it wasn’t true, it couldn’t be true — she was mad to think — presently she would wake up.

“I am going to drop you over the side,” Cynthia was saying calmly, “and when you are dead I will bring you up and take the weights from your feet—”

Pen screamed, but the silk scarf muffled her voice, and the woman jerked her to her feet. For a second they stood, victim and executioner, and then Penelope, gathering all her strength for the effort, flung herself violently against the murderess. Cynthia staggered for a moment, clawed wildly to recover her balance There was a scream and a splash, and the girl looked round to see the woman’s head reappear above the water and the white flash of her hands as she struck out for the boat. She tried to move forward, but the irons held her. Bending down, she gripped the rope in her swollen hands and pulled with all her might. She was within reach of the starting-lever; the engines were running silently; she flung all her weight and swung the lever forward. Instantly, with a Splutter and a turmoil of waters, the boat moved on.

Again she looked back. Cynthia was swimming. She remembered that Dorban had told her that she swam like a fish. Pulling down the scarf that covered her mouth, the girl breathed in the night air with long, painful gulps. She was trembling in every limb, her head was swimming. First, she must remove the horrible irons from her ankles, and, sitting down, she plucked at the knots with trembling fingers. Presently she was free, but her hands were still bound. Leaving the engines running, she made her way forward. In one of the lockers under the seat was a little store of cutlery and table-linen, which the Dorbans used for picnics. She wrenched open the door of the locker and presently found a knife. Sitting down on the floor, with the knife between her feet, she sawed at the bonds until her hands were free.

Her first thought, on returning to the wheel, was to throw the hateful irons overboard, and she experienced a foolish relief when they had disappeared over the side. Cynthia was no longer in sight. She peered back toward the shore, but she could see nothing.

Where was she going? She was heading for the open sea without thought of danger. The real danger lay behind her. She wanted to get away, away, away! Perhaps she could round Portland Bill; Weymouth lay beyond, and Weymouth was a long distance from Borcombe. The thought comforted her.

Still she could not believe it was all real, though the pain in her wrists told her she was awake.

And then her practical mind asserted itself, and she searched the boat, making an inventory of the boat’s stores. There was sufficient gasoline for a day’s cruise, but there was no food or water on board. Still, she was so close to the land that that did not worry her very much.

She guessed the hour to be eleven. She would be in Weymouth by daybreak. She did not feel a bit sleepy until nearly midnight, and then reaction and physical exhaustion overcame her; she could hardly keep her eyes open. But she was soon wide awake again, for without warning she ran into a bank of fog.

Again she searched the boat, this time for a compass, but in vain. The sane thing to do, she thought, was to stop the engines and drop anchor until the fog cleared, for just before the fog had come she was nearly abreast of the Portland Light, and it seemed a simple matter to feel along the coast listening for breakers. She checked the engines to half-speed and moved on and on. Then, as suddenly, she ran out of the fog. There was no land in sight; in the eastern skies the grey of dawn was showing, and right ahead of her was a ship which was moving slowly, and had evidently just emerged from one of those patchy fog banks which embarrass the summer navigation of the Channel. But at the sight of the ship her heart bounded. Here was safety, and she rose and shouted.

She heard a voice on the bridge, and suddenly she was blinded by a light which flashed upon her, a dazzling white searchlight which held her and her tiny craft in cold scrutiny. She shouted again, and a voice from the bridge said:


“Come under the stern to the port gangway!”


It was the hollow, booming voice of a man speaking through a megaphone. She set the engines going and brought the little motorboat under the stern of the ship, and, looking up, she saw the dull gold of letters which she could not distinguish. A minute later the boat was swaying by the side of a hastily lowered gangway, and a seaman pulled her to the little platform at the foot of the steps.

“Bring the woman aboard, but cast off the boat.”

Half-fainting as she was, the girl could only stare her astonishment as, with a thrust of the seaman’s foot, the motorboat was cast adrift. Her knees were shaking as she was led up on to the deck. In the light of a lamp a man was standing; he was dressed in violet pyjamas, and he was of a tremendous size.

“Sump’n wrong, eh?” he bellowed. “Sump’n the matter?”

The girl recognized him instantly.

“Oh, Mr. Orford!” she wailed, and fell sobbing hysterically upon his broad chest.

“Sump’n wrong here,” mumbled Mr. James Xenocrates Orford. “What in thunder are you doing on my Polyantha?
 ”
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When Pen awoke in the morning she was in a large and airy cabin. It was also a very luxurious cabin, she noted idly, as her eyes wandered around. The hangings were of a delicate blue silk; the bed on which she lay (it was not a bunk) appeared to be of silver. On the floor was a thick blue carpet, and the room was panelled in rosewood. There was a pretty little inlaid writing-table, and a silver reading-lamp; a deep and roomy armchair was placed within reach of three shelves filled with books in leather bindings.

She did not remember coming to bed; she was not undressed. Somebody had loosened her skirt about the waist, and had taken off her shoes. She did not want to get up; she just wanted to lie and listen to the monotonous thud of the screw and to enjoy that gentle swaying motion which was so soothing. She was on a ship, and she really did not wish to think about how she got there. And yet in a calm, deliberate, and coldblooded fashion she recalled without a tremor or shudder all that had happened on the night before. She wondered what time it was, and just as she wondered a bell struck almost over her head.

One bell — that must be half-past eight.

Still she did not attempt to move, not even to pull aside the silken quilt which had been laid over her. At that moment there was a tap at the door.

“Come in,” she said, and was surprised to hear how weak her voice sounded. She expected to see a stewardess, but it was a blue-jerseyed sailor who came in answer to her summons. He was a tall sailor, his face tanned to a deep mahogany. The first thing she noticed was that he was remarkably goodlooking, even if his manners were not perfect, for he did not attempt to remove his flat-crowned hat.

“I have brought you a cup of tea,” he said. “I am not sure that you take sugar, and I suppose the correct thing would have been to bring the tray with all its necessary paraphernalia — that did not occur to me until I was halfway here.” He put the cup down gingerly upon the table by the side of the bed, and she was too astonished to make any observation.

She had never associated sailors with gentle speech and a certain precision of language. His hands were rough and hard, his clothes were a thought shabby; but he carried himself and spoke like a gentleman.

“Thank you very much,” she said, and struggled to her elbow. “Will you tell the stewardess I would like to see her?”

“I am the stewardess,” he said gravely, and in spite of her throbbing head she laughed.

“Who brought me here last night?” she asked.

“I brought you here,” said the solemn young man. “You were so fast asleep that it was impossible to wake you. I took the liberty of loosening your — er — clothing.” He looked at her with even greater gravity. “I was very happy to discover that you do not wear corsets,” he said. “That would have been a great embarrassment. If you permit me, I will prepare your bath.”

In one corner of the cabin was a door which she had not noticed, and through this he disappeared. She heard the splash of running water, and after a while he came back.

“I have cleaned your shoes,” he said. “We have everything on the ship that you are likely to require, except a change of clothing. We hope to manage this for you later.”

“Where am I?” she asked.

“You are on the good ship Polyantha
 .”

“Polyantha!
 ” Wasn’t that the boat that Mr. Stamford Mills had seen? She remembered now. It was an extraordinary coincidence. “I must dress before we get into harbour or port, or wherever we are going,” she said. “If you will get me a needle and thread, I will try to make myself presentable.”

He coughed behind his hand.

“We are not going into harbour. I feel you ought to know this. We are on a long voyage.”

She stared at him.

“But surely you could put me ashore?”

He shook his head.

“I fear that we cannot even put you ashore,” he said in his sober way.

“But I can’t go on a long voyage. I’m not prepared — and besides—”

“You can wireless to your friends that you are safe,” he said.

It occurred to Penelope Pitt at that moment that she had no friends with whom she could communicate.

“Was I dreaming, or was it Mr. Orford I saw last night?”

“It was Mr. Orford,” said the other precisely.

“Is he going to America on this ship?” she asked, relieved.

“He is not going to America. He is at this precise moment going to breakfast.” With a little bow he turned and walked out of the cabin, closing the door after him. He opened it again for a second.

“You may bolt the door, and, curiously enough, the lock of the cabin is in working order. As a rule the locks of cabin doors are never in working order. You will find the key in the top right-hand drawer of the writing-desk.”

An extraordinary young man, thought Penelope, revelling in the luxury of a hot bath. When she opened the door of the cabin later she found her shoes on the deck outside. The cabin opened upon the upper deck. A stiff breeze was blowing, and to prevent her flimsy footwear from being blown overboard, the “stewardess” had laid an iron pin across them. At the sight of the iron she shivered.

Ten minutes later she stepped out on to the deck.

“Good-morning, Miss Pitt.”

She turned with a start.

A plump young man was enjoying her astonishment.

“Aren’t you Mr. Stamford Mills?” she asked.

“That is my name,” said he. “I had the pleasure of meeting you yesterday.”

“But — but—” she stammered. “Why are you here?”

“Won’t you meet our doctor, Dr. Fraser?”

Dr. Fraser was a taciturn Scotsman with a disapproving eye. She could not help feeling that Dr. Fraser regarded her presence on that ship as something in the nature of an outrage, and it occurred to her to ask if there were any other ladies on the yacht.

“There are no others,” said Mr. Robert

Stamford Mills, “and how you came here is a mystery to me. I heard nothing about it until I woke up this morning, and then they told me they had picked you up at sea in a small motorboat. What on earth were you doing out in the middle of the night?”

“I was being murdered,” said Pen calmly. Bobby Mills’ face changed.

“Murdered?” he said quickly. “What do you mean?”

She shook her head.

“If I told you, you would think I was insane, because such things do not happen except in mad dreams or in mad books. I am not going to tell anybody till I get ashore, and then I am not so certain—”

“But you must tell me,” he said authoritatively, and then, seeing her stiffen, “or Mr. Orford.”

“Do you know Mr. Orford?” she asked in surprise, and then: “Of course you do. Why is Mr. Orford here? I thought he was going to America.”

“Was it Cynthia or Arthur?” persisted Bobby Mills. “And why? Did you find out something about them, or—”

“What?” she challenged.

He bit his lip thoughtfully.

“Cynthia Dorban is an intensely jealous woman, and a woman without the slightest compassion. Her first husband died in curious circumstances, and my own opinion is—” He stopped himself.

“Here is Mr. Orford,” she interrupted him, and Bobby went to meet that stout, jovial man. Presently the two came back to where she was standing by the rail.

“Well, I must say that I didn’t reckon on you,” Orford greeted her, without visible signs of annoyance. “Do you know what you are, young lady? You are a little bit of grit in the smooth machinery of my organization. You are the fifth wheel and the ninth dimension. You don’t belong here. You are just like a loose paper wandering around pigeonholes that don’t fit you. Sump’n has got to be done about you. Yes, sir.”

“Am I so much in the way?” she asked guiltily.

Mr. Orford took off his hat and rubbed his thick hair irritably.

“You may be,” he said cautiously. “For the minute, you are no more in the way than a blooming rose in the desert of Arabia. You are the pink hat at the funeral, and naturally you are considerably conspicuous, and that’s what is worrying me.”

“Can’t you put me ashore?” she asked.

He shook his big head.

“No, ma’am, I can’t put you ashore,” he said decidedly. “There ain’t any shore to put you to. You are just going to wander round the Wes’n ocean like a lil’ sea urchin, that’s what! And maybe it is right and providential that you happened. You kind of supply the credentials of the party, but we’ve got no clothes for you, no face powder or eyebrow pencil or hair wash. You are in a severely masculine environment, and until we strike the Southern Pacific, I can’t see what we can do for you, unless—” He looked at the other, pursed his lips and closed his eyes. “You’ve a pretty thin chance of getting so much as a falderal from her
 .”

Pen wondered who the mysterious “her” was. She could not guess that the “her” was an oil-ship which he chartered and which was to meet them at sea.

“Now, young lady,” he said. He put his arm about her shoulder paternally, and took her aft to where the big red-cushioned deckchairs were. “You are going to tell me just what happened and just why you are here.”

“I am afraid I can’t, Mr. Orford,” she said, shaking her head. “The matter is now so serious that I can’t tell anybody, unless I am prepared to tell the police also.”

“Bad as that, eh?” He mused, looking at her searchingly through the slits of his eyes. “Mrs. Dorban, too, Bobby tells me. Was it Mr. Dorban who you complained was getting fresh with you? I see,” he nodded. “It wouldn’t be for that. Did she try to kill you? You needn’t tell me, I can see she did. I never thought she was that kind. People don’t go so far, only one in eighty-three thousand seven hundred and forty-five have a murderer’s mind, and I guess you struck one of the ones! Now tell me straight, man to man, Miss Pitt — what’s your other name, by the way? Penelope, kind of companion to Xenocrates, eh? — tell me what was the cause of it all.”

“I’ve told you too much already,” said Pen with an obstinate tilt of her chin. “I do not want to figure in a police trial, and in any circumstances it would be a very difficult charge to prove.”

He nodded.

“If I know that lady,” he said, “she is already filing an affidavit that you tried to murder her
 — she’s that kind. Lordy! If I had only known that you were in the Dorbans’ house!”

“What difference would it have made?” she asked, but he was no more in a mind to give her his confidence than she was to speak frankly to him.

She went back to her cabin soon after and found her nice sailor making the bed. To her practised eye, he looked like a man who had made many beds before, and she stood watching him, he unknowing, as with deft hands he arranged sheet and blanket and coverlet, put a new slip upon the pillow and turned back the sheet neatly.

“Thank you,” she said, and he started and turned. Only for a second was he embarrassed.

“I think your cabin is shipshape now, miss,” he said.

“By the way, what is your name?” asked the girl.

He scratched his chin.

“What is my name?” he repeated. “To tell you the truth, Miss Pitt, I haven’t given the matter a thought. How would John suit me?”

“John it shall be,” she said good-humouredly.

He paused at the door.

“Is there anything you want? We have no flowers on board, but if you would like a little greenery, we have some carrots in cold storage, and I dare say we could fix up—”

“I don’t even want greenery,” she said, just a little piqued by his familiarity. She was ashamed of herself immediately after he had gone.

To her surprise, luncheon was served in her cabin. Apparently her fellow-passengers had no particular’ desire to meet her at meals. John, who served the lunch, had, however, another explanation.

“They think you might feel awkward if you were the only lady present at eats,” he said. “You’ll be seeing the captain after lunch. He isn’t a bad fellow, but somewhat devoid of humour — and yet he’s a Scot!”

He took her breath away with his easy manner. She had always been under the impression that the ship’s captain was a being of whom every sailor man stood in awe, and she was doubly surprised when at last she met Captain Willit, for that gentleman was a fierce-looking old man who glowered at her from under overhanging white eyebrows, and made an excuse at the earliest opportunity for leaving her.

She discovered that the Polyantha
 was an oil-burning yacht, and that the crew was a small one. There were many curious things about the vessel which she did not understand. Not the least curious was the attitude of the guests and officers towards her steward, John. Nobody ever spoke to him, and if he, as he frequently did, ventured a casual or jocular comment upon a situation which had arisen, they looked past and ignored him. None the less, he seemed to thrive on the somewhat chilly atmosphere in which he lived.

The second remarkable member of the crew was a sailor who apparently did nothing but sit in the well of the foredeck, smoking an interminable chain of cigars. He was a broad-shouldered, bullet-headed man, with a brutal face. He looked like a prizefighter with his close-cropped head, his snub nose, and heavy jowl. His idle indolence would have alone attracted her attention, but even more remarkable was the fact that round his waist was a belt in which hung two long-barrelled revolvers, one at either hip.

He looked up as she was leaning over the rail, watching him, and the queer contortion of face which was intended to be a smile made him even more unpleasant to look upon. And then, to her indignation, he deliberately winked at her. At first she thought it was accidental, but when he put up his hand and blew her a kiss, she turned away.

“What is the matter?”

It was her steward.

“That sailor,” she said, a little incoherently. “He — he Oh, it was nothing. I suppose sailors are like that.” She tried to smile through her annoyance, but he was not deceived.

“Has he been offensive?” asked John.

“He was a little — blew me a kiss. I suppose he thought I was—”

But before she could finish, he had turned and run down the companionway to the lower deck. She saw him walk quickly toward the big man, and then a stronger thing happened. The man with the brutal face sprang to his feet, dropped both hands upon the protruding butts of his pistols, and whipped them out. She saw the two men speaking, and presently John turned and his face was white. He came up the ladder more slowly than he had gone down.

“He won’t bother you again,” he said shortly, and walked past her.
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The idle sailor’s name was Hollin; she learnt this from Bobby Mills, but that young gentleman seemed quite unwilling to discuss the man or his idiosyncrasies.

“Why does he wear those revolvers?”

“I can’t imagine,” said Bobby politely. “Probably he is one of those sad cases of men who have been influenced by the horrible movies.”’

Toward evening Hollin appeared on the upper deck. A cigar was stuck in the corner of his mouth, his hands were in his pockets, and he lounged along the deck to the far end, to disappear down the companionway.

Not one of the guests took the slightest notice of him. The old captain, who was standing by Orford’s chair, merely glared at him as he passed, but offered no reproof.

Yet with the other members of the crew the strictest discipline was maintained. The quartermasters saluted in navy fashion and moved at the double whenever the watch officer’s whistle sounded. Only John and the swaggering Hollin seemed superior to the laws of the sea, but in fairness to John, he appeared to do nothing to which offence might be taken, apart from his passion for butting into conversations.

Mr. Orford spent the greater part of the day asleep in one of the deep chairs in the afterdeck, a big sun umbrella rigged over him.

The second of the guests, Mr. Mills, appeared to find occupation in his own cabin.

Orford and Mills were apparently the only passengers on the yacht. There were the first, second, and third officers, the chief engineer and his one assistant, a purser, about twelve hands, and the captain.

The only disturbance to the serenity of the ship came when the wireless’ operator appeared with something written on a slip of paper. Then there would be a hasty conference, grouped about Mr. James Xenocrates Orford, who was aroused for the occasion and became instantly wide awake.

Once, after such a conference, the course of the Polyantha
 was altered, the ship, which had been heading for the setting sun, swung round and pursued a course due south. And they were going faster, the girl noticed. The decks shivered again, and the Polyantha
 began to take little seas over her sharp-pointed bow. Then, without warning, the course was changed east, then south again.

Early in the afternoon a man had climbed up to the crow’s nest on the foremast, and had spent his watch scanning the horizon with a telescope.

That night everybody was glum and silent. Bobby answered any observation she made to him in monosyllables. Mr. Orford sat in silence, his hands crossed over his stomach. She thought he was asleep, but James Xenocrates Orford was very much awake.

The only cheerful person on board was John, the steward. He served her dinner, and brought her coffee to the deck. When she retired that night she found him squatting on the deck with his back to the superstructure, and he rose silently as she appeared.

“Is there anything I can get you before you go to bed, Miss Pitt?”

“No, thank you, John,” she said.

“I have put some mineral water in your cabin. I think I told you that there is a key to the door. What time would you like your tea tomorrow? I am afraid that you will have to come to the door and get it. I am an excellent steward, but a bashful chambermaid. How are they aft?”

He jerked his head in the direction of her fellow-passengers.

“They are not very bright,” she confessed. “Can you tell me, John, where we are going?”

“I haven’t the faintest idea,” he replied.

“Through the Panama Canal perhaps, to the South Sea Islands.”

“Whose ship is this?”

“I forget the name of the gentleman; he’s a French Duke, but the gentleman who has chartered the yacht is the chaste Xenocrates.”

“Mr. Orford?” she said in surprise.

“Mr. Orford,” said John, nodding.

“Do you know him very well?”

“Never met him in my life till I saw him on board this ship,” said John promptly. “You were going to say something at that minute? I wonder if I know what it was. Weren’t you going to ask me why a man of my superior attainments and conversational powers should be engaged in a menial capacity upon Mr. Orford’s yacht?”

“I did think it strange,” she confessed.

“Very strange,” he said emphatically, “very strange. You would be a blasé-minded old lady if you thought it was anything but
 strange. I don’t exactly know how I am going to explain my presence to you, except by producing a hypothesis which may or may not hypothecate. Imagine a poor Scottish student who utilizes his vacation by going to sea in order to pay his college fees. Does that convince you?”

“No, it doesn’t,” she said, and then, realizing that perhaps the conversation had gone far enough, she bade him goodnight and went in.

He heard the key turn in the lock, and strode down to the well-deck. A dark figure squatting on a bollard rose with alacrity.

“Put those stupid guns away, my good friend,” said John testily, “and go to bed. Why aren’t you in bed?”

“Because I ain’t going to bed until you are in bed,” said the other. His voice was hoarse and cracked. “That’s why, Mr. Clever! I ain’t going to let nobody put one over on me. I know the right of my position. I’ve been thinking it over, matey, and I’ll tell you what it’s going to be. It’s going to cost that fat bloke twenty thousand. Not a penny less. Twenty thousand, and me landed in South America.” John took a cigarette from his trouser pocket and lit it.

“You’re a beast,” he said briefly, and was turning away when the man spoke again.

“Here, matey,” he asked, lowering his voice, “who’s that skirt?”

“That what?” John swung round.

“That skirt in the cabin up above? I see her come aboard last night. Who is she, matey? She’s as pretty as a picture.” He smacked his thick lips.

“Hollin!” John’s voice was soft. “Do you really want to get to South America? If so, do not mention that lady again. And listen! If you do any more kiss-throwing I’ll get you in spite of your guns. You’ll not be looking the way the bullet will come, remember that, Hollin.”

“What’s the good of talking like that, matey?” whined the man. “Ain’t I behaved like a gentleman all through the piece? Didn’t I scrag Crawley when he’d have got you?”

“You’re a liar,” said the other without heat. “There was no need to scrag Crawley—”

Pen’s cabin was flush with the rail of the foredeck; two portholes overlooked the well where the two men were talking, and those portholes were open. She had been standing, her elbow resting upon the casings, looking out into the blue-green moonlit sea, and there had come to her the murmur of sound, and then she had heard John speaking distinctly.

“Scrag Crawley.” Who was the unfortunate Crawley — for scragging was obviously something distinctly unpleasant? And what had these two men, so strangely diverse, in common with one another?

Presently the voices died away, and after a visit to the door to make sure that it was locked, she crept into her bed, and in a few minutes was fast asleep. Once in the night she woke with a start. The ship was listing over so much that only the silver guards of her bed kept her from rolling to the floor. She got up in some alarm, but immediately afterwards the Polyantha
 righted herself. Pulling back the curtains which covered the windows, she looked out. Far away on the horizon she saw a twinkle of light, and as she looked there came to her ears a rattle and clang which for the moment startled her, till she recalled the fact that the navigating bridge was above her head, and that the sound she had heard was the ship’s telegraph.

She pushed the port open wider, and then she heard the captain’s voice.

“There she is. We have been getting her signals for two hours. Do you think she saw us?”

“No, the light didn’t come within ten miles of us. What time is it?” asked a deep voice, which she recognized as Mr. Orford’s.

“Nearly two. We have an hour and a half before daybreak. We are doing twenty-six knots now, and unless she takes it into her head to follow our course, we’ll be out of sight.”

There was a long silence, and she thought the men must have gone to the charthouse.

Suddenly Mr. Orford’s voice asked:

“What was that?”

“An aeroplane,” said the other laconically. “I heard it an hour ago. Are all lights out, Simpson?”

“Switched off from the main, sir,” said a third voice.

“Navigating lights out?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Go along both decks and see if any of the watch are smoking.” Then in a different voice: “Engine-room — that you, Ferly? Is there any possibility of light showing from the funnels? If there is, take whatever action is necessary.”

The thud of the screws suddenly ceased and there was silence.

Now Pen heard the sound. It was a drone that developed into a noise such as a circular saw makes when it is cutting through hard wood. It passed and died down again. Another long interval of silence, and a soft patter of feet above her head, and then she heard a fourth voice.

“Just come through, sir, from an Admiralty broadcast.”

“What is it?” growled the captain.

The man was evidently reading by memory, for there could be no light upon the bridge.

“To all ocean-going traffic, Dungeness to Land’s End. Please report instantly by radio to Admiralty if wreck of an aeroplane has been sighted by your ship.”

“Damn Hollin and his cap. I knew that swine would spoil everything!”

Penelope came back to her bed and sat on its edge, her arms folded, her pretty face puckered in a frown. Now she knew the reason the ship had listed. They had again changed the direction, and she recalled the fact that when in the day this had happened, the Polyantha
 laid over lazily upon the side to which they had turned. Of what were they afraid? Why were all the lights out? The Polyantha
 held a secret — a secret associated with Hollin and his cap. She laughed helplessly and went to bed. Just as she was falling asleep the telegraph rattled and rang again, and she heard the engines going at full speed.

She remembered nothing more until a discreet knock came upon her door, and the voice of John demanded:

“Do you mind preserved milk? Our cow is not quite herself this morning.”
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The second day of Polyantha
 broke grey and chilly. The sea had lost its unruffled smoothness, and throughout the day they ran into rain squalls at regular intervals.

Pen was glad of her jersey, and when John produced a man’s overcoat of blanket cloth, she accepted his kindness gratefully, and allowed him to turn up the sleeves for her, and button it under her chin.

“It is the smallest coat on board,” explained John. “I think it belongs to Bobby Mills.”

“You don’t call him ‘Bobby’ to his face, do you?” asked the interested girl.

“I never call him anything to his face,” said John coolly. “It happens to be his name, and I can’t go round ‘mistering’ people all the time. It is so very monotonous, apart from being extremely snobbish. I think Bobby is a name which suits him rather well. He is the greatest fellow on earth, as straight as a die—”

“You seem to know him rather well.”

“I know of him. Everybody knows Stamford Mills by repute, even an obscure Aberdeen student. By the way, did we agree that that should be my role?”

“We did not,” she said severely.

“Very good. What will you have for breakfast? We have eggs and bacon, and bacon and eggs. We also have ham that looks like bacon. We can supply you with cutlets à la Française
 or à l’Americaine.
 We have clam chowder in cans — this, I understand, being the favourite dish of the good folks of Edmonton—”

“Who told you I came from Edmonton?” she asked suspiciously.

“You did,” he replied without shame. “When I was putting you to bed the other night, you were talking in your sleep—”

“John,” said Penelope awfully, “you are being indelicate.”

All this conversation took place through the crack of a door open no more than an inch.

Penelope told herself afterwards that it was not right to carry on what was tantamount to a flirtation with a deck hand. Of course, it was not a flirtation, or anything like a flirtation, but it might be interpreted that way. At the same time, it was rather difficult to treat John as though he were an ordinary able seaman. There was no reason, however, why she should go beyond the ordinary boundaries of courtesy, and she resolved there and then to adopt a new and less intimate attitude toward this pleasant steward of hers.

She could not be cold, and, naturally, she could not snub him. It occurred to her that, if neither of these courses were pursued, there was very little change that she could bring about. It was also annoying, in view of her desire to stand upon another footing with John, that he was the only person of whom she could ask information. She had sensed something in the placid Mr. Orford which was not exactly hostility, but was not enthusiastic friendship. For some reason her arrival upon the Polyantha
 had upset a very carefully laid plan. What that plan could be, she considered deeply without finding any solution. The yachting cruise was not in the nature of a pleasure trip. There was something sinister about it all. She could not suspect either the chubby Bobby Mills or the benevolent Mr. Orford of criminal practice, and yet — what was the meaning of that stealthy flight down the Channel? The constant change of course, the putting out of the lights; and Hollin, that evil man with his cigar — what had he to do with it, and what had his cap?

She put her hand to her throbbing temples. The more she thought the more confused she became. The difficulty of her own position left her unmoved. She was wholly independent, her time was her own, and it mattered very little to her whether the Polyantha
 was bound for the South Sea Islands or the Arctic regions. For here was the strange thing, that, in spite of the peculiar errand of the Polyantha,
 she felt singularly safe.

She searched in her mind trying to recall the particulars of all the sea stories she had ever read. Perhaps the Polyantha
 was in search of hidden treasure — or was it gun-running? What country was at war that would be likely to requisition the services of the Polyantha
 for that purpose? She could not remember any.

John served her lunch, and for once was almost taciturn.

Pen was irritated; she was in the mood for asking questions, and he gave her no opening, until he was clearing away the plates.

“We are running into fine weather,” he said, apropos of nothing. She glanced through the open porthole; the sky and sea were grey, and a trailing veil of rain was moving slowly across the western horizon.

“I suppose we call somewhere before we reach the South Sea Islands?” she asked. He stopped, tray in hand.

“Did I say South Sea Islands? If I did, I was joking. I don’t know where we are going. Yes, we must stop somewhere, I suppose. I don’t know what the arrangements are; I haven’t even bothered to ask.”

“Aren’t you afraid that you will be rather late for the opening of your college term?” she asked sarcastically, and he smiled.

“I dare say they’ll postpone the opening if I am not back,” said he.

“John.” She called him when he was at the door, and he put down the tray on the deck outside and came back empty-handed. “Do you know what is the mystery of the Polyantha
 ?”

“The only mystery on the Polyantha
 is you,” he said. “All women are more or less mysterious—”

“Don’t be silly,” she said impatiently. “Why are we sneaking — there is no other word for it — away from England? There is something very strange about this voyage.”

“Does it worry you?” he asked quickly, and she considered.

“Not very much. It piques me. I hate being kept in the dark, and I am a little worried about Mrs. — A lady.”

“The lady who tried to throw you overboard from her motorboat?” he finished. “Well, you needn’t trouble about that sweet child, she’s alive and kicking — emphatically kicking,” he said grimly.

“How do you know?” she asked in astonishment.

“Also, you are reported dead,” John went on, looking at her thoughtfully. “The motorboat was picked up in mid-ocean — in other words, twentyfive miles from Spithead — and I presume Mrs. Dorban has told some story about an accident which threw you both into the water. There is no mystery about my having this knowledge.’ he smiled. “We have had a very full radio description of the tragedy. The only thing that puzzles me is why the dickens did she try to kill you?”

Pen was silent on this subject.

“Do you discuss these matters with the captain?” she asked.

“You are being sarcastic again,” said John wearily. “Sarcasm always rattles me. No, but we poor, humble sailors learn a lot by keeping our ears open.”

He made no further remark but went out, and later Penelope saw him on the deck polishing the brasswork in that leisurely, detached way which sailors have when they are engaged in routine labour.

He was dressed lightly in trousers and undershirt; the weather had changed, as he had predicted, and it was hot on deck, for they had a following wind behind them.

He wore a short-sleeved singlet, and from her place of observation she could admire the patent strength in the brown, muscular arm. Presently he put his cleaning rags into a tin case and disappeared from view.

She walked forward after him and, looking into the well, saw the inevitable Hollin with his no less inevitable cigar, but John had disappeared, and she felt unaccountably annoyed.

Mr. Orford was asleep under his umbrella, Bobby was squatting on the deck playing solitaire, Dr. Fraser, that dour man, was reading a fat and uninteresting book; Nobody spoke to her. The doctor looked up as she passed; an officer, whom she took to be the mate of the ship, deliberately avoided her, and for the first time she felt very lonely.

Half an hour later she paced to the further end of the ship, and, looking over the rail, she beheld an extraordinary sight.

John was sitting on a stool, and on his knee was a large paint-box, the lid of which served as an easel; inside had been fastened a small canvas, which he was busy covering with paint. She watched fascinated, and saw the grey-green of the sea, the gold and eau-de-nil
 of the westerly sky, appear under his nimble brush.

He had perched himself on the top of the fore-hatch, so that he enjoyed an uninterrupted view of the sea, and he was so absorbed with his work that he did not notice the girl until her shadow fell across him, then he started guiltily and looked up.

“Y-yes,” he said, answering her ecstatic gasp of delight. “It isn’t bad for a ten-minute sketch.”

“But you are an artist, John! Whatever—”

He put down his brushes and closed the box hurriedly.

“An amateur, a mere dabbler. The poor must have their pleasures,” he said glibly, “as well as the rich, and—”

“Hi!”

There was a bellow of sound from the deck above, and, looking up, Penelope saw Mr. Orford, and for once his equanimity was disturbed.

“Say, what in thunder were you doing — painting — you great boob — didn’t I tell you — oh, you poor fish!”

Mr. Orford was really angry.

John flushed a deep red, but, to her surprise, made no reply, as the fat man came wobbling down the companionway. The sailor looked for all the world like a sheepish boy who had been detected in a forbidden orchard.

“I told you not to paint!” said Mr. Orford furiously. “I told you that you weren’t — oh, what in hell’s the use!”

“I am very sorry, Mr. Orford,” said John humbly. “It was a thoughtless thing to do.” Mr. Orford flung out his plump hands in a gesture of despair.

“Sump’n’s got to happen,” he said darkly. “Never in all my experience have things gone worse!”

Rumbling his wrath, he climbed breathlessly to the deck and disappeared, and John looked at the girl with a gleam of amusement in his fine eyes.

“You see what you’ve done for me,” he said.

“What I’ve done!” she said indignantly.

“I
 haven’t been painting. But I think it is disgraceful that you aren’t allowed to amuse yourself in your spare time if you want to paint.”

“I have no spare time,” said the other with a little grimace. “I am on duty for twentyfour hours. Excuse me, I must placate what Carlyle would call the enraged mountain.”

The sun had touched the horizon when, looking far out to sea, to the south, Penelope saw a ship. It seemed to be heading straigh in their direction. Glancing aft, she saw a little group, consisting of Mr. Orford, the captain, and Bobby Mills, engaged in an earnest confabulation. Presently the doctor joined them, and from time to time they looked toward the oncoming steamer. Suddenly the doctor detached himself from the group and came toward her.

“Good-afternoon, Miss Pitt,” he said, eyeing her steadily. “You don’t seem very well.”

He did not seem very well himself. His face had paled, his hands were shaking.

“I?” she said in amazement. “I am as well as ever I have been.”

“I don’t think you are very well. A touch of sun, I should imagine.” He looked into her eyes. “Yes, off you go to bed.”

She stared at him.

“But really I am very well, doctor.”

“That is an illusion,” said he, pleasantly for him. “Will you please do as I tell you.” “But — really — to bed?”

He nodded.

“When you are in bed I will come and see you and give you a cooling drink.”

“But it is ridiculous!” she said rebelliously. “I don’t see why I should go to bed when I feel—”

“Will you do as you are told, Miss Pitt?” This time his voice was stern and uncompromising, and she realized that her health had nothing whatever to do with his strange request.

To stand out against his wishes was impossible. She was at the mercy of these men, and yet she did not fear them.

“Very well,” she said. “I think it is wholly unnecessary, but if you say I must, I will.”

Lying in bed, the absurdity of the situation dawned upon her, and she was amused, though she was more angry.

The doctor came in with a medicine measure in his hand; it was half-filled with a cloudy white liquid.

“Drink this,” he said.

“But, seriously, doctor, do you think I have sunstroke? I assure you my head was never clearer.”

“Drink this,” he said again, and she obeyed.

It was a bitter draught, and she made a grimace as she swallowed.

“Ugh!” she said, and for the first time since they had met, the doctor smiled.

“Not pleasant, eh? Still, its effects are very pleasant indeed, and its after effects are nil. That is the big advantage of this potion.”

His voice seemed very far away, and Penelope was experiencing a delicious sense of languorous ease.
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It was quite dark when she woke. The ship was still on the way and no lights were burning in the cabin. Reaching out her hand, she switched on the bedside lamp and sat up. Her head felt curiously light, but did not ache. But when she put her feet to the ground her knees wobbled for a second.

Then the doctor had been right, she thought.

“Mercy!” said Penelope aloud, for she had caught the reflection of her face in the wardrobe glass. It was covered with pink spots — forehead, chin, neck, all bore that telltale rash.

“Measles!” She had recognized the symptoms with a groan, and went back to bed.

When she opened her eyes again it was daylight; a gentle tap at the door had awakened her.

“Put it down, John,” she said; “and don’t please come near; I have measles.”

The door opened a few inches, a long, sinewy arm came in and deposited a tray, and then John’s voice said:

“Try soap and water.”

“Try what?” she repeated incredulously. “Soap and water,” said John soothingly. “It is the finest remedy for measles the world has ever known. I am thinking of patenting the cure.”

He had hardly closed the door before she was out of bed and in the bathroom, applying a wet sponge vigorously to her face. And the spots came off! She could hardly believe her eyes, and yet it was true. Under the vigorous application of a damp sponge her face was cleared of the rash.

The first person she saw when she stepped out on to the deck that morning was John. He was sitting in a shady corner, and he was engaged in the prosaic business of peeling potatoes. It is not customary for the mysteries of the cook’s department to be revealed upon that part of the yacht which is reserved for the expensive pleasures of guests, but by now Penelope had grown accustomed to the inexplicable, and had she seen John sitting on the edge of the funnel drinking champagne, it would not have been more remarkable than some of the sights she had witnessed since she had been an unwelcome member of Mr. Orford’s party.

At the sight of her, he put down his knife and a half-peeled potato, and rose, wiping his hands upon his jersey.

“A messy business,” he said, “but I am not allowed to carry a handkerchief, for fear of exciting the envy of the crew.”

She glanced round. There was nobody in sight, except one of the deck hands who was splicing a rope at the far end of the promenade-deck.

“Now, John, you’ve got to tell me — how did those spots come on my face?”

“‘Open confession is good for the soul,’” replied John. “I painted them!”

“You painted them?” she gasped.

He nodded.

“You have already had proof of my artistic qualities,” he said, “so you may be sure that the work was well carried out. The unfortunate thing is that we couldn’t wash them off without waking you.”

“Then I was drugged?” she said.

He hesitated.

“I was drugged?” she repeated.

“You were given a sleeping draught, I understand,” said John carefully. “It was against my wish, but Orford insisted. You see,” he went on, “we came upon a British warship which ordered us to stop, and as we desired the stay of their examining officers should be a very short one, we hoisted the yellow jack to show we had an infectious disease on board — and you were the infectious disease.”

“Was there no other reason?”

He did not reply for a moment. Then: “Possibly Mr. Orford thought that you might describe our stealthy habits. Anyway, it was an unpleasant business, and I am glad it is all over.”

She shook her head helplessly.

“I can’t understand it,” she said.

“But you are not frightened?” he asked, looking at her keenly.

“No, I am not frightened,” she admitted. “I am just very much annoyed.”

“That’s all right,” he said, and it seemed that he was relieved. “And now I am going to give you a piece of information. The ship is going into Vigo. Something has happened to one of the engines. I don’t know what it is, because I am not an engineer. But we are going into Vigo for two or three days, and you will have an opportunity of buying clothes.”

“Shall I be allowed ashore?”

“Under escort,” he said gravely; “and I have agreed to act as your escort. In a way your coming on board was providential; it may even be miraculous,” he went on, seriously enough. “I don’t know — it may be — it depends entirely upon you. And — here comes the jolly old Bobby and I return to my potatoes.”

Bobby was certainly more jolly-looking than he had been during the past few days.

“Has John told you about your measles?” he said. “Can you ever forgive us, Miss Pitt? It was a blackguardly thing to do, and it took all our persuasive powers to induce the doctor to help in this nefarious scheme. He hasn’t stopped telling us that he is liable to imprisonment for seven years, to be struck off the Medical Register, and ruined for life.”

“Then why did he do it?” asked Pen a little frigidly.

“Because the Frasers have always helped the Campbells in time of trouble. Not that the Campbells are involved in this transaction, but Fraser’s a kinsman of ours, and that explains the sacrifice of professional dignity. You are going to forgive us, aren’t you, Miss Pitt?”

“I don’t see what difference my forgiveness would make,” she said, half smiling. “I wish you’d have told me, and I should have been happy to have acted the part of an interesting invalid.”

“That wasn’t all that was required,” said Bobby very gravely, and then: “You know we are going into Vigo?”

She nodded.

“John told you; he is a talkative bird; I suppose it is because—”

“Because?”

“Oh, well, men are born gossips,” he said lamely.
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Certain amazing facts were slowly emerging through the fog which enveloped Penelope’s mind. Perhaps that is hardly an accurate description. It was rather as though, from the moment Cynthia had called her to the house, she had been under the influence of an anaesthetic, in which condition the most fantastic happenings seemed natural. Now the effect of the drug was wearing away, and she was examining, incredulously, events which she had been satisfied to accept as being perfectly normal and logical.

Piecing her chaotic experiences together, she arrived definitely at this point — that Cynthia Dorban had set out in cold blood to murder her, for no other reason, apparently, than because she had opened a trunk which contained a large amount of money and two etchings. It seemed an inadequate cause. But obviously the deadly secret of Stone House was in that trunk, which Cynthia had thought had been sunk in the sea. Why should she want to destroy an immense fortune, was not the least of the mysteries. Cynthia was a woman who lived for money. It was the one subject on which she could become interesting, and however a conversation might start, it invariably came back, by some channel or other, to the solid matter of hard cash.

In the early morning, as the Polyantha
 was making for the rugged, blue coastline of Spain, Penelope got out of bed and, wrapped in a dressing-gown, went on to the deck.

Early as was the hour, she found a fellow-passenger in Mr. Orford, who, to her surprise, was fully dressed.

The morning was chilly, and he was wrapped in a huge greatcoat, the collar of which was turned up about his ears, and with his hands thrust into his pockets he surveyed the approaching land with a scowl of gloom.

He started violently at her voice — she was wearing her slippers and he had not heard her approach — and half-turned as though he were going to beat a retreat.

“Up early, eh, Miss Pitt?”

She thought he looked at her with a very unfavourable eye, and this suspicion of hostility was confirmed when, with a simultaneous jerk of his thumb and head toward the approaching land, he blurted:

“Your idea?”

“My idea?” she said in astonishment. “Why, I don’t quite know what you mean, Mr. Orford.”

“When sentiment comes into organization, organization gets sick,” he said bitterly. “Thought it was you; perhaps I’m wrong. Perhaps it is the other thing; and yet I’m supposed to be in charge!”

She could only look at him. To her he was incoherent, wild of speech, and beyond understanding.

“Going into Vigo is madness,” he said helplessly, shrugging his vast shoulders. “Say, I’ve known men to be taken to the insane asylum for less.”

“But I thought the engines were wrong,” she began.

“Engines wrong?” he boomed. “There’s nothin’ wrong with Polyantha
 . Fasten that fact to your mind. Polyantha
 was never better. No, sir. There is sump’n wrong, but not with Polyantha
 . It is in that crazy man’s mind; that’s what’s wrong,” he said heatedly. “Six months’ organization, and” — he snapped his fingers— “and all because—” He looked at her from under his heavy brows. “Or maybe it isn’t you at all.” He turned abruptly away and stalked down the deck, she staring after him.

And she had been in a mind to tell him the whole truth about Cynthia Dorban. She had wakened thinking about Stone House and the mystery of the trunk, and at the sight of him there came an urge within her to find a confidant. Mr. Orford was not in the mood for confidences.

It was nine o’clock when the Polyantha
 came to her moorings in Vigo Harbour, and in the early morning sunlight the town looked ethereally pretty, with its background of mountainous hills. It was less beautiful at close quarters, she was to find. A tiny motorboat had been lowered away, and into this she was handed by the faithful John. In honour of the occasion he had made himself look spruce. His somewhat ill-fitting clothes were new, and his flat-brimmed hat, with its ribbon inscribed in gold letters with the word Polyantha
 , might have been more imposing if it had not been a size too small.

They had passed through the Customs and were walking up the narrow street toward the Calle Principe when she asked:

“Why did you tell me that the engines wanted repair?”

“Don’t they?” he asked in mock surprise. “You know very well they do not,” she said severely. “You are in Mr. Mills’ secrets. Why did he bring the Polyantha
 into Vigo? Mr. Orford thought at first I was the cause.”

“I think you do Bobby an injustice,” said John quietly. “He had a very special reason for visiting Vigo, if it is true that the story of engine trouble is an invention. Here is the principal thoroughfare” — he silenced any further comment she might make— “and you will be able to buy anything you want.”

Suddenly she realized that she was penniless and laughed.

“Unfortunately,” she said dryly, “I am not sufficiently well-known to the shopkeepers in Vigo.”

“Haven’t you any money?” he asked quickly. “Of course, you haven’t.” He put his hand in his pocket and took out a flat notecase and extracted a dozen Spanish bills. “How careless of me! Mr. Mills gave me this in case you had no — what a fool I am!”

She hesitated before she took the money. “One of these will be enough. How much is a thousand pesetas?”

“Roughly forty pounds, and forty pounds is two hundred dollars,” he said rapidly. “You’ll find me waiting at the corner. I think that shop over there — Manuels — sell the best woman’s truck, but if you can’t find what you want there, there is rather a nice little store round the corner, facing the cathedral.”

It was not a moment to argue. She crossed the square to the famous Manuels and made her purchases. It was surprising the number of things she had to buy — the more surprising that she had not felt the need of them until she confronted them, ticketed unintelligibly. She bought two cheap dresses and a respectable quantity of other mysteries, and came out laden, to find the patient John standing by the side of a fiacre
 which he had hired.

He took the parcels from her hands and stowed them neatly.

“I am afraid I have spent a terrible lot of money,” she began, but he shook his head.

“Bobby expected you would; and anyway, a thousand pesetas is not a terrifying sum.”

He looked at her thoughtfully.

“I wonder if you will come with me for a little drive?” he asked. “I have a call to make.”

“Do you know Vigo?” she asked in surprise.

He nodded.

“Very well indeed,” he replied quietly.

“I am going now to—” He seemed in doubt as to whether he should proceed, and then: “To the cemetery. Do you mind, Miss Pitt?”

“Not at all,” she said in haste. She wondered no more. Some friend of his must be buried in this out-of-the-way spot, but it could hardly have been the sentimentality of John the steward which had brought the Polyantha
 into Vigo.

As they drove through the crowded streets he pointed out various places of interest.

“Vigo is not particularly well endowed in the matter of historical monuments,” he said.

“Most of the cathedrals in this part of the country were injured in an earthquake, and restored in a most ghastly modern fashion.”

He told her that somewhere at the bottom of the sea, in Vigo Harbour, lay a million pounds’ worth of silver; that it was here that one of the old English admirals surprised the Spanish Silver Fleet, sank half of the ships and captured the others.

They came at last to the cemetery, which stood on the outskirts of the town, a great square desolation of garish iron crosses and horrible metal wreaths, enclosed within a high and ugly wall.

An old gatekeeper came forward to meet him, looking at him curiously, and John addressed him in fluent Spanish. The old man leading the way, they threaded a narrow path and came presently to a corner of the cemetery railed off from the remainder.

“This is the English burying ground, Miss Pitt,” explained John, “though in point of fact there are more Americans here than there are British.”

The little corner was carefully kept. There were flowers everywhere, and the crosses and headstones were less ornate than those in the larger cemetery.

“Will you excuse me?” His voice was low, the face, at which she flashed a quick look, was set as in a mask.

She knew he wanted to be alone, and nodded.

Walking forward a few paces, he came to the side of a grave which bore a single stone at its head. Stooping, he picked off the dead leaves of a rose bush which grew by its side, and then, bareheaded, he stood at the foot motionless, his head bent, his eyes fixed upon the ground.

Presently he looked round and beckoned her forward.

“I didn’t intend bringing you in,” he said. “I had almost forgotten your presence until you were here. This is my mother’s grave,” he said simply.

She looked at the headstone and read:

“Mary Tyson” (she could not read the other word), “aged 46. Third daughter of Lord John Medway.”

He stooped again, and selecting a rose, twisted it from its stem and laid it carefully upon the grassy mound; then, without another word, he took her arm and led her back to the gate.

They were in town again before he explained.

“We lived here for very many years. My father was poor, and the climate of Vigo suited him very well. I scarcely remember him; I was about six or seven when he died. Mother and I lived here for twelve years.”

They were passing through the Calle de Principe when he rose, and, leaning over the driver, gave a direction, and the cab turned down a long and narrow street. At a word the cab stopped before a small shop.

“This is where we lived,” said John, and pointed up. “On the second floor. It seems empty now. I wonder if old Gonsalez is still alive.”

He got down on to the sidewalk and peered through the window, and, opening the door of the shop, went in. He came back in a few minutes.

“The old man died four years ago,” he said, and exhibited a large key. “But I have permission to look over the house. The rooms are empty. Old Gonsalez was devoted to dear mother, and swore he would never let the rooms once we had gone, and the old boy has kept his promise.”

He inserted the key in a side door, and she followed him along a long and narrow passage, and up a particularly steep and narrow winding stairway.

“Here we are,” said John.

The landing on which they stopped was lit only by a small window.

“This was our diningroom,” he said, and opened the door.

The room was empty and dusty, cobwebs hung in the corners, and a tiny charcoal grate was half-hidden by an accumulation of rubbish, but the walls were panelled in carved oak, and the ceiling, despite its dust and discoloration, was a beautiful piece of plaster-work.

“Moorish,” explained John. “The house was originally built by a Malaga merchant, who brought Moorish workmen to decorate the ceilings.”

He led her from room to room, stopping now and again to indicate some particular object which his memory associated with his mother.

It did not occur to her that he was presuming a great deal upon her interest in his early life. She was interested, profoundly interested.

“Now if you can find your way down alone,” said John, “I’m going to sit here for five minutes and have a real think. I want to get certain things straight in my mind, and I don’t know any atmosphere more conducive to clear thinking than these dear rooms.”

She nodded, and, understanding, went quietly away.

She had reached the first flight and her foot was on the stair to descend to the ground floor, when she heard voices in the hall below. Somebody was speaking in broken English.

“You may see them; yes, they are very nice rooms, but at the moment there is a gentleman and lady to inspect. My father would never hire these rooms, but with me it is different. These are hard times and a man must win money.”

“Certainly,” said a second voice, and Penelope drew back with a gasp. She recognized it instantly; it was the voice of Arthur Dorban!

“Shall we go up?” It was Cynthia speaking, and the girl reeled back against the ancient balustrade.

Before they could move a step, she was flying up the stairs and had rushed into the room where John was sitting on the broad window-ledge, his hands clasped about a bent knee, his head sunk in thought. He looked up quickly at the sound of her hurrying feet.

“Somebody downstairs — I don’t wish to see them.”

“Who?”

“Mr. and — Mrs. Dorban!”

He uttered an exclamation.

“Dorban here?” He ran to the door, opened it, and stood on the landing listening to the sound of ascending footsteps, and then, beckoning her silently, went up a third flight of stairs to the landing above.

“Don’t make a sound,” he whispered. “Keep flat against the wall.”

Cynthia’s voice came up to them.

“But why should he come to this poky little hole, Arthur?” she asked petulantly. “And how could he get here?”

“There are many reasons why he should come, and many ways he could come,” said Arthur. “I’ll stake my life that I’m not wrong. There was a yacht came in this morning, too; I’m going to have a look at her.”

“Excuse me,” said the Spaniard’s voice, “I will tell the lady and gentleman that you are here.”

Apparently they were on the landing below, for they heard the feet of the landlord go into the room. He came out in a few minutes.

“They’ve gone,” he said, in a tone of indignation. “Also the key which I told the sailor to return.”

“The sailor?” interrupted Arthur Dorban sharply. “Which sailor was that?”

Apparently they all went into the room together. John, stretching his head cautiously forward, saw that the landing was empty.

“Now!” he said.

In two seconds they were on the landing and racing down the lower flight. They heard voices above and hurrying footsteps as John slammed the street door and turned the key in the lock. He said something in Spanish to the driver, and the fiacre
 literally flew along the streets at a breakneck pace to the little quay. The driver had hardly jerked his steaming horse to a halt before John was out and flinging the parcels down into the little boat that was moored to the quayside.

He pushed a Spanish note in the man’s hand, ran down the slimy steps, and almost lifted the girl into the boat. As they went at full speed across the harbour, he looked back from time to time, and presently saw what he had been expecting. A second fiacre
 joined the first, and the girl recognized the man who jumped out.

“Is that Arthur Dorban?” asked John.

She nodded.

“I should have liked a closer inspection of the gentleman,” said John thoughtfully, and then after a pause: “I rather fancy we have made a mess of poor old Orford’s organization.” He chuckled softly, though for him it was no laughing matter.

The boat drew alongside of the yacht, and the girl ran up the gangway before him.

A gloomy group, consisting of Bobby, the captain, and James Xenocrates Orford, were awaiting their arrival.

“We have had an unfortunate meeting in the town,” said John without preliminary.

“Not Dorban?” exploded Mr. Orford.

John nodded.

“Yes, I didn’t see him, but Miss Pitt saw him, and at this precise moment he is looking for a boatman to bring him out to the Polyantha;
 so I think on the whole,” said John carefully, “it would be an excellent idea if we got out of this harbour p.d.q.”

“Oh, you do, do you?” rasped Mr. Orford, with an attempt at a sneer. “Well, I’d like to ask you whether you are prepared to go without Hollin?”

“Without Hollin?” gasped John.

Mr. Orford nodded.

“Without Hollin, I repeat,” said Mr. Orford. “He left the ship five minutes after you, and rowed himself ashore in a dinghy. We didn’t see the lil’ angel till he was nearing land, and if by this time he is not uproariously drunk and shooting up Vigo, I shall be a much surprised and happy man.” They looked at one another in consternation, and it was left to the captain to supply a suggestion.

“I’d better get up anchor and stand out to sea,” he said. “We can send a couple of men in the motorboat back as soon as it gets dark, to pick up Hollin; obviously he cannot be left.”

“And then?” asked Mr. Orford darkly. The old captain shrugged his shoulders. Bobby left the group and went aft, taking on his way a telescope from a bracket. He focused the glass upon the shore, and made a long and earnest scrutiny of a gesticulating little group he saw on the quayside.

The captain was making his way to the bridge when he turned.

“One moment, Captain Willit,” he said. “I think this little trouble will work itself out. Our precipitous friends are coming aboard.”

Orford uttered an exclamation of surprise, and, seizing the telescope from Bobby’s hand, scrutinized the foreshore. Then he drew a long sigh.

“The Lord hath delivered them into our hands,” he said piously. “Your sheep are surely advancing to the fold, Willit.”

“My sheep?” said the puzzled captain.

“There’s an old saying that you might as well be hung for a sheep as a goat,” said Mr. Orford, “and that old he-goat being definitely and completely dead, there is no real reason why the sheep shouldn’t become mutton.”

A quarter of an hour’s hard rowing by the one perspiring boatman brought Cynthia Dorban and her husband alongside the gangway.

“The captain, sir?” said the innocent deck hand who received them. “Yes, sir, you can see the captain. Will you come aboard?” For answer Cynthia grasped the outstretched hand, and swung herself on to the grating, but Mr. Dorban did not immediately follow.

“Do you think you are wise, Cynthia?” he said. “Suppose he is on board?” Cynthia’s thin lips curled.

“The only fear I have is that he isn’t,” she said significantly, and with some reluctance he followed.

Cynthia had never seen Mr. Orford before, and at the sight of that benevolent man, with a yachting cap rakishly pulled over his right eye, and a large cigar in the corner of his mouth, she was a little puzzled, for Mr. James Xenocrates Orford diffused, by his very presence, an atmosphere of opulence and innocence.

“Are you the captain?” said Cynthia with her sweetest smile.

“Why, no, I am not the captain,” said Mr. Orford, to whom a falsehood was repugnant; “I am the owner.”

“Then you will be able to help me more than the captain,” said Cynthia. “This is my husband, Mr. Arthur Dorban, and we have reason to believe that a man on board this ship — quite unknown to you—”

And then she stopped dead, and for a moment her self-possession deserted her. Looking aft, she saw a girl sitting in a deckchair, her eyes fixed upon the visitors.

“My God!” whispered Cynthia. “Arthur, look!”

Slico’s face turned an unhealthy yellow.

“Get out of this,” he said under his breath, and turned to go, but the sailor on the gangway barred all egress.

And then Mr. Orford’s gentle voice brought the couple to a realization of their unhappy position.

“Sump’n tells me you’re going to behave,” said Mr. Orford gently. “I’d hate a roughhouse right here in the harbour of a presumably friendly nation.”

There was no kindness in his eyes now.

“If you go through that door on the left and down the companionway, I’ll come and talk with you,” said Mr. Orford persuasively. “An’ if you make a fuss, I’ve gotta hurt you, though it is repellent to my finest feelings. Now step lively!” His custardy voice became suddenly a menacing bark.

Arthur Dorban was the first to recognize the inevitability of the situation, and without a word turned into the deckhouse and passed down the companionway to the saloon.

His wife followed, a little dazed.

Mr. Orford shut the rosewood door of the saloon and motioned his uncomfortable guests to be seated.

“Let’s get this thing right, Mr. Dorban,” he said. “You are here looking for somebody, and that somebody is on board. I guess there is another somebody that you didn’t expect to see, but she’s an accident.”

“I suppose you know that this is an act of piracy, and that you can be—”

Mr. Orford interrupted Arthur Dorban’s protest with a lofty gesture.

“It is such a long time since I was a law-abiding member of society that I hardly know what it feels like,” he said. “Yes, sir, I am well aware that I am breaking three distinct and separate laws, but what’s a law more or less?”

“Will you tell me what you intend doing with us?” asked Cynthia, who was very pale.

“I’m just asking you to be a member of my little yachting-party; we are now on our way to the South Sea Islands,” said Mr. Orford. “I’m going to give you my own cabin, and I freely confess that I hate turning out of it; it is one of the two private suites on the Polyantha
 , and luxury is my weakness.”

“I don’t suppose you imagine for one moment that our disappearance will not create any suspicion,” said Arthur Dorban. “I have already notified the police as to the object of my visit, and the British ViceConsul—”

“You have notified nobody,” said Mr. Orford, still gently. “You haven’t had time, for your train only arrived at eleven o’clock, and it is now twelve. I was thinking it out while I came down the companionway. It took you a day to get to London, and you came from Paris to Madrid — you couldn’t have done it under unless you came by aeroplane. There’s a train leaves Madrid for Vigo early in the morning, but you couldn’t have connected with that, not even if you had made the change at Valladolid. There used to be a connection at Valladolid,” said Mr. Orford reminiscently; “you could change at four o’clock in the morning, if your train was on time, and get a connection through to Vigo, but they knocked off that train during the war. You could have got a connection through Corunna, but that would have brought you through to Vigo at two o’clock in the afternoon. No, sir, you’ve seen nobody, and that bluff doesn’t pay dividend.”

“What are you going to do with us?” asked Cynthia again.

“I am going to keep you in that cabin, and if you behave you’ll have a bully time. If you don’t behave—” He shook his head mournfully, as though the mere contemplation of the consequence was painful to him.

In the meantime John was interviewing the patient boatman, who, hooked to the gangway of the Polyantha
 , was waiting for the return of his fares.

“The señor sends you this,” said John in Spanish. “He is staying to lunch.”

“Perhaps if I return, señor sailor?” suggested the boatman happily, for the fee which

John had handed him was a generous one, and the promise of its repetition filled the boatman’s soul with happiness.

“We ourselves will put the señor ashore,” said John gravely, but he did not say where.

The boatman rode off content.

A search party went ashore charged with the double duty of looking up Mr. Hollin and bringing the Dorbans’ trunks on board. It was the practical Cynthia who had suggested this, and in confessing, as she did, that they were waiting at the station, she confirmed Orford’s theories.

“There is no sense in going on this beastly voyage without clothes,” she said to her husband in the privacy of their cabin, which was all that Xenocrates Orford had claimed it. “Did they search you?”

He nodded.

“They found nothing,” he said. “I had time to push the gun under the sofa. Even Orford, who was looking on, didn’t see it go. And you?”

“They looked into my handbag and found the baggage checks,” she said. “There was nothing else to find. Arthur, he is on board.”

“Of course he is on board,” said Arthur Dorban irritably. “You don’t imagine they’d take this step if he wasn’t, do you? I knew you were a fool to leave the boat. We’ve walked blindly into the most palpable trap—”

But Cynthia Dorban was not listening to his reproaches. The presence of Penelope Pitt on board had shocked her. She was satisfied in her mind that Penelope was dead, and the sight of her very much alive and on the Polyantha
 , of all places, probably associating with the one man in the world who it was fatal for Cynthia’s plan that she should meet, had almost made her swoon.

“What is she doing here?” asked Arthur Dorban, coming to the subject of her thoughts.

“God knows,” said Mrs. Dorban. “It is the most tragic coincidence.”

Arthur pulled at his little black moustache. “Do you think she knows?”

“Do you think they would be running away from us if she did know?” snapped his wife. “And there is no mystery about her being on board; she must have been picked up at sea. That explains why the Princess
 was empty when it was found — but to be picked up by him!”

Cynthia sat on the broad divan, her knees drawn, her hands clasped above them, and her pretty face was wrinkled in thought.

“I don’t think it could have happened better,” she said at last.

Arthur Dorban was unpacking his trunk, and he looked round in surprise.

“What the devil do you mean?” he demanded.

“Our being on this ship with Penelope and this man. Bobby Mills is here, naturally; but who is the fat man?”

Suddenly Dorban straightened his back from his task, looked at her, and whistled.

“Hollin!” he said. “He would be here, of course. Do you remember what they told us in London about Hollin? If that is true—”

She nodded.

“I was thinking about Hollin,” she said slowly. “Don’t you see, Arthur, that if Hollin is the kind of man they say he is, how providential it might be. Where did you put your pistol?”

He pulled it out from beneath the sofa, and she took it in her hand and, raising her dress, slipped it into a pocket of her underskirt.

“Yes, it is all for the best,” she said.
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Mr. Hollin had had a thoroughly enjoyable day. He had started well by discovering Mr. Orford’s pocket-case in his cabin. In the excitement of anchoring, and when the stout man had been on the deck, more worried than interested in the forthcoming shore-trip of Penelope Pitt and her escort, Hollin had made a very careful examination of the big man’s cabin, and the result had been eminently satisfactory, for in the pocketbook were twenty five-pound banknotes. A dinghy that had been lowered in case of emergency supplied Mr. Hollin with the opportunity for leaving the ship, and all that followed was natural and inevitable. He changed twenty pounds into Spanish money, and became, in consequence, the Grand Master of Vigo.

Once he had seen John and the girl driving through the Grand Place, and had gone to cover.

By two o’clock in the afternoon Mr. Hollin was completely drunk, and was sleeping off his early indiscretion in the back room of a small wine shop, the proprietor of which was well satisfied to retain on the premises one whose fabulous wealth gave promise of a profitable evening.

It was nearing sunset when he woke, with a colossal thirst. A bottle of white wine that had the flavour of pinewood brought him to an agreeable frame of mind. He could not speak Spanish, but found that no handicap, and he swaggered into the darkening streets, his hands in his pockets, his coarse face aflame; and in the thing he called his heart, a desire for adventure.

He fell in with a guide — one of those pestiferous individuals who are to be found in every Continental town. He spoke English with a Manchester accent, and Mr. Hollin hailed him as a friend.

“You are the fellow I have been waiting to see all day,” he said. “Show me the sights. I have got plenty of money — anywhere there is dancing and girls — women are my weakness.”

He fetched up in a low quarter of the town at a little fonda
 , where men strum on guitars and scantily attired ladies dance Spanish dances which were popular in a less enlightened and more indelicate age. Mr. Hollin, in his glory, was sitting at a table strewn with bottles of Rioja, indifferent whisky, and cheap champagne, with a girl on each knee, and he was singing at the top of his voice a sentimental ballad about his “old-fashioned mother,” when there approached him one who was obviously not Spanish — a tall, middle-aged man, the very erectness of whom would have warned Mr. Hollin, if he had been in a less genial mood.

“Are you English?” asked the stranger, pulling a chair to the table.

“That’s me, mate, I’m English. Orstralian to be exact. Have a drink?”

The stranger poured himself out a modest quantity from a bottle which was at least labelled “Whisky,” and diluted the poison plentifully.

“What is your ship?” asked the stranger carelessly.

“Ship?” Mr. Hollin frowned. “What do you mean—’ship’?”

“You’re a sailor, aren’t you? Only sailors come to Vigo,” said the stranger.

“I am and I’m not,” hiccupped Mr. Hollin gravely. “I’m a sailor, but I’m a passenger. Who are you, anyway?” he asked with sudden truculence.

“Oh, I’m just a — traveller.”

“Well, travel,” said Hollin loudly, his suspicions aroused. “Don’t try and pry into my business, because I regard that as a liberty.”

“I’m sorry,” said the other with a quiet smile. “Here’s luck!”

He sipped at his drink, and a mollified Mr. Hollin advanced further information about himself.

It was inaccurate, and not very ingenious, and presently his guest made an excuse and went back to his table. The guide leant forward and brought the drunkard’s attention away from the lady into whose eyes he was gazing.

“That man is an English detective,” he whispered, and instantly Mr. Hollin was very sober.

“How do you know?”

“He came this morning. One of my friends has been translating for him,” said the guide.

Through Hollin’s fuddled brain ran a shiver of apprehension.

“A detective?” he said uneasily. “What’s he doing here?”

“I don’t know; he’s looking for a man — he has been making some inquiries about some English people who used to live in Vigo. He has been here several days.” Hollin rubbed his unshaven chin and blinked nearsightedly across the smoky room to where the tall man sat, apparently immersed in the Heraldo de Madrid
 .

“Here, matey,” he lowered his voice, “find out what’s his name. I’ve an idea I know him.”

“It is a curious name — Spinner.”

“Hell!” gasped Hollin. “I thought I knew him!”

He was completely sober now, alert so far as his slow brain permitted, very much on his guard. He sipped the long glass of wine, and then, beckoning the waiter furtively, paid his score, and lurched out of the wine shop with his guide. Glancing back out of the corner of his eye, he saw the detective had risen and was following.

“Here, take this,” said Hollin, and thrust a note into the guide’s hand. “Keep that fellow in conversation, Johnny; I’ve got to see a friend.”

He raced down the darkened street, blundering wildly into side turnings, in an endeavour to reach the main thoroughfare. For a quarter of an hour he was lost in a labyrinth of streets, and since he knew no Spanish, and could not even frame a question as to the nearest way to the quay where he had left his boat, he had to find his way without assistance.

It was half an hour before he emerged through the mouth of a crooked street to a view of the sea.

He came to the quay — not a soul was in sight. Peering down the stone steps, he saw his little boat dancing with the tide, and heaved a deep sigh of relief.

His foot was on the steps when somebody touched his shoulder, and such were the state of his nerves that he uttered a frightened exclamation.

“It is all right.” Instantly he recognized the voice. It was the detective.

“I was waiting to have a talk with you,” said Mr. Spinner. “Maybe you didn’t see me.”

“I didn’t,” said Hollin, breathing through his nose. “Anyway, I’m busy; I’ve got to get out to my ship?”

“Which is your ship?” asked the other carelessly.

“The Moss Rose
 ,” said Hollin glibly. “From Swansea — that’s a port in Wales.” It was the only ship’s name he knew. It was less of a ship than a pleasure yacht that plied for hire at a well-known South Coast resort which Mr. Hollin had once visited for business purposes.

“Moss Rose
 , eh?” said Spinner thoughtfully. “I didn’t know she was in the harbour.”

Hollin made to pass the man.

“I can’t stop,” said he. “The captain told me to be on board—”

But a firm hand gripped his arm and drew him back to the quayside.

“You know me. I’m Spinner of Scotland Yard. Your name is Hollin.”

“My name is Jackson,” said Hollin loudly. “I don’t know anything about Scotland Yard.”

“Your name is Hollin and I am going to take you to the Spanish police station,” said the patient Spinner; and then: “Where is your pal?” he wheedled. “What is the good of making a fuss? You are a sensible man, and I’ll see that you are treated right.” “My name is Jackson,” said the other doggedly, and tried to pull.

A whistle shrilled and instantly the quay seemed alive with policemen. Mr. Hollin, recognizing the inevitability, accepted his fate with such philosophy as he was capable of expressing.

“This is your man, sergeant,” said Spinner, speaking in Spanish. “Just hold him while I go down and have a look at that rowboat he was making for; it is pretty certain to have the name of his ship upon it.”

There was a surprise in store for Mr. Spinner. The boat which had been lying at the foot of the steps, which he had seen, but had not had time to examine before the arrival of Hollin, was now adrift, and was apparently floating empty to the centre of the harbour. Spinner was puzzled. The man had not had time to cast off the painter, and he could have sworn that the boat was firmly secured when the arrest had been made. Yet there it was, dimly to be seen in the darkness, a bobbing blur and empty. In that light he could not see the man who was lying full length across the seat, using his hands as paddles.

Spinner did not trouble to make any attempt to secure the boat; that could be picked up by the local police, and he made a request to this effect.

With curiously uncomfortable handcuffs about his wrists, Hollin was hustled into a fiacre
 and driven back through the town, inwardly cursing himself for the folly which had entangled him in a moment when he was dreaming of the luxury and freedom which a Southern American State would have offered him.

Without the usual preliminary interrogation with which he was familiar, Hollin was hurried through the back of the police premises to a long one-storied building; a steel gate was open, and he was thrust into a large, unlighted room, and the grille clanged upon him.
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“They’VE got Hollin,” said John. His voice was quiet, unemotional. He might have been passing on an item of casual news.

“Oh, they’ve got him, have they?” said Mr. Orford.

In her heart Penelope Pitt was glad to hear the news. She could not immediately recognize the significance or what effect this arrest might have upon her. Somehow she knew it was an arrest; she had always thought of Hollin as a criminal character who, for some reason, Bobby Mills was trying to spirit away from England.

They were sitting — Orford, Bobby, and she — on the afterdeck, when the tall figure of John appeared out of the gloom, to make his simple but momentous pronouncement.

“‘Shall we fight or shall we fly? Good Sir Richard, tell me now,’” Bobby murmured the quotation.

“Without subscribing to the view that ‘to fight is but to die,’ or indulging in any heroics about ‘I have never turned my back upon don or devil yet,”’ said John quietly, “I’m inclined to fight. We are safe until the morning, for if I know the police of Vigo, they will do nothing so uncomfortable as to attempt a midnight search of the harbour.” He went on to tell all he had seen, as he waited in the boat for the arrival of the missing Hollin.

“I was on the quay when the police appeared, and guessing something was up, I lay doggo in the boat. They have taken him to the central police station.”

“What do you suggest?” asked Bobby. “We could hardly storm the citadel of the proud don.”

John shook his head.

“It’s a one-man job, and I’m willing to undertake it. I was thinking it out as I was rowing to the yacht. Orford, are there any fancy-dress costumes on board?”

“There are a whole heap. I had to pay two hundred and sixty dollars extra for the hire of them,” said Mr. Orford. “But, boy, you’re not going to take this job on alone; it has got to be organized—”

“I’ve organized it,” said John shortly. “I spent years in this beastly place, unconsciously absorbing a great many organizable facts. The police are on duty all night, and the patrol men are not relieved until six in the morning. There are three people on duty at the station — an officer, a sergeant, and a man who acts as gaoler. I happen to know this, because one of my pupils — I used to give lessons here — was a policeman with an artistic bent, but there is very little about the force that I do not know.”

Mr. Orford sighed.

“Go ahead,” he said wearily. “Having got us into this trouble, I guess you’d better get us out again. You’ve spoilt my chef d’ouevre
 , my young friend, and I can do nothing but sit right here and review a whole regiment of ‘if’s’ parading by!”

When John had disappeared, a profound silence fell upon the group, a silence which Penelope broke.

“What has Hollin done?” she asked.

“What hasn’t he done?” demanded Mr. Orford bitterly. “Say, Miss Pitt, there’s nothing that boy hasn’t done, from manslaughter to blowing a safe. And he has no more brains than a Paleolithic mastodon. It’s sump’n terrible to think about!”

“But if he is so bad, why bother about him?” she asked, and knew she was being foolish, even if the dead silence which followed had not advertised her indiscretion. She was bewildered. Here was John taking a terrible risk for the sake of a man who was admittedly a criminal of the lowest mentality. It was on a par with the other mysteries of the Polyantha
 , the mystery of the flight down the Channel, the messages of wrecked aeroplanes, her drugging, and the amazing appearance of Cynthia Dorban.

*

Inspector Spinner had a long but profitless interview with his charge in the cell in the Vigo police office. It was largely one-sided, for Hollin maintained a stolid silence, and only spoke to deny the truth of the inspector’s surmise.

“My name’s Jackson,” he said for the twentieth time, “and I’ll have the law on you for this. It’s outrageous, that’s what it is! Taking a poor sailorman and putting him in quod for something he never done!”

“You ought to be in heaven,” said the weary inspector. “Anyway, I’ll come along and see you in the morning, and then perhaps I’ll be able to introduce you to a friend of yours.”

“I got no friends,” said Hollin. “I keep telling you, I don’t know who you’re talking, about.”

The steel grille clashed on him, and Hollin settled himself down on his hard pallet to sleep.

It was a quarter to three, and it was a pitch-black night, with the sky obscured with heavy banks of cloud. A thin rain was falling in the streets, and a chill wind induced the sensitive officer at the desk to reach down his cloak and wrap himself comfortably. His sergeant assistant, who had anticipated him in this act, sat nodding drowsily over his table, and only the solemn tick, tick of the clock, and the irregular beat of rain against the windows, disturbed the stillness.

A clock had just struck the hour, when there came a gentle knock at the closed door of the office. The sergeant did not hear it until he was aroused from his half-sleep by his superior.

“Open the door, man,” said the officer sharply, and the sergeant, with a grunt, rose and, crossing the room, turned the key in the lock.

He opened the door.

“Who is that?” he asked sharply.

He could not see in the dark.

“It is I,” said a deep, sepulchral voice.

The sergeant opened the door wide, and the dim figure that stood on the step outside stalked into the room, caught the edge of the door from the sergeant’s hand, and slammed it.

The officer rose, openmouthed, and stared at the visitor, as well he might.

The intruder, save for the black cloak about his shoulders, was dressed from head to foot in skin-tight scarlet. A black half-mask covered the upper part of his face, and a bedraggled cock’s feather drooped drunkenly from his red skull-cap. But it was not so much the sinister apparition of a Mephistopheles in the middle of the night as the pistol he carried in his hand which made the policeman’s jaw drop.

“Both of you will march to the cells,” said the newcomer peremptorily, as he turned and locked the outer door of the office. “Let it be understood, mios caballeros
 , that I will shoot to kill if either of you raises his voice. Is that clear?”

“Claro
 ”, muttered the officer huskily. “This is a terrible thing you are doing, my friend—”

“Don’t talk — walk!”

He ushered the pair into a long passage leading to the cells, and there he found the gaoler on duty. That rotund man was asleep.

“Take his keys; there is no need to wake him,” said the intruder. “Now open the door where the American sailor is sleeping, and bring him out.”

The officer struck an attitude, thrust his hands deep into his tunic, and raised his head, and stiffened.

“You may shoot, but I will not do this,” he began, and the red figure raised his pistol. Thereafter there was no difficulty.

Half-asleep and half-awake, Hollin came out into the passage, peering at the strange apparition.

John only waited long enough to snip the telephone wires before he dragged the dazed prisoner into the street, locked the door and flung the key into the roadway.

“Now, Hollin, run,” he said.

“Oh, it’s you, is it?” gasped Hollin, who was not used to violent exercise. “Why didn’t you bring a cab?”

“What’s the matter with the road?” hissed the other in his ear. “Save your breath, you windy devil.”

They passed one policeman, who was huddled up in a doorway sheltered from the rain, which was now pelting down, and he did no more than give them a sleepy “Buenas noches
 ” as they passed at a walk, for John had sighted the glowing end of the policeman’s cigar.

Day was breaking when Mr. Hollin came wearily to the deck of the Polyantha
 , and no sooner had his feet touched the deck, when he heard the clang of the telegraph and the thud of the screws. The yacht was already under way, heading for the entrance of Vigo Harbour.

“Now, you brute,” said John, an awe-inspiring figure despite his soddened scarlet, “change your clothes — quick! You are going a little journey with me.”

“What do you mean?” demanded the other truculently.

“I mean the Polyantha
 will be searched directly she comes back from this little trip to the high seas, and I’m taking pretty good care that you are not on board her.”

Hollin was glad to get back to his cabin, for there was security. He had carefully cached the two formidable guns that he had commandeered on his arrival on the yacht, and these he discovered where he had left them, and returned to the saloon to find that John had made a quick change, and was waiting for him, and with him, in addition to Penelope Pitt, were two strangers, a man and a woman.

The woman was talking volubly.

“It is disgraceful, monstrous! I will not leave the ship,” she said shrilly.

“You will do as you are told,” replied John, and there was a hardness in his voice which Penelope Pitt had never heard before.

“The discomfort, if any, will not endure for longer than a day. On the contrary, my discomfort, if the police come on board the Polyantha
 and find us here, will last considerably longer than a day. Mrs. Dorban” — his grave eyes were fixed on hers— “I more than suspect that you people are responsible for the tragedy of my life. I do not quite understand how the plot was worked, but proof will come, and it will be a day of reckoning for you. Your motive at least I know. Whether or not you were in this scheme which brought me to the very edge of hell has yet to be discovered. You can understand this much — that I shall stop at nothing, and that I shall deal with you ruthlessly if there is need.”

He stopped short at the sentence, and looked at the woman, and from the woman into the brown eyes of Arthur Dorban, and then his gaze wandered to Hollin.

“Before the Polyantha
 clears the mouth of the harbour she will stop, and we are rowing ashore — these two people, Miss Pitt and I, and you, Hollin. There is a secluded cave, inaccessible except from the sea — I know the place because I used to play there when I was a child,” he added shortly. “We shall stay there for twentyfour hours, it may be longer. The Polyantha
 will pick us up in good time. The yacht is certain to be intercepted along the coast and searched, and it is very necessary that none of us should be found on board. You understand that, Hollin?” His eyes dropped to the guns at the man’s hips and he smiled faintly. Then, with a beckoning nod to the girl, he went up on deck and she followed. “I am very sorry that you are to have this inconvenience, Miss Pitt,” he said; “and after our unpardonable treatment of you, it isn’t fair that you should be further troubled. This particular experience will not be as unpleasant as it appears to our friends in the chilly hours of the morning. The cave is weatherproof, it is a delightful little spot, and we are taking a plentiful supply of provisions.”

“I don’t mind a bit,” she said. “John — I suppose I ought to call you John, although I am sure that is not your name — won’t you please take me a little into your confidence, and tell me what is the meaning of this mystery?”

He hesitated for a moment, and then:

“I trust you completely; some day I will tell you.”

There was no particular reason why the consciousness of his trust should send the colour to her face and give her a sense of complete achievement. She was puzzled, and for the first time in her life was something of an enigma to herself. That feeling of having accomplished something had its reaction in an annoyance. Why was she so placed that she had made him trust her?

She was almost cheerful as, wrapped in a heavy coat, and that protected by an oilskin, she went down the little companionway and stepped into the bobbing motorboat.

Cynthia and Arthur Dorban were already there, huddled miserably in the for’ard well. Hollin, his armaments conspicuously displayed, had taken the most comfortable seat aft, but was sharply ordered forward to make room for the girl.

“All right?” boomed Orford’s voice from the deck.

“All right, sir,” said John cheerfully, and a minute later the little motorboat, dangerously overloaded, as John knew, was pitching and tossing toward the shore.

John ran the nose of the boat on to the gently shelving beach, and the passengers landed as best they could — all except Penelope; John waded into the sea and carried her ashore.

“That’s all, Simpson,” he said to the man in charge of the boat. “Go back to the yacht.”

“Good luck, sir!” said the sailor.
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It was still very dark, but John led the way unerringly, walking straight toward the cliffs. Suddenly he flashed the light of an electric torch before him, and Penelope saw a narrow and dark fissure in the face of the rock.

“Here is our robber’s cave,” said John. “I think we had better get in, because the tide is coming up and the water usually floods the floor. Farther back you will find a sort of natural platform where we shall be dry and cosy.”

He put down the big basket he had carried from the boat, opened it, and took out a lantern and applied a light to the wick. The cave was deep and narrow, and, glancing back, Penelope saw that the entrance was so shaped that the light could not be visible from the open sea.

She guessed the roof of the cave was nearly a hundred feet above them. At the back of it was a rock platform of which John had spoken, and up this he leapt, stretching out his hand to help the girl.

From this platform were three separate openings, placed so symmetrically that it seemed almost as though they were the work of man.

“They lead to nowhere in particular, but if we have to spend the night that on the left,” he pointed, “if my memory serves me aright, will make an admirable sleeping-place for Mrs. Dorban and her husband. You can sleep in there, Miss Pitt. There is half a mile of cave for you to wander in, and I’ll give you each a lantern, and that will be necessary even after the sun gets up.”

Penelope had not spoken a word to Cynthia, and she imagined that the woman would not desire to speak to her. She was amazed and indignant, therefore, when, with her most gracious smile, Cynthia said:

“How on earth did you get on to this wretched yacht, Penelope?”

John saved the girl the trouble of replying.

“You will have no communication whatever with Miss Pitt,” he said sternly. “Whatever is the outcome of this business, I am determined that you shall stand your trial for the vilest act of your life, Mrs. Dorban.”

“I would like to remind you that you are speaking to my wife,” Arthur Dorban broke his long silence. “And as to Miss Pitt, she has behaved abominably. She has made the most reckless charges against my honour—”

John laughed.

“Slico,” he said, “you are amusing. Your honour! A cheap cardsharper, the associate of every thief in Europe — your honour!”

Mr. Dorban did not seem greatly perturbed.

“Whatever I am or have been is beside the question,” he said. “I know what you are, my friend!”

Penelope stared at the man; there was a threat in the tone which she could not understand. The mystery of the Polyantha
 was gradually narrowing to the mystery of John the sailor.

“Of one thing you may be certain,” said John quietly. “That if I knew you as definitely as you know me, there would be a very unpleasant time ahead for Mr. Arthur Dorban. And now, if you will be kind enough not to talk, I shall be obliged.”

He took from the basket a small oblong box, searched for, and found, a fishing-rod, from which a long wire dangled, and disappeared through the mouth of the cave. After a quarter of an hour he came back, carrying the box and the fishing-rod. These he deposited on the platform.

“They are smarter than I gave them credit for,” he said. “Their wireless is working overtime. I couldn’t quite understand all they were talking about, but I guessed that Vigo is in communication with a warship which is somewhere cruising along the coast, so Polyantha
 will have early morning visitors. Hollin, you are a lucky man.” Hollin, sitting glumly on the edge of the platform, smoking a short wooden pipe, grunted.

“How do you know all this?” he asked. “What is that?”

He frowned down at the little box.

“It is a portable wireless,” said John, “with which Mr. Orford thoughtfully provided me. If they had been using the Morse code they would have baffled me, but happily they are telephoning. They know you, and all about you, by the way, Hollin.”

Mr. Hollin shifted uncomfortably.

The cave was gradually becoming lighter. The reflected light through the doorway enabled them to dispense with their lanterns, and with the light came the sea. It came foaming whitely, first to the entrance of the cave, and then along the sandy bed, and finally covered the floor, rising until there was only a foot’s space of the cave entrance uncovered.

John watched the diminishing glimpse of daylight with an anxious eye. At certain seasons of the year the entrance was wholly covered, and the water reached the platform. There was no danger from this, for the height of the cave gave them a plentiful supply of oxygen, providing they were not cut off too long a time from the life-giving air outside. Presently, however, the water began to subside, and he heaved a sigh of relief and set about preparing their breakfast.

Dorban and his wife had withdrawn to the entrance of their “private cave,” and were conferring together in low voices. Hollin sat crouched up against the wall of the cave, his legs drawn up underneath him in tailor-fashion, dozing, and Penelope and her strange vis-à-vis
 were left alone.

Presently she broached the subject which was in her mind.

“These people seem to know all about you; is it — is it something to your discredit?”

He nodded.

“Yes and no,” he answered. “They know nothing which touches my honour; much that affects my safety.”

And with this cryptic reply she had to be satisfied.

Cynthia’s eye had not left the two. She saw John stooping toward the girl, guessed from his lowered voice that he was speaking confidentially, and whispered to her husband.

“You are mad,” said Arthur Dorban calmly, when she had whispered her suspicion. “What difference does it make, suppose he does fall in love with her?”

“Suppose he marries her?” said Cynthia.

Arthur Dorban frowned.

“Marry her?” he repeated.

“Suppose he marries her; suppose there is a child of the marriage, you fool,” said the woman angrily.

“How could they marry? It is you who are a fool,” said Arthur. “By this time every Spanish port will be watched for the Polyantha
 , and every other port in the world.”

“The captain could marry them,” she interrupted him. “Every sea captain is entitled to perform the marriage ceremony on the high seas. Don’t you know that? You’ve travelled on ships, I believe,” she said sarcastically.

“I have never travelled with the captain,” said the urbane Mr. Dorban. “I think you are exaggerating the possibilities, Cynthia. She’s pretty, isn’t she?”

He asked this quite dispassionately, and as dispassionately Mrs. Dorban regarded the profile of the unconscious girl.

“Yes, I suppose she is,” she said. “Have you spoken to the man?”

“He’s asleep,” said Arthur Dorban, glancing at the slumbering Hollin.

“When our gaoler leaves the cave, wake this fellow, Arthur.”

A little while later John waded out to make a reconnaissance. He was wearing seaman’s thigh-boots, and was the only member of the party so equipped.

“There is nothing in sight, you people. I think we’ll have breakfast. I see you have aroused my friend Mr. Hollin.”

Dorban had done no more than waken the exconvict, for the time at his disposal had been too short. He had an opportunity later, when the waters had departed, and John had taken the girl to the beach for an airing.

“If she can go out, we can go out,” grumbled Hollin. “If he thinks I am going to stay in this hole all day, he’s made a mistake.”

Mr. Dorban nodded encouragingly.

“He treats you like a dog,” he said. “I can understand his behaving to us that way, because we are not friends of his, but a man who has helped him as you have—”

“That’s a fact. They treat me like dirt,” said Mr. Hollin indignantly, “and just because I said a few words about that young dame.” He jerked his head to the entrance of the cave. “This John up and told me that he’d beat the head off me. That’s a nice way to treat a friend!”

“Why do you serve him?” asked Cynthia softly. “I dare say he has promised you a lot of money, but how do you know that he will keep his promise?”

Mr. Hollin shifted uncomfortably.

“He wouldn’t dare—” he began.

“Are you sure?” Cynthia’s eyebrows rose perceptibly. “What is to prevent their settling with you before the yacht reaches South America? It will be quite easy some dark night, you know, Mr. Hollin, I don’t wish to alarm you, but I feel it is my duty to tell you what kind of people you are dealing with. What is to prevent their shooting you and throwing you overboard? You think that John would hesitate — a man with his record?”

Mr. Hollin had not the slightest idea of what the record was; but he did know that John had uttered a significant threat one evening, and he began to question his wisdom of trusting to the word of his host.

“They are returning now,” said Cynthia in a low voice. “When we get back to the Polyantha
 I want a little talk with you.”

Hollin nodded.

Coming from the bright light outside into the gloom of the cave, John did not for the moment observe that the Dorbans had altered their position and were with his charge.

In the afternoon John took the girl aside.

“I am going to one of these caves to sleep,” he said. “I must be wide awake tonight. I want you to sit at the entrance and call me if anything happens. Can you use a pistol?”

“I’ve fired several,” she smiled, “but I am afraid I am not an accurate shot.”

“Don’t look at me,” he said in a conversational tone. “I am slipping a little Browning into the pocket of your oilskin. There — do you feel?”

“It is very heavy,” she said. “What am I to do with it?”

“Shoot,” he said laconically, “if the necessity arises. I do not imagine that the Dorbans will play any tricks, but I do not trust them. If any of them attempt to leave the cave, call me.”

John had been asleep for an hour when

Mr. Hollin stretched himself, and, with his hands in his pockets, strolled toward the entrance of the cave.

“You are not to go out, Hollin,” she commanded.

He looked round.

“I don’t take orders from women,” he said contemptuously; and then, seeing her turn to the inner cave, he said hastily: “Oh, well, if you are going to make a fuss, I won’t go.”

At five o’clock she made tea from the spirit-stove, and carried in a cup to the slumbering John. She had fallen naturally into the position of his lieutenant, and sensed with some amusement the antagonism of her fellow-prisoners.

At seven o’clock the tide began to come in again, and it was well after ten when John waded out to the open.

“No sign of Polyantha
 ,” he said, as he returned. “I hardly expect her before midnight. In fact, it will be difficult to get aboard at high tide.”

All night long he alternately watched and listened, his receiver clamped to his ears, the girl steadying the frail pole which carried his aerial. Nearing dawn, he picked up a voice from the ether.

“Not tonight, John.”

It was repeated at ten-minute intervals, and he thought he recognized Bobby’s voice.

“That’s that,” said John with a sigh. “We’re locked in for another day. Now, young woman, you must sleep. There is no chance of getting away. And your little cave isn’t really a bad one. Come along.” They passed into the cave together, and had mounted the rocky platform when he hissed a warning. The sound of rowlocks had reached his ears, and presently she heard it too — the steady clump-clump of oars.

“Is it?” she whispered.

“No. They would have sent the motorboat for us. Wait!”

He came softly to the floor of the cave and disappeared into the gloom. Then she saw him dimly in the reflected light of the dawn. She followed, and he seemed to expect her, for he slipped a little further along the cave wall to make room for her. There came a voice.

“This is where they’ll be. He was in the habit of coming to a cave somewhere around here when he was a child.”

John’s lips moved at her ear.

“Spinner. An English detective,” but she was incapable of response.

And then another voice spoke.

“If he
 is here, my friend is here, Inspector. My two friends, Mr. and Mrs. Arthur Dorban.”

She felt the man stiffen and he made a movement toward the mouth of the cave. Instinctively she pulled him back.

“Where are you going?” she demanded in a terrified whisper.

“I’m going to the owner of that voice,” said John between his teeth.

But she held him back with all her strength.

“You’re mad!” she said desperately. “Besides — I know him; his name is Whiplow!”



XVI. Whiplow Again


Table of Contents


Spinner was speaking in Spanish, and he was evidently addressing some person in authority. John guessed that it was the captain of police whose calm he had invaded. “Is there a cave here, Señor Captain?” “No; there is a large cave on the other side of the bluff. I do not remember any cave on this beach, and I have been in Vigo since I was a boy; señor.”

“What does he say?” asked Whiplow’s voice impatiently.

“He says that the cave—”

The remainder of the detective’s words were drowned by the sound of oars as the boatmen resumed their rowing. It came fainter and fainter.

“Whiplow — that is the man! Bobby always thought it was he, but could never be sure.”

He was talking to himself, and she could not hear all he was saying. Then he spoke directly to her.

“You are sure that was Whiplow?” he asked in a low voice.

“Quite sure. I should know his voice anywhere,” she replied.

There was an interregnum of silence, and then John said — and again it seemed that he was speaking his thoughts aloud:

“The question is, Will they come back after they have searched the other cave? There is another, you know — a much bigger one than this.”

They waited for nearly an hour, listening, and presently they heard the oars again, but this time the boat passed the entrance to the cave and went on toward Vigo.

It was now growing light, and Pen was feeling inexpressibly tired. Though he could not see her, he must have sensed her weariness, for in a brisker tone than usual he ordered her off to bed.

“Won’t you tell me,” she almost pleaded, “what it is all about? I feel so confused and bewildered, and — a little frightened.”

“There is nothing for you to fear,” he said, almost gruffly. “And as for telling you” — he laughed softly to himself— “well, I was afraid you’d have to know this evening. At any rate, you’ll know very soon.” He put on his pocket-lamp to show her the way into the cave, and in the circle of its light he saw a figure standing on the edge of the platform. It was Mrs. Dorban.

“Is anything wrong?” she asked sharply. “Everything is remarkably right,” said John cheerfully.

“I thought I heard you speaking to somebody outside,” she said.

John did not answer until he had helped the girl to the platform, and then:

“Yes, it was a friend of yours,” he said, “but he wasn’t speaking to me.”

“A friend of mine?” she answered quickly.

“Whom do you mean?”

Again he tantalized her by his silence, and she asked the question again.

“Whiplow,” he said.

He had lit a candle, and by its light he saw her expression change.

“Whiplow?” she repeated incredulously. “You are lying! How could he be here — besides, who is Mr. Whiplow?”

John smiled.

“I thought perhaps you might not know him,” he said ironically. “But nevertheless, he was here — Miss Pitt recognized his voice.”

The woman recovered her self-possession in a moment.

“How ridiculous you are!” she said. “I know Mr. Whiplow. He called upon my husband once when I was in London. But to say that he is a friend of mine is absurd. Did you speak to him?”

She was eyeing John shrewdly.

“I did not,” said John. “The mere fact that I am here is a proof that we had no exchange of confidences. Some day, however, I shall speak to him, and I have an idea that it will be a very bad day for you, Mrs. Dorban.”

The woman’s self-possession was extraordinary. She could even, in that moment of crisis, smile.

“How romantic you are!” she sneered. “That almost sounds like an extract from a popular melodrama!”

With a shrug of her shoulders she turned and walked back to the cave where Arthur Dorban was sleeping. She found her way to him in the dark and shook him gently, and Slico was instantly awake.

“What is it?” he asked in a low voice.

“Whiplow is here,” she answered in the same tone.

“Here? In the cave?”

“No, you fool. But he’s in Vigo, and apparently he was searching for us. Probably he was in a boat, and our friend John saw him.”

Arthur Dorban was very wide awake now.

“Whiplow here!” he mused. “The swine! He swore he was leaving for the United States by the next boat.”

“For a man with your past you are a very simple person,” she said patiently. “Whiplow has been shadowing us, and must have followed us through France and Spain. And when you come to think of it, Arthur, it wasn’t likely that he would leave the nest of the golden eggs so readily.”

“Did — John see him?” asked Dorban quickly.

She shook her head.

“No. That infernal girl recognized his voice.”

“Then you think — John knows?”

“He’s been guessing for a long time, I suspect,” she said coolly. “So long as he didn’t recognize the voice also, there is nothing very much to fear. Arthur, we must lose no further time. Have you spoken to Hollin?”

“I had a talk with him,” said Arthur Dorban. There was a scratch and a splutter of flame as he lit a cigarette. “I think he will be easy,” he went on, “if he is worked right. We can do nothing here.”

She made a movement of impatience.

“Where else?” she demanded savagely. “This is the only place where we can act. You are both armed—”

“Unfortunately we are not,” interrupted her husband. “During Hollin’s absence from the ship somebody got at his guns, extracted the cartridges and substituted dummies. He only found that out tonight; and under the circumstances I thought it was wise to examine my own automatic. Exactly the same change had been made. The magazine is empty, the cartridge in the breech is a spent one. My dear Cynthia, we are dealing with some very clever people, and it was stupid in us to think that we should catch them so easily. When I hid my gun I ought to have known that at the very first opportunity a careful search would be made of the cabin. That search was made during the few minutes we were brought to the saloon, the live cartridges were taken out and the others substituted. It was the same with Hollin.”

“Why didn’t they take the weapons away altogether?” she asked, but recognized the futility of that question before he attempted to answer.

Day came — a long and a dreary wait, relieved only by the flooding of the cave when the tide rose. At ten o’clock that night John, standing on the beach before the cave, heard the soft chug-chug of a motorboat, and presently heard the grind of it as the bow was beached.

He went forward cautiously, and Bobby’s voice hailed him.

“All well, John?”

“Everything’s all right, Bobby.”

“Get on board quick; we’ve a long journey. The Polyantha’s
 standing ten miles out, but luckily the sea is smooth.”

John went into the cave and called his party together. In preparation for departure the basket had been packed, and in a few minutes the crowded little boat was labouring toward the open sea.

It was nearly midnight before they came alongside, and Cynthia, who had had a prosaic attack of seasickness, was glad to get on board. Nor was Penelope sorry to lie down on her comfortable bed.

She did not see John that night; she was far too tired to seek him out, and she fell asleep long before the propellers began to revolve. Once in the night she was wakened by the roar of the siren, and got up to look through the porthole. The ship was running through a thick bank of fog, and her speed had been considerably reduced.

When she finally awoke, the cabin was flooded with diffused sunlight, and the clock by the side of her bed marked half-past ten. Inside the cabin door was a tray. The coffee was quite cold, and the toast dry and unappetizing. She got into her dressing-gown and rang the bell, and presently came a tap at the door and John’s voice wished her “Good-morning!”
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“I guessed you were asleep,” he said, “and I’ve brought you some more coffee. Will you please remember that you’re supposed to lock your cabin door at night?”

“I was so tired,” she excused herself, as she took the tray round the edge of the door. “Where are we?”

“We are somewhere,” vaguely. “I was never a whale at mathematics, and navigation is a mystery unsolved. I think we’re going south-westwards; as near as I can judge, we are heading for the Canary Islands. Hurry up and dress; Mr. Orford wants to see you.”

There was something in his tone which she could not quite understand — an awkwardness, a discomfort, which were wholly foreign to him. His reference to Mr. Orford was hurried and almost incoherent, and he vanished almost before he had finished the sentence.

She found Mr. Orford sitting in his favourite deckchair under a little awning which had been evidently spread for him; and Mr. Orford was not looking very happy. There seemed to be more creases in his face; his eyes appeared to have retreated still further behind the fleshy slits which marked their position; and his big hands, usually folded so complacently across his expansive waistcoat, were restless and busy, now fiddling with the arm of the chair, now twiddling the buttons of his coat.

“Good-morning, Miss Pitt! Sit you down here.”

She obeyed, wondering.

“Miss Pitt,” he began, after clearing his throat, and she was amazed to find that he, too, showed signs of nervousness, “in all organizations the human factor stands for ten per cent, of error. Some sanguine and ignorant people put a plus mark against the human factor, but with me it’s minus all the time. Machinery’s true and honest and works to the second and the fraction of a second. You can organize fuel to the foot pound. You can even calculate upon the elements to within five per cent, of error. But when the human factor comes in, you’ve got to make a large margin of allowance, or organization goes to hell — if you will forgive the language.”

She shook her head, not knowing what to say, for he was quite incomprehensible.

“I can organize a journey from London to Constantinople, Baghdad, Jaffa, Cincinnati, Saõ Paulo — any old place — and can be sure the schedule will work to the hour. But when I organize a journey from London to Gibraltar, and the man that’s taking that journey stops off at Cordova to have a look round the cathedral, and meets a pretty girl and takes her to lunch and misses the cars — why, then, my schedule goes—” He snapped his finger. “And why? Because the human element, the desire for a good lunch and a penchant for a pretty face, has sidetracked my client beyond hope of salvation. The human factor is my nightmare; it is the one factor that keeps Xenocrates Orford in a perpetual fret of worry and despair. You have seen a remarkable example of how the human factor, in its deadliest aspect, has made my organization look like a ball of string after the cat has had it.” He bit off the end of a cigar savagely and lit it before he went on. “Now, Miss Pitt” — he half-slewed round to face her— “you’ve helped to make my prospects as cheerful as a wet Sunday in the city of Glasgow.”

“I?” she said guiltily.

“You,” he nodded. “We should not have gone to Vigo if you hadn’t wanted clothes. And you wouldn’t have wanted clothes if you hadn’t been here. You’ve turned every darned switch on my track.”

“I’m very sorry, Mr. Orford,” she said.

“I can’t help feeling that what you say is right. I do not know what the organization is, and why we are wandering over the Atlantic I cannot even guess. I realize it’s for some very important and vital reason, and I do feel that in some way — though it has not been exactly my fault — I have been responsible for your change of plan. If I can do anything—”

“You can,” he said, staring steadfastly at the sea. “You can marry John.”

She half-rose from her chair, but his big hand dropped on her shoulder.

“Wait,” he said. “I’m a family man by nature, though I’ve never been married. I’m chock-full of the milk of human kindness, and I wouldn’t hurt you or any other woman, not willingly and knowingly. But you can put things right, and suffer no injury yourself, if you will carry out my suggestion.”

“But marry John? That is impossible,” she said incoherently. “I hardly know him. Of course, I realize he’s not a deck hand, but that he’s somebody very important in your scheme. And I like him very much. But marriage!”

“Lots of people don’t even like the people they’re going to marry,” said the philosophical Mr. Orford, not taking his eyes from the horizon. “And this marriage will be — well, it won’t be the ordinary sort of marriage. I can’t say that you’ll part at the church door, because there’ll be no church. And anyway, you couldn’t part from your husband unless we set him adrift in a small boat. But that’s all beside the point. I tell you, you can render me and him the greatest service that one man can render to another, if you’ll agree to marry him. The captain has the authority, and you can confirm the marriage in a real church afterwards — if you have the opportunity.”

“But I don’t want to marry,” she protested.

“Maybe you’re engaged?” suggested Mr. Orford.

“Of course I’m not engaged,” she said scornfully. “It isn’t necessary that I should be engaged to object to — oh, it’s too absurd!” Mr. Orford pulled at his cigar.

“The human factor,” he said softly, speaking to himself. “You can’t get over that.” He sat smoking furiously a little while. “I will give you a hundred thousand dollars if you will marry John,” he said in a matter-of-fact tone.

She shook her head.

“I would give you an income that you’ve never dreamt of—”

“It is no use, Mr. Orford,” she said quietly. “Money has no influence in this matter. Does John know you are asking me this?”

He nodded.

“John is kind o’ shy, I guess,” he said; “and, anyway, he doesn’t expect you to agree.”

“He, at any rate, has a little intelligence,” she said with some asperity as she rose.

He looked up at her.

“Miss Pitt, will you marry John to save his life?” he asked quietly.

“That is a supposition—”

“It’s no supposition, believe me,” said the stout man grimly. “I’m using an argument I promised him I would not use. If certain things happen in the next month, and he at that time is unmarried” — he took the cigar from his teeth and examined it thoughtfully— “why, I wouldn’t risk ten cents for his life.”

She could only stare at him.

“Do you seriously mean that?”

“I was never more serious,” said Mr. Orford. He got up and waddled to the side and glared down at the sea. “You may not be able to save him from imprisonment,” he went on in the same even tone. “Somehow, I don’t think you can do that, though I had hopes until you came along. But you might save his life. They’ve tried twice to kill him, you know,” he said suddenly, looking at her.

“Who?”

Mr. Orford jerked his head to the companionway.

“The Dorbans?” she gasped.

“Twice,” he nodded. “And they will succeed eventually.”

“I don’t know what it all means,” said Pen in despair. “It sounds so dreadful that I can hardly believe—”

“You know Mrs. Dorban, and you can believe a great deal about her,” said Mr. Orford.

She shivered.

“Well, I’m not going to worry you any more, Miss Pitt. We’ll have to get along as well as we can.” He threw his cigar into the sea, and watched it with an interest which would have been comical in any other circumstances as it disappeared into the white wake of the ship. “I’ve got to the point where even the failure of my organization doesn’t rattle me any. The engineer has become the spectator, and I guess I’m getting a little fatalistic.”

He rested his elbows on the rail, and his face was a picture of gloom, and still she stood, hesitating, her mind in a whirl, her heart beating at a tremendous rate.

“Suppose I agreed, Mr. Orford,” she said a little huskily, “what would it mean to me?”

“I am not going to urge you,” he said.

“But what would it mean?”

“To you it would mean no more than a change of name, Miss Pitt,” said he, facing her. “You would be as free then as you are now — more free, I think, because you would have money. I know that isn’t any consideration,” he went on quickly; “but never despise money, Miss Pitt. It is everything that is material, and the material is very essential in this materialistic existence. And it gives you a whole heap of leisure to cultivate your spiritual side,” he added with such a beaming smile that she laughed.

“I’ll think it over.” She frowned. “No, I won’t think it over, I’ll tell you now. If in all seriousness you tell me that this — marriage — may be the means of saving his life, I will agree. Who will marry us?”

“The captain,” said Mr. Orford, very alert. “And it can be fixed—”

He stopped suddenly and raised his hand in warning. Then, bending over the side of the yacht, looked down, and with his finger to his lips he led her away from the rail.

“I wonder whether they could hear,” he said.

“They? — the Dorbans?”

He nodded.

“We were carrying on our interesting conversation immediately above their open porthole,” said he. “I guess I’m getting old.”
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Cynthia Dorban, kneeling bolt upright on the settee, with her ear turned to the sea, had heard almost every word. Mr. Arthur Dorban, lying on his bed, a book on his upbent knees, a cigarette between his lips, watched the tense figure of his wife without knowing the character of the conversation she was overhearing.

“Well?” he asked, as she slipped down to the floor of the cabin.

“She is going to marry him,” said Cynthia Dorban between her teeth. “I told you what Orford would do.”

Mr. Dorban carefully extinguished his cigarette and got up to his feet.

“When is this to happen?” he asked quietly.

“To-day — tomorrow — how do I know?” she snapped.

Mr. Arthur Dorban put on his jacket very deliberately, opened the door of the cabin and looked down the narrow alleyway. The next cabin was in the occupation of the doctor; the cabin beyond was Bobby’s; on the other side of the alleyway Mr. Orford was housed; further on, the chief engineer had his quarters. The captain’s cabin was exactly opposite theirs, but usually he slept in the charthouse immediately behind the navigation bridge.

Arthur Dorban tried the door, and it was, as usual, locked.

“Go for’ard to the foot of the companion-ladder and keep watch,” he said.

“What are you going to do?” she asked. “You know we’re not allowed on deck.”

“Don’t jabber; do as you’re told,” he snarled, and she went along the alleyway without further question.

Returning to the cabin, he took from his suitcase a bunch of keys and tried them, one after another upon the captain’s door. The time at his disposal was short, and any moment one of the deck hands might come along and detect him, and there was no time to waste.

A naturally indolent man, he had hoped that by his cunning he might obviate the necessity for adopting this drastic method, or, at best, that it would be deferred for some time. But now he recognized the serious consequences which were involved in Penelope’s agreement.

None of the keys fitted. Hanging on the wall of the alleyway was a glass case with an emergency axe to be used in case of fire, and the case was not locked. He took out the axe and, stepping back, brought it down with a crash upon the door, then, wedging the edge between the door and the frame, he wrenched it open.

A quick glance round — there was nobody in sight — and it was hardly likely that the noise he had made would be heard upon the deck above the drumming of the turbines.

The cabin was a large one, furnished with a desk, a brass bedstead, and a tall wardrobe. He pulled open the drawers of the desk. In the first of these he found what he was seeking — a pair of automatic pistols and two large boxes of cartridges. There would be an arms chest too, he thought, as he tore open the package and loaded one of the pistols. This he found under the bed — a flat wooden box painted black and unlocked. Within were half a dozen heavy Army revolvers, two rifles, fifty packages of ammunition, and half a dozen pairs of handcuffs. These he transferred in two journeys to his own cabin. His wife was watching from the far end of the alleyway, and he beckoned her.

“Find Hollin.”

She had seen Hollin at the head of the companion-stairs, cleaning the brasswork; for since he had returned to the ship Mr. Hollin’s position had undergone a radical change for the worse. She flew back along the alleyway and called the man down, and at that moment the captain appeared in the doorway leading from the deck.

“Where are you going?” he demanded.

“Run!” hissed Cynthia, and Hollin obeyed.

Old as he was, the captain was agile, and he came racing along the alleyway after the man, but stopped dead before the levelled pistol in Arthur Dorban’s hand.

“If you shout I’ll kill you,” said Dorban. “Go in there.” He pointed to the captain’s cabin.

“What have you been doing?” demanded the old man wrathfully.

Leading from the cabin was a small bathroom, and into this Captain Willit was thrust and the door locked on him.

“What’s the game?”

Hollin’s slow mind hardly grasped the changed position.

“Take this,” said Dorban. He thrust a Webley into the man’s hand. “Cynthia, you stay here and watch the captain. See that the old man doesn’t get away.”

He raced up the companionway on to the deck, Hollin, a little dumbfounded, a little uneasy, behind him. Mr. Orford was talking to the girl when Arthur Dorban appeared, and he was not long in realizing just what had happened.

“Say—” he began.

“You make a noise and you’re a dead man,” said Dorban. “Watch those two, Hollin, while I settle with the people on the bridge.”

Only one of the deck hands and the quartermaster on duty were visible as he ran along the boat-deck. Dorban knew that the men were negligible quantities, and that the only weapons on board the ship were those which were safely locked in his cabin — unless, perhaps, Bobby or John were armed. Luck was with him, for he found these two men on the bridge talking with the second officer. “Hands up!”

John spun round to meet the threat of his enemy’s weapon.

“It isn’t necessary for me to tell you,” said Arthur Dorban in his quiet, even tone, “that I shall be perfectly justified in the eyes of the law if I shoot every one of you. Turn about, you two men!”

John obeyed. He guessed what had happened, and he knew that any resistance at this moment was likely to lead to serious trouble. A handcuff was snapped about his wrists, and a second later Bobby was also manacled.

“Now, gentlemen,” said Dorban, addressing the startled chief officer and the quartermaster at the wheel, “you probably realize that you’re in a very serious position. I have taken upon myself to arrest the captain. You may escape the consequence of your illegal act if you carry out my instructions.”

The chief officer was a tall, gaunt man, with an expression which years of disappointment had permanently soured.

“What are your instructions, might I ask?” he demanded.

“That you navigate the ship back to England.”

“You can navigate her yourself,” said the chief officer. “This is an act of piracy, and if there’s any trouble coming it is yours.” He gripped the hand of the telegraph and rang the engines to stop, and then, pushing past the annoyed Mr. Dorban, he walked aft. The quartermaster, however, was a man of another type, and when Dorban had got his prisoners below and locked into a cabin, he returned to interview this sailor, with satisfactory results. Coming down, he found his wife on deck, and with her was Hollin, who had found his way almost instinctively to the whisky decanter, and was at that moment taking a large and generous view of life.

“I have persuaded the quartermaster to take us into Cadiz,” he said. “The engineers have agreed to remain on duty, so we shall get through.”

“What about the girl?”

He shrugged his shoulders.

“She is in her cabin,” he said, and tried to change the subject; but here she was immediately interested.

“Are you going to take the girl into Cadiz, too? The girl who saw the notes and the pictures? The girl I tried to drown?”

“Who is to believe her?” he asked, with an appearance of testiness, though she was well enough acquainted with him to know that he was half-uneasy in his mind. “She has no evidence to support any statement she can make; and the mere fact that she’s with this man is enough to condemn her.” She appeared to be satisfied with his view, though Arthur Dorban was not deceived.

“I can’t afford to worry about these side issues,” he said. “I’ve quite enough anxiety as it is. Hollin, you go forward and watch the men’s quarters. I will stay on the bridge to make certain the quartermaster doesn’t play me false. We ought to fall in with a warship in a few hours. The quartermaster told me that they are as thick as flies in these waters — Gibraltar is only about three hundred miles away. You go below, Cynthia, and keep an eye upon the prisoners.”

In Bobby’s cabin the two young men sat down to consider the situation. They sat down together because there was no help for it, since they were handcuffed one to the other.

“I think we can say that this is the end of the adventure,” said John with unnatural calmness. “I’m hating myself, Bobby, for having brought you into this scrape.”

“I’m hating myself worse for not having got you out of it,” said Bobby bitterly. “I was mad not to realize how simple it was to put ourselves in the hands of these people.”

John was whistling softly, his eyes fixed upon the carpet.

“I wonder what they have done with Miss Pitt?” he asked suddenly.

“She’s in her cabin; I do know that,” said Bobby. “I heard him telling Hollin as they went past the door just now. What do you think they’ll do?”

John shook his head.

“They’ll probably make for the nearest port and hand us over,” he said. “If the jolly old Xenocrates organizes us out of this mess, I’m going to put up a silver statue to him.” “Make it gold,” said Bobby drearily. “One dream is as inexpensive as the other. Where is Orford, by the way?”

“In the doctor’s cabin, next door,” replied John. He got up and knocked at the wall. There came an answering tap. “Yes, he’s there. Poor old Xenocrates!”

He looked down at the steel band about his wrist, and for the thirtieth time tried to slip his hand through.

“It’s no use,” he groaned; “and to think that only two people are holding the ship!”

“I suppose Hollin is of some use,” said Bobby dubiously.

“I wasn’t thinking of Hollin. I was thinking of Cynthia Dorban. She is the real commander-in-chief of that confederation.” He stopped, and Bobby saw his eyes brighten. “I wonder!” he said softly, and without explaining the subject of his wonder, he kicked heavily at the door of the cabin. Presently Cynthia Dorban’s voice cried sharply:

“What do you want?”.

“Are you going to let us have any food, or do you intend starving us to death?” asked John.

“If you want food you’ll have to get it yourselves,” replied Cynthia. The lock snapped and the door opened, revealing Cynthia, automatic in hand. “You can go along to the pantry and get enough food to last you for two days,” she said. “At the end of that time you will be fed by the Spanish authorities.”

Now Bobby was not hungry, and the very thought of food revolted him. He could only marvel that his companion at such a moment could confess to an appetite.

“If you try any of your tricks,” said Cynthia, as she followed him along the alleyway

“You’ll shoot — I know all about that,” said John, “and I quite believe you. If it were the chicken-hearted Slico, I should not be so easily convinced.”

The pantry was a small storehouse behind the ship’s galley, which, when they entered it, was deserted.

“Hurry up and get what you want,” said Cynthia, standing on guard at the doorway of the kitchen.

John led his companion into the small, dark room where the food was stored. He made no attempt to open the ice-chest; instead, he put up his hand to the wall, felt for a small knob and moved it cautiously. It was too dark to see, but he counted the tiny nodes and presently he let the indicator rest on the sixth, pressed a push-button and took down a small receiver.

“Sing, Bobby,” he hissed. “Sing, I tell you,” and Bobby’s voice rose unmusically.

“Is that you, Penelope?” asked John urgently. He had remembered that there was a telephonic communication between the pantry and each of the big cabins.

“Yes, where are you?”

“Never mind that,” said John. “You know Bobby’s cabin? It is immediately under the red ventilator. Can you get hold of any kind of firearm and drop it over the side at the end of a piece of string, so that we can reach it?”

“I’m not allowed out of the cabin.”

“You will be,” he said. “Will you try?” “What is that noise you’re making?” asked Cynthia’s voice sharply. “Come out!” John hung up the receiver quickly, pushed back the indicator, and, grabbing a loaf of bread, followed his companion into the daylight.

“I heard you talking to somebody. Who was it?” asked Cynthia Dorban.

“I was talking to my favourite squab,” said John coolly. “Don’t you think Mr. Stamford Mills has a pleasant voice?”

“What were you doing in that pantry?” asked Cynthia suspiciously, and just then her husband passed and she called him.

“You were a fool to let them out, anyway,” was all the sympathy she had, after her prisoners had been locked again in their cabin. “You could have easily brought them the food they wanted, or let Hollin take it. And, Cynthia, that girl must be allowed on deck; I can’t have her locked up in a cabin all the time.”

“You can’t, can’t you?” sneered the woman. “And may I ask if it’s any worse for her than it was for us?”

He was filling his cigarette-case from the stock that he had found in the captain’s cabin. He closed the case with a snap, put it carefully into his pocket, and then replied to his wife.

“Anything might happen in the next twentyfour hours, Cynthia, and I ask you to help me that nothing occur for which I shall be sorry.”

She went pale in spite of her undoubted courage. There were unsuspected deeps to Slico’s character that she had only dimly sensed.

“I have no desire to injure this girl,” he went on; “but if I had, then obviously, my dear Cynthia, you would be very much in the way. I suppose you realize that?”

She nodded. She was shaking in every limb; it seemed to her that she had suddenly come into the presence of an evil in the man which she had never, in her most uncharitable moments, imagined. And his next words confirmed that suspicion.

“When you took this girl out into the bay to finish her, I let you go because I had made up my mind that the sweep should be a clean one. Had you come back and told me that she was dead, you would not have lived until the morning. Will you please remember that, Cynthia?”

His silky voice held a menace which struck terror to her soul.

“You wouldn’t do that!” she gasped. “I only did it for your sake.”

He went out of the cabin smiling, and she dropped, heavily to the settee with the terror of death in her heart.
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“You have the run of the ship, Miss Pitt,” said Arthur Dorban courteously, “though, of course, -you will not communicate with any of the people I have very regretfully placed under lock and key. I am sure you do not know what you have been doing, or you would never have assisted these scoundrels in their plans to escape justice.”

He stood before the door and made no attempt to enter the cabin, and his attitude was both polite and deferential.

“I promise you that you shall not be interfered with or made uncomfortable, either by myself or by any person who is acting with me — any person,” he emphasized.

She nodded her thanks, and he left her. She strode up and down the deck, trying to regain some of her calm, and she was successful to the extent that when she saw Hollin sitting on the top of the steps, a rifle across his knee and an even more formidable armoury about his waist, she spoke to him, much to his surprise.

“You’re all right, missie,” he said reassuringly, for Mr. Hollin was something of a cavalier, even in his sober moments. “I’ll see that nobody hurts you.”

“Do you know where we are going?”

“Haven’t the slightest idea,” he replied. “The governor says he’s going into a Spanish port, and he’s making everything easy for me. Anyway, it’ll be thousands of pounds in my pocket.”

She thought it would be unwise to question him as to the nature of the promise which Arthur Dorban had evidently made to the man, and strolled forward again, stopping by the red ventilator to lean over the rail. She could see the porthole of Bobby’s cabin, and, her heart beating wildly, she went back to her cabin to search for the means to help the man she had promised to marry. In one of the drawers of her desk was a ball of thin string, and from this she cut off a dozen yards and made a slipknot at one end. She had already made up her mind what she would do. The revolver on Hollin’s right hip was nearest this side of the ship, and again she made her way to the man, and this time pulled up a stool so that she sat by his side and a little above him. He looked up and grinned.

“I’m on duty here,” he boasted. “The crew live down below.” He pointed to the well, where two or three unhappy-looking men were smoking and scowling up at their watcher. “If they get fresh I know how to deal with ‘em.”

“I suppose so,” she faltered, and he misunderstood her agitation.

“Mind you, I wouldn’t shoot unless they provoked me. I am a kind-hearted man myself — anybody can make a fool of me” — he leered up at her— “especially wimmin!” As he turned his head to take a smirking survey of the well, she made her attempt, and it was successful. Her heart almost stopped beating; she could scarcely breathe; but the pistol came out of the holster, and he did not seem to notice the loss — due probably to the fact that the end of the holster was resting on the deck where he sat.

Presently she got up with an excuse and strolled back along the deck, her knees giving beneath her. With trembling fingers she fastened the end of the string about the butt, and opposite the red ventilator she dropped it gingerly over the side until the pistol swayed before the open porthole. She had to wait, it seemed, almost an eternity before a hand came out, gripped the weapon and drew it in, and she almost fainted with the relief. Gripping the rail to steady herself, she turned, to walk back unconcernedly to where Mr. Hollin was sitting.

He looked round after her, but fortunately had seen nothing suspicious in her action.

“You’re feeling a bit seasick, ain’t you?” he asked, with the pride of one for whom the sea had no terrors. “You’re looking as white as death, young lady. Better sit down.”

“I think I will,” she said.

“Now, you take my advice,” said Mr. Hollin, wagging a solemn and grimy finger at her, “have nothing to do with this John. He’s a crook and couldn’t go straight. He’d ‘shop’ his best pal. That’s what he was going to do with me — put me adrift in an open boat, after promising me that he’d take me to South America and settle me for life. What do you think of a man like that?”

“I’m sure he would do nothing of the sort,” said Pen.

“Oh, wouldn’t he?” said Mr. Hollin sarcastically. “That shows what you know about t! I can only tell you Hullo!” His hand had dropped upon the empty holster at his side, and he sprang up. “Now, no tricks, miss. Where’s that gun?”

“Gun?” she said, with an heroic attempt at surprise.

“I swear I put it in.”

He looked at her darkly. It was so obvious that there was no way by which she could conceal a weapon of that size, that he turned to search the deck.

“I’ll swear I shoved it into the holder, but perhaps I made a mistake.”

“Have you lost something?” she asked innocently, and at that moment a shot rang out, followed by a second and a third, and Hollin dashed frantically for the companionway.

Arthur Dorban and his wife were discussing the course they should follow when they reached Cadiz, when there came to them the sound of a shivering crash. It was the noise of heavy feet kicking at a door, and the noise was easily located.

“If you fellows don’t keep quiet, I’ll have you tied hand and foot,” he threatened from outside the door, and then jumped aside hastily as one of the panels splintered and the door flew open.

He fired from his hip, but the two shots rang out almost at once. He went down to the deck limply.

It was Cynthia who fired the third shot, but her hand was shaking so that the bullet went wide, and in another second John had her by her shoulder and jerked her into Bobby’s disengaged arm.

“Into the cabin with her,” said John.

They hustled the woman back to the cabin she had left. John found the key of the handcuffs laid out on Mrs. Dorban’s dressing-table, together with spare boxes of ammunition, and in an instant he was free, only in time to meet the bull rush of Hollin as he came blundering along the alleyway.

Mr. Hollin, a philosopher, accepted the situation and was relieved of his armament.

“Where is Dorban?” asked Bobby. The alleyway was empty.

“I’m going to look for him. Take charge of these people, Bobby.”

John stopped only to open the cabins where the captain and Orford were imprisoned, and then ran up to the deck. Arthur Dorban was nowhere in sight; nor was he on the boat-deck, and save for the two quartermasters who were navigating the yacht, the bridge was empty. Right aft between the two funnels was a small wooden superstructure where the wireless man had his headquarters, and instinctively John made for this spot. Dorban was there; he limped out as John came to the door.

“You’re too late, my friend,” he said, with that twisted smile of his. “I have induced your operator to send a message which will have uncomfortable results for you.”

John pushed him aside and went into the little cubby-hut.

“It’s gone out, sir,” said the operator. “He threatened to kill me if I didn’t send it.”

“What have you sent?” asked John quickly.

“I told the warship that you were on board.”

“The warship?” said John. “Where?” He ran out of the hut and, shading his eyes, followed the operator’s outstretched finger. Blended in the grey of a heavy cloud that lay upon the horizon, he made out the outlines of a man-o’-war.

“She’s talking now, sir,” said the operator, and put the receiver to his ears.

“What does she say?” asked John.

“She says: ‘Turn hard a-port, and stop your engines a mile from me. I am coming aboard.’”

“Oh, she is, is she?” said John.

The captain was standing by the wheel when he reached the bridge, and out of the corner of his eye he caught a glimpse of Dorban being escorted down the narrow gangway by two seamen. In a few words he explained the situation.

“We shall have to run for it,” said the captain. “She’s one of the Myanthic
 class, and she hasn’t the speed to overtake us.” He gave a brief order, and the vessel heeled over as she went to starboard, making a complete turn and going back on her own tracks. They had gone half a mile when the wireless operator came with a slip of paper, which he handed to the captain. The old man adjusted his glasses, read and grunted.

“They say if we do not stop they will open fire on us.”

He took up a rubber speaking-tube from the navigating desk.

“Hit her up, Mackenzie,” he growled. “You’ve got to beat records!”

He had scarcely spoken when a puff of smoke moved lazily from the side of the warship; they heard the dull boom of a gun, and saw a fountain of water splash up where the shell had struck. Again came the wisp of smoke and again the boom, but this time the shell fell nearer.

“We’re too big a target,” said the captain. “A point to port, quartermaster. We’ll give her our stern to aim at.”

Two guns were now in action. John saw the flash of their explosions and heard the shriek of the shells. A third fell, then a fourth, that carried away a stay of the mainmast, but did no further damage. No other shot came as near, and soon the war vessel ceased firing. There followed a hasty council of war in the main saloon. Penelope saw them through an open skylight, grouped about a table covered with charts.

“This is where organization comes in,” said Mr. Orford, cheerful for the first time in many days. “Here’s the point, Captain.” He made a small pencil mark on one of the charts. “I’ve got an oil-ship there, waiting to refuel us. She had to leave for Penzance with only a fortnight’s supply. And I’ve charted this oiler to wait for us at this spot. She’s an American.”

“I’m not worried about juice,” said the captain. “We’ve got enough to carry us for another ten days. What’s worrying me is the fact that in twentyfour hours these waters will be alive with fast destroyers looking for us. They’ve an aeroplane-carrier at Gibraltar, and she’ll be out. I don’t see how we can miss being caught.”

“Let ’em catch us,” said Orford genially. “The only evidence against you, Captain, is the evidence of these people we have on board.”

“And the presence of Mr. — John,” corrected the captain. “And
 the young lady.”

“Quite so,” nodded Orford. “But suppose, when they overhaul you, we are not on board.”

“Where can you be?” asked the captain. “We can’t take Polyantha
 back to the Spanish coast.”

“We’ll transfer to the oil-ship. She’s going back to Boston, Massachusetts. And nobody will be any the wiser. The captain is a friend of mine and I can keep the crew quiet.”

The skipper bit his lip thoughtfully.

“If she’s there,” he said.

“She’ll be there,” said Mr. Orford, with a touch of asperity in his voice. “I have arranged it.”

John went up on deck to explain the position to the girl.

“I’m afraid we can’t give you such comfortable accommodation on the oil-ship,” he said. “But at least you will have a definite destination. We are going to Boston, and we shall reach there in ten days, and all your troubles will be at an end; and, by Jove, you’ll get back to Canada after all!”

She smiled, a little sadly.

“I didn’t expect to get back to Canada that way,” she said. “But so long as we get anywhere—”

She was piqued, and she couldn’t quite understand why, until she remembered that what had hurt her was his apparent acceptance of her desire to go back to Canada, and that he had not again made any mention of the fantastic marriage which Orford had planned. It was fantastical, but she had agreed, and she deserved a little consideration.

“I am being rather sorry for myself,” she confessed, and could have bitten her tongue that she had made such a confession.

Happily he did not seem to follow her train of thoughts.

“I shall be perfectly happy on an oilboat,” she said. “Please don’t trouble about me. Though I am really getting fond of the Polyantha
 , and am sorry to leave her.”

“In spite of the exciting and mysterious time you’re having?” he smiled, and she nodded.

So perfect was Mr. Orford’s organization that at two o’clock in the morning they picked up the oil-ship, and the providential calmness of the sea made it possible to get alongside her.
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It was raining when Penelope climbed up a greasy monkey-ladder on to the untidy steel deck of the oil-ship. Mr. Orford in some miraculous fashion had already made that perilous climb; and so excellent were his gifts for organization that, when they reached the officers’ quarters, which were aft, they found accommodation of unexpected comfort awaiting the party. The two ships parted company at dawn, and Penelope, through the litter of coiled ropes and rusty anchor chains, stood watching the stately lines of the Polyantha
 growing fainter and fainter in a misty drizzle.

The oil-ship lacked many of the qualities which had distinguished Polyantha
 . She rolled tremendously and she pitched upon the slightest provocation. Mrs. Dorban, who was susceptible to these movements, and to whom the overpowering smell of oil added a new horror to the sea, went to her bunk and remained there the whole of the next day.

Penelope’s cabin was a small one, and she had some difficulty in stowing away even her few possessions. The cabin drawers were filled with the belongings of its first occupant, but she made herself comfortable however, and though she was not looking forward to the end of the adventure, for reasons which she could not quite explain to herself, she was anticipating with some eagerness the end of this particular period.

She saw John on deck next morning, and he gave her a piece of news which surprised her.

“I don’t think you’ve said goodbye to the Polyantha
 ,” he said. “Orford has just told me that he has made another rendezvous, and if Polyantha
 comes through the search to which she will undoubtedly be subjected when she is stopped by the first warship, she will meet us north of Madeira, and the chances are that our voyage will be continued under less smelly conditions.”

“What are you going to do with the Dorbans?” she asked. “And Hollin?”

“I shall have to take Hollin on, as I promised. As to the Dorbans—” He shook his head. “They are a difficulty, but I think money will buy them — money and a promise, which I have half-made.”

“What is that?” she asked curiously.

He looked away from her for some time, and then:

“I have promised that I will not marry, on condition that they do not betray me. I have never despised myself so much as I have since that promise was made.” His eyes came back to hers.

“Why?” she asked.

“Because I love you,” he said, “and I’m cutting myself away from the one happiness of all happinesses that I most desire. You must think I’m rather a cad, Penelope, and I suppose I am,” he said. “I did want to marry you for — for diplomatic reasons. But I realized, of course, that, though you were so gracious as to accept Orford’s suggestion, you did so from no feeling of love for me. How could you? You have only known me for a few days, and even now you do not know the worst about me.”

“I think I do,” she said.

He shook his head.

“You’re running away from somebody. You have committed” — she hesitated in search of a word— “a crime?”

“No, I have committed no crime. I have been accused — but what is the good?”

She looked after him as he walked away, and there was a hollow, empty feeling in her heart, as though something which was part of her had gone out.

That afternoon they passed two questing torpedo-boat destroyers, who asked them if they had seen Polyantha
 , and received an untruthful “No.” Toward evening, a code wireless message came through to the oil-ship, one which had been prearranged by Mr. Orford.

“She is being stopped and searched,” explained Mr. Orford at dinner that night.”

“Poor Bobby!” murmured the girl. They had left Bobby to play the part of plutocratic owner.

“Bobby is a natural liar,” said John calmly. “He has a gift of prevarication which would make his fortune if he ever turned to literature. How is your wife, Dorban?”

Mr. Arthur Dorban smiled cryptically, but made no reply.

Later in the evening they were sitting on the afterdeck when the captain of the Ezra Salt
 came aft. John and Mr. Orford were smoking, the girl was huddled up in a deckchair, for the motion of the ship had grown a trifle unpleasant, and Arthur Dorban was pacing unsteadily the steel deck.

“I’ve just picked up an S.O.S. message, Mr. Orford,” the captain said, “that the Pealego
 has struck some submerged wreckage and is sinking.”

“What is the Pealego
 ?”

“She’s a passenger-boat that works the Vigo-Funchal route. A crazy ship; I’ve seen her a dozen times in these waters. I have altered my course and am standing for her. She went down about twenty miles from where we were when we had the message, and we ought to fall in with her boats very soon.”

In these simple, unemotional words did he tell of one of the tragedies of the sea.

Three hours passed when they caught sight of a flare burning ahead, and distinguished two boats rowing in company.

“This is mighty awkward for us,” said Mr. Orford, shaking his head. “We shall have to put these people ashore somewhere, and land I did not wish to tread until I stepped out on to the quay in Boston, Massachusetts.”

The crew of the Ezra Salt
 were rigging a branch-lamp over the gangway, which had been lowered, and they gathered, a little, interested group, to watch the rescued party brought on board. Two hysterical women wrapped in sailors’ coats came first, and were hurried below; then came a bedraggled old man; and, following him, a tall, soldierlike person, who stepped smartly on to the deck and looked round. And the first person he saw was John. John did not move a muscle as the man came up to him.

“My name is Inspector Spinner,” he said, “and I think I know you.”

“It is very likely,” said John coolly.

“You are the Earl of Rivertor, a convict undergoing a sentence of twenty years’ penal servitude for forgery, and this man is James Hollin, a convict undergoing five years for burglary. You are both fugitives from justice, having escaped from Dartmoor Prison on the morning of the fourteenth instant.”

“I can corroborate that statement,” said a voice, and Arthur Dorban pushed his way through the group. “My name is Arthur Dorban and this man is my cousin.”

To the girl’s astonishment John turned upon his enemy with a beatific smile.

“That lets me out of my promise, Arthur,” he said.

*

To Penelope Pitt the night was one long ugly dream. She was so incapable of separating reality from phantasm, that at one moment she was seriously concerned for her reason. John was the Earl of Rivertor! He was an escaped convict! The thing was so incredible, so sheerly fantastical, that a dozen times in the night she sat up in her narrow bunk and switched on the light, to convince herself that she was awake and not the victim of a nightmare.

What had happened to the portly Mr. Orford she did not know. Nor could she summon sufficient mental energy to speculate upon her own fate, and in how so far she was implicated.

When the early watch was busy with its hosepipes and holystone, and before the sun had tipped the horizon, she had dressed and gone to the deck. If she was interested in the welfare of Mr. Orford, her apprehensions would have been set at rest instantly, for, muffled to his many chins in a heavy coat, his legs covered by numerous rugs and wrappings, she found him in the one comfortable chair which the Ezra Salt
 possessed.

He was wide awake and brooding and, although she anticipated something of reproach in his manner, since she felt indirectly responsible for the disastrous ending to all his fine schemes, he met her with a smile which was almost paternal.

“No, I haven’t been to bed, and I haven’t been to sleep.”

“Please don’t get up,” she begged hastily, as he made an attempt to disentangle himself from his coverings. “I can sit here.” She pulled up a stool to his side. “Mr. Orford, what does it all mean?”

“What does it all mean?” he repeated, with strange and, to her, comforting deliberation. “Why, it means that six months’ hard work, half a million dollars, and the best organized getaway that the world has ever known, has gone!” He snapped his fingers expressively.

“Won’t you please tell me the whole story?” she begged, and he nodded.

“I guess there’s no reason why you shouldn’t know,” he said. “Hi!” He beckoned a sailor. “Son, will you go down to the cook’s galley and bring up some coffee.”

The lank youth he had called disappeared with a grunt.

“John is the Earl of Rivertor,” said Xenocrates without preliminary, “though he wasn’t the Earl of Rivertor when he was sent down for twenty years. And, what is more, he had not the slightest idea that he stood in the line for the title. He is a rich man; so is Mr. Stamford Mills, his friend. They were art students together in Paris, and since Lord Rivertor has been sent to prison that young man has been working like one small slave to get him out.

“I have been responsible for a whole range of organizations in my time,” he went on reminiscently. “I’ve organized everything from Balkan wars to oil flotations. But I’ve never organized a man out of prison with such perfect ingenuity—” He stopped and shook his head. “This trouble began when Hollin’s cap flew off, because an English convict has a number, and that number is embroidered on his cap.”

“Won’t you begin at the beginning?” she asked. “Why was Lord Rivertor sent to prison? What crime did he commit?”

“He committed none; of that I am convinced,” said Mr. Orford emphatically. “Now see here, Miss Pitt. It’s been my experience that every man that goes to prison is innocent. The gaols are filled with victims of malignant fate and vicious conspiracy. I’ve got so that when I meet a man who has been in gaol, I expect a declaration of innocence, and I should be disappointed if I didn’t get it. It is always the other fellow who did it, or there has been a frame-up; or sometimes it is an unpleasant coincidence that put them behind the bars. So, when I heard that this Lord Rivertor was the victim of a vile conspiracy, why, I naturally felt that I was meeting a normal case of the law’s grinding injustice. But he innocent.”

Mr. Orford emphasized this word with a jerk of his fat forefinger in Penelope’s direction.

“And it was
 a frame-up. He was an artist, the third cousin, or the fourth — the Lord knows which — of the old Earl of Rivertor, who had three sons, all of whom died in one week of influenza. That sounds like one of the stories we used to read when we were young,” he chuckled; “though usually it was a yachting accident that removed the lawful heir and gave to the poor but honest farmhand the ancestral estates. But these men died naturally; I’ve had a very careful investigation into that, because I more than suspected that Dorban assisted Nature in her hideous work of dissolution.

“John Rivertor knew nothing about this. He was an artist — not a struggling artist; he had a small income — and he specialized in etchings. Maybe he was a good etcher, maybe he wasn’t; I don’t profess to understand very much about art. Now, it appears, from what was subsequently revealed at the trial, that John was in the habit of frequenting a restaurant in the West End of London. And the proprietor of the restaurant had on several occasions found amongst his cash forged five-pound Bank of England notes. He couldn’t trace the customer from whom the notes had been received, but suspicion fell on John. How suspicion may be engendered is clearly understandable to the psychologist, and I have at the back of my mind a fairly good idea as to the identity of the gentleman who set rumour moving. I guess, too, that he sent a few of the notes into circulation.

“John was not a rich man, but, as I said before, he was fairly comfortable, and he practically lived for his work. One day there arrived in his studio a man who said that he was buying etchings for an American millionaire. John had never seen him before — has never seen him since. He chose a couple of prints and offered a very large sum, much to John’s surprise. In fact, he asked the man to take these pictures for less than he’d offered, but the fellow insisted on paying the sum he had mentioned. He paid in banknotes. The first half-dozen were genuine; the others were clever, but not too clever, forgeries. He took the pictures away with him, and John accompanied him to the railway station at his visitor’s request. The visitor gave the name of ‘Smith.’ He said he was going on to Brussels, and there was nothing very remarkable about the transaction except the large price he had paid for the etchings. He kept John an unconscionable time at the railway depot, and at last they parted, and John went on to dine at his favourite restaurant. He was not particularly uncomfortable at having so much money in his possession, and he did not give that fact two minutes’ thought.

“He had finished his dinner, and was leaving the restaurant, when he was arrested by two detectives, taken to a police station and searched. The forged notes were found upon him; and though he explained how they came to be there, his explanation was not accepted. The police immediately sent to his studio and made a search. The studio consisted of a large room where he worked, two small bedrooms, a lumber-room, and a kitchenette. In the lumber-room, which was locked, the police discovered a complete counterfeiting outfit — presses, plates, stacks of notes apparently new from the press, acid-baths, etching tools, and what not. The evidence was overpowering; and although experts in forgery gave their opinion that these notes were of German make and the work of crude forgers who turned these things out by the hundreds of thousands, John was found guilty, and since it appeared that the police had captured a very dangerous criminal and a master-forger, the heaviest sentence that the law of England allowed was passed upon him — twenty years’ penal servitude.

“What is amazing to me” — he frowned at the girl— “is that you did not know all this, because the English and the New York newspapers were filled with the account, not only of the trial, but of the subsequent discovery that the man who had been sentenced to what was tantamount to a life imprisonment, was the Earl of Rivertor, a peer, who had inherited, not only the title, but nearly ten million dollars.”

She had listened, speechless with amazement, as the story was unfolded. Now she shook her head.

“It did not get as far as Edmonton, or, if it did, I have not read this in the news,” she said. “When did this happen?”

“A year and seventeen days ago,” replied Mr. Orford correctly. And then she understood.

“I was away on a farm for six months, and saw no newspapers,” she said. “Of course, that would be the reason; the Edmonton newspapers must have published accounts, because Lord Rivertor has a big ranch in the neighbourhood.”

“Maybe he has,” said Mr. Orford. “Anyway, John went to prison. Now, Mr. Mills, who is a very great friend of Lord Rivertor’s, set himself the task of unearthing the mystery of John’s conviction. He was perfectly satisfied that the story John had told at the trial was true. His first object was to find the relatives who would benefit by this man being detached from the world; and he very soon unearthed Slico. Slico is Lord Rivertor’s first cousin and the next in line for the title.”

“But Lord Rivertor is a very young man,” interrupted Penelope. “Twenty years is not a long time. How could they be sure that the title and the money would come to the Dorbans?”

“They left nothing to chance,” said Xenocrates grimly. “A month after he had been transferred to Dartmoor, he was taken violently ill. Meals are served by convict orderlies. They’re not exactly ‘trusties,’ as we understand ‘trusties,’ but have certain privileges and easy jobs because they have behaved themselves in prison. There is no doubt that in some manner the food that was given to John was poisoned. The prison doctor discovered arsenic, and there was an inquiry on the subject. Two months later, the rifle which one of the warders carried went off ‘accidentally,’ and the bullet passed within a millimetre of Lord Rivertor’s head. Bobby, who is a born sleuth, discovered that the warder was a man who had been reprimanded for various offences and was practically under suspension. He discovered, too, that this official was in communication with the Dorbans, and had made several visits to the Stone House at Borcombe. After each visit his banking account had been considerably augmented. Why, do you imagine, did Arthur Dorban live at Borcombe, shut away from the world?”

“I thought he was in retirement—”

“Because of his past? Not a bit of it,” said Mr. Orford with a slow smile. “Dorban was at Borcombe because it was near to Dartmoor, because he could get into communication with his agents in the prison without delay. Why do you think they brought you from Canada? Because you knew nothing of the case, because you had no friends in England. Gosh, if I had only known!” He slapped his swathed knees impatiently.

“After a third attempt on his life, carried out by a convict, Bobby consulted me. I am willing to admit,” said Mr. Orford thoughtfully, “that a very large fee had a great deal to do with my undertaking this commission. Once I had set my mind to it, the rest was easy. We chartered the Polyantha
 for six months from a French nobleman, commissioned it with picked men — the doctor is a distant relative of John’s, and the old captain is a maternal uncle — and set out to sea in time for the great attempt. Bobby Mills was in the air service during the war, and he was able to buy an aeroplane from the Disposal Board, and he got an armoured car from the junk store.

“John was a worker in the quarries, and the quarries are outside of the prison. Every morning and afternoon, a party marches out from Princetown Gaol up a country road to the quarry, which isn’t a very great distance. John was in No. 6 party, the first to leave the prison. On the morning of the fourteenth, an armoured car came into the little town, driven apparently by a soldier; in reality the driver was our second engineer. He proceeded slowly up the road until he came within sight of the prison, and there he stopped and got down to tinker with the engine. Presently, he saw the party march out, and, jumping on to his seat, he let the car go, at first slowly, and then with increasing speed, until he came abreast of the leading file.

“John was in the fourth file, and he had been carefully primed. I’m not going to tell you by what corrupt method we gave him information of our plans, but he knew. As the car came up to him, he sprang on to the running-board and dived into the steel-plated interior, and the driver increased his speed. Unfortunately, in the leading file was a convict named Hollin, who saw here an opportunity too good to be lost, and before the driver could realize what had happened, he had also jumped into the car and struck down the warder who attempted to pull him back.”

“Is that what they call ‘scragging?’” asked the girl, a light dawning upon her.

“It’s what he calls ‘scragging.’ It’s an ugly word used by the lower class English,’ and means killing — though he didn’t kill the warder, not by any means. The car dashed on, its steel back taking the bullets which were fired after it, and came to a quiet part of the moor, where Bobby was waiting with his aeroplane. They had to take Hollin; there was no help for it. If his cap had not blown off near the coast, they might not have guessed the direction we took or the method we employed.”

“And the Polyantha
 was waiting?” asked the girl.

He nodded.

“Yes, she was waiting. Everything went to schedule. We had had the aeroplane specially buoyed to keep her afloat in the sea, and down she came within a dozen yards of the gangway. We took out John and this brute Hollin, bombed the aeroplane and sank her, and thereafter everything seemed smooth sailing.

“Until I came aboard,” she said ruefully.

“Until you came aboard,” he agreed. “What’s the matter?”

She got up suddenly, white of face.

“The notes!” she gasped. “And the etchings!”

“What do you mean?” he demanded, struggling to his feet.

Incoherently, she told the story of what she had seen — the trunk packed with notes, and the etchings on top — and Mr. Orford heard and groaned.

“If I had only known,” he wailed. “Of course, that was it! The notes were the surplus stock they brought over for the frame-up. And the etchings! Oh, hell!”

They stared at one another.

“Those notes are at the bottom of the sea now,” said Mr. Orford. “The last bit of evidence!”

“There was a receipt,” she said slowly.

“I forget the exact wording. It was a receipt signed by Mr. Feltham.”

“Yes, yes,” he said eagerly, “John Feltham — that was John’s family name. What happened?”

“I’m trying to think.” She sat down, her face in her hands. The receipt — what had happened to it? She put it on the windowsill, and it blew into the garden, and then she picked it up — that dreadful night when Cynthia Dorban had made her wicked attempt to kill her.

“I put it somewhere. I’m sure I put it somewhere,” she said. “I know I didn’t throw it away — the sports jacket,” she said eagerly. “Do you remember the sports jacket I wore on the Polyantha
 ?”

“Where is it?” he asked, in a tone a little above a husky whisper.

“I left it — on the Polyantha
 ,” she said breathlessly, “hanging in the wardrobe.”

Mr. Orford collapsed into his chair.

“And I told the captain to throw overboard anything he found that might betray your presence!” he said hollowly.
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The motion of the ship was steadier. The sea had evidently subsided, when Cynthia Dorban woke, to find her husband gazing gloomily through the open porthole, his elbows upon the casing, his smooth forehead wrinkled in thought. He was fully dressed, she noted.

“Is anything wrong?” she asked quickly. He did not turn his head toward her.

“No, nothing is wrong. Except that the girl knows.”

“The girl knows!” repeated the woman scornfully. “Of course she knows! Who told her? Did you tell her all about it?”

“I haven’t spoken to her. But she and Orford have had their heads together on the deck, and I think she has told him.”

“What?”

“About the notes and the etchings she found in the trunk.” Cynthia smiled.

“If he wants to find those, he’ll have to dive for them/’ she said.

“I wonder,” he said mechanically.

“You wonder? I put them into the water myself.”

“They should have been burnt,” he said, still addressing the open porthole. “I always said they should have been burnt. But it’s too late to trouble about that. Suppose she swears to what she saw? That will make it rather awkward for you and me, Cynthia.”

Cynthia got out of her bunk and put on her dressing-gown before she answered.

“You’re a fool. I never realized what a weakling you were until we came on this beastly ship — the Polyantha
 , I mean. Suppose she does swear? Her word against a conviction in a court of law? You don’t imagine that pardons are signed in England on that kind of evidence, do you?”

“Also,” he went on, not answering her question, “Whiplow is on board.”

She gaped at him.

“Whiplow here?” she said incredulously. He nodded.

“He was one of the people we picked up last night. He was in the second boat. Apparently he and Spinner were on their way to Madeira when the Peleago
 struck. Don’t ask me why they were going to Madeira, because I don’t know. I gathered this from a conversation I heard between Whiplow and the captain of the ship.”

“Have you spoken to him?”

He shook his head.

“It is not expedient that I should even know him. I dare say he will not be quite as reticent, but I want to get at him quietly. That is why I was up so early, but the beast isn’t an early riser.”

She sat down on the side of her bunk to consider the situation.

“I don’t see that it makes a great deal of difference to us whether he’s here or isn’t here,” she said.

He turned and looked at her steadily.

“It makes a whole lot of difference,” he said slowly. . “And that you will live to discover.”

“What do you mean?”

“For a woman so clever, you can be exceedingly dense,” said Arthur. “I am going on deck. Shall I send in your breakfast?” She shivered.

“I see that you still have qualms. I will send you a biscuit and soda-water.”

The first person he met on deck was Mr. Orford, and the stout man was bland and almost genial.

“How is your friend this morning?” asked Dorban.

“Haven’t seen him,” said Mr. Orford. “But I guess he’s eaten a better breakfast than you, Dorban. Wonderful thing, a clear conscience.”

Arthur smiled.

“How will this affect you? You’re in the conspiracy, and I presume that you are virtually under arrest.”

“I’m under suspicion,” admitted Xenocrates Orford carefully, “but who isn’t?”

Arthur chuckled.

“I’m not for one. Why are you in this business at all? You must have spent a lot of money. And you can’t say that you’ve had an overwhelming success, can you?”

“Sir,” said Mr. Orford, “the end is not yet. I have sufficient faith in my especial providence to keep me calm in such crises as these.”

“You’ll need a very special providence to get you out of your present mess,” said Arthur.

A blur of smoke on the horizon caught his eye.

“I wonder,” he said.

Mr. Orford peered at the smoke, and instinct told him its significance.

“The Polyantha
 !” he gasped, and Dorban laughed aloud.

“I hope it is the Polyantha
 , for I’m tired of this infernal oil-ship,” he said. “I will not mystify you, Mr. Orford. When Spinner arrested my relative last night and searched him, there was found in his pocket a small codebook.”

Orford made a clicking noise with his lips, which El Slico altogether misunderstood.

“So we took the liberty of sending a message to the Polyantha
 , asking her to join us at full speed. Fortunately, she was on a parallel course. You see, Mr. Orford,” he went on, almost apologetically, “we decided that it would be advisable to catch the whole gang, including Mr. Bobby Mills.”

“I see,” nodded Orford.

It was at that moment that John appeared, accompanied by his captor. He nodded to Orford, and met his cousin’s smile without any evidence of embarrassment.

“Spinner tells me Polyantha’s
 coming up hand over fist; well, at least we shall have a comfortable voyage to England.” He turned to the detective. “I suppose that it is against the rule for me to have a few words with Mr. Orford?”

Spinner hesitated.

“I don’t know that there are any particular rules applying,” he said. “You can speak in my presence.”

“Thank you.” John looked at Dorban, and that imperturbable gentleman walked away with a shrug. “Is Miss Pitt very much alarmed?”

“She is just a little,” said Mr. Orford carefully. “John, do you remember whether I told Willit to make a very careful search of Miss Pitt’s cabin? I’m so worried that I can’t recall.”

John nodded.

“I remember you giving those instructions. Why?”

Mr. Orford licked his dry lips.

“I won’t tell you now,” he said. “Maybe I’ll never tell you.” Then, to the detective: “Do you remember the trial?”

Spinner nodded.

“I arrested Lord Rivertor,” he said.

“You remember the defence?”

The inspector smiled faintly.

“There wasn’t much of a defence, was there, Mr. Orford? It was suggested that the case was what you call in America a ‘frame-up,’ that the machinery and notes had been planted whilst Feltham was out.”

“But you remember the story he told that he had sold two etchings to a stranger whom he never saw again, and that the money found in his possession was the proceeds of that sale?”

The inspector nodded.

“Suppose” — Orford’s voice was lowered to little more than a whisper— “suppose I find the receipt? Suppose Lord Rivertor identifies the man who bought the pictures? And on top of that, we give you the evidence of one who saw the etchings in Dorban’s possession.”

Spinner fingered his chin and frowned.

Mr. Orford’s earnestness was very convincing.

“It would make a difference, of course,” he said. “The Secretary of State would reopen the question, and if it was proved—” He shook his head. “But I don’t think you’ve much chance of getting proof. Suppose you produced the receipt — it might be faked!”

“I’m going to take you into my confidence,” said Orford, with his eye upon Arthur, leaning over the rail. “Here is a new angle to the story.”

He spoke quickly, and John listened in amazement as he revealed all that Penelope Pitt had told. And then, in the midst of his narrative, a man walked on to the deck and dropped his hand familiarly upon Arthur Dorban’s shoulder. They could only see the back of him, but presently his head turned, and then:

“Who is that man?” hissed Orford fiercely.

John turned, then, with a cry, leapt at the stranger, and before he could escape had caught him by the throat.

“You know me?” he demanded. Whiplow, struggling in his grip, was ashen pale.

“I don’t know you!” he shouted. “And I’ve never seen you. Let go!”

John released his hold.

“This is the man who came to my studio and bought two etchings from me and paid me in banknotes,” he said. “This is the man my friends have been trying to find, and whom I have never seen since that day.”

“You’re mad!” breathed Whiplow, adjusting his disordered jacket. “You’re a stranger to me!”

And then the detective took John by the arm and led him away.

“It’s possible that you’re right, Lord Rivertor,” he said; “and if you’re acting, it’s the best bit of acting I’ve seen for years. What do you say the man’s name is?”

“Whiplow,” said John, breathing heavily.

“He’s a friend of Dorban’s—”

“Whiplow?” muttered the detective. “I seem to know that name. Just give me a little time to think, will you?”

There was little time for quiet meditation, for the Polyantha
 was now within a few miles of the oil-ship, whose engines had rung to stop.

Half an hour later, Spinner left for the Polyantha
 alone, and it was two hours before he returned. On his arm was a yellow sports coat, and Penelope, watching the approaching boat, felt her heart leap within her. Was the paper there? She looked round for Mr. Orford, but he was not in sight. Neither was Whiplow. Arthur Dorban and his wife stood by the gangway, puzzled, a little worried, the girl thought.

“Why didn’t he take us off at once?” asked Cynthia irritably. “Why did he go on to the yacht—”

“Ask him,” said Slico laconically as the detective appeared.

“Where is your friend?” he asked, and there was something in his voice which Dorban, being a man sensitive to atmosphere, did not like.

“Whiplow? He’s below, I expect. He’s not a friend of mine, by the way, Inspector.” Without a word Spinner went in search of his man.

*

Behind the locked door of Mr. Orford’s cabin that gentleman spoke his final word.

“I’m not very well acquainted with the laws of England, Whiplow, but I guess that there is such a thing as State evidence. And anyway, what would be a few years of imprisonment to a man like you, if you knew that you were coming out to a whole heap of money?”

“How do I know that you’d pay?” asked Mr. Whiplow miserably.

“You’d have to trust me,” said Mr. Orford. “And I’m not asking you much, Whiplow, for I have sufficient evidence to hang you. Now, boy “ — he laid his hand on the other’s shoulder with a solemnity which was peculiarly his own— “before the bulls start to gore you, will you get in right?” Whiplow stared down at the floor sulkily. It was the last throw of James Xenocrates Orford, the last coin on the board of chance, but this the other did not know.

“Spinner is wise to you. We’ve got the receipt you signed, the phoney notes are in the hands of the police, and Dorban will leave this ship in irons. Now, are you going with him to share the life sentence he’ll get, or are you going to behave sensibly?”

“I’ve never squealed in my life,” said Whiplow nervously; “and there’s no evidence against me. How do I know that you’ll pay?” he asked again.

Mr. Orford had almost convinced his unwilling guest when there came a tap at the door. With a calm which was almost awful, remembering the circumstances, he pulled back the bolt and opened the door, to meet Inspector Spinner, and in Mr. Spinner’s hand was a piece of paper.

“I think this is what you want,” he said. But before Orford could reply, Whiplow had pushed him aside and was staring at the crumpled receipt.

“King’s evidence!” he said incoherently, and James Xenocrates Orford heaved a deep sigh and sat down heavily on the tiny settee.
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Mr. James Xenocrates Orford sat at his desk overlooking the Park. The afternoon was cool, but all the windows were open, for on this afternoon the band played and the zoomph, zoomph
 of the euphonium came at intervals to his appreciative ear.

He had spent a somewhat hectic month, and the tenth day of the Polyantha
 had been exceptionally emotional, for he had organized a wedding that had turned simple Penelope Pitt into Penelope, Countess of Rivertor. It had been a very simple wedding. The altar was a soapbox covered with an ensign, and Captain Willit had lost the place in the Prayer-Book some seven times, and had mistakenly churched, buried, and ordained two young people into the priesthood.

And he had given evidence before innumerable judges and magistrates and undersecretaries of State. And at last he had organized a honeymoon trip with care and precision.

He sat listening to the band, and did not notice his secretary until that unprepossessing lady stood at his side.

“Eh? Mr. Mills? Show him right here.’Lo, Bobby!”

Bobby gripped the stout Mr. Orford’s hand.

“Settling? Why, yes, I suppose so. Use that blotter, Bobby. Thank you.”

He examined the cheque thoughtfully.

“Yeh; that’s mighty generous. But Rivertor came best out of it. What a girl!”

He sighed heavily, gasped despairingly at the cheque, and then:

“There are times when I fret sump’n fierce — about being fat — and old—”

Nevertheless he smiled when he put the cheque into his pocket.


The End
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Lady Raytham drew aside the long velvet curtains and looked down into Berkeley Square. It was half-past four o’clock on a cheerless February evening. Rain and sleet were falling, and a thin yellow mist added to the gloom of the dying day. An interminable string of cars and taxicabs was turning towards Berkeley Street, their shining black roofs reflecting the glare of the overhead lights that had just then hissed and spluttered to life.

She looked blankly towards the desolation of the gardens, a place of bare-limbed trees and shivering shrubs — stared, as though she expected to see some fog wraith take a definite and menacing shape, and give tangible form to the shadows that menaced reason and life.

She was a woman of twenty-eight, straight and slim. Hers was the type of classical beauty which would defy the markings of age for the greater part of a lifetime. A fascinating face — calm, austere, her eyes a cold English grey. You might imagine her the patrician abbess of some great conventual establishment, or a lady of broad manors defending inexorably the stark castle of her lord against the enemy who came in his absence. Analyse her face, feature by feature, put one with the other, and judge her by the standards which profess to measure such things, and brow and chin said “purpose” with unmistakable emphasis.

She was not in her purposeful mood now; rather was she uncertain and irritable, the nearest emotions to fear she knew.

She let the curtains fall back until they overlapped, and walked across to the fireplace, glancing at the tiny clock. The saloon was half lit; the wall sconces were dark, but the big lamp on the table near the settee glowed redly. This room bore evidence of money well but lavishly spent. The greater part of its furnishings would one day reach the museums of millionaire collectors; three pictures that hung upon the apple-green walls were earmarked for the National Gallery.

As she stood looking down into the fire there was a gentle tap at the door, and the butler came in. He was a tall man, rather portly in his way — a man of double chins and an unlined face. He carried a small salver in his hand, a buff oblong in the centre.

Lady Raytham tore open the envelope. It was dated from Constantinople and was from Raytham. She had been expecting the telegram all that afternoon. Raytham, of course, had changed his plans. In that sentence was epitomized his life and career. He was going on to Basra and thence to Bushire, to see the Interstate Oil Wells or the sites of them. He was expensively apologetic for two closely written sheets. If he could not return before April, would she go on to Cannes as she had arranged? He was “awfully sorry”; he must have said that at least four times.

She read it again, folded the pink sheets, and laid them on the table.

The butler was waiting, head slightly bent forward as though to catch her slightest whisper. She did not look at him.

“Thank you.”

“Thank you, m’lady.”

He was opening the door when she spoke.

“Druze, I am expecting the Princess Bellini and possibly Mrs. Gurden. I will have tea when they come.”

“Very good, m’lady.”

The door closed softly behind; she raised her sombre eyes and looked at the polished wood of it with a curious listening lift of her head, as though she expected to hear something. But the butler was going slowly down the stairs, a quizzical smile in his eyes, his white, plump hands sliding in and over one another. He stopped on the landing to admire the little marble statue of Circe that his lordship had brought from Sicily. It was a habit of his to admire that Circe with the sly eyes and the beckoning finger. And as he looked, his mouth was puckered as though he were whistling.

A sharp rat-tat on the door made him withdraw from his contemplation. He reached the hall as the second footman opened the door.

Two women came in out of the murk; through the open door he had a glimpse of a limousine drawing away.

“Her ladyship is in the drawingroom, your Highness — shall I take your Highness’s coat?”

“You can’t,” said the first and the bigger woman brusquely. “Help Mrs. Gurden out of hers. Why you wear such horrible contraptions I can’t understand.”

Mrs. Gurden smiled largely.

“Darling, I must wear something. Thank you, Druze.”

Druze took the transparent silk coat and handed it to the second footman; the Princess was already stamping up the stairs. She pushed open the door and walked in unannounced, and Lady Raytham, standing by the fire, her head pillowed on her arm, looked up, startled.

“I’m so awfully sorry. Push the light, Anita; the button is by your hand. Well?”

The Princess Anita Bellini struggled unaided out of her tweed coat and threw it over the back of a chair, jerked off her hat with another movement, and tossed it after the coat.

People who saw Anita Bellini for the first time gazed at her in a little awe; there was a certain ruthless strength in every line, every feature. She was something more than fifty and was just under six feet in height.

The masculinity of the powerful face was emphasized by the grey hair cut close in an Eton crop and the rimless monocle which never left her eye. Between her white teeth she gripped a long amber holder, in which a cigarette was burning.

Her speech was direct, abrupt, almost shocking in its frankness.

“Greta?”

She jerked the end of the cigarette-holder towards the door.

“Being fussed over by Druze. That woman would ogle a dustman! She’s that age. It is a horrible thing to have been pretty once and to have produced certain reactions. You can never believe that the spirit has evaporated.”

Jane Raytham smiled.

“They say you were an awfully pretty girl, Nita—” she began.

“They lie,” said Princess Anita calmly. “Russells used to retouch my photographs till there was nothing left but the background.”

Greta floated in, hands outstretched, her big, red mouth opened ecstatically.

“Darling!” she breathed, and caught both Jane’s hands in hers. Anita Bellini’s fleshy nose wrinkled in a sneer.

And yet she should have grown accustomed to Mrs. Gurden, for ecstasy was Greta’s normal condition. She had that habit of touching people, holding them by the arms, stooping to look up into their faces with her big black eyes that sometimes squinted a little.

She had been pretty, but now her face was long and a little haggard, the face of a woman who was so afraid of missing something that she could not spare the time to sleep. Her lips were heavily carmined, her eyes carefully made up as though she were still expecting a call to return to the chorus from which Anita had rescued her.

“My lovely Jane! Exquisite as usual. That dress — don’t tell me! Chenel, isn’t it?”

“Is it?” Jane Raytham scarcely looked down. “No, I think it is a dress I bought in New York last year.”

Greta shook her head speechlessly.

Anita Bellini blew out a smoke ring and tapped off the ash in the fireplace.

“Greta lays it on thick when she lays it at all,” she said, and cast a critical eye over her hostess. “You’re peaky, Jane. Missing your husband?”

“Terribly.”

The irony of tone was not lost on Anita.

“Raytham — what is he doing? The man is ill of money and yet won’t take a day off making it. Where the — oh, here he is.”

Druze wheeled in the tea-waggon.

“Give me a whisky and soda, Druze, or I’ll perish.”

She drank the contents of the goblet at a gulp and handed back the glass.

Anita fixed her monocle more firmly and lit another cigarette. The door closed behind the butler.

“Druze wears well, Jane. Where did you get him?”

Lady Raytham looked up quickly.

“Does he? I scarcely notice him. He has always been the same so long as I can remember. He was with Lord Everreed before.”

“That goes back a few years; I remember him when he was a young man.”

The Princess had an unhappy habit of smiling with her mouth closed. It was not very pretty.

“It is funny how age comes — thirty to fifty goes like a flash of lightning.”

She changed the subject abruptly and talked about her call of the afternoon.

“I went for bridge and got a string quartette playing every kind of music except one with a tune in it.”

“It was lovely!” breathed Greta, her eyes screwed tight in an agony of admiration.

“It was rotten,” retorted the grey-haired Anita. “And more rotten because my sister-in-law was there. The woman’s narrowness depresses me.”

Lady Raytham’s eyes had returned to the fire.

“Oh!” she said.

“I asked her what she was going to do about Peter — thank heavens she has a little sense there! Peter has been wiped off the slate. Margaret would not even discuss him. The only person who believes in him is Everreed — but Everreed was always a simpleton. He would never have prosecuted, but the bank forced his hand.”

She said this with some satisfaction. She had never liked her nephew, and Peter hated her — hated her gibes at him when he, the son of a wealthy man, had preferred a private secretaryship with that great Parliamentarian, Viscount Everreed, to entering his late father’s bank. She had sat in court with a contemptuous smile on her lips when the haggard boy had been sentenced for forging his employer’s name to a cheque for five thousand pounds.

The woman by the fire stirred her tea absently.

“When does—”

“He come out? About now, I think. Let me see, he had seven years, and they tell me that these people get a remission of sentence for good conduct — three months in every year. Why, the Lord knows. We pay enormous sums to catch ‘em, and as soon as they are safe under lock and key we go tinkering with the lock to get them out.”

“Disgraceful!” murmured Greta.

But Jane Raytham did not hear her.

“I wonder what he will do?” she mused. “Life will go pretty hardly for a man like Peter—”

“Rubbish!” Anita snapped the word. “For goodness’ sake don’t get melancholy about Peter! He has been five years in prison, and at Dartmoor — or wherever he is — they teach men to use their hands to do something besides forge cheques. He will probably make an excellent farm hand.”

Lady Raytham shivered.

“Ugh! How awful!”

The Princess smiled.

“Peter Dawlish is just a fool. He belongs to the kind of human that is made for other people’s service. If you start worrying about Peter, you’ll shed tears over the partridge that comes to your table. I wonder what he thinks about Druze?”

Lady Raytham looked up.

“Do you think he still hates him?”

Anita pursed her large lips.

“Druze was Everreed’s butler and cashed the cheque; the next day Peter disappears on his holiday — in reality, on his great adventure. He returns and is arrested, swears he knows nothing about the cheque, and accuses poor Druze of forgery — which doesn’t save him from imprisonment.”

Lady Raytham said nothing.

“Naturally Peter feels sore — if he still believes Druze was the villain of the piece. There may be trouble — we needn’t deceive ourselves.”

Her cigarette had gone out. She opened her bag with an impatient tug and searched.

“Matches? Never mind.”

There was a letter in the bag; she tore a strip from the top and, bending, lit the paper at the fire.

“Who is Leslie Maughan?”

She was glancing at the signature which footed the letter.

“Leslie Maughan? I don’t know him. Why?”

Anita crumpled the paper into a ball.

“Leslie Maughan would like to see me on a personal matter” — Anita invented the stilted and supercilious accent which she supposed the writer of the letter might assume. “And Leslie Maughan will be glad to know what hour will be convenient for me to see him. He is an inventor or a borrower of money or he has an expedition to the Cocos Islands that he would like me to finance. To the devil with Leslie Maughan!”
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Druze had come in noiselessly at the door and stood, hand clasping hand. His face was strangely pale; as he spoke his right cheek twitched spasmodically.

“Yes?”

“Will your ladyship see Miss Leslie Maughan — ?

“Miss!” snorted Anita, as Jane Raytham rose.

“Miss Leslie Maughan, of the Criminal Investigation Department, Scotland Yard?”

Lady Raytham put out her hand and gripped the back of the chair; her face was bloodless, she opened her mouth to speak, but no word came. Greta was staring at the big woman, but Princess Anita Bellini had no eyes but for the pale butler.

“I will see her — in the small drawingroom, Druze. Excuse me.”

She swept out of the room and pulled the door behind her until Druze had disappeared round the lower landing. By her right hand was the door of her own room, and she entered swiftly and noiselessly, switching on the lights as she closed the door. She stared into the mirror. Ghastly! That white, drawn face of hers carried confession. Had she been betrayed? Had they fulfilled their threat?

Pulling out a drawer of her dressing-table, she fumbled for and found a little pot of rouge, and with a quick, deft hand brought an unaccustomed bloom to her cheeks.

Another glance at her face in the glass and she went out and sailed down the stairs, a smile on her lips and in her heart despair.

All the lights were lit in the little drawingroom, and her first emotion was one of surprise and relief. She had not known there were women detectives at Scotland Yard, but she could imagine them as hardfaced, sour creatures in ready-made clothes.

The girl who stood by the table looking down at the illustrated newspaper that Druze had supplied looked to be about twenty-two. She wore a straight nutria coat, a big bunch of violets pinned to one revere. As tall as Jane Raytham and as straight; trim, silken ankles, neatly shod; dark. The face under the upturned brim of a little felt hat was more surprising yet. A pair of dark eyes rose to meet Jane Raytham’s. The lips, red as Greta’s, yet owning nothing to artifice, were finely moulded, a firm, round chin, and the hint of a white throat somewhere behind the protective fur — in some confusion Lady Raytham catalogued the visible qualities of her unexpected caller.

“You are not Miss Maughan?” she asked.

When Leslie Maughan smiled, she smiled with eyes and lips, and the dimpled hollows that came to her cheek made her seem absurdly young.

“Yes, that is my name, Lady Raytham; I am awfully sorry to bother you, but my chief is rather a martinet.”

“You are a detective? I didn’t know—”

“That there were women detectives?” laughed the girl. “And you’re right! My position is unique. I am assistant to Chief Inspector Coldwell. The Commissioners, who are rather conservative people, do not object to that. But I suppose I really am a detective. I make inquiries.”

She stood by the table, one hand on her hip, one playing with the leaves of the picture paper, her unwavering gaze fixed on Jane Raytham.

“I’m making inquiries now, Lady Raytham,” she said quietly. “I want to know why you drew twenty thousand pounds from your bank last Monday.”

For a second the woman was panic-stricken; so far lost charge that she all but stammered the truth. The will that held her silent, apparently unmoved, was the supreme effort of her life. Then her training came to her rescue.

The control of her voice was perfect.

“Since when have the police had authority to supervise the banking accounts of private citizens?” she asked in cold, measured tones. “That is an extraordinary request. Is it, then, an offence for me to withdraw twenty thousand pounds from my own account? How did you know?”

“One gets to know things, Lady Raytham.”

She was cool, unruffled by the indignation, real or simulated.

“Lady Raytham, you think we are being very impertinent and abominable. And it is certain that, if you report this matter to Scotland Yard, I shall be reprimanded. But we expect that.”

Jane Raytham had so far recovered towards the normal that she could open her grey eyes in astonishment.

“Then why on earth have you come?” she asked.

She saw Leslie Maughan draw a deep breath, the ghost of a smile trembled at the corner of her mouth and vanished.

“Twenty thousand pounds is a lot of money,” she said softly. There was a note of pleading in her voice, and, suddenly, with a cry she could not suppress, the significance of the visit flashed upon Lady Raytham. They knew. The police knew the destination or purpose of that money.

Her breath came faster; she could only look into those dark eyes in fear and try as best she could to order her thoughts. Dark eyes, violet — not the burnt brown of Greta’s, but a violet that was almost black. A detective — this slip of a girl! She was well dressed, too; the femininity in Jane Raytham took stock unconsciously. The gloves were from Renaud’s — only Renaud cut that quaint, half-gauntlet wrist.

“Won’t you tell me? It might save you so much unhappiness. We try to do that at the Yard — save people unhappiness. You’d never dream that, would you? But the police are more like big brothers than ogres — won’t you?”

Jane Raytham shook her head; it was a mistake, the only one she made, to attempt speech.

“No, I won’t!” she said breathlessly. “There is nothing to tell — your interference is unwarrantable. I shall write — I shall write—”

She swayed, and instantly Leslie Maughan was by her side, and the strength of her grip was the second surprise that Jane Raytham had.

With an effort she wrenched her arm free.

“Now you can go, please. And if I do not report you, it is because I think you have acted in ignorance, over zeal.”

She nodded towards the door, and Leslie slowly gathered up her bag and her umbrella.

“If you ever want me, you will find my telephone number on my card.”

Lady Raytham still held the crumpled card in her hand. Now she looked at it, and very deliberately walked to the fire and dropped it into the flames.

“Or the telephone book,” said Leslie as she went out.

Druze was in the hall, dry-washing his hands with nervous rapidity. He hastened to the street door and opened it.

“Goodnight, miss,” he said huskily, and she looked at him and shivered. And why Leslie Maughan shivered she did not know, but she had at that moment a vivid and terrifying illusion.

It was as though she were looking into the blank eyes of one who was already dead.
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Leslie Maughan came striding briskly along the Thames Embankment. It was a bitterly cold night, and the nutria coat was not proof against the icy northerner which was blowing. The man who walked by her side was head and shoulders taller than she. He had the gait of a soldier, and his umbrella twirled rhythmically to his pace.

“Suicide on the left,” he said pleasantly, as though he were a guide pointing out the sights.

The girl checked her pace and looked back. “Really? You don’t mean that, Mr. Coldwell?” Her eyes were fixed upon the dark figure sprawling across the parapet, his arms resting on the granite crown, his chin on his hands. He was a gaunt figure of a man, differing in no respect from the waifs who would gather here from midnight onward and strive to snatch a little sleep between the policeman’s visits.

“It is any odds,” said Mr. Coldwell carefully, “when you see one of these birds watching the river in that way, he is thinking up a new way of settling old accounts. Are you interested — sentimentally?”

She hesitated. “Yes, a little. I don’t know whether it’s sentiment or just feminine curiosity.”

She left his side abruptly and walked back to the man, who may have been watching her out of the corner of his eyes, for he straightened himself up quickly.

“Down and out?” she asked, and heard his soft laugh.

“Down, but not out,” he replied, and it was the voice of an educated man, with just a trace of that drawl, the pleasant stigmata which the Universities give to their children. “Did I arouse your compassion? I’m sorry. If you offer me money I shall be rather embarrassed. You will find plenty of poor beggars on this sidewalk who are more worthy objects of — charity. I use the word in its purest sense.”

She looked at his face. A slight moustache and a ragged fringe of beard did not disguise his youth. Chief Inspector Coldwell, who had come closer, was watching him with professional interest.

“Would you like to know what I was really thinking about?” There was an odd quality of banter in his voice. “I was thinking about murder. There is a gentleman in this town who has made life rather difficult for me, and I had just decided to walk up to him at the earliest opportunity and pop three automatic bullets through his heart when you disturbed the homicidal current of my thoughts.”

Coldwell chuckled.

“I thought I recognized you; you’re Peter Dawlish,” he said, and the shabby figure lifted his hat with mock politeness.

“Such is fame!” he said sardonically. “And you are Coldwell; the recognition is mutual. And now that I have hopelessly committed myself, I presume you will call the nearest City policeman and put me out of the way of all temptation.”

“When did you come out?” asked Coldwell.

The girl listened, staggered. They had been discussing this man not a quarter of an hour before; she had spent the afternoon thinking of him, and now to meet him on that wind-swept pavement, he of all the millions of people in London, was something more than a coincidence. It was fatalistic.

“Mr. Dawlish, I wonder if you will believe me when I say that you’re the one man in London I was anxious to meet. I only knew to-day that you were — out. Could you call and see me tonight?”

The man smiled.

“Invitations follow thick and fast,” he murmured. “Only ten minutes ago I was asked into a Salvation Army shelter. Believe me, madam—”

“Mr. Dawlish” — her voice was very quiet, but very clear— “you are being awfully sorry for yourself, aren’t you?”

She did not see the flush that came to his face.

“I suppose I am,” he said, a little gruffly. “But a man is entitled—”

“A man is never entitled to be sorry for himself in any circumstances,” she said. “Here is my card.”

She had slipped back the cover of her bag, and he took the little pasteboard from her hand, and, bringing it close to his eyes, read, in the dim light that a distant standard afforded.

“Will you come and see me at half-past ten? I shan’t offer you money; I won’t even offer to find a job for you cutting wood or sorting wastepaper — it is a very much bigger matter than that.”

He read the name and superscription again, and his brows met.

“Oh yes — really — yes, if you wish.”

He was, of a sudden, awkward and uncomfortable. The girl was quick to recognize the change in his manner and tone.

“I’m afraid I’m rather a scarecrow, but you won’t mind that?”

“No,” she said, and held out her hand.

He hesitated a second, then took it in his. She felt the hardness of the palm, and winced at the thought of all that these callosities signified. In another second she had joined the waiting Coldwell. Peter Dawlish watched them until they were out of sight, and then, with a little grimace, turned and walked slowly towards Blackfriars.

“I knew about the smallness of the world,” said Coldwell, swinging his furled umbrella, “but I had no idea that applied to London. Peter! It’s years since I saw him last. He was rather a weed five years ago.”

“Do you think he really is a forger?”

“A jury of his fellow-countrymen convicted him,” said Mr. Coldwell cautiously, “and juries are generally right. After all, he needed the money; his father was an old skinflint, and you cannot run a hectic establishment and escort pretty ladies to New York on two hundred and fifty pounds per annum. He was a fool; if he hadn’t taken that three months’ holiday the forgery would never have been discovered.”

“Who was she?” Leslie asked; she felt that this question was called for.

“I don’t know; the police cherchezed la femme — forgive my mongrel French — but they never ran her to earth. Peter said it was a chorus-girl from the Paris Opera House. He wasn’t particularly proud of it.”

The girl sighed.

“Women are hell,” she said profanely.

“Both places,” suggested Mr. Coldwell, and twirled his grey moustache. “Both places!”

Near the dark entrance of Scotland Yard he stopped.

“Now,” he said, standing squarely before her, “perhaps you will cease being mysterious, and tell me why you are so frantically interested in Peter Dawlish that you have talked Peter Dawlish for the past three days?”

She looked up at him steadily from under the lowered brim of her hat.

“Because I know just why Peter Dawlish is going to kill and whom he is going to kill,” she said.

“Druze — a child would guess that!” scoffed the detective. “And he is going to kill him because he thinks Druze’s evidence sent him to gaol.”

She was smiling — a broad smile of conscious triumph.

“Wrong!” she said. “If Druze dies, it will he because he doesn’t love children!”

Mr. Coldwell could only gaze at her.
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Mr. Coldwell peered down into the girl’s face.

“Let me get this right,” he said slowly. “Druze will be killed — if he is killed — because he does not like children?”

Leslie Maughan nodded.

“I know you hate mysteries — everybody in Scotland Yard does,” she said; “and one day I will tell you just what I mean. Do you remember last August you gave me a month’s vacation?”

Chief Inspector Coldwell remembered that very well.

“I went to Cumberland just to loaf around,” she said. “I was most anxious to pretend that there wasn’t such a place in the world as Scotland Yard. But I’ve got that prowling, inquisitive spirit that would have made me the first woman inspector of the C.I.D. if the Commissioners were not such stuffy, old-fashioned gentlemen. One day I was loafing through a little village, when I found something which brought me eventually to this conclusion, that Druze doesn’t like children. And one day, when he discovers the fact, Peter Dawlish will kill him for it!”

“Mysteriouser and mysteriouser!” groaned Coldwell. “You’re probably chasing a boojum. It is the fate of all enthusiastic young officers — not that you’re an officer.”

Leslie Maughan had started her police career as a very junior stenographer at Scotland Yard. Her father had been that famous Assistant-Commissioner Maughan whose exploits have formed the basis for so many stories of police work, and he had left his daughter with an income which put her above the necessity of working for her living. But police investigation was in her blood, and she had graduated through successive stages, until the authorities, reluctant to admit that any woman had an executive position at Police Headquarters, admitted her to the designation of “assistant” to the Chief of the Big Four.

“She’s brilliant — there’s no other word for her,” he had told the Chief Commissioner. “And although I don’t think it’s much of a woman’s job, there never was a woman who was better fitted to hold down a high position at the Yard.”

“What are her chief qualifications?” asked the Commissioner, slightly amused.

“She thinks quickly and she’s lucky,” was the comprehensive reply.

This question of luck exercised the mind of Leslie as she walked home to her flat in the Charing Cross Road. The very fact that that apartment was hers was strong support for the theory of luck. She had taken a long lease of a floor above a cinematograph renter’s at a time when flats were going begging. She might have drawn double the rent from a sub-tenant; but the place was central, comparatively cheap, and she withstood all temptations to change her abode at a profit.

A side door led to the apartments, and she had hardly closed the door behind her when a voice hailed her from the top of the stairs.

“That you, Miss Maughan?”

“That’s me,” said Leslie.

She hung her coat in the narrow hall and went upstairs to the girl who was waiting on the landing. Lucretia Brown, her one servant, was a very tall, broad-shouldered girl, with a round and not unpleasant face. She stood now with her hands on her hips, surveying her mistress.

“I thought you were—” she began.

“You thought I’d been murdered and thrown into the river,” said Leslie good-humouredly. “As you always think if I am not back on the tick.”

“I don’t trust London,” said Lucretia.

It was her real name, chosen by a misguided farm labourer, who, having heard a lecture on the Borgias, delivered at the parish hall, came away with a vague idea that the historical character who bore that name was a worthy creature.

“I never did trust London, and I never will. Have you had dinner, miss?”

“Yes, I’ve had my dinner,” said Leslie, and looked at the clock. “I am expecting a man to call here at half-past ten, so when you open the door to him please don’t tell him that I’m out and not expected back for three weeks.”

Lucretia made a little face.

“Half-past ten’s a bit late for a gentleman visitor, miss. A friend of yours?”

Leslie could never train her out of a personal interest in her affairs. In a way, Lucretia was privileged. Her first memory was of the broad-faced Lucretia pushing a perambulator in which Leslie took the air.

“Is it anybody we know, miss? Mr. Coldwell?”

Leslie shook her head.

“No,” she said; “he is a man who has just come out of prison.”

Lucretia closed her eyes and swayed.

“Good Gawd!” she said in a hushed voice. “I never thought I’d live to see the day when you’d be having a convick up to see you at half-past ten at night. What about asking a policeman to stand by the door, miss?”

“You’re much too partial to policemen,” said Leslie severely, and the big maid grew incoherent in her indignant protests.

Half-past ten was striking from St. Martin’s-in-the-Fields when the door bell rang, and Lucretia came in to her, eyes big with excitement.

“That’s him!” she said melodramatically.

“Well, let him in.”

“Whatever happens,” began Lucretia, “I’m not responsible.”

Leslie pointed to the door. He came so lightly up the stairs that she did not hear his steps. The door opened and Lucretia backed in.

“The gentleman,” she said loudly, and cast an apprehensive glance at the stranger as she sidled out of the room and closed the door.

Peter Dawlish stood where Lucretia had left him, his soft hat in his hand, glancing from the girl to the cosy room, a half-smile on his thin face. She saw now how shabbily dressed he was; his shirt was collarless, his boots grey with mud, the old ill-fitting suit he wore stained and patched.

“I warned you I was a scarecrow,” he said, as though he read her thoughts. “They gave me a beautiful prison-made suit at Dartmoor, but it didn’t seem the right kind of equipment to face a censorious world, so I swopped it for this.”

She pushed a chair up to the fire.

“Sit down, won’t you, Mr. Dawlish?”

“‘Mr. Dawlish,’” he repeated. “That sounds terribly respectable.”

“You may smoke if you wish,” she said, as he seated himself slowly, and again he smiled.

“I wish, but I have not the wherewithal,” and, as she hastily opened a drawer and took out a tin of cigarettes: “Thank you.”

He took the cigarette in his fingers and frowned.

“That is certainly queer,” he said.

“What is certainly queer?” she asked.

“These gaspers — I used to smoke them in the old days. Had ’em imported from Cairo. You can’t buy them here; at least, you couldn’t when I — retired. Heigho! Am I being very sorry for myself again? That stung. I loath these self-pitiers, and it was a revelation to discover that I had gone over to the majority.”

He lit the cigarette and drew luxuriously.

“This is rather wonderful,” he said.

“Have you had any food?” she asked.

He nodded.

“I dined like a sybarite, at a small shop in the Blackfriars Road. The dinner cost sixpence; it was rather extravagant, but I felt I needed bracing for this ordeal.”

“You have no lodging?”

He shook his head.

“No, I have no lodging.”

He was twiddling his long, thin fingers. She noted with satisfaction that his hands were scrupulously clean, and again he seemed to divine her thoughts, for he looked down at them.

“I don’t exactly know what information I can give you, if it is information you require; and if you had been a male of the species policeman I should have declined your invitation rather loftily. But a woman policeman is unique; I’ve seen them, of course — rather fat little bodies with squat little helmets. I suppose they’re useful.”

He noticed that she herself was not smoking, and commented upon it.

“No, I very rarely smoke,” she said. And then, in a changed tone: “Do you mind if I speak very plainly?”

“The plainer the better,” he said, and he leaned back in his chair and sent a cloud of smoke to the ceiling.

“You have no money, of course?”

He shook his head.

“Which means that you’ll walk London to — night?”

“It has become a habit,” said Peter Dawlish. “And, really, it would be rather amusing if one weren’t so horribly tired. They gave me a little money when I left prison. It lasted me the greater part of a week; I fear I was improvident. One gets quite a lot of sleep in the daytime, especially the sunny days, in odd comers of the parks. And on rainy nights I know a gardener’s tool — house, which is not perhaps to be compared with the bridal suite at the Ritz, but is cosy. I slept there last night with an ex — colonel of infantry and a lawyer who lived in the same ward at Dartmoor.”

She eyed him steadily.

“To — night you will sleep decently,” she said, in her quiet, even tone; “and to — morrow you will buy a new suit of clothes and interview your father.”

He raised his eyebrows, amusement in his eyes.

“I didn’t realize that you had scraped down to the family skeleton,” he said. “And why am I to do this, Miss Maughan? The suit of clothes would be a waste of money; my parent would not be impressed by my appearance of affluence. Rather he would imagine that I had found another good — natured gentleman who trusted me with his cheque — book. Furthermore, all this would cost money; and I think you should know, before we go any farther, that I am not taking any money from you on any pretext.”

She had the extraordinary knack of making him feel foolish. He always remembered afterwards that in the first two meetings with this strange girl, he had gone hot and cold either at her words or the inflection of her voice.

“That kind of pride which refuses to take money from a woman is very admirable.” There was a note of cold sarcasm in her voice which made him writhe. “It is the attitude of mind behind man’s subconscious sense of superiority to the female of the species — not particularly flattering to a woman, but it must be immensely gratifying to a man! May I ask you another question, Mr. Peter Dawlish? Do you intend sinking down into the dregs? Is your vista of life lined on either side by common lodging — houses, with a pauper’s graveyard at the end of it?”

“I don’t exactly see what you’re driving at.”

She had made him angry, and was secretly amused.

“I shall do my best, naturally, to find work. I had an idea of going abroad.”

“Exactly.” She nodded. “To one of the colonies. It is the most popular of all delusions that people without grit or ambition can magically acquire these qualities the moment they go ashore at Quebec or Sydney, or wherever their high spirits lead them.”

He was laughing now in spite of himself.

“You’ve certainly got a knack of riling a man.”

“Haven’t I?” she smiled. “I’ll tell you what I was driving at, Mr. Dawlish. For you to refuse a loan of money now suggests that you’re perfectly satisfied in your mind that you will never earn enough to repay the loan. The only way you can justify a refusal of money is to believe that you can never pay it back; that you’re going to belong to the bread lines and the park benches and the public charities.”

She saw that her shaft had got home, and went on quickly:

“Of course, you will do nothing of the sort! You’ve come out of prison with a grievance against the world, and you’re hardly to be blamed for that. I should imagine you are one of the few innocent men who ever went to Dartmoor.”

He looked at her shrewdly.

“You believe I was innocent?”

She nodded.

“I’m pretty sure,” she said, and then; “Do you carry a gun?”

He laughed aloud.

“The price of a Browning pistol would keep me in luxury for two months,” he said. “No, I carry nothing more dangerous than a tooth — brush.”

The drawer from which she had taken the cigarettes was still open, and she put in her hand and took out a small black cash — box, and jerked back the lid.

“We will do this thing in a businesslike way,” she said. “You will find a paper and pencil on the desk; sign an IOU for twenty pounds. If you believe in your heart of hearts that you’ll be unable to pay me back, that a man of twenty — nine or twenty — eight, or whatever age you are, will never earn a sufficient margin above his cost of living to send back that money in a year, or two years, then you need not take a cent. And this little bit of charity, as you call it—”

“I’ve called it nothing of the sort.”

“In your mind you have,” she said calmly. “It is very rude to contradict a lady! Now, Mr. Dawlish, I challenge you. If you think you are permanently down and out, the incident is finished — and I think you’re finished, too.”

She looked at him through her half — closed eyes, nodding slowly.

“You mean I’m not worth salving?” he said, and got up. “I’ll accept your challenge.”

He took the pencil, scribbled a few words on the writing — pad, and, tearing it off, handed it to the girl.

“Produce your twenty pounds.”

He was amused in a sour way, but his anger was mostly directed inward to himself, that he should be angry at all. If anybody had told him, when he had walked into that room, that he would accept a loan of money from the girl who had not been absent from his thoughts since he had met her, he would have laughed at such a suggestion. Yet here he was, counting solemnly the Treasury notes as they were handed to him, and pocketing them without one single qualm of conscience.

“I think I’m beginning to know myself,” he said. “I started a weakling, and prison hasn’t improved me. No, no, I do not mean that it is a weakness to accept this money, but it would have been a weakness to have refused. I’m awfully obliged to you.”

She held out her hand.

“Where will you be staying?” she asked.

“I don’t know. But I will keep in touch with you. Please don’t bother about me any more. If I can’t get a job of some kind I’m really not worth helping. Why are you doing this? It isn’t part of the usual police procedure.”

She shook her head.

“The police help where they can; you ought to know that,” she said quietly. “But I admit that this is a purely personal action on my part. You are part of a big experiment. It isn’t my womanly heart, but my scientific brain that is dictating just now.” And then, going off at a tangent: “I wish you would shave yourself, Mr. Dawlish; you look too much like a musical genius to be thoroughly wholesome.”

He was still chuckling to himself when Lucretia closed the outer door upon him with unnecessary violence.

He knew a small temperance hotel where he could sleep that night, a place in Lambeth, near Waterloo Station. “Temperance Hotel,” was rather a grand name for an establishment which was only a little superior to a common lodging — house, but he guessed it was too late to get a bed at any of the Rowton Houses.

He walked briskly down Charing Cross Road and into the Strand, crowded with cars and taxis, for the theatres were closing, and the northern sidewalk was almost impassable. And then he thought he saw his mother preceding another lady into a car, and stopped. Yes, it was Margaret Dawlish, and the lady with the dirty grey hair was Aunt Anita. He could afford to grin now, and the discovery was very pleasurable. He could well imagine that if he had seen that party earlier in the evening, the sight would have evoked a sneer and just that twinge of self — pity against which he was trying hard to guard himself.

He turned back, lest in passing they recognized him, and went down Villiers Street, mounting the stairs to Hungerford Bridge. It was not the twenty notes in his pocket, a compact, cosy little roll, that made his heart and his step lighter; he had caught something of the girl’s spirit, had been imbued with a little of her courage and sanity.

Leslie Maughan puzzled him. She was more than pretty;there was in her face a spirituality which he had not detected in the face of any woman in his acquaintance or knowledge. He realized with a start that he had always disliked clever women. He liked them soft and feminine, and, if the truth be told, a little silly. But he liked this capable and pretty young woman.

Leslie Maughan had just enough of the official quality to keep him at a distance, and yet she was genuinely friendly, as friendly as a sensible elder sister might be, though in truth she must be years younger than he. Sometimes he felt a very old man — Leslie Maughan had made him feel like a child.

He was over the middle of the river now, and there was revealed to him the pageantry of the Embankment, with its lights reflected in the dark waters of the Thames; a great Scotsman in lights ornamented a tower on the south side. He felt himself responding to the glow and colour of it. And then, for no reason at all, he had an uncomfortable feeling that he could not trace, but instinctively he looked back. There were several people crossing with him, but immediately behind him, not half a dozen yards away, were three little men who moved shoulder to shoulder. They had the curious high — stepping walk which he had seen in Orientals; a sort of modified prance. They were not speaking to one another, as friends might who were walking home together, and, curiously enough, it was their silence which made him uneasy. Five years in a penal establishment had not been a good nerve cure for a man of Peter Dawlish’s temperament.

He ran down the steps and found himself in a dim and gloomy street. From here was a short — cut to the York Road, near where his temperance hotel was situated. His way led him through a deserted street of tiny houses that was not quite a slum but was barely respectable. As he turned into the thoroughfare he glanced back and saw that the three little men were following. They moved noiselessly, as though they were wearing rubber shoes. Peter crossed the road and they followed, a little nearer to him.

He was wondering whether it would not be better to turn and face them till they had passed, and he had decided upon this action when something fell over his head. He raised his hand quickly to catch at the thin rope, but too late; the slip — knot tightened about his throat, two muscular little figures leapt at him, and in another second, he was lying on the ground, fighting for life, strangled, his head bursting, his hands clawing at the rope. And then consciousness left him. After an eternity he felt somebody lifting him up and propping him against a wall; a brilliant light shone on his face.

Peter put his hand to his throat; the rope had gone, but he could still feel the deep depression it had made upon his skin.

“What was the game?” said a gruff voice.

He blinked up, could distinguish a helmeted head — a policeman.

“How do you feel? Would you like me to get an ambulance? I can put you into the hospital in a minute.”

Shaking in every limb, Peter struggled to his feet.

“I’m all right,” he said unsteadily. “Who were they?”

The policeman shook his head.

“I don’t know. They passed me at the end of the street and I thought they looked queer. Little fellows with flat noses — more like monkeys than men. And then I saw them go for you and came after them. I think I just about saved your life, young fellow.”

“I think you did,” said Peter ruefully, as he felt at his scarred throat.

“Run! I never saw anybody run as fast as they did,” said the constable. “Did you have a row with them?”

“No; I never saw them before in my life,” said Peter.

“Humph!” The officer was looking at him dubiously. “Wonder who they was? They talked in some lingo I didn’t understand. I only caught one word, or maybe it’s two — orange pander or bander.”

“Orang blanga?” asked Peter quickly, and whistled.

“Know ‘em?”

Peter shook his head.

“No, I don’t know them. I guess their nationality. Javanese.”

The officer was loth to leave him.

“Where are you going now?”

“I’m trying to find a lodging.”

He was still far from recovered, for when he took a step the street and the officer went round in a mad whirl, and but for the policeman’s arm he would have fallen.

“You’ll get yourself pinched for being drunk,” said the policeman humorously. “Lodgings? Now, where did I see a lodging?”

He switched on his light, walked slowly down the street, flashing the lamp upon the windows. Presently he stopped.

“Here you are,” he said.

Peter made a slow and cautious way to where the policeman was standing. The lantern was focused upon a little card in the window:

LODGINGS FOR A RESPECTABLE YOUNG MAN.

“Will this do for you?”

Peter nodded, and the constable rapped gently on the door. He had to wait some time, but presently there was a heavy foot in the passage, and a woman’s voice asked hoarsely:

“Who is there?”

“It’s all right, missis,” said the custodian of the law. “I’m a policeman; there’s a gentleman here who wants a lodging.”

The door was unlocked and opened a few inches.

“I’ve got a room, yes; but it’s a bit late, ain’t it?”

The constable uttered an exclamation of surprise.

“Why, bless me, it’s Mrs. Inglethorne!”

“Yes, it’s Mrs. Inglethorne,” repeated the woman bitterly. “And well you ought to know, considering the trouble you police have brought on me. My old man being as innocent as a babe unborn — and our lodger as nice a young man as ever drew the breath of life.”

She peered at Peter in the reflection from the policeman’s light; he saw a bloated red face, a loose mouth, and eyes of singular smallness. She was short and stout, and wore a red flannel dressing — gown, though apparently she had not disrobed for the night.

“I can’t take you unless you’ve got money,” she said. “I’ve been done before.”

Peter skinned a pound from the roll and showed it to her.

“All right, come in,” she said ungraciously.

Stopping only to thank the policeman for his offices, Peter followed her into the narrow, evil — smelling passage, and the door closed behind him.

Fate had played its supreme joke on Peter Dawlish when it had led him to the unsavoury home of Mrs. Inglethorne.

She struck a match, lit a smelly little oil — lamp, and preceded him up a steep, short flight of stairs to the floor above.

“Here’s the room,” she said, and he followed her into the front and the best bedroom in the house.

To his surprise it was fairly well furnished; the bed was a new one, the walls had been lately papered, the two cheap engravings which constituted the pictorial embellishment of the apartment were in good taste.

“This was my lodger’s room; he furnished it himself,” said Mrs. Inglethorne rapidly. “As nice a man as ever drew the breath of life.” She pronounced the last sentence so quickly that it almost seemed to be one word.

“Has he left you?”

She glanced at him suspiciously, as though she thought that he was already informed as to the lodger’s fate.

“He’s got five for busting a house up at Blackheath. My old man got seven, and an honester man there never was.”

A grim jest this, thought Peter Dawlish, that he, newly from that drab and drear establishment on Dartmoor, should be offered the vacant bedroom of one who had taken his place, was probably in the very cell in B Ward he had occupied.

“Pay in advance — eight shillings. I’ll give you the change to — morrow.” Mrs. Inglethorne held out her hand. In the light of the lamp she was even more unprepossessing than Peter had thought.

He gathered from certain evidence that prohibition would find no vigorous supporter in her; she took the money he gave her, and, setting down the lamp, opened a chest, and extracted two new sheets. Evidently, thought Peter, as he watched the process of bed — making, the burglar lodger was fastidious in the matter of comfort; the sheets were linen. He discovered later that the pillows were of down, and that the bed itself was a luxurious article purchased at great cost in Tottenham Court Road.

“He liked everything of the best,” said Mrs. Inglethorne, pausing in her labours to extol the absent tenant.

She went out soon after, leaving behind her a faint odour of spirituous liquor, and he undressed slowly by the light of the lamp, preparing for the first good night’s sleep he had had in a week.

The bed was soft — too soft. Although he was desperately tired, he tossed from side to side in a vain endeavour to sleep. It must have been two hours before he dozed, and then he woke.

It was a shrill, thin cry that woke him, and he sat up in bed listening. It came again, from somewhere downstairs. It was a cat, he thought, no human voice was capable of such an attenuation of sound.

Again the cry. He got out of bed, walked to the door, opened it, and bent his head, listening. And then the hair of his head rose. It was a child’s sobs he heard, and then a voice.

“I want my daddy! I want my daddy!”

He heard Mrs. Inglethorne’s growling voice, as if she had been wakened from her sleep.

“Shut up, blast you! If I get up to you I’ll break your neck!”

And then the voices ceased, and Peter went back to bed. But it was not until the sound of closing doors in the street told him that the early workers were abroad that he fell into a troubled sleep, disturbed by dreams of a child who cried and moaned all the time: “I want my daddy! I want my daddy!”
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“104, SEVERALL STREET,

“LAMBETH.

“DEAR Miss MAUGHAN,

“I have lodgings at the above address, and, in spite of the neighbourhood, they are very comfortable, though my landlady is certainly the most unprepossessing female. There are six children in the house, ranging from a few months to a little girl of eight years. So, whatever are her faults, Mrs. Inglethorne (who drinks gin and has the fiery face of a Betsey Prig) has served her country most prolifically. I am buying some new clothes and hope to report in a few days that I am riding upward on a tide of prosperity.”

Leslie Maughan had the letter on the following afternoon when she came back from her office.

What Mr. Coldwell called “The Dawlish Case,” but which she thought about under quite another title, was completely occupying the girl’s mind, sleeping and waking. It was her first big case, in the sense that never before had the wheels of investigation moved of her own volition.

There had been more spectacular events with which she had been associated. She had helped Coldwell in the Kent Tunnel murder; it was her quick mind which had first grasped the fact that the principal informant of the police knew too much about the tragedy for one who had not participated in the crime. She it was who, searching the contents of a prisoner’s pocket, had found the stain of indelible ink upon a silver coin, and had built upon that slender clue the theory which led to the arrest of the Flack Gang, and the capture of the plant with which they had been flooding Europe with forged 1000 — franc notes.

She brought to police work the keenest of woman’s wits and a queer instinct for ultimate causes that sometimes amazed and sometimes amused headquarters. And now she was building up a new fabric, but, as she: realized, on the shakiest of foundations — a little book of verse found in a Cumberland cottage.

She took it down from her shelf, a thin volume of Elizabeth Browning’s poems. On the flyleaf was an inscription and eight lines of writing in a neat hand. A stanza of free verse, and not especially good free verse. She read it for the fiftieth time.

“Do you recall One dusky night in June Over by Harrlow Copse, Heart of my heart? Ecstasy lay on your lips, Nectar of gods was your gift — All in ‘the kiss of one girl’ Joy and despair.”

The writer was no poet. Even as a writer of vers libre his effort left something to be desired.

She put away the book, returned to her desk, and sat for half an hour, her chin in her hands, her eyes fixed vacantly on the opposite wall. For the moment Peter Dawlish was off her hands, and though he came back again and again to her thoughts, it was not in the role of a responsibility.

She took from a drawer the tin of cigarettes she had offered him on the previous night and examined it absently. She had searched London for this brand of Egyptian cigarettes, and in the end had found them in the last place in the world she expected — Scotland Yard. The Chief Commissioner, an old Egyptian officer, imported them for his own use.

She closed the lid, found an envelope, and, addressing it to “Peter Dawlish, Esq., 104, Severall Street, London,” she enclosed the cigarettes. It was nearly dark when Lucretia brought in her tea.

“You’re not going out again to — night, miss, are you?” and when Leslie replied in the affirmative: “What about taking me with you, Miss Leslie?”

Leslie did not laugh. “Somehow I can’t see you in the setting of a night club, Lucretia,” she said.

“I could stay outside,” insisted Lucretia stoutly. “Anyway, I’d never dream of going into a night club after what the papers say about ‘em. I saw a party getting out of a car the other night — ladies! Why, miss, I could have carried all their dresses in a little bag! Disgraceful, I call it!”

Leslie laughed quietly.

“You’ve got to understand, Lucretia,” she said, “that no woman is properly dressed for dinner unless she feels comfortably nude — don’t faint!”

“Women are not what they was,” said Lucretia severely.

“That’s the devil of it, Lucretia — they are!” said Leslie.

She had only half made up her mind as to the course she should pursue. Mr. Coldwell often twitted her about her luck, but her “luck” was largely a matter of abnormal instinct, and it was in her bones that there was tragedy in the air. Suppose she saw Lady Raytham again, and this time spoke not in parables, but in plain English? It required no particular effort on Leslie’s part, for her moral equipment was free from the faintest tinge of cowardice. She had inquired that morning as to whether Lady Raytham had carried her threat into execution and had written to the Chief Commissioner, but apparently her ladyship had reconsidered her decision. Had Peter Dawlish told her of the attack which had been made upon him, and which had so surprisingly led him to Mrs. Inglethorne, she would have called at Berkeley Square before then. But Peter had been silent on the subject, and Leslie did not know till the next day of that surprising outrage.

She went to her bedroom and changed her dress; she was dining that night with Mr. Coldwell at the Ambassadors, which is sometimes called a night club by the uninitiated, but is in reality the centre of London’s smart life. Over her flimsy gown, which Lucretia never saw without closing her eyes in mental anguish, she put her heavy fur coat, slipped over her shoes a pair of rubbers, and sent Lucretia for a taxi. At a quarter — past seven she was pressing the visitors’ bell at No. 377, Berkeley Square. The door was opened almost instantly by a footman.

“Have you an appointment with her ladyship?” he asked, as he closed the door upon her.

“No, she hasn’t an appointment with her ladyship.” Leslie turned in amazement at the sound of a loud, raucous voice. It was Druze, who had come into the hall from a door beneath the stairs. The white face was red and blotchy; his hair untidy; there was a stain on his white shirt front, and when he walked towards her his step was unsteady. He was, in point of fact, rather drunk, and Mr. Druze drunk was an exceedingly different person from Mr. Druze sober.

The whole character of the man seemed to have changed. From being a shrinking, rather fearful servitor, he had become a blustering, loud — mouthed bully of a man. “You can get out — go on; we don’t want you!” He advanced towards her threateningly, but the girl did not move. The second footman had withdrawn to a respectful distance, and was looking with frowning amusement at the antics of his chief.

“Do you hear what I say? Clear out! We don’t want any spying police girls round here.”

It looked as though he would use physical force to eject her, but his hand had hardly been raised when she said something in a low voice — one word. The big white hand went down; the blotchy red went out of his face, and he blinked at her like a man who was trying to swallow something that would not be swallowed. And then, looking up, she saw a resplendent figure at the head of the stairs. It was Lady Raytham. “Come up, please.”

The voice was hard and metallic. There was neither cordiality nor welcome in it, nor did Leslie expect any such demonstration. She mounted the stairs, but before she could reach the landing Lady Raytham had turned and preceded her into the drawing — room. As she went in, she saw that her unwilling hostess was not alone. Before the fire stood a figure which was not wholly unfamiliar; a square, tall, Eton — cropped figure with a monocle, which fixed her with a keen and penetrating glance.

The contrast between the two women was startling. Lady Raytham had never looked more lovely, more fragile, Leslie thought, than she did at that moment. She also was going out to dinner, and she wore a dress of old gold, and about her neck a magnificent chain of emeralds that terminated in a square emerald pendant which must have been worth a fortune. Anita Bellini was in scarlet, a hard, shrieking scarlet that no human woman could have worn. And yet, for some remarkable reason, it suited her. The godet was of silver lace, decorated with big green and red stones, and the thick jade bracelets and ruby necklet gave her an air of barbaric splendour.

“I am sorry you came, Miss Maughan — it is doubly unfortunate. If Druze had been normal I should have sent you away without seeing you. As it is, I feel that at least an apology is due to you for the disgraceful condition of my servant.”

Leslie inclined her head slightly. What she had to say could not be told before this big, steely — eyed woman who stood with her back to the fire, the inevitable cigarette between her lips, the shining eyeglass fixed upon the visitor.

“I wanted to see you alone, if I could, Lady Raytham.”

Jane Raytham shook her head. “There is nothing you can tell me that I should not wish Princess Bellini to hear,” she said.

Without turning her head, Anita flicked her cigarette ash into the fireplace.

“Perhaps Miss Maughan doesn’t wish to speak before a witness,” she said, in her hard, deep voice. “If I were Lady Raytham, I should have reported you last night to your superiors and had you kicked out of Scotland Yard.”

Leslie smiled faintly.

“If you were Lady Raytham, there are so many things you would do, Princess,” she said; “and there would be so many things that it would be quite unnecessary for you to do.”

Anita’s eyes did not waver. “Such as — ? she suggested.

If she expected to frighten the younger woman she must have been disappointed; Leslie’s lips were curved in a fixed smile.

“We have now come to the point,” she said good — humouredly, “where I should not like to speak before witnesses either — though some day I may speak before more witnesses than you can crowd into a room twice this size; as many, Princess, as can squeeze themselves into Court No. 1 at the Old Bailey.”

She said this without raising her voice, and now, for the first time, Anita Bellini gave the slightest hint of her emotion. The eyeglass dropped and was caught deftly and replaced with too elaborate care. The strong mouth drooped a little, but recovered at once.

“That sounds almost like a threat to me,” she said harshly. “Young lady, I think you’re going to lose a job.”

Quick as a flash came the answer:

“Before I lose my job, Princess, you will lose a very profitable source of income.”

She did not wait for the answer, but turned to Lady Raytham.

“Will you see me alone, Lady Raytham?”

Jane Raytham’s voice shook a little; she was a very bewildered woman.

“I brought you here to apologize to you for Druze,” she said breathlessly, “and you have made use of the opportunity to insult my friend, a lady who—”

Her voice grew husky and she stopped, as though she could not articulate further.

There was nothing more to be gained here, unless she was prepared to blurt her questions before the very woman who she was anxious should remain in ignorance of the information which had come to her. Leslie had unfastened her coat in coming upstairs; behind the brown fur Lady Raytham saw the silk — clad figure in mauve. Princess Anita Bellini smiled. She had a flair for Paris models.

“They pay you well in the police, my young friend,” she said bluntly. “Who is the lucky gentleman who pays for your clothes?”

“My lawyer until I am twenty — five,” said Leslie.

“Fortunate lawyer — who is he?”

Leslie smiled. “You ought to know him; he acted for you in your bankruptcy.”

And with that parting shot she went out of the room, knowing she was a cat, but realizing that a cat was entitled to what pleasure she might find in getting under the skin of a tigress.

Half an hour later, Mr. Coldwell unfolded his serviette and shook his head soberly.

“You are a cat, too. But you’re a clever little cat. And when, Tabitha, did you discover that her Highness was a bankrupt? I confess that is news to me.”

The girl laughed ruefully.

“I read gazettes,” she said. “It is depraved in me, but I find them more interesting than the best sex novel that any schoolgirl has ever written. The bankruptcy was arranged ten years ago in the quietest way. The Princess took up her residence in a small country town before she filed her petition, and it is so easy to keep these country proceedings out of the London papers. On this occasion she described herself as Mrs. Bellini. There is no law compelling you to use a foreign title.”

“Pussy cat, pussy cat,” murmured Mr. Caldwell. “And did she annihilate you?”

“She was slightly withering,” said Leslie carelessly. “But Druze — dropped! I’m awfully worried about that.”

“I don’t see why you should be,” said Coldwell, and beckoned a waiter. When the man had taken the order:

“Do you know, you’re almost persuading me that there is something big behind this Dawlish mystery? I don’t mean the discovery, which is very unlikely to be made, that Druze was the forger, after all.”

A tall woman had come into the restaurant and was glaring round through the thick lenses of her horn — rimmed spectacles. She was very straight and spare, her head covered with a mop of white hair, which lent her an almost comical air of ferocity. She nodded curtly to the inspector and went to meet the gesticulating maitre d’hotel.

“That is mamma,” said Coldwell.

“Mamma? Whose mamma?”

“Your interesting convict’s.”

“Margaret Dawlish?” Leslie opened her eyes in astonishment. “This is the last place I should have expected to see her.”

“She dines here every night,” said Coldwell. “I have a good idea why.”

Leslie looked at Peter’s mother again; the square jaw, the thin lips, the deep eyes, all fulfilled the mental picture she had made of her.

“If you weren’t here, do you know what I should do?” she asked at last.

“Whatever it is, don’t!” said Coldwell apprehensively. His relationship with Leslie was a curious one. In the old days of Commissioner Maughan he had been the Colonel’s chief assistant; though he was only a sergeant in those days, he was admitted very largely to the confidence of that genius of Scotland Yard, spent long week — ends at Sutton Cawley, and had assumed a sort of guardianship towards Colonel Maughan’s motherless child. There never was a time within Leslie’s recollection that Josiah Coldwell had not figured largely in her life. He was one of her father’s executors, the best trusted of all his friends, and it was only natural, when she conceived the idea of adopting police work as a profession, that he should be her sponsor.

It was not until a very long time after she had put the suggestion to him that he agreed. At first he had pooh — poohed, then he had grown solemn, and then mournful; but in the end she had her way.

“If you don’t put me there, Uncle Josiah, I shall go into training as a private detective!”

It only needed this threat to force his capitulation, for private detectives were contemptible figures in the eyes of this regular policeman. For him it was a matter for pride that she had succeeded. To — day, if the truth be told, if she had expressed the slightest hint of weariness and a desire to return to the obscurity of what is termed “civilian life,” he would have been thrust in the deeps of gloom.

He did not tell her this in the course of the dinner (she had guessed it easily enough long before), but he did venture to return to a matter which rather worried him. As the band struck up a dance tune and she rose invitingly, he groaned and came to his feet.

“I’ll be awfully glad, Leslie, when you find a young man to dance these infernal jazzes with you. How can you expect the high — class crooks of London to have any respect for a man who dances in public?”

He was over sixty, yet, in truth, no better dancer took the floor that night. But it pleased him to talk of ha decrepitude.

“I’m not made right,” said Leslie, as he guided her through the dancers who crowded the floor. “Young men have no appeal for me whatever.”

Mr. Coldwell peered down at her.

“Are you going to be one of those love — is — not — for — me girls?” he asked gloomily. “Somehow I can’t imagine you running a garage of toy poms.”

Leslie’s eyes roved around the room, and presently they rested upon Margaret Dawlish; hard — faced, inflexible, the type of Roman mother who could never forgive the humiliation that Peter had brought upon her. How queer was the average man’s conception of the average woman! The conventional mother, soft, yielding, ready to endure all and forgive all for the sake of her children, was no figment of imagination, but the throw — outs were innumerable. Leslie started to count all the instances she knew, and grew tired of the exercise. She had witnessed, incredible though it might seem, a mother dancing on this very floor whilst her child was dying in a nursing home a few streets away. She knew mothers who could not speak of their daughters without growing incoherent with rage. And this was the fourth instance of a mother who could sweep her only son out of memory, out of existence, for some offence he had committed — not against her, but against society. Margaret Dawlish sat alone at a little table, very upright, very forbidding, and when the maitre d’hotel, in the manner of his kind, approached her with a smile, she dismissed him with a few words, and, raising her lorgnette, made an inspection of the dancers.

“That woman is granite,” said Leslie, as the band stopped and they walked back to their table.

“Which? You mean Mrs. Dawlish? Yes, I rather think she is on the hard side. That sort of thing meant a lot to her. She hates this company and this place, but for five years, ever since her son was sent to prison, she has made a point of dining here.” Leslie nodded.

“A gesture of defiance. Gosh! these respectable people! They dare not leave a room for fear somebody talks behind their backs.”

It was towards eleven o’clock, and Coldwell had summoned the waiter to pay his bill, when a footman came from the vestibule and, bending over, whispered something to him.

“A phone message. I expect it’s from the Embankment,” he said. “Excuse me, Leslie.”

He threaded a way through the dancers on the floor, and was gone ten minutes. When he came back she saw his white eyebrows were met in a frown.

“The Kingston police think they’ve got a line to those infernal motor — car bandits,” he said.

He referred to a gang which was occupying the public — attention at that time. Three men who, in hired or stolen motor — cars, had been travelling through Surrey, holding up isolated residences at the point of a pistol, and getting away with as much portable property as they could lay their hands upon.

“I’ll see you home,” he said as he paid the bill, “and then I’ll toddle down to Kingston. I wish to Heaven the Kingston police would make their discoveries at a reasonable hour.”

“I’ll go with you,” she said. “I’m not a bit sleepy, and. it’s a braw bricht moonlicht nicht!”

He looked at her dubiously.

“I don’t know that you’re dressed for a motor — car journey, but if you wish you can come, along. I have phoned for the police car; it will be here in a few minutes.”

She went out into the lobby to put on the woollen spencer she had brought in preparation for a cold journey home, and over that her coat. It was true that she never felt less like sleep; in a sense, she was at a loose end, and the prospect of doing a little work before she went to bed was a pleasing one, though in all probability she would play no other part than that of spectator and audience.

The trip promised to be the more interesting because she had, that day, been tracing the previous convictions of three men who were suspected of being the motor bandits — and very commonplace individuals they were. That had been the most shocking discovery she made when she came to Scotland Yard — the commonplaceness, indeed the insignificance, of what is described as the criminal class. Out — of — work plumbers, labourers, carters, and clerks, with a painter here and there, formed the bulk of them. The women only had an individuality. There was no habitual woman criminal quite untouched by romance; their stories were altogether different, their lives more varied, and, if the truth be told, their enterprise and inventive qualities more fascinating.

She passed through the swing doors into the street. The night was bitterly cold and the sky overhead was clear. The bright moon which she had recklessly inferred was not in evidence, but there were all the other attractive conditions for a midnight ride.

The car was an open tourer, with a plenitude of rugs, and Mr. Coldwell fixing the rear screen to shield her face from the cutting air, the journey promised no discomforts. The car passed swiftly through Kensington and across Hammersmith Bridge, and in an incredibly short space of time was running down Kingston Vale. The driver pulled up at the police station behind a big touring car, which was unattended, and they got down.

In the charge — room they found the inspector talking to a middle — aged man, who was apparently the owner of the car. “Sorry to bring you down, Mr. Coldwell,” said the inspector, “but this sounds almost like one of the motor crowd’s little jokes.”

The car owner apparently was the proprietor of a small garage. That afternoon he had been approached by a seemingly decent man who asked him if he would come to London with the idea of negotiating for an important journey. The garage keeper, as it happened, had some business in town, and had met the hirer at a little restaurant in the Brompton Road.

“He seemed all right to me,” the garage keeper continued his narrative. “It was only after I got home that I began to smell a rat. He wanted me to pick him up at the end of Barnes Common, near the Wimbledon Road, at a quarter — past ten to — night, and drive him to Southampton. He asked for a closed car, but I told him I hadn’t got one that could do the journey, and I didn’t like the idea anyway. But as he offered me double the fare I should have asked, and paid half of it down, I agreed.”

“Did you ask him why he wanted to go to Southampton at a quarter — past ten?”

“That was the first question I asked,” said the man. “He told me he was dining with some friends, and that that would mean he would lose the boat — train — the Berengaria pulls out at five o’clock to — morrow morning, and all passengers must be on the ship overnight. I’ve had that job before, so it wasn’t unusual; the only queer thing about it was that, instead of asking me to pick him up at a house, he fixed this place on Barnes Common. But he told me he didn’t want his friends to know that he was leaving the next day. At any rate, I fell for him, but as time went on I began to get suspicious and communicated with the police.”

“What sort of looking man was he?” asked Leslie.

“A middle — aged man, miss,” said the chauffeur — owner, a little surprised at a question from this quarter. “It struck me that he’d been booz — drinking a little, but that’s neither here nor there. He was well dressed, and that’s all I can tell you about him except that he was clean — shaven, had rather a big face, and wore a soft felt hat.”

Coldwell turned to the girl.

“Does that describe any of the people we have been looking over?” he asked.

She shook her head.

“No,” she said quietly; “but it rather accurately describes Druze.”

“Druze?” he said incredulously. “You’re not suggesting that Druze is one of the gang?”

“I’m not suggesting anything,” she said, biting her lip thoughtfully. “Did you notice his hands, Mr. — ?

“Porter,” said the chauffeur. “Yes, miss, I did notice his hands when he took off his gloves to pay me. They were very white.”

She looked at Coldwell. “That is an even more accurate description,” she said.

“You didn’t go to the Common, did you?” asked Coldwell.

“No, sir. The inspector went up in my car with a couple of policemen.”

“He must have smelt a rat,” said the local inspector. “There was no sign of anybody at a quarter — past ten, and apparently he was very particular about his being there absolutely on time. He told Mr. Porter: ‘If I’m not there by twenty — five minutes past, don’t wait for me.’ That sounds rather like the gang, Mr. Coldwell,” he added. “It is an old trick of theirs to hire a car and arrange to be picked up in some quiet spot—”

The telephone bell tinkled in another room, and he went to the instrument. He was gone five minutes. When he came back:

“The gang ‘busted’ a house the other side of Guildford at nine o’clock,” he said. “The car smashed into a ditch and two of them have been caught by the Surrey police.”

Coldwell pursed his lips.

“That disposes of your theory,” he said.

Driving back up Kingston Vale, Coldwell expatiated upon his favourite theme, which might be headed: “No effort is wasted when you’re dealing with law — breakers.”

“A lot of men would grouse about being brought out in the middle of the night on a fool’s errand, but it isn’t possible to investigate the reason why a condensed milk tin has been found in an ashpit without learning something valuable. And if that hirer was friend Druze—”

“As it was,” said Leslie promptly.

“ — well, we’ve learnt something,” continued Coldwell. “It brings him into a new list, so to speak. He’s in the people — who — do — strange — things class, and that makes him stand out from the mass of law — abiding citizens.”

They passed swiftly down Roehampton Lane, climbed the little slope that carried them over the railway bridge, and had reached the middle of the common when Chief Inspector Coldwell began to enlarge and illustrate his theory. Just ahead of them Leslie saw the rear lights of a car moving out from the side of the road.

“Never despise little cases,” he began, “because—”

There was a grinding of brakes; the car stopped so violently that Leslie’s nose touched the glass screen painfully.

“What’s wrong?” asked Coldwell sharply. He, too, had seen the car ahead, and his first thought was that his driver was avoiding a collision.

The police chauffeur was looking round.

“I’m sorry, sir; I was rather startled. Did you see a man lying on the sidewalk?”

“No — where?” asked the interested ColdwelL

The driver reversed and the car moved slowly backward. They saw a black something in the darkness, and then, as the machine moved back a few more feet, the head — lamps showed the figure of a man.

Coldwell got down from the car slowly.

“It looks like a drunk,” he grumbled. “You’d better stay where you are, Leslie.”

But his foot had hardly touched the ground before she had followed.

Well enough Inspector Coldwell knew that this was no drunk. The attitude, the outstretched arms, the legs slightly doubled, told him, before he saw the little pool of blood on the sidewalk, that there was no life here.

For a second the two stood gazing down at the pitiable figure.

“Druze,” said the girl quietly. “Somehow I expected it.”

It was Druze, and he was dead. The heavy overcoat was buttoned across his breast, there was no sign of a hat, and his hands, ungloved, were tightly clenched. As she looked, Leslie saw a queer green glitter in the light of the motor — lamps.

“He has something in his left hand,” she said in a hushed voice, and, kneeling down, Inspector Coldwell prised loose the fingers, and the thing that the dead man held fell with a tinkle to the gravelled path.

Coldwell picked it up and examined it curiously. It was a large, square emerald in a platinum setting, one edge of which was broken, as though it had been torn forcibly from a larger ornament.

“That is queer,” he said.

She took the emerald from his hand and carried it nearer to the lamp. Now she knew that she had made no mistake. It was the pendant on the chain she had seen that evening glittering on Lady Raytham’s neck!
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In a few words she told her companion. For his part, he was too worried about her presence to comprehend fully.

“You had better get into the car, Leslie. Driver, take Miss Maughan—”

“I’ll stay here,” said Leslie in a low voice. “I’m not very shocked. And please don’t touch that overcoat.”

He was stooping to unfasten the button when she spoke.

“Not till you let me see it.”

Mr. Coldwell hesitated a moment and then stepped aside, and the girl bent over the figure, keeping her eyes averted from that white face.

“I thought so,” she said. “The second button has been fastened to the third buttonhole. Whoever killed him, put on his overcoat and buttoned it. Now you can unfasten it.”

Mr. Coldwell sent the chauffeur for assistance and resumed his examination of the body. The man had been shot at close range through the heart; the waistcoat had been burnt by the explosion. There were no other injuries that he could see. One side of the figure was yellow with dust, as though it had been dragged some distance along the ground.

“I wish you wouldn’t—” Coldwell looked round in helpless distress. He had taken an electric hand — lamp from the car before he sent it away, and this he had placed on the path so that the rays spread fan — shape over the body.

“Couldn’t you wait at a little distance?”

“Please don’t worry about me, Mr. Coldwell,” said Leslie. There was no tremor in her voice, he noted with satisfaction. “I am not going to faint; you seem to forget that the majority of nurses are women, and death isn’t so horrible to me as some expressions of life. Can I help you at all? I’ve got a tiny little pencil lamp in my bag.”

He scratched his chin.

“I don’t know,” he said dubiously. “You might look in the road and see if you can find any marks of a body being dragged, and then search around a bit.”

She got out the lamp, which, in spite of its smallness, gave a very bright light, and carried out his instructions methodically. She had not to look far before she found the traces she sought — a serpentine smear that reached from the centre of the road to the sidewalk. There were stains, little red smudges that were still wet when she put her finger to them.

The traffic conditions were favourable to an undisturbed search, for the road was unusually free from traffic. One motor — bus lumbered past, a homeward — bound limousine from town was succeeded by another, and if the chauffeurs were interested in the spectacle of a man kneeling by what looked like a heap of rags on the sidewalk, the occupants of the cars did not apparently share their curiosity.

She paced the trail, judged it to be between twelve and thirteen feet from the place where the body was found. On the other side of the footpath was rough common land, grass and bushes in irregular patches. She began to search the rough; and here she had an unusual reward, for, passing round a thick low bush, she saw, lying together on the grass, a number of objects. The first was a fat pocket — book that had been opened and its contents pulled out, for round about was a litter of papers, which she collected quickly. Fortunately it was a still night, and there was no wind to carry them away. The second package was a brown envelope, and she made a brief examination,

A steamship ticket issued to “Anthony Druze, 1st Class Saloon, Southampton to New York.” In this envelope was a new passport. The third object was also a pocket — book, brand new — the perfume of the Russian leather cover told her that. This also had been opened, in such a hurry that the strap about it had been broken. It was stuffed tight with thousand — dollar notes.

She collected the three packages and sought for more, but there was none. And then she took stock of the place where she had found them. They were immediately behind a big bush which effectively screened all view of the road. She put her lamp close to the ground and moved it slowly. Here was a curiously mottled patch of grass; in some places it was grey with frost, in others wet and crushed. The ground was too hard for footprints, but without their aid she could reconstruct all that had happened here less than an hour ago. Somebody had come behind this bush to examine the contents of the pockets; the papers had been taken out one by one, examined, and thrown away, and the object had not been robbery. The tightly filled porte — monnaie proved that. It could not have been a chance thief who came upon the body; no honest person would have made this search — it had been somebody looking for a definite thing.

She went back to Coldwell with her discoveries just as the police car came flying over the railway bridge, followed by a motor — ambulance. She told Coldwell hurriedly what she had found, and he was not surprised. “I’ve been searching his pockets; most of them are inside out,” he said. And then, abruptly: “Where is Peter Dawlish?”

She stared at him open — mouthed.

“Peter Dawlish? What has he got to do—”

And then she remembered Peter’s threat, and saw that it was inevitable that suspicion should attach to him.

“He hadn’t a pistol yesterday,” she said, “and I doubt whether he’s got one now. If Druze had been shot dead in the street I should think he’d be under suspicion, but Peter Dawlish would hardly shoot a man, put him in a car, and drive him to Barnes.”

The old man nodded.

“I agree with you, Leslie; but we shall have to pull him in and make inquiries. Druze has been shot three times; that’s rather a queer thing — and he has been shot through the heart. We shan’t know exactly until the pathologist has seen him, but I think I am right. And, listen, did you see the footprints?”

He pointed to the smooth granite kerb, and she saw for the first time the indubitable impressions of a bare foot — the ball of the foot and toeprints were unmistakable.

He put the three packages Leslie had found in his overcoat pocket.

“Go along and see Lady Raytham, and tell her what has happened. Take this with you, and, for the love of Mike, don’t lose it!”

He put the square emerald in her hand, and she dropped it into her bag.

“If it’s the pendant, as you say, find out what has happened to the rest of the necklace.”

He bundled her into the police car, and she was glad to escape, because by now the large force of police on the spot had been augmented by that curious crowd which sooner or later gathers from nowhere on the scene of any tragedy.

The windows were in darkness when she drove up to the house in Berkeley Square, and, instead of ringing, she wielded the heavy knocker. She had to wait a little time, and then it was a footman who opened the door, and his manner and mien were both respectful and a little nervous.

“Do you want — to see her ladyship, miss?” he said. “She’s upstairs with Mrs. Gurden. There is Mrs. Gurden now.”

Greta was coming down the stairs. She was in that peculiar style of evening dress which she affected. Greta made most of her own clothes from the latest Paris models, and usually in the most unsuitable material. Their home — madeness was never blatant. They did not proclaim, but hinted it.

Leslie looked up at the rouged face and the black, staring eyes, and it required no particular acumen on her part to detect Greta Gurden’s agitation.

“Oh, my dear Miss Whatever — your — name — is,” she breathed, “do come up and see dear Lady Raytham. You are Miss What — is — your — name? Maughan, isn’t it? I’m so glad. Druze has been a perfect beast.” She held out her hand dramatically; it was shaking. “You don’t know how glad I am to see you.”

Her eyelids were blinking up and down with a rapidity that fascinated, and would have amused Leslie in any other circumstances.

“What has Druze been doing?” she asked.

“Won’t you come up and see Lady Raytham?” begged Greta. “She’ll tell you so much better than I. My dear Jane can put everything into the most understandable terms. Druze has been simply awful; made a terrible scene and walked out, quite suddenly. It’s dreadful what servants are coming to, isn’t it? I think it must be the war—”

A cool voice from the darkness above interrupted her flow of disjointed explanation.

“Ask Miss Maughan to come up. I want to see her — alone.”

Leslie went up the stairs, and as she reached the first turn she saw that the drawing — room door was open. There was no light on the stairs, save for that which came from the open door. In one corner of the spacious landing she saw a small wheeled table.

She walked in, closing the door behind her. Lady Raytham was standing behind a little table near the fireplace. She wore a dark day dress without ornamentation, and Leslie’s quick woman’s eyes saw that she had changed her stockings; the very fine — textured, flesh — coloured garments she had seen on her earlier that evening, had been replaced by a slightly darker pair. But only for a second did the details of the dress interest her. What a change had come to Jane Raytham’s face! She was made — up; that was clear. The delicate flush of her cheeks was neither natural nor normal in her; she had helped her lips towards a verisimilitude to a healthy red. Her eyes, however, defied all artificial aid; they seemed to have sunk into her head; great dark circles, which even careful powdering could not disguise, surrounded them.

“Have you brought me any news?” she drawled.

It was not like Lady Raytham to drawl.

“I telephoned to you about an hour ago, but unfortunately I could not catch you; on the whole, I think I prefer that a woman officer should deal with this case.”

“Has he stolen anything?” asked Leslie bluntly, and to her amazement Lady Raytham shook her head.

“No, I’ve missed nothing; I shouldn’t imagine he would steal. He may have done, of course; but I shall be able to tell you more about that to — morrow. He was grossly insulting, and left me at a second’s notice.”

“Have you been out?”

“Yes; I went to a dinner with Princess Anita Bellini. We intended going on to the theatre, but I had a headache and decided to return.”

“What time did you come back?” asked Leslie.

Lady Raytham raised her eyes to the ceiling.

“It may have been half — past nine — probably a little earlier,” she said. “We dined at a little restaurant which the Princess knows—”

“And then you came back and had another dinner,” said Leslie steadily. “The table is still on the landing — set for two, so far as I could see.”

For a second the woman was staggered out of self — control. Her hand went up to her lips.

“Oh, that?” she said awkwardly. “My friend, Mrs. Gurden, came later, and — and we gave her some supper.”

Leslie shook her head.

“I wish you would be frank with me. Lady Raytham,” she said. “The truth is, you didn’t go out to dinner at all, did you?”

For a second the woman made no reply.

“I don’t know what I did,” she said.

Between despair and suppressed anger her voice was a wail.

“He drove everything out of my mind — oh, if I had known! If I had known!”

She covered her eyes with her hands, and Leslie heard the sobs she could not stifle.

“What did he say to you before he went?” she asked inexorably.

Lady Raytham shook her head.

“I can’t tell you — he was dreadful, dreadful!”

Leslie had waited this opportunity to fire her shot.

“He is in our hands,” she said. “Shall we bring him here?”

The woman uncovered her eyes and stepped back with a little scream.

“Here? Here?” she said huskily. “My God, not here! He must go to the mort—”

She stopped herself, but too late.

“How did you know he was dead?” asked Leslie sternly.

Under the rouge the woman’s face was grey.
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“How did you know he was dead?” asked Leslie again. “Who told you?”

“I — I heard.” Her voice was hardly more than a whisper.

“Who told you? Nobody knows but the inspector and I, and I have come straight away from the place where he was found. I left him three minutes ago.”

“Three minutes? I don’t understand.” And then, as she saw that she had been trapped for the second time, the colour came and went in Jane Raytham’s face.

“I don’t wonder that you are surprised, Lady Raytham. You know that Barnes Common is a little more than three minutes away, don’t you?”

The woman looked round like some hunted animal seeking an avenue of escape.

“I know he is dead,” she said desperately. And then she faced the girl with a new resolution and a courage which Leslie could only admire.

“I know he’s dead,” she breathed “I know he’s dead. God knows who killed him, but I found him there. I saw him as my car was passing — on the sidewalk. I somehow knew it was he and got out. That is how I know. I should have told the police, I suppose, but — I was frightened, terribly frightened. I thought I should faint.”

“Where were you going when you found his body?”

Leslie’s grave eyes were fixed on the woman.

“To — to the Princess Bellini. She has a house in Wimbledon.”

“But you couldn’t have parted with her for very long when you decided to follow her.”

Jane Raytham licked her dry lips. “She left something behind — the night was rather pleasant — I wanted the air, so I drove—”

“Won’t you sit down, Lady Raytham?” said the girl gently.

The woman looked ready to drop. With a little nod she sank down — to say that she collapsed would be a more descriptive word — into an easy — chair that was near at hand.

Humanity was at the back of Leslie Maughan’s suggestion, but there was something else. She had learnt at Scotland Yard never to interrogate either a prisoner or a possible witness whilst you are on the same level with them. It was a piece of information that had been conveyed to her by the greatest criminal counsel of the Bar. “Put a witness on a lower level,” he said, “and he’ll tell you the truth.”

Now she looked down at the broken woman who was nervously fingering the arm of the chair, and a wave of pity swept over Leslie Maughan such as she had never experienced before.

“You were not going to Princess Bellini’s, Lady Raytham,” she said gently. “You were looking for Druze — he had taken something of yours.”

Lady Raytham gazed at her without answering.

“You thought he had gone to the Princess Bellini’s. Is that the way, across Barnes Common?”

“It is — a way — yes.”

“Then you saw the body and recognized it? Saw it in the light of your head — lamps, as we did? You weren’t on your way to Wimbledon at all; you were coming back. I saw the rear lights of your car.”

Lady Raytham was breathing quickly.

“How do you know?” she asked.

“You wouldn’t have seen the body otherwise. It lay on the left — hand footpath as you came towards London, on the farther path as you came from London. What kind of a car have you?”

Jane told her.

“So you had been to Princess Bellini? And what did Princess Bellini tell you?”

“She was not at home.”

Instinctively Leslie Maughan recognized that Jane Raytham was speaking the truth now. “So you came back, and you found the body? Searched it?”

The woman nodded.

“What were you seeking?”

Again the quick movement of tongue across parched lips.

“I can’t tell you.”

Suddenly Leslie looked round. Noiselessly crossing the floor, she turned the handle quickly and jerked open the door. Mrs. Gurden nearly fell into the room.

“Are you fearfully interested?” asked Leslie. Her tone was almost sweet.

The discomfited eavesdropper grimaced and tittered hysterically.

“I was Just coming in — really, it was very awkward. My shoe — lace came unfastened, and I was just stooping — I don’t know whatever you will think of me, but you really must believe me, Miss Maughan, you really must! I think prying and spying people are simply dreadful, don’t you, dear?”

“I do — dear!” said Leslie dryly, and pointed to the stairs. “Would you mind sitting on the bottom step until I come down?”

And Greta went tittering down the stairs.

“Was she listening? Was she?” Lady Raytham asked the question with unusual energy.

“No; I don’t think she had been there long. I have an uncanny knowledge when I am being overheard. I had it just at that moment Lady Raytham, where is your emerald necklace?”

If she had struck the woman she could not have produced a more startling effect. Jane Raytham sprang to her feet with a low cry and put out a hand as though she were warding off some terrible menace. For a second her beautiful face was distorted with fear.

“Oh, God!” she gasped. “Why do you say that?”

“Where is your necklace? Can I see it?” Jane Raytham thought for a moment, her chin on her breast, and then slowly raised her eyes.

“Yes. Will you come with me?” she said in a whisper, and Leslie followed her out of the room into the bedroom on the right that opened from the landing.

She switched on the lights, and they crossed to a corner of the room where on the wall hung, apparently, a small Rembrandt in a gilt frame. The picture must have been a very good copy, but it was no more. When Jane Raytham touched the frame it swung open like a door, and showed behind a small, square safe set in the wall. Lady Raytham turned the key with a hand that shook, not even her iron nerve could conceal her emotion. Taking out a jewel — box, she carried it to a table, pressed a hidden spring, and the lid flew open. And there the dumbfounded Leslie saw the emerald chain — intact. Intact even to the square emerald pendant.

Leslie picked up the jewel and surveyed it in bewilderment. Then, opening her bag, she brought to light the emerald that had been found in the dead hand of Druze and placed it by the side of the pendant on the chain. They were exactly alike.

“Are there two chains?” she asked.

“No,” said Jane Raytham.

“Is that the one you wore to — night?”

She nodded.

Her eyes were flaming. Even under that terrible strain she could not restrain her natural curiosity.

“Where did you get that?” she pointed.

“We found it in Druze’s hand,” replied Leslie.

The woman’s mouth opened in astonishment.

“You found — nothing else? No other—” Again she stopped quickly.

“No other part of the chain — no. Wasn’t it this you were looking for?”

Leslie saw her expression change. Was it relief she detected? Certainly her tone was lighter and less strained when she spoke. “No, I wasn’t looking for that., Who killed him?”

“Who do you think?”

Eye to eye they stood, silent for the space of a second.

“Why should I suspect anybody?”

Leslie Maughan fired her second shot.

“Shall I suggest a name?” she asked. “Peter Dawlish.”

Again that quick upward jerk of the chin, as though she were meeting some sickening pain.

“Peter Dawlish?” she said loudly. “Peter Dawlish? You’re mad — mad to think Peter Dawlish—”

Without warning she stumbled forward, and Leslie had only time to throw out her arms and take the weight of her as she fell in a swoon to the ground.

In a second Leslie had pressed the bell and had thrown open the door. The footman came running up.

“Open one of those windows, and get me some brandy.”

He gaped down at the white — faced woman on the ground.

“Is her ladyship ill?” he asked.

“Don’t ask questions; open the window — hurry.” And as the French windows were thrown violently open:

“Now get the brandy.”

Before the man had come back, Jane Raytham had opened her eyes and stared inquiringly up into the face that was bent to hers.

“What happened? I fainted — I’m a fool. Let us go out.”

With Leslie’s assistance she rose unsteadily to her feet.

“I’d better put your jewel — case back in the safe, hadn’t I? Or perhaps you’d rather do it?”

“It doesn’t matter,” said the woman listlessly.

And in that moment Leslie Maughan guessed why Anthony Druze had died.

Slipping her arm round Jane Raytham’s waist, she took her back to the drawing — room, insisted upon her lying on the couch, propping a pillow under her head, and throwing a heavy silken scarf that drooped on a chair — back over her feet.

“You’re very good,” murmured Lady Raytham, “and I loathe you so much.”

“I suppose you do,” smiled Leslie. “And yet you shouldn’t, because I haven’t been at all unpleasant.”

Jane shook her head in agreement.

“I haven’t suggested — and will you keep very quiet when I tell you this? — I haven’t suggested that you will be under suspicion of shooting Druze.”

She had no need to be a reader of faces to realize that this possibility had never occurred to Jane Raytham.

“I?” she said incredulously. “But how absurd! Why should I shoot? Oh, but that is impossible! It is impossible that anybody should think such a thing!” And, in spite of Leslie’s warning, she struggled erect. “You don’t think so, do you?”

She was on her feet, peering into the girl’s face, her hand gripping Leslie’s wrist fiercely.

“You don’t think so? I hated Druze! I hated him, hated him!” She stamped her foot in her fury. “You don’t know what it has meant to me — every morning to see his face, every minute liable to his presence. Do you realize what that meant? I had to school myself so that I didn’t shudder at the sight of him, and the mock humility of his ‘Yes, my lady,’ and ‘No, my lady,’ that I might sit unmoved at my own table and face my own husband, and appear oblivious to the horrible masquerade—”

She stopped, exhausted by her own vehemence.

Leslie waited a moment, and then:

“What is Anthony Druze to you?”

Lady Raytham stared at her.

“To me — you mean — what do you mean?”

Suddenly she burst into a paroxysm of laughter — it was dreadful to see her.

“Oh, you fool — you little fool! Can’t you guess? Don’t you know?”

And then suddenly she ran out of the room. Leslie heard her bedroom door slam and the snap of the turning key and knew that her interview was ended.
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It was two o’clock when a taxicab stopped in Severall Street, Lambeth, and a very weary girl alighted. The detective whom she had asked by telephone should meet her was waiting at the corner of the street and ran towards her.

“You want Mrs. Inglethorne’s, don’t you, Miss? The house is on the opposite side of the road.”

He hurried across the street and knocked at a door. Twice and three times he knocked before a sash went up and the voice of Peter Dawlish asked: “Who is it?”

He had hardly asked the question before he recognized the girl.

“I’ll be down in a second.”

But before he could descend, the landlady herself made an appearance. She was a little tremulous of voice, more than a little whining, when she recognized the familiar countenance of the detective.

“Whatcher want? There’s nobody here except my young man lodger, and he’s straight — a policeman recommended him—”

“This lady is from Scotland Yard, and she wishes to see him, Mrs. Inglethorne,” said the detective soothingly. “Don’t get worried.”

“Worried! Me workin’ my fingers to the bone and my old man in ‘stir,’ though as innocent as a babe unborn—”

By this time Peter Dawlish had descended.

“Do you wish to see me?”

She nodded.

“Where can I see you? Can you come out and sit in the cab for a few minutes?”

“Certainly.”

“There is another favour I want to ask. Will you be very annoyed if I ask you to allow this police officer to search your room?”

He was struck dumb for a second.

“Certainly. Why, is something lost?”

“Nothing.” She turned to the detective and gave him instructions in a low tone; he pushed past the affrighted landlady and went upstairs.

“Now come into the cab. You won’t catch cold?”

He laughed irritably.

“I’m so hot with righteous indignation that I would melt an iceberg!” he said.

He stepped into the taxi and pulled the door tight.

“Now, Miss Maughan!”

She looked sideways at him; the white face of the lantern illuminating the taximeter formed a reflector that gave some light to the interior of the car.

“What have you been doing all evening?” she asked.

“From what hour?”

“Eight o’clock.”

“I’ve been in the house. A job came to me this morning addressing envelopes, and I’ve been working since seven till within a few minutes of your arrival. About two thousand of them are already addressed; I think that accounts for my time. I only had the envelopes and lists at six — thirty. Why — what has happened?”

“Druze is dead.”

“Dead?”

“Murdered; his body was found on Barnes Common somewhere between 11.45 and midnight.”

He whistled softly.

“That is a bad business. How was he killed?”

“Shot — at close range.”

He was silent for a time.

“Naturally, after my wild and woolly threats, you suspected me. Come up and see the envelopes — my bedroom is the only decent room in the house.”

She hesitated, then, stretching out her hand, pulled back the lock of the door.

Mrs. Inglethorne was past surprising. She stood at the foot of the stairs, an old ulster over her dressing — gown, and watched the two go up without comment.

“There is nothing here, miss,” said the detective before he caught sight of Peter. “Nothing except these.” He indicated with a wave of his hand a deal table covered with small envelopes neatly packed.

Leslie smiled.

“You needn’t have told me you’d been working here, Mr. Dawlish,” she said; “it is like a smoke — room.”

The aroma of cigarettes still hung about in spite of the open windows; the tin she had sent to him was on the table, only half — full.

“I’ve been a little extravagant,” he said apologetically; “but the temptation was great.”

The detective still lingered by the door, evidently in two minds as to whether it would be proper to leave them in this peculiar environment. Leslie saved him the responsibility of a decision by: “Thank you very much. I will be down in a minute or two,” she said.

She sat at the foot of the bed, her arm over the rail, and looked at Peter. She would not have recognized him; he was clean — shaven, spruce. There was a certain buoyancy in his attitude which was new to her. Good looking, too, and in spite of his nearly thirty years and all that he had suffered, remarkably youthful. It added a piquant interest to her scrutiny that she knew so much about his past — much more than he guessed.

A husky voice hailed them from the foot of the stairs. “Would you like a cup of tea, miss?” Peter Dawlish looked at the girl with a smile. “She really makes rather good tea,” he said in a low voice.

“I should love one,” she nodded, and he called softly down the stairs and came back.

“I’m scared of waking Elizabeth,” he said, and added: “You look fagged.”

“Which means that I look hideous,” she retorted with a frank smile. “I won’t bandy compliments with you, or I would congratulate you upon the marked improvement which the barber has brought about. Did you know Druze very well?”

“Not very well,” he said.

“Tell me something about him — all that you know.”

He frowned at this, evidently trying to remember matters that had passed, facts that had gone out of his recollection.

“He came to Lord Everreed’s place soon after I took up my post,” he said. “My aunt, the Princess Bellini, recommended him—”

“The Princess recommended him?” she said quickly. “Why, was he in her service?”

“Yes,” he nodded. “He was with Aunt Anita in Java for years. Her husband held some sort of minor post on one of the plantations; he was, I believe, a fairly poor man. After his death she came to England, and Druze came with her; in Java she had afforded the luxury of a butler — living is rather cheap there — but when she came to England she got rid of him. I have a distinct recollection of the letter she wrote to Lord Everreed, which I answered. I call her ‘aunt’,” he explained, “although she was only the half — sister of my father, and, in reality, no relation to me at all. How long Druze remained with Lord Everreed, of course I do not know. From the date of my conviction that page of history is closed. But a few years after I had gone to prison I heard in a roundabout fashion — I think it was in a letter which an old servant of ours wrote — that he had gone into the service of Lady Raytham.”

She thought over this for some time.

“When were you arrested?”

“Seven and a half years ago.”

She looked up in surprise.

“Then you served the full sentence?”

He nodded.

“Yes. I am not on ticket — of — leave. The truth is, I was rather a troublesome prisoner — I suppose most prisoners are who have the delusion of innocence. Why do you ask?”

“I have reason to believe that the Princess thought you only served five,” said the girl. “But that really doesn’t matter. I suppose she’s of an age that — I’m being cattish. Now, tell me something more.”

“You look a very sleepy cat,” he smiled, and at that moment there came through the door a strange little figure.

How old she was it was difficult to tell, but Leslie guessed her to be six, though she was tall for that age. She was painfully thin, and her little arms, which carried with solemn attention a cup of tea, were hardly more than of the thickness of the bones that showed through the flesh. Her face, pinched and thin and translucent, had a beauty which made the girl catch her breath. She raised two big eyes to survey the visitor, and then the long lashes fell on her cheeks.

“Your tea,” she said.

Leslie took the cup gently from the child’s hand and set it down.

“What’s your name?” she asked, and as she put her hand on the yellow head, the little creature shrank back, her face puckered with fear.

“That’s Belinda,” said Peter, with a smile.

The child wore a ragged old mackintosh over a night — gown that had once been of red flannelette, but which had washed to the palest of pinks. Her hands, lightly clasped before her, were almost transparent.

“I’m Mrs. Inglethorne’s little girl,” she said in a low voice. “My name is ‘Lizabeth — not Belinda.”

She raised her eyes quickly to the man and dropped them again. The gravity of her tone, the low sweetness of her voice, amazed Leslie Maughan. For a second she forgot that she was too tired to be interested even in the bizarre.

“Won’t you come and talk to me?”

The child glanced at the door. “Mother wants me—”.

“Talk to the lady!”

Evidently Mrs. Inglethorne, at the bottom of the stairs, had good ears. The child started, looked apprehensively round, and came sidling towards Leslie.

“What do you do with yourself?” asked Leslie. “Do you go to school?”

Elizabeth nodded.

“I think about daddy most of the time.”

Leslie remembered that daddy was at that moment serving his country in Dartmoor.

“I keep him in a book; he’s very nice — ever so nice—”

The child nodded soberly.

“In a book?” asked Leslie. “What kind of a book?”

A voice outside the door supplied an answer. Mrs. Inglethorne must have crept up the stairs the better to listen.

“Don’t take no notice of her, miss; she’s a bit cracked. Any good — looking feller she sees in a book she says is her father. Why, she used to take the King once, and then Lord What’s — his — name, and when I think of her own poor dear father, that worked his fingers to the bone and got a ‘stretch’ for nothing, as innocent as a babe unborn, it’s very hard.”

Elizabeth was tense now; her big eyes narrowed, her ear turned to the door. It was an attitude of apprehension, and Leslie’s heart ached for the child. She smoothed her hair, and this time the little girl did not shrink.

“I’ll send you some wonderful pictures, and you’ll be able to make up fathers and uncles and all sorts of nice things from them.”

Stooping, she kissed the child, and with her arm about her painfully thin shoulders, led her to the door. On the landing the unhealthy — looking Mrs. Inglethorne smirked and squirmed, a picture of gratitude for the lady’s condescension.

“I’m going to be very interested in Elizabeth,” said Leslie, her steady eyes on the woman. “You won’t mind if I come round sometimes to see how she is getting on?”

Mrs. Inglethorne made a fearful grimace which was intended to express her pleasure.

“How many children have you?”

“Five, miss.”

The woman was looking at her curiously, possibly fascinated by her first meeting with the female of the hated species.

“Five in this little house?” Leslie raised her eyebrows. “Where do you keep them all?”

Again the woman wriggled, this time uncomfortably.

“In the kitchen, miss, except the two girls; they sleep in my room.”

“I’d like to have a look at your kitchen.”

“It’s a bit late, and you’d wake ’em up,” said Mrs. Inglethorne after hesitation.

But Leslie waited, and reluctantly Mrs. Inglethorne went down the stairs, the girl following. The kitchen was at the back of the house, approached by a narrow passage. It was a room barely ten feet square, cold and miserably furnished. In the unsatisfactory light of the oil — lamp the woman carried, she saw not three, but four, little bundles; one, a child which could not have been three years old, slept in a soap box on the floor. Its coverlet was a strip of dusty carpet, which had been roughly cut to fit the shape of the box. Two children were huddled together under the table, wrapped in an old army overcoat. The fourth lay in a corner under a flour sack, so still that she might have been dead; a girl of eleven, sandy — haired, sharp — featured, who shivered and groaned in her sleep as the light of the lamp came upon her face.

“It’s very ‘ard on a woman who’s got five mouths to fill,” whined Mrs. Inglethorne; “but I wouldn’t part with ’em for the world. And it’s warm in the kitchen when we’ve had a coke fire going all evening.”

Leslie went out of that sad little room sick at heart. Poverty she had seen and understood. Possibly these unfortunate children were as well off as thousands of others in the great metropolis. The weaklings would die; the fittest survive and presently drag their stunted bodies to a free school, where they would be taught just enough to enable them to write their betting slips and read the football reports intelligently.

Peter was waiting for her at the foot of the stairs.

“I think I’ll go home now. I’m rather tired,” she said. “Most likely you will be interrogated tomorrow either by Mr. Coldwell or an officer from the Yard. I think the best thing you can do is to go up and interview him.”

And then, abruptly: “Have you seen your mother since you have been free?”

He shook his head.

“My parent has expressed her wishes on the matter in unmistakable terms. We were never en rapport, so to speak, and perhaps it is a little too late now to attempt to arrive at mutual understanding.”

She looked down at the floor, her lips pursed.

“I wonder,” she said, and held out her hand. “Goodnight, Peter Dawlish.”

He took her hand, held it for a second, and then:

“You’re rather wonderful. I’m getting a new angle on life,” he said.

She had one more call to make. Inspector Coldwell had promised to wait at Scotland Yard until she returned with her report, and she found him sipping coffee in the lobby, and told him briefly the result of her visit.

“I never thought Peter knew much about it. What does he know of Druze?”

He listened intently until she had finished.

“Rum! All the paths in this maze lead back to the Princess Bellini. Yes, I’ll see Peter; I’ll wire him in the morning,” he yawned. “It is time all honest people were in bed. I’m going to take you home.”

Her cab was waiting, and though she had no need of an escort, he pointed out that her way was largely his.

“What we’re going to do about Lady Raytham, I don’t know. I’m taking it for granted that you have discovered a whole lot that you haven’t told me.”

“Not a whole lot, a little,” she admitted.

Mr. Coldwell scratched his head.

“That little is usually crucial. However, I am not going to discourage you. Keep your mystery — a little romance in police work has a wonderful tonic value.”

The cab carried them across deserted Trafalgar Square, and a few seconds later stopped before the door of Leslie’s flat.

“I suppose you know all that is to be known about the case?” he said, with a touch of the sardonic, as he handed her out of the cab. “Whilst I, a poor old muddle — headed copper, am groping round like a blindfolded man in a fog.”

“I think I know a lot,” she admitted, with a tired smile.

Coldwell was amused.

“The complacency of the woman! Here she is, keeping all her clues up her sleeve, ready to spring them out and reduce police headquarters to a bewildered pulp! Know all about Druze, do you?”

“I know a lot about him.”

“Fine!” said Coldwell.

She had the door open now, and he waited until she was in the passage before he dropped his bombshell.

“Promise me you won’t come out and ask questions, but will go straight up to bed, if I tell you something?”

“I promise,” she said.

He put his hand on the knob of the door, ready to shut it.

“Arthur, or Anthony, Druze, as he was variously called, was a woman!”

The door slammed on her; before she recovered from her stupor she heard the rattle of the cab as it moved away.
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Druze — a woman! It was incredible — almost impossible! Yet that shrewd old man would not have jested with her. She dragged herself up the stairs, her limp body aching for rest, her mind very wide awake and alert.

Druze a woman! She shook her head helplessly. And then she remembered Lady Raytham’s hysterical laughter. “What was Druze to you?” Jane Raytham knew!

Leslie was too sane, too big, to feel foolish. She stopped on the landing and, leaning heavily on the balustrade, she recalled the hairless face and figure of the portly butler. All her theories must go by the board. A scaffolding must be erected on a new foundation.

She found Lucretia Brown huddled up in a chair before a dead fire fast asleep. Lucretia had never been trained out of her habit of “waiting up.” It was her firm conviction that only this practice of hers saved her mistress from a terrible fate. She woke with a start and came reeling to her feet.

“Oh, miss!” she gasped. “What time is it?”

Leslie glanced at the mantelpiece.

“Three o’clock,” she said, “and a fine morning! Why aren’t you in bed, you poor, knock — kneed girl?”

“I’m not knock — kneed, and never was,” protested Lucretia. “Three o’clock, miss? What a time!” She shivered. And then, morbidly curious: “Has anything been up, miss?”

“More things are ‘up’ than will ever came down, I think,” replied Leslie, as she dropped into a chair. “There’s been a murder.”

“Good Gawd!” said the shocked Lucretia. And then, with pardonable curiosity: “Who done it?”

“If I knew ‘who’d done it,’ I’d be a very contented female.” Leslie stifled a yawn. “Run the bath, Lucretia, make me some hot milk, and don’t wake me till ten o’clock.”

“If I’m awake then,” said Lucretia ominously. “I never see such a place as this. You turn night into day, as the Good Book says — London’s a modern Babbyling! Did he have his throat cut?” She returned to the tragedy.

“No, I’m sorry to disappoint you; but it was quite ghastly enough.”

She dragged herself to her feet and went to her desk, turning over the letters that had arrived by the night mail. There was one which looked promising. She tore off the end of the envelope, read its contents, and locked the document away in a drawer. Ten minutes later, before Lucretia had run the water from the bath, Leslie Maughan, snug between sheets, was sleeping dreamlessly.

She woke with a dim remembrance of the rattle of teacups and of Lucretia’s calling her. Half opening her eyes, she saw the cup by her bedside. She was horribly tired; bed was a warm and luxurious place. She must have dozed, for the sound of voices wakened her.

Her bedroom led from her sitting — room, and the door — was half — open. Two people were speaking — Lucretia and somebody else whose voice was familiar.

“I will wait. Please don’t wake Miss Maughan specially for me.”

Leslie sat up in bed. Through the closing door which the maid was jealously guarding, she saw the big, straight figure of a woman. Lady Raytham! In an instant she wasout of bed, thrust her feet into slippers, and pulled her dressing — gown about her. She stopped only at the mirror to brush back her hair.

Lady Raytham was standing in the middle of the study, a. bright coal fire was burning, and the room, at that early hour of the morning, had a special attraction for its young owner. But Jane Raytham’s presence seemed, for some unaccountable reason, to lend it a new distinction, as a great bunch of Easter lilies or a bowl of narcissus might have done.

“Good — morning. I’m sorry to be so early. I hope I did not disturb you.”

She was polite, almost frigidly so, and Leslie could only look at her in wonder. All the evidence of distress and terror that had marked her face on the night before had vanished — all except that dark tint under the eyes.

“Won’t you sit down? Have you had breakfast?” asked Leslie practically.

Lady Raytham shook her head. “Please don’t bother about me; I have plenty of time and can wait,” she said.

There was a certain resentful admiration in her gaze; she was thinking how few women of her acquaintance were presentable at such an hour and in such circumstances. She had never seen Leslie Maughan in the daytime before, and not only did she stand the test of the cruel morning light, but she looked even prettier. She liked the poise of the girl and the readiness with which she accepted this sensible suggestion and disappeared into the bathroom, the gawky maid, her arms laden with garments, following. By the time she came out, Lucretia Brown had laid a little table; huge blue coffee cups and china racks bristling with crisp brown toast.

“No, I couldn’t eat, thank you.” Lady Raytham shook her head. “I will have some coffee.”

Leslie looked significantly at the door and Lucretia regretfully disappeared.

“Yes, I slept,” said Jane Raytham listlessly. “I don’t know how or why, but I did. I suppose I just couldn’t sleep any more. There is nothing about the murder in the newspapers.”

Leslie made a mental calculation.

“There wouldn’t be; it will be in the evening press. I know all about Druze.”

“You know — about her?” Jane Raytham looked at her steadily.

“What was her name?” asked Leslie, but the other woman shook her head.

“I don’t know; she was always Druze to me.”

“Did your husband know—”

“That she was a woman?” She shook her head. “No. Poor Raytham! He’d have had a fit! But then, he never notices anything.”

She had married the first Baron Raytham when he was a little over fifty, bachelor — minded, a man of set habits, who had found himself most unexpectedly a Benedict and was a little aghast at the discovery. For the greater part of a year he had striven to be the model husband, and had been something of a bore. The domestic habit was foreign to him. Society and all its dainty etceteras he loathed. Before the end of the first year of their married life, he had given up all attempt to interest himself in the new complexities which marriage had brought. Thereafter he devoted his energies and thoughts to his concession; his boards of directors, balance — sheets, and all the precious things which were life to him, and Jane Raytham was left very much to her own devices.

“My husband is very seldom in London — probably not two months a year. He has” — she hesitated— “other interests.” ,

Very wisely, Leslie did not pursue the subject. She, too, had heard that Lord Raytham had carried into married life a loose string or two that were substantially attached and which he was unwilling or unable to drop. Leslie was too versed in the ways of the world to be shocked at this; too sophisticated to be anything but mildly amused at the inefficiency of man, who finds it so easy to get rid of a wife and so difficult to discharge a mistress.

“You name is Leslie, isn’t it?” And, when she nodded:

“I wonder if you would mind my ‘Leslie — ing’ you? You’re not so formidable as I thought. I — I rather like you. My name is Jane — if you ever feel friendly enough to ‘Jane’ me — I’ve been abominably rude to you, but now I’ve come to ask you for favours.”

Leslie laughed. “I owe you an apology,” she said and the other woman was quick to see her meaning.

“About Druze? It would be a beastly idea, only — women are such queer fools, aren’t they? You can hardly pick up a Sunday newspaper that specializes in such matters without having proof of these strange — mesalliances. No, I knew Druze was a woman; that made everything so hideous. It besmirched me, made me cringe when I thought of it — I wonder if you will believe me when I say that that was almost my heaviest cross — almost.”

“What was really the heaviest?” asked Leslie quietly.

Lady Raytham fetched a long sigh and looked out of the window.

“I don’t know — it is rather difficult to compare these things.” And then, quickly: “Of course, I know now which is the heaviest, but that is so new and so crushing that I dare not let myself think about it. Something Druze said to me before she went out; something she told me that froze my blood.” She closed her eyes and shuddered, but recovered instantly. “That is why I got my car and went in search of her. She told me a little but not everything, and I had to know! My first thought was — you’ll think I’m a hypocrite — that Peter had killed her. If I thought at all! I don’t think I cared. I had only one idea in my mind, to find something she had boasted about.”

“Not the necklace?”

Jane Raytham smiled contemptuously.

“The necklace! As if I cared for that. I’m making a clean breast of everything — up to a point. The necklace you saw at the house last night—”

“Was a copy; I know that,” said Leslie quietly. “An exact replica of the real emerald chain, and valueless? When you didn’t bother to put it back in the safe, I guessed.”

Eye met eye, each striving to read the other’s thoughts.

“What else did you guess?” asked Jane Raytham, after a long silence, and then: “No, no, don’t tell me. I want to feel that nobody knows that — nobody! You will tell me that I am trying to create a fool’s paradise myself, and I’m a moral coward — I wonder if I am?” And then, obliquely: “Have you seen Peter?”

“I saw him last night, yes. He knew nothing about the murder — not so much as you,” said Leslie.

The woman ignored this challenge. “I wonder how much you do know, Leslie?”

It was a strain to ask the question. Even as she had her reservations, so also had Leslie Maughan. The truth must come from Jane Raytham or not be truth at all.

“I know you were being blackmailed; that the necklace you gave was part of the price; the twenty thousand pounds, which I imagine was all you could raise in cash, was the other part. I guess also that Druze was a blackmailer. Am I right?”

Jane nodded; there was a perceptible brightening of her face as though, fearing to hear worse, she was experiencing relief at the limitation of the girl’s knowledge. “How long have you been paying?” She did not answer, and Leslie repeated the question.

“I don’t know. Quite a long time.” Another silence. The truth was not to come yet, then: only a measure of it.

“Do you want to tell me any more?” she asked.

Jane Raytham drooped her head. She wanted to tell — just as much as this frank and friendly girl knew, hoping against hope that the more precious secret would remain with her, and yet almost praying that Leslie Maughan would suddenly drag forth the grisly skeleton and expose it to her eyes.

“Yes — I want to, terribly! But I shan’t. I can’t bring myself to put things into words. And I want your help — how badly I need it! But, my dear, you’re police, part of the machinery of Scotland Yard. I’ve told you too much already. I shall be living in a flutter of fear all day—”

“I’m Leslie Maughan in this flat,” said Leslie, smiling. “Just a sort of little sister of the human race! But I’ll warn you that I am determined, as far as I can, to find the murderer of that wretched woman. Short of that information you can tell me anything.”

Jane shook her head ruefully.

“I don’t know who killed Druze. I will not swear that, but I will tell you on my word I don’t know; I do not even suspect. Anita wanted to know. I called on her this morning; she is like a woman distraught. I never knew she felt so deeply; the police have been there to inquire whether Druze called. I suppose you told them last night what I had told you. Poor Anita! She was terribly fond of Druze,who was once in her service. She always contended that he hadn’t been and talked about him as though he were the merest stranger. But that, I think, was her pride — she hated the thought that she had ever been so poverty — stricken that she was obliged to let him go — her, I mean: the habit of years takes a lot of breaking. I have thought of Druze as a man and spoken of him as a man so long that it is difficult to get out of the trick.”

“One question I want to ask you, Lady — Jane, I’d better call you. It will be almost as difficult a habit to get into. Did Druze forge Lord Everreed’s name, as Peter Dawlish thinks he did?”

Jane Raytham shook her head.

“That is impossible,” she said simply.

“Why impossible?”

The answer took Leslie Maughan’s breath away.

“Because she could not read or write!”
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“Druze was illiterate, but, like all illiterate people, had acquired a certain form of culture and was very clever to conceal this misfortune. I think, in fact I know, she had the schooling of an average child, but she was just incapable of learning — the Council Schools and even the Public Schools are full of people like that, of girls and boys familiar with the most obscure sciences who have never tasted these elementary arts.”

Leslie thought quickly.

“Her signature was on the passport?”

“I wrote it,” said the surprising woman. “She told me she wanted to go across to France for a week — end trip and asked me if I would sign the passport form. That was only a few weeks ago, so it is fresh in my mind. Now tell me what I am to do? The police will come to me, and I am prepared to tell them the truth, though I cannot see how I can help them.”

“The whole truth?” asked Leslie significantly.

Jane Raytham looked at the girl for a long time before she answered.

“As much as I’ve told you — not as much as you guess,” she said in her even voice.

Leslie carried her cup of coffee to the desk.

“Would you like me to write down the gist of what you have said, and sign the statement?” she asked. “That may save you an awful lot of trouble.”

Jane hesitated.

“Is it necessary? I suppose it is,” she said. “Yes, if you would be so kind.”

For ten minutes she watched the girl as her pen flew over the paper, and took the pages from her as they were written.

“You have put my case more cleverly than I could have put it myself,” she said with a little smile. “I almost think you’re sympathetic.”

“You don’t know how sympathetic I am,” said Leslie, rising from her chair to make way for the other.

Lady Raytham sat down, read the last sheet again, and jad dipped her pen in the ink, when the sound of voices came from outside the door. It was Lucretia’s raised protest, and a deeper voice, which Leslie instantly recognized, and, running to the door, threw it open. The Princess Anita Bellini stood on the landing, glaring through her monocle at the defiant Lucretia.

“You can’t come in; Miss Maughan’s engaged,” she was saying. “I don’t care if you’re a princess or if you’re the Queen of Sheba. When Miss Maughan’s engaged nobody can—”

“That will do, Lucretia. Come in, Princess.” The big woman strode into the apartment without a word of thanks, not even deigning to look at the defiant maid. “Where is — ? she began, and then she saw Lady Raytham at the desk. “What are you writing, Jane?” she demanded loudly. “You’re not being such a fool as to make a statement to the police, are you?”

“Lady Raytham is merely telling me as much as I already know,” said Leslie.

“Jane, you must not sign it. I forbid it!” There was a tremor of anger in the hard voice, and, looking at the woman, Leslie saw how deeply the tragedy must have affected her. She seemed ten years older. The big slit of a mouth was downturned at the ends, the eyes red and inflamed.

Very calmly Lady Raytham affixed her signature. “Don’t be foolish, Anita,” she said quietly. “The police are entitled to know certain things about Druze.”

“What have you told them? Can I see this precious document?”

She reached out her hand, but Leslie was before her, “Let me read it to you, Princess,” she said, and placed the desk between herself and her furious visitor. That Princess Bellini was in a cold tremble of rage was patent. She read without interruption to the end.

“Jane Raytham, you’re a fool to sign a thing like that!” stormed the woman. “Let them find things out without committing yourself to paper. This girl has tricked you into a confession—”

“Confession?” said Leslie, with a smile. “How absurd! Lady Raytham knew that Druze was a woman; it was impossible that she should not. And, as she says, she has only told us what we already knew. And what you already knew.”

“I knew nothing,” said Anita Bellini harshly, her baleful eyes fixed on the girl. “Except that you have tricked Lady Raytham into making a statement which will involve her in considerable trouble.”

Leslie faced her squarely, and for the first time Anita Bellini became dimly and uncomfortably conscious of the strength of this inconsiderable person. They had met before, and the honours of that meeting had not rested with the Princess. But she had thought of Leslie as a girl with a certain glibness of tongue, a gift of smart repartee, but without any of the especial qualities that she might expect in a foe worthy of her heaviest metal. But now it had dawned upon her that, whether she was “Coldwell’s pretty typist,” as she had contemptuously referred to her, or whether she was “a Scotland Yard underling,” she was certainly a factor to be considered and forestalled. And if she had any doubt on the subject, Leslie Maughan’s first words would have dispelled it.

“Lady Raytham has made a statement, and you also will make a statement, Princess,” she said, “either before or after the inquest.”

The woman surveyed her with an oddly sly look that was unnatural in her.

“I don’t know how you can bring me in,” she began, and her tone was milder than it had been.

“You employed Druze. Apparently you knew she was a woman, and are acquainted with her early history,” said Leslie quietly. “That is quite sufficient to bring you into any inquiry which the police set afoot.”

Anita Bellini took out her monocle, polished it on her handkerchief, and returned it to her eye.

“Possibly I was rather precipitate,” she said. “But I think you should make allowance for my — whatever I have said. I have been awfully upset by Druze’s death. Would you read the statement again?”

It was a very simple record of the information which Lady Raytham had given to the girl, and, when she had finished reading: “No, there is nothing in that,” said the Princess. “I suppose this evidence has to come out. Does it mean that we shall be called at the inquest? I couldn’t stand that, I couldn’t!”

In that instant Leslie detected a tremor in the woman’s voice. Anita Bellini, the formidable, had a weak spot, after all. But she recovered herself very quickly.

“If everybody had his due, Peter Dawlish would be under arrest,” she said, and, ignoring the protests of Jane: “The man hated Druze; you know that quite well, Jane. He threatened her; I can prove it!” And then, in a conciliatory tone: “I hope we’re not going to be bad friends, Miss Maughan. If I can help you I will. Is there any more you can tell me than appears in the evening newspaper?”

“Nothing,” said Leslie shortly.

They left together soon after, but before they departed, Leslie found an opportunity of speaking a few words to Jane Raytham.

“I don’t want you to tell anybody about the necklace,” she said in a low voice, as she accompanied her down the stairs. “Especially about the emerald that was found in Druze’s hand. You promise me? Or have you already told?”

Jane Raytham shook her head. “I wondered why you hadn’t put that in the statement,” she suggested. “But you may trust me; I shall not speak about it, even to Anita.”

At that moment the voice of the Princess hailed her from the foot of the stairs, and further conversation became impossible.

Leslie arrived at Scotland Yard just before twelve, and was mounting the stone stairs as Peter Dawlish came down.

“A clean bill,” he said with a smile. “At any rate, that is the impression Coldwell gives me. It seems that your detective man’s search was a very thorough one. I suppose you know that he searched me also? And, by the way, Belinda sends her love.”

“Belinda?” Leslie was momentarily bewildered. “Oh, you mean the little child, Elizabeth. How wicked! I had almost forgotten her!”

“She hasn’t forgotten you,” laughed Peter, and with a cheery wave of his hand went on.

She found Mr. Coldwell in his big, comfortable office, the stub of a cigar between his teeth, his bristling brows gathered in thought.

“Just going to phone you,” he grumbled. “I’ve seen that man of yours, and I’m satisfied that he had nothing to do with the crime.”

“‘That man of mine’ being Peter Dawlish?” she said calmly. “You give me quite a proprietorial feeling.”

From her bag she took the statement that Lady Raytham had signed and laid it on the table before him. He read it through carefully, folded it up, and slipped it into a drawer.

“Did you tell Anita Bellini about the emerald we found in Druze’s hand?” he asked.

“No,” she said. “That’s the last thing in the world I should have told her. I asked Lady Raytham not to tell either. Why?”

He smiled grimly.

“Thought you hadn’t,” he said. “Her Serenity called me on the phone five minutes ago, and said she’d read in one of the newspapers that something very valuable had been found on Druze’s person. I haven’t seen all the newspapers, but those I’ve read make no mention of the emerald, and I don’t see why they should, unless they are psychic. The Princess suggested, rather than said, that you had confirmed this mythical newspaper report.”

Leslie shook her head in admiration. “That woman is certainly a quick worker,” she said. “What did you tell her?”

Mr. Coldwell relit his cigar with the exasperating deliberation of his age.

“I told her that we had found something valuable — a packet of money. She seemed kind of disappointed.”

The telephone bell shrilled; he picked up the receiver, listened in silence for a time, and then: “All right, I’ll come down,” he said. “The Lambeth police have got a quaint clue; a kind of ready — made one, but it should be investigated, as it has to do with your Peter. Would you like to come along?” She looked at him steadily.

“If you refer to him as my Peter again, I shall be very offensive to you, Mr. Coldwell,” she said, and Coldwell scratched his chin.

“Somehow he seems to belong to you; I don’t know why I get that impression.”

Her eyes wandered to a comer of the room, and for the first time she saw the two big travelling trunks. They were new and bore the label of the Cunard Steamship Company.

“Druze’s,” he said laconically. “We’ll go through those when we come back.”

It was at the corner of Severall Street that the taxicab stopped. The local sub — divisional inspector was waiting, and with him a detective.

“Let me have a look at that paper,” said Coldwell immediately, and Leslie, who had not heard the one-sided conversation on the telephone, wondered what was coming next.

The inspector took a dirty slip of paper from his pocket — book and gave it into Coldwell’s hand. He fixed his glasses and read, then passed the slip to the girl. The message was written in pencil and in an illiterate hand.

“Dawlish keeps his gun under a loose board in his bedroom just as you go inside the door.”

“Where did this come from?” asked Coldwell.

“It was delivered at the station just before I telephoned to you. A street lad brought it along; he said it had been handed to him by a man, who gave him a few coppers for his trouble. I thought it best that you should know.”

They walked down the street towards Mrs. Inglethorne’s house, and the door was opened immediately by that lady, who was surprisingly clean and spruce. She seemed surprised, but was certainly not agitated by the appearance of the police officers.

“Yes, sir, Mr. Dawlish has just come in. Shall I call him down?”

“No, thank you; we’ll go up.”

Coldwell mounted the stairs and knocked at the door of the front room, and a voice bade them come in. Over the inspector’s shoulder, Leslie saw that Peter was sitting at a deal table, pen in hand, a stack of addressed envelopes before him. He shifted his chair round, and his eyebrows rose in astonishment.

“Hullo!” he said, obviously taken aback by the character of the call. “Do you want to see me again, inspector?”

Coldwell took in the room with a glance. “I have information that you’ve a gun concealed under this floor,” he said. “If you don’t mind, I’ll make another search.”

“Fire ahead,” said Peter, without a moment’s hesitation.

Coldwell turned back to the door, lifted a corner of the faded carpet, and saw the loose board immediately. To lift it up was the work of a second. Thrusting in his hand, he pulled out a long black Browning pistol. Peter’s face went white; his jaw dropped in an amazement that could not have been simulated.

“Anything more here?” asked Coldwell, and, kneeling, thrust in his hand and groped about. Presently he found a small package wrapped in cloth and brought it to the light. He unwrapped it slowly.

‘‘My Gawd!” gasped a hollow voice.

Mrs. Inglethorne had crept up the stairs and was an interested spectator. And if her profanity was inexcusable, there was reason enough for her astonishment, for in the centre of that dirty rag lay three large diamond rings, the least valuable of which must have been worth a hundred pounds.

“Do you know anything about these, Dawlish?”

Peter shook his head.

“No; I’m not a burglar,” he said, with a return of his old good spirits. “That branch of the profession is not my forte — and that little find has every appearance of being the proceeds of a very old burglary.”

Coldwell looked at the wrapper; it was thick with dust. Even as he turned back one corner of the rag a fine cloud arose.

“Do you know anything about these, Mrs. Inglethorne?”

She shook her head.

“Or the pistol?”

The woman was paralysed; her face had gone a ghastly grey as she realized the enormous significance of that find. There they had lain, month after month, at least £500 worth of jewellery, the results of one of her lodger’s little coups, and she none the wiser.

“Never — seen — it!” Mrs. Inglethorne found a difficulty in breathing.

“This has been used as a hiding — place before,” said the inspector, as he laid the pistol and rings upon the deal table.

He examined the Browning, noted its make and number, and, having carefully removed the magazine and dislodged the cartridges from the chamber, smelt at the barrel.

“It has been fired recently, I should imagine; it still smells of cordite. Is this yours, Dawlish?”

“No, sir; I’ve never seen it before.”

“Humph!” The inspector sat down on the bed in exactly the place where the girl had sat the night before. He looked round for Mrs. Inglethorne, but that untidy woman had vanished.

“Nobody told you about that hiding — place?”

“No, sir—”

“Hullo, Elizabeth!” It was Leslie’s interruption. The frail child stood in the doorway, shyly smiling at the beautiful lady of her dreams.

She whispered something that the girl could not catch, and Leslie went nearer to her, took the two thin hands in hers, and, stooping, kissed the pale cheeks.

“Tea?” she said with a laugh. “No, dear, I don’t think we want tea. It was very nice of you to come—”

The child’s eyes were fixed on the table; they were wide open, and in their depths Leslie saw a look of fear.

“What is it?” asked Leslie.

“That big gun,” whispered the child. “Mother had it this morning, and I was so frightened.”

The sharp — eared Coldwell heard.

“Your mother had it this morning, my dear?” he said kindly. “Where did she have it?”

“In the kitchen. A gentleman left it — a little gentleman with a yellow face. Mother brought it into the kitchen and said we all ought to be killed.”

She clapped her hands to her mouth with an exclamation of fright, for only then did she remember the strict injunctions laid upon her. Coldwell strode out of the room to the head of the stairs and called Mrs. Inglethorne in a stentorian voice. It was a long time before he had an answer, and then, by the tremulous voice, he guessed that part of the conversation between himself and the child had been overheard.

“Come up here,” he said curtly, and Mrs. Inglethorne came lumbering up the stairs.

“The pistol came to your house this morning — from whom?”

The woman’s mouth was dry with terror. She blinked from one to the other.

“A gentleman brought it,” she gulped. “He said it belonged to Mr. Dawlish — and would I put it under the floor — without a word of a lie, sir, if I never move from here.”

Coldwell’s gimlet eyes searched her unwholesome face.

“You told me you had never seen the pistol before. Who sent it?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know, sir. I’ve never seen the man before in my life, if I never move—”

“You’ll move!” said Coldwell grimly, “And darned quick, if you don’t tell me the truth!”

But to her story she stuck, swearing by numerous gods, some of whom were unfamiliar to Leslie, that she knew nothing whatever of the pistol except that it had been brought there by a perfect stranger who she thought was a friend of Peter Dawlish.

To Leslie Maughan’s astonishment, the inspector appeared to accept this story, and to find nothing venial in the act of concealment.

“You did a very foolish thing, Mrs. Inglethorne. The next time a perfect stranger comes and asks you to conceal firearms in your lodger’s room, you had better notify the police.”

He slipped the pistol into his pocket, and looked round for Elizabeth, but she had vanished.

“That lets you out, Dawlish,” he said. “At least, it does for the moment. If I were you, I would make an inspection of the room and see if there are other likely hiding — places where stuff could be planted.”

He had a consultation with the local inspector, and then he and Leslie walked back to their cab.

“You’ve let her down rather lightly, haven’t you, Mr. Coldwell?”

He gave her a quick sidelong glance. “Minnow fishing never did appeal to me,” he drawled. “Especially while one of the big pikes are hovering around, and it’s the pike I’m after. And if this minnow doesn’t lead me to him, I’ll be astonished.”

“You accept Peter Dawlish’s story?”

He nodded, as he handed her into the cab. When he had followed and had slammed the rackety door and the machine was in motion, he explained.

“The detective who searched the house last night found that loose board and the hole underneath. He might have missed the diamond rings, but he couldn’t have missed the gun. Therefore, I knew it had been planted since. Peter might have put it there, of course, but the odds were all against that theory. The true story was the one told by the child. The little yellow — faced gentleman was probably one of the three who attacked Dawlish last night.”

For the first time she learnt of that surprising outrage which had been committed in Severall Street the night Peter had visited her.

He admitted a little irritably that the case had gone outside his own experience.

“Here’s a woman who has been masquerading as a man for the past fifteen years, found dead, with an emerald in her hand, worth, at a rough guess, a thousand pounds. She was shot at close quarters with the pistol I have in my pocket—”

She gasped.

“You don’t mean that?”

He nodded.

“I do mean it. I’d like to bet a month’s pay that I’m right. You think a murderer would be crazy to put the very weapon in the hands of the police, knowing that the pistol has a number and its purchase can be traced — unless it was bought in Belgium, which is extremely likely. You haven’t seen Druze since she was found, have you? Well, I’m not advising you to — all the details about her can be passed on. There’s a big black — powder burn at the base of her right thumb — that is to say, on the back of her hand. First thing I noticed when I examined the body was that powder burn.”

“How did that come there?” asked Leslie.

“She fired an automatic — five or six shots in rapid succession — and got the backfire. One shot wouldn’t have burnt her; it must have been at least five. Look!” He showed his own hand, and a raw red mark, faintly tinged with black. “I was firing an automatic this morning to see what would happen, and I’ve got exactly the same mark as she has. I’m only making a guess, Leslie, but my guess is that Miss or Mrs. Druze was killed in self defence; that she started the gunplay and got the worst of it.”

Leslie caught her breath. “Then where is the other body?” she asked quickly.

He stared at her open — mouthed.

“Other body?”

“She killed somebody first,” said Leslie quickly. “Killed or desperately wounded. Such a woman as Druze would not carry a pistol unless she knew how to use it. If she knew how to use it and fired first, then somebody was badly hurt.”

The old man took off his hat and scratched his head.

“That’s the natural conclusion to reach,” he said; “and I didn’t reach it. And why I didn’t reach it I don’t know. Just let me think this out, will ye?”

The silence was unbroken until they reached Scotland Yard.

“I’m still thinking it out,” he said dismally as he stepped out of the cab behind her and paid the taxi — man.

There was a bearded man in the hall, doctor written in every line of him. He was talking to the officer at the desk and evidently Coldwell was being pointed out to him, for he walked to the door to meet the inspector as he entered.

“You’re Mr. Coldwell? My name is Simmson. I am Dr. Simmson, of Marylebone Road.”

“Yes, doctor?” said Coldwell, politely attentive.

“A friend of mine has suggested that I should go to Scotland Yard and report rather a curious circumstance,” he said awkwardly. “I have never done such a thing before, and I’m a little at sea as to how I should begin. But I have a patient who is suffering from a gunshot wound, and I am not quite satisfied as to how she received her injury, which is a slight one” — Coldwell was all attention now— “through the calf; no artery has been injured. And really, I feel I’m being terribly disloyal to a patient—”

“What is her name?” asked Coldwell.

“Mrs. Greta Gurden,” was the reply.
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Greta Gurden occupied an apartment on the first floor of a house in Portman Crescent. Hers was one of those artistic little flats that reflected every taste but her own. She slept in a red lacquer bed, ornamented by golden devils, a bargain acquired many years before in the Caledonian Market, and renovated by her own hands. Life is rather a tragedy for the lonely woman; there was a shadowy husband very much in the background, but he had either run away from her or was in a lunatic asylum or something equally unsatisfactory. She was one of the thousands who were endeavouring to keep a ten establishment on a seven and a half income. By profession she was a journalist; sheedited a mildly scurrilous little paper called Mayfair Gossip, which enjoyed a very limited circulation, and in truth took up very little of her time. It was certainly not in the paper’s interest that she fostered the delusion that her life was one of hectic gaiety. For she was to be seen occasionally at the most exclusive night clubs; more frequently at less exclusive establishments of the same order, her visitations being governed entirely by her wealth and the taste of her escort. And numerically she had many friends. Her expansiveness and lack of reticence, which had been tersely and uncharitably condensed into the vulgar word “gush,” however it might sicken the more sophisticated, was very pleasant to those who discovered from her for the first time how important or good — looking or well — dressed they were, what taste, discrimination, or tact they displayed upon every conceivable occasion, and how anxiously or impatiently Greta was looking forward to their next meeting.

There were young men who took her out to dinner or to supper or to dances; and there were middle — aged men, fathers of families, whose hearts she fluttered with the promise of adventure never to be fulfilled, who escorted her to the less expensive places of popular amusement. There were, too, women who hovered everlastingly on that no — man’s — land between Suburbia and Mayfair, who courted her society and influence, under the mistaken impression that she had the entree to the most select circles.

Mayfair Gossip was entirely the property of Anita Bellini, and it was an unprofitable concern, a fact Anita never failed to emphasize when she called on a Friday for her weekly stipend, her only regular source of income. The Princess was good in other ways: she gave her an occasional dinner, a discarded dress or two, marched her off to afternoon concerts, and employed her as a sort of unpaid secretary. Occasionally, windfalls came the way of Greta Gurden: fifty pounds here and there for some little service which she had rendered. And she had always a use for the money — new curtains to buy, a fascinating Chinese cabinet, or something that looked like a fascinating Chinese cabinet, a carved ivory Madonna, a fair copy of a master’s art. She had a passion for picking up entirely valueless articles, and her dining — room was cluttered up with imitation oak, Birmingham — made suits of chain armour, Benares brass from the same enterprising city, a gutted spinet that served only as a sideboard for the display of imitation Bristol ware — there was even a pair of antlers over the doorway, and Greta was not above suggesting to her awe — stricken visitors that the twelve — pointer had been shot by her when she was the guest of the Duke of Blank at his little hunting — box in Inverness-shire.

She enjoyed the services of one who was charlady in the morning and maid in the afternoon, and only to this unemotional lady was the real Greta ever revealed.

Mrs. Gurden lay in bed with a bandaged leg, and between terror that memory brought, fear of blood — poisoning and its horrible consequences (amongst other duties she contributed the health notes to Mayfair Gossip), anger at the inaction which her wound imposed, and irritation with the world in general, she was a difficult patient.

Greta could not afford to neglect her daily duty to herself. Her face was indistinguishable under a mud pack, designed to preserve the face from the ravages of age, and her hands were enclosed in complexion gloves. Two dark eyes glared oddly from the mask of grey, and she spoke with some difficulty, due to the dried earth that plastered her cheeks. Just now she had an additional reason for annoyance.

“Tell her I can’t see her and I won’t see her — tell her to come back at twelve o’clock.”

“She’s from Scotland Yard, ma’am.”

“I don’t care, I won’t see her.”

The obedient charlady disappeared into the outer room. Greta heard the murmur of voices, and after a while the woman came back.

“She says she’ll wait till you’re ready. She wants to know how you hurt your leg.”

Greta had no need to stifle her fury: a sudden panic descended upon her.

“Bring me some hot water—”

It took some time to remove the renovating mud, a little longer time to substitute perfumed creams and powder. A brief glimpse through an open door had revealed to Leslie Maughan the cause of the delay. She waited patiently being a woman having some sympathy with woman’s losing fight against the ravages of time and care. When at length she was admitted, it was the old Greta who smiled ecstatically.

“My dear! How wonderfully good of you to come! So sweet of you! I was so hoping that I should have another opportunity of meeting you. The Princess is rather difficult, isn’t she? I did so want to have a little chat with you the last time we met. I admire your style awfully. Won’t you sit down somewhere? Yes, I’ve had an awful accident. I was cleaning my husband’s pistol and it went off, but fortunately no bones were broken.”

“Where did this happen?”

It was on the tip of Greta’s tongue to say “here,” but she thought better of it.

“At a country house where I was staying for the weekend. People are so careless. Imagine leaving a pistol loaded! I nearly died of fright!”

“What country house was this?” asked Leslie.

Greta knit her brows.

“What was the name of the place? — I don’t know the people very well. Somewhere in Berkshire.”

“Was your husband there, Mrs. Gurden?”

“Er — no — but he had been staying at the place; left his box behind. I was rummaging through it and found his pistol, and it looked so awfully rusty and dirty that I thought I would clean it.”

“Who else was hurt besides you?” asked Leslie quietly.

Greta shot a swift, suspicious glance at the girl.

“Nobody, thank goodness,” she said.

Leslie waited a second, then: “Was this before or after Druze was killed?”

Under the rouge Greta’s face went suddenly grey and pinched. She sat bolt upright in bed and stared at the girl.

“Dead?” she said huskily. “Druze is dead? It’s a lie.”

“Druze is dead! She was found last night on Barnes Common shot!”

“‘She’?” The woman’s forehead was puckered into lines. “‘She’? What are you talking about? I was speaking of Druze.”

“So was I,” said Leslie. “Druze was a woman; you know that.”

The open mouth, the wide eyes, every visible expression of amazement revealed without question Greta Gurden’s ignorance of the “butler’s” sex.

“A woman — good God!” She sank back on the pillows, exhausted by her emotion, her eyes fixed on the ceiling. But for those wide — open pools of darkness, Leslie would have thought that the woman had fainted. Presently she spoke.

“I’ve nothing to tell you: I shot myself by accident. I know nothing about Druze — nothing. Why should I? The accident occurred when I was in the country. I won’t talk to you — I won’t.”

She almost screamed the words. Leslie realized that it would be cruel to question her more closely; the woman was so distressed that she might have hesitated even if she had not feared the effects of a further cross — examination upon one who was in the surgeon’s hands.

“I will come along and see you when you’re a little better, Mrs. Gurden,” she said.

Greta made no answer.

As Leslie’s cab turned out of the street, it passed a big Rolls swinging round to enter the unpretentious thoroughfare, and the girl had a glimpse of the Princess. How she wished now that on some pretext or other she had stayed, that she might see the meeting between these two.

Anita Bellini mounted the stairs and, entering the apartment without knocking, summarily dismissed the charwoman, and Mrs. Hobbs, not unused to such cavalier treatment, departed meekly.

“Has Maughan been here?” she demanded, as she strode into Greta’s room.

Her eyes narrowed as she caught sight of the haggard face.

“I see she has,” she said grimly. “What did she come about?”

Greta raised herself on her elbow and pushed her pillow to support her; she was trembling so that after a second she rolled back on the pillow with a groan.

“She wanted to know how I was wounded,” she said at last.

“What did you tell her?” asked the Princess impatiently. “For Heaven’s sake, pull yourself together, my good woman! How did she know you were wounded, anyway? Did you send an announcement to the newspapers?”

“I don’t know how she knew, but she did. I told her that it was an accident, that I was cleaning my husband’s pistol and it went off. Anita, is it true?”

“Is what true?” asked the Princess roughly.

“Is it true that Druze is dead?”

“Yes,” curtly.

“And that she was a woman?”

“I thought you guessed,” said the Princess Anita. “Of course she was a woman.”

“My God, how awful!”

Anita Bellini’s cold glance transfixed the invalid.

“What is the matter with you?” she demanded harshly, “Druze was—”

She stopped short: “How long are you going to be in bed?”

Greta shook her head. “I don’t know; the doctor says another week, at least.”

“Did you tell her anything more? Really, Greta, you’re not to be trusted — though I never dreamt that nosy little devil would find out about your being shot. I suppose the doctor reported it.”

She stared down at the woman speculatively. “I suppose I’d better give you some money,” she said, with no great enthusiasm. “You look awful — you know that? You’re not wearing well, Greta. All the mud in the world will not take those wrinkles from under your eyes. Why, you’re old.”

The red in Greta Gurden’s face was natural; it came and went. Fury blazed in the dark eyes, for now Anita Bellini had touched her upon the rawest place of Greta’s self — esteem, and put into words, at this incongruous moment, all that this poor little poseuse feared. But it was Anita Bellini’s way, to go off at spiteful tangents, to sting and hurt those from whom she expected unswerving loyalty, and it was characteristic of her that at this moment, when her mind and spirit were tensed to meet the very real dangers which threatened her, she could go out of her way to humiliate her creature.

“You aren’t able to attend to Gossip, of course. You’re having the letters sent here?” she asked, and, when the woman nodded silently: “The last batch were valueless — there was a little bit about the Debouson woman, but I knew all about that. She isn’t worth a penny; in fact, there’s a bankruptcy petition out against her husband. You had better write a spicy paragraph about her — that is all the information is worth.”

She was walking about the room as she spoke, stopping now and again to look, with a contemptuous lift of her lips, at the tawdriness of the imitations with which the room was stocked.

“I’m going to Capri in the spring,” she said. “The new villa has been bought — I suppose I’d better take you along with me.”

She did not see the malignity that shot from the dark eyes.

“The paper will have to go. It is becoming more and more useless. If you had had a spark of genius in you, Greta, you would have made that into a property. You are sure you told that detective girl nothing?”

“Nothing,” said Greta, regaining control of her voice.

“What is this?”

Anita had stopped before a big secretaire, pulled down the flap, and was examining a number of letters, neatly tied in bundles.

“Are those the papers of mine that I asked you to put in order?”

“Yes.”

The Princess detached one letter front a bundle, read it, and tossed it back.

“Most of these things can be burnt,” she said. “You found nothing of importance?”

“No — nothing.”

Something in Greta’s tone made the other turn her head.

“What’s the matter with you?”

And then the pent — up fury of Greta Gurden burst forth. She was sobbing with rage, almost unintelligible in her anger.

“You treat me as if I was a servant — patronizing, I hate your beastly way of talking to me! I’m not a dog. I’ve served you like a slave for twelve years, and I won’t be talked to as you talk to me — I won’t! I’d sooner starve in the gutter! I suppose I am getting old — I know I am — but you needn’t throw it in my face. You’re always talking about my looks. If you can’t say anything nice, say nothing at all. I’m tired of it.”

“Don’t be a fool!” scoffed the Princess. “And don’t be hysterical. You’ve got your future to consider, and you’re not going to help by quarrelling with me. You can’t go back to the chorus.”

“That’s the sort of horrible thing you would say!” stormed Greta. “I think you’re loathsome! I won’t do another stroke of work for you—”

She ended in a passion of weak tears, and Anita Bellini did not attempt to mollify her, knowing from past experience that in an hour or two she would have a penitent message from her slave asking forgiveness for this outburst; for this was not the first time that Greta had revolted, only to come to heel at the snap of Anita’s whip.

With this assurance she took her ungracious leave, and had hardly left the street before all thought of Greta was out of her mind. The Princess Anita Bellini had other matters, more weighty, to think of.

There was very little for Leslie Maughan to tell to her chief, but he did not seem greatly disappointed.

“We’ll leave her alone for a while. If you once start badgering these people, they build up an unbreakable alibi, and that’s bad for trade.”

He looked glumly at the trunks in the corner of his room.

“We’d better dispose of these,” he said. “I’ll get in a clerk to write down the inventory as you call them out.”

He rang for his secretary, the girl who had taken Leslie Maughan’s place on her promotion, and, stooping before the first of the cabin trunks, he unlocked it and threw back the lid. For half an hour Leslie was lifting out articles of wearing apparel, and one little mystery was solved when she came upon a parcel of men’s clothing. They were of the ready — to — wear type, the parts roughly tacked. One of them, however, must have been fitted, for it was half — sewn, and a small tailor’s roll in a pocket of the trunk explained how Druze had avoided the embarrassment of a tailor’s fitting. She was evidently a good sewing woman, for the half — finished garment was beautifully tailored. There was nothing, however, in the first trunk that threw any light upon the mystery of her death.

The second box held a surprise; it was filled with women’s clothing.

“She was going to drop her disguise when she got to the United States,” Leslie concluded, and with this view Mr. Coldwell agreed.

At last the second box was emptied, but again there was nothing that could afford the slightest clue.

“There’s a suitcase; we only discovered it this morning. It was in the parcels office at Waterloo,” said Coldwell.

He opened a cupboard and took out a crocodile — skin travelling grip and put it on the table. It was locked, but suitcase locks respond to almost any key, and at the second attempt it was opened. Here the girl found such articles as she would expect an ocean traveller to carry: sponge — bag, soap, a small jewel — case containing a gold watch and guard, a diamond — encircled wrist — watch, and a small diamond bar brooch. A silk dressing — gown, a pair of slippers, and a few odds and ends completed the contents.

“Nothing here,” said Leslie.

She ran her had round the silken lining of the case, and suddenly her fingers stopped. She felt a thin oblong package under the silk. Reaching out she took Coldwell’s scissors from his desk and cut through the silk. Inserting her fingers, she drew forth an envelope. It was closed and bore no inscription. She tore off the end and drew out an oblong document. It was a marriage certificate, performed apparently by the Rev. H. Hermitz, of Elfield, Connecticut.

“Good Lord!” said the startled Coldwell, reading over her shoulder.

For a moment the words swam before the eyes of the girl, and then out of the blur they appeared with staggering clearness. It was a document certifying that Peter James Dawlish had been joined in holy matrimony with Jane Winifred Hood — and Hood was Lady Raytham’s maiden name!

She read it again, then put the document into the inspector’s hands.

“Then they were married,” she said evenly. “That was the thing I wasn’t sure about.”
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Peter Dawlish found it very difficult to concentrate his mind upon his work, and although his task was purely mechanical he stopped from time to time and allowed his thoughts to wander; and inevitably they wandered towards that grey building on the Thames Embankment, and a room somewhere in its dark interior where a girl was sitting. He could see her face very clearly. He sighed and took up his pen again, and cursed himself for the folly of dreams.

Far better for him, he thought, that, if he could not concentrate upon his work, he let his mind go roving westwards to the bleak moor and those ugly prison buildings that are set in a fold of it; to the carved sneer on the stone arch under which he had walked, heavy — footed, towards the golden — bearded warder who stood by the iron gates and counted the prisoners in and out; to the long, smelly “ward,” and the vault — like cells with their gaily coloured blankets; to the stretch of bogland from which the convict workers returned soaked to the skin to their lukewarm dinners; to the barnlike laundry, the silent punishment cells, and the cracked asphalt where the prisoners walked in a ring on Sunday mornings. An ugly memory, but at least one of accomplishment, and substantially past. Much better than letting your fancies go straying towards the straight figure of a girl with violet eyes and red lips that curved everlastingly in laughter.

He had reached the S’s in the list, the Simpsons and Sims and Sinclairs. It was ill — paid work, his employer being a bookmaker of dubious probity; but, so far as he was concerned, he had been paid something in advance, and he had been promised another job to follow.

Very resolutely he had dismissed from his mind all thought of his mother. Even in Dartmoor he had excluded her from his thoughts. If he remembered at all, it was by the letter that had come to him on the day of his conviction. His father had died that week; he had been sinking for months, and had never been conscious of his son’s shame. That had been Peter’s one comfort, until he received his mother’s letter, telling him that in a lucid hour of consciousness old Donald Dawlish had struck his name from his will. So Peter went down from the dock with the bitterness of death in his heart — beside that knowledge of his father’s last act, the seven years’ sentence was as nothing.

At six o’clock, Elizabeth brought him his tea. She was unusually solemn and silent, and when he attempted to start a little conversation with her, she was so embarrassed that he did not attempt to pursue this course.

He went out for an hour, strolling through the Lambeth Cut amidst a medley of hawkers’ stalls with their glaring acetylene lights. He had some comfort from this contact with his fellows. As he returned, he was opening the door of the house with a key which the woman had given him that day, when he remembered that he had not seen Mrs. Inglethorne since the visitation of the police.

He went upstairs, lit the oil — lamp, and, putting a paper bag full of biscuits which he had bought on the table before him, he settled down to his task. Eight o’clock was striking when he heard the squeaking of motor — car brakes as it stopped before the door, and, going to the window, he pulled aside the shade and looked down. It was too dark to distinguish the visitor, but his heart leapt at the thought that it might be Leslie Maughan, and he opened the door and waited. This time he heard Mrs. Inglethorne’s voice, and after a while she called up to him sourly.

“A lady to see you, Mr. Dawlish.”

“Will you ask her to come up, please?”

He went back into the room and waited. The step on the stairs was slower and heavier than Leslie’s. And then there came through the open doorway the last woman in the world he expected to see — his mother.

Her cold eyes went from him to the littered table.

“Fine work for the son of a gentleman!” she said in a hard voice.

“I’ve known worse,” he replied coolly.

She closed the door behind her, as though she knew something of Mrs. Inglethorne’s irrepressible curiosity.

“I never expected I should see you again,” she said, declining with a gesture the chair he pushed forward to her; “but having given the matter a great deal of thought, I have decided that I ought to do something for you. I am buying and stocking a small farm for you in Western Canada, and I am making you a small allowance to enable you to live, even if the farm fails, as it probably will. You will leave for Quebec on Saturday week; I have booked a second — class passage for you.” And, when he was about to speak: “I don’t want you to thank me. I shall feel happier when you have left the country. You have brought everlasting disgrace upon your father’s name, and I do not wish to be reminded constantly of the fact.” Here she stopped.

“You were altogether wrong when you thought I was about to thank you,” he said quietly. “In the first place, I have no intention of accepting your charity, and in the second place, I have no aptitude for farming either in Canada or in England.”

“I have booked your passage,” she said, with an air of finality.

“Then there will be a vacant bed going cheap on the Atlantic Ocean!” replied Peter with a half — smile.

She looked round the room contemptuously, and again her eyes went to the table.

“So you’d rather do this waster’s work?”

“Waster’s work, I agree,” he nodded; “but infinitely more intellectual than mending boots or washing convicts’ laundry — my last occupation. I expect nothing from you, mother. For some reason which I have never quite understood, you have hated me ever since I was a child. I have no wish to reproach you with being ‘unnatural.’ You have been under the thumb of Anita Bellini ever since I can remember.”

“How dare you!” Her voice was vibrant with anger. “‘Under the thumb!’ What do you mean?”

“I only know that Anita Bellini has withered every good feeling in every good woman who has been brought into contact with her. I only know that she is evil — what hold she has over you, God knows. It has been sufficiently strong to rob me of the one gift which is every man’s right — a mother’s love. I dare say that sounds a piece of sickly sentimentality, but it is a big thing — a very big thing.”

“You have had what you deserved,” she interrupted brusquely. “And I did not come here to discuss my duty. If you prefer to go to Australia instead of Canada—”

“I prefer Lambeth to either place at the moment,” he said coldly.

She shrugged her shoulders ever so slightly.

“You have made your bed and you must lie on it. I have done all that is humanly possible, more than could be expected, remembering how you have humiliated — me and made my name—”

“My father’s name,” he corrected.

He got under her guard there, and to his wonder the comment to which irritation drove him produced a remarkable effect. Her face flushed; the hard mouth grew harder.

“Your father’s name is my name,” she said harshly.

Her eyes were blazing; he had never seen her so moved.

“I will give you twenty thousand pounds to leave the country,” she said. “That is my final offer.”

He shook his head.

“I shall never want money from you,” he said, and, walking to the door, opened it, and she left the room without another glance at him.

Why had she come? He wasted half an hour of precious time puzzling over this extraordinary action on her part. He had spoken no more than the truth when he had said that from his childhood she had displayed an antagonism towards him which, in maturity, had puzzled him more than any other experience in his life. Antagonistic? She hated him! And, curiously enough, his father had known of her feeling, and though he had never made any direct reference to the enmity, had gone out of his way to make up for the affection the mother denied him. It was his father with whom he had corresponded throughout the days of the war; his father who had met him when he came home from France on leave; his father who had come day after day to the hospital to sit by the bedside of his wounded son; and when Peter had been discharged from the army, it was Donald who had found him the secretaryship, and had planned for him a great career in the world of politics. It was a puzzle beyond unravelment. Peter took up his penagain and tried, by a concentration of his exigent present, to forget the bitter past.

It was twelve o’clock when he put down his pen and rubbed his cramped hands. Throwing up the window to let out the smoke, he munched a biscuit and meditated; and then his face brightened, and his thoughts went unresistingly towards Leslie Maughan. Then through the open window he heard unsteady steps coming along the paved sidewalk. It paused before the door of the house; there was a rattle of the key. Mrs. Inglethorne often went out, and as often returned with that same unsteady footstep. Presently the door slammed, and her muttering came up to him from the passage.

It was the first time he had seen or heard her that day. Usually, she did not go out at nights, but stayed at home to receive the curious callers who came at odd moments. They always knocked once with the knocker, and once with the flat of their hands, and generally they carried a parcel or package, big or small. There was a whispered colloquy in the passage, the chink of money, or, more rarely, the rustle of Treasury notes, and they went out again — without their parcels. This, Peter had seen and had not seen. Prison had taught him the wisdom of blindness, and he had not spoken to Mrs. Inglethorne of the furtive men and women who came slinking down Severall Street at those hours when the police patrol was well out of the way.

Leslie Maughan! He smiled a little at the thought of her, more at his own madness. What barriers separated them — barriers more real, more invincible, than the difference between Scotland Yard and Dartmoor Prison! It was worse than madness to think about her —

The scream that brought him to his feet was shrill and charged with fear and mortal agony. In two strides he was at the door and had pulled it open.

Now he heard it plainly — the whistle and fall of a whip, the terrified, frantic cries for mercy. He ran down the stairs in the dark and tapped at Mrs. Inglethorne’s door. From inside the room came a deep, heart — breaking sound of sobbing.

“Who’s that?” asked Mrs. Inglethorne defiantly. “Go away and mind your own business!”

“Open the door, or I’ll break it open!” cried Peter in a cold fury.

“I’ll send for the police if you interfere with me!” yelled the woman.

His answer was to throw his weight against the flimsy door. The catch broke with a snap, and he was in the foul bedroom. Elizabeth lay cowering on a filthy camp bed, clad only in a coarse nightdress. Her head was pillowed in the crook of her arm, and convulsive sobs shook the thin shoulders. Her face aflame, Mrs. Inglethorne stood at the foot of a big brass bedstead, one hand holding herself steady, the other grasping an old dog — whip.

“I’ll learn her to go talking about me!” she said thickly. “After all I’ve done for her!”

There was another child there, a girl who was apparently the same age as Elizabeth. She, however, enjoyed the luxury of Mrs. Inglethorne’s ample bed, and was so used to this exhibition of the woman’s wrath that she was asleep. —

“Where is your coat, Elizabeth?” asked Peter gently.

The child looked up, her eyes swollen, her face red, and cast one fearful glance at her mother.

“Whatcher goin’ to do?” asked Mrs. Inglethorne unsteadily.

“She will sleep in my room for the night,” replied Peter. “To — morrow I will make other arrangements for her, and if you give any trouble I shall send for the police.”

Mrs. Inglethorne was amused in her way.

“Send for the police!” she scoffed. “I like that! An old lag sending for the police! And they’ll come, won’t they?”

“I think so,” said Peter quietly. “They will come, if only to discover why you never use the back room upstairs as a bedroom; why it is always kept locked, except after your visitors’ calls.”

The smile died from the woman’s face.

“As far as I’m concerned,” Peter went on, “you can ‘fence’ till the cows come home. But I’m not going to have you beating this child while I’m in the house. And when I’m out of it, and out of it for good, I’ll see that she is well looked after.”

The woman’s face was mottled with fear.

“‘Fence’!” she spluttered. “I don’t know what you mean by that low word! If you mean I receive stolen property, then you’re a liar!”

“Let me call the police and settle the matter,” said Peter.

The threat sobered her.

“I don’t want any police in my house. The kid annoyed me, and it’s a hard thing if a mother can’t cane her own children without being interfered with. If she wants to sleep upstairs she can, but she’d be better off down here, Mr. Dawlish. You haven’t got any accommodation for a little gel.”

Which was true.

“All right, get into bed, Elizabeth.” He covered her up with the pitifully thin bedclothes, and, without apology, took Mrs. Inglethorne’s heavy coat that lay over the bed — rail and put it on top. “Sleep well,” he smiled, and patted her cheek.

She was safe for the night. What happened in the morning depended entirely on the view which Leslie Maughan took of a scheme that was beginning to take definite shape.

Mrs. Inglethorne was a fence, a buyer of stolen property. He had lived too long in association with the worst criminals of England to have any doubt upon the point, and, squinting through the keyhole one day in his curiosity, he had seen enough to remove the last remnants of doubt that remained.

He went to bed, determined to interview Leslie at the earliest opportunity, and it was not only on Elizabeth’s account that the thought pleased him.

When he arrived at the flat in Charing Cross Road next morning, Lucretia did not recognize him, and scowled fearfully at the suggestion that he should be admitted. She looked at his shabby attire and shook her head.

“It’s no good your trying to see Miss Maughan. You’d better call on her at Scotland Yard. She’s very busy now.”

“Who is it, Lucretia?”

Leslie was leaning over the rails of the landing; she could not see the visitor, but she could hear the uncompromising note in Lucretia’s voice.

“A young man wants to see you, miss. What’s your name again? Dawlish.”

“Oh, is that you, Peter Dawlish? Come up, will you?”

Peter ran up the stairs, followed by the muttered protests of the maid.

“You’re in time for breakfast. How are the envelopes going?”

“They’re melting!” he said.

He was conscious of a certain indefinable change in her tone. It was not that she was more serious, but there seemed some listlessness about her, as though she were tired. It was almost an effort to talk. She looked weary, he saw, when they passed from the dark landing, and he commented on this.

“I’ve been up half the night,” she said, “wandering about in a very cold garden, watching an elderly lady searching the ground with an electric lamp. That sounds mysterious, doesn’t it?”

She pointed to a chair and Peter sat down.

“It sounds almost romantic. Where was this?”

“At Wimbledon.” She waved the matter out of discussion. “Well,” she asked, “what brings you to West Central London at this unholy hour?”

Her grave eyes were fixed on his; there was something of reproach in them, something of hurt. He was puzzled; he felt that he had fallen short in her estimation, that she was disappointed with him for some reason. So strong was this impression that he grew uncomfortable under her gaze, and as though she were aware of this, she dropped her eyes to the table and began slowly to stir her coffee.

“I’ve come on a fool errand, with a wild and impossible suggestion.”

And then he told her of what had happened overnight, of the merciless flogging which Mrs. Inglethorne had administered.

“The woman is a fence,” he said, “not in a very big way. I think she specializes in furs and silk lengths.”

She knew something of the genus fence, but he told her what he had learnt in Dartmoor, of fences who visited the scene of prospective robberies and priced the lot, practically paying for it, before it was stolen; of skilful men and women who would stand outside a small jeweller’s shop and with one comprehensive glance assess the thieving value of the whole. He told her of “dead” stores — stores which were locked up at night, where nobody lived on the premises, and of “live” stores, where there was either a watchman or a proprietor and his family sleeping on the floors above.

“I am not reporting this officially — I mean the fence part of it, but the child is ill — used. The other little kids get a whacking now and again, but I should think she gets hers all the time.”

“What do you wish me to do?” she asked, looking up at him.

“I don’t know.” He had a sense of awkwardness. “I had a wild idea that possibly you might be able to find — to do something with her.”

“You mean take charge of her?”

She was smiling at him.

“Yes, I suppose I did mean that,” he said after a second’s thought. “It sounds fantastic and impossible now, but Elizabeth has got a grip on me. Probably it is my own rather unhappy childhood which is responding to her wretchedness.”

She laughed.

“I’ll make your mind easy at any rate,” she said. “I had already considered the possibility. In fact I discussed the matter with Lucretia last night before I went out to dinner, and Lucretia was wildly enthusiastic. I have a spare room here; she could go to the Catholic school in Leicester Square. The only point is that we get Mrs. Inglethorne’s consent.”

“She had better,” he said grimly, and her lips twitched.

“Really, you’re almost ferocious when you’re taking up the causes of other people,” she said. “I wish you’d be a little energetic in your own.”

“Aren’t I?”

She shook her head.

“Not very,” she answered, in her quiet way. “Why don’t you see your mother—”

He grinned.

“She saved me the trouble and came last night.”

“To Severall Street?” she asked in astonishment, and when he nodded: “Was it — a pleasant — encounter?”

“A normally strained interview,” he answered cheerfully. “She endeavoured to instil in me a passion for agriculture, and Canadian agriculture at that. I love Canada: you can’t even take a week — end trip into Canada without loving it. But the prospect of milking cows in Saskatchewan didn’t appeal.”

“She wanted you to go abroad? Why?”

He shrugged his shoulders.

“I suppose she rather feels there isn’t room enough for both of us in London.”

She thought the matter over for a minute.

“Didn’t your father leave you any money?”

“He cut me off without the proverbial shilling.”

The lightness of his tone, she suspected, was assumed. Coldwell had told her how much Peter had loved his father,

“He altered his will at the eleventh hour — the day before I was sentenced — and left me nothing. Poor old dear! I haven’t the slightest grudge; how could I? He was the best father that ever lived.”

She had said she rarely smoked; she took a cigarette from her bag now and lit it without looking at him. Indeed, for the next four minutes, as he talked about his envelope addressing and his future, it seemed that she was more interested in the blue vapour that floated from the end of her cigarette than in his narrative.

“You’re unfortunate.”

She put down the cigarette, carefully took out a spoonful of coffee from the cup and dropped it on the glowing end as it lay in the saucer.

“You’re unfortunate, Peter Dawlish, both as a son — and as a husband!”

He did not speak.

“Terribly unfortunate,” she went on moodily. “I think you must have been born under a very unlucky star. I’m not asking you for confidences — you’d hate me if I did.” Presently:

“How did you know?” She fetched a long sigh.

“How did I know? Oh, I only knew yesterday for sure. I’d guessed for a long time — ever since I went on my holidays into Cumberland and found a little volume of Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s with an inscription in doggerel blank verse on the flyleaf. It was when I saw that the first letter of every line reading from below upwards made the words ‘Jane Hood’ that I first guessed. But I wasn’t certain — about the marriage. There was no record at Somerset House.”

“We were married in America.”

She nodded. “I know that now; but why?”

He stared past her out of the window. Here, she thought, was a man who really regarded life as a terribly serious business. She was glad of that.

“Jane was very unhappy at home; her people were rotten. Her father kept a gambling house, and her mother—” He shrugged. “I fell in love with her. If I hadn’t been a fool I would have gone to my father and told him the truth and then, in all probability, there would have been no cause for unhappiness. But I was aware that he knew Jane’s people and knew that they were rotten. We went away to America together and were married in a little town in Connecticut. I suppose you know that? Her father was American born. From the first day the marriage was a ghastly mistake. Jane thought I had unlimited money. I had to pawn her jewels to get home, and there was a fearful scene when we landed at Liverpool. We were both a little crazy, and agreed then and there to separate. I went back to Lord Everreed’s house to find detectives awaiting me at the railway station. I haven’t seen or spoken with Jane since.”

“Has she divorced you?”

He shook his head. “I don’t know. Things like that are possible in America, but I’ve had no notification.”

Leslie bit her lip. “If she hasn’t — she’s committed bigamy. You realize that?”

“I realize that,” he said shortly. “Which means that I — cannot free myself without betraying her — I can’t do that. I couldn’t expose her to imprisonment.”

There was a tense and painful silence.

“Is that all?” she asked. “All you have to tell me?”

“You did not need telling, I think,” he said, a little bitterly.

“No.” She lit another cigarette; the flame of the match quivered unsteadily. “You’re very unfortunate, Peter Dawlish.”

She blew out the match with deliberation and put it carefully in her saucer by the side of the sodden cigarette.

“You knew nothing about Druze, of course, or you would have told me. When did you say your father disinherited you?”

“The day before I went to prison.”

She considered this.

“Tell me, Peter — you don’t mind my calling you Peter? I feel rather sisterly towards you just now — what was the relationship between your father and mother? Cordial?”

He shook his head.

“No; they were never cordial, they were polite.”

She bit her lip, looking at him absently.

“Did you ever see the Princess Bellini at your father’s house?”

“Only once,” he replied: “Father disliked her—”

“She was a sort of aunt, wasn’t she?” Leslie interrupted.

“I’ve never exactly fathomed the relationship. I’ve always understood that the Princess Bellini’s brother married my mother’s sister.”

She rose from the table abruptly, for no apparent reason.

“Peter Dawlish,” she said, and her voice shook a little in spite of her assumption of banter, “if you were cursed with my intense curiosity you might be a very much happier man.”

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“I’ll tell you — some day. And now let us get back to our muttons; and our muttons for the moment are poor Elizabeth. The only difficulty in the way is Mrs. Inglethorne. As a loving mother, she may very well object to her child being taken from her. Obviously, I cannot use the same argument as you have done. If she is a ‘fence’ and a law — breaker, it is my duty to inform Mr. Coldwell and have her arrested. If she isn’t a law — breaker, we shall have to get after her from another angle. That sounds terribly businesslike. I think I’ll go back with you to Severall Street and see Mrs. Inglethorne myself. She may be amenable to reason.”

They went by bus to the southern end of Westminster Bridge and walked along York Road together. Just before they reached Severall Street they saw a small motor — lorry turn into the main road, and mechanically, Leslie, who had a weakness for such mental registrations, turned her head to note the number. It was a favourite trick of hers to carry fifty or sixty motor — car numbers in her head and jot them down at the close of the day — a practice into which Mr. Coldwell had initiated her. As she looked round— “Lady!” A shrill voice called her.

“Who was that?” she asked, but Peter had not heard. They reached the house, and he opened the door and called Mrs. Inglethorne, but it was one of the children who answered.

“Mother’s gone out. Her and Elizabeth.” Sometimes the woman took the child with her when she went shopping, Peter explained.

“I’m afraid I’ve brought you on a long job,” he said. “She may be out for hours.”

Leaving her for a moment in the passage, he ran upstairs to his room, intending to show her one of his small treasures, the photograph of his dead father. He reached the head of the stairs, and then stopped, aghast. The door of the mysterious locked room which adjoined his own was wide open, and when he strode in he saw it was empty. Mrs. Inglethorne was a quick worker, and, in the space of time between his departure and his return, had removed all evidence of her guilt.

He went into his own room, pulled open the drawer of the table where he kept his few treasures, and had taken out the small leather — covered portfolio when he saw some writing on the pad; a few scribbled words in a childish hand.

“She has taken me away. — ELIZABETH.”

He tore off the corner of the blotting — paper and went back to the girl.

“I was afraid of this,” she said in a low voice. “Do you remember the cry ‘Lady!’ as we passed the motor — van? Where is the nearest telephone booth?”

At the corner of the street was a little general shop, which had a telephone sign, and Leslie almost ran into the shop. There was some delay before the instrument was disengaged, but in a few minutes she was connected with Scotland Yard and was talking to Coldwell.

“The number of the car is XY 63369,” she said. “There is no doubt whatever that it contains stolen property, but it is the little girl I want.”

“I’ll send out a call,” was Coldwell’s reply. “We may not pick it up before to — night; on the other hand, we may be lucky.”

“Where are you going now?” asked Peter when they were outside the shop.

“Back to the house,” said Leslie. “I want to look at that room.”

“They cleared everything.”

She nodded. “Thieves in a hurry are very careless people, and perhaps Mrs. Inglethorne isn’t so clever as she imagines.”

The room was apparently bare; the only article of furniture it contained was a long table, and by the dust — marks on this Leslie was able to judge the extent of the property that had been stored. On either side of the rusty fireplace was a cupboard. Both of these she opened and found empty, except for a little heap of rubbish at the bottom. The second, however, was locked. With a table — knife borrowed from the kitchen she forced back the catch and pulled open the door. There was nothing very much there, but enough. Three bolts of silk, one still bearing the label of the wholesaler from whom it had been stolen.

“Thieves in a hurry are very careless,” she said, with the light of battle in her eyes; “and it really doesn’t matter whether Mrs. Inglethorne is hanged for a sheep or a lamb, so long as she’s well and truly hanged!”

She sent Peter to the police station, and went down to interview the children. A grubby lot of little people they were, very pale, very starved looking, except one, who apparently was in charge in Mrs. Inglethorne’s absence. She was the little girl, Leslie learnt later, who had slept in the woman’s bed, and, unlike the others, she bore a striking facial resemblance to her mother.

“You didn’t find nothing, did you?” She was frankly hostile. “You’ve got to be up very early to catch my old woman, missis!”

And then, turning to the silent semicircle of children who constituted the remainder of Mrs. Inglethorne’s family, she ordered them peremptorily away. “Go and play in the back yard.”

Poor little starvelings! Leslie’s heart bled to see them. She sought, by delicate inquiry, to discover where Elizabeth had been taken, but the preternatural cunning of the child she questioned baffled her.

Peter came back in a very short time, accompanied by a uniformed inspector and a plain clothes officer. They made an inspection of the silk and carried it off with them to the station.

“This may affect you a little, Peter Dawlish,” said Leslie when they were alone. “The children will be removed to the workhouse this afternoon, and Mrs. Inglethorne will be arrested immediately on her return, so that you will have the house to yourself.”

He laughed.

“I’m not depressed,” he said.

He walked with her as far as Westminster Bridge, and at parting she asked him a curious question.

“What would you do if you had half a million pounds?”

He looked at her in astonishment and laughed.

“That isn’t my favourite dream,” he said. “But I think the first thing I should do would be to send to America to discover whether I have been, as you would say, ‘well and truly’ divorced.”

“Indeed?” Her tone was a trifle cold. “Is that necessary — when Jane Raytham is within a penny bus ride?”

And with a nod she was gone.

Peter returned to the house and found it very difficult to resume his work or concentrate his mind upon lists. He had hardly started before the police officials came with an omnibus to take away the children, and they departed with no visible reluctance, except in the case of the girl whom Leslie had interviewed.

At four o’clock in the afternoon Mrs. Inglethorne came into the house in triumph, and without going into the kitchen, mounted the stairs and stood, arms akimbo, her red face made hideous by a self — satisfied smirk, confronting her lodger.

“Well, did you bring in the police?” she demanded. “And what are you going to do with Elizabeth?” And, when he did not answer, she shook her fist at him. “Out you go, out of my house, you ‘nose’! I’ll learn you to go prying around and threatening me! You leave this room at once, or I’ll send for a policeman.” [Nose — police informer.]

“I think I’ll stay,” he said good humouredly.

“Oh, will you?”

She went to the door and roared for Emma. There was no answer.

“I can save you a lot of trouble, Mrs. Inglethorne,” said Peter, putting down his pen. “Your children have been taken away to the workhouse.”

She staggered back against the wall, her big mouth open wide.

“W — why?” she stammered.

“It is usual to take children to the workhouse when their parents are arrested and there are no other relatives to look after them,” he said.

“Arrested?” she screamed.

He nodded to the window, and she staggered past him and, pulling up the sash, looked out. Two men were standing on the opposite sidewalk, and one nodded as to an old friend. She recognized the detective — sergeant who had arrested her husband.

“They can’t touch me!” she screamed. “They can’t touch me! It’s my word against yours.”

“Unfortunately you left a few bolts of silk behind in the cupboard,” answered Peter.

Mrs. Inglethorne was in a state of collapse when the detectives came in to arrest her.

The motor — lorry had been traced; the driver and a man who accompanied the car had been driven to the nearest police station, where the plunder was checked and exhibited in preparation for the charge which would follow. They either could not or would not, however, give any information concerning the child, and when Leslie went to Lambeth to interview Mrs. Inglethorne in her cell, she was no more successful.

“Find her!” rapped the woman. “She’s in good hands, that’s what she is. I’m not saying anything. If you want her, find her — that’s my last word to you!”

Leslie did not notify Peter that she was coming to Lambeth. Passing up Severall Street on her way home, she saw the light in the upstairs window and guessed that he was still working hard. A postman rapped at the door, and she waited a while until it was opened, as she guessed, by Peter, and almost turned back just to say a word to him. And if she overcame this deplorable weakness, it was not lightly done.

“Leslie Maughan,” she said to herself, mounting the steps of Hungerford Bridge, “do you know what you are doing? Shall I tell you in the vulgarest terms? You’re chasing a married man! Leslie, that isn’t done — not in the best society.”

She was uncommonly weary when she dragged herself into her own sitting — room, deciding to forego the duty she had planned. This was a second call upon Greta Gurden. That afternoon there had been a consultation at Scotland Yard, but matters had not developed sufficiently to justify the issue even of a search warrant.

After a light dinner she took out the letter she had received two nights before, spread the foolscap on her desk and examined it carefully. It was a queer story she read, even in the stilted terminology of an elderly country parson, who employed such words as “primogeniture” and felt it necessary to sprinkle his pages with quotations from Horace, mostly in Latin. The writer was the vicar of a small Devonshire vicarage near Budleigh Salterton, and he had, as he said in a preliminary flourish, “reached the four score of the prophet.” He wasted a page in explaining how he came to reach these years, and employed “mens sana in corpore sano” at least twice in the first folio.

He knew the Druze family very well; they lived in his village and had done so for hundreds of years. He himself had baptized Alice Mary Druze and Annie Emily Druze, and several other members of the Druze family which he thought it was necessary to enumerate by their full names (it had necessitated long researches in ancient registers). The Druze family had for generations farmed some 40 acres of poor land on the edge of Dartmoor. They were “a wild family with a bad history,” and here the reverend gentleman, who was also something of a scientist, branched away from the main track to a discourse upon heredity which would have done credit to a Lombroso.

Old father Druze was a lunatic and had died mad; his grandfather had committed suicide (there was a record in the parish registry and a note that he had been buried at the cross — roads, in the proper manner for such as take their lives). Druze’s grandmother had also a history of sorts. The clergyman remembered her as a “respectable woman,” though inclined to gaiety, and he even felt it necessary to retail a hundred — year — old piece of scandal, something that had happened at Widdicombe Fair.

Alice was illiterate; he had extracted a note of this fact from the register of the church school. Annie, on the other hand, was a diligent scholar and “showed surprising proficiency in the study of the so — called dead languages,” so that she “speedily secured a respectable situation with a haberdasher in Exeter, a Mr. Watson. She was a Godfearing young woman, a communicant, and eventually married a well — to — do farmer in the neighbourhood of Torquay.” The farmer’s name Leslie jotted down on her pad.

The third of the daughters, Martha, was of an “exemplary character, though of no great educational attainments.” About her the clergyman was very explicit, for it was he who had obtained her a post, first as still room maid at a Plymouth hospital, and afterwards, on his recommendation, as a probationary nurse. It was believed that she went to South Africa and “married a prosperous carpenter.”

When Leslie had traced Druze to that little Devonshire village, and wrote, with no great hope, to the vicar, she hardly expected so voluminous and conscientious a record of the family history; for he even sent photographs of tombstones which marked the departed Druzes of the eighteenth century!

If she had only read this before, she thought, she could not have been shocked by the discovery that “Arthur Druze” was a woman; for apparently there was no male member in that family, except the semi — lunatic father and a remote uncle who for some reason wasn’t called Druze at all. She read through carefully, took down an atlas and a gazetteer from her bookshelf, and finally locked letter and data in the drawer. Her work was by no means finished for the night, though she was dropping with weariness. She had a number of letters to write. Before she had left the office, Mr. Coldwell had given her the names and addresses of a dozen people who would be helpful to her in the search she was making.

At eleven o’clock they phoned from Scotland Yard to tell her that there was no news of Elizabeth. Mrs. Inglethorne, confronted as she was with a long term of imprisonment, possibly of penal servitude, refused any information about the child, except that she had gone to “her aunt’s.”

Lucretia brought her coffee. The girl had an irritating trick of expressing her disapproval by audible tut — tuts, and twice did she tut — tut into the room and out again At last she extinguished all the lights in the room save the table lamp.

“You’ve got to go to bed, miss,” she said firmly. “I’ll have you on my hands if I’m not careful. And what about this young girl?”

Leslie rose stiffly from her desk, gathered the letters together and stamped them.

“She is not coming to — night,” she said. “Post these, Lucretia. I’ll wait for you to return and then you can go to bed.”

She heard the door open and guessed, by the cold draught that swept up the stairs, that Lucretia had followed her usual practice of leaving the door ajar whilst she went to the nearest pillar — box, which was some distance from the flat.

It was part of the night’s routine that Lucretia should take the letters; almost a ritual that Leslie should stand in the open doorway of her sitting — room until she heard the girl return.

The maid could not have been gone half a minute before the street door below closed softly. She heard the gentle thud of it.

“Is that you, Lucretia?” she called down into the dark hall.

There was no reply.

Her flesh crept, for no reason that she could understand; a cold shiver went down her spine. Leslie Maughan was not a nervous girl. Her duty and association with Coldwell had taken her into many uncomfortable situations, and unless it was because she was very tired, there was no particular reason for nervousness. But her sensation was something more than the unease which comes to the strongest nerves when they are left alone in a house. It was a premonition, a warning, indeed a certain knowledge, that there was somebody in the hall below who should not be there.

She went back into the room, closed the door quietly and slipped in a bolt she had had fitted. She switched on the lights that Lucretia had extinguished, and, going to the window, pulled the curtains apart and lifted the sash. Charing Cross Road was fairly well crowded with people. It was a clear night and a few paces away she saw two policemen patrolling, and presently she discerned Lucretia making her way hurriedly across the road. The maid came beneath the window simultaneously with a policeman; Leslie called her and she looked up.

“Tell the policemen I want them to come in,” she said. “Here is the key — catch!”

One of the officers caught the key deftly.

“Anything wrong, miss?” he asked, knowing her.

“I think somebody has come into the house whilst my maid went out to post a letter. You left the door open, did you, Lucretia?”

“Yes, miss, I did,” confessed the agitated Lucretia. “I forgot to take the key.”

“Well, hurry—” she began.

At that moment all the lights in the room went out.

She sat on the sill and swung out her legs, her eyes fixed on the door, which was visible in the light of a street standard. A faint creaking sound came to her ears and she saw the door move slightly — the bolt was straining under some enormous pressure. Then a voice from the pavement below hailed her.

“The street door won’t open, miss,” said the policeman’s voice.

She looked back at the door. The slot of the bolt was giving under the strain.

“Can you catch me?” she asked.

The two men ran to the pavement beneath her.

“Jump!”

Again she looked back. At that moment, with a crash, the door opened. She had a dim vision of two stunted figures, then, bracing her hands on the sill, she jumped.

It was not a dignified landing, but for the moment Leslie Maughan was less interested in her dignity than her safety, A crowd had already gathered, attracted by the unusual happening, and there appeared from nowhere an inspector of police, a resourceful man who, having heard the story, immediately stopped an omnibus and ordered the driver to bring his big machine on to the sidewalk immediately beneath the window. Standing on the rail of the bus, one of the policemen reached the window — sill and climbed inside, and was followed by the inspector. There was no sound of the struggle which the morbid crowd expected. A few minutes later the door below was unbolted and Leslie and the trembling Lucretia went into the passage.

They found the hall window on the first landing wide open. A police whistle buzzed in the street; in a very short time the block would be surrounded.

“No, they haven’t cut the wire, as far as I can see,” said the inspector, examining the wall of the passage with his lamp. “Where do you keep your fuse — box?”

“I think it is near the door,” said the girl.

It proved to be within easy reach. The flat had been darkened by the simple expedient of removing the fuses. They found them intact on the floor and replaced them, and an inspection was possible. Except for the broken door, no damage had been done to the flat. Whoever the intruders were, their time had been too short to conduct a search of the room. The drawers of the desk were untouched.

“They hadn’t much time, had they?” said the puzzled inspector. “I can’t understand this job — if they were ordinary burglars they would have cleared just as soon as they knew you had spotted them.”

Half an hour later, and before the police had departed, Mr. Coldwell came on the scene. By this time every roof and yard in the vicinity had been searched; night watchmen had been aroused from their surreptitious sleep, and a small army of police detectives had examined every window that might afford a possible means of escape. But no sign of the intruders was discovered.

“I don’t like this,” said Leslie.

Mr. Coldwell shook his head. “You’ll have to find other lodgings for a while. Tomorrow you had better transfer your belongings and Lucretia to my house at Hampstead.”

For five minutes he discussed in a low voice the theories he had formed, the plans he had made.

“I don’t think it is necessary to leave a policeman in the house,” he said at last, and a little yellow man, curled up on the top of the high bureau in Leslie’s room, screened from observation by the old — fashioned friezes of the wardrobe,was relieved.

He heard the policeman go clattering down the stairs, and after a while:

“Just phone me if you’re at all nervous, Leslie — goodnight.”

Coldwell’s voice sounded from the hall; there was the slam of a door — the little yellow man, who spoke and understood English very well, did not smile to himself, because he was of a race that seldom smile.

Leslie came into her bedroom with a yawn, gathered her sleeping things and disappeared into the bathroom. The listener heard the sound of running water, heard her bid a reassuring good — night to the tremulous servant, and then the door of the bedroom opened and closed, the light was extinguished, there was the creak of a bed, and after a while the sound of deep, regular breathing.

For an hour the yellow man lay, not moving a muscle, and then, reaching up, he caught hold of the wooden moulding, testing its strength, and was satisfied. He felt. the long, queer — shaped knife that was in his belt, running his thumb along the edge, before he gripped it between his teeth and, with the agility of a cat, and supported only by his sinewy fingers, drew himself clear of the wardrobe, and dropped noiselessly on to the carpet.

The wardrobe hardly creaked as he moved; save for the soft pad of his bare feet and the breathing of the sleeper, there was no sound. Holding the knife lightly in his right hand, he groped along the pillow with his left, ready to pounce upon and strangle the scream before it rose.

There was no head on the first pillow, none on the right — the bed was empty. He straightened himself up quickly, half — turned as he heard a sound from behind him, but it was too late. An arm of steel flung round his throat, the knife hand was gripped at the wrist and twisted so sharply that the weapon fell to the floor.

“I want you!” It was Coldwell’s voice. He lifted the little figure without difficulty, and reached out his hand to turn on the light. At that moment the prisoner recovered himself, and with amazing strength twisted round to face the detective. Coldwell realized that he had in his hands something with the ferocity and suppleness of a wild cat, something that growled and clawed and kicked so that not a limb of him was still. The unexpectedness of that furious onslaught threw him for a second off his balance. He drove out with his right, but as though he could see in the dark, the assassin dodged, and in another second he was free and had flown through the open door. Coldwell followed, but too late. With one leap the little man crashed through sash and pane and dropped unharmed to the street below. A policeman made a dive at him, but he ducked, flew across the road, and disappeared down a court by the side of a theatre towards St. Martin’s Lane.

“Didn’t even see him,” said Coldwell bitterly, when he called the girl in from Lucretia’s room. The detective’s face was scratched, his collar torn. “It was rather like tackling a young tiger.”

Leslie had turned on the lights and they saw the extent of the damage. He must have dived for the lower sash head first, for the upper window was untouched. There was not a scrap of glass remaining, and the cross supports of wood were smashed to splinters.

“I’ve heard of such things being done,” said Coldwell, “and I’ve seen them done — on the stage. But never in real life and through three — quarter inch moulding.”

Leslie was still dressed. She had been waiting in the maid’s room, a pistol on her lap, till the sound of the struggle brought her out, just too late. Mr. Coldwell disappeared into the bedroom and returned with the ugly and curious — shaped knife which the man had dropped.

“Eastern,” he said, as he felt the edge gingerly. “Malayan, I guess.”

He also had been sitting on a chair immediately to the right of the wardrobe, but until he made an examination later he had not known from what place his assailant had come.

“I thought he’d come back through the window,” he mused. “That’s one of the curiosities of human nature, Leslie; jot it down in your notebook. We always look under things for hidden criminals — we never look over; and yet the cleverest fellow that ever got away from the police was a steeplejack who hid for a fortnight at the top of a smoke stack. Ever wear garters, Leslie?”

She laughed softly.

“That sounds almost indelicate to me,” she said. “No, I won’t go very deeply into the question, but I don’t wear garters.”

He was quite serious.

“Wish you would — just to oblige me. One garter, anyhow. I meant to give it to you to — day.”

He drew something out of his pocket, and she gasped.

“You really wish me to wear this?”

He nodded.

“A little heavy, but I wish you would,” he said.

He insisted upon staying the night, and to make doubly sure, had a policeman put on duty in the hall below. Early as the hour was when she went out to her bath, she found him up and dressed, studying the morning newspaper.

“Wonderful how you miss things when you’re away from the Yard for a few hours,” he drawled.

She turned back from the open door of the bathroom; when Mr. Coldwell drawled there was something sensational to come.

“What have we missed?” she asked. It was not entirely curiosity which made her ask.

He looked at the newspaper again and took off his glasses.

“Peter Dawlish was arrested last night.”

She gazed at him in horror and amazement.

“Arrested? On what charge?”

“Threatening to murder Princess Anna Bellini,” was the staggering reply.
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Mrs. GRETA GURDEN seldom permitted herself the luxury of brooding upon her injuries. She was no philosopher, and it was sheer necessity which made her disregard the irritations, petty and great, of life, and concentrate her mind upon pleasant things. But she found herself helpless with a leg that throbbed and throbbed, and the memory of Anita Bellini’s insolence rankled as sorely. She was propped up in bed with a heap of papers on her lap, and though there was no immediate need for the work she had taken in hand, and, in truth, sought it only as a relief from boredom, she permitted herself the illusion that she was the victim of a taskmistress who was not satisfied with her normal and heavy exactions, but must needs add to her offence this tormentation of a sick woman.

Old letters, old bills, a receipt or two, a few ancient telegrams about nothing in particular, dozens of letters dealing earnestly with forgotten accounts, an interminable correspondence between Anita and a house agent — she turned the pages one by one, sorting the sheep from the goats.

Presently she came to an old letter typewritten on plain paper — Anita, like her dependent, had used a small portable typewriter for years. The letter was unfinished; halfway through the Princess had changed her mind, or probably substituted this for another, and had tossed the rejected scrap aside, to be gathered to the heap which had accumulated and which was now being sorted.

She read the letter through as far as it went; she was sourly amused. Anita must have been in a careless mood when she threw this away. The old instinct of service told her that it ought to be destroyed at once; she gripped the paper to tear it, thought better of her impulse, and began to consider certain possibilities. To say that she felt bitterly against Anita Bellini at that moment would be to grade her emotion charitably. She was “getting old,” was she? She had lost her looks and was unlikely to get a job in the chorus. Anita had taken it for granted that she would be for ever satisfied with the humiliating position of companion. Capri was to be a kind of bonus.

The Princess was a woman of temperament, sometimes feverishly elated, sometimes savagely depressed. Yet in all her permutations of mood, she had been consistently contemptuous of her hireling. Greta grew red and hot and cold at the memory of the insults which this woman had heaped upon her, and the hand that held the letter shook. And then an idea began to take shape in her mind; it was half formed when she called Mrs. Hobbs.

“Get my address book.”

She was a systematic woman, and entered without fail the location even of chance acquaintances who might be of no value to her. She ran her thumb down the index till it stopped at D; the last entry on the crowded page was “Peter Dawlish.”

“Give me an envelope, please, and my fountain pen; and take this letter to the post — no, bring my little typewriter.”

The obedient Mrs. Hobbs carried the tiny machine, which was a replica of Anita’s, and laid it on the invalid’s lap. Greta inserted the envelope, typed the address, and while the instrument was being removed, inserted the torn sheet of paper and licked down the flap of the envelope.

“Go to the General Post Office — you’d better take a bus each way — and post this. If anybody asks you whether you’ve posted a letter for me, you’re to say no.”

It was not the first time Mrs. Hobbs had received similar instructions.

The houses in Severall Street are not equipped with letter — boxes, and postmen have learnt by experience that inserting letters under doors which are backed by coarse fibre mats is a difficult and sometimes an impossible proposition.

Peter heard the heavy rat — tat of the postman, and, going downstairs, opened the door.

“Dawlish?” asked the postman.

“That is my name,” said Peter, in surprise. He took the letter and closed the door. Had he followed the practice of Severall Street and its people, which is never to go to the door without making a scrutiny up and down the street, he could not have failed to see Leslie on her way home.

His first thought was that it was a letter from her, but when he brought it to the light of his room, he saw that it was typewritten and had been posted in the City. He opened the envelope and took out a sheet of typewriting paper. It was discoloured, and one corner had been torn off. He looked at the date and had a mild shock.

“July 7th, 1916.”

1916! And yet (as he saw) it had been posted that afternoon. There were just three or four lines, the last of which stopped abruptly in the middle of a sentence. Only dimly did he comprehend the significance of the fragment.

“DEAR JANE,

“Druze has found a very good home for your son in a middle — class family. There are no other children. He will be well cared for. And—”

Scribbled below in pencil, and almost indecipherable, were the words: “Martha’s servant.”

He must have read the letter a dozen times before he understood. ,

“Jane’s son — Jane’s little son.” He came to his feet slowly, his limbs trembling, the paper swimming before his eyes.

Jane’s son — his son! The consciousness of fatherhood momentarily overwhelmed him. Jane had had a child. He had never dreamt — somewhere in the world was a little boy, fatherless — his little boy! He grew hot at the thought. And then, in a frenzy of impatience, he took up his coat, struggled into it, and, not stopping to extinguish the lamp, ran down the stairs and out of the house.

The bus that carried him to Piccadilly seemed to crawl. He got down at a traffic block at Bond Street, half walked, half ran, into Berkeley Street, and came at last to the dark portals of Lady Raytham’s house. It was past ten. She might be out. But he would wait for her — all night if necessary. He hated her at that moment, and there was jealousy behind the hate. He hated her for not telling him, for excluding him from the knowledge and inspiration of their gift. Perhaps he was being brought up as Raytham’s child, to call him “father.” Peter grew insanely furious at the thought.

To the new butler who opened the door all callers were as yet strange; Peter seemed no stranger than others, and he was met civilly.

“What name shall I tell her ladyship?” he asked.

“Mr. Peter,” said Peter, after thought.

He was shown into the small drawing — room, and paced up and down like a caged animal until he heard the door open and, turning, met face to face, for the first time in eight years, the woman of The Adventure.

She was pale but very calm and sure of herself as she closed the door behind her. For a while they stood, looking at one another. She had matured, grown more beautiful; the old graceful carriage was unchanged; the enticing lines of her had come to a greater perfection. He had grown older, she thought; was much more of a man thanwhen she had known him before. His face had formed; resolution and strength and a balance that had been missing; in his eyes she read something that chilled her.

“You wish to see me — Peter?” she asked.

He nodded.

He was trembling; feared to speak lest his voice betrayed him.

“What is it you wish to see me about?”

“I want my child.” His voice was low; the words seemed to choke him, so that he ended on a cough.

“You want — your child?”

She shook her head so slightly that if he had not beenwatching her closely the gesture would have escaped him.

“Will you tell me what you mean?”

She was fencing. She wanted time to take all this in. He had shocked her very badly.

“Why pretend, Jane? You know what I want, and what I mean. Where is our child?”

She passed her hand wearily across her eyes.

“I don’t know,” she said. She made no attempt to evade the question, accepted his knowledge, startling as it was. “I don’t know. Is it worth while knowing? He is very happy. I did what was best, Peter. I told nobody. When I went to Reno—”

“You have divorced me?”

Sne did not answer. A lie trembled on her lips and was instantly rejected impatiently.

“No, I have not divorced you,” she said. “They would not grant me a divorce because you had not been served with the papers or something of the sort. I don’t understand the law very well. I was a fool, of course.”

Another intense silence.

“That puts me in your hand, doesn’t it?” she went on. “Though I don’t imagine you will—”

He stopped her with an impatient gesture.

“I’m not thinking of you and I’m not thinking of me,” he said. “I am thinking of the boy. Jane, you horrify me! You don’t know where your own child — ! Good God! I thought he might not be here, but that you should tell me so quietly and calmly that you’ve lost track of him — as if he were a—”

She shook her head.

“I don’t know. Honestly, Peter, I don’t know. I was terrified when I knew he was coming. I just dimly remember seeing the little thing, and then they took him away — we had arranged it beforehand.”

“Who are ‘we’?”

“Anita was very good to me, and so was Druze. It was only then I discovered that Druze was a woman. I had to pay for it afterwards — Druze’s knowledge, I mean. I don’t really remember the child — only just that vague, queer impression like the elusive memory of a dream Peter, be a little pitiful. I was in a terrible condition; my father was writing asking me to make up my mind about Raytham. You knew he wanted to marry me? Raytham had lent father a lot of money, and I was afraid, terribly afraid, of what would happen if father came to learn — about the marriage and everything. He knew I’d been to America, of course; I was supposed to have taken an engagement to sing — you remember that, don’t you, Peter? But he didn’t know I’d returned, or what had become of me. I had to send all my letters to a friend in New York to be posted back to him.”

She stopped.

“Where is the child? That is all I want to know.”

She shook her head.

“Druze knew. She told me something just before she went out — she had been drinking, Peter. She told me a ghastly thing.” Her voice broke. “Terrible, terrible!” She covered her eyes again, and he waited, his heart a heavy stone.

“This ghastly thing — what was it?” he said at last.

“She said” — this needed courage to think; it was a torture to say— “that even she didn’t know where the child was; that she had handed the boy to the first person who, for a consideration, offered to adopt him; and all the time I had been comforting myself with the thought that — that he at least was being brought up happily, however much a blackguard his foster — father was.”

“What do you mean?” he demanded.

“I’ve been paying money, big sums of money,” she said at last, “as I supposed to the man who had adopted him, and who, learning of my marriage to Raytham, had for years blackmailed me. Too late I discovered that this blackmailer was mythical, that it was Druze who was robbing me all the time.”

Peter drew a deep breath.

“How awful! How perfectly awful!” he whispered. “Just disappeared into the mass — and you allowed him to go. I can’t understand that. I thought that women—”

She stopped him with a weary gesture.

“I don’t understand women either. I wish I’d kept him and had faced all the trouble that would have followed. You know about it for the first time, Peter, and you have the support of your righteousness. It has been a bad dream for me — an eight — year — long discomfort. And now it is a nightmare,” She pressed her throbbing temples. “I can’t sleep for thinking of him. That little mite of a boy — my boy and yours — perhaps being starved, or dead perhaps, or suffering.”

She screwed her eyes tight as though to shut out a horrible vision.

“Does Bellini know?” He was like ice now.

“Anita?” She looked at him in surprise. “No; why should she? You hate Anita, of course. I’m not really — fond of her. She’s difficult. But she was very helpful to me, Peter.”

He looked at her steadily.

“Who was Martha?”

He saw from her frown that she did not understand him.

“Do you know a woman called Martha?”

She shook her head.

“I don’t remember anybody of that name. Why?”

“Martha’s servant had the child. Bellini knows. And what Bellini knows, I will know.”

He made as though to leave the room, but she barred the way.

“Peter, will you forgive me? I’ve been a fool — a wicked fool, Peter. I’d gladly change places with my own kitchen — maid to undo all the past. You loathe me, don’t you?”

“No, I don’t loathe you,” he said quietly. “I’m awfully sorry for you in a way; but I’m disappointed in you too, Jane. You’ve been a weakling.”

“Have I? I suppose I have.” She saw him, a blurred figure, through a mist of tears. “I suppose I have. And one pays dearer for weakness than for wickedness, I think. Where are you going?”

“I’m going to find the child.”

She threw out her arms in a gesture of despair.

“Find the child! If only you could! Peter, if you could bring him to me—”

“You!” He laughed harshly. “The child belongs to me! To me — do you hear? You had him and lost him. If I find him I will keep him.”

He brushed past her, threw open the door, and stalked through the hall into the night.

He had still the greater part of the twenty pounds left that Leslie had given to him, and at this moment of crisis he must spend; he could not afford to economize. A taxi — driver accepted with some reluctance his order to drive to Wimbledon Common. It was a long journey, and he had time to put in order the confusion of his mind.

Anita Bellini knew; he was confident of that. And if she knew, he should know. Her residence was a mansion standing in two acres of ground on the fashionable side of Wimbledon Common; a big, somewhat old — fashioned house, garnished with the square towers and big Gothic turrets which were the joy of the Victorian architects. It had something of a medieval appearance, and seemed to be a veritable castle of despair when he ordered the cab to wait. The cautious man demanded something on account, and wisely, as it proved.

He strode up the gravelled drive. No light showed in any window; even the transom above the massive front door was lifeless. He pulled the bell and the faint clang of it came back to him. After a long time he heard the rattle of chains, the shooting back of a bolt, and a faint light was reflected behind the fanlight. The door was opened a few inches by a very old man with dirty white hair and wearing the slovenly uniform of a footman. Peter saw that the longer chain was still fastened to the door, and that the aperture was not big enough to squeeze through.

“You’re Simms, aren’t you?” He remembered the ancient. “I want to see the Princess.”

The old man made the grimace that Peter remembered.

“You can’t see the Princess; she’s not at home,” he said, in a loud, cracked voice.

“Tell her Peter Dawlish wishes to see her, and if she will not let me in she can come to the door,” he said.

He was not prepared to have the door slammed in his face, yet that was what happened. He waited for five minutes, and then he heard the lock turn. This time he saw Anita. She wore a long green dress, smothered as usual with beading which glittered in the dim hall light.

“What do you want?” she asked.

“I want to speak to you privately.”

“This is as private an interview as you’ll get,” she said coolly.

The reflection of the hall light on her monocle produced an eerie illusion. It was as though she was glaring at him with one malignant, golden eye.

“What do you want?” she repeated. “If it’s money, you can’t have it. This is not a charitable institution or a home for convicts.”

In the pause that followed he made a mental calculation as to the strength of the chain that held him from admission. He might at a pinch break it and force an entrance — he was prepared to go to any mad lengths to get the information he sought. “Where is my child?” he asked.

Not a muscle of the big face moved. “I didn’t know you’d been raising a family. Surely I’m the last person in the world to be acquainted with your vicarious progeny.”

“Where is Jane’s child? Perhaps you’ll understand that.”

She had been taken aback by the first question, he was sure. The length of time that elapsed before she answered betrayed her.

“So you know that, do you? The child? I’m afraid I can’t tell you. I have something better to do than to keep track of the indiscretions of my friends, and certainly I do not concern myself with the bastards of convicted forgers.”

“You lie,” said Peter quietly. “You know I was married to Jane.”

Anita Bellini chuckled. “The marriage was illegal — didn’t you know that? You didn’t comply with certain formalities—”

“I have seen Jane to — night. She has no doubt about its legality. Where is my son?”

“Where you will never find him.” All the pent — up malignity of the woman suddenly took expression. Her face, never attractive, was contorted by rage to an appearance that was almost ludicrous. “Where you will never find him! In the slime and the mud where his father belongs — dead, I hope!”

A sudden insane fury possessed him. He was scarcely human, saw the hateful face of this woman through a redness, and flung himself against the door. It jerked back with a crash and suddenly flew open. The chain was broken.

To him she was no longer a woman, but some obscene devil that had taken human shape. He wanted to kill her, to grip that big throat and choke the life out of her. As the chain broke, she stepped back, and he found himself looking into the black muzzle of a pistol.

“Don’t move,” she said gratingly. “Don’t move, Peter Dawlish. I am justified in shooting you in defence of my life.”

She did not see his hand move. The pistol was struck down from her grip and fell with a clatter on the floor, and, in his mad anger, with murder in his heart, his hand was outflung. Then somebody called him.

“Peter!” At the sound of the voice his arm dropped, paralysedwith amazement. A woman was in the hall; she had come out of a room at the foot of the broad stairway; a woman in black silk, white — haired, hard — faced — it was his mother!

“Come in here.”

She pointed to the open door of the room, and he walked past her without another glance at Anita Bellini — shrinking back against the wall, frightened for the first time in her life.

It was a small study furnished in the Oriental fashion; there was a great silken divan, and a shaded lantern hung from the ceiling. Something more modern he saw; a telephone on the tiny octagonal table. The receiver was off; he had interrupted her in the act of telephoning.

“What is the meaning of this?”

Mrs. Dawlish had assumed the old pontifical air that he knew so well and detested so much.

He was still shaking, but he was calmer.

“I presume you don’t need to be told — you must have heard. I came to your friend—”

“To the Princess Bellini,” interrupted the woman.

“Yes?”

“ — to discover where was my child.”

“Really?” The grey eyebrows rose. “I was not aware that I was a grandmother.”

The old devil rose again in him.

“Then your hearing is affected,” he said harshly. “You know — of course you know! The whole damned gang of you know! You know about Jane, you know about my marriage, you know about the child. Perhaps you know where he is.”

And then, to add to the fire of his fury, he saw her smile.

“You have always been a fool, Peter. I suppose you will be a fool to the end of your days,” she said. “You had better go back to your envelope addressing and forget there are such things in the world as children. I have been trying very hard to do the same for the past seven years.”

She was a surprising woman, for without warning, she came back to the offer she had made to him.

“You would be well advised to go to Canada or Australia, or any other place that takes your fancy,” she said, and went on in a conversational tone to discuss the advantages which might accrue.

He was puzzled. Then it occurred to him that she was talking to gain time — for what? His back had been to the door, and now he edged round until it was under his view. But if Anita Bellini contemplated any treachery, there was no visible or audible evidence.

He heard the front door bell ring, and an exchange of voices in the hall, and then the door opened, and two men entered, and it was not necessary that he should be very experienced in such matters to realize that they were detectives. His mother’s narrative stopped automatically. Her white, skinny finger pointed to him.

“This man is Peter Dawlish — an ex — convict!” she said. “I charge him with threatening to murder my friend, Princess Anita Bellini.”

A quarter of an hour after, the taxicab which Peter had employed to bring him to Wimbledon deposited him at the police station, and he was sitting, dazed and wrathful, behind the locked door of a police cell.
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“I can’t believe it.” Leslie stared at the inspector. “His own mother charged him? How monstrous!”

Mr. Coldwell had reached an age where it was almost impossible to surprise him.

“Queer, isn’t it? But, Lord bless you, mothers do rum things. I’ve known cases — but you’ve heard about ’em too, Leslie. Peter went down to Wimbledon to raise hell for some reason or other. It appears his mother had heard the fuss he was making at the door and telephoned for the police before he broke in. It might have been bad for him if he were a convict on licence, but fortunately he’s time — expired, and he has only to say that it was a family quarrel to get bound over. I don’t think he will be called upon for a defence, anyway.”

Leslie Maughan nibbled at the end of her glove, a devastating habit of hers in moments of perturbation.

“I really can’t believe it, though, of course, it must have happened. What was his mother doing down there? Andwhy on earth did Peter do such a mad thing?”

Coldwell smiled.

“Go down and ask him,” he said. “I’ll give you a note to the inspector, and you might have a few minutes’ talk with him before he appears in court. It is very unlikely that theywill remand him to Brixton. If the Princess has got horse sense she will get him acquitted. Mrs. Dawlish is pretty sick and sorry that she allowed herself to charge him. I can tell you that because, as soon as I heard about the case, I phoned up the station and the sergeant in charge told me that Mrs. Dawlish came to the police station at seven o’clock this morning to see if she could get her name taken out of the record. She’d allowed her spite to lead her astray, and she knows that when it comes into court, the story of a mother charging her son is going to make a pretty big newspaper sensation. That is why I think that the charge may be withdrawn.”

When Leslie reached the police station she found that Peter had been transferred to the cells adjoining the court, and her own card was sufficient to obtain an interview. He met her with a rueful smile.

“You see me again in my natural environment,” he said cheerfully.

“Why did you go to Bellini’s?”

“I wanted to learn something,” he said, and he would not explain any more.

She told him of the inspector’s prophecy, but he seemed careless as to whether the charge would be supported.

“It was certainly a facer,” he said. “I didn’t expect my mother to take that line. I suppose until then I had not realized how bitterly she hated me. They may go on with the charge, knowing that, in any circumstances, I should not tell what brought me to Wimbledon.”

She did not press him for any further particulars. The interview took place in the passage adjoining the court; policemen and prisoners were passing every few seconds, and the conditions were not favourable to confidences. She told him of her own alarming experience, and when she had finished he whistled.

“That explains everything — the chain on the door and old Simms being on guard. I never saw the old devil again after I broke in.”

She made no attempt to hide her astonishment. “I don’t see why a chain on Anita Bellini’s door explains a little yellow man in my rooms,” she said.

“It does — most emphatically.”

Just then his name was called by the court usher, and she followed him into court. Peter had hardly been put in the steel pen when the detective — sergeant who had arrested him stood up and addressed the Bench.

“This case, your Worship, arose from a visit which the prisoner paid to the house of the Princess Anita Bellini last night. The prisoner, who is a very distant relative of the Princess’s, had some sort of grievance, and the argument became so heated that her Highness was compelled to telephone for the police. The Princess has no wish to prosecute the prisoner in the circumstances, or to bring a family quarrel into court, and in these circumstances I don’t propose to produce any evidence, your Worship.”

“But the charge is attempted murder,” said the presiding magistrate.

“The charge was only taken last night,” explained the detective, “and it was the intention of the police to ask for a remand. But the Princess has modified her statement, and I am advised that a conviction could not follow on the evidence that she would offer. In those circumstances, I ask your Worship to discharge Dawlish.”

The magistrate nodded, and that was the end of the proceedings. Peter walked out of the dock and joined the girl in front of the police court.

At first he refused her invitation to drive him back to town.

“You’re coming with me,” she said firmly. “I have a lot of things to say to you and a list of questions as long as Lucretia’s grocery order. Probably you will not answer them, but that is beside the point.”

They were crossing Putney Common when she leaned over and spoke to the driver, and, slowing down, he brought the car to the edge of the path.

“Let us go a little walk,” she said, and no sooner were they out of earshot than: “Why did you go to Princess Bellini’s last night, Peter Dawlish?” she asked.

“To find out something.”

“What did you want to know?”

Should he tell her? He could not understand himself. Why should he hesitate to take her into his confidence, she who knew so much? And yet he felt an unaccountable shyness. It was as though the confession would make a perceptible difference in their curious friendship. At last he blurted out the truth.

“Jane had a child,” he said.

She stopped, and her deep violet eyes met his.

“Your child — well?”

He was astonished by the coolness with which she received this momentous news.

“Did you guess?” he asked.

She shook her head.

“I knew,” she answered quietly. “It was born at a little farm called Appledore, near Carlisle.”

He was momentarily paralysed.

“You — knew — all the time?” he stammered.

“I knew all the time,” she repeated. “I knew you had a child, before I knew you were married. It was at Appledore that I found the book of poems, and your little blank verse. And that was why I wasn’t quite sure you were married. Naturally, she would call herself Mrs. Dawlish in the circumstances.”

They were passing a park bench and she caught his arm and drew him down.

“I’ll tell you all about it, shall I?” And, when he nodded:

“I was spending a holiday in Cumberland, and I suppose it was fate that led me to this very farmhouse. The old lady, Mrs. Still, who owned the place was a widow, and rather a garrulous old soul, but very kind. It was only natural she should tell me of the interesting people who had stayed with her. One of the most interesting was a pretty girl, whose baby was born in the very room I occupied. She came in February, before the season had started — there is a season in Cumberland, you know — and stayed till the beginning of April. She called herself — it doesn’t matter what she called herself, but it was not Jane Dawlish. The child was born on the 17th of March, St. Patrick’s Day. The old lady, who was half — Irish, remembered that fact because she had sent a bunch of shamrock up to the pretty lady the morning the child was born.”

“Who was with her?” asked Peter huskily.

“Two women — a nurse, and somebody who was obviously Anita Bellini. No doctor was called in; apparently the other woman was a maternity nurse, and it was not necessary to call for medical assistance. My old Appledore lady never saw the baby; she wasn’t even sure when it was taken away, but she thought it was on the second day following the birth, because that was the day a man came from London. The ‘man’ was obviously Druze. She arrived just before Mrs. Still went into Carlisle to do her mid — week shopping, and when she returned Druze had gone. The old lady did not know that the baby had gone too until the end of the week, when she asked to be allowed to see it and was told that it had been sent off to a warmer climate. The only thing she knew was that it was a boy; the nurse had told her that, and the Appledore lady was rather disappointed, because, as she said, the pretty lady had been praying and hoping for a girl. Why she should pray or hope for a baby of either sex is a little beyond me, but I have no reason to doubt the truth of the old lady’s statement. She showed me very proudly a little book that the ‘pretty young thing’ — she generally called her that — was in the habit of reading, a book of poems; and then I saw your ridiculous acrostic. Just about this time I was rather intrigued by certain things which had happened to Lady Raytham — we had, in fact, information at Scotland Yard that she was paying blackmail, and I naturally connected the two events: her appearance here under an assumed name, the birth of the child, and the fact that she was paying out large sums of money from time to time for some unknown service. When, about an hour before I left the farm, old Mrs. Still said that she had heard one of the women speak about ‘Peter,’ I was pretty sure I was on the right track.”

“Do you know the name of the nurse? Was it Martha — ?

“Martha!” She sprang up and stared at him. “Martha? What do you know about Martha?”

He was a little dumbfounded by the effect of his words.

“Tell me — tell me quickly,” she said impatiently, and he produced from his pocket the letter he had received, and which had brought him to Jane Raytham.

She looked at the pencilled words.

“Martha’s servant. That was Druze’s sister,” she said suddenly. “She had the child. Peter, I am going on this new trail, and you mustn’t interfere until I’ve followed this thing to the end.”

“What do you think of me, I wonder?” he asked.

She eyed him steadily.

“What should I think of you? You’re unfortunate, Peter Dawlish — I’ve told you that before.”

He shook his head with a wry smile.

“You don’t know how unfortunate I am,” he said, and she laughed in spite of herself.

‘Come back to the car, or we’ll find ourselves indulging in an orgy of mutual self — pity.”

It did not occur to Peter that he should ask her why the self — pity should be mutual, but he never forgot her words.

She dropped him in the centre of London and, going on to Scotland Yard, interviewed her chief and received permission from him to take a day off. Her first step was to get into telephonic communication with the chief detective of Plymouth, who promised to call her up as soon as his inquiries were completed. Though she was on holiday, there were many official interruptions. First there came the man who had arrested Mrs. Inglethorne to tell her that that unrepentant lady had been remanded, and to expose the red — faced woman’s shocking history. Her maiden name had been Zamosser; she was of Dutch origin, though her parents had lived for many years in England; and with the exception of a very short interval she had been either in the hands or under the observation of the police. She was a receiver, and worse; had been convicted of shoplifting, and, except for one interval in her early youth when she seemed to have lived so respectable a life that the police had no trace of her, she had been in and out of prison since she was a child.

“What about the children?” asked Leslie, anticipating the reply.

The sergeant laughed.

“One of them’s hers; the others are what she calls ‘adopted.’ That is to say, they have been inconvenient children of whom she has taken charge for a small weekly sum or for a larger payment cash down. The only one we have been able to trace is a little boy.”

For a moment wild hopes had surged up into Leslie’s heart, but they were to die at his words.

“Oh, you’ve traced the boy?” she said. She remembered the wizened little fellow who had looked up at her with big, sleepy eyes, when she had made her incursion to the kitchen.

“Well, we’ve found his mother, at any rate. The other children mostly belong to poor little working — class girls.”

“Are there many baby — farmers in England?”

“Hundreds,” said the officer. “They’re supposed to be under police supervision, but, of course, they’re not. There is no law to prevent anybody adopting a child, though the actual adoption is not recognized in law.”

“In England, then, there must be hundreds?” she said, her heart sinking.

“Thousands.”

“There is no list of them?”

He shook his head.

“There may be a few hundreds on the books. You would know that better yourself, Miss Maughan, as you’re at the Yard.” And then, unconsciously extinguishing her last lingering hope: “I was once asked to trace a little baby that had been handed over to a ‘farmer’, but it is like looking for a needle in a haystack, trying to find an ‘adopted child’ after trace has been lost of it,” he said. “A few of them drift into the workhouse schools; most of them die. It doesn’t pay the kind of woman who makes a living out of that sort of thing to feed them properly. There should be a State institution where unwanted children could be taken and cared for and become an asset to the country.”

He had been gone half an hour when the Plymouth call came through, and the news was not especially helpful. Martha Druze had qualified as a maternity nurse in the years ‘89—’90, and had left the hospital to take up a private position as a general nurse. It was believed she had gone abroad, but there was no actual evidence of this fact except that the present matron, who remembered her, had received a postal card mailed at Port Said a month or two after Martha had gone away. There was also a rumour that she had married very well, to somebody who was variously described as a carpenter of Cape Town and a rancher in Australia. There was only one clue which was faintly promising. Martha was known to have registered herself in the books of a London agency, the name of which Leslie jotted down.

As soon as the conversation was through, she searched the telephone directory for the nurses’ agency. It was not there; possibly it had been overwhelmed by competition and had died, as so many other agencies die, from sheer inanition. To make absolutely sure on this point she called up one well — known woman agent and asked her a question.

“Ashley’s Agency? Oh yes. It is now called the Central Nurses’ Bureau — in fact, we are Ashley’s Agency, though we never use that title.”

Leslie explained who she was and what she required.

“If you’ll come round, we will show you the old books; we still have them,” was the encouraging reply.

Leslie Maughan put on her hat and coat and went out at once. Halfway down she remembered Mr. Coldwell’s gift, and went back to buckle on a most uncomfortable garter. The premises of the agency were off Regent Street, no great distance to walk, and she was there in five minutes.

The secretary, who had replied to her telephone message, was already selecting the books for her inspection, and by great good fortune the first of these, she had discovered, contained the very information that the girl had asked for.

“Yes, we have her on our books — Martha Druze. She applied to us before she left Plymouth Hospital apparently, for that is her original address, and we placed her in a situation in the early part of 1891.”

The secretary had opened the book, and her finger pointed to a line. Leslie read — she found herself gripping tight to the edge of the table. Looking at her, the secretary saw that her eyes were blazing and wondered what there was in this simple record to engender such excitement.

“It was the only job we ever got for her,” she began.

Leslie shook her head.

“She would not want another,” she said.



Chapter XV


Table of Contents


Lady Raytham had begun a letter to her husband when the district messenger arrived with Leslie’s note. His lordship, in his aimless way, had gone on to Bombay, and was suffering from an old trouble of his; he had written a very long letter describing minutely his many symptoms, and had expressed (this was unexpected) the desire that she should go out to him. She read Leslie’s note.

“DEAR JANE,

“Won’t you come round and see me? I’ve got the whole day off, and there is a tremendous lot that I want to talk to you about, not as a poor apology for a policewoman, but as a very human girl who would love to smooth over some of the rough road you are treading. Lucretia has orders to say that I’m out and to admit nobody. I can give you a home — made lunch, and can promise that you will suffer no ill — effects therefrom. Or we can lunch regally at or near the Carlton. Please come.”

Jane scribbled a note, which was delivered to the waiting messenger, locked away her half — finished letter in the bureau, and went up into her room to change. Lucretia had no sooner ushered her into Leslie when:

“Did you see Peter? What happened? I’m so worried about it. I nearly called you up this morning.”

“I shouldn’t have known,” said Leslie. “At least, I should have known he’d been arrested.”

“Arrested?”

This was obviously news to Jane Raytham, for her face went white. Leslie explained what had happened.

“How could she? How could she?” demanded Jane Raytham vehemently. “It was wicked! But how like her! Poor Peter — he lives everlastingly in rough seas.”

And then the note of anger in her voice turned to one of anxiety.

“Did Anita tell him anything?”

“Not what he wanted to know,” replied Leslie.

The visitor was quick to understand the meaning of that reply.

“Do you know why he went?”

“He went to find his child.”

The beautiful face of Jane Raytham flashed a delicate pink, and paled again.

“My child,” she said, in a low voice. “I suppose you despise me, don’t you?”

Leslie shook her head.

“No; why should I? If I despised every woman who had a baby—”

“I don’t mean that. But I allowed them to take it away. I didn’t want to, Leslie; will you believe that? I wanted to keep the child with me — I fought hard for him. The compromise was a desperately weak one, but at least I gained that point.”

“What was the compromise?”

Lady Raytham smiled faintly.

“If you didn’t despise me before you’ll despise me now,” she said.

She was at the fireplace in her old attitude, arm along the mantel, forehead resting on the back of her hand, her eyes fixed on the fire.

“They agreed to that. If it was a girl I should keep her; if it was a boy, he should go away. A mad, wicked idea, so grossly unfair to the child! But I’m terribly tender towards girls. I can’t see a girl suffer without a shrivelled — up feeling inside. I wonder if you know what my girlhood was — if it had been a girl I should have kept her with me and braved everything. But it was a boy — a wonderful boy — they told me of it afterwards. I wish I’d seen him, known him, if only for a day, but then I should never have allowed him to go.”

She turned her face away and her shoulders shook. Leslie sat at the desk and drew fantastic, meaningless arabesques upon her blotting — pad; and when that storm of sobbing had died down: “I suppose it is absurd to ask you if there is any clue by which the child could be traced? Of course you’ve explored every avenue. You’ve discovered nothing?”

Jane was manipulating her handkerchief, her back towards her, and there was finality in the shake of her head.

“No — I’ve already tried. I didn’t tell Anita, but for months I’ve had detectives searching. I thought he was in a happy home, you know; I never dreamt that he’d been left—”

She could not go on. It was quite a long time before she mastered her emotion.

“Druze told me that night — that horrible night she went away. Laughed in my face when I asked her where the child was. That is why I went after her. I guessed that she had gone to Anita’s, and when I found her dead on the path I was frantic. I thought she must have some hidden paper that would tell me. But when I searched there was nothing — nothing!”

Jane Raytham turned her face away from the girl. “I have no justification — none,” she said. “I was just wickedly selfish. Even if he’d been illegitimate I could not be excused. Illegitimate!” She smiled bitterly. “Thank God, I’ve had no children since I married Raytham! He was not keen about children, or about me for the matter of that. Our married life has been a sort of — modified celibacy!”

She took down a photograph from themantelshelf and looked at it. “This is Mr. Coldwell, isn’t it?” Leslie nodded. “It would be a great feather in his cap if he — arrested me for bigamy.”

“Mr. Coldwell is not frantically keen on feathers of that kind, Jane,” said the girl loyally.

Jane put down the photograph and dropped into the nearest armchair, curling her legs up under her.

“I’m a beast! I’m putting the worst construction on everything; taking the most uncharitable view of everybody.”

She smiled pitifully, reached out her hand for her bag that lay on the table, and snapped open a diamond — encrusted cigarette case.

“I tried drugging once,” she said. “A white powder you sniff up your nose. For some reason it made me deathly sick, and I didn’t pursue the practice. But I envy people who can find relief and forgetfulness.”

“Another good way,” said Leslie brutally, “is to put your head on a railway track when a large, fat freight train is due! You’d accomplish the same result, and give just as much trouble to other people. And presently, when your boy emerges from the mist, as he will, he would come to a mother who was hardly worth finding.”

Jane was laughing quietly.

“You’re a weird girl. How old are you?”

Leslie told her.

“I wish Peter was in love with you. He must find happiness somewhere or other.”

“Do I come into this?” asked Leslie dryly. “Or are Peter and you the only two people in the world whose feelings count?”

She stopped Jane’s penitence with a laughing gesture.

“I’ll tell you something, Jane: I’m rather in love with Peter — do you feel faint?”

“I’m not a little bit faint.” But Jane was more than a little bit curious. “You’re not jesting?”

“I decided this morning that I was very much in love with him,” said Leslie calmly, “but I’ve had a long think about it, and have reached the conclusion that it is rather my maternal instinct that is operating. I’m loving the boy in a motherly fashion, in fact. Sooner or later that boy of yours is going to be found, and then you’ve got to go to your husband and tell him the truth.”

She was watching Jane’s face closely, ready to note and spring upon the first visible sign of repugnance. But Jane was listening; and listening, the girl realized, her heart sinking, with approval.

“And then Lord Raytham must divorce you, and Peter and you must start afresh.”

Here was the first note of dissent. Jane shook her head.

“Peter is different,” she said. “I realized it when I saw him last night. He’s not the same man. And can you wonder? Leslie, I never loved him. You’ll think that’s a horrible thing to say of the father of my child, He represented — I don’t know, curiosity, I suppose — adventure — the grand hairpin turn of life, where so much is upset and smashed, so many hopes and ideals die. And he never loved me. He was infatuated and he was fond of me, and had a wonderful chivalrous feeling that he was rescuing me from something. That is half his trouble now, that he knows he didn’t love me, and it makes him feel ugly and ashamed. You think the child may bring us together. I’m becoming quite a thought — reader! But that sort of thing really doesn’t happen, does it? Children really do not determine very much. Half the women who are divorced have children who love them and whom they love, but it didn’t prevent — things happening. I think Peter and I might be good friends, and the boy might love us both, even though we were apart, for children give you back what you give to them — I could give him such a lot.”

With an impatient wave of her head she sat up and walked resolutely to the window.

“Let us talk of rabbits,” she said. “How did you break this?” she asked.

For a new and unpainted sash had been put into the window space that morning.

“Never mind about that. A visitor put his head through it. Jane, you’re taking rather a hopeless view of life, aren’t you

The woman shrugged. “My dear, what can happen? If this were a story and it wasn’t real life, I should go away somewhere, contract a malignant fever and die to soft, slow music! But I refuse to offer myself up as a sacrifice in order that my story shall have a smooth and a happy ending. And if I die, Peter will endow me with all sorts of gentle qualities which I don’t possess, and will pass the rest of his life in the twilight of melancholy — I know men!”

Leslie was laughing softly. She had too keen a sense of humour not to appreciate the fact that this entanglement had its funny side. Suddenly she became serious.

“There are only a few questions I want to ask you, that I’ve never asked before. Did you give Druze your emerald necklace?”

Jane nodded. “Yes. This mythical person wanted thirty thousand pounds. I could only draw twenty without Raytham knowing. The necklace was worth twelve thousand, and I suggested that Druze should sell it. She jumped at the chance. I thought she had taken it away a week before she actually did.”

“You can’t account for the pendant being found in her hand?” Jane shook her head. “And you don’t know where the rest of the chainis to be found?”

“I am absolutely ignorant. I can’t conceive how she met her death. It is only reasonable to suppose that she had a life and friends of whom I knew nothing. Where she went after she left my house I do not know. I guessed she was going to Anita’s, because she would not leave England without saying good — bye — she was very much attached to Anita.”

“How long after your baby was born were you married to Lord Raytham?”

Jane considered.

“About ten months,” she said.

“Did you know Reno personally?”

“Yes,” Jane nodded. “That was one of the queer coincidences of it all. My father had a small farm near Reno, just a shack and a few acres of ground, and this was accepted as a residential qualification. Of course, I had to lie desperately and say I was living there all the time, and really I believed the divorce would go through. I even appeared in court and gave my evidence, and I thought that the thing was settled, until Anita saw me outside the court — house and told me that my lawyers had made a bungle and that the divorce could not be granted without serving some papers upon Peter. I went straight away with her; her automobile was waiting, for I was scared of the reporters, who were all the time hunting marriage romances for their newspapers. Besides, the baby was coming. I was frightened that people would know.”

“And you returned immediately?”

Jane nodded.

“Yes — I went to Cumberland from Liverpool. Anita discovered the place. It was some time after Christmas — I remember that I was in New York on Christmas Day.”

“There is one final question, Jane, and then I’ll stop being a mark of interrogation and take you out to lunch. That is, if you don’t mind being seen in public with a Scotland Yard female.”

“If you wish,” said Jane, with the first spark of animation she had shown, “I will eat my lunch out of a paper bag with you, seated on top of one of Landseer’s lions.”

“This is the question,” said Leslie, slowly and deliberately. “Marriage with Lord Raytham was in the air, wasn’t it, and you had discussed it with Anita?”

Jane nodded.

“And did she know of your intention of marrying Raytham whether the divorce was granted or not? Please think very carefully before you answer.”

“There’s no need to think very carefully. I told Anita that I should marry Raytham whether the divorce was granted or not. I salved my conscience by expressing doubt as to the validity of the marriage.”

Leslie leaned back in her chair with a large and happy smile.

“You’re a wicked conspirator, a perfectly horrible mother, and not a tremendous success in any of your matrimonial adventures!” She slipped her arm round the woman’s waist and kissed her on the cheek. “But you’re rather a darling. We’ll lunch at the Pall Mall, which is terribly nice for women, and we’ll occupy the afternoon with a ‘flick.’ I love the movies — especially the romantic ones.”

She was rather relieved than otherwise when, nearing the end of the luncheon, Jane remembered, with some contrition, that she had promised to be at home that afternoon to receive a committee of which she was president.

“Child welfare,” she said laconically. “The angels weep every time I sit at the head of that board and dilate upon the duty of mothers. Raytham, in spite of queer little ways, is a dear where these societies are concerned, and he’s fearfully in earnest about them. I drew the line when he wanted me to take control of a committee which helps fallen women — that was stretching my sense of humour to a breaking — point.”

They parted in the Haymarket, and Leslie went back to her flat, stopping on her way to wire to Peter. He came when the day was fading, and Lucretia was drawing the curtains. Two stout suitcases were ready packed in the hall, and during the afternoon Coldwell had called her up with strict injunctions to be ready for him when he came.

“I’m not going to allow you to stay in the flat until this little business is finished,” he said.

Here he had a strong supporter in Lucretia Brown.

“Not for a million pounds would I stay in this place after dark, miss,” she said. “What with burglars and people jumping out of the window and what not, I wonder I’ve got any hair left. When I combed it this morning it came out in handfuls.”

“The remedy for that is shingling,” suggested Leslie, and Lucretia grew sardonic.

“When I want to look like a boy, I’ll wear trousers, miss,” she said. “Not that I’ve anything to say against shingling, which suits you very well, because you’ve got the kind of head. And as for these bingles, with your ears sticking out all over the place like the Princess Bellorino, or whatever her name is — I call that disgusting! The only use for ears is to hear with, not to go pushing theirselves out into the world, so to speak. I was hoping her ladyship was coming back this afternoon, miss. A bit of society does nobody any harm.”

“If she’d only known, I’m sure she’d have jumped at the opportunity of giving us a social lift,” said Leslie, and Lucretia sniffed. She was not very thin — skinned, but she always knew when her young lady was indulging in what Lucretia described as “sarc.”

“I only want to say—” she began.

“There’s the bell,” interrupted Leslie. “If it is Mr. Dawlish, shoot him up.”

“A low convick!” murmured Lucretia, but she murmured it under her breath.

The convict was neither lowly nor humble. Leslie had never seen him look more serious, and the old flippancy of his tone was gone. It was a very determined young man who sat down at the opposite side of her writing — table.

He had been making inquiries, he said. “It is a hopeless business when you don’t know where to start — hopeless. I thought Jane would give me a hint, but of course the poor girl is as much in the dark as I. Yes, I am awfully sorry for her. I’m afraid I was rather a brute—”

“She doesn’t think you were,” said Leslie lightly.

“Have you seen her?” he asked quickly.

“This morning,” she nodded. “In fact, I lunched with her. We talked over the whole grisly affair from A to Z. Are you very much in love with her?”

He shook his head.

“I’m not in love with her at all. I suppose I ought to be, right down in the deeps of my heart, but I’m not. And she is not in love with me, either. I knew that seven years ago. She was not over — reticent when she came to discuss our marriage before the separation. Did she tell you anything at all about the boy?”

“Nothing. She really doesn’t know.”

He agreed. “I was sure she didn’t. Bellini knows — no, I won’t call her Princess or Anita or anything feminine or human! She’s just a devil, a wicked devil! How my father hated her! I’ve an idea he was a bit afraid of her, too. I remember once he asked me, when we were walking together at our place in Hertfordshire, if I liked her, and when I told him that the sight of her made me ill, he put his hand in his pocket and gave me a golden sovereign. And yet he must have been very fond of her once.”

“Fond of her?” Leslie’s eyebrows met. “DO you seriously mean that?”

“I do. They say she was awfully attractive — not very pretty, but very attractive — when she was younger.”

Leslie pushed back her chair.

“This has been a most educational day,” she said. “Produce your evidence, Mr. Dawlish, that your father was ever attracted by that monstrous lady.”

He tried to turn the conversation, but she kept him to it remorselessly.

“I shouldn’t have known, only my mother and the Princess quarrelled. I was curled up in a chair in the library — I must have been about seven — reading one of the kind of books that my father used to buy for me — about pirates and cut — throats and the usual exemplar of youth — when they came into the library together. My mother was furious with Bellini. I didn’t understand all it signified at the time, but later, when I came to think it over, it seemed pretty plain. My mother was furious. ‘You’ve had your innings,’ she said. ‘He doesn’t like you any more, and he doesn’t want you in the house. You won’t get him back, anyway.’ There was a lot more said on both sides that I cannot remember. I know that it ended in my mother crying and going out of the room, and in Anita Bellini leaving the house. They must have been on bad terms for two years, probably three. Time has no meaning to a child.”

Leslie was chewing the end of a penholder.

“Then your father, in the argot of these days, was a bad lad?” she said.

“I wouldn’t say that,” he protested. “He was a very simple man, attracted by clever women; and Bellini was brilliant. I remember that her husband was alive in those days; a very tall, thin, melancholy Italian who spoke very bad English. My father and he were not very good friends. I think Bellini had borrowed money and hadn’t repaid it, and dear old Donald Dawlish was rather a stickler for commercial honesty.” And then, with a half — ashamed faugh: “I don’t know why I should be slandering my father or gossiping when I should have no other thought than of my boy. Did she tell you whether she named it?”

“It was neither named nor registered,” was Leslie’s reply. “From that point of view, the child has no existence, and that is why he is going to be so very difficult to trace.”

The pen quivered between her white teeth; she stared cut of the window.

“I wonder—” she said softly.

“What do you wonder?”

“If the other two pieces in this jigsaw puzzle are going to be so easy to fit. And I wonder other things, Peter Dawlish. Where is the screw I can turn on Anita Bellini? Give me that letter you had.”

He took it from his pocket and she read it.

“Who sent you this?”

“There was no name attached.”

She looked at the envelope and the postmark.

“This was sent by one who wishes to do either Jane or the Princess a pretty bad turn,” she said. “Now, if I could only trace the sender—”

She lifted the letter to her nose and sniffed daintily. “Sherlock Holmes would be able to tell in an instant if this perfume was Chenel No. 6 or Chypre. I, being an ignoramus, only know that Greta Gurden’s bedroom reeked with it!”
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At that moment Greta Gurden’s bedroom reeked with the pungent scent of frying sausages that wafted in from the little gas — ring in her “dining — hall.” When Greta was her own provider, she was economical to the point of meanness. She, who would hesitate languidly between Sole Marnier and Sole a la bonne femme, who chose the most delicate and expensive of ices, and who had a pretty knowledge of the virtues of relative vintages, when she had an escort to foot the bill, could find, in the intimacy of her flat, the ingredients of complete satisfaction hanging from a hook at the local butcher’s.

She had been allowed to get up that afternoon, and found that she could drag herself from room to room without pain or inconvenience. Mrs. Hobbs had gone home, having a husband of her own to serve, and Greta was left alone, and was glad.

Face — saving is a practice which is not wholly Chinese. When she prepared her mean little snacks she liked to be by herself, for she was one of those who desired to be thought well of by the least accountable of people. She was almost cheerful as she speared the sausages from their sizzling bed and laid them on a hot plate, brewed the tea from a kettle placed before the gas stove, and, spreading a cloth across half the table, prepared to enjoy her evening repast.

She had not heard from Anita since the woman’s visit, and she had spent the greater part of the day regretting the spirit of malice which had induced her to send an eight — year — old sheet of paper to Peter Dawlish. Fortunately, Anita would never know; that was the one solace she had. What would Anita say if she discovered? Greta shuddered to think.

Being malicious, she was a coward; and it was cowardice which brought about a revulsion of feeling towards the employer she betrayed; in the processes of reaction, she felt almost tenderly towards the victim of her spite. Nevertheless, the finding of the letter had given Greta an idea. There might be other documents equally valuable, remembering that the day was near at hand when her sole legitimate source of income would perish in the inevitable liquidation of Mayfair Gossip.

It was all very well for Anita to sneer and rail at the paper, but it had been a very good friend of hers. There were two prominent announcements printed week after week in the pages of this scurrilous little organ; the first of these was called “Stories of Real Life,” and it was announced that for the sender of the best material from which such a story could be constructed there was a weekly reward of £25. Stress was laid upon one point — that the material must be authentic, that it must be spicy, and that it must be remarkable. The second announcement was to the effect that contributors who were in a position to secure social items of interest would be well paid.

These two appeals produced a voluminous correspondence, the majority of which was valueless for their purpose; but sometimes an aggrieved servant would betray matters which were even outside the cognizance of her employer. The maid who found a bundle of old love — letters in a secret drawer of her master’s desk was very well rewarded indeed. Those letters went on to Anita, who found an excellent use for them.

Officially, Greta knew nothing of these matters. Officially she was sending on these letters because they had a piquant interest for her employer. She was never asked to do anything that a lady could not do, or even that Greta could not do. She made a very good use of the smaller and less important items that reached the office, for Greta was an efficient, if one — sided, journalist. She had one formula which she followed in every case:

“DEAR ANITA,

“The enclosed letters are not, I am afraid, of much use to the paper. We shall be prosecuted for libel if we dare use one — tenth of what is in them. They may, however, interest you.”

The letter never varied; it had become almost a stereotype.

She contributed special articles to Gossip, and because of a fourteen days’ sojourn in the United States had become an authority upon the Four Hundred, could talk glibly and inaccurately of the leaders of society, and occasionally would introduce a Long Island colour to her paragraphs. She could write fairly well, had a mordant wit of her own, and in happier circumstances might have become a great journalist. Instead of which she had developed insensibly into a cringing sycophant, dependent upon a wage that was paid in all the circumstances of charity.

As she ate her three large, indigestible sausages, she decided to tackle that night the last bundle of letters which needed reading and classifying. It was therefore not an inappropriate moment for Anita to call. Mrs. Gurden stood up like a soldier when the woman swung into the room and pulled the door close behind her.

“Your leg’s all right, is it? Good! I want you to come over to Wimbledon to — night.”

“My dear Anita, I couldn’t possibly come to — night,” broke in Mrs. Gurden, a picture of sweetness and delight at seeing this unwelcome visitor. “The doctor says—”

“I don’t care what the doctor says,” replied Anita brusquely. “I’ll see that you get all the doctors you want. You’ve got to come over to May Towers.”

Greta murmured something half — heartedly, and made a final fight.

“It may be fatal,” she said in a hushed voice. “The doctor—”

Princess Bellini said something very uncomplimentary about doctors in general, and glanced at the remnants of the humble meal with a sneer which she did not attempt to conceal.

“Pack all your things, everything you want for a long stay,” she said. “I’ll send one of my people up to help you if you like, but it would be better if your own woman — Snobbs or Hobbs or whatever you call her — helped you.”

“How long do you want me to stay?” asked Greta in consternation. She counted the most unhappy days and nights of her life those she had spent as Anita’s guest.

“A month; six weeks possibly — I’m not sure,” said the woman brusquely. “I’m going to pay you very well indeed. As for your leg, I’ve telephoned to your doctor, and he tells me that you’re fit to move, and, in fact, the wound is healed.”

“But the paper—”

“The paper is dead. I’ve written to the printers telling them so. My lawyer will liquidate the business, so that’s off your mind. You’ve got to do something, Greta. Your source of income from that direction has dried up.”

Greta listened in dismay, and offered the weak comment that it “seemed a pity.” And then, with a resolution which was born of her very feebleness, she said: “I can’t go. I simply won’t go, Anita, until I’ve seen the doctor. You’re most inconsiderate. I haven’t recovered. It isn’t only the wound, it’s the shock of — Druze’s death. I simply won’t risk my life. After all, I have to take care of myself. Gurden doesn’t care a damn whether I’m alive or dead.”

Anita sat squarely before her, her big hands on her knees, her eyeglass fixed in her impassive face.

“Gurden?” she rasped. “You almost make this ghost of yours real! You’ve got to the end of your argument, Greta, when you call on the precious name of Gurden. He belongs to the same order as Mrs. ‘Arris.”

“It’s not true, it’s not true!” protested the haggard woman tearfully. “We’re married, but we’re separated.”

Nevertheless, she proceeded to give no further details that would elucidate that mystery of her life.

“Whether you are or whether you’re not, you’re to come over to May Towers,” said the Princess definitely. “If you want to see a doctor, you can send for any one you like.”

Greta elected for her own doctor, but he was out and not expected back until late that night. She ran her fingers down the directory of the profession, seeking a familiar name, and presently she found one and rang him up. Anita, renovating her toilet before the looking — glass in the bedroom, heard Greta speaking in her sugary society voice, and smiled grimly.

“If you please, doctor. I wondered if you would remember me. It’s most awfully kind of you. no, only a little scratch. The wound has quite healed, I’m sure, but I should like to see you ever so much.”

A click as the receiver was hung up. Anita smoothed the powder on her face, gave her large, shapeless lips a touch of a red creamy stick, and strolled back to the dining — room.

“Well, have you found your doctor?”

“Yes, Anita, I have,” said the other. “He’s a very nice man, and he won’t let me go out if he thinks that it’s dangerous to my health. And, really, I must consider myself, Anita, sometimes. I’m not at all well, and I’ve been thinking for a long time of placing myself in a doctor’s hands—”

“Whom have you sent for?”

“Dr. Elford Wesley. He used to be old Mr. Dawlish’s doctor—”

She heard a growl like the sound of a beast, and stared aghast at Anita. Her eyes were wide open; she showed her teeth in an ugly grin.

“You brainless fool!” she hissed. “Why did you send — for him?”
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Demoniacal, terrifying, she towered above the frightened woman, and Greta cowered and held up her hand as though to ward off a blow.

“Get on the telephone, quick, and tell him he needn’t come. Invent any excuse you like — hurry!”

In a trembling voice Greta called the number.

“He’s gone,” she said, and looked up at her mistress.

“All right, hang up, you fool!” Anita was breathing quickly. New lines showed in her face; she looked like an old woman.

“Send somebody down to the door and tell him he needn’t come.”

“But, Anita,” wailed the other, “I can’t do that. I must see him, Nita. What a stupid thing you are! What difference does it make? If you don’t like him you needn’t show yourself. And if I send down a message like that he’ll be awfully suspicious. You remember how the police came just because my wretched doctor told somebody I had a gunshot wound in the leg?”

There was reason and intelligence in this, and though the woman was quivering between fear and fury, she had no course but to consent, and when, ten minutes later, the doctor’s foot sounded on the stairs outside, Anita Bellini disappeared into the bedroom, but did not go beyond earshot.

He was an elderly man, rather talkative and fussy, short and stout, with a cherubic face, and short, white side — whiskers.

“Bless my soul, I remember you now!” he said. He was one of the loud and jovial race of doctors that is fast dying out. “I remember you very well. You used to be a friend of the Dawlishes, didn’t you? Poor old Donald! What a good sort! Now, let me look at this leg of yours.”

He examined the wound, which was little more than a scar, and, to Greta’s dismay, pronounced her fit to travel.

“You’ll have to take care of yourself for a week or two,” he said conventionally, and returned to the topic his examination had interrupted. “Yes, I was with old Donald two days before he died, from morning till night, hoping against hope that I could do something for him. For twenty — four hours I never stirred from his side. Poor old Donald! He died six hours after I left him, with my dear friend, Sir Paul Grayley, one of the best doctors that ever lived.”

Old Mr. Wesley was blessed with this disposition, that all the people he knew were the best people that ever lived, and all who were bereft of his acquaintance came under the generic heading of “poor souls.”

“Very bad business about his boy, poor soul!” He shook his hoary head. “Terribly bad business. I didn’t know Peter personally — never met him. But when I heard of this fearful thing he’d done, I said to myself, ‘My boy, if the news has to be broken to Donald, you’re the man to do it.’”

He was very talkative, very delightful, very human, but Greta was annoyed with him and gave him little encouragement to stay. As for the woman standing in the darkness of the bedroom, had her wishes materialized, old Mr. Wesley would have been swept from the face of the earth.

Presently he was gone, and she came out from her listening post.

“Apparently you can move without dying,” she said sarcastically.

“Apparently I can, if I want to move,” Greta’s voice was husky. She was back in her last trench, conscious of a great shortage of ammunition. “And I don’t want to move, and that’s flat! I can’t understand why you hate that dear old man. I admit he’s fearfully chatty, but that’s no reason why you should throw a fit at the mention of his name.”

“When I want your opinion about my peculiarities I will ask you for them,” bullied Anita, and it was a wrong move, as she realized.

Mrs. Gurden shrugged her shoulders rapidly. “If that’s the tone you’re going to adopt,” she said, with an heroic assumption of boldness, “the sooner we part the better, Anita. You’ve stopped the paper, but I think I’m entitled to some money instead of notice; and if it comes to that, I’ve had no salary for a month. And as to going down to your beastly old Towers, I simply won’t, so there!”

The Princess forced a smile.

“My dear Greta, you’re getting theatrical. But I realize you’re not quite yourself. Now, don’t be a little fool, come and rest with me for a week or two. There are one or two big schemes I want to talk over with you, and afterwards we’ll pack up and go to Capri or Monte Carlo or somewhere a little more cheerful than Wimbledon.”

“I won’t!”

It required a tremendous amount of courage to utter those two words of defiance, but it was zero hour to Greta Gurden, and for the moment she had all the ferocity of a mad sheep.

“I simply won’t! If I’ve got to earn my own living I’ll earn it. I can get a job on Fleet Fashions — I was offered one last week. I’m tired of your domination and your bullying, and — well, I simply won’t go to Wimbledon, and that’s a fact!”

Here was a resistance which Anita Bellini had never anticipated. There was not the stuff of sweet reasonableness in her. She had made her way in the world by the force of her character, and her simulations had been confined to hiding her too frequent fits of anger. It was not in her to persuade — she must command or do nothing.

“You’re going to make me look foolish. I’ve promised—”

“I don’t care what I make you look.” Greta’s head was quivering with determination. “It’s not my fault. And whom have you promised?” Without waiting for a reply: “You know how I loathe that house at Wimbledon and those awfully creepy Japanese men of yours.”

“Javanese. They’re quite nice people. If you refer to your encyclopaedia you will discover they are inoffensive, peace — loving, and domestic.”

But sarcasm was wasted on Greta.

“That may be or may not be,” she said. “All I know is that I’m not coming with you.”

“Stay and be — stay till to — morrow!” snapped the elder woman. “I shan’t waste my time or go down on my hands and knees to you. You owe me a lot, Greta—”

“You owe me a month’s salary,” said the spirited Greta, with admirable courage, “and three months’ notice.”

Her hands trembling with rage, Anita tore open her bag and flung a packet of one — pound notes on the table. Without another word she strode out of the room and shut the door so violently that the whole house shook.

Greta Gurden sat bolt upright, shivering with triumph, yet with a sinking sense of terror at what the morrow would bring forth. She had charred her boats, but she had not burnt them. Her shaking hand grabbed the telephone.

“Put me on to Scotland Yard,” she said.

She heard the weary sigh of the operator.

“Is Scotland Yard blessed with a number?” she asked.

Greta hung up the phone and looked round in search of the directory. But apparently Scotland Yard had no number, nor did there seem to be such a place on the face of the earth. She was to learn later that the official designation was New Scotland Yard, but she did not dream of looking under the N’s. And then she remembered one Leslie Maughan, and the M’s yielded a good result. She waited for a while after she had given the number, and then:

“Yes. I want to speak to you.”

“Yes, Mrs. Gurden.”

Greta started.

“How did you know?”

She heard a laugh.

“I always remember voices, especially nice voices like yours,” said the mendacious young lady from Scotland Yard.

“I want to see you very much —— very badly, I mean — tremendously.”

“In fact, you want to see me,” said Leslie. “I’ll come along.”

It required some persuasion to induce Lucretia to wait for the arrival of Mr. Coldwell.

“Very well, then,” said Leslie patiently, “wait in the street. You’ll catch your death of cold, but I don’t suppose that will worry you very much. You might even hobnob with a policeman. I trust you.”

“I should jolly well say you did!” said the indignant Lucretia.

She compromised by sitting on the baggage in the passage, the door being propped open with a weight. She found it a little more draughty than the street.

Greta’s boats seemed a little more burnt than she could have desired when she surveyed the desolation just before Leslie’s arrival. She had little stamina for quarrelling, and already her mind was a confusion of fear and penitence when Mrs. Hobbs, who had returned for her evening duties, showed the girl into the dining — room.

“It’s awfully good of you to come.” Greta was her conventional self, grabbed the girl’s hand in both of hers, used that old and artless trick of looking up pleadingly into her visitor’s face. “I’m so worried, my dear. The truth is, I’ve quarrelled with Anita. Definitely and finally,” she said, recovering a little of her lost ground. “The paper is dead, as you’ve probably heard — you know everything at Scotland Yard. That means I’m out of a job, though I can get one to — morrow by asking. Anita has behaved abominably. I should never have dreamt, after all I’ve been to her, the thought and care and experience I have devoted to her, as it were — do take your hat and coat off. Shall I ask the maid to make you a cup of tea?”

Leslie, secretly amused, shook her head. She guessed that the woman had changed her mind since she first sent for her. It was hardly likely that she would trouble to telephone about one of those quarrels which, if her information was accurate, were not an infrequent occurrence between Greta Gurden and the Princess.

“Of course, I’ve nothing to tell you that would harm Anita.” Mrs. Gurden planted one foot firmly on shore, and prepared, figuratively, to splash the waves of her venom with the other. “But she’s so peculiar — and such a temper! I shouldn’t be surprised if she goes off in a fit of apoplexy one of these days.”

“What is her trouble now?”

Greta could tell her this much, she decided, without disloyalty to her late employer. The very thought that she was “late” filled her with dismay.

“She wanted me to go to Wimbledon to stay there for a month, and I hate the place — I simply loathe it! I’m rather temperamental; I suppose all artists are — I mean, artists and literary people. And May Towers gives me the horrors. And, of course, she was terribly rude to me, in spite of the fact that I am far from well and my leg aches excruciatingly. Anita is the most unreasonable person. You’ve no idea, Miss Maughan. Of course, we quarrelled, and I simply told her that I’d have no more to do with her. And then she made a fearful scene because I asked old Dr. Wesley to come up and see me and tell me whether I was fit to be moved. She practically cursed me for calling him. Really, I thought she was going mad. And he’s such a dear old soul — awfully talkative, of course, but a perfect gentleman, and a kind man. Why, do you know, he was with Mr. Dawlish for the last twenty — four hours of his life — never left his side, my dear, hoping he’d regain consciousness — so kind!”

Leslie was sitting at the other side of the table, her hands folded patiently, waiting for the real story to come. Now she leaned forward, her eyes upon the woman’s face.

“Dr. Wesley? Was he the Dawlishes’ doctor?”

“A very charming old man, but awfully fond of Mr. Dawlish. Except for six hours just before his death, he was with old Mr. Dawlish for a whole day and a night — never left his side.”

Leslie hardly heard the next five minutes’ complaint, but when she came to bring her understanding to bear upon her hostess, Greta was not much nearer to the reason for her telephone message.

“… if anything comes out I can always say, and Anita must bear me out, that I never knew this wretched man was a woman. The first thing I saw was Anita and this man struggling, and I wanted to send for the police. And then those wretched men came in and tried to drag the pistol out of Druze’s hand — her hand, I mean, Druze’s hand. And there was I, lying on a sofa — fainted, my dear, and with simply not a notion in the world that I was wounded — it may sound strange to you, but it is true. When I woke up, Anita was going on like somebody who had lost her head. It was simply ghastly.”

“Did you see Draze again?”

Greta shook her head.

“No — the language she used before the shooting started!” Greta shuddered. “I simply couldn’t repeat half the words she employed. Of course, Anita sent me out of the room; said she didn’t know I was there; but just as I started to go out my dear — bang!” Mrs. Gurden grew dramatic and illustrative. “Bang! And then everything went dark. You know how it does, my dear.”

“I can’t understand quite,” said Leslie. “A few hours after the shooting I found you at Lady Raytham’s.”

“She sent me — Anita,” Mrs. Gurden broke in. “‘Go to Jane, but tell her nothing,’ said Anita. ‘Find out all that you can about Druze — how they parted, if she threatened her.’ Those were her words. You know Anita, she’s — what is the word? — imperious! I didn’t know whether I was on my head or my heels — like that Mr. What’s — his — name who’s written a story about women. I simply had to. And not an idea in my head that a beastly bullet had gone into my leg. The doctor said that if I hadn’t run about the wound would have healed right away. It was only when I got home — my dear, I nearly died.” She paused to take breath. “I suppose she’ll come to — morrow and ask me to go back. I’m such a forgiving nature—”

“If there is anything in life that you value, you will stay here, Mrs. Gurden,” said Leslie quietly. “I don’t want to frighten you, but I think it is my duty to warn you that the Princess Bellini’s course is nearly run. As to Druze—”

She had never thought that Druze was murdered; always she had at the back of her mind the possibility of a struggle in which the shots were accidentally fired. There was a good and sufficient reason why Anita Bellini should not shoot the mock butler.

When she reached her flat, the front door was closed. She opened it and turned on the passage light. Lucretia and the grips were gone, she saw with satisfaction. In the letter — box was a blue — lettered cablegram, and she snatched it out and opened it. This was a reply to one she had sent on her way back from lunch, and she read the message and could have sung in her joy.

She ran up the stairs, her mind divided between this blessed message and her interview with Greta Gurden. Greta was in revolt; that much was clear. But how far would her rage and venom carry her towards a complete betrayal of her employer? As she passed the hall window she noticed that the new safety — catch was in place. Really it was ridiculous to leave the flat at all, she thought. After that one abortive attempt it was not likely that a second would be made.

She almost regretted now that she had agreed to Mr. Coldwell’s plan. Throwing open the door of her sitting — room, she put out her hand and turned the light switch. But the room remained in darkness. Had they replaced the fuses? she wondered, and walked into the room.

There was no sound, no warning. A great hand suddenly gripped her throat, another covered her mouth. She felt the pressure of a knee in her back, and struggled desperately but unavailingly.

“You scream — you killed!” hissed a voice in her ear, and, summoning all her strength, she tried to nod in agreement with the unspoken demand of her captor.

The door closed softly behind her. There were two men. She felt her ankles gripped and lifted, and she was carried into the bedroom and laid on the bed. “You scream — you killed!” said the voice again. The grip about her throat relaxed, but the evil — smelling — hand was still on her face.

“I won’t scream,” she managed to mumble, and the stifling palm was removed.

“You scream, I cut your t’roat. You not scream, I not cut you t’roat — not hurt.”

“I shan’t scream,” she said in a low voice. “May I get up, please?”

There was a whispered consultation in a language which held some gutturals, and then the man who had first spoken said: “You sit on a chair, keep very quiet, long time, long time.”

He gripped her by the arm and assisted her back to the dining — room, guiding her to a chair, though there was enough light from a street lamp for her to pick her way.

There were two men — little men; their heads were not much above her shoulder. Broad, squat, and, as she had reason to know, immensely strong. She could not see their faces; by accident or arrangement their backs were to the window. He who was evidently chief of the two said something in an unknown language, and his companion withdrew to the landing, and the hall and landing lights went out. Presently he came back, and, to her surprise, he was joined by a third. Again there was a whispered consultation, and the third man disappeared, the other two squatting on the carpet before her, impassive, silent, watching, as she guessed, with eyes that did not leave her for a second. A quarter of an hour they sat thus, and then:

“I speak English liddle bit. I hear English well,” said the man. “I tell you trut’. Last night Nagara cut your t’roat. This night he not hurt.” He added a phrase she could not understand.

“What are you going to do with me?” she asked.

“Presently, by — and — by,” said the little man, after he had repeated her words slowly and had grasped their meaning, “you and me walk into carriage. While you walk you see peoples. If you speak to peoples I cut you t’roat.”

Very definite, but the repetition of the phrase amused her mildly.

“You’re rather monotonous, aren’t you?” she asked. “And after I get into the carriage, what happens?”

There was a pause while he took this in.

“By — and — by you see,” he said.

The third man came back now, and she gathered that he was in reality the leading member of the gang, for on his word the two others vanished through the door and he took their place.

“You won’t be hurt unless you give us trouble,” he said. To her surprise he spoke in perfect English. “My patron requires you.”

“Who is your patron?”

It gave her a sense of comfort to know that this queer little shape could understand all she said and could converse intelligently. It made him less of a strange and menacing animal, and removed some of the terror from the situation. And it delayed the moment when she would find her cumbersome garter a vital safeguard.

“I cannot answer your question, miss,” he replied. “But you will not be hurt. Last night you would have been killed — I myself would have killed you — but that is not the order to — day. If you are sensible and quiet, nothing will happen.”

He stood up and looked out of the window; neither the shades nor the curtains had been drawn, and he could see to the opposite side of the road.

“I must tell you what will occur,” he said. He had a trick of pedantry which might have amused her at any other time. “This house is being watched by the police. After a while they will grow tired and careless, and then my friend will signal to me that they have walked away. When that happens we will go.”

She could not see him; she could only guess that his “friend” was one of the two. She had noticed that all three were dressed in correct European garb, and the incongruity of their overcoats and derby hats added a touch of the bizarre.

“Will you therefore sit nearer to the window, at your writing place? If the telephone rings you will not answer.”

So they sat, he on one side of the table and she on the other, his eyes roving to the sidewalk and from the sidewalk to his prisoner. She saw the limousines stream past on their way to the theatres, and wondered if, on any stage in London, there would be enacted a drama quite as improbable as this in which she played a leading part.

After a long interval of silence: “I suppose you realize that, when I do not arrive at Mr. Coldwell’s house, he will either telephone or come back for me?”

He nodded.

“We have already made provision,” he said simply.

“We have sent him a telegram in your name, saying that you have been called away to—” He hesitated. “I cannot remember the town; it is in the West and is on the sea.”

“Plymouth?” she asked quickly.

“Plymouth,” he nodded. “The telegram also told him your hotel. Plymouth is very far, and by the time he discovers you have not arrived” — a pause— “by that time you will not be here.”

“Where shall I be?” she asked.

“You will be in the harem of Diga Nagara, the great prince who is dead yet is alive.”

Leslie Maughan did not swoon. She stared across the table at the little man. He was nodding solemnly.

“Diga Nagara, the great prince — who was dead and is alive!”
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Children — little Elizabeth and that unseen boy of his — ! Peter Dawlish walked up and down his cramped room, his hands in his pockets, an unlighted cigarette between his lips. The hopelessness of it all! Where and how could he begin his search? That baby of his belonged to the world of unreality, to the mists of dreams. Elizabeth was real. He could see those wide, frightened eyes of hers, the transparent pallor of her face. He shut his eyes and there she was again, frail, delicate, pleading for help he was powerless to give.

He was alone in the house. Through the thin partition walls which separated one jerry — built cottage from the other he heard the sound of a man and a wife quarrelling. In the street a boy was whistling flatly a popular tune. If Mrs. Inglethorne were here he would have the truth though he had to choke it from her. Who else would know but she?

He had been such a short time in the lodging that he was not even acquainted with her friends — the slinking little thieves who came to barter and haggle over the property they had stolen knew no more of her than that she was a mean and grinding bargainer. She had no cronies to come and spend the evening with her; by very reason of her peculiar business, she could not risk the giving or taking of confidences.

The police had been to the house and made a perfunctory search, their object being to discover other evidence against her. But they had looked only for articles of value which she might have purchased: lengths of cloth and silk (she specialized in this trade), and they were not particularly concerned about Elizabeth. Nobody cared very much about Elizabeth, except Leslie and he.

This thought occurred to him as he walked to and fro — and thought breeds thought. Might he not, searching with another object, discover what they had overlooked — one fragment of a clue that would bring him to the child? Why should he be concerned? What legal or moral right had he to detach Mrs. Inglethorne’s daughter from her legal guardian? He considered this matter, only to brush it aside. Presently he carried the lamp downstairs with the faintly pleasurable hope which comes to all who engage in secret searches.

The woman’s room was accessible. The lock he had broken had not been repaired. He went in, put the lamp on the mantelpiece and looked round. Search parties usually leave chaos behind them, but the police in their investigation had, if anything, tidied the room. There were a number of dresses, obviously the woman’s, stacked on the bed; two oleographs that once decorated the wall had been lifted down — clean squares on the wallpaper marked their old position. By the side of the clothes was a square wooden box, of the kind that soldiers use for the transportation of their possessions. This had been opened and was unlocked. The lid had jammed upon a wedge of cloth as it had been closed, and there was a gap of an inch.

Where would a woman like Mrs. Inglethorne keep papers? Or did she keep papers at all? He tried to remember the habits of her type, acquired at second — hand from his fortuitous acquaintances in Dartmoor Prison. Under her bed? But the police had obviously rolled up the mattress and made that elementary examination. There was nothing here — nothing. He opened the big black box, disparagingly. And then he saw, with a quickening interest, that the inside of the lid was almost covered by newspaper cuttings which had been pasted on the wood. Here was revealed Mrs. Inglethorne’s “scrapbook,” and incidentally her favourite daydream. A headline caught his eye.

“HEIRESS TRACED BY HER BABY SOCK!”

Another headline ran:

“CHILD’S MOTHER TRACKED BY INITIAL ON INFANT’S GOWN.”

He carried the lamp to a little table and read the cuttings carefully. They all dealt with one subject: the identification of unknown children that had brought fabulous fortunes to the lucky person who had traced their descent. Some of the cuttings were very old, yellow with age and scarcely decipherable. Evidently Mrs. Inglethorne’s collection covered a long period.

He supposed the police had searched the box, which was nearly filled with little cylinder — shaped bundles tied around with tape. Linen, coarse calico, cotton — diving into the mass, his fingers touched silk. The bundles had once been white, but constant fingering and dust had left them an indescribable hue. He untied a bundle and opened it. It consisted of a child’s cotton nightdress, a little pair of woollen shoes, and a small knitted shawl. Pinned to the shoes was a scrap of paper on which was written in an illiterate hand the words: “Mrs. Larse boy, 10 days old, measles 9 months.” Here then was the beginning and end of Mrs. Larse’s boy. “Measles 9 months” was his epitaph.

She was a baby farmer; he had guessed that. He opened another bundle hopefully. Somewhere here would be a reference to Elizabeth. The second package had nothing but a coarse calico robe and a penned inscription: “Young girl named Leavey, 5 days, whooping cough 6 weeks.” One by one he unrolled these little tragedies, and few indeed were they who had not their death certificates inscribed laconically at the end. Some had two papers, identically inscribed. He supposed that the repetition was due to Mrs. Inglethorne’s careless and haphazard system of “book — keeping.”

He had examined twelve and took out the thirteenth, wondering what potency there was in that lucky or unlucky number. The nightdress he unrolled was of the finest linen, the most expensive of all he had examined. The shawl was of heavy silk, and the microscopic shirt of the most delicate flannel. For some time he could not find the inscription, but eventually it was discovered inside the shawl. Only three words, but they set his heart beating:

“Miss Martha’s girl.”

The bundle dropped from his nerveless hands. “Miss Martha’s — girl!”

He took the letter out of his pocket. “I have found a home for your son.” He read again the pencilled words “Martha’s servant.” And Martha’s servant was — Mrs. Inglethorne!

Miss Martha’s girl. This woman could not have made a mistake. One by one he examined the clothes separately, and then, pinned to the inside of the dress, near the collar, he found a second paper written in the same hand, and, reading it, he uttered a hoarse cry.

“Miss Martha’s girl Elizabeth.”

Feverishly he untied the other bundles, but found no further clue. His knees were trembling as he mounted the stairs, the precious garments close to his heart. Putting down the lamp on the table, he examined again these pitiful souvenirs. He must see Leslie at once. Not daring to leave the clothes behind, he folded them and put them into his pocket. He used the silk shawl as a neckcloth under his thin overcoat; the night was bitterly cold but it was not the warmth of the soft fabric which brought a glow to his heart.

The windows of the flat were in darkness, but he remembered that they had heavy velvet curtains, and possibly — they were drawn. Ringing the bell, he waited. There was no answer. He rang again. And then a man appeared from a near — by doorway and strolled up to him.

“Who do you want?” he asked in a tone of authority. Peter guessed that he was a detective.

“I want Miss Maughan. My name is Dawlish.”

“Oh, Dawlish, yes. Miss Maughan isn’t in. She is staying at Inspector Coldwell’s house in Finchley. There is nobody in the flat.”

He did not hide his disappointment; he was so full of his discovery that he had to tell somebody. He had to see her. The detective gave him the inspector’s address, and he walked across the Charing Cross Road, intending to make his way to the Tube station. He reached the other side of the road, and then something made him look back at the windows of her apartments. And in that instant he saw a quick flicker of light, as though somebody had turned on an electric handlamp for the fraction of a second and had extinguished it immediately.

Peter stopped. Somebody was in Leslie’s room. He walked slowly across the road. The detective had disappeared; was, in point of fact, walking to the back of the block to visit his fellow — watcher. As Peter stood, hesitating, he saw the street door move slightly, and, acting on an impulse, he pushed it wide open and took one step into the darkness.

“Who’s there?” he said, and that was all that he remembered.

Something soft and heavy fell with a thud on his head, crushing his soft hat as though it were paper. He stumbled on to his knees, and a second blow laid him prostrate, the blood trickling down his face and staining the soft silk that had once enwrapped his child.

There were no loiterers in Charing Cross Road that bitter night, when a chill north — east wind sent people hurrying to the shelter of their homes. There was no lounger to tell the detective of three people who had walked hurriedly across the sidewalk into the car which was drawing to the kerb at the very moment Peter pushed open the door.
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As the car moved off, a man came running across the road, stepped lightly on to the footboard, and wriggled his way to a place beside the driver. The car was held up outside the Hippodrome, but only for a few seconds, and then, turning, it sped wheezily along Coventry Street. They had a good crossing of Piccadilly Circus, and a few seconds later they had struck the gloom of lower Piccadilly and had turned into Hyde Park.

Leslie had a glimpse now of the faces of her captors; yellow, with that Oriental slant of the eye which is common to the Chinese and Japanese. Here the likeness ended; their faces lacked the intelligence of the people of the island kingdoms.

Javanese, of course. How stupid she had been not to have realized that from the first! Anita Bellini had lived in Java for many years. And then she remembered Peter’s words. She understood the chained door because of the attack that had been made on her flat. Anita’s bodyguard had been engaged elsewhere; she had need of chains to protect her house in their absence.

Who was Diga Nagara? It sounded familiar. It was one of those colourable figures in history that even the skimming student retains as a fluttering rag of memory. Some Javanese god, perhaps.

“Who is Diga Nagara?” she asked suddenly.

She heard the men draw in their breath as though they were shocked.

“The Prince, the Great One,” said the man on her left after a while. He spoke in a low, awe — stricken voice. “He who is not dead, though the Dutchmen think he is.”

“Dutchmen?” Of course, Java was a Dutch possession. She wished now she had made a study of the Malaysian States, and knew just what was entailed by an inclusion in the harem of this prince who was dead and yet not dead.

The car slipped across Hammersmith Bridge, and, after a few minutes, she could identify the spot where the body of Druze had been found. They were going to Wimbledon, then — to Anita’s grisly house.

The machine came to a stop before the door of May Towers, and she hurried up the steps. She had not reached the top before the door was opened. No light showed in the hall, and she heard the door clang behind her and a chain rattle as it was fastened, and her courage almost deserted her. Somebody flashed the light of a hand — lamp; she saw the wide, heavily carpeted stairs.

“Go up,” said her conductor, his hand still on her arm, and she obeyed.

The stairs turned and they reached a wide landing. Somebody knocked at a door, and a voice which she recognized as Anita’s said: “Come in.”

The man who had knocked pushed the door open wide. She had a glimpse of a lofty wall, hidden by a black curtain, which was covered with curious designs in gold thread — work. The room was filled with an unearthly greenish light; the hand of the gaoler fell from her arm; she walked into the room alone, and the door closed behind her.

It was a long and ill — proportioned salon. With the exception of a divan at the far end and a low table near by it was bare of furniture. The carpet underfoot was either purple or black; in the queer light of two green lamps that burnt on either side of the settee, it was impossible to distinguish its colour.

Anita Bellini sat cross — legged on the divan, horribly suggestive of some repellent and grotesque idol, in her golden frock. Her massive arms were smothered from wrist to elbow with glittering bracelets. Three ropes of pearls hung about her strong neck, and every time her hands moved they sparkled and scintillated brilliantly. A long ebony cigarette — holder was between her lips; that immovable monocle of hers gleamed greenly.

“Come along, Maughan; sit here.” She pointed to the floor, and, black against black, invisible from where she had paused when she had entered the room, Leslie saw a heap of cushions.

She sat obediently, looking up into the coarse face. So they sat surveying one another for a space, and then, flicking the ash from her cigarette, Anita Bellini spoke.

“You have brains, I suppose?”

“I suppose so,” said Leslie coolly.

“Sufficient brains to know that I wouldn’t take the risk of bringing you here — abducting is the word, I think — unless my position were rather desperate. I’d have killed you last night, but that would have been a fatal mistake. You are much more useful to me alive.”

Leslie smiled faintly.

“Which sounds like a line from a melodrama,” she said.

To this Anita made no reply.

‘‘Have you heard of Diga Nagara?” she asked. “I see you have. He was a great prince of Java, who died seventy years ago. He has become a legendary figure, and the natives believe he is immortal, that he enjoys, through his subjects, all the creature comforts of a living man. In his name they will go to any extreme.”

She stopped, took out her monocle with a characteristic gesture, polished it mechanically on the knee of her dress, and put it back.

“You were to have been killed last night because Diga Nagara designed your death. If I gave you to be the wife of one of these men, you would be Diga Nagara’s bride, whoever held your hand. Do you appreciate that?”

Leslie nodded. Her eyes did not leave the woman’s face.

“The Javanese are a gentle, kindly people,” Anita continued slowly; “but in some ways — they are not nice.”

“I understand all this is a threat as to what will happen to me if I do not do something you wish.”

“You’re a sensible girl,” said Anita Bellini, and leaned forward, her elbows on her knees. She was very much like a fishwife in that attitude; there was something inexpressibly common about her, in spite of her monocle and her Parisian gown, and the luxury of her surroundings. “This afternoon” — she was still speaking very slowly and distinctly— “Coldwell applied to the Bow Street magistrate for a warrant — a warrant for my arrest and a search of this house. Did you know that?”

Leslie was genuinely astonished and shook her head. “I had no idea, and I can’t think that what you say is true,” she said. “Mr. Coldwell made no mention of any such arrest; in fact, I was spending the night at his house, and I know he had arranged—”

Anita broke into her explanation. “He applied. Whether the warrant was granted or not, I do not know. That is one point. Another is this: you visited Greta Gurden tonight, and she told you the one thing in the world I wished that she should not tell. I know, because I saw you go in and come out of her flat, and I have seen Greta since,” she added grimly. “It isn’t necessary for me to tell you the vital information you discovered.”

“It isn’t,” said Leslie. “But I might have found that out, anyway. In fact, I should, if I’d had the sense to go straight to Dr. Wesley and ask him how long before Donald Dawlish’s death he was unconscious. I’ve always suspected that the alteration of that will was a forgery. I saw a copy of it, and I have compared it with the signature of Donald Dawlish. It would not have been very difficult to prove that the new will, which gave Mrs. Dawlish the whole of her husband’s fortune and which disinherited Peter, was a forgery from beginning to end. The doctor will, of course, prove that beyond any question. On the day he was supposed to have made the new will, Mr. Dawlish did not recover consciousness. Surely, Princess, you don’t imagine that you will get away with that! Mr. Dawlish’s lawyers have always been dissatisfied with the will that was made without consultation, and which was only proved because they could not induce Peter Dawlish to contest its validity.”

Anita Bellini made no answer to this.

“I’m chiefly concerned with myself and my own safety,” she said at last. “You’ve got to help me, and Martha must look after herself. You’ve got to help clear me. I’m going to make you a very good offer — a hundred thousand pounds.”

Leslie shook her head.

“Not all the money in the world will influence me, Princess,” she said. “How could I clear you? You talk as though I were the chief of the detective bureau and had authority to divert the processes of the law. The person you must see is Lady Raytham, whom you have blackmailed for years, and even if she were agreeable, the law requires that you shall explain the death of Annie Druze.”

“It was an accident.”

Leslie nodded.

“I know — or, rather; I guessed. But that has got to come into the light, and it cannot come into the light unless the story of the blackmail is revealed. I am willing to do this: let me walk out of your door unharmed, and the little adventure of tonight will be forgotten. I will forget your smelly Javanese; I will forget what happened last night. Tell me where I can find” — she paused— “Elizabeth Dawlish.”

“There is no such person,” said Anita harshly.

“Elizabeth Dawlish,” repeated Leslie, “Peter’s daughter.”

Princess Anita Bellini was not smoking now. She had the holder in her hand, turning it over and over and examining it critically as though she were looking for some defect.

“You’ve got to get me out of this mess, Leslie Maughan.”

Leslie rose to her feet.

“I thought you were clever,” she said, with a note of contempt in her voice. “Nothing can get you out — nothing!”

“Is that so?” Anita’s voice was soft and silky. “Do you realize, my good woman, that if I can’t get out, who has put me in — you! You’ve been prying into the history of the Druzes, have you? Ah ha!” She laughed harshly. “I know a great deal more than you imagine. And you’ve been putting the little pieces together to trap Anita — poor old Anita, eh?” She showed her big white teeth in a mirthless smile, and suddenly slipped from the divan and drew near to the girl. “Let us have a marriage feast,” she said, and clapped her hands twice.

The room was seemingly empty; yet at that signal half a dozen little men, naked to the waist, appeared as if by magic from behind the long curtains. Anita, her face swollen with rage, spluttered something in the Javanese tongue, and the squat shapes came shuffling towards her.

Leslie did not move; she stood erect, her hands by her sides, her pale face turned to the woman. Even when they seized her, she did not resist, but allowed herself to be hurried behind the fold of a curtain and through a door into a stuffy little room into which she was thrust. The door was closed on her, a lock snapped; from the other side of the door a mocking voice called her.

“Hail to the bride!”

Then a few words in the strange tongue of Java, and, answering these, the chatter of the little men’s laughter.

Leslie stooped, pulled up her skirt, and unstrapped an appendange from a garter. It was a small calibre Browning. She slipped back the jacket, forced in a cartridge and brought the catch to safety. Then she began to explore.

The appointments of the room were a little tawdry. The divan, which seemed an indispensable adjunct to every room, was old and worn; a shaded light hung from the ceiling; there were two brass dishes attached to the wall. It appeared to be the apartment of a highly favoured upper servant, and this she confirmed when she turned over the coverings of the divan and saw what was apparently a suit of native clothing.

There was a second door to the room and this she tried. Then, to her surprise and delight, she saw that there was a key on the outside. She turned this, and to her relief it opened, and she found herself in a very conventional bedroom, the type of apartment she would have expected to discover in any of the houses on Wimbledon Common. No lights were burning and it was inadvisable to switch them on. Softly she closed the door of the room she had left, and, tiptoeing across the floor, felt her way to the — bedroom door. She turned the handle softly and looked out.

Happily, the two men who stood on the landing had their backs turned to her. She closed the door again, in an agony of fear lest she should make a sound. Running quickly across the bedroom, she tried the windows. They were not only fastened and barred, but, as a further harrier to egress, the bars were covered with a stout wire screen. Perhaps there was a bathroom, she thought, and groped along the wall. After a while she felt the handle of a door and opened it gingerly. She must risk putting on the light for a second, and this she did.

It was evidently used as a dressing — room, and there was another door which, she guessed, led to a second bedroom. She turned out the lights; the door was locked, and again the key was on the outside. For a moment she suspected a trap and hesitated, but after a moment turned the key and entered the room, only to draw back instantly. Somebody was there; she heard the sound of breathing, and a tiny creak as though a body was turning in bed. And then:

“Who is it, please?” asked a voice, and Leslie nearly dropped.

For the child who spoke from the darkness was Elizabeth!

“Don’t make a sound,” she whispered, and, taking out the key, closed the door and locked it on the inside.

Only then did she feel for the light switch. The room was a small one, and apparently there was no other way out than that by which she had come. The small window was barred and wired; the window itself was of opaque glass. She looked round at Elizabeth; she was sitting up in a small bed, looking with astonishment at this unexpected vision. Then suddenly she leapt out of bed and came running towards the girl, and Leslie caught her in her arms.

“Are you going to take me away? I’m so frightened — these little men frighten me. I told you about them. One came and left the pistol with mother. Oh, take me away, please, please!”

Leslie gathered the frail form in her arms and kissed her.

“There’s nothing to be afraid of,” she said, but without any great conviction. “Tell me quickly, Elizabeth; is there another way out of this room?”

To her surprise, the child pointed to a plain bureau which stood against the wall.

“She comes through there sometimes,” she whispered. “A terrible woman — with an eyeglass. She told me that if I made any trouble one of the black men would kill me.” The child shuddered.

Putting her gently away, Leslie went to the bureau and pulled open the door. The wardrobe was empty and reached from the floor to the height of her head. The back was undoubtedly a door; there was no disguise about it. There was neither keyhole nor handle. Using all her strength, she pushed, and the door swung open — it had been fastened by a very simple spring catch.

She returned to Elizabeth and wrapped a bedspread round her thin shoulders.

“You’re to be very brave and very quiet,” she whispered. “Come with me.”

The child hesitated. “She told me I must never go through there,” she began, but Leslie reassured her, and they passed through into an apartment which was also a bedroom, though apparently out of use. The bed was not made, and some of the furniture was shrouded in holland covers.

Again Leslie opened the main door, this time to find herself on another landing. There was nobody in sight. Down below, at the foot of a narrow flight of stairs, a light burnt dimly.

“You’ve got a pistol too,” whispered the child in wonder, and Leslie smiled.

“Don’t talk,” she breathed into Elizabeth’s ear, and led the way down the stairs.

They terminated in a small passage, paved with tiles. As she reached the foot of the stairs she heard the sound of voices, and, looking round cautiously, she saw that under the stairs was a door, and it was open. At the far end of the passage was another, and this obviously led to the outside of the house, for it was chained and bolted.

As she stood, debating what she should do, the voices grew fainter, and the patch of light on the wall which marked the open door disappeared. It was her chance. Grasping the child by the arm, she slipped off her shoes and hurried noiselessly along the passage in her stockinged feet.

She had reached the door, and with fingers which, in spite of her will, trembled, moved first one chain and then another. The top and bottom bolts were drawn; her hand was on the key, when from somewhere above came an outcry. A bell rang, a door under the stairs was flung open and three men ran out. The first two did not see her, but made for the stairs. The third caught sight of her over his shoulder and yelled a warning. In an instant the three men were flying towards her. Twice the little pistol banged, and one man slid to the ground with a yell, grasping his knee. And then they were on her and she was fighting desperately for life.

She heard the scream of the child and called out to her to open the door and escape. But Elizabeth was too petrified with terror to make any movement.

They carried Leslie Maughan, trussed and bound, into the purple salon and laid her at Anita’s feet. And then the man who spoke English lifted his hand.

“Lady,” he said, “here is the woman. What shall be done?”

Anita pointed to him with her thick jewelled finger.

“This night you shall have the soul and body of Diga Nagara,” she said in her grating voice. “Diga Nagara — this is your bride!”
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It seemed to Peter Dawlish that he had been unconscious for an eternity when he turned over on his back with a groan and felt carefully towards his damaged head. His face was wet and sticky, and when he essayed to rise to his feet, it seemed that the whole of the building was oscillating violently. Presently, however, he was up, keeping to the wall for support, and, grasping the handle of the door, he jerked it open and was instantly gripped with hands of steel.

“Hullo, who are you?” asked a stern voice.

“I don’t know — Dawlish — something happened. I saw a light and came over — and then the door opened and I don’t remember much more.”

The detective recognized him.

“The door opened?” he said anxiously. “Was somebody in the flat?”

Peter nodded and winced.

“Give me a drink,” he said, and the detective guided him by the arm and led him upstairs to Leslie’s room.

A glass of ice — cold water revived him and he was able to tell a coherent story of his experience.

“It couldn’t have been more than ten minutes ago,” said the detective. “I went round to see my opposite number and I’ll swear I wasn’t gone for more than that time.”

Suddenly he stooped to the floor and took up something. It was a loose native slipper that had slipped from the foot of Leslie’s captor in the hurry of departure. The light he had shown when he searched for this was the light that Peter saw.

“Just wait; I’ll call Mr. Coldwell.”

Inspector Coldwell was at dinner when the message came.

“Hang on, I’ll come down,” he said. “I’ve had a wire from Miss Maughan that she’s going to Plymouth, but that doesn’t mean anything.”

He was in the flat twenty minutes later. By this time Peter’s wound had been roughly dressed, and he had washed the blood from his face. Save for the throhof the wound, he was little the worse for his experience.

“They coshed you with a rubber club; it is rather a good method,” said Coldwell callously.

He looked round the room with pursed lips and a frown.

“It doesn’t follow that because those birds were here, she was here,” he said, and glanced at his watch. “Too early for Miss Maughan to have arrived at Plymouth. Just wait; I want to make sure.”

He drove to the telegraph office from which the message had been sent, and was fortunate to find the postmaster just leaving his office.

“I want to see the telegram that was — sort from here about five o’clock to — night addressed to me.”

“You want to see the original telegram, I suppose? That won’t be difficult.”

It was more difficult than he supposed, and half an hour’s precious time was wasted before the pencilled form was produced. Coldwell had only to glance at the writing to know that it was not in Leslie’s hand. Yet a woman had written it; that was obvious from the characteristic writing.

He returned to the flat and sent the detective in a cab to Scotland Yard and Peter employed this interval to tell him of what he had found in Mrs. Inglethorne’s box.

“I pretty well guessed that,” said Coldwell. “So did Leslie — Miss Maughan. ‘The son’ meant nothing. This unfortunate lady had intended keeping the child with her if it were a girl, and that was not the wish of the gang who were bleeding her. They told her she had a son. But I’m going to make sure about that before we go any farther. Somehow I’m not so scared about Leslie Maughan as I ought to be perhaps. She’s got a sort of gun.”

A quarter of an hour after, his cab drew up before the gloomy doors of Holloway Prison, and after a strict scrutiny of his credentials he was admitted, and conducted to one of the main halls of the gaol, where the remand prisoners were housed. The chief wardress opened the door and went in. Presently she came out and beckoned him into the cell.

Mrs. Inglethorne was sitting, a scowl on her face, her big raw hands clasped before her. She knew Coldwell, and lifted her lip in a grin of rage.

“Don’t you come in here!” she said shrilly. “I’m not going to talk to you. If you want to find that kid, you go and find her! And that’ll take you some time, I’ll bet!”

“Listen!” Coldwell had a very direct way with criminals.

“Whether you’ll get nine months or a lagging depends on the answer you give me, Mrs. Inglethorne. There’s just a chance that you may get something worse than a lagging.”

She scowled up at him. “What do you mean?”

Very deliberately he sketched a portion of her life; told her where she had lived, and how long she had stayed in her various places of abode. She made no comment or correction, looking down at her hands, and only when he paused did she meet his eyes.

“Is that all?” she asked insolently.

“Not quite all. You have been engaged in baby farming for the past twenty years. In 1916, in the month of July, you received from one called Arthur Druze a baby boy of a few days old. Where is that child?”

“You’d better find out,” she said.

“It is for you to find out,” he said, in that hard, metallic voice which he adopted on occasions. “You have to prove to me that that child is alive, or there’s another charge against you.”

“Eh?” She was startled. The big mouth trembled. “You can’t charge me—”

“I’ll charge you with murder, and I’ll dig up the garden of every house you’ve occupied in the past six years to find evidence.”

Mrs. Inglethorne’s many — chinned jaw dropped; her eyes stared wildly, and in their depths Coldwell read the very terror of death.

“I’ve done nothing — like that!” she almost screamed.

“You were Martha’s servant, weren’t you?”

She nodded dumbly, and then, throwing herself on the couch, she writhed like a woman demented. And in her dementia she broke the habit of a lifetime and told the truth.

A police tender was standing outside the door of Leslie’s flat when Coldwell came back, and a dozen men stood about on the sidewalk. He beckoned Peter to him.

“You had better come along,” he said.

“Where are you going?”

“To Wimbledon. Do you feel fit enough? There may not be a scrap, but I rather imagine that her supreme and exalted Highness will die fighting.”

“Is Leslie there?”

Coldwell nodded.

A hundred yards short of May Towers the tender stopped and the little army of men got down. On the journey Coldwell had made his arrangements. Four of the detectives were to make their way to the back of the house; the remainder were to force the entrance. It was Coldwell who rang the bell. In his right hand he gripped an axe, ready to strike at the chain the moment the door was opened.

Standing behind him, Peter saw him stoop his head.

“Can you hear anything?” he whispered.

“No, sir.”

“Thought I heard a scream.”

He waited a few seconds longer, and then:

“Give me the crowbar.”

Somebody passed him up the long steel bar, and with a swing he drove the clawed ends between door and lintel. Again he struck, and this time had his purchase. Pulling back with all his strength, the door cracked open. Two blows from the axe broke the chain, and they streamed into the dark hall and up the stairs.

*

The squat Javanese stooped and lifted the girl without an effort, and as he did so the little men who stood around clapped their hands rhythmically and droned the marriage song of their class. Leslie heard and set her teeth, as she felt herself raised in the strong hands of this hideous little man.

She had a glimpse of Anita Bellini — the hate in her eyes made her shudder in spite of herself.

“Good — bye, little Maughan!” she mocked. “There is death at the end of this.”

And then she stopped, her eyes glaring towards the door.

“Stand fast, everybody! Tell these fellows not to move, Bellini!”

It was Coldwell’s voice. Leslie felt herself slipping from the encircling arms. Then suddenly somebody caught her, and she looked round into the haggard face of Peter Dawlish.

“No gunplay,” said Coldwell gently, “and there will be no trouble. I want you, Bellini; I suppose you are prepared for that?”

“I am called Princess Bellini,” she began.

“Whether you’re Princess Bellini or Annie Druze or Alice Druze is a matter of supreme indifference to me,” said Coldwell, as he caught her wrist. “But you have the distinction of being the first woman I’ve ever handcuffed.”

He snapped the cold circle about her wrist.

“But then, you see, most of the ladies I’ve pinched have been gentle little souls who wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

She made no reply. That old look had come into her face again which Leslie had seen before.

Then Anita Bellini did an unexpectedly generous thing. She nodded to the wondering group of natives shepherded behind three armed detectives.

“These men have done no harm,” she said. “They have merely carried out my instructions in ignorance of the law.”

She said something in Javanese to the man who — had held Leslie, and he grinned and answered in the same language.

“My head boy here” — she nodded to him— “will accept responsibility for the other natives.”

And then, with a sideways jerk of her head and a hard smile: “Well, here is the end of the Druzes,” she said.

“Not quite.” Leslie’s quiet voice interrupted her. “Martha has still to be disposed of.”

There was anger, but there was fear also in Anita Bellini’s grimace.

“Martha? What do you mean — Martha?” she asked sharply. “I have not seen her for years.”

Leslie smiled. “I saw her two days ago, so I have the advantage of you,” she said.

They waited only long enough for Leslie to gather a change of dress and a coat for the prisoner, and thereafter Anita Bellini went out of her life for ever, except for the day when Leslie stood in the witness — box and testified against the monocled prisoner, who did not look at her but sat staring straight ahead at the scarlet — robed judge.

Before she collected the clothes she went in search of Elizabeth, and found her weeping in her bed in the little dressing — room, and persuaded her to dress. By the time the Princess was out of the house and on her way to Wimbledon police station, the child was arrayed in her rags. Leslie stood in the doorway looking at her, and she was very near to tears.

“Elizabeth, do you remember how you used to pretend you had all sorts of nice fathers?” The child nodded and smiled. “Well, I’m going to introduce you to a real one.”

“A real father?” asked the girl breathlessly. “My father?”

“And you’ll never guess who he is.” Suddenly the child was clinging to her, her arms locked about her neck. Thus Peter found them, weeping together.
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It was not often that Mrs. Donald Dawlish made a call at any hour of the day; the appearance in Berkeley Square of her big Rolls was something of an event. But at eleven o’clock at night…

“Mrs. Dawlish?” sad Jane in wonder, when the footman came to her with the news. She had not seen the woman for two years. Indeed, Mrs. Dawlish’s attitude of late had been frankly antagonistic. “Ask her to come up, please.”

The woman strode into the room, patting her mop of untidy white hair into place. She wore the black which suited her better than any more vivid shade, and on her bosom blazed a diamond star which was just a little too large to be altogether ornamental.

“I suppose you’re surprised at my coming at this hour?” She dropped her shawl on the settee, and, walking to the fire, held out her hands to the blaze.

“I am — a little,” said Jane, wondering what was coming next. Nothing short of a catastrophe could have brought Peter’s mother in such circumstances.

“I’ve been a good friend of yours, Jane — in the past,” she began, and her look asked for confirmation; but Jane was silent. “There’s trouble, bad trouble, over that will of the old man’s,” she went on. “I’ve had a letter from his lawyer to — night, asking me to give them all sorts of information that I am not prepared to give. The will was proved six years ago. They can do nothing now, but they nag and nag, and I’m getting tired of it all. They may be acting for Peter, but I doubt it. But Peter can stop this persecution.”

It was the first news that Jane Raytham had had of any trouble in connection with the will, but the request was one which she could not pass unchallenged.

“I know nothing about the matter,” she said. “Peter, of course, must do as he wishes. I have no influence there.”

“You have a big influence,” said Mrs. Dawlish emphatically. “Peter has found out about the child; I suppose you know that?”

Jane nodded.

“The man is crazy to find it, and—”

She met the grey eyes and stopped.

“I am crazy to find it too,” said Jane Raytham in a low voice.

“Are you?” Mrs. Dawlish was honestly surprised. “I didn’t think you were that kind — to worry about — things. Well, that’s all the better from my point of view. I can give you the child. You can tell Peter that I’ll give you the child and make him a handsome allowance if he will stop his lawyers from worrying me.”

“You can give me the child? You know where he is?” Jane’s voice shook.

“Well — yes, I do. It wasn’t a boy, Jane.”

Jane Raytham shrank back as if she had been struck.

“Not a boy? A girl? And you promised me—”

“There’s no sense in talking about promises, or what happened eight years ago,” said Margaret Dawlish coldly. “I’m talking about the present. Yes, it was a girl. Druze took her to an old servant of mine — Martha’s servant.”

Jane could only stare at her, speechless with amazement.

“You — you’re Martha?”

Mrs, Dawlish nodded.

“Martha Druze?”

“Martha Dawlish. I am entitled to that name; not even Peter can take it from me. I married old Dawlish a fortnight after his wife died in childbirth. Anita bullied him into it, if you want to know the truth. She would have married him herself, but Bellini was alive. I was her favourite sister and she always wanted me to make a good marriage. I don’t know what she had been to my husband and I don’t very much care, but she was an attractive woman in those days, before she let herself go; at any rate she had enough influence to make him marry me.”

Jane passed her hands before her eyes, as though she were trying to sweep away the mist which still obscured a clear view.

“You’re Martha?” she said again. “Of course, I knew you were a nurse. Then, Peter?”

“No, Peter isn’t my son, if that is what you’re going to say. I insisted that he shouldn’t be told. I felt it would weaken my position and authority. Mr. Dawlish was rather an easy — going man and he agreed. If Peter had had the brains of a gnat he wouldn’t have needed telling. He had only to see the registration of his birth and compare it with my marriage certificate to know as much as you know now. Jane, will you help me with him? I don’t care how large is the allowance I make him.”

Jane shook her head helplessly.

“I don’t know what I can do. I can’t think very clearly, only — I want the child — my girl.”

The hard face of Mrs. Dawlish creased in a rare smile.

“Is there nobody else who wants her?” she asked significantly. “Has Peter no rights? You haven’t thought of that, I suppose?”

“I have thought of it,” said Jane in a low voice. “But I know Peter. And whether I have her, or he, she will be free to us both. We’re going very swiftly down the slope, and the slope is getting steeper,” she shook her head, “and God knows where we shall land at the bottom. I’ve been just as wicked as a woman can be. I’m a bigamist — don’t interrupt me, please — I’m a bigamist, and my husband must know. I don’t think it will worry him as much as it worries me, and in a way he’ll be rather glad to get rid of me. But I can face all that if I have my baby! I’ll do what I can,” she went on quickly, recovering the lost balance, “if it doesn’t hurt Peter — I’ve hurt him enough. He is too good a man to be wounded any farther. I cannot see him to — night; I will write to him and ask if I may see him to — morrow, and then—”

The door was opening slowly and a man came in whose head was whitely bandaged. At first she did not recognize him, and then:

“Why — why, Peter!” she faltered.

He was leading by the hand a little girl in a worn, stained ulster. The golden head was hatless. Jane Raytham looked down into that beautiful child face, saw the clear eyes looking at her wonderingly, solemnly, and put up her hand to her throat, hardly daring to speak. She opened her lips; no sound came. She made yet another effort.

“Who is this, Peter?”

It was not like her own voice.

“This is Elizabeth,” said Peter gently. “Elizabeth” — he stooped and looked into the child’s face— “Elizabeth, this is your mother!”
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“I’m sorry to have brought you down to this very unpretentious little flat of mine,” said Leslie, “but I have discovered in myself some of the qualities of a showman, and really and truly most of the documents and proofs I have are here.”

And then she laughed, rocking from side to side in her chair.

“What is the joke?” asked Coldwell suspiciously.

“You look so like Christy Minstrels, all sitting round in a circle with your hands on your knees, and it’s two o’clock in the morning, and — oh; there are a dozen reasons why I should laugh. I’ll begin at the beginning, shall I?

“I suppose everybody knows how I worked up an interest in this case, through finding a book of poems in a little Cumberland farmhouse, and how I put two and several together, made them four, guessed them six, and finally proved their real quantity beyond doubt.

“There was a family living in Devonshire named Druze.” Briefly she retailed all that the clergyman had told her, and all she had learnt from subsequent inquiries.

“Annie Druze was in reality Anita. Alice was Arthur Druze, and Martha, the younger of the two, eventually became Mrs. Dawlish. The three girls were very staunch friends. They had made some sort of compact in their childhood to stand together through thick and thin, and that is the only creditable aspect of their subsequent careers. Annie went abroad as a lady’s maid, and scraped an acquaintance in some way with an impecunious scion of an Italian family and married him. Martha had a training in a hospital, became a maternity nurse, and was subsequently called in to nurse Peter’s mother with her first child.

“Alice, the middle sister, joined her sister in Java, where the prince had taken some minor position. I have had a long talk with Martha, and she tells me that Alice Druze became Arthur Druze as the result of a masquerade. She went one night to a fancy dress ball dressed as a man, and nobody guessed her identity. The possibility may have occurred to Anita, as she had become, that in this guise her sister would be of use to her, for there is little question that even so long ago Anita was engaged in blackmail There is proof that she blackmailed a Government official of Java, and there is the record of a complaint made to the English police in ‘89, when she returned to this country, from the wife of one of her victims. And she did not stop at blackmail. Martha — who, to save her own skin, has betrayed everybody — says that she had forged three bills of exchange to her knowledge. It is established that it was Anita who forged Lord Everreed’s signature, and, taking advantage of Peter being out of the way, got Druze to cash the cheque, the proceeds of which were divided between the two sisters. Whether she did this out of sheer wickedness and with Martha’s knowledge in order to ruin Peter, or whether she was in low water, I cannot discover. Martha suggests the latter reason, and swears that she knew nothing about the forgery until later. I have my own opinion.

“Anita was distinctly acquainted with Jane before Peter knew her, but she did not become interested in her until after her marriage and return to England. The arrest of Peter coincided with Anita learning that Lord Raytham, a very rich man, was anxious to marry Jane, who in some mysterious fashion had disappeared. Anita guessed the cause and went in search of and found her. She learnt of Jane’s condition and kept by her, her object being to persuade her to marry Raytham, so that she might profitably exploit the new Lady Raytham. She tried to persuade Jane that her marriage wasn’t legal, hoping that the girl in her desperation would commit bigamy and be under her thumb for the rest of her life. But Jane made one desperate attempt to free herself from the marriage. She went to Reno, applied for a divorce, and that divorce was granted.”

“Granted?” Jane’s voice was shrill, almost a scream. “It was not granted, Leslie; it was refused — !”

“It was granted. Your decree was made absolute. I have a cablegram from the clerk of the court to that effect — it arrived last night. Naturally, Anita did her best to prevent the divorce, because if it were given, she had practically no hold except the child, which was subsequently taken away by her sister and handed to Mrs. Inglethorne, who for four years was in Martha’s employment. When she found she couldn’t stop the divorce, she induced Jane to go out of court whilst the judge was giving his decision. Her car was waiting at the door of the court, and Jane was sitting in it, waiting for the verdict. It was not until Anita came out of court and joined her in the car that Jane learnt that the divorce had been refused. She married Raytham, believing that she was a bigamist, and yet finding poor sort of comfort in the belief that there had been some sort of irregularity in her marriage which made it invalid.

“For seven years Jane Raytham has been paying toll to the blackmailer, supposedly the man who had charge of the child, in reality to Anita Bellini and her sister.

“Immediately after her return from America, Jane went to Appledore, her time being very near at hand. It was then that Martha was called in, and the poor girl learned that white — aproned nurse was the terrible Mrs. Dawlish whom Peter hated and feared. This was the beginning of Jane’s time of torment which endured until a week ago. Then Druze, as I will call her, got scared. I think I was the person responsible. My inquiries about the twenty thousand pounds that had been drawn from Jane’s bank, information which came to Scotland Yard in quite a normal way, frightened her and she decided to go abroad, getting as much money as she possibly could before she left.

“Jane gave her her emerald chain, and with this Druze went off to interview her sister. There was some little quarrel as to the division of the spoils. Anita, who was the stronger of the two, snatched the chain from her sister’s hands, never expecting that the woman, infuriated with drink and anger, carried a pistol. In that struggle which followed, Druze was shot, but in some miraculous fashion still retained her hold of the square emerald. I can only imagine that Anita was so beside herself with grief that she did not make a search. In a panic she had the body put on the car and taken to the lonely spot and left there. But new clues were coming to light every day. Mrs. Inglethorne reported the presence of Peter Dawlish in her house and his interest in the child. Imagining that he suspected who Elizabeth was, and that his coming to Severall Street was designed, she had the little girl taken to Wimbledon, and concentrated all her mind upon getting rid of my unworthy self. For in me she thought she saw her chief enemy, and I think she was right.

“And that,” said Leslie simply, “is that!”

Mr. Coldwell got up stiffly and stretched himself. “I’m going home to bed. It’s very unlikely that you will be troubled by the little yellow boys, and I think I can leave you and your Lucretia here without any misgivings. I don’t know how this is going to look in court, or who will be brought into the case and who will not, but those things are the little unpleasantnesses which you will have to live through and live down.”

Jane knew he was addressing her and smiled. “I can live everything down,” she said, “and live through everything, if somebody will let that little yellow head sleep on my pillow now and again.”

She walked across to Peter and held out her hand. “I don’t know whether I’m glad — about the divorce,” she said. “I think I am. And I hope you are, Peter.”

She cast a swift sidelong glance towards Leslie, who was arranging her papers at the desk, and dropped her voice still lower.

“Do you think somebody else is glad?” she asked.

“I hope so,” said Peter, and for the first and last time Jane Raytham felt a little twinge that had a remote resemblance to jealousy. It was gone in a second.

“Come and see me to — morrow — I want to arrange things for — our family.”

And when his lips twitched, “That smile was almost paternal,” she said.

They were all gone at last except Peter and Leslie, and Lucretia, washing up noisily in the scullery, her door half open to ensure the proprieties.

“Well?” asked Leslie.

“Very well — bewilderingly well.”

“I told you about Mrs. Dawlish and what she intends doing?”

He nodded.

“You can, of course, charge her with being privy to the forgery, but I think it was Anita’s work. It will be so much better if you allow her to pass the property to you by deed of gift. That makes you a very rich man, Peter. What are you going to do with it? Buy a house in Park Lane?”

“Would you like a house in Park Lane?” he asked.

“I’d like almost any kind of house, Peter,” she said quietly.

Lucretia, looking through the half — opened door, saw the brown head of her mistress pillowed on Peter’s shabby jacket, saw him bend his head and kiss her.

Lucretia sneered.

“My Gawd!” she said, addressing nobody in particular. “These women!”


The End
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Harry the Lancer came into Burton Street Station to show his “brief,” for he was out of Dartmoor only that Monday, having served twenty-one months short of seven years.

He slouched in, a scowl on his yellow, scarred face, and produced his document to the station sergeant.

“Henry Beneford, S’ar’nt — convic’ on license. Gotta report here—”

And then he saw Inspector Long (or, as they called him, “Betcher,”) and his eyes blazed. It was unfortunate in many ways, but most unfortunate for the Lancer, as it proved, that Betcher was present. He had called round to identify a much-desired shoplifter.

“Morning, Inspector. Still alive, I see?”

“And kicking,” said Sub-Inspector Arnold Long cheerfully.

The ugly lip of Harry the Lancer curled.

“Wonder your perishin’ conscience don’t keep you awake at night — you got me seven by lyin’ an’ artfulness!”

“And I hope to get you another seven,” said Betcher cheerfully. “If I had my way, Lancer, I’d put you in a lethal chamber — where they put the other mad dogs. And the world would be a better place.”

The long upper lip of the man began to twitch spasmodically. People who knew him best flew to cover at this ominous warning, but though Arnold Long knew him well enough, he was not alarmed.

Truly, the Lancer had been a lancer in His Majesty’s Army for eighteen months, at the end of which time he went down for three years for kicking a corporal to unconsciousness. He was a bully, a thief, and a dangerous man. But then, Betcher was also a dangerous man.

“Listen to me, mister. I’m not going to threaten you. I’m not givin’ you a chance to send me back to the Awful Place, but what I’m a-goin’ to say to you is this: you watch out!
 ”

Betcher smiled.

“You talk too much, Lancer,” he said pleasantly. “One of these days you’ll be going into Parliament.”

The convict was trembling with fury; the twitching upper lip quivered again. He tried to speak but could not, and, turning to the sergeant at the desk, laid down his papers with a hand that shook.

“Clever — you’re all clever. People like me are easy to catch — why’n’ you get Shelton, hey? All the busies in England can’t get him. Not even amachers!”

Betcher did not reply to this, being wholly uninterested in Clay Shelton at the moment. He did, however, recognize that the slighting reference to “amachers” was immediately directed to himself, but that reproach had never worried him, for he was a good professional, as Lancer had reason to know.

Returning to Scotland Yard, he discovered that Mr. Shelton was indeed a vital interest in life.

There was, in truth, no such man in the world as “Clay Shelton.” Yet for fifteen years he had been engaged in the forging and uttering of letters of credit, bills of exchange, and other negotiable security. And fifteen years is a long time. “Clay Shelton” was merely a label that indicated his activities — it was the name written in the register of the White Hart Hotel at Dorking on September 3, 1899, by a thin, nearsighted man who took seven thousand pounds out of the Sussex Bank by one of the simplest of tricks and the most elementary of forgeries. It was the first name by which he was known, and it served to mark him on record cards at police headquarters.

Lieutenant-Colonel Hillerby, of the Army Pay Corps, who drew twentyfive thousand seven hundred pounds from the Bank of Africa by means of a forged warrant, was undoubtedly the same gentleman, with a moustache and monocle. The bank detective who, being well acquainted with military matters, suspected this new colonel and followed him to Wynberg was found knifed in a pine wood near Kenilworth, for “Clay” supported his ingenuity with violence.

Fleet-Paymaster Corban-Smith, who took almost the same amount from the Portsmouth and Southern Bank, had no moustache and wore a naval officer’s uniform, the left breast of which was gay with medal ribbons.

The bank messenger who walked into the Bank of England and withdrew sixty-five thousand pounds on behalf of the Midland & Western had a gray moustache and Scottish accent. Frederick G. Tennycold, of Chicago, who presented a letter of credit to another branch of the same bank and carried off six thousand, wore horn-rimmed spectacles and the badge of the Knights of Columbus — there were scores of other names that the police entered on his dossier, but officially he was “Clay Shelton.”

Inspector Vansittar, a depressed and gloomy man, had an interview with his chief.

“I’m extremely sorry, Vansittar, but you’ve only had the experience which other officers have had,” said the chief, shaking his white head, “and the best I can do for you is to take you off the case and give it to somebody else. Fortunately for you, as I say, every other man who has touched the Shelton forgeries has fallen down.”

Mr. Shelton had, three months before, obtained eighteen thousand three hundred and twenty pounds from the Foreign Department of the City of London Bank by means of a forged cable transfer. All the experts agreed that it was the neatest “job” that had ever been done, but whilst police headquarters could offer a detached admiration for a clever piece of work, it was vitally necessary that it should not be repeated.

“We can’t catch him because we don’t know him,” said the inspector, “but mostly because he works alone. Even the cable job was single-handed. The cable advice was forged and delivered in London, and so was the confirmation. A man clever enough to work on his own can only be caught by the act of the Lord! If there was a woman attached to him, if he had a wife or a side partner of any kind, he wouldn’t have run fifteen years.”

There was an awkward, even a painful, silence here. The chief, liking the officer and desiring to let him down lightly, could think of no way but a harsh one for ending this talk; the inspector had no further excuses.

But there was a suggestion to make, and this he offered.

“I don’t believe anybody will catch him unless he makes a bad slip, but there is a man who might—”

He waited for encouragement. Colonel Macfarlane knew just whom he meant, and did not speak, wishing that the responsibility for the suggestion should at least be halved.

“Betcher?” suggested Vansittar, and the Colonel’s nose wrinkled.

“Umph! Betcher!” He shook his head disparagingly.

Betcher Long, his vulgar nickname notwithstanding, was a university man, and he was the son of a millionaire in spite of the fact that he was a policeman. Why the son of Sir Godley Long became a policeman at all is too long a story to tell. On a certain gloomy day, he was sent down from Cambridge by an enraged vice-chancellor, his crime being that he had fought and beaten a lowly official of the university, to wit Tom Helpford, the bulldog guardian of a proctor.

Therefore was he sent with ignominy to his parent. And his parent, being rather testy over the matter, advised Arnold Murry Long to go forth into the world and earn his own living. And Betcher obeyed. He turned up at his father’s house in Berkeley Square one month later wearing the uniform of a constable of the Metropolitan Police, and not all the pleadings and stormings of Sir Godley could induce him to change it.

That is most of the story: they called him “Betcher” because that was a favoured challenge of his.

His father did not wash his hands of his only son. He took a certain pride in his eccentricity; was wont to talk at his very exclusive club of “my son, the copper.” He had once waylaid Arnold at the corner of Hill Street one foggy night and offered him beer. How Arnold had emptied the can joyously and then threatened to arrest his father for loitering became a legend of clubland.

Because of his wealthy associations, authority would have kept Arnold walking a beat, being fearful of a charge of favouritism and the questions which would be inevitably raised in Parliament if he received promotion out of his turn. Yet in two years he was a sergeant, and not an ill-natured question could be asked, for he had taken Lew Fredding, wanted for lifting a quarter of a million dollars from the New York Security Bank, and had followed up this exploit by tackling with his bare hands those notorious gunmen, Sullivan and Veilt, after the killing of Parlyvoo Smith, the informer. Nothing could hold back his stripes after that. Scotland Yard transferred him to the Criminal Investigation Department, where he would be overshadowed by greater men. Driving home one night in the fog, he overtook a man with a limp who, because of the propitious weather, had ventured from his hiding place for a little exercise. Betcher stopped his car, jumped out, and, miraculously avoiding two bullets, arrested with some difficulty Ernie Budlow, bank robber and blackmailer, “wanted” on six distinct charges.

“Luck!” said the Yard, but they had to give him an acting inspectorship because the Home Secretary made the recommendation over his own sprawling signature.

He was not the ideal of Scotland Yard. They did not hold him up as a model for young detectives to follow. He had, he admitted, been so often on the carpet that he had worn a hole in it. Suspension from duty had come his way; a severe reprimand, afterward expunged from his “sheet,” had blotted his record; and once he had earned the censure of a judge for his unconstitutional methods.

In height he was sixty-nine inches, and gave the impression that he was rather thin. He could run like a hare but more intelligently; as a boxer, he held the amateur championship for two years; he could climb like a cat, and had something of the cat’s sensitiveness. He called himself English to annoy Macfarlane, the chief, who never allowed the word “English” to pass where “British” would serve.

His face was thin and long and had an everlasting smile, for life and the world were a great joke. When the Boylans caught him off Limehouse Reach and gave him five minutes to prepare himself for a rapid translation to another world, his white teeth showed in glee.

“You don’t kill me for a thousand — betcher!”

And they didn’t. He swam two miles with hands and feet tied, and when he was rescued by the Thames police, the first words that came from his chattering teeth (the time was mid-January and the river was full of ice) were: “I’ll get Joe Boylan in twentyfour hours — betcher a thousand!” And Joe he caught.

Colonel Macfarlane might well wrinkle his nose at the thought of putting Betcher Long on the Shelton case. In England the third degree is unknown — Betcher had invented a fourth. Did he not hold the head of Lew Brayley until he confessed where he had hidden the small son of Mr. John Brisbane, the millionaire shipowner, kidnapped and held for ransom? Was it not Betcher who earned the censure of a High Court judge for breaking open the safe of Lester Glommen and securing there from the proof, and the only proof obtainable, of his connection with the Texan oil swindle which was so profitable to Lester that he might have retired a very rich man in a few months?

“Betcher?” The chief pulled at his lower lip thoughtfully. “I daren’t do it! Betcher would do something outrageous, and the kick would come back to this office… Still…”

He mused on the matter all day, and at five o’clock in the evening Mr. Arnold Long was summoned to his superior’s bureau.

Betcher listened with his set grin.

“No, sir, I don’t want to see the papers — I know Shelton’s record by heart. Give me three months and I’ll put him where he’ll keep regular hours.”

“Don’t be too sure, Mr. Long!” warned the Colonel.

“Betch — I mean I’m pretty sure,” said Arnold respectfully.

So, with many admonitions, warnings, and sundry words of good advice, Betcher Long went forth and reported to the Chairman of the Bankers’ Association.
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One fine spring morning, Mr. Shelton strolled down Lombard Street, a thoroughfare entirely devoted to banking establishments; and as he walked, gently swinging his tightly rolled umbrella, he allowed his fancy to roam back through the ages, when this little street had been packed tight with the houses of Germanic moneylenders, and the Lombard rooms, or lumber rooms as the word had been corrupted, were crowded with the pledged furniture of their clients.

He paused before a building that was dour and mean-looking in spite of its polished granite face, and stared up, as a tourist might stare, at its monotonous rows of windows.

“What is this place?”

A City policeman stood in the roadway near the edge of the sidewalk, and the City policeman is a guidebook as well as an incomparable director of traffic.

“City & Southern Bank, sir,” he said.

“Dear me!” said Mr. Shelton mildly, and gazed at the building with, as it seemed to the policeman, a new respect.

A car drove up; the chauffeur jumped out and opened the door, and there alighted first a very pretty girl, and then an elderly, sallow-faced woman, and lastly a goodlooking young man with a black moustache and a monocle, and carrying his glossy silk hat in his hand, for the height of the car roof had made its wearing a precarious business.

They passed into the bank and the policeman strolled up to the chauffeur.

“How long will they be before they come out?” he asked.

“Five minutes,” said the chauffeur, stretching himself comfortably.

“If they’re any longer, pull out and park.” The policeman gave the driver some instructions and strolled back to the sightseer.

“You a stranger to London, sir?” he asked.

Mr. Shelton nodded.

“Yes, I’ve just come back from South America. I’ve been there twentyfive years. The Argentine Bank is somewhere along here, isn’t it?”

The policeman pointed, but Mr. Shelton made no attempt to continue his walk.

“It is very difficult to believe that in this street are stored millions and millions of gold.”

The policeman smiled sardonically.

“I’ve never seen any of it,” he said, “but there’s no doubt—”

He stopped and his hand went halfway up to a salute. A taxicab had drawn in behind the car, a young man had jumped out. He flashed a reproachful grin at the policeman, took in Mr. Shelton with one comprehensive glance. and disappeared into the bank.

“Who was that — a police officer?” For Shelton had detected the interrupted salute.

“No, sir, he’s a City gentleman I know,” replied the officer, and strolled off to give instructions to the taxidriver.

Betcher Long passed into the bank, was attracted for a second by a pretty face at one of the tellers’ desks, and disappeared into the holy of the general manager’s office. A stout little man, completely bald, rose and shook hands vigorously.

“I’ll only keep you a minute, Long,” he said. “I’ve got a customer to see.”

He darted out of the room and was gone a few minutes and returned rubbing his hands, a smile on his rubicund face.

“There’s a woman of character,” he said, shaking his head ecstatically. “Did you notice her?”

“I thought she was rather pretty,” replied Betcher, and Mr. Monkford was goodnaturedly impatient.

“That was the secretary. The elderly woman I’m talking about — Miss Revelstoke. She’s been one of my customers for nearly thirty years. You ought to meet her; she’s a character. The young man with her is her lawyer. He’s a bit of a dude, but he’s one of the rising men in the law.”

There was in the manager’s office a foot square of unclouded glass, which commanded a view of the long counter at which the three people were standing. The elderly lady was counting with great deliberation a bundle of notes that had been passed across to her by the teller, and the girl, a little bored, he thought, was gazing up at the beautifully carved ceiling of the bank. It was an unusual face: that was his first impression. Certain types of prettiness are commonplace, but there was a distinction in her face, a vitality that was arresting. He hardly noticed the smiling young man at Miss Revelstoke’s elbow. And then, suddenly, her eyes met his, and for a second they looked at each other with an absorbed interest. As quickly, she turned, and he became conscious that the banker was speaking.

“…I don’t suppose you’ll ever catch him; I don’t suppose anybody will catch him. He’s like an eel, that fellow! My theory is that he’s a member of a very clever gang

“I wish to Heaven he was,” smiled Betcher. “You can drop that idea, Mr. Monkford. There is no honour amongst thieves — only amongst good thieves. The man is working single-handed, and that is his biggest asset.”

The banker had taken from a drawer of his desk a large portfolio, which he laid on the table.

“Here are all the facts, not only relating to the City & Southern, but to every bank that has been victimized by this man,” he said. “All his original signatures are here, but I don’t think they will teach you much. The ‘m’s’ are similar—”

“All ‘m’s’ are similar,” interrupted Arnold Long. “It is the one letter of the alphabet that has no character.”

He spent half an hour examining the dossier and found no profit in his inspection.

“I notice that these documents have been tested for finger prints?”

Mr. Monkford nodded.

“That is one of the features of every forgery. The left hand, which kept the document steady, was invariably gloved.”

When Betcher came out of the bank, he looked left and right, undetermined as to which way he should go, and at last decided to go toward Gracechurch Street and make a call at a shipping office in Fenchurch Street. At the corner of Gracechurch and Lombard streets he saw a slim, elderly man standing, apparently absorbed in the streaming traffic. He was looking sideways at the stranger as he passed, and Betcher read the message of that scrutiny. It was only for a fraction of a second, but as plainly as words could speak, those gray, watchful eyes said: “I know you: you are a detective!”

Betcher experienced a little shock, but could neither analyze its genesis nor find a reason. He crossed the road to Fenchurch Street and turned to buy a newspaper. The man was still there, a well-dressed, debonair colonel of infantry he might have been, with his white felt hat and his well-fitting tweed suit. Betcher purposely gave the boy a shilling in order to have an excuse for waiting for the change, and in that time he took stock of the stranger. A City swindler of some kind; one of the little army of men who thrive on questionable enterprises. He had caught in that one glimpse of the man’s mind a hint of resentment as well as knowledge. For a second he had a mind to return and find an excuse for speaking to the man. But he was a Scotland Yard man in the City of London. The City has its own detective force and is jealous of encroachment.

As he stood, the figure in gray hailed a passing taxicab, which turned up Lombard Street and disappeared. It was hardly out of sight when, acting on an impulse, Betcher Long called a cab.

“Lombard Street,” he said quickly, “and keep well behind the yellow taxi. You’ll catch him up in the block before the Mansion House.”

Presently the taxi came in sight, and, holding the outspread newspaper which hid his face, he saw his prey look back through the peephole.

That night, when Colonel Macfarlane was leaving his office, a jubilant young man intercepted him.

“Call me lucky!” he chortled. “I’ve found Clay Shelton.”

“You never have!” gasped the Commissioner. “Betcher!” said Mr. Long promptly.
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A week later, as Mr. Clay Shelton was passing through the dingy little town of Chelmsford, he had an inspiration — a sudden unaccountable fear that depressed him so much that for a second he could not breathe naturally. He threw his gear into neutral, pressed his foot slowly on the brake and came to a halt by the side of the road. On his right was a high wall of dingy red, and, standing back from the roadway, a grim, black gate.

Mr. Shelton stroked the white moustache he had so carefully cultivated for the past six months.

Chelmsford Jail. He must have seen the place without realizing that he had seen it, and the depression lay at the end of a chain of subconscious reasoning.

A little wicket door set in the black gate opened and a warder came out, and then four men and another warder. The four men wore ordinary civilian clothing, but they were chained together. Convicts on their way to Dartmoor, Mr. Shelton mused. They would be in London in time to catch the one o’clock train for Plymouth. The wicket gate remained open. The jailer at the door and the warder in charge discussed something. What it was Mr. Shelton guessed when a taxicab came furiously from the town end of the Colchester Road and pulled up at the prison gate. The prisoners were bundled in, one of the warders with them; the other took his seat by the driver’s side and the cab went away.

“Humph!” said Shelton thoughtfully, and stroked his moustache again.

Stepping on the starter, he turned his machine and went back to Chelmsford and, stopping his car at the Saracen’s Head, got out. There was a booksellers’ and stationers’ shop which had a notice in its window:

ADVERTISEMENTS RECEIVED HERE

FOR ALL THE LONDON NEWSPAPERS



He went into the shop, asked for a blank, and filled it up. There was some delay here, for the only person in the shop at this early hour was a youthful assistant who had begun his employment that day and was strange to the routine. Eventually the necessary forms were discovered.

“That is to go in the personal column of the Times,” he said, and paid the fee.

The youth took the blank and read it carefully, though there was little need for care, for every word was printed. Mr. Shelton went on his way with a lighter heart, and the young man who had accepted the advertisement put it for safety between the pages of a book he had been reading, and which he was still reading, to the neglect of his duties, when his new employer came upon the scene and in a fit of choler discharged him.

When he jerked back to its shelf Mr. Anthony Trollope’s fascinating study of clerical life, he filed away unconsciously the advertisement. Mr. Shelton’s lightness of heart was, in the circumstances, premature.

Outside of Colchester, Shelton drove his machine into a side lane, took from a locker beneath the seat a compact suitcase in which were the change of clothing, the scissors, cream, and razor that would in the shortest possible time change him into a rather seedy-looking person, and, having examined every article with care, he walked jauntily to the place where the tramcars start, boarded one, and was jerked uncomfortably to the centre of the town — Colchester being notably unhappy in its street transportation.

Ten o’clock was striking as he entered the premises of the Eastern Counties Bank.

He laid down a paper and a book, and the spectacled clerk examined both carefully before he disappeared into the office of his manager. When he came back it was with the respectful and apologetic smile of one who found that his worst fears were without foundation.

“Seven thousand six hundred,” he said cheerfully. “How will you have this, Colonel Weatherby?”

“In hundreds,” said Mr. Shelton.

Pads of notes came into view, the cashier’s finger moved with extraordinary rapidity; he scribbled the numbers in his book.

“Thank you,” he said.

Mr. Shelton turned, putting the notes into his breast pocket. There were two men in the room, and one passing through the swing doors. The first of these was a weary-looking gentleman who supported himself at the counter. At him Shelton did not look; but the man with his back to the door, showing his white teeth in a smile. “‘Morning, Shelton.”

Betcher Long — of all people in the world! Shelton stopped, his face outthrust, at bay.

“Do you want to talk to me? My name is not Shelton.”

Arnold Long nodded; he took off his hat and ran his fingers through his black hair.

“Thought I would,” he said.

And then Shelton leapt at him.

In a second three men were struggling on the floor. Up to his feet came Shelton; the second policeman fumbled and bungled all the time in Betcher’s way. And then the weary man at the counter took a hand, and thrust into the tangle of whirling arms and straining bodies.

“Here, I say! Confound it!”

There was a deafening explosion, the second policeman went down on the tessellated floor, bleeding hideously. “Put that pistol down or I’ll shoot!”

Shelton turned his head. The bespectacled clerk covered him with a heavy army revolver, and his hand was wonderfully steady. There had recently been a war, in which bespectacled bank clerks had learnt to kill people with the greatest nonchalance.

Betcher Long snapped cold irons on the wrist of the white-faced man. Two uniformed policemen came into the office whilst the clerk was ‘phoning the hospital.

“I want you for forgery,” said Arnold; looked down at the limp heap and the widening circle of blood, and then:

“Thought you never carried a gun?”

Shelton said nothing, and the detective turned to the languid stranger who had intervened.

“Thank you, sir. I’m obliged to you.” And then, recognizing the helper:

“You’re Mr. Crayley, aren’t you?”

The face of this man of fashion who had intervened in the fight was the colour of chalk; his yellow moustache drooped pathetically.

“Might have been killed, by gad!” he croaked. “Did my best for you. Let me know if I can do anything more. Is he dead?”

“I guess so.” Betcher stared gloomily at the still figure. “Wish you hadn’t done that, Shelton. But it will be easier to prove than the other murders. We’ll take him to the station house before the crowd get him. Show me the back way out of here.”

The manager led the party through his private office to a courtyard at the back of the bank. A small gate led to a narrow street, where a car and two policemen were waiting. Betcher had planned this exit.

He pushed his prisoner into the machine and followed. Where had Shelton seen manacled men thrust into a cab? At Chelmsford — a thousand years ago!
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On the 14th of June, Inspector Arnold Long left London at five o’clock on a perfect morning, when the sun was shining and every cottager’s garden he passed was ablaze with blue and gold. The roads were empty save for the farmers’ lorries, and he came into Chelmsford before a shop was open, and only the labourers on their way to the fields to speculate upon his haste.

He had passed through a little village and was speeding down a straight road that ran between green fields when he passed a man sitting on the top of a field gate. In that instant he recognized the idler, and, jamming on his brakes, went at reverse and ran back to where he had seen the man. He was still sitting on the top rail, a cigarette drooping limply from his lips, and met the astonished gaze of the detective without embarrassment.

“Good-morning, Lancer. Have you taken to the agricultural life?”

The Lancer took out his cigarette, looked at it thoughtfully, and threw it away.

“Doin’ any harm to anybody?” he demanded truculently.

“Are you on the road?” Betcher asked politely, using the term which most euphemistically described a tramp.

“I’ve got a job, if you want to know — a good job!” There was a queer expression on the Lancer’s face. “Where you off to — blood’ound?”

Arnold Long smiled — he hadn’t dreamt that he would smile that morning.

“Thief-catching, Lancer.” He looked round the deserted fields. The only building in sight was a big black barn. “You haven’t slept out, I’ll swear! And you haven’t walked far — there is no dust on your boots. Lancer, what is the game?”

But the Lancer did not reply. With a gesture he waved his hand toward distant Chelmsford, and, chuckling to himself, Arnold Long went on his way.

His car drew up before the black dates of Chelmsford Jail as the clock was striking seven. He rang the bell and was admitted to a little lobby, whence he was conducted by a warder along a narrow passage out of which opened a door.

The Governor was in his tiny office, alone, for neither the under-Sheriff nor the other officials peculiar to such an occasion had arrived.

“The chaplain is with him now. I hope it isn’t going to be very painful for you — I hate these affairs!” Arnold nodded.

“I’ve been praying all the way down from London that he’d change his mind and wouldn’t see me.”

The Governor shook his head.

“I don’t think that’s likely,” he said. “The last question he put to me last night was whether you were coming. I told him I’d sent the request to the Home Office, and that I’d had a telegram to say that you would be here this morning.”

He rose from his chair, and the detective followed him along the corridor, down two steps, the end of which was barred by a heavy steel door. This the Governor opened, and they were in a large hall, lined on both sides with three tiers of doors. Outside the cell nearest them when they had entered a warder was on duty. The cell door itself was ajar, and a gleam of light showed from the interior.

“Wait,” said the Governor, and went into the cell.

Presently he came out and beckoned Long, and, with a heart that beat a little faster, Arnold went into the chamber of death.

Shelton sat on his bed, his hands in his pockets. He was in his shirtsleeves and colourless. His face was covered with a gray beard, and the detective would not have recognized him.

“Sit down, Long. Give him a chair, will you?”

But Inspector Long stood, waiting — for what?

“I thought I’d see you before I went off.”

He took out the cigarette he was smoking and puffed a ring, watching it till it struck the stone roof and was dissipated.

“I’ve killed four men in my time and never regretted it,” he said meditatively. “There was a bank detective in Cape Town, and a bank manager in Bombay. I didn’t intend killing this fellow, but the dope I gave him put him out. Then, of course, there was the case in Selby. He trailed me to my houseboat — it was rather a nasty business; you’ll find him buried near the two big poplars at Wenham Abbey.”

Arnold waited.

“The fourth…” Again Shelton puffed a ring to the ceiling and watched it. “The fourth I will not trouble you about, because it was a singularly unpleasant affair… and rather messy!”

He smiled up at the stern-faced man before him.

“And now I’m going to pay, you think — you’re wrong! They will drop me and they will bury me, but I will live! And I will get you, Mr. Betcher Long! I will get every man who brought me to my death!”

Then, seeing the look in the detective’s face, he laughed softly.

“You think I’m crazy with the heat! There are things in this world undreamed of in your philosophy, my friend, and the Gallows Hand is one of them!”

His eyes sank to the paved floor and he frowned for a second, then laughed again.

“That is all,” he said curtly. “You’ll remember that, Mr. Long — the Gallows Hand that will come up from the grave and grip you by the throat sooner or later!”

Long made no reply, and followed the Governor into the big hall.

“What do you make of that?” asked the Deputy, wiping his forehead. He was rather white and shaken. “The Gallows Hand… my God!”

“It won’t get me,” said Arnold Long, nodding slowly. “And what’s more, I’ll betcher!”

He did not wait for the end. Just outside Chelmsford is a tiny village with a very old church. He saw the hands approaching the hour, stopped his car, and removed his hat. Suddenly the hour boomed forth, one — two — three — four — five — six — seven — eight.

“God rest the poor gink!” said Betcher Long, for he knew that at that second the soul of Clay Shelton had passed to eternity.

“Gallows Hand!” he mused, and smiled, and at that moment something struck the windscreen and scattered into fragments.

He jerked the car to a standstill.

Ping!

The second bullet carried away his hat; he felt the wind of the third pass his lips.

In a second he was out of the car, gazing round the placid, smiling countryside. There was nobody in sight, no hedges that could hide an assassin, except-He saw a little hedgerow, above which was a pale vapour of smoke. He sprinted across the meadow which separated him, and as he ran he heard a fourth shot and dropped flat on the ground. No sound of the bullet came to him, and, rising, he continued to run, zigzagging left and right.

Then he saw something that brought his heart to his mouth. Rising above the grasses near the hedgerow was a great white hand, its stiff fingers convulsively clutching at nothingness.

In a second he had reached the spot. A man lay on his back, his hand thrown up to the smiling sky. By his side was a service rifle which the other hand clutched in the grip of death.

And then Arnold saw the face.

It was Harry the Lancer, and he was dead!
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Harry the Lancer! Arnold Long stared down into the gray face, almost unable to believe the evidence of his eyes. A brief examination showed the cause of the convict’s death. He had been shot at close quarters from behind. Betcher picked up the rifle: the barrel was still hot, and there was a live cartridge in the chamber.

A few yards away was the hedge, and beyond this he discovered a steep bank leading down to a sunken road. There was no sign of life here, but the narrow road twisted out of sight fifty yards beyond, and there were wheel tracks on the white dust. He climbed the bank again to where the body lay, and was stooping when he heard the “pop-pop” of a motorcycle, and caught a glimpse of the leather-covered head of its rider.

He was going along the road where the detective had left his car, and, raising himself, Long signalled the rider to stop. The man, whoever he was, must have seen him, but he did not arrest his speed, though he seemed to slacken a second as he came abreast of the car. In a few seconds, he was out of sight behind the alders that fringed the road.

The detective looked round for help The shots must have been heard. And then he saw in the distance a black barn which seemed peculiarly familiar, and he remembered that it was at this spot on the road that he had seen the Lancer that morning.

There was nothing for it but to drive into the nearest village and procure help. He was more than halfway across the field when he saw a bright, straight tongue of flame leap up from the place where he had stopped his car; there was a deafening explosion, and in a second the air was filled with scraps of flying wood and metal.

Betcher stood still, paralyzed by the shock, and then, sprinting the remainder of the distance, he leapt over the low hedge into the road. His car was a mass of twisted metal and smouldering wood; and then, by great luck, a cyclist policeman came along. He had heard the explosion and, bending over his handlebars, was flying toward the spot. He leapt off his machine as he came abreast of Arnold.

“What’s happened to your car — blown up?”

“It has certainly blown up,” said Betcher grimly; “and as certainly I am not troubling to look for the bomb that did it!”

“Bomb?” gasped the rural policeman.

The question of his wrecked machine was an unimportant one to Betcher Long. In a few words, he explained the tragedy and guided the policeman to the spot where the man lay.

“There are car marks in the sunken road,” said Betcher, “but unless we have an airplane, I doubt whether we can overtake the two gentlemen responsible for this little surprise.”

It was five o’clock that night when he came to the Yard and reported, and Colonel Macfarlane listened with a darkened brow.

“The whole thing is inexplicable and, I would have said, impossible,” he said. “Shelton was hanged at eight, and there is no doubt about his being dead. You were unable to trace the motorcyclist or the car?”

Betcher shook his head.

“No, sir, neither the car nor the bomb-thrower was seen, but that is very easily explained. The car could have turned right and doubled back, joining the main road west of Chelmsford. The only machine that passed through the village was a tradesman’s Ford, evidently a greengrocer’s, for there were baskets of cabbages and potatoes at the back. The cyclist — well, I know what happened to the cyclist. I want to be mysterious for a week or two. Chief, we’re up against the Terrible People!”

Macfarlane frowned at him.

“I don’t quite get you,” he said. “Shelton worked on his own. He ran no gang, he had no friends. And certainly, as far as we know, there is nobody in the world sufficiently interested in the man’s fate to care whether he lived or died.”

Betcher bit his lip thoughtfully.

“All that is true,” he said, “and yet — well, I’m standing for no Gallows Hand; that supernatural stuff doesn’t get past me, not by so much as a millimetre! There’s going to be trouble — bad trouble! I don’t know where it’s coming from, but it will be hot and fierce and gory.

The Terrible People will not sit still. They employed the Lancer, knowing he was a pretty good shot, to settle me on my way back from Chelmsford; and he was easy, because he hated me. When they found he’d missed the target, they shot him. If he hadn’t missed the target they would have shot him. He was marked for death the moment he took on his dirty work.”

In the months that followed, Betcher Long found a new zest and interest in life. The knowledge of his own danger, the certainty that somewhere behind this lonely forger existed an organization more terrible than any that he had met with or even had read about in the grisly records of police headquarters, gave his step a new spring and brought a new brightness to his eye.

He had trailed the Lancer from the moment he had left Dartmoor; had interrogated the people with whom the convict had been brought into touch; and at every turn he was puzzled. None of the Lancer’s acquaintances could give him the slightest clue that would lead to the detection of his employers.

The year that followed was one of fearful happenings. Murder upon murder was planned and carried into execution, and yet no word of these deeds appeared in any newspaper. Only the wise men in that dark building that broods on the Embankment knew of the terror that stalked abroad. Men, famous and notorious, were sent into the vales of death, and no startling headlines dominated the news pages of the London press.

For the Gallows Hand went cunningly to its task and left no trace of its devilish work.

And then, fate brought to Arnold Long’s life an even more poignant interest, and, as it proved, a cause for a fear that had been a stranger to him hitherto. For he met the secretary of Miss Revelstoke.
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Miss Revelstoke was a lady of great age and with few observable fads. She garnished neither her parlour with long-haired dogs of diminutive proportions, nor her person with cameo brooches. She preferred radio concerts to solitaire, and never bought a car until the demonstrator had proved to her satisfaction that the machine could hold the road at sixty-five. A tall woman with a lineless yellow face and black, inscrutable eyes, she had, so far as Nora Sanders knew, no objectionable characteristics, which is remarkable in any lady of wealth who employs a companion-secretary.

The big house in Colville Gardens was from every point of view a perfect setting for such a jewel of a woman. Externally it symbolized Victorianism at its stodgiest phase, for there was a sunken area to it and a stolid stucco porch and step that led up to a highly polished black door. The liver-coloured curtains, the flower boxes in the window sills, the two tubs of well-trimmed box-bush that flanked the doorway — all these things fitted the external view of Miss Revelstoke.

The superficial observer imagined horsehair couches of elegant design and gilt pier glasses and rosy-patterned carpets beyond and behind the baffling curtains. Intimately, Miss Revelstoke belonged to the age in which she lived. Even Nora’s room was artistically and tastefully furnished, which was also an unusual experience for a companion-secretary who had slept under garret roofs and had once shared a room with a sentimental housemaid.

One day in midsummer, Miss Revelstoke sat at her little writing table and penned an address in her neat hand, damped the small label with a sponge, and fixed it carefully on the oblong parcel.

“You will find Mr. Monkford a very amusing person,” she said, in her precise way; “he has the facetiousness which is peculiar to men of his stature. Stout men are invariably humorous. Even as a branch manager, he erred on the side of flippancy, which, as a rule, is not an asset in a banker. The parcel is rather heavy for you?”

Nora lifted the package. It was lighter in weight than she had expected.

“He will probably ask you to stay to tea. I dine at nine, half an hour later. Mr. Henry is coming to dinner, and I feel sure he will never forgive me if you are not here.”

The girl laughed at this. It was a tradition, the nearest to a jest that Miss Revelstoke could approach, that Nora was the reason, whatever might be his excuse, for frequent calls of Miss Revelstoke’s goodlooking young lawyer.

“Tell Monkford that he need not write — he is very welcome to this horrid negress. I shall be seeing him at ‘Little Heartsease’ next week. You booked the suite?”

A taxicab carried Nora to Paddington and to the beginning of a new and an amazing experience. Life began when she bought a third-class return for Marlow-on-Thames, since, at the end of the line, and within the confines of that sleepy Georgian town, began her acquaintance with the Terrible People and Betcher Long, that unusual detective.

For her part, “terrible people” would have been illustrated in her mind by a picture of uncouth folks who ate with their knives, or that impossible family she had met on a trip to the fjords, or at worst the bookmaker and his lady wife (one hopes) who lived at No. 705 and came home noisily every morning at three and argued thickly with the cabman.

For the Terrible People were as yet in the stage of secrecy; they were mentioned in confidential minutes, as between the Secretary of State and the Chief Commissioner of the Police. Only Betcher Long spoke of them freely, even cheerfully, just as a man might speak of a plague which happened to be in another country. He gave them their title; though in the guarded minutes that went crisscrossing between Whitehall and Scotland Yard were heard “Very Secret and Confidential. Re a Supposed Illegal Organization Operating to Defeat the Ends of Justice.”

Betcher called them plainly the “Terrible People.” Sometimes he added adjectives of force and colour.

With no other emotion than one of joy at the prospect of a day in the out-of-doors, Nora came to Marlow.

Harry, the boatman at Meakes, straightened his back, wiped his forehead with a bare brown arm, and regarded the inquirer with the respectful interest which all boatmen assume so naturally toward all folks who are not equipped or costumed for the river.

“Mr. Monkford’s house?”

He shaded his eyes from the reflected glare of the sun and pointed up river. Here the stream turns abruptly toward Temple Lock. In the one bank the meadows stretch to the long woods; behind the trees on the other, the tower of Bisham Church shows grayly. It was toward Bisham that the boatman looked.

“You can’t see the house from here,” he said, with an air of disappointment which suggested that for the first time in his life he realized and regretted the invisibility of Bendham Manor. “It’s old — you can see the place if you walk up the path. A red house with twisting chimneys.”

He looked at her doubtingly. There were twelve punts to be baled and a four-oared skiff to be made ready for a picnic party almost due. She was very pretty. It was lady-prettiness, fragile and dainty and white. Red lips and gray eyes that held the ghost of a smile. She wore a little black felt hat without ornamentation and a blue costume that was nearly black, severe, and straight, yet for some reason peculiarly feminine. Also there was a suppleness and grace in the slim lady who had arrested his eye as she walked toward him along the towpath, long before he had seen her face.

“It’s a long way round by road,” he said, emphasizing in his fashion the service he was about to offer. “You cross the bridge and take the second lane to your right where the war memorial is — a long way. I’d better row you across, ma’am.”

“You’re very good,” she said.

She had a nice voice, sweet and rich. Some gentleman’s wife, he thought, for she was not a flapper. There was a maturity in her manner, a self-assurance in the decision she revealed. Nora Sanders was in truth an old woman of twenty-two and reconciled to her great age and exceedingly blank prospects. Her years troubled her not at all, though the terrible thirties lay over the brow of the hill; nor did her emphatic singleness, for she had met no man whose quality of mind and heart set her dreaming in the quiet dusk. But it was very dreadful to be companion-secretary to a woman of sixty and to absorb from day to day her acrid philosophies. She had gone halfway to meet middle age (this was her pet illusion), and there was no way out. Marriage was only a jump from one rut to another and maybe a worse. Such dreams as she had were curiously temperate. If she gave a brevet to her fancies, they moved soberly to posts that a woman might hold in some great business organization, where the salary was large and the possibilities of promotion at least encouraging.

As Harry went to find oars, her eyes roved up and down the river. The roar of the weir was pleasant and soothing, the clang of the clock in old Marlow Church as it struck three belonged to the harmonies of the place and the time. A racing four came swinging round the bend of the river; the rhythmic thud of oars against steel outriggers was a concert in the melody of that drowsy summer afternoon.

Harry brought the boat to the side of the towpath, and she stepped in.

He was inclined to be informative as he set the nose of the boat upstream.

“…there’s a trout in that hole, the biggest in the river. Some say he’s thirty years old an’ more. Lots of young gentlemen have tried to get him, but he just laffs at ‘um! Got away with more tackle than any fish that ever lived. You’ll see him tonight; he feeds at a quarter of eight.”

She murmured a polite interest. The “hole” must be imagined as a deep depression in the river’s bed beneath the placid and unbroken water. Harry’s tit-bit was to come.

“That’s Shelton’s boat.” He jerked his head sideways to a weatherbeaten craft moored to the lawn of an empty house. A whale-decked power boat that had once been brave and white and was now water-rusted and uninviting. She wondered who Shelton was, and, even as she wondered, he supplied a startling scrap of biography.

“Shelton was hung for killing a copper — policeman. Biggest forger in the world, so the newspapers say — not that you can believe newspapers. They said Marlow was flooded in the spring an’ the water hardly came over the path!”

She was looking at him in open-eyed wonder, and from him she turned back to scrutinize the tragic craft.

“Hanged?”

Harry nodded. He seemed to take credit himself for the operations of justice.

“You wouldn’t believe it if you read it in a book; Shelton’s boat there and Mr. Monkford’s home just round the corner!”

“Is that a coincidence?” she asked.

Evidently it was. All Marlow had been talking about it. Shelton once had a little bungalow beyond Temple where he lived alone. That power boat of his had held a small printing press, and some of the famous letters of credit which had alarmed the financiers of two continents had been created in the cabin of the Northward.

“There’s nothing in it, though — the coincidence, I mean.” Harry was explicit on this point. “After Shelton was hung, his bungalow and boat was sold up. A man named Finney bought the boat, and he sold it to another gentleman.”

He explained the vicissitudes and fortunes of the Northward in detail.

“But where does Mr. Monkford come into all this?” Nora was interested to ask.

“He hung Shelton,” said Harry solemnly, “him and Mr. Long, the celebrated detective, he’s over there now. I saw him rowing about in the dinghy this afternoon.”

She knew that Joseph Monkford was a prominent member of the Bankers’ Association. It was the only subject on which Miss Revelstoke grew voluble. The old woman had known Monkford when he was the branch manager of the Southern Bank — she had her account with him. And Mr. Monkford had risen, by sheer native genius, to the position of general manager of the Southern and to the chairmanship of the board of directors of the Bankers’ Association.

“Him and Betcher Long,” said Harry, with relish, “hung Shelton. Long found him an’ was goin’ to pinch him when Shelton pulled a gun and killed an officer named Lacy, who was with Long. You don’t mean to tell me you never heard about it, ma’am? Why, it was only a year ago.”

Nora shook her head. She never read horrors of any kind. It was a grievance with people she met at Miss Revelstoke’s that she knew nothing of topical events, and had no view as to whether He was to blame or She was to blame in the current cause célèbre.

The house was in sight now. A rambling Elizabethan mansion of dull red brick. It stood back amidst the poplars, a wide green lawn separating the building from the river.

Harry pulled vigorously at one oar, and the boat shot through the small landing stage. Here the stream shallowed; the sandy bottom was free of weeds, and she saw a school of roach pass leisurely under the boat across the sunlit bed. Two men were fishing from the lawn — one at either end. They looked up as the boat came to the bank, and surveyed her absently. Then they returned to the contemplation of their red floats. Gathering up the parcel she was carrying, Nora reached out her gloved hand and caught the edge of the pier.

“No, thank you, ma’am.”

She had opened her bag and was searching for her purse, as she stood on the stage, but Harry pushed off the boat and signalled his farewell.

“Mr. Monkford will have you brought back, ma’am,” he shouted.

She gave him a little smile which he valued, though he was a married man, and made a way across the close-cut lawn.
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The entrance to the house was on the shore side, and a footman took her parcel and ushered her into the big hallway..

“Mr. Monkford has a gentleman with him at the moment, miss,” he said, opening the door of a small drawing room, but she had taken two steps to the place of waiting when the man she sought appeared in a doorway on the opposite side of the hall. He was short, stout, and rather bald. She could not help thinking at that moment that nobody less like the nemesis of the unfortunate Shelton was imaginable than the jovial, redfaced man, with his ludicrous spectacles and his polka-dot waistcoat.

“Come in, Miss Sanders, come in — it is Miss Sanders, isn’t it? Did Miss Revelstoke get that statuette for me? Splendid! What a superstitious lady she is, to be sure!”

Miss Revelstoke and her sometime banker shared one hobby, the collection of Roman antiquities. The statuette which Nora had brought had been acquired by her from a dealer — its gruesome character made the transfer to Mr. Monkford a perfectly natural one.

“Come right in. That parcel must have been heavy. If I had known you were coming, I’d have sent the car.

I’d like you to meet a friend of mine — one of the best — yes, one of the best!”

He had a trick of repeating his final sentences that amused the girl. A stimulating, vital man, who radiated a heartening life force, his friendship was as much part of him as the average man’s superficial courtesy.

“Let me take your umbrella” — he bustled with it to the hatstand, talking all the time— “an umbrella on a day like this!”

As she followed him into the big library that overlooked the river, she saw, standing by one of the windows and gazing gloomily across the lawn to the river, a man she had seen somewhere before. Then, in a flash, she knew him and saw the sudden recognition in his eyes.

“Miss Sanders, this is Mr. Long.”

Long! The name was familiar, but for the moment she could not place him. And then she remembered the boatman’s story and Shelton, who was hanged. Betcher Long, the detective! She wondered if Betcher were a Christian name bestowed by an eccentric parent.

He was looking at Nora; his gaze enveloped her, item by item. She felt this, yet was not uneasy; her dominant expression was of the power she had overlooked when she had seen him first. The tremendous strength of him, the queer magnetic qualities of his eyes. Was it imagination, born of the mystery of his profession? she wondered. Was she endowing him with ideal qualities? She had never met a detective before. They belonged to a terrible and a romantic world. He was wonderfully alive, communicating to her a sense of immense completeness — hand and eye, brain and thew, and above all a transcendent individuality. She was eager, impatient to know all about him, his beginnings, his life, his strange career. And just as she was hoping that he would speak and disillusion her, Monkford bustled to the fireplace and rang a bell.

“We’ll have tea,” he said. “The other matter can wait.”

Betcher Long seemed content to wait. He strolled to the window and resumed his staring. The fishermen interested him.

For a few minutes, Nora was occupied with the object of her call.

“Miss Revelstoke would have sent the figure by post, but I rather think it got on her nerves,” she said, with a half-smile.

The banker was busy unwrapping the parcel. An uncovering of paper wrappers showed a small wooden box, and the lid of this he prized off with a paperknife. Beneath was a mass of wooden shavings into which the hand of the collector dived. It emerged holding a small object wrapped in silver tissue, and, when this was removed: “Wonderful!” He was awestricken.

And wonderful it was — a nude figure of a negress, about six inches high. Betcher himself found the statuette of greater interest than the landscape, and came slowly across the room.

“Perfect! The workmanship… exquisite!” Monkford gasped his admiration in disjointed words. The woman was carved from ebony — erect, chin raised, defiant. The tiny hands held across her an ivory sword. Girt about the bare waist was a metal belt from which hung an empty scabbard, the only other metal being a thin golden fillet about the woolly head.

“I don’t see the inscription.”

“It is underneath, on the base of the pedestal,” said Nora, and Monkford turned the figure upside down. And now the inscription was decipherable, though the characters were almost microscopic in their smallness.

“Latin,” said Monkford, unnecessarily. “Can you read it, Long?”

To her surprise, the detective nodded. He scanned the writing, his lips moving, and then he read aloud:



I am Death who waits at the end of all roads. Men see me and forget their happiness, straightway falling upon their swords. Beware, 0 Stranger, lest for love of me you too die by your own hand!

Betcher Long was watching her as he read. Though she could not see his face, she had no doubt. When he had finished reading, Monkford chuckled.

“Great! That is unique — almost! They have one in the Cluny Museum — the Black Fate. She’s supposed to possess all sorts of mystical powers… genuine, I’ll swear. There are three in Europe and one in America. You can tell your lady, Miss Sanders, that I’m a proud and happy man.”

“Black Fate?” Betcher’s brows met in a frown. “Black Fate — hum!”

Again he read the inscription. When he finished and looked up, his eyes were fixed on hers.

And then she asked a question that was out before she could govern her tongue. It was apropos of nothing. It was, she knew, in execrable taste, but a force within her, beyond her own power to resist, impelled the words.

“Who was Shelton?”

There was a dead silence; her heart beat wildly at her own temerity. They saw the colour come and go from her cheeks.

“Oh, I’m so sorry — I don’t know what made me ask such a stupid thing!”

Monkford’s face was gray; there was a wild, hurt look in his eyes. From being a figure of rubicund fun, he had become a worn and tragic man.

Whatever effect her question might have upon Monkford, the corner of the detective’s mouth twitched in secret amusement.

“Shelton was a forger who killed a policeman,” he said simply. “I arrested him, and he shot the officer who was with me. He was hanged.”

He glanced at his silent host, and, watching him, Nora saw in that glance a hint of worry.

“Nobody guessed he would pull a gun: I suppose he went mad. We wanted him for forgery and fraud. He took more money out of the American and English banks than they like to remember, and we could never get him.”

Again she saw him look anxiously at Monkford.

“Mr. Monkford and I went after him — we laid a trap and he fell into it. That gun play was certainly a surprise. If his hanging is on any man’s hands, it is on mine. I ought to have killed him before he fired.”

She knew instinctively that he was telling an oft-repeated story; and that the moral of the story was Monkford’s innocence of responsibility.

Somehow, she could not understand why he needed excusing. Even if the stout man had been consciously responsible, why should he blame himself for the death of a man who had butchered an officer of the law in cold blood? But Betcher’s next words explained a great deal.

“Naturally, Mr. Monkford worried himself sick about it all. He got an idea—”

“Oh — well — we’ll change the subject. Here’s the tea — let us talk about something else.”

Monkford’s voice was harsh and unsteady. Not the flippancy of words could hide his emotion. His face had paled to an unhealthy gray, the hands that raised the statuette and examined the inscription were shaking. His very interest in his new possession was badly simulated.

“The Black Fate! Cheerful, upon my soul!” His chuckle was thin and mirthless. “I’ll take back what I said about that superstitious lady of yours, Miss Sanders. But I’ll not die by falling on my sword, or even on my fountain pen!”

After tea she strolled out on to the lawn. There was a wait of two hours before her train went back to town, and she thought the men wanted to be alone. In this surmise she was wrong. She had reached the water’s edge and was standing watching a small pike’s lightning dart at a school of minnows, when she heard a voice behind her and turned to meet Arnold Long.

“Mr. Monkford has gone up to his room to lie down,” he said.

“And it was all my fault.” She was the picture and tone of penitence. “Why I ever mentioned that wretched man I don’t know. And I just hate murders — I never read them or talk about them.”

“I read nothing else,” he said, and rubbed his nose irritably. “Morbid — I’ve got that way lately.”

She felt a return of the fatal curiosity of the afternoon. “You really don’t look like a detective,” she said, and Betcher sighed.

“I’ve come to the conclusion that I’m the worst detective in the world,” he said; “and yet, the first time I saw you, I guessed I was nearly the biggest. But it was luck, after all.”

“When did you see me first?”

She told herself that the challenge was a stupid one, and the reproach in his eyes made the colour come to her face.

“Southern Bank,” he said laconically. “You remember — betcher!”

She was furious with him, but only for a second.

“A year ago I was a lighthearted young man. I’m now a hundred — maybe a hundred and fifty.”

“Why?” she asked.

He took a cigarette from his case and, asking her permission with a lift of his eyebrows, lit it.

“Because,” he said, as he threw the match into the river, “they are going to kill Monkford next week, and I don’t exactly know how I can stop ‘em.”
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She gazed at him, horror and incredulity in every line of her face.

“You don’t really mean that?”

He nodded.

“I’m telling you this because I know you and because you know me. Understanding at first sight is more common than love at first sight. I knew you the day I saw you in the Southern Bank. You’re an affinity. I hate the word, because it has had its bloom worn off in the divorce courts. Come for a row and forget all about Mr. Monkford. He’s still alive.”

She got into the dinghy without a word, secretly pleased to be with him. She could not grasp the full significance of his calm survey of Monkford’s fate. And yet she knew that he was not the type of man who would exaggerate for the sake of making a sensation. Her mental attitude toward this stranger amazed her. In the shadow of his influence she felt she could relax, put down all the guards and screens that women erect to keep the world at bay. She had never been susceptible to strong prejudices; her nature was cautious; experience had made her a little suspicious of men and women alike. She could hardly believe that it was possible in her to conceive so sudden an interest in a man of whose existence she had been ignorant an hour before.

“How old are you?”

He was pulling to midstream when he fired the question at her head.

“Nearly twentythree — I am very old,” she said, and despised herself for casting so clumsy a bait.

“You don’t look old. I thought you were about twenty when I saw you.” He looked over her shoulder as he spoke, watching the house recede. “That’s the queer thing about beauty — it destroys age. A beautiful woman is any age you want her to be; not that I’ve wanted — much.”

She sat up, her eyes kindling with laughter.

“Are you in the habit of — of being so frank with all the women you know?” she asked. Modesty demanded that she should add: “All people are — well — nicelooking who have a healthy skin.”

“I knew a woman in town who had a peach skin. She was cross-eyed and had a nose like an elephant,” he said. “No, I don’t have a great deal to do with women. I knew Kate Lacrosse — she was pretty. Golden hair and wonderful features. Last time I saw her she was painting angels down in Aylesbury.”

“Painting… Where is Aylesbury?” she demanded, puzzled.

“Convict prison for women. I got her twenty years,” said the rower, with melancholy satisfaction. “Her line was blackmail.”

She was shocked at this, but he went on to make a startling statement.

“I know everything — except about women. They get me guessing. When I was a boy I read the encyclopaedia through twice. I know everything. It has been useful as a policeman. Do you mind my saying that you’re beautiful?”

She laughed.

“I rather like it,” she confessed.

The boat was headed downstream now. She had no thought for anything but this strange personality.

“You’ve got the most beautiful eyes I’ve ever seen in a woman,” he said after a pause.

She raised a warning finger.

“Mr. Long, I believe you are trying to flirt with me,” she said solemnly.

“No, I’m not.” He was telling the truth, as she knew. “I’m just remarking. You’re engaged?”

She shook her head.

“No. I am unique. I have never been engaged.” He drew a long breath.

“That’s certainly unique,” he said, and, shipping his sculls, reached out and caught hold of something. Looking round, she saw to her surprise that it was the murderer’s boat.

“I’ll show you something,” he said, and jumped on board, stooping to grip her hand in his.

The air of neglect was more striking nearer at hand. The planking of the whale-deck was rotting; the well was inches deep in water that rolled and gurgled with every motion of the boat as they moved.

“He had his press in here.” Betcher pulled back the sliding door of the poop cabin. “Ran it off batteries — the batteries are still there. Come inside.”

She followed him, stooping, into the darkness of the cabin and he lit a match.

“How’s that for high-class prophecy?” he asked.

On the woodwork of the cabin walls a string of dates had been carved. There were nine in all.


· June 1, 1854. J. X. T. L.

· Sept. 6, 1862.

· Feb. 9, 1886.

· March 11, 1892.

· Sept. 4, 1896.

· Sept. 12, 1898.

· Aug. 30, 1901.

· July 18, 1923.

· Aug. 1, 1924.



Against the date July 18, 1923, a small, plain cross had been carved.

“High-class prophecy; he’s got Ezekiel beaten,” murmured Betcher Long, and shook his head in admiration.

The girl was perplexed.

“But did he carve those dates?” she asked. “What do they mean?”

“Give a lot to know — for sure,” he added cautiously. “July 18, 1923 — that’s easy. He was hanged that day!”

She drew a sudden breath and shrank back. The light of the long wax match went out; for a second they were in the darkness, and then, with a wild and uncontrollable sense of fear, she pushed past him through the door into the sunlight. Presently he followed and pulled the door tight. She gathered from his attitude that he was the present proprietor of the Northward, and this proved to be the case, though none of the locals knew.

“The carving was only discovered last year when I bought the boat and started to strip the panels — you saw where they came off? The panel over that interestin’ memento wasn’t screwed to the wall. It was just hinged. When I started in to investigate I found the list.”

“But he couldn’t have anticipated the date of his death?” she urged.

He shook his head.

“No. The Terrible People did that.”

Nora looked at him straightly. Was he jesting? More than a little she suspected laughter behind the most portentous of his words.

“I have never heard of those,” she said at last.

“Heard of witchdoctors and voodoo men? Listen, young lady. Step down into the boat — we’re too close to shore here.”

He was not joking. His eyes were searching the tangled lawn before the empty house. He stood squarely in the centre of the dinghy, both hands resting on his hips, but even when he extended one of these toward her, he did not look in her direction — his attention was for the house and the drawn blinds and the little shrubbery near the tradesman’s path.

For a second her flesh crept. She had a terrifying sense of danger; she felt the presence of an unseen watcher, the menace of hateful eyes.

“Imagination — there’s nothing there.”

He was speaking as though he read her thoughts. “Somebody was there last night. I had cotton across the doorway, and it was broken to-day!”
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He Mused on this, arriving the boat against the stream with long, powerful strokes. They passed the lawn of Benham Abbey, and then he guided the boat to the shade of trees that overhung the water and, gripping a branch, held the dinghy steady. And as usual, when he spoke, he went off at a tangent.

“It takes a clever man to live a double life. Shelton lived six that I knew. There used to be a fellow who wrote stories for the Child’s Magazine
 , all about the little dogs that find their master lying in the snow. A fellow named Grinstead Jackson. His other name was Shelton. And another man who wrote a book about the mind — that was Shelton. Down at Lambeth there was a small printer’s business run by a man named Simon Cole. Mr. Cole and Mr. Shelton went about under the same hat. In Oxfordshire a poultry farmer used to advertise eggs and birds for the table. He did a good business and had two dozen people working for him. And more hens. H. P. Pearce was his name in the telephone book. At Scotland Yard, we called him Shelton. Up by Temple Lock an elderly gentleman had a bungalow and a power boat. He used to fish a lot — one of the best barbel fishers on the river. Walter James Evanleigh was the name on his letters — most of the recording angels opened the page under Shelton. That’s what I know about him. What I don’t know would fill a big shelf in Mr. Monkford’s library.”

“Was he married?” she asked, fascinated.

“Never appeared to be,” said Betcher. He fixed her for a second with a glance that seemed to go searching behind her eyes.

“Of course, he couldn’t have prophesied his own death — Oh!”

She suddenly remembered the last date, August 1st — and it was now July 23d! “What is happening on August the first?” she asked.

“Ah!” said her companion, and then, before she could press her question, he went on again:

“Nobody really knows about the Terrible People — except me, and I know next to nothing. You smell ’em now and again — get a sort of glimpse of ‘em. Old Shelton made a million out of the banks, but the high cost of living six lives ate it up. Maybe he played the races. Most crooks are mad in one direction or another. He paid high for his messengers. It was costly to send people to America to cash letters of credit — why, once he ran a man from New York to Sacramento by special train, just stopping off at the big places to collect, an’ going on to the next. The agent was back in London before the first squeal came. Clever — but it cost money. Still — a million’s a lot. Behind him all the time were the Terrible People. Mr. Monkford had a brother who went to Ilfracombe for a holiday; that was the week after I caught Shelton. This brother was drowned. They found him in his bathing suit on the beach early one morning. Mr. Monkford thinks it was an accident. It was. They got the wrong Monkford!”

She looked at him openmouthed.

“Murdered?” she said hollowly.

Betcher nodded.

“Got the wrong Monkford,” he said, and for a second the skin about his eyes wrinkled. Something had amused him.

“Going up to town by the six-fifteen? I’ll be going, too. I travel third class. I’m democratic—”

She saw him stiffen and his head thrust forward toward the wilderness of bushes that fringed the bank. One hand dropped to his pocket. The other held rigidly to the branch of the tree. Again her heart raced; again her skin crept. He was staring wide-eyed at the bushes — she thought she heard a strange and stealthy rustle of sound.

The dinghy was slowly turning, and she discovered why, for the wrist of the hand that held the branch was also turning. Presently the motion stopped and he rose, so light on his feet that the little boat scarcely rocked. As he stood now he was immediately between her and the place where she had located the sound.

His head drooped, he was listening; then, as unexpectedly as he rose, he sat down again, put out the oars and drew the dinghy to midstream.

“Terrible people!” He was speaking to himself.

“Terrible people — there’s something doing and I don’t know what it is.”

He said no more of them, offered nothing in the way of explanation, and rowed out toward the opposite bank, as she thought.

“Seen our neighbour?” he asked, in his abrupt way.

“Ought to see him — he’s one of the sights of Marlow. I call him Hercules. Folks round here got another name for him. He was in the bank the day we caught Shelton, and considering he’s naturally languid, he certainly mixed it! These languid birds sometimes fight well. When I was at Cambridge—” He stopped here for no apparent reason.

Presently the untidy fringe of bushes came to an abrupt end and she sat openmouthed at the loveliness which flashed into view. The house behind the inevitable lawn was smaller than Benham Abbey, and the lawn itself the merest parallelogram of vivid green that served as a frame for the most beautiful garden she had ever seen. Crimson and gold and cobalt blue, deep purples and dusty reds flamed in harmonious confusion. The house was half hidden under crimson rambler and wisteria. Two long stone-pillared pergolas ran from the river to the house, flanking the lawn, their beams hidden under climbing roses. Near to the edge of the water was a red-and-white striped umbrella tent, and this protected a man who was stretched in a deep cane chair. He rose wearily as the dinghy came inshore, a thin man with a long, weak face, who screwed a monocle into his eye and surveyed the approaching visitors, his face a picture of vacuity.

“Hullo, Long,” he drawled, as they stepped ashore.

He offered a limp hand to Mr. Long, but his pale eyes were all for the girl.

“I’d like you to meet Miss Sanders — this is Mr. Crayley.”

“Jackson Crayley,” murmured the lean man. “How do — sit down, won’t you?”

His hand was so inanimate that Mary would have found his empty glove more human.

“I thought Miss Sanders would like to see your garden.”

“It is wonderful,” said the girl enthusiastically.

“Ya-as! not bad.” The owner seemed reluctant to admit the beauty of his pleasant lands. “Got a good head gardener. Show the young lady round — pick anything you like, Miss — er—”

Almost before they had moved away, he had sunk down in his chair and was immersed again in his newspaper.

“What do you think of him?”

Nora hesitated.

“He seems rather — tired,” she said, and Betcher chuckled.

“Born that way. He’s nothing much. Only — well, curious thing was that he was in the bank when we pinched Shelton, an’ helped arrest him — as much as he could help anybody. Sort of dived at him when he broke loose from me. Of course, Shelton pushed him over — that kind of man is made to be pushed over. Mr. Monkford likes him. He’s a fashion lizard and only here in the season. Just come back from Deauville — or maybe just off to Aix. You going to Heartsease for the golf week?”

“Why, yes,” she said, in surprise, “but I didn’t know that that was a very fashionable gathering.”

He said something half aloud which she did not catch. She gathered from his tone that it was disparaging to the game of golf.

When they returned to their host they found him parleying with a lady who, from the depths of a luxurious punt, was apparently fixing an appointment. Nora had one glimpse of her as she paddled away. A rather plain girl, beautifully dressed.

“Deuced awkward, people asking me if they can see my garden,” grumbled Mr. Crayley, and then, conscious of his lack of grace, he added, hastily for him: “I mean — asking if she can come on Thursday and bring some friends — sort of hotel idea — public gardens and all that sort of thing. Going, Miss — er ?”

“Thank you for letting me see your lovely flowers.” She shook the lifeless hand and went down into the dinghy.

“Come some other day,” called Mr. Jackson Crayley, already in his chair. He did not disguise, either in his voice or attitude, his great relief at their departure.

Betcher’s face was set in a smile that was almost satanic as he rowed her back to the abbey.

“What amuses you?” she asked, smiling.

“Fashion lizard — did you see his yellow spats? Men have been smothered for less!”

Evidently Monkford had changed his mind about resting. He was pacing up and down the bank when they came back to the abbey.

The fishermen still sat at each end of the lawn, their attention concentrated upon their floats, and Mary wondered if they ever caught anything and why they chose this clear and shallow water for their sport.

“I’ll be seeing Miss Revelstoke at Little Heartsease next week,” said Monkford, as they walked to the house. “Tell her she must take up golf — never too late, never too late!”

She went to the station by car. Betcher kept her waiting a little while before he came out with his friend. The grounds at the back of the house were narrow. Three times the width of the carriage drive separated the manor from the red wall that hid the road. Waiting in the machine for the big man’s reappearance, she had time to observe this wall. It had not long been built; was unusually high, and along its parapet stretched a triple row of revolving spikes. By the big green gates — also new — stood a sturdily built man. He was smoking a short briar pipe and was seemingly as unoccupied as the fishermen. Nora looked from him to the wall and wondered.

On the way to the station, Betcher was in his most inquisitive mood. How long had she been working? What did she do? She had a somewhat humiliating record of posts held and lost. Her typing was indifferent — her shorthand negligible. She spoke three languages well —

“Danish?”

He stopped dead in the centre of the booking hall to ask the question.

“No — why Danish? German, French, Italian, and a little Spanish.”

In spite of his boasted spirit of democracy, he ushered her into a first-class carriage.

As the train moved out of the station toward Bourne End, he asked her if she kept secrets.

“Most people think they can, but most people are born reporters, an’ a reporter just lives to tell somebody else.”

He opened the carriage window and looked out — repeated the process at the opposite window, and then sat down facing her. His blue eyes were laughing.

“I’ve got a joke on a fellow,” he explained. “There’s a man from the Yard watching me — just friendly. He’s travellin’ in the guard’s van; there’s a little projecting window so you can see up and down the train. Ever read philosophy, Miss Sanders?”

She nodded.

“A little; I can also keep a secret,” she added invitingly.

“Ever read Leibniz on Causation? No, I thought not. Why is this train going? Because up in Derbyshire a man went down a mine and dug out a heap of coal. Why did he go down the mine? Because he has a wife to keep. Therefore, his wife is pullin’ this train — got that?”

There was a flaw in the logic, but she did not interrupt. Moreover, he was well aware of the irregularity.

“First causes — go back to ‘em. You can’t get Shelton’s because you don’t know what his trouble was. But when they dropped him through the trap, a new series of First Causes got down to their job. I’m telling you this because I’m fond of you. Not in love with you — don’t get ideas, Nora. Just fond of you!”

She listened, too dumbfounded to speak. He went on:

“Up at the Yard they laugh about me and my Terrible People, but where is the judge who sentenced him? Dead! Where is the prosecuting lawyer? Dead! Where is the hangman? Dead! I’m alive an’ Monkford is alive—”


Crash!


The glass of the window splintered into fragments; something whizzed past with the drone of an angry bee; the roof of the carriage dropped a shower of splinters.

Betcher’s grin was fiercely joyous.

“The man that fired that rifle is dead — I’ll betcher!” The train stopped at Bourne End, and Betcher took a characteristic farewell.

“Just going back to identify the body,” he said cheerfully, and then, with a glance at the girl’s white face, he went on quickly: “A little joke! There’s a rifle range about a mile away, and I’m betting I shall find a left-handed recruit doing a little antiaircraft practice.”

She was not deceived; nevertheless, she forced a smile, and was still smiling mechanically as the train drew out.

“Theatrical fool!” said Betcher coldbloodedly, as he saw the end carriage go out of sight round a bend. “Sensation maker and girl scarer!”

He was addressing himself in this strain as the station taxi carried him back to the place from which the shot had been fired. It took very little finding. The train was passing a railside but used as a store by the platelayers when the bullet struck. There was no house in sight — running parallel with the line was a field of oats that went back to the road along which his taxi had driven, with the sergeant of police he had commandeered at Bourne End.

He expected to find his man near to the rail, and here he was wrong. There was a pond in the field surrounded by a low mound which barely rose to the height of the growing crops. Here, amidst a riot of flowering weeds, he saw the still figure of a man. He was poorly dressed, a tramp of some kind, and an ex-army man, for there were three soiled medal ribbons on his tattered waistcoat.

“Shot from behind,” said Betcher, after a brief examination. “Poor devil! What is that book, Sergeant?”

The officer passed the shabby memorandum book he had picked up, and Betcher Long turned the greasy pages. It was the pencilled entry at the end which interested him.




Third coch from engin.

Secon winder

Dont shoot if girl at winder.




Long examined the remaining pages. He found a name.

“Joe Hanford,” and two addresses, one in Sussex, the other in a London street.

“He was methodical, this fellow,” said Betcher thoughtfully, “and being methodical, he entered his instructions. Now, how the devil did the information get here?” He looked round, and, as he did so, a splash of light appeared on the shoulder of a hill three miles away. Six times it quivered.

“B-C-N-F-L-D,” spelt Betcher. “Beaconsfield!”

The unknown signaller was sending a mirror message to somebody. It might be a detachment of Territorials engaged in harmless military practice. Presently the light flickered again.

“L-N-G S-R-C-H-G F-L-D.”

“Long searching field!” Betcher would have given a lot for a pair of field glasses as powerful as those which the mysterious watcher was using.

That was the last signal he saw. Evidently the young man watcher had seen Betcher’s face turn toward the hill and had realized his message was being read.

The detective made a rough calculation. The range of heliograph was very wide, and the murderer might be well clear of Marlow Town and yet be able to read the warning. There was probably no telephone nearer than Bourne End. He must take his chance. But he could not afford to neglect even the vaguest possibility, and, leaving the sergeant with the body, he hurried back to the road, and the taxi flew on its return journey.

There was a long delay before he could get in touch with the Beaconsfield police, and then he heard what he had expected.

“Cars are passing through here at the rate of ten a minute,” said the officer in charge. “Can you give me any idea of what it looks like?”

“Get a man to take every number that goes through in the next quarter of an hour,” said Betcher.

There was very faint hope that this record would lead to any discovery. In all probability, the machine had already passed through Beaconsfield before he had put the police on their guard.

It was after dark when he left Bourne End, and near to midnight when every newspaper in London received a paragraph with an urgent request that it might be inserted in the news columns:



Warning to Ex-Soldiers

There is in this country an organization which offers a large reward to unemployed ex-soldiers, particularly men who are marksmen, the services required being of an illegal and felonious character. Ex-soldiers are warned that it is fatal for them to accept any such commission, apart from the inevitable consequences of their act if they are detected by the police. Ex-soldiers receiving any such offer should immediately communicate with Inspector Long, Room 709, New Scotland Yard. The sum of Â£500 will be paid for any information which will lead to the arrest and conviction of the said employers.



Mr. Jackson Crayley, at breakfast the following morning, opened his newspaper, fixed his monocle, and read the paragraph. And as he read, he stroked his long yellow moustache thoughtfully. He rose and, leaving his breakfast untasted, strolled into his handsome library that overlooked the garden which had been the delight of Nora Sanders’s eyes. Taking up the telephone, he gave a number, and presently a voice answered him.

“Have you seen the newspapers?” he asked, and, when the reply came:

“We shall have to cut off the military gentlemen,” he drawled. “Betcher is going to be very difficult.”

He listened whilst the person at the other end replied, and then:

“Yes, I quite agree — next week, I think. We shall probably be able to get them both together.”

And he went back to his breakfast with a feeling of comfort; for the voice that had spoken to him had pronounced the doom of Betcher Long.

Down at the Telephone Exchange, a Scotland Yard man had cut in and listened to every word. But he was no wiser at the end of it, for the conversation had been carried on in the Danish language.
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Nothing ever excited Miss Revelstoke. She had that imperturbable type of mind which would accept an earthquake as an interesting phenomenon of nature, and it was told of her that, in one of the worst air raids that London experienced, she had not so much as put down the fine sewing she was engaged in when the warning came.

She listened now with a certain detached interest to the girl’s story.

“Highly dramatic,” she said drily. “Really, Nora, you are in danger of becoming notorious! What was the name of this peculiar detective?” And when Nora told her, she nodded. “I remember; he was engaged in the Shelton case.”

Until then the girl had not told her of her other queer experience, but now she narrated almost all that had happened that afternoon.

“I hope your spine crept when you went into that dreadful boat,” said Miss Revelstoke grimly. “It must have been delightfully thrilling. Mr. Long rather interests me; we must have him up to dinner one night, but, in the meantime, my own dinner is waiting, and poor Mr. Henry is beside himself with impatience.”

Frederick Henry, man of law and a dabbler in letters, was one of those negative quantities which had neither attracted nor repelled Nora. He was a nice-spoken young man, rather goodlooking, and reputedly clever in his profession; and the legend that his frequent visits to Colville Gardens had their cause in his admiration for Nora Sanders was not even irritating to the girl. She liked Mr. Henry, because he was not the sort of man that one could dislike. He was too inactive, much too negative, to arouse any very strong feeling.

A quarter of an hour later she followed Miss Revelstoke into the dining room. Henry was standing with his back to the empty fire grate, his hands behind him, his brown eyes surveying the carpet, and he seemed to the girl to be revolving some abstruse problem of law.

And that apparently was the fact, for he started as Miss Revelstoke came in, and apologized.

“I’ve had rather a puzzling case sent to me,” he said, as he pulled out a chair for his hostess, “and a gruesome case at that! You’ve heard of Wallis?”

“I haven’t had that pleasure,” said Miss Revelstoke. “But I may suppose that he is a famous character, because only such are called and recognized by their surnames.”

“Notorious’ is the better word,” said Mr. Henry, a little grimly, as he sat down and opened his serviette. “He was, in fact, the public hangman.”

Miss Revelstoke turned her imperturbable gaze upon him.

“Wallis lived at Oldham, and we happen to be agents for his solicitors,” Henry went on, and then, quickly: “If you object to this unpleasant subject, I will talk about butterflies.”

He addressed the girl rather than Miss Revelstoke, and smilingly she shook her head.

“It appears that, although he was rather a dissolute person, he was to some extent thrifty. He had some house property in London — three little cottages in Bermondsey, and until his death nobody knew he was married; at least, nobody knew that he had married twice without going through the formality of obtaining a divorce from his first wife. He left no will, and it looks as if there will be a lawsuit.”

Interest in the late Mr. Wallis passed soon after, and the talk drifted to Marlow.

“There you have made an impression, my dear,” said Miss Revelstoke. “I had Monkford on the ‘phone to me, and he was almost ecstatic about your charm and colouring and general excellence.”

“About me?” asked Nora, in surprise. “Why, he hardly looked at me! You probably misunderstood him, Miss Revelstoke. He must have been talking about the Black Fate.”

“Hullo! What is the Black Fate?” asked Henry, looking up from his plate.

Miss Revelstoke described in a few pungent and sardonic words the statuette which she had sent her banker.

“So you met Jackson Crayley, did you?” asked Miss Revelstoke. “What did you think of him?”

Nora hesitated.

“Well, he was not very impressive,” she compromised.

“I should say he was not!” said Henry indignantly. “In fact, I know of nobody less imposing than Jackson.”

“He lives an entirely selfish life,” said Miss Revelstoke. “Oh, yes, I know him very well indeed.”

Evidently Mr. Crayley was not very popular, either with her employer or the lawyer. And then, as conversation flagged, Nora Sanders did something which she regretted. She spoke of the Terrible People. There was no reason why she should not, but she had a conviction in her mind that the story Arnold Long had told her was, so to speak, for private circulation only, and she could not escape the uncomfortable feeling that she had betrayed a confidence. So strong was this sense that she made, as she thought, a blundering effort to turn the talk back to Mr. Monkford. The dark eyes of Miss Revelstoke surveyed her keenly.

“I’m afraid your policeman has made rather an impression on you, Nora,” she said good-humouredly. “You have an idea that you should not have told us about the Terrible People?”

This strange woman had the extraordinary gift of reading thought, a gift which had often embarrassed the girl, and she flushed red as she realized how surely Anna Revelstoke had probed her mind. Henry was laughing softly, and she wondered why, till he spoke.

“You needn’t be worried about telling us these awful secrets,” he said. “I’ve already heard a whisper. But the whole thing is too absurd for words. Shelton, on whose life I’m more or less an authority — I’ve probably the largest collection of data outside Scotland Yard — was essentially a soloist. He had no friends, no relations, and no intimate associates. That is why he was able to keep the police at bay for so many years.”

He addressed the two women generally.

“Organized revenge is unknown in this country,” he went on. “After all, why should anybody wish to come back on the judge, the prosecuting counsel, and the hangman who were instrumental in sending Shelton to his doom? The only people who would bear them animosity are those who bore toward him some strong personal affection — some relation, and we know that he had no relation in the world.”

“For which he ought to have been grateful,” said Miss Revelstoke with a sigh.

“Vendetta is unknown in this country,” Henry went on, “and certainly vendetta carried on by men who risk their lives for the sake of avenging a man who cannot possibly reward them, not even with his gratitude, is unthinkable.”

“Did your Mr. Long tell you of anything that had happened — any particular deeds that the Terrible People had committed?” asked Miss Revelstoke.

“No,” said Nora; “only he feared—”

Again she was saying too much. But happily Henry came to her rescue.

“Feared for Monkford. That is an open secret, too,” he said, with a smile. “I don’t suppose he fears for himself, because he’s not that kind of man, so far as I know him.”

“Monkford only did his duty — what nonsense to think he is threatened!” said Miss Revelstoke impatiently. “Really, Nora, I must meet your detective — he is of a type which has been extinct since the excellent novels of Gaboriau went out of fashion!”

“He’s really very nice.” The girl was spurred to his defence. “And not a bit melodramatic.”

Henry was looking at her thoughtfully, fingering his little black moustache.

“I can endorse that,” he said. “Betcher is eccentric and has methods which are wholly at variance with the usual systems of detection, but he is not at all a sensationalist.”

“Who is he?” asked Miss Revelstoke, and then Nora learnt for the first time of Arnold Long’s wealthy associations.

“One of these days he’ll be a baronet and have the best part of two million pounds,” said Henry, “which accounts for a lot of his unpopularity at Scotland Yard. They are scared of a charge of favouritism.”

Nora Sanders was looking forward to the remainder of the evening with no great eagerness. Her employer was an enthusiastic player of picquet, and Nora was usually her opponent. But tonight the yellow-faced lady could dispense with her. She had a considerable amount of house property in London, and after dinner marched Henry off to the little study behind the drawing room, and the lawyer went meekly, carrying a large dispatch case crammed with papers.

“I’m going to have a very pleasant evening,” he said soto voce
 as he passed her, and she could smile sympathetically, for she knew Miss Revelstoke as a keen business woman with an uncanny instinct for figures.

They were still busy at eleven o’clock when she knocked on the door to bid her employer goodnight. She heard Miss Revelstoke’s high-pitched voice declaiming bitterly about the improvidence of her tenants, and guessed that Henry’s worst anticipations had been realized.

There was much to occupy her thoughts: her strange experience had made this day stand out above all others, and her mind continuously roved between speculations on Arnold Long and the mysterious confederation whom he had described as the Terrible People. She heard a taxi draw up before the door, and Henry’s voice came to her through the open window as he bade his hostess goodnight. Half an hour passed, and she was as wide awake as ever. The church clock was striking one as she fell into a troubled sleep, from which she was awakened by a gentle tap on the door.

“Are you asleep?”

It was Miss Revelstoke, and, rising and slipping on a dressing gown, the girl went to the door and opened it.

“I’m sorry if I’ve disturbed you. Can I come in?”

Nora switched on the light and Miss Revelstoke entered. She was still wearing the black silk, which was the invariable material of her evening dress.

“Henry asked me if he might pay his addresses to you,” she said, so calmly that the girl was staggered. “His addresses — you mean—”

“He wants to marry you,” said Miss Revelstoke; “and, of course, I told him it was nothing whatever to do with me, and that I should not influence you one way or the other. He is a rising man in his profession, rather well off, I believe, more than a bore, I’m certain, but he might make a fairly good husband. Goodnight.”

She went out and closed the door behind her, leaving the girl puzzled and a little distressed; for this was an unforeseen complication, and its novelty was somewhat overbalanced by the uncomfortable knowledge that Mr. Frederick Henry was the last man in the world she wished to marry.

When she eventually fell asleep, it was to dream of the olive-skinned Mr. Henry in rivalry with Betcher Long — a condition which she die not dare to suppose in her waking moments. Then she dreamt that she had fallen into the power of four terrifying men; terrifying because they were faceless and had neither shape nor substance. She lay bound, helpless before them, and she knew that they were the Terrible People, and sought vainly to pierce the veil that hid their identity.

And somewhere in the background hovered three shapes even less tangible. A judge, a lawyer, and a thin-faced executioner, who had been sacrificed to the manes of Clay Shelton.
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The “Terrible People” was a phrase until then, and no more. It stood for obscure causations that had cast not even the shadow of men. To no individual could the finger of suspicion be pointed. No spot on earth was suspect. Behind the effects that were produced were not even the nebulae of a mind that might be designated “cause.” The police chief was patently bored when Betcher interviewed him that night.

“Terrible People!” he snapped at last. “Betcher, I’m sick of you and your Terrible People! Who are they — where are they? We know nothing whatever about them. I wish to Heaven you’d stop putting these ideas into the Secretary’s head. I have a confidential minute from him almost every day!”

“I call them Terrible People, and I’m right,” said Arnold confidently. “People—human volition — any fancy name you like to call it. Don’t ask me who is the king pippin of the crowd — there’s no crowd that I can see. If there was, we’d thin it down to the men I want. Shelton’s gang? He never had a gang. He just worked solitary, so far as we know. But I won’t swear to that. He was like a man you only see four days a year, and you’ve got to guess what he was doing in the other three-six-one. Agents? Hundreds of them! But they were just workmen. They did their graft and had their pay, an’ they’re trying to forget they ever helped him. They didn’t kill the judge, the lawyer, and the executioner! They didn’t try to catch me. What happened to Sir James and Mr. Crewe and Wallis?”

“Accidents in every case,” murmured the police chief wearily.

“Accidents my grandmother’s puddin’-faced poodle dog!” replied Betcher — but he said it to himself. Aloud, he asked: “Was it an accident they shot me up this afternoon? Was it accidental that the Lancer laid for me and was caught himself?”

The chief sniffed.

“The Lancer didn’t like you: he tried to put you out, and when he found that he had failed, he committed suicide.”

Betcher’s nose went perceptibly higher.

Scotland Yard had never accepted the theory of the Terrible People except with marked scepticism. Correspondence passed to and fro, but the heads of the departments took the view that Betcher Long had impressed upon a romantic Secretary of State a story that had its proper place in a work of fiction.

And yet

Apart from death by drowning of the elder brother of Monkford, the following were the incidents on which Betcher had based his hypothesis. Sir James Cargill, the judge, who had tried and condemned Clay Shelton, had died suddenly a few months after the trial, but had died in perfectly natural circumstances. He had contracted measles whilst he was on circuit, and was making a fairly normal recovery, when he caught cold, pneumonia supervened, and he died. His nurse had made the error of leaving the lower sash of the bedroom window open on a raw, wet night. Some time after the death, Sub-Inspector Arnold Long interviewed the nurse and discovered that the woman had read a quasi-scientific article in her favourite periodical, in the course of which it had been demonstrated that there was a very grave danger to nurses in infectious cases unless this means of ventilation were adopted. It also went on to prove that such a system was best for the patient.



Doctors are prejudiced against this method [said the writer], but the wise nurse is she who not only protects herself but assists her patient to recover.



Betcher showed the article to a specialist, who was dumbfounded. He interviewed first the editor of the paper and then the writer of the article, a woman. She only knew that a newspaper cutting had been sent to her containing the gist of the article, with a blue-pencilled inscription suggesting that she should write an article on those lines. The reference to the wise nurse was heavily underlined. She thought it had come from the editor. This happened weeks before Sir James was taken ill. But Betcher was not satisfied. The nurse was the woman who had looked after the judge when he was down with influenza. She was likely to be called in again. And the article was intended for her. When he came to examine the “cutting” from which she was inspired, he discovered that it was a “proof” pulled on a piece of ordinary proof paper. He spent a fortnight discovering the cause of the infection — some underclothing sent from the laundry. The judge’s valet was also infected.

That was one case. The case of the Prosecuting Attorney was much more sensational. Purley Crewe, King’s Counsel and Senior Counsel for the Treasury, had been the prosecutor of Shelton and had destroyed one by one the defences which the murderer had set up. The week Shelton was hanged, Crewe joined a shooting party in Norfolk. He was staying at Norwich and drove out to the shoot, leaving Norwich at nine o’clock. He was an expert car driver, given to speeding, but he knew every yard of the road, and though there was a heavy mist in the hollows, he kept his klaxon going and maintained a speed above the normal. On the highlands the visibility was good. There is a place called Eveleigh Hollow, where the road dips steeply and rises again at as acute an angle. The road is straight. From the brow of the hill he looked upon an impenetrable pocket of mist that hid the bottom, but he saw the road rising on the other side and, sounding his horn, he went down the hill at fifty-five miles an hour. In the hollow was a small steam roller directly across the road. The chauffeur broke his leg, but Crewe died that night in Norwich County Hospital. Here was the curious fact, that, ten minutes before, a farmer passed through the hollow and saw the steam roller, which had been used the previous day on road repair. Then it was standing in a field to the left of the road. It had been left on sloping ground, but there was no steam in it and the gears were, according to the engineer, locked. They were not locked when the police made an examination after the accident. It was easy to trace the course of the heavy roller, but though the ground was soft, no footprints were discoverable, except the rough imprint of the labourer’s boots. The coroner’s jury returned a verdict of accidental death.

The third case was the most sensational of all from the public point of view. The hangman who executed Shelton was William Wallis, who was the chief assistant public executioner. Wallis, between hangings, followed the calling of a shoe repairer. He had a little basement shop outside Oldham, and was a man of low mentality, who sometimes drank a little more than was good for him, but otherwise was a very respectable citizen. Wallis was a picture fan: twice a week he was in the habit of visiting the local Rialto, and usually he went alone. He was a single man who lived with an invalid mother. He was returning from one of these jaunts on the Christmas Eve following the death of Shelton, when he fell in with a crony, Herbert Starr, a machine operative, who was an authority on whippet racing, a sport in which Wallis also indulged. They called in at a public house and had a couple of drinks before resuming their walk. Snow was falling heavily and they had the greater part of a mile to go. Early the next morning Police-Constable Bently, of the Lancashire Constabulary, rode along the strip of lonely road which separates Oldham from the village where Wallis and his friend lived. He was passing an allotment when he saw two snow heaps of queer shape and, dismounting, turned the covering over with his foot and found first Starr and then the hangman. They were both dead. A half-empty whisky bottle bearing the label of a well-known distiller lay between them, and the theory was that they had got drunk and had been overcome by the storm. The whisky was analyzed — it was just whisky. There was no trace of poisoning — in this case the jury found a verdict of “Death from Misadventure.”

Betcher was on the spot in six hours after the discovery. Three facts came to light. The first of these was that the whisky had not been purchased at the public house where the men had made their call, nor was it in their possession then: Wallis had asked the landlord to supply him with a bottle, but the host, knowing the man and seeing that he was already lit up, had refused. The second fact was that the cork had been removed on the place where the bodies were found, and neither of the men had a corkscrew. The third was not discovered until some time after. A jobbing shoemaker bought up Wallis’s kit of tools, pricked his finger with an awl, and a week later showed symptoms of tetanus. Betcher collected the tools and sent them for examination. Almost every instrument was in a poisonous state.

He himself had had two narrow escapes from death. Once in a dentist’s chair, once at the hands of a racecourse gang. But who substituted for the cylinder of dental gas one identical in shape and description, filled with the deadliest vapour known to science? And how did the Terrible People know that the dentist would use that cylinder on his first patient that morning? The chemical company which prepared the gas was baffled; the dentist could only explain that the cylinder he intended to use had inexplicably run out, and he had to employ the spare supply which he kept for emergency.

And when the race-boys lay in wait for him at Paddington, who told them that he was the man who “shopped” Tilini, their polyglot leader? They themselves did not know — they spoke vaguely of a message which had come out of jail from Tilini telling them to “get” Long. The attack ended abruptly, and, for one member of the gang, unpleasantly. Betcher had a terrible left hook and he used a knuckleduster to make sure.

The country knew nothing of these happenings, seeing in the death of the judge no more than nature’s exaction, and in the killing of the famous counsel one of those deplorable accidents which occur almost every day of the week. The death of Wallis created a mild sensation, but none saw in this an act of vengeance.

Macfarlane pulled at his gray moustache, a moody frown on his face, as, for the third time in a week, Inspector Arnold Long recited the fate that had overtaken the three men instrumental in bringing Clay Shelton to his death.

“I’ll admit there is a possibility that you are right,” he said at last, “and if Joshua Monkford is killed, my last doubt will go.”

Betcher looked at him a little resentfully.

“Am I to understand, sir, that Mr. Monkford must die to bring conviction to Scotland Yard?”

It was the sort of comment that made Betcher so very unpopular with his superiors.

“Of course not!” snapped the Colonel. “And it is your job to see that he doesn’t die! You have taken every precaution?”

“I have two officers at Marlow, and those two private detectives engaged by the Bankers’ Association,” said Betcher, “but it isn’t at Marlow that the danger lies.”

“Where, then?”

“At Little Heartsease,” said Long, and went on to enlighten the chief. “Little Heartsease is a sort of road club — in reality, a country hotel. It is run by a man named Cravel, and is the last word in comfort.”

The name was not unfamiliar to the Colonel.

“Isn’t there a golf tournament connected with this establishment?” he asked.

Betcher nodded.

“The swellest in England,” he said. “It is the Ascot of golf — an excuse for house parties and pretty dresses. Monkford doesn’t know a tee from a brassie, and hundreds of other people who attend know as much; it is largely a social function. I shall be there, wearing my new plus fours and a look of resignation. For it is at Heartsease that Monkford will be in danger. Don’t ask me why, sir, because I don’t know. I’ve a hunch, and a hunch is worth a volume of exact information.”

Macfarlane studied his blotting pad for a while, and then:

“There is one peculiar feature about Clay Shelton; I don’t know whether it’s occurred to you, Long,” he said slowly.

“What is that, sir?” asked Betcher, prepared to hear something commonplace.

“He never robbed your father.”

Betcher stared at him.

“Why, neither did he!” said he, in wonder.

His father was head of one of the biggest banking corporations in the city, and one, moreover, run on old-fashioned lines. Getting money out of the Western & Somerset was rather like taking money from a blind beggar.

“That is certainly queer,” he said.

Macfarlane had performed the seemingly impossible. He had given his subordinate something to think about.
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Betcher, after his interview with the chief, took a taxicab to Berkeley Square. He had not made half a dozen visits to his father in the past twelve months, and Sir Godley, whose recreation was the Italian Renaissance, was correcting the pages of his monograph on Savonarola when Arnold stalked into the little library. His father took off his glasses and surveyed him with an air of mild interest.

“Is this a police visitation or an act of filial piety?” he asked.

“Neither,” said Betcher gloomily, as he opened the silver box on the table and dubiously examined the Corona he extracted. “Is this a real cigar or is it one you keep for your friends?”

“You’re an ungrateful devil,” said Sir Godley, leaning back in his chair. “The value of two of those cigars would represent your day’s pay.”

“Are you a member of the Bankers’ Association?” asked Betcher, as he pulled up a chair to the writing table.

“Why?”

“Answer my question,” said Betcher severely.

“The bank, of course, is in the Association, but I have no official position. Weldon represents us. Anyway, I couldn’t serve on a committee with Monkford: he is too wearing.”

“Have you ever heard of the Terrible People?” asked Betcher.

“I’ve heard of many terrible people; to which particular lot do you refer? You don’t mean the gang you wrote about?”

Betcher nodded.

“No, I’ve not heard of them. Shelton, of course, I knew by repute, but he never took a penny from my bank. Do you seriously think that Monkford is in danger?”

“I seriously think he’s a dead man,” said Betcher, so soberly that his father was startled. “Will you be frank with me?”

“I’ll try.”

Betcher was silent for a moment, and then:

“Why did Clay Shelton never try to catch your bank?”

Sir Godley frowned.

“I don’t quite understand your slang. What do you mean by ‘catch my bank’? Rob it?” And when Betcher nodded: “I don’t know.” His tone was not wholly convincing. “I suppose he didn’t think we were big enough game for him.”

He turned the conversation abruptly.

“Arnold,” he said, “if you think there is danger from the Terrible People, as you call them, why on earth don’t you quit? There’s absolutely no reason why you should continue in your present profession any longer. You have had your amusement — I suppose it is an amusing job — and now that I can offer you a really good position in the bank—”

He met his son’s steady glance and stopped.

“That is the second big offer you’ve made to me in the past year,” said Betcher slowly. “When I told you that I was going after Clay Shelton, a little more than a year ago, you offered me ten thousand a year to take charge of your South American branch. You were almost as anxious that I should quit then as you are now — why?”

Sir Godley did not meet his eyes. Instead, he laughed as though he were amused at something, but there was an uneasiness in his assumed merriment.

“What a suspicious beggar you are!” he said. “Police work has completely spoilt your faith in humanity! Ring the bell, Arnold: I want a drink.”

There the conversation drifted to minor matters, and they talked no more about Clay Shelton or the Terrible People. It was nearly midnight when Betcher Long strolled out into Berkeley Square, and his father accompanied him to the door.

His house was on the west side of the square. The traffic, taking a short cut through Grosvenor Square to Oxford Street, was almost continuous along the east side.

“You had better wait till I ‘phone for a taxi,” said his father, surveying the deserted street, and Betcher laughed.

“The best argument you have offered to induce me to leave the force is the fact that you seem to be getting nervy, my parent!” he said.

He waited till the door was closed, then strolled toward Oxford Street. Across the central gardens he could see the lights of cars and taxis passing north and south, but the sidewalk along which he strolled was empty.

He had gone fifty yards when he saw somebody running swiftly toward him, and by the light of a street lamp he saw it was a woman and wondered what was her hurry. And then — Plop!

The bullet came unpleasantly near. Somebody was shooting through a Maxim silencer. He saw a man standing in the roadway. Was he shooting at the woman? The answer was very convincing. The bullet struck the railings not a foot from where he stood, and ricocheted off, humming and buzzing like an angry wasp. In a second he had whipped out his Browning, without which he never went abroad in these days, but before he could raise the gun the woman, gasping and breathless, had reached him and flung herself into his arms.

“Save me, save me!” she gasped. “The Terrible People — the Terrible People!”
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The man in the roadway had disappeared as though he had been swallowed up in the night. Betcher dropped his gun into his coat pocket and lifted the half-fainting girl in his arms. He heard somebody call behind him, and, turning, saw his father and a footman coming toward him.

“What has happened?”

“A little promiscuous shooting, I think,” said Betcher. “Help me get this girl into the house.”

Together they supported the swooning woman up the steps and into Sir Godley’s study. She was rather pretty, though her features were strong and a little coarse, and, looking at her, Betcher Long was puzzled. He had seen her before somewhere, and he strove vainly to place her. Presently, she opened her eyes and looked wildly round, staring from Long to his father.

“Where am I?” she asked. The colour had come back to her cheeks, but she was still shaking.

And now the detective recognized her. She was the girl he had seen in the punt, talking to Jackson Crayley. She was in evening dress of a fashionable and expensive cut. There was a large diamond bar across the tightly fitting bodice, and her fingers blazed with gems.

“I don’t know what has happened,” she said, a little shakily, when he questioned her. “Only I saw those—” She shuddered.

It was not until they had forced a little wine between her chattering teeth that she was sufficiently recovered to tell her extraordinary story. She and her brother were the proprietors of a country hotel. They had a small flat in John Street, where they stayed when they came up to town. She had been to a theatre, and, the night being fine, she had decided to walk home alone, and had reached the end of Berkeley Square when she saw a car drawn up by the side of the road. As she came level, the door of the car opened and two men sprang out.

“They had white cloths over their faces,” she said, “and I was so terrified that I couldn’t move or offer any resistance, until they tried to push me into the car.”

And then a third man had appeared from nowhere who had said: “You fools, that is not Nora Sanders—”

“Nora Sanders?” said Betcher quickly. “Are you sure of the name?”

The girl nodded.

“The man who held me was so surprised that he released my arms and I ran. I heard someone say ‘Get her,’ and then I heard a shot, and that is all I remember.”

Save for the interruption forced by his surprise, the detective listened in silence to the narrative.

“I have seen you before. You are Miss—”

“Alice Cravel,” she said. “My brother and I are proprietors of Little Heartsease.”

“Little Heartsease!” Bather Long stared at her in amazement.

“You are sure they said Nora Sanders?”

“Perfectly sure,” said the girl emphatically.

“Do you know her?” And, to his surprise, she nodded.

“I know her by name. She is secretary to Miss Revelstoke, who usually comes to Little Heartsease for the big week. In fact, she’s coming next Monday. I don’t know her well, but she was at Heartsease last year; rather a pretty girl.”

Betcher bit his lip thoughtfully.

“What theatre were you at tonight?” he asked, and she replied without hesitation, naming a well-known playhouse.

Little Heartsease! Not only was Nora Sanders to be there, but John Monkford had booked two rooms, one of which the detective had arranged to occupy. It was at Little Heartsease that Monkford was to be done to death. Of that Arnold Long was certain. He did not believe in coincidences, and especially so marked a coincidence as this was.

He called a taxi and saw the girl home to her flat, and then walked back to Scotland Yard, turning over in his mind the problem of this attempt to kidnap the young proprietress of the hotel in which John Monkford was to spend the next week. She could not very well have been mistaken for Nora, for she was shorter than the girl, her colouring was altogether different, and what should Nora Sanders be doing in Berkeley Square at midnight?

Early the next morning, he left for Berkshire, and came to the road club at an hour when most of the guests were thinking about their morning bath.

It was a beautiful old building standing in a great park; its eighteen-hole course was famous throughout the world, and the hotel had equal fame for its kitchen and the beauty of its appointments. Its patrons were wont to complain that the cost of living for a week at Little Heartsease would maintain a man of average income for three months in the most fashionable of the continental spas. It boasted a chef with an international reputation, a staff of the best-trained servants in the country, and it was, he knew, the last word in comfort and luxury.

His first inquiry was for the proprietor, and he learned that Mr. Cravel had been out early that morning and was at that moment taking breakfast in his own office. A tall, rather serious-looking young man came out to greet Betcher Long. His morning suit was of an irreproachable cut. He had the indefinable air of an upper servant, which a certain type of manager never seems to lose.

“Yes, I’ve heard of my sister’s unpleasant adventure,” he said. “She was on the ‘phone to me last night. You are Inspector Long? I think I have a room reserved for you next week.”

He was very calm, very unperturbed; not even his sister’s peril ruffled his serene surface. Betcher Long, who was not easily surprised, was taken aback by the calm way in which the news of his sister’s adventure had been accepted. But in a sentence Mr. Cravel explained his lack of distress.

“My sister and I have no enemy in the world, and we have many good friends. It was impossible that this attempt against her could have been anything but a mistake. I suppose the people who held her up have not been arrested? No? I am not surprised. Would you like to see your room? It adjoins Mr. Monkford’s.”

“I’d like to know who will be guests here next week.”

“I can show you a list,” said the manager.

He picked up a folder, opened it, and took out a foolscap sheet covered with neat writing. The detective’s eyes went down the list of coming guests.

“Miss Revelstoke is a regular visitor, I take it?”

Cravel nodded.

“She is not really interested in golf, but I think she likes the society. The lady whose name was mentioned by the gang that attacked my sister is her secretary.”

Betcher said nothing, but went farther down the list.

“Jackson Crayley — is he a regular visitor for the golf week?”

“He was here last year,” said the proprietor. “Mr. Crayley is rather a friend of ours, if one may presume to claim friendship with guests. Or perhaps it would be more exact to say that he is a friend of my sister’s. In fact” — he hesitated— “well, they are very good friends. My sister and I have visited his house at Marlow.”

He went on to volunteer the information that Miss Alice Cravel was in charge of the reception. She had a clerk and an accountant under her, and she was also by way of being the cashier of the establishment.

The detective went up to inspect his room. It was part of a suite of three, consisting of two bedrooms and a saloon. The apartments were panelled halfway up the wall with dark oak, except the sitting room, which was half-panelled in some white wood. There was, he noticed, a telephone in each room connected with a wall plug, and each of the bedrooms had its own private bath.

“This will be Mr. Monkford’s room,” said Cravel, opening the door and showing the beautiful interior. “It is rather larger than the one we have given you, and it has perhaps a finer view.”

The rooms were on the second floor, and, opening the lattice window of Monkford’s apartment, Betcher looked out. Beneath, he saw a glass roof extending for about twenty yards, and the manager explained that this was the roof of the restaurant. From the detective’s point of view the situation was admirable; it was almost impossible that danger could come to the banker from outside, for the glass made it impossible that a ladder could be erected against the window.

There were three doors to the room, each of stout oak and each fitted with not only locks but bolts. One led to the small bathroom, one to the corridor, and the other into the private saloon. He went round the room tapping the panelling, and Mr. Cravel smiled.

“We have no secret traps or doors — I think that is what you detectives look for in these old houses?” he said. “In point of fact, there is very little left of the old interior. I had everything taken out, and only the walls remain of the original building.”

As they were walking down the stairs together, the manager asked: “Is there any special reason why you should be staying with us, Mr. Long? That sounds impertinent, but is there any special reason?”

“What reason could there be?” asked Betcher.

Mr. Cravel shook his head.

“I don’t know, but one has heard all sorts of queer rumours about Monkford. Mr. Jackson Crayley, who is a neighbour of his, says he lives in terror of assassination. Is that true?”

“Mr. Jackson Crayley seems to know a great deal about his neighbour,” replied Betcher drily.

Mr. Cravel laughed.

“I often think that Mr. Crayley knows much more than people imagine,” he said.

Betcher returned to town with an uncomfortable feeling in his mind for which he could not account. It was not until he was going to bed that night that he realized the cause of his uneasiness. It was the knowledge that he was returning to that beautiful old house within a few days; for there, it seemed, lurked the very shadow of tragedy.
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Miss Revelstoke, who invariably unlocked the letter box and sorted her own correspondence, handed the registered package to the girl across the breakfast table.

“For me?” said Nora, in surprise.

“If the address means anything, it is for you,” said Miss Revelstoke, who was inclined to be difficult in the early hours of the morning. “Is it your birthday?”

“No,” said Nora, as she cut the strings of the package and unfolded the paper in which it was wrapped.

It was a small cardboard box which, in its turn, contained a smaller leather case about an inch and a quarter square.

“A ring?” said Miss Revelstoke, watching with interest.

Nora snapped open the lid of the case and gasped her amazement. She had never seen a diamond quite as big as that which was set in the gold ring.

“This must be a mistake,” she said, and then she saw the folded paper and opened it.

There were four words in printed characters.



from an admiring friend



Miss Revelstoke took the ring and examined it carefully. She was something of a connoisseur in the matter of jewellery.

“A blue diamond,” she said, “worth three hundred and fifty pounds, if it’s worth a penny! Come now, Nora, who is your unknown admirer?”

The girl could only shake her head helplessly.

“I’m sure it isn’t meant for me,” she said.

But there was the address staring her in the face. The package bore the date stamp of a West End office.

“The old fool!”

Miss Revelstoke was mildly amused, and there was no malice in her unflattering description.

“Who?” asked the startled girl.

“Monkford — who else? The man is as susceptible as a boy of twenty — he has always been like that. Why, I remember about ten years ago—”

“But surely it can’t have come from Mr. Monkford!” interrupted Nora. “Why, I have hardly met him!”

“Then it must have come from Henry,” said Miss Revelstoke with decision, as she spread butter upon her toast. “I’ll ring them up and tax them both.”

“Please don’t do that,” cried Nora, in a fright. “I shall feel horribly uncomfortable as it is. If I knew for certain that Mr. Monkford had sent it” She stopped.

“You’d send it back? Then it isn’t he but you who are the fool,” said Miss Revelstoke calmly. “My dear, in my sixty years’ experience, I have been an onlooker of love-making, and I’ve reached one conclusion about woman in relation to man, and it is, that she should take everything that is given to her and set it aside against the day when much more will be required in exchange.

By the way, is there any possibility that your queer detective may be the donor of this elegant souvenir?”

“Of course not, Miss Revelstoke!” Nora felt her face grow red and was the more embarrassed and incoherent. “Why should he? And have detectives so much money that they can afford to send diamonds to people they admire?”

“Long has,” said the woman, with truth. “You forget, my dear, that his father is a very rich man.”

The girl was silent. Not that she for a moment imagined that such a beautiful trinket could have come from Betcher Long. He was not the type of man who would indulge himself in such an act of gallantry. She looked at the ring again, a little bewildered, not a little worried.

“What am I to do with it?” she said.

“Keep it!” snapped Miss Revelstoke. “You needn’t wear it. Put it aside until you feel less uncomfortable. That ring will take a lot of explaining away to your fiancé when you find one, but it is worth three hundred and fifty pounds, and those are three hundred and fifty good reasons why you should not dream of returning it, even if you knew. Happily, you do not know the giver.”

Miss Revelstoke was an uncomfortable sort of person. She had a trick of presenting the fait accompli
 , a habit which was sometimes a little staggering. Nora came back from a shopping excursion in Westbourne Grove to find the young lawyer in the drawing room, and Miss Revelstoke greeted her with a statement that turned her red and white.

“It was not Henry who sent the ring,” she said. “I had an unhappy feeling that it might have been.”

The direct attack destroys embarrassment, and the girl could only laugh helplessly.

“It wasn’t your birthday, was it, Nora?” asked Mr. Henry, a trifle anxiously.

He had got into the habit of addressing her by name, and though she did not exactly resent this form of address, there were moments when his assurance irritated her. It was futile to wish that Miss Revelstoke had not been so communicative; that was part of the woman’s character, and no secret was safe in her keeping if it could form a subject for her mild malice.

“There is no fool like an old fool — I would stake all the money I have in the world on Monkford being the sender,” she said.

“But Mr. Monkford doesn’t know me!” Nora was on the point of exasperation.

“He is an idealist,” said Miss Revelstoke, with an air of finality. “Get through to Heartsease and ask Cravel if he can let me have an extra room for Wednesday night. Henry is coming down — he will be the one man in the hotel who really plays golf,” she said, and the girl went into the library to carry out her employer’s instructions.

When this was done, she ran up to her room, and, taking out the little blue-leather case, examined the ring again. She would not have been human if, behind all her embarrassment, she did not feel a considerable amount of gratification at being the owner of so beautiful a jewel. But there was something more than uneasiness in her attitude of mind. She wished she could see Betcher Long and ask his advice. Perhaps he would adopt the worldly view of Miss Revelstoke and advise her to take what the gods had given her, and set it aside for the day which would bring her into contact with the unknown donor.

She put away the jewel and went downstairs. Henry had gone; she had seen him drive away in a taxi from the door whilst she was still in her room.

“I am afraid I’ve rather upset our young legal friend,” said Miss Revelstoke grimly. “He wanted to know more about your ring than I could tell him. I wish I hadn’t told him now.”

“I can heartily echo that wish,” said Nora ruefully. Miss Revelstoke smiled.

“Henry is a good fellow,” she said, “and you might do worse, Nora.”

To which Nora Sanders made no reply.

Her employer was dining out that night, and for once dispensed with the attendance of her secretary. Ordinarily, Nora went everywhere with her, and it was very unusual for the elder woman to excuse her.

“Go to a theatre — see something bright and cheerful, and forget all about your mysterious people,” she said. “And especially the mysterious person who is sending you his family heirlooms! — Yes, the ring is an old one didn’t you know that? The form of setting has been out of fashion for ten years.”

Nora had her dinner in the pretty dining room alone.

She had finished her meal and was reading the evening newspaper when a maid came in.

“Would you see Mr. Long?” she asked, and Nora sprang up, her colour coming and going.

“Mr. Long?” she said awkwardly. “Yes, I’ll see him in the drawing room.”

Perhaps there was another Mr. Long; it was not an uncommon name. But it was Betcher who stood in front of the empty fireplace, calmly regarding the big oil painting of a pretty girl in the costume of the ‘sixties which hung above the mantelpiece.

“Hullo!” he said, in his unconventional way. “Miss Revelstoke, I presume? At that period of life when the world was very rosy.”

Nora stared at the picture, realizing only then, for the first time, that the portrait she had seen every day was that of her employer as a girl.

“I hope she won’t mind my calling. Is she in?”

The girl shook her head.

“She has gone to the theatre.”

“I thought she might be. Her car passed me in Piccadilly,” he said coolly. “Miss Sanders, how often do you go to the theatre?”

“Not very often,” she said quickly; “and of course, when Miss Revelstoke is out”

“I’m not inviting you,” said the calm man, with a twinkle in his eye. “I only wanted to know if you were in the habit of wandering about on foot in Berkeley Square? I see by your maidenly indignation that you are not.”

She laughed in spite of herself.

“You imagine my maidenly indignation,” she said. “I don’t think I know Berkeley Square. At any rate, I’ve never walked there consciously.”

“In your sleep, perhaps?” he suggested, so gravely that she thought he was serious.

“Why? Have I been reported to the police for somnambulism?” she challenged.

He shook his head.

“You’re going to Heartsease next week, aren’t you?” And, when she answered: “Are you a golfer?”

“I play golf, but I should be terrified to play at Heartsease,” she said. “No, I am going in attendance on Miss Revelstoke. Why do you ask me? And what is the news of the Terrible People?” she added quickly.

Betcher Long sighed.

“I hoped you had forgotten all about them,” he said. “I’m loquacious — that’s what’s the matter with me. Why I put such thoughts into your” — he paused for a proper adjective, and unaccountably she felt herself grow hot— “your head, I can’t for the life of me understand.”

He turned round and looked at the portrait of Miss Revelstoke again.

“Pretty girl, rather,” he said. “Wonder why she never married?”

She could supply him with no reason. And yet, looking at the painting, she could only share his wonder. “Isn’t it strange I never thought of her — like that?” All the time her mind was debating the question: should she tell him about the ring? That afternoon she would have welcomed such an opportunity, but now — suppose it was he who had sent it? She took her courage in both hands.

“Do you ever send presents to people?” she asked, and his eyebrows rose in surprise.

“Me? Good Lord, no! I think it is a waste of time and money. Birthday and Christmas gifts, you mean? No. Usually you send people a thing they don’t want or something they already have. Why do you ask?”

For some extraordinary reason she was a little piqued by his answer.

“I wondered, that is all.”

“You wondered, that is all,” he said slowly, a frown gathering on his forehead. “Who has been sending you presents?”

“Nobody.” She was being childish, she felt; there was no reason in the world why she shouldn’t tell him about the diamond, and at the same time there was no reason why she should.

“Let me see it.”

The calm insolence of the request took her breath away.

“Why should I?” she said, before she realized the admission in the words.

“Because I’m rather curious to see presents that are sent to” — another pause— “to girls, to my friends, I mean.”

“I’m not even a friend,” she said with a half smile. “And really, Mr. Long, I can’t imagine why you should be so interested.”

But he was.

“I might say that I don’t see why you should interest me,” he said, “but repartee was never my long suit. Will you show me?”

She hesitated for a second, then went up to her room. It was feeble of her, she told herself, to be dominated by a man who was little more than a stranger; and yet, for the moment, she could not resist the imponderable authority he wielded. She carried back the little box and sprung the lid. He looked at it for a little time and then took it in his hand and carried the ring to the window.

“Who sent this?”

She shook her head.

“I don’t know. It came by registered post this morning. Miss Revelstoke thought”

Here she hesitated.

“She thought?”

“Well, she thought it might have been sent to me by somebody who liked me very much and didn’t care to have me know.”

He nodded.

“Have you any idea? Has Miss Revelstoke any idea who that ‘somebody’ was?”

Again she hesitated.

“She thought it was a friend of — of hers; a man I’ve only met once in my life.”

“Monkford?”

She went red at this.

“Really, I think we ought not even to speculate upon the sender,” she said. “I’d like to know who it was, because I should send it back by the next post.”

He was examining the ring carefully, turning it overhand over between his fingers, looking at the interior of the gold circle as though he were searching for some mark which she had overlooked.

“Have you tried it on your finger?”

“No,” she said, in surprise.

He took her hand in his and slipped it over first one finger and then the other. “It was originally made for a larger finger, but would have been shortened, and it fits your engagement finger — do you notice that? Now, how did he know?”

“Who — Mr. Monkford?”

He shook his head.

“No, Monkford didn’t send you this; at least, I don’t think so.”

He handed the little case back to her.

“Monkford’s a queer beggar, and even a detective who has been watching him does not pretend to know the secrets of his heart. The cleverest detective in the world can rarely discover the woman’s man! Ever stand in a window of an hotel or an office and watch the crowds going up and down and try to place the professions of the passersby? That’s easy compared with knowing what your most intimate friend looks like from the point of view of his wife!”

He pondered the matter, his eyes fixed on the carpet, for fully a minute.

“You’re going to Heartsease, aren’t you?” he asked abruptly. “Where is your room?”

“I don’t know,” she answered, in surprise. “Miss Revelstoke usually has one of the best suites.”

“I ought to have discovered that,” he said thoughtfully, “but there’ll be plenty of time. Who is going down besides you and Miss Revelstoke?”

“Nobody — oh, yes, Mr. Henry, Miss Revelstoke’s lawyer, will be there for one day.”

“Anybody else you know?”

She shook her head.

“Is Crayley a friend of Miss Revelstoke’s?”

She frowned.

“Why, of course; yes, Mr. Jackson Crayley. Will he be there?”

“Yes, he will be there — and I shall be there, too,” he said simply, “and I wish to Heaven — No, I don’t. It is going to be hard work, but I’m going to get a lot of excitement—”

The door opened at that moment, and, to Nora’s amazement, Miss Revelstoke walked in. She smiled at the girl, and for a second her eyes rested on the ring that was still in Nora’s hand. From the girl her dark eyes wandered to the detective.

“And this is Mr. Long?” she said, with a quizzical smile. “Is he the guilty man? Has he confessed, Nora?”

Nora Sanders’s lips had opened to answer, when, to her astonishment, Betcher Long nodded.

“Yes, Miss Revelstoke, I’ve made a clean breast of it. It’s been in the family for years — my uncle bought it in Copenhagen in 1862!”

Miss Revelstoke’s dark eyes did not flinch, but her sallow face had gone suddenly gray and old.
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For a moment the girl thought Miss Revelstoke would faint. She swayed slightly, and then, with a supreme exercise of her iron will, she smiled.

“How very interesting!” she said.

Arnold Long was looking at her curiously, eagerly, and his eyes had for the elder woman all the fascination of a snake. Try as she did, she could not look elsewhere than into those gray deeps.

“How very interesting!” she said again.

She spoke slowly, and he knew that she was deliberately masking the emotion his words had evoked.

“And you sent it to Nora? Well, that was very nice of you, Mr. Long.”

Nora stood, paralyzed to inaction, looking from one to the other with startled eyes. What was the meaning of this extraordinary lie which Betcher Long had told? She was as certain as she was of anything that he had not sent her the ring — he had said as much. And yet, in the presence of her employer, he not only claimed to be the giver, but could invent its history.

But the effect of the words upon Miss Revelstoke was even more staggering. Never be ore in her association with the woman had she seen her so shaken.

“Won’t you come to my study? There are one or two things I’d like to talk to you about, Mr. Long,” said the woman at last.

From that moment on, she did not seem to be aware of Nora’s presence.

“Why, yes.” Betcher considered the request for a second. “I would like to have a talk with you, Miss Revelstoke, but before I go, I’d like to ask this young lady if she really objected to my sending her the ring?”

It was then that Miss Revelstoke looked at the girl.

“Well?” she asked, almost harshly.

“I don’t think I ought to accept so handsome a present,” said Nora, and, to her astonishment, he reached out and took the ring and the case from her hand.

“I was afraid you wouldn’t,” he said, and slipped the ring into his pocket. “Now, Miss Revelstoke.”

For a second she did not move, and then, with a visible effort, she turned, and he followed her to the little study that opened from the drawing room. She closed the door behind him.

“Won’t you take a chair?” she asked steadily, and he waited till she was seated and then sat down on the edge of a big Morris chair.

It was obvious to him that she did not know how to begin, was searching for an opening, and presently this was found.

“Naturally, I feel responsible for Miss Sanders,” she began, “and when people send her expensive presents, I think I am entitled, being an old-fashioned woman, to ask—”

She was at a loss to proceed, and he filled the gap for her.

“To ask my intentions?” he smiled. “They are perfectly honourable. She is a nice girl; I like her very much. But when I sent the ring I was perhaps a little precipitate.”

Her unwavering black eyes did not leave his face.

“You’re a gentleman,” she said, “and a college man, I believe? There is no reason why you should not wish to pay your addresses to Miss Sanders. Only it seems a little odd “ Again she stopped.

“That I should send her valuable presents at the present stage of our friendship? That does seem odd, I admit,” said Betcher. “In fact, it’s the oddest thing I’ve ever done in my life. My uncle—”

“I’m not very much interested in your family history.” The colour was back in her face; two red spots showed on either cheek. “I am very anxious, however, to know just how you feel toward Miss Sanders. Do you love her?”

Betcher’s smile was broad.

“I will be equally frank with you, Miss Revelstoke,” he said. “I do not love your secretary, and it is very unlikely that I should fall in love with her. She is not my type, and nothing is farther from my thoughts than matrimony.”

“Then the gift of a ring was in the nature of a freakish impulse?” She shook her head slowly. “I cannot quite believe you. Indeed, I have a feeling that you are very fond of my little girl. Will you let me see the ring again?”

He took it from his pocket and passed it across to her, and, without warning of what she was going to do, she rose, walked to a safe in the farther wall, opened it, and, putting in the ring, shut the door quickly and turned the key.

“I think I had better keep this little trinket until you are better acquainted. Possibly Nora, who is a very young girl, will change her mind. It will not be necessary for me to notify you when her feelings are altered.”

She rose and offered her cool hand.

“Goodnight, Mr. Long, and good luck!”

There was nothing but admiration in his eyes when he took the hand in his.

“Going to Heartsease, Miss Revelstoke?” he asked, in his bantering tone “I shouldn’t if I were you — I really shouldn’t!”

She had a trick of smiling with her eyes, and though her lips did not move, he saw the evidence of her amusement.

“That is advice which I might very well pass on to you,” she said.
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When Betcher Long got back to his office at Scotland Yard, the man who had spent all that morning searching the records at Somerset House, and bad supplied him with news that had taken his breath away, was now to supplement his information with facts that were even more startling. He gave some directions that sent his assistant hurrying to catch the Northern mail, and, going back to his flat in St. James’s Street, found his trunk packed and strapped to the back of his car. He telephoned to Marlow, and learnt from Mr. Monkford’s housekeeper that the banker had already left for Heartsease. It was his practice to arrive two days before the opening of the festival, and he had gone off in his car accompanied by “the gentleman who had been staying at the house,” whose other name was Sergeant Rouch of the Criminal Investigation Department.

Betcher pulled on his gloves, turned up the collar of his mackintosh (it had been raining all afternoon), and took a last look round at his flat. And then he saw the letter on the table and called his servant.

“How long has this been here?” he asked.

“Just before you came, sir.”

“Who brought it?”

But here the man could tell him nothing that was illuminating. He had found the envelope in the letter box and had put it on the table and forgotten all about it until Arnold Long drew attention to his omission.

The address was pencilled in an illiterate scrawl. The gum on the envelope was still wet when he pulled it open, and, taking out a dirty-looking sheet of paper, read:




Don’t go to Heartsease.




Only those words. Betcher turned it over and over, placed it carefully in a drawer for future fingerprint examination, and went out. The rain was pelting down; his chauffeur had pulled over the hood and was operating the screen-wiper when his employer appeared.

“I shan’t want you, Marchant,” he said.

“You won’t want me, sir?” said the man, in surprise. “I thought you said—”

“Never mind that,” said Betcher. “You’ve got a wife and family, haven’t you?”

“Yes, sir,” said the man.

“Then stay in London: it’s safer,” replied the other, and sent the car spinning down St. James’s Street into the park.

It was nine in the evening when he arrived at Heartsease, and it had rained throughout the whole journey. He handed the car to the garage-keeper and strolled into the big, old-fashioned hall of the hotel. Although it was two days before the opening of the golf week, the lounge was well filled. He reported to the reception office and greeted the girl behind the polished counter with a friendly smile.

Miss Cravel had evidently suffered no ill effects from her alarming experience. She was all smiles as she greeted him, and in her neat black dress looked prettier than she had in the more elaborate costume she wore when he saw her last.

“Mr. Monkford is expecting you,” she said. “You know the suite, Mr. Long?”

He looked left and right, lowered his voice, and asked: “Will you tell me something, Miss Cravel?”

For a second he saw suspicion in her eyes, and then:

“Certainly, if I can.”

“Who is paying my bill?” he demanded.

“Why, Mr. Monkford, of course.”

“Thank heavens!” said Betcher, and left her puzzled, for she had no sense of humour.

Monkford had had dinner, which had been laid in the sitting room. He was in his brightest and most cheerful mood, for on the way down he had stopped at a curiosity shop in Guildford and discovered some authentic specimens of Bristol glassware: four emerald-green goblets that he had arrayed upon the mantelshelf.

“By the way,” he said, “the Black Fate is a fake. I shall have to write to Miss Revelstoke, but she’ll be here next week.”

“The Black Fate?” For the moment, Betcher had forgotten the existence of the little negress.

“A fake, sir! A German copy. I took it to Bethini’s, and they detected the imposture immediately. I don’t know whether I ought to tell Miss Revelstoke; I’m afraid of upsetting the dear old lady.”

A waiter came in at that moment to clear the table. When he had gone, Betcher put a question which he had intended asking before.

“Is Miss Revelstoke a very rich woman?”

“Ye-es,” said Monkford, with all a banker’s reluctance to discuss his client’s affairs. “She’s a fairly rich woman. In fact, I should say she was a very rich woman. She lives simply and her income is a pretty large one.”

“How large?” asked Betcher.

But Monkford was not to be drawn.

“I’ve carried her account for a long time, even when I was a country banker,” he said. “At one time, it was an enormous amount. I think she was trustee for her brother’s estate. Which reminds me that, when the account was transferred to London, we nearly lost it. It was offered to your father, but for some extraordinary reason, he wouldn’t touch it. At that time she had the greater part of three quarters of a million pounds to her credit.”

This was news to Betcher Long. His father, he knew, was a very keen business man who would go to a great deal of trouble to secure an account of such dimensions.

“Wasn’t that rather remarkable — the refusal, I mean?” he asked.

Mr. Monkford nodded.

“Yes, extraordinary,” he said. “Most bankers would jump at such an account; and it wasn’t through any affection for me that Sir Godley turned it down. The Western & Somerset are rather old-fashioned, but for Heaven’s sake, don’t tell your father I said so!”

“I’ve already told him, or he has told me — I’m not certain which,” said the detective.

The fact that only two nights before he had discussed Miss Revelstoke with his father, and that Sir Godley had made no reference whatever to the account, would in ordinary circumstances have perplexed him. But now he had got beyond confounding.

Mr. Monkford was nervous; Long had noticed a subtle change in his appearance. He started at the slightest sound, and confessed that he had been sleeping badly.

“I wonder if Miss Revelstoke is going to bring that girl of hers?” he asked, just before Betcher left him for the night.

“You mean Miss Sanders?”

Mr. Monkford nodded.

“Yes — a charming girl,” he said, speaking to himself; “a very, very charming girl.” Then, as abruptly as he had opened, he changed the subject. “Crayley is coming down tomorrow,” he said. “You don’t like Crayley?”

“It is rather difficult to like anybody who has no other mission in life than to look silly and grow roses,” said Betcher, and the banker chuckled.

“Old Crayley isn’t a bad sort — not at all a bad sort,” he said. “And the fellow’s got pluck. Do you remember how he threw himself into the struggle when you were arresting Shelton?”

“What was he doing at Colchester? I’ve often wondered,” said Arnold Long.

“He has an estate just outside the town. I’ve been to the place twice,” replied Monkford. “Crayley plays at farming in Essex.”

Without alarming the banker, Betcher had made a very close inspection of the bolts and fastenings of the door, and now, momentarily released from his vigil, he went into his own room and conducted as careful a search of that, not even neglecting the old-maidenly precaution of looking under the bed.

The window looked down upon a strip of garden that ran parallel with the building, the end wall of the restaurant being immediately opposite the centre of the sitting room. Locking the door communicating with the saloon, he fastened the bathroom door, though here there was no necessity, for the little bathroom was built on the American plan, and depended for light upon an electric lamp in the ceiling. Putting the key into his pocket, he strolled downstairs. Miss Cravel had disappeared, her place having been taken by a girl clerk. Cravel himself was in the lounge talking to one of his guests. He was in evening dress, but instead of the usual dinner jacket he wore a long black frock coat. Presently, catching the manager’s eye, the detective drew him aside.

“I’d like to see some of your more expensive suites,” he said.

Cravel shook his head.

“I’m afraid they’re all booked “ he began.

“I’m not thinking of taking them,” interrupted Betcher, “but I’d like to know just what sort of accommodation I should get another year.”

“Come upstairs.” Cravel took a key from the reception clerk and led the way to the first floor. “This is Miss Revelstoke’s suite,” he said, “and is one of the best in the house.”

Little Heartsease had once been a country mansion that in itself was the relic of a more pretentious castellated building, and Miss Revelstoke’s principal room was almost like an apartment of state, with its turret alcoves.

He followed the manager into the room and strolled from one bedroom to the other.

“I suppose this will be for Miss Sanders?” He indicated the smaller of the two beautiful rooms.

The manager was watching him with mild amusement. When he came back: “I really believe, Mr. Long, that it wasn’t idle curiosity that made you ask me to show you this suite. You’re here on duty!”

“I’m always on duty,” evaded Betcher.

“Honestly, Mr. Long, do you expect any kind of a rumpus here? I wouldn’t have it for the world! Especially next week, when the place will be packed out. Heartsease wouldn’t survive a scandal.”

Betcher looked at him and winked.

“It has survived many,” he said, “unless my memory is at fault.”

“I don’t mean those kinds of scandal,” said the manager hastily. “Naturally, that sort of thing happens, and you can’t prevent it; and nobody thinks any the worse of us. But if somebody was shot up — well, it would ruin the place, that’s all.”

“It might also ruin the person who was shot up,” said Betcher, showing his teeth in a mirthless smile. “You need have no fear, Mr. Cravel. We shall do our very best to avoid anything that looks like a tragedy.”

The next day was Sunday, and, strolling through the lounge in the evening, he saw a familiar face and crossed the room to shake the limp hand of Jackson Crayley. “Perfectly horrible weather,” grumbled the languid man, pulling dismally at his yellow moustache. “If I’d had any sense I’d have gone to Deauville. Golf is a beastly game, anyway.”

Betcher saw him smile and nod at somebody behind the detective’s back, and, turning, he had a glimpse of Miss Alice Cravel passing through the hall to her office.

“Deuced nice girl that. Quite a lady and all that sort of thing,” said Mr. Crayley. “To tell you the truth,” he said, in a burst of confidence, “I wouldn’t come to this wretched place at all if it wasn’t for that dear little girl.”

“A friend of yours?”

“Ya-as.” Mr. Crayley took out his monocle, wiped it, and replaced it in his eye. “Yes, and I’m not ashamed of it. She’s one of the dearest little ladies I have ever met.”

“And yet,” said Betcher, very deliberately, “when I saw you speaking to her at Marlow, you told me she was a visitor who wanted to see over your garden, and that you were rather annoyed at her impertinence.”

“Did I?” said Mr. Crayley, unabashed. “Well, the truth is, old man, I’m not the sort of bird who wears his heart on his sleeve. I don’t mind telling you in absolute confidence that I’m particularly attached to that dear little girl. Naturally, a fellow has to be careful — what? How are Scotland Yard and all kind friends?”

“They’re bearing up bravely in my absence,” said Betcher. “Have you seen Mr. Monkford?”

“He’s here, is he? Why, of course, I ought to go up and pay my respects to the old boy. Very useful having a banker for a friend — what?”

He dug his finger facetiously in Betcher’s ribs, but his gesture was almost as feeble as his jocularity.

“I have a strange room this year,” he complained. “That wretched woman Revelstoke has bagged the suite I usually have, and I’m fearfully annoyed about it.”

“Don’t you like Miss Revelstoke?”

“Hate her!” said Mr. Crayley, with unexpected vehemence. “She’s most unkind. She can’t say a decent word to a fellow — always snapping and snarling at him. I loathe her!”

There was truth in this, if the concentrated venom of his tone meant anything.

“I’ll totter up and see dear old Thingummy-tight.”

It was his eccentricity that he remembered names with difficulty, but Betcher guessed he meant Monkford. He saw the weary Jackson Crayley later in the evening; he was leaning over the counter talking to Miss Cravel, who usually at this hour had been relieved by the girl clerk; and he wondered what community of interest there was between this rather flashy type of lady and the exquisite man of fashion whose life seemed to be one blank boredom.

That Sunday was the longest day that Betcher Long ever remembered spending. He went out with Monkford and played an execrable game of golf in the morning and the afternoon was a weariness and a trial. And then he began to understand just what it was that was lengthening this day so inordinately. It was the knowledge that the morrow would bring Nora Sanders to Heartsease, and that the big period of peril would begin.

The storm had cleared; the sun was shining in a blue sky when Miss Revelstoke’s fast limousine flashed up the drive and came to a noiseless halt before the portal of Heartsease. Mr. Cravel was in attendance to welcome his guests, and the presence of Inspector Long seemed a little superfluous. So Miss Revelstoke seemed to think, for she passed him with a curt nod, her attention seemingly concentrated upon the obsequious manager.

“You have a few parcels: let me help you.”

Nora had seen him the moment the portico of the hotel had come into view, and laughingly she waved aside his assistance, which was unnecessary, since a small army of porters was in waiting to deal with the baggage which was piled on the top of the car.

“Welcome to Heartsease!” said Betcher solemnly.

“I’m a deputation from the Town Council to offer you the freedom of our ancient borough.”

“You don’t even know the name of the borough,” she laughed.

“Betcher!” said Mr. Long promptly, and apologized incoherently.

She went quickly in the wake of Miss Revelstoke, and he did not see her again until after dinner that night, and then only for a few minutes. Tuesday came, and the beginning of the great tournament. Heartsease was crowded out, the broad lawn had disappeared under gaily hued umbrellas and tea tables, and the hall was rather like the entrance gate at a popular football match.

To keep track of newcomers would in ordinary circumstances have been impossible; but the Heartsease golf course lay within a ring fence: there were two entrances to the park, and at each of these two detectives kept a lookout for suspicious characters. Beyond a fashionably dressed pickpocket or two, and a confidence man from London who thought the occasion might yield profit to himself, there were no ignominious rejections, nor did Betcher Long anticipate there would be.

Wednesday brought Mr. Henry, the lawyer, and, seeing him dismount from his car, Betcher groaned.

“Here’s a bird who has come golfing in a top hat,” he said over his shoulder (he viewed the arrival from Mr. Monkford’s sittingroom window).

“Who is it?” asked the banker.

“Henry, the lawyer. Do you know him?”

“Know him!” scoffed Monkford. “Why, I should say so! He’s Miss Revelstoke’s lawyer and a rising man.”

“Rising! He’ll be coming up for the third time if he goes golfing in a stovepipe hat,” said Betcher.

It was not surprising that Mr. Monkford should have many friends. He was a popular figure in the City of London, and as a connoisseur, he had been brought into touch with a certain artistic and literary set. Visitors flowed into his room all day long, for beyond the hour’s walk he had in the morning, in company with Betcher, he seldom left the hotel, for professional golf was anathema to him. So that he did not join the crowds of enthusiasts that hampered the putting of the only great golfer England has ever produced.

Except on the night of his arrival, he had his meals in the great dining room, and found his chief pleasure in these functions, and in the crowd that thronged the lounge after dinner. And as day followed day, and no sign of danger appeared, he forgot his fears and was his old cheerful self. On the Tuesday he was elected President of the Dance Committee, and threw himself into the work of organizing the fancy-dress ball which was to conclude the week’s festivities.

That evening, looking from his window, Betcher saw the banker walking up and down the side lawn immediately beneath the detective, and he was in earnest conversation with Henry and Crayley. For half an hour they paced to and fro, and obviously the subject of their talk was a serious one. Once, Monkford looked up and saw him, but did not wave the friendly greeting which Betcher anticipated.

They must have gone into the hotel soon after, for five minutes later he heard the three men talking in the saloon, which was next to his own room. They were together for about a quarter of an hour, at the end of which time the detective heard the outer door close and went in. The banker was alone, and obviously something had happened which had upset him.

“Anything wrong?” asked Long.

“Nothing — nothing!” Mr. Monkford almost snapped the words. And then:

“I want to see you after dinner, Long.”

“Why not see me now?”

“It can wait,” said the banker.

“Does it concern you?”

“In a sense, yes,” said the other shortly. “But it concerns a — a young friend of mine more. But, really, I do not wish to speak about the matter at the moment. If you will see me immediately after dinner, we can discuss something which has rather distressed me. Yes, it has distressed me.”

No more would he say, and Betcher went out of the room more than a little puzzled.

He buttonholed Crayley in the hall.

“What have you been telling Monkford to make him so infernally depressed?” he asked.

Jackson Crayley looked at him openmouthed.

“We were talking about a purely personal and private matter. If he didn’t tell you, I’m afraid I can’t. I’m on my honour.”

Betcher looked at him closely. There was something about him that was unusual and difficult to define. His voice was a little sharper; he gave the impression that he was labouring under some extraordinary strain — there was an unusual tenseness even in his attitude. Betcher was puzzled. He did not know Henry — at any rate, well enough to discover from the lawyer what had been the subject of that lawn conference — and it was the more baffling because, all that day, Joshua Monkford had been in his gayest mood, and had even suggested a visit to the links to follow two popular players.

As a rule, he dined with Monkford, but, just as he was dressing for dinner, the banker’s valet came with a note.



Do you mind dining at another table tonight? I have one or two things that I wish to discuss with Crayley and young Henry.



He was not so much annoyed as worried. What could be Monkford’s new preoccupation? He searched round in his mind, trying to find a clue, but he could remember nothing that the banker had said which would explain this sudden business of his.

He saw him at dinner that night, but, more to the point, was placed at a table next to that occupied by Miss Revelstoke and her secretary. For one fleeting second the girl’s eyes met his, and he remembered, with a start of guilt, that he had yet to explain to her (and probably would never be in a position to explain) the lies he had told about the ring.

Miss Revelstoke’s little bow was graciousness itself. There was in her eyes a look of malicious triumph which made Betcher Long grin inwardly. Dinner was over and he was taking his coffee in the lounge when Joshua Monkford pushed through the press toward him.

“Come upstairs to my room in five minutes, Long, will you, please?”

There was a cold menace in the tone which left Long speechless. He watched the clock till five minutes had passed; then, rising, he made his way to the elevator.

The saloon was empty when he strolled in, but he heard Monkford’s voice speaking from his own room, and he was evidently at the telephone.

“Hullo — hullo!… Who has

Then Betcher heard an explosion and the sound of a body falling, and strove to force the door. It was locked and bolted on the inside, as he remembered now, and, flying through the saloon into the corridor, he tried the outer door. That also was locked.

He threw himself against the door but it was of stout oak and resisted his efforts. And then, looking round, he saw Cravel running up the stairs, and on the man’s white face was an expression of consternation.

“Was that a shot?” he asked in a horrified whisper. Betcher nodded.

“Open this door,” he said.

The manager felt in his pockets.

“I haven’t a passkey — wait,” he said, and ran down the stairs.

He was back in a minute and, inserting the passkey with a trembling hand, the lock snapped and the door flew open.

Joshua Monkford lay huddled on the floor, face downward, his hands gripping the receiver of the telephone, and in the room was the acrid smell of cordite.
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He Was dead. One glance told the detective that. “Get a doctor,” he said over his shoulder. “Is he killed?” whispered the manager.

“Get a doctor!” snarled Long. “Do as I tell you.”

Left alone, Arnold Long closed the door. There was no key in the lock except the manager’s passkey, which still protruded on the outside. He crossed the floor to the bathroom; it was bolted and locked, as also was the door to the saloon, as he knew. The windows were dosed, for the night was chilly, and, moreover, fastened with a latch. Above the three windows were little fanlights, and these alone were opened. He flung back the window and looked down. The glass roof of the restaurant annex glowed with light; sign of ladder there was none.

A long wardrobe near the end of the bed was empty, and the bed itself concealed nothing. Taking up a hairbrush from the dressing table, he tapped the panelled walls on the side of the room opposite to that which divided the apartment from the saloon. And as he sounded the wall he knew that his work was futile. The weapon that killed Joshua Monkford had been held within an inch of the man’s head, and from the position where he lay, it was clear that, even if there were a secret panel, it must open into the saloon where he himself had been a second before the shot was fired.

Making a rough measurement with Monkford’s umbrella, which happened to be in the room, he was satisfied that, even were there an opening into the saloon, it was impossible that the murderer could have shot at so close a range.

The opposite wall marked the boundary between the Monkford suite and a room occupied by two girls, the daughters of a Member of Parliament who were staying at Heartsease for the week.

Betcher Long breathed heavily. Here was a man done to death in a room that could not be entered — that was, in fact, impossible to enter except by the door through which the manager’s key had admitted him.

As he walked out into the corridor, Cravel nearly ran into him. His face wore an expression of fear, and he was talking excitedly to the servant girl who accompanied him.

“Mr. Long,” he said urgently, “something has happened in Miss Sanders’s room.”

Betcher glared at him.

“Happened? What has happened?” he almost shouted.

Behind the manager was a quavering servant maid. “I don’t know, sir; I heard something explode—”

Before she could finish the sentence he was halfway down the stairs. The girl’s room he knew. It was locked, and, looking through the keyhole, he saw a thin film of smoke suspended in the atmosphere, and his heart turned faint. And then: “Whatever do you want, Mr. Long?”

He leapt round. It was Nora Sanders.

“Have you got the key?” He could hardly recognize the sound of his own voice.

He almost snatched the key from her hand, and, flinging open the door, strode in. There had been some sort of an explosion here: he could smell it. And then he saw a white, smouldering paper on the hearthstone, and picked it up, dipping it without ceremony in a jug of water which stood on the washstand.

“What has happened?” asked the bewildered girl. “Nothing very much. Will you stay here?”

In a second he was out of the room and going up the stairs two at a time. He had left the manager in Monkford’s room, and now he found him outside in the passage, the door closed.

“I thought I’d better lock it while you were away.”

Betcher nodded his thanks, and together they entered the room. In the relaxation of death the telephone receiver had fallen to the floor and lay stained with the blood of the man. Monkford had been shot through the head at close quarters, almost as Harry the Lancer had been shot, and as the unfortunate ex-soldier at Bourne End had been shot.

Betcher looked round. By this time one of the detectives on duty in the hotel had either sensed or heard of the occurrence and had arrived. They turned the manager out of the room, locked the door, and began a careful examination.

The room had been empty when Betcher had opened the door: of that he was certain. There was no place where a man could be concealed. Then, inch by inch, he began another examination of the wall, tapping each panel, whilst his assistant tested the other. The ceiling was of plaster. There was no fireplace except a vent to carry off the hot air generated by an electric stove. He picked up the telephone, wiped it clean on a towel, and called up the office. It was Miss Cravel who answered him, and evidently from her tone she knew that something terrible had happened.

“Is that you, Mr. Long?” she asked. “Is it true—”

She was speaking in a low voice, evidently from that part of the building which was more or less public.

“Who called Mr. Monkford five minutes ago?” asked Betcher.

“Nobody — he called here. I had his signal and answered it, and then I thought I heard a shot.”

He put down the instrument as somebody tapped on the door. It was a doctor, one of the guests, who had been hastily summoned. He looked at the still figure and shook his head.

“You don’t want me to tell you he’s dead, do you?” he asked, as he stooped and made a cursory examination. “Shot through the brain. I should say death was instantaneous. And at close quarters, too — you see the burning?”

Betcher nodded. The wound had been inflicted by something that had the appearance of a bullet from an automatic pistol.

“Have you got your man?”

Evidently the doctor had been told of Arnold Long’s identity.

“No, we have no man, because there was no man here when we came into the room. It was empty.”

“Suicide?” asked the doctor, in surprise.

That possibility had been the first to occur to the detective. But there was no sign of any weapon. Mr. Monkford had carried a Browning pistol for protection, but this the detective had found in a drawer of his bureau, and it was clean, and, what was more, unloaded. How had the murder been committed? For murder it was, undoubtedly.

He finished his inspection and went in search of Crayley. He had no need to be a psychologist to realize that the story of the tragedy had already reached Monkford’s neighbour.

“This is terrible, terrible! Why should he shoot himself? He was in the most cheerful mood this afternoon when I spoke to him”

“Now, listen, Crayley. I’m going to ask you a few questions. That young lawyer and you were with Monkford this afternoon. You told him something that depressed him—”

“He told me something that depressed me!” said Crayley loudly. “And don’t bully me, Long, because I’ll not stand for it! I’m all rattled and upset by this poor chap’s death, and my nerves can’t endure any bullying. I tell you, I won’t even discuss the subject of our conversation.”

“Maybe you’ll discuss it with the coroner tomorrow,” said Betcher, and the man’s eyes narrowed.

“Threatening me, are you, by gad! Threatening me! And I saved your infernal life at Chelmsford!”

“Now, see here, Crayley, let’s get this matter right. I’m not threatening you; I am asking you questions that any police officer would ask any honest man. And, what is more, any honest man would answer. What was the subject of your conversation with ‘Monkford this afternoon?”

Crayley shrugged his shoulders.

“I am not at liberty to say. You had better ask Henry: it concerned him more than me. And I feel, Long, that I ought to see my lawyers before I make any statement after this terrible tragedy.”

Betcher Long went in search of the lawyer, only to learn that Mr. Henry had left the hotel immediately after dinner and was well on his way to London.
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Miss Revelstoke brought the news to Nora, and the girl was speechless with horror. “Dead?” she whispered. “Oh, no, Miss Revelstoke, that can’t possibly be! Did he—”

“I don’t know. The doctor seems to think it’s a case of suicide,” she said. “But why poor Monkford should commit suicide I can’t imagine.”

She was visibly agitated. Usually a very phlegmatic person, she paced the room restlessly.

“He has been threatened with death for a long time. Crayley told me, but of course I didn’t believe him. That is why the detective is here — your Mr. Long. A pretty detective!”

“I thought you said it was suicide, Miss Revelstoke.”

“It was not suicide. Simpkins says no weapon has been found. He is a foolish kind of man, even for a doctor.”

“But who could have killed him?”

“Don’t ask fool questions, child,” said the yellow-faced woman savagely. “He’s dead, that’s sufficient! I can only hope that his bank is not insolvent or something equally dreadful. As to Mr. Long — well, he doesn’t enjoy any too enviable reputation at Scotland Yard, according to Henry, and this ought to be his finish.”

There was a note of cold malignity in her voice that made the girl sit bolt upright and stare at her.

“Don’t you — don’t you like Mr. Long?” she faltered.

It seemed incredible that there was anybody in the world to whom Betcher Long was not an attractive personality.

“He’ll blame the Terrible People, of course. The Terrible People are probably an invention of his to account for his failures. Like him? Herr Gott!”


She said something in German, and checked herself.

“Nora,” she said, “every woman has got something in her past which she does not wish should be raked into public view. By some extraordinary accident your Mr. Long has unearthed an old folly of mine that I thought was dead and buried. I won’t tell you what it was. You would probably be bored and think I was mad. It happened in Copenhagen when I was a very young girl—”

She drew a long breath.

“Let it go at that. No, I do not like your Mr. Betcher Long!”

The girl was silent. In the circumstances, it would be worse than foolishness to attempt to defend a man who she felt had done his duty. She could not imagine Arnold Long failing in his trust.

“What is this story of an explosion in your room, Nora?” she asked suddenly.

The girl could only tell her what had happened.

“I knew nothing until I saw Mr. Long trying my door. One of the maids told me she had heard three or four shots fired, and there was something burning on the hearth when Mr. Long and I went in: a thick strip of white paper.”

“What happened to that?” asked Miss Revelstoke curiously, and Nora told her.

Evidently it did not seem a very alarming happening to the elder woman, for she made no further reference to it. She went down to join the guests, leaving the girl to pack — hearing of the tragedy, she had announced her intention of returning to London in the morning. Nora was so engaged when there was a knock at the saloon door. It was Mr. Cravel, and he was a very self-possessed man.

“Everybody is leaving,” he said. “The news got out through the doctor. This is ruin for me!”

Yet his voice was very calm and his attitude was that of a man who was viewing another’s misfortune.

“I suppose the thing will blow over between now and next year, and anyway, I intended to make big alterations here. We shall cut out the room where this wretched suicide happened — I can bring the staircase through it without any great difficulty.”

His whole interest in the tragedy was the effect it had upon his own fortunes. It was natural, perhaps, thought the girl, and yet there was a certain coldbloodedness in his disregard of the horror which had swept Joshua Monkford into eternity that was almost repulsive to the girl.

When Miss Revelstoke returned, Nora spoke of the manager’s seeming callousness.

“My dear, you don’t expect him to weep over poor Monkford, do you?” asked the elder woman testily. “He is probably ruined — certainly so far as this season is concerned. Only the lunatic golfers are staying; the rest of the guests are leaving in the morning; some have already left. The week is spoilt from Cravel’s point of view, and I think it is rather wonderful that he can keep his head as he is doing. I saw your detective downstairs. He asked me if he might come up and speak to you — you don’t mind?”

Nora shook her head.

“What information he expects to get from you, I can’t imagine,” said Miss Revelstoke. “You won’t object to being left alone with him? The very sight of the man irritates me.”

It was soon after this that Arnold Long made his appearance. He was looking dreadfully tired, the girl thought; the strain was telling on him, and her heart went out to him in sympathy.

Contrary to Nora’s expectations, Miss Revelstoke did not mark her disapproval by leaving them together.

On the contrary, she made no sign of departing.

“Well, Mr. Long, have you made any discovery?”

“None,” he said curtly, “except, of course, that Monkford was murdered.”

“But how? The manager tells me the room was empty when you went in, and that the only man near poor Monkford when he was shot — was you!”

Betcher looked at her quickly.

“Was me? That view certainly hadn’t struck me,” he said ironically.

“I daresay it will occur to others,” said Miss Revelstoke. “Mr. Cravel tells me that he was on the second floor, heard a shot, and ran upstairs, and found you standing at the door, apparently trying to open Mr. Monkford’s door. Why should it be locked?”

“I have wondered that, but it was locked.” The yellow-faced woman shrugged her shoulders, and her lips twitched with amusement.

“Apparently, there is no key, and Mr. Cravel said the door could not have been locked on the inside; otherwise, he could not have opened it with his passkey. But perhaps you have found the key of the door?”

“There is that possibility,” replied the detective coolly. “It was, in fact, in poor Monkford’s pocket.” Miss Revelstoke’s eyebrows arched inquiringly.

“Cravel said that the key was still hanging in the reception office, and is there still. As you found the key in Monkford’s pocket, it must have been one quite unknown to the hotel.”

She saw Betcher Long start, and a smile dawn on his tired face.

“That’s it!”

Of a sudden his face had changed; the tiredness had vanished, and a new light had come to his eyes.

“That’s it, of course! What a fool I was! What an utterly stupid fool!”

The effect of his sudden enthusiasm on Miss Revelstoke did not pass unobserved. Nora saw the woman’s face lengthen, her lips parted as though she were going to say something, but no sound came; and then the arched brows came down to a deep frown.

“That is it?” she repeated. “What do you mean?”

“Miss Revelstoke” — he was almost jovial— “you have supplied me with the obvious solution to this terribly queer mystery. And now I will unburden my soul. I lied to you just now when I told you I had found the key in his pocket. As a matter of fact, I didn’t find the key in his pocket, and I’ve been searching the room for it since the crime was committed. But I lie naturally, and a lie’s the most exciting and provocative statement I know, especially to those—”

He did not conclude the sentence, and Miss Revelstoke waited, but waited in vain. He turned to the girl.

“I was going to ask you a whole lot of questions about the explosion in your room,” he said, “but that is not necessary. I know every fact now, except one: how did the man who killed Joshua Monkford escape from the room?”

Miss Revelstoke’s lips curled.

“That seems to be rather more important than any other question,” she said, with her arid smile.

“It is and it isn’t,” said Betcher Long, speaking half to himself. “The really important question that I have not yet answered is: why did Mr. Henry, that eminent lawyer, call at Staines police station at a quarter to nine and report to the inspector in charge the loss of a wristwatch which he had left behind in his room?”

The woman’s eyes were wide open now, and the smile had left her face.

“You’re almost as mysterious as the mysterious people, Mr. Long,” she said.

“Mysteriouser,” said Betcher Long. “For at the very minute Henry called at the police station, Monkford was shot dead. I have never heard of a better alibi!”
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Miss Revelstoke had not exaggerated when she had said that more than half the guests were leaving. Arnold Long, who had made a flying visit to town, returned to find no more than half a dozen people in the big luncheon room, and the settled air of melancholy upon the faces of the waiters was convincing proof that the season was spoiled.

At Cravel’s earnest request, three joiners had been engaged since the early morning in removing the panelling from the room where the crime had been committed, and this had been carried out under the supervision of Detective-Sergeant Rouch.

Betcher went up to inspect the devastation. The walls had been stripped to the brickwork; a section of the floor had been taken up, and the detective needed to be no architect to understand that it was impossible for any person to have entered or left the room.

Sergeant Rouch was a fair, stout man of middle age, whose principal characteristic was his optimism, and his admirable faith that the most complicated problem would solve itself. This had been the guiding principle of his life, as he explained to Betcher in a moment of confidence.

“It doesn’t matter how clever these fellows are, they’re bound to hang themselves in the long run,” he said cheerfully. “My own idea is that poor old Monkford was shot by a marksman from Grundley Hill — it’s only five hundred yards away—”

“The windows were closed, and the bullet that killed Monkford was fired from less than six inches’ distance,” said Betcher curtly.

He took out of his pocket a little package and unfolded it, revealing the soiled end of the burnt and sodden paper he had taken from the hearth in Nora’s room.

“What is that?” asked Rouch curiously.

“It is all that remains of a cracker. You can buy them at a shilling a packet—”

“Fireworks?” asked Rouch, in surprise.

“Fireworks,” agreed Mr. Long gravely. “The delight of your childhood, Rouch — if you ever had a childhood.”

“Certainly I did,” said Rouch indignantly. “Why, when I was four—”

“Don’t let us go into your horrible past,” interrupted Betcher. “This was thrown through the window of Miss Sanders’s room, or introduced in some other way, the object being at a crucial moment to attract me from Monkford’s room, and, like a fool, I was attracted! Whilst I was away, something happened—”

“The murderer escaped,” said Rouch comfortably. “I’ve seen that done before. When I was on the Gonleston bank case—”

“The murderer couldn’t have escaped, because the murderer wasn’t there,” Betcher Long went on, displaying admirable patience with these interruptions.

“Then how was he killed?” asked Mr. Rouch triumphantly.

Betcher regarded him more in sorrow than in anger. “Rouch, you have everything in the world that man can desire, except brains!” he said.

“Well, how was he killed?” persisted Rouch. “It is all very well to say that I haven’t brains, Mr. Long, but here is a man killed in a locked room, the only human being near being you—”

“You’ve got that theory, too, have you?” Betcher grinned. “Sit ye down, Rouch. I’m going to put you through the third degree. Where did you get that ‘you were the only man’ stuff?”

“Well” — Sergeant Rouch was a little uncomfortable, wiped his profusely perspiring brow with a rapid sweep of his handkerchief, and shrugged his plump shoulders— “I’m only saying—” he began.

“Where did you get your say? You could never have acquired that illuminating theory out of your own nut. Who has been talking to you?”

“It is what Cravel thinks, anyway,” said the disgruntled detective. “He said it was very curious that you were the only person near at hand when the shot was fired.”

“Bring Cravel here: I want a little talk with him.”

Mr. Cravel came. It seemed that by now he was resigned to the inevitable monetary loss that the tragedy brought to him. He could even smile as he glanced round the dismantled room.

“Well, Mr. Long, have you found any secret traps or secret panels?”

Betcher did not reply.

“Shut the door,” he said to his subordinate, and, when this was done:

“You remember, Cravel, that when you came upstairs after you heard the shot, I was standing at the door, trying to open it?”

For a second the ghost of apprehension appeared in the manager’s eyes.

“You’re not going to take seriously anything I’ve said to Rouch, are you? I merely remarked that you were the nearest living person, so far as we know, to Mr. Monkford when he was murdered. That is so obvious a fact that you won’t think I suggested—”

“I’m not worrying about what you suggest,” interrupted Betcher. “I’m merely going to ask you a few questions. You remember my turning to you and asking if you had a key to the door?”

Cravel nodded; he was watchful, alert, all his senses tense.

“And you also remember that you went downstairs and returned with a passkey?”

“I did, yes.”

“From whom did you get it?” asked Betcher.

“From the floor waiter.”

“Find him,” said Betcher curtly, addressing Rouch. He did not speak till the waiter was brought into the room.

“Have you a passkey for this floor?”

Only for the fraction of a second did the man glance at his employer, and then: “Yes.”

“Let me see it.”

Reluctantly the waiter took the key from his pocket and handed it to Betcher Long, who slipped it into the lock of the door and tried to turn it.

“This doesn’t fit,” he said. “In fact, this passkey doesn’t function on the third floor at all, does it?”

The waiter did not answer this, again shooting that furtive glance at his master which Betcher had detected before.

“Who has the passkey of the third floor?”

The waiter shifted uncomfortably.

“I don’t know, sir,” he said. “Probably the floor waiter.”

“Get him,” said Betcher again, and dismissed the man with a nod.

“What is the idea, Long?” asked Cravel, when they were left alone.

“I’ll take you into my confidence,” replied Arnold Long quietly. “When Monkford went to his room after inviting me to follow him, it is an intelligent view that he did not lock the door. Why should he? And it is obvious to the meanest mind that he could not lock the door if he had no key. Therefore, it is a logical sequence that the door was locked by somebody else, either from the outside or the inside. I heard Mr. Monkford call the office, and I am satisfied that he called the office because he found the door had been locked on him from the outside. I heard him say ‘Who has—’ and then a shot. What he was trying to say was, ‘Who has locked my door?’”

Cravel’s face was the colour of chalk.

“I am suggesting, further, that the man who locked the door was you; that you had the passkey in your pocket, and that your running downstairs to get the key was the merest blind to hide that fact from me.”

At this moment Rouch came back to report that the floor waiter who had been on duty on the night of the murder had gone on leave.

“I expected something like that,” said Betcher slowly.

“What in hell do you mean?”

The man was in a cold fury, but he was mortally afraid, too.

“Are you going to say that I unlocked the door whilst you were there, went in, and shot Monkford?”

“I suggest that you locked the door before he was dead, well knowing what would happen to him — now, come across, Cravel.”

“It’s a lie!” stormed the manager. “I had not been anywhere near the door. Why should I lock it? You have fallen down on this case, Long, and you’re handing up all sorts of wild theories to save your coat.”

Betcher thrust his face forward till it almost touched the shrinking man.

“I’ve got enough theories, as you call them, to put a rope round your neck, Cravel, my Terrible Man! Enough theory, at any rate, to hold you for the murder of Joshua Monkford. I can take you right now, but I’m giving you a little more rope. Sooner or later, you’re going to put the rope where I want it. If you did not kill Joshua Monkford, you were one of those who planned his death. If all I believe is true, I will put your feet on the trap where Clay Shelton stood!”

He had got home! Cravel’s lips parted in a grin of diabolical fury; his eyes were blazing.

“You will, will you?” The words seemed to strangle him. “By God, you will! Put me — where you put Clay Shelton! You—”

Betcher slipped aside and missed the hammer blow that the man struck at him. Quick as light, his arm went round Cravel’s neck and jerked back his head. The manager struck out wildly, lost his balance, and was flung breathless to the floor.

“Gotcher!” Betcher Long was smiling ecstatically. “Touched you on the raw, didn’t I, Cravel? You’ve brought me nearer — just that much nearer — to the place I want to be.”

The man rose slowly; he was trembling in every limb; his eyes seemed to have sunk deeper into his head, but he had control of himself.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “You rattled me a bit. No man wants to be compared with a murderer, let alone accused of being one! I’ll report this matter to Scotland Yard, Long.”

“Come up and see the Chief : he’ll be glad to see you. How old are you, Cravel?”

The manager did not reply, but, turning on his heel, walked unsteadily out of the room.

“My Gawd!” whispered Rouch, staring in dismay and admiration at his chief. “There’ll be trouble over this when he reports.”

“He’ll never report — betcher!” said Mr. Long. “Betcher a thousand,” he went on extravagantly, “that he doesn’t stick his nose under the arch! Betcher a million that we never hear one little word about my disgraceful behaviour!” He glanced round the room. “You can tell the ancient guild of wood cutters that they can put their panels back.”

He went to his room and packed his grip, and carried it himself to the hall. The man had brought his car from the garage, and he threw the grip into the back of the machine. One foot was on the step when he heard his name called. He turned: it was Alice Cravel, and her face for the moment was inscrutable. She held a piece of paper in her hand.

“You haven’t paid your bill, Mr. Long,” she said.

He took the account and examined it, and then he laughed until he was helpless. The exorbitance of the charge was not without its humour. He handed the bill back to the girl.

“Send it to Mr. Monkford’s executors,” he said coldbloodedly. “And, Miss Cravel—”

She waited, her lips tightly pressed together, cold hate in her eyes.

“Will you tell your brother I’ll be meeting him at Chelmsford one of these days? Harry the Lancer was no friend of mine, but I promised myself the pleasure of hanging the man who killed him. Good-morning!”

Her steadfast eyes did not so much as waver, but when he had said “Chelmsford,” he had read the momentary surprise in them. Wandsworth was the jail where a Berkshire murderer would hang — she had forgotten Harry the Lancer.
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The office of Mr. Frederick Henry was in Lincoln’s Inn Fields. He occupied the ground floor of No. 742, and it was as neat an establishment as one would have expected in so immaculate and proper a young man. His private office looked out upon grass and trees and a bed of scarlet geraniums. There was none of the mustiness or disorder which is usually associated with lawyers’ offices. Iron shelves holding well-dusted deed boxes formed a dado about the room. The desk at which he sat was of sober mahogany. And if the room held any exotic feature, it was the blue china bowl filled with red roses that had been placed on the marble shelf.

He was standing by the window, looking out upon the pleasant gardens, when his clerk announced the arrival of Betcher Long. Mr. Henry looked at the card with a smile, and then:

“Show him in, please.”

He came halfway across the room to greet the detective.

“You’ve come about Monkford, of course?” he said. “I wrote to you last night, but fortunately I got on to the telephone and found that you had left Heartsease.”

He pushed up a chair for his visitor, then seated himself behind the desk.

“Now, Mr. Long, what do you want to know?”

Betcher Long had not expected to be met halfway, either literally or figuratively, and the friendliness of the greeting was a little disconcerting.

“I will be quite frank with you, Mr. Henry,” he said. “A few hours before Monkford was murdered, I saw him in conversation with Jackson Crayley and yourself. You were promenading the lawn under my window. When I subsequently saw Monkford, his attitude toward me was distinctly chilly. I want to know what was the subject of your conversation and why Monkford adopted this extraordinary attitude to one who had hitherto been a very good friend of his.”

“That, I think, can be easily explained,” said the lawyer. “Mr. Monkford learnt from me that you were an admirer of Miss Nora Sanders and had sent her a valuable ring.”

For a second the detective was staggered. Not in his wildest moments had he dreamt that this little act of deception on his part was the cause of Monkford’s curious attitude toward him.

“And why should that have affected Mr. Monkford?” he demanded. “Even supposing it were true that I was in love with Nora Sanders and sent her a present, why should he be annoyed?” Henry regarded him with a queer smile. Mr. Henry had a peculiar sense of humour, and the situation had its amusing side.

“Because Monkford was in love with her himself,” he said, and was well satisfied with the effect of his announcement.

“In love with her?” repeated Betcher incredulously.

“So much in love with her,” said the lawyer, emphasizing every word, “that on the afternoon preceding his death he made a will in favour of Nora Sanders, leaving her his entire fortune!”

Betcher Long got up to his feet with deliberation. “Like hell he did!” he said slowly.

The lawyer shrugged his shoulders, and his gesture was one that indicated both his indifference to the eccentricity of the dead Monkford and all its consequences.

“I have the will in my possession,” he said. “It was drawn up at Monkford’s request and witnessed by myself and Crayley.”

“Who are the executors?” asked the detective, after a moment’s thought.

“Miss Sanders herself is the sole executrix. Naturally I advised him against making such a will, and suggested he should send for his own lawyer, and I was very strongly opposed to Miss Sanders being the sole executrix — I wished the estate to be administered by the Public Executor. But he was very firm on the point. He told me he intended to see you after dinner and explain what he had done. I rather think that he was in some fear of an immediate death, and he wished the will made immediately. I advised him strongly against it—”

“You told me that before.” Betcher’s voice was cold, his whole manner sceptical; but, happily, Mr. Henry was not susceptible to an antagonistic atmosphere.

Betcher Long had never thought so quickly or so surely in his life. He made one lightning review of the case from the very moment he had arrested Clay Shelton till this identical moment when he stood watching the shadows of the trees throw dancing arabesques of green and purple upon the lawn.

“I’ve got to work fast,” he said slowly. “Faster than the fastest — and I’ll do it, I’ll betcher!”

The lawyer’s expression was one of inquiry.

“I don’t see exactly how this affects you, Mr. Long.”

“It affects me a whole lot,” said Betcher. “What is to-day — Wednesday?”

He had a boyish trick of counting on the tips of his fingers.

“Wednesday, Thursday, Friday, Saturday, Sunday.” , He paused at Sunday. “Four days are a lot of days — ninety-six hours. Now, the question is,” he mused, “can I keep awake for ninety-six hours? Because, if I can, there are quite a number of people going to toe the chalk mark and pass out into a better and, I hope, a brighter world. How old are you, mister?”

“I?” said the lawyer, in surprise. “I’m twentythree or twentyfour, I’m not quite certain which. Why do you ask?”

“You look younger, that’s all. I’m naturally complimentary.” And then, abruptly: “Where can I find Crayley?”

“At his club,” suggested Mr. Henry.

“The Arts and Sciences, isn’t it? Pretty inappropriate, for Jackson is neither artful nor scientific, and if he isn’t a squealer, I’ve never met one.”

“A squealer?” Henry caressed his little black moustache. “It never struck me that Jackson Crayley would squeal, as you call it.”

“Betcher he does!” Mr. Long nodded his head emphatically. “Betcher a thousand he squeals before the hot irons touch him!”

Henry laughed.

“Are you going to put him to the torture?” he asked drily. “And if you do, what do you expect to find? That the will is a fake and that Mr. Monkford’s signature is a forgery? Really, Long, I never dreamt that that kind of detective existed outside of melodrama.”

Betcher Long grinned as he took up his hat and walked to the door.

“Melodrama — you’ve said it! That’s what this is going to be, a melodrama with all the villains under arrest in the last act and virtue triumphant! Ever heard of Elmstrong, the fellow who poisoned his wife down in Hereford? He was a lawyer, and they hanged him.”

“Well, what about it?” asked the amused Henry.

“It was a hell of a good precedent,” said Betcher.
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A boulder dropped into a piece of delicate mechanism does not more completely disorganize the smooth running of the machinery than does any extraordinary act which throws out of gear the revolution of the social wheel. Miss Revelstoke confessed bitterly that her season was wasted. Usually, she spent a month at Heartsease, staying on for three weeks after the festival, and from Berkshire she journeyed immediately to Scotland, where she usually spent another month before she went on to Aix.

“I have three weeks to spend in London,” she said, “when everybody is out of town!”

Nora suggested a French plage
 .

The horror of Mr. Monkford’s death was still upon her; she could not shake off the impression of the tragedy, and the knowledge that the Terrible People were a reality. Although she had not spoken to Arnold Long about the mysterious confederation since that memorable journey to Bourne End, he had told her enough then to convince her that Mr. Monkford’s death was due to their machinations. She had tried, unsuccessfully, to elicit the views of her employer.

“Stuff and rubbish!” said Miss Revelstoke. “The Terrible People, indeed! I don’t know what has come over Scotland Yard that they should listen to such preposterous nonsense! Happily, Mr. Inspector Long will not be in a position to spread these romantic stories after this week.”

The girl listened, disturbed.

“But surely they are not blaming him for Mr. Monkford’s death?”

“Why shouldn’t they?” demanded Miss Revelstoke. “Wasn’t he sent to Heartsease to protect the wretched man? And how well he protected him!”

“The Terrible People—” began Nora.

“Terrible fiddlesticks! Write to the Cap Martin Hotel, Bournemouth, and ask them if the suite I had two years ago is unoccupied; and please get the Terrible People out of your silly little head, my dear.”

She glanced out of the window as a taxicab drew up to the door and a silk-hatted man alighted.

“Here is the faithful Henry, and he seems in rather a hurry.”

It was not until Henry had been in Miss Revelstoke’s study for twenty minutes that the girl was sent for, and the news she heard stunned her.

“Two million pounds — for me!” she gasped. “It can’t possibly be true!”

She sat white and shaking, looking from one to the other. Mr. Henry was smiling with goodnatured amusement.

“I’m afraid you’ll have to accept the responsibility of the estate, Nora,” he said. “I want you to let me act for you and apply for probate. Most of his assets are liquid, and by the terms of the will you receive one million two hundred thousand immediately.”

“The sly old fox! He was in love with you, after all!” Miss Revelstoke’s black eyes transfixed the girl.

“But — but “ stammered Nora helplessly.

The elder woman put her arm about her shoulder, and, for some reason which the girl could not understand, she shuddered. It was as though a flexible bar of steel had gripped her, and the unsuspected strength in the woman’s arm was a little frightening.

“You go upstairs and lie down. I’ll talk to Henry about this legacy. It isn’t to be expected that she should take in her good fortune.” She was addressing the lawyer.

Meekly, Nora Sanders allowed herself to be taken up to her room. The door closed on Miss Revelstoke, leaving Nora to order her scattered thoughts.

Two million pounds! It was incredible! Presently she would wake up and find that she had been dreaming. But it was a very vivid dream. She looked round the room, cataloguing every article that met her eye. The bureau, a little writing desk, the portrait of her father that hung above, the open window — a man was standing on the opposite side of the street, and her heart leapt as he raised his hand in greeting.

It was Betcher Long! He put his finger to his lips and then beckoned her to the street and raised three fingers. Three o’clock! She looked at the timepiece on the desk: it was then half-past twelve. She nodded. But where? He carried a newspaper under his arm, but this he unfolded and showed a full-page advertisement which had occupied that space in every morning newspaper. It was the announcement of a bargain sale at Cloche’s. She nodded.

And then, again, he put his finger to his lips. She was not to tell Miss Revelstoke. She signalled her understanding, and he walked on with a little wave of his hand and disappeared. She wondered what the other people in the gardens thought of these eccentric signals of his, but apparently his presence had passed unnoticed. Nobody in Miss Revelstoke’s house had seen him. Why had he not telephoned? There were two instruments in the house, one in the hall and one in Miss Revelstoke’s study, both within her hearing — but then, of course, it was impossible that she could carry on a conversation without her employer’s knowledge.

When the lunch gong sounded, she went downstairs, and passing through the open door of the drawing room, arrived in time to hear the end of a vigorous denunciation of French plages
 by Miss Revelstoke.

It was not what she heard but what she saw that astonished her. She had not been into the drawing room since the night of Betcher Long’s visit, and now she saw that there was an oil painting above the mantelpiece, but it was not the picture of a beautiful and youthful Miss Revelstoke that had been there before they left for Heartsease. The sallow-faced woman smiled as she caught and interpreted the glance.

“I meant to have that picture taken away a long time ago. And now, thank heavens! it has gone! The portrait was too ghastly a reminder of my great age,” she said. “Nora, my dear, we have been discussing your good fortune. I want you to be sensible and appoint Mr. Henry to act for you.”

It was a little bewildering to the girl that she should be so important, and she needed an agent; and she laughed self-consciously.

“I’m in the state of mind when I prefer that anybody should act except me!” she confessed. “I still cannot understand why Mr. Monkford should have left me his money; it is almost impossible to believe.”

“He might have left it in worse hands,” said Miss Revelstoke, practically, as she led the way to her study. “Poor Joshua was queer. But in this case I think he has behaved perfectly sanely. He liked you, Nora. Of course, he liked you!” she scoffed at the girl’s silent protest. “And therein he showed most excellent taste!”

On the blotting pad of the library table were two written documents.

“You sign on the dotted line,” said Mr. Henry humorously, quoting from an American comedy that had recently been staged. “The first of these is a formal assignment of your responsibility; the second is a letter authorizing me to act for you. A power of attorney will have to be signed again before a commissioner of oaths, but the letter will serve for the moment. As soon as this is signed, half your worries and doubts will be transferred to my shoulders.”

She sat down in the chair by the desk and took up the pen, hesitating. She was being asked to do something definite. It was as though the signing of those papers placed her in the position of a claimant to that to which she had no moral title.

“Must I sign these now? I am so confused that I don’t quite realize what is happening. Won’t you leave them till this evening, until I’ve got over the shock?”

She was looking at Henry and she did not see the swift warning glance that Miss Revelstoke sent in his direction.

“Why, certainly! We can do nothing to-day. Miss Revelstoke will explain them to you — I would rather you understood before you signed. So long as I get these papers by the first post in the morning, there is no immediate hurry.”

Miss Revelstoke gathered up the documents, opened the safe, and put them in.

“And now let us have lunch,” she said almost gaily.

Henry left the house at half-past two, and the girl went straight to the study, where she knew her employer would be.

“May I go out for an hour?” she said. “I think a walk would do a lot to clear my head.”

The woman eyed her steadily.

“A very good idea,” she said, bit her lip in thought, and then:

“I don’t think it would be wise of you to discuss this matter until. Henry has put the will in legal shape. And the last person in the world you ought to speak to on the matter is Mr. Long. I suppose I am prejudiced against Long — the truth is, I don’t like his father. He once put me in a very embarrassing position by his boorishness.”

It was news to the girl that Miss Revelstoke was even acquainted with Sir Godley Long. She had never met the banker, and when, in her curiosity, she had turned up a popular work of reference, the details concerning Betcher’s parent were meagre and uninformative. It struck her that Miss Revelstoke was not entirely agreeable to the afternoon jaunt.

“Where will you go?” she asked.

To Nora Sanders, even such a mild deception as this was repugnant. She could, however, tell the truth.

“I will go through the Park and probably call at Cloche’s; there is a sale on,” she said.

The elder woman smiled faintly.

“My dear, you are in a financial position which makes you superior to sales!” she said. “Still, it will be an occupation for you. Be back by five o’clock.”
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Cloche’s is a big store, and since it had been impossible for Betcher Long to tell her exactly the spot where they would meet, she lingered for a while at the main entrance, but saw no sign of him, and then strolled into the shop. The ground floor of the store was crowded, and she looked left and right, expecting every moment to see the detective. But still there were no signs of him, and she began to think that she had misunderstood his signal or that some unexpected call had prevented his keeping the appointment, when a commissionaire with a sweeping cavalry moustache approached her and touched his cap.

“We have found your bag, miss; it is in the lost property office. Will you come this way?”

Before she could protest that she had lost no bag, he had turned and was marching ahead of her, and she followed, vainly striving to overtake him to tell him of his mistake. He turned into a little bureau above which was painted “Lost Property” and here she came up with him.

“I think you’ve made a mistake; I’ve lost no bag,” she began.

He opened a door, showing a smaller waiting room. “Will you come in, miss?” he said.

“I tell you I have lost nothing.” She was a little irritated by his stupidity.

He almost pushed her into the room and closed the door behind her.

“Excuse me for appearing like a stage detective,” said Betcher, as he stripped his moustache. “But you simply must lose a bag!”

She stared at him in amazement.

“I hate doing this sort of thing,” said Betcher. “I feel that I am infringing somebody’s copyright. But old Cloche is a great friend of ours, and there was no other way of approaching you without giving a lot of information to the gentleman who trailed you into the shop and has probably been following you all afternoon.”

“Following me?” she repeated, incredulously. “Surely you’re mistaken?”

“So far from being mistaken, I know the man, his name and address, and his previous convictions,” grinned Betcher. “The commissionaire’s coat was loaned for the occasion, and Cloche has so many liveried servants that one more or less was not noticed. You’ve heard of your luck?”

“Is it true?” she asked. “I can’t believe it.”

“It is true all right,” he said quietly. “The will is beyond dispute — in the circumstances. Monkford is alleged to have signed it on the afternoon of his death, which, by the way, was the first of August — does that strike you as being very significant?”

She shook her head wonderingly.

“Was it remarkable that he should die on the first of August?”

And then, in a flash, she remembered the old power boat moored near Monkford’s lawn, and the dates that had been carved behind the moving panel.

“Oh!” she gasped, and turned pale.

“The prophecy was fulfilled, that is all. If it had been on the second of August they would have been a day out, and the inscription would have been inartistic.” And then, abruptly, “What documents has Henry asked you to sign?”

She sat down suddenly.

“How on earth did you know?” she asked, amazement in her face.

“Have you signed anything?” he demanded quickly. She shook her head.

“Not yet.”

“Then they have
 asked you to sign something — what?”

“I don’t really understand what it is, but apparently it is quite in order. Mr. Henry showed me two papers, one authorizing him to act for me, and the other an assignment—”

“You’ll sign neither,” he interrupted. “You understand?”

“But Mr. Henry is a lawyer and he is acting for me.”

“He will not act for you, and you will sign nothing — is that clear?” said Betcher roughly. He took from his pocket a folded paper and smoothed it open on the table. “I’m going to test your confidence in me,” he said, and he was very earnest. “This letter is an authority to Wilkins, Harding & Bayne, my father’s lawyers, and I want you to sign it. I will see that it is delivered this afternoon.”

“What is it?” she asked, looking up at him.

“I guess it is nearly a duplicate of the document that Mr. Henry wanted you to sign — an authorization to act. In other words, you put your affairs in the hands of a firm of lawyers — above suspicion.”

She looked up at him quickly.

“Are you serious?”

He nodded.

“Then, Mr. Henry—”

“Mr. Henry is not above suspicion, for many reasons which I cannot explain at the moment. Will you do this for me, Nora?”

She took up the pen from the table, dipped it in the ink, and, without reading the document, signed.

“There is going to be an awful scene when I tell Miss Revelstoke what I have done,” she said, with a sense of coming trouble.

“You need not tell Miss Revelstoke until tomorrow. When were you supposed to sign Henry’s little dossier? Tonight, eh? They are fast workers, without a doubt! Do you think, if you tried very hard, you could tell a lie?”

She smiled.

“I shouldn’t care to lie, but if you wish me to—”

“Tell Miss Revelstoke that you have decided to put your affairs in the hands of your father’s lawyers, and that they will consult with Henry. You can add, to justify your action, that, as Henry is one of the witnesses of the will, you think it best that an outsider should watch your interests.”

There was a small handbag on the table. He picked this up and smilingly put it into her hand.

“You have recovered your lost property, and the gentleman who is watching you from outside is growing very impatient.”

“When can I see you again, Mr. Long? I’m rather scared about the whole thing.”

“I shall be seeing you again in five minutes, and in all probability I shall be within a few yards of you for the next week,” he said, and took her hand in his. And then he said a strange thing:

“You’re going to have a bad time; it would be wicked not to tell you this,” he said, lowering his voice and looking her straight in the eyes. “But you are the kind who will stand up to anything that comes your way, and if it is any comfort to know that there are eighteen thousand policemen in London all doing their best for you, and that one miserable inspector will be going gray in the course of the next few days, entirely on your behalf, why, then you will be able to get through and not look a day older!”

A second later, she was out in the busy store, curious to discover who was watching her. Apparently, every member of the crowd was intent upon his own business, but presently she saw a man glance furtively toward her. Almost immediately he turned his eyes away, but she knew instinctively that he was the watcher.

She walked through a few departments and made a purchase or two, and every time she furtively glanced back she saw this respectable gentleman within a few paces of her.

Why should she be watched? What danger threatened her? For some remarkable reason, the warning which Betcher Long had given, and which, considering the matter soberly, she knew should have reduced her to a condition of panic, neither frightened nor disturbed her. Rather, it gave her courage to meet the inevitable disapproval of her employer as the lesser of the trials that lay ahead.

She did not wait for Miss Revelstoke to remind her about the documents, but as soon as she had gone to her room and changed, she went down in search of the woman. She found her in the drawing room, a piece of fine sewing in her hands, and Miss Revelstoke looked up over the glasses which she wore when she was thus engaged.

“I have decided to put my affairs in the hands of my father’s lawyers,” said Nora, without preliminary.

Miss Revelstoke put down her sewing, took off her glasses, folded them carefully, and placed them on the table by her side.

“When did you arrive at that decision, Nora?”

“This afternoon,” said the girl boldly. “I have been thinking the matter over, and it occurred to me that it was very undesirable that Mr. Henry, who had so much to do with the making of this extraordinary will, should act for me.”
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Miss Revelstoke pinched her lip thoughtfully, and her dark eyes did not leave the girl’s face. “That was very considerate of you,” she said, and there was a note of faint irony in her voice; “and I am sure that Henry will appreciate your consideration. Unfortunately, I have already told him to go ahead and put Monk ford’s affairs in order, so I am afraid, my dear, you’ll have to change your mind. It would be extremely awkward for me, and I should look a perfect fool otherwise.”

Nora’s mouth was dry; she was seized with an unexpected terror in the face of the woman’s opposition.

“I have already written to my father’s lawyer’s,” she managed to say.

“Indeed?” Miss Revelstoke put on her glasses again and threaded the needle with great deliberation. “That is unfortunate. I thought that you would be guided by me in this matter. However, it cannot be helped. Will you tell Jennings that I shall want the car in half an hour?” She had taken the matter very calmly, but Nora, who knew her employer, was not deceived. Miss Revelstoke was in a cold fury, though the hand that held the needle had not trembled and her voice was as steady and as untroubled as ever it had been. But the two red spots which came into her cheeks were beyond her power to control.

From her room she saw the car drive away and went downstairs again, with a sense of relief that she was for a moment free from the woman’s oppressive presence.

Her position was becoming a little impossible; that had occurred to her on her way back from the store. And yet she could find no reasonable excuse for leaving Colville Gardens. Indeed, she realized that she had a great deal for which she should be thankful to Miss Revelstoke. The woman had treated her kindly and humanly. She had made no undue demands upon her time, and was the first employer Nora had had who had not treated her as an upper servant.

It was nearly six o’clock before Miss Revelstoke returned, and the trip she had taken had evidently dispelled her anger, for she was in her most humorous mood.

She sent for the girl as soon as she returned.

“I’ve been up to see Henry,” she said. “And Henry, not unnaturally, is a little peevish, but he quite understands your point of view and he thinks on the whole that you’re right. Will you write and tell him? What is the name of your father’s lawyers? He asked me that.”

Nora realized with a sense of dismay that she did not know! The detective had told her, but she had forgotten almost instantly. Whether Miss Revelstoke detected her confusion or not, she did not pursue her inquiry.

“Fortunately, Henry hadn’t got very far,” she said. “He had already been in communication with Monkford’s own lawyers, and they are annoyed, too. The worst of these wretched lawyers is that they all want their picking from an estate like Monkford’s. The will will not be contested, you will be pleased to know. Monkford had no relations, and the earlier will he made left most of his money to charities.”

She rose from the table where she was sitting with a little laugh.

“I resent the sense of unimportance which your fortune has given me,” she said good-humouredly. “Yesterday you were just my secretary — a very nice girl, but, if you will forgive me, of no great importance. To-day, I dare hardly give you an order.”

The girl was so relieved by her employer’s attitude that she was more easily amused.

“You’ve already given me several,” she said, and the answer seemed to tickle the woman.

“Then I will give you another. ‘Phone Henry’s clerk that I’ve changed my mind and will dine with him. I met that wretched creature, Jackson Crayley, in the city, and he asked me if he might come in and take coffee tonight. He had something of interest to tell me. Will you entertain him if he arrives and get rid of him as quickly as you can? You can tell him that I have been called out unexpectedly. I simply cannot endure an evening of Jackson Crayley!”

She did not leave until a quarter after seven. Dinner was arranged to be served at the half-hour, and Nora, who was not unused to dining alone, and tonight preferred the solitude, was glad to hear the door close upon the energetic lady. Miss Revelstoke’s last order, delivered to her parlourmaid in Nora’s presence, was characteristically domestic.

“Have coffee served in the drawing room at eight o’clock,” she said. “Use the Sèvres set; Mr. Crayley is rather fastidious as to his china.”

Left alone, the girl had her dinner at leisure, pondering the events of the day. She wondered if Betcher Long knew of Miss Revelstoke’s departure, and whether he would take advantage of the absence. In spite of the promised call of Crayley, she hoped he would.

Eight was chiming from the silver clock on the mantelpiece when the maid came in.

“A gentleman to see you, miss,” she said.

“Mr. Crayley?” asked the girl, knowing that Crayley was a frequent visitor.

To her surprise the maid shook her head.

“No, miss, it is a strange gentleman. I don’t remember seeing him before.”

Nora hurried into the drawing room, to find that the visitor was equally unknown to her. He was a man of the superior artisan class, she thought, and wondered if it was one of the tradesmen who were frequently summoned by Miss Revelstoke at this hour to account for the errors in their bills.

“Miss Sanders?” he asked, in a tone of authority.

“Yes,” she answered, wondering, “I am Miss Sanders.”

“I’ve come from Inspector Long to have a little talk with you, if you don’t mind. I am Sergeant Smith of the C. I. D.”

“A detective?” she asked in surprise.

“That’s my profession, miss.” He glanced at the silver tray and the coffeepot. “I’ll wait until you’ve finished your coffee, if you don’t mind. I’m in no hurry.”

She hesitated and glanced at the drawingroom clock. Mr. Crayley might appear at any minute, and the presence of Betcher Long’s man would be a little embarrassing. As though he read her mind, the man went on “I’ll slip out the moment you have any visitors, miss. I can see people coming from here.” Which was true, for the drawing room commanded a view of the steps leading to the front door.

“Perhaps you will have some coffee, Sergeant?” she said, as she poured out a cup.

He shook his head.

“No, thank you, miss.”

She filled her own, waiting for him to begin.

“The Inspector asked me to escort you to Scotland Yard. He wants to see you particularly tonight.” Nora was in a dilemma.

“I cannot possibly go; I am expecting one of Miss Revelstoke’s friends,” she said, and the man smiled.

“You needn’t worry about Mr. Crayley; he won’t be here tonight,” he said, to her astonishment. “He’s with Mr. Long.”

“With Mr. Long?” She was in the act of dropping sugar into her coffee when he made this startling statement.

“Yes, asking him a few questions, that’s all, miss. And the inspector wants you there to confirm a statement that Crayley has made. Have you got the two papers that Henry wanted you to sign?”

She shook her head.

“I think they are in Miss Revelstoke’s study,” she said, and hurried out of the room to find them.

They were under a paper weight on the woman’s desk and she came back with them in her hand.

“Does Mr. Long want these?”

“He thought he’d like to see them, miss,” said the man, and looked at his watch. “We won’t keep you an hour. If you’ll drink up your coffee, we’ll make a move.”

She served the coffee and drank half its contents.

“I’ll be ready in a moment,” she said.

She took two steps toward the door, and then everything went black as she fell forward into the man’s arms.
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Sergeant Smith lowered the girl to the ground, walked to the door, opened it carefully, and looked out. The hall was empty. He went back to the drawing room, rang the bell, and awaited the maid’s coming in the hall.

“Will you go upstairs and pack Miss Sanders’s bag?” he said. “She and Miss Revelstoke are going into the country for the night. Are there any other maids in the house besides you?”

“No, sir,” said the girl, “only the cook. Miss Revelstoke gave the other girls the evening off. What clothes will Miss Sanders want?”

“The things she took to Heartsease,” said the man glibly, and he watched the maid until she had disappeared on the landing above.

Returning to the unconscious girl, he lifted her in his arms, walked quickly along the hall into Miss Revelstoke’s study. From here a door communicated by means of a flight of round stairs to the small courtyard behind the house and the brick shed where she garaged her car. Since her departure, another machine had backed into the garage, an old limousine, the blinds of which were drawn. The man opened the door of the car and with some difficulty bundled her inside, dosed and locked the door, then, opening the gates, he started up the machine and brought it into the narrow mews.

He got down from his seat and closed and locked the door, then sent the car moving at a leisurely pace through Colville Gardens and Elgin Crescent to Ladbroke Grove. Here he turned to the left, struck the main road a few hundred yards farther along, and, increasing the speed of his car, headed for the Great West Road.

Once or twice he glanced back through the uncurtained front window, but Nora had not stirred. The new road runs through fields, but the importance of the thoroughfare had brought the speculative builder on to the spot, and at one point stood a solitary redbrick house, glaringly new. He turned off the road, passed to the back of the house, and stopped before what was intended to be the kitchen door. The car was invisible from the road, and behind was a stretch of deserted fields. He unlocked the kitchen door, lifted the girl from the machine, and carried her into the house and laid her down on the dusty floor.

She was returning to consciousness before the car had stopped. Her head was splitting, and she felt deathly ill. When she opened her eyes, the light from the window was painful, and she turned away with a moan to face the wall. Only then was she dimly conscious of her unhappy position, and, struggling up on her elbow, she stared wildly at the man who was surveying her dispassionately.

She looked round. The kitchen reeked of new paint and was innocent of any kind of furnishing.

“Where — where am I?” she asked dully, as she sat up, her head between her hands.

The man took a flask from his hip pocket, poured out a golden-coloured fluid into the aluminum cup and put it to her lips.

“Drink this,” he said. “It is only brandy — you needn’t be scared.”

She tried to push the cup away, but he forced the scorching liquor between her teeth. The spirit was choking, but it had the effect of reviving her to a clear understanding. She looked at the door, and from the door to the man who was replacing the flask in his pocket.

“Where is Mr. Long?” she asked.

“In hell, with a bit of luck,” said he. “Deader than Harry the Lancer — one of the best lads that ever came out of Deptford!”

Harry the Lancer? Who was Harry the Lancer? She strove vainly to think. The name was familiar in a vague way.

“Why am I here?” she asked at last.

“You’re here because I brought you here,” said the man, “and you’re miles from everywhere, so, if you start screaming, you’ll waste your breath.”

Faintly she could hear the whirr and rumble of car wheels. She was near some main thoroughfare, and yet it did not seem possible, looking through the window upon the endless vista of green. She might be in the midst of some remote part of the country. And then the truth came to her.

“This is the Great West Road,” she said, and the man was taken aback.

“Great West Road or Great East Road,” he said deliberately, “if you try to squeal, I’m going to make you wish you hadn’t. Keep quiet and nobody will hurt you. Start something, and watch out!”

There was no effective reply to this. She could only sit in wonder and fear, as the daylight faded from the sky, and night, with all its horrible possibilities, brought dusk and then darkness to her prison.

It was Betcher Long’s boast that he had outgrown sentiment and that his interest in woman was detached and philosophical. Yet he had no sooner parted from Nora Sanders than he sought round in his mind for an excuse to see her again. He told himself that here his interest was professional, but the honest ego in him gave the lie to this explanation.

He had work to do at the Yard, and his office for the moment was a central intelligence bureau, for it was here that his men reported every half-hour. Soon after eight the detective who was watching Colville Gardens reported that a stranger had called at the house and had been admitted. At eight-thirty he reported that the visitor had not yet come out. At nine and half-past nine this information was repeated.

Betcher Long knew that Miss Revelstoke was dining with Henry. He could, by asking a question, have discovered how far she had progressed in the meal, for here again the reports were very complete. He hung up the receiver and sent for Sergeant Rouch.

An evening visitor to Miss Revelstoke’s house was not unusual. Nora Sanders had probably quite a circle of friends, interests of which he knew nothing — he seemed to remember her telling him that she was taking lessons in Spanish, and the appearance of the man as described by the watcher was not very alarming. Yet Detective Sergeant Rouch reported at that moment. “Come a little drive to Colville Gardens, Rouch,” said Betcher, and told him of the caller.

“Maybe her young man,” suggested Rouch, with a desire to help.

“He’s a middle-aged person and not very attractive,” said Betcher coldly. “He is no more her young man than you are.”

“Or you, for the matter of that, Inspector,” said Rouch. “She’s a very nice girl; she ought to marry well, with all that money. Maybe a duke or something. It is about time some of the dukes married English girls, especially now the American heiresses have got wise to ‘em.”

“You’ve been reading the Sunday supplements,” said Betcher severely.

They went down the broad stairs together into Scotland Yard and turned on to the Embankment. It was growing dusk and, as they stood on the edge of the curb, they saw a car with very bright lights coming at a rapid rate along Whitehall, close to the curb.

“Speeding, that fellow,” said Rouch disapprovingly. “And fast traffic has no right to be on the inside.”

The car was less than a dozen yards away and suddenly Betcher Long gripped his subordinate and flung him backward, only just in time, for the machine, moving at fifty miles an hour, swerved violently to the left, mounted the sidewalk, and missed the two men by the fraction of a second before, with a grind of brakes, its great shining radiator smashed into the iron railings behind them. So close a call was it that a jagged edge of the mudguard caught Betcher Long’s cuff and ripped it open.

A policeman came running across and to him Betcher Long turned.

“Take that man,” he pointed to the driver, “and keep him under close arrest until I see him.”

And then, to Rouch’s surprise, he grabbed his subordinate by the arm, and ran back toward Scotland Yard.

To the grim police headquarters there are two entrances, the one from Whitehall and the other from the Thames Embankment, and Rouch was intrigued by the fact that they passed the entrance of the office, continuing on their way to the arch which spans the Embankment entrance.

“Walk!” hissed Betcher. “In fact, stroll.”

“But what—”

“Don’t ask questions; do as I tell you. And get ready to jump.”

They were on the Embankment pavement now, and stood on the edge of the sidewalk like men about to hail a taxicab. As they waited, Betcher saw a big car move toward them from the direction of the House of Commons, gathering speed every second. The roar of its accelerator was audible above the sound of the passing traffic.

Nearer and nearer it came, faster and faster, and then:

“Jump!” yelled Betcher Long and leapt obliquely.

The machine flew up on the sidewalk, swerved, and, with a banging of bursting tires, skidded round until its bonnet was pointed back the way it had come. In a second Betcher had leapt upon the running board and, gripping the driver by the collar, had jerked him out of the machine. The man was unknown to him; a wizen-faced, chinless individual, half-dead with shock. Five minutes later he was standing in the steel pen, listening, dazed and uncomprehending, to the charge which was read to him.

“There was a man at each entrance to signal when I came out,” explained Betcher to his dumbfounded assistant. “The moment the signals were given, these machines, which had also been waiting, were sent forward to organize a fatal accident. The Terrible People knew that I hadn’t a car here and that I am in the habit of walking out to get a taxi, and they had probably been waiting hours for this opportunity. If they hadn’t seen me on the sidewalk they’d have charged the cab I was in, on the off-chance of putting me out of action.”

They were in a police car now, travelling westward, and it was an opportunity for Rouch to deliver himself of certain views he held upon the Terrible People.

“They’re too clever for us, Mr. Long,” he said. “Ordinary detectives won’t catch ‘em. The little hooks they use for their dirty work know nothing about their bosses, and I’ll bet you that Ruffy Jones has got no more idea than the man in the moon who put him on to this job. Who’s this professor he talked about?”

“He’s been reading detective stories,” said Betcher shortly. “On one point I’m certain — I know every member of the Terrible People!”

“Ruffy says—” began Rouch.

“Ruffy is the sort of man who would say anything for a pint of beer,” said Betcher. “He’s had ten convictions and two laggings, and that hasn’t stopped him talking.”

Ruffy’s favourite offence, Arnold Long learnt, was to act as motorman to the hold-up gangs that travel the country and secure a precarious livelihood by halting before a jeweller’s shop, smashing the window and taking what hands can reach, thereafter vanishing on the car into the blue.

By this time they had reached Colville Gardens, and, stopping the machine, Betcher sprang out. He gave one glance at the face of the maid who opened the door, and his heart sank.
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“NO, SIR, Miss Sanders went out an hour ago. I didn’t see her go — there is her bag.”

Betcher turned to Rouch, and the sergeant signalled the man who had watched their arrival from the other side of the street. There was a brief consultation. The watcher was emphatic that nobody had left the house.

“I’ve been here for the last hour and a half, and I’ll swear that neither the man who called nor Miss Sanders has left,” he asserted.

Betcher returned to question the maid and learnt all that she knew.

“When I came down with the bag, Miss Sanders had gone,” she said. “I didn’t, hear the door close on her, either.”

Betcher strode into the drawing room. The silver tray was still where the girl had left it, and he picked up the half-empty coffeepot and smelt.

“Smell that, Rouch.”

The sergeant sniffed.

“That’s ‘knockout’ all right,” he said.

Betcher went out into the hall.

“Is there any other way out of this house?” he asked the frightened girl.

“There’s a door in Miss Revelstoke’s study that leads to the garage,” she said, and led the way.

The door was unlocked, indeed ajar. They passed down to the garage, the big door of which was also open. Betcher took a flashlamp from his pocket and examined the little building. There was no clue here, and, unfastening the door, he went out into the mews.

Here he had better luck. A woman, the wife of a chauffeur who occupied two rooms above a garage in the mews, had seen the car come out and the man get down to lock the door behind him. It was a very old Daimler, she told him, for, being a chauffeur’s wife, she was wise in the makes of cars.

The detective who had been watching the house and had joined them remembered seeing an old Daimler pass in front of the house a quarter of an hour after the man had gone in.

“Its blinds were drawn; I thought it was one of those soft-goods travellers’ machines,” he said.

He had seen it pass along Elgin Crescent out of sight. A police officer on duty in Ladbroke Grove had also seen the car, Betcher discovered later. It had gone in a westerly direction, he reported. He had noticed the car because the number plate at the back was damaged, and he tried to attract the driver’s attention, intending to pull him up.

Only one hope remained. There had been an epidemic of car robberies in the preceding week, and officers had been detailed to watch all the principal avenues, to detect a Rolls that had been stolen from the sacred courtyard of the Houses of Parliament. He knew that he would find these watchers at the London end of the Great West Road, and, by great good luck, he reached that arterial thoroughfare just as the second of the police officers was leaving for the night.

“Yes, I remember the old Daimler,” said the officer. “She had blue blinds, which were drawn.”

He, too, had thought it was the car of a commercial traveller.

Betcher sent his machine along the surface of the broad road, stopping at every police point to continue his inquiries. He picked up the trail on the Bath Road. Here an automobile scout identified the machine.

“It went along the Staines extension,” he said. “You can’t mistake it; the car has a defaced number plate at the back. The policeman on point asked me if I had noticed it.”

Midway between the Staines and the Bath Road end it had been seen again, but when they reached the final stretch of the new road and came to the filling station on the Hounslow Road the trail was lost again.

Both the scout and the policeman who had been on duty at the time were emphatic that no such machine had passed them. And they had a reason for being so sure. An officer farther up the road had telephoned asking them to stop the machine because of its battered number plate.

The police car went back on its tracks. There were two side thoroughfares down which the machine might have passed. There were also a number of newly built houses; one block of six, and one that stood by itself, and obviously empty. Long went to the occupied block and made inquiries which yielded no satisfactory result, and he drove on to the house that stood alone.

It seemed hardly worth while to make an inspection of the place, but he saw there was a private roadway across the path, and he guessed a garage, and opened the gate.

The builders had not yet completed their work. A heap of gravel stood on the drive, which had not yet been made, and here, on the soft earth, he saw recent tracks of car wheels. He followed them until they came to the back of the house. And then his heart leapt, for a dust-stained car showed in the rays of his lamp.

It was the old Daimler!

He looked inside; the car was empty and the engine, when he felt it, was cold. He tried the door to the back of the house, but this was locked; the windows were fastened.

The two detectives sent their lamps into the untidy looking room, but there was no sign of life. Without hesitation, Betcher pulled out his Browning and smashed the window. In another instant the catch was unfastened and the sash was raised. The room was empty, but somebody had been here, and recently. There was a half-filled paper of sandwiches on the floor, and the bread was new.

And then Rouch, flashing his lamp along the wall, uttered an exclamation.

“What’s this?” he asked.

Betcher Long stooped and read. Scratched upon the distemper was a word:

“Marlow!”

He made a rapid search of the house. There was not a stick of furniture in the place, and obviously this had been intended merely as a halfway station. But there was in this little villa something which he did not expect to find — a telephone newly installed. He rang up the exchange and revealed his identity.

“Have any calls come through here tonight?”

There was a pause while the operator made inquiries, and then she said:

“Yes, two; both from London. One at eight-thirty and one just before ten. There was no answer to the eight-thirty call.”

Betcher called the local police station. When he came back to the sergeant, Rouch was still continuing his search, but he had found no further clue.

“I’ve sent for a man to guard that car all night, and to arrest anybody who comes for it, though it is very unlikely that the devils will take such a risk,” he said.

“Where do we go from here?” asked Rouch as they climbed into the police car.

“To Marlow,” said Betcher Long briefly. “To the house of Mr. Jackson Crayley — and God help him if any harm has come to that girl!”
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Nora Sanders’s head was still aching when the telephone bell rang, and the man, who had sat in silence for the past hour, rose noisily.

“Don’t you try to escape out of that window, because, if you do, you’ll get hurt,” he said, and from the hollow sound of his footsteps on the uncarpeted floor she guessed, rather than knew, that he had gone into the hall.

Presently she heard the rattle of the receiver being taken off, and heard him speaking in a low tone. Evidently he was expostulating about something, but finally she heard his sullen agreement, and then he uttered an incautious word.

“Marlow? All right.”

Then he came back to her:

“You’ve got to get ready to walk.”

“Where am I going?” she asked.

“Never mind where you’re going; you’ll have to walk for a mile at least, and then they’ll pick us up. That friend of yours is a little too hot; he’s trailed us to the end of the road.”

Her heart leapt. “That friend of yours” could only mean one man. What could she do? She was confident that sooner or later he would find the house. Could she leave him a message? She had neither pencil nor paper.

And then her hand touched the distempered wall, and with her fingernail she scratched the word.

“What are you doing?” he asked suspiciously, as he turned his lamp upon her.

“Nothing,” she said unsteadily. “I can’t possibly walk; I’m too tired, and my head is aching.”

By this time he had opened the door.

“You’ll walk and be glad that you have a chance of walking,” he said ominously, and, gripping her by the arm, led her out into the open.

Until then she had not realized that her aching head was due in no small measure to the fact that she had been sitting in an unventilated room. The fresh air of the night revived her, and she walked obediently by his side, through a little gate in the fence, into the wilderness behind the house.

Evidently, he was not well acquainted with the topography of the place. Once they nearly stumbled into a pond, but, skirting this, they came at last to a fieldpath which led, she knew not whither. Ahead of them and to the right she saw the lights of a house, and heard the barking of a watchdog, and this seemed to make the man nervous, for he dragged her from the path, and they stumbled through high grasses, so heavy with dew that her stockings and shoes were wet through before they had gone far.

A quarter of an hour’s walk brought them to a hedge, along which he walked in search of an opening. After a while, they found a gate and passed on to a rough wagon track.

“This is the place,” he said, evidently relieved.

They turned now to the right, and twenty minutes over this rough roadway brought them to what was clearly a main road, for, long before they reached the gate that gave on to the thoroughfare, she could see the lights of automobiles passing to and fro.

At some distance from the road he stopped.

“You can sit down,” he said. “We’ve got to wait a little while.”

She was glad of the rest; her feet were sore, her limbs aching, and she sank down to the ground breathless and weary.

Only now she was beginning to understand the extent of her peril. Why she should have been abducted it was hardly worth while considering. In a misty way she realized that it had something to do with the Monkford legacy.

She marvelled at her own courage, and facing facts, she knew that it was based upon her faith in Arnold Long.

“Get up,” said her captor’s voice. “Here he is!”

A car, its lights burning so dimly that she did not see it until she heard the whine of its brakes, had stopped before the gate, and, grasping her arm, he hurried her forward. The gate was fastened with a chain and padlock; she had to climb over with his assistance. The door of the car was opened and he pushed her inside, springing in after her.

They were on the Bath Road, and soon they were passing through a town which she recognized as Slough. At one place they were held up by a traffic policeman to allow a big steam lorry to pass, and she had a wild impulse to scream and attract his attention. The man must have felt her muscles tense, for he still held her arm.

“You shout, and see what happens to you!” he said in a fierce whisper, and she relaxed into a corner of the car.

They passed through Maidenhead, turned right and up the hill that led to Quarry Wood and Marlow. Whither were they taking her? Not to Monkford’s house. Then where else? And then she remembered Jackson Crayley and his rose-covered lawn, and the little white house that stood behind. Apparently this was their objective, for they turned abruptly before they reached Marlow Bridge, and through the window she saw the twisted chimneys of poor Monkford’s home. The next house would be Crayley’s. To her surprise, the machine did not slacken pace, but continued until it stopped at the edge of a meadow. Her arm tightly held, she was hurried across the grass before she saw the sheen of the river, and far away the glow of a Chinese lantern that bobbed to and fro on the prow of a belated punting party.

Drawn up close to the bank was a big launch, and into the well of this she was assisted. The launch was unattended, as she learnt.

“There’s only you and me here,” said the man, as the unknown chauffeur unfastened the ropes that tied them to the bank. “We’re going through Temple Lock, and you’ll remember what I told you before. I suppose you know, miss, what I’ll get if they catch me — fifteen years! There’s no life in the world that is worth fifteen years. I’d strangle you where you sit and drop you into the water before the lock-keeper knew what was happening!”

There was a fearful malignity in his tone which made the girl shiver. Crouched in the cover of the little cabin, she listened to the chug-chug of the engine as it faced the running stream. Presently, she heard the man call, “Lock ahoy!” The launch slowed speed and stopped, and then went on again cautiously. She heard the rattle of the lock gates closing. Higher and higher the launch rose, until it was level with the edge of the lock. The man at the wheel uttered a few commonplace remarks, and now they were clear of the lock gates and going slowly and steadily upstream.

West of Temple the river turned abruptly, and the left bank was black with overhanging trees. It was toward such a patch that he sent the launch. Peeping round furtively, she guessed rather than saw a wooden bungalow, so near the water’s edge that its stoep was supported on piles driven into the river bed.

“Get out,” said the man roughly, and she obeyed.

He followed her, and, taking a key from his pocket, inserted it in the lock and with considerable difficulty opened the door. Stopping long enough to secure the launch, he followed her, bolting the door behind him, Striking a match, he looked round and found a candle.

She was in what was apparently one of the two small rooms the bungalow held. It was well furnished, but every article was inches deep in dust. On the weather-stained walls hung a number of Medici prints; the windows were curtained with heavy velvet, lustreless under their coatings of dust.

“You know this place, I guess? Used to be Shelton’s,” said the man, suddenly communicative.

Shelton’s! An unaccountable fear gripped her. It was as though the spirit of the man who had made this place his home, who from here had gone about his dangerous and finally fatal work, brooded over the place.

The man consulted a watch on his wrist and then walked round the room, looking at the windows. When he drew one of the thick curtains aside, she saw that they were heavily shuttered. Clay Shelton had worked and schemed here in the black of the night. At this very table, where the tiny footsteps of mice showed in the dust, his marvellous pen had produced signatures so like the originals that the men whose names were forged were baffled and could not tell them apart from their own.

“I’m going out to see to the boat — stay here!”

Her captor closed the door softly behind him and the key turned. She heard the whirr of the launch’s engines; and might have realized that she was being left alone. But for the moment her thoughts were concentrated upon the dusty room and the man who was once its occupant.

This was the home of the Gallows Hand!

She shivered. Some uncanny trick of light and shade seemed to people this room with tangible shapes that moved and leered at her. So vivid was the illusion that she closed her eyes for a second.

She was standing directly opposite the door which she thought must lead to the bedroom, and when she opened her eyes again, they fell upon the handle of the door, and she saw with a start of fear that it was turning. Slowly, slow … and then the door moved inward, and round its edge crept a long yellow hand.
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She shrank back, her eyes staring with horror at the terrifying apparition. Then a cuff came into view, stiff and white, with a little enamelled link and the end of a black sleeve.

“Don’t be alarmed.”

It was Jackson Crayley!

Presently he came into view; his long face was lined, his yellow moustache drooped dismally. He was wearing a dinner jacket, and the incongruity of his appearance in this place of dust and desolation would at any other time have made her laugh. For his monocle was fixed in his eye and the thin yellow hair still parted neatly in the middle.

He stared round the room fearfully.

“Where’s that fellow?” he asked.

“He has gone,” she said steadily. “Mr. Crayley, why am I here?”

He rubbed his chin and she thought his hands were trembling, but that may have been her fancy.

“I don’t know,” he said awkwardly. “You’ll be all right here, young lady.”

There was a pause, during which he surveyed her, the lugubrious expression of his face never lightening. And then it slowly dawned upon the girl that he was more frightened than she. From time to time he glanced nervously behind him, and once she saw him hunch up his shoulders in a gesture of fear, and saw that it was the grotesque shadow which the candle had thrown upon the wall which had momentarily scared him.

“He’s gone, has he?” he said, referring to her departed custodian. “Deuced awkward!”

He cleared his throat with an effort.

“I’m afraid you’re in rather an awkward position, Miss Nora,” he said, “deuced awkward!”

He paused as though to collect his thoughts, and added:

“I don’t suppose anybody’s been in such a perfectly awful position as you’re in.”

The repetition of those inane words brought a fugitive smile to the girl’s face.

“Well, I can’t be in a very bad position, Mr. Crayley, now that you are here to look after me.”

He did not meet her eyes.

“Sit down, won’t you?”

He pulled a long silk handkerchief from his sleeve and dusted a chair.

“I’ve got to have a little talk with you, and I suppose by the time it is through you’ll think I’m an unutterable cad.”

Obediently, she seated herself, wondering what was coming.

“The only way you can get out of this fearful difficulty is — marriage,” he began disjointedly, “and, really, when you come to think of it, one fellow is as good as another fellow — I mean one chap’s as good as another chap — I mean, as a husband.”

“I don’t understand you, Mr. Crayley, I am not thinking of marriage, and if I were—”

“Exactly,” he nodded wisely, as though he had anticipated what she was about to say, though in point of fact he had done nothing of the sort. “If I ask you to marry me, you’ll be fearfully upset?”

“To marry you?” She wasn’t upset, but she was very much surprised.

“That’s it,” he said doggedly. “You marry me tomorrow, and everything is as right as rain. You’ll have somebody to look after you and all that sort of thing.”

She shook her head.

“I could never marry you, Mr. Crayley,” she said, and the look of dismay on his face was almost comical.

“You’d better — by Jove, you’d better!” he said urgently. “I’ll tell you the truth, Miss Nora: I’ve no more wish to marry than you have. But I should be fearfully relieved if you would marry me, because” — his unsteady hand went up to his lips, and again he looked left and right and lowered his voice— “it would be better for you if you did what I told you,” he said, in an agitated voice. “You promise me on your sacred word of honour that you will marry me tomorrow, and I will look after you — I swear I will! If you don’t” — he mopped his streaming forehead with a gay bandanna handkerchief— “Lord! I don’t know what will happen!”

Her bewilderment showed in her face, and he made matters no clearer by his incoherent attempt at explanation.

“I’m the merest child, the merest cipher. I hate the whole cursed business! I hate it, I hate it! God! If I could only get away! If I could only leave this blasted river and country! I nearly did once, when I was in Italy — actually got on a boat at Genoa, but hadn’t the pluck.”

He drooped his shaking head.

“Hadn’t the pluck,” he muttered. “God! What a cur I am!”

She waited awhile, and when he did not speak:

“I don’t know what all this is about, Mr. Crayley, but I feel that somehow you are trying to be friendly with me. But marriage is impossible — absolutely impossible. Won’t you help me get away from this place? Why have I been brought here?”

Suddenly his head came up and he raised his finger in warning.

“Stay here,” he whispered, crossed to the door, tried to open it and finding it was locked, hurried with long strides across the room and passed into the room from which she had seen him emerge, closing the door behind him. Now she heard the murmur of voices, so low that, though she crept a little nearer, she could distinguish no words. Three people were talking, deep-voiced men, one of whom spoke in a hissing whisper.

Then Crayley raised his voice.

“Can’t do it, can’t do it! My God! I can’t do it!”

She heard one of the men growl something fiercely, and then the shuffle of feet, and she tiptoed back to the place where she had been when he left her. If she could only get through the door or one of those windows, the river held no terror for her; she could swim like an otter, and if she had not been paralyzed with fright, she would have taken her chance on the way up the stream.

The door handle turned slowly, and Crayley slipped into the room. If he had looked worn and ill before, he was ghastly now. Again his shaking finger warned her to silence. He was listening intently, and presently it seemed that he was satisfied that the two who had spoken with him in the darkness were gone.

There was something else in that haggard face she had not seen before; a strange, queer resolution, a certain definite set to a face which had been almost without character.

“Sit down and take no notice,” he said, and found a dusty chair for himself, which he brought to the table. “You’ve two hours to decide,” he said, “and then they are coining back.”

“Who are they?”

He shook his head.

“Nobody you know. They are the Terrible People.”

“Are you in their power?”

He nodded vigorously.

“In their power — yes, I’m all that!”

He seemed to find a difficulty in speaking, in breathing, even. Once or twice his hand went up to his scrawny throat. He wore a big black intaglio ring on the little finger of his left hand, and it was shaking so violently that it was a gray blur and she could not distinguish the figure that was carved.

“Would you marry me to save your life?”

She shook her head.

“I don’t want to hurt your—” she began.

“You’re not hurting me,” he said roughly. “That doesn’t hurt a bit! And for God’s sake don’t worry about my feelings. But would you marry me to save your life? Would you marry me—” he lowered his voice.

She heard and shuddered.

“I wouldn’t marry you in any circumstances,” she said. “You’re in love with somebody else, are you?”

He seemed to be interested, as if, in his curiosity, he had discovered something that for the while took his mind from the fearful prospect ahead of him.

“I — I don’t think so,” she said. “I hope to marry some day.”

There was a wistful expression in his face that made her choke, and then, unexpectedly, he rose and tiptoed back to the inner room. He was gone five minutes, and when he returned she saw he was carrying a long army revolver, the chambers of which he examined as he turned.

“Come along,” he said.

She obeyed without question, followed him into the little room which, as she had suspected, was a bedroom, and through a narrow passage to an open door. A waning moon rode in the sky; she saw a pathway apparently across an endless meadow, but, as it proved, to a narrow road that ran parallel with the bungalow.

“Just wait here.”

“Here” was a rickety little garden gate. She followed him with her eyes until he vanished in the dark, then she heard his voice calling her, and she went stumbling across the weed-grown garden, until she reached another path, covered with round pebbles that crunched under her weight.

He was at the water’s edge, bending over something. She heard the rattle of a chain, and then:

“Can you see the end of the punt? I haven’t a light, and we’d better not show one, anyhow.”

It was pitch black, for the bushes met over their heads. Stooping, she felt the steel-bound edge of the punt and felt gingerly with her foot for the bottom. She found it at last.

“Get well to the back,” he whispered, and she picked her way along the well until she reached the farther end. The punt lurched for a second, and then began to move.

“Can you use a paddle? You’ll find one near you.” He was still speaking in whispers.

She nodded, though she knew he could not see her, and, groping, found the paddle-handle and began to back water. In a few seconds they were in midstream.

“Down river,” he whispered.

On her right she saw dimly the dark bulk of the bungalow.

“No noise,” he whispered warningly.

Very gingerly she swept the paddle to and fro, not taking it from the water, but turning its sharp edge to bring it back into position. They were passing through a stretch of river that held neither bungalow nor houseboat. Ahead of them was the black outline of a hill.

It was the hill she remembered having seen as she came up the river.

A small river launch was passing downstream, and they were just in time to catch the lock. Crayley did not speak again until they were clear of Temple Lock and making their way round the bend to Marlow. He came to the end of the boat where she was sitting.

“There is only one danger,” he said. “If they have missed us, they’ve got an electric canoe near Temple Lock, and they could easily cut across—”

Something palely white, like an elongated swan, shot out from the bank on their right.

“Paddle!” His voice came in a sob. “To the bank — we can run.”

The thin, white, sleek thing was moving swiftly. When they were still half a dozen yards from the Bucksbank, it streaked alongside. Somebody leant over and gripped the girl by the arm, and she screamed. In another second she was pulled sprawling across the power-canoe, one foot dragging in the water. She struggled desperately, but her strength was no match for the man who held her. And then, in a moment of inspiration, she remembered a jujitsu trick, and, catching her assailant under the chin with the palm of her hand, thrust his head back. For a second he released his hold, and like lightning she dropped into the water, dived beneath the canoe, and struck out for midstream.

She saw the flash of a lamp and saw something else — a red and green light coming from Marlow. A launch! Rising to the surface, with all her strength she screamed again, and as the electric canoe turned in her direction, dived, coming up behind and to the right of it. The canoe swung round, but now the green and red lights were nearer. She heard a man shout, and a beam of white light shot out from the launch. There was a shot — another — She heard the whine of the bullets overhead. Something struck the water dose at hand and flung a wisp of spray to her face.

She was focussed in a ray of light and a hand gripped her arm! With a shriek, she tried to free herself. Better the river than those lurking horrors of the night. And then she looked up — it was the face of Betcher Long!
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The two detectives arrived at Mr. Jackson Crayley’s house at half-past ten. His sedate butler ushered them into his sitting room, and the dregs of pale whisky in a glass and a half-smoked cigar on the silver ashtray advertised his proximity.

“I will tell Mr. Crayley you are here,” said the butler. He returned in a few minutes, however, with the announcement that his master was not in the house.

“I haven’t seen him for nearly an hour, sir, but he very often strolls in the garden at night, and sometimes he takes his little power boat down river.”

“Where does he keep it?” asked Betcher curtly.

The butler showed him the way to the boat house. “The boat is there; he must have gone in his car.” When they looked in the shed where the car was usually kept, there was confirmation of this theory, for the garage was empty.

“Has anybody been here tonight?”

“Nobody, sir. We have very few visitors. As a matter of fact, we shouldn’t be here at all, only that dreadful tragedy at Heartsease has upset all Mr. Crayley’s plans.”

“Are you sure nobody has been here tonight?” Betcher faced the man squarely.

“Perfectly certain, sir.”

The detective thought a moment.

“How many ‘phone calls have you had tonight?”

At first the butler was inclined to give a brusque refusal of any information until Arnold disclosed his official position.

“I believe there have been two.”

“Where is your ‘phone?”

The ‘phone was in the sitting room, and, taking it up, Betcher called the office. He had maintained a detective officer at the exchange ever since Jackson Crayley had come under suspicion, but the difficulty of finding a man with a knowledge of Danish had led to his withdrawal. It was the chief night operator who answered.

“Two calls, Mr. Long, both from London. I cut in, but they were in the usual language, in Danish, of course.”

“Can you give me the exact times?”

“One came about half an hour ago and the other earlier in the evening.”

Betcher was satisfied now that the latest call had sent Jackson Crayley out on to the river.

So it was not here that the girl had been taken — where else? He knew that Shelton had had hiding places on the river bank, and although one of these had been identified, there were probably others. He sent Rouch down to Meakes’s boat house to hire a launch, and waiting in the garden, paced up and down by the edge of the lawn, until the launch came round the corner and pulled in to the bank. Marlow Church clock was striking eleven when the craft began to feel its way upstream.

They were midway between Marlow and Temple locks when Betcher heard the scream and spun the wheel to the direction of the sound.

“Somebody on the river bank, perhaps, skylarking,” ventured Rouch.

Again the scream, and then, right ahead of him, Betcher saw the canoe; heard the cry, “Help!” The sound was not more than twenty yards from him. He flashed his lamp on the water and presently saw a head. A woman! Even as he looked, the first shot whizzed past the launch. Somebody was firing at him, but he did not extinguish the light. Nearer and nearer he came to the swimmer, and now he saw her, and shouted her name…

She was unconscious when he hauled her on to the cushions of the launch, and by the time he had her safe, the electric canoe had vanished. Had his attention been less occupied, he would have seen it slip toward the mill and disappear in the shadow of the overhanging trees.

“Get back to Crayley’s place,” he said, and the boatman turned the launch and headed downstream.

She was wide awake by the time they came to the rose bank, and with assistance was able to walk to the house, but not for a long time could she tell them of the horrors of the night.

And now occurred a vexatious delay. The telephoned request for assistance from Marlow had brought the inspector. But Marlow is in Buckinghamshire, and the southern bank of the river in Berkshire, and a search of the southern bank is a matter entirely for the Berkshire police. It was an hour before the first contingent arrived by motor tender from Maidenhead, and two motorboats having been requisitioned, the parties went upstream, one on the south, the other on the northern bank. The electric canoe they found in midstream, and it was empty. The canoe had been salvaged earlier, opposite Jackson Crayley’s garden as it floated downstream. There was no sign of Crayley, though the rush-lined banks were carefully searched.

The lock-keeper reported that no other boats had passed through the lock, and that he had seen nothing.

“I heard the shots fired and somebody scream,” he said. “In fact, I have not been to bed, expecting there had been a murder or something.”

Beyond the lock they came to Clay Shelton’s old bungalow, and, landing on the stage, Betcher forced the door with a crowbar he had brought for the purpose. The candle had burnt down until it was guttering in the socket. There was no evidence of human occupation. Betcher went into the bedroom and found it empty; the door at the end of the little passage was also closed.

“There is nobody here. They were hardly likely to come back,” he said. “Light the candle, somebody. Or that.” He pointed to a dusty oil lamp hanging above the table.

Minutely he examined every article in the two rooms, but there was no document or paper of any kind, and the only thing of interest he found in a bookshelf against one of the walls. It was a slim volume entitled “Weaklings,” and the author was “Gregory Bates.”

Betcher, who had made a study of the man, knew that this was one of the pseudonyms for Clay Shelton. A clever man — how clever he was, nobody quite knew, or, for the matter of that, would ever know. Betcher knew that he held views that were at once novel and reprehensible. He had an itch for scribbling, suffering no ill effect from the habit, and this was one of his sidelines.

He turned the dusty pages and was arrested by a passage:



Man in his relation to society must either accept the place made for him by his more fortunate fellows (all of whom are determined that he shall not be as well placed as they), or he must jump the hedges which bar his given road, and, by his own volition, find a peak and a castle for himself. Such an achievement calls for the suppression of sentiment, for complete isolation of his personality from any identifiable kind of species, and his absolute segregation from community interests…



Betcher smiled grimly as he read, for here was Clay Shelton’s whole philosophy in a nutshell, and here, too, lay the inmost secret of the Terrible People!

“We shall get daylight in an hour, Mr. Long,” said the chief of the Berkshire police. “I think we had better put off making any further search until then.”

There was enough light to show wheel tracks in the road, but it was a considerable time before they discovered the little two-seater car that had brought Jackson Crayley to this desolate house. It was hidden in a little copse about a hundred yards away from the bungalow, and the dust coat he had worn on the journey was still lying across the seat.

“I wondered how he had got here,” said Betcher. “I wonder more how he escaped.”

“You’ll get a warrant for him, of course?” asked the Berkshire man.

“Ye-es,” said Betcher dubiously. “I could always have got a warrant for him, but the devil is that I’m not so sure that his arrest is going to be very helpful.”

He knew enough of Jackson Crayley’s habits to realize how he must have hated that drive in the night; for, whatever else he was, he was constitutionally lazy, something of a fool, Betcher guessed, and a kind-hearted fool at that. He had a sneaking admiration for this weakling, who had faced unknown perils in order to help the girl.

But where was Jackson Crayley? He was the key to the position, the weak link in the strong chain of the Terrible Folk.

He walked out on to the stage before the house and stood in silent contemplation of the lightening sky. Here, by the curious convolution of the river, he was looking into the dawn. The trees were silhouetted black against the morning sky, and beneath one of its branches he saw what he thought to be a broken limb swaying gently to and fro. He called the Berkshire man’s attention to this.

“Don’t let any of your men go under that tree or they’ll be hurt,” he said. “Somebody ought to cut it down.”

His attention was directed elsewhere, and when he looked up to the tree, it was lighter, and the broken limb was visible to his keen eyes. He uttered an exclamation, called hurriedly for the launch, and, jumping in, went slowly downstream toward the swaying object. It was the body of a man in evening dress. His hands were roped behind him, and across the soiled white dress shirt was written in red: “Sorroeder!
 ”

“What the devil is that?” asked the astonished Berkshire man.

Betcher Long did not reply. His knowledge of Danish was small, but he knew that “Sorroeder
 ” meant “Traitor!”
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It Was a theatrical flourish, “reported Betcher to Colonel Macfarlane.” The poor fellow was dead before they hanged him — shot through the heart, the doctor says.”

“Are they Danish, these people?”

Betcher shook his head.

“No, sir. Exactly what nationality they are, I have yet to ascertain. Some of them may have had their education in Denmark, for reasons which are fairly obvious to me. Did I ever show you this?”

Betcher Long took out of his pocket a little card on which a number of dates were written:


· June 1, 1854. J. X. T. L.

· Sept. 6, 1862.

· Feb. 9, 1886.

· March 11, 1892.

· Sept. 4, 1896.

· Sept. 12, 1898.

· Aug. 30, 1901.

· July 18, 1923.

· Aug. 1, 1924.

· Aug. 16.



“Yes, I have seen it.”

The Commissioner, a methodical man, counted the dates.

“Why, there is one more than there used to be,” he said, and Betcher’s quick smile was one of genuine delight.

“Added quite recently — in fact, two days ago.”

“The first August date was, of course, for Monkford,” said the Chief thoughtfully. “Do I understand that August 16th—”

“Is my humble self,” said Betcher cheerfully. “Yes, they’ve decided that I must go over to the great majority, and August the 16th is the date they have chosen, so that, roughly, I have a week to live. And, in a sense, I’m glad.”

The Chief stared at him.

“Tired of life?”

“Ye-es, tired of this kind of life,” admitted Betcher. “Chief, do you remember remarking that it was curious that my father had never been caught by Clay Shelton?”

“I remember. Did you speak to your father about it?”

Betcher nodded.

“I’m going to speak to him again to-day,” he said, and there was a curious note in his voice that made Colonel Macfarlane look at him.

“You’re good friends with your father, aren’t you?”

“Excellent friends. But my aged parent has been annoying me for quite a while, and I think it is about time I got back on him.”

He did not explain that the annoyance, which was more or less imaginary, was due to Sir Godley’s repeated efforts to get him out of the police. That morning, when he returned to town, he had found a letter from his father, and it was this letter which had decided him upon his course of action.

He went straight from Scotland Yard, as he had done before, to Berkeley Square, and Sir Godley, who was dressing for a garden party, sent down to ask him to come to his room.

“Have you digested my letter?” he said.

“The kind of letter you write to me,” said Betcher, settling himself down in the easiest chair in the room, “so far from being digestible, makes me feel sick.”

“Uh-huh?” grunted Sir Godley, struggling with his cravat.

“Do you remember my remarking how strange it was that Clay Shelton never caught you?”

“I seem to remember something of the sort.”

“And yet he took sixty thousand pounds out of your bank — I’ve only just discovered the fact.”

Sir Godley did not turn round.

“There’s the making of a great detective in you,” he said.

“Sarcasm is wasted on me,” said Betcher calmly. “Old man, I’ve discovered your guilty secret! In fact, it has been discovered for some days, but I haven’t had time to spring the bombshell on you. Who was born on June 1, 1854?”

“Heaven knows,” said his father, carefully examining himself in the glass.

“Who was J. X. T. L. — John Xavier Towler Long?” asked Betcher quietly. “And to save your lying to your only child, I will tell you. John Xavier Towler Long was Clay Shelton!”

“Really?” Sir Godley placed a stick-pin carefully into his silken cravat, but showed no other interest.

“And Clay Shelton, whom I sent to the gallows, was your brother!”
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Not by a flicker of eyelash did Sir Godley Long betray his emotion. “How did you know?” he asked.

Betcher sat down again.

“On Shelton’s river yacht I found a number of dates carved, and I guessed that each one of those had some special significance. The first of these was a date which left me in no doubt that it represented the birthday of a man — June 1, 1854. Against this were the initials J. X. T. L. Now ‘X’ is a very peculiar initial, and could only mean one of about five names. I searched the records at Somerset House for the name of every child born on the first of June with these initials. And I didn’t have to search far before I discovered that John Xavier Towler Long was born on that day. Towler was our family name, the name of my great-grandmother, if I remember rightly.”

Sir Godley nodded.

“I should have been struck anyway by the coincidence of the surname, but there, plain to be seen, was the name of J. X. T. L.’s father, which is the name of my grandfather, who married twice — you were a son of the second marriage.”

Sir Godley nodded.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

His father laughed softly.

“One doesn’t exactly boast of one’s association and relationship with a man of John’s character. And, in truth, I scarcely knew him. He was ten years older than I, and I only remember him as a young man who was always in scrapes, who robbed my father, and disappeared after a particularly scandalous episode, probably the most disgraceful thing he ever did in his long and wicked life.”

“You know no more about him?”

“Nothing at all. Until I saw his portrait in the papers I had no idea that he was related to me; and even then, I would not have recognized him.”

“And you’ve known all the time that he was Clay Shelton?”

Sir Godley turned; his face was a little bleak.

“Yes, I’ve known most of the time that he was the biggest scoundrel that ever lived, that he broke my father’s heart and all but ruined me and our family. That is why I wanted you to come off the job. Naturally, I had no desire to see you hound to his death a man in whose veins ran the blood of my father. And more especially did I want you to keep out of the business when I knew that he had left a gang behind to carry on his work.”

“Forgery? I thought that had stopped.”

“It has and it hasn’t,” said Sir Godley. “Clay, as I will call him — that, by the way, was his nickname as a boy — must have been a most indefatigable worker.

He probably left behind him a large number of forged instruments, some of which have been since passed. The gang is without money. Clay was not the kind of man who would save, either for himself or his confederates. You can believe me that the Terrible People are in a bad financial position, and that is the reason you’re going to have trouble.”

“What trouble?”

Sir Godley shrugged his shoulders.

“I understand that Monkford has been killed; you may be sure there’s a money side to that. Now, you’re bursting with news, Arnold — tell me what has happened.”

He listened in silence until his son had finished, and then he nodded slowly.

“They’re after Monkford’s money, and the girl, of course, is merely a blind instrument in the scheme. Poor old Crayley!”

“You knew him?”

“Knew him?” said Sir Godley. “Why, of course, everybody knew Crayley. You say you suspected him? When did this start?”

“The day I arrested Clay Shelton in Colchester, Crayley was there,” said Betcher. “And he was there to cover the forger; of that I am certain. Clay Shelton never carried a gun. I examined his clothing after he was arrested, and there was no indication that he had had a Browning in his hip pocket. It was the ‘cover’ who carried the gun — and the ‘cover’ in this case was Crayley, and he bungled it. When he came into the fight, it was with no other intention than to slip a pistol into Clay Shelton’s hand, and this he did. I traced the Browning. It was bought in Belgium six months before — and six months before, Jackson Crayley had been spending the winter at Spa. In fact, he was at Spa when the pistol was bought, though we were never able definitely to prove that Crayley was the actual purchaser. He probably got some Belgian servant to buy it for him, but the coincidence was a little too remarkable to get past. Since that time I’ve had Crayley under observation. Father, do you know Miss Revelstoke?”

The baronet shook his head.

“I’ve seen her — in fact, I’ve been once introduced to her, but I do not know the lady, and had never heard of her before in connection with Clay Shelton until you hinted just now that she was a member of the gang. I must say that it seems extremely unlikely, for she is a lady of irreproachable character according to the accounts I have had.”

“A perfect lady,” breathed Arnold Long. “Shall I tell you what she is — or was? She was the treasurer and moneyholder of Clay Shelton’s gang. Monkford himself told me that at one time she had three quarters of a million in his bank, the proceeds of a mythical brother’s estate. She has never had a brother, so far as I can discover. She may have been a cat’s-paw; she may even be acting without the slightest knowledge that she is materially assisting the Gallows Hand.”

“Women of that age are naturally silly. You may find that she is under the thumb of men like Henry — and why Henry, with his respectable practice, should be under suspicion as a potential murderer, I fail to understand. In all probability Clay did organize this extraordinary confederation, because he was a born schemer and a brilliant general. But why they should continue after his death—”

“You’ve already supplied the reason, Father,” said Betcher quietly. “These people are broke. They have certain documents to dispose of. They’ve got to find money, and revenge is a mere sideline. They killed Monkford so that they could transfer his fortune to Nora Sanders—”

“In whom you are most inordinately interested,” said his father, with a sidelong glance at him. “And I think I would even tolerate a daughter-in-law for the pleasure of seeing you engaged in some respectable and productive work.”

Betcher snorted.

“Banking!” he said contemptuously. “Moneylending on the grand scale! I’d rather be a good live detective—”

“That is what I’m scared about. You’ll never be good, but I’m most anxious to keep you alive.”

Arnold Long had experienced a queer little thrill when he had learnt, after a patient search of the records of Somerset House, that the man he had sent to his death was a man of his own blood. Callous as he was to the fate of wrongdoers, he had a little creepy feeling up his spine when that fact was brought home to him. Clay Shelton was his uncle — he wondered if the Terrible People knew this, and hoped that they didn’t! And then an idea occurred to him. Arnold Long’s favourite weapon was surprise. His most successful method was to drop some verbal bombshell and watch the effect upon his victim. There were circumstances in which the best-balanced mind, the best-controlled face would betray itself, and Miss Revelstoke was both self-possessed and sphinxlike. He determined to fire a mine under her feet which would at least shake loose the mask behind which was hidden the real woman.

He made this resolve on the way to the nursing home where Nora Sanders was lying.
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If There was one place in the world to which Nora Sanders was not qualified for admission, it was a nursing home. So she protested to Arnold Long, but he was very firm on the point.

“I am not run down and I haven’t an attack of nerves,” she said. “And really, I think it is most unnecessary.”

“The doctor says “ he began.

“The doctor!” She was contemptuous. “I felt all the better for the swim, and that horrible drug — what was it?”

“Butyl chloride,” said Betcher. “It is famous amongst violent dopes. I will grant your magnificent physique, Nora Sanders; I will accept the view that drugging and drowning are the finest tonics that the human system can absorb; I know that you could push a ‘bus over, and that all you want is a day’s rest, a best seller to send you to sleep, and a glass of ice water to arouse you. Nevertheless, I am going to stand by the doctor, and I insist upon your going into this nursing home and seeing nobody — remember that little bit, seeing nobody — for a week.”

“I must see Miss Revelstoke.”

He scratched his chin doubtingly.

“I don’t know about Miss Revelstoke. Yes, perhaps you may — in my presence. Otherwise, she must not be admitted. I admire Miss Revelstoke immensely,” he went on, “but she has never struck me as a joy-bringer. I want you to get well.”

“You want me to be out of danger, and you think that if you can keep me tied down in one place, with a detective sitting outside the door and a policeman walking outside my window, I shall not get into trouble,” she accused him, and was surprised when he accepted this interpretation.

“Yes, that is perfectly true,” he said.

“What happened to Mr. Crayley?” she asked.

“We don’t know yet, but I rather fancy he got clear away,” lied Betcher.

“You’re not taking any action against him?”

He shook his head.

“None whatever. In fact, we have nothing but kind thoughts for him.”

When he left the big room overlooking Dorset Square where she was in reality a prisoner, he took aside the matron of the nursing home and gave her certain instructions.

“No newspapers of any kind whatever. Magazines, all the novels she wants, but no newspapers and no gossip.”

And on receiving the lady’s assurance that his instructions would be carried out, he went away, easier in his mind than he had been for some time.

They telephoned him later in the day that Miss Revelstoke was calling on her secretary at six o’clock, and five minutes before that hour he was waiting in the drawing room of the home. She did not seem at all surprised at meeting him there, and her manner was cordial and even jocose.

“You’re the very man I wanted to see, Mr. Long,” she said. “What has happened to this unfortunate girl? Your Mr. Rouch, who isn’t the most informative of men, told me she had been kidnapped and nearly drowned, but that, of course, can’t possibly be true.”

By the hard light of day he was scrutinizing her critically. In the past week she had become an old woman. He remembered her lineless face, her serene carriage, but only the undimmed brightness of her eyes remained of her former self. Deep lines had appeared in her face; there was a haggard expression which was new, and the firm mouth drooped at the corners. Yet he could not be sure that her gaiety of manner was wholly assumed. If it were so, then she was the best actress he had ever met.

“Crayley is dead, they tell me?”

He nodded.

“Don’t tell Miss Sanders,” he warned her. “Yes, he is dead.”

She shook her head.

“It is very terrible — first Monkford and then Crayley. I am very worried about him.”

“You’ve forgotten Clay Shelton,” he said, innocently enough, watching tensely, “My unfortunate uncle—”

He got home! The face grew fixed and hard.. The black eyes narrowed in unbelief, and then stared at him.

“I didn’t hear you, I think? Your—”

“My uncle. He was my father’s half-brother: I thought you knew that. His real name was John Xavier Towler Long. But perhaps you didn’t know that either? I know quite a lot about Uncle John.” He laughed mirthlessly. “He was married to a girl named Paynter in ‘83, and basely deserted her. My father tells me that she has been dead only a few years.”

In a second she was her normal self.

“I never realized you had such discreditable family connections, Mr. Long,” she said, and looked at her watch. “Do you think I can go up and see Nora now?”

“We will go up together,” said Betcher, and this arrangement came as a surprise to the woman.

“There were several matters I wanted to discuss with her in private.”

“I’ll put my fingers in my ears,” said Betcher obligingly, and reluctantly the woman accompanied him to Nora’s room.

She was in bed, wearing a dressing jacket, and she turned down her book as her employer appeared.

“You poor child!” The elder woman’s voice was sympathy itself. “Really, Nora, you’re almost as bad as Mr. Long, you move perpetually in an atmosphere of melodrama! Are you feeling very bad?”

The girl shook her head and fixed her reproachful eyes upon Betcher.

“I’ve never been better in my life,” she said, “but they insist upon my staying here.”

“‘They,’ of course, is Mr. Long. What a blessing it is for you to have such brotherly devotion.”

“Motherly,” suggested Betcher.

The woman looked at him for a second.

“Can I speak with Nora alone for a moment?”

He strolled over to the other side of the room, looking out into Dorset Square. He had wonderful hearing, and as though she was conscious of this, Miss Revelstoke dropped her voice to a whisper.

“Can Henry come to see you?”

The girl hesitated and glanced across to where Betcher was standing.

“Don’t ask him, because he hates Henry,” said Miss Revelstoke. “I want you to see him alone. Can you?”

Again Nora looked toward the detective, doubt and uncertainty in her face.

“I don’t know. I believe instructions have been given that I’m not to see anybody. Can’t you tell me what he wants?”

“He has something to tell you — something that Monkford said just before he signed the will.”

Then, as she saw the girl’s eyes wander again to the detective, she smiled.

“Well, I won’t bother you, and please don’t tell him that I asked.”

“Miss Revelstoke, has anything been heard of Mr. Crayley?” The detective heard the words and turned quickly.

“Nothing,” said the woman, after a moment’s thought. “Nothing at all.”

The girl sighed.

“He was very kind to me,” she said in a low voice, “and I am afraid “ She shook her head in silence.

Betcher Long knew well of what she was afraid. It would not be difficult to break the news of Jackson Crayley’s passing.
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The next morning, two men stood up in the dock at Westminster Police Court, and they were both subject to the same charge, dangerous driving of motor cars without being in possession of the necessary licences, and both took the six months which was handed to them without complaint — indeed, with evidence of relief.

“You two fellows ought to be hanged,” said Betcher Long, when he interviewed them in the corridor after sentence had been pronounced.

“Say, listen, Mr. Long,” complained the chinless man loudly, “we’ve had our medicine, and you’ve no right to come here bullying us.”

“I’ve got thirty-three charges I could bring against you fellows,” said Betcher extravagantly. “Maybe it’s thirty-five, so don’t get fresh with me, or I’ll ‘prison-gate’ you, and you’ll be walking out of Wandsworth into Wormwood Scrubbs. You were both sent out to murder me, and I don’t take kindly to homicides with designs on my young life. If you come across with all you know about this business—”

“You’ve asked us that before and we said nothing,” said the bigger man sturdily. “It was an accident, as you well know, but being a copper you can’t take the witness stand and tell the truth. I wonder some of you fellows don’t drop dead when you’re taking the oath!”

His shifty eyes looked everywhere but at Long. “Come on, bo’,” he addressed his companion, and they would have shuffled off toward the cells had not the jailer detained them.

“Let ’em go,” said Long, with a wicked smile. “And you fellows watch out. I’ll be waiting for you on the mat.”

The chinless man turned, obviously uncomfortable.

“We’ve spilt all we know, Mr. Long,” he said, more respectfully. “We had this job from an old fellow who was trying to scare you, and—”

“Aw, shut up!” said the other. “You talk too much!”

There were many things about the Terrible People which puzzled Betcher Long, but none quite so much as the mysterious communication which existed between some one of the Terrible People and the lowest dregs of the underworld. As for the “old fellow,” who was also called “the professor,” he gave little credence to what he regarded as a clumsy invention.

The Terrible People themselves were a class apart. They were too clever to attach to them the drab creatures without honour, without faith, who stream through the police courts or the Old Bailey year in and year out, go their long and dreary way to Dartmoor and return again for a brief spell of liberty before they tramp again their via dolorosa
 .

There is no honour amongst thieves. Betrayal can be had for the price of a good dinner. They know no masters but their own appetites, no loyalty save that which fear inspires.

Who was the liaison officer? To that question he could find no answer. Whoever it was must be in a position to meet the lower world in its own environment without creating suspicion or attracting the attention of the watchful police. Supposing Mr. Henry were that kind of man, he, as a lawyer, would be in a favourable position. But he was without a criminal practice; indeed, he had little dealing with the common law, his practice being mostly in the Chancery Court.

Rouch, for all his deficiencies, was an authority on one subject, the low thief. He knew every little crook in London; had their family histories by heart — for he possessed a wonderful memory, and was mildly interested in their reformation. When Betcher approached him on the subject, he shook his head.

“I don’t know,” he confessed. “If there was any of that funny business going on, the organization of criminals into gangs, the same as you read about in books, I should have known years ago. But hooks work on their own, and the only gangs I know are the scrapping gangs of Hoxton, a few big cracksmen, and the racetrack crowds.”

Though he was discouraged, Betcher pursued his inquiries; sent two men, one to Deptford and one to Notting Dale (the East End and Limehouse as hotbeds of criminality exist only in the fertile imaginations of writers), and these he reinforced with a small army of police informers, those stool pigeons without whose assistance police work would falter in its stride.

When he got home to his flat that night a letter was awaiting him. There was no need to look at the postmark. Scrawled in neat characters on the envelope’s flap were the words “Little Heartsease, Berkshire,” and he recognized the handwriting of Mr. Cravel.

He opened the letter. It was typewritten and dictated.



DEAR MR. LONG:

As you may well suppose, the season has ended rather disastrously for us. But Mr. Monkford was so good a friend of ours that his death overshadows all my personal disappointment. I wonder if you would be interested in a theory of mine which may seem fantastic? If you would care to come down somewhere about the 16th, when I shall be back at Heartsease, I should like to talk the matter over with you.



Betcher grinned. August 16th! It was the proverbial invitation of the spider, and he determined to walk into the trap. Perhaps “the professor” would be there to welcome him.

He folded the letter and put it away in a drawer of his desk; but though he was smiling, he was not especially amused. The date on the panel — the date in the letter. The blatant openness of it could have only one meaning. The date had been carved, the invitation issued, to fix his mind upon a date and to give him a false sense of security until the sixteenth dawned. Between the sixteenth and that moment lay the period of danger. Every morning must dawn a day of doom—a prospect which was not pleasant. The Gallows Hand that had stretched out to hold him and brought low the humble hangman, that had struck at the judge, had slain the counsel, and had killed the banker whose ingenuity had trapped Clay Shelton, was reaching for him, to pull him down at that very second! So intent was he upon the reality of danger that, when his servant tapped at the door, he jumped.

“Phew!” said Betcher, impressed with his own nervousness. “I’m getting wrong! Come in!” And in that command he invited danger, covert and overt, and stiffened himself to meet whatever fate held for him.

His valet came into the room and, closing the door behind, lowered his voice.

“Will you see Miss Alice Cravel, sir?” he asked.
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Betcher nodded. “Show the lady in,” he said, and presently Alice Cravel came into the room. She was, as usual, beautifully dressed. Betcher knew a great deal about women’s fashions, and he realized that the two-piece dress she wore must have cost a great deal more money than many rich women could afford. But it was not her dress which arrested his attention; she was a different Alice from the laughing girl he had seen at Heartsease. Her face was hard and pale; she looked as though she had not slept for a week. She stared at him in silence until the sergeant had left the room.

“No, thank you, I’ll stand.”

He remarked the same quality in the voice as in the face. Evidently life was not running smoothly for Miss Alice Cravel, and the change in her could not be wholly explained by the disaster which had robbed Little Heartsease of its handsome profits.

Her first words were startling enough.

“Are you very fond of life?” she asked.

“Pretty fond.”

He had an eye for her gloved hands, which were folded before her, and from which dangled a golden-meshed bag.

“So was Crayley,” she said, staring at him.

Her manner was so strange that he thought she had been drinking, or worse.

“Jackson Crayley loved life — he seemed a fool to you. You thought his flower garden was an affectation and that he wasn’t interested in it. But the colour of it, the scent of it, made life worth living. Jackson loved pretty things.”

He waited expectantly, and all the time he was watching her hands.

“I suppose there is something that you love in life — besides putting people into prison and — and on the gallows? Perhaps you love pretty things, too? You like to see the sun rise and set — and the flowers — and the spring “ Her voice trembled, and it was with an effort that she regained control.

“Yes, I love pretty things, and I hate ugly things,” said Betcher Long bluntly.

He stood squarely before her, his hands in his jacket pocket, his head bent a little forward, for she was much shorter than he.

“I love the things that are good, and I loathe the things that are bad. Is that abnormal?”

She shook her head.

“No. But Jackie felt the same way,” she said in a low voice. “And now he’s dead — dead!” She covered her eyes with one gloved hand, and swayed a little so that he thought she was about to fall and pulled a chair for her.

“No, no, I don’t want that,” she said impatiently.

“And I’ll tell you another thing I don’t want, Betcher Long. I hate you!” Her voice was almost inaudible, but he did not question her hate; it blazed in her eyes, the straight line of her lips was an emphasis. “I hate you! You don’t know how I hate you! But I don’t want you dead — do you believe that? I — don’t — want — you — dead!”

She hammered her little hand on the table with every word.

“I want you to live — live, do you hear? I’m tired of it, sick of it! The smell of blood is in my nostrils all the time.” Her arms went out wildly; he thought she was going to break into hysteria. But again she caught hold of her emotions.

“There’s no reason why I want you to live, except that. I’m tired of dead men and their ghosts and the things they used to wear and do and look.”

She screwed up her eyes tight with an expression of intense anguish.

“Will you get out of this case and go away and leave them to it, all of them?”

“Why do you want me to go? I know you’ve told me. But how do you think I could escape, supposing that I cleared out of the case, as you say?”

“You could go abroad for four months — for two months, for one month would be long enough.”

Her bosom was rising and falling rapidly. The colour had gone from her cheeks; they were quite bloodless.

“I’ll tell you something,” she said breathlessly. “They nearly got you one night. I was sent along to prevent your pulling a gun. You remember the night they shot at you? And I put up that story about being kidnapped. You saw through it — I knew that when you asked me what theatre I had been to; and I don’t care what you do with me. I wish to God you’d put me in prison and keep me there till everything — everything is over. I’ve told you, haven’t I? You heard what I said? I was in the plot to murder you!”

“Who was the man?”

She jerked her head impatiently.

“I can’t tell you that — you know I can’t tell you. But I was in it — I — I!” She struck her bosom with her clenched hand. “Isn’t that enough? Can’t you take me? That’s why I came. That, and to warn you.”

“Who was the man?” he asked again.

“You fool, what does it matter? Why, do you think for one moment I’d tell you?”

“Was it your brother?”

“My brother was in Little Heartsease that night, you know as well as anybody; you made inquiries. The very next day you went down to see him, and you put one of your men on to question the servants and the waiters. And that didn’t satisfy you; your man questioned the guests one by one.”

“Henry?” he asked.

“Henry!” Her lips curled. And then she grew terribly serious again. “I risked something, coming to see you. You’ve been watching my hands all the while I’ve been here, haven’t you? But three times I could have killed you. You think I am boasting, but I’m telling you no more than the truth. Some day, perhaps, I’ll prove what I’ve said.”

His face must have shown some scepticism.

“You’re scared of me because I am a woman,” she said, “and you’d hesitate to draw upon me. But even if I were a man, you could neither seize nor shoot.”

She raised her gloved hand above her head and seemed to snap her fingers. There was a brilliant flash of light that blinded him and made him stagger back. When he opened his eyes again, he could not see her for the golden suns that danced before his eyes; and then he saw a thick white cloud of smoke rolling slowly along the ceiling.

“A magnesium flash,” she said calmly. “My eyes were closed when I fired the light; yours were open. I could have shot you down like a dog if I’d wanted to. Now do you believe me?”

Arnold drew a long breath.

“You bet I believe you!” he said fervently. “That is a new one on me, Miss Cravel.”

“A new one? They’ve hundreds of new ones,” she said contemptuously. “They’ve bungled you three times, but they’ll get you in the end, Betcher Long.”

She looked at him steadily.

“I’ve got an honest fit to-day, and I’m going to tell you something. I’m afraid of two things: I’m afraid of their killing you, and I’m afraid of their failing! Because, if they fail, the next time you’ll have them, and that will be the end of everything. Are you going to take me? I’ll go down on my knees to you this minute if you’ll put me behind bars. I’m not crazy, Long. I was never as sane in my life. But I’m through — through!”

He took the letter from his pocket and handed it to the girl. She had read a line or two and handed it back to him.

“I know,” she said. “Are you going?”

He nodded.

“On the sixteenth?”

He nodded again.

“What do you expect?”

“Trouble,” he said laconically.

“And you’ll get it!” she said between her clenched teeth; “you don’t know what is waiting for you at Heartsease!”
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The warning chilled him, but he made no reply, watching her as she took her blackened gloves from her hands and deliberately pulled on another pair that she took from her bag.

“I can do nothing with you. That is what I was afraid of. Where’s the Sanders girl?”

“In a nursing home,” he said, unnecessarily, as he knew.

“She’s safe there, is she?” She smiled as she asked the question.

“Pretty safe. A detective is patrolling back and front of the house, one downstairs sitting on a hard wooden chair all night.”

“They’ll get her if they want her.”

“Betcher!” said Long.

“You’d lose.”

She made as if to say something more, then changed her mind, and turning, pulled open the door, to pause on the threshold and deliver her final shot.

“Nora Sanders is very necessary to your Terrible People,” she said, and her lips twitched. “Vitally necessary. You’ll never guess why.”

“Because they’re broke,” he said promptly, and he saw her expression change.

“Broke? Who told you that?” Her voice was shrill; she was genuinely astonished.

“They’re broke. Somebody has been dipping into the reserve and somebody else is covering it up.”

She eyed him thoughtfully, pursing her lips.

“Is that so?” she said in a low voice. “But look out for your Nora Sanders!”

Somehow he knew that she spoke the truth. Long after she had gone, he paced up and down his room, stopping now and again to watch the feeble efforts of his valet to drive the smoke through the open window. For the fumes of exploded magnesium are difficult to disperse.

Then he sat down at his blotting pad and with a pencil drew a plan of the nursing home where Nora Sanders was staying. It was true, as the girl had said, that he had made the most elaborate preparations to prevent a repetition of the outrage which had nearly ended so disastrously for the girl.

He looked at the house from every angle; supposed every possibility that he could summon. The end of the Terrible People was at hand. The gang was disintegrating before his eyes. But there was a last kick in them.

He went along to interview the matron of the nursing home. She was a homely little body, rather birdlike in her manner, and she scoffed at the idea of an abduction.

“Why, of course, she’s quite safe. Especially with the place surrounded by detectives.”

As they walked out into the hall, a sound of moaning came down to him from above, and the matron smiled. “That is not very serious. In fact, it is no worse than a case of nerves — a young woman who was brought in this afternoon. There’s really nothing the matter with her except hysteria. She has an illusion that she’s very ill, and she is welcome to that if she’d only keep quiet about it.”

“Isn’t she rather a nuisance to the other patients?”

“We’re moving her tonight. I’ve seen her doctor and I’ve told him that I cannot have her here. The wretched creature can walk as well as you and I, yet she insists upon being treated as an invalid.”

He went back to his flat feeling more happy about the girl, although he could not wholly disregard the warning of Alice Cravel.

His servant was out but had left a scribbled note on the table:

“Please call up Sergeant Rouch.”

He got through to his assistant with little delay.

“I think I’ve found the communication between the People and the boys.” Rouch always referred to the underworld as “the boys.”

“Can I come along to you?”

“Come right along,” said Betcher, and a quarter of an hour later Sergeant Rouch arrived, bringing with him a pallid man whom he knew as the best “nose” in London. A “nose” is a police informer, and derives a certain amount of financial benefit from his despicable calling. And this man, who was known to the underworld as “the chef” — he had once been a cook in a popular restaurant — was unique amongst noses, for he succeeded in maintaining some sort of respect amongst the very class he betrayed.

“Tell the inspector what you told me, chef.”

The chef looked uneasily from one to the other, licked his dry lips, and began in his perennially hoarse voice.

“It’s the Perfessor you’re looking for,” he said. “I’ve often seen him down Bermondsey and Deptford, and he knows all the heads: Kallini, and Jacobs, and Paul the Greek.”

“What is he like?”

“Not so tall as you — a little taller than me,” said the chef, “and thin. Always dressed in black with a big tie like them artists wear in the pictures.”

“How old?”

“I don’t know.” The man considered. “Pretty old. His hair’s white, and he’s got a lot of it. That is why they call him the Perfessor.”

He had never been seen in any of the haunts where men meet to arrange their plans or divide or plant their swag. The “nose” knew them all. The Blue Cushion in the Blackfriars Road, where some of the biggest jobs in England had been organized; the Fishpond over at Notting Hill, where you could plant diamonds to almost any value; or that little saloon in the Whitechapel Road, where all the big silk thefts were arranged and the proceeds sold almost openly.

“He always meets them in the open. Near the Canal Bridge is one of his favourite places. They say down in Deptford that he’s a big West End fence, but I never heard that he bought anything from the boys, and he certainly never hired anybody except for a roughhouse.”

“You know Ruffy the motorman?”

“Sure I do,” nodded the spy. “He’s a lad from Deptford. He’s just got six months for dangerous driving. They say that the Perfessor gave him a hundred for a West End job.”

“There is no place where this Professor can be seen?”

The chef shook his head.

“No. When he’s coming along he sends a message to one of the heads saying where he is to be met, and they are closer than oysters. I’ll tell you who he got a long time ago — Harry the Lancer. Do you know him, Inspector? He’s the fellow that a farmer shot in a field by mistake.” (This was the version of Harry the Lancer’s death which had emerged from the coroner’s inquiry.)The Professor again! Of all the baffling features of the case, he was the most difficult to understand.

Betcher gave instructions to the chef that whenever the Professor appeared, or was likely to appear in his favourite haunts, the Yard was to be notified. For the first time since the shadow of Clay Shelton fell across his path, he was worried. It was not extraordinary that this should be the case, for now Nora Sanders had come to be the focal point against which all the ingenuity and villainy of the mysterious People were directed.

He was weary to a point of exhaustion, and he remembered his boast that he would keep awake for four nights as he took off his coat and began to unfasten his collar. One night’s sleep, at any rate, could be snatched; he was entitled to that, he thought, with a grin, as he stripped his collar, and, walking into the bathroom, turned on the tap.

Above the noise of the rushing water he did not hear the telephone bell ring until he came back to the sitting room to find his slippers. He picked up the receiver.

“Call office,” said the operator’s voice.

It must be Rouch, he thought; but it was a woman’s voice that spoke to him, and although an attempt had been made at disguise, he recognized it as that of Alice Cravel.

“Is that you, Long? Get Nora Sanders out of that nursing home quick!”

“Why?” he asked.

“Don’t ‘why’ — just do! You’ve got less than half an hour. If you’re not a fool, you will do as I tell you!”

“But “ he began, and then he heard the dick of the receiver being hung up.
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A ruse? Was it a plot to get the girl out of the home so that she would be more accessible? And yet he could not mistake her sincerity, the intense urgency of her tone. If he understood men and women, he must believe she was in earnest, that she was absolutely certain that some terrible and immediate danger overhung the girl.

He called up the nursing home; the matron had gone to bed, but the sister in charge gave him a satisfactory account.

“Yes, your officer is here. Nothing has happened and Miss Sanders is asleep.”

He spoke also to the detective, and had the same satisfactory report.

He walked slowly back to the bathroom and turned off the tap, hesitated for a few seconds, then, pulling the waste plug, he began to dress. And for no reason that he could define, he was wide awake again.

It was not until he was fully dressed that he began to feel foolish. He could do no more at the nursing home than the man he had left in charge. Nevertheless, he decided to take a leisurely walk to Dorset Square. It was a fine night; the West End was crowded, for the theatres were turning out their crowds, and the streets were lined with flying cars.

His way led through Berkeley Street and Berkeley Square, and it occurred to him that he might call on his father, who, despite the lateness of the hour, would certainly be in his study. There was a light in the hall and he pressed the bell and was admitted by his father’s valet, who usually replaced the footman when Sir Godley was working late at night.

At the sight of the man’s troubled face Betcher Long’s heart sank.

“Where is my father?” he asked.

“I don’t know, Mr. Arnold. He went out about an hour ago to post a letter. Sir Godley always takes his own letters at night for the little walk, but usually he’s only away five minutes.”

Arnold walked into the library; the lights were all burning — a sure sign that his father expected to return immediately, for he was rather a faddist in the matter of wasted current.

“Did he take his hat?”

“Yes, sir, his hat and his walking stick.”

One of the drawers of Sir Godley’s desk was half closed, and Betcher pulled it wide open. It was empty. He whistled softly. In this drawer Sir Godley kept a small Browning pistol. In the old days, when Betcher was a boy, it used to be a navy revolver, and once he had been severely spanked for allowing his curiosity to get the better of him and examining the strange and beautiful instrument that the drawer held.

Betcher called to the old servant, from whom his master had few secrets.

“Does Sir Godley generally take his pistol when he goes out to post a letter?” he asked.

“Yes, sir, lately,” said the valet.

And then the detective’s eyes were attracted to the hearth. The grate was filled with burnt papers. There was no reason in the world why he should pry into his father’s business, but he was alarmed more than he dared confess to himself; and though these charred and blackened cinders were probably old bills which, in a fit of energy, his father had destroyed that night, he stooped down and raked them over. One little bundle of letters had been burnt en bloc
 , and in the centre there were some scraps of scorched paper that had escaped the flames, but only on one could he detect any writing. It was a triangular piece of paper which contained what had evidently been an address and a date. The whole of the address was not there, but he saw the word “…hagen” and the date 12th of January, 1881. He turned the paper over, and half a dozen words written in a beautiful hand were visible:




… least you can do … help … brother … crisis.




Evidently, attached to this, had been some sort of memorandum, an oblong slip, the charred remnants of which Betcher carried to the light. The ink was still visible. It was a bill of exchange, drawn on his father; the name of the drawer, however, he could not distinguish. He threw this back into the fireplace, the old valet watching him.

“You needn’t mention to my father that I’ve been nosing his private affairs, Johnny,” he said.

The old man, who in the course of his life had stood between his young master and many troubles, nodded. “Where do you think he’s gone, sir?”

“Gay!” said Arnold laconically.

Going out into the square, he walked toward the nearest post box, and here he met the inevitable point man, one of those mines of information without which the detection of crime would be an infinitely more heartbreaking business than it is.

The policeman had seen Sir Godley and had spoken to him, and had rather an alarming report to make.

“I must say your father behaved very queerly, sir,” he said. “While I was talking to him a cab came past, and I think he must have recognized the gentleman inside — as a matter of fact, I saw him myself; an old gentleman with white hair and a big black flowing tie and horn-rimmed spectacles—”

Betcher gasped. It was a fairly faithful description of the Professor.

“What did my father do?” he asked.

“That’s what I think was queer. He ran across the road and jumped into another taxi, and the last I saw of him he was leaning out of the window, giving instructions to the driver. I got an idea he was trying to overtake the old gentleman.”

Arnold Long went back to the house, a very puzzled man. He spoke a few reassuring words to the valet and continued on his way to Dorset Square. The exercise stimulated his mind, and it required more than ordinary stimulation to explain his father’s eccentricity.

What did Sir Godley know of the Professor? And why should a glimpse, caught in that prosaic atmosphere, induce him to throw aside all caution and pursue the cab in which the man was travelling? The Professor! The more Arnold Long thought of this unaccountable being, the more puzzled he became. He was the one member of the confederation he could not place. More than this, he was the dominant partner, the brains and the heart of the Terrible People.

Crossing Oxford Street, he walked up Baker Street, and as he came abreast of a line of houses familiar to every lover of fiction, he grinned to himself. How would that supernaturally clever detective have dealt with this present problem, he wondered? A shot of cocaine, a violin obbligato, and this man, like another famous professor, would be revealed.

He heard a clock chime and looked at the illuminated dial of his watch. Half-past eleven! He would satisfy himself that everything was all right in Dorset Square and go back to await the return of his father.

The square was deserted, the only sign of animation being at the Great Central station at the far end, where taxicabs were arriving with theatregoers on their way to the country. A man outside the nursing home saluted him.

“Nothing has happened, sir,” he reported. “They got away that hysterical girl, and an awful fuss she made.”

“The hysterical — oh, yes, I know whom you mean!” He remembered the matron’s description of her new patient.

The officer on duty in the hall was a useful servant to the nurses, for he answered the tap on the door immediately. He, too, had nothing to report, and the night sister, coming downstairs at that moment, told him that the girl was sleeping quietly.

“I just had a peep at her as I came down,” she said. “I was afraid our shrieking sister would keep her awake all night.”

“I wonder if I could see her?”

Why he asked such a ludicrous question, he could not explain even to himself. The night sister was not shocked, because she was a member of a profession that has outgrown the processes of surprise. Yet she hesitated.

“I don’t know whether the matron would like that,” she said, “but — you must only look, you mustn’t speak.”

He followed her up the stairs, feeling exceedingly foolish. On the big landing of the first floor she stopped and cautioned him to silence. Opening the door of Nora’s room, she beckoned him forward.

A shaded nursery lamp was burning in the room and gave just sufficient light to distinguish the figure in the bed. The girl had her back toward the door and only a stray curl showed above the edge of the sheet.

A curl? He frowned.

And the curl was black!

In two strides he was across the room, ignoring the protestations of the night sister.

“Here — you!”

He dropped his hand upon a thin shoulder and shook it. The girl was not asleep. She turned her startled eyes upon the detective. They were brown eyes and the face turned up to him was sharp and pinched.

“Mr. Long, what are you “ began the nurse, and then she saw the face on the pillow.

“That is not Miss Sanders!” she gasped.

Nor was it. Nora Sanders at that moment was speeding as fast as a high-powered motor-ambulance could carry her into Berkshire where the manager of Heartsease was prepared to receive her — and this time she would not have Jackson Crayley to deal with, but a man who knew neither pity nor fear.
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Betcher Long guessed what had happened before the girl in the bed began her stammering excuses.

“Get up and dress. I’m arresting you for conspiracy,” he said. And to the other: “Send a nurse to remain with this woman until she is ready to be taken away.”

He went downstairs with the night sister, who told him what had happened.

The girl had been brought in in the afternoon on their commendation of a doctor. She was apparently in a state of hysteria, and had moaned and wept till late in the evening. When the “doctor” called before dinner, the matron had asked could she be taken away because she was disturbing the other patients, and he had promised to send an ambulance for her later at night. The ambulance had duly arrived, accompanied by two uniformed stretcher-bearers, and under the supervision of the doctor the patient had been lifted into the stretcher.

“I was present until then,” said the night sister, “but the doctor asked me to go downstairs to get an extra blanket. I was gone about three minutes—”

“And during that time the stretcher-bearers either doped or terrified Miss Sanders to silence and she was put on the stretcher instead of the girl. Did you hear a shriek?”

The woman nodded.

“Yes, just as I got to the foot of the stairs. I thought it was Mrs. Dennsey.”

Betcher Long was white to the lips.

“I see,” he said simply. “I can’t very well blame you. I should have anticipated something like this happening when I heard of this patient who had been brought here during the afternoon. Her room was next door, of course?”

There was nothing for him to do but to make the usual notification to Scotland Yard, warn all stations to seek information of the motor-ambulance, the number of which had been taken by the officer on guard outside the nursing home.

He had forgotten all about his father, until, at three o’clock in the morning, when he was receiving reports at Scotland Yard, the valet telephoned him.

“Sir Godley has not returned yet, sir,” he said, and Betcher Long turned cold.

He had need now of all his courage and resolution. He sat back in his chair, and, with a tremendous effort of will, swept all sentiment from his mind. He was a detective officer engaged in tracing the disappearance of a man named Godley Long and the secretary of Miss Revelstoke. If he thought of them in any other way, he would go mad.

And these were not the only two people who had disappeared that night. Miss Revelstoke had gone out early in the evening to a party and up to three o’clock she was still away. Henry, the lawyer, also was absent; apparently, he had accompanied Miss Revelstoke. But one man was at his post. At four o’clock in the morning, in answer to a ‘phone call, Mr. Cravel spoke.

“Long, is it? Anything wrong?”

“I’ve been calling you since midnight,” said Betcher Long. “Where have you been?”

“Calling me since midnight, have you? That’s a lie! I’ve been asleep since eleven, and the ‘phone is by the side of my bed. What do you want?”

It was not the voice of a man who had been aroused from sleep; it was clear, virile, very wakeful.

“I’m coming along to see you,” said the detective. “Is your sister there?”

There was a pause.

“No, my sister isn’t here. She’s in town. You know her flat?” He gave the number.

“I’ll be down in an hour,” said Long.

He had already called the girl, but could extract no information from her, and when he sent an officer to bring her to Scotland Yard, he found that she had gone out a few minutes before the detective’s arrival.

Day was breaking bleakly and a gentle rain was falling as the police car roared along the Great West Road, on its way to Berkshire. As they passed the empty house to which the girl had been carried, Betcher was half inclined to stop the machine and conduct a search; but common sense told him that, wherever else in the world the Terrible People had taken Nora, it would not be there. Cravel knew, and Cravel should tell. That was the thought uppermost in his mind. Before he had left Scotland Yard he had got into touch with one of his superiors and the wise old police chief had uttered only one note of warning.

“Go easy on that third-degree business, Betcher,” he said. “Get any information you can, but use legal means.”

“All means are legal to me, Colonel. But I’ll make a memorandum that you have warned me.”

This, then, was the great stroke that had been planned almost at a minute’s notice. They had secured Monkford’s money through the girl, and now they were to find a means whereby the money could be safely transferred to them. She was to be married to one member, and once that was accomplished, in conditions which made it impossible for Nora Sanders to bring a charge, they hoped to present him with an accomplished fact and dare him to risk the ugly consequences which would follow exposure.

He was clear of Egham, dipping steeply down the hill toward the Ascot road, and Sergeant Rouch dozing by his side, when he saw a figure standing by the side of the road. It was a woman, and she was signalling him to stop. He jammed on his brakes, the car slithered and skidded ominously, but came to a standstill within a yard of where the girl was waiting. Before he came up to her, he saw it was Alice Cravel, and a little car that lay on its side in the ditch explained her presence.

“I thought it was you,” she said breathlessly. “Where are you going?”

“To Heartsease to see your brother.”

She shook her head.

“For God’s sake, don’t!” Her hands were clasped in supplication. “Don’t go, Mr. Long! I tried to get there before you, but my brakes jammed coming down the hill. You’re not going — promise me you won’t!”

She was a pitiful object; there could have been hardly a dry stitch on her, for the rain was pelting down by now and she had not even troubled to lift the hood of her car.

“What are you afraid of? What is he going to do? You know Nora was taken last night?”

She nodded.

“I knew — I warned you. But don’t make matters worse. It is death for you to go to Heartsease, Mr. Long. I never dreamt that I should ever try to save your life, but I am doing it!”

“Where have they taken her?”

She shook her head.

“I don’t know — honestly, I don’t know. If I knew, I probably should not tell you — but I don’t.”

He looked at the wrecked car, and from the car to the girl.

“Get in here; I’ll take you the rest of the trip.”

She shook her head.

“Take me as far as Sunningdale; I can hire a car there,” she said.

“You’re not coming on to Heartsease?”

“No.”

Rouch scrambled to the back of the car, and she took his place.

Betcher felt her shivering with the cold and, taking a rug from the back seat, he put it about her, she submitting meekly.

“Do you know my father has gone also?”

“Your father? Oh, Sir Godley Long, isn’t it? Where has he gone?”

Evidently she did not regard Sir Godley’s disappearance as an act of the Terrible People, for she seemed scarcely interested.

“I’m getting weak, horribly weak,” she said. “I think it must be Jackie’s death that was responsible. Poor Jackie!”

Tears rolled down her pale face, and he heard her sob, and was just as embarrassed as the average man would be in the presence of a weeping woman.

Beyond the level crossing at Sunningdale he stopped the car at her request before a garage which showed no sign of life.

“You’ll never get a car here.”

“Yes, I will,” she insisted. “There’s a caretaker on the premises.”

“Where are you going?”

“Back to London,” she replied. “I’ve done my best — I’ve done my poor best!”

She held out her hand.

“Goodbye, Mr. Long. I ought not to wish you well out of this, but I do. And if there is another world, as some people think, and you’re conscious after life of all that is past, you will remember that I tried.”

She turned away, her voice broken, and he stared after her as she went rapidly down the little road by the side of the garage toward a door which she evidently knew gave entrance to the night watchman’s quarters.

He continued on the road with a queer little fear at his heart — a fear that had been a stranger to him hitherto. She was so sure that death awaited him at Heartsease that she had almost communicated her faith to him.
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Ten minutes’ drive brought them to the big gates of Heartsease Park, and as he passed up the twisted drive, Betcher was oppressed by an unusual sense of danger. Anything less sinister than Mr. Cravel could not be imagined. He was waiting under the porch for Betcher Long’s arrival, and though the hour was early he was dressed with scrupulous care, and, the detective observed, shaven.

“Did you see my sister by any chance, Mr. Long?” he asked.

“No,” said Betcher, and Cravel laughed.

“She telephoned me five minutes ago from Sunningdale and said you had given her a lift to the garage.”

“In that case,” replied Betcher coolly, “I must have seen her.”

In the hall on a little tray was a steaming pot of coffee.

“I thought you would like a drink after your cold ride,” said Cravel. “I can assure you that it is not poisoned or doped.”

Then, as he still seemed undecided:

“Perhaps you would like to try it on Mr. Rouch first?”

The coffee was welcome, and Betcher Long drank a cupful gratefully.

“I am glad you brought Sergeant Rouch with you,” said Cravel, apropos of nothing.

“Why?”

Cravel shrugged his square shoulders.

“When one is suspected of all sorts of terrible crimes, one likes to have a witness, even a hostile witness,” he said “I’ve had a fire put in No. 7. That is Monkford’s old suite. You’re not nervous?”

“Why there?” asked Betcher steadily.

Again the manager shrugged.

“I don’t imagine that you have come down here at five o’clock in the morning to book a room for next year,” he said drily. “In fact, I expect rather an unpleasant interview, and, having some self-respect, I prefer that our conversation should be more or less private.”

The elevator was not working, and they climbed the two flights of stairs, and Cravel stood aside to allow the detectives to pass into the familiar sitting room.

A wood fire was burning on the hearth, and Betcher stripped off his coat. He looked at Rouch thoughtfully.

“On the whole, I think you had better stay downstairs, Sergeant,” he said.

The obedient Rouch went out of the room.

“I am afraid I am rather short of servants,” said Cravel. “I only keep enough staff to run the hotel during the winter, but if there is anything you want while you’re staying here, I shall be happy to get it.”

Evidently Cravel had carried out his intention of converting the suite into a stair-head. When he had driven up to the hotel, Betcher had noticed the presence of a builder. A new wall was being built out from the main front, and he gathered, from the general untidiness of the saloon, that the builders had already started to convert the suite.

“Now, Cravel, I want a few words of explanation from you, and I’m warning you that you’re very nearly at the end of your tether — where is Miss Sanders?”

Cravel smiled.

“Why should you imagine that I know?” he asked. “I have been in this place for the greater part of a week and haven’t stirred out. The last news I had, which was from Miss Revelstoke, was to the effect that Nora Sanders had been carried off by some person or persons unknown, and had been most heroically saved by that prince of detectives, Betcher Long!”

“She was taken away from a nursing home last night,” said Betcher, “your friend the Professor being responsible—”

“My friend the Professor? And who on earth is my friend the Professor?”

“I’m not going to argue with you; I’m going to find Nora Sanders, and you’re going to tell me where she is.”

They faced one another, and in Betcher Long’s eyes was a light which Cravel had seen once before. Yet he did not flinch; the hard lips were still curved in a smile.

“Maybe you are a little distraught, Mr. Long,” he said quietly, “and until you are calmer, I am afraid it is useless to talk to you, especially as the only information I can give you will come as a terrible shock to you.”

“Is that so?” said Betcher softly. “What is the nature of the shock?”

Cravel walked over to the fire and stood with his back to it, his hands behind him.

“A most unfortunate thing has happened,” he said slowly, “and I’m going to confess to you that I know a little — a very little — about this affair. Miss Sanders is by way of being a friend of mine — you probably didn’t know that, but I have had a number of letters from her, and she has honoured me with her confidence. It appears that she was rather distressed by the marked attentions which you have shown to her.”

Betcher nodded. The man was talking to gain time. He was also speaking with a purpose.

“Naturally, you would not imagine that your attentions would distress any woman, and I am not blaming you for that. It is consonant with human vanity—”

“You’re talking more and more like Clay Shelton,” interrupted Betcher. “That kind of shadow philosophy and half-digested logic was a specialty of his.”

A red flush crept to the man’s face for a second, his eyes blazed, and Betcher could hear his deep breathing. And then:

“I am not concerned with the philosophy of Clay Shelton, whoever he may be,” he said evenly. “I am merely advancing the view that you naturally would not dream that your attentions would be disagreeable to anybody. Miss Sanders did not like to hurt your feelings. Your attentions were so insistent, however, that she became alarmed, and she asked a friend of mine to help her escape from your rather embarrassing vigilance. I do not know the exact details of the case, but I understand that my friend succeeded in rescuing her last night. Unfortunately

He paused here, and Betcher waited, his eyes on the man’s face.

“Unfortunately, the shock of her terrible experience a few days ago proved too much for poor Nora, and on her way to Heartsease”

“Is she here?” Betcher asked quickly.

Mr. Cravel nodded.

“On her way to Heartsease she collapsed, and in spite of all the assistance which could be rendered by the doctor in town — died.”

“Dead?” Betcher Long’s eyes were half closed. “You’re a liar, Cravel! You’re trying to rattle me. You can try again! And if she is dead” — the gun in his hand did not so much as shake— “if she is dead, I’m going to carry out my promise, and nothing can save you.”

Again the man shrugged.

“It is a lamentable fact,” he said. “I thought you knew. My sister is not usually so reticent.”

“She knew?” asked Betcher softly.

Cravel nodded.

“Where is Nora Sanders?”

To his amazement, the man waved his hand in the direction of the door leading into the room where Monkford had met his death.

“We put her there,” he said. “Your friend the Professor is with her. What a clever fellow you are!” he went on, with heavy jocularity. “To come straight to this place! You must have a lover’s instinct!”

“Walk!” said Betcher curtly, his gun pointing to the man’s waist, and his other hand to the door. “We’ll see how far your joke carries,” he said, “and I have an idea it will be a poor joke for you, my friend.”

The man strolled leisurely up the room to the door communicating with the bedroom, turned the handle, and threw it wide open.

“Go in!” said Betcher, and followed slowly, all his senses alert.

The curtains of the bedroom had been half drawn. The gray light that streamed through the narrow space between gave the apartment an eerie, unearthly look. But of this he was not conscious. He stood, paralyzed with amazement, in the open doorway.

Facing him was a bed pulled up level with the wall, and on the bed, her face white as milk, her lips colourless and her eyes closed, was Nora Sanders! He could only stare openmouthed, his brain for a while refusing to function.

It was true, then; she was dead. Why else had they brought him here?

A movement at the foot of the bed, and he saw in the shadow of an alcove a queer, unfamiliar shape — an old man, his untidy white hair falling about his cheeks. The light glinted on his big spectacles. He was glaring at Betcher with a grin of hate.

“Don’t move, anybody! Stand over there, Cravel. If either of you pull a gun I’ll shoot!”

His eyes came back to the still figure on the bed. Dead! It was impossible to believe. Then, through the frozen surface of his sorrow bubbled the hot rage within him.

“You swine!” he hissed.

He took a stride forward; his second step brought him to the centre of the carpet by the bed. He felt it yield under him, and strove to fling himself back. But he was too late; the balance had shifted before he could recover. He flung out his hand to reach the edge of the great hole in the floor which the carpet had hidden, missed it, and fell. His head struck violently against a scaffold pole and he knew no more.
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A few minutes later Mr. Cravel walked leisurely down the stairs out to the porch where Rouch was standing, gazing dismally at the falling rain.

“Inspector Long is staying to breakfast,” he said.

“Oh, is he?” said Sergeant Rouch, in his most unfriendly tone. “Does he want me to go up?”

“Not yet. He has asked for certain documents which he is examining, and in which, I presume, he expects to find some evidence of my criminal mind.”

“Oh, does he?” Sergeant Rouch permitted himself to ask coldly.

Cravel unlocked the door of his office and went in, and presently Rouch heard him come out and the snap of the key turning. He did not trouble to look behind him, and that was his undoing.

The blow that Cravel struck would have killed an ordinary man, but the sergeant wore a thick derby hat. Under the impact of the blow he stumbled on to his knees. The truncheon rose and fell again. Cravel stooped and, grasping the man under the arms, dragged him out to where Betcher’s motor car was standing, and, hoisting him into the tonneau, threw the rug over him. From his office he wheeled a light motorcycle, and this he strapped leisurely to the side of the car, resting the wheels on the running board. This done, he got up to the driver’s seat and sent the machine down the drive.

A quarter of an hour later the car passed through Egham, turned abruptly into the Runnymede Meadows, and followed the Windsor road, which runs parallel with the river. At a point where the bank drops steeply to the water he got out, leaving the engines running, and detached his motorcycle. Turning the wheel, he threw in the gear and the car jerked forward, wobbled up a little rise, then down a steep slope, and plunging into the river, turned turtle.

He looked at his watch; it was now half-past five, and, mounting the motorcycle, he went back to Heartsease.

The girl and the old man were gone when he entered the room, and, looking round, he saw the pistol which the detective had dropped. It was still lying where it had fallen at the edge of the pit. Slipping the Browning into his pocket, he rolled up the carpet, removing it to the saloon. The bed had already been dismantled of sheets and coverings, and with a final glance round he locked the door of the untidy room and went downstairs.

There was work for him to do. From his office there was a narrow flight of stairs that led down to a cellar, from which the wine had been removed only a few days before. With a lamp in one hand and his truncheon in the other, he descended the stairs and walked along the brick floor until he came to a place immediately beneath a square hole that had been cut in the vaulted roof by the builders. Had he looked up, he could have seen through the scaffold pole the gap through which Betcher Long had fallen. But he had come upon another errand, and he caught his breath as, flashing the lamp to and fro, he failed to discover the man whom he thought to find dead or dying on the brick floor.

Betcher Long was gone! There was no evidence that he had ever been here; no sign of blood. He uttered an imprecation under his breath. It was impossible that the detective could have escaped serious injury. Perhaps the others had moved him. Again he searched the cellar, opening an interior room and examining it, too.

Betcher Long, alive, maddened by the sight he had seen… ? Never before in his life had this hardfaced man felt the twinge of fear, but he was terrified now. He locked the door of his office the moment he reached ground level, and, pouring out a stiff dose of brandy, drank it in one gulp. There was a knock at the door; it was the early-duty cook, who had been to Cravel’s room for the keys of the kitchen.

The old woman was deaf and was the only servant that had slept at Heartsease that night, for it was midweek, and there were no guests in the hotel. He unlocked the door, handed the kitchen keys to her, though this was not necessary, for he had made the coffee that morning and had left the kitchen door open, as she came back to explain in some alarm.

He went up the stairs to the second floor, and walked to the far end of the passage, and put a key into what appeared to be a part of a solid wall. It was a door of steel, and beyond this was a suite which did not appear in the list of apartments available for guests. This consisted of two rooms, a tiny bathroom, and a kitchenette, and was Cravel’s winter quarters when the hotel was closed. He fastened the steel door and went into the smaller of the two rooms. A girl was lying on the bed, perfectly motionless and apparently lifeless, save for the slight rise and fall of her breast, which only a keen eye would detect.

He lifted the bare arm and examined the three punctures, one of which was recent. On the table by the bedside was a small green bottle and an open hypodermic case. Raising an eyelid with his fingertip, he saw that she did not flinch, or show the slightest sensibility to light, and, with a grunt of satisfaction, he went to the other room.

This was empty. On the table was a note scribbled in pencil, which he read, and, having read, burnt in the open fireplace.

Where was Betcher Long? That was the absorbing problem. There was no reference to him in the note. He took the detective’s pistol from his pocket, examined it curiously, and laid it on the table behind him — the very appearance of the gun deepened his anxiety. For a long time he sat on the edge of the table, a cigarette between his lips, his arms folded, gazing moodily out of the window, which showed the angle of a wall and a clear view across the golf links. Supposing Betcher was dead somewhere and had been removed after the note had been written? The search for him would not begin until later in the morning. The car would be found in the river, and the body of Rouch would lead to dragging. That would take time.

He wondered what had happened to Alice. Why had she gone back to her flat instead of coming on and taking her part in that crisis? Alice puzzled him. She had been as hard and as remorseless as any, had taken all risks and feared nothing, and now she had weakened at a moment when she would have been so helpful.

A voice called him from below. He opened the door quickly and ran to the balustrade overlooking the hall.

It was his sister; the soddened clothing hung to her figure; the face, wet with rain, was looking up at him. “Come down,” she said, and he obeyed.

“Where have you been—”

She interrupted him with an impatient gesture. “Where is Long?”

He shook his head.

“I don’t know; he got away.”

She did not believe him — the very fact that she refrained from putting any further question was proof of it.

“I’ve been on the Sunningdale road,” she said, “and I found something — a taxidriver!”

Cravel frowned at this.

“Don’t be more mysterious than you can help,” he growled. “What has a taxidriver to do with me?”

“A lot, I think,” she answered. “He was standing at the end of the lane that runs along the park boundary, and he seemed fairly pleased with himself. I saw his cab parked under the elms, and he said he had been there since soon after midnight. He drove somebody here.”

“Who?”

She shook her head.

“That is what I wanted to know. I ‘freshed’ him, but he wouldn’t tell me. A gray-haired man who picked him up at the corner of Berkeley Square — that was all he would tell me, though I have an idea that he could have told me more. Sonny, there is somebody in this house — somebody you know nothing about.”

He blinked rapidly in his perturbation.

“Fiddlesticks!” he snapped. “There is nobody here except—”

She rightly understood his hesitation.

“She is here, then? You’re playing with fire — and not ordinary fire either!” she said intensely. “Sonny, get out of it while you can. You may be too late in an hour’s time. The going isn’t any too good, but there is at least a chance. Won’t you take it?”

A smile dawned on his harsh face.

“When everything we want is in our hands?” he asked contemptuously. “Am I a fool? No, we’ve gone too far. There is only one thing to do now, and that is to stick it out.”

She was looking at him thoughtfully; he had the feeling that she was not especially interested in his fate any longer and that she would presently change the subject in her abrupt way to something which touched her more nearly. Here he was right.

“I’m wet through — I think I will change,” she said.

Her apartment was immediately under that of her brother, and resembled it in all particulars, except that there was no mystery about the door.

He waited for her, pacing up and down the tiled floor of the lounge, until she came down again. Then he saw, to his surprise, that, over her dry clothes, she wore a rubber coat.

“You’re not going out again, are you?”

“Yes; I told the garage man I was returning. They are bringing in my car, and the garage is useful. It is on the main road, it has a telephone. I expect to be there all morning.”

He smiled again.

“What else do you expect?”

“Trouble,” she said in a low voice, “bad, bad trouble. Have they gone — the other people?”

He nodded.

“You’ve lost your nerve, kid. Jackie, I suppose? It was an accident — he shot himself in the struggle, the poor fool.” Then, as he saw the blank face, “I’ll swear to it, Alice! He was dead when we pulled him out of the water the second time. The hanging was ghastly, but you know — the Professor never forgave Jackie for the Colchester business. Hated him — poor devil.”

He waited, his hands flung wide in protest, but she was not convinced; no more now than when he had first told the story.

“An automatic killed him,” she said briefly. “Jackie had only an old service revolver; the newspapers were very certain about the Browning bullet, but we won’t go into that.”

She walked to the door and glanced left and right. The rain was teeming down, but she was not inspecting the weather.

“If he is not in the house, he is in the grounds. I should search, if I were you — no, I shouldn’t! I should bolt!”

“You’re not me,” he said tritely.

She had come to the house on a bicycle, one she had borrowed at the garage. He watched her till she had passed out of sight; then, going up to his room, he took up Betcher’s pistol, thrust it into the pocket of the raincoat he donned, and, with one glance at the drugged girl, he closed and locked the door and went out to search the grounds.

First he made a careful scrutiny of the immediate neighbourhood of the hotel and found nothing.

Part of the lawn facing the portico had been dug up to divert the electric cable that supplied the house. Here, on the soft loam, he found the trace of a footstep — a big, square-toed foot and the impress of a rubber heel.

At the sight of this, his interest in the girl’s theory quickened. Presently he found two more footprints in a patch of the lawn where the grass had worn thin. They came from the direction of the drive.

He lit a cigarette with difficulty and stood for a while debating the problem.

Who was the man who had come in the cab and what was his object? There was a short cut to the boundary lane and, acting on an impulse, he crossed the lawn and, following the path which led through a clump of laurels, he came to a wicket gate which opened on to the lane.

Drawing back the heavy bolts, he went out into the narrow lane and looked up and down. Presently he saw the cab, and, sitting on the running board, smoking philosophically, the driver.

The man turned quickly and half rose at the sound of footsteps, then sank down again.

“Thought you were my fare,” he said. “I hope he won’t be long. I’ve got to turn this cab over to my day man at eight o’clock.”

He explained that the cab was his own property and that he employed another man to drive it by day.

“I am afraid your fare will be a long time,” said Cravel. “Won’t you bring your cab into the hotel grounds?”

But here the man was immovable.

“He told me to wait here, and here I’m waiting,” he said. “If I miss him, I miss a teener.”

He looked curiously at the other, and Cravel frankly introduced himself.

“I can’t quite understand who is your fare,” he said, and strove to secure a little more information. But here he was unsuccessful. The description given by the taximan was unfamiliar to the manager. Then the garrulous driver said something which made Cravel jump.

“I hope he’s not going to bilk me,” he said. “I don’t like these jobs of following cars, though I kept up with the Fiat all the way down, and it was a ‘six,’ too!”

Fiat!

That was the car which had brought the Professor and his companion.

“What time did you pick him up?”

The cabman told him. He knew, also, the minute he and the car he chased had arrived at Heartsease. Cravel drew a deep breath. They had been shadowed! This possibility had not occurred to him.

The danger was now apparent, and his sister’s warning rang in his ears as he retraced his steps to the grounds.

He was nearing the place where the hole had been dug in the lawn when he saw something shining on the grass and, stooping, picked it up. It was a pair of pince-nez horn-rimmed reading glasses. Though they were drenched with rain, he guessed that they had not been there for very long.

He examined the glasses carefully — somehow, they fitted the picture which the cab-driver had drawn of his fare. He went straight into his little office and, shutting the door, descended to the cellar. Supposing the unknown had rescued the detective, there would be muddy marks on the floor, but for these he looked in vain. Baffled, he came out and went upstairs to his room. He was walking along the short landing that divided the two stairs when he stopped dead. On the red carpet, plain to see, was a muddy footprint that had not been there when he went out!
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His head bent forward, his heavy jaw outthrust, he turned slowly. There was no sound, no evidence of the intruder. Bending down, he felt the print. The mud was still wet. In a panic, he flew up the stairs and did not stop until he had reached his apartment, outside of which a tray rested on the floor — his breakfast brought here in his absence.

His first thought was of the girl. She was lying just as he had left her; her eyes were closed, she was very still, but the colour was beginning to flow back to her face.

“Phew!”

He mopped his streaming forehead, thrust his handkerchief down between his collar and throat. Going out, he brought the tray to the sitting room and drank a hot cup of tea with relish.

It was the old cook’s footprint he had seen, of course. Who else? He wished now that Alice had not told him of the cab — almost wished that he had refrained from questioning the driver. In his present state of mind, he would almost have welcomed the ability to deceive himself.

He scoffed at his own weakness. He, the most terrible of the Terrible People, was afraid! Walking to the window, he threw it wide open. The chill of the rainwashed air was a diversion. He had reached the point where he could be glad of physical discomfort, so long as it carried his mind away from the crouching fear that seemed ready to spring upon reason and overwhelm it.

Slipping off his raincoat, he put the pistol ready to hand on the table and gave himself up to thought, and unpleasant thought it was.

Suppose Betcher Long were alive? Suppose the trailing shadow that had followed the Professor were at this moment in the hotel? Suppose —

Then he heard a sound which made him leap from the table — the sound of a key turning in the door. Quick as lightning, he faced about.

“Don’t move, or I will kill you!”

He could only glare at the amazing apparition that met his eyes; for a second, he was incapable of speech or movement.

Here was a danger and a menace that in his wildest speculations had never occurred to him.

It was Nora Sanders.

Behind her he saw the length of the corridor, for the communicating door was wide open — it was the sound of the turning key that had aroused him.

“Don’t move!”

He was looking into the muzzle of a Browning pistol held in a hand that did not tremble.
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Cravel could only gape at the unexpected vision. Nora’s face was white; she was clad only in her nightgown, but the hand that held the pistol was marvellously steady. It was Betcher Long’s pistol — she must have taken it from the table behind him.

“Don’t move, please!”

She opened the door wider. Beyond was the corridor, and at the end the stairs, and safety. He heard the voice of his own waiter in the vestibule below. She had but to reach the foot of the stairs… He must temporize now for his very life’s sake.

“Miss Sanders,” be stammered, “you — you don’t know what you’re doing. You’ve been very ill.”

“I know well what I’m doing,” she said steadily, and yet her voice was curiously weak.

Perhaps she was more conscious of this than he. It seemed as though some other person were talking — she was listening to that sound of a strange voice.

“You’ll catch your death of cold if you’re not careful. Let me get you a coat.”

He lifted one from the hook in the tiny hall and held it toward her, but she retreated into the passage as he advanced, her gun levelled.

“Go upstairs,” he whispered urgently. “There is a fire in No. 6. Here is the key.”

He threw it down at her feet.

“I won’t touch you — I swear I won’t touch you!”

He picked up the coat, and then, as she hesitated, he flung it over her pistol arm. In another second, he had strangled the scream in her throat. She struggled feebly, for she was still under the effect of the drug, but he dragged her back, closing the door with his foot, and flung her on the bed.

“If you keep quiet I’ll not hurt you. If you scream, by God! I’ll kill you!” he whispered fiercely.

She stared up over the big hand that covered her mouth. She was helpless now, and her eyes spoke her despair.

With one hand he picked up the hypodermic; it was still half filled with its pale green fluid. Keeping the other hand over her mouth, he jabbed the needle into the white arm and pressed home the plunger. She tried to struggle from his grasp, but she was powerless, and presently she lay still, and when he closed her eyes they did not open.

Cravel was ashen with fear. The girl must be moved at once. He looked at his watch; it was too early to get the people he wanted, but as soon as it was possible, she must be moved from Heartsease. He tidied himself to remove the evidence of the struggle, changed his collar, which she had wrenched from his throat, and went out, locking the door behind him.

The drug would keep her under for an hour, and in the meantime, he must get rid of the few servants who were in the hotel. As to the strange man whose footprint he had seen, he must dismiss him as a factor, otherwise the fear of him would lead to madness.

The cook did not matter; she was deaf, and, moreover, would keep to her kitchen now that his breakfast had been served. The one waiter he disposed of readily, sending him to London on a fictitious errand. In the off-season the garage man acted as “boots” and assisted generally in keeping the hotel clean, and he, with the restaurant waiter and the cook’s assistant, comprised the staff. He must take the risk of acting suspiciously. He sent the garage man to the main gate to intercept the waiters when they arrived and tell them their services would not be required that day.

All this took time. He concluded his arrangements and went into his office and called a number. To his relief, a familiar voice answered him, and for five minutes he spoke in Danish.

“You’ll have to get her away, that’s all,” he said in conclusion. “I don’t care how — no, no, I don’t know what has happened to him. I searched the cellar but there was nobody there. Send Billy down as soon as you possibly can. If we can get through to-day we are safe.”

He hung up the receiver and went back to his suite; he had told nothing of the square-toed shadow. That would take too long in the telling.

The girl’s door was closed, as he had left it, and he sat down to find yet another explanation for the disappearance of Betcher Long.

It was impossible that he could have escaped. He had fallen three floors, and if that had not killed, it would certainly have crippled him. How slowly the time passed! It seemed that when he took out his watch it had stopped.

He recalled his talk with Betcher, striving to remember every second. Sir Godley had disappeared, he recollected, but of Sir Godley he knew nothing, except that he was Betcher Long’s father, and that a scheme had been discussed by the Professor for bleeding the banker. It was not strange that he did not associate Sir Godley with the footprints.

He could not afford to stay here, he realized. Somebody must be downstairs to meet the postman when he came. At all costs, he must behave normally.

He looked in at the girl; she was lying still. But she had been lying still before and had deceived him. To make absolutely certain, he used the needle again, and, satisfied, went downstairs to await developments. And they came swiftly.

As he strolled out to the open he saw a big car sweeping up the drive. It came to a halt before the portico and three men got out.

“I am Inspector Claves of the Berkshire Constabulary,” said the oldest of the three. “On a complaint laid this morning, and at the request of Scotland Yard, a warrant has been issued to search the hotel.”

He produced the document; it was signed by a local justice of the peace, but Cravel stood petrified, uncomprehending.

“To search the hotel?” he croaked. “What — what is the meaning—”

“I don’t know what it is all about, Mr. Cravel,” said the inspector, “but I have my duty to perform, and I hope you are not going to obstruct me in its execution.”

Cravel could only shake his head dumbly, conscious that the other two men had ranged themselves on either side of him.

“You have no guests in the hotel?”

“None.” Cravel’s voice was cracked; he could scarcely recognize it himself. They were going to search the hotel, and upstairs was the girl…

They passed from room to room and presently ascended to the first floor. The suite which Miss Revelstoke had occupied yielded nothing. The next room in the corridor was locked.

“Have you the key of this?”

“I have a passkey in my office.”

“Go and fetch it,” said the officer briefly, and Cravel went down, accompanied by one of the men, and searched his desk. But the passkey, which was kept in one of the smaller drawers of the desk, was not to be found. He found, however, in the reception office, the actual key of No. 3, and this he took back.

His mind was in a whirl; it was impossible for him to think consecutively or logically. All that he knew was that, by some horrible mischance, the clever plans of the Terrible People had been brought to failure; that disaster slowly and surely was overtaking them.

Why were the police searching the hotel? On whose information, he wondered dully, as the inspector opened the door of No. 3? Here was a chaos of scaffolding and builders’ material; a great square hole had been cut in the floor. Cravel caught only a glimpse of this, for the inspector slipped into the room and, after a while, came out and closed the door.

“What is this?”

“It — it is the new elevator that I am putting in,” stammered the man. “That is why I kept the door locked, in case some of the servants fell through. There is a hole in the floor—”

He made some incoherent statement about the alterations and their cost, and the party moved on to the next room and finally mounted the stairs to the second floor. Cravel followed numbly. Perhaps they would not notice the door in the wall? It was a dull morning, and the wall had a solid look.

His heart sank as the inspector went straight to the hidden door of the suite. He found his voice now:

“You can’t go in there,” he said.

He found a difficulty in speaking; was conscious that his agitation was patent to all beholders.

“I’ve — I’ve got a friend — he is sick.”

“Give me the key.”

“I tell you I have a friend who is—”

The grip tightened on his arm.

“Come, come, Mr. Cravel, don’t let us have any trouble. You have nothing to hide?”

He could only shake his head, and, like a man in a dream, he passed the key to the big officer, who opened the door and walked into the dining room, which faced them.

“There is another room here, isn’t there?”

Cravel did not answer, and the inspector tried the door of the bedroom, opened it slowly, and walked in. Cravel set his teeth and waited, and presently the police officer came out.

“Nobody here,” he said.

He had not closed the door, and, peering past him, Cravel saw that the bed where he had left Nora Sanders was empty!
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The remainder of the search seemed to occupy an eternity. The manager followed the men from room to room, hypnotized by this new shock. At long last they came to the lounge, and the police inspector handed him his keys.

“This sort of search is very unpleasant for all concerned,” he said, and he was almost respectful. “But you realize that I had no choice in the matter.”

Cravel said nothing. He saw only the empty bed; could think of no other matter.

The officers who had accompanied the inspector had gone out to their car — only the chief remained.

“That is all, I think, Mr. Cravel,” he said politely. “I am sorry to have given you so much trouble. And now I’m going to bother you a little further. May I ask you to come with me to your suite? — I want to ask you a few questions.”

He accompanied the baffled manager, and behind the closed door:

“This is a very old house, isn’t it, Mr. Cravel?” The manager forced a smile.

“The minds of the police seem to run on secret passages. Was it to discover that that you got your search warrant?”

“Mine doesn’t run at all, it is walking just now,” replied the officer. “But it is a very old house?”

“Goes back to Tudor days; some parts are older,” said Cravel, wondering what was coming next.

Why had the police taken their departure? Why was he being questioned now? “Will you tell me what brought you here?” he asked.

“I have in my mind the death of Mr. Joshua Monkford.” The officer spoke slowly, and he fixed Cravel with a glance. “It has suddenly puzzled the Berkshire police as much as it has puzzled Scotland Yard, and I am wondering whether you would care to make any statement on the matter.”

“Am I under arrest?” asked Cravel quickly.

The inspector shook his head.

“No, you’re not under arrest. You are not even being detained. I am asking you in the most friendly way.” Cravel had recovered his nerve by now.

“I have been questioned before and I have given all the explanations which have occurred to me,” he said shortly.

The inspector hesitated.

“Of course, if a man had anything to do with the killing — not a vital part, mind you, Mr. Cravel — it wouldn’t be a bad idea for him to turn King’s evidence—that is, State’s evidence. A man who did that might escape the worst punishment.”

Cravel laughed. Really, there were times when the police were childish.

“I suppose you realize that you are suggesting that a respectable property owner of Berkshire has been guilty of a cruel and wicked murder?” he said deliberately. “You have no illusions on that point, Inspector?”

“None whatever,” said the other.

He seemed at a loss as to how he should proceed, and when he resumed, it was to ask seemingly pointless questions about the number of guests that were entertained at the hotel in the course of the year. There was some object in this laborious cross-examination, and for the life of him Cravel could not guess what it was. For a quarter of an hour he was plied with stupid questions which could have no bearing upon the matter which was uppermost in his mind, and it was only toward the end that the examination became vital.

“I have information that Inspector Long and Detective-Sergeant Rouch came to this hotel this morning. What happened to them?”

“They went away again,” said Cravel coolly. “Mr. Long is not a good friend of mine and suspects me of all sorts of trickery which I should never stoop to perform. Apparently, the secretary of Miss Revelstoke, a very good friend of mine, disappeared last night from a nursing home, and because he knew,” he cleared his throat, “that I was interested in the young lady, he came down at five o’clock in the morning and stayed about a quarter of an hour. I haven’t seen him since,” he added truthfully.

“He drove away, did he?”

“He had a car, so he didn’t walk,” said the other sarcastically.

There was a knock, and the inspector got up and opened the door, and held a whispered colloquy with his subordinate.

“All right, Mr. Cravel, that’s about all I want to know,” he said. “I’m going now.”

They went down into the hall again, and, to Cravel’s unspeakable relief, the police car drove off with its phlegmatic passengers.

Now he had time to think clearly. First Betcher Long and now the girl had vanished into thin air. There was danger for him, big danger. He had got to the place where “Sauve qui peut
 ” was a good family motto.

There was a little mahogany desk in his sitting room, and in the lower steel-lined drawer a cash box. He took this out and opened it; it was filled to the top with American bills, and these he laid on the table. From his current cash box he extracted a handful of English bank and treasury notes, and this done, he went into the room where he had left the girl and changed quickly into a tweed suit. His powerful car was garaged at the hotel, and his plans were already made. Week by week for three years he had ticked off the sailings of the liners that go out of Genoa to New York, and he had an American passport brought up to date.

Clay Shelton’s amusement had been the forging of passports, and there was not one member of the gang who had not the necessary documents to take him into safety when real danger threatened. And real danger was here.

He heard a quick step in the hall, ran into the dining room, and swept the money into his pocket, and when the key turned in the lock and Alice Cravel came in, there was no evidence of the hasty departure he contemplated.

“The police have been here.”

“I met them on the road,” she said. “They stopped me and asked me a lot of foolish questions. They didn’t say a word about Long or the girl. Where are they?”

He shrugged.

“God knows!” he said.

She looked at him in amazement.

“They’re not here?”

“So far as I know, they are not here.”

“Where are the others? Have they taken the girl with them?” she asked.

He smiled.

“You had better ask them,” he said, and her glance was full of suspicion.

Then slowly she began to understand.

“They got away with her: I saw the ambulance on the Sunningdale Road ten minutes ago,” she said. “I’d have stopped it, but I wasn’t sure.”

It was his turn to be astonished.

“The ambulance? Which way was it going?”

“Toward London.”

He ran his fingers through his coarse hair, bewilderment in his face. Events had passed beyond his understanding.

“So far as I know, she was not in the ambulance, unless they came back while the police were here and smuggled her away. I had thought of that possibility.”

In a few words he told her what had happened.

“And Betcher Long?”

He groaned.

“Don’t ask me about Betcher Long. I tell you we dropped him, and he ought to be killed, but he wasn’t.”

“I want to see the room where he dropped,” she said, and, wearily, he accompanied her to Monkford’s suite.

“There’s the hole and that’s where he dropped, and if that isn’t enough to kill a man, I don’t know what is. I never dreamt he’d fall for it, but the sight of the girl threw him off his balance.”

She looked down. The corners of the pit were scaffold poles; there were cross-supports to keep the scaffolding in place at three points.

“He may have struck those,” she pointed, “and been thrown into one of the rooms down below.”

“It couldn’t have been on the ground floor, because the builders have boarded it in. If it happened at all it must have been in No. 3, and the police searched No. 3. Besides, he’d be knocked out. No, the thing is a mystery and I’m not going to attempt to solve it.”

“Where are you going?” She looked at his unusual costume.

“Going to town,” he said evasively. “There are one or two things I have to do.”

“You’re quitting!” she nodded accusingly.

“Don’t be a fool,” he said roughly. “Why should I quit?”

“Who else should quit but you?” she demanded. “Who has more to lose? Who is deeper in the mud and blood of this rotten graft than you? What did you do to Rouch?”

He made no answer.

“You clubbed him, and you are thinking this moment that he’s in the river under Long’s car by Runnymede Meadows. He’s not!”

The man glared at her.

“He’s not?” he said in a hushed voice. “Who told you?”

“He’s alive, and wasn’t in the car when you turned it into the river. He dropped out near Sunningdale level crossing; he must have recovered.”

A dead silence, and then:

“How do you know?” he asked.

“The garage man at Sunningdale told me when I got back there — that is why I have returned,” she said. “Rouch went there to telephone to the Berkshire police. You fool, that is why they came! Why else, did you think?”

Cravel put his hand up to his bloodless lips.

He raised his eyes slowly to hers.

“You’ve got money, haven’t you?”

“I’ve enough money to last, yes,” she replied.

“You’d better get out of England the best way you can.”

“Do you know — any ‘best way’?” asked the girl, her dark eyes regarding him gravely.

“What do you mean?”

“What is the best way out for a mouse when the cat is playing with it?” she asked. “For that is where we are.”

He glanced round nervously.

“You’d better get them on the ‘phone and warn them.”

“I’ve already been on the ‘phone in the hall,” she said. “And to whom do you think I spoke? A police officer at the exchange. Get out of England!” she mocked him. “There is only one way out for you, Sonny, and that is the way Jackie went.”

He dropped his eyes before hers. Now he pretended no more.

“I had to do it,” he said in a low voice. “You know.”

“I know,” she nodded, “but it is the only way out for you. Where are you going?”

“I’m going round to get my car.”

“Shall I tell you how far you’ll travel in your car?” she asked, her hands upon her hips, standing with her back from the door.

“See here, what do you know?” he asked.

“I know there are two Berkshire policemen at each gate, and one of them is a motorcyclist. There’s no more chance of getting away from Heartsease than of getting away from hell!” she said.

She left him, a broken, fearful man, and he sat at the table biting his nails, turning over and over the might-have-beens of yesterday, and he was so planning and so rejecting each plan as fast as it was made when a voice called him from the corridor outside, and he reeled to his feet, and, flinging open the door, came face to face with Betcher Long!
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Two narrow strips of plaster held a small square of lint on his forehead, but beyond that and the discolouration he could see extending past the dressing, he bore no marks of a fall. In manner and flippancy it was the old Betcher Long.

“Talking about bodies,” he said, “you’re the worst morgue keeper ever! Had a talk with my Berkshire rival, didn’t you — Inspector Thingummy from Windsor? A good fellow, but short on ideas. How does that King’s evidence scheme strike you?”

The man recovered his speech at last.

“Where did you come from — !

“‘Baby dear,” completed Betcher. “‘Oust of the everywhere into here!’ And if you want to know where the ‘everywhere’ is, I’ll tell you. It is in No. 3. And maybe I’d have died there, but the goodest of all the good Samaritans happened to be on the spot.”

“Where is Nora?”

“Miss Sanders, I think you mean. She is on her way to London. What a stupid oaf you are, Cravel! Why do you imagine the inspector took you up to your room and kept you engaged in conversation for the best part of a quarter of an hour? We were getting Miss Sanders away from the house. My friend borrowed your passkey very early in the morning, and I seized the opportunity while you were downstairs of making an inspection of your room. I’m rather glad you did not come up then, or I should have taken a course which would have defeated the ends of justice. In other words, I should have broken your neck. You know why I’m here now?”

“I can guess it,” said Cravel.

He was quite calm now. Fear had dropped from him like a cloak in the presence of real danger.

“I have come to give you a faint chance. I can promise you nothing,” said Betcher Long. “I want to know how Monkford was killed, and if you were not instrumental in his death, then you’ve a chance.”

“If I turn State’s evidence!” sneered the man. “And do you think, for one minute, knowing all you do, that I’m the sort of man to squeal on my friends?”

He considered for a while.

“So you had the passkey? I didn’t miss it until that damned inspector sent me down to get the key of No. 3.”

“And it was while you were looking for it that I opened No. 3 from the inside and revealed myself to the astounded constabulary,” said Betcher. “You will remember that the Berkshire man came in alone to search the room. He did that because he knew that there were three people hidden there, and it also gave me an opportunity of telling him what I wanted him to do.”

“Where is my sister?” asked Cravel suddenly.

“She has gone away with a friend of mine.”

“Arrested?” he asked quickly.

Betcher nodded.

“I think she will get off, but I rather fancy she will be the only one. Jackson Crayley might have escaped, too, but you anticipated the course of the law, judged and executed him. That was diabolical, Cravel — a most evil deed.”

Cravel did not meet the stern eyes of the detective; he was looking down at the ground. Betcher saw the patch of red come back to his face, but it was not the red of shame. Suddenly he looked up.

“You want to know how Monk ford was killed, and I suppose the best thing I can do in the circumstances is to tell you.”

“Did you shoot him?”

“No, I didn’t shoot him.”

“Did any of the others?”

“No.” Again he shook his head. “He shot himself.” And seeing the unbelieving smile: “He shot himself, I tell you.”

“No weapon was found.”

“The weapon was found,” said Cravel, “only you didn’t know it when you had it in your hand. You want to know?”

Betcher pointed to the door and the man walked out.

“I’ll borrow that passkey of mine,” he said, and the detective handing him the key, he opened the door of Monkford’s bedroom.

Cravel glanced at the yawning hole in the floor and smiled crookedly.

“You want to keep away from that hole; we nearly had an accident there this morning,” he said, and Betcher Long, whose sense of humour was never entirely suppressed, could appreciate the humour of the man he intended hanging.

“The whole thing was very simple and very ingenious,” began Cravel, “but like most of the simple and ingenious things of life—”

Suddenly he stopped and dropped his head.

“My telephone bell is ringing. Can I go down?” he asked.

Betcher nodded. There was no possible chance of the man’s escape. The front and the rear of the house were guarded. He looked round the room, so full of poignant, painful memories. The bed was still drawn up on the far side of the cavity — how cleverly that trap had been planned for him! And here in this room Joshua Monkford had been stricken down in his health and pride, by an unknown assassin.

He heard Cravel running up the stairs and went to the door to meet him. “It was for you,” said the man, a little out of breath, “I’ve switched it through to this ‘phone.”

Although the room had been partially dismantled, the telephone was still connected with a wall plug. He bent to the floor and picked it up, took off the receiver and listened.

“There’s nobody here — the line is dead,” he said. “Exchange often gets that way. Wake ’em up.”

Betcher’s finger was on the hook when a queer premonition of danger made his flesh creep.

It was too late to inhibit the action. The hook was half pressed, but he dropped the receiver a little and then…

The explosion deafened him, and he dropped the instrument to the ground and spun round, one hand to his ear. Cravel was standing bolt upright against the opposite wall, a look of comic surprise on his white face. Blood was pouring from his face, and in the centre of his forehead was a tiny red patch. He swayed slowly left and right, then fell in a crumpled heap on the ground — dead!
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Running to the head of the stairs, Betcher called to the man who was in charge below, and together they lifted the man on to the bed. Not an eyelash flickered. Betcher felt his wrist; it was pulseless, and, tearing open the shirt, listened at the man’s heart.

“But how did it happen, sir?” asked the officer.

Arnold Long did not reply. He picked up the telephone and examined the receiver. In the centre, as in all telephone receivers, was a hole about half an inch in diameter, but, unlike other receivers, it was not backed by the sensitive diaphragm and he glanced down a rifled steel tube. Unscrewing the top, the mystery was a mystery no more. The telephone receiver was in fact modelled on the pattern of a humane-killer, with a chamber for the cartridge halfway up, and the shell was fired by an electric contact made when the hook was depressed.

And then he remembered that he had both seen and handled the telephone and had actually called the office immediately after Monkford’s death. Now he understood why the firework had been thrown into Nora’s room, and why Cravel had distracted his attention elsewhere. It was to take away this instrument of death and to substitute the genuine telephone.

He stopped at the local police station on his way back to town to break the news to Alice Cravel. To his surprise and relief, she learnt of her brother’s death with great calmness.

“I am very glad,” she said simply. “It is better that he went — in that way. He must have been behind you in line with the receiver. You had a narrow escape, Mr. Long.”

“Did you know he had set that trap for me?”

She shook her head.

“No, I never dreamt he could persuade you to use the telephone. I was afraid of — of something else altogether.”

By the time he got back to his flat it was midday.

“Sir Godley’s valet has been telephoning all morning, sir,” said his servant. “He wants me to tell you that your father has returned.”

“You surprise me,” said Betcher.

There was still work to be done. He interrupted a metropolitan police magistrate at his lunch, and secured certain authorizations which were necessary to him, and at half-past three, accompanied by the undaunted Rouch, who was officially on the sick list, he called at Lincoln’s Inn Fields and was shown into Mr. Henry’s neat office.

At the appearance of the detective, Henry collapsed. It was the first intimation he had had that Betcher Long had escaped from the trap which had been set for him.

He had not Cravel’s power of dissimulation — none of his iron nerve. He sat, a limp and shaking figure, in his office chair, incapable of movement or of speech.

“Sorry to distress you. I presume that you were under the impression I had passed to my fathers? You know me, Henry, and I think you can guess why I have come. I am going to take you into custody on a charge of being concerned in the wilful murder of Joshua Monkford on the 1st of August of this year. It is my duty to caution you that what you now say may be taken down and used in evidence against you.”

Still the young man did not speak. His brown eyes stared into vacancy. He was powerless to move, beyond consecutive thought, and not until the detective caught his arm and pulled him erect did his senses function.

“Where’s — where is Cravel?” he asked thickly.

“Dead,” said Betcher Long.

The man gazed at him uncomprehendingly.

“Dead, eh?” and then he began to chuckle. “That is funny. Sonny dead, eh? Damn’ funny!”

He was rolling his head from side to side, shaking with stupid laughter, as they hurried him across the sidewalk into the waiting taxi.
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Miss Revelstoke had spent a very exasperating forenoon. She was bereft of her secretary at a moment when her correspondence was unusually large, and she had no inclination to open the pile of letters that waited on her desk. Some of the letters were registered, all were urgent, for they contained bills which had been shelved for months.

Her financial position was not a particularly good one at the moment. She had had to sell stocks at a loss; her expenses had been very heavy, and there had been certain vexatious lawsuits initiated against her. One immediate effect of Joshua Monkford’s death which she could not have foreseen was that the bank had called in a very large overdraft, and had followed up the notice of its intention with a writ and the attachment of certain securities.

Among the minor troubles of that morning was the eccentric behaviour of her telephone. She had made three attempts to get through to Heartsease, and every time the number was engaged. Nor had she been any more successful when she attempted to communicate with her lawyer; and the note she had sent by hand, dispatching a maid in a taxicab, had never been delivered, though this she did not know.

In moments of distraction Miss Revelstoke had one sure refuge. She opened her workbasket and took out a piece of delicate cambric, threaded a needle, and began to sew. And she was so working when, glancing through the front window, she saw the taxicab stop and Betcher Long get out, and with him two other men, who, she did not doubt, were police officers.

The maid was hurrying along the hall to answer the bell when Miss Revelstoke intercepted her.

“I will answer the door. Go back to the servants’ hall,” she said, and watched the girl until she was out of sight.

She had a small pair of scissors in her hand, and the fine wire communicating between bellpush and servants’ hall ran along the wall within her reach. She stretched up her arm and cut the wire, passed out through her study into the courtyard behind, stopping only to put on her hat and take her bag from the table.

Opening the garage door, she started the engine and swung the machine, not to the right, which would bring her to the front of the house, but to the left. She could, and did, slip through a side street here, and came to Ladbroke Grove near the railway station. Here she stopped the machine and went up the steps and bought a ticket for Liverpool Street. Within a quarter of an hour of her reaching that terminus, the Clacton express pulled out of the station, carrying in a first-class carriage an unconcerned woman who was systematically examining the evening papers she had bought.

She was alone in her compartment, and with the aid of a comb and a small powder bag, she managed to produce a remarkable change in her appearance.

Clacton-on-Sea is a popular resort, crowded, at this period of the year, with trippers and holiday-makers. And three times a week an excursion steamer called on its way from Tilbury, and for a very small sum it was possible to travel to Ostend, spend a night in that resort of beauty and fashion, and return on the following morning. The boat left within an hour of Miss Revelstoke’s arrival, and she was one of its passengers. She carried no baggage but her umbrella and the two tightly packed pockets attached to an underskirt which she wore by day and had folded under her pillow by night.

No passports were required from the excursionists, and if they had been, Miss Revelstoke had one to produce. She walked over the cobbled streets of Ostend until she came to the broad promenade, crowded at this hour with gay humanity.

Miss Revelstoke was not gay, but was very adaptable, and the quasi-carnival in progress had a special appeal for her. She might sacrifice her dignity and wear a mask with the rest of the revellers, but there was no reason why she should. She was here on business; there were quite a number of good shops where women’s clothing could be bought, and on the Place des Armes a store or two where she could acquire the dress of a well-to-do peasant woman. She hated black bonnets, but she bought one, and an old-fashioned mantle and a long, heavy skirt and spring-side boots. These, with a pair of gold-rimmed spectacles and a heavy-looking bag, were all the disguise that she needed. When she had changed in the little hotel where she took a room, and had washed some of the dye out of her hair with strong soda-water, even Betcher Long might not have recognized her.

She made her discarded clothes into a bundle, which she put under her arm, and, paying her bill — the landlady was so interested in some grievance of her own that she scarcely noticed the transformation — she walked to the marine station. On the way, she acquired a large umbrella, and this, with her bundle, completed the picture.

That night she reached Brussels and slept in a third-rate hotel, confiding to the concierge that she was a Walloon and had been on a visit to her son in eastern Flanders. Her French was perhaps a little too classical for a Walloon, but the concierge never for a moment thought that she was anything but what she pretended to be, for she tipped him meanly and refused a cab to carry her to the eastern station.

She went no farther than Liege. Here she got lodgings in a respectable part of the town and spent her time in studying the English newspapers which she purchased at the railway station, mispronouncing their titles vilely.

Cravel was dead, Alice and Henry under arrest. She worried much about Henry, for she was very fond of him, and worried more when she learnt that “the prisoner was unable to appear, and the doctors certified that he was in such a condition of mind that he might not be fit to plead.”

A month passed. The preliminary hearing of the two was adjourned from week to week. And then she noticed with a frown that the Crown proposed to offer no evidence against Alice, and that she had been discharged. She had never liked Alice. Alice was a friend of Jackson Crayley, and Alice was full of scruples at times.

Madame Pontière, as she called herself, seemed likely to become a settled institution of Liege. She had obtained a police card of identity, duly filled up, and nothing seemed likely to disturb her serenity, for she learnt from the newspapers that she had disappeared and was believed to have gone to America.

And then, one morning, when she was coming out of the Cathedral, her big prayer book in her gloved hand, she came face to face with a man who raised his hat to her.

“Miss Revelstoke, I presume?” he said politely, and she walked back to the police office with Betcher Long, offering no comment, no reproach, and no threat. But Betcher felt that he was walking on those sunlit streets with stark murder personified.

The extradition proceedings were not protracted. One morning Miss Revelstoke stepped out of the SÃ¹retÃ© office accompanied by a woman police officer, and was put into a train that made a non-stop run to Brussels all too quickly. The transfer across Brussels was carried out with dispatch, and at five o’clock on a gray morning she landed at Dover. It was only then that she spoke directly to Betcher. Throughout the journey she had maintained a stony silence, and when he had spoken to her, had apparently not heard him. Now, as they walked up the platform to the train, she turned her head slightly. “How is Henry?” she asked.

“I am afraid,” said Betcher, “that your son will never be able to plead.”

She made no reply; not so much as a flicker of eyelid betrayed the despair in the heart of this iron-willed woman.

As the train was running through Bromley she spoke again.

“Alice squealed, of course? She was born that way — soft as butter. Not even the doctor could stiffen her.”

It was the first news that Betcher Long had of Cravel’s profession.

On the day “Miss Revelstoke” was sent to penal servitude for life, and the smiling, foolish young man who stood by her side in the dock was ordered to be detained during the King’s pleasure, Betcher Long came into the office of his chief and handed him a written letter.

Colonel Macfarlane read it very carefully.

“I’m sorry about this, Betcher,” he said. “Just when your name has gone forward for promotion. You have a record now — due to be a chief detective-inspector at twenty-seven would beat all records. But if you feel you ought to go, I can’t stop you. And on the whole, I think you are right to cut out police work and turn your mind to money-making. When do you want to be released?”

“At once,” said Betcher, “if that is possible.”

Colonel Macfarlane put the letter into his “immediate” basket.

“I’ll see what I can do about it. It may be two or three days before we can get your discharge through. but what is the hurry?”

Betcher did not answer this quite satisfactorily. He reached Berkeley Square at the moment his father’s car stopped before the door, and Sir Godley and Nora Sanders got out. She had been away in the country; had not heard how the trial had ended. When, later, Betcher told her, she shuddered.

“It is very dreadful,” she said in a low voice. “And I’m sorry for her — in a way.”

“I suppose I ought to be sorry, too,” said Sir Godley, selecting a cigar from the box on his library table. “And yet I can’t be.”

“Why should you be so especially sorry?” asked Nora in surprise.

The older man hesitated.

“Tell her why you should be sorry,” said Arnold Long quietly.

“Because” — he lit the cigar, blew out the match and put it down with tantalizing deliberation— “because—”

The telephone bell rang at that moment. He took up the receiver and listened. Betcher Long saw a frown gather on his father’s face.

“But that is extraordinary,” said Sir Godley. Somebody at the other end spoke earnestly — afterward he learnt that it was the prison chaplain.

“Very good — I will come.” He put down the instrument, and the eyes of father and son met. “She wishes to see me,” he said shortly.

“You? Why on earth” began the girl, and saw something in his face which silenced her.

“I think I had better see her,” he said, and went out of the room.
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It Was a fine afternoon, but it might have been I thundering or snowing for all the baronet noticed as he drove through the outer circle of Regent’s Park and came to the shabby dreariness of Camden Town.

The newspaper bills that gave the only colour to the streets said “Revelstoke Sentenced” or “Heavy Sentence on Terrible Woman,” for such the reporters, with one accord, had christened her.

Sir Godley hunched back farther in his car and sighed. The Terrible Woman! It must be twentyfive — thirty years since they met face to face. The coming interview would be unpleasant — might even be fearful — but he had a strong sense of duty. He had the merchant’s desire to rule a red line under her account in the place where “Finis
 ” comes in a storyteller’s tale.

And here was the end of high adventure and heartache and regretful memories such as middle-aged men have when they approach the sixties.

Holloway Prison has an appearance of mediaevalism. It has turrets, and frowning battlements, and a high central keep elongated into a tower where, it is popularly supposed, armed warders watch the walls, though this legend is not substantiated. A great forbidding gate blocks the central archway.

He found an entrance, and was admitted to the gatekeeper’s lobby, and identified himself before he was handed to a bright-faced woman of thirty in the uniform of a wardress and by her conducted to a superior officer.

The acting chaplain was waiting for him, a nervous young man who had taken the place of the prison chaplain then on vacation.

Here, Sir Godley learnt for the first time that he was admitted to the prison by Home Office order, that the circumstances were unusual (with this he was in mental agreement), and that he must make no statement to the press. The last injunction seemed superfluous.

“She is in wonderful spirits,” said the chaplain fervently (it was his first important prisoner, and he found Miss Revelstoke a fascinating object of interest), “and of course, ordinarily, I should not have applied to Whitehall. But she was so insistent — she has something to communicate, and as you are the president of the Bankers’ Association…”

Godley Long had, to his surprise, been elected that week to fill the post rendered vacant by the death of Monkford. “I quite understand,” he said.

It was queer that he should have come to Holloway Jail to soothe a fluttered chaplain.

“We will go. The interview will be private, though officially I shall be present.”

He had a quick, nervous way of talking as he walked, and as they traversed the corridor he made other unnecessary explanations; unnecessary, because the banker knew exactly why he had been sent for.

They came to a hall that was garlanded with steel galleries and had little doors set at regular intervals in the distempered walls.

Miss Revelstoke occupied a roomy cell on the ground floor — he suspected, with some justification, that it was the cell usually occupied by women under sentence of death, but he made no inquiries.

The wardress snapped back the lock and pushed the door inward.

“The door will be left open,” said the chaplain hurriedly. “I will remain outside.”

It required now a conscious effort, and the banker made it. He was in the cell, light and airy and meagrely furnished.

The woman was standing with her back to the farther wall, very composed, her dark eyes smiling. Usually, a prisoner, on entering the jail, changes her clothing for prison garb, but she wore the dress she had on at the trial — a neat blue suit. He learnt afterward that she was to be transferred immediately to one of the women’s convict establishments outside of London, for reasons which, to the authorities, seemed good and sufficient.

“Good afternoon, Godley — it was very nice of you to come.”

He inclined his head slightly.

“That boy of yours is rather clever — he inherits that from his mother, I suppose?”

The studied insolence of the greeting did not surprise him. She had not altered in twenty years, was the same self-possessed, contemptuous creature he had known.

“Naturally, I never dreamt that he was a relation of Clay’s,” she said; “the name struck me as a coincidence. If I had known, it might have made a lot of difference to me — and to you.”

If she hoped to provoke him to speech, she was to be disappointed. He nodded silently.

Age had brought changes to them both, but for all the lines and wrinkles, the sallowing of skin and hollowness of cheek, he would have recognized her.

“I want you to look after Alice and Henry,” she went on calmly. “Alice doesn’t interest me a great deal, and she can fend for herself. And Henry, I suppose, will be looked after. But it would make me happier to know that somebody outside — had him under his eye.”

“I will do that for you,” said the banker readily.

She was looking at him oddly.

“You have changed, but your voice is the same — I would know it anywhere. Life is queer, isn’t it? Clay dead — and the others, and your boy brought it all about! Wherever he moved, death came.”

She spoke without heat or bitterness. She might be reviewing the lives of people in whom she had no direct interest. Godley could only marvel at her self-possession.

“The police officers I have spoken to call him ‘Lucky Long,’ and I suppose chance played its part. Godley, why do you think I am taking this punishment so easily? Does that seem strange to you, knowing how clever a general Clay was?”

“That occurred to me,” he said.

She was watching him with her dark eyes.

“He was so wonderful,” she went on, “he provided for all contingencies. He would never have been hanged, only, in the struggle with your son, his coat was ripped down the back, and the dull fools at the police station provided him with another.”

He could dimly understand her meaning.

“As I remember the case,” he said, “nothing was found in the pockets of the coat but a few papers.”

The reply seemed to amuse her.

“I want you to think about what I have said,” she continued after a pause.

The chaplain’s anxious face appeared at the open door. He had a watch in his hand. Obviously, her time was short.

“I want you to digest the facts. Clay would have been alive, Sonny Cravel — Jackson Crayley, all would have been living; Henry, that poor boy, would be sane and in the enjoyment of life; I should have been sewing in my room in Colville Gardens, if it had not been for your — son.”

His stem eyes fixed hers.

“And Monkford — and the other people he killed. The judge and the lawyer and the wretched hangman,” he said harshly. “I tell you this, Alicia, that I am thankful to God that Arnold caught this man, thankful for all he has done to bring your confederates to ruin. If you think you can deceive me, as you deceive yourself, and can arouse in my heart pity or remorse, you are wasting your time!”

She was not offended. The eyes were still smiling as she took a folded piece of paper from the little table-ledge and held it out to him.

“This will explain my point of view,” she said, and as he reached out his hand to take the paper, she released her hold and it fluttered to the floor.

He took a step forward and stooped to pick it up…

It was the cry of the clergyman at the door that saved his life. The hand that she had held in the fold of her dress came up, something glittered for a space and fell, driven by all her strength. The warning cry of the chaplain made him fling himself to one side. The thin knife snicked his shoulders, and in a second the fury was struggling in his arms. She had the strength of a man. Twice the knife missed his face by a hair’s-breadth and then, with a superhuman effort, she flung him back from her, tore at the lapel of her coat and put her hand to her mouth.

The cell was full of wardresses by now, but she offered no resistance, and the knife dropped with a clang to the hard floor — and then they saw that its handle had the shape of a shoe-heel. Clay had indeed been a good general, or throughout her trial that razor-sharp blade had been sheathed between the upper and lower sole of the shoe she wore.

Sir Godley, white and shaken, went back to the governor’s office and was left there alone for a long time.

Presently the deputy came in. His face was black with trouble.

“Did you give the woman anything?” he asked.

Sir Godley looked at him in wonder.

“Give her anything — what do you mean?”

“Poison?”

The banker was aghast.

“Good God, no!” he said. “Is she—”

The deputy nodded.

“She is dead,” he said simply; “one of the buttons of her coat is missing — I think the poison must have been in that.”

And now the banker understood why the changing of Clay Shelton’s coat had stopped him from cheating the gallows.

A good general — but even the best of generals make their blunders
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A fortnight had passed — the inquest had been a day’s wonder and had been forgotten. Betcher did not see his father, but Nora Sanders was his daily companion. She needed his advice, for she had decided not to apply for probate of the Monkford will.

“The signature may have been a forgery,” she said, and Betcher, who had no doubt at all on the subject, agreed.

Sir Godley came back from Bournemouth a new man, though the attack on him had shaken him more than he cared to confess. That night, when dinner was finished and the servants had withdrawn, he rested his elbows on the table and turned to the girl.

“Did you read the account of the inquest?” he asked.

She shook her head.

“Arnold wouldn’t let me see the newspapers,” she said, “and even if he had, I shouldn’t have read the account. The only thing I saw was a big placard which said: ‘Banker’s Amazing Story’ — was that you?”

“That was me!” said Sir Godley grimly, “and the amazing story was the one I was about to tell you when I was interrupted.”

“Who was Miss Revelstoke?” she asked.

Sir Godley drew a long breath, reached out mechanically for a cigar, and cut it with a hand that was surprisingly steady.

“She was my wife,” he said.



Chapter XLVII


Table of Contents


The full story of the Terrible People did not come out in court, and thank Heaven it wasn’t necessary that I should be in attendance. Clay Shelton was my brother — or rather, my half-brother. He was a wild, unscrupulous young man, who robbed my father and was afterward to rob me. At the time he bolted, as eventually he did when our father discovered the theft, I was engaged to a pretty Danish girl, a Miss Ostrander, who had come to England to act as governess to a neighbour of ours. I met her at a garden party, fell in love with her, and soon after my brother’s departure, I married her.”

He knocked off the ash of his cigar with a grim little smile.

“I hope it will never be your experience to make the discovery which was mine. Outwardly, she was the sweetest, dearest girl you could imagine. On the day we married, she told me something that knocked me over — she was in love with my brother, and had only married me in order that the child she was expecting should not be nameless. Why she told me at all, I have never understood. I think she wanted to hurt me, or perhaps revolt me so that I should show her no marks of an affection which she confessed she loathed.

“I was a pretty goodnatured fellow in those days, with a tremendously high opinion of women, and the discovery was the severest blow I have ever received. We had gone off to Copenhagen on our honeymoon, and it was on the boat crossing the North Sea that she dropped this bombshell. Three days after we reached the Danish capital, she left me. She had gone out to do some shopping, and I waited an hour for dinner, at the end of which time I received a note, delivered by hand, saying that she did not intend to return, and that she had gone where true happiness was to be found. I immediately filed a suit for divorce, citing a lover who I swore was unknown to me. The divorce was granted, and I believe they married—”

“On February 8, 1886,” interrupted his son. “That was the third date carved on the cabin panel. The second was the date of his wife’s birth. The fourth was the birth of Crayley, or in other words, Jackson Crayley Long.”

“Crayley was the name of our family seat in Yorkshire, by the way,” Sir Godley went on. “I never saw or heard of them until one day my manager came to me in a great state of mind and told me that we had paid out sixty thousand pounds on a forged bill of exchange. My first thought was, of course, to put the matter in the hands of the police. I sent for the bill, and on the back of it I saw pencilled two letters ‘J. X.’ They had escaped the attention of the cashier, but I knew from the peculiarity of the writing — John’s X was different from any other X in the world — that the forger was my brother, and that he had put those initials there as a challenge. I paid sixty thousand pounds out of my own private fortune, and inserted an advertisement in the agony column of the Times beginning ‘J. X.: This time I have honoured, but next time I will betray you.’ He never attempted to catch me again, but very soon after this began the series of international forgeries which made the name of Clay Shelton infamous.

“There was one thing about Clay Shelton that I can admire — I use that name in preference to any other — his iron restraint. He was married, he had a growing family, yet he was never with them except for three weeks in the year, when they all met at a little Danish watering-place on the Baltic. The children were brought up in Denmark, and learned to speak the language as fluently as their own. And then, as they came of age, Clay had the courage to tell them of his profession. He knew that, if they were kept together, sooner or later he might be detected, and disgrace would fall upon every member of the family.

“So he hit upon this novel expedient: each member was trained to be a distinct identity. None of them was to pretend he was related to the others, except when they met for their yearly reunion. The mother came to England and established herself as a maiden lady of independent means. The boys went to different schools under different names, and as they grew up they were entered in different professions. Crayley became a landed proprietor; they bought him a farm, which he mismanaged on behalf of the family; they bought a house on the river for him, and his job was to travel the Continent, get in touch with wealthy people, and not only procure their signatures but learn everything there was to be learnt about their private lives.

“Henry became a lawyer; a practice was bought for him, but this did not happen until after the second son, Cravel, was established as proprietor of Heartsease. In this role, not only did he turn over his capital at a profit, but a home was found for the one daughter of the marriage, Alice. Cravel was the right-hand man of his father. Jackson Crayley, as we called him, was the family fool. He bungled everything — I am telling you now what I have learnt from Arnold. He even brought about his father’s death by his stupidity in passing him the pistol the moment he was arrested. His mother hated him, for some reason which even Arnold doesn’t understand, and eventually was to achieve his death.

“Crayley was a good fellow who hated his work, and sought every opportunity of shaking himself free from the trammels of his horrible association and living a decent life. In this he was seconded by his sister Alice. These two were great friends. But the strong man, after his father’s death, was Cravel, though it was Miss Revelstoke, as we called her, who employed the riffraff of the underworld to carry out the work of the Terrible People; she who, in a man’s garb and wearing a white wig, hired the thugs. But it was Cravel who was near at hand to kill the assassin, whether he failed or succeeded.

“Cravel had bad sight, or he would have done his own shooting. On the morning Arnold came back from Chelmsford Jail, he was shadowed by Henry on a motorcycle, Henry’s task being to bomb my son’s car if the marksman failed to get him. It was fairly simple, wasn’t it, Arnold?”

Betcher Long nodded.

“Yes; they had a greengrocer’s Ford in the cut road, and as soon as Harry the Lancer was dead, the car went on, picked up Henry and his motorcycle, and got clean away.”

“One by one they killed the men who had brought their father to his death, and Cravel was the leading spirit. He had taken a doctor’s degree before his father gave him the money to buy Heartsease, and there can be little doubt that he infected the judge and organized the artistic accident which ended the life of the counsel; but it was he and Henry who lay in wait for Wallis, the hangman.

“Poor Jackson Crayley! He bungled all things. Even his heliographed signal was a blunder, for it nearly cost Cravel his liberty. And all the time, behind Cravel and behind Henry, was the directing force and generalissimo
 of Colville Gardens!”

“Was it due to any machinations that I became her secretary?” asked the fascinated girl.

Sir Godley shook his head.

“It was an accident that she employed you, but once you were in her house she searched to find a use for you. It was the day you visited Monkford that Miss Revelstoke decided how you were to be employed. You have told us how, when you came back, she said that Monkford had rung up and had been loud in his praise of you.

Monkford had not touched the telephone. And then this was followed up by the arrival of the mysterious ring — Monkford again. All this was intended to give plausibility to the will, which had already been drawn up by Henry and the signature forged.

“Unfortunately for the wretched woman, the ring she gave you was one which Arnold had seen on a picture of her when she was a girl. The identical setting, the identical ring. It was that clue which put him on the trail. When he came to me with a description of the jewel, I was able to tell him that it was the identical ring that I bought for the woman the first day we arrived in Copenhagen!

“Alice Long has been able to tell us what happened the afternoon before Monkford’s murder. Henry and Crayley — I suspect Henry as being the prime mover — carried a story to Monkford to this effect, that Arnold had been spreading stories about Monkford and you, Nora. Monkford was naturally furious. Though he may have liked you, he had not the slightest idea of love or marriage. He was, in fact, a confirmed bachelor. But they needed this attitude of his to prevent his consulting with Arnold. That was the devilish ingenuity of it. They knew that if he was sore with Betcher he would keep my son at a distance, and they wanted him kept at a distance until their wicked work was finished. How he died, you know. The telephone was probably the invention of Cravel, who was an ingenious workman.

“I can say honestly that I had not the slightest idea of Miss Revelstoke’s identity, even after I had heard of the ring, until one night I went out to post a letter and a taxi passed me, containing an old gentleman. The ‘old gentleman’s’ hand was resting on the window ledge. As the car passed, I caught a glimpse of the face. For a second, the dark eyes rested on mine, and I nearly dropped. Not all these years could efface the memory of Alicia Ostrander, and instinctively I knew that Alicia Ostrander and Miss Revelstoke were one and the same person. There was no reason why I should associate them, but I did.

“My cab followed the other until it reached Colville Gardens, where it turned into a back mews, and now I was certain. I had a little talk with the cabman, and asked him if he was game to follow her machine that night if it came out again. He had a new car, and when I told him who I was, he said he was not only willing, but curious. I rather fancy that he suspected me of being something of a gay dog! Though I did not anticipate that she would appear again, whilst I was talking, her car came out of the mews, and passed me so closely that I saw the face of the driver.

“And now I was absolutely sure. It was raining, and that helped a lot to make my pursuit possible, for otherwise we should never have been able to keep up with the machine. It was easier outside of town, because the roads were slippery and both cars had to move with caution. I induced the driver, after considerable persuasion, to dim his lamps, but I might have saved myself the trouble, for she did not expect the pursuit, and I doubt very much if she once looked back. We came at last to a place which I guessed was the Heartsease of which I had heard so much. The car passed through the gate, and here I left the cabman and continued my journey on foot.

“The rain was heavy now, and I took up my position under a cedar which gave me some sort of protection. The woman had disappeared into the hotel, and then I saw a man come out and take the car away, presumably to the garage. I waited and waited feeling rather a fool, and wondering what my cabman was thinking of me, and at last decided that I’d be a sensible man if I went home to my alarmed household. I was walking down the drive when two brilliant lights appeared ahead of me, and I had just time to conceal myself when a big motor-ambulance flashed past and stopped, not in front of the portico, but at the side door where Miss Revelstoke had gone in.

“I walked back, keeping well to cover, and I saw them lift out a stretcher, and one of the men, who was, I think, Cravel, lift a figure in his arms and take it into the hotel. Almost at once the ambulance wheeled round and went back the way it had come. My curiosity was piqued, and though I am no longer young, a certain amount of athletic prowess remains with me. The front door of the hotel was dosed, but there was a portico, and on top a small balcony. Here I narrowly escaped an accident which might have proved serious. Workmen had been digging in the grounds, and I all but stumbled into a deep hole. As it was, I took a bad fall on the grass, losing my glasses and ruining irretrievably my dress suit — which, of course, I was still wearing. Five minutes’ strenuous work brought me to the top of the portico and to a window which I had no difficulty in forcing.

“I realized that my curiosity could be construed as being unpardonable, and that I might possibly find myself in a very embarrassing position. But in spite of this, I opened the window and stepped into what proved to be the corridor of the first floor. I heard voices somewhere, but the place was in darkness, and I felt my way along the wall, trying every door. They were all locked. I climbed to the second floor, and then I heard somebody speaking, and at the first sound of Miss Revelstoke’s voice, my mind went back nearly thirty years, and I remembered the day when she had expressed her frank opinion of me on that dancing little packet-boat! But what she was saying interested me most; so coldblooded, so horrible was her scheme that I felt my scanty hair rising. I decided I must find a hiding place, and tried the doors on that floor, but they were all locked. Making my way downstairs, I came to the hall which opens into the lounge, as you know, Arnold. The first thing I saw, by the faint light of a night lamp which was burning on a table, was the open door of the office. I went in, dared to switch on the light, knowing that generally in the manager’s office some sort of key was found, and then, by great good luck, I saw the passkey hanging on a small hook inside the roll-top desk. I took this and went up the stairs as fast as I could. I had reached the first landing when I saw a light above, and opening the nearest door, I slipped in and stood waiting until they had gone.”

Sir Godley smiled ruefully.

“My narrative might very easily have ended there. Putting out my foot, I touched nothing. I had a box of matches in my pocket, and one of these I struck, and for the first time saw the hole in the floor and in the roof above — the cavity above being covered by what looked to be the underside of a carpet. It was not very hard to guess that some structural alterations were in progress. The scaffold poles, the builders’ tools which were lying in the room, all pointed to a very simple explanation.

“I had locked the door on the inside when I went in, and now I waited for a very considerable time, hoping that the three people who were in the hotel would go away. But throughout the night either one or the other seemed to be on the stairs or within listening distance. I could only speculate as to who was the unfortunate creature that had been brought in the ambulance, but I know now my speculations were exact. Hour after hour passed, and then, to my astonishment and joy, I heard Betcher’s voice. As he went up the stairs, he passed within a few yards of me, and I waited, wondering exactly what would happen.

“After a long and bewildering silence, I heard steps in the room above, and his voice came clear. The hole in the ceiling of the room was, as you know, covered with carpet, and, strangely enough, the first thought I had, when I heard Arnold upstairs, was whether he would make a slip. I heard Arnold speak and Cravel answer, and then he moved toward the carpet, and I had opened my mouth to warn him, but the carpet doubled, something shot down in the dark, bounced off a piece of scaffolding, and knocked me flying. I just caught hold of him and pulled him to safety and for that reason he was not seen when Cravel looked down.

“I began to realize now that both I and my boy were in a peculiarly tight corner, and I was particularly grateful at the thought that in my hip pocket was a little automatic that I have been carrying for some considerable time Fortunately, Betcher was unconscious and could not betray his presence, and after half an hour of shuffling and walking and talking above the stairs, there was silence.

“There was no water; I could not dress his wound, but I could feel that he was not very badly hurt. I think he was more winded than wounded,” Sir Godley chuckled, “and I’m rather glad he was, for by the time he had breath to speak, the people upstairs had gone. I told him who I was and what had happened, and told him about the passkey.

“There was a window in the room, and through this I saw the car, which evidently held Miss Revelstoke and her son Henry, leave the place. Arnold’s first thought was of you, Nora, and when, after a little wait, I saw Cravel driving my son’s car away, we began a search of the house, starting at the bottom and gradually working up. It was a long business, and I had expected, for some reason, that you were in one of the rooms on the ground floor. I suppose it was, seeing you carried in unconscious, I imagined that it would be too much of a business to carry you upstairs.

“We had reached the first floor when he heard Cravel return, and again hid in No. 3. There was a long wait. Once Arnold thought he heard your voice, Nora, but that passed, and then Cravel went downstairs.

“‘We’ll risk it,’ said Arnold, and up we went, and the first door we opened was that of Cravel’s apartments.

“We wrapped you in a blanket and carried you downstairs, to No. 3. We could, of course, have confronted the man, but Betcher thought there was some danger, and that, in his desperation, Cravel might shoot. And then, most providentially, the Berkshire police arrived, in response to Rouch’s telephone message, and it was when they came to No. 3 and Cravel had gone down to get his passkey that Arnold unlocked the door from the inside, showing himself to the inspector and persuading him to hold this diabolical villain in conversation whilst we got you, Nora, my dear, to safety. And that’s the story.”

“And a darned good story, too,” said Betcher. “If it has a fault, it is that it does not quite throw the high lights upon my acumen and valour, but I shall have plenty of time to impress those qualities upon you.”

Nora smiled into his eyes.

Under her own hand, she had already instructed her lawyers not to ask for probate of the forged will. And really, as it proved, there was no necessity. On the day before her marriage, Sir Godley Long made a settlement upon her which startled even his son. And it took a whole lot to startle Betcher Long.


The End



We Shall See! (1926)
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I. Billy and the Briscoes
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Shall I write “Ichabod” across the rosy splendour of my dreams because I have incurred the disapproval of Inspector Jennings?

He snarls every time he meets me, and in more amiable moments, shakes his head predicting a bitter failure. As to that, to employ Billy’s favourite tag: “We shall see!”

It is sufficient that I am no longer his inferior in rank and that the Third Commissioner has marked “Excellent record” against my name in his confidential report. This I know because he told me over the dinner table last night. He is such a perfect little gentleman that he never once referred to what happened on the 18th day of May at

Tavistock railway station, nor did he speak again of that night when Mary Ferrera stood, pistol in hand, staring blankly at the huddled figure lying across Billy’s desk.

The truth is that, though he was a friend of mine, I gave little or no assistance to “Billy” Stabbat in his remarkable adventure; a further truth is that the Stabbat adventure has little resemblance to the fantastic stories which have been woven about it by imaginative writers. For example, it is a Me to say that one of the warders was murdered, and that Stabbat and I assisted in disposing of his body. The warder in question is living at 49, Duchy Street, Princetown, and is to-day in charge of Gallery 7, Block D, Dartmoor Prison. Also I was in London when the attack was made.

To write the true story of the two extraordinary crimes which placed first Billington Stabbat and then Mary Ferrera in a prison cell, is a comparatively easy matter. To know exactly where to begin is the bigger problem. I could, of course, start with the genealogy of Billington Stabbat — except that I am not quite certain as to his nationality. He has been described as English, American, Canadian and Australian. I happen to know that he was born in the city of Lima, in Peru. He would talk for hours about Peru, and quoted Prescott by the page. Gonzalzo Pizzaro and the heroic Tupac Amaru Fransesco of Toledo — and a hundred other names associated with Peruvian history — were the Smiths, Browns and Robinsons of his everyday discourse.

Who were his parents I do not know, and have never asked, nor am I particularly clear about the incidents of his early career. He had been all over the world when I met him in France, and he certainly was serving with the American army at G.H.Q., having been “loaned” by Canadian H.Q. They say that he was the best Intelligence Officer Pershing ever had.

It was not new work for Billy. He had been a detective in Toronto, the smartest man in that corps, and he had his promotion fixed when the war broke out. Most people have heard of the Briscoe Gang — at least most Canadians have heard about them. They were clever. George Briscoe and his brother Tom were the leaders, and there wasn’t a bank manager from Halifax to Victoria, B.C., who didn’t think unkindly of the Briscoes at least once a day. Each of the two Briscoes was a genius at his game. They were safe openers who never used jemmy or “soup.” They just got into the banks and opened the safe of the strong room, took what they wanted, and locked the doors after them.

There was never a sign of burglary except a deficiency in the bank’s assets, and naturally that got the bank managers scared. The job always looked as if it had been worked by an official of the bank who had access to the keys or the combination word, and one bank manager was so upset by the suspicion which attached to him, that he shot himself. That was the manager of the C. & C. T. Bank at Berlin — or as the town is now called “Kitchener.”

What the Briscoes did not know about the mechanics of lockmaking, wasn’t worth learning. They were patient, farseeing, diabolically brilliant criminals. It was Billy who trapped the crowd, caught Tom red-handed and four of the gang. He took George in an hotel at Ottawa, but the case against him fell through. Tom was sent down for twenty years and hanged himself in his cell. I recall this achievement of Billy’s because few people in this country, interested as we are in our domestic crimes and criminals, knew very much about the Briscoe case, even after George stood his trial at the Old Bailey.

I think this story starts when I met Levy Jones on the stairs going up to make a call on Billy. Levy is a little fellow, about five feet two in height, but so immensely broad across the shoulders, that he looks shorter and almost deformed. His face is long, his nose pendulous, his mouth broad and uneven in the sense that when he is amused, one comer lifts higher than the other, which gives his smile the appearance of a sneer.

His bushy eyebrows rose at the sight of me, and out came a hand of considerable size.

“Dear me!” he said. Levy’s expressions of surprise were always unexpectedly mild and inadequate. He seldom permitted himself to go farther in the way of expletive than a respectable old lady would permit herself over the matter of a dropped stitch.

I was surprised and delighted to see him. He had been working with the Mosser Commercial Bureau in pre-war days — as Credit Investigator, I believe — and I had no idea at that moment that he had attached himself to Billy.

“Why, Levy!” said I. “This is a pleasant shock. I thought you were dead.”

“No, sir,” said Levy with that lopsided grin of his, “alive, happily. I’m with Mr. Billington Stabbat.”

“The devil you are!” I was a little taken aback. “And how is it that one of the original Jones of Johannesburg comes to be in the private detective line of business? By the way, Levy, how did you get that ‘ Jones ‘ into your name?”

Levy sniffed.

“It is a compromise, Mr. Mont. If I call myself Jivitzki, people think I am a Bolshivicki. You’re not a Jew hater, are you, Mr. Mont?”

“Not a scrap,” said I in truth. “Some of the best pals I have ever had have been of your Royal and Ancient Faith.”

“That’s a new one.” Levy was interested. “Sounds like football to me — or is it golf? I’m rather sorry you’re not a Jew hater. I have a new argument for Judaism which I wanted to try on you. I tried it on our Rabbi, but he has no sense of humour. Have you heard the story about the Jew and the flour-bin …?”

Levy, like most of his compatriots, had a large repertoire of stories digging slyly at the inherent shrewdness of his race, and this story was a good one.

“But, Levy,” said I, “how did you get in touch with Billy — Mr. Stabbat?”

“Call him Billy,” said Levy. “I do, he insists upon it. I met him during the war. He saved my life.”

“What was the fight? I didn’t know you were at the front.”

“There was no fight,” replied Levy decisively. “I say he saved my life. The day I was called up for service I met him, and he got me a job in the Victualling Department at Plymouth.

What’s more,” he spoke so solemnly, that I was deceived, “when the war was over, he saved me from a fate that was far, far worse than death.”

Even I was impressed.

“I had an offer from the Federation Music Hall Circuit to do a turn as a Jewish comedian,” Levy went on. “Billy dragged me out of it.”

All this at the foot of the stairs leading up to Billy’s new offices.

“He’s just the same,” said Levy, answering a question. “I don’t suppose he has ever altered, or ever will. He’d give away his shirt to a friend and go to the gallows to help some woman with a hard-luck story.”

Prophetic words. I remembered them afterwards.

“Kindness to women will be the ruin of Billy.” Levy shook his head. “We lost a fat commission last week because he trailed an erring female, and then, when he’d got all the evidence, turned round, worked day and night to prove an alibi! She got busy with him. A tear in each eye, and two trickling down her nose. Four tears cost us eight hundred, that’s two hundred a tear. When Billy came back, he couldn’t speak about her without his voice breaking and he said our client was a low, unwholesome man, and didn’t deserve such a wife. That’s Billy,” said Levy with melancholy admiration. “Mind your back, Mr. Mont!”

He drew me on one side to allow a white-overalled workman to pass up the stairs.

“They finish decorating to-day,” he said; “that’s the electrician.”

I glanced idly at the workman in the white smock. He was a pale man with a short red beard.

“Well, so long,” said Levy. “I’m going to Whitechapel to nose around. We’ve got a fire-bug case for one of the insurance companies — by the way, get Billy to tell you about our new client.”

He winked mysteriously, and I went up the stairs to meet his chief.

When a man leaps into fame or notoriety, everybody knows him or has met him and can describe offhand and glibly his appearance and characteristics. But the truth about Billington Stabbat is that few people indeed seem to have known him or were aware of his existence until the trouble started. I saw him described the other day, in a usually well-informed journal, as “a remarkably tall man.” That description is absurd. His height is about five feet ten. His weight must be about one hundred and forty-five pounds. He was well-built, a type of man that never acquires or carries fat. He is, or was in those days, cleanshaven, with a wide somewhat bulging forehead, level blue-green eyes and a rather square jaw. He always reminds me of McKinnel, the English actor, and he had something of that artist’s jerky, booming delivery. His face could be mask-like and inscrutable, and the few people who have met him, and remember him, remarked on the circumstance that they had never seen him laugh or smile. That sounds curious to me, for I know him best as someone who was all a-gurgle with laughter within; who saw the fun of life and extracted every ounce of its sap for his joy and pleasure.

The first impression I had when I went into his big room was the impression of newness. It had the pungent varnishy-limey smell which new houses have. He was a fastidious man in the matter of comfort, and had chosen the decoration himself. It was, as I say, a big room, very high and light. Three windows overlooked Bond Street and in addition there was a fairly large skylight. The suite had been in the possession of a fashionable photographer who had sold the lease to Billy and had moved into more accessible premises in Piccadilly. There was no elevator in the building, and apparently his clientele did not relish the climb of three flights of stairs. The floor was covered with a rich blue carpet, and blue, a rather delicate blue, was employed in the scheme of panelling.

Undoubtedly the feature of the room was an enormous fireplace, a gorgeous affair in marble. I remember particularly that the two supports for the carved mantelpiece were two Assyrian lions, sejeant
 and regardant
 as the heraldry books put it. They were really remarkable pieces of sculpture, and though sheerly decorative, they were infinitely more convincing than, say, the stodgy Landseer lions in Trafalgar Square, or the queer beasts which guard the Post Office on Fifth Avenue, and which every New Yorker takes an unholy joy in pointing out to the visitor. They were astonishingly real with their huge mouths agape, their thick lips drawn up in a snarl, showing a teeth-rimmed cavity.

Billy looked up as I came in and sprang to his feet with a broad smile of welcome.

“Why, Mont!” he almost shouted as he gripped my hand. “Come in and sit on the new carpet — the chairs haven’t arrived yet. What do you think of it?”

He did not wait for me to reply.

“Mont,” he said, “do you realise how like a game of solitaire—’ patience,’ you call it — life is? We play and play and few of us get it out. We cheat ourselves, Mont. We try to pretend that if the red six had gone on the black seven instead of stacking it, we’d have sailed out and we sneak it back from the stack. How are you?” he asked abruptly.

“Why these moral reflections?” I asked. “Is it the magnificence of your surroundings?”

I could not but notice that after greeting me, he returned immediately, almost hastily, to his desk.

“Moral reflections,” he said, “are the natural sequence to immoral experiences — would you object, Mont, to sitting on the window-ledge? Where you are standing is exactly in my line of fire.”

“Your what?” I asked, scarcely believing my ears.

“My line of fire,” said Billy calmly. “It is a phrase employed by machinegun officers, with or without lurid adjectives.”

I sat myself upon the broad window-ledge, feeling it very carefully, because window-ledges in newly-decorated houses seem to be the last part of the decoration to dry. And then I saw a red silk handkerchief on Bill’s desk, and towards that red silk handkerchief his hand presently strayed. There was no need, even if it had been expedient, to ask what that square of silk concealed. I knew at once that it was a revolver and wondered why. As a rule there is very little that is dramatic, and still less that is melodramatic, in the everyday life of a private detective.

I saw his eyes go from me to the door, and looking round I saw the white-coated workman with the little beard. He was standing looking up at the cornice, his hands fidgeting with a foot-rule, and then I heard Billington Stabbat speak.

“George,” he said softly, and the man turned round. “Come over here, George,” said Billy, “and keep your hands where I can see ‘em, because if they go to your pockets I shall shoot you very dead, and that is a condition in which I am very sure you would find yourself horribly bored.”

The workman came slowly towards the desk, his large brown eyes fixed on Billy.

“Permit me to introduce you to Sergeant Mont, of Scotland Yard,” said Billy with a little flourish of his hand. “This is Mr. George Briscoe, of Canada; and how is the world treating you, George?”

The workman licked his lips and said nothing.

“I had the honour of putting George’s brother into a penitentiary for a life term, or was it twenty years?” said Billy in a conversational tone as though he were explaining the most commonplace event. “Naturally George is a little sore with me, and has come over, I guess, to get even. You have not had many opportunities, have you, George?”

Still the workman said nothing.

“How is Tom, by the way?” asked Billington in all innocence.

Then the man broke his silence.

“Tom is dead — you know that damn well,” he snarled in a low voice, trembling with hate.

“Dear me, is that so?” said Billy.

“Poor old Tom! He was a clever man, George — I’m not so sure that he wasn’t a cleverer man than you. Well, we can’t live for ever, you know.” The man dropped his eyes to the floor and again spoke.

“I’m going straight now, Mr. Stabbat,” he said, still in his low voice. “It is only a coincidence that I happened to be engaged in this work. I came from Canada two years ago to make a fresh start.”

“You came from Canada six months ago,” said Billy gently, “and you got your job here by tipping the foreman a ten-pound note. In regard to making a fresh start, you were implicated in the robbery of Roberts, the Regent Street jewellers, last December, though I doubt whether our excellent friend, Mr. Mont, could bring it home to you. So far as I am concerned,” and he shrugged his shoulders, “it is no affair of mine. I am now engaged in the most peaceful of pursuits, the chasing of wicked wives by virtuous husbands, or evil husbands by tearful wives. I am in the private detective line of business, now, George, an obnoxious and abominable occupation which is rightly condemned by all the leading Judges of the Divorce Court.”

George rubbed his hand across his beard slowly.

“You are a wonderful fellow, Stabbat,” he said — his voice was that of an educated man—” of course, I’ll get you sooner or later.”

“We shall see,” replied Billy. That phrase, a favourite of his, symbolised his attitude toward life — one of pleasurable curiosity. He was everlastingly eager for tomorrow and all the tomorrow brought, whether it be problem, or reward, work or play, fun or danger. “I am not blaming you, George,” he went on, “for your very natural and proper desire to put me among the obituary notices. Far from it. If I were in your place, I should do exactly the same thing. It is an act of fraternal piety and the manes of Tom demands my sacrifice. In fact,” he went on, and he was perfectly sincere, as I know, “I think your desire to knock me out is an admirable one, and my respect for you has increased tenfold. I believe in brothers sticking together. It is no fault of mine,” he said without a smile, “that you weren’t stuck together in the little old ‘jug’ outside Toronto. But as to whether you will ‘get’ me or I shall ‘get’ you — we shall see!”

“You’d have made a good partner, Stabbat,” said George. “I hate doing it on you, but it’s got to be done.”

Bill nodded knowingly.

“I quite understand,” he said, in an almost apologetic tone. “Well, go ahead, old friend.”

George Briscoe made as though to speak, and then, changing his mind, walked slowly to the door. He stood awhile, with the edge of the door in his hand, thinking deeply, and when he spoke there was a glitter in his eyes which I did not like.

“I am finished to-day; you’ll be relieved of my society — and your fear!” Billington Stabbat lay back in his chair and laughed.

“Honestly, George,” he challenged, “and man to man, do you think I am afraid of you?”

George hesitated.

“No, I don’t think you are,” he said at last. “I suppose the gun you’ve kept handy on your table ever since I’ve been here, has been merely an act of elementary precaution?” Billy nodded.

“So long,” said George.

“So long,” replied Billy cordially. And the door closed behind this remarkable criminal, leaving me a little breathless, and Billy with a glint of silent laughter in his eyes.



II. If Billy Had Rung
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I might explain about myself, that I was on sick leave as the result of a very bad gruelling I had received when I arrested the Canning Town murderer. It will be remembered by most of the readers that we ran our man to earth on Wanstead Marshes, I and Constable Flannatty, and that our gentleman had an iron bar which he used to some purpose until Flannatty with a chance blow from his truncheon put him to sleep.

The sick leave — the Commissioner insisted on my taking it, though Inspector Jennings at that time my chief, was averse to my having any such rest — had been useful in many ways. It had given me leisure to look up old friends and to write my little commentary on Lombroso’s “Delinquent Woman.”

I might say in passing that I was at Oxford, and was intended for the diplomatic service, when the death of my father and the necessity for earning a living took me to Scotland Yard, where my father’s old friend, Sir John Jordan, offered me his influence to enter the higher services of the Criminal Investigation Department. I was qualifying for promotion at this time and the commentary on Lombroso’s work would, I knew, sensibly increase my chance of breaking into the close circle of the Political Branch. I never imagined, when I walked out from the Yard with my leave granted how that leave would be employed, and how it would end.

“What do you think of George?” asked Billy when we were alone again.

“A dangerous man,” said I. “You were saying that he ‘ smashed ‘ that jeweller’s in Regent Street?”

Billy waved the subject out of existence.

“Don’t let us talk shop,” he said, “besides, everything you hear in this office is confidential. Anyway, you would never convict George. He would prove ten alibis. To get on to a more congenial subject — how is the Honourable Jennings?”

“Jennings?” I asked in surprise. “Do you know him?”

“Do I know him!” scoffed Billy. “I certainly know him. He’s not a great friend of yours, is he?”

“Not very,” said I.

Jennings was one of those narrow-minded men of the old school, who learn nothing and forget nothing. I have found the people who label themselves ‘ the old school,’ are consistent only in their prejudices.

“As a matter of fact, he was in this office two days ago. He is a great friend of a client of mine, Mr. Thomson Dawkes.”

I nodded. I knew Dawkes by repute, and I knew also that Jennings was rather proud of the acquaintance with this wealthy man. He had been at Dawkes’s country house and had shot his coverts and he was never tired of dragging into his conversation the names of the illustrious people whom he had met under Dawkes’s palatial roof.

“I suppose it would be indiscreet to ask you why Dawkes is a client of yours?” I asked. “He is not married.”

Billington looked at me with that odd twinkle in his eye which I know so well.

“Maybe not,” , he said. “At any rate, it isn’t a marital affair, unless it is a projected alliance which distresses him.”

He took away the handkerchief, and put the revolver in the drawer.

“You can ask anything you like, Mont, in this office,” he said. “I suppose you are not free for a week or two — you couldn’t get leave?”

“I have leave,” I said. “That is why I am here.” And then I told him about my holiday.

“That’s fine,” said Billy. “I think there is no man I’d rather have with me than you. Mont, do you remember that night when the Germans bombed the ridge, and you and I were sitting in a cold, cold dugout …”

He plunged into a chain of reminiscences. It seemed curious to me that we should laugh and jest about those terrible days and agonising nights, but so it is, I suppose, with human nature. If we could live in the emotional heights which we reached in the hectic days of war, I doubt whether life would be worth living, even if it were possible.

He changed the subject as abruptly as he had commenced, and had branched into another matter whilst my mind was still groping after the identity of the colonel, whom he had insisted upon recalling.

“Thomson Dawkes, of course, you know,” he said. “He is a man-about-town, a gambler and, I should think, a bit of a blackguard. He came to me on the recommendation of Sir Alfred Cawley who is by way of being a friend of his, though Cawley is a decent, honest man.”

Billy shifted round in his seat and put his feet up on the desk as he lit a cigar and passed the box to me. Billy has never had manners and invariably helps himself first.

“The story begins,” he said, “when Dawkes was at Monte Carlo in the early spring of last year. He had been playing at the tables at trente et quarante
 and having won about forty thousand francs, had quit for the day. As you know, the rooms have a peculiar fascination for students of humanity as Dawkes claims to be. He idled the rest of the time watching the other players, and his attention was particularly devoted to a girl whom he had noticed playing at the same table.

“According to Thomson, she was a very pretty girl. In fact, he raves about her. She was plainly and not very fashionably dressed, and the remarkable thing was that she was playing a heavier game than anybody else at the table. That is to say, she was staking maximums, making double coups on the black and inverse
 , or on the red and couleur
 , as the case may be. Evidently she was following some system because she had a whole sheet of complicated figures before her, which she consulted.

“The girl lost steadily, with a coolness and sangfroid and an absence of all emotion, which excited first the admiration and then the wonder of Mr. Thomson Dawkes, who is no slouch at gambling either. She played steadily from two in the afternoon until five and from seven in the evening until midnight when the circle
 closed.

On the day when she came under the notice of Dawkes he. discovered from people who had been sitting at the table, and from a friendly croupier, that she had lost two million francs, which is a colossal sum.”

I nodded.

“And wants a bit of losing,” I said. “The table must have run very badly against her.”

“I think it did,” said Bill. “As the rooms were emptying Dawkes spoke to her. It is a friendly way which one has at Monte Carlo, where one knows everybody’s business, and also everybody’s financial position. He commiserated with her upon her losses. Now, as you know, people are not stiff and standoffish at Monte Carlo. In fact, they are quite the reverse. To Dawkes’s surprise the girl returned him a cold answer, disengaged herself from his conversation and went to her hotel, which was the Hotel de Paris, the swagger hotel opposite the Casino.

“Dawkes was piqued. He rather fancied himself as a squire of dames, and he was naturally annoyed. He made inquiries at the hotel and found that she was a Mademoiselle Hicks, which I am perfectly certain is an assumed name and really is equivalent to X
 .

“The next afternoon he was very careful to watch for her, intending to pay closer attention to the system she was working, but she did not arrive. He found that she had left that morning by the mail train for Calais. Who she was, nobody knew. She had no friends. She did not discuss her business or take any man or woman into her confidence. Dawkes, who is a persistent sort of person, pursued his inquiries still further and discovered that she had gone away, leaving behind her a handbag, of which he secured possession. It was a cheap thing, with an imitation tortoiseshell rim, and was apparently new. It was the sort of thing you can buy in London for 7s. 6d. Now, ladies who go gambling and losing £40,000 (which was the rate of exchange at that time) in a visit to Monte Carlo, do not as a rule come equipped with cheap clothing and etceteras. There was nothing in the bag except a little French money, two hotel bills, receipted, and the half of a third-class return ticket between Brixton and Victoria. These also were inconsistent with the extraordinary losses which the girl had endured and with the abundance of money which apparently she commanded.”

“It sounds to me as though the young lady had access to somebody else’s money,” I said, and Billy nodded.

“That is Dawkes’s theory too, but we shall see! Whose money could it be? How can a girl of the class and character which Dawkes imagines her to be, lay her hands upon ready money without exciting suspicion, and do it, not once, but at regular intervals.”

“At regular intervals?” I repeated in surprise.

“I’ll tell you,” said Billy. “Dawkes came back to England and then went for a short business trip to New York. On his return he landed at Cherbourg, having booked a sleeper from Paris to Monte Carlo by wireless. He reached the Gare de Lyons just in time to catch the Riviera express and, being tired, he went straight to bed and to sleep. In the morning, when he rose and strolled into the corridor, the first person he saw sitting on one of the folding seats was the mysterious Miss X, looking as neat and as calm and as self-possessed as usual. She did not recognise him, or, if she did, she showed no sign of her recognition. He did not make the mistake of attempting to force his acquaintance upon her, and it was not until the second night after their arrival at Monte Carlo that he spoke to her at all.

“She had been playing and winning almost as heavily as she had been losing on her previous visit.

“‘You have had a lot of luck,’ said Dawkes, and she looked up at him startled. He is rather a tall man, you remember.

“‘Yes,’ she replied hurriedly. ‘I have had very good luck to-day. The table has been running black!’

“‘And tomorrow it will run red,’ said Dawkes with a smile, and the girl looked at him gravely.

“‘I don’t think so,’ she replied very seriously. “The day after tomorrow it will run red in the morning and black in the afternoon.’

“And the extraordinary thing was that that is exactly how the luck ran at the trente et quarante
 table. Dawkes tried to pursue the friendship, but the girl did not seem to be particularly struck on him, which shows what a discerning and intelligent young woman she was. By this time, I gather, Mr. Thomson Dawkes was very keen on the girl, not as a problem, but as an individual woman. He sent flowers to her room, and did his best to persuade her to take a motorcar drive on the Grande Corniche and through Nice to Grasse, where all the foolish tourists go to buy the perfume they can buy more cheaply in London. But she was not at all anxious to accept his invitation.”

“What happened after that,” said Billy thoughtfully. “I do not know, but I can guess. Dawkes is very vague about his attitude to the girl, but emphatic as to the girl’s attitude toward him. It is certain that there was an incident where she shut her door in his face, but why Dawkes was there, and how he came to place himself in such a humiliating position, he skips in his narrative.”

“We can guess all that,” said I, and Billy nodded.

“At any rate, she went away from Monte Carlo with a large parcel of money, leaving a very sick and sore Mr. Thomson Dawkes behind her, and that’s the story,” he ended as abruptly as usual.

“What is your job, then?” I asked in surprise, for I had expected some more startling denouement
 .

“My job is to discover who is Miss X,” he said. “What is her job of work, where she gets her money, et cetera.”

“And with this information Mr. Dawkes is going to—” I paused expectantly, but at that moment came an interruption.

The door was flung open and a big man came in, panting heavily, for he had run up the stairs.

“There she is! There she is!” he cried breathlessly, and waved his arms towards the window.

“Look! Now is your chance, Stabbat I There she is, right opposite your door, my boy!”

Billington ran to the window and threw up the sash.

“Where?” he asked.

“The girl with the blue hat, standing in front of the jeweller’s. Do you see her?”

Billington shaded his eyes.

It was a warm, sunny day, and the office faced southwest.

“I see her,” he said slowly.

“She’s going into the shop,” said the big man excitedly. “Now you’ve got her, Stabbat!”

Bill paused irresolutely and stretched out his arms to press the bell on the wall. I have often remembered that movement, the lithe figure of Billington Stabbat reaching across the desk, his arm extended, his fingertips hesitating on the bellpush.

If he had only pressed that bell this story would not have been written. Thomson Dawkes might have been spared the knife of the surgeon, Billy Stabbat would never have seen the interior of a prison cell, and Sir Philip Frampton would still be attending his quarterly bank conventions.

Billy hesitated.

“I’ll go myself,” he said.

Yet, if he had rung for Levy Jones!
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But he didn’t. Instead, he snatched his hat from the desk and raced out of the room, leaving us three by the window.

For a third man had come in behind Thomson Dawkes, and at the sight of his red face and heavy-lidded eyes I had grown uncomfortable.

Apparently he did not see me until we stood by the window, and then he turned his face slowly in my direction.

“Hallo, Mont,” he said disagreeably, “I thought you were on leave.”

“So I am, sir,” I replied. “But I made a call on an old friend today.”

“Is he a friend of yours?” he asked, in so disparaging a tone that I knew that Billy was no friend of Inspector Jennings.

“Yes, sir,” I said. “We were together in France.”

“Humph! Personally I do not like Stabbat. He’s much too flippant for my taste. He is certainly not the man I should have advised Mr. Dawkes to employ. I suggested Seinbury’s, they are the best inquiry agents in town.”

I happened to know that Seinbury was also Jennings’s brotherin-law, but I thought it was not the moment to remind him of the fact.

“However,” said Jennings with a shrug of his massive shoulders, “so many people recommended Stabbat; my friend, Sir Julius Brown, whom I met at Mr. Dawkes’s country place, and Lord Foley and several other gentlemen, whom you probably don’t know — they were all very keen on this fellow.”

“There she goes,” said Thomson Dawkes excitedly, “and Stabbat’s gone after her. By Jove, what a bit of luck!”

He turned and beamed upon Jennings, and that sycophant made heroic efforts to reflect his joy.

Thomson Dawkes was a very tall and a very handsome man. Handsome in a florid way, though why he, vain as he was, allowed his face to be disfigured with little black sidewhiskers I can’t imagine. He had a heavy silken moustache without a single grey hair, an aquiline nose and a pair of good-humoured, lazy eyes. His lips were big and red, and his chin was a little too rounded for a man, but he was, I must give him credit, as good a looker as I’ve seen for some years.

His language could be coarse and free, and he referred to the girl he was hunting in terms which a gentleman could not have employed. His father had been a mine-owner in Staffordshire and had left his son a very considerable fortune. Thomson Dawkes was a patron of the prize-ring, he owned a stud of horses, a steam yacht and two country estates. Yet, somehow, he had never managed to ingratiate himself with the right kind of people.

Folk sneer at “society,” but society, as I understand it, is nothing more or less than a standard of manners and morals. Thomson Dawkes had never passed that standard, and in consequence never associated with the men and women who had. There are people who cannot exist without adulation from those with whom they are brought into contact. The big social world, the men and women who are Tom and Dick and Jenny to one another have no place for adulation in their system, for society is nothing if not democratic.

But it was a pleasing thing for Thomson Dawkes to be asked his opinion on this and that and the other subject, to be fawned upon and looked up to, and, naturally, when a man feels that way he gravitates to a lower strata of intelligence for his court. Vanity takes no more obnoxious form than the everlasting desire for approval.

Jennings did not introduce me. I suppose he thought it was beneath his dignity even to admit that he knew a detective sergeant, and as the two men left the room I caught the words: “One of our men.”

Leaving a note on the desk, I went back to my lodgings in Bloomsbury and met Levy Jones in exactly the same place where I had parted from him at the foot of the stairs, on my way out.

“You’re not going, Mr. Mont?” he said in surprise. “I thought Billy wasn’t very busy.”

“Billy’s out,” I explained.

He threw back his head with an openmouthed “Oh” of understanding.

“On that Dawkes job, I suppose? I saw Dawkes strutting up Bond Street with Fatty Jennings, and they both seemed very pleased with themselves.”

I told Levy just what had happened. He rubbed his long nose.

“I do hope that Billy won’t take an interest in this girl,” he said soberly. “If she’s living in an attic, and supporting an aged and ailing mother, or if she has a brother with consumption in the country, or has got a child she wants to send to Eton, why Billy will be breaking into the Bank of England by tomorrow night, trying to pinch the money that will make right her defalcations. We shall see!” he murmured. “I’ll bet Billy said that when he got the job, and I’ll bet he’s saying it now. Especially if she’s interesting.”

I laughed.

“I don’t think you know Billy, Levy,” said I.

“I do indeed,” said he grimly. “Well I know him!”

And then suddenly he brightened up.

“Have you heard the story about the Jew who sent for the priest to comfort his dying brother one cold and bitter night, and when the priest asked why he, a Jew, had sent for him, a Catholic, replied indignantly:

“‘Do you think I was going to risk the life of our old Rabbi?’”

I had not heard the story.

“Well,” said Levy, “that’s Billy!”

It was a little too cryptic for me and Levy did not explain, but passed on to yet another Hebrew story, this time unprintable, but it left me in convulsions. Levy Jones was the most orthodox Jew I have ever met, yet he never lost an opportunity of telling sly ones against his compatriots.

Before I left him he asked if he could come round and see me that night, and as I had not very much to do and no particular engagement I very gladly invited him, because I am fond of Levy in a way that I am fond of nobody else.

He turned up punctually in Doughty Street and we played cribbage and discussed Billington Stabbat. He told me what I had not known, that Billy was responsible for more escapes from Germany than any other man. It was he who organised the distribution of compasses to the American prison camps in Germany. Levy was in the midst of a rhapsody on the many virtues of his chief when the subject of our discussion was shown in, or rather he showed himself in, the landlady following behind him with an apologetic introduction.

He smiled broadly at me and I could see a thrill in him, if I may be permitted the bull.

“Levy, by gosh!” he said, or rather he howled the words. “Well, isn’t this luck. I wanted to see you.”

“And I wanted to see you,” said Levy significantly. “You asked me to collect a lot of urgent information about the Griddlestone fire”

“O fudge! We’ll see about that,” said Billy impatiently and sat down at the table. “Mont of Monte Carlo,” he said suddenly.

“What’s the game?” I asked.

“You’re coming with me to the beautiful sea, forgive the poetry. Miss Hicks is going tomorrow morning.”

“How do you know?” I demanded.

“I asked her,” he said calmly. “I’ve just seen Dawkes. He follows in a couple of days. Of course, the whole thing is absurd, and is susceptible, I am sure, to the simplest explanation. Why shouldn’t she have money? Why shouldn’t a rich woman indulge herself in cheap bags? After all, the rich are the only people who can afford to wear and carry cheap things. I tell you, Mont,” he spoke with violent earnestness as he leant over the table arid glared at me, “if ever a woman had a heart and a soul too big for her delicate, winsome body, that woman is Mary Ferrera!

You have only to look into her eyes,” he went on, “into those clear, pellucid depths”

“O Moses!” groaned Levy, “I told you what he’d do! I told you, Mr. Mont! If that girl ever got at him he was a goner!”

Bill did not explode as I expected he would. His smile grew broader and broader until it was a grimace of speechless joy.

“O Levy!” he gurgled. “You poor nut! Now listen, Leviticus,” he pleaded. “This girl is innocent, we shall see! But there’s a big story behind it all and I’m going to get the end of it. You’ve got to look after the business till I come back. Until we
 come back,” he corrected.

“My dear chap, I can’t afford to go to Monte Carlo,” said I. “You seem to think that a police sergeant”

“All your expenses are paid,” interrupted Billy, “and Thomson Dawkes approves of my taking an assistant.” What had he said to her? How had he made her acquaintance? We both asked these questions, and to both of us he returned evasive answers.

That their friendship had made considerable progress in the shortest possible space of time I discovered when she came in to breakfast on the Riviera express two days later.
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The train was running through the Valley of the Rhone, and I think we had just passed Avignon when I saw Mary Ferrera for the first time. Perhaps I had better explain how we came to be on the express at all. We had made the mistake of deciding on the eleven o’clock train from London, thinking that if she went earlier she would stay over a day in Paris. We learnt from the detective on duty on the cross-Channel boat, who knew the names of all the passengers of course, since it was his duty to check the passports, that a Miss Ferrera had crossed by the boat connecting with the eight o’clock train and had joined the direct train from Calais to Mentone.

Then, of course, Billy must do one of those mad things that his erratic nature dictated. He hired a car and we drove to an aviation ground near Wimereaux, and I had my first flying experience. It was more pleasant than I had expected. Billy had decided to cut across country to Dijon and pick up the Côte d’Azur express from there. It was an eerie experience, for we flew over the old battleground of the Somme, ground across which we had toiled so painfully four years before. Looking down upon the earth, still scarred and pitted with craters and trench lines, the horrible tragedy of it, the seeming uselessness of it, depressed me. I shivered as I looked down upon that vast Golgotha of a million redeemers.

I was glad when we left Reims behind — where we had to change machines. Here, on the old aviation ground, in our callow youth, we had watched in awe and wonder the masters of the new science — Lathom, Curtiss, Bleriot, Le Blond — making their seemingly wonderful flights. I think that trip must have cost Billy the greater part of a hundred pounds, but in many ways it was worth it. We came down through a thick bank of cloud on one of the two aviation grounds near Dijon. It was raining heavily when we reached the earth, and I had never seen the birthplace of Charles the Bold under such gloomy conditions. Darkness had fallen by the time we had washed and brushed up, and we spent the evening at a cinema and the best part of the night on an infernally draughty platform swept by chill gusts of wind, and I was very glad to see the big headlamp of the Riviera express come slowly out of the darkness.

By the greatest good luck we found two sleeping berths were for hire. As I say, the first time I saw this girl was at breakfast the following morning. I am not a good hand to describe women. I know they are pretty, or even beautiful, without being able to explain to what particular feature or quality they owe their beauty. I think the first thing that struck me was the purity of her complexion, and then, a long way after, when I had sufficiently recovered from the spell into which her appearance cast me, the beautiful humanity of her eyes and the straightness of her little nose.

There is an old Biblical word which best describes the spirit which seemed to dwell in those big grey eyes of hers, and that word is “loving-kindness.”

I saw it when, with a little nod, she sat down at the table opposite to us and began talking to Billy. Somehow her appearance did not fit with Mr. Dawkes’s description of her. I tried to picture her being cold and hard and haughty, and I could not. Then with a shock I realised that if she could be none of these she was undoubtedly a coldblooded gambler, and that did not fit with her either. Her voice was girlish and musical, and when she laughed you wanted to laugh in sympathy.

He introduced me, but omitted to mention my profession. Presumably he had also omitted to mention his own. I was puzzled as to how he had become so good a friend that his appearance on the train had not startled her. Indeed she seemed to have expected him, and almost the first words she spoke supported this idea.

“I did not see you in Paris last night,” she said. “I looked along the train. Did you get in very early?”

“We came on to Dijon by aeroplane. I had some business there,” said Billy.

“You leave the train at Marseilles, do you not?” she asked.

“Well,” said Billy with a cough, “I did intend going on to Montpelier, as I told you, but I think I’ll run up to Monte Carlo for a day or two.”

At these words her face dropped and she paled a little.

“Oh, indeed?” she said, and then I saw that those human eyes of hers could be very distant indeed. “I’m sorry,” she said, and then with a grave and steady glance at Billy she got up from the table and went back to her coupé, leaving her breakfast untouched.

Not even on that historic twenty-first of March, 1918, when Billy and I had strolled into Divisional Headquarters west of St. Quentin and found the messroom in possession of three German staff officers, have I seen so blank an expression of surprise and dismay upon his face. And I knew instinctively that it was not the threat to his professional prestige which distressed him. I am inclined to think that he forgot for the moment that he had been employed by Mr. Thomson Dawkes to trace this girl and that he was chiefly concerned with the fear that he had jeopardised their friendship.

On our way back from the refreshment saloon to our sleeping berth we had to pass through three cars, and in the doorway of a coupé the girl was waiting.

“Will you come in?” she said, and led us into the tiny compartment. “I am afraid you will think I was awfully rude,” she said frankly, “but somehow I was startled to learn you were going to Monte Carlo. You see,” she said, with a ghost of a smile, “I am rather a gambler, and there are moments when I am heartily ashamed of myself and wish to keep my weakness from my friends.”

Her grave eyes were fixed upon Billy. To me she paid little or no attention.

“Now, Miss Ferrera” began Billy, but she stopped him.

“I do not use my own name at Monte Carlo,” she said. “I call myself Miss Hicks, which is the nearest I can get to the French X.”

“I thought so,” said Billy, and corrected himself hastily: “I think so.

But really, Miss Ferrera”

“Miss Hicks,” she smiled.

“Miss Hicks,” said he. “I must remember Hicks! You must not think I take a narrow view of gambling. In fact, I do a little myself.”

She drew a long sigh, and it seemed to me that it was a sigh of relief.

“That is all right,” she said. “Are you a gambler too, Mr. Mont?”

“I have never been able to afford that luxury, but it must be rather thrilling,” said I, and this time her sigh was not of relief.

“It surely is the most wearisome, boring business I know,” she said surprisingly, and changed the conversation with a reference to a scheme which the French Government had brought forward for making the Rhone a navigable river as far as Geneva.

I did not see her after leaving the compartment until I met her coming out of Lloyds’ Bank about an hour after our arrival.

Monte Carlo, despite the “FunCity” flimsiness of its Casino and buildings, is to me the most delightful spot on God’s earth. I know no town in the world where I would sooner spend and end my days than in this paradise, and I would have been content to have passed my time idling along the shore or tramping up the mountainside and going to bed at a healthy, wholesome hour. The Casino has no great attraction for me; there is something sordid and terrifying in those greedy, wan faces one sees about the tables.

Yet, curiously enough, the cercle privé
 always reminds me of some beautiful anteroom to a papal apartment, despite the pink and gold of it and its white plaster caryatids.

We made our way that night into the circle
 and found all the tables going strong, especially the trente et quarante
 table which is at the farther end of the room.

“There she is,” said Billy in a low voice.

The girl was sitting at a table, and before her was piled a thick pad of thousand-franc notes. Little slips of paper marked the notes into twelves.

“She is playing maximums.” Billy’s voice held a note of admiration.

You might have imagined she was doing something very admirable instead of dissipating money which I was quite assured was not hers. She handled the notes with the skill of a croupier almost, for she would flick twelve thousand francs from one side of the table to the other, so that it fell exactly upon the space she intended, with remarkable dexterity. And all the time she was consulting a notebook.

She was winning steadily — she took twelve maximum coups in succession on the black, and fourteen successive coups on couleur
 and inverse
 alternately. Once only she looked up and her eyes met Billy’s, but there was no recognition or greeting in her glance, and it was not until the table closed, and there was a rush of players to the roulette table which enjoys a further five minutes of play, that she showed us she was aware of our presence.

She gathered up her notes and stuffed them into her big handbag, and came immediately toward Billy.

“Well!” she challenged, and I saw the steady, almost defiant look in her eyes. “Am I not a gambler?”

“You seem to have won,” he said.

“Only a hundred thousand francs,” she replied. “Quite enough to get the run of the table. I think I shall win heavily tomorrow. The table has been running black for a week, and they tell me it went streaky last Monday and has only settled itself again today.”

It was amazing to hear her talk about the chance of a number of cards indicating red or black as though they obeyed an exact law.

We said good night to her in the hall of the Hotel de Paris — Billy and I were staying at the Hermitage. It was on the way back to the hotel that he explained how he had become acquainted with her. It was by the sheerest luck that he had dragged her away from a skidding motorbus, by which I mean that it was the greatest of luck that he was there to render this service.

“A wonderful woman, Mont!” he said solemnly as we drank our nightcap together. “An amazing creature, and undoubtedly a mathematical genius! Did you notice the way she handled the notes?”

“Like a bank cashier/’ said I significantly.

“You are prejudiced,” said Billy. “We shall see!”

We saw precious little at Monte Carlo that we had not already heard about. At the end of a week’s stay Billy was as far from possessing any knowledge of this strange girl as he had been when he started. The opportunities for meeting her were few. She did not put in an appearance at the rooms until two o’clock — five minutes after two, to be exact. She stopped play at five, and disappeared into her rooms at the hotel. Apparently she took all her meals in her sittingroom, and if she went walking it was at an hour which we failed to hit upon, until Billy took to appearing before the hotel at eight o’clock in the morning.

There is a circular island of palms and greenery in the square which is formed by the Casino and the hotel, and here Billy stationed himself and had the satisfaction of seeing her returning from an early morning walk.

This was the third day of our stay in Monte Carlo, and the day on which Mr. Thomson Dawkes made his appearance. He, too, stayed at the Hotel de Paris, and on the night of his arrival he invited us to dine with him. The girl must have seen us in the company of Dawkes, for the next time Billy spoke to her she was very chilly indeed.

“Are you a friend of Mr. Dawkes?” she asked.

“Not exactly a friend,” said Billy. “An acquaintance, rather.”

“You are not very careful in the choice of your acquaintances, Mr. Stabbat.”

Meeting Mr. Dawkes on the terrace that afternoon, Billy nearly lost a very attractive job by expressing his faith in the girl’s integrity.

I think he must have spoken a little too warmly, for Dawkes turned on him.

“You are costing me £100 a week, Stabbat, and if you do not think that it is worth while trying you can say so and chuck up the job, and I’ll get somebody else who will put a little more snap into his investigations.”

In any other circumstances and with any other man Billy would have very promptly told Thomson Dawkes to go to hell, and it would have been a toss-up whether or not he would have followed up or preceded his remarks with a straight left. But Billy was surprisingly meek, and betrayed to me his terror of being taken out of this case.

“I am going to prove that Miss Ferrera is a perfectly honest and noble girl,” he said.

I reminded him that it was not for this purpose that Dawkes had employed him.

“What Dawkes wants and what he’ll get are two different propositions,” said Billy. “He is confident that he can get this girl under his thumb — we shall see!”

He resolved upon a bold move. On the fifth night of the week, after play had closed, he accompanied the girl down the steps of the Casino, and she was standing with outstretched hand to bid us good night when he said:

“May I have a word with you, Miss Hicks?”

She looked surprised and suspicious.

“It is rather late,” she said.

“Better late than never,” said Billy appropriately, if a little tritely.

What followed, Billy told me in detail, and I have set it down in my own way. I cannot, of course, guarantee the accuracy of every line I have recorded. In the main I have the gist of the conversation that followed.

They walked together on to the terrace overlooking the sea. At this hour of the night it was deserted save for one of the watchmen of the Casino, whose duty it is to patrol the ground about the building.

“Miss Ferrera,” said Billy, and I can imagine his voice was very grave, “I am going to take you into my confidence. Do you know you are being watched?”

“By Mr. Dawkes?” she asked quickly.

“By Mr. Dawkes and his agents,” replied Billy. “In fact, Miss Ferrera, I am one of the agents.”

She took a step back, and the look that she gave Billy cut him to the heart, so he says.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” she said gravely. “Why am I being watched?” And Billy explained to her that Mr. Thomson Dawkes was firmly convinced that she was gambling with money she had stolen from her employer.

“Isn’t that a matter for the police rather than for a private detective?” she asked coldly.

“It is and it isn’t. Dawkes has a particular reason for his action.”

“I agree,” said the girl.

“Now, Miss Ferrera, can’t you take me into your confidence?” said Billy earnestly, and she laughed.

“After you have told me that you are an agent of Mr. Dawkes?” she asked with a little note of scorn in her voice. (Apparently that cut Billy to the heart, too. He was considerably lacerated that evening.)

When he told me of that interview he was a little incoherent and vague as to what happened next. Apparently he begged her to believe that he was her best friend, but the interview was profitless. She told him what was true — that she had a right to gamble if she wished, and it was nobody’s business but her own. She even hinted that she would seek the advice of the Casino authorities on the matter of Mr. Dawkes’s surveillance.

This threat, I have reason to believe, she put into effect. The Casino authorities are very jealous of espionage on their patrons, and on the morning of the seventh day Thomson Dawkes came to us while we were at breakfast, in a fluster of rage, and told us that his ticket for the cercle privé
 had been summarily cancelled, and that he had been informed that his presence at the sports club was undesirable.

“I’m sure it’s this damned girl!” he said. “I saw her coming out of the Administration Office at teatime yesterday. By God, I’ll teach her to complain about me!”

“What a girl!” said Billy ecstatically, after the cyclone had left us. “What a nerve! What decision! She’s none of your swooning, weeping misses, Mont! There’s character in that action — good luck to her!”

Apparently Mr. Dawkes went up to the hotel to interview the lady, and found she had gone. She had left by the morning train for Marseilles, and she had left a good winner.
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His experience at Monte Carlo seemed to pique Dawkes into a greater determination that he would run her to earth and expose her. As for Billy, he seemed to be strengthened in his purpose and his faith. Frankly, I thought this merely an exhibition of his notorious perversity because the balance of probability lay on the side of Miss Ferrera being a very vulgar and commonplace pilferer.

The only thing I could not understand was the total absence of anything like nervousness on her part. She gambled as though there were no settling day and as if the result was a foregone conclusion. I put to Billy the possibility that she was in league with< some gang which was working in conjunction with the croupier, but he exploded at the mere suggestion.

“Must a woman, because she is young and beautiful and tender, because she is possessed of money, be necessarily a thief or a conspirator?” he demanded wrathfully.

I dropped that hypothesis, and on our journey back to London we discussed everything except the possibility of Miss Mary Ferrera being engaged in some dishonest practice.

Levy Jones met us at Victoria with a woeful tale of possible clients who had called and had to be turned away.

“The chairs and the hat-rack have come,” he said. “The new stationery is arriving tomorrow morning.”

I reached the office at ten o’clock on the following morning at the same time as the stationery. Billy had not come in, and when he did it was only to take up the threads of an insurance case he had in hand, and issue instructions to Levy Jones.

We had left Mr. Dawkes behind at Monte Carlo, to Billy’s great relief. The morning we spent pottering about London, and in Oxford Street, whither we had driven — Billy was making a halfhearted attempt to be interested in the insurance case, and was failing dismally — the first of the three important meetings of the day occurred.

It was with George Briscoe, who was no longer wearing the overalls of a workman. On the contrary, he was smartly and even magnificently dressed. His little red beard was trimmed to a point, and one of his eyes supported a monocle. I learnt afterwards that this was no affectation and that George’s monocle was known from one coast of Canada to the other. He saluted Billy gaily, waving a gold-headed malacca cane to attract his attention.

“Hallo, George!” said Billy with a little grin. “How are things?”

“Fine,” said George. His voice was altogether different, and his tone and manner were so completely changed that I should not have recognised him. “Have you started work yet, Stabbat?” “Not yet,” said Billy, shaking his head. “Are you thinking of giving me a job?”

“No, no,” said George, with a smile which showed his even, white teeth and a glimpse of something more than humour in his eyes. “I have no enemies in the world, except yourself. I am going down to Brighton tomorrow for a few days.”

Billy eyed him keenly, all his detective instincts awake.

“That means that you’re going to slip back to Canada, or to an even more inaccessible part of the globe,” he said, and George laughed.

“There is a good detective lost in you,” he bantered, and that was the last we saw of George for a long time.

The encounter left Billy very thoughtful.

“I hate that fellow’s cheerfulness,” he said. “I wonder what he has got on me?”

We were walking down Northumberland Avenue about an hour later, on our way to lunch, when the second or, rather, the second and third events of the day were staged. Outside one of the big hotels in Northumberland Avenue was a little knot of elderly, silk-hatted gentleman, who were talking together and walking slowly away from the hotel. I guessed that some sort of meeting had been held, and was wondering what, when I saw a familiar figure walking quickly in our direction.

Billy saw her, too, and gasped. She could not fail to have seen us, only just before she reached the entrance of the hotel she turned with a start of surprise and talked to a thin, tall man, who lifted his hat half an inch from his white head. She spun round so that her back was toward us in talking to the man, and Billy and I went forward and joined the little throng of ancient gossips, who were evidently discussing the business which had called them together that morning.

I heard the girl say:

“No, Sir Philip, I had no idea you were in London,” and the old man grunted.

“Well, well, Miss Ferrera,” he said testily, “I will see you tomorrow at the bank. Did you have a profitable holiday in Paris?”

“Yes, Sir Philip,” said the girl.

“I hope so, I hope so,” said Sir Philip, and his voice was clear enough for us to have heard even if we had been at a greater distance. “There is no better way of acquiring the French language than a sojourn amidst people who speak no other tongue. I shall see you in the bank tomorrow morning,” he repeated, and, again lifting his hat for an inch, dismissed her.

She did not see us as she passed, and Billy made no attempt to follow her. Instead, he walked up the steps of the hotel and nodded to the lordly porter.

“What’s been happening?” he asked. “A meeting of the Cabinet?”

The porter smiled.

“No, sir. The Bankers’ Quarterly

Convention. They generally meet here. What are you, a pressman?”

Billy nodded.

“Who is the old gent with the side whiskers?” he asked.

“Which one?” said the porter dryly. “They’re all old and they’ve all got side whiskers. That one talking to the stout little gentleman?” He indicated the man who had been addressed as Sir Philip.

“That’s the fellow,” said Billy eagerly.

“Oh, he is Sir Philip Frampton, of Frampton’s Bank; it’s a West Country concern. You’ve probably heard of it.”

“Oh, that is Sir Philip Frampton, is it?” said Billy softly.

He made a few other inquiries to support the impression that he was associated with journalism, and then, when Sir Philip began walking toward Trafalgar Square, he left the porter and we followed in the wake of this distinguished representative of the banking world.

Sir Philip lunched at the Carlton. So also did we, and it was in the palm court after lunch, when the old man sat with a cigar and a small cup of black coffee, that Billy, with all the coolness in the world, approached him.

“Why!” he said, open-eyed with astonishment, “isn’t it Sir Philip Frampton?”

“That is my name,” said the old man, glancing suspiciously at him.

“I think I met you at Elston,” said Billy. He had looked up certain works of reference before lunch and he discovered that it was at Elston that the bank’s headquarters were situated.

“I have no recollection,” said Sir Philip a little coldly, but Billy froze at a very low temperature.

He sat down by the banker’s side, produced his cigar-case and lit a weed, whilst I hovered modestly in the background.

“I have a letter of introduction to you,” he said. “I am a bookmaker, you know, and I was thinking of opening a branch office in your town, and I thought it would be a good idea to have an account with you.”

This time there was no mistaking Sir Philip’s hostility.

“It is not the kind of account that we should care to carry,” he said shortly. “We are a very old-established and, I might say, reputable bank, and it is inconsistent with our policy to have the name of the bank associated with clients engaged in a speculative or dubious business.”

I think Billy’s heart must have gone down a few points when he heard this puritanical view on gambling.

A few minutes later the old man pointedly changed his seat, marching solemnly, coffee-cup in hand, to one remote from where Billy was sitting, and my friend took the hint.

“Of course, I don’t believe for one moment the girl is guilty of any improper act,” he said in a troubled voice, “but it looks queer, doesn’t it? And pretty bad for her, if she is found out. I wanted his views on gambling for her sake. I must go down to Elston tomorrow.”
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Elston is a little market town of greater importance than its size and population suggests. It forms a clearing-house — if one can employ that phrase — for a very large agricultural and sheep-farming area, and Frampton’s Bank, installed in old Georgian premises of red brick, was by far the most important building in the ancient market square. I looked round at this sleepy hollow, the old houses, the most modem of which must have dated back to the fourth George, the white sheep-pens, which formed a chequer-board in the centre of the square, the canvas-covered stalls and the great elms which shaded the principal street. And I thought it was a far cry to Monte Carlo.A deep-toned church bell was summoning worshippers to one of those services which are held in Lent at inconvenient hours, and the only people in sight were a policeman in a straw helmet and two school children, staring in at the window of the local tuck-shop.

We put up at “The Bear,” an inn which had been well-established in the days of the sixth Edward, and Billy set forth to make inquiries. We had arrived in the town before lunch, but it was not until half-past five that he came into the coffee-room, whilst I was drinking tea out of a large cup, and eating bread and butter, cut generously. I saw at once that he was troubled, for there was a droop at the comer of his mouth and a worried look in his eyes.

“Mary is a clerk at Frampton’s Bank,” he said. “She earns £3 a week, is Sir Philip Frampton’s niece and adopted daughter, and has complete control of the strongroom.”

I was silent. There was no mistaking the significance of the information he received. One point, however, puzzled me.

“How do you mean, his adopted daughter?” I said. “And why should she be working in the bank if she’s the niece or daughter of a rich man?”

“Sir Philip believes in people working. The girl has been at the bank since she was fifteen,” replied Billy gloomily. “She was the daughter of his sister, and I do not think that her adoption means more than a technical adoption. Anyway, there is no such thing as ‘ adoption ‘ in , England in the sense that an adopted child has any status. It doesn’t help her anyway, whether he is living or dead, for his money is left to various charities in the county and a very modest provision has been made for the girl.”

“How on earth did you find this out?” I asked in astonishment.

“I met a man with a grievance,” said Billy, and vouchsafed no other information.

The man with a grievance dined with us that night. He was a little man, very bony, very dyspeptic, and immensely uncharitable. His ancestors had perpetrated a questionable jest when they had handed on to him the singularly unfitting name of Pontius. He had a theory that he had descended without a break from the Roman legate who had ruled the West of England somewhere about A.D. 12, and this obsession had turned him into an archaeologist. His chief value to us lay in the fact that he disliked Mary Ferrera most intensely. He referred to her as “that girl,” and infused a considerable amount of contempt into those two words. It appeared that he had a son whom that girl had supplanted, Mr. Pontius, I might remark in passing, being the accountant of the bank.

It has always been a mystery to me how Billy scraped acquaintances with people. I think his ability in this direction constitutes half his assets as a detective. From what I learnt later, I gathered that he had met Mr. Pontius at the local barber’s and they had come together in confidence over the matter of a hair restorer. Billy was ever a quick and ready liar, and I do not doubt that he invented a renovator of miraculous qualities on the spur of the moment. Certainly the hair of Mr. Pontius was very sparse.

“Another thing,” said the little man when we had reached the port wine stage of dinner. “Why should she be allowed to go to Paris to learn French? I never went to Paris and my French is perfect. I have always conducted the foreign correspondence for the firm, and there is no reason in the world why it should be handed over to that girl. He pampers her, my dear sir, he pampers her! And what’s going to be the end of it? He can’t last for ever, and the new directors are not likely to give that girl the run of the bank. I’ll tell you what I think,” he leant forward and lowered his voice until it was a husky whisper. “I think that they’re taking a great risk!”

He said this tremendously, and leant back to watch the effect of his words.

“What kind of risk?” asked Billy, filling his glass again.

“We’re all men of the world,” said Mr. Pontius largely. “We understand the temptations to which human nature is prone, and when a young girl receives secret letters at her lodgings”

“Secret letters?” said Billy quickly. “Does she have that kind of correspondence?”

Mr. Pontius nodded solemnly, I will not say soberly.

“Her landlady told me that she had registered letters come to her, addressed in disguised handwriting, printing, you understand, and always after she has received those letters she goes in to Sir Philip and asks leave to go to Paris to improve her French. Improve her French! Bah!”

“But what happens when she’s away?” asked Billy. “Who looks after her work?”

“Who looks after her work?” repeated Mr. Pontius. “Why, I do, for one. And my boy, as clever a lad as you could meet between here and London, attends to some of the correspondence, and Sir Philip himself does some of her work. And if that’s not pampering, tell me what is.”

We saw him home to his big, ugly house at the end of the village, and walking back to the inn, Billy did not say a word. I could see that the story of Pontius had made a deep impression on him. And yet he battled hard to keep his faith in the girl, and he must have suffered, for she had made a deeper impression upon him than I guessed at that time.

“Love at first sight” really means “fascination at first sight.” I would not deny Mary’s fascinating qualities.

It was the following afternoon that we met her. We had gone down to the station to get some London newspapers. The early morning train from town had arrived half an hour sooner, and we had seen the tall figure of Sir Philip Frampton crossing the square to the bank. We had purchased our newspapers, and were walking up the street leading to the station, speculating as to the identity of a mysterious and shabby man who had been shadowing us all morning, when she turned a comer and came face to face with us. She stood stock still and stared, and her face went white. I thought she was going to pass us without a word, but she came straight up to Billy.

“So you are still working for Mr. Dawkes?” she said quietly, and he flushed.

“I am working for you more than for Mr. Dawkes,” he replied, and her steady eyes rested on his.

“I wonder?” she said softly.

“You needn’t wonder,” said Billy, and his voice was brisk. “I tell you that I am as anxious”

“I know that — I feel that,” she said, “but that wasn’t what I was wondering about. I was wondering what you thought — of me?”

The last two words were spoken in so low a voice that I could not catch them at the time.

“I must go to see about Sir Philip’s trunks. They have been left behind at Paddington,” she said, and passed by.

We were walking on when we heard her voice calling us, and she came back.

“Mr. Thomson Dawkes can dispense with your services, Mr. Stabbat,” she said, “for he knows!”

“Knows that you’re here? What you are doing?” gasped Billy.

She nodded.

“He came down in the same train with Sir Philip and followed him to the bank. I left him in the bank premises when I came away,” and she turned and went back to the station.

And there was Thomson Dawkes, with a smile of triumph on his big, handsome face, waiting for us outside “The Bear.”

“Well, Stabbat,” he said. “We’ve succeeded between us.”

There was no mistaking the malice in his tone.

“How did you make the discovery?” asked Billy.

“You made it,” replied the other with a laugh. “You know, Stabbat, I’ve got an idea you have been trying to shield this girl, so I got Seinbury to put a man on to watch you. I knew that sooner or later you would find where she lived, and I guessed that you’d keep your information to yourself. Quis custodiet ipsos custodes?
 Eh? I think I’ve put one over on you, old man.” Billy rubbed his nose thoughtfully.

“We shall see!” he replied. “And now you have found her, what are you going to do?”

The man’s smile was an ugly one.

“What are we going to do?” he corrected carefully. “Don’t forget that you’re in my service, Mr. Stabbat. The best thing we can do is to see the lady.”

“Here?” asked Billy quickly.

“No, not here. I’d like you to invite her to meet us tomorrow evening in your office.”

“But why?” asked Billy, and I could see the dull red creeping into his face.

The handsome Mr. Dawkes was nearer to violent correction than he knew.

“For many reasons,” replied the man coolly. “In the first place, I wish you to be on hand in case—” He paused as though at a loss to explain what that case might be.

“In case she turns down your proposal?” said Billy. “I don’t know what that proposal is, but I presume it is something to your advantage.” Dawkes looked at him curiously.

“You may be doing me an injustice,” he said, and I honestly think that at that moment he believed his intentions were being misconstrued. “The proposal I shall put to the girl is this. For eighteen months she has being going backward and forward to Monte Carlo, and on almost every occasion she has come away with a very large sum of money. She is working a system which has never been worked before at the Rooms. As you know, the Casino authorities employ detectives to watch system players and to discover just what it is. They have never been able to detect the system she uses.”

“I see!” said Billy quietly. “And you want her to give you particulars. Failing which — ?”

“I shall make no threat. I make none now. Please remember that,” said Dawkes emphatically. “So far as I know, this girl is a perfectly honest lady who is in possession of ample private means. If I thought she was a thief and robbing the bank, I should, of course, feel it my duty as a law-abiding citizen to inform the police. But I do not think so. I have not made inquiries into her financial position. If,” he said, speaking as carefully as ever, “if the lady refuses to gratify my curiosity, it is probable that I may go farther into the matter and make inquiries of Sir Philip himself.”

Billy said nothing. He stood looking at the man as a naturalist might look at a new kind of beetle.

“Of course, if you think she is a thief,” Dawkes went on, obviously enjoying the situation, “and you tell me so officially, I will not bother any further, but will report the matter to the local police.”

“I do not think she is a thief,” said Billy steadily.

“I am going back to town,” said Dawkes, looking at his watch, “and I will leave you two gentlemen to persuade Miss Ferrera to keep an appointment at, let us say, eight o’clock tomorrow evening. That will allow her to leave London by the half-past nine train, and arrive at Elston at a little before midnight.”

Billy met the girl that afternoon. He met her alone. He did not tell me what had passed, but he announced briefly, on his return to the inn, that Miss Ferrera had agreed to be at the Bond Street office at eight o’clock the following night.

We ourselves returned to London by the last train leaving Elston.
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I have often wondered whether Dawkes was sincere when he told us that his sole desire, so far as the girl was concerned, was to get hold of her secret. He was a rich man, but that, of course, made little difference, for there are very few rich men of his calibre who do not wish to be a little richer, or who are ever satisfied with their worldly possessions. There is, too, something of a kudos attaching to the working of a system, and a man who consistently wins at Monte Carlo gets a pleasure beyond the actual possession of easy money. He is courted by the women and made much of by the envious men, and to a fellow like Dawkes that sort of thing was as incense to the nostrils of the devout.

Perhaps he was genuine. I am inclined to think that he was, and that it was the girl’s beauty and the sense of having her in his power that aroused the brutal passion of the man and brought about such a tragic ending to the interview.

I did not go straight to Billy’s room the next morning. I wanted to see Levy Jones. He was rather more cheerful than I had expected, because he had got together the loose strings of the insurance case and had that morning placed the regular police in possession of a number of very important facts which led to certain wholesale arrests, which the reader may remember.

“Billy’s got it bad,” he said, shaking his head. “Do you realise that we’ve been in these darned offices for a fortnight and that Billy has never sat down once to his desk to do a bit of honest work? ‘*

“What is he doing now?” I asked.

“He’s stalking up and down the new carpet, taking years of wear out of it,” said Levy sadly, “and I rather think from the ferocity of his countenance that he is rehearsing the nasty things that he is going to say to brother Dawkes.”

“Did he tell you?” I asked quickly.

“He told me as much as it was good for me to know,” said Levy with a sigh. “But, my dear Mr. Mont, I am so used to these exalted moments of Billy’s, that I have ceased to worry about them.” Nevertheless, he sighed again.

“Why couldn’t she have been a plain woman?” he began, but shook his head. “It wouldn’t have made any difference to Billy,” he said bitterly. “So long as she was a good weeper and could turn on the sob music, Billy was certain to fall.”

“She is a very charming girl,” said I in defence, and he looked at me in cold wonder.

“Have you got it, too?” he said sadly. “Well, it will be all over soon, and I’ve got a lovely case for Billy. To see him at his best, you’ve got to put him on the track of a red-nosed bucket-shop keeper with a passion for onions.”

Billington Stabbat was at a loose end. I saw that the moment I went into his office. He was standing staring gloomily out of the window, and taking an interest in little inconsiderable things which only a distracted man could take. For example, there was a small panel in the recess of the window with which he fidgeted. I didn’t discover the fact that it was a panel until he fidgeted to such purpose that it swung open on hinges, revealing a tiny dark cavity and the rough edges of the brickwork beyond.

“What’s that?” said Billy, eager for distraction.

He peered down what seemed to be an interminable shaft and then remembered.

“Oh, yes, they had central heating in the building, but it wouldn’t work. The pipes came up here from the basement, I think,” he said, and closed the panel.

He was staring at it for quite a while, then he pulled it open again — he had to use the paperknife to get a grip on the edge.

“That would be a fine place to hide anything, wouldn’t it?” he said.

“Yes,” I replied. “If you wanted to go down into the basement to find it again.”

He slammed the panel hard, threw the paperknife on the table with a crash and stalked up to the marble fireplace, with its lions sejeant
 and regardant.
 On the grinning head of one of them, he leant an elbow and dropped his head on his hands.

“Good Lord!” he groaned. “Suppose she is! But it is absurd!”

“Suppose she is what? And what is absurd?” I asked.

“Don’t be a fool, Mont,” he snapped. “You know what I’m talking about. Suppose this dear girl has borrowed the money from the bank to help some rascally brother”

“Or lover,” I murmured.

“Don’t be a brute,” he almost shouted. “And for God’s sake be decent, Mont. She has no lover.”

“She has no brother either, so far as you know,”said I, lighting one of his cigars.

“Well, suppose all this has happened and she has borrowed the money from the bank?”

He was silent for a while, then:

“It would be tragic,” he said.

I sat down in the chair and regarded him wonderingly.

“Honestly,” said I, “do you always get like this over a woman case?”

I expected an outburst, but it did not come.

“I am always sorry for women,” he said quietly, “but I have never loved a woman before.”

And the simplicity of that confession silenced me. He walked across to the desk and stood towering over me, resting his palms on the edge.

“Mont,” he said, “if Thomson Dawkes is offensive to this girl tonight, I shall shoot him.”

It was in the most matter-of-fact tone that he made this threat.

“Oh, rubbish!” said I. “In the first place, he isn’t going to be offensive, and in the second place, you are not to shoot him.”

“He has been on the ‘phone to me this morning,” he went on. “He says he wants to see the girl alone.”

“Well,” said I, “that isn’t extraordinary. If he intends demanding something from the girl on the threat of exposing her, he is hardly likely to want a detective sergeant and an ex-detective officer as witnesses.’’

“I don’t like it,” said Billy.

“Did you agree to the private interview?

He nodded.

“It doesn’t matter very much. I shall be in Levy’s room and I shall come in at the first cry from the girl. And I tell you, Mont,” he smashed his fist on the desk, “if that blackguard insults her I’ll — do you want me, Levy?”

This latter to Levy, standing in the doorway, his hands in his pockets, his head bent on his chest, and looking straight at Billy.

“Who are you killing, Billy?” he asked softly, and Billy smiled.

“Come in, Levy. Don’t stand in the doorway.”

“Who are you killing, Billy?” asked Levy as he came forward.

“Dawkes,” said Billy.

“Fine,” said the sarcastic Levy. “I’ll send lilies and Mont can send roses, and we’ll come along and see you the day before you’re hung. I want to tell you a story, Billy.”

He sat down on the edge of the desk and Billy, leaning against the wall, looked at him with a twinkle in his eyes. “Go on. It’s about a Hebrew.”

“A young Hebrew,” corrected Levy. “He was in a Sunday school at Glasgow and the teacher asked the class who would like to go to heaven, and every hand shot up except one. ‘Why, Issy Isaacs,’ said the teacher in surprise, ‘don’t you want to go to heaven?’

“‘No, miss,’ said Issy; ‘I want to go to hell, where our business is going.’”

Billy chuckled.

“Verbum sapienti,”
 said Levy significantly.

“Meaning that there’s where our business is going?” Billy clapped him on the shoulder. “We’ll be through with this case to-day, Levy, and then I can devote my mind wholeheartedly to your outside brokers.”

“If you were through with the case to-day I wouldn’t mind,” said Levy, shaking his head, “but you’re not going to be, Billy. I’ve got a feeling in my old bones that this job is going to last for a year and there’s going to be trouble at the end of it, and maybe at the beginning of it,” and he stalked gloomily forth.

“Do you remember that third-class ticket they found in Miss Ferrera’s bag?” asked Billy when Levy had gone.

“To Brixton?” I said. “Yes.”

“She has a cousin she stays with on her way from London to Monte Carlo,” said Billy. “That’s all.”

I tried to get him on to some other topic, but only partially succeeded, for every now and again he would come back to the girl and his problem.

In the midst of a perfectly thrilling description I gave of the struggle we had had with our murderer on Wanstead Marshes he broke in:

“She carries a revolver in her bag. You see, she takes so much money about with her that she cannot afford to run risks. I knew that at Monte Carlo that night I talked with her on the terrace, because, swinging round, the bag struck my hand.”

“She is a very capable young person,” I said patiently, for no man likes to have the story of his own perils broken in upon. I refused his invitation to lunch and promised to come up at half-past seven that night. As a matter of fact, I did not get there until a quarter to eight, and Miss Ferrera had already arrived.

I could see that even the sceptical and hard-hearted Levy Jones was somewhat under her spell. As for Billy, his face was flushed and his eyes, which never left her face, were bright and sparkling. The girl was, as I expected, wholly self-possessed. Once again I saw that beautiful face in its loving-kindly aspect. I know it is a ridiculous word to apply, but there was something motherly about her, a certain soft tenderness in her voice which was not designed for Billy any more than it was designed for me, but was just the natural woman in her.

“He will insist upon the explanation,” Billy was saying as I went in, and after shaking hands with me she went straight on to where he had left off.

“Then he must insist,” she said calmly.

“Could you tell him the system?”

She smiled.

“It would be quite impossible to tell him the system,” she said. “In the first place, it is not my system to give, and in the second place it would be impossible to give it offhand if it were. It is like asking me to explain the differential calculus to somebody who imagines it is a recent addition to the Zoo!”

Billy chuckled.

Further conversation was arrested by the arrival of Mr. Thomson Dawkes. To my surprise, he came alone. I had fully expected to see his shadow — for Inspector Jennings had become little else of late — following him into the room.

“I’m early,” he said with a genial smile all round, “but I think we might get this business over as we are all here.”

He looked from Mary Ferrera to Billy.

“I wish to speak alone with Miss Ferrera,” he said, and Billy nodded and turned to the girl.

“If you want anything, Miss Ferrera, don’t hesitate to call for me,” he said pointedly. “Just ring that bell” — he indicated the push by the side of the desk— “and I will be with you before the bell stops ringing.”

She nodded gravely, and we three left the room together.

Did Thomson Dawkes take Billington’s implied threat seriously? I fancy not. He was a man who had a most inordinate faith in the power of money and in the authority which the possession of great wealth could impose. There was always something of goodnatured contempt in his attitude towards Billy, and indeed towards the whole of the world. He gave me the impression that he was just humouring a capricious and inconsiderable man, and that also was the view which Billy took of his attitude.

I knew Billington Stabbat perhaps better than any living man, for we had been together in moments of supreme danger, when the very souls of men were bared by the sheer terror of their circumstances. And I knew that what in another person might be regarded as an idle piece of bluster had a deadly significance when it was uttered by my friend. Billy would not hesitate to destroy this big, smiling creature any more than he would hesitate to crush a beetle under his foot; and at the moment we left the room I uttered a prayer, a silent prayer, that that evening might end well. It was a prayer, unhappily, which was destined for rejection.

We gathered together, a curiously tense party, in Levy’s office, which opened from the bigger room.

“I hope this interview is not going to last long,” said Billy irritably. “If he dares” He did not finish his words.

I could find nothing to say, and we sat there in silence and watched the slow minute hand of the clock move from ten minutes to eight to five, and still there came no sound from the room. Another five minutes passed, and then Billy, with a snarl, slipped from the table on which he was sitting, and began:

“I’m not going to stand this any longer — !”

And then the interruption came.

It was the sound of a shot from the next room!

Billy leapt at the door and flung it open. The room was in darkness, but there was a switch near the doorway, and his hand found it and turned it down. I shall never forget the sight which met my eyes. Near the door leading into the corridor stood the girl, white-faced and staring like a thing demented. In her hand was a tiny revolver, and as the lights went on she lifted it from her side and looked at it with a kind of fascinated horror. It was Levy who broke the silence.

“We’ve lost a client,” he said in a shaky voice.

Even in that awful moment his queer sense of humour did not desert him. And lost a client we undoubtedly had; for sprawling over the desk lay Thomson Dawkes, with a hideous wound in his head, and his blood lay in a pool upon the writing-table.
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Neither Levy nor Billy spoke. For myself, I felt white and shaking, and I realised that I had had a much worse time and that my sick leave was much more necessary than I had imagined. Both these two men acted in a characteristic fashion. Levy pulled the blottingpad from under the head of the prostrate man and laid it on the carpet where the blood was beginning to drip. Billington turned to the girl and gently took the revolver from her hand. Then it was that she woke from her trance, and clung to him, shuddering and moaning.

“He kissed me!” she said. “He tried to hold me…. I put the light out to avoid him. I didn’t want to scream, and I thought I’d slip out of the door, but it was locked.”

“Yes, yes, yes,” said Billy, comforting. If she had the mother quality, no less had he. He patted and soothed her, and then beckoned me with a jerk of his head.

“Get her away,” he said. “Take her downstairs and put her in a taxi.”

I only hesitated for a second, and then I nodded.

“Don’t take her home,” he warned me. “Just put her in a taxicab and send her to Brixton. Then come back here; I want you. Now you’ve got to pull yourself together, Mary,” he said, and took her face in both his hands. I thought he was going to kiss her, but he did not. Billy’s eyes could be wonderfully soft and kind, and so they were now.

“You are not to say what happened. You understand? You were not present at this. You are not to say you were here tonight.”

“But, but—” she began.

“You must do as I tell you,” he said.

“Is he dead?” she whispered. “I didn’t—”

“No, no,” said Billy soothingly. “He is not dead.”

He thought he was lying, but he was telling no more than the truth.

I got her downstairs, and waited for a little while on the last landing until she had recovered, and then I hailed a taxi and promised to come and see her in the morning.

Personally, I was in a terrible position. Here was I, an officer of the law, helping a woman to escape who had apparently killed a man, even though she had killed him in self-defence. But strangely enough, at that moment the fact that I was being false to all the oaths I had taken to preserve the King’s peace did not worry me so much as my anxiety for Billy, for I knew just what he was going to do.

When I got back to the room — I had to pass through Levy’s room because the door on to the corridor was locked from the inside — I found Levy dressing the man’s wound with a towel.

“He’s not dead, fortunately,” said Billy, “but it’s a toss-up whether he’ll live. I think the bullet must have glanced off his skull. The window is broken.”

Together they carried Dawkes to a sofa and laid him down. Levy had already telephoned to a doctor, and an ambulance. After we had put the man as comfortably as we could, Billy went to his desk and took up the revolver we had taken from the girl, looked round, and then, with an exclamation, walked to the window recess, where he had discovered the little panel only that day. He wrenched open the tiny door and threw the revolver into the cavity, closing the panel securely. Then he went to his desk and took out his own revolver from a drawer.

“What are you going to do?” I asked.

“I’ll show you,” said Billy. He walked quickly to the big fireplace and, pointing the pistol up the chimney, fired once.

A heap of rubbish fell — bits of bricks and mortar and soot; then he came across to me and handed me the revolver.

“Sergeant Mont,” he said, “as you were coming up the stairs you heard a shot fired, and on reaching this room you found Mr. Dawkes lying across the desk dying. I was standing just about here.” He walked to the door. “You asked me what had happened, and I told you that I had had a quarrel with him, and that I had shot him.”

“I’ll be damned if I do it!” I cried in protest.

“You’ll be doubly damned if you don’t,” said Billy between his teeth. “There’s somebody on the stairs now! Are you going to make the arrest, or are you going to wait till that bloated swine Jennings appears? Mont, for God’s sake do as I tell you,” he cried. “We’re all in this unless you do. Make the arrest. I’m determined to keep the girl out of it; and you will be doing me the most wonderful of services.” What was I to do? I had a second to make up my mind, and then, though the words choked me, I said:

“Stabbat, I shall take you into custody on a charge of feloniously shooting Mr. Thomson Dawkes.”

At that moment Jennings came in and took in the situation at a glance.

“Where’s the girl?” he asked quickly. “The girl did not come.” It was Billington who replied.

Then Jennings’ eyes fell upon the prostrate figure on the sofa.

“My God, you’ve killed him!” he almost yelled.

“I hope not,” replied Billington. “I shot him, certainly.”

“Are you in this, Mont? Did you see anything of this?” demanded Jennings, his face purple.

“I have just arrested Stabbat,” said I. If it was possible to get any satisfaction out of this miserable business, I had it when I saw his face drop. For by the arrest I had made the case my own, or, if not mine, the officers of my particular department; and Jennings, who was an office man and all his life had craved for a big publicity case like this, positively writhed as he saw his life’s opportunity slip from his grasp.

The first report I had the following morning was from the hospital. Dawkes had passed an uneasy night and had not yet recovered consciousness. The injury was a concussion and probably a fracture of the right parietal bone of the skull. Surgeons were making an examination, and if necessary they would operate that morning. I went early to Bond Street, and found Levy Jones collecting his personal belongings under the eye of a uniformed constable, whom I dismissed as soon as I arrived.

“We shall have to seal up the room, and nobody must go in,” said I; “and Levy, old man, you’re going to be a witness.”

“I know all about that,” he wailed. “Poor old Billy! I’ve just been down to Marlborough Street to take him his breakfast.”

“How is he?” I asked.

“Slept like a top,” moaned Levy. “That’s Billy all over. I kidded the ‘screw’ to let me have a look at him. I said I was his servant — and ain’t I?” he demanded.

“Well, what happened?”

“I asked him how he slept,” said Levy, “and he told me he hadn’t awakened all the night, and cursed me because I hadn’t brought devilled kidneys. ‘Well, Billy,’ I said, ‘this looks bad.’ ‘We shall see,’ said Billy. That’s all—’we shall see,’” said Levy bitterly. Then apparently the suspicious “screw,” by which inelegant title Levy had designated the police-court jailer, had turned him out.

“Do you think Dawkes will die?” asked Levy anxiously.

I shook my head.

“The report from the hospital was not very encouraging.”

“Of course, he ought to die by rights,” said Levy. “I bet he’s a blackguard! When I think of that girl in the power of a man like that — a beautiful, sweet—”


“Et tu, Brute,”
 I murmured reproachfully, and Levy had the grace to blush.

I made a careful examination of the room. I was as anxious to get the real facts of the case as I was to present to the court a story which would have the appearance of truth without betraying Billy or the girl. I placed myself in the position in which Miss Ferrera had stood when we had found her, revolver in hand, and raised my hand, pointing my forefinger as though it were the barrel of a pistol; and the first thing that struck me was that, if Thomson Dawkes had been standing by the desk when he was shot, as he undoubtedly had, and if the bullet had struck him on the head, as it unquestionably did, then the window which should have been smashed was a window in the upper sash, unless —

It might, of course, have ricochetted from his head to the lower sash, but that was unlikely. Why was the pane of glass, which was below the height of a man standing where Dawkes had been standing, smashed to smithereens, and the upper window panes left untouched?

There was obviously nothing to be gained by searching for a bullet which had gone through the window and probably had struck a roof on the opposite side of the road. Later I sent officers to make a careful search of these roofs, without, however, discovering the bullet, so the chances were that it had hit the parapet, of the house and, dropping into the street, had been swept up by the road-cleaners in the night.

It had been reported to me from the hospital that morning that, in addition to the injury to the scalp, there were two scratches on the man’s cheek. I think I could have explained these very simply, but it was necessary to find a reason for those marks, and I found no difficulty here; for where the head had rested was Billington Stabbat’s pen rack.

The door near the corridor was locked, as it had been the night before; the key I removed and put into my pocket, but not until I had made a search of the new paint on the door for fingerprints. I hoped against hope that some third person had been in the room and had fired the shot which laid out Dawkes.

And then in a flash I remembered George Briscoe and his threat to be even with Billy. George Briscoe! And then my heart sank. For I remembered that the girl had not denied the shooting. Had we not taken her with the pistol in her hand? But suppose she and Briscoe (concealed somewhere in the room) had fired at the same time — it was of course a fantastic theory, but I remember reading a story the plot of which was based upon some such happening. Nevertheless, I must trace Mr. Briscoe, and in this search I was favoured by circumstances which I had not counted upon. For Mr. Briscoe was in a police cell at Cannon Row Station, and had been there since three o’clock the previous afternoon, on a charge of being concerned in the Regent Street burglary.

I interviewed him in the cell, and there was no doubt whatever that he had the most effective of alibis.

“Who put you away, Briscoe? I had nothing to do with it.” I felt it was my duty to exonerate Billy, and he nodded.

“I know all about that, Mr. Mont,” he said. “If you want to know the person who has betrayed me, cherchez les femmes
 .”

“Why have you come to see me?” he asked quickly. “Has anything happened?”

“Nothing at all, except that Mr. Thomson Dawkes has been found shot in Stabbat’s office — and Stabbat is under arrest for the shooting.”

“Good Lord!” he gasped. “Under arrest — Billy Stabbat? Isn’t that grand! Did he shoot him?” he asked.

“Unfortunately he did,” said I. “I was a witness to the occurrence.”

“Is Dawkes dead?” he asked quickly.

“He’s not dead, but he’s pretty bad,” said I.

“Let’s hope he dies,” said the cheerful Mr. George Briscoe. “Nothing would have given me greater pleasure than to look through the bars — do you have barred doors here, by the way? — and see him going to the death house.”

“You’re a cheerful little soul, Briscoe,” said I, and left it at that.

My next call was on the girl. I had her Brixton address, but I did not want to be seen in her company, remembering the unpleasant experience we had had at Elston. Jennings was just as capable of having me shadowed as Dawkes was of shadowing Billy. She had recovered from the shock of it, and when I came to the sittingroom into which I was shown, she had the evening paper before her.

The press had only a meagre account of what they termed a “shooting affray,” just enough to drive her half wild with anxiety.

“I cannot allow them to make this sacrifice,” she said. “It is absurd. I can explain everything.”

“That is just why I have come to see you,” I said. “You must start explaining to me.”

“I’ve been trying to remember ever since.”

She paced the room, and I could see that this imperturbable gambler, who could stake thousands without a flicker of the eyelash, and who could face a man like Thomson Dawkes with equanimity, had been broken, not by the threat to herself, but by the terrible danger overhanging a man for whom she had conceived perhaps something of that love which she had awakened in Billington Stabbat.

“I’m trying to think — I’m trying to think,” she said, wringing her hands. “I’ve been trying all day to piece together all that happened. When you left me, alone with him, Mr. Dawkes spoke quite kindly, and told me that he had discovered all about me, and he knew that the money with which I had been gambling had been taken from the bank. He talked at the time quite rationally about systems, and then suddenly he came toward me. I had not the slightest idea of his intention until he suddenly seized me in his arms.

“‘You can pay another price if you like, my dear. You can go to Monte Carlo as often as you take it into your pretty little head to do so,’ he said.

“I tried to escape, but he was strong — terribly strong. I told him I would scream, and he laughed in my face. ‘You will do nothing so ridiculous,’ he said. ‘ I think I know your kind. Now, my dear, what is it to be? Am I to call in those officers of the law ‘ — he sneered as he said it—’ or are you going to be sensible? ‘ Then suddenly I stamped on his foot, and with a cry he let go. In the struggle I had moved towards the big door, which I think leads to the passage and the stairs, and immediately his hold released I ran to the door and tried to open it. It was locked. ‘ You little devil! ‘ said Dawkes, and was reaching out for me again when by an inspiration I saw the light switch and knocked it up with my hand. I managed to elude him, but I could not get past him to reach the room where Mr. Stabbat was.”

“Why didn’t you cry out?” I asked. She shook her head.

“Dawkes knew me that much,” she said. “I thought I could escape without trouble, or without — causing Mr. Stabbat to make a scene. That was the thing I was afraid of. I wonder if Dawkes knew that too?” she mused.

“He must have seen me against the window,” she went on. “He came toward me with a run, and I had just time to stoop under his arms before he stumbled over the desk. ‘Stay where you are,’ I said. ‘I can see you against the window. I am armed,’ and I pulled back the trigger of the little revolver which I carry in my bag when I am travelling on the continent; oh, if I had not brought it last night!”

“Then what happened?” I asked.

“He fell into a kind of cold fury,” said the girl. “I shall always see his silhouette against the window and hear his voice.” She shivered. “I never want to recall the vile things that he said to me — things that I could not think any man would say to a woman, and least of all a cultured man. I don’t know what happened. My head seemed to swim; but, just as he was saying: ‘Now I will send for Stabbat and he will put you in prison, you—’ I must have gone mad. I don’t remember what happened. All I remember was a shot and the thud o*f his body, and there was I, standing with a pistol in my hand. Then you came in.”

“That is all you remember?” I asked. “You did not actually shoot at him. It might have been an accident. The pistol might have gone off by itself.”

She shook her head.

“I don’t know what happened,” she said simply. “I had murder in my heart. I hated him. I wanted to stamp the life out of him. That is all I know. How is he?” she asked.

“He had a very restless night, and the doctors are operating this morning,” I said, and caught a look of alarm, and then a contemptuous little smile played on her face.

“I don’t mean Dawkes,” she said. “It doesn’t matter if he dies or lives. How is Mr. Stabbat? What does he think of it all, and what is going to be done?”

And then I told her, and I thought she was going to collapse.

“You arrested him — you!” she said, her eyes blazing. “You, who are supposed to be his friend, arrested him for a crime which you knew he did not commit?”

“Where are you going?” I said, catching her arm as she was leaving the room.

“I am going to the nearest police station to tell them the truth,” she said.

“Incidentally you are going to ruin Billy and break Billy’s heart,” I said quietly. “I will not add that you involve me in utter ruin, because that isn’t a consideration. Billy did this deliberately for you, because he had a better chance of getting out of the mess than you had; and he wants to keep your name out of the case — you and the name of your uncle,” I added with emphasis, and she went pale.

“Did you know?” she asked quickly.

“Billy knew that you were Sir Philip Frampton’s niece,” I said, and she stood there, biting her lips, absorbed in her thoughts.

“Suppose this case goes for trial — which it will undoubtedly,” she asked, “what will happen to Billy?”

She said it so naturally that I did not realise that she was calling Stabbat by his Christian name.

“He may get five and he may get seven years,” I replied.

“Five or seven years!” she gasped. “But they can’t touch him. It would be monstrous. It would be a crime.”

Now I must pay this tribute to Mary Ferrera. Any other woman of my acquaintance would have not only “gone in off the deep end” at the news I brought her, but would have persisted in their lunacy. In half an hour she was as calm and as cold as ice, and she took even a logical view of the part which I had played.

“If he goes to prison,” she said, in the most matter-of-fact tones, as though she were discussing some arrangement of her own household, “we must get him out, of course.”

“Get him out?” I stammered. “How?”

“Well, he must escape. It is quite as possible for men to escape from prison nowadays as it was years ago; in fact, it’s much more possible now that the aeroplane and the motorcar can be employed. What does he want me to do?”

There and then I told her, not what Billy wanted her to do, because he had not had time to give any instructions or express his wishes. But I had to tell her it was his plan, because she had unbounded faith in him.

“You have a passport, which I suppose has an annual vise
 ?” said I.

She nodded, but looked at me doubtfully.

“Do you want me to go away?”

“I want you to go to the south of France till this business is settled. When it is, you can come back and you can discuss this matter with Levy Jones.”

“But how can I go to Monte Carlo?” she asked, and I gaped at her.

“You go whenever you wish, don’t you?” I said bluntly.

“I go when I’m sent,” said she; and that was the first hint I had that she was not her own mistress, but that her gambling adventures were undertaken on behalf of somebody else.

“Then get them to send you,” said I. “You had better go to your uncle, Sir Philip, and tell him the whole of the story.”

“No, no, no!” she said. “I couldn’t do that — I dare not do that. I will go to somebody else.”

Who was the somebody else, I wondered, and that was a part of the interview which I resolved to keep from Billy when I visited him.

In one respect I could help her, because Levy Jones had handed to me £300 which he had taken from Billy’s safe that morning, with the request that I should look after it. I offered to supply her with money, and to my surprise she accepted the offer. Evidently the person who employed her, if her story was true, was not over-generous in the matter of a reward.

She decided at last that she would go away and remain in the south of France until I wired for her, but said that she must first go back to Elston. I saw Billy that same night in his cell, and told him what had happened. He was very grateful to me.

“You don’t know what a load you’ve lifted off my chest, Mont,” he said. “It was an inspiration on my part to suggest that you should pinch me. It gives you control of the case and makes things ever so much easier. How is Dawkes?”

The operation had been a success, I told him, but it would be weeks before he could give evidence.

It was, in fact, two months before he stepped up into the witnessbox at the Old Bailey with his head still swathed in black bandages, and told all he remembered. I imagine that within the period of his convalescence Mr. Thomson Dawkes must have put in some pretty long thinks. Billy had made a statement at the preliminary proceedings at the police court, giving a detailed account of how and why he had shot Dawkes, and this was exactly the story which Dawkes told in the box. I give him credit for being ashamed of the part he had played, and the infamy of his conduct toward the girl, and subsequent events proved that I was right. At any rate, her name was not mentioned in the court, and he even took blame upon himself for the provocation he had offered to Billy. In fact, Dawkes was as near to being a gentleman in the witnessbox as he had ever been in his life.

It may have made some difference to the sentence which was passed, but I doubt very much whether Mr. Justice Chudleigh was influenced by what he called, in his summing up, Mr. Thomson Dawkes’s “generosity.”

“You will be kept in penal servitude for the term of seven years,” was the sentence; and Billy, with a little bow to the judge, turned and walked down the steps to the cells.
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By an extraordinary coincidence, George Briscoe was the next prisoner to be tried, and he was, as I read in the paper that night, for I did not stop to hear the case, sentenced to three years.

I could now telegraph Miss Ferrera the result of the case. It puzzled me that she had been allowed to stay away so long from the bank; and that night, after seeing Billy in the cells at Newgate, I sat down and wrote to Mr. Pontius, the accountant at Frampton’s Bank, and my letter was, I flatter myself, a wily and a diplomatic document. His answer came to me two days later, and it contained the startling news that Miss Ferrera had resigned her position from the bank, after having been given two months’ leave of absence.

He did not tell me that any discovery had been made as to the reserve of the bank, though he did say, in his garrulous way, that he could not have answered my letter if I had sent it the week before, because the auditors were “in.” Then nothing had been found at the bank detrimental to the girl. After all, why should it? Supposing she had used the bank money, it must not be forgotten that she was a winner, except on one occasion, and that she would be able to replace the cash she had taken. Did she have so complete a faith in this extraordinary system that she could take money perfectly confident that she would be able to replace it? If she had done this, she would hardly have played a succession of losing coups as she had done under Dawkes’s eye without showing some sign of agitation.

Poor Levy Jones was carrying on the business, and carrying it on very efficiently too, though his heart was not in the job. There are stories of brides who have been jilted on their wedding day, and who have maintained the room in which the bridal feast was set just as it appeared on the day of their disappointment. Levy did not go as far as this; but he seemed to take a reverent care of the room in which the crime was committed, and it was kept just as Billy had left it, save that it was dusted and swept every day.

Billy had been in prison three months or more when I made a call at the office and had a talk with Levy. I had not heard from Mary Ferrera, and I was not quite sure whether I had been wise in leaving her alone.

I remarked to Levy Jones upon the condition of poor Billy’s room.

“I’d like Billy to come back and find it as he wanted it,” said Levy miserably. “Oh yes, I’ve got plenty of work in hand, Mr. Mont, but I should be grateful if you would give me a little help now and again. I’ve got two sleuths working for me. Sleuths!” he said in despair. “They are permanently disguised! They neither look like sleuths nor act like sleuths; but they’ve got one advantage. They always use the same public-house, and they’re there all the time, so I know where to find them.” He hadn’t even the heart to tell me a story against his own people.

“There’s a job I’d like you to take on, Levy,” I said just before I went.

“A job for me — a detective job, Mr. Mont?” he answered in surprise, and I nodded.

“It concerns Billy very closely,” said I. “You know the story of Miss Ferrera and her gambling at Monte Carlo?”

He smiled a little sadly.

“ I should say I did,” he answered.

“Well,” said I, “I am convinced that Miss Ferrera was merely the agent of some other person, and I am anxious to discover who that person was.”

He pushed back his chair and put his hands into the pockets of his shabby jacket.

“I’ve been to Elston twice,” he said quietly.

“Have you, by Jove?” I said, startled.

“Yes, I have, by Jove,” said Levy. “When Billy was waiting his trial, you don’t suppose that I was losing any time beating up evidence for him, do you? Billy’s a big thing in my life,

Mont,” he said. His voice shook for a moment. “A big thing,” he repeated.

I never suspected Levy Jones of sentiment or of such deep feeling, but I knew instinctively that he was at that moment very near to tears, and he would never have forgiven me had he broken down in my presence.

“What did you do at Elston, Levy?” “I found out all I could about the staff of the bank,” he said. “Also, who her friends were. The first thing that struck me as being rum,” said Levy, “was that she didn’t live with her uncle — that’s the old banker.”

“Yes, that struck me as being curious too,” said I. “She used to live with him.”

Levy nodded.

“She lived with him for about eight months. He has a big house just outside the town. He and his sister used to run the establishment, but the sister died, and then this brotherin-law of his died, and he kind of adopted her daughter.”

“Why didn’t she live with him?”

“Because she couldn’t stand him,” was the surprising reply. “They say he is a devil of a man to get on with, and there isn’t a member of his staff that doesn’t hate him.”

This was news to me. The chief of a big staff is not necessarily beloved, but it is very seldom the case that he is execrated by those who serve under him.

“He’s a narrow, mean kind of man,” said Levy, “the sort of fellow who doesn’t believe in men smoking or women riding astride. The people who knew him were surprised when he carried out the wish of Ferrera — that is, Miss Ferrera’s father — because, though they were relations, relationship means very little to Sir Philip. But he did adopt her and took her out to his house to live. She stuck it for eight months, and then she went into lodgings, but still went to the bank. Now I’ll tell you another curious thing: Miss Ferrera was getting three pounds ten a week in actual cash, and three pounds ten a week was being credited to Sir Philip’s private account.”

I sat down in the chair and stared at Levy.

“Do you mean she was getting seven pounds a week and half of that went to Sir Philip?”

Levy nodded.

“My own theory is that it was toward wiping off some debt which Mr. Ferrera owed when he died.”

“Of course that’s it,” I cried. “What a mean old devil!”

“You’ve said it,” said Levy. “They talk about us Jews. Why, we’re children in the art of usury compared with a certain type of giaour
 ! And I’ll tell you another thing: for the last two weeks Miss Ferrera was working at the bank she was credited with seven pounds, which meant that the debt had been paid, and that was why she resigned.”

“I’ll let you know.” I began rising.

“Don’t go,” said Levy. “Wait and have some tea: I’ll send the boy out.” There was a lobby office attached to his, through which visitors were shown, and at his call a lanky youth appeared and took Levy’s order, bringing the tea up on a tray in a remarkably short space of time considering the laggard ways of youth.

Over the tea Levy told me the latest news of Billy. He had been in Wormwood Scrubbs, but that week had been transferred to Dartmoor, the London prison being at that time rather full of political prisoners from Ireland.

“And he’s as cheerful as a bird,” said Levy in despair. “He’s in the tailor’s shop, and so is George Briscoe!”

“Billy had better be careful.”

“Briscoe had better be careful, too,” said Levy significantly. “I should be really sorry for Briscoe if he gets upsides with Billy.”

“There is one thing I cannot understand about Sir Philip Frampton,” I began, when there was a tap at the door and the lanky youth appeared.

“A gentleman wants to see you,” he said, “on business.”

“Give me that card,” said Levy, and took the pasteboard from the boy’s hand. He looked at it and breathed through his nose heavily.

“Sir Philip Frampton,” he read at last, and we looked at one another.
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I had never before caught anything but a fleeting glimpse of him. He had something of a venerable air and appearance, but closer at hand he impressed me less favourably. He overtopped Levy by head and shoulders, and his height alone saved him from the appellation of “mean-looking.” His head was narrow; his face, like his frame, shrivelled; and a pair of restless brown eyes, faded now to something that was neither brown nor grey, glanced from one to the other of us as he rubbed his hands nervously together. Levy pushed a chair forward.

“Good morning, gentlemen,” said Sir Philip Frampton in a harsh, unmusical voice. “Which of you is Mr. Stabbat? I was recommended to Mr. Stabbat a few months ago by a client of his, but I have had no need to invite his services until now.”

“Mr. Stabbat is in the country,” said Levy calmly, “but I am in control of the business.”

The old man looked at Levy dubiously.

“Can you accept a commission?” he said.

“Yes, sir,” said Levy.

I was putting down my cup preparatory to departing, but Levy signalled to me to stay, and the old man evidently thought it was not unusual that a third person should be present at the interview. He looked at me.

“This is a detective, I presume?” he said. He meant one of Levy’s sleuths.

“Yes, sir, this is a detective,” replied Levy in truth.

“H’m!” said Sir Philip. “He looks an intelligent man.”

I blushed. Levy rocked with silent laughter, but Sir Philip did not seem to notice that his remark had caused any hilarity.

“As he may be called upon in the course of his duty to follow the person I shall speak about, it is perhaps better that he should hear all I have to tell.”

He spoke hesitatingly and with difficulty.

“You probably know that I am a banker — one of the largest bankers in the West of England,” he said. “Some years ago, an old friend of mine, a man who owed me a great deal of money—”

Levy shot a quick sidelong glance at me.

“ — died, leaving his — er — orphan child in my care. Though I am not a family man, and in fact am a bachelor, I accepted the undertaking all the more readily because just about then my dear sister died, and I felt extremely lonely. The girl was a difficult person to deal with; although she was in fact a distant relative, which placed her under an extraordinary obligation to me, in more senses than one. She was what is known as a strong-minded woman — I think that is the term, and it describes a type which is extremely obnoxious to me, sir, extremely obnoxious.”

He wagged his head at this, and there was no doubt in anybody’s mind that the strong-minded woman was a type which was extremely obnoxious to Sir Philip Frampton.

“There were one or two disagreeable incidents, and eventually I agreed to her leaving the house and taking lodgings in the town. I might tell you that she was employed in a very responsible position in my bank. A month or so ago she sent in her resignation, although I had treated her with the greatest generosity and kindness. She was in the habit of going to Paris at frequent intervals, with the ostensible object of perfecting herself in the French tongue, and I had promised to hand over to her the important post of foreign corresponding secretary to the bank.”

If he had thought of handing over to her the Foreign Secretaryship of the British Empire, or the State Secretaryship of the United States Administration, he could not have announced the fact with greater empressement
 .

“I accepted the resignation with the greatest reluctance, and there the matter might have ended but for a discovery I made last week in going through a safe in my private vault — a safe in which I keep my own personal belongings — that twenty thousand pounds had been taken from the vault without my knowledge.” Levy scribbled the sum mechanically upon a sheet of paper at his elbow.

“Simultaneously,” said Sir Philip with the greatest gravity, “I learnt from an anonymous correspondent that my foster-daughter, instead of being in Paris as I imagined, was gambling very heavily at Monte Carlo, not on one but on many occasions.”

We were silent.

Poor Billy! So it was true after all. But there was a third person — somebody behind her, somebody on behalf of whom she was working. Who was the anonymous correspondent who had given the girl away? Immediately my mind went to Mr. Thomson Dawkes; but such an act was not consistent with his attitude in the dock.

“What do you want me to do?” asked Levy.

“Well, that is a difficult question to answer,” said the old man after hesitation. “I think she should be warned not to come to Elston again. I should not like her feelings hurt by the knowledge that I am aware of her duplicity and wickedness.”

“Assuming she took the money,” I interrupted.

“Assuming she took the money?” said Sir Philip. “There is no assumption in the matter, sir! She was the only person who had access to the vault, and I have confirmed the stories about her gambling at Monte Carlo. I have the dates of her visits, and I know further that she masqueraded under the name of Miss Hicks. Now, if I give you her address, or where I have reason to believe she is to be found, which is at a small villa in Brixton, could I trust to you the commission of hinting to her, without telling her what I have told you, that it would be inadvisable for her to return to Elston?”

Levy nodded. The old man, taking out a pocketbook, produced a sheet of paper with an address written upon it, though he might have saved himself the trouble, for I could have supplied that, though it was news to me that she was in London.

“You might also say,” Sir Philip went on, “that I harbour no uncharity in my heart, and although I have destroyed the will in which I left her a very respectable annuity” — (we afterwards discovered it was one of £75 per annum!)— “I shall, in the will which I shall execute before I return to Elston, specially mention her, and leave her some token to remind her of her benefactor.”

Levy showed him out with proper and impressive reverence, and, closing the door behind him, stood with his back to it, looking at me.

“Well, what do you think of that?” “It is certainly an amazing coincidence,” said I. “You will tell her, of course?”

Levy shook his head.

“I don’t know what to do,” he said. “The truth is that Billy has always made it a rule to respect the confidence of a client. I admit he departed from the straight and narrow way where Miss Ferrera was concerned, but I’m not worrying so much about keeping up to the traditions of the firm as I am about the charge against this young lady. What I can do is to find out if she thinks of going to Elston. And anyway, why couldn’t he write and warn her — unless, of course,” he added thoughtfully, “he is not going to admit that he knows anything about the loss of his money.” I left Levy to go to Brixton whilst I sought out Mr. Thomson Dawkes. He lived in a big house facing Regent’s Park, and I was fortunate enough to find him at home. Usually he went racing at this season of the year, and when I learnt he was in I thought it possible that the crack on the head which he had received had changed some of his habits. However, he was looking well and strong when I was ushered into his study.

“Hallo, Mr. Mont. What is the trouble now?” he asked. “Sit down and take a cigar.”

“There’s no particular trouble, Mr. Dawkes,” I replied; “only I wanted to ask you a question privately about Miss Ferrera.”

He made a little grimace.

“I was hoping that young lady’s name would not crop up again. I am not particularly proud of myself over that business. Of course, you know all the facts; because you were there at the time; though I have not told Jennings this.”

For which I was grateful.

“The object of my visit is this, Mr. Dawkes,” I said. “You remember that Miss Ferrera was employed by Frampton’s Bank at Elston, and you know too that she gambled very heavily at Monte Carlo.”

He nodded.

“I have reason to know all that,” he said with a half-smile.

“Well, the old man has discovered that twenty thousand pounds has been taken from the vault, and he says that, coinciding with that discovery, he received an anonymous letter from some person or persons unknown telling him about Miss Ferrera’s gambling on the Riviera. Now I want to ask you very frankly, not because I have any interest beyond the interests of justice, whether you sent that letter.”

“And I can answer you as frankly,” he replied, “that I did not. Of course I did not! That would have been a blackguardly thing to do. If I wanted to expose the girl, I should have done so in the witnessbox. I wouldn’t play a dirty trick like that.”

“I didn’t think you would, Mr. Dawkes,” said I. “But who could have sent it?”

Dawkes shook his head.

“Other people may have identified her at Monte Carlo,” he said. “People go to that spot from every town in England, and it is quite likely that somebody from Elston saw her.”

“In which case, I should imagine, they would not have taken the trouble to write anonymous letters unless they were friends or well known to her.”

“That’s true,” agreed Dawkes. “It is an unpleasant business, and every night I go to bed I think of poor old Billington Stabbat, and feel that I should be in his place. Of course, the girl shot me.”

“Are you certain of that?” I asked. “Absolutely. I actually saw the flash of fire, and can remember it distinctly. Doesn’t she admit it?” he asked in surprise.

I shook my head.

“She doesn’t know whether she did or whether she didn’t. Apparently you said something which upset her—”

He raised his hands and made a little face.

“For the Lord’s sake don’t remind me!” he said. “I was an unutterable cad; and if I dared to see her, and if she would see me, I feel I would go on my knees and ask her forgiveness.”

I left Mr. Thomson Dawkes with almost a feeling of friendship for him. I often think that where the writers of fiction stories and plays make such a mistake is in their delineations of villains. It is my experience that there are no villains who are villainous in all things, but that their evil acts are born of circumstances and of their own selfish plans and enterprises. Thomson Dawkes was a rascal and a blackguard; but, like all rascals and all blackguards, he had his redeeming features, and there were moments when that which was best in him came out and made one go far towards forgiving him for the crooked bits of his character.

That night I received the intimation — oh, the irony of it! — that I had been promoted to the rank of sub-inspector for my work in connection with the Stabbat case, and that I would be received on probation with that rank in the special branch. Jennings met me as I was coming out of Scotland Yard, and the congratulations had just the “come back” I expected.

“I hear you’ve had a lift,” he said. “Well, you got it easy enough. Some of us have to wait for years and work hard; others get a bit of luck and a little cheap publicity, and they get their caps over the heads of better men.”

“Thank you for your hearty congratulations, Inspector,” said I politely. “And now you and I are of equal rank and we are quite alone and without witnesses, I can tell you that, so far as I am concerned, you can take all your good wishes to hell.” Which I think annoyed him.

I dined at my rooms that night, so I was in when a telephone message came through from a call office. It was Mary Ferrera, and her voice was very cheery and bright.

“I’ve just seen the mysterious Levy,” she said. “He came to me with an inquiry as to whether I’m going back to Elston. Of course I am not. Why did he ask that?”

“I don’t know. Levy is a very inquisitive person,” said I diplomatically. “He had a reason, didn’t he?”

“Levy never does anything without reason,” said I evasively. “He is the most reasonable person I know.”

There was a silence at the other end of the wire, then:

“I saw him to-day.”

“I know; you just told me.”

“I don’t mean Levy,” she said. “I saw — Billington.”

“The dickens you did!” said I in surprise. “Where did you see him?”

“At Wormwood Scrubbs,” said she, and there was just the tiniest break in her voice. “He is going to Dartmoor tonight. I want to see you, Mr. Mont.”

“I’ll come tomorrow,” said I, but she dissented.

“I won’t bring you down here; I’ll call at your office tomorrow afternoon.”

“I haven’t an office,” said I, “and Scotland Yard is a dismal hole. Suppose you come to Billy’s office. Levy will give you an excellent cup of tea.”

When I was saying it I realised that I had the uncomfortable feeling that I was making a faux pas
 , but could not think why. Then it flashed on me that old man Frampton had said he would come in the afternoon.

“No, no, don’t come tomorrow,” I said hastily.

“I shall be there at four,” she replied. “Don’t try to put me off, Mr. Mont. I don’t think you’re very anxious to see me?”

“I swear to you, Miss Ferrera, that I’d go a very long way to see you,” said I. “But—”

“There will be no buts,” she said. “Good night.” And I heard the click of the receiver.

Anyhow they need not meet, I thought later. There were three rooms to the suite, though she would hardly like going into Billy’s room after all that had occurred.

My work kept me busy at the Yard all the following morning, but I had time to ‘phone Levy and tell him of the appointment which Mary Ferrera had fixed for herself.

“That will be all right,” he said. “She’s been in London for months and has no idea of going back to Elston; did she tell you that?”

“Yes.” I recounted our conversation.

“Fancy her going to see Billy,” he said admiringly. “He must have a pull somewhere to be allowed visitors on odd days.”

That day there was an opening of Parliament, and I was on duty in Whitehall, wearing for the first time the uniform of my new rank. That fact explains why I was not recognised, either by Sir Philip Frampton or by Mary Ferrera, when I met them in John Street, Adelphi. I was on my way to my lodging, which is in John Street, when I saw them. They were standing together, talking, at the comer of Chandos Street, and had met, I learnt later, by accident in the Embankment Gardens. The old man was talking angrily, and as I passed them I heard her say:

“I never expected anything from you, uncle.” And later, when I was some distance from them, I caught, in his harsh voice, the word “Will.” It was puzzling.

I changed into mufti, and at three o’clock that afternoon I went off to keep my appointment with Levy and Miss Ferrera. I met Levy on the steps. He had been detained at lunch by a compatriot of his.

“The old boy isn’t coming to-day,” he said. “He ‘phoned me this morning, and we’re in tons of time for Miss Ferrera.”

We had reached the first landing when we heard the patter of feet on the stairs, and, looking up, to my surprise

I saw Mary Ferrera hurrying down. Her face was white and set, and when I spoke to her she did not reply, but brushed past us, leaving us staring after her in bewilderment.

“What’s wrong?” I asked Levy, and he was silent for a moment. Then: “We shall see,” he said prophetically. The door of Billy’s private room, the room in which the shooting occurred, was opposite to the end of the stairway. Farther along on the right was Levy’s office, and beyond that the public office, where the lank youth sat. We went into Levy’s room, and at the sound of our feet the officeboy came in.

“Who has been?” asked Levy sharply.

“The young lady, sir, who was up here before, and the old gentleman.”

“The old gentleman?” repeated Levy incredulously.

“Yes, sir, they’re both in there.” He jerked his head to the door of Billy’s room.

“But the lady isn’t there; I met her on the stairs.”

“Well, the old gentleman is. He came in about half an hour ago and asked where he could write a letter, and I put him in Mr. Stabbat’s office.”

“Oh, you did, did you?” snarled Levy. “Well, you’d better start looking for another job right away! What happened?”

“The young lady came up,” said the boy sulkily, “and she went into your room, but I think the door was open and she saw the old gent. Anyway, she went in there and shut the door, and there they are,” he persisted.

So that accounted for Mary’s agitation and obvious anger.

“Good Lord!” groaned Levy. “She thinks we’re doublecrossing her! I wonder what the old devil said to her?” He flung open the door and strode into Billington’s office, then stopped. In the middle of the room Sir Philip Frampton lay at full length on the floor, and there was no reason to ask why, for the bullet-hole above the left eyebrow was eloquent.
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Levy reeled — I thought he was going to faint.

“Merciful Father Abraham!” he whispered, and turning round, he gripped the boy who was staring over our shoulders. “Did you hear a shot?”

“No, sir,” whimpered the frightened lad. “I heard something bang, but I thought that he’d shut the door.”

“The door,” said Levy, and ran.

It was unlocked and was not even closed. We should have noticed that if we had not been so perturbed through meeting Mary on the stairs.

“How long ago did this happen?” asked Levy eagerly, but here the boy was criminally vague.

It might have been five minutes, it might have been two minutes before we came in, the boy was not very sure.

Levy made a quick search of the room while I sent the boy to get on to the hospital.

“He was writing here,” said Levy. There was a sheet of notepaper upon the pad and an envelope already addressed to a firm of lawyers. The letter was only just begun, and ran:



Dear Mr. Tranter,

I have now decided upon the conditions I will make in my new will, the other having been destroyed by me. I give to…



Here the writing ceased; the ink was still wet indeed upon the letter. That was an important fact — or would have been, only Sir Philip wrote with a broad-pointed nib and used a heavy stroke, and it was not the kind of day when ink would dry quickly. What we did not notice was that the nib was worn and spluttery. That was the big clue that I missed — that old and useless nib.

Before the arrival of the doctor and the ambulance there was time for one short, tense, nerve-racking conference.

“Now what are we going to do?” asked Levy desperately.

“What is there to be done?” I demanded in so hopeless a tone that he groaned.

“Don’t talk like that. Billy will break his heart if anything happens to the girl,” he wailed. “Think of something, Mont, for God’s sake! The girl was here; she was in the room with him; she left after he was murdered. Who knows she was here?” he asked suddenly. I thought for a moment his brain had given under the strain.

“The boy,” said I quietly. “You’ve got to look things squarely in the face, Levy. There is no sense in deceiving ourselves. We have the alternative of arresting Mary Ferrera or of helping her to escape from the country. But her name must
 be associated with this killing, and there’s no way out of it.”

He buried his head in his hands, and there he was when the doctor came. Whilst the body was being examined he nodded to me.

“You’d better go and see her, Mont,” he said shakily, “and do what is best.” She was not at home when I called at the house in Brixton, and I had to wait in her little sittingroom for half an hour before she came in. At the sight of me her chin went up.

“I didn’t expect this visit,” she said with a touch of hauteur. “But perhaps you aren’t in Levy’s scheme.”

“I don’t know Levy’s scheme,” I answered quietly.

She took off her hat and threw it upon the couch.

“I never thought Levy would accept a commission to watch me,” she said, “or that you were in league with Sir Philip Frampton”

That was my opportunity.

“Speak well of the dead, Miss Ferrera,” I said.

“Dead?” Her face went white — whiter than it had been that afternoon. “Dead, you say?” she repeated incredulously. “Sir Philip isn’t dead; I saw him this afternoon.”

“We found him shot dead in the room where you shot Thomson Dawkes,” said I, and she sat down heavily into a chair.

“Say that again slowly. I don’t quite take it in,” she said, and I repeated the words. “You went straight upstairs and you found him — dead?”

I nodded. She looked at me with a hint of wild alarm in her eyes. Suddenly she started up.

“You’ve come to arrest me!” she gasped.

“I have come either to arrest you or to give you assistance to get out of the country,” I said gruffly. “This means that I shall have to resign from the police. I can’t in decency remain after I have helped you to escape.”

“Do you think I killed Sir Philip?”

I was silent.

“Do you really think I killed Sir Philip?” she said again.

“If you tell me that you did not, I shall believe you,” said I, and I saw the colour come back to her face.

“You’re a dear man, Mr. Mont,” she said, and she dropped her hand on my shoulder. “Thank you for that. No, of course I did not kill him. He made me very, very angry, but I did not kill him.”

“Then you’ve got to get away. We are searching for you now” I began, and she shook her head.

“I’m not going away. Poor Mr. Mont, you’ve got to arrest me, too,” she smiled, and there was just that pity in her voice which made me choke. “Sit down,” she said. “I’m going to tell you a strange story.

“When Sir Philip Frampton took me into his house at Elston he did so with some reluctance. And then, I think, the realisation that there was somebody who was bound to him by all manner of ties, by blood relationship and by other obligations (my father owed him six hundred pounds), gave him the idea which he afterwards carried out. Sir

Philip was a great mathematician, and although he was a very straitlaced person and a man who was respected in the narrowest circles of the small provincial town for his austerity and his impatience of gambling and gamblers, he devoted the greater part of his life to the study of chance and its laws, and was perhaps the greatest authority in the world upon the games of roulette and trente et quarante.
 When I tell you that from seven o’clock every evening till nearly two o’clock in the morning he spent his time working out all manner of possible combinations with the cards, and that he had records extending over thirty years of the * runs ‘ of the colours at Monte Carlo, you will see how deep and earnest a student he was.

“About six years ago he devised a system which he regarded as invincible.

“One night, whilst I was staying in the house with him, he took me into his confidence, swearing me to secrecy, and reminding me, as he invariably did, of his generous treatment. It was then he told me something of his extraordinary hobby. He himself had never been to Monte Carlo, but he was anxious to give the system a practical trial. He was a very rich man, and he could well have afforded to snap his fingers at public opinion, because the bank is one of the soundest institutions in the country, as you probably know. But he lived in mortal fear of the censure of little men. At the thought of his fellow-church-wardens discovering his weakness he would literally become ill. After some time we devised this plan: that I was to go to Monte Carlo, with certain instructions which he elaborated, and there I should play maximum stakes. Every time I left the country I carried with me exactly one million francs; and, except on one occasion, I returned a winner of one million five hundred thousand francs. Even as it was I should not have lost on that one visit but for an error in Sir Philip’s instructions, a clerical error for which he himself was responsible. When I came back and told him I had lost he was like a madman, and swore that I had not followed the system. I had already given up living in his house because of his ungovernable temper, and now I told him I would not go again. I meant that, but after he had discovered his mistake he was so very humble that I did go to Monte Carlo, as you know.”

“One moment,” I said, “perhaps you can explain something which puzzles me. Pontius says, and he had the fact from your landlady, that you were in the habit of receiving mysterious letters just before you left for Monte Carlo.”

She smiled.

“They were Sir Philip’s instructions and tables of figures,” she said. “I hated the work, and I was determined that when my father’s debts were paid I would make an end of our relationship. As you know, I resigned, and wrote to Sir Philip, telling him that I had no intention of returning to the bank or of acting as his agent in his gambling transactions. I think those two words ‘gambling transactions’ terrified him, for he wrote to me, telling me to keep his secret, and swearing that if I so much as whispered a word that was detrimental to him, he would bring charges against me which would result in my going to prison. He would never have dared!”

“That is where you’re wrong,” I said. “He came to Levy Jones and instructed him to warn you not to go to Elston again. That was the beginning and end of Levy’s instructions.”

“I see. So that was it. Poor Levy! I did you both an injustice.”

She sat with her chin on her hand for a long time.

“I can’t pretend to be sorry that he is dead,” she said quietly. “He was a hard man, almost inhuman.”

That was the secret, then. A simple story; the story of a hypocritical old man who desired the thrill of gambling without the odium which attached to it.

“I received ten pounds for each visit, in addition to my salary, and this ten pounds was increased to twenty pounds for the last two visits, though the money was never paid to me, but credited to my father’s account.”

She got up briskly.

“Now tell me, Mr. Mont — you’re an authority on those subjects — what ought I to take with me?”

“To where?”

“To prison,” she said.

An hour later, carrying a little bag with her belongings, I ushered her into the dock at Cannon Row and charged her with the wilful murder of Sir Philip Frampton, though I had no doubt of her innocence.
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I had played no very heroic part in this extraordinary series of adventures, but I had played the only part possible. If I had been the traditional hero of fiction, I should have carried off my friend’s beloved and defied the world to capture her. As it was, I arranged for a comfortable bed to be put in her cell and telegraphed to my solicitors asking them to brief the best counsel available for her defence.

I had left two of my own men to make a thorough search of the room to discover the weapon, or any other clues they could find. After putting Mary Ferrera into the cell, I drove straight away to Bond Street, and found Sergeant Merthyr and Constable Doyne eating bread and cheese in Levy’s office, with the doleful Levy cursing the day that the firm of Stabbat and Levy had ever left their very comfortable quarters in Cork Street.

Levy looked up anxiously as I came in, but there was no need for secrecy.

“I’ve arrested Miss Ferrera,” I said, and Levy nodded slowly.

“I don’t see what else could be done,” said he.

“Have you found anything?” I asked Merthyr. But Merthyr had found nothing.

“Was the weapon found? Did you search her lodgings, sir?” he asked.

“Yes,” I replied, “but there was nothing there.” As a matter of fact, I had not taken the trouble to search the lodgings or to subject Mary Ferrera to the indignity of a personal search more than the conventional “smoothing down” which the matron invariably gives a newly arrived prisoner. It was unlikely that Mary would purchase another revolver, or that she had possessed two. Her only pistol lay at the foot of the shaft.

“By gosh!” I said suddenly. My two men had just gone, and Levy and I were alone.

“What are you goshing about?” asked the weary Levy. “I say, Mont, this is going to give our firm a nice advertisement.”

He said that mechanically. I have found it so often the pose of Jews that business is their first consideration, a pose which they find it difficult to depart from. But if ever a man’s heart was broken, it was Levy’s when Billington Stabbat went to prison; and now this new misfortune seemed to have knocked him out.

“Where does that shaft lead to?”

“Which shaft?” he replied.

“Were you in the room the day Billington tossed the pistol through the hole in the window board?”

“Which hole? Show me.” He dragged me into the room, switching on the lights. With the aid of the identical paperknife which Billy had used I prised open the panel, and Levy squinted down.

“I wonder where the devil that goes to,” he said thoughtfully; and, taking a penny out of his pocket, he dropped it in the opening, putting his ear to the cavity.

I saw a look of surprise on the face he turned to me.

“It drops right to the basement,” he said wonderingly. “What is it used for?”

I told him Billy’s theory, and he agreed. It seems that Levy knew the janitor and had heard the harrowing story of a central heating installation which did nothing except to distribute warm water through various ceilings.

“As a fire extinguisher it was a great success,” said Levy, “but as a heating apparatus it was beneath contempt. Let us go down and see Bolt,” said Levy; and locking the door behind us, we descended to the ground floor.

The janitor was not in his little glass-covered hut, and we sought him in the basement and found him preparing to go off duty for the night.

“The central heating?” he said. “Do I remember it? Do I remember any trouble that has ever come my way? Do I remember the measles, and whooping cough, and being knocked down by a bus? I always said from the very beginning that it was the wrong kind of heating”

“And we’re going to agree with you before you start. Where did it operate from, Bolt?”

“It operated from the cellar down below here,” he pointed a large forefinger to the farther end of the passage where there was an iron pass door, locked and bolted.

“I’d like to see the place,” said Levy. “Well, you can’t see it tonight. I’ve had enough for one day. That’s the second murder been committed in this house in three months,” said Mr. Bolt decisively. “What with seeing reporters and giving them private bits about Mr. Stabbat’s life, I’ve had a full day’s work.”

“Perhaps you’ll show it to me,” said I with a smile. He did not know me, and I introduced myself. At the magical word “Scotland Yard” he ran to his cubbyhole to find the key.

“I’ll have to get a hand torch for you, gentlemen,” he said: and then anxiously; “You don’t think somebody else has been murdered and the body buried here, do you, sir?”

“It isn’t likely,” said I. “You can stand in the door and direct us, and we’ll make our search without assistance,” a command which seemed to disappoint Mr. Bolt, who had earned quite a large amount of money that day by supplying facts and nearly facts to the small army of journalists that had invaded the building.

A flight of stone stairs led down to a small concrete cellar, half filled with packing-cases. There was no need to ask the porter to direct us to the dismantled heart of the discarded system. It loomed up, the ghost of a once noble furnace, and we passed round to the other side and began our search for the shaft. At first we did not see it, because the shaft terminated in a large pipe, which had been distempered the same colour as the wall. Then I flashed my lamp along the floor.

“There it is,” said Levy in an excited whisper, and I stooped and picked up a little revolver thick with dust. The hammer was raised, and very gingerly I let it down before I slipped it into my pocket.

“And here’s the penny,” said Levy. “Not that I want it, but I want to make sure that it came down the same shaft.”

We returned to the office, and I laid the pistol on his table under a strong light. It was, as I said, covered with dust and fully loaded, as I judged from a glimpse of five conical bullets at the business end of the cylinder. I pulled back the catch and threw out the cylinder, and we made the discovery simultaneously and looked at one another. The revolver had not been fired!

I looked again, but there was no doubt about it: each cartridge was intact.

When Billington Stabbat took the revolver from the girl’s hand and threw it down the shaft, he took away from her the proof of her innocence.

“Well, I’m damned!” breathed Levy. “What do you know about that?”

We sat with that infernal thing between us, neither of us speaking a word, each busy with his own thoughts. The hand that had shot Thomson Dawkes was the hand that had killed Sir Philip Frampton; that was the conclusion I reached, and it was not the hand of Mary Ferrera.

“You’ll never get to the bottom of this, Mont,” Levy broke his silence. “There’s only one man on earth who could disentangle this mystery, and he is in Dartmoor prison. And he’s going to be got out,” he added.

I looked at him.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean he’s going to be got out,” said Levy doggedly. “It was Miss Mary’s idea that he should escape, and somehow I never thought it possible or necessary. But now it is a matter of life or death that we should get him out of that jail.”

Exactly half an hour passed before I said:

“How?”

“We shall see,” said Levy, and I could have shrieked if I had been of a more emotional temperament.

To get a man out of Dartmoor is one thing; to get a man away from Dartmoor, the great, cruel stretch of heath-land and boulder, is another.

I went home that night with a throbbing head and an aching heart, and it was not till nearly six o’clock in the morning that I fell asleep.

The preliminary examination of Mary Ferrera differed from any other that I can remember. It differed because, as a rule, only evidence of arrest is offered at the first hearing, but in this case there had also to be evidence of identity, and to establish this we had sent a man to bring the lawyer, a Mr. Tranter, to whom the deceased man had been writing immediately before his death. Then ensued a dramatic examination, and the drama was accentuated by the very simplicity of the questions that were asked and the replies which were given.

“Did you recognise the body?” asked the counsel for the Crown.

“Yes, sir.”

“Whose is it?”

“The body of Sir Philip Frampton.”

“Was he a wealthy man?”

“An extremely wealthy man; he was worth from four to five hundred thousand pounds.”

“Did he leave a will?”

“No, sir, he did not. We had prepared a will for him, which was duly executed three years ago. There were certain provisions in that will which he desired to alter; and as he had a rooted objection to codicils, he destroyed his testament and was preparing to execute another when he died.”

“Did he die intestate?”

“Yes, sir.”

I could not understand the trend of this examination until the fatal question was asked.

“As he has died intestate, who inherits his property?”

“Miss Mary Ferrera, his niece,” was the reply.

The girl, sitting in the dock, stood up with wide-open eyes and stared at the lawyer.

“I — I did not know that,” she stammered. But her counsel turned with a smile and beckoned her to be seated.

“What was the provision in the earlier will which Sir Philip desired should be altered?”

“He had left five thousand pounds to the Anti-Gambling Association, which he wished to remove from the will,” was the unexpected reply.

“Thank you,” said counsel, and sat down. That ended the evidence for the day.

So Mary Ferrera was a rich woman! I had not realised till then that she was the only relative which this loveless old man possessed. It was a terribly damaging circumstance, for it supplied a motive for the crime. Levy was in court, but they had not called him. The case was adjourned for eight days to allow the prosecution to prepare its case, and he would be called then.

I walked out of court with Levy Jones, and the only thing he said to me was:

“You remember that three hundred pounds I gave you belonging to Bill?”

“I remember,” said I. “I advanced a hundred pounds to Miss Ferrera.”

“If you don’t mind, I’d like the rest of it,” said Levy apologetically. “This job is going to cost about four thousand pounds.”

“What job — the defence?” I asked.

“I’m thinking about getting Bill out of Dartmoor,” said Levy, “and that is part of the defence; in fact, it’s about the only defence.”

When I reached Scotland Yard I found a note there from Thomson Dawkes, asking me if he could come and see me.

“I suppose you’re too busy to run over to Regent’s Park, but if you will ‘phone me, giving me an appointment, I would like to call.”

I ‘phoned through, telling him to come at once, and in half an hour he was with me in my office.

“I read of the arrest in the newspapers,” he said. “Of course the girl didn’t do this. Had Stabbat an enemy?”

“I believe he had several.”

He seemed at a loss as to how he was to proceed, and at last he blurted out the object of his visit.

“See here, Mont, you know I have no nonsensical ideas in regard to that girl, and that I’m heartily sick of myself for the way I’ve treated her. Now she’ll want a lot of money for her defence, and I’m here to tell you you can draw on me to any amount.”

I put out my hand and gripped his. It is curious how he took it for granted that I was seeking to discover a defence for Mary Ferrera; but he is a man of very keen perception.
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Thank you, Mr. Dawkes,” I said, “but it won’t be necessary. You haven’t seen the account of this morning’s proceedings.”

“No,” he said in surprise, “I haven’t,” and I told him that Miss Ferrera was Frampton’s heiress.

“Good Lord!” he said in surprise. “That makes it pretty black for her, doesn’t it? Now do you know what I think?” he said, after considering a while. “I think that the only man who could straighten out this tangle is our unfortunate friend, Billington Stabbat.”

I looked at him and laughed.

“You’re not the only person who believes that,” said I.

“Is there any possible way of getting him out?” he asked.

I laughed again. A most surprising man, this Thomson Dawkes!

“You’re rather a sportsman,” I said. “Why don’t you go along and see Levy Jones? He’s Billington Stabbat’s assistant.”

“I know the man,” nodded Dawkes. Later on in the afternoon I met Levy, and he was amazingly cheerful.

“Yes, I saw Dawkes,” he said. “I’ve given him an interest in life.”

He chuckled and slapped his knee.

“What a weird world it is, Mr. Mont! Fancy this guy wanting to help Billy.” “Have you reached any conclusions?” “Many,” replied Levy, “but they wouldn’t interest you, not at the present stage.”

The next day I had to ring up Levy for something, and his officeboy told me that he had gone out of town and didn’t expect to be back for a fortnight. I was curious enough to ring up Mr. Thomson Dawkes’s house.

“Mr. Dawkes is out of town,” was the reply. “He left this morning for the South of France.”

Now it was not the season when time-killers like Thomson Dawkes make a prolonged stay at the Côte d’Azur; for the Riviera is red-hot at the end of May. To make absolutely certain, I put a call through to Dover and Folkestone, and asked our men who accompany the steamers across the Channel whether he had been a passenger. They both knew him and they both replied an emphatic “No.” After that I thought it discreet to ask no further questions.

I had an interview with the girl and told her just what had happened, and she was a greatly astonished young woman.

“Mr. Dawkes?” she said in surprise. “Impossible!”

So I added, for her own peace of mind, all he had told me before of how ashamed he was, and how willing he would be to kneel at her feet and ask forgiveness.

“Has Levy accepted him as a confederate?” she asked.

I nodded.

“Obviously,” said I.

“Well, I suppose it’s all right.” She frowned and shook her head. “It’s the most extraordinary thing to have happened. I can find myself almost forgetting his unpleasantness.”

I think she was impressed, because the next time I saw her, a few days later — it was the day the adjourned magisterial inquiry was held — she asked me to thank Mr. Dawkes for all he was doing, and to tell him that the objectionable incident had been forgotten.

“We all go a little mad at times,” she said.

On this occasion the case was presented much more fully, and we had to bring up the visits which Mary had paid to Monte Carlo. Happily, the prosecution had no idea of connecting her with the previous shooting case at Stabbat’s office, a circumstance which brought me much relief. The case was again adjourned for a week, and I had several opportunities of seeing the girl in Holloway Prison. What struck me about her was her extraordinary calm and confidence in the outcome, not only of this trial, but in so far as the earlier trial affected Billy’s liberty. I was more dubious.

“It’s almost attempting the impossible,” said I, “and I’m afraid they are going to get into very serious trouble. It is not on record that a convict has escaped from that prison, and I doubt whether Levy Jones is going to break records.”

She looked at me with bright, human laughter in her eyes, and said mockingly:

“We shall see!”

And we did see with a vengeance! I was leaving the office that night when an urgent telegram was received and immediately minuted on to me. I thought it was some detail of administration, and was for putting it in the basket for consideration on the following morning, when I saw the “urgent” sign on the left-hand comer of the covering note. Then I read the telegram. It was dated “Princetown” and was handed in at half-past three by the Chief Warder of Dartmoor Convict Establishment, and it ran:



CONVICT BILLINGTON STABBAT ESCAPED THIS MORNING, IT IS BELIEVED WITH OUTSIDE HELP. SEND DOWN OFFICER WHO KNOWS HIM AND CAN IDENTIFY HIM IN CIVILIAN CLOTHING. WATCH HIS HOME ADDRESS. VERY URGENT. VERY URGENT.



I gaped at the wire. Escaped! Then Levy Jones had succeeded.

“What is that, Mr. Mont?”

I turned quickly. It was Inspector Jennings in the doorway, who had asked the question. My own Chief Inspector was away sick that week, and, by the worst of bad luck, Jennings was in control of our department.

“It is a wire that will interest you,” said I maliciously, and handed it to him.

He read it through.

“Send down officer who can identify him, eh?” he said. “Are you going?”

“I thought I’d go by tonight’s train,” said I.

“Well, so will I,” said Jennings with a meaning smile. “Two heads are better than one, and two eyes that want to identify him will counteract the shortsightedness of a pair that would like to see him escape.”

I looked at him from head to toe.

“I didn’t know that Stabbat was a friend of yours,” said I, “or that you were prejudiced in his favour.”

The luck was against me. I could easily have called up the commissioner and held Jennings, but I had hardly started getting on to my immediate chief when another wire came from Dartmoor, a correction of the first, which ran:

FOR OFFICER, READ OFFICERS.



So Jennings and I travelled down together, and the morning found us in that bleak hell which is called Dartmoor Prison. It was not my first visit to Dartmoor, but every time I went I hated it worse. There is something sinister, something inhuman, about that habitation of woe; and I suppose few of us who have watched the shuffling files of prisoners marching through the gates on their way to the quarries and the hills, have not echoed the words of the great preacher: “There, but for the grace of God, goes Gordon Mont.” The story which was told to us by the Assistant-Governor was simple and short. Billington Stabbat had been sent out to work on a barn where hay was stacked in the summer. Billington was something of a builder, and could at any rate handle the tools of carpenter or plasterer or bricklayer with equal facility. His behaviour in jail had been such that they had no hesitation in sending him out of the prison, especially as the usual precautions were taken and an armed guard accompanied the gang of four men who were engaged on the bam.

The place at which they worked was near to the main road across the moor to Tavistock. The field boundaries which extend to the road were formed by a stone wall about four feet high, made of loose stones, laid one on another. There are hundreds of these walls throughout Dartmoor, the foundations of a large number having been laid by the French prisoners in the days of the Napoleonic wars.

The warder seated himself upon the wall about thirty paces from the shed where the convicts were working, and with his rifle across his knees sat waiting for the time to pass when the men would be marched back to the prison for their midday meal. Whilst he was sitting there, a grey motorcar drove up containing a man and a stout, large-built woman in a motor-veil. The chauffeur stopped the car near the warder and, getting down, watched the convicts at work, leaning on the wall within a few feet of the warder.

The warder, as is usual in these circumstances, ordered him to move away, partly because it is considered undesirable that men undergoing sentence should be recognised, and partly because there is always danger of communication or the transfer of tobacco, cigarettes, etc., from well-meaning members of the public to the unfortunates who live in durance.

The chauffeur nodded and turned to go. The warder could not see his face because it was hidden by huge motor-goggles ending in a sort of curtain which concealed everything but the tip of his chin. And then suddenly the chauffeur threw something which was afterwards ascertained to be a sponge filled with liquid ammonia, and it struck the warder in the mouth, and the paralysing odour deprived him of breath, so that he rolled on the ground, choking. In that second of time, Billington Stabbat raced from the shed, leaped the wall, and by the time the warder could rise to his feet and level his rifle the limousine was over the hill and disappearing from view. The shot the warder fired did, however, take effect on the back of the car.

A few minutes later the prison gun had boomed, warning the countryside that there had been an escape. All the hamlets, villages and towns that fringe Dartmoor were warned by telegraph, and reserves of police were immediately called out to watch the roads. And that is where matters stood when I arrived, except that the car had been found with a bullet hole in the back, abandoned by the side of the road, with a fifty-pound note pinned to the seat and addressed to a firm of motorcar agents at Exeter. It was from this agency that the car was hired in the name of Sir Philip Frampton! That, of course, was Levy Jones’s work.

I could understand everything except the stout lady in the tonneau. Who was she, I wondered? Not — not —

I could have roared with laughter at the mental vision which was conjured up by my thoughts. Thomson Dawkes minus his black moustache and sidewhiskers!

I questioned the warder about this “lady.”

“Yes, she had bold features” — a very good description of the aquiline nose and rounded chin of Mr. Thomson Dawkes.

Where had they taken him? Levy Jones would leave nothing to chance. He had been a fortnight preparing, and in that fortnight Levy, with the love of Stabbat to urge him, could work miracles. They had seized Billy’s correspondence, and this was now being examined by an expert (specially brought over from Exeter Jail), who was employed to decode and detect cipher letters written to prisoners.

Amongst Billy’s correspondence was a series of letters from one who called herself “Your darling Lee.” They were very wordy and very long, and herein the expert unveiled one mystery — the means by which communication had been established between the prisoner and his outside friends. For the last word but one on the first line, and the second word on the third line and the last but one on the fifth, and so on, read consecutively, and the message in the final letter which had reached Billy in captivity was as follows:



Mary in prison shooting Frampton twelfth May watch grey motorcar be ready jump will discover working party you are in.



“That’s all very well,” said Jennings, “but where are they now?”

“Ask me!” said the chief warder with some asperity.

“Anyway, he won’t get past me,” said Jennings. Heaven knows what was his private grudge against Billy. “I’d recognise him a mile away. You can’t mistake him.”

“They will try to get away by train,”

Jennings went on, caressing his fat chin. “And there’s only one station they’ll go from and it is Tavistock. That is where we must be, Mont.”

“Must you?” said I, and then it occurred to me that if we were both together, the full responsibility of Billy getting off would rest with him.

“You needn’t come unless you like,”

said he. “If you know”

“If I know a better hole I’ll go to it,” said I. “I know all about that. I’ll go with you — Jennings.” Thank God I didn’t have to call him “sir” any longer!

That afternoon the patrolling warders made a discovery. They found a carefully concealed dugout, but it was empty. I guessed that Levy had dug that. He had the strength of an ox, but he must have seen the danger of discovery and abandoned all idea of using this place of concealment.

For myself I suspected a farmer whose cottage was on the moor near Tavistock. I suspect this more because a man closely resembling Levy Jones made a careful search of the County Court Registry a fortnight before. Artful old Levy! He was looking for people who were very hard up, and this particular farmer had had thirty judgment summonses against him in seven months. Some time after this he was reported to be affluent, and had bought a secondhand motorcar. Perhaps I am libelling a perfectly innocent man, and the story that he told about an uncle of his in Australia having died and left him five thousand pounds had some foundation in truth; though nobody on Dartmoor had ever heard that he had a relation in the world. At any rate, it does not matter.

We drove over to Tavistock, Jennings and I, in a wagonette, and we took up a position on the departure platform, carefully scrutinising every outgoing passenger. Two days, three days passed, and no news of the fugitives. On the fourth day I had a wire recalling me, and Jennings also received a telegram containing something like a reprimand, I should imagine, for he did not show it to me. The 2.57 was the last train we watched, save the one by which we returned to London.

It was a wet, miserable day, and a wind swept over Dartmoor and howled around the station building. Jennings said the conventional things about summer that men of his mentality trot out on such occasions as these. There were only three passengers for London — a lady, who was recognised by the porter; a commercial traveller, who was also known; and a tall, veiled lady.

“She’s rather big for a woman,” said Jennings.

“That’s her misfortune,” said I.

These three, and a couple of handcuffed convicts in charge of a grim old warder, were the only passengers on the platform when the train came in.

“Miserable looking devils, aren’t they?” said Jennings, looking at the convicts in their drab overcoats, the only bright thing about them being the irons on their wrists.

Miserable they might be, though the smaller of the convicts — his head only reached his companion’s breast — was humming a little tune in a whining voice, till the warder, with a gruff “Shut up” silenced them before he bundled them both into an empty third-class carriage and pulled down the blinds.

“I’m going to have a look at that woman,” said Jennings. His eyes had been on the veiled lady all the time.

“I don’t think I should if I were you,” said I, and he looked at me narrowly.

“Why not?”

I shrugged my shoulders.

“Well, she might be quite a respectable person, and you will get yourself in wrong if you ask her to lift her veil.” “I’m going to do it,” said Jennings, fired with a sudden resolve, and he strode along the rainswept platform and yanked open the door of a first-class carriage which the lady had entered.

She was alone in the compartment.

“Excuse me, madam,” said Jennings, touching his hat, “but we’re in search of an escaped convict,” and “I hope you will find him,” said the figure. It was unmistakably a woman’s voice. Still Jennings was not satisfied. He was the kind of fellow who is not content with putting his foot in it; it is two feet or nothing with Jennings.

“I must ask you to lift your veil, madam,” he said firmly.

“I shall do nothing of the kind,” said the lady. “How dare you!”

“Then I shall have to take you from the train and place you under arrest,” said Jennings.

I am not going to give an account of the wrangle that followed, or of Jennings’s unmannerly behaviour in jerking off the lady’s veil, nor of the long correspondence which followed between the Chief Commissioner and the Duchess of Babbacombe — for it was this great lady who was travelling incognito (the Duke’s divorce case was heard only a few weeks ago, and readers will understand why the Duchess went heavily veiled) — but it left poor old Jennings an absolute pulp.

“Well, we’ve done our best,” he said, cheering up a little as we entered the next train for London. “And if they’ve got away from Dartmoor, it wasn’t through Tavistock.”

I said nothing at all. I had not recognised Billy in his warder kit — the grey beard was most artistically arranged — but, of course, I had known Levy Jones as convict No. 1 and the stout and dismal Thomson Dawkes as convict No. 2 the moment I saw them.
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Billy’s escaped, has he?” said Levy, with well-simulated surprise. “Well, wonders will never cease. I wonder how they got away, Mr. Mont?”

“By aeroplane, perhaps.”

“Very likely,” said Levy, busy with his papers. “Very likely indeed.”

“I’ll tell you what I think, Levy,” said I — the conversation occurred the day after we left Tavistock— “there is an excellent method by which a convict can escape from Dartmoor if he has the necessary confederates. Let his pals disguise themselves as convicts on transfer to another jail, and let the escaping prisoner be made up as a warder. Nobody would stop them or question them, because convicts do not escape in convict garb with handcuffs on their wrists.”

He looked round at me with a smile dawning in his eyes.

“That’s one of the most ingenious schemes I’ve ever heard about, Mr. Mont. Why don’t you write a story?”

“Levy,” said I gently.

“Yes, Mr. Mont?”

“Do you think Billy will come back to his office?”

“We shall see, Mr. Mont,” said Levy. “Unfortunately you won’t be the only people who will see. There are two lynx-eyed officers of the law, whose duty it is to watch this house. Of course, if I thought you were concealing him, or were in any way privy to his escape, I should not warn you, but knowing you to be a law-abiding citizen, I must ask you to render those two officers every service which lies in your power.”

He took my hand in his.

“Mr. Mont,” he said, “you can rely on me. Those lynx-eyed officers of the law have already searched these offices without their lynx eyes being offended by the sight of anything illegal. They have looked even between my trousers press,” he said. “If you will go into Billy’s room, I will send in to you a foreign visitor, Señor Tobasco, from Chile.”

I hesitated. Well, I was too far in it now to kick at a trifle. I turned the handle of the door and went in, and there was Billy Stabbat sitting at his desk, smoking a perfecto with evident relish. I couldn’t trust myself to speak, I could just wring him by the hand, and no thought of my disloyalty or impropriety bothered me for a second. My conscience had a holiday that day.

“I am glad to see you, Billy,” said I. “But you’re taking a risk, aren’t you?”

“The door is locked,” said Billy carelessly, “and there’s a way out of this building which your gentlemen didn’t discover. Now, Mont,” he said, “we’ve got to get my girl out of this trouble; and what’s more, I am going to get her out of this trouble,” he repeated slowly, “for I have found the murderer of Philip Frampton.”

“You have found him?”

He nodded.

“As a matter of fact, I’ve been spending a few weeks in the same gang with him.” He laughed quietly. “I’ll bet George is raving mad at my having escaped, but he is going to get the shock of his life. His brother I jailed; but George,” he said softly, almost caressingly, “George I will hang!”

He turned to me and gripped my arm.

“You’ve been a brick to us, Mont,” he said, “and I’ve involved you in all sorts of dangers and perils, and I shouldn’t have blamed you if you’d chucked it.”

“Chucked what?”

“Working for me and working for Mary,” he said. “Well, I intend to vindicate you to-day. I want you to bring Jennings up here at two o’clock this afternoon, and I’d like you to bring your chief.”

“The Third Commissioner?” I asked in surprise.

“The Third Commissioner,” he repeated. “I’m going to surrender myself to him, and incidentally I am going to clear myself of the charge for which I was sentenced, and Mary of this new, terrible accusation. It would be easier for Mary, because she is obviously innocent; whilst I, for my part, pleaded guilty and must make a very lengthy explanation, but I don’t think my dear girl will mind that.”

I listened in astonishment.

“Do you seriously mean that you want me to bring the Commissioner and Jennings here?”

He nodded.

“And you will be here to meet them?”

“I shall be here to receive them. We spent the night here after our arrival in London — we changed our clothing in the train, by the way, and did some mighty quick shaving before we reached Exeter. Levy is a wonderful bird, isn’t he?” he said, lost in admiration, and then, quickly: “Yes, I want you to bring these people to a demonstration, and afterwards, as you are in charge of the case, you can take another journey to Dartmoor and arrest George Briscoe.”

I could not believe my ears. But he was perfectly serious, and I left him to continue a letter, a very long letter, which I presume he was writing to Mary. Who else would he call a “brave darling”? (Those were the words I saw, for I have a gift for reading any kind of handwriting at incredible distances.) It was a ticklish job approaching the Third Commissioner and I was a bit scared, both for Billy and myself.

“I — I have been in communication with Stabbat, sir,” I blurted out, and he swung round in his chair, eyeing me over his glasses.

“You have been in communication with him, eh?” he said, “and to what police station have you taken him?”

“To none, sir,” said I with an appearance of calm which I certainly did not feel. “The man is innocent and has broken jail to prove it.”

“Oh,” said the Third Commissioner, and then after a painful pause he asked, “How is he proving this?”

I told him that I had spoken to Billy on the ‘phone a few minutes before (which was true) and that he wished me to bring along —

“Me!” he said, and slapped the table. “I’ll bet the rascal said me!”

“You and Inspector Jennings, sir,” I said. “I don’t know whether I can

“I’ll see to that,” he said dryly, and we went along in a taxicab at half-past two.

I hadn’t told Jennings what it was all about, and when he stepped into Stabbat’s room and saw Billy standing there by the desk, neatly attired, a cigar in the comer of his mouth, the light of triumph in his eyes, I thought Jennings would have an apoplectic fit.

“Stabbat!” he almost screamed.

“By heaven! We’ve got you”

Billy raised his hand to silence him.

“You have and you haven’t, Mr. Jennings. I asked you to come here to-day that you might see with your own eyes something which you could not possibly imagine with your own brain. Your eyesight is good?”

“You can’t bamboozle me!” blustered Jennings.

“I think I could if I tried,” smiled Billy sweetly.

“We shall see!” spluttered Jennings. It was too much. Billy and I, and Levy in the rear, shrieked with laughter.

“What is the joke?” said the puzzled Commissioner.

“I will tell you later, sir,” said I.

Jennings, aflame with fury, turned to the Commissioner.

“I don’t know whether you’re aware, sir” he began, but the chief waved him down.

“Let us hear what Stabbat has to say,” he said.

“I asked you gentlemen to come, to explain to you how two people were shot in this room through the agency of a man named George Briscoe, about whom you may have heard, sir.”

“The Canadian criminal?” said the Commissioner.

“Yes, sir, the Canadian criminal, who is one of two brothers. I arrested Tom, but George escaped punishment. He came to this country determined to be even with me for having sent his brother to jail for a life term. He is, as I think you will know, one of the cleverest mechanics that has ever gone into the crooked game. There was nothing which he or his brother could not do with locks or keys, or with ingenious mechanical contrivances. The opportunity he sought presented itself to him when I took these offices. He bribed the foreman to give him the kind of job he wanted. I recognised him at once, but let him go on, thinking that he contemplated no more than a quick draw and a plug, and I’m quite willing to take my chance with any gunplay that is going. But that wasn’t George’s idea at all.”

Jennings had seated himself at the desk in the chair that Billy had vacated.

“I hope this story isn’t going to last a long time,” he said, but the Commissioner silenced him with a look.

“Go on, Stabbat.”

“What he did was something so devilishly clever that I don’t know whether to hate him or admire him. I’ve since discovered that he spent two days alone in this room, and that he fixed what was nothing more remarkable than an automatic pistol in such a manner that anybody who pressed that bell, and naturally he expected it to be me” — he pointed to the bellpush by the desk— “would be instantly shot dead.”

“Oh, come, come,” said Jennings.

“This bell—”

It was over in a flash. Before we quite realised what was happening, I heard Billy’s warning cry as he sank flat on the floor, and saw the stodgy thumb of Jennings press the bell… .

There was a deafening report. A bullet ripped across the bowed shoulder of Inspector Jennings, slashing his coat as with a knife, and smashed through the window.

“… yes, that bell,” said Billy, rising slowly from the floor. “And if you had been a more intelligent man, Jennings, you’d have been a dead man.” Jennings was as white as a sheet and shaking in every limb, though the bullet did not touch him, because he had pushed his chair back from the table and to reach the bell he had to bend himself forward until his chest was lying on the edge of the desk.

“My God!” said the Commissioner. “Where did that come from?”

“It came from the mouth of the farthermost lion. I will show you.” Levy and he tugged at the marble head, which slid out, placing the block on the floor. And there was the pistol, firmly cemented in position, the simple electric control obvious even to those who were ignorant of the electrician’s art.

“The night a certain person thought he” — he emphasised “he”— “had shot at my friend Thomson Dawkes, Mr. Dawkes had pressed the bell in order to bring the officers of the law to make an arrest.”

“You’re very mysterious, Stabbat, but I think I understand,” said the Commissioner.

“The certain person who held the pistol did not fire at all. I have learnt that since, though at the time I was under the impression that he had fired. What happened to Sir Philip Frampton is clear. He was writing a letter and found that the nib he was using had worn out. He looked round and saw the bellpush, and pressed it in order to bring the boy in. He was immediately shot. Like so many men who have been shot in the head, he was able to rise and stagger to the middle of the room before he fell.”

The Commissioner was inspecting the pistol.

“Of course, this puts an end to the case against Miss Ferrera,” he said. “I presume she was the ‘he’ in both cases — although” — he looked at me oddly— “I don’t remember that you mentioned her presence, Inspector.”

“I did not, sir,” I replied.

“Perhaps you didn’t see her or know anything about it?” asked my discreet superior.

He beckoned Jennings.

“You can start a few candles burning before your household shrine this night, Inspector. I think you can take your two men from the door. Perhaps Mr. Stabbat will remain here for an hour or two. The Chief Commissioner would like to see this ingenious apparatus.”

I could have wept for joy when I said goodbye to Billy that afternoon.

“I wonder what Mary will say?” I said.

Billy did not utter the three words I expected. Instead he said:

“God bless her!”


The End
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There was no house in Siangtan quite like Joe Bray’s. For the matter of that, Joe was unique even in China, to which so many unusual personalities have drifted since the days of Marco Polo.

The house was of stone and had been designed by one Pinto Huello, a drunken Portuguese architect, who had left Portugal in circumstances discreditable to himself, and had drifted via Canton and Wuchau to this immense and untidy town.

The general theory is that Pinto drew his plans after a night of delirium in a paradise of smoke, and had amended them in remorse. The change of plans came when the building was half erected, so that the portion of ‘Northward’ which had so strong a resemblance to the porcelain tower, stood for Pinto in his unregenerate mood, and all that had any likeness to a riverside go-down fairly represented the erratic Portuguese in the period of reaction.

Joe was big and many-chinned, a mountain of a man who loved China and gin and his long daydreams. He dreamt of wonderful things, mostly impracticable. It was his joy and delight to feel that from this forgotten corner of the world he could pull levers and turn switches that would produce the most profound changes in the lot of mankind.

A lethargic Haroun al-Raschid, he would have walked in disguise amidst the poor, showering gold upon the deserving. Only he could never find the right kind of poor.

China is a land greatly conducive to dreaming. From where he sat he could glimpse the crowded waters of the Siang-kiang. In the light of the setting sun a streak of purple oil that appeared and disappeared behind the rambling skyline of Siangtan. The rhomboid sails of the sampans that go down to the big lake were bronze and golden in the last red rays, and from this distance the buzzing life of this vast hive of a city was neither apparent nor audible; nor, for the matter of that, smellable.

Not that old Joe Bray objected to the scent which is China’s. He knew this vast land from Manchuria to Kwang-si — from Shantung to the Kiao-Kio valley where the queer Mongolian folk talk pidgin French. And China was the greater part of the world to him. The sin and the stink of it were the normalities of life. He thought Chinese, would have lived Chinese but for that inexorable partner of his. He had tramped the provinces on foot, fought his way out of more forbidden towns than any man of his years, had been stripped for death in the Yamen of that infamous Fu-chi-ling, sometime governor of Su-kiang, and had been carried in honour in a mandarin’s palanquin to the very court of the Daughter of Heaven.

It was all one to Joe Bray, English by birth, American by barefaced claim when America found most favour, for he was a millionaire and more. His house on the little hill where the river turns was a palace. Coal had helped, and copper, and the trading-posts of the syndicate that went up as far as the Amur goldfields had added to the immense reserves which had accumulated with such marvellous rapidity in the past ten years.

Joe could sit and dream, but rarely had his dreams materialized so faithfully as the vision which lolled in a deep deckchair. Fing-Su was tall for a Chinaman and goodlooking by European standards. But for the characteristic slant of his black eyes there was nothing that was typically Chinese about him. He had the petulant mouth and the straight, thin nose of his French mother, the jet-black hair and peculiar pallor of old Shan Hu, that crafty old merchant and adventurer, his father. He wore now a thick padded silk coat and shapeless trousers that ran into his shoes. His hands were respectfully hidden in the loose sleeves of his coat, and when he brought one to daylight to flick the ash from his cigarette, he returned it mechanically, instinctively, to its hiding-place.

Joe Bray signed and sipped at his potion.

“You got everything right, Fing-Su. A country that’s got no head has got no feet — it can’t move — it’s just gotter stand still and go bad! That’s China. There’s been some big fellers here — the Mings and — and old man Hart and Li Hung.”

He sighed again, his knowledge of ancient China and her dynasties was nothing at all.

“Money’s nothing unless you use it right. Look at me, Fing-Su! Neither chick nor child, an’ worth millions — millions! My line as they say, is finished — almost.”

He rubbed his nose irritably.

“Almost,” he repeated, with an air of caution. “If Certain People do what I want ’em to do it won’t be — but will Certain People do it? That’s the question.”

Fing-Su surveyed him with his fathomless eyes.

“One would have imagined that you had but to express a wish for that wish to be fulfilled.”

The young Chinaman spoke with that queerly exaggerated drawl which is peculiar to the University of Oxford. Nothing gave Joe Bray greater pleasure than to hear his protégé’s voice; the culture in it, the pedantry of each constructed sentence, the unconscious air of superiority of tone and manner, were music to the ears of the dreamer.

Fing-Su was indeed a graduate of Oxford University and a Bachelor of Arts, and Joe had performed this miracle.

“You’re an educated man, Fing, and I’m a poor old roughneck without hist’ry, geography or anything. Books don’t interest me and never did. The Bible — especially Revelation — that’s a book and a half.”

He swallowed the remainder of the colourless liquor in his glass and exhaled a deep breath.

“There’s one thing, son — them shares I gave you — —”

A long and awkward pause. The chair creaked as the big man moved uncomfortably.

“It appears from somethin’ He said that I oughtn’t to have done it. See what I mean? They’re no value — it was one of His ideas that they was ever got out. Not worth a cent ‘s far as money goes.”

“Does He know that I have them?” asked Fing-Su.

Like Joe, he never referred to Clifford Lynne by name, but gave the necessary pronoun a significant value.

“No, He doesn’t
 ,” said Joe emphatically. “That’s the trouble. But he talked about ’em the other night. Said that I mustn’t part with one — not one!”

“My revered and honoured father had nine,” said Fing-Su, in his silkiest tone, “and now I have twentyfour.”

Joe rubbed his unshaven chin. He was in a fret of apprehension.

“I give ’em to you — you’ve been a good boy, Fing-Su…Latin an’ philos’phy an’ everything. I’m crazy about education an’ naturally I wanted to do somep’n’ for you. Great stuff, education.” He hesitated, pulling at his lower lip. “I’m not the kind of man who gives a thing and takes it back again. But you know what he is, Fing-Su.”

“He hates me,” said Fing-Su dispassionately. “Yesterday he called me a yellow snake.”

“Did
 he?” asked Joe dismally.

His tone conveyed his utter helplessness to rectify a distressing state of affairs.

“I’ll get round him sooner or later,” he said, with a wan effort to appear confident. “I’m artful, Fing-Su — got ideas back of my mind that nobody knows. I gotta scheme now …”

He chuckled at a secret thought, but instantly became sober again.

“…about these shares. I’ll give you a couple of thousand for ’em — sterling. Not worth a cent! But I’ll give you a couple of thousand.”

The Chinaman moved slightly in his chair and presently raised his black eyes to his patron.

“Mr Bray, of what use is money to me?” he asked, almost humbly. “My revered and honoured father left me rich. I am a poor Chinaman with few necessities.”

Fing-Su threw away his burnt-out cigarette and rolled another with extraordinary dexterity. Almost before paper and tobacco were in his hands they had become a smoking white cylinder.

“In Shanghai and Canton they say that the Yun Nan Company has more money than the Government has ever seen,” he said slowly. “They say that the Lolo people found gold in Liao-Lio valley — —”

“We found it,” said Joe complacently. “These Lolo couldn’t find anything except excuses to burn down Chinese temples.”

“But you have the money,” insisted Fing-Su. “Idle money — —”

“Not idle — gettin’ four ‘n’ half per cent on it,” murmured Joe.

Fing-Su smiled.

“Four and a half per cent! And you could get a hundred! Up in Shan-si there is a billion dollars worth of coal — a million times a billion! You can’t work it, I know — there is no strong man sitting in the Forbidden City to say ‘Do this’ and it is done. And if there was, he would have no army. There is an investment for your reserves; a strong man.”

“I dessay.”

Joe Bray looked round fearfully. He hated Chinese politics — and He hated them worse.

“Fing-Su,” he said awkwardly, “that long-faced American consul was up here to tiffin yesterday. He got quite het up about your Joyful Hands — said there was too many ‘parlours’ in the country anyway. An’ the central government’s been makin’ inquiries. Ho Sing was here last week askin’ when you reckoned you would be goin’ back to London.”

The Chinaman’s thin lips curled in a smile.

“They give too great an importance to my little club,” he said. “It is purely social — we have no politics. Mr Bray, don’t you think that it would be a good idea if Yun Nan reserves were used —— ?”

“Nothin’ doin’!” Joe shook his head violently. “I can’t touch ’em anyway. Now about them shares, Fing — —”

“They are at my bankers in Shanghai — they shall be returned,” said Fing-Su. “I wish our friend liked me. For him I have nothing but respect and admiration. Yellow Snake! That was unkind!”

His palanquin was waiting to carry him back to his house and Joe Bray watched the trotting coolies until a turn of the hill road hid them from view.

At Fing-Su’s little house three men were waiting, squatting on their haunches before the door. He dismissed his bearers and beckoned the men into the dark mat-covered room which served him as a study.

“Two hours after sunset, Clifford Lynne” (he gave him his Chinese name) “comes into the city by the Gate of Beneficent Rice. Kill him and every paper that he carries bring to me.”

Clifford came to the minute, but through the Mandarin Gate, and the watchers missed him. They reported to their master, but he already knew of Clifford’s return and the way by which he came.

“You will have many opportunities,” said Fing-Su, Bachelor of Arts. “And perhaps it is well that this thing did not happen whilst I was in the city. Tomorrow I go back to England, and I will bring back Power!”
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It was exactly six months after Fing-Su left for Europe, that the partners of Narth Brothers sat behind locked doors in their boardroom in London, facing an unusual situation. Stephen Narth sat at the head of the table; his big, heavy, white face with its perpetual frown indicated that he was more than usually troubled.

Major Gregory Spedwell, yellow and cadaverous, sat on his right. Major Spedwell with his black, curly hair and his cigarette-stained fingers, had a history that was not entirely military.

Facing him was Ferdinand Leggat, a wholesome John Bull figure, with his healthy-looking face and his sidewhiskers, though in truth the wholesomeness of his appearance was not borne out by his general character, for ‘John Bull Leggat’ had endured many vicissitudes which were not wholly creditable to himself — before he came to the anchor of comparatively respectable harbourage of Narth Brothers Ltd.

There had been a time when the name of Narth was one with which one could conjure in the City of London. Thomas Ammot Narth, the father of the present head of the firm, had conducted a very excellent, though limited, business on the Stock Exchange, and had for his clients some of the noblest houses in England.

His son had inherited his business acumen without his discrimination, and in consequence, whilst he had increased the business of the firm in volume, he had accepted clients of a character which did not find favour with the older supporters of his firm, and when he found himself in court, as he did on one or two occasions, disputing the accuracy of clients’ instructions, the older supporters of his house had fallen away, and he was left with a clerk and speculator which offered him the opportunities rather of sporadic coups than the steadiness of income which is the sure foundation of prosperity.

He had eked out the bad times by the flotation of numerous companies. Some of these had been mildly successful, but the majority had pursued an inevitable and exciting course which landed them eventually before that official whose unhappy duty it is to arrange the winding up of companies.

It was in the course of these adventures that Stephen Narth had met Mr Leggat, a Galician oil speculator, who also conducted a theatrical agency and a moneylending business, and was generally to be found on the ground floor of jerry-built flotations.

The business which had brought the three members of the firm at nine o’clock in the morning to their cold and uninviting offices at Minchester House had nothing whatever to do with the ordinary business of the firm. Mr Leggat said as much, being somewhat oracular in his methods.

“Let us have the matter fair and square,” he said. “This business of ours is as near to bankruptcy as makes no difference. I say bankruptcy, and for the time being we will let the matter stay right there. What may be revealed at the bankruptcy proceedings doesn’t affect Spedwell and doesn’t affect me. I haven’t speculated with the company’s money — neither has Spedwell.”

“You knew — —” began Narth hotly.

“I knew nothing.” Mr Leggat waved him to silence. “The auditors tell us that the sum of fifty thousand pounds is unaccounted for. Somebody has been gambling on ’Change — not me; not Spedwell.”

“It was on your advice — —”

Again Mr Leggat held up his hand.

“This isn’t the moment for recrimination. We’re short fifty thousand, more or less. Where and how are we going to raise the money?”

His eyes met Spedwell’s, and for an instant of time that saturnine man showed evidence of approval and amusement.

“It is all very well for you fellows to talk,” growled Narth, wiping his moist face with a silk handkerchief. “You were all in the oil speculation — both of you!”

Mr Leggat smiled and shrugged his broad shoulders, but made no comment.

“Fifty thousand pounds is a lot of money.” Spedwell spoke for the first time.

“An awful lot,” agreed his friend, and waited for Mr Narth to speak.

“We didn’t come here today to discuss what we already know,” said Narth impatiently, “but to find a remedy. How are we going to face the music? That is the question.”

“And simply answered, I think,” said Mr Leggat, almost jovially. “I for one have no desire to face again — when I say ‘again’ let me correct myself and say for the first time — the miseries of Wormwood Scrubbs. We have — I should say you have — got to raise the money. There remains only one possibility,” said Mr Leggat slowly, and all the time he was speaking his keen eyes did not leave Stephen Narth’s face. “You are the nephew or cousin of Mr Joseph Bray, and, as all the world knows, Mr Joseph Bray is rich beyond the dreams of avarice. He is reputedly the wealthiest man in China, and I understand — correct me if I am wrong — that you and your family are in receipt of a yearly stipend — pension — from this gentleman — —”

“Two thousand a year,” broke in Narth loudly. “That has nothing whatever to do with this business!”

Mr Leggat glanced at the Major and smiled.

“The man who allows you two thousand a year must be approachable on one side or another. To Joseph Bray fifty thousand pounds is that!” He snapped his finger. “My dear Narth, this is the situation. In four months’ time, possibly sooner, you will stand your trial at the Old Bailey, unless you can secure the money to lock up the bloodhounds who will soon be on your trail.”

“On all our trails,” said Narth sullenly. “I’m not going alone — understand that! And you can get out of your head the idea that I can persuade old Joe Bray to send me a cent more. He is as hard as nails and his manager is harder. You don’t suppose that I haven’t tried him before, do you? I tell you he is impossible.”

Mr Leggat looked at Major Spedwell again, and they both sighed and rose as though some signal, invisible to Narth, had been given.

“We will meet the day after tomorrow,” said Leggat, “and you had better work the cable to China, because the only alternative to Mr Joseph Bray may be even more unpleasant than penal servitude.”

“What do you mean?” demanded Narth, rage in his smouldering eyes.

“I mean,” said Mr Leggat, as he lit a cigar with great deliberation, “the assistance of the gentleman named Mr Grahame St Clay.”

“And who the devil is Grahame St Clay?” asked the astonished Narth.

Mr Leggat smiled cryptically.
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Stephen Narth ordinarily left his office in Old Broad Street at four o’clock, at which hour his limousine was waiting to carry him to his beautiful house at Sunningdale. But this evening he lingered on, not because he had any especial business to transact, or because he needed the time to brood over his unfortunate position, but because the China mail was due by the five o’clock post, and he expected the monthly draft to which Leggat had made reference.

Joseph Bray was his second cousin, and in the days when the Narths were princes of commerce and the Brays the poorest of poor relations (they called themselves Bray-Narth, but old Joseph had dropped the hyphenated style, being a man of little education), the great family was scarcely cognisant of Joe Bray’s movements. Until, ten years before, Mr Narth had received a letter from his cousin saying that he was anxious to get in touch with his only relative, they were unaware that such a man as Joseph existed, and Mr Stephen Narth’s first inclination, as he read the ill-spelt, illiterate letter, was to tear it up and throw it into the wastepaper basket, for he had sufficient troubles of his own without being called upon to shoulder the burden of distant relatives. It was only at the tag-end of the letter that he discovered his correspondent was that Bray whose name was famous in the Stock Exchanges of the world — the veritable Bray, of Yun Nan Concession. Thereafter, Joseph assumed a new importance.

They had never met. He had seen a photograph of the old man, grim and grey and hard, and it was probably this picture which had inhibited those appeals for further help which he so glibly claimed to have sent.

Perkins, his clerk, came in with a letter soon after five.

“Miss Joan came this afternoon, sir, whilst you were at the board meeting.”

“Oh!” replied Stephen Narth indifferently.

Here was a Bray that represented a responsibility, one of the two members of the cadet family he had known about until old Joseph’s letter came. She was a distant cousin, had been brought up in his home and had received the good but inexpensive education to which poor relations are entitled. Her position in his household he would have found it difficult to define. Joan was very useful. She could take charge of the house when the girls were away. She could keep accounts and could replace a housekeeper or, for the matter of that, a housemaid. Though she was a little younger than Letty, and very much younger than Mabel, she could serve to chaperone either.

Sometimes she joined the theatre parties that the girls organized, and occasionally she went to a dance when an extra partner was wanted. But usually Joan Bray remained in the background. There were times when it was inconvenient even that she should join one of his select little dinner parties, and then Joan had her meal in her big attic room, and, if the truth be told, was more than a little relieved.

“What did she want?” asked Mr Narth as he cut open the flap of the only letter that counted.

“She wanted to know if there was anything to take back to Sunningdale. She came up to do some shopping with Miss Letty,” said his old clerk, and then: “She asked me if any of the young ladies had telephoned about the Chinamen.”

“Chinamen?”

Perkins explained. There had appeared that morning in the grounds of Sunni Lodge two yellow men, “not wearing much clothing either.” Letty had seen them lying in the long grass near the farm meadow — two powerful-looking men, who at the sight of her had leapt up and had fled to the little plantation which divided Lord Knowesley’s estate from the less pretentious domain of Mr Narth.

“Miss Letty was a little frightened,” said Perkins.

Miss Letty, who lived on the raw edge of hysteria, would be frightened, undoubtedly.

“Miss Joan thought the men belonged to a circus which passed through Sunningdale this morning,” said Perkins.

Mr Narth saw little in the incident, and beyond making a mental note to bring the matter to the notice of the local police, dismissed from his mind all thought of Chinamen.

Slowly he tore open the flap of the envelope. The cheque was there, but also, as he had realized when he handled the package, a letter of unusual length. Joe Bray was not in the habit of sending long epistles. As a rule, a sheet of paper bearing the inscription ‘With Comps.’ was all that accompanied the draft.

He folded the purple-coloured draft and put it into his pocket, and then began to read the letter, wondering why this relative of his had grown suddenly so communicative. It was written in his own crabbed hand and every fourth word was misspelt.

Dear Mr Narth (Joe never addressed him in any other way
 ).

I dare say you will wonder why I have written to you such a long letter. Well, dear Mr Narth, I must tell you that I have had a bad stroke, and am only getting better very slowly. The doctor says he can’t be sure how long I’ve got to live, so I thought I would fix up the future and make a will, which I have now done, through Mr Albert Van Rys, the lawyer. Dear Mr Narth, I must tell you that I have got a great admiration for your family, as you well know, and I have been long thinking how I should help your family, and this is what I have done. My manager, Clifford Lynne, who has been with me since a boy and was my partner when I found this reef, is a good young fellow (Clifford Lynne, I mean), so I have decided he should marry into my family and keep the name going. I know you have several girls in your house, two daughters and a cousin, and I want Clifford to marry one of these, which he has agreed to do. He is on his way over now and should be with you any day. My will is as follows: I leave you two thirds of my share in the mine, one-third to Clifford, on condition that one of these girls marries him. If these girls refuse, all the money goes to Clifford. The marriage is to occur before the thirty-first of December of this year. Dear Mr Narth, if this is not agreeable to you, you will get nothing on my death.

Yours sincerely,

Jos. Bray.

Stephen Narth read the letter openmouthed, his mind in a whirl. Salvation had come from the most unexpected quarter. He rang a bell to summon the clerk and gave him a few hasty instructions, and, not waiting for the lift, ran down the stairs and boarded his car. All the way to Sunningdale he turned over in his mind the letter and its strange proposal.

Mabel, of course! She was the eldest. Or Letty — the money was as good as in his pocket…

As the car went up the drive between bushes of flowering rhododendrons he was almost gay, and he sprang out with a smile so radiant that the watchful Mabel, who saw him from he lawn, realized that something unusual had happened and came running to meet him, as Letty appeared at the big front door. They were handsome girls, a little plumper than he could wish, and the elder inclined to take a sour view of life which was occasionally uncomfortable.

“…Did
 you hear about those horrid Chinamen?” Mabel fired the question as he stepped from the car. “Poor Letty nearly had a fit!”

Ordinarily he would have snapped her to silence, for he was a man who was irritated by the trivialities of life, and the irruption of a yellow trespasser or two was not a matter to interest him. But now he could afford to smile indulgently and could make a joke of his daughter’s alarming experience.

“My dear, there was nothing to be afraid of — yes, Perkins told me all about it. The poor fellows were probably as much scared as Letty! Come into the library; I have something rather important to tell you.”

He took them into the handsomely appointed room, shut the door and told his astonishing news, which, to his consternation, was received silently. Mabel took out her perennial cigarette, flicked the ash on the carpet and looked across at her sister, and then:

“It’s all very fine for you, father, but where do we come in?” she asked.

“Where do you come in?” said her parent in astonishment. “Isn’t it clear where you come in? This fellow gets a third of the fortune — —”

“But how much of the third do we get?” asked Letty, the younger. “And besides, who is this manager? With all that money, father, we ought to do better than a mine manager.”

There was a dead silence here which Mabel broke.

“We shall have to depend on you for the settlement, anyway,” she said. “This old gentleman seems to think it quite good enough for any girl if her husband is rich. But it wouldn’t be good enough for me.”

Stephen Narth turned suddenly cold. He had never dreamt that opposition would come from this quarter.

“But don’t you see, girls, that unless one of you marries this fellow we get nothing? Of course I would do the right thing by you — I’d make a handsome settlement.”

“How much is he leaving?” asked the practical Mabel. “That’s the crux of the whole question. I tell you frankly I’m not going to buy a pig in a poke; and besides, what is to be our social position? We’d probably have to go back to China and live in some horrible shanty.”

She sat on the edge of the library table, clasping her crossed knee, and in this attitude she reminded Stephen Narth of a barmaid he had known in his early youth. There was something coarse about Mabel which was not softened by the abbreviation of her skirts or by the beauty of her shingled head.

“I’ve had enough scrimping and saving,” she went on, “and I tell you honestly, that so far as marriage with an unknown man is concerned, you can count me out.”

“And me,” said Letty firmly. “It is quite right what Mabel says, there is no position at all for this wretched man’s wife.”

“I dare say he would do the right thing,” said Stephen Narth feebly. He was entirely dominated by these two daughters of his.

Suddenly Mabel leapt to her feet and stepped down to the floor, her eyes shining.

“I’ve got it — Cinderella!”

“Cinderella?” He frowned.

“Joan, of course, you great booby! Read the letter again.”

They listened breathlessly, and when he came near to the end, Letty squeaked her delight.

“Of course — Joan!” she said. “There’s no reason why Joan shouldn’t marry. It would be an excellent thing for her — her prospects are practically nil, and she’d be an awful bore, father, if you were very rich. Goodness knows what we could do with her.”

“Joan!” He fondled his chin thoughtfully. Somehow he had never considered Joan as a factor. For the fourth time he read the letter word by word. The girls were right. Joan fulfilled all Joe Bray’s requirements. She was a member of the family. Her mother had been a Narth. Before he had put the letter down, Letty had pressed the bell on the table and the butler came in.

“Tell Miss Bray to come here, Palmer,” she said, and three minutes later a girl walked into the library — the sacrifice which the House of Narth designed to propitiate the gods of fortune.
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Joan Bray was twenty-one, but looked younger. She was slim — Letty was in the habit of describing her as ‘painfully thin’, without good reason. The Narths were full-faced, full-chinned people, fair-headed and a trifle lethargic. Joan was supple of body and vital. Every movement of her was definite, intentional. In repose she had the poise of an aristocrat. (“She always knows where to put her hands,” admitted Letty reluctantly.) In movement she had the lithe ease of one whom movement was a joy. Ten years of snubbing, of tacit suppression, of being put away and out of sight when she was not required, had neither broken her spirit nor crushed her confidence.

She stood now, a half-smile in the grey eyes that laughed very readily, looking from one to the other, realizing that something had happened which was out of the ordinary. Her colour had a delicacy that the bold beauty of her cousins could not eclipse, nor yet set off, for she was as a picture that needed no lighting or contrasts to reveal its wonders.

“Good evening, Mr Narth.” She had always called him by the formal title. “I’ve finished the quarter’s accounts, and they are terrific!”

At any other time Stephen would have writhed at the news, but the sense of coming fortune made the question of a hundred pounds, more or less, a matter of supreme indifference.

“Sit down, Joan,” he said, and wonderingly she pulled up a chair and sat sideways upon it, resting one arm on the back.

“Will you read this letter?” He passed it across to Letty who handed it to the girl.

She read in silence, and when she had finished, smiled.

“That’s awfully good news. I’m very glad,” she said, and looked quizzically from one girl to the other. “And who is the lovely bride to be?”

Her unconquerable cheerfulness was an offence in the eyes of Mabel at the best of times. Now the cool assumption that one or other of them was to efface herself in the obscurity of a Chinese town, brought the red to her full neck.

“Don’t be stupid, Joan,” she said sharply. “This is a very serious question — —”

“My dear” — Stephen saw the need for tact— “Clifford Lynne is a very good fellow — one of the best,” he said enthusiastically, though he had no more knowledge of Clifford Lynne’s character, appearance or general disposition than he had of any labourer his car had passed that afternoon. “This is one of the greatest chances that has ever — er — come our way. As a matter of fact,” he said very carefully, “this is not the only letter I have had from dear old Joseph. There was another which — urn — put his view more clearly.”

She looked as though she expected him to pass this mysterious letter to her, but he did not, for the simple reason that it had no existence except in his imagination.

“The truth is, my dear, Joseph wishes you to marry this man.”

The girl rose slowly to her feet, her thinly pencilled eyebrows gathered in a frown of amazement.

“He wishes me to marry him?” she repeated. “But I don’t know the man.”

“Neither do we,” said Letty calmly. “It isn’t a question of knowing. Anyway, how do you know any fellow you are going to marry? You see a man for a few minutes every day and you haven’t the slightest idea what his nature is. It is only when you are married that his real self comes out.”

She was not making matters any easier for Mr Narth, and with a nod he silenced her.

“Joan,” he said, “I have been very good to you — I’ve given you a home, and I’ve done something more than that, as you well know.”

He looked at the girls and signalled them out of the room. When the door had closed on Letty:

“Joan, I am going to be very frank with you,” he said.

It was not the first time he had been frank, and she could guess what was coming. She once had a brother, a wild, irresponsible youth, who had been employed by Narth Brothers, and had left hurriedly, carrying with him the cash contents of the safe — a few hundreds of pounds. He had expiated the crime with his life — for he was found on a Kentish road dead by the wreckage of the car in which he was making his way to a Channel port. And there was an invalid mother of Joan Bray’s whose last years of life had been supported on Mr Narth’s bounty. (“We can’t let her go to the workhouse, father,” Mabel had said; “if it gets into the newspapers there will be an awful scandal” — Mabel was Mabel even at the tender age of sixteen.)

“It is not for me to remind you of what I have done for your family,” began Stephen — and proceeded to remind her. “I have given you a home and a social life which ordinarily would not have been yours. You have now a chance of repaying me for my generosity; I particularly wish that you marry this man.”

She licked her dry lips, but did not raise her eyes from the carpet on which they were fixed.

“Do you hear me?”

She nodded and rose slowly.

“You really want me to marry him?”

“I want you to be a rich woman,” he said emphatically. “I am not asking you to make any sacrifice. I am putting in your way an opportunity that nine girls out of ten would jump at.”

There was a tap at the door: it was the butler and he bore on a silver salver a brown envelope. Mr Narth took the telegram, opened it, read, and gasped.

“He’s dead,” he said in a hushed voice. “Old Joe Bray!”

Swiftly he made a mental calculation. It was the first day of June. If he could get her married within a month he could stave off the ruin that threatened Narth Brothers. Their eyes met: hers calm, steady, questioning, his speculative and remorseless.

“You will marry him?”

She nodded.

“Yes, I suppose so,” she said quietly, and his sigh of relief brought the first twinge of bitterness that her heart had known.

“You are a very sensible girl, and you’ll not regret it,” he said eagerly, as he came round and took her cold hands in his. “I can assure you, Joan — —”

He turned his head at the knock. It was the butler.

“There is a gentleman to see you, sir.”

He got so far, when the visitor pushed past him and walked into the room. He was a tall man, dressed in a stained, ill-fitting suit of rough homespun. His shoes were of undressed leather and apparently homemade. He was collarless. A soft shirt, opened at the throat, a battered hat in his hand almost completed the picture. But it was at his face that the girl was gazing.

Joan could only stare in amazement, for never had she seen his like before. His hair was long and brown and wavy. He wore a long, straggly beard that came down to his breast.

“Who the devil — —” began the astonished Mr Stephen Narth.

“My name is Clifford Lynne,” said the apparition. “I understand I’ve got to marry somebody. Who is it?”

They stared at the uncouth man, and then Letty, who had followed him in, began to laugh hysterically.

“Mr Lynne — —” stammered Stephen Narth.

Before the man could reply, came a dramatic interruption. There was a whispered colloquy between the butler and somebody in the hall outside. Looking past them, Mr Narth saw a maid holding a square box.

“What is it?” he asked sharply.

The butler reached out of the door and came back with the box in his hands. It was a new box with a sliding lid, about a foot square.

“Mr Lynne?” he said awkwardly, like one who found himself in a situation which he did not fit.

“Yes?”

The bearded man spun round. All his movements, Joan noted unconsciously, had a certain abruptness.

“For me?”

He put the box on the table and frowned at it. Painted neatly on the top in red letters were the words:

CLIFFORD LYNNE, ESQ. (to await arrival)

As his hand went out to slip back the lid, a cold shiver ran down the girl’s spine. She had an unaccountable premonition of some terrible danger, she knew not what.

“What the devil is this?” demanded the amazing stranger.

The lid was off; there was nothing to be seen but a mass of fleecy cottonwool…but it was moving in weird undulations.

Then suddenly from the white fleece poked up a spade-shaped head and two black bead-like eyes that glittered malignantly.

In a fraction of a second the head was followed by a long, sinuous body that swayed for a moment, then, whipping back, darted the ugly head forward.

The snake had misjudged the distance — and missed! It lay across the table, its head dangling, the tail still concealed in the cottonwool. Only for an infinitesimal space of time it sprawled thus.

Whilst the terrified company stood paralysed to silence by the horror of it, the black thing slid greasily to the floor. Up went the head again, swayed for a while and then again was flung back to strike…

The explosion deafened them — through a haze of blue smoke Joan saw the headless thing coil and uncoil in death agony…

“Hell’s bells!” said Mr Clifford Lynne in wonder. “Who threw that brick?”
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“A Chinaman brought it, sir,” stammered the butler.

“Chinaman!”

The servant pointed feebly through the French window that led to the lawn. For a second he stood, this ludicrous figure with his ragged beard and his fantastically ill-fitting clothes, and then with a leap he was through the open window and flying across the strip of grass like the wind. In two seconds he had vanished over the high hazel hedge — this he took in his stride in some miraculous fashion.

With his disappearance the spell was broken. Joan found a half-fainting girl on her hands, sobbing and laughing, hands clenched and feet inclined to tap the carpet in a way that was neither modern nor pretty. Under the table wriggled the dying snake — the room was hazy with smoke that smelt pungently.

At the sound of the shot, Mabel came running in. She saw the snake on the floor, stared from his sister to Joan, from Joan to her white-faced father.

“That horrible man — he tried to kill Letty!” She was shrill in her misdirected fury.

“Shut up!”

When Stephen Narth snarled that way there was an end to hysteria. He became the dominant giver of household laws.

“Shut up, all of you — damn you!…none of you has the sense of Joan. Get up!”

Letty rose untidily, staggered, her eyes pleading for sympathy.

“It was a snake.” He stared down at the writhing thing with ludicrous solemnity. “Ugh! Throw that beast out of the room — use the tongs. Did he shoot it, Joan? I didn’t see him use a pistol.”

She shook her head.

“Nor I — I just heard the shot and that was all.”

Mr Narth pointed to the snake; the butler, tongs in hand, was snapping the ends tremblingly.

“He said ‘Hell’s bells,’” nodded Joan gravely.

The girls looked at their father.

“Who was he — a tramp, daddy?” asked Letty.

Mr Narth shook his head.

“Clifford Lynne,” he said, and they gasped in unison. That scarecrow! Letty’s proper indignation overcame her more feminine emotions.

“That …! Was he the man you wanted me…us …?”

He glanced significantly at Joan. She was at the open window, her eyes shaded by a white hand from the glare of the afternoon sun. At the moment the butler was staggering to the lawn, a rope-like object gripped at the end of the tongs, Clifford Lynne came over the hedge, one leg after another in a flying leap, his absurd whiskers flowing all ways. He stopped at the sight of the snake.

“Yellow head!” he said thoughtfully. “Yellow head — what a lad!”

Letty dropped her voice as the queer man came leisurely into the room, his hands thrust into his pockets.

“Has anybody seen a Chink about here?” he asked.

Letty and Mabel spoke together, though he was addressing the one person in the ornate library who was neither obviously palpitating or patently fearful.

“Chinamen — two?” he said thoughtfully. “I thought so! Moses!”

He walked to the window and stared out. Then he came back to the table, lifted the cottonwool gingerly from the box, layer by layer.

“Only one, by gum! But what a perfect houndski!”

He peered out into the sunlit garden.

“Thought they’d use a knife. These fellows can throw a knife wonderfully. One of ’em killed a foreman of mine a year ago from a distance of a hundred and twenty yards.”

He was addressing Joan, and his voice was friendly and conversational.

“Did you catch him?” she asked.

The bearded man nodded.

“Got him on the law and order side of the mountains and hanged him. A nice fellow in many ways,” he mused, “but temperamental. There is only one way to deal with a temperamental coolie, and that is to hang him.”

He was looking at Letty now, and she regarded his views on temperament as ill-timed, if not actually insulting. He saw her rosebud lips curl up in a smile, but did not feel uncomfortable.

“You?” he asked.

She started.

“No — I — I mean, what do you mean?”

She knew very well what he meant. Clifford Lynne could broadcast thought, and in the tenseness of the moment her receptivity was particularly good.

“I’ve got to marry somebody.”

He glanced now at Mabel Narth, darkly red, her baby blue eyes malignant with the contempt she felt.

“Neither my sister nor I is the lucky girl,” she said with a certain malicious sweetness. “You ought to know Joan…” She glanced round at Mr Narth. “Father!”

Awkwardly enough he introduced the girl.

“Oh!”

Just “Oh!” It might have meant disappointment or relief or just surprise.

“Well — I am here. Ready for the — —” He hesitated for a word. Joan could have sworn that the word he almost used was “sacrifice,” but he changed it to “occasion.”

“Old Joe Bray is dead,” said the stranger. “I suppose you know that? Poor old lunatic! It would have been better for a lot of people if he had died six months ago. A dear old soul, a great old sportsman, but slightly mad.”

Again he addressed Joan. She could observe him now, for he was emerging from the blinding flash of his dramatic arrival. Close upon six feet in height, even his nondescript clothing could not disguise a fine physique. The face was tanned a deep mahogany. His straggling beard was as brown as his long hair and his rather shaggy eyebrows. This bearded man was alive — every inch of him. That was her first impression — his immense vitality. She glanced down at his shapeless shoes; they were homemade, she guessed, and whilst one was fastened with a thin piece of hide, the other lace was of string, and unravelled string at that.

It was a moment for Mr Narth to assert his authority. Natural circumstances made him the most important person in the room. He was not only the head of the house, but he was the principal beneficiary under the will. And this man was old Joe Bray’s manager, one to be ordered rather than persuaded; the merest employee — Mr Narth’s employee in prospect, for if he was inheriting old Joe’s wealth, he also inherited the indubitable authority which wealth carries with it.

“Er — Mr — um — Lynne, I think this discussion of my poor cousin’s — state of mind is not quite proper, and I cannot allow you to asperse his — um — revered memory without protest.”

The stranger was looking at him curiously.

“Oh, you’re Narth, are you — I’ve heard about you! You’re the gentleman who speculates with other people’s money!”

Stephen Narth went red and white. He was for the moment speechless. The crudeness of the statement was paralysing. Had Mr Narth been wise, he would have arrested all further comment, either by walking from the room or by a direct and tremendous rebuke.

“These things get about,” said Lynne, stroking his beard. “You can’t turn the light off a business like yours.”

Stephen Narth got back his voice.

“I am not prepared to discuss such wanton slanders,” he said. There was murder in his eyes if Clifford Lynne had ever seen murder. “For the moment it is necessary to tell you that as the sole beneficiary under Mr Bray’s will and — er — proprietor — —”

“In prospect,” murmured Lynne, when he paused. “You feel that I ought to keep in my place? I am almost inclined to agree. Do you want me?”

He stared at Joan, his expression blank, almost fatuous. She had an odd inclination to laugh.

“Because,” he went on, “if you want me I’m here and ready. The Lord knows I don’t want to force my attentions upon any shrinking maiden, but there’s the position. Joe said, ‘Will you give me your word?’ and I said ‘Yes.’”

He was still staring at her thoughtfully. Did he expect an answer, she wondered. Apparently not, for he went on:

“This complicates matters — I had no idea we should annoy the Joyful Hands — but I’ve been and gone and done it!”

Mr Narth thought that it was a moment when he might without loss of dignity edge himself into the conversation on nearly equal terms.

“The Joyful Hands, I think you said — who on earth are the Joyful Hands?”

The stranger did not seem to resent the intrusion, and Stephen Narth had the queer sensation that the admonishment directed to him a few seconds before was in the nature of a statement of fact made without any real disapproval or malice. Clifford Lynne knew but did not condemn.

“I have taken the Lodge — the Slaters’ Cottage, don’t they call it?” said Clifford in his strangely abrupt way. “A weird hole, but suitable for me. I’m afraid I’ve made rather a mess of your carpet.”

He looked down gloomily at the evidence of tragedy.

“Anyway, snakes have no right to be on carpets,” he said in a tone of relief, as though he had found an unexpected excuse for the disorder he had created.

Mr Narth’s face fell.

“You’re staying here, are you?” he asked, and it was on the tip of his tongue to suggest that the stranger, in all his future visits, should come into the house by the servants’ entrance. But something inhibited this discourteous expression. A man who could treat grand larceny as a matter of indifference, who carried on his person lethal weapons which he could draw, use and replace so quickly that no mortal eye could see his hand’s movement, was not to be insulted with impunity. Instead:

“The Slaters’ Cottage isn’t a very nice place for you,” he said. “It is little better than a ruin. I had it offered to me the other day for a hundred and twenty pounds and refused it — —”

“You missed a bargain,” said Cliff Lynne calmly. “It has a Tudor fireplace worth twice that amount.”

He was looking absently at the girl as he spoke.

“I shouldn’t be surprised if I settled down in the Slaters’ Cottage,” he was musing aloud. “There’s a lovely scullery, where one’s wife could do one’s washing, and three perfectly good rooms — once the rat-holes are stopped up. Personally, I have no objection to rats.”

“And I am rather fond of them,” said Joan coolly, for she was quick to see the challenge and as quick to take it up.

For a second the faintest ghost of a smile showed in his eyes.

“Anyway, I’m staying here. And don’t be scared of losing your reputation, because I shan’t call very often.” He pursed his lips. “Chink! And of course the heathen saw me come in, and delivered the goods instanter! Daren’t do it before, or you’d have heard the wriggler lashing out inside the box. Or he’d have died — there were no holes in the lid. I’ll have to put the Dumb Friends’ League on to these fellows!”

Mr Narth cleared his throat.

“Do you suggest that that reptile was sent to you — maliciously?”

Clifford Lynne turned his amused eyes upon the questioner.

“A live, poisonous snake is not my idea of a birthday present,” he said gently. “And I hate Yellow Heads — they hurt!” He slapped his thigh with sudden energy and laughed. “Why, of course! Yellow snake! Fancy my forgetting that!”

Again his eyes sought the girl’s.

“You’re getting a pretty careless husband…I didn’t get your name … Joan, is it? I thought all the Joans were married, but perhaps I’m thinking of the Dorothys! You’re about twenty-one, aren’t you? All the Joans are about twenty-one, all the Patricias are seventeen, and most of the Mary Anns are drawing their Old Age Pensions.”

“And all the Cliffords are on the stage,” she retorted, and this time he laughed. It was a soft, musical gurgle of sound, so unlike his forbidding appearance that it seemed to be a new and a different man breaking through the outward sham and disguise of him.

“You made that up on the spur of the moment!” he said, lifting an admonitory finger. “But I deserved it.”

He dived into the pockets of his nondescript coat, brought out a large gunmetal watch and consulted it.

“Not going!” he said disgustedly and, shaking, held it to his ear. “What’s the time?”

“Six,” said Mr Narth, recovering his voice.

“I knew it couldn’t be half past twelve,” said the visitor, calmly adjusting the hands. “I’ll be getting back. I’m renting a place in London for the moment, but I’ll be down tomorrow or the day after. Church of England?”

Joan, to whom this question was fired, nodded.

“I’m a bit that way myself,” admitted Mr Lynne, “but with leaning towards incense and good music. But I admire Baptists — how they keep good on varnish and harmoniums beats me! So long, Dorothy!”

“You mean Agnes,” said Joan, and her eyes gleamed again.

She held out a hand and felt her own enfolded in a strong grip. Apparently he deemed no other member of the family worthy of such a salute, and with a bright nod, which embraced them all, he walked briskly to the door and into the hall. Mr Narth thought he had gone, and was about to speak when the bearded man reappeared.

“Anybody know a man called Grahame St Clay?” he asked.

In a flash Mr Narth remembered the conversation of the morning.

“I know a Mr St Clay. I don’t exactly know him, but one of my directors is a friend of his,” he said.

Clifford Lynne’s eyebrows rose.

“Is that so?” he said calmly. “You’ve never met him?”

Mr Narth shook his head.

“You might tell me tomorrow night what you think of him.”

“But I’m not seeing him,” said Mr Narth.

“Oh, yes, you are,” said Clifford softly, and again that hint of mischief shone in his clear blue eyes. “Oh, indeed you are! St Clay! Who canonized Yellow mud?”

In another second he had gone, slamming the front door behind him. He was a man of violent habits, as Mr Narth subsequently insisted.

“Thank God, I’m not marrying him!” said Mabel, and Letty, hardly yet recovered from her swoon, murmured agreement.

Joan said nothing. She was more than a little bewildered, very interested, but not in the slightest degree frightened.
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At the end of the drive, drawn up on the verge by the roadside, was Mr Clifford Lynne’s car. ‘Car’ is perhaps a dignified description of a machine that he had purchased a few days previously for £35. He had left the engine running because it was his experience that failure to take this precaution might mean half an hour’s work in starting. With a rattle and a clank, a groaning and a squeaking, he brought the machine to the road, drove noisily for a hundred yards, then turned along a wagon track that ran into the pines.

The end of the path brought him to the grey stone Slaters’ Cottage. Every window was broken; the pathetic little portico which a pretentious owner of the ‘60’s had added sagged dismally in the centre; a dozen slates were missing from the roof — this one-storied cottage was a picture of desolation and neglect.

A group of three men stood before the door, and his arrival had evidently interrupted a unanimous decision, which the first of the men voiced as Clifford sprang from the quivering machine.

“You’ll never be able to do anything with this place, sir,” said the man, evidently, from the pocket-rule that protruded from his hip pocket, engaged in the building trade. “The floors are rotten, the house wants a new roof, and you’ll need a new water and drainage system.”

Without a word Lynne strode past them into the building. It consisted of two rooms, one to the left and one to the right of the passageway he had entered. At the end of the hall was a tiny kitchen with a rusted stove, and from this led a scullery. Looking through the broken windows at the back, he could see a weatherworn shed which in point of repair was the superior of the cottage.

The floorboards creaked and cracked under his weight. In one place they had rotted and a great hole appeared. The ancient paper hung in dismal, colourless shrouds from the walls, and the ceilings were almost indistinguishable under festoons of cobwebs.

He rejoined the group before the door and filled his pipe deliberately from a long canvas sack which he hauled from his pocket.

“Are you a builder or a poet?” he asked the man with the foot-rule.

The builder grinned.

“I’m a pretty good builder,” he said, “but I’m not a magician, and to get this house in order in a week you want three Aladdin’s lamps.”

Clifford put his pipe in his mouth and lit it deliberately.

“Cutting out the possibility of engaging the slave of the lamp, how many men would it require to carry out the repairs?”

“It isn’t a question of men, it’s a question of money,” said the builder. “I could certainly get everything done in a week, but it would cost you the greater part of a thousand pounds, and the cottage isn’t worth that.”

Clifford sent a cloud of smoke into the air and watched it dissolve.

“Put on a gang of two hundred men,” he said; “work them in eight-hour shifts day and night. Have them started this evening tearing up the floors. Get all the trolleys you need, all the material you need, and have it specially delivered. I want oak floors, a bathroom, electric light laid on, a hot-water system, steel shutters to the windows, this wagon-track made into a good road, a swimming-pool behind the house, and that’s about all, I think.”

“In seven days?” gasped the builder.

“In six preferably,” said Lynne. “You can either take it on or I’ll find a man who will do it.”

“But, Mr Lynne, for the money it will cost you you could get one of the best houses in Sunningdale — —”

“This is my ideal home,” said Clifford Lynne, “and it’s got to be snakeproof!”

He looked round his little estate. The fence that marked the boundaries of the grounds was invisible behind the screen of the trees.

“All these firs had better be cut down,” he said. “I want a clear line of fire.”

“Line of what?” almost squeaked the builder.

“And the steel shutters must have loopholes — I forgot to tell you that. Give me that book.”

He almost snatched the builder’s notebook from his hand and began to sketch.

“That shape, and those dimensions,” he said, handing the book back. “Are you taking on this job?”

“I’ll take it on,” said the builder. “I can promise you that the house will be fit for occupation in a week, but it’s going to cost you — —”

“I know what it will cost me if this house is not ready,” interrupted Clifford Lynne.

He put his hand in his pocket, took out a fat notebook and, opening it, extracted ten bills, each for a hundred pounds.

“I’m not asking you for a contract, because I’m a business man.” (He was given to that kind of paradox.) “This is Wednesday; the furniture will arrive on Tuesday next. Have fires lit in every room and keep them going. I may or may not see you for a week, but here is my telephone number. By the way, open a trench to the main road. I want a ‘phone in here, and the wire must run underground — and deep at that. Snakes dig!”

Without another word he stepped into the car and sent it bumping and swaying along the rough road, and presently was lost to view.

“This is where I start not sleeping,” said the builder, and he was very nearly right.

It was raining the next morning, a gentle drizzle that looked like continuing for the whole of the day, according to Mr Narth’s chauffeur, who took a melancholy interest in the vagaries of the English climate.

It was Mr Stephen Narth’s boast that he never noticed what the weather was like. But there was something in the gloomy skies and dismal landscapes that so accorded with his own mental condition that the weather obtruded itself upon him, and added something to his depression.

And yet, he told himself a dozen times between Sunningdale and his office, there was no reason in the world why he should be depressed. It was true that the apparition that had dawned upon him was hardly conducive to cheer. But he had found a way of fulfilling the conditions of old Bray’s will, and Joan’s readiness to comply with his wishes was really a matter for congratulation.

Clifford Lynne was an irritation and an eyesore. He was also the fly in the ointment. (The illustrations were Mr Narth’s own.) Curiously enough, the advent of the poisonous snake in his drawingroom did not greatly perturb Stephen Narth. It was unusual, a little startling, but since he knew nothing of the deadly nature of yellow heads, and could not see anything particularly significant in the mysterious arrival of the box, he followed his practice of dismissing from his mind the problem he could not elucidate. It was all the easier because it was somebody else’s problem.

The incident, so far as he was concerned, had importance only because his drawingroom carpet had to be taken up and sent to the cleaners for repair — there were two neatly punctured holes which had to be filled. Clifford Lynne was theatrical. It was a favourite description of Mr Narth’s invariably applied to all phenomena of life that produced an emotional reaction. When all was said and done — and this thought cheered him considerably — Joe Bray’s fortune was within his grasp. The clouds that had obscured his horizon the day before were dissipated, and all that was necessary for him to do was to hurry on the wedding and secure the large fortune which was to be his as soon as the conditions were satisfied.

He was almost happy as he went through the private door of his office, and could turn a genial face upon the two men who were awaiting him. Major Spedwell sprawled across one end of the table, a cigar clenched between his teeth, while Mr Leggat was standing by the window, his hands clasped behind him, staring out into the driving rain.

“Hallo, you fellows!” said Narth jovially. “You look as cheerful as mutes at a funeral.”

Leggat turned round.

“What are you happy about, anyway?” he asked.

Stephen Narth had not made up his mind whether he should take his colleagues completely into his confidence. With the money that was coming from the Bray estate he could afford to drop his questionable acquaintances, and wipe out, as only money can wipe out, the delinquencies of his past, starting fresh with a clean slate and a fat and comfortable balance at the bank.

“Joe Bray is dead,” he blurted, “and he’s left me the greater part of his money.”

In his exhilaration he was trapped into this incautious declaration, and cursed himself for his stupidity before the words were out of his mouth.

If Stephen had expected the news to create a sensation, he was disappointed.

“Is that so?” said Leggat sarcastically. “And when does the money come into your hands?”

“In a month or two,” said the other airily.

“A month or two is a month or two late,” said Major Spedwell, his dark face creased in an unpleasant smile. “I’ve seen the auditors this morning, and it is imperative that the fifty thousand pounds should be found by tomorrow.”

“In fact,” broke in Leggat, “we’re up against it, Narth. We’ve got to raise that money in the next twentyfour hours. Of course, if there are no ‘ifs’ and ‘buts’ about the legacy, you’d be able to borrow the money on the strength of it. Is there a contingency in the will?”

Narth frowned at this; what did the man know? But the other met his eyes unflinchingly.

“There is a contingency,” admitted Narth, “but that has practically been overcome.”

Leggat shook his head.

“‘Practically’ doesn’t cut any ice,” he said. “Is the will such that you could tomorrow borrow fifty thousand pounds upon it?”

“No,” said Narth shortly. “In point of fact, I don’t know the value of the estate. And there is a contingency — —”

“Exactly!” said Spedwell. “That’s the position, and it’s a pretty bad position! You couldn’t raise a fiver on a will with a contingency that had not been satisfied, and on an estate the exact value of which you do not know. I’ll bet you haven’t even a copy of the will.”

Stephen Narth’s eyes narrowed.

“You’re talking by the book, Major,” he said. “Somebody has been telling you a great deal more than I know.”

Major Spedwell shifted uncomfortably.

“Somebody’s told me nothing,” he said loudly. “The only thing that interests Leggat and me is whether you can raise that fifty thousand pounds and, knowing that you can’t, we’ve saved you a whole lot of trouble by asking our friend St Clay to come along and see you.”

“Your friend St Clay? The man you mentioned yesterday?”

And then there flashed into the memory of Stephen Narth the recollection of Clifford Lynne’s prophecy, “You are seeing him tomorrow.”

“Grahame St Clay, eh? Has he got money to burn?” he asked.

Spedwell nodded slowly.

“Yes, he’s got money to burn, and he’s willing to burn it; and if you take my tip, Narth, you will be the furnace!”

“But I don’t know him. Where do I meet him?”

Spedwell walked to the door that led to the general office.

“He’s been waiting outside till we had a word with you.”

Stephen Narth looked at him in bewilderment. A man with fifty thousand pounds to lend, waiting for the opportunity of making the loan!

“Here?” he said incredulously.

Major Spedwell opened the door.

“Meet Mr Grahame St Clay,” he said, and there walked into the office an immaculately dressed gentleman.

Even Narth stared at him openmouthed, for Grahame St Clay was beyond all question a Chinaman!
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“This is Mr Grahame St Clay,” Spedwell introduced the visitor again, and mechanically Stephen Narth put out his hand.

Until that moment all Chinamen were alike to Stephen Narth, but somehow, as he looked into the brown eyes, he distinguished in this man a difference that he could not exactly define. The eyes were set wide apart; the nose, thin and long, and the thin lips, differed from those features he was used to associating with men of the Mongolian type. Perhaps it was the full chin which gave Grahame St Clay his distinction. Certainly when he spoke he was like no Chinaman that Stephen Narth had ever seen or heard.

“This is Mr Narth? I am delighted to meet you. In fact, I have sought many opportunities of making your acquaintance.”

It was the voice of an educated man, with just that slight drawl and exaggerated pronunciation which is peculiar to one trained in a public school and finished at one of the great universities.

“May I sit down?”

Narth nodded mutely, and the newcomer laid a handsome portfolio on the table before him.

“You are a little dazed to discover that I am a Chinaman?” Mr St Clay laughed softly. “‘Yellow Peril’ is the term which is usually employed, is it not? I would object to being called a peril, for I am the most unoffending man that ever came from China,” he said good-humouredly.

As he spoke, he was opening the portfolio, and took out a flat-covered pad, tied with red ribbon. Very carefully he slipped the bow, took off the top layer of cardboard and revealed to the eyes of Stephen Narth a thick pad of banknotes. From where he stood he saw they were thousand-pound notes.

“Fifty, I think, is the amount you require?” said Mr St Clay presently, and with the dexterity of a bank cashier he counted the requisite number, placed the little bundle on one side, carefully retied the pad, and slipped it back into the leather case. “We are all friends here, I think.” Mr St Clay beamed from one of Stephen Narth’s partners to the other. “I can speak without restraint?”

Narth nodded.

“Very well.” He folded the fifty notes and, to the surprise of the senior partner, put the money into his waistcoat pocket. “There is naturally a condition attaching to this loan,” he said. “Even I, poor, untutored Chinaman though I be, am not so utterly lost to the practice of commerce that I could loan this large sum of money unconditionally. Frankly, Mr Narth, it is required of you that you should become one of us.”.

“One of you?” said Stephen Narth slowly. “I don’t quite get you.”

It was Spedwell who supplied the information.

“Mr St Clay is running a big organization in this country. It’s a sort of — —” He paused awkwardly.

“Secret society,” suggested Mr St Clay pleasantly. “That sounds very mysterious and terrifying, does it not? But really there’s nothing to it! I have a certain mission in life, and I require the help of intelligent men on whom I can rely. We Chinamen have rather the qualities of children. We love pomp and mystery. We are, in fact, the true exotics of the world. Mostly we like to play at things, and the Joyful Hands is frankly my invention. Our object is to uplift the Chinese people, to bring as it were light into dark places.” He paused, and added: “And all that sort of thing.”

Stephen Narth smiled.

“It seems quite a praiseworthy object,” he said. “I shall be delighted to join you.”

The brown eyes had an hypnotic quality. They transfixed him in that second, and he had the terrifying sensation that he had momentarily surrendered his will to a dominating but beneficent power. That was the strange thing about the Chinaman: he created of himself an atmosphere of beneficence.

“That is well,” he said simply, took the wad of notes from his pocket and placed them gently on the table. “No, no, I do not require a receipt — between gentlemen that is unnecessary. You are not a graduate of Oxford? It is a pity. I prefer dealing with men who have that bond with me, but it is sufficient that you are a gentleman.”

He rose abruptly.

“I think that is all,” he said. “In three days you will hear from me, and I must ask you to hold yourself free to keep any appointment which may be made for you at any hour of the day or night in the course of the next week. I hope that is not too irksome a condition?”

His eyes were smiling as he put the question.

“No, indeed,” said Stephen, and gathered up his money with a shaking hand (for the life of him he could not trace the cause of his agitation). “I must say, Mr St Clay, I’m very grateful to you. You have got me out of a very embarrassing situation. How embarrassing, you cannot know.”

“Indeed, I know everything,” said the other quietly.

And then Stephen remembered.

“Why did he call you the Yellow Snake?”

The Chinaman was staring at him with round, unwinking eyes, and, thinking that he had not heard, Stephen repeated the question.

“Mr Clifford Lynne called me that,” said St Clay slowly.

Only for a second did the inscrutable face of the man show that the shaft unconsciously directed had got home.

“Yellow Snake…how vulgar! How like Clifford Lynne!”

He recovered himself instantly, and with a deep laugh, both pleasant and musical, he gathered up his portfolio.

“You will hear from me — —” he began.

“One moment, Mr St Clay,” said Narth. “You spoke about the object of your league. What is that object?”

The native looked at him thoughtfully for a second, and then:

“The dominion of the world,” he said simply, and with a nod he turned and was gone.

In this way came Grahame St Clay, Bachelor of Arts, into the life of Stephen Narth, and henceforth his fate was to be bound by hooks of steel to the will of one who was first to dominate and then to crush him.
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Joan Bray was an early riser from necessity. Her position in the Narth household had been reached by a series of drifts — mainly in the direction of the servants’ hall. Mr Narth did not employ a housekeeper: it was an unnecessary expense in view of the fact that Joan was available; and gradually she had accumulated all the responsibilities of an upper servant, without any of the emoluments. She was, in fact, a liaison officer between the pantry and the parlour. It was she who had to arrange the monthly settlements with tradesmen, and confront the raging protests of a man who regarded household expenses as an unnecessary waste of money.

So fully occupied was her day that she had formed the habit of rising at six and taking an hour in the open before the household was awake. The rain of the previous day had left the ground wet and the air cold, but it was such a morning as invited the feet of youth, for the sky was blue, save where it was flecked by a lacing of white cloud.

This morning she had a special objective. The tremendous happening at Slaters’ Cottage was the talk of Sunningdale. From her window on the previous evening she had seen the loaded trolleys disappearing into the wood, and the night had provided a strange and fascinating spectacle. She lived near enough to the Slaters’ Cottage to hear the sound of hammer and pick, and she had seen the trees silhouetted against the blinding radiance of the naphtha lamps.

Mr Narth had also been an uncomfortable witness of this extraordinary activity, and had made a journey late at night to the Slaters’ Cottage, there to discover the extent of Clifford Lynne’s folly. So far, Joan had learnt of these doings at third hand. The early morning offered an opportunity for a more intimate investigation, and she diverged from the road to satisfy her curiosity. She could not go far; a gang of men were tearing up the path. Three laden lorries were parked unevenly before the cottage, which was alive with men, and reminded her of a troubled anthill. The local builder, whom she knew, came up with a smile.

“What do you think of this, Miss Joan — a thousand pounds worth of repair work on a hundred pound cottage!”

She could only look and wonder. In the night, the roof had been stripped of slates and supporting beams, so that only the bare shell of the cottage remained.

“We got the floors out and the pipes laid by four o’clock,” said the builder proudly. “I’ve hired every labourer within twenty miles.”

“But why on earth is Mr Lynne doing all this?” she asked.

“You know him, Miss?” asked the man, in surprise, and she went red. It was impossible to explain that the Slaters’ Cottage was to be her home (as she believed) and that his eccentric employer was her future husband.

“Yes, I know him,” she said awkwardly. “He is — a friend of mine.”

“Oh!”

Evidently this statement checked a certain frankness on the part of Mr Carter. Joan could almost guess what he would have said.

She was smiling as she came back to the road. This freakish and feverish rebuilding of Slaters’ Cottage was exactly the thing she would have expected from Clifford Lynne. Why she should, she did not know. Only it seemed as though he had been especially revealed to her; that she alone of the family understood him.

She heard a clatter of hoofs behind her, and moved to the side of the road.

“Bon jour
 — which I understand is French!”

She turned, startled. It was the man who at that moment was in her thoughts. He was riding a shaggy old pony, sleepy-eyed, almost as dishevelled as himself.

“What an awful trouble you must have had to find a horse that matched you!” she said. “I’ve seen your car — that was a perfect fit!”

Clifford Lynne’s eyes puckered as though he was laughing, but no sound came; yet she could have sworn he was shaking with laughter.

“You’re very rude,” he said, as he slipped from the pony’s back, “and offensive! But don’t let us start quarrelling before we are married. And where did you see the car?”

She did not answer this.

“Why are you rebuilding this awful old cottage?” she asked. “Mr Carter said it will cost you thousands.”

He looked at her for a little while without speaking, fingering his beard.

“I thought I would,” he said absently. “I’m kind of eccentric. Living in a hot climate for so long may have affected my brain. I’ve known lots of fellows go like that! It’s rather romantic, too,” he mused. “I thought I’d get some climbing roses and honeysuckle, and perhaps run a cabbage patch and chickens — are you fond of chickens?” he asked innocently. “Black Dorkings or White Wyandottes, or vice versa? Or ducks perhaps?”

They had reached the end of the road, the shaggy pony following obediently.

“Old Mr Bray was rather set on your marrying one of our family, wasn’t he?” she asked, so unexpectedly that for the moment he was taken aback.

“Why, yes,” he said.

“And you were awfully fond of Mr Bray?”

He nodded.

“Yes, I think so. You see, we lived together for so long, and he was a likeable old devil. And he nursed me through cholera, and if it hadn’t been for him I should have pegged out — which is Spanish for died. I certainly liked him.”

“You liked him so much,” she challenged, “that when he asked you to come to England and marry one of his relations, you promised — —”

“Not immediately,” he pleaded. “I made no promise for an awful long time. To tell you the truth, I thought he was mad.”

“But you did promise,” she insisted. “And shall I tell you something else you promised?”

He was silent.

“You told poor Mr Bray you would say nothing that would make the girl reject you and spoil his plans!”

Only for a moment was the bearded man embarrassed.

“Clairvoyance was never a favourite science with me,” he said. “It’s too near witchcraft. I knew an old woman up in Kung-chang-fu who — —”

“Don’t try to turn the subject, Mr Lynne. You promised Mr Bray that when his relations produced a girl of the family for you to marry, you would say nothing which would make her change her mind, that you would in fact express no unwillingness to marry.”

He fondled his invisible chin.

“Well, maybe you’re right,” he confessed. “But I’ve said nothing,” he added quickly. “Have I told you that I’m not a marrying man, and loathe the idea of matrimony? Have I told you how poor old Joe has blighted my young life? Have I gone on my knees and begged you to refuse me? Own up, Joan Bray!”

She shook her head; the smile that was in her eyes was now twitching at her lips.

“You’ve said nothing, but you’ve made yourself look a scarecrow.”

“And fearfully repulsive?” he asked hopefully.

She shook her head.

“Not quite. I’m going to marry you; I suppose you know that?”

The gloom in his face was such that she could have smacked him.

“I don’t want to marry you, of course,” she said tartly, “but there are — there are reasons.”

“Old Narth has forced you into it,” he said accusingly.

“Just as old Mr Bray forced you into it,” she replied at once. “It is a queer position, and it would be tragic if it wasn’t laughable. I don’t know what’s going to happen, but there’s one thing I wish you to do.”

“What is that?” he asked.

“Go to a barber’s and have that ridiculous beard shaved,” she said. “I want to see what you look like.”

He sighed wearily.

“In that case I’m booked,” he said. “Once you see my face you will never, never give me up. I was the best-looking man in China.”

He held out his hand.

“Congratulations,” he said simply, and she dissolved into laughter, and was still laughing when she came up the drive and met Mr Narth’s suspicious frown.
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“What is amusing you?” asked Stephen, who at the moment had good reason for being anything but amused.

“I’ve just been talking to my — fiancé,” she said, and Stephen’s face cleared.

“Oh, the wild man!” he said.

He had a letter in his hand. The morning post came early at Sunningdale.

“Joan, I want you to come to the City today — to lunch.”

This was a surprising invitation. As a rule when she went to the City she lunched alone.

“A little bit of a lunch in the office,” he said awkwardly. “And I want you to meet a friend of mine — er — a rather brilliant fellow, an Oxford graduate and all that sort of thing.”

His manner rather than his words puzzled her. He was so obviously ill at ease that she could only wonder at the cause of his embarrassment.

“Is Letty coming?” she asked.

“No, no,” he said quickly. “Only you and I and my — um — friend. I suppose you’ve none of those stupid prejudices against — er — foreigners?”

“Foreigners? Why, no — you mean he isn’t European?”

“Yes,” said Mr Narth, and coughed. “He is Asiatic; in point of fact, he’s a Chinaman. But he’s an awfully important person in his own country, my dear, a mandarin or a governor or something, and a perfect gentleman. I wouldn’t ask you to meet anybody I shouldn’t care to meet myself.”

“Why, of course, Mr Narth, if you wish me to …”

“His name is Grahame St Clay. He has large commercial interests both in this country and abroad.”

Grahame St Clay?

Where she had heard that name before, she could not for the moment recall. She asked a question as to the hour and went into the house, wondering for what especial reason she had been chosen as Mr Narth’s luncheon guest and why he was so anxious for her to meet his new acquaintance. She had never heard the name before until ——

Try as she did, she could not remember when it had been mentioned.

Mr Narth, somewhat relieved, went back to the library and read the letter again. This was the first consequence of his loan, and already he was regretting a transaction which gave a Chinaman the right of addressing him as ‘My dear Narth.’ There were only a dozen lines of neat writing:

Since I met you today, I have heard that your niece, Miss Joan Bray has become engaged to Clifford Lynne, whom I know slightly. I should very much like to meet this young lady. Won’t you either bring her to lunch at the Albemarle, or, if it is more convenient to you, to the City? Perhaps you would fix your own time and place. Please arrange this and telephone me as soon as you get to your office.

The letter had been expressed and posted in London the night before, and the tone of assurance which St Clay had adopted was particularly irritating to a man of Narth’s susceptibilities. To do full justice to his character, it may be said in truth that he had no very strong objection to Joan meeting the man. Where Joan was concerned he took a broad view. Had it been Letty or Mabel, he might have felt differently — but it was Joan.

But, being strangely minded, he was by no means anxious to be seen in public lunching with an Oriental, and for that reason had decided that the meal should be in the boardroom, where he had given many little repasts to his business associates.

When he reached his office that morning he found Major Spedwell waiting for him, and that military gentleman was less saturnine than usual.

“I’ve just seen St Clay,” he said. “Have you fixed that luncheon for him? He’s rather keen on it.”

“Why?” asked Narth.

Spedwell shrugged his shoulders.

“God knows. He’s a queer bird, St Clay. He’s as generous as a prince — don’t forget that, Narth. You’ll find him a very useful man.”

“What is he in?” asked Narth.

“Business, you mean? He’s in all sorts of things. He’s got a big factory at Peckham, but he has other means as well. You’re in luck, Narth; he’s taken a liking to you.”

“Oh!” grunted the other; he was by no means enthusiastic.

Spedwell was looking at him with a queer, dry smile on his unprepossessing face.

“You’ve led a quiet sort of life, haven’t you, Narth? I mean the kind of life that the average City man has. You’ve never gone in for adventure or bloodshed, or things of that sort?”

“Good heavens, no!” said Stephen Narth, staring at him. “Why?”

“I only asked,” said the other indifferently. “Only — you can’t expect to be a gentle crook all the days of your life.”

“‘Crook’ isn’t a word I like, Spedwell,” said Stephen sharply.

“I didn’t suppose it was,” said the other with cool indifference. “I’m merely pointing out the impossibility of getting away with — everything by sitting down in an easy chair and thinking out new ramps. There’s no sense in getting up in the air about it, Narth. We’re men of the world, and we understand that Narth Brothers has been a sham and a fraud for the past ten years. The gentle crook either drifts gently into a fortune or into jail — and you’ve made no fortune, and never will.”

Stephen Narth faced him squarely.

“What’s the idea of all this stuff?” he demanded.

The Major was fingering his little moustache thoughtfully.

“I’m only warning you, that’s all,” he said, “that there comes a point to every grafter when he’s got to try something else, even if he only tries it once. Do you mind me speaking plainly?”

“You’re not exactly wrapping up your words now,” said Narth sarcastically. “You’ve called me a grafter and a crook! If you’ve anything plainer, let’s have it!”

The Major pulled up a chair on the opposite side of the writing-table and sat down, folding his arms on the table.

“St Clay’s going to try you out,” he said, “and if you play up to him there’s a million in it!”

Narth looked at him straightly.

“A million pounds is an easy phrase, but a lot of money,” he said.

“More than a million,” said Spedwell decisively. “This is the biggest thing you’ve ever been in, my friend.”

Narth was irritated. A million — even a nebulous million — was a terrific sum, but was he not the heir to Joe Bray’s fortune?

“I don’t know that I’m so anxious,” he said. “Joe Bray was not exactly a pauper.”

For a second a little smile played on the saturnine face of the other.

“How much do you think you’re going to get out of that estate?” he asked, and then, hastily: “Well, maybe you’ll get a packet — but you’ll make more out of St Clay if you play your cards right.”

He left Stephen Narth a little uneasy, more than a little bewildered. For the first time since he had received the news of Joe Bray he began to wonder whether he was justified in his jubilation. Yet Joe had been a rich man, the owner of important concessions, a financier of governments, if all that the City said was true — the old fellow must have been enormously rich. It was a pleasant thought.

At a quarter to one Grahame St Clay arrived, a perfectly groomed man about town in his grey morning suit and shining silk hat. Narth had time now to take a closer observation of him. He was just a little overdressed, the diamond pin in his cravat just a little too large. He affected a heavy perfume, and when he took out his silk handkerchief the office became unbearable to a man who was used to a more wholesome atmosphere.

“You got my letter?” It was the tone of an employer speaking to a servant.

Mr Narth writhed. There was something patently offensive in the man’s attitude. He glanced at the desk where Narth was sitting, coolly read the letter that he had been writing, and without invitation pulled up a chair and sat down.

“That girl is coming, is she?”

“Miss Bray is lunching with us, yes,” said Narth, a little stiffly, and something in his voice must have warned St Clay, for he laughed.

“My dear man, you are suspicious of me! Come, come, this will never do! So early in our acquaintance too! You see, Narth, in my own country I am quite an important person, and I have acquired the habits of the overlord! You must make allowances.”

There was a knock at the door. Perkins, the clerk, came in and looked mutely at Stephen.

“Who is it — Miss Bray?”

“Yes, sir,” said Perkins. “Shall I tell her to wait—”

“Ask her to come in.”

For the first time in his life it struck Stephen Narth that Joan was a very pretty girl. Certainly she had never looked quite so lovely as she did that morning, a slim figure in a blue tailor-made suit and a little red hat that seemed as if it must have been specially designed to emphasize the milk and rose of her complexion and give to her blue eyes a new depth.

The effect she produced on the Chinaman was remarkable. He stood with his lips apart, staring at her until he saw the red come to her face. Then:

“This is Mr St Clay,” said Narth.

Her hand was out to take the big paw extended, when the door leading to the office was flung open and a young man came in. He was a very well-dressed young man; that was the first impression Joan Bray had of the newcomer — a peculiarly feminine instinct that Sackville Street had made his clothes. He was young, but he was not a boy; there was a touch of grey at his temples, tiny lines about his eyes. In the folds of a toga he would have been a tribune of old Rome, with his handsome eagle face and his imperious mien.

He stood in the doorway looking from St Clay to Narth — not once did he look at the girl. For a moment Narth was dumbfounded at this unexpected irruption upon his privacy.

“What do you want?” he asked. “You’ve made a mistake, haven’t you? This is a private office — —”

“No mistake at all,” said the stranger, and, hearing his voice, the girl turned and looked at him in amazement. “All the mistakes are on your side, Narth, and you never made a bigger mistake than when you had the audacity to ask my future wife to sit at the same table as this damned murdering Chink! Fing-Su!”

Mr St Clay, BA, covered his hands mechanically.

“Excellency!” he said in the Mandarin tongue.

Joan uttered a gasp of amazement. The best-looking man in China had not exaggerated his attraction — for the stranger in the doorway was Clifford Lynne!
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Fing-Su’s embarrassment was only of the shortest duration. The folded arms came apart, the shrinking figure gained a new and sudden poise, and Grahame St Clay was his European self again. Into the dark eyes came a malignant fire which made him of a sudden a figure of terror. Only for the fraction of a second did the beast in him raise his head. The light died; he was his old pedantic self.

“This intrusion is perfectly unwarrantable,” he said in a^ queer, staccato tone which in any other circumstances would have been ludicrous.

Clifford Lynne’s eyes were on the white table with its silver, glass and flowers, and then they slowly strayed to the girl, and he smiled. And this strange man had the most beautiful smile the girl had ever seen.

“If you can endure me through a meal,” he said, “I should like to be your host.”

Joan nodded.

She was frightened in a breathless, pleasant way, but immensely interested. She would not have been human had she been otherwise. These two men were enemies, bitter and remorseless, and now she understood, as clearly as though the story had been told to her, the significance of the snake which had wriggled from the box in the drawingroom at Sunningdale. St Clay had sent it. This suave Chinaman whom Clifford Lynne had called Fing-Su! And as this realization came to her, she turned pale, and moved unconsciously nearer to the intruder.

“Mr Narth!”

Fing-Su was speaking with difficulty. The rage in him was boiling up through the veneer which the university had given him, and his voice was tremulous, almost tearful.

“You have invited me — to lunch with this lady. You are not to allow this — —” Here he choked.

Stephen Narth felt it was a moment when he might at least attempt to assert his personality.

“Joan, you will stay here,” he commanded.

That was easy enough to say. What tone he must adopt to the man in the doorway was another and more difficult matter. If the odd-looking apparition of Sunningdale had been difficult to deal with, this cool and debonair man-about-town was much more of a problem.

“Um — Mr Lynne — —” he began, mildly enough. “This is extremely awkward. I have asked Joan to lunch with our friend — —”

“Your friend,” said Lynne quickly, “not mine! It might occur to you, Narth, that I should wish to be consulted before you issue invitations to my future wife, and ask her to lunch with a man who regards assassination as a remedy for most difficulties that come his way!”

He beckoned Joan to him with a slight jerk of his head, and meekly she went to him. Mr Narth had not even the courage to be angry.

Lynne stood aside for a moment to let the girl pass into the outer office, then he turned.

“Three of you people are playing with fire, and one of you is playing with hell,” he said slowly. “Spedwell, you were once an officer in the British Army, and presumably you have the atrophied qualities of a gentleman somewhere in your composition. I am not going to appeal to that tattered remnant, but to your sense of self-preservation. There’s a gallows ahead of you, my man — fifty seconds’ walk from the condemned cell to eternal damnation!”

He ignored Narth, but his long finger stretched out, pointing to the Chinaman.

“Fing-Su,” he said, “for the third time I warn you! The Joyous Hands will need a new chief, and that fine factory of yours will go up in smoke, and you with it!”

Turning, he walked out and slammed the door behind him.

The girl was waiting in the corridor outside the office. She was bewildered, excited, and running through the web of her emotions was a thread of faith in this strange man who had come so unexpectedly and so violently into her life. She turned as he closed the door and responded to his smile.

“Let’s go to the Ritz,” he said brusquely. “I am a very hungry man; I’ve been up since four.”

He said no word as they went down in the lift to the ground floor, and not until the taxi he called was threading its way through the tangle of traffic at the Mansion House did she speak.

“Who is Fing-Su?” she asked.

He started as though she had aroused him from a reverie.

“Fing-Su?” he said carelessly. “Oh, he’s just a Chink; the son of an old Chinese go-getter who wasn’t a bad fellow. The old man was missionary-educated, and that, of course, spoilt him. No, I’m not knocking missionaries; they cannot perform miracles. It takes nine generations to make a black man think white, but ten thousand years couldn’t change a Chinaman’s mentality!”

“He talks like an educated man,” she said wonderingly.

He nodded.

“He’s a Bachelor of Arts of Oxford. Old Joe Bray sent him there.” He smiled at her gasp of astonishment. “Joe did some queer, good-hearted, silly things,” he said, “and sending Fing-Su to Oxford was one of them.”

She could never remember exactly what happened at luncheon. She had a dim recollection that he talked most of the time, and only towards the end of the meal had she an opportunity of expressing her fears as to Mr Narth’s attitude.

“Don’t worry about him. He’s got his troubles, and they’re pretty bad ones,” he said grimly.

But there was one matter upon which she must speak. He had ordered a car to be waiting, and insisted upon seeing her home to Sunningdale, and this gave her her opportunity.

“Mr Lynne — —” She hesitated. “This absurd marriage — —”

“No more absurd than other marriages,” he said coolly, “and really not so absurd as it seemed when my whiskers were in full bloom. Do you want to get out of it?”

Joan was pardonably annoyed at the hopefulness in his tone.

“Of course I don’t want to get out of it!” she said. “I’ve promised.”

“Why?” he asked.

The colour came to her cheeks.

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Why did you agree so readily? That rattles me rather,” he said. “You’re not the kind of girl to take the first man who came along. You’re quite different from the stout and sentimental Mabel and the highly-strung Letty. What pull has Narth?”

The question silenced her.

“He has a pull, hasn’t he? He said to you: ‘You’ve got to marry this queer bird or else I’ll’ —— what?”

She shook her head, but he was insistent, and his keen grey eyes searched her face.

“I was ready to marry anything when I came along. But I didn’t expect — you!”

“Why were you ready to accept anything?” she challenged, and a faint smile showed in his eyes.

“That’s fair,” he admitted; “and now I’ll tell you. I loved old Joe; he saved my life twice. He was the dearest, most fantastical old romance-hound that ever lived, and was mad keen that I should marry one of his family. I didn’t know this until he told me he was dying — I didn’t believe him, but that crazy Dutch doctor from Canton confirmed the diagnosis. Joe said that he’d die happy if I’d carry on the line, as he called it, though God knows he has no particular representative of the line worth carrying on — with the exception of you,” he added hastily.

“And you promised?” she asked.

He nodded.

“And I wasn’t drunk when I promised! I’ve a horrible feeling that I’m sentimental too. He died in Canton — that’s where the cable came from. How like Joe to die in Canton!” he said bitterly. “He couldn’t even die normally on the Siang-kiang!”

She was shocked by his callousness.

“Then what do you expect me to do, now that I know you are only marrying me to keep a promise?” she asked.

“You can’t take advantage of my frankness and sneak out,” he said a little gruffly. “I saw old Joe’s will after I’d arrived in England, when it was too late to alter it. Your marriage before the end of the year makes a million pounds’ difference to Narth.”

“As much as that?” she asked, in amazement.

For some reason he was astonished.

“I thought you were going to say ‘Is that all?’ It is really worth more than a million — or will be in time. The company is enormously rich.”

There followed a period when both were too immersed in their own thoughts to speak, and then:

“You managed — things for him, didn’t you, Mr Lynne?”

“My best friends call me Cliff,” he said, “but if you find that embarrassing you may call me Clifford. Yes, I managed things.”

He offered no further information, and the silence thereafter grew so oppressive that she was glad when the car stopped before the door of Sunni Lodge. Letty, who was on the lawn playing croquet, came across, mallet in hand, with uplifted eyebrows.

“I thought you were lunching in town, Joan?” she asked disapprovingly. “Really, it’s awfully awkward. We’ve got the Vaseys coming this afternoon, and I know you don’t like them.”

And then she saw for the first time the goodlooking stranger and lowered her eyes and faltered, for Letty’s modesty and confusion in the presence of Man were notoriously part of her charm.

Joan made no attempt to introduce her companion. She said goodbye to her escort and watched the car glide down the drive.

“Really, Joan,” said Letty petulantly, “you’ve got the manners of a pig! Why on earth didn’t you introduce him?”

“I didn’t think you wanted an introduction; you’ve been so awfully unpleasant about him since he was here last,” said Joan, not without a little malice.

“But he’s never been here before!” protested the girl. “And it’s perfectly horrible of you to say that I’ve said anything unpleasant about anybody. Who is he?”

“Clifford Lynne,” said Joan, and added: “My fiancé!”

She left Letty openmouthed and dumbfounded, and went up to her room. The rest of the afternoon she spent in some apprehension as to what Mr Narth would say on his return. When eventually he did come — it was just before dinner — he was surprisingly affable, even paternal, but she detected in his manner a nervousness that she had never noticed before, and wondered whether the cause was Clifford Lynne or the sinister Chinaman of whom she had such bad dreams that night.
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Mr Clifford Lynne had rented a small furnished house in one of those streets in Mayfair which had the advantage, from his point of view, of a back entrance. There was a small garage behind the house, which opened on to a long and very tidy mews made up of other garages, each capped by a tiny flat, wherein the chauffeurs attached to his respectable neighbours had their dwelling.

Something was puzzling Clifford Lynne — and it was not Fing-Su, or Joan or Mr Narth. A doubt in his mind had blossomed into a suspicion, and was in a fair way to being a conviction.

All that afternoon he spent reading the China newspapers which had arrived by the mail that day. Just before seven o’clock he saw a paragraph in the North China Herald
 which brought him to his feet with an oath. It was too late to make inquiries, for, simultaneous with his discovery, the visitor was announced.

Mr Ferdinand Leggat, that amiable and affable man, had arrived via the garage in a closed cab, and had been admitted by Lynne’s chauffeur through the back door; there was excellent reason for this secrecy.

As he entered the little diningroom he half turned as though to shut the door behind him, but the butler who followed made this unnecessary. On Mr Leggat’s face there was something that was not exactly fear, and yet might not be diagnosed as comfort. He was unhappy.

“I wish you could have made it a little later, Mr Lynne,” he said, as his host motioned him to a seat.

“There’s nothing as innocent as daylight,” said Clifford quietly. “Besides, nobody suspects a taxi. You hailed it, I suppose, in the orthodox way? You mumbled a few instructions to the driver and he brought you here. If it had been a long, grey limousine that had picked you up in some dark street, you might have been under suspicion.”

“These cabmen talk,” said the other, fiddling with his knife and fork.

“Not this cabman; he is my own chauffeur, whom I have had for eight years. You’ll find all you want to eat and drink on the sideboard — help yourself.”

“Isn’t your servant coming in?” asked the other nervously.

“If he was, I shouldn’t ask you to help yourself,” said Clifford. “I want a little talk with you before you go — that is why I asked you to come so early. What happened today?”

He went to the buffet, helped himself to a small piece of chicken and salad, and brought it back to the table.

“What happened?” he asked again.

Mr Leggat had evidently no appetite, for he carried back to the table a whisky bottle and a large siphon.

“St Clay is furious. You want to be careful of that fellow, Lynne; he’s a dangerous man.”

Clifford Lynne smiled.

“Have I brought you all the way from your South Kensington home to learn that?” he said sardonically. “Of course he’s dangerous! What happened?”’

“I don’t exactly know. I saw Spedwell for a few minutes, and he told me that St Clay — —”

“Call him Fing-Su — that St Clay stuff gives me a headache.”

“He said that Fing-Su raised hell at first, and then insisted that Narth should treat the matter as a joke. If I were you, I’d watch that girl of yours.”

Clifford raised his eyes to the other.

“You mean Miss Bray — I’d rather you said ‘Miss Bray.’ ‘That girl of yours’ sounds just a little disrespectful,” he sai’d coldly. “Do you mind?”

Leggat forced a smile.

“I didn’t know you were so darned particular,” he grunted.

“I am — a little,” said the other. “Yes, Fing-Su is dangerous; I’ve no doubt about that. I wonder if you realize how deadly he is?”

“I?” asked Leggat, in surprise. “Why?”

The other looked at him strangely.

“I gather that you have joined his precious Joyful Hands and that you’ve taken some sort of mumbo-jumbo oath?”

Leggat moved uneasily in his chair.

“Oh, that! Well, I don’t take much notice of that sort of thing,” he said awkwardly. “Secret societies are all very well in their way, but they’re a game — playing at mystery and all that sort of thing. Besides, Fing-Su has a fine business in London; he wouldn’t try any monkey tricks. Why, he told me that in a year’s time he will have almost the whole of the South China trade in his hands, and they say he has trading stations up as far as the Tibetan frontier! The man must be making thousands a year profit! That secret society of his is a trading dodge. Spedwell told me that there are lodges in almost every big town in China. Naturally that’s good for business. He has made himself a small god amongst the natives. Look at the offices he is building at Tower Hill, and the factory out at Peckham.”

“The factory at Peckham I intend looking at tonight,” said Lynne, and the man’s face fell.

“What’s the sense of that?” he asked. “The place is swarming with Chinks. He’s got over two hundred and fifty working there. The Peckham people made a fuss about it when there were only fifty. That’s why he lodges them inside the factory. You couldn’t get into the works for love or money.”

Clifford Lynne smiled.

“I shall try neither,” he said. “All I want from you is the passkey to the lodge gates.”

The big man went deathly white, and the hand that went to his lips trembled.

“You don’t mean that?” he asked in a hoarse whisper. “Good God, man, you wouldn’t go — I couldn’t take you — isn’t there another way? Couldn’t you tell the police or the Foreign Office?”

“The police and the Foreign Office would give me the merry ha-ha,” said Lynne. “I want to see for myself just what is happening inside the boundary wall of those three acres. I want to see just what Mr Grahame St Clay is doing with his warehouses and his ships and motor-barges; but mostly, I am anxious to see the Hall of the White Goat.”

Leggat was trembling like a jelly. He opened his mouth to speak but no words came. At last:

“There’s death there!” he blurted, and the steely eyes met his.

“For you, perhaps — but not for me!” said Clifford Lynne.
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The activities of the Chinese Trading Federation would have excited no unusual interest had it not been for the labour trouble originating in the employment of yellow stevedores. It was known to be a company financed by wealthy Chinese, and it was not thought remarkable that the promoters of this trading concern should prefer to employ men of their own race; and when the labour difficulty was adjusted and the workers employed by the Federation were accepted as trade unionists, the mutterings against ‘Chinese labour’ died down, to be revived by the protests of the local inhabitants when a particularly unpleasant outrage was committed in the vicinity of the factory. It was the only one of its kind, happily, for the Federation had taken the drastic step of providing lodgings for its workmen within the factory itself. There was accommodation enough, since the grounds held many buildings of solid concrete. It had been one of the innumerable war factories that had sprung up during the war and which the Armistice had left tenantless, and the Federation had acquired the premises for a fraction of their cost.

The factory stood on the banks of the sluggish Surrey Canal, and had its own small dock and quay, where interminable strings of barges were unloaded and reloaded from week to week. Only the barges were manned by white labour; the ships that carried the merchandise of the Federation to the African shore were both officered and manned by Chinamen.

The so-called Yellow Fleet consisted of four ships, purchased at the very ebb tide of shipping prosperity. The Federation obviously did a very good trade in rice, silk and the thousand and one products of the East. These were usually discharged at the Pool of London itself, and disposed of in the ordinary markets, the vessels reloading from lighters which came out from the Surrey Canal, bearing those exports for which the Federation found the readiest sale.

Rain was falling when Clifford Lynne’s taxicab turned out of the Old Kent Road and passed swiftly towards Peckham. Short of the deserted Canal Bridge, the taxi stopped and Lynne descended. He gave a few words of instruction in a low voice to the driver, and went down to the canal bank. Save for the hooting of a distant steamer on its way down river, no sound broke the silence as he walked swiftly along the narrow bank by the waterside. Once he passed a barge moored to the bank, and heard the muffled voices of the bargeman and his wife in altercation.

After ten minutes’ walk he slackened his pace. Ahead of him to the left were the dark buildings of the Federation factory. He passed the main gates; the little wicket door was open, and squatting before it was a gigantic coolie, as he saw in the glow of the cigar the man was smoking. The custodian bade him a guttural “Goodnight,” and he answered the salute.

The canal twisted in its course a little beyond the gate, and in a few seconds he was out of sight of the gatekeeper. Presently the wall turned at right angles, and he followed a narrow, unlighted passageway which ran by its side. The rain had developed into a steady downpour and pattered upon the mackintosh dismally. From his pocket he had taken a small electric torch, and this helped him to avoid the succession of deep muddy holes which occurred at intervals in the unsavoury pathway, which was evidently not used to any extent.

Presently he found what he was looking for — a small door, deeply recessed into the wall. He stood for a few minutes listening, then, inserting the key, turned it, opened the door gently and passed in.

So far as he could see, to his left was the square outline of the main factory against the sky; to his right a squat concrete shed, so low that the roof was on a level with his eyes. During the war this place had been used as a bomb-filling factory, and evidently the shed had been the explosives store.

He felt his way forward gingerly, avoiding the use of light. From somewhere in the dark grounds came deep crooning chorus of song. The men’s quarters, he thought, as he located the sound.

A fairly broad flight of stone steps led down to the door of the shed, which was below the level of the ground. Again he stopped and listened, put in his key and gently turned it in the lock. Flashing his lamp inside for a second, he saw the second flight of steps that led deeper into the earth. Here were two doors, but, unlike any other he had passed, these were gaily ornamented with finely carved figures, each painted in bright and vivid colours. Even if he had not been an expert in such matters, he would have recognized the art of China.

It took him some time to find the keyhole, but at last one of the doors was opened. As it swung open, there came to his nostrils the heavy nidor of incense, and a faint, acrid smell that he knew all too well. Despite his courage, his heart beat a little faster.

Closing the door carefully behind him, he sent the light of his torch along the wall, and after a second or two it rested upon a small switchboard. Without hesitation he pulled down a switch. Instantly two great glittering electroliers that were supported on columns of solid bronze gleamed into light.

The room was low-roofed, long and narrow; the concrete walls, which had served when this chamber had been the repository of high explosives, were entirely covered with long panels of scarlet silk on which were embroidered texts from the words of The Sage, and these hangings alternated with half-pillars that seemed to be of hammered gold. The stone floor had been overlaid with brightly coloured tiles, and round three sides of the room ran a broad strip of dark-blue carpet. But this he did not see for the moment. His attention was concentrated upon the long marble altar at the far end of the room. Behind this, on a stone pedestal, was the singular emblem of the secret society — two golden hands clasped together in friendship. They crossed a red lacquered post which was covered with inscriptions in gold.

He stood reading these for a while. These writings were also of admirable intent — exhortations to virtue and filial piety predominated. Beneath the hands was a golden chair on a small scarlet-covered dais. And then he saw, on the altar-top, as he came nearer, a flicker of light that shot out from the edge of the alter, and with a gasp he saw that its rim was set with diamonds!

“Well, I’ll go to blazes!” he said in astonishment, and reached out his hand to touch the dazzling gems.

At that moment all the lights in the room went out, and he spun round, jerking a revolver from his hip pocket as he turned.

“Shah!” grunted a deep voice, and something whizzed past his cheek.

He heard the clang of the knife as it struck the wall, and dropped flat on the ground. Again a knife whizzed past, and then he fired twice towards the door. He heard a sob of pain and then, instantly, the sound ceased as though powerful hands had closed the sufferer’s mouth.

The silence was complete. Not by so much as the shuffle of bare feet did his attackers betray their presence.

Clifford rolled over and sat up. In a trice he had pulled off his shoes and, knotting the laces together, slung them about his neck, an old schoolboy trick that recalled paddling in a forbidden pond. Rising noiselessly, he felt his way along the carpet, his ears strained to catch the slightest sound.

‘Click!’

It was the touch of steel against the tessellated floor — they were searching for him with their swords. How many?

Less than a dozen, he guessed, by the fact that they had not turned on the lights. A bigger force would have risked his revolver. After a while, the chair line turned to the left. He was moving now to the door and there was greater need for caution.

He stopped and listened. Somebody was breathing deeply just in front of him: the guard on the door. There came to him an inspiration. The Chinaman has a peculiar whisper — a low hiss of sound no louder than the sighing of a night wind.

“Go to the Hands — all of you!” he breathed. He spoke in the dialect of Yun Nan, and he was rewarded. The breathing ceased and he moved stealthily toward the door, stopping at every other step to listen.

The carpet line ended abruptly: his fingers touched the silken curtains and then bare wall. In another instant he had passed through the open door and was mounting the stairs. Above him, clearly outlined against the night sky, he saw a figure standing at the outer entrance, bent as in a listening attitude.

Clifford stopped to draw breath, and then with two strides he was up the stairs.

“Move and you die!” he hissed, and pushed the muzzle of his gun into the padded coat.

The man flinched back, but recovered himself instantly. Clifford heard the laugh and knew it.

“Do not shoot, Mr Lynne! Sic itur ad astra
 ! But I prefer another road to immortality!”

In the light of his torch Clifford saw the sentinel. He wore a long coat that fell almost to his heels, and on his head was the round cap of his kind.

It was Grahame St Clay, BA!
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Clifford Heard the patter of bare feet on the stairs and whipped round, his pistol raised.

“Call off your dogs, Fing-Su!” he said.

The other hesitated for a second, and then hissed something in a fierce undertone. The rustling ceased but, looking down into the opening, Clifford Lynne saw the dull gleam of a naked sword and smiled.

“Now, friend,” he said, and gripping the arm of Fing-Su, he led him towards the door in the wall.

“My dear Mr Lynne” — the Chinaman’s voice was reproachful— “if you wish to see our little lodge room, why on earth didn’t you write me a note? I should have been glad to have shown you round the premises. As it was, these poor fellows naturally imagined that a burglar had broken in — there is quite a lot of valuable property in the Hall of the Hands, as you may have observed. Really, I should never have forgiven myself if anything had happened to you.”

The white man did not reply; all his senses were alert; his eyes roamed from left to right, for he knew that these grounds were full of armed men. Once let Fing-Su get away from him, and his life would be worth very little.

Apparently Fing-Su was thinking along the same lines.

“I never realized you were a nervous man before, Lynne,” he said.

“Mr Lynne,” said the other significantly, and his prisoner swallowed something in the darkness.

As they were walking towards the door in the wall, Clifford had taken out his flashlamp. The ground sloped gently towards the exit, and now for the first time he pushed the button controlling the light, with no other thought than to guide himself. The rays focused the door for a second, then wandered to the right. Here, built against the wall, was a long roof, about six feet from the ground, and in that second he saw what he thought, at first, was a line of wagons, in the shelter of the slate-covered shed that apparently ran the length of the wall. Just a glimpse he had of that vista of dark grey wheels, and then the lamp was struck from his hand.

“I’m sorry,” said Fing-Su apologetically. “Please don’t be alarmed; it was quite an accident.”

He stooped and picked up the lamp.

“I would rather you didn’t show a light here,” he said. “In fact, I don’t want my people to know that an intruder has witnessed the Hall of Mystery. They are, as you know, Mr Lynne, an excitable, foreigner-hating folk, and, what is more to the point, I am anxious to get you away from this place without injury, and your light gives them, shall I say, a target?”

To this Clifford Lynne did not reply.

They had reached the gate. Fing-Su stepped ahead, unlocked and threw it wide open, and Lynne stepped out backwards, his pistol arm stiff.

“I’ll give you a word of warning,” he said; “it may be useful to you. You’ve got more money than a Chinaman should have. Go back to your country; use your wealth to cultivate the land, and get that Emperor bug out of your mind.”

He heard a quiet, confident laugh, and knew that his seed had fallen upon a very stony place indeed. As the gate closed softly on him, and the key was turned, he walked swiftly towards the canal bank, throwing his light ahead. The bank was deserted, and he turned back the way he had come, alert, expectant, never doubting that, if it suited Mr ‘Grahame St Clay’s’ purpose, he would have to fight his way to safety. He was still in his stockinged feet, and as he paused a dozen yards from the big gate of the factory, he heard the faint squeak of a hinge. The gate was opening.

He knelt down and looked back along the bank, and saw a procession of stealthy figures moving out from the passageway. That he was in deadly peril he did not doubt. Without the slightest hesitation he slipped his pistol back into his pocket and, sitting on the timbered edge of the canal, he dropped into the water. Very silently, making no splash, he struck out for the opposite bank and for a barge that was moored by the side of a wharf. The water was foul and greasy, but that was a minor discomfort compared with what awaited him if he fell into the hands of the Federation.

Presently he reached and caught hold of a chain, and in silence drew himself to the grimy deck of a coal barge. A few steps brought him to the wharf. A dog growled savagely somewhere in the darkness; from the opposite bank he heard a twitter of excited comment. They had missed him, and had guessed which way he had gone.

Picking his way across the littered wharf, he came at last to a high wooden gate, surmounted by a rusty spike, as he discovered when he tried to climb. Searching the gateway, he found the wicket, turned the handle, and, to his relief, the door yielded.

The danger was not yet past, he realized, as he ran through a labyrinth of narrow lanes and reached an untidy road, dimly lighted by street lamps. As he reached the road he saw the dim light of a car at the far end, and dropped behind a timber baulk. The machine was moving slowly, and somebody by the side of the driver was sending the rays of a powerful handlamp left and right. He heard the sibilant whisper that he knew so well and waited, his dripping pistol in his hand; but the car passed and, rising cautiously, he ran back the way he had come, reached the Canal Bridge without mishap and, most welcome sight of all, two policemen walking together. One flashed his lamp upon him as he passed.

“Hallo, guv’nor, been in the water?”

“Yes, I fell in,” said Clifford, and did not stop to offer any further explanation.

At the end of the Glengall Road he found his taxi waiting, and half an hour later he was enjoying the luxury of a hot bath.

He had much to think about that night, principally about that long line of wheeled vehicles he had seen in the shelter of the shed; for he had recognized them as battery upon battery of quick-firing guns, and he wondered what plans Mr Fing-Su had for their employment.
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Mr Stephen Narth was not as a rule the most pleasant person at the breakfast table. In ordinary times Joan Bray rather dreaded that early meal, when the bacon was generally too salt, and the coffee too strong, and when Mr Narth was wont to recite the extraordinary expense of running his house.

Since the interrupted luncheon party Stephen Narth’s manner had undergone a remarkable change, and he was never so pleasant to the girl as he was on the seventh morning after the arrival of the queer man from China.

“They tell me that your friend has got his house finished and furnished,” he said, almost jovially. “I suppose we shall be putting up the banns for you, Joan? Where would you like to be married?”

She looked at him aghast.

She had not associated the repairs to the Slaters’ Cottage with her own matrimonial adventure. In truth, she had not seen Clifford Lynne since that afternoon he brought her back from London. Joan had the uncomfortable feeling that she had been rather left in the air; she was suffering a little from the reaction of Clifford Lynne’s violent proposal. The period of calm which had followed his eruption into her life was in the nature of an anticlimax; she remembered once a great politician who had come to the town where she had spent her childhood, and who had been welcomed with bands and banners; just as he was about to commence his speech expressing his thanks for the welcome, a fire had broken out in an adjacent street, and his audience had melted away, leaving him forlorn and wholly unimportant compared with the conflagration which had suddenly gripped the fickle interest of his admirers. She could sympathize with him.

“I haven’t seen Mr Lynne,” she said. “And as to marriage. I’m not so sure that he was serious.”

Mr Narth’s manner changed.

“Not serious? Rubbish!” he exploded. “Of course he’s serious! The whole thing is arranged. I must talk to him and fix a date. You shall be married at Sunningdale Church, and Letty and Mabel shall be your bridesmaids. In fact, I think you girls had better go up to town and see about your clothes. It had better be a quiet wedding, with as few guests as possible. You never know what this fellow will do; he’s such a wild harum-scarum that is likely as not he will come with an escort of niggers! You had a chat with him, didn’t you, when you came back from the — er — office?”

This was the first allusion he had made for some days to the lunch.

“Didn’t he tell you what was his salary?”

“No,” said Joan.

“Really, father,” said Mabel, spreading butter on her toast, “isn’t his salary a matter rather dependent on you? Of course we shall have to keep him on: it would be a dirty trick to let Joan marry him and then throw him out; but I really think he should be spoken to — his manner is most disrespectful.”

“And his language is appalling,” said Letty. “Do you remember, father, what he said?”

“‘Hell’s bells,’” mused Mr Narth. “It is a new expression to me. I should imagine that he had a contract with poor Joe Bray, so the question of his salary may not arise for some time. Joe was a very generous man and he is certain to have given this fellow enough to live on, so you need have no qualms on the subject, my dear.”

“I haven’t,” said Joan.

“Why he has repaired the Slaters’ Cottage so extravagantly, I don’t know,” Stephen continued. “He surely doesn’t expect that I shall allow him to stay here! A manager’s place is — er — near the business he manages. Of course, I don’t mind giving him a few months’ leave — that is usual, I believe — but he will find it difficult to sell the cottage for anything like the cost of the repairs.”

He glanced at his watch, rubbed his mouth vigorously with his serviette and got up from the table, and with his departure to town events at Sunni Lodge looked as though they would settle down to normal. But he had not been gone more than two hours when his car came up the drive and the chauffeur brought in a note to Joan, who was deep in her household accounts. Wonderingly she opened the letter.

Dear Joan, — Can you come up straight away? I want to see you. I shall be at Peking House.

“Where is Peking House, Jones?” asked the girl.

The man looked at her oddly.

“It’s near the Tower, miss,” he said, “not a quarter of a mile from Mr Narth’s office.”

Letty and her sister were in the village, and, putting on her hat, the girl entered the waiting car. At the far end of Eastcheap, and within sight of that grim old pile that William the Conqueror had built upon Saxon foundations, was a new and handsome stone-fronted building that differed from its neighbours in that it towered six stories above the tallest. A broad flight of marble steps led up to the handsome portico and the marble-lined hall. But its real difference, to the girl, was the character and nationality of its occupants. A stalwart Chinese janitor in a perfectly-fitting uniform ushered her into a lift that was worked by another Chinaman, and as the lift ascended she saw that the marble corridors were alive with little yellow men hurrying from room to room. When she got out of the lift she saw, through a door, a large room where, behind serried lines of desks, sat row upon row of spectacled young Chinamen busy with ink, brush and paper.

“Queer, isn’t it?” The Cockney clerk who had been her companion in the lift grinned as they stepped out. “It’s the only place in the City of London run entirely by Chinks! Peking Enterprise Corporation — heard of it?”

“I’m afraid I haven’t,” confessed the girl with a smile.

“There isn’t a white clerk in the building,” said the young man disgustedly; “and the girl typists — my God! you ought to see some of their faces!”

The lift man was waiting impatiently.

“Come along, miss,” he said, almost peremptorily, she thought, and followed him down the corridor to the end, where he opened a door marked ‘Private.’ A yellow-faced girl rose from her typist’s chair.

“You Mrs Bray?” she asked, with the awkwardness of one who was not versed in the language she was speaking, and, when Joan nodded, the girl opened a second door. “You go in,” she said, in the same tone of command that Joan had noticed in the liftman.

The first impression the girl had as she entered the room was that she had strayed by mistake into a musical comedy palace. The luxury of marble and satin, of cut glass and mossy carpet, the evidence of vulgar wealth in gilded furniture and silken tapestry, struck her dumb. The high ceiling was crossed with scarlet rafters on which golden Chinese characters had been superimposed in relief. The variety of colours almost blinded her; the only tasteful thing in the room was a great stained-glass window facing her. Beneath this, at a table which seemed to have been carved from solid ebony, sat Fing-Su, who rose as she appeared and came mincingly across the room to greet her.

“Your uncle will be here in a few moments, my dear Miss Bray,” he said. “Pray be seated.”

He pushed forward something that was not quite as big as a settee, yet was more imposing than the average throne.

“I feel rather like the Queen of Sheba on a visit to Solomon,” she said, amusement for the moment quietening her unease.

He bowed low. Evidently he took this as a compliment.

“You are indeed more beautiful than the Queen of Sheba, and more worthy of Sehlomon, the son of David. Had I the wealth of Sennacherib, the King of Ashkelon, I would give you the spoils of Azur and Bethdacon.”

She was taken aback by the extravagance of his speech.

“Mr Narth is coming?” she asked.

He looked at her, biting his thin lower lip thoughtfully.

“No, he is not coming,” he said. “The truth is, Miss Bray, that he thought it advisable that I should see you in reference to our friend Lynne. The last time we met, if you will remember, there was rather an awkward scene, not of my seeking. Mr Lynne has conceived an unkindly sentiment for me which is largely due to my race. I will not say ‘unfortunate race,’” he went on, “because I do not regard ours as in any way inferior to yours. We are human; we have been for thousands of years on a higher intellectual level. And Mr Lynne has no reason to dislike us. My revered father” — he made an almost imperceptible genuflexion— “did much to found the fortune of the Yun Nan Syndicate — indeed, but for his help the concessions would never have been secured and certainly never worked.”

She was not prepared to listen to the story of the Yun Nan Concession and its beginnings. She was in truth in a state bordering upon fear, and she rose from her voluminous chair.

“I hardly know Mr Lynne well enough to discuss him — —” she began.

“And yet you are going to marry him?”

The flush which came to her cheeks was rather of annoyance than embarrassment.

“That is a matter which concerns me entirely, Mr Fing,” she said, and he smiled.

“Fing-Su? Well, I prefer that name. St Clay is cumbersome and a little stupid.”

He was regarding her absently.

“You are a clever girl. There is intelligence in your face; you are sensitive to impressions; you have indeed all the qualities which I desire in an assistant — and I have many assistants, yellow and white.”

“I don’t quite understand you,” she said.

“Let me put it clearly to you. I have a reason for wishing the friendship — at least the non-antagonism — of Clifford Lynne. You are in a position to help me very considerably. Do you know anything about the Stock Exchange, Miss Bray?”

“The Stock Exchange?” she said in astonishment. “No, I know very little.”

“You know this much — that there is a company called the Yun Nan Concessions?”

She nodded.

“Yes; Mr Narth was telling me yesterday morning that the shares stood at two and three-quarters.”

“The ordinary shares,” he corrected gently. “You have never seen the founders’ shares in the market.”

She smiled.

“I don’t think I should recognize them if I saw them,” she said frankly. “The Stock Exchange is a mystery to me.”

“Yet there are forty-nine founders’ shares.” He spoke with great deliberation. “And I wish to buy one!”

She stared at him in astonishment.

“One?” she repeated.

He nodded.

“Just one. They have no market quotation. Originally they were worth one pound. Today for that one share I am prepared to pay a million!”

She could only shake her head helplessly.

“I’m afraid I can’t help you — unless,” as a thought struck her, “you would be able to buy one from Mr Narth.”

He was amused.

“My dear young lady, Joseph Bray has left no founders’ shares to Mr Narth; he has left ordinary shares. The only person from whom such a share is purchasable is your fiancé, Clifford Lynne. Get me that certificate and I will give you a million pounds! You shall have no reason to marry a man who has been forced upon you by your stupid relations. A million pounds! Think of that, Miss Bray — an enormous fortune which will make you as free as the air and independent of Narth and Lynne! Think this matter over! I would not like you to make a decision at this moment. And please remember that in doing this you would be pleasing my dearest friend and patron, now, alas! dead.”

He walked to the door and opened it with a flourish. Evidently the interview was at an end.

“You will think of this? And will you be good enough to regard all I have said in this room as confidential? And please remember that, the day you hand me that share certificate, I will give you a cheque on the Bank of England for a million pounds. I will ask no questions — —”

Her steady eyes met his.

“There will be no questions to ask,” she said quietly, “for I shall never bring the share. If it is worth a million to you, it is surely worth a million to Mr Lynne.”

He smiled his inscrutable smile.

“The cheque will be ready for you. This may mean a great deal for you. Miss Bray,” he said.

Joan hastened to her relative’s office, and with every turn of the car wheels her anger grew.
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Mr Stephen Narth was obviously uncomfortable.

“I hope you didn’t mind, Joan?” he said, as he faced the indignant girl. “The truth is, I am rather under an obligation to the fellow, and he was so keen on seeing you about this business that I simply had to get the thing over. Why he wants to buy a founders’ share in the company, heaven only knows. They’re not worth a penny.”

She was staggered by this intelligence.

“Not worth a penny —— ?” she began.

“Not worth a penny,” said Narth. “Well, perhaps that is an exaggeration. They’re entitled to a nominal dividend of 2½ per cent, which means that they’re worth about eight shillings per share. They’ve never been on the market and never will be. I don’t believe old Joe had many, either. But I’ll make sure.”

He rang a bell, and to the patient Perkins:

“Get me the Articles of Association of the Yun Nan Concessions Corporation,” he said.

In a few minutes the clerk came back with a thick, blue-covered volume, which he laid on the desk. Mr Narth turned the dusty sheets and stopped at the first page with an exclamation.

“That’s queer! I didn’t know Lynne was a director.” He frowned. “A sort of nominee, I expect,” he said, as he turned page after page.

Five minutes’ silence, broken only by the rustle of the leaves, and then:

“Well, I’m damned!” gasped Mr Narth. “Listen to this: ‘The policy of the Company and the direction of its reserves shall be determined by a Board of Administration which shall be nominated by ballot. At the ballot only holders of the aforesaid founders’ shares shall vote. Notwithstanding anything contained in these articles which may be construed otherwise, the Board of Directors shall be the nominees of such a majority — —’”

He looked up, startled.

“That means that the ordinary shareholders have no voice at all in the management of the company,” he said, “and that of forty-nine shares issued, Fing-Su has twentyfour — phew!”

He looked at the girl open-eyed.

“Somebody told me today that the Yun Nan Company had a reserve of eight millions!” he said. “Got it out of coal and a goldfield and the money they had sent them after the Russian revolution…”

He was a little incoherent.

“And the majority are held by Clifford Lynne,” he said slowly, and for the first time he became conscious of the ruthless struggle that was in progress for the control of this great reserve.

His hand went up to his trembling lips.

“I wish to God I was out of it!” he said huskily, and something of his fear was communicated to the girl.

Driving back to Sunningdale, Mr Narth’s car, in which she was travelling, overtook a very ordinary-looking taxicab, and it was only by accident that she glanced at its occupant. It was Clifford Lynne, and at his signal she stopped the car.

He got out of the cab, walked to the car and, without even asking permission, he opened the door of the car and stepped in.

“I’ll travel with you as far as the end of my street,” he said. “The fact is, my cab is rather uncomfortably loaded with grub! I’m taking possession of my new domain.”

He was looking at her keenly.

“You have been to town. I won’t presume to anticipate the rights of a loving husband and ask you why you are traveling in this splendour, but I presume that you have been visiting friend Narth?” And then, quickly: “You didn’t see Fing-Su, did you?”

She nodded.

“Yes, I saw him,” she said. “I had an interview with him this morning.”

“The devil you did!”

If he was angry he did not betray his emotions.

“And what did that naïve and ingenious child of nature say to you?” he asked banteringly. “I’ll bet it was something pretty crude! There never was a Europeanized Chinaman who did not go through life under the delusion that he was a diplomat!”

Should she tell him? She had given no promise, and only had Fing-Su’s request that the character of the interview should be secret.

He saw her hesitation, and with uncanny shrewdness leapt straight at the truth.

“He didn’t want to buy a founders’ share of the YNC, did he?”

And, when she went red, he slapped his knee and laughed long and riotously.

“Poor old Machiavelli!” he said at last drying his eyes. “I never dreamt he would be satisfied with his tenth!”

“His tenth?”

He nodded.

“Yes; Fing-Su owns a tenth of our property. That is news to you? Joe Bray held another tenth.”

“But who has the remainder?” she asked in amazement.

“Your future lord, but I doubt master,” he said. “Our Chinese friend is more than a millionaire, but isn’t satisfied. In a moment of temporary aberration Joe parted with a block of founders’ shares to Fing-Su’s father, and on top of that he handed most of the remainder to Fing-Su himself! Honestly, I don’t believe Joe was ever sane; and the maddest thing he ever did — —” Here he checked himself. “Maybe he didn’t do that

…but I have my suspicions, and I shall know for certain tonight.”

She did not ask him what those suspicions were and he went on:

“There was no real company until I joined forces with Joe. He’d just scraped a little coal out of the land for which Fing-Su’s sainted parent got the concession. But the silly old gentleman had made an agreement that his Chinese helper should have a tenth share of the profits. I didn’t know this until I’d added a large tract of coal land to the property, and after that the legal difficulties of kicking out Fing-Su’s papa were such that it wasn’t worth while fighting. What I did, however, was to refloat the company with a larger capital — does this bore you?”

She shook her head.

“I only dimly understand,” she said, “but I want to, badly!”

Again his quick, half-suspicious scrutiny.

“It was then that I put in the clause about the founders’ shares to prevent dear old Joe from doing anything more altruistic. Your revered relative was not the most intelligent of men, though the truest heart that ever beat, and founders’ shares meant nothing to him when he discovered there was no profit attached to them. Of the forty-nine shares issued, Fing-Su’s father took nine (Joe was stout on this point), and Joe and I took twenty each.”

“What do the reserves mean?” she asked.

For a second he looked at her, suspicion in his eyes.

“We have a large reserve,” he said at last, “but a great deal of it really doesn’t belong to us. You see, we had a very big business in Manchuria — we were bankers there amongst other things, and when the revolution came along, enormous sums were deposited with us and transferred to Shanghai. Many of the depositors, poor souls, are dead, and these include some of the biggest. In the present state of chaos it is impossible to trace their relatives. Their money is known as Reserve B: that is the reserve which Fing-Su is after!”

He saw that she was puzzled, and went on:

“It was not until a few months ago that I learnt that Joe had given away more than half his founders’ shares to this sleek young scoundrel Fing-Su. He would have given him the lot, only five of the certificates — each share is separated — he couldn’t find. Thank God I got them and had them transferred to me. Whilst I have the predominant holding, Fing-Su can do nothing with the reserves. Once he has that share, not all the courts of China can stop his playing the devil with other people’s money. Oh, Joe! You’ve got a lot to answer for!”

This time she reproached him.

“Mr Lynne — Clifford, you want me to call you? — how can you say such unpleasant things about a man who was your friend and is now dead?”

He did not reply immediately, and when he did it was to ignore the question.

“This world is a pretty good place to live in,” he said, “and I hate the thought of leaving it — but one of these days I’m going to kill Fing-Su!”
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Joan Bray had a large attic which had come to be the most comfortable room in the house. It was not intended to be such when this retreat was given to her; but Joan was popular with the servants at Sunni Lodge, and in some mysterious way odd and cosy pieces of furniture had found their way to the room under the roof with its big windows and outlook. It had a special value to her now, for from this vantage she could see the square chimney of the Slaters’ Cottage, and this gave her an indefinable sense of communion with the strange man who had come over her horizon.

The girls were out when she arrived, and she went up to her attic apartment, locked the door and sat down on the ancient sofa and, with her head between her hands, tried to straighten out the confusion in her mind. That Clifford Lynne had been no salaried servant of her relative, she had suspected from the first. He was a rich man, richer even than Joe Bray — what effect would that have had upon Stephen Narth’s attitude had he known from the first? Suppose, instead of the apparition with the wild beard and the untidy clothes, there had appeared at Sunni Lodge that fateful afternoon this goodlooking, well-dressed man, not in his role of manager, but as co-partner of Joe Bray? She had no doubt at all as to what would have been the result.

Somehow — she could not exactly tell why — the knowledge of Clifford’s wealth depressed her. For what appeared now to be a very inadequate reason, she had steeled her soul to an appalling marriage with an unknown man, and had grown used to the prospect of her sacrifice. She shook her head. She was cheating herself: it had never really seemed a sacrifice. The stranger had interested her from the first; was an individuality so far outside the range of her experience that his very novelty had overcome all her natural qualms.

Joan was beginning to see life from a new angle, to realize the tremendous difference this marriage would make, and Letty (or was it Mabel?) had been right. What did a girl know about the lover into whose hands she placed her future? Already she knew, and was more akin to, the nature of Clifford Lynne than had been half a dozen brides she could recall to the real character of the men they had wed.

Walking to the window, she stood looking at that visible portion of the Slaters’ Cottage which showed through the trees. Smoke was coming from the chimney now, and she remembered the cab full of provisions and wondered if Clifford Lynne was as efficient as a cook as he seemed in other directions.

Woodmen were engaged in felling the trees about the cottage. Even as she looked she saw a high fir topple over slowly and heard the crash of its branches as it struck the ground. By tomorrow the cottage would be almost completely visible, she thought, and turned at that moment as a tap came upon the door.

“It’s Letty,” said a shrill voice, and, when she hastened to turn the key: “Why on earth do you lock yourself in, Joan?”

Letty had only made two visits to the room, and now she looked around with an air of surprise.

“Why, you’re very comfortable here!” she said, and, had Joan been uncharitable, she would have read into the surprise a note of disappointment. “Father has been on the telephone; he won’t be home tonight. He wants us to go up to dinner with him — you don’t mind being left alone?”

It was an unusual question, considering that it was addressed to one who had spent many an evening alone and was glad of the privilege.

“We may be late because we’re going on to a dance at the Savoy after the theatre.”

She was turning to go, with another glance round the room,-when she remembered something.

“I’ve seen that man Lynne, Joan. He’s awfully good looking! Why on earth did he come here in that ridiculous get-up?”

Here was the inevitable grievance which Joan had anticipated. Minds were evidently working along parallel lines at Sunni Lodge.

“Not that it would have made any difference to me,” said Letty, with a lift of her chin. “A girl can’t live on good looks.”

There was an imp of mischief in Joan Bray’s composition, and she was, moreover, intensely curious to know what would be the effect upon the girls if she passed on her information.

“Clifford Lynne is not a poor man: he is very rich,” she said. “Mr Bray only held a one-tenth interest in the company. Clifford Lynne has a four-fifths holding.”

Letty’s jaw dropped.

“Who told you that?” she asked sharply.

“Clifford Lynne. And I know he was speaking the truth.”

Letty opened her mouth to say something, changed her mind, and, slamming the door behind her, went downstairs. In five minutes the girl heard voices outside the door, and without knocking Mabel came in, followed by her sister.

“What is this that Letty tells me about Lynne?” she asked almost querulously. “It is rather curious that we haven’t heard about it before?”

Joan was amused; she could have laughed aloud, but she managed to keep a straight face.

“You mean about Mr Lynne’s wealth? He’s a very rich man — that is all I know.”

“Does Father know too?” asked Mabel, struggling to suppress her unreasonable anger.

Joan shook her head.

“I should imagine he doesn’t.”

The two sisters looked at one another.

“Of course, this alters everything,” said Mabel emphatically. “In the first place, nobody wanted to marry a scarecrow, and in the second place, it was ridiculous to expect either of us girls to tie ourselves for life to a poverty-stricken servant, as it were, of uncle’s.”

“Preposterous!” agreed Letty.

“It was obviously Mr Bray’s idea that he should marry one of us girls,” said Mabel. “I don’t suppose he’d ever heard of your existence, Joan.”

“I’m pretty sure he hadn’t,” answered Joan, and Mabel smiled, as she seated herself in the most comfortable chair in the room.

“Then we’ve got to be just sensible about this,” she said, in her most amiable tone. “If what you say is true — and of course I don’t think for one moment that you’ve made it up — dear Uncle Joe’s wishes should be — —”

“Fulfilled,” suggested Letty, when Mabel paused for a word.

“Yes, that’s it — fulfilled. It is a little awkward for you, but practically you don’t know the man, and I’m sure the idea of this marriage has worried you a great deal. As I was saying to Letty, if there is any sacrifice to be made, it is up to us to make it. We don’t want to use you, so to speak, as a catspaw, but at the same time I feel that we haven’t quite played the game with you, Joan. I told father only this morning that I had my doubts about the marriage, and that we ought to think the matter over more before we allowed you perhaps to let yourself in for a perfectly horrible life with a man you don’t know — —”

“And you don’t know him quite so well,” Joan was compelled to say.

“Still, we’ve larger experience of men,” said Mabel, gravely reproachful. “And don’t think for one moment, Joan, that the question of his wealth makes the slightest difference to us. Papa is rich enough to give me a good time whether I marry Clifford Lynne or not.”

“Whether either of us marries Clifford Lynne or not,” corrected Letty with some asperity, “and — —”

There was a knock at the door. Letty, who was nearest, opened it. It was the butler.

“There’s a gentleman called to see Miss Joan — —” he began.

Letty took the card from his hand.

“Clifford Lynne,” she said breathlessly, and Joan laughed.

“Here is an excellent opportunity of settling the matter, Mabel,” she said, not without malice. “After all, he ought to be consulted!”

Letty went red and white.

“Don’t you dare!” she exclaimed breathlessly. “I will never forgive you, Joan, if you repeat one word!”

But the girl was already half way down the first flight of stairs.

Joan went alone to the drawingroom, oblivious to the whispered injunctions which followed her down. She had an almost overpowering inclination to laugh, and there flashed to her mind a homely parallel; only, if she were Cinderella, neither Letty nor the plump Mabel could by any stretch of imagination be described as the ugly sisters.

She found him standing at a window looking out over the-’ lawn, and he turned quickly at the sound of the opening door. In his abrupt way and without preamble he asked:

“Could I see you tonight?”

“Why — yes,” she said. And then, remembering: “I shall be alone. The girls are going to town.”

He scratched his chin at this.

“Are they?” He frowned. “But that doesn’t make a great deal of difference. I want to see you at the cottage. Would you come if I called for you?”

The proprieties were never a strong point with Joan; she was so sure of herself, so satisfied with the correctness of her own code, that other people’s opinion of her did not matter. But his suggestion did not accord with her own theory of behaviour.

“Is that necessary?” she asked. “I will come if you wish me to, for I know you would not invite me unless you had a special reason.”

“I have a very special reason,” he insisted. “I want you to meet somebody. At least I think I do.”

He ran his fingers through his hair irritably.

“A friend of mine — and not so much of a friend either.”

She was astonished at his agitation and could only wonder I what was the extraordinary cause.

“I’ll call for you about ten,” he said. “And, Joan, I’ve been thinking matters over and I’m rather worried.”

Instinctively she knew that the cause of his trouble was herself.

“Have you changed your mind?” she bantered.

He shook his head.

“About marrying you? No. I’ve never dared let myself see how this fool adventure would end. If I hadn’t been doped with a drugging sense of duty — however, that has nothing to do with the case. We shall have to consider the position from a new angle tonight. I’d gone so far and suffered so much — —”

“Suffered?”

He nodded vigorously.

“By a provision of nature,” he said soberly, “you are spared the misery of growing a long and golden beard. It wasn’t so bad when I was miles from everywhere in my little house in Siangtan, and on the voyage home; it was when I came into contact with civilization — can you imagine what it is to dress for dinner and to discover that when you fastened your collar you had imprisoned a large and painful hank of hair?…However, that’s done with, and now” — he paused awkwardly— “I’m not sorry.”

“About growing a beard?” she asked innocently.

He looked her straight in the eyes.

“You know jolly well I don’t mean anything about the beard, and that I’m talking of you. I wish I had time to study you. You’ve probably got a fearful temper — —”

“Vile,” she admitted mendaciously.

“And possibly you’re vain and empty-headed,” he went on with great calmness. “All pretty girls are vain and empty-headed; that is one of the lessons I learnt at the knee of the maiden aunt who brought me up. But in spite of these drawbacks I kind of like you. That’s queer, isn’t it?”

“It would be queer if you didn’t,” she said, adopting his attitude, and he laughed. “Have you committed your murder?”

He started.

“Murder? Oh, you mean Fing-Su? No, I fear that tonight I shall be too busy. I’m certainly going to kill Fing-Su,” he said, and though his tone was matter-of-fact, she shivered, for he conveyed to her the impression of a man in very great earnest. “I’ve got to kill him. But tonight?” He shook his head. “A lot of things have got to happen before then. When can you marry me?”

He was serious enough, and at the direct question she felt herself going red.

“Is that necessary?” she asked, a little desperately, for now, brought face to face with the logical consequence of her undertaking, she had a moment of panic. There was something very definite about his question, and that gave her a certain fearful twinge of happiness. But it was also too businesslike, too free from the atmosphere of tenderness which conventionally surrounds such a proposal, and she was just a little bit annoyed with him. It brought the proposition back to its original commercial setting, extinguished the faint glitter of romance, a sickly flame at best, which the past few days had brought to life.

“I suppose you will suit your own convenience,” she said coldly. “You realize, of course, Mr Lynne, that I do not love you, any more than you love me?”

“That goes without saying,” he said brusquely. “But I will tell you something: I’ve never been in love; I’ve had my dreams and my ideals, as every man and every woman has, and you are the nearest approach to the mystery woman of my dreams that I shall ever hope to meet. When I tell you I like you, I mean it. I’m not in that ecstatic state of mind when I am prepared to kiss the ground on which you walk, but that is a form of delirium which may come later.”

All the time he was speaking there was that kind and friendly smile in his eyes which made it impossible for her to arouse her resentment to any high pitch. She was exasperated with him, and yet could admire his honesty, and had no piqued inclination to offer the obvious retort that her heart was at least as free as his.

“Today is Monday,” he said. “We will be married on Friday by special licence. Friday will be an unlucky day — for somebody.”

“You really mean Friday?” she asked, with a pang of dismay.

“It’s rather sudden, I know; but then, things are moving more quickly than I anticipated,” he said.

He took up his hat from the table where he had placed it when he came in.

“I shall call for you at ten. Do you mind?”

She shook her head.

“And you’re not afraid?” he bantered, and hurriedly added: “There’s really no reason for fear — not yet.”

“Tell me when I must begin fearing you,” she said, as she walked with him to the door.

“You need never fear me,” he said quietly. “I was thinking of somebody else.”

“Fing-Su?”

He looked round at her quickly.

“A thought-reader too, are you?” He put his hand about her arm and squeezed it gently. It was a very friendly, brotherly gesture, and it left her, for some reason, very near to tears.

The two girls, who appeared from nowhere as the door closed on Clifford, followed her back to the drawingroom.

“You didn’t tell him anything, did you?” asked Mabel rapidly. “You wouldn’t do anything so mean and underhand as that, Joan?”

Joan looked at her in surprise.

“What were we talking about?” she asked, and she was honest in her bewilderment, for she had forgotten the conversation in her room.

“Letty had an awful feeling you’d tell him what we’d been discussing, but I said, ‘Letty, Joan would never, never do anything so despicable.’”

“About your marrying him?” asked Joan, suddenly understanding. “Oh, no, I had forgotten that — we were so busy fixing the date — Mr Lynne and I are to be married on Friday.”

“Good God!” said Mabel.

Her profanity was pardonable, for in a moment of great self-sacrifice she had decided to be Mrs Clifford Lynne.
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The sisters went to town at six o’clock, and Joan from her window was heartily glad to see the limousine pass out of sight along the Egham road. She ate her dinner in solitude and waited impatiently for the coming of Clifford Lynne. She was a little baffled by his attitude. The marriage was still in the category of business arrangement; with the exception of that half-caress he had shown neither tenderness nor that sentimental regard for her charms which is to be expected even in the most self-possessed of men; and yet there was little that was austere or cold in his composition, she was sure. None the less, between them was a barrier which must be broken down, a gulf which only mutual affection could bridge. For one brief moment the prospect of this coldblooded marriage terrified her.

She was standing before the half-open front door of the house when she heard his quick step on the gravel, and, assuring herself that she had the key in her bag, she closed the door gently behind her and went to meet him.

Suddenly she found herself in a circle of light.

“Sorry!” said Clifford’s voice. “I was pretty certain it was you, but I had to take one peep.”

“Who else might it be?” she asked as she fell in by his side.

“I don’t know,” was the unsatisfactory reply.

Her arm slipped into his in the most natural way.

“I am by nature cautious and even suspicious, and there’s something about the English countryside that is more sinister than the bad lands of Honan would be to a traveller with a camel-load of ‘Mex’ dollars! You see, there, you know where you are — you are either at peace or at war with your neighbours; but in England you may be at war all the time and never know it. Do you mind walking in the middle of the road — that doesn’t scare you, does it?” he asked quickly, and she laughed.

“I’ve an infinite faith in the police,” she said demurely.

She heard him chuckle.

“The police? Yes, they’re quite all right in most cases, especially when they are dealing with known criminals, and the printed categories of crime. But Fing-Su isn’t a known criminal; he’s a highly respectable person. How he has escaped the OBE I can’t understand. We turn right here.”

There was no need for him to tell her that, for her eyes, accustomed to the darkness, saw the dark opening that led to the Slaters’ Cottage. What had once been a rough wagon track was now a smoothly gravelled road. A few yards down the drive she saw the tall column of a light standard.

“Yes, we’re putting in all modern improvements,” he said when she called his attention to this innovation. “Only the evil love the dark. I, who am of a virtuous disposition, use this thousand-candle-power arc to advertise my rectitude!”

Suddenly he stopped, and she perforce must halt too.

“I said the other day that Narth had a pull with you, and you didn’t deny it,” he said. “I discovered the pull a few days ago. Your brother was accidentally killed whilst leaving the country with money taken from Narth’s office.”

“Yes,” she said in a low voice.

“That was it, eh?”

She heard his sigh of relief. What else could he have imagined? she wondered.

“I get it now,” he went on as they resumed their walk. “It was that ‘after all I’ve done for you’ stuff? Otherwise, I should have been completely rejected. I’m glad.”

He said this so simply and sincerely that she felt the colour coming to her face.

“Has your friend arrived?” she asked.

“Yes,” he answered shortly: “he came an hour ago, the — —” He smothered an imprecation.

“One would think — —” she began, when suddenly he gripped her arm.

“Don’t speak,” he whispered.

Joan saw that he was looking back the way they had come, his head bent in a listening attitude, and her heart began to thump painfully. Then, without warning, he led her to the side of the road and to the cover of a great fir tree and pushed her behind it.

“Stay there,” he said in the same low tone.

Almost immediately he disappeared, making his way noiselessly over a carpet of pine needles from tree to tree. She stared back after him; all she could see was the pale evening sky behind a belt of tall firs, and the sky’s reflection of a puddle which had gathered at the side of the drive. She was not usually nervous, but now she felt her knees trembling under her, and her breath came shallowly. After a while she saw him emerge from the gloom near at hand.

“It was nothing,” he said, but she noticed that he still kept his voice down. “I thought I heard somebody following us. I’ll have these trees down tomorrow; they make too good cover — —”

Something came past them with the sound of a hissing whip. There was a thud, and silence. He said something in a strange language, and then he stepped back and, reaching up, pulled something from the trunk of a fir.

“A throwing knife,” he whispered. “I tell you, these Yun Nan murderers are wonderful shots, and the devils can see in the dark! Where’s the nearest policeman?”

In spite of herself she was shivering.

“The patrol won’t be near here for another hour,” she faltered. “Did somebody throw a knife?”

“Not for another hour, eh?” he said, almost brightly. “Providence is on my side!”

He took a thing from his pocket — in the half light it looked to be a fat silver cylinder; she saw he was fitting it to the end of a long, black pistol.

“Mustn’t alarm the neighbours,” he said, and slipping from her side, again vanished into the darkness.

She waited, her heart in her mouth, and suddenly:

‘Plop!
 ’

The squawk that followed came from somewhere surprisingly near. She heard on the gravel drive a patter of feet that grew fainter and fainter. When it had ceased, Clifford rejoined her, and he was unfixing the silver box.

“Got him, but not seriously,” he said. “I’m glad I didn’t kill him. I should either have had to bury him in the wood and risk a scandal, or take him before a magistrate and make a newspaper sensation.”

“Did you shoot him?” she asked.

“Oh, yes, I shot him all right,” he said carelessly. “I think he was alone.”

Again he took her by the arm and led her along the drive, and they walked swiftly towards the Slaters’ Cottage. There was no sign of life: the shuttered windows were dead, and even the sound of the muffled explosion had not roused the interest or curiosity of Clifford Lynne’s guest.

He waited for almost a minute on the step of the cottage, listening.

“I think there was only one man,” he said with a little sigh of relief, “and probably a watcher, who reckoned he’d improve the shining hour by a little target practice. You’re not frightened?”

“Yes, I am,” she said; “I’m horribly frightened!”

“So am I,” he said. “I hate myself for taking this risk with you, but I had no idea there was any danger — yet.”

He put a key in the lock and opened the door. They were in a narrow passageway, from which, she saw as he switched on the light, two doors led left and right.

“Here we are.” He walked before her, turned the handle of the left-hand door and threw it open.

The room was newly and well furnished. Two large bulkhead lights fixed to the ceiling threw a diffused light through opalescent globes upon the apartment and its contents.

Sitting before the wood fire was a big man. She judged him to be sixty, and he was curiously attired. He wore, over a pair of neatly creased trousers, a huge red dressing-gown, behind which a stiff shirt shone whitely. He had on neither collar nor tie, and an immaculate morning coat hung over the back of a chair. As the door opened he looked up, took out the short clay pipe he had been smoking, and stared soberly at the visitor.

“Meet Miss Joan Bray,” said Lynne curtly.

The big stranger got heavily to his feet, and the girl noticed that on his many-chinned face was the cowed look of a schoolboy detected in an unlawful act.

“Now, Joan,” said Lynne grimly, “I want you to know a relative of yours. Let me introduce you to the late Joe Bray, who was dead in China and is alive in England!”
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Joan Could only stare, speechless, at her relative. Joe Bray! If she had indeed seen a ghost she could not have been more staggered.

He turned a sheepish face to Clifford.

“Have a heart, Cliff!” he pleaded feebly. “Have a heart!”

“I have a heart and I have a head too, and that’s where I’ve the advantage, you foolish old conspirator!”

Joe blinked from Clifford to the girl.

“It’s like this — —” he began loudly.

“Sit down.” Clifford pointed to the chair. “I’ve had your version six times; I don’t think I can stand it again. Joan,” he said, “this is the veritable Joseph Bray, of the Yun Nan Concession. Any mourning which you may have ordered for him you can cancel.”

“It’s like this — —” began Joe again.

“It isn’t a bit like that,” interrupted Lynne.

There was a twinkle in his eye which she had seen once before.

“This Joe Bray is romantic.” He pointed an accusing finger at the humbled man. “He has just brains enough to dream. And one of his crazy dreams was that I should marry into his family. And in order to drive me to this desperate step he invented a fake story about his being on the point of death. To support which — he has confessed this now — he procured the assistance of a doping, boozing doctor from Canton, who would certify a man insane for the price of a double whisky.”

“It’s like this — —” attempted Joe, louder still.

“The moment he got me out of the way,” continued the other remorselessly, “he sneaked down to Canton with his pal the doctor and followed me home on the next boat, leaving instructions that the death wire was to be sent as soon as he reached England.”

Here Joe asserted himself violently.

“You never would have married nobody if I hadn’t done it!” he roared. “You’ve got a hard heart, Cliff! Dying wishes don’t mean no more to you than a beer-stain on a policeman’s boot. I had to die! I thought I’d come along to the wedding and give you all a surprise — —”

“You’re indecent, Joe,” said Clifford gravely. “You’re the kind of man who can’t stay put.”

He turned to Joan, his lips twitching.

“I had my suspicions when I saw no reference to his death in the English newspapers,” he said. “Joe isn’t particularly important in relation to the rest of the world, but he has a pretty big name in China, and the least I expected was a couple of lines of regret from our special correspondent in Canton. And then when I saw in the North China Herald
 an announcement that Mr Joe Bray had booked a suite on the Kara Maru
 — —”

“In the name of Miller,” murmured Joe.

“I don’t know what name you used, but one of the reporters saw your baggage going aboard and recognized you on the street, so the camouflage wasn’t as blinding as you thought.”

Joe sighed. From time to time his eyes had been straying towards the girl, in a furtive, shamefaced way, but now he had the resolution to look at her straightly.

“I must say” — he waggled his huge head ecstatically— “I must say, Cliff, that you’ve got the pick of the bunch! She’s rather like my sister Eliza, who’s dead and gone now twenty-eight years. On the other hand, she’s got my brother George’s nose — —”

“You’re not going to sidetrack me with your personalities,” said Clifford. “You’re a wicked old man!”

“Artful,” murmured Joe, “not wicked. It’s like this — —”

He stopped, evidently expecting an interruption, and, when it did not come, was at some loss to proceed.

“I’ve had a lot of disappointments in my life, young lady,” he began oracularly. “Take Fing-Su! What I’ve done for that boy nobody knows except me and him. And when Cliff told me what sort of a feller he was, you could have knocked me down with a feather! I’ve been kind and generous to that pup, I admit it…”

As he rambled on, the girl’s brain grew more active. Joe Bray alive, meant the end of all Stephen Narth’s plans — how would it affect her, she wondered. She recognized with a feeling of dismay that the reason for the marriage had disappeared, and was painfully startled to discover that there was any cause for unhappiness in this development.

Her eyes met Clifford Lynne’s and fell; for it was as though in that brief glance he had read her thoughts.

“…When I realized what I’d done I said to him, ‘Cliff, I’m sorry.’ Did I or did I not, Cliff? I said, ‘If I’d known what I know now, I’d never have parted with them shares.’ Did I or did I not, Cliff? To think that that dog — I might even call him worse if you wasn’t here, young lady — should get these silly and wicked ideas into his head!”

Joan was beginning to understand now. “A romance-hound,” Clifford had called the old man, and she saw now the ponderous diplomacy which had produced this present condition of affairs. Joe had invented his own death in order to ensure the alliance of the man he loved with a member of his family, and it was a little pathetic to think that even ‘the family’ was largely a figment of his imagination. He had known Stephen Narth as a name and had been his almoner. He must have heard of Stephen’s daughters, but of Joan’s existence it was fairly certain he had been completely ignorant.

“Does Mr Narth know you’re — —” She hesitated to say ‘alive’ and substituted “back in England?”

Joe shook his head, and it was Clifford who answered.

“No, Narth mustn’t know. I’m keeping Joe down here for a day or two until things develop. And most of all, Joan, Fing-Su mustn’t know. That credulous native has accepted the news of Joe’s death without question. For the moment he is concentrating his efforts upon securing the one founders’ share which will give him control of the company.”

“Would it actually give him that control?” she asked, in surprise.

He nodded.

“It sounds absurd but it is a fact,” he said gravely. “If Fing-Su could get that share, he would be able to kick me out, take complete control of the company, and although, of course, he would be liable at law to deal fairly with the ordinary shareholders, in fact he could divert a sum of ten million pounds to his own purpose.”

She shook her head helplessly.

“But surely it is impossible for him to buy that extra share — isn’t it, Clifford?”

He nodded.

“There is only one method by which Fing-Su could get control,” he said slowly, “and I’m hoping that he doesn’t realize what that is.”

He offered no further explanation. Soon after, he disappeared into the kitchen to brew coffee, and the girl was left alone with the big man — an experience which promised considerable embarrassment, for Joe got up and closed the door carefully behind his partner.

“How do you like him?” he asked in a hoarse whisper as he settled himself again in his chair.

It was an awkward question to answer.

“He’s very nice,” she said — ineffectively, she thought.

“Ye-es.” Joe Bray scratched his chin. “He’s a good scout, Cliff. A bit hard on other people, but a good fellow.” He beamed at her. “So you’re one of us — that’s fine! You’re the kind of girl I’d have picked. What’s the others like?”

She was spared the embarrassment of an answer, for he continued:

“Yes, Cliff’s hard! A little drop of gin never did nobody any harm, you take it from me, miss. It’s good for the kidneys, for one thing. But Cliff’s pussyfoot — well, not exactly pussyfoot, you understand, but he doesn’t like seeing bottles around.”

She gathered that such a sight was not altogether objectionable to Joe Bray.

“Yes, I’m glad he picked you—”

“To be exact, Mr Bray, I picked him,” she said, half laughing, and he opened his pale eyes wider.

“Did you? Did you? Well, he’s not a bad fellow. Too quick with his gun, but that’s youth, always wanting to be killin’ somethin’. You’ll have a lot of children, I’ve no doubt, miss?”

At this moment came a very welcome Clifford Lynne, carrying a brand-new silver tray laden with brand-new silver coffeepot and cups. He put the tray upon the table, and he had hardly taken his hand away when there was a faint click. The sound was so close upon the noise made by the setting tray that Joan scarcely noticed it. She saw Cliff look towards the shuttered windows and put up his finger, signalling silence.

“What’s that, Cliff?” The old man looked up quickly with a startled expression.

Clifford drew back the curtain, and for the first time the girl saw the steel-shuttered windows, each of which had as ornament a long oval boss.

“Don’t talk!” he whispered, and reaching out his hand switched off the light.

The room was now in complete darkness, but suddenly she saw, in the place where one of the bosses had been, a narrow opening, as Clifford Lynne took the cover from the loophole.

The moon had risen, and through the slit he could survey the bare space before the house. Nobody was in sight, and with his eyes glued to the loophole he waited. Presently his patience was rewarded. A dark figure was moving in the cover of the trees and making a circuit towards the house. Presently he saw another, and then a third, and even as he looked a head rose within a few inches of him. Evidently the man had been crouching under the window. In the light of the moon the watcher saw the round, almost shaven head, the broad nose and high cheekbones of a Chinese coolie. In one hand he carried a small package fastened by string to his wrist; the other held a sickle-shaped hook.

He reached up with this, caught the iron guttering and, with an extraordinary exhibition of strength which at other times would have excited Lynne’s admiration, drew himself up to the roof. Clifford waited till the dangling feet had disappeared from view, and passed silently to the rear of the cottage and out into the open. As he did so, he saw a glint of steel in the moonlight that shone upon the belt of firs. Here, the tree-fellers had been busy all day, and the stumps of pines showed whitely in the moonlight. But the trees still grew thickly some fifty yards from the cottage.

The cottage was surrounded; nevertheless, he did not hesitate, but, keeping in the cover of the outhouse, he reached a point where the roof line was visible. He had hardly reached his post when he saw a head come up over the roof-tree and presently, clear in the moonlight he saw the Chinaman walking swiftly towards the square-shaped chimney.

He had again fitted his silencer to the nozzle of his pistol.


Plop!


The man on the roof staggered, swayed a little, and then came slipping and sliding down the close-set slates and fell with a groan almost at his feet. He heard a twitter of excitement from the concealed watchers in the trees; saw somebody come running out of cover, and fired. Instantly there was a scamper to safety. Clifford Lynne’s prowess as a shot was no secret to these men.

Still he waited, expecting an attack to develop. And then, from the far end of the drive, he heard the splutter of a motor-lorry being started, the grind of gears and the whine of the machine as it moved off. It was the shrill jabber of some belated passenger who had jumped aboard as the trolley was moving which satisfied Clifford that the attackers had been called off, and he turned his attention to the motionless figure that lay on the ground.

Going inside, he called Joe, and the two men carried the wounded man into the kitchen.

“Fing-Su brought them down in a motor-lorry,” he said. (He afterwards discovered that the vehicle was a motorbus which was used at the Peckham factory to convey workers into the country.)

“Is he dead?” asked Joe.

Clifford shook his head.

“No; the bullet hit him just above the knee, that is the only injury,” he said as he wrapped a towel about the wound. “The fall from the roof knocked him out. O man!” he called in the dialect as the coolie opened his eyes and began to glare from one to the other.

“I am killed!” gasped the man, his face puckering fearfully as he recognized Lynne.

“Who brought you here?”

“None! I came of my own wish,” said the native, and Clifford grinned unpleasantly.

“Soon,” he said, “I will take you into the wood and I will light a little fire on your face and you will talk, my friend. But for a while you will stay here with Shi-su-ling.”

He gave the native name of the helpless Joe Bray, and it was not a particularly flattering one.

Going back to the girl, he expected to find her in a state of agitation and was agreeably disappointed. But she knew that something was wrong and guessed that that something was a natural sequel to the knife-throwing incident earlier in the evening.

“Yes,” nodded Cliff, “it was a Chinaman who wanted to get even with me. I think I’d better cut out the coffee and take you home. They have gone now,” he added incautiously.

“They? How many were there?” she asked.

There was nothing to be gained by deceiving her. Rather, he thought, she had better know the full extent of the peril.

“Probably more than a dozen were in the attack, and what they expected to get I don’t know.”

“You,” she said significantly, and he nodded.

“I rather fancy I was the booty,” he said. “The important fact is that they are gone and there is nothing more to fear.”

He was examining her face, and she had the sensation that he was making a final appraisement of her character.

“But first I will say something that is certain to alarm you,” he said. “There is nothing to be gained by beating about the bush. Fing-Su will stop at nothing, as I know. If he gets the idea into his thick head that I am fond of you — as I am — he may shift his attentions to you. Does that frighten you?”

She shook her head.

“Probably because I’m deficient in imagination,” she said, “but I’m not frightened.”

He opened a steel cupboard in one corner of the sittingroom and took out a round black object, the size of a large plum.

“I want you to keep to your house and not go out after dark,” he said. “Also, I wish you to put this ball somewhere in your bedroom where you can reach it easily. If there is trouble of any kind, throw it out of the window — it isn’t very heavy.”

She smiled.

“Is it a bomb?”

“In the ordinary sense, no. It would do you a bit of damage if it burst close to you, and I’m not suggesting you should keep it under your pillow. In the daytime lock it away in a drawer; at night keep it where it can be reached. You’re scared,” he accused.

“No, I’m not,” she protested indignantly. “But you’ll admit you are doing your best to frighten me!”

He patted her on the shoulder.

“Will anything happen tonight?” she asked, as she took the object in her hand and put it very carefully into her bag.

He hesitated.

“I don’t think so. Fing-Su is neither a quick nor a thorough worker.”

She looked round for Joe Bray as he escorted her to the door.

“I wanted to say goodnight — —”

“Joe is busy,” he said. “You’ll see enough of the old devil — too much. Don’t forget this, though: Joe doesn’t know the meaning of fear. He’s a moral coward and he’s foolish, but I’ve seen him tackle five hundred howling fanatics with a broken rifle and a clasp-knife.”

They walked swiftly down the drive, Clifford sweeping the gravel with his handlamp, and presently saw the heavy tracks of the motor-lorry that led to the road and turned in the direction of London. When they were within sight of Sunni Lodge he stopped.

“Just show me the room where you sleep. Is it visible from here?”

She pointed.

“On the top floor, eh?” he said, relieved. “What is the next room — the one with the white curtains?”

“That’s the kitchenmaid’s room,” she explained. “At least, it is the room where the kitchenmaid sleeps when we have one. At present we’re two servants short at the Lodge.”

He made a swift survey of the house and was less satisfied. It was easy, he saw, to reach even the top floor, for Sunni Lodge was one of those queer dwellings which artistic architects love to design. There was a small stone balcony here, a turret there, and crowning danger of all, a long iron rainpipe that ran from roof to ground.

He waited until the door was closed and went hurriedly back to the cottage. Joe was sitting in the kitchen smoking his pipe and exchanging bitter words in Chinese with the wounded man.

“You won’t get this bird to talk,” said Joe disgustedly, “but I know him, his name’s Ku-t’chan. He used to be a worker in the Fu-Weng store. I recognized him at once. It’s a curious thing about me, Cliff,” he said complacently, “that I never forget a face. I’ve got a memory like one of them cash registers you see in stores. The minute I see this feller, I said ‘I know you, my lad; you’re Ku-t’chan,’ and he didn’t deny it. It’s no good questioning him, Cliff, he’s as mum as a dead fish.”

“You can go back to your book, Joe,” said Clifford curtly and shut the kitchen door upon his partner, taking his place in the chair.

“Now, Ku-t’chan, or whatever your name is, speak and speak quickly, because in four hours there will be light,” he said. “And it is not good that anyone should see me burying a Chinaman in the wood. And buried you will be.”

“Master,” said the frightened man, “why should you kill me?”

“Because,” said Clifford carefully, “if I let you live and you tell the magistrate that I laid fire on you, it would put me to shame.”

In a quarter of an hour Ku-t’chan told all he knew, which was not a great deal, but was more than enough for Clifford Lynne’s peace of mind.

He made the man comfortable for the night, well assured that after his betrayal he would not attempt to escape, and went in to Joe. The fat man looked up as he entered.

“Going out?” he asked, aggrieved. “What’s the idea, Cliff? I got a lot to talk about.”

“Keep your eye on that man. It is unlikely that he’ll give you any trouble,” said Clifford rapidly. “I don’t know when I’ll be back, but probably before daylight. You know how to turn that couch into a bed if you want to sleep?”

“The point is — —” began the justly incensed Joe.

Before he could deliver his point, Clifford Lynne was gone.
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Stephen Narth and the girls would not be back before three. The first inclination Joan had was to await their return before going to bed, but she realized that, whatever romance the night held, whatever bizarre adventures might come to her between Sunni Lodge and the Slaters’ Cottage, and however tremendous the revelations of the night had been, she was responsible for the smooth running of Stephen Narth’s household, and although she did not expect to sleep, she went upstairs to bed.

There were three servants sleeping at the back of the house. The butler had part of the suite over the garage which was intended for the chauffeur, and was practically cut off from the house. Although he was middle-aged and lethargic, she was glad to know that he was on hand, for in spite of her protestations she was a little fearful.

She left the light in the hall, and for once did not extinguish the lamp on either of the landings. Her window curtains were drawn, her bed made ready, and she was suddenly and desperately tired; yet she sat for half an hour on the bed without undressing, until she rose, impatient with herself, and began slowly to disrobe. She turned out the light and for half an hour lay vainly endeavouring to subdue her thoughts to a level which made sleep possible. The house was full of strange noises. It seemed to her imagination that she could hear an excited whispering of voices on the landing above. Once a floorboard creaked and she sat up in a fright.

It was then that she remembered the black, plum-shaped ball that Clifford had given her, and, rising, she turned on the light and, taking it from her bag, put it on the table by the side of her bed. The knowledge that somewhere at hand was that strong, quiet man, brought ease to her mind, and presently she found herself sinking into the languor of sleep…

There was somebody in the next room; she found herself sitting up in bed with this conviction, her face damp with fear. There it was again — the soft swish of a body brushing against the thin wall, and a faint grinding sound as though the intruder had moved a table. She knew the table; it was near the bed, a little rickety, bamboo-covered piece of furniture which, with a cheap wardrobe and a lumpy bed, constituted the furniture of the servant’s room.

Stealing out of bed, she turned on the light and tiptoed to the door, listening. There was no sound; it must have been the disordered fancies of a dream.

There was only one possible thing for her to do. She must satisfy herself that the room was empty. Turning the key, she pulled open the door and shrank back with a scream.

Standing square in the doorway was a big, uncouth shape, bare to the waist, his huge arms dangling. She stared for a second into the black slant eyes, and then with a scream reeled back. Before she could understand what had happened, he had leapt at her, one brawny arm encircling her, the other covering her mouth. Struggling frantically she saw over his shoulder another and yet a third man appear. And then, too late, she remembered the bomb. It was impossible to wrench herself free from that steel grip that held her. One of the men whipped off a blanket from the bed, spread it roughly on the floor; the man who held her muttered something, and the third of the Chinamen wound a thick silk handkerchief round and round her mouth. And then the arm about her suddenly relaxed.

She was staring up at the evil face, and saw his mouth open in a queer, hideous grimace, and huge hands wave, as though to shut out some horrible vision. She turned her head in the direction he was staring.

Clifford Lynne was standing in the doorway, hands on hips, and each hand held death.
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It seemed to Joan Bray that she had slipped out of the world in fear, and was returning painfully oppressed with a great apprehension. She was in bed, she discovered…Then it was all a terrible dream. But the light was still burning, and a man was standing at the foot of her bed, surveying her gravely. She raised herself on her elbow, her head swimming, and frowned at him.

“Good morning,” said Clifford Lynne lightly. “Your terpsichorean relations are slow travellers.”

The faint glow of dawn whitened the windows, she saw as she turned. Her face was wet; a glass half filled with water stood on the table by the bed.

“Mr Lynne!” She was trying to think. “Where — where —— ?” She stared round the room.

“I’m afraid I woke you up, didn’t I?” he asked, ignoring the question. “I’m a clumsy burglar, though it was the easiest thing in the world to get into the room next door. Did you hear me?”

She nodded slowly.

“It was you, then?” she asked jerkily.

He was biting his lower lip thoughtfully, still looking at her.

“I’m hopelessly compromised, I trust you realize that?” he said. “I’ve climbed into your house in the dead of night, I’ve put you to bed, and here are you and I, in the grey dawn! I shudder to think of what Stephen will say or the stoutish Mabel will imagine. As for Letty” — he shrugged his shoulders— “I cannot hope she will extend her well-known charity to me.”

She struggled up into a sitting position, her throbbing head between her hands.

“Do you always make a jest of everything?” she asked, and shuddered as the memory of the night crowded in upon her. “Where are those awful men?”

“They’re not quite so awful as they look,” he said. “Anyway, they’ve gone. They went out of the window, and none of them is seriously hurt — I am glad to say. I already have a sick and stupid coolie on my hands, and I have no desire to turn the Slaters’ Cottage into a convalescent home for the criminal classes of China.”

He drooped his head, listening; his sharp ears had detected the distant whine of a motorcar.

“That sounds like Stephen and the two graces,” he said.

At this she looked up.

“What are you going to do?” she asked, in consternation. “You mustn’t stay here.”

He chuckled softly.

“How like a woman in this crisis to study the proprieties!”

And then most unexpectedly he walked up to her and, laying his hand upon her throbbing head, rumpled her hair.

“Watch me time my effort,” he said, and in an instant was gone.

She could hear the car now, and, getting out of bed, walked to the window, the curtain of which had been pulled aside. Two bright headlamps came into view; they turned into the drive. As they did so, she heard the thud of the front door close and saw Clifford Lynne dart across the drive to the cover of a clump of rhododendrons. Almost before he was out of sight, the car was at the door and Stephen Narth had alighted.

From where she stood she could see the little group: Stephen, his white dress-shirt shining palely, the two girls in their over-rich evening wraps. She could not see his face, but there was something in his attitude which struck the girl as curious; a certain nervous hesitancy in his movements. He did not seem anxious to go into the house. He walked twice round the car, spoke to the chauffeur, and not until she heard the girls’ feet on the stairs did he reluctantly enter the hall.

Letty and Mabel slept on the floor below. She heard Letty’s shrill voice raised in anger and the deeper tone of her elder sister. And then Mr Narth came into the conversation.

“…of course she’s all right,” said Letty, in high-pitched tones. “Don’t be ridiculous, father.”

Joan walked across the room and opened the door.

“Why shouldn’t she be all right?” demanded Mabel. “Stuff and nonsense, father! You’ll only wake her up…how ridiculous!”

Stephen’s heavy feet were on the stairs and Joan closed the door wonderingly. Presently there was a knock at the door, and she opened it.

“Hallo!” said Narth huskily. “All right?”

His face was ghastly white, his lower lip was tremulous, and he had pushed his hands into his pockets that she should not see them shaking.

“Everything all right?” he croaked again.

“Yes, Mr Narth,” she said.

“Nothing wrong, eh?” He thrust his head forward in a strange, birdlike gesture, peering at her. “Everything all right, Joan?”

His voice was so thick, his manner so strange, that she could only imagine he had been drinking. Yet there was no other evidence of indulgence.

“Nobody disturbed you? That’s good…girls woke you up, I suppose? Goodnight, Joan.”

He stumbled unsteadily down the stairs and she closed the door, wondering.

She had further cause for wonder when she came down to a solitary breakfast later in the morning, and learnt for the first time that the butler had been out at dinner on the previous night. Mr Narth had telephoned him, asking him to bring a book to town. Why Mr Narth should want a book, when the evening had been fully occupied in the chaperonage of his daughters, only he could have explained, and then to nobody’s satisfaction.

He came down to breakfast at eleven, a yellow, nervous, irritable man, who looked as if he had not slept.

“Girls not up, eh?” He had a quick, staccato method of talking on such occasions as these, and usually he rounded off a bad night with an exhibition of bad temper; but although she quite expected a display of irritation, he was singularly inoffensive.

“We shall have to get you married, Joan,” he said, as he sat down with a grimace before an unappealing breakfast. “That man Clifford is probably a good fellow. It’s rather awkward, finding that he’s the senior partner, and I’m glad I didn’t say the things I was tempted to say when we met — —”

“I am getting married on Friday,” said Joan quietly, and he gaped up at her with a frightened expression.

“On Friday?” he squeaked. “Impossible — impossible! It’s — it’s indelicate! Why, you don’t know the man!”

He sprang up from his chair in a weak rage.

“I will not have it! The thing must be done as I wish! Does Mabel know?”

It was surprising that Mabel had not told him, thought Joan. She learnt afterwards that Mr Narth’s elder daughter was reserving this tit-bit for the privacy of a family council.

“Decency, decency!” quavered Mr Narth, so unlike his sual self that the girl could only look at him. “There’s a lot to happen before — before you’re married. You owe me something, Joan. You haven’t forgotten your brother — —”

“You have not given me much chance of forgetting, Mr Narth,” she said, with rising anger. “It was because of all you did for my brother that I agreed to marry Mr Lynne at all. Clifford Lynne wishes the marriage to take place on Friday — and I have agreed.”

“Have I nothing to do with this?” he stormed. “Am I not to be consulted?”

“Consult him by all means,” said the girl coldly.

“Wait, wait!” he called after her as she was leaving the room. “Don’t let us lose our tempers, Joan. I have an especial eason for asking you to postpone this marriage till a later date —— What is it?” he snapped irritably at the newly-returned butler who appeared in the doorway, still in his street attire.

“Will you see Mr Lynne?” asked the man.

“Does he want to see me?” Stephen demanded. “You’re sure he doesn’t mean Miss Joan?”

“He particularly asked for you, sir.”

Narth’s trembling hand went up to his mouth.

“Put him in the library,” he said ungraciously, and steeled himself to an interview which instinct told him would be unpleasant; and in this case instinct did not lie, for Clifford had come to ask a few very uncomfortable questions.
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He was pacing the library floor when Mr Narth went in (“as though it were his own,” complained Stephen bitterly to his daughter) and turned abruptly to face the senior partner of Narth brothers.

“Shut that door, will you?”

It was a command rather than a request, and it was strange how instantly Stephen obeyed.

“You came back here at four o’clock this morning,” he began. “You had supper at Giro’s, which closed at one. What did you and your daughters do between one and four?”

Narth could not believe his ears.

“May I ask — —” he began.

“Ask nothing. If you were going to ask me what authority I have for putting these questions to you, you can save yourself the trouble,” said Clifford briefly. “I want to know what you were doing between one and four.”

“And I absolutely refuse to satisfy your curiosity,” said the other angrily. “Things have come to a pretty pass when — —”

“At three o’clock this morning,” the man from China broke in brusquely, “an attempt was made to carry off Joan Bray from this house. That is news to you?”

The man nodded dumbly.

“You think the attempt has not been made, but you expected it. I was in the bushes listening to you when you were talking to the chauffeur. You asked him to come into the house after he had put the car away; you told him you were nervous, that there had been burglaries in the neighbourhood recently. You were astonished to find that Joan Bray was in her room and unharmed.”

White to the lips, Stephen Narth was incapable of replying.

“You had to fill in the hours between one and four; how did you do it?” The keen eyes were searching his very soul. “You wouldn’t have gone to Fing-Su’s place, and rightly, because you would not wish your daughters to be brought into contact with this man. Shall I tell you what you did?”

Narth made no answer.

“You sneaked out whilst the dance was on and locked the gears of your car. You made that an excuse to take your girls to one of those queer all-night clubs in Fitzroy Square. And then, providentially, at the right moment you discovered the key in your pocket.”

Now Mr Narth found his voice.

“You’re a bit of a detective, Lynne,” he answered. “And, strangely enough, you’re right, except that I did not lock the gears. My chauffeur did that and lost the key. I happened to discover a duplicate in my pocket.”

“You didn’t want to get back until the dirty wor^ was finished, eh?” Clifford’s eyes were glowing like live fires. “You swine!” He spoke the word in a voice that was little above a whisper. “I’m going to tell you something, Narth. If any harm comes to that girl whilst she is in your house and under your care, you’ll never live to enjoy the competence which Joe Bray is supposed to have left you. I’m going to kill your friend — he knows that, doesn’t he? If he doesn’t, just tell him so from me! There’s an old saying that one may as well be hanged for a sheep as for a goat. I don’t know which of the two you are. Listen carefully, Narth — it isn’t an angry man talking to you — threats of killing come pretty glibly to people who couldn’t see a rooster’s neck wrung without fainting. But I’ve killed men, yellow and white, and I’m not going to shiver when I send you down to hell. Get that into your mind and let it walk around! Joan won’t be with you very long, but during that time she’s got to be safe.”

And now Stephen Narth found his voice.

“It’s a lie, a lie!” he screamed. “Why didn’t Joan tell me? I knew nothing about it! Do you think I would allow Fing-Su to take her away — —”

“I didn’t say it was Singili,” said the other quickly. “How did you know?”

“Well, Chinamen — —”

“I didn’t even say Chinamen. You’ve convicted yourself, Mr Stephen Narth! I’ve warned you before, and I’m warning you again. Fing-Su has bought you for fifty thousand pounds, but you could twist out of that, because you’re naturally a twister. But he’s going to hold you in a tighter bond than monetary obligation. He nearly did it last night. He’ll do it before the week’s out — how or where or when, I do not know.” He paused. “That’s all I have to say to you,” he said, and strode past the paralysed man into the hall.

He was walking down the drive when he heard Stephen’s voice calling him, and, turning, he saw the white-faced man gesticulating wildly, in a mad abandonment of rage. He was pouring forth a torrent of wild, incoherent abuse:

“…you won’t marry Joan…do you hear that? I don’t care a damn if all Joe Bray’s fortune goes to you! I’ll see her dead first …”

Clifford let him rave on, and when from sheer exhaustion he stopped:

“Then you did
 see Fing-Su last night? What offer did he make to you?”

Stephen glowered at him, and then, as though he feared that his secret thoughts could be read by those piercing eyes, he turned and ran back to the house like a man possessed.

*

“There’s going to be trouble, Joe, and as you’ve caused most of it I hope you’ll get your share.”

Joe Bray, dozing before an unnecessary fire, for the day was warm, his hands clasped before his stomach, woke with a start.

“Eh?…I wish you wouldn’t pop in and out like a — a — what d’you call ‘em, Cliff. What did you say?”

“‘Trouble’ was the word,” said the other laconically. “Your spoonfed Chink plus your disreputable relation have a Plan.”

Joe grunted, selected a cigar from the box on the table and gnawed off the end savagely.

“Wish I’d never come to this bloomin’ country,” he said plaintively. “Wish I’d never left Siangtan. You’re a good fellow, Cliff, but too vi’lent — much too vi’lent. I wish Fing-Su had been a sensible boy. Well educated and everything, Cliff…it does seem a pity, don’t it? Here’s me, with just enough education to read and write, rich as Creasers in a manner of speaking — —”

Cliff’s nose wrinkled.

“Crœsus would have spent your income on cigarettes,” he said contemptuously.

“In a manner of speaking — did I say that or didn’t I?” demanded Joe reproachfully. “Here’s me as rich as Creasers and white, and there’s him, a poor suffering Chink, who can speak Latin and Algebra and French and all them foreign languages as easily as I speak Mandarin!”

He sighed and shook his head.

“Life’s comic,” he said vaguely.

Clifford was changing his shoes and growled:

“If you were the only man I’d ever met in the world I should say life was comic. As it is, it’s darned serious, and a lot of people whose only job in life is to keep living are going to find it pretty hard to hold down their sinecure. Have you seen the papers?”

Joe nodded and reached out lazily for a heap of newspapers that lay on a table at his elbow.

“Yes, I was reading about the murder of those missionaries up in Honan. But there’s always trouble in Honan. Too many soldiers loafin’ around hungry. If there wasn’t soldiers there wouldn’t be any brigands.”

“That’s the ninth missionary murder in a month,” said Clifford tersely; “and the soldiers in Honan are the best disciplined in China — which isn’t saying much, I admit. But the soldiers were in this and had banners inscribed ‘We welcome the Son of Heaven,’ which means that there is a new pretender to the throne.”

Joe shook his head.

“I never did hold with Chinamen being trusted with rifles,” he said. “It demoralizes ‘em, Cliff. You don’t think we shall have any trouble on the Concession, do you?” he asked anxiously. “Because, if you do, I ought to be getting back.”

“You’ll stay here,” said Cliff ominously. “I don’t think we shall have trouble in that part of China — we are paying the Governor too much for him to risk. But there are seventeen separate points in open rebellion in China.” He opened a drawer, took out a map and unfolded it, and Joe saw that the chart was covered with little red crosses. “They call it ‘unrest’ in the newspapers,” said Clifford quietly. “They give as the reason the failure of the rice crops and an earthquake hundreds of miles from any centre of trouble!”

Old Joe struggled up to an erect position.

“What’s the idea?” he asked, looking at the other through narrowed lids. “First time I knew you took any interest in Chinese wars. You talk as if you knew all the risin’s. What’s the big idea? They can’t effect us?”

Lynne folded the map.

“A big change of government would affect everything,” he said. “Honan doesn’t worry me, because it is a brigands’ province; but there has been trouble in Yun Nan, and when Yun Nan starts hooting the trouble is far advanced. Somebody is working hard for a new dynasty — and all the flags are decorated with the symbol of the Joyful Hands.”

Old Joe’s jaw dropped.

“But that is a little affair,” he said jerkily; “just a little fool society — —”

“Eight provinces are strong for the Hands,” interrupted Clifford. “And Fing-Su has a headquarters in each. He has doublecrossed us from the start — using the money he has taken from the concessions to finance a trading company in opposition to us.”

“He never has!” Joe’s voice was hollow with amazement.

“Go up to the Tower and take a peek at Peking House — the London office of the trading company, and the Emperor Fing-Su’s general headquarters!”

Old Joe Bray could only shake his head.

“Emperor…um! Same as Napoleon…gosh!”

Lynne allowed that idea to soak.

“In three months’ time he will be wanting money — big money. At present he is financing divers generals, but he cannot go on indefinitely. His scheme is to form a national army under Spedwell, who knows China, and when he has done that and established himself on the throne, it will be easy to deal with the three big generals who are in his pay at the moment. How this Emperor bug got into his brain, heaven knows!”

Mr Bray stirred uneasily; something in his attitude arrested his partner’s attention.

“It was you! Oh, you wicked old man!” he breathed, in wonder.

“I certainly gave him ideas,” admitted Joe, who was thoroughly uncomfortable. “I sort of made up yarns to stimmerlate his ambition — that’s the word, ain’t it? I’ve got a wonderful imagination, Cliff. I’d have written novels if I could have only spelt.”

“And I suppose,” said Clifford, “you drew a picture of what China would be like under one head?”

“Something like that.” Joe Bray dared not meet his partner’s eyes. “But it was to stimmerlate his ambition, if you understand, Cliff. Just sort of push him on.”

Clifford was laughing softly, and he very seldom laughed. “Maybe he didn’t want any ‘stimmerlating’,” he said. “Fing-Su is the one in a million that is bound to turn up at odd intervals through the ages. Napoleon was one, Rhodes was one, Lincoln was one — there aren’t such a lot of ‘em.”

“What about George Washington?” asked Mr Bray, only too anxious to switch the conversation into historical channels.

“Whoever is responsible, the mischief is done.” Cliff looked at his watch. “Did you ever go bird’s-nesting, Joe?”

“As a boy,” said Joe complacently, “there was few that could beat me.”

“We’ll go along tonight and inspect a floating nest of the domestic yellowbill,” said Cliff.
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Mr Narth went up to town by train, his car for the moment being in the grip of one of those mysterious ailments to which cars are addicted. On the station platform he bought a newspaper, though he was not attracted thereto by a contents bill: ‘Joyful Hands’ Behind Chinese Trouble. What the ‘Joyful Hands’ meant Mr Narth did not trouble to think. The name seemed a little incongruous.

He was quite ignorant on the subject of China, except that fabulous sums had been made in that country by one who had conveniently died and passed on his fortune to Mr Narth.

It was his pride and boast that he was a business man, which meant that he was proud of his ignorance on all subjects apart from his business. Outside interests he had none; he played a passable game of golf — it was that accomplishment which had lured him to Sunningdale — he was an indifferent devotee of bridge, and his adventurous period of life was represented by the indiscreet maintenance of a Bloomsbury flat in the late ‘nineties.

Frankly, he was dishonest; he admitted as much to himself. He had a passionate desire for easy money, and when he had inherited his father’s business it had seemed that he was in a fair way to the realization of his ideals. He had then discovered that money only flowed into even the oldest-established businesses if the passages and chutes were kept clear of rubbish. You had either to butter them with advertising, or polish them with that homely commodity which is known as elbow-grease. If you were content to sit in an office chair and wait for money, it had an uncomfortable knack of losing its way and dropping into the coffers of your competitors. He had so far acquainted himself with the incidence of commercial machinery that he had found many short cuts to wealth. The discovery that most of these enticing by-ways led into all sorts of morasses and muddy footholes came later. Greatest of all his misfortunes, as it proved, he was, in spite of his frequent stringencies, on the best of terms with the heads of great financial houses, for his judgment, apart from his own operations, was wellnigh faultless.

From Waterloo Station he drove to the hotel where he usually stayed when he was in town, and the hotel valet took charge of his dress suit in preparation for the ceremony of the following night. Fing-Su had rather amused him by his insistence upon his matter of costume.

“A tail coat and a white tie, the grand habit,” he said. “The initiation will interest you — it combines some of the more modern ceremonies with one as ancient as life.”

He ordered tea to be sent to his room, and it had hardly been served before Major Spedwell appeared. He greeted his new associate with the question:

“What happened last night?”

Stephen Narth shook his head with a show of irritation.

“I don’t know. It was a monstrous scheme of Fing-Su’s. I — I nearly chucked the whole thing.”

“Did you?” The Major sank into the only armchair in the room. “Well, I shouldn’t take that too seriously if I were you. No harm was intended to the girl. Fing-Su was very considerate; she was being taken to a place where she would have had white women to look after her, everything that heart could desire.”

“Then why on earth —— ?” began Narth.

Spedwell made a gesture of impatience.

“He has a reason. He wanted to put a lever under Mr Clifford Lynne.”

He got up from his chair, walked to the fireplace and knocked off the ash of his cigar.

“There’s money for you in this, Narth,” he said, “and only one thing required of you — and that’s loyalty. Fing-Su thinks you’re a man who will be very useful to him.” He looked at the other oddly. “You might even take Leggat’s place,” he said.

Stephen Narth looked up quickly.

“Leggat? I thought he was a great friend of yours.”

“He is and he isn’t,” said Spedwell carefully. “Fing-Su thinks — well, there have been leakages. Things had got out, and unfortunately got into the wrong quarters.” And then, abruptly: “Lynne is in town. I suppose you know that?”

“I’m not interested in his movements,” said Mr Narth with some acerbity.

“I thought you might be,” said the other carelessly.

He could have added that he himself was more interested in Clifford Lynne’s plans than that erratic man could be possibly aware. And there was a reason for his interest: Fing-Su had found a new plan — one so ingeniously arranged that only one man could save Joan Bray, and that was the quick-shooting man from Siangtan.
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Clifford came to his Mayfair dwelling in time for a hasty lunch, and he came alone. He had left strict injunctions with Joe Bray to keep himself hidden, a very necessary precaution, for Joe was essentially an open-air man who chafed at confinement. His first act on arrival was to call a Mayfair number.

“Mr Leggat is not in,” was the reply, and Clifford cursed the affable traitor who had promised to be available from one o’clock onwards.

He had further reason for annoyance when at two o’clock Mr Leggat called openly at the house. Ferdinand Leggat was a lover of good things, but as a rule he reserved his conviviality for the hours which followed dinner. Cliff took one glance at the man as he swaggered into the diningroom and rightly interpreted the red face and the fatuous smile.

“You’re a madman, Leggat,” he said quietly, as he walked to the door and closed it. “Why do you come here in daylight?”

Leggat had reached the point of exhilaration when he alone stood out clearly from a blurred world.

“Because I prefer daylight,” he said a little thickly. “Why should I, a man of my qualities, sneak around in the dark? That for Fing-Su and all his myrmidons!” He snapped his finger contemptuously and broke into a guffaw of laughters but Clifford Lynne was not amused.

“You’re a fool,” he said again. “I asked you to be on hand so that I might telephone you. Don’t underrate Fing-Su, my friend.”

“Bah!” said the other as he walked, uninvited, to the buffet and helped himself liberally from the tantalus. “There was never a giddy Oriental who could scare me! You seem to forget that I’ve lived in China, Lynne. And as to the secret society — —” He threw back his head and laughed again. “My dear old man,” he said as he walked unsteadily back to the table, a large tumblerful of amber liquor in his hand, “if there is a fool here, it’s you! I’ve given you enough information to hang Fing-Su. You’re a rich man, you can afford to hand the thing over to the police, and sit down comfortably and await developments.”

Clifford did not explain that he had already been in touch with the Colonial and Foreign Offices, and had been met with a polite sceptism which had at once irritated and silenced him. The Foreign Office knew that the Peckham factory stored field guns. They had been bought in the open market, he was blandly told, and there was no mystery about them at all. They could not be exported without a licence, and there was no reason in the world why a Chinese trading company should not have the same privileges as a white. To all this and more he had listened with growing impatience.

“I’m through with Fing-Su,” said Leggat. “He is not only a Chink but a mean Chink. And after all I’ve done for him! Did you arrange for the Umgeni
 to be searched, as I suggested?”

Clifford nodded. He had succeeded so far that he had induced the Port of London Authority to take action, and the Umgeni
 had been searched systematically, her cargo had been hauled from the hold and broached, but nothing had been found save the conventional articles of commerce, cases of spades, reapers, cooking pots and the usual stock of the trader.

“Humph!” Leggat was surprised. “I know they’ve been loading her for weeks — —”

“She sails tonight,” said Clifford, “and not even Fing-Su can unload her cargo and replace it.”

His guest gulped down the contents of the tumbler and exhaled a deep breath.

“I’m through with him,” he repeated. “I thought he was the original duck that laid golden eggs ad infinitum
 .”

“In other words, you’ve exploited him as far as you can, eh?” asked Clifford, with a faint smile. “And now you’re ready to sell the carcass! What part is Spedwell playing?”

Leggat shrugged his broad shoulders.

“I never liked Spedwell very much,” he said. “These military Johnnies get my goat. He’s Fing-Su’s chief of staff — spends all his time with maps and plans and drill-books. He and Fing-Su have just finished writing a Chinese manual.”

“A rifle manual?” asked Clifford quickly.

“Something like that,” said the other with a shrug.

Clifford raised his hand in warning as there came a gentle knock at the door and his servant entered.

“I forgot to tell you, sir,” he said, “the Post Office workmen came this morning to fix your telephone.”

“Fix — what do you mean, fix?” asked Lynne, a frown gathering on his forehead.

“They said there had been some complaints about the instrument — the exchange couldn’t hear you very distinctly.”

Lynne was silent and thoughtful for a second.

“Were you here whilst the repairs were being done?” he asked.

“Oh, yes, sir,” smiled the man. “They had a Post Office card of authority, but I’m too old a bird to take a risk — I was with them all the time whilst they fixed the amplifier.”

“Oh!” said Clifford blankly. And then: “Where did they put this ‘amplifier’?”

One wall of the diningroom was hidden by a large bookshelf, and it was beneath this that the telephone flex ran. The butler stooped and pointed: in the shallow space beneath the last shelf was a black wooden box about ten inches long and four inches in height. In its face were two round apertures, and attached to these was a thin wire which ran up the end wall and vanished through a newly-drilled hole in the windowsill.

“What is it?” asked Leggat, suddenly sobered.

“A microphone,” replied Clifford curtly. “Somebody’s been listening to every word of our conversation!”
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Clifford Lynne opened the window and looked out. The wire had been roughly tacked along the wall which divided his from the next courtyard, and vanished over the roof of the garage into the mews.

“All right, Simmons,” he said, and without a word went from the room and out through the mews into the garage. For a time he could not see the fine wire, but after a search he discovered it running along the wall, and he traced its course almost to the end of the mews, where it turned up through the open window of what was obviously a chauffeur’s flat.

One glance at the window told him that the apartment was not in regular occupation. The panes were grimy; one was broken; and he remembered that farther along the street in which he lived was an empty house; the garage was evidently an appendage to this.

There was a gate which led to the car store and a small door obviously giving to the upstairs flat, and this was ajar. Without hesitation he pushed it open and mounted the steep, untidy stairs to the apartments above. There were two rooms, empty save for the debris which the last occupant had left behind him. The back room was used as a sleeping apartment; an old iron bedstead, innocent of bedding, remained. He turned into the front room, and here he found what he had expected: a replica of the small black box beneath the bookshelf, and a telephone, which was, he discovered, in working order when he called exchange.

The room had no occupant, and for a very good reason. The man who had been listening-in through this microphone, and who had been transmitting the conversation he had overheard to Fing-Su, had had ample warning. He had, in fact, left the mews almost at the identical moment that Clifford had come into it.

“A dark, military-looking man with a bad-tempered face.” A chauffeur who had seen him was responsible for a description which identified Major Spedwell.

Clifford Lynne went back to his diningroom and found a greatly troubled Leggat splashing whisky into a glass with an unsteady hand.

“What’s the trouble? What is it all about?” asked the stout man fearfully.

Although it seemed to be a waste of time attempting to make this boaster realize his peril, Lynne told him what he had discovered.

“And you need to be very careful, Leggat!” he said. “If Fing-Su knows you have betrayed him I wouldn’t give a string of native beads for your life. The only chance is that the listener failed to recognize your voice.”

It was not until later that he discovered who was the eavesdropper, and then it was clear that the chance of Major Spedwell being ignorant of Leggat’s identity was a very remote one.

“Fing-Su — bah!”

There was, however, a note of uneasiness in the deep laughter of Ferdinand Leggat. He had been in unpleasant situations and had been threatened before, facing frenzied shareholders who had clamoured for his blood. Yet — the Chinaman was different somehow.

“My dear good fellow, you’re theatrical! Let Fing-Su start something, that’s all!”

“When are you seeing him again?” asked Lynne.

“Tomorrow night,” was the reply. “There is a meeting of the Lodge — damn’ tomfoolery, I call it! But I suppose one ought to turn up, if it is’ only to humour the silly devil!”

Lynne was regarding him with unusual gravity. He, of all men, understood the mentality of the Chinaman, and could see all the potentialities for mischief that vast wealth had given to him.

“If you take my advice, Leggat, you’ll be among the missing tomorrow night,” he said. “Get out of England until I’ve broken up this gang. Take a trip to Canada; there’s a boat leaving tomorrow, and if you hurry you can get your ticket and passport fixed.”

Leggat set down his glass on the table with a bang.

“J’y suis, j’y reste
 ” he said valiantly. “There never was a coolie that could run me out of England, and don’t you forget it, Lynne! I can handle this bird …!”

Clifford Lynne listened without listening, his mind too occupied with the possible consequences which would follow his discovery of the spy-wire to pay much attention to the boastings of his companion. With a final warning he dismissed Leggat, sending him back through the garage by his private taxi. It was then that he went out into the mews, to make a few inquiries, and, discovering that the listener was undoubtedly Major Spedwell, he made an effort to get in touch with Leggat, but without success.

The man’s danger was a very real one; how far would Fing-Su go? A long way, to judge by what had already happened. He drew entirely different conclusions from those which Leggat had drawn from the Joyful Hands. The Lodge meetings might, from the European standpoint, be ridiculous, but they had a deadly significance too.

That afternoon Clifford interviewed a high authority at Scotland Yard, and he went to that most austere of public departments with a letter of introduction from the Foreign Secretary. The interview had been a longer one than he had anticipated, but its first result was to relieve him of his greatest worry. He drove straight from the Yard to Sunningdale, and if he had any perturbation at all it was on account of Mr Ferdinand Leggat. The cottage door was locked and he found Joe curled up on the sofa asleep, and Mr Bray awoke in a spirit of revolt. When Joe Bray began to protest in advance against the folly of shutting himself up like a prisoner, Clifford had a shrewd idea that he was justifying in advance a departure from the strict letter of his instructions.

“It’s bad for me health and it gets on me mind,” said Joe loudly, keeping a guilty eye fixed upon the partner of whom he stood in no little awe.

“You’ve been out!” accused Clifford.

There was really not much harm done if he had been. Nobody in Sunningdale knew Joe and, with the exception of Fing-Su, it was doubtful if there was a person in England who would recognize him.

“I went out to pick a few flowers,” explained Joe. “There is something about flowers, Cliff, that brings a lump into my throat. You can sniff! You’re naturally hard. But to see all them bluebells — —”

“It’s too late for bluebells; you probably mean dandelions,” said Cliff coldly, “or more likely turnips!”

“Bluebells,” insisted Mr Bray with a vigorous nodding of his head. “And nestling under, as it were, the trees. And, Cliff” — he coughed— “I met the dandiest young lady you’ve ever seen!”

Clifford looked at him aghast. Mr Joseph Bray was blushing violently. Was this the iron-souled prospector, the man who had won through from poverty to affluence by a grim disregard of most of the laws that govern Chinese lands and customs? He could only wonder and remain speechless.

“There’s no reason why I shouldn’t have met her,” said Joe defiantly. “I’m not old — not much more than fifty.” He flung the challenge at Cliff’s head, but it was not taken up. “There’s a lot of people that don’t believe I am fifty.”

“You’re a hundred in sin and ten in wisdom,” said Clifford, smiling good-humouredly. “Who was she, Joe?”

“I don’t know. A well-made, nicelooking girl. A bit redheaded, but that shows spirit. What a girl!” He waggled his head ecstatically.

“Well-made — do you mean fat?” asked Clifford brutally.

“Well-made,” evaded the other, “and young. She couldn’t be more than twentyfive. And a wonderful complexion, Cliff. Roses!”

“Rather red?” asked his unromantic companion, and chuckled. “Did you ask her her name?”

“No, I didn’t!” Joe Bray was on his mettle. “It is not good manners askin’ people their name — —”

“If you had, she would have answered ‘Mabel Narth.’”

The older man’s jaw dropped.

“Mabel Narth?” he asked in a hollow whisper. “What, my own niece!”

“She is no more your niece than I am your uncle,” said Clifford. “The tables of consanguinity do not apply. She’s your twenty-third cousin nineteen times removed. She is such a distant cousin that you’ll find it difficult to see her relationship through an ordinary telescope. But, Joe, at your time of life!”

“Fifty,” murmured Joe. “Men of my age are more steady than you young ones.”

“I presume you did not tell her who you were?”

“No; I merely hinted that I’d got a bit of stuff put by!”

“That you were rich, in fact? Did her eyes light up?”

“What do you mean?” demanded Joe, on the defensive.

“You’re a queer devil,” said Clifford. “How is that coolie boy?”

“Almost well. He has been praying all day to be let out, but I didn’t want to let him go before you came.”

“He can skip tonight — he makes me feel homesick for a bamboo rod and the floor of the Yamen! I suppose you know his job was to stifle us? This morning I found the bag of sulphur he was trying to put down the chimney.”

Clifford strolled out to the locked scullery to interview the crestfallen warrior. He did not look very warlike as he sat there with an old blanket round his shoulders. Lynne examined his wound and in a few words dismissed him, and to his surprise the man showed every evidence of relief.

“Let me go before the sun goes down,” he begged, “for I am a stranger in this country, and it is hard for such a man as I to find my way to the great town.”

Something in his manner aroused Clifford’s suspicion, and he remembered Joe’s words.

“Man, you are anxious to leave my house,” he said. “Tell me why.”

The man dropped his eyes sullenly.

“You are afraid.”

Still the native did not look up.

“You are afraid of death — tonight!”

This time his shaft got home, and the Chinaman jerked up his head, blinking at his interrogator with frightened eyes.

“They say of you that you are a devil and read the hearts of men. Now what you say” — there was a certain desperation in his tone— “is very true, for I fear death if I stay in this house tonight.”

Clifford whistled softly.

“At what hour would you die, man?”

“At the second hour after moonrise,” replied the coolie without hesitation, and Clifford nodded.

“I think you can go,” he said, and gave him directions as to how he could travel to London.

Returning to Joe, he repeated the gist of the conversation.

“The grand attack comes tonight. Now what are we to do? ‘Phone into Aldershot for half a battalion, cover ourselves with ignominy, notify the local police and be responsible for the death of these respectable, middle-aged men; or shall we stand the racket ourselves and have a nice, quiet fight?”

The humour of it overcame him, and he sat down laughing silently, his face red, tears in his eyes, and when Clifford Lynne laughed that way there was trouble coming for somebody.

The Slaters’ Cottage and Sunni Lodge were a mile out of Sunningdale and remarkably isolated, though they were a few hundred yards from the Portsmouth Road, which was never wholly deserted. Mr Narth’s nearest neighbour was the Earl of Knowesly, who, however, was only in residence for a little over a month in the year, for he was a northerner who loved Lancashire and was happiest amongst his own people.

Beyond the Slaters’ Cottage in the other direction was the undeveloped property of a land company which was exploiting a new golf course and a residential estate.

“I have an idea they’re going to take a leaf out of my book. Joe. It will be a fight with silencers if Spedwell is in command, and I know now that he is the chief of military staff.”

The evening had turned close and oppressive, and the sun set behind towering masses of cloud. Clifford Lynne employed the last hours of light in paying a visit to Sunni Lodge. He did not go to the house; in the circumstances he thought that Stephen Narth would not be particularly anxious to see him. Instead, he made an unauthorized circuit of the pleasure ground, having caught a glimpse of the girl walking at the far end of the tennis lawn.

Briefly he told her the arrangements he had made for her protection.

“The crisis will be over in a week, I think. I have mildly interested the Foreign Office, and thank heaven I have got Scotland Yard thoroughly worked up!”

She shook her head helplessly.

“I only understand dimly what is the cause of all this trouble,” she said. “It is about the share which Fing-Su wants, isn’t it?”

He nodded.

“Why is that so very important? Mr Narth tried to explain but I am as dense as ever.”

They were pacing through a thin belt of pines that fringed the western boundary of Mr Narth’s little demesne, and were free from the possibility of observation from the house. In a few words he told her of the forty-nine shares.

“I had always realized the possibility of Joe’s doing something eccentric with his money, and the founders’ shares, as we call them — though in reality it would be better to call them the management shares — were issued to keep the control of the business, whatever happened. The original plan was that I was to have twentyfive and Joe was to take twentyfour, and an agreement was drawn up by which it was mutually agreed that the survivor should inherit the shares of the other partner. I had to go to Peking on business; whilst I was there I got a wire from Joe asking if I minded the old man Fing-Su having a few shares. Unfortunately, before I left Siantan I had given Joe a general power of attorney, and I returned to discover that this wicked old man had not only given the chief nine, but he had divided the other forty equally.”

She nodded, at last understanding.

“But sorely, Mr — Clifford, that trouble is over? You have the majority of the shares and you need not sell or give away the one which makes all the difference?”

Clifford smiled wryly.

“Joe, with the greatest ingenuity, maintained the clause which provided that if either of us died his shares should go to the survivor,” he said significantly. “Fing-Su has a double chance. He may induce me, by methods which I have anticipated, to part with the share which gives him control of the company; or he may — —” He did not conclude the sentence.

“He may bring about your death,” she said simply, and he nodded.

“He has reached the point now,” he went on, “where he cannot succeed, because, if I were to be killed this night, Fing-Su would be automatically arrested tomorrow. But, clever as he is, he is a Chinaman and reasons like a Chinaman. That is why he will fall down. He has great visions toned with a sense of infallibility — he cannot imagine failure.”

They paced in silence for fully a minute, and then she asked:

“If he managed to get me…in his power — that sounds awfully melodramatic, doesn’t it? — what difference would that make — really?”

“I should pay,” he said quietly, “and he knows I should pay.”

She felt the blood come into her cheeks and tried to appear unconcerned.

“You are under no obligation to me, Mr Lynne,” she said, in a low voice. “I had already decided to tell you…now that Mr Bray is alive … that I do not wish to marry you. I promised Mr Narth because — well, it was necessary for him that I should be married.”

It required a great effort for her to say this, a greater effort than she had ever dreamt. The discovery struck her with a sense of dismay. To rehearse such a speech in the privacy of her room was an easy matter, but now as she spoke, it was as if every word cut away from her the newly built foundations of life. She looked up at him; he was searching her face.

“And there is no need — for you to marry, either.”

She shook her head in anticipation of his answer.

“‘To carry on the line’ — no,” he said, and her heart sank. “To satisfy the curious mind of Joseph Bray, Esquire — no! Not one of the arguments remains which brought me on this mad trip to England and turned me from a decent member of society into a bearded hobo! You’re right there. But there is yet a very excellent reason why I should marry you.”

He put his arm round her gently, and drew her towards him, and yet he did not kiss her. His grave eyes were looking into hers, and she read the words he did not say, the thought he did not utter, and found she was trembling from head to foot. A deep rumble of thunder came from the distance and that broke the spell. With a sigh he stepped back, dropped his hands on her shoulders and held her at arms’ length.

“There will be a marriage in this family on Friday,” he said briefly, and only then did he stoop and kiss her.

The first ghostly gleam of lightning paled the pine tops as he came whistling down the drive to the Slaters’ Cottage.

“A night of storm, Joseph?” he said cheerfully, as he came into the sittingroom. “Have you turned loose the hired assassin?”

Joe hastily concealed the paper he had been writing.

“Making a new will?”

Mr Bray coughed, and a horrible suspicion came to his partner; a suspicion that amounted to a certainty.

Once, many years before, Joe, with great humming and hawing, had confessed a gentle weakness and had even offered for his criticism an exercise-book stained with his fancy.

“You’re not writing poetry, are you, Joe?” he asked in a hushed voice.

“No, I’m not,” said Joe loudly. “Gosh! That was a good one!”

The crash of thunder overhead set the little cottage shivering, and even as he spoke the blue flicker of lightning hit the woods.

“The very heavens are aflame,” said Joe poetically.

“It is your turn to fry the sausages,” retorted his more practical friend, and they adjourned to the little kitchen together to prepare the evening meal.

The storm lasted an hour, but it was evident that what they had experienced was merely the forerunner. By nine o’clock it was black as a winter night, and every horizon was lit with distant lightning. Clifford had fastened the shutters, and four sporting rifles were at hand on the sofa.

“Reminds me of one of them storms you get up there on the lake,” said Joe, “and the worst I was ever in was up in Harbin in ‘86 — before any of you birds had poked your nose outside the reservations.”

He looked at the writing table where he had been engaged in his literary labours and sighed heavily.

“As far as I can make out, she is a third cousin,” said Joe. “Her father’s sister married my aunt’s son.”

“What the devil are you talking about?” asked Clifford in astonishment.

“Her,” said Mr Bray briefly.

It was evident that Mabel had made a very deep impression upon this susceptible heart.

“I hope this storm won’t frighten her — girls get scared with storms…”

“For my part, I would rather have it tonight than tomorrow,” said Clifford as he made for the kitchen. “If we are to be drowned, I would rather be drowned by moonlight!”

Joe Bray came after him to the kitchen.

“What’s this stuff about getting drowned?” he asked nervously. “Where are we going?”

“Down to the sea in a ship,” said Clifford as he speared a sausage from the pantry slab.
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Miss Mabel Narth was not the kind of girl to be frightened by a thunderstorm. Whilst her more sensitive sister cowered in the coal-cellar, Mabel knitted furiously in the drawingroom, confiding to her companion the curious adventure of the morning.

“Some people would say he was old, but I would call him a fine figure of a man, and he is enormously rich, my dear.”

Mabel professed to be twentyfive. She was plump, and not especially popular with the bright young men who danced with her, played tennis with her, sometimes dined with her, but studiously refrained from asking her the all-important question. In her life she had had two proposals: one from an impossible young gentleman to whom she had been introduced at a dance, and who subsequently proved to be an actor who played very small parts in very important West End musical comedies, and the other from a business associate of her father’s who was still in mourning for his second wife when he made a timid bid for a third.

“I like men who have sown their wild oats, Joan,” said Mabel firmly, blinking rapidly as a vivid flash of lightning momentarily blinded her. “Will you pull the curtains, my dear?”

Joan had never known her so affable, and was curious to discover the identity of the stranger who had made so deep an impression.

“Young men you can never trust; they’re so thoughtless. But a mature man …and fearfully rich! He told me he tried to buy up Lord Knowesley’s estate. He is negotiating for a house in Park Lane, and he has three Rolls cars, my dear — just think of it, three!”

“But who is he Mabel?”

Here Mabel was at a loss, for in her maidenly modesty she had not pried too closely into the identity of her pleasant acquaintance.

“He is living somewhere in the neighbourhood. I think he must have rented a house at Sunningdale.”

“How old is he?”

Mabel considered.

“About fifty,” she said, unconsciously giving support to Mr Bray’s miscalculation. “Bless this storm!” She did not mean ‘bless’! “Do, please, run down into the cellar, Joan, and see if that foolish child is all right.”

Joan found the ‘foolish child’ sitting in a basket chair with a newspaper over her head, and Letty refused either to be sensible or to change her habitation.

When she got back to the drawingroom Mabel greeted her with a staggering question.

“Has that awful boy of yours got a visitor?”

For a second Joan did not understand her. She had never thought of Clifford Lynne in these terms.

“‘Boy’? You mean Mr Lynne?”

And then she gasped. Mabel had been talking about Joe Bray! She was too startled to laugh, and could only look openmouthed at the plump girl. Happily, the eldest daughter of Stephen Narth, intent on her knitting, did not observe the sensation she had caused.

“I wondered, because he walked off in the direction of the Slaters’ Cottage. It struck me afterwards that it was quite possible he was staying with this Lynne man, who is rich, I suppose, and must have a lot of rich friends.”

Joan did not venture an answer. She could not tell the girl who was her newly-discovered interest without betraying Clifford, but she wondered what would be Mabel’s attitude if she knew the truth.

It was nearly ten o’clock and Mr Narth had not yet returned from town, when they heard a gentle tap at the door. The storm had subsided, though the thunder was still growling, and Joan went out, to find a rain-spotted envelope in the wire letterbox. It was addressed to ‘Miss Mabel,’ and she carried her find back to the girl. Mabel seized the letter, tore open the envelope and extracted a large and considerably blotted sheet of paper. She read and her eyes sparkled.

“Poetry, Joan!” she said breathlessly.

“How strange is life! We come and go,

And the nicest people we do not know,

Until they dorn like the beautiful sun,

An experience which comes to everyone.

Even to a man of fifty-one.”

There was no signature. Mabel’s eyes were gleaming.

“How perfectly terribly romantic!” she exclaimed. “He must have dropped it in the letterbox with his own hand.”

She sprang up from her chair, went into the hall and opened the door. It was very dark, but she thought she saw a figure moving down the drive. The rain had ceased. Should she run after him? Would it be a ladylike action, she wondered? Would it not indeed come within the category of ‘chasing,’ literally and figuratively? The excuse was ready made for an excursion down the drive, for at this hour Joan usually went out with the letters — there was a postal box just outside the gate.

Hesitating no more, she walked quickly down the path, her heart beating pleasurably. Turning the elbow of the little road, she stopped. Nobody was in sight; she must have been mistaken.

And then there came to her an eerie sensation of fear that made her flesh go cold. She turned to run, and had taken two steps when a fusty blanket was suddenly thrown over her head, a big hand stifled her screams, and she fainted…

Joan waited in the drawingroom until the slamming of the door brought her into the hall. The wind had blown the door close, and she opened it wide and peered out into the storm.

Two successive flashes of lightning showed her that the drive was empty.

“Mabel!”

She called the girl at the top of her voice, but no answer came.

Joan’s heart sank.

She ran back to the drawingroom and rang the bell for the butler; he was a slow-moving man, and as she waited patiently for his coming she remembered the black ‘plum’ that Clifford had given to her. It was a weapon of some kind, and she flew up the stairs and was back by the time the servant had arrived.

“Miss Mabel gone out? She’ll come back, miss.”

He glanced nervously at the open door. The lightning came in fluttering spasms.

“No, miss, I’m sorry — I don’t like lightning.”

“Come with me,” commanded the girl, and ran out of the house; but she went alone. The butler went as far as the front door, and felt that he was not called upon by the laws which govern butlers to go any farther.
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Lynne was sitting in the doorway of the cottage, a rifle across his knees, when Joe came back, the rays of his lamp advertising his presence long before he himself was in sight.

“Where the dickens have you been?” asked Clifford in astonishment. “I thought you were asleep!”

“Just went for a stroll,” said Joe airily. “I slipped out at the back door…there’s nobody about.”

“Well, you can slip in at the front door,” said Clifford severely. “In all probability the wood is full of Chinese cutthroats.”

“Ridic’lous!” murmured Joe as he passed.

“It may be ridic’lous,” Clifford called over his shoulder, “but anything more ridiculous than you lying in a Sunningdale wood with your aged throat cut, I can’t imagine.”

“Fifty-one!” exploded Joe from the passage. “Everybody knows that!”

It was not a moment when Clifford Lynne felt he could debate the question of Mr Bray’s age with any great profit. In the course of the evening he had made several excursions into the wood and had found nothing of a suspicious character. The cottage could be approached from the south by way of a new road that had been cut through the estate company’s property, and to guard against surprise from this direction he had suspended, on a blackened string, a number of little bells that he had bought in London that day, though the never-ending grumble and crack of the thunder made it extremely doubtful whether this warning would reach him. The lightning played vividly in the sky as he sat on the doorstep, alert and waiting. Once Joe began to sing, and he silenced him with an angry growl.

Eleven o’clock was striking when he heard a firm step on the gravel, coming from the direction of the road, and stood up,

There was nothing furtive in the stranger’s approach. He walked boldly down the centre of the road, and Clifford heard the tap of a stick. Whoever the newcomer was, he needed no light to show him the way, and after a while the watcher saw his shape distinctly. He turned from the road and came straight to the cottage, and now Lynne challenged him.

“Have no fear. I am alone!”

It was Fing-Su.

“Stand where you are!” said Clifford harshly, “And since when have I been afraid of Chinese traders?”

The newcomer had halted and Clifford heard him laugh. He smelt something, a penetrating aroma, pungent but not unpleasant.

“Pardon me,” said Fing-Su politely. “I put that rather awkwardly, I am afraid. What I meant to convey was that I had called for a friendly talk. I understand that some of my hot-headed young men, quite without my knowledge, paid you a little attention last night. I have chastized them. Nobody knows better than you, Mr Lynne, that they are the veriest children. They thought I had been insulted — —”

“Who is that?” It was Joe Bray’s voice, speaking from the livingroom.

Clifford turned savagely and silenced him. Had Fing-Su heard? And if he had, did he recognize the voice? Apparently he did not.

“You have a friend staying with you? I think that is wise,” he said in the same courteous tone. “As I was remarking — —”

“Listen! I’m not going to waste my time with that monkey stuff. Fing-Su, you’re getting to the end of your rope.”

“It is a long rope,” said Fing-Su, “and it covers a wide area. You are a fool, Lynne, not to throw in your lot with me. In five years I shall be the most powerful man in China.”

“You’ll conquer China, will you?” asked the other sardonically. “And Europe, too, perhaps?”

“Perhaps,” said Fing-Su. “You have no vision, my friend. Do you not see that with our preponderant man-strength all the wars of the future will be decided by our race? A professional yellow army will decide the fate of Europe. A great mercenary army — think of it, Lynne — to be bargained for and sold to the highest bidder. An army that sits everlastingly on the threshold of Europe!”

“What do you want now?” asked Clifford brusquely.

Fing-Su had a trick of conveying reproach by his very intonation, and now he replied in a hurt tone:

“Is it necessary that we should be enemies, Mr Lynne? I have no feeling against you. All I wish is to buy from you at a reasonable price a founders’ share in the company—”

The coolness of the request momentarily struck Clifford dumb. It aroused in him also a sudden feeling of apprehension. Fing-Su would not dare advance such an iniquitous request unless he had the wherewithal to bargain.

“And what do you propose giving me in exchange?” he asked slowly, and heard the quick intake of the other’s breath.

“A thing very precious to you, Mr Lynne.” He spoke deliberately. “You have a friend in your house and evidently he can hear, and I am not prepared to make a statement before a witness. Will you come a little way up the road with me?”

“Walk ahead,” said Clifford curtly, and, turning, Fing-Su went before him.

Within a few yards of the main road the Chinaman stopped and turned.

“There is a lady — —” he began.

Lynne’s hand shot out and gripped him by his coat. Something hard pressed against the Chinaman’s waistcoat.

“You’ve got Joan Bray, have you?” demanded Cliff through his teeth. “You’ve got her! Is that what you’re trying to say?”

“There is no need for heroics — —” began Fing-Su.

“Tell me where she is.”

“I am sorry you take this view,” said Fing-Su, regret in his voice, “and as you threaten me I have no course to follow but — —”

He took off his hat as though to cool his heated head and looked into its interior.

Suddenly from its crown, with a fierce hiss, came a thick spray of liquid that drenched Clifford’s face.

Pure ammonia, stifling, blinding …!

In his agony his pistol fell with a clatter to the ground, and the Chinaman, with a quick thrust of his head, sent him sprawling. Kneeling by his side, Fing-Su thrust his hand into the inside of Clifford’s waistcoat. He felt a crackle — a paper was sewn there.

And then came a diversion; the sound of footsteps, flying down the road — a woman, he saw, with his keen eyes that could penetrate the blackest gloom of night. Instinct saved Joan Bray. As she turned into the lane she stopped suddenly, conscious of the huddled figure on the ground.

“Who is that?” she asked.

At the sound of her voice Fing-Su leapt to his feet with a squeal of rage.

“Miss Bray!”

She recognized him, and for a moment was petrified with fright, then, as he leapt at her, she raised her hand in the desperation of terror and flung the thing she had been carrying. The black ball dropped short of Fing-Su, but fell on the ground at his feet.

There was a dull explosion, and instantly the road, the wood, the very Slaters’ Cottage, were illuminated by the light of the magnesium bomb. In a panic the Chinaman turned and plunged into the wood and a second later was lost to sight. On and on he ran blindly, until he came to a low hedge which separated him from the road. Near at hand a motorcar was drawn up by the side of the road, its lights dimmed. He stopped only long enough to lift out a stout and swooning girl and bundle her on to the roadside, and then the car sped furiously towards Egham.

A quarter of an hour later a search party went out to look for Mabel Narth, and it was Joe Bray who had the fortune to find her. And to comfort her.
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Fing-Su sat cross-legged on a divan in his over-furnished and over-scented office. The hour was four, and the roofs and steeples of East London showed black against the dawn.

At such an hour do the great men of China grant their audiences, and Fing-Su, in his flowered silk robe, his silken trousers and white felt boots, wore upon his head the insignia of a rank to which he had no title.

Between his lips was a long, thick-stemmed pipe with a microscopic bowl, but it was tobacco that he was smoking.

A heavyeyed little Chinese girl-woman sat on her heels in a corner of the room, watching him and ready to replenish the pipe or tea cup which stood at his elbow. Squatting at his feet was an unhealthy-looking Chinaman in European dress, his big derby hat deposited on the floor by his side.

Fing-Su lifted the handleless tea cup from the low table by his side and drank noisily.

“Of all men in this evil country I have sought out you, Li Fu,” he said, setting down the cup. “I shall pay you well and there will be a great cumskaw in addition. Your name has been spoken to me because of your boldness and because you know this town so much better than I, who have spent all my years at college.”

He used the phrase which literally means ‘Forest of Pencils.’

If Li Fu felt any uneasiness, the inscrutable, pockmarked face did not show it.

“There is a law in this country which is very hard on foreigners,” he said. “By such a law I may be taken and put upon a ship and sent to China. Already I have spent three months in a prison where no man can speak to another. And, Fing-Su, in China I am a dead man, as you know, for Tuchun of Lanchow has sworn to hang my head in a basket over the gate of the city.”

Fing-Su smoked delicately, drawing at the tasteless tobacco and sending forth big blue rings of smoke to the scarlet-raftered ceiling.

“All China is not Lanchow,” he said, “and there will be changes. Who knows that you may not be Tuchun yourself some day? My friends will be well rewarded. There will be ‘squeeze’ for you, not ‘cash’ or copper or mex dollar, but gold. I know a place where there is a statue made of gold…”

He spoke of Urga, that Mongolian Mecca, where shrines are of solid gold and there is a great golden figure of Buddha, and in the cellars of the living Buddha a treasure beyond computation.

Li Fu listened apparently unmoved, his mind vacillating between the ungilded gates of Pentonville Prison and the reward he was offered. He was not a poor man as Chinamen went, but his compatriot had offered him an immediate fortune.

“You have the felicity of owning a white wife,” Fing-Su went on in his thin voice. “It would be a simple matter and none would know.”

Li Fu looked up.

“Why do you come to me? For I am not a member of your tong. And you have hundreds of men who are like slaves to you!”

Fing-Su tapped the ashes from his pipe, declined with a gesture its replenishment, and sat back in the silken cushions behind him.

“The Sage has said, ‘The slave must be ordered and the master will be served,’” he quoted. “I cannot stand behind each man and say ‘Do this.’ If I said, ‘Li Fu has offended me, let him die,’ you would be dead, because it is easy to take life. But in this other man I require wisdom and cunning or nothing will save my face.”

Li Fu considered the matter, twiddling his thumbs, his nimble mind busy. This was something more profitable than the smuggling of cocaine, his staple industry, a quicker way to fortune than the rake-off of coppers from a forbidden game of fantan. His wife, who was not exactly white but white enough, was very competent to play the part which his employer had assigned, had indeed already rented the premises which he had intended should mask a more nefarious trade than millinery.

Fing-Su knew of that projected showroom in Fitzroy Square; he knew of Li Fu’s connection, for the secrets of the little Chinese underworld came to him in the shape of gossip.

“You will pay first,” said Li Fu, and there followed a gentle but conventional wrangle, for no two Chinamen have ever struck a bargain on the first price offered.

At the end Li Fu was dismissed.

The man who entered from the little anteroom was not unused to being kept waiting by his employer, but the interview had lasted longer than he expected, and Major Spedwell was tired and not in the best of tempers.

“Well, have you settled things?” he asked shortly.

Fing-Su surveyed him through half-closed eyes.

“Yes; it was inevitable,” he said.

“You think you will get the girl without fuss? I don’t.” Spedwell sank down into a chair and lit a cigar. “You’re monkeying with a big thing, and I’m not so sure that even now we’re going to get through the next twelve hours without trouble,” he said. “Lynne has pulled in Scotland Yard — —”

“Scotland Yard!” murmured the other with a derisive smile.

“There’s nothing to grin about,” snapped Spedwell. “These birds, when they move at all, move quickly. I’ve been shadowed all day.”

Fing-Su sat up suddenly.

“You?”

Spedwell nodded.

“I thought that would interest you. And I’ll tell you something else. Miss Bray is pretty certain to be shadowed. Leggat has spilt more than we know — what are you going to do about him?” he asked abruptly.

Fing-Su shrugged his silken shoulders.

“Let him slide,” he said indifferently.

Spedwell chewed at the cigar, his eyes upon the whitening windows.

“The Yard are up and doing,” he said significantly. “That fellow Lynne captured — do you think he talked?”

“Possibly.” Impatience and weariness were in Fing-Su’s voice. “At any rate, I have decided to deal with him in the manner you know. This country stifles me!” He rose and began walking up and down the room. “So many things would be simple — in China! Lynne — where would he be? A headless body carried out and left in the Gobi Desert — or, wearing a soldier’s uniform, in some old moat. This woman interests me.”

He stopped and pulled at his thin lip.

“Miss Bray?”

“Yes…She is pretty, I suppose? Yes, pretty.” He nodded. “I should like to see her in the dress of our women. And that would be terrible for Lynne. To know that somewhere in China — in an inaccessible place, with my armies between him and her — —”

Spedwell rose slowly to his, feet, an ugly look on his face.

“You can cut that little dream out of your repertoire, Fing-Su,” he said coldly. “No harm must come to that girl — not that kind of harm.”

Fing-Su was smiling.

“My dear Spedwell, how amusing! What queer values you English-speaking folk place on your women that you would jeopardize an immense fortune — I was joking. She is nothing to me. I would surrender all the women in the world rather than lose your help and friendship.”

But Spedwell’s uneasiness was not so readily dispelled. He knew just when and why his services would be dispensed with, for the hour was near at hand when Fing-Su would make a clean cut of many of those trammelling influences which surrounded and hampered him. And, knowing, he was prepared.

“How are things shaping in China?” he asked.

“The hour is near,” said the Chinaman in a low voice. “The two armies have come to an agreement. Wei-pa-fu will move down from Harbin, Chi-sa-lo has concentrated within striking distance of Peking. It is purely a question of money. The guns have been landed — but I need not have sent them. Shells and equipment is all that Wei-pa-fu requires. If I could get control of the concession reserve it would be easy. But the generals want their ‘squeeze’ — four millions would make me Emperor of China.”

Spedwell stroked his little black moustache thoughtfully.

“And how much would keep you Emperor?” he asked, but Fing-Su was unconcerned.

“Once there, I shall be difficult to move,” he said. “The granting of concessions to the Powers will identify them with my reign…”

Spedwell listened and wondered at the calm confidence of this merchant’s son who planned to buy a place on the throne which the Mings and the Manchus had won by their valour. And all the time he was speaking the world grew lighter and the grim outlines of the Conqueror’s Tower, wherein so much ambition had died, rose into shape with the broadening of the day.
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Mr Stephen Narth had been detained in town all night, and for once his daughter did an unselfish thing.

“There is no sense in worrying father,” she told her hysterical sister. “And Mr Joseph says that no harm was intended me — these wretched people mistook me for Joan.”

“‘Joseph’ — is he Jewish?” asked Letty, curiosity overcoming alarm.

“He doesn’t look it,” was the noncommittal reply.

It happened that Clifford did not see the girl either on her rescue or during the following morning. Only too well he knew that Mabel had been mistaken for her distant cousin, and he grew more and more uneasy. His first call on his arrival in town was at Scotland Yard, and here he received the gratifying intelligence that a number of officers had been detailed to watch Sunni Lodge.

“You’ll be wanting somebody to look after you!” said the officer with a smile when Clifford told him of the ammonia attack. “That ammonia spray in the hat is an old trick, by the way.”

Clifford nodded.

“I’m not proud of myself,” he said.

“As far as Miss Bray is concerned,” said the superintendent, “I have already sent a man to Sunningdale with orders to follow her wherever she goes. He has just ‘phoned me to say that the Narths’ car is out of order and he will have no difficulty in keeping her under observation.”

“Thank the Lord for that!” said Cliff fervently, and went back to his house to arrange the details of the search he was making that night.

At five o’clock that afternoon he telephoned through to the Slaters’ Cottage. Joe Bray’s voice answered him.

“I’ve just been having a talk on the ‘phone with Joan,” said Joe. “Mark this, that girl’s got brains! I asked her how old she thought I was, and what do you think she said — —”

“Don’t tell me,” begged Clifford. “I’d hate to think she was insincere. Now listen: you’re to be here at eleven o’clock. You’ll have a visit from two or three men round about nine. They are Scotland Yard detectives and their job is to keep an eye on Sunni Lodge. As soon as they arrive, you skip — you understand?”

“She said to me,” continued Joe, a tremor of sentiment in his voice, “‘Mabel seems to like you’ — those were her very words—’she seems to like you.’”

“She’ll have no rival,” said Clifford unpleasantly. “Did you hear what I said, you crazy old hen?”

“I heard you,” said Joe quite unruffled. “Listen, Cliff: she said — Joan, I mean—’I’ve never known Mabel to be so interested in anybody — —’”

“At eleven o’clock,” persisted Clifford.

“At all times — that’s what Joan said — —”

“And don’t call up Joan Bray any more. One of the servants, or Narth, or, worse still, one of the daughters may discover who you are,” said Clifford, “and then it will be a case of ‘Goodbye, Mabel.’”

“I’m not likely to call her up: she’s gone to town. And listen, Cliff, she said — —”

“Gone to town?”

The news startled the younger man, but before he could question his partner, Bray went on:

“She’s gone up to buy some dresses. That Narth ain’t so bad, Cliff. Told her she could spend up to the limit. He’s not a bad scout, old Stephen.”

Clifford hung up the receiver thoughtfully. Generosity and Stephen Narth were such complete strangers that his suspicions were aroused.

When Joan Bray was ushered into her relative’s private office she also was a little doubtful as to what condition might be attached to Stephen’s largess. It was natural in her that she should wish to go to this strange husband that had been chosen for her with some material equipment. Even the beggar maid would not come empty-handed to Cophetua, but would spend her days gathering a poor and decent wardrobe to replace her rags. And Joan was singularly deficient in the matter of clothing. Mr Narth was not an extravagant man, and she had subsisted for three years on two evening frocks. A fine character should be superior to the mundane considerations of clothing, but when a fine mind has as its host a shapely body, it may be excused the lapse of a desire for suitable covering.

Mr Stephen Narth was sitting at his desk with his head in his long hands, and he looked up with a start and stared at her as she entered the room. In a week an extraordinary change had come over him, she thought. He had grown haggard, nervous, ready to start at the slightest sound. He was a man who at the best of times was easily irritated, but now, as the click of the door announced her presence, she thought he had some difficulty in suppressing an exclamation of fear.

“Oh! You! It is you, is it, Joan?” he said breathlessly. “Sit down, won’t you?”

He unlocked a drawer of his desk after two attempts — his hand shook so that he could not fit the key — and took out a black cashbox.

“We’ve got to do this thing in style, Joan.” His voice was shrill; the man was on edge, she saw. “Must get you married in the way old Joe would like, eh? You didn’t tell the girls what I wanted you for?”

She shook her head.

“That’s right. They would have wanted to come up and buy things as well, and I can’t afford it.”

From the box he took a pad of notes and, without counting, laid them before her.

“Get everything you want, my dear — nothing but the best. There’s only one favour I would like to ask you.” He stared out of the window, not meeting her eyes. “You know, Joan, I have interests in — queer sorts of ventures. I finance this and that and the other in a little way, and I have more fingers in more pies than people imagine.” He passed his hand nervously across his chin, his eyes still on the window, and she wondered what was coming next. “I’ve put a whole lot of money into a dressmaking business — Madame Ferroni, 704, Fitzroy Square.” His voice had grown suddenly husky. “It’s not a very pretentious place; in fact, it’s a suite on the third floor; but I’d like you to buy some of your gowns from Madame.”

“Why, surely, Mr Narth,” she said, a little amused.

“Go there first,” said Stephen, still looking past her. “If she hasn’t got what you want you needn’t buy it. I’ve half promised I’d send you there, and it will be good for me too, though the business is a flourishing one.”

He wrote the address on a card and pushed it across the table to her.

“Don’t think because it’s a poor-looking place that she hasn’t got the dresses you want,” he continued. “And Joan, I’m rather fussy about little things. Don’t keep cabs waiting, my dear; they eat up money, and dressmakers keep you a long time. Always pay off the cabman when you go into a dressmaker’s, Joan; you can generally get another without any trouble. No, no, don’t count the money, it doesn’t matter. If you want more you must ask and I will let you have it. Goodbye.”

His face was as white as death, his eyes held an apprehension which almost terrified her. She took the cold, clammy hand and shook it, but he stopped her thanks brusquely.

“Go to Madame Ferroni’s first, won’t you? I promised her you would.”

The door closed on her and he gave her time to get out of the building, and then he walked to the door and locked it. As he did so, the second door which led to the boardroom opened slowly and Fing-Su came in. Stephen Narth turned, a glare of hate in his eyes.

“Well, I’ve done it,” he jerked. “If any harm comes to that girl, Fing-Su — —”

Fing-Su smiled broadly and flicked a speck of invisible dust from his well-fitting morning coat.

“No harm will come to her, my dear man,” he said in his soft, suave way. “It is merely a move in the great game. A tactical point gained, that the strategical plan may be brought to complete success.”

Narth was fingering the telephone.

“I’ve a good mind to stop her,” he said huskily. “I could call Lynne and he would get there first.”

Fing-Su smiled again, and his eye did not leave the telephone and the nervous hand that played with the receiver.

“That would be a catastrophe for you, Mr Narth,” he said. “You owe us fifty thousand pounds which you can never repay.”

“Never repay?” snarled the other. “You seem to forget that I’m the heir of Joe Bray.”

The Chinaman showed his white teeth in a humorous grin.

“An heirship is not of very much value until the testator dies,” he said.

“But Joe Bray is dead!” gasped the other.

“Joe Bray,” said Fing-Su coolly, as he tapped a cigarette upon a golden box he had taken from his waistcoat pocket, “is very much alive. In fact, I heard him with my own ears last night!”
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With no other thought save one of perplexity at Stephen Narth’s changed appearance, Joan went forth on a mission which would have been dear to any woman but was especially pleasing to her in the circumstances. She counted the money as she sat in the taxi: there was £320 — an enormous sum to one who had never owned more than ten pounds in her life.

Madame Ferroni’s address she had given to the driver, and for the next ten minutes she was interested in the skill with which he threaded his way through the traffic, worked round the blocks at every busy street crossing, till he reached the comparative freedom of the Euston Road.

Fitzroy Square has a peculiar character of its own; its proximity to the West End trading centres has saved it from the indignity which has befallen so many of the obscure squares of London and has converted fine old Queen Anne houses into tenements. It boasted a restaurant of some reputation, a dancing club or two, and numerous business offices.

The doorpost of No. 704 was almost entirely covered with brass plates announcing the variegated professions and trades which were carried on behind its open doorway. Painted at the top were the words: “Madame Ferroni, Modiste, 3rd floor back.” The paint, she noticed, was still wet.

She had dismissed the cabman to satisfy the frugal views of her relation, and mounting the stairs she came at last, a little out of breath but elated with the exhilarating character of her visit, to a door on which, also newly painted, was the dressmaker’s name. She knocked, and was immediately admitted. The woman who opened the door to her was dark-faced and forbidding. She was dressed in black, and this emphasized her sallow complexion. Hers was a complexion distinct from the normal darkness of European races; there were faint, livid shadows under her eyes; her lips were thick, her nose a little squat. She was unquestionably a half caste. The slant eyes, the yellow tinge to her skin, marked her unmistakably to a student of ethnology — but Joan was not such a student.

This would not have alarmed the girl but for the fact that the room into which she was ushered was almost empty and the door that closed upon her was immediately locked. There was an inner door of baize, and this also the woman fastened.

Joan looked round a room bare except for a big wardrobe, a settee and a tea table which had been laid, and the kettle on which was steaming. Of dresses there was none, unless they were in the wardrobe, which, she saw, was a fixture.

“Please do not be alarmed, Miss Bray,” said the sallow woman, with an effort at amiability which made her plain face even more unprepossessing. “I do not keep my dresses here; this is where I interview my clients.”

“Why did you fasten the door?” asked the girl, and although she summoned her reserves of courage to her aid, she felt the colour leaving her face.

Madame Ferroni cringed double in her anxiety to preserve the confidence of her visitor.

“I do not wish to be interrupted while I have a very important client, Miss Bray,” she said. “You see, miss, your uncle, Mr Narth, put all his money into this business and I wish to please him. It is natural! I have the dresses at my shop in Savoy Street, and we will go there at once and you shall choose what you wish. But first I wanted to have a little talk with you — to obtain ideas of your requirements.”

She spoke with a certain precision, almost as though she were reciting passages which she had committed to memory.

“You must join me in a cup of tea,” she went on. “This tea habit is one which I have acquired since I came to this country.”

Joan was not especially interested in habits, except the habit of locked doors that remained fastened.

“Madame Ferroni — I am afraid I cannot stay now. I will come back later.”

Joan pulled open the green baize, but the key had been taken from the lock of the outer door.

“Certainly, if you wish,” Madame Ferroni had a trick of shrugging one shoulder. “But you realize that if I do not please you I may lose my job?”

She had the awkwardness of a foreigner making tea, and now poured forth the strong dark-brown liquid, treated it over-generously with milk, and handed the cup to the girl. She had need of stimulant, but would have welcomed a glass of water, for her mouth had gone dry with fear, and she found an increasing difficulty in speaking.

One thought was at the back of her mind — she must not let the woman know she was afraid, or that she suspected there was anything unusual in this method of receiving a possible client. She stirred the tea and drank eagerly, as Madame took the key from the table and, walking slowly to the door, slipped it in the lock and turned it. She turned it twice, once to open and once to close it again, but of this fact Joan was unaware.

“Now I will put on my hat and we will go,” said Madame Ferroni, accompanying her words by lifting down a huge black hat from a peg on the wall. “I do not like Fitzroy Square; it is so dull. And as I told Mr Narth, clients will not climb three flights of stairs to try on pretty dresses…”

The cup dropped from Joan’s fingers and smashed to splinters. With the litheness of a tiger, Madame leapt suddenly across the room and, catching the dazed girl as she swayed, lowered her gently to the floor.

As she did so there came a thunderous knock at the outer door, and Madame Ferroni’s face went green.

“Anybody here?”

There was authority in the tone, and the woman stood trembling, her hand on the key.

Again came the summons.

“Open the door; I can see the key on the inside,” said the voice.

Turning swiftly, Madame opened the wall-wardrobe and lifted out the loose bottom. There were eight inches of space between the floor of the room and the baseboard of the cupboard, and, lifting the limp figure of Joan, she laid her in the dusty cavity. Replacing the loose bottom, she closed and locked the wardrobe, took the girl’s tea cup and saucer, and, pushing open the window, flung them out into the little backyard. A swift glance round, and, walking to the door, she turned the key and flung it open.

A man was standing on the landing. Madame’s knowledge of the police was more than academical, and that this was a Scotland Yard man she knew. She had a tawny husband who had been snatched from her by such a man as this. She half recognized the caller but did not remember his name.

“Hallo!” he asked. “Where is Miss Bray?”

“Miss —— ?” The woman frowned as though she had not heard the name aright.

“Miss Bray. She came in here five minutes ago.”

Madame Ferroni smiled and shook her head.

“You are mistaken,” she said. “Nobody has been here but me.”

The detective walked into the room and looked around. He saw the table and the solitary cup.

“What is in that cupboard?”

“Nothing — would you like to see it?” asked Madame sarcastically, and added: “May I ask who you are?”

“I am Detective-Sergeant Long of Scotland Yard,” said the other. “You know who I am — I raided your house two years ago and pinched your Chinese husband for peddling dope. Open that cupboard.”

With her one-shouldered shrug ‘Madame Ferroni’ threw open the doors. The floorboard was in place; not for an instant did it occur to the detective to wonder what occupied the space between that and the floor.

“Has she been and gone?” he asked. “Is that what you’re telling me?”

“I don’t know of whom you speak.”

From his pocket he took a small card, bearing the address written in Stephen Narth’s hand — he had followed the taxi to Fitzroy Square, had intercepted the driver and taken the card from him.

“You call yourself Madame Ferroni now, don’t you?”

She nodded. And then came an inspiration.

“There is another Madame Ferroni, on the top floor,” she said. “It is very awkward having two names similar in the same building. That is why I am not staying.”

The detective looked at her sharply and hesitated.

“I’ll try the next floor,” he said. “You wait here. If I find nothing upstairs, you’ll go a little walk with me.”

She closed the door behind him. There was a small house telephone in a corner of the room. She lifted this, pushed the button and began speaking in a low, earnest tone. In the meantime the detective had reached the head of the stairs. He saw only one room, that immediately facing him, and he rapped at the door.

A man’s shrill voice said “Come in,” and, unsuspecting, he pushed open the door and walked into the apartment.

The thick derby hat he was wearing saved his life, for the heavy club that came down on his head would have killed him. He staggered under the blow; somebody hit him sideways with a bottle, and he went down to the floor like a log.
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Joan Bray came to consciousness with a sensation that something was hammering at regular and too frequent intervals on the crown of her head, and with every blow she winced. It was a long time before she realized that she was alone, and that the hammering came from within…

There was a sort of earthenware sink in a corner of the room. No windows, but a skylight in the roof, through which she saw the dull light of a rainy day. Mostly she concentrated her mind upon the sink and the tarnished brass tap, from which ran a steady trickle of water.

Dragging herself to her feet, she swayed and could hardly have maintained her balance but for the support of the wall; and now, with great labour and with her head throbbing at every step she took, she reached the tap, turned it and, first cupping her hands to catch the stream, she slaked her appalling thirst. Then she did what most women would have hesitated to do — she put her head under the cold stream, thankful that, in a moment of modernism, she had allowed herself to be shingled. Wringing the water from her hair, she stood upright. The pains in her head had diminished, and her immediate and prosaic requirement was a towel. She found one hanging on a roller, clean and new, and had a dim idea that it must have been put there specially for her use. By the time she had roughly dried herself, her mind was nearer normality. This room had been got ready specially for her. Near the old camp-bed on which she had been lying was a stool, on which was balanced a covered tray, a coffeepot and a roll.

What time was it? She looked at the watch on her wrist; the hands pointed to half-past four. It had been three o’clock when she went into Madame Ferroni’s fateful room. In an hour and a half she had moved to — where?

She sat down on the bed and tried to create, from her confused thoughts, some clear conspectus of her situation. There was a piece of soiled green sacking beneath the bed. From where she sat she could see three letters—’Maj …’ She pulled out the sacking. Major Spedwell, S & M Poona, was the faded inscription. Who was Major Spedwell? she wondered. She had met him somewhere…Of course, he was the third man present at the projected luncheon which Clifford Lynne had so rudely interrupted. Was she still in Fitzroy Square? And if she was not, how had they got her…wherever she was? The skylight was of frosted glass, but she could see the rain running down in little streams and could hear the sough of the wind outside.

She had no illusions whatever as to into whose charge she had fallen, for she could associate the dark face of Madame Ferroni with the coloured man whose startled face she had seen in the light of the magnesium flare. She was somewhere under the vigilant eye of Fing-Su! She winced at the thought. And Stephen Narth had sent her to this dreadful place…That recollection hurt her; for although she did not like Stephen, she had never in her most uncharitable moments conceived him capable of such infamy.

She got up quickly as the door opened, and instantly recognized the man who came in and closed the door behind him.

“You are Major Spedwell?” she said, and it was surprising how hoarse her voice was.

He was taken aback for the moment.

“I am Major Spedwell, yes,” he said. “You have a good memory, young lady.”

“Where am I?” she asked.

“In a safe place. And you needn’t be scared; no harm is coming to you. I have been guilty of a good many things” — he hesitated— “from manslaughter to forgery, but I haven’t got so far down in the mud that I’d allow Fing-Su to hurt you. You’re here as a hostage.”

“To what?” she demanded.

“To fortune.” His quick smile held no humour in it. “You know all about it, young lady — Fing-Su wants a certain share from Clifford Lynne. I think he has already discussed the matter with you. You see, that share certificate is rather an important matter to us.”

“And you think that Mr Lynne will give it to you in exchange for — me?”

“That’s about the size of it,” said Spedwell, with a curious glance at the girl’s wet hair. “We’re doing a little banditti work: you’re held for ransom.”

Her lips curled.

“Your friend has evidently a very high opinion of Mr Lynne’s chivalry,” she said.

“Or his love,” was Spedwell’s quiet reply. “Fing-Su thinks that Clifford Lynne is crazy about you, and will part without a squeal.”

“Then I’m happy to think that Fing-Su will have a shock,” she said. “Mr Lynne and I do not love each other; and as to marriage, there is no longer any need for — —”

On the point of betraying the return of Joe Bray, she stopped herself.

“No need for the marriage now that old Joe’s alive, eh? Oh, yes, I know,” he said. He had a smile that came and went with incredible rapidity. “In fact, we all know. But Clifford Lynne is fond of you; I agree with Fing-Su.”

It was useless to pursue this topic. She asked where she was.

“In Peckham. I don’t see why you shouldn’t know. If you managed to away from here any policeman would tell you. This is one of the change rooms that the girl explosive workers used in the war. It isn’t very cosy, but it is the best we could do,” he said. “Believe me, Miss Bray, there is nothing to fear. I’m the only person with a key to this building, and you are as safe as though you were in your own room at Sunni Lodge.”

“You’re not going to leave me here, Major?” She purposely used the title, but he was not made uncomfortable by this s reminder of a more honourable past. Rather, he divined her intention.

“I hope you’re going to be sensible, young lady,” he said.. “If you are going to appeal to my manhood and all that sort of stuff, and the fact that I’ve held the King’s commission, you can save yourself the effort. My skin is pretty thick — I was kicked out of the Army for forgery, and I’ve got to the point where I can’t be ashamed of myself.”

“That is a long way, Major,” she said quietly.

“Rather a long way,” he admitted. “The only thing I can promise you is that no harm will come to you — while I am alive,” he added, and somehow she believed him.

He closed the door, locked it, and went out at the back of the building to where his car was waiting. Fing-Su was in his office on Tower Hill when Spedwell arrived, an impatient, worried man, for so far he had not heard that the girl had been safely conveyed to the factory, a somewhat difficult undertaking in broad daylight.

“Yes, she’s there all right,” said Spedwell moodily, and took a cigar from an open box on the table, bit off the end and lit it. “How long do you expect to keep her?”

Fing-Su spread out his long, thin palms.

“How long will Mr Clifford Lynne keep me waiting?” he asked. And then: “How is the detective?”

“Nearly dead,” was the laconic reply. “But I think he’ll recover. There was nearly a hanging for you and me in that alone, Fing-Su.”

The Chinaman’s face had gone grey.

“Dead?” he said huskily. “I told them to — —”

“You told them to knock him out. They pretty well knocked him out of life,” said the other in his brief, direct way. “A detective-sergeant isn’t a very important person, but killing him would be one of those little errors which upset big enterprises. There will be hell to pay as soon as this man is reported missing, because they will naturally turn to you and to me for information.”

“What was he doing?” demanded the other.

“Shadowing Miss Bray — as I warned you. The only thing we could do is to put him on the ship. Unfortunately we dare not move him. Perhaps we could take him later — you could hold him in one of your towns until the affair blew over.”

He picked up a paperweight from the table and his attention seemed to be concentrated upon the many-sided crystal.

“You’ll have no other passengers, will you?”

“I may go,” said the other carelessly. “And of course you will go also.”

“Aren’t you waiting for Clifford Lynne’s share?”

Fing-Su shrugged his shoulders.

“That will be in the hands of my agent tomorrow,” he said onfidently. “Naturally I shall not appear in the transaction. If am on the high seas they cannot connect me.”

Major Spedwell laughed harshly.

“Won’t Miss Bray connect you? Won’t Stephen Narth?”

Fing-Su shook his head.

“Not after tonight,” he said in a low voice, and the dark-faced man bit his lip thoughtfully.

“After tonight?” What would be his own status — after tonight? He knew the man he was dealing with. Fing-Su was a good paymaster, but that was where his virtues ended. And he had had several unintentional hints that he had ceased to find favour in the eyes of his employer — certain intonations of voice, a look he had intercepted between Fing-Su and his yellow assistants. Major Spedwell was a shrewd, discerning man, keenly sensitive to atmosphere.

“And Leggat?” he asked.

“Leggat can go to the devil; I am finished with him. I always knew the man was untrustworthy. We have taken a lot of trouble to prove the obvious.”

“Are you asking him to attend Lodge tonight?” demanded Spedwell.

“No,” was the short reply.

Then, as if he realized that his brusqueness might arouse the other’s suspicion:

“Leggat is no longer useful; he is a drunkard, and therefore dangerous. You, my dear Major, are indispensable. I do not know what I should do without you. Have you finished your little land mine?”

He was trying to be pleasant, and the Major was not deceived.

“Ah! what a conception!” said Fing-Su, rolling his dark eyes in a transport of admiration. “You are a genius! I could not dispense with such a lieutenant.”

Spedwell knew well enough that there was nothing especially ingenious about his land mine — which was a time-bomb on a large scale and detonated when one acid ate through a leaden partition and mingled with another. It was an instrument of warfare familiar enough to military engineers. But Fing-Su’s flattery set his mind working.

Major Spedwell had a little flat in Bloomsbury. He was by education an engineer, by choice an artillerist. But none of his attainments approached his natural gift of instinct. His mind was waving red flags; he knew that a tremendous change in his fortunes was imminent, and he was satisfied that that change was for the worse.

In the few hours he had at his disposal before he must dress and meet Stephen Narth he took a pencil and paper and systematically and thoroughly set down all the possibilities, and sought for a remedy. And there was gradually evolved in his kinky mind something which, if not a remedy, was an escape for one person at least; possibly — here he naturally included himself — for two.

He burnt the paper in the grate, went into the little room that he used as a workshop, and for an hour laboured at top speed. At half past six he carried out to the street an oblong box and a heavy kitbag, put them tenderly in the car well and drove to Ratcliffe Highway. Threading the narrow lanes that lead to the river, he came to the water’s edge and was fortunate to find a boatman, who, for a consideration, rowed him out to one of two black steamers lying at anchor in the Pool. A Chinaman with an inscrutable face hailed him from the gangway, and would have carried the bag on board for him, only the Major declined.

The ship carried a black captain and purser, the latter a good-humoured man whose life Spedwell had once saved. It was a lucky day for many people when the Major had stood between Fing-Su’s wrath and this Negro officer, for the Kroo folk have a peculiar loyalty of their own. He sent for the purser as soon as he reached the deck.

“You needn’t tell Fing-Su I’ve been aboard,” he said. “I’ve got something I want to take out with me to the coast.”

“Are you coming too, Major?” asked the purser.

“I may come; I don’t know. The point is, I don’t want anybody to know I’ve got these things on board.”

The purser took him to a large cabin on the well deck.

“How long have you been using this for passenger accommodation?” asked the Major with a frown.

“Never used it before,” said the man, “but Fing-Su has given orders that it has to be got ready for a passenger.”

“Not for him — he has the captain’s cabin. Who is going this trip?”

But here the purser could not help him. He could, however, indicate a place of storage for the thing which Spedwell carried. It was a small black chest with two hasps and padlocks, and very carefully the visitor deposited his treasure on the deck.

“I’ll go along and get the padlocks for you, Major,” said the officer, and disappeared.

This absence was very necessary to Major Spedwell, for he had certain delicate adjustments to make before the purser returned with the locks and keys. The little box had to be packed about with square brown cakes, which he took from his bag. He found some difficulty in fitting them in the space, but he had finished his work and had closed down the lid before the black officer returned with the locks in his hand.

Spedwell straightened himself up and dusted his knees.

“Now listen, Haki — who works your wireless?”

“Either me or one of my Chink boys. I’ve got the instrument in my cabin. Why?”

Spedwell handed him the key of the chest.

“Put that in your pocket and never let it leave you. If you get a radio from me which says ‘All well,’ take the stuff out of the box and chuck it overboard. You’ll probably get the message before you leave the Channel. You’ll remember?”

Haki nodded, his eyes round with wonder.

“I don’t get the idea,” he said, “but I’ll do what you tell me, Major. Are you smuggling something?”

But Spedwell had no further information to give. He did not tell the man that in certain eventualities another radio would reach him; there was time enough when the crisis arose.

“But suppose you make this trip with us?” persisted the Negro.

“In that case,” said Spedwell, with a twisted smile, “I’ll be able to whisper the message in your ear — if I’m travelling alive!”
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Joe Bray arrived in Clarges Street shortly after ten, for rainclouds had hastened the hour of darkness and had made possible an earlier move from Sunningdale. He was charged with suppressed excitement, for the night promised an adventure, and adventure was the breath of old Joe Bray’s nostrils.

“Great idea of yours, Cliff, coming in the back way through the garage so that nobody could see me,” he said.

“I could have saved you the trouble,” said Clifford. “Fing-Su knows you’re alive.”

Joe Bray’s face fell. The news robbed him of half his mystery.

“I have a man in Narth’s office, a fellow named Perkins,” explained Clifford. “It took me more time than money to suborn him, because he’s one of the loyal kind. Did the detectives arrive?”

Joe nodded.

“A bit disappointing they was, Cliff,” he complained; “just ordinary people like you and me. You’d never think they was detectives.”

“That seems an asset,” said Clifford, and after a moment’s thought: “Did you get into touch with Joan?”

Old Joe shook his head.

“You told me not to,” he said virtuously.

“You don’t even know whether she’s come back?” He sighed. “I’m not very much worried about her, because Scotland Yard has put a man to shadow her. He’ll probably report later.”

“How did you get Scotland Yard into this, Cliff?” asked the big man curiously. “And if they’re in, why don’t they pinch Fing-Su?”

“Because they haven’t sufficient evidence to pinch anybody,” said Clifford shortly.

He was beginning to feel the strain of this battle with the invisible forces of the Chinaman.

“You’ll be able to satisfy your curiosity about Scotland Yard. It’s quite an unromantic place. Superintendent Willing is calling tonight and is going with us downriver. Can you swim, Joe?”

“Anything that’s manly I can do,” said Joe emphatically. “Get out of your head, Cliff, that I’m a back number. There’s I nothing that ever walked in trousers that could get me hollering for mother. A man of fifty is in the prime of life, as I’ve often said.”

Superintendent Willing arrived soon after — a thin, cadaverous man with a mordant sense of humour and a low opinion of humanity. In some respects he was nearer to the typical idea of Joe Bray’s imagination than the three men he had met earlier in the evening, for the superintendent spoke little and conveyed an impression of infallibility.

“You know we searched the Umgeni
 this morning? She’s due out tonight.”

Clifford nodded.

“There was nothing in the shape of contraband. Perhaps they’re going to send it by the Umveli
 — that’s the sister ship. They’re lying side by side in the Pool. But she’s not due to sail for a month, and she goes to Newcastle first. Have you seen anything of my man, Long — the fellow I put to trail Miss Bray?” And when Clifford shook his head: “I thought he might have reported to you. He’s probably gone back to Sunningdale with her. Now, Mr Lynne, what is the business end of this Chink’s operations?”

“Fing-Su? So far as I can gather, his idea is to create a new dynasty in China! Before he can bring that into being he would in the ordinary course of events have to fight the various mercenary generals who have sliced up the country between them, but I rather imagine he has found the easier way. Every general in China has his price — always remember that the Chinese have no patriotism; are unconscious of any sentiment for the soil that produced them. Their politics are immediate and local. Most of them aren’t aware that Mongolia has become a Russian province. The generals are bandits on the grand scale, and battles are decided by the timely desertions of armies. Strategy in China means getting the best price for treachery and keeping your plans dark until the last minute.”

“And Narth — he’s rather a puzzle to me,” said Willing. “I can’t see what value he can be to Fing-Su and his crowd. The man is no genius, and certainly no fighter.”

“Narth is very useful; make no mistake about that. Although he is practically bankrupt, he knows the City intimately — by which I mean that when it comes to a question of negotiating dollars against lives, there won’t be a better man in the City of London than Stephen Narth. He is personally acquainted with the great financial groups; he has the very knowledge which Fing-Su lacks. If Fing-Su succeeds there will be some valuable concessions to be had — Narth is to be the broker! At present he is a doubtful proposition, and Fing knows it. The money he has borrowed from our Chinese friend doesn’t give Fing-Su the grip on him that he imagines. Stephen has got to be clamped to the Joyful Hands with bonds of steel. Perhaps the mumbory-jumbory of the initiation service might hold him — but I doubt it.”

He looked at his watch.

“It’s time we made a move,” he said. “I have arranged for an electric launch to meet us at Wapping. Have you a gun?”

“Don’t want it,” rsaid the superintendent cheerfully. “I’ve a walking-cane that’s got a kick in it and makes no noise. But I think the evening is going to be wasted. I’ve searched the Umgeni
 — —”

“I’m not going to look at the Umgeni
 ,” interrupted Cliff grimly. “Her sister ship’s lying alongside — —”

“But she doesn’t sail for a month.”

“On the contrary,” said Cliff, “she sails tonight.”

The superintendent laughed.

“You know very little about ships,” he said. “She’ll be held up at the mouth of the river and her papers searched, and unless they are in order she’ll not leave the Thames River.”

“They will be in order,” said Clifford cryptically.
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To the artist the Pool of London has a peculiar beauty of its own. Here lie the great ocean-going steamers, and along this watery highway passes the traffic of half a world. It is a place of soft tones, on a fine evening; a nocturne of greys and blues and russet reds. It is a veritable pool of romance even in the drab days of winter, when the stained hulls and the grime-coated funnels come slowly out of sunny seas to rest on these mud-coloured waters.

On a dark and rainy summer evening, with an unaccountable northerner to chill the bones of those adventurers who set forth upon the surface of the river, the Pool has little attraction. Clifford found his big electric launch waiting at the greasy flight of stairs, and slipping under the stern of a Norwegian timber ship, he steered to the middle of the river. A police skiff came out of the darkness, challenged them and was satisfied, and followed in their wake. The tide was running in and was favourable to their enterprise, for they could afford to go half-speed.

Clifford’s scheme was to find a hiding-place on board the ship, and if they were undetected to go downriver with the ship to Gravesend, where the ship would be held up to take on a pilot and for the examination of papers, before being allowed to proceed on her voyage. If they were discovered, Willing had the necessary authority to account for their presence and to conduct an eleventh-hour search for forbidden exports.

There were ships to left and right of them, some silent and dark, save for their riding lamps, others ablaze with lights and noisy with the rattle and whine of donkey engines as they unloaded into lighters with the aid of great branch lamps swung over the side. A belated pleasure craft passed them, a glittering palace of a thing, from which came the strains of a wheezy band.

The four men who occupied the launch wore oilskins and sou’westers, and the need for this protection was emphasized before they had reached the middle of the river, for the drizzle became a downpour.

“Give me China, where the sun is always shining!” murmured Joe Bray, squatting on the floorboards, but nobody answered him.

After a quarter of an hour Superintendent Willing said in a low voice:

“There are the boats, right ahead on the Surrey side.”

The Umgeni
 and the Umveli
 were, as he had said, sister ships, and were more twin-like than most sister ships are. Their black hulls and funnels were familiar objects to the riverside loafer; they had the same curiously advanced navigation bridge, the same long superstructure running forward. Both had a single mast, and both sported a gilt and unnecessary figurehead of Neptune.

There was no need to ask which was the Umgeni
 . Her decks were brilliantly illuminated, and as they came in sight of her a fussy little tug was drawing away three empty lighters from her side. A little more than a ship’s length from her the Umveli swung at her moorings, a dark and lifeless shape.

“You didn’t search the Umveli?
 ”

“No, it hardly seemed necessary. She’s only been in the river a little more than a week, and she’s been unloading all that time.”

“By night,” was Clifford’s significant comment. “The ship which apears to be unloading by night might very easily be loading by night.”

The brilliance of the Umgeni
 illuminated the starboard side of her sister ship, and Lynne set the nose of the launch towards the shore, setting a course that would bring him in the shadow of the vessel.

“Rather low down in the water for an empty ship, isn’t she?” he asked, and the superintendent agreed.

“She’s going round to Newcastle in ballast to undergo repairs,” he said. “At least, that is my information.”

There was little chance of confusing the two vessels. The word Umgeni
 in letters a yard long sprawled over the hull of that busy craft in great raised characters. As they came upon the dark side of the Umveli, Lynne looked up. They were passing under the stern, and he saw something which interested him.

“Look at that,” he whispered, pointing.

The letters ‘vel’ had been removed from the stern of the ship.

“What’s the idea?”

“They are changing names, that’s all,” said Clifford laconically. “In two hours the Umveli
 will go down the Thames with the Umgeni
 ’s papers, and in the morning the Umgeni
 , newly christened, will steam out to sea ostensibly on its way to Newcastle.” They were moving silently, and the dark-covered launch would not be visible to ordinary eyes; nevertheless, when they came abreast of the companion ladder a screeching voice hailed them.

“What boat that?”

“Passing,” shouted Lynne gruffly.

He focused a pair of night-glasses on the ship and presently he saw another lookout standing on the forecastle; and, more important, three shadowy shapes were on the bridge and smoke was coming up from the funnel.

“They keep a pretty good watch for an empty ship,” he said, expecting to be hailed again by the man on the forecastle, but evidently this watcher was not so vigilant as his fellow. Clifford saw him turn and walk slowly towards the ladder that led to the well of the deck, and instantly sent the launch about so that it came under the clipper bow..

Reaching up, he caught hold of the chains with a rubber-covered boathook and steadied the launch, and in another instant had drawn himself up hand over hand till his arm encircled the bowsprit. As he peeped cautiously along the forecastle he heard somebody in a faraway voice call a name, and the forecastle watcher descended out of sight. In an instant he conveyed the intelligence, and first Willing and then Joe Bray, who displayed remarkable agility, followed him through the deserted ship. After seeing them safely on board, the launch drew off in accordance with instructions.

“We’ll get down into the well,” whispered Lynne, and, hurrying ahead, he ran down the ladder, expecting every moment to be challenged.

But the well was deserted. From an open doorway in the forecastle he heard the sound of a mouth-organ being played, whilst from ahead of him came the clop-clop of a hammer against wedges where the hatch was being finally closed. A narrow alleyway led from the well beneath the main deck, and if the party could reach this without attracting the attention of the men on the bridge, there was a possibility of finding a hiding-place.

Keeping in the shadow of the bulwarks, Cliff Lynne crept along, Joe in his wake, and they reached the alleyway without incident. Here a hiding-place was revealed. Immediately under the bridge (and exactly two decks lower) was a large cabin which, to judge from the scratches and discolorations on the bulkhead, had been used for carrying cargo. Two dimly burning bulkhead lights showed that the place had been converted to carry passengers. There was a table, two or three chairs, a package bearing the label of a well-known bookseller, and on the floor, a brand-new carpet, its creases rising in rectangular ridges.

Though the room ran the width of the ship it was not more than six feet in depth. In the after steel wall were two narrow bulkhead doors; one was padlocked and bolted, but the other stood ajar, and, pushing it open, Clifford stepped in, turning on his pocket-lamp.

It was a tiny cupboard of a place, without windows, air being admitted through a deck ventilator, he guessed, for the atmosphere was pure and there was a gentle current of air. In a corner was a small brass bedstead, which had been clamped to the deck; in the farther corner was a recessed washplace with a newly-fixed shower-bath and an earthenware basin. This and an incongruously ornate wardrobe, much too big for so small an apartment, completed the furniture.

Hearing the sound of feet on the deck outside, Clifford beckoned his two companions into the small room. Through a crack in the door he saw a Chinese sailor enter and look round. Presently he went back to the door and shouted something, and another sailor joined him and they talked together in a dialect with which neither Joe Bray nor Clifford was acquainted. They were obviously Southern Chinese, and whatever was the subject of their discourse amused them for they punctuated their speech with raucous squeaks of laughter.

And then, to Clifford’s horror, before he could realize what was happening, one of the men put out his hand, gripped the door of the cubby house and slammed it tight. Clifford heard the grind of the bolt slipping into its place, and the slam of the outer door. They were trapped!
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It had been for Mr Stephen Narth a day of unrelieved misery. What remained of a conscience largely atrophied by self-interest was surprisingly sensitive to the knowledge of the evil he had done to an innocent girl. Again and again he had repeated Fing-Su’s assurance that no harm would come to her, and again and again his reason rejected this futile act of self-deception. And then, on top of the other causes for misery, the news had come like a thunderbolt that Joe Bray was alive and that the treasure his fingers were reaching to touch was phantom gold!

Joe Bray was alive!

He had perpetrated an elaborate jest upon his heir. The easy way out was no longer a way at all, easy or difficult. His one surviving hope was vested in the integrity of Fing-Su.

Stephen Narth was too intelligent a man to believe that the native would keep any promise he had ever made. And yet £50,000 was at stake. Would even the most fantastic of Chinamen lose his hold upon that enormous sum, as undoubtedly he would if Stephen Narth decided to break loose from his association. Bankruptcy? What was bankruptcy but an unpleasant incident which might come to any man, and had come to many better and more highly placed than Stephen Narth? And with bankruptcy the ambitious Chinaman might whistle for his money.

This was the only comforting thought that the afternoon brought to him. The prospect of his initiation only filled him with a mild nausea that he should lower himself to the level of this ‘mountebank Chink.’

He was a member of two societies which might be described as ‘secret’, and his general knowledge of such matters was broad enough to acquaint him with most of the formula: of initiation. He looked forward to the evening as a tiresome and uncomfortable waste of time. A journey to South London would have been a wretched experience at any hour or season, but the prospect of making his visit in the middle of the night, and of spending two hours, as he supposed, in the company of Chinese coolies, revolted him.

Spedwell dined with him at his hotel, and did his best to gloss over the coming ordeal. This thin-faced man with his shifty dark eyes was glib enough, but he could not wholly assuage the sensation of disgust which the thought of the ceremony aroused in Stephen Narth’s mind. His was not a delicate gorge by any means, but he had behind him an ancestry with high traditions; and the more he thought of his position, when he allowed himself to think at all, the more he hated the thought of the work of that day and the night which was to follow.

“There’s nothing to be squeamish about,” said Spedwell at last, as he lit a long black cheroot. “If anybody has a kick, it’s me. You seem to forget, Narth, that I have commanded native infantry, and Indian infantry at that. Men of caste and refinement, men with European standards. You don’t imagine that I like associating with the refuse of Asia, do you?”

“You’re different,” snapped Stephen. “You’re a soldier of fortune and you can adapt yourself to circumstances. What have they done with Joan?” he asked fretfully.

“She’s all right; she’s being well taken care of. You needn’t worry about her,” said Spedwell easily. “I wouldn’t allow anything to happen to the girl, you can be sure.”

They were dining in Stephen’s private suite, and the hour that followed passed all too quickly for the troubled man. It was near midnight when they went out into Piccadilly together. Spedwell’s car was waiting and reluctantly Stephen entered. All the way to South London he was plying the other with questions. What was Fing-Su’s plan? Why were they anxious to enlist him? What would he be expected to do? …

Spedwell answered him with great patience, but was obviously relieved when the car turned into a side thoroughfare near the canal bridge in the Old Kent Road.

“Here we are,” he said, and they got down.

They had to walk for five minutes before they came to the narrow opening of a lane which ran by the side of a high brick wall. The only light they had came from a street lamp planted squarely in the entrance of the lane. The lamp served the double purpose of preventing the ingress of wheeled traffic and forming an inadequate illumination for the long and muddy thoroughfare. The rain was pelting down, and Stephen Narth pulled up the collar of his coat with a grunt.

“What is this place?” he asked querulously.

“Our factory — at least, our warehouse,” replied Spedwell.

He stopped before a door and, stooping, inserted a key and opened it.

Narth was full of trivial complaints.

“Was it necessary I should come in evening dress?” he asked.

“Very necessary,” said the other. “Let me take your arm.”

So far as the initiate could see by the light which came from his conductor’s lamp, he was being taken to a small shed built against the wall. It proved to be a bare apartment equipped with two old Windsor chairs.

“It’s dry, at any rate,” said Spedwell as he switched on the light. “I shall have to leave you here; I must go along and tell Fing-Su you’ve come.”

Left alone, Narth occupied himself by pacing up and down the tiny chamber. He wondered if Leggat would be there, and whether the initiation would prove too grotesque for him to go through with. Presently he heard the key in the lock and Spedwell came in.

“You can leave your coat here,” he said. “There’s only a little distance to walk.”

Mr Narth had arrayed himself, according to instructions, in a long-tailed evening coat and white tie, and now, at Spedwell’s request, he took from his pocket a pair of white kid gloves and pulled them on.

“Now!” said Spedwell, put out the light and led the way from the hut.

They were on a gravelled path which ended with a flight of stairs which seemed to lead down into the ground. At the top of these stood two statuesque figures, and as they came near one challenged in a tongue which was unfamiliar to the novitiate.

Spedwell lowered his voice and hissed something. With the other’s hand on his arm, Narth descended the stairs and came to a second door, and again was challenged in the same language. Again Spedwell answered, and somebody rapped on a door. It was opened cautiously, there was a whispered interrogation, and then Spedwell’s hand gripped the other’s arm and he was led into a long, fantastically decorated hall. Was it imagination on his part, or did Spedwell’s hand tremble?

He stood looking down a long vista, and for a second he was inclined to laugh hysterically. Squatting on either side of this oblong apartment were line after line of Chinamen, and each man was in a shabby, ill-fitting evening dress. The white shirts were the veriest shams; he saw the end of one shirt-front sticking out, and round its edge he saw the curve of a brown body. On each shirt-front were two blazing stones. He had no need to be associated with the theatrical profession to realize that they were ‘property’ diamonds. Solemnly, awfully, they stared at him, these quaint apparitions in their shoddy social livery.

He gazed openmouthed from one side to the other. They all wore white bows, comically tied. Each man had white cotton gloves which rested on his knees. He had seen something like it before…that was the first impression Stephen Narth received. And then he recalled…a coloured minstrel troupe sitting solemnly in exactly that attitude…white gloves on knees. Only these men were yellow.

In four great blue vases joss-sticks were burning. The room was blue with their fumes.

And now he let his eyes stray along the centre aisle to the white altar, and, behind it, enthroned, Fing-Su himself. Over his evening dress — and no doubt his diamonds were real — he wore a robe of red silk. On his head was an immense gold crown which sparkled with precious stones. One white-gloved hand held a golden rod, the other a glittering orb that flashed in the light of the shaded candelabra. Suddenly his voice broke the silence:

“Who is this who comes to speak with the Joyful Hands?”

Narth became conscious of the golden hands suspended above Fing-Su’s head, but before he could take them in, Spedwell replied:

“O Son of Heaven, live for ever! This is one, thy meanest slave, who comes to worship at thy throne!”

Instantly at these words, as though they were watching some invisible choirmaster who led their chorus, the yellow men chanted something in chorus.

They stopped as abruptly as they had begun.

“Let him come near,” said Fing-Su.

Spedwell had disappeared; probably he was behind him. Narth did not dare turn his head to look. Two of these slovenly fellows in evening dress conducted him slowly along the hall. In a dim way he realized that the man on his right was wearing a pair of trousers that were three inches too short for him. But there was nothing comical in this. He was too oppressed with a sense of terror, a premonition of a horror yet unimagined, to find food for laughter in any of the incongruities which met his eyes on either side.

And then he saw the altar with its glittering edge, and the shrouded figure of a man lying upon it, covered by a white sheet. He looked at it numbly; saw a great red heart pinned to the sheet…He was trying hard to think sanely, his wide-staring eyes fixed upon the shape and the red heart…On the hem of the shroud was a sprawling Chinese character in scarlet.

“It’s symbolical…only a wax figure,” hissed a voice in his ear.

So Spedwell was there. He received an accession of courage from this knowledge.

“Say after me” — Fing-Su’s deep, solemn voice filled the room with sounds— “I will be faithful to the Joyful Hands…”

Like a man in a dream, Narth repeated the words.

“I will strike to the heart all its enemies.”

He repeated the words. Where was Leggat? He expected to find Leggat here. His eyes roved round the visible arc, but there was no sign of that stout, jovial man.

“By this sign” — Fing-Su was speaking— “do I give proof of my loyalty, my faith and my brotherhood…”

Somebody slipped a thing into his hand. It was a long, straight knife, razor-keen.

“Hold it above the figure,” said a voice in his ear, and mechanically Stephen Narth obeyed as he repeated, without realizing what the words meant, the oath that the man on the dais prescribed.

“So let all the enemies of the Emperor die!” said Fing-Su.

“Strike at the heart!” whispered Spedwell’s voice, and with all his strength Stephen Narth struck down.

Something yielded under the knife; he felt a quiver. And then the white sheet went suddenly red. With a scream he clawed at the cloth where the head was and drew it back…

“Oh, my God!” he shrieked.

He was looking into the dead face of Ferdinand Leggat!
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He had killed Leggat! With his hands he, who would not have slain a rabbit, had struck this man to his death! The red on the cloth was widening; his hands were dabbled with the horrible fluid, and he turned with an insane yell to grapple with the devil who had whispered the words in his ear.

Spedwell, his face distorted with horror, put out his hand to save himself, but the bloody hands gripped his throat and flung him down. And then something struck Narth and he tumbled over, first to his knees and then upon the tessellated pavement, a demented, screaming madman…

*

The serried ranks of yellow men sat watching without movement, their shoddy diamonds glittering in their shirt-fronts, their white hands on their knees.

An hour later Major Spedwell came into the apartment which was reserved for Fing-Su on his infrequent visits to the factory, and the Chinaman looked up over his book and flicked the ash of his cigarette into a silver tray.

“Well?” he asked. “How is our squeamish friend?”

Spedwell shook his head. He himself looked ten years older. His linen still bore the impress of a red hand.

“Mad,” he said laconically. “I think he’s lost his reason.”

Fing-Su leaned back in his padded chair with a tut-tut of impatience.

“That I did not bargain for,” he said, in tones of gentle annoyance. “Who would have imagined that a full-grown man could have made such an exhibition of himself? Why, the fellow is a rank coward and outsider!”

Spedwell did not reply. Perhaps he was wondering whether there would come a day when, for motives of expediency, he might himself lie drugged upon the marble altar whilst some initiate thrust down the fatal knife.

“The idea was ingenious and should have had a better ending,” said Fing-Su. “Leggat was a coward and a traitor, and deserved his death. Possibly our friend Narth will take a different view when he recovers, and realizes that he has so committed himself.”

Spedwell was eyeing him steadily.

“You told me that the sacrifice was to be a Yun Nan man — the fellow who fell into the hands of Lynne. I hated the idea, but like a brute I agreed. God! When I saw Leggat’s face!”

He wiped his streaming brow; his breath came more quickly.

Fing-Su said nothing, but waited.

“How did you get Leggat?” asked Spedwell at last.

“He just came. We gave him a drink — he knew nothing,” said Fing-Su casually. “He had betrayed us — you know that. He’s dead and there’s an end of him. As to Narth, his life is in our hands.”.

Spedwell, who had dropped into a chair, looked up.

“He will have to be really mad to believe that,” he said. “As I told you before, Fing-Su, our lives are in his hands, not his in ours.”

Fing-Su carefully scooped out the end of his cigarette, inserted another in the ebony holder and lit it before he answered.

“Where have you put him?”

“In the stone hut. He won’t shout any more; I’ve given him a shot of morphia. There’s only one thing to do, Fing-Su, and that is to get this man out of the country as quickly as you can. The Umveli
 leaves tonight; put him on board — —”

“With the girl?”

Spedwell’s eyes narrowed.

“What do you mean, ‘with the girl’?” he asked. “You’re keeping her in London until Cliff Lynne gives you the share you want.”

The Chinaman puffed thoughtfully, his low forehead creased in thought.

“That was the original idea,” he admitted. “But so many things have happened in the past few hours…I am inclined to change my plans. We could get her to the Chinese coast and up one of the rivers without attracting any attention.” He sent a cloud of smoke to the ceiling and watched it dissolve. “She’s rather delicious,” he said.

Major Spedwell rose, walked deliberately to the table and stood, his palms resting on its surface.

“She’ll stay in England, Fing-Su,” he said, slowly and emphatically, and for a second their eyes met, and then the Chinaman smiled.

“My dear Major Spedwell,” he said, “there can only be one master in any such organization as this, and that master, I beg to emphasize, is myself. If it is my wish that she should stay in England, she stays; if I desire that she should go to the coast, she goes, Is that understood?”

So quickly did Spedwell’s hand move, that Fing-Su saw nothing but a blur of moving pink. In that fraction of a second something had appeared in Spedwell’s hand. It lay flat on the table, its black muzzle pointing to Fing-Su’s white waistcoat.

“She stays,” said Spedwell tensely.

The Chinaman’s face was creased and puckered for a moment with a fear which the white man had never seen before. Presently he recovered himself and forced a smile.

“As you wish, she may stay. There is nothing to be gained by quarrelling,” he said. “Where is she now? In the factory? Go and get her.”

Spedwell stared at this unexpected request.

“I though you didn’t want her to know you had a hand in this,” he said.

“It is a matter of indifference to me,” said the other. “Go bring her, please.”

Spedwell had reached the door when he heard the soft swish of a drawer opening, and turned in a flash. A bullet seared his face and splintered the panel of the door. As his gun jerked up, he saw Fing-Su drop to the floor. For a second he hesitated, then, turning, fled into the big room from which the private office of ‘the Emperor’ led.

It was a storehouse, piled high with bales of goods, with three narrow alleyways leading to the big doors at the end. He had only one chance. At the far end of the warehouse was the fuse-board which protected the lights in this wing of the factory. As, in response to the sound of shooting, the end door burst open, and a crowd of coolies flocked into the warehouse, he raised his automatic and fired twice. There was a splinter of marble and glass, and all the lights in the place went out.

Leaping up, he pulled himself to the top of a bale and ran lightly along, springing from bale to packing-case, until he came within a few feet of the open door, around which a few undecided coolies were grouped. With one leap he was amongst them, his pistol blazing. They had not recovered from their astonishment when he had dived through them, sped across the dark yard and reached the top of the wall by way of the shed that Clifford Lynne had seen the night he made his unauthorized visit. Before his pursuers could reach him, he had dropped over the wall into the muddy alley and was flying for his life along the canal bank.
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“There’s another door here,” said Willing suddenly.

He was examining the wall of the inner cabin with the aid of his lamp. He pointed to an oblong aperture which apparently was fastened on the other side.

“It is pretty useless to us,” said Clifford Lynne after a brief inspection. “We shall have to wait until somebody comes in to make the bed. If what I believe is correct, the Umveli
 will be dropping down the river in an hour or two. I noticed just now that all the lights are out on the other ship. Just about now they will be ringing the changes.”

“What are they waiting for?” grumbled Joe. “Always thought they wanted a high tide to float out, and she’s running high now. And with this rain, it is dark enough to hide a Dreadnought!”

In the door behind which they were imprisoned were a number of small airholes, and this gave Lynne an opportunity of observing the bigger room. The men had left the bulkhead lights burning, and dimly through the small porthole which faced him he could get a view of a blurred light moving and disappearing on the well deck. From beneath their feet there came the hum and whirr of the dynamo, and whilst they were listening they heard a dull roar from over the ship’s side.

“She’s got a full head of steam,” said Willing. “This looks as if your theory may be right, Lynne, and we are going to see something!”

There were other evidences of activity. Above their heads they heard an insistent patter of feet, and a wailing chorus while a boat was hauled up and swung inboard.

It was a quarter to three when they heard the clank of the anchor capstan, and almost immediately a well-known voice came to Lynne. The door of the outer cabin was flung open, and Fing-Su, in a long, fur-lined overcoat, stalked majestically into the apartment.

“Here is your room, my young lady, and here you will stay. If you make a noise or give me any trouble or scream, I will find you a better furnished cabin!”

It required all Clifford Lynne’s presence of mind to check the cry that came to his lips, for there had followed Fing-Su into the cabin, a palefaced girl. She was hatless, drenched with the rain, yet her little chin was held up and there was no fear in her eyes. He groaned in his soul as he recognized Joan Bray.
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She had been awakened from an uneasy sleep by the smashing in of her door, and had submitted, with a resolution, and a calm which were inexplicable to the watching Fing-Su, to be carried to the waiting car. The night was favourable to such a move; the streets were deserted, and nobody saw, in the two closed cars that moved swiftly towards Rotherhithe, anything of an unusual nature. It was not till she alighted on a deserted wharf, before she walked down the rickety stairs to the waiting boat, that she observed she had a companion in misfortune — somebody whose head was enveloped in a blanket, through which moans and whimperings were audible. She could never recall that journey from the shore to the ship. She had a vague recollection that somebody had carried her up a steep ladder and had deposited her on a wet and slippery deck, from which she rose with an effort. And then, through the rain, she had seen Fing-Su’s peering face, and found herself pushed through the door of a poorly furnished cabin.

The Chinaman went to the door and called a name which she thought sounded like ‘Mammy!’ and presently a fat Chinese woman came waddling in, wiping her hands upon a soiled apron.

“This is your bedroom, young miss,” said Fing-Su.

He spun over the handle and the door moved slightly.

“Attend, Amah!” He addressed the woman in the Honan dialect. “You will stay by this girl, and you will not let her out of your sight. If she screams you are to stop her, and if you don’t — —” He raised the walkingstick he carried threateningly, and the old woman shrank back.

The ship was moving now; the roar of its siren broke into the night. The girl standing by the table, heard the tinkle of the telegraph and the sudden throb throb
 of a slowly revolving propeller. It was a nightmare; it could not be real. Yet it was true; she was on a ship moving down Thames River towards the sea and —— She shivered.

What lay at the end of this voyage?

And then she recalled the Major’s words, and knew that he had kept faith. The fact that they had had to break down the door proved that he had no hand in this outrage. Where was he? she wondered, and then it flashed upon her that this whimpering thing, with its head hidden in a blanket, might be he. Only for a second did the thought remain; somehow she could not imagine that hardfaced man whimpering or snivelling for mercy.

“You stay here, missie” — it was the fat Amah, still quaking with the terror which Fing-Su had inspired, and she spoke in lisping English— “I go make your bed.”

She opened the door wider and stepped inside, and Joan thought she heard a strange shuffling of feet, but took no notice of it until:

“Can you put out the light?”

She nearly swooned. It was Clifford Lynne’s voice!

It took her a minute before she could locate the switch which controlled the light but after a while she found it near the edge of the door, and for a long time she could not control her trembling fingers sufficiently to turn the little knob. The moment the lights were extinguished somebody came swiftly to her side, a strong arm went round her shoulders, and she found herself sobbing hysterically on his breast. There was a long deep silence, broken only by her weeping, and then, anxiously:

“I’m her only relation, Cliff,” said Joe Bray’s voice. “It’s natural an’ proper for a young gel — —”

“Shut up!” hissed Lynne, and the humour of this exchange between one who was anxious to take Clifford’s place as comforter was almost too much for the girl.

There came the sound of tapping on the portlight.

“Why have you put the light out?” demanded Fing-Su’s voice.

“The young woman is undressing,” said Cliff, speaking in the dialect and giving a fair imitation of the stout woman from Honan.

He heard the man’s grumbling voice:

“Why didn’t she undress in the bedroom?” But evidently Fing-Su was satisfied, and he moved off.

Through the window Clifford could see that the ship was in the middle of the river heading downstream and going at half speed. He was puzzled as to why Fing-Su had left the girl here, in so exposed a part of the vessel, which was certain to be boarded at Gravesend not only by representatives of the Port of London, but by the pilot who was to take her out to sea. Moreover, it would be growing light in an hour, and that would make the danger of discovery all the more pressing. He heard men working outside, and after a while one of the portlights was obscured, and he guessed that they were piling deck cargo round the door.

Their position was a precarious one, as the superintendent pointed out.

“We should have held up Fing-Su when he opened the door,” he said, but Clifford shook his head.

“That sounds simple, but somehow I don’t think that he will come into the cabin until the ship is well out to sea,” he said seriously. “We’re going to have trouble. Is there any chance of forcing the door?”

Willing tried the door and shook his head.

“It would be easy to smash the portlights,” he suggested.

Clifford smiled in spite of himself.

“But even you couldn’t get through the portlights, superintendent!” he said dryly.

“We could draw attention — —”

“Two unarmed officials would be of very little use to us. Before they could bring help, even supposing Fing-Su let them off, we should be dead. No, the only thing to do is to wait. Sooner or later they must open the door, and the moment we get Fing-Su in this cabin there will be no more trouble — except for Fing-Su!”

Dawn was breaking, but they saw little of the blessed light of day, for bale after bale had been piled up before the deckhouse until its portholes were completely darkened. It so interfered with the ventilation that the air grew foul and breathing was difficult, a possibility which Fing-Su had probably overlooked, and they were compelled to retreat to the inner room, where the air was fresh, and here they sat as hour followed hour, listening. They heard the ship’s engines stop, and the Umveli
 remained stationary for the greater part of an hour; then, with a sinking of heart, they heard again the throb throb
 of engines, and presently the ship began to roll slightly as it came to sea.

Evidently the bales had been placed before the portholes and door for the purpose which Clifford had guessed, for hardly had they struck the open sea when daylight appeared, and through the ventilators placed on a level with the floor came a current of sweet air.

Food must be brought in soon, and they waited for the door to open. The old Amah had given up weeping and bemoaning her fate, and squatted now, a sullen, fatalistic figure, in one corner of the tiny cabin. The passage of time did not reconcile her to captivity. Her teeth continued to chatter, and it was she who brought about the undoing of their plan. Clifford Lynne learnt afterwards that the cook whose duty it was to bring the breakfast was her son, and it was fear for his life that made her utter a piercing scream when the key came into the lock. Before they could restrain her she had rushed out of the cabin, uttering yell after yell. Old Joe Bray darted after her, caught her round her ample waist, and covered her face with his hands. But it was too late: someone was glaring round the porthole. It was Fing-Su, and Cliff saw that he in turn had been recognized. He pulled his gun and fired twice. The glass of the porthole was shattered to splinters.

“That’s done it!” said the detective with a growl.

They heard a shrill whistle blow, and, glancing sideways through one of the portholes, Clifford saw armed coolies swarming out of the forecastle, buckling their revolver belts as they came. As he looked, he leapt back in time. A shot went through the second of the portholes, and a splinter of glass cut his cheek. The third port went the same way, and almost immediately three rifle barrels were thrust through. They dropped to cover under the protecting steel wall of the deckhouse, and as the guns exploded Cliff gripped the barrel nearest to him and jerked it inside. With his free hand he grabbed the girl and drew her to him.

“Lie very quiet,” he said. “You’ll be perfectly safe — —”

At this moment the door was flung wide, and with a scream the old Amah fled through, to everybody’s relief. A second later a black object appeared at the edge of the doorway, and even as Clifford Lynne pulled the trigger he realized that it was only a mophead.

“Steady your arm, Cliff,” warned Joe Bray. He had a gun in each hand, but as yet he had not wasted a shot. “They’re drawing our fire. We’ve got no other ammunition than what’s in the gun, have we?”

Clifford shook his head. Outside they could hear Fing-Su jabbering orders, and a lower but more authoritative voice which, Clifford guessed, was that of the captain of the ship — another Negro, Clifford was to learn, and the only other member of the ship’s company beside the purser who was not Chinese.

The rifles were suddenly withdrawn from the broken portholes and they heard something being dragged along the deck, and the alleyway door was slammed tight.

“Get in the inner room,” shouted Willing, and pushing the girl before him, Clifford reached sanctuary as the brass nozzle of a great hose was thrust through one of the broken portholes.

Instantly the room hissed with the furious rush of water, and Clifford made a hasty reconnaissance. There was no outlet to the water; the ventilators would hardly drain off a gallon a minute. A second nozzle had appeared and the water was already ankle-deep. Soon it swelled over the ledge of the inner door; and by this time two more hoses were at work.

Clifford made a rough calculation and grinned. Long before the water reached the level of the portholes something would happen. He remembered enough of his school mathematics to know that the factor of metacentric height would come into operation.

Higher and higher the water came. Some little escaped through the ventilators and the crevices between door and doorway, but the inrush was so heavy and continuous that it was only a question of time now before Fing-Su had the fright of his life.

“Lynne!” It was Fing-Su who was shouting. “Throw out your arms and you’ll be treated fairly. I’ll put you all ashore.”

Clifford Lynne did not answer. He wanted one glimpse of that face, only for the fraction of a second. Suddenly, caught in the trough of a sea, the Umveli
 gave a great lurch to starboard and the water splashed and gurgled up to the neck of Joe Bray, who was standing by the starboard bulkhead. For a long time the vessel lay over on her side and only very slowly righted herself. The moving weight of sixty tons of water was making itself felt.

They heard excited voices outside, and one by one the hoses were pulled back and the flow of water ceased. There came a hammering at the door; under the weight of the water it burst open with a report like a gun, and the water poured out in a solid stream.

“Too much weight on deck has made her unwieldy,” said Lynne under his breath. “The skipper’s scared of it — I thought this would happen!”

Presumably his view was accurate, for the hoses did not come back. Again Fing-Su’s voice:

“Let Mr Bray come out; I’ll talk with him,” he said. “But he must come without arms.”

There was a brief consultation, and Joe surrendered his pistols to his partner and stepped out upon that wet deck.

Fing-Su was standing in the cover of a big bale of Manchester goods, a revolver in his hand.

“Put your gun down, you five-cash Chink!” snarled Joe. “And stop theatre playin’ for once in your life, you poor heathen!”

Fing-Su slipped the pistol into the holster at his side.

“Mr Bray,” he began, “there is no need for recriminations — —”

“Cut out all that college talk, you dam’ coolie thief!” said the old man. “Put this ship about and save your skinny neck from the rope!”

Fing-Su smiled.

“Unfortunately, that is impossible,” he said. “We have dropped the pilot, figuratively and literally — —”

“Quit talking like a Rhodes scholar!” roared Joe, and suddenly broke into voluble Chinese, which is a language peculiarly designed for one who desires to be offensive. Fing-Su listened unmoved to the torrent of abuse, and, when Joe had talked himself out of breath:

“We are wasting time, Mr Bray. Persuade your friends to give up their weapons, and no harm shall come to them. Otherwise, I can starve you out. I have no desire to hurt Joan — —”

“Miss Bray,” snapped Joe, his face crimson with fury. Chinese came naturally to Joe, who had lived most of his life in the country, and the coolies grouped around Fing-Su who understood the language shuddered as they listened. But he might have been passing the most delicate compliments for all the notice the Chinaman took.

He was wearing semi-nautical attire: white duck trousers, a blue reefer coat with innumerable gold rings about the cuffs, and a large officer’s cap around which ran a broad band of gold braid.

“You are a very foolish and vulgar man,” he said calmly. “But it is not for me to reproach you with your lack of breeding. Go back to your friends and deliver my messages.”

For a second it looked as though Joe Bray had a personal message of his own to deliver with his great shoulder-of-mutton fist, but Fing-Su’s revolver covered him, and with a final flow of vituperation he made his way back to his companions in distress.

“He’s got a dozen armed men with him,” he reported, “and he’s going to starve us out. Cliff, when I think of how easy I could have smothered that kid when he was a baby, I almost give up talkin’ to myself!”

“Is Fing-Su in charge of the ship?”

“There’s a captain,” said Joe. “A coon — he’s got up like the Darktown Band, with gold lace an’ everything. But he’s nobody. The big noise is Fing-Su.”

“Mr Bray, who was the man that was brought to the ship at the same time as I?” asked Joan, and they learnt for the first time that there was yet another prisoner on the Umveli
 .

Clifford agreed that it was hardly likely to be Spedwell. He had his own suspicions, but as it happened they were wrong, for Ferdinand Leggat lay in a deep pit that had been dug under the factory wall by lantern light.
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Whilst they held a council of war, Fing-Su went up to his cabin, and on his instructions they brought the pitiable wreck of a man from the dark hold where he had been stowed. Stephen Narth, in the ruined finery of the night before, collarless, grimy of face, unshaven, might well have passed unrecognized by his nearest friend. A shuddering night had had its effect upon him. But he was sane enough, though, as the Chinaman saw, on the verge of a breakdown.

“Why did you bring me on this ship?” he asked hollowly. “That’s not playing the game, Fing-Su. Where is that swine Spedwell?”

Fing-Su would have given a lot to have been able to answer.

Spedwell had escaped, but self-interest would keep him silent. He had always hated Spedwell, with his air of mastership and his superior smile; hated him worse than the drunken Leggat. Spedwell had been a useful teacher; from him the Chinaman had imbibed certain vital knowledge. He was a very receptive man, gifted by nature with a rapid acquisition of learning; though in his collegiate days he had not touched military studies, he had learnt much from Spedwell in the year of their acquaintance.

“I haven’t the slightest idea where he is,” he said, “and I shall never forgive him for the death of poor Leggat.”

Narth stared at him.

“Then it was his idea?”

“Entirely,” said Fing-Su gravely. He was a glib and plausible liar, and Narth was in a state of mind when he was prepared to accept any version of the horror that exculpated himself.

In a few sentences Fing-Su gave an account of the initiation which brought a moderate comfort to the conscience-stricken man. And then the Chinaman broke his important news.

“Here? On board? Joan?” gasped Narth. “But how did she come here? And what is Lynne doing on board this ship?”

“That is what I want to know,” said Fing-Su rapidly. “Go down and talk to them. Point out the folly of resistance; promise them on my word that no harm shall come to them, and that I will give them the best accommodation on the ship and land them at Bordeaux, if they will agree to give me no further trouble.”

He elaborated this message at length, and five minutes later Clifford Lynne, from his observation post, saw a dilapidated figure stagger into the cabin and recognized him. So this was the moaning stranger! What had happened to Leggat? he wondered.

He listened in silence to Stephen’s proposal, then shook his head.

“I’d sooner take my chance with a life-sized shark,” he said. “Go back to Fing-Su and tell him that he’ll neither drown us out nor starve us out, and that the day we touch land, and I am free, he will be a prisoner waiting his trial for murder.”

“What’s the use of quarrelling with him?” wailed Narth.

His nerve had gone. Never a strong man, he was a pitiable snadow of the man Clifford had known.

“Is Leggat on board?” asked Clifford, as he remembered.

Narth shook his hanging head and began to whisper something that only the South African’s keen ears caught.

“Dead?” he said incredulously. “Did Fing-Su kill him?”

But before he had ended the question, Stephen Narth had run out of the room like a man demented.

Their position was a perilous one. Already the land was slipping out of view, and unless a miracle interposed there was no alternative between starvation and surrender — and what surrender would mean to Joan Bray, Clifford could guess.

Immediately after Stephen Narth’s departure the door to the alleyway had been closed and locked and, at Willing’s suggestion, the heavy deadlights which covered the portholes were dropped and screwed into their places. This deprived them of a view of the forepart of the ship and curtailed the air supply, but the cabin was bearable, especially now they had got rid of the yellow Amah.

At this moment of supreme danger Clifford could only wonder at the calm and serenity of the girl. She was, it seemed, the most cheerful of the party, and although the pangs of hunger were beginning to make themselves felt, she neither complained nor, by so much as a look or gesture, added to the unhappiness of the party.

The prospect of any prolonged stay in this confined space was an appalling one. Then he thought of the girl. Happily they would not be short of fresh water, for that in the little shower which had been fixed in the washing-place was fresh, if a little brackish. Clifford tried the inner bulkhead door, but it was unyielding.

“It probably leads to the officers’ quarters,” said Willing.

Joe Bray looked at the door thoughtfully.

“We can’t get out, but they can get in,” he said. “We’d better put up a barricade, or they’ll be taking us in the rear, Cliff. When I think of that poor girl — —” he said, and choked.

“Which poor girl?” asked Clifford.

For the moment he had forgotten the existence of Mabel.

They left Joan to the occupation of her little bedroom, and gathered about the table in the larger cabin. The search they had made for food had produced not so much as a ship’s biscuit, though Willing had thought that a large black box in the girl’s sleeping-room might contain emergency rations. Their efforts to open or move the chest, however, were unavailing.

Then Joe had discovered in his coat pocket a cake of chocolate, and half of this had gone to the girl.

“Usually,” said Joe plaintively, “I’ve half a dozen cakes, because naturally I’ve a sweet tooth. What I’d like now is a boiled fowl with dumplings — —”

“Oh, for goodness’ sake, shut up!” growled Willing.

They tried to play games to pass the time, but this effort at cheerfulness was a dismal failure.

Six o’clock — seven o’clock came and went. The girl had been sleeping when Clifford looked in. He had closed the door so that their voices should not disturb her. Suddenly it was pulled open and Joan appeared in the doorway with a startled expression on her white face.

“What is it?” asked Clifford, springing towards her.

She lowered her voice.

“Somebody is tapping on that door,” she said. She pointed to the bulkhead door, and Lynne kept close and listened.

Tap, tap, tap!

It was repeated again. Then he heard the soft grind of a bolt being drawn, and waited, pistol in hand.

“It’s all right,” whispered a voice. “Don’t shout or they’ll hear you.”

The door opened another inch, and then wide enough to show a black face surmounted by the soiled cap of one of the ship’s officers.

“I’m Haki, the purser,” he whispered, and his hand came round holding a small canvas bag. “If Fing-Su knows this I’m finished,” he added urgently, and immediately closed the door and pushed home the bolt.

In that brief moment of time Clifford saw that the detective’s theory had been an accurate one. He looked down a dirty alleyway from which doors opened, and he had a glimpse of an untidy cabin that opened from the passage. Carrying the bag to the outer cabin, he shook out its contents: a dozen rolls, nearly new, a large chunk of cheese, and a piece of salted beef fell on the table. Clifford broke a roll suspiciously and examined it under the light.

“We’ve got to take the risk,” he said. “I’ll eat some first, and in half an hour, if nothing happens to me, we’ll have a dinner that will beat the Ritz.”

He cut a slice of the meat, tasted the cheese and the bread, and felt a brute as he saw the famished eyes of his companions fixed on him. The half hour passed, and then he brought the girl from the cabin and with their penknives they carved a meal for her.

“We’ve one friend on board, anyway,” grunted Willing. “What nationality was that chap?”

Clifford had spent two years of his youth on the African coast.

“Kroo. They’re not bad fellows, though they’re constitutional thieves,” he said.

They put aside a portion of the meal for the morning, and at his earnest solicitation Joan lay down again and fell into a troubled sleep. She did not hear the stealthy tap at the bulkhead, but Clifford, seated near the half-closed door of her cabin, detected the signal and crept in without waking her. Again the door opened.

“Everybody on the ship’s drunk,” said the black-faced officer, in a matter-of-fact tone, as though he were describing a very ordinary part of the ship’s routine. “The skipper’s scared of them finding this door. They may try to rush you later; you’ve got to be prepared for that. If they don’t, I’ll be here at six bells, and you be ready to skip, mister.”

“What’s the idea?” asked Clifford.

The man looked back down the alleyway before he answered.

“Gun-running’s nothing, but murder’s big trouble,” he said. “The skipper thinks so too.”

“Who has been murdered?”

The man did not reply at once, but closed the door hurriedly, and it was nearly half an hour before he returned.

“I heard the officer of the watch coming down,” he said, in the same conversational tone. “These Chinks often do that — leave the bridge in the middle of the Channel, eh? He’s the limit! It seems to me about time we quit this business. It was that mad fellow that was killed. He came aboard with the young lady last night.”

“Narth?” whispered Clifford in horror.

The man nodded.

“Sure. He got fresh with Fing-Su, and the Chink handed him one with a bottle. They chucked him overboard just after I brought you your eats.”

He looked round again and then gave them a piece of vital information.

“The skipper and two of the hands are getting the lifeboat down round about six bells,” he whispered. “You’ll have to slide down a rope for it. Can the young lady make it?”

“She’ll make it all right,” said Clifford and the door closed.

What was happening, he could guess. Ever since that mad dream of empire had come to Fing-Su he had had the advantage of expert advice. Leggat in his way was clever; Spedwell in his own particular line was brilliant; both were cautious men, for whose judgment the Chinese millionaire had respect. But now Fing-Su had no master but his own whims; his judgment was governed only by his muddled philosophy.

The hours of waiting seemed interminable. They sat around in the little cabin, not daring to speak for fear they should miss the signal, or be caught by the ‘rush’ which the purser had predicted. So slowly did the hands of his watch move that Clifford once or twice thought it had stopped.

Three o’clock passed; the clang of the timing bell came faintly through the protected portholes, and then there was a tap at the door and it was swung open on its hinge. The purser, in heavy sea-boots, a revolver belt about his waist, was waiting, and he beckoned them. Clifford followed, holding the girl’s hand in his, Joe Bray bringing up the rear, a gun in each hand and a partiality for violence in his heart.

They had to pass a lighted galley, and their guide put his finger on his lips to enjoin quietness. Joan had a glimpse of the broad back of the Chinese cook stooping over a steaming pot, and came safely and unobserved to the after well deck.

Two steel doors in the ship’s side had been opened. Over the edge of the deck was a taut rope, and looking down, Clifford saw that the rope was attached to a large whale-boat in which three muffled men were sitting. He turned to the girl, his lips to her ear.

“Will you dare go down that rope hand over hand?”

As the purser passed a slender line about the girl’s waist and knotted it, he said in a low voice:

“Don’t waste time…I had a radio in the night.” He did not explain what this had to do with the escape, but addressed the girl. “You’ll have to go down hand-over-hand miss,” he whispered, and she nodded, and whilst they held the safety line she slid slowly down the rough rope that cut and scorched her fingers.

The whale-boat held to the ship’s side seemed to be racing along at an incredible speed, though it was going no faster than the steamer. Somebody reached up and caught her unceremoniously by the waist and dragged her into the boat. Joe Bray followed, and justified his claim to youth by the agility with which he went down hand-over-hand in the dark. The purser was the last to leave the ship, and scrambled over the bow of the whale-boat with incredible ease.

“Stand by!” said a thick voice.

The purser groped in the bottom of the boat, found an axe, and with one blow severed the rope. In an instant they were in the maelstrom of the ship’s wake, rocking and tossing from side to side, and only by the narrowest margin did they avoid capsizing, for the iron side of the Umveli
 grazed the rudder-post. And then, as the whale-boat rocked free, they heard a yell, a light flashed from the bridge; clear above the gurgle of the water and the thud of the retreating screw they heard a whistle blow, and the Umveli
 swung round in a circle.

“They’ve seen us,” said Clifford between his teeth.

The purser, grinning with fear, glared back at the circling vessel and grunted. Turning, he ran to the middle of the boat and assisted one of the black sailors to step the mast. The Negro captain, a grotesque figure in his gold-bound cap and gaudy badges of rank, was pulling desperately at the sail. A fresh northeaster was blowing, and in another second the whale-boat lay over and was running into the wind. But what hope had they of escaping from a fifteen-knots steamer?

A thunderous blast from the ship’s siren directed their attention to their monstrous pursuer. From the bridge came the flicker of a signal lamp, and the captain spelt it out.

“Yeller nigger!” was his only comment; he, for his part, was the blackest man that Clifford had ever met.

The whale-boat tacked about. Obviously he was more hopeful than one of the watchers. Clifford sank down on his knees by the side of the girl, who lay covered with a tarpaulin in the bottom of the boat.

“Not scared, are you, honey?” he asked.

She looked up with a smile, and that was all the answer he needed.

The captain’s English was the English of the coast, but it was both expressive and illuminating.

“Elephant no catchum flea,” he said. “Big ship she no catchum little boat! S’pose they lower dem cutter onetimes dem cutter she no catchum sail-boat.”

“There is danger enough, captain.”

The broad-faced man shook his head in assent.

“Presently they done bring them ha-ha guns,” he said, “but by and by we see anudder ship.”

That was their hope. They were still in the English Channel, which is the main street of Northern Europe. Here the traffic is usually thick. But for the moment there was no sign of smoke or sail.

Clifford turned to the purser.

“Whether we escape or not, I owe you something, my friend,” he said, and Haki smiled broadly.

“We ought to have got away before,” he said, “but the captain was scared. But the radio made him skip!”

“The radio?”

The purser put his hand in his pocket and took out a soiled scrap of paper.

“I got this last night,” he said, and Clifford read the scribbled words with difficulty:

Get away from ship before seven o’clock. Take with you anybody who value lives. If Miss Bray aboard take her with you. Admiralty sending destroyer Sunbright to overhaul you.

Soldier.

“That’s the Major — we called him ‘Soldier,’” explained the purser. “But the Sunbright mightn’t catch us — and if they did, Fing-Su wouldn’t leave anybody alive who could tell on him.”

Clifford had been puzzled as to what the captain meant by ‘ha-ha gun,’ but very soon came an unpleasant explanation.


Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!


They had brought a maxim-gun into action. The bullets threw up a cloud of spray a little ahead of them, and the skipper pushed over the helm and went about on another tack. They were less than five hundred yards from the ship’s side, Cliff realized, which meant that it would be a comparatively simple matter, once the light grew stronger — and it was improving every second — to riddle the boat with shots. Fing-Su would leave no trace of the men in whose hands was his very life.


Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!


This time the aim was high; the bullets smacked through the canvas of the sail. One sent a splinter of wood flying from the mast.

“Keep down!” yelled the purser, waving frantically.

For the third time since they escaped he looked at his big silver watch.

The Umveli
 had increased speed and was now running abreast and bearing in upon them. Again the Negro captain tacked and came round in a circle, running back on his own course. Individual marksmen were now firing, and the bullets were coming uncomfortably close. And above the ‘click-clock’ of rifles came the boom of a heavier weapon.

“Seven-pounder,” said Joe Bray laconically, and even as he spoke something smacked against the mast.

There was a crackling and tearing sound, and mast and sail went limply over the side.

“Now we’re finished, I think,” said the purser, and with great sangfroid took his revolver from the holster at his waist and turned the cylinder.

They were lowering boats now from the Umveli
 . Three, one after the other, struck the water. She had reduced speed and was going astern. But the captain was by no means beaten. With the aid of one of his sailors he had flung mast and sail overboard, and in another instant the oars rattled into rowlocks.

“All mans pull!” he roared, and Clifford obeyed the injunction.

But the whale-boat was big and cumbersome compared with the light cutters that were pursuing them.

“We want a miracle,” said Cliff, and as he spoke the miracle happened.

Two boats were already pushing off from the ship; the third was filling with sailors, when from the lower deck came a brilliant flame and the deafening crash of an explosion; it was followed almost instantly by a second and louder explosion.

For a second there was silence, and then a pandemonium of whistles sounded. The two boats which had already pulled off turned and headed for the ship. Smoke poured along the decks so dense that it obscured a view of her funnel in the early morning light.

“She blow up what for?” asked the black skipper huskily, and then: “Pull, you mans!”

And the oars rose and fell. Then, of a sudden:

“She’s sinking,” gasped Joe Bray, and he spoke the truth.

Half a hundredweight of the most powerful explosive, which the ingenious Major Spedwell had timed to explode twentyfour hours after the ship had sailed, had not only blown a hole through the deck, but had ignited the munitions stored in the hold. The Umveli lay over on her side like something grown suddenly weary. Dense masses of smoke poured out of the exposed hatches; they saw the gleam of flames, and then a wild scramble for the boats. In their amazement they rested on their oars, watching the strange sight, until the purser’s voice uttered a warning.

“We’d better get as far away from the ship as we can,” he cried.

A few seconds after he spoke there was a third explosion, and the Umveli
 broke in half and went jaggedly out of sight in a wild confusion of foaming waters.

There were four boats afloat, and they were heading in their direction.

“Row!” yelled the skipper, and again they gripped the oars.

But their effort was not to be sustained. Turning his head, Clifford Lynne saw a black billow of smoke on the right side of the horizon, and could just distinguish in the dawn light a long grey shape…

They reached His Britannic Majesty’s destroyer Sunbright
 twentyfive minutes before the remnant of a fear-maddened crew came to the destroyer’s side, throwing their rifles in the water, offering everything for safety.

Fing-Su was not amongst the party, and when Clifford interviewed one of the shivering officers he learnt of the Emperor’s fate in a few pungent words.

“Fing-Su…I saw his head…and his body…a little piece here, a little piece there.”
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Eight months later, Mr Joe Bray brought a bride to his quaint house on the hills above Siangtan. In the marriage register he had been described as ‘Joseph Henry Bray, bachelor,

“And I might tell you,” said Clifford ominously, “that men have got penal servitude in this country for making false statements on their marriage certificates.”

To his orphaned bride Joe suggested a cause for Clifford Lynne’s implacable hostility.

“Me being so young makes him look old,” he suggested; and Mabel was in complete agreement, for she had spent that particular morning in the Rue de la Paix and had gathered to herself many wonderful possessions that only a millionaire can bestow upon his wife.

“The difference,” said Joe complacently, as he drew through a straw the luscious drink with which a waiter (privately instructed) had provided him— “the difference between our marriage and his is this, Mabel: ours is a love match, and his is, so to speak — well — —”

“He would never have married Joan but you told him to,” said Mabel scornfully. “I hope Joan will be happy. I have my doubts, but I hope she will be.”

Mabel went to Siangtan, and had a reception from the European inhabitants of that noble town that was due to one who bore a family relationship with the Concession. And, curiously enough, she liked Siangtan, for it is better to be a great person in a small place than a nobody in Sunningdale.

One day there came to them a letter from Joan which suggested that the unhappiness of marriage was an experience to be indefinitely postponed. Mabel read the letter and sniffed, not uncharitably.

“‘Carrying on the line’? What does she mean by that?” she asked, having her suspicions.

Joe coughed and explained.

“That was my idea too,” he said modestly.


The End
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It was a coincidence that Sooper made a call at Barley Stack this bright spring morning, for at that moment he knew nothing of the attempt to burgle Mr. Stephen Elson’s house, was ignorant that such a person as Sullivan the tramp existed, or that his crazy companion in crime was wandering loose around the fair countryside, singing foolish little songs about love — and those in a foreign and unintelligible language.

But Barley Stack had for Sooper the fascination which the flame has for the moth, or, a better illustration, the battle for the veteran war-horse. Though he must have known that at this hour Mr. Cardew had long since departed to the City, for Gordon Cardew, though retired from his profession, had the nine o’clock habit ineradicably implanted in his system.

Nevertheless Sooper called. Failing a more poignant thrill of crossing swords with this man Cardew, there was generally a certain amount of satisfaction to be had from an encounter with Hannah Shaw. Mr. Cardew’s attitude of mind towards him was one of resentment, for Sooper had hurt him. Hannah, on the other hand, was incapable of feeling or expressing the fine nuances of personal regard, and hated this ancient superintendent of police with a loathing which she never attempted to conceal.

Hannah stood squarely in the porch of Barley Stack, and the malignant light in her brown eyes might have spoken for her. She was a woman below middle height and rather plump, and her black alpaca dress did not enhance her comeliness.

Comely she was, in a way. Her heavy face was unlined, the thick black fringe over her forehead untinged with grey, though she was well past forty. If her features were big they were regular, and in spite of her proportions it would have been unfair to describe her as dumpy.

“Nice weather we’re havin’,” murmured Sooper. He leant languidly against his dilapidated motor-bicycle, his eyes half closed as though, in the warmth of the morning and the beauty of the surroundings, he was predisposed to take his siesta. “And the garden’s looking lovely too. Never seen so many daffydils as you’ve got in the park, and carnations too! Got a good gardener, I’ll bet. Mr. Cardew in?”

“No, he isn’t!”

“Out followin’ the trail of the Boscombe Bank-hold-up, I’ll bet!” said Sooper, shaking his head in simulated admiration. “Soon as I saw that hold-up in the papers, I said to my sergeant, ‘It wants a man like Mister Cardew to trail that gang — ord’nary police couldn’t do it. They’d never find a clue — they’d be baffled from the start.’”

“Mr. Cardew has gone to his office, as you very well know, Minter,” she snapped, her eyes blazing. “He has something better to do than waste his time on police work. We pay rates and taxes for the police, and a precious lot of use they are! An incompetent, ignorant lot of men who haven’t even an education!”

“Can’t have everything,” said Sooper sadly. “Stands to reason, Mrs. Shaw—”

“Miss Shaw!” Hannah almost shouted the correction.

“Always think of you that way,” said Sooper apologetically. “I was only sayin’ to my sergeant the other day, ‘Why that young lady doesn’t get married beats me: she’s young—’”

“I’ve no time to waste on you, Minter—”

“Mister Minter,” suggested Sooper gently.

“If you’ve any message for Mr. Cardew I’ll take it — otherwise, I’ve a lot of work to do and I can’t waste my time with you.”

“Any burglaries?” asked Sooper as she half-turned to go.

“No, there aren’t any burglaries,” she answered shortly. “And if there were, we shouldn’t send for you.”

“I’ll bet you wouldn’t,” said Sooper fervently. “I’ll bet Mr. Cardew would just take the size of the burglar’s footprint an’ look him up in his book on anthro — whatever the word is, an’ the poor nut would be pinched before night.”

Miss Hannah Shaw turned round on him in a fury.

“If you think you’re being clever, let me tell you that there are people in London who can make you look small, Minter. If Mr. Cardew went to the Secretary of State and told him half of the things you do and say, he’d have your coat off your back before the end of the week!”

Sooper examined his sleeve critically.

“What’s the matter with it?” he asked, as she slammed the door viciously in his face.

Sooper did not smile, nor was he annoyed. Instead he filled his foul pipe with great deliberation, gazed admiringly at the glorious colouring of the spring flowers that filled every bed in sight, and, stopping only long enough to fix a stolen pimpernel in the lapel of his worn jacket, went noisily down the drive to the main road.

Half an hour later: “When a man’s got to my age ‘n’ exalted position,” said Sooper, blinking rapidly at the sober-faced young officer who sat on the other side of the table, “he’s entitled to be temp’ramental. I’m temp’ramental today. There’s a touch of spring in the air, an’ I’ll bet I didn’t hear a cuckoo last Sunday? And when there’s cuckoos around and the bluebells are growing in the woods, I’m temp’ramental. Besides, I’ve just had a talk with the Belle of Barley Stack, and my head’s full of sentimental ideas. You ask me to give a good look at this here tramp an’ I reply that I’d sooner go chasing primroses on the river’s brink.”

Sooper was tall and angular and very untidy. His suit had been an old one in pre-war days, and now, cleaned and turned, was a mockery of clothes. His lank, brown face and awkward grey eyebrows gave him a distinction which his garb did much to dissipate. Hannah Shaw’s contempt for his wardrobe was one of his dearest joys.

There were many superintendents of police, but when you spoke in Metropolitan Police circles of Sooper, you meant Superintendent Patrick J. Minter and nobody else.

“Go you and interview the vagrant, my good sergeant.” He waved his big hand with a lordly gesture. “The serious business of criminal detection belongs to my past — it was too simple! Got me going senile — that’s why I took this job, where I can live in the country an’ keep chickens an’ rabbits an’ study nature in all its majesty an’ splendour.”

“I” division of the Metropolitan Police covers that part of rural London which comes up against the Sussex border. It is notoriously a sleepy division, a backwater into which men drift gratefully from the turbulent waters of Limehouse and Greenwich and Notting Dale. “I” division dealt mainly with such surprising crimes as vagrancy, poaching and rickfiring.

The men of “I” division, to the envy of their city fellows, impound straying horses and cattle and take active steps to deal with foot-and-mouth disease. They are known as ‘the yokels’, ‘the hayseeders’ and ‘the lost legion’. But the men cultivate gardens (many raising their own garden truck), and can afford to smile tolerantly when jealous comrades make sneering references to their bucolic pursuits.

Sooper was transferred from Scotland Yard to this pleasant haven, not as a mark of his superiors’ appreciation of his excellent services — he was one of the Big Five that smashed the Russian gang in Whitechapel — but (the truth had best be told) because he was a thorn in the side of certain police officials. Sooper was a source of constant irritation to headquarters. He respected nobody, from the Chief Commissioner downwards; he was polite to nobody; he agreed with nobody. He wrangled, he argued, and occasionally he defied. Most irritating of his qualities was the fact that he was generally right. And when he was proved right and his chiefs were wrong, he mentioned the fact some twenty or thirty times in the course of a working day: “What’s more,” he went on, “talking to this low tramp’s goin’ to interrupt my studies. I’m takin’ an intensive course of criminology. Never heard of Lombroso, I’ll bet? Ah! Then you don’t know anything about criminals’ brains! Ord’nary brains weigh…I’ve forgotten what, but criminals’ brains are lighter. Go bring me this man’s brain and I’ll tell you whether he was trying to break into Barley Stack. And prehensile feet: d’ye know that five per cent of crim’nals can pick up things with their toes? An’ d’you know that oxycephalic heads are all the fashion in crim’nal circles? You’ve missed sump’n’. Go take a tape measure and get that hobo’s statistics and watch out for his asymmetrical face! It was always simple, catchin’ ‘em. It’s childish easy now!”

Sergeant Lattimer was too wise a man to interrupt his superior until his garrulity showed signs of running dry. This seemed a favourite moment to interject a remark.

“But, Super, this isn’t an ordinary burglary. According to Sullivan — that is the tramp’s name—”

“Tramps haven’t got any names,” said Sooper wearily. “You started wrong. They’re ‘Mike’ and ‘Weary’ and ‘Box Car Billy’, but they haven’t any family names.”

“According to Sullivan, — the other tramp who was with him would not allow him to get into Mr. Elson’s house and take money. He wanted something else—”

“Deeds of the family estate, maybe,” interrupted Sooper thoughtfully. “Or the birth certificat’ of the rightful heir? Or maybe Mr. Elson, bein’ a low-down American, stole the sacred ruby from the right eye of the great god Hokum, an’ s’nister Injuns have followed him waitin’ their opportunity? This is a case for Cardew — maybe you can tackle it. Go to it, Sergeant. You’ll get your pitcher in the papers: and you’re a goodlooker too. P’raps you’ll marry the girl that’s supposed to be a housemaid but turns out to be the daughter of the duke, having been pinched by gipsies in her youth: Go on!”
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The young officer listened with admirable patience.

“I took Sullivan because he was sleeping in the neighbourhood last night — and he has now practically admitted that he ‘felt’ the house for an entry.”

“Go get his ear marks,” murmured Sooper, taking up his pen. “Ever notice how crim’nals an’ paranoiacs have windscreen ears? It’s in the book. And the book can’t lie. Detectivizin’ is not what it was, Sergeant. We want more physiognomists an’ more chemists. My idea of a real detective is a feller who sits in a high-class fam’ly mansion with a microscope an’ a blood stain an’ a bit of London mud, an’ putting the three together can tell you that the jewels were pinched by a left-handed man who drove a Patchard coupe (‘21 model) painted green. Ever meet a man called Ferraby?”

“Mr. Ferraby from the Public Prosecutor’s office?” asked the sergeant, momentarily interested. “Yes, sir: I saw him the day he called here.”

Sooper nodded; his jaws closed like a rat-trap and he showed two rows of teeth. He was smiling.

“He’s not a detective,” he said emphatically; “he only understands fac’s. If that feller was called in to unravel the myst’ry of the Rajah of Bong’s lost wristwatch an’ he found that the Grand Vizzer or Visher or whatever they call him, had pawned a wristwatch at Veltheim’s Day an’ Night Loan Office, he’d go and pinch the Grand — whatever he is. A real detective wouldn’t be that foolish. He’s just deduce at once that the clock was torn off in a struggle with the young and beautiful stenographer who’s hidden behind a secret panel gagged ‘n’ bound an’ ready to be freighted to the loathsome Injun palace built of lapsus laz — whatever it is. Now, old man Cardew is a detective! There’s a man you might model yourself on, Sergeant.”

Sooper pointed the end of his pen impressively at his subordinate.

“That man’s studied crime from all angles; he’s got the psycho — whatever the word may be — psychology, is it? Well, he’s got that. And he’s strong for ears an’ prognathic jaws and assymmetrical faces an’ the weight of brains an’ all that. Got a library up at Barley Stack full of stuff about crime.”

When Sooper started on the subject of that excellent amateur, Mr. Gordon Cardew, he was a difficult man to turn, and the sergeant sighed lightly and respectfully.

“The point is, sir, would you care to see this man Sullivan? He has practically confessed that he went to Hill Brow to commit a burglary.”

Sooper stared menacingly, and then, to Lattimer’s surprise, nodded. “I’ll see this Sullivan — shoot him in.”

The sergeant rose with alacrity and disappeared into the small charge-room. He returned in a few minutes accompanied by a very big, a very unprepossessing, and an altogether embarrassed tramp.

“This is Sullivan, sir,” reported the officer, and Sooper put down his pen, wrenched off his pince-nez and glared up at the prisoner. “What’s this stuff you’ve been giving us about the hobo who wouldn’t let you go into Hill Brow?” he asked unexpectedly. “And if you’re lyin’, tramp, lie plausibly!”

“It’s true, Sooper,” said the tramp huskily. “If I die this minute, this crazy fellow nearly killed me when I tried to open the window. And we had it all fixed — he told me about the place an’ where this American kept his ‘stuff’. If I die this very second—”

“You won’t: hobos never die,” snapped Sooper. “Sullivan? Got you! You went down for three at the London Sessions for robbery — Luke Mark Sullivan, I remember your holy names!”

Mr. Luke Mark Sullivan shuffled uneasily, but before he could protest himself an injured and innocent convict, Sooper went on: “What do you know about this crazy tramp?”

Sullivan knew very little. He had met the man in Devonshire, and had heard something about him from other knights of the road.

“He’s plumb nutty, Sooper: all the fellers say so. Goes about the country singing to himself. Doesn’t run with any gang, and talks queer — swell stuff and foreign languages.”

Sooper leaned back in his chair. “You couldn’t invent that. You haven’t the weight of brain. Where’s his pitch?”

“Everywhere, but I got an idea he’s got a real pitch near the sea. He used to ask me — I’ve been on the road with him for a week — if I liked ships. He said he looked at ’em for days passin’ on the sea, and got to wonderin’ what kind of ships couldn’t sink. He’s crazy! An’ after we’d fixed to go into this house, what do you think he said? He turned on me like a dog and said, ‘Away!’ — just like that, Sooper—’Away! Your hands are not clean enough to be the…’ well, sump’n about ‘Justice’…he’s mad!”

The superintendent stared at the uncomfortable man for a long time without speaking.

“You lie in your throat, Sullivan,” he said at last. “You couldn’t tell the truth: you’ve got odd eyes! Put him in the cooler, Sergeant — we’ll get him hung!”

Mr. Sullivan was back in his cell, and the sergeant was halfway through his lunch, before Sooper moved from his chair. He sat glowering at the office inkpot, motionless, his dry pen still in his hand. At last he moved with a grimace, as though the effort pained him, kicked off the slippers he invariably wore in office hours and pulled on his worn boots with a grunt..

Lattimer had reached the apple pie stage of his feast when the old man shuffled into the officers’ messroom.

“Know anything about this American feller Elson?” asked Sooper. “Don’t stand up, man — eat your pie.”

“No, sir — except that he’s a bit of a rough diamond. They say he’s very rich.”

“That’s my deduction too,” said Sooper. “When a man lives in a big house an’ has three cars an’ twenty servants I put two an’ two together and deduce that he’s well off. I’m goin’ up to see him.”

Sooper had a motorcycle that was frankly disreputable. It bore the same relationship to an ordinary motorcycle that a slum bears to Buckingham Palace. Every spring, Sooper took his machine to pieces, and, under the dazed eye of Sergeant Lattimer, put it together again in such a manner as to give it an entirely different appearance. This illusion may have had its cause in his passion for changing the colour of the weird contrivance. One year it was a vivid green, another year it was a flaming scarlet. Once he painted it white and picked out the spokes in sky-blue. Sooper was so constituted that he could not pass a hardware shop that displayed bicycle enamel without falling. In the little hut behind his cottage were shelves covered with tiny paint pots, and the year when, yielding to the influence of the war, he employed a dozen sample cans in camouflaging his machine, is one remembered by the whole of the Metropolitan Police force.

Yet it was a good motor-bicycle. By some miracle its two cylinders were capable of developing tremendous energies. Its once silvery handlebar had long since been painted over; its saddle seat was held in position by string, and its tyres were so patched that even the least observant village child could tell, from an examination of the dustprints, not only that Sooper had passed, but in what direction he was moving; but it ‘went’.

He chug-chugged his way up Dewlap Hill, skirted the high red wall of Hill Brow, and, dismounting, pushed open the gate and passed between the elms that bordered Mr. Elson’s drive. Leaning his bicycle against a tree, he walked slowly towards the big house, up the broad steps, and halted in the open doorway.

The hall was empty, but he heard voices, a woman’s and a man’s. The sound came from a room that opened from the hall. The door was ajar; he saw four plump fingers at the edge as though somebody had paused in the act of pulling it open.

Sooper looked round for a bellpush and then saw that it was in the centre of the front door. He was stepping into the hall to reach the push when…

“Marriage or nothing, Steve! I’ve been kept fooling around too long. Promises, promises, promises!…I’m sick of ‘em!…Money? What’s the use of money to me? I’m as rich as you…”

At that moment the door opened and the speaker came into view, and though her back was towards him, Sooper recognized her. It was Hannah Shaw, the ungenial housekeeper of Barley Stack.

For a second he stood looking at the figure, and then noiselessly stepped back to the angle of the wall, dropped lightly over the balustrade of the steps and melted out of sight.

Hannah did not even see the shadow of him as he passed. To make doubly sure that his presence should escape notice, Sooper wheeled his bicycle a mile before he mounted.
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The Temple, on a day in early summer, with a blue sky overhead, is a very pleasant and drowsily restful place. For there are rooks in Temple Gardens, and the green leaves of the trees that wave their branches over the worn flagstones are translucent in the sunlight, and the fountain splashes musically. The grim fronts of ancient buildings, so menacing in the thin fogs of February, take on a bland beauty of their own, so that hurrying lawyers in their grey wigs and long black gowns hesitate on the threshold of their own offices in momentary doubt as to whether or not they have, in a moment of aberration, wandered into some strange and more charming locality than that to which use has accustomed them.

Jim Ferraby, strolling at leisure from Fleet Street to his rooms in King’s Bench Walk, paused by the fountain to rescue a small girl’s hat from destruction, and passed on, whistling softly, his hands deep in his pockets, his brow unruffled, a goodlooking and contented young man on the indiscreet side of thirty.

He reached the walk, paused again on the stone steps of his chambers, and surveyed, with evidence of approval, the silvery stretch of river visible from this point. Then he slowly mounted the gloomy stairs, and, stopping before a heavy black door, pulled a massive key from his pocket and inserted it in the huge lock.

He was twisting the key when he heard the door open on the opposite side of the landing, and, looking round, flashed a smile at the girl who stood in the open doorway.

“Morning, Miss Leigh,” he said cheerfully.

The girl nodded. “Good morning, Mr. Ferraby.”

Her voice was very soft and curiously sweet. It was Elfa Leigh’s voice which had first attracted him to old Cardew’s secretary. He agreed with himself that this too was the principal attraction; and the fact that she had the kind of face that artists draw but men seldom see, and a straight figure which was lovely in spite of its slimness; that she had grey eyes set wide apart and almost Oriental in the slant and depth of them had nothing to do with his interest in the sole member of Mr. Gordon Cardew’s office staff.

Their acquaintance, extending over a year, had begun on that dusty landing, and had progressed with a certain primness.

There was really no reason why old Mr. Cardew (he was really fifty-eight, but fifty-eight is very old to the twenties) should have an office in King’s Bench Walk, for he was a nonpractising member of his profession. Once upon a time the firm of Cardew and Cardew had enjoyed a clientele unequalled in quality and wealth in the whole of London. They had been agents for great estates, trustees of vast properties, legal representatives of powerful corporations, but during the war the last of the Cardews had grown weary of his responsibilities and had transferred his clients to a younger and, as he said, more robust firm of solicitors. He might have followed the traditions of the profession and taken a partner, preserving the name of a house that had existed for one hundred and fifty years. He preferred to wash his hands of his practice, and the large gloomy office on King’s Bench Walk was now exclusively devoted to the conduct of his own prosperous affairs — for Mr. Gordon Cardew was a man of some substance.

“I suppose you won your case and the poor man has gone to prison?”

They stood now in opposite doorways, and their voices echoed across the hollow hallway.

“I lost my case;” said Jim calmly, “and the ‘poor man’ is now, in all probability, drinking beer and sneering at the law he cheated.”

She stared at him.

“Oh…I’m sorry!…I mean, I’m not sorry that the man is free, but that you lost. Mr. Cardew said he was certain to be convicted. Did the other side bring fresh evidence? What a shame!”

She talked coldbloodedly of ‘the other side’, as lawyer’s clerk to lawyer.

“The other side brought fresh evidence,” said Jim deliberately. “Sullivan was acquitted because I prosecuted him. The truth is, Miss Leigh, I have a criminal mind, and all the time I was talking against him, I was thinking for him. It is the first case in which I have ever appeared for the State, and it will be the last. The judge said in his summing up that my speech for the prosecution was the only reasonable defence that the prisoner had made. Sullivan should have gone to jail for a year, instead of which he is going about the country stealing ducks.”

“Ducks?…I thought it was a case of attempted burglary?”

She was puzzled.

“I quoted an ancient non sequitur. I’m a ruined man, Miss Leigh — I have the brain of a master criminal combined with the high moral outlook of a Welsh revivalist. From now on I’m just a nameless official at the office of the Public Prosecutor.”

She laughed softly at his solemn declaration, and at that moment came a firm step on the stair and, looking down, Jim saw the shining top of Mr. Cardew’s immaculate hat.

A grave, esthetic face, eyes that gleamed good-humouredly from under shaggy brows, a punctilious neatness of attire, and a pedantic exactness of speech — that was Mr. Gordon Cardew.

His furled umbrella was under his arm, his hands were clasped behind him as he came up the stairs, and momentarily his face was clouded. Looking up, he saw the young man.

“Hullo, Ferraby, your man got off, they tell me?”

“Bad news travels fast,” growled Jim. “Yes, sir: my chief is furious!”

“And so he should be,” said Cardew, with the ghost of a smile in his fine eyes. “I met Jebbings, the Treasury counsel. He said…well, never mind what he said. It isn’t my business to make bad feeling between members of the Bar. Good morning, Miss Leigh. Is there any urgent business? No? Come in, Ferraby.”

Jim followed the lawyer into his cosily furnished room. Mr. Cardew closed the door behind him, opened a cigar-box and pushed it towards the young lawyer.

“You’re unfitted for the job of prosecuting the guilty,” he said with a quizzical smile: “Socially and financially, there is no reason why you should follow a profession at all. So I don’t think, if I were you, that I should worry very much about what happened at the Central Criminal Court today. I am naturally interested in the case, because Mr. Stephen Elson is a neighbour of mine — a somewhat overbearing American gentleman, a little lacking in polish but a good fellow, they tell me. He will be annoyed.”

Jim shook his head helplessly. “I’ve a kink somewhere,” he said, in despair. “My sympathies are on the side of law and order, and in the office I gloat over every hanging I’ve brought about. In court my intellect was working double shifts to discover excuses for this brute — excuses that I myself would have advanced if I was in his position.”

Mr. Cardew smiled reprovingly. “When a prosecuting lawyer gets up and casts doubt upon the infallibility of the fingerprint system—”

“Did I?” asked Jim, flushing guiltily. “Lord! I seem to have made a hash of it!”

“I think you have,” was the dry response. “You don’t drink port so early in the morning?” And, as Jim declined, Cardew opened a cupboard, took out a black and dusty bottle, carefully wiped a glass and filled it with ruby-coloured liquid.

“I have yet another interest in Sullivan,” he said. “As you probably know, I am — er — something of a student of anthropology. In fact, I rather flatter myself that there is a good detective wasted in me. And really, when one sees the type of man who occupies important positions in the police force, one wishes that the system was reorganized so that persons of ripe experience and — er — erudition could find an opportunity for exercising their talents. We have a man in charge of my division who is simply…”

Words failed him. He could only shrug helplessly, and Jim, who knew Superintendent Minter, concealed his amusement. It was common knowledge that Sooper had a most profound contempt for all amateurs and theorists: it was the attitude of the good workman towards the indifferent artist. And on one occasion he had been offensive (Mr. Cardew described it as “boorish”) over a matter of anthropology.

“Man, ye’re childish!” snarled Sooper, when Mr. Cardew had mildly suggested that a cracked voice and a bright, hard eye were inseparable from a certain type of criminal. Mr. Cardew often said that such an unpardonable act of rudeness was difficult to forgive.

Jim was wondering what was the reason for this unexpected invitation into Cardew’s private office — it was his first visit, though he had known the lawyer off and on for five years — and that the invitation had a special meaning was obvious from the older man’s behaviour. He was obviously worried — and nervous, pacing the room with irresolute steps, and stopping now and again to adjust some paper on his desk or to move a chair to a different position.

“All the way up to town you have been in my mind,” he said suddenly, “and I have been wondering whether or not I should consult you. You know my housekeeper, Hannah Shaw?”

Jim remembered very well, the sulky-faced woman, who spoke in monosyllables, and who, ever since he had spoken well of Sooper, had never made any attempt to hide her dislike for him.

Mr. Cardew was eyeing him keenly. “You don’t like her,” he stated, rather than asked. “She was rather annoying to you the last time you came, eh? My chauffeur, who is something of a gossip, told me that she had snapped at you. Undoubtedly she is snappy and dour, and a most disagreeable person. But she suits me in many ways, and is, moreover, a legacy from my dear wife — she took her out of an orphan asylum when she was a child, and Hannah has been practically brought up in my home. With all respect I might liken her to one of those Aberdeen terriers that snaps at everybody except his master.”

He put his hand in his pocket, took out a leather case, opened it and showed some papers, and finally spread one on the table.

“I am taking you into my confidence,” he said, and looked up again at the door to see if it was closed. “Read this.”

It was a sheet of common paper. It bore no address or date of any kind. There were three handprinted lines of writing, which ran:

‘I HAVE WARNED YOU TWICE. THIS IS THE LAST TIME. YOU HAVE DRIVEN ME TO DESPERATION.’

The note was signed “Big Foot”.

“Big Foot? Who is Big Foot?” asked Jim, as he read the note again. “Your housekeeper has been threatened — she showed you this?”

Mr. Cardew shook his head. “No, it came into my possession in a curious way. On the first of every month Hannah brings me the household bills, places them on the desk in my study, and I write out cheques for the tradesmen. She has a habit of carrying bills around in her pocket and her bag, and scrambling them together at the last moment — she is the reverse of methodical. This letter was in the folds of a grocer’s bill: she must have taken it hurriedly from her bag without realizing that she vas giving me a private letter.”

“Have you spoken to her?”

Mr. Cardew frowned and shook his head.

“No,” he hesitated, “I haven’t. In a clumsy way I have hinted to her that, if she is ever in any kind of trouble, she must come to me, but Hannah just snarled at me — there is no other word, she snarled! It was — well, not to put too fine a point upon it, impertinent.” He sighed heavily. “I hate new faces,” he said, “and I should be very sorry to lose Hannah. If she had adopted another attitude, I should, of course, have told her of my discovery. And now, to be perfectly honest, I am scared to tell her that one of her letters is in my possession. We have had one serious disagreement over a stupid joke of hers. The next will end our association. What do you make of the letter?”

“From a blackmailer of some kind,” suggested Jim. “The letter is written with the left hand with the object of disguising the writing. I think you ought to ask her for an explanation.”

“Ask Hannah?” repeated Mr. Cardew in tones of alarm. “Great heavens, I dare not! No, the only thing I can do is to keep my eyes open, and at the first opportunity, when I get her in an amiable mood — and she is amiable at least twice a year — broach the subject—”

“Why not consult the police?” asked Jim.

Mr. Cardew stiffened. “Minter?” he suggested icily. “That uncouth, unimaginative policeman? Really, my dear fellow. No, if there is any mystery in the matter, I think — I rather think — that I am capable of probing the thing to its depths. And there is a mystery outside of, or consequent upon, this letter.”

He looked at the door, behind which his innocent secretary was working, and lowered his voice.

“As you know, I have a little bungalow on the foreshore of Pawsey Bay. It used to be an old coastguard station. I bought it for a song during the war, and have spent some very pleasant hours there. I go there very seldom nowadays, and usually I give my servants the use of the place. In fact, my secretary, Miss Leigh, had it for a week last year, and went down with some girl friends. Most unexpectedly, Hannah came to me this morning and asked if she could have the bungalow from Saturday to Monday. She has not been there in years; she hates the place, and told me as much only a week ago. Now I’m wondering whether that sudden trip to the coast has not something to do with the letter.”

“Have her watched,” suggested Jim, “by private detectives,” he made haste to amend his suggestion.

“I have considered that,” replied Cardew thoughtfully, “but I am loath to spy on her. Remember she has been in my service for nearly twenty years. Of course, I’ve given her permission, though I am a little worried in view of these facts. Usually Hannah spends her spare time driving about the country in an old Ford — my chauffeur taught her to drive some years ago — so that it isn’t a change of air she wants. I pay her well; she could afford to stay at a good hotel, and there is no reason whatever why she should go to Pawsey, unless, of course, it is to meet this mysterious Big Foot. Do you know, I sometimes think that she is a little..,” he tapped his forehead.

Jim was still wondering why he had been consulted: he now learnt.

“I am giving a little dinner-party on Friday at Barley Stack, and I want you to come down and — er — use your eyes. Two heads are better than one. You may see something which escaped me.”

Jim’s mind was busy hunting up excuses when Cardew went on: “You won’t mind meeting Miss Leigh socially? My secretary I mean — she is coming down to index a new library I bought the other day at Sotheby’s. A complete set of Mantagazza’s works….”

“I’ll be delighted,” said Mr. James Ferraby with great heartiness.
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“You know Mr. Elson?”

Jim Ferraby knew Mr. Stephen Elson well enough to be satisfied in his mind that he did not wish to know him better.

He had been the principal (if reluctant) witness in the case of the State against Luke Mark Sullivan, and Elson had taken that light-fingered tramp’s acquittal as a personal affront.

Jim was prejudiced against Elson for many reasons, not least of which was that gentleman’s insolent admiration of Elfa Leigh. It was insolent from Jim’s point of view, and, he hoped, from Elfa’s. Not that she meant anything in his life. She was merely the girl on the other side of the landing; she had a beautiful soft voice and grey eyes set wide apart, and the colouring that is only seen in the advertisements of complexion soaps. But Jim Ferraby took a detached interest in her (as he told himself). She was just a very charming, very cultured, and, to tell the truth, rather beautiful young woman, and he admired her in an aloof, perfectly friendly and philosophical way.

But she was a lady, and therefore socially the equal of anybody in Mr. Cardew’s drawingroom. And Jim Ferraby didn’t like the easy familiarity of Stephen Elson. That he was invited at all was a surprise, almost a cause for indignation, to Jim Ferraby. His host might not be a great detective, but he was sensitive to certain impressions, and he took the first opportunity of drawing the young man aside.

“I had quite forgotten that you had met Elson,” he said. “It is very embarrassing, but the truth is, it was Hannah’s suggestion that he should be invited. In fact, every time that man has been to this house it has been Hannah’s suggestion. She pointed out to me that we had not asked him to dine in a year, and I thought this would be an excellent opportunity. I don’t think I could endure him tete-a-tete!”

Jim laughed. “I am not at all embarrassed,” he said, “though he was infernally rude to me after the case. What was he, and how did he come to settle in England?”

Cardew shook his head. “That is one of the little matters for investigation which I shall take up some day,” he said. “I know nothing about him except that he’s very rich.” He looked across the drawing room to where the broad-shouldered American was engaged in a frolicsome conversation with the girl. “They get on well together,” he said irritatingly; “I suppose because they’re both from the same country—”

“Miss Leigh is not an American?” said Jim in surprise.

Cardew nodded. “Yes, she is an American girl: I thought you knew. Her father, who was unfortunately killed during the war, was an official of the American Treasury, and I believe spent a great deal of his time in this country, where Miss Leigh was educated. I never met him — the father, I mean — but he occupied quite a good position. In fact, she was recommended to me by the American Ambassador.”

Jim was watching her all the time Cardew was speaking. He did not know that one of her colouring could look so exquisite in black, or that so plain a gown could enhance her beauty. “I never dreamt she was American,” was all he could say.

If he had been so ignorant, his bete noir could lay claim to having detected Elfa’s nationality.

“New England, I guess?” said Mr. Elson. “Queer thing I didn’t know you were good Yankee the first time we got together.”

“Vermont,” said Elfa, by no means overjoyed at meeting a fellow-countryman.

He was redfaced, coarse-featured, and about him was the perpetual aroma of whisky and stale cigar smoke. His cheeks were puffed and his nose bulbous. “I’m from the Middle West myself,” he said complacently. “Do you know St. Paul? It’s a pretty good little burg. Say, Miss Leigh, what’s that lawyer doing here?” He nodded over towards Jim, and his voice was loud enough for that young man to overhear the question. He would have given a great deal to have heard the rejoinder.

“Mr. Ferraby is supposed to be one of the cleverest lawyers in the Public Prosecutor’s office,” she said quietly.

She explained the mysteries of this department, which combines the functions of Federal, State and District Attorney.

“Is that so?” said the other thoughtfully. “Well, he may be a crackajack prosecutor out of court, but when he gets before a judge, I can tell you that fellow is just nothing!”

“Are you an old friend of Mr. Cardew’s?” asked Elfa, anxious to turn the talk to more agreeable channels.

Elson scratched his none-too-well-shaven chin.

“Why, he’s a neighbour of mine. Pretty good lawyer, eh?”

He was watching her through half-closed lids.

“Mr. Cardew isn’t in practice now,” she answered, and he laughed noisily.

“He’s strong for that sleuth stuff, eh?” he chuckled. “I’ve never known a grown man to get that way.”

His admiring eyes did not leave her face, and in her discomfort she looked appealingly across the room to where Jim stood, and, recognizing the signal of distress, he came across and rescued her.

It was obvious both to the girl and to Jim Ferraby that Mr. Cardew was ill at ease. So much so that he seemed to have forgotten the excuse of Jim’s visit, and never once referred to Hannah. From time to time he looked at his watch and glanced anxiously, almost fearfully, towards the door; and when at last Hannah Shaw appeared, more stiff, more black, more forbidding than ever, and stated brusquely that dinner was ready, the lawyer almost dropped his glasses in his apprehension, “Will you hold dinner,” he begged, “for a few minutes? The fact is, Hannah, I’ve invited a friend of ours — the superintendent — to come along.”

She bridled, but said nothing.

“I met him today: he was very civil,” Mr. Cardew hastened to excuse himself for his daring, “and really I don’t see why we should be bad friends. I don’t know why I’m telling you all this…”

He floundered into a morass of unintelligibility. It would have been pathetic if it were not amusing, this spectacle of the tyranny wielded over the master of Barley Stack. To Jim it was no new experience, for he had seen something of the sort on his previous visit. But Elfa could only stare in amazement as the woman stalked out of the room, disapproval in every line of her figure.

Cardew rubbed his chin uneasily. “I’m afraid Hannah doesn’t like our friend…and really, It’s very disturbing, most disturbing.” He looked pleadingly at Ferraby as though imploring some moral support.

“Few housekeepers like to see their plans changed,” said Jim soothingly.

Five uncomfortable minutes passed, and then Hannah reappeared. “How long are we to wait, Mr. Cardew?” she rasped.

“We’ll go in immediately, Hannah,” said Cardew, with a quick glance at his watch, and something of relief in his face. “I don’t think our friend can be coming.”

The girl sat next to Ferraby at the round table, with a vacant chair at her side, which should have been occupied by Superintendent Minter. “Poor Mr. Cardew!” she murmured under her breath.

Jim grinned, but a glance at the face of the woman, seated immediately opposite him, arrested his amusement. She was glaring at the girl with a malignity which for the moment took his breath. And then, as the soup plates were being removed, came the tardy guest.

Sooper was never strong for clothes. Jim had the impression that the ill-fitting dress-suit he wore must have been bequeathed to him by a long-dead relative, or possibly purchased from a waiter when it was long past restaurant use.

“Sorry, ladies and gentlemen,” murmured the guest, looking round the company through his half-closed eyes. “Never take dinner at night as a rule, and only remembered your kind invite just as I was going to bed. Good evening, Miss Shaw.”

Hannah’s eyes slowly rose and met his.

“Good evening, Superintendent,” she said icily.

“Nice weather we’ve been having — the warmest weather I can remember for this time of the year.”

It was the first time Elfa had seen the redoubtable Sooper, and she felt a quick instinct of friendliness towards the grim old man in his worn and shabby dress-suit. The shirt he wore was frayed at the opening. There were two large iron-mould stains in the most conspicuous part of the breast; the tie about his collar had worked round halfway to his ear, but he carried himself like an aristocrat.

“I think he is splendid…is that the superintendent?” she said under her breath, when, later; Sooper’s attention was diverted to his host.

“Yes: the King Pippin of all sleuths — in Europe, anyway. Listen…he’s kidding.”

“Not often I go out to parties,” Sooper was drawling. “Seems I’m too unsociable to invite. Never can tell one knife from another, an’ mostly use the wrong beer glass. That’s where we poor policemen get wrong — no manners. Stands to reason, if I went after one of those swell mobs an’ got myself dolled up for s’ciety, they’d know me first time. I was sayin’ to my sergeant only this afternoon, ‘there ain’t enough swell amateurs in this game: what we want are fellers that can wear evenin’ dress without lookin’ as if they were in fancy dress’.”

Mr. Cardew looked at his guest suspiciously. “The police have their proper functions,” he said primly. “The only contentious point between us, Superintendent, is that certain cases require — er — a greater refinement of — er — intellect and a more intensive appreciation of psychology.”

“Sure they do.” Elson dropped his elbows on the table and leant forward, nodding mechanically. “That’s what you fellers miss…”

Suddenly he stopped. He had caught Hannah’s eyes, and in them Jim Ferraby read an urgent warning.

“That psychology’s certainly good,” agreed Sooper almost humbly, “an’ that’s just what we want. Every young officer ought to get soaked in it. Next to anthro — you know — the word, Mr. Cardew.”

“Anthropology,” said Mr. Cardew graciously.

“That’s rum: next to that, psychology’s the grandest ornament to a man’s intelligence. Next comes good eyesight. I’m a bit shortsighted for readin’, but I can see a million miles. Never have the blinds drawn, Mr. Cardew?”

The bow windows of the diningroom were uncovered except for diaphanous casement curtains that draped the lower halves. The half-light dusk lay on the lawn outside, and the tall sycamores at the end of the garden showed black outlines against the deep blue of the sky. The rhododendron bushes nearer the house made a shadowy blot.

“No,” said Cardew, in surprise. “Why? We’re not under observation — the public road is nearly a quarter of a mile away.”

“Just wondered,” apologized Sooper. “I don’t know much about swell houses: live in a cottage myself, an’ always pull the blinds when I eat — keeps the meal private. How many gardeners might you have here?” he asked.

“Four or five — I forget,” said Cardew, and Sooper was impressed.

“That’s a lot to find sleepin’ room for,” he said.

“They don’t sleep here: my head gardener has a cottage near the road. Going back to the subject of the police—”

But Sooper was not inclined to go back to the subject of the police. Rather was he anxious to add to his knowledge of Mr. Cardew’s domestic economy. “Why, I thought you had to keep gardeners or odd men around at nights to water the flowers an’ trap moles?”

Gordon Cardew was obviously bored. “No; my gardeners leave at seven o’clock. I certainly would not allow them to prowl around — what is wrong, Superintendent?”

Sooper had risen and was walking to the door. Suddenly there was a click, and all the lights went out. “Stand back from the table against the wall, all of you!” His harsh voice was vibrant with authority. “I turned the lights out — there’s somebody in the shadow of those bushes and he’s got a gun!”
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Sooper came softly from the front door and stepped into the garden. The diningroom looked out from the side of the house, and he moved with incredible swiftness towards the bushes. The lawn was empty — there was no sound but the gentle rustle of leaves in the night wind. Keeping close to the cover of the shrubs, he covered the width of the lawn.

Beyond the flowerbeds were the sycamores which marked the southern boundary of the property. To the right was a little pine wood, which could be the only avenue of retreat on the part of an intruder.

Sooper went forward from tree to tree. Beneath his feet was a thick covering of pine needles that would have made his movements noiseless in any circumstances. From time to time he stopped and listened, but there was no sound.

He was halfway through the wood when, right ahead of him and not fifty yards away, came the sound of singing….

“The Moorish king rides up and down Through Granada’s royal town.. Ay de mi Alhama…!”

For a second, at the sound of the woeful Spanish air, Sooper’s spine crept. There was something so plaintive in the music, something so desperately hopeless in the words of the centuries-old lament, that he stood stock still.

“From Eloira’s gates to those Of Bivarramble on he goes, Ay de mi Alhama!”

Sooper went forward at a run towards the voice. The wood was dark, and here the trees were set so closely together that it was almost impossible to see more than a few yards ahead.

He came plunging out into the open without having seen a soul.

The wood separated the pleasure grounds of Barley Stack from a little farm. Nothing moved in the meadows, and Sooper turned back. “Come out of that, tramp!” he shouted, but only the echo of his voice came back to him.

Then came the sound of feet rustling through undergrowth, and he guessed it was Jim before he saw the white shirt-front emerge from the dark.

“Who is it?” asked Ferraby.

“Tramp of sorts,” said Sooper. “You were nearly as crazy to come out without a shotgun.”

“I saw nobody.”

“Nobody to see, I guess,” replied Sooper gently. “Let’s go back — I ought to have got my machine and patrolled the road.”

They penetrated the plantations again, but heard nothing and saw nothing, and returned to the lawn to find the alarmed dinner party assembled.

“Did you see anybody?” asked Mr. Cardew anxiously and somewhat incoherently. “Really, this is the most extraordinary…you’ve frightened these ladies….I must confess that I didn’t see a man of any description.”

“Maybe Minter’s imagination’s working,” growled Elson. “You might see a man, but I’ll be darned if you could see a gun in this light!”

“Saw it gleam,” said Sooper, staring hard at the wood. “Just saw the light on it…must have been a gun. Got a lamp, anybody?”

Mr. Cardew went into the house and returned with an electric lantern.

“Stood here,” said Sooper, and flashed the lamp on the grass. “No marks — ground’s too hard. Nothing…”

Swiftly he darted downward to the grass and picked up a black oblong something, and, holding it on the palm of his hand, whistled softly.

“What is it?” asked Cardew.

“Magazine of a.42 automatic — chock full of shells,” said Sooper. “.42 automatic marked United States Naval Department — dropped out of his gun.”

Mr. Cardew’s jaw had also dropped: it might have been his imagination, but Jim fancied that the face of the amateur detective had gone a shade paler. Possibly, he thought, this was the first occasion on which Mr. Cardew had been brought face to face with the grim actualities of criminal detection.

“Well, I’ll go to…!” Stephen Elson was looking at the magazine open mouthed. “And he was there all the time…with a gun!” He shuddered. “Did you see him, Officer?”

Sooper looked round and dropped his hand on the other’s shoulder. “Nothing to worry about,” he said kindly, almost brotherly. “No. If I’d seen him I’d have caught him. I’ll use your telephone, Mr. Cardew.” His host guided him to the study and left him.

“That you, Lattimer? Turn out divisional reserves and detain anybody that can’t account for their movements, especially tramps. When you’ve done that, come up to Barley Stack; bring a gun and two hand lamps.”

“What is wrong, Sooper?”

“Lost a collar stud,” said Sooper calmly, and hung up.

He looked up into the troubled face of Cardew. And from the lawyer his eyes wandered to the packed bookshelves.

“Must be a lot there that’d help a feller to pull in a crazy tramp,” he said. “I got to rely on common coppers and it’s even odds they’ll never find him.”

The old twinkle was in his eyes: Cardew became conscious of the two stains on the shirt-front and the shabby dress-suit slightly redolent of mothball. He recovered his illusion of superiority.

“That is the sort of case where the very physical at tributes of the police are so admirable,” he said. “After all, there is nothing very subtle about the visitation of an armed tramp!”

“Nothing’s subtle that matters,” said Sooper, shaking his head sadly. “Not life nor death, nor stomachache nor money. Subtle things don’t count, not with me, anyway.” He surveyed the packed bookshelves again and sighed. “That tramp feller was after Elson,” he said, going off at a tangent.

Cardew was startled.

“What makes you think that?” he asked.

“Elson expected him too,” nodded Sooper, with a faraway look in his eyes. “Else why does he carry a gun?”

“Elson carries a gun — a pistol, you mean? How do you know?”

“Felt it in his pants,” said Sooper, “when I was bein’ affectionate. How was that for subtle? Just clapped him on the shoulder an’ felt his pocket with my hip. I’ve got one of the most sensitive hips in the force. What’s that a sign of from the anthrop’logical view?”

But Mr. Cardew was not to be drawn.

“Why did you follow the superintendent, Mr. Ferraby? Wasn’t that rather foolhardy?”

Jim and the girl were alone on the lawn. Hannah had disappeared with the American, and though the young man had qualms about remaining outdoors in the growing darkness, his discretion was not proof against the lure of the night and the intimacy which their solitude brought.

“There wasn’t any great er risk for me than for Sooper,” he said; “besides which, I’ll admit that I thought he had been deceived by a shadow — I had forgotten that the old devil has eyes that can see through a wall! Do you like that man Elson?” he blurted.

“Mr. Elson? Why no…what ever made you think I did?”

“Well…he’s American, and I suppose It’s natural for people of the same country..,” he ended lamely enough.

“If I were an English girl and I had met an English tough in New York, should I like him because he was English?” she asked with a smile.

“Tough? I didn’t know he was anything unusual,” he began, and she laughed softly.

“You don’t know how rude you are being,” she said. “Yes, Mr. Elson is that: I can’t think of a more elegant word than ‘tough’; it isn’t pretty, is it?”

“I didn’t realize that you were American,” he said, as they strolled slowly up and down the close-cropped lawn.

“I never dreamt that you realized I was anybody,” she said dryly, “except one of the features of King’s Bench Walk. You’re not trying to flirt with me, are you?”

Jim went red at the amazing directness of the girl. “Good lord, no!” he gasped.

“Then I’ll take your arm. I was a little frightened,” she confessed; “It was rather creepy — the lights going out and the horrible feeling that we were being watched.”

Her arm rested on his. Jim Ferraby self-consciously kept his elbow rigid and she smiled at his propriety. “You can let your arm drop — that’s right; I shan’t cling. Only I’m human enough to find comfort in a masculine arm — any masculine arm except perhaps Mr. Elson’s.”

“I quite understand.” He was inclined to be icy, but her soft laughter melted him.

“I don’t like the country,” she said. “Poor daddy loved it: he used to sleep out in the open even in stormy weather.”

“Your father died in the war?”

“Yes.” Her voice scarcely rose above a whisper. “Yes, he died in the war.”

They paced to and fro in silence: the arm in Jim Ferraby’s rested with greater confidence; once, by accident, the tips of her fingers brushed the back of his hand.

“How long are you staying here?” he asked.

“Until tomorrow afternoon. I have some indexing to do, and in any circumstances Mr. Cardew would not let me stay after his housekeeper left. She is going away for the weekend.”

“What do you think of her?” he asked.

She did not answer at once. “She may be nice when one gets to know her,” she said diplomatically, and then Sooper’s long figure showed in the open doorway.

“Come in before the spooks get you, Mr. Ferraby. Somethin’ unusual has happened — my sergeant was awake. That feller reckons all the time he’s not sleeping is time wasted. I think Mr. Cardew was askin’ about you, young miss.”

Elfa passed into the house and Ferraby was following, but the old man detained him.

“Come for a stroll with me, Mr. Ferraby, an’ help me psychologize and anthropologize.”

It was noticeable that, except when he was in the amateur scientist’s presence, or (as Jim subsequently learnt) discussing such learned subjects with his sergeant, Sooper had no difficulty in pronunciation.

“Elson’s got to go home tonight, and I’m deducin’ that this miscreant with the gun will try to take a crack at him,” he said. “The whole thing’s subtle an’ mysterious. One American tryin’ to shoot another American! Angels have wept for less.”

“You think the stranger on the lawn was an American?”

“He had an American gun: therefore he’s American. I’m gettin’ into this deduction business — it comes natural after a bit. My deduction is that he’s a singer.”

“What makes you think that?” asked Jim in surprise.

“Because I heard him singin’,” said Sooper. “Ever play auction bridge, Mr. Ferraby? If yon do I’ll give you a tip: a little peek’s worth two finesses. Get that into your mind, Deduction’s fine but seein’ and hearin’s better. That’s official. Know anything against Elson up in Whitehall?”

“You mean at the Prosecutor’s office? No, I don’t remember hearing or reading anything, and I’ve charge of the alien section.”

“Never call an American an alien: it makes him wild. Just the same as the English swell red when they get the alien tag in New York Harbour. It’s a low word meanin’ Peruvian and Slovak and Mongolian Hebrew. I was in Washington during the war, till our headquarters found I was efficient — then they shot me home. They can’t stand efficiency.”

Jim was considering whether he should, at the risk of displeasing his host, take Sooper into his confidence. He came to a decision. “Sooper, you think that man in the garden was after Elson? You’re mistaken.”

“That sounds impossible,” said Sooper, “but I’m open to conviction.” Briefly Ferraby told him of the letter which Gordon Cardew had shown him the day before, and the superintendent listened without interruption. “Big Foot, eh? Sounds like one of those nancy Wild West Injun names. But what’s Hannah done? That’s pretty big news, Mr. Ferraby, an’ slightly alters things.”

Cardew’s voice called them from the house. “Come along and finish your dinner.”

“Wait.” Sooper’s sinewy hand gripped the young man by the sleeve. “Just wait whilst I get the logic an’ psychology of this. She’s going away for a week — end, you say…I know the house on Pawsey Beach. Cardew drove me down there once before we took the mat on the question of criminal science. A dog lonely place, miles from everywhere except the sea…big cliff with hundreds of smugglers’ caves…house stands on an old post road that runs under a cliff but isn’t used much since the new road was made over the cliff top. It’s dangerous. Part of the cliff fell down the year I went there an’ old Cardew made a fuss with the Pawsey Town Council because they didn’t clear up the mess an’ open the road. He knows a lot about that side of the law.”

“Are you people coming in?” Cardew was walking out towards them, and they turned in the direction of the house.

“Don’t hint that you know anything,” muttered Jim, and Sooper grunted his reluctant agreement.

Mr. Cardew had quite recovered his poise. He was boisterously cheerful as they resumed their seats at the table, and had a new theory.

“I’ve been looking up my de Carrilon,” he said, “and curiously enough, I came upon an almost parallel case. De Carrilon has a chapter on what he calls ‘The Crime of Embuchement’. He says that to a certain type of criminal mind the impulse to shoot from the darkness is irresistible….”

Sooper toyed with a quail on toast, and wondered why this clever lawyer had not associated the murderous visitor with the threatening letter to Hannah Shaw.

It was past one o’clock that night when Jim knocked at the door of Mr. Cardew’s study to bid him good night. By the light of a table lamp the lawyer was reading from a large and thick volume.

“Come in, Ferraby. Has the superintendent gone?”

“Just gone, sir.”

Cardew closed the book with a sigh. “A very practical man, but I doubt if he takes his work seriously. Police work largely develops into a mechanical routine. They will put guards on the roads and notify the country police, and I suppose arrest a few perfectly innocent citizens. They will do nothing which is worthy of praise and omit no precautions that would deserve censure. They will, in fact, play for safety. It is a very small and unimportant matter, but typical of the system. The more I study our old fashioned methods, the more I regret that fate did not take me into a more exciting path of the law than that which meanders through the Court of Chancery. Well, what do you think of Hannah? Nothing very suspicious about her attitude, eh?”

“She is less distressed than I thought possible,” said Jim quietly, and Mr. Cardew’s mouth opened in a gasp of consternation.

“Good heavens!…I never thought of connecting the letter with…I must have taken leave of my senses!” He had gone suddenly white.

“I wondered why,” said Ferraby.

Sooper had wondered too, and had privately expressed his surprise before leaving. It had required all Jim’s powers of persuasion to prevent the old man from interviewing Cardew on the subject. But this Jim Ferraby did not reveal, though he knew that it was inevitable that Sooper would sooner or later discuss the matter with the master of Barley Stack.

“I never dreamt of connecting the man in the garden with Hannah,” said the lawyer thoughtfully. “This is truly astounding! I almost wish that I had told Minter.”

“Get him on the ‘phone and tell him,” suggested Jim, anxious to unburden his conscience.

Mr. Cardew hesitated, took up the telephone and put it down again.

“I must sleep on it,” he said. “If I tell him now, he’ll come back and there will be a fearful scene with Hannah. Frankly, I’m scared of Hannah Shaw…terrified. It is absurd…I despise myself. And I’m a lawyer, supposedly without sentiment. No, leave it until the morning, or later. I’ll ask the superintendent to come up to dinner. Hannah will be away.”

It occurred to Jim as he was undressing that to leave the matter until Hannah had departed on her mysterious weekend trip had certain advantages. He almost regretted that he was taking an early departure and would not be present at the interview.

He prepared for bed leisurely, and a distant church clock was striking two when he finally put out the light. Whether the excitement of the evening or the ten minutes’ nap he had snatched on his way from town was the cause, he could not sleep. He had never felt quite so wakeful in his life. For half an hour he lay, his mind working through the house from Elfa Leigh to Cardew, from Cardew to Hannah, and back again to Elfa. At last, with a sigh, he rose, walked to the little table where he had left his smoking materials and, lighting his pipe, walked to the window.

The moon was in its last phase, a thin rind of white in a clear sky, and its faint and ghostly reflection covered the world with pale radiance. From where he sat on the window seat, he could see one brilliantly lighted window in a wing running at right angles to the outer wall of his own room.

Was it the girl’s room, or Cardew’s — or Hannah’s? Whoever was in the room was busy — he saw an indistinct figure pass and repass the semi-transparent curtains, and presently his eyes accustomed themselves to the light and curtain veil, and he recognized the figure of Hannah. She was fully dressed and was engaged in packing a suitcase that she had placed on the bed. The gentle night breeze blew the curtain aside for a second and he saw into the room. By the side of the bed were two open trunks, and she was clearing out her wardrobe.

Jim Ferraby frowned. A weekend visit? She was packing like one preparing for a long absence. For an hour he watched, and then her light went out. By this time the grey of dawn was in the sky, and as the lamp was extinguished he felt a sudden overwhelming desire for sleep.

He had one knee on the bed when he heard a sound which filled him with wonder and made him doubt the evidence of his senses. It was somebody singing, and the voice carne from the little wood.

“The Moorish king rides up and down… Granada’s royal town, Ay de mi Alhama!”

The singer! The man who had been on the lawn! In an instant he struggled into his overcoat and pelted down the dark stairs to the hall. It was some time before he could get the door open, but at last he was in the open. The world smelt sweet and cold, the grass beneath his slippered feet was wet with dew.

He stood motionless, listening, and then he espied a stealthy figure moving in the cover of the wood and darted towards it. As he came nearer, the man heard him and swung round.

“Steady…steady! Don’t scare my songbird,” hissed a voice. “I want him for my anthr’p’logical av’ry!”

It was Sooper.
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“Go back an’ rustle some clothes. I’ll want your help, anyway. All my men are down in the Farnham area arrestin’ the wrong people. If I’m not here, wait for me.”

Jim was glad to obey the order, for the morning was chilly and he was shivering. In five minutes he was back to where he had left the superintendent, but that worthy man had disappeared, nor did he show himself for ten minutes.

“This time he’s gone,” he growled. “Must have heard you gettin’ into the concert.”

“Gone — how?”

“The wood runs down to the boundary wall. There’s thick bush on the other side — that’s where I heard him moving. I’ll blow down to the main road, but he’s as cunning as a monkey. Anything new?”

“Hannah Shaw is going away,” said Jim, and told what he had seen during the night.

Sooper scratched his grey head. “I’ll bet Cardew doesn’t know she’s goin’ for keeps,” he said. “That’ll be the best bit of news the poor fis — Mr. Cardew’s had in years. Wish I’d caught young Tetr’zini.” He shook his head regretfully.

He was halfway down the gate road when he turned and came back. “You got a motorcar, Mr. Ferraby?”

“Yes — but not here. I came down by train.”

Sooper nodded. “Might bring it along to my stationhouse tonight — somewhere round dusk. I’m thinking of goin’ down to Pawsey. It’s off my ground, and that skinny-gutted deputy at the Yard’s certain to raise hell if anything comes out. But I despise him, an’ when I despise a man, the grave’s his only hope. I’d like to take you along with me to get the proper psychology of the position — I’m short on that.” Sooper did his best laughing with his eyes — he was laughing now.

Apparently nobody in the house had heard the singer, and Jim returned to his room unchallenged by anxious inquiry. Sleep was impossible now, and he shaved and dressed at leisure. He was down in the garden by the time the sun was on the lawn, and he strolled round the house to kill time. From the rear of Barley Stack he had a clear view of Hill Brow, the lordly house of Mr. Elson, a sprawl of red brick topped by a square and architecturally pleasing tower.

What freakish whim had induced this American to settle down in surroundings which had no pleasure for him? A man of the people, selfmade, without culture or refinement.

When he came back to the lawn he saw a slim figure in grey walking away from him, and his heart raced for a second or two.

“Yes, I am early — I didn’t sleep very well.”

Elfa gave her hand with a smile that dazzled him. Never before had he seen her under the sunny skies and at an hour which few women choose to submit their charms to the critical eyes of men.

“Is it permissible to offer my arm?” he asked boldly.

“Permissible but unnecessary,” she laughed quietly at his embarrassment. “I am full of courage this morning. Did you sleep well?”

“To be truthful, I didn’t sleep at all,” he admitted, and she nodded.

“My room is next Miss Shaw’s, and she was moving about all night,” she said.

He could have confirmed that information, but she went on: “I shall be glad to get back to my own little apartment. Barley Stack and Miss Shaw have a very bad effect on my nerves. I’ve only spent one night in the house — a year ago; and that was a most unpleasant experience. Do you mind my telling you this?”

Did he mind! He could have listened to her all morning. He suggested as much.

“Miss Shaw was in worse than her usual bad temper. She wouldn’t speak to me or to poor Mr. Cardew. She shut herself up in her room and refused to come to meals because, Mr. Cardew told me, she thought he had slighted her. And then she did an extraordinary thing. Very early in the morning, when I woke up and looked out of the window on to the little side lawn, I saw the letter ‘B’ picked out on the grass with dark paper. There was something rather familiar about those little oblong slips, and I went downstairs to make sure. The pieces of paper were hundred-dollar bills — there must have been fifty of them, and they were fastened to the earth with long black pins!”

Jim could only look at her incredulously.

“Did Cardew know?”

“Yes, he’d seen them from his window, and he was furious.”

“Was anybody else staying here at the time?”

She nodded and made a little face. “Mr. Elson. His house was in the hands of the repairers and Mr. Cardew asked him to come and stay. I don’t think he’s been here since until last night. It was Miss Shaw’s suggestion that he came at all — he told me that.”

“But how do you know Hannah marked the lawn with bills — it may have been a freak of Elson’s: I can well imagine his doing such a crazy thing.”

She shook her head. “It was Miss Shaw. She came and gathered up the money after Cardew sent for her. He pressed her for an explanation but she would give none — she wouldn’t even tell him where she got the money.”

And then Jim remembered what the lawyer had told him.

This, then, was the ‘stupid joke’ which had nearly led to a domestic breach.

“I think she is a little mad,” said Elfa, “and that is why I hated the thought of coming to Barley Stack. it was only when I heard—” She ended the sentence abruptly, but a warm glow came over the young man and his pulse beat a little faster.

There was nothing to betray her energetic night in Hannah’s face when she appeared at the breakfast table. The dark eyes were as birdlike as ever; she was a model of composure and self-possession. Cardew, on the other hand, was irritable and snappy, though apparently he had slept well enough. He was one of those admirably-tempered individuals who bring the essence of their grievances to the breakfast table, The day dilutes them down to their normal strength and importance, but in the first hour of waking they overcloud the morning sun.

“Even now I’m not sure that this pestiferous fellow hasn’t been playing a joke on me. I personally saw nothing, and I think my eyesight is as keen as anybody’s. If there had been a man in the shadow of the hedge, as he suggested, why is it that nobody else saw him?”

Jim was on the point of telling about the song that so startled him at dawn, but remembered that Sooper had asked him to say nothing about that strange occurrence.

“As to the — er — magazine, well, that might have been part of the stupid joke,” said the suspicious Mr. Cardew. “I may not have had a great deal of criminal practice, but I’ve come upon some very remarkable cases of deception even in the Chancery Court. You remember, Miss Leigh, the story I told you about a client of mine who concealed his assets in bankruptcy and nearly earned for me a reprimand from the judge!”

Miss Leigh had heard the story: she had heard it many times. It was the one purple patch in Mr. Cardew’s humdrum law practice.

“What time do you go, Hannah?” He looked over his glasses at the stolid woman.

“At eleven.”

“You are taking your machine? Thompson tells me that the hood needs repair.”

“It is good enough for me, and should be good enough for Thompson,” she said shortly, and thereafter Mr. Cardew’s interest in her plans ceased.

He himself was going into town to get his letters, and offered to drop Jim at his flat in Cheyne Walk. “As soon as breakfast is over,” he said, and it appeared to Jim Ferraby that he had fixed the hour so as to be out of the house before his sour housekeeper.

There was only a brief opportunity for seeing Elfa before he left, and this Jim seized, to find her busy in Cardew’s study, a dozen heaps of books on the library table and a look of tragic despair in her eyes.

“He wished me to get them finished before he returns,” she said helplessly. “There are two days’ work here — and I’m determined not to spend another night in this house! You are going, Mr. Ferraby?” Her tone was one of disappointment, and Jim revelled in the unaccustomed prospect of being missed.

“Yes, I’m going, but I want you to give me your address, so that I can find out if you have reached home safely.”

She laughed. “That is one of your lamest excuses. But I will give you my address.” She scribbled it down on a piece of paper and he put it into his pocket. “I’m not worrying about getting home safely, because Mr. Cardew told me I could leave, even if I was not finished, at four, and he had not returned.”

“I’ll call—” he began.

She shook her head. “You’ll find my ‘phone number on that piece of paper,” she said, her lips twitching. “Perhaps I will let you call one day and take me to a theatre, if it will not jeopardize your position — they tell me you are something very special in the Prosecutor’s Department.”

“My position is so hopelessly compromised,” said Jim firmly, “that my only chance of getting back is to be seen in respectable company.”

He held her hand quite as long as was necessary, perhaps a little longer, and carried away with him the most fragrant memory, and at the same time the most extraordinarily exalted views of womanhood that his heart had ever held.

Throughout the journey to the City, Jim had a confused idea that Mr. Cardew was talking about Superintendent Minter, or it may have been Mr. Elson; but all that he heard he instantly forgot. His heart was singing a wild and dangerous tune, his head swam in the amber clouds of romance. Which is not the most profitable environment for an official of the Public Prosecutor’s Department.

It was when Cardew switched to the subject of Hannah that Jim came slowly to earth.

“I have been thinking the matter over very carefully and very thoughtfully,” said the lawyer, “and I have decided that I cannot go on in the way I have been during the past few years. I have tolerated Hannah because she is at heart a good girl. But I’ve only just begun to realize how tremendously my whole life is determined by her whims and fancies. And then there is this infernal mystery, and I will not have mysteries — at least, not at Barley Stack. There is another thing: I cannot help thinking that there is something between Elson and Hannah. You may think that is a preposterous idea?”

In truth Jim Ferraby thought it extremely preposterous, for at that time Sooper had not taken him wholly into his confidence.

“I have intercepted glances between them. Once I came upon them talking at the end of the road. They saw me and scuttled like rabbits, and to this day they’re under the impression that I did not see them. I don’t know what this Elson is, whether he is a bachelor or whether he is married. He is a very disagreeable person, yet, if he has any liking or affection for Hannah — which is extremely doubtful, for such a man could not have any true affection for anybody but himself — well, I should be very glad. On one point, however, I am determined: Hannah — must — go.” He struck the floor of the car with his umbrella to emphasize each word. “She is getting on my nerves,” he went on. “I would willingly pay a thousand pounds if she decided to take another position.”

“You know, of course, that she has packed all her boxes?” began Jim, when the older man jerked round at him.

“Packed her boxes?” he almost squeaked. “How do you know?”

“I saw her in the night through in y window. She made no attempt to hide the operation. She cleared all her dresses out of the wardrobe, and, so far as I could see, packed them in her trunk.”

Mr. Cardew was silent for a long time. His ordinarily smooth brow was wrinkled in the scowl which accompanies concentrated thought.

“I don’t think there’s anything in that,” he said at last. “She has packed her trunks before, when she has been annoyed with me, and like an everlasting fool I have invariably gone down on my knees to her, metaphorically speaking, and begged her to stay. But this time…” The wag of his head was ominous.

He dropped Jim in Whitehall, and for the next two hours Mr. Ferraby was wholly occupied with an accumulation of correspondence. There were statements to be examined, prima facie cases for arrest to be digested, and, in the absence of his chief from town, he had his lunch brought in and cleared off all arrears by three o’clock in the afternoon, when he strolled up Pall Mall to his club.

His work might have been easier and more expeditiously concluded if there had not been, between the paper and his eyes all the time, the vision of a face that had no definite form or shape, but was stabilized by a pair of steadfast grey eyes, set widely apart. Once his typist brought back a document and asked him coldly who “Elfa” was, and he discovered that he had so christened a notorious car-stealer whose case was up for consideration.

He found that she lived in Bloomsbury. There was no real reason why he should take a cab to Cubitt Street to look at the house from the outside. It bore a striking resemblance to every other house in the street. But there was some satisfaction in deciding that the window with the little white curtains was her room, and he felt a strange friendliness towards a billboard advertisement of a corn cure which must meet her eyes every morning. Not till some days later did he learn that she slept in a room at the back of the house, which was visible from no angle of the street.

At four o’clock he telephoned her: she had not returned. Since she did not intend leaving Barley Stack until four o’clock, it was unlikely that she had. At five o’clock there was no news of her. At half-past five, when he had worked himself up into a condition of panic, and his big black car was quivering and rumbling at the door of his club, ready for a lightning spin to Barley Stack to rescue her from unimaginable dangers, her cool voice answered him.

“Yes, I’m back…no, Mr. Cardew has not returned. He telephoned to say that he was staying in town for the night.”

“Won’t you come and have tea?”

He heard her laugh. “No, I’m going to have a quiet evening, thank you very much, Mr. Ferraby. It is lovely here.”

“I should say it was!” said Jim fervently. “I can’t imagine any place where you are—”

Click! She had hung up on him. Nevertheless, he went home in a state of elation that bordered upon imbecility.

There was a visitor, he was told by his chauffeur, who was also his valet and his butler. It was Mr. Cardew, very much at a loose end.

“Your man tells me you’re going out tonight,” he almost complained. “I came along to ask you if you would come to the Opera House: they are playing ‘Faust’ tonight, and I bought two seats in the hope that you’d be able to accompany me.”

“I’m sorry,” said Jim, “but I’ve an engagement.”

“Could you come to dinner?”

Again Jim made his apologies.

“I’m unfortunate,” said Cardew, running his fingers through his hair. “I can’t do much else but go back to Barley Stack tonight.” And then, miserably, “I wonder what the devil Hannah is doing at Beach Cottage tonight — I’d give a lot of money to know.”

Jim might have promised to supply the information, but discreetly he refrained.
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The street lamps had been lit and the last glow of light was fading from the west, when Ferraby’s big Bentley shot down the main street of a countrified suburb and pulled up before the most rustic of all London police headquarters. Sooper was in his tiny office, discussing a large and indigestible wedge of pie and a steaming mug of cocoa. He looked up and pointed to a chair.

“Sit down, won’t you?” he said indistinctly. And when at last he had swallowed at a gulp the scalding contents of the mug, and wiped his lips on a handkerchief that had seen better days, he took a box of cigars from the drawer of his desk and offered the interior to Jim.

“No, thank you, Sooper,” said Mr. Ferraby hurriedly.

“What’s the matter with ‘em?” demanded Sooper, hurt. “Never seen anybody who didn’t like these cigars.”

“Take a good look at me,” said Jim.

“The country’s growin’ decadent,” said Sooper mournfully, as be applied a match to the end of a poisonous-looking cylinder. “People are gettin’ cowardly. I believe in standin’ up to a thing and conquerin’ it. I’ve conquered these cigars, though I admit they’ve sent to the floor more people than I can count. I’ve always admired strength and punch.”

He puffed the noxious fumes into the air with every evidence of enjoyment. “You couldn’t buy this cigar under ten cents in America, and that’s where it’s grown.”

“I take leave to doubt it,” said Jim.

“As a matter of fact,” confessed Sooper, “they’re made of home-grown tobacco. They’re a sort of patriotic experiment. And they’re not so bad, once you get used to ‘em. Our divisional surgeon says that they’re healthy. He says no bug could live in a radius of a mile. He says that coming here brings back the war very vivid — he was gassed in France.”

He coughed, choked, looked dubiously at the cigar, and, shaking his head, threw it into the fireplace.

“That one’s not so good as the others,” he said, and filled his pipe. “We’ll make a start soon,” looking up at the clock.

“I’ve sent Lattimer down in advance, because he’s a useful kind of man, but if anything comes out, he’s not in it.”

“You mean, if there’s any trouble about your going beyond your territory?”

Sooper nodded. “I like Lattimer, though I never let him know it,” he said. “A young fellow gets all puffed up if you hand him bouquets, and he’s temp’ramental, the same as me. He doesn’t like work.”

As Sooper was shuffling about, finding coats and wraps, Jim thought it was an opportune moment to tell him Elfa’s story of the banknotes in the shape of a ‘B’. Sooper listened intently.

“Elson was there that night, was he?” he said softly. “That’s rather a wonderful coincidence, for that woman is sweet on Elson, or my deductions are wrong. And she’s got a pull, too. I seem to have an idea that we’ve got to be pretty clever sleuths tonight to understand all we see — I almost wish Mr. Cardew was coming along.”

And then, when Jim asked a question, he shook his head.

“No, we haven’t picked up that tramp, and it’s not so wonderful as you’d think. The ground’s broken and woody round here, and, what’s more, Cardew’s place is just off the main southern road. Empty market trolleys are going past all day long, and it would be the easiest thing in the world to sneak under a waterproof cover and get away. And, talking of waterproof covers…”

He walked down to the street and examined the sky, came back and tapped an ancient barometer on his desk, and nodded.

“I’ve got a corn that’ll beat this thing ten yards in twenty. Have you brought a mackintosh?”

“I’ve one in the car,” said Jim.

“You’ll want it,” replied Sooper laconically.

The moon showed wanly through a fog of cloud as they struck Horsham Road, and they had not gone a dozen miles before the southern horizon flickered and glowed redly, and little swirls of dust showed in the light of the headlamps.

Sooper sat huddled by Jim’s side, and did not speak for a very long time. They were on the outskirts of Horsham when the rain began to fall, and Jim stopped to fix the hood. The roll and growl of thunder was audible now.

“Like thunderstorms,” said Sooper cheerfully. “Nothing subtle about a thunderstorm. Thunderstorms are facts: there’s no psychology to ‘em. They’re just like catching a man in the act.” And then, when the car had cleared Horsham and was thundering up the Worthing Road, he said: “When a woman’s got her heart set on marriage, she’s about as reasonable as a hungry wolf in a meat store — I wonder what ‘B’ stood for?”

“I suggest Big Foot,” said Jim. “That’s a beauty!”

Ahead of them the skies suddenly cracked whitely, blindingly.

Sooper waited until the crash and roll of the thunder had made him audible. “Big Foot? Yes, possibly.” And then: “Why do you think I am risking my life this stormy night by the side of a speed fiend, dashing madly into the ragin’ elements? To satisfy my curiosity about Hannah Shaw? No, sir. I’m going,” he spoke slowly — and deliberately—’to unravel a mystery — that’s the expression, unravel a mystery.”

“And what is the mystery, if it isn’t Hannah’s peculiar behaviour?” asked Jim good-humouredly.

“I’ve been on the track of this mystery,” said Sooper, nodding solemnly, “for six and a half years. It’s the mystery of an appointment that was never kept!”

Jim stared at him.

“I’ll buy it, Sooper.”

“There’s nothing to buy,” said Sooper complacently. “It’s just a fact, like that there flash of lightning, and the artillery of the heavens, if one may use a high-class expression that I read in a book, the name of which I forget. Never could remember the names of books. Six and a half years,” he ruminated. “It’s a long time, but it’s a short time for an old man. Flick! It comes and it goes, quicker than lightning — an’ that doesn’t exactly loiter. He asked me to go to his house in Chellamore Gardens. Sir Joseph Brixton was his name, and he was an alderman of the City of London. He’s now dead and pop’larly supposed to be in heaven. But he asked me to go to his house, and I went, and he was not at home. At least, he said he wasn’t at home, but sent me a letter by his butler, thanking me for all the trouble I’d taken, and two ten-pound notes. Which I gave to a charity.” Sooper paused. “The charity that begins at home.”

“What on earth has this to do with our wild adventure tonight?” asked Jim, cleaning the rain screen for the hundredth time.

“A whole lot,” murmured Sooper. “I’m just beginning to enjoy this trip — I hope Lattimer has got his oilskin.”

“Did you know why Brixton sent for you? I remember the man very well”

Sooper nodded in the darkness.

“I do know,” he said. “And I know why he broke his appointment.”

“But you said—” began Jim.

“I know what I said. I pretty well know why. But it’s the how that’s got me all temperamental.”

The rain was pelting down, the lightning was so incessant that Jim had no need of his headlamps. He turned off the post road and struck a secondary that led to Great Pawsey village.

That ancient hamlet was in darkness except for the light that streamed from the windows of the village inn, as he skirted the broad green and began the steep descent to the beach road.

Great Pawsey was separated from Little Pawsey by some five miles — by a whole universe in some respects, for Little Pawsey, as it appears still on the maps of the ‘eighties, has long since dropped its contemptible prefix. The small fishing village has become a fashionable watering-place; its name, ‘Pawsey’, is picked out in huge electric lamps on the face of the cliff. It has a winter garden and a parade and a pier. Bands play in its ornamental gardens, great actors appear in its mammoth theatre. It has hotels of such magnitude and importance that even the hall porters are called ‘Mister’.

Two roads connect Pawsey with its poor relation. One, that crosses the downs parallel with the cliff, and the other the Lower Beach Road that runs by the side of the sea. The former is perfectly metalled and expensively illuminated; the lower is little more than a cart track. On the higher thoroughfare, the municipality and town council of Pawsey have lavished the taxpayers’ money — its disreputable companion, being the object of a feud between the War Department, which owns a slip of the foreshore, and the city fathers, remains very much as it was in the days of our fat hers. From time to time the local newspapers splashed a hectic headline “The Lower Road Scandal”, and fiery statements were made at council meetings denouncing the War Department for its refusal to cooperate in the cost of repair, but the net result of all the speaking and all the writing was not visible in any kind of improvement.

“It’s certainly a hell of a road,” said Sooper, as the machine bumped and slithered down the rocky hill. “We’ll park the car at the bottom, if you don’t mind — there’s a sort of old quarry there.”

“You know the place?” asked Jim in surprise.

“Ordnance map,” was the explanation. “Been studyin’ all mornin’. The house is five hundred ‘n’ fifty yards from the foot of the hill an’ two miles three furlongs from Pawsey. We ought to find Lattimer when we strike the level — dim those lamps, of yours, Mr. Ferraby.”

Lattimer, a moist and shining figure, stood in the shelter of an overhanging “cut” — they would have passed him unnoticed if he had not stepped out of cover..

“Nobody has come to the house yet, sir,” he reported, as they stepped out of the car.

“What! But Miss Shaw came here early this morning,” said Jim.

“I’d have been surprised if she had,” said Sooper. “In fact, I knew she hadn’t come this mornin’.”

Ferraby was staggered.

“That’s deduction,” said Sooper complacently; ‘deduction an’ logic. Maybe it’s psychology too.”

“But how did you know that she hadn’t come this morning?” insisted Jim.

“Because Lattimer ‘phoned me an hour ago,” was the calm reply. “That’s proper police logical work: havin’ a man on the spot an’ gettin’ him to ‘phone. And deduction — I deduce that he’s tellin’ the truth. Put that car right back so that nobody can see it, Mr. Ferraby — Sergeant, show your lamp…now all lights out, please.”

The rain beat down mercilessly, though the thunderstorm had passed. Out at sea the white ribbon of lightning showed at intervals as they stumbled along the road, aided by occasional flashes from the sergeant’s lamp.

Beach Cottage stood between road and sea, a squat stone bungalow, almost surrounded by a brick wall, breast high. At each end of the house there was a gap in the fencing to admit a rough carriage track.

“Sure there’s nobody there?”

“Certain, sir; the door has a padlock on the outside.”

“What’s that building behind — a garage?”

Jim could see no building other than that which loomed before them, but Sooper had cat’s eyes.

“No, sir; that’s the boat house. It’s empty. When Mr. Cardew used the place, so a boat man told me, he had a skiff, but that was sold.”

Sooper tried doors and windows without result.

“Surely she can’t be coming,” said Jim. “Probably the storm scared her.”

Sooper grunted something derogatory to the storm as a factor in Hannah Shaw’s plans.

“I’m not saying that she’ll come,” he said. “Maybe I’ve been the’rizin’: that’s my trouble, I think too much.”

Jim thought he had never seen a more desolate dwelling.

On one side was the sea; on the other, beyond the road, the grim escarpment of the cliffs, only to be guessed at in the pitch darkness of the night.

“The place is honeycombed with caves,” said Lattimer, “most of them quite inaccessible.”

They had withdrawn to the road and were walking slowly towards the place where the car was concealed.

“I don’t wonder that there’s not a rush to rent Cardew’s summer cottage,” said Jim.

“What’s the matter with it?” asked Sooper. “It’s the kind of place I’d like to retire to when I take my pension. I’ll bet it’s a peach of a house in the sunlight; and anyway, what’s there to do at night but to sleep?”

He dived into his clothes, and Jim saw the phosphorescent glow of his watch dial.

“Eleven, as near as makes no difference,” he said. “We’ll give her till twelve, and then I’ll start apologizing.”

“What did you expect to find here?” asked Jim, putting into words the question he had been asking himself all that evening.

“That’s goin’ to be difficult to say,” drawled Sooper. “Only when a middle-aged spinster gets keen on marriage, and when she says what she’s goin’ to do if she don’t get married, I’m entitled to be interested in her. Maybe I expected to get a stronger line than I look like gettin’, maybe—”

He clutched suddenly at Jim’s arm and drew him to one side.

“Behind that rock, quick!” he hissed.
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On the road had approached two dim lights, the lamps of an approaching car.

Jim tripped and stumbled towards the cliff and found cover, Sooper crouching at his side, Lattimer flat on the ground behind them. The car was moving quickly. It was abreast of them before Jim imagined it was possible on that rough road. As the little machine flashed past he had a fleeting vision of a dark silhouette — a woman with a wide-brimmed hat, bent forward as though to meet the rain that swept along the beach.

In a few seconds the car had turned into the opening in the wall and had come to a standstill before the door of the house.

“She’s opening the door,” whispered Jim, as the squeak and grind of a key turning in the padlock was borne to them on the wind.

Sooper said nothing. Presently they heard the door slam, and then he rose.

“No conversation,” he warned them under his breath, and led the way towards the bungalow.

The car stood squarely before the door. Moving like a cat, he crept to its side, felt the radiator and was satisfied. The windows, he knew, were shuttered. He passed round the house to the back. There was no sound from within; no light showed. Coming back to the door, he found the padlock loose and, bending forward, listened. His efforts were unrewarded, and he came back to the man he had left by the wall.

“Somebody else is coming,” he said. “She’s not here for the night — she’s left the car running. She’s certainly heavy on juice!”

They went back to the rock that had served them for a hiding place and settled down to their vigil. A quarter of an hour, half an hour passed, and then they heard the door open and close again, and there came to them the sound of the padlock being fastened.

“She’s not stayin’.” Sooper was surprised: his hurt tone was that of a man who had been cheated. “Now why in thunder — get under cover, she’s taken the dimmers off!”

From the little car, invisible until then, shot two rays of strong white light, but only for a second. They were dimmed again almost immediately, and so remained until the machine shot through the second opening and turned towards them.

They had just time to drop out of sight when the headlamps glared out of the darkness. Again they caught a glimpse of the bowed head and the wide-brimmed hat, and then the car was gone and only the faint rear lamp gleamed dully.

Sooper rose with a growl.

“I’m apologizin’,” he said. “Both deduction an’ psychology are punk. She goes in and she comes out and she disappeareth no man knows whither. With a bit of luck we ought to be able to pick her up and trail her to the place where she really lives.”

But they had some distance to travel before they could reach Jim’s car, and then the inevitable happened. One of his tyres was down, and though the wheel was changed with the least possible delay, they did not pick up the Ford or see the machine again.

In Great Pawsey they surprised the village policeman, who had no information to give. He had seen the two cars go through, but until they had arrived none had returned.

“I’m leavin’ you here, Lattimer — maybe they’ll put you up at the cooler. I want somebody on the spot.”

They came back into the storm near Horsham, and the thunder was rolling heavily when a weary Jim pulled up his car before Sooper’s office.

“Come in and drink coffee,” said Sooper, who had been a very silent man all the way back to town. “Maybe I can think better out of the rain. I’m certainly feeling very temp’ramental over bringing you on this fool job, Mr. Ferraby. Big Foot — humph! We ought to have passed that flivver. Don’t like it very much.”

He sat, a bedraggled, harsh-faced man, in his chair.

“Don’t like it! She couldn’t have gone into Pawsey — I looked for wheel tracks as we passed. She didn’t strike Great Pawsey — the intelligent officer on the street hadn’t seen any Ford, an’ strangely I believed him. He’s an honest man — I had him with me on a case when I was at the Yard. And she didn’t go into Pawsey, I’ll swear. We passed the end of the road and I stopped you, didn’t I? The road’s all lit up and there wasn’t a car track. Lattimer may send me news — I’ve asked him to phone.”

The desk sergeant came in at that moment.

“Somebody at Great Pawsey wants to speak to you, Superintendent.”

Sooper slipped out of his chair and dashed to the old fashioned wall phone in the charge-room.

“It’s Lattimer speaking, Super: I’ve found that Ford car.”

“Where?”

“On the top of the cliff — it must have turned off the road that leads down to the beach — Sea Hill we call it.”

“Lights on or off?” asked Sooper quickly.

“Off, sir — queer thing about it that, written in chalk across the back of the car, are two words—’Big Foot.’”

“Big Foot, eh? Anything else? Nobody with it, of course?”

“No, sir.”

Sooper thought quickly.

“Wake up the local sergeant and phone the chief at Pawsey. You might search the top of the cliffs and the undercliff to see if you can find anybody. I’ll be right down. You’ve kept the house under observation? Good!”

He hung up the receiver and repeated the gist of the officer’s information. “I’m going to see,” he said, “but I’ll have to fix it with the Yard. I’ll call up a commissioner. Go an’ find Cardew an’ get the key of the bungalow. Bring it back just as quick as you can.”

Mr. Cardew had a very small flat near Regent’s Park; a pied-a-terre for him when he wished to spend a night in town.

Jim was fortunate, for the outer doors of the flats are locked at midnight, and it is impossible to secure admission except by waking every one of the dozen families which occupy each block. But his arrival coincided with the return of a cheery party from one of the dance clubs, and he got past the outer door and mounted to the third floor, where the amateur criminologist had his habitation.

Mr. Cardew was a light sleeper, and as Jim knocked for the second time, a light appeared in the passage and the door opened to the length of the chain that held it.

“Good heavens, Ferraby!” he said, as he fumbled with the chain. “Come in — what on earth brings you here at this hour?”

In the fewest words Jim told him of the night’s adventure.

“I’m sure that in the circumstances you’ll forgive me,” he said, “but I had to tell Minter about the threatening letter and I think he takes a serious view of the matter.”

Mr. Cardew rumpled his hair, which was already in a state of disorder.

“She didn’t arrive until late at night?” he asked in a tone of bewilderment. “But she left Barley Stack soon after eleven. Where is she?”

“That is exactly what Minter wishes to discover,” said Jim.

“The car has been found abandoned, with the words ‘Big Foot’ written across the body. Sooper thinks that there has been foul play — in fact, the local police are at this moment searching the beach and cliff for — well, not to put it too delicately, her body.”

Cardew could only shake his head. “I can’t believe it — it is too — too ghastly. I have duplicated keys, but they are in my chambers at the Temple. Just wait whilst I dress — have you a car here? If not, you had better get a cab.”

He was not longer than a few minutes changing, and when he joined the caller he was dressed for a long journey.

“Of course I must go with you,” he said quietly. “I couldn’t possibly rest until I knew the truth about Hannah.”

The machine brought them to the gates of the Temple, and Mr. Cardew went quickly through the postern and returned in a few minutes with a bunch of keys.

“They are on this ring: I did not wait to search them out; we can do that later.”

If Sooper was surprised to see the despised amateur he did not betray his emotion.

“Nothin’ has been found on or under the cliff,” he said. “Find me the keys, Mr. Cardew.”

With little difficulty, the lawyer discovered and detached three from the bunch.

“Are there any others than these — I mean any other duplicates?”

“No — there have never been more than two sets. One that I give to people who rent or use the cottage, and the other which is kept in my office. These, by the way, have never been used.”

Just before they left on the southward journey, Sooper took the young man aside.

“I sent a feller up to Hill Brow to locate Elson. He went out at nine last night and hasn’t returned. He took his two seater Rolls, and his chauffeur did not go with him. I’m tellin’ you this — maybe you’ll hear more about it when the case comes up to the Prosecutor’s office. Know Cardew’s gard’ner?”

“You were asking about him the other night?”

“Yuh,” said Sooper, and did not pursue the subject.

Jim took the wheel and again the long car roared along the Horsham Road, but this time with less caution, for the road was empty, the streets of Horsham itself a place of the dead.

The storm had finally passed, stars showed between the cloud wrack, and in something over the hour the machine had stopped before the tiny building that served as lodging for the village sergeant and a lock-up for the infrequent tramps who outraged the laws of Great Pawsey.

The sergeant was waiting for them, and two detectives from the more important Pawsey.

“We’ve found nothing, sir,” reported the sergeant, “but one of our villagers saw a woman walking towards the sea road and go down the hill.”

“When was this?”

“About two hours ago. He said she came from the direction of the railway station — Pawsey Halt, which is midway between here and the town. The last train from London stops at the Halt but I haven’t been able to find the station man.”

“She wasn’t coming from the railway at all,” said Sooper. “She may have been trying to give that impression. Do you ever use the Halt, Mr. Cardew?”

“I have got down there once during the war,” said Cardew; “usually if I come by rail. I go into the terminus at Pawsey and drive out by a station fly.”

“Has Hannah Shaw been in the habit of coming by rail?” Cardew shook his head.

“Not since 1918,” he said. “We spent a very considerable time here during the war: during the weekends when air raids were likely we came down here for quiet.”

The derelict car had not been moved, the sergeant told them, and they found the machine in the position described by the policeman. It was easy to understand why they had passed it on their way to Great Pawsey. The car had been driven up a gentle bank and down into the steep of a hollow on the other side. It was out of sight from the hill road, which in the last fifty yards ran through a cutting.

With the aid of his lamp Sooper examined the machine carefully. The chalked inscription on the back, though it excited Mr. Cardew, did not seem to interest the old police officer.

“It isn’t white chalk — it’s green!” said Cardew. “Billiard chalk?”

“Maybe we’ll find her in a billiard saloon,” snarled Sooper. “Let us look for the cue!”

Whereafter Mr. Cardew preserved a dignified silence.

Sooper’s most thorough inspection was of the car’s interior.

He inspected the hood inch by inch and presently lowered it before, standing on the running-board, he brought the light of his torch slowly along the floor and the seat, both in the driving and the passenger space.

“The seat is scratched…recent scratches too, the canvas shows, and it is quite clean. No mud on the foot brake or clutch. There’s nothing here of consequence.”

They came back to Jim’s machine.

“Have you been down to the bungalow, Sergeant?” Sooper asked, and Lattimer answered yes.

“Nobody is there; the place has been watched since you left — there is a man watching now.”

Sooper stepped into the car by Jim’s side, and the local officers, finding what accommodation they could on the footboard, the car went down the hill and struck the beach road.

This time it went on to the house and the men descended.

“How horribly eerie!” said Cardew with a shiver. “I have never realized how lonely and desolate this place of mine is!”

The car had been stopped, at Sooper’s suggestion, so that the light of the headlamps fell on the door.

“The padlock is on; she’s not here.”

Sooper was unmoved by the discovery. “Never expected she was,” he said. “But she was here. She came for something. Did she have any kind of belongings here, Mr. Cardew?”

The lawyer shook his head.

“None, except those she may have brought today,” he said.

“She brought nothing today,” replied Sooper emphatically. “Did she keep anything in a cupboard or wardrobe?”

“Nothing, so far as I know.”

Sooper fitted the key in the padlock and the lock turned easily enough. There was a lock to the door, and when this had been dealt with and the door opened, Sooper flashed his lamp into the dark interior.

It was a small lobby. Beyond was a second door, the upper half of which was panelled in glass. It opened at a touch and he found himself in a narrow passage that ran from the front to the back of the house.

“Stay where you are,” he warned them. “I’m goin’ to make a search an’ I guess I’d like to be alone.”

The two rooms opening from the passage on the right were first explored. They were bedrooms, very plainly furnished. The beds had been stripped of clothes, and he guessed that the linen was in the locked presses that he found in each apartment.

He went back to the front of the house and examined the first room on the left. It was a diningroom, and a quick examination revealed no remarkable feature. In one wall was an opening covered by a shutter, evidently a servery communicating with the kitchen, which was the only room now left unexplored. He tried the kitchen door; it was locked, and he went back to the waiting men.

“Have you got the kitchen key?” he asked.

“No,” said Cardew in surprise. “There is a key to the kitchen — but it is never taken away. Isn’t it in the lock?”

Sooper returned and tried the handle, but the door was fast. And then he began to sniff, and called Jim.

“Smell anything?” he asked. “Seems like somethin’ burnin’ to me.”

Ferraby could detect a peculiarly pungent odour that was queerly familiar to him.

“Cordite!” he said suddenly. “A rifle or revolver has been fired here — and recently!”

“Thought it was,” said Sooper calmly. “Got an idea I knew that hot-iron smell. Door’s locked from inside.”

He went back to the diningroom. The shutter of the servery was fast — he found a small keyhole and this time called Cardew.

“Yes, it locks but I have no idea where the key is. It was there during the time my secretary was here, Miss Leigh, and its loss has not been reported. It fastens with a spring catch, and if it were closed by accident it could not be opened without a key. I never had a duplicate. Can’t you get into the kitchen?”

“No — that’s fastened on the inside.”

“Then break the shutter,” suggested Cardew, and guided Lattimer to a little outhouse where a few rusty tools were kept.

A small case-opener was found, and Sooper, fixing the claw between shutter and wall, worked at the lock. Presently, with a crash, it broke, and he slid back the cover. Now the rank smell of cordite was marked — even Cardew began to sniff.

“What smell is that?” he asked, but Sooper did not hear him.

Leaning through the opening, he was searching the room with his lamp, and suddenly the white circle of light, moving slowly along the floor towards the door, revealed a boot. The toe was pointing to the ceiling…the light moved…another foot, the edge of a dark skirt.

A woman sat with her back to the door, her head sunk forward drunkenly on her breast. Sooper could not see her face, but he knew it was Hannah Shaw, and he did not need the evidence of the rivulets of blood on the floor to know that she was dead.
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Sooper withdrew his head slowly from the aperture.

“Everybody had better stay here,” he said. “Sergeant, go find a doctor….Mr. Ferraby, you can drive the officer…no, I guess you’d better stay. You may be concerned in this case.”

Lattimer volunteered to drive the car to the village, and, after a whispered consultation with Sooper, departed hurriedly.

“Not that any doctor’s goin’ to be any use.”

“What has happened?” asked Cardew tremulously. “My God…not Hannah?”

Sooper nodded. “I’m afraid it is, Mr. Cardew,” he said gently.

“Hurt…dead?”

Again Sooper inclined his head. “Yes: you’d best stay here. Follow me, Mr. Ferraby. Use a chair to stand on.” With an unexpected agility he wriggled through the hole in the wall, and Jim followed. “Pull the shutter close: I’m going to light the lamp.”

Sooper lifted the glass chimney of a small kerosene lamp that stood on the kitchen table, and lit it carefully, laying the matchstick on the table.

Jim Ferraby was gazing awestricken at the inanimate figure by the door.

“Is it suicide?” he asked, almost in a whisper.

“If it is, we’ll find the gun,” replied Sooper. “She’s dead…that’s a fact. I’m sorry I got so fresh with her. She wasn’t a bad woman — as women go.”

He stooped down and peered into the colourless face.

“Not suicide,” he said, almost cheerfully. “Never thought it was. Murder — but how? Here’s the door locked on the inside — see the key? And the servery shutter locked, key on the inside — notice that too?” He tried the heavy shutters that covered the window: they were bolted.

On the table was a woman’s handbag, which had evidently been turned out, for a medley of small feminine belongings and a packet of paper money was scattered on the table.

“Fifty-five pounds English and two thousand dollars in American bills,” said Sooper, counting. “What’s the brick mean?”

It was a red brick, well-worn on one surface. Attached to this was a circle of rubber, which in turn was attached to a string.

“The floor is of red brick,” said Jim.

“Yes…noticed that.” Sooper took up the lamp and stooped, searching the floor. Immediately under the centre of the table was an oblong cavity that the brick exactly fitted.

“The rubber is what we used to call a ‘sucker’ when I was a boy,” meditated Sooper. “They call ’em ‘vacuums’ nowadays: that’s how he or she pulled out the brick.”

Going down on his knees with the lamp at his side, he peered into the shallow hole.

“There’s been something hid here,” he said; ‘that’s what she came down to get. I wondered why she only stayed a little while.”

“But how did she get back…the front door was padlocked from the outside?”

Sooper shook his head; “Got a lot of things to think about just now,” he said. “Anyway, we did come down for something!”

Again he squatted down before the quiet figure, his unlighted pipe clenched between his teeth, a frown of anxious concern adding to the lines of his forehead.

“Can’t move her till the doctor comes,” he said, getting up again. “She was shot at close range — he must have stood on this side of the table… somewhere about here,” he pointed. “Probably an automatic, though I can’t see the shell anywhere. She was standing to the right of the door: see the mark on the wall. Then she walked a step and slid down by the door. Bullet went through the heart, I think, and dead people often walk a pace or two. Left glove on an’ right glove off. She never intended stayin’. Do you notice anything, Mr. Ferraby, anything very remarkable?”

Jim shook his head helplessly. “There are so many things that are remarkable that I can’t differentiate,” he said.

Sooper’s nose wrinkled. “Cardew would have seen it before I did,” he said “She’s got no hat on — and no coat.”

It was true the figure was bareheaded; there was no sign of coat or mackintosh.

“An’ look at that clothes peg on the wall…see anything on the ground?”

“Water,” said Jim.

“Ran off her raincoat. She hung it up when she came in the first time, anyway. Where did she leave her coat and hat?”

“Probably they are in one of the other rooms,” suggested Ferraby, and the old man showed his teeth.

“They’re not in the house. I didn’t comb the rooms, but I had a good look at ‘em. And those clothes are not in this house!”

His tone was exultant. It was as though he had achieved some great personal triumph.

“There’s the doctor,” he said. “He’ll have to come through the hole in the wall, an’ if he’s fat he’ll hate it.”

The doctor proved to be a young man, who made light of the business of entering the kitchen.

There was never any doubt what the verdict would be. “No, I could not say how long she has been dead. Certainly over an hour. I have phoned for an ambulance. Sergeant Lattimer told me what had happened.”

Sooper looked at his watch: it was half after three. “I’ll wait till she’s gone before I do any more,” he said.

When, a few minutes later, the motor ambulance had arrived and the pitiable object had been removed, Sooper unbarred the shutters and opened the window. Only Jim and he remained of the party. Mr. Cardew had been taken away in a state of collapse, and Lattimer had gone away with the ambulance to make a search.

“And a pretty good thing too,” said Sooper heartlessly. “I couldn’t have stood for his psychologizin’. It’s pretty dark for close on four,” he said, looking out of the window, “but it’s still rainin’. Fine English summer weather. Look at that.”

He laid on the table a long yellow envelope. “Found it under her when she was moved,” he said.

Jim examined the cover.

“Empty,” he said, and read the typewritten address and gasped.

‘DR. JOHN W. MILLS, Coronor of West Sussex, Hailsham, Sussex.’

“Then it was — suicide?”

Sooper folded the envelope before he replied.

“Dr. Mills hasn’t been coroner of West Sussex since five years,” he said, “that bein’ the amount of time he’s been dead. I happen to be certain about that because I went to his funeral.”

“But whoever wrote that didn’t know?”

“They certainly didn’t know,” said Sooper, with a touch of his old mysteriousness.

Jim watched him prying about the kitchen, peeking into ovens, opening cupboards, pulling out drawers, and the realization of the tragedy began to grow on him. It had been so terrifically sudden and unexpected that he could not absorb its true significance. And, strangely enough, his first thought was the effect which this tremendous happening would have upon Elfa Leigh. She would be shocked beyond measure, pained more because she disliked the woman.

“It’s certainly a wonderful murder,” said Sooper, with an ecstatic sigh, as he stopped to light his pipe. “I’m glad I called up the commissioner. He’s a good feller an’ maybe he’ll let me hold the case. That man knows when a thing’s in good hands. He’s intelligent. I wonder why they keep him at the Yard. If he puts another man in charge, he ain’t fit for his job — few of these guys are. They get pushed into jobs because their wives have got a pull with the Secretary of State..,” he proceeded libellously.

“No weapon of any kind in the place,” he went on, “no shell on the floor. Nothin’ but an empty envelope addressed to the coroner…did Miss Shaw use a typewriter, do you know, Mr. Ferraby?”

“I believe she did: Mr. Cardew told me that she had an old one.”

“It was written by an amachoor,” said Sooper, taking the envelope from his pocket, “and somebody who hasn’t written ‘coroner’ very often — It’s spelt wrong. Few people can spell on a typewriter. I got to have that raked for fingerprints.”

He had dug the bullet from the wall, a bent steel cylinder, and it lay on the table. “That’s a .42 automatic,” he said, as he put away the envelope. “Same calibre as those in the magazine we picked up on the lawn. Not an unusual size of gun, so don’t draw conclusions: they are only made in two sizes. She couldn’t have owned one; women are afraid of firearms, and besides, Cardew would have known.”

“Where has he gone?” asked Jim.

“Into Pawsey — to the Grand Hotel.” Sooper chuckled quietly. “When the’ry gets into the ring with fact, he takes the count in the first round. Here’s a big fact — death by violence. To sit around in a comfortable armchair an’ play a fiddle an’ th’rize is one thing; to come up against the smell of blood an’ general nastiness is another…”

He stopped and bent his head, listening. Through the open window came the ceaseless “hush hush” of the waves striking the sandy beach.

“There’s somebody fumblin’ at the door,” he said, and, picking up the lamp, walked softly into the passage.

Jim heard it now and his flesh crept. A soft scratching sound, the swish of hands passing over the panels, and then the door handle turned a little.

Sooper looked at Jim and his nod was an instruction. Jim Ferraby crept forward, turned the key quickly and pulled open the door.

Standing on the step was a slim figure, rain-drenched, dishevelled.

She stared at the young man stupidly.

“Help me,” she muttered, as she stumbled forward into his arms. It was Elfa Leigh!

“Don’t move — listen!”

Sooper hissed the words, and Jim stood motionless, the unconscious girl in his arms. From somewhere in the darkness and from far away came the mournful cadences of a song: “The Moorish king rides up and down Through Granada’s royal town, Ay de mi Alhama!”

“Hell!” roared Sooper, as he put down the lamp and dashed past them into the night.
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Day had broken greyly when he came back to record his failure.

“He must have been singing from the top of the cliff,” he grumbled. “That musical tramp gets an engagement first time I reach within gunshot of his nibs! Now, what about this young lady?”

“I’ve built a fire for her in one of the bedrooms,” said Jim. “She is quite recovered.”

“Have you told her anything?”

Jim shook his head. “No, I didn’t think that was wise in her present state. Poor girl, she’s had a terrible time.”

Elfa heard the voices in the passage and opened the door an inch. “Is that Mr. Minter? I will be out in a little while.”

She appeared in a few minutes, wrapped in Jim’s mackintosh, her bare feet thrust into a pair of old slippers which she had found in the linen press. “Where is Miss Shaw?” was the first question she asked. “Has anything happened? Why are you here?”

“Well, we just came down to have a look round,” said Sooper calmly. “Got an idea of takin’ the place for the summer.”

“Where is Miss Shaw?” she asked again.

“She’s gone away,” said Sooper.

The girl looked from one face to the other, trying to read the grim riddle of their presence. “Something has happened.”

“It seems to have happened to you, Miss Leigh, anyway,” said Sooper goodnaturedly. “How did you come to be around here in the middle of the night?”

“Miss Shaw sent for me,” was the unexpected reply.

She went back to the bedroom and returned with two telegraph forms covered with writing. Sooper adjusted his pince-nez and read. The telegram was addressed to Elfa at her lodgings in Cubitt Street.

‘I want you to do me a very great favour. As soon as you receive this come to Mr. Cardew’s cottage on Pawsey Beach. If I am not there wait for me. However late you arrive you must come. Have never asked you favour before but your presence will have an influence on my life. I want you to be witness to a very important matter. I appeal to you, as one woman to another.’

It was signed “Hannah Shaw”. The telegram had been dispatched from Guildford, Surrey, at six o’clock the previous night.

“I received it soon after seven,” said Elfa “and I really didn’t know what to do. The fact that I do not like Miss Shaw very much made my task all the more difficult. At last I decided I would go, and after dinner I caught the last train at ten o’clock, and got down at the station halt—”

“Then it was you the villagers saw crossing from the direction of the station?” interrupted Sooper. “Of course! That removes one of the stumbling blocks to my theory. Go on, Miss Leigh. What were you doing between then and the time we found you?”

“There is a footpath down the face of the cliff which cuts off much of the road,” the girl continued. “I know every inch of the ground and have explored the cliffs as far as Pawsey, so I didn’t have any doubt about finding my way, the more so since I brought a little pocket-lamp with me, and that helped considerably. There was another reason why I came down the cliff path: it was a terribly stormy night and the cliff gave me cover from the rain. What I didn’t know was that there had been a landslide here last summer, and halfway down the path had been swept out of existence. The first knowledge I had was when I stepped on a loose stone and found myself sliding down, as I thought, to certain death. I found myself lying on a narrow ledge of chalk, and, not daring to move, I lay there, waiting for the light. I saw two cars come along the road: one went to the cottage, which was quite visible from where I lay, and the other didn’t seem to pass much farther than the end of the sea road. I shouted in the hope that I would be heard, but the wind must have carried my voice away. You can’t imagine how desolate I felt when I saw the two cars disappear and I was left alone. I was terrified. I think I must have got hysterical, for I imagined the strangest things happening.” She shuddered as at an unpleasant memory.

“Did you see anybody?”

“No, nobody.”

“No tramps or anything?”

“No. I lay quiet till, two or three hours later, a car appeared — I suppose it was yours — and stopped at the door. And then I grew desperate, and tried to crawl inch by inch across the face of the slope. And of course I failed. I went down, down…oh, it was dreadful! And yet it wasn’t so terrible after all, for I landed at the bottom without hurt and within a few yards of the house. I don’t know how I walked to the door.”

Sooper took the telegram from her hand and read it again. “I want you to be witness to a very important matter:” he read, and scratched his chin.

“Where is Miss Shaw?” she asked again. She read the answer in Sooper’s eyes and shrank back, white-faced. “Not…not dead?” He nodded. “Naturally? Or…oh, no!”

“She was shot — there.” He jerked his head towards the kitchen. “Now listen, Miss Leigh; you are going to be an important witness, because you lay in sight of the cottage all night. No other cars came but those you have described?”

“None — I’m sure of that.”

“Did you see anybody walking along the road on foot — did you see Miss Shaw return?”

“No. I would not in any circumstances. It was very dark indeed. I only saw the cars because of their lights — I should not have seen or heard them otherwise.”

Sooper was disappointed. “Everything depends now on that commissioner: if he keeps me on the job, I can see daylight. But if he sends any of them long-nosed the’rists, justice is goin’ to get a jolt. I’ve got the locals in the holler of my hand…It’s these anthr’pologists I’m scared of.”

Jim knew that the decision as to whether Scotland Yard should be called in was largely determined by the wishes of the local authorities. Except in the area of London, Scotland Yard has no official position. Local authorities may, and generally do, ask the help of the Yard when they consider that they have a case too big to deal with. Outside of London the local police make arrests even when a criminal is “wanted” for an offence in the Metropolis.

Elfa sat shocked to speechlessness by the news. Hannah Shaw dead! She could hardly believe it possible.

“As soon as your clothes are dry I’ll get Mr. Ferraby to take you back to town,” said Sooper. “I suppose there’s nothing more you can tell us?”

“Nothing,” she said numbly. “How terrible, how terrible!”

“You use the typewriter, don’t you? Did you type this?”

He showed her the envelope.

“No, that is not my work,” she said. “It wasn’t even typed on my machine. I believe Miss Shaw had an old machine of her own that she used — in fact, I know, because she once asked me to recommend her a good book on typewriting.”

It was broad daylight now, and though the skies were grey, the rain had ceased to fall. Leaving the girl to dry her clothes, the two men walked out of the front door, and Sooper scrutinized the cliff with interest.

“Just as Lattimer says, the face of the cliff is honeycombed.” He pointed to the hundreds of little black gaps that showed in the white chalk. “If anybody’s there, It’s gain’ to be difficult to find them,” he said. “At the same time, logic an’ deduction tells me it’s just as hard for a fellow who lives there to get there. I don’t think it’s goin’ to be possible or practicable to make a search of any except the lower caves, and I’ll have the police workin’ on that today.”

As he turned his head to look up the road, Jim’s car, with Lattimer at the wheel, swung into view. Lattimer pulled up the machine near his chief and jumped out. “I only found one thing of any importance,” he said, “and this is it.”

He took out of his coat pocket a small chamois leat her bag, a little bigger than a postage stamp, which was attached to a thin gold chain. “This was round her neck,” he said, as he put the find into his chief’s hand.

Sooper pulled open the neck of the bag and shook out on to his palm a bright gold ring.

“Looks to me like a wedding ring,” he said. “No marriage certificate?”

Lattimer shook his head.

“Nothing, sir. In fact, w e did not find a document of any description.”

Sooper looked at the glistening object on his palm. “A wedding ring, and a new wedding ring,” he said thoughtfully. “The question is, did she ever wear it? It looks as if she didn’t. The man who put this on knows considerably more about this murder than le shall ever learn.”

They walked leisurely by the side of the house towards the beach. The tide was coming in.

“It’s a pretty lonely spot,” admitted Sooper, “and I think I’ll take back all I said about this bein’ the place I’d like to retire to.”

Far out to sea was the trailing smoke of a steamer. Nearer at hand, a fleet of red-sailed fishing boats were making for Pawsey Harbour. Behind the bungalow was a patch of garden, but the fence which surrounded it was broken and the little gate hung crazily. Weeds grew in rank profusion where Mr. Cardew had fought a losing battle against wind and spindrift.

“At the same time,” Sooper said, “It’s not a bad place for a feller who likes sea bathin’.”

They ploughed through the sand to the gat e. Here the sand was firmer. “Not a bad place for a bit of sea bathin’ for those who like it,” murmured Sooper again, and said nothing more.

Jim saw the look of bewilderment which came to the old man’s face, saw his jaw drop. “Suffering snakes!” said Sooper.

He was looking down at a footprint, half obliterated by the rain, but all too distinct. It was the print of a huge, naked foot, some eighteen inches in length, and broad in proportion.

“Christopher Columbus!” muttered Sooper, staring fascinated. He turned his eyes towards the sea, and slowly walked in that direction. The prints were clearer as they reached the hard sand, and they went in one direction, towards the house.

Big Foot!

Those words meant something, after all! Not until they came to the sea’s edge did they stop, though the prints persisted, and they saw them again in a shallow pool, lately made by the incoming tide. Sooper looked at Jim. “Got any the’ries or deductions?”

“I’ll admit I haven’t,” confessed Jim.

“That’s too bad, because I haven’t either, not at the minute. Merciful Moses! but this has got me properly temp’ramental!”

He sent Lattimer into the town to get some plaster of paris, and they spent an hour making moulds of the more distinct of the footprints.

And all the time, from the mouth of one of the inaccessible caverns which pitted the sheer cliffs like a disease, a brown faced, bearded man lay full length on the floor, watching them out of bright eyes that sparkled with foolish laughter.

And as he watched, he sang softly to himself the tale of Alhama.
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Though Jim Ferraby was half dead for want of sleep, he was compelled to listen to the man who sat by his side as he drove the car towards Pawsey. For Sooper was brighter and more garrulous than Jim ever remembered him. He might have risen from a long and refreshing sleep, he was so very alert.

“It takes years to make a good pukka detective. Take Lattimer now: you’d think he knew the game thor’ly. But does he? No, sir. He didn’t find that washleather bag with the ring in it. An’ yet he must have seen it because he knocked it on the floor when the search was goin’ on, an’ the ring wouldn’t have been found at all only one of the locals remembered takin’ the chain off an’ searched around for it. There’s too much deduction about these young officers an’ not enough look — see. Tired?”

“Damnably,” replied Jim.

“Try to think you’re enjoyin’ yourself,” said Sooper. “Fancy you’re dancin’ with the girl of your heart — sent her back to London by the first train.”

“Who?” asked Jim, startled. “You mean Miss Leigh…what do you mean by ‘girl of your heart’, Sooper?”

“I’m naturally disconnected in conversation,” said Sooper gently. “If I’ve made the forks pass I apologize.”

“Forks — oh, you mean faux pas?” smiled Jim. “Your French is horrible, Sooper.”

“It’s nothin’ to my English,” said Sooper, and sighed.

“Poor soul! she was always throwin’ that up into my face that I was short on class. An’ now she’s dead an’ I’m alive. Which shows that education’s nothin’ but an illusion. Is that psychology?”

“Sort of,” said Tim.

“Maybe it’s anth’ropology,” suggested Sooper. “This place is certainly gettin’ more an’ more like an amusement park every time I see it! An’ to think that it was once an honest — to Peter fishin’ hole that didn’t know the difference between a cabaray an’ a consommy!”

Pawsey in the bright sunlight, with its gilded domes and its magnificent stucco fronts, was almost impressive. Its wide promenade was already crowded with holiday-makers, its yellow beach speckled with loungers.

The car drew up before the Grand Hotel, and a resplendent porter fussed forward and assisted them to alight. Mr. Cardew had had the good fortune to find a vacant suite facing the sea, and he was in bed, but very wide awake, when the two men came in.

“Is there any news?” he asked, almost before the door closed behind them. “Poor Hannah is dead?”

Sooper told him of the wedding ring that had been found, and Mr. Cardew sat bolt upright in bed.

“Married? Hannah married? Impossible!” he said vigorously. “I don’t care what information you have, or what you have discovered: Hannah Shaw is not married!”

“Why are you so certain, Mr. Cardew?”

The pale face of Gordon Cardew was puckered in thought, and it was a little time before he answered, and then in a less agitated tone. “I have acted as Hannah’s lawyer for many years,” he said. “She had no secret that I do not know. She might have felt some affection for a — a certain person, and I have been contemplating the possibility of her marrying for some time; but she could not get married without my consent!”

Even Sooper was dumbfounded.

“But why?” he asked, and Cardew’s explanation was a simple one. When his wife died, she had left Hannah Shaw an annuity — a very considerable sum — on condition that she did not marry without her husband’s consent.

“My poor wife could not bear the idea of my being left alone without somebody to look after me,” said Cardew. “That was the object of the legacy, the conditions being that she remained in my employ, and, as I say, that she did not marry.”

“How much was the annuity?”

“About two hundred pounds a year, a considerable sum to Hannah. With one exception,” he went on, after a second’s hesitation, “Hannah Shaw told me all her secrets, the exception being that, about three years ago, she gave me a large sealed envelope, which she asked me to keep for her. I very naturally asked what these documents were that she had given to me for safe keeping, but here she resolutely refused to supply information. Naturally I did not press her, because her history had been a very unhappy one. We took her from a charity institute, and there was some mystery about her parentage, which I have never been curious enough to investigate or attempt to investigate. She, on the other hand, never ceased to make inquiries, and I have an idea that the envelope contained the results of her search.”

Sooper nodded.

“That certainly is highly mysterious,” he said, “and of course I shall have to get that envelope. Where is it kept?”

“In my rooms in King’s Bench Walk,” said Cardew. “If you care to send up today, you will find it in a small black japanned box, marked ‘H.S.’ It is one of the very few deed boxes that remain in my office. There are certain other papers which include, if I remember aright, a copy of the clause in my wife’s will, the correspondence we had with the manager of the orphanage, her birth certificate and similar documents, more or less unimportant.”

He reached out and pulled his clothes from a chair, and handed the superintendent a bunch of keys. “Here are the keys of the office.” And then, “You have made no fresh discoveries?”

“None,” said Sooper. “How she came back and got in, with Lattimer practically sitting on the doorstep, is certainly one of the most remarkable pieces of conjury that has ever been known in a murder case.”

“Lattimer was there all the time?” asked Cardew quickly.

“All the time, sir,” said Sooper emphatically.

Mr. Cardew fingered his unshaven chin. “I have my own theories, but I would like to test them before I put them to work,” he said.

He saw Sooper’s lips curl, and, in spite of his distress, smiled wanly. “You are not a great believer in theories? Yet I will swear that my theory as to how the murderer escaped from the kitchen is accurate.”

“Let’s hear it,” said Sooper, a little coldly.

“The two went into the kitchen — poor Hannah and the murderer. Either he or she turned the key. The murder was committed, and she fell against the door. The man hadn’t the nerve to move the body, and decided to escape by way of the servery. The key in the lock must have given him that suggestion. Once he was in the diningroom, it was a simple matter to pull the shutter close, and as it is a spring lock…”

Sooper smacked his knee. “That’s it, that’s just it!” he agreed with some reluctance. “That’s certainly a wonderful piece of the’rizin’, and I wouldn’t be surprised if you’re nearly right. But how did he get in and get out without Lattimer seein’ him?”

“There is a back door—” began Cardew.

“Bolted and locked on the inside,” replied Sooper promptly. “All the windows are shuttered and the shutters are covered with bars, and nobody got in or out that way. If the murderer escaped by the back door, how did he bolt the door behind him? No, Mr. Cardew, that’s no solution.”

Cardew nodded slowly. “I agree,” he said, “and I’ll admit that that wasn’t my idea at all. Perhaps some day I will outline a hypothesis that will be acceptable even to you, Superintendent.”

On the way down the stairs, Sooper said: “Hypothesis’ is a new one on me. When these fellers start talkin’ Latin I’m sunk! But he’s surely right about the way the murderer escaped from the kitchen, and I’m disappointed. I thought he’d the’rize a secret panel in the wall, or a subterranean passage under the floor; or one of them cleverly concealed doorways that looks like a bookshelf, and you’ve only got to touch a spring, or maybe two springs, and it turns round or stands up or turns in, as the case may be, and there’s a long flight of stairs with an earthy smell.”

“Sooper, I believe you’ve been reading popular literature,” laughed Jim.

“I read everything except the finance columns, and I’d read them, only they’re so full of figgers.”

For some extraordinary reason, Jim no longer felt tired when he took his place at the wheel and guided the car through the crowded streets of Pawsey into the open country. And if he were tired, Sooper would have kept him awake, for the old man was unusually talkative and devoted the first twenty five miles of the journey to London to a discourse dealing with the advantages and disadvantages of popular education.

“When I joined the force, readin’ an’ writin’ an’ figgerin’ were all that a chap needed. If you pinched more burglars and tea-leaves [London thieves’ argot for their own profession, — EW] than any other detective officer, you got promoted, even though you mightn’t know the least thing about the differentious — what’s the word? Something about calculation—”

“Differential calculus,” suggested Jim.

“That’s the feller. No, you didn’t need to know any thin’ about bot’ny, or what ever department that diff’rential thing belongs to, or zoology or psychology or nothin’. The only thing you had to do was to keep your eyes skinned and catch the lad in the act. If you pinched a feller that was bigger than you and he started somethin’ rough, you were expected to know somethin’ about anat’my, such as the proper place to hit him with your stick. But that was practically all the science there was in the old days. I never used a microscope except to examine my pay. And test-chubes and things like that, which the swell detectives use to find out whether the stain on the cuff was blood or beer, were never seen in any police station that I’ve frequented. Look see and catch-hold was the shining motto of the police force. I’m not disparaging education. Personally, I’d like to speak six languages and be able to converse graceful in Swahili. But I’ve got on pretty well without these accomplishments. I’m going up to Cardew’s office to take a look at that envelope of Hannah Shaw’s: maybe you’ll come along with me?”

The worshippers were streaming out of Temple Church when the mud-stained car stopped before Cardew’s chambers.

Jim, who knew the place, led the way up the stairs to the big oak outer door, In the Temple every set of chambers has a double door: the “oak” which, when closed, means that the inmate does not wish to be disturbed, and which stands open in his office hours; and the inner door, which, open or closed, is an invitation to enter. The “oak” was unfastened; the detective was slipping the big key into the keyhole when he felt the door yielding to his pressure.

“It’s not locked,” he said, and walked in.

They were in a narrow passage, a door on the right leading, as Jim knew, into Elfa Leigh’s office. This door was closed, but that which opened into Mr. Cardew’s sanctum was wide open.

Sooper stood in the doorway, silently surveying the room for a minute. Then: “Looks as if we’ve come rather late,” he drawled.

The few deed boxes that the office contained lay on the floor, their contents scattered in all directions. Cardew’s roll-top desk was wide open and its surface littered with papers.

“Certainly looks as if someone’s been here before us,” said Sooper again.

He turned the open boxes over one by one.

“Here’s the ‘H.S.’,” he said, “and it’s empty.”
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He looked round slowly until his eyes rested on the grate. It was filled with blackened ashes, which must have been carefully stirred so that the last vestige of writing was destroyed.

The drawers of the desk had been pulled out and thrown on the floor, and when a systematic search of the papers was concluded, no trace of any envelope, or, indeed, of any document affecting Hannah, was discoverable.

Sooper picked up the black box marked “H.S,” and put it on a table, drawing table and box to the light of the window.

“No damage here,” he said. “It was opened with a key.”

He put down the box and, crossing to the fireplace, knelt down and began to lift out the ashes delicately. He was ten minutes at his task before he rose and dusted his knees, and then he began to look round the floor. Presently he stooped and picked up a scarlet matchstalk, which he examined curiously.

“I ought to be able to say right off who made this match, and how many people in London use the brand. All I can say is that it was struck to light the paper in the grate and not for purposes of illum’nation.”

He scrutinized the windows, pulled gingerly at a blind and drew it down. As he did so, a piece of paper that had been caught up on the roller fluttered to the floor. He stooped and picked it up. It was a tradesman’s receipt for a small sum.

“Blown against the blind on a windy day,” said Sooper, “just as the blind sash had been released. Ain’t nature wonderful? And that’s deduction. We’ll have to notify the City Police about this, and I’ll go down tonight to see old man Cardew, and break it to him gently, and if I know anything about him, he’ll be almost as much upset by the burglary as he was by the murder. That’s the worst of being a lawyer: it breaks your heart to lose papers.”

Jim accompanied him to the City Police office, and at last, glad to be released, he went back to his home, and, without troubling to undress, lay down on his bed and fell instantly to sleep.

It was past sunset when he awoke, and his first thought was of Elfa Leigh. He did not risk telephoning, but, finding a taxi, drove to Cubitt Street, and, by great good fortune, met her on the doorstep coming out.

“Have you seen Mr. Minter?” was her first question. “He left a few minutes ago.”

“Doesn’t that man ever sleep?” asked Jim in amazement. And then: “Did he tell you about the burglary at the office?”

She nodded. “He came for that purpose this afternoon,” she said, as she walked by his side. “Apparently the burglars didn’t go into my office at all, for the door was locked. Do you know about Big Foot?” she asked suddenly.

Jim wondered why Sooper had told her of this discovery — he had carefully kept the alarming intelligence from Mr. Cardew.

“He wanted to know whether I had ever heard the name used,” she went on, unconsciously answering his unspoken question, “and of course I had not. What is the association, Mr. Ferraby?” He told her. “No, I have never heard of Big Foot. It is all very terrible and mysterious. I can’t believe that It’s true that Miss Shaw is dead: it is too horrible to think about.”

She was walking towards Holborn, and Jim was speculating as to what had brought her out at that hour of the evening, unless she was on her way to the park. She stopped at the corner of Kingsway.

“And now I’m going to unravel a little mystery of my own,” she said with a faint smile, “and it is so very unimportant that I wouldn’t dare to ask your assistance, although it is mysterious.”

“The smaller the mystery, the more useful I shall be,” said Jim eagerly, “and the only reason I suggest you should go, wherever you’re going, by taxi, is a purely selfish one: I can smoke.”

“You can smoke on top of a bus,” she said, as he called a cab. “Taxis are bad habits.” Nevertheless, she made no other protest, and gave an address in Edwards Square.

“I am going to see my tenant,” she explained. “That sounds very grand, doesn’t it? When daddy died, he left me the house we had been living in. It’s a very small property, but much too large for me. I have put it out to rent, and the income, small as it is, is very acceptable. I’m not afraid of losing my tenant, because house property is at a premium; but the poor little man is getting more and more nervous about the eggs, and I’m afraid if something isn’t done he will find another house.”

“The eggs?” said the puzzled Jim.

She nodded solemnly.

“Eggs; sometimes potatoes; occasionally a few cabbages. But eggs constitute the principal mystery, because they come more frequently. Mr. Lattimer treated it as a joke, of course—”

“Lattimer?” interrupted Jim. “Is he any relation to the gallant sergeant?”

“His uncle. I only discovered today, when Sergeant Lattimer was bringing me up to town, that Mr. Bolderwood Lattimer is a very well-to-do provision merchant and a bachelor. I don’t think that the sergeant and he are on speaking terms; at any rate, they’re not very friendly, because Sergeant Lattimer said he had never been to Edwards Square, and that his uncle disapproved of his being in the police; he thought he was lowering the family standard.” She laughed softly.

“But please tell me about the eggs.”

“And the potatoes!” she added. “The whole thing is so absurd that I thought it was a joke when I heard about it first. Ever since Mr. Bolderwood Lattimer has been living at I78 Edwards Square, these extraordinary gifts have been arriving. Usually they are found on his doorstep in the early morning, and, as I say, the donations range from eggs to carrots! Sometimes there will be a dozen potatoes, wrapped in a dirty old piece of newspaper, but invariably during the summer months these gifts are accompanied by flowers. Mr. Lattimer’s servant opened the door on Friday morning and found the top of a lilac tree, with a dozen sticks of asparagus! It has lasted too long to be a practical joke, and it seems to be getting on my tenant’s nerves. I’m rather glad you came, because you may find some solution.”

Edwards Square is a secluded and jealously preserved atom of late Georgian London: a place of small houses, of green forecourts. Here the laburnum drops its golden tassels to the sidewalk, and window-boxes blaze with flowers.

Mr. Bolderwood Lattimer saw the cab stop and came down the little path to meet them. He was short and stout and bald. He had the austere countenance and the rubicund complexion of one (as Jim mentally decided) who might conceivably be a churchwarden with a taste for port.

“Come in, Miss Leigh,” he said, and graciously inclined his head in acknowledgment of Jim’s presence. “You got my note? I am sorry to have bothered you, but really, this thing is becoming an intolerable nuisance.”

He led the way to a mid-Victorian drawingroom, an apartment in which flower-bordered carpets seemed strangely in harmony with stiff, horsehair-covered furniture.

“The truth is,” he said, “that I was almost inclined to complain to the police. Hitherto, I have regarded these extraordinary marks of attention in the nature of a practical joke, or possibly an attempt on the part of some poor creature I have helped to reward me, in his humble way, for my charity.”

He was pompous and oracular; had a trick of pointing his arguments with the end of his pince-nez.

“I have now reached the conclusion, and I think that there is justification for my view, that the almost weekly appearance of these articles is nothing more or less than the act of some ill-balanced vulgarian, to remind me that I am, in fact, a tradesman. A successful man makes enemies,” he went on. “There are certain people, whose names I would not wish to mention, who bitterly resented my election to the Town Council of the Royal Borough of Kensington: members, I regret to say, of my own church. I do not profess to be engaged in any other profession than that of commerce. These insults are, therefore, a little superfluous.”

“What time are these things usually left on your doorstep?” asked Jim, after he had been introduced.

“Between midnight and three o’clock in the morning,” was the reply. “I have sat up several nights in the hope of catching the scoundrel in the act, and of demanding an explanation, failing which I should, of course, send for the nearest policeman and give him in charge. But so far my — um — vigils have been unrewarded.”

“It seems a fairly innocent sort of offence, Mr. Lattimer,” smiled Jim. “After all, you have the advantage of receiving marketable commodities!”

“Suppose they were poisoned?” asked Mr. Bolderwood Lattimer icily. “I have sent several of the articles to the public analyst, and though I admit no trace of any deadly drug has been discovered, yet what is more likely than that the first series of so-called gifts should be free from danger, in order that I should be lured on—”

“That seems to me to be fairly unlikely also,” said Jim. “Have you spoken to the police?”

“I have spoken to two officers who are on night duty, and have enlisted their help to capture the man who is annoying me, but I have not addressed any official complaint to the officer in charge.”

“You might do worse than discuss the matter with your nephew. I understand Sergeant Lattimer is a relation of yours, Mr. Lattimer?”

A look of pain passed over the provision merchant’s face.

“John Lattimer and I are not exactly friends,” he said; “in fact, we are scarcely acquainted. In his early youth he declined a very excellent offer I made him to enter my counting-house — in a humble capacity, to be sure, but then, one must work upwards from the very bottom. That is an American method — one of the few American methods of which I approve. And he refused, sir. For my dear brother’s sake I endeavoured to persuade him, but no, that kind of life had no interest for John. And to emphasize his ingratitude, he took the extraordinary step of joining the police force. An admirable body of men,” he added hastily, “without whose guardianship we should be in a very bad way. But not exactly the profession one would have expected my brother’s son to adopt.”

“It’s a very honourable profession,” said Jim.

Mr. Lattimer shrugged his shoulders. “One hears extraordinary stories,” he said vaguely, “and one scarcely knows what to believe…the pay of a sergeant of police is not sufficiently large, it seems to me, to enable him to dine at the most expensive restaurants. And yet, less than a week ago, I saw John with my own eyes at the Ritz-Carlton, entertaining, and most expensively entertaining, a party of four men, one of whom, I understand, was a millionaire! Remember, I make no charge,” he said, shaking his finger in the face of the dumbfounded Jim. “I merely say that one hears things. And although I’m sure our police force is incorruptible…well, dinners at the Ritz-Carlton cost a considerable sum of money!”

For a moment Jim was too astonished to find a rejoinder. Lattimer! That quiet, courteous and well-behaved man! And yet it was impossible that Bolderwood could mistake his nephew for anybody else.

“No, I do not think I shall consult John. I wished to see Miss Leigh, because I thought that possibly she might have been able to throw some light upon the subject. She occupied this house for many years….”

He looked inquiringly at the girl, but she shook her head.

“We never had anything like that happen, Mr. Lattimer,” she said, “and I can only suggest that you report the matter to the police.”

“It worries me,” said Bolderwood Lattimer, who was one of those people loath to hand the burden of conversation to anybody else, “it plays on my nerves. I am naturally an imaginative man: you have probably read some of our ads., every one of which is prepared by me?” he added, with unconscious humour. “And I cannot help feeling that possibly I am being the object of a vendetta. Eggs, potatoes, cabbages! Why on earth should they pick me out for their infernal charity?”

“Do these things come in any great quantity?” asked Jim.

Mr. Bolderwood Lattimer shook his head. “There are generally as much as a man could carry in his pocket — the lilac bush was an unusual gift. I am an omnivorous reader, and I have read a great deal about the mysterious warnings which are sometimes given to the intended victim of these black-hand gangs. Do you think, Mr. Ferraby, from your wide experience, that these articles come into that category?”

“It is unlikely,” said Jim, keeping a straight face with an effort. “Take my advice and consult the police. They will probably relieve your annoyance.”

Mr. Lattimer pursed his lips thoughtfully. “I am very comfortable here and I do not wish to leave the place. In fact, as Miss Leigh knows, I have made her several offers for the purchase of the freehold. But recently I have seriously considered whether it would not be advisable for me to move my residence, to see whether I am still pursued by my tormentor.”

“That seems a fairly cumbersome method of making the discovery,” smiled Jim, “and rather like burning down the house to roast the pig. No messages come with these gifts?”

“None what ever. The nearest approach to a clue, if I may use a police expression, that I’ve had, came with the lilac. There were some words pencilled on the paper which surrounded the stalk, but they were perfectly meaningless to me.”

“Have you got the paper?” asked Jim, with sudden interest.

“I will see.”

Mr. Lattimer disappeared, and did not come back for some time.

“Do you really think it’s somebody playing a joke on him?”

“It rather looks like it. And yet apparently this thing has gone on for years at odd intervals. The paper will tell us something, perhaps.”

When Mr. Lattimer returned, it was to tell them that the ‘clue’ had been used to light the kitchen fire. “I don’t think that the words would have told you anything,” he said. “They meant nothing what ever to me, and I should imagine that they had either been written with the idea of throwing us off the scent, or else they were on the paper when it was used to wrap up the flowers, and have no meaning at all.”

That practically concluded the interview, and Jim’s preoccupied silence during the drive back to Bloomsbury had nothing whatever to do with Mr. Lattimer and his unknown benefactor. “You’re very quiet: do you really think there’s anything sinister about the wretched potatoes and eggs?” asked the girl, as they were passing through the park.

Jim started. “The eggs? No, I wasn’t thinking about those. But that story he told us about Sergeant Lattimer is very curious.”

“Why shouldn’t the poor man dine at the Ritz-Carlton?”

“For the excellent reason that poor men do not dine at the Ritz-Carlton,” said Jim quietly, “and police headquarters are suspicious of detectives who have money to burn.”
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Sooper had the gift, which is the blessing of all great leaders, of being able to sleep in odd places at odd intervals; and when he plussed the nap in the train on his way back to his station with the two hours’ sleep he took in his office chair he considered himself to have rested adequately.

The bells were ringing for evening service when he summoned Lattimer, and that officer, a little hollow-eyed and undisguisedly wearied, heard the summons with a groan.

A tall, muscular man was quiet Lattimer. Impressionable young women described him as ‘distinguished,’ and the prematurely grey hair at his temples, the somewhat Napoleonic nose and firm chin deserved this description.

Sooper looked up sharply over his spectacles as his subordinate came in.

“Just been having a phone talk with Mr. Ferraby,” he said. “Somebody’s been bombarding your uncle with garden truck and eggs an’ lilac — bet it’s the first time anybody threw flowers at him, but the eggs must seem like ol’ friends.” Sooper said nothing about the dinner at the Ritz-Carlton.

“I hope some of them got on the target,” said Lattimer viciously. “He’s a sanctimonious old gentleman, as mean as a duke and about as human as a kitchen stove.”

“Seems a nice feller,” mused Sooper. And then, abruptly, as was his went: “Elson’s back. Got to Hill Brow at 5.53. Car covered with mud, one of his lamps smashed and both fore mudguards all ways.”

A long pause.

“Thought I’d go up and see him,” said Sooper, looking out of the window. “If the active and intelligent officer I put up to watch the house had had the brain of a gnat, he’d have pinched him for speedin’ or drunk or sump’n’ and pulled him in. I like to get a feller well inside before I start investigatin’. That’s the old-fashioned way; it doesn’t appeal to you youngsters. Put the key on ‘em!” He sighed and rose. “I’ll just leap up to Hill Brow: you hang on to the office for any message that comes through from Pawsey — I’m in charge of that case: heard from the commissioner two hours ago. You might break it gently to that pudd’n’- headed inspector from Pawsey that he’s nothin’ ‘n’ less than nothin’ in this case.”

Sooper ‘leapt up’ to Hill Brow on his ancient machine with a thunderous leap that frightened children, that interrupted servants, that distressed the sick and lame, for his motorcycle was at its worst on the Sabbath, when most of the world noises are hushed.

He was surprised when the door was opened by Elson’s valet and he was invited in.

“Mr. Elson is expecting you,” said the man. “I’ll show you the way.”

They went up the broad oaken stairs, along a red-carpeted corridor to the end room. It was furnished as a sittingroom, and had the obvious advantage of combining a view across the country with a more immediate observation of the drive, up which visitors must come to reach the house. Elson lay sprawled on a big settee; he was unshaven, grimy; his boots, Sooper noticed, were thick with dried mud, and his unprepossessing appearance was not enhanced by the strip of sticking-plaster which ran from temple to jaw. As Sooper came into the room, he was holding a large glass, half filled with amber fluid, and an open decanter stood on the table within reach of his hand.

“Come in, Minter,” he said shakily. “I wanted to see you. What’s this story about Hannah Shaw being killed? I saw it in the Sunday papers—”

“If it was in the Sunday papers I’d like to know the feller that wrote it,” said Sooper calmly. “We didn’t discover the murder till daybreak this morning.”

“I saw it somewhere — maybe I heard of it,” said Elson, and pointed a trembling finger to a chair. “Sit down, won’t you? Have a drink?”

“Teetotaller from birth,” said Sooper, seating himself with the greatest care. “As it wasn’t in the Sunday papers, you must have heard of it.”

“It was in the later editions of the Sunday papers: I saw it in London,” said Elson doggedly. “What’s the idea? Think I know anything about it?”

There was a defiant note in his tone. Sooper shook his head gently. “Last person in the world I should have thought knew anything about it was you, Mr. Elson,” he said. “Didn’t even know Hannah Shaw, did you?”

Elson hesitated.

“I’ve seen her at Cardew’s house, that’s all.”

“Maybe she came over here once or twice?” said Sooper ingratiatingly, almost apologetically. “Housekeepers sort of run round when they get short of things. I’ll bet she’s been over here once or twice?”

“She’s come over once or twice,” admitted Elson. “How did it happen?”

“Been over to see you once or twice, hasn’t she?” persisted Sooper. “Got an idea I’ve seen her comin’ out the front door — perhaps comin’ out of your room. Got a sort of memory of it.”

Elson looked at him suspiciously. “She came over once to ask me” — he hesitated again— “a question about her — about some business. That’s the only time she’s been here. And if any of these damned servants say that she has been oftener, they’re lying!”

“Haven’t talked to the servants,” said Sooper in a shocked tone. “Never discuss a gen’leman’s business with his servants! She’d come over to talk business, wouldn’t she? What kind of business would that be?”

“It was her private affair,” said Elson shortly, and gulped down the remainder of the whisky in the glass. “Where was she killed?”

“Where was she killed? Why, down at Pawsey. She went to spend a weekend there, and…she was killed.”

“How?”

“I’ve got an idea she was shot,” said Sooper, screwing up his face as though he were making a tremendous effort to remember something that had been casually mentioned to him. “Yes, I’m pretty sure she was shot.”

“At the bungalow?” asked the other quickly.

“It was a kind of bungalow,” admitted Sooper; “a sort of summer cottage belonged to Mr. Cardew. Know it?”

The man licked his dry lips. “Yes, I know it,” he answered curtly. And then, to Sooper’s surprise, he leapt to his feet and shook a clenched fist at the window. “Hell! If I’d only known….”

He stopped suddenly, as though conscious of the detective’s curious eyes.

“Yes, I’ll bet if you’d only known it’d have been different,” said Sooper sympathetically. “If you’d only known what?”

“Nothing,” snapped Elson. “Look at my hand.” He held out his hand and it was shaking like a leaf. “This has got me!…Shot like a mad dog, that’s what!”

He strode up and down the apartment, his hands clasping and unclasping in his agony of mind.

“If I’d known!” he said huskily.

“Where were you last night?” Sooper put the question without violence.

“Me?” The man spun round. “I don’t know. I was drunk, I guess. Sometimes I get that way. I slept some place — Oxford, was it? Lot of students in caps and gowns wandering about the streets. Yes, I guess it was Oxford.”

“Why did you go to Oxford?”

“I don’t know…just went…had to go somewhere. God! how I hate this country! I’d give that hand and that hand” — he shook them both before Sooper— “and three parts of my money to go back to St. Paul!”

“Why don’t you go?” drawled Sooper.

The man glowered down at him. “Because I don’t choose,” he said harshly.

Sooper fingered his bristling grey moustache. “What hotel might you have stayed in at Oxford?” he suggested.

Elson stood squarely before him. “What’s the great idea?” he asked. “Think I know anything about this shooting of Hannah Shaw? I tell you I was at Oxford, or maybe at Cambridge. I lost the way and went to a big heat h where there’s a race track — Market something.”

“Newmarket,” Sooper nodded. “You were at Cambridge.”

“Call it Cambridge — what does it matter?”

“You’d stay at a pretty big hotel, and give your own name, Mr. Elson, wouldn’t you?”

“I may have done; I don’t remember. How was she killed — tell me that? Who found her?”

“I found her, and Mr. Cardew found her, and Sergeant Lattimer found her,” said Sooper and saw the man wince.

“Was she dead when…?”

Sooper nodded. Again Elson resumed his restless pacing. After a while he grew calmer. “I know nothing about it,” he said. “I’ve certainly met Hannah Shaw: she came here to ask me a question which I answered to the best of my ability. A man wanted to marry her, or she wanted to marry a man. I don’t even know who he was, but I believe they got acquainted on one of her car trips.”

“Is that so?” Sooper received the news with every evidence of polite interest. “On one of her car trips, eh? Now, isn’t that too curious? I’ve been deductin’ and the’rizin’ over this case, and that was just the conclusion I came to, that she met him on one of her car trips.”

“Then you know about it?” asked the other quickly.

“I only know a little bit; just a soopsong. That’s a foreign expression, which maybe you’ve heard, Mr. Elson.” He slapped his knee, a preliminary signal to his rising. “Well, I won’t be keeping you much longer. A lovely garden you’ve got, almost as good as Mr. Cardew’s.”

Glad to be off a subject which was uncomfortable to him, Elson crossed to the window.

“Yes, it’s pretty good,” he said, “But people come up from the town and steal things. Someone took the top of that lilac bush the other night — just cut it right off.” He pointed, but Sooper did not look. He was thinking very intensively.

“Top of the lilac bush, eh?” he murmured. “That’s certainly queer.”

After the police officer had left, Elson went into his room, changed his mud-stained clothes and indulged in the luxury of a hot bath and a shave. He ate a meagre meal — he was usually a hearty eater — and spent the last hour of the declining day wandering aimlessly about the grounds, his hands in his pockets, his chin on his chest. At exactly half-past nine he walked down the garden slope, through an extensive rosary, and came at last to a small door set in the high wall which surrounded the garden. Here he waited, listening. Presently there came a gentle knock, and he pulled back the well-oiled bolt and swung the green door open. Sergeant Lattimer walked in, and, waiting till the door was rebolted, asked sharply: “What in thunder have you been telling Sooper about that lilac bush?”.

“Aw! shut up!” growled Elson. “Come up and have a drink. The servants won’t see you from this part of the house.”
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At an abnormally early hour the Deputy Commissioner of Police made a call at the Bureau of the Public Prosecutor, and it was Jim’s good fortune to be the senior officer on duty, for his chief was nursing an attack of hay fever, and the sub-chief was at the Hereford Assizes, assisting justice in the case of a wife-poisoner whose trial was proceeding.

Sooper never spoke of Colonel Langley in any other way than as ‘that long-nosed Deputy’, sometimes with and occasionally without violent expletives. The Deputy seldom referred to Sooper save in terms of admiration and awe; for the feud which (according to Sooper) raged between him and headquarters was largely imaginary.

“Sooper’s the luckiest devil on our business,” said Langley enviously. “He tumbles into cases as easily as a fly falls into milk. And when he begged to be sent to ‘I’ division I thought he was in his dotage.”

“Sooper always gives me the impression that he was exiled to ‘I’,” Jim remarked.

“Sooper is a liar,” was the calm response. “Nobody dare exile Sooper: life wouldn’t be worth living. We were jolly glad to see the back of the old hound. Living with Sooper is rather like living in a Seidlitz powder. But that’s his pose — being exiled and shelved. He asked to go, and took Lattimer with him, and it was like his luck to fall into this case.”

It was no part of Jim Ferraby’s duty to take the Deputy into his confidence about Lattimer. He had told Sooper, and that was enough. But he would not have been human if he had not asked a question about the sergeant’s antecedents.

“I know very little about him — he went to a good school and is respectably connected.” Lattimer, however, did not interest him, and he came straight to the object of his visit. “Sooper tells me that you were at Pawsey soon after that murder was committed? We had a conference at the Yard last evening, and I own that we’re puzzled,” he said. “And the big footprints are not the least mystifying feat ure of the case, for they only lead towards the cottage — Sooper had photographs taken and the proofs arrived late last night. Here are the facts, which I should be glad if you would check.” He emphasized each point with a forefinger on the palm of his hand.

“Beach House, when you arrived before midnight on Saturday, was closed and locked. Lattimer had been on the spot for some hours, and he also had made an examination of the house and confirms Sooper’s statement that the padlock on the door was fastened and that the door itself was locked.

“The door at the back of the house was also bolted on the inside; the windows were closed, shuttered and barred, and experiments which were made last evening, at our request, conclusively proved that it was impossible to get into the house through any of the windows. The chimney is too small to admit a normal sized human being, and there is no other means of ingress which has yet been discovered.

“Shortly before midnight Miss Shaw arrives, driving an old car, and, pulling up before the door of the house, takes off the padlock, unfastens the door and goes in, locking or bolting the door behind her. Sooper tried the door when he examined the car, and found it fastened. From ten to fifteen minutes later, Miss Shaw comes out, locks up and drives away.

“Now, here is an important fact which must be kept in mind, Ferraby. If Miss Shaw had arrived earlier in the day with a companion, it is quite possible that she might have locked him in, though it would have been an unusual and suspicious circumstance. But she was not there the whole of that day, and the local police have convincing proof that no man was concealed on the premises before the arrival of Lattimer. On the evening before the murder, a police patrol, who keeps an eye on these isolated properties, came to Beach Cottage and, as is usual, got off his bicycle and examined the door. This is done because tramps and other worthless people occasionally break into these lonely places. He had seen a tramp loafing about one of the upper cliff paths, and he took the precaution of ‘pegging’ the door. As you know, the police carry little black pegs to which is attached a length of black cotton, and these they stretch across a doorway which they think may be forced, fastening the pegs into some crevice of the lintel in such a manner that it could not be detected except by some person who was looking for it.

“On the evening of the murder, just before sunset, after Lattimer had taken up his position, the patrol came along and stopped to look at the door of Beach Cottage and found the peg intact, which meant that nobody had passed through the doorway, or they must have broken the thread. This, as I say, is an elementary precaution which is taken in the case of every empty house, and the police patrol did, in fact, peg several other doors of empty dwellings in the course of his duty.”

Jim nodded. “That disposes of my theory that the murderer was already concealed in the house.”

“Exactly,” said the Deputy. “Now let me go on. Miss Shaw comes out of Beach Cottage, drives along the road and up the hill, and disappears. Her car is afterwards discovered on the top of the cliff; her mackintosh coat and hat were found by a constable hanging on to a bush halfway down the cliff.”

“When was this?” asked Jim, in surprise.

“This morning; in fact, I heard just before I left the Yard. Our present theory is that Miss Shaw had arranged to meet a man at the cottage, but discovered that she was under observation. She may have seen your car parked in the quarry, or possibly may have caught a glimpse of one of you — I understand you were in hiding — as she passed. In order to lead you away, she returned to the top of the cliff, got out of her machine and came back by one of the innumerable paths which cover the face of the scarp. It is possible that at the place she left her car, the man was waiting and accompanied her back to the house.”

“Why did she take off her hat and coat?” asked Jim.

“The mackintosh and hat were both light in colour. The dress beneath was black. It is likely that she took these off in order to escape observation, and may have stumbled and dropped them — they were found immediately under one of these bypaths.”

Jim shook his head. “You forget, Deputy, that Lattimer was left to keep the house under observation,” he said.

“I have remembered that,” said the Deputy. “Lattimer was left in Great Pawsey, which is some distance from the beach, and did not get back to the house for half an hour — at least, he states he did not. There was ample time for the woman to return to the cottage with her companion. It is a simple explanation, but in cases of this kind the simple explanation is usually the sound one.” His lips twitched.

“I have already offered my views to Sooper by phone, and although he was very polite, I couldn’t help feeling that he was on the point of explosion. He did say that it was ridiculous to suggest that there was time for Hannah Shaw to climb down the cliff before Lattimer got back to the house, and I could not escape the feeling that he was exercising unusual restraint.

“Who was the murderer? Who was Big Foot, who had threatened this unfortunate woman? We come now to an incident of which I believe you were a witness. There was a dinner party at Mr. Cardew’s the night before, and Sooper says he saw a tramp standing under the shadow of bushes outside the window, and that the tramp was armed with a pistol, and that he subsequently heard him singing Byron’s translation of a well-known Spanish song—’Ay de mi Alhama.’”

“Now Sooper’s description of the man,” said the Deputy impressively, ‘tallies exactly with that of the local policeman who saw a tramp skulking about the face of the cliff; and further confirmation Sooper supplies himself. After the murder he heard this man singing the identical song that was sung in the plantation at Barley Stack. The man we want is the singing tramp. You agree?”

“Is that Sooper’s view?” asked Jim cautiously. For himself, he was inclined to accept the Colonel’s theory without question.

“Sooper’s? No. But then, you wouldn’t expect Sooper to have the same view as headquarters. Apparently he is on another trail. We had an urgent request from him last night to put through inquiries to the Cambridge police — he wanted to know where a Mr. Elson slept on the night of the murder. But that, as I say, is very like Sooper. According to him, Elson was acquainted with the murdered woman; though why he should suspect an American millionaire of killing a very inoffensive housekeeper he hasn’t condescended to inform me. Apparently he has sent Lattimer to make inquiries, for one of my officers reported that the sergeant passed through London this morning on his way to Cambridge. Apparently Lattimer’s inquiries were wholly unsatisfactory.”

Jim did not expect that the sergeant would call on his way back, for there was no particular reason why he should do so. He was therefore surprised when Lattimer came into his room later in the afternoon, and at first he thought that the man had called with a message from Sooper. “It occurred to me, Mr. Ferraby, that you would like to know that Elson’s alibi is proved.”

“I wasn’t even aware that he was suspected,” smiled Jim.

“Well, he was, in a way,” hesitated Lattimer. “When Sooper gets an idea into his head it is rather difficult to move. Elson was missing from Saturday afternoon till Sunday evening. It seems that he went on a jag, and spent the night at Cambridge. His name isn’t on the books at any of the hotels, but I found a garage keeper who remembers putting up the car, and probably Elson found private lodgings.”

“Not a very satisfactory alibi, is it, Sergeant?” suggested Jim, and Lattimer stiffened.

“I think it will satisfy the superintendent,” he said coldly, and then, as if recognizing that his tone was unnecessarily sharp, he went on: “I haven’ t seen a bed since Saturday night, and I’m just about all in. Sooper doesn’t seem to need sleep; he was out before daybreak this morning.”

“You have made no fresh discoveries in Pawsey?”

Lattimer shook his head. “I don’t think there are any more to be made,” he said. “Have you heard that we found her coat and hat? It was hanging on a bush, at one of the steepest parts of the cliff.” The sergeant smiled faintly. “That was rather a blow for Sooper, who expected to find them somewhere else.”

“Where?” asked Jim in surprise.

“I don’t exactly know? It is very likely that he does not either!”

“After we left you at Pawsey, how long was it before you had the cottage under view again?”

“You mean on the night of the murder?” Lattimer considered. “About a quarter of an hour. Sooper says there wasn’t time for Shaw to get back. I think there was ample time. I believe also that she slid down the cliff, the same as Miss Leigh did, and that is where she lost her coat and hat. But it’s no use advancing theories to Sooper: he is a realist! When I suggested to him that the cottage may have been built on the site of an old smuggler’s house, and that there are probably underground cellars, he was more offensive than I remember his being in the years I have known him. He won’t listen to theories, and of course he’s right.”

“Why ‘of course’?”

Lattimer looked at him strangely; there was a hint of a smile in his eyes. “Because Sooper knows,” he said drily. “Nobody knows better than Sooper how that murder was committed — or why!”

Before Jim could recover his surprise, or fire another question at him, Lattimer was gone.
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Elfa Leigh had carried with her, from the house of the pleasant years in Edwards Square, all the intimate personal possessions which she had shared with her father. They had been great friends, this motherless girl and the dreamy, seemingly helpless man whom she called father; and when the curt intimation had come from the British Admiralty, prefaced by the mechanical expression of regret, that the U.S. transport Lenglan had been torpedoed off the south coast of Ireland in a gale, and, with its escorting destroyer, had been sunk with all hands, the news had left her numb and unbelieving.

John Kenneth Leigh was returning from Washington, where he had been called into consultation with his chief. Throughout the war he had been a liaison officer between the British and American Treasuries, and had been largely responsible for the British end of the financial arrangements which had been made between the two countries. When America came into the war, he was transferred to the army department, and for twelve months Elfa had seen very little of her father. He seemed to spend his life moving between the two countries, and it was inevitable that the narrow escapes he had had should culminate in disaster. Elfa had to face a new life, and this she did with a courage beyond praise. She gave up the house in Edwards Square, moved to the three rooms on the top floor of 75 Cubitt Street, and started to build from the wreckage of her broken life.

She had some relatives in the United States, but she had preferred to remain in a city which was almost hallowed with memories of her father; and it was in the tiny suite on Cubitt Street that she regained some of her balance. The walls of her pretty sittingroom were covered with the prints and watercolours which her father, no mean connoisseur, had collected in his lifetime; the old chair he loved held the place of honour near the window; his pipe-rack was above the mantelpiece, beneath his sword — he had once served in the American cavalry.

Elfa had practically no friends of her own sex, and few acquaintances amongst the other. She did not encourage callers, but Sooper had become a privileged person, and when her landlady’s maid brought his card on the Monday afternoon, she sent down a message inviting him up. Sooper climbed the three flights of stairs slowly, came into the pretty little sittingroom, hat in hand, on his face that substitute for a smile which so terrified the uninitiated.

“Gettin’ old,” he said, as he deposited his hat upon the piano. “Know the time when I could have come up those stairs in six leaps.”

She could not guess from his manner whether he had come to give her news or to make further inquiries about the mysterious Big Foot. Perhaps Sooper’s preliminaries, which seemed so aimless and so discursive, had their place in his system of interrogation, she thought, and was not far wrong.

“Pretty room you’ve got, Miss Leigh, and mighty comfortable. If you asked me to sit down, I’d sit down, but if you said: ‘Minter, you can smoke,’ I wouldn’t dare do it — not with the kind of tobacco I use.”

“You can sit down and smoke,” she laughed. “The windows are wide open, and I like the smell of almost any kind of tobacco.”

“There’s a bit of a doubt as to whether this is tobacco at all,” said Sooper, filling his pipe from an ancient pouch. “Some say one thing and some say another. I call it tobacco…Play the piano, Miss Leigh?”

“Yes, I play it sometimes,” she said, amused.

“Nobody’s educated until they can play the piano. Most anybody can play a gramophone. Got over your bad night?”

She nodded. “If I’d laid out on the cliff in the rain, I’d have been dead,” said Sooper. “You, bein’ young, have got nothin’ but rheumatics.”

“I haven’t even got rheumatics,” said Elfa good-humouredly.

“But you will have,” said the ominous Sooper. “You’ve got it, but you won’t know it perhaps for twenty years.”

He did not sit down, but wandered about the room, looking at the pictures.

“Pretty nice pictures, eh? Done by hand, Miss Leigh?”

And when she answered laughingly that they were ‘done by hand’: “You never know. I’ve seen machine pictures that looked as good as hand pictures — and better. You painted this yourself, I’ll bet?” He pointed to a watercolour painting of a landscape.

“No, that was painted by a great French artist,” she said.

“French people have got the knack of that sort of thing,” mused Sooper, “and it’s only a knack, putting the right colours in the right places. Anybody could do it if they were educated up to it. That’s a fine lot of books you’ve got.” He fingered the volumes which filled three long shelves. “Nothin’ about anthr’pology? You haven’t caught that disease? Or maybe psychology? I don’t see a single book about crime.”

“I’m not greatly interested in crime,” said Elfa. “Those were my father’s books.”

He took out a volume, turning the leaves slowly. When he had replaced the book, he said: “He was killed in the war. I met him once.”

“My father?” she asked quickly.

He nodded. “Yes; one of the clerks in his bureau stole some money — he’d been playing the races — and I was called in. He seemed a very nice man — your father, I mean.”

“He was the best man in the world,” said the girl quietly, and Sooper nodded his approval.

“That’s the way I like to hear children talk about their parents,” he said. “There’s too much ‘governor-in’ and ‘old bean-in’ and ‘old top-pin’ about nowadays to please me. When I hear a lad call his father ‘old horse’ I’m glad I never married.”

“Then you are a bachelor?” she asked, anxious to turn the conversation to a subject which was less sacred to her.

“Me? Why, yes. Only had one love affair in my life, and that wasn’t exactly a love affair. She was a widow with three children, but she was temp’ramental, the same as me. There’s no room in one house for two temp’ramental people, and there would have been five, for the children were the most temp’ramental of the lot — used to have their breakfast in bed, which is the most temp’ramental thing I know. Mr. Cardew been to the office today?”

She shook her head. “No, he telephoned me this morning. He is back at Barley Stack. I think he must have recovered from the shock of poor Miss Shaw’s death, for his servant told me that he was very hard at work in his study.”

“The’rizin’ an’ deductin’,” said Sooper gloomily. “That’s what he’s at the’rizin’ an’ deductin’! I made an early call on him before I came up this mornin’, and there he was in the study, with books on anthr’pology an’ soc’ology and logic an’ every thin’; and he had a plan of the cottage and was measurin’ it with compasses and tape measures and findin’ out that it’s twenty-six feet from the kitchen to the front door; and he had books of tide tables…but he hadn’t got a microscope. That kind of disappointed me. And no test-chubes. Maybe he got ’em after I left. I brought away the plan of the cottage, but he won’t want that. He’s got the measurements, an’ the tides an’ a sample of the sand. We shall know who did the murder tonight.”

In spite of the gruesomeness of the subject, she was laughing softly: “You’re not a great believer in the deductive method, Mr. Minter?”

“Call me Sooper,” begged the old detective. “You’re wrong — I am, miss; I believe in science. There’s not enough in the police force; that’s what we’re short of. She bought that hat at Astor’s, in High Street, Kensington. She wanted that kind, though it was a year old. Funny thing, a woman wanting a hat that’s out of fashion.”

The transition from the detective’s opinions on art to the mundane subject of clothes was so rapid and unexpected that Elfa was taken aback.

“You mean Miss Shaw? What kind of hat was it?”

“A big yellow straw with a curtain veil all round it — you know the kind that just comes down to your nose? She bought it on Saturday just before the store closed, and it didn’t suit her. The girl in the shop said it didn’t suit her. She must be honest. Very few shop girls would tell a customer that a hat doesn’t suit her…but she said that was the kind she wanted, and she had it. Paid two pounds five and six and took it away in a bag. I didn’t tell Cardew: news like that would rouse him to madness. He’d deduct that she bought the hat to wear on the Continent, and he’d be measurin’ Paris with a foot-rule before you could say ‘knife’.”

Sooper was back at the bookshelf and was taking book after book in his hand, running his thumb along the pages, and giving the contents no more than a casual glance. “Any more eggs and potatoes?” he asked suddenly.

“You mean in Edwards Square? No, I have not heard from Mr. Bolderwood Lattimer.”

“Can’t understand why he calls himself Bolderwood. Thought only people named Smith wore mascots. Fond of flowers, Miss Leigh?”

“Very,” she said.

Sooper scratched his chin. “Who ain’t?” he asked. “Flowers get me more temp’ramental than anythin’ I know. Ever seen a field of buttercups, ever taken a good look at bluebells sort of shimmering in a dark wood? There’s a bit of poetry somewhere: ‘Such a drear bank of moss till, one grey morn, Blue ran a flash across an’ vi’lets were born.’ Never think of those two lines without I get tears in my eyes. And that’s temp’ramental. I’ve got a scrapbook full of poems about flowers at home — roses an’ vi’lets an’ primroses an’ everythin’. It’s funny nobody’s written a poem about lilac.”

She looked at him suspiciously. “Mr. Minter, you’re coming in a roundabout way to the flowers that were left at Edwards Square. I could write a poem about lilac if I could write a poem about anything; it is my favourite flower.”

“Mine’s tulips,” murmured Sooper. He sat down slowly. “Ever meet Mr. Elson.. like him? He’s an American too, isn’t he?”

“Yes,” she said.

“He can read — just; and write — nearly. Keeps a secretary to run his correspondence, but can spell out a few words himself.”

“Is that so?” she asked in surprise. “I thought there was nobody in the world who couldn’t read or write.”

“He’s a nobody, in a manner of speakin’,” said Sooper.

A few minutes later she went out of the room to order tea, and, coming back, found the police officer at the bookshelf again. “You’re very fond of books?”

“Readin’ books I like,” he admitted. “Studyin’ books are about as popular with me as measles, scarlet fever and all the notifiable diseases. ‘J.K.L.,’” he read on the flyleaf. “That was your father, Miss Leigh?”

“Yes, that was in my father’s name — John Kenneth.”

“A nice man, I should think,” said Sooper reflectively. “Not the kind of man who’d make enemies.”

“He hadn’t an enemy in the world,” she said. “Everybody loved him.”

Sooper made a sympathetic noise. “That’s a thing that’ll never be said about me,” he remarked. “A list of the people who don’t love me would fill that bookshelf, Miss Leigh, and there’d be enough left over to paper the room. All,” he added modestly, “due to jealousy and genyus — their jealousy and my genyus. Bear that in mind, Miss Leigh: when a fellow’s unpopular, it’s due to jealousy, and if you don’t believe me, ask the fellow himself. He’ll admit it.”

“I’m sure you’re not so very unpopular, Sooper,” she said, as she poured out tea.

“I ain’t, but I’m goin’ to be,” said Sooper darkly. “You watch out, Miss Leigh. I’m goin’ to be one of the most unpopular men in the force — and soon.”
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Sooper, on leaving, told the girl he was going back to his station, permitting himself one of those unveracities which were wholly justifiable in his own eyes. He spent an uncomfortable time at the Yard, interviewing his superiors, but the discomfort was mainly theirs. In the space of two hours he demolished, in detail and in general, at least twenty-two theories and side theories. And this he accomplished with such a wealth of malignant comment and illustration that even the Chief Commissioner sighed his relief when the door closed upon him.

He left Scotland Yard and made for a fashionable picture theatre, not because he was tempted by the programme, but because at this particular resort the lights were not raised, between the feat ures, and Sooper slept best in the dark. For two hours he sat crouched in a chair, his head on his chest, his arms folded, and the terrific adventures of popular and well paid artists flickered and gleamed before his unconscious figure.

Men performed daring deeds; gallant heroes leapt abysmal chasms; fair maidens were rescued from heart-thrilling dangers; and Sooper slept on, till an attendant touched his shoulder and asked him if he would kindly stand up to allow a stout lady to pass him. Refreshed, he went into the theatre restaurant, drank three cups of coffee in rapid succession, ate a large wedge of indigestible cake, and went forth a new man.

His objective was Fregetti’s, and in point of exclusiveness Fregetti’s had nothing to fear from the Ritz-Carlton or from any other establishment, however magnificent. Fregetti’s is in an unfashionable quarter, being at the lower end of Portland Street, but is generally conceded amongst epicures that the restaurant is the best in London.

Sooper took up a position and waited. Car after car stopped before the glass awning and deposited its well-dressed cargo.

But it was quarter after nine before a cab slowed at the door, and the two men for whom Sooper was waiting stepped forth.

The first was Elson: he was in a dinner jacket, and wore at the back of his head a shiny silk hat, which somehow seemed incongruous. There followed him from the cab a more elegant gentleman, who wore — his well-fitting clothes with greater ease.

He stopped whilst Elson paid the cabman, and then disappeared behind the glass doors of the restaurant, and Sooper grunted his satisfaction. “I hope you enjoy your dinner, Lattimer,” he said. “You’re looking pretty spry for a tired man!”

Lattimer strolled through the palm court into the half darkness of the restaurant. Beyond the dim illumination afforded by cornice globes, the only light in the room came from the table lamps, which brought to the saloon a strange sense of intimacy. To Elson the half-darkness was welcome: he hated light almost as cordially as he hated company, and he made his way with quick if unsteady steps to the table in the far corner that he had booked by telephone.

“Where did you leave that old fool?” he growled, as he seated himself, and reached for the cocktail that stood waiting.

“Sooper? Oh, he’s in London somewhere,” said Lattimer, as he took a cigarette from a gold case and lit it. “You needn’t worry about him.”

“If you think I’m worried about him, why, you’ve made one big mistake,” snapped Elson. “No, sir, I’ve no respect for the English police.”

“Thank you,” said Lattimer.

“You don’t suppose I think a hell of a lot of you, do you?” demanded Elson savagely. “Where’s that waiter?”

The waiter came at long last, and, having served them, melted into the darkness.

“Now what do you want?” asked Elson, putting down his fork and sitting back.

“I want another five hundred,” replied Lattimer coolly.

“It doesn’t sound much in dollars,” grumbled the other, “but it’s a whole lot in pounds! I gave you a hundred a fortnight ago: what have you done with that?”

“You lent me a hundred,” corrected Lattimer carefully, “and I gave you a receipt. What I did with that doesn’t matter. I want five hundred now.”

Elson’s face went dusky with anger. “How long do you think you’re going to milk me?” he asked. “If I went to that old guy and told him—”

“But you won’t,” said Lattimer softly. “And really, I don’t know what you’re making a fuss about. It’s worth your while to keep on good terms with me. I’ve saved you from a heap of trouble, and I’m willing to go on helping you. I’ve got a big enough pull to help you out of almost anything except murder.”

Elson shuddered. “What’s this stuff about murder?” he asked loudly.

Somebody at the next table turned their head to look towards him, and he went on in a lower voice: “I guess you’ll be useful one of these days, and if you’re not well, it wouldn’t look too good to your captain to see the receipts I hold of yours. I’m going to give you that five hundred, not because you’ve got anything on me, because you haven’t, but because I kind of like you. I’ve nothing to fear from the police an’ never had—”

“Except in St. Paul,” interrupted the other, with a twist of his lip. “You’re wanted by the St. Paul police on a charge of robbery with assault. You have served two terms in State penitentiaries for robbery and other offences, and if the extradition law works it isn’t going to be difficult to pull you in at any time. Beyond that,” he said, smiling into the scowling face of the man, “I’ve nothing on you.”

“You’re a blackmailer,” said Elson between his teeth.

“And you’re a fool,” replied Lattimer, in excellent temper. “See here, Elson, or Alstein, or what ever your name is, I may be pretty useful to you — I’ve an idea I’m going to be. And you might remember that it isn’t what I’ve got on you that counts — it is what Sooper has in his mind that matters.”

“Does he know about that St. Paul trouble?”

“It doesn’t matter if he does,” was the cool response. “It wasn’t an extraditable offence….”

“How’s that?” said the dumbfounded millionaire. “But you told me—”

“I’ve told you a lot that wouldn’t pass on the witness stand: I’m telling you the truth now. So long as you remain in England you can’t be pinched. And you needn’t look ugly, because I didn’t know about this until today.” He leant across the table and lowered his voice. “Elson, there is going to be trouble over Hannah Shaw. Sooper sent me down to Cambridge to test your story, and it doesn’t stand examination. I came back with a yarn that I’d found the garage where you put your machine for the night — but I never found any such garage. You weren’t there!”

Elson moved restlessly in his chair. “How do I know where I was? Didn’t I tell you I was soused? I got an idea I was somewhere near a college, that’s all.”

Sergeant Lattimer’s eyes were fixed on the uncomfortable man. “Come across, Elson,” he invited softly. “You’ve got something to tell — spill it, boy!”

The other man shook his head. “I’ve nothing to spill,” he said sourly. “What’s the matter with you? You know it all — why ask me?”

“Who killed Hannah Shaw?”

Elson’s eyelids narrowed till they were slits. “Maybe you don’t know anything about that!” he sneered. “Maybe you don’t know where she was all afternoon!”

“Why should I?” demanded Lattimer, with an air of unconcern.

“Perhaps you never met Hannah Shaw at the end of the lane after dark? And some days, when she went out riding in her flivver, you didn’t meet her and go long rides together?” asked Elson, watching him closely. “I guess your Sooper doesn’t know that.”

“He doesn’t know everything,” was the cool reply.

“I’ll bet he doesn’t! Hannah Shaw and you were pretty well acquainted, it seems to me; too well acquainted for you to come and ask for information. She told me one or two things about you that wouldn’t sound good before a judge. If it comes to a showdown, Lat, you’re going to look pretty foolish. You’ve been playing Hannah for months. Sooper doesn’t know, and Cardew doesn’t know. I’ve been reading the papers this morning — at least, my secretary has been reading them to me — and it seems that when they searched Hannah’s room no money was found. I happen to know” — he spoke slowly— “that when Hannah disappeared, she had four hundred thousand dollars. Never mind where she got it — I know she had it. Where is that money?”

Lattimer made no answer.

“You’re a crook, Lat, like most fly-cops who’ve got ideas above their pay envelope. There’s nothing you wouldn’t do for money. You’ve been months trying to persuade Hannah to take shares in a dud syndicate. You told her a week ago that you’d do most anything to get ten thousand dollars. That looks mighty bad to me.”

“Order another bottle of wine,” said Lattimer, “and let’s talk of something else.”

It was past midnight when Elson’s car came cautiously up the drive and stopped before the house. Elson got out and, swaying to the door, succeeded, after several futile attempts, in opening it. He got into the hall, steadied himself against the wall, and pushed the door close before he made his erratic way up the stairs, clinging to the balustrade. He succeeded in reaching the settee, and fell instantly to sleep. It was the sharp point of his dress collar that roused him to semiconsciousness.

He woke, his head in a painful whirl, his legs so weak that they scarcely sustained the weight of his body when he eventually came to his feet. Sleepily he tugged at the collar, and, after many attempts, tore it off. All the lights in the room were burning, and in a dim, fuddled way he realized that he might sleep better if they were extinguished. As he crossed the room with unsteady steps, he peeled off his coat, wrenched open his shirt, and, leaning against the wall before he turned the switch, kicked loose his shoes.

The change to the ghostly light of dawn partially sobered him. He went back to the settee, poured himself out a stiff brandy and soda and, drinking it down at a gulp, felt instantly wide awake.

The morning was warm: he walked to the window, pushed open the casement, and, leaning out, drank in deep draughts of the sweet dawn air. And then he became conscious that, almost beneath him, a figure was moving along the edge of the flowerbed, stooping now and again to pluck a bloom. His left hand already held a big bunch.

For a second, Elson thought that his eyes were playing him tricks, for the garden still lay under the shadow of the passing night. And then he heard the man humming a tune.

“Hi!” he shouted. “What are you doing here?”

The figure looked round. It was too dark to see his face.

“What are you doing here?” roared Elson angrily when the man made no answer.

As he spoke, the intruder leapt across the bed and ran rapidly towards the cover of the drive.

“I’ll get you!” yelled Elson, in an insane rage.

And then, from the darkness of the trees, came the words of the song:

“The Moorish king rides up and down Through Granada’s royal town. Ay de mi Alhama!”

For a while Elson stood, grasping the window-ledge, his face grey, his eyes staring.

“Ay de mi Alhama!”

The refrain was dying away in the distance, but Elson did not hear. He lay in a heap on the ground, an unclean, shivering thing, croaking blasphemy and supplication, screaming in terror, for he had heard a voice from the grave.

But there was, within the very shadow of the house, one whom that song galvanized to life. Sooper, keeping his watch at the end of the lane, heard the song, caught a momentary glimpse of the singer as he flitted like a shadow across the road, and in another instant his crazy motorcycle was exploding like a machinegun as he drove down the lane to intercept the night wanderer.

The tramp saw him, broke back across a field, and dived into a wilderness of bush and woodland which formed the corner of an adjoining estate. Sooper’s noisy machine turned, and he flew down the main road and swung round an angle of an old wall just as the tramp broke cover.

The man ran like the wind, still grasping in his hand the flowers he had picked; and just as Sooper came abreast of him, he turned at right angles, leapt a ditch and sped across a meadow. Sooper made a quick calculation, sent his cycle along the road at a remarkable speed, slowing to take the corner of a cart track which he knew ran parallel with the meadow across which he had seen the man running, and his manoeuvre was successful. As the tramp staggered out on to the road, Sooper leapt from his bicycle, caught him under the arms, and gently lowered him to the ground.

“Steady, my friend!” said Sooper.

The tramp looked up with a queer smile on his bearded face.

“I’m afraid I’ve given you a lot of trouble,” he said faintly.

His voice was the voice of a cultured American, but for that Sooper was prepared.

“No trouble,” he said cheerfully. “Can you stand?”

The tramp climbed to his feet shakily.

“Think you’d better walk with me to the station and have some food,” said Sooper kindly, and the other obeyed without demur.

As they walked slowly along the road towards the town, Sooper expressed his inward satisfaction by an inevitable garrulity.

“A week ago I’d have treated you rough, I admit it. Got an idea you were a pretty bad man.”

“I’m not at all a bad man,” said the other simply.

“I’ll bet you’re not,” agreed Sooper. “No, sir! I’ve done a lot of the’rizin’ an’ deductin’ about you, an’ I guess I’ve got you right. I know your name.”

The man smiled. “I have so many names, I wish I knew the right one,” he said.

“I’m going to tell you the right one,” replied Sooper. “By logic an’ deduction an’ the’ry, I’ve decided that your name is John Kenneth Leigh, of the United States Treas’ry!”
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Mr. Gordon Cardew put down his compasses, took off his glasses, and stared openmouthed at his visitor. Having produced his sensation, Sooper did everything except purr.

“But I understand from the young lady that her father was killed in the war?”

“He’s alive,” said Sooper unnecessarily, “and in a nursing home.”

Mr. Cardew looked from the plan of the cottage to the detective, as though he were not quite sure in his mind whether the news was sufficiently startling to justify the interruption in his work.

“I am very glad,” he said at last, “extremely glad. I have heard of such cases, but never dreamt that one would come within my personal experience. That, of course, explains why Miss Leigh did not come to me when I wired for her.”

And there, so far as Mr. Cardew was concerned, he was prepared to let the matter end. For whilst the advent of a lost father more or less might be interesting to Sooper in his official capacity, Mr. Cardew was only mildly intrigued, until: “There’s no doubt he was the feller that did the singin’ on the night of the murder,” said Sooper. “Got an idea that he lived in one of those caves high up, an’ had a rope ladder which he let down at night when he came out, an’ took up in the mornin’ when he got back. He practically told me so.”

“The tramp!” gasped Cardew. “Not the man who was in the garden the night you dined here?”

Sooper nodded. “But a tramp…Miss Leigh’s father! It is incredible! What on earth was he doing? A tramp!” He was shocked.

“Just what tramps do,” said Sooper; ‘loafing around, picking up things. He must have remembered, in a wild kind of way, where he lived, and I think he had a crazy notion that his daughter might be starving. He used to collect things, like eggs and potatoes, and leave them on her doorstep. Sometimes he left flowers.”

“Isn’t he quite right in his head?” asked Mr. Cardew anxiously. “I should not like to think that that was so. These derangements are frequently hereditary.”

“He’s right in his head and yet he’s not right in his head,” was the unsatisfactory explanation which Sooper offered. “The doctor thinks there’s a pressure, a bit of bone — there’s a four-inch scar on his scalp. Somebody gave him a crack that he won’t forget in a hurry.”

The lawyer put the tips of his fingers together and looked up at the ceiling. “Possibly it was a splinter of shell: I have heard of such cases. But in that event, I can’t understand how he came to be a tramp. It must have been a very pleasant shock for Miss Leigh to have discovered her father was still alive. I hope you broke the news gently, although joy does not kill.”

“Yes, sir, I broke it tactful,” nodded Sooper. “I got her on the phone and told her I didn’t think her father was as dead as she’d calculated. And that sort of prepared her for the news.”

Mr. Cardew pursed his lips dubiously. He was really not interested in the remarkable recovery, except in so far as Leigh’s presence at Pawsey on the night of the murder brought a new element into the case.

“I understand you had a theory that this man was associated with the crime?” he said. “In fact, if I remember rightly, you thought he might be Big Foot?”

“I never thought anything of the kind!” snarled Sooper, who resented nothing so much as having views at tributed to him which he did not hold. “I just didn’t think anythin’ of the kind. You’re the’rizin’, Mr. Cardew.” He looked down at the plan, crisscrossed with innumerable straight pencil lines. “Got the whole thing worked out?” he asked sardonically. “Murder committed by a left-footed man?”

Mr. Cardew could afford an indulgent smile. “I have done nothing quite so clever,” he said. “But I have learnt a very important item from the city surveyor of Pawsey. He tells me that the bungalow was built on the site of an old cottage, and beyond doubt there are cellars somewhere beneath the floor of the kitchen.”

Sooper sighed. “For the love of Mike!” he said softly, “won’t they forget those cellars? And how did the feller escape — through a crack in the floor? Or maybe through a wormhole? And ain’t there any thin’ about secret springs — maybe the whole house revolves like the trap in the shop of Sweeney Todd, the barber.”

“At any rate, I am so far convinced that no harm can be done by excavating,” affirmed Mr. Cardew, ‘that I am perfectly willing to give my permission, and since the house is my property, I don’t see what objection there can be — I will pay for the work.”

“Know my sergeant?” interrupted Sooper in his abrupt fashion.

“Lattimer? Yes, I know him. He has been here on several occasions,” replied Cardew in surprise.

“Has he ever tried to be friendly?”

Mr. Cardew hesitated. “No,” he said. And then, “I don’t think that I should speak about the man to his superior officer, but…”

“But what?”

“Well, he once hinted very broadly that he’d like to borrow a little money.”

“Huh!” grunted Sooper. “He did, eh? Did you lend it?”

“No, I did not. I was rather annoyed, as a matter of fact. One does not expect a responsible officer of police to make that sort of suggestion. I never told you about this before, Superintendent, because, as I say, I have no wish to get the man into trouble.”

Sooper ruminated on this, then pointed to the plan again. “Got all your the’ries properly fixed?” he asked, and Cardew laughed aloud.

“I don’t mind your gibes, Superintendent,” he said good humouredly, “because I realize there’s no malice in them. But if I were a betting man, which I am not, I would wager that I am nearer to the truth about that murder than you.”

He walked with Sooper to the front door, and again the old policeman went off at a tangent.

“Mr. Elson’s ill,” he said. “Had a fit or sump’n. Sounds like booze to me. That fellow is a soak of soaks. I asked the doctor this mornin’ if it was delirium trimmings, but he didn’t give me any satisfaction: these doctors are closer’n oysters.”

“Where is your tramp?” asked Mr. Cardew at parting.

“Mr. John Kenneth Leigh, of the United States Treas’ry,” said Sooper carefully, “is in a nursing home, being nursed. That’s what nursing homes are for.”

“And his daughter?”

“Miss Elfa Henrietta Leigh — she’s with him, tryin’ to get him to talk about his experience, but all he does is to sing that foolish song about the King of Spain ridin’ up an’ down. ‘Oh, dear, Alhambra’ or sump’n’. It may be a mighty fine song, but it don’t thrill me. But it was his favourite song apparently — I saw it on the top of her piano when I was makin’ a call on the young lady. Also books on Spanish poetry. That’s what made me start deductin’. If you get any crackajack ideas about this bungalow murder, Mr. Cardew, you know my telephone number — I’d be interested. The London police told me that they’ve got no new clue about the burglary at your office.”

“I am hardly surprised,” said Mr. Cardew dryly. “Yet the connection between the murder and the burning of poor Hannah’s documents must be fairly clear, even to Scotland Yard.”

“Nothing’s clear at Scotland Yard,” said Sooper unkindly.

Mr. Leigh had been removed to a nursing home in Weymouth Street, London, and Sooper found time later in the morning to call and inquire after his patient. The girl, who came down to the reception-room, had undergone a subtle transformation. There was a new colour in her cheeks, a new brightness in eyes that still showed signs of tears, which had almost changed her appearance.

“He’s sleeping now,” she said.

“Does he know you?” said Sooper.

She shook her head. “Not really,” she said. “I must have changed a lot in the last six years. He asked me if I knew his little girl.” Her lip trembled. “If I’m a fool and cry, shake me, Sooper. Isn’t it wonderful — finding him again?”

“I found him,” said Sooper.

She took his rough hand between hers and squeezed it. “Of course you did,” she said softly. “Nobody else would have connected the song with daddy. And the queer thing is that I heard him singing that night when I lay on the cliff. Then I thought I had been dreaming.”

“Didn’t you know about this tramp who sang Spanish songs?”

She shook her head again. “No,” she said, “if I had, I should have been certain it was daddy, although I believed he was dead. Poor darling!” she said softly. “It was he who left food on the doorstep in Edwards Square. He must have remembered something of the past. What I can’t understand is why he never came to the house or made himself known. He has been hiding for all these years — why?”

Sooper’s ferocious grin was the answer.

“That’s just what I’ve been the’rizin’ about for a long time,” he said.

A few doors from the nursing home was the house of the great surgeon whom Sooper, on his own responsibility, had summoned to make a superficial examination. It was Sooper’s good fortune to find the doctor at home, and the report he received was distinctly encouraging.

“I wouldn’t describe him as insane, although obviously he’s not responsible for his actions. Every symptom points to pressure, and there’s a chance, if that is relieved, Mr. Leigh will become normal. It is by no means certain, but the operation is justified. I have had a visit from an official of the American Embassy, and no expense is to be spared.”

“When will you operate?” asked Sooper.

The great surgeon shook his head.

“That I can’t tell you. The man at the present moment is not fit to endure the shock of a big operation. We must build up his vitality.”

“Do it soon, Doctor,” said Sooper; “I want to get this case finished before the Long Vacation — there’s an Old Bailey Sessions in six weeks: maybe I could make it.”

He took a little diary from his waistcoat pocket and consulted it. “Yes, they’d get the trial over in June, and they’d be hung in July, in time for my holiday — never like to go on a vacation till I’ve got my man properly dead. What with these courts of appeal and pleas of insanity and unconscious v’lition, you’re never sure of your man till you’ve got him on the drop.”

He left the mystified surgeon undecided as to whether he had been drinking or was suffering from sunstroke.

There was no need for Sooper to introduce himself to the desk sergeant at Marylebone Lane police station, and he secured an interview with the officer in charge by the simple process of walking into his room and shutting the door behind him.

“I want a day and night watch on 59 Weymouth Street,” he said. “There’s a member of the American Embassy there named Leigh, and here’s a list of the people who mustn’t see him.”

He laid a paper on the officer’s table.

“I’ve told the matron that he’s to have no food but what comes from the kitchen; no fancy truck, chocolates, grapes or any other vegetables donated by kind an’ lovin’ friends. All I want your man to do is to see that nobody gets into the house after nightfall.” He then proceeded to explain at greater length the importance and seriousness of the charge that was committed to his care. Most divisional inspectors would have resented the appearance of a ‘foreigner’ from another division, and grown a little apoplectic at his peremptory tone. But Sooper was Sooper, and he strode forth into the sunlight of Marylebone Lane, satisfied that his instructions would be carried out to the letter.

His work completed, he could indulge in the luxury of a friendly call on Jim Ferraby; and such was his extraordinary memory for the habits and characteristics of his friends that Sooper arrived simultaneously with the object of his search on the steps of Jim’s club.

Jim almost fell upon him in his anxiety to procure news.

“I’ve been trying to get you all morning,” he said. “Miss Leigh phoned me the wonderful news, and since then I’ve been unable to get in touch with her. The tramp is her father? It doesn’t seem possible.”

“None of the coops I bring off seem possible,” said Sooper, who throughout his life had resolutely refused to give any but an English pronunciation to the French words that have crept into our speech. “Thought I’d call on you; restaurants are pretty expensive in London, and the cooking here’s good.”

It was not until lunch was finished and they were sitting over their coffee in the smokeroom, that Sooper revealed his mind.

“That Spanish song didn’t mean a thing to me,” he said, ‘though it told me that the tramp was a different kind to the usual run. So I got on to the trail of this feller, picked up information from all over the country, through the local police, and discovered that this singing tramp was pretty well known — he’d been in prison for a week at Canterbury, on a charge of vagrancy. Wonder is the prison doctor didn’t spot the fact that he was nutty. But it was the news you gave me on Sunday about the eggs and potatoes bein’ left on the doorstep of Miss Leigh’s old house that got me thoroughly interested. To my mind that could mean only one thing: that somebody was fond of Miss Leigh, but didn’t know she had left the house, was dropping these little gifts. That could only mean somebody who had a crazy notion she was starving; and the only person I who’d feel that way would be her father. So I called on the young lady, and it was a pretty simple bit of the’rizin’ to link up the tramp. The doctors think that an operation may bring him to his senses, and then we’re goin’ to learn a whole lot of romantic things that you don’t dream about.”

“Such as…?” asked Jim suggestively.

“Remember that feller I told you about — Brixton, the City alderman?” Jim nodded. “A close, mean sort of feller.”

“Well, what about him?” asked Jim.

“Noth’n’,” replied Sooper casually. “I just wondered if you remembered my mentioning him.”

“What has he to do with the tramp?”

“A considerable lot,” said Sooper, “and with the murder. You mark my words, that feller, Sir Somethin’ Brixton, is going to be a highly interesting witness.”

He took out his pocketbook, laid it on the little table where their coffee had been deposited, and, groping in its capacious depths, produced a folded envelope.

“Remember that?”

Jim nodded. It was the envelope that had been found on the kitchen floor on the night of the murder.

“Only two people know about that,” he said, “you and the young lady. Even Lattimer doesn’t know. The man who wrote the letter that was inside this here envelope was the man who killed Hannah Shaw. That’s certain. He may have come down the chimney, he may have come up from the subt’ranean depths of the earth, out of secret cellars and other remarkable places; or he may have leapt through the front door, or he may have leapt through the winder; but the man that typed that,” — he tapped the envelope impressively— “pulled the gun that killed that unfortunate female. Maybe she’s not so unfortunate as some people think. Personally, I’ve got an idea she’s well out of it.”

“Out of what?” asked the puzzled Jim.

Sooper waved a comprehensive hand.

“Everythin’,” he said. “If you want to order me a liqueur, I’ll have an old brandy — I don’t like the stuff with sugar in it.”

He gave Jim the address of the nursing home, and, retrieving his motor-bicycle from the garage at Scotland Yard, where it had been an object of wonder to many young constables, he exploded himself back to his headquarters.

Lattimer was not there. He had sent him, earlier in the morning, to Pawsey to make inquiries. The inquest was on the following day. Sooper had his case to prepare, and it was no easy task to disentangle the evidence he could give in open court from that which, in the interests of justice, must be suppressed.

From time to time he lifted his head, put down his pen, and indulged himself in certain malignant reflections, amongst which appeared most frequently the knowledge that Mr. Cardew must be torn from his work of criminal investigation and kick his heels in a stuffy little coroner’s court.

Lattimer returned towards night, and reported the result of his investigations. “I followed the field path south of Pawsey for three miles,” he said. “It would be impossible for a car to go that way. The track is narrow, and there are two stiles. It joins the London-Lewes Road, as you suggested.”

“As I knew,” corrected Sooper. “A car couldn’t get that way, eh? I’d have been disappointed if it could.”

Lattimer opened his eyes. “Why, I thought you expected—”

“I’d have been mighty disappointed if a car could have got that way,” said Sooper with satisfaction, and, as Lattimer turned to go: “That man Elson’s better, they tell me.”

“Didn’t even know he was ill,” said Lattimer indifferently.

“I don’t know whether delirium trimmings is illness or whether its just experience, but he’s better,” said Sooper. “You might shoot up there tomorrow morn in’ an’ make a few tender inquiries. I’d send him flowers, only it seems premature. And, Lattimer, I want you at court tomorrow.”

“Very good, sir.”

Adjoining the police station was a small cottage, which was Sooper’s habitation. It possessed a microscopic garden, two bedrooms and a sittingroom all on one floor, whilst at the back of the house was a little field, wherein his priceless Buff Orpingtons lived on the fat of his neighbours’ land, for they were chronic trespassers, and seldom came home except to sleep. Such was the magic of Sooper’s name, however, that complaints were few, though his feathered brigands raided cornfields and gardens for sustenance. There were other marauders, however, who respected neither Sooper nor his chickens. From the copse on the hill came brown, slinking shapes at nights — Sooper discovered the way the foxes came, and set a spring gun, with disastrous consequences to the local hunt. It was a good spring gun, homemade but good.

It was dark when Sooper went out to the small shed wherein his motorcycle was stored. He had promised himself a tightening up of certain bolts and the cleaning of a carburettor, and some time after midnight was his favourite hour for effecting repairs.

Though his eyesight was excellent, he invariably guided himself to the shed by the simple process of putting up his hand and running his finger along the overhead flex which connected the house with the shed. Sooper was not a very good electrician, and he had fixed the lighting apparatus of the shed somewhat crudely.

When he put up his hand, he found, to his surprise, that the wire had gone. Stooping, he groped and found it trailing limply on the ground. There was nothing remarkable about a broken wire, except that, when Sooper had seen it in the daylight, it had stretched tautly, and there was no means by which the connection could have been destroyed.

Sharply he turned and went back into the house, carrying the loose end, and disconnected the plug through which the current was supplied. Under the light of a table lamp, he examined the flex. It had been cut: he saw the unmistakable pressure marks of pliers.

“Dear me!” said Sooper mildly.

If there was one thing more certain than another, it was that no practical joker dared play a trick on Sooper. The wire had been cut for a good and sufficient reason, and the object could not be to his advantage.

Going into his bedroom, he pulled a box from under his bed and took out a large and heavy Colt revolver, loaded it, and, after a search, discovered a police torch. Thus armed, he returned to the yard, and with catlike steps moved silently towards the hut. N o sound broke the stillness of the night save the distant sleepy cackle of a hen. Mentally he reconnoitred the position. The danger lay in the hut.

Sooper had fixed the electric light in the hut, but had forgotten the switch until the work was completed. In consequence, the switch was outside, protected from the weather under the eaves of the roof. The door was never fastened. It was a simple matter, both to gain admission to the yard and to enter the hut.

He walked cautiously forward, lighting his way with the lamp, and his hand touched the latch of the door. Keeping to one side, he suddenly jerked the door open. There was a deafening explosion, followed by the sound of breaking glass.

When the smoke cleared away, Sooper peered through the crack of the door. He knew the spring gun: it was his own. But he had not set it on the floor of the hut, with the barrel pointing towards the door, nor had he fastened the trip wire by a cord to the door. When he had seen that spring gun last it was some hundreds of yards away, cunningly concealed between two bushes.

He heard someone calling and went back to the house, to admit Lattimer.

“Hullo!” he said. “Thought you were in bed?”

“I heard an explosion: what was it? it was too near to be the trap gun.” Lattimer was unusually agitated.

“Come right in,” said Sooper. “Here’s an opportunity for the younger school of detectives to figger out causes and effec’s.”

“Has any damage been done?” asked Lattimer breathlessly.

“Three panes of glass smashed, twentyfive high-class chickens woke out of their beauty sleep, but that’s about all.”

A cloud of smoke hung in the heavy air, and the not unpleasant smell of burnt gunpowder pervaded the cottage.

Lattimer followed his chief into the hut and inspected the spring gun, a primitive arrangement, made all the more crude by Sooper’s amateur workmanship.

“Did you leave the gun in the hut?” asked Lattimer.

Sooper made an impatient clicking noise.

“Certainly I did,” he said sarcastically, “and tried to commit suicide. Sort of hobby of mine.” He looked owlishly at the reeking weapon and then shook his head.

“Gosh! he’s getting scared!” he said.

“Who?” demanded Lattimer quickly.

“The feller that laid this little trap for me. Plumb scared. I’ll bet he’s just the sickest dog for miles around. He knew I’d turn on the light before I opened the door, and thought I might see the gun in time, so he cut the wire. He’s the cutest little thing, that Big Foot. Now I’ll tell you sump’n’, Sergeant: if that man Elson had kept in bed, this wouldn’t have happened. No, sir. If he’d been put in a strait-jacket and tied down so as he couldn’t go wanderin’ around, that spring gun would be right up by the covert.”

“Do you think Elson did this?”

“No, sir, I don’t,” said Sooper, “and I never said so. Don’t go puttin’ words into my mouth that I didn’t use. I merely remarked that if that guy had been put into a padded cell, I shouldn’t be in the position tomorrow of payin’ good money for new glass. I thought you were in bed, Sergeant?” he said again.

“No, I don’t feel so tired as I did. I was walking up and down the road smoking, when I heard the shot fired. This case is getting on my nerves.”

“You’re temp’ramental,” said Sooper. He slouched back to the house, the sergeant just behind him. “Go sleep, my son. You’ll lose all your pretty colour.”

He waited till Lattimer had gone back to his quarters, then he returned to the yard with a lamp, and began a systematic search of the grounds. There were a dozen ways by which his murderous-minded visitant might have secured admission, but traces of his enemy were non-existent. The ground was dry and hardened. The intruder had left no trail.

“I might have got one of those well-known bloodhounds,” said Sooper next morning, as he shaved. “Most all detectives use bloodhounds. I’d have got one myself, only I don’t know one hound from another.”

“Do you think,” asked Lattimer, “that somebody put the gun there with the intention of killing you? It may have been a joke.”

“It doesn’t take a lot to make me laugh,” said Sooper, screwing up his face as the razor rasped round his chin, “but that sort of joke wouldn’t get a single ha-ha from me, not in a million years. Or ten millions,” he added.

“Where did you see the gun last?”

“At the far end of the field, near the hawthorn bushes. I put it there to discourage fox huntin’. Suppose I’d opened that door without knowin’, what would people have said? They’d have said: ‘That old fool Sooper put the gun back in the shed an’ forgot it was there.’ Verdict of accidental death, with a vote of consolation for the widder, which, as I’m not married, would have been superfl’us. Can’t understand where juries get that sentimental stuff. There’d have been a three-line par in the dailies, maybe four. And possibly a line or two in the backchat gossip. Lattimer, when I pass out at the hands of miscr’ants and roughnecks, I want a column, with a pitcher. I know what I’m entitled to. When I think about the dirty dog who put that gun in the shed, I get all flushed and hectic. The explosion might have done fearful harm to my machine. As it is, the paint around the handlebars is all cockled up and blistered. I’ll have to put a new coat on Firefly — how does a deep orange strike you, Sergeant?”

“All of a heap,” said Lattimer.

Sooper stropped his razor with a faraway look in his eyes. “Elson’s better. He’ll be walkin’ about the grounds tonight. I’ve phoned the war department to send me a tank. At least, I haven’t, but I’m thinkin’ of doing so.”

Jim Ferraby, who was one of the witnesses at the inquest, had arranged to bring his car to pick up Sooper and Lattimer on his way to Pawsey. He found the old man in a very agreeable, even jocular, frame of mind, and certainly could not have guessed from his demeanour how narrow an escape from death he had had in the early hours of the morning. Whilst he was waiting outside the station for Sooper to deliver one of his eleventh-hour orations to the officer in charge of the station, he saw Cardew’s machine pass and the lawyer stopped the car.

“No, thank you, I’ve arranged to drive Sooper to Pawsey,” said Jim to the kindly invitation.

Cardew smiled grimly. “I hope to have the pleasure of driving him back,” he said. “I believe I can give him a definite line as to how the murder was committed. It came to me in the night when I was half asleep, and the more I think of it the more certain I am that I’ve found the true solution for what seemed an inexplicable mystery. What is more,” he went on impressively, “I have turned up a case almost parallel — the Starkie murder which was committed in 1769, and which was fully reported in one of the old calendars. It appears that a man named Starkie…”

But Jim had neither the time nor the wish to listen to the details of a hundred-and-forty-year-old murder, and excused himself as Sooper appeared on the station step, pulling on the second of a pair of gloves which were so patently misallied that Jim at tributed the queer effect to Sooper’s absentmindedness.

“One isn’t as bad as the other,” said Sooper, as he settled himself by Jim’s side and stretched his legs luxuriously. “I always lose the left hand of my gloves — wonder nobody ever thought of selling gloves singly; there’d be a fortune in it. There goes old Cardew in a cloud of dust, his mind filled with hypotheses and conjectures! He’s got what they call a legal mind — in other words, he can’t see straight.”

“He has a theory to expound to you,” said Jim, as the car, gathering speed, rapidly overhauled the slower limousine in front.

“I should say he had,” said Sooper comfortably.

“It came to him in the middle of the night.”

“Too ashamed to be seen around in the daytime,” said Sooper. “Gosh! I wouldn’t have that man’s mind for ten million pounds! It’s full of atmospherics — a term,” he explained, ‘that I’ve picked up from studying the wireless. No, sir, I can tell you in advance what his the’ry’s gain’ to be — he won’t have the nerve to pull that secret cellar stuff on me. His the’ry is that Hannah Shaw was murdered by Miss Leigh.”

“What!” almost shouted Jim, and in his agitation he sent the car swerving across the road.

“Forgive me if I holler,” said Sooper, who did not indicate any desire to ‘holler’. “My nerves are not what they used to be. But that’s his the’ry, I’ll bet! Miss Leigh met Hannah Shaw — didn’t she wire for her? — that there was a quarrel, and that Miss Leigh shot her, got out of the house and locked the door.”

“But that’s preposterous!”

“Of course it’s preposterous,” said Sooper cheerfully, “but that’s the kind of the’ry that a highly romantic man like Mr. Cardew would get.”

“He never struck me as romantic,” smiled Jim, as, with a warning blare from the electric horn, he swept past the subject of their discussion.

“He’s romantic,” said Sooper; “otherwise, what does he read all these books about anthr’pology for? If there’s anythin’ more romantic than deduction, show me to it!”

A little later he mentioned casually, as it were a matter of no great importance, the incident of the spring gun.

“Scared me a bit. But not so much as the price that window man Isaacs asks for puttin’ in new glass. He says there’s a glass trust, and all the prices are up. He was lying likely enough: Isaacs couldn’t tell the truth to a Rabbi.”

He looked back over his shoulder. Mr. Cardew’s machine was a long distance away.

“When a professional man gets the fever for publicity he never knows where to stop. There’ll be pitchers of him in all the papers tomorrow, and none of these newspaper men will ask me as much as to smile. Personally, I like to work without publicity. I’m one of the strong silent types that you read about in books. Ever noticed that?”

“No,” said Jim truthfully.

“It’s a fact,” said Sooper. “I hide away from these reporting lizards. The Surrey Comet once said: ‘Superintendent Minter likes to work in the dark’ — I’ve got six copies of that paper; I’ll show it to you one of these days.”

Sooper’s modesty was not very apparent when they reached the Town Hall where the inquest was to be held, for Jim noticed that he instantly attached himself to the largest group of reporters, and soon after disappeared at the head of the gang in the direction of the Royal Hotel. The group returned in time for the opening of the court, and Sooper justified himself. “I just set up one round for the boys. I didn’t want ’em to mention me, so I thought I’d better tell ’em so. Nothin’ like gettin’ on the right side of the Press if you want to keep your name out of the papers.”

It was rather remarkable, Jim noted that evening, when he was skimming the report of the inquest, that, in spite of Sooper’s precautions, every newspaper not only mentioned him by name, but had a most flattering reference to his perspicuity, his genius and his many admirable qualities.

The proceedings were longer than Jim anticipated. Sooper’s evidence was a marvel or condensation, but it took some considerable time to give. He himself was on the stand for half an hour, whilst Cardew’s evidence took an hour to hear, and it was well into the afternoon before the court again adjourned.

“Did you hear that feller Cardew givin’ evidence?” asked Sooper bitterly. “I knew he’d drag in measurements — he did it to spite me. When that fool coroner thanked him for his very valuable data, he almost bust himself with pride.”

They had tea at the hotel before they began their journey back to town, and Mr. Cardew, uninvited, joined them, though he might have known, by the steel in Sooper’s eyes, that it was neither the moment nor the opportunity for exposing his hypothesis. Jim tried to switch him on to a fresh track, but Mr. Cardew would not be denied.

“I mentioned to Ferraby this morning, Superintendent, that I’d hit upon what I feel is the solution of this remarkable mystery.”

“Listen to this, Lattimer,” said Sooper, with ominous politeness. “A young officer can’t know too much. And when you get a gen’leman like Mr. Cardew pullin’ out the’ries, you ought to listen. It may be an education. On the other hand it may not. You never can tell. Sit up an’ listen!”

But Lattimer had needed no such injunction: he was listening intently.

“As I understand the evidence,” Mr. Cardew began, “you three gentlemen were concealed on the beach road when poor Hannah made her appearance. You saw her as she passed silhouetted against the sky; you noticed her hat and her figure; saw her stop before the door. You did not see her get out.”

“Perfectly true,” murmured Sooper. “That’s a bit of deduction you ought to be proud of.”

“Well, you said you didn’t see her get out,” said the other good-humouredly. “And if you did not see her get out, you did not see the man who was concealed in the back of the car, crouching down to escape observation. He had probably jumped on to the car unknown to Hannah, and, waiting until she had opened the door, sprung on her, silenced her cries, and dragged her inside. The locked kitchen almost proves that he was using that place as a prison.”

“The door shut behind him — I heard it slam,” said Sooper wearily.

“He could have closed it with his foot,” was the quick response. “What happened in the kitchen we shall never know. It is certain that they had not been there very long before this murderous scoundrel shot the poor woman. What did he do then?”

“Ah! what did he do?” asked Sooper.

Cardew looked at him face to face. “He put on her coat and hat,” he said slowly, “came out of the door, locked and padlocked it, got into the car and switched on the lights. You say they were on for a few seconds and then turned off, and the reason is obvious: when he put on the lights they would fall upon the wall immediately in front of the headlamps, and light would be reflected back and would reveal to any person who happened to be within sight the fact that it was not a woman but a man, in spite of the woman’s hat he was wearing.”

Sooper was silent.

“He then turned the car up the road,” Cardew went on, evidently enjoying the mild sensation he had created, “came to the top of the cliff, threw away the coat and hat, and made his way on foot to where a car was waiting — probably a small car, easily concealed.”

Sooper was staring blankly at the lawyer.

“That’s one of the most remarkable the’ries I’ve ever heard,” he said at last, and Jim knew that he was not being sarcastic. His eyes were wide open, his ugly mouth gaped; his very moustache seemed to bristle. “That’s one of the most remarkable the’ries I’ve ever heard! By gosh, you’re right!”

There was a dead silence. Then Sooper rose slowly and extended his huge hand and grasped Cardew’s.

“Thank you,” he said simply.

Not a word did Sooper speak on the journey from Pawsey to his station. He declined Jim’s invitation to sit by his side, and huddled himself up in the back with Lattimer, and only once on the journey did Jim hear him so much as grunt. At parting he broke his silence.

“I’m taking back a lot I said about Cardew — not all, but a lot,” he said soberly. “I never thought lawyers of that kind had much use except to write letters to people who haven’t paid the coal bill. But that Cardew’s done sump’n’ that no other feller could do, Mr. Ferraby.” He poked his long finger in Jim’s chest. “He’s given me confidence in myself! He’s shown me that I’m cleverer than him, and a man that can do that is what I might term a public benefactor.”

“But in what way are you cleverer than he?” asked Jim in amazement.

“He didn’t mention Big Foot. Now I “ — he tapped himself in turn— “I know who Big Foot is! Know him as well as I know Lattimer.” He glared round at the sergeant. “And I know it without the’ries, deductions, hypotheses, or any other book stuff. For days I’ve had Big Foot in my office. I could introduce you to Big Foot just when I like.”

“The murderer?”

Sooper nodded. “Big Foot was certainly the murderer.”

“And he came in through the back door of the bungalow?”

Sooper nodded again. “Yes, sir; he carne in various ways, but he certainly came in by the back door of the bungalow.”

Jim was bewildered. “But did Hannah Shaw know him?”

“No, sir, Hannah Shaw never heard them feet of his, never saw them. She was dead before Big Foot came.”

“But, Sooper, you said she was murdered by him?”

“So she was,” said Sooper, turning to enter the station. “The’rize on that, son. And, Sergeant, get me an evening paper; I want to see what those stenographic criminals have been sayin’ about me.”
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The privilege which had been exclusively enjoyed by Sooper was extended to Jim. He was permitted to stay half an hour in Elfa Leigh’s little fiat, and hear the latest report on her father.

“They would not let me stay the night at the nursing home,” she said, “and perhaps they are wise. He is quite cheerful and happy in his way, and really most tractable. It all seems like a dream to me, a pleasant and yet unpleasant dream. It is dreadful to think of those years when he was wandering about the country, without anybody to care for him.”

Jim had also seen the great surgeon; the date of the operation had been fixed. The doctor and his assistant were hopeful of the result and had recited a very cheering list of similar cases that had made good recoveries.

“No, I’m not worried about the operation,” she said quietly, when he asked her. “I’m not really worried at all, because the Embassy are doing everything for him. They have been most sympathetic and kind, and have offered me an income until he recovers, so that there’s really no necessity for my going back to Mr. Cardew at all.”

“Have you heard from Cardew?”

“Yes, he telephoned in e this morning,” she said. “He was awfully kind, but very vague. I had the impression that he is so absorbed in the problem of poor Miss Shaw’s death that he really cannot bring his mind to bear on my affairs. He is rather a dear.”

“Who — Cardew?” Jim smiled. “I know one man who doesn’t share your view.”

“Sooper? Of course! But then, Sooper is a law unto himself, for one cannot imagine Sooper — how easily one falls into the habit of using that nickname! — holding views remotely resembling ordinary people’s! He is a dear too. Is he really as tough as he seems — he talks so queerly?”

“Sooper is one of the oldest officers in the force,” said Jim. “I could never quite make up my mind whether his education is as deficient as he pretends. But then, Sooper has so many poses that it is difficult to keep track of them…”

The telephone bell rang at that moment, and the girl took up the instrument and listened, with a gathering frown.

“No, I sent nothing…yes, I’m sure. Please don’t give it to him. I will come round.”

She put down the instrument, and her face wore an air of concern.

“I can’t understand it,” she said. “The matron of the nursing home called me up to ask if I had sent a small cherry pie for my father. Of course I haven’t. A messenger brought it, with a note supposed to have come from me.”

Jim whistled.

“That sounds queer,” he said.

When the girl went hurriedly into the room to dress, he bethought him of Sooper, and in a moment of inspiration called that gentleman on the phone. By great good fortune, Sooper was within a few feet of the instrument when it rang, and listened without comment whilst Jim told him of the call from the nursing home.

“Tell ’em to hold that pie until I come. And after you’ve seen Miss Leigh to her apartments, wait for me outside the nursing home. If you see an officious young man who’s interested in your loafing around, mention my name.”

It was the first intimation Jim had had that the home was being watched.

When they arrived at the place where the sick man was lying, they were admitted to the matron’s private room. On the centre of the table, wrapped in grease-proof paper, was the suspicious confectionery.

“I didn’t like to give him any until I was absolutely sure you had sent it,” said the matron. “Mr. Minter was very emphatic on that point.”

“Did you say there was a letter?”

The matron gave her an envelope. At the first glance at the superscription, Elfa said: “This is not my writing.”.

Nor was the brief note inside. It was on plain paper, her address in Cubitt Street being written at the top, and was a brief request that the pastry might be given to her father.

“Do you know the writing?” asked Jim.

She shook her head. “I have never seen it before,” she said. “But why send the pie at all? Is it — oh no, that can’t possibly be.” Her face went white.

“Probably some well-meaning friend,” Jim endeavoured to soothe her.

“But who would wish to harm father?” she asked. She looked down at the innocent-looking pastry fearfully.

“What am I to do with this?” asked the matron.

“Keep it, please,” said Jim quickly. He glanced significantly at the girl, and the woman understood.

Though he made light of the incident, Elfa had no doubt in her mind as to its significance.

“I heard you telephoning Mr. Minter,” she said, as they were driving back to Cubitt Street. “Is he coming to town?”

“He’ll be there when I get back. You’re not to worry about this, Elfa.”

She noticed the more intimate term of address; it seemed very right that he should call her ‘Elfa’.

“There is so much behind my father’s absence that is inexplicable, that I don’t think I’ll try to disentangle the skein,” she said, with a hopeless gesture. “I shan’t go to bed just yet. Will you telephone me if anything is discovered?”

With this assurance he left her and returned to take up his post outside the nursing home. As Sooper anticipated, no sooner had he paused by the doorway than out of the darkness from the opposite side of the road appeared a stranger, who, without preliminary, asked him his business. Nor was Jim’s explanation too readily accepted, for the detective is by nature sceptical. Fortunately, in the middle of the argument there came, from the direction of Cavendish Square, the sound of a machinegun being fired at irregular intervals and a few seconds later Sooper, on his loud machine, came into view.

“Hit her up to forty on Barnes Common,” said Sooper with illegal satisfaction. “Traffic cop tried to stop me at the railway crossroads, but he might as well have tried to take two big handfuls of a flash of lightnin’.” Propping the machine against the kerb, they went into the house, and the pie was brought out for his examination.

“Yes, it looks good,” said Sooper. “I’ll take it away, if you don’t mind, miss. I suppose you couldn’t remember what station the district messenger came from?”

“I think it was from Trafalgar Square,” said the matron. “In fact, I’m sure.”

They stopped only long enough to deposit the pastry at the police station, with instructions that it should be sent in a sealed jar to the public analyst the first thing in the morning, and went on to interview the messenger. Jim persuaded Sooper to leave his alarming vehicle at the police station, and it was by taxi that they travelled to Trafalgar Square.

There was no difficulty in confirming the matron’s story. The parcel containing the pie had been left apparently by a nondescript individual, who was evidently a messenger of the real sender.

“A loafer picked up in the streets for a few pence,” said Sooper. “We shan’t find him without advertisin’, and then, with the natural cunnin’ of the criminal classes, he’ll not turn up.”

“He may not be a member of the criminal classes.”

“He’s a loafer, an’ all loafers are criminals,” said Sooper, who had a weakness for sweeping generalities.

He came out into Trafalgar Square and stood on the side of the kerb, contemplating Nelson’s Monument thoughtfully. “Wish I could run across Lattimer. He’s in town somewhere and he’s the very feller to put on to trail this loafer — Lattimer has got a natural affinity for people who won’t work. I’ll have to report this to the Yard, and I hate doin’ it,” he said. “That long-nosed Deputy will probably put another feller into the case, and that will get me all wrong.”

With seeming reluctance he went down Whitehall, and had the satisfaction, when he got to the Yard, of discovering no one of sufficient importance on duty to take the case out of his hands, yet one having enough authority to deal immediately with the inquiry.

There was little to tell, yet Jim telephoned to the girl, relating the results of the investigations.

“Do you think it was poisoned?” she asked.

“Sooper isn’t sure. We shall know for certain tomorrow.” It hurt him to hear the anxiety in her voice.

When he rejoined Sooper, that genius made a strange confession. “Got an idea I’d like to go back in comfort. Where’s that old bus of yours?”

“My car is garaged quite close here, and I’ll take you down with pleasure. But I thought you were wedded to your infernal whizz-bang.”

“I’m scarcely wedded,” Sooper said.

Jim went off in a taxi to the garage and picked up Sooper at the police station. The old man had the cycle waiting, and lifted it on to the back of the car. “Queer how ideas come to you, isn’t it? Like Mr. Cardew’s, in the middle of the night. I’ve just had an idea that made me feel very joyful.” He refused, however, to share his joy with Jim.

The run back was quick and eventless. “Come inside,” said Sooper. “I won’t keep you a minute. Maybe there’s a spot of news.”

News there was; the desk sergeant reported that he had received a visit from a motorcyclist.

“He says that somebody fired two shots at him on the road a mile out of town,” he said, and Sooper sighed happily, “They didn’t hit him, eh? I guess they misjudged the rate he was travelling. He’s probably one of these drivers who can’t get more than twentyfive out of his machine. Now, if I’d been on Firefly, doing my forty, they’d have got me sure.”

“You!” gasped Jim. “Were they shooting at you?”

“You bet they were shooting at me,” said Sooper calmly. “You talk about my being wedded to Firefly — that’s just what I want to be. I’d hate to know that Firefly was a widder.”

Jim understood now why Sooper had seemed anxious to return by car. Supposing that the explosion of the previous night had not been an accident, and that his life had been attempted, he would be an easy mark for an ambuscade, The noise of his strange machine could be heard for miles (it afterwards appeared that the cyclist who had been fired at was also astride a particularly thunderous engine). “I shouldn’t be surprised at anythin’ happenin’ now,” said Sooper philosophically. “But they’ve got to be quick. Lattimer back?”

“No, sir,” said the station sergeant, “he’s in town.”

But here he said that which was not true. At that identical moment Lattimer was sitting on a fence between two high bushes on the dreariest part of the London road, a large automatic pistol in his hand and a very resentful feeling towards his chief in his heart. For he had not seen Sooper pass.
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It seemed the most natural thing in the world to Jim Ferraby that he should call at Cubitt Street in the morning, wait till the girl came down, and drive her the all too short distance which separated Cubitt Street from Weymouth Street. He had not the excuse that it was on his way; it was, in fact, so much out of his way that it doubled his journey. This aspect of his service was pointed out to him on the first morning, and was emphasized at night when he called for her at Weymouth Street. Mr. Leigh had had a good day, sleeping most of the time.

The nurse reported that it was in the night that he was most wakeful.

“He must have got into the habit of sleeping by day and moving about in the dark,” she said. “I have an idea that he recognized me this afternoon. He looked in such a puzzled way, as if he was trying to recall something or somebody. Just before I came out he asked me if I could not take him to the sea. He said he wanted to look after ‘three’ and ‘four’. According to the matron he made the same request to her last night. Who are ‘three’ and ‘four’?”

Jim shook his head. “I must pass that piece of information to Sooper. Did you see the doctor?”

She had interviewed the surgeon, and the operation was fixed for Saturday. He had made certain tests and was satisfied that Leigh could be restored to normal health.

Her first question that morning was about the pastry and Jim had answered glibly that the analyst had discovered no sign of poison. She did not seem convinced. On the way back to Cubitt Street she asked again.

“I got through to Sooper, and he told me that there was no poison,” he assured her, but Elfa Leigh’s scepticism was not dispelled.

“I have been wondering today whether father witnessed the murder, or knew the murderer,” she said. “At lunch time today I went to King’s Bench Walk and saw Mr. Cardew, and he is quite certain that, if an attempt was really made upon father last night, it was because he had seen things happen at the cottage. Daddy lived in a cave within view of Beach Cottage, you know that, of course? Sooper told me this morning that the cave had been explored by the police, and there’s proof that he must have been living there for years. He used to let himself down the cliff face by a rope ladder at night and climb up before daybreak, pulling the ladder after him. It was so white with chalk that Mr. Minter said it could have escaped notice, even in the daytime.”

“You’ve seen Sooper, then?”

Sooper had apparently made a very brief call at Weymouth Street, but with some skill had avoided discussing the analyst’s report on the pastry.

After Jim dropped her at the door of her fiat, he lingered awhile, waiting the invitation to enter.

“I’m going to be inhospitable and let you go home without a cup of tea,” she said. “I’m so awfully tired.” Again he urged the recuperative value of tea in the park, with a Guards’ band playing. She did not even grant that request.

“I wish it was all over,” she said. “I have a feeling…such a horrid feeling of danger…as though something terrible was going to happen.”

“You sound as if you were a perfect subject for tea in the park,” said Jim enticingly, but she smiled her farewell and the door closed upon her.

Jim was at a loose end. He had kept himself free for the evening, and though there was work waiting for him at home, the very thought of it produced a kind of mental nausea. It was a fine evening; he did not feel inclined for a solitary dinner, and mechanically he turned his car westward. His first inclination was to visit Sooper, but when he arrived he found that worthy gentleman had gone away to an unknown destination. Even Lattimer was invisible. Jim sent the car up the hill to Barley Stack, and had the satisfaction of surprising the amateur criminologist, who was pacing his lawn, his hands clasped behind him, his high forehead corrugated in thought.

At the sound of the whining engine he turned and waved a cheery hand.

“If there is one man I wanted to meet tonight, that man is you, though I have no particular reason except…well, I suppose I’m suffering from the reaction of poor Hannah’s death. It still seems so unreal that every minute I expect to hear her domineering voice” — he hesitated— “I don’t want to be unkind…poor Hannah!” He sighed heavily. “The servants, I am sorry to say, do not show the amount of sorrow one would have expected for a hard taskmistress. Hannah was hard, but then, there was a lot of good in her that nobody understood.” They had walked to the far end of the lawn, along the smaller grass plot that ran at right angles, and from here they had a view of Hill Brow. There was something sinister about that great red house, Jim thought. And then he heard an exclamation from his companion.

“It is rather a warm evening for fires, isn’t it?” he asked.

From one of the tall pseudo-Elizabethan chimneys, a cloud of white smoke was drifting.

“I happen to know,” said Mr. Cardew slowly, “that that chimney connects with Elson’s furnace. Now why on earth has he lit his furnace on a night like this?”

The two men stood in silence, watching the strange phenomenon. Evidently the furnace was being very incessantly fed, for the smoke did not diminish in volume. “Perhaps they are burning garden refuse,” suggested Jim.

Mr. Cardew shook his head.

“There is an incinerator in the grounds for that purpose. Besides, at this time of the year everything is so green, and the leaves have not begun to fall.”

Jim watched the chimney, not quite certain in his mind whether the spectacle was as remarkable as the lawyer thought. “He may be making a clearance of old papers,” he suggested. “I have that kind of urge once a year, and I never stop to consider whether it is appropriate weather.”

Mr. Cardew smiled mysteriously. “I do not know our friend very well,” he said, “but he never struck me as being a man with a tidy mind — I wonder what he is burning?”

He looked round and summoned the surly-faced gardener whom Jim had seen on an earlier visit.

“I want you to take a note over to Mr. Elson,” he said, and disappeared into the house to write it.

When the man had gone on his errand, Cardew explained his subtle scheme.

“I’ve asked Elson to come over to dinner tomorrow,” he said. “Not that I want him! But I have an idea, when Frederick gets to Hill Brow, he’ll find Elson alone in the house.”

“Which will prove…?” asked Jim.

“It will prove nothing, except that for some very pressing reason Elson has sent away his servants whilst he indulges in this orgy of burning,” said Cardew. “And now I would like to show you something very interesting.”

Jim followed him to the study, and he guessed what the ‘something’ was, when he saw a bulky object on the library table. It was covered with sheets of paper, and these Mr. Cardew removed, revealing a perfect model of Beach Cottage.

“I had it constructed by a model-maker in twentyfour hours,” he said, with pardonable pride. “The roof comes off” — he lifted it as he spoke, revealing the tiny rooms beneath.

“The man didn’t get the colouring, but that is unimportant; and I have had to rely upon my memory for the position of the various articles of furniture. This,” said Mr. Cardew, indicating a space with a penholder, “is the kitchen. The model is drawn to scale; you will observe the bolts on the back door. And here is the servery.” He slipped back a tiny panel, and showed the connection between kitchen and diningroom. “Now, here is a remarkable fact,” he said impressively; “from the time Hannah Shaw went into the house until she, or somebody else, came out, is considerably less than five minutes. It is clear that she or they went immediately into the kitchen — why?”

“To get the letter,” said Jim, and Cardew gaped at him.

“The letter!” he squeaked. “What do you mean by letter?”

“There was a letter addressed to the coroner of West Sussex; Sooper found the envelope and a loose brick in the kitchen immediately under the table, where this document had evidently been concealed.”

Mr. Cardew’s distress was comical. “A letter?” he said. “That didn’t come out at the inquest. This upsets my theory to a very considerable extent. I wish to heaven that old man wouldn’t be so infernally reticent!”

“I probably shouldn’t have told you about the envelope at all,” said Jim.

Mr. Cardew sat down, eyeing the model gloomily. “It may fit in,” he said at last, but some of the confidence had gone from his tone. “I did not allow for there being another motive for the murder,” he said. “The envelope was addressed to the coroner; is it suggested that this was a case of suicide?”

“Even Sooper wouldn’t suggest that,” smiled Jim. He was already blaming himself for betraying Sooper’s mystery to the rival.

“It is a queer thing that the idea of suicide occurred to me, but then, of course, no weapon was found, and that makes it impossible.”

“Added to which, the doors were locked on the outside,” suggested Jim, and Cardew nodded.

“Yes, I’ve got to start all over again. But I’m determined to find an explanation. I respect Superintendent Minter, who works on what I would describe as the rule of thumb method, which certainly does produce roughly good results. But I am convinced that this is not a case where the rule of thumb system can be successfully applied.”

He took a folder from his cabinet and turned over the leaves, and Jim was amazed at the industry of this investigator. One page was covered with times and measurements. On another was a rough plan of the sea-front covered with lines which indicated the height of the tide at certain hours. There were innumerable unmounted photographs, showing the cottage from various angles. Yet another was a survey map of Sussex, over which Mr. Cardew had scrawled in red ink what Jim supposed were possible routes of escape which the murderer might have taken. They were examining this when the gardener returned.

“I gave Mr. Elson your note, sir,” he said.

“Did he answer the door himself?” demanded Cardew eagerly.

“Yes, sir; it was five minutes before he came up. I think the servants must be out.”

Cardew leant back in his chair with a smile. “How was he dressed, Frederick? Tell me that. And did you notice whether Mr. Elson’s face and hands were — er — normal?”

“Normal” was a word outside the gardener’s vocabulary. “They were black,” he said. “Looked as if he’d been sweeping the flues. He only had on his trousers and shirt, and he looked very hot to me.”

Mr. Cardew smiled again. “Thank you, Frederick,” he said, and, when the door closed, his eyes met Jim’s.

“There is something doing,” he said. “I was sure of it! And in how far is his recent curious behaviour connected with poor Hannah’s death? Remember,” he waved the penholder at Jim, “that he knew Hannah, and had met her secretly. I know from servants’ gossip which has come to me since her death that she was a frequent visitor to Hill Brow. Now this is a fact that since that tragedy Elson has not been sober. He drank heavily before, but now he has thrown aside all restraint. Two of the maids left yesterday, and his valet is leaving him this week. He wanders about the house at night, and has had more than one fit of screaming terror.”

He rose and replaced the roof of the model, covering it carefully with paper. “Hitherto my investigations have been in the region of the abstract. I will now venture into a new field, for which neither my years nor my physique qualify me.”

“In other words?” said Jim.

“In other words, I am going to find out the secret that Hill Brow holds,” said Mr. Cardew.
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Sergeant Lattimer waited for darkness to fall before he strolled out of his lodgings and, taking a circuitous but secluded route, made his leisurely way towards the American’s home.

He did not enter by the front gate but found a gap in the hedge, familiar enough to him, and, penetrating a thicket, came to the little green gate in the wall. This time Mr. Elson was not there to meet him, nor was his presence necessary.

Lattimer fitted a key, passed through the door, closed and locked it behind him, and, after a brief reconnaissance, walked noiselessly across the gravel drive to the front door. He did not knock. He had certain work to do, and this he performed rapidly.

From his pocket he took a sheet of white paper; the back of which was evidently gummed, for when he licked and pressed it to the centre panel of the door, it adhered. This done, he half-circled the house, and, coming to a pair of french windows which opened on to the lawn, he tapped gently. For a time there was no response, and he knocked again, and heard the creak of a chair, saw the heavy curtains pulled aside, and Elson’s frightened face peering out into the darkness.

“You, is it?” growled the man.

“Me,” said the other laconically. “And you can put your gun back in your pocket; nobody is going to hurt you.”

He pulled the curtains close after him, and, dropping into a chair, reached out his hand mechanically to the open cigar box.

“Sooper’s gone to town,” he said.

“He can go to hell so far as I’m concerned,” snarled the other. The mark of his heavy drinking was visible; his face was scarcely recognizable to those who had seen him a week before; his hands were shaking, his loose lip quivered at the slightest provocation.

“I dare say…Sooper would go to most places if he could get a good killing.”

“He’d better be careful..,” began the man in a loud voice, but Lattimer’s raised hand and pained expression silenced him.

“There’s nothing to shout about.”

“He’s got nothing on me.”

“Maybe he thinks he has,” said Lattimer, biting off the end of the cigar with his strong teeth. “You never know what’s at the back of Sooper’s mind. I’ve been wondering if he suspects me. He gave me a long lecture this morning on the advantage of turning State’s evidence. He said he’d go a long way to help any member of a gang who was prepared to spill it.”

Elson licked his lips. “I don’t see how that affects you or me..,” he began.

“Don’t let us slide into personalities,” said Lattimer lazily. “I’ll take one small nip at the whisky; it’ll be all the less for you — been having a bonfire tonight?”

“Me? What do you mean?”

“I saw your old chimney smoking. It seems a pretty warm night to have the furnace going.”

Elson considered before he answered. “I was getting rid of a lot of old junk,” he said shortly.

They smoked without a word for five minutes, then Lattimer asserted, rather than asked: “You went into town this morning.”

The man looked at him suspiciously. “I wanted to get out of this cursed place. No harm about me going into the City, is there?”

“What sort of a cabin did you get?” Elson jumped; his jaw dropped. “The C.P.R. route is a pretty comfortable one. I suppose you didn’t like risking the direct line into New York?”

“How did you know?” gasped the other.

“I guessed you were flitting. I’ve had that feeling for a long time. And naturally, it’s worried me,” said Lattimer lazily. “I don’t like to see a source of income slipping away.”

“I thought you called the money ‘loans’,” sneered the other. “Why I gave you anything I don’t know.”

“I am useful,” said Lattimer. “I may be more useful next Saturday. Naturally, you don’t want anybody to know that you’re leaving the country. I suppose, when you’re safe in Canada—”

“I’m safe anywhere,” exploded Elson violently. “I tell you, the police have nothing on me!”

“You’ve told me that so often that I almost believe it,” laughed Lattimer. “Now come across, Elson; what’s the hurry?”

“I’m tired of England,” said the other doggedly. “Since Hannah was killed, my nerves have gone. Say, Lattimer, what has happened to that tramp?”

“The fellow Sooper pinched? Oh, he’s in London somewhere. Why?”

“I don’t know — just interested,” said Elson huskily. “I saw him in my garden the morning he was pinched — the chauffeur was on the road when Minter took him. That tramp sort of rubbed me raw. Nutty, isn’t he?”

“Mad? Why yes, I think he is — at least, Sooper thinks he is. I haven’t got a licence to think when Sooper’s around.”

“Listen, Lat “ — Elson leant forward and dropped his voice to a hoarse whisper— “you know the law of this country…nobody’d take notice of what a nutty fellow said, would they? I mean, the law? Suppose he starts something — sort of charges people with — things? The law wouldn’t fall for that nutty stuff, would it?”

Lattimer was eyeing him steadily. “What are you afraid of?” he asked.

“Afraid of nothing,” snapped Elson. “Did I tell you I was afraid of anything? well! Only I’m curious; I’ve got a hunch I’ve met that fellow in America somewhere. Maybe down in Arizona, when I was — I was farming and did him dirt — I’ve done a lot of people that way; you see what I mean? That’s the only thing I’m scared of.”

He was lying, and Lattimer knew he was lying. “I guess they wouldn’t take very much notice of what a madman said — I hope they wouldn’t anyway. But he’s not going to be mad very long. Sooper told me there is to be an operation and there is every hope of his recovering.”

Elson leaped to his feet, his face livid. “That’s a lie! A lie! He couldn’t get right! God, if I had known — if I had known!”

Lattimer was watching him unemotionally. Not a line of his saturnine face moved. “I thought so; he’s the fellow that has got the pull on you. You can make your mind easy. John Leigh will be days and weeks before they let him talk — if he ever talks.”

The other man was calmer now, and something in Lattimer’s tone arrested him as he turned to the half empty decanter by his side.

“What is he to you, anyway?” he asked.

The sergeant shrugged. “He means nothing to me,” he said.

Still Elson made no attempt to move. His swollen face was thrust downwards towards Lattimer. “Suppose he’s not as mad as you think he is? They say he’s got a cave or something up in the cliffs near Beach Cottage. It is likely he wasn’t so far away when Hannah went out. How would that affect you?”

Lattimer laughed and sent a cloud of smoke up to the ceiling.

“How would it affect you?” he asked significantly. “You’re wrong if you think that I know this man Leigh. I’ve heard of him, naturally, but I’d never seen him until Sooper put him into the cooler — I don’t know that he was even in the cooler; when I saw him, he was in Sooper’s office, drinking tea.”

He saw Elson’s hand raised, enjoining silence. The man was listening intently. Presently he pulled out his watch. “My servants are back,” he said.

“Will they come in here?”

“Not unless I ring for them.”

Almost as he spoke, there came a tap at the door. Lattimer rose quickly and slipped behind the curtains, as his host went to the door and unlocked it. It was his valet.

“Excuse me, sir,” said the man, “I didn’t want to disturb you—”

“Well, why have you?” asked Elson harshly.

“Well, I was wondering, sir, if you’d seen the notice on the door? I couldn’t get it off; it was gummed on tight.”

“Notice on the door?” demanded Elson, in a different tone. “What are you talking about?”

He dashed past the servant and ran across the hall, the lights of which were now burning. Jerking open the door, he saw the white square of paper pasted on the panel and read it slowly, unbelievingly.

‘FIRST HANNAH SHAW. YOU WILL BE THE NEXT TO GO.’

His hand went up to his throat; he tried to articulate, but nothing escaped but a thin whine of anguish. Staggering back to his study, he slammed the door and locked it.

“Lattimer!” he gasped. “Lattimer!”

He jerked aside the curtains, but Lattimer was gone the way he had come.
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There came from Sooper’s backyard a “chicka-chick-bang!” which was fairly familiar to everybody who lived within a radius of one mile. The proprietor of the local picture house had once hired Sooper’s bicycle to produce the effects in a great battle scene, and that was about the only time that the engine of Firefly (he called it The Hawk in those days) had been known to run without producing sounds suggestive of a trench raid.

Once a party of admirers had subscribed to buy him the latest and the most silent of machines; the presentation had been made in the presence of the Mayor, the Corporation and the local ministry. Sooper kept the machine for exactly a week, and then it disappeared. He told a thrilling story of it having been smashed up, but it is an open secret that he sold it by public auction, and out of the proceeds of the sale added an incubator to his poultry yard, a new coat of paint to Firefly, and a not inconsiderable sum to his account at Barclay’s Bank.

It was very early in the morning, before most citizens were abroad, though it could not be said with truth that anybody within range was sleeping. He had mounted the machine upside down on a kitchen table, and was engaged in regulating a piece of mechanism which was only complicated because it was Sooper’s own repair work.

A respectful officer stood by in his shirtsleeves. This policeman had some knowledge of mechanics, and he was invariably employed, on such occasions as these, to agree with all that Sooper said. He remained a mechanical authority just so long as he adopted this attitude.

“Noise is nature, Constable,” said Sooper, plying a spanner. “Never heard that anybody put a silencer on thunder, did you?”

“No, sir.”

“‘The sheep make noises, and the cattle within thy gates’, to quote that well-known expression.”

“I only suggest, sir, that you could put a better silencer on the machine,” said the officer respectfully.

“It would be a waste of money, Constable. Besides, people like the sound of Firefly. They just turn over in their beds and they say: ‘Everything’s all right; Sooper’s around.’”

At that particular moment, many people were turning over in their beds without experiencing a glow of satisfaction that he was on hand.

“But, Sooper, isn’t it a bad thing; suppose a farmyard robber hears you coming—”

“They’d never hear me coming,” said Sooper, glaring at the officious man. “This machine’s highly ventriloq’al. You think you hear it coming in one direction when it is really coming in another. What’s the matter with you this morning, Constable? You’re arguin’ an’ arguin’. Gosh! I can’t get a word in edgeways!”

Thereafter the constable remained discreetly silent.

Sooper finished his work to his entire satisfaction, lit his pipe and examined the morning sky, and found it good. Disappearing into the hut, he came back with a large bag of chicken-feed, which he slung over his shoulder and carried to his clamouring children. The inspection of hen-houses and collection of eggs being concluded, Sooper went in to perform his toilet, and had reached the stage when he was hissing into his rough towel, when Lattimer reported for duty.

“Where were you last night, Lattimer?” asked Sooper, growling over the edge of the towel.

“It was my night off, sir.”

“There used not to be such a thing as a night off in my days,” grumbled the old man. “Bring my letters.”

Lattimer came back with a small wad of official correspondence, and Sooper sorted his mail accurately.

“That’s a bill, that’s a complaint about Firefly, that’s a hue-and-cry, that’s a letter from that smart Alec in the Pay Department,” he muttered rapidly, as envelope after envelope passed through his fingers. “And that’s what I want.”

It was in a plain envelope, Lattimer noticed, and the letter had some sort of printed heading which he could not read.

“Humph!” said Sooper, when he had scanned the contents. “Ever heard of aconite?”

“No, sir. Is it a poison?”

“Slightly poisonous. As much as would go on the head of a pin would kill you, Lattimer, though it wouldn’t kill me, bein’ more robust an’ not spending my nights jazzin’ an three steppin’ with a parcel of girls.”

“Is the letter from the analyst, sir?” asked Lattimer.

“It is. You might put through an inquiry and find out if anybody’s been buyin’ aconitine. It’s not usually sold. Ask the Yard. Never heard of aconitine, eh?”

Sooper was fastening his collar, his twisted face upturned to the ceiling.

“No, sir, I’ve never heard of that drug.”

“I’ll bet you old Cardew, the famous amateur sleuth, could tell you a dozen cases where It’s been used.”

“Very likely,” agreed Lattimer.

“I don’t like poisoners,” mused Sooper, tying his cravat with unusual care. “They’re about the meanest kind of murderers; they never confess. Did you know that, Lattimer? A poisoner never confesses, not even when he’s toeing the ‘T.’”

“I didn’t know that, sir,” said the patient Lattimer.

“I’ll bet old Cardew knows. I’ll bet he’s got books about murderers and about poisoners that would make your hair curl. I must get a subscription to one of these scientific libraries; I’m so far behind the times that it’s catching me up in the first lap.”

He concluded his official correspondence in a very short time, and, mounting his machine, began a round of important calls. They would not appear to be very important from any other viewpoint than Sooper’s. He was a quarter of an hour in the telephone exchange, interviewing another kind of superintendent; he was nearly two hours at the village stationer’s in the High Street, and during that period obtained a very considerable knowledge of writing papers, their watermarks and characteristics. At the typewriter agency, his stay was brief but informative. But it was not until he had left his district far behind him, and was wandering around the side streets that lead from the Strand, that his really important inquiries could be said to have begun.

Jim saw him quite by accident, as he and the girl were driving along Whitehall on their way to Green Park. A little to his distress, Elfa insisted upon stopping and running back nearly a hundred yards to overtake the long-striding old man.

“We’re driving to Kensington Gardens; won’t you come?” she asked.

Sooper looked round at the distant car. “I don’t suppose that young feller will be wantin’ me, Miss Leigh. I’m not, an’ never have been, the sort of man that ‘d come, so to speak, between two young lovin’ hearts.”

“Our hearts are young, Mr. Minter, but they are not loving,” said Elfa, going very red. “Mr. Ferraby has been most kind to me.”

“Who wouldn’t be?” murmured Sooper. “You’re sure he won’t mind?”

“Of course he won’t mind,” said Elfa, slightly annoyed. “Why should he mind?”

Sooper got on board with a show of reluctance. “I was just sayin’ to this young lady that far be it from me to go buttin’ in when two young people want to be alone.”

“We’re very glad to see you, Sooper,” said Jim stiffly.

“I always say that young people have got plenty of time to canoodle an’ hold hands an’ do things of that kind, and there’s no sense in gettin’ sore when some old feller walks into the parlour without coughin’ or knockin’. I’ve never been in love myself,” he reflected sadly. “There was a certain affair between a widder woman — did I ever tell you about that temp’ramental widder?”

“I expect she missed you when you left her,” said Jim viciously.

“She did — by inches. The plate hit the wall too near to be comfortable.”

It was the only reference he had ever made to the cause of his breach with the temperamental widow.

“I like to see people marry young,” he rambled on. “By the time they’re old enough to be divorced, they’ve settled down.”

“You’re not exactly cheerful this evening, Sooper,” said Jim, laughing in spite of himself.

“I never am cheerful at this time of the day.”

As they passed the magazine in Hyde Park, the sentry on duty came stiffly to attention and presented arms. Sooper took off his hat solemnly.

“He was saluting the officer on the other sidewalk,” explained the girl.

Sooper shook his head mournfully. “I thought appreciation had come at last,” he said. “If I had my due, the church bells’d ring every time I came into London.”

Over a third cup in the alfresco tea ground, he made a passing reference to the business which had brought him to town. And then, with characteristic abruptness: “That pie had been doctored, young lady. I’m not going to pretend that it hadn’t — anyway, you wouldn’t believe me.”

“You mean poisoned?” she said, going pale.

Sooper nodded vigorously. “Got an idea somebody doesn’t want your father to get his mind clear. Maybe he saw too many things from that little cave of his. In fact, I am inclined to think that it is somethin’ which he saw before he went — before his mind changed. It’s no use askin’ me who did it, because I’m not at liberty to tell you, and if I told you, I haven’t got evidence to arrest him.”

His eyes wandered over the surrounding tables. “When I was a young officer, I never dreamt of walkin’ about like a gentleman, eatin’ ice cream,” he said.

So rapid was the transition from one subject to the other that the girl was bewildered, but Jim, who knew Sooper’s queer habits, followed the direction of his eyes. At a table on the outskirts he saw a familiar face. “Did you bring Lattimer here?”

Sooper shook his head. “Eat in’ ice cream!” he said bitterly. “Like a young girl! Now, when I was his age, I’d have been takin’ a sociable and manly glass of beer.”

“Has he seen you?” asked Jim, dropping his voice.

“You bet he’s seen me. That Lattimer sees everythin’. He’s like the well-known spider with forty million eyes, or maybe four million.”

Yet, if Lattimer saw him, he made no sign. He was indeed engaged in the operation of consuming a plate of ice cream, and did not betray any proper shame when Sooper came over and sat down facing him. Looking across, Jim saw the old man speak, and from his expression he guessed that Sooper was in him most vitriolic mood, for as he came stalking back, Lattimer summoned the waitress, paid his bill and disappeared somewhat hurriedly.

“I gave that feller strict instructions not to leave the station,” he said, “an’ here he is eatin’ ice cream like a young lady! Got the time on you, Mr. Ferraby? I don’t carry a watch myself. There was some talk of presentin’ me with one, but it fell through. If you ever find yourself with an old watch you don’t want, maybe you’ll shoot it down to me?”

When Jim had told him the hour, he got up. “I’ll have to go now; I’ve left my joy-waggon in the Bayswater Road; it’s only a step from here.”

With a nod to the girl he was gone, before she could ask even one of the questions she had made up her mind to put to him.

From where they sat they could see the road and the bridge leading across the lake. As Sooper strode off, Jim saw a man cross the road and follow at a respectful distance. It was Lattimer.

“I wonder what he’s doing. Sooper said he’d sent him back to his headquarters, but he doesn’t seem to be in any hurry.”

They waited for half an hour, talking aimlessly, then strolled off to the car, which was parked by the side of the road. Jim was getting in when somebody addressed him by name. “Excuse me, Mr. Ferraby,” said a voice.

He looked round, and his eyes fell upon an unknown face that he yet seemed to know. From his gaping boots to his battered straw hat, ‘tramp’ was legibly written on every garment. “Remember me, sir? Sullivan. I was the gentleman you was good enough to prosecute at the Old Bailey.”

“Moses!” said Jim softly. “You’re the brute that ought to be doing time!”

“That’s right, sir,” said the man, unabashed. “Haven’t got the price of a bed about you, have you, sir? I’ve been sleeping out for a week.”

Jim, who had no sentiment in matters of this kind, looked round for a policeman, but evidently Sullivan had taken the precaution of reconnoitring the ground for the same purpose.

Jim saw the smile trembling at the corner of the girl’s mouth and turned to her hopelessly.

“This is the ‘poor fellow’ to whom you once referred, Elfa. You remember I prosecuted him?”

“And you did it well, too, sir,” said Sullivan ingratiatingly.

And now Jim saw, coming round the bend, a very welcome sight. It was a mounted police patrol. Sullivan saw him also.

“If you give me a couple of shillings, sir,” he said rapidly and earnestly, “you’ll be doing me a great favour. The only money I’ve earned was a shilling I got last night from a gent to take a pie to Trafalgar Square.”

The keen-eyed patrol was coming forward at a trot as Sullivan turned to fly, but Jim’s arm kept him.

“Come here, my friend. What’s this story you tell me about carrying a pie? Who gave it to you?”

“Some fellow — I’ve never seen him before. He came up to me on the Embankment and asked me if I’d like to earn a shilling — I won’t lie to you, sir, It’s truth — by taking a parcel to the district messenger office.”

“Did you see his face?” asked Jim quickly.

Sullivan shook his head. By this time the patrol was abreast of them and, bringing his horse to a standstill, was eyeing the vagrant unkindly. Jim stepped out into the road, and in a few words introduced himself and told the gist of the tramp’s story.

“Yes, sir, we’ve had that inquiry in station orders,” said the patrol, and beckoned to Sullivan. “You can come a walk with me,” he said. “If you try to run I’ll murder you.”

That evening, Sullivan was taken down to an interview with Sooper. His story had many disappointing feat ures. In the first place, he had not seen the stranger’s face, and in the second, he was not prepared to identify him in any other way.

“He talked very sharp and official, sir. I thought he was a busy at first — I mean a detective.”

“Say what you mean, bo’,” said Sooper gently. “I’m sufficiently acquainted with the common talk of the lower orders to know what a ‘busy’ is. Sounded like a detective, did he?”

“Yes, sir, the way he ordered me about.”

Sooper turned to the Central London man who had conducted Sullivan to the station. “He’s been identified by the district messenger, has he? Good! I seem to remember Mr. Ferraby telling me that he asked him for the price of a bed? He’s goin’ to get one tonight, and it’s goin’ to cost him nothin’. Put him in the refrigerator where he’ll freeze to death,” said Sooper, with a lordly gesture, and Sullivan made a complaining exit.
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Mr. Gordon Cardew was an omnivorous reader, and since he had retired from the practice of the law, he had devoured more books than the average gentleman’s library contains. It was his practice to take a book to bed with him, for he was not the best of sleepers, and to resume in the early hours of the morning where he had left off the night before.

Of late years his studies had been exclusively directed to that department of science, the mention of which never failed to arouse Sooper’s derision. Yet anthropology can be a fascinating subject, and the bald records of dead criminals more thrilling than the most modern of romances. Cardew had discovered that not a day passed which did not increase his store of knowledge and widen his outlook upon the criminal, his method and his psychology.

He was still in bed, with Mantegazza’s well-intentioned but misguided treatise on physiognomy set against his knees, and his mind divided between the theories of that great criminologist and the adjourned inquest which would be resumed in a few days’ time, when the maid brought him his morning tea, and set it on the table beside the bed.

“Mr. Minter is downstairs, sir.”

“Minter? Good heavens!” said Cardew, jerking himself up. “What time is it?”

“Half past seven, sir.”

“Minter, at this hour? Tell him I will be down in a few minutes.”

He scrambled into his dressing-gown and slippers, and, carrying his tea in his hand, went down to find Sooper sitting bolt upright on a hall chair.

“I’ve got a feller in the cooler named Sullivan,” said Sooper, coming at once to the point. “I don’t suppose yon remember him. He tried to break into Elson’s house…”

“I remember the circumstances. Of course, he was the man whom Mr. Ferraby prosecuted.”

“That’s why he got off,” said Sooper unkindly. “He was pulled in last night. I don’t mind tellin’ you that I’m pretty worried, Mr. Cardew, and I wouldn’t have come out here because, honest, I don’t think there’s anythin’ in the’rizin’ or anthr’pology or any of that truck. But you’re a lawyer and I’m an ignorant old man, and I’ve got an idea that this feller’s keepin’ somethin’ from me, that he knows more than he’ll say. I’ve tried every way of persuadin’ him, short of beatin’ his head off, but he won’t spill what I want him to spill. Now to tell the truth,” said Sooper, with an obvious effort, “I’ve always guyed your ideas an’ notions, because I’m an old fashioned policeman with old-fashioned ways; and all that magnifying-glass and Chopping’s Sonata stuff doesn’t mean anythin’ in my young life. But I’m a broadminded man and I’ve never stopped learnin’.” He paused, and seemed to expect Mr. Cardew to say something.

“Well, what do you want me to do?”

“You’re a lawyer,” said Sooper doggedly. “You’re used to gettin’ fellers on the stand and turnin’ ’em inside out…”

“And you want me to cross-examine him? But that’s highly irregular. Why don’t you get Mr. Ferraby, who is in the Public Prosecutor’s Department?”

“He publicly prosecuted Sullivan and Sullivan got off,” said Sooper disparagingly. “Of course, you needn’t come, only I got an idea. In the middle of the night,” he added. “It is queer how ideas come to a man in the middle of the night.”

“Precisely,” said Mr. Cardew eagerly. “If you remember, my theory as to the murder occurred to me at two o’clock in the morning.”

“I don’t remember the exact time, but I seem to remember that it did.”

Mr. Cardew considered the matter for some time. “Very good,” he said, “if you think there is no impropriety in my questioning the man, I will come, though I warn you that I am quite unused to criminal practice.”

Sooper made no disguise of his relief. “I’ve been layin’ in bed worryin’ about this Sullivan — a reg’lar grasshound he is; a lot of people think I wouldn’t lower myself to ask advice, but I’m not that sort. You can pick up ideas from most anybody if you give your mind to it.”

He seemed blissfully unconscious that his speech lacked graciousness but Mr. Cardew was not offended. “Now, tell me what offence this man is charged with, and what it is you wish to discover.”

“Attempted murder,” said Sooper, “accessory to, or before the act,” and seeing the look of surprise that came on the lawyer’s face, he expanded the charge, yet was brief in his elaboration.

“This Sullivan took a small cherry pie from a stranger on the Thames Embankment. He had to take same to the messenger office with a letter, and the whole lot was to be delivered at a nursin’ home in Weymouth Street. In that pie was poison — aconitine. This Sullivan says he don’t know the man who gave him the parcel, and he lies like a dog! An’ clever as I undoubtedly am, I can’t catch him out.”

Mr. Cardew pursed his lips. “An extraordinary story,” he said at last; “you are quite serious — you are not — er — fooling me?”

“I wish I was,” said Sooper, “not that I’m capable of doing so, but I wish I was!”

The lawyer, with his chin in his hand, looked thoughtful. “A remarkable story — it hardly seems possible that in the twentieth century, in the very centre and home of civilization…”

“An’ cultcher,” suggested Sooper, when he paused.

“That such things could happen. Very well, Superintendent, I will see this man, and such poor skill as I may possess will be at your disposal. You do not in any way connect this man with the murder?”

“I assuredly an’ certainly do,” said Sooper.

He went back to the station and aroused the slumbering Sullivan. “Wake, bo’, it’s your last hour on earth!” he said. “Courage, mon onfons — which is French, you poor loft-lounger.”

Sullivan sat up on the hard bench and knuckled his eyes. “What’s the time?” he asked drowsily.

“Time’s nothin’ to you, tramp — an’ will be less,” said Sooper evenly, “there’s a firs’ class lawyer comin’ along to turn you inside out an’ don’t lie to him, bo’, because he’s a whale on psychol’gy an’ he can see into your black heart. An’ further, you’ll tell him all about the man you met on the Embankment…an’ the truth!”

“I don’t remember the man,” said the frightened Sullivan; “don’t you think I’d tell you if I remembered?”

Sooper shook his head sadly. “Never heard of brimston’ an’ fire, an’ what happens to a feller that can’t talk straight? Didn’t you have a mother that taught you sump’n’?”

“I don’t know, so I can’t tell you,” Sullivan almost screamed the words. “To hell with your lawyer!”

“You wait!” warned Sooper, and turned the key on his prisoner.

He strolled to the entrance of the station in time to see Cardew’s limousine flying down the street. With a grinding of brakes, the car stopped and a dazed chauffeur leapt out on to the sidewalk.

“Superintendent, will you come at once…Mr. Cardew has been chloroformed in his room…”

“Why didn’t you phone?” shouted Sooper in a fury, as he jumped for the car.

“The wires have been cut,” said the man, and Sooper showed his teeth.

“That Big Foot thinks of everythin’!’ he said.

“I went back to my room and lay down on my bed to think out your unusual request,” said Mr. Cardew. He was the colour of chalk and had, in fact, been very sick. He was stretched full-length on an ottoman, and the room was heavy with the sweetness of chloroform.

“I must have dozed…I didn’t sleep too well in the night, and I have no recollection of anything happening until I felt my servant shaking me by the shoulder. He came into the room by accident and apparently saw me lying with a piece of folded lint over my face, and he must have disturbed my assailant, because he found the window wide open.”

Sooper crossed to the window and looked out. He saw a shining object on the flowerbed immediately below and, going downstairs, went out into the open air and retrieved it. It was a broken bottle, labelled ‘Chloroformii B.P.’ it had been newly opened, and now the fumes of its contents were rapidly destroying the flowers amidst which the bottle had fallen.

Sooper looked up at the open window. It was an easy drop. There were no footprints on the narrow flowerbed under the wall, but anybody jumping from the window must inevitably miss the bed and strike the gravel path.

He looked at the bottle label. It bore in the corner the initials of a well-known wholesale chemist, and would be difficult to trace. The telephone wire ran along the wall at this spot, within reach of a man of average height. It had been neatly cut.

“Same pliers that cut my wire,” said Sooper.

Going back to the stricken lawyer, he found he had so far recovered that he was able to sit up in a chair.

“You hadn’t seen anybody about the grounds — where was your gardener?”

“This morning he is in the potting sheds; none of the outside staff would be in view. I certainly heard a scraping noise as I was lying on the bed, but I gave no great attention to it.”

“The window was open?”

“Half open and fastened with a hook which could easily be lifted from the outside. It was wide open when my man came in.” Sooper examined the folded lint. Though chloroform is one of the most volatile of liquids, the lint was still damp between the folds. He pulled away the pillow on which the lawyer’s head had been resting and then looked under the bed. Ill as he felt, Mr. Cardew smiled.

“No, I didn’t expect to find him there,” said Sooper, impervious to ridicule, “I got an idea that I’d find sump’n. They didn’t scratch your hands, did they?”

“Scratch my hands? What on earth…”

Sooper inspected the lawyer’s hands, finger by finger, in his nearsighted way — he saw excellently in the dark, and there were many, Lattimer amongst the number, who regarded that peering habit of his as a pose.

“I thought they would have scratched your hands.” He seemed disappointed. “That upsets one of my the’ries — I’m pickin’ up the’ries pretty rapid. I’ll have to give you police protection, Mr. Cardew.”

“You’ll do nothing of the kind,” protested the lawyer vigorously, “I am quite capable of protecting myself.”

“Looks like it,” was all that Sooper said.



XXIII. The Warrant


Table of Contents


The task that should have been Mr. Cardew’s fell to Jim Ferraby, peremptorily summoned from Whitehall, as he believed, for an important consultation. Officials of the Public Prosecutor’s Department are not amenable to the autocratic demands of superintendents of police, even though a superintendent is a very important person indeed, and would in the United States be called captain. The irregularity of the proceedings occurred to Jim Ferraby on his way from town, and were emphasized by the coolness of Sooper’s request.

“But, my dear man,” said Jim irritably, “you do not give the third degree in this country! Sooper, you’ll get me hanged!”

“I’m never goin’ to rest until somebody’s hung, Mr. Ferraby,” said the imperturbable man. “I wouldn’t have troubled you, but the Feller That Thinks of Everythin’ got at the grandest anthr’pologist of the age just as he was goin’ to put it all over that low thief Sullivan.”

“Mr. Cardew? What has happened to him?” asked Jim quickly. Sooper so seldom laughed that Jim stared in amazement.

“Big Foot got him — clever. That fellow’s got brains as well as feet. General the’ry is that he was in the house listenin’ when I was havin’ a little conversation with Mr. Cardew. And I’ve known that sump’n was goin’ to happen to Cardew all this last week. I suppose I might have put on a squad to protect him,” he mused, “but who’d ever think they’d catch a feller that’s on speakin’ terms with Lombosso, or what ever that Eytalian’s name may be?”

Jim looked at him suspiciously. He was never quite sure how near to laughter Sooper was in his more solemn moments. “Tell me what occurred,” he said, and Sooper gave a very graphic description of Cardew’s unhappy experience.

At the old man’s earnest request he went into the cell and for an hour questioned and cross-questioned the angry tramp. Sooper left him to his task. “I never thought you would,” he said, when Jim reported failure. “Naturally, that feller’s got a superior feeling towards you, Mr. Ferraby. He bested you once. I never thought you’d get him to talk.”

“But, my dear good man, Sullivan is speaking the truth,” said Jim, nettled.

Sooper closed his eyes wearily. “I suppose it sounds that way to you. It’s a great pity.” He shook his head again. “You’re not going, Mr. Ferraby?”

“Yes, I am,” said Jim. “And really, Sooper, I don’t know why on earth you brought me here.”

Sooper looked up at the clock; the hands pointed to within two minutes to four. “I’ve been strugglin’ an’ wrestlin’ with myself all afternoon,” he said, “Justice v. pers’nal ambition. An’ justice has won.” He opened his desk and took out a blue blank, filling it in laboriously, and Jim watched him, wondering whether this was one of Sooper’s gestures of dismissal. “Don’t go, sir. You’re an officer of the Public Prosecutor’s Bureau, and I think you can sign this.”

Jim looked at the document which had been turned to him. It was a warrant for the arrest of Elson, on a charge of unlawful possession!

“Do you seriously wish me to sign this?”

Sooper nodded. “Yes, sir. According to my knowledge, you’re a Justice of the Peace.”

“But unlawful possession of what?”

“I don’t know till I pinch him,” said Sooper. “Mr. Ferraby, I’m taking a risk. I’ll swear the information later. Give me that warrant now.”

Jim hesitated for a second picked up a pen and scribbled his name on the bottom of the blank.

“Good!” said Sooper. “Justice has won. You come up with me and you’ll see sump’n’.”

A servant answered the knock, and invited them into the hall before she went upstairs. They heard her tap at Elson’s door, and presently she came down again.

“Mr. Elson isn’t in the house,” she said. “He may be, walking in the garden. If you will wait here…”

“Never mind, miss,” said Sooper. “We’ll find him. I know my way about these grounds.”

There was no sign of Elson. The servant, who stood in the doorway waiting for their return, suggested that he might be in ‘the wilderness’, a stretch of uncultivated bush land that had once assisted a singing tramp to make his escape. The wilderness, aptly called, lay at the foot of a gentle slope, beyond the red wall, and from the crest of the slope any moving object could be seen, for most of the bushes were no more than shoulder high.

“I shouldn’t like to think that he’s made a getaway,” said Sooper.

“But what is really the charge?”

“I just want him, that’s all,” said Sooper. “I got an idea he’d flit this morning.”

“Do you want him in connection with the murder?” Sooper nodded. “But you don’t wish to charge him with the murder — is that right?”

“That’s so, sir,” said Sooper. “You’re guessin’ right almost every time.” Shading his eyes, he looked across the bush land. “There’s a path runs to the left,” he said suddenly, “it’ll do no harm if we walk to the end of the property.”

What Sooper described as a ‘path’ was no more than a foot-wide track, that twisted and turned mazily, sometimes running into hollows, occasionally marching parallel with the fence boundary.

“I don’t think he’s here,” said Jim. “Do you really think he’s gone away?”

Then, to his amazement, Sooper snarled round at him. “What’s the use of askin’ me questions?” he demanded with sudden wrath. “Can’t you see this thing’s right on top of me?” And then, exercising his marvellous self-control, he showed his teeth in a grin. “Start kickin’ me right away, Mr. Ferraby, because I deserve it. I’m just temp’ramental today, as temp’ramental as I’ve been for years.”

“I’m sorry I annoyed you,” said Jim, “but I’m trying to get your mind.”

“It ain’t worth havin’, Mr. Ferraby,” said Sooper.

Jim held up his hand to command silence. From somewhere in the wilderness came a peculiar sound — the ‘klop! klop! klop!’ of an axe against a tree.

“He’s cutting wood,” he suggested, but Sooper did not answer.

After five minutes’ walk, they turned the corner of the path, which led down to a saucer-shaped depression, and here it was necessary to push the bushes aside to make any progress.

Sooper went through first and stopped, holding back the bush for the other to pass. At first Ferraby thought that this was an act of politeness, and then, looking ahead, he saw the crumpled figure in the path and the pool of blood in which it lay.

It was Elson! Sooper tiptoed forward and turned the thing upon its back.

“Shot one, two, three times,” he said steadily. “Elson, I ought to have pinched you this mornin’ an’ saved your life!”



XXIV. Ambushed


Table of Contents


“For God’s sake, who did this?” asked Ferraby in horror.

Sooper, kneeling by the figure, looked up with a bland expression which seemed shockingly callous.

“Who did it?” His voice was sunken so low that Jim had to listen intently to hear him. “The same man that chloroformed Cardew, the same man that shot Hannah Shaw, the same man that handed the pastry to that human fish in the tank — the same brain, the same hand, the same motive. He’s consistent. I can admire a man who’s that way. An’ he thinks of everything. Don’t go standing up, Mr. Ferraby. I’m not kneelin’ here for rev’rence but for safety. One of us ought to get back alive in the int’rest of justice.”

A cold chill crept down Jim’s spine. “Is he here — in this bush?” he whispered.

Sooper nodded. “Murder was committed less than ten minutes ago. Remember that ‘plop-plop-plop!’ we heard? You thought it was somebody cuttin’ down trees. It wasn’t. A gun an’ a silencer, that’s all.”

All the time he was speaking, his eyes were ranging the immediate vicinity, his keen ears strained to catch the sound of breaking turf or rustle of leaf.

Presently, Jim, sensing the search the old man was conducting, saw him concentrate upon a patch of gorse — a golden splash of colour to the left front. His big hand came out stealthily, and the motion it made was towards the bush through which they had pushed their way.

“Jump!” he hissed, and as, his flesh like ice, Jim Ferraby stumbled and jumped to cover, Sooper flung himself face downward on the ground.

“Klock…klock!”

Something went “whang!” near Jim’s head, he heard the staccato flutter of breaking twigs and severed leaves, and in another second, Sooper had plunged into the bush after him.

“Run! An’ keep your nut down!”

They flew up the path to the cover of a new bush clump and on to the protection of a second covert.

“Slow down — he won’t follow,” said Sooper, dropping into a walk. “I wouldn’t have seen him, only a bird was lightin’ on that furze an’ changed his mind quite sudden. I was always partial to birds. I got twenty chicks incubated this mornin’. It’s not nature, but it pays.”

The last thing in the world that Jim Ferraby wished to discuss was Sooper’s poultry farm. “Where is he now?” he asked, glancing back over his shoulder.

“Him — oh, he’s movin’ to safety. He didn’t wait after he fired. I ought to carry a gun, but I’m old-fashioned. I’m givin’ Cardew police protection tonight — I ought to have given it before.”

“You think he is in danger?”

“Sure,” said the other shortly. “I’ve always known he was in danger ever since he started to the’rize in public about how the murderer got into the cottage. His the’ry wasn’t quite right, but near enough to be dangerous to him.”

They reached the slope, and Sooper hardly paused to look back across the green tops of the bushes.

“He’s gone,” he said, and for ten minutes was fully occupied at Elson’s telephone.

Almost as soon as he had finished his several conversations the police reserves began to arrive, by bicycle, by commandeered motorcars, and a large party in the hospital ambulance.

A few of them were armed, and with this party, Sooper led the way back to the wilderness and to the place where he had found Elson. He had left the figure on its face, but the pockets had not been turned out, as they now were.

“We interrupted him when we arrived, and he went to ground hopin’ to finish the good work. Anybody seen Lattimer?”

“He was not at the station when I left, sir,” said a uniformed sergeant. “I left word that he was to come on here.”

Sooper said nothing.

Crossing to the gorse bushes, he worked round them, his eyes on the ground. The exploded shells were there for all to see, but beyond motioning to an officer who followed him to pick them up, he paid them no attention. He was sniffing and snuffling for all the world like an old dog.

“Got a wonderful nose,” he said, addressing Jim. “Smell anything?”

“No — except the gorse.”

Sooper volunteered no further information; he was still looking for something, parting bushes, lifting sprawling tendrils, searching with his fingers amongst the debris that the seasons had left upon the ground.

“He must have taken it away,” he said. “I banked on his leavin’ it in his hurry. But he’s too thoughtful.”

“What did you expect to find?” asked Jim curiously.

Sooper sat back on his heels — he was kneeling at the time — and looked into Ferraby’s face.

“Your latchkey, or — here it is, by gum!”

He scraped from under the bush a small golden object. Jim Ferraby recognized it instantly, though he had not seen the thing for a very long time. “It is my sovereign purse!” he exclaimed. It was a relic of the golden age, when money was metal.

“Remember when you lost it?” Jim remembered perfectly, it was one Sunday two years before. He had called to see Sooper on his way to town and missed the purse from the end of his watch-chain.

“I thought I had dropped it in the car, and Lattimer searched the machine. The swivel was always a bit groggy — it is now — and I think I must have lost it a dozen times before it finally disappeared. But how came it here?”

“He left it — the Big Foot man. He left somethin’ at Beach Cottage. I guessed it would be a little souv’nir of yours…I wouldn’t have been surprised if he’s left a pair of Cardew’s eyeglasses. But, lord! he wouldn’t dare do it, not on him!”

“But what did he leave behind at Beach Cottage?” asked Jim.

“His feet,” wa5 the laconic reply.

A doctor was examining the body when they came back, and had already given orders for its removal.

“Come a little walk,” said Sooper, and returned to the gorse bush. “He went this way.” He pointed to a space between the blackberry bushes. “You just follow me and I’ll give you an imitation of a bloodhound.”

Jim was feeling physically sick. The sun was hot; there was in his nostrils the very aroma of death. Sooper, on the other hand, might have been discussing a game of tennis in which he had been beat en, so respectful was he to the man who had baffled him.

“Got an idea you ought to have police protection too, Mr. Ferraby:” he said, “an’ I’m pretty certain that nobody wants it more than me. At the same time, there’s a chance that, if I leave myself open, I’ll catch Big Foot before the doctors get busy on Leigh.”

“Does much depend upon that operation?”

Sooper nodded. “If Leigh had got his mind back, the whole thing’d be so simple that a police recruit could clear up the case. As it is, I’ve got no proof, only suspicion. Juries don’t like suspicions. What they want is two witnesses who saw the murder committed an’ took a photograph of the feller while he was doin’ it. And they’re right. Know the hangman?” he asked abruptly, as he made his painful way along the bush path.

“I haven’t the pleasure of his acquaintance.”

“He’s a good feller,” said Sooper. “Got no side. I knew a hangman that wanted patty de fay grass for breakfast, but this new man’s one of the plain beer and cheese kind. As modest a man as you could wish to meet. He keeps a barber’s shop in Lancashire. Shaved me many a time.”

Jim shuddered.

“If cases were brought into court on suspicion,” said Sooper, continuing the thread of his argument, “that chap’d do nothin’ but barberin’. And there’s nothin’ to be made out of that trade, especially in a coal-minin’ village, where fellers only shave once a week. He told me that this safety-razor craze had taken pounds out of his pocket. He’s a good feller; I’d like to find him a job.”

Jim had learnt that, when Sooper was thinking, he talked, and that speech helped him pretty considerably. The subject on which he spoke, and that which was in his mind, were entirely different.

“It’s curious,” he went on, “that when a man commits a fairly clever murder, everybody says he must be mad. You’d expect to find Big Foot with straws in his hair — he turned off here,” he said suddenly, and, lifting the branches of a young crab-apple tree, he crawled out into a grass-covered clearance.

Before them was a plain wire fence. Leaning over, Sooper gazed up and down the sunken road which acted as boundary between the two properties.

“That’s Cardew’s field,” indicated Sooper. “It’s not so much of a wilderness…I wonder if he’s still alive?” he asked calmly, and Jim was shocked.

“You don’t think that…?” He did not finish his sentence.

“You never know,” said Sooper, climbing over the fence and cautiously descending the steep slope to the dusty road. This he examined carefully. “It’s narrow enough to jump. At the same time, if we walked on the grass….Hullo!”

A man was coming leisurely down the road, the butt of a cigar between his teeth, a derby hat on the back of his head.

“Look at Lattimer comin’ to work,” said Sooper sourly.

“You’d never think that the factory bell had been ringin’ for the past half-hour. Good afternoon, my bold Sergeant,” he said, as the officer came within hearing. “Been to a weddin’?”

“No, sir, I only just heard that there was trouble here.”

“Did you just?” asked Sooper sardonically. “Was that why you were runnin’ like mad?”

“I didn’t think it was necessary to run, Sooper,” said the other coolly. “One of the servants up at the house told me what had happened, and I thought I’d come round the cut road in the hope of picking up a trail. It is obvious he must have broken this side or the wilderness.”

Sooper did not reply.

“Can I pick up anything here, sir?”

The old man pointed to the road.

“There’s a whole lot of dust, if you’re makin’ a collection,” he said. “Go up to Mr. Cardew’s house an’ tell him what’s happened, an’ stay by him till I relieve you. He’s not to be let out of your sight, and the house must be patrolled at night. Got that?”

“Yes, sir. Am I to tell Mr. Cardew that he’s under police protection?”

“Tell him anythin’ you like,” said Sooper. “But when he sees you sittin’ on the doorstep, maybe he’ll guess. And, Sergeant, if he wants to go to the wilderness to take measurements, humour him, but let him go when there’s plenty of people in the grounds. I’m holdin’ you responsible for his life, an’ if he’s found dead in his room I’ll take no excuses from you.”

“Very good, sir,” said Lattimer, and turned back the way he had come. Jim stood watching him till he disappeared on the main road.

“Lattimer’s a good feller,” said Sooper, “but he’s got no instincts. All animals have got instincts, including detective sergeants, if they only like to cultivate ‘em.”

“You trust Lattimer rather much, don’t you, Sooper?” asked Jim quietly.

“Don’t trust anybody,” was the surprising reply. “I may seem to trust him, but that’s my artfulness an’ cunnin’. To be a good policeman you’ve got to be artful an’ trust nobody, not even your own wife. That’s why policemen ought never to marry. Lattimer will make a good detective sooner or later if he doesn’t go crook. That’s a temptation that comes to every young detective. He mixes with such bad company.”

They made their slow way back to Hill Brow, Sooper devoting himself to a search of the dead man’s room. He found little of importance except a steamship ticket, a letter of credit for an extraordinarily large sum, and a quantity of English money. There were practically no documents in the drawers of Elson’s writing-table, except tradesmen’s bills and the deed conveying Hill Brow. His secretary, an anaemic looking female of middle-age, told Sooper that he had no correspondence.

“I don’t think he read or wrote very well, poor man!” she whimpered. “And he’s never taken me into his confidence about his private affairs.”

“Perhaps he didn’t have any private affairs,” said Sooper.

In the basement, where the furnace was, there was evidence confirming Mr. Cardew’s suspicions. The furnace was filled with the ashes of burnt paper. There were traces of two books, but what had been their nature, it was impossible to say.

“He certainly had papers of some kind, whether he wrote them himself, or whether they were written for him; most certainly he burnt ‘em. In fact, he was preparing to do a quiet flit.”

Before returning to town, Jim went up to see the lawyer. It seemed to Ferraby that Mr. Cardew was much less confident about his own immunity from danger than he had, from Sooper’s description, apparently been in the morning. He sat in his library, a pallid man, ready to jump at every sound, inexpressibly agitated by the news which Lattimer had brought.

“Tragedy on tragedy!” he said hollowly, as Jim was shown in, “This is awful, Ferraby. Whoever would have thought that poor Elson..,” he choked. “You know, of course, that he was warned? Sergeant Lattimer told me the story. A piece of paper was pasted on his door the other night.”

Obviously the warning worried Cardew as much as, if not more than, the murder, for he constantly came back to the subject. His passion for criminal investigation was momentarily in eclipse. Jim saw the covered model, well knowing what it was, but Mr. Cardew seemed to have lost interest in it. Jim was entirely ignorant about the sheet of paper that had been gummed to Elson’s door, and he wondered why the superintendent had not thought it worth his while to tell him of this remarkable occurrence. Probably, had Elson been arrested, that fact would have come out. He mentioned this circumstance and Cardew stared at him.

“Elson was to have been arrested? Why?” he gasped. “What had he been doing?”

“He had stolen something, or at least had stolen property in his possession. I was not particularly keen on signing the warrant: it is the first time I have ever put, my name to that type of document: but Sooper was so insistent that I fell. He had come up to effect the arrest when he discovered the murder.”

“But Elson to be arrested?” repeated Cardew incredulously. “I can’t understand it. My mind is all muddle and confusion! I hope they will not require my evidence at the adjourned inquest. I am completely knocked out by this new horror.”

And yet the ruling passion must have been very strong, for he went on: “Is it possible that Hannah and Elson were really married, and that some unknown rival destroyed them both? There have been such cases.” He made a gesture of despair. “I am a fool to bother my head about these things. Men like the superintendent are so much better equipped, for all my learning and my studies. I am beginning to feel a sense of my own inferiority,” he said with a faint smile.

Lattimer was sitting in the garden when Jim went out. He had brought a chair to the shade of the mulberry tree, and was apparently half asleep, for he started when Jim called him by name.

“Thank heaven you’re not Sooper!” he said. “This is a drowsy kind of place.”

From where he sat, Jim saw that he commanded a view both of the front entrance of Barley Stack and the windows of Mr. Cardew’s study.

“Do you share Sooper’s view that Mr. Cardew is in danger?”

Jim thought he detected a hint of irony in the reply.

“Were you with Sooper when the body was found, Mr. Ferraby? How was he killed — shot?”

“Yes,” said Jim quietly, “and we were lucky that we were not found with him.”

Lattimer opened his eyes.

“Really?” he said politely. “Did he, they, or whoever it was, shoot at you too? That fellow has some nerve! I thought Sooper was a little peeved. That accounts for it. You didn’t see the shooter, I suppose, Mr. Ferraby?”

“No,” said Jim. He thought the question was a little superfluous.

“Sooper didn’t see him, or think he saw him? Sooper has very good eyesight, though he pretends he hasn’t. Two years ago he pretended he’d gone stone deaf, and half the station were deceived. Shot at you, eh?” he mused, looking at Jim with a speculative eye. “That’s why they’re giving Mr. Cardew protection! This Big Foot is certainly some bird.” He stifled a yawn. “I was up late last night,” he said, and took out a handkerchief and wiped his lips. As he did so, Jim was conscious of a faint fragrance.

“That is a vanity I should never imagine you would indulge in, Sergeant,” he said good-humouredly.

“The perfume?” Lattimer sniffed at the cambric. “My landlady put a satchet amongst my handkerchiefs. I don’t think she will do it again.”

And then, with a cold sensation at his heart, Jim’s mind flashed back to the scene of the murder, to Sooper snuffling about the bush. Controlling his voice with an effort, he was about to ask a question when Lattimer supplied the answer.

“Sooper would raise hell if he smelt that. He’s got as keen a scent as a foxhound. That man is superhuman.” He yawned again.”

“I should like to think I was getting to bed early tonight,” he said.

It was late when Jim Ferraby returned to Whitehall, but his chief was still at the office and sent for him the moment he heard he had arrived.

“You seem to be tumbling into murder cases lately, Ferraby,” said old Sir Richard. “What is the inside story of this?”

Jim told him all he knew, which was not very satisfying.

“Sooper’s in charge,” said the chief thoughtfully. “There couldn’t be a better man. Is he very mysterious?”

“Painfully so.”

The Public Prosecutor laughed. “Then you may be sure that he’s very near to an arrest,” he said. “It is when Sooper is open and frank that the situation is most hopeless.”

Jim finished his work, which Sooper’s summons had left in arrears, and hurried off to call on Elfa. She was still at the nursing home when he reached Cubitt Street. There had been a consultation between the surgeons, at which certain decisions had to be taken, and her consent was necessary. She was looking fagged and weary when he met her at the corner of Cubitt Street.

“They are not operating until next week,” she told him, “and Mr. Cardew has sent me a most urgent message asking me if I will come down to Barley Stack. He has some work that he wants done at once, and he says he cannot leave his house.”

“You will certainly not go to Cardew’s,” said Jim peremptorily. “He himself is under police protection, and I can’t allow you to run a risk.”

He was saved the trial of telling her of Elson’s death: she had read it in the evening newspapers, but her anxiety about her father’s health had been so overwhelming that she had been almost too absorbed to realize what had happened.

“I scarcely knew him,” she said, “but in any circumstances that would not keep me away from Barley Stack. Only I’m so tired, Jim, so utterly, utterly tired!”

“Cardew can wait,” he said resolutely.

But evidently Mr. Cardew could not wait. When he followed the girl into her sittingroom, the telephone bell was ringing furiously, and it was the lawyer who spoke. As soon as he realized who it was, Jim took the instrument from her hands.

“It’s Ferraby speaking,” he said. “I’ve just come in with Miss Leigh, and she’s far too knocked out to come down to Barley Stack tonight.”

“Persuade her to come,” urged Cardew’s voice. “Come down with her if you wish. I should certainly feel safer if there were somebody I knew in the house.”

“But won’t this wait?”

“No, no! The business is vital!” The trouble in the lawyer’s voice carried across the wire. “It is absolutely necessary that I should settle my affairs immediately.”

“But surely you do not think there is any great danger?”

“I am certain of it,” came the vigorous reply. “I want to get the thing finished and the girl out of the house before any trouble comes. Sooper has forbidden me to leave the grounds. Could you not come with her?”

He was so insistent that, covering the mouth of the receiver with his hand, Jim explained the situation to the girl.

“Is he really in that state of mind?” she asked in surprise. “I never dreamt Mr. Cardew could be so panic-stricken.” She hesitated. “Perhaps I’d better go,” she said. “Will you take me?”

The prospect of spending a night under the same roof, of the drive through the cool of the evening, had entirely changed Jim’s attitude on the subject. And yet he could not regard his own selfish wishes as paramount, and he tried to persuade her not to go, but there was a certain halfheartedness in his argument which she, womanlike, detected.

“Tell him I will come down,” she said. “The change will be good for me, and perhaps for him too.”

Jim delivered the message and hung up the receiver.

“I’ve been keying myself up to meet the strain of the operation,” she said. “I suppose that is why I feel so flat. If you will go down to the car, I will pack my bags and join you.” She had had no dinner, but would not wait. “Mr. Cardew dines very late,” she said, “and he will probably be waiting for us.”

In this surmise she was justified. They found Cardew pacing his library, his hands clasped behind him, and the girl was shocked at the change which had come over him since she had seen him last. In the presence of his danger he seemed to have aged ten years; and he was conscious of her concern at his appearance.

“It was very good of you to come,” he said, grasping her hand warmly. “I waited dinner. I hope you have not dined? I may be a little more normal when I have eat en something — I can’t remember my last meal!”

He did not as a rule indulge in wine, but on this occasion there was a golden-necked bottle on the ice, and under some of the stimulant Mr. Cardew’s spirits rose, and he approached nearer to normality.

“It is partly this awful happening to Elson and partly the knowledge that I am what the superintendent calls ‘under police protection’, which has so thoroughly upset my nerves. And yet” — he paused, his glass in hand—’this infernal passion for investigation has become so ingrained in my system that I find myself engaged in what Minter calls ‘the’ries an’ deductions’.

Later, he explained why he had sent for the girl.

“In my saner moments I do not imagine that there is the slightest danger to me personally,” he said. “And yet my training as a lawyer tells me that I must be prepared for any eventuality. It came as a shock to me this afternoon to realize that I have made no will, that I have done nothing to put my papers in order — in fact, that I am as unprepared for dissolution as any layman whose muddled affairs occupy the time of our courts. My will I have drafted. When Miss Leigh has made two copies, I will ask you, Ferraby, to glance over it and witness my signature; one of the servants can be the second witness.” And then, as the girl was about to speak, he smiled. “Unfortunately, you cannot be a witness, because I have taken the liberty of making you a large beneficiary.”

He stopped her protest with a gesture. “I am an old man — I never felt so old in my life as I do tonight — without any relations whatever, with very few friends, and very few people towards whom I have a sense of catching.” He smiled. “I have at least made the amende honorable to Superintendent Minter, for I have left him my criminological library.”

He laughed for the first time, and Jim could enjoy the joke.

“I may add,” Cardew went on, his eyes twinkling, “that I have also bequeathed him a sum of money which will enable him either to buy a house in which the library can be displayed, or to purchase a motorcycle which does not make his fellow citizens leap out of their shoes every time he brings it on to the road.”

After dinner, he and the girl went to the library together, and Jim, left to his own resources, strolled out to smoke a cigar in the garden. He had not taken two steps before the inevitable watcher appeared. It was not Sergeant Lattimer, Jim noted, but a detective whom he had met in Sooper’s office.

They talked about the weather, and the fineness of the night, and the prospects of the candidates in the forthcoming Derby — everything, in fact, except the object of the inspector’s vigil. As they paced up and down the walk, the blinds of Cardew’s study were raised, and he could see the lawyer sitting at one side of the desk, Elfa at the other, and she was writing rapidly at his dictation.

“Isn’t that a little dangerous?” asked Jim nervously. “Those people must be plainly visible from the plantation.”

“Perhaps you’d ask them to pull down the blinds, sir?” said the man.

Not wishing to interrupt the lawyer himself, Jim sent a message in by one of the servants, and had the satisfaction of seeing the shades drawn down.

“I wonder that Mr. Cardew didn’t think of that himself,” said the officer. “I understand he makes a hobby of police work.”

At that moment, from the plantation came the first few liquid notes of a nightingale, and then silence.

“Perhaps you’ll go inside now, sir?” said the officer respectfully.

Jim stared at him in wonder.

“My relief is coming,” explained the man, “and Sooper might not like to see me talking with you.”

Jim went into the house puzzled. He strolled up to his bedroom and unpacked his suitcase, which he had picked up at the club. After he had given the relief time to come and go, he walked out into the garden again, and was surprised to find the same officer on duty, more surprised to discover that the blinds which had been pulled down were raised, and that Cardew and his secretary were visible.

“Sooper thought we ought to be able to see into the room. He said anything might happen behind closed blinds.”

“Was Mr. Minter here?”

“Only for a minute, sir,” said the other, and was not disinclined to continue the conversation. Accepting one of Jim’s cigars, he plunged immediately into a complicated complaint about the iniquity of the police pension system. It was a quarter to one when the girl came out and invited Jim into the library.

“I think we’ve finished everything. It’s rather a gruesome business, and made my blood run cold,” she said in a low voice. “And Jim, he’s left me an enormous sum! He really ought not, but he refuses to alter the will.”

Cardew had rung for his sleepy-eyed servant, his signature was affixed to the document and witnessed.

“I wish you’d keep this,” he said, to Jim’s surprise, “at least, keep it until tomorrow morning, when I will send it to a place of safety. This has been a very good night’s work, and I am glad it is through.”

He was calmer, more his old self, brought out, with some pride, the model cottage, and would have launched forth into a restatement of his theories but for the presence of the girl.

“Now, young lady,” he said, “you had better go to bed. The maid will show you to your room: it is the old one you occupied when you were here last.”

She was glad to escape, and, turning the key in the lock with a feeling of relief, began quickly to undress, and in ten minutes was in bed and had fallen into a heavy, dreamless sleep.

From the plantation, Lattimer saw her light go out and drew closer in towards the house.
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Tap, tap, tap!

Elfa heard the sounds in her dream, and stirred uneasily.

Tap, tap, tap!

It was the sound of a blind tassel on the window, she decided, half-asleep and half-awake. Then, just as she was sinking again into a doze: Tap, tap, tap!

She was wide awake now, and raised herself on her elbow. The sound had come from the window; its regularity removed all doubt that it was caused by accident. The night was very still; not a breath of wind moved. She drew aside the heavy curtains. Her casement window was wide open, as she had left it. There was no sign of a dangling blind tassel that could have caused the noise. Outside, the world was wrapped in inky darkness.

As she looked, she heard the soft crunch of gravel and her heart leapt, before she remembered that the house was being patrolled.

“Is that you, Miss Leigh?” a voice whispered.

“Yes,” she answered in the same tone. “Did you knock at the window?”

“No, miss,” was the staggering reply. “Did you hear somebody knock? You must have been dreaming.”

She went back to bed, lay down, but sleep had finished for the night. And then: Tap, tap, tap!

She got out of bed, pulled the curtains aside gently and listened in the intense silence. And then she went softly to the window and leant out, straining her eyes into the gloom below.

She could see nobody, but far away, towards the trees, she saw the dull glow of fire, and guessed that the watcher was smoking a cigarette. Who had tapped at the window? She leant out a little farther and then something hard and supple dropped on her head from above.

Before she could recover herself, the noose about her throat had tightened. She threw up a hand and clutched wildly at the strangling cord. It was dragging at her, pulling her off her feet. She gripped frantically at the window-box, and in her struggles thrust it away from her. It fell with a crash. Then, from somewhere in the garden, a white beam of light flashed out and caught her, and at that instant the silken rope relaxed and Elfa staggered back into the room and fell half-conscious by the side of her bed, the rope still about her neck.

The man in the garden took one leap, caught the top of the window coping below and in a few seconds had swung himself into the room and had switched on the lights. She looked up into the face of a middle-aged man who was a stranger to her. He had drawn the rope from her neck and laid her on the bed before he went to the window and whistled shrilly.

Jim heard the sound and was out of his room in an instant, guessing from the direction that it had come from Elfa’s room. He opened the door to find the detective with whom he had been speaking on the night before, bathing the girl’s face with a sponge.

“Look after this lady,” said the man curtly and, handing the sponge to Jim, darted out of the room and up the stairs which were immediately opposite the door.

Jim heard the sound of his heavy feet in the room above and then a voice hailed him from the garden.

“What’s wrong there?” It was Sooper.

Elfa had recovered consciousness, and Jim passed to the window and in a few words told all he guessed from the rope on the floor and the red marks about her throat.

“Leap down and let me in,” said Sooper.

Jim flew down the stairs as Mr. Cardew came out of his room, a revolver in one hand, a lighted candle in the other. Ferraby did not wait to explain, but unbarring the door admitted the old man.

By the time they reached the girl’s room, she was sitting up on the edge of the bed, pulling her dressing-gown about her slim shoulders. Her throat was sore, she was dizzy, her head was swimming, and every limb seemed to be shaking of its own accord, but she succeeded in telling her story.

At the moment she had finished, the detective who had gone upstairs returned, carrying a long bamboo.

“It is a storeroom,” he said. “There is a trapdoor to the roof. This is all I found — he must have tapped at the window with this.”

Sooper did not trouble to take the bamboo in his hand. “He taps at the window, she looks out and he nooses her,” he muttered. “And there’s the trapdoor open for him to escape. I tell you, that feller forgets nothin’! Up on the roof after him! You’ve got a gun? If you see him, shoot…don’t break your neck, It’s not worth while, because I think he’ll have gone before you can start your search.”

Cardew was at the door, clamouring for admission, and with a wearied expression, Sooper went out to tell him the cause of the commotion.

“The room above is a storeroom and is never used,” he explained superfluously.

Sooper grudgingly opened the door and allowed him to come in. “Know this?” he said. He picked up the rope. It was made of dark red silk and nearly three yards in length. The end had been neatly spliced into a running noose.

Mr. Cardew shook his head. “I’ve never seen that before;” he said. “It is an old fashioned bellpull, isn’t it? We have nothing but electric bells in the house.” He examined the rope carefully. “This is very old—” he said.

“I guessed that,” interrupted Sooper. “You can buy that sort of thing at almost any junk shop. Feelin’ better, young lady?” She nodded and made a brave attempt to smile. “We’ll get out an’ give you a chance to dress. I think you’d better come downstairs. It’s nearly three an’ early risin’ does nobody any harm.”

At that second the detective came back to report his fruitless search of the roof.

“Where’s Lattimer?”

“He’s at the side of the house, on the plantation, sir,” said the man.

Sooper made no comment. When the girl had hurriedly dressed and had gone downstairs, he walked out on to the lawn. Suddenly Jim heard those three liquid notes of melody that had come from the plantation on the previous night. “I’m a regular nightingale,” admitted Sooper modestly. “Always had a gift for bird-calls, but nightingales are my speciality…nightingales an’ chickens.” And, to Jim’s amazement, he gave a remarkable imitation of a brooding hen that at any other time would have moved him to helpless laughter.

“That you, Lattimer?” called Sooper, as the sergeant came running quickly towards them.

“Yes, sir.”

Lattimer came into the light. His clothes were dusty and the knee of one trouser torn away. Jim particularly noticed that his hands were covered with grime.

“What’s happened to you, Lattimer?”

“I fell down…I was in such a hurry,” was the cool reply.

“Seen anybody or anythin’?” asked Sooper.

“No, I heard a commotion at the house, but I knew you were somewhere around. I thought I’d better wait in case anybody tried to break through the wood.”

If Jim expected the superintendent to continue his cross examination, he was to be disappointed. Sooper growled an order and turned again into the study, where the girl was putting a light under a spirit kettle.

The young man was not satisfied, and, seizing his opportunity, slipped out of the house, taking one of the two torches which Mr. Cardew kept on the hall table, and made an inspection of the house from outside. He had not far to go before he made an astounding discovery. At the back of the house a long ladder had been reared, and, flashing his lamp upwards, he saw that it extended to the roof. And then, a little above his own height, he saw something hanging from the ladder’s side, and, mounting two rungs, he found it was a piece of cloth of irregular shape that had caught on a nail projecting from the side of the ladder. He had particularly noticed that Lattimer was wearing a dark-grey suit with a faint check, which was more obvious by artificial light than it would have been by day, and this piece of cloth was not only of the same pattern, but the piece corresponded in size with the hole in the knee of Lattimer’s trousers.

Putting the cloth in his pocket, he went back to the house and, calling Sooper outside, told him what he had found. Sooper listened without interruption, and accompanied him to where the ladder was standing. “That’s certainly queer,” said Sooper at last. “But Lattimer may have seen the ladder and gone up to investigate.”

“He didn’t say so.”

“No, I admit he didn’t say so,” said Sooper. “I’ll look into this, Mr. Ferraby. And if you don’t mind, I’d be glad if you would say nothin’ what ever to the other people. It is certainly strange and almost suspicious, but it is quite likely that what I said is right. It’d be his duty to investigate that ladder.”

“But he didn’t come from the direction of the ladder when you called him, he came from the plantation,” insisted Jim.

Sooper rubbed his chin irritably. “That’s surely queer,” he agreed, and again uttered his warning. “It’s likely I’m gettin’ past my work,” he said. “Things are happenin’ that I don’t ever expect to happen, and I can’t understand why they happen. When a man gets that way, he’s goin’ bad. In half an hour we’ll get some sort of light, and then I think the danger’s over for the night.”

He lounged into the library, took some coffee from the girl’s hand, and sat down on a low settee. “I’m goin’ to tell you sump’n’ that’ll make the roses come to your cheeks, young lady.”

“Tell me?” she said in surprise. “Why, what ever do you mean, Sooper?”

“That operation on your father was a great success.”

She sprang to her feet, her colour coming and going. “Operation? But it is not until next week.”

“Last night,” said Sooper. “I arranged with the doctors that you shouldn’t know till it was all over. But I thought you must have guessed when the matron told me about the letter you left for him to read as soon as he could read anythin’.”

“But I left no letter!” she gasped. “I had no idea that the operation would be last night.”

Sooper’s eyes narrowed. “Is that so?” he said softly. He grabbed the telephone and gave a number. “She’s in bed, is she? Well, wake her up and tell her Superintendent Minter wants to speak to her right now!”

He waited with the receiver at his ear, glaring into vacancy, and then the girl saw his expression change.

“Is that you, Miss Moody? About that letter…yes, the one that Miss Leigh left for her father to read. Do you mind openin’ it an’ readin’ it to me? No, that’ll be all right, I’ve got her permission.” He waited, Elfa saw him nod. “Yuh! Thank you,” he said at last. “Yes, keep it for me, please.”

He hung up the receiver.

“What was in the letter?” asked Elfa.

“Somebody playin’ a joke, I think. Tryin’ to do you a good turn. It just said ‘Love from Elfa to Daddy’…that’s all.”

Sooper was not speaking the truth. What the letter had contained was one line of writing, which ran: ‘Your daughter was strangled last night.’

“Thinks of everythin’,” said Sooper, with a cluck of admiration.
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Mr. Cardew had taken a decision. He would close up the house, dismiss the servants, and either take a house in town or spend the remaining days of the summer abroad.

“That seems a good idea to me, and you can’t go too soon,” said Sooper, when he was told. “I’d like you to leave tonight.”

Cardew shook his head in a hesitant way. “No, I don’t think I could get away tonight. I have to pack—”

“A couple of my men will help you to pack,” said Sooper.

“I’ll stay the night,” decided the lawyer, after consideration. “Perhaps you will come up and dine?”

Sooper shook his head. “Can’t do it,” he said. “Got a friend of mine comin’.”

“Bring him along.”

It was Sooper’s tum to hesitate. “Means takin’ advantage of you. This feller’s not what you might call a swell, and yet he’s a man I admire. He never argues with me, an’ he’s not clever. An’ when a man doesn’t argue with me an’ he’s not clever, he’s a man after my own heart.”

“Superintendent,” said Mr. Cardew, “I’ve never asked you if you have any very definite views about these outrages which have been committed in our neighbourhood, or to people we know. I am going to ask you tonight. Bring your friend along by all means. Mr. Ferraby has also promised to come.”

“Young lady, too?” asked Sooper.

“No, she’s staying with her father. We have arranged a room at the nursing home, so that she will be on hand.”

Sooper nodded. “You ask me whether I’ve got any definite views. Well, I have and I haven’t. I’ve got views but no proof. And I can’t get proof without motive, because it stands to reason this fellow Big Foot ain’t going round the country killin’ people to keep his hand in. That sort of thing doesn’t happen except in books, and I should say not in the best books. An’ he’s not tryin’ to strangle young ladies so as the shock shall send their fathers mad again, just for the fun of murderin’. There’s a bit of poetry about ‘the tangled web we weave, when first we practise telling lies’.”

“To deceive”, corrected Mr. Cardew with a faint smile.

“It’s the same thing,” said Sooper petulantly. “Deceiving is lying, and lying’s deceiving. And that’s just what happened to this feller, Big Foot. He started deceivin’ an’ had to go on deceivin’, an’ every time it looked as though Somebody was going to give him away, out came his little gun an’ that was the end of Somebody. There are no what I might term ‘sporty murderers’ in this world outside of lunatic asylums. A man commits murder for the same reason as a boy washes his neck — because there’s no other way of being allowed to go to the party. And behind all these certain crimes there’s a party of some kind, or what’s as good as a party. A nice home, motorcars, champagne suppers with chorus girls, an’ everythin’ else that makes life worth livin’. I know a man who poisoned his wife because she wouldn’t let him smoke in the house — that’s a fact. You look up the Armstrong trial an’ read the evidence. An’ I know another man who killed his brother because he wanted money to play the races. Murder is the only crime that people never commit for itself alone. That’s where you catch ‘em. It’s easy to hide up a murder, but it’s hard to put away the little crimes that led to the murder. Is Ferraby coming down?”

“Yes,” nodded Cardew.

“That’s fine,” said Sooper.

“There’s one thing I wanted to ask you, Superintendent,” Cardew broke in suddenly. “My gardener says that you found the marks of a ladder at the back of the house, so deeply embedded in the grass that they could not be mistaken.”

“There was a ladder there,” said Sooper carefully. “I had it shifted before daylight, because I didn’t want to alarm anybody. I don’t know where that ladder came from either, because you haven’t got one as long. I’ll make enquiries. And about this friend of mine, Mr. Cardew — he’s like me, he won’t know one knife from another, and he’s sure to get all hot and bothered over the glasses. He’s not much of a talker either.”

“You’re certainly doing your best to discourage me from inviting him,” laughed the lawyer. “But you can bring him along; I shall be glad to meet him.”

“Man named Wells,” said Sooper absently. He seemed to invite further inquiry, but evidently Mr. Cardew was not curious.

Suddenly the superintendent slapped his thigh with an exclamation of annoyance. “Knew I’d forgotten something! I asked that sergeant of mine, Lattimer, to come in and meet him!”

“Bring Lattimer too,” said the other cheerfully. “Lattimer at least will know what knives to use. He always struck me as being a man of education, a little too good..,” he hesitated.

“Say it,” groaned Sooper. “But he’s really not too good for the police, Mr. Cardew. In fact, he’s one of the comin’ men. He’s got a line on anthr’pology that certainly gets me baffled. How many toes has a horse got? Lattimer knows. An’ he can tell the difference between the stains produced by high eggs and the stains produced by a premachure explosion of dynamite.”

“Superintendent, you’re pulling my leg, and I won’t allow it,” said the good-humoured Cardew.

He insisted on going to town that afternoon, and reluctantly agreed to Sooper’s suggestion that he should be accompanied by a police officer, who took up his station outside King’s Bench Walk, while, single-handed, Mr. Cardew conducted his business. He had a number of letters to write; yet found time to phone through an inquiry to the nursing home. When she learnt who it was, Elfa came to the instrument.

“How are you feeling yourself?”

“Desperately tired,” she said. “I was just lying down when I heard you had called. Are you in town, Mr. Cardew?”

“Yes, I’m here for an hour; I am returning to Barley Stack tonight. Tomorrow I am shutting up the house, and shall be in London for a day or two. This means, I fear, that our pleasant associationis about to finish,” he added, “and I have taken the liberty of posting you a cheque in lieu of notice. You remember the burglary at this office? Seems years ago, doesn’t it?”

“It was last week,” said the girl.

“I’ve just been going through my papers, and I pretty well know now what was stolen and why it was stolen. Even Sooper will not deny me the credit for my discovery.”

“What was the reason?” she asked curiously, but he would not satisfy her. It was evident, she thought, as she went back to her little room, that Mr. Cardew’s revelation was of so stupendous a nature that he would not take the risk of being forestalled.

He came down into King’s Bench Walk, posted his letters, and, beckoning to his protector, reentered the car. He did not see Lattimer, because Lattimer took particular care to keep out of view. But the sergeant had been a spectator both of his coming and going, and followed him back to Barley Stack in a small car, so close upon his heels that, had Mr. Cardew turned his head, he could not have failed to see his pursuer.

Lattimer did not go up to the house: he shot his car beyond the narrow roadway which led to Barley Stack and turned the machine into a cornfield, driving it along by the side of the hedge till it was safe from observation. Only then did he descend and turn up the road on the trail of Cardew.

He strolled carelessly to the lawn, and the officer who had accompanied the lawyer to town hailed him with pleasure.

“Sooper’s been asking for you, Sergeant.”

“I’ve been around,” said the other. “You can go.”

He found a chair and, carrying it to the shade of the mulberry tree, sat down. Mr. Cardew, glancing through the study window, saw him on duty and sent him out a box of cigars.

Sergeant Lattimer smiled his thanks through the window. He seemed to be amused about something.
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“Meet Mr. Wells,” said Sooper grandly.

The little man who was sitting uncomfortably on the edge of a chair in Sooper’s office, rose awkwardly and put out his large hand. He was a mild and inoffensive man, with red hair going grey, carefully parted at the side and brought in a large curl over his forehead. It seemed to Jim that he was unused to wearing the stiff new collar that encircled his neck, and from time to time he moved his head uncomfortably. He wore a silver albert, from which depended two large athletic medals.

“Who is he?” asked Jim when he got Sooper by himself for a few minutes.

“He’s a reprimand,” said Sooper. “He’s a blot on my sheet, he’s trouble, an’ maybe three months’ correspondence with the Deputy. But I couldn’t resist it: I just had to ask him down.”

“Is he a detective?” Remembering the physique of the man, it seemed impossible that it should be so.

“No, he’s not a detective, he’s a friend of mine. I told Cardew the kind of bird he was—”

“You’re not taking him up to dinner, are you?” asked Jim aghast.

“I am,” said the calm Sooper, “and I’ll tell you why. I didn’t know it when I invited him up, but I’ve got it since: Cardew’s goin’ to give us a new theory — by the way, you’ll be wanted for that second inquest the day after tomorrow — and I respect Cardew’s theories, but at the same time I want to show him where he’s wrong. This feller is what I might term the missin’ link in the case.”

With this explanation, Jim had to b e content. He had not come from town with any great pleasure; it was only the thought that he might afford moral support to Cardew that had made him agree to spend another night under that fatal roof. He did not even know Sooper was dining there until that gentleman told him, and the prospect of sitting vis-a-vis this very commonplace and nervous man added little to his happiness.

“It’s Cardew’s farewell dinner. Tomorrow, if he’s alive…”

“You expect something to happen tonight?”

Sooper nodded. “If he’s alive tomorrow, he’s going to town, and from London he’s going abroad. Mr. Leigh’s operation was successful.” He turned the subject in his quaint way. “Recognized his daughter this afternoon, an’ that’s good. But he’s still too weak to make a statement. What’s worryin’ me to death, Lattimer will be there.”

“At dinner?”

Sooper nodded solemnly. “You’ll like Lattimer: he can eat with both hands, and has never been known to drink water out of a finger-bowl. Lattimer’s got swell manners, an’ he’s a whale on psychology. We ought to have a pleasant evenin’ when him an’ Mr. Cardew get on to Lombosso, the well-known the’rist.”

Jim went up to the house before the others, and the lawyer asked him not to dress for dinner. “I’ve told Sooper to come up, and he’s bringing Lattimer, his sergeant, and a friend…have you met his friend?”

Jim smiled. “I hope you’re not going to be very shocked, but he looks rather like an odd man to me.”

“He must be pretty odd if he’s a friend of Sooper’s,” said Cardew dryly. “I’m getting into the habit of calling him by that absurd name myself. Ferraby, I shall miss this place. I’m only now beginning to realize how much I am attached to Barley Stack. I’ve had a very happy time here,” he said in a low voice.

“You expect to come back?”

Cardew shook his head. “No. I shall sell this place: I’ve already written to an agent asking him to negotiate the sale. In all probability I shall take up my residence in Switzerland, and endeavour, in my humble way, to add my contribution to the literature of criminology. I shall certainly earn the undying scorn of Superintendent Minter,” — his lips curled— “but for that I must be prepared.”

“You really don’t think that you’re in danger, do you, Mr. Cardew?”

To his surprise, Cardew nodded. “Yes, I think I’m in the gravest danger. For the next few years at any rate, I intend residing abroad. And the superintendent agrees with me.” Glancing out of the window, he saw Lattimer at his post. “I couldn’t endure very much of this protection,” he said; “it would drive me mad! Now tell me about the superintendent’s odd friend.”

Jim described him with greater faith than kindness.

“It doesn’t seem that he will add greatly to the gaiety of the evening,” said Cardew, “but I really had to invite them both. Sooper had asked him down for the evening, and I particularly wanted our old friend at what is virtually my farewell dinner. I wish,” he said with a sigh, “it could have been given in happier circumstances, and that dear girl could have been here. But the outrage which was attempted last night was the last straw…I could not risk another shock like that.”

It was ten minutes after the time fixed for the dinner when Sooper came, with the redhaired man riding pillion behind him, and anything funnier than the spectacle of the gaunt superintendent and his nervous little guest clutching him by the waist Jim did not remember.

“Meet my friend Mr. Wells.”

Cardew shook hands.

“Lattimer, meet Mr. Wells.”

The sergeant came forward and joined the two.

“Now,” said Cardew, “I think we had better start dinner. The soup is already on the table.”

They followed the lawyer into the diningroom; Cardew indicated their places, and they sat down. It was not true that the soup had been served, but the maid was ladling it out on the sideboard, and presently the plates were set. The red haired man looked appealingly at Sooper, and Sooper lifted the one big spoon.

“That one!” he said in a hoarse whisper, and then, in his natural voice: “Before we start this farewell dinner, I’m surprised that nobody wants to know who my friend Mr. Wells is.”

“I confess I am one of the curious,” said Mr. Cardew.

“Stand up, Mr. Wells. Meet Mr. Cardew, the lawyer. Mr. Cardew, meet Mr. Topper Wells,” — he paused— “public executioner of England!”

Cardew shrank back, his face puckered up into an expression of distrust, and even Jim, staring horrified at the nervous little man, had a feeling of sickness.

“Meet him, Lattimer. Maybe you’ve met him? And you’ll meet him again.” Sooper’s eyes were fixed upon the sergeant. “And don’t touch that soup, Lattimer. Nor any of you, because—”

“What do you mean—” began Mr. Cardew.

“Because it’s doped,” said Sooper.

Cardew sat back from the table, the same look of surprise and distrust on his face that Jim had seen before. “Poisoned?”

“Poisoned,” said Sooper. And again: “Meet Wells, the hangman. And…”

It happened before he could realize the man’s intention. With one stride, Cardew was at the door; in a second he was through and the lock snapped.

“Window, quick!” said Sooper. “Take a chair to it. He’s fastened the window, you can bet.”

A heavy chair wielded by Lattimer crashed through the window. In another second the sergeant had followed.

“Round to the back of the house,” grunted Sooper. “Ought to have had another squad on duty up here!”

Jim was running, he did not know where or why. His mind was in a whirl. Cardew? Impossible!

They came into the stable-yard panting. Cardew was nowhere in sight. Sooper pulled open a door that was unfastened. Beyond was a path which sloped down to a side road. It was the tradesmen’s entrance to the kitchen.

For a second they saw him, just his head moving with extraordinary speed level with the top of the hedge. And then he was gone.

“Motor-bicycle,” said Sooper, “the same as he had in his flivver when he killed Hannah Shaw. That’s how he got away without going through Pawsey. Across the field path, lifting his bicycle over the stile. Get your car, Ferraby…get it quick!”

Sooper flew back to the library, and he had only to lift the hook to know that the line had been cut.

“Thinks of every thin’,” he said under his breath. “Cut before dinner, too. He was mighty sure he would put us all to sleep.” As he came back to the drive, Lattimer was climbing into the car. “Don’t stop!” yelled Sooper, and swung himself to the running-board as the machine gathered speed.

There was a patrol at the crossroads, but no motorcyclist had been seen.

“He doubled back,” said Sooper, looking at the sky anxiously. “It’ll be dark in half an hour.”

There were three roads which the fugitive might have taken. The first, the direct route through Isleworth; the second, a longer way round through Kingston into Richmond Park; the third, one of the many field paths in the neighbourhood.

Sooper drove back to the station to give his instructions. “Cardew’s ordered a private machine tonight to fly him from Croydon to Paris,” he said. “He’ll guess we’ll stop that, so we’ll rule that out. His only hope is to get to London, and that he’ll do. I tell you, this feller’s a pretty quick thinker, and he sees a long way ahead.”

He came out of the station and stood, gloomily surveying the car.

“Yes, he’ll go to London, but not to his flat and not to his office. Bound to have a bolt hole somewhere. He’ll be easy to recognize” — he was speaking to himself— “so he won’t try the rail, and certainly won’t try a car, and I’m bettin’ against him goin’ by air.”

When they arrived in town, Sooper’s first step was to double the guard at the nursing home, his next to pay a visit to Cardew’s town apartments. The lawyer had not been there, he learnt, nor had he been seen in King’s Bench Walk. Joining Jim in the street, he accepted his invitation to join him in a hasty meal.

“Yes, Cardew killed Hannah Shaw. She had a pull on him and wanted to marry him. He hated her worse than poison. And she held over his head a letter he’d written years and years ago, an’ threatened to expose him till he agreed. They were married the day she was murdered, at Newbury Registry Office, in the name of Lynes. She didn’t mind the name so long as she got him. But she was determined that he should acknowledge her, so she wired Miss Leigh to go down to the cottage that she should be a witness. He got the letter — that was the price of her marriage — and then he shot her. He arranged to meet her after the marriage — that bluff Cardew put on yon, that he wanted somebody to go with him to the theatre, was easy stuff because he knew you were engaged for the night. But he didn’t know how.

“He used to be a motorcyclist, and there was a machine in one of the rooms at the house. I saw the marks of the handlebars when I was giving the place a look over. He’d arranged to meet his wife late that night; they were to drive down to the cottage together, but on some excuse he persuaded her to let him ride in the back part of the car, and crouched down so that nobody could see him. He thought of everything, I tell you! He planned the hat she should wear and the coat. And when he shot her he put it on, because she’d told him about the girl coming, and he was afraid he might meet her on the way.”

“But why…in heaven’s name why? He was a rich man.”

“Rich nothin’,” said Sooper. “He’d got money…yes, but how did he get it? I’ll tell you the whole story, and though I’m guessin’ some of it, Leigh won’t contradict me. I’ll bet money on that!

“Mr. Leigh was a Treas’ry official; came from America in the last days of the war, bringing over in his personal charge four large boxes of currency. They were numbered 1, 2, 3, and 4. You remember he talked a lot about ‘3’ and ‘4’? The ship was torpedoed in a storm off the south coast of Ireland, but rescued by a destroyer. They only had time to get two of the boxes on board before the vessel sank, and the little destroyer, with all her wireless blown to blazes, made the best of her way across the Irish Channel and up the English coast. The storm lasted for three days. She could neither make harbour nor communicate with the shore, until she came into Pawsey Bay; and that was her bad luck. She was blown out of the water by a German submarine.

“Now at that time,” Sooper went on, “Cardew was broke, and worse than broke. He had a lot of money entrusted to him by his clients, and he had lost it in every kind of foolish speculation. One of his clients started makin’ a fuss — a man named Brixton, a City alderman — and he even wrote to the Yard, and said he had a statement to make to the police. I was sent down to interview him, havin’ got a line as to the trouble, an’ knowin’ pretty well from things I’d heard that Cardew was in Queer Street. Instead of hearin’ the story, I got a message from Brixton saying that he had nothin’ to communicate. And for a good reason…he’d been paid. And why had he been paid? I’ll tell you.”

Sooper drank a large glass of beer.

“This fellow Cardew was in his cottage on the night of the shipwreck. He’d made up his mind what he was going to do. He was going to row out to sea and drown himself. But before he went, bein’ a lawyer an’ somewhat precise, he wrote a long letter to the coroner, givin’ a full confession of the amount of money he’d stolen from his clients. An’ then he heard the explosion. His skiff was on the beach, and for a few minutes he must have been a human man. He drove into the sea, and found two men clingin’ to a raft. You’ll hear some day that boxes 3 and 4 were lashed to a raft, which was carried on the main deck of the destroyer. He got them off and towed them ashore. One of the men was Leigh, nearly dead. The other was Elson, a cattle-man who had shipped as a stoker to get out of the hands of the police. Elson knew about the money and told Cardew. They got the boxes high an’ dry, an’ then Leigh recovered. Elson knew that the money was in his charge, and that the only hope of getting it was to put him out. He may or may not have consulted friend Cardew, but he certainly hit John Leigh over the head with an axe and flung him into the sea.

“How he escaped, God knows! All trace of him was lost for twelve months, but there is a possibility that he crawled into Pawsey, where there was a marine hospital, and that he was there for the greater part of the first year. I’ve seen a record at the Admiralty of an unknown man who was treated for a scalp wound, and the report is marked ‘Mentally deficient. Discharged to infirmary’”

“I don’t know whether Cardew was in it…maybe he was. But they got the boxes into the cottage, and Hannah had to know. She was staying there at the time, looking after Cardew. The boxes were opened, the money taken out, and the wood destroyed. They had to share with Hannah, and it’s likely that she knew for the first time the terrible position that Cardew was in. My the’ry is that the letter was written and signed when the explosion took Cardew out of doors. She had a chance of readin’ the letter, which he’d hid and which he probably forgot all about.”

“But you guess this?”

“I know…the envelope written to the coroner told me a lot. I’ve dealt with suicides.

“Cardew had a house at Barley Stack, on which there were heavy mortgages. He paid off the mortgages, met all the demands of his creditors, and got out of his business, as he could well afford to do. He might have gone on for ever and ever, only Hannah had her ambitions. She wanted to take the place of the woman who had befriended her, and she never gave Cardew a minute’s peace. Once she put the initials of the lost ship on the grass under his window to remind him of the pull she had on him — you remember that?”

“But have you known all this long?”

Sooper nodded. “You bet I’ve known a lot of it!” he said. “The thing I was scared about was what would happen to Elson, once he got it into his thick head that Cardew had killed the woman. I had planted Lattimer on him months before. Lattimer went up and borrowed money from him; so as to make Elson feel that he had him under his thumb. I was hopin’ that one night, when he was drunk, Elson would blow the whole story. Lattimer had to play crook, and I must say he did it alarmingly well. He carried out an my instructions — all except one, when he followed me up to town, because the darned fool thought that Cardew was waitin’ for me.”

“Then it was Cardew who tried to strangle Miss Leigh?”

“Yes, sir. Lattimer was on the roof — that was his station. We’d planted the ladder there as soon as it got dark. He. heard the tapping, but couldn’t see what was happenin’ till the trap door came open with a crash. Then Lattimer waited, expectin’ somebody to come out, and when they didn’t, he guessed the man who thought of every thin’ was puttin’ up a blind, and slid down the ladder as quick as he could.”

Jim was overwhelmed by what he had heard. “What did you mean when you asked Cardew if his hands were scratched that morning he was found chloroformed?”

“And why he was found chloroformed?” asked Sooper, with an absurd smirk of satisfaction. “He tried a very elementr’y trick. Picked up a man on the Embankment and sent him to the messenger office with poisoned food. By good luck we found the tramp and put him inside. I came up to Cardew with a fairy-tale about wantin’ him to cross-examine this feller, and I had to use you as a goat, an’ I’m truly sorry, Mr. Ferraby. Cardew fell for it at once, until I mentioned casual that the man was the guy he picked up on the Embankment, and then he knew that, the moment he spoke to this Sullivan, Sullivan would recognize his voice. That’s why I asked him to come down and cross-examine him. There was only one way to get out of it, and that was for Cardew to fake a story of being chloroformed. He kept a whole lot of drugs on the premises. He soaked a wad of lint, threw the bottle out of the window, lay on the bed, and very nearly went out. In fact, it was a narrow escape for Cardew — he’s got a weak heart. When I was examinin’ his fingers, I was smellin’ ‘em, and they smelt of chloroform. I’ve got a nose for scents. The day he shot at us in the bush I could still smell it. There’s a lot of clever fellers who’ll tell you that the smell of chloroform will disappear in half a minute. You can send ’em to Patrick Minter and he’ll tell ’em different.

“Mr. Ferraby, I’m not goin’ to speak against amateur investigators any more. That Cardew learnt a lot of things quick. I’m gettin’ a high respect for anthr’pology, an’ psychology has gone into the first class.

“That burglary at the office, when he burnt all Hannah’s papers. It must have been him, because he didn’t pull down the blind and put the light on — he could find his way in the dark! There was a month-old memo caught up in the blind.”

He put down his tankard with a gasp and clasped his forehead. “I left that little hangman with nowhere to go,” he said hollowly.

“Why on earth did you bring him at all?”

“It was the last straw. We tried to frighten Elson into talkin’. Lattimer put a warnin’ on his door, and never dreamt what the result would be. Thought Elson would come across with the whole story. But he didn’t. Like a fool, after he’d heard Leigh singin’ in the wood, he got on the phone and told Cardew. I know because I’d got the telephone exchange straightened. That’s where the trouble began. Cardew came down to put my light out that same night. I’ll tell you the truth, Mr. Ferraby: I got Cardew wrong. Thought I’d got his nerves so jangled up that he’d drop the whole story. That feller’s clever!” He shook his head. “That Big Foot—”

“Big Foot?”

“Surely, Big Foot. I’ve got ’em in my room under the bed. Pair of prop boots that he bought from a theatrical man, a feller in Cath’rine Street. He never forgot anythin’, prepared for everythin’! He had those trick feet ready to leave his mark on the sand and throw all the clever police officers off the track. Only he left ’em under the seat of the car and I found ‘em. That story about Hannah Shaw gettin’ a threatenin’ letter was a stall, She never had a Big Foot letter — Cardew was makin’ preparations.”

Jim Ferraby sat back and gazed in openmouthed admiration at Sooper.

“You’re a genius!” he breathed.

“Deduction an’ the’rizin’,” said Sooper modestly. “And I’ve just had a brainwave! There’s another way out of London!”

It was half-past one o’clock in the morning, and the great waterway of London was silent and deserted. Far away to the north the reflected glare of the arc-lamps of dockland glowed in the sky. A big seagoing motorboat came silently down the falling tide, its green and red lamps reflected in the still water.

It moved steadily, as though its owner were in no great hurry to leave behind him the lights of the romantic river.

Opposite Gravesend the speed increased a little, as it turned to the left to avoid a moored steamer. It had nearly passed the vessel when, from the shadow of the big boat, came a fussy little launch that swung broadside over the bows of the motorboat.

“Who are you?” boomed a voice from the darkness.

“Motorboat Cecily — owner the Count de Freslac. Bound for Bruges,” came the answer.

The boats drifted nearer and nearer until the launch had swung alongside. And then the owner of the motorboat seemed to realize his danger. There was a splutter and roar of engines, and the boat almost leapt forward. But by now the launch was grappled, and Sooper was the first on board.

“Bit of luck for me, Cardew. Never thought I’d catch you first pop.”

“Even your theories and deductions must be right sometimes,” said Cardew pleasantly, as the handcuffs snapped over his wrists.


The End
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What annoyed Peter Dewin most, as it would have annoyed any properly constituted reporter, was what he called the mystery-novel element in the Lane case.

A real good crime story may gain in value from a touch of the bizarre, but all good newspaper men stop and shiver at the mention of murder gangs and secret societies, because such things do not belong to honest reporting, but are the inventions of writers of best or worst sellers.

Did not McCarthy of the Star drop the Reid kidnapping case like a hot brick the moment he learnt of the Blue Circle painted on Lawrence Reid’s door? And of course he was right, for the Reid baby was ‘kidnapped’ by his wife’s maid, who had a weakness for sensation.

In Peter Dewin, the first mention of the Feathered Serpent got a laugh. When he heard of it again, he sneered. Such things, he said, belonged to the theatre, and, rightly speaking, it was in a theatre that the extraordinary story of the ‘Feathered Serpent’ starts…

The applause from the big audience was a deafening blast of sound that roared up to the Moorish roof of the Orpheum and came down again to the packed house like the reverberations of thunder.

Ella Creed came tripping back from the wings, a dainty figure in white and diamanté
 , flashed a smile at her admirers, kissed both hands ecstatically and went off with a little curtsy, only to be recalled again.

She shot one glance at the watchful conductor whose baton went up and fell as the orchestra crashed once more into the opening bars of ‘What I like, I like,’ that most banal of airs. Ella took centre stage, the chorus came jigging into view for the encore, and for three minutes Ella’s shapely limbs were moving with the dazzling rapidity her eccentric dance demanded. She made her exit in a storm of handclapping and squawks of joy from the cheaper parts of the house.

She stood for some time, panting, by the stage manager’s little desk.

‘I want that third girl from the end fired — she’s overworking and trying to take it all from me. And what’s the idea of putting a blonde in the front row, Sager? If I’ve told you once, I’ve told you twenty times, I want brunettes behind me—’

‘I’m very sorry, Miss Creed’ — the stage manager had a wife and three children and was humble—’I’ll see that the girl gets her notice to-day—’

‘Fire her — never mind about notice,’ snapped Ella. ‘Give her a month’s money and clear her out.’

She was very pretty in a small, pinched way; not quite as ethereal as she appeared from the front of the house: the lips were straight under the red cupid bow which a lipstick had drawn.

Ordinary actresses would have waited for the finale, but Ella had a supper engagement and would not line up with the rest of the principals when the curtain rang down — and she was no ordinary actress. She was indeed the proprietor of the theatre in which she acted, the tyrant of a little kingdom which did homage to her nightly and at those matinees
 where she condescended to appear.

She walked through the chorus and they made way for her. A favoured few greeted her with sycophantic smiles, and were rewarded with bare recognition.

Her dressing-room with its silk-panelled walls and shaded lights was a place of luxury. Two women dressers unfastened her flimsy garment; she slipped into a silken kimono and fell back into a chair, submitting to the process of having her make-up removed. Her face was shining with cold cream when there came a knock at the door.

‘See who it is,’ Ella said impatiently. ‘I can’t see anybody.’

The woman came back from the little lobby outside the door. ‘Mr. Crewe,’ she said in a hushed voice.

Ella frowned.

‘All right — bring him in. And when my face is finished you can go, both of you.’

Mr. Crewe came in with a little smile. He was a tall, thin man with a hard, wrinkled face; his locks were scanty, and would have been grey if nature had had its way. He was in evening dress, and in the bosom of his white shirt three diamonds glittered.

‘Wait till I’m finished,’ she begged. ‘You can smoke, Billy — give Mr. Crewe a cigarette, one of you. Now hurry up.’

Mr. Crewe, seated on the arm of a big chair, watched the business of changing the make-up of the stage for the make-up of the street without any visible interest or curiosity. Presently Ella rose and disappeared behind the silk curtain which covered a recess. He heard sharp words of reproof and warning: Ella was not in her best temper tonight, he reflected. Not that her moods caused him the slightest perturbation. Very few things disturbed the serenity of this successful stock-jobber; but one of those few things had happened that morning.

Presently Ella emerged. She was wearing a flame-coloured evening gown; about her throat was a rope of pearls, and across her breast a big bar of emeralds that would have been worth a small fortune had the stones been all they seemed.

‘Got everything on except the kitchen stove,’ said Mr. Crewe pleasantly, when the dressers had made a hurried retreat. ‘You’re a fool to go out with all that stuff on you—’

‘Props,’ interrupted the girl nonchalantly. ‘You don’t suppose I’d run around with twenty thousand pounds’ worth of property, do you, Billy? What do you want?’

The last brusquely. He ignored the question.

‘Who is the innocent victim?’ he asked, and she smiled.

‘He’s a young fellow from the Midlands; his father has ten mills or something. They are so rich that they don’t know what to do with their money. What did you want to see me about, Billy? — this fellow will be here in a minute.’

Mr. Leicester Crewe took from his pocket a notecase. Out of this he drew a card. It was the size of a lady’s visiting card and bore no name. Stamped on the centre and in red ink was a curious design — the figure of a feathered serpent. Beneath were the words:

‘Lest You Forget.’

‘What’s this — a puzzle?’ she asked, frowning. ‘What is it — a snake with feathers…?’

Mr. Crewe nodded.

‘The first one came by post a week ago — this one came this morning. I found it on my dressing-table when I got up.’

She stared at him.

‘Well, what is it — an advertisement?’ she asked curiously.

Leicester Crewe shook his head.

‘“Lest you forget”,’ he read the line again. ‘I’ve got an idea this is a sort of warning — you didn’t send it for a joke!’

‘Me!’ she scoffed. ‘What sort of a fool am I? Think I’ve got nothing better to do than play monkey tricks? And what do you mean by “warning”?’

Crewe scratched his chin thoughtfully.

‘I don’t know…it kind of gave me a start—’

Ella laughed shrilly.

‘Is that
 what you came round for? Well, Billy, you can hop! I’ve got to meet this boy—’

Ella stopped talking abruptly. She had opened her little gold bag and was searching for a handkerchief, and he saw her face change. When her fingers came from the bag they were holding an oblong strip of cardboard — an exact replica of that which he held in his hand.

‘What’s the idea?’

She was scowling at him suspiciously.

Crewe snatched the card from her. There was the sign of the Feathered Serpent, and no word other than the inscription beneath.

‘It wasn’t in there when I came into the theatre,’ she said angrily, and rang the bell.

One of the dressers came.

‘Who put this in my bag?’ demanded Ella. ‘Come on — I want to know who’s the joker. Either one or both of you are going to get the sack tonight.’

The dresser protested her innocence, and the second woman, called to explain, could offer no solution.

‘I can’t fire them because they’re useful,’ said Ella when they had been dismissed; ‘and anyway, it’s nothing to lose my head about. I suppose it’s an ad. for a film, and we’ll see the placards plastered all over London next week. Billy, my boy’s waiting.’ With a flourishing farewell she was gone.

She had supper at the Café de Rheims, a dancing floor surrounded by expensive menus and London’s latest rendezvous. The dull young wool merchant who had escorted her would have seen her home at two o’clock in the morning, but Ella had a perverted sense of propriety and declined his escort. She rented a small and beautiful house in St. John’s Wood, 904, Acacia Road, and, like most of its fellows, it was approached by way of a door set in a high garden wall. Beyond, a flagged and glass-covered pathway led to the front door proper.

She said good night to the chauffeur, passed through and closed the outer door. One glance up at her lighted window told her that her maid was waiting for her, and she took two steps towards the door…

‘If you scream, I’ll choke you!’

The words were hissed in her ear, and she stood paralysed with fear and horror. Out of the dark bushes that fringed the path a black figure had emerged, tall, broad-shouldered, menacing.’

She could not see the face half covered with a black handkerchief, but, staring past him, she saw a second shape, and her knees gave beneath her.

She opened her mouth to scream, but a big hand closed on her face.

‘…d’ye hear? I’ll throttle you if you make a noise!’

Then everything went dark. Ella Creed, who had simulated faintness so often, had genuinely fainted for the first time in her life.

When she came to her senses, she found herself propped against her own front door. The men had disappeared, and with them her emerald bar and pearls. It would have been a commonplace holdup but for the card which she found hanging about her neck, attached by a piece of string. And the card bore the symbol of the Feathered Serpent.
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‘Fortunately, Miss Ella Creed was not wearing her jewels, but a very clever imitation of them, so the miscreants gained nothing by the outrage. The police have in hand the card with its crude drawing of a Feathered Serpent, and developments are hourly expected.’

‘That’s the story,’ said the news editor, with the complacency which is particularly characteristic of news editors when they send their subordinates to impossible tasks. ‘The feathered snake makes the robbery peculiarly interesting, and brings it into the realms of the sensational novelist.’

‘Then why don’t you hire a sensational novelist to go out and get the story?’ demanded Peter, wrinkling his nose.

He was a tall, untidy young man, with a slight stoop. When his hair was brushed, and he adopted, complainingly, the dress suit, the wearing of which is vital to certain kinds of work, he was singularly goodlooking. Nobody had told him so: he would have brained them if they had. They said of him on the Post-Courier
 that he loved crime for crime’s sake, and that his idea of heaven was to wear plus-fours seven days a week, and spend eternity investigating picturesque murders.

‘This is storybook stuff and doesn’t belong to the pages of a respectable newspaper,’ he said indignantly. ‘Feathered serpent be — blowed! I’ll bet you this Creed woman has worked up the stunt for publicity purposes. Ella Creed would jump out of a balloon to get free publicity.’

‘Has she ever jumped out of a balloon?’ asked the unimaginative news editor, momentarily interested.

‘No,’ said Peter loudly. ‘She may have said she has, but Ella has done nothing more heroic than to eat oysters on the first of September. Honestly, Parsons, can’t you give this to the theatrical correspondent? He could spread himself—’

Mr. Parsons pointed awfully to the door, and Peter, who was an experienced journalist and knew just how far a news editor can be baited with safety, slouched back to the reporters’ room and moaned his misery to his sympathetic fellows.

On one point he was satisfied: no serpent, feathered or bare, would make him break his engagement. He could only hope that the same ruthless determination was present in the heart of the other party to the contract. Whatever misgivings he had upon this matter were, however, without cause.

When convention and instinct pull different ways, and the subject of the opposing influences is twenty-one and capable, convention is the loser. By most standards, tearoom acquaintances between perfect strangers are attended with certain risks, and ‘May I pass you the sugar?’ is a wholly inadequate substitute for a formal introduction.

And yet, mused Daphne Olroyd, making a leisurely progress towards the cosy lounge of the Astoria Hotel in the grey of a November afternoon, formal introductions carry with them no guarantee of behaviour. And she was quite sure of Mr. Peter Dewin: much more sure than she was of Leicester Crewe or that redfaced and leering friend of his.

Whether she was cheapened or not by her acceptance of Peter Dewin’s attention did not trouble her. She had her own code of values, and the imponderable sense of understanding which told her that the tall young man with the untidy hair thought no less of her because, almost unhesitatingly, she accepted his invitation to tea in a public place.

Peter Dewin was standing square in the middle of the palm court, looking anxiously at the revolving door, when she came in.

‘I’ve got a table as far from the infernal band as I could get — do you like hotel orchestras or do you prefer music?’

He led the way to a corner table, firing over his shoulder comments on things and people that would have embarrassed her if she had not been amused.

‘Everybody comes here on Saturday afternoon…no charge for admission…that man over there with the horrible waistcoat is a cardsharp — only just got back from New York.

He had a trick of emphasising little points with elaborate gestures; she seemed to be walking behind a human semaphore. ‘Here we are — take the low chair — sorry.’

There was nothing furtive about Mr. Peter Dewin. Everybody in the palm court was aware of his presence, even though they might guess wildly at his identity. The waiter knew him, the floor manager knew him, the hall porter knew him. Nobody else mattered.

Daphne learnt of his profession now for the first time, and was interested. Newspaper folk had a mystery for her.

‘What do you report?’ she asked.

‘Crime mostly — murders and things,’ he said vaguely, as he fitted a pair of horn-rimmed spectacles to his nose and solemnly surveyed the company. ‘When crime is slack — royal weddings, important funerals. I’ve even sunk to the depths of covering a debate in the House of Commons. Dash these glasses, I can’t see anything!’

‘Why do you wear them?’ she demanded, astonished.

‘I don’t,’ he said calmly as he took them off. ‘They belong to a fellow at the office. I collected ’em from an optician.’

He looked round at his companion and surveyed her critically. She did not grow uncomfortable under his scrutiny: she had a sense of humour.

‘Well?’ She awaited an outspoken verdict.

‘You’re awfully pretty — I suppose lovely is a better word,’ he said unemotionally. ‘I knew that when I first met you, of course. I never dreamt that you’d turn up to-day. Was I fresh in the teashop? People think I’m fresh when I’m only interested.’

‘No, I didn’t think you were fresh,’ she smiled faintly. ‘I thought you were — unusual!’

‘I am,’ he interrupted promptly. ‘I never make love to girls; you lose a lot of fun if you make love to girls just because they’re girls. You understand that? You miss their humanity and character — you throw away the apple for the sake of the core. That sounds silly, but it isn’t. I’m never wholly absurd.’

The waiter came and deposited divers pots and cups. ‘You’re Crewe’s secretary, aren’t you?’

She was staggered by the question.

‘I saw you once — I came up to interview him about something. I didn’t remember that till this morning. One piece of sugar, please.’ He stirred his tea and frowned.

‘The older novelists explained why beautiful young ladies occupied humble positions by a bank failure or a gambling father. There have been no bank failures lately.’

‘And my poor father didn’t gamble,’ she smiled. ‘I am of the middle class and in my proper sphere.’

He was pleased at this.

‘Good. I hate people who’ve come down in the world. Do you know that woman over there? — she’s looking at you.’

Daphne turned her head.

‘Mrs. Paula Staines,’ she said. ‘She’s a sort of cousin to Mr. Crewe.’

Peter surveyed the well-dressed lady; she was too far away for him to see her face distinctly.

‘Do you like that ménage?
 he asked abruptly.

‘Mr. Crewe’s?’ She hesitated. ‘No — not very much. I am trying to get another position, though I don’t imagine that I shall be successful.’

He looked at her sharply.

‘Funny, is he? Crewe, I mean. He hasn’t the best of reputations. I think that you’d be well out of it. Crewe made his money queerly. It came with a rush, and nobody knows how the money-slide started.’

She laughed.

‘Are you very much interested in him, or is this only an extract from—’

‘My encyclopaedic brain,’ he finished the sentence. ‘No; I’m interested in him. I’m a crime reporter with a fantastic mind. I have seven theories about Crewe and none of ’em fits. Eat your darned bun!’

Daphne obeyed meekly.

‘I’ve got to go along and give a thousand pounds’ worth of free publicity to a lady who has lost ten pounds’ worth of jewellery—’

‘Not Miss Ella Creed?’ asked Daphne in surprise. ‘The girl who was attacked in her garden?’

‘Do you know her?’ he asked.

I’ve seen her. She sometimes comes to the house. Only Mr. Crewe was rather concerned about the robbery. He had had one of those Feathered Serpent cards the day Miss Creed was robbed. And he was rather worried about it.’

Peter looked at the girl thoughtfully.

‘I don’t believe there is anything in it,’ he said at last. ‘The idea has been pinched from—’ He named a novelist whom she knew in a dim way as a writer of bizarre stories. ‘Thieves are incapable of doing this sort of thing in real life. That “last warning” stuff is bunk, and I refuse to be thrilled. Where are you going?’ he asked her abruptly.

She laughed aloud at the question.

‘On an even greater adventure,’ she answered. ‘I’m going after a new job — and I haven’t a ghost of a chance of getting it!’

He left her before the busy doorway of the hotel, and took a leisurely route to the Orpheum. At so early an hour he did not imagine that the leading lady would have arrived at the theatre, and he looked forward to a dreary wait; it was a pleasant shock to learn that she was in her dressing-room and would see him.

Miss Ella Creed had evidently just come in, for she was in her street clothes, and her fur wrap still hung about her shoulders. It was the first time Peter had met her, though her companion was well enough known to him.

Joe Farmer was a familiar figure in London. A coarse, stocky man, with a red, bloated face and an ineffable air of prosperity, he was famous principally as a promoter of boxing contests and the proprietor of a chain of public-houses that ran at intervals from Tidal Basin to Kew. He ran one or two horses that were trained in Berkshire; and if his reputation was not of the most savoury kind, he enjoyed a certain frowsy approval which passed for popularity. His big, fat hands glittered like a jeweller’s window; he had a weakness for brilliant stones, and a large diamond sparkled in a cravat which would not have escaped attention even had it been unadorned.

He gave Peter a friendly grin and held out one of his big, moist hands.

‘This is the very feller you ought to see,’ he said. He had a deep, husky voice, and seemed to be suffering from an incurable attack of laryngitis. ‘This is the boy! Sit down, Peter, old son. Let me introduce yer, Ella. Mr. Peter Derwent—’

‘Dewin, my poor Bacchus,’ said Peter wearily. ‘D-e-w-i-n.’ Joe Farmer chuckled huskily.

‘He’s “Peter” to me. Are you coming to see my fight at the Big Hall?’

‘Never mind about fights,’ snapped Ella viciously. And then to Peter: ‘Are you a reporter? I suppose you’ve come about that disgusting attack that was made on me last night. I must say I was never so frightened in my life.’

She spoke rapidly, and her speech was as unpunctuated as a legal document.

‘It’s a very good thing for me I hadn’t got my real jewellery on. Naturally a lady can’t afford to go round wearing ten or twenty thousand pounds’ worth of pearls, as you can quite understand, Mr. What’s-your-name—’

‘Have you the card?’ interrupted Peter.

She opened her bag and took out a rather grimy-looking piece of pasteboard, attached to which was a string.

‘That’s what they found round my neck when I come to,’ she said. ‘What I’d like you to put in the paper is this: I never lost my presence of mind. If I hadn’t been stunned—’

‘Did they hit you?’ asked Peter.

She hesitated. The desire for publicity was tempered by the knowledge that she had already made a very exact and truthful statement to the police.

‘Stunned in a manner of speaking,’ she said. ‘To be perfectly honest, I fainted.’

‘You wouldn’t recognise any of the men again?’

She shook her head.

‘No, it was quite dark. Usually my chauffeur waits till I’ve gone inside the house. But like a fool — very indiscreetly — I told him he could go, and that’s what happened!’

Peter examined the card with the Feathered Serpent.

‘Do you think anybody is playing a joke on you?’ he asked. She brindled at this.

‘Joke?’ she asked shrilly. ‘Do you imagine my friends would play that kind of a joke? No, these men were after the jewels, and I wish I could have seen their faces when they found they’d got “props”!’

She explained unnecessarily that ‘props’ was a theatrical term indicating imitation jewellery in this case.

Peter heard for the first time the story of the card which had been found in her bag the previous night, and had confirmation — not that he required such — of Daphne Olroyd’s story.

‘The curious thing is,’ said Miss Creed in her breathless, staccato way, ‘that my friend, Mr. Leicester Crewe, the well-known stockbroker, also had a card, and—’

‘So did I,’ Joe Farmer broke in, his face one long grin. ‘Say, what do you think of that! Pulling that old stuff on this baby!’

Joe, in his dealings with American boxers, had acquired what he fondly believed to be an East-side vocabulary.

‘And listen, Peter — I think I’ve got a big story for you, one of the biggest—’

‘Oh, shut up!’ said Miss Ella, sharply if inelegantly. ‘We don’t want to go into that, Joe.’

So violent was she that evidently she thought it was necessary to offer an explanation.

‘Mr. Farmer thinks it’s a certain person who’s always had a grudge against him and me, but the person is dead, so it can’t possibly be him
 .’

The glance she gave to the redfaced man was full of meaning. ‘The least said, soonest mended.’

‘He may be dead and he may be alive,’ said Joe carefully. ‘But I’ve got my own ideas and I’m going to work on ’em — get that! Nobody can put one over on me without a come-back. I’m that kind of guy — I can be led, but I can’t be pushed, see? If people treat me right I’ll treat them right—’

‘Will you shut up?’ This time Miss Ella Creed was really angry, and the promoter of fights relapsed obediently into silence.

There was not much new that Peter could learn, and he went back to his office a little puzzled, and to no small degree annoyed. He met the news editor in the vestibule of the office, on his way home.

‘There is something in this card stuff,’ insisted Parsons. ‘And, Peter, I’ve been thinking since you left. The Feathered Serpent has a peculiar meaning. I went into the library and looked him up in the encyclopaedia. He’s one of the gods of the old Aztec people. Why don’t you go along and see Beale?’

‘Who is Beale?’ asked Peter, and the news editor groaned. For this was Peter Dewin’s weakness, that he was totally unacquainted with any save picturesque criminals, past and present.

‘Mr. Gregory Beale is an archaeologist,’ said the news editor patiently. ‘He is also a millionaire. He has just returned from searching for the buried cities of the Mayas; in fact, he got in this evening. I sent a man down to Waterloo to get a story from him, but the darned fool missed him. You’ll find his name in the phone directory, and he may give you a good line to the Feathered Serpent.’

He passed out of the building with a cheery good night, and Peter was halfway up the first flight of stairs when the news editor returned and called him back.

‘While you’re talking to him you might ask him whether slumland has improved since he went away. He used to be a whale for social reform.’

‘If he only came back to-day—’ began Peter.

‘That’s all to the good,’ replied Mr. Parsons. ‘Invite yourself to accompany him on a trip through the East End. You might get a good column out of it.’

Peter continued his ascent, thoroughly unhappy.
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London did not hang out its flags on the return to civilisation of Mr. Gregory Beale, though it had in its past done greater honour to lesser men.

He had been a ‘story’ to newspapers in the days when his chief hobby was the study of the poor and his joy was to dwell in the slums of dockland, a wild-looking Haroun al-Raschid who distributed immense sums to struggling families. None knew this untidily bearded man with the flaming red tie as Gregory Beale, a millionaire twice over. He had a dozen names, changed his address from week to week. Now he would be lodging in Limehouse, now in Poplar. Victoria Docks had known him and East Ham. Then philanthropy bored him — or perhaps he was disillusioned. He went back to his study of the older American civilisations. One day, that section of London which was interested in his movements learnt that he had gone to the Brazils, leading an expedition into the primeval forests. Even this small segment of society did no more than yawn and say that a man with his money should have married twenty years ago. And they forgot him; for he was a man without past connections and a Fabian Socialist. Red neckties, shaggy whiskers and fiery convictions are very wearying to ladies and gentlemen who find their happiness in the belief that the world revolves once in twentyfour hours as a direct consequence of stable government.

Six years after his lawyer took charge of his affairs, the boat express glided slowly into Waterloo station. The line of porters which fringed the platform broke into inconsiderable sections, finally dissolved and was engulfed in the crowd that first surged forward and then, like a colony of ants disturbed in their labours, came into confused and frantic movement.

There were no friends to meet Mr. Gregory Beale, or enthuse upon his lean fitness and the nut-brown shade of his thin face, or smile a response to the good-humour in his bright blue eyes. None to remark upon the obvious fact that he was greyer than he had been when he left London six years before.

John, the middle-aged footman who came shouldering through the crowd to take his employer’s suitcase, was too well trained a servant to offer comment upon this evidence of Mr. Beale’s strenuous exertions in the cause of science, even if he had any but a dim idea of what Mr. Beale looked like when he went away.

‘You’re John Collitt?’ said Mr. Beale pleasantly.

‘Yes, sir — hope you had a good voyage, sir?’

‘Very.’

He stood, a dapper figure of a man, whilst the highly polished door of a highly polished limousine was opened for him.

‘No, my baggage is being handled by the agency. Home, please.’

He sank back into the springy depths of the seat and watched with eager, almost boyish, interest the common sights that he would have passed unnoticed six (or was it a hundred?) years before. Just little cameos revealed in the uncertain light of street lamps and softened into nocturnal shades by the gathering fog. A man pushing a barrow of rosy apples, a line of brilliantly lighted street cars stretching down the Westminster Bridge Road, the voices of the newsboys yelling their extras, the big illuminated clock towering above the Houses of Parliament and the green of the Park.

Mr. Beale drew a long breath and something sweet and painful gripped at his heart. Home! London was the grey mother and wife that welcomed him — its very indifference to his presence, the immensity which absorbed him as sand would absorb a drop of water, were precious and friendly insults.

The car ran swiftly through the darkness of the Park and into the Brompton Road, turned left and stopped before a large, handsome house that stood on a corner of a wide street. Instantly an oblong of yellow light showed in the gloom as the house door opened and a stout and bald butler came nimbly down the steps.

‘Welcome home, Mr. Beale.’

Bassey’s voice sounded husky. Was it emotion or age or a cold, Gregory Beale wondered.

‘Thank you, Bassey.’

The butler preceded him up the steps; there was something of ceremony in his officiousness. Standing aside to let his master pass.

‘There’s a young lady in the library, sir. I didn’t quite know what to say to her. She says she’s come in answer to an advertisement, but I told her that you had only just arrived in England and you couldn’t have advertised—’

Gregory Beale shook his head smilingly.

‘It is possible to insert an advertisement even on the Amazon,’ he said. ‘Yes, I did advertise for a secretary. Ask the young lady to come in.’

Daphne Olroyd followed the butler into the long study, and met the scrutiny of as kindly a pair of blue eyes as she had ever seen in a man.

‘Will you sit down, Miss — er — ?’

‘Olroyd,’ she said, giving smile for smile. ‘I am afraid I have called at an inconvenient time. I didn’t know that you had just returned from America.’

‘You are with the majority,’ he answered, twinkling. ‘In this great town I am not sufficiently important to have my comings and goings chronicled. You had a wire telling you to call? Good! That was from Mr. Nunn, my lawyer — he has dealt with the correspondence. Apparently the salary I offered was sufficiently generous to ensure a very considerable response.’

Was it imagination on her part, or did she detect a hint of disappointment in his manner and voice? Her heart sank at the thought. She had seen the advertisement by the oddest chance: some unknown friend had cut it out and sent it to her, and she had applied without any great hope that she would be successful in obtaining a post which carried a salary of seven hundred and fifty pounds a year. And then the thrilling telegram had come.

‘I think I fulfil most of your requirements,’ she said, quick to anticipate any objection he might offer. ‘My speed is good; my French, I believe, is excellent—’

‘Yes, yes!’ He raised his hand reassuringly. ‘Yes — er — I’m sure. Where are you working now?’

She told him. Evidently the name of Leicester Crewe conveyed nothing. He asked her why she wanted to change employers, and she hesitated.

‘The salary is a big inducement, of course — but I want a change.’ He nodded, and was silent for a long time.

‘Very good,’ he said at last, and then to her joy: ‘You can have the position: when can you start?’

She went out of the house with a step as light as her heart. As she turned to walk quickly through the gloomy street to the main road, a man who had been watching her from the moment she left the Astoria Hotel, crossed the road noiselessly and followed on her trail. His rubber-soled shoes made no sound; she was unaware that she was being followed until, turning a corner, she looked back and saw the dim shape looming through the fog.

Her first instinct was to run, her second to turn and wait for him to pass. But he had stopped too! One moment he was in sight, the next he had vanished in the fog, and she saw the reason.

A little ahead and walking towards her was a caped and helmeted policeman — and the servants of the Feathered Serpent avoided contact with the police.
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There were unkind people who said that Mr. Leicester Crewe had found his name in a timetable. There were some who had a dim recollection of him in those down-at-heel days when he was one of the dingy crowd of hangers-on to the kerb-market, an object of suspicion in City police circles. In those days he was just plain ‘Billy,’ rather a flashily dressed man with no considerable capital, but with an uncanny knowledge of mining stocks.

Mr. Crewe was musing on those kerb days, the narrow streets behind buildings, the everlasting drizzle of rain, the yellow nimbus of street lamps showing through the fog, and hurrying bareheaded clerks.

He winced at the thought of it, and gazed gloomily round the handsome library of the house to which fate and circumstances had brought him. How long would he command this state? Was there some deadly significance in this Serpent fooling?

The hour was six o’clock on the evening which had followed Daphne Olroyd’s visit to her new employer. As yet Mr. Crewe was unaware of the impending change in his household staff. He had come home earlier by reason of a rather important engagement. His mind was on this when he unlocked the wall safe and took out a dirty sheet of notepaper covered, uncouthly, with ill-spelt words in pencil. He read and folded the letter, putting it into his waistcoat pocket as his footman came in to replenish the fire.

‘The man has not come?’

‘No, sir.’

Mr. Crewe pursed his lips thoughtfully.

‘You will bring him at once to me,’ he said. ‘I don’t want you to let him out of your sight. He is an exconvict I once knew — um — before he went to the devil.’

‘Very good, sir.’

Ten minutes passed; the silvery chimes of the little clock on the mantelpiece struck the half-hour. Mechanically and unnecessarily Mr. Crewe looked at his watch, and as he did so the door opened and Thomas ushered in the visitor, a bald little man, shabbily dressed, his broken boots bravely polished. A round-faced old cherub he might have been but for certain wound marks on his unshaven cheek and a certain inherent suspicion in his pale eyes.

‘Hugg, sir — Harry Hugg,’ huskily he introduced himself.

Mr. Crewe nodded for the footman to go, and, when the door was closed:

‘I had a letter from you two months ago,’ he said. ‘I did not answer it then, because I could not recall the man. Something has recently happened which — er — has made it necessary to get into touch with you. I now remember Lane — was that his name?’

Again Mr. Hugg nodded. He drooped deferentially in the middle of the room. Mr. Crewe did not ask him to sit down: there was no chair for this bedraggled creature.

‘Lane — William Lane. Got seven for passin’ slush—’

‘“Slush?”’

‘Forged notes. They caught him in the ‘ouse with the plant. He got seven — his first offence too. Old Battersby always gave seven — he didn’t know any sentence lighter.’

Thus he libelled an innocent judge, now gathered to his fathers.

‘A very quiet feller — Lane. Him an’ me was in the same Hall at Dartmoor. They call ’em “wards” — I don’t know why. Funny thing, he was never sick or sorry all the time he was servin’. Me and him went into “stir” on the same day. I got mine for bustin’ a house down at Wimbledon. An’ we both come out together.’

‘Did he mention my name?’

Hugg shook his head.

‘No, sir, never mentioned nothin’. We got to London, an’ I had some relations at Reading, so I asked him to come down with me — him havin’ no home. When we got to Reading I found my friends had moved, so we went on to Newbury — by road. He died at Thatcham — dropped dead on the road.’

He fumbled inside his pocket and produced a strip of paper. Mr. Crewe took it from him gingerly. It was an official document certifying the death of William Lane of no address.

‘It’s funny — but just before he died, when we was walkin’ along the road, he says to me: ‘Harry — if anything happens to me, go an’ find Leicester Crewe an’ tell him not to forget the — what was the expression? Feathered Serpent, that’s it!’

Mr. Crewe blinked twice.

‘Feathered Serpent?’ he breathed. ‘You — you are sure?’

Harry Hugg nodded.

‘Took me a long time to remember that — me not bein’ a scholar.’

‘And that was all he said? Nothing about — anybody else?’

‘No, sir— “Tell him not to forget the Feathered Serpent.”’

The phrase meant nothing to him — it was absolute gibberish. Never before in his life had he heard of serpents, feathered or otherwise. His heart was beating a little more quickly — then there was an association between the dead William Lane and these fantastical warnings…

‘When you didn’t answer my letter I thought poor old Lane must have been delirious,’ Hugg went on, turning his cap in his hands mechanically. ‘I was very fond of old Lane — he saved my life in the prison horspital: I’d ha’ been dead if it hadn’t been for him.’

‘And now he’s dead.’ Mr. Crewe broke his silence jerkily. ‘You’re sure — you knew him?’

‘Knew him!’ Scornfully. ‘As well as I know my right hand. He was never out of my sight till they buried him.’

‘And he’s dead — did he leave any relations?’

Hugg shook his head.

‘I never heard of ‘em. That Feathered Serpent — it’s been worryin’ me. But he was so serious when he told me — not like a daft man at all.’

Mr. Crewe walked up and down the room, his chin on his breast. These cards with their crude rubber stamp impressions no longer belonged to the category of practical jokes. The attack on Ella had a deep and sinister meaning. Suppose Lane were alive, against whom would he act? Who but Ella and Paula Staines and Joe Farmer — and himself!

He wriggled his shoulders impatiently and turned a look of deepest suspicion on the exconvict.

‘He said nothing else? He didn’t stuff you and your gang with a lot of lies about me, eh? Listen, Hugg, I’ll pay good money for the truth. Now let’s have it. What was the yarn he told you in Dartmoor?’

But Hugg’s face was blank as he shook his head.

‘Tell us, sir? What could he squeak about a gen’leman like you? Besides, sir, he was an educated man, not like me an’ the other old stiffs. He wouldn’t talk to the likes of us.’

Crewe had taken his notecase from his pocket and was displaying carelessly the edges of many banknotes.

‘If a hundred is any good to you—’

Mr. Hugg smiled painfully.

‘That’d be a life-saver; but I can’t make things up — wish I could.’

Leicester skinned two notes and passed them to the man. He felt he was telling the truth — that Lane was dead — but the Feathered Serpents…?

‘Here’s twenty. You needn’t come back for any more, because you won’t get it.’

The little man seized the money eagerly.

‘I’ve got your address,’ Crewe went on. ‘If you change it let me know. I will keep the death certificate. I may run across another Leicester Crewe who will be — interested.’

The little man’s eyes shone as he took the notes: evidently here was a result of his visit which he did not anticipate. As Mr. Crewe rang the bell for the footman, he took a step forward.

‘This Lane was a good feller.’ There was a note which was almost defiant in his voice. ‘He saved my life at Dartmoor—’

‘Yes, yes,’ impatiently as Thomas appeared in the doorway. ‘Very interesting — goodbye!’

Harry Hugg shuffled out of the room, saying incoherent and disjointed things.

So that was that. Leicester Crewe straightened himself as though a load had been lifted from his shoulders. For a quarter of an hour he stood looking into the fire, his mind revolving about the dead William Lane, and at the end of that time the one ghost that had haunted the past years was laid for good.

He took up an onyx bellpush attached to a flexible silk cord, gazed at the thing reflectively as it lay in the palm of his big hand, then pressed the ivory button. When Daphne Olroyd came into the beautiful room, with its white wood panelling and concealed lights, she found Mr. Crewe with his back to the stone fireplace, a quill toothpick clenched between his teeth, and a look of gloomy brooding upon his face.

He looked round at her absently as though only dimly aware of her presence. There is a degree of prettiness which merges to sheer beauty; and Leicester, who had adopted the jargon of his day, had once called her ‘divine’ without eliciting either gratification or enthusiasm from the object of his praise. All the attributes of divinity which a faultless skin, big grave eyes and supple body can give to a woman, she had. Her hair was brown, with a fleet glint of gold in it, and Mr. Crewe might rhapsodise upon her hands if he rhapsodised upon anything. But he was a man without any great power of expression, and his mind was too fully occupied with his project to remark certain signs and symptoms of her disapproval which would have been clear enough to another man.

He lifted his head with a jerk.

‘You’ve thought that matter over, Miss Olroyd? The matter which was detaining me is now satisfactorily—’ he paused, groping for a word, and came to the obvious ‘settled.’

‘I have planned to leave London on the fourteenth of this month. We go to Capri for a few weeks, and then I thought of working down to Constantinople—’

‘You will have to get another secretary, Mr. Crewe,’ she interrupted quietly.

His lips curled up in a smile, though he was not amused.

‘That is ridiculous and old-fashioned — good God, you’re living in 1925, Miss Olroyd! Why, there are hundreds of men who take their private secretaries abroad!’

‘So I’ve heard,’ she answered, dryly enough. ‘But it doesn’t appeal to me.’

He made an impatient little clucking noise and blinked down at her. There was something very birdlike about Leicester Crewe, a tough, gaunt bird that was something between eagle and vulture. She always thought of him in this way.

‘Stuff and nonsense!’ he said loudly. ‘Mrs. Paula Staines is coming with us.’

And she smiled before she realised how offensive she was being. ‘Even that does not make any difference, Mr. Crewe,’ she said. He murmured something about her salary being increased, and named a handsome sum, but she shook her head.

‘It isn’t the life I want,’ she said. ‘In fact, I wanted to tell you that I have secured another post.’

Leicester Crewe’s nose wrinkled angrily, but he checked whatever unpleasant thing rose to his lips, and it was in the mildest of tones that he answered.

‘I’m sorry to hear that — who is the fortunate employer?’ When she told him, he was no wiser.

‘Thank you, that will do,’ and she made a glad escape.

He was pacing up and down the room, his hands in his pockets, when the door opened and a woman came in. She was something over thirty, tall, well made, a little less slim than she had been when he first met her, and carefully beautiful. Whatever art could do for her attractions had been done well. Paris had contributed her plain dress, the pseudo-simplicity of which was its grossest extravagance.

Paula Staines walked to the fireplace and spread out her gloved hands to the blaze.

‘I saw your secretary in the hall. She did not appear as delighted with the prospect as I should have expected.’

‘She refused to go,’ growled Leicester, and Paula Staines laughed softly.

‘I never thought she was a fool,’ she said. And then, abruptly: ‘Why don’t you marry her?’

He stared at her.

‘Who’s being a fool now, eh?’ he demanded roughly. ‘What’s the idea? Do you want to hold that over me…bigamy?’

She laughed again.

‘You’ve got quite law-abiding since you moved to Belgrave Square,’ she said. ‘I suppose it’s the atmosphere. Bigamy! I’ve known the time when a little thing like that would have made no difference to you, Billy.’

And then her tone changed; she came back to the table where he had seated himself.

‘Billy, I’m getting frightened.’

He stared at her in astonishment.

‘Frightened? What about?’

She did not answer for a moment, but stood biting her lips, her grave eyes fixed on his.

‘Did Ella tell you that the house had been searched before she arrived? Everything in her private safe taken out, examined and put back.’

Mr. Crewe’s jaw dropped.

‘I don’t understand. Why? Wasn’t it worth taking?’

She shook her head.

‘It wasn’t that. Those fake pearls and the emerald bar they took were a blind. They were looking for something else — and they found it!’

He walked to the door, opened it and looked out, then, closing it again, came slowly back to her.

‘I don’t get this mystery,’ he said. ‘What was Mr. Feathered Serpent looking for?’

‘Ella’s signet ring,’ was the reply, and the answer sent the blood from his face.

‘The…the signet ring?’ he stammered. ‘They got it? Why didn’t Ella tell the police?’

Her faint smile was charged with scorn.

‘Could she?’ she asked contemptuously. ‘No, Ella is a wise girl. Shall I tell you something, Billy? If the pearls and the emeralds had been real, they would have been returned. The man who burgled Ella’s flat was William Lane!’

His loud laugh startled her.

‘Then he did it from hell,’ he said brutally, ‘for William Lane died two months ago, and I have his death certificate in my pocket!’

He took out a dirty slip of paper and passed it to the woman. She read it word for word.

‘I had this from an old convict who was with him when he died. It’s a fake, this Feathered Serpent business,’ Leicester Crewe went on, ‘and I don’t believe the yarn about the signet ring — Ella’s a born liar. She’d do anything for a sensation.’

‘Why didn’t she tell the reporters that?’ Paula challenged, and shook her head. ‘No, my boy, Ella’s scared sick.’ She glanced at the paper again, and heaved a long, worried sigh. ‘That settles William,’ she said grimly.

As she spoke, a telephone buzzer sounded in a corner of the room, and Crewe lifted up the instrument. At first so rapidly did the caller speak that he could make neither head nor tail of his communication or guess his identity.

‘Who is it?’ he demanded impatiently.

‘Joe — Joe Farmer. I want to see you right away. I’ve found something! Is Paula with you?’

‘Yes,’ said Crewe. ‘What have you found?’

‘The Feathered Serpent,’ was the surprising reply. ‘I’ve unravelled the mystery, Billy! You trust Joe, eh?…Always got his eyes open.’

‘Where are you speaking from?’ asked Crewe sharply.

‘Tidal Basin…the old spot, eh? I came down here to make a few inquiries. Say, Billy, I’ve got these reporter guys skinned to death! Just hang on and wait for me: I’ll be with you in twenty minutes.’

Crewe heard the click of the receiver as it was hung up, and passed the gist of the conversation to the girl.

‘Joe!’ scoffed Crewe, but she shook her head.

‘Don’t despise Joe — you haven’t forgotten that in the old days he was the “finder” of our little party?’

Leicester Crewe made no reply to this. She saw he was more troubled than he admitted.

‘If I thought—’ he began.

‘If you thought what? If you thought there was real danger, you’d get out.’ A faint smile played on her carmine lips. ‘Billy, you haven’t changed very much, have you? I’d like to bet you’re all ready for a getaway.’

Instinctively his eyes went to the little wall safe, and she laughed aloud.

‘Money, passport, everything!’ she mocked. ‘What a quitter you are!’

‘It isn’t the Feathered Serpent or any rubbish like that,’ he protested gruffly. ‘Only I’ve had a feeling lately, ever since I had the letter from this lag, that there was going to be trouble.’

‘Ever since William Lane was due for release,’ she interpreted his thoughts only too accurately. ‘But I’ve never worried about William. In the first place, he wasn’t likely to discover us, and in the second place, that kind of weakling doesn’t kick back. And suppose he knew where we were, what could he do?’

Leicester was not prepared to answer that question, but the match that he held to her cigarette trembled a little.

‘You’re getting soft, Billy, and you’re worrying yourself over nothing. If you cleared out tonight, I should stay on, just to see what happens. I’m a curious woman.’

‘You’re a fool,’ he said irritably, and relapsed into a long silence.

They watched the slow-moving hands of the clock…Paula’s cigarette was burnt to an end and replaced by another. A quarter of an hour, twenty minutes, half an hour passed, and then they heard in the quiet street the whine of a car and the squeak of its brakes. Leicester drew aside the curtains and peered out into the fog. He saw the dim headlamps of the car before the door.

‘That’s Joe,’ he said. ‘I’d better let him in.’

He walked out into the dark hall and unfastened the front door gently. As he turned the latch, the door was pushed open, as though somebody were leaning and pushing against it. The latch slipped from his hand and the door opened with a crash, as a dark figure fell with a thud upon the carpet.

Looking past him, the startled man saw the car move off and disappear; and then he heard Paula’s voice behind him. ‘What is it?’ she asked. Her voice was thin with fear. ‘Switch on the lights,’ said Leicester Crewe, and the hall was suddenly illuminated.

Joe Farmer sprawled face down on the floor, his feet extending beyond the doorstep. In his hand he clutched a crumpled card.

Kneeling by his side, Leicester Crewe turned the figure on to its back, and met the wide, staring eyes of a dead man.

Whatever secret Joe Farmer had brought in such haste had passed with him when, from the darkness of the street, an unknown hand had shot him down.
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The man had been shot down like a dog from behind. Leicester looked at him, stared paralysed at the figure. Mechanically he drew from the hand the card it held…the Feathered Serpent!

As he fell, the man’s watch had shot from his pocket, and something else. Leicester Crewe gazed stupidly at a square, flat purse, that had a familiar appearance. What a fool Joe was! So he still carried that souvenir! Reaching over the prostrate figure, he retrieved the little leather case, and passed it behind him.

‘It’s very curious…heard no shot,’ he mumbled. ‘Take this, Paula…put it in the fire or something, before the police come.’

The purse was taken from his hand. He did not turn his head to see who his companion was; did not even realise, when he heard a soft, horrified voice say:

‘Shall I telephone for the police?…Is he hurt, Mr. Crewe?’ He blinked up at Daphne Olroyd.

‘Oh, you!’ he said dully.

And then he saw Paula sitting limply on a hall chair, her face white and haggard under the make-up.

‘Yes, please…telephone.’

Hurrying feet sounded on the stairs that led to the servants’ quarters; the footman came into the hall as Daphne went flying up the stairs to her own room. She was dressed for the street, and was on the point of departure when she had been an unwilling witness of the tragedy.

Calling the police station, she told her incoherent and disjointed story: something had happened which she imperfectly understood. She felt that the police sergeant at the other end of the line must have thought she was mad. And then she remembered the untidy young journalist, and after a moment’s hesitation searched the directory for the number of his newspaper. She heard herself switched through to the reporters’ room, and almost immediately Peter’s voice growled:

‘Hallo! What do you want? Who is it?’

She was not much more lucid in describing than she had been to the police…a dreadful thing has happened…I think the man is dead…he had a card in his hand. Do you remember the Feathered Serpent?’

‘Where are you speaking from?’ interrupted Peter quickly.

‘Mr. Crewe’s house. The man is called Farmer — I’m almost sure, but I didn’t see his face — it is horrible…!’

‘Is he dead?’ asked Peter. ‘He had a card, did he? The Feathered Serpent? I’ll come up right away.’

And then, in a panic, she remembered.

‘Please don’t tell Mr. Crewe that I told you about this!’

‘Trust me,’ said Peter’s buoyant voice.

She had never realised how joyous it could sound.

Then she heard her name called sharply, and ran down the stairs. ‘Paula has fainted — she’s in the library — look after her.’ Crewe’s voice was husky, his manner wild, he seemed on the point of collapse.

There was a little group about the stricken man. Apparently one of the footmen had some knowledge of first-aid, and he was examining the wound. She heard him say something about ‘through the heart,’ and shuddered as she ran into the library and closed the door behind her.

The woman was lying on the sofa, a pallid, limp figure. Daphne looked at her helplessly. She had never had to deal with fainting ladies, but she seemed to remember that one ought to put their heads between their knees, and this she did…gingerly. Whether it was her treatment, or whether Paula was on the point of recovery when Daphne arrived, she opened her eyes and looked strangely at the girl.

‘Joe’s killed,’ she said, and, covering her face with her hands, fell into a fit of hysterical weeping.

Afterwards, sorting out her nightmare memories, Daphne had an idea that she went in search of Crewe and called him into the room. His face was twitching nervously; his pale eyes wandered from the weeping Paula to the girl. For the moment he was incapable of definite thought or action.

‘You’d better get out,’ he said at last. ‘Go down through the servants’ entrance and get away through the mews. The police will be here in a few minutes—’

‘Couldn’t I be of any service?’

For some reason the question seemed to irritate him.

‘Service?’ he snarled. ‘What use are you?…I don’t want you around. And listen, Miss Olroyd: if the police ask you questions about whether Farmer was a frequent visitor here, you’re to tell them he wasn’t — do you understand? I’ve had business transactions with him naturally, because I am an investor, but he was no friend of mine — I never knew him until last year.’

And then he seemed to remember their previous conversation. ‘You’re leaving me, aren’t you? Well, you’d better leave at once. I’ll send you a cheque for your salary.

He almost hustled her out of the room, and she was in the foggy street before she even tried to find an explanation for his extraordinary anxiety.

A small crowd had gathered from heaven knew where at the foot of the steps, and as she came through the narrow thoroughfare which led from the mews, she saw the police tender dash up and half a dozen men tumble out. An ambulance followed almost immediately, and then came a taxi, and Peter Dewin jumped to the pavement before the machine had stopped. She called him by name and he turned.

‘Hallo! I was hoping you were out of the place. What happened?’

She told him as much as she knew. She had been upstairs in her little workroom, preparing to go home, when, as she had put the light out, she had seen a car drive up to the door. Her little office was above the hall, a small room next to one which was Mr. Crewe’s office proper. Immediately afterwards she had begun her descent of the stairs. The hall was in darkness and she had moved a little cautiously. Mr. Leicester Crewe was mean in little matters, and was something of a crank where electric light was concerned.

She had come to the hall as he opened the door, and she had heard the thud of a man falling. And then Mr. Crewe’s voice had asked for a light, and she had seen the sprawling figure lying on the floor.

‘Oh!’ she said suddenly.

‘What is it?’ he asked.

‘He gave me this purse — told me to put it in the fire or something. I think he thought I was Mrs. Staines. Will you give it to him?’

He took the flat purse from her hand and slipped it into his pocket. His cab was still waiting, as he was reminded by the driver. ‘You toddle home,’ said Peter. ‘Take my cab.’

And then he asked her where she lived. She had a small flat in a residential block near Baker Street, a place of street-singers and mechanical piano-players. Peter slipped some silver into the driver’s hand, gave him his instructions and came to the closed door of the taxi.

‘Do you mind if I come and see you tonight? Have you the inevitable aunt living with you?’

‘Not even the inevitable aunt,’ she said. ‘I am quite alone, and you can only call at the risk of my reputation.’

He thought at first she was serious, till she laughed.

‘Come by all means.’ And then: ‘I am keeping you from your work.’

He waited till the cab had turned slowly in the road and disappeared before he elbowed his way through the little crowd and ascended the stairs. He recognised the burly figure of Chief Inspector Clarke standing in the hallway, and apparently the recognition was mutual. The detective came out on to the steps.

‘I’ve nothing to give you yet, Dewin,’ he said. And then: ‘How did you hear about this? We’ve only just arrived.’

‘A little bird told me,’ said Peter. ‘Is he dead?’

Clarke nodded.

‘You’d better see me in the morning,’ and he said it in such a tone that Peter knew there was no use in arguing.

He already possessed, however, more information than the inspector imagined. He had that important end of a murder story, the name of the dead man. Moreover, he knew where he had lived. He had occupied a flat in Bloomsbury; Peter had been there several times, and was aware that Farmer lived alone except for an elderly woman who acted as housekeeper and cook and controlled the daily charwomen who were brought in to keep the apartments in order.

Now a newspaper man is as honourable an individual as one could hope to find, always providing he is not investigating a case of wilful murder. Peter’s intention, as a chance-found cab crawled through the fog eastward, was to reach the flat before the police, secure by hook or by crook a clue that would throw a light upon the crime; and to do this, he was prepared to sacrifice whatever reputation he had for honesty or straight dealing.

The housekeeper was an old acquaintance, and it was his good fortune to find her on the point of leaving the flat. She was going, she said, to the pictures. Mr. Farmer did not expect to be home until late. She added it was her night off.

‘That’s all right, Mrs. Curtin,’ said Peter easily. ‘I’ll wait for him.’

The aged Mrs. Curtin admitted him without a qualm. It was not unusual for Farmer’s friends to arrive before their host, and Peter was allowed privileges which were denied to other of Farmer’s friends.

He waited till the door closed on the old woman, and then he began a rapid search of the apartment. The flat consisted of four rooms and a kitchen opening from a narrow passage, which led to the microscopic hall and the front door. That nearest the kitchen was the diningroom, and yielded nothing but an added respect for the dead Farmer as a connoisseur of good wine. Next to this was the housekeeper’s room, which he did not attempt to investigate. The other two rooms were what was evidently Farmer’s bedroom, and what a more learned man would call his study, but which Joe Farmer had preferred to describe as his ‘den.’

It was the largest room in the flat, and was furnished expensively but in execrable taste. In one corner of the room, and in striking contrast to the gilt and silk brocades of furniture and hangings, was a plain pine desk with a roll top. This he tried and found locked. But plain pine desks with roll tops are built to a pattern, and the first of his keys that he tried turned the lock. He pushed up the sliding top and began a systematic investigation of the desk.

Though semi-illiterate, Farmer was a man of method. He found a thick wad of returns from his various saloons and other enterprises, neatly stacked in pigeonholes; there were also what were obviously private account books filled with the man’s sprawling writing; but what interested the reporter was a drawer which had evidently been built into the desk after its delivery. It was fastened with a patent lock, but by an amazing chance the key was fitted into the lock, and it almost seemed, from evidence which he afterwards discovered, that some time that day Joe Farmer had been examining the contents of the drawer.

He turned the key, pulled open the receptacle, and found it to be steel-lined with a hinged lid of the same metal. There was no lock to this, and, lifting the cover, he was surprised to find that the drawer contained only two folded papers. These he opened and examined.

The first was an architect’s plan of what was evidently intended to be a great block of working-class flats. Peter growled his disappointment. He knew that Joe Farmer had his finger in many speculative pies. Evidently this building scheme was one in which he was interested.

The second document consisted of two sheets of foolscap, paged 3 and 4. Nos. 1 and 2 were missing. From the manner in which it was set out and the terminology, it was evident that these two sheets formed part of a deposition taken in a criminal case. They ran:

…the said William Lane was known to me as a dealer in bad money. In America it is known as ‘phoney,’ in England as ‘slush.’ I had made the acquaintance of William Lane in a public-house, the ‘Rose and Crown,’ of which I was lessee. He told me he had been a sailor and had not often been in England, and he asked me whether I would like to buy some good slush. He said he was a printer and could get me all the fivers I wanted, and that he had passed twenty of these in the West End without detection. I thought he was joking, and I told him I would never dream of committing a crime. He passed the matter off with a laugh, but two days afterwards, when I was in the West End, he came into my private bar and asked the bartender if he would change a five-pound note, and the bartender took the money and gave him change, reporting the circumstances to me on my return that evening. I thought nothing of it till that evening when I was making up my accounts and putting the takings ready to bank. I then remembered the conversation I had had with William Lane, and examined the note more carefully. It seemed perfectly genuine, but I was not satisfied, and as soon as the banks opened I took the five-pound note to the Tidal Basin branch of Barclay’s and asked the cashier whether it was genuine. He told me that it was a forgery and that there had been several complaints, and special warnings issued by the police concerning the large number of forged notes in circulation. I took the note at once to Divisional Inspector Bradbury and told him of the conversation I had had with William Lane, and of how he had boasted he could give me notes that would defy detection. The inspector told me to say nothing, and placed a detective on duty in my bar. William Lane did not return, and on the 17th I was informed by the inspector that his house had been raided and that machines for printing forged notes had been discovered.

In cross-examination by the prisoner: It was not true that William Lane had only been to the public-house once to change the five-pound note, and that no conversation had taken place about forgeries. It was not true that the statement he had made in examination-in-chief was a tissue of falsehoods invented by him.

Reexamined by Counsel for the Crown: It would not be accurate to say that he was a friend of Lane’s. He had only spoken to him two or three times, and knew him only as a habitue of the ‘Rose and Crown.’ He did not even know whom he was living with or where he was living, or who were his friends.

Here the manuscript ended. Apparently somewhere was a page missing, and Peter made a very careful examination of the remaining pages, but without success. And then by chance he turned over the second of the sheets and found, pencilled on the back, what was evidently a continuance of the evidence. It was in Joe Farmer’s indecipherable handwriting, but it was legible enough to Peter:


I am sure that the man was William Lane because just above his left wrist was the scar of an old knife wound which he said had been inflicted by a negro on one of his ships.


At the bottom of the sheet were three scrawled lines in blue pencil:


A. Bone died 14th February, 1922. Harry the Barman, 18 bis Calle Rosina, B.A., very ill.


Peter Dewin’s eyes were bright with excitement. Without hesitation he folded the paper and slipped it into his pocket, took up the plan and opened it again, and was returning it to the drawer when he saw the architect’s name and the date, 1917. Why should Joe Farmer keep this plan all these years? Here was a point from which a new line of investigation might start. The plan followed the deposition in his pocket; and at that moment there came a sharp rat-tat at the door. Peter gave a last look round, closed the drawer and pulled down the roll-top desk, before he opened the front door to Inspector Clarke.

The big man’s face changed at the sight of the reporter. ‘You’re a quick worker,’ he said. ‘Who’s here?’

‘I’m here,’ said Peter calmly. ‘The old lady who looked after Farmer has gone to the pictures — there is something pathetic about the attraction of the movies for the lower orders, Clarke.’

‘Stop your fooling,’ said Clarke, as he entered, followed by a subordinate. ‘And turn over anything you’ve found which is likely to be of value to the police!’

‘To tell you the truth,’ lied Peter, ‘I’ve only just arrived, and I was contemplating a little burglary when your knock brought me back to the paths of virtue.’

Clarke grunted something uncomplimentary about the morals of reporters, and began a rapid search of the room, Peter moving meekly in his wake.

‘I suppose you’ve opened this desk and gone through every paper?’ said the inspector, deftly clicking back the lock and pushing up the cover.

Peter looked pained, as the inspector stooped and picked a blue pencil from the floor.

‘Did you drop this?’ he asked sardonically.

So the note on the back of the paper had been written recently — why? He had looked for the pencil on the desk, and had not thought to search the carpet. Possibly he had knocked it down in his examination, but it was more likely that Farmer had dropped it. It was a new blue pencil, recently pointed; the little chips of wood dislodged in the sharpening process were visible, and the open penknife on the desk still bore lateral blue marks to testify that it had only been that day brought into use.

‘No sign of Feathered Serpents,’ said Clarke, when he had completed his search. He was prepared to release a few items of information. ‘Farmer was shot dead with an automatic pistol fitted with a silencer. We found a spent cartridge in the middle of the road. He came in a taxicab — the cab was seen at the corner of Grosvenor Square by a police officer as it turned into Grosvenor Street. Crewe thought it was a small car, but his description tallies with the policeman’s. The man who killed Farmer was either travelling in that taxi or was the driver. That’s for publication, Peter. What isn’t for publication — and I’m telling you this in case you get on to it by accident — is that Crewe had a talk with Farmer on the phone half an hour before he was killed. Farmer said he’d got some information about this Feathered Serpent business, and was coming to tell.’

‘Why should they be mutually interested in the Feathered Serpent?’ asked Peter.

The inspector looked at him thoughtfully.

‘That’s a bluff question. You know darned well that both Crewe and Farmer have had these cards. What is the Fleet Street theory about the Serpent?’

Peter shook his head.

‘We haven’t taken it seriously. It’s too much like the invention of a sensational novelist — those things don’t really happen; you know that, Clarke.’

‘This murder has happened right enough,’ said Clarke grimly. He was still suspicious, and as they walked into Bloomsbury Square he asked:

‘You found nothing—’

‘I found nothing that could possibly assist the police,’ said Peter promptly.

‘Which means,’ said Clarke after a moment’s thought, ‘you found nothing you’d give to the police which was likely to help another newspaper to get on to the big story. I’d be doing my duty if I hauled you into Tottenham Court Road police station and “fanned” you.’

By the time Peter had reached his newspaper office he had settled in his mind what line he should adopt in his story of the crime. A few additional details had arrived, and substantially the story he told was the one which appeared in every other journal on the following morning.

Summer and winter, Peter usually spent his weekend at a little cottage on the Godalming road. He would have welcomed the chance of thinking out a fantastic problem in the quiet of the country, but there was no long weekend for Peter Dewin, and he went home to his Kensington lodgings, a baffled and bewildered young man.

Crime, as Peter understood it from long experience, was a very commonplace and unromantic thing. He had yet to report a murder that carried with it the glamour of romance. In nine cases out of ten there was no relief from sordidness, and the business of crime detection was a grim and ugly one, which had none of the bright spots that are found in the inventions of imaginative writers.

He was well acquainted with that variety of fiction where last warnings, mysterious letter-writings, and the appearance at odd places and times of bizarre symbols figured prominently. But hitherto his acquaintance with these exciting phenomena had been restricted to certain police court proceedings against bands of juvenile desperadoes with their secret signs and passwords and petty depredations; somehow he could not associate such happenings with grown criminals.

He was sitting on his bed, taking off his boots, when he remembered with a start the little purse that Daphne had given to him, and he took it from his coat pocket. It was a flat pouch of pliable leather, the flap fastening with a catch button; there was something hard inside. A key, he knew before he put in his finger and took it out, and with it a slip of paper.

The key obviously fitted a patent lock; it was rather small, and had upon the thumbpiece the numbers 7916. It had once borne some sort of inscription, but this had been filed off at some period, obviously by an amateur hand.

He examined the paper; it bore two lines of letters:

F.T.B.T.L.Z.S.Y.

H.V.D.V.N.B.U.A.

It was either a code, or the key to a code. The paper was old; the lettering was in ink, which had already begun to fade.

He searched the purse carefully for a further clue, but there was none, nor did it bear any markings. He was about to replace the purse in his pocket when, for some reason which he never understood, he changed his mind and slipped it under his pillow, and continued his undressing. Dead tired as he was, his head had hardly touched the pillow before he was asleep.
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It was a gentle tap against one of the legs of the iron bedstead which woke him instantly. Along the edge of the blind which covered the window was a streak of yellow light that stood for the street lamp outside.

He sat up in bed. The room was in darkness, but outside the door and immediately opposite was a window which looked down into the back court of the house, and there was enough light in the sky to show him that his door was ajar. He strained his ears, listening, and presently he heard a deep breathing. Somebody was in the room.

Stretching out his hand stealthily towards a small electric torch which he kept on the table by the side of his bed, he kept his eyes upon the door and saw it was open. In an instant he was out of bed and had flashed on the lamp.

He caught a glimpse of a figure crouched to spring; saw only the lowered head, thinly covered with greying hair, and then something struck him on the shoulder, so violently that he dropped the lamp, and in another instant was grappling with the intruder. Wrenching himself free, he stooped and picked up the torch that his foot had touched, lashed out wildly, but hit air, and in another fraction of a second he heard the door slam and the key turn.

The whole house was aroused now. Voices called from the lower floors, and he heard the patter of feet on the stairs, as some of the other boarders, alarmed by the sound of the struggle, came on the scene.

It was fully five minutes before the key was found to unlock his door, and by this time Peter had switched on the lights. The room was in some confusion, and the first discovery he made was that the intruder had carried off the jacket which he had hung on one of the bedposts. His trousers pockets were turned inside out and their contents had vanished, but his watch and chain, which were in his waistcoat, had been left behind.

The burglar had left no clue as to his identity, but his method of escape was obvious. The window in the corridor outside the room was wide open. From here was a short drop to the flat roof of the kitchen below, and thence it was easy enough to reach the courtyard wall and the street.

There was no mystery as to how the stranger came to pick on Peter’s room — if that had been his objective. It was a peculiarity of the boardinghouse that the cards of the ‘guests’ were fixed in a little brass holder on each door, and Peter afterwards discovered that, but for this eccentricity of his landlady, he might have been spared a rather unpleasant experience.

Day was breaking dingily when the male guests assembled in the diningroom and drank the coffee which had been hastily prepared by their affrighted landlady. She had sent for the police, to Peter’s annoyance.

Nothing was more certain in his mind than that he had been the victim of a haphazard burglary. Some poor, unscientific thief had found access to the house, and had chosen Peter’s room because it was the nearest to the window where he had made his entry. This he explained to the local detective-sergeant who called to investigate the crime.

‘If he didn’t want to take your gold watch,’ asked that unimaginative individual, ‘why did he pinch your coat?’

‘Because he hadn’t time to search it,’ suggested Peter, but the sergeant shook his head.

‘You know these fellows as well as I do, Mr. Dewin. The moment he found he was caught, his first thought would be to get away. He wouldn’t load himself up with coats, and he certainly wouldn’t have left your watch and chain.’

Later in the morning the coat was discovered by a police patrol in the area of a house off Ladbroke Grove, and it was a curious fact that a silver cigarette-case was still in the pocket, though the jacket had been searched most thoroughly.

Peter heard the news in wonder; but the solution to his little mystery did not come until, turning over his pillow by accident, he saw the little purse, and it flashed upon him that the visitor of the night had been searching for that, and that alone. In his wildest speculations he would not have imagined that Daphne Olroyd was responsible for the burglary, yet that was no more than the truth.
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Daphne Olroyd had taken him seriously when he had suggested calling, and she had dozed in her chair till the clock struck one, when she woke with a start and a shiver to the realisation that her little fire had gone out. She was not unreasonably annoyed with Peter Dewin, and her annoyance in this small matter almost overshadowed the memory of the tragic evening. Peter had probably forgotten all about his promise to call — or was it a promise? It was absurd to have expected him at all. What information had he to give of such importance that she could with propriety receive him in her little flat at midnight?

She had her bath and was slipping off her dressing-gown when she heard the bell ring in her kitchenette, and, hastily gathering her gown around her, she went to the front door, never doubting that it was Peter. As she opened the door and switched on the light, she stared in amazement at the caller. It was Mr. Leicester Crewe, though for a second she did not recognise him, so drawn and haggard was his face.

‘Can I come in?’ he asked abruptly.

She nodded, being for the moment speechless, and closing the door behind him, he followed her to the sittingroom.

‘Where’s that purse?’ he asked.

His voice was harsh, a little querulous. She noticed that the hand which frequently strayed to his face was trembling.

‘The purse?’

For a moment she did not know what he meant, and then she recalled the incident.

‘You mean the purse you gave me — Mr. Farmer’s purse?’

He nodded eagerly.

‘Have you got it? It is too bad to give you all this bother. I thought I was handing it to Mrs. Staines, and I didn’t remember until afterwards that it must have been you. Where is it?’

She shook her head, and she saw his face fall.

‘You haven’t got it?’ His voice was a croak. ‘You gave it to — the police?’

‘I gave it to Mr. Dewin—’ she began.

‘The reporter? Why did you give it to him?’ he demanded angrily.

‘I asked him if he would hand it to the police,’ she said. ‘I met him outside the house. Didn’t he give it to the police?’

There was a dead silence. Leicester Crewe was absolutely sure in his mind that the purse had not been handed over to Inspector Clarke, because he had seen the contents of the dead man’s pockets arrayed on his library table whilst they were being catalogued by a police officer.

‘Did you — look inside the purse?’ he asked jerkily.

She shook her head.

‘No, I only handled it. I thought there might have been a key inside; it felt like that. In any case, I should not have opened it. And even if I had been curious there was no time to examine it. I gave it to Mr. Dewin the moment I saw him.’

His mind was precariously balanced between panic and fury; his hand was trembling more violently, his lean, unpleasant face was twitching.

‘The reporter, eh?…Who told you to give it to the reporter, eh? It was nothing important, only…I think it belongs to me. It was something Farmer wanted me to keep. Do you remember what I told you to do with it?’

It was on the tip of her tongue to say that she had been ordered to put the purse and its contents into the fire, but, obeying a warning instinct, she shook her head. It was not easy to lie; harder now, with his keen, suspicious eyes fixed upon hers.

‘Where does he live, this fellow — Dewin?’ he asked huskily.

‘I don’t know. I think he’s on the telephone — Peter Dewin. He lodges somewhere in Kensington, but he has a phone number of his own.’

Leicester Crewe licked his dry lips.

‘You didn’t tell him anything about — what I said? About burning — I mean, you don’t remember what I said, of course!’

The man was off his balance, confused of speech and mind. She read here evidence of an overmastering fear. His terror almost frightened her. And then, as though he realised the impression he was creating, he gained control of himself and, with an air of disparagement, looked round the room.

‘This is where you live, eh? Not much of a show,’ he said with an assumption of his old-time arrogance. ‘Well, I’ll get along. I’m sorry to have disturbed you, Miss Olroyd.’

Until that moment he had not seemed to be conscious of her as an individual, but now she saw the vacant eyes grow a little more human.

‘Not a palace you’re living in, is it?’ he asked in his jerky way. ‘Don’t you think you’re a silly little fool not to stay on with me? I’ll be going abroad soon — next week, I think. This affair has got on my nerves, and I’ll be away for a long time. Maybe I’ll winter in Africa — Durban’s a great place…

She cut the conversation short by walking out of the room and opening the front door to him.

‘Possibly I shall be seeing you in the morning,’ he said, by no means rebuffed. ‘In the telephone book, is he? I suppose you’re wondering why I make all this fuss, over a tuppenny ha’penny purse? Well, the fact is—’

He stopped; he was a slow inventor, and could think of no plausible explanation for his anxiety. He was mumbling something about ‘important keys’ and ‘sensational reporters’ when she closed the door on him.

His cab was waiting before the house, and jumping in he was driven back to Grosvenor Square and let himself in. When he came into the library one of his two visitors, worn out by the excitement of the night, was dozing on the settee; the other stood before the fire, staring gloomily into its depths.

Ella Creed turned as he entered.

‘Did you get it?’ she asked quickly.

He shook his head.

‘Get it?’ he snarled. ‘Get what?’

‘Don’t be a fool, Billy,’ said the actress. ‘What you went after was the purse, wasn’t it? Did she have it?’

‘She gave it away — to Dewin, the reporter.’

Ella’s thin lips grew straight and hard.

‘Gave it to Dewin, that flash reporter? Now we’re in the soup!’

Paula Staines woke with a start at the sound of voices and sat up.

‘What is the trouble?’ she asked. ‘Did you get the key, Billy?’ Ella Creed laughed bitterly.

‘She gave it to Dewin,’ she said. ‘Dewin! My God! Poor old Joe used to say he was the slimmest crime reporter in London, and as smart as any four detectives rolled into one! And he’s got the key—’

‘Shut up!’ snapped Leicester, looking up from the telephone directory he was exploring.

‘How did I know she was there — I thought it was Paula behind me.’

Ella’s lips curled in a sneer.

‘I’d like to bet that that little doll is working the Feathered Serpent gag! You should have fired her out when I told you months ago.’

Leicester Crewe said nothing. His finger went slowly down a page, and presently it stopped.

‘Here we are; Peter Dewin, journalist, 49, Harcourt Gardens, Bayswater — that’s just off Ladbroke Grove.’

He scribbled the address on a piece of paper and closed the book.

‘What are you going to do?’ asked Paula.

She had opened her handbag and was carefully smoothing her face with a diminutive powder puff.

‘I’m going to get that key — that’s the only thing there is to do, isn’t it?’ he demanded.

‘Couldn’t you knock him up and ask him—’ began Ella.

‘Knock him up!’ exploded the man. ‘What sort of a story is he going to tell Clarke — that I called in the middle of the night to ask for a purse that fell out of Joe’s pocket? What’s Clarke going to say to me when I tell him that the purse isn’t on view?’

He went out of the room and was gone ten minutes. When he returned, he had changed his clothes for a dark tweed suit, and his throat was swathed in a black muffler.

‘I don’t know whether I’ll be able to get it, but I’m going to try,’ he said. ‘You people had better wait here till I come back. We shall have to agree to some sort of plan. If the key falls into the hands of the police, the truth is coming out — and I want to have a few thousand miles between myself and London before the beans are spilt.’

The two women heard the front door close, and Ella jabbed at the fire viciously with a poker.

‘What’s the matter with Billy is that he doesn’t know when to stay quiet! He’s just a scare-cat! Suppose they did know, what proof have they got, and what kind of charge could they bring against us?’

Paula Staines selected a cigarette from an amber case with infinite care, and lit it before she answered.

‘Billy’s right. There’s something big behind this Feathered Serpent. I wish I could get my brain working. It’s funny…I’ve drawn every impossible kind of nightmare beast, but I’ve never put pen to board over a feathered serpent!’

Ella looked at her with a curious respect in her eyes.

‘It must be wonderful to be able to draw,’ she said. ‘Where did you learn, Paula?’

Paula shot a ring of smoke to the ceiling and watched it dissolve. ‘My papa taught me,’ she said ironically. ‘I sometimes wish he hadn’t.’ And then, in a changed tone: ‘Doesn’t it mean something to you, Ella? Do you remember anything that happened to Lane that had to do with the Serpent?’

‘Lane!’ scoffed the woman. ‘That sap! He’s dead, anyway.’ And then her face clouded again.

‘I wish Dewin wasn’t on the job — he’s the busiest kind of busy I know! Besides, police reporters do things that the police daren’t do — what was that?’

It was the faint sound of a bell, and presently they heard the weary footman pass along the passage, and the sound of an opening door and a muffled colloquy. The sleepy-eyed servitor came in a little later.

‘There’s a man at the door who wants to see Mr. Leicester Crewe. He says his name is Hugg—’

The two women exchanged glances.

‘All right, show him in.’

As the door closed, Paula rose from the couch and walked across to the fireplace where Ella was standing.

‘He’s the man who wrote to Billy,’ she said in a low voice; ‘the convict who was with Lane when he died.’

Mr. Hugg came in a little diffidently; his smile was at once friendly and apologetic. If his moist face and glassy eyes indicated abstraction, they also spoke eloquently of intoxication.

‘Beg pardon, lady. Mr. Crewe here?’ he asked somewhat thickly. Paula motioned the interested footman from the room, and, after he had gone:

‘No; Mr. Crewe has had to go out, about the — the crime which has been committed here tonight. You are the man who was with William Lane when he died, aren’t you?’

‘Yes, miss,’ said Hugg. ‘That’s what I come to talk to Mr. Crewe about — I’ve seen him!’

Paula stared at the little man.

‘Seen him?’ she repeated slowly. ‘Who?’

‘Bill Lane,’ said Hugg.

Ella’s sharp cry was triumphant. ‘I told you so! The swine isn’t dead at all!’

The little man shook his head.

‘He’s dead all right: I’ve seen him. He is
 dead,’ he said emphatically, ‘but I’ve seen him tonight — the ghost of him driving a taxicab. At least, he wasn’t driving, he was pulled up by the kerb in the Edgware Road, and I went up and spoke to him. I said: “Ain’t you Bill Lane that was in D Ward with me at Dartmoor?” and he said “Yes.” Didn’t deny he was dead or nothin’! The most mysterious thing I’ve ever heard tell of. I says: “I’m surprised at you, William, going in for motoring after what that road-hog done to us down at Newbury.” ‘Road-hog I called him,’ he said, with the air of one who was coining a memorable phrase.

He swayed a little as he spoke, and the shrewd Ella recognised the symptoms.

‘You’re drunk,’ she said.

Mr. Hugg shook his head protestingly.

‘I’ve had a couple of glasses on an empty stomach,’ he pleaded. ‘Not drunk, slightly oiled, miss. And I wasn’t drunk when I see Bill.’

‘Have you been to the police?’ asked Paula quickly.

Mr. Hugg’s smile was full of contempt.

‘Would I shop a man who maybe hadn’t “reported”?’ he demanded. ‘Though whether ghosts report I don’t know.’

Ella knew that he was speaking of the duty of exconvicts on licence to report to the nearest police station.

‘I asked him what his graft was,’ the inebriated Hugg went on, with increasing solemnity, ‘and he told me he was going to “catch” a man who’d done him a dirty trick — a feller named — now what was the name? He used to talk about him in his sleep, and
 about Mr. Crewe…Bill, or Beale — some name like that — a feller who’d done him a dirty trick about a serpent, or a snake or something.’

‘The Feathered Serpent?’ asked Paula.

He nodded his head with drunken gravity.

‘That’s the man — Beale. Got plenty of money, too. And then I asked him if he’d seen Harry the Lag. Mind you, miss, I never saw him after the accident…I was in hospital…

He rambled on incoherently until Ella stopped him.

‘You’d better come back in the morning and see Mr. Crewe,’ she said. And then, as a thought struck her: ‘Where do you live?’

He gave the address of a common lodging house, and she jotted it down on Leicester Crewe’s blotting pad.

When she had closed the outer door on him, Paula came back, a deep frown on her forehead.

‘I don’t understand it,’ she said, and Ella laughed.

‘If you don’t understand the effect that booze has on a tramp, you’ll understand nothing,’ she said acidly. ‘He’s drunk, and he came back to get a little more money from Billy with a new yarn. Billy showed you the death certificate, didn’t he? Well, what are you “not understanding” about?’

In her then mood Paula knew by experience that it was a waste of time to argue with the shrewish girl.

‘My hat!’ said Ella, as she looked in the glass. ‘I’ll look like an old woman tomorrow, and I’ve got a matinee
 to get through. How long is that fool going to keep us waiting?’

This question Paula Staines did not attempt to answer.

‘I think we are the fools to be here at all,’ she said. And then, in a softer tone: ‘Poor old Joe!’

But there was no softness in Ella Creed’s composition.

‘He asked for it,’ she said. ‘Why did he want to go nosing around after Feathered Serpents? I’ll bet, when the truth is known, you’ll find that Joe was the only one they were after. Joe’s been in more crook games than any man in London, and he’s got hundreds of enemies. It’s somebody he squeaked on in the past when he was fencing.’

‘You’re a queer devil.’ Paula was surveying her dispassionately. ‘You’re the one person in the world who ought to be a wreck tonight.’

‘Ought I!’ Ella turned on her in a fury. ‘I’ve been trying to get rid of Joe for years. Do you know what chances I’ve had, Paula? Three years ago I could have married a man with a quarter of a million!’

‘You could have divorced Joe,’ said Paula.

‘Divorced him!’ sneered the other. ‘Do you think I want to advertise the fact that I was married to a cheap crook? Joe’s been in jail twice, and everybody knows it.’

The conversation languished. Paula settled herself again in a corner of the settee, but though her eyes were closed she was not asleep, and was the first to hear the click of a key as it was inserted in the outer door.

‘That is Billy,’ she said, and went out to meet him.

Mr. Leicester Crewe presented a remarkable spectacle. His clothes were torn and grimy; there was a big rent in the knees of his trousers, his muffler was all awry, and he had the appearance of having been severely manhandled.

‘Don’t ask questions,’ he said roughly, almost before she spoke. ‘I’m going up to change. If anybody comes, tell them I’m lying down.’

In support of these instructions, unnecessary as it proved, he came down ten minutes later in pyjamas and dressing-gown. ‘Well, did you get it?’ asked Ella.

He shot one baleful glance at her and that was all. And, possibly as a reward for her discreet silence, he addressed the rest of his remarks to Paula.

‘I’m soft and out of practice. I tried all my strength to get into the place. Ten years ago—’

He made a clucking noise, as though regretting his disreputable past.

‘Did you get into his room?’ asked Paula.

He nodded and showed his teeth in a smile which was entirely without amusement.

‘I had the devil’s own luck,’ he explained; ‘his name was on the door, and it was unlocked. There was nothing in most of his pockets; I hadn’t time to search his jacket before he woke up and started a rough house. I managed to get away just in time, and I’d hardly cleared the house when somebody blew a police whistle. Fortunately I didn’t meet a Hattie all the way back to Grosvenor Square, except one at Marble Arch.’

‘Did you get the key?’ Paula ventured to ask.

‘I got nothing, I tell you,’ he growled. ‘Has anybody been?’ It was Ella who supplied the information, and Mr. Crewe listened with growing concern.

‘Hugg? Did he come back?’ And then, when she came to the more sensational part of her narrative: ‘Stuff! Lane is dead: I’ve got the certificate.’

Yet there was doubt in his voice.

‘His tale doesn’t quite tally with the one he told you,’ said Paula quietly. ‘I’ve been thinking it over. Did he say that Lane died suddenly?’

‘Dropped dead,’ said Crewe.

‘And did he tell you anything about his having been in hospital — Hugg, I mean?’

He shook his head.

‘No. He led me to believe there was nothing remarkable in the circumstances.’

He searched the death certificate, and for the first time saw the cause. ‘Fracture base of skull: result of a running down accident.’

‘I wonder why he lied?’ Crewe bit his lip thoughtfully. ‘These chaps lie so easily—’

‘And so unnecessarily,’ said Paula. ‘Did he tell you that Lane talked in his sleep?’

It was here that the impatient Ella broke in.

‘What’s the use of talking about Lane?’ she demanded angrily. ‘If he didn’t talk more sense in his sleep than he did when he was awake, he wasn’t much of an entertainment! What’s going to happen about that key, Billy?’

He had no plans, apparently: the discussion he had promised was to be postponed.

‘You might get it, Ella,’ he said suddenly. ‘You know the man, and you might be able to kid him along.’

‘Suppose he takes it to the police?’ asked Paula. ‘And—’

‘Not he!’ interrupted the actress irritably. ‘This fellow likes to work things out himself — Joe told me a lot about him. He was the man that got the Sampsons their lifer, and the police knew nothing about Sampson’s graft till they read it in the Post-Courier
 . He’ll work on that key himself.’

Paula stretched herself wearily.

‘I’m going home,’ she said abruptly. ‘I’ll drop you, Ella; my car is in the mews.’

Ella nodded, and the three walked into the hall. It was daylight now, and as Mr. Crewe swung open the door, the cold, raw air of morning came shivering in.

‘I wish—’ he began, and stopped dead.

Three of the four panels of the door were decorated with cards, neatly held in place with brass-headed drawing-pins. Each bore the design of the Feathered Serpent, beneath which was written a name. On the first was the word ‘Billy’, on the second ‘Florry’; and on the third ‘Laurie.’ Nor was this all. Fastened to the card marked Billy was a tiny bow of black crepe.
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Peter Dewin was told by the maid-of-all-work that a lady was waiting to see him in the parlour, and as soon as he had finished dressing he ran downstairs. The office very often sent early-morning letters by girl messengers, and it was not unusual to discover that the waiting ‘lady’ was a snubnosed little girl with an urgent message from the news editor.

When he walked into the drawingroom he had a pleasant shock. ‘Good Lord! What are you doing here?’

‘I’ve been here nearly a quarter of an hour,’ said Daphne, her lips twitching with amusement at the surprise in his face. ‘You might imagine that I’ve been waiting up all night for you — did you see Mr. Crewe?’

‘Mr. Crewe?’ he said in surprise. ‘Why on earth should I see Mr. Crewe?’

And then, when she told him of her midnight visitor, he gasped. ‘Crewe?’ It was impossible that the burglar could have been… ‘Did you tell him where I lived?’ he asked.

‘I might have done, had I known. I only knew that your name was in the telephone book. I thought he might have called for the little purse.’

‘You thought he might have called for the little purse?’ he repeated blankly. ‘Well…he didn’t. At least, I imagine he didn’t. I don’t think it was he.’

‘Have you given it to the police?’

Peter thought rapidly.

‘I am handing it over this morning,’ he said mendaciously. ‘The truth is, I had rather a busy night and I’m up a little late this morning.’

He looked at his watch; it was a quarter to ten, and he remembered at that moment that he had telephoned on the previous night asking Mr. Gregory Beale for an appointment, and that the scientist had fixed the hour of ten. He mentioned this fact casually, and nearly dropped when she said:

‘We’ll go together. I’ve an appointment with Mr. Beale also. In fact, I am his new secretary, though I doubt whether he wants me quite as soon.’

He sat down quickly and stared at her.

‘You don’t mean…is that the new job you were going after?’ She nodded.

‘Then, by gosh, you’re in clover! A fellow I know who did a lot of work for him years ago told me he pays like a prince and he’s one of the nicest men in the world to get along with. You’ve left Crewe rather hurriedly, haven’t you?’

She hesitated.

‘Yes. As a matter of fact, he thought I had better go at once. It was a great relief to me. I’d already written to Mr. Beale, telling him I couldn’t come for a week, so probably I shall have a week’s holiday. Do you know anything about him?’

‘He’s an authority on Feathered Serpents,’ said Peter solemnly. He saw her mouth open in astonishment.

‘At least, my news editor says so, and my news editor knows everything.’

It was a bright, cold morning, an ideal day for a walk across the Park, but time was precious, and Peter indulged in the luxury of a taxicab. On the way he confessed to her that he had no intention of surrendering the key. But it was rather like Peter that he said nothing about the code he had found in the purse. He had a weakness for his little mysteries, but in the expansive mood which her presence induced, he was never nearer to letting his right hand know what his left hand suspected.

They came to Gregory Beale’s handsome house as the clock was striking ten, and were admitted by the grave butler, and shown into the little drawingroom. Mr. Beale gave his new secretary precedence, and she found him in the library, where apparently he had consumed a frugal breakfast, for a silver tray was on a side table and a half-empty cup of coffee on his desk. He greeted her with that humorous gleam in his blue eyes.

‘Don’t tell me you can come at once,’ he said, and when she answered in the affirmative: ‘Capital! I have been wondering all the morning what I should do with my specimens. They have to be unpacked and classified, and I’m too impatient a man for that kind of work. After what I have read in the newspapers this morning I am most anxious to renew acquaintance with my Feathered Serpents.’

‘Feathered Serpents?’ she said. ‘What are they?’

He chuckled at this.

‘You need not be afraid of them,’ he said. ‘I am not a zoologist! My specimens are mostly implements and statuettes collected from the ruined cities of the Maya, and my feathered serpents are little clay models in which the lay eye would not detect the slightest resemblance either to feathers or serpents!’

He looked past her at the door.

‘The young man who came in with you is a reporter, is he not? I think I have killed two birds with one stone.’

He rang a bell, and, when the butler came:

‘Ask the gentleman to come in,’ he said.

When Peter entered the room the scientist was groping in a bottom drawer of his desk. Presently he found what he wanted, and placed on the table a shapeless little object that looked as if it were fashioned from grey mud. He glanced up at Peter with a nod and a movement of his lips that said ‘Good morning.’

‘You’re the newspaper gentleman who wants to know about the Feathered Serpent? Well, my young friend, here is the veritable article!’ he said.

Peter took up the object curiously.

‘Be careful how you handle it,’ warned the older man. ‘That queer little thing is worth anything from five hundred to a thousand pounds. It is a genuine Maya “Feathered Serpent” — the only one, I believe, that has ever been discovered in a Maya city. A large number have been found in Mexico; in fact, I’ve brought several back with me, but that is a most venerable Maya, and as such should be treated with respect.’

Peter now saw that the shapeless thing had a definite form; a coiled snake with queer little blobs intended, he supposed, for feathers. ‘What is the Feathered Serpent, Mr. Beale?’

The scientist leaned back in his chair, his fingers touching.

‘The Feathered Serpent,’ he began, and he had something of the manner and style of a lecturer, ‘was the ancient Aztec conception of the Creator. He was the First Being. He existed, as they say, “before any two things touched”; in other words, before there was material existence of any kind. He was the symbol of supremacy. He was also a kind of Aztec Nemesis. You may judge his antiquity when I tell you that to the later Aztecs, those whom Cortes fought and conquered, he was merely a myth, was no longer worshipped in the Aztec temples, and had been entirely replaced by a new hierarchy of gods. Except’ — he raised a finger to emphasise the point—’there has always been a small clique, even in those days — even to-day — of serpent-worshippers. You will be surprised to learn that at this very hour in Mexico and Spain, and even in England, there are devotees of the Feathered One — the Splendid Gold Light — the Breather of Life.’

‘A religion?’ asked Peter. He was dazed but not incredulous.

‘Not so much a religion as a secret society, I believe,’ said Mr. Beale, with one of his fleeting smiles. ‘I really know nothing about the matter, and I am giving you at second hand knowledge that have acquired at third hand!’

He touched the bell again, and when the butler came:

‘Will you kindly make Miss Olroyd acquainted with the housekeeper? She will tell you where to put your things, young lady,’ he said.

Peter waited expectantly. The dismissal had been too pointed to be accidental, and so it proved, for when the scientist came back from the door, which he had closed, he asked abruptly:

‘Has anything further been discovered about the murder!’

‘Nothing,’ said Peter. ‘You’ve read the morning newspapers?’

Mr. Beale nodded.

‘It was the Feathered Serpent which interested me — naturally. The Feathered Serpent is a very real and potent force to me. I have never met members of this society, and I haven’t the slightest idea as to their modus operandi.
 I said nothing before the young lady because it is not a subject that one should discuss before young people — though I don’t think you yourself are very old,’ he smiled. ‘In Mexico the worship of the Feathered Serpent has degenerated to such a degree that it has become the symbol of certain prison cliques — in other words, it is a sort of fetish, the fetish of certain types of criminal. I haven’t heard whether that is the case in England, but I know it is so in several of the South American states.’

‘Secret societies in prison?’ said Peter in astonishment.

‘Why not?’ smiled the other. ‘Secret societies at best are childish amusements; and Heaven knows, prisoners require amusement! In some of the American prisons there are several kinds of societies, innocuous enough, but they exist, with their passwords and grips and all the paraphernalia peculiar to these associations. I didn’t imagine for one moment that there was such a thing in England till I read the account of this crime. You, of course, knew all about it last night when you called me up? I must confess that your wish to talk about Feathered Serpents rather startled me.’

Peter picked up the little clay model again and turned it over in his hand. How many thousands of years ago, he wondered, had some dead Indian fashioned this crude shape? What dark-visaged families had bowed their heads in worship before these four ounces of insignificant clay? It had seen the Great Pyramids of the Aztecs with their temples on top; when this clay was modelled the green stones of sacrifice ran red with blood, and the pitiable procession of flower-decked victims climbed daily upward to death…

He shivered as he put the thing down upon the table and dusted his hands as though to rid himself of its contamination.

‘Is this — image supposed to have any malignant influence?’ he asked, and Gregory Beale laughed.

‘Why, Mr. Dewin, you’re superstitious!’ he rallied the reporter. ‘I suppose you believe in the stories of baleful statues that are attributed with possessing evil qualities, so that the curator of no museum can touch them without dying? I assure you there is no potency in that little bit of dried mud.’

‘It is worth five hundred pounds?’ said Peter, a little shamefaced, as he sought to draw attention from himself.

Beale nodded. Again he seemed to be enjoying the other’s discomfort. Then he became serious of a sudden.

‘I have imposed no conditions on you when I told you what any archaeologist could have told you, but I should like to ask you, as a special favour, when you print these facts and speculations, that my name should not be mentioned. I hate publicity of any kind, and, as I say, the curator of any museum could have told you as much, and probably more.’

Peter was reluctant to suppress the name of his authority, but when such a request is made of a journalist there is nothing for him to do but to agree and abide faithfully by his agreement.

‘I’m sorry you’ve asked me that, but of course I will not mention your name, Mr. Beale.’

Here the scientist chuckled.

‘It would do you precious little good if you did,’ he said dryly. ‘I am not so well known as an archaeologist as I am as an eccentric philanthropist!’

Peter pointed to the bookshelf behind the chair where Mr. Beale was sitting.

‘I read the title from here.’

‘You might have read three titles,’ said Mr. Beale, turning round lazily, and stretching out his hand he drew three volumes from the shelf and put them on the table.

Peter picked up the books one by one. The first was called ‘Poverty’s Cause: an Economic Examination.’ The second had to do with the slum problem, and the third, which appeared to be the least interesting of the lot, bore the plain title: ‘Poverty: A Study.’

Gregory Beale sighed and shook his head.

‘If we enjoyed the nine months of sunshine that the old Aztecs knew, there would be no slums in England,’ he said.

Peter remembered certain hovels in sunny Italy and the indescribable slums of Corsica, bathed in everlasting sunshine, but very discreetly offered no opposition to Mr. Beale’s theory.

Mr. Beale’s mind was, for the moment, very far away and his thoughts were not the most pleasant.

‘On the whole, the forests of Central America and the impenetrable jungles which surround the relics of ancient civilisation, are less heartbreaking than the East End of London,’ he said; and Peter, who had not come to discuss sociological questions, tactfully led him back to the Feathered Serpent.

‘Do you seriously think that there is any secret society behind this murder, and that the cards which have been sent to various people in London have any sinister significance?’

Gregory Beale looked at him thoughtfully.

‘Do you know anything about this man Farmer? Has he a prison record? That is the first thing to ascertain. Other people have had the Feathered Serpents, I understand — have they criminal records also? If I were a reporter dealing with this matter, the first investigation I should make would be along those lines.’

Peter was looking at the little model.

‘Is it possible to have this photographed?’ he asked.

‘I can save you the trouble,’ smiled the scientist, as he rose and went to a safe in one corner of the room. ‘I have several photographs of Feathered Snakes, and you are at liberty to use any one of them, providing of course that my name is not mentioned. It is not modesty,’ he went on, as he untied the fastening of the stout portfolio which he took from the safe; ‘but some years ago I suffered from the suggestion that my various incursions into strange fields of research were actuated by a desire to bring myself before the public!’

He laughed softly to himself, as though at a very amusing thought.

‘Publicity is not my…speciality…is that the word?’
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Peter left the house without seeing the girl again, and a bus carried him to Fleet Street. No further news of any importance had been received about the murder.

‘We’ve had the usual bunch of clue hounds telephoning,’ said the news editor, ‘and we’ve heard from the inevitable lady who saw a tall, dark man come out of Grosvenor Square five minutes after the shooting. And oh, yes,’ he said, as he remembered: ‘the doorkeeper told me that a little tramp called three times between six and eight this morning, and wanted to sell a story — a chap called Lugg or Mugg. He said the murder was committed by a ghost!’

‘He was probably drunk,’ said Peter, unconsciously near the truth.

‘He was certainly drunk, according to the porter,’ said the news editor. ‘He said that the murder was committed by an old lag—’

‘Eh!’ said Peter quickly. ‘Is the hall porter on duty now?’ The news editor looked pained.

‘You’ve been six years in this office and the routine of it is as Greek to a Jew. No, he went off at ten, but you’ll find his report in the book. If you ask me what book—’

But Peter did not ask. He went down in the lift to the entrance hall and called for the night book. It was the practice of the Post-Courier
 for the hall porter to keep a rough record of people who called after the staff had left the office. The night sub editor went off duty at half-past four in the morning, and between that hour and the arrival of the day staff there was no person in authority to interview callers, though the sub editor on duty was within telephone reach if anything remarkable occurred.

Peter turned the pages of the night diary. There was only one entry.


‘6 a.m. Man named Lugg called with reference to Grosvenor Square murder. Drunk. Stated murder was committed by an old convict who was driving a cab. He said the man was a ghost. He was very intoxicated (Lugg). He said he wanted £1,000 for the story. His address is Rowton House, King’s Cross. Wanted to sleep on a bench in the hall, but I called a policeman and had him removed.’


Peter made a mental note of the address, and went up in the lift to the editorial floor. It was not unusual for all manner of irresponsible people to call at a newspaper office after a sensational murder; generally they were charged with the wildest kind of ‘information,’ and there was every reason to suppose that the inebriated Mr. Lugg, if Lugg was his name, came into this category.

But there were two points about the brief story set down in the night porter’s book which invited attention. The first was that the supposed murderer was an old convict, and this tallied with the theory of Mr. Gregory Beale; and the second, that he was a taxicab driver.

That the shot had been fired from a taxi, was the police view, and although Peter had put this theory into print, the tramp had called at such an hour and in such a condition that it was impossible his story could have been inspired by a careful perusal of the newspaper.

Mr. Lugg of Rowton House was therefore a person to be interviewed with the least possible delay, and half an hour later Peter was waiting in the large common room of Rowton House, a place of glazed brick and an enormous fireplace around which was gathered the inevitable crowd of frowsy failures that drift to such homes.

There was, one of the officials told him, no ‘Lugg,’ but a ‘Hugg’ who had come in late that morning, and was now asleep. Peter waited half an hour before the little man came down, red-eyed and wan, and bearing unmistakable evidence of his overnight carouse. He looked suspiciously at Peter as he came into the hall.

‘Oh, a reporter?’ he said, and his relief was obvious.

‘You thought I was a busy?’ laughed Peter, and the little man coughed and rubbed his hand over his bald pate.

‘Not exactly,’ he said. ‘I’ve got nothin’ to be afraid of.’ And then: ‘What do you want, mister?’

Apparently he had no recollection that he had called at the office of the Post-Courier
 .

‘The fact is, I’ve been on a jag for two or three days, and last night a gentleman gave me a bit of money for some work I did for him, and I went a bit over the mark.’

‘You’re an exconvict, aren’t you?’ asked Peter, and again that suspicion in the man’s eyes.

‘Yes,’ he said shortly, ‘but that’s no business of yours, is it? What do you want?’

‘You saw a man last night who you thought killed Mr. Farmer in Grosvenor Square — you said that the murderer was a taxidriver.’

Hugg’s jaw dropped.

‘Who told you?’ he asked quickly.

‘You did,’ smiled Peter. ‘At least, you told the doorkeeper at the Post-Courier
 .’

Hugg ran his hand over his head in perplexity.

‘Did I?’ he said dismally. ‘There’s no doubt when I get a little drink in me, I talk! Anyway, it couldn’t have been the feller I said it was — he’s dead — I gave the certificate to a gentleman yesterday. It looked like him. He used to have a little grey moustache…but he’s dead. He dropped dead in Thatcham, when me and him—’ He stopped.

‘What was his name?’ asked Peter, but Mr. Hugg shook his head.

‘I’m not givin’ you any information for nothing,’ he said emphatically.

‘But you have.’ Peter Dewin was amused. ‘You told me a man dropped dead in Thatcham. Thatcham is a little village near Newbury, isn’t it? It must be: there’s a race called the Thatcham Handicap run at Newbury races — and I don’t suppose a very large number of people have dropped dead in Thatcham in the course of the past ten years.’

Mr. Hugg shifted uncomfortably and avoided the eyes of his interrogator.

‘He dropped dead, that’s all I can tell yer, and the feller that done it ought to have got ten years.’

Mr. Hugg was a little confused, and seemed unaware of the implied inconsistencies. He was not a novel type to Peter. There is nothing quite so typical in the typical criminal as his passion for unnecessary lying. The furtive cunning of little crooks finds expression in a hundred and one futilities. They will ‘cover up’ unimportant details with the care worthy of a Machiavelli concealing some great secret of state. This unknown of Thatcham had not died a natural death: of that Peter was certain. He might have met his end in circumstances discreditable to himself, but more likely discreditable to Mr. Hugg. He had not been murdered, but had died as the result of an accident. All this Peter sorted out in an interregnum of silence which lasted only a few seconds.

‘What were you doing in Thatcham?’ he asked.

‘Look ‘ere, mister—’ began Hugg, but Peter, who knew his man, introduced a sharper note into his voice.

‘You can please yourself whether you tell me, or whether I go to the police and find out. You came to my office this morning with a cock and bull story about the murder having been committed by a taxicab driver who was dead, and I want to get the truth of it. You either get talkative, or I’ll telephone Central Detective Inspector Clarke.’

For the first time the little man took a human interest in the proceedings.

‘Clarke?’ he said, in surprise. ‘Ain’t that perisher dead? He ought to be, the lies he’s told about me. He got me my lagging.’

A wreck who was evidently a friend of Hugg’s brought him a steaming cup of coffee, which he drank noisily. The effect of the coffee was apparently to brighten his intelligence.

‘I’ll tell you, guv’nor, and if there’s any money to be made out of this, I want it. The chap I thought I saw last night was a feller called Lane, who was in the same ward at Dartmoor; we came out together. I took him down to Reading to my relations, but they’d moved’ — he hesitated. ‘Well, they hadn’t moved, but they didn’t want us three — two chaps, I mean.’

‘Three,’ said Peter. ‘Let’s have a little truth in the proceedings.’ Again Mr. Hugg was silent.

‘There was three,’ he admitted. ‘I don’t know what become of the other feller after the—’

‘The accident?’ suggested Peter, when the man paused. Mr. Hugg started guiltily.

‘Well, yes,’ he admitted reluctantly.

‘Now tell me all about the accident,’ said Peter. ‘You were three exconvicts “on the road.”* To where were you tramping?’

[* i.e.
 tramping.]

‘Newbury.’ Hugg was a little agitated. ‘You’re not police, are you? You are a reporter? Let’s have a screw at your card.’

Peter produced a pasteboard, which the man read shortsightedly.

‘That’s all right. I’ll tell you, and if you shop me you’ll be a dirty dog! There’s a little house just outside of Thatcham, and me and Harry the Lag thought we might “bust” it and get a few warm clothes. It was a bitter cold night, and the house seemed to be empty. William — that’s the feller who was killed — didn’t want anything to do with it, so we left him out in the road to keep watch, and me an’ Harry the Lag broke a window in the pantry and got in. There was somebody in the house. We’d got a couple of overcoats when we heard a man shouting from upstairs, and we got away quick — threw the overcoats into the garden and bolted. Mr. Blooming William wasn’t where we’d left him: he’d walked on, and we overtook him about a quarter of a mile from the house. It was on one of those narrow country roads with sharp twists, and we were standing there in the middle of it, telling him what a quitter he was and arguing whether we ought to go into Newbury or lay up till the morning, when round the corner and moving at sixty miles an hour, come a motorcar without lights. The only thing I remember was hitting a hedge with my face, and I didn’t know anything else till I woke up in the hospital. William was killed, but Harry the Lag got away. The feller who done it on us was the owner of this house we’d busted. He was on his way to Thatcham to find a policeman. I suppose Mr. Crewe put you on to me?’

Peter was silent. There are moments when silence connotes knowledge.

‘I had to tell him a lie,’ Hugg went on. ‘Naturally I couldn’t tell him William was killed because we committed a burglary, could I? Be reasonable!’

‘How did you know about Mr. Crewe?’ hazarded Peter.

‘William talked in his sleep, and he was always talking about Leicester Crewe. He had a hell of a grudge against him. I had to fake a story with Crewe about him sending a message — and Feathered Serpents. Always talking about Feathered Serpents in his sleep, that bird was—’

‘Feathered Serpents?’ asked Peter quickly. ‘What did he say about these?’

But Mr. Hugg shook his head.

‘Nothing; just mentioned ‘em; and a name I can’t remember. A queer, foreign-sounding name. And he used to talk about a key.’

He paused, evidently trying to remember.

‘Anything else?’ asked Peter, tense with excitement.

Hugg nodded slowly.

‘Yes, about a big house. I forget what he called it — yes, I remember — the House of the Feathered Serpent! That’s what it was called.’

Peter Dewin was too good a journalist to produce a notebook, for the sight of a notebook dries up an interviewee more quickly than the voice of conscience. He had a writing pad in his overcoat pocket, and a piece of pencil, and unknown to the exconvict, he was taking a rapid if somewhat undecipherable note.

‘Do you know anything about William — his antecedents?’

‘His what?’ asked the puzzled Hugg.

‘What did he get his time for?’

‘Slush,’ was the reply. ‘He used to print slush.’

‘What was his other name — besides William?’

‘Lane — William Lane!’

William Lane!…The name was familiar. And then, in a flash, Peter remembered the portion of deposition he had found in Joe Farmer’s desk.

And now the pieces in this jigsaw puzzle were fitting together. William Lane was the man who had been sentenced for passing forged banknotes, and it was on the evidence of Farmer that this dead convict had been sent to the heartaching dreariness of Dartmoor.

‘You told Mr. Crewe this, did you?’ And, when the man nodded: ‘Did you tell him that there were three or two of you?’

Hugg hesitated.

‘I told him there were only two of us. You see, guv’nor,’ he admitted frankly, ‘I didn’t want this bloke Crewe to think there’d be another one of us coming to “tap” him. Harry the Lag knew as much about Lane as I did; in fact, he knew a darned sight more. Lane was ill in hospital, and Harry was a hospital orderly in prison. We were all released the same day, and Harry told me that we’d got to keep by Lane and never let him out of our sight and we’d make a lot of money. Lane tried to slip us once, but Harry was too quick for him. Harry used to say: “We’ll make a lot of money out of this bird if we don’t lose sight of him.” I didn’t want to tell Mr. Crewe that, because it would have queered my market. When I come out of hospital they were going to pinch me for the burglary, but the beak let me off because of my injuries. I got a copy of the death certificate, and that was the first time I knew that Lane had been killed.’

‘What sort of a man was he — his disposition, I mean?’ asked Peter, and the little man shook his head.

‘A bit strange. I never quite got the hang of him. When he went in, they tell me he was a nice, quiet man, never spoke to anybody, did a lot of readin’ — detective novels mostly. An’ then he got sort of wicked gradually. You get that way in prison. A man gave him a punch in the quarries one day, and Lane half killed him — he’d have smashed in his head with a stone only we stopped him. It was lucky that the screw* didn’t spot the fight, or William would have lost his marks. Age?’ Hugg was vague as to this. He thought the man was as old as himself, or perhaps a little older.

[* Warder.]

‘It’s funny I thought I saw him driving a cab — I must have been very soused,’ he confessed. ‘He’s dead all right. The Newbury police have got all his papers and record.’

Peter questioned him further, but added nothing to his store of knowledge. Before he left Rowton House he made arrangements that the man should call at his lodgings that night.

In his hands now were threads which might well lead him to the heart of the mystery. The House of the Feathered Serpent! Was that a figment of dreams, a piece of high imagining? Or was the House of the Serpent that grim convict establishment on the bleak moor?

The more he thought of the Feathered Serpent and the warnings which had been given, the more his practical mind revolted from a cliche which almost every writer of sensational fiction had employed. William Lane had been a rare one for detective novels; he might well have got his idea from a steady perusal of this kind of literature. It certainly did not belong to the conventional criminal.
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Off Fleet Street is a cheery little club, situate in a converted warehouse, which is the resort of newspaper men, and at this hour of the morning the library was empty. Peter pulled an armchair up to the fire, took out the purse and examined its contents.

The key irritated him. There had once been a fairly elaborate inscription on the thumbpiece, and there were still traces of the lettering, which had been obliterated by a file. An amateur had done this: the edges were cut sharp, and the filing had been performed by a clumsy hand, for there were scratches halfway down the shank. Whoever had carried it out, the work was not recent, for the filed places were dull. Probably the awkward workmanship was contemporaneous with the writing on the slip of yellow paper.

He filled his pipe and began a careful study of the lettering.

F.T.B.T.L.Z.S.Y.

H.V.D.V.N.B.U.A.

He had not to study long. Cryptograms were his meat and drink, and the solution of this little mystery was almost instantly found. Reading the letters downwards, he noticed that they were in alphabetical progression, except that the letter between them was missing. He went to a writing-table, took out a sheet of paper from the rack, and filled in the missing letters.

F.T.B.T.L.Z.S.Y.

G.U.C.U.M.A.T.Z.

H.V.D.V.N.B.U.A

‘Gucumatz.’ What significance had ‘Gucumatz?’

The club had a small but excellently selected library, and Peter browsed along the filled shelves, and presently found the dictionary he sought, and, carrying it back to the table, turned the pages. Presently he stopped and uttered an exclamation of surprise.

‘GUCUMATZ. The name given by the ancient Aztecs, and especially by the people of Quiche (Guatemala) to the Creator (see Popol-Vuh). Gucumatz, known in ancient Mexico as Quetzalcoatl, was invariably represented as a feathered serpent, by which name he is also called. Gucumatz is still worshipped in certain areas of Central America, and possibly the origin of the legend may be traced to the appearance in Mexico at a very early period of a white man with a long beard, the legendary Quetzalcoatl
 .’

Peter sat back in his chair and ran his hand impatiently through his already disordered hair. The Feathered Serpent again! And yet apparently Joe Farmer had never heard of its existence, and saw no connection between the word he so jealously guarded — that missing letter code was a favourite one with a certain type of jailbird — and the Feathered Serpent warnings which had come to Ella Creed.

There was something uncanny about it all. For the first time since he had come into the case, Peter had his misgivings. At any moment now, as he dug deeper into the mystery, his spade might turn up a hornets’ nest, with disagreeable consequences to himself.

That morning, as they had driven to Mr. Beale’s house, and in a moment of recklessness, he had proposed a little dinner at a well-known Soho restaurant — reckless, because it seemed almost certain that his day and evening would be fully occupied.

He was in some difficulty about Daphne Olroyd. She, who had been an inmate of Leicester Crewe’s establishment, and who had seen Farmer from another angle, would be a mine of information: and yet he could not in decency exploit her friendship for his own ends. The thought irritated him a little, until his sense of humour prevailed.

That night, when he met her, he salved his conscience by a frank exposition of his dilemma.

‘I ought to use this dinner for extracting every ounce of information you have to give,’ he said ruefully. ‘It’s a horrible thing to have nice feelings when you’re covering a murder story!’

She laughed at this.

‘I thought I had told you all I knew,’ she said.

As to Leicester Crewe, Peter might have been the most expert of cross-examiners without learning much more about the financier than he already knew. He was a buyer of stocks and a fairly successful man. She had no feeling against him except that she resented his attitude towards women.

She had been three years with Leicester Crewe, ever since he had bought the house in Grosvenor Square. Joe Farmer she knew; he was a frequent and very often unpleasant visitor. Joe had a reputation for gallantry to sustain, and the first time she had met him he had tried to hold her hand.

‘Who is Mrs. Staines?’ asked Peter. ‘I’d like to get the whole of that gallery in perspective.’

Daphne shook her head.

‘I don’t know. She is a great friend of Mr. Crewe’s, and a friend of the actress, Ella Creed.’

‘All rich people,’ mused Peter; ‘or, if they’re not rich, exceedingly well off. What does Mrs. Staines do for a living?’

‘She’s a lady,’ said Daphne primly, ‘and ladies never work! She’s nice — I rather like her,’ she confessed. ‘Mr. Crewe has told me lots of times that she is very clever. I’ve seen some of her drawings in her flat at Buckingham Gate when I called there with a letter from him, and they impressed me rather.’

‘An artist, is she?’ asked Peter quickly. ‘Does she paint?’ Daphne thought.

‘No, I’ve never seen her paintings. All that I have seen has been black-and-white work. She used to do heraldic and symbolical drawings — those wiggly scrolls that used to break one’s heart at school. She has several framed in her sittingroom — she’s rather proud of them. There is a marvellous heraldic drawing, half as big as this table, with some beautiful work in it. I happen to know, because I had some mad idea of becoming an artist when I was younger. As far as Miss Creed is concerned I don’t know her very well; the only time I have met her she has been rather rude to me. Is she a good actress?’

‘She’s a successful actress,’ said Peter carefully. ‘Perhaps that’s not fair to her. She’s playing in musical comedy just now, and that doesn’t give her much chance.’

He considered a moment.

‘Yes, I should say she was a good actress. I saw her in a straight play about four years ago, and she was rather wonderful in a sob part — a pathetic and appealing little figure she made. You would never dream that she was capable of giving a dresser hell, and reducing a stage manager to tears! And now,’ he said briskly, ‘what sort of a day have you had with your new tyrant?’

She was enthusiastic.

‘I have been cataloguing the most wonderfully interesting things — spearheads, little statuettes, pottery, and old arms that Mr. Beale has found in these buried cities of Central America. And four Feathered Serpents!’ she said triumphantly.

Peter chuckled.

‘You’ll be an authority on the subject soon. But how on earth can you catalogue them? You aren’t an expert on Aztec civilisation.’

She explained that her work had been done under Mr. Beale’s eye, and that her duty was to write little labels and affix them to each specimen in some inconspicuous place.

‘A number of them had been labelled already,’ she said, and he thought no more of this until, later in the evening, she opened her bag to take out a handkerchief, and a thin paper disc fell on to the table. He picked it up and examined it curiously. It was the size of a sixpence, and had in red the word ‘Zimm,’ followed by a pencilled number.

‘That came off an Aztec lamp which Mr. Beale found at some place with an awful name.’

He was silent for a moment.

‘Are you carrying it about as a souvenir?’ he asked, and she explained that she had wetted the corner of her handkerchief to remove the label, the gummed surface of which had probably stuck.

But he was not listening to her: his eyes were staring past her at an inoffensive diner — a man with a black beard, who sat in a corner of the diningroom, seemingly engrossed in his newspaper and soup. Curiously enough, though Peter had reason for noticing this man later, he was looking through rather than at him now.

Peter Dewin was blessed, or cursed, with a memory that was little short of phenomenal. He was one of those extraordinary beings who could read the column-long speech of a politician and repeat it almost word for word. (Not that he ever read column-long speeches of politicians.) He could set down unerringly the order in which every witness gave his evidence in a case ten years old; the gist of their evidence, the comments of the judge, and the speech for the defence. Always providing he had read the account and had not been an eyewitness.

‘What is the matter?’ she asked, a little alarmed at his unearthly stare.

‘Eh?…Oh, I’m sorry.’ He came back to reality. ‘I was just thinking. What did you say that label came from?’

She told him again that it was an earthenware lamp.

‘Remarkable,’ he said jerkily. ‘They had lamps too…queer birds!…Lit many a pickled old Aztec up to bed, I’ll bet! I wonder if they had clubs? And annual dinners? They used to drink stuff called tiki
 or miki
 or some queer Irish hootch, and if they died nobody ever asked the coroner to investigate.’

‘What on earth are you talking about?’ she asked, astounded. ‘Lamps,’ he said, in some confusion. ‘It’s a queer thing about me, Daphne, that when my mind gets working it can’t be turned off. Did I call you Daphne? I’m sorry. I hate fresh young men — I’m young, but I’m not fresh. Let us have some coffee.’

He was bubbling over with suppressed excitement: it required no power of discernment to see this. Something she had said had excited him to an incredible extent. What was it? The earthenware lamp?

‘Will you stop being mysterious and tell me what has made you like this?’

He looked at her vacantly, swallowed something, and then began to laugh.

‘You’re rather a darling,’ he said extravagantly, and for one moment she thought he had been drinking. ‘And I’m rather a brute to tell you so. But I’m not really being fresh: I’m just liking you very much.’

He went off at a tangent to tell her that she was the first girl he had taken out to dinner for twelve years: she was startled to learn that he was thirty-one.

‘And that was only a professional appointment,’ he said. ‘She was remotely acquainted with the Ricks gang. They forged letters of credit, and got away with over a hundred thousand pounds. I was a boy-reporter at the time.’

He intended no more than to cover his own agitation, but the fact that he immediately interested Daphne was a tribute to the teller and to the narrative. She found herself listening, enthralled, to the story of a great and ingenious swindle. It was some inner-conscious association which brought him to the subject of the Rickses. Something had been said earlier in the evening that had been checked by a brain cell, and had set in motion the mysterious machinery of the subconscious mind.

‘…It was old Clarke who broke the gang. He was a sergeant then, and it got him his promotion. Ricks shot himself on a cross-Channel boat. Two members of the crowd got away to America; one was brought back, but they never got the real forger…Ricks was a perfectly amazing draughtsman, but the police theory was that the work was done by his sixteen-year old daughter, a very pretty child. They never brought it home to her; she wasn’t even charged. She went away to France, to some relations—’

He stopped abruptly, and again he was staring past her. ‘Oh, jumping Jehoshaphat!’ he said softly.

‘What is the matter?’

He was frightening her, and was instantly penitent.

‘I’m sorry. Why were we talking about Ricks — who pulled that
 lever, I wonder? Lord! how everything is fitting — even this!’

He took up the little red label and examined it with eager interest.

‘May I keep this? It may bring me luck,’ he said, and, without waiting for permission, put it into his pocket case.

‘But how on earth does that “fit”?’ she asked, bewildered.

‘One day I’ll tell you.’ He was rather solemn now. ‘I wonder who Whiskers is?’

As they left their table, the bearded man had also risen and followed them to the vestibule. Here he disappeared. Peter called a cab and as they drove away he admitted that his conscience was a little disturbed.

‘I’ve been trying all the evening to make you betray your late boss,’ he said ruefully, ‘and that’s not playing the game. I hate to confess it, but this is the first occasion that I’ve ever felt my conscience working.’

‘But I’ve not said anything about Mr. Crewe,’ she said in astonishment, and, when he did not answer: ‘Have I told you anything you did not know?’

‘You have told me nothing that I might not have discovered from another quarter,’ he replied diplomatically.

He looked back over his shoulder through the little window in the hood of the cab.

‘You’ve done that three times since we left the restaurant,’ she challenged. ‘What are you expecting to see?’

‘It looked like a fog earlier in the evening. I was wondering whether it was thickening,’ he answered lamely.

He waited in the entrance hall until he heard her door close, then he went back into the street. The small closed saloon that had followed his cab from the restaurant had stopped fifty yards down the road, and was drawn up by the kerb. It was easy to recognise, because the lights burnt dimly, and they were placed rather wide of the radiator. As he stepped briskly towards the car, it swung in a wide circle and went back the way it had come.

Peter hesitated. The menace, if menace it was, might equally well be directed towards him or to Daphne Olroyd, and this last thought filled him with dismay. There was no question at all, but that the car had followed them from the restaurant, and he was pretty certain that the dark, black-bearded man who had sat in a corner, apparently oblivious of all except the newspaper which half concealed his face, was his unknown trailer.

Should he go back and warn the girl? He dismissed this course instantly. She must not be alarmed. What should he do? He could not sit on her doorstep till morning. And then the absurdity of the situation struck him. The atmosphere of the sensational novelist had caught him, and he was imagining all sorts of diabolical plots launched by sinister and mysterious societies, against — whom? A girl whose only offence was that she was the secretary of a scientist, and had acted in the same capacity to a financier of dubious antecedents?

The little car was out of sight by now, nor, in his drive eastward, did he again so much as glimpse the bearded gentleman who had taken such an interest in his movements.

He stopped at the restaurant and interviewed the proprietor, who was an old acquaintance of his, and, to his surprise, the restaurateur gave him the fullest information about the stranger.

‘He’s a private detective employed by Stebbings. I don’t know his name; he may be Stebbings himself. I’ve had him here once or twice, and as he’s usually watching a customer of mine, he isn’t particularly welcome.’

A load rolled off Peter’s mind. Private detectives are innocuous creatures, and certainly do not threaten the physical well-being of the people they watch. In England especially, where such sleuths are entirely without power, and are, moreover, suspect by the regular police, their activities are more restricted than in America.

He went on his way to the Orpheum with a lighter heart.

Miss Ella Creed was on the stage when he arrived, and he had to wait in the draughty lobby until one of her dressers came hurrying out to invite him to her room. She looked tired and old, and her first words were a confession that she felt all she appeared.

‘What with the matinee
 , and being up half the night over poor Mr. Farmer, I am nearly dead,’ she said. ‘Give Mr. Dewin a drink.’

She made no further reference to the murder until she had signalled her dressers to leave the room.

‘I wish, Mr. Dewin, you’d do me a favour.’ She had turned in her chair to face him squarely. ‘Poor Joe had a private key of mine, and from what Mr. Crewe tells me, it has found its way into your hands. Can you give it to me back?’

Peter was elaborately surprised.

‘Oh, you mean the key in the purse? I was wondering whose it was. Yes, Miss Olroyd gave it to me, and I suppose I should have handed it over to the police. In fact, I would have done this, only it was stolen from me last night by an enterprising burglar—’

‘Stolen?’ Her voice was sharp, unbelieving.

‘Stolen,’ lied Peter calmly, ‘by a gentleman who pinched my coat. It was in the pocket. I’m wondering if, in his hurry, the purse fell out. And he was in a hurry, as you probably know.’

She accepted this accusation of knowledge for a fraction of a second, and then:

‘Why should I know?’

‘You may have read it in the newspaper,’ said Peter, who knew she could have done nothing of the sort, since no account had been published.

Evidently his explanation was the last one she expected, for it silenced her for a minute.

‘It’s curious you should have put it in your jacket pocket—’ she began at last.

‘Very,’ said Peter gently. ‘I should have stuck it into my boot. I generally carry keys that way.’

She glanced at him with suspicion and doubt, for Ella Creed had no sense of humour.

‘It is rather awkward,’ she said. ‘I mean, about losing the key…’

‘Does it open your jewelcase?’ asked Peter blandly, ‘or the shrine of your private Feathered Serpent?’

She was on her feet in an instant.

‘What in hell do you mean?’ she demanded. ‘Feathered Serpent! What’s the idea of this Feathered Serpent, Dewin? What’s it all about? Do you know what I think?’ She pointed a white, accusing finger at him—’It’s a stunt — a newspaper stunt that you fellows are working!’

In some ways Ella. Creed was a very transparent young woman, and that she was not acting now, Peter could have sworn.

‘Now listen, Miss Creed,’ he said earnestly. ‘There is no stunt about the Feathered Serpent. Newspapers have many methods of advertising their enterprise — murdering publicans is not one of them. Are you serious when you say that you’d never heard of the Feathered Serpent until you received the card?’

She shook her head.

‘Nor Farmer? Had he never heard of Feathered Serpents?’

‘Of course he hadn’t! You were here the night I got the picture. Feathered Serpents! Stuff and nonsense! Whoever is behind this, they’ve got to know that they can’t frighten me! If they’re after money, you can tell them that my jewels are kept at the bank, and if they open my safe a dozen times—’

‘They did burgle your house, then?’ said Peter quickly. ‘They took something besides the imitation emeralds?’

She had said too much and would have passed on, but he was insistent.

‘Well—’ she hesitated—’yes! They got into the house, but they took nothing — of value.’

There was that in her tone, in her very hurry to change the subject, which convinced Peter she was not telling the truth. What was she concealing?

‘They took something,’ he insisted.

There came a knock at the door, the urgent voice of the callboy summoned her.

‘I’ve got a quick change—’ she began.

‘What did they take?’ said Peter.

‘A ring,’ she said angrily; ‘a trumpery thing not worth five pounds.’

‘What kind of a ring — a wedding ring?’

‘Wedding be — !’ She checked herself. Had he known, he could not have asked a more provocative question. ‘A signet ring — an old thing I’ve had for years. Now clear out!’

He made a discreet retirement to the corridor. Yet there was more to be learnt, though she had said too much and was on her guard. When she came out, dressed for the second part of the entertainment, she waved him away.

‘I can’t see you again tonight, Dewin. It’s no use your waiting.’ He made as though to go, but when she was out of sight he returned to interview her harassed dresser.

‘Your young lady is not in her best mood tonight,’ he said unscrupulously.

The elder woman sneered.

‘Best mood? I’d like to know her when she was!’ And her companion gave a sympathetic agreement. ‘She’s been like a devil to-day,’ said the dresser, with a candour not unusual in a dresser when talking of an unpopular principal.

‘Did she tell you about the burglary?’

She made a clucking noise.

‘All they took was a ring. She used to have it here when she was playing in “Sweeties.” I wouldn’t have given a pound for it.’

‘What was it like?’ asked Peter.

The dresser could only give a vague description, but her companion remembered the design.

‘It had a sort of shield on it, with three bundles of corn and an eagle in the middle — wheatsheaves, that’s what they were. She always kept it in her jewel box. I’ve seen it hundreds of times. Mr. Crewe told her to throw it in the fire once, but it would have broken her heart to throw away good money!’

Ella’s reputation for meanness was public property.

‘Have you been with her long?’ asked Peter sympathetically.

‘Too long!’ snorted the first of the dressers. ‘And I don’t care how soon I leave. I’ve been dressing ladies for twenty years, but I’ve never met one like her. I remember her when she was a chorus girl, before she came into money and bought the lease of the Orpheum. She had luck from the very start.’

The dresser bent her head, listening to the faint strains of the orchestra that came through the pass door to the stage.

‘You’d better go now, mister,’ she said. ‘She’ll be back in a minute for her first change.’

Peter very wisely accepted the advice, and was out of the theatre before Ella came breathlessly back to her room.

‘Get me a sheet of notepaper and an envelope, one of you,’ she ordered. ‘And ring up Mr. Crewe and ask him for the address of Miss Daphne Olroyd; and hurry!’
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Living in a block of service flats, Daphne Olroyd was spared the worry and work of housekeeping. There was a kitchen in the basement, which supplied lighter meals for tenants, and she had ordered and finished a frugal breakfast when the bell rang, and she opened the door to see Peter standing on the mat.

‘Is this a return visit?’ she asked, as she invited him in.

‘It is and it isn’t,’ said Peter, swinging his hat. ‘The fact is, I remembered something I wanted to ask you.’

It was so unimportant a something when he came to it that she knew this was not the real reason for his early morning call.

In truth he had spent a restless night, and at four o’clock that morning it had required all his will power to prevent his dressing and going round to her flat to discover whether his overnight fears had been fulfilled. He could hardly tell her that it was a visit of reassurance, or that he had spent the past eight hours imagining every kind of ghastly consequence which might have overtaken her.

Why he should think this way at all he could not understand. The experience of having the responsibility for another’s safety and happiness thrust upon him was a little terrifying. He was not able even to diagnose the condition of mind which made these emotions possible.

‘I have had an invitation to supper from — but you will never guess who is my hostess.’

He shook his head.

Not Ella?’ he said at a venture, and was startled when she nodded.

‘It is rather staggering, isn’t it?’

She went into her bedroom, brought out the letter and handed it to him. It was written on Orpheum notepaper, in the uneducated scrawl which was peculiarly Ella’s.

Dear Miss Olroyd, — There are so many things that I should like to talk to you about that I wonder if you would come to the theatre (this simple word was spelt wrongly)
 tonight and pick me up and we could go and have a bit of supper together. We have met several times, have we not? I am so worried over the death of poor Mr. Farmer, who was a very dear friend of mine, and I should so like to talk to you. Perhaps you would like to see what it is like back-stage. Will you phone me at my house in St. John’s Wood? You will find the number in the book.

Yours sincerely,

Ella Creed.

He folded up the letter and handed it back to the girl.

‘She certainly rushed through the spelling class — are you going?’ he asked, and she was thoughtful.

‘I don’t know. Do you think I should? It would be dreadfully uncivil if I refused, but I hardly know her. What do you advise?’

‘I don’t see why you shouldn’t,’ said Peter, though he had an uncomfortable feeling inside that there were many reasons why this unexpected invitation should be rejected.

‘I’ll think about it,’ said the girl, as she put the letter in her bag. ‘I’ve nothing to do this evening, and I might as well go. I’ve never been at the back of the stage before; it should be rather fun.’

This morning there was ample time to walk to Gregory Beale’s house, and they strolled across the Park together, two young people who found life rather wonderful; though for the life of him Peter Dewin could see no adequate reason why that day was any more remarkable than another.

‘You might have to come to dinner with me tonight,’ he said as they were nearing the house.

‘You’re a very busy man,’ she said promptly; ‘and I don’t want to become a habit.’

‘You’re the first good habit I’ve ever acquired,’ replied Peter. She did not laugh, as he expected, and her tone was a little cold when she answered:

‘You have not acquired me, Mr. Dewin.’ She stopped herself adding ‘yet.’

He thought he had annoyed her by some careless remark, but could not recall what it was. She, for her part, was equally surprised at her annoyance, for she was a very sane and normal girl, not given to displays of temperament.

They parted awkwardly, and continuing his journey in gloom, Peter Dewin wondered if he was falling in love, and was panic-stricken at the thought.

He went no farther eastward than New Scotland Yard, and sending in his name to Chief Inspector Clarke, was admitted to a little conference which had begun an hour before his arrival.

‘Come in, Peter,’ said Clarke, a big, coarse-faced man with a heavy grey moustache, and perhaps the shrewdest member of the organisation. ‘We’re “Feathered Serpenting”! Perhaps you can give us a new angle.’

‘I’ll give nothing short of the entire structure,’ said Peter promptly, ‘and I haven’t got that. I came to get information, not to give it.’

‘There’s precious little information you’ll get here,’ growled Clarke’s secondin-command, the redoubtable Sweeney. ‘We’ve arrived up against a dead end.’

‘What did you want to know, Peter?’ asked Clarke.

‘First of all, do you know anything about a man named Hugg?’

Clarke nodded instantly.

‘I got him his last stretch,’ he said. ‘He’s a burglar who was released on licence a few months ago, and is reporting regularly to the King’s Cross police station. I know that because I happened to see him in the street the other day, and took the trouble to call for a report. What crime has he been committing?’

‘Trying to sell me a story,’ said Peter, ‘which isn’t so much a crime as an act of lunacy. That’s Question No. I. Question No. 2 is: Do you know anything about the Ricks gang?’

Sweeney, who was talking to his companion, looked round. ‘The forging crowd? I took most of them — all except the girl — I suppose you’d call her a child. Is she in London?’

‘She was the real forger, wasn’t she?’ asked Peter, ignoring the question. ‘Was she clever?’

‘She was indeed.’ It was Clarke who answered. ‘She took a gold medal of the Chelsea Society when she was twelve for decorative work, and the old Chief Commissioner at the time, who knew something about art, said she’d have made a fortune as a black-and-white artist.’

‘What was her name?’ asked Peter.

This had escaped their memory, but Clarke rang through to the Record Office and presently looked up from the telephone. ‘Paula,’ he said, and Peter’s heart leapt.

‘Paula, eh? Paula Ricks. Did she do the forging? I seem to remember that she was suspected.’

Clarke nodded slowly.

‘There’s no doubt about it. She may not have drawn the Bank of England notes, but she certainly drew the French mulles
 . The expert who came over from the Bank of France said it was the most beautiful piece of work he had ever seen. It wasn’t photography, but sheer drawing and etching, and he said that from the point of view of sheer workmanship the plates the Rickses used were superior to the original. But we could never prove it against the girl, and I’m rather glad. The old man was an expert forger, and had been in the business ever since he was a boy. He’d have got a lifer, sure, if he hadn’t shot himself. Do you think she’s been drawing the Feathered Serpents?’

Peter shook his head vigorously.

‘I’d lay big money against that.’

‘Hi!’ called Clarke indignantly, as the reporter turned to the door. ‘What’s the idea of drifting in and asking questions and drifting out again?’

Peter turned back.

‘I’ve got a five-sided aspect to this Feathered Serpent murder,’ he said, ‘and I think I’m going to get the story. I’ll promise you this, Clarke: before it’s in print you shall have all the facts in your hand. At present I have got to find a lock that opens with a certain key, and I want to know how Joe Farmer handled that blessed word Gucumatz.’

It was on that line that he made his escape.
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He had a number of calls to make, some important, some incidental to and dependent upon the results of earlier inquiries. On the top floor of a large business block in Winchester Street he entered the office of an old-established firm of architects, and asked to see the first of the two names upon the door. The clerk shook his head.

‘Mr. Walber has been dead five years. It is now Mr. Denny’s business. Would you like to see him?’

Mr. Denny proved to be a thin, shortsighted man, whose manner was more than a little impatient, and who gave the impression that he was very anxious to have the interview over and get back to serious work. Even the magic words Post-Courier
 did not impress him. He was possibly so busy a man that he was unaware that such a newspaper existed.

Peter unfolded the plan he had found in Joe Farmer’s desk and which bore the name of Walber & Denny, and spread it on the table before the architect.

‘That is one of Mr. Walber’s plans,’ said Denny promptly as he pointed to certain indecipherable initials in one corner. ‘I don’t know anything about it. Mr. Walber amused himself by designing monstrosities of this description. What is it? Obviously it is a tenement house. Nine storeys high — good heavens! the London County Council would never agree to that! And elevators.’ He pointed to certain blue squares in the centre of the building. ‘Who on earth would design elevators for tenements? Nobody but poor Mr. Walber!’

‘Do you know whom this plan was designed for?’

Denny did not know, and said as much emphatically. He was not interested, and although he omitted to state his apathy in certain terms, Peter was under no illusion.

‘Heaven knows! Mr. Walber was a good-hearted and foolish philanthropist. He died without a penny in the world. Not that he required money, for he was a bachelor.’

Mr. Denny said this so gloomily that Peter knew that the shortsighted man was certainly no bachelor.

‘Mr. Walber frequently made plans of this description for his own pleasure. He had ideas that some day a millionaire would come along and give them practical expression. Millionaires, being a notoriously sane class, never offered him the opportunity to perpetrate such indignities upon the architecture. Is that all?’

Peter folded up the plan, secretly amused.

‘You’re certain that the plan never came through your office?’ asked Peter.

‘Absolutely,’ said the other promptly. ‘It would have the firm’s stamp upon it, and we never use that kind of paper.’

He had only the haziest idea as to who Mr. Walber’s personal friends were, and generally speaking, was disinclined to continue the interview. Did he know Farmer, persisted Peter, the man who was murdered yesterday morning? Here he succeeded in gaining for the moment a passing interest in the world’s affairs. Mr. Denny took down a book, which evidently contained a list of past clients, ran his finger down a list and shook his head.

‘There is no Farmer here.’

Peter next directed his steps to the City. In Queen Victoria Street is a quaint Queen Anne building, approached by double flights of stone stairs, which is famous the world over as the College of Heralds. He was here the greater part of an hour, and when he came out there was a new gleam in his eye and a newer jauntiness in his step. One corner of the curtain which hid the mystery of the Feathered Serpent was lifted. He had had an illuminating, if baffling, glimpse of the immense possibilities which lay at the back of this extraordinary crime.

The most delicate task of all now awaited him. No. 107,

Buckingham Gate consisted of two large houses that had been converted into flats. The liveried hall-porter told him that Mrs. Paula Staines was in, or at least he believed so. He accompanied Peter up in the little glass and metal elevator, and obligingly rang the bell of No. 4 flat.

A maidservant answered, and ushered Peter into a small, square hall, hung about with drawings. The impression he had was pleasing; it was the home of one who had an eye for beauty. The hall lights were of Venetian glass; the carpet under his feet was thick and rich; and when the maid came back for him and conducted him to a beautifully appointed drawingroom, he realised that Mrs. Paula Staines was going to be altogether a different proposition from the shrewish little actress at the Orpheum.

She was sitting at a small inlaid table, and before her was a square of white Bristol board, which she had covered with a sheet or paper as he entered. A singularly attractive woman, he thought; lovely in an austere way. She might have been grande dame or great courtesan. He knew her to be still on the right side of thirty, and thought she looked younger.

She leaned back in the padded chair and greeted him with a quizzical smile.

‘This is a great honour, Mr. Dewin. Have you come to interview me?’

That touch of the sardonic was entirely in keeping with the character he had imagined. Before he could reply she had taken the concealing paper from the drawing and had passed it across the table to him.

‘I am drawing Feathered Serpents — they are rather fun, though they don’t look very pretty, do they?’

There were two or three sketches on the sheet of feathered serpents coiled, their heads flung back to strike, feathered serpents in a rope-like mass, studies of heads, one or two sketches to secure the feathered effect.

‘Heaven bless you for making things so easy for me!’ said Peter fervently. ‘For that is the very subject on which I came to see you!’

Her lips curled for a second in a wintry smile.

‘I had that idea when I saw your card,’ she said. ‘But believe me, Mr.—’ she looked at the card again—’Dewin, you have not chosen a very high authority — I had never heard of Feathered Serpents in my life until this dreadful murder.’

She was looking straight at him. They might lie, those grey eyes, but if they were lying now he was much mistaken.

‘I suppose your call is about the murder?’ She put the board down on the table and shivered. ‘It is perfectly horrible!’

He knew just why it was so horrible to this serene woman. If he had been a brute he would have told her then and there. Instead, he asked her about Farmer. Apparently she knew him well enough to be acquainted with his many failings. She made no reference to any of his admirable qualities, and Peter supposed that he had none.

‘And now, Mr. Dewin’ — she put both her shapely hands on the table, and her eyes narrowed a little—’what is the real object of this visit?’

Such a challenge could only be met as squarely as it was made.

‘I’ll be perfectly frank with you,’ said Peter. ‘I want a new line to the Feathered Serpent.’ And when she shook her head: ‘You may think you don’t know, but I have an idea you do. There was a swindle somewhere long ago—’

‘I was not in it,’ she said quietly. ‘I don’t expect you to believe that, but it’s true. I won’t say I did not benefit by it, but until the last minute, when they found I had to know, I was kept in the dark. I am not going to tell you any more than that.’

‘Why do you tell me as much?’ he asked.

She considered this question before she answered:

‘Because I think you’ve discovered something — about me. I didn’t realise that until you came into the room, and then I saw an expression on your face that told me.’

He nodded.

‘Yes — you’re Paula Ricks.’

She did not answer, and he repeated the words. Again he saw that fleeting, mocking smile of hers.

‘I am Paula Ricks, but is that going to help you at all?’

‘You knew William Lane,’ he said quietly, and to his surprise she shook her head.

‘I have never seen him — I did not know of his existence until he was arrested. Afterwards, of course, I learnt everything there was to be known about him.’ She leaned forward a little over the table. ‘Is it an offence to be Paula Ricks?’ she asked quietly. ‘You cannot turn me out of the country — I am British. The police cannot arrest me.’

There was a questioning look in her eyes now as she went on:

‘I’ll tell you something that the police suspect but nobody knows, and I can be very open with you, because we’re alone. I engraved every plate that my father used for the printing of the French forgeries. I thought it was great fun…yes, I realised the seriousness of it, but still it was great fun, and I loved doing it. But I’ve never engraved a plate since.’

He looked round the room, noted the luxury of the appointments.

‘You got all this for something, Miss Ricks. I suppose you’re not married?’ She shook her head. ‘You’ve hardly furnished this place and kept up this style on your earnings as an artist.’

She was a surprising woman, and now she gave him his greatest shock.

‘The money I have, this flat, everything, came to me — because I was honest!’ she said. ‘I should have had exactly the same amount if I had been dishonest; but my possessions are the price of my honesty, and my refusal point-blank to go back to the old life I lived in my father’s days.’

He was certain that she was telling the truth. And then, with a little laugh, she went on:

‘They tell me you’re a great guesser of riddles, Mr. Dewin — guess that!’

She rose abruptly and pressed a bell near the desk.

‘I’m going to have some tea, and I’ll allow you to join me. Really, I was a fool to be afraid of you, but you rather scared me.’

She stopped as the maid came in and took her order. ‘I scared you? How?’

She shook her head.

‘I don’t know. I was afraid you’d find out who I was. And of course you have, and it isn’t so terrible after all. And if I had thought twice about the matter, I should never have been scared. You went to Scotland Yard this morning. Did you tell them?’

He was amazed at this.

‘How did you know?’

‘For an excellent reason,’ she replied calmly. ‘I’ve had you watched for the past thirty-six hours, and I know quite a lot about you! Miss Olroyd is rather a nice girl, Mr. Dewin.’

He saw the laughter in her eyes and was conscious that he was blushing. He was conscious of something else too.

‘Not Stebbings — you didn’t employ them to watch me?’

‘Stebbings himself,’ she said, with the greatest coolness. ‘Of course you saw him — it is absurd for private detectives to wear beards: it makes them so conspicuous. I told him so.’

The talk was interrupted soon after by the arrival of the maid and a tea trolley.

‘It is very dreadful about Farmer,’ she said, when the girl had gone and she was pouring the tea for her visitor. ‘I didn’t like him very much, and I could tell you a whole lot about him, but of course I shan’t. You’re so clever that you will find all these things out for yourself.’

‘Are you being offensive or complimentary?’ he asked.

‘I don’t know — I think a barefaced compliment would be as offensive to you as a direct insult.’

He stirred his cup of tea and lifted his cup, looking straight into her eyes.

‘I’ll give you a toast,’ he said. ‘Here’s to jolly old Gucumatz!’ The cup fell from her nerveless hand with a crash and her face went suddenly bloodless.

‘Gucumatz!’ she breathed, staring at him with wide open eyes. ‘Gucumatz…’

Her bosom was rising and falling quickly. He had touched the raw here. In another second he would surprise her secret.

And then the door opened and the maid came in. A telephone call had come through for her; it was the respite she needed; Paula Staines went out swiftly and was gone five minutes. When she returned, she was her old suave self. Whatever change there was in her appearance was due to her change of dress, for that which she had been wearing had received the contents of the smashed teacup, the pieces of which the maid had removed in her absence.

‘Now let us be very sensible,’ said Paula. Her voice was almost gay.

‘And very truthful, too,’ said Peter.

‘And very truthful, too,’ she repeated, ‘on both sides. I confess you rather shocked me, until I realised that you had found the stupid word which Farmer carried about with him. But you startled me terribly — you rather love sensations, don’t you?’

‘I adore them,’ said Peter. ‘And talking of Gucumatz—’

‘It’s a silly word,’ she said—’and I swear I’d never heard the word till a year after—’ She hesitated, seeking an explanation.

‘After — ?’ suggested Peter.

‘After a Certain Event,’ she said. ‘What does it mean, anyway?’

Did she know, or was she bluffing? He was inclined to believe that she was ignorant of the significance of the word, and he had support for this view after he had spoken.

‘It means the Feathered Serpent,’ he said slowly.

She stared at him for a long time, and then suddenly dropped into a chair and covered her face with her hands. When she looked up her face was drawn and haggard.

‘Will you come and see me tomorrow?’ she said, and held out a listless hand. ‘No, no, I don’t want to talk any more…tomorrow.’

She followed him into the hall and watched him depart, and then she called her maid to her.

‘Go to Cook’s and reserve two sleepers on the Orient Express,’ she said.

The maid, who was apparently used to these sudden moves, responded with a pleased smile.

‘And, Nita, nobody must know we’re leaving tomorrow morning. You had better pack and get my trunks to the station overnight; and leave word with the hall porter that I shall be away for at least a year. But you need not tell him that until the last thing.’

Paula Staines went back to her table and spent the afternoon tearing up letters and signing cheques to close accounts. There was an axiom which her disreputable father had inculcated, which she had never forgotten. ‘Always walk ahead of trouble,’ he had said. And trouble was coming thick and fast for those who stayed behind.
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Mr. Gregory Beale’s study was a large book-lined room on the ground floor. All that was not bookshelf was dark oak panelling, which stretched to the ceiling; and to the scientist this comfortable apartment was literally a livingroom.

He had given Daphne a small room at the head of the first flight of stairs, but the first few days of her engagement were spent almost entirely in the library with her new employer. It was a pleasant room in many ways: a large French window opened on to a small, beautifully kept garden — something of a novelty in this crowded corner of London, where ground is valuable and no man sees an open space but conceives a passion for building garages thereon. It was not a large garden, but was enclosed in the high red walls. The residence was on a corner lot, and one of the walls ran flush with a side street. In earlier times, before he bought the premises, the little doorway in the wall was utilised by tradesmen, but this had been removed and the wall bricked up. At the earnest request of the police, and with some reluctance, he had decorated the top of the wall with a bristling chevaux de frise
 of broken glass to remove temptation from wandering marauders.

Through the window, two steps led to the crazy pavement which bisected the flower beds, still bright with late chrysanthemums; and it was Mr. Beale’s pleasure to stroll for half an hour in slippers up and down this pavement, stopping now and then to admire the feathery blooms or to pick dead leaves, which were showing now in increasing quantities.

It was a peculiarity of his that he never had curtains or hangings of any kind in the house, and the folding shutters on each side of the windows were never closed (as he told Daphne the first day she entered there) when he was in residence.

He spoke enthusiastically of the hygienic qualities of sunshine, and was rather a faddist on the subject of fresh air. He could very well dispense with curtains or shutters, for his room was not overlooked, and in this respect he enjoyed complete privacy. He had other little fads: no servant ever entered his room unless he was sent for. Should occasion arise, the butler communicated with him through a small telephone fixed on the wall near to the door of the library. Daphne was solemnly coached in this procedure.

Not, my dear, that I should mind your coming in,’ he smiled. ‘You’re rather like a ray of sunshine, if you will forgive my clumsy flattery. But I have a horror of being intruded upon. That is why I’ve had double doors fitted to this room.’

She found him that morning walking in the garden, the stem of a violet between his teeth — he never smoked or drank — his hands clasped behind him, and his first inquiry, to her embarrassment, was of Peter. Just then she was rather annoyed with Peter, quite unreasonably, as she told herself, and she found a pleasure, so paradoxical are women in their urges, in sounding his praises.

‘Yes, I’m sure he’s clever,’ mused Gregory Beale. ‘A very nice young man — I know little about the Press, so I’m not competent to pass judgment upon his work, even if I recognised it. He is — um — your fiance?’

She went hot and red at the question.

‘Good heavens, no, Mr. Beale! I’ve only known him for a little more than a week.’

He glanced at her shrewdly and read in her pink face more than she wished to show.

‘You meet people and you like them or you don’t like them,’ he said. ‘I’ve often thought that unhappy marriages are caused by long courtships. Young people have to be on their best behaviour for such an unconscionable time; they have to pretend to manners and moods which are not exactly normal; and then comes marriage and reaction; they go back to their real selves, and it isn’t a pleasant experience for either of them.’

It was curious to hear him moralising on matrimony, and she laughed.

‘There is no question of marriage between Mr. Dewin and me,’ she said, and, a little mischievously: ‘You talk as though you were an authority on the subject, Mr. Beale.’

He shrugged his shoulders.

‘Heaven knows, I’m not!’ he said, and it was as though a shadow had passed over his face, as he went on: ‘I was married once — it was not a happy time for me.’

Even in that short period of their acquaintance she had found him a man of accomplishments. He was something of a metallurgical chemist, and counted amongst his possessions a valuable collection of metal-bearing quartzes. The first day she was there he had crushed a piece of conglomerate in a pestle for her amusement, and with the aid of a small electric crucible had extracted a tiny blob of silver. In going through his papers she had come upon the half finished manuscript of a book, written in his neat, almost microscopic hand, and reading a page to discover what it was all about, found that it dealt with such humdrum matters as wages and the cost of living. He had told her to burn it, to her surprise.

‘Last year’s dogmatisms are generally silly,’ he said. ‘When they’re ten years old they are revolting!’

On the archaeology of South America he was an authority, though apparently he had never written a line upon the subject. He showed her an ancient copy of the Popul-vuh; it was written in Old Spanish and dealt with the superstitions of the Quiche kingdom.

‘You would find quite a lot about the Feathered Serpent here,’ he said good-humouredly. ‘You don’t read Spanish? That is a pity. The mind of man has not greatly changed in the past thousand years; he is still a child at heart; he loves childish amusements, childish grandiosity. The elaborate ceremonies which accompanied the Aztec sacrifices aren’t more elaborate than the initiation ceremonies of the average secret society. The gods have only changed in name.’

This morning, when she was working, she discovered an addition to the furniture of the library, and one which was by no means an embellishment. It was an old oak door, its rusty hinges still attached, and it was leaning against the wall opposite the window. She saw that one face of it was lined with steel or iron. He told her he had found it in an outhouse and had brought it in; it had once been the garden door, now definitely bricked up, and he wanted, he said, to reproduce on its weatherworn surface an old Aztec barbaric painting — another hobby of his.

An interesting companion and as interesting an occupation made the hours fly. When Mr. Beale glanced at his watch and asked her if she intended staying all night, she was surprised that the working day had gone.

If she expected to see or hear from Peter she was to be disappointed. There was no note or message from him when she reached her flat.

Ella Creed had made no mention in her letter as to whether she was to dress. Supper might mean a tete-a-tete
 meal in her house, or a more pretentious affair at one of the night clubs. Daphne compromised by wearing a plain black evening gown and a dark silk Italian shawl, one of the few articles of value that had come to her from her dead mother. An inadequate covering, she decided, when she stepped into a chilly cab, for a north wind blew and a drizzle of sleet was falling.

She was not looking forward with any great enthusiasm to an evening spent with the actress. Their earlier encounters had been brief and a little strained; for Ella was the type of woman who divided humanity into two classes — the dependent and the donatory. Daphne had been distinctly a dependent, and had been treated as such. Now, had she been a royal duchess she could not have expected greater consideration than was shown to her when she arrived at the stage door. An obsequious doorkeeper took her personally to Miss Creed’s room, and literally Ella followed her with open arms.

‘My dear, how good of you to come! Give Miss Olroyd that comfortable chair, Jessie. Do you mind, my dear, if I change?… Is this your first visit “behind”? I’ll take you on the stage in a minute.’

Daphne experienced a second’s spasm of apprehension, but she learnt that ‘on the stage’ does not mean in the glare of the footlights. She also discovered that ‘behind the scenes’ was an obsolete phrase, and that ‘back of the stage’ was the modern expression.

She had arrived in the interval between two acts — that same interval which had been occupied so tensely by Peter Dewin on the previous night.

All the time she was dressing Ella burbled on.

‘We’ll go round to the Rapee Club after the show. You’re dressed, aren’t you, dear? I’m glad of that. I ought to have told you — how stupid of me!…You know Peter Dewin, don’t you? He was here last night. Such a nice boy! But such a cynic! I do hate cynics, don’t you, dear? They see nothing beautiful in life except their own silly ideas…

Daphne listened and watched. Most of the time Ella was sitting before her glass, dabbing her face here and there and staring fixedly at her own reflection. She wondered why she had been invited, and what was the cause of this effusive greeting. She had a shrewd idea that she had found the solution when Ella came back to the subject of Peter.

‘He is a nice boy…you know him very well, don’t you?’ Before Daphne could answer, the actress went on: ‘But he’s such a leg-puller, if you’ll excuse the vulgarity. Do you know, that awful boy has a key of mine and he simply won’t give it me — told me a story about a burglar having stolen it. And I happen to know that it wasn’t in his coat pocket at all…you remember, my dear — a key that poor Mr. Farmer carried around with him, and Billy — Mr. Crewe — gave it to you by mistake?’

She did not press the matter, but Daphne guessed now why she had been invited with such geniality. They knew that she was acquainted with Peter, and imagined, wrongly as she believed, that the acquaintanceship was something deeper than was the case; she was to be employed to persuade Peter Dewin to surrender the key. She was rather amused.

Ella was ready now, and led the way through a labyrinth of passages to a high, open space of gaunt canvas structures which she guessed was scenery viewed from the back. From somewhere near came the sound of fiddles, and Ella hurried her past through a forest of struts to a little desk by the side of the stage, where a restricted view could be obtained of the performance. The stage manager put a chair for her, and there she sat for an hour and a quarter, absorbed in a novel view of the theatre as it was.

She saw stage dancers leave the glare of the footlights, a delighted smile upon their painted lips, and seemingly capable of continuing their performance indefinitely; watched them go back to the call of the roaring audience, and return to the wings to collapse exhausted into the arms of their dressers. She heard a sober and indeed depressing argument between two red-nosed comedians on the advantages of cremation as against burial; and a few seconds later heard the house rock with laughter at their quips and antics.

It was with a sigh of regret that she saw the curtain finally fall, and walked back with Ella’s arm affectionately disposed about her shoulder. When they came to the dressing-room, Daphne had a shock. A man was sitting in the chair she had vacated; he was in evening dress and smoking a long cigar, and — the last man in the world Daphne wished to meet that night — was Leicester Crewe.

He had aged in two days; sacs had appeared beneath his eyes; the big mouth drooped pathetically. He had to force the sickly smile with which he greeted his former secretary.

‘Hallo, Miss Olroyd! Getting acquainted with the stage, eh? We shall be seeing your name in lights one of these days.’

‘You know my friend? Of course you know him — how absurd of me!’ began Ella. ‘Now, Billy, just entertain Miss Olroyd while I change, and afterwards you can take us out to supper — and pay the bill.’

Evidently this was intended as a pleasantry, for her shrill laughter came from behind the curtained recess where Ella was disrobing.

‘Take you to supper, eh?’ said Mr. Crewe. ‘She’s always putting that sort of thing on me.’

Daphne was uncomfortable. She was satisfied that Leicester Crewe’s appearance was no accident. It had been arranged that he should be the third party at supper, and the girl resented the subterfuge; resented it more, remembering the man’s cool plans for her future. For ten minutes they sat discussing futilities whilst Ella’s dressers came and went with towels and pots of cold cream. In the recess was a small dressing-table, which the actress, for a good reason, decided to use. The conversation drifted inevitably to the murder.

‘Farmer’s death has been a terrible blow to me,’ said Leicester, shaking his head. ‘I shall never get over it. I’ve had a procession of police officers in my house; in fact, they live there nowadays; and I’ve seen reporters by the hundred.’

He looked at her out of the corner of his eyes.

‘I must say your friend has not bothered me since the night of the murder, which is rather strange, as he’s supposed to be a great crime expert.’

‘Which friend is this?’ asked Daphne innocently, and the question took him aback.

‘I mean Dewin. A good fellow that, but a little impetuous and rather inclined to jump at conclusions. And he’s put me to no end of trouble. Do you remember that key business? I didn’t tell you at the time, but the key belongs to Ella — to Miss Creed — and she hasn’t forgotten to remind me!’

He looked thoughtfully at his cigar.

‘I’d give a couple of hundred pounds to have that key back,’ he said. ‘I don’t suppose reporters are very well paid, and a couple of hundred might be a little godsend; or he might use it to buy a pretty present for a friend, eh?’

She was indignant, but she did not rise to the bait.

‘It’s deuced awkward,’ said Leicester. He looked round and lowered his voice; Ella was still in the curtained alcove with her dressers. ‘You’re a woman of the world, Miss Olroyd.’

Daphne was nothing of the kind, but she did not deny her new description.

‘We don’t want any scandal. The truth is, that key was the key of Ella’s house — do you understand?’

Daphne understood, and was so little a woman of the world that she was momentarily shocked.

‘They had been friends for years — now you realise why we want to get it back.’

It seemed a very plausible explanation. Daphne had already half made up her mind to use her influence to recover this incriminating piece of evidence.

‘Two hundred pounds or three hundred pounds—’ began Leicester, and here she interrupted him.

‘I don’t think money would count with Mr. Dewin,’ she said. ‘I’m perfectly sure that if he has the key, he will not use it to hurt Miss Creed.’

‘Would you talk to him about it?’ urged the man in the same low tone.

She nodded, and at that moment Ella came from the recess. As a compliment to her guest she wore black too, and, save for her startling hands, was jewelless. She turned to the dresser who followed her.

‘Run out and see what the weather’s like,’ she said, and to the girl: ‘We haven’t far to go. I’m taking her to the Rapee. There’s a good cabaret show.’

He nodded his agreement.

‘Billy, I hope you haven’t been telling Miss Olroyd anything dreadful about me?’

He smiled at this.

‘I like you too well to “knock” you, Ella,’ he said.

It was all part of the game, and was as though they were speaking well-rehearsed lines. Daphne was not deceived. This revelation of Leicester Crewe’s had been agreed upon between them, and she was puzzled to understand it all.

The dresser came back with the news that it was raining and snowing hard.

‘Have you got a coat, my dear?’ And when Daphne displayed her shawl, Ella shook her head. ‘You’ll be wet through before you get to the end of the court,’ she said. ‘Jessie, give Miss Olroyd my red coat. Now don’t argue, my dear; you’ve got to wear it. You’ll probably be pulled up by gallery girls who want autographs, because they’ll think you’re poor little me, but that’s one of the penalties of fame, my dear.’

The dresser slipped the coat over Daphne’s arms and muffled her to her chin, whilst Ella took the more humble raincoat that was forthcoming.

As they passed down the passage towards the stage door, Leicester said something in an undertone to the woman, and she stopped.

‘Why couldn’t she come?’ she demanded angrily. ‘She’s in it as much as we all are. Paula’s giving herself too many airs lately.’ And then, in a louder tone to the girl who stood waiting in the doorway: ‘Go on, my dear. You’ll find the car at the end of the passage.’

‘She telephoned she had a headache,’ said Leicester. ‘I didn’t speak to her, but to her maid.’

Ella bit her lip thoughtfully.

‘That’s not like Paula,’ she said. ‘Come along; that damned typist will be getting cold feet!’

They passed down the long, dark court together into the street at the back of the theatre. It was a dingy, slum-like thoroughfare, and deserted save for a loafer who was propping up the wall which gave him some sort of shelter against the penetrating sleet. There was no sign of Daphne or of the car. Ella turned to the lounger.

‘Did you see a young lady come out of here?’ she asked. ‘Yes, miss,’ said the man. ‘Young lady in a red coat. She got into a car and it drove off straight away.’

Ella uttered an oath.

‘I’ll fire that chauffeur — call a cab, Billy.’

Two minutes before, Daphne had stepped out of the stage door, run across the wet pavement and through the open door into a car. She stumbled against somebody sitting in the corner, and gasped.

‘Oh, I’m sorry. I thought…’

At that minute the door was slammed and the car moved on. She leaned forward and tapped at the window.

‘Wait, wait!’ she said. ‘There are more people—’

So far she got when a hand gripped her by the arm and dragged her down into the seat.

‘Keep quiet, and don’t scream, or you’ll be sorry!’ said a rough voice.

At that moment the car passed under the light of a street lamp, and she had a glimpse of the man who sat by her side. Only his eyes were visible; the rest of his face was hidden by a coloured silk handkerchief knotted behind his head.
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For a long time Daphne Olroyd sat paralysed with terror, capable neither of movement nor speech. She bit her lip till the pain was an agony to prevent herself from fainting. The car was passing rapidly through the West End streets; snow and rain were falling together, and formed a blur upon the glass so that it was difficult to see plainly the landmarks they were passing; but she knew when they were running along the Thames Embankment; she could see the reflected lights upon the water, for the tide was high. She saw the lights of a tugboat passing slowly downstream, and heard the deep-throated roar of its siren signalling to a police boat that lay in its track.

They left the river at Blackfriars, and sped through the wilderness of the City. She had a glimpse of the grey bulk which is the Tower of London, and then the car began to thread through a number of side streets, presently emerging into a broad thoroughfare. They passed a big building which she knew was the London Hospital, and it was as they were clearing this that she spoke.

‘Why are you doing this?’ she asked, and although she tried to keep her voice steady it faltered.

‘Don’t ask questions. You’ll know soon enough.’

After this she relapsed into silence. The buildings began to straggle; they entered a region of fields and factories; one was a soap factory by the unpleasant odour. And then they came to the open country; the way narrowed, and they were running between high trees, and the dim lamps of the car showed a tangle of undergrowth that came down to the very edge of the road. Epping Forest, she decided.

She had no sooner made this decision than the car slowed and turned to the right, following a smooth but narrow road that twisted and turned. She expected this lane to bring them to a main thoroughfare, but it went on and on and on, grew less even of surface, and when it did emerge into the open it was on the outskirts of a small village. Through the window she saw huge steel masts stretching upward…A wireless station of some kind.

A quarter of a mile along the road the car turned again, this time into what was little more than a cart-track. It was so dark now that she could not distinguish objects. Presently the machine stopped, and the man, opening the door, stepped out, giving her his hand to assist her.

She saw what looked to be a concrete cottage, the door of which was immediately opened by a woman, who took her arm and led her along a short passage, terminating in one which ran at right angles.

‘Go in there and keep quiet,’ said the woman. She had a coarse, hard voice, and when she spoke there was a faint aroma of spirits.

Daphne was thrust into the darkness, a door clanged, and immediately afterwards the room in which she found herself was illuminated by two bulkhead lights fixed in the concrete ceiling, and apparently operated by switches in the corridor.

It was a small room, with concrete walls, ceiling and floor; it was slightly larger than the little bedroom she occupied at her flat, and furnished with an iron bed, which had been made, a table and a chair. On a shelf was a brush, a comb, and a small book. A patch of worn carpet was in the centre of the room beneath the table. Leading out of this chamber was a doorless opening. It was a bathroom, small but completely fitted.

She came back to the ‘livingroom,’ her mind in a whirl, and mechanically picked up the book from the shelf… A new copy of the Bible! There was a newness about everything that surprised her: bed and table were new; even the building itself had not long been erected, and had that cemetery smell peculiar to new structures. She tried the door, which was fitted with a square spyhole, but it was immovable.

Daphne Olroyd sat down on the bed and tried to order her thoughts. She was trembling in every limb; her teeth were chattering, not with cold, for the room was comfortably warm. She was stunned by the unexpectedness of the outrage; a thousand wild fears crisscrossed her mind, but always, for some unaccountable reason, like a high rock in the tempestuous ocean of her thoughts, she found a mental refuge in Peter Dewin. What he could do, how he could help her, for what reason her faith was rested in him, she could not explain to herself. What would happen to her? What was the object of this senseless attack?…

Throughout the journey there had been one panic fear in her mind — that Leicester Crewe was responsible. She did not dare examine this possibility till now. Was that the explanation? Had she been asked to go to the theatre to give this man the opportunity he desired?…

He was not the kind who took risks. She knew his character well enough to understand that. He was capable of villainies, but they would be mean villainies — and this was one on the grand scale.

She looked at her watch; it was a quarter to one. And then she heard the sound of a key turning; the door opened slowly. Somebody was standing in the corridor outside — a figure of terror. From chin to heel it wore a tightly-fitting black coat. The face was concealed by a black bag drawn over the head. Level with the eyes an oblong piece of black tulle had been inserted so that the unknown could see without being seen.

He stood there for fully half a minute, looking at her, and then of a sudden he stepped back and the door closed gently. She heard the click of the lock, and that was all. Another ten minutes passed, and then the door opened again, and she braced herself to meet the dread figure; but this time it was another and stouter man, half his face hidden by a coloured handkerchief. She recognised in him her abductor.

‘Do you know why you’ve been brought here, young lady?’ he asked in a muffled tone.

She tried to speak, failed, and shook her head.

‘You’ve been brought here because you’re keeping company with people who are obnoxious to the Feathered Serpent.’

The man spoke slowly, as though he were remembering a message.

‘If we like, we can keep you here for years, and nobody would be any the wiser. But if you’ll give a solemn undertaking that you’ll never reveal to a living soul what happened to you tonight, the Feathered Serpent will send you back unharmed.’

He waited for a reply. Again she tried to speak, and at the second attempt succeeded.

‘I’ll say nothing…of course… I’ll promise,’ she said breathlessly.

It was not the moment to reproach him for her terrifying experience.

‘You will speak to no living soul about tonight?’

‘No…I — I promise!’

He went out of the cell, closed the door, and was gone some little time. When he returned he carried a tray, on which was a steaming cup of bouillon
 , a small roll and an unopened bottle of wine. She shook her head at the sight of the refreshment.

‘No, thank you; I want water.’

‘Better drink the soup,’ he said, but went out, leaving the door open, to return with a glass of water, which she drank eagerly.

At his request she sipped at the bouillon
 and found it refreshing. When she had half finished it and put the cup aside:

‘Are you ready?’ he asked.

‘Quite ready,’ she answered. Her voice did not seem to be her own.

She followed him along the passage. The car was waiting at the door, and, to her great relief, he made no attempt to accompany her, but contented himself with a warning.

‘If you’re wise you’ll sit quiet and make no attempt to attract attention. The police would not believe your story, anyway.’

The car did not go back the way it had come, but struck a new forest road, and she found herself returning to London by a route which was not familiar. Presently, with heartfelt gratitude, she saw certain familiar buildings of the City… The clock was striking two as the car stopped before the doors of the silent block where she had her dwelling. She got down quickly, slammed the door behind her, and immediately the machine moved off.

She had the curiosity to look after it, but the number was so coated with mud as to be invisible. Daphne’s hand was trembling so that she could hardly put the key in her door, and for an hour she lay fully dressed upon her bed, recovering gradually, and did not get up until her heart had ceased to beat so loudly that she almost heard the echo of it. When she did rise shakily to her feet and begin to undress, her knees trembled so that she had to hold on to the bed for support.

She thought she would not sleep that night, but hardly had she drawn the clothes over her shoulder before she fell into a dreamless slumber, from which she did not wake until at eleven o’clock the cleaner tapped at her door. She woke in consternation, and for the moment the knowledge that she was more than an hour late for work overshadowed the memory of that night of horror.
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‘A young lady on the phone — she’s phoned twice. I told her you were in bed and asleep,’ said the cleaner, and with a start Daphne remembered Ella and her coat.

What explanation should she give to the girl? She went to the telephone and Ella’s sharp voice hailed her.

‘Whatever happened to you last night?’ There were no ‘my dears’ this morning, Daphne noticed, but she was too bruised and weary to be amused.

‘I got into the wrong car…it was waiting to take one of your company home, and I was out of London before I found that a mistake had been made.’

She was not a ready liar; her explanation sounded to her very halting. It sounded as if Miss Creed was not convinced.

‘Are you sure that’s what happened?’ she asked, a note of suspicion in her voice. ‘Somebody sent my chauffeur on a fool’s errand. I thought they might have played a trick on you.’

‘No, no, I assure you,’ said Daphne in a panic.

Suppose Leicester Crewe was responsible for the outrage, this might be a trap to discover whether she was keeping her word. ‘I’d like to see you to-day. Where will you be at two o’clock?’ She gave her Mr. Beale’s address, and wondered whether the scientist would object to a visitor.

‘Beale?’ Ella was evidently writing down the name and address. ‘All right; I’ll call about two.’

Daphne hung up the telephone and went in search of an unappetising breakfast. It could not have been Leicester Crewe, unless he was using the name of the Feathered Serpent as a blind to cover his acts. And yet it fitted her conception of his character that he should weaken at the last moment in his infamous plan.

After breakfast she drove in a cab to Beale’s house, and, meeting him in the hall, was full of apologies, which he cut short.

‘I was rather worried about you,’ he said. ‘Please, please don’t bother to explain. Any morning you feel like coming late, do so without the slightest misgiving.’

The old door was still leaning against the wall. Somebody had roughly cleaned it, and it was covered by queer arabesques drawn in charcoal.

‘Do you notice the queer shape of that door?’ He beamed on the unpromising object with the eye of an enthusiast. ‘It is exactly the shape of an old Aztec doorway — I don’t think their dwelling-houses had doors at all, as a matter of fact. Do you notice it is narrower at the top than at the bottom? That is not only a peculiarity of Aztec, but of old Egyptian architecture. I am satisfied in my mind, though many ethnologists disagree with me, that the Egyptians and the ancient South American Indians come from a common stock…

He was talking most of the morning, and it was rather difficult not to listen, though she felt the weariness of death. He noticed this just before lunch.

‘You look terribly tired, Miss Olroyd,’ he said. ‘I hope you’re not one of those young ladies who spend half the night dancing?’ Daphne smiled grimly.

‘I certainly wasn’t dancing last night,’ she said, ‘but I was out rather late.’

He did not question her, and she volunteered no explanation of a listlessness which continued throughout the day.

Just before two came a telephone message from Ella. She was not able to call; would Daphne come to the theatre again that night? Daphne, whose last act before leaving her flat had been to send back the red coat by district messenger, answered emphatically that she had another engagement. She had a caller, however: Peter Dewin arrived at three o’clock. He had been out very early that morning and every minute had been fully occupied. She interviewed him in the drawingroom, and he was in his most buoyant mood.

‘I’ve only to fit half a dozen more pieces into my jigsaw puzzle and it’s complete,’ he said. ‘And what a story! Be enthusiastic!’

‘Which story?’ she asked, a little wearily, and he was quick to notice her unusual languor.

‘Aren’t you well?’ he asked. ‘You’re as white as a sheet, and your eyes are like two burnt holes in a blanket!’

The one thing in the world about which she was unwilling to talk was herself, and she asked, a little brusquely for her:

‘Have you come to see Mr. Beale?’

‘I’ve come to see you,’ he said emphatically. ‘We are dining tonight at a very nice restaurant—’

‘I am sleeping tonight,’ she interrupted him, and his face fell. ‘I’m terribly tired, and you would never forgive me if I went to sleep in the midst of your exciting conversation!’

‘I could keep you awake with a whole lot of scandal,’ he said enticingly.

‘And I could tell you things that would make your hair stand on end,’ she retorted, and they both laughed. ‘Seriously, I’m much too tired to go out tonight.’

She stopped abruptly, and he had a feeling that she wanted to say something to him, and he was not far wrong; but though he waited, she said no more, but held out her hand.

‘Are you going back to your Feathered Serpents—’ he began, and was dumbfounded when she closed her eyes and shuddered. ‘No, no, not Feathered Serpents,’ she said. And then, hurriedly:

‘Goodbye!’

She was gone before he could ask her a further question.

Whether she slept or woke, he must know the reason for this sudden antipathy to Feathered Serpents, and he resolved to be literally waiting on her doorstep when she came home that night. On his way he had called at Grosvenor Square, to find that Mr. Crewe was not only in the City, but had been there since nine o’clock. He had an office off St. Martin’s le Grand — two small rooms at the very top of a high building. It was rather an address than a place he used, for he made very infrequent visits to the City, and one clerk was sufficient to deal with the business which trickled through this bureau.

He had been occupied since an early hour that morning, tabulating and pricing the stock which was held by the bank on his behalf. Mr. Leicester Crewe was unconscious of telepathic influence, but he had awakened that morning with the full intention of realising all his holdings and retiring to a place which was beyond the reach, and possibly beyond the knowledge, of the Feathered Serpent.

The Feathered Serpent was William Lane beyond question; and this ruthless William Lane, who killed without remorse, and whose menace was overshadowing three lives, was an altogether different individual from the silent man who had stood in the dock at the Old Bailey and had heard his sentence without a quiver of muscle.

Through the pleasant years that had passed, Crewe had almost forgotten that such a man as Lane existed; that in the silence of that grim prison set in the moorlands was one whom he had wronged as deeply as any man could wrong another.

Before his clerk arrived, Crewe had written a dozen letters of instructions to his brokers. It would take three or four days before he could draw money on his considerable holdings — it would have been easier to pledge them with the bank, but banks are shy of speculative shares, and on the whole it was better that he should sell out. He did not hold so much that his selling would have any important effect on the market, just then in a healthy condition.

Crewe was totalling his figures with an expression of satisfaction on his face, when the clerk brought in Peter’s card. His first impulse was to refuse an interview; but he was as eager to receive news as Peter himself, and, clearing away the papers from his desk, he told the youth to admit the reporter.

‘Sit down and have a cigar,’ he said, laboriously genial. ‘I can only give you five minutes: I’m rather busy just now. Well, what is the latest about the Feathered Serpent?’

His tone was flippant, but there was a suppressed apprehension in his voice. It was like a coward speaking lightly of death and quaking inwardly the while; and Peter Dewin saw here the cumulative effects of the terror which had fallen upon four people and had sent one flying the country and another to his grave.

‘Nothing. You’re giving evidence, I suppose, at the inquest?’

Crewe started.

‘The inquest?’ he stammered. ‘Why — why, no; I’d forgotten there would be an inquest. Why should they want me?’

‘Partly because you’re the principal witness,’ said Peter. ‘I should have thought that you already would have been warned; and I’m wondering what the coroner will say when he knows that Mrs. Paula Staines has left the country in such a hurry.’

Crewe’s jaw dropped, as he stared unbelievingly at the reporter.

‘Left the country?’ he repeated. ‘What do you mean?’

‘She left by the Flushing express this morning,’ said Peter; ‘and really, I don’t blame her — I hope she has a happier crossing than her father had.’

His eyes were on Crewe as he spoke, and he saw the man’s colour change from red to a dirty yellow.

‘I didn’t know her father,’ he said shortly.

Not the great Ricks?’ mocked Peter.

The man was shaken. When he spoke his voice was shrill and husky.

‘I don’t know…Ricks. I always thought her name was Staines—’ he began. ‘I wish you wouldn’t be so damned mysterious, Dewin.’

‘Her name was Ricks — Paula Ricks. She was the daughter of Ricks, the forger, who shot himself a number of years ago. And nobody knows better than you, Mr. Crewe, that her name was Ricks.’

‘She’s left the country, you say? Are you sure?’ Leicester avoided the implied reflection on his veracity.

‘I saw her off,’ said Peter. ‘She didn’t know, but I did! Somehow I had a feeling that she’d get away to-day, and I strolled down to watch two boat trains depart. She was on the first.’

‘She may have gone across to Paris.’

Peter shook his head.

‘Flushing is a long way round to Paris,’ he said; ‘even though her train connects with the Boulogne boat, her baggage went via Holland.’

Crewe was thinking quickly.

‘I remember now, she said she was going away soon for a week—’

‘She told the porter at Buckingham Gate that she was going away for a year,’ said the calm Peter. ‘No, you needn’t have any illusions on the subject. Miss Ricks has gone definitely and finally, and I’m most anxious to know why one little word scared her out of the country.’

‘One little word?’

Peter nodded.

‘A queer little word — but it did the trick. I wonder if it would scare you?’

He was leaning on a chair, his arms resting on the back. Their eyes met.

‘It’d take a pretty hefty word to scare me,’ said Leicester Crewe steadily.

Peter had noticed a subtle change in the man. Before, when he had met him, he seemed a colourless, more or less uninteresting individual, with the manners, language and quasi-refinement of the successful business man who has been too preoccupied with his affairs to take up any more than the varnish of culture. In the past forty-eight hours the varnish had worn very thin, and a certain repellent ugliness of mind and manner showed beneath. He had coarsened; his voice had the harshness of a street hawker; from the deferential and polite resident of Grosvenor Square, he had reverted to the type from which he had developed.

‘I’m going to talk to you plainly, young fellow,’ he said. ‘I’ve had all the mystery I want — do you get that? Some of you people are taking a liberty, and you’re going to get hurt if you’re not careful. I don’t know who murdered Joe Farmer, but if your “little word” is anything to do with feathers or serpents, I’ll tell you now that you’re wasting your time. You can’t scare me.’

‘Mrs. Staines—’ began Peter.

‘To hell with Mrs. Staines!’ he snarled. ‘It doesn’t matter two cents to me whether she’s in the country or out! And I don’t want to see anything you can show me,’ he said violently, as Peter put his hand in his pocket and took out a letter.

Unabashed, the reporter extracted the sheet of paper it contained.

‘This arrived at my lodgings by the first post this morning,’ he said slowly. ‘It is a typewritten document, and has no name or address.’

He laid the paper on the desk, twisting it round so that Leicester Crewe could see it, and the man read:

‘LEICESTER CREWE (or Lewston):



‘See London Sessions record under the name Lewston, Feb., 1905. Or Police Times issue, Feb. 14, 1905. Page 3, Col. 3.

‘ELLA CREED. JOSEPH FARMER.

‘See Marylebone police record June, 1910; also Paddington Times issue June 22nd, 1910. Name Farmster, née Lewston.’

‘Well?’ he said, looking up when he had finished.

‘I’ve done a little quick research work this morning,’ said Peter. ‘Your name is Lewston. Miss Ella Creed is your sister. She was married to Farmster or Farmer when she was seventeen. You have been twice convicted, once for an insurance fraud, once for obtaining money by the sale of worthless shares. You escaped an earlier conviction for being concerned in the printing and distribution of forged Bank of England notes, through a technical error in the indictment. Your sister and Farmer were charged at Marylebone Police Court with receiving stolen goods. You seem to be an enterprising family.’

Leicester Crewe licked his dry lips.

‘What’s the idea? Are you “putting the black” on me?’

Peter smiled.

‘If that’s a euphonious way of asking me whether I’m blackmailing you — I’m not!’

Crewe looked at the paper again, turned it over, held it up to the light.

‘I don’t care twopennorth of gin if all the world knows this about me,’ he said harshly. ‘I seem to remember a little bit of poetry about a man rising on his dead self to better things. It is no crime to get on in the world. And you won’t get a penny out of me. You had better try Ella. I suppose the great idea is to produce this at the inquest and create one of your newspaper sensations?’

‘It is not my idea,’ said Peter softly. ‘When I unearth a good story I like to have it entirely for myself. You may disabuse your mind of the illusion that you’re being blackmailed. You’re not. I’m trying to get the end of the real mystery, and I’m hoping that you’ll give it to me.’

The man glowered at him.

‘What real mystery?’ he asked, and his voice was husky.

‘The story of Gucumatz,’ said Peter distinctly.

Not a muscle of Crewe’s face moved, but from red it went to a deep purple, then to a waxy white again.

‘Gucumatz!’ he repeated mechanically.

He stared into the eyes of the reporter, and Peter saw his lips twist in a smile.

‘What a fool I am! Of course, that word was in the purse. Joe Farmer carried it around with him, eh? It’s the sort of fool thing he would do.’

Peter chuckled.

‘Exactly the explanation which Mrs. Staines gave, and the right one!’ he said, and added carefully: ‘When I say “Staines” I mean “Ricks.” She was rather amused and relieved, until—’

‘Well?’ asked the other, when he paused.

‘Until I told her that Gucumatz is an Aztec word which means the Feathered Serpent.’

Crewe did not speak for a second, and then:

‘How very interesting!’ he drawled in his old Grosvenor Square manner.

He was master of himself; his poise was admirable. Yet Peter knew that this revelation had produced a shattering effect.

‘Isn’t everything too exciting?’ Crewe went on, a faint smile hovering about his bloodless lips. ‘Feathered Serpents…’ he said slowly. ‘So that’s what it means, eh? That fellow is still alive?’

Peter nodded.

‘William Lane is alive, yes: I don’t think there’s any doubt of that.’

Crewe sat down slowly and fiddled with the papers on his table. ‘I wish I’d known,’ he said; ‘I’d have had him looked after from the moment he left prison.’

‘What has he got on you?’

Crewe shook his head.

‘You had better ask him when you see him — the police know that he killed poor old Joe? I suppose there’s no — unwritten law in this country? A fellow can’t go round shooting up people because…he’s got a grudge against them, eh?’

He began turning over his papers again with an air of helpless futility.

‘All right, Dewin. Thank you for the tip. I’ve got nothing to tell you. If you like to go along and squeak to your newspaper, by all means squeak; it won’t worry me. So that’s why Paula skipped, eh? I thought you were lying when you told me she’d gone, and yet I had a feeling, down in my mind, that it might be true. She called me a “quitter,” and she’s the first to quit! And Lane doesn’t even know about her!’

‘You wouldn’t like to ease your mind and tell me how all this began?’ asked Peter.

Mr. Crewe laughed hardly.

‘I shouldn’t like to stand in the dock of the Old Bailey and hear the old man say, “You’ll go down for ten,” should I? That’s not my idea of passing the time. Do you want any money?’ he asked, with brutal directness.

‘I want all the money there is in the world,’ said Peter quietly, ‘but I don’t want it from you, Crewe. You might save me a lot of trouble, and yourself too, if you let me in on this Gucumatz joke. Have you ever been to South America?’

For the first time during the interview Leicester Crewe seemed amused.

‘I wouldn’t know there was such a place if I hadn’t got a block of tramway stock in Buenos Ayres. Do you know anybody who is likely to take it off my hands in a hurry?’

As he spoke, Peter had an inspiration.

‘Why don’t you see Mr. Beale — Mr. Gregory Beale? Somebody was telling me the other day that all his investments are in South American corporations.’

Leicester frowned.

‘Beale…? Isn’t that the fellow Daphne’s working for?’

‘He is the gentleman who employs Miss Olroyd,’ said Peter.

Crewe shook his head.

‘I don’t know him; he’s a pretty rich man, eh? What is the address?’

He scribbled it down on his blotting pad, and then:

‘If a couple of hundred is any use to you, Dewin—’

‘Get. thee behind me,’ said Peter. He stood in the doorway. ‘But listen, Crewe — if your conscience gets busy, and you feel you’d like to unburden your soul to a reticent reporter, you’ll find my number in the book.’

Peter owned a small car, which he had bought at third hand. It was not beautiful to look upon, but the engine never failed him. He might have got to Newbury by train, and taken a cab from there, but he preferred the open road and the solitude which gave him an opportunity of thinking.

His way led through Thatcham, and once he was clear of Reading he began to keep a sharp lookout for the house which Hugg had burgled on the night of William Lane’s death. There were quite a number which might possibly have been the scene of the burglary, and very wisely he stopped a cyclist policeman and inquired.

‘Oh, yes, I remember the case,’ said the officer. ‘There was a tramp killed, a fellow named Lane. You’ll find Mr. Bonny’s house the third on the left from here, about a mile and a half along the road.’

Mr. Bonny was a fussy, rather excited man, who owned a number of grocers’ shops in Berkshire, and he was very voluble on the subject of the outrage. A reporter must be a good listener, a skilful leader of irrelevant conversation into informative channels. It was a quarter of an hour before he began to talk news.

‘…I saw the two rascals in the hall. From the landing outside my bedroom I could switch on the hall light, and I’d only to lean over the banisters to see them. The short, baldheaded man had the silver under his arm in a bag.’ (Mentally Peter noted that Mr. Hugg had modestly omitted any mention of the silver, and had put the best interpretation upon his housebreaking exploit, namely that he was seeking clothing.) ‘I saw the fellow who was killed — a tall, ugly-looking man—’

‘But the man who was killed didn’t break into the house, did he?’ asked Peter quickly.

‘Of course he did!’ scoffed Mr. Bonny. ‘He was the chap who threatened to murder me if I came down.’

He went on to describe rapidly his flight in the darkness, but Peter was not listening. The solution of this mystery was cleared up: the burglar who was killed was not William Lane, but Harry the Lag. William Lane was in the road outside, and was the only man who had escaped injury when Mr. Bonny’s wildly driven motorcar had run them down in the road.

There was no reason why he should continue his inquiries any further. But to be absolutely sure, he went on first to Thatcham and then to Newbury and confirmed all that Mr. Bonny had told him.

Peter drove back to London in the gathering dark with the mystery of the ghostly taxidriver explained. It was Harry the Lag who had been killed, and the third man, William Lane, had seized the opportunity that Bonny’s absence in search of the police gave him, to slip into the dead man’s pocket the papers which identified him as Lane. Apparently the police had made no attempt to investigate the identity of the dead man, but were satisfied to accept the evidence which they found in his jacket pocket. Had they taken his fingerprints, they would have known him at once for who he was. But why had William Lane taken this extraordinary step? For what reason did he wish to conceal his identity? Peter did not even ask himself this question for he knew beyond any shadow of doubt.
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Whether Daphne Olroyd did or did not expect him to call, he could not discover from her manner. In truth, she could have fallen on his neck in gratitude, for the prospect of spending the evening alone was an appalling one. Her nerves were on edge, and she could hear noises, strange creakings and window-raisings which had no existence in fact. She had made a decision, and was within a few minutes of acting upon it when Peter called. He had a hint of her changed mood when she readily accepted his suggestion that they should go out to dinner — an invitation which he had anticipated would be declined.

He noticed that on a chair in the diningroom was a small suitcase, which was packed and strapped.

‘Have you been or are you going?’ he asked.

‘I’m going,’ she said calmly, and to his surprise: ‘If you had come half an hour later I shouldn’t have been here — I have taken a room for a week at the Ridley Hotel. It is Bloomsbury and cheap, but it is very comfortable, and I know a woman who is staying there.’

‘But why on earth?’ he asked. ‘Have you let your flat or is the roof leaking?’

She shook her head.

‘You’re frightened!’

She flushed at this.

‘Why should I be?’ she asked indignantly.

Peter scratched his chin and looked at the girl long and thoughtfully.

‘There’s no reason why you should be,’ he said slowly, ‘and I wish you weren’t — I suppose that murder has got right on top of you? What a brute I am! I never thought of that.’

She made an attempt to treat the matter casually, but he was not deceived.

‘I don’t know why I have decided to try an hotel,’ she said vaguely. ‘I was sitting here wondering what I should do with the evening, and — the flat got on my nerves, so I rang up the hotel and asked them to let me have a room. You think I’m silly?’

‘I think you’re wise,’ he said quietly. ‘Not that there is the slightest danger to you—’

The telephone bell rang at that moment.

‘You can do me a great favour,’ she said, in a low voice, as though she feared to be overheard. ‘Would you answer that? I think it is Miss Creed. She wants me to come to her tonight, and I told her I was going out to dinner with — with—’

‘With me,’ said Peter. ‘How providential!’

He lifted up the receiver; but it was not Ella Creed’s voice which greeted him. A deep, masculine voice, evidently disguised, spoke to him.

‘Is that Miss Olroyd?’

It was a loud, spluttering telephone, and Peter answered in a low tone: ‘Yes.’ He had no intention of deceiving the person at the other end. The dropping of his voice was almost mechanical to attune to a very sensitive instrument.

‘You remember?’ said the voice. ‘You are to tell nobody of what happened last night!’

There was a click, and silence. Peter hung up the receiver slowly and looked at the girl.

‘Who was it?’ she asked.

‘What happened to you last night?’ he demanded, and saw the alarm in her eyes.

‘Nothing,’ she said defiantly, ‘nothing that I can tell.’

‘Nothing that you can tell Tom or Dick or Harry, but something you can tell Peter,’ he said steadily. ‘What was it?’

‘Who was it speaking?’ she asked.

She was breathless, terrified. To his consternation he saw that she was trembling from head to foot.

‘You’ve got to tell me, Daphne,’ he said gently. ‘Something happened to you last night — I’m a fool or I’d have known that this morning when I saw you. What was it?’

She shook her head, but there was no emphasis in the gesture. ‘I can’t tell you — I promised. I really can’t tell you.’

He took her by the shoulders and looked down into her eyes. ‘I’m not asking you to tell me because I want news — something to print,’ he said in a low voice. ‘I want you to tell me because I — I am fond of you, Daphne.’

She looked up at him quickly, and as quickly withdrew her eyes. The pink came back to her face, only to fade again, but she did not answer. He shook her gently.

‘Tell me.’

‘I oughtn’t — I promised,’ she said haltingly. ‘Somebody took me from the theatre…’

And then, incoherently, she told the story of her night’s adventure, and every word she spoke brought her relief.

‘…They didn’t hurt me — nobody touched me. They were rather — kind. And Peter, you’re not to say a word about this — do you hear, not a word! And you mustn’t try to find the place.’

And then, to her own amazement, she burst into tears and lay sobbing on his breast. It was a long time before she was calm again.

‘I’m hysterical, I suppose, but it’s been a dreadful thing to keep in my own mind, without help or advice,’ she said, when she had bathed her face, and removed some of the evidence of her distress by a process which Peter did not attempt to analyse. ‘It was horrible, wasn’t it? And I’ve done nothing to anybody!’

The arm that encircled her squeezed her a little.

‘Of course you haven’t, my dear. And the moment they found you’d done harm to none, they let you go. Don’t you see that?’

‘But why? How?’ she asked, bewildered.

‘They thought you were Ella: that is why they carried you off. You wore her red coat; and I happen to know that Ella always wears a red coat — it’s one of her advertising schemes. The moment the Feathered Serpent got you to his little lair—’

‘The Feathered Serpent?’ she breathed. ‘Was it he?’

Peter nodded.

‘Of course it was. The moment he found you weren’t Ella, he sent you home again. Like a prison cell, was it?’

‘It was terrible!’ She shivered.

‘That was the plot,’ he mused; ‘to put Ella in a little prison that he’d built for her, and to keep her there for years and years and years. He’s probably got a prison routine all mapped out for her.’

‘But why?’ protested Daphne.

‘Because, in some way I haven’t discovered yet, Gucumatz was put into prison—’

‘Who is Gucumatz?’ she asked in surprise. ‘I’ve never heard his name before.’

‘He’s a particular friend of mine,’ said Peter glibly. ‘He was put into prison, not on the evidence, but through Ella Creed. I spent all last night reading up the particulars of the Lane case, and Ella certainly did not appear in court; in fact, the only member of the gang that was present was Joe Farmer.’

‘You’re puzzling me dreadfully,’ she interrupted. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. Was Mr. Farmer prosecuting this man with the strange name?’

‘Let’s go to dinner,’ said Peter, and to his own surprise he lifted her face to his and kissed her. Daphne did not seem greatly distressed.

He picked up her suitcase, and, as they were going: ‘Do you think I’m being very silly?’ she asked.

He shook his head.

‘I think you’re rather wise,’ he said. ‘The Feathered Serpent is not the only bird of prey who is on the wing tonight.’

As they came out of the flat, he saw a man standing on the edge of the pavement, and his figure was familiar. As the cab he summoned slowed up at the kerb, he put the girl and the suitcase inside, and walked towards the lounger. ‘Do you want me, Hugg?’ he asked.

‘Yes, sir.’ The little convict’s voice was hoarse with emotion. ‘I’ve seen him again tonight.’

‘William Lane?’

‘Yes, sir.’

Peter thought for a moment as a suspicion crossed his mind. ‘How did you know I was here?’ he asked.

‘I went round to your house to see you, and you wasn’t in. Then I went round to Grosvenor Square to see Mr. Crewe, and he wasn’t in either, and I asked where his secretary was, and they told me that she’d left. They gave me her address, and I was coming here to find out if she knew where—’

‘Why should she?’ asked Peter. And then, in a sudden change of tone: ‘Well, where did you see William Lane?’

‘In a Rowton House. He’s a sick man, nearly dead. He borrowed five shillings off me to get to Birmingham, where he’s got some relations.’

Hugg talked in a nervous, jerky way which was not like him. He could not keep still, but shuffled from one foot to the other. Peter could have sworn that his teeth were chattering.

‘I see,’ he said. ‘Come to the office tomorrow morning and ask for me — eleven o’clock sharp.’

‘Yes, sir.’

Again that eagerness, that nervous intensity which seemed so foreign to this usually phlegmatic crook.

Peter walked back to the cab, jumped in and slammed the door behind him.

‘An old friend of mine,’ he said easily, and made no reference to the conversation.

In the middle of dinner he left the restaurant and called up Leicester Crewe.

‘I can’t talk on the telephone,’ said Crewe pettishly, when he discovered who the caller was. ‘If you want to see me, come round tonight — now, if you like.’

‘Did you get into touch with the person I suggested might buy your shares?’ asked Peter, and in a milder tone the man answered that he had. He added a reluctant expression of thanks for the information which the reporter had supplied. ‘I think I can do a deal with him; I’ve been talking to him on the telephone, and I’m seeing him tomorrow night.’

Peter came back to the girl, and was in his gayest mood for the rest of the evening. He had chosen the little restaurant of the hotel where she had her lodgings, and he left her soon after half-past nine and hurried back to the office to gather and edit all the outside news that had come concerning the killing of Farmer. The date of the inquest had been fixed for the following Tuesday, and he found amongst his letters one from Clarke, asking him to call at his ‘convenience at Scotland Yard.

Sitting down at his typewriter, he rattled off the best part of a column, and the night editor read it through without enthusiasm.

‘There’s very little meat in this. Didn’t you get a new line today? — all this stuff has been in the evening papers, and most of it you’ve pinched from the agencies.’

‘In spite of my unconscious plagiarism,’ said Peter, ‘it reads to me like a pretty good column.’

With his nose on the trail of a crime story, Peter Dewin was indefatigable. Midnight found him in the frowsy atmosphere of Victoria Dock Road; and here he had the good fortune to find a local detective sergeant who knew him, and had been in the district off and on for years.

‘What were you after? I saw you speaking to the oldest inhabitant of Wormwood Scrubs,’ said the sergeant when Peter joined him. ‘Are you getting local colour, or are you on a story?’

‘I’m on the Farmer murder,’ he said, and the officer expressed his understanding.

‘He had a public-house here in the old days, the “Rose and Crown.” I’m pretty certain he used it as a blind to carry on an extensive fencing business.’

‘Was he married in those days?’

The sergeant shook his head.

‘He never had a wife here, though he was very friendly with one or two girls.’

Peter mentioned the name of the Lewstons without awakening any response.

‘Never heard of them,’ said the sergeant.

They were pacing up a long, dingy street, and the sergeant stopped and pointed.

‘There’s the “Rose and Crown.”’

It was a tiny, mean-looking public-house, its windows dark, and stood at the corner of a side street.

‘Farmer used to live there. In fact, this is becoming quite a show place,’ he said humorously. ‘We had the biggest “slush” raid that’s ever been carried out in this district, at the end house.’

‘William Lane?’ suggested Peter.

‘Oh, you remember the case, do you? Yes, Lane. We caught him with the goods, plant, photographic apparatus, machines for printing, and about a thousand mille
 notes ready for export. Somebody gave us the office, and Sweeney came down from Scotland Yard. We raided it at eleven o’clock at night and caught Lane red-handed, as you might say. I forget whether he got seven or ten years. Farmer was the principal witness against him.’

‘Can you tell me anything about Lane?’

The sergeant shook his head as they slowly walked towards the house of tragedy.

‘No. He’d been living there for three or four weeks before we raided the house. None of the neighbours knew him. He never went out till late at night. In those days his kitchen used to lead to a narrow lane between the backs of the houses in Manting Street, and it was supposed that he got his machinery and plant in by the back way. The only thing he said when he was arrested was: “I alone am responsible.” I don’t think he spoke another word. He wasn’t even defended by counsel till the judge ordered a young lawyer to stand up for him.’

He knew nothing whatever about Crewe, either in his own or his assumed name.

‘It’s difficult to keep track of ‘em. This used to be the headquarters of about six of the biggest gangs in London, and they were swell gangs too! There’s been more cocaine brought into this area than into Limehouse; more stolen motorcars shipped from here than honest machines from Southampton!’

Of the Feathered Serpent he had never heard till he had read in the morning newspaper about Farmer’s murder.

‘It’s a queer case. My own theory is that somebody he shopped is getting back on him.’ And, as a thought struck him, he uttered an exclamation. ‘I wonder if it’s Lane? He was due out last summer, and he’s got reason enough for wanting to get even with Joe!’

Peter’s investigations were not completed after he had left the police officer, and it was not until three o’clock in the morning that he dragged himself wearily up the stairs of his boarding house, so tired that he could hardly summon energy to undress.

He was in that condition which he would describe as being ‘overtired’ — meaning no more than that his brain had drawn a new stimulus from his overburdened body and mocked physical exhaustion with mental activity which prohibited sleep.
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He had had problems equally insoluble, but they had never before kept him awake at night. He dozed heavily and wakened, twisted growlingly in his bed, and was on the point of sleeping when again he wakened. He thought he had heard a noise outside his window.

He got out of bed, threw up the lower sash of the window and looked out. It was a clear, cold night of stars, and he was looking down into the small garden at the back of the house. ‘Garden’ was a complimentary term for a grass-grown square of microscopic size, with a narrow flower bed running under the walls. He found it more than a little chilly, dressed as he was in his thin sleeping suit, and he was on the point of withdrawal when he saw, or imagined he saw, a figure glide from the shadow of the wall, cross the tiny lawn and disappear into the gloomy shade of the opposite wall.

He leaned farther out, peering into the darkness, and as he stretched out his hand to balance himself on the sill, he touched something cold. It was a steel hook, except that there was no sharp point at the end, but instead a circle of rubber. He tried to draw it to him, but it was fastened, and he understood why. The stout rubber must have been fashioned in the shape of a hollow cup which formed a vacuum, so that when the end of the hook touched the steel it was impossible that it could slip. With his fingers he prised up the edge of the ‘sucker’ and drew the hook and its attachment into the room. He found it was a hook-ladder made of light but strong bamboo, about ten feet in length; so long, in fact, that he had a difficulty in manoeuvring it into his bedroom.

Fortunately he had not put on the light, and as soon as the ladder was drawn in, he stepped softly to the mantelpiece, found the electric handlamp which he kept for emergencies, and, slipping into his dressing gown, tiptoed back to the open window and sent a white ray of light into the restricted area of the back yard.

There was nothing to be seen, but it was quite possible that the intruder was well hidden by the small bicycle house which had been erected by his landlady along one wall, for it was in this direction that he had seen the figure move.

There were several ways by which the intruder might have got into the back yard. Running the length of the short street in which his lodgings were situated was a broad wall which divided the houses from those that backed on to them, and the burglars, if burglars they were, could easily have come that way; or they might have taken the simpler method of surmounting the wall from which the earlier intruder had dropped; for, like Mr. Beale’s house, the lodging was built on a corner lot.

Peter sent the light down the wall carefully, and presently he saw another hook ladder hanging from yet another windowsill.

‘Mysteriouser and mysteriouser!’ he muttered, and, closing down the window, he dressed hurriedly in the dark. All traces of weariness had left him. The overmastering desire for sleep had been replaced by a slight buzzing in his head, which was nature’s warning that he had very nearly reached the end of his physical tether.

Five minutes later he was out of the house, carrying a lamp in one hand and a walking stick in the other. As he turned the corner, he saw a man drop from the wall, and challenged him. For a second the figure stood as though about to answer, and then, turning, he ran with the dash of a sprinter across the road, with Peter in pursuit. And then, when it seemed that he must escape, there appeared from nowhere a helmeted shape. A beam of light smote the runner in the eyes and blinded him, and a firm hand gripped him by the collar and swung him to the ground. There was a brief struggle, and then Peter came up.

‘All right,’ said a surly voice, ‘it’s a cop!’

Legally no policeman has the right to ‘fan’ a prisoner until he gets into the police station; but the policeman was on the side of caution. There had been a number of armed burglaries in Kensington, and it was not until he had satisfied himself that the man was carrying nothing more lethal than a small jemmy, that he marched him to the station, Peter gripping one arm and the constable the other.

‘Are you the feller I was after?’ said the man as they were nearing the police station. ‘Name of Dewin?’

‘I am the victim,’ said Peter cheerfully.

‘I don’t know how you heard me.’

In the man’s voice was a note of despair that one might have expected to hear in a disappointed artist who for some unaccountable reason had found his picture rejected by the Academy.

‘I never made a sound! This “flattie” don’t know me, but the inspector will.’

‘Not so much of the “flattie,”’ said the indignant policeman thus labelled. ‘I knew you as soon as I saw your ugly face — you’re Lightfoot Jerry.’

The prisoner made a clucking sound of wonder.

‘Fancy a “flattie” knowing anything!’ he said.

‘I was at the West London police court the last time you were charged,’ said the officer with satisfaction. ‘I never forget faces.’ ‘Marvellous!’ said the sarcastic Jerry.

In the light of the charge-room the local detective inspector, who happened to be on duty at the moment, hailed Jerry as an old friend; yet his greeting was not cordial.

‘Working on my manor, Jerry!’ he said reproachfully. ‘You’re taking a liberty if ever a man took one!’

It is one of the peculiar and unwritten laws of the underworld that no known felon shall commit a crime in the district where he resides. As a reward for this abstention he has the privilege of residence without undue interference by the police. He is, so to speak, a guest in the house of the divisional inspector; he is more or less free from police observation, and he is not liable at any moment to be pulled in as a suspicious person under the Prevention of Crimes Act. Officially, of course, there is no such arrangement or understanding, but actually, the professional thief goes abroad into other districts to commit his offences against the law, and avoids fouling his own nest.

‘I’m very sorry, Mr. Brown,’ said Jerry humbly. ‘But I was getting a hundred quid for this job, and everything found for me, and I couldn’t turn him down.’,

‘The usual “madam”!’ sneered the inspector.

‘It’s not “madam,” Mr. Brown,’ said Jerry earnestly, ‘though I admit it sounds as likely as cream in skilly; but it’s true.’

Then and there Lightfoot Jerry told an extraordinary story. On the previous morning about twelve o’clock he had received a pencilled note, asking him if he’d like to do a job and promising him a hundred pounds. If he agreed, he was to take the note at six o’clock in the evening to the place where the railway bridge crosses the Great West Road. Under the bridge his employer would be waiting for him, to give instructions. The hour chosen was one when pedestrians on the Great West Road are fewer than they are in the day time, for the West Road is essentially a motor speedway.

There were enclosed with the note two Treasury notes, each for a pound, as earnest, and whilst suspecting a police trap, for Jerry shared with all thieves the illusion that the police have no other occupation in life than to arrange pitfalls for the unlawful, he kept the appointment.

The road was absolutely deserted, but when he reached the railway arch a car drove up to the kerb and a man got out.

‘I couldn’t see his face, and I couldn’t recognise him again if you gave me ten thousand pounds,’ he said frankly. ‘He told me the job he wanted me to do, and said that the ladders would be put over the wall ready for me. He gave me a plan of the house, and where this gentleman’s room was to be found, and all I had to do was to find a purse and a key which he kept under his pillow.’

‘With a million sterling in it?’ asked the inspector sardonically.

‘It had a key in it — that’s all I know,’ insisted the man. ‘And listen, inspector! You think this is a cock and bull story, but there’s a Big Fellow in London who’s using us old lags and paying well. The only thing I know is that he drives a taxi sometimes.’

He was dogged on this point, that the metropolis held a generous employer of exconvicts, who seemed to know the right man for the right job. He would not mention the names of any men who had been so engaged.

Peter drew the sceptical inspector aside.

‘I think you ought to get on to Clarke about this bird,’ he said seriously. ‘I’m perfectly sure that it is a Feathered Serpent crime.’

The inspector nodded.

‘I’ve known Lightfoot for years—’

He hesitated. The name of Chief Inspector Clarke was one to conjure with. He had in fact been promoted to Superintendent that very morning, and was actually in charge of the area. There are four big men at headquarters, each of whom is in charge of one section of London, with a superintendent controlling the ‘four great manors.’ It was to the latter position that the inspector had been promoted.

He went into his little office and Peter heard him telephoning. In five minutes he came back.

‘Mr. Clarke’s coming down to see this man,’ he said, in a more serious tone. ‘He seems to think you’re right, that the Big Fellow Jerry spoke about is the Feathered Serpent.’

And then a thought occurred to Peter, and he asked to be allowed to question the man, but here he found the inspector adamant. Jerry had been taken to a cell, and it was not until the arrival of Clarke, an hour later, that Peter was able to put his question.

The prisoner had been aroused from his sleep and brought up to the inspector’s office. He was naturally in a bad humour, resenting more this interruption to his slumber than his arrest.

‘You’ve been inside, Jerry, haven’t you?’ asked Peter, and when the man had sulkily agreed: ‘Did you know a man named William Lane?’

Lightfoot Jerry considered.

‘Yes, I’ve seen him in Dartmoor; he was in D Ward, I was in A — he was in for printing slush.’

‘Did you ever talk to him?’

Jerry shook his head.

‘Never spoke to him in my life. He used to work in the shoemaker’s shop with Harry the Lag and little Hugg, the burglar. He was in hospital while I was there, but I was in one of the downstairs cells, and I never had a chance of speaking to him.’

‘Do you think he was the man you met by appointment under the railway arch?’ asked Peter, and the exconvict thought.

‘No…and yet it might have been. I never heard Lane speak, and from what I have been told he didn’t speak much. I saw him in church once or twice and in the shoemaking shop, but most of my time I was in the bakehouse or the laundry.’

After the man had been taken back to his cell, Clarke, who had been very silent during the questioning, took Peter by the arm and led him out into the street.

‘What was he after, that fellow?’

Peter knew that it was not the moment to be mysterious.

‘He was after a key and a cryptogram,’ he said, and putting his hand in his pocket, took out the purse. ‘I won’t tell you how it came into my possession, because another person is involved, but this key was carried about by Joe Farmer, and I don’t think you’d have been much wiser even if you’d had it.’

They went back into the police station and Clarke examined the paper.

“Gucumatz” is the word. It’s an old Aztec word meaning “Feathered Serpent.” The key is a little baffling. If I knew what that signified, there would not be any Feathered Serpent mystery. As it is, I’m just as far off understanding as I have ever been.’

Clarke turned the key over and over on the palm of his hand; tried with the aid of a magnifying glass to decipher the obliterated letters, but confessed himself baffled.

‘Have you any theory?’ he asked.

Peter shook his head.

‘This case is moving in such an atmosphere of melodrama that I should not feel I was being very romantic if I put forward the suggestion that it is the key of a box containing important papers. My mind, however, is in revolt against any such theory.’

‘It looks to me more like the key of a door, except that it is a little small for that.’

Clarke put away the key in the purse and slipped it into an inside pocket.

‘You know a great deal more about this case than you’ve told me, Dewin,’ he said, ‘but I think if I discover the door that is opened by this key, I shall have beaten you out of sight!’

It was past five o’clock when Peter got home, and he decided that the last thing in the world he wanted to do was to go to bed. He had a bath and shaved, and then made the fatal mistake of lying down half dressed under his eiderdown for a brief rest… It was the clanging of the luncheon gong that woke him.
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It needs a touch of the bizarre to waken thoroughly the interest of any great city, either in an individual or in an act. It was just the hint of gruesome mystery that the Feathered Serpent supplied, which raised the Farmer murder from a commonplace, if somewhat interesting, item of crime news to the importance it afterwards assumed.

It took little over twentyfour hours for London to appreciate the uncomfortable fact that somewhere in its midst was a secret organisation, ruthless in its methods, diabolically cunning in its plans, and though newspapers could hint, without allowing plainness of speech to approach the borderline of libel, that the Feathered Serpent was concerned with dealing vengeance on a very few members of the community, it happened that one of those few was a popular musical comedy actress, and when this was known a new value was added to the story.

Peter went to the office to find the news editor interviewing the exconvict Hugg; and the first thing that struck Peter on seeing the little man was his extraordinarily prosperous appearance. He wore a smart suit of clothes, his collar and linen were shiningly new. He had indulged himself in the luxury of a shave, and carried a furled umbrella hooked on to his arm.

‘Oh, here you are, Dewin! This man was very anxious to see somebody in connection with the Feathered Serpent story. He says he told you that he had seen a man named Lane driving a cab—’

‘It wasn’t him at all, Mr. Dewin,’ broke in Hugg rapidly. ‘I’ve seen the feller that I thought was Lane, stopped him in the Strand to-day, and I’m blest if it wasn’t somebody else altogether! This is a warning to me, Mr. Dewin. I’d had a couple of drinks that night, and naturally I was a bit bat-eyed. So I went up to this feller and I said: “Is your name Lane?” but I’d no sooner had a good look at him than I knew I was wrong.’

‘Come here,’ said Peter sternly, took the little man firmly by the arm and led him into a small editorial waiting-room. ‘Now, you perjuring villain,’ he said goodnaturedly, ‘what is this stuff you’re trying to get across the footlights of life?’

‘It’s true — if I drop dead this minute—’ began Hugg.

‘Listen!’ Peter dug his forefinger in the man’s chest to emphasise his every point. ‘Yesterday I found you waiting outside a certain block of flats to tell me that you had seen William Lane; he was very ill and he was going off to Birmingham, and that you lent him—’

‘Yes, that’s right, Mr. Dewin,’ said Hugg eagerly. ‘That was William Lane all right. He left London—’

Peter interrupted him with a raised hand.

‘You’ve seen William Lane: I don’t doubt that,’ he said, ‘and he’s threatened you that unless you carried a story to the police that he’s left London, he’ll do something very unpleasant. That is why you came to find me. He told you that I’d very likely be somewhere near Miss Olroyd’s lodgings. Wait,’ he said, as Hugg began an incoherent explanation. ‘He saw you again subsequent to this, questioned you as to what you told me, learnt about the taxicab story, and has sent you on to eat your words. He probably gave you the money to dress yourself decently, and that is why you’re looking like a Bond Street fashion plate. Well?’

Hugg did not reply. His shifty eyes looked everywhere but at Peter.

‘I’ve got my living to get,’ he said vaguely. ‘It’s not my job to go squeaking to the police or to reporters. If a man makes a mistake when he’s intoxicated, why shouldn’t he come and own up?’

‘Where did you see Lane?’ asked Peter, ignoring the question, but Hugg was less inclined to talk than ever.

‘Let up on this feller,’ he almost pleaded. ‘He’s got his own graft, and it’s not for me to try and trip him up. Take my advice, Mr. Dewin. He’s a pretty bad feller, this whoever he is.’

‘Have you seen Lane?’

Hugg shook his head, and then, to Peter’s surprise, tiptoed to the door and listened.

‘You never know where that bird will be,’ he said fretfully, and, lowering his voice: ‘I haven’t seen him, and that’s a fact. I got a note telling me to be at a certain place and he’d come along. It was in a little country road just north of Barnet. I went there and he come up in a car — he didn’t leave the car, but talked to me through the window. It was one of these shut-in affairs, and there was nobody in it but himself.’

‘A saloon?’ suggested Peter.

‘I don’t know what you call it. I didn’t see his face, I tell you. All that he said to me was—’ he swallowed something and shivered—’that I had to go and see you and tell you I’d made a mistake. He said he didn’t want any innocent person suspected. They were his very words, Mr. Dewin — he didn’t want an innocent person suspected.’

‘Was it Lane’s voice?’ asked Peter.

Hugg shook his head.

‘I couldn’t swear to it. I think he had a mask or something, but I couldn’t see his face. And then he told me where I’d find you, and what I was to tell you, I had to report to him again that night, but in a different place. It might be Lane. There’s several people who had a down on Joe Farmer. In fact I’ve heard fellers in Dartmoor say that if ever they got the chance they’d “out” him. He told me I was to keep myself respectably dressed, that he might want me at any time — I’ve gone into lodgings at Lambeth.’

‘That’s a lie,’ said Peter — he had an extraordinary and uncanny instinct for untruths.

‘It’s as near to the truth as you’ll ever get from me,’ said Mr. Hugg paradoxically.

Mr. Hugg retired on that line. The hall porter told Peter that he had left a new suitcase in the hall and went off in a cab. Evidently he did not find London a healthy place.

Peter stopped long enough at the office to check up the items of news about the case which the agencies had turned in, and then went out to make a call at Scotland Yard.

Mr. Gregory Beale’s house was one of those smooth-working establishments that seem to be run by clockwork. His servants were men and women past middle age, who had been in his employ for years; and for the first time in her life Daphne Olroyd learnt what perfect service could be. Of the taciturn butler she saw very little, and it was from the cook, a stout and elderly woman, that she learnt something of the interior economy of the house.

Wednesday was the servants’ holiday, she discovered. Mr. Beale dined out at night, had the front door bell switched through to his study, so that he himself answered the door if occasion demanded, and on one occasion had prepared his own luncheon.

‘But that was too much of a bother to him — after that he kept me until three in the afternoon.’

His servants adored him, with every reason, for he was the most generous and humane of employers, and if his consideration for their comfort sometimes approached the realms of eccentricity, it was a lovable trait in him.

It was on Wednesday morning, and Daphne was deep in her new work of classification. The big front drawingroom had been converted for the moment into a museum. Most of the chairs and tables had been removed and down two sides of the handsome room ran long, bare, wooden tables, covered now with a heap of curios awaiting her attention.

With the help of a little book which he had found for her, she was able to make a rough catalogue without his assistance, and only occasionally did she carry some weird piece of pottery or some strange flint knife to the study to get his help. Occasionally he wandered aimlessly into the room, his hands in his pockets, a smile upon his eager face, and would hold forth in his oracular manner and she would be spellbound. Sometimes it was on the most mundane subjects; occasionally he dealt with Aztec civilisation, and then he was most interesting.

‘Seventy-five different varieties of the Feathered Serpent have been discovered,’ he told her that morning. ‘And I don’t know how many legends there are — every district has its own. I have found traces of Feathered Serpent worship in Peru.’

There were half a dozen models of this queer god and he took one up and examined it with a curious smile.

‘Your friend has rather spread himself on the subject of Feathered Serpents this morning,’ he said. ‘Have you seen the Post-Courier
 ?’

She had not had time to read the newspaper.

He shook his head distastefully.

‘I asked him not to use my name, but unfortunately—’

‘He didn’t break his word?’ asked Daphne quickly, and Mr. Beale laughed.

‘No, the fault was entirely mine. He used a photograph of the Feathered Serpent, one that I gave him. Unhappily I have the copyright of these photographs, and I suppose that the printers, seeing “Copyrighted by Gregory Beale” written on the back, thought it was an act of courtesy to reproduce my name under the picture. It can’t be helped, and it really isn’t at all important.’

She wanted very badly to tell him of her adventure in Epping Forest, but the memory of the warning that Peter had received over the telephone inhibited the confidence.

‘Obviously,’ he went on, ‘this man Farmer must have offended somebody very badly. I was reading the case at breakfast, and it struck me that he must have been, at some period of his life, a criminal or an associate of criminals.’

‘Why do you say that?’ she asked in surprise.

He shrugged his shoulders.

‘It is a theory of mine,’ he said.

It was now that he too told her his practice of giving Wednesday off to his two menservants.

‘You have a very good view of the front of the house, Miss Olroyd,’ he said. ‘Perhaps if you saw anybody coming up the steps who did not receive an immediate reply from me, you would not mind opening to him? — I get so absorbed in my work that I do not even hear bells ring!’

The particular work in which he was so enthusiastically engaged was, he told her, the compilation of a new series of folklore stories which he had gathered in Central America. Evidently they contained either something unusually startling, or else material which he did not think desirable should be read by his young secretary, for he kept the manuscript locked away in his safe, and she had an idea that it was put away sheet by sheet as he wrote it. She was too interested in her own work to have much time for looking out of the window, and three times after lunch she heard him go to the door, and on the third occasion went out to speak to him.

‘I’m so sorry, Mr. Beale,’ she said penitently, ‘but I will keep a better look out. You ought really not to answer the door if I’m in the house.’

He chuckled at this, and seemed pleased.

‘Your absorption is a very good sign,’ he said. ‘You’re taking an intelligent interest in Feathered Serpents, and in the near future I can imagine that you will be interviewed by enterprising newspaper reporters on the subject of these strange beasts.’

Thereafter Daphne pulled her table to the centre of the room, and sat so that she commanded a view of the street. The fourth caller she saw before the little coupe stopped and Ella Creed alighted.

Ella Creed! Then Daphne remembered that the woman had promised to call — was it yesterday or the day before, or an eternity ago? She hurried out into the hall. Here was a caller to entertain — Gregory Beale would not wish to be taken from his work.

Ella greeted her with a stiff nod.

‘Oh, you’re here, are you? It’s a devil of a place to find,’ she said. She turned to her chauffeur and gave him an order in her high, shrill voice, and the car moved on.

‘He’s got to go and pick up some dresses for me,’ she said, ‘and I can go back by taxi.’

Daphne offered no apology when she led her visitor into the untidy drawingroom, and removing a dust-sheet from one of the chairs, pushed it towards her.

‘What are you doing?’ asked Ella, frowning round.

It was characteristic of her that her first glimpse was one of appraisal.

‘This fellow’s got plenty of money,’ she said, pointing to a picture over the mantelpiece. ‘That’s a Gainsborough.’

Daphne was surprised and a little puzzled to learn that the actress had a knowledge of art, and, as though she read her thoughts, the woman continued:

‘I know a lot about pictures — their selling value anyway. I have a boy friend — one of the Lecksteins, the art dealers, and he’s given me lots of tips. What is all this stuff?’ She waved a hand disparagingly at the laden tables.

Daphne explained, and the woman’s nose wrinkled a little contemptuously.

‘It doesn’t look worth the trouble of collecting.’ And then, abruptly: ‘Where did you go the other night?’

For the moment Daphne was nonplussed. Even now she had not succeeded in finding an alternative explanation if that which she had already given was unconvincing, as apparently it was.

‘All that stuff about being driven in the wrong car and not finding where you were till too late, is bunk!’ said Ella. ‘You needn’t think up any lies, because I know it is. Somebody mistook you for me, didn’t they?’

Daphne nodded.

‘I thought so!’ And, after a pause: ‘Well, aren’t you going to tell me what happened?’

‘I’m afraid I can’t — I promised.’

The woman was looking at her intently, as though she sought to probe the secret that lay behind Daphne Olroyd’s eyes.

‘You didn’t tell the police, or anything? You’re a fool! If it had been me, no promise would have counted, you bet your life!’

Daphne could not help thinking that had her unknown captors taken the woman they sought, no promise would have been necessary.

In the cold light of day Ella’s face was a little haggard. She had made up carelessly, and there was a certain coarseness about her features which Daphne had not observed before.

‘This thing’s getting on my nerves,’ she said. ‘What did Dewin say? You and he are very thick, aren’t you? Does he believe — but I don’t suppose he discusses the matter with you.’

Ella walked across to the table and picked up one of the little models.

‘Beale likes this sort of thing, doesn’t he? I saw in the paper that he knows all about Feathered Serpents — what are they?’

‘That is one you’re holding,’ said Daphne, and the woman started and nearly dropped the fragile thing.

‘Good God! Is it?’ She looked at the clay figure with a new interest, and at that moment, looking past her, Daphne saw a man walking up the steps: a tall, cadaverous-looking man, seedily dressed. She was about to excuse herself and go out to find his business, when through the half-open door of the drawingroom she heard Mr. Beale’s quick step in the hall.

‘Feathered Serpent, eh?’ said Ella thoughtfully, twisting the object round and round in her hand. ‘That doesn’t look very terrible, does it?’

Beale was talking to somebody, and his voice was unusually sharp.

‘Feathered—’ began Ella again.

And then Daphne heard a queer choking sound and turned. For a moment she was paralysed with amazement. The actress was staring at the clay thing in her hand with wide, distended eyes. Her face under the rouge had gone white and old…

Daphne had time to reach her before she collapsed. She heard the slam of the front door and ran out into the hall.

‘Miss Creed…she’s fainted or something,’ she said incoherently.

‘Miss Creed?’ He stared at her over his glasses. ‘She’s the actress—’

‘Can’t you help me, please?’ said Daphne desperately.

He pushed past her into the room, took one glimpse at the figure, then, stooping, lifted her without an effort.

‘I’ll take her into my study,’ he said. ‘Get a glass of water; and go upstairs to my room — you’ll find a medicine chest in the bathroom. There’s a bottle of sal volatile: bring it down.’

She returned in a few minutes to find him forcing water from a wineglass between the lips of the half-conscious woman.

‘Your medicine chest—’ she began.

‘I know, I know.’ He was almost short with her. ‘It was in my study all the time. I forgot that I had brought it down. I think she will be all right very soon. These cases make a quick recovery. What happened?’

Daphne told him of the Feathered Serpent, and following his glance at the table, she saw the figure was there.

‘It was clasped in her hand when I brought her in,’ he said. ‘What an odd coincidence!’

Daphne looked anxiously down at the girl. She was breathing regularly, but was still unconscious.

‘I should imagine it is a heart attack,’ said Mr. Beale, rubbing his chin thoughtfully.

‘Don’t you think we ought to get a doctor?’ asked Daphne, troubled.

He shook his head.

‘She’s all right, I tell you; she’s sleeping — those attacks are often followed by a condition of complete exhaustion. Who is she, did you say?…Ella Creed…the name is familiar: I must have seen it on the billboards.’

He looked down at the sleeping Ella and shook his head. ‘She was very attractive once,’ he said. ‘She must have been.’

‘I think she’s rather pretty now,’ said Daphne.

He gave her the ghost of a smile.

‘I am not an authority, I’m afraid.’

At that moment the eyelids of the sleeping girl fluttered and opened. She looked from one to the other in a dazed way, and when she spoke her voice was thick and stupid.

‘What has happened?’ she asked, and sat up with an effort.

‘You’ve had a fainting attack. Would you like me to take you home?’ asked Daphne.

The woman shook her head.

‘No; I can go home. Will you get my car?’

She came unsteadily to her feet, the girl supporting her, Mr. Beale watching the recovery with the detachment of a scientist whose interest was quite impersonal.

‘You sent your car away. Will you take a taxicab?’ asked Daphne.

‘No! I don’t…don’t…’

Ella’s voice shrank from a loud protest to a mutter of sound, and she sat down heavily on the settee.

‘Get a taxi,’ signalled Beale, and Daphne ran out into the street.

There was no taxi in sight, but presently she espied one crawling away from her on the other side of the street, and ran towards it. She secured the machine and drove back, to find Mr. Beale standing on the doorstep.

‘I think we had better let her rest for a little while. I have telephoned for a doctor, but I’m sure there is nothing to be concerned about,’ he said.

After Daphne had paid off the taximan he followed her into the drawingroom.

‘Just tell me what happened, and why did she come?’

The answer involved a certain amount of invention on Daphne’s part, and she hated herself for deceiving him.

‘I was going to supper with her the other night and I left the theatre early, and — and — didn’t go to supper.’

‘She came round to find the reason, eh?’ said Mr. Beale. ‘An actress…humph!’

He paced up and down the room, his hands behind him. ‘Odd that she should be handling the Feathered Serpent when she collapsed as she did.’

He had said this before, she remembered. She did not understand why he thought the incident so ‘odd.’

‘Do you think she saw something in the figure?’ asked Daphne. ‘Something we haven’t seen?’

Gregory Beale shook his head.

‘Women are highly imaginative, but most of them can only imagine unpleasant things. Has that ever struck you?’

It was growing dark and she drew the curtains, and made an effort to finish the task she had set herself for the day. Once she thought she heard Ella’s voice, and went to the door, but at that moment Mr. Beale’s own study door closed. She wondered whether Ella was talking in her sleep. Nearly a quarter of an hour passed, and then Gregory Beale came in, a smile on his mobile mouth.

‘Your young lady has made a rather rapid recovery,’ he said. ‘She’s going home. I asked her if she’d like you to go with her, but she declined. Perhaps if you’d call a cab — she seems to have sent her own car away.’

Daphne went into the street and beckoned a passing cabman. As she did so, she was conscious that somebody standing a few yards away from the house, leaning against a lamppost, was watching her, and she turned to see the cadaverous-looking man who had rung the bell just before Ella Creed had fainted. The man, seeing himself observed, turned his head quickly, as though to avoid recognition. He might have saved himself the trouble, for Daphne had not seen him before in her life.

When she reentered the house, Ella was in the hall, slowly pulling on her gloves. Under the make-up the girl could see that her face was deathly white; her lower lip trembled and she almost failed to control her voice.

‘Well, I’ll be getting along. I’m very much obliged to you, Mr. — What’s your name?’

Her hard eyes fell upon the girl, and there was something in them so unexpectedly malignant that Daphne almost gasped.

‘Is that my cab?’ And, when the girl replied: ‘I’ll be seeing you again some time,’ said Ella, and with a nod passed out of the house and down the steps.

Mr. Beale watched until the cab was out of sight, and then: ‘Good gracious!’ he said, in mild surprise. ‘That fellow hasn’t gone yet!’

He indicated the hollow-cheeked stranger who was standing by the lamppost.

‘Queer,’ he said, as he closed the door and followed her into the drawingroom. ‘But the world is full of queer people — your Miss Ella Creed, for example — a curious woman. Do you know anybody named Lane?’

Daphne shook her head.

‘She was talking about him all the time — William Lane. It has a familiar ring to me, that name. Apparently he was a convict.’ He shook his head again. ‘Prison is a terrible place — a great laboratory where the good are transmuted into the bad, where all the sweetest and noblest of human qualities turn sour and ugly, where kindly and simple souls become ravaging beasts.’ He stopped himself. ‘Dear me, I am moralising!’

He looked at his watch.

‘It’s time you went home, young lady. Oh, by the way, I am expecting a visit from another friend of yours tonight — Mr. Leicester Crewe. What sort of man is he?’

Daphne gave a guarded and, on the whole, charitable report.

‘He wishes me to buy some South American shares — says he is anxious to leave the country in a hurry and can’t wait for the ordinary market transaction. They are perfectly sound shares, but just now there is no market for them. Is he an honest man, would you say?’

She hesitated to give this character to Mr. Leicester Crewe. ‘As honest as most business men,’ she said, and he laughed softly at her caution.

Daphne left the house with an uncomfortable and apprehensive feeling, and, try as she did, she could not reduce her emotion to any tangible cause. Perhaps it was the thought of Ella and her mysterious illness that worried her. She stopped at a tube station, and, going into a telephone booth, found Ella’s address. A bus took her to St. John’s Wood, and she rang the bell of the outer gate and was admitted.

‘Yes, miss,’ said the maid, ‘Miss Creed came home about half an hour ago. Do you want to see her?’

‘No, no,’ said Daphne hastily. ‘I only wanted to be sure that she’s all right.’

‘There’s nothing much the matter with her, miss,’ said the maid. (It was a peculiarity of Ella Creed that she was universally detested by her servants.)

She was turning to go when a voice hailed her from the balcony. It was Ella, and, looking back, Daphne saw the woman silhouetted against the dim light in the passage.

‘Olroyd!’ she called. She had a disagreeable habit of calling women by their surnames. ‘What do you want?’

‘Nothing,’ said Daphne. ‘I called to see if you’d got home all right.’

‘Why shouldn’t I get home all right?’ asked Ella querulously.

Very wisely, Daphne offered no reply, and made her escape. To her surprise, the maid followed her through the garden door, and, holding it close behind her, she lowered her voice.

‘She’s been having a row with somebody on the telephone — sent us all down to the kitchen so that we couldn’t hear. Do you know what the trouble is, miss?’

‘No,’ said Daphne, a little stiffly, for she rather resented the woman’s confidence.

‘Her dresser’s here, packing her things: she phoned for her the moment she got home. Do you know whether Miss Creed is going away?’

‘I haven’t the slightest idea,’ said Daphne, and, turning abruptly away, ended the conversation.

Ella’s house was in a very quiet thoroughfare leading from Avenue Road. There were very few pedestrians in the street, and only one car that was drawn up about twenty yards from the house. She walked quickly towards the main thoroughfare, anxious to get back to her hotel. She glanced idly at the car as she passed, and there was something about it which seemed oddly familiar.

And then in a flash she remembered: across the glass of the near side lamp was an irregular crack, like one of those pictures of a flash of lightning which unimaginative artists draw — and in that instant there came back to her a mind picture which she had not consciously registered. She had seen exactly that ‘flash of lightning’ crack on the near side lamp of the car which had taken her to Epping Forest. For a second she was panic-stricken… she wanted to run; did not even dare look at the driver as she hurried past. Faster and faster she walked, glancing apprehensively over her shoulder, but nobody followed her, and she came to the main road hot and breathless, her legs trembling under her.

She had to wait some time for her bus, and was debating whether it would be better if she walked to the Underground station, when:

‘Excuse me, miss.’

She nearly jumped at the sound, and turned to find herself looking into the eyes of the hollow-faced man she had seen outside Mr. Beale’s house, and whose arrival had coincided with Ella’s heart attack. In that moment of panic she almost swooned, though there was nothing to be afraid of, she told herself. The street was crowded with homeward bound pedestrians — there was even a policeman in sight.

‘What — what do you want?’ she stammered.

‘You’re Mr. Beale’s secretary, ain’t you, miss? I’ve followed you from his house, and I’ve been trying to get a word with you.’

A terrible fit of coughing interrupted his speech. The paroxysm was such that he had to hold on to the wall for support.

‘Don’t worry, miss,’ he wheezed at last. ‘I’ve got a lung — if I’d had any brains I’d have stayed out in the Argentine, where you do get a bit of sunshine! I wouldn’t have come at all, only my sister persuaded me, and now I’m trying to raise the money to get back.’

‘Didn’t you come to Mr. Beale’s house this afternoon?’ she asked.

‘That’s right, miss,’ he nodded. ‘Lord, ain’t he changed! The last time I spoke to him he’d have took off his coat and given it to a poor fellow, but to-day he sort of snapped me up!’

He was not at all formidable at close quarters: he looked what he was, a poor wreck of a consumptive, who shivered under his thin coat at every errant gust of wind.

Her bus had come and passed. Daphne felt a sudden curiosity concerning this creature; perhaps it was kindled by his strange interpretation of Gregory Beale’s character.

‘Mr. Beale is very kind. You must have said something that annoyed him,’ she said.

‘I don’t know.’ The man was so dispirited, so wretchedly ill that he could hardly work up interest in his remarks. ‘He’s not usually like that. If you could say a word for me, miss, perhaps he’d help me. I told him where I was living.’

‘What is your name?’ she asked.

‘Harry Merstham, miss — commonly called in the old days Harry the Barman. I was bartender in Buenos Ayres. A gentleman got me the job — Mr. Billy Lewston — ever heard of him?’

She shook her head.

‘He was a hook, and so was his sister,’ said Harry the Barman calmly, and she gathered that Mr. Lewston had belonged to the light-fingered brotherhood.

‘I got this job in Buenos Ayres to-day and I left England, as you might say, tomorrow. I’ve been very ill there, and I thought Mr. Beale knew—’

Again a fit of coughing arrested his speech. When he recovered, he was, he told her, penniless, and in a moment of pity she gave him five shillings, took his address, and promised to speak to Mr. Beale in the morning; a promise she repented later, for she had no right, she told herself, to plead for a man whom her employer probably knew much better than she.

Her first act on reaching the hotel was to telephone to Peter, but Peter was neither at his lodgings nor at the office. Undeterred, she put a call through to his club, only to learn that she had missed him by five minutes.

She wanted to tell him of Ella Creed, for she felt that she was not being disloyal to Mr. Beale in relating what had happened, and which might have an important bearing upon Peter’s investigation into the mystery of the Feathered Serpent. Had she managed to reach him, it is possible she would have told him, as an item of gossip, her encounter with the cadaverous Harry Merstham, but when she was in her room and thinking matters over, she decided that this would have been mischievous gossip, reflecting as it did upon the generosity of her employer. And yet, had she realised it, the appearance of Harry the Barman was the most important development in the case, and a few minutes’ talk with him might have supplied the missing links of the chain which Peter Dewin was vainly endeavouring to join.

When she came down for dinner she remembered to call at the little bureau for letters, and had to wait a minute or two whilst an American lady sought information of the manager, who happened to be in the office. There were many tourist families at the hotel, some of them, if not wealthy, at least very well to do, and the American, a pretty woman of forty, the type which America alone seems able to produce, was discussing jewellery.

‘…I’ll put them into the hotel safe with pleasure, madam,’ the manager was saying, ‘but I always advise guests who are staying in London for any time to hire a box at the Safe Deposit if the jewellery is very valuable, as yours is.’

The lady was interested and asked questions.

‘It is very simple,’ said the manager, and explained the procedure.

Daphne listened, and, listening, the light of understanding dawned upon her, and turning abruptly, she almost ran to the telephone booth and made a fourth and unsuccessful attempt to get into touch with Peter.
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Friendship with high officers of Scotland Yard is something of a liability, as Peter Dewin realised as he sat meekly in Superintendent Clarke’s office and listened to a lecture delivered by that stern man.

‘Nobody knows better than you, Peter, that you ought to communicate every single item to me. I’ve put you on to some of the best stories you’ve ever written—’

‘Did I phone for you to interview the Lightfoot gentleman?’ asked Peter gently. ‘Haven’t I given you a new line?’

‘You’ve given me red herrings,’ growled Clarke. And then, in a more conciliatory tone: ‘Now, Peter, what do you know that you haven’t told me?’

‘There are so many things that you don’t know,’ said Peter insultingly, ‘that I hardly know where to begin. For instance, there is the concrete house in Epping Forest, and there’s the gold ring with the wheatsheaves, and Mr. Bone, who’s dead — I’ve discovered he was a public-house loafer who lurched from one saloon in Tidal Basin to another until death cut short his activities — and the more mysterious Harry the Barman, employed by Joe Farmer, who made a sudden and sensational disappearance from England two days before the arrest of William Lane. There is William Lane himself, killed at Thatcham and resurrected at Grosvenor Square; a perfect type of the perfect criminal — a man who foresees all contingencies and prepares for them—’

‘You’ve told me about William Lane,’ interrupted Clarke, ‘and I’ve had him traced. He was killed in a motor accident a few days after his release from Dartmoor—’

Peter shook his head.

‘He was not killed. There were three men who stuck together closer than brothers; there was Harry the Lag — who is not to be confused with Harry the Barman — William Lane, and the man Hugg. Harry the Lag thought that Lane would be a gold-mine to him, and probably he was right. My own feeling is that when Lane was released he could not shake off his companions in durance, and that he sought a dozen ways of disappearing before a badly driven motorcar supplied the means of escape. William Lane is alive and in London. He has already killed the man who was the principal witness against him.’

Clarke nodded his agreement.

‘I’ll be candid with you, Dewin — I accept that theory of yours. Now what’s this stuff about Harry the Barman?’

Peter offered a few explanations which were not particularly illuminating. Mr. Clarke said as much, and Peter agreed.

‘They don’t even illuminate me, most of ‘em,’ he said ruefully; ‘but I feel they’re all strings that lead to the main piece.’

When he got to the office he learnt that Daphne had telephoned to him, and he was at the instrument, getting her number, when a call came through. It was not from Daphne: he recognised the voice immediately.

‘Is that Mr. Dewin?…I’m Gregory Beale. I wonder if you could come to my house at nine o’clock tonight? I have been rather worried, though it seems absurd, by the receipt of one of those stupid cards.’

For the moment Peter was staggered.

‘Not a Feathered Serpent card?’ he asked.

‘Yes; and it is curiously inscribed. In fact, I have asked Superintendent Clarke, who I understand is in charge of this Farmer murder, to come along at the same time.’

Peter hung up the receiver, frowning thoughtfully, and for a moment Daphne Olroyd went out of his mind.

He went back to his typewriter, but the story he had planned to write came haltingly — he read the first page and found it so unutterably dull that he rubbed it into a ball, threw it into the waste paper basket and started again. His second attempt was only a little more successful. He carried the second failure to the night editor, and was very frank about its demerits.

‘Probably I’ll have a better story to tell after I’ve seen Beale,’ he said. ‘For the moment I have stopped being brilliant.’

As he mounted the steps of the Beale house he saw a short, thickset man ringing the bell. He was a stranger to Peter, and when Mr. Beale opened the door to admit them he was not greatly surprised to learn the visitor’s profession.

‘I’d like you to meet Mr. Holden, my lawyer,’ said Beale.

He ushered them into the drawingroom, which had been Daphne’s workshop during the day.

‘It would be better if we waited until Mr. Clarke arrives,’ he began, when a ring of the bell sent him hurrying to the door to admit the genial superintendent.

The first impression that Peter received was that Mr. Gregory Beale was strangely nervous. This he betrayed in his voice and in every gesture.

‘I suppose you’ll think that I am making a fuss about nothing,’ he said, as he took from his pocket a card of familiar shape. ‘This kind of thing you have seen before, Superintendent, but I would like you to read what is typewritten on the back.’

Clarke took the card, fixed his pince-nez, and Peter, without asking permission, read the card over the superintendent’s shoulder. It ran:


Leicester Crewe, whose real name is Lewston, is calling on you at half-past nine to sell you shares in a Buenos Ayres Tramway Corporation. You are incurring a double risk in receiving him: the risk of injury to yourself and death to him.


‘I found it in the passage; it had been pushed under the door. It must have been about seven or eight o’clock tonight,’ said Beale. ‘My first impulse was to treat it with contempt and throw it into the fire. It then occurred to me as remarkable that anybody but Mr. Crewe and I should know that he was calling, and the nature of his business. Naturally, my secretary, who is not unknown to you’ — he smiled at Peter—’was aware that I expected him, but I can think of nobody else.’

‘One of his own clerks,’ suggested Clarke, and Mr. Beale nodded.

‘That, of course, is possible. I am a little nervous about it, and for this reason I have asked you to come, and particularly my solicitor, Mr. Holden. If there is to be any transfer of shares I should like the document inspected.’

The lawyer laughed.

‘You’re getting cautious as the years go on, Mr. Beale,’ he said, with a twinkle in his eyes, and his client seemed secretly amused.

‘I have in the past been rather a reckless person, but that is one of the disadvantages of having too much money.’ And then, in a more serious tone: ‘My suggestion is that you gentlemen should remain here whilst I interview Mr. Crewe. I shall leave my study door ajar, and if I see anything that causes me the least suspicion, I will call for you. It is very childish of me, but this wretched serpent is also getting on my nerves.’

He excused himself and went into his study to collect some papers which he wished the lawyer to see.

‘I’ve never known Beale like that.’ The lawyer shook his head. ‘Nothing ever scared him — and as to recklessness! The pet hobby of his younger days was to build model dwellings for the poor—’

Peter with difficulty suppressed an exclamation.

‘ — He wouldn’t consult his lawyer or even his banker. In fact, he got so resentful at a suggestion his bank manager made that he changed his bank. He built Lion House, and nobody knew who was the philanthropist who had spent sixty thousand pounds to provide young girls of the East End with lodgings, except myself — not even his bank manager was aware of his munificence.’

‘He had a friend who was an architect?’ ventured Peter.

The lawyer nodded.

‘Yes, Mr. Walber, another eccentric gentleman — perhaps I oughtn’t to describe Mr. Beale as eccentric, but in the days when he was an enthusiastic slummer, he spent money like water. If he hadn’t gone back to South American researches he would have ruined himself!’

Beale came back just then and put an end to the personal gossip, so interesting to Peter. The transfers that he had prepared were in order except that blanks were left for the number of shares to be transferred, nor was the amount to be paid inscribed on the receipt.

‘They seem to be in order,’ said Mr. Holden, looking over his glasses.

At that moment there was a rat-tat at the outer door, and for some unaccountable reason Peter Dewin’s flesh crept and a cold shiver went down his spine. He was amazed at himself, and could not recall any parallel to this experience.

Beale hurried from the room, and presently they heard Leicester Crewe’s voice. He was talking in his politest tone.

‘…I’m very sorry to bother you at such a late hour, Mr. Beale, but I have to go out of England rather suddenly, and I may be away for some months…’

The voices faded as Beale led the way into the study.

‘That’s Crewe all right—’ began Clarke under his breath. ‘He is — good God!’

From the direction of the study came a shrill scream of agony that ended in a choking sob. The sound of a thud, and Beale’s voice calling for help. In an instant Clarke had leapt from the room, followed by Peter, and, flying along the passage, ran in at the study door.

Beale was standing by the fireplace, looking with a set face at the figure of Leicester Crewe, huddled in a heap against the wall opposite the French windows.

‘What happened?’ asked Clarke as he bent over the prostrate man.

‘I don’t know…he gave a scream and fell. I saw and heard nothing… It happened the moment we entered the study.’

‘Switch on all the lights,’ said Clarke, and Peter obeyed.

The superintendent laid the prostrate figure flat and made a brief examination.

‘He’s been shot.’ He lifted his hand, wet with blood. ‘Through the heart!’

‘Dead?’ It was the lawyer’s hollow voice.

Clarke nodded.

‘I think so. Phone for a doctor, somebody.’

Peter knew a doctor in the neighbourhood and got through to him without delay. When he returned, Clarke was by the window, examining the glass. He pointed to a neat round hole in the middle of a star-like crack.

‘Shot through the window,’ he said. ‘This is unsplinterable glass, isn’t it?’

Beale nodded.

‘Yes. I had it put in after some boys threw stones over the wall and nearly hit my face.’

He looked back at the thing that lay on the floor.

‘Dead!’ he said slowly.

‘Did you hear an explosion?’ asked Clarke, and when Beale shook his head Clarke unfastened the French windows carefully, stepped down into the garden, and Peter, who never went abroad in the winter without a pocket-lamp, provided the means of illumination.

A stretch of crazy pavement led to the wall at the back; there was no sign of the murderer, and the only place where a person might take refuge was a very small brick shed, which was padlocked on the outside.

On a side path leading to the main crazy pavement Clarke saw something glitter in the light of his lamp, and, stooping, picked it up. It was the exploded shell of an automatic pistol. Taking a pencil from his pocket, he made a big cross exactly on the spot where the shell was discovered.

‘That’s that,’ he said with satisfaction. ‘We shall have to wait till daylight before we can examine the walls properly. Peter, you’d better phone to the local station and get a couple of men here; and I’m afraid, my boy, you’ll have to make yourself scarce.’

‘If I make myself scarce,’ said Peter quietly, ‘you’ll never catch the man who killed Leicester Crewe.’

There was a silence.

‘You’re serious?’ questioned Clarke. He had an immense respect for the reporter, and he had never known Peter to make so definite a statement without justification.

‘I am the most serious man you have met tonight,’ said Peter. ‘I don’t know how the regulations stand about my being around, but I think you’d be wise to stretch a point. I shall have to go away, naturally, because I’ve got to pick up a few threads elsewhere, but I want permission to come back when you begin your search in the morning. You won’t regret it.’

The superintendent hesitated. He had not yet grown accustomed to his own supremacy, nor was he fully conscious of the fact that he had the right now, without consulting a superior, to adopt a line of action which, before his promotion, he would have hesitated to sanction.

‘All right,’ he said; ‘phone the Yard and the local station.’

Peter went back through the study. Leicester Crewe lay motionless, and it only needed a glance at his white face to see that Clarke’s hurried diagnosis was correct — Leicester Crewe had passed beyond the reach of human justice.

Peter was using the hall telephone when the two menservants, who had been out all day, returned, to find Mr. Beale in the drawingroom with his lawyer, and he had recovered something of his calmness.

‘I don’t wish to discuss the matter,’ he said. ‘It will be in the newspapers, of course — I don’t seem to be able to keep out of the newspapers!’

‘There was no discussion, was there, between Mr. Crewe and yourself, Mr. Beale?’

Beale shook his head.

‘No; as a matter of fact, he was still thanking me for receiving him when he fell. I have no very clear idea of what happened,’ he admitted frankly.

‘You heard no report, no shot?’

‘None.’ Beale was emphatic. ‘If I had heard it, you must have heard it too,’ he said, which was true. There had been not the slightest hint of an explosion; that soul-racking shriek and Beale’s call for help had been the first intimation that they, in the drawingroom, had had of the tragedy.

Peter hurried from the house, and, chartering a cab, drove to Daphne Olroyd’s hotel. She had gone to bed, he learnt, but his urgent note brought her down in ten minutes fully dressed. Fortunately, at this hour the lounge was deserted and they had a secluded corner to themselves, and in a few words Peter told the horrified girl of what had happened at Beale’s house that night.

‘I hate making use of you, my dear, but I want you to rack your brains and tell me of any little incident you have witnessed that you may have overlooked; any unusual caller who has come to the house; any workmen who may have been employed in the garden…’

Daphne thought hard. The only thing she could recall about the garden was Mr. Beale’s habit of walking in the morning and picking off dead leaves.

‘He used to make a little fire of them every other day — all this is stupidly trivial,’ she began, but he was emphatic in denying this.

‘Nothing is too trivial. Did Leicester Crewe ever come to the house before?’

‘Never.’

‘None of that crowd — Ella Creed—’

‘Why, yes,’ she said. ‘I meant to tell you; I called you up, but you were out.’

‘Yes, yes; what happened to Ella Creed?’ he asked, in a fever of impatience.

He listened without interruption until she had finished.

‘She had a Feathered Serpent in her hand, did she?’ he asked slowly. ‘And was looking at it — what an odd coincidence!’

She opened her eyes wide at this.

‘How curious you should say that! Mr. Beale used the same words exactly. There was a man at the door to whom Mr. Beale was speaking.’

‘Could you describe him?’

She nodded triumphantly.

‘That’s the second thing I had to tell you. I know him, and know his name. He followed me to Ella Creed’s house — apparently he knew Mr. Beale in the old days and wanted him to help him return to the Argentine.’

Peter was staring at her.

‘And all this happened when Mr. Beale and the caller were talking on the doorstep,’ he said slowly. ‘Ella Creed had the Feathered Serpent in her hand — and fainted! That’s the oddest coincidence you’ll ever meet with. You know the name of this ghastly looking stranger? I don’t suppose he was anybody important.’ He knit his brows. ‘But he came from the Argentine…’

‘His name was Mr. Merstham,’ she said.

Peter shook his head.

‘It means nothing to me.’

‘Harry Merstham. His other name is Harry the Barman—’

‘What?’

He half rose from his chair in his excitement and glared down at her until she was alarmed.

‘Is he — anybody?’ she faltered.

‘Harry the Barman! Where does he live?’

She had written down the address; it was in her bag upstairs, and, leaving him for a moment, she returned with the information. ‘Is he very important?’ she asked.

Peter nodded; his face was lit, transfigured; those lazy eyes of his were sparklingly alive.

‘There’s nothing else you can tell me? Heaven knows you’ve told me enough!’ he said as he slipped the card into his pocket. ‘Nothing extraordinary…fantastical…nothing?’

Then she remembered one insignificant incident.

‘The door is hardly worth mentioning—’ she began.

‘Everything is worth mentioning,’ he interrupted. ‘What door?’

‘It is a little door that used to be in the garden wall. Mr. Beale was painting it with Aztec designs. They were rather hideous,’ she smiled, ‘but he got an extraordinary pleasure in painting them.’

‘Where did he have the door — in the garden? Or in the study? The place had a painty smell.’

‘In the study,’ she replied. ‘It made the room reek of paint, and it was rather disagreeable for a little while.’

His mind was working at lightning speed.

‘Where did he put the door when it was painted?’ And she told him.

‘When did you see it last in the study?’

She thought for a moment.

‘This afternoon,’ she said. ‘Mr. Beale said he was moving it to the shed. The smell was rather disagreeable and seemed to permeate the whole house.’

Peter took a sheet of paper from his pocket and drew a rough plan of the room.

‘Just show me where the door was when he was working on it.’ She indicated the spot and he marked this, folded the paper and smiled delightedly.

‘There’s one more thing.’ She put her hand on his arm as he was rising, and he found himself patting her hand gently. ‘The car with the zigzag crack — the lamp, I mean. I saw that very near Ella’s house tonight. I’m positive it was the same machine.’

‘One minute,’ said Peter.

In another second he was telephoning to the Orpheum stage door. It was too late for the box office, and the stage door would supply all the news he wanted.

‘No, sir,’ said the stage-door porter in reply to his question, ‘Miss Creed did not appear tonight. She’s been taken ill and had to go away into the country.’

‘Did she come to the theatre at all?’ asked Peter.

‘No, she phoned.’

Without a second’s delay he rang up Ella’s house, and her maid answered him.

‘I can’t understand it, sir. They called up from the theatre to ask how Miss Creed was. So far as I know, she’s all right — a little upset this afternoon by something or other, but otherwise all right.’

‘Did she leave for the theatre at the usual time?’ asked Peter. ‘Yes, sir.’

He hung up with a grim smile. The Feathered Serpent had been a busy man that night.
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He did not tell the girl about Ella, but left her almost immediately afterwards.

‘What time do you breakfast?’ he asked, and when she told him nine, he promised to come. ‘I shall be up all night on this case, and maybe I shall think of something I want to ask you.’

He was gone before she realised that the one piece of information she wished to give to him had entirely slipped from her memory.

By the time he got back to the house he found it practically in police occupation, and he had some difficulty in getting a note through to Clarke. Eventually he was admitted. Mr. Beale had gone up to his room, rather overcome, the staid butler told him, by the events of the evening. The body had been removed, he was relieved to find, as he passed through the study and joined the little party of searchers in the garden.

Somebody had procured two powerful garage lamps, and with these the police were making a systematic search. When Peter joined the superintendent, he and Sweeney were examining marks on the brickwork.

‘That’s where he came over,’ said Sweeney. ‘Look at those sacks.’

He pointed upwards; three thick sacks had been laid over the broken glass at the top of the wall, and when these were removed it was seen that the glass itself had been carefully chipped off — they found fragments both inside and outside the garden.

‘Brilliant!’ said Peter admiringly, and Sweeney, for the first time conscious of his presence, turned with a snort.

‘I don’t see anything brilliant in that. The sacks were laid to make the getaway easy. I should imagine a rope was thrown over and held by somebody on the other side.’

‘What is your theory, Mr. Clarke?’ asked Peter.

‘The same as Sweeney’s,’ said the superintendent. ‘I’ll probably change it in the morning, but for the moment the story I shall give to the Press is that somebody got over the wall and was concealed in the garden, and waited till Crewe came into the room. There are no blinds to the study, the room is well lit, and every movement in the room would be visible to a man in hiding. Mr. Crewe entered the room first—’

‘There was no light in the passage,’ said Peter promptly.

‘What’s that to do with it?’ asked Sweeney. ‘Anyway, he couldn’t have been seen in the passage, and certainly couldn’t have been shot in the passage.’

‘I’m only pointing out that there was no light in the passage, and there was a lot of light in the study. When you told me to switch them on, there was only one set that weren’t lit — the wall brackets — which made very little difference to the general illumination.’

‘There was sufficient light in the study, at any rate, for the murderer to have seen Crewe when he entered the room,’ said Clarke patiently. ‘The darkness of the passage means nothing, does it?’

Peter did not reply.

There followed a quarter of an hour of measurement and notetaking, and then the reporter asked if they had the key of the little shed.

‘We’ve opened that and had a good look round,’ said Sweeney. ‘There’s nothing there but a few garden tools and an old door.’

‘That’s what I want to see — the old door.’

The shed was unlocked and he stooped his way in, for the entrance was low. Leaning against the brick end of the shed he saw the door glistening with new paint, a terrifying object if he had not been prepared for the hideous daub of a face that had been painted in the centre. Radiating from this were a number of irregular designs made up of birds and flowers — he thought it was not unlike some of the old Egyptian drawings he had seen in the Luxor tombs. The paint was still wet when, using a penknife to help him, he began to probe the door with the blade. He had the shed to himself for five minutes, and then Sweeney joined him.

‘What the devil are you trying to do?’ asked the stout police officer.

‘Nothing very much,’ said Peter, putting his penknife back into his pocket. ‘These primitive paintings rather interest me.’

‘Primitive paintings!’ growled the other. ‘Isn’t a murder good enough for you, or are you doing an art story?’

Peter did not reply; he came out, fixed the hasp that fastened the door, turned the key in the padlock and handed it back to Sweeney.

He was in his office till one o’clock in the morning, and for an hour and a half his typewriter rattled incessantly, and this time he had written a story of which any star reporter might be proud.

‘The trouble with me,’ he said to the night man who ‘subbed’ the last page of his copy, ‘is that I can’t be in two places at once. This is the third time in my brilliant career that I wish I had been born twins.’

The cab he had chartered earlier in the evening, and which had already accumulated an immense liability, took him to the address which Daphne had given to him — the temporary home of Harry the Barman. It was in a little street in Poplar, and it was a long time before his knocking brought a stout and scantily attired lady to the door.

‘I want to speak to Mr. Merstham,’ said Peter, after preliminary apologies.

‘He’s gone,’ was the startling reply. ‘A messenger come for him about nine o’clock, and he packed his bag and went.’

‘Did he pay his bill?’ asked Peter quickly.

The landlady was not as surprised as one more favourably placed might have been at this question, nor did she seem to regard it as impertinent.

‘He did, and more,’ she said with satisfaction.

‘In other words, he gave you — ?’ Peter waited expectantly.

‘That’s my business,’ snapped the woman. And then, in a changed tone: ‘I suppose he come by it honest; he gave me a five-pound note, mister. You’re not the police?’

‘No, I’m not the police, but I should be very much obliged to you if you could tell me the number of the note.’

She went inside, shutting the door in his face, but meant no discourtesy, for poor people have a rooted antipathy to leaving their doors open in the middle of the night. When she came back, it was to give him the selvedge of a newspaper on which she had scrawled a number of figures.

‘Thank you,’ said Peter.

‘He didn’t pinch it, did he, mister? He owed me three weeks’ rent, anyway.’

Peter reassured her as best he could.

‘He didn’t leave anything behind him — any letter or paper of any kind?’

‘Only the envelope that the letter came in. I saw that,’ said the woman after a minute’s thought. ‘Would you like to see it, mister?’

Again the door was closed, and, after keeping him for an unconscionable time, the woman returned and handed him a crumpled envelope.

‘If this money ain’t come by honest—’ she began.

‘I’m perfectly sure he got it honestly; you needn’t worry about that.’

He told the cabman to stop at the first coffee stall in Commercial Road, and, getting down, he asked the driver to order refreshment for both, whilst he examined the envelope. It was addressed to ‘H. Merstham, 99, Little Hitchfold Street, Poplar.’ The address was typewritten; the envelope bore the stamp of a messenger company; but what interested Peter was that it had retained something of the shape it had been when it was received. It must have been a very fat letter, he concluded, and would have been surprised if it had not been.

‘Gucumatz?’—’Gucumatz’ and the key. Those were the two blank places in the story, and since they were vital to continuity, this biggest mystery of all must be cleared up before the story was clear and denial-proof.

It was daylight at seven o’clock, and he spent the intervening time sketching out the big story that was to be told, he hoped, on the morrow. In the raw morning he knocked at the door of Beale’s house and was admitted by a detective who knew him.

‘Mr. Clarke and Mr. Sweeney have gone home,’ he was informed. ‘They told me, if you came, that you weren’t to touch anything.’

‘Is Mr. Beale awake yet?’

‘He’s in his study, having his coffee,’ said the police officer, and Peter, knocking at the study door, was invited to come in.

Evidently the murder of Leicester Crewe had succeeded in disturbing the philosophic calm of the scientist. He looked as if he had not slept, and his first words were a confession of this failure.

‘I am glad you came,’ he said. ‘I wanted to get your view on this crime — and the criminal. It has since occurred to me that possibly the shot was not intended for Crewe at all.’

‘But for you?’ suggested Peter, and shook his head smilingly. ‘No, I don’t think we need entertain that theory for a minute,’ he said. ‘I suppose, Mr. Beale, you’re regretting that you left Central America?’

Gregory Beale was stirring his coffee slowly, and now he raised his eyes.

‘I was asking myself that very question in the middle of the night, and I decided to answer it in the negative! To pass a sheltered life, free from such tragedies as we witnessed last night, is not the best way of spending existence. They are painful experiences, but vitally necessary to get life into perspective. They also have another value which I will not discuss, in case you are shocked.’

Peter was not in the mood for philosophy at that hour of the morning.

‘Mr. Beale, do you know a man named Harry Merstham — Harry the Barman?’

Beale nodded at once.

‘Yes, he was on my conscience last night, and still a little on my conscience this morning. He came to me yesterday for help to get back to South America, and I’m afraid I was rather brusque with him. I repented last night and sent him a little money — in fact, I sent him a hundred pounds,’ he smiled. ‘That doesn’t entirely relieve me of reproach. I hurt him and rather shocked him by my rudeness, and impressions are ineradicable.’

‘Did you know him very well?’

Beale shook his head.

Not very well. He is rather a thriftless fellow, who drifted from one bar to another. He was a bartender of sorts. But I was sorry for him; he has a weak chest, and wanted me to send him to South Africa. I suppose he wasn’t sufficiently amusing. A philanthropist is not wholly disinterested. He likes to have the glow of helping interesting people. It is so much more satisfactory to give up your seat in a car to a young and pretty girl than to offer the same courtesy to a grimy old charwoman!’

Peter laughed at this.

‘He drifted out of my sight, and I’d forgotten all about him. I suppose I have lost the philanthropic mood; so that when he made his appearance yesterday I was rather’ — he paused to find a word—’outraged. It was like the ghost of a dead folly arising to mock one. “Folly” is a rather violent word to use in that connection,’ he corrected himself, ‘only — I have lost touch with the poor, their troubles, their needs and their sorrows. It is lamentable, but a fact.’

‘Where is Merstham to be found?’ asked Peter.

Mr. Beale shook his head.

‘I don’t know. I could give you his address; I have it on my desk somewhere.’ He searched among some papers. ‘Here it is.’ He handed Peter a half-sheet of paper on which he had scribbled three lines of writing. But the reporter did not look at the paper.

‘I know the address. I went to see him in the early hours of the morning — he left his lodgings last night.’

The philanthropist seemed amused at this.

‘And a very wise man, if my memory of Poplar is right. He talked of going to South Africa. At least, that was the impression I gained during the short conversation I had with him.’

Peter drew up a chair uninvited, and seated himself on the other side of the desk opposite the philosopher.

‘You talked about shocking me just now — I wonder if you’ll be shocked if I tell you that, given a knowledge of Farmer’s and Crewe’s offences, I could take a very sympathetic view of those two murders?’

Beale’s eyebrows rose.

‘I’m surprised to hear you say that. I thought you were on the side of law and order.’

His eyes were twinkling; the sensitive lips twitched as though with an effort he was suppressing a smile.

‘I thought so last night,’ Peter went on, ‘when I was looking around your garden with the police; when, in fact, I was inspecting your door painting.’

Mr. Beale’s face was blank.

‘My door painting? What on earth — ?’ And then, with a laugh: ‘Oh, I see what you mean. Miss Olroyd has been telling you about my little hobby. She’s a very nice girl. Are you — er—’

Peter did not help him.

‘Are you very serious about Miss Olroyd?’

‘Terribly serious,’ said Peter earnestly, and the older man nodded.

He had a very grave and rather sweet expression at times. Peter used to wonder, when he first met him, whether he had been crossed in love in his early youth, and had dismissed that romantic possibility as a piece of deplorable mushiness.

‘You look tired, Mr. Dewin.’ His voice was sympathetic. ‘I wish you would go home and have a long sleep.’

The last sentence was very deliberately spoken, and Peter understood.

Nevertheless, he was waiting for Daphne when she came down, and they breakfasted together in the long, low-roofed diningroom of the hotel. The girl was a little worried. She had had a message from Mr. Beale that she was not to go that day nor the next—’until,’ his note ran, ‘the smell of tragedy has been blown out of the house.’

‘You haven’t been to bed,’ she accused him. ‘Have you got your story?’

‘Not quite,’ he said, as he unfolded his serviette. And then, to his amazement, she leaned over towards him. ‘I know the secret of Gucumatz.’

‘You know the secret of Gucumatz?’ he repeated. ‘Then you’ve run to earth the only mystery that I can’t bring into line with my many deductions.’

‘I know what “Gucumatz” means, I know what the key means,’ she said; ‘but I’m not going to tell you till you’ve finished your breakfast, or you’ll be dashing away and leaving me.’

He did not take her seriously, and dawdled through the breakfast. She was a very pleasant companion: he realised that more and more every time he saw her, and dared tell of his conversation with Beale that morning.

‘He asked me if I was serious about you. It was rather nice of him to take that interest, don’t you think?’

She deftly changed the conversation.

‘And now for your secret,’ he said, as he began sipping his second cup of coffee.

“Gucumatz” is a password,’ she said, and he put down his cup.

‘To where?’ he asked.

‘To a Safe Deposit.’

Peter’s mouth opened wide.

‘Good Lord!’ he gasped. ‘I never thought of that. Not that I know anything about safe deposits — but the key!’ He smote the table and set the cutlery dancing.

‘I only heard last night by accident,’ she said. ‘One of the guests here was talking to the manager, and he explained to her how a safe deposit is worked. Every client receives a key to his box and also a password by which he can satisfy the janitor that he is the owner of the box. The keys, as a rule, have a number, which is quite different from the number of the box. When you want to get anything out of the safe deposit, you first of all give the password, which is checked by the janitor against your name, and you are admitted. If you don’t happen to be the person who has made the deposit, you bring a note authorising you to open the box, but you still must bring the password and produce the key.’

He sat staring at her, not uttering a word.

‘You marvellous girl!’ he breathed. ‘Of course! What a fool I was! But, honestly, I know nothing about safe deposits, and I should never have guessed that in a hundred years.’

She saw his lips moving as though he were speaking to himself, and from time to time he nodded. Then he got up.

‘Do you know where I’m going?’ he asked.

‘If you’re a wise man—’ she began.

‘I’m not wise,’ said Peter gravely. ‘I’m going to bed, and I shall be asleep until—’ he looked at his watch—’five o’clock this evening.’
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He was as good as his word. By the time he reached his lodgings the house-cleaning was in full swing, and he had an interview with his landlady which resulted in the cleaning operations being suspended in his part of the premises. After he had got into his pyjamas and drawn the shades, he rang up the exchange and asked that his private line should be interrupted until five, and with his mind free, and not even a frantic news editor to disturb him, he crawled between the sheets and was asleep even as he drew the coverings over him.

It was dark when he woke at the knocking of the door. A maid wheeled in a tea trolley and brought an evening newspaper, which he scanned as he sat up in bed. The maid went out, to return with the information that Mr. Clarke had rung up twice in the course of the afternoon. Peter called the exchange and got himself reconnected, and soon afterwards was talking to Scotland Yard.

‘You’ll miss a good story if you don’t see me,’ said Clarke.

‘What has happened?’

‘Come along to Scotland Yard. I can’t tell you on the telephone, and I don’t know whether I ought to tell you at all.’

Peter dressed at his leisure and set forth, a giant refreshed, for the Thames Embankment. There was a fog on the streets — not a heavy one, but quite sufficient to indicate that somewhere in the centre of London it was thicker.

He found Superintendent Clarke alone.

‘Shut the door, will you?’ growled Clarke. ‘I’ve been trying to get you all the afternoon. You don’t deserve a friend at headquarters.’

‘I was asleep and out to all the world,’ said Peter.

‘There are one or two items that will interest you. The first and most sensational — I suppose you’ll make a sensation of it — is that the bullet the doctor has extracted from Crewe was — what do you think?’

‘It was made of gold,’ said Peter calmly, and Superintendent Clarke fell back in his chair.

‘Sweeney told you?’

Peter shook his head.

‘No, I guessed it might be. Also it did not fit the shell you found in the garden.’

Clarke shook his head.

‘You have
 seen Sweeney!’ he accused. ‘Don’t try to put any of that Doctor Watson stuff over on me. I didn’t know Sweeney had seen you, but it was
 gold, and it didn’t fit the shell.’

‘I tell you I haven’t seen Sweeney. I got all that out of my inner consciousness,’ said Peter. ‘What is your next sensation?’

‘Ella Creed has disappeared. The management are rather worried about it, though I think this may be only an advertising stunt.’

Peter smiled.

‘That is not a hard one either. I knew that she had disappeared last night — I can pretty well guess where she is. The moment I can see an Ordnance map of Essex I shall be sure.’

He met Clarke’s frowning eyes without flinching.

‘Produce your third sensation,’ he said.

‘There is no third sensation,’ snapped Clarke. ‘Come on, out with it, Peter. What is the story?’

‘I don’t think I can tell you that without the permission of Mr. Gregory Beale—’

‘You can’t get at him,’ said Clarke. ‘He’s gone away to the country; he went at noon to-day and I saw him off.’

‘Did he go with or without his butler?’ asked Peter, interested.

‘The butler went with him.’ Peter nodded.

‘I should have imagined he would — the butler has been in Mr. Beale’s service since he was a child, and is, I imagine, the only true-blue family retainer left in England. Where has Mr. Beale gone?’

‘He has a house in Devonshire,’ said Clarke impatiently. ‘I’ve got his address, if you want to get into touch with him.’

Peter shook his head.

‘I don’t particularly, but I should like you to accompany me to Mr. Beale’s house, and I will show you a variety of that curious insect, the Feathered Serpent, which may startle but will certainly interest you.’

Sweeney came in as they were leaving, and the three men drove together to Beale’s house. The conversation was entirely supplied by the detectives, Peter maintaining, for him, a remarkable silence.

‘The only thing I can’t understand,’ said Sweeney, ‘is the absence of a report. It wasn’t heard outside in the street, and even a silencer makes some sort of noise.’

It was here that Peter spoke.

‘He was not killed by an automatic pistol, with or without a silencer,’ he said. ‘Leicester Crewe was shot dead by a Deloraine.’

‘What the devil’s a Deloraine?’ asked Clarke.

‘A Deloraine,’ explained Peter, ‘and why it is called a Deloraine I do not know — is a type of German air pistol that was used on certain fronts during night raids. It was abandoned because it was ineffective beyond a range which the German authorities thought was too short. At half a dozen paces, however, it will put a bullet through an inch and a half of pine; it will certainly kill a man.’

‘But,’ protested Sweeney, ‘Crewe was killed from outside the room. There’s the hole in the glass—’

‘A golden bullet is a soft bullet, my friend,’ said Peter gently, ‘and it would mushroom with any resistance. The hole in the glass was neatly punctured with a steel bullet. Not even the most unsplinterable of patent glasses would survive the impact of gold fired at short range. Now I should like to see the door.’

‘Which door?’ asked Clarke, who had forgotten Peter’s curiosity of the night before.

‘That painted thing in the shed,’ said Sweeney, amused. ‘What do you expect to find there, Peter?’

‘The steel bullet that punctured the window,’ was Peter’s cool reply. ‘I rather fancy it will be pretty low down in the door. The resistance of the glass would lower the trajectory…somewhere about a foot from the bottom, I should imagine. I hadn’t an opportunity of discovering it last night.’

He led the way through the garden to the little shed, and with Sweeney holding the light he began to probe nearer the bottom of the door, and presently:

‘Here it is!’

The point of his knife had struck something hard.

‘A nail,’ suggested Clarke.

Peter did not answer, but began carving through the new paint, and presently hooked out a shining steel projectile.

‘That wouldn’t fit the shell either,’ said Sweeney, examining the bullet.

Peter shook his head.

‘No, but you will find that it is exactly the same size as the gold bullet.’

‘Now, Peter,’ said Clarke, when they were back in the study, ‘we’ll have a few facts. Who fired the shot that killed Mr. Crewe?’

Peter drew a long breath.

‘The only man who could have fired it; the only man who was near enough to kill him with an air pistol — Gregory Beale!’ There was a deep silence.

‘Do you seriously suggest that Mr. Beale murdered this man?’ asked Sweeney incredulously. ‘That’s rather a tall order, isn’t it? Why should he?’

‘I am not absolutely sure why he should. I’m only certain that he did. And if you’re going to wire the Devonshire police to arrest and detain Gregory Beale, I think you can save yourself the trouble. Beale is not in Devonshire, he’s well out of this country by now; and in a way I’m sorry. He’s the only perfect criminal I’ve met in my lifetime.’
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A hired car was waiting at the door, and after he had made an appointment to meet the two men at Scotland Yard, he took his seat by the driver, and the powerful machine went swiftly in the direction of Regent’s Park. They passed through Holloway and Wood Green, and presently they struck the Epping road. There was no need yet to make inquiries. Daphne Olroyd had practically located the position of the house to which she had been taken when, looking through the blurred window, she had seen the high wireless masts — a contingency for which her captors had not allowed, or else perhaps they were so sure that she would not escape to carry her story back, that they were careless.

They passed through the silent village and the car slowed, whilst, with the aid of a swivelled spotlight, Peter searched the hedge for the opening.

‘Here it is,’ he said at last, and the machine turned into a narrow track.

There was a check when they reached the point where the track broke off in two directions, but Peter, getting down from the car, made an examination of the ground under the brilliant rays of the lamp. The wheel tracks leading to the right were obviously made by farm wagons; on the left were distinct marks of motorcar tyres, and to the left he went, keeping the light shining ahead. They might have passed the house, hidden as it was in a clump of trees; but Peter had kept the light fixed upon the motorcar markings, and he saw that they branched left across a patch of grass into the wood, and he followed, and was rewarded when, in the glare of the headlamps, a squat, rambling and very new one-storeyed house was revealed.

Seemingly it was built of concrete blocks, and the builders had not removed the evidence of their untidy stay, for there were heaps of hard mortar, a broken wheelbarrow or two, and a small stack of seasoned timber. No light showed in the house. He signalled the car to stop and, getting down, walked cautiously forward until he came to a door under a roughcast portico. There was no bell button, but a small knocker, and he had grasped this when he felt the door yield under his slight pressure. It was open…

A trap? Peter was taking no risks. From his hip pocket he drew a small Browning pistol, slipped back the jacket, and, flashing his headlamp ahead of him, walked down the passage till he came to the right angle passage which Daphne had described. Here he stopped and listened: there was no sound.

Feeling cautiously along to the left, he came upon a black door, recessed into the wall: he recognised from Daphne’s story the tiny spyhole and, lifting it aside, peered through.

The room within was in darkness. Flashing his lamp on the door, he saw hanging on a nail, that had evidently been hastily driven into the wood, a key, and attached to the key a small luggage label. Lifting it down, he read:


‘Ella Lewston, condemned to five years’ penal servitude, but reprieved through a combination of circumstances.’


Remembering Daphne’s description, he looked round for the light switch which controlled the lamps inside the cell, and a little way farther along the passage he found a fairly large switchboard, and in a second the whole house was illuminated.

Evidently one of the switches must have lit up the interior of the cell, for he heard the movement of a chair as he inserted the key, and then a voice screamed something unintelligible. He threw open the door.

Ella Creed was standing behind the table, staring wildly at him. She wore a coarse linen costume; her hair hung loosely over her shoulders, and he had only to see her twitching face to know the agony through which she had passed. It was a long time before he could get sufficiently quiet to tell her story, and in her terror of the moment Ella Creed tore the last veil from the face of the Feathered Serpent. It may be produced in part from that article in the Post-Courier
 which electrified London.
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The Story of the Feathered Serpent


By Peter Dewin


The incidents described above merely supply the dénouement
 of the remarkable drama which has held the breathless attention of the world during the past few days. It is my task to place in chronological order the strange and tragic causes which led to the murder of two seemingly respectable citizens, the abduction of one of the best known actresses in London, and finally to the fact that Gregory Beale, philanthropist, scientist, sociologist and explorer, is now a fugitive from justice with the police of the whole world on his trail.

Twelve years ago, London knew Mr. Gregory Beale as a man passionately interested in the life of the poor, and purely desirous of applying the enormous wealth which he had inherited from his father, to the alleviation of human suffering; as a dabbler in parlour socialism; as a brilliant speaker and a no less brilliant writer on those problems which most nearly touch the lives of our poorer and less fortunate citizens.

Gregory Beale was an idealist; a man who believed that with a little human effort and the expenditure of money, the ugliest spots of society could be made sweet, and her wounds healed. He was happiest only when, under one assumed name or another, he was living in slumland, giving, unknown to them, help to his poorer neighbours, and striving to solve what to him was the baffling problem of poverty. It seems incredible, but it is indubitably true, that Mr. Beale spent enormous sums of money in the East and Southeast End, without those whom he benefited being aware of his identity. In conjunction with the late Mr. Walber, the well-known architect, he erected clubhouses for boys and girls, recreation-rooms, even an experimental block of flats. He had it in his mind to erect the perfect tenement, when a terrible fate overtook him.

It was not to be expected that the presence of this Haroun al-Raschid in the East End of London, and the constantly occurring benefactions bestowed by some unknown millionaire, should escape the attention either of the Press or of the local people.

The Press, in its desire for news, made every effort to identify the unknown philanthropist; but their investigations were brought to naught by the fact that, warned by a previous experience, where the donation of a dock settlement house was traced to him through a cheque, Mr. Beale distributed his alms in hard cash. It was his practice to withdraw enormous sums from his bank and deposit the money in a safe deposit.

As the reader probably knows, admission to the vault of a safe deposit is only secured by the production of the key and the repeating of a password, which is adopted by the depositor when the box is rented. Mr. Beale chose the word ‘Gucumatz’ — that is to say, ‘The Feathered Serpent.’ He had taken a very deep interest in early Aztec history, and the Feathered Serpent stood for him as the symbol of creation, benevolence and loving kindness. He rented a box at the Fetter Lane Safe Deposit, in the name which he was very fond of using — William Lane. And in this box were deposited American currency bills to the value of $700,000. He intended building this enormous block of apartments — enormous, that is, for London — and it was his intention to hide his identity behind that of a mythical American millionaire.

The plans were drawn up secretly in consultation with his friend, when occurred the unthinkable tragedy which sent William Lane to a felon’s cell.

In the course of his wanderings he came into contact with a man named Lewston, who afterwards called himself Leicester Crewe, and his married sister, Ella Lewston, or Farmster, the wife of a man who was convicted in the name of Farmster, who at that time owned a public-house in Tidal Basin under the name of Fanner. Farmer did not live with his wife, partly because they had quarrelled, but more by reason of the fact that, though the quarrel was made up, Lewston, whom I will call Crewe, thought it better if they pretended that they did not know one another, for at that time Crewe had conceived an ambitious project, namely the establishment of a little factory for printing forged French notes.

He laid out the whole of his capital on machinery and plant, which was smuggled into a house in the same street as that in which Joe Farmer’s saloon was situated. With some difficulty, Lewston had got into touch with Paula Ricks, the daughter of the notorious forger, who was having a bad time in a little French provincial town. He brought her to England to engrave the plates, and ‘business’ had begun on a small scale, when Gregory Beale became acquainted with the brother and the sister.

Crewe pretended that he was a small commission agent. He lived, if not in a grand, at any rate in a comfortable and respectable style. Evidently Mr. Beale was favourably impressed, later enthusiastically, when Crewe, having been careful to discover the kind of life story Beale would like, told him a yarn of his struggles, his temptations and his small crimes. The interest grew to friendship. Beale was in the habit of calling in the evening, and he found not only an agreeable and respectful companion in Crewe, but something more in his sister. When love comes to a man of middle age, its roots sink deeply; and to the idealist Ella Creed, whose writ for libel we neither anticipate nor fear, was, in the eyes of this enamoured man, the most beautiful creature on God’s earth. She was a consummate actress, sensitive to his wishes and playing the part she knew he would like best.

Exactly why Beale should be in the East End of London, they could not fathom, and he would not tell them that he was the unknown philanthropist. They guessed that he was a man with some little money, and, as Ella Creed told me last night, they decided that he might be a useful ‘cover’ for them in their forthcoming operations. ‘We thought,’ she said, ‘that we might pass the buck to him if things got a little too warm.’ They never dreamt that he was a millionaire, but looked upon him as a ‘sucker,’ as Miss Creed called him, who might be put in to take any blame or receive any punishment that was coming their way.

They were already deeply involved in Joe Farmer’s nefarious sideline, for he was a conscienceless receiver of stolen property, and used his public-house mainly for that purpose. Thousands of pounds’ worth of property have passed across that zinc counter. Jewel thieves from the west, opium smugglers, they were all meat to Joe Fanner, who had at this time assisting him a man called Harry Merstham, or, as he was known locally, Harry the Barman, who was probably privy to Farmer’s nefarious business.

Harry the Barman had met Mr. Beale under one of his aliases, and had been a beneficiary of his; but since Gregory Beale did not enter public-houses, it is unlikely that Harry would have ever seen the philanthropist but for subsequent happenings.

The forgery scheme was now in a fair way to being realised. Paula Ricks had arrived in England and had already made one or two remarkable engravings. The printing press was installed in a small house, and the first batch of bills was run off, though they were not circulated.

Beale’s visits to Crewe and his sister became more frequent, and one night, when he was alone with the girl, this infatuated man declared his love and asked her to marry him. She was not very much astonished, but she was apparently amused; told him that she must consult her brother, and put him off for twentyfour hours. Marriage, of course, was impossible: she was already married to Farmer; but Crewe thought it would be an excellent idea if she kept her eccentric lover on a string. ‘Billy said he might be very useful, and it wasn’t the time to get rid of him, and that I had better accept him, and so I agreed. He used to talk a lot of stuff about our devoting our lives to the uplifting of the submerged poor, and of course I. agreed with him. I never dreamt he was anything in particular, though I was sure he had more money than my brother believed he had.’

The curious thing is that he never revealed himself as Gregory, retaining his pseudonym of William Lane. Then one evening, when he called and they were alone together in the little parlour, he told her of his plan to build in that very district a great model dwelling. She treated this as idle raving, and even when he said he had the money to buy the site and commence operations immediately, she thought that was no more than a boast to impress her with his wealth.

Crewe, who had been to see the forgery plant, came in at that moment and was let into the secret. To Ella’s astonishment, he seemed impressed. ‘I thought he was pulling a bluff,’ said Creed in her statement to me, ‘but after we’d got rid of Lane, he told me he believed there was a lot of truth in the statement. He said he thought this man might be the mysterious millionaire that everybody had been talking about, and who was known to be operating in the East End of London. He asked me to get some further particulars from Lane, and I promised.

‘The next night Lane called, I told him that I was ready to be married at once. He was overjoyed, and promised me a wonderful honeymoon on the Continent before we returned to take up our work amongst the poor. I thought he was a little mad, and then he told me more about the building, and said that he had seven hundred thousand dollars at the Fetter Lane Safe Deposit. He showed me the key and told me the password.’

Apparently Ella rallied him on this, and showed a gentle scepticism. It was then that Beale committed an act of lunacy. He wrote on a sheet of paper: ‘Please allow bearer to go to my box, No. 741, at any time.’ Ella went, saw the money and came back with a report. Joe Farmer was called into consultation, and between the three they hatched perhaps the most diabolical plot which human ingenuity could conceive.

Already Paula Ricks was weakening. She was afraid her presence in London was known. More than this, she was not satisfied with the printing of the notes, and wanted to bring over two Frenchmen. The plot was to involve Lane in the forgery, grab the money and skip out, leaving him to bear the brunt; and as a preliminary to this, Crewe persuaded the philanthropist to go into Farmer’s saloon and change a £5 note. He had a great repugnance to entering public-houses, but the excuse which Crewe offered was so plausible that he carried the note to the barman, who changed the money. The consternation of the gang, when they discovered that Harry knew who Lane was, was only equalled by their panic that he might testify that the note tendered was a genuine one. Afterwards, when Farmer reported to the police, a forged note was substituted.

Harry had already applied for a loan to go to South America, from Farmer, and this was their opportunity. Harry was shipped off on the day William Lane was married to Ella. The marriage took place in a registrar’s office in East Ham, and the bridegroom, strangely enough, gave his real name, though nobody seems to have noticed the fact.

It was Ella who took her new husband to the little house where the forging plant was stowed away in a coal-house. Her position was a very delicate one, but she was, as I have already said, a consummate actress. As the hour drew near for the police raid, she told him an astonishing story, playing upon his feelings to such an extent that when the raid was made, he implicitly believed that she was the helpless victim of an unscrupulous brother, that she had forged the plates and worked the printing machines, and that she alone would suffer. ‘When I told him,’ said Ella, ‘he was like a man stunned. He made me repeat the yarn again, and I told him that my brother and I had been carrying out these forgeries for years, and that I thought the game was nearly up. When I left him, as I did, on the pretence of going to book a new railway ticket to the Continent by way of Flushing, he was like a man in a dream.’

Before that dream could pass, the police arrived. William Lane, taking, as he thought, the burden from his wife, secure in his anonymity, and perhaps animated a little by his insatiable curiosity, was sent to penal servitude. The police made every effort to unveil his identity, but they did not succeed. On the day he was sent to prison, and not until then, Joe Farmer went to the Safe Deposit armed with the letter of authorisation, and removed the 700,000 dollars. The intention was to divide this into three parts, but an unexpected factor in Paula Ricks appeared on the scene. Very foolishly they had not kept their plot secret from her, and she claimed, and eventually received, her fourth share.

The life of William Lane in prison can only be described as one long martyrdom, and it is possible to conceive that, through the days and months he spent in a prison cell, there grew a desire for vengeance, as slowly he began to realise that he had been a dupe. Prisoners talk freely; he had not been in Dartmoor six months before he learnt that Ella was the wife of Joe Farmer, and could guess the rest.

Once he said that prison would turn the best man into a beast, and doubtless he was thinking of himself, recalling the long nights of horror, when he lay thinking, thinking, thinking…planning this vengeance and the other. It is certain that the William Lane who came out of prison was altogether a different being from the William Lane who went in. Whilst he was in prison his house was run as usual — his lawyer had standing instructions to carry on during his not unusual disappearances from town.

I am positive that only one outsider was in his confidence, and that was his butler, who had been in his service from childhood. There is no proof here, but the fact that the butler has disappeared leads me to believe that he was not only privy to his master’s deeds, but that he was an active participant, and it is possible that he was the man who later kidnapped a young lady under the impression that he was taking Ella Creed to the ‘prison’ near Epping. There is a likelihood that Beale was in the habit of smuggling letters out of prison to this man.

Beale planned that as soon as he came out of prison he would slip off to America quietly, and make an ostentatious return. Most people thought he was in Central America, and the fact that the butler was responsible for the circulation of the story makes me believe that he knew the plight in which his master had fallen.

Unfortunately for Beale’s plan, two parasites, one named Hugg, a fairly inoffensive person, and Harry the Lag, a bullying brute who had been sentenced to a long term of imprisonment for a wicked assault and robbery, were released from Dartmoor on the same day; and Harry, believing that Lane was a man of property, never let him out of his sight until, in the neighbourhood of Thatcham, a motorcar, driven by the owner of a house which Hugg and Harry had burgled, killed the old lag, injured Hugg and gave Beale his opportunity to escape.

He disappeared, returning little more than a week ago, bringing with him curios which he said he had dug up from ruined Aztec cities, but the majority of which, as I learnt very early on, were part of the sale by the late Mr. Saul Zimmerman, who was an ardent collector of such things. Unfortunately, Beale had forgotten to remove the red sale labels, one of which came into my possession.

Before his return — and here the butler is implicated still further — this man had purchased a taxicab, and had obtained a licence, and there is little doubt that, in the guise of a taximan and with a small moustache resembling what he wore when in prison, Beale roamed about London looking for his enemies. It is possible that they were located before his arrival. At any rate, his first victim was Joe Fanner, whose false testimony had alone been responsible for sending him to prison.

The killing of Leicester Crewe was, perhaps, the most ingenious murder that has ever been perpetrated. It is certain that, on one pretext or another, Beale intended to bring Crewe to his house, and had carefully rehearsed the procedure. Crewe saved him the trouble of inventing a subterfuge: he came voluntarily two nights ago to sell some shares, and Gregory Beale was prepared for him. He had had splinter-proof glass put into his windows, and he carried into the study a steel-sheeted door to act as a target and to receive the bullet that he intended firing through the glass. Incidentally, he left a spent automatic shell in the garden to give verisimilitude to the story.

At the moment of the killing he arranged that his lawyer, Superintendent Clarke of Scotland Yard and myself should be present in the house. The crime is very easily reconstructed. He admitted Crewe into the dark passage, walked before him into the study, and, as the man came in and at the place he desired him to be, he shot him dead with a Deloraine air pistol, using a bullet which he himself had fashioned from a gold signet ring. ‘It was my wedding ring,’ said Ella Creed. ‘We were married in such a hurry that he hadn’t time to get a proper one, so he took that off his little finger and put it on mine.’ Not only had Beale made this preparation, but in the dark he had chipped away the glass from the top of the wall, thrown sacks across the top, and had even made footmarks to lead the police astray.

The door was used to catch the bullet he fired through the glass and to prevent damage to the wall and stop the possibility of detection. He had designed death for the man, imprisonment for the woman, and to this latter end had bought what was originally the beginnings of a small war factory, which was never completed. As factories go, it was a tiny place, but after it came into his possession he had it fitted so that one of the rooms was a miniature cell. Undoubtedly he intended that his revenge should take that shape, and that the woman who had deceived him and sent him to a living grave should herself taste the rigours of imprisonment.

On the day of Crewe’s murder, Ella Creed called at his house, and whilst examining a clay serpent, she heard his voice, recognised it, and fell into a faint. What afterwards transpired may be set down in her own words. ‘I told him I’d recognised him, and he asked me to keep the matter to myself until the morrow, and he would give me a very large sum of money. I asked him if he’d killed Farmer, and he admitted he had. I threatened to inform the police, and he told me that if I did I must confess to how I got my money. He asked me to think it over and see him in the morning.’

As I have said, at the present moment Gregory Beale and his butler are fugitives from justice, and are being searched for in every direction. That Beale will be caught, I very much doubt. He is a man who for a number of years has deliberately educated himself in criminal methods, and has harnessed his undoubted genius to the evasion of punishment. Will this perfect criminal, with his knowledge of languages, his extraordinary aptitude for disguise, with a nimble mind foreseeing all possibilities, ever fall into the hands of justice? I permit myself to doubt the possibility.

‘What I should like to know is,’ said Clarke, ‘what scared Beale? How did he know that you had got the story at your fingertips?’

Peter’s answer did not enlighten him; almost as unsatisfactory was his explanation to Daphne Olroyd, as they sat one sunny winter afternoon on the Park, her hand in his.

‘But,’ she insisted, ‘did Mr. Beale ever ask you not to tell about him?’

‘He asked me nothing,’ said Peter cheerfully, ‘except that he suggested I should go and have a long sleep — and I did! And whilst I slept, lo! the Feathered Serpent vanished from the land!’


The End
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1. A Shot in the Night
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A shot rang out sharply, and Captain Hurley Brown did not need the direction of the sound to guide him to Robert Weldrake’s door. He had tried to intercept the white-faced boy, who had brushed him aside and entered his room, slamming the door and locking it.

Hurley Brown had seen that expression on a man’s face before, and that man, too — just such another promising young officer as Robert Weldrake — had worn it on his return from the last of several interviews with Emil Louba. A shot had followed on that occasion also. Lingering outside, uneasy, smoking cigarette after cigarette, unable to seek his own quarters with the memory of that stricken-face before him, he was debating whether to insist on the boy opening his door to him when the shot stabbed the silence and sent him tearing up the half-dozen shallow stairs to the locked door.

There was no answer to his knock, and he scarcely waited for any, Putting his shoulder to the door, he had already forced it inwards, straining at the lock, when McElvie, Weldrake’s batman, and two officers joined them; and their combined efforts burst the lock, sending them staggering a few paces into the room.

There was little need to raise him. They saw at a glance that Robert Weldrake was dead. The room was still full of an acrid smell, his stiffening fingers clutched at his service revolver.

‘That damned Louba!’ muttered Brown, the first to break the silence, and more than one of his companions spat out vicious curses.

‘If somebody would shoot him. Malta’d be a lot cleaner,’ declared McElvie wrathfully. Nobody disagreed with him. That Louba was the cause of the tragedy was accepted without debate. It was not an isolated case.

Hurley Brown hated Louba. He had seen too many men ruined by him and his kind. He had determined to drive him out of Malta, and had already taken steps to interest the military authorities in the evil influence his establishment exercised over the men stationed on the island.

He had seen the disaster towards which Robert Weldrake drifted, had tried to gain his confidence, to warn him; but the boy had been too deep in to extricate himself.

When nothing more was to be done, and they left the still figure to its loneliness. Brown separated from the others and walked briskly towards Louba’s establishment. As he entered the cabaret, which was a gaudy mask for the remaining and more important part of the establishment, he became aware that there was something unusual happening.

The music had ceased and general conversation had died y away. Glasses were neglected and all heads were turned in the same direction. So far as Hurley Brown could see, it appeared to be an altercation between a customer and one of the performers, a scantily dressed dancer or singer who still had one foot on the low platform at the end of the room. The man she faced was plump and voluble, dark-eyed, with a full florid face and a flamboyant style of dress.

As Brown moved towards the doorway leading to the gaming rooms, the curtains were pulled aside to admit Emil Louba, followed by a weasel-faced fellow who immediately returned to his place in the meagre orchestra which flanked the platform.

‘I’m glad your man fetched you!’ shouted the disturber. ‘It saves me the trouble of finding you.’

‘Ah, da Costa! My friend da Costa!’ remarked Louba, with a purring suavity.

‘Your ruin I’ll be!’ roared da Costa, approaching him. He was small beside the big broad-shouldered Louba, and quivered with a fresh access of rage as the other looked down on him, a smile beneath the black sweeping moustache. ‘Again you have done it! — when will you be content? Do you think I am to be crossed by you everywhere I turn?’

‘All is fair in love and business, my dear da Costa — surely you know that! We can be trade rivals and yet remain the best of friends. But we interrupt the entertainment.’

He took da Costa’s arm in a grip that was savage, despite the smile still on his face, and tried to draw him out of sight and hearing of the gaping crowd.

‘I mean to interrupt it!’ cried da Costa, dragging himself free. ‘That girl is under contract to me — I pay her a salary three times what she is worth — I trained her — she owes everything to me—’

‘It’s a lie!’ screamed the woman. ‘I’m perfectly free to go where I like, and—’

‘And the lady prefers Malta to Tripoli,’ exclaimed Louba. ‘That is all there is about it.’

‘It is not all nor nearly all what you have done to me!’ exploded da Costa. ‘Whenever I am in a good place, you come and set up in opposition or you take my performers away, or—’

‘Or in other ways prove myself the better man,’ assented Louba. ‘Business is a ver’ good game, da Costa, if you know how to play it. Come, now, and leave these good people to their entertainment.’ His fingers sank into da Costa’s plump arm, and be dragged him a step or two towards the curtained doorway.

‘You ungrateful hussy, you shall come back to Tripoli, or you shall pay for your breach of contract and for all the while I kept and trained you, before you earned one penny,’ threatened da Costa, tearing his arm free from Louba’s grasp and springing towards the woman, shaking his fists in her face.

She was more than equal to his abuse, screaming and gesticulating, defying him in scraps of half a dozen languages, until Louba interfered.

‘Go up there and get on with your work,’ he commanded, taking her by the shoulders and bundling her back on to the platform.

He made a sign to the musicians, and also to two waiters.

As though there had been no interruption, the woman and the orchestra burst forth together, she spreading a smile over her shrewish features, and proceeding to twist and turn with great vigour. The waiters seized da Costa and ran him down the length of the room and out into the street, where they scuffled with him for some time on the steps, preventing his reentrance.

Louba bowed to the company, the overhead lights glistened on his smooth black hair.

‘A t’ousand pardons,’ he murmured. ‘One cannot have the best establishment of its kind without rivals!’

He was about to leave by the way he had come, when Hurley Brown approached him.

‘Nor without retribution, I hope,’ added Brown.

‘Why, Captain Hurley Brown!’ Louba bowed with mocking exaggeration. ‘I take this very kind of you, Captain. It is not often I have the pleasure of seeing you here, although…your young friend, Lieutenant Weldrake, is a frequent visitor.’

‘He will not be in the future,’ came the grim reply.

‘No?’ Louba laughed softly. ‘Well, we shall see! I t’ink you have tried to keep him away before, but…unless my memory is ver’ bad, without much success. Eh?’

‘I shall succeed this time. I promise you.’

‘That is so? Well’ — he shrugged his shoulders—’so long as he settles up like a gentleman before he go, I will not complain. He is leaving us?’

‘He has already left us. And you will leave us soon. You will leave us, Louba, if I have to tie a brick round your neck and drop you in the middle of the sea.’

‘What do you mean by saying he has left us? He has not settled his obligations to me yet. It is not much more than an hour ago since I had to remind him of all that stuff about British officers and gentlemen.’

‘Louba,’ said Hurley Brown, very softly, ‘I really don’t know how I keep my hands off you!’

‘Perhaps it is because you know I should have you t’rown out if you raised a finger to me, dear friend.’

‘You — !’ His arm was caught as he raised it.

‘You will really not gain anything by violence,’ said Louba. ‘And it would be very unbecoming. Eh? Tell me what you mean by saying that boy has gone.’

‘He’s just been murdered.’

‘Murdered? By whom?’

‘By you, Louba.’

‘Oh — oh, I see,’ said Louba after a moment. ‘So that is it. And what do you want here, then?’

‘Just to tell you that if you are not driven out of Malta by the authorities, I’ll kick you out myself, and I’ll kick you out of any place I find you in. We have met elsewhere, Louba, and the longer you live the viler you become.’

‘What nonsense! You mean the longer I live the more fools I meet — naturally. As for your aut’orities just that to them!’ He snapped his fingers. ‘I am not to be held responsible for every young fool who is incapable of taking care of himself. If you want to kick anybody, go and kick them. I assure you, it is ver’ good sport. Captain Brown. I have tried it,’ he grinned.

‘One day,’ said Hurley Brown, ‘you will try it once too often.’

A sneer twisted Louba’s coarse features. ‘If that is a threat,’ he returned, ‘it makes me laugh. I am Emil Louba. I go my way, trampling or stepping over whatever is in my path. It is for others to choose whether I trample or step over. But I do not turn aside.’

With a muttered exclamation. Hurley Brown swung away from the man, and strode through the throng, who were now loudly applauding the panting and smiling performer.

He had known no good purpose could be served by going to the place, but indignation had sent him there. It was outrageous to think of Weldrake lying dead on his narrow bed, whilst Emil Louba pursued his brazen course unharmed.

A violent voice broke on his ears from across the narrow street.

‘I’ll make you pay yet! I’ll make you pay if I wait twenty years!’ It was da Costa, shaking his fists in the direction of Louba’s place, dishevelled and still breathless from the effects of rage and his tussle with the waiters.



2. The Little Man Who Caused a Riot
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It was not a pleasant task to meet Robert Weldrake’s father whhe arrived in Malta.

The dead boy had been popular both with the men and his brother-officers, and some satisfaction was felt when it was known that his father was expected. McElvie voiced the general wish when he said that he hoped Mr. Weldrake, senior, was a hefty fellow handy with his fists, who was coming with the express purpose of interviewing Emil Louba.

‘And there’s no other reason why he should come,’ observed McElvie hopefully. ‘He doesn’t wear any uniform, and he can jolly well give Louba what for!’

Nevertheless, the task of greeting him and giving him details of his boy’s death was not a coveted one, and Hurley Brown undertook it with misgivings.

He looked for a tall resolute man, an old and stronger edition of Robert Weldrake, and was amazed when his gaze fell on the small shrinking figure of Mr. Weldrake. If general indignation had reigned before, it was intensified by the pathetic little man upon whom the blow had fallen. It was obvious that his boy had been his world, his death a devastating shock.

He uttered no complaints, asked for no sympathy; he was touchingly grateful for the kindness shown him, tremblingly eager for any and every story, however trivial, anyone could tell him of his son. He sat in the boy’s quarters alone for hours together, touching his belongings, reading his last note. He went to the grave every day, a small solitary figure.

Sympathy for Robert Weldrake was transferred to his father, and the very sight of the forlorn little man acted as fuel to the rage which burned against Louba.

It was da Costa who stirred the fire to a blaze. Meeting Weldrake one night, wandering aimlessly after his fashion, he stopped him, and pointed out Louba’s place.

‘That is where your son got his death-blow,’ he said. ‘That’s where many another has been ruined. That is where Emil Louba is growing rich by ruining men and driving them to suicide.’

Weldrake’s thin face turned in the direction of the red lights which illuminated the outside of the building and he nodded slowly.

Da Costa had sown the seed, and he was not surprised when Weldrake continued his quick nervous walk, going straight towards Louba’s. He had been to all the places that his son had frequented, except to Louba’s.

Da Costa knew the treatment he would receive from Louba, and ran to the barracks.

‘Your little man has gone to Louba! Likely Louba will hoist him on the platform and make him dance for them!’

It was enough.

The soldiers outdistanced him, but he arrived in time to see Weldrake being led away with a cut on his face, looking dazed and shaken.

Inside was pandemonium. The orchestra was playing wildly in an apparent effort to drown the disturbance. People were standing on tables, others protesting shrilly, whilst in the centre were waiters and a dancing-girl trying to keep back excited and angry soldiers.

‘We will see Louba!’ came the insistent shout.

‘Louba had nothing to do with it!’ cried the girl. ‘He never saw him. He sent down word he wouldn’t see him. He was busy.’

‘Yes, busy spinning the wheel upstairs and ruining as many more as he can!’

‘He gave orders for him to be thrown out!’

‘He didn’t! It was the little man who wouldn’t understand and wouldn’t go.’

‘We put him out gently at first.’

‘He would come back.’

‘Where’s Louba?’

The babble was at its height when Louba appeared.

‘Really, Gentlemen, really!’ The oil of his manner fell on flames.

More soldiers were crowding into the place. Da Costa, jumping up and down to get a view, missed the beginning of it, only he knew that his hopes were being realised. Louba refused to be intimidated, and refused to restrain his mockery. It was when he drawled out that there was a great deal of fuss over a degenerate young fool who had not even honesty enough to pay his debts of honour that the first blow was struck. Louba returned it instantly. His bullies sprang into the fray; the soldiers welcomed them.

‘We’ll smash everything in the place!’

The threat was taken up with enthusiasm, and sealed by a loud crash, as a bottle of wine splintered against a long mirror.

Joyous hands snatched up every bottle within reach, trays and chairs in lieu of better missiles, and a deafening crash of glass announced the breaking of every mirror in the garish place.

Women screamed and ran, and some of their escorts also chose the better part of valour.

People came running in from the street, adding to the confusion.

‘Upstairs, boys, and throw his paraphernalia out of the window!’

‘Grab his winnings and send ’em out with the tide!’

The gamblers upstairs objected to the invasion of the wreckers, knowing nothing of the meaning of it, and the tumult did not diminish.

Da Costa, rejoicing, leapt over the performers’ platform, gaining the tiny dressing-room at the back. This was deserted.

There were several candles on the high bench which served as a dressing table. Flimsy dresses hung on the walls: muslin draped the looking-glass. Da Costa soon had a blaze there.

Going out into the hall again, which was deserted except for the crowd clustering and struggling about the entrance leading to the stairs, striving to join the throng upstairs, or endeavouring to find out what it was all about, he flung a shower of lighted matches over the floor, where pools of fiery spirits lay soaking into the carpet amid the litter of broken bottles which had contained them.

The flames leapt along the group, and were climbing up to the inflammable decorations suspended from the roof before a scream called attention to them.

No one attempted to put them out. It was ‘safety first’.

Da Costa was one of the first to reach the street and to run to a safe distance. From there he watched the deep blue of the sky take on an ominous glow, and gradually lighten to a spreading rose colour that flickered, alternately dull and fierce, whilst the flames of the burning building leapt into view.

It was not late and the streets were full of people, asking what was on fire. Officers and military police hastened down, summoned by news of the riot.

Hurley Brown hurried by with an anxious face. It was one thing to have Louba’s house sacked and burned, another for soldiers to suffer for it.

Da Costa, aching for someone with whom to rejoice, seized on Weldrake, when his small figure appeared in sight.

‘It’s Louba’s,’ he announced, exulting. ‘It’s Louba’s place that’s on fire!’

The sky was lit up with an angry crimson that glowed and sank in the breeze; the surrounding buildings stood out in beautiful and uncanny distinctness.

As the crimson became sullen, screened by black smoke, Hurley Brown returned, and paused beside Weldrake. Only da Costa chattered.

Men drifted back to the barracks and Louba, coatless, for he had taken it off to wrap round his face as he fought his way to the streets, strode up to them with a threatening air,

‘T’ere will be something to pay for this, Captain Hurley Brown!’ he exclaimed. ‘We’ll see what those military aut’orities you spoke of will say to this!’

‘If you have any sense, Louba, you will just sail away and say nothing about it,’ put in da Costa. ‘If you start them asking questions they may ask a great deal more than you’ll like.’

‘What, you? You’ve had a hand in this, da Costa! I know; Eulalie saw you there.’

‘Does she want to come back to Tripoli?’ jeered da Costa.

‘Perhaps she will — and I, too! Hear that? I drove you out of Port Said, and I’ll drive you out of Tripoli.’

‘Don’t you threaten me, Louba! I’m more than a match for you! You’ve done me some injuries in the past, but I’ll make you regret it,’ cried da Costa, truculently, transported with triumph.

‘I never regret anything,’ returned Louba insolently, and turned from him. ‘If you think this will drive me from Malta, Captain Hurley Brown, you will live to discover your mistake.’

‘It did not need this, Louba. I have said you’ll go, and you will go,’ said Brown. ‘Tonight is only another addition to the harm you’ve done — the men implicated in this business are only a few more added to the number of those who’ve suffered through you.’

‘And I’ll see they do suffer,’ muttered Louba, between his teeth. ‘I’ll make them sorry they ever lifted a hand against me.’

‘The only thing they had to be sorry for,’ ejaculated da Costa, ‘is that you weren’t burned along with your house.’

Louba turned his baleful eyes upon him. ‘Very well, very well,’ he said. ‘Time is before me.’

‘Time and Nemesis,’ added Hurley Brown.

‘Time and me!’ boasted da Costa.

‘I take you,’ sneered Louba. ‘I take you both — and as many more as you like to bring.’

Weldrake remained silent, looking from the defiant Louba to the two who hated him. Captain Hurley Brown, grim with mouth hard-set and da Costa, alive with unrestrained passion.

Weldrake slipped away.

An hour later, whilst Hurley Brown made anxious inquiries about him, he was kneeling in the dark beside his boy’s grave.

‘It’s all right, Robert,’ he was whispering reassuringly. ‘You’ll be avenged. I’ll see to it. I’ll never forget. I won’t stay home until he’s paid…I know it will be all right. You’ll be avenged, Robert…’



3. The Woman Who Escaped


Table of Contents


The room looked little like that of a flat in the West End of London.

Oriental tapestries and embroidered silks, emblazoned with every hue, were strewn about, cushions of exotic design in profusion. A gold hookah stood near a wide settee, its pale-blue smoke mingling with that from the perfumed cigarette which the girl smoked, seated amongst the cushions, her feet on a carved footstool.

In a high slender brazier of bronze burned pungent spices, and the only illumination came from a grotesquely carved bronze lantern suspended by chains, from which a pale-green light spread eerily, shining on the polished black head of the man beside the hookah. His Western clothes were covered by an embroidered robe, and to the girl whose dreams of the East were realised by the bizarre effects about her, the dim light, the scent of the smoke and the spices, he was a figure of rich romance.

His imperfect English was in itself an added charm.

‘But you seem to know somet’ing of Cairo already,’ he remarked.

‘No. Just a little that Jimmy told me. He used to tell me interesting things once.’

‘But is interesting no longer?’ inquired Louba.

She frowned.

‘He soon became more talkative about crime and police work out there, than Cairo and Baghdad themselves. Don’t let’s talk about him. When I’m here, I want to forget I’m in England: I want to forget humdrum places and ordinary people and live in a beautiful dream.’

‘You are ver’ good to say I make beautiful dreams for you. You do not now regret our meetings? You are not now troubled by the little inconveniences they entail?’

‘I don’t care for anything so long as I escape for an hour to a new wonderful world.’

‘But it is great pity you should have to escape to it,’ he observed. ‘Would it not be so much more wonderful if you lived there all the time? If your East was not conjured out of a few Eastern hangings and carvings, bound by four walls, but you stood in the secret heart of it, steeped in the soul of its age-old mystery…’

‘Oh, don’t — you make me so envious, and miserable. Because I shall never see it, and I want to more than anything in the world.’

‘And why not, Kate? It is only the shackles of that humdrum society which you dislike that holds you back. If only—’

‘Who’s that?’ she broke in, her lips parted fearfully, the cigarette held far from her as though she prepared to cast it aside hastily.

He turned his head at the sound of the bell.

‘I do not expect anyone,’ he said. ‘Miller will see to it.’

But Miller, his man, opened the door to two visitors whom he dared not take upon himself to send away. He begged them to wait whilst he took their names.

‘Who is it?’ called Louba, as the man knocked on the locked door.

The girl leapt to her feet in terror when the names were given. ‘Daddy! Oh, get me out! Get me out! Which way can I go?’

She seized her coat and hat, flinging them on in trembling haste.

‘You cannot go by the service passage now. There’s only the window. Perhaps I’d better not see them,’ said Louba.

‘Oh, you must! Otherwise he might suspect. How can I get out by the window?’

‘Down the fire escape. I’ll release the ladder, but when you get to the bottom of it, the alarm will ring. You must run round by the back of the house quickly, before anyone can see you. Don’t be frightened. You will get away safely.’

He had unlatched the window, and was tugging furiously to open it. It withstood all his efforts. He went to the door, outside which Miller waited.

‘What’s the matter with the confounded window, Miller?’ he cried.

‘The screws, sir, the screws at the bottom!’

Louba switched on the light and returned to the window, where the girl stooped agitatedly to assist, half sobbing as she fumbled vainly at the small tightened screws.

‘He can’t suspect it’s you,’ said Louba, as he tore his fingers and cursed inwardly in his endeavours to loosen the screws. ‘I’d better send them away.’

‘No, no!’ The girl was in a panic. ‘He’s seen us exchange a private word or two occasionally — I’m always afraid he’ll guess. I must get away if we break the window!’

At last he had the screws out, and the window dragged open.

Without a word and possessed only by her guilty desire to escape, she fled through the window and down the fire escape, jumping the last few steps in a frenzy of fright as the burglar-alarm clanged harshly and sent her fleeing into the misty darkness.

‘Show them in!’ called Louba to Miller, unlocking the door. Hastily he collected a few of the tapestries and cushions and threw them through the doorway into his bedroom, slamming the door shut and wrapping a handkerchief about his torn finger before he went forward to meet his guests.

‘Pray pardon me that I keep you waiting, dear friends,’ he apologised. ‘I had fallen asleep and was far away in the land of dreams. But you bring me a ver’ pleasant awakening.’

His visitors had doubts and, despite Louba’s efforts, it plain that they felt themselves intruders and were anxious to take their leave.

After a very short while they rose to go. He accompanied them to the door himself, still talking vivaciously, and expressing his regret that they could not be persuaded to stay longer.

It was after the door had closed on them that the suavity vanished from his face and was replaced by a scowl.

‘Miller!’

‘Yes, sir,’ said the man, appearing in response to the peremptory call.

‘What is the meaning of that window being stuck fast as if it was never to be opened this side eternity? I have broken my nails and torn my skin trying to open it. Why was it screwed down?’

‘There’s always been screws there, sir, at night-time. With the fire escape outside, it’s safer.’

‘Need you hammer them in so that I must needs root up the whole building to get them out?’ demanded Louba, still visibly irritated and flurried by the contretemps.

‘I only screwed ’em right as I always do, sir, particularly on a misty night. You may be glad of those screws some day,’ he added, with a feeble attempt at lightness; but if he sought to dispel the gloom, he failed dismally.

‘What do you mean by that?’ exclaimed Louba suspiciously.

‘Nothing, sir,’ replied the man innocently. ‘I only meant they do keep the burglars out, don’t they?’

Louba uttered an impatient exclamation, and went back into the disordered room.

He glanced at the window, even went close and peered out until he could see the faint outline of the fire escape. It certainly would be easy for anyone to enter that way, but for the burglar-alarm connected with the ladder.

He pulled the curtains close across, and returned to the centre of the room, where he stood, biting a finger.

He was a much-hated man. There were people…

Bah!

He shook his shoulders scornfully.

Who dare touch Louba?



4. The Girl Who Ran Away
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Not many days after her escape from Louba’s flat, the same girl stood talking in a low voice to a man in white overalls. The man held a test-tube in his hand, and a broad patch of purple lay across his heavy and unprepossessing face, thrown by a lingering ray of sun slanting through the violet panes of the window.

He kept his eyes on the tube, as though prepared for interruption and desirous of appearing engrossed in his work. The girl herself only leaned inside the door, whispering hastily.

‘If you understand, you’d better go now,’ he said, without turning his head. ‘We don’t want to be seen talking together.’

‘No. I’m afraid he’s seen us before.’ She swung round, and started as she met the grave kindly eyes of the one man she least desired to find her there. ‘Why, Daddy…I didn’t hear you. I just looked in the laboratory to see if you were here,’ she stammered. ‘Won’t you come and have some tea before you start work?’

‘Yes, Kate. I came to see if you were going to give me any. I was afraid you were out.’ He spoke a few words to his assistant, then walked with the girl to the livingrooms.

‘I used to think you didn’t care for Berry,’ he observed, a short while afterwards, as he sat drinking tea.

‘Well, I didn’t at first,’ she replied. ‘…But I think it was only his manner I misunderstood.’

‘That might well be. He had a great deal to learn there; though he’s a good worker…a bit irregular in his hours lately, and…’

He wrinkled up his forehead, pursing his lips dubiously.

He said no more to the girl, but he had growing doubts of the integrity of his assistant, Mr. Charles Berry. Valuable equipment had disappeared from the laboratory since Berry’s coming.

The girl rose early the next morning and wrote a letter which she put in her handbag. Going out, she met the housekeeper.

‘Why, Miss Kate, you’re never going out so early?’ exclaimed the woman. ‘Before breakfast?’

‘Yes, I am. I’m going to Covent Garden to buy some flowers, and then I’m meeting a friend. Perhaps I shall stay out to lunch, too,’ she replied, hastening to the door.

‘Well, she does do some strange things,’ soliloquised the woman, as she watched Kate out of sight.

The letter which the girl had written was delivered at the house the following morning and the envelope bore the Dover postmark.

Charles Berry did not come to work on the day that Kate left, nor was he seen at his employer’s house again.

Inquiries elicited no news of him, but the girl whose dislike of him had been succeeded by civility and hurried conferences was steeping her romantic soul in the East which had for so long filled her dreams, and it was Louba who sat beside her, looking down on the flat-roofed town, with its maze of narrow streets, its medley of colour and costume, scorching under the midday sun. Beyond the town lay a dust-hued plain over which a faint line marked the slow progress of a camel caravan.

‘Oh, I can’t believe it — I can’t believe it’s real, even yet!’ Kate ejaculated.

‘It is very real,’ he answered, with deep satisfaction. ‘You have left stagnation behind, and are just beginning to live. I knew we should be in the East together, one day.’

‘How could you know? I—’

‘Because I wished to bring you here, and I always get what I want. I meant to take you away from that fellow…and I have done so.’

‘Jimmy?’

‘Yes.’ His teeth showed viciously as he spoke the word.

‘Why, Emil, you say it as if you hate him.’

He laughed softly. ‘No. It is not worth my while to hate those who cross me. It is sufficient that I always get the better of them.’

‘But Jimmy has never done you any injury?’

He shrugged his shoulders. ‘Jimmy, as you call him, does not exist. Let us talk of some-t’ing else.’

They went down into the bazaar towards sundown where she revelled in the sights and sounds and smells, all equally delightful to her infatuated imagination. Even the filthy beggars, in their nondescript tatters of clothing, were powerless to offend her. Were they not truly of the East?

The bargaining, the frequent pretence of breaking off negotiations, the raised hands and protestations when Louba made an offer for the things which caught his or his companion’s fancy, all captivated her. It was the Eastern method of buying and selling, and as such it was delightful.

She resented the intrusion of anything English, and therefore viewed with hostile eyes the obviously English man who tugged furtively at her sleeve when Louba had disappeared within the low dark opening leading to the inside stores of the vendor whose varied goods she was examining.

‘Excuse me, but is it all right with you?’ asked the man, in a manner at once timid and eager. ‘You seem to be without friends here…with Louba. This is a long way from England, and—’

‘It is a long way, but I don’t think that a sufficient excuse for impertinence,’ returned Kate, flushing. ‘I don’t know you.’

‘No; but you see I know Louba, and you don’t look as if you do.’

‘I know him well enough to be content with his…friendship, without requiring the advice of a stranger,’ she said, moving away.

She was the more angry because of that burning flush on her face, the keen sense of her position, according to Western ideas, brought back to her by this reminder of home, and all the conventions she had overthrown. She told herself it was like being wakened from the exotic joys of a gorgeous dream by the sound of a suburban milkman.

‘Yes, I know I’m a stranger,’ said the mild voice. ‘And I don’t ask you to trust or confide in me, only I would suggest to you that you go back home. Whatever your home is like and whatever awaits your return, leave Louba, my dear, and go back before you lose heart, and while life still seems worth another effort.’

Before she could find any reply his mild eyes glanced past her and he darted backwards, out of sight round a pile of carpets and mats, up one of the narrow alleyways running from the main thoroughfare of the bazaar.

It was Louba who had frightened him away. He had come to the doorway and stood beside the youth who was in charge of the place, and he was looking at a customer who strode away through the meandering throng with something held close under his arm, and a suggestion of tremendous haste in his step.

‘Somet’ing interesting about that,’ observed Louba, as he rejoined Kate. ‘A tawdry t’ing, of no value, yet he has given a ridiculous price for it and made off as if he were afraid they would take it from him. Look at the boy!’

The boy, otherwise the proprietor’s son, was rubbing his hands gleefully as he watched the tall form of his late customer disappear. A moment later, he was telling the tale of his good bargain to his father who, blear-eyed and soiled, listened with an indifference that quickly changed to anger.

‘What, he offered that for it, and you let him have it for double the price?’ he cried, according to Louba’s quick translation to Kate. ‘He offered that? — in the beginning? — and you let him have it for double, dolt!’

‘But, that was a dozen times more than it was worth!’

‘How do you know that, fool? Would he have offered six times its value at the first if it were only worth what we thought? Fool, dolt! He so anxious to get it that he — ! Oh, why was I cursed with such a son!’

Leaving the old man to his lamentations, Louba and Kate resumed their walk.

‘What was it?’ asked Kate.

‘Just a casket stitched over with beads and stuck with coloured glass.’ His eyes were narrowed. If there was anything to be gained, he disliked another than himself to be the gainer. ‘M’m. I should much like to know the meaning of that.’

Kate was less gay on the homeward journey than she had been when they set out. Though she recalled it with anger and resentment, yet the episode with the little Englishman had dimmed the brightness of her romance.

The sun was sinking as they climbed the low hill; looking back, the town appeared flat and drab. She drew closer to Louba.

‘I do hate those little insignificant men,’ she said, and he pressed her arm against his side. She did not tell him that she was expressing her dislike of another, not her admiration of himself.

She listened with even more than her usual avidity to his extravagant compliments and conceits, clinging the more passionately to her romance because of the chill touch of reality which had approached it.

Though she was smiling when they reached the walled-in garden of the house on the hill, she halted with a sudden start as the figure of Charles Berry loomed before them. She shrank against Louba, glimpsing the hate in the man’s eyes, though he raised them to her for but a moment. If she had tried to forget her aversion for him, he had not forgotten her former slights.

Her newfound smile froze. She shivered.

‘Let’s go in,’ she said to Louba. ‘I’m cold.’



5. The Beaded Casket
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‘My dear Kate, not’ing will give me greater pleasure than to relieve you of my shortcomings. I beg you not to distress yourself about them any more.’

She looked up at him dully, inured to the sneer on his lips, the oily mockery of his voice. Even the insulting glance, the open contempt in his bold eyes, had long since ceased to make her wince.

Only she waited with parted lips to know the meaning of his last words, apprehensive of fresh indignities. The light banter of his tone, his good spirits, boded her no good, following-upon his brutally unconcealed weariness of her, his coarse ill-humours; particularly upon his anger of only an hour ago.

‘I have had the misfortune to be unable to please you for some time past,’ he went on, and made an airy gesture. ‘It pains me! But I hope I shall always put a lady’s happiness before my own.’ He lit a cigar carefully, throwing the match out into the dim garden. There was no light in the room except that which came through the long open windows. She had fled away from the garish lighted rooms, where Louba pursued his old methods of enriching himself at other people’s expense, to the small private room at the back of the house, sitting there until the light faded and the summer night closed in.

‘You were not when you made me look on just now, while you cheated that young American,’ she said.

‘We will not speak of that, my dear Kate,’ he rejoined, an ominous note in his voice. ‘Your behaviour was…indiscreet, and might have been disastrous, but for my own quick wits. We will not go into details at all; I t’ink it better not. It is sufficient that you are not even of use to me in my business. If I had asked you to dance in the cabaret, you might have suggested it was a great departure from your habits, but I have done no more than to ask you to preside at the tables, and look pretty.’ He shrugged his shoulders. ‘It may no longer be your fault if you do not look pretty, but t’ere seems no reason why you should not look pleasant.’

‘Well?’ she asked. She knew all this was mere preliminary.

‘I have decided that as I can no longer make you happy, I had better pass you over to one who may.’

‘Pass me…!’ She half rose from her seat, her white face clear in the gloom. He put up his hand.

‘Do not do me the injustice of misunderstanding, Kate. It is a husband I am speaking of, and I will myself see you safely married.’

She put her hand up to her throat, but could not speak.

‘Such an old friend, too — Mr. Charles Berry. Is he not?’ asked Louba smoothly.

‘Marry Charles Berry?’ she gasped. ‘Never as long as I live!’

‘Oh, yes you will, my dear Kate. You certainly will. I say it.’

‘I will not!’

‘And I doing my best for you, as your guardian!’ he ejaculated reproachfully. ‘How could I ever go back to England again, if I knew I had left you here unprotected! Really, do you t’ink I have no conscience?’

He was thoroughly enjoying himself but, before he could continue, the door behind them opened, showing a lighted passage and a brilliant and crowded room beyond, before it was quickly closed upon the newcomer.

‘Louba, are you there?’ asked a hoarse breathless voice.

‘Yes. Who is it?’

‘Vacilesco. Will you hide something for me? — just until I have thrown them off.’

He stopped, listening. Hurried feet could be heard thudding down the passage from the great lighted room. ‘They followed me in! They were too close. Hide this — you shall have your share, Louba!’

As the door behind him was flung open, he sprang away from it, thrust something into Louba’s outstretched hands, jumped over the low sill of the window and ran across the dark garden towards the narrow lane running at the bottom. Louba thrust the object behind the nearest cushion, before he spoke to the intruders. ‘What is this? Who are you?’

He moved to the switch and put the light on. Turning her head, Kate beheld three men of villainous aspect, panting like the man they pursued.

‘Someone came in here — he’s got stolen property. Have you seen him?’

‘He’s just entered with the same delightful unceremoniousness as yourselves, gentlemen. You pushed him away from the J door as you came in.’

Louba pointed down the garden, and without waiting for more they leapt forward, and were lost in the darkness.

‘Stay here and see no one touches that!’ ordered Louba, before she went after the men. Vacilesco had promised him a share, but he had never cared for the sharing system.

The others had jumped over the low wall into the lane, but Louba, careful of his immaculate clothes, stayed to open the wooden door. He followed the sound of the steps over the rough path leading along the backs of the gardens. He could hear the men’s feet slipping over the stones.

A little farther along there was a high wall and on the opposite side one or two trees stretched their arms across the narrow path, shutting out the light.

It was at this point that the pursuers came up with their quarry, making a desperate effort to do so. Louba stood still, his keen eyes and ears taking in the struggling mass of figures, the scuffling of feet, the murmur of voices; then a choked sound, a smothered scream, and unbroken silence.

In case they came back the same way, he stepped softly over to the blackness under the tallest tree — standing on the little hillock surrounding it.

He could guess what they were doing over there by the high wall. He could even hear a few whispered curses and queries as their search proved futile.

After a while they moved into the middle of the path, where he could distinguish their three figures against the paler sky. They hesitated, evidently debating amongst themselves, after which they took to their heels and ran off in the opposite direction to Louba’s house.

He waited for a minute or two, then crossed over to the prone figure they had left, stooped and touched him carefully. With a light step he returned to his house.

Kate was sitting where he had left her. He looked at his fingers and gleaming shirt-front when he came into the light. They were spotless.

‘What has happened?’ she asked quickly, roused by the significant inspection.

‘I’m afraid they’ve stabbed Vacilesco, but it has noting to do with us. You understand?’ he asked threateningly. ‘We know not’ing.’

‘You have what they were after.’

‘I have not’ing. He left not’ing here. Do not make any mistake about that, my dear Kate. I shall be very annoyed if you do. Have you looked at it?’ he queried, stepping to the cushion behind which he had concealed Vacilesco’s abandoned treasure.

She shook her head.

He closed the windows and pulled the curtains across before he examined his booty.

It was a casket, covered with beads of all colours, worked in a crude but effective design, having imitation jewels in the centre of the largest pattern. He opened it eagerly, and paused in disappointment at the sight of its empty interior.

‘It seems Vacilesco made off with it too late,’ he remarked. ‘…Yet it was not locked. He would surely look inside.’

The casket was lined with white kid, but the bottom was encrusted with beads and coloured glass like the outside. Examining it both inside and outside, Louba gave a grunt of hopefulness, and began running his fingers over the bottom of the inside. He was rewarded by finding the spring which released the false bottom.

An exclamation of pleasure was followed quickly by one of anger, as he saw that the space beneath was quite empty.

He regarded the basket with a scowl for a moment or two before he conquered his chagrin, and shrugged his shoulders.

‘Well, it is Vacilesco who has paid for it,’ he observed. ‘Not I.’

‘Will you go on with what you were saying?’ asked Kate. ‘What do you mean by saying I am to marry Charles Berry?’

‘Just that. We part company, you and I, but I will see you married to him first. Flat 2, Braymore House, London, where you have spent such pleasant hours is still mine, and I shall shortly return. For reasons which you will readily guess, it is convenient for me to have you Mrs. Charles Berry.’

‘But you can’t mean this! It’s too bad even for you!’ she burst out.

‘Bad? The ingratitude! My dear Kate, just think how I might have left you! Why…’ He paused with his eyes on the casket, which apparently put her and her affairs out of his thoughts. ‘Now I remember!’ he exclaimed. ‘I have seen this t’ing before. Yes! It was at—’

‘I don’t want to hear about it!’ she cried. ‘Will you keep to the subject?’

‘Oh, but this was at a time which you would like to hear about,’ he mocked. ‘A time of tender memories! Do you not remember once, in those precious early days, someone gave an incredible price for a worthless casket? It was once when we were in the bazaar—’

‘Oh, don’t!’ She made a gesture of intolerable pain.

He laughed. ‘I said they were tender memories! What a pity such times do not last for ever.’

‘I was not regretting the times,’ she rejoined bitterly. ‘I was thinking of a man who warned me…whose advice I despised…that day…’ She turned her face away from his cruel eyes.

‘That day? I cannot remember anyone who could give you advice; but it does not matter. I must go back to my guests — well, my victims, if you like it better.’ His gaze wandered again to the casket. ‘I will keep it in memory of you, dear Kate…a memento of our very charming idyll.’

He turned to the door to throw one last gibe. ‘You, of course, will need no reminder! I flatter myself to that extent.’

He laughed again, and the door closed behind him.



6. The Man Who Waited
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‘Don’t you know me, Miller?’

The years had not dealt kindly with Mr. Charles Berry, but Miller had no difficulty in recognising him. He had once been reprimanded by Louba, as a result of endeavouring to satisfy his natural curiosity concerning Berry’s visits to the flat and the quality of his relations with Louba; so that he had a personal reason for remembering him. ‘How are you, Miller?’ went on Berry affably, extending his hand.

‘Oh, fair. How’s things?’ returned Miller. Berry had not formerly been very cordial with him, but it was evident that he wished now to be amiable.

They were outside Braymore House, one cold, damp evening.

‘Just got back to England,’ said Berry. ‘Going anywhere particular?’

‘I’m taking some letters down to Mr. Louba at the Elect Club.’

‘Oh, so he’s there?’

‘Yes. Do you want to see him?’

‘That’s what I’ve come to England for. He’s not treating me as he ought, and if he doesn’t make a change, I think of making it unpleasant for him — I say, come and have one, can’t you? I should like a talk to you. Not in a particular hurry, are you?’

‘Not for five minutes or so.’

They walked side by side, a moist wind in their faces.

‘How is Mr. Louba not treating you properly?’ asked Miller, seeing Berry inclined to be communicative.

‘Well — he’s not paying me all he owes me. How do you think he is for money? Anything gone wrong?’

‘Why?’

‘Do you know anything?’

They regarded each other uncertainly.

‘Look here,’ said Berry. ‘We may as well be frank with each other. Perhaps it’ll help us both. He’s behindhand in his payments to me, and I’m wondering if he’s getting short of cash. How’s he with you?’

‘Well,’ said Miller. ‘My wage is behind too.’

‘Oh.’ Mr. Berry became thoughtful. Turning his head, he drew Miller’s attention to a little man who was following at their heels. ‘Who’s that fellow?’ he asked. ‘I seem to have seen him often, but I don’t remember where.’

‘I don’t know. I’ve seen him hanging about this neighbourhood: but he looks harmless enough.’

They went into the nearest saloon bar, and it was when they were seated together at a table with glasses before them, that Berry decided to take Miller yet more into his confidence.

‘The truth is,’ he said, ‘I’ve already seen Louba.’

‘What, since your return?’

‘Yes. You were out. And he told me that he was broke, and that he was clearing out of the country with as much money as he could get together.’

Miller whistled. ‘That’s lively! What about my wages?’

‘I thought it was just a bluff, to avoid paying me, but if it’s true, it’s pretty dismal, isn’t it?’

‘Rotten,’ responded Miller gloomily.

‘If it’s true, he’ll take every cent he can lay hands on, and you and I’ll never see a penny of our money.’

Miller’s countenance expressed a wrathful agreement.

‘He’s a bad lot is Louba,’ said Berry.

‘I can believe it,’ nodded Miller. ‘If I thought he was really going to do me—’

Berry laughed.

‘He’ll not treat you any better than anybody else, you can rely on that, Miller,’ he said, and came to an abrupt halt.

The little man they had seen in the street had entered the place after them, and had seated himself at a table near by He blinked guilelessly at Berry’s rude stare.

‘See that man?’ muttered Berry. ‘Come in to have a lemonade,’ he scoffed, not doubting the man’s harmlessness, yet somehow rendered uneasy by his proximity.

‘After all the years I’ve served him!’ exclaimed Miller, his mind still on Louba and his own grievance. ‘But I’ve had my suspicions.’

‘What’s made you suspicious?’

‘I know his companies aren’t doing any too well, and he’s had to pay out a good bit; and I saw something only a couple of days ago that made me open my eyes, but he’s always doing something odd, and I couldn’t be sure it meant a getaway.’

‘What did you see?’ asked Berry eagerly.

‘A passport made out in another name, but with his photograph on it.’

‘Then it’s true. He’s going to run.’ Berry drained his glass and slapped it on the table. ‘And we’re left in the soup! Married?’

‘I’m going to be.’

‘Nice little wedding-present for you — absconding employer. Have another.’

They had two others, and Miller, usually an abstemious man, began to feel himself a disgracefully used person.

‘All these years I’ve been with him!’ he ejaculated.

‘Earned a nice fat wedding-present, if any man has,’ sympathised Berry.

‘And the wages he owes me!’

‘Mean rogue. Might have paid you, at least.’

Berry was well content with Miller’s condition of mind, when he was again irritated by the little man at his elbow, who was undisguisedly listening to what portions of the conversation reached his ears.

‘Excuse me,’ said Berry loudly. ‘Are we saying anything to interest you, sir?’

‘I beg your pardon,’ said the little man. ‘I couldn’t help hearing that you were speaking of Mr. Louba.’

‘Friend of yours?’

‘No. But I’m very interested in him.’

‘Really? A lot of people are.’

‘Yes. I’m particularly interested in him just now.’

‘Oh, why?’

The little man brought his glass of lemonade and seated himself at their table.

‘Why,’ he explained. ‘I find that da Costa has a flat above his in Braymore House.’

‘Yes, he has,’ said Miller. ‘But he’s not a friend of Mr. Louba’s’.’

‘Oh, no, I wouldn’t call him that,’ returned the little man. ‘That is why I’m very hopeful just now. He said if he waited twenty years…and it isn’t twenty years yet.’

‘Don’t seem much to be hopeful about, if you’re talking about Mr. Louba,’ said Miller dejectedly.

‘What do you know about Louba?’ queried Berry.

‘Oh, nothing much,’ replied the little man gently. ‘I met him years ago…a long while. Only I’ve never lost faith — particularly in da Costa. They’ve quarrelled again since then: rivals, you know, and da Costa doesn’t forget.’

‘Well, what’s it all about, anyway?’ demanded Berry, impatient to continue his manipulation of Miller’s grievances.

The little man looked at him blankly.

‘Any special business with us?’ asked Berry rudely.

‘Oh, no, thank you. Pardon me for interrupting you. I’m always interested in anything concerning Louba. It helps me along. Not that I ever lose faith,’ he said, getting to his feet. ‘Faith is a great thing, gentlemen. I’ve been living on it for years now. Keeps me cheerful when otherwise I should die — but I’m always cheerful. I have faith. And I wait.’

He drank his lemonade, made a little bow, and went out. Berry tapped his forehead.

‘Well, now, look here. Miller,’ he said. ‘Louba’s treating us both badly, and he’s a rogue, anyhow. Why should we let him grab all the money he can and clear off with it?

‘How can we stop him?’

‘We can’t stop him from clearing off, but we can go shares in his plunder.’

‘He’ll see to that! Whoever goes short, you can be sure he’ll have enough to live in luxury. Trust him.’

‘If we’re fools enough to let him. You’re in the house with him, Miller.’

Miller put down his glass so hastily that some of its contents splashed over on to the marble-topped table.

‘What if I am? D’you take me for a thief?’

‘I shouldn’t be sitting here talking to you if you were,’ replied Berry, with a slightly overdone haughtiness.

‘Then what’s my being in the house got to do with it?’

‘Well, you can see that whoever benefits by the money he manages to collect, it won’t be him. Why, I’d rather send the whole lot to a hospital, and go without my own arrears, than that scoundrel should have it,’ declared Berry virtuously. ‘To take money from him, who only uses it for other people’s ruin, is no different from taking a loaded revolver from a man who’d only use it for murder! There’s stealing, and there’s taking, Miller, and I tell you I’d think nothing of taking cash from a scoundrel like Louba!’

‘H’mph, that’s all right in theory,’ rejoined Miller. ‘I’m with you. But when it comes to practice…’ He shook his head. ‘I’m not going to take the chance of explaining the difference between stealing and taking to a judge and jury!’

‘If you’re willing to make it easy, I’ll run the actual risk,’ promised Berry. ‘If you can keep your eyes skinned, see when a large sum comes in, and let me know, between us we can fix it. I’ll do the actual taking, if you’ll help and cover me. And we’ll go fifty-fifty, just as if you ran an equal risk. Now, what do you say to that?’

For some time, Miller had not much to say. He was not inclined to discuss the project seriously: but he continued to drink, and his face grew darker as his wrongs grew bigger.

Charles Berry did not lose patience, and continued to call for fresh drinks.



7. Beryl Martin
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‘What is it, Mr. Louba?’

‘If you will honour me…just for ten minutes, Miss Martin. T’ere is somet’ing important I have to say to you.’

Beryl Martin moved across to a window recess of the room they were in, away from the crowded table.

‘You are not playing tonight?’ he murmured.

She shook her head. Her face was anxious.

‘Mr. Louba, I wish you’d tell me just how much I owe you. I must stop playing. I shall never win back what I lost, and I must make some definite arrangements to get out of debt. You’ve always said it wasn’t very much, and put me off, but I want you to let me have a clear statement. I’ve been crazy to go on as I’ve done, and I’m just coming to my senses.’

‘It is on this subject I wish to talk to you,’ he replied. ‘But we cannot do so here. Come to where we can talk quietly.’

After a moment’s hesitation, she followed him out of the room to a small apartment on the ground floor, looking out on to the drive at the side of the house.

They were in Sir Harry Marshley’s house, but Louba always appeared very much at home there.

‘Believe me, I am ver’ reluctant to mention such a matter to you. Miss Martin,’ said Louba. ‘And if I t’ought it would distress you, I would rather bear any loss myself t’an speak of it…but I have other hopes.’

She drew back before the look in his bold eyes.

‘Of course, I don’t expect you to bear any loss, Mr. Louba,’ she responded hastily. ‘I think you hold all the IOUs I have signed?’

‘I believe I do,’ he purred.

‘Then will you tell me how much they amount to?’

‘Fifty t’ousand pounds.’

‘What?’

She rose from her seat with an expression of incredulity on her face.

‘It can’t be!…fifty thousand…!’ she gasped, the colour draining from her cheeks.

He watched her as she sank back into the chair, overwhelmed, her eyes dilated, fixed on his as though imploring him to contradict himself.

‘Is it possible?’ she exclaimed at last.

‘It is so. I will show you the IOUs if you wish. But I beg you I not to distress yourself.’

‘But I — I haven’t that much money in the world! And my mother has only enough to live on in comfort. Besides, she’s an invalid — I daren’t let her know I’ve gambled away so much. It would kill her.’

‘I t’ink that very likely,’ he agreed. ‘But why tell her?’

‘Are you sure there’s no mistake?’ she asked desperately.

‘I am ver’ sure.’

He took out a bundle of IOUs bearing her signature, and passed them to her.

‘I’d no idea I was signing for such large amounts!’ she ejaculated, and handed them back to him. ‘And you want payment?

That is what you wanted to see me about?’

‘Dear lady, t’ey would all have been burned, but for the unfortunate conditions of my own affairs,’ he returned. ‘But I have myself suffered heavy losses, and I am compelled to call in all that is due to me.’

‘You mean you cannot wait?’

‘I fear I cannot. I am leaving London very shortly, and I need money to settle my obligations before I go.’

‘Of course, it’s your right. I’m sorry I haven’t settled up before, but I — I—’

She caught her trembling lip between her teeth.

‘T’ere is no hurry for one or two days,’ he said smoothly.

‘I really don’t know how I can pay you!’ she exclaimed desperately. ‘I mean in a few days. I—’

‘Oh, you can, quite easily,’ he replied, drawing a chair up close to hers. ‘You can pay me a hundred times over — if you will.’

‘How?’ she said, withdrawing herself as far from him as the arm of her chair permitted, the anxiety over her financial position temporarily receding before the tide of aversion, of creeping distrust and fear, which his changed manner evoked.

He tried to take her hand, but she pulled it away from him.

‘T’ere are treasures greater t’an money,’ he said. ‘T’ere are those between whom and ourselves t’ere can be no debt, no mine or t’ine. If you were my wife, ten t’ousand times fifty t’ousand pounds were but a little ting to give you pleasure! And I would soon be rich again, Beryl. With you by my side, t’ere is not’ing I could not do — you need not fear I would take you to poverty. Out of England, t’ere are still—’

‘But I’m engaged — you know it, surely!’ she cried, and held out her left hand.

His lips curled as he looked at the ring.

‘T’at poor fool! I will soon teach you to forget him.’

‘I don’t wish to forget him, Mr. Louba. I’m going to marry him.’

‘I t’ink not,’ he rejoined confidently.

‘But I certainly am. Also, it has nothing to do with this business.’

‘It has everyt’ing. I have told you: if you are to become my wife, of course your debts are mine, and I will burn the IOUs on our wedding-day — which will be at once, before I leave London. But you persist in marrying this Leamington fellow why, his wife-to-be is not’ing to me, naturally, and I expect to be paid, and promptly. As you say you have not money enough to pay them, tomorrow morning I will come to see your mother—’

‘Oh, no, nor She couldn’t bear a shock like that!’

‘Well,’ he said coarsely, ‘in your bereavement perhaps you will be glad to let me comfort you.’

She turned her head sharply aside, her instinctive, subconscious dislike of him waking to a sudden outraged repulsion.

Almost immediately she started back in her chair.

‘Oh, who’s that?’ she cried.

‘Where?’ He looked round quickly.

‘The window. Someone had his face pressed against the glass, It looked horrible.’

He rose and crossed swiftly to the window, peering out.

‘T’ere is no one that I can see,’ he commented.

‘He went when he saw me looking at him.’ She had recovered from her fright. ‘Perhaps one of the staff, or someone who’d been to deliver something to the kitchen, and looked in at the gap in the curtains. It startled me, that’s all. Faces always look so horrible pressed against a window.’

‘Yes, that is so.’ He was unlatching the window. ‘But all the same, I do not like people who look through windows.’

The cold air blew in as he lifted the sash and leaned out. Beryl shivered, and drew her coat closer, for she had been on the point of leaving when Louba had addressed her.

‘I do not see anyone,’ he said, withdrawing himself from the outer air and pulling the window down. ‘What was he like?’

‘I couldn’t see. His face was pressed against the glass.’

He drew the curtains together, taking care that there was no gap between them.

‘Had he a full moustache and a high-coloured face? — eh?’

‘I don’t think so. But I really couldn’t see.’

‘T’at is a pity. I like to know who is interested in my movements,’ he observed, frowning a little.

There was a slight pause. For a moment he seemed to have forgotten her, pulling at his moustache, immersed in other thoughts.

It was Beryl who resumed the interrupted conversation. ‘You can surely give me a day or two?’ she asked.

‘No. I go to your mother tomorrow morning. Also, why a day or two? Where would you get the money from?’

‘I…might get it,’ she murmured.

‘You are t’inking of Leamington. He is a young man, ambitious, just climbed to success. Do you t’ink of showing your love for him by ruining him? You don’t suppose he could find fifty t’ousand pounds without breaking himself and mortgaging his future, do you?’

She bent her face to one clenched fist.

‘No…you’re right. I couldn’t cripple him at the beginning of his life, like that…even if he could find the money,’ she muttered.

‘And why should you? Do you t’ink I could not make you happier than he could? — such an ordinary young man! There are a hundred t’ousand in England alone like him! You will look back and laugh at the time when you dreamed of marrying such as he.’

He had taken hold of her hands, bending his dark face to hers, though she turned her head aside to avoid it.

‘If I seem cruel, Beryl, it is only to be kind,’ he whispered. ‘I will make such happiness for you…’

‘If you meant that, you wouldn’t press me now!’ she exclaimed. ‘If you can do without the money if I marry you, you can do without it for a while if I don’t.’

‘I can do without the money, Beryl, but I cannot do without you!’

‘You must!’ she cried, dragging her hands free. ‘You must, because I cannot think of marrying you.’

‘Then,’ he said coolly, ‘I cannot t’ink of allowing you further time for payment.’

‘And you pretend you want to make me happy!’

‘You, I t’ink, profess to love your mother. Yet you will not save her from what may prove a fatal shock.’ She sat staring at the pattern on the carpet, trying to keep her lips steady. ‘And you profess to care for Alan Leamington,’ he went on. ‘…But you will contemplate making him a victim, at the very outset of his career, of your foolish gambling.’

‘I had no idea I owed anything like that!’ she exclaimed. ‘I never dreamed I couldn’t pay.’

‘That merely showed a greater folly, does it not, Beryl?’

She set her lips struggling for composure.

‘So t’ere are two of us,’ he observed. ‘Only I am not quite so great a culprit as you, for if I am inconsiderate, it is out of regard for you, but if you kill your mother and ruin this man it is solely out of regard for yourself. After all, it is your own folly; should you not pay?’

‘Yes,’ she said, very low, standing up. ‘I should pay. And I will.’

She put up her hand to keep him off, as he made an exultant step forward, and he caught and kissed it ardently.

‘Believe me, it is a payment that shall bring in ver’ great interest,’ he said. ‘I promise you. I t’ink we will not burn these IOUs, for one day they shall be ver’ precious to you…One day when you know the happiness to which they have led you.’

She made no reply, only released her hand and fastened the collar of her coat.

‘I must go now,’ she said. ‘It’s late.’
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With such patience as a young man could command, Alan Leamington waited for the girl to come down. The vestibule of Lady Marshley’s big house was crowded with the last of the departing guests. But still neither Beryl nor the other members of the bridge party made an appearance.

Sir Harry strolled out of the ballroom, a bald, wizened man with a habitual leer.

‘Hullo, Leamington, not gone yet? Had a good time?’

‘Yes, thank you.’

‘Why don’t you play? Her ladyship tells me that you never go into the card-room. Beryl’s playing — she’s a great girl.’

Alan checked the words that came to his lips, and then he remarked: ‘I can’t afford the stakes your friends play for, and Beryl can’t either. I love bridge, but bridge at a pound a point is ruinous.’

Sir Harry wrinkled up his red nose in a sneer. ‘I think Beryl is the best judge,’ he said. ‘She has money of her own. Her father left her a fortune, my dear fellow.’

‘He left her very little,’ said Alan warmly, and Sir Harry shrugged his thin shoulders.

‘May I suggest that, as Beryl is engaged — or supposed to be engaged — to you, nobody is more competent to give her advice than yourself?’ he asked sarcastically. ‘It is hardly likely, if you cannot persuade her to stop playing, that I can succeed.’

Men and women were drifting down the broad stairs, Alan watched them, but Beryl was not there. She came last of all, and with her was a tall, burly man who was talking to her with some show of confidence which brought an angry flush to the young man’s cheek.

They stopped at the foot of the stairs, the big man talking in a low voice. Alan saw the girl nod, and then she came hurriedly across to him.

‘I’m sorry you waited,’ she said quickly. ‘I could quite well have gone home by myself.’

He thought she was looking very white and weary, and he did not speak to her until she was seated by him in his car.

‘Beryl, dear, I’m worried,’ he said.

‘Are you, Alan? Of course you are.’

‘It’s this damned card-playing, my dear. I’ve no right whatever to lecture you, and I don’t want to. But you know the Marshleys. Their place is nothing but a gambling-den, and the dances they give are only a blind for the big game upstairs. People say that Louba is behind them. Five years ago, Marshley was in the bankruptcy court, and then suddenly he blossoms forth as the owner of this huge establishment, gives parties, has cars of his own and, of course, gets the very clientele that he wants. It isn’t only bridge they play.’

‘I know that,’ she said.

He took her hand in his, but she withdrew it gently.

‘Alan, I want to tell you something — take this.’

Now he felt something in his palm, something round and hard. Before his fingers touched the diamond, he knew it was her engagement-ring.

‘Beryl!’

‘I’m sorry — truly sorry. But I’m going to marry Emil Louba. No, no, don’t ask me why — Alan dear — please.’

He sat stunned, incapable of thinking.

‘That — beast!’ he said at fist. ‘You’re mad, Beryl! Do you owe him money?’

She did not reply.

‘You shan’t do it! By God, I’ll kill him first! That’s why you’ve been shepherded to that hell hole! Louba wanted you — wanted to ruin you. And now that he’s cheated you, he gives you the alternative of marrying or paying.’

‘There’s Mother to consider,’ she said in a low voice, so low that he scarcely heard her. ‘I’ve been a fool — oh, such a fool, Alan! Oh Lord!’

She covered her face with her hands and burst into a fit of passionate sobbing, and he could only sit silent and helpless, listening to the grief of the girl for whose sake he would have sacrificed life and soul.

Presently she sat up and dried her eyes. I’m tired,’ she said weakly. ‘Don’t talk about it any more, Alan. These things have happened before, and they’ll happen again. No, no, don’t kiss me — see me tomorrow when I’m sane, and we’re both sane.’

He helped her out of the car and walked with her to the door of the little house in Edwards Square, where she, lived, with her invalid mother.

‘Good night, Alan,’ she said, and kissed him.

She had slipped from his arms and closed the door in his face before he realised that she was gone. For a moment he stood staring at the door, and then he turned and walked slowly back to the car, and in his heart was murder.

Braymore House was a block of flats facing Regent’s Park and backing onto Clive Street. It had six storeys, and each floor constituted a suite.

Alan knew the place, and, as a successful and brilliant architect, he had been interested in the erection of this most expensive block of residential flats in London. Almost the first task Alan had had when he entered the office of an architect, was to, prepare quantities for its foundations.

A redbrick building, disfigured from the aesthetic standpoint by the fire escape which had been erected after completion to satisfy municipal requirements, it offered a darkened facade, with the exception of one broad band of light on the second floor.

That, he knew, was Louba’s flat. He hoped to arrive before the Levantine. To reach him now was impossible, for the great rosewood doors of the entrance hall would be closed, as also would be the staff door at the back. He glanced up at the fire escape. And then, after a moment’s reflection, he walked through the gates into the garden in which Braymore House stood and, taking a side path, he reached the stiffly extended iron ladder that led to the fire escape landing above. Heavy counterweights held it horizontally. He remembered that there was an automatic alarm attached to the ladder in case it was pulled down by enterprising burglars. His reconnaissance completed, he went back to the car.

Tomorrow he would see the place in daylight. He was interested to discover where the wire of the alarm was fixed. A thin fog was drifting from Regent’s Park when he reached his own flat in Gate Gardens. So much the better, he thought.



9. The Man Behind the Curtain
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Well pleased, Louba returned to Braymore House.

He had never thought to pay so high a price as marriage for any woman, but Beryl Martin, so different from the foolish women who had at different times been fascinated by his unwholesome attractions, was worth it — even apart from the money she would bring with her.

‘I shall not need you any more. Miller,’ he said cheerfully, as he came into his flat, and passed on to where a light supper stood in readiness.

He lit a cigar, and stood on the hearth, smoking and contemplating his position with complacency. His finances had received a nasty jog, but he was pulling through.

He sat down at the table and began to eat.

His back was to the windows, and after a while he had a sense of uneasiness. He turned his head once or twice but he was sure the windows must be closed. Miller always shut them before he came in.

With a frown he recalled Beryl’s assertion that she had seen a face pressed to the window in Sir Harry Marshley’s house.

He heard Miller close his bedroom door; as he pushed the tray away from him and lit a second cigar, Louba became conscious of the silence…and something else. Cursing himself for his fancifulness, he got up impatiently and went to the window behind him, pushing the silken curtain aside to assure himself that the window was closed.

He recoiled with a guttural exclamation, then flung the curtains aside and dragged out the man who was hidden behind them.

‘Da Costa!’

‘Well?’ demanded da Costa, his hand going suggestively to his hip pocket.

The years which had passed since he had pursued his star performer to Malta had set some white amongst his wavy mop of hair, his cheeks hung down beneath the baggy dark eyes, his figure was a little heavier, but otherwise he was as vigorous as ever, and little changed. His mouth pouted red and moist beneath the full, untrained moustache.

‘Ver’ well, ver’ well!’ exclaimed Louba, making a motion for him to leave his weapon where it was. ‘I will merely ask what you are doing in my house?’

‘I was just waiting until you’d gone to bed, Louba.’

‘And what then?’ queried Louba, with a sharpness that made da Costa laugh.

‘Don’t be frightened. I wasn’t coming in to murder you,’ he said.

‘I see. Merely to steal?’

‘No. Just to unfasten the window and go home. You see, Miller came in and fastened it before I could get out, and then you came in. So, as I am so fond of your society, I was waiting till you had gone to bed.’

‘You do your stealing when I am not near? Yes, I can imagine you are not a ver’ daring thief.’

Da Costa stepped up to him threateningly.

‘You’ll do that once too often,’ he warned. ‘That sneer of yours, Louba, will cost you dear.’

‘I shall never have more to pay than I can well afford. When I caught you lurking about outside the window a week ago, you denied that you had any intention of entering…you were merely taking the air, I believe.’

‘Neither had I any intention of entering. I always come in when the window is open and you are out,’ replied da Costa insolently.

‘So you do come in? You pretended to go away, to shut your flat up, after I had spoken to you, simply to put me off my guard?’

Da Costa shrugged his shoulders. ‘I have business in your apartments, and you interrupt it when you are sniffing at my doings like a suspicious dog,’ he said.

Louba snatched at his arm and swung him round until his face was in the full light.

‘You have got what you came for?’ he snarled. ‘That is why you are so bold, and in such high spirits?’

‘If I have, you will never find it,’ laughed da Costa.

Louba shook him. ‘Tell me what you have taken! Tell me!’

‘Let go!’

There was a quick struggle before da Costa stood back, panting, eyes and cheeks blazing.

‘Do that again, Louba,’ he bit out from between his sharp white teeth, ‘and I will settle my account with you at last, and finally.’

‘Are you going to give up what you have taken from me?’

‘Are you going to give up what you have taken from me at different times these many years past?’ demanded da Costa, and suddenly smiled. ‘Yes,’ he added softly, ‘you are!’

Louba eyed him darkly, his eyes narrowed till they were mere slits. ‘You will not leave this room until you have given up what you have taken,’ he said.

‘I will do so if you can find it, my dear Louba,’ assented da Costa cheerfully. ‘Come: play no tricks and you shall search me.’

Smiling tantalisingly, he lifted his arms, leaving his pockets invitingly uncovered.

Suspiciously, and after a moment’s indecision, Louba went through his pockets, da Costa enjoying his discomfiture. He looked down at his feet.

‘Oh, certainly,’ said da Costa. ‘Look in my shoe. It is no inconvenience as they are only slippers. And I might have a nice layer of notes there, mightn’t I?’ He kicked them off. ‘We live in such pleasant proximity that I do not need to overdress before I come to visit you.’

Louba watched him put his slippers on again.

‘Well,’ he remarked. ‘After your little joke, perhaps now you will tell me what is the real meaning of your presence here?’

‘No, I don’t feel inclined to tell you any more,’ rejoined da Costa, stepping to the window where he stooped to remove the screws with an ease that spoke of former acquaintanceship with them.

‘Then I will see if you will be more communicative to me police.’

‘Bah! Do you think to frighten me with that?’ asked da Costa, in disgust, and he pulled open the window.

‘You either explain, or I give you in charge,’ threatened Louba savagely, making a spring at da Costa who was propelled forward until only the rail of the fire escape outside prevented him from falling head first into the gardens below.

Louba leapt after him, forcing him round until he was leaning backwards over the rail, with Louba’s fingers at his throat.

‘Now, what have you taken?’ muttered Louba. ‘Tell me what you have taken or I’ll throw you over.’ He forced da Costa’s head back till the man’s thick neck swelled.

‘I can’t…if you strangle me,’ choked da Costa.

‘Well, now,’ said Louba, relaxing his grip a little.

‘I haven’t taken anything. You’ve seen for yourself.’

‘What were you doing there, then?’

‘I came to look for something.’

‘Oh, you did! And what is it you seek?’

Da Costa had improved his position by slow degrees, and now gave Louba a blow which sent him crashing backwards into the room behind him, where he reeled heavily against a writing-table in the centre of the room, and fell to the floor, striking his head against a chair.

‘The next time you lay hands on me, Louba,’ said da Costa, leaning inside the room, a little breathless, ‘will be the last time you’ll lay hands on anything. Mark that.’

Louba was struggling to his feet.

‘You accursed son of a—’

‘And if I haven’t got what I came for,’ interrupted da Costa, ‘I know now where to look for it — and you needn’t put any more screws on the window…because I don’t need to come in again,’ he added.

‘I won’t — because I’ll see that you are in charge of the police by tomorrow morning,’ rejoined Louba, reaching for the telephone.

‘Oh, send for the police,’ mocked da Costa. ‘It’s your word against mine, that’s all. And if I chose to admit I’d been here, chose to admit I’m going to take something from you…I don’t think you’d like the police to call upon you to account for your possession of that something, Louba. Think about it. Goodnight.’ He ran up the iron steps with his slippered feet and disappeared through the window of one of his own rooms.

Louba put back the receiver. There was more than one of his possessions for which he would have been unwilling to account.

His brows met as he looked about him, trying to guess what it was that da Costa coveted.

He picked up one thing after another, weighing it in his hand, turning it over, searching for hidden value.

Going to a recess in a far corner, he came to a carved brass chest which he had not opened for a long time: it was full of curios of relatively little value, of which he had wearied and thrust out of sight.

He began to lift them out of the chest. He noticed they were in great disorder, but he could not be sure whether this was the result of da Costa’s search. One small image with a weight disproportionate to its size he carried hopefully to the table, but a very little chipping with a knife scraped the top layer of gold-tinted metal away, and revealed the lead beneath which accounted for its weight.

Baffled, he returned to the chest, but only one or two things remained there. Reaching down to seize something that sparkled, he brought up the beaded casket that had fallen into his hands in a darkened room in Bucarest. Releasing the spring in the false bottom, he gazed at the empty space beneath. A slow smile curved his lips. Was it possible? Did da Costa really think the thing could remain in his hands without discovering the simple secret of it? Did those who knew of the treasure it had apparently once contained still believe it lay hidden there?

He did not know, but he could not miss the chance of a sardonic joke.

He replaced the curios in the chest, and on the top he set the beaded casket. Below the false bottom lay a slip of paper on which he had written a note to da Costa.

‘With compliments. If I had only known what it was you desired, I beg you to believe I would have asked your acceptance of so small a token of my regard.’

‘He was quite right,’ muttered Louba, as he went into his bedroom. ‘…No need to secure the window if that is all he wants!’
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Alan Leamington rose the next morning undecided whether to go to see Beryl or not.

If she kept to her resolution to marry Louba, he would rather not see her. She might only weaken his own resolve to save her at any cost. Yet she had asked him to go when they were both sane: perhaps it would be she whose determination would weaken. Sober thought might have forced her to reconsider her decision.

Hoping desperately, he went to her home, and found her waiting to receive him alone.

‘I shouldn’t have asked you to come,’ she said, as her eyes fell on his white face. ‘It would have been better to end it last night. Indeed, it is ended,’ she added, sinking dejectedly into a chair.

‘Oh, no,’ he returned. ‘It is very far from ended, Beryl.’

‘Alan, you must believe me. I am going to marry Louba, so it is all at an end between us.’

‘That may be so — that our engagement is ended. But you are certainly not going to marry that man.’

She glanced at him apprehensively.

‘Alan, you’re not going to make it — difficult?’ she asked, substituting the last word for one more significant.

‘I’m going to make it impossible. Nothing will induce me to stand aside and let you marry Louba. You don’t know what he is.’

‘Don’t tell me. I’m going to marry him, whatever he is.’

‘It’s because you owe him money, isn’t it?’ She set her lips. ‘Well, you needn’t answer. I can guess. Yet…couldn’t you have come to me, Beryl?’

‘No.’

‘Why not?’

‘There’s no reason why you should pay my debts.’

‘Isn’t there? I thought there was the best of all reasons,’ he said reproachfully.

‘The best of all reasons why I should consider you,’ she amended.

‘Is it considering me to turn me down for that brute?’

‘It is…it really is. You may not believe it now, but…’ She twisted her handkerchief between her hands.

‘I don’t, Beryl. Won’t you tell me what you owe? Believe me, however much it is — it would be less than I may have to pay for your freedom!’

‘Alan! What are you thinking of doing?’

‘Just anything that’s necessary to save you from Louba — anything, Beryl!’

‘No!’ She laid her hand urgently on his sleeve. ‘Alan, I’m not trying to ruin your life…I’m not trying to visit my follies on you or Mother…you won’t surely make — make—’

‘Your sacrifice futile? So you are sacrificing yourself? You admit it? And you think the loss of you is less than the loss of everything I have?’

‘I don’t think you could pay it even if I let you! And if you could, it would cripple you; you’d never recover. Then there’s Mother — you know how careful I have to be…and he wouldn’t wait, not a day. Besides, it’s too late now. I’ve promised.’

‘Promised! — a man you know to be so vile that he’ll force you into marriage by holding your debts over your head! Whatever else you don’t know about him, you know that, and yet, you’ll marry him!’

‘I’m doing what I think is best, Alan. I’m responsible for the situation, and I’m trying to bear the consequences,’ she replied, her voice shaking despite her efforts to control it.

‘And that’s your last word?’ he asked. ‘We finish?’

‘Yes,’ she answered faintly. ‘You’ll forget, Alan…in a little while, and you’ll be happy with someone else. It’s better for you to be hurt now, with time to recover and make a new life, than to be ruined without a chance of recovery.’

He laughed harshly. ‘It doesn’t much matter what happens to me, Beryl, so long as I save you from that creature, but you’re not going to marry him. If you won’t put a stop to it, I will.’

‘Alan, what are you going to do?’ she cried, following him as he went to the door. ‘You’re not going to him? It wouldn’t be any use. I’m sure he wouldn’t listen to you for a moment.’

‘So am I. He’d like to see me on my knees to him; he’d gloat over prayers for mercy, if I were fool enough to make them. I know that, Beryl. You need not think I shall waste time talking to him.’

‘Then what can you do? Alan!’ She gasped, her frightened eyes on his white face. ‘You wouldn’t — you wouldn’t—’

‘I’d kill him!’ he cried fiercely. ‘And I will. Rather than have you marry that unclean beast, I’ll see him dead!’

He strode out of the room, leaving her with her hand to her mouth, breathing quickly, trying to repress the sobs that struggled into her throat. She ran to the window, and saw his set face as he passed. Rushing out of the room, she put on a hat and coat quickly, snatched up a pair of gloves, and let herself out of the house, hurrying in the direction taken by Alan Leamington.

She increased her speed almost to a run as she saw him approaching Braymore House.

‘Alan,’ she gasped, laying her hand on his arm. ‘Don’t go — you mustn’t. I shall come with you, if you do.’

‘Don’t be afraid,’ he said bitterly. ‘He’s safe for the present. ‘Look!’

With a nod of his head, he indicated a taxi which was passing, and she saw the dark, coarse features of Emil Louba, as he studied a morning paper.

‘Shall I get you a taxi?’ asked Leamington.

‘No. I’ll walk. Are you coming back with me…as far as the door?’

‘No, thank you. I have business…this way.’

‘You’re still going to Braymore House?’

‘I have business there. Hadn’t you better be getting back? Louba has doubtless gone to visit his fiancee.’

‘Oh, Alan…’ He pressed her arm contritely.

‘Forgive me, Beryl. I know you’re doing what you think is right. Go now. We can only both of us act as we think right. There’s nothing more to be said.’

He lifted his hat and stood with it in his hand until she turned and walked away.

Continuing his way to Braymore House, he entered the building and addressed the hall porter with an assumption of ease and cheerfulness.

‘Good morning! You’re still here, then?’ he remarked, smiling.

‘Why, yes, I — well, it’s Mr. Leamington!’ exclaimed the man,

‘You remember me? Yet it’s some time now since I assisted to build this block.’

‘Yes, time’s getting on, sir.’

‘And you haven’t had a fire, for all they insisted on spoiling the building by adding a fire escape,’ he observed.

‘No, fortunately, we haven’t,’ laughed the man. ‘I dare say it is a shame, from an architect’s point of view: yet a fire escape’s a nice handy thing on occasions, sir.’

‘You’re quite right, and this one, I remember, is very well arranged. That’s really why I’ve called. I’m putting one in a new building I’m engaged on, and I want to know how the wiring’s done. Can you show me?’

‘Certainly, sir. You know how it works as a burglar-alarm, don’t you?’

‘Yes, I know the alarm rings when anyone pulls down the ladder to reach the first fire escape landing. Can you show me where the wire of the alarm is fixed?’

‘Come with me, sir.’

The porter was proud to be consulted by the rising young architect, eager to explain all he knew, ready to do anything to oblige.

‘And I suppose it’s in perfect order, the alarm?’ asked Leamington.

‘Oh, yes. I test it every week, of course.’

‘Would it make a commotion if you tested it now? Don’t do it if it would be inconvenient, only—’

‘It’s no trouble, sir. So long as I just give the warning — if you don’t mind waiting.’

‘No. It’s awfully good of you.’

He took a pair of steel-cutters out of his pocket, and waited tensely for the alarm to ring. It seemed a long wait, and there was moisture under his hair when at last the bell clanged. He started, waited rigidly for a moment or two to make sure the man was not going to repeat the test, then quickly he snapped the wire in two, and thrust the cutters into his pocket.

‘Yes, acts beautifully. I shall certainly install this system,’ he said hurriedly, when the man returned. ‘Any of the old tenants here?’

He chatted for quite five minutes, long enough to divert the man’s attention from the wire to which his queries had directed it, and walked back with him to the main entrance, after slipping a welcome contribution into his band.

‘Good day. I’m much obliged to you.’

‘Good day, sir. No trouble, I’m sure.’

The man watched him out of sight.
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Stretching his well-polished shoes to the blaze of the smoking-room fire, Hurley Brown looked thoughtfully at the little flames which edged a nugget of new coal that the waiter had added.

‘Your views are fundamentally immoral, Louba. I am using the word immoral in the larger sense — that your sense of right and wrong has departed from normal standards.’

Emil Louba chuckled. His big, broad-shouldered figure, heavy build and coarse features formed a contrast to his companion.

His hair was as thick, as black and glossy, his moustache as large and sweeping as when he and Hurley Brown had first met years ago, and the decorum of a London club had laid no restraint upon their conversation. Louba never ceased to take pleasure in the circumstance which permitted him to belong to the same club as the man who had once shown such contempt for him, nor in the fact that their mutual friendship for Dr. John Warden bound Hurley Brown to a civility very different from his former demeanour towards Louba.

‘That is a point of view,’ replied Louba, puffing serenely. ‘T’rough life I have had only one code, eh? To get what I want, to deny myself nodding. Is that right or wrong, eh? For me it is right. I am myself; the world revo’ves about me once in twentyfour hours. I am the god of my universe, answerable to myself. I have ruined men because that was the only way to become rich. I desire riches; to get that money it is necessary to hurt. So I hurt. You see, my dear Hurley Brown?’

‘I see,’ said Captain Hurley Brown, without conviction.

‘Over there, writing so industriously, is our friend Warden. ‘He is a kind man, has never ruined anyone, and he is poor. But suppose you and I were run over by a bus. Would his hand tremble when he cut off our legs? No! He is trained to disregard suffering. Tomorrow if I stole a watch, or broke into a house or stole, would you t’ink twice before you arrested me? No, you would send me to the scaffol’ and never worry. That is the trained mind.’

It was Saturday afternoon on a foggy December day, and the smoking-room of the Elect Club was deserted save for the two who sprawled before the fire and Dr. John Warden, who had been detained in London over an operation. Presently the doctor sealed the letter he was writing and, handing it to a club servant for posting, strolled across to the two, filling his pipe as he came.

‘I wish you had been here before. Warden; this fellow has been expounding his philosophy.’

‘Which, of course, was rather distasteful,’ said the doctor with a smile. ‘I’ve never quite known whether Louba is as bad as he says he is, or whether his views are designed to shock.’

‘It would take a whole lot to shock me,’ responded Hurley Brown drily. ‘I graduated in a shocking school, and even Scotland Yard has taught me little in the way of horrors.’

Again Louba chuckled. ‘Yet I could tell you things — I made my money in the Levant, as I think you know,’ he said daringly, with a side-glance at Brown’s unmoved countenance. ‘Yes — I could tell you t’ings.’

‘Well, don’t,’ said the doctor comfortably. ‘Tell us something pretty. I’ve been living in an atmosphere of anaesthetics and antiseptics for three hours, and I want to be soothed.’

Louba made a wry face.

‘That is horrible,’ he said with a shudder, ‘and I am reminded of the pain I had, Doctor. Just here.’ He touched a part of his huge frame, just above the waistline. ‘Some day you must come and see me, yet I am scairt! I fear doctors. If I have anyt’ing that is very bad I do not want to know it; if it is not bad, you may tell me, eh?’

Dr. Warden laughed softly. ‘I’ll see you today. I want to fill in the time. I expect all that is the matter with you is overfeeding and lack of exercise. In London for the weekend, Brown?’

Hurley Brown nodded. ‘We are clearing up the Berkeley Square jewel robbery, and I expect to make an arrest tonight. An ingenious crime. The man who committed it — but you’ve read the newspaper story?’

Mr. Louba looked at his watch and rose slowly. ‘Crime to me is as interesting as operations,’ he said. ‘Perhaps tonight you could come. Doctor?’

‘Any time — any time before dinner preferably, because I’ve an engagement to dine here.’

‘At seven — is that too late?’

‘No, at seven. You are still living at Braymore House? Good! I’ll come along and see you.’

When the big man had gone. Hurley Brown turned to the doctor with a look of fierce distaste on his thin, tanned face. ‘I don’t like Louba, John!’

‘Don’t you?’ asked the doctor lazily. ‘He is probably over-painted. Some men delight in exaggerating their wickedness. Louba is one of them. I have never made a study of his peculiar complex, but I should say that he is no worse than men of his type. He is immensely rich and immensely Eastern. His mother was a Turkish woman, he told me once, his father a Maltese who was the result of an alliance between a Greek and a woman of Smyrna.’

‘How long have you known him?’ asked Brown after a long silence.

‘Eh?’ The doctor was dozing. ‘Who, Louba? Oh, years and years. There’s nothing really the matter with him. In some ways I like him. He was very helpful once. I shall never forget his kindness at that critical period of my life.’

He closed his eyes and dozed again, and Hurley Brown returned to his contemplation of the blazing coal and to his thoughts that centred about the Berkeley Square burglary.

‘Louba is going to be married.’

The doctor blinked himself awake. He was on the sunny side of sixty, when intellectual men doze easily. ‘What’s that? Married — Louba?’

‘Yes, he is marrying Beryl Martin, that very pretty girl.’

‘Is he? Good gracious, I never thought of Louba as a marrying man!’ The doctor struggled to a sitting position and adjusted his horn-rimmed glasses. ‘And Beryl Martin — I thought she was engaged to that admirable young man, Leamington. Dear, dear!’

‘So I thought. Apparently the engagement is broken off. She is marrying Louba by special licence on Wednesday, and they are going off to Paris for their honeymoon.’

The doctor pulled thoughtfully at his chin. ‘Strange,’ he said. ‘I never thought that Louba would ever marry.’
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At six o’clock, Dr. Warden reached his rooms in Devonshire Street and changed. He had arranged to meet an old professional friend for dinner, and he had forgotten his appointment with Louba until he was halfway down the stairs. He returned for his stethoscope and slipped it into his overcoat pocket.

Louba! No, he had never struck Dr. Warden as a marrying man. He rather liked Louba, with his magnificent vices and his queer accent and overpowering method of shouting down opposition.

The fog was thinner in the neighbourhood of Braymore House, a fact which the liveried hall porter remarked upon.

‘You’re Dr. Warden, aren’t you, sir?’ he asked.

‘Yes,’ smiled the doctor. ‘You have a good memory for faces.’

‘I ought to have,’ replied the man. ‘I’ve been here since the house was built. There was a gentleman came in this morning that I remembered, though I hadn’t seen him since Braymore was in the hands of the painters — Mr. Leamington. He used to be a sort of assistant to the architect, though he has a business of his own now.’

‘Mr. Leamington!’ The doctor was interested. ‘What did he want?’

‘Just came to have a look round, sir,’ answered the man. ‘He said he was building a new block of flats and wanted to know how the wiring was done. I showed him. Would you like me to take you up?’

The doctor shook his head. He had worked the automatic elevator before. The door of Flat 2 was a little way along a windowed corridor, and at the pressure of his finger on the bell the door was opened.

‘Dr. Warden, sir? Come in, sir.’

The gaunt-faced valet recognised him instantly. To the doctor’s surprise he was wearing his overcoat, and Miller’s first words explained this circumstance.

‘It’s my night off, and Mr. Louba said I could go, but I knew you were coming. Doctor, and besides, I wanted to wait until the gentleman had gone.’

‘Has Mr. Louba a visitor?’

Miller’s eyebrows rose. ‘A visitor — can’t you hear them?’

The doctor had already heard, though between the hall and Louba’s sittingroom were a pair of heavy doors and a curtain.

The words were indistinguishable, but Louba’s roar and the hoarse voice of his visitor could be heard distinctly.

‘They’ve been going at it hammer and tongs for a quarter of an hour,’ said Miller. He frowned at the ancient face of the hall clock. ‘Doctor, would you mind waiting here? I can show you into the dining room, if you like — only—’

‘Don’t trouble,’ said the doctor good-humouredly. ‘I’ll wait. Are you going out?’

‘I’ve got my young lady waiting for me,’ said Miller urgently. ‘I can’t keep her hanging about on a night like this. I’ll arrange to meet her later. I shan’t be more than a quarter of an hour.’

It was then three minutes past seven, and the doctor’s engagement was for half past.

‘Hark at ‘em!’ said Miller in an awestricken whisper. The voices of the quarrelling men had risen. The doctor heard the words: ‘She’ll do what I want!’ It was Louba speaking.

‘You can go, Miller, but please don’t keep me waiting longer than a quarter of an hour.’

The gratified Miller slipped out and was back again in exactly fourteen minutes. He found the doctor sitting under a lamp, reading. The sound of the quarrelling men had ceased.

‘I wish you would tell Mr. Louba that I can’t wait any longer,’ he said, folding up his paper. ‘I’m sure the visitor must have gone, for I haven’t heard anybody raving for five minutes.’

Miller took off his overcoat and tidied his hair with his hand before he departed. Dr. Warden heard him knocking and rose expectantly. Presently Miller came back.

‘He won’t answer, sir,’ he said. ‘He’s like that sometimes — sort of too sulky to curse. Will you try, sir?’

Dr. Warden gave an impatient cluck and followed the man to the folding doors. He turned the handle; the doors were locked. ‘Louba!’ he called.

There was no answer.

‘He’s in his bedroom — it leads out of the library,’ suggested Miller. ‘But I don’t think he’ll see you. He’s terrible sometimes. I’ve known him to smash up the furniture when something put him out. At other times he’ll sit in his bedroom and won’t have anybody near him.’

‘I didn’t hear the visitor go,’ said the doctor.

‘Wait a minute, sir.’ Miller ran along the passage towards the kitchen; a narrower passage ended in a door that was ajar. Facing him was a flight of stone stairs, the tradesmen’s entrance to the flats. ‘He must have gone that way. He came that way, and I thought it funny.’

‘What sort of man was he?’

‘A flashy-looking fellow, about thirty-five, very sporty-looking — he seemed to me a bit drunk. I didn’t see him very well because the light in the service hall wasn’t burning. But as soon as Mr. Louba heard him, he came out and told him to come in.’

The doctor fingered the stethoscope in his overcoat pocket. ‘If he asks for me, I’ll come in after eleven,’ he said. ‘You must phone a message that he wants me to the Elect Club.’

Going back to the club he found a message waiting for him, but not from Louba. His guest had contracted a chill and, with many regrets, had cancelled the engagement. Hurley Brown looked up as the doctor came into the diningroom. ‘Hasn’t your man turned up?’ he asked. ‘Sit with me. I’m bored. How’s Louba?’

Warden smiled. ‘Louba, according to the faithful Miller, is sulking. When I arrived, our friend from the Levant was engaged in a row with somebody or other, and he couldn’t or wouldn’t see me.’

They finished dinner and returned to the smoking-room. They were the only occupants, the doctor and his pipe, Hurley Brown with a cigarette between his thin lips. No word was spoken for fully an hour after they had settled down; and it was Brown who broke the silence.

‘When I was stationed in Malta, Louba was the moneylender who had half the mess in his grip,’ he said.

‘Oh? You’re rather obsessed with Louba today.’

‘I am,’ said the other grimly. ‘It makes me sick to see him in my club — a member. And to think that he’s going to marry Alan’s girl!’

He felt the pressure of the doctor’s shoe on his and looked up. Alan Leamington had just come into the room.

The first thing that the doctor noticed was the man’s deathly pallor. He seemed to be oblivious of their presence, but crossed to the reference bookshelves which covered one wall of the room and, taking down a book, turned the pages hastily. He found what he wanted after a while and went out. Hurley Brown rose and, crossing the room, examined the book. It was a timetable.

‘I wonder where Alan is going?’ he asked as he came back to the doctor.

At ninethirty Hurley Brown went out. He was going to Scotland Yard.

‘I’ll drive over to Louba. Perhaps he’s recovering from his fit of temper,’ said Dr. Warden, knocking the ashes from his pipe, and they went out together.

Again Warden went up to the second floor, and this time the porter went with him and left him pressing the bell of No. 2.

After a while, the elevator bell rang. Looking at the indicator, the porter went up to the third floor. The patient doctor was still standing at the door as the elevator passed. There was nobody at the grille on the third floor, and the porter brought the elevator down.

‘Did you ring, sir?’

‘No; I think it was somebody above. I don’t think I’ll wait any longer. I’ve just remembered that Miller is out,’ said Dr. Warden.

‘He’d have gone down the tradesmen’s stairs, sir,’ said the porter. ‘I never see them going in and coming out. This is the only block of flats where the tradesmen have a different entrance.’

The doctor looked at his watch. ‘A quarter to ten,’ he said. ‘Your clock appears to have stopped.’

The porter glanced round. ‘Yes, it went wrong this afternoon.’

Dr. Warden waited for a minute on the doorstep and went out into the fog; as he walked along to the waiting taxi, a man passed him. The dimly diffused rays of a street lamp showed his face for the fraction of a second. It was Alan Leamington!

The doctor stopped and looked round. There was no doubt whatever. He was wearing the grey overcoat he had worn when he came to the club.

John Warden was panic-stricken as a thought struck him. This man must hate Louba. Why was he there? Suppose, with a desire for revenge against the man who had taken Beryl Martin from him, he found his way into the flat? It was a fairly improbable supposition. He took a step in the direction the man had gone, but Alan was out of sight. A coincidence probably, thought the doctor, and lit his pipe.

When he got back to the club. Hurley Brown was sitting before the fire.

‘There’s a message for you. It arrived just before I came in,’ said Hurley.

As he spoke, the smoking-room waiter brought a slip of paper on a salver. The doctor adjusted his glasses and read: ‘Mr. Louba would like to see Dr. Warden at eleven o’clock tomorrow.’

‘That’s strange!’ The doctor read the message aloud. ‘He must have been telephoning to me a few minutes after I left Braymore House.’

‘Damn him!’ said Hurley Brown with such vehemence that the doctor was startled. He made no comment, however, and in a few minutes the commissioner was talking shop. His man had been arrested and the raid which he had planned on a small house in Lambeth had been carried out satisfactorily.

Seemingly reluctant to face the foggy night, they lingered before the cheerful blaze of the fire. At a quarter past eleven the doctor jumped up. ‘Come along. Brown, we’re keeping the club servants awake when they ought to be sleeping.’

They were being helped into their overcoats when the telephone on the hall steward’s desk rang violently.

‘For me?’ asked the doctor, as he hurried into the glass-walled box.

‘Is that you, Doctor?’ It was Miller’s voice. ‘Will you come at once, please?’ Miller’s voice was charged with terror, and Warden could almost hear the chattering of the man’s teeth.

‘What’s wrong?’ he asked.

‘The tenants of the flat below, sir, they’ve come up to say that blood is dripping through their ceiling from Mr. Louba’s bedroom.’
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As the gloomy winter day darkened to its close, Beryl Martin’s fears increased. What had been Leamington’s business at Braymore House she could not conceive; only, with the memory of his face before her, she could not rid herself of the suspicion that he had been to look at the building in the daytime with a view to finding the best means of entering it at dark.

Pulling the curtain aside, and peering out into the fog, she realised what a perfect night it was for him to carry out such a desperate enterprise, and she wandered from room to room in a state of uncontrollable agitation, answering her mother’s questions distractedly.

At last, when suspense became intolerable, when it transformed fears into certainties, until in her mind she could almost see him entering the flat and confronting Louba, she put on her outdoor clothes and let herself out into the street, almost running towards Braymore House, as though he were at that moment gaming entrance and she might be too late to prevent him.

When she arrived outside Louba’s flat, she was breathless. The various windows in the building showed blurred through the mist. It was easy for her to loiter without being observed, but equally easy for Leamington to pass her without her knowledge.

If only she knew exactly which window was Louba’s, she thought, she could at least fix her eyes on it, and see if anyone entered that way.

Once there, she realised the futility of her presence, the unlikelihood of being so fortunate as to take him in the act and win him to reason. It was also both too early and too late for Louba to be at home. Almost certainly, if Alan were coming, he would come in the night, probably long after Louba’s return from his evening diversion.

Yet she could not tear herself away.

Whenever footsteps came by, she pretended to be walking past, but always she returned to the spot from which she believed she could see Louba’s windows.

She gave a suppressed cry as a hand fell on her arm.

‘Oh! — who is it?’ she gasped, trembling, and breathed more easily as she realised that it was not a policeman who had touched her.

‘You must be cold. You’ve been waiting a long time,’ said a mild voice at her elbow, and she saw that it was a little man, with a thin, gentle face, who addressed her.

‘How do you know?’ she exclaimed.

‘Because I’m waiting too,’ he replied.

Waiting? — for what?’

‘Just to see what goes on. It’s Louba’s windows you’re watching, isn’t it?’

‘How — no…I’m not watching any. I’m…I’m just walking by,’ she said, and began to move away from him. Who could he be? Could he possibly be connected with the police, and waiting to trap Alan? She condemned the thought as absurd, yet her anxiety was increased.

She walked rapidly round the block of buildings, and came again to the place where the little man had addressed her.

No one was in sight. She leaned against the railing surrounding the gardens. She wondered if she could warn Louba to keep away from his flat during the remainder of his stay in England, and dismissed the idea at once. That would only implicate Alan, and she wanted to save him.

‘Those are Louba’s windows,’ said the same mild voice, and there came the same touch on her arm.

‘Why are you here?’ she asked. ‘You say you’re waiting to see what happens. What do you expect to happen?’

‘Oh, I don’t know, but I’ve felt in very good spirits lately. It’s been a long wait, but I feel it’s nearly over now.’

‘How long have you been waiting?’

‘Oh, many years…many years.’

‘Years? I mean how long have you been waiting outside here?’

‘Oh, nearly ever since dark.’

‘And have you seen anyone go in?’ she asked breathlessly.

‘You mean by the window?’ He smiled. ‘The window’s been used, certainly. It has on other occasions too. I remember, years ago—’

‘Who has gone in by the window?’

‘A man…a man I have great hopes of…He’s come out too, and I’m not quite sure—’

‘How long ago? How long since he came out?’

‘Oh, a long while ago.’ He looked at her attentively, as she hesitated between relief and dread. ‘It wasn’t the one you think,’ he added.

‘What do you mean? How do you know?’ she exclaimed.

‘Aren’t you the young lady Louba is forcing to marry him?’

‘What…you…’ She paused in amaze.

‘I was looking through the window last night,’ he said quietly. ‘I didn’t hear a word, but I knew just what passed. I saw your faces. I saw the papers he showed you…I know Louba very well,’ he finished, with a kind of contented pride.

She drew away from him. ‘Who are you?’ she asked.

‘My name’s Weldrake. I’m nobody in particular…only I had a son once. He wasn’t like me: he was a big, fine fellow. He—’

‘And you look through windows?’ she remarked with faint contempt.

‘Yes,’ he answered thoughtfully. ‘I suppose it sounds very bad. It would once, I know. But that’s a long time ago. You see when you’re living on hope, as I have done, you must have an occasional—’

‘What are you hoping for?’ she interrupted.

‘I promised my boy he’d be avenged. I promised I wouldn’t stay at home until he was, and it’s a long time we’ve waited, now. And every year adds to Louba’s enemies. It can’t be long, now. You mustn’t worry. Delay your marriage with him only a little while, and you’ll be free of him. Indeed, it may be that tomorrow morning…’

Though he looked mild enough, his smile frightened her with his confidential manner; there seemed to her something uncanny about him. And what did he know or suspect about Alan?

‘I don’t want to be free,’ she said. ‘I’m here now only because I’m anxious about him.’

‘Yes. You were engaged to that young man you drove home with last night, and you’re afraid he’ll kill Louba.’

‘No, I never thought of such a thing!’ she cried. ‘I don’t know what you mean…nor why you’re waiting here. I think you’d better go away before the police want to know why you’re loitering about.’

For all she tried to make her voice brave, she was shaking as she walked away.

She dared not return to the same place, and so she walked across the road, gazing up at the chinks of light from Louba’s windows with eyes that longed to pierce the walls and see what was actually taking place within them.

If she had been able to do so, she would have seen that which would have made blindness appear preferable.

Emil Louba lay dead on his bed, the marks of a violent death upon him, and beside the bed, gazing down at him, stood Alan Leamington.

He had sworn to kill Louba, rather than permit Beryl to marry him, but now that the deed was done there was horror in his face as he looked down on the hideous remains of the man he had hated.

He stepped backwards towards the window, almost as though he contemplated flight, but restrained himself by an effort. The man had deserved his death, anyway. Beryl was saved from him. He would complete his business.

He passed into the next room, and listened intently. He put his ear against the locked door, but there came no sound to alarm him.

He crossed back to the writing-table, and feverishly began to search the drawers. He found no trace of the IOUs, and his ears straining for every sound, he abandoned the search and went back to the bedroom. With scarcely a glance at the stark figure on the bed, he hurried past it and descended the fire escape, the bottom landing of which was now connected with the ground by the ladder which he had noiselessly pulled down.

The fog was thicker than it had been when Beryl left her home, and combined with the darkness to make it necessary to grope his way from the foot of the ladder to the gate. It was his outstretched hand which came in contact with another person, and as he recoiled Beryl stifled a scream.

‘Who is it!’ he exclaimed.

‘Alan!’

‘You, Beryl? Come away quickly!’ He seized her hand and hurried with her to the street and away from the building. ‘What are you doing here, Beryl?’ he asked.

‘I was going to go in…to Louba…I couldn’t bear it any longer.’

‘You were going to Louba?’

‘Yes. It seemed the only way. I’ve seen someone waiting about, and I was going to tell him…a little man it was.’

‘You were going to Louba at this time of night?’

‘I didn’t know whether you were there, or had been, or were coming…I couldn’t go home until I knew. So I made up my mind to go and see, and if Louba was there, I could say I’d seen that man waiting outside, and warn him. Is he there? — Louba? Is he in?’

‘Yes…he’s in.’

‘And you’ve seen him? Alan, you’ve quarrelled with him? — you’ve…’ She dared not ask more plainly for the news she dreaded.

‘You must go home, Beryl. And don’t tell anyone you’ve been here. Did anyone see you come out?’

‘I don’t know. I think not. But tell me what you’ve done, Alan.’ There was a sob of terror in her voice as she clung to his coat. ‘Please tell me. I must know, Alan!’

‘I’ve done nothing. Now go home, Beryl. I want to think things out.’

‘You say Louba’s there. Something must have happened between you.’

‘Beryl, I couldn’t find any IOUs of yours. How much were they for? He did hold them? You saw them yourself?’

‘Yes. Fifty thousand pounds. He had them with him at Sir Harry Marshley’s last night.’

‘And he didn’t destroy them after you’d promised to marry him?’

‘Not until we were married. He said he was going to give them to me then. Oh, don’t worry about them or me! It’s you, Alan. Tell me what’s happened?’

‘I don’t suppose it matters if they’re found, so far as you’re concerned. Nobody could accuse you…and he has no heirs that I know of…’ Yet he looked back at Braymore House as though contemplating going back for another search.

‘How could you look for the things if he was there?…Unless…’ The words froze on her lips. Her teeth were chattering.

‘Go home, Beryl, go home!’ he implored, urging her in the direction of Edwards Square. ‘And know nothing about tonight! You didn’t come here, you didn’t see me…go home quickly, and forget you came out.’

‘I can’t, Alan, unless I know…’

‘Beryl,’ he said, bending his face to hers. ‘I’ve seen Louba…but I swear I’ve done him no harm. Don’t ask me any questions. Just believe that, and go home.’

She believed him thankfully, almost collapsing in the unutterable relief. She did not want to ask any more questions about his visit to Louba; she was more than content to clutch at his assurance and shun anything which might shake it.

‘Then won’t you walk home with me?’ she asked.

‘No, Beryl. Please excuse me.’

‘Why are you going to wait about here?’

‘I’m not. I’ve a friend to meet, that’s all.’

He almost ran away from her, disappearing so suddenly in the fog that the agitation of his voice seemed still trembling on the air when the sound of his footsteps had died away.

He forced himself to a walk, presently, and jumped round nervously as light small feet sounded behind him. He drew back against the wall, waiting for the steps to pass, instead they paused beside him.

‘How is Louba?’ came in an eager whisper.

‘What the…what do you mean?’ he growled, peering into the face before him.

‘I’m so interested in Louba,’ murmured the gentle voice. ‘I saw you go in…and come out. I’m glad you’ve sent the young lady home. It wouldn’t do for her to be mixed up in it.’

‘In what?’ snapped Leamington.

‘Why…did you say anything had happened to Louba?’ he inquired.

‘No, I didn’t!’

‘Of course, you’re quite right to say nothing about it,’ agreed the little man amiably.

There was a tightness in Leamington’s throat, but he forced himself to fight. ‘You’re making some mistake,’ he said. ‘I don’t know anyone of the name you mentioned, and I’ve not been in anywhere.’

‘No, of course not,’ rejoined the other, in an agreement that, to Alan’s overwrought nerves, held more of menace than the most stinging contradiction. ‘But get away now. Don’t stay round here. Get away as quickly as you can.’

‘Why should I get away? What are you talking about?’ Alan’s Voice rose as his self-control fled.

‘Hush! He murdered my boy, and I always knew he’d pay. I never lost faith…no, not for a moment all these years. You can’t commit murder and go to your grave unpunished. Murder will not be washed out even in this world. I’ve waited. I’ve followed him a long way, but — I think I can go home at last!’ he said, with a smile that, in its happiness, was ghastly at that moment to Alan Leamington.

Panic took him. He wanted to get away from this little man,
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In a few words Dr. Warden conveyed the gist of the message to the waiting commissioner, and Hurley Brown went out into the night to find a taxi.

In spite of the thickness of the fog, they reached Braymore House in less than ten minutes and found two policemen in the hall, talking to the hall porter and the pallid, shivering Miller.

‘Thank heaven you’ve come. Doctor!’ quavered the man. ‘I tried to get into Mr. Louba’s room, but it was locked. I sent for these policemen.’

‘You did right,’ said Hurley Brown soothingly. ‘One of you men had better come up; the other remain below. I’m Assistant Commissioner Hurley Brown of Scotland Yard.’

On the way up in the elevator they got some sort of a story from Miller. He had been out with his fiancee and had returned at eleven o’clock. He noticed nothing unusual except that his master’s doors were still closed, and he was on his way to the bedroom, when the hall porter had arrived accompanied by the valet from the flat below. There and then he had telephoned. He knew nothing more.

‘What time did you return to the flat?’ asked Hurley Brown.

‘At half past ten, sir, exactly. The half-hour was chiming on the clock as I came in the door.’

‘At nine-fifty he was certainly alive. At ten-thirty you heard no sound. A quarter of an hour later the tenants of the flat below see the crimson stains on the ceiling. That would take at least ten minutes to soak through,’ said Brown, as they entered the hall.

‘Perhaps it isn’t blood after all. Perhaps he upset some red ink,’ suggested the doctor. ‘Is there any ink in his bedroom?’

‘Yes, sir. There’s a bottle in the writing-table there.’

‘Let’s hope for the best,’ said Brown.

They tried the double doors of the library without success.

‘Get an axe,’ ordered Brown, and in a few minutes a policeman had returned with a large fire axe and was attacking the panels. At the second blow the panel was smashed, and Hurley Brown put in his hand and felt for the key.

‘There’s no key there,’ he said. ‘Smash the lock.’

A rain of blows by the stalwart policeman, and the door sagged inwards. They looked into a large, luxuriously furnished room; deep settees stood against two of the walls, and the floor was covered by a magnificent Turkish carpet that must have cost a fortune. In the centre of the room was an ormolu writing-table, on which stood a telephone. Near the shallow bay windows, which were hidden by silken curtains, was a small writing-bureau. They looked around, and there was no sign of Louba.

‘What’s that, sir?’

The policeman pointed. It was a silk dressing-gown flung over the back of a chair. Brown took it up and immediately uttered an exclamation and looked at his hands, for the front and sleeves were wet with crimson stains.

‘Don’t touch that,’ he said and laid it down again on the chair. ‘And be careful, Doctor — there’s more crimson on the floor.’

In one wall was a large and beautifully designed fireplace. The grate was empty, save for a scrap of black ashes. At the left of the fireplace was a door which Miller pointed out with trembling fingers.

‘There’s the bedroom; there, sir,’ he said fearfully.

Hurley Brown threw open the door and walked in. The lights were burning, and on an ornate bed lay all that was mortal of Emil Louba. There was no need for the doctor to look very closely. The man’s head was terribly battered.

‘The window is open,’ said Hurley Brown. ‘Where does that lead to?’ He crossed the room and looked out. ‘A fire escape here,’ he said. ‘Constable, go down to your friend in the hall and tell him to make a careful search of the garden. This explains the absence of the key from the door; the man who committed the murder escaped that way — with the key in his pocket.’

He took up the receiver and called Scotland Yard.

When his conversation was finished, he returned to the bedroom.

‘I’ve sent for one of our best men, Inspector Trainor. It’s a case that I’ve no wish to touch myself. I was prejudiced against Louba, and I want somebody who’ll put a little more heart into the search than I can. You didn’t see anybody when you came here the last time, did you, Doctor?’

Dr. Warden remembered the face in the fog, but shook his head. ‘I saw nobody except the hall porter,’ he said.

‘How long has he been dead?’

The doctor was standing beside the bed, looking thoughtfully down at the wreck. ‘He’s been dead an hour — probably less than that,’ he said. ‘He was struck by something very heavy.’

‘I haven’t attempted to make a search of the room, but I dare say we shall find it,’ said Brown.

They had not far to look. On the writing-table stood a big silver candlestick, so placed that it seemed certain that there were originally two. Its fellow was found in the diningroom and, from its battered and stained condition, it was evidently the weapon which had been used.

Soon afterwards, Inspector Trainor arrived and immediately took charge of affairs. He went from room to room, nosing like a well-trained dog, inspected every article of furniture, drew back the silk curtains, and went out of the window down the fire escape in the dark.

‘Nothing there,’ he reported, when he returned. He contemplated the body, biting his lip. ‘He wasn’t killed on that bed,’ he said. ‘There’s a trail of crimson leading from the sittingroom. Somebody carried him in there. That somebody must have been a fairly strong man. Another curious fact — I don’t know whether you’ve noticed it, sir — is that he’s not wearing his collar and tie; they’re in the sittingroom in the waste-basket.’

‘I hadn’t noticed that,’ said Brown shortly.

The telephone is rather important, sir,’ said Trainor. ‘It should be covered with fingerprints. Who was the last to handle it?’

‘I’m afraid I was the culprit,’ said Hurley Brown. ‘Why?’

‘Because, after he was murdered, the telephone must have been moved from the table. The cord comes across the room and it would be in the way of the man who was carrying the body. He was killed to the right of the desk — that is, the right looking towards the door, and left looking towards the window. The carpet is covered with crimson stains, and the trail of crimson is between the desk and the window, but it doesn’t appear on the telephone line.’

‘That seems sound reasoning,’ said the doctor, nodding approvingly. ‘But why was the dressing-gown taken off?’

Trainor did not reply; he was gazing at a brass chest, its luxuriant carving gleaming out of a recess. It was closed, but on the floor beside it lay a piece of tapestry and an Oriental robs of lilac silk, embroidered heavily in gold and purple.

‘What are these?’ he asked Miller. ‘What are they doing on the floor? Do you know?’

‘No, sir,’ replied Miller. ‘The tapestry goes over the top of the chest, and I think the robe used to be inside, but I don’t know. It’s a long time since I’ve seen him wear it, or since I looked in the chest.’

‘It’s kept locked?’ asked Trainor, trying in vain to lift the heavy lid. ‘Where’s the lock?’

‘There isn’t one. It opens with a spring. See.’ He pressed his fingers on the largest of a bunch of grapes projecting out of the carving at each side, and raised the lid. Inside was a medley of curios mixed up with a length of tapestry and a piece of rich embroidery. ‘Those used to be on the top!’ exclaimed Miller. ‘I’ve never noticed those other things before. They must have been under the stuff.’

‘And the robe? You’re sure the robe used to be inside?’

Well, it has been. I haven’t seen it lately. The tapestry I know was on the outside. He sometimes put his coffee there, and it was to save marking the brass. You see, it’s plain and polished on the top and soon scratches.’

‘And you don’t know positively what was in the chest?’ asked Hurley Brown.

‘No, sir. I’ve seen some of these things before, but I couldn’t tell if anything was missing.’

‘That’s a pity,’ murmured Trainor, as he turned the curios over. ‘Some of these appear to be fairly valuable. If it was a case of theft, and we knew the missing articles…h’m.’

He prowled about the room.

‘Had he taken his dressing-gown off in order to put on this robe?’ asked Dr. Warden.

‘That’s something to be considered when we try to reconstruct the crime,’ returned Trainor, and turned his attention to the little bureau near the window.

‘What do you make of this, sir?’ he asked. ‘Don’t touch it,’ he added quickly. ‘There may be some sort of fingerprint there.’

It was a sheet of Louba’s embossed notepaper, and on it was written a single letter — the letter P.

‘Whoever wrote that was interrupted,’ said Trainor. ‘And look how shaky it is.’

‘What’s your theory?’ asked Brown.

But Trainor was not prepared to offer any theory.

‘It might be that he had sat down to write some message after the man’s death, and lost his nerve. That it was written after is proved by the agitation in that letter.’

‘Could Louba have written it himself?’

It was Dr. Warden that answered. ‘Absolutely impossible,’ he said emphatically. ‘Death was very nearly instantaneous; it was humanly impossible that he could have walked to the bureau.’

Trainor was searching the writing-table for the second time and pulled up the writing-chair.

‘He was sitting here, apparently wearing his dressing-gown, which is quite plausible, for it’s a chilly night and he had no fire.’

‘Which reminds me that I saw something in the grate when I came in,’ said Brown, and Trainor went in search.

‘It’s almost intact,’ he said exultantly. ‘Where’s the man? Can we take these firebars out?’

For answer Miller lifted the silver grid of the grate, and then gingerly and with the utmost caution the inspector inserted the thin edge of a sheet of paper under the burnt ashes and carried them intact to the table. Against the dull black of the burnt paper the lighter sheen of the letters showed clearly.

‘It can be read without photography,’ said Trainor. ‘But somebody has torn off a corner, unless it’s dropped off in the grate.’

He went back to make an inspection.

‘No, it’s all there. The corner has been torn off — probably the address.’

‘The address?’ repeated Hurley Brown absently. ‘You mean of the writer?’

‘Yes, sir. Will you scribble it down, sir, as I read it?’ asked Trainor, bending over the carbonised sheet. ‘There is no address and no prefix.’

‘“Only you have power to save me. You know what my life is with—” Somebody whose name I can’t read. “And you know what you owe me. Emil, you know—”

‘The signature is…’ — he screwed his head round to get a better view—’it looks like a K, or it may be an R or a B. I’d give a lot of money to have that address.’
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Trainor had opened his lips to speak when—’Clang, clang.’ Both men looked up and the room reverberated with the deep-toned thud of a bell.

‘What was that?’ asked Hurley Brown quickly.

‘The alarm, sir!’ gasped Miller, pointing through the open door to the bedroom window.

‘Clang, clang! went the bell again.

‘The alarm? What do you mean?’

‘It’s fixed to the fire escape, sir, so that if anybody pulls down the lower ladder, the tenants are warned.’ Trainor ran into the bedroom, sprang out on to the iron balcony, and peered down. He saw a figure dimly, a crouching figure moving up the ladder, and without a second’s hesitation he ran down to meet the intruder.

At that moment, the man turned and jumped. Trainor heard the thud of his feet as he struck the ground. Before he could reach the bottom, the visitor had gone.

‘It’s curious the bell didn’t go when I went down before,’ he said. ‘I suppose it’s connected with the balance ladder at the bottom. I went down that too.’

The solution to this mystery came a few seconds later with the arrival of the hall porter.

‘I happened to be looking round my office a few minutes ago, sir, to see if I could find anything to help you gentlemen and I discovered that the wire connecting the fire escape alarm had been cut.’

‘And now you’ve joined the pieces together?’ nodded Trainor.

‘I thought I’d better in view of all the circumstances,’ replied the porter. ‘But how it was cut is a mystery to me. Except when Mr. Leamington sent me up to test the fire bell, I haven’t been out of sight of my box.’

‘That settles that,’ said Brown with a sigh. ‘Of course it was cut when Trainor went down before, and it must have been fastened just about the time the stranger made his appearance. I don’t think we need wait, Doctor. We’ll leave the case, with Trainor. Will you phone the divisional surgeon, Inspector?’

‘He’s sick,’ said the officer. ‘We’ve asked them to get Dr. Lane of the Paddington Division. He’s out on a case, but as soon as he returns, he’ll come here. I shall keep Miller under observation, I suppose, sir?’ he asked in a lower voice, and Hurley Brown nodded.

‘I don’t think he has anything to do with the murder, but you can watch him. Ask him to account for his movements last night.’

Trainor did more than this; he secured from the quivering Miller a good description of the visitor who had come that night by the servants’ entrance; and the Sunday morning papers, which carried the story of the crime printed also the following notice:

‘Police wish to interview a man who may be able to help them with their inquiries. The man answers to the name of Charlie, he is about 32 years old, 5’ 6” in height, of slim build with a slight stoop. He has a dark complexion and a harsh voice. When last seen he was wearing a fawn overcoat over a brown suit.’

Inspector Trainor was joined at three o’clock in the morning by a subordinate. At five o’clock came a weary divisional surgeon who made an examination of the two rooms and gave orders for the body to be removed to the district mortuary. Leaving a policeman in charge, Trainor, who had been busy throughout the night sorting such of the dead man’s papers as he could find, drove to 903 Edwards Square and knocked. He had not long to wait; presently the door opened, and a girl’s voice questioned him.

‘Is that Miss Martin?’

‘Yes,’ said Beryl.

‘I’m an inspector of police, and I should like to speak to you.’

He thought he saw the figure sway slightly.

‘Come in,’ she said.

She turned on the light in the hall, and he saw that she wore a dressing-gown. Evidently she had just risen; yet she must have been wide awake when he knocked. The celerity with which she answered the knock on the door, her general appearance of wakefulness, supported his theory.

‘I’m afraid I have bad news for you. Miss Martin,’ he said, when she had led him into the small diningroom.

‘Is it about Mr. Louba?’ she asked quickly.

He nodded. ‘He’s dead,’ replied the detective quietly. ‘Murdered,’

‘Murdered!’ She got up from the chair which she had drawn to the table and stood staring down wildly at him.

‘Dead!’ she repeated. Her hand went up to her throat. ‘Oh no!’

‘I’m sorry to say it is true. When did you see Mr. Louba last? I understand you are engaged to him?’

She did not answer at first; but seemed dazed and paralysed by the news. ‘Dead! Are you sure?’ she asked hollowly. ‘Yes, I am engaged to Mr. Louba — I was, I mean.’

‘Are these yours?’

He took from his pocket a small bundle of papers and laid them on the table. She nodded. ‘They are IOUs for a very large sum of money. Miss Martin. Will you tell me how they came into Mr. Louba’s possession?’

She tried to speak, but failed. He saw a water jug and glass on the sideboard and poured her a drink.

‘They represent money I lost at bridge, and which Mr. Louba settled for me,’ she said.

‘Was that before you were engaged?’ She nodded again. ‘And then, in consequence of his kindness to you, did you accept him when he asked you to marry him?’ asked Trainor.

‘Yes, I think something like that happened.’

‘When did it happen, Miss Martin?’

Her trembling hand raised the glass again to her lips. ‘Last night.’

‘You were engaged to somebody else before?’

‘No, I wasn’t.’ Her voice was grim and defiant.

‘I have an idea that you were engaged to Mr. Leamington?’

‘We are friends — very near friends,’ she said. ‘But we were not — we were not engaged.’

‘When did you become engaged to Mr. Louba?’

‘Last night,’ she said desperately. ‘I’ve told you—’

‘When was your friendship with Mr. Leamington broken off?’

‘It isn’t broken off. I — I am still friends.’

‘When did you see Mr. Leamington last?’

Another long pause. ‘Last night, also,’ she said. ‘He drove me home.’

‘Did Mr. Leamington know that you were going to be married to Mr. Louba?’

‘Yes.’

‘Did it come as a surprise to him?’

Beryl Martin looked round helplessly, as though for some way of escape from this persistent cross-examination.

‘Yes, he was surprised,’ she answered.

Did you tell him why you had become engaged to Mr. Louba? I mean about the notes of hand?’ He tapped the bundle before him.

‘I don’t know,’ she answered quickly. ‘I don’t know.’

‘And did Mr. Leamington take the news very kindly?’

‘Yes, he understood.’

‘He understood that you were marrying Mr. Louba because you owed him money? Did he say anything against Mr. Louba?’

‘Not a word,’ she answered immediately.

‘Think again. Miss Martin.’ Trainer’s piercing eyes never left her face. ‘A young man is very fond of you, is engaged to you; suddenly, to his surprise, the engagement is broken off because, as you explained to him, you have got into debt with a man probably twice your age, who is going to marry you and wipe off the debt. Is it reasonable to expect me to believe that a man like Mr. Alan Leamington would accept that statement calmly and without expressing some desire to punish the man who has played, what I may call, a dirty trick? When did you see Mr. Leamington last?’ he repeated.

‘You asked me that before,’ she flamed. ‘Why should you come and ask me about Mr. Leamington?’

‘Did you see him tonight?’

‘No,’ was the reply. ‘No, I swear I didn’t see him tonight.’

‘How long have you been in the house?’

‘Since ten o’clock.’

‘Are you sure?’ he asked gently. ‘The constable on duty at the corner of the street says that you came back much later.’

‘It might have been later,’ she confessed. ‘But I cannot see why my movements should interest you.’

‘Where were you this evening, Miss Martin?’

‘I went to the theatre — to the Apollo.’

‘Alone?’

‘Yes. I often go alone.’

The detective rose and slowly pocketed the pack of IOUs.

‘Don’t you think it would be wiser and better for all concerned, if you would tell me just what you know about tonight’s murder?’

‘I know nothing. I’d no idea that such a dreadful thing had happened until you came.’

‘And yet you were waiting for me to come?’ said Trainor, and his tone was an accusation.

‘I didn’t expect anyone to come,’ she said. Her distress was pitiful to see.

‘Suppose I tell you’ — Trainor spoke deliberately—’that you were seen in the neighbourhood of Braymore House between the hours of ten and eleven?’

It was the sheerest bluff on Trainer’s part but he had succeeded when he invented the mythical constable who saw her come home at a later hour than she had confessed. And if things were as he believed, nothing was more likely than that she should have been in the neighbourhood of Braymore House.

Her reply startled him.

‘You saw me? Why did I go? Oh, why did I go?’

‘You went because you thought Mr. Louba was in danger of his life from Alan Leamington. And you wanted to be there when Alan Leamington came. Isn’t that true?’

She assented mutely.

‘And he did come?’

‘No,’ she answered. By a tremendous effort of will she had recovered something of her lost nerve. ‘He did not come. I waited until one o’clock, and then I returned home.’

She met his eyes unfalteringly.

‘There is nothing more I can ask you,’ be said, making towards the door. ‘But I’m afraid I shall have to see you again — perhaps often. Miss Martin.’ There was a menace in his tone which the girl understood perfectly.

He strolled round the hall, looking from side to side in his quick, absorbing way. Suddenly his hand closed over the small ivory handle of an umbrella in the stand. He drew it out.

‘Is this yours?’

‘Yes,’ she said in surprise.

‘Did you have it with you tonight?’

Yes,’ she answered, after a second’s hesitation.

The hall was dark when you came in, was it not?’ he asked. She nodded, wondering what was coming next. ‘Will you show me the gloves you wore?’

‘They’re in the drawer of the hall-stand.’ She nodded in the direction. ‘I took them off when I came in — they were old ones that I sometimes wear, when I’m in a hurry. I’ve got into the habit of putting them into that drawer.’

He pulled open the drawer took out the gloves and slowly opened them out. And as he looked she fell back against the wall, for the gloves were streaked with dried crimson. And when he took his hand from the top of the umbrella, she saw that the ivory setting was also stained.

‘Very curious,’ said Inspector Trainor softly. ‘If you don’t mind, I’ll keep these articles.’

She did not answer him, but stood, stunned with grief and apprehension, long after he had left her.
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Near Regent’s Park there is a double block of flats known as Gate Gardens. Each block has its own door, which is kept locked at night although each of the tenants has a key. Inspector Trainor obtained these particulars from a policeman in the neighbourhood, and went back to Scotland Yard to report. He found Hurley Brown in his office and to him he related the result of his search.

‘Of one thing I’m certain, sir,’ said the inspector. ‘Miss Martin didn’t know that the murder had been committed until I told her.’

‘How do you account for the crimson stains?’ asked Brown,

‘She’d been in contact with the murderer, and neither he nor she was aware that there was blood on his coat, probably on his sleeve. The stains, you see, are on the palm of the hand; a woman might lay her hand on a sleeve and, as she was wearing gloves, she would not be aware of the fact. You notice that only the right-hand glove is really stained; the red marks on the left hand have obviously come from the other when they were folded together. I may need a warrant for the arrest of Alan Leamington.’

The commissioner bit his lip thoughtfully.

‘Not at this stage, of course. You may detain him, if he’s still in London,’ he said.

‘As to that I have my doubts,’ said Trainor, shaking his head.

‘When are you seeing Leamington?’

‘As soon as I can get into the flat,’ replied the other.

The commissioner thought. ‘Perhaps it would be wiser to leave the matter till later,’ he said ‘An hour or so makes no difference.’

Trainor demurred. ‘An hour would make a lot of difference if he’s left London. It may mean his getting abroad before we catch him.’

As it happened, there was no need for apprehension on this score. At eight o’clock Inspector Trainor, accompanied by Hurley Brown, made a call at Gate Gardens. The doors were open, and the attendants were cleaning the steps as the two detectives walked up to the third floor and knocked.

An elderly woman, who was evidently Leamington’s cleaner, opened the door to them. ‘Is Mr. Leamington in?’

‘Yes, sir,’ she said, to Trainer’s surprise. ‘I’ve just taken him in a cup of tea. He’s not out of bed.’

‘He’s expecting us,’ said Trainor and, pushing past the indignant lady, made his way along the passage.

The third door on the left was ajar, he pushed it open, and saw a figure sitting up in bed, his head on his hands.

Alan heard the sound of footsteps and looked up. ‘You want to see me, Brown?’

‘Inspector Trainor warts to ask you some questions, Leamington,’ said Hurley Brown quietly.

Trainor was looking round the room and presently saw what he was seeking It was a shirt thrown over the back of a chair.

He picked it up, examined the cuff, and without a word offered it for his superior’s inspection. The rim of the cuff was soiled by a dark-red stain.

‘Where’s your overcoat, Leamington?’ he asked.

Alan nodded to the door, behind which hung a dressing-gown and an overcoat. Trainor took down the overcoat and turned the sleeves to the light. On the right were two big, dull-brown patches. The front of the coat was splashed with the same stains.

‘Leamington,’ he said, ‘I don’t think it is necessary to make any very long explanation of what I’m going to do.’

‘I don’t think it is,’ said Alan. He was clasping his knees, his tired eyes fixed curiously upon the detective.

‘I shall hold you, Leamington, for the wilful murder of Emil Louba, on the night of the third of December, between the hours of ten o’clock and ten forty-five. At ten o’clock Mr. Louba telephoned to the Elect Club. At ten forty-five he was dead.’

Not a muscle of Leamington’s face moved.

‘I didn’t kill him,’ he said at last. ‘And if he telephoned at ten o’clock, then a miracle has happened. I broke into his flat, and I intended to kill him, but he was already dead.’

‘At what time?’

‘At nine o’clock — an hour before he telephoned,’ said Alan Leamington. ‘Louba was dead at nine o’clock, dead before Dr. Warden arrived for the second time. I saw the doctor come on both occasions, because I was watching the house. The second time I’m sure he saw me. Did he tell you?’

Hurley Brown shook his head.

‘I’m sure he saw me — the good old fellow probably didn’t want to get me into trouble. I’m going to explain the whys and wherefores of my action.’

‘Miss Martin knows,’ interrupted Trainor.

‘I don’t know why you mention Miss Martin,’ said Alan coolly. ‘You’re not going to implicate all my friends in my adventure, are you?’

‘She was with you last night after the murder was committed, Alan,’ said Hurley Brown quietly. ‘You’ll have to give us the straight story. Your life may hang on it.’

The man in the bed got up and pulled on his dressing-gown before he replied. All the while his forehead was wrinkled in thought. He paced up and down the room, his hands behind him, and then he sat down on the bed.

‘I’ll take your word. Did Miss Martin tell you anything about her engagement to Louba? She did? Well, you know that. When I heard it, I wanted to kill him. I know the kind of brute he is, or was: he was foul. I’m acquainted with a man who’s engaged in rescue work, and he and his friends have been trying to trap Louba for years. The police know that side of his character of course?’

Trainor nodded.

I went to Braymore House the night I learned the news; that was the night I learned the news. I intended coldly and deliberately to kill him, but a night’s sleep suggested a better plan. Louba had in his possession a number of IOUs which Miss Martin had foolishly signed. How much they represented she did not guess. She redeemed some, but Louba had pretended that they did not amount to a great deal. I’m perfectly sure that the game played at Sir Harry Marshley’s was not bridge at all, but baccarat, and that Louba held the bank; otherwise the IOUs wouldn’t all have been in his possession. The other night he broke to her the news that she owed him fifty thousand pounds and that he was pressed for money. She was horrified. All along she had an uneasy feeling that she owed more than she thought she did. My own theory is that three-quarters of the papers he showed her were forged. They were written in pencil, and a forgery is easier to make in pencil than in ink.

‘Miss Martin has a mother, an invalid with a weak heart. Confronted with the alternative of being sued by Louba, or sparing her mother the shame and humiliation by marrying Louba, she chose the more unselfish course. I had threatened to kill him; and she took my threat so seriously that she, too, watched Braymore House, but she didn’t see me go in. Yesterday morning I called at the Braymore and, having discovered which was the wire connecting the alarm, I cut it in the porter’s absence. Last night I threw a rope over the ladder, pulled it down, and mounted cautiously. To my surprise, though it was a foggy night, the window was open and the lights were on. And the first thing I saw was Louba’s body lying on the bed. My first impulse was to turn and fly, but I remembered Beryl’s IOUs and stepped into the room.’

‘The window was open?’ asked Brown. ‘Miller says it was closed and bolted, and that it was impossible to open it from outside.’

‘It was wide open,’ said Alan. ‘To cut a long story short, I stepped in and walked to the bed. I thought he wasn’t quite dead and I felt his heart. It was then that I got the stains on my coat. He was dead, though, and I went into his sittingroom. I could hear no sound, though I listened at the door, which was locked.’

‘Was there a key in the lock?’

‘No; that struck me as strange. I began to search the drawers of the writing-table, but I found nothing, and then I began to get scared and made my way back to the street. It was then that I saw Beryl — Miss Martin. She was terribly afraid for me. I wasn’t in a condition to reassure her at first, but at last I did make her believe that I hadn’t harmed Louba, although I’d admitted I’d seen him, and then I got away from her before she could ask me any more questions. I wanted to be alone and work things out. I knew that suspicion would fall on me. The cut wire, the threat I’d made—’

‘Why did you come to the club? Warden and I saw you,’ said Brown.

‘Where were you? I didn’t notice. I was looking up the Continental timetables, in case I was detected in the act of burglary and had to bolt. That’s what worries me now. To bolt meant to confess my guilt. My duty was to go to the nearest policeman and tell him what I had seen, or to take the hall porter into my confidence. I waited for hours trying to make up my mind. I saw the doctor and nearly spoke to him — I wish I had — and then I saw the policemen come, and you and Warden followed. I was desperate. I wanted to know what was happening, what you were all saying, who you suspected and, like a fool, I went into the garden again. I saw somebody come down and go up again, and then a policeman passed so close to where I was hidden that I could have touched him. Presently I crept out and pulled down the ladder. It was a lunatic thing for me to do, but the sound of the policeman’s footsteps going away encouraged me. I was hardly on the first landing before somebody came down the ladder, and I jumped. That’s the whole of my story.’

‘You saw nobody else come from the direction of the fire escape?’

‘Nobody.’

‘When you were in the flat, did you look in the diningroom — that is, the other room which opens from the library where the murder was committed?’

‘No.’

Hurley Brown strolled across to the window and looked out.

‘Did you see the paper — a written sheet with one letter — the letter P — on it?’ he asked without turning round.

Alan shook his head. ‘No, I saw nothing except two overturned chairs and a little pile of letters on the floor near the table. I thought at first they were Beryl’s IOUs, but they were letters from a woman complaining, as far as I could see, about her husband.’

‘Letters!’ Brown and his subordinate spoke together.

‘Are you sure, Mr. Leamington?’ asked Trainer. ‘I found no letters. How were they signed?’

‘K,’ replied the other. ‘They were from an address in Turkey, a cafe in Istanbul. I can’t remember the name. For the most part they were written on very cheap paper.’

Trainor was puzzled. He had not found the letters, and there had been no overturned chairs.

‘If your story is true,’ he said, ‘the murderer was still in the flat. You must have disturbed him when he was looking for something. Your story will have to be tested, Mr. Leamington, and I warn you that, on your unsupported evidence, you will find it difficult to convince a jury.’

‘He convinces me,’ said Hurley Brown, and the inspector’s jaw dropped.

‘I’m afraid that isn’t sufficient, sir,’ he said a little stiffly, and Hurley Brown laughed, which was unusual in him.

‘I’ll accept Mr. Leamington’s parole, and I will take all responsibility for his safe custody,’ he said. ‘Trainor, I brought you into this case because you’re the straightest and cleverest man I know, and I should be the last to put obstacles in your way, or cheapen your authority. It’s because I have a theory about this business that I want Leamington to remain at liberty for the present. I particularly wish to do nothing until I’ve had Dr. Warden’s view. He heard voices in the room and heard Louba say “She must do it” or something of that sort. Warden is the one man who can help us now. You remember the second time he went to Louba’s flat he heard the bell ring on the third floor. The porter brought the elevator up, but there was nobody there. To my mind, that is important. The flat above was occupied by Bennett da Costa, who was a competitor of Louba’s in the Levant. I discovered this fact this morning. Da Costa is away, or is supposed to be away, in the South of France. The flat is empty. If the murderer of Louba could go down the fire escape, he could also go up. There is a possibility that the man who committed the murder was waiting all the time on the floor above.’

‘And ringing the bell for the lift?’ asked Trainor drily.

‘That may have been an accident. The person concerned might have come from the door, peered down the elevator shaft and touched the bell by chance. The ring was a very short one.’

There came a knock at the door, and Leamington heard his housekeeper’s voice. ‘Dr. Warden to see you, sir.’

Alan looked at the two men, and Hurley Brown nodded. ‘Tell him to come in,’ he said.

The doctor was frankly astounded to see Alan Leamington’s visitors. ‘So you’ve found him, eh? I hoped you wouldn’t, Brown.’

Alan gripped the doctor’s hand warmly. ‘It was good of you not to tell Brown you saw me,’ he said.

‘I didn’t,’ replied Dr. Warden calmly. ‘If anybody says I saw you they were mistaken. As a matter of fact,’ he went on inconsistently, ‘I came round to ask what the mischief you were doing in the region of Braymore House, but I presume that question has been put to you.’

In a few words Alan repeated his story, and the doctor’s kindly face grew graver as Alan proceeded.

‘No, I had a distinct recollection that no furniture was overturned,’ he said.

‘Do you remember the elevator bell ringing?’ asked Brown, and the doctor assented. ‘Did you hear anybody on the landing above?’

Dr. Warden hesitated.

‘I won’t swear that I heard them,’ he said. ‘The porter’s words suggested that there was somebody on the third floor. I have the impression that there was. What are you doing with Alan?’

‘I’m not arresting him,’ was the reply. ‘We must take away those articles of clothing which are stained with blood, that is an elementary precaution.’

‘Thank heavens!’ said the relieved doctor.

His thankfulness was premature.



17. The Man Who Was Arrested
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Beryl had only just come downstairs when she was told that a gentleman wished to see her. She turned her head aside with a helpless, hunted gesture, almost as though she contemplated flight.

She had slept, after Trainor’s visit to her, but it had been a sleep haunted by horrible dreams in which blood predominated, and she had risen with a blinding headache.

Recalling her conversation with Alan on the previous night, she was still convinced that he had spoken the truth when he denied that he had harmed Louba, but she knew that he must have been aware that Louba was dead, that it was what he had seen, not what he had done, which had unnerved him. She knew well enough, however, that others could not be expected to have the same faith in his word as she had, and her heart turned to water when she was informed of a visitor. Trainor had said he would have to see her again.

She was thankful her mother did not leave her room in the mornings, as she walked up and down for a minute or two, trying to compose herself, to summon up courage to face her inquisitor and lie boldly for Alan’s life.

There was a patch of colour on her haggard cheeks as she opened the door of the room where she expected to find the inspector.

To her amazement, she saw instead a neat little man who blinked at her timidly.

‘Why…why…you’re the man I saw last night!’ she exclaimed, and although the sight of him brought a fresh fear to her, she had to admit that in ordinary circumstances nothing could be more innocuous than his appearance.

‘Yes, Miss Martin,’ he said, with a little bow. ‘And may I congratulate you? You won’t have to marry Louba now.’ He was beaming at her, his whole face irradiated. ‘This is a happy morning!’

Shocking though it seemed to rejoice over another’s death, she herself would have agreed if Louba’s death meant no danger to Alan Leamington. Now she only resented his congratulations because of their mockery. Better to be Louba’s wife a thousand times over than to see Alan Leamington pay for her freedom with his life.

‘You must excuse me,’ she said. ‘It is not a happy morning for me. I am in great trouble. If you have any business…’

‘Yes, of course. You are afraid for that young man, Mr. Leamington.’

‘Indeed, I am not! Why should I be afraid for him?’

‘Why, because Louba’s been murdered and as he was there last night—’

‘He was not!’ she interrupted fiercely. ‘He was nowhere near the place!’

He smiled. ‘You are quite right to shield him,’ he said…But I’m afraid they know he was there.’

‘They? Who?’

The police. I think they went to arrest him this morning.’

‘What do you say?’ she asked, scarcely above a whisper. ‘Why do you say that?’

‘I saw them go; Inspector Trainer, Captain Hurley Brown, and afterwards—’

‘Oh, sit down — won’t you!’ she gasped, as she stumbled into the seat nearest to her. ‘Did you say you saw them go?’

‘Yes, quite early. But they didn’t arrest him.’

‘You’re sure?’ she asked eagerly.

‘Yes, but that’s what I’ve come about. They’ve only spared him for the present because I think he’s a friend of Hurley Brown’s but, my dear, that’ll never stand. There’s no friendship above duty in the police service, not for the highest. They have their duty to do, even against their friends. And what I wanted to say to you was—’

She was taking heart again. ‘They’ve not arrested him, of course, because his answers have satisfied them,’ she interrupted. ‘He had nothing to do with Mr. Louba’s death, and he’s proved it.’

‘His word can’t prove it in a court of law, my dear. I heard them talking as they went away. Dr. Warden was with them then.’

‘You know Dr. Warden, too?’

‘I know everybody, I think, who has had any dealings with Louba,’ he returned blandly.

‘Well, go on. What did you hear?’

‘They’ve found bloodstains on him, and he’s admitted he was in the flat after Louba was killed. They believe his story, but…’ he shook his head. ‘Get him away, my dear,’ he whispered. ‘Get him away!’

She felt a mounting sense of fear. ‘If there was need for him to go, they would have advised him to do so,’ she declared halfheartedly.

‘No, they couldn’t do that. They’re honest men. They may delay his arrest in the hope of fresh evidence rising to clear him, but that’s the most they can do. Don’t wait till it’s too late. Miss Martin. You can’t bring him back to life. If you believe him innocent, all the more reason why he should run no risk of being found guilty.’

‘To run away would instantly brand him guilty.’

‘Only until he’s proved innocent — as you say he will be. And if he never is proved innocent, better for you to be happy with him in some place out of reach than for him to be hanged.’

‘Don’t!’ She looked at him almost angrily. ‘How can you use such a horrible word?’

‘Well, he will be, you know, if he’s found guilty. And it would be a pity. Louba was a bad man. It would be a great shame if anyone had to suffer for his death.’

‘He couldn’t escape if he would, I don’t suppose,’ she murmured. ‘As soon as it was known he’d gone, they’d watch the airports and the trains and boats.’

‘He can come to my place,’ said the little man eagerly. ‘I’ve got a little flat at Balham right at the top of the building. I could keep him there without anyone knowing, and he could go on the roof to take the air after dark. I think he could get out of the country today if he went at once; but if he doesn’t like to risk it, then I believe I could keep him safely at my place. I look after myself. There’s rows and rows of little flats, and we don’t know the people we live by.’

She looked at him suspiciously. ‘Why should you be so solicitous about him?’ she asked. ‘Why take the risk of harbouring him?’

‘Because I shouldn’t like him to suffer for having…for being judged guilty of Louba’s death. Louba isn’t worth it. Whoever killed him was a public benefactor, and I’d like to help him.’

‘Then Alan Leamington has no claim on your gratitude she retorted, ‘for he didn’t kill Louba!’

‘Then I’m more anxious than ever to save another person from being a victim of that bad man. Won’t you go to him and persuade him to run away? If you don’t go at once, it’ll be too late. Regretting it all your life afterwards won’t undo it.’

No it would not. She did not need reminding of that. She wished above all things to see Alan Leamington beyond all reach of danger, and hesitated only because she knew that flight might prove more disastrous for him than to stay and face it.

‘I’ll go and see him, at any rate,’ she said at last, rising.

‘That’s right,’ he said, getting up with a pleased expression. ‘And shall I leave my address just in case he doesn’t intend to leave the country?’

‘Well, you…can, thank you,’ she returned dubiously, and took the slip of paper he gave her.

‘You won’t lose any time, will you?’ he asked. ‘It’s not wise, my dear. Good morning, and I hope you’ll induce him to go. And I shall always be happy to be of service. Good morning.’

He bowed and withdrew.

She went along to where Leamington lived, and found him sitting and gazing moodily at his feet as they lay stretched out before him.

‘What’s wrong?’ he exclaimed, as he stood up hastily at her entrance.

‘Alan, you saw Louba dead — murdered — last night. You actually got blood on your clothes — I got some on my gloves by touching you. And you’ve told them this?’ she cried.

‘I’ve told them everything,’ he said. ‘I didn’t kill Louba, and it’s better to tell the truth. I’m so sorry, Beryl, that I brought you into it, and so grateful to you for—’

‘Oh, don’t mind me! I want you to go away, Alan. Your friends may believe you, but others won’t without proof. If they don’t find the real murderer, it’ll be you who will suffer. It’s too risky, Alan. Go while you can, then if your innocence isn’t proved…at least you’ll have your life and your friends left.’

‘I can’t go. I’m on parole.’

‘Oh, Alan!’ Her desire for him to escape increased tenfold when she knew it to be impossible. ‘Your life may depend on it…and that little man said he would shelter you if you were afraid to risk leaving the country.’

‘What little man?’ he asked sharply.

‘The one I told you about last night: he was outside the flat. He’s been to see me this morning.’

‘Who is he? He spoke to me last night. I believe he knew Louba was dead. Why did he offer to shelter me?’

‘He doesn’t want anyone to suffer for Louba’s death. He doesn’t think he was worth it.’

‘Is that his sole reason? Did he give you his address?’

‘Yes. Will you go there?’

‘I must stay here, where they can find me. But it may be of interest to the police.’

‘Oh, you don’t think he could have done it?’

‘I don’t know. I know only that I didn’t, and that he seems to be mixed up in it. If he’s innocent, it will do him no harm to answer a few questions.’

‘But even if he’s innocent he’ll get into trouble for offering you shelter.’

‘There’s no need to mention that he did so. I’ll send it to Hurley Brown himself, and he’ll see the man quietly and find out something about him without harming him, if he’s really all right. You didn’t ask him what he knew?’

‘It’s not easy to get a definite answer from him, not where Louba’s concerned.’

‘Have you the address with you?’

‘Oh, I haven’t! I remember I put it down somewhere. I meant to put it in my bag before I came to see you but I forgot it. It’ll be where I left it. I’ll go and get it. You can’t come with me?’

‘There’s no reason why I shouldn’t. I’ll leave word with Mrs. Sitwell where I’m going, in case they want me.’

They were leaving the house together when a taxi drew up at the kerb and Trainor and a plainclothes man got out.

‘Sorry, Mr. Leamington,’ said Trainor, ‘but I have to arrest you on suspicion of having murdered Emil Louba.’

‘But — but—’stammered Alan, his colour fading. ‘Captain Hurley Brown said—’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Trainor, motioning him to enter the taxi. ‘But there are higher authorities than Hurley Brown!’

‘Very well,’ said Alan, and turned to Beryl. ‘Don’t worry, Beryl, I know it will be cleared up. Don’t forget to find out what that little man knows. If he was outside the place, he may have seen the real murderer.’

‘What’s that?’ asked Trainor.

‘A man both Miss Martin and I saw outside Braymore House last night. Miss Martin has his address.’

She nodded — then suddenly pointed to the next corner. ‘There he is!’ she exclaimed. ‘He’s gone!’

The plainclothes man gave chase, but returned in a few minutes. The little man had totally disappeared.

‘Do you suspect he knows something of the crime?’ asked Trainor.

‘No. I don’t suggest it for a moment. Only he was there: he saw me go in, so he may have seen someone else.’

‘Can you telephone me his address, Miss Martin?’

‘Yes. I’ll do that as soon as I get home,’ she answered, and stood biting her quivering lips as the taxi drove away.

A visit to the tiny flat at Balham, however, revealed nothing. It was locked up and its tenant did not return, though his arrival was awaited with some interest. A search of its three small rooms proved equally disappointing. There was nothing to say who he was or what he was. Inquiries elicited no more than that he was a quiet little gentleman, prompt in payments, and had occupied the flat for a good portion of the year during a lengthy period.

‘How did you meet him, Miss Martin?’ asked Trainor, paying her a call on the evening of Alan’s arrest.

‘He came here this morning and said he’d be glad to help Alan in any way,’ she said.

‘Did he specify the help?’ inquired Trainor. She was getting used to cross-examinations.

‘No,’ she answered, untruthfully.

‘Did he make any excuse for offering the services of a stranger?’

‘He thought it a pity Louba’s death should cause suffering to innocent people.’

‘He didn’t like Louba?’

‘He didn’t say that. He was a very harmless little man, Mr. Trainor. I don’t think it’s humanly possible that he had a hand in it. Mr. Louba could have eaten him.’

‘If he was outside, he might have been keeping guard while an accomplice was inside.’

‘Well, he didn’t attempt to warn anybody while I was there. On the contrary, he talked to me, and appeared in no hurry for me to go.’

‘Why did he bolt, when you pointed him out this morning?’

‘Perhaps,’ she replied, with a trace of bitterness, ‘when he saw one innocent man arrested, he thought no one who had been within a mile of the place was safe.’

‘Well,’ said Trainor, as he rose to go, ‘it’s because Mr. Leamington was nearer than a mile that we cannot afford to lose any chance of a further clue.’

‘I know,’ she admitted, ‘I know how black it must appear against him…to others…’

Trainor did not contradict her. The case certainly did appear black against Alan Leamington. He himself would have been the last to deny it.



18. Things That Miller Forgot
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To facilitate his work, Inspector Trainor had taken up his headquarters at Flat 2. Leading from the passage were three small rooms, one of which was occupied by Miller, the other two being empty. Louba had no guest-room. His own big bedroom, running from the front to the back of the house, could be divided by folding doors if necessary, and in the second half there was a folding bed which had the appearance of a wardrobe.

Trainor had one of the rooms made habitable and spent two nights in the house of death, measuring, examining, calculating, reconstructing. He had gone over every inch of the carpet with a magnifying glass, and wherever there was the semblance of a fingerprint the mark was brought up and photographed.

On the Sunday afternoon following Alan’s arrest, he was sitting in Louba’s carved writing-chair, sorting and reading papers that had been found in the desk, when his assistant returned from police headquarters with a bundle of photographs which had been taken of the room and enlargements of such special articles as called for closer examination.

‘Did they find anything on the half-sheet of notepaper — the one with the letter P?’ was the first question he asked, as the officer put down the bundle on the table.

‘A moisture print, very faint, of a glove tip — here it is.’ He took out a photograph, and pointed. ‘The bottom left-hand corner. That is obviously a glove — and a leather glove, you can just detect the grain of it. He must have held down the paper with the left hand when he was writing.’

Trainor shook his head. ‘Of course, that is perfectly useless except to prove that the murderer wore gloves, and on a night like Saturday, it would be remarkable if he didn’t. Anything else?’

‘It looks as if the writer’s pen ran dry for a line or two,’ said the officer. ‘It was easy to trace because he pressed heavily, but the words written are indecipherable. The only two that look like words are “tun” or “tin”, and “mica”. They are very clear in the photograph, but the words that go on before, or follow, are impossible to read.’

The inspector examined the photographs in silence. ‘The paper may have been written on earlier in the day. I never thought to ask Miller that.’

He pressed a bell on the table and the man appeared.

‘No, sir, there was no sheet of notepaper on the desk that afternoon. Mr. Louba told me in the morning always to keep paper and envelopes in the bureau, and he complained that there was none there. I opened a new packet of stationery and filled the racks about half an hour before Mr. Louba returned from his club. Until Charlie came I was in and out of the library half a dozen times.’

‘Well, that disposes of P,’ he said. ‘Brass chest?’

The sergeant produced a second photograph and a third.

‘Fingerprints on the spring, Miller’s—’

‘Yes, that was very careless of me to let him touch it,’ interjected Trainor.

‘But elsewhere distinct fingerprints of another. Look.’

Trainor examined the photographs with keen interest.

‘That’s so. No gloves. But would they be Louba’s?’ He put the photographs aside. ‘We’ll see to that later. Candlesticks?’

The sergeant produced two more photographs.

‘No print except Mr, Hurley Brown’s — he found the weapon, I understand.’

Presently the inspector rose to his feet.

‘Sit down where I am, Sergeant,’ he said. ‘I have an idea that Louba was sitting when he was attacked, and that the person who struck him was sitting or standing near the bureau. Obviously the blow was an unexpected one.’

He stood by the little bureau.

‘Keep your head turned away — look at the fireplace. Can you see me?’

‘Well — I can just see your hand reaching for the candlestick. But I’m expecting it. No, sir, I can’t see you now.’ Inspector Trainor replaced the candlestick he had lifted from the table.

‘Louba wasn’t expecting the blow; it came from this side of the library.’ He opened the door of the diningroom. ‘From here, probably. Most men sit slightly sideways at a table; very few sit square. His face would be turned towards the fireplace. Keep in that position, Sergeant.’

The detective tiptoed across the carpet. Suddenly he dropped his hand on his subordinate’s shoulder, and the man started.

‘Didn’t hear me, eh? Let’s have Miller in.’

Miller entered the room almost before Trainer’s finger had left the bell-button.

‘Miller, was this door locked on the night of the murder?’

‘I don’t know, sir.’

‘From the kitchen and service lobby there are two doors into the diningroom. Were they locked?’

‘I don’t think so. But nobody could have got in that way unless they passed Dr. Warden.’

‘Or came through the staff entrance,’ said Trainor significantly. ‘For example, it was quite possible that you might have returned without anyone hearing you. That was the way you went out.’

Miller shifted and looked uneasy.

‘I didn’t come back — the second time I went out, I mean,’ he said resentfully. ‘I went to see my young lady.’

Trainor, who had returned to the chair at the writing-table, eyed him with a cold and speculative eye.

‘Who is this young lady — what’s her name and address?’

Miller hesitated.

‘Miss Mary Cardew, she works at one hundred and ninety-six Brierly Gardens,’ he said. ‘She’ll be very uncomfortable if she’s asked questions.’

‘You may be more uncomfortable if she doesn’t answer them to my satisfaction.’

Miss Cardew proved to be a very pretty girl of such obvious honesty that Trainor knew before he spoke to her — the interview took place in a neat kitchen in Brierly Gardens — that he would meet with no evasion here. She had been waiting for her fiance not a dozen yards from Braymore House. He had asked her to meet him at nine o’clock.

‘How long was he with you?’

‘Not more than a minute,’ said the girl. I was naturally annoyed at being kept waiting, but Mr. Miller was so upset that that didn’t last.’

‘Only a minute — you are sure?’

‘A minute or two — not longer. He was in a hurry to get back.’

The detective bit his lip. ‘When he came to you at nine o’clock was he upset or just usual?’

‘He was a bit upset. He told me that Mr. Louba was getting more and more trying to live with, and he asked me if I was ready to get married in a month. He’s bought a boardinghouse at Bath, and we were going to manage it between us.’

Trainor went back to Braymore House to test a new theory.

Again Miller was interrogated.

‘You were gone fifteen minutes; you were with Miss Cardew, at the most, five of those fifteen minutes. It would take you another three minutes to get to her and return. How do you account for the missing seven?’

‘I met the valet who lives on the first floor and had a talk with him.’

‘What did you talk about?’

‘About a gentleman we both knew.’

The answer was so vague that Trainor was prepared to find that the man was inventing. Again, however, he was confounded. The valet confirmed the story.

Miller had saved money in the fourteen years he had been with Louba. People who called to see the financier had tipped him heavily, and his salary had been a generous one. Without hesitation he produced his bank books, and Trainor examined them. There was a substantial balance, and no big sum had been paid in at any one time. The steady inflow of small sums was marked.

‘H’m!’ said Trainor when he had finished reading.

Miller’s anxious eyes never left Trainor’s all the time the examination was in progress, and when the last book came back to him he was visibly relieved.

‘They’ve arrested Mr. Leamington, sir?’ he said. Trainor nodded. ‘I don’t see how he could have done it, Mr. Trainor.’

‘He was in this room last night by his own admission,’ said Trainor, and the man’s eyebrows rose.

‘In here? How did he get in?’

‘Through the window; it was forced from the outside.’

Even as he spoke, the detective knew that the most careful scrutiny had failed to reveal any sign of forcing.

Miller shook his head vigorously.

‘It couldn’t be done,’ he said. ‘I told the sergeant last night, didn’t I?’ He appealed to the third man. ‘The windows were screwed — two hand screws that are fixed to the bottom sash.’

Trainor uttered an exclamation of impatience. ‘You didn’t tell me that, Sergeant. I saw the catch on the lower sash and that was easy to force.’

Miller led the way to the bedroom and, kneeling down, pointed to two small holes in the frame, one at each side. Trainor switched on a torch and played the light on to the frame. The holes were very small and might easily escape observation, especially as he had taken it for granted that the catch on the window was the only fastening.

‘I fixed them myself, just before Mr. Louba came in, as I always did,’ explained Miller. ‘At least, I always close the windows before he comes in, but I don’t put the screws in except before he comes in here at night, only that day I put them in earlier than usual — while he was having his bath, just before Charlie came in. It looked like being a foggy night, so I gave an extra turn, because those are the kind of nights that burglars get busy.’

A search of the room failed to reveal anything in the shape of screws, until Trainer pulled off the sheet that hid the crimson-stained bed. And there, in the middle of the silk bed cover were the screws.

‘They must have been under the body,’ said Trainor. ‘I wasn’t here when it was moved. Didn’t you see these, Sergeant?’

‘No, sir; the wires were short-circuited just before we took him away, and we had to do the work by candlelight.’

The inspector carried the screws to the other room and laid them on a sheet of writing-paper. They were very thin, little more than bodkins, and at one end was a brass thumbpiece.

‘We’ll get no prints from these,’ he said. ‘Did you wear gloves, Miller, when you went out last night?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Bring them to me.’

The gloves were of a coarse-grained leather.

‘It would be very difficult for anyone to locate the screws, except someone well acquainted with the details of the flat, wouldn’t it?’

‘Yes, they aren’t easy to see,’ admitted the other. ‘Mr. Louba used to forget. Some years ago there was a bit of trouble over them. Mr. Louba wanted to get someone out of the flat quickly, and I’d screwed the things so tightly that he couldn’t unfasten them. It was another such night as last night.’

‘A woman?’

‘Yes, sir, one of his friends called. I forget who it was exactly, and he wanted to get her out.’

Miller did not remember any particulars except that Louba had broken his skin turning the screws. The girl he had not seen. She was very young, and a very dear friend of Mr. Louba. She had her own key, and usually came when Miller was out; Louba used to let her out himself through the service passage.

‘She’s the only one I remember that he ever took trouble over. He used to get out all his silks and carvings for her to see. I always knew when she was coming, because he’d have this foreign junk lying about. I think she was interested in the East. That was the last time she ever came, to my knowledge — the night he couldn’t open the window. There was a big fuss because the alarm sounded, but Mr. Louba must have told her to go round the back of the house, because the porter never saw her.’

‘Did Mr. Louba have many lady friends?’

‘A few,’ replied Miller laconically.

Mr Trainor was handling the screws gingerly. ‘Would Charlie know about these?’ he asked.

‘Maybe. I have an idea that he’s been here before, and in my mind I’ve connected him with the story I’ve just told you. It’s funny I should do that, because I don’t remember him very well.’

‘The things you can’t remember would fill a good-sized bookshelf,’ said the irritated Trainor.
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Many millions that morning read with interest and pleasurable thrills the story of the Louba murder. One man read it, his face grey with fear, his hands shaking.

Mr. Charles Berry was an ill-favoured man of thirty-five. All that was written in his face was bad. The low forehead, the straight, heavy chin, the broad nose, told one story. Shaggy black brows that met above eyes that were a little too small for his broad face confirmed all that the other features hinted.

He sat huddled up in a small armchair on the top floor of Wilderbaun Temperance Hotel, biting aimlessly at his nails, a newspaper outspread before him.

‘Called “Charlie”,’ he muttered. Then, rising, he staggered across the room and kicked open a door. ‘Louba’s dead!’ he whispered huskily.

A woman was sitting by the window, her folded arms on the broad ledge. She was pretty in a faded way, in spite of the powder, which lay thick upon her face, and the exaggerated scarlet of her lips. She turned her deepset eyes upon the uncouth figure in the doorway.

‘You’re lying, I expect,’ she said. ‘If he’s dead, I hope he’s in hell.’

Bounding into the room, he gripped her arm, jerking her to her feet.

‘You hope that, do you?’ He blubbered his rage. Then he struck her across the face with his open hand, and she did not wince. ‘He’s our living, blast you! What are you going to do now, you ugly jade? They won’t pay you a thousand lei a week to sing at the Bojida — and a thousand lei are not worth five cents anyway.’

‘I’ll work,’ she said.

‘Like nothing you will! Look here — read that.’

He slammed the paper into her hand and stood glaring down at her as she read.

‘That’s you! Did you kill him?’ she asked.

Uttering a bestial cry he caught her by the throat and shook her until her eyes closed, and she lay heavy in his hands.

‘Ask me that again, you fool! Ask it again, and I’ll show what I’ll do. I’ll poison you. Charlie Berry hasn’t forgotten his old trade.’

‘I wish to goodness you’d given me a pound of any poison,’ she said, holding on to the footboard of the bed. ‘I don’t know how I’ve lived through all these years. And there’s no escape now that he’s dead.’

‘There’s no escape!’ he declared. ‘And no escape for me either. Didn’t I marry you? Didn’t I pick you up when you were dirt and make a respectable woman of you?’

‘I wish you hadn’t,’ she said, going back to her chair by the window.

He glowered at her. ‘Now’s your chance, if you want to earn your living,’ he sneered. ‘If you want to escape, go back and tell a certain person what you are and what you’ve been!’

‘You know that I can’t — you know that you’d die of fright if I did,’ she said with a shrug. ‘I’m bound to you. Nothing on earth can part us.’

He had picked up the paper and was reading again. ‘The police will be nosing for me all over London, and he had your letters which they’ll find.’ For a second a gleam of hope shone in the woman’s eyes. ‘He showed ’em to me,’ Berry went on. ‘Chucked ’em in my face. Said I hadn’t tamed you — laughed at me. I only got the money by begging for it. He said you’d got to go back to Turkey.’

‘I’ll not go,’ she said with some spirit. ‘You can kill me, but I’ll not go. If there was the spirit of a man in you, you wouldn’t send me back to that horror of a life.’

Charles Berry picked his teeth meditatively. Some of his courage was returning. ‘It’s lucky I got the money,’ he said.

‘But we’ll have to skip. Half the people in this hotel will recognise me.’

‘Where can we go?’

To Deptford. There’s a man there I know; he’ll let me have a couple of rooms. We ought to have gone direct — as I told you we were.’

‘When are you going?’ she asked suspiciously.

‘Now. The early trains to the north run up till eleven o’clock, and I told the old woman that I’d only be staying a couple of days. Pack that grip.’

He left her to struggle with their meagre belongings and went back to his newspaper. He wished he hadn’t. As he read again the brief details of the crime he grew ashen at the thought of his own peril.

His wife came into the room carrying a suitcase that was too heavy for her. She was dressed for going out, and over her face she wore a thick mesh veil.

A cab took them first to the Great Northern Station. From here he travelled by underground to Farringdon Street and changed again into a New Cross train. Little Kirk Street, in which his new lodgings were situated, had at one time been a very sedate thoroughfare, patronised by the middle class of the early nineteenth century. Now it was given over to the poor. As many as five families were huddled in these gaunt houses. The unpainted doors were almost invariably open night and day.

‘Here’s the place.’ Berry paused before the only door that was closed, and knocked. After some time it was opened, and an unshaven man in a tattered jacket stood squarely in the doorway.

‘Hello, Charlie. What have you been after?’

He had a newspaper in his hand and tapped it significantly with a grimy paw.

‘Let us in. I’ll tell you all about it,’ pleaded Berry, and the man stood aside reluctantly and let them pass.

‘You’ll have to stay in or out,’ he grumbled, ‘you and your woman. I can’t have any trouble.’

He took the suitcase from the girl’s aching hand, and she was grateful as she followed him up the stairs. There was only one room, but it was lofty, if dilapidated.

Berry left her alone while he conferred with his host, and she looked out on the sordid grime of the rubbish heaps without a pang. Istanbul at its worst was a paradise to this, but the ugliness of the Turkish capital made a blacker outlook, for it lay in the hearts of evil men.

She had ceased to be sorry for herself. She was twenty-seven. She felt a hundred sometimes. If — she was past the time of ‘ifs’. Presently she heard the footsteps of her husband on the stairs, and he came in and locked the door behind him. If his face had been grey that morning, it was white now. He was shaking in every limb, and the paper he held in his hand rustled noisily.

‘Who d’ye think is in charge of this case, Kate?’ In his terror he could treat her almost humanly.

‘The Louba murder?’

‘Oh, my lord, why did I come back to London?’ he moaned. ‘Why did I? I could have lived abroad and made a living. What did you bring me back for, you cursed dancing-girl, you cafe woman!’ he shrieked, and came at her with clawing hands.

Before the fury of the onslaught she shrank back, but he did not touch her. His hands fell to his sides and he stood there panting.

‘Who’s in charge of the case?’ she asked.

‘Hurley Brown — that’s who! Hurley Brown!’

For a moment she looked at him uncomprehendingly. Then, with a little sob, she put up her arms to cover her eyes. Only for a space she stood swaying, and then she fell to the floor and lay there, her face in the crook of her arm, crying.
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For a Londoner, Dr. Warden was an early riser. He had a large consulting practice, and he was a conscientious worker. He had finished his early breakfast and was skimming the news columns devoted to the murder. He was profoundly glad to observe that his name had not been introduced. The reporters had fastened on to the divisional surgeon, and although it would be necessary at the inquest that his evidence should be given, he was very grateful for the respite, for he did not like giving interviews to reporters.

When the maid announced the visitor, he was making some tests in his laboratory.

‘Show him in, Mary.’

It was Miller.

‘Good morning. Miller. This is a very bad business. I’m extremely sorry for you. I suppose you’re under suspicion. Everyone is in a case like this, so don’t be alarmed,’ he added, as he saw the consternation in the man’s face. ‘Is there any later news?’

‘No, sir, except that the police have traced this Charlie to a hotel, but he was gone when they arrived.’

‘I read that,’ said the doctor. ‘He’s believed to be in London still.’

‘Doctor,’ Miller hesitated. ‘Do you mind if I tell you something? Do you remember when I went out to see my young lady to put off the appointment?’

‘Yes,’ said the doctor. ‘You were gone a quarter of an hour. Time enough, had you so wished,’ he added jocularly, ‘to have mounted the fire escape.’

‘For pity’s sake don’t put that idea into their heads,’ said the man nervously.

Dr. Warden laughed. ‘I was only joking — perhaps a joke in questionable taste? Well, what of it?’

Miller drew a long breath. ‘Well, sir, do you know that the house was being watched?’

‘I hear that a man called Weldrake was seen there, a man nobody knows, and who can’t be found now,’ returned the doctor.

‘No, not him, sir. Somebody we do know.’

The doctor frowned. ‘Do you mean Mr. Leamington? Did you see him?’

‘No, sir, not Mr. Leamington, but the last gentleman in the world I expected to see — Mr. Hurley Brown.’

‘What!’

‘Mr. Hurley Brown. I saw him distinctly.’

‘But it’s impossible, Miller. Mr. Hurley Brown was dining at my club when I reached there, and I went straight back.’

‘I don’t care, sir,’ said the man doggedly. ‘It was Mister, or Captain, as they call him, Hurley Brown. He was standing inside the gate of Braymore House as I went out.’

‘Alone?’

‘Yes, sir. I was talking to the valet in the flat below — the man who came up about the blood dripping from the ceiling — and he said he saw a man who must have been Mr. Brown standing at the gate as Charlie came in. The valet got a better view of Charlie than I did.’

‘Why do the police call him “Charlie?”’

‘That’s what poor Mr. Louba called him in my hearing. “Come in Charlie,” he said. I told Inspector Trainor that. Brown stood watching Charlie go up the pavement to the back of the flats, according to the valet, and then he turned away again before the valet saw his face. And it’s my opinion, sir’ — Miller’s haggard face was twitching with excitement, as he produced his great theory—’it’s my opinion, sir, putting two and two together, that if anybody knows who really committed this murder, it’s Mr. Hurley Brown!’

Dr. Warden stared speechlessly at the man.

‘That’s what I think, Doctor — that Mr. Hurley Brown knows more about this murder—’

‘How dare you!’ thundered the doctor, his face red with anger. ‘How dare you breathe such a suspicion. Mr. Hurley Brown! A commissioner of police! It’s monstrous! You might as well accuse me — at least I was in the flat alone for a quarter of an hour. Mr. Brown indeed!’

‘I’m very sorry. Doctor,’ said the man humbly. ‘I didn’t mean any harm. Only he was there all yesterday looking for something. He had the place turned upside down.’

‘Of course he did. It’s his duty. Miller. What else could he do but turn the place upside down, as you describe it, in a search for clues?’

Miller hung his head, crestfallen.

Still Miller lingered, though it seemed that the business which brought him was at an end.

‘All sorts of people used to come to see Mr. Louba,’ he said.

‘Like who?’

‘Sir Harry Marshley for one, and Lady Marshley. And when I come to think it over, I’m certain that this man Charlie used to visit him a lot. I can’t exactly place him, but there was something very familiar about the way he walked.’

The doctor shot a swift glance at Miller.

‘I’ve an idea that there is something at the back of your mind that you want to tell me,’ he said. ‘I think you’d better tell me — or, better still, tell the police.’

But at the mention of the police, Miller’s nervousness became more apparent and, with a muttered apology for coming, he hurried off.
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The doctor returned to his tests, and when they were finished, he took off the white gown he wore and went down to his consulting-room. In the middle of the morning he had a phone message from Brown, and learned the latest developments.

He lunched that day at the club. Hurley Brown was not there, but he heard from one of the servants that Alan Leamington had been brought up before the Bow Street magistrate on a charge of murder, and had been remanded. His afternoon was free, and after lunch he drove to Edwards Square. His foot was on the step of 903 when the door opened, and Sir Harry Marshley came out; and on Sir Harry’s unpleasant face was a look of settled gloom.

‘Good morning. Doctor,’ he growled. ‘I hope you’ll be more successful in dealing with that young lady than I’ve been. Baser ingratitude I have never met!’

Dr. Warden knew the baronet slightly. At one time he had been a patient of his.

‘I wasn’t aware that Miss Martin had any particular reason for being grateful to you, Sir Harry,’ he said drily. ‘And I am curious to learn why you think she has been ungrateful.’

‘I asked her to keep my name out of the case, and she refused point-blank,’ said Sir Harry bitterly. ‘I said to her “for your mother’s sake.”’

‘I’m sure your consideration for her mother was appreciated,’ said the doctor. ‘What has happened to you, Marshley?’

The redfaced man shrugged. ‘I’m ruined,’ he said gloomily. ‘The police raided the place last night, and that would be bad enough in all circumstances; but when you consider, my dear boy, that the source of supply is dried up, you can understand just how I’m feeling.’

‘Louba ran you, did he?’

‘Of course he ran me,’ said the other, in disgust that such a question should be asked. ‘You don’t expect that I’ve got money to throw about on big houses and expensive staffs? My poor dear wife is in a terrible condition; she hasn’t stopped crying since last night. It’s an awful blow to me.’

He strutted out to the taxi that was waiting for him, and Dr. Warden knocked at the door. The girl who showed him in told him that Miss Martin was not seeing visitors, but the doctor sent in his name, and in a few minutes Beryl came in. She was looking tired and pale, but very calm.

‘I’ve told Mother everything,’ she said, ‘and if I’d only had the sense to tell her before, I could have saved myself many heartaches. You weren’t in court?’

‘No,’ said the doctor. ‘Were you?’

‘Yes,’ she answered. ‘It was only a formal hearing — evidence of arrest. Of course, Alan didn’t kill him, and the story he told was absolutely true.’

‘I am sure of that,’ said John Warden quickly. ‘I have come now…’ he hesitated before he went on, ‘to ask you if I can give you any assistance. Happily Alan has plenty of money for his defence, and I understand that he has retained Sir Carthew Barnet. But you?’

She smiled faintly.

‘We have money, Doctor, thank you, and it’s good of you to ask. If I have to pay those IOUs, which I think I’m morally bound to pay eventually, we shall, of course, be ruined; but for the moment there’s no danger that we shall suffer financially.’

‘Did Louba ever take you into his confidence? Did he ever tell you anything about his past life?’

‘Only once,’ she said after a moment’s thought. ‘I didn’t know him very well. A month ago I was almost a complete stranger to him.’

‘Did he ever speak about anybody we know?’

She looked at him quickly and nodded.

‘Yes, he said there was a man in London who hated him — the only man who’d ever got the better of him. Those were his very words. I don’t know all the details of the story, but I gather that Mr. Louba was a moneylender many years ago, and he was responsible for a boy getting into such serious trouble that he shot himself. The boy was a soldier and somebody in his regiment set to work and almost ruined Mr. Louba — had him turned off the island. I remember that, though he never told me what island it was.’

‘It was the island of Malta,’ said the doctor thoughtfully. ‘Did he mention the name of this man who hated him?’

She averted her eyes. ‘I’d rather not tell you that. Doctor,’ she said. ‘It wouldn’t be fair at this moment.’

‘Was it Hurley Brown?’ Her eyes came back to him. ‘I’m asking you this in the deepest confidence,’ he said. ‘And I assure you that I shall never repeat any word of what you say.’

‘It was Mr. Hurley Brown,’ she answered. ‘But it was many years ago — long before Mr. Brown entered the police service.’

‘He was in the Malaysian police service soon after the occurrence,’ corrected the doctor. ‘He gave that up and came back to England, intending to farm. Something happened, and he rejoined the police service, and eventually he was transferred to Scotland Yard to fill a vacancy.’

‘That’s all Mr. Louba told me,’ said the girl. ‘Except what pleasure it gave him to sit in the same clubroom with Mr. Hurley Brown, knowing, as he did, that Hurley Brown loathed him. Doctor, do you think there is any real danger of Alan being convicted?’

Dr. Warden pinched his long upper lip, and his grey eyes surveyed the girl kindly.

‘I do not think he’ll be convicted,’ he said. ‘There are so many factors to be considered. It has been proved now, to the satisfaction of the police, that it was impossible he could have opened the window into Louba’s bedroom from the outside. The only possible way it could have been opened was by cutting the glass, or by having a confederate in the flat. The glass wasn’t cut. The two thumbscrews which fastened the window were found under Louba’s body, so they must have been put there before Louba was laid on the bed. The screws weren’t forced, they were taken out deliberately by someone inside. Therefore, Alan’s story holds together; and there is the added advantage that he has made a very full and candid statement of the part he played. There is no doubt whatever that he found the window open. Louba would not have opened it himself, because it was a cold raw night. Alan’s story is true. He was, of course, a madman to make the attempt. I was afraid he might go into the flat — I saw him that night, you know.’

‘Who committed the murder, Doctor?’ asked Beryl quietly. Dr. Warden was silent. ‘Do you suspect somebody?’

‘I more than suspect,’ he answered.

He saw Hurley Brown for a few minutes that afternoon at the club, but there was little fresh to tell,

‘Trainor is satisfied that Leamington is innocent,’ said Brown. ‘No, I didn’t persuade him; he arrived at that conclusion without assistance. In fact he might have come earlier if I hadn’t been so prejudiced in Alan’s favour.’

‘Have you found your Charlie?’

Brown shook his head.

‘If the cursed fog hadn’t come down on me, I should have had him that night,’ he said.

Dr. Warden frowned.

‘So it is true what Miller says; you were trailing Charlie! Why?’

‘I’m not prepared to tell you that. Warden,’ said the other. ‘It’s perfectly true that I picked him up shortly after I left the club on Saturday afternoon. I saw him quite close at hand and recognised him as somebody—’He paused again.

‘Who?’ asked the doctor patiently.

‘I won’t tell you that. At any rate, I followed him, because I was anxious to learn where he was living. I saw him go into Braymore House, and I picked him up when he came out. But the fog beat me; I found myself following the wrong man, and since then he’s disappeared. What did Miller say?’

‘He recognised you,’ said the doctor, ‘and his suspicions were confirmed by the valet of the flat below. I think you’d better leave this purely detective work to your staff, Brown. It isn’t your job to trail villainy in the fog.’

Hurley Brown made no answer. It was not yet the moment to speak. He returned to his office to find Trainor waiting for him. The attitude of his subordinate had undergone an almost imperceptible change. There was something in Trainor’s manner which, if it did not annoy, certainly did not please him. Did the detective know that he had been in the vicinity of Braymore House on the night of the murder? It was a disturbing thought.

‘I’ve had a portable arc light put into the flat, sir,’ he reported. ‘I borrowed it from a studio. We’ve had no daylight since the murder, and the lights in the flat are useless.’

‘Have you found anything?’

‘A whole lot. There are bloodstains in the hall — just a few; but what is more remarkable is that the murderer left by the main hall door, not by the fire escape, or by the servants’ door. There’s a smear on the inside panel which I’m certain is blood. In the bathroom I found slight traces on a towel that had been used. This is very important. Miller, if he can be relied upon, put clean towels there after Louba had taken a bath that evening.

The first thing I looked for were the towels, but the only one I saw had certainly never been used. They were kept in a small cupboard and when we looked through it we found the used towel neatly folded and put away under half a dozen others. It was still wet.’

‘The case becomes more and more baffling,’ said Brown. ‘What of Miller?’

Here Trainor was emphatic.

‘Miller may well be in it. My own theory is that the murder was committed between seven and nine. Dr. Warden says that there was a sudden silence which was so abrupt that he couldn’t help noticing. He was reading in the hall, and the silence made him look up and listen. After that he heard no further sound of voices. He didn’t hear Charlie leave the flat. What is more likely than that Charlie went out by the fire escape? If he’d left that way, and Louba was alive, the window would be shut by Louba, who had a fear of chills. If Louba were dead, and Charlie and a confederate were the murderers, then obviously they would be in so great a hurry that they left the window open, and in any circumstances Charlie couldn’t have fastened the window behind him.’

‘But Miller could, if he were the confederate,’ said the other quickly.

‘But he didn’t! That’s the odd thing. Miller could have been in the murder easily. He could have gone out and seen this girl, returned, helped kill Louba, and let out his companion. But in that case—’

‘In that case he’d have left the window open in order to divert suspicion from himself,’ interrupted Brown. ‘It’s the very thing he would have done. There was somebody in the flat after the doctor left — that’s clear.’

‘Miller was there for ten minutes,’ said the police officer.

‘If you eliminate Miller and regard him as an innocent factor, you have still to explain the bloodstains in the hall, which obviously couldn’t have got there while the doctor was waiting, or while Miller was still in the flat. The smears on the panel have been wiped off by somebody — probably the murderer. It looks almost as though an attempt had been made to carry the body out of the front door. I think this must have happened between seven-thirty and eight. Miller has satisfactorily accounted for his movements from the moment he left the flat until ten-thirty, when he returned. Yet Miller is not wholly eliminated. The murder might have been committed in that ten minutes he was alone with Louba. There is a way into the library through the kitchen and the diningroom. All the other doors were locked, and the one that leads from Louba’s bedroom to the hall was bolted on the inside and never opened. There is one confusion of timing which could be cleared up. Did anybody see Charlie leave Braymore House?’

It was a challenge. Trainor was watching him closely, waiting for the answer, well knowing that Hurley Brown himself had seen Charlie depart. Miller had told him that.

‘Who should see him?’ he asked coolly. ‘Do you know anybody who did?’

Trainor considered for a moment.

‘No, sir,’ he replied.

At seven o’clock that night Trainor was standing with his back to the fire in his little office, going over and over the clues he had found; fitting together the pieces of the puzzle that had been set him for solution.

Hurley Brown had left Scotland Yard, leaving a message that he would be at his club if he was wanted. At six o’clock the detective had called up his chief to find that he had not yet arrived at his club.

Hurley Brown? Trainor frowned. It was quite understandable that Brown wanted to keep out of the case. It was patent, from the inquiries he had made, that Hurley Brown had his own private feud against Louba. But murder — that was impossible!

He sat down, took up a notebook and pencil, and once again set down everything connected with the case, every hypothesis already suggested, every likely and unlikely person who might by any reasoning or guesswork be held responsible for the crime.

Suddenly his pencil poised in mid-air.

Da Costa! What had Hurley Brown said about da Costa? — an old rival of Louba’s; and living in the flat above him. It certainly was convenient for him that he happened to be away at the time of the murder.

Was he away?

There was no reason for supposing he was not, excepting — who rang that elevator-bell on the occasion of Dr. Warden’s second visit to the flat on the night of Louba’s death?
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An inconspicuous little figure, he waited his opportunity; then, when the hall porter was out of sight, and the floor of the elevator disappeared in its ascent, he slipped in out of the murky daylight, and ran up the stairs.

Though it was morning, the lights were on; but they were low-powered, and it was gloomy and full of shadows on the stairs.

He reached da Costa’s flat without being observed, and rang the bell. His ear to the door, he listened intently; he took a sealed envelope out of his pocket, slipping it underneath the door, as though afraid it might be overlooked in the letterbox.

After waiting some time, as if in anticipation of an immediate answer, he went lightly down the stairs again, and emerged into the street, where his small figure soon passed out of sight.

He returned at dusk, using the same precautions against being observed, and again made his way to da Costa’s flat, where he rang. There being no reply, he slipped another letter under the door, and waited. Still there was nothing but silence from within.

He took out of his pocket a flat tin of sardines, which he pushed through the letterbox; after it he thrust bread, butter and cheese, made into flat packets small enough to go through the letter-slit; then he ran down the stairs again, and disappeared like a shadow when the porter’s back was turned.

He went early the next morning, the gloomy weather favouring him, although he was adept at remaining unobserved if he particularly wished to do so. Coming out, this time by way of the servants’ entrance, he met Miller, who was returning from Dr. Warden’s. Occupied with the inauspicious fashion in which his suggestion regarding Hurley Brown had been received. Miller paid no attention to the little man who slipped unobtrusively by if him in the gloomy doorway.

Weldrake took a bus to a corner near to Sir Harry Marshley’s home, and went to call on Sir Harry. He had a little difficulty in seeing him, and was not admitted until he had sent word that his business was connected with present circumstances.

‘What the devil do you mean?’ demanded Sir Harry as he entered the room where the little man waited. Fresh from his unprofitable interview with Beryl Martin, harassed by the position in which he found himself, Marshley was in anything but a good temper. ‘Present circumstances? What circumstances?’

‘Emil Louba’s death,’ returned the little man mildly.

‘Well, what’s it got to do with me?’

‘I thought it would be a considerable loss to you,’ remarked Weldrake.

‘Confound that young woman!’ exclaimed Sir Harry unchivalrously. ‘Has she blazoned my name abroad already? Why couldn’t she keep that young man of hers in order? — then Louba wouldn’t have been murdered, and I shouldn’t have been—’He stopped his tirade. ‘Well, what do you want?’ he asked.

‘I was wondering if you weren’t sorry that you refused Mr. da Costa the other night?’

‘If I wasn’t what?’

‘Yes. Didn’t he come here to offer to finance you in place of Louba?’

Sir Harry glared at him: the little man blinked amiably.

‘Who says he came?’ he demanded at last.

‘I saw him.’

‘When?’

‘The night Louba was killed.’

A lot of people came here that night. What d’you mean by saying he made an offer to me?’

‘I saw him talking to you. It was in that little room looking on to the drive, and I saw you both through the window. He’s been taking over a lot of Louba’s interests, so…I guessed that was what he wanted with you.’

‘Oh, you saw us through the window, did you? And what were you doing there at all?’

‘Just wandering around.’

‘Oh, you were, were you? Do you usually wander around looking in at other people’s windows?’

‘If they’re connected with Louba. I was very interested in Louba,’ replied Weldrake agreeably.

‘Well, I’m hanged!’

Sir Harry stuck his hands in his pockets, and with his feet wide apart, gazed at his visitor in something approaching stupefaction.

‘Of course, it was perhaps quite natural that you should have treated da Costa as you did,’ went on Weldrake. ‘Probably he wasn’t very tactful, and, of course, he was a stranger to you: I could see you were very angry. Still—’

‘Has da Costa, if that’s his name, sent you to me?’

‘Oh, no, no!’ cried the little man hastily. ‘I’ve come entirely en my own initiative.’

‘What about?’ asked Sir Harry bluntly.

‘Well, I thought that now Louba is dead and you find yourself in need of fresh backing, you might like to reconsider your answer to da Costa.’

Sir Harry glared again, but refrained his indignation. After all, he was in need of a backer, and if this fellow da Costa was able to replace Louba, he certainly regretted his treatment of him.

‘And what if I do?’ he asked.

‘In that case, as some apology for threatening to throw him out of the window for his insolence — I could hear you say that, because you raised your voice,’ he explained pleasantly, ‘I thought you might be willing to do him a service.’

‘What kind of a service?’ asked Sir Harry suspiciously.

‘I was thinking…that if he needed a hiding-place…’

‘A hiding-place!’ Sir Harry paused with his mouth wide open. ‘Good heavens! It was after he came to see me and told me I should soon be without Louba’s support that Louba was killed!’

‘Or do you think it was before?’

‘Whichever it was, he made the offer knowing that Louba could no longer—’

‘Be of service to you. Wasn’t it thoughtful of him to see that you didn’t suffer?’

‘Do you know for a fact that he had anything to do with the murder?’

‘Oh, no, indeed! But long ago he was unfriendly with Louba, and I just thought it might be awkward for him if he couldn’t prove where he was at the time of the murder. But if you cared to say he was with you, that would make him very grateful. I feel sure he would be willing to overlook any brusqueness in your manner…when you threatened to kick him out of the window.’

‘And you say he wants a hiding-place?’

‘Oh, no, indeed.’

‘You’ve seen him, though?’

‘No, indeed. I’ve pushed letters under his door, but I can’t say whether he’s received them.’

‘You know where he lives?’

‘Yes, he is supposed to be away — perhaps he is. Only it occurred to me that if he were not away, he might fear to be suspected, and be glad to come here for a day or so until he can get away.’

‘Are the police looking for him?’

‘Not that I know of.’

‘And what’s your part in it all?’ queried Sir Harry.

‘Just that of a looker-on. I thought that if I could tell him there was a fresh place waiting for him, in case he wanted it, he might answer my letters and be pleased to accept your hospitality.’

‘Why not yours?’ asked Sir Harry rudely.

‘The police are watching my flat. I’m staying at a boardinghouse at Finsbury Park.’

‘The police want you, do they?’

‘Not because I’ve done anything really wrong,’ the little man hastened to assure him. ‘But I offered to shelter young Mr. Leamington, as I was afraid they’d arrest him.’

Sir Harry grunted, and stared at him hard. ‘You’re very good, wanting to assist everybody,’ he sneered.

‘I’m always willing to be of service,’ said Weldrake modestly.

There was silence, whilst Sir Harry marched up and down the room. His visitor sat on the edge of his chair, his feet and knees placed neatly together, his air one of infinite patience and calm content.

‘Who is da Costa?’ asked Sir Harry, at length.

‘He has been many things: you may suppose him another Louba, with the worst wickedness left out.’

‘Is he rich?’

‘He has ups and downs like most men who…er…lead adventurous lives. At present, I believe he is in good fortune. There is no reason why he should have offered to finance you, if he couldn’t do it.’

There followed another silence. ‘Possibly he doesn’t want to come here,’ observed Weldrake.

‘That was only my own idea. I think he might get straight out of the flat and away, if he would. Of course, he mayn’t be there.

But in certain positions you want all the support you can get, and I was thinking that, just in the event of his being questioned, if you could say he was here at the time the murder was committed…and perhaps had stayed here since…he’d certainly be grateful.’

‘No doubt.’

‘Supposing he does happen to be at home, and decides I am a friend, could I tell him that you agree to this?’

Sir Harry had made up his mind. ‘Until I know whether he’s guilty or innocent of this terrible crime,’ he replied unctuously, ‘of course I cannot think of associating myself with him in any way. But if I am convinced of his innocence…’

‘I’m sure he’ll convince you,’ murmured the little man.

‘Then, naturally, I shall be only too anxious to do what I can for a man in an awkward position. And in any case, perhaps I did treat him discourteously when he came to see me…’

‘Oh, quite, quite!’ agreed Weldrake. ‘He’ll understand perfectly.’

He rose. ‘Thank you very much. Sir Harry, I needn’t keep you any longer.’

‘And — er — when…what are you going to do now?’

‘See if I cannot persuade him I am a friend, and then assure him that any assistance he may require, and which it is in your power to supply, you will be pleased to do so, and that you distinctly remember he was with you at the time of the murder, so far as we can guess.’

‘Always providing he is innocent,’ added Sir Harry.

‘Oh, of course. He must assure you of his innocence,’ rejoined Weldrake. ‘I’m sure there will be no difficulty over that. Good day.’

The little man bowed himself out and trotted down the road with the gait of a man who had brought his business to a satisfactory conclusion.
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Trainor decided to follow up the suggestion thrown out by Hurley Brown, though he had little faith in it. Neither did he believe that Brown himself suspected da Costa, for he had not once referred to him since that first brief mention of his name.

It was certainly a coincidence that da Costa was a past rival and a present neighbour of Louba’s but, for all that was known to the contrary, they might well have made up their differences long ago. Such as they were not particular whom they associated with, providing it suited their plans. If they had quarrelled in the past, it was equally probable that self-interest had brought them together since, so that there was nothing sinister in their proximity to each other: and if there had been, would not Louba have been the first to suspect and take warning?

There was also no doubt at Braymore House that da Costa was away from home, and that he had gone away some time before the day of the murder.

Still, da Costa definitely eliminated from the list of suspects narrowed the circle if it did nothing else.

He went straight from his office to Flat 2.

‘Sergeant, I haven’t got a search-warrant,’ he informed his assistant, ‘but we won’t stand on ceremony. I want to get into the flat above.’

‘How do we get in, sir?’

‘Mr. Hurley Brown said the flat was empty. Don’t know whether there’s a passkey, but as it’s late, we’ll try the windows,’

They went out on to the fire escape, and ascended to the next landing.

The curtains of da Costa’s windows were closely drawn, and the windows could not be opened. Pressing his face against the glass of one of them and squinting upwards, where the ray from his torch shone, the sergeant declared that there was a bolt securing it.

‘We’ll go up the stairs.’ said Trainor. ‘I believe I can manage that lock on the flat door.’

They descended to Flat 2, and passed through. As they came out of the door, the sound of the lift-attendant’s voice came from above them.

‘Hi — hi, sir! Do you want anybody?’

Following upon it came the sound of light running footsteps, and as Trainor stationed himself at the bottom of the next flight, Weldrake ran into his arms.

He leapt aside and would have continued his headlong course, had not Trainor held him firmly.

‘Don’t go,’ he said. ‘We should like to say good evening before you go.’

‘Really, I’m in a hurry,’ declared the little man.

‘I should be sorry to detain you…Mr. da Costa.’ Yet he spoke the name uncertainly. It was hard to believe this was such a man as da Costa,

‘Indeed, you’ve made a mistake, sir,’ said Weldrake eagerly. ‘I assure you I am not Mr. da Costa. I beg you not to keep me. I — I have a train to catch.’

As he spoke, the elevator came to a standstill.

‘Who is this?’ asked Trainor of the attendant.

‘I don’t know, sir. I called out to him, because I’ve seen him two or three times slipping up and down, and he never uses the lift and slips by so quickly…rather odd, it seemed to me.’

‘It isn’t Mr. da Costa?’

‘Oh, no, sir! He’s a big man, with black eyes and a high colour. Foreign-looking.’

‘Ever seen this gentleman with him?’

‘No. Never seen him before to my knowledge, except just the last day or two.’

Trainor turned to Weldrake. ‘I must ask you to come inside for a minute or two. I am in charge of the Louba case, and I am interested in all callers at Braymore House.’

‘I’m not a caller, I assure you! It’s quite a mistake. It’s such a dark and misty night, and I mistook the building for another.

‘Mistook it several times, then,’ remarked the lift attendant.

The little man looked at the stairs leading to the street as though contemplating a flying leap down them, but his arm was held securely, and three pairs of watchful eyes were on him. ‘Very well,’ he said, going towards the door of the flat. ‘But-you are quite mistaken.’

When they stood in the library: ‘Is your name by any chance Weldrake?’ inquired Trainor, with more warmth and hope in his tone than when he had guessed his name before.

‘Yes…yes, it is,’ admitted the little man, ‘But you know there’s really no reason why you should want me. I did nothing but offer shelter to a young man…I thought unjustly accused, and in danger of a terrible death.’

From the beginning he had held one of his arms awkwardly, and endeavoured to evade observation with it, but now it was quite clear that under his overcoat he held an ungainly object of some sort. Trainor took no notice of it for the moment.

‘Oh, so that was why you went to see Miss Martin, was it?’

‘He wasn’t arrested at that time, you must remember.’

‘No. Why did you run away when we did arrest him?’

‘What further use could I be?’

‘Was it because you knew I was anxious to hear why you were outside the building on the night of the murder?’

‘I was only looking on. I assure you I harmed nobody, and I had nothing to do with the murder.’

‘Lookers-on see most of the game. You can possibly give us some very valuable information.’

‘No, indeed,’ declared Weldrake hastily,

‘For instance,’ said Trainor, ‘what are you hiding under your arm?’

The man’s thin sensitive face deepened to a troubled pink: he was obviously distressed.

‘I’m not hiding it,’ he protested. ‘I’m carrying it there…so I shan’t lose it.’

‘Something valuable?’

‘No, not very valuable. But it’s not very well wrapped up.’

‘May I see it?’

‘I’d rather you didn’t.’

‘Where did you get it from?’

‘I — I bought it…before I came here.’

‘And it’s not very well wrapped up? We will find you some paper and string so that you can carry it more easily — Miller!’

‘Oh, don’t trouble,’ implored Weldrake. ‘I can really carry it quite easily tied up as it is.’ He made a step to the door. ‘If you want to question me about that night — though I have nothing at all to tell you — I’ll come tomorrow morning: or I’ll tell you where I’m staying and you can come to me.’

His feverish desire to be gone would have been plain to the dullest.

‘Mr. Weldrake, I must trouble you for that parcel,’ said Trainer, in a tone not to be ignored.

There was a pause, the little man’s face pathetic in its crestfallen distress.

Slowly he pushed his coat aside, and drew out a bulky newspaper parcel. Still more slowly he handed it over.

Trainor unwrapped it, and gazed a little nonplussed at the gaudy beaded casket he uncovered.

‘Call Miller,’ he said.

He was doubtful whether this thing could have been amongst the curios in the brass chest, not alone because it had no artistic value, but because, if one article alone had been stolen, it would surely be one of greater value than the others.

‘Have you seen this before, Miller?’ he inquired when the man entered.

‘Yes, I have, sir! I remember it quite well,’ responded Miller instantly. ‘It never stood about anywhere — it was always in the chest, but I’ve seen it more than once, and I couldn’t mistake it. It’s such an odd thing, especially for Mr. Louba to have.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me this was missing, then, if you’re sure it was always in the chest?’

The man looked uncomfortable. ‘I didn’t think of it till I set eyes on it again,’ he replied, rather sulkily.

‘But you’ve no doubt now?’

‘No. I’m positive that used to be in the brass chest.’

‘Can you say how long ago?’ interposed Weldrake. ‘Mr. Louba sold it a good while ago. I bought it tonight at a secondhand curio shop.’

‘Where?’

‘In Wardour Street.’

‘We can go to all the shops in Wardour Street,’ advised Trainor, and Weldrake glanced aside troublously.

‘You don’t remember where you last saw it, Miller?’ asked Trainor.

‘No, sir. I don’t.’ He was looking intently at Weldrake, and gradually his eyes widened. ‘But I can tell you where I last saw this little man,’ he said.

‘Oh! You’ve seen him before?’ exclaimed Trainor, and Weldrake’s expression confirmed Miller’s statement.

‘Yes. I saw him on the Wednesday before Mr. Louba was murdered. He followed me into a public-house, me and…me and a friend,’ he went on hastily, his hands twitching, as he saw the pit into which he had almost precipitated himself. ‘He sat down at our table and talked very odd…very odd indeed.’

‘About what?’

‘Da Costa, And something about waiting twenty years. But she wasn’t very clear. To tell you the truth, I thought he was a bit dotty, the way he was talking,’ confessed Miller.

‘What was he waiting twenty years for?’

‘Well, I took it to get back on Louba, but I won’t say he said so. That’s only what I thought he meant by talking about waiting twenty years.’

‘Is that all you can remember?’

Miller was sore at the number of times his memory had received unfavourable comment. ‘That’s all there was to remember,’ he rejoined. ‘He only spoke half a dozen words to us, because we didn’t know him, and weren’t interested.’

Trainor turned his gaze on Weldrake. ‘Anything to say?’ he queried.

‘I only meant to say that a bad man like Louba would be bound to come to a violent end,’ explained Weldrake.

‘And you were waiting for it?’

‘Yes. Just waiting, you know.’

‘I see.’

Trainor studied him in vain: there was nothing to be seen but a gentle, perturbed little man anxious to go.

‘When did you last see da Costa?’ he inquired.

‘Oh…before he went away.’

‘Have you been up to his flat now?’

‘Yes. I thought he might have come back. But he hasn’t.’

‘Why were you going to see him?’

‘I…wondered if he might like to buy this casket.’

‘Where did you get it from? Did you get it out of this room?’

‘I did not. I give you my word I’ve never been in this room in my life before.’

Trainor eyed him with a baffled air.

‘Well,’ he said. ‘I hope for your sake you can prove that!’
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It was the next morning that Dr. Warden called at Flat 2 to have a word with Trainor. He was anxious to know if Miller had repeated to the detective his theory regarding Hurley Brown, and what significance Trainor put on it. He had every faith in Brown himself, but he knew that his action in trailing the man called Charlie looked peculiar in face of his refusal to explain his motives, or even admit to his subordinate that he had done so.

The doctor found Trainor just on the point of going up to da Costa’s flat.

‘I was going last night, but I had a little interruption, so I contented myself with putting a watch on both exits,’ he explained. ‘Not that I think anyone’s there now, but I want to know if my little man has been living there, which appears probable.’

‘What little man is this? The missing one?’ asked Warden.

‘Yes.’ Trainor related what had happened. ‘I suppose you never saw or heard Louba speak of a casket like this, did you?’ he asked, when he concluded.

‘Can’t remember. But surely it would be a very strange thing for a man to avoid your visits to his own flat by coming to live right on top of you, wouldn’t it?’

‘Well, it would, but he’s a curious little fellow altogether. There might still be something he wants here: we don’t know. Couldn’t get anything more out of him last night, excepting that he bought the thing in a shop in Wardour Street?’

‘May I come up with you?’

‘Yes, come along, Doctor. We’ll see what we can find I’ve inquired, and I find that there’s no passkey, so I shall have to force the lock’

Leaving his assistant to see that no one descended by way of the fire escape, Trainor led the way upstairs and rang the bell of da Costa’s flat. There was no reply, nor any sound from within.

It did not take long to force the lock and the latch but, when they pressed against the door, it gave only a little at the top corner.

‘Bolted!’ ejaculated Trainor. ‘Bolted inside!’

In some excitement, they descended the stairs and went through Louba’s fiat, dispatching the sergeant to guard da Costa’s door. Mounting to the next landing, Trainor smashed the glass of one of the windows and pulled back the small bolt which secured it.

After admitting the sergeant by the main door, and stationing him within sight of the door and of one of the windows from which the escape could be reached, Trainor requested Dr. Warden to remain in the diningroom, which they had entered by the broken window. He himself began a search which promised to be short.

‘For I can’t have far to look,’ he commented ‘So get ready for a dash All entrances bolted on the inside speaks for itself. And see’ — he pointed to the table—’by the freshness of the crumbs, quite a recent meal.’

Quite plainly a single individual had, not long ago, had an untidy meal. Trainor put his hands round the coffeepot.

‘Not quite cold,’ he exclaimed, unable to keep the jubilation out of his voice. ‘Switch on all the lights.’

The day was dark enough to need it.

He passed into the bedroom, which was similarly situated to that in which Louba had been found.

‘Bed been slept in,’ he called out, and opened a large wardrobe carefully He looked under the bed.

Crossing over to the smaller bedrooms, he found no one there: he went into the tiny kitchen, where there were dirty plates, and an empty sardine tin. He came softly out, and the sergeant pointed to a large cupboard which might or might not have its inner space taken up by shelves. In any case, it seemed the last possible hiding-place. Trainor nodded, and they went forward to open it.

In the diningroom he had overlooked a wide, deep Chesterfield set against the wall in the darkest corner of the room. If he had known da Costa, he would still more certainly have overlooked it. Yet, notwithstanding his bulk, da Costa had squeezed himself beneath it. What is more, he had a hat clutched tightly under an arm. Though he had been too panic-stricken to think of withdrawing the bolt on the window before he concealed himself — thus making it appear a little less certain that the flat was occupied, he had remembered that haste in a hatless man without an overcoat on a winter’s day was ruinous for a fugitive.

If he escaped, he was desperately anxious to take a hat with him.

After gazing round the room for a while, the doctor turned toward the window, staring musingly out at the deepening fog.

Da Costa wasted no time. He wriggled out, gained his feet and, his eyes fixed on the doctor’s back, he put his hat on, pulling it down securely, then sprang for the window.

Dr. Warden gave a startled shout, reeled as da Costa pushed him aside, but recovered quickly enough to catch the end of the runaway’s coat, losing his hold and almost his balance, the next second, as he stumbled over the upturned corner of a rug da Costa had kicked up in his flight.

Trainor and his assistant responded instantly to the call, arriving in time to see da Costa disappearing through the window while the doctor, regaining his balance, was almost overturned as they came in collision with him in their dash for the window.

By the time they had disentangled themselves and got out of the window, da Costa had reached the lower landing and released the ladder, which he descended with astonishing agility.

The alarm rang, as they came to the windows of Flat 2, and Miller rushed out.

‘Get out of the way!’ roared Trainor, flinging him aside, straight into the sergeant’s path, who also thrust him aside, so that he lurched against Trainor again. ‘Confound you all!’ cried Trainor, as he gained the ladder and almost slid down it.

At the bottom he was clutched tightly by a breathless hall porter.

‘Let go, you ass!’ shouted Trainor, tearing himself free.

‘Beg pardon, but somebody’s rung the alarm,’ panted the man.

‘We didn’t hear!’ ejaculated Trainor, with bludgeon-like sarcasm, as he dashed to the gates.

They ran in different directions, the sergeant blew his whistle strenuously, but the fog was kind to fugitives.

Da Costa, passing a policeman when the sergeant’s whistle sounded, stood still to listen with great fortitude.

‘Seen anything? — anyone running?’ asked the policeman, as he prepared to respond to the call.

‘No. Not up that way.’

The policeman dashed on.

‘One would think this infernal weather was especially commissioned by the murderer and all his accomplices!’ declared Trainor angrily when he returned to the flat. ‘You saw him?’

‘No. I scarcely got a glimpse of him. I suppose it was stupid to stand with my back to the room, but I was guarding the window and it seemed natural to keep my eyes on it; and, of course I’d not the slightest notion he was in the room,’ returned Warden.

‘No, of course. If he’d been anywhere else, you’d have heard us shout a warning. If Miller hadn’t got in the way, we’d have caught him.’

‘I suppose the alarm fetched Miller out.’

‘Oh, yes: that was the trouble. We were all so anxious to catch him that we got in each other’s way.’

‘Did you see him?’

‘I saw his back — stout man, round, soft; no overcoat. He’d got a hat on too! To think he’s been here all the while!’

‘You think he’s the man? Yet how could he get into Louba’s place from the outside any more than anyone else when the window was closed?’

‘Don’t know,’ said Trainor shortly; but he was wondering if Miller had really impeded their chase of da Costa as innocently as he had seemed to have done: for the fact remained that, if the murderer had had an accomplice inside the flat, that accomplice could be no other than Miller.

Swallowing his chagrin, Trainor resumed his examination of the place, and one of the things he examined was the letterbox. There were no letters in it, but his fingertips did not encounter an entirely smooth surface when he ran them over the bottom to be sure no letter lay flat there. He brought his hands out with the fingers held together.

‘Crumbs!’ he said, dropping them into the palm of his hand.

‘He’s been getting food through the letterbox, you think?’ asked Dr. Warden.

‘Looks like it. But why the letterbox?’

Miller had entered by the window, and was looking about him curiously.

‘That little man knows about this,’ said Trainor. ‘At any rate, we’ve got him safe.’

‘Have you been down to see him this morning?’

‘No, I’m going now.’ He turned to Miller. ‘They’ve not come back?’

‘No, sir. They’ll never catch him on a day like this,’ answered Miller.

‘We might, if you hadn’t got in the way.’

‘Well, sir, and if I’d stayed indoors and never come out to stop whoever was using the escape, you’d have had something to say,’ protested Miller. ‘If it had been someone coming up from the bottom, I’d have caught him all right. How was I to know he was coming out of the very place you were in? Besides, I’d have gone after him then, only you both nearly threw me downstairs.’ He had a distinctly aggrieved air.

‘He’s quite right,’ said Dr. Warden.

‘I’m not blaming you. Miller,’ said Trainor. ‘Only it is exasperating to lose him in this way.’

‘Yes, it must be,’ agreed Miller, and looked about him again. ‘So this is where he’s been living all the time!’ he muttered.

‘Who?’ snapped Trainor.

‘Why, the murderer, of course,’ returned Miller, and the detective turned away with a disappointed look.

Dr. Warden was regarding Miller curiously.
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From his participation in the frustrated capture of da Costa, Dr. Warden went along to his club, where presently Hurley Brown joined him. Brown’s face was moody, his manner that of a man engrossed with anxious speculation. Warden attracted his attention, and he came over slowly.

‘I’m afraid you’ve had no luck,’ said Dr. Warden. ‘…In your self-imposed task.’

Hurley Brown made no reply: only his lips tightened a little.

‘Well, you’re not the only man who’s been defeated by the fog,’ the doctor went on consolingly. ‘Trainor is dancing with annoyance.’

‘Why?’ Brown looked up sharply.

‘I’ve been helping in a bit of housebreaking and how not to give chase. Trainer’s been in da Costa’s flat this morning, and someone — da Costa, he believes — escaped.’

‘And was it da Costa?’ asked Brown quickly.

‘I don’t know him.’

‘Was he anybody you knew?’

‘Certainly not that I am aware of,’ returned Warden, regarding him in some surprise.

Hurley Brown avoided his glance.

‘And he got away?’

‘Yes. Trainor hopes to get further information from a man he took last night.’

‘Took where?’

‘In Braymore House, coming down from the direction of da Costa’s flat and carrying something which they believe to have been taken out of the brass chest.’

‘I haven’t heard of this. Who’s the man?’

‘A man called Weldrake, a man Miss Martin and Leamington both saw outside the place on the night of the murder.’

‘Not Charlie?’

‘No, no.’

Brown pinched his lip.

‘Weldrake, did you say?’ he asked. ‘I once knew someone of that name a long time ago, but it can’t be the same. Trainer’s got a statement from him?’

‘Not very much. He’s gone down now to see what more he can get out of him.’

‘I’ll go down and see him.’

He was turning away when Warden spoke again. ‘This Weldrake you knew…I suppose he wasn’t acquainted with Louba?’

Brown looked somewhat startled, as though the thought had only just occurred to him.

‘Well, he was,’ he answered slowly. ‘It was really through Louba that I met him.’

‘And had he any cause to dislike Louba?’

‘He’d plenty of cause,’ replied Brown reluctantly.

There was a moment’s silence.

‘Could he possibly have done it, do you think?’ asked Warden.

‘No! It’s preposterous! If he’d been inclined to violence, he would certainly have done it at the time. Good heavens, no,’ be exclaimed, as memory of the little pathetic figure he had known came back to him. ‘He was lamblike.’

‘Then shall you say nothing about what motives he had?’

‘If it’s him, perhaps I’d better not recognise him,’ came the troubled reply. ‘…And yet I don’t know. That might only make trouble for us both. It’s very awkward.’ He brushed aside misgivings. ‘Oh, I’m sure they can’t suspect him, if it does happen to be the man I know. I don’t suppose for a moment it can be the same man, but if it is he’ll be able to explain everything satisfactorily.’

He left the club and went out into the yellow murk of the street, where the lights burned as though it were after eleven O’clock at night instead of that hour in the morning.

He arrived in time to find Trainer taking a statement from Weldrake, and one glance at the forlorn little man renewed his conviction of the absurdity of suspecting him of any participation in the crime. His uneasiness regarding his knowledge of Weldrake’s cause for enmity with Louba was dissipated by the little man’s instant recognition of him, doing away with any necessity for him to decide upon what degree of discretion to practise; and he was relieved. Trainor was not meeting with universal frankness in this inquiry, and he knew himself to be one of the culprits.

‘Captain Hurley Brown knows me,’ declared Weldrake. ‘He will tell you that I am a perfectly respectable person. You remember me, Captain?’

‘Certainly,’ said Brown, shaking hands with him, and turned to Trainor. ‘This is the father of a friend and brother officer of mine, who died several years ago.’

‘And you have met him since?’ inquired Trainor.

‘Oh, no,’ said Weldrake, ‘but I’ve not turned to crime since then.’

‘You know why we are detaining this gentleman?’ observed Trainor.

‘Yes,’ said Brown. ‘I’ve just seen Warden. But can you explain, Mr. Weldrake?’

‘I’ve given my word that I had no hand in the murder, and I don’t know who committed it,’ he replied.

‘You told us da Costa was away: yet we found him there this morning,’ said Trainor.

‘And did he tell you I knew he was there?’ queried Weldrake.

Trainor did not at once reply, and Brown saw his difficulty.

‘I think if you told Mr. Weldrake everything,’ he said, ‘he would be equally frank. I’m sure you’ve nothing to conceal, Mr. Weldrake, and in that case it is best to speak out.’

Trainor himself judged that the man might be loth to speak out of consideration for another.

‘Da Costa told us nothing,’ he said. ‘He got away. He’s still at large.’

Weldrake’s satisfaction was unconcealed. Even Brown beheld it with surprise.

‘Now will you tell us all you know?’ asked Trainor.

‘Yes, I will,’ responded the little man readily. ‘You know I offered to shelter Mr. Leamington, because, if he’d killed Louba, I didn’t think he deserved to hang for it. I knew that da Costa lived above Louba, and had quarrelled with him…years ago. I didn’t know, but just in case he had had a hand in it, I wanted to be of service if I could and so, as I couldn’t help Leamington any more, I went to da Costa’s flat. He didn’t open to me the first once or twice I went, though I left a letter each time, reminding him when we’d met; and I also left some food there, as I thought he might need it. Last night, he opened the door to me. He assured me he knew nothing at all about the murder, but as he’d pretended to be away when he wasn’t, he was afraid of being suspected, and hadn’t dared to go out. What he was most worried about was the casket, which he’d bought from Louba the very day of the murder, not very long, it couldn’t have been, before that man you’re looking for — Charlie — came. But Miller didn’t see him — he came down the escape, and Louba let him out that way, and fastened the window after him.’

‘That’s a good way to buy curios,’ remarked Trainor derisively.

‘He’d been seeing Louba that way often,’ said Weldrake. ‘He’d had private dealings with him, was taking over some of his business interests, and Louba didn’t want anyone to hear he was disposing of them.’

‘And was that tawdry bead thing one of the interests?’

‘No. It was something Louba didn’t know the value of, and da Costa had had difficulty in getting it without arousing Louba’s suspicions.’

‘And what is the value of that bead-and-glass affair?’

‘I don’t know. He didn’t tell me. He only asked me if I would take it away and keep it for him, as he was afraid it would look suspicious if it was found on him.’

‘And you wanted to help him because you thought it might be he who had murdered Louba?’

‘Yes,’ replied Weldrake, with a candour that slightly nonplussed his hearers.

‘You wanted Louba to be murdered?’

‘Yes.’

Trainor gasped. ‘Why?’ he managed to say.

‘Because he murdered my boy.’

‘Nobody who thoroughly knew Louba,’ interposed Hurley Brown, ‘could pretend to think that he got anything but his deserts.’

‘Perhaps not,’ assented Trainor, ‘but that’s a slightly different thing from hoping and wishing for it and helping it along.’

‘I never did anything to help it along,’ said Weldrake. ‘I just waited.’

‘And wished?’

‘Yes.’

‘What were you doing outside Braymore House that night?’

‘I often watched, especially since I knew da Costa lived above him. I also knew that Miss Martin had broken off her engagement with that young man, Mr. Leamington, on account of Louba, and I was outside the house that night when he went and examined the fire escape. That was the night before the murder. He went there again the next morning, and the porter sounded the fire bell. So I went early that night and waited a long time. It was then I spoke to Miss Martin.’

‘And what did you see?’

‘I saw Mr. Leamington go in and come out. And I saw you all there after the crime was discovered.’

‘You saw no one else enter?’

‘No one.’

‘You didn’t see that man Charlie get away?’

‘No.’

‘You yourself didn’t enter?

‘No.’

‘You live in London only a part of each year, we were informed at Balham. Where do you spend the rest of the year?’

‘Where Louba is,’ was the quiet answer. ‘I’m only in London when he is.’

‘What?’ exclaimed Brown. ‘You mean—’

‘Ever since my boy was murdered I’ve followed him about. I promised Robert I wouldn’t go home until he was avenged. So I followed Louba.’

‘Everywhere?’ cried Brown.

‘Almost everywhere. I never missed him for long.’

There were questions which Hurley Brown wanted to ask. Trainor waited for him to put them, but they were obviously questions he preferred to restrain, although it was plain he did not find it easy to do so. Trainor’s face darkened a little as he glanced at his superior; the gulf between them was not lessened.

‘So you’ve been following Louba about for years, waiting and wishing for him to be murdered, but you ask us to believe that you had no hand in it?’ asked Trainor.

‘Yes.’

‘And you don’t know where da Costa has gone?’

‘No, I don’t.’

‘This is the truth?’

‘I have told you the truth, indeed.’ He looked appealingly at Brown. ‘Will they let me go now?’ he asked. ‘I want to go home and rest. I couldn’t stay there before, but now Louba’s dead…’

‘It seems a pity you didn’t go before,’ commented Trainor grimly.

‘I felt I owed help to whoever had killed him.’

‘Because you wanted him dead and were grateful to anyone who had done it?’

‘Yes,’ said the little man.

Trainor looked at Brown.

Was the little man very simple or very subtle?
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About himself, his circumstances and his doings, Trainor found Weldrake communicative and exact. Inquiries refuted nothing, and it was after verifying several of his statements that the detective called upon Beryl Martin.

‘I’m not going to say anything about a certain reticence on your part, Miss Martin,’ he observed, ‘as I think I understand the reason for it, but I do hope that you’ll now deal candidly with me.’

‘What — what have I kept from you?’ stammered Beryl.

‘You didn’t tell me that Weldrake had offered to shelter Mr. Alan Leamington; that that was why you had his address.’

Beryl flushed. ‘No. Because…I know, of course, it’s punishable to shelter criminals or those wanted on suspicion, and I…you couldn’t expect me to wish to get him into trouble for having offered help to Mr. Leamington.’

‘No. But how can we find out the truth if nobody tells it to us? Did you know that this man regarded Louba as his son’s murderer, and has followed him about for years hoping to see him killed?’

‘No, indeed,’ exclaimed Beryl, startled. ‘…And yet…’

‘Yes, Miss Martin?’

‘Well, I do remember now that he talked wildly that night…I thought he was a little mad.’

‘And don’t you think he might be, on this point, at any rate? And that, if he’s mad, he might attempt and carry out a deed of which nobody would ordinarily judge him capable?’

‘Oh, do you think he killed Louba? You can’t!’

‘We don’t know who killed him. He was struck from behind and had no time to defend himself — we know that. Whether this man, even in his homicidal madness, could possibly drag Louba to his bed where we found him, is not easy to determine. Madmen have a strength of their own; or there was da Costa. He might have assisted and taken the casket he wanted as payment.’

‘Do you really suggest—’

‘Not at all. I’m only trying to convince you that even this man may be the guilty party, and in that case, concealing what you know of him would be a serious matter for Mr. Leamington, apart from any other point of view.’

‘It was only his offer to help Alan,’ she murmured guiltily.

‘Which in itself may be a clue. His desire for no one to suffer for the crime would be very natural if he himself was guilty. Now may I rely on you to tell me all you know, and trust to my discretion to get nobody into trouble except those who really deserve it?’

‘You may, Mr. Trainor,’ she replied earnestly.

‘Then tell me all you know of the man, please.’

‘On the night before Louba’s murder, he looked in at the window at Sir Harry Marshley’s house.’

‘Yes, he told me that.’

‘Then he met me outside Braymore House.’ She told him what she could remember of Weldrake’s conversation, both on that night and when he called upon her the following morning.

‘Since I pointed him out to you, when you arrested Alan, I’ve only seen him once, and that was yesterday morning. I saw him coming out of Sir Harry Marshley’s house.’

‘This man Weldrake?’

‘Yes.’

‘Was he a visitor there?’

‘I’ve never seen him. And, if so, why look through the window?’

‘Besides, he wouldn’t go openly where Louba was,’ mused Trainor. ‘He really came out of the house? He hadn’t merely made an inquiry at the door?’

‘He came out. I believe he’d seen Sir Harry, because he was standing at one of the windows and watched him go — Sir Harry watched this man, I mean, interestedly.’

‘And Weldrake?’

‘He looked very pleased.’

That was enough for Trainor. He went at once to see Sir Harry Marshley.

‘I suppose you’ve come about my poor friend Louba,’ said Sir Harry, flipping the detective’s card between his fingers. ‘Very sad — very sad. Great friend of mine. Great loss to me.’

Trainor had believed the last statement until Sir Harry said it, but now he attended warily.

‘We’re trying to find a little man who knew a great deal about Louba’s movements,’ he said, ‘and I understand he visited you yesterday morning.’

‘Visited me? What sort of a man?’

‘Called Weldrake.’

Sir Harry shook his head.

‘Never saw anyone of that name,’ he said. ‘Never saw anyone at all yesterday morning, as a matter of fact. Too upset.’

‘Upset?’

‘That young woman, Miss Martin, trying to bring my name into the case. Don’t talk about it. It annoys me, and my poor wife is prostrate. No,’ he went on, rubbing his hands over the fire, ‘you’ve been misinformed. What did you think he came for?’

‘I came to ask you. Sir Harry,’ returned Trainor.

‘Don’t know him,’ declared Sir Harry. ‘Tell you anything I knew. Who said he came to see me?’

‘He did.’ The misstatement failed, for it only put Sir Harry on his guard.

‘What do you say? Then he’s a confounded liar, sir! I don’t know the man: never saw him. What’s his object, eh? Thought you were looking for him too,’ he added wrathfully.

‘Well, we were, till last night.’

Sir Harry turned upon his visitor with an air of majestic outrage.

‘You mean to say you believe I know something about this matter, and you’ve come here to try to trap me into some imprudent statement?’ he demanded. ‘Confound your impudence, sir!’

Trainor put up his hand.

‘You’re far too hasty. Sir Harry,’ he admonished. ‘I have just come from Miss Martin, who concealed several things from me, first to shield Alan Leamington, next to avoid getting this man Weldrake into trouble: not because she herself had anything to do with the murder, but because she was so assured that they had not. It was quite possible that you, too, might have concealed anything you knew of this man out of pure good nature.’

‘Ah…well…um. There’s something in that,’ admitted Sir Harry, appeased. ‘But I don’t know anything about him. What did he say he came to see me about?’

‘As a matter of fact, he didn’t mention your name, Sir Harry. He refused to tell us he’d been to see a man called da Costa, until he knew we’d driven da Costa out of his retreat; and so, I repeat, it was just possible that you would practise the same consideration towards him.’

‘Very unpleasant methods you have, all the same,’ replied Sir Harry haughtily. ‘Did you say da Costa had been brought into this?’

‘Yes. Do you know him?’

‘I know his name. What had he to do with it?’

‘We don’t know,’ returned Trainor, rising. ‘We were clever enough to lose him this morning.’

‘And he’s at large, you mean?’

‘So far. Did you ever hear Louba speak of him? — ever hear him say anything about da Costa living so near to him?’

‘Never a word,’ replied Sir Harry. ‘You don’t think he’s the man who did it?’

Trainor shrugged his shoulders.

‘We’re getting tired of thinking,’ he said.

He left the house divided between distrust of Sir Harry Marshley’s denials, and the possibility of Beryl having mistaken the house from which Weldrake had emerged. He remembered the state of the weather, and how easy it would be to mistake the door from which he came, for Sir Harry’s house was only semidetached. He would first hear what Weldrake himself had to say about it.

It was now five o’clock in the evening, and the fog was thicker than ever. People passed like shadows.

Uncertain which way to turn, whether to cross over for a bus or make his way to the nearest underground station, he paused and looked about him for a moment.

A bulky figure went by, blurred in the mist, but the outline of the massive back caught his eye. It was a man without an overcoat. There were doubtless many without overcoats, even on such a day, but he was not running any risks. He followed quietly.

It was a big, stout man, of a soft, round fatness: not the kind to scorn warmth and comfort; not the kind to be out on a bitter cold, foggy day without an overcoat. Pressed back against the wall, Trainor watched the man halt before Sir Harry Marshley’s house, look up hesitatingly, then walk on. He dared not draw close enough to see more than the misty outline of him, but he kept that in view, and when he saw the man halt again, he slipped back quickly under the shadow of the wall, retreating before the returning figure. After a glance into the surrounding mist, the man passed within the wooden gates, and a moment later Trainor could see him blotting out the haze of light which came from behind the glass door.

He slipped inside the gates and hid amongst the rhododendron bushes which lay between the street wall and the edge of the drive, which curved round the front of the house and up one side of it to the garage at the back.

The man he watched did not wait for any answer to his ring at the bell, but after putting his hand up to the letterbox he made haste down the steps and out through the gates again.

Trainor followed him down the road to the first turning, and round to the back of Sir Harry Marshley’s house. Here was a stone-paved alley, upon which the backs of two rows of houses opened. He had now no doubt that he had found da Costa, but he was determined not to be too hasty this time, and it was as easy to remain unseen in the darkness and fog as it was for da Costa to feel perfectly safe from observation.

Outside one of the wooden doors were two shrubs in tubs, placed one at each side, and Trainor stood by one of these as he watched da Costa pace nervously back and forth.

In a few minutes a man’s figure came out of Sir Harry Marshley’s door, and stood there, peering about. Hesitatingly, da Costa approached, and halted: Sir Harry came the rest of the way, and they met.

Trainor watched them confer for only a few seconds before Sir Harry led his visitor hurriedly into the drive. Following after them past the lighted windows of the kitchens to the side of the house, he was in time to see them climb through the window of an unlighted room — the same, though he did not then know it, through which Weldrake had peered in at Beryl and Louba, and also at the previous meeting of da Costa and Sir Harry.

He went on down the drive to the front entrance, his blood tingling, feeling that at last he was on the way towards solving the mystery of Louba’s death.
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Even as he halted in the open gateway, considering how to obtain assistance without himself leaving the house, two tall schoolboys passed close by him, the badges on their caps making a faint glitter in the gloom.

‘Hallo, there!’ he said quickly, and they halted at once: then retraced their steps. He could see their faces as they bent towards him.

‘I want one of you to go to the other end of this drive, and out into the alleyway at the back, to let nobody pass out from this house without coming to tell me instantly; and I want the other to go straight on to the police-station — you know it? About five or seven minutes’ walk — and take this note.’ He was scribbling in his pocketbook as he spoke. ‘If you meet a policeman on the way, bring him back and don’t trouble to go to the station. Will you do this?’

They would. They accepted it rather as if it were part of their ordinary day’s work, separating to their individual tasks with quiet and dispatch.

Immensely relieved and pleased, Trainor waited among the rhododendron bushes, taking an occasional look at the window behind which Sir Harry entertained his guest; it was now lighted but the curtains were tightly drawn, and only the narrowest chink of light was visible.

In twelve minutes exactly the boy returned with two policemen, all three of them breathing hard, having come from the station at a quick pace.

Sir Harry, having arranged for da Costa to go down at once to his weekend bungalow at Shoreham, was consulting a timetable when Trainor rang the bell.

‘I’ll give you an overcoat and a few things in a suitcase,’ he said. ‘But I won’t risk bringing it downstairs, I’ll drop it out of the window to you. It will drop softly amongst the bushes near the wall.’

He lifted his head. There was the murmur of voices from outside the door.

‘No need to announce me, thank you,’ said Trainor, flinging open the door. ‘I’ll explain to Sir Harry why I’ve come back.’

‘I’m sorry, sir,’ said the maid. ‘This gentleman…wouldn’t allow me…I couldn’t stop him…’ She faltered to silence, looking with anxious eyes from her employer to the detective.

‘So anxious to see you, Mr. da Costa,’ said Trainor, and nodded to the maid. ‘Not your fault,’ he said, and closed the door on her.

Da Costa’s usually full florid face was haggard and sallow; the flesh on it shook with undisguised fear as he rose to face the detective. His coarse mouth opened and shut, but he was deprived of speech. For all his bulk, he was a pitiable object.

Sir Harry Marshley’s jaw dropped for a moment, but he recovered himself with a swiftness Trainor could not but admire.

‘Ah, Mr. Trainor, it’s providential you’ve come back!’ he exclaimed. ‘I was just going to send for you. This, I think, is the gentleman you require. He assures me he is innocent, and I entirely believe him; but of course, knowing you wanted him, I had no option but to give notice that he was here.’

‘Oh, of course not!’ mocked Trainor, not troubling to conceal his contempt. Looking at da Costa, he could almost pity him. ‘All the same,’ he said maliciously, ‘I don’t know whether to ask you to come to the station with us.’

‘What, I?’ gasped Sir Harry. ‘I assure you I had no idea—’

‘What do you say, Mr. da Costa?’ asked Trainor.

Da Costa’s reply was a forlorn dash for the window.

‘I’ve two men outside,’ cried Trainor, ‘watching each end of the drive.’

With something like a sob, da Costa dropped into a chair, wringing his hands.

‘I swear I didn’t do it! — I swear I know nothing about it!’ he declared.

‘Well, we’re only too anxious to hear all you have to tell us, Mr. da Costa,’ said Trainor. ‘Will you come along?’ He frowned at Sir Harry. ‘I really am afraid I must ask you to come too, Sir Harry. You’ll admit there are one or two things which require explanation.’

‘My dear man, I tell you I knew nothing until he turned up just now! He didn’t even send his name in. Until he was admitted I—’

‘I saw him drop a note through the letterbox and wait for you at the back,’ interrupted Trainor curtly. ‘I saw you bring him in by the window.’ He pointed to the railway guide. ‘You are now looking up a train for him.’

‘Oh, my idiotic good nature!’ groaned Sir Harry, looking as though he would have torn his hair but for the lack of it. ‘My good fellow, sit down and listen to what he has to say. You’ll see I know nothing about it — you can’t drag me off to the station!’

‘Well,’ said Trainor, seating himself. ‘Let me hear what you have to say first.’

‘I never heard of Mr. da Costa until he came to offer me financial assistance in place of Mr. Louba’s. I was naturally indignant at such an offer from a stranger, and I ordered him out. Then that little man came and asked me if I would shelter Mr. da Costa, supposing he needed a hiding-place. I said certainly not — well, certainly not unless I was entirely convinced of his innocence-Now tonight Mr. da Costa came and so convinced me that, although I meant to inform you in the event of—’

‘That is understood,’ broke in Trainer. ‘When did he offer you financial assistance?’

‘At the very time Louba was being murdered,’ exclaimed da Costa.

‘Do you know the time? We don’t.’

‘Well, on that evening. I was not near Braymore House from six o’clock until very late.’

‘Were you here all that time?’

‘No. If I had been I’d not have concealed myself. It was because I was alone all the evening, except for my interview with Sir Harry, that I was afraid.’

‘Why were you afraid?’

‘Because I’d pretended to be out of London, and because I’d quarrelled with Louba in the past, and had a flat immediately above his. You see, I was right to fear; you do suspect me.’

‘Why did you pretend to be away?’

‘I was taking over a lot of Louba’s interests, and I didn’t want him to know. That was why I offered to back Sir Harry, because I knew Louba could not do so for long.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because he was ruined, and making arrangements to get out of the country.’

‘Wouldn’t Louba have been glad to dispose of all he could to you?’

‘At a price — a big price. He has always overreached me.’

‘That is why you hated him?’

‘I never hated him enough to kill him.’

‘Have you ever threatened him?’

Da Costa looked about him distractedly. His boasts had come home to roost. ‘No more than he threatened me, and meant it less,’ he said at last. ‘If I ever threatened, it was just in the moment’s anger. I am not a violent man, and if I had meant bodily harm to Louba I shouldn’t have done it here; I should have done it years ago in rougher places we have been in.’

‘Are you the man of whom Weldrake had great hopes?’

He started.

‘That little man has not accused me?’ he asked in some excitement. ‘Why, years ago it was he who caused Louba’s place to be fired. If I used threats at that time, they were only on his account. He placed too great significance upon what I said. Others made threats at that time too: Captain Hurley Brown, for instance.’

‘Hurley Brown!’ Trainer’s mouth tightened. ‘Well, tell us what your connection with Weldrake has been.’

‘I had forgotten I ever met him until he dropped notes through my letterbox, and then some food; and I needed the food. Then he told me he believed Sir Harry Marshley might help me if I didn’t think I could get straight away, so I came here now, after you drove me out this morning.’

‘Where were you on the night of the murder?’

‘Just walking about. As I was supposed to be away, I could only come out in the evenings to buy my food for the next day and to take the air. I didn’t eat or buy anything anywhere where I was known, because of pretending to be out of Town.’

‘Where did you get the casket which you gave to Weldrake?’

Da Costa wiped the back of his neck with his handkerchief.

‘I bought it from Louba,’ he said, ‘but I had no proof, and that’s what made me afraid of being found with it.’

Trainor allowed a second or two to go by in silence.

‘You’re only making things worse by not telling the truth,’ he advised him. ‘You’ve just said it was to deceive Louba that you pretended to go away: now you ask us to believe you’ve been buying caskets from him.’

‘That was…that was before I pretended to go away.’

‘You told Weldrake it was on the day he was murdered.’

‘No! I never did. It was some weeks before.’

Trainor rose. ‘There’s no use in staying to tax your imagination,’ he said. ‘We’d better go.’

‘No! Only listen! I’ll tell you everything — everything!’ cried da Costa, and as he appeared to imagine that confession might save him from arrest, Trainor thought it well not to undeceive him.

‘Well, let it be everything,’ he said, sitting down again. ‘Nothing but the truth will serve you, believe me.’

‘Oh, that accursed murderer, whoever he was!’ exclaimed da Costa, clenching his plump hands. ‘…To bring this trouble on me! These terrible days and nights! I hope I see him hanged high!’

There was an air of sincerity about the outburst that impressed Trainor.

‘Had you any object in taking a flat above Louba’s?’ he asked.

‘Yes. I wanted to get that casket.’

‘To steal it?’

‘Well, I knew he wouldn’t sell it if he guessed I wanted it. He’d have guessed it was more than it appeared to be. So I did intend to take it from him. It wasn’t his. He himself stole it from another. But in the end he gave it to me. Yes, he did. This is the note I found in it.’

He took out of his pocket the mocking lines which Louba had written after his last interview with da Costa, and which he had enclosed in the concealed space in the casket.

‘Begin at the beginning,’ said Trainor.

‘Well, I admit I used to go into his flat whenever I got the chance. He never would have the windows open when he was in, and his man used to air the rooms while he was out. It was then I slipped in to search. Once Louba found me outside the window, and accused me of intending to enter. It was after that I pretended to go away. I could only stay a little while each time, and I had to leave things undisturbed, for though I knew Louba would never dare give me in charge, I didn’t want to put him on his guard. So it was some time before I found where he kept the casket. I had searched everywhere before I found out how to open the brass chest in the library. Then I saw a robe and other things of the kind on the top, and I had only just uncovered the things that lay beneath when I had to conceal myself from Miller, who came in to close the windows. I knew Louba would be in shortly, and I didn’t want to lose it at the last, so I closed the chest and was going, when Louba returned. I hid behind the curtains, but he found me there, and I dared him to send for the police, and told him that I did want something and would get it.’

He caught the look in Trainer’s eyes.

‘I never had any thought of violence!’ he declared. ‘Only now I was sure I had located it, I knew it would be simple to slip in and take it away, because I’d been in several times.’

‘Did you think Louba would take no precautions after that?’

‘Well, you see he didn’t,’ muttered da Costa, taking heart. ‘Instead, he made a gift of it to me. He evidently guessed that was what I wanted, and he wrote that note and put it under the false bottom, where he imagined I expected to find something of value.’

‘How long had Louba had it?’

‘Years. The man who stole it was pursued. He gave it to Louba to keep for him. He was murdered, and Louba kept it.’

‘And you mean you took all this trouble on the chance that Louba had not discovered the spring in the bottom? You have only to compare the depth of the outside with that of the inside to see that there must be a space or a very solid bottom.’

Reluctantly, painfully, da Costa delivered up his secret.

‘The false bottom is only a trick,’ he said, ‘to make thieves believe they are too late for its treasure. It is a solid gold casket, studded with jewels of immense value. The beads and glass ornaments conceal the tight kid covering which is stitched completely over it, inside and out, their rough surface hiding the carving and stones beneath.’

His attitude was one of utter dejection, as his voice died away.

‘So many after it,’ he lamented, ‘and I paying this for success!’

Sir Harry’s eyes were bulging. Trainor’s were very thoughtful.

‘You know we have the casket?’ he inquired.

‘I suppose so, if you have that man Weldrake,’ was the moody reply.

‘And when do you say you finally obtained it?’

‘The very next day after I’d discovered how to open the chest, the day Louba was murdered. It could not have been long before he came in, because Miller closed the window immediately I’d gone. I had to run to get out. I just let the lid of the chest drop, and I hadn’t even time to put the cover on the top again; and leaned out of my window to listen, because I’d left something out of the chest, and I wondered if Miller would suspect anyone had entered. So I heard him close the window, which meant that he expected Louba.’

‘And after that?’

‘I went out. I came back when you were chasing someone down the fire escape. I heard you talking and learned what had happened. Then I could see that if the murderer wasn’t caught, it would be taken as suspicious for me to have been concealed, as it were, in the flat above. I can see now that I ought to have explained. There was that note of Louba’s to prove he’d willingly allowed me to take the casket, only I…I…’

It was easy to understand the panic which had taken him. His boasts were much bigger than his bravery.

‘How did you get in and out whilst you were supposed to be in the South of France?’

‘It was easy to slip in and out by the servants’ entrance at night…until the murder. Then I didn’t dare.’

‘Well,’ said Sir Harry, in the pause that followed, ‘I think you can have no doubt of Mr. da Costa’s innocence, nor be surprised that I believed in it.’ He did not add that Mr. da Costa had not chosen to confide in him to the same convincing extent as he had been compelled to do in Trainor.

‘At least, I don’t think I need trouble you to accompany us, Sir Harry,’ said Trainor, as he got up. ‘Although we shall certainly want to refer to you about the exact time that Mr. da Costa saw you on that night.’

‘Certainly, certainly, anything I can do,’ he replied, with a slightly worried look at da Costa. If only he knew the exact hour of Louba’s death, it would be easy to preserve this possessor of fabulous caskets for future use.

‘And must I go with you?’ appealed da Costa, his flabby cheeks quivering again.

‘I’m afraid you must,’ replied Trainor, ‘but if you have spoken the truth, you need not fear further examination.’

‘I’ll lend you an overcoat,’ volunteered Sir Harry.

He thought it quite safe, from Trainer’s manner, to show friendliness to the prisoner. On the whole, he had got out of the business better than he might have done.

Trainor, indeed, was almost convinced of the truth, or substantial truth, of da Costa’s story. The man’s state of collapse, his very cowardice, bore out much of it: but it did not explain Louba’s death.

When, finally, he reached his own office, he had scarcely seated himself before the telephone bell rang. He picked up the receiver.

‘A call for you, sir, from R. Division.’

‘Put them through.’

There was a click and a voice spoke.

‘Is that the officer in charge of the Louba case?’

‘Yes,’ said Trainor quickly.

‘I am Inspector Welsh of R Division, and we have just picked up Charles Berry, the man you want to interview in connection with the Louba murder.’

‘Picked him up — where?’

‘On the towpath of Deptford Creek; he was shot dead; probably it’s a case of suicide, for we found—’

‘Yes?’ said Trainor, as the speaker paused.

‘We found in his pocket a full confession that he was the man who killed Emil Louba.’
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From Friday night until Tuesday morning the fog lay on London, an immovable yellow bank. It was perhaps a little thicker in the neighbourhood of Deptford than elsewhere, for the river is close at hand. It was weather which suited Mr. Berry admirably, for it offered an excuse to go out.

For the girl who shared his lot, that period was one of mental torture; and when at last he had persuaded his host that no danger would attend his going out, she was heartily glad.

Charles Berry wanted to be alone too. He wanted to be out of her sight. He hated her — he had always hated her, with her finicking ways and her superior attitude. Once, when he had been fond of her, she had treated him as dirt, and the memory of her scorn was never absent from his mind and was the spur to his hatred He had had ‘chances’ — he might have married that rich widow at Cintra — instead he was tied to a weakling who accepted his thrashings meekly and had no desire but to die. And now she was chained to him at a time when freedom was vital. He cursed her as he lurched and stumbled through the fog. Hurley Brown would have him — there would be false witnesses on the stand to swear away his life. He whimpered in an excess of self-pity at the thought. And all because he had taken this woman and given her his name. He followed two men and a hurrying little boy, as they turned from the road. He could see nothing. The fog choked and blinded him, but at least he was out of her company. He felt the road descending steeply, and he asked a man who was passing where it led to.

‘To the Creek towpath,’ was the startling answer.

‘What’s happened? I saw a lot of people going this way.’

‘A woman has drowned herself; they found a letter on the bank,’ was the reply. ‘The police are dragging the canal for her.’

Berry trembled and nearly turned back. But something urged him on, and presently he stood, one of a small group, about two police officers and a canal man. They were throwing long grappling-irons into the dark waters of the canal.

Fascinated, he watched. If his wife would only commit suicide!…But she wouldn’t have the pluck. And suppose — the idea dawned in a flash — suppose she, too, left a letter on the bank — a letter that would clear him of an charge Hurley Brown might bring against him.

His breath came more quickly as the idea took shape in his unbalanced brain. How could he persuade her to write the letter — that was the difficulty.

The police were dragging something limp and heavy to the bank, when he walked with unsteady feet to the house where he had left her. She heard his feet on the stairs and sighed wearily.

To her surprise, there was a sly smile on his face as he came into the room, and his manner was almost agreeable.

‘Kate, I’ve been strolling through Greenwich,’ he said, ‘and I’ve been thinking. If Hurley Brown catches me, he’ll fake all the evidence he wants to hang me. It doesn’t matter whether I committed the murder or not, he’s certain to get me good, and I’ll swing, and everything about you will come out.’

He spoke so lightheartedly of ‘swinging’ that she, to whom the man’s character was an open book, knew that he did not for one moment contemplate such a dire end to his evil life.

‘As I was crossing the bridge over the canal, the police were dragging for the body of a woman,’ he went on. ‘She fell into the water last night and was drowned.’

The girl shivered.

‘Lucky woman!’ she said, and for a moment his assumption of affability was difficult to maintain.

‘I daresay she is,’ he said mildly, choking back something that came to his lips. ‘But this is my idea. Suppose this woman was picked up, and when they searched the shore they found a written confession that she killed the old man? I’ve got a brain, eh, girl?’

‘They would know she couldn’t have committed the murder.’

‘Ah, but that’s where you’re wrong,’ said Berry sharply. ‘I’ve been making inquiries about the girl. She has been employed at Braymore House. How’s that for a coincidence, Kate?’

She looked at him, incredulously.

‘It’s hardly possible,’ she said. ‘How could you have made inquiries?’

His face puckered viciously, and mechanically his hand strolled to his belt.

‘You continue asking ml these questions, my girl, and you’ll know all about it,’ he snapped. But again he mastered his emotions. ‘I found that she was employed there — that’s enough for you’, he said. ‘It’s a chance sent down from heaven, Kate. With that confession they can never convict me, or the fellow they pinched on Sunday.’

‘Have they arrested somebody?’ she asked.

‘Never mind who they’ve arrested. I’m telling you this. What do you think of it as a scheme?’

‘It may be all right,’ said the woman indifferently.

‘My idea is to go down to the canal bank after the body is found and hand the paper to somebody and tell them to take it to the police. They wouldn’t know me in the fog.’

He left her to consider this scheme and went down to his landlord.

‘You’re not going out again, are you?’ asked the man in alarm. ‘You’re bound to be caught, Charlie. If you’d been alone, you might have had a chance, but having your wife with you makes it certain.’

‘That’s what I’ve been thinking,’ said Berry. He spoke a little breathlessly. Face to face with the scheme in its naked and appalling brutality, he was a little frightened. It only wanted Fred’s warning to nerve him. ‘She’s the danger. I’m sending her away to friends in the country.’

‘Where? I thought you had no friends,’ answered the man suspiciously.

‘She’s got a lot — high-class friends, too. I’ve been talking it over with her, and she thinks she ought to get away.’

‘When is she going?’

Charles Berry licked his dry lips. ‘She’ll go tonight,’ he said huskily, and went back to his room.

He stopped some time outside the door to compose himself for his task, and she wondered at the cause of his delay.

‘I’ve been talking it over with Fred downstairs,’ said Berry, as he shut the door behind him. ‘He thinks it’s a good scheme, Kate.’

He went to the mantelpiece and took down a packet of cheap notepaper, and sat down at the table. Presently he took a pen from his pocket and began to write, and she watched him curiously as, with many pauses to consider, he covered the sheet with his long, angular writing.

‘Listen to this,’ he said, and read.

‘“I confess that I am solely responsible for Emil Louisa’s death. I have been receiving money from him for years. A month ago he refused to pay me any more. On Saturday night I went to Braymore House and entered the flat by the servants’ entrance. I quarrelled with Louba and struck him on the head with a silver candlestick, and I got away by means of the fire escape. I declare that nobody else was responsible for his death but me. I am now at the end. May God forgive me!”

‘That last bit sounds well, doesn’t it, Kate?’ He leered at her, as she sat with closed eyes.

‘Poor soul!’ she said softly.

‘Poor soul!’ he sneered. ‘Ain’t I a poor soul too? Now copy that out.’

‘I?’ she said, staring at him.

‘You, of course. It’s a woman, ain’t it? It’s got to be in a woman’s handwriting.’

‘I won’t do it,’ she said. ‘Do your dirty work yourself.’

‘Are you going to copy that, Kate, or am I to make you sorry you were ever born? I know who you’re thinking about. You’re thinking about that policeman of yours.’

She made no answer, but reached out her hand and took the pen, copying the confession word by word. He waited till she had finished, folded up the paper he had written, and put it in his pocket to be destroyed at the first opportunity. ‘Now, wait a bit,’ he said. ‘After “God forgive me”, put “My husband knows nothing of this.”’

‘Has the woman got a husband, too?’ she asked.

‘All respectable women have,’ said Berry. ‘That’s why you’re respectable!’ He chuckled at his joke. ‘Go on! Write that: “My husband is not responsible, and I ask his forgiveness for the dreadful deed I am going to do.”’

She wrote, and he took it from her and read it carefully.

‘That’s fine.’ His voice shook as he patted her shoulder. ‘You trust old Charlie; he’ll see you through. Why, we’ll have you back in Turkey this time next week, if I have a bit of luck.’

He was out until the evening. At six o’clock, when she was drinking a cup of tea that she had brewed on the gas ring, he came in again.

‘Fog’s thick outside,’ he said, ‘but it’s not bad walking. You oughtn’t to be cooped up here all the time, Kate. Come for a stroll,’

She rose wearily and took down her coat from a nail on the wall and put it on. All that afternoon he had spent in making a tour of the neighbourhood. The man was in the last stage of panic, and to him any method, however dreadful, was justified if it but ensured his own safety.

He went downstairs to his host. ‘I’m taking the missus to the station,’ he said in a low voice. ‘You’d better not say goodbye to her because I promised her she should come back here.’

‘She likes the neighbourhood, doesn’t she?’ sneered the man in the jersey. ‘What’s the game, Charlie? You’re not going to do any harm to that woman? If I thought you was, I’d break your neck here and now.’

‘Do any harm to her?’ said the other indignantly. ‘To my own wife? What do you think I am?’

The landlord stood irresolutely, sensing something of the woman’s danger. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘I won’t say goodbye to her if you don’t want me to. But if anything happens—’

‘Listen, Fred,’ said the other urgently. ‘My wife’s got a little trouble. It’s not me they’re after — it’s her. That why I want to get her away.’

The other looked at him aghast. ‘Do you mean to tell me that your wife murdered old Louba?’ he asked.

‘One of these days you’ll find out,’ said Berry darkly.

Fred heard the footsteps in the passage and nearly went out.

Presently the door slammed, and he sat down to think. An inspection of the room upstairs showed that the suitcase was not packed, and there was no evidence that the woman was going away on a long journey. His mind was made up. Going out into the fog, he found a telephone booth and dialled the operator.

‘Give me Greenwich Police Station, miss. I don’t know the number.’
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As she reached down for a foothold, Kate Berry seemed to be stepping into a void.

‘I don’t want to go,’ she said. ‘This fog is awful; let’s go back.’

‘Come on!’ hissed her companion. ‘Don’t fool with me! The fog is clearing. On the other side of the bridge it’s quite light.’

She fell in at his side, and they walked slowly into the night.

‘There’s a kerb here,’ he said. ‘We’re crossing the road. Put that in your pocket.’

‘What is it?’ she asked, fingering the paper.

‘It’s that confession,’ he answered. ‘We might as well get rid of it while we’re out.’

The woman stopped.

‘I’m not going any farther,’ she said with unaccustomed resolution. ‘There’s a man following us; wait until he passes. I want to see somebody besides you.’

They waited. Berry straining his eyes, but nobody came.

‘You’re lying,’ he said. ‘If you don’t like to be alone with me, hurry. We’ll be in Greenwich High Street in five minutes.’

‘I’m sure I heard footsteps,’ she said, and then, when they had walked a little farther, ‘Listen — somebody is following us!’

The man’s nerves were on edge.

‘Oh, come on!’ he hissed. ‘Why shouldn’t there be somebody behind us? Hasn’t anybody else any right to be out in the fog?’

‘Let’s go back,’ she begged, and he laughed.

‘Which way is back?’ he asked. ‘Don’t be a fool, Kate. We’re nearly at the bridge.’

Taking her by the arm he led her on. Their feet left the concrete pavement, and she felt herself walking on mud. Once she splashed into a puddle and uttered an exclamation.

‘Where are we going?’ she asked.

‘To the canal bank. There are half a dozen policemen there searching, so you needn’t be scared,’ he added, and the inconsistency of his hurrying from a possible detective to a certain police posse struck her.

She stopped for the third time. ‘I’m sure somebody’s following us. I heard the splash of water.’

‘Come here — to the side of the passage,’ he whispered.

Presently they crouched up against the wooden railway sleepers that, end on, formed the boundaries of the canal path.

They heard no sound. A thought came to Berry.

‘Trying to scare me, are you?’ he sneered. ‘You want to make me believe that somebody’s following us.’

He jerked at her arm, and they went stumbling down the slope. At the place where closely set posts had been put up with a view to such a night as this, he stopped. He, too, had heard the stealthy feet.

‘Wait here,’ he said, and went back a few paces.

The noise had ceased when he stopped.

‘It’s probably the sound of water running against the barges,’ he said, returning to the girl. ‘This way.’

He slipped through the posts and felt for a wall on the left. He had no intention of sharing her fate.

‘The canal is here,’ she said suddenly, and her voice was trembling. ‘I can feel the cold of it. Haven’t we gone far enough?’

‘Yes, it’s here,’ he replied. ‘Come on.’

‘I’ll not go any farther.’ She stood with her back to the wall, knowing now why he had brought her.

His hand strangled the scream in her throat.

‘You’ve always wanted to die.’ His voice was a harsh squeak. ‘You’ve always said that you wished you were dead, and now you’re going! They’ll find you and your confession — do you hear me? And I’ll go back to Buca and find another girl.’

She struggled, but in his grip she was helpless. His big hand covered her mouth, his strong arm held her powerless. Then through the fog he saw a shape — a shadow against a darker shadow, and he staggered back.

Pop!

It sounded like a cork being drawn.

Pop!

Charles Berry sank to his knees, swayed, and fell, sprawling across the dark towpath. The girl, leaning against the wall, saw the two flashes that pierced the fog, and went staggering towards her unknown saviour.

‘Oh, God! Thank you — thank you!’

‘Kit!’

She stopped, frozen with fear, with amazement — with doubt.

She saw the hand move, and something splashed into the water,

‘Kit!’

‘You — you!’ she gasped, and fell into the outstretched arms.

‘My dear, oh, my dear!’ murmured the man, and kissed the cold cheek.
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It was an hour before Inspector Trainor reached Greenwich.

Any doubts as to the dead man’s identity were removed after he had interviewed Fred, the landlord, and had searched the room which Charlie and his wife had occupied.

‘Circulate a description of the woman and pull her in,’ he ordered, as he read for the tenth time the confession which had been found in Charlie Berry’s pocket. ‘There’s no doubt at all that this is the man’s handwriting,’ he said. ‘The fact that it isn’t signed is consistent with the state of agitation preceding suicide. But the question is — was it suicide?’

The Greenwich inspector to whom he was talking was not prepared to offer an opinion.

‘The shots were fired at some distance from the man; that’s clear from the wounds,’ said Trainor, ‘and perhaps they were fired from a pistol fitted with a silencer, for no one in the neighbourhood heard them. And there is the woman.’

Fred could give little information that was of assistance. The thickness of the night rendered it unlikely that there would be any other witnesses to the departure of the two, and Trainor formed his own conclusion before he returned to Scotland Yard.

He was not satisfied that Berry had taken his wife out with the intention of killing her. The landlord’s apprehension lacked confirmation. There was that possibility; but if that was the case, what explanation was there of the confession? It might have been forged; everything depended upon whether the thumbprint, which showed on the top left-hand corner of the sheet on which the confession was written, could be identified with that taken of the dead man. All question of this was settled within half an hour of his arrival at Scotland Yard. The thumbprints were identical.

By this time a more serious trouble was occupying Inspector Trainor’s mind. On his return to headquarters he had gone immediately to the office of his superior, to find that Hurley Brown was not there — had not been in the whole of the evening. He telephoned to the club to find it was closing for the night, and that there were no members on the premises except half a dozen who occupied the club bedrooms.

Alarmed, he called up the assistant commissioner’s flat and, receiving no answer, drove round to the flat, only to find, as he was dreading, that the commissioner was not at home. Hurley Brown had come in for a quarter of an hour and had left with a suitcase. His housekeeper had seen him go and asked him whether he was returning that night. He had replied, ‘It’s very probable.’

‘Will you ask Mr. Brown to ring me up at Scotland Yard the moment he comes in?’ said the inspector, who was known to the good lady, and she promised that she would.

By this time it was nearly midnight and, searching round in his mind for another clue by which he could trace the commissioner, he thought of Dr. John Warden, and with some difficulty he persuaded the taxidriver to take him to Devonshire Street.

No. 863 Devonshire Street was Dr. Warden’s own house, although he only occupied two floors and shared the lower with another physician who did not live on the premises. After ringing for five minutes, Trainor heard a shuffle of feet in the passage, and the door was opened by the doctor himself. He had evidently just got up, for he was in his dressing-gown and pyjamas.

‘Who is that?’ he asked.

‘It’s Inspector Trainor, Doctor. I’m looking for Mr. Hurley Brown. I can find him nowhere.’

‘Come in, Trainor,’ said the doctor, after a moment. ‘Is anything wrong?’

‘I’m trying to find Mr. Hurley Brown to report a development in the Louba case,’ said Trainor, ‘and it’s very important that he should know tonight. I’m sorry to have disturbed you, Doctor, but it occurred to me that, as he’s a friend of yours, he might be here.’

The doctor shook his head.

‘It’s more likely he’s lost in the fog,’ he said. ‘As a matter of fact, he was here for an hour, which is rather extraordinary, for he hasn’t called on me in the evening for months.’

‘What time was this?’ asked Trainor quickly.

‘What’s the time now?’ The doctor looked up at the clock on the mantelpiece. ‘It must have been soon after ten,’ he said.

‘Did he seem upset at all — agitated?’

‘No,’ said the doctor, lifting his eyebrows. ‘Why should he be?’

‘Because — I don’t know. I’m worried over this case. Dr. Warden. I wish to goodness I wasn’t in it.’

Briefly he told the startling news of the evening.

‘Charlie shot?’ asked the doctor. ‘That certainly is an important development. Possibly Mr. Hurley Brown has beard of the happening and has gone to Greenwich.’

‘Did he leave a suitcase here?’

‘No,’ said the doctor. ‘He had no case when I saw him. He told me he was seeing you in the morning. You say there’s a confession. How will that affect our friend Leamington?’

‘I can’t tell you that. Doctor,’ replied the other. ‘It depends upon what view the public prosecutor’s department may take. It’s possible that, in view of all the circumstances, they’ll offer no evidence against Leamington at the next hearing, and that he’ll be discharged. This man Berry was the one person who could have committed the murder, and who had all the opportunities and, moreover, who could support Leamington’s statement that Emil Louba was dead at nine o’clock.’

‘But how are you going to account for the voice at the telephone?’ asked Doctor Warden quietly. ‘At ten o’clock somebody calls me up at the club and asks me to see him tomorrow. It was Louba’s voice, recognised by the club waiter.’

‘It couldn’t have been Louba’s voice,’ said the other decisively. ‘Louba spoke with a broken accent, and that kind of voice is the easiest in the world to imitate. I admit that I’m baffled there, because if Charlie committed the murder, then we must suppose that he returned after he left the flat, and that the murder was committed at a later hour, immediately before Leamington — if his story is true — arrived on the scene. This is how I fix the times, Doctor.’ He ticked off the items on his fingers. ‘At seven o’clock Louba is alive, and presumably at seven-fifteen he is still alive, because you heard no outcry before the return of Miller. You would at least have heard the thud of the body as it fell. At seven-thirty or thereabouts Miller goes out to speak to his girl. At nine o’clock, as near as one can judge, Leamington made his way into the flat through the open window and found Emil Louba dead. I think we may accept as a fact that, if Louba was killed by Charles Berry, it was some time between your departure and the arrival of Leamington.

‘Miller, by his own admission, was in the flat for a quarter of an hour after you left. Louba is found at ten-thirty; he’s lying on his bed, his collar and tie have been removed — nobody knows why, unless it was that he was in the act of undressing when he was killed; and he would hardly undress in the library, unless he was indeed going to put on that embroidered robe from the chest, and then there’s no reason why he shouldn’t have taken the robe into his bedroom. With the exception of the casket, which da Costa asserts he took before Louba came in — and if he didn’t, but killed Louba to get it, how did he get in if the window was secured? — no money or property was stolen. And that is another remarkable circumstance, if Berry committed the murder. A bundle of letters which Leamington saw on the table are taken away, and the ashes of another letter are found in the grate, minus the address. If we believe Berry committed this murder, then he must have made three distinct visits. The first when you heard his voice quarrelling with Louba; the second between half past seven and nine, when Leamington saw the body; and the third between the time Leamington left and the arrival of Hurley Brown. We do know this, that the letters—’

He stopped suddenly and frowned.

‘I suppose. Doctor,’ he asked, ‘you didn’t notice whether there were any letters on the table, or near the table, when you came in?’ The doctor shook his head. ‘Was Miller with you when you entered the room? I’ve forgotten.’

‘Yes, he showed us the way.’

‘Then Miller could have taken the letters, and there need not have been a second visit.’

‘When you say Miller, you mean Mr. Hurley Brown,’ said the doctor, and Trainor did not deny that interpretation.

‘The whole thing is very peculiar,’ he said. ‘I wish I could find Captain Brown, it would make a whole world of difference.’

On Tuesday morning the fog cleared up, to London’s great relief. Trainor was early astir, and his first call was at Hurley Brown’s flat,

‘No, sir, he hasn’t been back all night, and I’ve not heard from him,’ said the housekeeper. ‘I’m quite worried; with this fog and people being drowned and meeting with street accidents, it’s likely that Mr. Brown is lying in hospital.’

Trainor smiled.

‘I can calm your fears on that point,’ he said. ‘I’ve already inquired at every hospital.’

‘Perhaps one of these criminals have got him,’ said the anxious woman.

‘I don’t even think that,’ said Trainor.

Taking a cab he drove to Devonshire Street. He had to wait some time in Dr. Warden’s waiting-room, for the surgeon was examining a patient. When he was admitted, the first question the doctor asked was: ‘Have you heard from Hurley Brown?’

‘I’m getting worried,’ said the inspector. ‘The chief commissioner has been inquiring for him this morning, and the only thing we know is that Mr. Hurley Brown didn’t go home all night.’

‘What’s your theory?’ asked John Warden.

‘My theory is that we shall not see him again.’

Warden was silent. He stood by the table, playing idly with a silver paperknife, his mind concentrated on the problem.

‘We’re speaking in confidence,’ he said at last. ‘Will you allow me to say something confidentially? I promise you that I will not repeat anything that you have said; you must give me the same assurance.’

‘That I will do gladly,’ said Trainor. ‘I’m very fond of Mr. Hurley Brown. He’s given me all the chances I have ever had. He’s been behind me and supported me in case after case; and once, when I made a slip, he was the man who got me out of what looked like a very bad scrape. I admit I’ve felt very sore with him once or twice lately, but I’ve been ashamed of myself afterwards. There’s nothing in the world I wouldn’t do for him.’

‘I can well believe that,’ said the doctor. ‘And now I will give you my confidence, Mr. Trainor. I think your doubts are justified. London will never see Hurley Brown again. Don’t ask me why I have reached that conclusion. I think it is wiser never to explain one’s faith.’

He took up a pipe from the table, filled it mechanically, and lit it before he spoke again. ‘Have you found the woman?’ he asked.

‘If I find the woman, Doctor, I shall find Hurley Brown — that is my opinion,’ said the detective.

The doctor puffed slowly and thoughtfully.

‘Perhaps you’re right,’ he said. ‘That is in confidence too. Sit down, Inspector.’

He began pacing the room, his hands in his pockets, his short pipe gripped in his strong teeth, a look of trouble on his usually placid face.

‘I would like you to think very well of Hurley Brown,’ he said. ‘For he is a man for whom I have a very deep affection. He has had a great deal of sorrow in his life, which, but for his loyalty and his strong sense of honour, might have been halved — if sorrow has substance to divide.’

‘Have you known him for a long time, Doctor?’

‘For many years,’ said Doctor Warden. ‘In fact, I’ve known him since he was a boy.’ He continued quietly: ‘The most loyal heart that ever beat! I’m not prepared to tell you the story of his life, there are some parts of that which will never be told; but Hurley Brown has never to my knowledge committed a dishonourable act. I’m talking now as though he were dead, which I know he is not. Always remember. Inspector, that Hurley Brown is incapable of a dishonourable act.’

‘Would you call the killing of a man a dishonourable act?’ asked Trainor, and the Doctor’s face flushed.

‘I do not like to hear you say that. So far as I know, and I know more about him than any other living man, he has never taken life.’

Throughout that day there was not a word or sign from the missing official. The chief commissioner and his staff held a conference, and a private message was sent out to all stations instructing a search to be made, and for constables to be warned to report immediately if they saw the missing man. That evening the search order was cancelled. The chief commissioner received a letter which explained nothing, but at any rate made the situation clear.



31. Miller


Table of Contents


The newspapers carried the following item:

‘We learn that Mr. Hurley Brown, a brilliant young assistant commissioner at Scotland Yard, has tendered his resignation to the chief commissioner on the score of ill health. This disposes of the rumour that was actively circulating in Fleet Street last night that Mr. Hurley Brown had been killed by a gang whom he was instrumental in bringing to justice a few years ago. We understand that Mr. James B. Lettle, deputy chief constable of Birmingham, is to be invited to take the vacant appointment.’

Dr. Warden read the news when he was at breakfast, and in another part of the paper he saw a paragraph which was, in a sense, complementary to the first. It was the announcement that, in view of the confession which had been discovered in the pocket of a man found dead on the towpath of Deptford Creek, no further evidence would be offered by the police against Mr. Alan Leamington, and two other persons detained on suspicion would be released. Though the paragraph was not official, it was obviously inspired.

The closest examination of Weldrake and da Costa had not shaken the stories they finally told when confronted with the need for absolute frankness. The most exhaustive search of their effects failed to discover any traces of that blood which it was certain must plentifully have bespattered the garments of the murderer, and though the ripping off of the kid cover from the casket, and the exposure of its glittering gems, provided a sufficient motive for da Costa to have committed the crime, there was no more proof that he had done so than that Weldrake had done it, having an equal motive, and there was less proof against either than there had been against Alan Leamington.

The doctor read the paragraph again, and on his face was an expression of utter sadness. Hurley Brown had resigned — had surrendered a life’s ambition and the profession which he so dearly loved. He put down his cup with a sigh and sat looking vacantly at the paper. Would the happiness which had come to him be all the compensation Hurley needed? All the future depended on that.

Warden went over the past momentous week. Every detail stood clearly in his mind. He remembered how he had smilingly expostulated with Hurley when he had spoken so savagely of Louba. He had thought Hurley a little vindictive; he himself had not hated Louba. The man was a type, big, coarse, but in some ways worthy of respect. Warden had never felt repelled by him; indeed, he had admired certain of his qualities.

As he got up from his chair, he heard the bell ring. The maid came in. ‘Will you see Miller, sir?’

‘Miller — Louba’s man? Show him in.’

Miller entered a little nervously. ‘I apologise for coming. Doctor, but, as you can guess, I’ve got to find another job. I want to ask you if you’ll be good enough to tell me whether there is any chance for a man like me in South America?’

The doctor was startled. ‘South America? It’s the worst place you can go to,’ he said. ‘Why don’t you go to the Continent? Or, why leave England at all? There’s no special reason, is there?’

Miller stirred uneasily. ‘No, sir, no particular reason. The only thing is — well, after this terrible murder, people won’t want to employ me.’

‘I thought you were going to Bath to set up a sort of apartment-house. What’s happened to change your plans, Miller?’

‘Nothing, sir.’ He hesitated. ‘Only I should like to get out of the country. I should prefer abroad.’

‘Well, take the Continent, or one of the Commonwealth countries, if you have the money.’

The doctor spoke convincingly of Canada and Australia, but he knew that the man was not convinced. After he had gone, the doctor wondered why Miller had come to him at all. It was not until he had been called to Bow Street to offer his security for the release on bail of Alan Leamington that he learned from Inspector Trainor, who was waiting for him in the street outside, just what had happened. Louba’s financial affairs had been put in the hands of accountants. The dead financier, it seemed, had kept a very complete record of all his money transactions, and it was found that, a day before his death, he had drawn a large amount from the bank in francs, and that this money was nowhere to be found in Flat 2. Moreover, Miller had been married by special licence on Monday.

‘I’m looking for him to explain to me how he came to be changing a bundle of hundred-franc notes at Cook’s yesterday,’ said the detective, and Doctor Warden understood.

He walked up the steps into the police station. Beryl Martin came across the room with outstretched hands.

‘How good of you, Doctor! Mr. Trainer thought that you wouldn’t object to furnishing the necessary guarantee.’

‘Why, of course not!’ said John Warden heartily. ‘This means the abandonment of the charge against Mr. Leamington?’

Trainor nodded. ‘I think that’s the idea,’ he said. ‘The public prosecutor wants a little more time to consider the matter, but he doesn’t wish Mr. Leamington to remain under arrest a minute longer than is necessary.’

The party interviewed the magistrate in his private room, and bail was granted. Leaving the lovers to themselves, Warden drew the inspector to one side. ‘Any news of Brown?’

‘None; you saw the announcement. He has resigned, and this morning he sent a district messenger for his papers. He refuses to offer any further explanation than that which he gave in his letter. He’s tired, and on his doctor’s orders he is giving up work. Was that your advice, Dr. Warden?’

The doctor did not answer directly. ‘Although I am his friend, I was not his doctor. I don’t like the responsibility of looking after my friends.’

‘Have you any idea where he is?’

‘I haven’t seen him since I told you, nor have I received any communication from him,’ said John Warden. ‘Louba, I presume, left a fortune?’

The other shook his head.

‘On the contrary, he was hopelessly bankrupt. The auditors say that had he not died when he did, he would have been arrested for issuing false balance sheets and obtaining money by misrepresentation. He was on the verge of ruin.’

‘You really mean that?’

‘Absolutely. Da Costa spoke the truth there. He owed money everywhere. Miller’s wages hadn’t been paid for months, and every bit of property Louba had was mortgaged up to the hilt. But this we know, that on the day of his death he drew a large sum from the bank and had it paid him in hundred-franc notes which disappeared. We know that Miller changed a packet of these notes yesterday, and we want him badly!’

With this startling news, John Warden joined the young couple. Alan was almost incoherent in his thanks.

‘Trainor tells me that you’ve been working on my behalf ever since my arrest, Doctor. He says you interviewed the Secretary of State.’

Dr. Warden flushed. ‘I couldn’t stand idly by and see so gross a miscarriage of justice,’ he said.

At ten o’clock that night came a ring at Dr. Warden’s bell, and his housekeeper announced visitors. Thinking that it might be urgent, the doctor went down to his consulting-room.

A man was sitting on the edge of a chair, an unshaven, haggard man with misery in his eyes and with him, her hand in his, a pale, pretty girl, whom the doctor guessed was his wife. It was Miller.

‘I’ve come to give myself up. Doctor,’ he said huskily. ‘My wife thinks I ought. I’m one of the men who robbed Mr. Louba but, as God is my judge, I never struck a blow.’

A telephone call brought Trainor and his assistant in a quarter of an hour.

‘Here’s the money, Mr. Trainor,’ said Miller miserably. ‘I suppose I’ll get imprisonment, but I’d rather have that than give my girl another minute’s worry.’ Then Miller told his story.

‘What I’m going to tell you, gentlemen, is gospel truth; I’ve told a lot of lies before, and I’m sorry. When a thing like this happens — like the murder of Mr. Louba, I mean — a man naturally gets all shaken up. I’ve been in Mr. Louba’s service for fourteen years. I went to him when he had a little flat in Jermyn Street, before he made the money he was supposed to have when t he died. He was in London six months of the year and somewhere in the South of Europe for the-other-six months. The doctor will remember the place in Jermyn Street, because he often used to come there. After a few years Mr. Louba came home. He and a few other rich men built Braymore House and he took up his residence there permanently. It was there that I first saw Charlie Berry.

‘I didn’t know his name or what he did for a living, because I saw very little of him and I never met him outside. But I know that he was a frequent visitor, although he wasn’t what you might call a friend of Mr. Louba. His attitude, so far as I could judge, was that of an employee rather than a friend, but Louba used to see him alone and usually showed him out himself. I think he must have told Charlie not to discuss his visits with me, because once, when I tried to pump him, Charlie told me to mind my own business, and the next day Louba called me into his sittingroom and lectured me for sticking my nose into his affairs. That stopped me being inquisitive.

‘About nine or ten years ago — soon after there had been another row over a lady not being able to get out, owing to the fire window being bolted — I saw Charlie for the last time. I think it was the day after. He was dressed to kill and that struck me as peculiar, because Charlie was a poor dresser. In fact, I’d often noticed how shabby he looked when he came. From that day to the Wednesday before the murder I never set eyes on him. I knew a great deal more about Mr. Louba’s private affairs than he guessed, especially about his financial affairs. I knew that his companies weren’t doing any too well. Big demands were being made on him, and one day I found him with a whole lot of shipping-guides in front of him and saw a passport made out in the name of “Goudelas”, with his photograph in it. So I began to put two and two together.

‘I know, too, that every week he used to send money away to people; he told me once that they were his pensioners. He stopped sending this, and the bills at the flat began to mount up. My wages hadn’t been paid for weeks, and that looked pretty odd to me. On the Wednesday before the murder I met Charlie.

He was standing outside Braymore House. It must have been about eight o’clock, and I was on my way to take some letters to Mr. Louba at the Elect Club. I didn’t recognise Charlie until he spoke to me, but I knew him at once when I saw his face. He said he’d just come back from abroad, and he wanted to know where Louba was. I was feeling a bit anxious about the way things were going, but I wanted as much information as I could get about my boss. We went off to a bar — it was there that little man Weldrake spoke to us, the time I told you about, sir, and Charlie told me that he’d heard things were going badly and that, unless Louba played the game, he was going to make trouble.

‘We had several drinks, and maybe it was the booze, and maybe it was Charlie’s persuasion, but when he put it up to me that we should get in first and make a haul before Louba busted up, I didn’t turn down the suggestion, as I should’ve done. My job was to watch the gov’nor to see if he drew out any big sum of money from the bank; and that was easy, because Louba kept his chequebook in the top right-hand drawer of his table, and it was easy to see the stubs. As soon as I learned that there was any big money in the house, I was to send a wire to Charlie at the hotel where he was staying. All that I had to say was “Florence has arrived.”

‘On Saturday morning, Louba went out and came back just before lunchtime. We had lunch sent up from the restaurant in the basement. At half past two he went out, and I began to make a search of his room. The first thing I found was his chequebook. He’d drawn twelve thousand pounds, and on the stub was written “francs.”

‘The cheque was drawn on the account of the Mediterranean Syndicate, which was practically Louba’s own private account. I began to look for the notes, and I found them at last. They were in the bureau drawer, the little bureau that stood by the window. There was no key to the drawer; it opened by pressing together two little knobs on each side of the handle. I’d found that out by accident years before. I could have taken the money then and there, but that would have meant suspicion falling on me, especially as it was likely that when Louba came back he would go straight to the bureau to see if the money was safe.

‘The plan we had made was this: when Charlie had my telegram, he was to come up and see Louba. I was to let him in, and tell him where the money was. He was either to get it then, or come back later, up the fire escape. In preparation for this I was to unfasten the fire window so that he could get in. We had discussed the alarm, which doesn’t ring until the lower ladder is pulled down. But in the gardens was a builder’s ladder, and I told Charlie where it could be found. By this means one of the upper landings of the escape could be reached without disturbing the alarm at all. Afterwards I was to meet Charlie at the bar, where we had our drinks, and divide the stuff. That was the arrangement which I liked least of all, for I guessed that he wouldn’t think twice about doublecrossing me. That rattled me and made me more reckless than I should have been.

‘I sent the wire, and Louba came home soon after. He was in good temper, and when I asked him if I could go out for the evening, he agreed without any argument. I’d done one really bad thing. I’d asked my fiancee — my wife now — to meet me near Braymore House, the idea being that I should have an alibi if the money was missed. It took a long time to persuade her to come, because it wasn’t really her night off. However, she did.

‘Half an hour before Charlie came I was in the sittingroom, and Mr. Louba was having his bath. As I expected, the moment he came in he’d gone straight to the bureau; I watched him through the door. Here was a chance that I’d never have again.

Charlie was coming, and I knew that he’d grab the lot, and that I’d see very little of my share. If I took it now I’d be on the safe side and if, after Charlie had gone, the loss was discovered, even supposing he hadn’t been able to get at the money, suspicion would fall on him. I’m not making any excuses for myself. I intended thieving — in fact I did thieve.

‘I opened the drawer, took out a handful of notes, and pushed them in my pocket. To make sure I shouldn’t be found with the money on me, I took an envelope, stamped and addressed it to myself poste restante, went out into the corridor, dropped it down the letter chute and went back into the flat about five minutes before Charlie arrived. I let him in and told him in a whisper where the money was. Mr. Louba came out of his room — yes, sir, he was fully dressed and wearing his collar and tie. He called Charlie in, and I made preparations to get away. I was just on the point of going out when I heard the bell ring and opened the door to the doctor. I was scared sick at the sight of him. I was frantic to get out, especially as I heard Charlie and Louba quarrelling, and I didn’t for one moment believe that Charlie would be able to get the money without coming back again.

‘Well, what happened then you know. I got out and saw my fiancee, had a chat with the valet from downstairs and went back to the flat. After the doctor had gone I listened at the door. There was no sound, but that wasn’t unusual, because Mr. Louba would stay in his room for hours without calling me. I tried the door; it was locked, but that wasn’t unusual either. What did worry me was when the doctor told me he hadn’t heard Charlie I go. The only explanation I could think of was that Louba had I remembered that the doctor would be waiting, and so he’d let Charlie out through the diningroom and kitchen. When I found the door of the servants’ hall ajar, I guessed that I was right, though I didn’t clearly remember having shut it. At ten-forty, when the blood was seen, and the doctor came with Mr. Hurley Brown, I was panic-stricken, and the first thing I did when I got into the sittingroom — it was while they were looking at the body — was to pull out the bureau drawer. It was empty.

‘And that’s the whole of the story, gentlemen, so far as I’m concerned. I went to the doctor to ask his advice about going to South America because I wanted to put the detectives off the scent.’

It was the doctor who comforted the weeping young wife after her man had been taken away. Warden gave her money and sent her off with his housekeeper to her mother’s home, and when Miller received his six months sentence it was John Warden who personally investigated Miller’s affairs to find — as he had expected — that, apart from the stolen money, he had saved a very respectable sum of his own. It would have meant a fight with the authorities to retain this but for the discovery in Charles Berry’s belongings of the balance of the stolen money.

‘The story hangs together completely,’ said Trainor, meeting the doctor one day in Whitehall. ‘Weldrake and da Costa were both released on their own recognisances, but this completely clears them and Leamington.’

‘You’re sure of that?’ asked Warden quickly.

‘Well, legally, it does. And I don’t think that there can possibly be any further doubt that Charlie Berry was the murderer. The only mystery is the woman — where has she gone?’

John Warden shrugged his broad shoulders. ‘Does it matter? he asked and turned the conversation. Wisely Trainor made no reference to the missing Hurley Brown.

It was autumn, and Alan Leamington was spending the first part of his honeymoon on Lake Como. It was a glorious day, and the lake was a sapphire blue. Alan sprawled lazily in the stern of a boat and watched with adoring eyes the bare-armed girl who was tugging at the oars.

‘Darling, I feel all the time that I shall wake up and find myself in a cell at Bow Street,’ he said.

She shuddered. ‘How can you — here! What was that letter the concierge gave you before you left the hotel?’

He lugged it from his pocket. It was a stout envelope, typewritten and obviously readdressed from London.

‘Postmark — can’t make it out. Brazilian stamp.’

He tore open the flap and took out a thick wad of paper. He read the first words and started so violently that the boat rocked.

‘What’s the matter?’ she asked anxiously.

‘Nothing. Wait, dear. I must finish this first.’

She sat silent, watching his tense face, as he read for the first time the true story of the killing of Emil Louba.
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My Dear Leamington:

Some months ago, just before I went on my vacation, a holiday from whence I neither desired nor intended to return, you were good enough to tell me in confidence that, because of your knowledge of Emil Louba, you would not only do your best to secure the escape of the man who killed him, but that you would gladly shake him by the hand. Therefore, knowing something of your sincerity, your honesty, and having complete faith in your discretion, I write you the full story of Emil Louba’s death. As to his evil life, that is beyond description.

First let me tell you something about myself. I was born in the village of Buckfast-on-the-Moor, in Devonshire. My father was a farmer, a man enjoying some local fame as a skilled veterinary surgeon, though he had not, as far as I know, qualified at any of the great veterinary colleges. My mother was a woman of Gloucestershire, and today she remains in my memory as a model and pattern for the grand dames of all times.

From Cambridge, I was admitted as a student at St. Bartholomew’s Hospital. While I was there, my father and my mother died, leaving their property in equal division between myself and my younger brother, Philip, a delicate young fellow and one of the sweetest dispositions I have ever met in a man.

I loved him dearly — poor boy.

It was agreed that he should carry on the farm very much as my dear father had left it. Philip loved the outdoor life, was keenly interested in farming, and in every way the arrangement was admirable for all concerned. The farm was extensive, and under Philip’s management it was even more profitable than it bad been in Father’s time. My income was a handsome one, far greater than any of my contemporaries at Bart’s, and I could afford to extend the period and scope of my studies.

I bought a practice in Exeter, and at the age of thirty-five was, if I may be forgiven the vanity, as popular a doctor as there was in the Cathedral city.

While I was still at my studies, Philip met a girl, fell deeply in love with her, and they were married. I confess I heard the news with some misgivings, for Philip was not a well man by any means, certainly not a man for whom I should, had I been consulted, have prescribed the cares and worries attendant on matrimony.

Philip’s wife was a girl of singular beauty. I was prepared for prettiness, but Elizabeth Warden was something more than that. Look at Beryl and then look at the average pretty woman, and you will readily understand the distinction, by no means subtle between prettiness and loveliness.

I liked her from the first and, when her baby was born, I endured almost as much mental suffering as Phil. The child was a girl, and Phil named her Kathleen after our mother. There was never a sweeter baby than my little Kate, for mine she was destined to become. When I look back and think of all that dear mite was ordained to suffer, I think, had I been gifted with prophecy and could have foreseen the future, I would have killed her as she lay smiling and gurgling in her cot.

Elizabeth never quite recovered. Kate was seven years old when her mother died. Poor Phil followed three months later, and I took charge of the orphaned girl. At this time I was disposing of my Exeter practice and had already purchased a house in Devonshire Street; for my private fortune, plus the sale of my practice, enabled me to face the somewhat precarious venture of entering London. My book on Diseases of the Nerve Centres had won me a little fame, and I had not long been established in London before I found my consulting-room continuously occupied.

Kate stayed with me until she was ten, when I sent her to an excellent preparatory school in Gloucestershire, where she was very happy and content. The farm had been sold and had realised a very respectable sum, one half of which was the private fortune to which I have referred.

The years that followed ran smoothly. When Kate was fourteen, I sent her to Cheltenham to a bigger school — perhaps the biggest and the best in England. She was perfectly happy, and although I had detected a streak of romanticism in her character, I was not greatly perturbed. Romance belongs to the young, and mysticism to the old. She loved the East and, in those delightful holidays of hers — delightful to me and, I believe, to her — she used to talk of nothing but the glories of the Orient, present and departed. The Eastern poets she had at her fingertips; Hafiz she could quote by the yard. I was amused.

At fourteen she was pretty. At sixteen she was her mother all over again, the loveliest, dearest child that ever God sent for the adornment of the world. Most of her holidays, even her summer holidays, she spent with me in Devonshire Street.

It was on such a vacation that she met Hurley Brown, a young officer in the West Sussex Regiment, the son of an old Exeter colleague of mine, and as good and straight a boy as ever I met or hope to meet. He was on leave from his regiment, which was stationed somewhere in Asia. At any rate, he was a lover of the Orient, and she sat entranced, listening to his descriptions, his stories of ancient Egypt, his vivid word-pictures of Eastern towns.

Though she was only sixteen, and he a man ten years her senior, he fell desperately in love with her. As for Kate, I am satisfied that her affection for him was of the kind which Desdemona gave to Othello — she loved him for the stories that he told! He said nothing to her, nor to me. He had inherited some money from his grandfather, returned to England and, as it happened that our old Buckfast farm was in the market, he bought it and settled down to the life of a gentleman farmer.

He permitted himself one extravagance, a small flat in London, and here he was to be found in those months when Kate was on her college vacation.

I began to guess things, and really it needed very little prescience to understand what was happening. Had I been called upon to give a prognosis of the case I should have said: ‘Engagement in two years, marriage in three.’ Kate liked him, was fond of him — the kind of motherly fondness which is the basis of all happy marriages. Once she said to me: ‘I do wish Jimmy were a rajah, or a grand vizier, or something. Daddy’ — she always called me that. ‘He never talks about Cairo and Baghdad any more. He wants to discuss Oriental crime and police work and such boring things.’

I dropped a hint to James, and I believe he plunged at once into a course of Oriental folklore.

It was a few months before Kate came home permanently from Cheltenham that I met Emil Louba.

He was under the care of an old friend of mine for intermittent fever. Clark had to leave England for his health, and at his earnest request I took Emil Louba in hand and effected a cure. I liked the man in the same broad, impersonal way that one likes the Sahara or the Colosseum. He was big, physically and mentally. He had a sense of humour and was sufficiently Oriental to interest me mildly.

I found him a large-minded and tolerant person — except on one subject. He hated soldiers, particularly British soldiers, and especially British officers.

‘They are the parasites of society,’ he used to say. ‘They do not’ing but spend money and borrow money, when you ask for it they send their soldiers to burn down your house!’

It so happened that Emil Louba was dining with me on the very day that Kate returned from school. I had made a mistake about the date, otherwise I should have kept the evening free. As it was, we dined together, and Hurley Brown, to whom I had written, giving the wrong date, was not present. This is the day of all days that henceforward will be accursed in my calendar.

Louba was at his best, and at his best he was charming. Big and coarse as he was, he had the finesse and instincts of a woman, and I could see — and again, God forgive me, I was only amused — that Kate was fascinated. I was called away in the middle of the dinner to see a patient in Marylebone, and it must have been in that period, short as it was, that Louba pressed his volcanic suit and made those arrangements which brought destruction to my dear girl. When I came back I was struck by the flush on her cheek, the shining light in her eyes. What he had done, as I now know, was to arrange, with a cunning and deftness that defeated me, the first of those secret meetings which were to have so terrible a consequence.

James Hurley Brown came the next day. He had parted from Kate a child; he found her a woman. Her attitude towards him was the same and yet different. I myself noticed this, but found reasons which were, as it proved, wide of the mark. And then for poor Jimmy came the climax. He proposed and was rejected with an almost brutal decision which almost broke him.

‘I’m very fond of Jimmy, she told me afterwards. ‘But — well, there is a “but”. Jimmy is so practical, so very much the antithesis of — well, of me and my ideals.’

At the time I suspected nothing. James went back to his farm, and the first I heard of his changed plans was when I learned from him that he had leased Tor Scar — that was the name of the place — and had accepted a commission in the Malaysian police.

Kate was grieved; I could see that, but she was also firm.

One day I met Emil Louba at the club. He was in his most genial mood and asked after Kate, as though he had not seen or heard from her since they met at dinner.

‘A wonderful girl,’ he said enthusiastically. ‘She will make some man very happy. Is she engaged?’

Untruthfully I replied that she was practically affianced to a friend of mine, Captain Hurley Brown. I saw his face change instantly.

‘Hurley Brown!’ he repeated. ‘Is he the Hurley Brown who was in Malta?’

I said it was very likely.

Curiously enough, I did not recall this conversation — not even when, at a later date, Jim mentioned at the club that he had a grudge against Louba for something that had happened on the island.

James came to say goodbye, and I must say Kate was cruelly indifferent, though I found her weeping after he had gone. That she loved him I am certain, but the glamour of Louba was on her, and she was a puppet in his evil hands.

One night, I met Louba’s old doctor, Clark. He expressed a desire to see him, and we called at Braymore House. Miller was a little flustered to see us. He said his master was engaged, but he would take in our names. In point of fact, he did not take in our names at all, but called them through the locked door.

Louba was a long time before he admitted us. The room was in some disorder, the chairs being hung with rare and beautiful fabrics from the East. A solid gold hookah stood on the floor near the settee — at almost leaked as though we had interrupted a party.

We did not stay long, feeling that we were de trop, and made our way downstairs, to find the porter in a considerable state of agitation. Somebody had used the fire escape, and the alarm had rung. At the moment he was taking the tenants of No. 3 to their flat, and before he could bring the elevator down to the ground level the user of the fire escape had gone.

I got home and found Kate was in her room. I was glad, because I had remembered some laboratory work I had to finish without the aid of my assistant. I had engaged Charles Berry, who was a student at one of the innumerable institutions that turn out that type of man who wishes to improve himself and get on in life. He was a sharp-featured Londoner, somewhat careless of h’s, very self-assured, and not particularly honest.

I was under the impression that Kate disliked him; he had been a little forward with her, called her ‘Kate’, and had received a snub which had left him angry and humiliated.

It is strange what value a certain type of mind gives to specialised education. A bowing acquaintance with the Materia Medica and the ability to remember the British Pharmacopoeia from Acacia to Zinziber — as it was in those days — gave him the pose of a don and the manner of a professor of chemistry. He was a good worker; however, as I say, the disappearance from time to time of valuable laboratory accessories made me doubt his probity.

He had gone when I returned. His hours were from nine to six. I was not sorry, for I wanted to be alone. Besides which he had not of late been as diligent as he should have been, going out at all sorts of odd hours. One thing I had observed was Kate’s change of manner to him. She had grown polite, and once I saw them talking together in a low voice. I did not think that this was unusual at the time, but later I had reasons for attaching a special significance to such an extraordinary happening.

I usually breakfast at nine o’clock, and I came down to the diningroom ten minutes before the hour one morning to learn to my surprise that Kate had gone out. She had told the housekeeper that she was going to Covent Garden to buy some flowers, and that from there she would be meeting a friend and probably would not be back to lunch. That was not very remarkable, either, in spite of my surprise. Kate did eccentric things, and once before she had left me to breakfast alone. I was attending a conference in Birmingham that night and it was nearly eleven o’clock the following morning, when I came home. My housekeeper met me in a troubled state.

‘Miss Kate hasn’t been home, sir,’ she said.

‘Not at all?’ I asked in astonishment.

‘No, sir. A note came this morning for you. I think it’s in her handwriting.’

I found it on my study table. It was undoubtedly from Kate, and the postmark said ‘10.15 Dover’.

With a sense of terrible foreboding I opened the letter and took out the closely written sheet. The letter ran:

Dear Daddy,

For a long time I have loved Charles Berry secretly, but I’ve never dared to tell you. I’ve run away with him, and we’re going to be married tomorrow. Try to think well of your very loving daughter.

Kate…

When I had recovered from the shock I set to work to trace the fugitives, thinking that there would be very little difficulty, and that I should hear from Kate again. But no letter came. I employed private detectives, who had the house of Charles Berry watched, but neither I nor his mother received any news.

I put advertisements in all the English and Continental papers asking her to return and promising my complete forgiveness of the man; but there was no answer. The one man who could have helped me in that terrible time was on his way to Malaysia.

Six months afterwards I received a letter in Kate’s handwriting, just a few lines. She said she was very happy, and please would I not worry about her, and that she hoped some day to see me. The letter was posted in Vienna, and when I communicated with the Vienna police they were unable to trace her, or give me any information about her. In the years that followed I clung desperately to that one comforting belief that she was happy. I didn’t see Louba, who’d been out of town on his holidays and, anyway, I should never have thought of taking him into my confidence. It was just before Kate’s second letter arrived that I told him. As a matter of fact he raised the subject himself when I saw him, by asking how she was. I told him that she was married and on the Continent — that I was not relaxing my efforts to find her. It must have been this warning which produced the letter from Kate, written, as I know now, at Louba’s dictation.

I only wrote to Hurley Brown that Kate was married, mentioning the name of the man, praying that poor Jim would not remember the type of man the girl had chosen. In his letter he seemed surprised, but philosophical.

What had happened I know now. Louba had taken my darling abroad, partly to satisfy his own passion for her, and partly to avenge himself upon the man to whom he thought Kate was engaged, and with them went Charlie Berry. He was the blind, the explanation, the shield to Louba’s name, and when at last Emil Louba grew tired of his new toy, it was to Charles Berry that he passed her, insisting, however, upon a marriage ceremony. They were married before the British Consul at Istanbul, Louba making them a small monthly allowance.

I am not going to speak of those terrible years when Kate became first a dancer, and then, as her agility and charm faded, a waitress in a low cafe in Turkey. To me it is amazing that she lived through the trial. The only happy feature of her martyrdom was that from the first Berry hated her. The memory of past humiliations roused in him a loathing which saved my girl such a martyrdom as would have followed had the case been different. But for the fear of Louba he would have forced her into a life of utter degradation.

Louba’s remittances came regularly until towards the end of last year, and then they began to falter. There were weeks when they received nothing. Sometimes money would be sent to make up what bad been missed, but the end came when Louba wrote to say that he had been paying for years, but that he intended to pay no more, and he advised Charles Berry to exploit his wife a little more profitably than he had hitherto done.

Berry was alarmed. He was saddled with a woman for whom he had no affection, and he had so far been unsuccessful in inducing the girl to adopt the course which Louba suggested.

He packed his belongings and came by the first train to London, bringing Kate with him. At that time he did not know that Kate had been writing regularly to Louba, begging him to rescue her from this horrible life which she was living, and in the last of these she had given the Deptford address to which Berry told her they were going. Apparently he had cultivated a friendship for the man who owned the house, on one of his successful visits to England.

Kate remembered the address and, never doubting that they were going straight to Little Kirk Street, put it at the head of her letter. As it happened, they did not go to Deptford at all, but to a Temperance Hotel, subsequently moving to the address which Kate had given.
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His object, Berry’s, was to secure an assurance from Louba that the allowance would be continued or, alternatively, to get from the man a lump sum to cancel his obligations. Louba saw him and told him plainly that there was no more money to come, and that he himself was in such a position that he expected soon to be fleeing the country with what money he could lay his hands upon.

At first Berry was incredulous but, meeting the valet, Miller, who knew him, they discussed the matter, with the result which you already know.

Hurley Brown had long since returned to England and taken a position at Scotland Yard. I told him as much of the story as I knew, but he made little comment, except to suggest that probably Emil Louba knew something of the disappearance, a suggestion which I rejected instantly.

As I say, I have always liked Louba, in spite of his shortcomings and his obvious lack of breeding. We seldom discussed Kate, Jim and I, and seemed to be drifting farther and farther apart, he with his own interests and me with mine, until it came about that we were ‘Hurley Brown’ and ‘Warden’ to one another, though I have never lost my affection for him, nor had he his for me.

How inscrutable is Fate in its workings; how small are the factors which determine one’s whole future, and not only one’s own future but the future of those who are nearest and dearest to us! Some chance remark made by Hurley Brown at the club reminded Louba, who was present, that he had some digestive pain, and that he needed me to look over him. I fixed an appointment. I was in town for the day and had nothing to do — and a wretchedly miserable day it was — and I was glad to have something to occupy my mind. I had arranged to dine with dark that evening and he did not turn up. But I am anticipating.

To say that Kate was out of my mind would not be true. She was never out of my mind; I never ceased to think of her and pray for her. She was my first thought in the morning, my last thought at night, but at the back of this long silence was her old statement that she was happy. The pain was now no more than a numbness, the wound a scar.

I remember thinking about her as I drove to Louba’s flat and thinking, too, of Louba, that strange man whom Hurley Brown instinctively hated. That the hate was returned with interest I knew. Despite Louba’s wealth and influence, Jim had had him turned out of Malta. It was perfectly true, as Louba had said, that his house had been burned down shortly after Jim threatened to drive him out at all costs, and it is believed to have been burnt by the enraged soldiers whose young officer had been driven by debt to suicide.

Miller admitted me, and I could see at once that something was wrong. He later confessed that he had planned a robbery and believed that Charles Berry was at that moment committing it. He said he wanted to go out to see a girl, and that he would be back in a quarter of an hour, and I cheerfully agreed, sitting down and taking out a book I had in my pocket.

The noise from the sittingroom grew in intensity, as I sat there, and reading was impossible I put down the book, not intending to listen, and yet I could not help bearing almost every word they spoke. Suddenly I heard the snap of a key, and the door was flung open, and Louba’s voice exclaimed in a passion:

‘Get out and stay out! Come here again, Mr. Charles Berry, and I’ll give you something to remember me by!’ Charles Berry! I was on my feet in an instant.

‘You’d look sick if I went to the old doctor and told him all I knew, wouldn’t you?’ I heard Berry say. I recognised his voice at once.

‘Go and tell him! Tell him what you did! Tell him I’ve been keeping you and your wife for ten years! Now get out, and tell her if she writes me any more of her whining letters I’ll come and take her away from you and she’ll be sorry.’

I still stood petrified. For a second I was thrown off my balance and I was trembling in every limb. Then I heard Berry go out and, pulling myself together, I walked through the half-open door of the sittingroom into Louba’s presence.

He looked up as I came in, and turned as white as a sheet.

‘When — when did you come, Doctor?’

‘I’ve just arrived,’ I said.

‘Did you hear?’ he asked. ‘Did you see anybody?’

‘No,’ I replied steadily. I was myself again, steady save for my hands which I could not keep still.

‘Good!’ said Louba with a sigh. ‘I’d forgotten you were coming, Doctor. Will you examine me?’

‘Take off your shirt,’ I said mechanically and sat down at the little bureau, while he began to remove his collar and tie.

I knew the prescription I was going to give him before I had come. Mechanically I took out a sheet of paper and started to write. I had finished part of the prescription before I saw that the pen was dry. I put it down and tried to steady my hand, as I took the stethoscope from my pocket.

Then I saw the letter. It was lying on the floor at my feet, and I stooped and picked it up. Louba’s back was to me and he could not see. It was Kate’s letter. I knew the handwriting, and in those dozen lines which she had written, those dozen lines of agony and appeal, I read the whole foul story of this man’s wickedness.

I read it as plainly as though it had been put before me on oath in a court of justice. I knew the wiles he had employed to get her away. I knew the part he had assigned to Charles Berry and I knew, too, just the hell through which she was passing in the association of that brute.

His collar and tie were off, as I turned. I took the first thing that came to my hand. It was a heavy silver candlestick, and I struck him down. So quickly did my hand move that I struck him again before he had reached the floor, and I was satisfied in my mind that the first blow was fatal.

I looked at the candlestick. It was smeared with crimson, and I held it away from me, carried it out of the room, put it down in the diningroom and closed the door behind me. Then I went back to Emil Louba. He was dead; it wasn’t necessary for me to examine him to know that. I went into his bedroom, for I had decided on my course of action in the fraction of a second.

Throwing up the window that leads to the fire escape, I put on his silk dressing-gown, pulling it right up to my throat. In opening the window I had displaced one of the two screws which lay on the ledge. I picked them up and threw them on the bed, for no other reason than to mystify whosoever came to investigate the crime. Before I did anything I tore off the address on Kate’s last letter and set a match to the remainder, putting it into the grate and watching it burn. Then I lifted up the body, carried it to the bedroom, and laid it on the bed. I thought I heard a sound outside in the passage and, creeping into the hall, I listened at the door. It was then that bloodstains from the dressing-gown came against the panel.

Only four minutes of the fifteen which Miller had allotted to me had passed. Slipping off the dressing-gown, I went to the bathroom, washed my hands, dried them on a new towel and replaced it in the cupboard. Then I carefully inspected myself before a long mirror, looked down at my shoes to make sure there were no stains on them, I went out and locked the door, taking the key from the inside and putting it in my pocket.

Attached to the key was another which I guessed was the key of the flat, and this I tested on the front door. In the act of testing the key I discovered the bloodstain and I wiped it off with my handkerchief. The handkerchief was subsequently burnt in my laboratory.

I was most careful to see that there were no stains on my cuffs; then I settled myself down to read and, remarkable to relate, I did read! I was reading when Miller came in and, after going through the farce of calling Louba at the door, I went on to the club.

What was the object of my lying, what was the object of my opening the window, you will ask? It is clear. I wished to fix the crime upon Berry, not because I feared to take the consequences but because I desired his death. As I left the flat I saw you, Alan Leamington, and I had a panic feeling that in some way you were going to blunder into this crime, and I nearly turned back to warn you. But that might have been dangerous, dangerous for us both, and I decided to go on to the club. To my great relief my friend Clark sent a message saying that he would not be able to dine with me. As a matter of fact I dined with Hurley Brown and spent most of the evening with him.

I had one great shock, and that was when I saw you come into the smoking-room and look at the timetable. So much was I worried that I decided to go back to the flat. Miller would be out; there was an excuse for my going. I could get in without any trouble, and I was particularly anxious to discover whether I had left any evidence of any presence. It’s remarkable that I didn’t see the unfinished prescription.

Without difficulty I got into the flat. Miller was away, and I went into the room; and then it was that I saw the remainder of Kate’s letters. I should imagine that Louba had taunted Berry with this correspondence. And then I saw the telephone, and an idea occurred to me. I called up myself at the club — Louba’s voice was so easy to imitate. I did this just as I lied about the hour of Louba’s death, to fix the crime elsewhere. It was I who rang the elevator-bell on the third floor. The rest of the story, up to a point you know. Berry was traced, but the police arrived too late to arrest him at the hotel where he was staying. The only evidence that came to their hands was a cipher message that Miller had sent to him, to announce the arrival in the house of the money.

But I had already been on the track at Deptford. After the police had finished with me I had gone there and made independent inquiries. I was able to do this because the night was a particularly foggy one, and nobody would recognise me even if they had known me.

When, on the following day, I learned that Berry and Kate had left the hotel, I guessed where they were going, and thereafter I spent the nights watching the house. I knew Charles Berry was there, and that Kate was there too. The woman with him could be none other. Returning to Town early on Monday morning, I went into my study, to find to my amazement that Jim was waiting for me.

‘Where have you been, Doctor?’ he asked quietly.

‘I’ve been out to see a case. Brown,’ I answered in my best professional manner; and then, without any preliminary, he said, ‘John, you killed Emil Louba.’
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‘Why do you say that, Jim?’ I asked.

‘Nobody else could have killed him;’ he said. ‘Nobody else was alone in the flat except Miller. Nobody else had a reason for killing him — Louba took Kate away.’

‘How do you know?’ I asked.

‘It came to me that you must have made this discovery and of course you killed him. Where is she now?’

Sitting down at my table, I filled my pipe before I replied. It was the crisis of my life, and a good surgeon is no worse for a little deliberation.

‘I can’t tell you,’ I said. ‘She’s in London with Berry.’

‘Berry is the man who used to be your assistant; I recognised the name immediately. Is it him?’

I nodded.

‘And of course she didn’t run away with him; she went away with Louba. Berry gave her the screen of his name.’

For a very long time I puffed away in silence, then I told him all I knew, all that I’d done, all that had happened.

‘Oh, I wish it’d been me,’ he said between his teeth. ‘I wish I could have laid my hands on him before he died.’

‘It’s a merciful thing you didn’t,’ said I. ‘It doesn’t matter very much about me. I’m an oldish man, more or less finished with life, and I shall die quite cheerfully with the knowledge that I have rid the world of a very great villain.’

‘Nobody will die,’ he said briskly. ‘We must find Kate and get her away. As to the man, her husband—’

By this time I had read most of the letters which Kate had written to Louba, and which I had brought away from the flat on my second visit, and I was able to tell him something of their relationship.

‘We must get her away,’ said he again. ‘I don’t know what we can do about her husband. Of course, when he’s arrested, the whole thing will come out.’

‘There’s no reason why he should be arrested,’ said I, and I don’t think that in all my life I felt quite so cheerful as I did at that moment. ‘I’m going to kill him.’

His jaw dropped, and he stared at me.

‘You’re mad,’ he said.

‘I’m going to kill him,’ said I, ‘for all that he has done to Kate, and you must not interfere. One thing I do want, Jim, and that is a place where I can bring her, and a future for her.’

He drew a long breath. ‘As to the future, you need have no fear. I shall send in my resignation.’

‘Better than that,’ said I; ‘get passports for yourself and Kate. There’s a South American boat leaving Cherbourg the day after tomorrow. Collect all the money you can and take her away. I’ll join you later if I’m alive.’

We talked it out, and then I gave him a rendezvous where we could meet. I don’t think even then he believed that I intended killing the man, because he said at parting: ‘There’ll be no necessity for you to take a risk, John. We’ll just get Kate away and leave him flat.’

‘To talk?’ asked I, with a smile. ‘To tell all he knows about the beautiful niece of Dr. Warden, to give his interpretation of the murder, to say that he knew that Hurley Brown — No, you do your part, I’ll do mine.’

It couldn’t be said on that day that darkness fell on London. It was more true that it never lifted. Towards evening I had taken up my station outside the house in Little Kirk Street.

I had in my pocket an automatic with a silencer, and my plan was to follow Berry when he came out of the house, go some distance with him, shoot him in the fog, and then return to the house to get Kate. But he had already made his plans; for he himself had decided to kill the girl, and had induced her to write a confession, which was afterwards found in her pocket, and of which I, of course, knew nothing. It was the original which was found on him.

I saw them come out, and followed them closely. In preparation for some such contingency I was wearing rubber-soled shoes. Nevertheless, Kate’s quick ear warned her that she was being followed.

Once the man came back to look for me, but I flattened myself against the wall, and though he was within a few paces, he didn’t see me.

I pretty well guessed now — I could hear their voices plainly — what had been Charles Berry’s plan, and I decreased the distance between us and stood, a silent listener, to all that followed.

Presently Berry sprang at her and tried to drag her to the water, and it was at that moment I interfered. I shot him twice. I think the first shot killed him. Kate came towards me and at the sound of my voice she knew me.

There isn’t a great deal more to be said. I found Jim at the rendezvous, and I sent them off, he and my darling, while I returned to the normal life of Devonshire Street, waiting to see you at liberty before I took the first opportunity to leave England, never to return.

Some day perhaps they will lay my ashes with my father and Phil in the little churchyard at Buckfast-on-the-Moor, but until then I shall be a stranger to England.

Kate is married, a dearly happy woman. Jim — you would never suspect that the man in chapperos who is sitting opposite to me as I write was a sometime assistant commissioner of police.

There is the story, my dear Alan, for your eye and the eye of your wife alone. You were good enough to come and say goodbye to me when I went on my holiday just before your marriage. I promised you I would be back in time for the wedding, but that was a promise I did not intend keeping. I think you will understand why. Let me be remembered always by my healing — that is the vanity of an old doctor. God bless you!


The End
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The Big consulting-room at 903, Harley Street differed as much from its kind as Mr Cheyne Wells differed from the average consultant.

It was something between a drawingroom and the kind of a library which a lover of good books gathers together piecemeal as opportunity presents. There was comfort in the worn, but not too-worn, furniture, in the deep, leather-covered settee drawn up before the red fire. Two walls were filled with shelves wedged with oddly bound, oddly sized volumes; there were books on the table, a newspaper dropped by a careless hand on the floor, but nothing of the apparatus of medicine — not so much as a microscope or test tube.

In one corner of the room, near the window where yellow sunlight was pouring in, was a polished door; beyond that a white-tiled bathroom without a bath but with many glass shelves and glass-topped table. You could have your fill of queer mechanisms there, and your nostrils offended by pungent antiseptics. There were cupboards, carefully locked, with rows and rows of bottles, and steel and glass cabinets full of little culture dishes. But though Peter Clifton had been a constant visitor for years, he had never seen that door opened.

He was sitting now on an arm of one of the big chairs, his fine head screwed round so that he could see the street, though he had no interest in the big car which stood at the kerb, or the upper floors of the houses on the opposite side of the road which filled his vision. But he was a sensitive man, with a horror of emotional display, and just then he did not wish any man — even Cheyne Wells — to see his face.

Presently he jerked back his head and met the dark eyes of the man who straddled before the fireplace, a cigarette drooping from his lips.

Mr Wells was rather thin, and this gave the illusion of height which his inches did not justify. The dark, saturnine face with its neat black moustache was almost sinister in repose: when he smiled, the whole character of his face changed, and he was smiling now.

Peter heaved a deep sigh and stretched his six feet of bone and muscle.

“It was a good day for me when I mistook you for a dentist!” he said.

There was a nervous tension in his laugh which Mr Donald Cheyne Wells did not fail to note.

“My good chap” — he shook his head— “it was a double-sided benefit, for you have been the most foolishly generous patient I have ever had. And I bless the telephone authorities that they made 903, Harley Street the habitation of a gentleman who left the week before I moved in.”

Again the other laughed.

“You even cured the old molar!” he said.

The smile left the surgeon’s face.

“I have cured nothing else — except your misgivings. The real assurance on which your faith must rest is Sir William Clewers’s. I would not have dared to be so definite as he; even now I tell you that although the big danger is wiped out you are liable to the attacks I spoke about. I did not think it was worth while discussing that possibility with Sir William, but you may have another consultation if you wish?”

Peter shook his head emphatically.

“In future I am making long detours to avoid Harley Street,” he said, and added hastily: “That’s pretty ungracious-”

But the surgeon waved his agreement.

“You’d be a fool if you didn’t,” he said, and then, turning the subject abruptly: “What time is this interesting ceremony?”

He saw a frown gather for an instant on the broad forehead of his patient. It was a surprising expression to observe on the face of a very rich and a very goodlooking young man who was to marry the most beautiful girl Cheyne Wells had seen in his life, yet the consultant was not wholly surprised.

“Er — twelve-thirty. You’ll be there, of course? The reception is at the Ritz and we go on to Longford Manor. I thought Jane would have preferred the Continent — but she seems rather keen on Longford.”

There was no sound for a little while except the soft tick of the Swiss clock on the mantelpiece. Then: “Why the frown?” asked Wells, watching his patient’s face intently.

Peter threw out his arms in a gesture of uncertainty. “The Lord knows — really. Only…it has been such a queer courtship…with this thing hanging over my head. And sometimes Jane is rather — how shall I put it?—’cold’ isn’t exactly the word — neither is ‘indifferent’. Impregnable — that’s the word. One can’t get into her mind. She becomes a stranger, and that terrifies me. The whole thing started on the wrong note — we haven’t kept step. I’ll go on mixing my metaphors till I can get a little lucid.” The smile was twitching the corner of Cheyne Wells’s lips.

“I introduced you — here beginneth the first wrong note!” he said. “And—”

“Don’t be a silly ass — that was the rightest thing you ever did. Donald, I adore Jane! There is nothing in the world I wouldn’t do for her. She terrifies me because I feel that way and because I know she doesn’t. And there is no reason why she should — that’s my bit of comfort. I sort of burst into that quiet home and made myself an infernal nuisance — I almost bullied her into an engagement that wasn’t an engagement—”

His teeth came together, and again that strained, worried look.

“Donald, I bought her,” he said quietly, and this time the consultant laughed aloud.

“You’re too imaginative, my friend — how could you buy her? Stuff!”

But Peter shook his head.

“Of course, I didn’t say, ‘I want your daughter — I’ll give a hundred thousand pounds for her’; I’d have been chucked out if I had. But when, like a blundering left-handed oaf, I cornered Leith in his study and blurted out that I would settle that sum if I married…and I’d only seen Jane twice! I have an idea that broke down opposition…I’m not sure…I feel rather rotten about it. Do you know that I’ve never kissed Jane?”

“I should start today,” said the other dryly. “A girl who is going to be married the day after tomorrow expects some sort of demonstration.”

Peter ran his fingers through his untidy brown hair.

“It’s wrong, isn’t it?” he asked. “It is my fault, of course…once I got panic-stricken — I wondered if she had heard something about me. You know what I mean. Or whether there was some arrangement which I upset — Hale, for example.”

“Why should she—”

There was a soft tap on the door of the consulting-room.

“That is my wife,” said Wells. “Do you mind her coming in, or do you want to talk?”

“I’ve talked enough,” said Peter ruefully.

He went towards the slim, youthful woman who came in. Marjorie Wells was thirty-five and looked ten years younger, though darker than her husband.

“They told me you were here,” she said with a quick flash of teeth. “Hail to the bridegroom! And, by the way, I saw the bride this morning, looking conventionally radiant — with the wrong man!”

If she saw the quick sidelong glance her husband shot in her direction, she gave no evidence. There was a thread of malice — in the most innocent of Marjorie’s comments; this was a veritable rope.

He it was who took up the challenge.

“The wrong man — not Basil Hale by any chance?”

He saw Peter’s grey, questioning eyes turned in Marjorie’s direction. He winced rather easily, did this young man who had once been deputy sheriff of Gwelo and had hanged L’chwe, the rebel chief, out of hand.

“It was Basil, of course — poor old Basil! I’m sure he feels rotten—”

“Why should he?”

When Cheyne Wells used a voice that had the hard tinkle of metal in it, his wife became meek and penitent.

“I am a mischievous gossip, aren’t I? I’m so sorry, Peter.”

He was taking up his hat and was smiling as at some secret joke.

“Yes — you are,” he said grimly. “You give me more heart jumps than any woman I know. Come and dine tomorrow night, Wells.”

The surgeon nodded. “It will have to be a bachelor dinner,” he said significantly. “I can’t have you made miserable the night before your wedding.”

He walked with Peter to the door and stood on the top step until the Rolls had disappeared into Wigmore Street. Then he came back to the consulting-room.

“What’s the matter with Peter really? — he looks healthy enough.”

She asked the question offhandedly, as though the repetition of Peter’s visits had only just dawned on her.

“I have told you half a dozen times, Marjorie, that I do not discuss my patients — even in my sleep. And, Marjorie,” as, with a petulant twist of one shoulder, she turned towards the door, “don’t be — er — difficult about Peter — do you understand…Well, what is it?”

A maid was at the open door. A small sealed envelope lay on the silver plate she carried. It was unaddressed, but he broke the flap and took out a card. This he studied.

“All right, show Mr Rouper in, please. You can clear.” This to his wife. “I’ll talk to you later about Peter — and other things.”

She was out of the room before he had finished.

The man who was ushered in was tall and broad-shouldered; what hair he had was grey, but he carried himself like a soldier. Cheyne Wells shut the door and pointed the visitor to a chair.

“Sit down, Inspector.”

Chief Inspector Moses Rouper put his Derby hat carefully on the table, peeled his brown leather gloves and felt anxiously in the inside pocket of his greatcoat. When he had brought to light a fat leather wallet he seated himself.

“Sorry to bother you. Doctor,” he began. “I know that you’re a busy man, but I had to see you.”

Mr Wells waited, expectant but wondering.

“Here we are.” The inspector fished out a folded white paper and spread it on the table. “A fifty-pound note. We shouldn’t have been able to trace it only your name is stamped on the back.” He fixed pince-nez and read: “‘D. Cheyne Wells, MRCS, 903, Harley Street’.”

He passed the note to the consultant, who turned it over and saw the faded purple stamp mark.

“Yes,” he said, “that is my stamp — I use it for a variety of purposes, though I can’t remember stamping this note.”

“Do you remember passing the note — or where it came from?”

Cheyne Wells was thinking.

“Yes — fifties are an unusual denomination — I had that from a patient, Mr Peter Clifton. I passed it at Kempton Park races — I like to bet occasionally, and I hate bookmakers’ accounts,”

The detective smiled genially. “And you lost it?”

Mr Wells shook his head with a laugh. “As a matter of fact, I won — a couple of hundred.” Rouper was writing rapidly on the back of an envelope. “Mr Peter Clifton. I think I know the gentleman,” he said. “He’s got a flat in Carlton House Terrace.”

“But what is the mystery?” asked Wells, and added good humouredly: “You’re not suggesting that he stole it?”

The inspector finished his writing before he spoke. “No, sir. But that note is a forgery. It’s the Clever One’s worst job! The paper gave him away.”

There was no need to seek information about the Clever One. For five years his unauthorized intrusions into the currency field had agitated a world of bankers. So long had he been active that nobody quite remembered who had named him so. (In point of fact it had been a police constable in the course of his evidence against one of the Clever One’s agents.)

“He’s never tackled English notes before,” said Rouper. “He started on the Bank of Africa, then he switched off to the Swiss Federal, then he had a cut at the US hundred-dollar bills, then he came back to the Bank of France. We thought he was taking up the United States again — we traced one bill in Paris, and it was a bit of a startler to find he’d gone all unpatriotic!” He laughed wheezily and coughed.

“You haven’t lost your money,” he assured the worried surgeon. “The Bank has met the note, and now I want to meet the man who forged it!”

Wells opened a small wall safe and took out a book. “I’ll make absolutely sure,” he said, and turned the leaves quickly. After a while he stopped. “Here it is — Mr Peter Clifton, £52 10s. — Cash. He never paid me by cheque.”

“Number?”

Mr Wells shook his head. “No, I didn’t take the number. I never do. It would be rather like hard work. Most of the people who consult me pay in cash.”

The detective ran his eye down the page. “That would be about the date,” he nodded, and, drawing a small brown book from his pocket, thumbed the leaves. “Yes, Kempton was the same day. Thank you. Doctor.” Him also Cheyne Wells saw to the door. When he came back there was a thoughtful frown on his face — and it was not the forgery which concerned him. If there was one thing more certain than another, it was that he had not stamped his name on the back of that note. Who had? And what was the object?
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“Have You seen Peter today?”

John Leith looked up from his evening newspaper as the question followed on chance thought.

“No, Daddy.”

Mr Leith resumed his study of the day’s news. He was a hearty man, with a long beard that had once been golden and now was completely grey.

The walls of the lofty room in which they sat would have proclaimed his calling even had not the long windows said ‘studio’. Every inch of wall space was covered with his landscapes, his studies, his copies of the great masters. It was his wont to confess plaintively that comfortable circumstances had ruined him as an artist. After a while he put down his paper and came to this favourite topic of his.

“Without the spur of poverty a man is just a loafer after his fancies. It is when a man has to paint what the public wants that he growls himself to greatness. All the masters did their best work to order — Murillo, Leonardo, Bellini, Michaelangelo — chapel-hacks every one of ‘em! Greuze painting like the devil to keep his extravagant virago of a wife supplied with money; Morland and his public-house signs; Gainsborough with his duchesses — when an artist can afford to choose his own subjects he’s finished!”

But she was not interested in artists. Her legs doubled under her, she reclined over the bulbous end of a settee, her face in her hands, her grave eyes fixed on the one being in the world she loved without reservations.

“We are awfully well off, aren’t we, Daddy?”

He pursed his bearded lips.

“Tolerably, my dear—”

“Then, why must I marry Peter? I know that he is hideously rich — and I really think I am fond of him, though there is a look on his face sometimes that scares me…and I do think I could be much fonder of him, if — well, if there wasn’t such a violent hurry.”

He reached over lazily and caught her hand. “My dear — I wish it. I want to see you settled.”

She looked at him, startled. “You’re not ill. Daddy — ?”

His loud laugh was a reassuring answer. “No, I’m not ill,” he said good naturedly. “I’m keeping nothing from you. Only I want to see you married. He’s a good fellow, and, as you say, enormously rich.”

“Where did he make his money?” She had asked this question before. “He never speaks about his relations — he couldn’t inherit an enormous fortune unless everybody knew about it. Basil says—”

“Basil says a lot that Basil shouldn’t say.” Mr Leith’s voice was quiet, but she gathered that at the moment Basil was unpopular. “You haven’t heard from Peter, eh?”

“Yes — I’ve heard from him. He telephoned. Some police officer has been to his house about a fifty-pound note that was forged, and it had Donald Wells’s name stamped on it, and Peter was quite agitated — you know how his voice goes, all funny and high?”

“A forged fifty-pound note — there’s some reference here to the fellow they call the Clever One.” Mr Leith had returned to his journal. He both read aloud and pursued his private thoughts. “Rascal! They’ll catch him…um, about Peter. Clever chap, Peter. He’s cursed with money, too — he might be as great as Zohn. Really, Peter’s etchings are marvellous. Do you remember those beauties he did for you—”

“And which you lost,” she accused, and he grumbled, in his middle-aged way, about his failing memory..

“Where the deuce I left them I can’t think — I was going somewhere and I put them in my pocket — left them in the train, I’ll swear.”

She let him go on, her interest being completely self-centred.

“And, talking of things one loses,” she nodded, “Daddy, don’t you realize that I shall be married in forty-eight hours! And I don’t want to be a bit — isn’t it awful?”

The bearded man put down his newspaper and, leaning over, nicked open a cigar box and took the first cigar that came. He bit off the end and lit it almost simultaneously. “There are nine and seventy cardinal illusions of youth.” He pulled strongly at the cigar. “Maybe there are two or three more. But an important one is that all brides-to-be are deliriously happy and impatient for the last forty-eight hours to pass. That all brides are confident of the future, that no brides, or only a miserable few, have any serious misgivings about the future.”

He was looking at her over his glasses.

“They do, my dear — the nice ones. The young people who love each other with equal desperation are the exceptions.”

“In fact the position is horribly normal?” She nodded agreement to this possibility. “Well, it — it isn’t pleasant. I have a feeling that I ought to say something — tabulate my emotions and inhibitions and have them witnessed before a commissioner of oaths. In other words, I want to be fair to Peter, and I’m not being.”

She looked round as the door handle turned, and slid down to a more graceful pose. Mr Leith raised his head to stare at the visitor.

“I want to see you, Basil,” he said.

“Sounds like a row — what have I done?”

There were times when Jane decided that she loathed Basil: usually, such is the contrariness of women, these were the occasions when Basil Hale made a very special effort to please her. He had a round, fresh face; his hair was reddish and he smiled all the time. There was a period in their acquaintance when his assurance was a source of irritation to Jane Leith, an irritation in which was a spice of uneasiness. Instinctively she knew that there were no boundaries to his audacity, that he was cast in the mould of the brigand who takes what he wants, asks no man’s permission and fears no man’s resentment. He was as unlike her mental picture of a Lothario as any man could be. Handsome he was not; he was inclined to chubbiness; but his vitality was immeasurable. He drew something from every man and woman who fell under its spell, and left them at the end inert and exhausted.

He stood now by the door, a delighted grin on his glowing face, in no wise abashed by the ominous note in her father’s voice or the disapproval in her eye. From his burnished head to the tip of his shiny shoes he was resplendent. There was a glittering diamond point in the onyx buttons of his white waistcoat, two larger scintillations from his shirt; even the gardenia in the buttonhole of his dress coat had an ultra-exotic quality.

“What’s the trouble and why the chilliness? I’m going to the Arts’ Dance. What about it, Jane?”

“Jane is not going to any dance, artistic or otherwise. I want a few words with you, Basil.”

Leith got up from his chair and nodded to his study, which opened from the studio.

“O Lord! You’re not going to rag me, are you?” Basil had a gurgling little giggle of a laugh. “Stop him, Jane! I’ll stand anything if you’ll come and dance. Dash up and climb into something simple an’ expensive. Jane, you look divine tonight — you do, by Heaven! It’s a desecration marrying that dull monument of virtue—”

“Hale!”

When Mr Leith called him by his surname, Basil seldom argued. As the study door closed on them, Jane heard the purr of the front door bell and crossed quickly to the large window. A big Rolls stood in Avenue Road before the door. Was it dismay she felt, apprehension? For some reason which was not to be analysed she was irritated. She could not allow herself to believe this — nor could she wholly hide from realization the devastating discovery. The man to whom she would be married in forty-eight hours bored her already!

She tried hard to simulate pleasure at seeing him, gave a warmth to her greeting that surprised and pleased him. She hated herself for the deception. He wore his shabbiest suit and was unusually nervous and tongue-tied. She had not sufficient self-conceit to realize that he had a palpable excuse.

When Cheyne Wells had said that she was the most beautiful woman in London, he had been daring rather than extravagant. She had all that regular features and a faultless skin could lend to natural charm of expression and grace of figure. But there was something that had neither form nor shape, an elusive glory which dwelt somewhere behind the grey eyes — a visible fragrance like a tropic dawn, like daffodils growing on a field sloping to the sea.

“I didn’t expect you.”

It sounded terribly trite.

“No” — he was a little hoarse. “I didn’t expect to come. But I’ve been thinking out — things. You know the sort of thing—”

With Peter, tautology was the forerunner of incoherence.

“What things?”

“You, mostly. I’m afraid I’ve been rather a — what shall I say — you know—”

She knew, but would not help him. She found an ugly satisfaction in her cruelty.

“Well — you and everything. Whether it is the game to marry you when you aren’t frantically keen I mean — well, you’re not, are you?”

For one wild moment she was urged to tell him the truth, tempering the blow with protestations of her friendship.

“You haven’t come to break it off, have you, Peter?”

What a liar she was! She was aghast at the duplicity of the concern in her voice.

“Er — no. I thought I’d like you to say — you know?”

“You’d like me to break it off?”

Then the danger of this drift came to her. In consternation she realized that the return of her father would precipitate this cloudy mixture of hint and half-dissolved intention into a definite separation.

“Don’t be silly. Of course I wouldn’t dream of doing anything so—” She paused here for a word, rejected ‘absurd’ as ill-fitting. Happily he filled the gap. If a large, relieved sigh can fill a gap.

“Sorry — I’m rather worried tonight. A fellow from Scotland Yard has been to see me. I told you that. I have a sneaking admiration for Scotland Yard — I was in the Rhodesian Police when I was a kid.”

“Did you find a gold mine in Rhodesia?”

She smiled the question, but there was purpose in it.

His confusion dumbfounded her.

“No. I — er — inherited it from — from my father.”

She could have sworn that the hand that went up to his face was shaking; he seemed to realize that his agitation needed explaining.

“How abruptly you asked that question! You made me feel as if I had stolen the money!”

Her steady eyes were fixed on his.

“I didn’t even ask you about money — I was joking! I don’t even know whether one does find gold mines in Rhodesia.”

She was lying at the rate of one every few seconds, she noted, through the awkward silence which followed.

He was the type of man (she decided) that would make most girls envious of her fortune. She would give him full points for his looks — ordinarily that kind of face fascinated her. The straight nose and firm chin and the big, rather deepset eyes. A good figure too — an athlete of a man. If he would only talk! If he had the aplomb of Basil or the worldliness of Donald Wells!

There he sat, the most obviously ill-at-ease visitor that had ever come to the studios, literally twiddling his fingers and trying, in his disjointed way, to make conversation about the weather and etching.

John Leith led the way out of his study, and a somewhat chastened Basil followed. Not so chastened that he could not wink at Jane as he caught her eye. Nor completely squashed either.

“I say, honestly, Jane — what about this last spinster fling? Here’s the Arts’ Ball calling, and it won’t take you a minute to dress. Old Peter won’t mind. I’ll bet he wants to talk business.”

She looked expectantly at Peter. His brows had met: for the first time since their acquaintance began. That decided her.

“I think I’ll go. Daddy,” she said.

Mr Leith shrugged his shoulders. When Jane came down, a beautiful, ethereal thing in green, Peter had gone.

Somehow she did not enjoy the evening.
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When Peter stepped out of his car before St George’s he faced fifty cameras. A dozen urgent voices begged him to stand still — there was a fierce chattering of falling shutters.

“Thank you, Mr Clifton,” said a newspaper photographer.

“Thank you,” said Peter mechanically. What on earth brought all these people here? Every pew filled; throughout the church the sickly perfume of flowers. Strangers, most of them — idle folk lured by curiosity to see two millions of money marry beauty. Idle, openmouthed women staring at him and nudging one another — he saw his valet in one pew and his butler and wife in another. Forby smiled respectfully, in his face a look of sad uncertainty. Possibly he would not ‘suit’ the new madame. It was rather dreadful to have so many lives dependent on one. Blossoms were massed along the chancel rail, and flowers on the altar, and lighted candles. His gloved hands twiddled with the rim of his hat.

“Have you got the ring?”

“Eh?”

He felt in his waistcoat pocket. Yes, it was there. Jane had begun by expressing her indifference to gold or platinum, and had finished by distinctly favouring platinum.

Marjorie Wells smiled at him from a favoured front pew. She looked unusually haggard, and there was no geniality in her smile. Perhaps she was continuing, mutely, her protest against Donald acting as best man. She had become a stickler for custom. It was unlucky to have a married best man; it was absurd. Surely Peter had a friend. His lawyer? Peter’s lawyer was also a benedict — lawyers marry young.

Marjorie Cheyne Wells had been crying! He made the discovery when she turned full face to him, and it came as a shock. Marjorie was no sentimentalist.

“For Heaven’s sake, how long do we wait?” he asked fretfully.

Donald Wells looked at his watch.

“You’ve been here just under fifty seconds. Nervous?”

“A bit, yes. I wish I had seen Jane yesterday — I was rather stuffy about her going out to dance with Hale — I wanted to apologize.”

Wells’s thin lips were pressed tighter. Jane should have been spanked, he thought. She had set the town talking — supping tete a tete with Basil Hale two nights before her marriage.

A stir and a craning of necks. The choir was waddling down to meet the bride. ‘Waddle’ — that was the word for it, decided Peter. Like a double rank of white ducks…

She was here! The organ trembled, and one clear note led the sweet voices of boys. Now they were coming back with greater dignity. And here was Jane on her father’s arm and mysteriously strange girls in white behind her. He hardly knew one of them — certainly did not recognize Jane, though he stared and stared till Wells caught his sleeve and placed him…

Kneeling was an aching business, though in Jane it seemed no effort. Would her hand be cold when he took it — no, it was blood-warm and soft: to touch it was to receive a caress.

She never looked at him once; her voice was clear when she answered the priest’s demands — but she never looked at Peter — did not take his arm as they walked to the vestry. He was so dazed that he had to think before he signed the register — a full half minute he kept them waiting, the pen poised…

More snappings of cameras and a swaying mass of women surging up to the car door. A policeman stood on the step till they were clear of the crowd.

“Ghastly, wasn’t it?” she said.

“Yes…rather…I don’t realize.”

They were alone, but no more alone than when he had driven her back from Lord’s or a theatre. And there was no splendour in this very loneliness.

“I’ll be awfully good to you,” he blurted out.

It was just the banality he would utter. Jane drew into the corner of the car, for the first time in her life self-conscious.

Thank Heaven she had managed at the eleventh hour to change the venue of the reception from the hotel to the house in Avenue Road! It had involved the dispatch of hundreds of telegrams, and fewer people would come — which was an advantage.

In her own room she sat down to take stock. Mainly she was concerned about herself, but now and again a thought of Peter crossed her mind and her maid saw her face shadow.

“You ought to go down soon, madame.”

Madame! She was Mrs Peter Clifton. There was no time to reflect on the phenomenon.

“Porter, who did the flowers for the house, said Mr Clifton paid him with a bad five-pound note, miss — ma’am. I told Porter it would be all right—”

“Bad five-pound note? A forgery?” Jane’s first sensation was one of amusement.

“Yes, miss. He took it to the post office and they said: ‘Where did you get it?’ and all that — and Porter says he can’t afford to lose all that money.”

A bad five-pound note! How odd! And yesterday there was trouble about a fifty-pound note. Jane was not amused any longer.

She opened a drawer of her writing table, took out her bag and opened it.

“Here is another five pounds — tell Porter not to be silly — of course he will lose nothing. Mr Clifton must have had these forgeries passed on him.”

She went downstairs, so intent upon the forged note that she had to be shepherded to the studio. This was not a moment to discuss the matter with Peter. She found it very difficult to talk to him at all…

Free of everything at last, thank God — of white charmeuse and veil and the faint smelling bouquet, free of the slavery of greeting unimportant people with a smile that must approximate to happiness.

Basil Hale was almost the last to approach, and she saw an imp in his dancing eyes.

“I’ve got orders not to annoy or depress you,” he said, and whilst he spoke he was shaking hands with Peter, at whom he did not look. “Happy life to you, Jane, and all that sort of thing, and come back soon and make matches for all your friends — ow!”

His hand was still resting in Peter’s — Peter had given it a sudden and excruciating grip.

“Congratulate me!” he said coolly.

It was the first glimpse she had of another Peter.

“By Gad — you’ve got a grip on you!” complained Basil.

That was the one distinct memory she carried away from the babel and the white rosettes and silver confetti.

As the car went swiftly and noiselessly across Hampstead Heath she brushed the last silver anchor from her skirt and looked round at her husband. His arm was in the rest loop, his eyes fixed thoughtfully on the road ahead. She tried to ask him if he was happy, but she could not bring her tongue to this supreme hypocrisy. And then she remembered the five-pound note. She thought he hadn’t heard her, and told him again.

“Porter? Yes, I gave him a fiver. Bad, was it? How careless!”

Careless was not exactly the word she expected. She discovered that she badly wanted him to talk — she was living for the present: the future was not to be contemplated sanely.

“Longford Manor was your idea, Jane,” he said in surprise.

“Was it?” Jane could be very provocative.

“I thought Paris or—”

“Don’t say ‘Como’,” she breathed. She felt that if he said ‘Como’ she would scream.

He went red.

“I don’t know Como,” he said, a little stiffly. “But whatever I should have said it would not have been Longford Manor. I thought you didn’t like the place when you saw it.”

“Is it your own house?” She evaded the challenge.

“No — I’ve hired it three months at a time when I got sick of town. The owner lives permanently abroad and one can always get it. The grounds are nice and its loneliness rather appealed to me.”

“It shall appeal to me too,” she said stoutly, and went on: “Don’t mind if I’m rather nervy today — getting married is a nervy business. Did you see Marjorie? That woman is in love with you, Peter.” He was too astonished to protest. “I know. She looked at me with a basilisk eye. Isn’t that funny?”

“I’ll swear you’re mistaken,” he said, almost violently.

“Perhaps I am — about you. But she loathes me.”

“But why?”

Jane shook her head. They had traversed the mean streets of Tottenham and were on the Epping road. He returned to the question of honeymoon — she would rather have talked about Marjorie Cheyne Wells.

“We could go abroad after,” he suggested. “New York — Long Island or somewhere. It is glorious on the Sound. I know quite a lot of people in the States. I went over there last year with Bourke — he’s the big fellow at Scotland Yard.”

He had been many times in America — pleasure trips to kill ennui really. She found herself wondering why Peter sought out detectives and made them his friends.

There was little more said on that wearisome journey. With a fluttering at her heart she saw from the crest of the hill above Newport the chimneys of Longford Manor in the distance. Before she could quite collect her thoughts and order them, the car had passed the lodge gates and was slowing before the door of the house.

The two menservants were waiting in the open doorway, deaf old men who had been in the owner’s service for years. An ancient maid brought a cup of tea to Jane in her panelled sittingroom-boudoir would have been too pretty a name for this severe apartment.

Peter’s room as well as her own opened from this chamber. He appeared at the door as she was sipping the hot liquid.

“You’ve not seen the garden and the rockery?” he asked her. She was childishly glad to get into the open air and the slanting sunlight, but when he took her arm she was so unresponsive that after a while he let it fall awkwardly.

Time did not pass. Every minute had to be lived through — she was wearing with the strain of it when she went up to dress for dinner with the help of the old maid. For one thought of Peter’s she was grateful: Anna was under the impression that the honeymoon was in its decline.

“Mr Clifton said he’d bring you here before you went to London, ma’am. This is a rare place for honeymoons. We often let for a month, but you’re the first lady that’s ever finished her honeymoon at Longford.”

For which she thanked Peter rather prettily when they were at dinner.

“Anna doesn’t read the newspapers or she’d know I was a liar,” he said, and seemed in a hurry to change the subject.

They spent that interminable evening in the big library that formed one wing of the manor house. Once or twice he tried to say something, but the stream of thought ran into a sandy delta of incoherent words. More than once she had an inclination to fly from the house and find some sort of conveyance that would take her home. When he tried to talk of housekeeping or the future, she sat tense, holding herself in.

“…You’ll sign what cheques you wish — a sort of joint account, Jane. Money is rather a horrid subject for a honeymoon, isn’t it?”

“You’ve been awfully generous.”

He was momentarily deceived into a deeper blundering.

“The settlement was nothing — the hundred thousand, I mean. Money is a ruthless sort of weapon — I wonder sometimes whether I haven’t used it a little cruelly.”

“It gives you what you want.”

A little devil was in her: how could he guess that she was seeking a respite from her panic by the most obvious method?

“It gave me to you — I mean, it made possible—”

It needed that gaucherie of his and the arm that slipped a little awkwardly about her shoulders.

She was on her feet, looking down at him with smouldering eyes.

“It bought me — that is what you mean!”

“I meant nothing of the kind—”

“Yes, you did — money was the short cut — we comfortably placed people are inclined to be dazzled with sums that seemed fabulous. It was easier than — courting — that’s a stupid old word, but it’s expressive. You don’t think I love you, do you?”

A white face above her shook from side to side. “No. I hoped. But I don’t think so.”

“Or that you have anything more in me than money can buy? A bargain’s a bargain — I’ll keep to mine. I’ll be your wife. I am your wife. I’m not going to be a fool at this hour. But I don’t love you. I hate being heroic, but you can’t buy that. You can kiss me if you like, but I shall hate it — I’m sorry. I ought to have told you last night — when was it I saw you? If you are satisfied with that — here I am!”

He was looking down at her blankly, and his face had lost all expression.

“I see,” he said at last. “Well — I don’t want what I paid for. I want what you can give.”

She shook her head. “That is nothing,” she said.

He nodded at this. “Well, we’ve got — er — a month to fill in somehow,” he said.

At that second came on the outer door a knock that reverberated thunderously through the bare stone hall. A shuffle of feet on the flags and the rattle of chains. Peter waited, his eyes on the door. Presently it opened.

It was Chief Inspector Rouper. “Sorry to interrupt you, Mr Clifton.”

He was terse to a point of brusqueness as he laid a small attache-case on the library table and snapped it open. Jane was watching in amazement — almost forgotten was the unnerving five minutes through which she had just passed, though she was shaking from head to foot.

Rouper pulled out a bundle of banknotes and laid them on the table.

“They were found in a suitcase that you left at Victoria parcels office yesterday morning,” he said quietly. “I should like some explanation, Mr Clifton.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean,” said the detective, “that every one of those notes is a forgery.”
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Peter Clifton looked from the detective to the neatly packed bundle of notes.

“I have never left a suitcase at Victoria,” he said steadily.

“I am telling you—” began the inspector, raising his voice.

“Don’t be aggressive, please.” The authority in his voice made Jane open her eyes. “I have told you that I have never left a suitcase at Victoria.”

“It had your label on,” insisted Rouper, but in a milder tone.

Peter’s lips parted in a ghost of a smile.

“One does not label bags containing forged notes and leave them in a public place — I would like to have your chief constable’s views on that. And Superintendent Harvey’s and a few other gentlemen’s. The inference I am to draw is that I knew those notes were forged and that I was distributing them. The Bank of England will give you one million eight hundred thousand reasons why I should not do anything so stupid. Have you the suitcase?”

Rouper turned to one of the two men who stood outside the door and gave an order, and presently he brought in a brand-new cowhide case. To the handle dangled a printed label:

‘Mr Peter Clifton, 175, Carlton House Terrace’

“I have never seen it before,” said Peter after one glance. “Would it be suggesting that you betray official secrets if I asked you how you knew the bag was at Victoria?”

“That is neither here nor there.” Rouper, never an even-tempered man, was ruffled. “I’ve come down to inquire into the circumstances. And another thing—”

“I gave a man a forged fiver this morning, and a forged fifty was traced to me yesterday and—”

Peter put his hand in his pocket and took out a leather notecase. He opened this on the table and slowly extracted one by one its contents.

“That is a good twenty and so is that — this one” — he lifted the note to the light— “is forged. The watermark is bad — you’d better take charge of it. This note” — he fingered the fourth carefully— “is genuine, and this — but this is a forgery; I can feel without looking.”

One by one he sorted the notes.

“Did you get these from your bank?”

“Some of them — I’m rather careless about money and keep my notes in a steel-lined drawer of my desk. When I want money I take the first that comes to hand. When I receive money in return for a cheque I replenish the store.”

“From the bank?” asked the detective quickly.

Peter shook his head. “I seldom go to the bank. No, from tradespeople — my tailor, for example, cashed a cheque last week for a hundred. Whoever’s nearest.”

Jane listened, puzzled, fascinated. Suppose — if he were guilty here was a complete and baffling explanation.

Baffled, Rouper certainly was. He fell back on the bundle of notes. “You couldn’t have got these from a shop,” he said triumphantly.

There was contempt in Peter’s voice.

“I have told you — they are not mine. The case isn’t mine. The only thing that looks like mine is the label. An enemy hath done this.”

“Have you any enemies?”

Peter smiled.

“Only you, Rouper.”

The detective’s face went dark with anger.

“I’m no enemy — I am surprised that a gentleman like you should say so. I’m doing my duty.”

Then, to the amazement of the listening girl, Peter shook his head. “You have been watching me for a month — keeping me under observation, I think, is the expression.”

Anger overcame the inspector’s discretion. “Have I? Then perhaps you’ll put a little more information at my disposal. Who is the lady who has been visiting you in your flat night after night — going in by the side door and leaving I don’t know when?”

“What a horrible invention!”

Jane could hardly believe that it was she who was talking so furiously. “Even if it were true, you have no right—”

“It is true.” Peter was coolness itself. “Perfectly true. I have been visited in my flat by a lady who has generally stayed no longer than an hour and has left by the way she came. Her age is, I believe, sixty-five. Her name and address I am not prepared to give—”

“A friend of yours?”

Again Peter smiled.

“Not even a friend. She is in truth one who hates me — her occupation is, or was, a cook, and I will add she is, or was, a very bad cook. And that, I think, is all I can tell you.”

Rouper rubbed his chin irritably.

“This will have to be reported to our people,” he said.

“It will be reported by me.” Peter nodded to the telephone on the table.

The inspector hesitated. “Can I use that?” He half reached for the instrument.

“No,” curtly, “you cannot. There is no law which gives you the right to use my telephone.”

Rouper’s surprise was almost comic.

“All right, sir. I am sorry I annoyed you. As a matter of fact, I haven’t reported this matter to the Yard—”

“Nor to the Essex police,” smiled Peter. “In fact, Rouper, of all the people in this room you are in the worst mess! You’ve come without a warrant — you’re on territory where you have no right except at the request of the Chief Constable of Essex, you’ve brought two men with you — unauthorized, I imagine — and you’ve got to ask me very kindly not to mention this matter to headquarters.”

Rouper looked at him suspiciously. “You’re not a police officer of any kind, are you?”

Peter shook his head. “Merely an intelligent observer,” he said.

Then for the first time he appeared to be aware of his wife’s presence. “Jane, if you will excuse us for a moment, I would like to talk to the inspector.”

She went into the dark drawingroom and turned on the light. A big barn of a place that smelt mustily and of earth, so that, even though the night was warm, she shivered and switched on the electric stove that stood in the open bricklined fireplace. The sound of voices came to her in a low hum.

Almost, in the new interest, the supreme drama had receded into the background. In that quarter of an hour when she had stood by the side of her husband and heard the stupefying accusation, she had experienced almost every human emotion. Fear amounting to terror, relief, near-happiness as the half charge was turned away from him; contempt — when had she felt contempt? It was with something of dismay to recall that it was Peter’s quiet contempt that she had shared. He had changed — the nervous and tongue-tied Peter she knew had vanished and left no trace. It was another man who faced these merciless servants of the law, fenced with them, by inference threatened them.

Was he bluffing? Her heart sank at the thought. Suppose these two millions of his were mythical…Yet the hundred thousand he had settled on her was real enough. John Leith had, as it were, bitten every single pound.

She heard the front door close, and Peter came in. She expected that he would be smiling, but he was very serious. “The bloodhounds have gone,” he said.

“Who is this Rouper?”

“A genuine detective. They are rather a fine lot of fellows at the Yard — poorly paid but beyond suspicion. I suppose they make a little by sidelines — so do we all. Now and again they get a fellow who is gambolling with the hares when he should be snug at home in his kennel. That’s Rouper — he’s all sideline.”

“He is an elderly man—”

“Due to retire this year. I know Scotland Yard rather well. I have had to consult them once or twice — no, I’m not a disguised detective masquerading as a millionaire! I’m just — well, it pays me to keep in touch with the Yard.”

“But this man is watching you.”

He chuckled at this. “I made him spiteful and then it came out. Yes, he has been watching me.”

He looked at his watch.

“You had better toddle off to bed. You had better lock your door in case somebody leaves a few forged fivers under your pillow.”

She smiled for the first time that day — genuinely.

“Longford Manor has no other surprises to offer.” Jane was almost flippant. “A family ghost, now?”

“I do not allow my family ghost to travel with me,” was all he said. And then he nodded towards the door.

In this way was Jane Clifton peremptorily dismissed on her wedding night.

She was amused as she went up the broad stairs — a little piqued, too. She had pictured many possibilities — it was not within the scope of her unpleasant daydreams that she should be dismissed, or that she should so meekly obey the imperious gesture.

As she reached the landing she had a fright. It was lit by one dim globe, and that was enclosed in an antique iron lantern that swung from the ceiling. One foot was on the top stair when she saw a figure moving in the shadow. Jane suppressed a scream only by sheer force of will.

“Oh, it is you, Anna!”

The aged servant came into the light.

“Yes, ma’am — I bin waiting for you.”

She followed the girl into the bedroom with its big four-poster and tapestry-covered walls. But it was bright enough when the light was switched on.

The old lady was ready to accept credit for the efficiency of the electric service.

“We’re the only house in the neighbourhood to be lit that way,” she said proudly. “Everything’s done by it — cookin’, cleanin’, everything.”

“Does Mr Clifton come here very often?” asked Jane as she stepped out of her dress.

She was surprised at the rebuff which followed.

“We ain’t supposed to talk about anybody’s business,” said Anna primly. “That’s why we keep our jobs.”

“But are you Mr Clifton’s servants?”

“We belong to the ‘ouse,” was the cryptic reply, “an’ we’re let with the ‘ouse.”

“But the house isn’t Mr Clifton’s, I know that,” said the undaunted Jane.

Anna had her reply. She belonged to the house and was hired with the house. To which she added. Jinks & Jinks done everything. Jane gathered they were the house agents.

The bed was unexpectedly comfortable — the appointments were made for comfort — you could extinguish all or half the lights from the bedhead. She turned them out and snuggled down luxuriously. She was half asleep when she remembered she had not locked the door.

She had no intention of doing anything so theatrical. She was asleep almost before the thought ran out of her mind…

Anna looked very old in the searching light of morning.

“Good morning, ma’am.”

Ma’am — of course. How funny!

Waiting till the old woman had gone out of the room, Jane slipped into her dressing-jacket and slippers and went over to the open window. She looked down upon a shaven lawn separated from the park by a decrepit iron fence. Beyond was the rolling green of parkland that stretched to a belt of sunlit elms.

She did not see Peter, but, as she was turning away, he came into view, and to her surprise a strange man walked by his side.

Peter apparently was in good spirits: the sound of his laughter came to her. “…poor old Rouper…caught him out…”

She was not sure whether she was glad or sorry to find him so cheerful. Perhaps he did not care very much — or was he waiting to wear down her mental resistance, or hoping that blessed propinquity would bring about a change in her attitude?

She drank the tea that Anna had brought, turned on the water in her bath and began to unpack her one big trunk. When she joined the two men on the lawn, Peter’s flippant mood had passed: he was grave, almost glum, and for the first time since that scene in the library was his old embarrassed self.

“Jane, this is Mr Bourke — you’ve heard me speak of him.”

So this was the redoubtable Superintendent Bourke. He was a stoutish man with a large, jovial face and many chins.

“Sorry to intrude myself into the Garden of Eden, Mrs Clifton.”

Mr Bourke was less like a great detective than any man she had ever imagined. It was only when she looked into his eyes, steadfast, searching, sceptical, that she found the attributes of a thief-catcher.

“I hope old man Rouper didn’t worry you last night, Mrs Clifton? Good chap, Rouper, but he rather jumps at conclusions, huh?”

He ended almost every question with a deep-throated growl of inquiry.

He turned abruptly to Peter.

“Perhaps it was the gardener, Mr Clifton?”

Clifton shook his head.

“The gardener would hardly walk on flowerbeds, and to my knowledge he has no car.”

She was listening, puzzled.

“What is it?” she asked, and again Peter showed signs of embarrassment. He went red and shifted uneasily.

“The fact is…some fellow was in the grounds last night…we don’t know who it was, but one of the servants saw him.” He pointed to a garden bed under the window. “He left footmarks on the mould. It is nothing to worry about. Bourke didn’t come down because of that: we were merely discussing it.”

Seeing that he did not wish to pursue the subject, Jane left the men alone. She expected Bourke to stay to lunch, but, to her surprise, he disappeared, and she found herself alone at the long table with Peter.

He was no more inclined now to discuss the midnight visitor than he had been.

“A tramp possibly,” he said. “These fellows know that the house is empty half the year. I suppose he was looking for an unfastened window.”

He spoke enthusiastically of Bourke, his genius and his qualities as an investigator. She listened without interrupting to a eulogy that lasted through the greater part of the meal.

“How did you come to know these people at Scotland Yard, Peter?” she asked, as they strolled out on to the sunlit lawn.

The question produced a curious effect upon him: from the self-possessed, cool man of the world, he became an incoherent, stammering schoolboy.

“Well…they have been rather decent to me…taken an interest in me and all that sort of thing and helped me tremendously, especially Bourke. You have no idea what good fellows they are. And of course it is always as well to be on the right side—”

“On the right side of Scotland Yard? Why?” she asked quickly.

He did not answer at once, evidently revolving in his mind many alternative answers.

“Well, it is,” he said at last, very unconvincingly, and changed the subject.

They spent the afternoon on a miniature golf course. As the day wore on, they both experienced something of the tension and the peculiar antagonism of the night before. Was it antagonism? Was it not in her heart a fear and in his a sense of resentment, she wondered.

He grew shorter and more sparing of speech. Eventually she relapsed into silence, and in silence they dined, under the myopic eye of the old and asthmatic manservant who acted as butler, footman and man-of-all-work.

After dinner she wandered into the drawingroom. The night was a little chilly: a small wood fire smouldered on the open hearth. He followed, and waited (she imagined) with suppressed impatience until the coffee had come. It was almost like a ritual, this coffee-drinking together. The girl in the grey evening frock, and this man sitting stiffly on the edge of a big armchair, were indulging in a ceremony from which neither obtained the least pleasure.

Presently he made an excuse.

“I shall be in the library if you want me,” he said, in such a tone as suggested to her that he had not the slightest expectation of being wanted at all.

At ten o’clock she looked in. He was sitting at the table with a blank sheet of notepaper before him, nibbling the end of a. pen. Peter jumped up in some confusion, which suggested she had surprised him in a reprehensible act.

“I am going to bed now,” she said, and was gone before his mumbled reply reached her.

Sleep did not come easily, and hardly had her head touched the pillow before she remembered the visitor of the night before. She got out of bed and, going to the window, looked out. The moon had not yet risen. The calm of the day was at an end: a fitful wind was blowing; from somewhere in the south came a low growl of thunder.

She pulled the curtains over the open window, went back to bed and tried to sleep. It was an hour before she fell into a restless slumber.

It was unusual in her to dream, but now dreams followed in bewildering succession. Of Peter, of her father, of that stout detective. They were without beginning or end — just fitful, uneasy glimpses of horrors — Peter drowning in the sea and the detective grinning fiendishly at him from the high bridge of a liner…

She turned in her sleep, shivering. Peter had told her to lock the door, but she had no fear.

Suddenly she was awake. Somebody’s arm was about her thinly clad shoulders.

There were lips to her cheek, hot, hungry lips that roved blindly. With a scream she struggled up, fighting back the man who held her.
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Her Hand thrust wildly at a bristling chin — she remembered an old jiu-jitsu trick and pressed it upward, and as she did so she felt the arm encircling her shoulder relax under the shock. In an instant she wriggled from his grasp and was out of bed, too breathless to scream, too terrified to think.

Blindly she ran to the door by the window. It swung open and she was in the dour sittingroom. She could see nothing. The drawn curtains excluded even the faint lights of the night.

Behind her she could hear the scraping of feet on the polished floor of her bedroom, and in a frenzy of fear she ran forward and, stumbling over a chair, fell. Falling, her hands touched the handle of a door, and this in her desperation she turned.

“Who is there?”

A sudden blinding glow of light. Peter was half out of bed. As she picked herself up from where she sprawled on the floor she stared at him, amazed, dumbfounded. The visitor of the night had not been this newly wakened sleeper. She had felt the roughness of a tweed coat and a soft collar.

“Jane! What is wrong?”

She could only point backward through the dark opening of the door and gasp an incoherent story. Before she was half way through her narrative, Peter had run past her. Jane staggered to the bed and sat down. She was trembling from head to foot. For the first time in her life she had known, fear. And she was cold — terribly cold.

She looked round helplessly for something to cover her, did not see his black dressing-gown hanging behind the door.

Peter came back to find her sitting on his bed, an eiderdown about her trembling shoulders.

“Your window is wide open and there is a ladder against the wall outside. Now just tell me what happened.”

He sat down on the edge of the bed and listened as she told her disjointed story. He was not furious, as she expected him to be. There was a certain gravity in his tone which first surprised and then piqued her. All his interest seemed to be centred, not in the identity, but in the clothing of the visitor.

“You’re sure he was dressed?”

“Of course he was dressed,” she said, a little impatiently. “I tell you, I felt the coat, and there was a safety pin in his collar which came loose and scratched my finger — look!”

He was silent for a while, but she knew that he was not thinking of her scratched finger, at which he had hardly glanced.

“He didn’t speak — you’re sure of that? And he wore boots? I must have been sleeping heavily: I did not hear you scream.”

“I didn’t scream. I had no breath to scream. I thought it was — you!”

He had raised his head, listening. She heard the whine and purr of a distant motor car.

“That is he,” he said.

It may have been imagination on her part, but she could have sworn she detected relief in his tone.

“Why didn’t you follow him?”

She tried to simulate reproach, but did not succeed. She was only too glad that he had not left her alone.

“I wasn’t sure.” And then, in some confusion: “You see, I didn’t exactly know what had happened — it might have been nightmare. And even if I had followed, it is very unlikely that I could have come up with him.”

He was walking about the room now, gathering up his clothes.

“I suppose you want me to go?”

He shook his head again.

“No, I’ll dress. It’s nearly four o’clock and I’ve slept quite long enough. You had better stay here and keep the light on till I come back.”

Apparently he dressed in the sittingroom, for in an incredibly short space of time he returned to take the electric torch that lay on the bedside table.

“I’m going down the ladder to do a little investigation,” he said. “In the meantime you can either go to sleep — I don’t think you will, somehow — or dress yourself — or, alternatively, stay where you are!”

He said this with one of those quick, rare smiles of his, and she had the impression that he was feeling very cheerful about something. She heard his feet on the rungs of the ladder, and, slipping out of the bed, she made her way to the sittingroom.

The electric fire offered a coal-like comfort, but it did not induce her to stay. Passing into her bedroom, she shut the door and looked out of the open window. Peter was standing on the gravel path below. She saw the circle of his lamp roving the garden beds, and she must have made some sound, for he addressed her.

“There are new footmarks here,” he said conversationally.

It was extraordinary, she thought, as she closed the window and drew the curtains before turning on the light, how calmly he accepted her terrifying experience. It was almost as though he had expected something of the sort to happen.

She had not finished dressing when she heard him come back up the ladder, cross the sittingroom and pass into the corridor. Going into the sittingroom, she found he had turned on the lights. She had hardly settled herself in a chair before the all too warm radiator when he came in with two cups of tea and a plate of biscuits, which he set on the table. He might have been a thought-reader, to have gauged her wonder and resentment.

“I suppose you think I take this rather calmly,” he said. “As a matter of fact, I’m only just beginning to realize what has happened. If I’d been quite awake I’d have gone after that fellow and broken his neck!”

The venom in his voice was certainly genuine, she decided. She too was feeling the reaction, and though the hand that reached out to take the tea did not tremble, she had not wholly recovered from the shock. Dawn was paling in the eastern skies; the elms in the drive were a hard, black line against the steel of morning.

“We had better change rooms,” he suggested. “I can keep my window closed. There are three panes which open and admit all the air that I want. But I don’t imagine this bird will repeat his attempt — you found no jewellery missing?”

She shook her head. That had been one of the discoveries she had made when she went to dress; though the thought that she might have been robbed had been the last thing to occur to her.

“No; I very foolishly left my rings and bracelets on the dressing-table, but they have not been touched. If it were a burglar—”

She knew that it was no burglar, and in this certitude could not even discuss such a possibility.

Making conversation was something of a trial. She discovered with a sense of dismay that they had so few friends and interests in common. She found herself talking about her wedding as though it were a ceremony in which she had little more than a detached interest. She had not seen Marjorie Cheyne Wells, either in the church or at the reception.

“Do you like her?” she asked, almost knowing what he would reply, for he was one of those maddening people who had no strong likes or dislikes. It was almost in the nature of a pleasant surprise to hear that Marjorie was not a favourite of his.

“I don’t quite know what to make of her,” he said. “She can be so extraordinarily sour — spiteful is a better word.”

“Has she been spiteful to you?” she asked quickly, and he laughed.

“No. I’m too insignificant to arouse her animosity.”

Here was an opportunity to ask a question which had been on the tip of her tongue since the visit of the detective. This queer intimacy which the adventure of the night had brought about created an atmosphere in which the most embarrassing problems might be discussed. Nevertheless she thought he was a little distant, and her uneasiness was intensified when, for a moment after she had questioned him, he remained silent.

“Yes, it is perfectly true that this lady frequently visits me; but she is, as I told Rouper, a cook — at least, she was many years ago.”

He chuckled nervously. “She has a grievance,” was all that he would tell her, except that her name was Untersohn, of Swedish origin.

The sun came up into a blue, cloudless sky, and garden and lawn called urgently. By seven o’clock, despite the stimulation of tea, Jane found her head nodding. She went to her room, intending to lie down for an hour — it was the sound of the luncheon gong which woke her.

Many things had happened while she had slept. Looking out of the window, she saw Peter walking down the drive with a man whose figure suggested Superintendent Bourke.

Peter was waiting lunch for her. “I told them not to sound that infernal gong,” he said. “You were sleeping so heavily that I didn’t want you wakened.”

“Was that Mr Bourke I saw?”

He explained that Bourke had come down at his request, and that he had no doubt whatever about the man who had come to her room in the night being the same individual who had been wandering about the grounds the night before. He did not explain how he knew this, but went on:

“By the way, I hope you won’t mind: I’ve asked Donald Wells if he can come down — I would have gone up to him, but I don’t like leaving you here alone.”

She looked up from her plate quickly.

“Why? Aren’t you well?” she asked.

“Eh — well? Oh, yes, I’m well! Of course, Donald loathed the idea of intruding on our honeymoon.”

There was the ghost of a laugh in his eyes when he said this.

“Is he bringing Marjorie?”

Peter shook his head. “No,” he said shortly.

“But why is he coming, if you’re not ill?” she insisted.

It was an opportunity for heroics and oblique reproach. Yet somehow she did not expect this, nor was she disappointed.

The afternoon came and brought the second shock of the day.

Peter was reading in the library, and she, having made a futile attempt to interest herself in the rose garden and make conversation with an ancient and taciturn gardener, had returned to the house with a blank feeling of despair as she contemplated the hours that had to be filled before bedtime.

Peter looked up as she came in and hastily concealed the book he was reading — an odd circumstance which excited her curiosity.

“How long do we have to stay at Longford?” she asked desperately. “Peter, this is an awful place, and will you be very angry if I tell you that I am terribly bored?”

His smile was sympathetic. “I’ve been thinking the same thing,” he confessed, “and without consulting you I have engaged a suite at the Ritz-Carlton. At least we shall have the theatres.”

She was almost happy at the prospect of release from her dismal environment.

“Father mustn’t know — he wouldn’t understand,” she said. “When do we leave?”

He told her that he had not been able to secure the suite he wanted until the day after the morrow.

“What were you reading when I came in?”

Very guiltily he produced the book. It was a French work on etching. She had forgotten that he had a hobby, and told him so.

“I owe it a lot,” he said. “I shouldn’t have met you if my vanity hadn’t run in the direction of a private show.”

She had even forgotten that it was in a dingy gallery off Bond Street that her father had introduced them.

“Poor Daddy! He was terribly upset about losing your plates. I am sorry.”

Here Peter was sufficiently human to echo her sorrow. For in a moment of expansiveness he had loaned what to him was an invaluable set of his etchings to his prospective fatherin-law. Peter’s work was extraordinarily fine. The lost plates, each no larger than a postcard, represented his supreme efforts.

“It’s a terrible pity — I’ll never do such good work again,” he said, for the moment a picture of gloom. Then he laughed almost gaily. “And they say we English have no artistic leaning! I offered a thousand pounds for the return of the plates, but the finder preferred the masterpieces!”

She sat in a low chair on the other side of the fire, her chin in her palm, looking at him, her mind strangely busy.

“I suppose this man — what do they call him? — the Clever One — must be an etcher too? Daddy says that only a brilliant artist could do the work — he has seen some specimens.”

“I suppose so.”

His tone was completely indifferent. Evidently he was not greatly interested in the artistic abilities of the unknown forger. The very mention of the Clever One seemed to dry up his good humour and inhibit further conversation.

After a while she rose and went out into the hall.

She was standing at the door, looking across the park, when she became aware of the car. It was not an ordinary limousine. Her first impression was that by some error part of a circus procession had strayed into the grounds. The body was large and old-fashioned. It was painted a bright crimson lake, and this was ‘picked out’ with gold. The handles and the other metal appointments were of dull gold — the chauffeur and the footman were in uniform which completely matched the car and its upholstery, for their caps were gold-laced.

Watching this tremendous machine openmouthed, Jane observed that the servants’ caps were further ornamented with imposing cockades.

The footman got down and opened the door. He seemed rather self-conscious. From the interior stepped a large woman. She was of commanding height; stout of build, coarse-skinned. But Jane could see, beyond the inflamed face and swollen flesh, the beauty that once had lived in that repellent visage. The thick coating of white powder accentuated the furrows and wrinkles beneath. Her lips were a bright scarlet, the eyelashes heavily darkened — a smear of the colouring matter had somehow reached her cheek and had given a touch of the grotesque to a face which in itself was a little terrifying.

Her swollen hands were gloveless, and every finger was tightly ringed from knuckle to knuckle. There were diamonds in her ears, and suspended from her neck a huge and glittering plaque that rested on her bosom.

She was expensively and youthfully dressed, but the colours must have been of her own choosing. No tyrannical designer would have sanctioned that champagne hue or those girlish lines.

She stood under the portico, staring sombrely at the girl.

“You’re his wife? I’m Madame Untersohn.”

Madame Untersohn — the cook! This, then, was the mysterious woman who had visited Peter almost daily. Her voice was hard and common; she made no attempt to carry any further than in her appearance and state the illusion of gentility.

“I am Mrs Clifton, yes.”

The large woman was breathing heavily; obviously under the effect of some pent emotion — Jane suspected a rumbling fury and was more interested than alarmed.

“You’re gettin’ what ain’t his to give.” The visitor almost barked the accusation. “What he’s robbin’ the rightful heir out of—”

For a moment Jane was staggered. She could overlook the theatrical gesture, the hackneyed cliche of cheap melodrama. “Rightful heir? Who is ‘the rightful heir’?” Madame Untersohn struck yet another attitude. “Peter Clifton’s brother — my son!” she said.
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Peter’s BROTHER? Peter was an only child: it was the one piece of information that he had given to her about himself.

“I think you are mistaken—”

“Allow me!”

It was Peter’s voice. He had come out of the library noiselessly behind her.

“Allow you, eh?” The painted lips curled in an ugly sneer. “You’ll do all the talkin’! But you can’t talk your poor brother out of his rights!”

There was a subtle difference in the harsh voice that addressed Peter Clifton. The coarse assurance had been replaced by a note of pleading, there was an uneasiness in it which was reflected in the woman’s gesture, for now the jewelled hands were rubbing nervously one over the other and the blackened lashes were blinking nervously.

“I come down to see you an’ have it out!” The voice had grown shrill. “I’m not afraid of you. If you come any of your father’s tricks I’ll shoot you like a dog, by God I will!” She had snapped open the big bag she carried, groped into its depths and now one trembling hand held a nickel-plated revolver. “…shoot you as soon as look at you. I want justice, and you ain’t goin’ to frighten me!”

Peter was surveying her, his face expressionless, his grave eyes fixed on the woman’s.

“Come in, Mrs Untersohn,” he said, and, turning, walked to the library and threw open the door.

Jane could only gape, dumbfounded at the scene. It was like the segment of a fantastic dream that had neither beginning nor end. She watched the woman waddle past, her suspicious eyes on Peter, the shining pistol still wagging tremulously in her hand.

Madame Untersohn backed into the room and Peter followed her. The door closed upon them. Jane walked out on to the lawn, her head in a whirl.

What did all this mean — what explanation could there possibly be for the intrusion of this overdressed old woman with her threats and her revolver and her cryptic references to Peter’s brother?

As she walked slowly and aimlessly towards the drive she heard the hum of wheels and, looking up, saw a car appear from the direction of the lodge gates. Her heart leapt as she recognized the blue body of it, and she ran across the lawn, waving her hand.

“I’m terribly sorry — barging into Arcady and all that sort of thing.” Donald Cheyne Wells’s white teeth showed in a smile as he took her hand.

“And I’m terribly glad you came,” she said fervently. “Welcome to Wonderland!”

He smiled again. “A pleasant wonderland, I hope?” he suggested. It was a curious fact (she remembered even as she revealed the happenings of the night) that she had never before been on terms of confidence either with Donald or his wife, and yet, almost before she realized what she was saying, she had told him of the midnight visitor.

The effect upon him was remarkable. He stood stock still, staring at her.

“For God’s sake!” he breathed; and then quickly: “You didn’t know him?”

There was something almost comic in his agitation. And then she saw his eyes open even wider. The ‘coach’ of Madame Untersohn had drawn up beyond the house, and as they walked it had come into view.

“Untersohn — is she here?”

His face had gone peaked and grey. She could only gaze at him in consternation.

“Do you know her? Who is she?”

But before her question was finished he was walking quickly towards the house.

Before he could reach the portico, Madame Untersohn had appeared. Under the powder her face was a choleric red. Imperiously she beckoned to the watchful footman and her ponderous car moved towards her.

Cheyne Wells stopped at the sight of her and did not speak or move until the machine moved on with its resplendent burden.

“How long has she been here?” He was brusque almost to a point of rudeness.

“Only a few minutes,” said Jane wonderingly. “Who is she?”

She heard his long sigh, the sigh of a man from whom a weight of trouble had been shifted; his tone became more amiable.

“She’s a woman who’s been worrying Peter rather a lot, I fancy,” he said. And then quickly: “Did you see her? Did she say anything to you?”

Jane laughed.

“You’re becoming mysteriouser and mysteriouser, Donald,” she said. “Yes, I did have a brief interview with the lady, in the course of which she told me that her son was the rightful heir, that he was Peter’s brother—”

Again his face had gone tense; his dark eyes had narrowed till they were the merest slits.

“She told you that, did she? She’s mad! Obviously she’s mad. Nobody would travel about in a band wagon as she does unless they were crazy. You didn’t take the slightest notice of anything she said, did you?”

Jane shook her head.

“I haven’t had time to think about it,” she said, and was going on, but he interrupted her.

“Peter never had a brother. This woman is a lunatic, obsessed with the idea that her son is the heir to Peter’s fortune.”

“She doesn’t seem particularly poor herself,” said Jane, remembering the flashing diamonds.

Wells nodded.

“She ought to be a rich woman. That makes her behaviour all the more extraordinary.” He seemed most anxious to convince her on the point — too anxious, she thought, in her shrewd way.

“Peter should have had her arrested years ago; he’s too kind-hearted — hallo, Peter, old boy!”

Peter Clifton had strolled out from the house, his hands thrust deep into his flannel pockets, a half smile on his lips. Without a word to the girl, Donald Wells darted to him, caught him by the arm and led him, reluctantly, Jane thought, back into the house.

“Mysteriouser and mysteriouser,” said Jane, and went up to her ugly little sittingroom. No bride ever felt more unbride-like than she, or less necessary to the happiness, the comfort or the entertainment of anybody.

She could not believe her ears a quarter of an hour later when she heard Donald’s car moving off. He had gone without saying goodbye, without exchanging another word. At first she was amused, then a little angry, and it required something more than Peter’s message of farewell at third hand to restore her equanimity.

“He had to rush back to town.”

“Why did he rush down?” she asked, almost tartly.

“I asked him to see me — what do you think of the lady?”

He followed her into the library and pushed an easy chair for her, but she stood by the side of the library table, her fingers drumming ominously.

“Have you any more surprises for me?” She asked, and something in her tone amused him, for he laughed.

“I’m terribly sorry.” Peter was apologetic, but he was in no sense abashed — not even apprehensive. “She was surprising, wasn’t she?”

He was waiting for a further question, and she did not disappoint him.

“What did she mean when she talked about your brother?”

He smiled faintly.

“That is one of my many family skeletons,” he said; “to me, the smallest. I suppose I’ve got an unmoral mind, but that particular indiscretion of my father does not trouble me as it should.”

She was silent at this.

“Oh — is it that?” she asked awkwardly.

“It is that. I’m sorry. Mrs Untersohn, who, so far as I know, is Miss Untersohn, has very hazy ideas of primogeniture and imagines that her son is entitled to a — er — share in the estate.”

His questioning eyes were upon her. Was she convinced? they seemed to ask.

“It is very — ugly, isn’t it?”

It was a lame, almost hypocritical response on her part; she really was not shocked; did not even realize the unpleasantness of the revelation. Her chief emotion was one of relief.

“Yes — very. Do you mind? I have asked Bourke to come to dinner.”

She was a little staggered at this.

“The police officer? Peter, why are you so keen on having detectives around you?”

This genuinely amused him.

“I thought I had explained,” he laughed. “In fact, I can’t improve on the explanation I have given. Bourke is a very good friend of mine. He has done a great deal for me. Do you really mind if he comes? I can put him off.”

She had no objections at all. A third at dinner would relieve the tension.

“Is he staying the night?”

Peter shook his head.

“He goes back to London soon after dinner.”

There was no link between their talk and the realization of their extraordinary relationship. It came upon her suddenly — the grotesque unreality of their positions. Peter had accepted her with amazing readiness; his compliance was almost inhuman. She sat at the window of her bedroom, looking out over a world that had grown bleak and a little ugly, wondering whether presently she would wake up and find her marriage was a dream; in some respects — here was the curious perversity of it — rather a pleasant dream.

When she saw Peter crossing the lawn slowly she had to tell herself: “That is your husband — you bear his name; you are his wife rill death do you part.”

Even the horrible inevitability did not shock her; even as she did not believe the unbelievable phenomenon of her marriage, so she accepted her own fate as something in which she was not personally interested.

“Which is silly,” she told herself; yet there was no conviction in her scorn.

The afternoon post brought a letter from Basil Hale, and the sight of his handwriting gave her a little pang. Peter brought the letter to her in her room, together with a wrappered newspaper.

“I didn’t see the postman come,” she said in surprise.

“He was here an hour ago — I forgot to give you the letter,” he answered.

She slit the envelope — what had Basil to say? He had, he said, returned from Bournemouth that morning; the London postmark indicated the earliest postal collection.

‘I am wondering when it will be reasonably decent to call upon you young love birds…Your father was so dismal the night you left that I took a late train to Bournemouth. I don’t exactly know why…’

The rest was so much chronicling of unimportant personal experiences.

For some reason the letter irritated her. It may have been the suggestion that there was a privacy into which he or anybody else could not intrude.

Basil was being normally impertinent. She was forced to consider her mental attitude towards Basil Hale. They had been friends years before she had met Peter. A typical happy-go-lucky young man of the town, coarse in the grain, inclined to be loose of tongue, but thoroughly amusing. Brilliant sometimes; an excellent companion who could shock, but never bored.

Idly she turned over the little sheet and saw that at the bottom he had written a postscript — an odd trick of his:

‘I am terribly worried about you — honestly. Have I done right? Have any of us? This passion for money for which we are prepared to sacrifice everything—’

There the postscript ended — without so much as a full stop. Jane searched the envelope for some continuation of the message — there was none. But as she opened it out she made a discovery. The flap of the envelope curled back under the strain of her search, and the gum was still wet.

Somebody had opened the letter and read it, and that somebody could be no other person than her husband.
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She Found Peter in the library, dozing over a book, and without preamble made her accusation.

“I am probably being very unjust in suspecting you of a meanness which only one of the servants—”

“You need not blame the servants,” he said quietly. “Yes, I opened the letter.”

A wave of anger swept over her and for a moment left her dumb.

“You opened my letter? Why? Is that one of the privileges that marriage gives you?”

“I haven’t noticed any particular privilege attaching to matrimony,” he said, with a half smile which maddened her. (She told herself she loathed Peter in his more confident mood.)

“Will you please explain” — she tried to keep her voice calm— “why you took this extraordinary step? It was not an accident — you would have told me.”

“It was not an accident,” he said coolly. “Only I object to Basil Hale corresponding with you. I intended telling you this later — I never dreamt he would have the nerve to write to you; when you were on your — honeymoon.”

She was angry, but she was bewildered too. She had always thought that he and Basil were good friends. And, as if he read her mind, he went on quickly: “I am not jealous in the vulgar sense of the word. Hale and I are as the poles apart. I mistrust him, and he doesn’t like me.”

“Why do you mistrust him?”

He shrugged.

“One takes unreasonable dislikes, and he is one of them. I know I have committed an unpardonable fault, but, Jane, I had only your happiness in mind.”

The last part of his speech was uttered a little haltingly. She was not convinced. Unless she was prepared to quarrel, the sane course was to let the matter rest where it stood; saner, perhaps, to find an excuse for him in order that the possibilities of a growing friendship might not be disturbed. This last course she took.

“It isn’t really important,” she said, almost carelessly. “I was a little annoyed. One gives letters a very special value.”

“Naturally. I’m terribly sorry.”

This incident drove them a little farther apart; by the time Bourke arrived their relations were almost frigid, and she could bless the happy thought that had brought a third party to that unpromising meal.

Mr Bourke, that stout man, was in his heartiest mood, so that she thawed under his genial influence and found herself taking an interest in criminals. Apparently there was only one in the world, and that one exceptionally clever.

“I’m a poor man, but I’d give a thousand pounds to put my hand on him,” boomed Mr Bourke.

He had a trick of emphasizing his words with imaginary thumps on the table. Every time he raised his huge fist Jane winced, but never once did the expected thud come.

“Here’s a man outside of all the criminal categories. He has confederates, yet none have betrayed him. Why? Because they don’t know him!”

“In what respect does he differ from other forgers?” she asked.

There was no need for her to simulate an interest is the Clever One; the unknown forger had taken hold of her imagination.

Bourke put his hand in his pocket, took out a thick leather notecase and opened it. From one of its many compartments he extracted an American bill for one hundred dollars.

“Look at that,” he said. “You’re not an expert, but if you were you’d say the same. It is impossible to distinguish this from a genuine bill. There are plenty of cheap forgeries in circulation. There is a place in Hamburg where you can buy five-pound notes at eighteenpence a time. But a fellow who buys the Clever One’s work has got to pay — and he’s paying for safety.”

Peter, who seemed scarcely interested, broke in with a question.

“What would that hundred-dollar bill cost straight from the hands of the maker?” He leaned forward as he asked the question, his eyes on the detective’s face.

“Twenty dollars,” replied Bourke promptly; “or rather, that would be the cost from the agent, who would probably make five dollars on the transaction. That is where the Clever One differs from all the others — he charges for peace of mind. You could go through the United States of America with a pocket full of these, and the chance of your being caught is one in ten thousand. Unless you happen to be in Washington or in some town where there was a chance of the Federal authorities taking a casual peek at the money in circulation. There was a banker in Ohio who, in the course of a year, passed three thousand of these hundred-dollar bills into circulation — innocently, of course.”

The modus operandi of the Clever One he found difficult to explain. Agents had been arrested in Paris, Berlin and Chicago, and they could give no other information except that at an agreed hour and rendezvous, usually at night, and in some open place where there was no chance of espionage, the forged bills or banknotes were handed to them and they gave in exchange the price to the last penny. With the forgeries was a typewritten slip telling them where they could write for the next batch. The address was never the same: it was, the police discovered in one case, an ‘accommodation’ provided by a small newsagent. Invariably a chance-found boy was sent to collect the letters, which probably passed through two or three hands before they eventually reached the forger.

“He never makes the mistake of flooding the market. Sometimes he will supply nothing for nine months at a time. But what he turns out is the best. The only thing we’re certain about is that his agents are very few in number. There never has been a case where deliveries have been made simultaneously in Paris and Berlin.”

“Yet his profits must be enormous,” said the girl wonderingly.

Bourke nodded.

“Sixty thousand a year. That’s a lot of money. The only time he ever put out forged bills wholesale was during the slump of the franc — he was probably one of the contributing causes. He put thirty million francs in mille notes on the French market.”

Peter had been playing with his knife through this conversation, his eyes fixed upon the table. Jane had the impression that he was a little bored, and wondered why a man who was so interested in police work should find so little that was thrilling in this narrative.

She gathered from his restlessness that he was anxious to see Bourke alone. He left the conversation to Bourke and herself and sat throughout the meal staring at the one picture the room held — a big oil painting in a dull gold frame affixed to the panelling. It was a picture of a man of the Regency period, high-stocked, heavy-faced, with a harsh, big mouth and eyes into which the painter had conveyed more than a hint of cold malignity. The picture seemed to fascinate him, for again and again his eyes wandered back to the painted canvas.

At the earliest possible moment she rose and left them, and Peter visibly brightened at the first sign of her coming departure. She was not by nature curious, and was irritated to find herself speculating upon what was the subject of the talk that held these two men in such earnest conference. Really it was no business of hers.

She wandered from the drawingroom to her sittingroom upstairs; poked the smouldering wood fire to a feeble liveliness, and, in sheer boredom, searched the little bookshelf for something to read. There was a number of three-decker novels, a volume on archaeology (published in 1863), a dogeared school manual, and, to her surprise, a very modern volume in German. She could not read German, but the illustrations left her in no doubt as to the subject of the book. It was a manual on the art of etching.

Peter’s? She remembered the plates that her father had lost; remembered, too, some of the better examples of Peter’s work. A fenland scene, full of light and soft shadows. John Leith had told her that this little work of Peter’s compared favourably with Zohn at his best.

The book had been read carefully, for there were certain unintelligible phrases underlined. So Peter spoke or read German — she was discovering some new accomplishment every day. Here she was shocked to find that there was a sneer in her thought — there was no reason to sneer at Peter. There was, in truth, much that she could admire and respect.

It was ten o’clock when Peter called her down to say goodnight to Mr Bourke. She stood by her husband’s side and watched the red tail light of the car disappear down the drive before they walked back to the library, a little awkward in their companionship. “Well, did you have a very satisfactory talk?” she asked.

She wasn’t really interested, but she was trying desperately hard to return her friendship to the notch whence it had slipped that afternoon.

He was gauche; stammered a little, and there was an uncomfortable silence before she said “Goodnight” somewhat hastily, and went up to her room.

Tonight she locked the door, drew the curtains over the window and fastened the latch of the casement so that it could not be opened; then she undressed. She was not a bit tired — only bored, bored beyond words. For an hour she lay, turning from side to side, in a vain attempt to sleep, until at last she fell into a state that was neither one thing nor the other, a sort of dazed and stupid wakefulness…

What brought her to full consciousness, her heart thumping, she did not know. It was a sound — the crunch of feet on gravel. Perhaps in her sleep subconsciously she had been listening. Danger had come before, and might come again, from without.

She was out of bed in a second and, pulling on her dressing-gown, she walked stealthily to the window and looked out. For a time she saw nothing, and then…

It was not imagination: against the darkness of the grass she saw something darker moving — the figure of a man.

She had to put her hand before her mouth to suppress the exclamation of terror. There it was again! With trembling hands she opened the door leading to the sittingroom, crossed it swiftly and opened Peter’s door. The bed was empty, had not been slept in, she saw by the light of the little lamp burning on the bedside table.

The hands of the clock beneath the lamp pointed to two. She went through the room and down the stairs. The library door was open and the interior dark, but she saw a crack of light under the diningroom door and went in. This room, too, was empty, but even as she turned the handle she was conscious of a faint rhythmic-like whirr like the sound of machinery.

Where was the picture of the malignant man?

It had disappeared from the wall, and in its place was an oblong aperture. The picture and the lower portion of the panelling formed a door, now standing wide open.

Jane crept forward and, looking round the edge, saw a sight which she would never forget.

A long, narrow room, dusty, unfurnished save for a stout bench in the centre and a smaller bench against the wall littered with the paraphernalia of the etcher’s craft. But it was not these on which her eye rested. On the central bench was a small machine that whirred and clicked softly as its cylinders turned, A printing machine…

Then her heart nearly stopped beating, as she saw the oblong slips which were being fed along a small canvas band. They were banknotes, and the man who was standing, watching the automatic delivery, was her husband!
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Jane Could only stare at her husband — numbed — speechless. Here, then, was the secret of the Clever One, and the Clever One was —

She wanted to scream as the horror of her discovery came upon her. She was married to a forger, the most notorious forger in the world, the man for whom the police of Europe and America were searching. It wasn’t true, it couldn’t be true. Yet here he was, examining with a critical eye one of the notes he had taken from the belt.

His back was towards her as she cringed away from the door. She gained the hall, and had one foot on the stairs when she remembered the man on the lawn. Under the stress of this new shock he seemed unimportant, and it was not until she reached the upper landing that the old fear returned, and, leaning over the banisters, she called Peter by name. At the third time his voice answered her.

“What is it, Jane?” he asked.

“There is a man…on the lawn.”

She tried to keep her voice steady. He heard its quaver and misunderstood the cause. She waited, listening, heard him go back to the diningroom and the soft thud of a door closing, and then a sharp click. Almost immediately she heard him race into the hall and the jangle of chains being removed.

From the window of her room she caught a glimpse of him in the light thrown from the hall. There was no sign of the intruder, and after a while she saw Peter reappear from the gloom.

She was sitting now, terribly calm, not as she had been the night before. The discovery had stunned her, yet her mind was unnaturally active. She could remember certain little incidents, examine them with a strange, passionless detachment. This was the source of Peter’s wealth, the explanation for the ‘legacy’. He was the Clever One, and this house, which he pretended to rent, was his headquarters.

As she drew the curtain and turned on the lights she heard his foot on the stairs, and when he appeared in the doorway she was not more than a few feet away from him.

“I could see nobody,” he said breathlessly, and then, as he saw her face, she detected the look of dismay in his eyes.

She knew she was pale, never dreamt how colourless and drawn her face had become.

“My dear! You look terrible! If I find that man I’ll murder him!”

“The man?” She had almost forgotten the shape on the lawn. “Oh, yes. You didn’t find him?”

He made no answer, his chief concern for the moment was this shaken wife of his.

“We’ll go to town tomorrow,” he said, and when she shook her head: “Why?” he demanded in surprise.

“I don’t know. I’ll tell you tomorrow. I’m very tired.”

She was more than tired. Mentally and physically she was exhausted. She lay for half an hour staring into the dark, trying to reorganize her outlook upon life and Peter. Once she heard him go out from the house, evidently conducting a new search for the unknown trespasser.

Jane went cold as a possible solution for that intrusion came to her. A detective! Was Peter under observation? In his anxiety to keep friendly with the police was he blind to the possibility that Bourke had guessed his secret and was watching him?

She fell into a deep sleep amidst these speculations and woke to find the sun pouring into her room and hear the vinegary-faced Anna asking if she had had a good night.

Jane sat up in bed and looked round, bewildered. Had it all been an ugly dream? It was almost impossible to believe that it could have been anything else, in the freshness and gaiety of the morning…

“Did you go downstairs in the night, ma’am?” Anna was asking. “I found one of your slippers in the hall.”

No dream — hideous reality. She remembered leaving the slipper behind her as she had fled up the stairs.

“Reminded me of Cinderella,” Anna went on — the morning seemed to have brought a little of its loveliness into her own withered heart. “Funny me dunking that — I ain’t seen the play for years.”

As Jane sipped her tea an idea occurred to her. “Anna — to whom does this house belong?”

Anna shook her head. “I don’t know now, ma’am. It used to be owned by an old gentleman who lived abroad. Maybe he’s dead by now. The agent is a gentleman named Blonberg — he’s got an office in the West End — Knowlby Street. I never seen him. Sometimes he comes down here and stays a month at a time.”

Jane stared at the woman.

“And yet you’ve never seen him?”

“No, ma’am. When Mr Blonberg comes down he brings his own servants, and a poor lot they are! The place is like a pigsty after they’ve gone. Nothing swept, nothing dusted, the garden in rack and ruins.”

“But where do you go when he’s here?”

Anna smiled toothlessly. “Home to my brother in London. All the servants get a holiday on board wages — none of us live in the neighbourhood, except the gardener. He works in the garden three days a week, but he’s not allowed to come to the house.”

Jane turned the extraordinary circumstances over and over in her mind. Who was Mr Blonberg? Somebody who was anxious to avoid recognition…

She began to see clearly now. This was Peter’s own house…Blonberg was the name behind which he worked and schemed — the man who, according to Bourke the detective, had many confederates, but was not betrayed because they were ignorant of his identity.

She was very cool now, until a little aching of heart revealed a most peculiar and devastating knowledge. She was fond of Peter! Why this discovery of his guilt should emphasize his attractive qualities she could not analyse. Of a sudden she was conscious of his great loneliness, his danger, was tenderly aware of his gentleness with her.

What could she do? Write to her father and tell him everything? She shook her head at the thought. No, it must remain her secret — hers and Peter’s — and she must find some way to avert the inevitable disaster which awaited him.

The police were already suspicious and the net was being drawn. Rouper knew him for what he was, Bourke must know, too, and be utilizing his friendship to blind Peter to the peril in which he stood.

Jane was the type that thrived on the threat of misfortune. All her dormant qualities were stirred to life. She was almost cheerful as she stood under the cold shower and felt the icy fingers of the water tattoo upon her slim body.

Peter was in the grounds, striding up and down the lawn, and at the sight of his face she hardly restrained an exclamation of alarm. He was pale, hollow-eyed, listless.

“No — I didn’t sleep very well,” he said. “The truth is — the country doesn’t agree with me. But I am afraid you will have to put up with Longford Manor for another night — those confounded people can’t put us up until tomorrow.”

There was a querulous note in his tone — she had never seen him so nervous and irritable.

“I should like to spend a full week here — can’t we?” she asked.

To leave this place with its ghastly secret for other prying eyes would be an unpardonable folly.

He seemed relieved at her suggestion, and then his face clouded.

“I suppose it isn’t possible for you to go to town and leave me here for a day or two?” And then, quickly: “That’s an extraordinary suggestion, I know, and of course it is impossible. Only — I’ve one or two things I want to clear up. And I thought of asking Cheyne Wells to come down for a night, I wish to see him about — things.”

She puzzled over the suggestion that Donald Wells should be asked down. Did Peter wish to see him as friend or doctor? The strain he was undergoing must be a frightful one, calling for every stimulation that science could devise.

“Certainly, ask him. But, Peter, I couldn’t possibly go to town by myself — people would think all sorts of queer things.”

He ought to know, she thought, that what ‘people’ might think or say would not influence her in the slightest degree. Apparently he accepted her conventional objection without question. She was almost annoyed.

Slipping her arm through his, she paced by his side.

“Peter — I’m being a selfish pig and you’re being a perfect angel. If you don’t hate me you ought to — if I were you I’d loathe the sight of me! But I really do want to help you — where and how I can. I mean — in various ways.”

He laughed softly.

“You don’t know how you’re helping me at this very minute!” he said, and added, before he could check his speech: “I hope you never will know.”

Here was a challenge which yesterday she would have taken up instantly. To his relief she did not ask the question which he thought was inevitable. — He gave her little chance, for he went on:

“If you think you’re being unreasonable, it will comfort you to know that I’m not worrying — really. My natural vanity was rather hurt for a bit. Men are rather godlike — they think the world and all that is in it was created for their satisfaction. I don’t think you hate me or that we’re going to drift apart, or that we’ve discovered that we’ve both made a terrible mistake and that the future is a tragic blank. The only unreality about our marriage was an entire absence of courtship — an old-fashioned word but the only one.”

She nodded. That really was the case. Peter and she had enjoyed the most formal of engagements. Except for the kiss he had given her in the vestry on the day of their marriage, there had been nothing.

“Anyway we avoided that illusion,” he went on surprisingly. “And it is the greatest of all the illusions. A man meets a girl, is on his best behaviour — meets her again, calls on her people and takes her to dances and things. She learns to like him — allows him certain little privileges — they drift into an engagement. He seldom shows her the ugly side of him — always on his best behaviour, always acting perfection. Naturally she is an idealist and, seeing her ideal, loves the man he shows her. And then they marry and he slackens off. She sees him at breakfast, when he doesn’t have to act, and after dinner, when he’s as nature made him, and she knows she’s been cheated. I’d rather you were never cheated.”

Jane listened, fascinated. For the moment she forgot that she was talking to the Clever One, the forger for whom the police of Europe were searching; forgot the cloud that shadowed both their lives, in the exposition of a philosophy which held for her a hope — a certainty of happiness.

“We’ll just hang on and trust in truth,” he smiled down on her oddly. “I think we shall have great need of one another. Please God you will have no great shocks in the near future, but if you do — I want to feel that there is firm ground beyond any mud through which we may have to wade.”

Thus, in the glory of morning sunlight and amidst the fragrance of flowers, he offered his first warning of the catastrophe that was to shake her to the very foundations of life.
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“What Do you mean — mud?”

She had to force herself to ask the question, and her voice was husky. Perhaps he would tell her the truth and ask her help. She knew he loved her; was more sure of him at that moment than ever she had been. The realization brought her to the edge of tears. Eagerly, yet dreading, she waited, holding her breath.

“Mud — well, ugliness. I can’t explain.”

He was vague, unwilling, she guessed, to go any farther along the path of self-revelation. The breakfast gong put a prosaic period to his mood.

At breakfast he relapsed into silence. Once she saw him staring fixedly at the picture on the panelled wall, and, in spite of her self-control, shuddered. Fortunately he did not notice this.

She tried to make conversation. Very daringly she referred to the eccentric Mrs Untersohn — a subject that had by tacit agreement been taboo — and only then did she arouse him to interest.

“A queer woman — she lives at Hampstead — no, that isn’t why she is queer. Lots of nice, normal people live at Hampstead. She ought to be well off, but I suspect her son is a drain. I’ve helped her many times — I suppose I’ve given her ten thousand pounds in the past four years.”

He was very diffident and apologetic about his plan to have Cheyne Wells down for the night.

“As a matter of fact, it was his suggestion; he thought I was looking run down — are you sure you don’t mind?”

If he had asked her on the previous night she would have been wholehearted in her endorsement of the plan. But now — ? She did not want outsiders. With Peter alone she might get nearer to his confidence.

“When is he coming?”

“Tonight — if you’d rather he didn’t I could put him off?”

But she shook her head.

That morning, after Peter had gone to the village to send some telegrams (he said), she made a discovery. It came about in a most commonplace way. Anna had unpacked her trunk and deposited its contents in various drawers of the ancient wardrobe. Jane could not find her handkerchiefs and rang for the ancient maid.

“Now where did I put ‘em, ma’am?”

Anna added a new homeliness to her face by a deep frown.

“I remember — I put all the handkerchiefs together in Mr Clifton’s dressing-table drawer. I’ll get ‘em.”

“Don’t trouble — I can find them myself.”

Jane was in no great hurry. It was half an hour later that she went into Peter’s room. The one drawer in his dressing-table was locked, but the key was on the table top. She turned the lock, opened the drawer, and the first thing she saw was a neat pile of small copper plates. She lifted the top plate out and instantly recognized it as one of the collection which Peter said her father had lost. There was no doubt about it. So they hadn’t been lost after all! Peter, in his absentminded way, had them here all the time and had forgotten. When had they been mislaid? She concentrated in an effort of memory. On April 1st! She remembered that her father had made a jest about the date, denying that he had ever had the plates and claiming that Peter was making an April fool of him.

The servant came up soon after and Jane asked carelessly: “When was Mr Blonberg here last?”

Anna thought.

“At the beginning of April, ma’am.”

So that was it! Jane recalled the fact that at the beginning of April Peter had a mysterious call to Paris.

“He didn’t always sleep here — Mr Blonberg. He comes down for the day in his car and goes back the same night as often as not. He always drives himself in a little closed car.”

Jane sighed.

“How interesting!” she said.

With an effort she drove her mind to a more mundane subject.

“Dr Wells is staying the night — I suppose there is a spare bedroom?”

“Three, ma’am. Is he coming by himself?”

It was a startling possibility that Donald Wells should bring his wife, the one woman in the world whom Jane actively disliked.

“I suppose so — yes, I’m sure.”

The possibility of being called upon to entertain Marjorie Cheyne Wells was more than she dared contemplate.

Donald came after lunch — and came alone.

“There is nothing to be alarmed about,” he told her when, at the first opportunity, she sought him out and asked point-blank if there was any special reason for his visit. “Peter is run down — I don’t exactly know why. He was as fit as a fiddle when he left London — I hope that woman Untersohn hasn’t rattled him. Marjorie? Oh, she’s fine,” he answered shortly.

He gave her the impression that he was not anxious to discuss his wife. Jane had guessed that the relationships between Donald and his wife were not of the best, and Basil Hale had suggested that Mrs Cheyne Wells was a difficult woman to live with. But then, Basil’s gossip was frankly malicious.

For some reason Jane began to resent the presence of the doctor before he had been in the house an hour. He represented a barrier to the smooth progression of her new understanding with Peter — an understanding which must remain one-sided until the opportunity came for her to tell him all that she knew and feared. Towards the close of the day, however, she had an experience which shattered much of her confidence that the understanding could be anything more than one-sided.

She was alone with him for a few minutes before tea, and remembered the incident of the morning. Perhaps he himself was unaware that the lost plates had been found.

“Oh, I forgot to tell you, Peter — do you know that your plates are in the drawer — the plates you thought Daddy had lost—”

So far she got, and stopped. His face had gone the colour of chalk.

“How do you know — why did you go to my drawer?”

His voice was sharp, almost angry, and momentarily she was staggered by his tone.

“I went for some handkerchiefs — but, Peter, why are you cross? I thought you valued those etchings…”

He was making a supreme effort to recover his equilibrium.

“Yes — sorry I’m so jumpy. In the drawer, are they? What a careless fool I am! And I suppose I left the key on the table? I really need a nurse!”

The colour was back in his face, but he was obviously distressed by her discovery. She knew, when he suggested that he did not know the plates were there, he was lying, and lying clumsily.

“Very awkward — I mean, after accusing your father of losing them. Jane, I’d be greatly obliged if you would keep this matter to yourself. I mean, I shouldn’t like your father to know that I’d made such an ass of myself.”

“But he’d understand—”

“I’d rather you didn’t tell him — honestly. I’m rather keen on his not knowing.”

It seemed such a stupid little thing to make such a fuss about, but she promised smilingly: the smile was wholly forced.

His anger she might understand; his undisguised fear was inexplicable. Jane was baffled. Just when she thought she was beginning to know him, something happened that threw her back to the place whence she had started. She found a sort of an explanation in the presence of Donald Wells. Peter was a bundle of jangled nerves — for the moment abnormal. How far she had contributed to that state was a matter for uneasy consideration.

She wrote to John Leith that afternoon — a colourless letter about trivialities. She made no mention of the lost plates. Her letter to Basil Hale was equally uninformative. She wondered as she wrote what would be Basil’s caustic verdict if he knew that his letter to her had been opened. That was another strange happening at variance with all her preconceptions of Peter.

Dinner was for eight o’clock, and at seven Peter and Donald Wells were still together in the library. She dressed and came down. They were still engaged, and she wandered out into the garden. The world was very quiet and, except for the chattering of the birds, there was no sound. The peacefulness of the evening had a curiously sedative effect upon her — she was getting nervous, too. How nervous, she was to discover as she passed through the opening in the yew hedge that led to the garden. Somebody called her name in a whisper and she jumped.

“Oh! Who is that?”

She looked round with a wildly beating heart, saw nobody, and was preparing to flee when the voice spoke again, this time more loudly.

“Jane!”

It was Basil Hale, sitting on a low garden seat, scarcely visible under the drooping branches of a willow tree.

“Basil! What on earth are you doing here?”

He came cautiously from cover, a broad grin on his red face.

“Scared you!” he chuckled. “Where is hubby — with Donald?”

There was something in his tone that she did not like — perhaps she had forgotten the old domineering air of proprietorship he had habitually assumed. It jarred on her now a little.

“Yes — they are in the library. Are you staying to dinner?”

He shook his head.

“No — I’ve got my flivver down the road — I was on my way back to town and thought I’d slip in for a glimpse of the bonny bride.”

Her eyes were smiling — it had always been difficult to be annoyed with Basil, though she found it less of an effort than usual.

“Been down to hear the preliminary court proceedings against Worth, a crazy labourer who murdered his wife with a hatchet,” he said pleasantly.

Basil had been called to the Bar. He never practised, but he took an academic interest in horrors. Jane took none whatever, but it had so happened that in her ennui of the afternoon she had read the newspaper very thoroughly, and amongst other items had noticed that the police court proceedings against the mad Worth had been postponed. She was on the point of offering ironical condolences that he had had his journey for nothing, when he continued:

“I’ve been in court all day—”

“But the case was postponed.”

He seemed to regard this as a great joke.

“Fancy your knowing that! Jane, you’re becoming quite a murder expert. Yes, it was postponed and my introduction is spoilt! Dam’ nuisance — and I rehearsed it so carefully! Do you remember the case of Alexander Welerson?”

She was looking at him, her mouth an ‘O’ of amazement.

“What are you talking about, Basil? Have you been—”

“Drinking? No. Welerson was a very rich man who killed two perfectly innocent servants in cold blood. He’s the text of my argument. He was crazy mad, of course. There was a bad history of insanity in the family. His father died in an asylum and Welerson eventually died in Dartmoor. There hasn’t been a member of the family that wasn’t queer in some way or other.”

“What is all this to do with me?” she demanded, and he smiled up at her slyly.

“Wells is here, isn’t he? He’s been looking after Peter for years. Why is Wells here now? Because Peter feels another attack is coming on, after Donald had given him a clean bill of health for his marriage.”

She stood petrified with horror at the innuendo.

“Peter — what do you mean?”

He saw that she understood, and nodded.

“Peter’s crazy. I like you too much to allow you to stay in ignorance of your danger. He’s the son of Alexander Welerson — a mad homicide — and it’s about time you knew what your fool father has allowed you to marry!”

Jane Clifton looked at the redfaced man, dazed, uncomprehending. The horror of his revelation momentarily paralysed her.

“It’s not true.” She found her voice. “It was a terrible thing to say — terrible!”

He was grave enough now.

“I’m not blaming your father — Wells said he was cured and they’re all gambling on that. But they’re gambling with your life, Jane—”

He heard a quick step on the gravel and turned with a grimace of fear that she did not fail to notice.

“What are you doing here?”

It was Peter’s voice, hard and authoritative, Basil blinked at him.

“Eh? I happened to be passing and I thought I’d call in to see Jane. I hope you don’t mind?”

Peter glanced from one to the other. Jane’s face was drawn and haggard; her trembling body told him less than he wished to know, more than he could see without pain.

“What have you been telling her?” he demanded in a low voice.

Basil made a pitiable attempt to appear indifferent.

“All the gossip of town, old boy—” he began, but Peter turned abruptly away to the girl.

“What is wrong, Jane — what has he told you?”

She shook her head.

“Nothing,” she muttered, and tried to brush past him.

“What has he told you?” His strong hands held her by the shoulder. He was looking down into her face. She did not answer, and again he turned to Basil.

“I’ve two scores against you. Hale,” he said slowly, “and I’m going to allow one of them to wait.”

“I’m afraid I can’t follow you.” Basil was smiling, but the uneasiness in his voice was clear even to Jane.

“You broke into my house the second night I was here, and into my wife’s room. For that I intended killing you. And if the thing you have told Jane is what I believe it to be, keep out of my way, Hale!”

“Don’t threaten me,” grated the other, fury overcoming fear.

“I have warned you,” said Peter.

What followed was so unexpected, so quick to happen, that Jane thereafter had only a confused memory. She saw Basil Hale crouch, heard the thud of the blow as Peter’s fist caught him squarely on the jaw, and in another second he was a sobbing, howling, bestial thing, writhing in a clump of dwarf roses. Lifting her bodily, Peter swung her through the yew opening.

“I think you’d better go to the house,” he said, and turned to meet the fury that came leaping towards him with whirlwind arms.
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Madame Untersohn lived in a dark little Georgian house in Hampstead: a squat, two-floored building that was hardly visible behind high walls or through a confusion of trees which must have been planted in some remote period almost trunk to trunk. It had been built in the days when America was still a British colony and the neighbourhood a veritable woodland, and was a house of uneven floors and low ceilings; the lower rooms had the everlasting musty earth smell which seems inevitable in such old houses. They are living yet decaying things, rooted in stale soil.

A dark house that at nights was full of creaks and rustlings; one almost heard the shuffling of ghostly feet along its crooked corridors.

If Mrs Untersohn could have lived happily anywhere it was at Heathlands with its half acre of unkempt garden. The place was to her taste. A long drawingroom cluttered up with quaint modern furniture, showy Japanese cabinets and tawdry little souvenirs of her limited travels, was her ideal of what such a room should be. Two domestic servants and a chauffeur (she hired a footman for state occasions from a local garage) comprised her staff.

Mrs Untersohn was in her drawingroom sitting at an inadequate writing-table and endeavouring, with the aid of pencil stub and a memorandum book, to make both ends meet. There were inevitable miscalculations, both in addition and subtraction, but the broad effect of her accountancy was depressing. She rubbed her nose with her knuckles, shook her head and betrayed by other signs the extent of her dismay.

She enjoyed a fixed income on which she could have lived comfortably, but Madame Untersohn had many demands upon her purse — heavy and insistent demands which could not be denied.

She looked at the jewelled watch on her wrist, rose with a groan of discomfort and went upstairs to her bedroom. When she came down she was dressed in an unpretentious ulster and a very plain hat — a change which considerably improved her appearance, though she would have been annoyed if anybody had told her this.

She went out, not announcing her departure, and, walking to the Edgware Road, boarded a bus. It was nine o’clock when she came to Marylebone Lane and Knowlby Street. Higgson House was a narrow-faced office block that had been built on the frontage of a dwelling house by a speculative builder. It stood, an eyesore to the neighbourhood, in a street of good class houses and ran back to the untidy mews behind. Higgson House had ruined its builder and brought to bankruptcy two of its eventual purchasers. Its present owner had apparently found tenants for the tiny suites and narrow rooms, for on the door posts were divers brass plates and painted names. In faded yellow letters she read ‘Blonberg, Financier’.

The front door was closed and she pressed a bell. Almost instantly there was a ‘click!’ and the door yielded to her pressure. Closing it behind her, she passed along the meagre passage and began to climb the stairs. Three flights she negotiated and then came to a small landing from which two doors opened. She turned the handle of that facing her and entered a small back room lighted by one dusty lamp.

“Come in,” called a voice.

It came from an inner room. There was no illumination here, but sufficient light came from the outer office to show a small table apparently set against the wall. Mrs Untersohn knew, as she sat down breathlessly, that the ‘wall’ was a screen of fine wire gauze and that sitting behind that gauze was the man she sought.

“I had your note.” The voice from the darkness had a hollow sound — a little metallic and unnatural. “You ask for a lot of money.”

“I’m worth a lot of money,” she answered in her deep voice. “Millions! If I had my rights…”

“I am not interested in your rights,” said the voice, “but I am very much interested in something else. You come at a very good time. Mrs Untersohn, if your son values his life he must not repeat his visit to Longford Manor!”

“Eh!”

The unseen could imagine her jaw dropping with astonishment. Then she was not in it, he decided.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Mr Blonberg,” she gasped. “My son? He didn’t go to Longford at all. I went there myself — and it was like talking to a bit of stone tryin’ to make Clifton do the right thing by me. Him rollin’ in money an’ me tryin’ to make a penny do the work of a pound—”

“Your son was at Longford Manor last night,” said the voice sternly. “He broke into the room of Mrs Clifton. Warn him. He should be down on his knees in gratitude that he has the chance I give him. How much do you want?”

The last question was put abruptly.

“A thousand, Mr Blonberg — and as to my son.”

“You can’t have a thousand. Five hundred will be posted to you. Have you the promissory note?”

She fumbled in her bag, produced a slip of paper and pushed it through a slit, in shape and size like the slit of a letterbox, cut in the gauze. Instantly she heard the crinkle of notes and saw a thin pad of money lying on the table before her.

“Unfasten the spring catch of the front door as you go out and close it after you,” said the voice of Mr Blonberg, “and as usual wait in the outer office until you hear my bell ring.”

Mrs Untersohn got up from the table.

“I only want to tell you that my boy wouldn’t do anything wrong,” she said. “He’s naturally high spirited being a gentleman born, but—”

“Better be a gentleman born than a gentleman dead,” said the ominous voice. “Wait in the office.”

She went outside. Presently she heard the snap of a lock and a faint moaning sound that died away into silence. A few seconds later, a noisy bell tinkled. Mrs Untersohn went out, shutting the door, which fastened behind her. Obediently she released the catch of the front door and slammed it.

This time she did not go back by bus: it was raining, and, chartering a providential taxicab which she found in Marylebone Lane, she was driven home.

And throughout the journey her troubled mind was so occupied by the thought of the danger attending the one person she loved, that she did not realize she was still grasping the bundle of notes Blonberg had pushed into her hands.

Her son. There had been a threat in Blonberg’s voice. What did he know about her boy? She was frightened by Blonberg — terribly frightened of the glare of those unseen eyes. She had a strange, grotesque picture of him in her mind, this ogre in the wire cage who knew everything — who told her, on her first visit to him, all the secrets that she thought were locked tight in her own breast.

But he wouldn’t hurt the boy — for whom she had sacrificed everything — almost everything.

With that piece of self-assurance she went to bed.

The next morning her maid brought her a cup of coffee and the newspaper. The coffee she sipped leisurely, and enjoyed a sensation of complacent comfort. The heavy demands that had been made upon her during the last week could now be satisfied. He was a dear boy, she told herself, and worth it.

The maid pulled up the blinds and handed her a pair of horn-rimmed spectacles as she idly turned the pages of the newspaper. As idly she read the headlines: —

MYSTERIOUS MURDER IN HERTFORDSHIRE

MR BASIL HALE FOUND BATTERED TO DEATH IN THE GROUNDS OF HISTORIC MANOR

The maid heard the scream, turned in startled surprise to see the old woman leap from her bed, gibbering and mouthing and still holding the paper in her hand.

“My son, my son!” she shrieked. “Murdered — my son!”
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Jane Clifton realized that she could be two persons. At the moment she was one — but it was the wrong one. She could sit at dinner with her husband and Wells and talk lightly and almost amusingly about people they knew, could ask calmly whether Marjorie was well and take, or surprisingly simulate, an interest in the petty interests of a woman whom she passively disliked. She found herself talking about the wedding and was shocked.

It was amazing that she could talk and act rationally. She was angered by her own indifference, her own abnormal serenity. She tried to stimulate a sense of horror which would not develop naturally. She was married to a madman — tied to him for life — the son of a homicide, a forger planning and carrying out his crime with all the proper cunning of a madman.

Jane found herself examining him feature by feature. There was nothing of madness in his eyes — she dimly remembered a hideous picture her father had once painted of a lunatic’s face. It used to be kept in one of his locked sketchbooks, but she had seen it one day and had been physically nauseated. The loose mouth, the irregular features, the peculiar unevenness of the face. John Leith had painted the picture in watercolours for his own edification and had been brutally faithful to his subject.

Peter bore no resemblance to this nightmare portrait. The hands that were folded on the table were singularly beautiful, big, but as shapely as a woman’s. His mouth was firm, the gaze fixed upon Cheyne Wells steadfast.

If she could only experience some emotion — fear, contempt, indignation at the wrong he had done in marrying at all — if she were anything but what she was, an impersonal observer of his weaknesses, she might bring her own fate into perspective.

Donald Wells seemed unconscious of the strained atmosphere. No reference had been made to that encounter in the garden. Though she had seen Peter for a moment before dinner, she did not ask what had become of Basil, and he had volunteered no explanation. There was a bruise on his cheek and one of his fingers was bandaged. He told Wells in the course of the meal that a dog had bitten him, and poohpoohed the suggestion that he should have the wound, slight as it was, examined.

It was obvious to Jane that even Donald Wells knew nothing of the fight or of Basil’s presence, for once in the course of dinner he mentioned casually that he had met Basil in Bond Street and that he was going abroad for three months. But the doctor was not kept in ignorance very long. Jane had hardly left the room before the doctor put the question that he had wanted to ask through the meal.

“What is the matter, Peter?”

Peter shook his head.

“Nothing,” he said curtly.

“Don’t be a fool. Something has upset you.”

Peter hesitated for a while, and then briefly, haltingly, he told of the occurrence in the garden. At the mention of Basil’s name the doctor half rose from his chair.

“Basil?” he said incredulously. “What was he doing there? What was he talking about?”

Peter shrugged.

“Can’t you guess?” he asked bitterly. “The swine knows who I am — and what I am!”

Wells stared at him incredulously. “You mean he has told Jane — impossible!”

“Didn’t you see her at dinner? Wasn’t it as clear as daylight that she knows?”

Donald Wells pinched his under lip.

“I can’t believe it’s possible — good God! How would he know?”

Peter shook his head, shrugged his shoulders impatiently.

“How can I tell? That sort of prying sneak worms his way into every ugly secret. For a moment I had a thought that you—”

“I? Don’t be absurd!” scoffed Wells. “It would be a terribly unprofessional thing to do, and unpardonable even if Hale was my best friend, which he isn’t.”

Peter sat for a long time staring ahead of him, his face was tense and troubled; and then he asked suddenly: “Do you think there’s any danger? That man has scared me: I’m as frightened as a child in the dark.”

Donald Wells reached out his hand and took the other’s wrist and felt the pulse for a while with the other. To his consternation, Peter saw a frown gather on the doctor’s face.

“You’re rather upset, aren’t you?” asked Wells, biting his lip thoughtfully. “I didn’t realize you had taken this so badly — what a swine! I’m going to see Jane and ask her if she minds my staying the night here.”

“You’re not to frighten her.” Peter Clifton’s voice was almost rough. “God! I’d have given all my fortune to have prevented this, Donald. What a fool I was, what a fool!”

Donald Wells misunderstood him.

“I suppose you beat him up — there’s nothing foolish about that—”

“I’m thinking about my marriage,” said Peter slowly. “I relied on you — I’m not blaming you, old man, for I realize you were guided by the specialist. Is there any immediate danger of a relapse?”

Donald shook his head.

“You cannot have a ‘relapse’ since you have never shown any symptoms of the disease. As to whether you are likely to be attacked at all, I should say there was not the slightest,” he said, but his tone lacked heartiness. “I’ll give you a light sedative tonight, and I’d better phone Marjorie that I shan’t be back.”

When he rose from the table there came from outside the sound of a car’s brakes, and the two men looked at one another.

“Are you expecting anybody?” asked Donald.

Peter shook his head.

“Not unless Mr Hale has decided to pay a return visit,” he said grimly. “In my present mood I could desire nothing better!”

Jane had also heard the wheels, and it was she who went into the hall as the old serving man opened the door. She stepped back in amazement as the visitor was revealed. It was Marjorie Wells, and on that beautiful lady’s face was an apologetic smile.

“I hope I’ve come to take Donald back — but I’m not sure,” she said. “Do you very much mind my interrupting your honeymoon?”

In spite of herself, Jane laughed. It seemed so odd to hear that word. “Everybody is interrupting my honeymoon,” she said good humouredly. “I could almost fall on your neck in sheer gratitude, Marjorie!”

“Bored already—”

“What do you want?”

It was Cheyne Wells’s voice, its anger ill concealed.

“Hallo, darling!” Marjorie was coolness itself. “I’m being a loving and attentive wife. I know how you hate solitary drives; I thought it would be a good idea to pick you up.”

Donald said nothing. In the dim light which the hall lamp gave Jane saw the effort he made to control himself.

His attitude was hardly a surprise to her. There were rumours, vague and unsupported by external evidence, that all was not well in the Wells menage. Basil had been the chief vehicle of this gossip; but beneath all his malignity there was, generally, a thin stratum of unhappy truth.

“I’m not returning tonight,” he said shortly, after he had brought his voice to a politer level. “Peter isn’t feeling quite up to the mark, and I thought I’d stay and see him through.”

“How lucky!” She did not waver under his steely eyes. “I thought something like that might happen, and I’ve brought down your sleeping suit. Peter, dear, will you please pay off my hired car? I simply dare not ask Donald for money. He’s always at his worst when questions of finance are involved.”

Relief, absolute and unqualified, was Jane’s chief emotion. She led the way up to the room she had mentally set aside for her unexpected guests.

“I don’t as a rule forgive people who hate me,” Marjorie prattled on as she threw her cloak on the bed, “but I’ll forgive you if you feel the tiniest bit savage. Where is Donald sleeping?” she asked abruptly.

For a moment Jane was embarrassed.

“I don’t know. I really hadn’t thought. I didn’t even know that he was staying,” she answered. “But this old house is full of spare rooms. I’ll get Anna to make the beds up.”

“I only asked,” said Marjorie calmly, “because I think I should like to be a long way from him tonight. Donald has a violent temper — most husbands get that way after a time. No, I’m not going to disclose the family skeletons, my dear. This room is lovely.” She walked to the door and inspected the lock. “And there’s a key — shall I tell you something?”

Without waiting for the permission she asked, she went on:

“Do you realize the most dreadful thing a woman can get is a talkative husband? The husband who strides up and down the room half the night telling you your faults and instructing you how you can get rid of them?”

“I’m sure Peter will never do that.”

“You’re too great a lamb to have any faults at this stage of your married life!”

“Basil Hale was here today.”

Why she said this Jane could never understand. It was one of those unpremeditated speeches that one would give everything to unsay. But the effect on the woman was extraordinary. She had been looking at her reflection in the long, old-fashioned pier glass over the mantelpiece, and now she turned quickly, her mouth and eyes wide open.

“Basil Hale — here? Why did he come?” she asked quickly. “You didn’t ask him, of course?”

She spoke rapidly, the words stumbling forth in her agitation.

“I thought you meant when you said that you had an interrupted honeymoon — He dared!”

And then Jane jerked out a question.

“Do you know anything about Peter?” She was reckless now, her pent emotions at last finding expression. “You’ve known him longer than I — is it true what Basil said about him? I wanted to ask Donald, but I didn’t dare, and I haven’t had the opportunity — oh, I don’t know what I’m talking about. You’ll think I’m mad, but I just wasn’t interested enough to ask him anything.”

To her surprise she found she was trembling violently. Marjorie Cheyne Wells took her by the shoulders and, pushing her into a chair, stared down at her through slits of eyelids.

“Do I know what about Peter?” she demanded. “What is the matter, Jane? Has it something to do with Basil calling?”

The girl nodded.

“Something he knew about Peter that he told you?”

Jane nodded again. When she spoke her voice was shaking.

“He said Peter’s father was mad — and his grandfather. There’s a horrible history of insanity in the family. And oh, there’s something else, Marjorie — I can’t tell you. I didn’t seem to care till this minute. I don’t know why I’m such a weakling, but I’m afraid — terribly afraid.”

“Of Peter?”

Jane shivered. “No, not of Peter, but for him. I don’t think I love him, Marjorie. I liked him awfully, and Daddy was very pleased that I should marry. But I’m terribly sorry for him.”

Marjorie spoke no word; her dark eyes were fixed steadily upon the girl.

“Peter is the son of a lunatic, eh?” she said softly. “Of course, that accounts for so much. What a fool I have been!” A pause, and then: “Is he the Clever One by any, chance?”



Chapter 12


Table of Contents


The Words brought Jane to her feet.

“No, no, no!” she said breathlessly. And, in a panic: “I don’t know what you mean — the Clever One. You mean the forger?”

“I mean the forger,” said Marjorie relentlessly. “The man all London is talking about; the banknote gentleman.”

She waited for an answer, but none came. Then she nodded slowly.

“I see — who told you that Peter was the forger?”

Only now was Jane beginning to understand what she had done. In a moment of pitiable weakness she had made a confidante of the last person in the world she would have trusted, and told or inferred that catastrophic secret which might bring her life tumbling about her in hopeless ruin.

“How absurd!” She made an heroic effort to bring the talk back to normal, though she realized she had ventured too far from the safe and beaten path to be successful. “I’m only telling you what Basil said about Peter. You knew it, of course?”

Marjorie shook her head.

“My dear husband tells me nothing,” she said, with a hard little smile. “I guess a lot, and sometimes I guess wrong. But I never supposed that Peter was mad — that’s it, is it?”

She slipped an arm round the girl’s shaking shoulders.

“Here am I getting all motherly and affectionate,” she said, but Jane felt the sneer that could not be hidden and drew clear of the encircling arm. “And the horrible thing is that I’ve never liked you and you’ve always loathed me. I suppose you know I’m desperately in love with your Peter?”

She said this so calmly that Jane thought she was joking, but a glance at the woman’s face told her that behind the flippancy was the truth.

“That’s a disgraceful confession for a decent married woman to make — but I was, and I am. Up to a point.”

Jane looked aghast at her for a moment, and in some odd way a little spark of virtuous indignation kindled and died in her heart.

“If you were very much in love with him,” said Marjorie, “you would want to murder me! Happily you’re not.”

Her eyes had not left Jane’s all the time she was speaking.

“You like him and you’re sorry for him, which means you’re on the jumping-off place for love.” She sighed heavily. “Peter, Of course, wouldn’t have told you of the many infamous hints I have given to him. I don’t suppose he recognized them, poor dear!”

She walked back to the pier glass, carefully applied a lipstick to her red mouth before she spoke again.

“Good Lord — what an amazing thing!” She nodded in the friendliest way to her reflection. “And Basil told you — and of course Basil wouldn’t lie. He never tells a lie when he is trying to hurt. Have you spoken to my good man?”

“No,” said Jane. For the first time in her life she understood this hard woman. Marjorie had always been a terrifying quantity: a woman with a bitter tongue, all too ready to gibe at things which had been rather precious to Jane.

“So Basil told you, eh?” The voice of Marjorie Cheyne Wells was almost silky. “I’m rather sorry for Basil. He’s foul, but amusing.”

“Why are you sorry for him?” asked Jane.

Marjorie did not turn her head, but continued the operation of her lipstick.

“Because,” she said slowly and without the slightest trace of emotion, “I don’t think Basil has very long to live!”

Jane stared at her in wonderment.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that if he told Peter and Peter knows—”

Jane had the feeling that this wife of Cheyne Wells was going to make some tremendous pronouncement, but she checked herself and laughed softly. If she loved Peter she loved herself better. Marjorie Wells was making a new survey of life, tabulating assets which hitherto had been invisible. Knowledge had brought her from the status of suspecting observer to a participant in a game so great that only now was she beginning to rate it at its true value.

Her laughter stopped as abruptly as it had begun, and she bent her head, listening.

“That is dear Donald in the hall, and he’ll be wondering what ghastly secrets I’ve been telling you about his patients. Let us go down; I want to have a good look at Peter — and don’t forget that I’m madly in love with him.”

The lightness of her tone called for a smile, but Jane had an uncanny knack of getting beneath the superficialities of voice and manner, and she knew that Marjorie Wells was investing an old truth with a new significance.

“You have no rival,” she said as flippantly.

Marjorie gave her an odd glance which it was impossible to interpret.

Her husband had an instinct that was almost clairvoyant. She had noticed it on previous occasions. She was startled to have a manifestation now of his queerly occult power. One glance he gave at Jane’s face, and then, to the visible embarrassment of Peter, he said abruptly: “Hale has been here talking a lot of nonsense about Peter.”

Marjorie did not attempt to simulate surprise. She had tried that before and had failed miserably to deceive him.

“Jane has just told me,” she said.

She was more successful in her assumption of indifference.

“I knew that sooner or later that drunken brute would make trouble.”

She heard Peter’s murmured protest; unless she was mistaken that would be sufficient to turn Donald’s conversation into another channel. She herself led the talk to surer ground. The evening passed conversationally; a most commonplace end to a bewildering day, thought Jane, as she closed the door of her bedroom and locked it.

That night she had come to a decision. She would write to her father and tell the astute John Leith everything. Fortunately there was a good supply of stationery in her bedroom — fortunately because she made half a dozen attempts before she finally plunged into the recital of her troubles. She had always taken them to her father, but it required an especial effort to tell him of her discovery. Now she spared him nothing. He would be hurt, alarmed, horrified; and the only logical outcome to her letter would be his arrival to take her away. Was not that also the only sane step she could take? She was married to a forger — a criminal with perhaps a life sentence over his head. But that seemed almost unimportant, as she wrote, compared with the greater and more awful menace which had already thrown a shadow over her life. She wrote:

“…don’t know what you can do. Daddy, except come and take me away. I think Peter will understand. He is aware that I know. And really he is most considerate, most thoughtful — a dear. I feel I’m being a terrible coward in running away, but to put in a week of this would get on my nerves, and it is better that I should go now before he returns to London. We have made a ghastly mistake…”

She wrote until one o’clock, and then — she destroyed the letter, burning it in the grate. Peter and Cheyne Wells were in bed; she had heard Peter’s door close and his harsh goodnight in the passage. Her own mind was in confusion; she was mentally and physically weary, and was asleep a few seconds after she had reached out and switched off the light.

Tap, tap, tap!

The noise was gentle but insistent. She was instantly awake, sitting up in bed, her heart thumping painfully.

“Who is it?” she asked in a low voice, when she had located the sound.

“Marjorie — let me in.”

The whispered words were urgent. Jane slipped out of bed, unlocked the door and admitted the woman.

“Shut the door — lock it.”

The hand on Jane’s bare arm was cold and trembling.

“What is the matter?”

Marjorie must have guessed she was feeling for the switch of the little table-lamp, for she stopped her.

“No, no, don’t put on the light. I’ve got one of my nervous fits — can’t sleep. This is a horrible house!”

She had evidently brought her dressing-gown on her arm, for Jane heard the swish of silk as her guest pulled it on.

“Where is Peter sleeping?”

“In the next room but one — do you want him?”

There was no answer for a while, and then: “This room is very dark. Are the curtains over the window very heavy — would a light be seen from the outside?”

“No,” said Jane, wondering.

“Very well, put on the lamp.”

In the dim, warm light Marjorie Wells’s face showed gaunt and pallid.

“Where is Donald sleeping? I didn’t even trouble to inquire.”

“Donald is at the back of the house,” Jane told her, and the shivering woman sighed her relief.

“If he hears me talking he will come in, and I don’t want to see Donald tonight.”

She went across to the window and, examining the curtains, seemed satisfied.

“What time is it?” She peered down at the little gold clock on the bedside table — she was, Jane discovered, a little short sighted. “Half past two. I went to bed at eleven.”

Jane threw kindling wood on the half dead fire — the night was chilly. She wondered how long Marjorie intended staying, yet felt more pleasure than annoyance to have her companionship.

Donald’s wife had drawn an armchair to the fire and sat crouching over it, warming her trembling hands. After a while she broke her brooding silence.

“You must have thought I was mad when I asked about the Clever One — you didn’t tell Peter, did you?”

“I’ve hardly spoken to Peter,” said Jane, keeping her voice steady. “Who is this forger? Have you some idea?”

She had to set her teeth to ask the words, but Marjorie raised one shoulder in denial.

“I don’t know,” she said indifferently. “One talks about this kind of people, though one is never brought into even the remotest contact with them. Donald had one of his forged notes. He must be very rich.” She shot a glance at the girl, so swift that Jane hardly saw the movement of her eyes. “They’ll catch him one of these days and then he’ll go to prison for life, and a jolly good thing for everybody.”

Jane shuddered at the venom in the woman’s tone. It was almost as though she had a personal grudge against the forger. Then, in her abrupt way, Marjorie went off at a tangent.

“Was Basil very foul? What a loathsome beast he is! But you rather liked him, didn’t you?”

Jane nodded.

“He is always amusing,” she said.

“Amusing!” sneered Marjorie Wells. “At somebody else’s expense.”

“Have you know him long?” She was not really interested, but the occasion called for a conversational effort.

“Years ago, when we were at Nunhead.”

She saw that the name meant nothing to Jane.

“You didn’t know Donald had a sixpenny practice in South London, did you? But he did. And if you think he won his way to Harley Street by sheer brilliance, I am going to undeceive you! Donald was once as near to ruin as any man can get without tumbling over the edge — and I sometimes wish he’d tumbled,” she added coolly.
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Jane Could only look at her in shocked wonder.

“He was mixed up in an unpleasant case.” Marjorie seemed to find a malicious joy in relating the history of this disreputable incident in Donald’s life. “There was an inquest and nearly a police prosecution; and then Donald found his rich patient! No, it wasn’t dear, deranged Peter — don’t wince, darling, I’m only being sardonic — it was a mysterious Mr Looker, or some other name, who was a hypochondriac and had faith in Donald. Hence the glory and splendours of Harley Street and our magnificent entry into society. We had a four-roomed flat in Nunhead over the surgery, which was a converted shop. I am not saying that Donald isn’t clever: in some ways he’s brilliant. He’s more a conversationalist than a pathologist, and after all that is what you want in a West End practice. The old ladies of Bayswater swear by him, and really his methods are admirable. He sends all old gentlemen to Torquay and all old ladies to Bath. He used to send some of them to Wiesbaden, but those wretched German doctors got hold of them and cured them and we lost our patients. Donald never sends them abroad nowadays.”

“Is he a nerve specialist?” asked Jane, with a growing sense of dismay. It was as though one of the props of life were sagging.

“A nerve specialist? I suppose so. Who isn’t? He’s plausible, and, as I say, he can talk, and with mental cases a convincing talker has got the British Pharmacopoeia skinned to death! I’m weakening your faith in Donald, aren’t I?” She smiled quickly up into the girl’s face. “But—”

They both heard the sound; they would have been deaf if they had not — a shrill squeal of fear, a howl such as a tortured beast might make. Marjorie sprang to her feet, her face convulsed with terror.

“What was that? What was that?” she whispered.

Jane was moving towards the window when the other woman clutched her by the arm.

“No, no, no!” She almost whined the entreaty. “Put out the light first.”

In the presence of that undisciplined terror Jane was calm. She went to the bed, turned the switch and ran to the window, pulling back the heavy curtains. Rain had been falling earlier in the evening, but now the stars were shining. There was no sound but the rustling of leaves, and far away the faint sound of a locomotive’s whistle.

“What was it?” Marjorie was clinging to her arm.

“An owl probably,” said Jane.

She pulled the curtains, and half led, half supported the woman to the bed. When she turned on the light Marjorie was lying full face down with her head buried in the clothes, and the bed was shaking with the violence of her sobs. Jane got her water from the carafe. It was half an hour before the woman was calm. Once, as Jane sat on the edge of the bed, trying to soothe her, she thought she heard the creak of a floorboard on the landing outside, and, creeping to the door, she listened. There was no further sound and she went back to her patient.

“I’m a fool — God! what a fool I am!” said Marjorie Wells huskily. “I’ve been living so long on the edge of things that I must have gone a little crazy myself. What do you think it was, Jane?”

Before the hesitating Jane could invent, she went on:

“It wasn’t an owl, it was a madman! Donald took me the rounds of an asylum once.” She shuddered and screwed her eyes tight. “I saw things, heard things — it was ghastly! One man was making a noise just like that.”

For a moment Jane thought that she would break down again, but she mastered herself.

“I am getting hysterical — what was that?”

She clung to Jane like a frightened child.

“Somebody on the landing; I’ll see who it is.”

“No, no, don’t open the door, please!”

They listened, but the creak of floorboard was not repeated. They did not hear any other noise.

An hour later Jane walked to the window and peeped out. It was morning, and the park was bathed in the grey, eerie light of dawn. By this time Mrs Wells had recovered some of her old manner, and that glimpse of daylight was sufficient to restore her almost to normal.

“I’ve ruined your night’s rest and I’m terribly sorry. I wouldn’t sleep in this house again for all the money in the world. When are you coming back to town?”

Jane hesitated.

“Today, I think,” she said. “Peter has got a suite at the Ritz.”

Marjorie looked past her, her lips pursed thoughtfully.

“I want a long talk with you, but we shall have to arrange our meeting like conspirators — Donald has the greatest objection to my making friends with you, or we should have seen much more of one another. I think I’ll go now — will you come with me to the door of my room?”

“Are you as frightened as that?” smiled Jane in spite of herself.

The other nodded.

“You don’t know just how frightened I am,” she said in a serious tone.

Jane went back to her room with no thought of going to bed. She was thoroughly awake now, and had quite enough to occupy her mind before the house would begin to stir. Marjorie Wells had shown Donald in anew light. All his dignity, his quiet yet pretentious wisdom fell from him like a beautiful cloak, leaving exposed the skeleton of a fakir. It was not a pleasant thought that Peter’s health was in the hands of such a man. And that cry — it was not nice to remember — the cry of a madman, Marjorie had said. Peter? She grew sick at the thought, and then dismissed it contemptuously. Peter would be in bed.

She sat before the replenished fire for a while and then rose uneasily and passed out into the little sittingroom which separated his bedroom from hers. She turned the handle gently and stepped in.

The first thing she noticed was that the window was wide open, the curtains undrawn. Above the sill of the window projected the rough ends of a garden ladder. And then her eyes turned to the bed. It had a high footboard; from where she stood she could only see the head and shoulders of her husband, but at the sight of him she gasped. He was still wearing his dinner jacket, and was lying fully clothed on the top of the bed. She tiptoed towards him and nearly screamed at the horrid spectacle. His white shirt front was splashed and stained with blood; the hand that hung over the side of the bed was smeared red; there was blood on his face, his collar was crumpled and torn from the stud, his black tie hung loose. He still wore his light evening shoes, but they were smothered with mud which was not yet dry, and mud was on the silken counterpane.

She stood, petrified with horror at the sight, holding on to the footboard, and then she saw, on the strip of carpet by the side of the bed, a large hammer, and, stooping mechanically, she picked it up. The foul thing was bloodstained from handle to head. She wanted to drop it; instead, she put it on the bedside table.

“Peter!” she whispered fearfully. “Peter!”

She shook him with all her strength, but he did not wake. He was like a man in a drugged sleep. She wanted to scream, to fly from the room, but a greater instinct held her fast. This man was her husband, tied to her by an intangible bond. She had a duty which seemed grotesque in the face of this grisly evidence. Murder had been done. That cry in the night meant something that she dared not let her mind rest upon.

In that inspired moment she saw him in a new light — his helplessness, his terrible isolation. He had no friends. The woman who had blatantly talked of her love for him would be the first to pull him down. She caught her breath at the thought — every hand was against him, the law, his ‘friends’.

She went to the door and shot home the bolt. Then she came back to renew her attempt to waken him. He groaned as she shook him but did not open his eyes. Soon the servants would be about, and be would stand starkly revealed for what he was. There came over her, in that moment of sickening, shuddering horror and fear, a tremendous perception of her duty.

She loosened the collar, pulled it off, and, setting her teeth, she began with hands that shook to undress him. Switching on the lamp, she made absolutely sure that the stains were confined only to his coat and shirt, and then began a task which was almost Herculean, for he was a heavy man, difficult to move. In a quarter of an hour she had him stripped to the waist, and carried shoes, coat and vest and that hideous shirt into her own room. She heated some water in her tea-making kettle over the fire, returned with a bowl and a sponge and washed his hands clear of this grim evidence of tragedy. Only once did he murmur in his sleep and she bent her head to listen.

“Basil…swine..,” he said, and relapsed again into silence. She picked up the hammer with a piece of paper, took that also into her room, and, throwing on more kindling, dropped it into the fire and watched the wooden haft burn dully. The clothes, shirt and shoes must be got rid of somehow. Her brain was very active. She had a feeling as if she herself had committed the murder and was planning her own safety and the destruction of the evidence against her. The clothes she could not burn: she made them into a bundle and packed them at the bottom of the trunk. Going back into his room, she opened his wardrobe and took out another dress jacket and shirt. Into this last she fitted the studs and links she had taken from the bloodstained garment in her trunk.

By this time the hammer head was red hot. She raked it out into the hearth, where it might cool, and, remembering the ladder, went back to Peter’s room and pushed the ladder head till it fell back on the lawn. Then, half closing the window, she drew the curtains and returned to her own bedroom to wait.

The old woman brought her tea half an hour later. “Why, ma’am, you’re up!” she said in surprise.

Jane forced a smile. “It would be a sin to stay in bed on a morning like this,” she said lightly.

Anna lingered at the door. “Beg your pardon, ma’am, but did you hear anything in the night?”

Jane’s heart was in her mouth but she shook her head. “What was there to hear?”

“An awful noise. Parsons heard it too — like a big dog howling.”

Jane restrained her inclination to shiver at this illustration: a big dog — a mad dog.

“And the gardener heard it. He sleeps down by the lodge.”

“It probably was a dog,” said Jane steadily.

She was already bathed and dressed when the woman had come to waken her, and now she went downstairs and out into the open air. There was nobody about; even the gardener was out of sight. She made her way leisurely to the front of the house, picked up the garden ladder — it was a considerable weight — and transported it some distance across the lawn. She turned to go back to the house when she heard her name called faintly, and, looking round, saw the gardener running towards her, gesticulating like one demented.

“Oh, ma’am,” he almost sobbed in his fear, “I’ve seen something!”

Jane’s heart stood still and she braced herself for what was coming.

“A man — killed — murdered! The redhaired gentleman who was here yesterday — down by the wall — murdered!”

Jane held fast to the door and stared back at the man. Now she knew.

Peter had killed Basil Hale!
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As She walked unsteadily through the hall Donald Wells was coming down the stairs. He took one glance at her face and ran to her side..

“What is the matter?”

She could not speak; she pointed through the door to the incoherent gardener. Donald waited a second at the foot of the stairs to call his wife. After a few seconds Marjorie came into view, wearing a wrapper.

“Come down here and look after Jane,” he said, and went out to the gardener.

The man had little to tell. He was on his way to his tool-house, which was built against the wall which surrounded the property, when he saw a man’s foot showing behind a bush. He thought at first it was a tramp who had got into the grounds and then he saw.

“Wait here — I’ll come back in a moment,”

Donald Wells returned to Jane.

“Is Peter up?”

Jane shook her head.

“I haven’t heard him,” she said.

“Come up with me.” He turned and walked up the stairs. “You can go back to your room, Marjorie.”

“I don’t choose to go back to my room,” said Marjorie Wells coolly. “What is wrong?”

“Somebody has been hurt or killed in the grounds.”

“My God! That was the sound—”

“What sound?” He turned half way up the stairs and looked down at her. “Did you hear it, too?” he asked. “I hoped you were asleep. It woke me. I think I should go back to my room if I were you, dear.”

His request was almost mild compared with his earlier tone.

“I don’t think so. There’s no reason why I should go back to my room.”

Marjorie was firm, and for some reason he did not resent her obstinacy.

He knocked at Peter’s door and tried the handle. “Peter!” he called, but there was no answer. “Is there any other way into this room?”

Jane had remembered that it was she who bolted the door, indeed had nearly blurted out the truth.

“Yes, you can get in through the sittingroom,” she said, and showed him the way.

“I gave him a little sedative dose last night — he was a little excited — but that shouldn’t make him sleep so heavily. Did you hear him walking about in the night?”

She shook her head, and followed the doctor into Peter’s room. He lay as she had left him, the eiderdown over his shoulders, and he was breathing regularly.

“Pull back the curtains,” ordered Donald, and when she obeyed he leaned over the sleeping man.

She heard him utter an exclamation under his breath.

“What has happened?” It was Marjorie, standing in the open doorway, who asked the question, and her voice was sharp with suspense.

“Nothing,” snarled Donald. And then, to Jane: “What’s wrong with this husband of yours? Wake up, Peter!”

And then, to her relief, Peter’s eyelids quivered and he stretched his arms with a groan and muttered:

“I’ve got a gosh awful head.”

Donald was looking round the room with keen, searching eyes.

“He’s half dressed,” he said. “Where are his other clothes?”

“There!” Jane pointed to the clothes thrown over the chair.

“Clothes? What’s the matter with my clothes?” groaned Peter. He was sitting on the side of his bed, his face buried in his hands, apparently oblivious of their presence. “My heavens! That was powerful dope of yours, Wells. I feel like a dead man.”

Donald called his wife from the doorway.

“Get my medicine chest and a glass of water,” he ordered.

Whilst he waited he walked to the window and looked out. In the light of morning Jane saw that his face was haggard.

One fact struck her as remarkable — that he made no attempt to join the shivering gardener below, or see the dead man lying somewhere in a tangle of bushes. It was she who brought him back to that awful subject.

“It is Basil Hale,” she said simply.

He looked at her sharply. “Good God! You haven’t been — you mean the dead man?” She nodded. “How do you know?”

“The gardener told me — it was the man who was here yesterday. Oh, Donald, isn’t it terrible, terrible!”

He nodded curtly.

“Yes. I wondered if it was Hale. Somehow I expected this.” He was looking at her steadily, his thin face sphinxlike and expressionless. “I guessed it was Hale,” he said in a lower voice. “When I came up I was almost panic-stricken — Peter hated him.”

“Peter hates nobody.” Jane’s voice was sharp, resentful.

Wells’s thin nose wrinkled up in astonishment. Obviously he was not prepared for this blind championship. “Oh — well, perhaps he didn’t.”

Here was the second circumstance: Donald had spoken as though Peter was not present, or as though he knew that what he said would be incomprehensible in his semi-unconscious state.

“Eh?” Peter looked up dully. “What’s this all about? By jingo, my head’s splitting!”

Donald took the glass of water that his wife brought at that moment, poured in half the contents of two bottles and stirred it with a glass rod.

“Drink this — at a gulp,” he said, and Peter obeyed. “Now lie down.”

The doctor pushed him on to the bed and his patient subsided with a groan.

“We can leave him now. I’ll go along and see this—”

He was reluctant to say the word apparently; even more reluctant to leave the two alone, for he found some flimsy excuse for ordering his wife back to her room, and to Jane’s surprise she meekly obeyed.

No sooner was her husband out of sight, however, than Marjorie rejoined the girl.

“Who is it? Somebody killed? Not — Basil?”

Jane nodded.

“I’m afraid so,” she said. “Isn’t it ghastly?”

A long interregnum during which neither spoke.

“That was the sound we heard.” Marjorie screwed her face in a grimace of disgust. “I wonder how Peter is.”

She opened the door and walked in, Peter was lying wide awake.

“That head’s better. Hallo, Marjorie! What’s all the trouble?”

And then he saw his wife and a look of alarm came to his face.

“I say, I haven’t been ill, have I?” he asked.

He must have seen something in Jane’s eyes, for in another instant he was off the bed and standing unsteadily, swaying a little.

“What have I done?” he demanded.

“You’d better wait till you’re quite fit.”

“I’m fit enough now.” His voice was surprisingly even. “Has anything happened?”

“Somebody’s been killed in the grounds. I think it’s somebody we know.”

She saw the colour fade from his face.

“Who?” he asked.

Jane licked her dry lips and felt her breath coming painfully fast: it was she who must tell him — somehow Marjorie did not anticipate that right.

“I fear it is Basil,” she said huskily.

He gripped the footboard.

“Basil? You mean Basil Hale? Killed? Not murdered?”

She nodded. Marjorie caught him by the arm.

“Sit down, Peter.”

“But it’s impossible.” He shook off her hand. “Basil murdered — by whom?”

He did not know. Jane stared at him in terrified amazement. Of whatever had happened in the night he was ignorant. There was no pretence here; he was genuinely shattered by the news.

“Poor devil! I wonder who—”

And then she saw the light of fear in his eyes. It was as though there arose before his gaze the spectacle of his mad father. He looked fearfully down at his hands, fearfully and furtively, and when he did not see there the thing he had expected she saw his relief. “That’s bad. I’ll have a bath and dress, if you don’t mind.”

He was more shaken than she had ever seen him, thought Jane, as she and Marjorie Wells left him. They were in the bedroom and Marjorie had closed both doors carefully before she spoke.

“Peter thought he committed the murder. Did you see him looking at his hands? I wonder if he did?”

Jane Clifton flamed round at her. That this woman who professed an understanding and friendship — love, even, could without evidence suspect Peter roused her to fury.

“Why wonder? You know him better than I. Would you imagine that he could commit a wicked murder?”

Marjorie was neither angered nor distressed.

“Peter is a little mad — you’ve already told me that. Really, Jane, your loyalty is wonderful! You’ll be falling in love with him yourself if you aren’t careful!”

She left Jane alone, bewildered, baffled.

What should she do? And then she remembered Superintendent Bourke. She would get on the phone straight away to Scotland Yard and tell Bourke; and if he was not at Scotland Yard she could perhaps find his private address. Instinctively she recognized in him a real friend of Peter’s. She must do this before the local police took charge.

It was half past seven and she had no expectation of finding the superintendent in his office at such an early hour, but it was his voice which answered her.

“Yes, Mrs Clifton.” (How strange that name sounded!) “Yes, it is Bourke speaking. Is anything wrong?”

She told him in a few words, and at the mention of Basil Hale she heard him whistle.

“I’ll come right along. It happens that your place is on the edge of the Metropolitan area. Does your husband know you’ve called?”

“No, no,” she hastened to tell him.

When she got back to her room she found Marjorie pacing up and down.

“Mr Bourke is coming down,” she said, a little breathless at her temerity.

Marjorie did not reply, her forehead was furrowed in a frown.

“Bourke is the police officer, isn’t he? A friend of Peter’s?”

“I wish I knew all that you knew,” she went on. “I mean all that you haven’t told me. Basil’s been hanging about this place since you arrived — I know that. Donald let it out by accident this morning. I don’t think he was really in love with you until you were married, but that was like Basil. A person or a thing had to be unattainable before he was really interested—”

“But we were only friends,” protested Jane. “He’s never even made love to me, and his attitude was more like that of a brother.”

A nickering smile came and went on Marjorie Wells’s worn face.

“That is what I mean,” she said. “Only marriage could have made the difference. When you became Mrs Peter Clifton—”

She stopped short here, shook her head almost angrily.

“I wish I knew.”

There was a note of asperity in her tone, for no reason whatever so far as Jane could judge.

“Did you partly undress Peter?”

Her keen eyes searched the girl’s face, but Jane summoned all her resolution to the lie.

“No,” she said.
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If She changed colour her deception was valueless. She fixed her mind upon the most impersonal object she could think of, and she must have succeeded in this effort of self-control, for apparently Marjorie saw nothing to arouse her suspicions.

“Why should I?” asked Jane, but her companion was looking out of the window.

Donald Wells was coming slowly across the lawn, his hands thrust deep in his pockets, his eyes on the ground. By his very attitude she knew that the gardener was not mistaken, and, risking the inevitable snub, she went out of the room and down the stairs to meet him.

“Yes, it was Basil.” He was surprisingly civil. “Poor devil, he must have been battered to death by a hammer or something.”

Jane, standing on the landing above, listening, held tight to her fast-beating heart. Battered to death — with a hammer!

She went back to her room, retrieved the hammer head which she had concealed in the coalbox, and had time to slip it into her trunk and unlock the door before Marjorie returned in some hurry.

“I told Donald that you have sent for Mr Bourke,” she said in a low voice. “He’s furious with you; he says you may have done Peter an awful lot of harm.”

There was a tap at the door. Jane opened it and found her husband standing in his bathrobe.

“What’s the racket?” he asked. “Has anything happened? Somebody told me something unpleasant, but I can’t quite remember what it was.”

He was nervous and, for him, irritable. She opened the door wider.

“Come in,” she invited.

He had forgotten all that had happened a few minutes before — forgotten that she had told him of Basil’s death!

“Don’t you remember? A man has been found dead in the grounds — murdered.”

The hand that went up to his mouth shook a little.

“Murdered? Who was it?” he asked huskily.

It was Marjorie who supplied the answer.

“Basil Hale.”

He blinked at her like a man suddenly confronted with a strong light.

“Basil Hale murdered?” And then: “By whom? When did it happen?”

“Some time in the night.” Jane’s voice was very gentle “I think about three o’clock. And, Peter, I’ve sent for Mr Bourke.”

He looked at her dully, as though he did not fully comprehend the tremendous news she had given him.

“Hale murdered? Good God!”

“Did you mind — my sending for Bourke?”

He shook his head.

“No, I am greatly obliged to you. How did you know what time it occurred?”

She told him of the cry in the night, and again he blinked.

“I was asleep then.” His voice was defiant, challenging. In that moment he was consciously on his defence. “I heard nothing, and I am a very light sleeper. Has Donald seen him?”

Jane nodded. He stood for a second or two, looking from one to the other.

“I’ll dress and go down,” he said, and went into his room.

Jane waited till she heard the slam of the door and turned to meet the inquisitive eyes of Mrs Wells.

“Peter is a little shaken.”

“Has he no excuse for being shaken?” demanded Jane indignantly, and when Marjorie Wells smiled she hated her.

“Don’t be stupid — there’s the footstep of my beloved, a little lighter than a cat but not quite so light as a tiger.”

She opened the door and Donald strode in, his face as black as thunder.

“Has anybody told Peter?”

“I have,” said Jane.

“And you sent for Bourke, too, eh? That wasn’t wise, Marjorie. This is going to make an evening paper sensation.”

“You can hardly hush it up,” said Jane. “It is a very terrible thing to happen, but I don’t see that it concerns us.”

She was being deliberately brutal, and felt no qualms at her callousness.

“It concerns everybody,” said Donald sharply. “It wouldn’t have mattered so much if there hadn’t been that fight yesterday evening. You don’t suppose the servants are going to keep quiet about that, do you? They hated each other, he and Peter. Besides, I’d already telephoned for Rouper; he happens to be at Hertford on a case. I told him to drive over at once. We don’t want Bourke in this business—”

“Mr Rouper dislikes Peter,” said Jane steadily. “I think you might have consulted me before you called him in.”

He was somewhat staggered at her tone, and it struck Jane that up to that moment he had regarded her more or less as a cipher, a negligible quantity, not to be considered seriously in such a moment of crisis.

“I suppose I should have done,” he said after a pause. “Somehow I had forgotten that you and Peter are married — Rouper isn’t a bad sort really, and I don’t think he has any particular animosity towards Peter. Naturally, every police officer is antagonistic when he’s investigating a crime.”

Jane was dressed and standing before the house when Rouper arrived.

“Good morning, Mrs Clifton.” His manner was just short of being genial. “I had the doctor’s message when I got to the Chief Constable’s office. He’s had a little quarrel, hasn’t he? I don’t suppose there’ll be any summons for assault. I’d have telephoned last night, but I was out on a case—”

Donald Wells’s voice called him sharply from the hall.

“Is that you, Rouper? Come in, will you? I want to speak to you very privately.”

He left Jane momentarily bewildered. Assault? Then Donald phoned the man last night — about what? Then it flashed on her that the subject of the telephone message had been the fight in the rose garden. If there was one thing certain it was that Rouper knew nothing of the murder. It seemed natural now that she should seek out Marjorie and tell her of the detective’s arrival and of their conversation.

Marjorie was dressing when the girl came into the room. She listened without interruption, and when Jane had finished she laughed; it was a hard, mirthless little laugh. And then, to the girl’s amazement, she ran out of the room into Jane’s and went stealthily to the window. She was just in time to see Donald Wells and the detective before they disappeared into the tangle of bushes where the body lay.

“What is the mystery — please?”

She had never heard Jane Clifton’s voice quite so cold, quite so incisive. It was not a request, it was a command. For a moment she, ignoring to the full, with a certain malignant satisfaction, her own mystery, was startled.

“Some day you will know all about it,” she said, but Jane was not allowing a vital matter to be dismissed so lightly.

“There is something very, very wrong, Marjorie,” she said evenly. “I don’t think you know a great deal. You told me that you were a good guesser, and I have a feeling that you’re guessing right. Are you going to take me entirely into your confidence and tell me all you know and think and believe? I am groping in the dark at present. All this concerns Peter, doesn’t it — do you think Peter killed this man?”

Marjorie pursed her lips. She was a curiously contradictory woman, dominated by her moods. Jane felt that for the moment their tacit alliance was dissolved. Donald Wells’s wife had also a personal end to serve, and would not sacrifice her own interests by any nonsensical act of altruism. She would be ready indeed to sacrifice Peter if any other course threatened to jeopardize her own comfortable future.

“I believe you’re wanting to help me up to a point, Marjorie, and I think that point has been reached. But you can’t help me except by giving me knowledge. What do you know?”

“Nothing.”

The reply was prompt and decisive, and for a second Jane had a dreary sense of isolation. There was only one person could help her, and that was Peter.

A few minutes later she knocked at Peter’s door. He was standing by the window in his shirtsleeves, staring absently towards the bushes where the men had vanished. He, too, had been watching.

“Peter!”

He had not heard her come in and started when she addressed him.

“Won’t you let me help you?”

He was betrayed by the unexpectedness of the question into a despairing gesture.

“Who can help—” he began wearily, and realized too late that he had revealed his own distress. “Do you mean my headache?” he began lamely.

“I mean Basil Hale — and all he said. And I mean” — it required a tremendous effort to finish her sentence— “I mean that room where the printing presses are.”

He went a shade paler, but did not turn his head.

“You know, do you? How did you find that out? How perfectly ghastly for you!”

“I came down two nights ago,” she went on, and her tone was almost conversational, “and I saw you in the room and the press working.”

Reproaches, demands for explanations, and an expression of the agony of mind she felt would have been so many banalities. She might as well, she told herself, have said “How odd!” of an earthquake.

He made no other comment upon her discovery, apparently something more important was filling his mind.

“Somebody took my clothes off last night or this morning,” he said, not looking at her. “That isn’t the suit I wore.” He pointed to the jacket which Jane had hung over the chair. “And that is not the shirt.”

“I took your clothes off,” she said, “early this morning.”

Still he was staring out of the window.

“Why?” he asked at last. “Had they any — was there anything — ?”

And now he looked at her, his face bleak from the foreknowledge of all she had to tell.

“There was blood on them,” said Jane quietly.

He drew a long, shuddering breath.

“I thought so — there were stains on the washbowl in the bathroom. Was there any on my — hands?”

She nodded.

“I washed them off,” she said simply. “Look at me, Peter, please.”

He obeyed.

“I must have killed him,” he said simply. “I’ve no recollection, except that I still feel so terribly tired. Do you know how I got out of the window? Was there a ladder there?”

“There was a ladder there; he may have come into the room,” she answered.

Peter shook his head. He was very calm; the old nervousness had passed.

“I was rather agitated last night — I’ve not been feeling quite sure of myself, that’s why I brought Donald down. There was always a chance that I’d have these queer lapses, yet I’ll swear no man feels saner than I. But Donald warned me, and so did Sir William Clewers.”

“Is that the specialist?” she asked.

He nodded.

“He’s the fellow who gave the ‘all clear’ a little prematurely.” His frosty smile was without humour. “I’ve only done one mad thing — consciously — and that was marrying you, Jane. I don’t know that that was so mad as wicked. You washed my hands, of course, and my face? How dear of you!”

His voice was so gentle that she felt the tears coming to her eyes.

“What do you want me to do?” He was like a child, this tall athlete. “I want a lead. I suppose I ought to tell Bourke everything when he comes.”

“You’ll tell him nothing — except about the quarrel,” she said vigorously. “You have to think of me, Peter. Get rid of Donald as soon as you can, and after the police have been we will go back to London.”

He nodded.

“All right — not about the blood or anything? I’ll do what you think bet. But if anybody else is suspected — I can’t keep silent then, can I? If it weren’t for you I’d tell him everything. We’ll have to separate anyway. I must get somebody to look after me.”

He went slowly down the stairs and she followed. Donald had not returned, and Marjorie was in her room.

They were alone when Bourke’s high-powered car came up the drive, and the big man’s face was serious.

“What time did this happen?” he asked without preamble. “Some time after one o’clock, I know.”

“How did you know that?” asked Peter.

Bourke was looking at him gravely.

“Because at one o’clock,” he said, “Hale called up Scotland Yard and told the officer on duty that Longford Manor was the headquarters of the Clever One, and we should find the plant in a secret room that leads from the library.”
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Jane Clifton went rigid with fear. The detective’s voice sounded as though it came from an immense distance.

“…he was very circumstantial…gave our man the very fullest particulars. He said that there was a picture on the wall, and that if you felt along the frame you’d find a spring that allowed it to swing back from the wall. That is the picture, isn’t it?”

She was incapable of further shock — only now did she realize that they had walked together into the room where the secret printing press was hidden.

Peter was talking, and his voice betrayed neither fear nor excitement.

“It is quite true: there is a room. I found it by accident the other day.”

He went to the wall, touched the picture and there was a click! The frame swung out as though impelled by a hidden spring. Behind was a deep cuplike depression, in the centre of which was a small iron wheel — rather like the driving wheel of a car in miniature. This he turned and pulled. The panelling swung open heavily. Putting his hand inside the opening, he switched on a light and passed through, Bourke following.

Jane came slowly to the doorway. She saw a long and lofty room — the benches she had seen before — there was no press, no banknotes, nothing of the apparatus of forgery which she had hurriedly glimpsed a few nights previously.

“Humph!”

Bourke glanced up and down the empty benches.

“Something has been bolted to that central table,” he examined the holes in the wood. “They don’t look to be very recent,” he said, and looked up. “Those wires must have been connected with whatever was on the table. I shouldn’t be surprised if this place had been used for some such purpose.”

“I thought that it had been used for a dark room.”

How calmly Peter was speaking! His very coolness brought her back to the realities.

Bourke was rubbing the top of the table with his finger.

“Acid,” he said, and, turning on his heel, walked out of the room. “This can wait — hallo, Rouper here? Who brought him?”

“Dr Wells.” Jane found her voice.

“Did he? That was very enterprising of him. Hallo, Rouper!”

The inspector greeted his chief without enthusiasm. “The doctor brought me over from Hertford to see this man—”

“You told me that he brought you here because of the quarrel my husband had with Mr Hale,” said Jane. “I don’t think that you knew there had been a murder when you arrived, did you?”

For a second the inspector was nonplussed.

“That’s a matter I can’t discuss with you, madam,” he said gruffly.

“Discuss it with me.” Bourke’s voice was very quiet. “Did you know this murder had been committed when you came from Hertford?”

The detective hesitated.

“No, sir.”

“Good — let me see this body.”

The police officers were hardly out of the house before Donald Wells asked: “What on earth made you try to get Rouper into trouble, Jane?”

“I was trying to stop him lying,” she said.

He was biting his lip, his mind searching this way and that for an explanation of her new attitude. Peter had insisted upon going with Bourke and Rouper. Marjorie had discreetly disappeared, and they were alone in the library.

“Jane, you’ve got to get used to the idea that Peter isn’t normal. I hate to admit it, but when I went up to see him this morning I fully expected to find him — God knows what I expected.”

Their eyes met and held.

“I wonder what you did expect?” she asked slowly. “Was it to find Peter covered with blood and with a hammer by his side?”

This time it was no involuntary question, slipped from the tongue in a second of indiscretion. She spoke with cold deliberation. Donald Wells was struck dumb: for a brief moment of rime he could only stare at her.

“Yes,” he said at last, in a voice little above a whisper. “How odd that — you should have said that — thought that.”

Jane’s smile was as cold as her words.

“You must have been pleasantly surprised,” she said.

She went across the park to meet the three men on their return. Peter looked white and ill. Bourke was his sphinxlike self. Only Rouper showed any perceptible cheerfulness.

Peter was talking earnestly to the detective. She heard him say emphatically “…see Radlow,” and at that moment he seemed conscious of her presence and came quickly towards her.

“Will you go to town and wait for me?” he asked. “I am wiring to your father and asking him to see you at the flat — I think you had better go to Carlton House Terrace and not to the hotel.”

She hesitated.

“It is Basil?”

“Yes,” he answered shortly, and went on: “Bourke will take you and Marjorie back with him — get Anna to pack for you, and I will send your baggage or bring it with me. I would have wired for your father, but I don’t want you to stay here a minute longer than necessary. Donald is staying with me.”

“Couldn’t I stay too?” she asked, almost pleaded.

He shook his head.

“No — I want you to go at once, please.”

She went back into the house meekly and found Marjorie in the library. Mrs Wells listened to the proposal, and, when Jane had finished: “I’ll wait for Donald — unless you very much wish me to go back with you. And, Jane, will you forget all the nonsense I talked in the night about Donald? I was rather annoyed with him, and I’m afraid I’ve got the tongue and soul of a virago. It is Basil, of course? We’d better clear out of here. They will want to telephone. I suppose he has relations — I have never heard of them.”

That thought had not occurred to the girl. Somewhere perhaps was an old man or woman to whom this news would come as the very knell of doom. She shivered, and prayed most fervently that nowhere in the world would the ridings bring such misery.

Her own attitude puzzled her as she began feverishly to pack. She had liked Basil, though it was a liking entirely dissociated from tenderness. She felt terribly sorry for him — why did she not feel the grief proper to the loss of one who had been at any rate a friend?

She was kneeling by her trunk when the self-revelation came. Basil Hale had been the midnight visitor — the man who had forced his way into her room on her wedding night, the prowler under her window! Subconsciously she had known this — but since when? Knowledge must have come in the rose garden when he was telling her of Peter. His furtiveness, the fact that he was there at all, had betrayed him.

She sat back on her heels, stony-faced, aghast. It was Peter’s voice outside the door which roused her.

“Are you ready — Bourke is going back at once.”

She had only a few things to lay on top of the trunk, and these she placed, slamming down the lid. At the bottom lay the grisly relics of the murder.

“Come in.”

He entered and looked at the trunk in dismay.

“Couldn’t I bring that? It is rather large—”

“No — I must take the trunk.”

He went back to the head of the stairs and called Bourke. Mr Bourke was not appalled.

“We can put it in the back,” he said. “I’m sorry to rush you, Mrs Clifton, but we must bring Hale up to the house.”

It needed only that to hasten her.

Bourke was going back to town for some purpose which he did not disclose. Whatever was the reason, it seemed a matter of urgency, for he was impatient to be gone. The trunk was brought down to the hall, and she followed; Bourke was standing by the library door. The newspapers had arrived whilst she was packing and had been put upon the hall table. Bourke had taken the first journal that came to his hand, and had just opened it as she appeared.

“Are you ready?” he began, and then saw from the tail of his eye an arresting headline. “Good God!” he gasped.

For there, in the stop press column of the middle page, he saw a headline and an announcement:

HERTFORD MURDER MYSTERY

DEATH IN THE GROUNDS OF A HONEYMOON HOUSE

Mr Basil Hale, a well known art connoisseur, was found dead in the grounds of Longford Manor in the early hours of this morning. It is at Longford Manor that Mr Peter Clifton and his bride are spending their honeymoon. Both Mr and Mrs Clifton were personal friends of the deceased man. There can be little doubt that Mr Hale is the victim of foul play. The Hertfordshire police are investigating the murder.

“Read that!” He thrust the paper into Peter’s hands, and flew into the library; Jane heard him speaking rapidly at the telephone.

Looking over Peter’s arm, she read the paragraph with a sinking heart. There could be no questioning the sinister significance of that paragraph.

“I’m terribly sorry.” Peter put down the paper with a groan. “Of course, they had to tell the facts as they were: I hoped your name wouldn’t come into the case.”

Well Jane knew why the detective was telephoning, and she waited his return with a thumping heart. In a few minutes Bourke came out.

“This is the London edition,” he said. “It went to press at four o’clock this morning — the murder was committed at three and not discovered until seven! Somebody has been a pretty quick reporter. And that somebody is the man who committed the murder!”

He looked at Jane and then at the waiting car.

“The night telephone operators have gone off duty, and it will take a couple of hours to get into touch with them, and that applies to the night staff of the newspaper. I have asked them to have the gentleman who received the news meet me at Scotland Yard at twelve — now, Mrs Clifton.”

But their departure was to be still further delayed. They reached the door at the same moment as a dusty taxicab deposited its fare.

Mrs Untersohn had not completely dressed. In the cold light of morning, and bereft of the aid which artifice gave to her appearance, her face would have been unpleasant to see; now it was distorted into a grimace of agonized rage.

“Where is he?” she screamed as she staggered towards them.

Then she saw Peter, and her shaking finger accused him. “Murderer…murderer!” she howled. “You killed him!” She sprang at him, a shrieking fury, but Bourke caught and held her.

“Let me go…I’ll kill him…Peter Clifton — Peter Welerson, do you know what you’ve done…you’ve killed my son — your own brother!”

Jane Clifton reeled back as though she had been struck in the face.
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Basil Hale was Peter’s half brother!

She was repeating the words of the demented woman — repeating them mechanically as, ten minutes later, Bourke sent the big police car down the drive.

That moaning wreck of a woman she had left lying half dressed upon her bed, shuddering to unconsciousness under the effects of Donald’s hypodermic needle, was the mother of Basil Hale.

“Don’t think about it,” growled Bourke when she asked him a question.

The fresh morning air in her face was both sedative and stimulant. They had not left Longford Manor far behind when she was almost her normal self. And she felt more at ease with him than she could have thought was possible. She had a sense of understanding with the big man. Yesterday he was commonplace, rather unpresentable. Today he had a new dignity, a new authority. She must have felt towards him then as Peter had felt all these years.

“Will you tell me, Mr Bourke, what are the qualities required in a detective?”

He was taken aback.

“I’m blest if I know. I suppose a natural suspicion and a faith in the crookedness of humanity are the big essentials,” he said without turning his head. “Why do you ask?”

The blurred mass of her intentions was coming into focus, but it was not yet so clearly outlined that she could put before him a definite plan.

“Peter wants a lot of help, I think — particular help that you could not give him because you mustn’t be told just what the trouble is. I am quite ignorant about Scotland Yard, but I read once that if the police know things, suspicious things, they must act even though they may believe in the innocence of the person affected.”

He nodded at this, threw a swift understanding glance at her from under his heavy eyelids.

“I suppose you will think I am being a romantic fool when I suggest that I want to be a detective. And yet I do. I want to get to the bottom of a horrible mystery — the murder, Mrs Untersohn, everything. And then I think I may be able to tell the police without hurting anybody — I mean anybody I’m fond of. I’m terrified now of saying anything—”

“Do you know anything — for certain?”

He asked this bluntly and she shook her head.

“No — I don’t think so. I’m guessing — we’re all guessing. I can’t get a line — is that the word? — to certain coincidences. I’m aching to tell you two things, but if I did I’d never forgive myself.”

Bourke, driving with one hand, took a long cigar case from his pocket with the other. He did not ask permission to smoke: she would have been surprised if he had. He bit off the end and lit it with a little silver lighter, very deliberately, and she guessed that he was giving himself the time to consider her words: he could have had little pleasure in smoking a cigar as they pushed forward at fifty miles an hour.

“Peter hasn’t been a ‘case’ in the strict sense of the word,” he said. “That is to say, he hasn’t become a subject for police investigation. In the early days he rather bored me with his fears and worries. But I took him up as one takes up a spare time hobby — till I got to know and like him. He has been rather a difficult feller in one way; he’s rich and I’m a poor man. The first time he offered me a present — it was a thousand pounds — for the little service I could do him, it was pretty hard to refuse. I’m not saying I’ve never taken presents from people I’ve helped, but Peter was different — it was self-interest in my case, I suppose — I never knew whether some day he wouldn’t go the way of Alexander Welerson, and that would have been awkward.”

They were approaching Barnet sow, sad slowed, for the traffic was heavier than usual.

“I don’t know which direction you’ll take in your investigations. The man who knew most about Peter was Basil Hale.”

She stopped and stared at him.

“Basil knew — what makes you think that?” she asked.

“He’s spent a year and more than a year nosing about Elmwood — that is the village where Peter’s father had his house. And he has been at Southport a lot. Welerson’s lawyer had his office there — Radlow and Bolf — old Radlow was one of Peter’s trustees.”

Radlow! She remembered Peter’s words.

“Hale tried to get at him,” the detective went on, swerving the car alarmingly to avoid a dog, “but Radlow wasn’t telling. He’s eighty, but he’s got a forty mind. I don’t know what he expected to find from the lawyers — Peter’s never got anything worth knowing.”

She remembered the name, though she had never seen the old lawyer. It was a representative of this firm of lawyers who had attended at her father’s house and had read, with incredible rapidity, the particulars of her marriage settlement. But that was a younger Radlow — a tight-lipped, detached man who had been interested in nothing but another professional engagement and had spent most of his spare time looking at his watch.

Bourke brought the conversation back to the ugly realities of the day. “I wonder if you guess who it was broke into your room, Mrs Clifton?”

“Yes, I think I know. That is one of the things I shall never understand. Why he came to Longford Manor.”

“He was in love — or thought he was. He was that kind of man. And of course quite mad.”

Mad! She understood, and for the moment was stunned. Basil Hale was the son of Alexander Welerson — Peter’s half brother. The taint was in his blood too!

“Sorry — I’m afraid that shocked you. Yes, Hale was mad all right. And his mother had a legitimate grievance. Old Welerson married her in his crazy way, although he had a wife living. She knew he was married, but he persuaded her that his marriage wasn’t legal — Peter’s mother was a sort of cousin — old Radlow could clear up that mystery, but he won’t. I asked Peter to wire him before I left, but I don’t suppose anything will induce that old oyster to open his shell.”

They were well into the London traffic by now, and conversation became fragmentary and unimportant. The car pulled up before the huge doorway of Peter’s flat. She had made one visit to this handsome apartment of his, so she was not wholly a stranger to the butler who met her.

“I am afraid we aren’t very shipshape, madam,” he said. “We didn’t expect Mr Clifton for weeks, and I’ve been getting the flat cleaned.”

There was little evidence of confusion, however. Peter had telephoned early in the morning and her room was ready, Walker explained. “Oh, pardon me, madam — there is a gentleman waiting. I put him in the drawingroom.”

She nodded.

“Yes — my father.”

Walker agreed: he was the type of well-trained servant who agrees very readily.

When she walked into the big salon overlooking Green Park she had a surprise. It was not John Leith who stood on the hearthrug, his hands behind him, his chin on his breast, but a spare old man whom she had never seen before. He was completely bald and his face was a tangle of deep lines and furrows.

“Mrs Clifton?” He had a thin, shrill voice, which was further complicated by a lisp.

“Yes?” she said wonderingly.

“My name’s Radlow — lawyer — got Peter’s wire — fortunately was dressed — saw the paper — beastly — whole thing — Hale got self to blame.”

He spoke rapidly, breathlessly, jerking out one disconnected sentence after another. Evidently he had trained himself to this economy of speech; it was a lifetime habit.

He drew a folded newspaper from the tail of his long frockcoat and stabbed an item with a gnarled forefinger.

“Basil Hale mad — always said so — told his mother — Stupid old woman!”

“You know Mrs Untersohn?” she asked.

“Know her?” Mr Radlow’s voice was thin with annoyance. “Haunted my office — magnificent settlement — asinine extravagance — seen her car? Vulgar! She’s a cook—” He tapped the paper again. “Nasty thing, this — somebody knows all about it — I see the drift — my son has been making inquiries — you’ve seen him.”

Jane gathered that ‘my son’ was the thin-lipped lawyer who had attended her in the matter of the marriage settlement. “A fine, handsome boy!”

At any other time she would have laughed. He seemed to have lost the thread of his discourse in this rhapsody, for he tapped his forehead and muttered.

“Ah, yes,” he said at last. “This newspaper account — bad for Peter, eh — very bad. Bad for Peter Clifton Welerson — son of Alexander Hale Welerson, deceased — that’s where she got the Hale from — her name’s Untersohn — Swedish. I shall have to do something at once — statutory declaration at my time of life — and I was hoping I’d never see those damned courts again! If the fools had only studied the will — !”

Only then did he remember the object of his visit and demanded when she expected Peter. Apparently he knew, from the servants perhaps, that she was coming alone.

“He was a fool to stay — tell him to ring me up—”

He carried his abruptness of speech into abruptness of movement. Leaning forward, he clutched her hand quickly, shook it with surprising vigour, and put on the old-fashioned silk hat that he carried, and was out of the room almost before she could recover her breath. As soon as the outer door slammed the butler came hurrying in.

“Mr Leith,” he said, and Jane ran forward to meet her father.

It seemed a hundred years since she had gazed into that worn, studious face. He was haggard now with anxiety, and for the first time in her life she saw him seriously perturbed.

“This is a ghastly business, Jane. My poor darling!”

The arm around her shoulders was trembling, and for the moment she was more concerned about the effect the news had had upon him than about her own worries.

Not yet had she made up her mind as to how much she should tell him. Peter’s secret was very much his, not to be divulged even to this well-beloved father. She was spared one revelation: Peter had been on the telephone to him and had told him frankly about his health.

“It is difficult to believe that Peter isn’t the sanest man in the world,” he said, frowning moodily into the grate. Then he turned and pushed her back from him. “Let me look at you. This has been a horrible experience for you, My God, what an awful thing money is!”

She smiled faintly.

“You mean, I oughtn’t to have married Peter, and that I only married him for his money?”

He nodded.

“I married you to him for his money,” he said a little bitterly. “I thought I saw an end to all difficulties and dangers. I am not as rich a man as you think,” he added quickly, as he saw the question in her eyes, “and I really was worried about the future. When Peter came into our little circle I jumped at him — literally jumped.”

He did not attempt to particularize the cause of his worry, but asked:

“Who is with Peter now — is Bourke there?”

“Mr Bourke brought me up,” she explained. “Donald is with him, and Marjorie.”

At the word ‘Marjorie’ he started. “Marjorie Wells? How did she come to be there?” Jane told him. For some reason or other he seemed relieved. “Was that old Radlow I saw going out? Yes, I know him. He’s Peter’s lawyer, or rather he’s the head of the firm that acts for Peter, You remember, dear, you met his son. What did he want?”

As best she could she gave Mr Radlow’s speech a coherence which it had not possessed in its original form. He listened attentively, stopping now and again to question her on what she thought were unimportant points.

“I wish you’d come back to Avenue Road with me,” he said when she had finished, “but I suppose that wouldn’t be quite fair to Peter — are you fond of him?” She hesitated just a shade of a second too long. “You like him, though?” he asked anxiously.

“I like him very much — I think I could love him,” she said frankly, and did not overlook the fact that he winced. “Don’t you want me to?”

“Of course,” he said hurriedly. “But, my dear, it would be better if you — didn’t love him, you know. If what he says is true—”

She shook her head.

“That I am going to find out,” she said quietly. He stayed to lunch with her, and twice she nearly told him of the secret room and the mysterious disappearance in the space of twentyfour hours of all evidence of Peter’s tragic folly. On both occasions she stopped herself in time, though she had to invent a lie in order to finish, without arousing his suspicion, a sentence she had already begun.

The lunch was something of an ordeal to Jane, and she was amazed that it should be so, for she dearly loved this quiet man and had anticipated their meeting with a sense of comfort. She was almost pleased when he went and left her alone. The meeting with the lawyer had produced a new problem: one of her partly formed theories had been shattered. She had seen in Peter’s forgery the secret of his wealth, and had not doubted that this rich father of his was a myth invented to explain his prosperity. But the lawyer could not be lying when he spoke of the two-million legacy. Why, then, had Peter been guilty of this unutterable folly? Why, then, had Peter deliberately set himself out to break the law? Was it symptomatic of the family insanity, a freakish hobby, a perverted interest that he had adopted for the thrill and excitement of the forger’s life?

One thing she had intended telling her father — this she remembered when he had left — and that was the recovery of Peter’s etchings. She had never seen John Leith so annoyed with himself as he had been over that piece of carelessness. She made a mental note to produce this innocuous item of news the next time they met.

After lunch she telephoned to Longford Manor, and found that Bourke had returned there, and that he and Peter were out of the house. Donald Wells had left for London with his wife. It was a strange voice that spoke to her. She supposed he was a detective, from his tone of authority, but he was evidently a detective who had been instructed to give her any information she asked for.

“Mr Clifton will be coming to town this evening with the superintendent,” said the voice.

Apparently Mrs Untersohn had gone too, for when she asked about the woman she was informed briefly that she had been taken away — by whom or in what circumstances he did not say.

She had at least two hours before Peter returned. She sent out for an evening paper.

“If the fools had only studied the will—” What did the old man mean by that, she wondered. What was there in the will that would enlighten her? She determined at the first opportunity to secure a copy of the document.

The paper came only a few minutes ahead of its representative. She found a column headed ‘Manor House Murder’, and had hardly begun to read when the reporter was announced.

Jane had met many journalists at her father’s house, and the Press had no terrors for her.

“I’m sorry to bother you, Mrs Clifton” — the young man was conventionally apologetic. “We’re rather anxious to check the times in this murder. I believe you heard Mr Hale shouting?”

“How do you know?” she asked quickly.

“It’s in the evening newspapers. It says you were awakened in the middle of the night, that you tried to rouse your husband, but that when you went into his room he was not there.”

She stared at him.

“Who said that?” she demanded.

The journalist smiled. “It’s difficult to tell offhand the source of any information, but it has been reported. I think you will find it in that newspaper.”

She skimmed the column and presently she came to the passage:

‘Mrs Clifton, who was asleep, was awakened by a terrible cry in the grounds. She was so alarmed that she went into her husband’s room, and, finding he was not there, she asked Mrs Wells, the wife of the famous West End physician and who had also been awakened by the cry, to go in search of him. Apparently Mr Clifton himself had heard the noise and had gone out into the grounds, though he does not remember having left his room.’

Marjorie had been the informant! Marjorie or Cheyne Wells?

“This story is a fabrication,” she said. “It is perfectly true that I went into my husband’s room, but he had taken a sleeping draught the night before and I was unable to wake him. The rest is sheer imagination.”

A little lower down her eyes were arrested by another paragraph:

Sir William Clewers, the eminent alienist, who called on Mr Clifton this morning, said that the work is undoubtedly the act of a madman.

Her face betrayed no sign of emotion as she handed the newspaper back to the reporter.

Sir William Clewers was there! Who had brought him down? She was no longer puzzled: one of the clouds which had obscured the truth from her eyes was melting.
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“I don’t know whether you wish to tell me this, Mrs Clifton,” said the reporter, “but there’s a story — which naturally we haven’t printed without confirmation — that your husband and Mr Hale quarrelled violently yesterday evening, and that, in fact, there was a fight.”

She nodded. Her brain was ice-cold now: she was entirely mistress of herself. Lie must be met by lie till more substantial weapons came into her hand.

“Mr Hale was very offensive. He broke into our house the night we arrived there, and my husband, discovering it was he, told him when he found him in the grounds to leave. It was Mr Hale who struck him, and I do not think that my husband did any more than defend himself. That is all I can tell you.” In a moment of inspiration she added:

“I don’t know whether you think it wise to print this — such a statement might reflect upon my husband and suggest that he had some grievance against Basil Hale.”

The reporter smiled. “We aren’t likely at this stage to print anything which might incriminate your husband or anybody else, Mrs Clifton,” he said. “I am asking now for my private information — I am covering the case. There is another point which strikes us as curious. The murder was committed between three and a quarter past; we have made inquiries of the Press agency which supplied us with the information, and we find that this was telephoned through to the Press agency office at ten minutes to four. Another account which has come from Longford Manor is to the effect that Hale’s body was not discovered until somewhere in the region of seven. Have you any idea who supplied the agency with the first news?”

She was content here to plagiarize Bourke. “If you knew who gave the agency that news, you would know who committed the murder,” she said.

After he had gone, she went into her room, locked the door and began unpacking her trunk. It was some time before she reached the thick sheets of wrapping paper which separated her clothes from Peter’s bloodstained garments. Overcoming a repugnance which was almost nauseating, she lifted out the horrible things, and put them into the wrapping paper she had thrown on the floor. They had left no marks in the trunk, she was relieved to find. They must be got rid, of at once — but how and where?

She made a small parcel of the clothes, in which she wrapped the hammerhead, took it into the small sittingroom which she had already allocated as her own, and rang the bell for the butler.

“Central heating? Yes, madam. It’s operated from the basement — the under-porter attends to the furnace. Have you anything you wish to be burnt?”

The question was too direct for Jane. “No,” she said.

There was a pond in Green Park, but this she knew was drained at regular intervals. The river? It seemed a simple matter to drop that telltale evidence into the fast-flowing Thames, but the spectacle of a lady throwing a big parcel into the water would hardly escape attention. It must be done at night, she decided, and sat down to plan the disposal of the package. She would take a cab to the Thames Embankment late that night, and, waiting a favourable opportunity, would drop the package over the parapet. It sounded easy, but would it be? The Embankment was well lighted and was seldom free from pedestrians even on the most inclement nights. A fog would make it easy, but there was no possibility of fog…”Will you see Mr Bourke?”

She started guiltily at the sound of Walker’s voice. “Mr Bourke?” she stammered, and changed colour. “Yes — yes, I will see him in the drawingroom.”

She took the package and locked it away in the empty cupboard of a secretaire before she hurried to meet the detective.

“No, Peter didn’t come up,” he said as he shook hands. “He wanted to stay the night, and I think he’s wise — there will be an inquiry tomorrow. But you needn’t worry about him, Mrs Clifton: nothing can happen to him. I’ve left three of my best men there, and they do not include Mr Rouper,” he added grimly.

Before she could reply he went on: “Have you seen the evening newspapers?” and when she replied: “Fierce, eh? Mr X is going to get Peter into this case or die in the attempt!”

“Who is Mr X?” she asked.

“Possibly it’s Mrs X,” he said, as he settled himself comfortably in the chair she indicated. “This is the queerest case I’ve ever known in all my police experience. Murders? Dozens of ‘em! But just straightforward crimes where you had only to find who was the last person with the deceased, or who had had the most reason for wishing him out of the way, to be able to nail your man. But here’s Basil Hale murdered by some person or persons unknown, and here’s the murderer making the most strenuous efforts, not to save his own skin, but to put the blame on Peter! By the way, I’ve found out all about the message to the News Association. It was phoned through at twelve minutes to four.”

“From where?” she asked quickly.

“From Longford Manor,” said Bourke examining the carpet attentively as though he had lost something. “Queer thing, isn’t it? Longford Manor! The Longford operator was half asleep when the signal came through, and took two minutes to connect. So therefore the first attempt to send the message must have been some time before ten minutes to four. Who sent it? That’s the queer thing.” Bourke rubbed his chin irritably. “The operator, who knows the district and who would be well aware that Longford Manor is frequently let to strange guests, asked the name of the sender.”

“Who was it?” Her voice was little more than a whisper.

Bourke turned his eyes slowly in her direction. “Who do you think, Mrs Clifton? Who but Peter! It was Peter who sent the details of the murder. The operator says he recognized the voice.”

A long silence followed.

“Queer,” said Bourke at last, and then, with abruptness, he said something that terrified her. “There are one or two things I want to find, Mrs Clifton. Part of the dress suit and shirt that Peter wore on the night of the murder. The second thing is a coal hammer that was in the study. The old man who has been looking after your husband at Longford Manor volunteered a statement to me that Peter had two dress suits, that the coat of one of them had disappeared — he wasn’t sure about the waistcoat, which was white, but he’s very certain of the coat; and he’s equally sure of a shirt, the shirt that Peter wore that same night. He says he noticed it because the one he put out for Peter to wear had a square cuff — the only shirt that was shaped that way, the others having rounded corners. He also says that the shirt that was in Peter’s room, and which apparently he had worn the night before, had never been worn at all, that one of the sleeves was starched together for the space of about six inches between shoulder and elbow, which proved that no arm had been through it.”

Still he did not look at the white-faced girl.

“When Peter was found,” he continued after a while, “he was dressed in his singlet and trousers, which almost suggests to me that somebody undressed him. This somebody may also have washed his face and hands — I’m not certain about this. I’d like to be absolutely sure” — his eyes were on her now, fixed, unwavering and, to her, menacing— “where those clothes are at this present moment — and the coal hammer.”

She was about to speak but he stopped her.

“Don’t say anything till I’ve finished. And remember, Mrs Clifton, that I hold a very responsible position at Scotland Yard, and that though theoretically I am on duty twentyfour hours a day, I have my moments of relaxation, when I relapse into the role of a private citizen. And when I’m a private citizen I have to forget that I’m a detective, or I should go mad.”

He looked at his watch.

“I have been a private citizen for three minutes. And maybe I’ll be a private citizen till about seven o’clock tonight. In that period of time I’m a very good friend of Peter’s.”

She understood and nodded to him.

“Now about this coat and possibly vest, and certainly shirt, and very likely coal hammer.”

He fumbled in his coat pocket, and this time asked permission to smoke. She held a match for him with a hand that was quivering, but apparently he did not notice her agitation.

“Thank you, Mrs Clifton — as I say, about all these interesting articles: I should be terribly worried if I thought that they were in the hands of Peter’s enemies, or that they were so placed that they were likely to fall into their hands. That, I confess, would worry me like the devil, but” — he sent a ring of smoke up to the high ceiling and watched it with curious interest— “but if I could be sure in my mind that these souvenirs were in the hands of somebody who was fond of Peter and wanted to help him, why, I shouldn’t worry so much.”

“Then I don’t think you need worry,” she said promptly.

He looked at her for a while.

“Is that so? Well, I’m rather relieved — speaking as a private citizen. Round about seven o’clock tonight I may be seeing you in another capacity and asking you all sorts of bothering questions. Could I have a cup of tea, please?”

She jumped up and rang the bell. Mr Bourke wanted further time to consider the situation.

“I’ve a weakness for tea,” he confessed, when Walker brought in the tray, “and that’s not my only weakness.”

He watched the servant till the door closed, then:

“I’ve a weakness for the poor — like to give ’em old clothes and such things. Suppose you’d got an old dress jacket or a shirt you’ve no use for, I’d find a good home for ‘em. And tools. Chisels, or even hammers — a lot of the criminal classes who want to go straight can’t carry on their work because they haven’t the right kind of tools. It’s asking a lot, I know,” he continued, all his attention upon the tea he was stirring, “and I can well understand your hesitating for fear they got into the wrong hands. But suppose you have such things, Mrs Clifton, and you wanted to get rid of them? You wouldn’t care to throw ’em in the ashpan, and you’re not allowed by law to throw rubbish into the river. Rouper’s a conscientious man,” he went off at a tangent. “He’s the type of man who’d hate to see the Thames Conservancy laws broken, and possibly if you went out of Carlton House Terrace with a parcel you wanted to get rid of, he’d be shadowing you, and if you tried to throw it in the river there he’d be ready to stop you. You see, Mrs Clifton” — again his eyes shot back to hers— “I’m not the only person anxious to give clothes to the poor, and suspecting you may have some you’d like to get rid of.”

Jane found her voice. “I’d rather you had them than anybody,” she said.

Mr Bourke nodded. “I’m glad to hear you say that.” He was stirring his tea furiously now. “When Rouper comes with a search warrant, as he might, he’d probably want to take all the old clothes he found for his poor friends.”

“You don’t seem to like Mr Rouper,” she said, and realized she was making a very fatuous remark.

Bourke smiled broadly. “We’re a band of brothers at Scotland Yard, and I’m Rouper’s boss. There are a lot of things I could suggest if I were Rouper’s equal, but being his boss makes a difference.”

He put down the tea, which he had not tasted.

“Have you ever seen a search warrant executed?” he asked, resuming his cigar, which he had temporarily balanced on the edge of the fireguard.

She shook her head.

“Would you like to see how it’s done?” Then, noting her look of alarm, he chuckled. “You wouldn’t like to have a rehearsal?”

“Do you mean that?” she asked seriously. “That they will search this flat?” And, when he nodded: “Tonight?”

“Somewhere about six, I should imagine,” said Bourke slowly. “I’d like to show you what they’ll do, quite unofficially.”

She rose at once.

“Which room would they start on?”

“Peter’s,” said he promptly. “He’s got a study, hasn’t he? Most people have. Personally, I do my studying in bed.”

“You haven’t been there before?” she asked as she led the way.

“Dozens of times,” he replied coolly, “but I’m putting myself in the position of a fellow who doesn’t know the run of the flat. My name’s Rouper for the time being.”
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Peter’s study was a large room on the second floor (his flat occupied two floors) and was immediately over the drawingroom. Bourke stood in the doorway and gave a swift glance round.

“They wouldn’t touch the bookcases, would they?” he mused. “And I suppose the desk is locked?”

The desk was an empire writing table and he tried its four drawers. They opened readily, and contained nothing but stationery and the paraphernalia which a tidy man would keep in the drawers of his desk.

“There’s a safe here somewhere.”

He found it at last, set into the wall, and to her amazement twisted the combination unerringly, and, turning the handle, pulled open the door.

“Yes, I know the combination: it’s one of the secrets Peter and I share,” he said. “You see, he was always afraid—”

He stopped suddenly, frowned, and stared out of the window.

“I never thought of that,” he said, speaking his thought aloud.

“Thought of what?” she asked. “What was Peter afraid of?”

He did not answer her, but turned his attention to the safe, peering into its depths. There were a number of tightly filled envelopes: these were heavily sealed. He took them out one by one, glanced at the superscriptions, which he did not let her see, and then, putting in his hand: “Here it is!”

He almost shouted the words as he drew to light a thick diary, as it proved. It was bound in red leather and bore the figures of the current year.

As he handled this he turned a beaming countenance upon the girl.

“I’m not being mysterious, but I’m telling you that this is the one book that I, Moses Rouper, wanted to find.”

“What is it?” she asked, and then saw the figures. “A diary!”

He drew another chair up to the table and they sat down side by side. He did not open the book: his big hand covered it.

“Do you want to see this?” he asked.

“What is it?” She was bewildered. “I didn’t know that Peter kept a diary.”

She realized that there were so many things she did not know about Peter that to particularize any one was superfluous. He turned back the cover, and then one page after another, till he came to the first writing page. It was blank, so, was the next, and the third; on the fourth there was an entry in Peter’s characteristic handwriting:

‘240 USCN 100 all excellent: mailed Baltimore.’

She frowned over this.

“What does it mean?” she asked.

“Two hundred and forty United States currency notes for a hundred dollars,” said Mr Bourke calmly. “They were posted to an agent, if one believes his account.”

She went suddenly limp; her head whirled, and for a moment she thought she was going to faint. In an instant his arm was around her.

“It’s true, then?”

It did not seem her voice that was speaking.

“I’m Rouper — don’t forget I’m Rouper. I’m telling the brutal truth. After a bit I’ll be Bourke again.”

He turned page after page and stopped again. She did not want to look at this hideous record, but it fascinated her, and her eyes were drawn irresistibly to the page.

‘300 USCN 106 three flaws: mailed SG. 3. Chicago.’

“Notice how he calls them notes and not bills? That’s his insularity,” murmured Bourke, as page after page slipped under his fingers.

Again he stopped against the entry. May 3d.

‘700 Ml. SFB Exint plate, 2 flaws.’

This entry puzzled her till the detective explained.

“‘Ml’ stands for ‘mille’, and mille means a thousand. ‘SFB’ is the Swiss Federal Bank. No destination. To be called for, I guess. There were a lot of SFB duds put on the market at the end of May.”

“Oh, this is horrible, horrible!” She put her hands before her eyes. “I don’t want to read any more. Is it true, Mr Bourke?”

“Rouper,” corrected Bourke laconically. “It’s no use asking him if it’s true, because he’ll say yes. Anyway, Rouper doesn’t know anything about the truth and never will.”

“I don’t want to see any more,” she said again, as he turned the pages.

He chuckled at this and got up stiffly from the table.

“I’d better put this with the old clothes,” he said. “I know lots of poor fellows who’d give their heads for a diary, even if it was part used.”

Only for a second did she experience a panic sense that this lethargic man was trapping her, and he seemed to read her thought, for, in quite a different tone, he said: “You’ve got to trust somebody, Mrs Clifton.”

Going back to the safe, he closed it, and measured with his eye the distance from the wall, wherein it was placed, to the window. He lifted the lower sash and, stepping out on to a balcony, gazed down.

“Inside job,” he said cryptically when he returned, but offered no explanation.

He made a quick but thorough search of the room, ran his eyes along the books on the shelves, taking one or two down to turn their pages, and eventually he seemed satisfied.

“No, I don’t want any other rooms, Mrs Clifton. I should think my tea’s got cold, but that doesn’t matter. I’m going to the drawingroom now.” He spoke deliberately, and every word had a significance. “If you’d be kind enough to bring along any parcels of clothes that you’ve no use for, I’ll be obliged.”

He went out into the corridor by himself, returned to his seat by the fire, and a few minutes later she came in very pale, carrying a brown paper parcel in her hand.

“These are the clothes, Mr Bourke,” she said, and forced a smile. “Or is it Mr Rouper?”

“Bourke,” said that gentleman promptly. “Mr Rouper—”

The door opened quickly, but before the butler could announce the visitor, Jane saw Rouper’s face. He came into the room unceremoniously, dismissed the butler with a jerk of his head.

“I’m very sorry, Mrs Clifton, but I’ve got an unpleasant duty to perform,” he said.

Only then did he seem to become aware of Superintendent Bourke’s presence.

“You’re a little ahead of me, sir,” he said with some asperity.

“Just arrived, Rouper,” murmured the other. “Get on with your job.”

Rouper swallowed something, groped in his side pocket and produced a paper.

“I’ve a search warrant issued by a Metropolitan magistrate, Mrs Clifton, and I want to make a thorough search of this flat.”

“It is his duty, Mrs Clifton.” Bourke’s voice was sympathetic, almost benevolent. He picked up his hat and tucked the brown paper parcel under his arm. “Taking home the family washing, Rouper,” he said, smiling blandly, and with a nod to Jane walked out of the room, leaving her to conduct a baffled Rouper prying into every corner of the flat in a vain search for bloody clothes and incriminating diaries.

Almost the first place to which he went was the wall safe.

“Do you know the combination of this?” he asked.

“No,” she replied truthfully.

Obviously he did not believe her; but apparently the question had been entirely unnecessary for he took a slip of paper from his waistcoat pocket, studied a group of letters, and in a minute the safe was open.

He opened the sealed packages one by one and examined their contents. There seemed to be nothing of a really private nature: a lease or two, a thick wad of correspondence, apparently having some connection with Peter’s visit to South Africa, and a legal document which Rouper opened and glanced at. Over his shoulder she saw it was a will, and guessed it was the will of Peter’s father. At that moment there flashed upon her the recollection of Mr Radlow’s words. “If the fools had only studied the will…” Was there anything that Rouper could detect, she wondered? Apparently not: he folded up the document, replaced it in its envelope and put it on the chair with the others.

On one thing she was determined — she would get the code word, which so far she did not know, and examine the will carefully. A resolution, however, which was to pass from her mind in the new problems which the evening brought.

The search was a disappointment for Rouper, and he closed the safe with a savage thud.

“Have you unpacked the baggage you brought from Longford Manor?”

It so happened that when she had taken but her things to remove Peter’s clothes, she had replaced her own belongings. Through these Rouper went. And then, in his annoyance, he made a grievous mistake.

“What was that parcel Superintendent Bourke was carrying?” he demanded, and had no sooner asked the question than he realized his blunder.

“Isn’t that a question you should ask Superintendent Bourke?” said Jane.

“I was only joking, Mrs Clifton.” From his hurry and his fear she guessed that Bourke was the one man in the world of whom he stood in awe. “I hope you won’t repeat that to Mr Bourke; he mightn’t understand it.”

He took his departure almost at once, and Jane was left with a few more pieces assembled in this baffling jigsaw puzzle of hers.

Just before her solitary dinner was served, Peter rang up. He was very nervous; she sensed the strain under which he was living.

“I’m sorry I didn’t call before, but I’ve been most unpleasantly occupied,” he said, and asked if she was comfortable and had everything she wanted. “It must be dull for you. Couldn’t you ask your father to come over and stay the night?”

She had thought of that plan, but had rejected it.

“I shall be up tomorrow,” he went on, and then: “Have you seen Bourke — and Rouper?”

She told him briefly of Rouper’s visit, but thought it wise not to speak over the telephone of Mr Bourke’s peculiar conduct.

“I’m in rather a mess,” he said. “It seems that I was the fellow who telephoned the news agency, though why I should do so, heaven knows, because I didn’t know of their existence, much less their address—”

“What?” She was startled. “Are you sure you didn’t know the telephone number?”

“Sure?” His voice was surprised. “Of course I’m sure. I’ve never had occasion to communicate with the Press. Why?”

She did not answer for a while and he repeated his question, thinking she had not heard.

“Because,” she said slowly, “there isn’t a telephone directory at Longford Manor. I wanted to find an address the first morning I was there, and Anna said it had been thrown away under the impression it was an old one, and that the new directory hadn’t been delivered.”

She did not think it wise at that moment to tell him of the visit of Radlow, since he made no inquiry about the lawyer.

“Peter” — she lowered her voice— “I want to see you very particularly tomorrow — about your diary.”

“My what?”

“Your diary.”

A pause.

“I don’t keep a diary.”

“I never dreamt that you did,” Her voice was almost jubilant.



Chapter 20


Table of Contents


She Had hardly left the phone before the bell shrilled, and she thought it was merely the very common phenomenon of a call being rung off. When it persisted, however, she went back to the instrument, and a strange, deep, harsh voice spoke:

“Peter Clifton?…Are you Peter Clifton?…Murderer!”

It was Mrs Untersohn.

“I know you — Blonberg! I know…”

She heard a confusion of voices at the other end, had the impression that somebody was dragging the demented woman from the phone, and then a quiet, steady voice said:

“Has she been bothering you? I am the nurse.”

Jane’s mouth was dry, and she could hardly articulate.

“Where is she?” she said at last.

“At her own house in St John’s Wood. Is that Mrs Clifton? She’s been trying to get out of bed to telephone you all the evening, but has only just now, when we were out of the room…”

The nurse was rather voluble, explained and apologized at an inordinate length. Much she said Jane did not hear, for her mind was elsewhere.

Blonberg was the agent for Longford Manor; the man who had let the house to Peter. In what appearance did he show in this drama? Here was a new thread.

That evening was the longest and most tedious she had ever known. She played patience, but the cards had no meaning. Then she sat at the piano to play, but the first reverberations made her jump. At nine o’clock she put on her coat and hat, rang for Walker and asked him to get her a taxi.

Less than a week had passed since she had left Avenue Road, and yet it seemed a strange thoroughfare to her, and the old familiar house, where she had spent her childhood, was as strange. Her old maid let her in and stood aghast at the unexpected sight.

“Thank God you’re back, miss!” she said in the hushed voice which is employed by her class when discussing such matters of public interest as mysterious murders. “I’ve been worrying about you all day down in that awful country house—”

“Where is my father?” asked Jane, cutting her short.

“He’s in the studio, miss — ma’am, I mean — working.”

Jane went to the back of the house where the big studio was and turned the handle of the door. Only one ceiling light burnt. There was no sign of John Leith; evidently he was in his room. She went across to the tiny office and tried the handle; the door was locked.

“Who is there?” asked her father’s voice.

“It is Jane, Daddy.”

She heard an exclamation, the sound of a chair being pushed back, and after a little delay the door was opened. He had evidently been working on a wash-colour sketch of the Broads; the half finished drawing was pinned to his sloping drawing-board.

“What is the trouble, my dear?” he asked abruptly.

“I’m bored,” she said with a smile.

“Oh!” And then: “Has Peter arrived in town?”

“He comes tomorrow.”

He was looking unusually ill, she thought; his eyes were deeply shadowed; his face seemed more deeply lined. She was conscious that at certain times in their lives there was an atmosphere of constraint. She had felt that morning as though she and her father had always been strangers, now she came to think of it. In everything she could remember she had gone her own way, always with his assent and approval. Their very affection was probably based upon the easygoing relationship which existed between them.

“The whole thing is rather — awful.” He was back in the old chair, his long white hands caressing his beard. “I’ve no real regret about Hale; he was something of a brute. I had to talk pretty severely to him the day before your wedding, you, remember.”

“You realize Peter is suspected?”

He nodded. “Yes, I’ve read the newspapers.” He stretched himself and fetched a long sigh. “Thank God you’re not in love with him!” he said fervently. “You think that’s a pretty strange observation, but—”

“I am in love with him,” she said quietly, and he sat bolt upright, staring at her.

“You don’t mean that, Jane?” He did not attempt to disguise his anxiety and concern. “Of course, I had the impression that you liked him and all that sort of thing, and I was hoping that sooner or later you would — love him.”

He was hesitant, lame, wholly unconvincing. It came to her as a shocking fact that he had hoped nothing of the sort.

She knew him less well now than she had ever known him. It was as if his identity had been replaced by one entirely unrecognizable to her.

“But I understood…” He was ill at ease. John Leith, as she had observed, was something of a prude in certain matters. “I understood that your marriage’…you remember you told me before you left on your honeymoon that you were going to ask Peter to give you a little time to know him better…in fact, I hinted to Peter—”

She nodded. “I’ve had quite enough time to know him better — and I love him. I don’t know why. All that you hinted and all that I said has come to pass! I’m not sure that I’m any the happier for it.”

He looked at her with a troubled frown. “That’s splendid,” he said awkwardly. “Naturally, one would wish that — if this terrible affair hadn’t happened.”

It was at that moment she remembered the thing she had intended telling him that morning.

“You know Peter found the etchings?” she asked.

For a second he looked bewildered.

“Etchings?” And then she saw his jaw drop. “You mean those…the plates!” He recovered himself quickly. “That’s fine,” he said. “Did he tell you where he found them?”

She was speechless with amazement. Why should this simple item of news strike what little colour there was from John Leith’s face and leave him with shaking hands and sunken eyes? Desperately she strove to recover the lost atmosphere of that happy home of hers, but in the twinkling of an eye everything had changed — even he, whom she had regarded as the most steadfast quantity in life. It was incredible; she could not believe the evidence of her own senses.

“I’m glad Peter found the etchings.” He had better command of himself now. “Mind you, Jane, they weren’t epoch-making — pretty little things, the promise rather than the act of accomplishment. But Peter set great store by them, and I should, too, if I had done such good work at his age.”

He seemed anxious to get back to his work, at any rate displayed no great desire to discuss the enormous happenings of the past week; but he did return again to the subject of her feelings towards her husband.

“I don’t think I should let my mind dwell too much upon Peter if I were you, dear — I’ve had a long chat with Wells. He said he had a specialist down there this morning to see Peter, and they are both a little worried. I don’t know what is coming out at the inquest. You’ve got to be prepared for the worst.”

“In other words, you think Peter is mad?” she said steadily.

He shrugged his shoulders.

“I don’t know. Wells is a pretty shrewd fellow, and he’s on Peter’s side—”

“Is he?”

He looked up at her sharply.

“What makes you say that, darling?”

“I am wondering.”

“I don’t think there’s any doubt about it,” he said a little loudly. “Naturally Wells has his professional duties to perform. He’s a pretty big man.”

“How long has he been a pretty big man, Daddy?”

It was an evening of shocks for John Leith.

“What weird questions you’re asking! I thought you liked Donald.”

“How long has he been a great man — when did he leave Nunhead?”

At the word ‘Nunhead’ John Leith half rose from his chair. “Who’s been talking to you?” And then, without waiting for her reply: “I suppose you’ve heard of that unfortunate case. I happen to know all about it. Donald was innocent; the charge — well, it didn’t exactly come to that — arose out of professional jealousy. The old woman died from natural causes and no trace of poison was found. Besides which, Donald didn’t benefit a penny through her will. It’s all malicious gossip, my dear.”

He got up from his chair.

“And now I think you’d better run off home. Peter may be calling you up.”

Throughout the interview he had been ill at ease, so restless that he did not keep one position for more than a few seconds. She had never seen him so nervous in her life, and she would have been puzzled to account for his attitude, but for the new subject matter he had given her. She knew now something about Donald that she had not known before.

She left her father at the door of his office and went out into the hall. The maid came out and down the stairs to let her out.

“The house has been upside down since you left, madam,” she chattered on. “The whole of the top floor is being redecorated, and the man from Waring’s was here today about your furniture.”

“My furniture? What do you mean?” The maid was conscience-stricken.

“Oh, I do hope you won’t tell Mr Leith. It’s a dead secret. He’s turning the top floor into a little flat especially for you, in case you ever want to stay here…”

Jane stepped into the waiting taxi, her bewilderment complete. John Leith expected her return — had been expecting it from the day she had married: he; had known he was marrying his only child to a madman!
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No Message had been received in her absence. She had expected to hear from Donald Wells or from the communicative Marjorie; but apparently, as the butler said, the telephone had not rung. She went to bed and slept more soundly than she had thought possible. It was nine o’clock when she awakened and took her tea from the hands of a pretty maid she had not remembered seeing overnight. The girl bad been engaged before her marriage and had been on holiday, but had been called back by the butler to attend to her.

There were two letters and a postcard, the first from Peter, a half sheet of notepaper on which he had scribbled a line without beginning or end, and a long one from her father.

‘You must have thought I was very unsympathetic last night, darling, but the truth is I hose been terribly upset by what Donald Wells has told me, and I was hardly in a condition to discuss Peter and your future. I am afraid the case looks black against Peter. Donald tells me that the detective officer engaged in the case says he would be perfectly justified in placing Peter under arrest, and he would have done so immediately but for influence which was exercised by somebody in authority.’ (Here Jane recognized the relationship of Rouper with Bourke and could afford to smile.)

‘After you had left, Donald Wells came in. His wife has had a nervous breakdown and he is sending her abroad far a complete change of air. She is leaving by the eight o’clock train tomorrow morning. I tell you this in case you thought of calling her up. I was glad to hear from Donald that you and she were such good friends. She is very indiscreet and I am afraid, a malicious woman, and talks a lot of nonsense. Donald tells me that it was she who told you about the Nunhead affair. Both Donald and I think you should get into touch with a good firm of solicitors, and I don’t think you can do better than get Sir John Lafe.’ (he mentioned the name of the most eminent solicitor in London).

The rest of the letter dealt mainly with his own state of mind, his regret that he had ever sanctioned the marriage, and then:

‘Donald has a theory which I can only regard as fantastic. It is that Peter is the Clever One, the forger about whom everybody is talking. He says that it is not an unusual occurrence for mania to take such a form, and he recalled to me what I had never realized before — Peter’s extraordinary skill as an etcher. He said that the police had made some sort of discovery about the existence of a secret room at Longford Manor, and that Inspector Rouper said that there was no doubt whatever that that room had been used either for the printing or for the engraving of forged notes. It is an amazing coincidence that Peter has lived at Longford Manor at intervals for years. There is just a possibility that the place is really his.’

She read the letter twice before she tore it into four and tossed the pieces into the fire. And then she looked at the postcard. It was from Marjorie:

‘Will you lunch with me on Tuesday at the Carlton, 1pm? — M.’

There was no sign here of a nervous, breakdown — or evidence that she was going abroad. Jane shook her head helplessly.

One question at least should be settled, and settled that morning. She ordered her car, and, after consulting the telephone book, was driven to Knowlby Street.

At this hour of the morning it was a busy place; railway delivery vans were drawn up almost bonnet to tail. There was no difficulty in finding the freakish-looking Higgson House. She searched the names painted on the lintel, and presently she saw ‘Blonberg, Financier’, and underneath, evidently newly painted, the words, ‘Enquiries 3rd Floor’. She toiled up the steep and narrow stairs and arrived breathlessly on the landing, facing a glass-panelled door with the word ‘Enquiries’.

Apparently Mr Blonberg had a further office. A small hand was painted on the wall indicating the upper floor, and under this, ‘Blonberg. Private’. Tapping at the door, a shrill voice bade her come in. She found herself in a small, very untidy outer office. Two girl clerks were laboriously typing and a third was powdering her nose before a small piece of looking-glass over the fireplace.

“I wish to see Mr Blonberg.”

“Have you an appointment?” asked the third girl carelessly, as she closed her powderbox with a snap.

“Will you please tell him that Mrs Clifton wishes to see him?”

The clerk disappeared through a door behind her, and was gone two minutes. When she reappeared she opened the door invitingly, and Jane passed through into the sanctum.

The room was tinier than that which she had left. Sitting at a very small, untidy desk was a small, untidy man. He wore a soiled collar, and the cuffs that showed under his worn coat were frayed; nor, she noticed, were his hands clean. “Come in, ma’am, and sit down, will you?” He was a long-faced man with the most irregular features Jane had ever seen; his narrow head was covered with a shock of grey hair, and he had not shaved, possibly for days. “What can I do for you, ma’am?”

“Are you the agent of Longford Manor?” He nodded many times.

“I thought that’s who you was — were, I mean. The minute I heard your name I said to meself: ‘That’s Mrs Clifton, the young lady that’s been in that house where the murder was committed.’ What a sad occurrence, ma’am—”

She was not in a conversational mood.

“I want to know who is the landlord of the house, or who owns it?”

He shook his head. “Ah, there you’ve got me! We’re only the agents. There’s another lot of agents. The old gentleman who owns Longford Manor lives in Florence. In Italy,” he added unnecessarily. “We never see him, we just send on the money to his agents in Paris—”

“You go down there yourself sometimes, don’t you?”

He looked up at her slyly from under his lids. “Well, now you come to mention it, I do go down and potter about,” he said. “It’s the only holiday I get, and it costs me nothing. They’re the kind of holidays, ma’am! Vacations, they call ’em in America. I was in Chicago for two years, but I couldn’t get on with them Americans—”

“Do you know Mrs Untersohn?”

He shook his head. “Sounds foreign to me. Never heard of the woman. I’ll ask one of my clerks.”

He put out his hand to the bell, but before he could press it she stopped him.

“Are you sure you don’t know her?”

“Never seen her in me life,” he told her. “All sorts of women come up here borrowing money, or trying to borrow it, but I don’t remember her name.”

He explained with some pride that he was a registered moneylender, and apparently he drove a prosperous trade amongst small tradesmen and artisans. The house agency was something of a sideline.

“You are Mr Blonberg?”

He nodded gravely.

“I’m Mr Blonberg all right.”

“Did you let Longford Manor to my husband?”

He nodded.

“Certainly I did. He’s an old client — we’ve had him off and on for five or six years. Longford Manor’s let regularly. There’s a stockbroker who has it for Christmas, though it’s not the sort of place I should care to live in in the winter. And Mr Clifton’s the most regular renter we’ve got.”

There was nothing to be gained from this man. She felt that he was genuine when he denied all knowledge of Mrs Untersohn; and yet this strange woman had convinced Jane that Blonberg held the key that might very well unlock one entrance to the inner mystery.

“Let me see you down the stairs, ma’am.” He jumped up and shuffled forward. She saw he was wearing bright red leather slippers. Evidently Mr Blonberg believed in comfort. She wondered if he slept in his clothes, and decided that in all probability he did.

“No, thank you, I’ll find my way out. You can’t give me the name of the gentleman who owns Longford Manor?”

“I could, ma’am, but it’d be unprofessional. He don’t want it known that he’s a letter. You can’t argue with old gentlemen, as you well know. It’s bad business, this trouble at Longford Manor. I shouldn’t be surprised if it don’t stand empty for years. Some people believe in ghosts. Personally, I don’t…”

He was still talking when she went down the stairs. Evidently, she thought ruefully, she had not the attributes of a detective. She had learnt nothing. If she had had the skill of a Bourke she might have surprised from that unsavoury individual quite a number of vital facts. She determined to suggest to Mr Bourke when she saw him that he should try his practised hand — though what benefit it would be to her if she knew who owned Longford Manor she could not imagine.

Jane was disappointed, too: she had expected to find something more sinister than this narrow-faced weakling — altogether she was not a success. It was stupid of her to come. She should have told Bourke.

“Good morning, Mrs Clifton.”

She was opening the door of her car when she heard the voice and jumped. Bourke was standing a few feet from her on the pavement, a broad smile upon his large face.

“Haven’t been borrowing money, have you?” he asked with an air of jocularity. “Blonberg isn’t a very keen lender.”

“Oh!” she gasped. “You knew where I’d been?”

“Yes, I heard you go in, and was on the landing below when you came out. I suppose you’ve been to discover something about Longford Manor? There is the making of a detective in you. That was the first inquiry I made. The owner is a man named Brance who lives in Montecattini summer and winter, which means that he’s eccentric. Blonberg is his agent, which means that he’s an imbecile.”

“Who is Blonberg?” she asked.

“An exconvict. He’s had three convictions, but has now settled down to honest larceny — in other words he commenced as a moneylender, and probably started on capital that was stolen. I don’t know all the truth about Brance, but I’m guessing that Longford Manor is heavily mortgaged and that Blonberg is the mortgagee. That of course is why he’s the agent and practically the proprietor. I owe you an apology, Mrs Clifton. Yes, I’ll drive back with you if you’ll drop me somewhere near Trafalgar Square.”

He got in after her

“Why do you owe me an apology?” she asked when the car had started.

“You remember those clothes you gave me for the deserving poor? You’ll never dream what happened to them. I was taking them home last night, or rather about two o’clock this morning, and in the middle of Westminster Bridge I stopped to light a cigar. Very foolishly I put the parcel on the edge of the parapet, and what do you think happened?”

Jane’s heart leapt.

“They fell plumb into the middle of the river. You wouldn’t think it was possible that a man of my experience could be so careless. Heavy parcel, too; pretty sure to sink right down to the bottom. May I give you a word of advice?”

“I should love it,” she said, entering into his spirit.

“When you give away old clothes,” he said, staring out of the window, “especially men’s clothes, always remember that good tailors have a tag and write the name and address of their customer on it. You usually find it in the inside edge of the pocket. The same way with shirts. It’s always advisable to take those things off if you’re giving to the deserving poor, because the deserving poor have a habit of coming back for more!”

Jane listened with growing consternation. Her carelessness had been criminal. She was so overcome that she could not even thank him. But he gave her no chance of thanking him. He turned from the subject quickly to that of Blonberg. He talked without seeming to take breath; exhausted Blonberg with one long, sardonic description, and came abruptly to the murder.

“I’d like to have a little talk with Mrs Cheyne Wells. You say she heard the cry—”

“Mrs Wells has gone abroad.”

“Eh?”

The gentle drone of sound ceased. That ‘Eh?’ was sharp and metallic.
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“Are You sure, Mrs Clifton? Where did you hear this?”

She told him of the letter she had had from her father, and Bourke listened, fingering his big face.

“She wasn’t broken down last night — in fact, I never saw a woman who looked less like neurasthenia. Eight-thirty — that means she’s gone to Belgium. You’ve no idea what’s her destination?”

“I can find out,” said Jane, “if you’ll come back to the house.”

To her surprise, he seemed to consider this question of Marjorie’s departure to be of sufficient importance to justify a change of plan. She got on to Donald Wells at once.

“Yes, Marjorie went abroad this morning,” said Donald. “I wanted to get her out of the way of this beastly case — she’s gone to Germany, and she’ll be away a couple of months. She wanted to phone you, but I thought it best not to bother you with her plans. How are you feeling? I’m going back to see Peter today and to attend that infernal inquiry. Where is Bourke? I expected a call from him this morning.”

It was one of those over-loud telephones, and evidently Mr Bourke heard the inquiry, for his lips said “Longford Manor.”

“He’s at Longford Manor,” said Jane.

“I can’t understand Peter making a friend of that fellow — he drinks too much, for one thing.” (Out of the corner of her eye Jane saw the superintendent grin, and knew that he also had heard this.) “You’ve got to be very careful with him, Jane. Under the pretence of friendship these people gain one’s confidence, and you may say something that is very harmful to Peter.”

“I will be very careful,” said Jane.

He seemed to regard that assurance as ending the conversation, for he hung up.

“He doesn’t like me,” said Bourke mournfully.

Here was an opportunity which she could not afford to miss. “What was the trouble at Nunhead, Mr Bourke?”

“Nunhead? Oh, you mean with Wells? That happened years ago. There was a very rich old lady who lived on the outskirts of Brockley. She was one of Wells’s patients. She told him, or told somebody else, that she was leaving him her entire fortune — she was one of those cantankerous old girls who spend their lives quarrelling with their relations. She died so suddenly that the coroner refused Wells’s certificate and ordered an inquest. There was some talk of poison, but the experts disagreed. Anyway, when it was discovered that she had not left a penny to Wells, motive was entirely missing. I think possibly the will was as much of a surprise to him as the inquest. What made it look black against him was that he was undoubtedly a specialist in the art of drug-blending — I don’t know whether that is the technical word for the practice, but certainly he knew more about the property of vegetable poisons than most doctors. That came out at the inquest. However, the whole thing blew over, and about six months later Wells — he was plain Dr Wells then and hadn’t got his ‘Cheyne’ — left the district. How he got to Harley Street Heaven knows, for he left owing money in all directions. There were scores of judgment summonses out against him. The next time I heard of him he was in Harley Street.” He looked at his watch. “I’d better hop down to that dear old manor house,” he said sarcastically. “I don’t think anybody has been murdered in my absence, because I left a couple of particularly reliable men — unless they’ve killed Rouper, who isn’t very popular at the Yard. Did he stay long yesterday afternoon?”

“Not very long,” she answered.

“You had the search, of course, and Rouper was very thorough. By the way, did he know the code for the safe?”

She nodded.

“Thought he would,” chuckled Bourke. “That’s certainly the most widely known combination that any man has. You know it of course—’Janet’. That was his mother’s name. Didn’t I tell you? I’m terribly sorry. He gave it to me before I came up and told me you could have it.”

The door had hardly closed on Superintendent Bourke before she was in Peter’s library and was spinning the dial. In another second the safe opened to ‘Janet’, and after a brief search amongst the envelopes she found the will.

What would this document make plain to her? Her breath came a little quicker; she sat down at Peter’s writing table and opened the stiff paper. Apparently this was a typewritten copy of the will, and she read it carefully. After a few preliminary bequests, including one to ‘Peter Clifton Welerson of £100,000’, the will went on:

The residue of my estate I bequeath to the aforesaid Peter Clifton Welerson, who was born at Elm House in the village of Chadwick on the fourth of May in the year of Our Lord 1902, and I would charge him that all his life he follows the example of sincerity, modesty and loving kindness which made his mother so exemplary a woman, and that he emulates the diligence and the self-effacing qualities of his illustrious father.

Jane would not have been human if she had not sniffed at this little piece of egoism.

She read the will carefully from beginning to end, but saw nothing that was in any way illuminating.

That afternoon, browsing along the well-filled bookshelves in the study, she had further evidence of the late Mr Welerson’s many-sidedness. On one shelf which was packed with old school books her eyes suddenly caught the word ‘Welerson’ on the back cover. She took down the slim book and turned to the title page. It was evidently printed for private circulation, and the title was, curiously enough. The History of Paper Currency, by Alexander Welerson, BA (Cambs).

The book was well illustrated — and now she understood why the printing had been private, for there were half a dozen reproductions of famous forgeries, with the errors of the forgers circled in red ink.

Welerson had written other books, for there was a footnote on one page which ran: ‘See Acid Reactions, Messrs Gibbson & Fry, by the same author.’

There was genius here — genius that had since crossed the invisible borderline that marks the boundaries of sanity.

She was putting the book away when the front flyleaf, which had been stuck to the cover, came open. Written in a flowing hand were the words ‘To my dear wife, Janet Welerson’, and in brackets, ‘This book was published on the day our darling Peter was born.’

She put the book back on the shelf with a deep sigh. She had hoped to hear from the old lawyer Radlow, but neither the first nor the second post had brought any communication. Peter had telephoned in the afternoon to say that the inquest had been adjourned for a week, and that he would be coming up that night. She was still talking at the phone when Walker brought in a telegram. It bore no signature, she found when she opened it, and had been handed in at Amsterdam at one o’clock.

‘Tell nobody I wired you. Write me Continental Berlin telling me everything happened. You must trust Donald implicitly: you don’t know what he is doing for Peter.’

It was obviously from Marjorie, but why had she not put her name? What was behind this mysterious flight of hers? At school Jane had learnt a system of shorthand: she was not particularly proficient in the matter of speed, but she found this method of writing a very useful one, and she copied the telegram in a little notebook which served as diary and engagement tablet, before she consigned Marjorie’s message to the fire.

Peter had not returned at four, nor at five. At six o’clock she rang up Longford Manor and his voice answered her.

“I’m afraid I shan’t be back in time for dinner, Jane. Bourke will tell you everything that happened.”

“Why are you slaying on?” she asked, her heart sinking. “You are not — ?”

She heard his short laugh.

“Not under arrest — no, thank Heaven! I don’t know ho long that happy state of affairs will continue. I have asked Bourke to put a man on duty in Carlton House Terrace.”

“Why?” she asked, but he gave her no satisfaction.

“Well — I don’t want you to be bothered by reporters. I’ll be home at ten. Is your father with you?”

“No,” she answered, and something in her tone caused him to ask:

“Is he very angry with me? — I shouldn’t blame him.”

“No, no,” she assured him.

Mr Bourke did not arrive until about nine o’clock. It was raining heavily and his waterproof coat was soaked, although he had only walked a short distance.

“Is Peter here?”

He was genuinely surprised — she almost thought alarmed — when she shook her head.

“He said he wouldn’t be here till ten,” she answered.

His eyes narrowed.

“He left Longford an hour ago.”

Something of his alarm communicated itself to Jane.

“Alone?”

Bourke nodded.

“Yes. Wells and the other doctor came away at seven. They insisted upon having some sort of consultation, and I presume the subject has been our unfortunate Peter. Will you see if that is from him?” he asked, as Walker came in with a telegram.

She tore open the buff envelope and, taking out two closely written sheets of paper, read them and passed them across to Bourke. The wire was not from Peter. The first word he looked for was the signature. It was ‘Radlow’.

“This is meant for Peter,” he said, but read it aloud.

‘Re your telephone call have decided in view of innuendoes tonight’s papers make fullest statement tonight come Lands Sydenham ten-thirty draft statement be ready Commissioner tomorrow.’

“I can’t understand much of this,” she said. “Mr Radlow is almost as laconic in his telegrams as he is in his speech. What are ‘Lands’?”

“That is the name of his house at Sydenham. I suppose it is old man Radlow?”

Bourke looked the telegram over. There was no office of origin, simply the word ‘London’, which meant that the message had been put on the telephone.

“Peter won’t be back till ten o’clock. I think we might as well go down — are you on duty or off?” she challenged him.

“Off,” he replied promptly. “Is your car available?”

She rang for Walker and ordered the Rolls to be brought round.

“If Peter turns up before we leave, he’ll have to come along. Anyway, you’d better write a message and tell him where you’ve gone.”

He looked at his watch again and frowned.

“I don’t like this,” he said. “He ought to have been here by now. It’s a good road and he should be on the outskirts of London twenty minutes after he leaves the house.”

While they were waiting for the car he re-read the telegram and explained the cryptic words at the end.

“He means he is preparing a statement to take before a Commissioner of Oaths. The telephone inquiry I don’t understand; but I’ve no doubt he will tell us all about it.”

In spite of the rain the night was warm, and she took a raincoat and later was glad of this precaution, for so heavily was the rain falling that, but for the protection of the butler’s umbrella, she would have been wet through walking from the door to the car. It was dark, and the way out of London to Sydenham was one to be negotiated with the greatest caution. Most of the route lay along car lines, and in some places the road was thick with mud. On the way he told her something of Radlow’s history.

The old man had the reputation of being a misanthrope and lived practically alone, except for three servants, in the big house where his wife had died and where some of the happiest years of his life had been spent. Although his business lay in Southport, he had been the owner of Lands for forty years.

The house stood in an island site on Sydenham Hill, a high, rather gaunt-looking edifice, surrounded by a triangular acre of garden enclosed in a high brick wall. Bourke had to rely largely upon his memory, and made the error of turning into a side thoroughfare, under the impression that the front of the house faced north. This mistake was pardonable, for by the side of the kerb near a fairly large wooden door let info the wall he saw the lights of a car and ordered the chauffeur to draw up well short of this.

“Just wait a moment,” he said to the girl, and, getting down, went forward through the driving rain to the doorway. One glance and he saw that he had made an error and had come to the garden gate.

He walked back to Jane, who was leaning out of the window, looking ahead.

“We’ve come the wrong side—” he began.

“Whose car is that?” she asked in a low voice, “I’m sure it’s Peter’s!”
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In Another second she was on the pavement and walking quickly to the unattended Bentley.

“It is Peter’s!”

In the light of the street lamp Bourke saw that the car — an all-weather two-seater — was splashed with mud. To supplement his search he took a little flashlamp from his pocket and sent the beam under the hood. On the floor lay a strap; he picked this up and examined it; then he began walking round the car. The dicky seat was half open.

“That is Peter’s all right,” he said, and, going back to the garden gate, pushed.

The door yielded to his pressure and he found himself on a gravel path that ran between two high clumps of rosemary bushes. After a while he came out and joined the girl.

“I don’t understand this.” His voice was troubled. “Of course, Peter may have been a constant visitor here without telling anybody. He might have chosen this way of going in. But it’s rather remarkable — wait here.”

He returned to the garden, and with the aid of his lamp began to find his way to what was possibly a private entrance. No dogs barked, to his relief; he caught a glimpse of the house: it was in darkness except for one square of light, which he presumed represented the unshaded french windows of a lower room.

He reached the lawn and was turning back when he heard a deep groan and spun round, the circle of his light roving left and right. And then he saw a hand, the gloved palm outstretched, and, pulling aside a clump of flowers that hid its owner, he saw a man lying on his back.

It was Peter!

Bourke whistled softly, and, stooping, dragged the unconscious figure to a sitting position. He had set his lamp down that he might have his hands free, and he was reaching for this when, with a gasp of amazement, he saw that it was focused on something that, experienced man as he was, made him jump. It was an automatic pistol, and about the muzzle was clipped a curious dull blob of metal, which he recognized as the new German silencer.

He took the pistol up, smelt at its muzzle, and, pressing home the safety catch, thrust the weapon into his pocket. He was a man of extraordinary strength, and with scarcely an effort pulled Peter to his feet and carried him, his feet dragging on the gravel, to the doorway. And then he remembered the chauffeur.

“Is there anything wrong?” asked Jane breathlessly, as she came running towards him.

“Can you drive the Bentley?” asked Bourke in a low voice, and when she had answered in the affirmative: “Send the Rolls round to the front of the house and tell the chauffer to wait.”

It was only then that she saw the limp figure that he propped up against the open door.

“O God! Is that Peter?” she asked in a terrified whisper,

“Do as I tell you,” hissed the detective.

He drew the inanimate figure farther into the shadow. A chance pedestrian, a patrolling policeman — anything might bring his plan to ruin. He himself was taking a risk, but taking it with his eyes open, in the faith that he was doing the right thing.

He heard the car move away, and then Jane came back.

“Stand out of the way,” he cautioned. Lifting Peter on his shoulder, he walked quickly across the pavement and heaved him into the deep low seat of the car. “Get in the other side and drive back to Carlton House Terrace.” He gave his orders rapidly. “He may have recovered by then. He’s moving now. Get him into the flat and wait for my return.”

She wanted to ask him a hundred things, but was wise enough to defer her questions until later. Shaking as she was from head to foot, she set her teeth and, getting into the driver’s seat, put her foot upon the starter; Bourke watched the tail light till it had disappeared round the corner on to the main road.

He took the pistol out of his pocket again and sniffed at the muzzle, and his big face was set in a humourless grin as he pulled the door to and went at his leisure to the front of the house.

First he must interview the chauffeur. If he, too, had recognized Peter’s car, there was going to be trouble; but apparently he had neither noticed its appearance nor had he heard Jane’s reference. It was not surprising, remembering it was a night of gusty wind and she had spoken in a low voice.

“Mrs Clifton has gone back to town by taxi: she’s not feeling very well.” (Fortunately they had passed a taxi rank just before they had turned into the side road.) “You’ll wait for me here.”

Bourke walked up the asphalted path to the dark front door and rang. He rang three times before a maid opened the door of the dark hall.

“Is that Mr Clifton?” she asked. “The master is expecting you, sir. I’m sorry the gas isn’t lit, but the master doesn’t like lights in the hall.”

Evidently she had never seen ‘Mr Clifton’, for she accepted the detective’s assurance. Despite the economical Radlow’s objection to lighting, she kindled a small flame in a huge hanging lamp, and led the way down a small passage to what was evidently the back of the house.

“The master said he was not to be disturbed till you came,” she whispered.

Evidently the old man was a bit of a terror in that house. “All right,” said Bourke. “I’ll announce myself.” He opened the door, and as he did so there was a rush of air. The back window was open then. “Wait here.”

A gas chandelier overhung the desk, and the white globes gave a steadiness to the light, in spite of the draught. In the very centre of the room, beneath the chandelier, was a big, old-fashioned partner’s desk, and over this, his head upon the blotting pad, one arm hanging helplessly by his chair, sprawled the figure of a man.

“Have you a telephone? Of course you have. Where is it?”

“In the hall, sir,” said the trembling maid. “Is anything wrong?”

“Yes. Call up the police station; just tell the operator you want the police. Say Superintendent Bourke is here; ask them to send the divisional surgeon and the detective officer in charge.”

He closed the door upon her and went slowly towards the desk.

One of the two french windows was wide open; the curtains were blowing in at an angle. He closed the window carefully before he turned his attention to the dead man. The blotting pad was red with blood. So too was the paper beneath the pen held in a stiffened hand.

Bourke stopped and looked, then going behind the stricken figure, he read the few lines written at the head of the page, which was numbered 7.

‘…I felt in the circumstances that I could not very well deny the wishes of my client. There was at that time no trace of the dreadful malady—’

Here the writing ended. Pages 1 to 6 were missing. He looked in the wastepaper basket; that was empty. The rest of Radlow’s statement had vanished.

Bourke went out of the room, and, removing the key which was on the inside, he locked the door from without. Three servants were in the hall, talking in excited, fearful tones, and he heard one tremulous voice talking into the phone.

“Could you speak, sir?”

Bourke went to the instrument, and found himself talking with the station sergeant.

“Yes — yes, an ambulance also, please. Yes, undoubtedly it’s murder.”

He heard the smothered exclamations of horror and signalled the women out of the hall.

“Wait a minute till I get these servants away. Shot dead at close range. I happened to be down here making inquiries about the Longford Manor case. You might make a note of that in your book, sergeant.”

He hung up the phone and, descending the narrow stone stairs that led to the basement, asked for the housekeeper. This proved to be the servant who had admitted him.

“He’s not dead, sir, is he?” she whispered. “The dear old master…”

“Come upstairs,” he ordered, but she shrank back.

“I couldn’t see him, I couldn’t really, sir.”

Eventually he persuaded her to light the gas in the drawingroom. She had little to tell him. ‘The master’ had retired to his study after dinner, at ten minutes past eight, with orders that he was in no circumstances to be disturbed. She had taken him his coffee immediately after he had entered the room, and since then she had not heard a sound from the snuggery, as he called it. She remembered all the telephone calls that had come through during the day. Mr Radlow very seldom received messages: he had an old-fashioned man’s hatred of the phone, and the instrument was only in the house at all because he had a dread of fire and liked to be in touch with the fire station. There had been four calls in the morning — two from tradesmen, one a wrong number, and one from Mr Radlow’s doctor, who was in the habit of visiting the old gentleman twice a week and had telephoned putting off his appointment until the following day.

In the afternoon there had been two calls, one of which Mr Radlow himself had answered.

“It was Mr Clifton, sir, but the master was asleep. He always has an hour’s nap in the afternoon, and I didn’t like to disturb him. When he woke up I told him Mr Clifton had called, and he said that if he telephoned again I was to tell him. Mr Clifton telephoned at about half past five, or it may have been six. Mr Radlow turned me out of the hall, just as you did when you were telephoning, but I heard him say, as I was going down the stairs: ‘I’ll make the statement — I don’t care whether you like it or not, you young fool!’ or something like that, and then he must have changed his mind, for he said: ‘Very well, I’ll think the matter over, and if I change my mind I will let you know.’ It was after I took the coffee in to him that he asked me to call up ‘telegrams’ and send a message to Mr Clifton.”

She had this slip of paper in her bag downstairs and went to fetch it. It was exactly the message that Jane had received.

“That’s how I knew you were coming — oh, but you’re not Mr Clifton, you’re a police gentleman.”

“Did you hear a sound of any kind?” interrupted Bourke.

The woman hesitated.

“I did think I heard a door slam. In this old house you can hear almost any noise.”

“A quick, sharp slam?” he suggested.

It was rather muffled, she thought.

“What time was this?”

Here she gave him explicit information.

“Half an hour before his call.” She had heard the clock chime.

The servant had barely finished when a thundering knock came to the door and Bourke went to admit a detective sergeant and two men from the local station. Glancing past them, he saw a policeman in uniform outside the front gate. He recognized the officer as an old assistant of his.

“Come in, Rennie. All right, you needn’t wait. What is your name?”

“Mrs Stodder, sir,” faltered the housemaid-housekeeper.

He led Rennie into the chamber of death, and there a few minutes later they were joined by the divisional surgeon.

“I’ve touched nothing,” said Bourke. “The old man was writing a statement which I had come to collect — it concerned the Longford Manor case, and you’ll notice that he’s on page 7. and the other six pages are missing.”
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On the floor by the side of the desk was a square silver box, which the superintendent had overlooked. Rennie stooped and picked it up.

“Hallo, what’s this?” he said.

He opened the lid. It was a cigarette box, a motor car accessory, and Bourke recognized it before Rennie had turned back the lid and read the monogram ‘P.C.’

Not a muscle of his face moved.

“I dropped that,” he said. “It’s a little case that Peter Clifton carries in a leather pocket by the side of the driving wheel.”

He had seen this box in use a dozen times. Peter had one peculiar habit: he very seldom smoked cigarettes unless he was driving a car, and had this little box made so that he should always have a supply at hand.

He looked inside again; the box was packed tight. He drew out one cigarette and examined it. It was a popular and widely advertised, brand of Virginians.

“Amazing fellow,” he said, apropos of nothing, and slipped the case into his pocket.

The two detectives were searching the room carefully.

“By the way, that window was open when I came in. The papers may have blown outside,” said Bourke, though he was very sure that if they had blown anywhere it would have been into the passage when he opened the door.

“There are some footstains on the carpet,” said one of the detectives suddenly, as he bent down and touched the muddy surface, “and it’s wet.”

“Phone up to the Yard for a photographer,” said Bourke. “Ask them to get into touch with Chief Inspector Watkins and send him down.” (He named the Area Chief Inspector.) “He’ll be in charge of the case. And, by the way, when you question the servants they will tell you that they expected a visit from Mr Peter Clifton. Radlow was his lawyer — or rather, his father’s lawyer. I came instead.”

A little crowd had gathered round the gateway when he went out to the car, for ill news spreads fast. The policeman introduced a gentleman who was a next-door neighbour of Radlow’s, a well-known City tea merchant. He had been in his garden, looking for an Airedale pup that had strayed out into the night and would not answer his whistle. Bourke took this witness back to the hall.

“Come into the house,” said Bourke when he had heard the preliminaries. He escorted this new and important witness to the drawingroom. “What did it sound like?”

“It sounded rather like a pistol fired through a silencer,” said the neighbour. “I was in the Musketry School at Hythe during the war, and we made experiments with various kinds of silencers, so the sound was pretty familiar; and the wind was blowing in my direction, which made it sound all the more distinctly.”

“Did you hear any other noise?”

“I heard nothing, and from where I stood could see nothing. I walked a little way along my path, which runs by the side of the dividing wall, till I came to a place where I could look over. I wasn’t very curious, naturally, because on a miserable night like this one doesn’t want to be out of doors longer than one can help. But as I looked over I thought I saw a man walk across the lawn in the direction of the back gate. This house and the next six have back gates, which in every case except Mr Radlow’s have been converted into the entrance of a garage. I called out, thinking it was Radlow, but had no reply. From where I stood I could see the window in Radlow’s room was open. We’ve had burglars in this neighbourhood lately, and I was a little alarmed. In fact, I almost telephoned for the police, but one doesn’t like to interfere with a neighbour’s business, and I happen to know that Mr Radlow always spent the evening in that room and was rather a demon for fresh air.”

“You didn’t see the man?”

“No, not well enough to identify him.”

“Was he tall or short?”

Here the witness could not help. He had heard the garden gate slam and soon after he had found his pup and taken him inside.

“One thing only I want to ask you: did this man walk quickly or slowly? Did he walk straight or did he stagger?”

“He walked very straight and very quickly.”

Bourke nodded.

“I should have been surprised if he hadn’t.”

He drove straight back to Carlton House Terrace, a very anxious man. Peter’s car was not outside the house; he wondered if Jane had got back, but it was she who opened the door to him.

“He’s sleeping,” she said in a low voice.

“He hasn’t recovered, then?” frowned Bourke.

“Only for a little while. He was able to walk into the house and I’m quite sure he didn’t recognize me or know where he was. Thank heavens Walker was in his pantry, and I was able to get him to his room without help.” She was looking anxiously into his face. “Something terrible has happened?” And, when he nodded: “Mr Radlow — ?”

“Radlow has been shot at close quarters. I don’t think I should ask any questions if I were you, Mrs Clifton. Where is this man of yours?”

She took him to the bedroom. Peter lay fully dressed on the bed, covered by an eiderdown quilt. He was sleeping, and Bourke did not attempt to wake him, but made a quick search of his pockets. The first thing he brought to light was a long, black, spare magazine, which he knew without testing fitted the butt of the automatic. The second object of interest was a flat package in Peter’s inside pocket. It was heavily sealed and tied about with green tape, but bore no superscription of any kind. Bourke broke the seals; inside he found another wrapping of fine silver paper. Within this, a pad of American currency bills, each for a hundred dollars. There were fifty of these, and he could count them the more easily because they were numbered consecutively. Mr Bourke’s nose wrinkled.

“All he wants now is a confession in his left boot!” he growled.

One thing interested him: it was a thin gold cigarette case which he found in Peter’s pocket. It was empty. The sight fascinated him. He had seen Peter fill that case a few hours before.

He shook the sleeping man, and slowly Peter’s eyes opened. “Get up,” said Bourke authoritatively, and the sleeper obeyed. “Take off your coat.”

Peter, his eyes still closed, carried out the operation, assisted by Jane and the detective. He either would not or could not speak; he was so dead with sleep that when they lowered him again to the pillow he was immediately unconscious. Bourke rolled up the sleeve, and with the help of his flashlamp began to examine the arm. What he saw evidently satisfied him, for he turned to the anxious Jane with a smile of triumph. “Do you know what your husband wants? Light!

“Light?” said the puzzled girl.

Bourke indicated the two shaded wall brackets which were the only illuminants of the room. There was a lamp by the bedside; he removed the silken cover, and, switching this on, held the lamp before the face of the sleeper. She saw Peter’s eyelids quiver, saw the grimace that was almost painful — he put up his hand to push it away, but Bourke was adamant.

“Wake up,” he said, and as though his words had some magical quality Peter’s eyes opened wide and he sat up without assistance.

“What’s the trouble?”

“You are,” snarled Bourke. “You’ve ruined a promising career that was nearly at an end. I’ve two years to serve for my pension, and I look like serving them in one of His Majesty’s prisons!”

Peter looked from the detective to the girl, then he glanced round the room.

“I got home, did I?”

“You got home all right, in every sense of the word,” said Bourke. He glanced significantly at Jane, and she left them alone.

It was a quarter of an hour before they followed her. Peter was very pale; Bourke’s hair was ruffled in all directions.

“Do your servants know Peter is back?” was the first question the detective asked.

“Yes; I told them he had been in some time.”

“Good. They didn’t hear him come in,”

He looked at his watch. “You returned here at ten minutes to ten. Was there a hall porter?”

“He wasn’t on duty when I came in. The lifts work automatically.”

He nodded again.

“Good. Who took his car away?”

“I did; as soon as I got him into the house I drove the car round to a garage I sometimes use. I don’t know where Peter’s own garage is.”

“Excellent,” commented Bourke; “Which means that your chauffeur will not see it.”

Peter groaned. “You’ve tied my hands, Bourke,” he said.

“What did you want to do?” asked Jane quickly.

Bourke nodded. “The great and original idea of Mr Peter Clifton was to walk into the nearest police station and confess himself guilty of two murders,” he said. “But as he can only do that by implicating his wife as an accessory and Detective-Superintendent Joe Bourke as a confederate, he has very kindly promised to refrain. Where did you leave that car, Mrs Clifton?”

She wrote down the address of the garage.

“I’ll go along and give it a look over. You go to bed, Peter; but what your wife will do I don’t know. If I were she, I’d sit up near the telephone, refuse to give any information except that her husband is in bed and asleep, and be ready to admit Detective-Inspector Moses Rouper when he calls. I may be back before him, but I shall certainly return.”

“Shall I come with you?” asked Peter.

“You’re the last person I want with me,” said Bourke. “You stay here. If reporters come, refuse to see them.”

“Won’t that look a little suspicious?”

Bourke shook his head. “Here’s a man who’s just come up from Longford Manor, where a murder’s been committed and where a certain amount of suspicion attaches to him. What is more likely than that he should expect to be bothered with reporters? There’s every excuse for refusing to see anybody. I don’t think the house is watched. Rouper, I should imagine, is too busy elsewhere.” Bourke was gone immediately afterwards.
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When He got out of the house he looked round for some sign of a watcher. He knew exactly where a police observer was likely to post himself, but there was no sign of detectives, and later, when he passed a uniformed policeman on the corner of the street, and gave him a casual goodnight, the man, recognizing him, made no reference, which he certainly would have done, to surveillance.

Peter’s car had been taken to a public garage, and on showing his card he was instantly led to the machine, which stood in the centre of the courtyard and was then in the process of being washed. With the aid of a handlamp he made a complete search of the interior, a process facilitated by the fact that the cleaners had already gone through and dusted the upholstery. He saw the chief of the cleaning gang.

“No, sir, there was nothing inside except a couple of cigarette ends.”

“Eh?” Bourke turned on him sharply. “I suppose they couldn’t be recovered?”

The man nodded. “Yes; they’re in the vacuum bag.”

The bag was unhooked and emptied. One of the cigarette ends had become unravelled in the process of vacuum cleaning, but the other was intact. The cigarette had been smoked half way down. Through a holder, decided Bourke. He wrapped the cigarette in paper and put it carefully in his pocket.

Amidst the grey dust which had been emitted from the vacuum he saw a little speck of white, and, brushing the debris away gently with his forefinger, he saw a tiny white pellet.

“What other cars have been cleaned with this vacuum?”

“That’s the first, sir,” the foreman was in haste to tell him. “All the dust you see on that sheet came out of this car. We always use a fresh bag for every car, and the dust is examined in case anything has been lost. We’ve often found loose pearls that way, and once we had a diamond ring that a lady dropped.”

Bourke opened the package containing the cigarette and added the pellet.

“Nothing else found?”

The gang master said no, but one of his hands rather sheepishly admitted that he had found three cigarettes on the seat, and excused his tiny larceny by their apparent worthlessness. He had them in his pocket. Bourke took them in his hand and examined them; they were, as he had expected, the same brand as those that were packed in the silver box. These he put in his cigar case, and, there being nothing else to learn of the car, he went to the unusual expense of a taxicab and drove back to Scotland Yard. Here he sought the chief of a certain department and handed over to him the silver cigarette case.

“There are half a dozen fingerprints on this,” he said. “I want them brought up and the photographs to be on my desk at twelve tomorrow. One copy is to go to the Records Department for identification and report.”

He took out the half smoked cigarette, found a little test tube in a cupboard of his room, and dropped it in, corking the top.

“That is for chemical analysis.”

He had separated the pellet from the cigarette, anal this he placed in another sheet of paper.

“I want a chemical examination of this. I rather think it is hyoscin.”

These discoveries from the car were beyond his expectations. Never in his wildest dreams did he imagine he would make such a haul, and it was a very jubilant Bourke who knocked at the door of 903, Harley Street.

The footman was not inclined to admit him.

“The doctor has gone to bed, sir,” he said, “and Mrs Cheyne Wells is abroad.”

“Tell Dr Wells that Superintendent Bourke wishes to see him.”

He was left alone in the hall while the footman went upstairs. When he came down again Donald Wells followed him, and, except that he wore a flowered silk dressing-gown, he was fully dressed.

“I was just going to bed, Bourke. Did you want to see me particularly? I’ve rather a headache tonight.”

“Everybody will have a headache in the morning unless I’m greatly mistaken,” said Bourke cheerfully. “I mean everybody except me. Poor old Peter Clifton and Mrs Clifton and Moses Rouper — possibly you, Doctor.”

Cheyne Wells opened the door and ushered his visitor into his study, switching on the light as he did so. He walked to a little table, touched a spring, and the top opened, revealing a well-stocked cellarette.

“What will you drink?”

“Water,” said Bourke tersely. “I’m like the native in Kipling’s poem — when it comes to slaughter I do my job on water.”

Wells laughed, pouring a little whisky into a tumbler and filling it from a hissing syphon.

“Whom are you slaughtering tonight?”

“That’s what I want to know. I’m not quite sure of his identity, but it’s only a matter of days before I put him just where the dogs can’t bite him. I had a talk with Sowlby on the phone — the solicitors who are acting in this Longford Manor case.”

He proceeded, rather tediously Donald thought, to set forth a rather uninteresting conversation. Then suddenly Bourke said: “I suppose you know the old lawyer has been murdered — shot dead in his study at ten o’clock tonight?”

On Cheyne Wells’s face was an expression of horror.

“Radlow — murdered? Good God!”

“Did I say Radlow?”

Bourke’s voice was hard as steel. For a moment Donald Wells was incapable of answer.

“Did I say Radlow?” asked Bourke again. “I was talking about Sowlby, wasn’t I? He’s a lawyer, he’s an old man: why should you think I had suddenly switched to Radlow? You don’t know him, anyway.”

Donald Wells recovered himself.

“I knew him — Peter’s lawyer, wasn’t he? Peter had been talking about him for days, as a matter of fact. I wondered what had become of the old man: I haven’t seen him for years — that’s queer that I should think you were talking about Radlow, but I’m almost psychic.”

Bourke did not answer him; his steely eyes were fixed upon the doctor’s. When he did speak it was slowly and impressively. “Radlow was shot dead in his study tonight by an unknown man, who, however, was seen by a neighbour — the man who lives next door went out in the garden to collect his dog, and saw the murderer leaving the room after the shooting.”

His voice was steady, almost monotonous, he gave no pause or excuse for interruption.

“That often happens in murder cases. Doctor — the most unlikely weakness pops in. Who’d suppose, on a wet, wretched night like that, a respectable citizen of Sydenham would be poking round his garden looking for a pup? And he saw the man, was able to describe him to me, and I’ve come to arrest—” the man before him was stiff with terror, “ — any idle rumour that might be floating round that Peter Clifton was at Sydenham.”

Only then, by sheer willpower, did Donald Wells drop his eyes. The tumbler he lifted to his lips was shaking, but in his quickwitted way he found an excuse for his agitation.

“Radlow — good God!” he murmured as he drained the glass at a gulp. “Terrible business, eh?”

“Where did you leave Peter?”

“I left him — at Longford Manor,” said Wells. “He was coming on after: he said he had an engagement. He was seeing somebody in town. I have an idea that he was seeing Radlow.”

Bourke pursed his lips thoughtfully. “That was his idea. I happened to be outside his flat in Carlton House Terrace about ten minutes to ten when he came home. Never saw a man look sicker than poor old Peter Clifton. You’ve got it right. Doctor — he was going down to see Radlow, but I persuaded him to go to bed. I went down and saw Radlow — alone. When I say ‘alone’,” he added carefully, “I mean I took Mrs Clifton with me, but she got so worried about Peter looking so sick that she went back home in a taxi. I found Radlow half an hour after he’d been killed, and I couldn’t help feeling how terribly awkward it would have been for Peter if he’d been seen around Radlow’s house somewhere in the region of ten o’clock.”

Cheyne Wells did not answer; his eyes were still examining the carpet. Presently he raised them.

“Who do you think killed Radlow?” he asked quietly.

“That’s going to be easy to discover, as soon as we find the pistol. They’re going to make a search of the grounds tomorrow. Not that they’ll find anything. First-class murderers do not leave their weapons behind, except in storybooks — or unless they want to plant the murder on to somebody else. I’ve known that to be done once or twice. And odd cigarette boxes to make sure that even pudden-headed policemen like me shouldn’t have any doubt that the murderer was Peter.”

Now that he had Donald Wells’s eyes, he held them. Donald did not flinch.

“It sounds more like a detective story than Scotland Yard,” he said with a smile. “Now what do you want me to do for you, Bourke?”

“You’re a doctor.” Bourke looked up at the ceiling reflectively. “And I’d like to get from you a good antidote to hyoscin and morphine. Administered subcutaneously — that’s a lovely word!”

The eyes seemed to fall with a click and transfixed Donald, but not a muscle of the doctor’s face moved.

“That sounds remarkably like what ignorant people call ‘twilight sleep’,” he said.

Bourke nodded.

“I’m an ignorant man and that’s what I call it too,” he said.

Donald shrugged his shoulders.

“I don’t know what antidote you want. No injurious effects follow if it is properly administered—”

“By a duly qualified medical man,” murmured Bourke. “The rum thing is, I have found the hyoscin but missed the morphine — a tiny little pellet. It must have been in the bottom of the car, but the vacuum cleaner fished it out. I’ve asked them to look for a little brown pellet about the same size, but I don’t suppose they’ll be successful. Duly qualified medical men are not quite so careless as to drop two pellets!”
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Wells Shook his head.

“I don’t know what on earth you’re talking about. Which car?” And then, suddenly: “Sit down, Bourke. You and I are at cross purposes. You’re being horribly mysterious and I’m being appropriately mystified. Now tell me just what’s in your mind. Is it about Peter? And who is the duly qualified medical man? I know none except myself.” He chuckled at this. “Are you accusing me of doping Peter or something? And what has all this to do with Radlow?”

He talked in his quick, nervous way and could not altogether hide from the coldblooded scrutinizer the tension under which he laboured.

“I should like to know what’s in your mind, Superintendent.”

“I’ll tell you what’s in my mind, Dr Wells,” said Bourke quietly. “It’s in my mind that you’re taking the news I’ve brought you in quite the wrong way. You’re a friend of Mr Clifton’s — I’ll call him Peter because I have the honour to be a friend of his too. And you haven’t reacted — is that the medical term? a useful one — exactly as I should have expected. I’ve come and told you that another acquaintance of his has been murdered. I’ve as good as told you that Peter’s suffering from the effects of a drug; and I haven’t noticed that you’re upset about this, and I haven’t heard you say you’d like to go straight away to where Peter is and do what you can for him. And that’s exactly what I should have expected you to do, Dr Wells, and you haven’t done it. All the time I’ve been here you’ve been defending yourself — against what? When I used the word ‘arrest’ you nearly collapsed — why? What have you to fear? I’m talking to you now as man to man, without witnesses.”

Cheyne Wells stood in front of the fire, a favourite attitude of his, his hands thrust down into his trousers pockets, his head on one side, watching the detective, and he had recovered something of his old poise.

“And I’m going to tell you something man to man — and without witnesses,” he said softly.

He stepped forward and tapped the table to emphasize his point.

“Suppose, Superintendent Bourke, I were to tell you that Peter Clifton had confessed to me that he murdered Basil Hale — what would you do? That would be a very embarrassing moment for you, wouldn’t it? Suppose I say here and now, or put it to paper: ‘I consider it my duty as a citizen to inform the police that Mr Peter Clifton, of 175, Carlton House Terrace, has made a statement to me in which he confessed that in a moment of insanity he murdered Basil Hale at Longford Manor’, signed and handed that paper to you — what would you do?”

Bourke’s huge head shot forward. His eyes were the veriest slits.

“I’ll tell you what I’d do,” he said in his deep rumbling voice. “I’d take you into custody right here! If anybody has to be tried it shall be you. And I’ve got enough evidence to make a prima facie charge against you.”

In spite of his self-control, Wells’s face went white.

“On what charge?”

“Passing a forged fifty-pound note at Hurst Park racecourse, knowing it to be forged. That’s one charge. I dare say by this time tomorrow I’ll have another couple up my sleeve.”

The masks were off now. In Donald’s eyes burnt cold, malignant hatred. “You don’t seem to realize what you’re saying. Superintendent. You’re not talking to Dr Wells of Nunhead, you know.”

Bourke nodded. “You don’t seem to understand. Wells” — he dropped all titles of courtesy— “that the police never go looking for trouble. When it comes they’re ready to deal with it, but they don’t try to make crime — they wait till crime sticks up its head and then they belt it one. You’re not Dr Wells of Nunhead, I know. Within twelve months of that inquest you were in a good practice at Harley Street. Where did you get the money?”

“What the hell’s that to do with you?” flamed the other.

“It’s a lot to do with me. Suppose I put you on the stand, could you produce two witnesses whose evidence any sane jury would accept, to explain how you suddenly became wealthy, and from Dr Wells of Nunhead developed into Dr Cheyne Wells of Harley Street, a nerve specialist? Turn that over in your mind — if that marvellously sudden prosperity of yours can be explained, you can go up to Scotland Yard and get the coat off my back, for I’ll not deny what I’ve said to you tonight. I’m warning you” — his forefinger shot out towards the pallid Donald— “leave Peter Clifton alone; and if you’ve got a good scheme for raking in his millions — forget it. There have been two murders committed. You were at Longford Manor when Basil Hale was killed—”

“I haven’t left the house this night.”

“You’re a liar,” said Bourke calmly. “I’ve had a man trailing you all day. You left the house at eight o’clock tonight and returned at a quarter to eleven. My man lost sight of you — I present you with that information — between the hours of nine-fifteen and when you got out of your taxi at this front door.”

He picked up his hat, and walking to the door flung it open so violently that he nearly wrenched it from its hinges.

“Somebody is going to be caught for these murders. Wells,” he said, “and it won’t be Peter Clifton. Get that into your nut. Not Rouper can help you — even if Rouper’s in the force this time next week. You can pass that bit of information on to him. Not cigarette cases filled with cigarettes he doesn’t smoke, and not forged diaries written by your pal the Clever One.”

He pulled the door to with a bang and went out. Donald Wells sat down to consider a peculiarly dangerous situation. His servant came after midnight and found him sitting with his head between his hands.

“Go to bed,” said Donald without looking up, and maintained that attitude for nearly two hours. Then he rose and stretched his cramped limbs, went out into his little laboratory, and mixed himself a draught more potent than whisky.

His head was clear now, his mind quick and alert. He drew a sheet of paper towards him from the stationery rack and began writing. He had finished his letter at six o’clock, placed it in a large envelope addressed to the Chief Constable, CID, Scotland Yard. He put on a stamp, walked into the hall and hesitated at the door. No, he would sleep on it; the letter could very well go later in the day.

It was not unfortunate for him that he made this decision, for outside the house there waited a Scotland Yard man, who had had strict instructions from Superintendent Bourke.

“If you see Wells come out to post a letter, and that letter’s addressed to the Yard, take him into custody and detain him at Marylebone Lane till I come.”

Mr Bourke had reached the decision that if he himself were a going to be hanged it might as well be for a sheep as for a lamb, though not in his most charitable moment did he regard Dr Donald Cheyne Wells as being in the least sheeplike.
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Peter Woke in the morning from a sound, dreamless sleep, to find somebody standing by the side of his bed and to hear the pleasant rattle of teacups, and then:

“Strong or weak?” said the sweetest voice in the world. “And I haven’t been married long enough even to know whether you like sugar.”

He blinked open his eyes. Jane, in a flowered kimono, was standing by his bedside, a small china teapot poised.

“Eh?” he said, and looked round. “Oh, I’m here, am I?”

“You’re very much here,” she said calmly. “I wonder if you realize how extremely interesting it is to have a husband who is never quite sure of what bed he’s sleeping in!”

Peter smiled ruefully and rubbed his fingers through his hair.

“I realize that being married to me at all must be the most ghastly experience a woman could have,” he said as he took the cup from her hands.

“What time is it?”

She laughed softly at this.

“That really does sound domestic. It is half past seven.”

He looked round the room, puzzled.

“Is Bourke here?” he asked.

“Mr Bourke is not here,” she said. “I had serious thoughts of offering him the spare room, but I don’t think he would have accepted.”

He swallowed the tea gratefully and frowned at the slim figure sitting on the edge of the bed.

“Something happened last night — what was it? I’ve a dim idea that Bourke told me something.” He screwed up his eyes in an effort of memory and gasped. “Radlow — he was killed!”

She nodded.

“Yes,” she said quietly, “Mr Radlow was shot.”

Peter buried his face in his hands and groaned.

“How ghastly! I suppose—”

“You needn’t suppose anything until you’ve seen Mr Bourke,” she said promptly, “especially if you are supposing that you killed him.”

He shook his head.

“It’s no good, Jane,” he said despairingly. “You’ve been wonderful to me, and now that you know…about my wretched ancestor, I can talk freely. I thought I was cured, that there was no danger, or I would never have allowed you to marry me. Donald told me there was a possibility that I should have these lapses — why do you look at me like that?”

There certainly was a strange expression in Jane’s fine eyes. “Was I looking weirdly? Perhaps I was. Peter, I don’t think I should worry very much about what Donald Wells says. You are inclined to take his opinion too seriously. And don’t stare like a frightened fawn, darling — you don’t mind those automatic terms of endearment, do you? We’ve got to pretend that we’re happily married, and you must get used to being addressed in these affectionate terms.”

He laughed quietly at this, it was the first time she had seen him laugh since their marriage.

“I can bear a lot of that,” he said. And then, more seriously: “Why don’t you like Donald? He has been a very good friend of mine, Jane. I don’t know what I should have done without his help.”

She turned a solemn face to him.

“Detectives live in a normal state of suspicion,” she said. “That is what Mr Bourke told me.”

“Detectives?”

She nodded. “I am a detective,” she said quietly. “I have taken up my new profession with enthusiasm. I am suspicious of Donald, suspicious of Marjorie, quite prepared to be suspicious of Mr Bourke himself.”

“And of me?”

The ghost of a smile came and faded. “No, not of you. I suspect you of being many things that are rather nice, and many that are rather foolish.” She got up and poured out another cup of tea. “I’m going to ask you one of these days to give me a little chronology of what happened to you and how you came to know all, especially Donald. And now I’ll leave you. When you are dressed, will you come into my room — I suppose it is my room — you’ll find me waiting with a pen and paper and a questionnaire.”

He laughed again. “I’ll be the most obliging witness you have ever cross-examined,” he said.

She herself had to dress, but she stopped long enough in the sittingroom to scan the newspapers. Only one had a paragraph on its principal page dealing with the death of Mr Radlow. Happily, for the moment, there could be no association between that tragedy and Peter, and he would be spared the ordeal of again meeting the persistent and ubiquitous crime reporter anxious for particulars of his movements.

She dressed at leisure and returned to the pretty little sittingroom, to find him standing at the open window looking across the sunlit park. Evidently he had read the paragraph too, for he referred to the crime the moment she came into the room.

“Bourke told me something,” he said. “I can’t remember what it was, but I’ve a horrible feeling it was something unpleasant. Was I at Sydenham last night?”

“You were,” she answered without hesitation.

“I can’t understand it, and yet I’m terribly afraid I can! Did Bourke say—”

“Never mind what Mr Bourke said.” She was brisk and businesslike, true to her promise, she sat down at the desk. “I want dates, Peter. How did you come to meet Donald Wells?”

“My dear, is this necessary?” He was almost impatient with her.

She nodded. “Very necessary. Mr Bourke asked me to get these facts.” Peter strode up and down the room, his hands clasped behind him, his forehead gathered in a frown.

“I met him…when did I meet him? It was after my return from Africa. I had a bad toothache on the boat, and a man I met there recommended a surgeon in Harley Street. I remembered the number, 903, but the pain disappeared for two or three months. One evening it came back; I drove to Harley Street and met Donald Wells. You quite understand that the bigger trouble was never absent from my mind. It has been a nightmare to me all my life, ever since by accident I discovered that my father had died in Broadmoor.”

“When did you learn that?” she asked quickly.

“When I was twenty-one. The lawyers had to tell me. I had a lot of papers to sign, and it was then I discovered that my name was Welerson. I didn’t have to ask why it was changed; the place of my father’s death had appeared in the documents that had to be read and signed. They were brought out to me when I was living in Gwelo — that’s in Rhodesia — and the clerk who brought them for my signature was rather loquacious — he told me everything. I always knew something was wrong. Old Radlow was so anxious to keep me out of the country, to get me into the open air. I thought possibly there might have been a history of lung trouble in the family. It was a terrible shock to discover it was something so much worse.”

She fetched a deep sigh and found she was patting the hand that rested near hers on the table.

“Now tell me about Donald,” she said gently.

“Well, I went to Harley Street, met Wells, and explained my mistake. He had bought the house from the dentist, who was dead, but he took me along to another fellow — in Devonshire Street, I think — who killed the nerve and fixed me up. Wells waited with me, and afterwards I went back to the house with him. His wife was abroad. I found him very sympathetic. He was a doctor, and naturally I could tell him things that had been bottled up in my mind for years. I had never consulted a medical man about my own condition and the possibilities of inheriting my father’s disease, and now, at the first opportunity, I told him everything. I owe Donald more than I can ever repay. He made me promise to see him every week, and we became good friends. For one thing I can never be sufficiently grateful: it was through him that I met you.”

She nodded,

“I remember the night he brought you — my birthday party, wasn’t it?” Before he could answer, she asked quickly: “Was Basil Hale there?”

He considered for a moment.

“Yes, I think he was. I have no distinct recollection of him, but I have a dim idea that he was hovering somewhere in the background.”

She made a note.

“Another point, and I think this is the most important: do you remember what was Donald’s excuse for bringing you to our party?”

He nodded.

“Your father was anxious to meet me. He had seen some of my etchings.”

She pushed the paper away. He had a relieved thought that the questions were at an end.

“Peter, how often have you had these lapses — I mean, the periods when you did not know what you were doing?”

“Not till recently,” he answered. “But then, Donald told me that my present age was the most critical. So did Clewers, the specialist.”

“Have you had them since the night of Basil’s death?”

“No — with the exception of last night, of course. I really can’t understand what happened. I’ve a distinct recollection of leaving Longford Manor, but what happened after that I don’t know. I’ve tried very hard to recover every incident, but the last distinct recollection I have is of the gatepost of the manor. After that, everything is blurred and confused.”

“Did you pass a car standing on the side of the road?”

Jane jumped at the sound of that strange voice. It was Bourke. Remembering his size, he was surprisingly noiseless. He must have opened the door while they were talking and closed it behind him without either of them seeing or hearing him, for he was well in the room when he put the question in his husky voice.

“Hallo!” Peter rose awkwardly. “Where the dickens did you come from?”

“Through the floor,” said the other, with a broad grin. “I had my early training as demon king in a pantomime. Good morning, Mrs Clifton. I’m sorry to have scared you.”

“You didn’t scare me. I admit to being rather startled.”

Bourke chuckled.

“I’m theatrical — I admit it. The ambition of my life is to go one better than the stage detective, but I’ve never had the chance. What about that car?”

He drew up a chair and sat down on the other side of the table, his big face turned towards Peter.

“A car? Yes, I do remember a car — a big black coupe.”

“You passed it, and then you saw it again? Following you, wasn’t it?” suggested Bourke.

Peter thought for a moment.

“Yes, I remember that, too. I was driving rather slowly, and I wondered it didn’t pass me. It was a much more powerful car than mine. That’s about all I can remember.”

“It’s quite enough,” said Bourke. “What have you been asking him, Mrs Clifton?”

She showed him the paper on which she had scribbled Peter’s answers. Bourke affixed his pince-nez and read them carefully.

“Good,” he said at last, putting away his glasses. “But I knew most of that. What I didn’t know” — he spoke slowly— “was something entirely different. You’re pretty well acquainted with the grounds of Longford Manor, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” said Peter quietly. His face had gone suddenly tense. Watching him, Jane saw to her dismay that he was on his guard.

“You know that just at the back of the house there’s an old well that hasn’t been used for years?”

Peter nodded. All the colour had left his face, and for a second even his lips were bloodless. “I wondered if you did,” said Bourke. He was looking vacantly past Peter now. “An old dry well that hasn’t been used for years.”

“Well, what about it?” Peter jerked out the words defiantly. “I remember the well — the gardener told me it was to be filled up.”

Bourke rubbed his big cheek reflectively and his gaze came back to the younger man.

“You’re a mystery to me, and I can’t understand you,” he said. “I’ve got everything right — but that.”

“But what?” asked Jane anxiously.

If Bourke was mystified, no less was she. For one terrible moment she had expected the detective to tell them that the well had yielded up another horror. Whatever be its secret it was sufficient to reduce Peter to a state bordering upon panic.

“He baffles me, this old man of yours.” Bourke could be rather coarse on occasions, and now she was all but moved to hysterical laughter at this wholly inadequate description of her husband. “Baffles me and rattles me — he’s led me to more blind ends than any man I’ve known. You’re not to go out today, my friend.”

“I’ve no intention of going out,” muttered Peter. He was still suffering from the shock that Bourke’s cryptic reference had given him.

“I’ve got an idea that in twentyfour hours all the fog in this case will blow away. I don’t mind telling you — this is outside my usual practice — that I’ve traced the beginning of these murders to the Clever One. There will be a big distribution in London tonight — perhaps the last that the clever fellow will ever attempt — and unless I am mistaken we shall pinch a man who knows enough of the big fellow to give us all the information we want.”

He paused as if he expected some comment, but Peter was silent.

“I’ll tell you something more, Peter. We shall have the big fellow himself behind bars — he’s made one bad slip. He doesn’t suspect this, or he’d leave the country tonight.”

“Do you know who he is?” asked Peter, not raising his eyes from the table.

“Pretty well, Peter,” said Bourke softly. “Pretty well!”

Jane did not see her husband for hours after the detective had left. Peter had retired to his study with such rapidity that she guessed he anticipated a further string of embarrassing questions. He came out to lunch with her, and she guessed the cause of his nervousness and wisely made no attempt to learn what had been in the detective’s reference to the well which had so upset him. As the meal progressed he grew more at ease; smiled once when banteringly she addressed him as ‘dear’.

“For the sake of appearances you’ll have to learn to do the same, Peter,” she said. “You might practise the habit in secret. I will give you a list of the extravagances you are permitted and expected to employ when you’re addressing your wife.”

“I think I know most of them,” said Peter quietly. “You see, I think about you a lot.”

She went pink at this, and tried to guide the conversation into more humdrum channels.

“I don’t know what you’re going to do about me, Jane. You can’t divorce me unless I do something pretty beastly, and I’m not likely to do that.”

“I might fall in love with somebody else,” she suggested, and his consternation was so genuine that she dissolved into gurgles of laughter.

How she could laugh at all puzzled her. She had often read the phrase, ‘living on the edge of a volcano’. Surely no woman had lived so close to the annihilation of peace and happiness as she was living now. At any moment — the sickening thought came to her at intervals — a man might appear in the doorway and beckon Peter and she would never see him again. A forger — a murderer?

She shook her head. Not a murderer.

“What are you shaking your head about?” he asked.

“I was just thinking.”

“About divorce?” Then, earnestly: “Jane, if anything happens, if ever they take me away, the court will probably make you administratrix of my estate.” And then: “For God’s sake, what is the matter?”

She was standing up by the table, her white face staring down at him. Now, only now, she understood the coldblooded villainy of the plot that had been hatched against Peter Clifton. And in that moment the lifelong love she had had for her father changed to a cold, almost malignant hate.
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Dr Wells was full of schemes when he had come to Harley Street. He was not sure whether he would set up as a consulting physician, whether he would furbish up his surgery, in which he was not particularly skilled, or whether — and this appealed to him most — he would turn a portion of his house into a nursing home for mental cases.

It was the arrival of Peter, and the extraordinary story he had told, which switched him over to the latter course. He saw possibilities in the housing of the rich and deranged, and, going to work with considerable enthusiasm, he had had two small suites prepared, with soundproof and padded walls, when he mentioned his project to a more knowledgeable colleague.

“Good Lord, they’ll never allow you to do that!” said the shocked medico. “You’ll have to get a special permit, and no permit would be granted unless you made ample provision for the patients to take exercise.”

Dr Wells heard the news with consternation. A small courtyard about sixteen by eight behind the house certainly would not fulfil the requirements of the medical authorities. So he abandoned his plan, and found left on his hands two perfectly appointed suites which could never possibly be occupied.

After he had made his decision about the letter he put it in his pocket, walked up the stairs to the second landing. From here another flight of stairs led, but these were closed by a door which was boarded up at the side. The doctor unlocked the door and, locking it behind him, went up the remaining flight, unlocked yet another door and passed into a small apartment.

The woman who was lying on the bed jumped up. “What is it, Donald?” she asked breathlessly.

“It’s all right, don’t worry; I’m not going to cut your throat or anything.” He switched on a light, for the room was dark even in daytime.

“You are going to be sensible, Donald, dear?” pleaded Marjorie. “I swear to you I’ll never give you any more trouble, and I really will keep a guard on my tongue. Let me go out today—”

“You’re in Germany,” he Said calmly, “and you’re away for three or four months. I have announced the fact in The Times.”

“But what have I done?” she wailed.

“You’re too original,” he said, “and too clever. You’ve been clever enough to discover that I’ve been circulating forged notes, and out of sheer malice you stamped my name and address on the back of one of them. It took me a long time to find that out, but when I did I decided there were only two courses I could take. One was to mourn you as a bereaved husband, and the other was to put you where you could do no further mischief. In fact, Marjorie, you’ve become a very serious danger, even worse than our dear friend Superintendent Bourke, who has been here threatening me with God knows what.”

“But, Donald,” she fluttered, “I couldn’t give evidence against you. The law would not allow me.”

“You’ve found that out, have you?” His thin lips curled in a smile. “Technically that’s very interesting, but it doesn’t help me much. You could give material to people who would give evidence against me without the slightest hesitation, and that is what I’m anxious to avoid. You needn’t bother — everybody thinks you’re abroad. I’ve even taken the trouble of sending a man over to Holland to wire to your dear young friend, Mrs Clifton.”

“The servants will wonder—” she began.

“I have provided for that. They’re all on holiday except Frank, and he leaves tomorrow. I’m going to do the work of the house with the aid of a charlady, and you’ll have to put up with the meals I send you.”

“You can’t keep me here for ever,” she said, with a sudden return of her old petulance.

“I am keeping you here until I can hail you as a real sister in crime,” he smiled. And, seeing her perplexity: “You’re more silly than I thought. God knows I never had a very high opinion of your intelligence! You’re staying here, Marjorie, until you’re as much implicated in this business as I am, and till you dare not talk for your neck’s sake!”

She sank back. “Oh, my God! You don’t mean that you want me to — kill somebody?”

“Why not?” He was coolness itself. Then suddenly he burst into a fit of laughter. “Not really,” he said. “No, I don’t want you to dip your hands in blood — nothing so melodramatic. The condition I wish to create is very simple. I want you to be so terrified for your own skin that you’ll never commit another indiscretion. I can only do that if you become an active partner in my little scheme.”

“I’ll do anything, Donald,” she said eagerly — too eagerly to please him. “But it is absurd, and — and mediaeval to keep me locked up here in this horrid room. I have nothing to read—”

“You can have all the books you want.”

“But I shall go mad if I have nobody to speak to!”

“You have me — I know of no more amusing companion,” he said. “If you are very good, you may not have to stay a prisoner very long. In a month’s time, Marjorie, you will be able to slip away from England — from me, if you like — and spend more money in Paris than ever you’ve spent before.”

“A month!” she said, with an expression of dismay.

“It’s not an awfully long time really,” he said lightly. “Especially if you’re getting something at the end of it.”

She brooded on this, and in the end asked a question.

“Bourke? Yes, he’s hiding up Peter. I confess he staggered me. I didn’t know there was so much corruption in the police force. I’ve spent a thousand pounds on Rouper and he’s not been worth five cents,” he went on.

“Donald, tell me something,” she interrupted him. “Are you — are you the Clever One?”

“Am I the Clever One?” he mimicked. “I have many accomplishments, my dear, but the forging of banknotes is not one of them! It requires a lifetime’s training and study, and I unfortunately am an unworthy servant of medicine.”

“But you’ve had forged money,” she insisted. “I’ve seen it in the house. Once in your room there were two big packets. I tore the paper and saw they were foreign banknotes.”

He sat down on the bed and laughed. For Donald Cheyne Wells had a peculiar sense of humour. “Marjorie, my dear,” he smiled at her kindly enough, “you’ve given me another argument why I should keep you out of the way. Anything more indiscreet than telling me at this moment that you have surprised a guilty secret I cannot imagine.”

He bit his nether lip, eyeing her thoughtfully. “I never dreamt that I was a sentimentalist, but I suppose we all are. My long association with you has given you an altogether false value.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She shook her head helplessly.

“I’m trying to put into very understandable language the reason you are still alive,” he said, almost pleasantly. “No, my dear, I’m not a forger of banknotes. I am merely a cog in a rather complicated machine. At least,” he corrected himself carefully, “I was a cog. I am now amongst the levers, thanks to my perspicacity. A highly complicated machine, Marjorie, with a most wonderful intelligence service. I am getting my hand on that too. Commit all these interesting facts to memory; they will amuse your friends when you next have the opportunity of meeting them. Which will not be just yet. My master is rather a difficult man, and I was rather afraid, when I discussed business with him last night, that in his coldblooded way he would suggest you should be definitely removed. Happily, he suggested nothing so drastic.”

“What do you want me to do?” she asked.

He knew her well enough to realize that she was in an abject state of fear. If this state of mind could be made permanent, he had got a result from an act which he already regretted. Donald Wells would have given a great deal to withdraw a notification which he had sent to the newspapers and a certain telegram dispatched by his agent from Holland. But he had had exhibitions of Marjorie’s penitence before, and on one occasion had taken drastic steps to curb her tongue. The effect, however, had worn off all too soon. Before he released Marjorie he must produce a more convincing argument to check a repetition of her follies.

“Your first criminal act will be to write a letter to Peter. You have admitted to me so often that you adore him that you won’t find this task a very difficult one. And it will be all the easier if I promise you that I will take no exception to its character, however affectionate. It will be written on the notepaper of the Continental Hotel, Berlin, but it needn’t be posted. You had better start ‘I am enclosing this letter in one to’ — who shall we say? Well, any mutual friend you can think of. You can say what you like, but there are certain essentials You will remind him of the good times you’ve had together, you will hint that they have not been altogether innocent, you will remind him of his danger and beg him to go to you at once—”

“You want to make Jane jealous?”

He closed his eyes wearily.

“Will you please not be intelligent? As Jane is not in love with the man, it is hardly likely that she will start breaking up the furniture when she reads this.”

“But when can I come out of this place?” she persisted. “It’s awful for me, Donald. I’m so used to an active life—”

“You once knew quite a lot about Swedish drill,” he interrupted her. “I advise you to devote your spare time to those exercises.”

He had not closed his eyes the previous night, but after a bath he was as fresh and as bright as though he had risen from a refreshing sleep. There was much to be done; he was at the crisis of his career, and a false step in any direction might involve him in irretrievable ruin. That morning brought Chief Inspector Rouper, ostensibly in connection with the Longford Manor murder.

Rouper was worried and nervous. In his long and not undistinguished career at Scotland Yard there had been several unpleasant incidents, the cumulative effect of which might easily bring disaster if they were raised anew by any fresh inquiry into his conduct.

“I don’t think I can do very much more for you. Doctor. I’ve already done too much, and this morning I was almost sorry that I’d ever come into this case at all. Bourke’s got me ‘taped’, and he’s the biggest man at Scotland Yard. I’ve known him twenty years and I can’t understand him. He’s not the sort of man who would shield Peter Clifton unless he thought he was innocent, or unless” — he looked straightly at Wells— “unless he was pretty sure he knew the man who did the murder.”

“Rot! Who else could it have been?” said Wells, pushing his cigar box to the officer.

“That’s what I’ve been wondering,” replied Rouper, ignoring the gesture. “You see, I know Bourke’s method. In the Public Prosecutor’s office they call him ‘Bombshell’ Bourke — he doesn’t bring forward all the little bits of evidence as he gets them, but waits till he’s got his case fixed and ready to the last witness and the last proof before he drops it into the Crown basket. I’ll tell you something else. Doctor: Bourke wouldn’t hide his own brother. If you gave him twenty thousand pounds, or fifty thousand, you couldn’t buy him. If he thought Peter Clifton was guilty, then Peter would be in the ‘boob’ awaiting trial. I’m as scared as hell.”

“Scared? You?” Rouper nodded his grey head.

“I wonder if you know how many detective officers Bourke’s put out of Scotland Yard — stripped them of their rank and sent them Mr Nobodies on foot along the Thames Embankment? That’s why I’m afraid of him. The Chief Commissioner and Commissioner for Discipline take Bourke’s word as though he was on his oath.”

Donald Wells laughed. “And you think he’ll work his ruthless will on you, do you? Don’t be a fool, Rouper; you’ve nothing to be afraid of; you’ve done your duty to the best of your ability. You’re hiding nobody and you’re trying your hardest to bring the murderer to justice. They don’t fire people out of Scotland Yard for that, do they?”

Rouper nodded again.

“Yes, if it’s the wrong murderer,” he said grimly. “There’s a lot in this case that I don’t understand, Doctor. You told me that Clifton had committed the murder, that you had seen him on his bed covered with blood. You told me that his wife had taken his clothes to London and that I’d find ’em in his flat. You told me there was a diary in existence where he kept a record of all the notes he forged. None of those tips have come off. I passed on the information you gave me to the officer in charge of the case at Sydenham, but he says he hasn’t found the pistol, and that there’s no evidence at all that Peter Clifton was near the house on the night Radlow was shot. How do you know that he was there?”

Rouper’s tone was distinctly hostile, and for the first time Donald had begun to have misgivings. He had spent a very considerable sum on the detective, and might be pardoned if he thought that Rouper was in his pocket. “Why don’t you make a statement to the police if it is true that Clifton confessed to you?” Rouper went on.

It was on the tip of Donald Wells’s tongue to say that he had already prepared such a statement, had spent the greater part of the night writing it, and that after due consideration he had consigned the letter to the flames.

“Any news about our clever friend?” he asked. Rouper hesitated, which was significant. Hitherto he had shown no reticence even about the most precious secrets of Scotland Yard.

“Yes,” he said slowly, and seemingly reluctantly. “The French police say that there’s to be a big distribution of Dutch notes this week — in London or Paris, I’m not sure which. In; Paris, I should imagine. That woman Untersohn is all right again — I thought she was going crazy, but from what I hear she’s made a good recovery. Did you know that Hale was her son?”

Donald shook his head.

“That was the most amazing discovery I have made,” he said, but did not carry conviction.

Rouper was leaving at once for Longford Manor, his car was at the door. Waiting until he had departed, Donald walked to Oxford Street. He had an important appointment with his bank manager. Donald was a man with a frugal mind, a shrewd, wise investor with a very keen understanding of the markets. At that moment the markets did not require a great deal of understanding. Events in the Far East had brought down even gilt-edged securities with a run, and it was not, as his bank manager told him urgently, the moment to realize his holdings.

“In a fortnight the market will be up again,” he said. “We have news from Shanghai—”

Donald stopped him with a smiling gesture. “That I quite understand, Mr Reed,” he said, “but in the next week I shall require a lot of money, and I really must sell even if I drop a point in the matter of profit.”

In a fortnight, he thought as he walked along Oxford Street, the question of a point or two could hardly affect him. He was making preparations for a debacle. His lighthearted threats to keep his wife a prisoner for three months were so much bluff. Unless his coup materialized in the next week he would have need of all his ready money, and more need of his ready wits.

Marjorie was a problem. He was rather annoyed with himself about Marjorie. He had acted in a temper when he had imprisoned her and given out the story of her going abroad. A temper is akin to panic. The psychologist in him was revolted at this lapse from balance. Marjorie behind locked doors was a menace. If she had the energy and initiative she might easily attract attention from the window; and it would be an extremely awkward situation if he came back to Harley Street to find a gaping crowd, and a policeman on the doorstep inquiring into the mysterious appearance at an upper window.

On the other hand, Marjorie, free and brought into allegiance, might be a very potent helper, the only helper on whom he could absolutely rely.

He had been in a fury when by accident she had told him she was with Jane on the night of the Hale murder, and when, in her terror at his insensate rage, she had confessed to the confidences she had given to the girl, he could have killed her. Instead, he had acted in a fury — bundled her upstairs and locked her into the padded room, and had sent one of his men posthaste to Holland. That was stupid. He had manoeuvred himself into an unnecessary danger. The first step to be taken was to rectify the position so far as Marjorie was concerned, and gain her complete assistance.

When he returned home, the footman who opened the door to him, and who was already dressed in his street clothes, for he was leaving that afternoon, told him that Rouper had rung up twice.

“He seemed a little agitated, sir,” said the footman.

Donald looked at him blankly.

“He was agitated, was he? That will do, Frank. What time do you leave?”

“I was leaving at once, sir. Are you going out to lunch?”

Wells nodded.

“I’ll go when you have left,” he said.

The man came out from the basement, where his room was, carrying his bag, to find Cheyne Wells standing at the door of his room.

“I gave you a fortnight, didn’t I? Well, you may reckon on three weeks’ vacation. If anything happens and I want you back, I will wire to you.”

He waited till the front door closed on the servant, and then went slowly up the stairs to his wife’s pleasant little prison.

“You can come out,” he said curtly, and flung the door open.

She was incoherent in her thanks. “Oh, Donald, you are a reasonable darling! Really, this place was getting on my nerves. I’m sure I should have gone mad…”

He let her talk without interruption as he led the way down to the little diningroom at the back of the house. A cold meal was spread on the table. He himself opened a bottle of champagne and filled her glass. She was bubbling over with relief.

“It would have been stupid to have kept roe up there. Of course you can trust me, Donald—”

“Have you drafted that letter?” he asked.

She produced from amongst the papers she had brought down a sheet written in her flourishing hand.

“Of course, it’s rather odd — you’re not going to be hurt by anything I’ve said in this?” she began a little nervously. “You told me to—”

“Shut up!” he snarled, and read the letter through word for word, cut out a few lines, inserted a sentence here and there, and nodded. “That’s splendid,” he said, “but it wasn’t necessary to disparage me.”

“I thought it would be more artistic,” she said, and he smiled.

“That is the right conspirator touch, Marjorie. Really, I shall be able to make something of you. Go on with your lunch, I will do all the talking that’s necessary.”

He himself ate sparingly, but drank the greater part of the wine he had opened.

There was a little writing-table in the corner of the diningroom. He got up, went into his study and brought back some sheets of paper and an envelope.

“Copy this letter,” he said, “and after you’ve done that I shall have something to say to you.”

He sat at the table, smoking a cigarette, a frown on his forehead, and waited patiently until she had copied the letter. He read it through carefully, folded it and put it in the envelope which she had already addressed.

“Excellent,” he said. “Finish your wine.”

“You can write to the newspapers and say it was a mistake about my having gone abroad, can’t you? I can’t stay in this house all the time.” She quailed under the look he gave her.

“You will stay in this house for at least five days,” he said. “In fact, until the case of Peter is brought to a satisfactory finish. I am seeing him today. I’ve got to trust you, but I’ll trust you better when you’re isolated from an interested audience.”

“You trusted me before, didn’t you?” she flamed out, something of her old self again. “Did I betray you? Did I tell the police at Nunhead that I’d seen you making up old Miss Stillman’s medicine? Did I tell them about the little bottles of stuff that came from India—”

“You didn’t,” he said calmly, “and if you had it would not have been much use to the police, because a wife cannot give evidence against her husband.”

“What are you going to do with Peter?” she demanded. “What is the scheme?” That tantalizing smile of his never failed to rouse her to fury. “I’m sick and tired of all this scheming and plotting. I wish to God we’d never left Nunhead! I was happy there till that business came along—”

“Exactly. But that business, as you call it, ruined me. And I don’t seem to remember that you were particularly happy in a fifteen-shilling apartment. I have a distinct recollection of your daily whine about poverty; but you’re a woman and therefore inconsistent, and I’m not annoyed with you. You’re a lover of good things too, Marjorie — good clothes, good food. You have the Rolls-Royce-Ranelagh-box-at-Ascot complex, and the argument I am now going to put before you will, I think, be quite sufficient to make you behave sensibly. Unless you help me wholeheartedly and without any reservations, there is a danger that I may get into very serious trouble. So serious that I shall have to skip this country, and in skipping I shall take every penny I possess. In that case you would be left to the charity of your friends — and where are they? You have a fatal facility for making enemies, my dear. If you sat down with a pencil and a piece of paper for the next two hours and wrote down the names of people who would lend you or give you a hundred, I don’t think you’d get much farther than Peter. Which means that you would have to work for your living, retire into a drab Pimlico lodging and live meanly for the rest of your life. I can see you standing in the pit queue, watching your old-time friends drive past on their way to dinner. And that is not a pleasing prospect, is it, my dear?”

She shivered. He knew her all too well.

“I’m not using any heroic arguments. I think a little stern fact is all that is needed to convince you that your interests lie with me. I’m not going to tell you that I shall poison you, or that if you betray me I shall come back and cut your throat; I am merely pointing out just what will happen to you, living!” She was near to tears.

“Don’t be a beast, Donald. Of course I’ll do anything! But it’s going to be very dangerous — I mean if I do things that are illegal.”

He shook his head. “A wife cannot be prosecuted if she has acted under the coercion of her husband,” he said. “I’m putting all my cards on the table, Marjorie. My position may be as safe as the Bank of England. On the other hand, it may be so serious that I should be on my way to the Continent. I want your friendship and help and I’m willing to pay you.”

He took a slip of paper out of his pocket and pushed it across the table to her. “I have this morning paid ten thousand pounds into your account, to make you absolutely safe.”

He saw her eyes brighten and cut short her fervent thanks. He had lived too long with Marjorie to misunderstand her. She was a worshipper of money and the comforts that money bought.

“There were three things I could do about Peter Clifton,” he said. “I’m going to try the first today. The second is too dangerous; and the third, though it is difficult, is possible. It is very likely that I shall succeed at the first shot, but if I don’t, I’m relying on you.”

“I’ll do anything, Donald — anything. It was sweet of you to give me all that money — really too sweet of you. You made my blood run cold when you talked about pit queues and things — I loathe poverty. What do you wish me to do?”

“First — and this is rather important — you’re to stay in the house without showing yourself. It means that you’ll have to do housemaid’s job and cook’s job, but it’ll only be for a few days. Secondly, I want you to be ready — I’ll have your passport visaed — to leave for the United States.”

She nodded.

“Of course I’ll do anything—” she began, but again he interrupted her. “I’ll turn that ten thousand into fifty thousand if you’re a good girl.”

He was almost benevolent. He opened another bottle of champagne. They sat for another hour whilst he discussed means and methods, and found in her a complacent, indeed a willing helper.

He was on the point of going out to one of his two appointments when the telephone bell rang in his study. It was Rouper.

“I’ve been trying to get you all the morning.” Rouper’s voice was impatient, but there was a note of exultation in it too.

“What has happened?” asked Donald quickly.

“We’ve found something.”

He heard a chuckle at the other end. Evidently the footman’s description of Mr Rouper as agitated was not farfetched.

“There’s an old well at the back of Longford Manor, and one of the local police, who was nosing round the grounds this morning, turned up the cover and put the light of his lamp down. What do you think we found?”

Donald could guess, but he did not advance an opinion.

“A printing press and plates — the complete plant of a forged note factory! And we’ve got the evidence of the gardener’s son. He was up at the house the night before the murder to collect empty milk bottles from the kitchen, and saw Clifton carrying something in the direction of the well.”

“Does Bourke know?”

Again a delighted chuckle.

“No. The two men he left down here were away in the village, making inquiries. But of course he’ll know later in the day. I’ve got workmen down the well now, and practically all the stuff is up.”

Donald hung up the phone with a smile upon his thin lips. He was not quite certain whether this discovery would help him or be a handicap.

Passing into his laboratory, he opened a little safe which stood in one corner, unlocked a drawer and took out the folded page of a newspaper. He brought this to his study and inserted it into an envelope. At this crisis he must leave nothing to chance. At any moment Bourke might arrive, armed with authority to examine every paper, every secret possession he had. There was only one place for that torn page of a country newspaper twentyfive years old, and that was in the strong room of a lawyer.

He scribbled on the envelope ‘Private. To go with my documents and not to be opened’, and, putting the envelope in a larger one, sealed it down. He was doing this when Marjorie came in.

“Are you busy?” she asked. “I’ve been thinking about what I told Jane — trying to remember every word, and how she took it. Donald, you’re not making a mistake about her, are you?”

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“She’s no fool, and I don’t think she’s going to be as easy as you think. If I were you, I shouldn’t count on her being indifferent as to what happens to Peter. She’s fond of him.”

“Stuff!” he said scornfully. “If what I think is true, and she’s the person who—” He did not complete the sentence, and she knew nothing about the condition in which Peter Clifton found himself that morning. “If she is defending Peter it is only from a sense of duty.”

Marjorie shook her head. “She is very fond of him,” she said emphatically. “I don’t say that she’s madly in love with him. And she’s suspicious of me and you.”

“Thanks to your blabbing tongue, she probably is,” growled Donald. “But she’s fond of her father too, my friend, and when it comes to making a decision she will take John Leith’s advice.”

Marjorie shook her head.

“I wonder,” she said. “That certainly isn’t the impression I have!”

“All right.” He jerked his head towards the door. “I think you’re mistaken, but I’ll be on my guard.”

He sat frowning down at the unaddressed letter to his lawyer, Jane Clifton? He had never regarded her as anything but a pawn in the great game, a charming girl, modern, a little superficial. She was not his kind, therefore he had never troubled to understand her.

Donald Wells had not a very high opinion of women’s intelligence, and he had certainly not counted Jane Clifton as a likely obstacle. It was irritating that he should have to consider a new factor at this stage. Jane Clifton? He shrugged her out of existence, addressed the envelope rapidly and slipped it into his pocket. Anyway, he would be seeing her that afternoon, and, forewarned, would be better able to judge her in the light of Marjorie’s warning.

He walked into Wigmore Street, registered his letter, still thinking of the girl, and a little uneasy for some reason which he could not trace. He had a subconscious conviction that he had fallen into error — not over Jane Clifton?

All the way to St John’s Wood he had that irritating discomfort. It was not Marjorie, it could not be Jane. Rouper’s jubilation had entirely obliterated the unpleasantness of the morning. It was not Peter — he was a permanent unease. He got out before John Leith’s house and told the taxidriver to wait. The maid who admitted him said that Mr Leith was in the garden, which was exactly where Donald expected to find him.

It was a fair-sized patch of ground at the back of the house, and at the end was a rustic summerhouse, which differed from most of its kind in that it was well built and comfortably furnished. John Leith was strolling towards this when, out of the corner of his eye, he saw his visitor coming and walked slowly down to the door of this rustic pavilion and there awaited him.

“Well?” he said. His voice lacked that assurance which was usual in him, and he betrayed a certain nervousness which was altogether new.

Donald followed him into the summerhouse and dropped into a cane chair with a sigh.

“Tonight I consult the oracle,” he said lightly.

“I wish you joy of him,” growled John Leith.

He sat on the edge of a chair, his elbows on his knees, his white hands pulling nervously at his moustache. Donald looked at him curiously.

“I have often wondered how you came into this combination, John.”

John Leith shrugged his shoulders. “Perhaps you’ve often wondered how I live,” he said sardonically. “I tell you it is very much the same way as you came in — I am guessing here, because I know nothing. I love travel, I speak several languages, I have the entree to decent society — in many ways, Donald, you’ve had considerable advantages over me in that respect.”

Donald leaned forward and lowered his voice. “Have you ever seen the Clever One?” he asked.

“Consciously, no,” said John Leith. “Probably you and I have had the same experience. I’ve spoken with him in that theatrical room of his; I’ve handled his money, and have carried it, with my heart in my mouth, as far east as Bukarest.”

Donald lit a cigarette. “I’m worried a little,” he said. “Worried for myself, for you, for Jane.”

“Why for Jane?” asked John Leith quickly. Then, as he saw the other look up: “You needn’t be afraid. This little house is soundproof. You can shut the door if you like, but it will be beastly hot.”

“I’ll tell you why I’m worried.” Donald pulled his chair closer to the other. “Suppose we bring this thing off; suppose I persuade Peter to allow himself to be certified, and hand over the administration of his estate to Jane — that has been the scheme from the start, only we’ve bungled the method a little. Is our clever friend coming in to take the fruits of our labours?”

John Leith shook his head. “I don’t know. I’ve been thinking of that,” he said. “He has always acted generously, and the idea was there should be a cut for everybody.” Then suddenly he dropped his face into his hands and groaned. “O God, what a brute I’ve been! I thought things could be arranged quickly and easily. I never dreamt that Basil would be killed — that was ghastly. The idea was that he was to disappear, and that you were to fake a murder.” He looked keenly at the other. “That murder, Donald, is too much of a coincidence for my liking.”

“He was killed by poachers, I tell you,” said Donald calmly “Rouper agrees with that theory. Basil must have been prowling about the grounds when somebody coshed him. There had been one or two men in the grounds snaring rabbits.”

John Leith looked at him for a long time without speaking. “Was Radlow also killed by poachers?” he asked. “Why was he murdered, Donald? I’m terrified — terrified! This thing has gone too far, gone in the wrong direction. Radlow’s death bewilders me.”

“Splendid!” said the other sarcastically. “You now come into the category of the profoundly astonished, in which I am an inconsiderable unit. No, no, my dear friend, I know no more about Radlow’s death than of Basil Hale’s.”

“What was he writing?” asked Leith. “The police account says that six sheets of manuscript were missing.”

He got up, moved towards the door as if he was leaving, then turned suddenly.

“I have never asked you how you came into this business, since we’re being so confidential perhaps you will tell me the terms on which you’re working; what you hope to gain; what is your idea of the ultimate end?”

Here Donald Wells had reason for cogitation. For years these men had been in daily contact; for years they had talked obliquely of their occupation, never putting into words the relationship which was tacitly understood. To Donald, this easygoing weakling of a man was an uncomplaining and incurious tool of the organization which for twenty years had been fleecing Europe and America. Wells had a fatal knack of grading men. He saw John Leith from the first as one who had taken the line of least resistance, had not so much chosen ii life of crime as had had that career chosen for him, and had folded his hands and bowed to circumstances. As he came to know John Leith better, he had learnt to respect him less. He was, as he once told Marjorie, one of life’s drifters. His majestic volition owed everything to the accidental current in which he was caught. He had been paid well for what service he could render — Donald suspected him of being the real head of the Clever One’s intelligence department — but the contempt which the unknown held was sufficiently advertised by the choice of Jane as victim and her father’s meek agreement that she should play that role.

“I came to the big man probably as you came,” he said, watching the other. “I was broke, desperate, and I had a note from Blonberg offering me a loan on extraordinarily easy terms. I thought there was a catch in it, but I was clutching at straws that day and I went up to Knowlby Street and had my interview in his theatrically dark room. He was brutally frank; told me that he wanted an agent, a man of education, to distribute his forgeries. Then and there he gave me a thousand pounds in real money to get myself out of the mess I was in, and at the next meeting he put up the scheme of establishing myself in Harley Street. Nobody knew better than he that I hadn’t the qualifications that would induce the most simple-minded doctor to consult me about anything. But it suited his purpose, and voila! It has been a profitable enterprise.”

“It was you who told him about Peter?” stated rather than asked Leith.

Donald Wells nodded. “Yes, that was an extraordinary bit of luck. Peter came my house to have a tooth stopped — somebody had recommended him to the surgeon-dentist who occupied the house before I bought it. We got talking, and little by little he told me of his trouble and his fear. Of course I remembered the Welerson case, and put two and two together.”

“And it was you who suggested the scheme — and brought Jane into this?”

“And you who accepted it without protest,” accused Donald. “My dear fellow, this is not the moment for recriminations. I am perfectly certain that that little plan is going to work out. Of course, it’s tough luck on Jane; she’ll get a lot of publicity—”

“She loves him,” said John Leith quietly. Donald stared at him.

“Rubbish! How could she love him! She knows nothing definitely about him except that he’s a lunatic.”

“She loves him,” said Leith again, and shook his head. “That’s queer. I never dreamt that Jane would love anybody. I was mad to listen to you, but two millions dazzled me and it looked so very easy.”

And then, to Donald’s embarrassment, “You haven’t told me all you know about Peter, have you? There’s something you’re keeping back. I’ve got a feeling that inside and behind all these schemes you’re working for the big ‘un, you’ve got a little plan of your own, that belongs to Donald Wells and to nobody else, and that you’re playing a lone hand for something — what is it?”

Donald forced a smile. “What utter drivel you talk—” he began, but John Leith cut him short. “That’s the feeling I have. At the back of that cunning mind of yours is a Something that even the big fellow doesn’t know, a little private game that is being played parallel and independent of the other.”

He was too uncomfortably near the truth for Donald Wells’s liking. “You’re getting jumpy, and if I’m not careful you’ll make me nervous, too.”

John Leith’s eyes did not leave his face. “When I find a man is making preparations to fly the country, I am entitled to think either that there’s a bigger danger than I know, or that he’s working for his own ends. Your bank has been selling securities of yours for the past three days. You went to your manager this morning and were in his private room for the greater part of an hour.”

Donald was startled, but he hid his amazement with a loud laugh.

“Hail, chief of the intelligence department!” he said mockingly. “Hail and congratulations! Unworthy servant as I am of the Grand Cham of Criminals, I can admire efficiency even when it’s directed against me! Chief spy of the mighty one, I salute you!”

John Leith dropped his eyes.

“I do the job I’ve got to do,” he said sullenly. “I’m not as young as I was, and I can’t go gallivanting over Europe, dropping parcels of dud bills.”

“Don’t apologize,” said Donald as he rose, flicking some cigarette ash from his waistcoat and adjusting his cravat. “And get that idea out of your head that I’m doublecrossing the Great White Chief.” Then, briskly: “I’ll let you know what Peter says, though it is probably unnecessary, for you’re likely to have a spy hidden in a nearby cupboard. One rather fancies that he will accept the general proposition I shall put before him, in which case there remain only a few legal formalities to be gone through, and lo! we are all near-millionaires.”

John Leith did not answer him. He watched the dapper figure of the doctor as he walked up the garden path and disappeared through the open french windows of the study, and then his eyes fell to the ground, and for a long time he sat twining and untwining his fingers, turning over in his mind a hundred possibilities, each a little more disagreeable than the last.

In the end he got up, opened a small cupboard in the wall and took out a flask of brandy and poured a generous portion into a tumbler. This he drank at a gulp. He went back into the house to receive a telephone message from a woman who had served him well on many occasions.

“Excuse me, sir,” said an uneducated voice, “but I think it’s only right to tell you that Mrs Untersohn keeps a loaded revolver in her bedroom. I see her looking at it today.”

“Thank you,” said John Leith, almost brightly.
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Dr Donald Cheyne Wells pressed the bell at Peter’s flat and waited. After a little while he rang again. His finger was hardly off the bellpush when the door was opened, not by the butler as he had expected.

“Why, Jane, what’s wrong? Have your servants left you?” he asked good humouredly.

She did not answer, and it only needed a glance at her face for this shrewd man to realize that a very considerable change had come over Jane Clifton since he had seen her last. She looked, in some indefinable way, older, suddenly matured into womanhood, and he sensed here that hitherto unconsidered factor at which Marjorie had hinted.

“Come in,” she said, and closed the door behind him.

“How is Peter? Or isn’t he here?”

“Peter is here,” she said, and he thought it was an opportune moment to remark the change in her attitude.

“What is the matter, Jane? Have I annoyed you in some way?”

She shook her head. “No, I’m not annoyed,” she said. “Come in, will you, Doctor?”

“‘Doctor’,” he scoffed, as he followed her into the sittingroom. “What is wrong, Jane? And how long have I been ‘doctor’ to you?” And then he remembered. “Oh, I see! That very talkative lady wife of mine has been engaged in a little propaganda! The fact is, my dear, Marjorie and I aren’t as good friends as we ought to be, and as she and I had rather a row the other day she came to Longford Manor, she isn’t taking a very charitable view of her long-suffering husband. But you mustn’t take Marjorie too seriously—”

“I was telling Peter that he shouldn’t take you too seriously, either,” she said. “The trouble with poor Peter is that, being terribly straight and truthful himself, he believes all the people of the world are made in his mould!”

Donald was amused. “We seem to have had a little ‘panning’ party,” he laughed. “Where is Peter?”

“In the library. I’ll tell him you’re here, but I want to speak to you first about something. Won’t you sit down?”

She was so formally polite, so irritatingly ‘grown up’ that he hardly knew whether to be angry or amused.

“This sounds as though something dreadful is coming. What is it?”

“Is Peter mad?”

Stripped of preamble, of delicate introduction, the question sounded brutal. But he was not sorry that it was asked. At any rate it made his own task considerably easier. It would have been wise of him perhaps if he had been as direct. Instead, his professional training led him to fence with the question.

“What an odd question to ask — aren’t we all mad—”

“Is Peter mad? Let me put it plainly: is he so insane that he could be put away in an institution?”

Again he had his chance and again avoided it.

“Peter’s health is a matter which concerns him only, and I would not dream of discussing the subject unless I had Peter’s full permission.”

“It concerns me also.” Her voice was almost gentle, and he was deceived by her seeming meekness. “I am his wife, and when I became his wife I accepted a very heavy responsibility. I didn’t realize at the time how heavy it was. But if I have that responsibility, Dr Wells, I have also certain rights granted me by law, and I am entitled to know the state of my husband’s health. Indeed, I am the only person who has that right.”

“Why don’t you talk to your father—” he began.

“I am talking to you, and I’ll be perfectly frank. I wish you to commit yourself to an opinion concerning Peter before you see him. If you do not tell me here and now what is the matter with Peter, I shall ask you to leave the house.”

He gaped at her in amazement.

“But, my dear Jane, this is a most remarkable attitude to take up — and with an old friend, too! And really I don’t like I he way you’re speaking of your father—”

“I think it would be better if in future you called me Mrs Clifton.”

And now Donald Wells fully understood the peculiar difficulties and dangers of his position. The cold dignity of the girl first took his breath away and then enraged him.

“Stuff and nonsense!” he said roughly. “There’s no Sense in giving yourself—” He hesitated.

“‘Airs’ is the word you want,” she said. “I am giving myself airs. In fact, I’ve had the arrogance to take complete control of Peter’s life from this morning.”

There was a long and, to Donald, a painful silence. “Very well,” he said at last. “Peter is not mentally well. His father, as you know, was a homicidal maniac, who committed a murder and died in Broadmoor. His grandfather had the same taint; and I’ve every reason to believe that Peter has inherited these weaknesses.”

“For what reason have you reached this opinion?” she asked.

He kept his temper under control. “There are several reasons, which I am not at the moment prepared to discuss. I am satisfied in my own mind that Peter has committed a ghastly crime while in a condition of coma — that is to say, when he was not responsible for his actions, or in such a state of mental instability that he could not remember his deeds.”

“The murder of Basil Hale?”

“Yes,” he said defiantly, “the murder of Basil Hale! And I am also pretty sure that he committed that terrible crime last night. He has seen Clewers, who is the biggest authority on mental diseases, and Clewers has always agreed that there was a chance of the danger recurring.”

“That is not the story that you told Peter.”

“It is the true story, anyway,” he said desperately. “And, really, Jane, I don’t intend wasting my time in arguing the question of obscure mental processes with a girl—”

“You’re not arguing with a girl at all; you’re arguing with Peter Clifton’s wife,” she said. And then, to his surprise, she walked to one of the inner doors and opened it.

“I’ll take you to Peter.”

He had to pass through the drawingroom, and saw, to his surprise, that Jane had evidently had company that afternoon, for the tea table was set and there were four or five used cups on the big silver tray. She knocked at a further door and Peter’s voice bade her enter. His second surprise was when she did not attempt to accompany him.

Peter was writing when he entered, but he put down his pen and rose to greet his visitor.

“Hallo, Donald!” he said, almost cheerfully. “You look a bit flushed. Have you been having a row with Jane?”

“I don’t know whether she’s in a rowing mood; she’s certainly difficult,” growled Donald. He helped himself to a cigarette from the table. “Who’s been here this afternoon — Bourke?”

Peter shook his head.

“No. Jane had three men in to tea, friends of hers. They were rather amusing, though God knows I’m not in a fit state to be amused! Well?”

Donald, standing in his favourite attitude before the empty fire grate, pursed his lips. “That was a bad business last night,” he said.

“You mean Radlow?”

“I mean Radlow.”

“Do you think” — Peter hesitated. “You don’t think I had anything to do with that?”

“Do you?” asked Wells bluntly, but there was no answer. “Anyway, I’m not going to probe into this, Peter. The important fact is, you’ve got to make a decision, and a momentous decision — for the protection of yourself, the protection of your Jane. It’s as plain as a pikestaff that you’re — well, not to put too fine a point upon it, mental. I’m terribly afraid there’s no doubt about that at all. And what I’m scared of is that the truth about these murders will come out. There’ll be a horrible criminal trial, and I honestly think the best thing you can do is to anticipate that by a voluntary act.”

Peter was still sitting at the table, his hands folded on the blottingpad, his head bent.

“What do you suggest?” he asked in a low voice.

“I suggest that you have a talk with Jane, and persuade her to my way of thinking. Then we’d better get a couple of good men, certify you, and put you in some special institution under the care of a practised man. It may only be necessary for five or six years, at the end of which time all these distressing symptoms may disappear.”

A quietness reigned in the room, broken only by the ticking of the clock on the mantelpiece.

“In other words, to commit myself to the stigma of lunacy?” Peter’s voice was scarcely audible.

Donald nodded. “The thing could be done quietly; the courts will appoint Jane to administer your estate, and perhaps you might like to have me and Jane’s father as trustees.”

Peter did not look up. Watching him keenly, Donald Wells saw his head droop over the pad.

“What I want to avoid,” he went on, “is the beastly publicity. If we can get you certified quietly and put away, and the real authorship of these murders is discovered, the police will take no action — how can they against a man already an inmate of a mental hospital? You’ve got to consider Jane, my boy” (here — he knew he was on safe ground and did not need the confirmatory nod with which Peter responded). “You can’t brand her as the wife of a convicted murderer.”

The young man at the table raised his haggard face to the other.

“There is no doubt at all?” he almost pleaded.

Donald shook his head. “None,” he said, with a finality that made Peter quiver. For five minutes he sat without speaking, and then, with a quick sigh, raised his head.

“All right,” he said. “Will you go and find Jane and ask her to come in?”

The girl was in the room where she had received her visitor, and she neither expressed surprise nor showed the least concern when, with appropriate gravity, Donald asked her to enter the library. Haltingly, Peter told her the gist of the interview, and she listened without comment.

“I think Donald’s plan is the best,” he said. “It is terrible for you, but we’ve got to face ugly facts. You know the state in which I came home last night, and you can guess what happened, Jane. It makes my heart ache to tell you this, but I must do it.”

“What is Donald’s suggestion?” she asked.

He avoided her eyes.

“He is arranging to have me certified. You know what that means?”

She nodded. “I know what that means. He and another doctor will agree that you are mentally deranged, and you will be taken somewhere—”

“I know the very place,” broke in Wells. “A beautiful little house in the country, where there are no other patients.”

She silenced him with a gesture.

“I suppose Sir William Clewers will be the other doctor?”

Donald agreed.

“He is the greatest man in our profession,” he said enthusiastically.

“Quite a lot of people think he shouldn’t be in your profession at all — at least, not practising,” she said, with surprising calmness. “They even go so far as to say that he’s hopelessly antiquated, that he drinks more than is good for him, and that he has been long since past his work!”

Donald Wells gasped.

“That is a disgraceful thing for people to say,” he said with asperity. “He is one of the best known alienists in the world.”

“My dear,” interposed Peter gently, “I think you’d better leave this matter to Donald.”

“We have left the matter to Donald quite a long time,” said Jane; “but I feel that this affects me so much that I ought to make every inquiry possible. For the matter of that, how do you know that Peter is mad? Are there symptoms which distinguish him from any other man?”

“Undoubtedly,” said Donald Wells promptly. “There are certain peculiarities of speech and look and manner, even now, when he is perfectly rational, which betray him. I haven’t said this before because I didn’t want to hurt Peter.”

“For God’s sake let the matter drop,” begged Peter. “This is a horribly ugly business, Jane, and the sooner we get it over the better.” But Jane ignored him.

“What kind of symptoms?” she asked. “Are they such as would be apparent to any medical man?”

Donald nodded.

“To any man who has a knowledge of mental cases,” he said.

“Would they be apparent to Sir George Grathman, to Dr Heinrich Straus?” She named the two great specialists so glibly that Donald stared at her.

“Why, of course,” he said.

And then, to his astonishment, he saw her smile.

“Do you think Sir Vardon Jackson would detect signs of insanity in a man?”

Now Sir Vardon Jackson was, of the great alienists, the greatest. He was accepted as an authority by all the American and European medical faculties, and his book on Neuroses was a classic.

“Naturally,” said Donald. “I’ll call all these people in, but will be necessary to disclose the whole ghastly truth about Basil Hale’s murder, and that I want to avoid.”

She did not speak for a second; the smile still lingered her lips, and then she said slowly: “I have saved you the trouble. Those three men who names I have mentioned were here this afternoon!”

“What?” asked Peter, startled. “The men who came to tea?”

She nodded. “Yes. I brought them to tea because I wanted to make absolutely sure about you. I told them everything except about the murders, and I asked them to be perfectly frank and candid with me — every one of those men said that you were as sane as I.”

A deadly silence followed. Peter turned his head slowly towards Donald Wells; his sallow face was twitching, but he said nothing. Jane’s pronouncement had left him speechless.

“Would you set your opinion against those gentlemen?” asked Jane.

“Yes, I would,” retorted the other, hoarse with anger. “I know the case, I know of the murders, I know exactly what happened. Peter has as good as confessed to me that he killed Basil Hale. These are big men, I admit, but they know nothing whatever of the circumstances. How can they tell by casual examination the state of Peter’s mind?”

Jane Clifton inclined her head; the light in her eyes was hard and antagonistic. Donald knew her now for an implacable enemy.

“Very well,” she said. “I will agree to this scheme of yours. But Peter has to be certified as insane by those three men brought here this afternoon and by none other. And if they make a more careful inspection and they agree that he is mad, then I will raise no objection. But one thing I will tell you, Dr Wells” — her voice lowered— “if Peter is taken away and put under restraint, my lawyers will apply to the courts to throw the whole estate into Chancery — how does that appeal to you?” She knew! Ever since the interview began he had had an uneasy feeling that there was something more behind her attitude and manner than the antagonism engendered by Marjorie’s foolish confidence. He had had a second argument, which involved a betrayal of his employer. All possibility of that source of profit was now dissipated.

“You’ll tell Sir Vardon and these other men that Peter is a murderer, will you? You’ll tell them all about Basil Hale’s body, and how you found Peter covered with blood, lying on his bed fully dressed? You’ll tell them that, will you?”

Again she smiled.

“You can tell them that,” she said quickly, “because you know how he got there.”

On this note the interview should by all logic have ended, but Donald lingered on. There was yet a chance of salvation. He began rapidly to build his defences.

“I’m going to put all my cards on the table, Jane — all right, Mrs Clifton—”

“Now I think you’d better address your remarks to me.”

Peter’s voice was cool and steady, so unlike the panic-stricken Peter she had seen a moment or two before that Jane felt that somebody new had come into the room.

“What are your cards, Wells, and how many of them are knaves?”

Donald winced at this. He was a man with a curiously perverted sense of dignity. He had yet another characteristic: all Donald’s best efforts were carefully rehearsed. He had to extemporize the particulars of his proposition, and in doing so he blundered.

“At what figure do you value your peace of mind, Clifton?” he asked. “Pay me a hundred thousand pounds, and I’ll undertake to leave you a very happy man. It sounds ridiculous, but I can send away every worry that’s in your mind; I can give you a new outlook. But you’ve got to do it quick.”

Peter walked to the door leading to the corridor and threw it open.

“I shall need something more than your assurance to make me happy,” he said. “There is the door!”

“I see!”

Donald took up his silk hat and brushed it mechanically.

“You’re accepting your wife’s estimate of me and putting that against the service I have rendered to you—”

“I will not be so vulgar as to remind you that your services have not been altogether disinterested,” said Peter. “Yes, I am accepting Jane’s view, I don’t know how much of a fool I’ve been, but I’m beginning to understand, in a muddled kind of way, that I haven’t been exactly Socrates.”

Still Wells lingered. “I suppose it hasn’t struck you that if the police know the truth about Hale, your wife will be arrested as an accessory? If it hasn’t, you might give that matter a little thought, will you?”

Peter did not answer; he stood significantly by the door. Following the visitor to the front door, he closed it upon him.

When he came back he found Jane sitting on the table, doubled up with hysterical laughter. He looked at her for a moment in astonishment, and then he began laughing too. Jane was the first to recover.

“Now for sanguinary war, Peter,” she said. She knew that the crisis in Peter’s life and hers was near at’ hand, that she was dealing with a force so unscrupulous that it did not stop short of murder. Only one question she wished she could have answered to her satisfaction. Did Basil Hale know when she was married that she was tying herself for life with what he believed was a homicidal maniac? Was his visit to Longford Manor on the night of her marriage entirely accidental?

She was alone when she debated these questions. It was an act of impulse on her part which made her stretch out her hand and draw the telephone towards her and put through a call to John Leith.

“Well, Jane, what have you decided?”

She did not at first understand what he was asking.

“Decided — oh! Then you knew Donald was coming here?”

There was no reply. She repeated the question.

“Yes, I knew. What is Peter going to do?”

“I’ll tell you. Father, if you will tell me something.”

“I’ll tell you anything, my dear.” His voice had a faint note of surprise in it, but that surprise became a devastating shock when she asked: “Why did you send Basil Hale to Longford Manor the night I was married?”

Through the sensitive instrument she heard the quick intake of his breath, and waited. His voice was sharper, shriller; when he spoke.

“Did he tell you that? Well, you know…I didn’t want to take any risks with you, my dear…with Peter…Peter’s family record…I thought it was best to have somebody handy…”

“I understand. Father. You knew, or thought you knew, that Peter was mad when I married him?”

She did not wait for his reply, but hung up the receiver. The telephone rang furiously for five minutes afterwards, but she neither answered it herself nor would allow Peter to speak for her; and when, half an hour later, came John Leith in a state of agitation, he found no answer to his repeated ringing, for she had watched his arrival from her bedroom window.
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There Is an air of serene calm about Scotland Yard. Clerks and messengers stroll leisurely through its low-vaulted corridors on the ground floor, and except for the policeman on duty at the door, and the marble memorial to its fallen sons in the hall, there is little to distinguish police headquarters from any other great Government office.

Mr Bourke sat at his desk in the superintendent’s room, toying with a paperknife. Inspector Moses Rouper divided his attention between his chief and the pageantry of the Thames Embankment. On the table was spread a number of copper plates, and these Bourke examined from time to time with the greatest interest. One of them was bent almost double, but the remainder were intact, and bore no evidence of the drastic treatment to which they had been subjected.

“The whole thing’s as clear as daylight to me, sir,” said Rouper respectfully. “Clifton got news that we might search the house — I am not saying that anybody at the Yard tipped him off—”

“I shouldn’t say that, Rouper, if I were you,” murmured Mr Bourke, his attention apparently engaged with the plates.

“I’m not saying it,” Rouper hastened to assure him. “Anyway, he got news that we might want to know all about this place that he was visiting so often, and he took the press and the plates and threw ’em down the well. If one of the local coppers hadn’t found ‘em, we should never have known they were there.”

“I should, Rouper,” said Bourke, as gently as ever, “because I knew they were there — at least, I guessed they were there — and I was going to have a thorough search the day you found them. The paper and the notes were of course burnt—”

“By Clifton,” said Rouper triumphantly.

“Very possibly by Mr Clifton,” agreed Bourke. He was so very courteous that Rouper’s uneasiness increased with every minute. Nothing was quite so symptomatic of an impending explosion as was Superintendent Bourke’s more beatific manner.

“There’s been quite a lot of forgery at that place, Rouper. I should imagine it has been used for years by Mr X, or Y or Z or whatever his name is. How is Mrs Untersohn?”

“She’s all right,” said Rouper, surprised by the question. “I haven’t seen her since she was taken back from Longford, but I met one of the servants, quite by accident, in Harley Street — when I say Harley Street I mean Marylebone Road,” he added quickly.

“Say Harley Street — it sounds better,” suggested Bourke with his blandest smile. “And the servant says she’s making a good recovery?”

Rouper nodded. He loathed his chief when he was in a sarcastic vein. “As you were saying, there must have been a lot of notes printed at Longford. Peter Clifton has been a tenant there off and on for years. Very likely he owns the place.”

“It is owned by Mr Blonberg, or at least he’s the agent,” said Bourke, “but it’s quite true Mr Clifton is the tenant. That’s so of other people. I quite agree, a considerable amount of forged currency has come out of that interesting room. But the five notes for one hundred pounds which you paid into your wife’s banking account last Thursday are, I should imagine, the genuine product of the Bank of England.”

He did not look up; he spoke in quite an ordinary tone of voice, but Rouper’s jaw dropped.

“Five-five hundred?” he stammered. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“I’ve got the numbers, can trace most of them,” said Bourke, with a little sigh. “They came from Dr Cheyne Wells’s bank and they went into your wife’s bank. I thought it was rather strange, and then it occurred to me that possibly you might have sold a grand idea for a patent medicine to the doctor, and of course there’s no reason in the world why you shouldn’t. If, on the other hand,” he continued, still fingering the plates which apparently absorbed him, “you had accepted five hundred pounds as a gift, that, I fear, would have been contrary to police regulations and would involve your appearance before the Chief Commissioner.”

“I sold him something.” Rouper found his voice at last.

“But it was a very valuable something, I hope?” said Bourke softly. “I should like to think he’d got value for his money.”

“It was a — picture, an old master. I picked it up for a song.”

“And sold it for a dance,” said the tantalizing Bourke. “Old masters are best masters, Rouper. The old master has been paying you a salary for eighteen years and will be giving you a pension one of these days. It’s pretty silly to go risking the old master’s pension for the young man’s five hundred — or is it a thousand?”

Chief Inspector Moses Rouper listened and sweated.

“What are you going to do about these things?” Bourke indicated the plates and the battered press which was in a small adjoining room.

“I’ve made a report about them,” said Rouper; His hand strayed towards his pocket.

“One moment! Is there anything about Peter Clifton in your report? You see, I should have to take action if his name was mentioned. If it is just an ordinary report about finding these things in the well, that’s quite in order. If it’s the sort of thing that I’d have to put before the Commissioner and put in the Crown basket, well, I’d be very sorry — for everybody.”

There was too much significance in his tone for Rouper to overlook.

“I’m not sure that I’ve got the report correct,” he said. “I’ll look it over and I’ll write another one.”

Bourke nodded several times. “It’s always wise to be careful,” he said sententiously. “I’m hoping and praying that something will happen tonight to save everybody’s face — except the young master’s.”

And then his lethargy dropped away from him without warning, and he became his old crisp self.

“Rouper, watch your step! That is not a threat, it’s a warning! I’ve broken so many police rules myself lately that I’m beginning to have an unhealthy sympathy with people who have broken them all their lives. Go along and write that report of yours, and let me see it before I leave the office.”

Before the door had closed on Rouper he was on the telephone to the chief inspector whose province was Central London. There followed a private consultation, and that evening fifty picked men of the CID were on duty at various restaurants in the West End, waiting for the arrival of a small coterie of couriers who were to carry east and west the latest and last products from the forger’s press.
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Donald Wells came to St John’s Wood to consult his friend: and found John Leith a broken man. There was no need for Wells to tell the story of his failure. Leith had read it all in the tone of his daughter. He turned on the doctor with weak fury.

“It’s something you said to her, something you let out, you damned fool!” he shouted. “All that I’ve worked for, all I’ve stood for — gone!”

“All you worked for was yourself, my dear John,” said Donald coolly. “If it gives you any pleasure to delude yourself into the belief that you have made sacrifices for Jane, by all means do so. You gave her all she wanted because it was the easiest thing to do. You think more about your pictures than you do of any human being. There’s no sense in flying into a rage. The question is, what are we going to do? Peter in his role of profitable lunatic is finished. Peter as a money-making proposition is very much alive.” He spoke very deliberately. “There’s a good quarter of a million to be made out of that young man, if you are willing to sacrifice your vanity.”

John Leith looked up quickly.

“What do you mean — sacrifice my vanity?”

“Jane knows, or guesses, just what part you’ve played. Sooner or later she must know, unless a miracle happens, that her father was one of the well-paid agents of the greatest forgery organization that ever ran in this or any other country. By the time she knows that, you will certainly be beyond assistance. I suggest that you go to Peter, or allow me to se him — I dare say I could manage it — put the position clearly before him—”

“What position?” asked John Leith angrily.

“That you are what you are — an utterer of forged currency. Tell him you want to go abroad and that you do not wish to bring disgrace upon Jane — you know that sob stuff. Peter will part.”

The bearded lips curled in a sneer.

“Oh, Peter will part, will he? And you’ll take your share, I suppose? Does it occur to you that I am no more a free agent than you are? That I cannot leave London or move without the express permission of the Clever One?”

Donald laughed scornfully. “Clever grandmother! It’s a case of sauve qui peut. Do you suppose that I wouldn’t sell him, or that you wouldn’t sell him if we knew who he was? I’ve got plenty of money — I suppose you have too — but I’ve an ineradicable weakness for getting a little more. If we can’t work Peter, don’t forget Jane has got a hundred thousand in her own right. And do it quick, John! It is in my bones that there’s trouble very near at hand, and I rather want to be out of the way when the shooting starts.”

“What are you going to do with Marjorie?” asked Leith. It was such an unexpectedly mild and domestic question that Donald was surprised to a laugh.

“In a moment of insanity I put ten thousand pounds into her account this morning. I’ve got rather a weakness for the woman — I suppose it’s because I’ve been married to her for so long, and matrimony is a notorious warper of judgment. Marjorie you need not worry about. Will you do it?”

John Leith shifted uncomfortably. “I should never forgive myself if I did,” he said.

Donald left him, well satisfied that the seed he had sown would sprout munificently. He had forgotten to take his keys with him, and he wondered uncomfortably if Marjorie had found them. He had hardly pressed the bell before she opened the door, and evidently she had been watching for him.

“I got the creeps, being in the house by myself,” she said. “Well, darling, did you have a successful time?”

“Terribly,” he said sardonically as he passed into his study. He saw the keys were where he had left them, in one of the drawers of his desk, and put them in his pocket.

“There is one letter,” she said. “It came by hand. If you weren’t so violent about my opening your letters I should have looked to see what was inside — it looks important.”

That it was important he knew at first glance. Only one man wrote to him on that thick white notepaper. Inside he found when he had peremptorily dismissed his wife to bring a bottle of champagne from the cellar, yet another envelope, and inside that a third. The writer took no risks, for Donald’s name and the large word ‘Private’ were typewritten on each cover. The letter was also typewritten, had neither date, preamble no signature. He read it through carefully. It was rather a long epistle for one who as a rule indulged in the most laconic phraseology. Donald read and was fascinated.

Attached to the letter by a piece of red tape was a tiny key. Donald read the letter again, committing it to memory: the evening might yet be amusing and profitable.

He put the key in his pocket and poked the ashes of the letter till they were dispersed. At that moment Marjorie came in with the bottle and two glasses on a salver.

“Burning all your guilty secrets?” she said gaily. He hated her worst when she was most trite. But he was in rather a good mood at the moment, and smiled graciously at her inanity. She was unusually nervous, but in his then state of tension he did not notice this, until he saw the hand that was pouring out the wine shake.

“You’re jumpy too, eh?”

“I am — I don’t know why.”

“Well, don’t be,” he commanded. “By the way, Marjorie, that little scheme of ours—” He put his hand in his pocket and took out the letter she had written at his dictation and threw it in the fire also. He did not see her relief.

“The art of good generalship lies in an ability to change your front under fire,” he said, “and that cat won’t jump — you’re right about Jane: she’s in love with that crazy man.”

“You’re breaking my heart,” she said humorously. Then, in a different tone: “Honestly, Donald, I think she is very fond of him, and it would be very awkward and embarrassing for me if that letter fell into Jane’s hands.”

“That worries me like the devil,” he said sarcastically. “It was intended to fall into Jane’s hands, you fool!”

They dined together off cold tongue and champagne. At eight o’clock Donald went out. His wife, watching through the study window, saw him hail a cab and drive away, and sank down quickly into a chair, wiping her damp face.

She had gone through two hours of unexampled strain. At any moment Donald might have gone to the safe and opened the envelope in which he had put the notes he brought from the bank that morning, and, opening them, would have found nothing more valuable than a copy of yesterday’s newspaper. Marjorie was taking no risks. That twelve hours’ experience in the padded room upstairs was not to be repeated.

She dressed quickly, packed a small handbag, examined again the railway tickets that would carry her, curiously enough, on the continental route that she was supposed to have taken, and was giving a last glance round before leaving the house when there came a thunderous knock at the door. She flew into Donald’s study and peeped round the edge of the drawn blind. Two men were standing on the doorstep. Near the pavement was a uniformed policeman.

She opened her bag, took out the banknotes and slipped them into a pocket that she had sewn in her underskirt. Only then did she open the door to admit Mr Bourke.
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To Peter Clifton, that afternoon and evening had had a delicate charm which no other day of his life had held. He and Jane had dined early, and at her request he had not dressed. He was learning a new Jane, something quizzical, something tantalizing, something wholly feminine. A girl who could banter him with a solemn face and make him forget the tragic atmosphere in which he had been moving. A dozen times he had attempted to return to the ugly realities, a dozen times she had headed him off.

They were in the little library, Jane browsing from volume to volume. Presently she hesitated. “Peter, would you mind very much if I asked you something?”

“Go ahead,” he said lazily.

He sat, pipe in mouth, in a deep lounge chair, a book on his knees.

“Was your father a great scientist?”

“Why, yes, I suppose he was,” he said slowly. “You’ve found his book, have you? Rather a queer coincidence that — about forgers, isn’t it? In his early youth he was a chemist. He discovered something or other — a new way of treating iron. I’ve only the vaguest idea about it, and that’s how he made his fortune.”

She turned over the pages and found the book uninteresting, as well it might be, for it was written in a dry technical way.

“Did you ever—” she hesitated to ask the question— “did you ever want to forge notes?”

“I? Good Lord, no! I should be scared to death.” He said this rather brusquely and tried to change the subject.

“But you do know how to engrave a note? I mean, you would know if you were put to it? It isn’t so very difficult, is it?”

“Jane, my dear, let’s talk about something else.”

“Peter, my dear, I can’t think of anything else to talk about.”

He drew a deep sigh. “Do you know how long we’ve been married?”

“A thousand years,” she said. “I’m already a grey-haired old lady.”

“I wonder if you know how many days?” She thought and shivered. She had indeed lived a lifetime since she walked down the aisle upon his arm. He did not speak again for five minutes, and evidently had been thinking about the happening of the afternoon, for he asked: “Do you suppose there was anything in what Donald said, in that offer of his for a hundred thousand pounds to make me completely happy?”

She smiled round at him. “My dear, aren’t you rather tired of spending a hundred thousand pounds on happiness?” And when she saw his blank look: “That is exactly the amount you paid for me, my angel!”

He chuckled at this. “And well worth it,” he said. “You were a bargain, Jane. I wonder, if one could wake up and find that all this beastly business was a dream, whether a man like myself could really be happy with a girl like you?”

“Isn’t it rather a question of whether a girl like me could be happy with a man like you?” she asked lightly. “I don’t know. The fact is, Peter, you’re rather too thrilling. I talk about being an old lady, but I really found a grey hair in my head this morning — or it looked grey.”

She heard a sound in the hall.

“That’s the post,” she said, “and I’m tired of answering your begging letters.” She went out and came back with a bundle of letters, sorted them out on the table.

“They’re all for you, I think,” she said. “Mr Peter Clifton…Mr Peter Clifton…P. Clifton, Esq…Peter Clifton, Esq — and there’s one for me.”

She opened her eyes wide as she recognized the writing.

“From Donald. Can it be a wedding present?”

“Wells? What is he writing about?”

She slit open the flap of the envelope and took out another and read the superscription. “This is terribly mysterious—’To go with my documents and not to be opened’.”

Under this was the name of a firm of lawyers known to her. Only for a moment did she hesitate. She knew well enough that the envelope had been wrongly addressed. She could not guess that before Donald had addressed it, and whilst yet his pen was flying over the surface, she filled his mind to the exclusion of all other matters.

She tore open the second envelope and removed its contents. It was a faded sheet of newspaper, worn and torn at the edges. It had been folded and unfolded so often that it was almost falling apart. At the top left-hand corner she saw a few lines in Wells’s neat hand. He was a very methodical man, she remembered, and had the habit of documentation. Here he had written:

‘By a strange coincidence found some old books wrapped in this paper three weeks after P’s first consultation.’

‘The Cumberland Herald, 1898.’

“Cumberland!” exclaimed Peter. “That’s queer. My mother used to live in Cumberland. In fact we’re Cumberland people.”

There was nothing very exciting on the first sheet. She turned it over and immediately saw the principal item: it was a column in the centre of the page.

DEATH OF MR ALEXANDER WELERSON

He heard her exclamation, and, jumping up from his chair, came to her side.

We regret to announce the death of Mr Alexander Welerson, for many years a resident of Carlisle, and one of the foremost chemists of his age. Mr Welerson had just returned from Switzerland. where he had been staying, and was driving into Carlisle when his horse took fright, overturning his dogcart into a ditch. Mr Welerson received injuries from which he did not recover. The deceased gentleman leaves a wife and a baby, three months old. By a curious coincidence, his namesake cousin, Mr Alexander Welerson, the well-known iron founder of Middlesbrough, was staying with Mr Welerson at the time of his death. It is believed that the late Mr Welerson had been engaged in experiments in connection with the smelting of this metal.

They looked at one another in silence. “1900. Impossible!”

“When did your father die?” asked Jane in a voice lit above a whisper.

“In 1919, the last year of the war.”

She pointed to the woodcut that had been inserted above the notice. It was a poorly drawn picture of a man of thirty, cleanshaven, and even the artist had not succeeded in coarsening the rather delicate features.

“Is that your father?”

He shook his head.

“No,” he said, “not the father I knew — what is it pinned to the paper?”

She turned the page over and saw what she had not noticed on the first inspection, a small paragraph pinned to one corner of the larger sheet. It had no date, but the paragraph told its own story. It was headed:

‘NO CHANGE OF NAME’

‘Mrs Alexander Welerson, widow of the late Peter Clifton Welerson, was married quietly on Tuesday to her cousin who bears the same name. Mr. and Mrs Welerson left for the Riviera with the bride’s seven-months-old baby.’

“Well?” Jane’s voice was unsteady. “Do you know this precious secret that Wells was going to sell you for a hundred thousand?”

He was stunned, almost incapable of thinking. “I don’t understand it,” he muttered. “They were married in November, 1900. I was born in March, 1900 — the 27th.” The hand that held the paper trembled.

“Peter” — her voice was husky— “you’re the son of the first Alexander — not the man who died in Broadmoor. That is what he meant when he said he hoped you would be worthy of our illustrious father. O God, how wonderful!”

Then, before she realized what was happening, she was in his arms. He held her close to him, cheek to cheek, scarcely daring to breathe.

“How wonderful!” she sobbed. “Peter, don’t you understand—”

They heard Marjorie’s shrill voice calling, and he had scarcely time to put her away from him when Marjorie came flying into the room. Jane gazed at her in amazement.

“Marjorie! I thought you were in Germany—”

But Marjorie did not hear; she had eyes only for Peter; came running across to him and gripped him by the arm.

“Peter!” she gasped. “The police! They are at my house — Bourke!”

She was so breathless that she could hardly articulate.

“Where is your husband?” asked Peter quickly.

She shook her head. “I don’t know — he went out — I was going myself when — Bourke came! He searched everything. And they’re looking for Donald. And oh, Peter, do you know what Bourke said?” She put her hand on her breast as though to gain command of herself. “He took me into the diningroom and shut the door, and he said: ‘Do you know the Clever One? If you do, tell him we’re coming for him tonight.’”

Jane looked from one to the other. Why had Bourke uttered this warning? She felt her heart sinking and took a grip of herself. She must have faith — she must.

“Why did he want to warn him?”

“How can I tell?” snapped Marjorie. “Do you know who it is, Peter? Is it Donald! It is awful! There are two detectives in the house going through all Donald’s papers, and they say all the stations are watched. What am I to do?”

“You can stay here,” said Jane authoritatively.

The woman shook her head. “No, I can’t stay here. Something might happen to Donald and I want to be—”

She was at a loss for the right word. “I want to know. I can help him. He doesn’t know that I can. I’ve been terribly disloyal to him, Jane.”

She was on the point of collapse. Jane put her arm round her waist and led her into the bedroom. A glass of water seemed all that was sufficient to bring Marjorie back to normal volubility. Jane returned to find her husband.

“She’s all right—” she began, as she went into the library, but Peter was not there.

She went into his room; it was empty. And then she heard the slam of the front door and flew out into the hall, to meet the butler.

“Mr Clifton has just gone out. I don’t know what’s the matter with him, ma’am; he hasn’t taken a coat or hat or anything.”

Running past him, Jane threw open the door and flew down the stairs. By the time she reached the street Peter had disappeared.

She walked quickly down into Pall Mall. There was a rank near the Carlton Club, and he might have taken a taxi from there. Her surmise proved accurate. She saw the cab driving away before she reached the main thoroughfare. The next taximan on duty lifted his finger questioningly, and she beckoned him to her.

“Will you tell me where he went — the gentleman who took that taxi?”

“Knowlby Street, miss.”

The name seemed familiar, but for a moment she could not place it.

“It’s up by Marylebone Lane. The driver didn’t know and asked me; that’s why I can tell you.”

Knowlby Street — the place where Blonberg had his office. Now she knew!

“Come back to 175, Carlton House Terrace,” she said, “and wait for me.”

She almost ran back to the flat, found a coat and hat and took her bag from the dressing-table. Marjorie was sitting in a chair, weeping noisily, and interjecting questions which were more or less unintelligible to Jane in her state of mind. She got down to the door; the taxi was standing. “The end of Knowlby Street. Pull up there and wait.”

At this hour of the night Knowlby Street presented a deserted appearance. Would there be anybody in this office block to admit her, she wondered. They were certain to have a caretaker, and she seemed to remember that offices had a staff of cleaners working all night.

She walked down the street quickly and paused at the door. What excuse had she? Impulse had led her to an act of stupidity. Nevertheless she pressed the only bell she found. That beneath the name of Blonberg she could not see. She rang again, without result, and then, turning her head, she saw another cab stop at the end of the street and a huge bulk of a woman alight. It was Mrs Untersohn.

Jane flew down the street and took shelter in the first convenient doorway.
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Mrs Untebsohn had in her life lived in the presence and fear of a homicidal madman and had absorbed the habit of irrationality. But she was very sane when she decided that bed was no place for a woman of character.

A doctor protested; two nurses used their best persuasion. She was mistress of her own house — a haggard, wild-eyed, rather terrifying mistress.

There were no relations to whom the doctor could appeal. Though the police had summoned him, Mrs Untersohn was not under restraint.

The doctor accepted his dismissal with a gesture which told Madame Untersohn that she had only herself to blame for anything which might happen to her detriment. The nurses she paid up to the hour, complaining of the extortion of the Home that sent them. She summoned her servants to her bedroom and they came under the mistaken impression that she was dying and desired to make some small reparation for the bad time and the scanty wages they had received at her hands.

She was sitting before her dressing-table, dabbing her face with floury white, and she did not look round at them but glared from one to the other reflection she saw in the mirror.

“If that doctor comes back or the nurses, don’t let them in. The whole house will go into mourning from today. You’ll be allowed a pound each for black. There’s a sale at Cathrey’s; I saw the advertisement in this morning’s papers.”

She opened her bag and took out three one-pound Treasury notes. She dismissed them with a wave of her hand. It is history that one of the three went out to buy ‘black’ and never came back. Mrs Untersohn’s letter to the local police inspector on the subject is to be found amongst the archives of Hampstead Police Station.

She made this discovery in the evening. All the afternoon she had rested, drinking nips of brandy from a bottle she kept under her pillow. She was strong and confident when she penned the letter about the defaulting servant, as her terminology bears witness.

All that evening she paced her drawingroom or crouched over a wood fire. Basil was dead. Her boy. She told herself that a hundred times. She was enraged with her numb apathy; spurred herself to a rage that she did not feel. Alexander Welerson’s son — so clever, so cunning, so utterly unscrupulous. She saw this latter quality as a virtue.

She could review her supreme grievance parallel with the stark facts that destroyed the cause for grievance. Old Welerson had married her at a registrar’s office in Manchester. And she had accepted the status, knowing that he was already married and had a child. He had raised her from penury to a comfortable state — she hated his memory because he had not given her more. Those queer evenings when they had sat together, and his telling her mad stories of adventures which could not have happened. She was never afraid of him. Even that night when he smashed the furniture and tried to strangle her and the police came in, she was not afraid. She could always handle him — in her youth she had been a woman of extraordinary muscularity.

There was nearly a scandal and a police court case, for Welerson had struck the police officer who came on the scene But the thing had been hushed up.

Peter had not known his father as she knew him. Peter? He was married now. She grinned with rage at the thought..

All night long, propped up with pillows, she lay thinking — thinking…

The morning came and dragged itself into afternoon. Towards evening a letter was delivered to the house. She read it slowly line by line.

‘I shall be glad if you will repay the money you owe me. I shall be waiting at the usual time and in the usual place. Now that your son is dead it is impossible that he can inherit his father’s money as you said he would. He has himself to blame. I told you that he exceeded his duty and that he would die. It is good for everybody that he should die. Bring back at least the money you borrowed. — B.’

She read this in her disordered bedroom. And now her pent rage might have found violent expression, but she held herself in.

From a locked drawer she took out a large German revolver. Basil had given it to her — it was a souvenir of the war that he had acquired at second hand. It was loaded when he had brought it to her and was loaded now. Because of its length it would not go into her bag. She was forced to wear a heavy fur coat, though the night was warm, because in this coat was a pocket which would comfortably carry the weapon.

Just before she went out the oldest of her servants and one who was approaching familiarity, brought her a cup of tea. She was gloomily arrayed in a black skirt that was too short and a black blouse that was too large.

“Excuse me, madame,” she said, “but cook was asking, who are we in mourning for?” Mrs Untersohn regarded her sombrely. “Me,” she said.

The servant went into the kitchen and described her mistress as being ‘peculiar’.

The woman sipped at the hot fluid and gave her thoughts rein. Blonberg! Blonberg, who had threatened and performed. He was some creature of Peter’s. Hadn’t she gone to Blonberg years and years ago and borrowed money on the story of her expectations? Didn’t he know all about Basil and Peter and Alexander Welerson? And then he must have gone and sold her. He was an enemy — he had threatened Basil, and Basil was dead at Peter’s hands. This letter proved it.

The police were in Peter’s pay too. There was always that fat detective around. He was there to protect Peter. Whichever way she turned, there stood her implacable foe — first to rob her, then to crush her, then to destroy her son…

“The rightful heir,” she murmured to the walls. “My boy!” There was ah old lawyer — Badman she called him, though that wasn’t his name — Radman — Radlow. Radlow and something. They sent her a pittance on the first of every month. Not enough to keep Basil in the position he had — he was a gentleman and mixed with gentlemen.

She was keeping her tremendous surprise for the last. Peter wasn’t supposed to know that Basil Hale was his brother. That would be sprung on him — but he had found it out and killed Basil.

Blonberg should beg for mercy. He should go on his knees. She had two hours before she saw him; they passed rapidly in the review of her immense grievances. At last the time came. She went out of the house — staggered rather, for her legs seemed too frail to support her. But she found a cab. The clocks were chiming nine when she got out of the cab; it was raining heavily.

“Here, ma’am — do you want me to wait?” It was the cabman. She wasn’t quite sure.

“Yes — you’d better.”

She rang the bell, heard the click of the switch-controlled lock and went in, closing the door. Up the narrow stairs she toiled, breathing noisily. Outside the door on the top landing she stopped to take breath. Then, with her wet hand gripping the butt of the German pistol, she went in. The same dim light in the little outer lobby — the same Stygian darkness in the sanctuary.

She felt for the table and chair and sat down. One hand went out furtively and touched the close-webbed netting.

“Are you there?” she whispered, and immediately came the, answer in muffled tones.

“Yes — I am here. Have you brought the money?”

“My son—” she began tremulously.

“Your son was as mad as his father,” was the cool answer, and fury brought courage to the woman.

“You knew all about it, hey? You and Peter together — and that girl of his—”

She was tugging the revolver loose. The hammer had caught in the torn lining of her pocket.

“Don’t be a fool. Basil Hale was warned — he had work to do but went beyond his orders—”

“He did, did he!” she screamed the words. “You murderer—”

A dazzling splash of light struck her in the face and blinded her. Somewhere in front of the man was a powerful lamp which he had switched on. She staggered to her feet, overturning the chair. Twice she fired into the darkness behind the lamp. The explosions were deafening, horrible.

She heard a deep sigh and tore at the wire.

“I’ve killed you — killed you!” she shrieked, and, turning, fled from the room.

She went blundering down the stairs into the lower passage and, clutching the catch of the door, jerked it open.

“Look out! She’s got a gun!” said a voice.

Somebody clutched her arm and wrenched the pistol from her grip. She had a confused vision of a crowd, all men, before she fell into the arms of the policeman who held her.

“Get her to the hospital in that cab,” said Bourke. “Three of you men follow me — use a shooter only if it is necessary.”



Chapter 34


Table of Contents


Jane Clifton had seen Mrs Untersohn enter the house. Possibly she had a key of her own, thought Jane, and waited. Five minutes passed, ten minutes, but the woman did not emerge. And then she saw a number of men walking rapidly down the street and recognized, in the fading light of day, the thickset Bourke. Her heart nearly stood still. They were going to raid the office, and Peter was there somewhere. There was a little consultation between the three. She thought one of them was Rouper. They were talking head to head, and then —

The sound of two shots came in rapid succession. She could locate the sounds by instinct rather than knowledge. Somebody inside that office was firing — and Peter was there!

She saw Bourke go to the door and apparently stoop to insert a key. At that moment the door must have opened, for suddenly there was projected into the knot of men a dark figure that was screaming in a way which was terrible to hear.

It was Mrs Untersohn. Jane ran to the other side of the street past the group and crossed again to a place near the cab she had left. The taximen had been attracted by curiosity to the raided house, and she waited impatiently for their return. Bourke must not see her here.

By the side of the office was a narrow, cobbled lane which apparently led to a mews, and she was standing in this roadway when she heard the honk of a motor horn and, turning, saw a taxi driving from the mews. She had just time to spring to the narrow pathway when it passed her. The driver she saw distinctly — a cleanshaven man who was smoking a clay pipe. And then her wondering gaze fell upon the passenger.

It was Peter! For seconds the petrified girl stared into the eyes of her husband. “Peter!” she called, almost screamed.

He turned his head away quickly. Before she realized what had happened the car had turned into Marylebone Lane and?

Out of sight. She was still gazing after it when her cab driver returned.

“There’s been trouble in this house, miss,” he said. “They think somebody’s been shot.”

She nodded dumbly.

“Take me home,” she said at last.

Would Peter be there first? She answered her own question with a shake of her head.

Bourke was the first to mount the narrow stairs. He stopped for a minute to investigate the general office of Blonberg on the third floor, and then he continued his way to the secret room above, the existence of which he had long suspected. Only one glance he gave at the outer office, and then he turned to face the glare of a blinding light that was shining through the wire screen.

He tried to reach forward, but the netting held him back, until he found a clasp-knife in his pocket and, cutting a hole in the fine gauze, put his weight upon it. With a crash it parted from the ceiling batten to which it was fixed. Bourke pushed aside the table, and found another table placed edge to edge. Upon this the light rested — a powerful handlamp fixed to a flex in the ceiling. This he grasped and directed its rays in the opposite direction.

A man was sitting against what looked like a cupboard that projected from the wall. His head was bent lower than his knees, his two hands outstretched as though to prevent himself from falling. Bourke lifted the man by the shoulder, and as he did so the head fell back and he looked down into the lifeless face of Cheyne Wells.

“Humph! I thought it might be,” said Bourke. With the help of a man he lifted the body from the cupboard, looked for and found a small bump in the woodwork. This he pressed and with a click the door opened. By the light of the lamp he saw a tiny elevator large enough to hold two people.

“Send for the divisional surgeon. By the way, did you put men on duty at the end of the mews, Rouper?”

Rouper started.

“Yes, sir,” he said untruthfully, and at the earliest opportunity slipped away to rectify his error. This opportunity came when Bourke stepped into the lift and pushed one of the two buttons that were fixed to a control inside. The lift dropped swiftly and did not stop till it was in what Bourke imagined was the basement. He opened the door and stepped out.

He was in a garage. There were no cars there, but a number of tins of spirit were piled against one wall, and in a corner of the room was a mechanic’s bench that had recently been used.

Opening the gate, he stepped out into the mews, which was below the level of the upper street. A chauffeur was cleaning a car near at hand and was inclined to be uninformative until Bourke revealed himself as an officer from Scotland Yard.

“Oh, yes, sir, that garage is used by an old taxidriver. We call him Old Joe. I’ve never seen him till tonight.”

“How long ago?” asked Bourke quickly.

“About ten minutes ago. He drove out and he had a passenger.”

The passenger he could describe more graphically than he could the driver, and Superintendent Bourke had no difficulty in identifying Peter. On the whole, he thought, it was perhaps as well that the entrance to the mews had not been guarded or Peter challenged.

Nobody knew Old Joe. He was a ‘musher’ — that is to say, he owned his own cab and mostly did night work. He gave no trouble to anybody, and came and went as a rule in the dark hours of the night.

Bourke went back into the garage, locked the door and ascended again to the room of death.

“Those men are all right at the end of the mews,” said Rouper, who was a little out of breath, for he had just come up the stairs.

“I saw you post them,” said Bourke unpleasantly.

He looked at his watch.

“Wait here until the divisional surgeon arrives. Put a man to make a complete search of that upper office and take charge of every paper in the building,” he ordered. “You won’t have long to wait, I’m sending somebody competent to assume charge.”

“I’m here,” said the indignant Rouper.

“That’s what I mean,” said Bourke insultingly. “I’m going in search of Peter Clifton.”
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When Jane arrived home she found the flat empty save for the servants. Walker told her that Mrs Wells had left five minuter after Jane. She had sent for a cab in a great hurry and ordered the driver to take her to Waterloo Station.

“Has Mr Clifton come in?”

“No, madam.”

“Nor telephoned.”

“No, madam.”

There was nothing to do but to wait. In less than half an hour she had a companion to share her vigil.

“I thought I’d come in,” said Bourke in his casual way. “Peter not at home?”

“No; he’s gone for a walk in the park — he just went. You must have just missed him.”

Mr Bourke smiled. “Kipling, wasn’t it, who wrote that bit about Judy O’Grady and the colonel’s lady being sisters under their skins? How often have I, as a young officer, meant to pinch some bright lad, only to be told by his wife that he’d just gone out, when all the time he was hiding in the cellar!”

“Peter’s not hiding in the cellar,” she said hotly. “He has nothing to hide for — you haven’t come to arrest him?”

Bourke shook his head. “I’ve come for a quiet evening,” he said. There was not evidence of sarcasm in his voice. “There’s something about Carlton House Terrace that’s very soothing. It’s the opulence of it, the extravagance of living on land that’s worth a million pounds a foot, that puts me to sleep. Have you been out, Mrs Clifton?”

“No,” she said boldly, “except to post a letter.”

He gazed at the ceiling thoughtfully. “I’m trying to think whether there’s a pillarbox in Knowlby Street,” he said half to himself, scratching his chin. “I think there may be.”

“You must think I’m an awful liar,” she said ruefully.

“It’s the duty of every wife to lie about her husband,” said the unmoral Bourke. “I didn’t see you myself, but one of my men did. You were driving in cab PC 97581. The driver’s name is Leany and he lives in Grayside Mews. You know my methods, Watson?”

This was Mr Bourke’s stock jest, and never failed to amuse him.

“I want to show you something,” she said, suddenly remembering the paper which was still outspread on the library table.

He followed her, and for five minutes stood gazing down at the two paragraphs that could be read in one.

“That’s the bit I didn’t know,” he said, with such satisfaction that he seemed to be taking credit for his ignorance. “Good Lord, what a ramp! If I’d had the courage of my convictions I’d have taken Wells yesterday.”

“Wells? Did he commit the murder?”

“Both of ‘em,” said Bourke. “He’s probably committed a dozen. Most big murderers do, and I hand it to Wells — he’s big.”

“Have you arrested him?”

He shook his head.

“Are you going to?”

He shook his head again.

“But why not?” she asked, staggered.

“Because,” said Mr Bourke oracularly, “there’s nothing that a judge and a hangman can do that Mrs Untersohn hasn’t already done.”

He felt his arm gripped and put out his hand to hold her.

“Steady, my young friend,” he said in his rumbling, kindly way.

“Is he — dead?” she whispered.

Bourke nodded. “Shot dead.”

“I heard — the shots. And it was Mrs Untersohn — you’re sure?”

“Absolutely. She had the pistol in her hand when she came downstairs, and she hasn’t been a bit reticent about it. A German pistol, a very interesting exhibit.”

Donald Wells dead! It was incredible. He had been there that afternoon, standing where the detective was standing. She shook her head.

“I can’t believe it.”

It was at this point that Peter came in. He looked askance at the detective, scarcely looked at his wife at all. “Did you enjoy your walk?” asked Mr Bourke calmly.

“Yes.” The answer was curt and did not encourage further questioning.

“Cab driver managed to get out of London, I suppose?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I just wondered,” said Bourke. And then: “What I’ve got to say I’m going to say before your wife, Clifton. Some time ago you offered me a lot of money and I refused it. I told you that no man could serve two masters, and that was a trite sort of thing to say, but, like all trite things, true. Since then I’ve been serving three and I find they’re rather a lot. I haven’t any conscience but I’ve a very strong sense of duty; and because I’ve a strong sense of duty I’m handing in my resignation to the Chief Commissioner tonight — don’t interrupt me except to say ‘Hear, hear’. It will make a little difference to my pension. I’m going to tell you that I can’t afford to drop even a pound a week. I’ve been living in daily dread that somebody, Rouper or another clever lad, would find out what I’ve been doing, in which case I should have left the Yard without any pension and had twelve months in Wormwood Scrubbs thinking over what might have been. But I’m lucky, just as you’re lucky, Clifton; and if you send me a handsome present the day I leave the Yard, I’m warning you that I shall accept it. I’m not asking for it: in a sense I’m entitled to it. I’ve no false shame, no false modesty, no false anything, but, as I say, I can’t; serve two masters, and that’s why I’m clearing out of the Yard!”

“You shall have—” began Peter fervently. Mr Bourke raised his hand.

“Don’t mention the sum: it might make me lightheaded,” he said. “I did think of offering you my services as a minder, but I’ve got an idea that you’ve married a lady who can look after you very well indeed. With these few words I’ll take my leave.”

“Why are you doing this?” asked Peter. “You never gave me any warning. I know I might have ruined your career, but now—”

“It’s the cab driver and not being able to talk about him that’s made me decide,” said Bourke cryptically.

For a long time after he had gone neither spoke. “I’m sorry I didn’t answer you when you called to me,” said Peter at last, “but the fact is—”

“Please don’t talk about it,” she said. And then, for some astounding reason, they drifted into a discussion of trivialities: the layout of Le Touquet, the horses that Peter was going to buy at the December sales. They were drifting towards a state of mental exhaustion when Bourke returned.

“Sorry to bother you.” He was profusely apologetic, which meant that he had every reason for coming back. “I’ve found the missing sheets.”

“Radlow’s?” asked Peter quickly.

“That’s right.”

He produced from his hip pocket a paper folded in four, and neither Peter nor the girl asked where they had been procured. Too well they knew that, two hours before, they had been in Donald Wells’s pocket.

He handed them to Peter, who read in silence. The first two pages told him what he had discovered that day: the marriage of Alexander Welerson with his cousin.

“The lady never quite recovered from the death of her husband, and her own unhappy demise probably did much to bring about Mr Welerson’s dementia. She was ill for a long time, and it was during that period, whilst she was yet alive, that in one of those curious fits of mania with which I as his lawyer have been familiar for many years, he contracted a marriage with a girl named Untersohn, who had been a cook or a housemaid in his employ. For two years before his wife’s death Alexander Welerson had been leading this double life, and a child was born to him which I fear must have inherited the dread malady which brought his father to ruin. From the first Mr Welerson was passionately fond of his wife’s little son, and in his sane moments he was in the habit of lamenting to me the duplicity he was practising. He had made his wife promise that in no circumstances should the boy believe that he was not his son, and to this end he charged me that I should keep secret the date of his marriage and withhold from his son’s inspection a copy of the marriage certificate. I have reason to believe, however, that all these facts were later in the possession of Basil Hale or Untersohn, who was conducting investigations on behalf of Dr Cheyne Wells. Whether or not this is so is conjectural. I have no exact information on the subject…”

Peter finished reading and handed the paper to the girl by his side.

“My theory is that Wells got to know this statement was going to be made in writing,” said Bourke. “If you remember, somebody called Radlow up at the house that afternoon. The first time he was sleeping, the second time he answered himself and was quite under the impression that he was talking to Peter. The caller was, without any question, Wells himself. As soon as he knew that the statement was to be made, he improvised his little plot. He must have been at Longford Manor when he rang up. He understood Peter’s habits; knew all about his practice of smoking cigarettes when he was travelling alone by car. It was the simplest thing in the world to dope the cigarettes, and this he did. He was waiting for him on the road; as soon as he saw the car draw into the side and stop — Peter would do this mechanically, before he lost consciousness — he got into the machine, gave him two jabs with the needle, and drove him to Sydenham. Remember it was a wet, rainy night, and to make assurance doubly sure, if he were stopped I by a traffic policeman, I think he strapped Peter into an upright position. I found the strap on the floor, you remember, Mrs Clifton. He went there deliberately to kill the old man, and to leave Peter to bear the blame. The timing of it, the cunning of it, were diabolically clever. Probably he expected the statement to be ready for him. He had warned him that Peter was calling. But he surprised Radlow in the act of writing and shot him.

“The murder of Hale was probably less premeditated. Hale, by his crazy conduct, was jeopardizing the great plan, which was to have Peter certified so that the gang should administer the estate.” Bourke shook his head. “A dazzling scheme! One of the best that’s ever been conceived by the mind of man. I can’t leave you this, but you’ll probably remember it.”

He folded the paper, put it in his pocket, paused for a moment at the door and raised his hands.

“That’s the last you’ll see of me tonight,” he said.

Another long period of silence followed his departure. And then Jane took her courage in both hands, went up behind where Peter was sitting, and laid her hand on his shoulder.

“Peter,” she said, “did my father get away?”

He nodded. “I hope so,” he said.

Another little interregnum of quietness, and then: “He was the Clever One, wasn’t he?”

Peter nodded again.

“Yes. I’m sorry, old girl — I knew it, of course, the moment I found those etchings of mine on the benches by the side of the press. He had evidently been down to make a printing, put the plates on the bench and had forgotten them; and when I accidentally found the room and saw those plates I nearly swooned.”

She did not answer, but he sought for her hand and held it.

“He is brilliant; for years he has been building up this organization, finding his agents through Blonberg, who was a blind. As a moneylender he got into touch with queer people. He knew of Mrs Untersohn’s grievance when she came to borrow money from him, and got acquainted with Hale in the same way. And then, by an odd coincidence, Wells found me.”

“Who told you all this?” she asked in a low voice.

“He did.”

She got up quickly. “I’ll be back soon,” she said, not looking round.

He waited for an hour before the empty firegrate, smoking steadily till the room was a haze of smoke, and at the end of the hour she came back. She was in her kimono, and he could scarcely see that she had been weeping.

She perched herself on the arm of his chair, and dropped her head upon her husband’s shoulder.

“Now let’s talk about something else,” she said.


The End
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A gale of wind and rain swept across the barren face of Dartmoor, that ancient desolation. The howl and shriek of it came to Betty Carew above the rattle and roar of the motor engine as the old car grunted and groaned up the steep hill.

The lights of Tavistock had long since disappeared. Princetown was three miles beyond the crest of the hill. About them was an infinite loneliness, and the sobbing of wind that drove the needle-sharp sleet into their faces. The yellow-faced old man who drove did not speak — he had not spoken since they left Tavistock; would not willingly break his silence before they reached Exeter — or after.

The car laboured up the twisting road, skidding and sliding from left to right, and with every lurch the girl’s heart came into her mouth.

At the top of the hill the full force of the gale caught them and all but brought the car to a standstill. Rain smacked viciously against the screen, whipped under the lowered brim of her hat, thrashing her face till it smarted intolerably.

“Don’t you think we’d be wise if we went back to Tavistock?”

She had to raise her voice to a scream before he heard her.

“No!”

The answer came like a pistol shot, and she said no more. Dr. Laffin had bought the car cheap at a sale of Army derelicts — it had been old before the requisitions of war had called it for military service. It served him well enough; gave him the illusion of economy at a moment when economy was necessary. He had a small starveling property on the edge of the moor, a farm where a ploughshare touched rock every rood or so. His tenant was a man who complained regularly and paid his rent occasionally. The further illusion of proprietorship almost compensated Dr. Laffin for other deficiencies.

West of Princetown the wind slackened and normal speech was possible.

“You won’t try to get beyond Exeter tonight?” asked the girl nervously. It was not beyond the bounds of possibility that he would continue the journey to London.

“I don’t know.” His tone was uncompromising.

Betty could have said something unpleasant, but wisely held her tongue. They skirted the prison fields; the lights of the car showed momentarily the ugly arch before the jail, and a muffled figure leaning upon a rifle beyond the gate; and in another minute they had passed through Princetown and were facing the winds of the open moor.

In spite of her oilskin coat, the girl was soaked through; she was cold and stiff and hungry, and for the first time in her life thought longingly of the grim house in Camden Road. Then, to her surprise, the man spoke.

“This is better than play-acting… living reality… there are spirits in this place I can feel them. Hail thou!”

His hand came off the driving wheel and was raised in stiff salute. Betty, shivering with terror, shut her eyes tight.

Play-acting! If that wretched road engagement hadn’t come to an abrupt end — at Tavistock of all places in the world, and, by a hideous coincidence, at the very moment Joshua Laffin was making a half-yearly visit to his “property”!

“There are evil things chained to the dark!” His voice prim, emotionless, pierced the whine and flurry of gale and engine. “Terrors undreamt of by shallow minds… what of the forty million spirits of Atlantis?”

She put her hands to her ears, and the next moment could have shrieked her fears. Ahead of them gleamed a red spot of light in the very centre of the road. It was like a fiery eye glowering from some cyclopean socket.

The car jangled and shuddered to a standstill before she saw the figure with the red lantern.

The lights of the car were poor, aged oil-burning lamps, and the man who had swung the lantern showed dimly. He seemed to be dressed in a long, close-fitting gown like the habit of a monk…. Her mouth opened wide in wonder and fear — the head was shrouded in a cowl that covered the face — and she saw only a gleam of eyes behind narrow slits cut in the cloth.

“May I speak to you, please?” said the cowled man, and now she saw that he had a companion, a sombre companion similarly attired.

“What is it? What is the meaning of this foolery?” grated Joshua Laffin.

The man walked to his side and said something in a tone so low that Betty could not hear a word.

“Huh… well, I am—”

Laffin’s voice sank to a rumble, and for a minute or two they carried on a conversation in an undertone. Presently:

“I’ll draw the car up by the side of the road,” said Dr. Laffin, and, twisting his head toward the girl: “You’ll wait here.”

“Here!” she said, aghast. “In the middle of Dartmoor… alone!”

“This gentleman will look after you — there is no occasion for panic. I would not leave you if there were.”

He indicated the shadowy form of the second “monk” standing just outside the spread of the lamp’s rays.

Betty made no answer, but watched Laffin and his sinister companion till they disappeared in the darkness.

The second man did not stir. Vainly she tried to keep her eyes away from the cowled face.

Laffin had been gone a quarter of an hour, when there came a sound that added to the fearfulness of the night. The deep boom of a bell… She tried to locate it and failed.


Dong!


Again, and then…

The faint sound of voices — deep-chested voices of men chanting.


Dong!


She was trembling in every limb. What did all this portend? She looked round nervously. The man still stood where he had been, watching — what? She had a feeling that he was listening too, his ears strained — for what?

An hour passed before she heard feet on the hard road and somebody saying “Goodnight.” It was the doctor and he was returning alone: he must have left his guide somewhere in the darkness. When she looked, the second man had disappeared as if he had vanished into the earth.

Laffin cranked up his car and climbed in.

“Who were they?” she asked.

He did not reply, and the car jerked on its way. She had added one more to the many questions he never answered.

Fifteen months later he offered a solution to the riddle of the moor: but this she did not know.
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Betty Carew listened, aghast. In that gloomy, dusty room, ill-lit, badly ventilated, redolent of musty paper and ancient leather bindings, she had heard many fantastic views and commands expressed by Dr. Joshua Laffin, but never one so bizarre as this.

“I don’t quite understand.” She was speaking no more than the truth. “Why do you wish me to do this?”

He took a pinch of snuff from a tortoiseshell box, replaced the box on the table and leant back in his high-backed chair, his dark eyes fixed on hers. He wore his customary black, and in the candlelight and against the dark background he was just a long, yellow face and a pair of lined, thin hands that moved restlessly.

“I give you neither ‘why’ nor ‘wherefore’,” he said, in a queer voice that had something of the softer notes of an owl in it; the whooing of a man who habitually spoke through lips that were pursed as if to whistle. “I command. You know me, Elizabeth. I will have my way. Especially now. One has had disappointments; certain plans have miscarried. In this last matter there must be no hitch. As you know, I am but the servant of others — not of this plane.”

He waved his hand to the shadowy corners of the room, and the girl experienced all the old terror that this gloomy house had inspired in her during the fourteen years she had been an inmate.

“Here is Kama, the tamed Nemesis, vitalised by my genius. Here the great Manasuputra, divine force of beneficence,” he said. “You, who might have become acquainted with these mysteries, preferred the transient pleasure of sense.”

An old story and an old reproach that left her unperturbed.

“My immeasurable superiority to the world,” he went on, “and, therefore, to its opinions, should have helped you to overcome any stupid qualms. You are vain, you are conceited, just as all girls with a title to prettiness are vain and conceited. Your ego is distorted. Contact with me, which would have humbled most people, has merely puffed you up with pride. I am not even flattered. I would wish that my greatness abashed you. But no! Charity child, workhouse child, though no decent man or woman could know the truth about you without shrinking in horror, you persist in opposing your wishes, your ‘whys’ to my instructions. Gutter brat, gallows child, scum of the very dregs, I cannot teach you humility!”

He did not raise his voice in anger; the epithets fell in his cold, finicking tones, like the tappings of cold rain upon glass.

She was neither distressed nor amused. The candlelight played upon the mouldings of a spiritual face, singularly lovely. Another mystery than that he spoke about was in the shadowed eyes, mystery in the dusky shadings of her throat. Only the glory of her hair persisted, as superior to the meagre illumination as Dr. Laffin was to the world.

Dr. Laffin saw nothing of beauty in her through his hard, brown eyes, that glared without winking, vulture-like in their dispassionate intensity.

“I may be all these things,” said Betty calmly, “and yet feel a natural diffidence at sitting in a shop window for people to gape at me. I see no sense in it. I don’t profess to be a great actress — I know I’m not — but I love my profession too much to let it down in the way you suggest. What am I supposed to advertise?”

A gesture answered her.

“That doesn’t matter, I suppose? Well, I’ll not do it.”

She got up slowly from the side of the worn writing-table, resolution in the poise of her head, the set of her fine mouth.

“Good night,” said Laffin, not rising. “You will find your way out. I am going to take my ten. Close the door carefully.”

She never expected him to say any more than this. For a second she looked down at him, her lips curled, a bitter loathing in her heart for the man who had tortured her childhood with fear, and had blasted her future to humour his whim. His head was drooping — the “ten” had overtaken him — that ten minutes of sleep so profound that nothing had ever awakened him. How helpless he was now! For one wild, mad moment she stood over him, her hands clenched, trembling in her impotent anger, and then, wrenching herself free from the hate that gripped her, she ran out of the room, down the uncarpeted stairs and into the street. The door boomed behind her.

“I hope he heard it in his dreams,” she said.

The tall man who had been waiting for her at the garden gate laughed softly.

“That sounds vicious,” he said.

“You like him, Clive?”

Clive Lowbridge chuckled as he helped her into the little coupé that had been waiting outside during the interview.

“Yes — in a way. His pomposity doesn’t annoy me, because he is sincere. He really does think he is the greatest man in the world. And in many ways he has been helpful to me.”

“How did you come to know him?”

Clive did not answer until he had brought the car on to the main road and had dodged a fast-moving tramcar.

“That fellow is exceeding all road-car limits,” he growled savagely. “What were you saying? I’ve known him all my life. He was the family physician. The home of our illustrious family used to be in Bath, and the Laffins have been our doctors for hundreds of years. It is a sort of tradition. He was my tutor — did you know that? Laffin’s clever. Most of these weird birds are. You’re glad to be away from that ménage
 , aren’t you, Betty?”

“Yes.”

In her attitude there was no encouragement to continue his questioning.

“He’s a queer devil. My uncle used to swear by him, and so did my great-uncle, the seventh baron”

She interrupted him, obviously anxious to turn the subject.

“How do your new honours sit upon you, Clive — heavily?”

The ninth Lord Lowbridge was mildly amused.

“The honours are a featherweight, but the mortgages — phew! How Uncle Ferrers got rid of his money, heaven knows! At least, heaven and the accountants! We always thought he was immensely wealthy. I fear it is art or nothing with me, but I shall be obliged to paint one masterpiece a year to pay the interest on the mortgages.” She laughed softly.

“Your celebration party was premature.”

He grinned again as he sent the car whizzing through the gates of Regent’s Park, narrowly avoiding a sedate limousine “La Florette,” he said tersely, as he glimpsed the woman in its blazing interior. “That woman just hates being unnoticed! Why she doesn’t have her name in lights on the top of the car is a standing wonder to me. You know her, of course?”

Betty Carew made a little face in the dark. She knew La Florette very well, only too well!

“Poor Clive!” she said. “A lord without money is a pathetic creature! Not so pathetic, perhaps, as an ambitious actress who is doomed to be a showgirl — at least, that is what I’m going to be if Robespierre has his way.”

“Robespierre — oh, you mean the doctor? He does
 look like the sea-green incorruptible now that you mention the fact. What does he want you to do?”

Betty fetched a long sigh. She had returned of her own volition to a subject that was hateful to discuss, and yet impossible to dismiss from her thoughts.

“He has one of his mad schemes — I am to accept an engagement from a man who wishes to advertise a desk. He mentioned a desk early in the conversation, so I suppose that is what it is.”

“But how?”

“I am to sit in a store window for four hours a day — the window is to be built furnished like a study — wearing a green dress, and writing, or pretending to write, at the desk, on which” — she laughed in spite of her anger— “will be a jade vase with one red rose. Can you imagine it?” Clive Lowbridge did not answer for a long time.

“Do you think he’s mad?” he asked.

“I’m sure — there is no question about it — and oh! there is another thing! A man will one day come to me and ask me for ‘the message’ and I am to give him a letter which will be kept in the top right-hand drawer of the desk.”

“He is
 mad,” said Lowbridge emphatically, “and of course you’ll do nothing of the kind, Betty.”

She shook her head.

“I don’t know. I may be obliged—”

He snorted contemptuously.

“Obliged! Jumping cats! I’ll talk to him if he starts anything of that kind. The future Lady Lowbridge isn’t going to figure in a puppet show.”

She squeezed his arm affectionately.

“Clive, you’ve other things to think about than marriage — and so have I, my dear. Do you know Pips?”

The car had pulled up before her lodging in Park Road.

“Orange or lemon?” he asked, as he helped her alight.

“Pips — Pawter’s Intensive Publicity Service? They are advertisers and press agents. And they have the further handicap of employing the most insufferable young man in London. Clive, that youth haunts me! I’m sure the doctor has engaged him to shadow me.”

“What is his name — I mean the objectionable young man?”

“Holbrook — W. Holbrook. I suppose that the ‘W’ stands for William. Mr. van Campe calls him ‘Bill,’ and so do most people round the theatre. If you ever have the chance will you squash him for me, Clive, dear?”

“He’s squashed,” said Clive solemnly, and brushed her cheek with his lips.

An hour later he was standing before his mirror, fastening his dress tie with great care, a frown on his pink face. A goodlooking young man, with the classic features that the old Greek sculptors gave to the heroes of mythology, he had the clear eyes and the frame of a trained athlete. A series of accidents had brought him from the obscurity and poverty of a Chelsea apartment, where he won a precarious livelihood from painting landscapes of dubious originality, to the lordship of Lowbridge and the attenuated income of estates so heavily encumbered that it was difficult to find a labourer’s tumbledown cottage that did not represent collateral security against an overdraft negotiated by his improvident uncle.

His mind alternated between Betty and the eccentric doctor, in whose house he had first met her five years before — slim, a gaunt-eyed child, watchful, suspicious, pitiably ready to shrink at a word, all too willing to humour the tyrant who was both parent and guardian to her.

Finishing his dressing, he rang the bell for his servant.

“Benson, you used to work in a club before you misguidedly accepted service with me?”

“Yes, my lord.”

“Then you ought to know everybody. I want you to discover who Holbrook is — Mr. W. Holbrook of Pawter’s Publicity Service. You’ll find their names in the telephone directory.”

“Yes, my lord.”

Benson, stocky and broad of shoulder, needed no further instructions. Half his attraction to Clive was his taciturnity.

“And, Benson,” as the man was leaving the room, “my cigars have been evaporating at an alarming rate. Will you order a hundred of the cheaper brand? They need not be bad cigars — get some that suit your palate.”

“Yes, my lord.”

Benson was unmoved, neither apologetic nor confused. He had seen Dr. Laffin slip a bundle into his pocket the last time the doctor had called, but it was not his place to report the delinquencies of a guest.
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In the bright lexicon of Pawter, President, Chairman and Treasurer of the Pawter Intensive Publicity Services (familiarly called Pips) there was no such word as modesty.

“What most people call modesty is merely the wish that the authorship of anything nice which may be said about them in the Press, shall not be traced to them. Modesty is only a fear of ridicule. The very term, used in a newspaper interview, is evidence of blatant conceit. When a man says: ‘I would rather not talk about myself’ he just means that he’d rather somebody else did it; all the same, he’d like to have the proofs to correct so that, if the reporter wrote how he killed five lions, he could make it six. Modesty…!”

“Is this one of those extension lectures I read about, or merely an exposition of your philosophy?” asked the patient young man who was Pawter’s solitary audience. “If it is a lecture, I am bored; if it is a mere acriomatic…”

“A which?” Pawter was startled.

“Acriomatic. Work that into the Memory ads you’re doing. Drag in Aristotle — what right has he to be left out anyway? As I was saying, if you are practising for a Rotarian dinner speech, go to it. I’m your assistant, underpaid and overworked, but loyal despite. This argument started about Miss Betty Carew’s association with this yer agency. I remind you in case you have forgotten.”

Mr. Pawter spun round in his chair and looked over his glasses. So doing, he lowered and exposed the crown of a very bald head.

“Are you mad?” he asked gently — so gently that it might be supposed that he rather thought it likely, and that it would be best not to arouse such homicidal tendencies as lay dormant in the bosom of his hearer.

“I’m not mad, but I’m getting mighty close to the borderline,” said Bill Holbrook. “What’s all this to do with modesty? And by the way, how can you bring yourself to write copy for Gro-Kwik — Nature’s Natural Hair Restorer, with a nut like that? Rejuvenates Tired Follicles! And you’re a churchman!”

“Never in my life,” said Pawter tremulously, “has a subordinate dared to speak to me as you have spoken to-day! I would be well within my rights if I fired you into the street! Why I refrain I don’t know.”

Bill Holbrook took a chair, fished from his pockets a pair of horn-rimmed spectacles, and adjusting them to his face, looked owlishly at his employer. Bill was twentythree and pleasantly featured, except for a nose that was slightly bent. He played football, and once a great international had used his features as a jumping-off place.

“I’m going to tell you, Father Pips,” he said solemnly. “I feel you ought to know. Yesterday you fired me, to-day you fire me — you have been firing me every day for months. But I do not go. Why? Because I’m the only man in England who understands publicity. Yes, sir. The only man. You think you do, but you don’t. In me you have a genius, a man who Thinks Forward. I’m the only member of the staff who is related to you, therefore I’m the only member of the staff that has the true interest of the business at heart. When you die I shall await the reading of the last will with equanimity. You can’t
 leave me out of a controlling interest.”

Pawter sighed again and swung back to his original position. Bill was his first cousin, and there were times when he wished that his aunt had never married.

“Anyway, Betty Carew is not a business proposition. I’ve been sitting on her doorstep waiting for a chance to speak to her, but so far she has given me the genial reception that is offered to a case of mumps in a ladies’ college. When I tried to speak to her, she looked round for a policeman. Where does she come into this stunt?”

Mr. Pawter looked unutterable weariness.

“You’ll discover in course of time,” he said. “I can only assure you that the lady will come in.”

Holbrook went back to his little office, and in his mind was a great perplexity. What had induced the girl to take this extraordinary decision? Advertising schemes and the inducements which brought well-known actresses into the advertisement columns were no mysteries to him; but this girl was not being asked to put her name to a testimonial of some excellent remedy or popular article of furniture: if she fell in with the idea, she was deliberately going out to make herself cheap.

He sat, staring with unseeing eyes at the litter on his desk, his busy mind occupied with the problem which Betty Carew’s strange conduct had raised. Holbrook had no illusions about the theatrical profession; he knew something of their lives, knew something of the terrific struggle for existence which went on all the time, except among a few favourites of the public; he knew, too, how permissible it was to obtain publicity at almost any cost, but he was well aware that there was a line over which no self-respecting actor or actress would pass, and that line was far behind the place that Betty had decided to overstep in this new undertaking of hers.

And underneath and behind the grotesqueness of the scheme was a something which filled him with a vague sense of uneasiness. Somewhere, he had heard a theory expounded that life runs backward, from the end to the beginning of things; he had the sense of remembering tomorrow, and it was not a pleasant memory.

Twice before he had had the queer experience of recalling events that had not occurred. Once, when he was a reporter, he had been sent to a little Welsh village to interview a Cabinet Minister whose estate was near by. And on the Sunday morning he had gone to church to fill the dreary hours of waiting for the one train that could take him back to London. The service was over and he was strolling through the churchyard, when he stopped suddenly by the grave of a murdered woman whose husband, a lawyer, had been hanged for the crime… He knew this, though the husband was pointed out to him later in the day as a man of great respectability, whose wife had died a natural death. A year later the lawyer was arrested and died the death in Gloucester jail.

And the desk and the redhaired actress suggested something — something terrible.

“Darn my crazy brain!” muttered Bill.

He had an appointment with Laffin that evening — he hated Saturday evening appointments, but was anxious to keep this. He wanted his Sunday free, for he had planned a trip to Thames head — Bill was something of an explorer.

Clearing up some urgent work that awaited him, he was surprised by the arrival of his chief, Mr. Pawter’s weakness being a hatred of all physical exercise, and Holbrook wondered why he had made the perilous journey from his palatial office to the mean abode of genius.

“I was going to tell you, Holbrook, that I wanted you to call on Mr. Lambert Stone, the lumber millionaire, on Monday before you come to the office. Stone arrives in London to-day, and I’ve got the rough draft of a scheme which I think might attract him. Will you fix up an appointment?”

“Lumber?” Bill Holbrook looked dubious. “I don’t see there’s a selling value in that.”

“There’s a selling value in anything, you poor, slow-witted oaf,” said Pawter, mildly offensive. “Get the appointment, and then come back to me for the scheme. You’re seeing the doctor, aren’t you?”

Bill nodded.

“And I wish you’d find out tonight what’s behind this desk stunt,” said Pawter, staring out of the window and scratching his head irritably. “The desk is nothing — I think I’ve said that before — and I can’t imagine people spending money on the proposition in the hope of getting it back. I hate to knock a client’s goods, but this old desk has all the disadvantages of most and none of the attractions of some. Get Miss Carew’s views on the subject.”

Bill Holbrook sneered.

“Show me an actress with real views on anything, and I’ll show you a professional misfit,” he said cryptically, and then: “Pips, I’ll tell you what is behind that desk. Murder! I smell blood! Wilful murder… maybe the crime of the century!”

Mr. Pawter’s round eyes were wide open.

“It is curious that you should say that,” he said. “That desk was invented by a butler who was hanged in Oxford jail for killing his wife — Laffin told me so.”
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Outside the East India Dock Gates lies an area of squalor and meanness which has no exact parallel in any other part of London. It is a district of poor, jerry-built streets, wherein every house is exactly like every other house, save that it is difficult to distinguish which is the grimier.

Lyme Street, which lies midway between Silvertown and Canning Town, was once distinguished by the existence within its narrow length of five distinct public-houses, all of which did a noisy trade. Temperance reformers cited Lyme Street as an object lesson and a terrible example. Visiting social reformers from other lands were led fearfully to its dingy purlieus, and novelists and playwrights sought, amidst its foul approaches, the mise en scène
 for such deeds of depravity as were necessary to the development of their creations.

Of all the saloons that disgraced a civilised city, The Full Rigged Ship was the worst, and when this infamous house of the crimp and the harpy was purchased by The Christian Society and converted into a Temperance Home for Sailors, there was rejoicing amongst the enemies of drink.

For fourteen years the directors of “Theyome” (as it was called locally) fought a desperate fight to establish an attractive oasis in a desert of sin. All that mortal men could do, they did. There were lectures on Booze, and lectures on Gardens and how to cultivate them; there were most innocuous concerts that began with a hymn and ended with a benediction, and addresses on The Child: What Will He Become? And in spite of all these counter-attractions to the sinful saloons, the heavy trade and the bulk of patronage went to The Five Bells and The Dog Watch and similar alcoholic institutions, where nobody lectured except on the miserable pay of sailormen, and all concerts ended in a free-for-all fight which brought out the police reserves.

Eventually the uplift society “farmed” the home to a knowledgeable ex-purser, who ran it on lines that more nearly approached the seaman’s ideal, in spite of his bonded undertaking that no intoxicating liquid should pass the threshold. A club license enabled him to serve surreptitious drink, and, human nature being what it is, the whisper, well circulated, that you could get a drop of good stuff at “Theyome” brought a new patronage, and in the little doorway through which innocent children had tripped to recite to the dazed marine, you could take your secret potion from sin-stained hands.

Chief of the new patrons of the establishment was Captain Harvey Hale, seventy-five by fifty coarse inches of muscle and bone; a redfaced, fishy-eyed, heavy-jawed skipper, without either ship or ticket, for he it was who piled the S.S. Gravalla
 on to the Dame rocks and stood in thirty-seventy for insurance which the underwriters refused to pay.

It was a grievance which Captain Hale ventilated in moments of insobriety.

“Twelve months’ hard labour — for what?” he bellowed. “For losing a ship that was a floating wreck. And me that thought first of my men and had every boat overhauled before we left Sunderland! And lifebelts all in good order and everything! ‘Wilfully casting away my ship’! Not a life lost, mind you, and me the last to go over the side in accordance with regulations!”

He did not refer to certain earlier exploits that had come before the court which tried him: of a trial in Calcutta for manslaughter, of a court of inquiry at Seattle for cargo-broaching, and similar irregularities which had been investigated in other latitudes.

“Maybe they’ll engage you as a rum-runner,” suggested Taylor, the new host of The Home.

Captain Harvey Hale pondered that possibility. “Maybe that’s it,” he said, “and I’ll do it!”

He glanced up at the clock.

“Expecting anybody?” asked the other, and Captain Hale looked at his companion suspiciously.

“Maybe,” he said.

He took a letter from his pocket and read, and was in the act of replacing it when he changed his mind, and passed it across to Taylor.

“What do you make of that?” he asked.

Mr. Taylor fixed his glasses and read the typewritten note.

“I can give you a good job with plenty of money, if you’re willing to take on an unusual task, that will involve you in personal danger. Will you come out of the Sailors’ Home in Lyme Street at 10.30? My agent, Mr. Smith, will be waiting for you.”

“What do you make of that?” asked Hale. “Rum-running,” said the other promptly. “There’s a syndicate in London that is making a fortune out of shipping booze to the States.”

Captain Hale pursed his thick lips.

“Doesn’t sound like rum-running to me, though you may be right. A poor sailor has got to take what he can get nowadays. Why, I remember the time when I was offered—”

He was boastfully reminiscent and talkative, till, looking up, he saw the hands of the clock at the half-hour, and, rising, threw some money on the table.

“Don’t go following me, Taylor,” he said ominously, and Mr. Taylor, whose curiosity had been aroused, and who had already made up his mind that he would judge for himself the character and appearance of Hale’s visitor, very wisely changed his mind.

There was nobody outside the club when Captain Harvey Hale went on to the street, but opposite he saw a man walking slowly up and down, and the red glow of his cigar suggested that he was the promised agent, for cigars are uncommon, except among American and Scandinavian seamen. After a moment’s hesitation he crossed the road in the direction of the stranger, who turned and walked to meet him.

“You’re Captain Hale? I am the man you are expecting. Will you walk with me?”

Hale glanced at him curiously. There was nothing in the appearance of the man to suggest that he was engaged in any sinister project.

“Where shall we go?” he grunted.

“Mr. Smith,” who evidently knew the neighbourhood, said tersely:

“Across the railroad, toward North Woolwich.”

It was he who decided the route, and they reached the stretch of road that led past the sugar factory without encountering more than half-a-dozen people, who were too engrossed in their own business to notice the tall sea captain and his companion.

“This place will do,” said the man, and stopped midway between two light standards. “Hale, you’re broke; you’re just out of prison, and you look like going back again unless you can find a ship. I’ll be frank, Captain, and I expect the same from you. You were tried in Calcutta for’ killing a young apprentice, and it was suggested in evidence that you had two hundred pounds from the boy’s stepfather to finish him. The jury disagreed and you escaped. If you did that for two hundred, how far would you go for five thousand pounds?”

“To hell — and through,” said Harvey Hale promptly. “Who do you want killed?”

The stranger laughed.

“My friend, that is a big question, easy enough to ask, but hard to answer.”

“I’m not going back to prison again if I can help it,” growled the big man. “That’s not my life. Give me any kind of job — rum-running—” he paused, inviting confirmation, but the stranger shook his head.

“I’m not interested in rum-running,” he said, and Hale was momentarily taken aback.

“I don’t care what it is,” he said at last. “Give me a job with five thousand in it, and there’s nothing I’ll stop at. I mean what I say. I’ve never gone back on my promise. Look what they did to me over the sinking of that ship. I could have got the owner twenty years, but I didn’t blab; and when I went in to see him this morning to get a look at the money, he threatened to call the police.”

“You went to him this morning to work a little blackmail,” said the other coolly. “You got a thousand to keep your mouth shut at the trial, and, like a fool, you handed it over to the lady you called your wife.”

“If ever I get hold of her—” began Hale, with an oath.

“I daresay you’ll treat her rough. But you won’t: she’s skipped to Canada — I know all about you, Hale; I’ve been studying you for the past month or two. Now the question is, are you going to work for me?”

“What do you want me to do?”

“Anything and everything. Can you drive a car?”

“There isn’t a car that was ever built—” began Hale.

“You may be useful in that respect. And here is another point: you suggested just now that you’d commit murder for five thousand. If that’s a bluff, I may call it. You’ll get five thousand, and you will be asked to do things which will mean a sentence of penal servitude if you’re caught. But it isn’t five thousand that you’re getting, Hale, if the scheme for which we want you goes through; it is fifty thousand, and a free transportation to a country where you’ll never be recognised, and from which you will not be extradited.”

Harvey Hale was sober now.

“Fifty thousand!” he said hoarsely. “You don’t mean that?”

“I mean that and nothing less. Five thousand certain; you can touch the money at the rate of a thousand a week. And fifty thousand if we can pull off our big job. Are you game?”

Hale held out his big paw.

“Is there anything worse than murder?” he asked. “Because, if there is, I’ll do it!”

There was a silence, then:

“Walk with me,” said the stranger abruptly, and turned his footsteps towards North Woolwich. “I suppose you know few people in town — few well-known people, I mean?”

“I know a judge and a lawyer or two,” said Hale bitterly, “but I don’t know any of the swells.”

“You will probably be brought into contact with a few,” his new employer continued, “and I will give you the names of some you must avoid like the plague. Do you know Lord Lowbridge? Of course you don’t. He is a particularly dangerous man, who had better be left alone.”

“I’m not likely to meet any lords,” growled the other. “You never know, but keep out of the sight of him. He is never to know that you’re employed by me — is that understood? Now here are your instructions. You will leave the house where you’re staying, buy some clothes and make yourself presentable, and then take the first train for Newton Abbot — that is in Devonshire. You will put up at a small hotel, giving out that you are a sea captain who is thinking of buying a farm. You will be able to buy a secondhand car somewhere in the neighbourhood.”

“What am I supposed to do with that?” asked Hale, thoroughly interested now.

“You’ll get acquainted with all the roads out of Newton Abbot and across the moor; work your way to Exeter, and possibly we shall ask you to purchase a moor cottage, but it is too early to talk of that. When we want you, you will know.”

He stopped under the light of a street lamp, took something wrapped in tissue paper from his waistcoat pocket, opened it carefully and displayed a small, five-pointed star. It was enamelled green, and in the centre was a golden inscription.

“Keep that,” he said. “Show it to nobody — do you understand? In due course you will find a very good use for it. There is one other thing, Hale: in Plymouth there is a branch of a society called The Proud Sons of Ragusa.” “I’ve heard about that; lots of seafaring men go in for it. They run a lottery scheme—” began Hale, but the other interrupted him.

“Join up, either in your own or any other name. If you’re too well known in Plymouth, go to Penzance and join the lodge there. You will find plenty of men who will propose you.”

“What’s the idea?” asked Hale, peering down suspiciously into the man’s face.

“The first idea is that you do as you’re told,” was the sharp answer. “That seems a pretty good idea to me; how does it strike you?”
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Benson gave a final and an approving glance at the tea-table, filled a silver cigarette box from a carton he took from the sideboard cupboard, lit a tiny spirit lamp and drew back the velvet hangings a little farther so that the scarlet geraniums in the window-boxes could be seen with better effect. One casement window was open and a soft breeze played with the silken curtains.

Clive Lowbridge strolled in as his valet-butler was at the window.

“That will do very nicely, Benson.”

He looked at his watch.

“Miss Carew is coming immediately after the matinee. You will see that the car is ready to take her home?”

“Yes, my lord.” He paused by the door. “With reference to the young man Holbrook, of whom your lordship spoke: he is an American, born in Dayton, Ohio, and he was for some years on the staff of the London Dispatch-Herald. He is now a junior partner in Pawter’s Publicity Agency, being a relative of the principal shareholder. He lives in Paddington and is unmarried. So far as I can ascertain, he has written two books which were published by a firm in Boston, but he has no other peculiarities.”

Lowbridge looked hard at his servitor, but Benson’s face betrayed not so much as a trace of a smile.

“Thank you, Benson. You have settled down to your new job?”

“Yes, my lord.”

“You like this a little better than working in a club?”

“Much better, my lord—” he hesitated.

“But it isn’t such a good job as you thought, eh? Well, mine isn’t either, Benson. I thought I should be spreading myself in Park Lane. My uncle left very little money.” Benson inclined his head respectfully.

“I am not surprised, my lord. The late Lord Lowbridge was known to me — I have never ventured to inform your lordship before. I used to work at his club in the West End, and I saw a whole lot of him. He spent money like water, and I’ve known him to lose as much as twenty thousand pounds in one night at baccarat. The Glebe Club is noted for high play. A very affable gentleman. So was his son, who died so suddenly.”

“You knew my cousin too, did you?”

“Yes, my lord. Without wishing to alarm your lordship, there seems something constitutionally wrong about the family. The Honourable John died of heart failure, and you could have taken a lease of his life; Lord Lowbridge a good-living gentleman and as hard as nails, went off in exactly the same way a year after — nobody would have dreamt that his lordship was so near to death. And both were under the care of a clever doctor — Dr. Laffin.”

He dusted an invisible speck from the back of a chair. “You know Dr. Laffin — was he a member of the Glebe?”

“Yes, my lord.”

A buzzer sounded in the hall, and he went, without unseemly hurry, to admit Betty.

“How serious you look, Clive! Has anything happened?” she asked after the greetings were over.

“No — no! Benson is a queer chap.”

“Benson — your servant?”

“Yes. I find that he knew my uncle, and I guess he knew Laffin too; they were both members of the Glebe. That is where my relative dissipated the family guilders. I shouldn’t be surprised if the doctor hadn’t lost a considerable portion of his assets under the same roof.”

She sighed as she settled down to pour the tea.

“Dr. Laffin has always been poor,” she said, “and yet he owns things that are worth thousands of pounds. One day I went into the study without knocking, and he had on his desk a most beautiful piece of jewellery — a great golden clasp studded with diamonds. He was very angry that I had seen it, and told me that it was only a worthless replica of the Buckle of Isis. But I am sure it was real.” Clive bit his lip, and in his fine eyes was the shadow of trouble.

“When did you see this?” he asked.

“Over a year ago — about a fortnight after we had had the strangest adventure in Devon. Do you remember my telling you about the monks who stopped the car?”

He nodded.

“At least, I suppose they were monks,” she went on. “I don’t know why, but I associated the gold clasp — and it was gold, Clive, in spite of what the doctor said — with that meeting.”

“On the moor?”

She nodded.

“Yes: we were very poor at the time, and the doctor was short of ready money, though he used to hint of a huge fortune which was coming to him. I’m certain he could not have had the buckle before. I think they gave it to him.” Clive Lowbridge looked at her thoughtfully.

“I don’t understand him,” he said. “But he was good to me as a boy, and I cannot quite share your dislike for him. For all the years of tutorial work he gave me, he did not charge a penny.”

Betty could have pursued the subject, but refrained, understanding his reluctance to speak against the man she hated. And she remembered, on the way to the theatre, the circumstances that had made it necessary for Clive’s mother to enlist the services of the family doctor as an unpaid tutor. She had been left a widow with a microscopic income; three lives had stood between her boy and the title, and the prospect of his inheriting the mythical wealth of the Lowbridge estates was a remote one. Laffin had come to the rescue — which was not like him.

She could never associate the doctor with generosity; there must have been some quid pro quo
 . She wondered what it was.

When, that night, Betty Carew strolled on to the stage of the Orpheum, only the pilot lights were glowing in the battens, for Van Campe was an economist, and there was urgent need for economy, as she was to learn.

From behind the heavy tableau curtains came the sound of tuning fiddles. Three shivering chorus girls, wrapped in light shawls, stood in the wings, looking dejectedly at the worn scene that, in the bright lights, would be the Terrace at Monte Carlo. A stage hand was propping up a flimsy balustrade, and the property man, with a clothes basket full of toy balloons, was waiting patiently, smoking a surreptitious cigarette.

It was very cold and very miserable, and Betty wandered disconsolately to the little peephole in the curtain and stared into the deserted auditorium. There were seven people in the stalls, obviously “paper.” The pit held a fringe of audience — the first two rows were hardly filled, though the doors had been open for half an hour. The young assistant stage-manager joined her.

“Looks lively, doesn’t it?” he asked bitterly. “I’ve seen a bigger audience for a troupe of performing fleas!”

“It isn’t very hopeful,” she said, and he laughed sardonically.

“It is
 hopeful,” he said. “That is all we’ve got left — hope! A musical comedy that hasn’t any music worth whistling, and not enough comedy to raise a ha-ha from start to finish, naturally starts handicapped. The notice goes up tonight — you’ve seen it?”

She nodded.


The Girl from Fez
 had run for a fortnight. There had been seven weeks’ rehearsal, and on the noticeboard had appeared a typewritten slip. She had seen “the notice” before, but at the end of a long and successful run. Now this intimation that the play would be taken off in two weeks’ time brought a little heartache. The last lines of the notice were even more alarming:

“The provisional notice given to artistes on the first night will operate as stated.”

“Does that include me, Mr. Tillett?” she asked, recalling this ominous warning.

“I’m afraid it does, Miss Carew,” said the manager. “The governor knew he had a flivver before he read the criticisms in the morning papers — he dashed in and got himself on the safe side. La Florette isn’t a friend of yours, is she?”

Betty shook her head. La Florette, the thin-lipped French dancer, was not in the cast. Van Campe seldom played her, but she sat by his side at rehearsals, and in her strange French criticised and sneered and laughed derisively, and told Van Campe how much better these things were done in France; and Van Campe, who was her slave, cut and pruned, until authors were in despair, and the cast in a state of mutiny.

“Well”

The manager opened his mouth to speak, when the pass door connecting the stage with the front of the house opened, and a fluffy figure floated through; from the crown of her waved and henna’d hair to the tips of her jewelled shoes she was a triumph of the human dollmaker’s art.

She picked a dainty way through the debris of the stage, and stood before the girl, surveying her through a pair of unnecessary lorgnettes. Under her make-up Betty grew red at the insolent scrutiny.

“Ah, you are Carew, yes? I wanted to speak to you. ‘Ow do you do your ‘air? It is not peroxide, no? I ‘ave admire it. You are a bad actress, and your voice, mon Dieu!
 it is awful, but your ‘air is lovely! You ‘ave puzzle me, so I promised Charles I would ask.”

“And now you have kept your promise, Miss Florette,” said Betty, striving to tune out the anger from her voice.

“You tell me — no?”

“There is nothing to tell you. My hair is as the Lord made it.” Betty smiled in spite of her annoyance. “I thought I had told you that before.”

La Florette shrugged her thin shoulders.

“But that is what you would call — a lie, eh? A little story?”

Betty’s eyes snapped fire.

“It is what you would call a lie too, I think,” she said, with ominous calm; “for if you are not pure unadulterated Limehouse, I have never met a lady from that district! Your broken English may sound pretty to a Dutchman or a Greek, but, unfortunately, I speak the language rather well, and I know that, beyond a smattering of Montmarte argot, you are as ignorant of French as I am of Chinese!”

“Oh, I am, ami?”

La Florette, shocked out of her pose, dropped her hands to her hips, and her shrill voice rose to a scream.

“I’ll teach you to insult an artiste of my standing, you — you chorus girl! Limehouse, am I…?”

The flow of expletive which followed supplied the answer to her question.

“… and I’ll have you fired out of this theatre, Miss, before you’re a minute older. I’ve got an international reputation to keep up, I have! I don’t allow no gutter-bred”

Mr. Van Campe appeared, an agitated and rotund man* whose hands flashed gay lights as he waved them in expostulation and protest.

“Put her understudy on,” he roared. “Pay her salary and throw her out!”

Betty went up to her dressing-room, hot, angry, but triumphant. She had prayed for the courage to say all that she had said to Florette. She would go to De Fell — the urbane young manager, who had offered her a part in his new production. She grew cheerful at the thought. It was at that moment that her dresser knocked at the door “Dr. Laffin, Miss,” she said.

Betty sighed heavily. Here was a shadow not so easily dispelled.



VI. Betty Consents
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Dr. Laffin, in the brighter light of the dressing-room, was revealed as being a little above middle height, but he was so very thin that he appeared taller. He was dressed in a funereal black; all the bitter years Betty had known him he had worn nothing else. A black, unrelieved except by the thin edge of white collar that showed above his high cravat, and the occasional appearance of a rim of white cuff at his wrists.

“Good-evening, child. Why are you not playing?” he asked.

“Because Van Campe has discharged me,” she said recklessly.

To her surprise his face did not change.

“Discharged you? Well, well!” And then, remembering the opportunity which this piece of news gave to him: “I took a great deal of trouble to find this position for you. Still it may be for the best. You will return home now?”

She shook her head.

“No, I shall find other work.”

Sitting down at her dressing-table, he subjected her to a long scrutiny, his fingers drumming absentmindedly on the table-cover.

“I shall not be able to make you an allowance this time,” he said.

Betty did not expect that he would.

“I have a little money—” she began, when he interrupted her.

“Happily, I can save you trouble. I seem to have spent my life — saving you trouble. It would be wiser if you came home. The house in Camden Town has not been quite the same since you left. And the other matter is definitely settled.”

He took from his pocket a printed leaflet, and laid it on the table before her. She braced herself for the coming struggle. Vulture! He was all that. Disaster brought him unerringly to the spot; it was as though her dismissal had been arranged by him for that night.

She read the pamphlet and looked up.

“This is an advertisement of a desk,” she said innocently.

“Mortimer’s Multiple Desk,” he murmured. “There is no desk on the market like it. But to the outward eye, and at first glance, it appears to be no different from other desks. Suppose, however, a beautiful young lady is seen in a shop window sitting at that desk. Can you picture the hurrying crowd to whom shop-windows are such familiar—”

She interrupted him.

“You mean that you still have that absurd scheme — that you want me to sit in a store window to exhibit myself?”

And, when he nodded:

“It may sound a revolting suggestion to one who is a great actress.” He mouthed the words with a certain satisfaction. “It may seem almost a desecration of her art to lower herself to the level of an exhibition. And yet, what are you but an exhibitor, Elizabeth?”

“Of course, I’ll do nothing of the kind,” she said. Her face was flushed, her eyes unusually bright. “I told you on Monday night — I will not do this.”

“The pay is amazingly attractive.” Dr. Laffin was apparently oblivious to her rising anger. “It is no less than fifteen pounds a week. Your duties begin at eleven o’clock in the forenoon, and end at four o’clock in the afternoon. You need not look at the gaping crowds which will, very naturally, gather to witness so remarkable a spectacle.”

“I’ll not do it!”

He looked at her.

“I fear you have no choice. I wish it. I, who took you from the workhouse, where you were supported by charity, and gave you a house, an education, and the illusion of parenthood.”

She mastered her anger with an effort.

“Dr. Laffin, I will do anything in reason. It isn’t necessary to go over the old ground and tell you that, in spite of the material advantages you gave me, my life has been wretchedly miserable. I won’t ask for your help, and I can get a part in De Fell’s new play — he has half promised me.”

He seated himself, carefully dusting the chair with a dark-coloured silk handkerchief, that he drew from his sleeve.

“By the most fortunate chance I have become acquainted with a young man, who will be of the greatest assistance to you when your engagement is concluded — he is an authority on the subject of publicity”

“Oh!”

In a flash she remembered the objectionable youth who had haunted the stage door for weeks, and, if she had any doubt at all, it was to be dispelled immediately.

“My young friend is waiting outside; I will take the liberty of bringing him in.”

He moved in his furtive, noiseless way to the door, opened it, and looked out.

“Come in, please,” he said.

It was the young man; she recognised him immediately. He was not in evening dress; she would have been surprised if he wore anything so civilised. His tweed waistcoat was untidy with cigarette ash, his tie had slipped down, exposing the brass head of a stud, and his hair needed the attention of a brush. To these was added an inkstain at the corner of his mouth.

“I think I’ve met you before, Miss Carew,” he said briskly. “The doctor asked me to see you about this desk they’re booming. I understand that your name hasn’t to appear. That is good publicity wasted”

“Mr?” She paused inquiringly.

“Holbrook — William. Bill to my friends,” he said promptly.

“Mr. Holbrook, I want you to understand clearly that I shall do nothing so utterly humiliating as you have suggested.”

“I didn’t—” he began, but she signalled him to be silent.

“I have no illusions about my work,” she said. “I am not a brilliant actress, and I never dreamt that I was. But I have enough respect for myself and my — my art to reject this suggestion. I have no intention of sitting in a shop window”

“Furnished in the semblance of a handsome library,” murmured the doctor.

“I don’t care how it is furnished. I will not do anything so — so undignified. It would ruin whatever chance I had in this profession, and advertise my incompetence.”

Mr. William Holbrook passed his fingers through his untidy hair in perplexity.

“I am rather surprised,” he said. “I thought the matter was settled, Miss Carew. ‘Pips’ have only got the publicity end of the desk. We are the advertising agents, and this stunt is a new one on me.”

She looked at him suspiciously.

“Isn’t this your idea?”

“No, my love.” It was the doctor. “It is not Mr. Holbrook’s idea. It is mine. Will you excuse me, Mr. Holbrook? — I will see you in the morning.”

When they were alone, he took up his silk hat, and smoothed the glossy nap meditatively.

“The window will be set on Tuesday,” he said. “It is in a side street leading from Piccadilly. A very select neighbourhood.”

She shook her head.

“I will not do it,” she said. “I am seeing Mr. De Fell on Monday, and I hope to open with his new piece.”

The doctor lifted his shoulders in a slow shrug.

“Open by all means,” he said, “and the night you appear there will be men outside the theatre distributing handbills telling the world that you are the daughter of a man who was hanged at Oxford Prison for the murder of your mother.” The girl turned white.

“You would not dare it would be cowardly, brutal… you would not dare!”

Dr. Laffin never smiled. When he was amused, the skin about his eyes wrinkled for a second, as it wrinkled now. With that slow deliberation, which marked his every movement, he put his hand in his breast pocket and took out a leather case.

“I have never shown you this,” he said, and unfolded a newspaper cutting. “Listen!”



“‘This morning at nine o’clock, James Setherby Caren, a butler, of Nash Terrace, Bath, suffered the extreme penalty of the law at Oxford jail, to which he had been transferred after his sentence at the Bath Assizes. It will be remembered that Caren, who had been drinking heavily, shot his wife in a moment of drunken frenzy. The child, Elizabeth, who was such a pathetic figure at the trial, is now an inmate of Bath Workhouse. Caren, who expressed his penitence for his crime, walked firmly to the scaffold, and death was instantaneous. The man, who seems to have been above the average order of intelligence, enjoyed some local fame as an inventor.’”



Dr. Laffin folded the paper, and replaced it in the case. “You were rather young to remember the trial,” he said, “but I dare assert that you remember how a disinterested physician rescued you from a pauper home, and gave you the advantages of an education?”

She did not answer. Young as she had been, she remembered that vividly. Remembered the pallid man in the dock, the red-robed judge, the bustle of the little courthouse. She recalled a chill morning when the workhouse matron had come to her and patted her head kindly and given her an apple. There was a little gutter child in the same dormitory, who, when the matron had gone, pointed a skinny finger at her, and shrieked with elfin laughter:

“Her father got hung this morning!”

She did not know what “getting hung” meant at the time — she knew it was something very final, because the matron told her, to her relief, that she would never see the big, wicked man who beat her mother any more. For this she was glad, but she wanted to see her mother, and cried and cried at nights because there was no rough hand to hold hers, and no thin, weary voice to tell her fairy stories.

“I will dispel any mistaken ideas you may have as to my motive,” the doctor went on. “You were an experiment: I wanted to see how impressionable was the plastic mind of childhood. As an experiment you were a failure. You have now an opportunity of repaying me for the care I have shown and the expense I have incurred on your behalf. The desk you will advertise was one of your late father’s precious inventions. It is valueless.”

She shuddered, in spite of herself, and in that moment she hated him with a hatred that overmastered all other emotions.

“You will do as I wish?”

Controlling her voice, she said:

“If I do this, it will be the last service I will render you.” Again the skin about his eyes wrinkled.

“Not the last. There is yet one more — a negative service. Now and for ever you will forget that I was ever stopped on Dartmoor one stormy night. You understand? You will forget also about a certain gold buckle you saw. If you ever speak to a living soul about that, you will speak no more!”



VII. At Thames Head
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Betty Carew might have prayed, and did pray, for deliverance from many evils, great and small. That she had failed to include a supplication for quittance of an untidy young American, who spent his work days in the office of Pawter’s Intensive Publicity Agency, and his Sundays in inexpensive exploration, was brought home to her with force on the sunny Sabbath that followed her interview with Dr. Laffin.

Betty was on one side of the Thames, Bill Holbrook on the other, and Betty was surrounded by a large wasp. Betty hated wasps, and apparently this particular wasp hated Betty, for its “z-u-u-u!” held a ferocity of purpose which was terrifying.


“Vespa vulgaris!”
 murmured Bill with satisfaction “A hymenopterous insect of the family vespidae
 .”

It pleased him immensely that from the lumber room of his mind he could withdraw that stick of superior nomenclature.

And then Betty gave a scream. To her, vespa vulgaris
 was just plain wasp, and it had made an angry dart toward her face. She shrank back, one foot went into the water, but by an effort she recovered her balance. In another second Bill had leapt across the Thames to her side, and with one sweep of his soft hat had sent the vulgar vespa to destruction.

“Saved,” he said, made a false step and went calf-deep into very cold water.

“You might have come before,” she said tartly. “You saw the horrid thing attacking me.”

His eyes looked a reproach.

“Not every man would leap across the Thames — that river which carries the commerce of the world upon her broad bosom”

Betty Carew was not amused. They were perched precariously on the rocky edge of a little pool that flowed through a grating to a mill pond. Above the grating, a grey-green stone announced in stately Latin:

“Here, Father Thames, are Thy sevenfold springs.”

For this was the source of the historic river, and about them were the rolling hills of Gloucestershire.

“Anybody could jump the Thames here,” she said scornfully. “A rabbit could jump it!”

“Put me down as being no better than a rabbit,” he said with a quiet dignity. “And as to your ingratitude, we will overlook that. One doesn’t expect it nowadays. The war has changed people’s manners and cut away much of the silk linings of behaviour. Fortunately I was here. People have been killed by wasps. I know a man who never passes a wasp-hive, or whatever they live in, without turning pale. Personally, the wasp was never hatched that could scare me. May I see you home?”

Betty at the moment was accepting the temporary use of his arm to reach the edge of the pool,

“No, you may not see me home. I don’t live here — as you well know,” she said a little breathlessly. “I am greatly obliged to you, but I don’t think you ran much risk.”

He looked down at the soaked trouser leg and lifted his eyebrows significantly.

“Any man who saves a popular actress from the malignant pursuit of a wasp deserves well of his country, Miss Carew,” he said, and she went pink with annoyance. “I should have recognised you, even if I hadn’t met you last night,” said Bill, wagging his head. “There’s nobody in the world with hair like yours. Think better of it, Miss Carew. Place yourself in the hands of Pips, or, better still, in mine, and I would make you famous in a month. I’m the man that put Stop-Leak Waxoline on the top of the market. You know Waxoline — the Putty with a Punch?”

She had disliked him instinctively before; she hated him now. He was so young, so horribly self-satisfied and so terribly common. Nor did his frank admiration of her hair soothe her. Betty’s hair was admittedly wonderful. It had the colour and bloom of sunset corn, a red through which the gold shone so insistently that the redness did not appear until it was caught by a ray of light. And under the hair were features that could not be faulted, and a skin of delicate texture — such skins as that colour of hair so often favour.

“I think you should know that I can find my way back to the — the car without assistance,” she said coldly, as, against her will, he helped her up the steep slope to the road.

She was a little out of breath from the stiff climb, uncomfortably warm and feeling something at a disadvantage.

“I’ll come round and talk this over with you, Miss Carew,” he said gravely. “Pips can give you fame. A corporation like ours that can make people look for the label on a paint can, wouldn’t have much trouble in placing your name in half-watt blinders — and Pips are reasonable. So far as I am concerned, it will be a labour of love — and for fear I raise your hopes, I will add that ‘love’ is only used in a Pickwickian sense. What I mean is”

But she was walking rapidly down the road to the little village where the joy wagons were parked, and her fury was only discernible by the vigour and length of her stride.

Stillwell’s Select Charabanc Tours had brought her that Sunday the hundred miles which separated the head of the

Thames from the City of the Eighteen Bridges — which is London. These same tours, but a different car, were also responsible for the presence of Bill Holbrook. They ran from Trafalgar Square on Sunday mornings, and for a ridiculously small sum one might be insured of a day in the country and the association of a superior company — for these were select tours. The employment of that qualifying adjective suggested that Mr. Stillwell spent his time between tours examining the social credentials of his clients.

Unfortunately, Mr. Stillwell must have been ill during the week preceding this particular Sunday, and handed over this selective function to a careless subordinate, since the people who rode in Betty’s coach were members of no exclusive social set. There were stout women who brought luncheon baskets and ate throughout the journey, riotous young men who carried refreshments in bottles, mothers of families who brought their responsibilities with them, a vinegary spinster or two who complained about the hardness of the seats and the dustiness of the roads and their bitter humiliation at finding themselves in such low company; but there was no social leader of any standing.

Happily, Mr. Holbrook was accommodated in another coach. Or he had been until the tour began its homeward journey. Then she saw him, wedged between two voluble ladies who shouted at one another across him; he was on the front seat of the wagon, and far enough removed from hereto make conversation impossible.

The great, lumbering coach rolled across the dreary plain which separates Cheltenham from Oxford. Clouds had come heaping from the west; ahead the skies were a coppery grey. Somebody in the front seats began to sing a doleful song about mother. Betty shivered and drew her wrap a little closer, though the afternoon was warm to the point of discomfort. Once she saw the annoying young publicity agent glance round at her a little anxiously. He was wondering whether thunderstorms scared her — and that a storm was gathering he knew long before the first growl of thunder insisted above the noise of the coach, and the big spots came splashing down.

On the outskirts of Oxford the three coaches stopped, and, as usual, at a place of refreshment. Most of Mr. Stillwell’s select company descended to fortify their nerves for the coming ordeal. The remainder of the journey would be even more musical thought Betty in dismay.

They were not alone in the caravan sense. Drawn up on the broad gravel campus before the Five Stars Inn were three huge joy wagons, but whereas Mr. Stillwell’s select conveyances bore no more than his name in letters of modest size and irreproachable character, these charabancs wore sheets that covered the backs of each car and were lettered conspicuously:

The Proud Sons of Ragusa

(Pride of the Medway Lodge 95)

Annual Picnic



As Stillwell’s wagons came to a halt, the inn was disgorging the proud children of Ragusa, and one wagon was already filled ready for departure.

A quiet, yet cheery crowd of men, women and children in their Sunday best, were these Ragusans, even if their green and gold rosettes lent them an air of hilarious gaiety.

Betty, who had got down to stretch her cramped limbs, watched them, puzzled.

“Who on earth are the Proud Sons of Ragusa?” she asked, and could have bitten her tongue when she discovered that, unconsciously, she was putting the question to the objectionable young American.

“You’ve asked me one too many,” said Bill. “I only know that it is a society of some kind. Cute little name, isn’t it? Sons of Ragusa! Name seems kind of familiar. Say, Miss Carew, what’s the idea of this desk stunt? I meant to ask you before, but you were so mad at me that I hadn’t a chance—”

But Betty was already moving away. Of all the things she did not wish to do, she placed an exchange of confidence between herself and Mr. William Holbrook in the forefront.

Along the road she had seen a bush pink with dog-roses, and although dog-roses are notoriously without vitality, the plucking of them would occupy time.

Out of the corner of her eye she saw the offensive young man hesitating; some remnant of decent feeling restrained him, she noted with satisfaction. Perhaps she had penetrated beneath his thick skin, or, what was more likely, he had not the gift of perseverance.

She picked her roses undisturbed, save by the swift rush of a little car that came flying past in a cloud of dust which the thunder drops had not as yet laid. Then, to her surprise, the car came to a violent halt twenty yards beyond her, and began to move backward. Though it was hardly likely that the driver wanted information about his route, there seemed no other reason, until the machine was abreast of her, and a man leaned out of the window.

“Isn’t that Betty?” he asked.

She gave a little gasp of astonishment.

“Clive!” She took the extended hand with a sense of deepest relief.

“Charabanc? Oh, Lord! Whatever made you do it? And I asked you to let me take you out! You don’t want to go with that lot, do you?” he asked. “Jump in.”

He opened the door for her, and she was by his side in an instant.

“I don’t!”
 she said emphatically. “Providence is working for me! They are terrible!”

As the car, gathering speed, flew past the stationary coaches, she saw the young man standing in the portico of the inn, his straw hat on the back of his head, a look of utter weariness on his face.

“I’ve been to Witney, to my noble house,” said her companion bitterly. “You’ve never seen it? You’re lucky! It is a horror!”

She glanced round at him, inclined to be amused, but a deep frown furrowed his smooth brow, and the goodlooking face was puckered in a grimace of utter disgust.


Flick… flick!


A blue ribbon of lightning quivered for the fraction of a second ahead of the car, a tree by the roadside burst into white flame — she smelt burning wood as the car spun past, and instinctively nestled nearer to Clive.

“That was a beauty,” he said calmly. “We’ll run out of this before we reach Oxford — I think we’re on the edge of the storm. You’re a bad girl to go charabanc-ing around,” he said. (She thought he was trying to keep her mind off the storm, and was not far wrong.)

“I like them — the excursions, I mean. One gets into a new atmosphere and meets types. Only to-day… well, they were rather awful!”

Clive laughed softly.

“What about this showgirl idea of the doctor’s?” he asked. “Do you intend humouring him?”

She nodded.

“You do? Moses!”

“I must — for reasons. And Clive, dear, you are to promise me that you will not come anywhere near the wretched shop when I am installed. I’d not survive your seeing me.”

“Not me. I never go shopping. Benson does all that. Were you in one of those decorated barouches — poor dear!”

“Where — oh, you mean the big wagons with their banners? No, that was an excursion party. The Sons of Ragusa — Clive!”

She uttered a little scream. Twice, three times the lightning stabbed down, so close that Betty was for the moment blinded; above the purr of the engines, drowning all sound, the crash and boom of the thunder. For a second the car swerved — then straightened.

She looked at her companion. His face was a shade paler, his wide-opened eyes held a something she could not read.

“Sons of Ragusa!” he said jerkily. “My God… How funny!”



VIII. The Proud Sons


Table of Contents


The Proud Sons of Ragusa were celebrating the inauguration of a new lodge, and the opening of a new lodge-room, and Bill Holbrook, standing on the edge of the sidewalk, watched with wonder and amusement the passing of a procession, which contained six brass bands and some fifty silken banners, each representative of a branch lodge except for one, heavily embroidered with bullion, and bearing the inevitable golden argosy that marked in the parade the symbol of the officers of the district lodge.

Behind each great banner, borne by two men, marched the members of the lodge it stood for, respectable, important, and wearing purple scarves about their shoulders.

Fifty lodges were represented — Bill Holbrook counted the banners — the Pride of Kent, the Pride of Hampshire, the Pride of the Five Ports, the Pride of Limehouse…

It was a procession of ordinary people — artisans, factory folk, small shopkeepers, a sprinkling of office men, honest, self-conscious individuals, some wearing that hangdog expression which comes to the Englishman when he is feeling foolish, a few beaming at the joke of appearing in public wearing purple plush regalia, not a few immensely serious, transfigured by the unaccustomed publicity.

The spectacle was not altogether unexpected by Bill Holbrook. He knew that odd experiences have a trick of duplicating themselves. If he saw an unaccustomed word in a book to-day, he would meet the same word in a newspaper tomorrow. On the Sunday he had met the Ragusans in the flesh — he had been waiting all week to meet them again.

“What have they got to be proud about, anyway?” he asked.

The policeman, by whose side he stood, smiled slowly, but had no very lucid explanation.

“Well — you’ve seen these societies before… Good Templars and Buffaloes and Sons of the Phoenix and Knights of the Round Table, haven’t you? They like it. I’m a member of one myself — as a matter of fact, I’m chief noble of my lodge — Sons of the Phoenix. But these chaps aren’t temperance. At the same time it’s not a boozing crowd. I thought of joining myself. It’s worth while. Costs a pound a year, but there’s two Argosies, one in June and one in December, and they’re worth fifty thousand pounds each. That’s why the order has caught on.”

“Fan me or I’ll faint!” said Bill. “What is all this stuff about Argosies? I see now! There’s a golden ship on every banner. But what do you mean by fifty thousand pounds — a quarter of a million dollars!”

The policeman looked at him suspiciously. He saw a tall, thinnish young man, rather goodlooking and untidily dressed. When, later, he moved, he was to discover that the youth wore odd socks. Bill was a careless dresser.

“You’re American, aren’t you? I thought you was from the bad way you talk English. About these Argosies. You pay one pound a year, and you’re insured for a hundred — if you join young enough. Then every half-year there’s a drawing. In June there’s a first prize of ten thousand and hundreds of others — at Christmas there’s a big bonus and only one prize — fifty thousand.”

Bill watched the tail of the procession, with its little crowd of small boys bringing up the rear, until it passed from sight, and the delayed crossways traffic was allowed to move.

“That’s a new one on me,” he said. “I’ll have to consult my police adviser.”

Again the officer grinned.

“You lodge with Mr. Bullott, don’t you, sir?”

“Yes.” Holbrook was surprised that his fame extended to the Edgware Road.

“I’ve seen you go in and out; I used to be on that beat. As a matter of fact, I didn’t recognise you till that bird asked me if you had rooms at the inspector’s house.”

Bill followed the constable’s quick sidelong glance. A few feet away from them, gazing after the procession, was a man, who, in ordinary circumstances, would not have attracted his attention. Bill had a practice of dividing people he met casually into classes; one of these he called “the adequately paid,” and it was in the last category that he placed the interested spectator.

He was dressed in a well-made tweed suit. He wore a spotless wide-winged collar; his cravat was black, his shoes sensible and solid. The face was thin, almost intellectual. He had a slight red moustache, and on the bridge of his bony nose rested a pair of gold-rimmed spectacles.

“What do you think he is?” asked the policeman, with a superior smile.

“I’ll guess,” said Bill. “He’s a floor manager.”

The constable shook his head.

“Wait a minute,” said Bill, “I haven’t got him high enough. He’s a storekeeper — one of the synthetic intelligentsia. He has socialistic tendencies, believes in the land theories of Henry George”

“No, sir,” said the policeman triumphantly; “not that I know anything about his the’ries.”

“I’ll try again,” said Bill. “He’s a clerk in a Government office, probably holds some good position”

“You’re wrong, sir,” said the officer, enjoying his mystery.

“Then what is he?”

“He’s a burglar.”

The policeman made the startling statement with great calm.

“That is Toby Marsh,” he went on, before Bill could recover from his shock, “one of the cleverest cracksmen in London — he’s only been caught once, and that was by accident.”

At that moment the spectacled eyes turned and surveyed the two men in a scrutinising, unabashed stare. In another instant he had resumed his inspection of the procession.

“I’d like to talk to him. Bring him over.”

“Me?” said the officer, aghast. “Good heavens! I couldn’t do that! Why, he’d tie me up in knots! Ordinary kind of police don’t deal with people like that,” he explained. “You see, we’ve got nothing on him, and the plain clothes branch doesn’t thank you for interfering with that kind of feller.”

At this moment, “that kind of feller” walked away from them, and disappeared in the crowd.

“Besides, you never know whether chaps like that are working for our people or not. Though I wouldn’t say Toby was a ‘nark’.”

“Nark?” said the puzzled Bill. “Oh, you mean a stool pigeon. I get you!”

“All the same,” the policeman went on, “a high-class burglar can be very useful to Scotland Yard, and if I started getting fresh with him, the chances are I’d get a rap over the knuckles tomorrow morning.”

There was a time when Bill Holbrook would have followed the exclusive Mr. Marsh, and wrung from him a crisp column for the Dispatch-Herald;
 but journalism belonged to the past. Bill was now a business man, an expert on matters pertaining to publicity; and although his connection with Fleet Street was necessarily unbroken, it was rather as a supplicant for free advertisement than a contributor of news that he appeared.

The initiative in the matter, however, was taken out of his hands. He had said goodnight to the policeman, and had turned into Cambridge Terrace, when he saw Toby Marsh a little ahead of him. He was standing with his back to the railings, in the attitude of one who was waiting for somebody, and Bill would have passed him, but suddenly the man moved across the path to intercept him.

“Excuse me, sir.”

His tone was that peculiar falsetto, which a certain class regard as an easy advertisement of good-breeding.

“I observed you regarding the rabble, or, as one would put it, the hoi polloi
 , and possibly you, as a newspaper reporter, are interested in the psychology of the lower orders which makes such exhibitions possible.”

Bill was taken aback, both by the elegance of the diction, and the unusual nature of the man’s opening.

“The lower orders,” Mr. Marsh went on, evidently enjoying the sound of his own voice most thoroughly, “have the instinct of imitation. And when the instinct of imitation coincides with the desire for aggrandisement, the natural consequence is something foolish. Hence the Sons of Ragusa, with their pathetic mysteries, their grips, their password — which, by the way, is ‘Drake’ — their robes, their cowls, their blue fire initiations, their priors, their grand priors, captains of lodges and orders of the day.” Bill grinned.

“You seem to have a close acquaintance with the order.”

“All orders are familiar to me,” said Mr. Marsh, with a modest and self-deprecating gesture. “But the Twenty-Third Degree of the Sons of Ragusa more especially.”

He saw the look of mystification in the other’s face, and was smugly gratified.

“With the Twenty-Third Degree of the Proud Sons of Ragusa,” he repeated with relish; “and more especially with the Golden Voice of the Absolute!”

For a moment Bill stared at him suspiciously. Was he drunk? Apparently Mr. Marsh read his thoughts.

“I am an abstainer, and a believer in prohibition. When I speak of the Golden Voice of the Absolute, I speak of a tangible, material being, beautiful to the eye, pleasant to the ear — her terrestrial name is Miss Elizabeth Carew!”



IX. No-Arrest Bullott
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Bill gaped at him in amazement.

“Miss Elizabeth Carew? Miss Betty Carew, you mean — the actress?”

“As an actress she has never impressed me,” said Mr. Marsh.

He pulled a very ornate gold case from his pocket, opened it and took out a cigarette, snapped the case and handed it for Bill’s inspection.

“It cost me twentyfive pounds,” he said laconically. “Every time the police pinch me, they try to find an owner for it, and after I’ve kept them walking about London till their feet ache, I introduce them to the jeweller from whom it was purchased. It is one of my recreations. Yes, sir, Miss Betty Carew is the lady to whom I refer.”

“But, my dear, good man, what the devil are you talking about?” asked the irritated Bill. “Voice of the Absolute… Twenty-Third Degree do you suggest that Miss Carew is a member of this amiable order?”

The man shook his head. His eyes were alight with a mischievous satisfaction.

“I saw you talking to the ‘flattie’* — daresay he described me, and with perfect accuracy, as a burglar. To such clods as P.C. Simmonds and his kind, I am nothing more. With their lack of imagination it is almost impossible that they should see below the surface, and discover an intellect. The police have no mysteries — the introduction of the fingerprint system destroyed whatever romance remained in the business of thief-catching. But when you see Bullott — a pleasant, but somewhat inexperienced officer — will you be good enough to mention to him my few remarks in regard to the Twenty-Third Degree?”

[ London thieves
 argot
 for uniformed policeman.]

And, lifting his hat, he stalked away, leaving Bill with that baffled feeling, which came to the old-time heroes of fairy stories, who heard cows speak and fish proclaim their royal origin.

It was Bill Holbrook’s fortune to be the sole boarder of a Sub-Inspector of Police, a quiet, uncommunicative man, young looking, considering his rank, and interested (outside of his own work, about which he never spoke) in the breeding of canaries.

Bill had two excellent rooms, a view of a garden, which in summer was a joyous vision, and a large share of liquid melody, which the song birds provided. That night, when he was puzzling out the strange words of his newest acquaintance, there came a tap at his door, and in response to his invitation, his landlord appeared in the doorway.

“Hullo! Come in, Mr. Bullott. Do you want me? Don’t put your pipe out.”

“I was wondering if you’d let me have one of your papers.”

There was a pile of newspapers on a shelf, and Bill pointed.

“Help yourself — they’re all there. Did you wish any particular one?”

“The Times
 — I wanted to see if that agony was in again. I didn’t have time at the Yard; the Deptford murder kept me busy.”

Getting up, Holbrook found the newspaper.

“Which agony?” he asked. He had all the reporter’s curiosity, and Bill Holbrook might label himself publicity expert and advertising genius, but he was newspaper man all through.

“Here it is.”

Bullott folded the paper and pointed.



“Sylvia. I’m calling. Be ready to pung. Green Dragon.”



“What the dickens does that mean?” asked Bill.

Mr. Bullott puffed his pipe vigorously — it was evidence of his enjoyment of the mystification.

“It is a mah-jongg
 term — the Chinese game that has caught on. Green Dragon is one of the tiles, and when a player says ‘I’m calling’ it means that he only wants one piece for game. To ‘pung’ is to complete a three or a pair. Two days ago the same kind of ad appeared, only this time it said, ‘East Wind. Hurry.’”

“East wind?”

“The four players at mah-jongg
 are called after the four winds. East is the chief player. It may be an advertisement for the game. On the other hand, it may be a code message between two silly young people. Thank you.”

He handed the paper back, and, having acquired for the time being a habit of loquacity, seemed loth to leave. And then Bill remembered Mr. Toby Marsh and his remarkable behaviour.

“I suppose you’ve had a few queer folks through your hands at times?” asked Bill, by way of opening.

The inspector shook his head.

“I’ve never had a real case — never arrested a man in my life — never been in a witnessbox in my life.”

Sub-Inspector Bullott made the confession with the melancholy pride that a penitent confesses his sins.

Bill could only stare at him.

“You’ve never — oh, Lord! Why are you in the police? Wherefore the badge and insignia of your exalted rank? A policeman
 ! — I don’t believe you.”

The inspector sighed.

“It’s a fact. A perfectly terrible memory has been my ruin,” he said. “They took me off my beat when I was constable before I’d ever seen a man kick a dog — why, I never so much as pinched a Percy for speeding! I was on a dull beat where nothing happened except when it rained.”

“What happened then?” asked the unsuspecting Mr. Holbrook.

“It rained,” said the other laconically. “It was just a good-class residential district, where they believe in hell and look forward to the annual flower show. You know the kind. The worst crime that was ever committed on my territory was wearing last year’s hat to a wedding. But I’d got a trick of memorising motorcar numbers — you can learn it. I could hold in my head four hundred numbers and tell you who drove, man or woman, and how many passengers the flivver carried. And one day the flying squad was out looking for Joe Stortling, the hold-up man, and they sent round to know if anybody had seen his car. I remembered the number, and where I had seen it. When the inspector in charge discovered my gift, they turned me out of Brockley and put me in Records. I know every habitual criminal that ever went inside. I could recognise three hundred American crooks and nearly as many French; I can read at a glance any fingerprint you put in front of me, but if I was called upon to pinch a man, I’d be more embarrassed than the prisoner.”

Bill was regarding him in awe.

“You poor soul!” he said in a hushed voice. “I’ve met the type, but in other spheres. You’re the Child that Never Went to a Party! Gosh! Don’t you ever want a real honest cop, Bullott?”

To the mild blue eyes of his landlord came a strange gleam.

“Don’t I! And I’ll never get promotion any other way. But when I ask them for a ‘street,’ they smile, and say: ‘Things have changed since you were outside, Bullott.’ They’ve got a notion that I sleep in the office, and have never seen a motorcar. They think if they let me loose in London, I’d be run over by a motor bus.”

Bill cogitated profoundly, his eye upon the inspector’s face.

“Can’t you break into a case — sort of get on to it before any of the divisional police come on the spot? They wouldn’t send you away. You’re a Yard man.”

“I suppose not,” said Mr. Bullott vaguely, as he filled his pipe. “No, I guess they wouldn’t. As a matter of fact, the chief — McPherson — said to me only the other day: ‘Get into any good case, and you can have it — pick anything that comes up to your department for identification and grab on to it,’ but, Holbrook, I haven’t seen a case worth changing my slippers for.”

“Oh, by the way” — Bill suddenly remembered— “do you know a man named Toby Marsh?”

“Burglar,” said the other promptly; “twice charged and once convicted. Height sixty-five inches spare build, light blue eyes, wears glasses, two incisor teeth missing. Lives in Robbs Road — which is a well-named thoroughfare for a man of his profession — Maida Vale; uses very long words, and has a hobby for prying into other people’s affairs. Yes, I know him.”

“So I gather,” said Bill drily. “I met him to-day. He’s a mysterious kind of person.”

Bullott nodded.

“Yes, that’s his hobby, mystifying people. When he was caught some years ago breaking into a City office, the only thing he said to the officer who arrested him was: ‘Mrs. Collitt is going to get married again; you’d better tell Collitt.’”

“And did she?” asked Bill.

“She did,” said the other grimly. “Don’t you remember the case, Mr. Holbrook? You were on the Dispatch-Herald
 at the time. Mrs. Collitt ran a milliner’s business in Oxford Street — a youngish looking woman.”

“Good Lord, yes!” gasped Bill. “Her husband disappeared, and they found him buried under the centre flowerbed in his garden. She got a lifer. Did Toby Marsh know all about that?”

“Months before it happened,” said Bullott. “I remember that so well, because it was the first time I had been in a prison. I went down to Dartmoor to interview him, but he was mum as a mummy. Why, what has he been saying?”

He had been on the point of leaving. Now he closed the door which he had half opened, pulled up a chair, and, under the stimulus of interest, was galvanised into a new being.

“I couldn’t tell you what he said or what he meant, except that he mentioned a lady’s name, and said that she was the Golden Voice of the Absolute.”

“Golden Voice of the Absolute?” repeated Mr. Bullott slowly. “In what connection?”

“He was talking about the Proud Sons of Ragusa — you’ve heard of them?”

“Yes, yes, I’ve heard of them,” said the other, almost impatiently. “They’re a society which run a lottery; they have yearly and half-yearly drawings. The society was founded by a man named Leiff Stone, a crazy American who believes in theosophy and ghosts — Absolute!” He smacked his knee. “Why, of course, the Golden Voice of the Absolute would mean somebody inspired by the supreme spirit of the universe! Now, tell me that all over again.” He listened tensely, whilst Bill described the Ragusans’ procession and his subsequent conversation with the burglar.

“Betty Carew — that’s the actress, isn’t it? Yes, I know her. But has she anything to do with the Ragusans?”

“She’s never heard of them, I’ll bet,” said Bill, emphatically.

Bullott scratched his chin.

“Twenty-Third Degree? What the dickens is the Twenty-Third Degree? I’m going to inquire into this. I’ll tell you that this man, Marsh, gets information which never comes the way of the police. I don’t know how he gets it — probably while he’s burgling, for he’s working all the time, though we’ve never been able to catch him. Toby ‘smashes’ queer places. Ordinary jewel shops and office safes are beneath him. It’s when you hear that the Headquarters of the Sunday School Union has been broken into that you begin to suspect Toby. Lawyers’ offices used to be his long suit. They say he learnt enough in twelve months’ work to keep him in luxury for the rest of his life if he’d been a blackmailer. But Toby never ‘put the black’ on anybody, as far as I’ve heard. He’s just burglar, talkative burglar, if you like—” He drew a long breath. “I’d give a lot of money to know Toby’s last job!” he said, and Bill saw the fanatical light of the statistician in his eyes.



X. The Desk Store
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Dr. Laffin lived in a large and gloomy house in Camden Town. It was a property he had bought when he came to London, and had furnished according to his own bizarre tastes. In this house Betty Carew had spent most of the years of her conscious childhood. She had a dim recollection of having been brought from Bath, and of the terror that this establishment had inspired in her youthful heart. It was a very home of shadows and strange apparitions. You came upon great bronze Buddhas in unexpected alcoves; hideous masks, collected from the witch doctors of Central Africa, hung on the walls; uncouth wooden figures of ju-jus appeared in odd corners; whilst the furnishing of the doctor’s own sanctum might have been the habitation of some ancient sorcerer.

On the day appointed she called at Camden Road, and found Laffin in a condition of cold rage. And standing with him in the centre of his strange room was a very’ interested man, notebook in hand — his attention equally divided between his queer surroundings and the narrative that the doctor was pouring out in a stream of malignant eloquence.

“If I had seen him, there would have been one burglar less in this world, Sergeant. Such men should be marked that they can be recognised. I would have them blinded as the stealers of deer were blinded in the old days; or so maimed that they carried the proof of their villainy through eternity. Let the thieving hands be shorn from the body… that is justice.”

“Yes, yes, Doctor.” The detectives of the Metropolitan Police are famous alike for their patience and politeness. “I daresay that would be an excellent idea, though the fingerprint department would kick. When did you first discover your loss?”

“Last night — late,” snapped Laffin. “But the notes might have been taken three nights ago — I locked them in my safe at five o’clock on that evening.”

“But something besides the notes are missing?” suggested the detective.

“Yes, a gold statuette of Set, the Egyptian God, a cabalistic ring reputedly worn by Darius the Great, a silver chalice used in one of the first Eastern churches… but the notes are important.”

“What are they about?”

Dr. Laffin’s basilisk eyes seemed to burn.

“They were just notes on four sheets of paper,” he said evenly, “notes for my play.”

Betty smothered an exclamation. His play! Joshua Laffin, who hated the theatre and all that pertained thereto — to whom Shakespeare’s only merit was that he belonged to the past!

“Little is to be gained by discussing the matter,” said the doctor coldly. “The theft of those papers was a freak which shall cost this man dear.”

“If there was nothing of value in ‘em, I’m afraid that you may consider them as destroyed,” said the detective.

His sympathy was unconvincing, thought Betty.

She stood aloof from the discussion, for, though Laffin had seen her, he took no notice of her presence. At last the detective made his escape, and then the old man condescended to favour her with his attention. He made no reference to the robbery. She would have been surprised if he had, knowing him.

“Are you ready?” he asked harshly, and without any further preliminary put on his hat and led the way into the street.

The store had been newly furnished and reeked with the smell of drying varnish. With the exception of the big window, which had been carefully furnished, as he promised, to resemble a small study, the room behind the big window was practically empty. At the back of the shop was a smaller apartment; into this, Dr. Laffin, who had evidently been here before, conducted her. Opening the door, she found, to her surprise, that it was a dressing-room, furnished with mirror and unshaded lights, whilst over the back of a chair lay a handsome dark-green dress.

“But I can’t possibly wear that,” she said, aghast. “It is an evening dress.”

As usual, Dr. Laffin made no reply.

“You’ll find a string of pearls on the dressing-table. Be careful with them; they are real,” he said, in his precise way. “There is another matter on which I have already instructed you, Elizabeth; you will find on the desk in the shop window a small jade vase, with one red rose. No more than one red rose must ever appear in that vase, which must always be on your desk. Do you understand? It — must — always — be — on — your — desk.”

The position or permanence of the rose did not for the moment interest her.

“But I cannot wear this dress,” she said, determinedly. “I refuse to wear it.”

He picked up the gown, looked at it disparagingly.

“We will get you another,” he said.

And then, as he was going out of the room, she stood before the door and blocked the way.

“I am going to know what this all means,” she said; “why you are so insistent upon my taking this position, why this store is new, and why I am to appear in a shop window for the amusement of a Cockney crowd. There is something in this which you have not told me.”

“There is a fortune in it; I think I have told you that,” he said. “Further, I can make no statement. It is my whim, perhaps—”

“Then it is
 your store?” She took the point instantly.

“And if it is?” he asked, his black eyebrows rising.

“If it is, it is not your money,” she said quietly. “You are almost penniless. Tradesmen who know my association with you have been to see me at the theatre. There are sheriffs’ writs against you; one of the tradespeople told me this.”

He frowned at her.

“Who has been talking about me?” he asked sharply, forgetting for the moment his precision of speech. “I demand his name! I will punish him—”

“Why pretend?” she asked bitterly. “You forget that I have been through this before, Dr. Laffin. You haven’t forgotten one week when we were almost starving, because you had come back from Monte Carlo with every penny of your credit pledged?”

He did not answer her, but stood looking down at the floor, his hands tightly clasped behind him, his unpleasing face further disfigured by a scowl.

“You know a great deal too much, my friend,” he said.

He went out, and returned with a weedy little man, whom he introduced as the manager of the store.

“You’ll take no orders from him,” he said, in that gentleman’s presence. “You’re practically your own mistress. You will come on duty at eleven and go off at four o’clock in the afternoon. If the crowd stares at you, there is no occasion for you to stare back. I will see that nobody speaks to you when you leave the store at night, and a car will be waiting for you to take you home.”

It was useless to question him any further. She knew him too well, had lived under the same roof too long, to hope that he would be any more communicative.

The first hour of her ordeal was an agony. She had been given account books, paper, and began to write aimless letters to nobody in particular, trying to forget the existence of the crowd which was gathering, and which, from time to time, was moved on by a disapproving policeman.

She tried hard to concentrate her mind upon some tremendous matter; to make up stories, pleasant and unpleasant, which would grip her attention and make her forget the grinning faces that stared through the glass. About Dr. Laffin and his burglary. Who had been the unlucky thief, she wondered, or tried to wonder. It was no use. Try as she did, most desperately hard, she could not bring her thoughts from her humiliation. It pleased Mr. William Holbrook that morning to make a visit of inspection.

The store that had been taken for the New Desk Company had a thirty foot frontage on one of the most expensive thoroughfares in the West End of London. Yet, though it was expensive, it was not, from a shopper’s point of view, the most desirable site. The headquarters of those corporations and houses which would be most likely to patronise this brand-new establishment were very remote from Duke Street; and as he came abreast of the house agent’s office, Holbrook remembered that he had a friend at court in this establishment, and went in.

The junior partner, a man of his own age, expressed all the surprise that Holbrook had felt.

“Why, they’ve hired that shop front, heaven only knows,” he said. “As a matter of fact, we rented it to them, and I told them at the time that it wasn’t the best position for a concern of that kind, but they insisted.”

“For how long have they taken the store?” asked the interested Holbrook. “And who are ‘they’?”

“‘They’ is Dr. Laffin,” replied the agent, “and he has taken the place for three months certain, and the right to renew for a further period. The store, as you may guess, was already let when they applied, and Laffin is merely the sub-tenant. The real occupiers are not moving to Duke Street until the beginning of next year, so that they were quite glad to rent it to these crazy people. By the way, I’m not so sure that they are as crazy as we think; they’ve got a most amazing display in the window — probably you saw the crowd on the sidewalk?”

“I saw the crowd,” said Bill, “and guessed the reason. A lady is working in the store window?”

The house agent nodded.

“They say she is a very well-known actress,” he said. “I went down and had a peep at her, and whether she can act, or whether she’s merely a musical comedy artiste, she is most decidedly a beauty.”

Bill Holbrook grunted. Betty Carew’s beauty did not interest him as much as the novelty of her position, and the peculiarly unsatisfactory nature of his own — in so far as he represented Pips.

A few minutes later he stood on the outskirts of the crowd and looked into the shop front. In the centre of the “room,” at a small and very ordinary-looking writing-table, sat Betty Carew, and it was not necessary for him to make personal inquiries to see that she was intensely distressed under the stares of a London crowd. Her face was averted from the street, but the heightened colour of her cheeks, the nervousness of every gesture, told its own tale.

To Betty every moment of that day had been an agony; the clock scarcely seemed to move. She felt as if she could die of shame, and once she half rose, determining to run away, anywhere, rather than submit for another moment to the humiliation which had been put upon her. Her one fear was that Clive Lowbridge should see her, and she found her only (and dismal) amusement in the thought of what he would do when he made the discovery.

“Miss Carew!”

She looked round. The sham door of the study was ajar, and she saw the concerned face of William Holbrook. It needed but this last trial to turn her misery to madness.

“Lay off, won’t you?” he begged. “I want to talk to you.”

“Please go away.” Her voice vibrated with anger. “How dare you come and gloat over your wretched work!” Bill glared at her in amazement.

“Woman, you’re mad!” he said. “Me — or I, as the case may be? Come out!”

His voice was authoritative, his gesture almost imperious. Without knowing exactly why, she obeyed him, and could have sobbed in her relief to be out of the range of the eyes.

“Now, what’s this stuff about this being my idea?” he demanded.

“Dr. Laffin said so.”

“Dr. Laffin is a lying crow,” said Bill calmly. “He’s a prevaricating ghoul! He called us in to run the stunt, and then did it himself. The only thing we’ve got to do is to send out a par to the papers — he even wrote that.”

“What is the paragraph?” she asked quickly. “About me — oh no, not about me?”

Bill fished out a dozen envelopes from his pocket, and tore open one.

“It doesn’t mention your name,” he said, unfolding the contents. “Listen:



“The RedHaired Girl.

“Passersby in Duke Street are afforded an unusual spectacle. A window of one of the stores in the thoroughfare has been fitted up like a study, and at a table-desk sits an extraordinarily pretty girl with hair of a most amazing red. On the desk at which she sits is a green jade vase containing one red rose. The lady is apparently, advertising the desk at which she writes, but the effect is a singularly striking one.”



“And what good that is, except to bring a crowd, I don’t know. Not a word about the desk. I think that doctor is—” he tapped his forehead.

“Must this go in?” she asked, with a sinking heart, as she realised the new crowds which that notice would bring.

“I hope so,” said Bill, “but the ‘must’ is a matter for a number of city editors of divers temperamentalities. Excuse me talking like a burglar.”

She thought that this was some catch phrase, but he went on:

“Met a regular burglar professor the other day — he talked like Roget’s Thesaurus
 of English Words and Phrases—”

She hoped that this hateful young man, at any rate, would go on talking. Every second was a second’s respite from the dreadful ordeal of the window.

“Half of ’em won’t take the par because there’s a business end to it. Nowadays, the only way you can get free publicity about almost anything is to kill somebody with it. But I’m going to tell — good-morning, Doctor.”

It was Laffin, who had strode through the door, and his lips were quivering with fury.

“Why aren’t you at your post?” he asked, quietly enough. “Because I asked Miss Carew to come out — that’s why,” said Bill coolly. “See here, Doctor, you’ve got me guessing. What — is — the — grand — idea?”

“Your business—” began Laffin.

“Don’t do it, doc,” implored Bill. “I know what my business is, and I’m attending to it; but there’s something behind this window show that isn’t straight publicity.”

He prodded the old man’s waistcoat with an inkstained finger.

“If I wasn’t publicity, Laffin, and I was just a low-down reporter, like I am at heart, I’d be down at Central Office at this very minute, saying ‘Captain, I’ve got a good story — but it’s too good for newspapers; send a sleuth, or inspector, or whatever you call your high-class cops down to question old man Laffin, and maybe he won’t come back alone.”

Slowly the colour was leaving Joshua Laffin’s cheeks; from yellow to grey, from grey to dirty white. By the time Bill had finished, the old man’s lips were the colour of lead.

An hour later, Bill Holbrook walked unannounced into the office of Mr. Pawter.

“Your wish has come true, Uncle Pips,” he said.

“Are you resigning?” asked Mr. Pawter, hopefully.

Bill nodded.

“I’ve signed on with the Dispatch-Herald.
 I’m crime reporter, and you’ll be wise not to start anything, for you’re practically at my mercy; if it wasn’t a crime for a bald head to market Gro-Kwik Rejuvenates Tired Follicles, I don’t know what was.”

Mr. Pawter lay back in his chair, aghast.

“Are you serious? Don’t be a fool — I’m not referring to your cheap jest about one of the best hair preparations ever put into the hands of the public — but about this crime reporting. Why? You’re getting a good salary….”

“Little, but good,” corrected Bill. “No, salary doesn’t matter. Pips, I’m on the trail of the biggest story I’ve ever smelt. And, Pips, I’m going to do a good turn to the only policeman that has ever stepped to the witness stand and perjured himself in a good cause.”

Mr. Pawter glanced up at the clock.

“The saloons do not open until twelve,” he said offensively. “You’ve been drinking out of hours!”
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“NO, I’m not drunk, if that is what you mean,” said Bill without resentment. “I’m talking about a real policeman, though I admit that there is something very unreal about him. I’ve seen Lowther of the Dispatch-Herald
 , and he’s agreed to give me the job.”

Mr. Pawter leant back with an air of patient resignation.

“There are such things as contracts,” he said gently, “such words as obligations, which probably do not appear in your bright lexicon. You are perfectly serious?”

Bill nodded.

“Then there is nothing more to be said. It is such a novel experience to find you serious about anything that I am enjoying an unusual sensation. I shall miss you, in the same sense that a flagellant misses a whip that is mislaid. You’re a queer, unscrupulous lad, and I like you for it. You keep me from being respectable.”

“Let us skip the badinage and come to cases,” said Bill. “You owe me a month’s salary.”

Mr. Pawter sighed, took a chequebook from his drawer, and wrote laboriously.

“Your job is open when you like to come back to it,” he said casually, “though the thought of the way you handle this business keeps me awake at night. What is the game, William — seriously?”

“I’ll tell you,” said Bill, and sat down.

For a quarter of an hour Mr. Pawter listened to a series of suspicions, and, when his assistant had finished:

“Very sensational,” he said, disparagingly. “It’s queer how the merest hint of crime arouses your imagination, which, in the operations of this business is so conspicuously dormant. By the way, did you see Mr. Stone?”

“Yes, I’ve got another interview with him to-day. I like his majesty rather much. He’s a good, straight, honest citizen, deficient in only one respect — he seemed to think there was something in your advertising proposition.”

“Naturally,” murmured Mr. Pawter. “Fix that before you leave us, William, and, for the first time since you have been working with me, I shall feel that your salary hasn’t been wrung from the firm by a confidence trick.”

Mr. Stone was not living at an hotel; he had taken a furnished flat in Albermarle Street for the season, and it was there that Bill had found him on the Monday morning. He was a tall, slight man, with the face of one who lived in the open. His hair was almost white; the thin face heavily lined; but there was a sparkle of humour which Bill had noticed was almost inseparable from the eyes of those giants of industry, who are sometimes labelled “captains,” and more often “kings.”

His English valet admitted the visitor, and took him straight into the drawingroom, which had been converted into something which was half office and half lounge.

“Come along in, Mr. Holbrook,” said Stone. “You’re staying to lunch?”

“Yes.”

“I have invited my brother, but I very much doubt if he’ll come.” He laughed softly. “You’re a newspaper man, aren’t you? Or you were before you took up advertising?” and, when Bill nodded: “I was certain of that. One can’t mistake men of your profession; there is something about them that is characteristic. English or American, they’re all the same. But you’re American?”

“I have that distinction,” said Bill. “Yes, Mr. Stone, I was a newspaper man, and, what is more, I am a newspaper man again. In fact, you’re the last client of Pawter’s I shall see for a very long time.”

“Going back, eh?” The keen-eyed man nodded. “You fellows can never keep away from ink. I suppose you’re just aching for somebody to discover a dismembered body in the river, or maybe you’d prefer something with poison in it?” He went on abruptly to the business in hand.

“This proposition of Pawter’s appeals to me. There has never been a selling campaign for lumber in this country, and yet you’re using it all the time. Most of it comes from Norway and Scandinavia. I don’t see why we shouldn’t have a bigger share of the market.”

He talked wood for the best part of an hour, kept his listener working on his amendments to Pawter’s scheme, and as suddenly as he began, he stopped and looked at his watch.

“That fellow won’t be here,” he said. “It is ten minutes after one, and though he has many drawbacks, he has one virtue — punctuality.”

“Does your brother live here?”

The other nodded.

“Yes, he lives here,” he said shortly. “I haven’t seen him in ten years, though I hear from him occasionally.”

“You have been in London before, Mr. Stone?” asked Bill, as he unfolded his serviette.

“Yes, I know the country rather well, though I haven’t been here since — well, since the last time I met my brother, and then I was only in England from Wednesday to Saturday.”

“Do you like London?”

“No,” was the immediate answer. “That is hardly a fair thing to say, because as a capital I like it immensely. It is a city of comfort and kindness; although the English people are a little thickheaded and a little priggish, behind all the disagreeable facets of their nature there is a large charity and a courtesy beyond the understanding of most folks who have only a superficial acquaintance with them. Leiff would be an Englishman — I am talking about my brother — if he were anything!” He smiled faintly. “There you have an instance of a genius on the wrong track. As a newspaper man you must have met them a score of times in the criminal courts — oh no, Leiff isn’t a criminal! He has great gifts, but he uses them queerly. His life is rather like one of those rivers that run into the desert and are swallowed up in the unproductive sand. He would have made a good churchman; equally he would have been a great historian. He has just that touch of romantic medievalism, which produces fascinating and inaccurate histories!”

He stared out of the window absently, and bit his lip. “Yes, I know England,” he said, speaking half to himself. “I sometimes wish I’d never seen the country, never put my foot upon its shores, and sometimes I’m on my knees in gratitude that fate led me to this land.”

He caught Bill’s fascinated eyes and laughed.

“You would like Leiff — he is one of those charming idealists that newspaper men find so refreshing and so rare. If he has any mean qualities, it is that touch of the theatrical, which you see in the Sons of Ragusa”

“The Sons of Ragusa!” gasped Bill. “What has your brother to do with that?”

“He founded the order,” said Mr. Stone, his eyes twinkling at the effect he had produced upon his guest.

“Fifteen to twenty years ago Leiff had his great uplift scheme, and laid down the plans for his society. I tell you, that man is a natural born organiser. In a business man’s office he wouldn’t be worth two cents a month. But give him something bizarre, something fantastical, something that gives him an opportunity of introducing the atmosphere of the middle ages, and Leiff will work twentythree hours out of the twentyfour, and spend the other hour thinking. He tried to start a branch of the society on the other side, but it didn’t work. Maybe our people aren’t gamblers, for a gamble is at the bottom of the Ragusans’ popularity. That annual, or semi-annual, bonus of his was the inspiration of a genius. It got people interested in his society who never would have dreamt of joining. He brought in every class from the highest to the lowest, and, incidentally, got round the anti-gambling laws of England so effectively that your Government—”

“Not my Government,” protested Bill.

“Well, the Government of England have never been able to take action against him. Nobody knows how the fortunate recipients of the argosies are chosen. If there is a lottery, nobody has seen the lottery drawn, and no announcement has ever been made that it has been drawn. Twice a year some lucky people receive a bald intimation that their number has received a huge prize. The process of selection is not known, and by the rules of the Proud Sons of Ragusa (I’m not so sure it isn’t part of their oath) the method of choice is not even discussed. There is no doubt about the bona fides
 of the members who have benefited. But how or why the luck should come to them is not explained.”

Again he was looking out of the window, deep in thought. “A membership of four hundred thousand,” he said, and his lips clicked impatiently. “What a selling organisation!” After that the talk turned to home politics, to the depredations of the cotton boll, and to other matters of peculiar interest to a Southerner. Lambert Stone was a Virginian, and although the greater part of his life had been spent in the western states, his heart was on the right side of the Potomac, and Roanoke was home to him.

Bill Holbrook went back to his office, delivered the fruits of his discussion (with a great deal of self-commendation, coldly received) and hurried back to his lodgings to square up some work that he had taken home to finish. He had forgotten his key, and when he knocked the door was opened by Inspector Bullott, and on the police officer’s face was an expression which Bill had never seen before. “Hullo!” he said in surprise. “You’re home early?”

“I’ve left the office for good, I hope,” said Bullott solemnly. “The chief has given me a roving commission, and I’m not going back to that darned bureau until I can wear a police uniform without blushing.”

Bill held out his hand.

“Brother,” he said, “a new life has dawned for both of us. Bring up a bottle of beer, and let’s talk murder!”
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It was the third day of Betty Carew’s ordeal, and she groaned as she turned into Duke Street, and saw the little knot of curious sightseers waiting before the store window with its drawn blinds. That morning, almost every newspaper had published the “redhaired girl” paragraph, with or without variations. The previous afternoon, a string of reporters had arrived, and she had dreaded to look at the morning newspapers. For the worst had happened; she was identified. One newspaper had made a column story headed:



Actress Finds More Lucrative Occupation Than Stage Life

Distress among mummers induces Miss Carew to take showgirl’s job in desk store.



Another journal carried a three-column photograph of her at work. Mercifully her back was turned, and the intervention of a plate-glass window had made recognition impossible. She found one result of the publicity; when she arrived there were three letters, all delivered by hand, from theatrical managers, offering her engagements. One undertook to produce a sketch for the road entitled “The Girl in the Window,” with herself as the central figure. She tore up the letters in disgust, and, bracing herself, stepped into the window and turned her back to the crowd.

She could not go on; this thing was unendurable. Pulling open one of the drawers of the desk (the difficulty she had in opening it was no kind of advertisement for the merits of this marvellous piece of furniture) she took out a letter. It was the “message” that was to be delivered to the unknown caller. What would happen when he came? Would her trial be at an end? She had asked Laffin the night before, when he had come for her, but he had made no reply.

It was towards noon, when, out of the tail of her eye, she saw a car come slowly up the street and stop just short of the crowd. This was not unusual, for curiosity was not confined to the masses. She was conscious that somebody was pushing a way through the crowd, but did not turn her head, until somebody rapped at the window gently with the head of an umbrella, and, turning, her face went crimson. She was looking into the eyes of La Florette, and the smile on the dancer’s face was maddening. Quickly she brought her attention back to the desk, trying to forget the woman, malignantly triumphant. And then the door of the shop opened, and there came to her the faint fragrance of La Florette’s favourite perfume.

“How very sweet!”

The little door of the window front had been opened. La Florette, bubbling with malicious laughter, was watching her.

Betty sprang up from her chair, and in two strides had crossed the window floor and slammed the door behind her.

“Do you want to buy a desk?” she asked, her flaming eyes fixed on the woman.

La Florette shrugged her thin shoulders.

“My dear, what should I do with a desk?” she asked sweetly.

“That occurred to me, but even the illiterate must have some place to scrawl,” said Betty.

Under the rouged cheeks the colour came and went.

“You insolent little beast!” she spat. “You — you shopgirl!”

“I can’t tell you what you are,” said Betty calmly, “because the only words I could use are forbidden in decent society. Do you want to buy a desk?” she asked again. “If you do not, there’s the door!”

“I shall report you to your employers—” began La Florette.

“I’d almost forgive you if you would,” said Betty, so earnestly that the woman stared. “Have you any business here at all? Because, if you haven’t, go with the crowd, where you belong, Miss Florette, or Simkins or Snooper, or whatever your real name may be. All Limehouse is outside; you can see the marks of their unpleasant fingers on the glass. One more or less doesn’t matter to me.”

It was a long time before La Florette could articulate. Queer little sounds of rage and venom came from her thin lips, and she glared murderously.

“You’re in your proper place now, Carew,” she said shrilly, “where you
 belong — a showgirl — an exhibition, a common advertising woman.” She choked with rage. “I’m going outside,” she went on, “I’m going to stand and tell people who you are, and what a rotten actress you were. Even the newspapers say that you were such a bad actress that you had to take this job!”

Suddenly Betty jerked open the door, caught the woman by the arm with a grip that surprised the pseudo-French dancer, and thrust her into the street, slamming the door behind her. And then, with no fear, no apprehension, no qualms, Betty Carew stepped back into the window and smiled down into the distorted face of this exotic, rooted in the slums, and drawing her sustenance from the refuse of a Dutch ghetto.

For fully a second they looked at one another, and then La Florette darted into the crowd, pursued by the cheers of the quickwitted gamins who had noted her hasty exit and had divined the cause. For the next hour Betty had a sympathetic audience.

The second of the visitors, less welcome, came while she was eating a hasty luncheon in the deserted showroom. She heard the quick step and looked up into the troubled eyes of the best-looking man in London.

“Why, Clive,” she faltered, “I thought you promised me you would not come?”

“I had to come. Did you see the papers this morning?” he asked savagely, and, without waiting for her to reply: “This is monstrous, Betty! I’m not going to allow it!

“I’ll see that old scoundrel to-day”

She shook her head.

“It’s perfectly useless seeing ‘the old scoundrel’!” she said, with a little smile. “Clive, I’ve got to go through with it.”

He was stalking up and down the room, his hands tragically clasped behind him, a frown upon his face.

“Have you seen anything of that brute from Pawters?”

“Holbrook?” Again her lips twitched. “I’m beginning to think he’s not such a brute as I believed,” she said, and told him of the little scene that had occurred between Joshua Laffin and the man from Pawter’s. “I am sure he was speaking the truth when he said that he had no responsibility for this freak of Dr. Laffin’s.”

“He was responsible for the paragraphs in the newspapers,” growled Lord Lowbridge.

“He told me about them, and I believe that, if I had insisted, he would not have circulated the story,” she said. “Clive, have you the slightest idea why the doctor is doing this? I think I could bear the indignity if I were performing some useful service, but we haven’t had so much as an inquiry about the desk,” she said ruefully.

His moody eyes were surveying her.

“How long are you allowed for lunch?”

“Just as long as it takes to eat. The doctor says I mustn’t be out of the window for more than ten minutes at a time, and that means that by the time my engagement is through I shall have a red nose from indigestion!”

“I suppose you’d better stick it,” he said, after a while, “though I just hate the thought of your being turned into a puppet show. Has anybody come for the precious message?”

He laughed softly.

“No, and I don’t think they will. I sometimes think that the doctor is mad — for the past year he has become obsessed with his theosophical ideas. He was always a difficult man to live with, delighting in horrors and gloom, but since he has taken up his study of the unknown he has become simply awful. I’m afraid I must go now, Clive,” she said, rising. “You won’t stay and stare at me, will you? No, of course you won’t!” She squeezed his arm affectionately. “Now go. I want you to be well out of sight before I assume my great role of Diana at the Desk!”

She could treat the matter flippantly in his presence, but when he had gone there came a return of her despair, and it was with a heart as heavy as lead that she dragged herself into the public gaze, and resumed the soul-destroying occupation of doing nothing.

She had put her watch on the desk, and there were times when she thought that it had stopped, the hands moved so slowly. Two o’clock came, and three. She kept her thoughts upon La Florette, the most occupying subject of any. What a day of joy for the dancer, despite her unceremonious exit from the scene! Betty did not doubt that the woman would collect every friend, every acquaintance that she had, and bring them to swell the curious throng before the window. And in this she was not far wrong, for at that very moment La Florette was telephoning to Van Campe, busy with the final rehearsal of the Girl from Morocco
 , which he was sending on the road.

“I want every principal and every chorus boy and girl to go round and take a good look at Carew,” she said. “I don’t care what you’re doing; they’ve got to break off some time. Give them an extra half-hour”

But before the first of the theatrical contingent arrived, the crisis had occurred.

It was nearing four o’clock, the hour at which she left her post, and the manager had sent her in a cup of tea. She had almost become hardened, she thought, as she sipped the hot, refreshing liquid, to the entertainment of her audience. Drinking tea was easier than doing nothing.

She put the cup away, and had gone back to her aimless scrawlings, when, looking round, she saw that for the moment attention had been diverted from her to the newest and strangest of spectators.

He was a gaunt man of middle height; his white face would have attracted notice, even had he not chosen to appear in a black cassock buttoned from neck to feet. His head was bare, and his hair hung over his collar, a cascade of iron-grey. Leaning on a long staff almost his own height, he was gazing, spellbound, and it seemed to Betty that he was taking in every detail of her face, her dress, her hair, the simple ornamentation of the desk.

So startled was she by this unexpected apparition that she half-turned to face the street, and met his gaze full. Slowly he moved toward the door, and, looking down, she saw that his feet were bare, protected only from the road by thin sandals that were strapped across the instep and fastened with a leather thong about the ankle. The door opened, and, with a thumping of heart, Betty realised that the crucial moment was at hand — that it was the man who Dr. Laffin had promised would call, the man to whom the message was to be delivered.

With trembling fingers she took the envelope from the drawer, and, without waiting, stepped out of the window in time to confront him. He stared at her in silence.

“Do you want me?” she asked breathlessly.

Twice the heavy eyelids blinked.

“O wondrous day for me!” he said in a hushed tone. “Speak Golden Voice of the Absolute, speak and tell me the hour of my death!”
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Betty was mute. A cold sensation ran down her spine; her knees trembled beneath her. Again the old man spoke.

“O Golden Voice of Supreme Justice, what word have you from the planes beyond?”

She could only thrust forward the letter. It was unaddressed. In the top left-hand comer was a queer sign which had excited her curiosity before, and which was now to have an extraordinary effect upon her strange visitor. No sooner did his eyes fall upon the scrawl than he fell on his knees, and, stooping, kissed the hem of her dress.

“I have your leave to go, O Long Desired?”

She nodded, and, incapable of speech, stood, frozen to the spot, long after the door had closed behind him.

Within ten minutes of his departure the door was flung open, and Dr. Laffin came in. He was pale, unusually excited, betraying an agitation which was foreign to him.

“Well, girl, what happened?” he asked, the affectation eliminated from his voice.

“I don’t know,” she said, dully. “What does it mean… that man in the strange dress, with the long white hair he kissed my dress. Oh, doctor, what does it mean?”

“You gave him the letter? You’re sure — you gave him the message?”

Laffin’s eagerness was like nothing she had ever seen in him.

“Change and come home,” he said, speaking rapidly.

“Doctor, I can’t come here any more,” she said, desperately. “I don’t care what you do, I can’t come!”

To her amazement, he nodded.

“No, I do not want you to come again. Your work is not finished, but it does not lie here.”

He turned to the little manager, and paralysed him with his next announcement.

“Close this store tomorrow morning; get everything cleared out. I engaged you for a month, and I’ll give you a month’s salary.”

“But what about selling the desks?” stammered the little man.

Dr. Laffin did not vouchsafe an answer.

The crowd had dispersed with the drawing of the window shades, and there was no person in Duke Street curious enough to glance at her when she came out with the doctor. His hired car was waiting a little way up the street.

“I’ll go home on top of a bus, Doctor,” she said. “I have a headache, and I—”

“You’re coming home with me, my friend,” said Laffin, who hid regained his old imperturbability. “I have something to say to you.”

“But I promised I would go to tea with Clive—”

“You’re coming home with me. Clive can wait — if by Clive yon mean that impecunious young man, Lord Lowbridge.”

She could not make a scene in the street, and nothing was to be gained by further argument. She preceded him into the car, resolved to make the forthcoming interview short. One good thing had happened, and she sighed thankfully as she remembered that Duke Street and that horrible window would know her no more.

The car drew up before the house in Camden Road; the doctor jumped out and offered his hand to her; and at that moment came a horrible sense of danger, a premonition of peril beyond her understanding.

“I don’t think I’ll go in with you, Doctor,” she said. “Can’t you get the chauffeur to drive us round the park and say what you have to say then? I must be home before dinner—”

“You will come inside for a few moments no longer. I promise you I will not keep you more than five minutes.” Fear of making a scene induced her to yield. Without a glance to left or right, she followed him through the badly fitting gate, and did not so much as notice that there had been one interested spectator. Mr. William Holbrook had both seen and heard.
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The doctor opened the door of his study, and again she hesitated. There was no reason in the world why she should fear him any more at that moment than she had in the past; but somehow the very atmosphere of this house was fearful, and a thrill lurked in every shadow.

“You will not return to the shop, Elizabeth,” were his first words, “and I do not doubt that you will be very pleased to know this.”

He motioned her to a chair, and with a lifetime’s habit of obedience, she sat down.

“You will remember that a year ago, as a result of the desire expressed by you for the privacy which, in this age of prurience and hypocrisy, every woman regards as her due, I went to the great expense of creating what was virtually a house within a house, a dwelling-place in but not of my own home.”

In such magniloquent language did the doctor describe the very simple process of fixing a door to the top landing of the house, which gave her the floor to herself. The cost had been infinitesimal, and Laffin had disputed every item of the carpenters’ bill. The “dwelling-place” she had thus acquired, had been a bedroom, a bathroom, which had been intended for the servants, two other rooms, one of which was empty, and one containing sufficient furniture to emphasise its bareness.

“Your suite is as you left it. I have been at some pains to collect for you the linen necessary to your comfort; there is a gas fire and a gas ring, at which you may cook”

“I don’t understand you, Doctor. You know that I am not returning to the house,” she interrupted. “I am very comfortable in my own little apartments. I thought we had settled that matter definitely?”

As usual, Laffin made no direct response.

“Before you reject an offer conceived in the very spirit of charity, before you strike at the hand which has fed you and clothed you, which has rescued you from the ignominy of a pauper school and the humiliation of domestic service, child of infamous parentage, be so good as to inspect my work of devotion and kindness, and tell me if I have fallen short in my duty to one in whose veins runs the foul blood of a besotted murderer.”

All this in the old mincing, precious way, that clothed the language of transpontine drama with a certain serious importance. If he observed Betty’s impatient sigh, he made no comment, but, rising, took down a key that hung on a nail above the fireplace.

“Oblige me by leading the way,” he said, with overelaborate courtesy, and, with a shrug of her shoulders, she went before him up the stairs, determined that nothing he could say would induce her to remain a minute longer in that house than was absolutely necessary.

Her “suite,” as he was pleased to call it, was on the third floor. The door at the top of the landing was locked, and, in addition, she saw a staple and bolt which seemed to have been newly fixed.

“Do you padlock this door?” she asked.

“If you do not return, it shall be padlocked and never opened again.”

“I hope you will also throw away the key,” she said coolly, “for these are the most dismal rooms in the house.”

There was little change in her apartment; the bed had been made up, a fire was laid in the grate, and two or three books were on the table, but

“When did you have these bars put up?” She pointed to four steel rods that barred the window.

“Quite recently,” he said.

Bedroom and bathroom were at the back of the house, overlooking a parallelogram of disorderly gardens. She walked out of the room, intending to go into what had been planned as her sittingroom, but the door was locked.

“It is not my intention that you should use the rooms at the front of the house,” said Dr. Laffin.

“It is not my intention to use any,” she answered with spirit.

To this he gave no reply, and she was so inured to his bad manners that she did not realise that he had passed through the landing-door until she heard it slam, and the snap of the lock as it turned.

“Let me out!” Her fists were Hammering on the panel.

“You will stay until I am ready for you, my little friend.”

His voice was muffled, and only now she realised the thickness of the door. He was fitting a padlock on the new bolt; she heard the grating of iron against iron, and then two bolts were shot.

The first wave of her anger passed, leaving her deadly cool. The little warning which her unconscious self had whispered, was something more than an unreasonable fear; there was another and a more sinister explanation for Joshua Laffin’s conduct.

The door was impossible. She went into the bedroom, opened the window and tried to look out. The steel rods were an effective barrier to escape, even were it possible to scale the sheer wall that dropped fifty feet to a stone-flagged courtyard.

And then a wild hope surged in her heart, and she sprang up from the bed on which she was sitting, and ran to the landing door. She had heard a familiar voice below. It was Clive Lowbridge!

“Clive, Clive!” she called, and hammered with all her might on the door. “Clive, help me!”

She listened; there came the thud of a door, and a dead silence reigned. The old man had taken him out of the house.

To give way to hysterical fear now would be madness, she thought, and strove to calm herself. It was not long before she had her reminder that she had not eaten since her frugal luncheon, and she went into the little kitchenette, where she had so often cooked surreptitious meals in the old days, when her sole source of heat supply was one gas burner. At the sight of the provisions on the table she grew thoughtful. Dr. Laffin had made such preparations that she could not doubt he expected her imprisonment to be a long one. There was time enough to consider the future; for the moment her need was both urgent and insistent.

She finished her dinner, washed the plates and strolled back to her room to sit down and think…

As the church bells clanged the tenth hour, Mr. William Holbrook threw away the last of his cigarette supply and groaned. She had said in his hearing that she would only stay a few minutes. Five hours had passed, and the girl had not come out.

The doctor’s house stood on a comer lot, and for the third time in an hour he walked along the side street and looked up at the lighted window, and this time he was rewarded, for the figure of the girl appeared for a second and vanished. And there were bars on the window — new bars; he had seen them by daylight, and had remarked upon their amateurish placing.

What should he do? Following the departure of the doctor, he had knocked at the door, but his knock had gone unheeded. If Dr. Laffin kept servants, they were beyond the sound of the summons.

Again he looked up at the window, and then:

“Pretty easy house that — to a professional, I mean,” said a voice in his ear, and he jerked round, startled.

Toby Marsh was at his elbow — even without his thick rubber-soled shoes, Toby had the habit of noiseless walking.
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“One of the lower orders, by which I mean the common or criminal classes, would hesitate to approach a gentleman with the plain and straightforward statement that any burglar, who had taken a lesson from a correspondence school, would find that house as easy as opening a box of matches,” said Mr. Marsh. “It is so simple that a specialist, being naturally suspicious, would say ‘There’s a trap.’”

“Where the devil did you come from?” asked Bill, recovering from his surprise.

“I’ve been watching you for the last three hours,” said Mr. Marsh calmly, “and you’ve been watching the house. There is a certain Latin saying, which I haven’t got at my fingertips, about who shall watch the watcher? The answer is — Hubert Francis Marsh — Toby, for short, though I am averse to nicknames.”

Bill’s eyes had strayed to the window.

“Could you get into that room if you wanted?”

“Could I get into that room if I wanted?” Toby Marsh was amused. “I could fall into that room from the street — if I wanted! The question is, do I want? There is another question.” He ticked it off on the second of his long, delicate fingers. “Why does Laffin fix bars to his window with his own hands — being in such a hurry that he couldn’t wait for a workman, but bought the iron himself, at Colbord & Willing’s in Finsbury Road, and darned nearly broke his neck trying to screw ’em in? I ask you again, why? And my answer is”

“A lemon,” said the irritated Bill. Suddenly: “I want to talk to that young lady. Now, how am I going to do it?”

“In other words, you want to get into that house. The only suggestion I can make to you is that I open the door for you.”

“Could you?” asked Bill, incredulously.

“Is there anything easier?” asked the other, with an air of weariness. “Will you resume your post of observation? And have no fear for me; in five minutes you will see the door open. Walk right in — I shall not be there; I am discreet. And without discretion, as Jeremy Collier says, people may be overlaid with unreasonable affection and choked with too much nourishment. The overfeeding of the prisoners in Pentonville jail is a national scandal.”

He dismissed his awestricken audience with a nod, and Bill went back to his vigil and his doubts. One at least was set at rest four minutes after he had returned to his post. The front door moved slightly, and, walking across the road, he ran up the garden path, entered the hall and closed the door behind him. There was no sign of Toby Marsh. True to his promise in every respect, he had both opened the door and disappeared.

Bill did not stop to consider the consequences. He waited only to get his bearings, and then he went up the dark stairs, holding a lighted match. Two flights he traversed, and then his further progress was held up by a door which was heavily padlocked.

“Who is that?” said a voice on the other side.

“Holbrook,” was the answer, and she uttered a cry of thankfulness that made the next question unnecessary.

“Why are you staying here? Has the old man locked you in?”

“Yes; can you open the door, please?”

Bill felt at the padlock.

“I can’t open it legitimately, but if you’ll wait, I’ll go down below and see what there is.”

He was halfway down the second flight when, in an alcove, he saw in the light of his match a hideous face glaring at him from the gloom. It was a squat African idol, and, dropping his match, he lifted it with some difficulty to the floor, for it was made of ironwood and was exceptionally heavy. Nevertheless, if it could be handled from the precarious foothold of the stairs, he guessed it would be sufficient.

With considerable difficulty he shouldered his heavy burden, and reascended the stairs. As he had guessed, he had set himself an almost impossible task, for the idol was heavier and more unwieldy than he had imagined.

“Stand away from the door,” he said. “I’m going to try to break it in, but I’m not sure that I’ll be successful.”

Exerting all his strength, he swung back the bête
 , and brought it with a crash against the door at the place where the padlock was fastened. Such was the weight of his battering-ram that the hasp snapped, but the door stood firm. He waited awhile till he had recovered his breath, and then repeated the blow, driving the feet of the idol at a place level with the keyhole. To his gratification, the door burst open with a crash, and the weight of the wooden figure overbalanced him, so that he fell almost at the girl’s feet.

“Is this housebreaking or burglary, I wonder?” he said, as he rolled the hideous figure out of sight. “Now, young lady, if you’re ready”

“Hurry, please hurry!” she said.

They had reached the hall, when they heard a key in the lock.

“In the study,” whispered the girl, and almost dragged him through the doorway.

It was the doctor; she heard and recognised his little affected cough.

Would he go straight upstairs or make for the study? Invariably he went to his room first. Footsteps passed the door, and she listened intently. Was he going up the stairs? The stair carpet was so thick that she could not hear, but after a while he coughed again, and this time the sound came from above. Instantly they were in the passage, and she had opened the door.

“Who is there!”

It was Laffin’s voice calling them from the first landing.

Bill swung the front door close after him with a crash, and they raced down the path together, turned into Camden Road, and did not slacken pace until they saw the shadowy figure of a policeman ahead of them, and deemed it expedient not to excite his suspicions.

“Now where are you going?”

“I’m going back to my lodgings,” she said. “I can’t tell you how grateful I am to you, Mr. Holbrook. But how did you get in?”

Bill coughed.

“A friend of mine opened the door. When I say a friend of mine,” he explained. “I mean that he’s a — er — a professional door-opener with whom I am acquainted. Why did he lock you up? I suppose it was Laffin?”

She nodded.

“Yes, it was Dr. Laffin,” she said quietly, “but that is all I can tell you. His conduct is as much of a mystery to me as it is to you. I only know that I was terribly frightened, and that when you came through that door I could have fallen on your neck.”

“That wasn’t at all necessary,” said Bill, and the primness of the reply brought her to the verge of hysterical laughter.

“But why did you come in? How did you know I was there?”

“I had been watching the house; in fact, I saw you arrive, and heard you remark that you would not be longer than five minutes. At the end of five hours I began to think that you had changed your mind.”

They walked along in silence for five minutes.

“You’re a queer man,” she said. “I think I may have been mistaken in you.”

Bill looked at her quickly.

“Until I know what your first impressions were, I am not able to enlighten you,” he said.

“Well, I thought you were bumptious, pushful, and — rather thick-skinned,” she said frankly.

“That’s right,” nodded Bill, “I’m all those. If you were William K. Holbrook you would also be bumptious and self-satisfied.”

“Did you see Lord Lowbridge?” she asked.

“Lord Lowbridge? Is that the Apollo Belvedere person. Yes, he came out at the same time as friend Laffin. I’ll bet he isn’t laffin’ now.”

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“A low jest, which doesn’t bear repetition,” he said guiltily. “Yes, I saw Lord Lowbridge. He’s the only lord I’ve ever seen that looks like one; most of the peerage of this country are such miserable devils that I want to pat them on the back, and say ‘Never mind.’ But I can imagine that guy — gentleman, in a suit of armour, chasing dragons and rescuing maidens and appropriating other people’s castles. Now, Miss Carew,” he stopped, “I won’t go any farther with you, or I shall lose my reputation. No man has ever associated my name with a lady, and I don’t want any of these snooping reporters to go spreading reports in Fleet Street about my forthcoming nuptials.” She laughed.

“If I didn’t know you were joking, I’d be very angry with you. As it is, I can’t tell you how grateful I am.”

“Then don’t try. You’ll be doing your window-dressing act tomorrow?”

“No,” she said quietly, “that is finished.”

“Finished to-day?” His head was thrust toward her, his voice was eager. “Finished this afternoon? Did the old man tell you that? And he pinched you tonight — gosh!” She was a little bewildered.

“I don’t see the connection, but it is a fact that I’m not going to Duke Street any more.”

Bill Holbrook was silent. His nimble mind was turning over an accumulated experience, seeking for the inevitable parallel.

“Where are you staying tonight, Miss Carew?” he asked. There was no flippancy in his tone now. Bill Holbrook was serious, and was incapable of a jest.

She gave him her address, and he jotted it down on the back of an old envelope.

“You have money, I suppose?” he asked, and, though she smiled, she appreciated the thought. “Now, hurry home,” he said paternally.

“Where will you go? You’re not going back?” she asked in alarm.

He nodded.

“Yes, I’m curious to see what happens.”

He waited until she was gone, and then retraced his footsteps. Evidently something remarkable had occurred, for there was a small crowd before the gate of Dr. Laffin’s house. The front door was open, and in the hall lights he saw two policemen talking to a dishevelled Laffin. Pushing through the crowd, he made his way up the steps into the hall, and at sight of him the old man’s brows met.

“What do you want?” he demanded sharply.

“I’ve just come along to see what was the trouble,” said Bill.

All the habitual calm of Dr. Joshua Laffin had vanished; he was a quivering, raging fury.

“What has happened!” he screamed. “I’ll tell you what has happened! Some thief has stolen a golden buckle… worth a fortune… the diamond and golden buckle of Isis.” He was frothing at the mouth.

Bill’s heart nearly stopped beating. Toby Marsh! The obliging burglar had not been so disinterested as he thought,

“You get out!” The doctor yelled the words. “Officer, put that man out; I will not have him here. What right have you…?”

One of the policemen stooped his head significantly, and Bill, who knew the way of the blue custodians, went out meekly. He wondered whether he should tell Bullott. Fortunately for him, Mr. Bullott was not at home.

As he approached his house, he saw a man sitting on the doorstep, and his figure seemed familiar.

“Why, Marsh!” he said. “How on earth did you get here?”

“Walked,” was the laconic reply. “Bullott’s out. Was there any trouble down Camden Road?”

“I should say there was,” said Bill drily. “Marsh, I didn’t expect you to do that sort of thing. Burglary is a serious offence.”

“So is receiving,” said Toby Marsh blandly, “if you’re talking about that diamond buckle. It’s in your right-hand coat pocket, Mr. Holbrook.”
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Bill thrust his hand into his pocket, felt something hard and sharp, as his fingers closed over an uneven surface. When he brought his hand forth he uttered a cry of amazement and consternation. In his hand was a curiously shaped object, almost as big as his palm. It bore no resemblance to a buckle, looking more like a large baggage tag, and it was alive with flashing fires, where the street lamp caught the diamond-encrusted surface.

“Good God!” he gasped. “How did that come there?”

“I put it there,” said Mr. Marsh calmly. “I was in the study, and it struck me that, if I walked out and ran into the hands of the coppers, the presence of that incriminating evidence in my pocket might lead to disastrous results, especially as I only went into the house to do you a turn.”

“You seem to have been doing yourself a little good,” said Bill grimly. “What would have happened to me if they’d found it in my pocket?”

“Nothing. You’re an honest man, and if the worst had come to the worst I should have appeared at the local police station, and made a statement, exculpating — remember that word, which is both correct and classy — exculpating you from any complicity. The lower orders would describe my action as lunacy, but I not only know that I am an altruist, but can pronounce the word. Can I see you in private?”

Bill hesitated. His duty was to communicate with the nearest police station, but to do this might lead to an embarrassing situation for himself, and, what was more important, for the girl.

“Come in,” he said curtly, and took the visitor up to his sittingroom.

“Never been in Bullott’s house before,” said Marsh, eyeing the furnishings with a critical and approving eye. “For a man who has been doing office work all his life, and has had none of the opportunities for bribery and corruption which his brethren have, it is a little remarkable that he’s got such a nice place. He’s a bachelor, of course? If he were married he couldn’t afford this house. Personally, I prefer the woman’s touch; and though Mrs. Hamshaw, my respected landlady, lacks the essentials of refinement, she has connections with the superior order, and her daughter, being one of the wealthy classes, supplies many of her deficiencies.”

“I hate to interrupt your crackajack oration,” said Bill quietly, “but, Marsh, what are you going to do about this interesting jewel?”

He had laid it on the table, and in the better light could admire the exquisite workmanship of the old Egyptian craftsman who had fashioned the lucky buckle of the goddess.

“It is exactly that matter I want to speak about,” said Mr. Marsh. “May I smoke?”

He produced his gold cigarette case with a flourish, and, with another flourish, opened it. Bill selected the cigarette he was offered, and waited until the case went back to the burglar’s pocket.

“Now my suggestion is, that you take that buckle” — he spoke very slowly and deliberately, punctuating every other word with a puff of smoke— “and you place it in the vaults of your bank. If you have no bank, or if, perchance, your bank has no vault, then I suggest you should hand it to the Public Trustee.”

Bill frowned at him.

“When you have finished being comic — —”

“I am not being comic at all, Mr. Holbrook,” said the other innocently. “I am merely offering a suggestion as to the best way of safeguarding Miss Elizabeth Carew’s property.”

“Miss Carew?”

Toby Marsh nodded.

“She isn’t aware of the fact that it is her property, and at the same time Dr. Josh. Laffin isn’t aware that I’m aware that it is her property. In fact, he believes that nobody in the wide world except himself and one who shall be nameless — forgive my mysteriousness, but that is my vice — has the least knowledge of that buckle’s existence. Having settled that matter to everybody’s satisfaction,” he added more briskly, “may I suggest that you, at the earliest opportunity, become initiated as a Proud Son of Ragusa?” Bullott had come in; Bill heard him moving about alone. “Marsh, do you mind if I discuss this matter with Bullott?” he asked.

“I very much mind,” was the prompt reply. “Bullott is a policeman, a man whose mental qualities have never been completely tested. I appreciate your difficulty, Mr. Holbrook, but Bullott isn’t going to get you out.”

Bill weighed the buckle in his hand, and then, opening a drawer of his desk, locked it away.

“What did you do with the paper?” asked the amazing burglar. “The paper it was wrapped in when I put it in your pocket? I tore it from a book in the safe, and I’d like to see it.”

Bill put his hand into his pocket, and felt a crumpled paper, which he drew to the light. It was from an old, fine-lined exercise book, and the writing was bold and irregular.

“Money is life. Without money life is misery. We have only one life to live — every second should be consciously enjoyed. This is only possible if you have money. Death is untroubled sleep. Life without money is full of pain and irritation. There is no excuse for poverty. Aim at millions. A man with a million can buy a new conscience. Moral codes are made by monied people to keep us poor—”

“Who is the author of this thoroughly immoral philosophy?” asked Bill, in surprise. “It doesn’t look like Laffin’s writing.”

Mr. Toby Marsh did not often smile, but his face was puckered now in a grin of sheer enjoyment.

“To me it is as clear as the dome of St. Paul’s on a sunny day,” he said.

Bullott was coming up the stairs, and would presently knock at the door.

“I suppose you don’t want to see the inspector? I ask you this because he’s liable to come up at any minute,” said Bill.

Toby shrugged.

“I want to dwell in harmony with all men,” he said. “If he comes, I shall treat him with respect.

“I’ve got nothing on Bullott. I’ll take that paper, if you don’t mind.” He folded the torn page carefully, and put it in his pocket.

“The question is whether Bullott has anything on you,” chuckled Bill, as he heard the landlord’s knock, and opened the door to him.

Bullott comprehended the visitor in one glance.

“Good evening — brother,” he said, and there was such significance in the word that Bill looked from one to the other.

There was a twinkle in Toby Marsh’s eye.

“We’re Sons of Ragusa, him and me,” he said. “Take my tip, Mr. Holbrook — get in whilst the getting is cheap.”

“You’ve joined the Sons of Ragusa?”

“Proud Sons,” corrected Mr. Marsh soberly. “Yes, and the inspector joined the same night.”

Bill looked from one to the other.

“But why?” he asked at last. “What is there about the Ragusas that is so fascinating that it brings you two boys into the same camp?”

“The Proud Sons of Ragusa,” explained Toby, “started off with more degrees than they had members. I believe there were forty in all. But the ritual was a little bit too complicated, and the members difficult to handle. To-day there are only five. There is the ordinary degree, into which you’ll be initiated if you’re wise; there’s the High Degree, which is a sort of district lodge; there’s the Grand Lodge Degree; there’s the Twenty-Third; and over and above these, the priors of the order — they’re the real swells, who give the law, fix the ritual, distribute the argosies, and administer the order from top to bottom. Now, you’ve got to remember this about the Ragusas — that, when you’re clear of the Grand Lodge, you’re unknown! The Grand Lodge doesn’t hold elections and say that this guy or that guy shall be a member of the Twenty-Third Degree, or shall be promoted to a prior; the men up above just notify the man they want, and automatically he becomes one of themselves.”

“But surely,” interrupted Bill, “the Grand Lodge miss a familiar face?”

Toby grinned mysteriously.

“Wait and see about that face stuff,” he said. “But you’ve put your finger on the real mystery of the Ragusas. When you’re initiated at the little lodge in Edgware Road, you may be in the presence of the priors, you may be hobnobbing with members of the Twenty-Third Degree, you may be meeting the Grand Prior himself and never know it. And the worshipful master of the lodge wouldn’t know either. The Ragusas accept discipline from above; there are no elections outside the lower lodge, which chooses its own officers; and a fellow who’s been through the chair passes back to the rank and file without any further promotion, unless he receives a letter telling him he has been appointed to one of the higher degrees, and giving instructions as to where he must go and what he must do. If a man kicks, or wants some other way of running the society, they throw him out. If he kicks again, they get at him in such a way that they can’t be traced. He’ll lose his job, or his landlord will throw him into the street without notice. They’ve been known to buy a house over a man’s head in order to get him out of his business. The discipline is fine! The kick comes from the Twenty-Third Degree — and the Grand Master of the Twenty-Third Degree is Joshua Laffin, Doctor of Medicines!”
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Betty Carew felt something more than a mental relief in the knowledge that her nightmare experience was at an end. She woke from a deep, refreshing sleep, and it was significant that her first thought was one of heartfelt gratitude that she had not to appear in that horrible shop window. Later came the memory of her unpleasant experience at the hands of her guardian, to be briefly considered and dismissed.

She was so inured to the eccentricities of Dr. Laffin that, beyond speculating as to his purpose, she was not greatly perturbed by his attempt to hold her a prisoner in that gloomy house. He was different from other men; his methods, his standard of behaviour, his principles, did not attune with those of normal humanity. For a very long time he had been urging her to return to Camden Road, and she supposed that his latest exploit was merely a sequel to wishes that she had so persistently flouted.

She had hardly finished her breakfast before her landlady came into the diningroom and announced a visitor.

Clive! She looked at the clock; it was half-past nine. Then he must have heard what had happened.

One glance at his face confirmed this opinion.

“I’ve just come from that old devil,” he said vigorously, “and I don’t think he’ll forget my visit! The brute! If I’d only guessed what he had done I thought it was strange that he hurried me out of the house so quickly.” She arrested an explosive view of the doctor’s conduct with a laugh.

“But why did he do it?” insisted Clive, his brow wrinkled in perplexity. “He grows more and more incomprehensible every day.”

“I hope you haven’t quarrelled with him?” she smiled. “You cannot judge him by normal standards.”

“Maybe one of these days he will be judged by standards that will be too normal for his health,” said Clive Lowbridge. “Betty, it terrifies me to think that this man could have been so outrageous. You’re not going back to the shop again? I came to insist upon that.”

“I am not going back, anyway,” she said. “The doctor has finished with me as a showgirl. Apparently, having made me a public exhibition, he desired to keep me for private view!”

At his request she told him what had happened since she left Duke Street, and gave him a brief account of the rescue.

“Holbrook?” he said thoughtfully. “That is our advertising gentleman. He doesn’t seem to be so objectionable as I thought. I owe him one for that. Where is he to be found?” She laughed softly.

“He not only did not give me his address, but he was most chary of being seen in public with me,” she said whimsically. “Poor man! I fear he thought I had matrimonial designs — he really is funny, Clive.”

“I should say he was,” said the indignant Clive. “Matrimonial designs indeed! He couldn’t even help you without being offensive. What are you going to do, Betty?”

She told him of such plans as she had formed. She was seeing De Fell, the theatrical manager, that day, and hoped to get a part in his new play. He agreed, but with no enthusiasm. He was leaving, when a thought occurred to him.

“By the way, I don’t think I should tell anybody else about Holbrook. You know that the doctor claims he lost a very valuable buckle — worth a fortune apparently?”

“Not the buckle of Isis?” she said in amazement.

“You knew about it, did you?” he asked quickly. “Yes, that is the thing which has been lost. Apparently the old man has had it for some time, and the loss is a very considerable one to him.”

“But when was it stolen?”

“Last night. He went into his study, found his safe open and the buckle gone. That is the second burglary he has had in a week. Obviously, if Holbrook was on the premises, he would be suspected.”

“Then whoever suspected him would be wrong,” she said promptly. “Mr. Holbrook did not know where the study was until I pushed him in to hide from Dr. Laffin. He may be many things, but he is not a burglar.”

He thought a while.

“Then how on earth did he get into the house?” he demanded.

It was a question she had asked herself, for she knew something of the precautions which Laffin had taken to avoid a repetition of a previous visitation.

Fortunately, she had not much time to think about things that morning. She telephoned to De Fell at his house, and was given an appointment, and at half-past eleven she was on the deserted stage at the Pallodrome Theatre, waiting an opportunity to speak to the busy young man, who was deep in conversation with a goodlooking, white-haired man, oblivious to the rehearsal which was proceeding, and which involved a considerable amount of noise and movement, for the producer was licking his “pony” chorus into shape. Presently he saw her, lifted his hat and smiled, and beckoned her across to him.

De Fell was a young American who had taken London by storm with the beauty of his productions.

“This is one of the most promising of our younger actresses,” he said, to her surprise and pleasure. “Meet Miss Carew. Mr. Stone is an American, who has nothing to do with the theatrical business, Miss Carew. Also he is a confirmed bachelor, one of the richest men in California, and a very good friend of mine.”

Betty took the proffered hand with a little smile. De Fell’s “biographical introductions” were famous; it was said that he could not introduce a stage hand without supplying historical details.

“You’re not even interested in this production, Mr. Stone?” said Betty, a little awkwardly.

“No, Miss Carew.” Lambert Stone shook his head. “This world is one apart. And, frankly, its only merit in my eyes is its association with De Fell.”

He was looking at her with quiet admiration.

“That is bad news for a fortune-hunting actress,” she said with mock solemnity. “‘Confirmed bachelor* is a challenge to every self-respecting woman!”

He laughed softly.

“I shouldn’t think so,” he said. “I was confirmed in my bachelordom many years ago, but if I were shaken at all from my fixed determination to go through life without adding to the natural miseries of any woman, now would be the moment.”

They both laughed together, and for the time being Betty was so absorbed in the personality of her new acquaintance that she forgot her errand. It was De Fell who reminded her.

“I hope you haven’t come for that part, Miss Carew?” he said. “I kept it open until last Saturday, but now it is filled.”

Seeing her crestfallen face, he asked quickly:

“Is it a matter of vital importance to you?”

“No,” she said, with a smile, “if you mean, am I without money!”

“I’m opening in eight weeks’ time at the Grand,” he said. “If you can last till then, I will give you a really good part.” The news was disappointing, but in a way she was glad. She had worked without a break for seven months — she had come into The Girl from Fez
 from a road tour — and the month of idleness was welcome. On her way home she decided to call at the Orpheum to collect a few of her belongings. Happily, the theatre was empty, the rehearsals for the new play not having started, and she packed her bag at her leisure, and carried it downstairs to the little hall where the stage doorkeeper kept his vigil.

“I forgot to tell you, Miss,” said the janitor, “there’s been a man here making inquiries about you.”

It was no new experience for strangers to “make inquiries” about actresses, and she had had in full the experience, which comes to every girl on the stage, of being pestered by unknown admirers.

“He wanted to know where you lived, but, of course, I couldn’t tell him that. And then he asked me if you were any relation to Dr. Laffin.”

This was surprising, for her association with Dr. Laffin was not generally known in the theatrical world.

“Who was he, Jones?”

The man shook his head.

“I don’t know, Miss, but he’s a very nice-spoken gentleman — a clergyman; at least, he looks like a clergyman,” he added cautiously.

He went out to find a taxi for her, and returned with news.

“He’s waiting on the other side of the road, Miss. Do you want to see him?”

“Who — the clergyman?” she asked, startled. “Let me see him.”
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She went to the door and looked out. Walking slowly along the opposite sidewalk was a short, stout man, with a long black beard. If he were not a clergyman, the janitor’s mistake was pardonable, for his clothes were of the severest black, and on his head was a low-crowned hat such as ministers wear. She thought a moment, then:

“Will you ask him to come over, Jones?” she said.

A few minutes later the stage doorkeeper returned, ushering in the bearded stranger. His hat was off now, and his tonsured head lent support to the view Jones had taken of his calling.

“Are you Miss Carew?” he asked. His voice was very gentle and soft, and there was a kindliness in his brown eyes which was very likeable.

“Yes, I’m Miss Carew. You wished to see me?”

His voice was strangely familiar. She had heard it before somewhere, but, racking her brains, she could not recall a meeting.

“Yes, I wished to see you.” He hesitated. “My name is—” again he paused— “Brother John. At least, I’m called Brother John by my friends.”

He had the slightest trace of an American accent, she thought. And she knew him! She was certain they had met somewhere, but for the life of her she could not remember.

The janitor had discreetly retired to his box.

“You are Dr. Laffin’s ward, are you not?”

She nodded.

“And you are an actress, too, Miss Carew?”

“Yes, I am an actress,” she said, wondering what was coming next.

“Am I wrong in believing that you were the lady who appeared as lately as yesterday in the window of a store on Duke Street?”

He spoke very slowly, seemed to be measuring every word before he gave it expression.

Betty flushed.

“Yes, I am that unfortunate individual,” she said, with a little smile. “I hope you haven’t come to buy a desk?”

He shook his head.

“No, Miss Carew, I have come on no such mission; but I would like to ask you, if it is permissible — and I realise that I may be going beyond the bounds of pertinence — why you undertook that extraordinary work?”

Her first inclination was to return a discouraging reply, but there was such a queer anxiety in his face that she changed her mind.

“I went there at the request of Dr. Laffin,” sue said.

“Did Dr. Laffin take you into his confidence?” he asked. And then, hastily: “I mean, do you know why you were so employed?”

“I haven’t the slightest idea,” she answered shortly. “The only thing I am certain about is, that in no circumstances would I again endure such misery as I suffered during the very short time I was on exhibition.”

He bit his lip, his eyes never leaving her face.

“Was there… was it part of your duties to give a message to somebody who called?” he asked.

Without hesitation she nodded.

“I fear you think that I am an impertinent man,” said Brother John, “but this matter touches me very nearly, and involves the peace and happiness of one for whom I have a very deep affection, and I am sure that, when you realise this, you will forgive what may seem the unpardonable liberty I am taking.”

“Perhaps you will tell me something?” she replied. “What was in Dr. Laffin’s mind when he asked me to undertake that work?”

He shook his head.

“I am afraid I can’t tell you that,” he said.

And then:

“You are a priest, aren’t you?” she asked.

He shook his head sadly.

“No, Madam, I am not a priest. I was an ordained priest of the Episcopal Church, but I was — unfrocked, for holding views which met with the disapproval of my bishop.”

He held out his hand, and she took it.

“I am very glad that you knew nothing,” he said simply, and before she could frame another question he was gone.

When she came out into the street she saw his broad shoulders vanish round the corner of the block. The mystery of the desk-selling proposition had become so intensified, that to think about it any more was sheer madness. So she was telling herself, when a voice hailed her, and she turned to meet Mr. William Holbrook, miraculously tidy and presentable, and somewhat out of breath.

“I have been chasing you along from De Fell’s,” he said. “I wanted to see you before that old doctor man starts asking you questions.”

“About the burglary?” she asked quickly.

Bill’s face fell.

“You’ve seen him, then?”

“I haven’t seen him,” she smiled, “but I’ve seen Lord Lowbridge, and he told me what had happened. Of course, it is too ridiculous for words! You hadn’t an opportunity.”

“Did you mention the fact that I was in the house?” he asked anxiously, and, when she told him she had, he whistled.

“I can see myself getting pinched,” he said, “and that is certainly tough on me.”

She interrupted him.

“Mr. Holbrook,” she said, acting on a sudden impulse, “have you any idea why I was put into that wretched window to sell desks?” And, before he could answer, she told him of the interview she had just had with Brother John.

Bill listened, and scratched his head with a puzzled expression.

“That is a new one,” he said. “But just tell me about that message?”

She wished now that she had not taken him into her confidence, but it was futile to leave half the story untold, and briefly she described the mysterious individual in sandals and cassock, who had come from the crowd, and who had received a very commonplace letter with such marks of reverence.

“And I’m sure I know Brother John. I’ve heard his voice before, but, however hard I try, I cannot place him.”

Bill Holbrook thought quickly. The new complication disturbed more than one of his pet theories.

“Which way did Brother John go?” he asked, and, when she indicated the direction: “Do you mind if I walk with you?”

“I can survive the contamination of your company if you can survive mine,” said Betty drily. “Unless my memory is at fault, you objected to my compromising society last night.”

“I was known in that neighbourhood,” said Bill, unabashed. “Here I am a comparative stranger. Gee! I’d like to lay hands on that bearded padre. There is
 a big story in this stunt of the doctor’s. I always thought there was.”

He was so interested in the new development that he forgot the consequences which might come to him from the revelation that he was the man in Laffin’s house when the diamond buckle was stolen.

“I’m going to get this story right,” he went on, and stopped suddenly.

Ahead of him a small crowd had congregated on the sidewalk. Over the heads of the people he saw the helmets of two policemen.

“Just one moment,” he said, and ran on ahead of her.

Pushing his way through the crowd, he came to a clear space, where a man lay on his back, his arms outstretched, a look of peace upon his white face.

“Shot!” said an excited voice in his ear. “Shot dead… and in the street, too! Just a plop!
 Shot fired from a car… used a silencer—”

One glance he gave, and then, elbowing back to the girl, he caught her by the arm, and dragged her back to the space in the centre where the dead man lay.

“Who is that?” he asked softly.

She looked and screamed. It was Brother Johnl!
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“Do you know this man, Miss?” One of the policemen was speaking.

“Yes — no,” she stammered. “I saw him a few minutes ago. He came to the stage door of the Orpheum to see me, but I had never met him before. Is he — is he dead?”

The officer looked down at the figure.

“I think so, Miss — the doctor will be here in a moment. Do you mind giving me your name and address?”

Betty, obeyed like one in a dream, and then, when the officer’s interrogation was finished, Bill Holbrook’s hand tightened about her arm, and he led her out of sight of the pitiable object that lay so silent upon the sidewalk. Bill’s face was tense, his eyes bright.

“I told you so, I told you so!” he almost croaked. “They shot him down as he was walking away from you! They must have been watching him all the time.”

“But who — who?” she asked, bewildered.

“I’ll tell you that one day, and it’s a day that is not very far ahead, Betty Carew.”

He whistled a taxi, bundled her in, and joined her, after giving directions which revealed to her, though she was too numbed to be astonished, that he knew where she lived, and he left her at the door of her lodgings.

“You’ll stay in your house until I come for you, and you won’t move out otherwise. You can take that as an order, a prayer or a polite request, whichever you like best.”

“Yes,” she said meekly, beyond resentment at his peremptory manner.

“There’s going to be trouble — a whole lot — for somebody, and I don’t want you to be in it.” He was speaking rapidly. “When the police come to question you, you’re to tell them that Brother John called to ask you to take part in some charity entertainment — you understand?”

“But—” she began.

“Don’t ‘but’,” he said savagely. “Do as I tell you. You’ve got to keep out of this, and you’ll only keep out if you can lie a little. Will you promise me?”

She nodded, incapable of speech.

Holbrook’s first act, after leaving the girl, was to make his way to the nearest telephone booth, and to call Bullott’s house. The inspector, who had never made an arrest, must be in this case by hook or by crook. Bullott was out, his housekeeper told him.

“Maybe you’ll find him at the Welcome Club.”

Bill tried the Welcome Club, a little rendezvous less than a mile from the scene of the murder, and, to his amazement it was Bullott who answered his call.

“Get down to Horsham Street as quickly as you can. There’s been a murder committed there,” said Bill rapidly, “a real daylight shooting — your chance! I’ll wait for you at the corner of the street; be there in a quarter of an hour. In the meantime, I’m going along to see the police in charge of the case, and to bluff them that you’re already on it. Do you hear?” he asked impatiently, when Bullott did not reply.

“I’ll be there,” said Bullott’s voice, and there was a click.

By the time he got back to the street where the murder was committed the body had been moved and the street wore its normal appearance. He made an inquiry of the first constable he met, and then hurried on to the hospital where the mortal remains of Brother John had been taken. As he ran up the steps, an inspector of police came out. He was known to Bill Holbrook, and his cheery greeting encouraged him in his purpose.

“Are you after that street murder?” he asked. “If you are, I’m not in the case. I’ve just telephoned the Yard, and the Chief tells me he is sending a man down.”

“You can telephone up and tell them that the man is here on the spot,” said Bill rapidly. “Inspector Bullott has already begun his investigations.”

“You don’t mean Bullott, of the Record Department?”

“That’s the guy I’m advertising — the greatest sleuth we’ve had on the Thames Embankment in years,” said Bill glibly. “He practically saw the murder committed, and went after the car. You’ll save a whole lot of trouble, Staines, if you tip off headquarters that he’s on the spot.” The inspector hesitated.

“I don’t know whether I can do that on your authority—” he began.

“If you don’t do it now, you’ll have no chance of avoiding trouble,” said Bill urgently. “You can’t have two men in charge of the case, and you know what the Yard people are — as jealous as cats — and you’ll be the goat.”

Reluctantly the inspector went back to the telephone, and, to his relief, learnt that the officer who was to have been put in charge of the case had not yet been notified. He was more surprised when he learnt that, with extraordinary promptitude, the Chief accepted the presence of Bullott as a normal circumstance.

A quarter of an hour later, Bill, standing at the corner of Horsham Street, saw a taxi drive up, and Bullott jumped out to greet him.

“I’ve founded your reputation, Bullott,” said the reporter breathlessly. “You’re in charge of this street murder case. Now, remember this: you’ve been here ever since the shot was fired, and if you haven’t got the number of the car, why, you ought to have!”

“The number of the car,” said Bullott, calmly, “was XQ.9743, and it will interest you to know that I not only saw the car, but I saw the shot fired, and if a traffic cop hadn’t held me at Holborn, I’d have had the murderer under lock and key at this very minute.”

Bill looked at him and gasped.

“You saw the murder?” said Bill, incredulously. “You’re not pulling one on me?”

“No, I’m telling the truth. I saw the car — a big limousine — though I didn’t notice the parson until he was down. In fact, the shot was fired, and the man had fallen before I guessed what had happened. It was then that I sprinted after the machine, saw its number, and jumping on the first taxi I overtook, chased it as far as Holborn. Here, there was a block, and the car managed to get through just before the east and west traffic was released by the traffic cop. It is a hired machine from Stanbury’s, of Notting Hill, and the driver has already reported. He says he dropped his fare near the new Bush Building; doesn’t know him from a crow; hasn’t any idea of his name, his address or his business. What is certain is that the car was specially engaged to shadow the priest. It was ordered by telephone, and the fare was picked up in Trafalgar Square — a tall man with a long black moustache and horn-rimmed glasses — the chauffeur thinks that he was an American. The chauffeur found the empty case of an automatic shell between the matting and the floor of the car — we’ve something to go on, but lordy! I’m scared, Holbrook! If I’d only overtaken that machine, in the heat of the moment, I guess I could have arrested the fellow without any qualms. But now…!” His panic was not apparent to the officials who assisted him in a search of the body. No papers of any kind were discovered; beyond a little money and a worn copy of Spiritual Reflections
 , bearing on the flyleaf the words “To John, from his mother,” and dated 1883, there was nothing to identify the murdered man.

After the examination he joined Bill, who had been waiting patiently outside the hospital, and told him the result of the search.

The young man thought it was a propitious moment to tell him of the strange interview that Betty had had that morning with the bearded man.

“This hasn’t got to go into your report, Bullott, because I wish that young woman’s name kept out of the newspapers. And what she has to tell will not help any.”

Mr. Bullott was filling his pipe, and his mild eyes fixed upon his lodger.

“What’s she to you?” he asked.

Bill Holbrook was annoyed to the point of incoherence.
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Lodge No. 1107 of the Proud Sons of Ragusa was housed in a hall that had been an unsuccessful cinema theatre, and, having been purchased by the Proud Sons, had, at no inconsiderable cost, been converted to the use of the order.

As in the case of most Ragusa lodges, the outer lobby was fitted up as a reception office. In many ways it resembled the lobby of a small hotel, with its desks at which, under shaded lights, three men sat writing when Bill Holbrook arrived that evening. The whole proceedings were most businesslike, he thought, as he sat down to read and fill in the blank that was given him.

It was a most innocuous document, in which he had to write his name, address and profession, and to sign a declaration that he would abide by the rules of the Order, and agreed to accept dismissal from its membership if he transgressed the governing laws.

“That will cost you two pounds,” said the official briskly, when he returned the blank, “one pound half-yearly subscription and one pound for your robe. Your number is H.74 — remember to tell the worshipful keeper of the robes that. Now, sir, if you will knock at that door, two of the brethren will prepare you for the initiation — yours is the only one tonight.”

At the far end of the vestibule was a double door of polished wood, and on this Holbrook knocked. The doors opened instantly, and for a second he was so startled by what he saw that he made no move. Two men were standing in the inner hall, which was in darkness except for two lamps hanging from the ceiling, which gave so faint a light that they only served to emphasise the gloom. The men were dressed from head to foot in black; their heads were covered by cowls, and over each face was a loose black covering. Only the eyes showed through long slits.

“Enter, Brother-to-be,” said one in a shrill, Cockney voice, and the door closed behind him.

The man who had spoken was carrying something over his arm.

“Put this on,” he said, and Bill saw that it was a robe similar to those they wore.

In a minute he was covered, the cowl drawn over his head, and the eye apertures adjusted.

“Speak now, stranger, on the threshold of our mysteries: by land and water, by the air and the spaces beneath the earth, do you seek the brotherhood of our noble order with a pure heart and a desire to serve humanity? Answer ‘I do.’”

The second man gabbled the question mechanically.

“I do,” said Bill.

The man struck three times upon an inner door, and it was opened.

“Who comes?” asked a deep voice.

“A strange mariner for our argosies,” was the reply.

“Enter, Son-to-be,” said the voice.

The big hall into which Bill walked between his guardians was as dimly illuminated as the outer room. Ranged round the walls on chairs he saw line after line of cowled figures. At one end of the room was a raised dais, where three figures sat behind a table. Facing them, and at the opposite end of the room, sat a solitary man. Except for the robes and the cowls, Holbrook had anticipated the layout of the lodge. On the table before the three was a small silver ship of ancient design. It evidently stood upon a sheet of glass beneath which was a concealed light, for its sails glittered brilliantly.

Bill was led to the solitary figure, and there began the initiation service. He was charged to be a true Son of Ragusa, “fearless in danger, keen in enterprise, thrifty in prosperity,” and, prompted by his conductors, he made the conventional replies. From the Captain of the Lodge, as he discovered this officer to be, he was taken to the three, and there received what was obviously the key instruction — the order of obedience. At last it was over, and he was shown to a chair that had been left vacant on one side of the hall, and became thereafter an interested audience to the discussion of lodge business. Who were his right or left hand neighbours, he could not guess.

The discussion that followed bored him; an exchange between the chair and one of the orators of the lodge on what was and what was not true philanthropy. The arguments were feeble, the speeches poor in the extreme, and he was relieved when, rising in his place, the Captain of the Lodge lifted his hands in benediction, and chanted:

“To all Proud Sons of Ragusa, to all officers of lodges, to the noble members of the High Degree, to the exalted brethren of the Grand Lodge, to the most reverend and puissant Priors, and to the most exalted, noble and holy Grand Prior, dedicate we our lives and faiths, our hopes and services.”

There was no mention of the Twenty-Third Degree, Bill noticed, and wondered what was the explanation for so notable an omission.

The members filed out in silence, not the way by which he had come, but to a disrobing room. This was in complete darkness. As every man stepped into the little lobby, he slipped off his coat and cowl and handed it to some hidden person, giving his number. The process was a slow one, because there was an interval of a few seconds between each member’s disappearance, and Bill guessed that this method was employed to maintain the illusion of secrecy, though the members of the order must have been well known to one another, since they met, unmasked and unrobed, in public.

He took his place at the end of the slow-moving queue, and had nearly reached the door, when somebody tapped him on the shoulder, and he turned to look into a cowled face.

“In the name of the Prior,” said the figure in a low voice. “The Grand Lodge has need of you. You will be at the third milestone on the Epping Road at eleven o’clock on Sunday night.”

He pressed a paper into the hand of the astonished reporter, and without another word walked swiftly past the waiting queue into the dark room.

When Bill came out through the side entrance of the lodge, he found Toby Marsh pacing the sidewalk.

“Well, what do you think of it — brother?”

“I have attended hangings that have been more cheerful,” said Bill.

Toby chuckled.

“Hear anything about the Twenty-Third Degree?” he asked.

“No, it was not mentioned. Why is that?”

Again the burglar laughed.

“The Twenty-Third is tabu
 amongst the Sons — it is the punishing degree, and is never mentioned. And yet there were at least two men there tonight who were Twenty-Thirders until last week — fired, boy!”

“Fired?”

“Reduced from the Twenty-Third to the First. That’s the way of the Ragusas; you never know whether you’re up or whether you’re down.”

“My own promotion has been so rapid that I’m dizzy,” said Bill, and told him of his appointment to the Grand Lodge.

Toby’s face was serious.

“That’s quick!” he said. “Where are they to pick you up?”

“At the third milestone on the Epping Road, wherever that may be,” said Bill, “but probably there are more instructions here.”

He stopped under a street-lamp, and unrolled the little scrap of paper he still held in his hand. He looked and uttered an exclamation. The paper was a banknote for a hundred pounds!
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“Nobody knows anything. Who are the members of the Grand Lodge, where it holds its meetings, who are the Twenty-Thirders, and why. The only thing the poor simps are sure about is that twice a year there is money for nothing for somebody. And for the rest, they’re satisfied to go on gripping and passwording and secret-signing, and singing their silly songs, and rooting for their silly lodges,” said Toby Marsh, lolling at ease in the only comfortable chair that Bill possessed.

“Who does know?” asked Inspector Bullott, taking his pipe from his mouth.

“The Grand Prior, and nobody else,” said Toby promptly. “I’ve been into this because I thought it was good graft. I’ve nosed and I’ve pried, and I’ve brought the Sons of Ragusa down to the Book of the Law.”

“What the devil is the Book of the Law?” asked the astonished police officer.

“It’s a book that has the ritual and system of the Ragusas written down to the last dot. The Grand Prior wrote it, and the Grand Prior has it. When the Grand Prior dies, it will be handed over to the new Grand Prior. That is the story I’ve heard, and it sounds true.”

“Is there any graft in it at all?” asked Bill.

Toby Marsh shook his head.

“No; that is the surprising thing about the Ragusas. It’s an honest-to-heaven society; does a whole lot of good, builds cottage hospitals for seamen, donates lifeboats — most of its lodges are in maritime towns, and, I suppose, a third of its membership is made up of sailors — it runs an orphanage at Newcastle, and a home for old sailors at Gosport. They’re certainly tough with members who get fresh or who defy their rules, but so far as I know, even in this they have never broken a law. There have been no whippings or burnings, and I haven’t been able to trace an old Ragusa that has been ridden out of town on a rail. Oh yes, they’re all right, only…,” he shook his head.

“Only what?” asked Bill.

“Only I don’t understand old man Laffin being chief of the Twenty-Third Degree. That isn’t right to me.”

Inspector Bullott was thoughtfully puffing at his pipe.

“I’ve been thinking over this murder,” he said. “Does it strike you that Brother John may have offended the Ragusas?”

Toby Marsh did not scoff at the idea, as Bill expected.

“I don’t know,” he said, rising; “it’s a queer… ‘Scuse me, folks, I’ve got an appointment on the right side of the law. Know Jenny Hamshaw? You’ve missed sump’n…!”

There were two subjects very dear to the heart of Mrs. Caroline Hamshaw. The first of these, the super-excellent qualities of heart and brain in her only child; the second, Murder as a Fine Art.

When she was not extolling the virtues of her daughter and her social triumphs, her generosity, her sweetness of disposition and her amazing exclusiveness, she was supplying her audience with details of crimes which had evidently been objects of intensive study. The story of Mrs. Dyer and the hundred babies she did to death; the cunning of Smith, the artist, who drowned his wives in their baths, having first insured their lives for respectable sums; the coldbloodedness of Deeming, a famous cutter of throats who buried his victims under cement: Mrs. Hamshaw knew them all, and spoke of them with a certain melancholy pride, as though they owed not a little of their notoriety to the fact that she had taken upon herself the burden of keeping their memories alive.

It had been Mrs. Hamshaw’s fortune as a girl to give evidence in a veritable murder trial, and this experience was probably responsible for the interest she took in crime thereafter.

She had one paying guest, to the presence of whom her high-class daughter offered no objection; for, despite her mother’s encomiums, Miss Hamshaw was by nature mean, and had exact ideas about the value of money, and Mr. Toby Marsh paid regularly and never grumbled about extras.

Miss Hamshaw’s rigid view on economy was, if the truth be told, the skeleton in her mother’s cupboard, and on the evening Bill Holbrook was initiated into the full membership of the Proud Sons of Ragusa, the elder lady, a stout, morose woman with a strong facial resemblance to the late Queen Victoria, sat with her plump hands folded and a tear trickling down her large nose, listening with proper humility to the admonitions of her child.

“I’m not made of money, Mother; and really, I think I’m doing enough for you. I’ve given you this house — at least, I let you live rent free — and I’ve spent hundreds on furniture, and
 I’m allowing you three pounds a week.”

Mrs. Hamshaw murmured something about the high cost of living, and was snapped to silence.

“I haven’t had an engagement this past six months — where do you think I get the money from? Why don’t you get another boarder? I suppose, because you see ‘La Florette’ in big letters on the billboards, you think I’m a millionaire — but salaries are not what they were, and what with my flat and my car and what not, I have a struggle to make both ends meet.”

Thus, La Florette, the thin-faced dancer (Betty had not been far wrong when she guessed she was English, for in real life she was plain Jenny Hamshaw).

“I’m sure I do my best to make the money go round,” said Mrs. Hamshaw gloomily. “There are times when I wonder whether I wouldn’t be better off if I was dead and in my grave.”

To which suggestion Florette made no very helpful reply. “Mr. Marsh wouldn’t like another boarder,” the old woman went on, “and I don’t know that I could be bothered. I’m not so young as I was. When I was a girl in Bath working for the Carens — him that murdered his wife, and—”

“Don’t give us any horrors,” begged Florette, well acquainted with her mother’s weakness. “I know all about Caren.”

“The child went to the workhouse, and a doctor adopted her — Dr. — Now, what was his name? He called her Carew — Laffin, that was it! — What’s wrong, my love?”

La Florette was staring at her mother.

“Carew — what was her first name?”

“Elizabeth; a pretty little thing with red hair. It’s a funny thing about her, that she wasn’t Caren’s child at all. I knew everything about it….”

The girl was listening, openmouthed.

“A middle-aged man, Mr. Leiff Something — I remember the ‘Leiff’ because it was unusual. He married a young girl, and left her with the Carens, when he went back to America he was American. He got ill and couldn’t come back, and a week after the baby was born her mother died. Mrs. Caren never had a child, and she got so fond of the little mite that, when Mr. Leiff… Stone! That’s the name! When he cabled to ask what had happened, Mrs. Caren said that they were both dead, mother and child. She used to cry about the lie she told, and robbing the baby out of a good home. Mr. Leiff What’s-his-name… Stone, that’s it… well, he was rich — they say the news turned him crazy”

La Florette, started up, her eyes blazing.

“Mother, you’re not to tell this to anybody in the world, do you hear? Betty Carew has got to stay the daughter of a murderer, and that’s what everybody has got to know.”

A gentle cough behind her made her turn her head.

Mr. Toby Marsh, hat in hand, stood in the doorway, an apologetic smile on his face.
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“I hope,” said Mr. Marsh, unconsciously paraphrasing the remarks of a great literary character, “I hope I don’t intrude?”

There was an awkward silence.

“Come in, Mr. Marsh,” said La Florette, reacting instantly to the admiring glance of the newcomer. “My mater and I were having a little pow-wow.”

“If it’s a family conference—” began Toby, with gentlemanly delicacy.

“No — come in. Mother and I were discussing ways and means. You’ll quite understand my position; naturally I don’t wish mater to take boarders, not ordinary boarders; I shouldn’t like people in my set to know that she took boarders at all.”

“Naturally,” murmured the lodger.

“But this is what they call in the newspapers the age of — what is the word? It begins with D?”

“Democracy?” suggested Toby correctly.

“That’s the word; we’ve got to do something to keep the wolf from the door. The mater says that you wouldn’t like to see another boarder here?”

His face fell.

“Well, to tell you the truth, I shouldn’t,” he said. “Being in the Government service” (this was Toby Marsh’s favourite piece of fiction) “a sort of secret service, if you understand, I couldn’t afford to have anybody prying and spying around my documents. And another thing, Miss Florette, you can trust me, being a man of discretion, if I may use the expression, but could you trust some stranger…? I shouldn’t like to know that anybody went round saying that he was boarding with the great La Florette’s mother.”

Florette bit her lip thoughtfully. She was interested in other matters, yet gave the impression of being wholly absorbed in this domestic problem. In truth, her mind was far away, and was almost wholly taken up with the news which her mother had given to her.

“I think you’re right, Mr. Marsh,” she said at last, with a dazzling smile. “It wouldn’t be a good thing. Please think no more about it.”

As soon as she could get away from the house she hurried back to Van Campe, her confidant in most matters, though she had decided in the present case to keep her own counsel. Still, he might help.

She got back to the theatre where he had his office, and, opening the door without knocking, walked in — and stopped. Mr. Van Campe had a visitor. A funereal figure rose slowly from the table and turned his dark eyes upon her, and for a second she was nonplussed.

“Why — why, Dr. Laffin!” she stammered. “I didn’t expect to find you here.”

The doctor’s face twisted into something which was intended to be a smile.

“I have been talking to Mr. Van Campe,” he said, “and, curiously enough, young lady, about your good self.”

“About me?”

In her surprise she forgot her tremendous discovery. She knew the visitor slightly, had met him during the period of Betty Carew’s engagement, and had made no disguise of her hostility toward him. The mere fact that he was related to Betty was quite sufficient to prejudice him hopelessly in her eyes.

“Is zat so?” she lisped, returning to her public role of exiled Frenchwoman. “Zat is extraordinaire!”

Laffin was looking at her thoughtfully.

“You may think that the suggestion I have made to Mr. Van Campe is fantastical, bizarre, but I beg that you will not too lightly dismiss the scheme I have put before our friend.”

Before she realised that he was on the point of departure, with a little nod he was gone.

“What was he doing here?” she asked, when the door had closed upon the visitor. “And what is this scheme of his?”

Van Campe rubbed his bald head in perplexity.

“I can’t understand that guy,” he said. “He came in to see me about getting an engagement for Carew, and I told him frankly that I was thinking of putting you into the cast — which of course I’m not — and that there wasn’t room in the same theatre for you and the girl. I bragged a bit about your Continental reputation, and told him you mixed with the best people in town. In fact, I happened to mention that you dined last night with those two men from the Treasury. And then, before I knew what was happening, he had asked me whether I thought you would help him in a scheme of his.”

“A scheme?” she said, frowning. “What is it — a theatrical scheme?”

“No, that’s the funny thing about it,” said Van Campe, shaking his head. “He wants to take a furnished house in the West End — he suggested Portman Place — put you into it, make you an unlimited allowance, the idea being that you give parties.”

“To which he shall be invited, I suppose?” said La Florette sarcastically. “Nothing doing, Campe!”

“No, he didn’t even ask that,” said Van Campe. “In fact, he told me he would not ask to be received. He said all that he wanted was a little information about the stock market which might come to you.”

La Florette laughed.

“He’s crazy, if that’s all he wants,” she said. “I can give him a whole lot of information that I got out of this morning’s papers!”

Van Campe was looking thoughtful.

“I didn’t like it at first,” he said, “but the more I think of it, the bigger opportunity it seems. You are badly in need of boost, and that kind of social boost is the best thing that can come to you. Besides which, there’s nothing unusual in his suggestion. I know a family, and a good class family, too, that is supported by a stockbroker for the information they can collect from their parties. Think it over.” And then: “What brought you here so late at night?”

She immediately recalled the object of her visit.

“Campe, you know everybody in town — who is Leiff Stone?”

He frowned.

“Leiff Stone? The name seems familiar. There’s a Lambert Stone, an American millionaire who is a friend of De Fell’s. But Leiff is a new one on me. Why?”

She was not prepared to enlighten him apparently.

“Couldn’t you ask De Fell? He knows the American crowd very well, and if he’s a friend of Lambert Stone, he’d get to find out. Maybe it is some relation?”

Van Campe jotted down the name on his blottingpad, and nodded.

“I’ll see him in the morning,” he said; “and now, if you don’t mind, I’ve got an hour’s work to do before I can leave this darned office. I’ve had the police here all day, making inquiries about that street murder.”

“Here?” she said, in amazement.

“Yes; it appears that the murdered man called at the stage door this morning to see Carew, and found her. She’d come to the theatre for her make-up box. I was telling Laffin about it, but that didn’t mean anything to him. I guess he wouldn’t really worry if the girl was pinched.”

“I know somebody else who feels exactly the same way,” said La Florette grimly.
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La Florette was hardly out of the house before Toby Marsh had followed her. He saw the lights of her car turn the corner, and regretted that he had not the same form of transportation, for he was in a desperate hurry.

There was no light in Bullott’s parlour, but his continuous knocking brought Bill Holbrook, clad sketchily in a dressing-gown and his pyjamas.

“Come right in. Bullott’s not at home. What’s the hurry? Have they found the murderer? Bullott is a pathetic spectacle — did I tell you that this was his first case?” he asked, as he preceded the visitor up the stairs.

So naturally had events followed one another that it did not seem strange to Bill, even at that moment, that he should be entertaining a notable member of the criminal classes. Toby Marsh more than interested him. The mysteries of the man were fascinating. His unusual outlook, his queer angle of thought, tended to make this incongruous friendship something remarkable, and yet something very real.

“Who is Betty Carew?” asked Toby, when they had reached the sittingroom, and Bill had turned on the lights and drawn down the window shades.

“Who is Betty Carew?” said the astonished reporter. “The last time I heard of her, she was Betty Carew!”

“You told me to-day that old man Laffin had a hold on her, and I’ve discovered what it is,” said Toby Marsh, speaking rapidly. “She is supposed to be the daughter of a man named Caren, who was executed for the murder of his wife. I didn’t know that till tonight.”

Bill gaped at him, but Toby did not pause.

“Laffin adopted her when she was a kid, and I’ll bet he’s never stopped telling her about her grisly past.”

“But is it true?”

“I wish you’d known all about it before,” said Mr. Marsh regretfully, “and then I’d have created a bigger sensation when I told you it wasn’t true! She’s the daughter of an American who came to this country, married and was called back home, leaving his wife in the care of Mrs. Caren. The American was taken ill, and, for some reason or other, did not communicate with his young wife until after the baby was born, when he learnt that wife and child had both died. Apparently the woman in whose care she had been left had grown to like the baby, and did not want to be parted from her. That is only the skeleton of the story, but the man’s name was Leiff Stone.”

Bill leapt up from his chair.

“Leiff? Why, that’s Lambert Stone’s brother! Then Betty Carew is his niece! Moses!”

“Leiff doesn’t mean anything to me, and Lambert means less,” said Toby Marsh, but the other interrupted him with a demand for his source of information.

“They say that listeners hear no good of themselves,” began Toby, “which may or may not be true. They certainly hear a whole lot that’s bad about other people; and though eavesdropping is repugnant to me—”

Presently Bill had the story as far as his informant could tell him.

“Wait here. We’ll go round and see Stone right away,” he said, and dashed off to his room to dress.

He returned in a miraculously short space of time, although his clothing was slightly mixed in the process of dressing. He wore a pair of evening dress trousers with a sports coat, and a waistcoat belonging to another suit. Toby felt it was not the moment to be critical.

They found Lambert Stone, who had just returned from the theatre, and in a few brief words Bill told him all that they had learnt; the face of the millionaire grew grave.

“It sounds true,” he said. “All the circumstances fit. I know Leiff did marry a girl here, and that he came back to America at about the time of his daughter’s birth. I also know that he left her in Bath.”

“Was he ill in America?” asked Bill, and Stone nodded. “It happened at sea,” he said. “The ship ran into a gale, and Leiff was thrown down a companionway on to his head; there was a bad concussion, and practically he did not regain consciousness until after he arrived in New York, and then his condition was so serious that we thought he had lost his mind. It was six months before he became normal. He never told me the name of the people with whom he left his wife, but I know that a letter came saying that she was dead, and I can well remember the terrible time we had. I’ve hated myself ever since, because it was I who brought him to England, and through my instrumentality that he was introduced to the woman, who eventually became his wife. Betty Carew! Why, I met her only to-day! The story is true — I feel it. And verification is fairly easy; she would have been registered in her father’s name within a few days of her birth, before Mrs. Caren could have ever dreamt of her scheme of deception. Poor soul! Do you know where my — my niece lives?”

Bill nodded.

“I must see her tonight.”

“I thought you might want that,” said Bill quietly, “and I’ve kept the taxi waiting.”

It was near midnight when they stopped before the house where Betty lived, and Bill rang the bell, expecting that it would be some time before he received an answer. To his surprise, the landlady opened the door almost immediately.

“Is that Miss Carew?” she asked, peering out into the dark.

A premonition of danger quickened the reporter’s pulse.

“Isn’t she at home?” he asked.

“No, sir. I can’t understand it. I came home about half an hour ago, and found the table in the hall broke — look!” She pointed to the wreckage of a small table. “Miss Carew’s room was empty. She’d been to bed, too.”

Bill flew up the stairs, and into the room, which instinct told him was the girl’s. The bedclothes were thrown on the floor, and here too a small table had been overturned. There was no other sign of a struggle.

“Perhaps somebody came for her?” suggested the landlady.

“I think they did,” said Bill, speaking slowly.

He looked round at the serious face of Lambert Stone.

“What do you think?” asked the American in a low voice.

“I think the mystery of the desk-selling campaign and the locked room on the top floor of Laffin’s house, has been continued for yet another chapter,” he said.
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Despite all the precautions that Bill had taken, Betty Carew had been interviewed twice by the police that afternoon — interviews which, however, were completely unsatisfactory as she had not seen Brother John before, and (in response to an urgent note that had come to her from Bill when he discovered that he could not prevent a police visit) she had said nothing about Laffin or the message.

In the evening Clive Lowbridge called for her with his big car, and drove her into the country. Clear of London the failing sun shone in an unclouded sky.

Clive was remarkably taciturn during the trip, and she was not sorry, though she found herself ruminating upon his silence and seeking a cause, for he had come to her that evening in his most cheerful mood.

“Yes… it is this infernal murder,” he said, when on the way home she suggested a cause. “I hate your being even remotely mixed up in it. What time did this happen?”

“About noon.”

He drew a quick breath.

“Thank heaven! — don’t look so shocked. I’m not thanking heaven for this poor creature’s death, but for — well, I was with the doctor from eleven till one o’clock.”

“But what has the doctor to do with it?” she demanded, aghast.

“Nothing; only he’s such a queer fellow, and the fact that Father John — Brother John, was it? — mentioned him, set my mind working all ways. I don’t understand Laffin, never did. Perhaps he’s mad. You haven’t seen him to-day?”

“No, Clive.”

“I’ve had a long talk with him. He said nothing when I roasted him about locking you up. You know his masterly silences? When he did condescend to talk, it was to suggest that I should go to America and look for a rich bride! He has the queerest ideas about American people; thinks that heiresses line the quay waiting for eligible lords! I tried to get it into his head that the modern American father, unless he’s a hopelessly vulgar brute, thinks first of his daughter’s happiness, and then looks round for a decent American boy. Laffin has never lost the tutorial pose — his superiority is most offensive.”

“Are you very poor, Clive?” she asked sympathetically. “Miserably,” said he. “I keep a valet to tell creditors that I’m not at home!” He laughed softly. “And I thought all my troubles were over when I succeeded to this wretched title!”

He sent the car whizzing between two heavy lorries, and made it, with a few inches to spare — Betty jumped in alarm.

“Do you mind not carrying your annoyance to extremes?” she begged. “I’m not especially cheerful, but suicide is outside my plans for the moment!”

They returned to town as the last light of day was lingering palely in the sky, and stopped before the little house where she had her lodging. The place was in darkness, and, after a brief tour of the house, she returned to the sidewalk, where Clive sat at the wheel of his machine.

“I can’t ask you to come in,” she said; “my landlady is not at home. Goodnight, and thank you, Clive.”

She had a splitting headache, and was glad to carry the glass of milk she found waiting for her in the hall to her room; doubly glad to swallow the aspirin they had bought at a chemist on the outskirts of London, gladdest of all to snuggle her head into the pillow and feel herself sinking, sinking, into that delicious languor, which precedes the oblivion of sleep.

She had dreams, fitful, aching dreams that changed with every throb of head. Dreams of Clive and Dr. Laffin, and the still figure stretched on the sidewalk. Fantastic dreams of an untidy reporter stroking her face tenderly. She struggled to move her head… wondered if his fingers were still inkstained… felt hot lips pressing hers, and fought somebody back. And over and through all her unhappy imaginings was a low drone of sound and a queer vibration of movement.

Now she was back on Dartmoor and a cowled face was looking down into hers. She saw it loom from the darkness, black against black, and the glint of eyes.

She moaned in her sleep and tried to turn, but the bed had grown unaccountably narrow and hard and sagged in the middle so that she was imprisoned within its sides.

It was the queerest dream, for once she heard a long discussion about what was and what was not the right road, and she saw the flash of a lantern and heard a man cursing softly.

“The reporter and a man… came half an hour after….”

Somebody had telephoned — she could not catch the name.

After that she felt a cold hand touch hers, and the sharp prick of a needle above her wrist. She struggled desperately to rouse herself from her sleep, but the scream died in her throat, and then she slept dreamlessly.

Her room was still pitch dark when she came to consciousness, but the bed was bigger — wider than her own. Putting out her hand toward the table where the candle was, she found nothing.

“I’m still dreaming,” she murmured, and lay for a long time debating whether she should make an effort to wake or continue her sleep.

By the time she had decided, she was sitting in a high-backed chair, looking stupidly from left to right.

She was in a chapel, high-roofed, dimly lit. Facing her was a white altar. Two large candles glowed in golden sconces, and that, it seemed, was all the light there was.

Flanking the altar were two lines of stalls, massively carved, and above each stall was a banner, heavily embroidered with gold. She caught the dull glitter of the bullion in the faint golden light of the candle, and saw that the stalls were occupied. In each there sat a black cowled figure, motionless but not silent.

She looked down; she was dressed in white — her feet were bare, and across her knees was a crimson stole.

The cowled figures were chanting something, a drone of sound that seemed to be tuneless, until she remembered. Years before she had attended a recital of old English music, and had heard a quaint dirge that the lecturer had told her was the Song of Triumph, composed in honour of Henry’s victory at Agincourt. It was that they were singing… the words were indistinguishable.

“O revealed!”

Midway between her and the altar was a man in a long violet gown, his head and face covered, as were the others, by a hood. But she knew the voice, could have sworn to it — the voice of the old man who had come to her at the store. The Man of the Message! What strange shapes a dream takes, she thought.

“Into your hands I deliver The Law, divine Messenger of the Absolute! Write, that the law shall be complete and the gap of the circle filled!”

She heard a murmur by her side, and turned her throbbing head. Left and right of her stood two black-gowned men.

Something heavy was laid on her knees. It was a thick brown book, and instinctively she grasped it. Why, she did not know. Perhaps it was slipping from her.

“Hold it… hold it to your breast!” hissed a voice in her ear, and mechanically she obeyed.

The cowled men were filing out. She heard the swish and shuffle of sandals on the stone floor and the deep-throated discordances of the ancient hymn… And now she was alone — alone save for the two cowled figures.

“Rise!” The order came sharply, and again she obeyed.

They took her by the arm, and slowly paced by her side. Through a narrow doorway, along a cold passage. Rattle and clang of bars and bolts, and another door opened.

They were in the open… the fresh night winds played against her cheek.

“I want to wake up!” she cried wildly, and remembered no more.

When she opened her eyes the first thing she saw was the drawn face of Bill Holbrook. He was standing at the foot of her bed, and she noticed that his waistcoat was buttoned in the wrong holes, giving him a grotesquely lopsided appearance.

“Oh, you’re in it, too, are you?” she asked faintly. “But you mustn’t kiss me. I don’t like people kissing me, Mr. Holbrook!”

A second man was bending over her, a grey-haired man who wore large horn-rimmed spectacles.

“Headache?” he asked.

“A little — not much. Where am I now?”

“You’re in hospital now,” he said. “Do you feel strong enough to tell us how you got to Clapham Common in the middle of last night?”

She opened her eyes wide. She was awake — her mind was very clear.

“What day is it?”

“Thursday,” was the reply.

It was on Tuesday night that she had gone to bed!
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It was not till a day later that Betty learnt of the extraordinary circumstances under which she was found. A police patrol, who crossed Clapham Common just before daybreak, saw a figure stretched on the grass, and, thinking it was a sleeping vagrant, stepped over the low rails that separated the path from the grassland, and walked toward it, flashing his lamp upon what appeared to be a big bundle of rugs.

Not the least remarkable feature of the discovery was that, not only was the girl, as it proved to be, swathed in blankets and lying upon a hospital stretcher, but in order to ensure her safety, the rugs enclosed rubber water bottles, which were still hot when she was found. The policeman had called up an ambulance, and Betty had been transferred to the nearest hospital.

“I suppose my disappearance is in all the papers?” she said ruefully. “I am beginning to suspect you of an intensive publicity campaign, Mr. Holbrook!”

Bill shook his head.

“That isn’t the kind of publicity you’d get from me, Miss Carew,” he said quietly. “You are sure you remember nothing?”

“No, nothing.” She was emphatic on that point. “I had some queer dreams, but I remember nothing after lying down in my bed, until I woke yesterday in the hospital.”

This time Bullott was present at the interview.

“Did you drink anything before you lay down?” he asked.

“Some milk,” she said. “My landlady generally leaves me a glass in the hall.”

“That, of course, could have been got at if the people were waiting for you in the house, as I suspect they were.” He had found that the landlady was got out of the way by the simple process of sending her a reserved stall for the Lyceum. A messenger boy had brought it in the afternoon. “Does Dr. Laffin know?” she asked quickly.

“He has been told, but he is not very much interested,” said Bill. “He said that he thought you would turn up sooner or later.”

“Mr. Holbrook,” she said, just before he went, “was I dreaming last night, or did Mr. Lambert Stone see me?”

“You weren’t dreaming this time. And, Miss Carew, you’re going to tell me something about those dreams of yours, aren’t you, when you’re well enough?”

“I’ll try; they were extraordinary. I don’t even know now whether they were real or imaginary.”

“If there was any about my kissing you,” said William Holbrook coldly, “you can put that down to imagination right away,” and grinned to see her flush. “No, it was Lambert Stone you saw all right. He’s got some news for you when he comes to see you this evening.”

“For me?” she said in surprise. “What kind of news?”

“Well—” awkwardly— “it’s pretty good for you, that’s all!”

“This,” said Bullott, when they walked out through the shady grounds of the hospital, “is the craziest crime that has ever been committed. The girl is unharmed; she has obviously been kept under the influence of drugs; the doctor suggests scopolamin, which would keep her in a state of coma for two days, provided she were kept in the dark; and when she is found, she is wearing a white silk robe over her nightdress — a robe which her landlady has never seen before, and which I don’t suppose Miss Carew would recognise if she saw it. Another point; when she is picked up by the officer, she is lying on a stretcher — an ordinary Army stretcher that you can buy at any war depot for a pound. That means that she’s been wherever she has been in an ambulance, or some car that was originally used as an ambulance. I’ve had all the hire depots investigated, and I’ve had reports from the country constabulary around London, but no ambulance has been reported, which cannot be accounted for, though, if it carried no distinguishing marks, and travelled in the night, I should not expect a report.”

“Do you mean to suggest that she was two days and two nights unconscious?” asked Bill incredulously.

“From her point of view, yes,” said Bullott. “If you were to see a person under its influence you would not imagine that he or she was drugged. Its effect is to destroy the recollection of what passed a few seconds before, and our only hope is that there were moments when the effects of the dope wore off and she can recall to us some incident which will put us on the track. What does this bird wish?”

“‘This bird’ was a shabby man who had been waiting for them on the street outside, and now moved as though to intercept them. The face was that of a weakling; his irregular features, the small, unshaven chin, the furtive look in his small, pale eyes, said to Holbrook, something of a physiognomist, ‘criminal.’ To Mr. Bullott, with his amazing memory for faces, it said two words.

“Well, Tinker, how long have you been out?”

Tinker’s jaw dropped.

“Tinker Lane,” introduced Bullott with embarrassing frankness, “a ladder larcenist between voyages, eh, Tinker? He’s called Tinker because he’s a sailor — that is a peculiar form of English humour which will not appeal to you, Holbrook. What do you want?”

“I don’t want nothing from you, sir,” whined the man, recognising authority in the inspector’s tone. “I wanted to see this gent. Somebody told me he was a reporter.”

“Me?” said Bill in surprise.

“Yes, sir.”

Bullott drew off discreetly, leaving them alone.

“Excuse me, sir,” — the man’s hoarse confidence was flavoured with a strong smell of liquor— “but when I was on a voyage to Orstralia, there was a fellow serving with me who told me he got a lot of money out of newspapers by telling ’em something about a sea serpent that he’d seen with his own eyes—”

“If you’re trying to tell me a sea serpent story, you’re letting all that good vinous breath run to waste,” said Bill, good-humouredly.

“No, sir, it ain’t that.”

Bill was looking at him curiously. He wore a pair of corduroy trousers, a ragged blue jersey up to his neck, and the greasy cap on his head had once adorned the head of a ship’s officer.

“I’ve got a story that’s worth pots of money!” said Tinker. “I’ll bet it’s worth thousands! Here, look at this, mate!”

With elaborate caution he looked round to see if he was observed, and then, diving deep into his trousers pocket, he produced a little green and gold star, with an inscription in the centre, which Bill saw was in Greek, though he was insufficiently acquainted with that ancient tongue to translate or even read it.

“Five points,” said Tinker Lane impressively. “Pain, Sorrow “ — he ticked them off with a grimy forefinger— “Hunger, Thirst and Death. How’s that?”

“Sounds pretty good to me,” said Bill. “What is it supposed to be? A patent medicine ad?”

“No, it ain’t, it’s a story.”

For the third time he looked nervously around.

“What did they ask me to come in for — me, that never had any education and never wanted it; me that has been in bird”

“‘Bird.’?” said the puzzled William.

“Quod — you know, prison — over the Alps — anything you like. I’ve been in four times. You wouldn’t think they’d want a man like me, would you? As a matter of fact, I didn’t understand what they were jabbering about. It made me laugh to hear this big guy in a black cloak talking about duty and responsibility and all that hunk. But I had to go through with the first degree, and when it was over they come for me — tapped me on the shoulder as I was going out of the lodge.”

“The Proud Sons of Ragusa?” gasped Bill.

“Got it first time. The fellow that tapped me was an old shipmate of mine, a chap that got five years in Singapore for knifing the mate of a ship he was sailing with. He told me they picked him up in the East India Dock Road when he was down and out.”

Bill turned and beckoned Bullott to him.

“Listen to this,” he said. “Our friend is telling me a little story about the Proud Sons that will make your ears prick!”

“I haven’t given you the story yet. You’ve only got the beginning of it,” the dilapidated Tinker made haste to assure them.

“Wait,” said Bill, and told his friend what had already passed between them.

“When this man tapped you on the shoulder — this old shipmate of yours — what did he want you to do?”

“I didn’t know it was him, to tell you the truth. He had one of those bed-gowns on. But he told me to wait for him outside, and we went off to the White Hart to have a drink, and he spilled the rest of the yarn. He said they’d picked him up in the East India Dock Road, down and out, took him up to the lodge and made him a member — the Limehouse Lodge, Number — well, I don’t know what the number is, anyway, it was Limehouse. The biggest lodge in London. After that they made him into the Twenty-Third Degree. That’s what I am — the Twenty-Third Degree,” he said impressively. “You’d never guess it, would you? But I am; I can go down to any of these Ragusa fellows and make ’em do what I like — in a sense! I couldn’t make ’em give me money without putting ’em out: I know that because I’ve tried. But it’s one of the swell lodges.”

“You’re a member of the Twenty-Third Degree, and that star—”

“Ah! That star!” said the other, with grinning triumph. “That’s what I’m going to tell you about. What’s going to be done in July — the twenty-ninth of July? Do you know what I am?” He pointed to himself. “I’m second engine-room guard. It’s worth ten thousand quid to me. You wouldn’t believe it — ten thousand quid, and I haven’t got the price of a doss!”

“In that case,” said Bill, “it doesn’t seem that it’s worth while your telling the story for a few paltry pounds.”

The man shook his head vigorously.

“Ten thousand wouldn’t buy my neck: I love myself too much. Besides, how do you know they’re not going to doublecross me? It would be the easiest thing in the world. I know something better. You slip me five hundred of the brightest and best, and I’ll give you a story that’ll make your hair stand on end, and all your newspaper readers go blue with fright. You think I am bluffing, but I’m not. It’s the bird in the hand I want, and I’ve been following you about London all day trying to get a word with you, though I didn’t know this gentleman was a busy, or may be I wouldn’t have come up and talked to you now. I can get a ship next week for the River Plate, and with five hundred in my pocket I could have a peach of a time in Buenos Aires. Do I get the money?”

Bill thought a while quickly.

“I can’t give you the money myself, but I’ll speak to my editor,” he said. “Will you come to my house tonight at nine o’clock?”

The man accepted the offer eagerly.

“Make it ten,” he said. “I’ve got to meet my friend at nine. And have the money ready — this is a sensation I And say — why ship flour to America? And canned meat to America, and rifles and booze — openly? That’s funny, ain’t it? So long!”

And with no other word of explanation he slouched off.

“Toby couldn’t have been more mysterious,” said Inspector Bullott.

Inspector Bullott knew much more about the Proud Sons of Ragusa than Bill Holbrook imagined. It was not for amusement that he had spent half the previous night in the newly furnished house of one who, by an act of fortune, had suddenly found himself a comparatively rich man. But Bullott’s craving for information was insatiable.

There was a Government department which dealt with “friendly societies,” and he made a call on the chief of the bureau, to discover that he might have saved himself a journey.

“The Ragusas do not come under my observation,” said the official. “We deal solely with benefit societies, that is to say, with societies the members of which pay a certain sum a week and receive sick pay, insurance and similar benefits. The Ragusas come into the category of social clubs, and make no returns of their membership.”

He cited another famous order similarly circumstanced.

“All that I know of them is that they are a perfectly innocuous association with an extremely large membership. There has been a suggestion that their method of dispensing big prizes comes under the Lottery Act, but you, as a police officer, will know more about that than I. As a matter of fact,” he confessed, “quite a number of men I know are members, and they are eminently respectable persons. You will never eradicate from human nature the desire to dress up.”

There was little in this unsatisfactory interview to add to the sum of Bullott’s knowledge. More interesting were the confidential reports which he was receiving from the coast towns. Some of these were a little disquieting.

“I cannot understand what has come over the Ragusas lately,” wrote the Chief Constable of Northport. “They seem to be gathering the worst elements in the town; and if they had somebody recruiting members at the prison door, I should not be surprised. I have had one or two complaints from men who have been members of the order for years, and who say that the class of membership is falling very considerably. I knew at least three new Ragusas who have convictions behind them, and one of these is a man who has been twice tried for attempted murder, and escaped through a disagreement of the jury!”

Bullott filed the report and read another, similarly couched. The Tinker, then, was not the only hard case recently initiated into the mysteries of the Proud Sons.

Later in the evening he made another call at the hospital. The girl was up and anxious to return to her lodgings.

I’m going to ask you a question, Miss Carew, and I’d like you to give a lot of thought before you reply. You have some confused recollection of what happened to you after you were taken from your house?”

“Very confused,” she smiled, “so confused that even now I am perfectly certain I saw you and Mr. Holbrook.”

“Did you by any chance see Dr. Laffin, or hear his voice?” he asked.

She shook her head.

“No, I have no recollection whatever, though one of the voices I heard was familiar. Do you think Dr. Laffin was responsible?”

“I wouldn’t like to mention any names,” said the diplomatic Bullott.

“I don’t remember.” She shook her head again. “I certainly have no impression of the doctor. The only thing I am certain about is that I was on a stretcher. I was found lying on a stretcher, wasn’t I? Well, I must have been on that most of the time. I have a distinct recollection of my bed sagging in the middle, and I’m sure I must have been in a car, for I remember distinctly the buzzing and vibration, and somebody saying that we had lost the way.” She laughed softly. “Perhaps Mr. Holbrook was not in it, but that part of my dream was very vivid.”

“About his kissing you?” asked the unemotional Bullott, and she gasped and went red.

“How did you know?” she demanded.

“You mentioned something about his kissing you when you woke up.”

She was silent for a little while.

“If you ever discuss this with Mr. Holbrook, I wish you would emphasise the fact that the experience from beginning to end was a nightmare. Please remember to say that.”

Bullott smiled to himself as he went out. That little conversation would bear repeating, he thought, but unfortunately, when he reached his house Bill Holbrook was out.
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Bill had not seen Laffin since the night the doctor had lost his golden buckle. He had very wisely left the police to interview him concerning Betty Carew’s strange disappearance, with what was, to a reporter, the utterly unsatisfactory result of exonerating that gentleman from any complicity in her abduction.

When he arrived at Camden Road, the door was opened to him by a strange servant — strange also to the doctor, it would seem, for she hesitated when, as Bill suspected, she should have told him that Dr. Laffin was not to be seen.

“Come in, sir,” she said, closing the door behind him. “If you’ll sit down in the hall for a minute, I’ll find out whether the doctor will see you.”

There came from the study the sound of voices raised in altercation, and she had to knock twice before a sharp voice bade her come in. She heard the doctor’s smothered exclamation of annoyance, heard his snarl and the flow of coldblooded vituperation at the mistake which the unfortunate servant had called forth. Then a man came out of the room, flushed and angry, but with a ready smile for Bill.

“You’re Holbrook, aren’t you? I’m Lord Lowbridge. I think we’ve met before. Are you seeing this old devil to find out his responsibility for the outrageous treatment of Miss Carew? You can save yourself a lot of trouble; I’ve been trying for the past hour. Nevertheless, he’s in it up to his neck,” he said, lowering his voice, and then, seeing the frightened servant in the doorway, he nodded and went out.

Whatever fury Bill’s arrival had evoked in the bosom of Dr. Laffin, all trace of emotion had vanished when the visitor stumbled into the dark room and groped his way towards a chair which he would never have known was there to receive him, but for a gleam of light upon its polished back.

“I understand that you wish to see me, Mr. Holbrook?” The doctor was his old, mincing self, soft-voiced, superior, imperturbable. “It is fair that you should know that I have little sympathy with the methods of the modern Pressman. Even the highest and the most intellectual newspapers in the land seem to have adopted the objectionable hustle of the cheaper Press. Fortunately, newspapers are not necessary to me, and publicity is my bête noir
 .”

Thank you for those encouraging words,” said Bill cheerfully, “but I haven’t come to interview you about Miss Carew’s disappearance. I understand the police have already seen you, and that you knew nothing whatever of the matter until you were informed?”

“Miss Carew and I are not on terms of confidence.” The doctor put his long fingertips together, and was leaning back in his chair, looking down at the table. “The opportunities which I have offered to her have been so often flouted, my authority so continuously despised, my charity — for I have been charitable — so ungraciously rewarded, that I have almost ceased to take an interest in her future.”

“By charity, I presume you mean your adoption of her when she was a baby? I’ve been wondering, Doctor,” said Bill quietly, “whether you knew, when you took that child from the poorhouse, that her father was Leiff Stone”

The doctor’s hands were palm to palm beneath his chin. He was ridiculously like some mediaeval saint in the act of devotion. But at Bill Holbrook’s words, both hands dropped with a thud upon the table, and the hard, black eyes met his.

“What do you mean?” he said harshly.

“You didn’t know, then, that the Carens were not the parents of the girl who calls herself Elizabeth Carew? That she was the daughter of Leiff Stone, who left his wife in the care of the Carens when he returned to America?”

In the silence that followed, Bill could hear the man’s quick breathing, but not a muscle of the yellow face twitched, the eyes did not waver.

“It seems almost like an extract from some popular work of fiction,” said Dr. Laffin at last. “When did you learn this?”

Holbrook told him, in a few words, without, however, revealing Toby Marsh as the source of the information.

“I confess that I did not trouble to search the register,” said Laffin, after a pause. “You say that Mr. Lambert Stone is perfectly satisfied that the girl is his niece, and that Mr. Leiff Stone was her father?”

“‘Was’?” repeated Bill sharply. “Is he dead?” Laffin’s face was a mask.

“How am I to know, if I do not number this gentleman amongst my acquaintances?” he said smoothly. “‘Was’ or ‘is’ — does it matter? All things are, for the spirit essence is indestructible.”

“We will keep away from the occult, if you don’t mind, doctor,” begged Holbrook. “I am a little out of my depths when I lift my mind from the Camden Road, and the is-ness of things.”

The doctor rose.

“Thank you for coming, Mr. — Er — Holbrook, I think your name is? I must write to my little Elizabeth and congratulate her. She will, I have no doubt, remember with gratitude the care that I lavished upon her.”

“I guess she won’t have much chance of forgetting,” said Bill coolly. “But that wasn’t all I came to see you about, Doctor. Your Twenty-Third Degree has got me guessing.”

Laffin raised his hand in protest, and in so doing made the almost imperceptible sign of the Ragusas.

“That doesn’t mean anything to me,” said the calm Bill, “and if you’re going to pull any of that stuff about the oath of the Proud Sons and the responsibilities of brotherhood, I shall say things to you which I may regret. What is this Twenty-Third Degree? How do you come to be the head of it? I’m asking you “ — he spoke slowly, leaning over the table, his palms on its edge, his face within a few inches of the doctor’s— “because there’s something behind the Ragusas, something you know, something that is sinister and outside of the law. The Ragusas are decent men, with decent men’s childish delight in passwords and signs and grips, and the fool play that is part of the joy of secret societies. But the Twenty-Third Degree doesn’t belong to the plumbers and bakers and icemen who get thrilled every time they mask their faces and think they’re being conspirators. How came you there, right on top?”

“The Twenty-Third Degree,” began the doctor, “as you ought to know as a Ragusa — I dislike most intensely discussing the mysteries of that noble order — has ever been a degree of honour”

“Forget it,” said Bill. “The Twenty-Third Degree was moribund till you went into it. It consisted of about fifty ancients who dabbled in occultism, acting as a buffer between the lower degrees and the swell fellows on top, the Priors. But those old guys are out of the Twenty-Third; they’ve been returned, one by one, to their various lodges, and other men have taken their places — men you’ve selected yourself. What’s the idea, Laffin?”

Dr. Laffin’s lips tightened, so that they were scarcely visible.

“I refuse, utterly refuse, to discuss the secrets of the Ragusas,” he said. “If you were not entirely lost to shame, to all sense of decency, you would not press such an indelicate question upon one who has the honour”

“Leiff Stone — where is he?”

Laffin’s eyes blinked at his questioner, but he did not answer.

“Where is Leiff Stone?” asked Bill Holbrook slowly and deliberately. “The man who called at the store in Duke Street, the man in the black cassock and the sandals, who came to Betty Carew and asked for ‘the message’? The man who expected to see her there, sitting in a green dress at a desk on which was a jade vase and one red rose? Where is Leiff Stone?”

Laffin licked his dry lips.

“I don’t know, I don’t understand you. You’re mad to ask such questions,” he said, and for the first time since Bill had known him there was a tremor of anxiety in his voice. “And if I knew I would not tell you. How dare you come to me — to me, of all people in the world? You shallow-brained, material”

“Rough talk doesn’t worry me,” said Bill. “I’m acquainted with a news editor who can give you a pretty long start in the matter of offensive invention. Now I’m going to tell you something.” He tapped with his knuckles on the desk to emphasise every word. “Leiff Stone is, or was, the Grand Prior of the Ragusas.”

Dr. Laffin walked across to the door and opened it slowly. “Goodnight,” he said, with extravagant politeness. “I have thoroughly enjoyed our conversation.”

Bill nodded. There was nothing more to be said, no profit in any further interview. He walked out into Camden Road with a sense of triumph. He had got under the doctor’s skin, and he had hurt.

He drove to the Press Club, for he had a column to write on the latest developments of the Brother John murder, and it was nearly eleven o’clock before he joined Lambert Stone. Mr. Stone had spent the greater part of the evening at the hospital, for, although Betty had recovered, the doctors had thought it wise to detain her for another day.

“You told her about your relationship?”

“Yes, she was dazed, but pathetically glad,” said Stone. “I don’t think she quite realised how her supposed parentage has clouded her life. She told me that Laffin never ceased to taunt her with the fact that she had a murderer’s blood in her veins.”

“What difference will it make to her position? Your brother is a rich man?”

“I don’t know,” smiled Stone. “He was very rich once; our father left us each two million dollars, and probably Leiff is still a wealthy man. But that doesn’t matter very much, does it? I’m a bachelor; Betty is my only relative, and I’m not exactly a poor man.”

Bill scratched his chin.

“I see,” he said, without enthusiasm. “Miss Carew — I’ll still call her that, if you don’t mind — goes into the desirable heiress class?”

“With a lordly lover ready made,” laughed Stone. “The first person she asked for was Clive Lowbridge.”

“Indeed?” said Bill coldly. “Isn’t that grand!”

Stone was eyeing him keenly.

“You don’t like Lowbridge?”

“On the contrary, I like him very much.” Holbrook roused himself with an effort to cheerfulness. “Oh no, I’ve nothing on Lowbridge, only — somehow — I don’t like these international marriages.”

He was astonished at himself; his voice was husky, he had a queer sensation of pain, for which he could find no adequate cause.

“I’ll be getting along,” he said, after an awkward pause. “I’m glad you told her. She’s rather… sweet, that niece of yours.”

He walked down the stairs, passed the night porter with a nod, and stepped out into the cool night air, curiously shaken. As he stood, a little numb with the realisation of his folly, a car came slowly past. He looked at it dully, seeing yet not seeing. Then, from the place where the driver sat, leapt a red pencil of flame, and Bill Holbrook crumpled in a heap on the sidewalk.
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Lambert Stone was halfway down the stairs with Holbrook’s coat on his arm, when he heard the shot. The night porter had also heard the plock!
 of a pistol fired with a silencer, and reached the huddled figure before Stone came running up. Together they lifted the unconscious reporter and carried him into the elevator.

“‘Phone a doctor,” said Stone quickly, when they had laid him on the sofa in his sittingroom. “If that is the only wound, there is no serious injury.”

The bullet had struck above Bill Holbrook’s right eyebrow, and followed the eccentric course which bullets sometimes take, for it had emerged from the skin at a point above the ear, having completed a half-circuit of his head, without, so far as Stone could discover, penetrating the bone at any place. The wound was ugly enough, and the night porter had no doubt that the victim was dead, but Lambert Stone, who had passed his youth in a community where gunplay was a normal circumstance of life, diagnosed the injury with greater accuracy.

Fortunately, there was a doctor in the building, and his brief examination confirmed Lambert’s view.

“There is no fracture,” he said, busy with his needle, “and the longer this young man remains unconscious, the easier it will be to fix him.”

The dressing of the wound was nearly completed, when Bill opened his eyes and stared up into the face of his host.

“Nearly got me, I guess,” he said faintly.

“You didn’t see the shooter?”

“No… same as Brother John… got me from the car.”

Save for a racking headache, he was his normal self when Bullott came.

“I called at Laffin’s on my way,” he said. “He hasn’t left the house all evening — I know this because I’ve got a shadow watching him. You were there tonight — you told him something?” he challenged.

“Yuh,” said Bill.

“What was it — Ragusa talk?” asked Bullott, with a pretence at carelessness.

“Twenty-Third Degree, mostly. Why I did it, I don’t know; I should have been kicked — it was my weakness for sensation made me so darned talkative. I know why I was shot all right. What’s the time?”

“A quarter to twelve.”

Bill made a little grimace of pain.

“I’ve got to see that man,” he said. “I can go, can’t I, Doctor?”

“Unless it is very important,” hesitated the doctor, “I don’t think you should be moved.”

“It is
 important,” said Bill emphatically, and sat up with a groan.

It was only when he swore that he would go to bed the moment he arrived home, and that he would get a nurse and a surgeon on the following morning to dress the wound, that the doctor agreed.

Midnight was chiming from a church clock when Bullott and Lambert Stone helped him out of the cab, and up to his room. A man was standing in the shadow of the doorway; Bill saw him the moment he reached the sidewalk; but it was not the Tinker.

“Got you, did they?” said a cheerful voice. “I somehow thought they’d go gunning for you when I heard you spilling your trouble to the doctor.”

It was Toby Marsh, and Bill stared at him incredulously.

“You heard? You weren’t in the doctor’s study.”

“I’m there every night,” said Toby Marsh, with a smirk. “You couldn’t keep me away from Laffin; we’re like brothers!”

Toby sat on the edge of the bed, the stub of an unlighted cigar between his white teeth, his dancing eyes fixed upon the patient.

“I ought to have been a reporter,” he said. “I’ve got more newsgetting ideas than any of the cubs I’ve met in my professional life. Lord! when I think of the scoops I could have got,” he said reminiscently. “I’ll tell you something, Bullott, as a guarantee of good faith, as the newspapers say. I did a two years’ course of deed-box work. That’s a new one on you? In that two years I broke into a hundred and twentythree lawyers’ offices. It was a hobby, you understand; just an in-something-able curiosity — what’s the word? Thank you — insatiable. There’s no money in lawyers, but a whole fortune if I’d been ‘putting the black’.* I did other work, because a man’s got to live, and hobbies are expensive. But the documents I’ve read! The bundles of letters, tied up with red tape, what wives have said to their husbands and what husbands have said to their wives, the confessions and deeds of assignment — there’s a Cabinet Minister who’s been paying three thousand a year blackmail for the last twelve years; did you know it?” He mentioned a great name. “I’m a reporter, I tell you — I want to know. A lot of people think that a born reporter is a fellow who wants to write, but that’s not so, and Holbrook will tell you the same. A born reporter just wants to know, and he doesn’t care a darn whether he writes or whether he doesn’t.”

[* Blackmail.]

“I’ll swear you were not in that room,” said Bill vigorously. “It was fairly dark, but you couldn’t have been concealed”

“I wasn’t within a mile of that room,” confessed Toby. “Nevertheless, I was there, if you understand, in the spirit. My ego was projected upon an astral plane — I don’t know whether that’s right, but it sounds like some of the stuff I’ve heard in Laffin’s office — and, oh gosh! it’s easy!”

He was intensely amused, convulsed with internal laughter. Presently he took off his gold-rimmed spectacles and wiped them dry.

“When the weather goes cold, I’m finished as a source of information. But, barring this accident, I’m your special correspondent at headquarters.”

“You’d make a lot of money if you went straight,” said Bullott with reluctant admiration.

Toby Marsh’s nose wrinkled.

“You’re talking like a judge. ‘If your energies had been directed into proper and legitimate channels, you might have made an honest living, instead of which you are going down for nine moons with hard labour.’ No, sir, burglary is my long suit, and all the rest are recreations. I’d sooner open a burglarproof safe, or burn out a fire-resisting lock, than I’d see my name over the finest story that was ever printed.”

“You’re a bad man, and will come to a bad end,” said Bullott.

“I shall end up as a churchwarden,” said the other calmly, “highly respected by the folk of a cathedral city, and admired by my neighbours. Maybe I’ll take dinner with a bishop every other Thursday — you never can tell. Or perhaps I’ll get a knighthood. The Prime Minister’s daughter will get locked up in a safe, and nobody can open it; somebody thinks of Toby Marsh; he arrives in the nick of time and saves the daughter amid loud applause. I saw a play like that. I have my dreams.”

Bill glanced at Bullott, who looked at his watch.

“You can save yourself a lot of trouble — he won’t come.”

“Who?” asked the startled inspector.

“Tinker,” was the reply, “the gentleman who was calling to spill the beans. I’ve been looking for him all night, and if I can’t find him, there isn’t a busy that ever strolled out of Scotland Yard disguised as a gentleman who could succeed. I’ve searched every dive from the Edgware Road to Whitfield Street. I’ve asked the nearest approach he’s got to a friend. I’ve been to his lodgings in Seven Dials — where all the coon-jazzers live — and there’s no sign or sight of him — hasn’t been seen since four o’clock this afternoon, when he had a cup of tea at Bony’s coffee-shop. Is it likely he’ll come?”

As though in answer to his question, came one heavy knock at the street door, and Bullott went down the stairs two at a time.

A shabby looking man stood on the doorstep, but it was not the Tinker.

“Name of Bullott?” he asked hoarsely.

“That’s my name.” The detective took a letter from the man’s hand. “Here, wait!” he called, as the messenger was making a rapid retreat, but he took no notice of Bullott’s instruction.

The letter contained one word— “Detained.” No signature, date, place or address. He went out into the street, but by this time the man who had brought the note was running, and it seemed that no useful purpose could be served by bringing him back.

“What do you think of this?” he asked, returning to his party. “Take it by the edge; I’m going to bring out the fingerprints.”

Bill took the note from his hand, and read the word.

“I suppose there’s no doubt that this is from the Tinker?”

“‘Detained’ is a word that the Tinker wouldn’t use,” said the irrepressible Marsh. “It doesn’t belong to the three thousand six hundred and twelve words that make up the lowbrow’s vocabulary. If you think the number is less, take any page in a dictionary and count the words that everybody knows.”

“That isn’t the Tinker’s writing, anyway — for the simple reason that he can’t write,” said Bullott, looking at the letter again.

He went downstairs and returned with a small phial half-filled with a fine violet powder, and shook a little on to the paper. This he worked round dexterously until the notepaper was covered with a violet film of dust. When he blew the residue into the fireplace, a thumbprint was visible in one comer.

“And that’s yours,” grunted Bullott, nodding at Bill. “The man who wrote this wore gloves.”

He treated the envelope in the same way, and here, as he expected, the prints were many, and, to his practised eye, the majority of them were thumbmarks made by the same individual.

“We may be able to trace the messenger, but the writer has left no sign.”

Bill sat up in bed, and reached for the cigarette box.

“The twenty-ninth of July, things are going to happen. That date intrigues me. And what did he mean by saying that somebody was shipping canned beef and flour to America — and rifles, too, if I remember rightly? Bullott, I’m keeping that appointment on Sunday night, and I’m going alone.”

“In which case you’ll return in company,” interrupted Toby promptly. “There’ll be an ambulance man, two doctors, a bunch of policemen, and may be the mortuary keeper. You’re referring to your appointment on the Epping Road… third milestone, if I remember? I thought so! Son, I admire your courage, but your intelligence is beneath contempt. There’s only one place for you in the course of the next week or two, and that is behind a steel wall, eating food that you’ve prepared yourself.”

“Do you really mean that?” asked Bullot seriously.

Toby nodded.

“You bet I mean it,” he said, “you bet I mean it!”
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That a man should be shot dead in broad daylight, on one of the most crowded streets of London, and that the murderer should have escaped, offered to the leader-writer of every metropolitan newspaper an opportunity and an excuse for calling into question the prescience and genius of the detective force.

The Chief sent for Bullott, and, without a word, handed him a thick bunch of newspaper cuttings, and the first thing that caught the inspector’s eye was a paragraph:



“In the circumstances it is rather remarkable that the officer in charge of the case should be Inspector Bullott, who, we understand, is in this way making his acquaintance with the procedure of criminal detection. Hitherto, Mr. Bullott has occupied an important position in the Records Department of Scotland Yard, where he has rendered admirable service to the State, but which can hardly have fitted him for the duty he is now called upon to perform.”



Bullott’s heart went down with a thump. The rosy dreams of success, already dim, faded greyly.

“Read the next one,” suggested the police chief.

The second of the leaders was even more ruthless.



“Mr. Bullott, who is in charge of the case, is certainly pursuing methods which are, to say the least, unorthodox. Despising the assistance which trained and efficient police officers, accustomed to such cases, could give to him, he seems to be satisfied with the help of a man of doubtful antecedents and a reporter attached to the staff of one of our contemporaries. Admirable as this combination may appear to the inexperienced Mr. Bullott, an anxious public will not be impressed—”



“The third one is almost as bad,” said the Chief, and the troubled Inspector Bullott took up the third cutting reluctantly.

It was from the Post-News
 , a journal, which carried considerable influence in Government circles.



“… frankly, we must ask Scotland Yard to consider seriously whether they are taking all the steps possible to bring to justice this unknown assassin. As frankly, we state that it is, in our opinion, a grave error of judgment to place so important a case in the hands of an inexperienced police officer, a gentleman who has never before handled so much as a minor prosecution—”

“I suppose that means you want me to go back to my office, sir?” said Bullott.

The old chief chuckled.

“It means nothing of the kind,” he said. “I’ve been on to the newspapers — I know the editors of most — and I’ve found that those leaders were written on information supplied yesterday afternoon from a source which they, of course, refuse to reveal. The information was couched in the same terms, all having one object, which is to clear you out of this case. And they wouldn’t be worrying about you and your peculiar friends if there wasn’t a reason — it is quite enough for me, Bullott, that they wish you replaced. I’ll take the unpopular course of confirming you in that appointment. The police force that is popular isn’t doing its duty! Now, what about this shooting of Holbrook? How is he, by the way?”

“Practically well,” said Bullott. “The Press knows nothing about this last attempt, and I propose to keep it quiet for a day or two.”

The chief nodded.

“Marsh may be a difficult proposition for you to handle, but there’s nothing new in making use of a man of his questionable past. And he’s a character — I wouldn’t be surprised if he knew much more about this business than you give him credit for.”

The conference lasted an hour, and when Bullott issued into the street the first thing he saw was an early newspaper bill:

“Murder Witness Kidnapped.”



Betty’s story was now public property. Bill Holbrook’s column had been the big news of the morning, and although he had dealt as sketchily as possible with the girl and her experience, he had left no doubt in the reader’s mind that her disappearance from London for three days was directly associated with the murder of Brother John.

“Not that I’m sure about that,” he said, when Bullott had returned and showed him the paper. “When we can persuade this young lady to tell us her dreams, we shall probably form another opinion — you got a good roasting from the morning papers, Bullott. What do they say at headquarters?”

Bullott turned up his thumbs suggestively.

“The opposition is organised, of course,” said Bill, laying down the paper, “and that brings me down to Laffin. There is a Laffin touch in that stuff that can’t be mistaken. And, if you want news, here’s an item that’ll tickle you to death; La Florette has taken Lord Towcester’s house in Portman Place for the season, and is entertaining on a large scale, prior to her departure to winter in South America. You don’t see anything funny about it? I do! Florette is nearly broke, so is Van Campe. The failure of his last show has brought more creditors to his doorstep than he can accommodate. In fact, Florette — whose other name is Hamshaw — has started economising. Toby Marsh lodges with her mother and knows. A year’s rent of that Portman Place house is about two thousand pounds; it will cost five thousand a year to run — and that is without etceteras.” Bullott was only mildly interested.

“That’s her trouble,” he said.

“And yours too,” said Bill, and before he could explain what he meant, Bullott’s housekeeper announced a visitor.

It was Mr. Pawter, and in the quiet eyes that gleamed behind his thick, horn-rimmed glasses was a ghoulish satisfaction.

“This comes of leaving the innocent pursuits of commerce, William,” he said, glancing approvingly at the white-bandaged head. “If you had remained at Pips, you would not have been shot up.”

“How the devil did you know I was shot up?” asked Bill in astonishment.

“It has just come on the street, in the later editions,” said Mr. Pawter. “That is why I called.”

By this time Bullott was halfway down the stairs to his telephone. He had many friends on the Press, and his first call was at the Evening Gazette
 .

“It came through on the tape,” said the news editor reproachfully. “You might have tipped us off, Bullott.”

What agency sent it out?” demanded the inspector. “The Central Association.”

Fortunately, Bullott had friends at this court also, but they could give him little satisfaction.

“We had a ‘phone call this morning saying Holbrook was shot, and one of our reporters saw the hall-keeper in Albermarle Street, and interviewed the doctor who attended him.”

“There’s a very busy newsgiver wandering round,” he said, when he returned to Bill and told him the result of his investigations.

“It doesn’t matter, except to you,” said Bill. “I presume the idea of spreading the report is to discredit you still further as a sleuth.”

“They can go right on discrediting,” said Bullott, with quiet satisfaction. “I don’t suppose that it matters. The Chief has given me a new assistant—” he glanced at Mr. Pawter, listening openmouthed, and decided that it was not a moment for confidences.

“To me the whole thing is inexplicable,” Mr. Pawter felt called upon to utter a few platitudes. “In fact, everything that has happened to me in the past few weeks has been inexplicable. Take Laffin and his desk and the redhaired girl in the window. Isn’t that remarkable? And, what is more extraordinary than the terrible murder we read about in the newspapers a few days ago? The newspapers seem to think that the officer in charge of the case”

“Let me introduce you to him,” smiled Bill Holbrook, “and for heaven’s sake, think for yourself, Pips. As long as I’ve known you, your mind has been a distorted reflection of your favourite leader-writer.”

“Humph!” said Mr. Pawter, obviously embarrassed. “I — er — of course did not know that this was Mr. Bullott. I always thought his name was Bullock.”

His faux pas
 had the effect of hastening his departure. “Remember, William, there is a desk for you at Pips whenever you wish to return. Mr. Lambert Stone has very kindly placed his selling campaign in our hands, and I shall be glad to arrange your return on a new salary basis.”

“That is Father Pips,” explained Holbrook, when his relative had gone. “Pawter’s Publicity Agency, my respected cousin, a bachelor, has no criminal tendencies so far as I know, except a passion for gramophone music, and is not even remotely connected with the Proud Sons of Ragusa”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” said Bullott. “He’s the Seen Prior of that exalted order.”

“The Seen Prior? What are you talking about?”

“I’ve been going into this Ragusa question rather thoroughly,” said Bullott, “and I have collected more information in the past few days than I ever hoped to get. It is part of the scheme of the Proud Sons that no brother shall know another, though, of course, so far as the lower ranks are concerned, this idea doesn’t work, and isn’t expected to work. But, higher up, amongst the Grand Lodge folk and the Twenty-Third Degree, and higher still, amongst the Priors of the Order, the system of secrecy is a rigid one. There are fourteen Priors: the Grand Prior, twelve others in residence, and the fourteenth, who comes occasionally and acts for the Grand Prior in certain matters. He’s the only man whose face is never covered. That man is Pawter!”

“You’re crazy!” said Bill.

“I tell you I’m speaking by the book. I’ve had a man down in Dartmoor, and we’ve trailed the Priors to their home. Twelve years ago, an old monastery on the edge of Dartmoor came into the market as the result of a branch of a religious order returning to Italy, where it belonged. The property was purchased on behalf of the Ragusas by Pawter himself. It is a queer, ancient building, surrounded by a high wall in the most desolate part of Dartmoor, and thousands of pounds were spent in renovation before the Grand Priors came into residence. The Priors do not know one another. They live fairly well; each has his own suite, and is waited upon by a lower order Ragusa, specially chosen for the purpose, and well paid for the job. Pawter goes down to the Priory every six months, and when you think the matter over you’ll realise the wisdom of having one of the Priors unmasked. Twice a year the lottery occurs, which has made the Proud Sons of Ragusa so popular with the speculating public. The man who does the drawing is Pawter. It is carried out, of course, in the presence of the others, and every precaution is taken to ensure the draw being a fair one. Hundreds of thousands of metal-rimmed tickets, on each of which is written the official number of a member, are placed in a barrel and turned. The Seen Prior puts his hand through an aperture, takes out a ticket, and that is the first prize-winner. I should not have known this but for the discovery I made last night, that every man who draws a big argosy is present at the next drawing, under a vow of secrecy, of course. I interviewed four of the lucky ones before I could get one to talk, and by an odd chance it happened that he knew Pawter personally, and had worked in his office. Now I’m going to tell you something else; the head of the order is Leiff Stone. My informant told me something I did not know; that there was a Chaplain of the Priors, a short, stout man, whose face naturally he did not see, but whom he heard addressed as ‘Brother John’.”

Bill whistled.

“Here’s a problem for you” — Bullott spoke slowly— “Brother John is the confidant of the Grand Prior, the most trusted member of the order. Why was he shot? I am taking the strongest party of police that ever went to Dartmoor, and raiding the Grand Priory, and when I come out, the murderer of Brother John will be in my hands!”
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Clive’s flat was indeed a restful spot. At his suggestion, Betty Carew, newly released from hospital, had broken her journey to have tea with him. She lay in a deep armchair, soothed by the greys and blues of the appointments. The geraniums in the window-boxes were a mass of scarlet blooms, relieved by the pale gold of the calceolarias. Through the open casement a gentle breeze stirred the curtains and brought a faint fragrance of heliotrope from the little garden below. Benson was setting the tea-table, a capable figure of a man. Clive had gone down to get an evening newspaper with the account of the attack upon Bill Holbrook.

“This is a very peaceful place, Benson.”

“Yes, Miss, it is remarkably well situated, and very close to the tubes.”

She smiled to herself at this utilitarian view.

“His lordship finds the flat small,” Benson went on, “and I have no doubt it is for a gentleman who would, I am sure, wish to entertain on a larger scale. If his lordship married, it would be impossible,” he added as an afterthought, and she laughed.

“I don’t think his lordship contemplates matrimony, does he?”

“I have not his lordship’s confidence in the matter,” said Benson primly, and at that moment Clive returned.

“Here’s the account. Your friend seems to be in the wars.”

“He thrives on trouble,” she said.

“What were those dreams of yours, Betty? I’ve got an idea that, when we’re able to disentangle reality from the dream, we’ll have a pretty good notion of what happened to you.” She dismissed the subject with a weary gesture, and wisely he turned the conversation into more pleasant channels.

“So you’re a rich woman now, Betty? That is most embarrassing to me.”

“Why to you especially?” She laughed. “I’m not rich. I’ve discovered some amazing relations, but I don’t think it will make a great deal of difference to me. But why are you embarrassed, Clive?”

“Because — I think you know without my telling you. I want to marry you badly, Betty; I wanted to marry you when you were broke and I was broke, and marriage seemed so very, very possible. And then you refused because you thought you would be a drag on me. Now that you are rich, I can’t ask you because “ — he shrugged his shoulders— “I hate the idea of marrying money.”

She laughed again.

“Poor Clive! I think the old objection stands. Mr. Lambert Stone is rich, but in all probability my father is a very poor man — and not only poor, but crazy! It isn’t nice to talk about one’s father, but I can’t think of him except as I think of any other stranger.”

“Craziness is due to an accident which might have happened to you or to me,” interrupted Clive.

“I don’t offer that as a serious objection,” she said. “The question as to whether I am rich or poor really makes no difference at all, Clive. I’m going on with my career — I’ve told Mr. Lambert Stone as much — and please don’t think that the discovery of long-lost relations means that I’m going to make my home with Mr. Lambert Stone, and that the world is going to witness the meteoric rise of Betty Carew!”

He was sitting opposite to her, his elbows on his knees, a strange look in his eyes.

“Betty!” he said in a low voice, “you’re going to marry me next week!”

She shook her head.

“You’re going to marry me next week,” he repeated doggedly. “Nothing in God’s world will stop that.”

“There is something that will stop it.” She had taken a sudden resolve. “I can’t marry you.”

“Why not?”

She hesitated, summoning all her reserves of courage. Then:

“Because I’m Joshua Laffin’s wife — I married him three years ago!”
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Betty was Joshua Laffin’s wife! He was stunned by the news.

“It happened on my seventeenth birthday,” she went on in a lifeless voice. “I had discovered something about the doctor; he had been guilty of a most heartless fraud. I was acting as his secretary at the time, and I detected him in the act of forging a document which transferred property to him of an old man who was his patient. I didn’t know then why he did it, but he insisted that I should marry him right away. I was terrified, until he had promised me that, if I agreed, he would let me live by myself somewhere. Like a fool, the chance of gaining my liberty at the expense of such a bondage was so alluring that I agreed, and we were married before the registrar. The same day I moved into the rooms which I have occupied off and on ever since.”

“He doesn’t love you?”

She shook her head.

“He made that clear on the day of our wedding, and he has taunted me many times since that I trapped him into the marriage. The truth was that he feared a criminal prosecution would follow the discovery of the forgery, and he married me to keep my mouth shut, knowing that a wife may not give evidence against her husband.”

Clive Lowbridge sat motionless, his eyes fixed upon her face.

“I never guessed,” he said simply.

“Of course, I can divorce him, and I should do that if” — she shrugged her shoulders— “if there were any excuse. But, Clive, he has given me nothing; his life is austere; he has never been really cruel to me — not cruel enough to secure a divorce in England. I’m just shelved until he dies.”

“The old devil!” he whispered. “The wicked old devil!”

A soft knock on the panel of the door. He turned with a start as Benson came in, carrying a silver tray.

“Mr. William Holbrook is below, sir.” He passed the information casually, in the way of a wellbred servant.

“Here? What does he want?” said Clive in surprise. “Ask him up, Benson, and put another cup for him.”

Bill looked white and drawn, and though the bandage about his head had been reduced to minimum proportions, she saw at a glance that the injury had been more serious than was reported.

“You been in the wars, too, Holbrook?” asked Clive good-humouredly.

“Somewhat,” was the laconic reply. “How do you do, Miss Stone? I didn’t expect to find you here.”

Her lips twitched at the “Miss Stone.”

“You ought to be in hospital.”

“I really ought to be in an insane asylum,” said Holbrook as he sat down. “Have you seen your respected relative?”

“He hasn’t deigned to call upon me,” she said, “and I am not very sorry.”

Bill grunted something.

“The doctor is — strange,” he said aloud, and she felt that he was showing admirable restraint.

Clive was wondering what was the object of the reporter’s call, until Bill Holbrook caught his eye, then, taking advantage of Betty’s discreet retirement to admire the window-boxes, he walked out of the room and Bill followed.

“I want to put a question to you, Lord Lowbridge. Do you know anything about the Sons of Ragusa?”

Clive looked at him in astonishment.

“I know something, yes, as much as most people know. It is a friendly society, is it not?”

“Hardly that,” said Bill, grimly. “But are you aware that Laffin holds a very high position in the order?”

“No, that is news to me,” said the other frankly. “In fact, it is so incredible that I take leave to doubt”

“It’s a fact,” interrupted Bill. “He is the head of the Twenty-Third Degree.”

“The news is surprising, and yet not surprising,” said Lowbridge, after a pause. “His eccentricities are proverbial. Was it to tell me this that you called?”

“Partly,” said Bill, “and partly to ask you whether you saw anything of him the night Miss Carew disappeared?” Lowbridge shook his head.

“He could not possibly have had anything to do with the abduction,” he said. “He was on the telephone to me at midnight, and asked me to go round to his place to see him about an impoverished property of mine in which he is interested. Of course, I did not go.”

“He was establishing an alibi?” suggested Holbrook, and Clive shook his head.

“I hardly think so. It was not remarkable in him to call me up at that hour, for the doctor has no idea of time. As you are probably aware, he does not sleep like a normal man, but has those queer ten-minute intervals of unconsciousness which seem to satisfy all his needs. I saw him the following day; he called here on the same matter, and I’ll swear that he was in town that same night, for I went to his place and stayed with him for the greater part of an hour..,” he hesitated. “I ought to tell you that his great scheme of transferring my land had the elements of trickery in it that annoyed me most intensely. I only discovered it last night. You probably noticed, when you came to Camden Road, that I was rather heated? The man has no conscience and no scruples. He puzzles me sometimes, at other times he fills me with despair. For under his eccentricities, there is something about him that I like, and I shall not, of course, forget our earlier association, when he gave me his time and his genius to educate me. But what do you mean about the Sons of Ragusa? That seems a fairly inoffensive association. Do you think they were concerned in the kidnapping of Miss Carew?”

“I don’t think so, I am certain,” said Bill vigorously. “Laffin may not have been a member of the party, but I’ll swear he directed operations.”

Clive came back alone, to Betty Carew’s surprise. “Where is the tireless Mr. Holbrook?” she asked.

“Gone. He’s on Laffin’s track, and is obsessed with the idea that the old man was responsible for your kidnapping, and, upon my word, he’s almost convinced me! Betty, do you remember — can you concentrate your mind upon the forty-eight hours you disappeared? Can you recall any single incident which would help us to get at the truth?”

“Yes, I think I can,” she said quietly. “The incidents are beginning to sort themselves out, and whilst I recognise that most of them are absurd and fantastical, the chapel and the masked men”

“Chapel?” he said quickly. “What do you mean?”

She laughed softly.

“In a day or two I shall probably realise that these are fantasies also. But I have a recollection of being taken into a chapel — a tiny little place, with men who looked like monks, sitting in the stalls on each side of the altar; and I’m sure I heard the voice of the man who came to me at the store for the message. He gave me something, a book — I am certain it was a book — and called me the ‘Long-Desired.’ Before and after that, my memory is a confusion of impossible happenings. But of that time I am certain. I am going to write it down tonight for Mr. Bullott.”

He strode up and down the room, his hands behind him, his brow knit in thought. Then he rang the bell, and, to Benson, who appeared immediately:

“Get me all the evening newspapers that are on the streets,” he said. “You may have to go to Piccadilly for the Globe-News
 , but get it.”

“Why?” she asked in surprise, after Benson had disappeared.

“I have a theory. It is only a theory, and I think it can be tested by the information that has already been published.” And then, unexpectedly: “What do you find fascinating about my geraniums?” he asked, half good-humouredly, half-irritated.

“Fascinating?”

“You were staring at them.”

“I suppose they hold my eye,” she said, looking round at the window-box with its flaming petals. “Clive, you’re a bundle of nerves!”

“Have I reason?” he asked. “I’ve had the misery of your abduction, and on top of it all, the terrific news you have given me about Laffin. You’ll get the marriage annulled, of course?”

“Excuse me, sir.”

It was Benson, who had come in noiselessly.

“When you said all the newspapers, did your lordship mean the Socialistic journals?” he asked. “Your lordship has forbidden those newspapers to be brought into the house.”

“Of course, I mean them all,” said Clive, with a touch of asperity.

When the man had bowed himself out:

“Why the dickens did he come back?”

“Nerves again!” she laughed. She took up her cup. “Is it cigarettes or this insidious little cup?”

“Both,” he said, and swallowed the hot tea with a wry face.

In a much shorter time than he had expected, Benson returned and laid the newspapers at his master’s elbow.

Clive opened one at random, skimmed the news, opened another and a third, and finally threw the journals on the floor in disgust.

“There’s nothing new here at all,” he said.

He spoke a little thickly. She looked at him in alarm; his face had gone white, his eyes had a queer, glazed appearance, and when he rose to his feet he stumbled, and would have fallen if she had not put her arm to assist him.

“What is the matter, Clive?” she asked.

“I don’t know.” He passed his hand across his forehead. “Something queer,” he muttered.

She pressed the bell, and Benson came in almost immediately, and together they laid Lowbridge upon a sofa. His eyes were closed, his breathing was heavy, and when she spoke to him he did not answer.

“What is the matter, Benson?” she asked in alarm.

Benson stooped, lifted the eyelids of the unconscious man.

“I think he has been drugged, Madam,” he said blandly.
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“I think, if you will leave him with me, he will be all right,” said Benson. He was feeling Clive’s pulse with a professional touch. “The heart action is normal, and there is nothing to be alarmed about. If you would prefer that I called a doctor”

“Indeed I would,” she said emphatically.

He bowed, and presently she heard his voice at the telephone. Until a neighbouring doctor arrived she did not leave the unconscious Clive.

“It is nothing,” said the medical man. “He hasn’t been smoking opium?”

She shook her head.

“Has he been smoking at all?” The doctor looked down at the cigarette ends in the hearth. “Egyptian cigarettes, I see? It often happens that these cigarettes contain opium in large or small quantities, introduced, in my opinion, by the makers, to give them flavour… sometimes through the carelessness of the workpeople an additional quantity gets into the tobacco….”

He expounded his theory at length. When Clive was showing some sign of returning consciousness she left him in the doctor’s charge and drove home, and, about an hour later, he himself telephoned to say that he had quite recovered.

“That fool of a doctor thought it was dope in the cigarettes,” he said, “but I’m perfectly satisfied that my cigarettes are as harmless as candy; and, what is more, if they’re Egyptian, they’re made in England.”

“You’re not ill, are you, Clive?” she asked anxiously, and he laughingly reassured her.

“No, I’m not ill, but I’m infernally suspicious!”

He did not elucidate this cryptic remark, and when she called him again later in the evening, he was his old, cheerful self, and did not discuss the queer happening of the afternoon.

“I have Mr. Bullott with me now,” he said, lowering his voice. “You haven’t seen him, by any chance?”

“No,” she replied.

“I’ve been telling him about the dream you can remember. He doesn’t seem to be as impressed as he might be.” She cared very little whether Mr. Bullott was impressed or not. Her main grievance against the detective was that there had come a new lodger to the house that afternoon, and her landlady, in a flutter, had informed her that the ground floor room, so long empty because of the extortionate price demanded (the landlady dreamt dreams of entertaining a wealthy American family) had been let to a man she knew, through some obscure source of family information, — a detective.

She did not think it necessary to tell Clive this, but a great deal of her resentment at being treated as somebody who needed watching disappeared toward bedtime, for when she locked her room door it was with a feeling of satisfaction that on the floor below slept Muscular Authority.

Although she was very tired, she did not fall asleep readily, turning from side to side, her mind a confusion of thoughts and recollections. And there began to take shape an uncomfortable feeling that an identical object was to be found in the abduction and in her experience as a showgirl. She could find no other common denominator for the two unpleasant incidents — except Dr. Laffin.

Towards one o’clock she remembered, with a sense of dismay, that she had accepted an invitation to breakfast with her newfound uncle in Albemarle Street, and by sheer force of will she drove herself into sleep.

And then she felt the dreams beginning all over again. The movement, the sensation that somebody had his arm about her shoulder, and that horrid, burning pain in her right forearm. She struggled more desperately to regain consciousness than she had on the previous occasion, flung out her arms wildly, and felt her knuckles bruise against something hard. Then the creak of a door, footsteps on the stairs, and the sound of struggle in the hall. Somebody screamed; it was the landlady. Then there was a sound like a violent explosion, which she guessed was the street door slamming, and with trembling hands she switched on the light.

Her room door was open, and as she stepped out unsteadily on to the landing the light came on in the hall, and she saw a man in violently striped pyjamas, struggling into his overcoat.

“It’s all right, Miss,” he called up, and she guessed, rather than knew, that this was the detective that Bullott had put into the house.

She went back to her room, and after ten minutes there was a gentle tap. She opened the door to find the detective.

“Did they come into your room? There were two of them,” he said. “I don’t know what made me sleep. They must have been as silent as cats.”

“Who was it?” she asked tremulously.

“I don’t know, Miss. There were two of them.” He rubbed his head, and under his hand she saw a lump like a pigeon’s egg. “They coshed me,” he said tersely. “Do you mind if I come into your room and have a look round?”

The shivering landlady had joined the party by now, and stood with Betty watching the detective conduct his search. He stooped to pick something from the floor.

“Here’s a hypodermic, half filled with something,” he said, shaking it. “No, there’s nothing else, as far as I can see. Gosh, that fellow was a big ‘un — the man that hit me! I guess his heart was pure all right.”

“Why?” she asked innocently.

“Because he had the strength of ten,” said Officer Brown, and evidently this was a stock jest with him, for he shook with laughter. “There’s no other trouble? You’ll have to get some bolts on that door and a chain.”

“Do you think they came after me?” she asked.

He nodded.

“Yes, and I ought to be kicked for letting them get past me. Bullott told me to shoot, but I’ve got an Englishman’s constitutional objection to using a gun.”

Apparently he telephoned to Bullott, for later, as she was dropping to sleep, she heard that officer’s voice in the hall, and, looking at the phosphorescent dial of her watch, saw that it was a quarter to three. She heard no more, for she slept steadily till her landlady wakened her at half-past eight.

“Mr. Brown says you’re not to go by ‘bus or train; he has a car waiting for you,” was her remarkable news, and Betty found that this was the case. Looking out of the window, she saw a handsome saloon, obviously hired, and it was in state that she drove up to Albemarle Court, and Lambert Stone, waiting for her on the tiny balcony of his study-drawing-room, chuckled to himself.

“You are sensible, after all,” he said, as he took her wrap. “I told you to spend money”

“That car doesn’t belong to me,” she interrupted solemnly. “I wouldn’t have been guilty of such a piece of extravagance I But Mr. Bullott thinks that, having been abducted once, and a second attempt having been made, the third time may pay for all.”

He listened with a grave face while she tried to make light of her second adventure of the night.

“That’s bad,” he said. “Young lady, I’m going to take you off to America.”

Her mouth opened.

“Not really?”

“Yes,” he nodded. “We’re sailing on the Escorial;
 on Saturday week — I booked the tickets provisionally last night. You needn’t stay in America,” he went on hastily, “I promise you that I will not attempt to make an heiress of you. But you ought to see our great country, and somehow I think you’ll come often when you’ve seen it once! And I’m making up a party; I’ve just been on to Lowbridge, and he has promised to be my guest. I’ll even invite your favourite reporter”

“Please don’t,” she asked hastily, “if by ‘favourite reporter’ you mean Mr. Holbrook.”

He laughed again.

“Why, that’s unkind,” he said, “considering William discovered you — William and his questionable friend. Anyway, you’ll come?”

“It will be fun. Where do we go — to New York?”

“New York will hardly suit you in July,” he said, with a twinkle in his eye. “No, we’re going up to my camp in the Adirondacks. That will be an experience for you, young lady, and I shall be able to look after you there, with Laffin three thousand five hundred miles away.”

“You still believe Dr. Laffin is the villain of the piece?” she asked.

“We all believe that — Holbrook, Bullott and I. I haven’t asked Lowbridge; I guess he’s too loyal to say what he thinks!”

On the following Sunday afternoon Bill Holbrook awoke from his afternoon doze, struggled sleepily to his feet and filled his pipe before he went out and filled his bath. His unfinished notes for Monday’s newspaper lay on his table, and he read them over, his lip curling at the thought of his own inadequacy.

“Padding,” he growled, “padding and stalling!”

And he was not far from the truth. The Brother John murder had ceased to fill the important columns of the newspapers, and had been relegated to ten-line paragraphs on inside pages. Newer matters of public interest usurped the leading columns, and Bill Holbrook’s raison d’être
 was disappearing.

When he had come out of his bath and returned to his room, he found Bullott in his shirtsleeves, a black pipe between his teeth, a scowl of utter misery on his unshaven face. He stood glaring out of the window at his garden, a patchwork quilt of living colour.

“Cheer up, misery,” grunted Bill. “It is I who am going to be killed tonight!”

Bullott took out his pipe, and turned his head slowly. “You’re not going on the Epping Road.”

“Why not?” asked Bill. “It will be broad daylight at nine o’clock; the road will be alive with cyclists and motorcars; nobody is going to kidnap me.”

Bullott resumed his pipe and his unhappiness.

“I can’t understand this affair. I’m well out of my depth,” he said. “I suppose I ought really to hand over my job to a real policeman.”

“Real nothing!” snarled Bill. “What’s the matter with you, Cuthbert? Do you expect things to unfold themselves as quickly as they would in a short story? You’re nutty! Besides, you’re finding out something new every day.”

“But is it worth finding out?” demanded the other, in a tone of complete weariness. “I seem to spend my time discovering the roots of other trees! Do you remember some time ago telling me about an immense sea captain you’d met — a big man with a voice like a foghorn?”

Bill nodded.

“I saw him to-day,” Bullott went on, “and trailed him — to where do you think? To a respectable lodging in Bloomsbury, where he goes to bed at ten every night and gets up at six every morning, and doesn’t do anything more criminal than smoke cigarettes. So they tell me — yet if Harvey Hale wasn’t one of the people who tried to lift Miss Carew last night I’m a lunatic. I told Marsh this, and the poor mysterious hound got so excited, you might have thought I’d given him information that the murderer of Brother John was under lock and key!”

“Maybe his excitement was justified,” said Bill. “When are you making your raid?”

“Tomorrow night — unless I get fired from this job before,” said Bullott.

“You have had no word from Tinker Lane?”

Bullott’s grimace was the answer.

“He has got cold feet,” he said; “possibly one of the Twenty-Third Degree folk tipped him off that he was running risks — you can easily scare that kind of fellow. Or, what is more likely, if there is any sort of illegality in the degree they have paid him to skip.”

Bill shook his head.

“Did they pay Brother John to skip?” he asked, and Bullott did not reply.

When Bill Holbrook reached the third milestone on the Epping Road, he found that his prediction was more than fulfilled. As far as he could see, the long forest road was covered with cyclists and motorcars, and the chance of a repetition of the attempt which had been made upon him was even more remote than he had imagined.

The third milestone was a little difficult to discover; it stood back from the roadway and was half-covered with undergrowth, but what had an especial interest for him was the white envelope which must have been placed there very recently, for the wood was filled with strolling couples and it was hardly likely that the letter would have escaped observation had it been in its place any considerable time.

Never doubting that it was for him, he pulled it from the thorny briars which held it in its place, and, as he had expected, he found his name written on the cover.

“Follow the red confetti,” was all that it said.

He looked round; there was no sign of confetti, red or otherwise. And then, peering into the cool depths of a wood, he thought he saw something red on the ground, and went nearer. Yes, that was it, a sprinkle of tiny red paper discs beneath a tree. He went a little distance farther on, and now the trail was clear.

It led him along a well-worn path, and was so carefully laid that Bill guessed that the average pleasureseeker (and he interrupted a dozen indignant couples in their more tender moments of confidence) would not notice its presence. After a while it left the path, branching off to the right, and threading a way between the trees. And now he met fewer and fewer strollers. A quarter of an hour’s quick walking brought him up with two children who were lost in the forest, and the red trail seemed to show them a way to the road.

It was clear to him that the part of the wood through which he was now moving was one which was very seldom visited by picnic parties. Every few steps he took startled some wild creature in the underbush. He had a glimpse of a hare flying to his burrow; he saw a lithe black shape darting through the grasses in pursuit of his quarry; and once he disturbed a vixen with her prick-eared litter. And the red confetti led on and on, until it crossed a small stream on the farther banks of which his unknown guide had left the paper more thickly strewn that it might not escape his attention.

He had to climb the bank before he came to a plantation of young trees, so thick that it was with some difficulty that he made his way into the depths. He stood and listened; no sound broke the stillness of the quiet forest; the dusk was coming, the light in the sky had deepened to a richer and darker blue; the dying sun’s rays shot slantwise, and when he reached an open space his shadow ran at incredible length along the grass before him.

The sun gave him his direction; he was travelling southeast, and had been travelling southeast all the time, but suddenly the trail shot off at right angles, and he followed cautiously, his hand upon the round, hard object in his pocket, every sense alert.

Ten minutes’ walking brought him within view of a small lodge hut, the kind which he knew was employed by the park rangers for the storage of their tools. It lay in a clearance at the foot of the slope down which he was moving when he first sighted the building. Again he stopped, looked and listened, but saw and heard nothing. Down the gentle hill the trail led to the rough door of the hut, and there stopped.

His heart was beating a little faster as he walked quickly to the door, gripped the handle and pulled it wide open. The interior was in darkness; he heard neither the breathing of men nor movement, and looked round suspiciously at the darkening forest. He looked again into the hut; his eyes were now accustomed to the gloom, and he saw something moving, something that swayed left and right rhythmically.

He struck a match, and stepped back with a gasp of horror.

Hanging from a beam in the roof was the body of a man, and, as he looked, the distorted face turned towards him. It was the face of the Tinker!

Alone in that valley of death for a second, his courage deserted him, and he felt his hands trembling.

“No weakness, Danton,” he quoted mockingly at himself, and, running across the floor of the vale, mounted the slope, his eyes still searching for the confetti trail, and went at a jogtrot back the way he had come.

He had reached the plantation when he felt, rather than saw, the ambush into which he was falling. Hampered as he was by the closely growing trees, his progress was slow.


Plop!


He had heard that sound before, but this time the bullet missed, and snicked the bark of a growing beech, and went, whining and humming, into the wood.

The second shot went even wider, and then he came to a place where the trees were less thickly planted, where he had had elbow room and a clear throw. He stopped and took a Mills bomb from his pocket, pulled out the pin, and as he saw the flash of a third shot, flung it with all his might in the direction of the hidden assassin. In another second he was flying like a man demented. He judged his time perfectly, and flung himself on the ground only the fraction of a moment before the bomb exploded. From somewhere behind he heard a shriek, and, rising to his feet, ran swiftly.

He had missed the trail, but he had a rough idea of direction. Once he stopped to take breath, listening intently, but there was no sign of pursuit. Ten minutes later he heard voices and footsteps ahead of him, saw a figure come into view, and was challenged by a familiar voice.

“It’s all right, Bullott — Holbrook speaking.”

“What was that explosion?” asked Bullott.

Bill saw that there were three men with him. It was not necessary to ask what had brought him here, but the detective volunteered the information.

“I followed you, of course,” he said, “but I lost you in the wood, and I didn’t realise that they’d laid a trail for you, until one of my men showed me the confetti. What was the explosion?” he asked again.

Bill explained briefly, and together they went back the way he had come. They got back to the plantation, and began their search.

That somebody had been wounded was clear from the bloodstains. Some of the dried undergrowth was burning, and this they put out with little difficulty. But of the assailant there was no sign.

Sending one of his men back for an ambulance, the inspector accompanied Bill to the hut in the vale. To Bill’s surprise the door of the hut was locked, and it was an hour before they succeeded, with the help of a ranger, in getting the door open. Bullott flashed his lamp inside: it fell upon a loose, hanging rope, newly severed. The body of Tinker Lane had disappeared!
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“It would take a week’s search to find the body,” said Bullott, as they were driving home together. “There are dozens of pits and caves into which they could have thrown him. It was an act of lunacy for you to go there at all.”

“You’ll pinch Laffin, of course?” said Bill.

Bullott shook his head.

“No, sir,” he answered quietly. “I’ve no evidence upon which I can arrest the doctor. I haven’t even got the body. But this I can tell you, that Laffin is being watched closer than a fire! There is nothing to do but to wait until the rangers discover the body, and that may take weeks. We have one chance of connecting Laffin with these crimes. I am taking that chance tomorrow night.”

“You mean the raid on the Priory?”

Bullott nodded.

“There is no better time. Do you know what happens next week?”

“The only thing I know that happens next week is that the mysterious twenty-ninth of July occurs on Saturday.”

“Next week they declare the Midsummer argosies of the Sons of Ragusa,” said Bullott. “That means that the draw takes place either Monday, Tuesday or Wednesday.. I guess it is Monday, because your cousin, Mr. Pawter, is arranging to leave London for Plymouth by the 10.30 train tomorrow morning.”

Bullott was not visible for the rest of the evening. He locked himself up in his room and gave himself entirely to the problem of the Sons of Ragusa. It was a problem seemingly insoluble. What importance should he give to the mysterious hints of Toby Marsh? What could Marsh tell him? His passion for secrecy had allowed him only to give the most tantalising glimpses of his mind, and toward eleven o’clock Bullott took a sudden decision. He kicked off his slippers, pulled on his shoes, and, without saying a word to his lodger, who, he knew, was working in his room, went out.

Soon after midnight a taxi brought him to Robbs Road, and to the house which he knew was occupied by the burglar, “Your luck’s in,” said Toby Marsh, who opened the door to him. “Five minutes later, and you’d have missed me.” “Are you going out?” asked Bullott, regarding him with professional suspicion.

“I’m going out, but on a perfectly childlike errand,” said Toby Marsh. “In fact, I’m going to a party, and if you’re a wise man you’ll go home, get into your glad clothes and join me.”

Toby was wearing an old-fashioned tuxedo, and showed an immense expanse of white shirt-front.

“You look good enough to eat,” said Bullott admiringly. “Where are you going?”

“To Madame La Florette, at her palatial home on Portman Place,” said Toby. “I’ve had an invitation by card, and I guess Jennie won’t object if I bring a friend — Jennie is good English for La Florette. She’s a nice girl, but somewhat mercenary. Will you come?”

Bullott’s first thought was to decline the invitation.

“I’ll go with you if you’ll tell me something I want to know.”

“Make no conditions, my busy friend,” said Toby, “I’m offering you the experience of a lifetime. What do you want to know?”

“I want a little more information about Laffin.”

“I can tell you a whole lot,” said the other. “Laffin is at this moment” — he looked at his watch— “interviewing Captain Harvey Hale, that queer man of the sea. If you were sitting in his study you’d learn no more than I already know, and which I’ll tell you in course of time. By the way did the impetuous and inexperienced Mr. Holbrook keep his appointment?”

“He did,” said the other grimly.

“And he got back alive. I guessed that because you’re not very agitated. And did he find Tinker?”

His keen eyes were fixed on the detective’s face.

“Yes; how did you know?”

“I guessed. Alive or dead?”

“Dead,” said Bullott, and the other man nodded slowly.

“I was afraid that was how it would be. It occurred to me this afternoon what an excellent opportunity there was for drama in that wood, and there can be no doubt about the dramatic instincts of the Ragusas.”

“Marsh, you know a little too much about this business,” said Bullott, his old suspicions aroused.

“I’m beginning to think you’re right,” said Toby, with a sigh. “I found myself dreaming about them last night — the Ragusas, I mean.” He looked thoughtfully at the detective. “Are you pretty strong?” he asked.

“Fairly,” said Bullott.

“Could you work four hours at a stretch in an atmosphere of a hundred and four degrees?”

“Why?” asked the astounded Bullott.

“I’m asking you,” said the imperturbable burglar. “Would your constitution stand up to it?”

“I think so; I am a fairly healthy man,” said Bullott. “But what’s the mystery? Do you ever speak straight out and say what you mean, Marsh?”

“Only when I plead not guilty,” said Mr. Marsh.

As Bullott opened the door of his house, Bill Holbrook came to the head of the stairs, and was promptly invited to join the party; and, guessing more from Marsh’s manner than from what he said, Bill, whose inclinations were towards bed, changed quickly and joined the little man in Bullott’s sittingroom.

“Here’s a strange thing, Holbrook,” said Toby. “Florette’s been in that new house of hers about ten minutes. Well, say a couple of days. You wouldn’t think she’d have got the invitations out so quick, would you, as she has? And some swell performers have been engaged. Half the stars at the opera have had a hurry-up call, and Bazley’s are doing the refreshments. Can you beat it?”

“She asked you, but she didn’t ask me; do I get thrown out?”

“You stick to me, boy,” said Toby, “and you’ll see something.

There was very little to see when they reached Portman Place, except masses of people. The ballroom was so crowded that dancing was impossible. In the big drawingroom, the throng who had gathered to listen to a great coloratura bulged out through the doorway into the hall. And the harassed servants, newly engaged, challenged neither Toby nor the two people who accompanied him.

Of La Florette there was no sign, but by judicious inquiry Marsh discovered that there was a card-room on the ground floor, and it was here that he met his hostess and introduced his friends. La Florette favoured him with a mechanical smile, and shot a quick, surprised glance from Holbrook to the detective.

“I’ve seen you somewhere, young man?” she said.

“A reporter on the Post-Herald
 ,” said Toby in a stage whisper. “I thought I’d bring him along in case you wanted any publicity.”

“Well, I don’t,” snapped Florette. “I’m very glad to see you, Mr. What’s-your-name, but I don’t want anything about this party to go in the newspapers.

With a nod she passed on to join a grey-haired man, whose eyes had never left hen

“That is Sir Richard Paxton, of the Treasury,” said Bill, recognising him. “What is he doing in this galley?”

The superiority of Toby’s smile was offensive to a well-informed reporter.

“Paxton has been a front-row lizard at all La Florette’s productions for the past two years,” he said.

“I’ve heard that Treasury officials go mad at fifty-five,” said Bill. “This is one of those cases. I wonder who is paying the bill?”

Somebody else in the party was pondering that question. Mr. Charles Van Campe was amazed, but also alarmed, at the prodigality of the entertainment. He waited an opportunity, which was long in coming, to take his friend to the little study at the back of the hall which she had reserved for her own use that night.

“Kid, this is fine, but I hope you’ve so fixed it with Laffin, that there’s no come-back. Did he give you any money?” She mentioned a sum and he whistled.

“That wouldn’t pay the breakage bill,” he said. “You want to see him right away and get this scheme of his on a proper business basis. A man told me yesterday that he’s near broke, and I know for a fact that he’s only paid a deposit on the rent of this house.”

“He will not let me down,” she said, but she was a little uneasy. “I’m ‘phoning him tonight — I was hoping he would come, but he told me he was too busy.”

“‘Phone him now,” urged Van Campe, troubled.

She locked the door and called Laffin’s number.

“He’s probably in bed,” she said. “Those kind of men do not keep late hours”

Even as she spoke she heard Laffin’s gentle voice.

“It is La Florette speaking, Doctor,” she said in a low voice. “I have the information you wanted.” And in two sentences she told him all he wished to know, though she did not realise this until a long time afterwards. “And Doctor, don’t you think it would be wise if you let me have some money? The five hundred you sent me will not go very far. The band has cost a hundred, and the people who supply the refreshments want a cheque tomorrow morning.”

“That will be quite in order, Miss Florette,” said the soothing voice of the doctor. “You need have no apprehension. I will send you a cheque by the early morning delivery.”

Before she could urge this need still further, he had switched off.

“Well, that’s that,” she said with a sigh of relief. “I don’t think you need worry, Charles. Now come and meet some of my friends.”

“Who is that queer-looking man in glasses, and the old-fashioned suit?”

“He’s a friend of mother’s,” she said, bitterly regretting that, in a moment of expansiveness, induced by Toby Marsh’s unblushing flattery, she had sent him an invitation at all.

“I know the reporter who is with him; he ought to be able to get some good publicity for you.”

“Dr. Laffin doesn’t want a word in the newspapers. Can you beat it?” she said, with pardonable exasperation. “I’m supposed to be getting publicity out of this stunt of his, and yet not a line must be published!”

She saw the three standing in the hall together as she went back to the ballroom, and observed with satisfaction that Mr. Marsh was being helped into his coat.

Toby was the first to leave, and stood waiting for the other two whilst the footman found their belongings. Bill had walked out on to the street, and Bullott was following, when he heard the footman say:

“Excuse me, sir,” and felt in his pocket for a tip. “Can I have a word with you?”

The detective looked at the servant in surprise.

“Yes, certainly,” he said.

The footman came with him to the sidewalk.

“You don’t know me, sir, but I know you. You’re Mr. Bullott of Headquarters, aren’t you?”

“That is so,” said Bullott, as the man made a sign. “You’re a Ragusa?”

“I wanted to talk to you about that,” the man went on. “I was at the lodge when you were initiated. You wouldn’t know me, because I was one of the two men who put on your robes.”

Bullott remembered the two attendants in the anteroom who had assisted himself and Bill Holbrook to don the livery of the Proud Sons.

“What I wanted to ask you, sir, was this,” said the man, lowering his voice and glancing back at the open door. “Do you think everything is all square and above-board with the Ragusas? It used to be,” he went on quickly. “When I joined the order, about ten years ago, it was one of the most brotherly societies you could wish for. And don’t think, sir, that I’m trying to knock the order because they put me down from the Twenty-Third and made me a small lodge member. We don’t mind that, because it has happened to so many of us, and, after all, it’s an honour to have been up above at all.”

“You were a Twenty-Third Degree-er, were you?”

“Yes, sir, I was a member of the Twenty-Third Degree for five years, until I got the order from the Worshipful Master that I was to return to the lower lodge. As I say, there’s nothing in that, but what I can’t understand is the queer birds who are taking our place.”

“Where does the Twenty-Third Degree meet?”

The man hesitated.

“That’s a thing I’m not supposed to tell you, sir, but as I’ve said so much, I might as well say a little more. They work the degree at the Deptford Lodge. As a matter of fact, there isn’t a Deptford Lodge at all, for although it is supposed to be just an ordinary lodge, only Twenty-Third Degree men are members.”

“What kind of fellows are being initiated into the Twenty-Third?”

“The scum of the earth,” said the man emphatically. “If they’d raked the mud of the Thames, they couldn’t have got up worse specimens! There isn’t a riverside thief that hasn’t been initiated. The proper number for the Twenty-Third is fifty members, but now there must be a hundred.”

“Give me the address of the lodge-room,” said Bullott, and scribbled it down on his shirt-cuff.

“You don’t mind me telling you this?” asked the footman anxiously. “I feel I’m betraying the Order, and the Ragusas do queer things to people who talk too much.”

“You can trust me,” said Bullott. “If it is any satisfaction to you, I will tell you that the Twenty-Third Degree is very much under suspicion.”

He said goodnight to the footman and walked quickly after his two companions, who were slowly pacing towards Oxford Circus.

“Mr. Yellowplush is one of your men, I suppose?” said Toby Marsh, and Bullott did not correct that mistaken impression.

Mr. Toby Marsh did not return to his lodgings, but pursued his way to the Camden Road. Not a hundred yards from Dr. Laffin’s house was a group of small shops huddled together as though in fear of the encroachments of their more pretentious neighbours. Each had its narrow front, its small side door which led to the regions above, and in the lock of one of these, Mr. Marsh inserted a key and passed through.

At the end of the cramped passage a flight of stairs led to the upper floors. He did not stop until he reached the poorly furnished attic room which he had rented a few weeks before. Lighting the gas, he pulled down the window shade carefully, and care was needed, for through the open window top trailed a wire which ran to a small box and a pair of headphones that stood on the washstand.

When he had excluded himself from chance observation, he pulled up a chair, and, fixing the receivers to his ear, sat down to listen. What he heard was apparently all-engrossing, for he did not stir for an hour except to jot down a note or two on the writing-pad which lay convenient to his hand. At the end of the hour, he took off his ‘phones and, rising, stretched himself.

From the bottom of a cupboard he took out a small, leather case, opened it and removed one by one the instruments of his craft, delicate little tools, larger ones, ingeniously devised and fitting together by clamps and screws, keys of unusual pattern, saws of strange shape — he laid them on the bed and surveyed them with a speculative eye.

Looking out of the window, he saw, to his surprise, that the sky was going grey, and this fact apparently brought about an alteration of his plans, for he replaced the tools one by one, and five minutes later was walking briskly down Camden Road. A plainclothes patrol saw his gleaming spectacles, noted the handbag he carried, and turned toward him.

“Good morning, Toby.”

“Good morning, Sergeant.”

Toby stopped.

“Early to rise, wealthy and wise,” said the detective. “Got a crop of early worms in that little bag of yours?” Without a word Toby handed over the bag, and without a word the officer opened and searched. He found nothing but a dozen folders dealing with the joys and comforts of Atlantic travel.

“Thinking of going abroad, Toby?” he smiled, as he snapped the bag close and handed it back.

“Yep. My doctor has recommended a sea voyage.”

“You’ve found a nice boat — the Escorial.
 I almost thought you’d been smashing a shipping office when I saw those folders.” The detective was still in doubt, and, putting down his bag, Toby Marsh extended his arms.

“Run me over, son — you’re itching to do it, and I’m in a hurry.”

The officer’s palms ran lightly over Toby Marsh from shoulder to knee.

“Clean bill,” he said. “Sorry to pull you up, but there’s something very sinister about early rising. Good morning.”

“Good morning.”

Toby passed on without annoyance. The officer had not searched his hat, in the lining of which were three small keys, two of which gave him the entrance to Dr. Laffin’s house, and the other to the last place in the world that even Bullott would have imagined.
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Dr. Laffin had spent the greater part of the evening with a companion who, aesthetically, was repugnant to him, but in other ways was a wholly desirable associate. He finished his short conversation with La Florette, pushed aside the telephone and, leaning back in his chair, watched his guest pull the cork from a second large bottle and pour the yellow, bubbling fluid into a large wineglass that stood on the edge of the writing desk.

Captain Harvey Hale was a man of no particular reticence, and not even the somewhat chilling atmosphere of that dark study, nor the eerie references which the doctor made to unseen presences, dulled his geniality in such moments as these.

“Land work,” he said, smacking his lips, “or sea work, it’s all one to Harvey Hale. You can’t help accidents, or, as we call them at sea, the acts of God, and you can’t stop men like this blooming Holbrook wriggling out of a trap, it doesn’t matter how clever you are. Personally, I think it’s a waste of time bothering with a whippersnapper like that — a man I could break in two across my knee.” He lifted his glass. “To the sunny islands and lashings of money!”

He drained its contents at a gulp without taking the vessel from his lips.

“You couldn’t have come to a better man than me, Commodore,” he said, nodding his head slowly. “If you’d searched the wide world you couldn’t have found a better man! On land or on sea, by flood and by field”

“You have spoken to the men?”

“Spoken to them?” The room shook with the sea captain’s laughter. “You don’t want to speak to that kind of cattle; you just give them an order and that’s enough. They know me; there isn’t a sailorman that’s shipped before the mast who doesn’t know Harvey ‘Ale.”

In his cups the captain was inclined to take liberties with the English language.

“They’re ripe and willing. They know there’s a big job ahead, and they’re ready to do it. What is it, Doctor?” His voice assumed a wheedling tone. “You’re going to tell old Skipper Hale all about it?”

“You’ll know in good time,” said Laffin. “It may not be necessary: everything depends upon tomorrow, my good friend. In my life I have had one very grave disappointment, the gravest that any man could face. That a second should await me seems incredible, and yet there is that possibility.”

His visitor growled something under his breath.

“I hope you’re disappointed, that’s all,” he said.

“That is, if it gives a chance to Harvey Hale to do something big. What are you going to do about that girl?” Dr. Laffin’s lips pressed tightly together, but he did not answer.

“It wasn’t my fault that we didn’t get her the second time. I got her first time all right, didn’t I? Why didn’t you keep her? That was your fault? How was I to know that they’d got a ‘busy’ downstairs sleeping on the premises?”

“I’m not blaming you,” said the doctor in his mincing way. “Believe me, I do not blame you. The fates were not propitious. My supreme genius, the mighty Kemelsina, master of my destiny” — he waved an airy hand to the cornice, and instinctively Hale looked up as though he expected to find a material manifestation— “my great exemplar was not in sympathy with the movement.” Before him was spread a double sheet of foolscap, and once more he adjusted his horn-rimmed glasses, and with his finger moving down each line of writing, he perused the document from beginning to end in silence, whilst Hale watched him impatiently.

“You have sent the first party away?” asked Laffin, looking up.

“They’ve arrived. I had a cable from them this morning,” said Hale, “ready and willing and hearty.”

“Who has the sealed envelope?”

“Collinson’s in charge,” said Harvey Hale. “He’s a good seaman and knows all about sealed orders. You can trust him, Commodore. I’ve told him if he breaks the seal I’ll break his head! He knows me — sailed with me a dozen times. When Harvey Hale says he’ll break a man’s head, by God, it’s as good as broken! I’m that way, Commodore. My word’s as good as a lawyer’s agreement, stamped and sealed. There ain’t a man from Shanghai to Valp’riso that doesn’t know that when I say a thing I mean it. I tell you, you’ve got a big man on your side when you’ve got Harvey Hale. And remember this “ — he leant across the table, his bloated face within a few inches of the doctor’s— “when it comes out, when the news goes all over the world what has happened, people will say, ‘Harvey Hale! Nobody else could have done it but that big guy!’ And I’m a dead man if they catch me!”

“Yes, yes,” said Laffin testily. “I suppose in your brutal way you have the elements of greatness. I am large enough to recognise your claims. But behind this scheme is a mentality beyond your understanding, a genius outside the range of your comprehension. You are an instrument, Captain, please remember that; merely the instrument, that is wielded by my gigantic intellect.”

“We are two big men together,” said Captain Hale comfortably. “Put it there, Commodore!”

Dr. Laffin ignored the extended hand.

“Now go home, my friend. I think you have drunk enough. From now on you keep sober — you understand?”

“Drink has never meant anything to me,” said the captain, rising, and considering the quantity he had consumed that evening, both his speech and his poise were extraordinarily steady. “I could drink a distillery dry and walk a chalk line. Ask any man you’ve ever met who knows the sea, has he ever seen Harvey Hale drunk? What will they answer?”

Dr. Laffin did not trouble to inquire. He walked suggestively into the passage, opened the front door, and cut short a further panegyric on the merits and qualities of Harvey Hale by closing the door gently in the face of that worthy man.

He did not return to his study, but went upstairs to the top floor, where he had imprisoned Betty Carew. The door which Holbrook had broken had been repaired, and fastened even more securely. He was in the “suite” for ten minutes before he came back to the study. A somewhat tidy minded man, he gathered together a number of notes he had made, examined them one by one, and finally, after half an hour’s memorising, carried the scraps of paper to the fireplace, struck a match and lit them. As they blazed up, a puff of smoke came out into the room; it was as though the chimney was blocked. He stooped and looked up. Concealed from view by the edge of the fireplace, and half-resting on a brick projection, was a small black box.

He stamped out the paper fire, reached up and tried to pull it down, but it was fastened to something. He pulled with all his strength; there was a snap, and the box came away in his hand.

Now he saw what had held it in place: a long strand of wire, which he had snapped. The box, which was black with soot and had evidently been lowered down the chimney, was about six inches square, and roughly made. He put it on his table and examined it curiously; then, with the aid of a pair of scissors, he ripped off one side, and had no need to look further to discover the significance of his find. It was a sensitive microphone.

For a second his face went grey. Who had placed it there? What had been heard?

He passed out of the room, up the stairs, and through the locked door of the top floor suite. In a locked lumber-room at the back of the house was a small trapdoor that led to the roof, which served as an emergency fire escape. In five minutes he was walking along the flat roof until he was brought up by a high chimney stack.

Yes, there it was — from one of the chimney pots a length of wire led across the root and down one side of the house. To make any further search that night was impracticable. The mischief was done. What should he do?

He sat until dawn showed, his malignant eyes fixed upon the telltale instrument, and then, with some labour, he replaced the box where he had found it and made a rough splice of the broken wire. Whoever was listening should hear something a little more puzzling than they had heard before.
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Mr. Pawter was in his office when Bill called. He was reading a newspaper, whistling softly the while, a practice peculiar to men of an equable temperament.

“The return of the wanderer,” he murmured. “Please tell the cashier to have the fatted calf slaughtered with appropriate ceremony. You will find your room in order, and your desk so innocent of muddle that you will hardly feel at home for a day or two. And—”

“Pips, I want a story out of you,” said Bill, seating himself on the other side of the table.

Mr. Pawter laid down his newspaper and sighed.

“You are still engaged in the profession from which I rescued you?” he asked wearily. “And you want a story? I should be false to the traditions of my agency if I missed a chance of getting good publicity. What is the story? Does it pay to advertise? Yes, it does.”

“Pips,” interrupted Bill again, “the story I want is about a priory and a Seen Prior.”

Mr. Pawter eyed him steadily.

“That is exactly the kind of story I can’t give you,” he said, “not for publication anyway.”

“I don’t want it for publication. I want to know what you are in this outfit.”

“You seem to know already,” Mr. Pawter smiled faintly. “I am a Prior — in other words, I am the accountant of the Proud Sons of Ragusa. You didn’t know that I was an accountant? Accountancy was my long suit, and I am a member of the Chartered Society. There is nothing mysterious about me, William. I am surprised you should have imagined there was.”

“Did you know Brother John?”

Pawter’s face became instantly grave.

“Yes, I knew him,” he said quietly. And then, after long reflection: “I’d better tell you the story of my connection with this society. The head of the Ragusas, as you probably know, is Mr. Leiff Stone. Ragusa, as you will know if any of your school learning remains, was at one time the richest town in Dalmatia, the port from which the argosies sailed—’argosy’ means literally ‘a vessel of Ragusa.’ Many years ago I was associated with Stone in business, and when he had got the Order running, and his prize scheme had caught on to such an extent that members were flocking into the Order, he sent for me and asked if I would put it upon a proper business basis. Naturally, it was not the kind of thing which greatly interested me — secret societies and all that sort of stuff — but there were very many reasons why I should take up the work. In the first place, two thousand a year”

“Dollars?” asked Bill.

“I am speaking of our own depleted currency,” said Mr. Pawter. “No, two thousand pounds was the salary offered to me, and a very acceptable sum it was. I did not like the lottery idea very much; as a business man it had no appeal for me, and, moreover, it struck me that it erred on the side of illegality. However, the police seemed satisfied that the Ragusas should have their argosies, and who am I to oppose my opinion to the law officers of the Crown? I undertook the work, but on the understanding that I should not be one of the masks. I drew the line at hiding a countenance which in my youth was not without its admirers.”

“That must have been a hell of a long time ago,” said the irritated Bill. “Can’t you make the story short?”

“It’s going to be just as short as I can make it,” replied Mr. Pawter complacently. “As I say, I stipulated that I should not be masked, and I pointed out to Leiff Stone the extraordinary opportunities that existed in the Order for impersonation and fraud, unless there was one man whom everybody knew by sight, and who could be distinguished from the rest of the crowd. He fell in with my views, and ever since it has been my duty to draw the numbers which bring fortune to members of the Order.”

“Just a minute,” interrupted Bill. “The revenue of the Ragusas is a pretty heavy one, isn’t it?”

“It has a turnover of something between six hundred and seven hundred thousand pounds a year,” was the staggering reply, “and half of that goes in argosies — nearly half.”

“Now is it possible,” said Bill, “for a swindler to obtain admission to the Priory, and, by impersonating one or the other officers, secure a hold of that money?”

“Absolutely impossible,” said Pawter emphatically, and Bill showed his surprise. “The grafter who tried that would get the shock of his life. Nobody, not even the Grand Prior himself, can touch any of the money, and certainly cannot touch the prize money. I will explain the system. When a man is initiated into the Proud Sons of Ragusa, he pays ten dollars; he pays another ten dollars every year. Half of that money is banked by the local lodge in what is known as ‘A’ account, with the London, Southern & Northern Bank. That is, in fact, the prize fund, which is only released to the men who win the argosies, on a cheque signed by me and initialled by the Grand Prior. Is that clear?”

Bill nodded.

“Of the other pound — the other half of your subscription that is to say — a proportion is retained for working expenses of the lodge, and the remainder, a definite sum, is remitted to the Grand Priory. It is, I might tell you, a very insignificant amount — I refer to the amount that goes to headquarters — just sufficient to keep the Priory running, with very little surplus, and it is known as the Prior’s Tax. So obviously there is nothing to be gained from getting control of the Priory. The only big stuff that is handled is the Argosy Fund, which is never really in the Prior’s hands.”

“What about the Twenty-Third Degree?”

“That also has a small income,” nodded Pawter, “and the Grand Lodge is in the same case — there are no surpluses.”

“Isn’t it possible to fake the draw?”

Pawter shook his head.

“I draw the numbers, bare-armed. There are really five draws,” he explained, “and the Priors, who sit in council beforehand, decide which of the five shall be the ‘true draw.’ So I am absolutely in ignorance as to which they will decide upon, and I could not fake if I wanted to. The five numbers, or the five groups of numbers, are written down, and then the Priors tell me which of the groups is the ‘true draw,’ and there is nothing more for me to do but to turn up the names that correspond with the numbers and forward the cheques.”

Bill sat with a puzzled frown on his face.

“The more businesslike the Ragusas become, the more mysterious they are!” he, said. “There doesn’t seem to be a foothold for a crook, unless the crook happens to be you.”

He looked suspiciously at his relative, but Mr. Pawter, who was inured to such veiled insults, was more amused than annoyed.

“Even I haven’t much of a chance,” he began.

“Tell me one thing: have you ever seen Leiff Stone’s face since he became a Prior?”

Pawter shook his head.

“I know him only by his purple gown. If I met him to-day in the street I should not recognise him.”

“Who was Brother John?”

“Brother John was the Grand Prior’s assistant, and was the only parson in the bunch.”

“What is there concealed at the Priory?”

“Nothing,” said Pawter emphatically. “I know the Priory from gate to cellar. I know every cell in it, every inch of it, and I tell you that if there’s anything more innocent than a Prior of the Proud Sons of Ragusa, why, it ought to wear a halo!”

Poor Bullott, thought Bill! The raid was abortive before it was made. But he could not tell the inspector this or take the responsibility for checking his plans.

“Have you the least suspicion of an idea in your mind why Brother John was murdered?”

Pawter shook his head.

“Not the least. He was a man without enemies, a man who had no private feuds; beyond his devotion to Stone, I know of no very great friendship of his. The murder is inexplicable, and I can only suppose that the shot fired at Brother John was either intended for somebody else, or”

“Don’t say it was an accident,” said Bill, “because that kind of accident hardly happens twice in twentyfour hours. The man who shot Brother John took one good crack at me, and nearly got me.”

“There are certain advantages in having a small head,” murmured Mr. Pawter as he closed the door upon his sometime assistant.
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At six o’clock that summer evening a station taxi dropped Mr. Pawter at the Two Bridges Hotel, an ancient hostelry set in the heart of Dartmoor. He paid the driver and watched the machine grow smaller and smaller on the long road that led to Newton Abbot, and then he went into the hotel, engaged a room and ordered his meal. He was evidently no stranger to the place, for the old waiter greeted him as a friend.

“Going up to see them Priors tonight, sir?” he asked the identical question that he had asked some twenty times before, and Mr. Pawter gave him the conventional answer. “They’ve been busy up at the Priory lately,” said the old man as he laid the cloth. “I don’t remember when we’ve seen so many people going and coming. Motor cars all hours of the day and night. And somebody’s been sick there, too: I saw an ambulance going up — when was it? Must have been last week sometime. I’ve got a cottage right on the road,” said the garrulous old gentleman, pausing with his hands full of knives and forks and tableware. “You can’t go to the Priory without passing me. And what with my rheumatics, I haven’t been sleeping as well as I might. As you might say, my cottage is a sort of a lodge for the Priory. Monks, ain’t they, sir?”

“Sort of monks,” said Pawter.

“I don’t know what good they get out of shutting themselves up all their lives, but they’re as close as oysters. You never see any of them down here, not even the lay brothers. That seems queer to me!”

Mr. Pawter listened with the amused air of one who was indulging a child, and after he had been served with his meal, changed into a golf suit, and, with a walking stick in his hand, strolled out on to the moor, striking across the gaunt countryside towards a smaller road which he knew ran parallel with the post-road.

It was his wont on such excursions to delight his mind with thoughts upon the strange men who in past days had traversed this bleak moorland; the tin merchants of Phoenicia, the adventurers of Rome, whose feet had worn the paths which were now the broad arteries of traffic. But on this occasion his mind was too greatly occupied by other matters to find room for historical reflection.

He was a mile from his objective when he saw the waiting car, a small American machine that was invariably employed to take him to the Priory. The elderly man at the wheel touched his cap as Pawter came up. He wore the blue serge suit which was the livery of all the workers at the Priory, and Pawter knew him by name.

“All well at the Priory?” he asked, as he stepped into the machine by the driver’s side.

“All well, sir,” said the old man.

“Nobody been ill?”

“No, sir,” said the other in surprise, “not that I know.”

They proceeded for a mile in silence, and then Pawter asked *

“How is the Grand Prior?”

“Very well, sir, so far as I know. We never see much of him. He doesn’t come through the main gates.”

Pawter nodded. He was the only prior that ever went through the main gates. There was, in one corner of the wall, a small portal which was known as the Prior’s Door, and had been used for hundreds of years for the convenience of the superior of that order which the Proud Sons of Ragusa had replaced.

“He comes and goes by night, as you know, sir,” said the driver. “As a matter of fact, all the brethren do but you. I hope there’s going to be a bit of luck for my lodge this drawing,” he added. “We haven’t had an argosy come to Plymouth so long as I can remember. Little prizes, but none of the big ones. And it’s curious that we never get them at the Priory — none of the lay brothers, I mean.”

“Your number goes in with the rest,” said Pawter good-humouredly. He had listened to this complaint ever since he had been associated with the order.

Every lodge had a mild grievance that the argosies came a little too infrequently in their direction. The provincial branches were certain that London got more than its share;

London pointed dolefully to the scarcity of prizes awarded to Metropolitan lodges.

The car dipped into a valley, turned abruptly round a great stone tor, through another valley, and then on the left, between the secondary and the main road, Pawter saw the familiar lines of the Priory, squat, unlovely, so much a part of the moor in colour and cheerlessness that a stranger might pass it by without knowing that the Priory existed. The walls were high and grey, overgrown with ivy and other creeping plants. The great gates, which swung open at their approach, always reminded him of a prison. But inside he came upon peace. A great garden, beautiful to the eye, and, in the cool of the evening, fragrant beyond description. Pillared cloisters, dark and cool, stone-flagged paths, patiently tended. A very haven of peace and quietude.

Pawter got down and followed the silent attendant through a small doorway and along a stone passage, at the end of which the man opened an uninviting door that looked more like the door of a cell than of the handsome suite it was. The open grate was banked high with flowers; the floor was covered with a thick carpet, and the furnishing of the apartment, though severe, was luxurious.

From this room there was an opening, unfurnished with door, into the bedroom. It was a typical suite of the silent Priors of Ragusa. The bookshelves which half-covered one stone wall were well-filled.

“Hall is at eight, sir,” said the attendant.

He wore the conventional garb of the Sons of Ragusa, save that his head was not covered, his hood hanging at his shoulders.

“You will dine?”

“I have dined,” said Pawter. “Is the Prior well?”

“Very well, sir. He has been away, but he came back this morning.”

He opened a cupboard, took out a decanter, a glass and a large siphon of soda, and placed on the table a big box of cigars.

“You will ring if you require me, sir?” he said, and went out.

Pawter chose a cigar with care, lit it, and, after smoking thoughtfully for a while, he strolled across to the barred window that looked out upon a smaller courtyard. Beyond this, through a big gateway, he saw a flower-grown expanse, with little mounds set at regular intervals, each surmounted by a black cross. Here lay the ancient monks who had died in the service of their order, before the Proud Sons of Ragusa had taken over their sacred plot. Almost in the centre of his vision, above one large grave, was a large Calvary, and Pawter fixed his eyes on this and stared for a long time.

He was trying to analyse the feeling of uneasiness which clouded his mind. It was novel; never before had he felt quite the same as he did to-day. There was something… what was it? Could it be William Holbrook’s inquisitiveness of the morning? Or was his conscience pricking him, that he had revealed so much that had never been told before about the internal economy of the Proud Sons of Ragusa? Or was it that, stalking in that quiet place was the ghost of Brother John, stricken down in his prime in the crowded streets of London?

“I think I must be getting old,” he said to himself as he came back and, pulling up a chair to the table, took from his pocket a number of papers which he had brought with him.

He had hardly begun their examination when there was a gentle knock at the door and a lay brother came in, a redfaced, goodlooking man, almost as bald as Pawter. He crossed the “cell” and shook hands with the publicity man.

“They told me you were here,” he said, in that low voice which was habitual amongst the people of the Priory. “I thought I’d see you and tell you the news. You know poor Brother John is dead?”

Pawter nodded.

“We only heard to-day, but the Prior has known for some time.”

He was the seneschal of the Priory, a man named Blackwood, whom Pawter had known for many years as the head of the laymen. The Ragusas paid their permanent officials well, and Blackwood, who occupied something of the position of housekeeper to the Priors, found the life so much to his liking that he, who had come to what he thought would be a temporary appointment, had held his position for fifteen years. Most of the laymen had been recruited in exactly the same way. Blackwood had been an hotel manager, who had fallen on evil times when the Grand Prior had discovered him. All the gardeners and cooks were chosen from the lodges after a careful inquiry into their qualifications. These laymen were the veritable masters of the Priory, since the Priors themselves had no permanent habitation. Some stayed less than a year and were replaced by fresh appointments. Nobody except Brother John had remained since the Priors’ Degree had been founded.

“Who has taken the place of Brother John?” asked Pawter.

“Brother James, a very quiet and pious man,” was the reply. “You’ve come, of course, for the drawing?”

Pawter nodded.

“I often wonder they haven’t made you a Prior, Blackwood?”

The seneschal smiled.

“I prefer my position,” he said promptly. “To live apart, to let no man see your face, to speak to none, spend one’s time in contemplation — no, thank you!”

“You’re a mixed lot,” said the irreverent Pawter, pulling at his cigar, and Blackwood smiled.

“There are a few not as great gentlemen as the others,” he said diplomatically. “Some of them cannot stand the life, and want to leave at the end of the first week. But they’re scared of the Grand Prior. Some would stay for years, and are quite upset when they’re turned out to make room for newcomers. Do you know, Mr. Pawter, that I haven’t seen a Prior’s face all the time I’ve been here, except one who died?”

“What do you do for a doctor, in case anybody gets ill?” asked Pawter curiously.

“If a man gets ill he’s sent home,” said the other. “The only real case of illness we’ve had was a year ago, when the Grand Prior was seized with a heart attack. Unfortunately, the only man here who can drive a car was ill, and two of the brethren had to go out on to the road in the hope of stopping a car bound for Newton Abbot. By great good luck, they managed to hold a car that was carrying a doctor to Exeter.”

Pawter blinked quickly.

“How long ago was this?”

“A year ago.”

“You don’t happen to know the doctor?”

Blackwood shook his head.

“No, he was admitted by the Prior’s Postern. At that time the Grand Prior was very ill indeed, and on the verge of delirium. It was Brother John who went out to find him. Brother John was beside himself.”

“A year ago” — Pawter pinched his lower lip— “and you found a doctor, eh?” He drew a long breath. “That explains a lot — a whole lot.”

The seneschal tugged a watch from under his long robe.

“You’ll have to get ready, sir,” he said, opening the cupboard, and took out a silken gown, as Pawter stripped his coat. “You ought to be thankful that you don’t have to hide your face either. It must be stifling on a hot night like this. Now I must go. You have everything you want?”

Pawter walked to the door and watched him go down the passage out of sight, and came back into the room with a new problem to ponder.

It was five minutes to eight o’clock when the summons came. He heard the shuffle of sandalled feet on the stone flooring of the passage, and there came a peculiar knock at his door.

“Who knocks?” he asked loudly.

“Two Priors of this Proud Order,” came the deep reply.

“Enter,” he said, and the door opened slowly.

Standing in the opening was a masked and cowled figure, its hands concealed in the deep openings of its sleeves. Beyond him was another, similarly attired, and without a word the two men turned and paced leisurely down the corridor, and Pawter followed. When they reached the courtyard where he had got out of the car there was no sign of any layman. They processed along a broad garden path, nodding flowers to left and right, through an archway, up a short flight of steps, and along another path, until they came to the carved door of a building. Here his conductors stood, one on each side, and allowed him to pass.

He was in a small chapel familiar to him. Only the choir was occupied, and in the space where ordinarily worshippers would have knelt or sat, was a big barrel with a handle attached to one end, and a large table piled high with small white, metal-edged discs. His guides passed him, one walking to the right and one to the left, and sat down at the end of the choir stalls.

The mellow light of sunset, streaming through the stained-glass windows, brought a new glory to the banners above the choir, gave a newer dignity to the slim, violet-clad figure which moved down the chancel steps towards him.

“Welcome, O Seen Prior!” said a muffled voice behind the cowl. “All matters being in order, let the illusion of fortune come to whomsoever chance shall will.”

There was a silver gilt shovel like a sugar scoop on the table, and with the aid of this Pawter shovelled the discs into the barrel until every one was inside. Then he clamped tight the lid, and, rolling his sleeve to his right shoulder, held up his bare arm, his fingers outstretched. Then, without a word, he spun the barrel, and, when it stopped, opened a little trapdoor in its side, put in his hand and took out a disc, laying it on the table. Ten times he did this, and then the Grand Prior pointed to two of the masked figures in the stalls and they came down to the table, and as one called the numbers the other wrote them down.

When they had finished, Pawter swept the little discs into the palm of his hand and dropped them into the barrel. Again the barrel spun, again he drew forth, one by one, ten numbers, and laid them on the table. The two men who examined the first had returned to their stalls, and now the Prior pointed to two others, who moved forward, called and checked the numbers, and returned to their places.

Five times this happened, and when it was finished, the Grand Prior spoke.

“The fourth drawing is the true drawing, by order of the Priors.”

Pawter checked the numbers carefully, and as he was doing so, the Priors rose, a deep voice began the chant of victory, and they filed out one by one.

He frowned. What did that mean? Never before had the Priors left their stalls until the names of the winners had been announced.

As though divining his thoughts, the man in purple spoke:

“It is not seemly that names should be given, for who knows what envy they may excite? And is not envy the very foulest of all human vices? Come with me, my brother, to the registry.”

Pawter followed, alert, suspicious.

The registry was a small, lofty room, where, behind steel doors, were the records of the Order. The only light admitted was through a narrow window placed near the ceiling and heavily barred, and a swinging kerosene lamp supplied the illumination of the apartment. It seemed to Pawter that the lamp was turned unusually low.

“Will you sit on the other side of the table, Mr. Pawter?” said the voice of the masked man courteously.

He turned, opened the safe, and took out, not the books that Pawter expected, the register of names and numbers. Instead, he opened a thin blotter and exposed to the astonished eyes of the auditor five cheques, already filled.

“You will sign these.”

“But, Grand Prior,” protested Pawter, “I have not checked the names with the numbers. How did you know that those men would win the argosy?”

“You will sign those cheques — please,” said the voice again.

“I’ll do nothing of the sort,” said Pawter, jumping to his feet. “What possesses you, Mr. Stone?”

The figure raised his hand.

“There is no name here for me but Grand Prior,” he said. “Sign!”

“I’m afraid I cannot.” Pawter threw down the pen he had taken up and was moving away from the table, when:

“If you value your life, sign!”

He turned his head: he was looking into the muzzle of an automatic pistol, and the fire in the eyes that showed through the cowl blazed balefully.
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“What does this mean?”

“It means that you are going to sign five cheques,” was the suave reply. “Or that you will not leave the Priory alive.”

Slowly Pawter took off his robe, dropped it on the ground, and thrust his hands into his pockets. Bald, middle-aged, a creature of commerce, he had in him a something which brought a clearer light to his eye and a more determined thrust to his jaw.

“I’ll sign nothing,” he said. “You are not Leiff Stone!”

Then, before the other realised what he was doing, Pawter had leapt at the man with the pistol. One hand had gripped the wrist, the other was clawing at the mask on the face, when something struck him and he went down in a heap.

When he came to himself, he was sitting in a smaller and even darker room, on a stone bench. Whatever ventilation there was came through a small grating which showed no light. His wrists were fastened with handcuffs, his ankles were strapped, and somebody was holding him in the angle of the wall.

“Wake up.”

He looked stupidly at the purple cowl.

“You’re not Leiff Stone,” he said drowsily.

“You will be a sensible man and sign the cheques,” was the reply.

The Grand Prior was alone, but the heavy door was ajar, and Pawter saw the shadow of a second man in the adjoining room.

“We may have to keep you here for a few days, but I swear that you’ll come to no harm if you’ll do as you’re told.”

“I’ll sign no cheques,” said the other doggedly, “and I warn you that, if you attempt to forge my name, you will be instantly detected. The Prior and I agreed upon a secret marking to every cheque that the bank manager knows. If you’re the Prior, you will know what that is.”

For a second the man was taken aback.

“I know everything,” he said, and then unexpectedly left the room, slamming the door behind him, leaving his prisoner in darkness.

It must have been two hours before he returned. He brought back with him a jug of water, poured out a glassful, and the prisoner drank eagerly.

“Now, Mr. Pawter, you will be a wise man if you will do as I ask. I know the secret mark — a dot under the vowel of every recipent’s name. You are mistaken in thinking that I am not Stone. There is a special reason, which is no business of yours, why I wish to reward these brethren of the Order for their services. There has been a great deal of unrest amongst the brethren, complaints that certain lodges have been favoured at the expense of others. I am merely distributing the argosies over a wider area.”

“You do not need a gun for that purpose. Anyway, Prior, I would not have done this thing. You employed me as an auditor for my honesty, and I will not be a party to any crooked practice that you suggest. Bring me the discs and the books, and I will sign the cheques.”

Again the purple man went out and came back with ten discs, which he laid on the bench by the side of Pawter.

“Here they are,” he said. “I will bring you the books”

“Save yourself the trouble,” said Pawter coldly. “These are not the discs I drew. I have a pretty good head for figures, and I could not possibly have made a mistake. I presume that these discs correspond with the names of the people you wish me to draw the cheques for, and I flatly refuse.”

“We will try another method,” said the purple man softly. “There is such a thing as pain. If you were a member of the Twenty-Third Degree, you would realise that pain, hunger and thirst are three of the most potent factors in determining human comfort. I will not put you on the rack, or introduce you to The Maiden, Mr. Pawter. A pair of mundane curling tongs such as a wench may use to fringe her hair, heated by a spirit lamp, are quite as painful as any hot iron that might be drawn from a brazier and applied to your eyes! That makes you quiver, my friend! Believe me, I shall not hesitate to go to extreme lengths. Now what do you say?”

“I refuse.”

“Very well.” The voice came almost in a whisper. “You have brought this upon your own head!”
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Betty Carew made a call on the residence of De Fell, the manager, and that young man was not too busy to see the girl to whom he had written on the previous night.

“You’ve come to accept that part, have you? Well, you can start rehearsals”

She shook her head with a smile.

“I never dreamt I’d be in a position to do it, Mr. De Fell, but I’ve got to decline your engagement. I am going with my uncle to America.”

“The dickens you are!” said De Fell, swinging round and looking at the girl admiringly. “Does that mean you’re out of the theatrical business for good?”

“I don’t know. I hope so in many ways, in others I should be very sorry.”

“Who is your uncle, by the way?” and, when she told him, he whistled. “Suffering cats! Why, I introduced him to you! Well, now, isn’t that fine!”

He had something to say about an old acquaintance of hers. “You weren’t at La Florette’s great jamboree last night? Well, you missed nothing except the exhibition of lavish expenditure, for no particular reason so far as I can discover, since Van Campe and I were the only theatrical people present. They say that she has been financed — by the way, what relation is Dr. Laffin to you — uncle?”

She sighed.

“He is not my uncle,” she said shortly.

“Then you ought to be thankful. I can’t understand that bird. Somebody told me that Laffin was behind this grand display of La Florette’s, but I can’t believe that. Is he a rich man?”

She shook her head.

“He’s very poor.”

She was loth to discuss the doctor at all, and took the earliest opportunity of bringing the interview to an end. There was another she would gladly have avoided, but Bullott had insisted upon seeing her that afternoon, and though he had made the environment for the appointment as pleasant as possible — he had chosen Mr. Stone’s fiat — she went in some apprehension.

Once again she told him of her dreams, of the chapel, the book upon her knees, the monk-like figures sitting beneath their banners, and the purple-robed man who had addressed her.

“That is what I wanted to know,” said Bullott at the finish. “You don’t remember what happened to the book?”

She shook her head.

“Would you know the place again if you saw it?”

She hesitated.

“Yes, I think I should. Why — do you know where it is? Wasn’t it a dream after all?”

“You bet it wasn’t!” said Bill Holbrook, an interested audience, energetically. “Miss Carew, the inspector wants you to go down with us tonight.”

“Where?” she said in surprise.

“Into Devonshire.”

“But I couldn’t. Why into Devonshire?”

“My dear, I think you’d better go,” said Lambert Stone. “I have heard enough from these gentlemen to be convinced that there is some danger to your father.”

“My father!” she gasped. “Whom do you mean?”

“I mean the man in purple.”

She looked at him in astonishment.

“You’re not jesting?”

“No, that was your father. Mr. Bullott has made inquiries and has discovered that the Grand Priors of Ragusa have their headquarters on Dartmoor.”

“Oh!” Suddenly she remembered the adventure that had overtaken her and the doctor nearly two years before. “Now I remember. It was on Dartmoor that we saw those dreadful masked faces, and the voice — the voice of the man who stopped us — it was Brother John!”

Incoherently she related the events of that wild night: the rain, the storm-swept moor, the red lantern in the road that had brought the car to a standstill, and the long absence of the doctor.

“Yes,” nodded Bullott, “you were near the Priory. Someone must have been taken ill there, and the doctor went to see him. It was after that that he got his idea for dressing you up in green and putting you in a shop window — I’ve got it!” His eyes were blazing with excitement. “Listen — this is what happened. It must have been Leiff Stone who was taken ill, and when the doctor saw him he must have gained his confidence. Your brother is something of a mystic, isn’t he, sir?”

Lambert nodded.

“Given to strange dreams?”

“Yes, he always had his visions,” said the other quietly. “Old man Laffin must have heard from him about some dream in which he saw a Messenger from the Absolute — that is the word — in the form of a redhaired girl in a green dress. Perhaps Leiff Stone’s dream was that he would meet this girl sitting in a shop window, with a green jade vase and a red rose — can’t you imagine what fantastic things he may have dreamt in his delirium? And Laffin thought it over, saw the immense opportunity which this knowledge gave to him, and gradually worked up to the grand climax! Do you remember the advertisement, Holbrook, the advertisement I showed you—’Punging the Green Dragon?’ That was Laffin’s signal to some confederate, probably in the Priory; somebody who informed him of all Mr. Leiff Stone’s movements — he may have got at one of the laymen. At any rate, he induced the Prior to come to London, and pass the store where Miss Carew was working. When Stone had called that part of your work was finished. Laffin had evidently a role assigned to you, something referred to in the message which you had given to your father. He intended taking you to the Priory and detaining you in the house for the purpose, and then, when he failed, carried you off from your lodging. Try hard to remember, Miss Carew,” he said earnestly, “what did Brother John say to you when he called at the theatre?”

“He asked me if I was the lady who had been in the shop window,” she said, “whether I was related to Dr. Laffin.”

“Then Brother John knew, or guessed, and he had come to London to protect his friend. And because he was seen speaking to you, they killed him — Laffin or his agent.”

He took a sheet of blue paper from his pocket, read it with some satisfaction and put it back.

“I’m taking Laffin tonight,” he said.

“On a charge of killing Brother John?” asked Bill in surprise, for this was the first news he had had that a warrant had been issued for the doctor.

“No, sir, I am taking him on a charge of wilfully murdering the late Lord Lowbridge by the administration of poison. We’ve had the body up, and found enough aconite to kill a regiment of soldiers!

“Don’t you see,” he said, when they had recovered a little from their surprise, “Laffin was the family doctor of the late Lord Lowbridge. Clive Lowbridge had been his pupil, and you might suppose that, with the property in the hands of his friend, it would be an easy matter to get the money he wanted and to hide the fact that, two years before Lord Lowbridge died, Laffin had got transferred, by means of a false deed, a considerable slice of Lord Lowbridge’s property. The present holder of the title does not know this, but it is nevertheless a fact that the impoverished condition of his estate is due very considerably to the systematic forgeries of Laffin. The son of Lowbridge died in exactly the same manner — it may be the subject of another charge. Laffin is an expert poisoner, and the sooner we get him the better.”

“He is not at his house?” asked Bill in a hushed voice, for this revelation of his friend’s prescience almost shocked him.

Bullott shook his head.

“No, I have been there. He left very early this morning. I think I know where he is to be found. Now, Miss Carew, will you come?”

She nodded.

“I think I ought to go — for Clive’s sake,” she said, and Bill Holbrook was instantly and unaccountably depressed.
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The five o’clock west-bound mail carried a saloon in which were fifteen men and one woman, who did not usually undertake a journey to the West of England. Bullott was taking no chances. He had been allowed to select his own posse, and when, at eight o’clock that night, they reached Newton Abbot, he was confident that, whatever the search of the Priory might produce, he would not fail through lack of able assistance.

Four big cars left at intervals for Two Bridges, partly because this made a convenient halting-place, and partly by reason of Bullott’s knowledge that Pawter usually spent the night at the hotel when his duties brought him to the Priory.

The first car carried Betty and her uncle, with Bill Holbrook, Inspector Bullott, and a detective at the driver’s side.

“I’m beginning to get thrilled,” she said in a low voice, as the car came down to Buckfastleigh-in-the-Moor, and the severe splendour of the new Abbey showed for a second in the paling light. “And you are also, Mr. Holbrook — you’ve spoken hardly a word since we left town.”

“No.” Bill roused himself with an effort. “I’ve got a thinking fit to-day. When are you leaving?”

“On Saturday,” she said. “I’m looking forward to that trip tremendously. The Escorial
 is the biggest ship in the new American line, isn’t it, Mr. Stone?”

“The biggest and the best,” he said stoutly. “We’re going to show these Europeans that we can run ships as well as the best organisations in England or Germany. The Escorial
 is the biggest ship in the world. Why, if you’ve never been on a mammoth liner, it is going to be an experience for you, Betty.”

He spoke of the great social halls, of the swimming-pool, the wonderful suites, the Florentine restaurant and the palm court, and Bill grew more dismal in inverse ratio to his companion’s enthusiasm.

“Why don’t you come along? I’m making up a party for my camp in the Adirondacks?”

Bill sighed heavily.

“Get thee behind me, Lambert Stone,” he groaned. “Such relaxations are for the idle rich. Battersea Park for mine, with the little boys fishing for sticklebacks, and the nursemaids and the howling children — oh gosh! you make me feel homesick!”

“Why don’t you come, Mr. Holbrook?” asked Betty, to her uncle’s surprise. “You were one of the first people Mr. Stone suggested, but I — I thought you wouldn’t like to join us.”

“Who’s going?” asked Bill, and the first name damped any enthusiasm that was developing. “You’ll enjoy it, anyway,” he said. “We’re getting near Two Bridges,” with this he abruptly turned the subject.

The car pulled up before the hotel and Bullott went to see Pawter. He came out very shortly afterwards, and in his voice was a note of concern.

“Pawter hasn’t returned,” he said. “They say he is usually back by half-past nine, and it’s past ten now.”

“He isn’t that much behind his time that you need worry,” said Stone. “What do you intend doing — I mean, what is the object of raiding the Priory?”

“Primarily to take a good look at the gentlemen who are in control,” said Bullott. “I wish to satisfy myself that Mr. Leiff Stone is what he appears to be — the head of a perfectly harmless organisation.”

Lambert Stone was looking at him intently.

“That isn’t your object, Mr. Bullott,” he said quietly* “there is some other reason. My brother would not be a party to any illegal practices. Do you think that the Order has got into the hands of lawless men and that he is there too?”

Bullott did not answer immediately, and then:

“I think a good many things. I am scared about more,” he said.

The half-hour that followed afforded two members of the party an opportunity which one at least desired. Bill had strolled a little way along the dark road when he heard footsteps behind him, and, turning, discerned the figure of the girl.

“Mr. Holbrook,” she called, “I want to speak to you. Have I offended you?”

“Offended me?” said Bill in amazement. “Why, no* Miss Carew.”

“Or is it your natural repugnance to compromise?”

He did not see her smile, but he heard the laughter in her voice.

“You aren’t very friendly, are you? I remember not so long ago, when I walked a long way to avoid you. I am more shameless now. Are you very angry with me?”

“Why should I be?”

“Why won’t you come to America? My uncle would have really liked to ask you; it was I who stopped him writing you an invitation. You see, Mr. Holbrook,” she said as she walked by his side, “I was rather scared of you; I couldn’t understand what part you were playing in that horrible scheme to put me in a shop window, and I told Clive—”

“Shall we leave Lord Lowbridge out of account?” he said, with inexplicable exasperation.

She was silent for a while.

“You don’t like Lord Lowbridge?”

“I like him all right,” said Bill. “I’m sorry I was so irritable.”

“Why don’t you like him?” she insisted.

“I don’t know. Does anybody like the perfect man — any other man, I mean?”

He heard her soft laughter and grinned a little sheepishly.

“You’re jealous!”

The astounding charge took his breath away.

“Jealous?” he stammered. “What do you mean? How can I be jealous?”

“You’re jealous,” she said again, “that is, if you’re human.”

He had no words to answer her.

“I’ve been on the stage — lived in an atmosphere where love and infatuation and the other pleasant mysteries of life are discussed so naturally and so persistently that even I can discuss them without — without embarrassment. A woman loses a great deal when she becomes sophisticated, but she gains in knowledge. Mr. Holbrook, you’re falling in love, and you mustn’t!”

Never before in his life had he felt at such a disadvantage, so incapable of pert rejoinder. She was telling him something that consciously he had not known.

“Why mustn’t I?” he said. His voice was husky as he went on quickly, “Of course, I know you’re frantically rich, and you’re in love with another man, but they’re the merest items, and anyway, there’s nothing to prevent my loving you — if I want.”

“Except that I’m married,” she said.

He stopped dead.

“To Lowbridge?” he asked, scarcely recognising his own voice.

“No, to Dr. Laffin. I think you ought to know this. I am married in the sense that I have been through a ceremony before the registrar. I don’t know why he did it, but — yes, I do.”

“Does Mr. Stone know?”

“No,” she said in a low voice, “I do not wish him to know — yet.”

They were nearing the hotel again when he halted. “Suppose you weren’t married?” he asked, and it required all his courage to put the question. “Would that make a whole lot of difference to — to me, or to Lowbridge”

“Let us go in,” she said, turning. “I thought I heard the inspector call.”

But he would not move.

“To whom would this make most difference?”

“To both of you, I think,” she said lightly, and then her arm was in his. “I shall never marry Clive,” she said.
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Pawter looked at the phosphorescent dial of his watch and with some difficulty returned it to his pocket, for the handcuffs about his wrists were of a type that he had never seen before. He suspected that they had been found in the monastery, and remembered the Grand Prior telling him, many years before, that he had discovered a cell evidently used to incarcerate monks who had lost their reason. He was probably in that prison house now.

What would they do with him? Would the purple-veiled Prior carry his threat into execution? It was more than an hour since the man had taken his departure, and there had been no sign or sound of him.

There were two doors in the small stone room in which he was held prisoner, and in spite of his bound ankles he had succeeded in hopping to both, to find, as he had expected, that they were locked. He had scarcely put away his watch before he heard the shooting of bolts, the door opened and the purple man came in, carrying a candle lantern, which he placed on the floor. By its side he put a flat metal case, which he opened, and Pawter saw, with some astonishment, that his captor literally intended to fulfil his threat, for he took out a diminutive spirit stove and a pair of steel tongs.

He struck a match, and the stove burnt bluely. Then laying the tongs on two projecting brackets, he watched the steady flame curl about the steel.

“It will take a little time before they are hot enough,” said the muffled voice, “time for you to reflect, my friend.” He went out of the room and returned with the coat which Pawter had taken off when he had put on his robe.

“Our good friend Blackwood was curious as to where you had gone.” He mentioned the fact casually.

“What are you going to do?” There was no tremor in Pawter’s voice when he put the question. And then:

“Hurt you,” was the calm reply, “hurt you so badly that you will do as I wish.”

“In other words, you’re going to revert to the practice of the Middle Ages, eh?” Pawter was calm, almost bland. “It has been a wonder to me how these ancient folk endured torture, and now I’m going to discover for myself!”

“That is exactly what will happen,” said the mask. “You have lived a fairly comfortable life, Mr. Pawter, maintained yourself free from aches and pains, and I doubt very much whether you can imagine what will happen when real pain, exquisite and terrible, comes to you.”

“I can imagine a whole lot of things,” said Pawter, watching the blue flame of the spirit lamp, “but I can’t imagine making myself a party to your fraud by signing those cheques.”

The Prior lifted the tongs, held them near to his face, and put them back again in the flames.

“Not hot enough yet,” he said pleasantly. “Pawter, you’re a fool. I am willing to pay you a very considerable sum for your services, and to continue that payment every half-year. You would be a rich man in five years’ time.” “I’m a rich man now,” said the other easily, “and if I did what you ask me, my riches would weight me down and crush me.”

At the end of five minutes, during which time neither man spoke, the Prior lifted the tongs.

“They are hot,” he said, and brought them near to Pawter’s face, but the bald man did not shrink.

Nearer and nearer, until the heat was intolerable, and yet, with an unbelievable stoicism, he sat rigid, unmoving.

“Not pleasant, eh? Imagine them held to your eyelids — that makes you feel bad? Listen.” The spurious amiability left his voice. “There’s nothing I will not do to make you carry out my wishes. I’ll blind you — do you understand that? I’ll shut off from you the chief joy of life — your vision! Am I to be checked at the moment of my success by a dog of a tradesman?”

His voice rose shrilly, the hands that held the tongs were trembling.

“At the very edge of fortune, shall I hesitate—”


Rap, rap, rap.


Somebody was knocking at the door. He half turned.

“Who’s there?” he called.


Rap, rap, rap.


“Who is it?” The man in purple almost screamed the question.

“Open, in the name of the King!” said a voice on the other side of the door — the voice of Inspector Bullott!
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The door shook under a heavy blow, and the Prior stood momentarily paralysed with terror and consternation.

“Open!”

Pawter too had recognised the voice of Inspector Bullott, and he drew a long sigh. In another second the Prior had lifted the lantern and blown out the light; there was the rattle of a key in a door, and a sound of creaking hinges; then followed a thud, as the door closed.

He was escaping through the smaller door, and he had hardly left the room before Pawter heard the sound of voices outside, the snap of a lock, and in another instant Bullott had dashed into the room, an electric torch in his hand.

“Where is he?” he asked.

Pawter nodded towards the small postern.

“Is there a key to this?” cried Bullott sharply.

Blackwood came into the cell, bearing a bunch of keys, his red face unusually pale. Five minutes were lost before the key was discovered. Bullott then found himself in a smaller stone lobby. From this led a door, which when it was opened, he discovered to be the postern gate through which the Grand Prior was admitted to the building. There was no sign of the man, nor was a search possible, for it opened on to the wild moor, now in complete darkness, and it would have required a battalion to have continued the search.

The inspector returned to the Priory and conducted a close examination of the priors. He came to the room into which Pawter had been ushered, with a story of failure.

“The Grand Prior and Brother James have gone,” he said, “and whoever the Prior may be, he is not Leiff Stone!” Seeing that a search that night would be wasted labour, Bullott returned to the room which had been allotted to Pawter. Here he interrupted the publicity man in the midst of his recital. A further and more systematic search of the Priory led to no discovery of value, and at one o’clock in the morning the search party was withdrawn, to the relief of the ruffled Priors.

“I don’t know what action the Secretary of State will take now that this matter of the draw has been brought to his notice,” said Bullott, “but I suggest, Mr. Pawter, that until you learn the wishes of the members of your Order, you had better take up the duties of the Chief Prior.”

To his surprise, Pawter offered no objection to adopting this course, for apparently he had already decided what action he would take.

“I don’t suppose for one moment that our friend will return,” he said, “but if he does, I can promise you that I will place him immediately in your hands. As to taking control of the Order, that has already been provided for. I have a deed signed by Mr. Stone, authorising me to take charge if anything happened to him.”

“Did you recognise his voice?”

Pawter shook his head.

“No, though I’ll swear it was not Mr. Stone.” Blackwood, the seneschal, was closely questioned, and added something to the detective’s knowledge. He remembered the night that Betty had been brought to the Priory, though he swore that she had not come through the main gates. The other Priors were unanimous that she had come there of her own free will, a pardonable error, for she had, apparently, walked to her chair unassisted; they had not been informed as to the meaning of the strange scene they had witnessed. All they knew was that the Grand Prior had addressed them an hour before the girl was brought in, and had told them that he was receiving a “divine visitor.” Nor did they know who were the two brethren who had stood on either side of her when the book was placed upon her knees. As to the book, that was as much of a mystery to them as it had been to the girl.

The Grand Prior was in the building the next morning. He seldom journeyed by day, left as a rule just before midnight, and drove his own car, which was kept in a small garage that had been built on the north side of the Priory wall.

Bullott went to inspect this building, and found, as he had expected, that it was empty. Further, the seneschal could not assist them, for he seldom saw the Prior himself except on extraordinary occasions, and he did not know how many days the head of the Order had been at the Priory before the startling events of that night.

The party drove back the way they had come, and nearing two Bridges, Pawter, who accompanied them, remembered the old waiter who had a cottage on the moor.

“That must be the place,” he said, pointing to the little dwelling, visible in the light of the motor lamps.

As the car stopped before the door, it opened and Pawter saw the servant. He was a little tremulous at sight of so many people at such an hour of the night, but he had a tale to tell of a machine that had dashed past an hour before.

“A big black car with three men, and going at such a rate that I thought they’d turn over at the curve. I think they must have had an accident, because I heard the brakes go on, and a bump.”

Beyond the cottage the road turned abruptly, and here there was a wall which showed marks of collision.

“It wasn’t serious enough to stop them,” said Bullott after making his inspection. “Those were our men undoubtedly.”

A police patrol whom they met near Two Bridges had the same story to tell of a car that was thundering along the road in defiance of all speed regulations.

“I signalled them to stop, but they took no more notice of me than if I’d been a fly on the wall,” he said.

“Any number on the car?” asked Bullott hopefully.

“No, sir, they had no back light so far as I could see. They took the Exeter road.”

“I’ll get on the ‘phone to the Exeter police,” said Bullott, after they had gained admission to the hotel, but in this project he was not successful. The wires which followed the Exeter road had been cut, and there was no other telephonic communication.

In point of fact the big black car did not take the risk of being observed in a fairly populous city where it must go at a slow pace. Five miles from the suburbs of Exeter, Joshua Laffin leant across to the driver and bawled in his ear:

“Keep away from Exeter. There’s a by-road to the left that takes you past Taunton.”

Captain Harvey Hale waved his hand, not taking his eyes from the road ahead.

At eight o’clock that morning Dr. Laffin arrived at Bath Station, caught the early train, and was in his home before eleven o’clock. Detectives watching the house saw him come, and duly reported his arrival to Bullott, but long before the inspector was on the spot, Mr. William Holbrook was knocking at the front door, which was opened by Laffin’s servant.

“The master is busy,” she said, remembering the trouble which had been caused to her through admitting him on his last visit.

“I’m busy too,” said Bill, and pushed past her into the hall.

Without a word he turned the handle of the study door, threw it open and walked inside. The room was, as usual, heavily curtained, and the only light was a candle upon the table. Joshua Laffin was nowhere to be seen.

“I thought he was there, sir,” said the girl, aghast. “He must be in his room. I’ll run up.”

She came down in a few minutes with the news that the doctor was not in the house.

As he stood there, the area door below opened and an elderly woman in an old mantle, and carrying a big milk jug and a key in her hand, came out, shuffled down the path and turned towards the station. It was apparently Laffin’s cook. He saw the two detectives watching on the opposite side of the road, and knew there was no chance of the man escaping. Turning to the girl, who was standing aimlessly in the passage, he asked:

“What time did the doctor come back?”

“About ten o’clock, sir. I told him the police were coming here—”

“You told him that, did you?”

“Oh yes, sir, they quite frightened me. There have been two men watching this house all the morning and all last night. I got so nervous that I nearly went home to my mother.”

“But why do that?” said Bill good-humouredly. “Surely the cook is some sort of protection, isn’t she?”

“Cook, sir?” said the girl in surprise. “We haven’t got a cook. I do all the cooking there is.”

“But who’s the elderly woman in the kitchen downstairs?”

She shook her head.

“There isn’t any elderly woman, sir. We have a charwoman in once a week, but this is not her day.”

A sudden suspicion shot through Holbrook’s mind, and he ran out of the front door, down into the street, and gazed the way the old woman had gone. It was at that moment that Bullott arrived, and the reporter told him what he had seen.

“That was Laffin all right,” said Bullott bitterly. “He walked into the trap, and we hadn’t sufficient intelligence to close it on him.”

He called the two watchers and gave them instructions. In ten minutes all West London was looking for an elderly woman carrying a milk jug and a key.

Lord Lowbridge heard the news with a grave face.

“Impossible!” he said when they told him that Laffin was wanted for murder by poisoning. “My uncle died a natural death.”

“Who gave the certificate?” asked Bullott significantly, and Clive Lowbridge stared.

“I never thought of that. Of course, Dr. Laffin gave the certificate. But it is too preposterous — what could he hope to gain?”

“He could hope to make you a very rich man and trust that your generosity would reward him. He hoped also to hide the fact, which would have been discovered by Lord Lowbridge, and certainly should have been discovered by his lawyers, that a large parcel of land had been transferred to Laffin by means of forged deeds. In other words, my lord, Dr. Laffin is partly responsible for the poverty of your estate!” Clive’s jaw dropped.

“It is incredible,” he muttered. And then, aloud, “I have never cared very much for Laffin, although I thought I owed him something, and probably your view as to what would have happened if I had inherited a large fortune is nearly accurate. As a matter of fact, I had decided in my mind to give the doctor a very substantial sum. He was always in debt, and generally in the worst kind of other trouble; it would have been a real pleasure to me to have relieved that state of affairs for him. And my cousin, too, you say?” He whistled. “It sounds like a page of an exciting novel, but I must believe you. Laffin is not like other men; his virtues and vices are equally bizarre.”

“Did he ever introduce you to the Proud Sons of Ragusa?”

Clive Lowbridge laughed.

“No, he never succeeded in shooting me into that crowd,” he said, “but it was not for want of trying. But that sort of mummery does not appeal to me, and my luck is so diabolical that I could never hope to have gained one of their big prizes. They give some prizes, don’t they? In fact” — there was a note of unhappiness in his laughter— “the biggest prize in all the world, which most men would have thought was easiest to gain, has so far escaped me — and it isn’t money.”
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Bill was in his room shaving late in the morning, when Bullott rushed in.

“I’ve got a bit of news that will interest you, Holbrook,” he said. “There were three people in that car that left Exeter; I’ve been able to trace them. The driver was a tall man, who will be difficult to identify because his face was covered with goggles, but he is, I believe, Captain Harvey Hale, a man who has been in prison, and a pretty bad character. The second man was, of course, Joshua Laffin.”

“And the third?” asked Bill.

“I’ll give you three guesses.”

“Not Toby Marsh?” said Holbrook.

“Toby Marsh and no other,” said Bullott. “I’ve been to his lodgings to make absolutely sure, but he hasn’t been there since last night. He was riding with Laffin, and the two were seen talking very confidentially by a policeman as they came into Bath, where the car was garaged at the Hudson Hotel. This confirms the story of the Taunton police and the waiter at Two Bridges, who say there were two men beside the driver.”

“Toby Marsh!” Holbrook was bewildered.

“If I have failed it is my own fault,” said Bullott despondently. “Those gay writers in the newspapers said I was a fool to take this little thief into my confidence — and they are more than justified. Now that it is too late, I have discovered that Laffin and Marsh were old acquaintances. The only conviction that the police have against Marsh is for breaking and entering Laffin’s place in Bath. I’ve been looking at the records of the case, and the story is a simple one. Laffin was, as usual, in a state of poverty, but had some valuable books and old Egyptian manuscripts, which he had insured heavily. The story Marsh told was that he was an acquaintance of Laffin’s, and had been employed by him to commit the burglary with the object of getting the insurance, though the Egyptian papyri were subsequently proved to be practically valueless. Naturally, nobody believed the burglar against a respected local doctor, and Toby was sent down, swearing he would get even with the man who doublecrossed him.”

“But why should Marsh have given us all this information about Laffin?”

“Partly for revenge,” said Bullott, “partly, and in the latter stages of the case, to pull the wool over our eyes, or, to put it vulgarly, to kid us along. No, we’ve been sold. There’s no sense in squealing. Are you going with the Stones to America?” he asked, changing the subject abruptly.

Bill shook his head.

“I don’t think so,” he said, without heartiness. “In fact, I know I shan’t. You seem to forget that I’m on this story of Laffin”

“I should go if I were you “ — Bullott interrupted him— “because I am!”

“You?”

The detective nodded.

“Yes, I’ve seen the Chief this morning, and he has decided that I ought to join the party. Do you know what relation Betty Carew is to the doctor?”

Bill was silent.

“That young lady is going to be the candle to the moth. She is the one assistant Laffin can depend upon, unwilling though she may be; for by the law she cannot give evidence against her husband. He married her to silence her; there is an excellent reason — two excellent reasons, in fact — why he should follow her to America.”

“They may be excellent,” said Bill, “but they don’t appear that way to me. Besides, I’ve got another anchor in London. Pips has taken on the reconstruction of the Proud Sons of Ragusa. Maybe there’ll be no Proud Sons to reconstruct after the Secretary of State has taken action. If it isn’t reconstructed it will be wound up, and Pips will be busy. I cannot let his business go to ruin.”

“Nevertheless, you will be well advised to come along with me,” said Bullott.

“Where is Leiff Stone?” asked Bill.

“God knows,” was the grave reply. “I haven’t dared to tell Miss Stone all that I suspect.”

Bill Holbrook did not see him for the rest of the day; he himself was fully occupied with putting into writing the story of the raid on the Priory, and in consultation with Pawter. That worthy man had lost no time in seeing the high officers of state, and had exposed to them all that he knew of the workings of the Order.

“They have no objection to our carrying on, but they insist that the Priors shall not be masked, and that the annual distribution of argosies must be determined by merit and not by chance.”

“That sounds as though most of the money will come to me,” said Bill.

For some reason the depression which had laid on his mind like a cloud during the past few weeks had vanished, and he could trace his sense of relief and cheerfulness to that little talk he had had with the girl on the Dartmoor road. It was not a thing to think about, even to dream about, but he was filled with a sense of awed amazement that she had condescended to speak to him on such tremendous matters. It was that sense of wonder and humility that comes to every man at some time in his life, when a goddess has stepped down to him from her pedestal and has been as a human woman.

Toward the evening, when he was working at the newspaper office, the City Editor brought him news that the body of Tinker Lane had been found, and later came a prosaic reminder of his own responsibility in the matter, in the shape of a policeman bearing an order to appear before the coroner’s inquest.

Every tape message that reached the office concerning Laffin was brought to him, for now the news that the man was wanted for murder was common property. A reward had been offered for his arrest; every station and port was being watched; but Laffin had disappeared, and though a taxicab driver had been found who had picked up the old woman with the milk jug and the key and had set her down near a City hospital, he was not able to contribute any helpful clue.

It was eleven o’clock at night, and he had handed in his last copy and risen stiffly from his desk, when the bell of the inter-telephone rang and the hall porter told him that there was a lady to see him. His heart jumped.

“Who is it?” he asked.

“Miss Florette, sir.”

Florette! He had forgotten that unfortunate woman, saddled, as he guessed, with the responsibilities of a large West End house.

“Show her up.”

To say that La Florette was in a state of agitation is mildly to describe the half-hysterical, half-furious woman who was shown into his little office. Florette spent a considerable time every day in hiding the traces by which ruthless nature scores the passage of the years, but tonight she had made no attempt to doll up, Bill noticed. Her face was haggard, and the dark lines about her eyes revealed the state of mind into which Laffin’s perfidy had thrown her.

“Has that devil been found?” she asked immediately she came into the room. “Oh, Mr. Holbrook, isn’t it dreadful! All I’ve had from him was five hundred, though he promised faithfully he’d send me a cheque the next morning! I haven’t seen the colour of his money, and the tradesmen’s bills are coming in; it will cost me over two thousand to settle! And it was Van Campe’s fault; he said I’d get publicity out of it, and I haven’t got so much as a line! Whatever am I to do?”

“If you’ll sit down quietly and tell me all about it,” said Bill, “maybe I can help you — as far as publicity goes.”

“Not that kind of publicity,” she said shrilly. “I don’t want anybody to know that it wasn’t my house, or that somebody else was paying the bills! It would ruin me professionally, Mr. Holbrook. I’ve got to think of my career. And Charles says that he won’t pay a penny. I’m ruined, absolutely ruined!”

Bill looked at the ten thousand dollar wristlet she wore, was dazzled by the scintillations of a great, pear-shaped diamond that hung on her breast, and even observed that the hands that gesticulated in despair sent forth strange and beautiful, flashes of colour, and in the face of this evidence of “ruin” was not as sympathetic as he might have been.

“It’s not my house at all,” she said; “of course you knew that? Laffin took it because he wanted to find out something about Sir Richard Paxton, who is one of the heads of the Treasury. I don’t understand very much about it, because Stock Exchange business makes my head ache. But it was all about the war that he wanted to know. It seems that we owe America a lot of money.” “Have you only just discovered that?” asked Bill with gentle irony.

“How was I to know?” she asked impatiently. “Anyway, we do
 owe America a lot of money, and we have to pay them every year or half-year — I forget which. And he wanted me to find out when the next interest — that was the word, ‘interest’ — was to be paid. He said that the British Government had been buying dollars, and he wanted to make sure whether the money was going to America in paper currency or in gold, and I had an awful job to find out, Mr. Holbrook. You’ve no idea how mean these Government people are. And Sir Richard likes me very much indeed — in fact, he’s perfectly dippy about me.” She could not resist the simper and the downcast eyes that accompanies this immodest claim.

Bill was listening with all ears now. The mystery of the house in Portman Place was less of a mystery to him.

“I suppose it was because I had this grand house that he was more open and frank with me. It’s curious what snobs people are — but they are, Mr. Holbrook! Anyway, he told me that the money was being sent in paper currency — that’s the term, isn’t it? paper currency?”

“That’s the term,” said Bill, with an assumption of carelessness. “And when is it to be shipped?”

“On the twenty-ninth of July — that’s next week — by the—” she frowned in an effort of memory. “I can never keep ships in my head — it was a curious name”


“Escorial?”
 asked Bill, his heart beating a little faster. “That’s it — the Escorial
 . Fifty million dollars! Isn’t it wicked to send all that money to America? They’ll probably spend it on cinemas, which are ruining our profession. Fifty million dollars!” She literally groaned. “And I’ve got twenty tradesmen waiting on my doorstep, and heaven knows where the money’s coming from! I’ve never been so deceived in my life, Mr. Holbrook. He ought to get twenty years for what he did for me. Is there any chance of finding him?” she asked, with pathetic anxiety.

“The police are trying very hard to find him.”

“Has he any money? I mean, would it be possible, if he is captured, for him to give me a cheque?” she whimpered. “I’m sure the police would think all the better of him if he paid his obligations. I don’t know which way to turn, and mother’s so upset because her paying guest has gone away, and the police have been to the house looking for him. Really, Mr. Holbrook, I think I shall go mad unless something happens.”

“One moment,” said Bill. “Did you tell Dr. Laffin all that Sir Richard Paxton told you — I mean, about the money going on the Escorial
 ?

She nodded vigorously.

“Of course I did; I told him on Sunday night, just as soon as Sir Richard told me. There wasn’t anything wrong in that, was there?” she asked in sudden alarm.

“I don’t know what view the police will take of it,” said Bill gravely, and La Florette went white.

“Has he been doing something very wrong?”

“I don’t think he could do anything much worse than murder, and you know they want him for that,” said Bill, a little irritably.

“Yes, I know, but has he been stealing money?” asked Florette, to whom the first letter of sin was “$.”

He got rid of her as soon as he possibly could, promising to give her the first news of Laffin’s capture, and to inform her at the earliest possible date as to the doctor’s financial position. He himself left the office a few minutes after La Florette, and, since his mind needed the sedative of exercise, he decided to walk home.

He strolled leisurely up Fleet Street, along the Strand, still bright and populated, for the great hotels had not yet discharged their supper parties; crossed Trafalgar Square, and, acting upon the whim of the moment, turned under the Admiralty Arch and walked along the Mall. At this hour of the night, even the courting couples had disappeared, and beyond the cars and cabs that take a short cut to Victoria, there was little to be seen.

He saw no pedestrians until he overtook a man who was walking slowly towards Buckingham Palace. Something in his gait seemed familiar, and yet he would not have troubled to look into the face, but just as he was abreast of the solitary walker the man gave a short, dry cough, and Bill spun round. For a second only he was in doubt: the sallow face and the short-clipped, black beard were wholly unfamiliar to him. The horn-rimmed spectacles that surmounted the thin nose were equally strange. He hesitated, facing the man, whose eyes glared balefully in the semi-darkness.

“What do you want?” said the voice, and that was his mistake.

In an instant Bill Holbrook had gripped him.

“I want you, Dr. Laffin!” he said.

His free hand tore away the beard that hid the cruel mouth. The doctor winced with the pain of it; then without a word, he struck out. His blow caught Holbrook unprepared, and he stumbled backwards, but before Laffin could run, Bill had reached out and caught his coat. For a second they struggled desperately, and then over the man’s shoulder he saw a policeman approaching from the direction of St. James’s.

Laffin’s strength was extraordinary, he fought like a cat, striking out wildly, and wherever his blow fell Bill grunted with the shock of it. And then, as the policeman came up, occurred a maddening accident which was to have such remarkable consequences.

Laffin’s fist had struck Bill full in the mouth. Savagely he hit back; the doctor dodged, and the blow, going across his shoulder, caught the policeman under the jaw and sent him sprawling. In a second he was on his feet, had torn the men apart, flinging the doctor against the railings of the Park and holding Bill in a grip from which there was no escape.

“Take that man, quick! He’s Laffin!” gasped the reporter.

“I’ll take you,” said the officer savagely, and swung him round. “Come a little walk with me!”

“Take him, take him!” yelled Bill, as he saw Laffin, turning on his heel, run like the wind. “He’s wanted for murder!”
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The grip on collar and arm did not relax.

“I’ll teach you to hit me!” breathed the officer.

“It was an accident, you fool!” stormed Bill, making the situation worse. “Take that man — he’s Laffin, I tell you. They’ll have the coat off your back if you let him escape!”

“Never mind about Laffin; I’ve heard that fairy tale before,” said the policeman, as he walked briskly, Bill’s arm in his, past the sentry at St. James’s Palace.

There was nothing to do but to submit, and Bill Holbrook found himself thrust into a steel pen, answering the conventional questions of the station sergeant. When they had been put:

“I want you to communicate with Inspector Bullott,” said Bill, giving the address. “He’s a personal friend of mine. I tell you, the man that this officer allowed to escape was Joshua Laffin, who is wanted on a charge of murder.”

The sergeant looked across his spectacles.

“Is that so?” he said, with polite sarcasm. “And is there anybody else you’d like to communicate with? The King or anybody?”

“Do you mind telephoning my newspaper?” said Bill, who knew that it would be a waste of time trying to match his wits with the officer. “Perhaps you’ll not be so comic tomorrow morning.”

A claim of association with a newspaper was more effective than his statement that he was a friend of Bullott.

But, by extraordinary bad luck, there was no member of the night staff who knew him. The City Editor had gone home, and the men on duty were strangers to him; and when he had at last persuaded the sergeant to communicate with Bullott, it was to discover that that officer also was not at home.

He spent the night in a police cell, and at ten o’clock the next morning was brought before the magistrate, charged with disorderly conduct and striking Police Constable Higgins in the execution of his duty. It was so ludicrous so amazingly grotesque an experience, that he did not know whether to laugh or cry when the magistrate inflicted a small fine, and he almost ran out of the court.

A taxi took him to his lodgings, and he found the inspector’s housekeeper scrubbing the front passage.

“Mr. Bullott, sir? Didn’t you know that he was leaving?”

“Leaving — for where?”

“For America, sir, he went this morning.”

“Is it Saturday?” said Bill in horror.

“Of course it is, sir.” She looked at him suspiciously; she had never before seen this untidy young man under the influence of drink. “Mr. Bullott was very worried about your not coming home last night; he wanted to see you and left a note in your room.”

“That’s all right, I was locked up,” said Bill recklessly, and dashed up the stairs to find the letter.

It was a very short note, but significant.

“If it is humanly possible for you to join the Escorial
 , do so. Something very queer is happening.”

That was all — it was a message without introduction, date or signature, scribbled hastily in pencil. Did Bullott know about the Treasury official’s indiscretion? Did he realise that the Escorial
 was carrying fifty million dollars in paper currency to New York? Bill’s head was in a whirl. He sat down and tried hard to think consecutively. The thought uppermost in his mind was that some extraordinary danger threatened Betty Carew. But the basis for this fear he could not define.

He looked at his watch; it was eleven o’clock. On Saturday there would be nobody in the office, but he knew where to find the editor, and in a few minutes was on the ‘phone to him, telling him what he had learnt on the previous night. The editor made a quick decision.

“I’ll fix the police,” he said. “Go along to the American Consul, explain the position to him, and get your passport visaed. I’ll have reservations made for you on the ship by wireless. What time does the Escorial
 sail?”

“At midday; it will leave in an hour,” said Bill.

There was a silence at the other end of the wire.

“I’ll hire a car to take you to Southampton,” came the instructions, “and will wire the seaplane company to have a machine waiting to carry you to Cherbourg. Fly over to France and pick up the Escorial
 ; she’ll not leave Cherbourg before six o’clock tonight. Have you got any money?”

“No, sir,” said Bill promptly.

“Very good, I’ll send my butler along with the car and the cash; he’ll meet you outside the Consulate.”

Bill slammed down the receiver on to the machine, flew into his room and packed all the clothes that were visible, whilst the housekeeper went in search of a taxi.

The Consulate was closing when he arrived. The Consul, indeed, had already taken his departure, and it seemed impossible that the all-important visa could be obtained. Nevertheless, visa or no visa, Bill Holbrook was determined that he would make the trip. The most they could do would be to turn him back from New York, and he thought he had influences sufficiently strong in that city to find his way into his native land without making acquaintance with Ellis Island. Happily, this unsatisfactory course was not necessary, for, after a telephone consultation with his chief, the Assistant Consul was able to stamp his passport, and by the time this business was through, and Bill had emerged on to Bedford Square, he found the editor’s servant waiting with a roll of money. And at the sidewalk was the car that the editor had hired.

At half-past three that afternoon he arrived at Southampton, to learn that the Escorial
 had sailed promptly at midday, and would arrive at Cherbourg at six o’clock that night. It took him a longer time than he supposed to find the headquarters of the seaplane company, and it was nearly five before, with a thunderous roar of her tractors, the little plane rose steeply from the water, and, mounting higher and higher, headed for Cherbourg. Midway the engine began to misfire, and the pilot was forced to bring her down on to the water, which fortunately was smooth. Another half-hour was wasted whilst he corrected the error which had led to the forced landing.

Bill was in that agony of fear and anger which is only experienced by those who find themselves held up when they are late for an appointment. But at last the repairs were completed and the seaplane buzzed up again, and as his watch pointed to half-past seven they sighted the French coast and presently the huge bulk of the Escorial
 , with her four funnels and her tremendous hull.

Even as the ship came into sight, he saw a white feather of steam shoot out from her siren, and knew that she was signalling her departure. Down swept the plane, coming to rest within a fathom of the high hull, just as the gangway was being pulled up from the tender.

Bill signalled frantically, and, at the imminent risk of his life, walked the somewhat precarious foothold of the seaplane’s float, and, barely managing to reach the bulwarks of the tender, swung himself aboard. The gangway was up, but he was evidently expected, for a pilot ladder was dropped immediately, and, clinging desperately to the rope, he reached one of the lower decks and was hauled on board.

It was not until then that he realised that he had left his bag on the seaplane, but somehow this did not worry him greatly. Within a few yards of him was, as he knew, Betty Carew, and that was compensation for any material loss.
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“You cut it rather fine.”

Bill looked round and gripped the hand of Bullott.

“The purser told me he’d had your wire, but we’d given you up. Our stay at Cherbourg was shorter than usual, and you were lucky to make it.”

They went down to the purser’s office together, and Bill received the steamship ticket, which had been ordered by wireless, and was shown to a small cabin on one of the upper decks.

In greater detail than was usual with him, he told the story of La Florette’s visit and his subsequent misadventure.

“You’re sure it was Laffin?”

“Certain,” said Bill emphatically. “I knew him even with his beard on. Once that was off, he made no disguise of his identity. If that blundering idiot of a policeman hadn’t pinched me, I’d have had him under lock and key.”

Bullott pulled at his cigar and looked thoughtfully at the new passenger.

“I don’t think they’ll make any attempt to get the money — which is on board, by the way — until they get to New York. At any rate, the captain and the ship’s officers know that there is some possibility of the strongroom being forced, and they’ve put a couple of armed guards before the purser’s safe.”

“Is it in an inaccessible place?” asked Bill.

“No, as a matter of fact, it is behind the purser’s cabin, and the only possible way in which it can be forced is through that apartment. This, of course, is not the strongroom in which the money would be stored if it were in bullion: there’s a bigger vault down below. But as the payment is made in paper, the purser’s own deposit is considered to be the best possible place for it. Day and night there is somebody on duty; the purser himself sleeps in a berth which covers the door; and in addition, as I have said, they have put two armed quartermasters on duty.”

“There are no suspicious characters amongst the passengers?”

“It is too early to say that,” said Bullott. “With eleven hundred fashionable and semi-fashionable folk in the first and second class, it is quite possible that we shall find a few who wouldn’t be qualified if we were choosing archbishops. There are, for instance, eight known cardsharpers working the line, and probably as many more who are unknown. But the purser and the ship’s police are certain that these men are not in any way dangerous. They specialise in their own particular graft and have no time for sidelines. Do you know the ship? She’s wonderful!”

“A newspaper man knows everything,” said Bill.
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Later, he was to find that Mr. Bullott’s enthusiastic description was by no means farfetched. The United States liner Escorial
 was by far the most luxurious vessel that ever rode the Atlantic. Never had the easy description of “floating palace” been so truthful in its application. From the gymnasium on the upper deck to the pillared swimming pool on H deck, she was the last word in magnificent accommodation. Ten elevators carried her passengers from deck to deck: her huge social hall, with its priceless tapestries and its elegant furnishings, was without a peer. Bill paced the long promenade deck, his eyes seeking for Betty Stone, and marvelled at the hugeness of this leviathan.

The spacious deck was crowded with loungers, for the dinner bugle had not yet sounded. He searched the rows upon rows of deck chairs that stood in the deep recesses, without, however, catching so much as a glimpse of the girl, and when he joined Bullott in the beautiful smokeroom, he casually mentioned the failure of his search.

“Miss Stone is unpacking: I just saw her maid. There’s Lowbridge.” He pointed to a padded corner of the room where Clive Lowbridge sat at his ease, a cigarette between his lips, his eyes on the carved ceiling. Their eyes met, and with a lift of his eyebrows and a smile Clive sprang up and came towards him.

“This is an unexpected pleasure, Holbrook. When did you come on board? I didn’t see you at Southampton. You weren’t by any chance the crazy man who arrived by aeroplane at Cherbourg?”

“I was that lunatic?” said Bill.

“I was watching you disembark and wondering whether you would be drowned. Well, what is the news from London? It seems ten years since we left. Have you heard anything of Laffin?”

“I saw him last night,” said Bill grimly, “and in consequence spent the night in a cold, cold prison cell, with a soused pickpocket for a companion.”

Clive’s face was grave, and when Bill had finished his short narrative:

“I find it difficult to believe that Laffin is such a blackguard,” he said. “In many ways I’m glad to be out of it all — it doesn’t bear thinking about. It seems that the only person left with any faith in the doctor is Benson.”

“Benson? Oh, you mean your butler?”

“He is my valet here,” said Lowbridge with a smile. “Yes, I brought him; he was unexpectedly loth to leave me — in fact, offered to pay his own fare. In many ways I am glad, because I am not the best of sailors.”

“Benson believes in him?”

Clive shrugged his shoulders.

“Benson is a man filled with admirable sentiments,” he said. “It is his faith that no man is as black as he is painted. My own view is that Benson never defended a man less worthy than the doctor.”

He glanced curiously at Bill’s costume. As usual, the reporter was somewhat oddly arrayed, and, conscious of his scrutiny, Bill laughed.

“You’ve got to get used to this kit, Lord Lowbridge,” he said, “because I’ve brought no clothes, and unless I can dig something up from the barber, I will be a disgrace to your party — if I were a member of your party,” he added hastily.

Clive was amused.

“I’m afraid I cannot help you in the matter of clothes: you and I are not sized alike,” he said, and Bill looked enviously at the fine figure of Lord Lowbridge, and felt again that little twinge of jealousy that he had experienced before.

Bullott, most surprisingly, came to his rescue in the matter of clothes. He had brought a dress suit, which he did not intend wearing, so he said, and Bill found that the suit fitted him perfectly. Moreover, Bullott had a larger supply of linen than the reporter would have thought possible.

“I shall be just eating around,” said Bullott, when Bill protested against robbing him of his clothes. “And anyway, regular meals interfere with my digestion.”

Whilst he was dressing, a steward brought a message from Mr. Stone, asking Holbrook if he would join their party at dinner, and he was all the more grateful that he was presentable when he came down the stairs into the wonderful white hall, that looked like anything but the dining-saloon of a ship, and was greeted by the smiling eyes of the most beautiful girl in the world. Bill had never seen her before in an evening gown, and at sight of her loveliness caught his breath. The Thames mouth and the receding coast seemed very far away, as she indicated the vacant chair by her side.

“How wonderful that you have come after all, Mr. Holbrook!” she said. “And please, you’re not going to talk of Dr. Laffin or of any of the horrors from which we’ve escaped! I want to talk about ships, and this dream ship in particular.”

She chatted throughout dinner about the people who were on board. There was a returning ambassador, three great literary geniuses, a star from Hollywood who scintillated so brightly that she could not come into dinner until nine o’clock at night, when her sparkling splendours might be the better observed.

“And there are twentyfive millionaires,” she said impressively. “Mr. Stone counted them on the passenger list. Think of it, Mr. Holbrook — twentyfive! Doesn’t it make your mouth water?”

“I’ve yet to meet the millionaire that ever impressed me,” said Bill. “They’re homely folk, and I guess they hate being what they are.”

He looked round the great saloon; from every table there came the shimmer and glint of jewels, for the sea was calm and all chairs in the restaurant were occupied. Even the chronic neurasthenics, who feel ill at the sight of a ship, had plucked up courage to appear on the first night at sea.

To the girl it was a scene of enchantment, outside and beyond anything in her experience; and even Bill was so impressed that he began to regret that, in taking away Bullott’s clothes, he had also deprived him of this vision of loveliness. He might have been in a great Parisian restaurant; there was no motion, not so much as a tremor, save that his practised ear heard, above the talk and the soft strains of the orchestra that were playing in a gallery at the far end of the saloon, the distant whirr of the turbines that were driving them through the smooth blue sea.

When dinner was over he fell in naturally at Betty’s side, and went up with her in the little elevator to the top deck. As they walked out into the cool night air, a point of white light splashed for a moment on the horizon and was gone.

“That is St. Catherine’s,” said Bill, “about the only light you’ll pick up from now until Fire Island.”

She was looking at him with a woman’s critical eye.

“You are better dressed than I’ve ever seen you before.”

“And for an excellent reason,” replied Bill cheerfully. “I am wearing another man’s suit! I came on board with nothing but what I stood upright in. But have no fear,” he warned her solemnly, raising his hand, “the barber has been true to type and has found me some shirts and other garments which I will not particularise. I shall not disgrace you — that is, if Bullott is content to go what he calls ‘eating around.’”

“I haven’t seen him since I came on board,” said the girl, with sudden seriousness. “Why is he going to America?”

“Why shouldn’t he?” parried Bill. “The man that hasn’t seen America isn’t alive.”

“But why is he coming on this particular ship? I thought he was so busy with” — she hesitated— “with this horrible murder. Was that story you told at dinner true?” she asked suddenly. “I mean the story about your fighting with a man in the Park and being arrested?”

“Perfectly true.”

“Who was the man?”

“An acquaintance of mine.” Bill tried to pass the matter over.

“But it must have been somebody very hateful to you,” she insisted. “I can’t imagine you fighting for the sake of fighting. Was it the doctor?”

He nodded.

“Thank God!”

“Why do you say that?” he asked in surprise.

“Because, if he is in London, he isn’t here, Mr. Holbrook!”

They walked to the rails and leant over, watching the glow of the phosphorescent waters.

“Ever since I’ve been on this ship,” she said at last, “I’ve had a fearful sense of being — what is the word? — shadowed! I don’t know why, but all the time I am looking round, expecting to find him at my elbow.”

“Here, on this ship?”

She nodded.

“You don’t know Laffin as I know him,” she said. “You’ll never plumb the deeps of his malignity, of his daring. I still believe he is on this ship.”

He laughed.

“Well, I can reassure you on that point,” he said. “Bullott watched every passenger come on board, and the doctor was not one.”

She shook her head doubtingly.

“You do not know the doctor,” she said, and at that moment Clive Lowbridge joined them and the conversation became general.

As soon as he could bring himself to leave her, Bill went down in search of Bullott, and found him in his cabin, studying the passenger list.

“Well?” he asked, as Bill came in.

“Miss Carew thinks that the doctor is on board?” Bullott put down the list, took off his glasses and replaced them carefully in his waistcoat pocket before he said anything.

“Maybe she’s right,” he said calmly.

“Here, on this ship? He wouldn’t be such a fool!”

“I don’t know.” Bullott’s attitude exactly reflected that of the girl. “It looks foolish, doesn’t it? On the other hand, you may be safer on this ship than in London. I am really advancing what will seem to you to be a wild theory. For a man who has been dealing in theories for weeks, and who has exchanged the safe haven of the Record Department for the kind of existence that I’m dragging out now, theories are almost as tangible as facts.”

He ran his fingers through his scanty hair and sighed.

“It was a bad day for me when I took up real police work, Holbrook,” he said sadly, “I’m a failure — at least I’m a failure if—”

“If what?” asked Bill, when he paused.

“If I don’t find old man Laffin on board this ship.”

Bill sat down suddenly on the settee and stared at his companion.

“Do you seriously mean that Laffin is here?”

Bullott nodded.

“He may not be here now — but he will get here. How? I’m not even guessing. I’ve got less idea how he’ll get off.”

“I hope he comes,” said Bill grimly. “I paid seven and sixpence for punching a policeman’s jaw: I guess I can stand a few extra thousand dollars for strangling Mr. Blooming Laffin.”

Mr. Stone’s party were in the cafe when he found them, and in that sparkling atmosphere all thought of the doctor and his devilry was dissipated. Looking up at the clock when the girl rose, Bill saw, to his surprise, that it was eleven. He had never known an evening pass so quickly.

Before he went to bed he took a stroll up and down the deck with Bullott, and in the main the conversation was confined to America and its institutions. As eight bells was striking, he went down the broad companionway to his cabin, turned on the light and began to undress, trying hard to believe that twentyfour hours earlier he had shared a small cell with a drunken cabman.

Getting into bed, he took up a book and read for a quarter of an hour, without recognising a single word on the printed page, for his thoughts were in a queer confusion, made up of Laffin and Betty Carew, of police cells and dark priories and cowled monks.

He turned out the light and lay for a long time in the darkness, and must have gone to sleep on his back, for he woke gasping, and sat up suddenly in his berth. There was a squeak which was distinguishable from the creak and shiver of the ship — the squeak of a door handle turning.

Before he had retired for the night he had placed a small electric torch within reach of his hand. He stretched out and gripped it, and, as the squeak was repeated, flashed a light on the door.

It was open, and the light focussed upon a yellow, malignant face — the face of Dr. Joshua Laffin!
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In a second Bill was out of bed. The little alleyway was empty, and when he reached the longer corridor there was nobody in sight. He came back to his room, turned on the light and took observations. Immediately facing his own door was another. Should he knock?

At that moment he heard somebody in the corridor, and ran out, to find the night steward.

“Who lives in that cabin?” he asked.

“Sir John and Lady Wilford,” said the steward, and Bill experienced a heartfelt sense of thankfulness that he had not disturbed that aristocratic couple.

“Did you see any man running along the corridor as you came down?”

“No, sir,” replied the steward, and then: “Has anybody tried to get into your cabin?”

“Somebody opened the door.”

The steward walked down and examined the catch.

“Maybe you didn’t close it, sir.” There was something in his tone that suggested that he thought Bill had been dreaming, and at this the reporter could not reasonably protest.

He got into his old suit and went in search of Bullott. Bullott’s cabin was empty; the bed had not been slept in. A waterbottle and a glass of water stood on the table by his bed; his overcoat was hanging on a hook, as was also his hat. Bill made his way on to the promenade deck, where barefooted deck hands were washing down.

The quartermaster in charge answered his question in the negative.

“No, sir, I haven’t seen Mr. Bullott. Not that I should know him if I saw him, but the fact is, I haven’t seen any passenger. Maybe he’s up on the boat deck?”

The skies were growing grey, and the morning air was cold and keen, when Bill Holbrook mounted the ladder to the upper deck. There was no sign of Bullott. Not hesitating, Bill invaded that holy of holies, the bridge, and was promptly, if courteously, ordered down by the officer of the watch.

“I’ve not seen any passengers,” said that official. “He is probably around somewhere; passengers get in queer places. Won’t you look for him again, and then come along again, and, if necessary, I’ll report it to the captain.”

Bill returned to Bullott’s cabin, but he had not come back. He went along and woke Stone, and told him the news.

“Bullott disappeared? Impossible! He’ll turn up.”

But though the captain was aroused, and the ship searched from stem to stem, there was no sign or news of the missing inspector. Bill went down to breakfast with a heavy heart, and the girl, who had heard from her uncle what had occurred in the night, seemed as much concerned. He had begged Lambert Stone to say nothing of the doctor’s presence on the ship, and apparently Mr. Stone had been discreet in this respect, for she did not associate Laffin’s name with the disappearance.

“What can have happened?” she said. “Could he have fallen overboard?”

“Quite impossible, according to the captain,” said Bill. “I don’t know what to think.”

“He will be found,” she suggested encouragingly.

“Perhaps he is making some inquiries in the steerage?”

Bill shook his head.

“He has not been seen in the steerage, which was the first place the captain sent the third officer to search,” he said.

After breakfast he had news which was disturbing and ominous. It came from the ship’s doctor, who met him at the head of the gangway.

“I wish you’d come along with me, Mr. Holbrook,” said the medical officer. “You’re a friend of Mr. Bullott’s, aren’t you?”

“Yes, a very great friend,” said Bill quickly. “Have you found him?”

“No, we haven’t found him, only — come along here.”

He opened the door of Bullott’s cabin, and at first Bill saw nothing unusual, until the doctor pointed. On the floor under his feet was the shape of a cat, stiffly extended *in death.

“This cat belongs to the steward — or rather, it belongs to the stewards’ mess,” said the doctor. “It sometimes followed its favourite master, and apparently followed Gibbon, who is Mr. Bullott’s bedroom steward, when he came up to tidy the cabin. The cat got on to the bed and drank from that water.” He pointed to the glass of water that was on the bedside table, which seemed as full as it had been when Bill had seen it the night before. In the daylight, however, he noticed a bluish tinge to the liquid. “This unfortunate animal took two sips, and that is the result.”

“Poisoned?” asked Bill.

The doctor nodded.

“I don’t know what poison it is, but it is a pretty virulent one,” he said. “I have smelt it for cyanide, but it is something much more powerful.”

At that moment his own steward brought a bottle, and into this he carefully poured the contents of the lass.

“I can make a rough analysis, but I doubt whether I shall be able to detect the agent used until we get to New York,” he said. “Mr. Bullott had no suicidal tendencies?”

“None whatever,” said Bill emphatically; “he was the healthiest and sanest man I have met. If there is poison in that glass, and undoubtedly there is, then it was introduced by somebody who wished to do him a mischief. Why was the water put there, anyway?”

The steward volunteered the information that Bullott had asked him to pour out a glass of water before he left for the night, and to place an apple in readiness on a plate, as he was an early riser. The apple was gone.

“He may have eaten that last night,” said Bill, “but if he did, he took it out of the cabin.”

Holbrook opened the inspector’s trunk and made a brief examination, without discovering any clue to the man’s disappearance.

“The thing is so peculiar that I think it ought to be reported by wireless to the police of New York and London.” Bill had had a consultation with Lambert Stone, and together they went to the captain and told him of the presence of Dr. Laffin.

“He is not on the ship’s list at all,” said the captain incredulously, and then: “Are you sure you were not dreaming, Mr. Holbrook?”

“I’m quite sure about that,” said Bill.

The captain caressed his chin meditatively.

“This other business about Bullott is rather worrying. He is a Scotland Yard officer — I knew all about him before he came on board — and he is the last man I should have thought it would have been necessary to protect. My officers, who have searched the ship, say that there is no sign of him, and I am afraid we must return him as having fallen overboard.”

“Or having been thrown overboard,” said Lambert Stone emphatically. “The doctor has told you about the water in the cabin, and the poisoned cat?”

The captain nodded.

“Yes, I don’t like it at all. I’ll be glad when we’re past Sandy Hook.”

Suddenly, as if he had remembered something, he went into the chart house and presently called them in.

“There was one curious event happened in the night. I see the chief officer’s logged it. A steam ketch obstructed the fairway — you probably heard our siren go in the night. We just missed her by a matter of feet, but she swung in and kept abreast of us, in fact, so confoundedly close that the chief officer had to yell to the skipper to haul off, or he’d report him.”

“Is it possible that a man could have got from the deck of the Escorial
 to the deck of the ketch without mishap?”

“Quite possible,” said the captain; “that is a fact that we noted. She went under our stern eventually, but kept up so well with the ship that it would have been possible for an agile man to have transferred from one boat to the other.”

Bullott was unknown to the passengers, and his disappearance occasioned no remark. There was, of course, a possibility that he, for some extraordinary reason, had, in his secret way, arranged to be trans-shipped in the English Channel, but if that were so, there was no reason why he should not have notified the captain of the Escorial
 that that was his intention. In this possibility, however, was a grain of comfort.

“I am going to think that he did get off,” said the girl resolutely, when she was told. “I refuse to be worried on this trip. Everything is so gorgeous that it is wicked to be unhappy.”

For Bill’s part, he was glad that Betty Carew (he still thought of her as Carew) took this course. But in his own mind he had doubts as to whether the ketch supplied a solution to the mystery.

“She must have been a fast traveller to keep up with the Escorial
 ,” suggested Lowbridge when he heard this theory propounded.

“Not necessarily,” was Bill’s reply. “The ship had previously struck a bank of fog and was running at half speed.”

The girl’s philosophical attitude was one to be imitated; this Bill realised before the Sunday was through. He tried to put Bullott’s disappearance from his mind, tried to forget even the sinister possibility of Dr. Laffin’s being on board, though he knew in his heart that with the coming of night there was a danger of this man’s reappearance.

Betty Stone and her uncle occupied suite H. on D. deck, and his first move that day was to locate this exactly. In the course of the day he had reason to go to the purser’s office, and was again reminded of the absence of Bullott when he saw the burly figure of a sailor sitting with his back to the door of the safe, a large Navy revolver strapped to his side.

“Your friend has not turned up, Mr. Holbrook?” asked the purser.

“No, I don’t think we shall see him again this trip,” said Bill.

The purser made a little face.

“We don’t like these disappearances at sea; they have to be reported, and some ships get a bad name in consequence. I know one of the Transatlantic boats that has got so bad a reputation for suicides that they can never get their full complement of passengers, except in the tourist season.”

Bill saw that the suite on D. deck would be a fairly easy place to guard. It was the cabin nearest to the broad landing of the companionway, and there were two entrances, which could be observed by anybody who sat on one of the settees in which the landing abounded. The suite comprised three single cabins, a sittingroom and a bathroom. Lowbridge was housed on the same deck, but two “blocks” away.

Without saying a word to anybody, he decided upon his course of action. That afternoon, when tea was served on the decks, he was missing, and Lowbridge, who went down to call him, returned with the report that he was fast asleep. It is not a difficult matter to slumber in the afternoon on a ship; the real task is to keep awake; and though, when Bill was roused at seven o’clock for dinner, he was feeling livery and irritable, he knew that sleeping was an act of wisdom in a man who expected to be awake all night.

Betty rallied him when he came down to dinner, but Stone, with an uncanny instinct, guessed why he had spent that beautiful afternoon in his cabin.

“Thinking of sitting up all night, Holbrook?” he asked, when they were smoking a cigar together on the deck after dinner.

“Yes, I am,” said Bill.

“Do you think there’s any danger to the girl?”

“I’m pretty certain there is danger to somebody,” said Bill, “and I’ve a particular desire that it should not be to her.”

“I’ve told her to lock both her cabin doors, and I don’t suppose she’ll be disturbed, but if there is any trouble you’ll call me? I shouldn’t like to be far away if Laffin started anything.”

Before taking up his vigil that night, Bill went out of his cabin, had a cold bath and came back to his cabin to dress. He found his steward putting his bed ready for the night.

“We’ve had a wireless from New York, sir — I don’t know whether it will affect you. I was in the chief steward’s office when it came, and you’ll be the first to get one of these — the other passengers get theirs in the morning.” He put a slip of typewritten paper in Bill’s hand. “What is it?” he asked.

“It’s a notification to all passengers.”

Bill read the paper. It was headed:



Extension of Sullivan Act

The following cablegram has been received from the District Attorney of New York City. “The Sullivan Act, prohibiting the carrying of concealed arms, has been amended as follows: No member of a crew or passenger of any ship shall enter New York Harbour having in his possession firearms of any description whatsoever. Passengers in possession of arms of any description must hand them to the purser or to some other officer nominated by the captain of the ship immediately. The question of issuing licences for these arms will be considered on the arrival of the ship at New York.”

Beneath was a note from the purser:



“It is important that all ladies and gentlemen in possession of firearms should hand them into my office by midday on Monday. Failure to carry out these instructions will be visited with the severest penalty, and the purser earnestly advises every passenger to comply with the wishes of the District Attorney.”



“What is the Sullivan Act?”

The Sullivan Act Bill knew; the amendment was not a remarkable phenomenon.

“It doesn’t affect me,” he said, “for I’m not carrying anything more deadly than a Marmoosa cigar.”

He finished dressing and went to his post of observation. The late stewards eyed him curiously; one reported his presence to the purser, and that gentleman came up with the tactful suggestion that he should go to bed.

“I’m sitting here for the remainder of the night. If there’s any law against it, or if I’m breaking any ship’s regulations, why, you can bring me before the captain in the morning,” said Bill. “Otherwise, this is my idea of comfort, with the cool sea breezes blowing through the portholes — I’ve paid for ozone and I’m getting it!”

“Don’t you get it by day, Mr. Holbrook?” said the purser good-humouredly.

“There are too many people using it in the daytime,” said Bill, and the purser wisely left him alone.

The night wore on, and there was no sign of the doctor. Though he had slept through the afternoon, his head began to nod towards dawn, and it required something of an effort to keep himself awake, until the arrival of the early stewards relieved him of any need for watching.

Before turning in he walked the empty deck, and, having swallowed a hot cup of coffee, which, he admitted, was a mean preparation for slumber, he went down into his cabin, intending to sleep. That intention, however, was never carried into effect, for on his pillow he found a letter. It was addressed in pencil and he knew it instantly to be in Bullott’s handwriting. With a hand that shook he tore it open, took out a plain sheet of paper, and read:

“Don’t worry about me. I have
 got a good constitution.”



There was no signature, but it was Bullott’s writing.
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What did he mean? The mystery of his disappearance was more intensified than ever.

His first act was to carry the note to the captain’s cabin. That officer was awake and was standing at the door of his handsome quarters in pyjamas and slippers, a big pipe clenched between his teeth. He took the letter from Bill’s hand and read it.

“I’m very much relieved,” he said, “but I wish your Scotland Yard men would choose some other place for their disappearing tricks than my ship!”

“Not my
 Scotland Yard men,” corrected Bill.

When he took the news to Betty, which he did as soon as she was up on deck, she was undisguisedly delighted.

“I only now realise how much I’ve worried about poor Mr. Bullott,” she said. “But where is he, Billy?”

Now, if there was one word in the language which Bill Holbrook hated worse than any other, it was Billy. To him it meant goats and tin cans and French railway tickets, but now there flashed upon him the realisation that that despised word was one of the sweetest in the English language, and, but for the girl’s obvious embarrassment, he would have mentioned his conversion.

Looking past her, he saw Clive Lowbridge reclining in a deck chair, his hands clasped together under his chin, his grave eyes fixed upon them, and his conscience smote him — but not very hard.

Later, Bill thought it was typical of the young man that he should come so straight to a question which others might have gone about with greater circumspection. It happened after lunch (how definitely are shipboard days divided by the meal hours!) and he was in the library, changing a book for Betty, when Clive lounged lazily across to him, dropped his hand on his shoulder.

“Come and have a drink,” he said, “a soft drink,” he added unnecessarily, and when they were seated and the steward had taken the order: “Holbrook, you are very keen on Miss Stone, aren’t you?”

Bill flushed. Even then he did not know whether it was not sacrilege to admit his affection.

“I like her very much,” he said awkwardly. “I don’t know whether—”

“You’re keen on her, and she’s keen on you. I hope so, at any rate. I’ll tell you something—” he bit off the end of a cigar and lit it before he continued— “you are going to get a prize which I should consider the highest guerdon that any man could take from the hands of fortune.”

“I’m going to get a prize! Why, Lord Lowbridge, I think you’re going rather fast, aren’t you? There is no question about Miss Carew — Stone — being fond of me. She likes me, I hope, but that is all.”

The grave eyes were surveying him steadily.

“It is a hateful thing to say, but I hope you’re right. She’s wonderful — you don’t know how wonderful! I’ve known her so many years longer than you. I knew her when she was a little girl, so high! And if things are as I — am afraid, then indeed you are a lucky man.”

Bill looked round guiltily, as though expecting to find the girl at his elbow, ready to deny with every manifestation of anger that she could have so far forgotten what was due to her beauty, her grace and all the holy femininity of her (femininity being particularly holy to Bill at that moment) that she had any thought of him except as she perhaps might think of the steward or some other insignificant person.

“I guess I can’t even listen to a provisional congratulation,” he said, laughing. “Has this discovery about Laffin made any difference to your position, Lord Lowbridge? I mean, the transference of properties which he effected by his forgeries?”

Lowbridge shook his head.

“I knew I hadn’t got them,” he said tersely. “That they were stolen from me by friend Laffin doesn’t make the case any worse than if they had been gambled from me by my poor uncle. Even now I cannot believe that he was poisoned. Bullott must have made a colossal blunder.”

“I hardly think so,” said Bill quietly; “Bullott isn’t that kind.”

Clive Lowbridge shrugged his shoulders.

“I don’t know what kind he is,” he said shortly. “I confess I’m not very much impressed by this theatrical disappearance of his.”

For the life of him Bill could not defend his friend, for Bullott’s action had struck him in very much the same way as Clive Lowbridge was now describing.

“Have you handed in your gun?” asked Lowbridge with a smile. “I have an antiquated revolver, which is now in the purser’s care. It is surprising the number of pistols that were on board; almost everybody seems to have come on the ship prepared to repel invaders!”

Bill explained that he had not been troubled by the order. The purser had shown him his new armoury in glee that morning. Row after row of automatics, revolvers and strange German pistols which had come to him. Each had a label with the owner’s name and contemplated address in the United States.

He slept that Monday afternoon, and woke to find that the weather had changed. Heavy rain was falling, and a moderate sea was running, without greatly affecting the comfort of the Escorial’s
 passengers.

He went down to dinner with a lighter heart than he had gone on the previous night. If, somewhere on the ship, was Dr. Laffin, somewhere else was the mysterious Bullott, watching and waiting.

When he went below that night to change, his steward waylaid him.

“I’m not much of a detective myself,” said the man, a little self-consciously, “but I’m what you might describe as an observer, sir; and I want to ask you whether you took out the stopper of your waterbottle before you went down to dinner?”

The waterbottles in the cabins were held in a bracket and protected from dust by a small wooden stopper attached to a chain which was fastened to the washstand.

“No, I’m sure I didn’t,” said Bill.

“And I’m
 sure you didn’t,” said the steward. “Before I left your cabin tonight and put everything tidy, I distinctly remember putting in the stopper. When I came back late tonight, the stopper was out.”

“I haven’t been to the cabin between dinner and now,” Bill assured him, and went back with him to view the mysterious carafe.

Undoubtedly the cork was out. Bill lifted the bottle to the light. He had a quality, which is well known to oculists, the gift of colour distinction. To most people, white and something which is nearly white are indistinguishable. To Bill the difference was very distinct. As he held the bottle to the light, he saw that it was no longer colourless. There was the faintest blue tint to it — so faint that the steward failed to see it, and practically suggested that Bill was imagining things.

“Take that to the doctor as it is. I don’t suppose you’ve got anything so old-fashioned as a rat on board, but if there is anything living that you can try this dope on, do so.”

It was the colour he had seen in the glass of water from which the cat had drunk.
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The doctor was in his surgery when the bottle was brought in, and Bill told him of his suspicions.

“We needn’t experiment on anything living,” said the officer, as he poured a little of the water into a test tube. “I pretty well know the contents of the glass in Bullott’s cabin.”

He named a drug which was unknown to Holbrook. “And I hope it will remain unknown to the world,” said the doctor. “It is aconitine, one of the swiftest and deadliest poisons known. The tiniest dose, the fraction of a grain, causes death in a few hours. In fact, it is so powerful and deadly a drug that no safe dose is given in the British Pharmacopoeia, while the nearest step that has been taken to mark its value as a poisoning agent is to name the dose that can be given with safety as the two-hundredth part of a grain.”

He lifted up the bottle.

“Yes, that’s sugar,” he pointed to a filmy substance at the bottom. “Aconitine can only be given when it is triturated with some gritty powder.”

Bill waited while he made the rough test.

“Aconitine,” said the doctor briefly, as he put the bubbling test tube into a stand. “Now, who on earth is distributing that poison?”

“Is it difficult to come by?”

“It would be humanly impossible for you to get as much as a grain from any chemist. In fact, few chemists stock it — in proof of which I have none on board this ship, though this is the best-equipped ocean-going surgery I’ve ever seen.” The steward had been dismissed after the doctor had taken the test in hand, and was waiting hopefully in the alleyway for news of the experiment and for that praise which he had every reason to think was his due. Bill compromised by slipping him a couple of bills as he passed, refusing to satisfy his curiosity.

“I’ll take it kindly if you’ll keep an eye on my cabin and see who goes in and comes out,” he said. “There’ll be fifty dollars for you at the end of the voyage, and another hundred if you catch the man who doped the water.”

He had only slept very fitfully that afternoon, and realised, after he had taken up his post on the landing that it would require all his resolution to remain awake until the early hours of the morning. In his watch of the night before he had learned a few things which he did not know; he had made friends with one of the stewards who were on duty all night, with the consequence that he was served at intervals with strong, almost nauseatingly strong coffee, and this kept him alert until he heard four bells strike and corrected his watch.

Whether the bells had some somniferous effect, or whether the mere movement to examine his watch had set in motion those toxins which produce slumber, no sooner had the last vibration of the bell droned beyond his limit of hearing, than he found himself nodding. Twice he woke with a start, under the impression that somebody was coming down the stairs from the upper deck. He looked up and could have sworn he saw a head suddenly withdrawn from the rail of the upper landing. Should he go up and see for himself? If he did, he would be deserting his post.

The port side doorway was open. D. deck corresponded with a lower promenade deck, and he would have loved to have gone out and freshened himself with the cold winds of the morning. But he had set himself a task from which he could not deviate, and stolidly he sat, his eyes glued to the door of Betty Carew’s stateroom.

He heard a slight movement above and, looking up quickly, this time saw a face. A wild-looking brute of a man, with unkempt hair; a face which had not touched razor for weeks was glaring down at him, the hands clasping the polished rail were big and grimy. Even from where he stood, Bill could see the broken nails.

For a second they looked eye to eye, and then the man’s head vanished. Bill was on his feet and one foot on the stair when he was recalled to his self-imposed duty by the sound of a tapping noise. It seemed to come from Betty’s cabin. He crept along and listened; the noise was not repeated for a while, and then:


Tap, tap!


It was farther along, near to Stone’s door.

He tried the handle; it was locked. Then he rapped on the panel; there was no answer.

“Are you all right, Mr. Stone?” he called.

He heard the sound of a crash inside the cabin, and a voice crying:

“Help!”

Bracing himself against the bulwarks, he put up his foot and kicked at the lock, but the door had been obviously bolted on the inside. And now hands were clawing at the panel. He heard the slow movement of a bolt being drawn, and as he pushed open the door, Stone fell into his arms. His face was covered with blood, his silk pyjama jacket was clawed into rags.

“For God’s sake what has happened?” asked Bill.

“I don’t know,” said the other dully. “See if Betty is all right.”

Bill turned on the lights and ran into the private saloon. On the opposite side was the door which opened into Betty’s sleeping room, and this was unlocked. He flung open the door and she sat up in bed in alarm.

“What’s the matter?” she asked, her hand at her throat. “Oh, is it you, Billy? What is wrong?”

“Will you come in to Mr. Stone?”

She stopped only to pull on a dressing-gown and was with him almost as soon as he had reached the wounded man. Stone was lying on his bed, recovering his breath.

“I don’t know what happened,” he said. “No, I’m not hurt very badly. I wakened with somebody’s hands at my throat. They were jerking me down into the pillow, and I think I should have died if someone hadn’t interrupted — I suppose it was you?”

“Who attacked you?”

“I don’t know. There seemed to be two of them, but perhaps it was only one. I can’t tell you; the cabin was in darkness.”

“That is the way they came,” Bill pointed to the porthole, larger than was to be found in most cabins. It was wide open and swinging.

He searched the floor, and presently uttered an exclamation. Underneath the bed was a short sheath-knife, the handle well worn, the edge stained red with newly shed blood.

There was a roughly-scrawled monogram on the handle, evidently cut by an amateur who had wearied of his work before it was completed. Bill carried the knife to the light and examined the markings.

“There is an ‘H’ here, and half of another ‘H.’ Who is H.H?”

“Nobody I know,” said Stone, shaking his head. “I thought you were being a little romantic when you decided to sit up all night, Holbrook. In future you’ll sleep in the spare cabin; I’ll have a bed made for you.”

“What do you mean?” asked Betty, wide-eyed. “‘Romantic to sit up’? Have you been sitting up at night, Mr. Holbrook?”

“I’ve been just loafing around,” he said uncomfortably. “He’s been sitting up on the landing outside, because he thought there was some danger to you from Laffin. There is no sense in pretending that he isn’t on board.” She uttered a cry.

“Dr. Laffin here!” Her voice was hardly more than a whisper. “I knew it, I knew it!”

“Holbrook saw him the first night out, and he’s been keeping observation on the cabin ever since.”

“That is why you slept in the afternoon, of course?” She dropped her cool hand on Bill’s. “You’re a dear!” Had Bill suddenly found himself invested with the Congressional Medal and the Victoria Cross, he could not have experienced a more poignant emotion.

“You are a dear,” she nodded, “and I never dreamt — does Clive know?”

“No, I didn’t tell Clive,” said Stone. “It was at Holbrook’s suggestion. He thought that Clive would wish to share his watch.”

“And I wanted all the kudos myself,” said Bill. “I’m strong for kudos. It is the only word of Greek I know.” The steward, who had come at last to the repeated ringing of the bell, went in search of the doctor, and by the time the medico came, Betty was dressed.

“I’m going on the deck, will you come with me?”

Bill was almost used to the aspect of the dawn, but to Betty the first loveliness of daybreak came with a magic spell.

“The deck chairs are not put out,” he warned her, when she was looking around for somewhere to sit.

He found a deck chair, opened it and spread his overcoat upon it, but she stopped him.

“I want to know something,” she said, “and you’ve got to tell me the truth, Billy — you don’t mind my calling you Billy? I feel I know you ever so well, and I can’t understand why I didn’t call you Billy from the first.”

“You didn’t want to call me Billy at first,” said Holbrook grimly. “I don’t know what variety of language a lady uses when she tries to describe somebody very objectionable, but I guess you wished to call me that!”

“I’m calling you Billy now. Where is the doctor?”

“I haven’t the least idea. I’m certain that he is somewhere around.”

“Does the captain know that he’s on the ship?”

“The captain has been told, yes.”

“The ship has been searched?”

“Yes — from keel to — whatever they search it to, I can’t think of the word,” said Bill. “Nauticalisms were never my speciality.”

She bit her lip thoughtfully and sat for a long time turning the matter over in her mind, whilst Bill could frankly look and as frankly admire the perfect profile that was turned to him. Presently she sighed.

“I knew the doctor would be here. He is going to America, of course?”

“I think so.”

“I told Clive he would come, but Clive wouldn’t believe it. But perhaps he knew?”

“He knew, but I don’t think he wanted to tell you. You were the victim of a very small and very innocent conspiracy of silence.”

“I knew. He could not be on the same ship or in the same house and I wouldn’t know.”

It was only by the clasp of her hands one in the other that he realised the intensity of her horror and hatred of the man she called husband.

“I have lived all my life under his shadow,” she said. “He has been an oppression to every joy, a cloud to every ray of sunlight that has made my path a little more pleasant. To escape him I have toured almost every town in England, playing in the worst kind of musical comedies, enduring you’ll never guess how many insults, living in lodgings that I don’t want to think about. They were hateful, but I preferred them to the house in Camden Road. Why is he on the ship?”

“You’ve already suggested that he’s going to America.”

She shook her head.

“It isn’t that. Whatever happens, will happen on board the Escorial.
 The climax is coming here” — she pointed to the deck. “When do we reach New York?”

“On Friday?”

She made a brief calculation.

“Three more days,” she said in despair, “almost four! Mr. Billy Holbrook” — she laid her hand on his— “it was wonderful of you to guard me. Will you — will you go on doing it?”

He nodded, finding a difficulty in speaking.

“Your uncle suggested I should use the spare room in your suite,” he said, when he had recovered his voice, but she shook her head.

“I don’t want you to do that; I don’t want anybody to sleep; I don’t think I shall sleep either. Why have all the passengers been asked to hand their revolvers to the purser?”

“It is a new America law,” he said in surprise. “Our people are always jumping in quick with new laws. I suppose there’s been an epidemic of holdups.—”

She shook her head again.

“Billy,” she said quietly, “there is no such law.”

“But the purser had a wireless”

“I don’t care what the purser has had, there is no such law compelling passengers to surrender their revolvers. If there was a wireless, it was a fake, and its object is to disarm the men on the ship.”
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He stared at her openmouthed, and once she had voiced her suspicions, their feasibility was obvious.

“Come up on to the boat deck.” He gripped her arm, and together they ran up the companionway. Halfway along the deck, at a place just behind the fourth funnel, was a little cabin. Billy had already explored this part of the ship very thoroughly, and, opening the door, he ushered her into an interior dazzlingly lit with thermionic valve lamps. The spectacled young man who frowned at this rude intrusion grinned when he recognised Billy.

“I want to get this radio off right away,” said Bill, as he sat down and began to scribble. “This is to the District Attorney, New York. ‘Have you sent any instructions to purser of Escorial
 ordering that all pistols on board shall be deposited in purser’s office under pain of imprisonment and fine. This is very urgent. Have reason to suspect hold-up on Escorial
 . Radio me immediately. William Holbrook, staff reporter, Globe Herald
 .’”

He looked at his watch; it was barely three.

“Please God the District Attorney keeps late hours. It is just after midnight in New York,” he said.

They went down to the cabin, where the doctor had put on the last bandage and was on the point of departure.

“This is a matter that must be reported to the captain,” he said. “I take a very serious view of these attempts, first by poison and now by knife, to murder the members of your party.”

“You don’t take half as serious a view as I take,” said Bill grimly.

The officer of the watch, to whom the circumstance had been reported, came off duty at four and Bill had a long and earnest talk with him.

“It was easy to get into the cabin,” he said. “Mr. Stone’s suite is parallel with the lower promenade deck. The glass has been cut and the porthole was open that way. You’ve heard no more of your friend Bullott?”

Bill shook his head.

“No. But he is on the ship somewhere.”

“In which case,” said the officer, “he must be no bigger than a flea, for we can’t do any more in the way of searching this ship unless we have the paint washed!”

“Maybe you’ll find him under that,” laughed Bill.

He could only marvel, as the days progressed, how perfectly a ship’s company keeps a secret. Not one of the thousands that travelled on that great vessel knew how near they had been to tragedy, or guessed the startling events that had occurred whilst they slept.

“It is uncanny,” agreed Betty. She was stretched on her deck chair in the hour before lunch, and the weather, varying its mood, gave them a sky unflecked with cloud and a sea as smooth as a pond. Clad in white from her chin to the tips of her dainty feet, she held one young man entranced. “I can almost believe that I’ve been dreaming myself. A woman has just told me that she never as a rule travels by this line because they use preservatives in the milk! She has brought her own milk this voyage, and her only worry is whether she has laid down a sufficient supply to last out to New York!”

Bill said nothing. He was wondering whether these complacent passengers, to whom ocean travel was a scarcely noticeable experience, would have a shock before the stem of the vessel ploughed the Hudson River.

“Another one told me that she never liked travelling in July because it is too late for icebergs. She says that she loves icebergs because they thrill her,” said Clive.

A steward came up at that moment, searching the passenger’s faces, and, coming to Bill, caught his eye, and hurried towards him.

“A radio for you, sir.”

Bill Holbrook carried the message into the shelter of the social hall and read:



“NO SUCH ORDER HAS BEEN ISSUED BY MY DEPARTMENT. SULLIVAN ACT APPLIES WITHIN THE FRONTIERS OF THE UNITED STATES.”



It was signed by the District Attorney. Bill read the message again. What should he do? The first step was to interview the purser. He found that gentleman in his own cabin, very busy with the classification of those very weapons with which the message was concerned.

“Read this,” said Bill. “It is a reply to my wire to the District Attorney, asking him whether he had issued any order to the effect that passengers are not allowed to be in possession of pistols during the voyage.”

The purser, a stout, cleanshaven man, with the plump face which is peculiar to pursers, read the message and frowned.

“I can’t understand that,” he said. “There is no doubt we had a radio from the District Attorney.”

“It was a fake,” said Bill, “and I’m telling you something, Mr. Purser. It was faked by people who have a direct interest in disarming the passengers of this ship.”

The purser’s jaw dropped, and then he laughed uproariously.

“Rubbish!” he said. “You’re trying to get a story out of the ship, Holbrook. That won’t do at all.”

“How do you account for this message?” asked Bill stubbornly.

The purser read it again.

“It certainly is strange,” he said thoughtfully, “but naturally I can’t act upon a private message. I had better see the captain.”

There was on the table, almost at Bill’s hand, a long Browning pistol, and tied to the barrel was a small brown carton of shells. Bill looked at it thoughtfully.

“I’ll see the captain right away, Holbrook,” said the purser. “You just wait here until I return.”

Bill strolled out of the cabin. The purser’s office was empty. He saw that the position of the officer’s bed practically covered one door, the chair in which sat the armed quartermaster effectively protected the other.

“The purser is well guarded,” he said to himself.

There was a certain reminiscent ring about the words, and he repeated them. The purser’s guard? What guard had he heard about, or talked about, in connection with ships? And then it came to him suddenly. “Second engine-room guard!” Tinker Lane, the betrayer of the Twenty-Third Degree of the Proud Sons of Ragusa, had talked about an engine-room guard! That was a matter which needed thinking out. He got back to the purser’s cabin a little in advance of the officer himself.

“I’ve seen the captain,” said the purser. “He is sending another radio to New York, but in any case he thinks it is just as well if we keep these pistols until we reach port — what do passengers want guns for, anyway?” he demanded. “The captain thinks that, so long as we’ve got arms in the ship’s store, there’s no reason to worry about your hold-up suggestion.”

“Where is the ship’s store?”

“Back of the chart-room,” said the purser. “We’ve got enough rifles and revolvers to run a war!”

“I see,” said Bill. “You may be sorry, Mr. Purser — darned sorry — before this trip is through, that you didn’t take my advice.”

And then he strolled out to the deck, and did not tell the girl the contents of the radio message until they were alone.

“They’re so very satisfied that all things are for the best in the best of possible ships that I don’t think it is possible we shall shake their faith. The thing is to leave them to it.”

She shivered.

“It is quite a horrible idea — I mean that there are no arms on the ship except those in a store which may be rushed at any moment!” she said, and he could only agree.

Going down to lunch, they joined the little group that stood before the bulletin board at the head of the companion way. It was covered with sheets of typewritten news that had been received during the night. There was the usual story of a Pittsburg heiress who was divorcing her husband, the inevitable rail accident in France, a speech by the Chancellor of the Exchequer — the news was English, and would remain English till the morrow, when Cape Cod would colour the bulletins with tales of chorus-girl-millionaire marriages, risings in Mexico and fluctuations in the price of cotton. One message interested Bill and he stayed behind to read it.

“Spanish police report the disappearance from Bilboa, under suspicious circumstances, of oil-tanker Thomas Inland
 . During night, when captain and officers were ashore, vessel put out to sea without authority and has not been sighted since. The Spanish gunboat Alfonso XIII
 is searching for the ship, but the weather in the bay is foggy-”

He was going down to ponder this matter, when a man from the purser’s department pinned up two supplementary messages, and one of these was headed:

“The Missing Ship”

“No further news has been heard of the oil-tanker. It is believed that some English sailors who have been living at Bilboa are responsible, and that the man who organised the theft was a Captain Harvey Hale, who is being sought for by the English police.”



“Harvey Hale” — H.H.! Bill gasped as the full understanding of those initials on the knife came to him. Was Harvey Hale on board the ship? If he were, what connection was there in this adventure of Laffin’s, with the stolen tanker at Bilboa? The letter “H” was not an uncommon initial; there might be a dozen people on board who could lay claim to it. But the coincidence was very striking.

Smooth as was the sea, there was just the hint of a swell, and this had been sufficient to send Clive Lowbridge to his cabin.

“Clive thinks that his coffee was tampered with this morning,” said Betty. They were alone at the table, for Lambert Stone was too shaken to appear that day.

“I expect we shall all be hypochondriacs, or imitating the Sultan of Turkey, who has his food tasted by an official poison-proof varlet before he eats anything, before we reach New York,” said Bill.

She was very serious and a thought pale. He wondered whether she shared Clive Lowbridge’s objection to the slight roll of the big vessel. But when he asked her tactfully if she would like to cut out two courses and go on to the deck, she declined.

“You can cut out the course, if you want. But it is more comfortable here. Besides, I want to talk — I always want to talk when I meet you,” she added, a little ruefully. “Billy, I’m going to be an heiress after all, and against my will.” And then: “Mr. Stone thinks my father is dead.”

He was silent.

“You think so, too, don’t you?”

“Yes.” Honesty compelled him to the answer. “I am afraid that it is true,” he said softly.

“Poor father! And yet — he meant so little to me, Billy. He was as much a stranger as you were. Is there an instinct that makes children recognise their own parents?” Q

“I don’t think so,” said Bill. “The only instinct to which children respond is that which makes them give love for love and care for care. That is how I have sized it up. If you give children affection and thought and sympathy, why, they return it to you, whether you’re their father or their mother or their uncle or their cousin ninth removed. If you give them justice, they’ll give you justice. A child is a mirror.”

“You talk almost like the President of an Orphan Home,” she said with a faint smile.

“Don’t I just? Children have been a study of mine. I don’t think you need grieve too much. Remember, your father thought you were dead, and had ceased to mourn you — and anyway, had never known you or given you the chance of loving him.”

“I think I’ll come up to the deck after all,” she said with a sigh.

While she went in to see whether her uncle had had his lunch, he walked along to his own cabin. The steward was nowhere in sight, and his hand was on the knob of the door when, looking up, he saw on the white enamelled surface, the print of a large black hand. He looked at it in amazement. Was that a warning? Turning the handle, he opened the door and stepped in. He took one stride, then stood like a man petrified.

Lying on his bed, his eyes half-shut, his clothes in rags, was a man.

For a second Bill did not recognise the haggard, unshaven face, and then:

“My God!” he said. “Bullott, where did you come from?”
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“Shut the door,” said Bullott faintly, “and lock it. They got me last night. It was my own fault. He told me to be careful, and, like a fool, I came on to the deck and Laffin recognised me, and one of his men got a knife in before I could pull a gun.”

“Laffin? Is it he you are speaking about?”

Bullott smiled faintly.

“I’ll tell you later,” he said. “Is that door locked?” Bill assured him it was.

“Who lives opposite to you?”

“Sir John and Lady Wilford,” said Bill. “I was asking the purser about them. They came on board at Southampton. Sir John is an invalid and his wife nurses him.”

“Ever come down for meals?”

“No,” said Bill in surprise. “What do you suggest? Who are they?”

“I’ll tell you that later, too,” grunted Bullott.

There was no need to ask where the hand print had come from; both his hands were the colour of soot and greasy withal.

“You’ve been working in the engine-room,” accused Bill. Bullott’s face twitched.

“Yes, I’ve been greasing,” he said laconically. “It is not so nice a job as you’d think, but I’ve got the constitution. Anything happened?”

“Nothing, except that they’ve taken all our guns away on a fake message from New York. The purser has them.” The man moved uneasily on the bed and winced with the pain of it. Bill would have sent for the doctor, but he refused that help.

“It is only a cut — snicked one of the ribs.”

He showed the wound, which was more serious than he had imagined. Bill dressed it as well as he could, and when he had made the man comfortable:

“Now, tell me what in thunder this is all about. To where did you disappear?”

“I disappeared the night Sir John and his lady went overboard and their places were taken by Harvey Hale and Dr. Laffin. I saw the ketch in the fog — we nearly collided with it. It came alongside, and I was one of the few who were looking overboard at that hour, certainly the only man who saw two people slide down a rope and two others take their place, helped by I don’t know how many steerage passengers! Quick? You’ve no idea how quick they were. They were in my cabin before I could return.”

“Incidentally they doped the glass of water that had been put for you there.”

Bullott nodded.

“I heard about that,” he said. “I went down to the engine-room. I thought I had better clear. And I hoped that my disappearance would lead to a thorough search of the ship and the discovery that Laffin was on board. I suppose you wonder why I didn’t tackle him single-handed? Well, I’ll tell you. He isn’t single-handed, not by eighty! You haven’t looked at the steerage, have you? The toughest crowd that has ever sailed out of Southampton. There isn’t one of them that would be admitted to the United States.”

“Then why on earth—” began Bill.

“Because they’re not going to be admitted to the United States,” said Bullott with a mirthless smile. “No, I’d already arranged through the Yard where I should go to, and the captain knew all about it.”

“Are you sure?” said Bill incredulously.

“Absolutely sure. He’s a pretty good actor, that captain. Most of these Yankee seaman have faces that won’t tell on ‘em! I’ve been greasing down in the engine-room and it is hell! The only time I saw you near to was when I looked over the rails. I’ve seen you in the distance a dozen times.”

Does the captain know?”

“The captain knows all that I know,” said Bullott, “but he doesn’t take the same view that I take. You see, we didn’t know enough, before the ship sailed, for Scotland Yard to issue any more than the usual official warning. They knew that an attempt would be made on the strongroom, but then, they know that every voyage, and take the necessary precautions. Where are you going now?”

Bill had remembered that he had promised to join the girl on deck.

“Wait.” Bullott raised a warning finger. “You’ve not to tell anybody I’m here. The right people will find out soon enough.”

With this observation, Bill went back to Betty Carew, and it only needed one glance at his face to tell her that something unusual had happened.

“I don’t want to lie to you,” he said, “but it is true that there has been an extraordinary development, but I cannot tell you what it is.”

“What do you want me to do — anything?” she asked.

“Nothing at all.”

The swell was more pronounced now, but Clive Lowbridge had managed to drag himself on to the deck, and fell gracefully into a chair by her side.

“There’s nothing romantic about seasickness, is there?” he groaned. “I feel that even Benson despises me.”

Benson, who stood rigidly by, with a rug over his arm, showed neither contempt nor approval. He was in all respects a model of a well-behaved servant. But when he tucked the rug about his master’s legs, he did so in the manner of one who was saving a life.

“You’re a good sailor, Benson?”

“Yes, Madam, a perfect sailor. I have served at sea.”

“As a steward?”

“Yes, Madam. I have travelled many thousands of miles. Is there anything more you require, my lord?”

“Nothing, thank you, Benson.”

Benson made as though he were going away, but stopped and looked hesitatingly at the girl.

“Would Mr. Stone consider it an impertinence if I offered to help him a little? I understand that he is ill?”

“He had a bad fall,” said the girl, that being the fiction that they had agreed upon. “I’m sure he would be awfully pleased of any help you could give him, Benson.”

With a little nod, the tall man disappeared through the companion opening.

“Funny devil, that. I never know quite what to make of him,” said Lowbridge languidly. “He’s the most perfect servant I’ve ever had; he gives me no trouble; never asks for his wages at inconvenient moments, though they’re low enough, heaven knows, and never so much as hints at his dissatisfaction with my humble estate. There are times,” he mused, “when I think that Benson is too good to be true.”

She laughed.

“Well, what does our young journalistic friend think of things? Does he believe we shall be murdered before we reach New York? Billy — is it Billy?” he laughed softly. “Forgive me,” as he saw the colour rise in her face. “He’s rather a nice boy, that — I speak from the eminence of thirty-one years, which is a very lofty plane indeed. He’s a nice boy, and if — if it was hopeless for me, I’d be glad if — there’s another if!”

“Don’t say any more, Clive.” She laid her hand on his arm. “The ‘if’ is a very big one just at present, isn’t it?”

“Which?”

“The Laffin ‘if’.”

“I don’t believe he’s on board, and if he is, why, it ought to be an easy matter to arrest him, the brute! How long do we stay in New York?” he asked.

“In New York? I — I have the queerest feeling at this moment that we’ll never reach New York.”

Clive Lowbridge raised his languid eyebrows.

“For heaven’s sake, Betty, don’t get such horrible ideas,” he said petulantly. “You’re an awfully depressing influence these days. It must be your association with our crime expert!”

“I don’t know why I said that, and I know less why I felt as I did, but the idea of going to New York at all seemed, in that second, such an impossible one; and yet we are not more than three or four days from that city, are we?”

“Ninety-six hours, to be exact,” said Clive. “And there are sixty minutes in every hour. And when you are feeling as I am feeling at this moment, considerably more than sixty seconds in every minute — it’s a horrible prospect!”

Billy had gone back to his wounded friend and found him half-dozing. He had locked him in the cabin and carried the key in his pocket. The sound of the turning lock woke the detective, and when Bill opened the door he saw his hand was underneath his pillow.

“Bullott, I’m going to bring the captain down to see you.”

“Don’t,” said the other laconically; “I’ve already sent him a note. And I can tell you, the captain is absolutely fed up with me. He regards me as a sensationalist who is trying to work up a scare. People say that the sea makes a man imaginative — rubbish! There is nothing so unimaginative as a seaman — otherwise, he’d never go to sea! He may believe in ghosts, and he may be superstitious about unlucky ships, but he refuses to see more than the barometer can show him. He’s a man who deals with hard facts, with the relative position of the sun and the horizon, with the pull of currents and the habits of icebergs, the unintelligence of pilots and the extortions of harbour customs.”

“You seem to know a lot about it,” laughed Bill.

“I guess I do. I’ve been classifying criminal minds for years, and I’ve come across a few seamen — they’re all alike. Holbrook,” he went on more seriously, “if what I think is going to happen does, then there’s going to be hell on board this packet. You’ve got to get the purser to hand over those guns to the people who own ‘em.”

Bill shook his head.

“I’ve tried and failed. And I don’t think it really matters. Not a half per cent, of the people who carry a gun can use one. Haven’t you read the story of the terrified passengers on the train that was held up — more guns than money, and three men skinned nine cars and got away without a scratch?”

“Perhaps you’re right,” said the detective. “In the meantime, go along and pinch a gun for yourself.”

Bill smiled and touched his laden hip pocket. He had not been in the purser’s cabin for nothing.
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There was nothing unusual in the appearance of U.S.S. Escorial
 to suggest the imminence of a tragedy. The bugles called regularly to luxurious meals, the pillared swimming-bath echoed with the laughter of young people and the splash and gurgle of water. The band played in the social hall, where the elderly and the middle-aged preferred to take their tea. The smokeroom was crowded from afternoon till night, and the eight, or more than eight, crooks who worked this particular ship went about their unlawful occasions with skill and modesty.

A fancy dress ball had been announced for that night: the notice was up in the hall, with the further information that dresses, masks, wigs, etc., could be obtained from the amazing barber, who supplied everything from shoelaces to surreptitious roulette wheels, for the comfort and pleasure of the Escorial’s
 guests. As he was shaving Bill he offered his assistance.

“I could make you up so that nobody would know you,” he said.

“Thank you — I’m in the publicity business,” interrupted Bill.

That night, after dinner, the centre of the social hall was cleared, and carpets rolled up, exposing a well-sprung dancing floor, and when the hall began to fill, and the trap drummer of the band made his presence known, it was difficult for Betty to believe that they were on a ship in the middle of the ocean, more than a thousand miles from the nearest land.

The perfect harmony of the surroundings, added to the steadiness of the ship, which had galvanised Lowbridge to vigorous life, destroyed the last illusion of ocean travel.

“It’s very wonderful!” she breathed. He had found a tapestried sofa for her, coffee had been served, and Mr. Stone, a little pale but otherwise cheerful, had been assisted into a corner seat, his wound hidden beneath a black silk bandage.

The air held a medley of perfumes which, by some merciful dispensation of providence, merged into one faint, sweet fragrance.

“Why do you go so often to your cabin? One would think you had a sick child!” she smiled, when Bill came back for the third time.

There was an opportunity now, for the band was playing noisily and the sound of voices and laughter made it impossible that he could be overheard.

“Bullott is in my cabin,” he whispered. “Nobody must know.”

When the dance had finished, she rose.

“Take me on to the deck,” she commanded, and he led her to the forward part of the promenade, which at this hour was bare of people. “Now tell me,” she said. “Bullott is in your cabin? Why doesn’t he come up?” She listened without interruption.

“He thinks something is going to happen?”

“I won’t deceive you — he does. So do I.”

“It’s in the air tonight. I couldn’t help feeling, when I saw those dominoes and masks dancing on the floor, how easy it would be — oh no, that would be too absurd. I’m thinking in terms of melodrama.”

“Melodrama belongs to the world,” said Bill. “There isn’t a police station that isn’t full of it; there isn’t an insane asylum that doesn’t have it all, from Act One to the final drop.”

“I’d like to see Mr. Bullott,” she said suddenly.

Bill was in a dilemma; he was already regretting that he had broken faith with his friend, but since he had done so he might as well hear the truth from the girl’s own lips.

“I’ll take you down,” he said.

To his relief, Bullott was rather amused than otherwise at the sight of the girl.

“I thought he’d tell you
 ,” he said, and she flushed at the emphasis he laid on the last word. “Come right in, Miss Stone, and find a place to sit. It isn’t my cabin, and where Holbrook is going to sleep tonight I don’t know.”

“I’ve come to ask you to tell me something, Mr. Bullott,” she said. “Is there really any serious danger?”

“Here, on the Escorial?
 Yes, there is some sort of danger for a few people here.”

“For me?”

He looked perplexed.

“I don’t know — yes, I guess there is,” he said. “You want the truth?”

She nodded her thanks.

“Is there any way by which that danger can be avoided? Can’t somebody be told?” There was a hint of impatience as well as anxiety in her voice.

“Why, no,” said Bullott, considering the matter. “If we were travelling by railroad, there’d be an alarm signal that we could pull, and the train would stop and a policeman would come along and inquire. But nothing stops an ocean liner except a rock or an iceberg, or maybe, a man overboard; and they don’t stop so long for that. We’ve got to go through with it. I’ve told the officers and they just looked at me as though I were not quite right in the head. My only hope is that I get a reply to the radio I’ve sent to Scotland Yard. That’s the only kind of reply that is worth while.”

“What is it?” she asked.

“Do you know Halifax? There are two British cruisers there, the Sussex
 and the Kent
 , fast commerce destroyers. I’ve asked for a convoy.”

Bill looked at him awestricken.

“You never have, Bullott! You’ve taken a risk.”

“I’m taking a worse one,” said Bullott. “I thought it out one night, when I was working down in that hot place” — he pointed to the floor. “It seemed the only thing that I could do. I’ve got the codebook with me that we use on special occasions. Fortunately, there’s a code word for Kent and one for Sussex, so I could send it without letting the operator know what I was getting at. It was the last thing I did before I came in here. I was hiding all this morning, down amongst the mailbags — you wouldn’t think I could get there, but I did. I had to run the gauntlet to reach this cabin. A whole lot of people didn’t think I’d get here, either,” he added, with a chuckle, “and not only thought so, but made it pretty hard for me to take that short journey. I’ve hidden in every kind of place — ventilators, bulkheads, rope stores, and if I’d been seen for the fraction of a second I’d have been a dead man.”

“Not this morning in broad daylight?”

“This morning in broad daylight. Where’s Benson?” he asked.

“Whom do you mean — not Lord Lowbridge’s servant?” said the girl. “He’s with my father.”

Bullott grunted something.

“It’s going to be some job,” he said at last. “No, Miss Stone, there’s nothing you can do for me, except to keep it secret that I’m back. I’m not squealing because Holbrook told you; I expected he would.”

He put his hand under his pillow again and took out a small Browning.

“Ever use a pistol?”

She nodded.

“In dramas,” she said.

“Well, I hope you won’t use it in this drama. That’s loaded. Can you hide it somewhere — in your bag, maybe,” he said, looking down at the little bag at her wrist. “That’s good! Don’t forget that it is loaded, and push down the safety catch with your thumb before you press the trigger. You’ve nine chances there.”

Her face was white.

“Are you armed also?” she asked.

He nodded.

“Yes.”

“But don’t you think I ought to tell Mr. Stone?”

He considered this, and decided against such a course.

“The fewer people know, the better. It might have been wiser to have told the passengers in the first place, but I did not know in time — you can leave the key on the inside; I think I can lock and unlock it now. My wound is much easier.”

They heard the door locked as they turned into the alleyway.

“Well, what do you think?” she asked, as they reached the deck.

“I’ve been wondering rather what to think,” said Bill.

“You mean if I’m frightened? I was a little bit, but not now. If I only knew where the danger was coming from, and exactly how it threatens”

“I feel that way myself,” said Bill. “It’s the uncertainty of it, the nervous expectation of attack from all sides that rattles me.” He drew a long breath.

“Why that sigh?” she asked with a smile.

“I’m wondering about the Sussex
 and the Kent.
 Warships are a hobby of mine,” he said.

All that night Bill sat aloof, literally his back to the wall, watching every point, every move, ready keyed up to deal with the blow when it struck. Dancing went on until after midnight; it was one o’clock before the last reveller had departed from the palm court, nearly two before the doors of the smokeroom closed and the cleaners came to their work.

He had declined Stone’s offer to sleep in the suite.

“I shall be much better outside,” he said. “It’s only a few paces to the lower promenade deck; I can watch both the doors and the windows,” he added.

The night steward saw him and grinned his respectful admiration of Bill Holbrook’s eccentricity. At half-past two his coffee was served.

“I can’t understand why you always sit up all night, sir. You’re not afraid of shipwreck, are you?” asked the steward.

That explanation had never occurred to Bill.

“Got it first time, son,” he said solemnly. “I have a mad passion for dying well-dressed.”

The steward lingered to gossip, and Bill was not averse to his company.

“I’ve never known a voyage like this; nothing’s happened,” said the steward. “Dead and alive voyage, I call it.”

“What do you want to happen?” asked Bill.

“Oh, nothing,” said the man vaguely; “only…. stewards like to see something doing. It doesn’t seem natural for a voyage to be — well, just a voyage. You’re an American, sir, aren’t you?”

“I have that peculiarity,” said Bill.

“Doesn’t it strike you that things are very quiet on the Escorial
 . Of course, a fancy dress ball wakens them up a bit, but lord! nothing to what I have seen in my time. Why, I’ve known the smokeroom to be full from the beginning of the voyage to the end! That was in the days before the ships went dry,” he said regretfully.

After a while he made a reluctant retirement, and Bill was left alone. From time to time he walked down the promenade deck and glanced left and right. At least he expected some appearance of Laffin’s men, and his nerves were on edge. But all that he could see was the empty sweep of the deck, and all he heard was the scrub — scrub — scrub overhead; the watch was making the decks presentable for the day that soon would dawn.

Was he mistaken, after all? Had Laffin and his villainy so shaken him that he saw the doctor’s hand in everything — he remembered the poisoned water, the midnight intruder to Stone’s suite…. Bullott lying wounded in his cabin…. No, something was afoot — some diabolical mischief that he could not fathom.

The second officer came down the stairs from the upper deck. He was wearing his heavy sea boots and had evidently come straight from duty on the bridge.

“Can’t sleep?” he said with a pleasant smile. “I’d like to change places with you!”

Above him he heard the voices of the watch. The quartermaster was giving an order, and grumbling in lurid language at the inefficiency of one of his team. And then his heart leapt. He saw the door of Betty’s room open slowly he saw her peeping round the edge of the door, and her smile reassured him.

“I’ve just wakened up. Is it very late?”

“Nearly four,” he said.

“I don’t think I can sleep any more. Won’t you go and lie down?”

He shook his head, and, with a little nod, she closed the door, and he heard the lock snap. At any rate, he could walk on the deck for a few minutes, and he was glad of the respite.

Yes, the watch were at their work, their long scrubbers moving leisurely; he heard the swish and swirl of water as it was thrown across the deck, the bubbling of the hosepipe — pleasant, homely sounds that filled him with a sense of security.

He was wondering whether any reply had come to Bullott’s radio, and mounting the companion he walked along the bridge deck and tapped at the door of the wireless hut. The operator on duty opened it for him.

“Hullo! Any more messages?” he asked. “The old man properly turned you down! He sent a radio to New York to ask if you were batty. Haven’t had a reply yet.”

“Have you got a message for Bullott?”

“What’s the good? He’s not here, is he? He’s the man that fell overboard in the Channel.”

“He’s here all right,” said Bill.

He closed the door behind him and sat down on the operator’s table.

“There’s no wire for you. There’s one from Esyard, whoever that may be, and it is intended for the captain.”

“I think that is the one I’m waiting for,” said Bill. “Can’t give it to you, son,” said the man briskly. “It belongs to the skipper. I’ll give it to him as soon as he wakes. Yards of it!”

“Do the words Kent and Sussex appear in the message?” asked Bill.

“Good Lord, you’re a thought reader! Yes, they do! They’re code though, aren’t they? Otherwise it is a plain English message, I can tell you. Something about ‘Kent
 and Sussex
 proceeding immediately.’ There’s lashings of a code wire for the Captain — six pages of it.”

“My friend, you’ll be wise if you wake the Captain and give him that message,” said Bill earnestly. “You don’t know what may depend upon it.”

The operator grinned.

“I know what would happen if I woke him,” he said; “life would lose its savour for three or four voyages. Hullo, who’s that?”

Somebody had knocked at the door. He unfastened the catch and threw it open. For a second he did not see anything, and then out of the darkness came a black shape, masked from head to foot; the two eyes glittered through an opening in the cowl, and the barrel of a pistol covered him.

“Don’t move, don’t touch that instrument, or you’re a dead man!” said a gruff voice. “In the name of the Proud Sons of Ragusa, I order you step out and step lively!”



LI. The Control


Table of Contents


The curious mixture of pomp and argot would in any other circumstances have aroused Bill to merriment; but now, as something cold gripped his heart, he knew that the hour of crisis had arrived, and followed the operator to the dark deck.

There were other cloaked forms there; Bill counted ten; there were probably more.

“Get into that cabin,” ordered the spokesman of the Proud Sons, and his companion obeyed. “Take off all messages that come, shoot anybody who attempts to open the door, and, if the worst comes to the worst, destroy the instruments and smash those valves.”

“All right,” growled the other.

“Where is your cabin?” demanded the chief spokesman.

“Aft. What is the game?” began the radio man.

“Don’t ask questions. Take this man to his cabin and lock him in. What are you?” He was speaking to Bill, and Holbrook was happy in the thought that he had not been recognised.

“I’m a passenger,” he said.

“Keep him here. Go forrard, you men.”

The mask who was evidently in command towered above his fellows, a veritable giant. Bill saw them moving forward towards the bridge, and presently they were lost to view. He heard nothing, till there was a cry and the muffled sound of a shot. One of the men who were guarding him said something in a low voice; what it was Bill could not hear.

He guessed what had happened before two of the robed men came along the deck, supporting a limp figure, that in the growing light Bill recognised as the officer of the watch.

“Put him in that second cabin.”

What had happened to the captain? His stateroom was immediately behind the bridge. Bill was to learn.

“When the skipper comes to his senses, handcuff him and keep him locked in his cabin. Seventy-nine and eighty, go forrard and search his cabin for arms. The armoury is behind; I’ve got the key of that. Don’t interfere with the stewards unless they get fresh — the passengers are to be kept quiet.”

A figure came running up the ladder and saluted.

“Control established in the engine-room, sir,” he reported.

“Muster the deck hands aft,” said the tall commander. “Go back to them, Sam, and say a few short words about what’s going to happen if they give us any trouble. You know the line of talk that’ll scare that trash.”

When they brought the injured officer along, they had pushed Bill back against the rail, and now their attention was directed to some happening elsewhere, he seized his opportunity. In a second he had slipped over the rail, and went down the stanchion hand over hand, and apparently his departure was not noticed.

The watch had disappeared from the deck; evidently they had been shepherded aft. As he darted into the companionway, he caught sight of the night steward, and whistled to him softly. In a few words he told that startled man what had happened.

“You people are safe,” he said; “they may skin the passengers, but the stewards will carry on as usual. I want a steward’s suit from you; can you fix me?”

“Does the captain know?”

“I guess he does know,” said Bill, without troubling to explain. “This is a fact, steward, and there’s no sense in asking questions. Can you get me a suit — if so, get it quick!”

The steward led him down to an unused cabin, in which, as Bill suspected, he slept, contrary to ship’s regulations. From a locker he produced a suit of white ducks, and Holbrook changed instanter. His scheme was a simple one. He guessed rightly that the pirates would take little notice of the ship’s staff, so long as they carried out instructions. In this capacity he might have an opportunity of protecting the girl.

He was no sooner dressed than he borrowed the steward’s razor and lather-brush, and although he was cleanshaven, he made a marvellous transformation of his face, for he removed the rather heavy eyebrows that were a feature of his face. The change was so marked that the steward at first hardly recognised him.

“I know a crook who used to walk past the man who was looking for him on the strength of shaved eyebrows,” said Bill. “It is a little wheeze that I remembered in time. Now go forrard and see the purser, if they haven’t already got him. Tell the chief steward — he knows me — what I’m doing, and ask the rest of the men to keep their mouths shut. This means money for them when we reach New York.”

“What are they going to do to us, sir?”

The steward was less concerned with the fortune that might await him in New York City than with his personal safety. He was a man with three children, as he explained several times, and had a mother dependent on him.

As soon as Bill got rid of him, he hastened to his own cabin, knocked at the door and Bullott opened to him, and stepped back in amazement at the appearance of this stranger. It took a few seconds for Bill to explain what had happened.

“The ship is manned by the Sons of Ragusa — the Twenty-Third Degree is operating powerfully! I think I can keep myself hidden, but what of you, Bullott?”

“They’ll not hurt me,” said Bullott. “They were chiefly anxious that their game should not be exposed before they came into action. I doubt if they will hurt anybody.”

He looked at Bill strangely.

“Unless it is you,” he said quietly.

“But why me?” asked Holbrook, genuinely surprised that he should be singled out of all the others for punishment.

“I have an idea,” said the other, and then: “Your only chance is to keep out of sight and watch points. I don’t think I should stay here if I were you.”

When Bill rejoined his steward friend, he found him talking with an agitated purser, and it said much for the efficacy of his disguise that he was not immediately recognised.

“They have taken charge of my office,” said the officer, when Holbrook made himself known. “So far there has been no bloodshed, although I’ve an idea that something happened on the bridge. I’ve had orders to keep the passengers in the dark, but to carry on the duties as though nothing had happened. There’s going to be a panic amongst them if this gets known.”

“Where did the men come from?” asked Bill.

“They were all in the steerage,” said the purser. “I had my suspicions when we left Southampton that the crowd we carried forrard were a tough lot. What are you going to do, Mr. Holbrook?”

“I’ve signed on as a steward for the rest of the trip.” The purser shook his head doubtingly.

“They will recognise you,” he said, “that is, if they know you at all. You might pass muster here in artificial light, but the moment they see you by daylight — go along and see the barber: he may fix you up.”

The barber! Bill remembered the urgent importunity of that universal provider on the previous afternoon, and without another word went down to the deck where the barber’s shop was situate, and found the worthy man in a condition of excitement, for the news had run like wildfire amongst the stewards that the ship was in the hands of a hold-up gang.

“Yes, yes, but I can’t be bothered now, Mr. Holbrook,” he said irritably. “My God, what’s going to happen to us if they scuttle the ship? And they’ll think no more of scuttling the ship”

Bill pushed him into his spacious cabin and shut the door. “If they scuttle the ship they’ll drown themselves, and they’ve no intention of doing anything so stupid,” he said. “Now listen to me! The only chance we have of beating this crowd is for one of the people on board who knows the gang to be free to move about. Produce your moustache, man, and make good your boast, that my own maiden aunt would not know me!”

The barber was in no mood to assist the masquerade, but after a little persuasion, and the skinning of yet another note from the reporter’s wad, he seated him in his chair, and for a quarter of an hour, with many fearful backward glances lest an apparition in black appeared suddenly in the doorway, worked on his subject. When he had finished, Bill gazed into the mirror, a truly astonished man.

During the period he was in the chair, he had developed a pair of shaggy red eyebrows, and a short-clipped, red moustache; his hair was almost the colour of Betty Carew’s, and was parted and curled in a manner repugnant to his finest feelings.

“Gosh!” he said in wonder.

The barber so far forgot his trepidation as to purr complacently.

“You wouldn’t get that done better in London, sir,” he said. “All you’ve got to do now is to come and see me every morning, and I’ll keep your hair right.”

Bill eventually found the purser: he was deep in conversation with a masked figure that stood before his sometime office. Looking round, he saw the waiting steward and waved him away impatiently.

“What do you want?” he snapped, when at last the parley was at an end. “I don’t want to be bothered. Get your orders from the chief steward.”

“Come along with me to the chief steward, and tell him to do as I ask,” said Bill, and the purser’s jaw dropped. “Who are you?” he demanded.

Bill grinned. It was then that he made himself known. “I want you to tell the chief steward to put me in charge of Suite H, Mr. Stone’s cabin. Nobody is to know who I am, not even Mr. Stone or his niece, unless they find out for themselves.”

“Wait a minute,” said the purser; “I want to think this out! If you go down to the steward’s quarters they’ll spot you, and there’s bound to be one of them in with this crowd and you’ll be betrayed. You’d better use an empty cabin to sleep in at night, and keep as far away from the stewards’ quarters as you can. Who is your own steward?” Bill told him.

“Well, he can come on and help you. What do you think they’re going to do with us, Mr. Holbrook?”

“They’ll clear the ship of valuables, and of course the fifty million dollars in your safe will be practically in their hands.”

“It is in their hands already,” interrupted the purser bitterly. “They’ve got the boxes piled up in my office. But what can they do? They’ll be caught.”

“Why should they be caught?” asked Bill. “You’re arguing on unknown factors. This crime was inevitable. Sooner or later, it was certain that a ship would be held up in mid-ocean — it’s the easiest thing in the world, easier than holding up a citizen on the East Side. A big ship, crowded with passengers, carrying millions and millions of dollars’ worth of property, is as easy a prey as a hornless cow! Why, you do not even carry a policeman!”

“They’re working on the registered mail now.” In spite of his stoicism the voice of the purser grew tremulous. “What a thing to happen!”

“Do the passengers know?”

“No, none of them, and they’re not to know. Anyway, the passengers are only brought into contact with the stewards, the purser and the chief steward. You’re an ocean traveller — what do the passengers know, anyway? They never meet the captain or the ship’s officers; they’ll go on and on, unconscious of anything wrong, until—” he stopped.

“Were you going to say until the vessel reaches New York?”

“That was what I was going to say,” said the purser. “But shall we reach New York?”

Bill shook his head.

“I doubt it. They’ll know when the gang go after their jewels.”

“Why should they? The valuable jewels are kept in my safe; they’re taken out every night. And the passengers’ money is there, too,” the purser groaned. “I’ve got orders to pay out any cash that the owners require, so that they shall not be suspicious, and the only change they’ve made is to prohibit the use of the boat deck. They’ve put a quartermaster at each gangway to stop people going up, and the elevator isn’t allowed to work above B. deck.” He wrung his hands in despair. “My God, what a horrible position!” he said. “Do you know what has happened to the captain?”

“I can guess,” said Bill curtly.

“They’ve got four men in the engine-room. I don’t know how many on the bridge. There are machineguns covering the deck hands’ quarters, guards on the provision store — everywhere, except where there’s passengers to see them. The man who planned this was a genius.”

It happened providentially that the Stones’ steward had been taken ill the night before, and the appearance of a new man excited no unusual interest. Stone, who was still far from recovered from the attack upon him, had his breakfast served in his own stateroom, and this morning Betty joined him. She asked sympathetically about the missing steward, and Bill replied in monosyllables. He was desperately anxious that the girl should not recognise him, and when Betty looked at his face and asked him to carry a message to himself, he blessed the ingenious barber who had so completely changed his appearance.

The need for disguise was made apparent when he reached his own cabin and found two men making a very thorough search of the apartment. The bed had been thrown off, the wardrobe was open. One of the searchers turned to him as he came in —

“Where’s Holbrook?” he asked in a hoarse voice.

Neither of them wore the conventional livery of the Proud Sons, and Bill guessed that those of the gang who it was absolutely necessary should be brought into contact with the passengers went undisguised so that the travellers should not be alarmed. Afterwards he discovered that the raiders had entirely dispensed with their robes after the first attack. Bill, watching the searchers, wondered whether they expected to find the missing Holbrook concealed underneath the mattress, but wisely decided that it was not a moment for facetiousness.

“I don’t know, sir; he hasn’t been in his cabin all night.”

“Don’t you go telling him we’re looking for him,” said the other threateningly. “You’ve had your orders, steward?”

“Yes, sir,” said Bill humbly, and went back to Betty, with a note that he had scribbled between the cabins, and which she read with a puzzled expression.

“Mr. Holbrook says we mustn’t expect to see him for the next three days,” she said, as she tossed the letter across to her uncle.

Mr. Stone read the note.

“Humph!” he said. “What is he doing with himself? I’ll go along to his cabin.”

“I don’t think you’d better, sir,” said Bill. He had cultivated a high falsetto voice that set Betty Carew’s teeth on edge. “He said he didn’t want to see anybody. I think he has had a radio from his office.”

The girl and her uncle looked at one another.

“Perhaps he has some work to do,” she said uneasily.

Bill went on deck to carry up the girl’s cushion and book, and the deck steward, whom he met, glanced at him suspiciously.

“Hullo, where have you come from?” he asked.

“Ask no questions,” snapped Bill, “and attend to your own business.”

It was the only tone to adopt, and the steward fell into the natural error that the new man was one of the gang which he knew was in control of the Escorial
 . In the circumstances Bill could only marvel at the extraordinary discipline which such men as he displayed. By no secret confidence did they betray the danger in which these gaily clad men and women stood. It was no strange phenomenon, however. He had travelled in ships where suicides and murders had been committed under his nose, which he had known nothing about until he had read the report of the inquest.

An idea occurred to him and he sought out the deck steward.

“I shall be helping you up here,” he said, trying to impart a world of meaning into his tone.

The steward touched his cap.

“All right, sir,” he said. “Excuse me if I was a little short with you, but I didn’t tumble to you.”

“None of the passengers knows?”

The steward shook his head.

“No, sir; we’ve had strict orders to keep every bit of news from them. I must say,” he said, with the reluctant admiration which the law-abiding have for the lawless, “you’ve managed the job very well!”

Bill growled an acknowledgment of this unsubtle flattery, and busied himself with the requirements of the loungers.

At eleven o’clock bouillon was served, and he helped the deck steward in its distribution. Clive Lowbridge refused the cup with a little grimace, and Bill smiled to himself when he saw, out of the tail of his eye, the ubiquitous Benson bearing a glass of seltzer water and a large biscuit to his master. The weather was not so warm as it had been. He saw the girl shiver and went down to her cabin and brought her furs.

“How very nice of you, steward!” said the girl in surprise as he put the cloak about her shoulders. “Have you seen Mr. Holbrook again?”

“Yes, Miss, I just met him in the alleyway. I think he has been writing.”

She laughed softly.

“You haven’t to be a detective to discover that, have you?” she said. “Poor Mr. Holbrook carries the marks of his profession.”

“How?” asked Stone.

“Have you never seen the ink on his fingers?” she asked, and Bill went a fiery red. Fortunately she did not observe his perturbation, and he hurried away, to examine in private his telltale fingers.

“Anyway, there’s no ink on them now,” he said, as he scrubbed away the last blue stains viciously.

When he returned, the deck steward called him aside and asked him to take up a tray to the bridge.

“Your governor wants another bottle of whisky,” he said confidentially, “and I’ll be glad if you would take it. I’m not a nervous man, but—”

Herein was to be the supreme test. If Laffin was in charge, the shrewd wits, no less than the keen vision, of that warped genius might reveal his identity. Apparently, stewards had no difficulty in reaching the boat deck, and he was not challenged when he carried the tray to the foot of the bridge ladder. A man whom he knew looked down at him.

“Bring it up,” he said curtly, and Bill obeyed.

None of the three nondescripts who occupied the bridge wore either the robe of the Order or the uniform of officers. He in charge sported a brown Derby hat, and to add to the incongruity of his appearance he wore a pair of old golf breeches, thick woollen stockings and bright red slippers, which Bill remembered having seen in the captain’s cabin. Any of the three might have walked out of a saloon on any sea front in the world. Sailormen undoubtedly; ex-officers probably, thought Bill, and toughs most certainly!

He bore the tray into what had been the captain’s cabin, which was now occupied by a big man, who turned his head as Bill entered. Harvey Hale!

“Put it down, son,” said the man gruffly. “All right below? None of the passengers squeaking, eh? What’s your name?”

“Smithers,” said Bill immediately.

“Well see here, Smithers, you can go tell your pals that they’re all right unless they start any monkey business. You know me — you know my name, don’t you? Never sailed with me, eh?” The new commander seemed piqued by the negative reply. “Harvey Hale — that’s me. You’ll remember my name?”

“Yes, sir,” said Bill, saying what was required of him.

“That’s good. You can tell the world you’ve met Harvey Hale — one of these days. The big man with the big ideas. Get that right, son — the big man with the big ideas! When you’re boasting about how you’ve met me, don’t forget that! Harvey Hale, the Big Man with the Big Ideas!”
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Bill looked at him curiously. The captain had changed for the worse since he had seen him last. He wore a pair of old khaki trousers and a golf coat buttoned up to his chin, over which he had a worn khaki overcoat which hung to his knees.

Suddenly his tone changed, and he became severely practical.

“Do you know a passenger named Holbrook? He was up here the other morning, but I missed him somehow.”

“Yes, sir, I was looking after his cabin,” said Bill. “I haven’t seen him since morning — he’s disappeared somewhere.”

The corner of Harvey Hale’s mouth lifted.

“And he’d better! That was a wise kid! Listen, boy, if you see him tell him to come right along to me. Just mention the fact that he’s wanted by the captain.”

“If I see him I shall certainly tell him that,” said Bill, emboldened by the success of his disguise. “Better take me for your steward, captain. You don’t want all sorts of fellows coming up and down carrying stories. You never know what they will talk about.”

Hale seemed to take a favourable view of this, but, to Bill’s surprise, would not come to a decision. From his attitude Holbrook was certain that, though this swaggering freebooter might boast of his position and his power, he was the subordinate of another, and had little or no real authority in his hands.

That afternoon, Bill discovered that, if the secret of the morning’s adventures had been well kept, there was a feeling of suspicion abroad. The careless gaiety of the passengers who thronged the deck was less marked. He saw grave faces, and one man, unknown to him, buttonholed him in the companion way and asked him if anything was wrong.

“No, sir,” said Bill; “what do you mean?”

“Well, is there any trouble up above?” The passenger jerked his thumb in the direction of the heavens, but Bill guessed that he was referring to the bridge.

“Not that I know, sir.”

“Somebody was hurt this morning,” said the passenger, by no means reassured. “They say the captain’s dead.”

“I’ve heard nothing about it,” said Bill, and made his escape.

The unobservant travellers could hardly fail to observe one peculiar fact. They came up as usual from dinner, to find a remarkable change in conditions. Betty, who did not leave the saloon until ten o’clock (she had waited on, hoping that Bill would put in an appearance) uttered a little gasp of wonder as she stepped out on to the deck.

“We’ve dined very early,” she said.

It was quite light. Every horizon was visible under the grey skies. She looked at her watch.

“Why,” she said, “it is ten o’clock — ten o’clock at night and still light! And, my! how cold it is!”

She woke the next morning shivering, and hastily pulled her fur coat on to the bed. There was a knock at the door, and the new steward came in.

“I’m going to put on your radiator if you don’t mind, Miss.”

“An electric radiator in July!” she said jerkily, for she was chilled to the bone.

“It does seem queer,” said the new steward. “I shouldn’t get up, Miss, until this cabin is warm.”

“Whatever has happened? Why is it so cold?” asked the muffled voice of the girl from beneath the clothes.

“I don’t know,” said Bill. “Probably because it snowed in the night. There’s two inches of it on the upper deck!” He was one of the few who knew that for twenty-eight hours the Escorial
 , leaving her course, had been steaming at full speed northward into the frozen seas of the Artie!
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There was nobody on deck when, putting on all the thick clothes he could requisition, he went up and viewed the amazing scene.

The Escorial
 had a maximum speed of thirty knots, and she had steamed considerably over seven hundred miles northward. He guessed that they were somewhere in the region of sixty degrees north. Every seat, every rope was coated with ice; the snow lay upon the rails, and gathered in little drifts in the well-deck forward. Far away, on the port bow, he thought he detected a small iceberg. The weather was clear, entirely free from fog; the sea remained smooth, and except for the intensity of the cold, there was nothing to indicate that the ship was on an unusual course. Icebergs are seen in July down as far as latitude 50. They have been met with, in rare instances, as far south as 40 in midsummer.

He had intended maintaining his disguise until something definite happened, but there was no longer any necessity for keeping his secret from Stone.

Apparently the men in control of the ship had also realised that their presence had now become public property. Bill heard the rattle of winches, and, going forward, saw that the muffled hands were bringing up passengers’ heavy baggage. Soon after, the purser sent for him, and ordered him to pass on the information that passengers might open their heavy baggage and take out what clothing they required.

He had paid several visits to Bullott. The detective told him that so far he had not been molested, though the two men whom Bill had seen searching his own cabin had also made as thorough a search of Bullot’s belongings.

“This move certainly puzzles me,” said Bullott. “I knew, of course, they were steering north last night.”

“There is a good reason,” said Bill. “We shall be running into the fog belt later in the day, and whether we do or not, we are well off the regular track of shipping. Unless we happen to be seen by a chance whaler or one of the Greenland trading ships, we shall have disappeared from human knowledge.”

“But you can’t steal a ship and hide it in the Arctic,” protested Bullott.

“They’re doing it,” was the laconic reply. “Here’s another point, Inspector: the farther north we go the less danger there is to the gang. The only possibility of recovering this ship is by a surprise attack in the night — there will be no night from now onward!”

“You mean it will be light all night, of course?”

This contingency had not occurred to the detective.

Bill’s plan was already made. The key position was the wireless house. Once he was in possession, ten minutes at the keyboard, and all the well-laid plans of the Twenty-Third Degree would come to naught. But he had already noted that the wireless house was guarded; he had seen a man sitting in a deck chair near the door, and the operator was presumably armed. His only chance would come in one of those dense white fogs which are common in these seas.

He hurried away to find Betty’s baggage, and had singular good fortune, for the Stones’ boxes were almost the first to come out of the hold. With the help of a steward, he got these down to D. deck and into the sittingroom, to Betty’s joy, for she was shivering in her fur coat before the electric radiator, and Mr. Stone, with a blanket over his thin suit, was walking up and down the little stateroom, trying to get warm.

“What is this, steward?” he asked in surprise, as Bill came in, dragging the first of the big trunks, and he could have fallen on his neck when he explained.

The steward had something else to tell, and after he had finished, Betty took him by the shoulder and brought his face toward the light of the porthole, more interested in the change that the ingenious barber had brought about than in her own deadly peril.

“It isn’t you, Billy?” she said, in wonder. “Your hair”

“It will take me years to get out the henna!” groaned Bill. “No man has ever made such a sacrifice for a girl as I have made for you.”

She dropped her hand from his shoulder, and for a moment was convulsed with silent laughter. Mr. Stone, however, was less amused.

“Where do we finish — at the North Pole?” he asked. “Why, this is criminal! Half the wretched passengers will die of cold and starvation.”

“They will be all right so long as the oil lasts,” said Bill, “but what will happen if we get frozen in, and the oil supply goes west, I shudder to think about.”

“But the food?”

Bill shook his head.

“I don’t think there’s any immediate danger there. Did I ever tell you about Toby Marsh’s mystery? He said that food and firearms were being shipped to New York. Well, that was part of the scheme. Somewhere in the hold is a big supply of canned food and flour. The arms, I presume, are rifles and munitions for the gang — it would have been pretty difficult for them to have brought these on board in any other way.”

“But, Billy, you’re wonderful!” She was gazing spellbound into his face. “Where are your other eyebrows. And to think that you’ve been coming in and out of the cabin since yesterday morning, and I haven’t recognised you!”

He helped them to unpack, and Stone went off to find Lowbridge, whose one trunk the new steward had retrieved. All Clive’s radiators were on; he was wearing a heavy, fur-lined coat.

“Benson is providence!” he exclaimed. “I’ve been roasting him ever since we left town for bringing this incubus, but he had an idea that the nights in America were cold, and insisted upon taking it along. I didn’t know I had it until I saw it hanging in the wardrobe.”

“One would almost think that Benson expected a visit to the Artie Circle,” said Stone drily.

Clive scratched his chin thoughtfully.

“That didn’t occur to me, but it certainly is a remarkable coincidence. I should never suspect anything of — by Jove, I wonder!”

He looked at Stone, and Stone’s eyes surveyed the providential fur-lined coat with a reflective eye. As he was going out he met Benson. The valet wore two heavy sweaters under his coat, and gave him, in his customary respectful way, a sedate good-morning.

“You seem to have been prepared for this cold spell, Benson?”

“Yes, sir, it is rather remarkable that the weather should change. When do we reach New York, sir?”

“I’d like to be able to tell you,” said Stone.

He went back to Bill, and behind the bolted door there was a council of war, the third member of which was the girl. Stone told the story of the fur coat.

“Clive ought to know,” she said, but here Bill was firm.

“In ordinary circumstances I should say yes,” he replied, “but Lord Lowbridge has a servant, whose foresight is a little disturbing. I don’t think that he should know who I am. Why should Benson imagine that it would be cold in America? He has been there before.”

“That certainly looks fishy,” said Stone thoughtfully. “Benson is a queer bird — those quiet, suave men are usually deep. What are we to do, Holbrook?”

“I’ll agree to another man being brought into our confidence. If you don’t mind, I would like you to go along and see the ship’s doctor, whose help will be necessary if my scheme is to be successful.”

When Stone had gone and he was alone with the girl. “Betty — I’m going to call you Betty — you don’t mind?” She shook her head.

“You have that pistol which Bullott gave you?”

“Yes,” she said quietly.

“And if necessary you will use it — on anybody who attempts to harm you… yes, there is that possibility. Laffin is aboard, and is in control of the ship. He hasn’t interfered with you or your uncle yet because he has his hands full with other matters. You told me the other day that you were to be an heiress after all; what did you mean by that?”

“I mean uncle told me that I was his only living relative, and his money must come to me eventually — he made a will in my favour before we left England.”

Bill nodded slowly.

“That accounts for the attack made on him. Laffin knows!”

“But that is impossible — how could he?”

“Laffin knows,” he insisted. “He has sources of information of which we do not dream. You’re Laffin’s wife — if you are an heiress, he is the husband of an heiress.

“Betty, if anything happens to me….”

The look that came to her face hurt and pleased him.

“To you?” she said, in a frightened voice. “Oh, Billy, nothing will happen to you?”

“Anything is possible. I’m not trying to scare you — and I don’t think, anyway, that you’re easily scared. I wish — you don’t know how badly I wish — to give you courage. But you have to face every possibility, Betty, my dear.”

He took her face in his hands and looked hungrily into her eyes. “I never dreamt — I never hoped—” he said huskily, and then, before he realised what he was doing, he had kissed her.

The sound of a handle turning checked the torrent of words that came to his lips, and Mr. Stone came in, to find a very breathless, rather pale young man, standing awkwardly and guiltily before his niece.

“Here is the doctor. I’ve told him a little,” said Stone as he bolted the door. “He probably thinks I am mad — maybe you will be able to convince him.”

The ship’s doctor, a man of middle age, was not as sceptical as Bill had expected.

“I knew, of course, that the ship’s course had been altered,” he said, “and, in common with the purser, I learnt that these blackguards were in control. Mr. Stone says that you want my assistance. What is your plan?”

Holbrook’s scheme had taken shape that morning.

“I must get into the wireless house. I understand radio fairly well, and I used to be an expert telegraphist,” said Bill. “That was part of my early training when I was working in America. But to get into that caboose means that we must overcome the guard, and the only way we can do that and escape a fuss is to dope him.”

Dr. Speer shook his head.

“If you gave them a slow dope it would take too long to work—” he began.

“I don’t want a slow dope, I suggest something swift and sudden,” interrupted Bill. “I expect they will allow me to go on the bridge to take refreshments. At any rate, I have asked Hale for the job. They have no regular steward except the men who are looking after their cabins on the boat deck. Even if Hale doesn’t agree, I can go up without being questioned — and that I intend doing the moment we strike a fog bank — I don’t care what they discover after I’ve sent the message.”

Speer pursed his lips; it was a new experience for a respectable medical practitioner.

“Butyl is the stuff you want,” he said, “and I have a quantity of that in store — I’ll make certain. You will he taking a big risk, young man.”

“We are taking risks as it is,” said Bill impatiently. “You do not know the men we are dealing with.”

The doctor went away, and returned almost immediately with a fluted green flask, the stopper of which was sealed.

“Here is the stuff,” he said, and gave Holbrook a brief lecture on the dose and method of administration. “I have not used it for a nefarious purpose, but I believe it is a drug commonly used by thugs who wish to bring their victims to a state of immediate insensibility.”

Bill slipped the bottle in his pocket and went out. It was not advisable that he should be seen too much in the Stones’ cabin; they, of all passengers, would be most closely watched, and he more than suspected that one of the stewards on this deck was associated with the pirates. The man had made a sudden appearance on this part of the ship, and, when ordered to return to the steerage, where he belonged, had flatly refused. Later, the purser received an intimation that the man was not to be disturbed.

In one sense his strangeness to the saloon portion of the Escorial
 worked to the advantage of Holbrook, for the steerage stewards had special quarters, and he was not able to judge whether Bill was a stranger or one of the ship’s company.

In the course of the day he made two visits to the forbidden deck, once in company with another steward, when they took up and opened a case of whisky for the use of the new officers, and once he carried tea to the quartermaster of the watch.

He could not but admire the perfect organisation which had made this coup possible. Duties were being carried out without a hitch. A new set of quartermasters had appeared, and though the man at the wheel was no longer a neatly uniformed sailor, but a nondescript figure dressed in a soiled leather jacket such as is used by motorists, and smoking a short clay pipe, the man was apparently as efficient as the sailor he had relieved.

It was on his second visit that he was the witness of a spectacle which would remain with him to the end of his days. He had not seen Laffin since the night when the apparition had appeared in his cabin. For some reason the doctor was keeping out of sight. But that he was on board and in command, he knew, and the position he occupied was revealed when Hale, watching the opening of the whisky case, had ordered one of the men to take a bottle to “the Commodore’s stateroom.” Bill grinned inwardly at this description of his enemy. But how seriously Laffin took his duties, he was to learn.

On his second visit he had put down the tray and had filled the teacups with steaming liquid, when Hale’s voice called him into the charthouse. The big man was leaning over an Admiralty chart on the table, a pair of compasses in his hand, and an open book by his side.

“Steward, go down to the purser and tell him I want a full list of the provisions on board to the last ounce,” he said. “And ask him to break Number Four hold and get out all cases consigned to the Westbury Corporation of New York.”

Bill touched his cap and, going down, passed the instructions to the purser. He had guessed right about the provisions. How curious it was that Toby Marsh, knowing so much of Laffin’s plans, had not revealed a little more, he thought, until he remembered that scene of reconciliation which had been witnessed on the Bath Road.



LIV. In the Wireless House


Table of Contents


He returned to the bridge with the information that he had fulfilled his errand, and that the list could be placed in Hale’s hands before the evening. It seemed an opportunity, he thought, when he reached the boat deck, to make a reconnaissance of the wireless house. The guard was still at the door as he walked past; he saw the glow of the valve lamp through the cabin window.

The wireless cabin was steel built and was sited on a raised platform. On three sides and near the roof were long, narrow windows of toughened glass, that nearest and facing the bridge commanding an uninterrupted view of the bridge companionway. All this he noted and memorised.

Bill was curious to see how the gang had disposed of their prisoners, the ship’s officers. He guessed that the big gymnasium was their prison-house, and his view was confirmed when he saw the two sentries standing before the door.

“Where are you going?” one called sharply.

“To the aft gangway, sir,” said Bill.

The man jerked his thumb towards the bridge.

“Go forrard,” he ordered.

Bill was about to turn, when the door of one of the aft cabins opened and a man came out. For a second Holbrook gaped at him, paralysed with amazement. It was the figure of a naval officer in full dress; a gold-laced cocked hat was on his head, and the tightly-fitting tail-coat blazed with decorations and orders. A broad strip of gold ran the length of his trouser seams, and a naval sword dangled at his waist.

For a moment he thought that he was suffering from some extraordinary illusion, and then the strangely attired form moved towards him, and Bill’s senses were so strained that he could hear the creak of the enamelled boots.

Under the man’s arm was a telescope — but for that he might have been walking across the yard of St. James’s Palace after a levee.

Laffin! But a transfigured Laffin. His breast was swollen, his chin held high.

“What do you want, my man?” he asked.

Bill recovered his shattered wits and touched his hat obsequiously.

“I beg your pardon, sir,” he said, in his falsetto, “but I was going to the aft gangway; they tell me it’s closed.”

“Go forrard, my man, go forrard,” said the doctor, almost pleasantly, and then, as he was moving away: “What do those folks think downstairs?”

Now, ‘downstairs’ is a term that is never used on board ship except by the veriest amateur, certainly never by the admiral whose uniform Laffin was wearing, and Bill had some difficulty in keeping a straight face.

“They don’t know very much, sir. They’re wondering why it has turned so cold.”

Dr. Laffin smiled.

“I suppose they are, I suppose they are,” he mused. “Whom do you look after, my friend — you are a steward, are you not?”

“Mr. Stone, sir.”

The doctor’s eyebrows went up.

“Indeed? Mr. Lambert Stone and his beautiful niece? That is very interesting. And how do Mr. Lambert Stone and his beautiful niece accommodate themselves to the change? An experience for that young lady, one thinks, a remarkable experience!”

With a lordly wave of his hand he dismissed the steward, and Bill breathed more freely when he had reached the deserted promenade deck.

The passengers were now thoroughly alarmed. There had been something of a mutiny in the second-class saloon, suppressed ruthlessly by three of the gangsters who had been hastily summoned at the first sign of disorder.

With evening a cold wind sprang up that made the deck a most undesirable spot. Those who had to run the gauntlet to the crowded smokeroom came shivering to the big fires which burnt at either end, and told stories of icy alleyways and cabins where bed was the only warm place.

At nine o’clock, when the passengers went to dinner that night, they discovered that the menu had been cut in half.

There was yet another development, favourable to Holbrook’s plan. He was tidying the Stones’ cabin when he felt the speed of the Escorial
 slacken, and, going up on deck, found the ship enveloped in a clinging white mist. Now was his opportunity, and, as luck would have it, he saw the deck steward carrying a tray toward the boat deck.

“I’ll take that,” he said. “Who is it for?”

“It is for the bridge,” said the man, apparently relieved that Bill had volunteered for the duty. “The officers are to have hot food every hour.”

Bill went up the companion and put the tray on the deck. The fog was so thick that from where he stood he could not see the bridge or the wireless house. There was no time to be lost. His numbed fingers detached two cups from the dozen with which the tray was laden, he splashed in the hot coffee, sugared and milked the decoction, and then, taking the bottle from his pocket, he dropped a liberal dose into each cup. Taking one in each hand, he groped his way to the wireless house. The men on duty saw him coming and challenged him.

“The captain sent you a drink,” said Bill.

“It’s about time he did!” growled the man. “What’s the other cup for — the operator?”

He opened the door of the room.

“Here’s a drink for you, Arthur,” he said, and the muffled figure of the operator appeared in the doorway and took the cup from Bill’s hand.

Not waiting to see the effect of the drug, Holbrook hurried back to where he had left the tray and carried it on to the bridge and into the charthouse. The bridge was now alive with men; he heard Harvey Hale cursing loudly the change in the weather, and then:

“…it is only a belt, and anyway, we’re more than fifty miles from where we arranged to pick up the Inland
 ….” They were making for a rendezvous. This possibility had not occurred to Bill. Even as he thought, he heard another of the men speak.

“We’ll have to wait for her, won’t we, captain? She couldn’t keep up with us; none of these tankers do more than ten knots.”

“She does twentyfive,” said Hale. “The Thomas Inland
 is one of the new fast…” The voice rumbled down unintelligibly, until: “…told them to rig up a dummy funnel and paint her white…”

The Thomas Inland
 !

Where had he heard that name? And then in a flash he remembered the wireless news bulletin that had been posted. The Escorial
 was to be met by the stolen tanker! So that was why the gang were so inactive. The tanker would not carry enough oil to supply the needs of the Escorial
 unless.

Bill almost stopped as the horrible possibility occurred to him. She would have enough oil to carry the gang and their loot to safety! The Escorial
 was to be abandoned — driven into the ice-fields, and the three thousand souls she carried left to starvation and death, whilst the Thomas Inland
 made her innocent way to a port with her booty.

He flew down the ladder, stumbled through the fog towards the wireless house, and had only to come in sight of the guard to know that the dope had worked. The man lay, an inert figure, outside the open door of the caboose.

Bill did not hesitate; lifting him, he dragged him to the side of the ship, and, balancing the man on the rail, flung him into the dark waters. This was not the moment to consider the value of human life. Three thousand people were heading straight for a hideous death. It mattered little whether one or the other of the gang were drowned or hanged.

The second man lay sprawled across his desk, and, hoisting him on to his shoulders, Bill staggered to the rail, and, without one tremor of regret, flung him into the unseen sea. The cups and saucers followed. In another second he was in the caboose, his frozen fingers working at the keys, a headphone clamped to his ears.

As he called his eyes wandered over the papers with which the table was littered. There were messages from the English Admiralty and from the American Naval Secretary, calling on all ships to report the movements of the Escorial.
 Tappity-tap went the key restlessly, and presently he heard a faint answer, in the code of Cape Cod. He tapped off the message:

“Escorial
 in the hands of gangsters. Position roughly 64 north, 45 west, heading north. Notify Sussex
 and Kent.
 S.O.S.”

There was a pause, and then the reply came through:

“Sussex
 , Kent
 and three fast American cruisers looking for you. Their position 60 north, 46 west. Notifying them.”

Almost as soon as the message finished he picked up another signal. It was from the Kent
 , obviously addressed to the distant Sussex
 :

“Have taken message from Escorial.
 She bears northeast by north from me. Give me her direction.”

He did not hear the Sussex
 reply, but after four or five minutes came the Kent
 again:

“Proceeding with all speed. Notify nearest American cruiser.”

Bill took off his headphones with a sense of elation, and at that moment somebody tried the door of the caboose, and a rough voice demanded:

“What are you doing in there?”
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The caboose had three windows, one port, one starboard, and the other facing the bridge. All, however, were so placed that it was difficult for anybody outside to look in — for which Bill was truly grateful.

He climbed up to the port window opposite the door, fumbled for the fastening screw, and, using all his strength, forced it open. In another second he was on the deck and running lightly towards the aft part of the ship. He knew that the companionway was guarded — he could not afford to take a chance of escaping the vigilant sentinel. To go past the gymnasium must also lead to detection, for men were on duty there. Slipping over the rail, he swung himself to the deck below. It was an eerie experience, hanging suspended there in the mist, and it required all his courage to swing inward and release his hold, for the fog was so dense that he could not see where he was landing.

Would Hale suspect the steward who had brought up the tray? He must risk that too. Making his way to D. deck, he saw Stone for a moment, and, going along to the cabin which had been allotted to him, he hid the bottle and went back to wait developments. They were not long in coming.

Suddenly he heard four short blasts from the steamer’s siren: it was the signal to muster all hands.

“This is where I become a stowaway or something” said Bill.

He fell in with the other stewards on the lower promenade deck, and after half-an-hour’s wait, he saw the towering bulk of Harvey Hale coming along, scrutinising the line, man by man. He stopped before Bill.

“You’re the steward who came to the bridge with tea, ain’t you?”

“Yes, sir,” said Bill.

“What were you doing on the boat deck?”

The very question told Holbrook that the new captain did no more than suspect — if he had known, there would have been no question.

“On the boat deck, sir?” said Bill. “I don’t know what you mean; I had to go to the boat deck to reach the bridge.”

“Did you come back to the promenade straight away?”

“Yes, sir.”

“The man on watch at the foot of the ladder said you didn’t.”

It was the moment for a bold bluff.

“There was no man at the foot of the ladder when I came down, sir,” said Bill.

It was a desperate lie, but it succeeded. Hale turned, with a curse, to his companion.

“That comes of putting a dirty longshoreman on duty!” he swore. “I know he wasn’t there. He wasn’t there when I came down myself!”

“He was cold,” said the other, his voice trembling. It was evident that the “officers” were in terror of their brutal commander.

“Cold!” yelled Hale. “He could freeze for an hour, couldn’t he?”

A few minutes after, the muster was dismissed, and Bill went back to his cabin, a greatly relieved young man. The absence of the wireless operator and his guard had been discovered.

The ship was now moving dead slow, and once everybody on board felt a shiver and ajar, whilst at about eleven o’clock that night she must have touched an iceberg; for a moment the vessel heeled over and Bill thought that the worst had happened. But there was some justification for Harvey Hale’s claim that he was the greatest seaman in the world, for all that happened apparently was the merest graze, and scarcely bent a plate, and an hour later the ship ran out of the fog.

There was ice everywhere — great masses of hummock ice like floating islands; bigger bulks that stood up from the sea like white cathedrals.

By this time Bill guessed, rather than knew, that a vigorous search had been undertaken to find the men he had thrown overboard. Evidently something even more serious had happened, for an order came that the promenade deck was closed to passengers.

The Escorial
 was now going at full speed, and in the grey light of midnight Holbrook saw, through the porthole of the Stones* cabin, that the sea was now comparatively free from ice.

He snatched a few hours’ sleep, and at five o’clock he was in the “H” suite sittingroom. Here was the chief danger: Lambert Stone was a doomed man. Twice in his search for easy wealth had Joshua Laffin been baffled. The murder of his patron had not brought him the money that he had every right to expect would accrue to him. His scheme to gain control of the finances of the Proud Sons of Ragusa had been thwarted by Pawter. To-day, for the first time in his life, there were untold millions in his hands, and the insurance of a rich wife, if this, the most desperate of all his deeds, should fail.

He took along Lord Lowbridge’s coffee, but might have saved himself the trouble, for Benson had forestalled him, and Clive, wrapped in a heavy overcoat, was sitting up in bed when Bill went in.

“Benson tells me that the ship is in the hands of a gang. Is that true, steward?”

“Quite true, sir,” said Bill.

“Good Lord!” An expression of amazement was on Clive’s handsome face. “It doesn’t seem possible. How far are we from New York now?”

“About three thousand miles,” said Bill. “Is there anything you require?”

“No, thank you, steward. Have you had any news of Mr. Holbrook?”

Bill had ready a new explanation for his own absence.

“He must have found a warmer cabin — he complained about the cold.”

“Can’t understand what has happened to him.” Clive ruffled his hair impatiently. “You don’t think he has fallen overboard?”

“That is unlikely, my lord,” said Bill, and got away from the cabin as soon as he could.

Early in the afternoon, the Escorial’s
 engines stopped, and Bill saw that they were taking soundings from the bridge, and apparently these were satisfactory to Hale, for presently the big port anchor dropped with a roar.

And now, when the noise of the engines ceased, the perfect stillness was bewildering. The slightest whisper sounded like the sound of shouting. Holbrook understood for the first time what explorers meant when they talked of the “Arctic hush.”

Ice had again appeared; huge bergs were visible on every side. Two white seals rested on a floe that came slowly past the ship as she lay at anchor, and one of the stewards told him that, a few hours before she stopped, the Escorial
 had passed an enormous iceberg, on which a bear had been seen.

The cold was deadly, and it was accentuated by the wind that blew from the north, that presently brought something like a blizzard, which covered the ship from masts to deck in a coat of powdery snow.

His duty carried him to the purser’s cabin. The stout man was shivering over his little electric radiator, and cursing the day that he had left Southampton.

“Another three days’ steaming and we pretty well clear out our supply of fuel,” he said in a low voice. “Our only chance is to stay anchored. At any rate, there’s enough oil on board to keep the dynamos going for two months.” “At the end of two months what will happen?”

“We shall be frozen in,” said the purser emphatically. “I shouldn’t be surprised if we didn’t get iced up in a month! I don’t know what they’re doing: they’re simply cutting their own throats coming here.”

Bill told him of the supply ship and the message he had sent — news that brought the purser to life.

“It was you, was it? I heard all about it. They lost two men; what happened to them?”

“They committed suicide,” said Bill coolly. “Mr. Jackson, suppose the gang abandons us? Would there be enough oil to get us back to the track of shipping?”

The purser shook his head.

“If there was we couldn’t make it,” he said. “They’ve been all morning examining the engines with the idea of putting the machinery out of order. Oh, they’ve been thorough! By the way, the passengers are rationed for tomorrow — tinned beef and mutton, dried peas and beans — all fresh meat has been taken for Hale’s men.”

The two days which followed were a nightmare to Bill. On the first of those, three passengers in the steerage died of cold and exposure, and on the following day a man in the second class saloon went mad and attacked his fellow travellers. The shadow of tragedy lay on the ship, and, looking up at her huge funnels and towering masts, and visualising the enormous bulk of her, Bill could pinch himself in an effort to wake from the fearful dream. The thing was so fantastical, so utterly impossible. Here was a ship, the largest in the world, stolen more easily than a sneak-thief could take a watch on a racetrack! It was unbelievable.

On the evening of the second day the deck steward came to him in a state of excitement.

“There’s a ship in sight,” he said.

“A warship?” said Bill, his heart leaping.

The man shook his head.

“No, she looks like a tanker to me.”

Bill’s jaw dropped. He knew, before the ungainly craft came slowly within a few cables’ length of the liner, that it was the Thomas Inland
 , and that the supreme hour of danger was at hand.
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From the lower promenade deck he saw the ship come to an anchor, watched the lowering of a boat and the skin-coated crew pull towards the liner. A gangway had been lowered, and presently a man staggered inboard and went clumping up the steps on to the deck, being received by Hale, who took him straight away to the bridge.

The consultation was a long one, and it was nearly nine o’clock before the captain of the Thomas Inland
 went back to his ship, and such passengers whose portholes faced that way saw her get up her anchor and sidle in towards the liner. She was made fast by midnight, and Bill waited to see whether his fears were well-founded. If the tanker passed a pipe aboard to replenish the nearly empty tanks of the Escorial
 , then Laffin’s plan was something different from that which he anticipated. But no attempt was made to oil the ship, and, watching them, Bill saw the forward derricks in action. They were lowering on to the deck of the tanker the boxes which had been taken from the purser’s strongroom. Bill waited only long enough to see this, then went back to Stone.

The American was sitting despondently on a settee, a rug over his legs, his hands thrust into his greatcoat pockets.

“Where is Betty?” asked Bill. It was not the moment for conventionality.

“She’s in her cabin — why?”

“I want her to come with me.”

He knocked on the door and Betty came out.

“Put on your coat,” ordered Bill, and, when she had obeyed, he led her along the alleyway to his own cabin.

He had spent the previous night with an axe and a screwdriver. The brackets which fastened the washstand to the wall had been removed. He pulled at the piece of furniture and dragged it aside, disclosing a small, irregularly shaped aperture, heading apparently into a large linen cupboard, though it was now empty and had not been used that voyage.

“Stay in this cabin until I tell you to come out. I will lock the door on you and bring you food. It is absolutely vital that you should not make your presence known. Should anybody try the door, get into the linen cupboard and pull the washstand to you.”

Before Betty could reply, somebody in the alleyway called Bill by his assumed name. He hurried out, locking the door and putting the key in his pocket.

“Where’s Mr. Stone?” It was the purser. “He is wanted at once on the bridge, and Miss Stone also.”

“I haven’t seen him,” lied Bill. “Maybe he’s down in the saloon or the drawingroom.”

“Go find him,” said the purser impatiently. “That devil up above is raising Cain.”

Bill remained in the library long enough to satisfy the purser, and returned with the message that neither Stone nor his niece could be seen.

“Go up and tell him yourself,” groaned the purser, and without the slightest trepidation Bill interviewed the raging Harvey Hale.

He was dumbfounded to discover that at least one member of the party was a prisoner. Clive Lowbridge sat in the charthouse, a dejected man, his wrists fastened with a pair of ship’s irons.

“Go down and tell that purser of yours that if he doesn’t produce the Stones I’ll cut his heart out of him!” yelled Hale.

He had been drinking heavily, and in spite of his boast that liquor had no effect upon him, his voice was thick and his step unsteady.

“What is this, what is this?” asked a testy voice, and, looking round, Bill saw Laffin entering the charthouse. He still wore his gaudy uniform, and though it was mainly covered by a naval greatcoat he contrived to show the hilt of his sword through a slit in the side of the garment.

“That is not the way, my friend. I will have these matters done in my own way, which is naturally the best way. You are speaking of my wife and her respected relation. Let me send a message to her, a polite message, and an escort befitting her dignity. You understand, Hale?”

“I don’t understand anything,” growled the man, “except that I want those people on this bridge and I’m going to get ’em here!”

Dr. Laffin waved a dignified hand.

“You are no longer in control. I, your Commodore, your Grand Master, the supreme authority of the Twenty-Third Degree….”

Bill saw Hale bend forward, as though in the act of bowing. Then came the quick, bright flash of a knife. Twice the man struck, and with a cough Joshua Laffin, doctor of medicine, fell on to his knees, swayed for a second, and Hale struck for the third time. The old man went down, and did not move again.

Thus passed Joshua Laffin, in his sin and his madness.
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“Throw it overboard,” said Hale curtly.

The shock of the deed had sobered him; his face was the colour of putty.

“Step lively, damn you!”

The man leapt at his word. Bill, standing in the charthouse, heard the click of the sword as it dragged along the deck… there was a loud splash. It was so horribly matter-of-fact a proceeding that Bill could not believe that he had witnessed a murder.

“Now, young fellow, get down and tell the purser to come himself, and to bring with him the Stones, do you hear?”

“I hear,” said Bill steadily.

“You’re the man that was up here the night my two fellows disappeared?” Hale was looking at him with a new interest through his half-closed eyes. “What’s your name?”

“Smithers,” said Bill.

“Well, go down, Mr. Blooming Smithers, and come back with the Stones. I’d like a word with you.”

Holbrook gave a quick glance round; every man of the party was armed. He could have killed Harvey Hale then and there, but there were too many for him. He might shoot down three, he calculated coldly, but the fourth or the fifth would get him.

“Here!” Hale called him back. “I want a wireless operator. Do you understand radio?”

“No, sir?”

“Understand morse, though, don’t you?”

It dawned upon Bill at that moment that in all probability the captain of the Thomas Inland
 had also picked up his message.

“No, sir, I don’t understand morse. Several of the stewards do, though.”

“Humph!” said Hale, and jerked his head.

He was apparently not satisfied to let Bill go alone, for, looking round, the reporter saw that he was closely followed by two of Hale’s subordinates. Despite his apparent coolness, his head was in a whirl. Joshua Laffin was dead! He met the purser at the foot of the companion stairway, and gave his message.

“It’s no use, Holbrook,” said the man in a low voice. “I know where the Stones are. I went into the linen store, looking for a place to hide, and saw them. They wouldn’t last a minute there. They searched that place when you disappeared.”

Bill’s heart sank. He ran along the alleyway, opened the door of his cabin and called the girl and her uncle out.

“I agree with the purser — you’ll be found in the cabin. The only chance we have is on the boat deck,” he said.

As they walked along the corridor he told the news of Joshua Laffin’s murder.

“How horrible!” she said in a low voice. “Yet — yet my first thought—”

He nodded and gripped her arm.

“A couple of Hale’s men are at the companion,” he said. “We shan’t have another opportunity of talking. I want you to follow me wherever I go. Have you the pistol?” She showed him the bag in her hand.

“It is certain to be necessary; I hope it will be effective,” he said grimly.

He led the way along the deck, Stone and the girl following him, and the two gangsters bringing up the rear.

“Go ahead,” he said, when they came to the foot of the ladder that gave to the boat deck.

Stone went first, the girl after, then came Bill, and following him his two custodians. He reached the head of the steps, and, turning suddenly, dashed his boot in the chest of the nearest man. He dropped with a yell, bringing down his companion.

“This way!” shouted Holbrook, and flew across the deck towards the wireless caboose.

The man on duty at the door whipped a revolver from his pocket, but before he could press the trigger Holbrook shot him down. In another instant he was in the cabin, and the new operator did not show fight; he dropped his gun and put up his hands at the moment of their entrance.

“Outside,” said Bill tersely, and kicked him on to the deck.

He dragged Betty into the cover of the cabin, and when Stone had followed, the reporter shut the door and pushed the bolts. With the butt of his pistol he smashed the three glass windows. He had seen that, from the wireless room, and standing on the operator’s table, he could cover both bridges — a fact which one of the gang was to discover, for incautiously coming into view, Bill dropped him with a bullet through his knee, and the yell of the wounded man was excellent propaganda as a deterrent to imitators.

“They’ll try to starve us out, but I don’t think they’ll make any direct attack. Thank God, there’s no night in these regions — I never dreamt I should be thankful for that!”

The operator had left behind him on the table two large naval revolvers, and they made a welcome addition to the armament of the party. He handed one to Stone.

“Take that and cover the left ladder; I’ll look after the right,” said Bill. “Shoot anybody you see — you cannot make a mistake.”

“Can I do anything?” asked Betty quietly. “I’m not afraid — look!” She put out her hand, and to Bill’s amazement it did not tremble.

“For the moment you had better keep out of range. This caboose is made of steel and ought to resist an ordinary rifle bullet. Our danger is from the rear, where we cannot see an attack coming.”

The real danger, he discovered, was from the roof, for presently they heard a patter of feet overhead and the blow of an axe clanging against the iron roof.

“It would require the skill of Mr. Toby Marsh to make an entrance that way,” said Bill coolly.

It was queer that he should think of Toby Marsh at that moment, yet several times that day the man had come to his mind. Was he, with Laffin, the mysterious force which directed the blow of Harvey Hale’s knife? For this was clear, that the big man was acting under orders, and somehow he could not think of Laffin as leader.

The blows on the roof ceased, the footsteps sounded no more; but presently they came again, dragging something heavy. Suddenly the nozzle of a hosepipe was thrust in through the broken window and paid out furiously. Before Bill could gather the pipe and fling it out of the window there was ample time for the cabin to have been flooded, but no water came, and he wondered if there had been a blunder somewhere.

“The pipes are frozen.” It was Stone who supplied the explanation.

“They’ll try smoke next,” said Bill. “I can only pray that they haven’t a Mills bomb on board.”

She shivered at his coldbloodedness.

“You said they had taken Clive? What will they do to him?”

“I don’t know. He is a prisoner in the charthouse,” said Bill. “They will probably use him as either a lever or an ambassador.”

It was a shrewd guess. Some time later, after a long lull, the figure of Clive appeared at the top of the bridge steps. He was still handcuffed; the look of bewilderment which Bill had seen on his face had intensified, so that there was something almost comic in his embarrassment. Bill felt a little pang of pleasure, in spite of the seriousness of the situation, that his rival should appear at such a disadvantage and was instantlv ashamed of his meanness.

“Don’t come down. What do you want?” shouted Bill.

From where he stood he could see not only the bridge, but had a good view beneath the bridge, across to the bow of the anchored Escorial
 , which was swinging idly in the tide.

“I have a message for you,” shouted Clive, with a dismal attempt at cheerfulness. “Don’t plug me — I’m doing my best!”

“Tell the others to keep back,” warned Bill, and watched his lordship descend the ladder with painful slowness.

Presently he stood under the broken window.

“They say that if you’ll surrender, there’ll be no further trouble. Hale has killed the doctor — you know that? Now he talks about going back, turning State’s evidence, and handing the ship over to the New York police authorities.”

“Loud cheers,” said Bill sarcastically. “Do you believe that?”

“I’m blest if I know what to think, Holbrook,” said Clive. “They threatened to hang me at the yardarm or some other beastly place, unless I can induce you to do as they wish! They say you can go back to your cabin and that no further attempt will be made on you. Naturally they’re anxious about their own skins.”

“I’ll not do it!”

Lowbridge looked round fearfully.

“I’d ask you to let me in, only I’m afraid these devils would shoot me. They’ve got me covered. Honestly, I believe Hale is scared sick.”

“In which case he can get up his anchor and steam south,” said Bill. “We can travel just as comfortably in this caboose as we can in the luxury of suite H.” Then, with a gasp: “Who told you who I was?” he demanded.

“They know. Personally, I shouldn’t have recognised you. Gosh! if I ever get out of this I’ll never come to sea again, even if I have to settle down in America! What shall I tell them?” he asked after a pause.

“What I said. If he turns the ship south, we go south too, whether we’re here or in suite H. I don’t trust him, and you’ll be a fool if you do. Why does he threaten to hang you if he’s square?”

“Because apparently he wants your good word. He seems to have an inordinate faith in the power of the press”

Bill’s derisive laughter interrupted him.

“Am I a child?” he said. “I’m sorry if you’re running any risks — I don’t think you are, Lowbridge, because he’ll not put his threat into execution. But you must tell him that I’m staying here till we reach somewhere in the region of 45 degrees north. He has enough oil to strike the track of steamers.”

The disconsolated Clive returned to the bridge.

“What will they do now? You don’t think Clive is in any danger?” asked Stone anxiously.

“If they’re serious about hanging him I may change my mind, but for the moment we stay here.”

The vessel was still swinging. A big iceberg which had been in view through the port window had disappeared, and a newer and smaller berg was slowly coming into sight as the great vessel leisurely circled her anchor. Suddenly Bill, who had been watching the bridge, dropped to the floor, seized a pair of binoculars that he had seen on a shelf, and leapt up to the table again.

Far away on that sector of the horizon which was now in view, were three blurs of smoke, and through the powerful glasses he distinguished them. He did not know the Kent
 from the Sussex
 , but the third vessel with a lattice mast was a United States warship, or he had never seen one!
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“What is it?” asked Stone.

For answer, Bill beckoned him to the table and handed him the glasses.

Somebody else had seen the ship. He heard Hale roar an order, and in a few minutes a rattle and quiver as the anchor of the Escorial
 was dragged from its bed. The telegraphs were clanging, and presently came the purr of the turbines as the Escorial
 went slowly astern.

There were signs of activity also on the Thomas Inland.
 She had not been anchored, but was lashed fast to the side of her big companion. As the vessels drew away from one another, the Thomas Inland
 turned slowly westward, and, with a bubble of foam above her propeller, began to push a bigger distance between herself and the great liner.

A stentorian voice hailed her from the bridge.

“Keep close company, Hackett! I may want to oil.”

Incautiously Hale showed himself for a second at the head of the ladder. Bill fired, saw the man stagger for a moment, and thought he was hit. He turned a face grinning with rage to the caboose, shook his fist and dived suddenly out of sight.

Nearly half-an-hour passed before the Escorial
 got under way. Bill was looking at the warships in an agony of apprehension. They did not seem to be moving, and yet he knew they were nearer than when he had first sighted them.

As the Escorial
 turned, they came into view through the port window, and from the centre ship, which was in fact the Kent
 , a puff of white smoke crawled lazily. With startling distinctness in that silent Arctic sea came the boom of her gun. Something struck the water between the Thomas Inland
 and the Escorial
 , and sent up a great geyser of spray.

“No, they’re not firing at us,” said Bill, in answer to the girl’s whispered question. “They’re ranging, and maybe their idea is to scare Hale into surrender.”

Gathering speed, the Escorial
 pounded on, until ahead of them Bill saw what he thought was land, but which proved to be a mass of hummocky ice, backed by an irregular formation of isolated bergs.

“He’ll not dare drive through that,” thought Bill, and the next minute he saw the Thomas Inland
 , which was leading, turn to port.

They were moving towards the warship; Bill wondered why, but now saw that northward there had appeared an almost impenetrable barrier of ice.

“Wireless cabin ahoy!” It was Hale’s megaphone roar. “Send a message to those warships that if they attempt to board the Escorial
 I will blow up the ship!”

Bill had almost forgotten the function of the cabin, but this reminded him. Leaving the girl in his place, at her urgent request, he began to feel out in the ether for the ships of war, and presently he caught the signals of the American.

“The captain says that if you approach too closely he will blow up the ship.”

“Who is that speaking?” came the answer, and Bill gave particulars about himself and his party. “Is the ship ahead of you the Thomas Inland
 ?” was the next question, and he replied in the affirmative.

“Am signalling tanker that if she does not stop shall destroy her,” said the American.

Bill, before all things, was a patriot.

“For heaven’s sake don’t!” he rapped the message furiously. “She is carrying interest on America’s loan to Europe!”

The captain of the American, excellent patriot as he was, had evidently a soul above money. Again that lazy cloud of smoke from the warship’s side, a droning whine that rose to a shriek, and the bridge of the tanker burst into sudden flame, and, when the smoke had cleared away, the ship was out of control, broadside on, and only Harvey Hale’s supreme seamanship averted a collision.

Bill rattled the transmitter key surely.

“Tanker hit amidships. Bridge carried away. There may be fire on board. She is out of control.”

He received a “thank you” from the three warships almost simultaneously. And now one, which proved to be the Sussex
 , was moving ahead of her companions, smote bellowing from her stacks.

“She’s under forced draught,” said Stone, and dodged just in time.

A bullet ripped through the window and splattered against the iron casing. Bill snatched up his pistol and jumped on to the table, but the sniper was not visible, and had probably taken advantage of Stone’s preoccupation.

Nearer and nearer the warship approached, and, examining her through his glasses, Bill saw that there was no vestige of human life on her decks. She was cleared for action, four long guns swung menacingly towards the liner.

Beneath them the deck of the Escorial
 quivered and trembled. She, too, was working up to her top speed, and the water curved in two high waves from her bows. The ticker was chattering furiously. Bill took up the receiver and listened.

“Is there any danger that captain of the Escorial
 will carry out threat to sink vessel?”

Bill thought for a moment, and tapped “Yes.”

“What fuel has she on board?”

“Very little.”

A long silence, and then the Sussex
 spoke again.

“Will keep you close order. If necessary shall hole Escorial
 forrard,” was the coldblooded suggestion.

“And they’ll enjoy doing it!” groaned Bill.

The Sussex
 was running on a parallel course, edging closer and closer to the liner. Again the Sussex
 became inquisitive.

“May I blow away bridge?”

Bill did not wait for the message to finish before he tapped an emphatic “No.” The bridge was dangerously near to the wireless cabin, and to him there was only one passenger on the Escorial
 , and that was Betty.

“Lord Lowbridge prisoner in charthouse,” he added, glad to find an excuse.

There was a blur of grey on the horizon ahead — fog! Harvey Hale had seen that patch and was racing towards it with his heart in his mouth. They had long since left the Thomas Inland
 astern, and, looking back, he could see she was being boarded.

“Keep her nose to that fog. Maybe it will be twenty miles thick and we’ll dodge these brass-bound—”

Whatever plans he had made were subjected to a slight alteration. He heard Bill’s voice yelling from the radio house.

“The captain of the Sussex
 orders you to take a southerly course. If you enter the fog-bank he will ‘close’ you.”

Harvey Hale looked round at the warship. Despite his own speed, she was keeping level with him, probably going a little faster, but he had to economise fuel. He could not hope to reach the fog before the “closing” occurred, which meant that she would be steaming within a dozen yards of him, and the one danger he feared at that moment was the advent of a boarding party.

Nor was the Sussex
 the only danger; the American war vessel was also running under forced draught and was overhauling him on his starboard side. Sandwiched between those two grey devils of the sea, there was no hope of escape. If the Yankee “closed” there would be ungentle work.

He made another calculation; the fog was five miles ahead, but less distant on his starboard side, for he had unconsciously dipped into a bay, or else the fog had formed whilst he was on the run.

Suddenly the Escorial
 heeled over, and, turning sharp to port, ran across the bows of the American vessel, which was now so near that, to avoid the risk of a collision, her captain had to turn hard to port, incidentally masking, in the most effective manner, both the objective and the guns of the Sussex.
 Before the ship could straighten out, the Escorial
 had gained a mile. The fog had come out to meet them, a thin, tenuous mist, that thickened with every yard they travelled, until the bridge was no longer visible.

“This is where trouble is coming,” said Bill.

It came in an unexpected fashion. He was in the midst of receiving a message from the warships when the instrument went dead.

“They’ve sent a man up the mast to cut the aerial. I wonder they hadn’t thought of it before,” said Bill.

It had been cold before, but now it became intense, and this sudden drop in the thermometer was a serious matter. The fog and the fall in temperature could only mean the proximity of an iceberg of unusual size; and when he heard the engine bell clang he knew that Harvey Hale had also recognised the danger, and was slowing down. What direction they were taking it was impossible to discover.

Nothing was more certain than that the big man would try to double back on his pursuers. He had gauged the depth of the fog, and must know that there was less danger on the northward track than to the south or west, for he had seen the open sea where the fog now was.

For the moment Holbrook was most concerned with the danger to his own little party. Harvey Hale would take full advantage of the fog-bank, and he was not left long in doubt as to this. The crash of a battering-ram on the door told him that the end was very near. The second blow gave the attackers their entry. Bill shot down the first and second men, but before he could fire again, he was borne down by the rush of unsavoury bodies, and fell, struggling, on the floor of the cabin.
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“Don’T hurt the girl!” Harvey’s voice came from the deck outside. “Hurry it, you awkward swabs!”

“Got him, Captain!” gasped somebody, and Bill, bleeding and bruised, was hauled out on to the deck.

One of Hale’s ears was covered with a dressing. Bill’s shot had not gone so wide as he had feared.

“Take him up to the charthouse, where I can see him,” stormed Hale. “You Yankee swine, I’ll teach you to play monkey tricks with me! Up with him!”

Bill was dragged up to the bridge and flung into the empty charthouse.

“Tie his hands,” said Hale. “And, young lady, if you give me any trouble, you’ll be sorry sooner than you expect. You’ll be sorry enough, anyway,” he grinned, and leered into her face. “You’re one of the best pieces I’ve seen for a long time, and old Harvey ain’t so old that he can’t appreciate a pretty wench when he sees one!”

Where was Clive? Almost as if Bill had spoken his thoughts aloud, Hale answered him.

“There’s your pal,” he said, and pointed to the inner room, where the captain had had his quarters.

He dragged open the door and they had a momentary vision of Clive Lowbridge, lying on a bed, trussed from head to foot, and his face distorted with anger. Another second and the door was closed.

“You people are going to be useful to me — all of you,” chuckled Harvey, and, pouring out half a glass of raw whisky, drank it down with gusto. “If you’ve got any idea that them naval men are going to help you, get it out of your nuts! There ain’t anything in heaven or hell that can pull you through this
 trouble, believe me!”

Soon after he swaggered out on the deck to consult the watch, and when he came back he was accompanied by three men, who carried bulging pillowcases, which they emptied on the table. Bill looked in amazement. There were ropes of pearls, diamonds, brooches, magnificent wristlets, and mixed with these, bundle upon bundle of American currency, thick wads of French francs, and a miscellaneous collection of gold.

“I guess we’ve lost the money that was on the Thomas Inland
 ,” he said, “but there’s lashings on this ship to keep us all in luxury.”

He opened the captain’s safe and thrust in the jewellery. The money he stuffed away in one of the pillowslips.

“And I can tell you this,” he said, addressing Bill, “that there is another half a million that we got out of the post, and, what’s more, only three-quarters of the Treasury money went on board the Inland
 . There’s enough left to make this worth while when we scupper you, and leave you for these Navy men to pick up.”

There came at this second a dramatic interruption. An oil-covered man dashed into the cabin, his face streaked blackly.

“What is it, Snell?” asked Hale sharply.

“Captain, the juice has gone”

Hale clapped his hand over the engineer’s mouth and thrust him outside, pulling the door close behind him.

“They’re running short of oil,” said Stone in an exultant whisper. “That means that he’ll be forced to stop!”

Bill shook his head.

“They have I don’t know how many hundreds of tons in the cargo,” he said. “The purser told me yesterday. Me wondered who was shipping heavy oil to the United States, and suggested it was a lunatic. It is only a question of hours before they’ll tap enough to carry them clear of pursuit.”

“But where can they go now?” asked the girl. “Didn’t you tell me that the little ship was intended as a sort of lifeboat for them?”

Bill was silent. This fact had not occurred to him. The capture of the Thomas Inland
 changed the situation, and Hale’s plans must undergo a radical transformation. Me could no longer abandon the ship in the Arctic Sea; he must make some port, and make it under the escort of warships. His alternative was to reach some inhabited coastline and take to the boats in the night, trusting to reach land with his loot. Thinking the matter over, Bill decided this was the course that Hale would take, and that the signal for his leaving the ship would also be the signal for the destruction of the superfluous members of his party.

The fog was thinning, but the vessel still went dead slow. An hour later, they emerged into a sea which to Harvey Hale’s mind, was beautifully free from warships. The Escorial
 was now moving northwest. Hale believed that it was possible that, by circumnavigating the fog-bank, he could shake off his pursuers and lead them along enough to make the Canadian coast. His main plan was to fall in with some small trading vessel, and, on the excuse that he needed assistance, to board the smaller ship, take possession, and leaving the Escorial
 to its fate, make his getaway. That he contemplated without a qualm the destruction of three thousand lives was an incredible fact. The rope had been spun that would hang him; he had no illusions as to the outcome of the adventure if he faced an Old Bailey jury. No excuse he could offer, no proof that he acted under the instructions of others, would rescue him from that quick trap in Pentonville Prison where pirates are hanged, since Execution Dock is no longer a fashionable place for the dispatch of seafaring miscreants.

For the time being he grasped at the straw of deliverance which his luck offered to him. With Stone and the reporter as hostages, he might yet avoid a conflict which could not fail to end unhappily for himself. Wholesale death bulked very small by the side of his own imminent peril.

When Hale returned to his prisoners he was in high spirits, inclined even to take a good-humoured view of Bill’s bad shooting. And, as usual, his elation was expressed in a very favourable view of his own extraordinary qualities.

“There isn’t another man in the world,” he boasted, “who could have slipped that crowd of sleuths. Did you see what I did, Holbrook? Turned ninety degrees across their path? And mind you, even if that skipper hadn’t had the sense to pull up, I’d have got away with it. Yes, sir, you could search the world for Harvey Hale’s opposite number, and you’d have to admit that he doesn’t live!”

He pinched Bill’s neck suggestively.

“That’s a good throat for cutting, young fellow. By God, it’s going to be cut, unless you’re lucky!”

Suddenly he broke into a fit of laughter.

“All you boys and girls ought to be together,” he said mockingly, and, unlocking the door of the captain’s suite, he invited them into the room where Clive Lowbridge lay, inert and helpless.

“Good looking fellow, ain’t he? I’ll tell the world he is! Member of the aristocracy, too!” he gibed. “You can sit here and keep him company, but I’ll cut the throat of anybody who attempts to unlash him! Maybe I won’t be so rough with you” — he was ogling Betty— “because you’re going to be my sweetie!”

He went out through the charthouse, laughing as at a good joke. Harvey Hale had found a new interest in life. Betty crossed to the bed and laid her cool hand on the prisoner’s forehead.

“Are you very badly hurt, Clive?” she asked anxiously.

He shook his head.

“No, I’m uncomfortable, and I doubt if it would be wise to loosen me — yet. Have you a knife, Holbrook?”

Bill shook his head, and exposed his manacled hands.

“He treated me very decently at first, until after he had murdered poor Laffin,” Clive went on. “It was when I protested against that awful crime that he had me tied up and put in here. I suppose he’s shaken off the warships?”

“For the time being,” said Bill, by nature an optimist.

“I don’t think it matters very much whether he has shaken them off or not,” said Clive. “This devil will not think twice about blowing up the ship. He says he will burn it to the water’s edge, and I believe he will.”

Bill was examining his bonds.

“I could loose them for you,” he said.

Clive hesitated.

“I don’t wish you to take any additional risks, but I’d hate to stop you doing it!”

Bill had an unusual knowledge of knots and hitches, and at the end of ten minutes’ work he had left Clive’s bonds to all appearance very much as they were when he had started on them, but with a difference.

“You can practically shake yourself free when you feel like it,” he said.

He left Stone talking to the prisoner, and walked across to where Betty was sitting.

“Are you dreadfully frightened?” he asked in a low voice.

She shook her head.

“No, I’m not very frightened. Billy, I have a plan — I wonder if I could get on to the bridge?”

“Why?” he asked, and then his eyes fell on her bag, which was still in her hand, and Bill uttered an exclamation.

“Didn’t they take it away from you?” he asked.

“No. Will you have it? I don’t think I could possibly use it.”

She opened the bag and put the little Browning into his hand. Bill was still wearing his steward’s uniform, though he had stripped the moustache from his lip at the first opportunity. He thrust the pistol between his shirt and trousers, and covered the hilt with the bottom of his brass-buttoned waistcoat. His own bonds were not easily got rid of. The handcuffs were too small to allow him to slip his hands free, but there was sufficient play to make the Browning a very practical assistant if the worst came to the worst.

“I’m not a bit frightened, only I am surprised at myself,” she went on. “Somehow, this blustering, murdering bully of a man isn’t half as terrifying as the doctor. Billy, I can’t be sorry he’s dead. I know it’s unnatural and unwomanly, but he was the real shadow over my life, and all others seem so insignificant by comparison.”

Turning her head, she saw Clive’s eyes fixed upon hers.

“What are you conspirators discussing?” he asked, and, without waiting to hear her reply: “I hope they haven’t hurt poor old Benson. There’s a good servant lost to somebody. Yet if he knew I was going to be executed by these brutes, he would have no other thought than as to the most suitable costume for the occasion!”

They had run into the fog again; the speed of the ship had been reduced, and through the portholes that looked out on to the bridge, Bill could see the whiteness swirling over the ship’s side.

“Hale won’t like this,” he said. “There’s a chance that he’ll blunder into the warships.”

Apparently the captain was not greatly concerned, for he appeared soon after.

“Come out and see the pretty fog, young lady,” he mocked. “You and me have got to get acquainted!”

He took her arm in his and led her through a doorway. Bill, following her, saw that she went willingly, and remembered that she had expressed a wish to go to the bridge. Looking over his shoulder, Hale saw him.

“I don’t want you!” he bellowed.

“I’m interested in the pretty fog, too,” said Bill coolly. For a moment the man drew back as though he were going to strike him, but evidently Hale detected some humour in his remark, and, without another word, he toot the girl’s arm again and they walked out on to the broad bridge.

“What is that, Captain Hale?” Her voice was surprisingly sweet and gentle. She pointed to one of the brass telegraphs, and he explained its function.

“And that is the compass?”

Bill could only listen, aghast, to the change in her tone. “That is the compass, young lady, by which we’ll get away from the boys in blue.”

“And what is that?” She pointed to a loosely hanging line.

“That’s the siren — we call that a foghorn. And”

Suddenly she thrust him back and, leaping up, caught the line and held on to it. A terrific, thundering shriek of sound broke the stillness.
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With a roar of rage, Hale sprang at her and tried to wrench her loose, but she clung desperately, and the thunder of the siren drowned all sound until he pried her fingers away.

“You little devil!” he hissed, his face white with fear.

Bill’s hand closed on the butt of his pistol. If that raised fist had half descended, Hale would have been a dead man. Instead, he flung her back against the reporter.

“Go inside,” he said, “and pray to your God that they do not find us! If they do, it will be hell for yours!”

“I did it, I did it!” she gasped, as Bill led her back, trembling with excitement, to the inner cabin. “I made up my mind to do it. As soon as I came on to the bridge I saw the rope, and I guessed that it was the foghorn. Oh, Billy, they must have heard us if they’re anywhere near.”


Zoo-oom!


The faint sound of a distant siren came to them, and Bill held his breath.


Zoo-oom!


From another direction, and nearer. The warships were also in the fog.

Hale came stamping in, livid with rage, inarticulate. He could only shake his fist at the calm girl and bubble hideous threats which she could not hear, even less understand. The ship was going full speed again. He was careless of bergs or of any other danger. The big man was forcing the liner through the fog-belt. They passed within a stone’s throw of a huge white cliff of ice, so close that Bill could have tossed a ball amidst its fairylike finials. Faster and faster, hour after hour, whilst the fog held, and the lookout at the bow bellowed warnings: “Ice on the left. Ice on the starboard bow.” The mighty vessel, like a giant snake, slipped and slid amidst cold death. And then again the fog melted to the thinnest of mists and vanished altogether.

“Out of it!” roared Hale exultantly. “Slipped ‘em! Harvey Hale did it!”

To the right of him was fog again. Into that he would penetrate and lie snug. The fog was a horizon away, but easy going for the Escorial.
 He calculated he had left his pursuers ten miles in the rear. They were commanded by naval officers, fearful of injuring their ships and the court-martial that would follow. They would crawl and creep from berg to berg, the quartermasters in the chains swinging their lead continuously. They would not take the risks taken by Harvey Hale, the finest seaman of all the world, who handled a fifty-thousand ton liner with the ease that another man might handle a motorboat, and had sent her at top speed through ice and fog, with her three thousand passengers and hands quivering in dread below.

“Harvey Hale did it!” He roared the words.

He had done something that future generations of seamen would talk about; his great face went purple at the inward contemplation of his achievement.

And then a voice of terror shouted his name, and he looked back. Three war vessels abreast were coming out of the fog, and steaming at full speed!

“We’ve got to run for it,” said Hale. The hand on the telegraph trembled slightly. “Don’t turn her!” he yelled, as the helmsman brought the ship over to port. “Give them our stern, damn you! You saw what they did to the Inland
 — blew her bridge up! Let ’em blow the ship endways. There’s safety there.” He pointed to the fog ahead, but it was thin. He saw that long before he reached the first outliers of mist, and, deep as he could penetrate, he could, looking back, see the smoke of the pursuing warships. To double now was impossible; he must keep straight on. “How’s her head?”

“Due south, Captain,” said the individual at the wheel.

He nodded. If he could only reach the night! This cursed, never-ending daylight, that showed a ship as plainly at midnight as it did at midday! If he could only reach night! But night lay twentyfour hours sailing south of the line he traversed. In half that time he might find a few hours of darkness, and, steaming without lights, evade his enemy, but half a day was twelve hours.

Bill was right when he said that the man had a supply of fuel on board — not enough to carry out his new plan, which was to sail from pole to pole and seek the seclusion of the eternal night in the Antarctic — a bold scheme, worthy of a Harvey Hale. If that old fool Laffin had only thought of that! It would have been so simple. The trade routes of the South Atlantic are few and sparsely used. Clear of a point west of the Cape of Good Hope and he could strike the southern night that would give him three months’ security. That idea was impossible now; he must make for the coast of Canada, and chance finding a ship that would take him and his party to safety.

He looked back again; the ships were now at his heels, and were spreading, this time the Kent
 to his right and the American to his left. They would call his bluff and close him. He sent for the drunken mate who had sailed with him before and who was now his chief assistant.

“Stand by to flood ship,” he said.

“Eh?” The mate frowned. “What do you mean, Harvey, ‘flood ship?’ You’re not going to sink us, are you?”

“Do as I tell you!” snarled Hale. “Is that aerial repaired?”

“Yes.”

“Send a message to the skipper of the Yankee. ‘If you come any nearer I will flood ship.’”

“You can send any message you like,” said the mate gruffly, “but you’re not going to flood this damned ship! I’m not a ringleader in this hold-up, the most I’ll get is five years, and you can bet”

So far he got when Hale struck him down, and, lifting the the dazed figure from the deck, dashed him against the charthouse.

“You swine!” he hissed. “Will you do as I tell you? He raised a fist threateningly.

“All right,” muttered the bruised and bleeding man and slunk away.

Hale looked back at the Kent
 . From her mainmast floated a small Union Jack, an ominous sign. It was her battle-flag, flown only by a British cruiser when she is entering action. She was creeping up to him on his port. He roared down to the radio house.

“Tell them we’ve got that girl Stone in the charthouse!” he shouted.


Bang!


He did not see the splash of the shot, but felt the vessel quiver and yaw involuntarily.


Bang!


The second gun was from the American, who was nearer, and this time the Escorial
 staggered.

“Turn a few points starboard,” cried Hale hoarsely.

The quartermaster spun the wheel, but the ship did not answer.

“Rudder’s gone, sir,” he said.

The Escorial
 was yawing from left to right, and now, taking a definite course, circled to port, as though it were involuntarily trying to emulate the earlier manoeuvre of its captain. The rudder gone! Hale’s jaw dropped. He flung open the door of the charthouse and strode in.

“You people are within three minutes of hell,” he said briefly. “Get down below, all of you boys.”

He bundled them out one by one, and Bill waited.

“You’ll stay here,” said Hale, pointing his grimy finger at the girl. “Here you’ll stay, my beauty. And you too,” he looked down at Clive. “There’s plenty of time yet. We’re going round in a circle and we’ll continue going round in a circle. They’ve shot away our rudder, but they can’t get any nearer. If they think I’m going to ring the engines astern, they’re going to have another guess coming! Get!”

“I’m staying here,” said Bill calmly.

With a scream of anger the man’s fury broke forth. As he leapt, Bill fired once, but the fury of the attack was such that he was thrown off his balance before he could pull the trigger for the second time. In another instant he was on the floor, with the man’s knee on his chest and the huge hands about his throat. He struggled desperately, and might have been killed, had not the girl come to his assistance.

“Clive, Clive!” she screamed.

Clive rose to his feet and pulled at his bonds. As he reached the pistol that had fallen from Bill’s hands, Hale turned and saw him, and, with a squeal of fear, flew out of the room, slamming the door behind him.

Bill, manacled as he was, was the first to follow. A man on the bridge tried to intercept him, but, dodging, he dashed down the ladder to the boat deck as Hale disappeared from view in the opening of the companionway. He caught sight of him leaping into the main entrance of the saloon. A shivering steward saw him and stared aghast.

“Where did he go — the captain?” asked Bill breathlessly.

“Down to D. deck,” said the man.

Before he could frame a question, Bill had jumped to the next landing. He saw Hale dart into the Stones’ suite and followed. The private sittingroom was empty. He tried the door of Stone’s room. It opened and he rushed in. There was nobody there. Betty’s room was locked. He rattled at the door.

“Open, Hale! The game’s up — open!”

There was no reply. Putting his shoulder to the door, he tried to burst it in… then suddenly everything went black….

When he recovered he was laying on the floor. He guessed he was in Betty’s room, because he smelt the perfume that she used, but the portholes were heavily covered with curtains, and the room was in complete darkness. There was another scent, a pungent, familiar odour that he recognised without being able to define. He put his hand to his head; it was wet and sticky, the hair matted. When he tried to move, the pain was excruciating. Somebody had roughly bound his ankles together and the manacles were still on his wrists.

He was not alone. Though he could hear and see nothing in the darkness, instinctively he knew that there was somebody in the room with him. He stretched out his hand and touched a coat. Somebody was lying in a similar plight — worse perhaps, for when he pressed against the shoulder of the man with his hands, he did not move.

The ship was still under way, still, he guessed, moving in circles. And yet, from time to time he could have sworn he heard the boom of distant guns. Perhaps it was only his imagination.

He must have swooned with weakness and pain, but when he again recovered consciousness, his first thought was of the ship. The thud of the turbines came to his ears.

“Still moving,” he said drowsily, and then he heard the door open and looked up.

The intruder had taken the precaution of masking all the portlights of the cabin and Holbrook saw nothing, but he knew, by the current of air that came to his face, that the door had opened.

“Who is it?” he called. “I am Holbrook.”

There was no answer. He heard quiet breathing, and presently a hand touched his arm, travelled up till it came to his shoulder, and then to his face. A thrill of horror turned him cold, and he struggled to throw himself clear, but the hand gripped him. Then he heard a faint click, the sound of a clasp-knife being opened, and shouted, striking at the arm of his unknown assailant with a handcuff. But in the position he was held, his blows had no force and were guarded by the forearm and the elbow of the assassin. He heard the quick intake of breath, and guessing that the knife was raised to strike, utilised all his strength to twist out of the grip.

“Anybody there?”

It was a voice outside.

“Help!” yelled Holbrook.

He heard a queer sound, and the hand dropped away from his throat.

“Be careful, he’s got a knife!” shouted Bill.

“I want you!” It was Bullott’s voice, stem with authority. Bill heard the sound of a scuffle, a thump of a body against the panelling of the cabin and the slam of a door.

“Bullott, Bullott,” he called.

“It’s all right, son, where are you?”

“Here.”

The detective came into the cabin, and, stooping, pulled the half-conscious reporter to his feet.

“There’s somebody else here.”

“I know,” said Bullott’s voice. “At least, I guessed. Here’s a settee — sit down.”

He pulled aside the heavy curtains, letting in the grey light to the cabin, and entered Betty’s stateroom. Bill heard the curtain rings drawn aside, and presently Bullott came out, shutting the door carefully behind him.

“We’re still moving?”

“Yes, we’re steering by the propellers. The warships are standing by, they think we’ve nearly reached the end of our oil, but they’re wrong. Did you send them a radio that we were running short?”

“Yes — where is Miss Stone?”

“She’s all right.” There was something in the tone that sent a shiver down Bill’s spine.

“Where is she?” he asked. “Is she in any harm?”

“She’s in some danger, not very serious.”

“And Stone?”

“They’re together,” was the reassuring reply. “My young friend, you’ve had a narrow escape.”

Bullott was guiding him along the alleyway to his own cabin. Bill’s knees were curiously weak and as he walked he reeled from side to side as though the ship were in a heavy sea. When Bullott got him into the cabin:

“I think I can take those handcuffs off for you. They’re English pattern and I have a key somewhere.”

He was as good as his word, and they were not in the cabin a minute before Bill was free and rubbing his chafed wrists, whilst the detective bathed the wound.

“Hale, then, is still in control of the ship?”

“No, sir,” was the quiet reply. “Harvey Hale controls nothing just now. In fact, he’s dead, just now, and if I had to mention—”

“Dead!” said Bill in amazement.

“He was the man lying dead in the cabin with you; didn’t you know that? I thought you’d have guessed.”

“Then who is in control?”

Inspector Bullott did not reply until he had carefully pinned the bandage he was putting about the reporter’s head.

“Tolerably thick nut, this of yours, my friend,” he said. “You ought to have been dead. If I remember rightly, that is the second wound you have had.”

“Who is in control?” asked Bill again.’

“The man in control of this ship at the moment,” said the detective cheerfully, “is an old friend of yours, one Toby Marsh!”
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Bill twisted his head up with an expression of pain. “Toby Marsh?” he said, not believing his ears.

“That is the gentleman. Very few people are aware of the fact, but it is nevertheless true, that he is the top man in this ship at this identical moment.”

“But how — why?” asked Holbrook, his head swimming. “There are lots of hows, and a considerable number of whys, which I will explain to you a little later.” He looked at Bill sharply. “I wonder if it is safe to take you up on the deck?”

He slipped a long-barrelled pistol from his hip.

“Put that in your pocket, and shoot anybody that doesn’t look too friendly. I guess we’ll risk it!”

“But tell me, Bullott, what you mean by Toby Marsh being in control? Is he on board? Of course he is! That’s a stupid question to ask, but I’m all in a maze. Is he with the gang?”

The detective laughed shortly.

“I should say he was!” he said. “Nobody knows as well as I how much on the inside of that gang Toby Marsh is!”

“Have you seen him?”

“I’ve seen him.”

“Have you spoken to him?”

“Well, no, I haven’t spoken to him,” said Bullott, “but then, you see, there are very good reasons why I shouldn’t. I got into a whole lot of trouble in London through consulting Toby and learnt my lesson.”

Bill was glad of the arm of his friend, for he was still dizzy and felt physically sick. The cold Arctic air revived him. They were alone on the promenade deck — the most daring of the passengers were those who at that moment were not at their prayers.

“I wouldn’t advise you to go on the boat deck,” said Bullott grimly. “In fact, you’ll be wise if you stay near the entrance to the social hall, ready to jump. Somewhere in the bowels of this ship is a fire emergency control,” he went off at a tangent.

Bill was looking aft. He could see no sign of the pursuing warships, and, guessing his thoughts, Bullott explained that they were only visible from the other side of the ship.

“And a long way off, I can tell you, my friend,” he said. “You see, this packet has more stamina than a battleship. They can, by running under forced draught, keep up with us for a time, but the farther we go, the bigger the distance between us.”

“What were you talking about — the fire emergency control?”

“All these big ships are fitted with them. There is less danger from fire in oil-burning ships than in coal-burners, and an easier way of putting a fire under.”

Bill groaned.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I want to know, is Miss Stone safe?”

“Perfectly safe, I think,” said the detective.

“How long can we go on like this?”

“For another three days,” was the surprising reply. “We’ve got that much oil.”

A man came flying along the deck and Bill recognised the acting engineer whom he had seen on the bridge earlier that day. He saw him fly up the ladder to the bridge, and even as he disappeared, the turbines thudded a little more slowly — slower — slower — and finally ceased.

“We’ve stopped,” said Bill.

Bullott looked back in the sea and behaved insanely, for he chuckled and slapped his knee.

“Cross to the other deck,” he said, and led the way through the saloon opening.

Now the warships were visible. They were coming up at top speed, and every minute brought them nearer. The Escorial
 was still under way and would continue under way for a quarter of an hour, such was the rate at which she had been travelling. But they were overtaking her at such a speed that, even as Bill watched, there came across the silent waters the faint clang of their telegraph. In ten minutes the warships were alongside, and up over the rails swarmed more sailors, British and American, than Bill had ever seen before. The first to reach the deck was a bronzed naval officer, revolver in hand.

“Where’s the skipper of this little ship?” he asked.

“Forrard, sir. I am Inspector Bullott, of Scotland Yard.”

“Good! I had your lamp signal.”

He caught Bill’s arm and hurried him after the officer.

“But why did we stop?” whispered the reporter.

“The juice went,” was the laconic reply. “Remember that safety valve I told you about? Well, some guy turned it, and out into the ocean went three days’ supply of excellent heavy oil.”

“Those are your men, sir,” he broke off, as they reached the bridge deck.

The tatterdemalion crowd that officered the ship made no resistance. Bill opened the door of the charthouse and went in. The inner door was locked, but two brawny naval ratings made short work of the barrier. The room was full of smoke — a bluish vapour curled up from a small oriental brazier placed on the floor in the middle of the room….

Bill Holbrook staggered into the cabin to where, tied to a chair, lay Betty, unconscious. Stone lay, face downward, on a settee, and on the bed sprawled the figure of Clive.

“Get them out into the air quick,” said Bullott “I’m a fool — I ought to have known something like this would happen.”

The air in the room was unbreathable; the men choked as they carried the unconscious figures to the bridge. Bullott alone stayed behind to open the closed portholes and, lifting the brazier that burnt in the middle of the room carried it, holding his mouth and nose, to the bathroom and, flinging it into the bath, let the water run upon it. Only then did he fly to safety.

“A close call,” he said, “but if I am not mistaken in the dope, we are in time.”

The girl’s eyelids fluttered, slowly they opened and she stared up into the strange faces of the naval officers who were overlooking her. Bullott walked to where the two men lay side by side, already showing signs of returning consciousness.

“I want that man for murder,” he said, pointing.
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They dragged Clive Lowbridge to his feet, dazed and drunken with the drug. An ice-wet sponge applied to his face brought him at once to consciousness.

“Your name is Clive George Lowbridge; you are the ninth Baron Lowbridge. I am taking you into custody on the charge of wilfully murdering your cousin, Cyril Francis Lowbridge, by administering poison.”

“I think you’ll have some difficulty in proving that,” said Lowbridge, pale as death.

“Not so much as you would imagine. Sergeant Fanaby!”

A man came forward and, seeing him, the face of Clive Lowbridge became distorted with rage. It was Benson!

“You have been under suspicion since the death of your cousin, and under observation ever since you took this officer into your service,” said Inspector Bullott. “He has all the information necessary to convict you, and I need hardly tell you that I am not relying only on that charge.”

Heavily ironed, Lowbridge was carried from the deck and transferred immediately to the British cruiser.

“We have twelve hours to wait before the Thomas Inland
 comes up to us, and we can take in enough oil to reach New York,” said Bullott, “and in the meantime, when it does arrive, the gentleman who spilt our own supply into the sea, and incidentally brought this ship to a halt, will not be found amongst the greasers.”

“You told me Toby Marsh was on board and in control of the ship?”

Bullott nodded.

“The man who knows where to find that safety valve, that could empty the oil tanks in ten minutes, may be said to be in control of any ship! He was so much in control that he stopped her!”

“The whole credit for this discovery will naturally come to me. It should go to Toby Marsh,” said Bullott, when they met that night in Stone’s chilly cabin, for although they had sufficient oil to run the dynamos, there was not yet enough to give them heat. “It is perfectly true that Toby Marsh quarrelled with the doctor, over a fake burglary which the old man fixed, and which resulted in Toby being sent down to hard labour. And Toby, being naturally of a secretive and somewhat romantic disposition, has given up his spare time all these years to the discovery of the doctor’s character. He knew he was a crook; he was anxious to know how much of a crook he was.

“Clive Lowbridge was brought up by the doctor, and taught by him to worship money. Do you remember some copybook maxims that we discovered wrapped round the clasp of Isis? Those had been torn haphazard from an exercise book in which Clive had written, from the dictation of his tutor, these sentiments, which, at any rate, actuated Dr. Laffin in his dealings with the world. There was no chance of Lowbridge succeeding to the title, until the doctor suggested the removal of the two men who stood in his way. They believed then that the late Lord Lowbridge was a very rich man; he had been left a million, but unfortunately he was something of a gambler. The doctor should have known this, for he had seen him at play, had watched him squander money at Monte Carlo, and thoroughly knew his weakness. Probably Laffin thought that he had so much money that there would still be enough left after his death. As you know, the death of Lord Lowbridge revealed the truth, which was that he was on the verge of bankruptcy when death removed him.

“Then there was opened by accident a new prospect for the doctor. He was crossing Dartmoor one night, when he was held up by two of the Priors of the Sons of Ragusa, of whose existence he had never heard, though he was something of a mystic himself and dabbled in the occult. The news the Priors gave him was that their Head was ill, and he accompanied them to the Priory, where he found Mr. Leiff Stone, suffering from an attack of angina pectoris. In his delirium, or in a moment of confidence, poor Mr. Stone told him of a repeated vision he had had, that he had seen in a shop window a woman in a green dress with red hair, sitting before a desk on which was a green jade vase and one red rose. He must have then told Laffin that it had been revealed to him that this strange individual had a message for him. Laffin seized upon the idea and in this way worked round to make the greatest profit possible that came from his knowledge. The clasp of Isis, by-the-way, was given to him by Mr. Stone in payment of his services.

“His first step was, through the Prior, to gain a high office in the Twenty-Third Degree; and here it seems that he had already formed in the rough the plan which if had carried out on the Escorial
 , namely, to seize a ship on its voyage. At any rate, he began to fill the Twenty-Third Degree with the scum of the seaport towns.

“Remember this, that he had for Lowbridge a genuine affection. He told him everything, and Lowbridge knew, not only about his adventures at the Priory and the dream of Leiff Stone, but knew also that Laffin intended utilising the Twenty-Third Degree for his purpose Miss Carew — or as we know her, Miss Stone — was, with the approval of Lowbridge, chosen to act the part of the Messenger, Laffin’s object being to obtain possession of the book which held all the secrets of the Order, the particulars of initiation services, passwords, but, more especially, the method by which the half-annual argosies were distributed. That he succeeded, we know. That night, after the book was in Laffin’s possession, Mr. Stone was killed.”

Bill’s hand tightened on the girl’s, but she did not flinch.

“The method I do not know. We shall probably discover that aconitine was the agent employed. Now there was one man in whom the Grand Prior reposed implicit confidence — that was Brother John Flanagan, and he was evidently worried over his friend’s delusion about the woman in the green dress, for when he learnt from the Grand Prior that the messenger had been seen and the message received, he came to London to pursue his investigations. Lowbridge shadowed him, and shot him down in the street, because he thought that Miss Stone had told him much more than she really had. After the Grand Prior’s death, Lowbridge took his place.”

“Not Laffin?” interrupted the astounded Holbrook.

Bullott shook his head.

“No, sir, the new Grand Prior was Lowbridge. The rest of that story you know. The unsuccessful attempt of these scoundrels to induce Mr. Pawter to make a fake draw was nearly followed by Clive Lowbridge’s arrest. He escaped, however, with Laffin, his assistant, and was dropped by Laffin at Taunton.

“Toby Marsh had followed Laffin to Bath, whence he took a car to Devonshire and missed him. He was out in morning early, watching the Bath-Bristol road, when tie saw the doctor’s car approaching, and with his customary impertinence, held it up. The doctor was furious; he would have made Harvey Hale, who was driving the machine, give our burglar friend a very unpleasant time, but Toby was well armed, and at last prevailed upon the doctor to let him travel with him to Bath, as he had something important to say.

“Toby suspected Lowbridge. The discovery that Lowbridge was not in the car was something of a shock to him. His object in travelling at all was to trap the doctor into an admission that Lowbridge had just left him, and in this he succeeded, for, like most super-clever men, Laffin was childlike in some respects.

“Toby already knew a great deal, having installed a microphone in Laffin’s private room, and gradually there came into his possession an almost complete story of what was going to happen on the steamship Escorial
 . But he wasn’t satisfied that he was right, and in his furtive way he decided upon securing a job in the engine-room of the ship. He told me about this later — in fact, a few days before I sailed he revealed as much of the story as he thought it was wise for me to know.

“The point I would make is this, that the leader of the gang, the prime mover, the brain behind every new development, was Clive Lowbridge. He had doomed Laffin from the moment he learnt that the doctor had married his ward, and the fact that it was a mere act of precaution on the part of Laffin made no difference. It was humanly impossible that that vain, half-mad old man should ever come through this voyage alive.

“Scotland Yard suspected Lowbridge, and at a very early stage had put one of their most capable officers in his service. The man called Benson, is, as you know, a detective, who will probably be promoted for the part he has played, before he reaches England.

“After the book was secured, it became again necessary to remove Miss Stone. She had remembered her journey to Devonshire and the transference of the book to her, and that was fatal to their schemes. The mere possibility that she would tell the story to the detective filled them with apprehension, and they determined to remove her without delay. She called at Lowbridge’s flat for tea. Lowbridge distracted her attention and put a very quickly acting dope into the cup and was observed by Benson, who changed the cups when his back was turned, with the result that it was Lowbridge who found himself under the influence of the drug.

“I forget the circumstances now,” said Bullott, “but I am under the impression that he sent Benson out to get some newspapers, believing that the action of the drug was so quick that the girl would be unconscious and smuggled away into his room before the servant returned, when he would find a further excuse for keeping him out of the way for the rest of the evening.

“The greatest shock that Lowbridge had was to learn that a warrant had been issued for Laffin’s arrest on a charge of murdering his uncle. Then, indeed, he knew that the game was nearly up, and that unless he silenced the doctor he could not escape arrest and the scaffold. Mr. Stone offered him the opportunity of going to America on the Escorial
 . I need hardly say that he would have been on the Escorial
 in any circumstances, for the gang had decided, after the narrow squeak which they had at the hands of Tinker Lane, that no time should be lost. They were, however, in some doubt as to when the British Treasury would ship the interest on the American debt, and this they learnt through La Florette, the dancer. Had it not been shipped by the Escorial
 you may be certain they would have found some reason for postponing, not only their own departure, but the departure of Mr. and Miss Stone.

“I saw my chief at Scotland Yard, put as many facts before him as I knew, and received permission to sail on this ship, although he thought that in all probability a very credulous and inexperienced police officer had heard and believed a fairy story.

“I don’t think there is very much more to be told. Toby Marsh was on the ship. I saw him the first day, I spent forty-eight hot hours in his company, and when he Twenty-Third Degree showed their hand, he was a tower of strength not only to me but to the law. Toby rigged up a signal lamp aft, which kept us in touch with the warship after the wireless was in the hands of Lowbridge and his men.”

“Who killed Hale?”

“Lowbridge. When Hale saw that the man he had doublecrossed was free, he ran for his life. The taking prisoner of Lowbridge was camouflage to protect him if things went wrong. It was an excuse for his being on the bridge to direct operations at a critical moment, without appearing to be a member of the gang. But Hale, who was in fear of him, took advantage of his helplessness to secure him still further. The prisoner waited only long enough to give Hale a chance of settling with our young friend, then he chased both down to the cabin. It was he who struck down Holbrook. Afterwards, he decided that Holbrook alive was a danger and came down to finish him. His plan throughout had been in the event of failure, to end life pleasantly. The poison pastilles which were burning in the captain’s cabin when we broke in, would ordinarily have killed everybody in the room in a few minutes — Lowbridge’s luck was out to the last!”

*

Eight days later, escorted by a fleet of small craft, the much-travelled U.S.S. Escorial
 came slowly into New York Harbour, and Betty Stone stood, a little overwhelmed by the most wonderful skyline in the world.

Bullott had gone back to England on the Kent
 , and with him his chief witness, Toby Marsh. Bill had sworn many solemn oaths that he would follow by the first available mail steamer.

“So this is America, Billy?” she said with a half-smile.

“It is New York,” said Bill, “which isn’t exactly the same thing, though there are many who share your illusion. It is of it, but not it!”

His arm was in hers as they leaned on the rail. Mr. Stone looked over his glasses at them for a moment and returned to a study of the early editions which had come out on the pilot boat.

“You must show me the sights, Billy, before we go up to Mr. Stone’s camp, and you must coach me in other things. What is the chief advantage of being an American citizen?”

“There are so many I can’t think of them,” said Bill, “but the first that occurs to me is the facility for rapid marriage. And if you’ll let me explain that system to you thoroughly, I’ll surely be the proudest son that the ships of Ragusa ever sent forth in search of treasure!”


The End
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“Well, you’ve got him! What do you think of him?”

Augustus Javot’s thin lips were twisted in a cynical smile as he surveyed the scene. The small drawingroom was in confusion, the furniture had been pushed against the wall in order to give the dancers a little more room. One electric wall bracket had been twisted out of shape by a drunken hand, and a great bowl of white lilac had been smashed and now lay upon the floor in a confusion of broken china and wilted blooms. At one end of the room a mechanical piano tinkled metallically and half a dozen couples swayed through the motion of a two-step with unsteady feet amidst a babble of raucous laughter and half-hysterical giggles.

The handsome girl who stood by Javot’s side let her eyes wander about the apartment till they rested upon a flushed youth who was at that moment endeavouring to stand on his hands against the wall, encouraged thereto by the ear-piercing catcalls of one who was scarcely less sober than the amateur acrobat. Alma Trebizond raised her eyebrows never so slightly and turned to meet Javot’s gaze.

“Beggars can’t be choosers,” she said complacently “He isn’t very impressive, but he is a baronet of the United Kingdom and has a rent-roll of forty thousand a year.”

“And the Tynewood diamond collar,” murmured Javot. “It will be a new thing to see you with a hundred thousand pounds of diamonds round your pretty neck, my dear.”

The girl fetched a long sigh, the sigh of one who has dared much and has succeeded beyond her wildest hopes.

“It has turned out better than I expected,” she said, and then: “I have sent an announcement to the papers.”

Javot looked at her sharply. He was a thin, hardfaced man, slightly bald, and there was a hawklike look in his cold eyes as he surveyed her unsmilingly “You’ve sent to the papers?” he said slowly “I think you’re a bit of a fool, Alma!”

“Why?” she asked defiantly “I’ve nothing to be ashamed of — I’m as good as he is! Besides, it’s not unusual for an actress of my ability to marry into the peerage.” “It’s not exactly the peerage,” corrected Javot, “but that’s beside the point. He’s particularly asked you to keep the marriage secret.” V “Why should I?” she demanded. A little smile twinkled in his eyes. “There are many reasons,” he said significantly “and I could give you one if it were necessary You’re not going to send the announcement to the papers, Alma.” “I’ve already done it,” she replied sullenly He made a little impatient noise. “You’re starting badly” he said. “Sir James Tynewood was not drunk when he asked you to keep the marriage a secret for twelve months. He was particularly sober, Alma, and he had a reason, you may be sure.”

With an impatient shrug she turned from him and walked across to the balancing youth who was now on his feet holding in a shaky hand a champagne glass which his companion was endeavouring to fill, with disastrous results to Alma’s drawingroom carpet.

“I want you, Jimmie,” she said, and linked her arm in the young man’s.

He turned a flushed smiling face towards her.

“Wait a minute, darling,” he said thickly “I’m just going to have another glass with dear old Mark.”

“You’re coming along with me for a moment,” she insisted, and with a chuckle he dropped the glass to the floor, shivering it into a hundred pieces.

“I’m married now eh?” he chuckled. “Got to obey the wife!”

She led him back to where Javot stood.

“Jimmie,” she said suddenly, “I’ve sent the announcement of our wedding to the papers.”

He stared at her in drunken amazement and a frown gathered on his forehead.

“Say that again,” he repeated. “I’ve sent the announcement that Alma Trebizond, the eminent actress, has married Sir James Tynewood, of Tynewood Chase,” she said coolly “I’m not going to have any secrecy about this business, Jimmie. You’re not ashamed of me?”

He had drawn his arm from hers and stood, the frown still upon his face, his hand rumpling his hair in an effort of thought.

“I told you not to,” he said with sudden violence. “Damn it, didn’t I tell you not to, Alma?” And then suddenly his mood changed, and flinging back his head he roared with laughter.

“Well, that’s the best thing I’ve heard,” he gasped, wiping the tears of merriment from his eyes. “Come and have a drink, Javot.”

But Augustus Javot shook his head. “No, thank you, Sir James,” he replied. “If you will take my advice—”

“Pshaw!” scorned the other. “I take nobody’s advice in these days. I’ve taken Alma and that’s all that matters, isn’t it, darling?”

Javot watched him as he went across the room and shook his head. “I wonder what his relations are going to say?” he asked softly.

The girl turned on him. “Does it matter what his relations say?” she demanded. “Besides, he has no relations except a younger brother who’s in America, and he’s only a half-brother, anyway What makes you so gloomy tonight, Javot?” she said irritably “You’re getting on my nerves.”

Javot said nothing, but perched on the head of the sofa he watched the girl as she joined her husband and permitted himself to wonder what would be the end of the adventure.

The merriment was at its height when a diversion came. Alma’s flat was in a fashionable block overlooking the park and the appearance of a servant in the doorway meant nothing more to Javot than that one of the tenants of the flats beneath had sent up complaints about the noise. It was the usual interruption to the gatherings which met in Alma’s flat. This time, however, the servant’s message was important, for Alma signalled the company to silence, and the voice of Sir James was heard inquiring: “For me?”

“Yes, sir,” said the servant. “She wants to see you.”

“Who is it?” asked Alma.

“A young woman, my lady,” said the servant, who was training herself to address Alma in this unfamiliar style.

Alma laughed. “Another of your conquests, Jimmie?” she said, and James Tynewood grinned sheepishly for vanity was not the least of his vices.

“Bring her in,” he said loudly; but the servant hesitated.

“Bring her in,” roared Tynewood, and the woman disappeared.

Presently she came back, followed by a girl, and at the sight of her Javot’s eyes lightened.

“That’s a pretty girl,” he thought, and pretty indeed she was. She looked round from one to the other of the company and she was obviously far from comfortable in those surroundings.

“Sir James Tynewood?” she asked in a soft voice.

“I’m Sir James Tynewood.”

“I have a letter for you.”

“For me?” repeated the other slowly “Who the dickens have you come from?”

“From Vance & Vance,” said the girl, and the face of Sir James Tynewood twitched.

“Oh you have, have you?” he said huskily Javot thought he detected a note of apprehension in the tone.

“I don’t know why Mr Vance wants to bother me at this hour.”

He took the letter from the girl reluctantly and turned it over and over in his hand.

“Open it, Jimmie,” said Alma impatiently “You can’t keep the girl waiting.”

A thin youth with a mop of red hair lurched forward, and before the messenger could divine his intention he had clipped her round the waist.

“She’s the partner I’ve been waiting for,” he said hilariously. “Start up the old piano, Billy!”

The girl struggled to escape but found herself pushed and swayed to the tune that was hammered forth from the piano-player and saw nothing in the vacuous faces about her but grinning approval.

“Let me go!” she cried. “Please let me go. You ought not to—”

“Dance, old darling, dance!” hiccoughed the youth, and then suddenly he felt a hand upon his wrist.

“Let that lady go, please, Molton.” It was Augustus Javot.

“You mind your own damn business,” said the angry young man, but with a smile Javot gently disengaged the girl.

“I’m sorry” he murmured, and took no further notice of her captor.

James Tynewood was opening the letter and Javot was too intent upon watching his face to interest himself in the muttered threats at his elbow. He saw Tynewood blink drunkenly at the letter and read word by word the brief communication, and then suddenly the colour left the face of the baronet and his lower lip trembled.

“What is the matter?” asked Alma sharply; for she too had observed the signs.

Slowly the young man crushed the letter in his hands and a look of malignity came to his face.

“Curse him, he has come back!” he said thickly.

“Who has come back?”

He did not reply for a moment and then: “The man I hate of all men in the world!” he said, thrusting the letter into his pocket.

He turned his eyes upon the girl.

“Is there any message?” she asked timidly She was still white and shaking.

“You can tell Vance that he can go to hell,” said Sir James Tynewood. “Give me some brandy somebody!”
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Marjorie Stedman, confidential stenographer to the firm of Vance & Vance, left Park Buildings, happy to find herself again in the cool air of a spring evening. So that was Sir James Tynewood! Hitherto he had been a name written upon one of the black deed boxes in her employer’s office. Sir James Tynewood! The bearer of an ancient and honoured name, a name which to her mind recalled the chivalry of ancient days — and he was a drunkard, a sot, a vulgarian who consorted with that kind of company! She shivered at the recollection.

She reached the office in Bloomsbury after all the clerks had left. Mr Vance, grey-haired, was waiting for her in his own office and he looked at her curiously as she entered.

“Well, Miss Stedman, did you deliver my letter?” he asked.

“Yes, Mr Vance,” she said.

“To Sir James Tynewood?”

She nodded. The lawyer was eyeing her more keenly.

“What is the matter with you? You look a little pale. Have you had an accident?”

She shook her head. “I had rather an uncomfortable experience,” she said, and related what had happened.

The lawyer bit his lip in annoyance. “I am sorry I did not think you would be subjected to that kind of treatment or I would have gone myself,” he said. “You quite understand, Miss Stedman, that I could not send one of the clerks.”

“I know the message was confidential,” she acknowledged. She did not tell him that she had wondered why a clerk had not taken that letter, and as if reading her thoughts the lawyer said:

“One day you will know why I asked you to go to see — Sir James Tynewood,” he said. “I am very much obliged to you indeed. I suppose Sir James gave you no answer?”

She hesitated. “He gave me one which I shouldn’t care to repeat, for it was somewhat uncomplimentary to you, Mr Vance,” she said with a smile.

The lawyer nodded. “It is a bad business,” he said after a pause.. “You’re sure Sir James said nothing else?”

“Not to me,” replied the girl. “He said—” she hesitated again. “A lady asked him what the message was about and he replied that the man he hated had come back.”

“The man he hated!” repeated the lawyer with a sad little smile. Then with a shrug of his shoulders he rose. “It’s a bad business,” he repeated as he reached for his coat from the hook on the wall, and then as though changing the subject— “so we’re losing you at the end of the week, Miss Stedman?”

“Yes, Mr Vance, I’m sorry to go. I’ve been very happy here.”

“From a selfish point of view I’m sorry too,” said the lawyer, struggling into his coat, “but for your sake I am very pleased. Has your uncle found that gold reef he was looking for?”

The girl smiled. “No, but he has made a lot of money in South Africa, and he’s been awfully good to mother and myself. You did not know Uncle Solomon, did you?”

“I met him once twenty years ago,” said the lawyer. “Your father brought him to the office one day and he struck me as being rather a character.”

He walked to the door and stood as though waiting for her to pass out.

“You’ve no more work to do?” he said in surprise, as she showed no intention of following him.

The girl smiled. “I have the statement of claim for James Vesson to type before I go,” she said, and Mr Vance uttered an exclamation of impatience.

“What a fool I am! Why of course,” he said. “I ought not to have sent you out. But won’t it do in the morning, Miss Stedman?” he asked halfheartedly for he knew that the statement had to be filed early.

She shook her head laughingly. “I really don’t mind staying a little late, Mr Vance,” she replied. “I have nothing to do tonight, and the statement will only take me two hours, and I would much rather do it tonight than come up early in the morning.”

“Very well,” said Mr Vance. “Good night, Miss Stedman. I have only just time to catch my train to Brighton. I will ring you up in the morning and you can tell me if there is any news of importance.”

Left alone, she passed into the little room leading out of the lawyer’s office, and in a few minutes her typewriter was clattering rapidly as she made an attempt to overtake her arrears of work. She had reached the fourth folio of a long, dry and monotonous statement of claim, when she thought she heard a knock at the door of the outer office and paused, listening. The knock was repeated and she rose, wondering what belated client had appeared at this late hour of the evening. She opened the door, expecting to find a telegraph boy but to her surprise the figure of a man confronted her.

He was a tall man, dressed in a shabby grey flannel suit, and she noted in that odd, inconsequential way which people have when taking their first impression of a stranger, that he wore no collar or tie. A soft white shirt, open at the neck, a battered grey Stetson hat on the back of his head, completed the mental picture. His lean, goodlooking face was tanned to a dull mahogany and a pair of grey watchful eyes surveyed her.

“Is Mr Vance in?” he asked curtly; though she noticed he took off his hat when he spoke to her.

“No, Mr Vance has been gone ten minutes,” said the girl.

The stranger licked his lips. “Do you know where I can find him?” he asked.

She shook her head. “Ordinarily I could tell you,” she said with a smile, “though it isn’t customary to give Mr Vance’s private address to visitors. But tonight he has gone to Brighton to stay with a friend over the weekend, and he did not leave his address.” She hesitated. “Perhaps you would like to give me your name?” she asked and he hesitated.

“Are you likely to get into communication with him?”

She nodded. “He will call me on the ‘phone tomorrow morning to discover if there is anything which requires his attention,” she said. “I could give him your name then.”

He still stood in the passage and realizing that this man, in spite of his unprepossessing attire, might be some client of importance, she pulled the door wider open.

“Won’t you come and sit down for a moment?” she said. “Perhaps you would like to write a message to Mr Vance?”

He came slowly into the room and stood for a moment looking at the chair she had drawn forward for him.

“No, I won’t write anything,” he said after a pause. “But when he calls up tomorrow will you tell him that Mr Smith has arrived from Pretoria?”

He spoke deliberately and emphatically “You will remember — Mr Smith from Pretoria. And tell him I want him to get into communication with me at once.”

“Mr Smith from Pretoria,” she repeated, scribbling down the name on a scrap of paper, and wondering how important this Pretoria Smith might be. She had a vague feeling that, although he was looking at her steadily he was not seeing her. A little frown upon his forehead spoke eloquently of his preoccupation, and she had the sensation of being looked through, rather than being looked at.

He stared down at the desk again.

“I will write a message,” he said. “Can you give me pen and paper?”

“There is pen and paper on the table,” she laughed in spite of herself, and a dull-red flush came into the tanned face.

“I am very sorry” he stammered apologetically, “but I am not seeing things today”

“I had that impression too,” said the girl, and a faint smile showed at the corner of the man’s mouth. She went to the farther end of the room for fear he thought she might be overlooking him as he wrote; but he seemed to find some difficulty in framing the words he had to put upon the paper. He sat for fully five minutes, nibbling the end of his pen.

“No, I won’t write,” he said, and put the pen down as he got up to his feet. “Just tell Mr Vance that Mr Smith of Pretoria called. I think that will be sufficient. He knows where to find me.”

There was a footstep in the corridor outside, the handle of the door turned and it opened. The newcomer was evidently in too much hurry to knock.

“Where’s Vance?” he asked as he came in. It was Sir James Tynewood, a little dishevelled and red of face..

“Mr Vance has gone,” said the girl, but Sir James made no reply He was staring at the shabby man from Pretoria.

“My God!” he said in a quaking voice. “You — Jot!”

They stood looking at each other, the half-drunken young baronet and the man from Pretoria, and the latter’s face was fixed in an inscrutable mask. The silence which followed was painful for the girl. She sensed a tragedy here, and her quick intuitions placed her in a moment upon the side of the South African visitor.

“Do you know Sir James Tynewood?” she faltered.

Slowly the head of Pretoria Smith turned towards her, and he showed his white teeth in a mirthless smile.

“I know Sir James Tynewood very well,” he said, and then addressing the other, he said sternly: “You will meet me tomorrow evening at the Chase, Sir James Tynewood.”

The young man stood shaking in every limb, his face a sickly white, his head bent. “I will see you tomorrow,” he mumbled huskily and staggered from the room.
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“I am sure something has upset you, dear. You’ve never been so snappy with me before,” complained Mrs Stedman. Her whole attitude toward life was one of complaint, and the girl was inured to this form of persecution.

They sat at breakfast in a tiny Brixton flat, and Mrs Stedman, who, in spite of her frequent predictions of an early demise, had managed to eat a very hearty breakfast, was sitting watching her daughter over her glasses with a disapproving frown.

“There is nothing the matter with me, mother,” said Marjorie Stedman quietly “I had rather an upsetting day at the office yesterday. Something extraordinary happened.”

“And you won’t tell your own mother what it is!” repeated Mrs Stedman for the third time.

“Don’t you understand, mother,” said the girl patiently, “that the business of my employer is, or should be, sacred, and that I cannot talk about it?”

“Not even to your own mother?” murmured Mrs Stedman, shaking her head. “Marjorie, I have always given you the greatest confidence, and I have repeatedly asked you to come to me with all your troubles.”

“Well, this isn’t one of my troubles really” smiled the girl. “It is somebody else’s trouble which does not concern me and should not concern you, mother dear.”

Mrs Stedman sighed heavily. “I shall be very glad when you’re away from that wretched office,” she said. “It is not good for a young girl to be mixed up in crimes and divorces and all those terrible things one reads about in the Sunday papers.”

Marjorie rested her hand on her mother’s shoulder as she walked past her.

“Mother dear, I’ve told you often that Mr Vance has nothing to do with crime,” she said. “We haven’t had a criminal in our office for a hundred years.”

“Don’t say ‘our office,’ my dear,” wailed Mrs Stedman. “It sounds so low! And please, when we get into the country amongst people of our own class, never talk about your business. If people knew that you were connected with trade—”

“Oh, mother, what nonsense you talk!” said the girl, losing patience at last, ‘just because Uncle Solomon is sending us enough money to live comfortably in the country you don’t suppose we’re going to put on airs or meet people who will be shocked by my being a typist in a lawyer’s office?”

“Confidential secretary,” corrected Mrs Stedman firmly. “I insist upon your being a confidential secretary. I cannot allow you to call yourself a typist, my dear. I’ve told all my friends that you’re studying for the Bar.”

The girl groaned. “Oh Heavens!” she said.

“It isn’t what we shall be next month,” Mrs Stedman went on with satisfaction. “In a year’s time, when your uncle gets rich, we are going to take the beautiful house in which I was born, my dear — the country estate of the Stedmans.”

The country estate of the Stedmans consisted of three and a half acres of excellent paddock and garden, and Marjorie had once made a pilgrimage to Tynewood — Tynewood! Why that must be Sir James Tynewood’s estate. She wondered if it was so, and resolved to ask Mr Vance at the earliest opportunity.

On her way to town that morning she went over the events of the previous night. What hold had this stranger from the South over Sir James Tynewood, she wondered? She would never forget the white face of the baronet when he had caught sight of the man in shabby grey. There was terror in one face and condemnation in the other. Was it blackmail? Was it the knowledge of some indiscretion of Sir James which gave this strange man power over the other? She found it hard to accept this view. There was something in Pretoria Smith’s face which precluded the possibility of such an explanation. If ever honesty and steadfast purpose shone in a man’s eyes, they showed in Pretoria Smith’s.

She reached the office half an hour earlier than was usual. She did not wish to miss Mr Vance’s telephone call, which came to her at eleven o’clock.

“Is everything all right, Miss Stedman?” he asked, and then she told him of the visitor.

“Smith?” said his voice sharply. “From Pretoria? I didn’t expect him for a week. I am coming up to town straight away.”

“He left no address,” said the girl.

“I know where to find him,” said Mr Vance. “Did he say anything?”

“Nothing at all,” said the girl, “beyond what I have told you. Sir James came whilst he was here.” She heard his exclamation.

“They met in the office? What happened?” asked the lawyer’s voice anxiously.

“Nothing happened except that Sir James looked awfully worried and ill and went out immediately.”

There was a long pause, and she thought he had hung up the telephone receiver.

Presently he said: “I am coming up by the eleven-forty-five. I shall be at the office just before one. Get your lunch early. Have you seen the newspapers?” he asked.

“No,” she said in surprise. It was an unusual inquiry from him. “What has happened?”

“Nothing, except that Sir James Tynewood is married to Alma Trebizond, the actress,” said the lawyer grimly “There is going to be some bad trouble in the Tynewood family”

Surprise was to follow surprise for the girl that day In the course of the morning came another stranger to the office — a stout, cheerful man, evidently of Hebraic origin. It was the practice of the firm to refer new business to the managing clerk; but he also was on a holiday and the visitor was shown into the girl.

“I understand you’re Mr Vance’s confidential secretary?” he said. “Is it possible to see Mr Vance today?”

She shook her head. “Mr Vance is coming to town on very important business, but I do not think that he wants to attend to any other,” she said. “Is there anything I can do for you?”

The man put his silk hat carefully on the table and took out a large pocketbook and extracted a document.

“Well, miss, there’s no secret about this,” he said. “I’ve got to see Mr Vance some time before Monday and if I can’t see him I’d like you to tell him that Mr Hawkes, of Hawkes & Ferguson, financiers, called with reference to Sir James Tynewood’s debts.”

“Sir James Tynewood’s debts?” she repeated, puzzled, and he nodded.

“The young gentleman owes me twentyfive thousand pounds, borrowed on note of hand, and I’m getting a bit rattled about it. He keeps on renewing his bills and borrowing a bit more, and I want to see Mr Vance before I make any further advances.”

“But Sir James Tynewood is a very rich man,” said the girl.

“And I’m a very poor man,” said the other with a grin, “and I want a bit of my stuff back.”

“Have you already seen Mr Vance?”

The visitor shook his head. “No. Sir James has asked me to keep away from his lawyers, but matters have gone a little bit too far for me, miss. I’m a business man, and I have no respect for titles, being a democrat. The only titles that interest me are titles of property. I’ve kept away from Vance &Vance as long as I could, but I must have a bit on account. You see, miss, I’m a moneylender,” he went on confidentially “and moneylenders know one another’s business. I happen to know that Sir James has borrowed a lot of money from Crewe & Jacobsen and from Bedsons Ltd., and half a dozen other firms; and what’s more, he’s been going the pace in the West End. He’s in debt left and right — why he owes the motorcar people in Bond Street over three thousand pounds for that car he gave to Alma Trebizond. When I saw the announcement in the paper this morning that he’d got married, I said to myself? Well, now, this is the time for me to have a bit of a marriage settlement!”

He chuckled at his feeble jest. Then, lowering his voice: “Now, look here, miss, I’m a business man and you’re a business woman. I’ll tell you frankly I have got scared about this money and if you can put in a word to Vance so that my claim’s settled first, why there’s a handsome commission for you.”

“I’m afraid I’m not in the habit of taking commissions,” said the girl coldly, “and I’m not even in a position to accept your confidence. I am merely Mr Vance’s confidential stenographer, and I’m not so sure that he will be very pleased to hear that you have confided in me.”

That ended the interview and Marjorie Stedman’s acquaintance with the firm of Hawkes & Ferguson.

When Vance arrived she told him of the conversation and he was unusually grave. “Moneylenders, eh?” he said quietly. “I suspected something of that sort. Telegraph to Mr Herman to come into the office.” Mr Herman was his managing clerk. “I won’t bother you with this business, but Herman must go round and see these moneylenders and find out how much money this foolish boy owes.”

“But Mr Vance, isn’t Sir James very rich?”

“Very” said Mr Vance dryly.

That afternoon, although it was Saturday there were many comings and goings at the office. Mr Herman arrived and apparently went round in a taxicab interviewing Sir James Tynewood’s creditors, or as many as could be found at that inconvenient period of the week.
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At Vance’s suggestion she had stayed on until late in the afternoon. There was no work for her to do, but she supposed that sooner or later her services would be requisitioned, and in this surmise she was right. At five o’clock her bell rang and she went into Mr Vance’s office. He was sealing a large envelope which evidently contained the results of his work that afternoon, for he had spent his time writing. He had sealed the flap and was dipping his pen into the ink preparatory to writing the address, when he paused irresolutely “H’m!” he said. “That is awkward.” Then he wrote the name. “Sir James Tynewood, Bart.,” she read over his shoulder, with a sense of dismay because she guessed that she was to be the bearer of this letter, and she had not forgotten her experience of the previous night. Then, to her surprise, he took from his stationery rack a still larger envelope and put the first within, sealing it again. This time he wrote a name which was strange to her— “Dr Fordham, Tynewood Chase, Tynewood.” He sat for a moment deep in thought and then raised his spectacled face to hers with a little smile.

“Miss Stedman,” he said, “I want you to take a journey into the country Do you know Tynewood?” She nodded.

“It is in Droitshire,” he explained. “You can get a train from Paddington at five-forty — five, and you should be there before eight. The nearest station is about three miles from Tynewood Chase, but I will telegraph to the Red Lion Inn to have a fly — I suppose that up-to-date establishment has motorcars for hire now” he smiled. “At any rate, you’ll have no difficulty in getting to the Chase, and you should be back in town at eleven o’clock tonight. There is a good train leaving the junction at nine. You understand, you are to place this letter in the hands of Dr Fordham?” She nodded.

“There is one more thing I want to say, Miss Stedman,” said Vance, a little uneasily “Since you have been my confidential secretary you have heard a great many ugly secrets which I am sure are safe with you. But the secret of Sir James Tynewood is uglier than any” he said. “I can only hope,” he added, “that you will not make any discovery without my assistance. But if you do, Miss Stedman, I ask you to treat all you see and hear tonight, and all you saw and heard when I entrusted you with the previous commission, as a secret inviolable and unbetrayable.”

“Of course, Mr Vance,” she said. “But—” she hesitated.

“But what?” he asked sharply.

“Oh, it’s nothing to do with the business,” she said. “I wondered whether I could get a message to mother telling her that I shall not be home until late. She expected me at two o’clock.”

“I’ll send a messenger boy — or why not telegraph?”

The girl laughed. “A telegram always worries mother,” she said.

She did not explain that the doleful Mrs Stedman was of such a sanguine temperament that she expected miracles at every rat-tat of the door, and was correspondingly depressed when the message which came brought no roseate news. The journey to Dilmot junction seemed unending, though she had provided herself with a book and papers, and she stepped out on the rain — drenched platform at Dilmot relieved to find her journey over. Mr Vance had evidently telegraphed, for an ancient and wheezy motor car was waiting for her. Happily it was a closed car, for heavy rain was falling. As the antiquated machine rattled and coughed through the dark lanes, it occurred to the girl that it was within a few miles of this place that she would be living in a month’s time. Despite the unwillingness of the old car to ascend hills, and the alarming rapidity with which it descended them, it made a good steady progress, and presently it bumped through the main street of a village. She looked through the rain — splashed windows, noted half a dozen shops, and then the car ran into the darkness again. “That must be Tynewood,” she thought, and in this she was correct. Presently the car stopped, and, lowering the window she saw tall iron gates to which, in response to the furious summons of the cabman’s motor-horn, came a dark figure in a mackintosh.

“Who is there?” it shouted. “I can’t let you into the Park.”

The girl leant out of the window. “I am from Mr Vance the lawyer, and I have an important letter for Dr Fordham,” she said.

Without further parley the gate was opened and the car sped up a long, winding drive, flanked on either side by tall trees, and presently stopped again.

The girl looked out. The big house was in darkness, and the only light came through a semicircular transom above the wide doorway at which they had stopped.

She got out of the cab, bidding the man wait, and had to requisition one of the car’s lights to discover the old-fashioned bellpull. The clang of the bell came faintly, but it was a long time before anybody answered. Then she heard quick steps within the stone-flagged hall, there was a rattle of chains, a click of a lock, and the door opened a foot.

The man who stood there was a stranger to her.

“Who is it?” he asked brusquely.

“I’m from Mr Vance,” said Marjorie Stedman. “I have an important letter liar Dr Fordham.”

“I am he,” said the man. “Will you come in?”

He closed the door behind her and took the letter from her hand.

“Sit down for a moment, please,” he said, and she found a seat on one of the big oaken chairs which stood on either side of the hall.

“This is for Sir James,” he said as he opened the first envelope. “Just one moment.”

He was halfway up the hall when he turned back.

“You don’t mind waiting here? It is not very comfortable, but I’m sorry I can’t for the moment do any better for you. I hope you have had your dinner, because there is nobody here to give you food. None of the servants are in the house.”

Marjorie had not had dinner and was beginning to feel the need for that meal, but smilingly she shook her head.

“It doesn’t matter at all; I’m not hungry” she said untruthfully

“You won’t move from here?” he asked again.

“Of course not,” said the girl, a little piqued. “I can go back to the junction now, can’t I? I have a cab outside.”

“Wait a moment,” said Dr Fordham, and hurried along the hall and into a room which led from it.

He closed the door behind him, but apparently the lock did not catch. From where she sat she could see the door opening slowly and there came to her distinctly the sound of voices.

“I’m ruined anyway,” said one bitterly and she knew it was Sir James Tynewood who was speaking. “Oh, my God, what a fool I have been, what a fool!” “You’ve a chance to get right,” said another voice, and the voice seemed familiar. “I’ve given you a chance, and you’re a fool if you don’t take it.”

“How can I?” almost screamed the voice of Sir James. “Do you think I can go to London and face that crowd? Do you think I can tell them—”

There was a muttered interruption, evidently that of the doctor. She heard the tearing of the envelope she had brought and the rustle of papers. Silence followed, broken only by the crackle of the leaves as they were turned; and then a voice:

“You madman, you madman!” it said.

There was no reply for a second. “What is it?” asked Sir James in a low voice and there was another silence.

She guessed that the letter had been handed to the other, for no word was spoken for fully two minutes. Then it was the drawling voice she heard:

“I’m going to settle with you—”

There was the deafening report of a shot, and the girl sprang to her feet, white as death. A silence; then the voice said: “My God! I’ve killed him!”

She ran to the door and pushed it open. Sir James Tynewood lay upon the floor in a pool of blood and a man was leaning over him, holding a revolver in his hand. At the sound of the opening door he sprang to his feet — it was Pretoria Smith!
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Another second, and Fordham had rushed her from the room, gripping the girl by the arm, and half led, half dragged her to the door.

“You’ve got a cab here, haven’t you?” he said. “A motor — cab?”

“What — what is wrong?” she stammered.

He made no reply; but, opening the door, he pushed her into the stormy night, following and closing the door behind him. He gave some direction to the cabman which she could not overhear.

“Get in,” he said impatiently.

“What has happened?” she asked again. “Are you going for the police?”

He did not reply to this inquiry either. They went through the village again and stopped at the farthermost end, and only then did he speak.

“Young lady” he said, “you must go back to Mr Vance, and until you see him you are not to speak of what you have seen to a living soul. Do you understand that?”

The girl was bewildered, half hysterical, and her lips trembled as she replied. “N-no.”

“I will get Mr Vance on the ‘phone. He will be at his office, he said so in his letter.”

“Is Sir James dead?”

“I hope not,” said the doctor briefly and with these words left her.

She was surprised to find Mr Vance waiting on the platform when the train drew in to Paddington. Occupied as she was with her thoughts, the journey had passed in an amazingly short time, and it was not till she reached London that she realized how famished she was.

“You haven’t had any dinner, the doctor tells me,” said Mr Vance. “I am taking you straight away to eat, and then after I can talk to you.”

“You have heard from Dr Fordham?” He nodded.

“Is — is Sir James — ?”

“Now, you’re not to ask questions until you have fed,” said Vance with an attempt at good humour which he was far from feeling. “I am taking you to my house in Grosvenor Place.”

It was not until she had finished her meal at his earnest solicitation, and had choked down half a glassful of port, that he referred to Sir James Tynewood and the tragedy which had overtaken him.

“Now, in the first place, let me reassure you on one matter. Sir James Tynewood is not dead.”

“Thank God for that!” said the girl with a sigh of relief. “I was so awfully afraid—”

“It was just a superficial wound and he has quite recovered. In fact,” said the lawyer, speaking deliberately and emphatically, “he is well enough to leave for abroad tomorrow.”

The girl stared at him. “Is Sir James going abroad?” He nodded.

“Is his wife, Lady Tynewood, going also?”

“His wife is not going,” said Vance.

“But I — I don’t understand!”

“There’s a great deal that you won’t understand for many years about this matter,” said Mr Vance. “But I want you to believe me. He is leaving by the mail boat Carisbrooke Castle tomorrow afternoon.”

She shook her head hopelessly “I’m afraid I’m not good at solving mysteries,” she said and then asked: “Where is Mr Smith of Pretoria? Is he going too?”

The lawyer took his cigar from his teeth and regarded it critically “Mr Smith of Pretoria accompanies Sir James,” he said slowly. “And now I’m going to send you home in my car.”

If Marjorie Stedman had been in an uncommunicative mood in the morning, she was sphinx — like that night, and the baffled Mrs Stedman, curious to know what had kept her daughter so late and what had thrown her into this unusually agitated mood, gave up her inquiries in exasperation.

The mystery of the events at Tynewood Chase were to deepen for the girl. She reported for duty on Monday morning as usual, and found Mr Vance apparently oblivious to all that had happened on the Saturday After the part she had played in this strange Tynewood drama, she found the routine of the office dull and uninteresting. She did not see much of the lawyer. He had a bellpush on his table, and only summoned her when he required her. Owing to the peculiar nature of the business in which be was engaged, it was understood that he was not to be interrupted and any inquiry that had to be put through to him, or any question which had to be settled, had to be made by telephone after a preliminary inquiry by telephone whether he was disengaged. But Mr Vance had an absent — minded trick of pressing the bell when the girl was not required. It happened almost every day that his idle fingers would rest abstractedly on the bellpush and the girl would answer the summons to discover that she was not required.

Late on the Monday afternoon, as she was preparing to go, the bell rang shrilly and she gathered up her notebook and pencil and opened the door communicating with Vance’s office..

A man was sitting on the opposite side of the table and she recognized him immediately as Dr Fordham, and stopped dead, guessing that the bell had been rung by her employer in one of his moments of aberration. Neither Dr Fordham nor Vance saw her, for they were deeply intent upon the matter they were discussing, and she was backing out when Vance spoke.

“So he is dead,” he said. “Poor boy; poor boy!”

“Quite dead,” said Fordham. “I thought I told you on the ‘phone that there was no possible hope of his recovery.”

She stepped back into her room quickly and closed the door softly behind her and stood with her hand resting on the handle. Dead! Sir James Tynewood was dead! Why had the lawyer lied? And whose hand had struck down the husband of Alma Trebizond?
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There was a discussion at the waterhole on the edge of the Kalahari Desert. It was between Wilhelm the Fingo and Jan the half-breed bushman, and it concerned one Solomon Stedman who lay with blue lips, gasping out his life, within sight of the water that would have saved it. The discussion was conducted in the taal, which is Dutch as it is spoken by half-breed kitchenmaids and farm — workers.

“I think the baas will die at sundown,” said Wilhelm, “and then we can take his curious instruments to the resident magistrate at Vrykloof, keeping his money for ourselves. The little mine he has found we can own and we shall be rich. Then I shall go back to T’simo and buy cattle and wives.”

“You are a fool,” retorted the dispassionate Jan, “for native people are not allowed to own mines in this land. We will let him die and take his money.”

All this old Solomon heard and his glazing eyes turned malignantly upon his unfaithful servants.

“I am no fool,” said the Fingo man, “for I am a Christian and can write my name. And I know a poor white man in Mafekin’ who will make the claim for me. He lives with a Matabele woman whom I have known.”

Into this debate intruded Pretoria Smith. He knew the location of the waterhole, having prospected this country before. He had a week’s growth of beard, but he had been tired of life for six months. The sands of the desert were in his throat and he humped a pack, which was heavy but not quite as heavy as his heart, for his nights were full of dreams, dreams of a dead boy lying at his feet in the big hall at Tynewood Chase. At his belt, in a two-inch holster, hung a long and dangerous weapon, the barrel of which was polished bright in places. He stood for a second looking at the group, then his eyes fell upon the dying man.

“Do you let the baas lie there when he is parching for water?” he demanded hoarsely — you get hoarse in a ten-mile trek through a land which is mainly salt sand and wacht ein bitje bushes.

Jan was a half-breed, and therefore a coward. Wilhelm was of the Fingo people and in consequence was born with the soul of a slave. They both foresaw desperate developments and strove to avert the coming trouble.

“Baas,” said Wilhelm, “this man has found a good little reef which shows gold in the rock so that you can pick it out with the point of a knife. If he dies we will be all—”

The revolver jerked out and with a squeal in chorus the men ducked and lifted Solomon Stedman and laid him beside the water, turning him over so that his dry lips could suck the wonder-fluid.

It was two hours before Solomon Stedman could find the voice and energy to talk, and then he employed the first few minutes of recovered speech in cursing all half-breed bushmen, Kaffirs and other aborigines of South Africa.

Pretoria Smith, who had started a fire and was slicing biltong into a small cooking-pot, laughed softly.

“If it hadn’t been for you, lad,” said the old man, “I should have been a dead ‘un, and the Stedman reef would have been staked by some other prospector — you ain’t a prospector, are you?” he asked suspiciously.

“We’re all prospectors,” said Pretoria Smith easily. “If you mean, am I prospecting for gold, I can relieve your mind. I am not.”

The old man was looking at him keenly.

“No, you ain’t a prospector; you’re a gentleman, ain’t you?” he asked. “But you’re not a new chum, I’ll swear.”

“Not exactly” replied the other, cutting off the top of a tin of vegetables and emptying the contents into the pot. “I’ve shot up and down this country since I was a boy of seventeen. In fact, when I left Eton.”

Pretoria Smith was not usually so communicative, but the old man had a trick of drawing confidences.

“I was in German West Africa and German East Africa during the war,” Smith went on.. “In fact, I’ve not spent six months at a time away from this infernal continent since I was a kid.”

“Where are you going now?” asked the other.

Pretoria Smith shrugged his shoulders.

“Anywhere for a change,” he said vaguely.

The old man was very thoughtful through the meal which followed, and sat by the fire pulling at his pipe, staring hard into the dancing flames. Presently he knocked the ashes out of his pipe deliberately and asked:

“Do you want to make your fortune?”

Pretoria Smith, deep in his own thoughts, looked up sharply.

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“Well,” said the old man slowly “I have found the Kalahari reef.”

“The devil you have!” said Pretoria Smith. “I thought that was one of the legends of Africa. People have always thought there was a reef in the Kalahari Desert, but it’s never been found.”

“I’ve found it,” said Solomon Stedman triumphantly “Now, what do you say?”

“To what?”

“To coming in with me. I want a younger man, and I owe you something for what you did today.”

“Don’t be a fool,” said Pretoria Smith pleasantly “‘Who wouldn’t give a dying man water? I want no decorations for that. And I want no fortunes either. I’ve quite enough to get along with.”

Solomon Stedman stared at him.

“You’re the first lad I’ve ever met that didn’t want money,” he chuckled. “Well, it’s not going to be so easy to get, or perhaps I shouldn’t offer you a share. The reef’s got to be proved and prospected, and it means a year’s hard work. Then I’ll have to get the money to float the mine, and that’ll want some doing.”

Pretoria Smith scratched his unshaven chin.

“Work attracts me more than the wealth,” he smiled, and Solomon took that as an acceptance of his offer.

He spoke about his own life and his struggles after a while, though Pretoria Smith volunteered no further information about himself.

“Mind you,” said the old man, “even if I make good on this reef I’ve neither kith nor kin to leave my money to. There’s a kid in England, the daughter of my brother — he was a bit of a fool, was Fred — and she’s the only relation I have in the world. Minnie, her name is — no, Margaret — no—” He fumbled in his pocket and produced a bundle of letters from which he extracted one. “Marjorie, that’s the name,” he said, setting a pair of old pince-nez on his nose. “Marjorie. A regular girl she is. She’s written me since she was a baby.”

“Indeed!” said Pretoria Smith politely. He was not particularly interested in the relatives of Solomon Stedman, and found more pleasure in watching the incongruous picture of this rough man with the glasses set askew on his nose.

“A well — educated young lady; she is,” nodded Solomon Stedman. “My brother Fred was well educated too, though he didn’t know enough to get out of the rain and was always spending about ten per cent more than he earned. Have you ever heard of the Stedmans in England?”

“I can’t remember having met one,” smiled Pretoria Smith. “But then, of course, I don’t know many people in England, and very few people know me.”

“I’ve been keeping his widow for years,” boasted the old man complacently “just a few pounds a month to help things along, you understand. I’ve been able to send her more lately; and if we get the reef going, my boy—”

He shook his head at the magnificence of the prospect. Solomon Stedman had not exaggerated the difficulties or the arduous character of the undertaking. For six months under a blazing sun the two men trekked and prospected, dug big cuttings in the sandy soil, sampled quartz which often had to be carried twenty miles to the nearest water for washing; and in those six months Pretoria Smith managed to forget a lot of things he did not wish to remember. The reef was located and proved beyond doubt. Expert engineers came up from Johannesburg, mining officials arrived importantly from Cape Town; licences were assessed and paid; and twelve months after their meeting, the first four — stamp mill was thundering on the very spot where Solomon Stedman had made his recovery.

But in that time the friendship between the two men had grown in strength; and although Solomon, who prided himself upon his artfulness, had failed to discover anything further about his partner, the reticence of Pretoria Smith rather helped to tighten the bond between them than to loosen it. The friendship was measured by a year and the fractions of years. The four — stamp mill had multiplied itself, and the little township of Stedmanville had come into being. A huge pumping plant to bring the water, and the installation of an electric power house, had occupied Pretoria Smith’s fullest attentions, and he began to share the pride of the old man in this great achievement.

Two years had passed when the old man met his younger partner at the head of the main shaft. “Remember that sister — in — law of mine?” he asked. He had reached the age when he repeated stories over and over again, and Pretoria Smith had had little chance of forgetting the unfortunate lady whom old Solomon invariably described as “a useless kind of woman.”

“Well, it appears she’s got a nephew she’s sending out.”

“Fine!” said Pretoria Smith. “Where is she sending him out from?”

“She’s sending him out from England, of course,” said Solomon. “He’s arriving next week. According to my sister, there’s a sort of engagement between this lad and Lily — Margaret—”

“Marjorie,” suggested Pretoria Smith with a little grin. “What a forgetful old devil you are!”

“Ain’t I?” said Solomon, lost in self — admiration. “Well, this young spark and my niece are mashed on one another.”

“Solomon, Solomon,” reproved Pretoria Smith, shaking his head, “you’re a vulgar old man! And why shouldn’t he be ‘mashed’ on her, anyway? It’s the way of the young, Solomon. We old gentlemen do not understand such things.”

“Old!” scoffed Solomon. “Why you’re only a kid yourself! His name,” he went on, consulting a letter, “is Lance Kelman.”

“And a very pretty name too,” said Smith, slapping the other on the shoulder. “Now do you want me to meet the gentleman in the family Ford, or is he walking?”

Solomon apparently had ideas of his partner going to Kimberley to meet the visitor, but this suggestion Pretoria Smith vetoed, and was not sorry he took this stand when Mr Lance Kelman disgorged himself and some half a dozen large trunks from the Bulawayo mail one spring morning, and stood gazing disconsolately around the unpromising landscape.

He was a beautifully tailored young man, wearing the kit which he regarded as being appropriate to travel in the wilds. His tight-kneed, baggy breeches were of exquisite cut, his white shirt was silk and stainless, and he wore a coat shaped at the waist. The only person in sight on the platform when he arrived was Pretoria Smith, who watched the accumulation of luggage with a feeling of wonder and awe. Presently Mr Lance Kelman, looking round, caught sight of the tall figure and beckoned him.

“I say,” he said loudly “how can I get to Mr Solomon Stedman’s mine? I am his nephew.”

“You can reach the mine on my humble motor car,” said Pretoria Smith, “and I will send an ox — wagon for your baggage.”

“Oh, you’ve come to meet me, have you?” said Mr Lance Kelman patronizingly “Well, you might tell these fellows what to do with the baggage until your wagon comes. I shall want to take some things with me, of course.”

“There will be room for your vanity bag,” said Pretoria Smith good-humouredly as he picked up a polished dressing-case and led the way to the car. “You’ll get the rest of your stuff by the evening.”

The newcomer looked at him suspiciously.

“I’m Mr Solomon Stedman’s nephew,” he said again with emphasis.

“So you remarked before,” replied Pretoria Smith coolly. “Does that mean you’d rather come by the ox-wagon?”

“Now, don’t be insolent, my friend,” said Lance Kelman loudly and Smith chuckled.

The journey back to the mine was completed in dignified silence as far as Lance Kelman was concerned. Even when he was introduced to Pretoria Smith as the partner of the old man, his attitude did not unbend.

“Well, what do you think of my nephew?” asked Solomon when the young man had been taken to the galvanized-iron hut which was to be his home during his stay.

“He’s very pretty” answered Pretoria Smith cautiously “So that’s the young man your niece is engaged to?”

“Well, I don’t know about engaged,” hesitated Solomon. “Do you like him?”

“Next to a bad attack of mumps, he’s the most popular thing I’ve been brought into contact with,” said Pretoria Smith.
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Of Mr Kelman’s three months’ stay it is not necessary to speak in detail. He spoke incessantly and superiorly of “the old country” its wonders and advantages over “this uncivilized hole,” and the two men listened in grave silence.

“I must go to England one of these days,” said Pretoria Smith soberly “It sounds a very interesting place.”

“Of course, you’d be a bit lost in England,” said the patronizing Mr Kelman, “but if ever you do come, you must ask me to show you round.”

“Do you know him, too?” asked Pretoria Smith in an awestricken voice, and Mr Lance Kelman was pardonably puzzled. He spoke too of Marjorie with a calm, proprietorial air, which made Pretoria Smith want to take him by the scruff of the neck and kick him. He referred to her as “Marje” and “my little girl” in a way which would have made Marjorie Stedman’s hair stand on end.

A month after his arrival he disclosed the object of his visit. He had hinted that his relationship with old man Solomon entitled him to some share in his prosperity but the suggestion was received in stony silence. He was even prepared to be a highly paid official of the company preferably representing its interests in London. Old Solomon did not contemplate the same preparation.

Then, crowning horror of the visit, the youth developed a form of German measles, which demanded hothouse fruits and careful nursing. Pretoria Smith nursed him, and, in the absence of more delicate fruit, compromised with ripe bananas.

“Thank God he’s gone!” said Solomon Stedman when Pretoria Smith brought his tiny motor car to the steps of the office after seeing the visitor off. Pretoria Smith laughed long and quietly but to Solomon Stedman it was no laughing matter; for a new problem had entered into his calculations, and for the next few months he was a silent and thoughtful man.

One bitterly cold day in May which is wintertime in the bush veldt, old Solomon sat in his frame office, hung about with blue prints and section maps. His shaggy brows were set lower than usual and his coarse finger and thumb were pinching his chin. The cause of this visible evidence of perplexity was the letter he was reading. He put the letter down and scratched his head. Pretoria Smith lounged into the office at that moment. The stem of a polished briar was between his strong white teeth, and the only advertisement of his prosperity was the gold safety pin that fastened his soil collar.

“‘Lo, Smith — come in.”

“I’m in,” said the other laconically and the old man growled.

“Well, stay in, dam’ ye! I’ve had a letter from my niece.”

“I still find it difficult to believe that you have respectable relations,” said Pretoria Smith.

“She’s the daughter of my young brother — he’s been dead a few years and better off he is, I’m sure,” said the old man philosophically. “And Margret, Minnie, Maggy — here, what’s the name at the bottom of this?”

He handed the letter to his partner and without glancing at it Pretoria Smith said wearily: “Marjorie,” and gave the letter back.

“Well, Marjorie — of course it is Marjorie; she used to write me when she was a baby almost. Marjorie, yes, of course it’s Marjorie.”

“Well, I’ll admit that,” said the patient Pretoria Smith; “what about it?”

“She’s my only relation in the world.” Old Solomon scratched his bristly cheek and opened his mouth to assist in the process. “You remember that bright boy that came out here last year to find a gold mine?”

Pretoria nodded. He hadn’t had time to forget the youth in question. His arrogance, his attitude of superiority to things colonial, his general puppishness had stamped him in Smith’s memory. He ranked second to a cattle disease which had carried off ten transport oxen in one week.

“Well, what about the elegant Lance?” demanded Pretoria Smith. “For a man of your advanced years, you have a hell of a lot of superfluous breath.”

“Well, that’s him,” and Mr Solomon Stedman winked.

Pretoria Smith laughed helplessly and knocked the ashes out of his pipe. “That’s him, is it? May I repeat what about him?”

“You know that she’s sweet on him,” said old Solomon, “not from what she said, but from what a fool of a mother wrote — I allow her four thousand a year, Smith. There’s a bit in Maud’s last letter about him, ‘brave fellow… dangers… terrible journey across the desert… ‘ and that sort of stuff.”

“He came up by the Bulawayo train de luxe and had strawberries for tea. I brought him from the station in the new limousine. But I admit,” said Pretoria Smith, “that I didn’t put him to bed. Anyway it doesn’t matter, he’s home now.”

Solomon had an idea, a wonderful idea — Pretoria Smith recognized the symptoms.

“Pretoria,” he said suddenly “you and me have been pretty good pals. I’ve never forgotten what you did for me that day at the waterhole.”

“Rubbish,” said the other; “if I hadn’t done what I did, I should have been a murderer.”

“We’ve been pals,” continued Solomon, and Pretoria Smith realized that this fact was the foundation for whatever would follow. “You’re rich and I’m rich, Pretoria. I’ve got another winter — two at most — to live if that Kimberley doctor ain’t a liar, and he oughtn’t to be considering the money I paid him to come up here, and I’ve been worrying about what’s going to happen to my money when I’m dead.”

“You wicked old devil,” said the other, affectionately gripping the old man’s shoulder. “You ought to be worrying about what would happen to you when you were dead!”

“I’m all right,” said Solomon with appalling complacence, “I guess I’ll get past. No, it’s the money. I can leave it to you — I can leave it to the Kimberley Hospital — but I don’t want to. You’re worth the better part of a million pounds. Now, this is where I come to the important bit. Are you married?”

He had never asked such a question of his partner before and he quaked at Pretoria’s frown.

“No,” said the man. “I’m not keen on women and never have been. I’ve been waiting to tell you for a long time, Solly, that my name isn’t Smith.”

“It’s such an uncommon one that I thought it might be,” said Solomon, “and I suppose you lived in Pretoria for a time?”

The other nodded. “‘Well, what’s your proposition?” he asked.

Mr Stedman chewed a large mint candy he had taken from a box and stared stonily out of the window. “Go home and marry Marjorie,” he said, and there was a dead silence in the little office.

Then: “You matchmaking old son of a gun!” said Pretoria admiringly, “and what do I do with Lance, smother him?”

“Lance!” There was such scorn in old Solomon’s voice that Pretoria chuckled.

“Yet another point,” said Pretoria Smith, who was not averse to discussing the matter, since it possessed the element of novelty and charm. “What about Marjorie?”

Stedman of Stedman’s Reef helped himself to another mint before he replied. “Marjorie will be all right,” he evaded. “She’ll do anything to oblige me. I’m writing her.”

Pretoria Smith had seated himself on the draughtsman’s high stool and was gazing sombrely down upon the old man. “I was afraid it might be for my good looks, my youth and other attractive qualities,” he said dryly.

“You ain’t bad,” protested the other.

“Too old to call you uncle,” said Pretoria with decision.

“You ain’t over thirty — not much over. Don’t get troublesome, Pretoria. I want it — that’s all. I’ve got a feeling in my mind that this is the things that I’ve made my money for. It’s worth making if you can get the grand sensation of having what you’ve tried for. As it is, I’d go out of the world feeling like a half — circle.”

“But, Solly” pleaded the junior partner, “you don’t seriously mean all this? Why the girl would laugh at the idea. I don’t care three fingers of rum whether I marry or not. I’d give her the run of the farm and the woods beyond and I’d never bother her.”

“That ain’t my idea.” Solomon turned his eyes on the other and his shaggy brows were bent. “You’ve got to carry on my — race. That’s the word. You’ve got to have children.”

“Solomon, you’re too thorough for me,” said Pretoria Smith, “and now let us discuss No. 3 shaft which has gone punk, as I thought—”

“Damn No. 3 shaft — and No. 1, 2, 5 and 6,” said Solomon impartially. “Keep to this idea of mine. Will you go back home and will you see Marjorie and put the question to her? If she says ‘No,’ well, you’ve done your share, Smith. I can’t let her marry a ‘dossie’ like that pup of a boy!”

Pretoria filled his pipe again, lit it and sat for some time fingering the fine hair of his shaggy yellow beard. “All right,” he said resigned, “but I wish your mind had been set on building an Orphans’ Home.”

“You’ll save her from Lance,” said Solomon. “That’s one thing I forgot.”

“It’s almost worth the trip,” answered Pretoria. “Besides, I may be saving Lance from her.”

“She’s my niece!” snorted Solomon.

“That’s what I mean,” nodded the other man. “By the way” — he was strolling out of the office— “where does your incomparable niece live?”

“At Tynewood.”

“Great God!” said Pretoria Smith, and went white.

He sat down on the nearest chair and Solomon eyed him anxiously.

“You gave your word, Pretoria,” he quavered, and the other man nodded.

After all, Tynewood did not know Pretoria Smith.
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“I am an old man and have lived a hard life and the end may come at any moment. I cannot leave my hard-won money to be squandered by some young fool of a husband. I want you to marry and to marry at once my partner Pretoria Smith, as we call him. You may find him a bit rough, but he is a straight ‘un. He took a lot of persuading, but because he loves his old partner he has agreed. He will be on his way when this reaches you. Cable me your decision. If you say no, Marjorie, then the large allowance I make to your mother ceases forthwith. I will wash my hands of you. Your affectionate uncle, SOLOMON STEDMAN”

Marjorie Stedman read the letter again and the words swam before her eyes. Those big grey eyes were set well apart in a face of delicate sweetness. Hands and feet were small but not too small for that slight figure, with its soft curves and its graceful lines. There were few more beautiful women in the world than Marjorie Stedman, who from the crown of her golden head to the tips of her dainty shoes would have satisfied the most exigent requirements of the old Greek sculptors. The virginal purity of her flawless skin was emphasized by a pair of vivid red lips, inviting and tantalizing. Now the ivory skin was tinted pink with shame and indignation and the lovely eyes blazed with hopeless anger.

“How dare he, how dare he!” she cried, and the rise and fall of her bosom revealed something of the emotion the letter had aroused. She was to be married by order! She who shrank from the very idea of marriage, who at most had seen a lover as a nebulous godlike creature without substance or shape, in a golden haze of dreams, to whom marriage was an ideal rather than a possibility, was to be married by order to — Pretoria Smith! It was only then as she repeated the name that the man came back to her mind. Pretoria Smith! For three and a half years she had by an effort of will excluded the memory of that terrible night at Tynewood Chase from her mind; though she lived within riding distance of the old family home of Tynewoods, though Alma Tynewood by the curious workings of fate was almost a daily visitor at the house, she had steadfastly kept Pretoria Smith from recollection. Was it the same man? There were many Smiths in Pretoria. He might be some wild uncouth lout whom old Solomon Stedman had picked up in the wilds of Africa. Her uncle had lived a hard life and had a reputation which her father had been loth to discuss. He had killed men and in his early days had served a sentence of penal servitude for some vague crime. She had never seen him, for the old man had lived all his life in distant lands — America, Australia, South Africa. And yet — When his luck had turned four years ago, his first thought had been for his dead brother’s child. He had taken her from the drudgery of office work and her mother from the suburban lodgings and had bought for them their old family home where she was born. And she had been happy and had almost forgotten… The county had taken her to its heart and tomorrow was to do her honour. Old Solomon’s money had done this, she remembered, and her resentment toward him softened. She looked at the letter again. “He took a lot of persuading,” she read, and the hot tears of humiliation filled her eyes. She was to be bought and sold, bought with Solomon’s money and sold to his partner — and the purchaser had to be “persuaded” to take his bargain!

She sprang to her feet, flaming with righteous anger, then a sense of sickness supervened and she sank back again on the stone seat and, covering her face with her hands, wept silently into her handkerchief. That was the end of her rosy dream — she must go back to the grind of office work. To the crowded tubes and the packed buses, to the fogs and the drizzle, the bleak mornings and the cheerless nights, with a few hard-earnt days of holiday every year in a seaside boarding — house.

“I wonder what mother will say?” she asked herself and dried her eyes. For a while she sat, looking across the close-mown lawn toward the dear house, all gables and angles and drooping wisteria. To the flowerbeds a-riot with colour, to the pond where the ducks swam, serenely ignorant of the approaching day when the slim girl who fed them, standing on the crumbling stone edge, her figure reflected in the still water, would go away and be no more seen.

She rose with a sigh. There was no help for it. The caprice of this old man who had set them up in a fool’s paradise would cast them down again.

As she walked slowly across the lawn, it was of her mother she was thinking. There would be the difficult task. Her heart ached for the woman she so dearly loved, and yet whose faults and failings she saw so clearly And then she brightened up. For over three years they had enjoyed an income of over 4,000 pounds a year. There would be money saved, and with that money the fall might be eased.

“Marry Pretoria Smith I will not,” she said, as she opened one of the long French windows that led into the drawingroom. She must have spoken her thought aloud, for the two women who were in the room turned before her hand closed upon the catch of the door. It was early in the day for visitors, and when Marjorie saw who that visitor was, she would have drawn back and made her escape; but now it was too late, and she walked in with a smile which she felt was a little forced to the slim, graceful girl who rose.

“Good morning, Lady Tynewood,” she said politely.

Alma Tynewood had never wholly concealed her dislike for Marjorie. But now there was a special reason for her detestation, and her lips, for the crimson of which art was to some extent responsible, curled in a malicious little smile.

Mrs Stedman, a pretty faded woman with rather a weak face, seemed flustered by the unexpected arrival of her daughter.

“My dear, I thought you had gone riding.”

“I’m riding this afternoon,” said the girl.

“Lance said you had promised to go this morning.”

“Mother, dear, I had so many things to do this morning,” replied the girl patiently. “I am riding this afternoon; if Lance is too busy I shall go alone.”

And Mrs Stedman, with a discontented sigh, subsided.

“I should not have thought that you could have spared the time for riding,” said Lady Tynewood with a disagreeable laugh. “My dear, aren’t you spending all your days preparing the speech you are going to make tomorrow?”

“I am not making a speech,” said Marjorie shortly, “and I’m sure nobody wants to hear me. I think the Committee are making a great fuss about nothing and are exaggerating the service I have rendered to the County Hospital. It is true I have collected fifty thousand pounds in the sense that I was Secretary to the Fund. But anybody could have done the same.”

“Nobody is quite as fascinating as you, Miss Stedman,” said Lady Tynewood unpleasantly. “If I were a man, and a beautiful girl like you came into my office and started to wheedle a subscription from me, I should immediately open my chequebook and ask you to name any sum you liked. Besides, you got a thousand pounds for a kiss, I’m told.”

“That is a lie,” said the girl steadily, “and nobody knows it better than you.”

“Marjorie!” murmured her mother appealingly.

“My dear, it is a story that is being circulated—”

“And you circulated it,” said Marjorie, “well knowing it to be a wicked invention. Lady Tynewood, I know something of you and your past, and it is probable that you moved in a circle where kisses were bought and sold, and nobody thought any worse of the buyer or the seller.”

The woman’s face went a dull red and her eyes flashed fire. She recovered control of her voice, however.

“The circle in which I moved,” she sneered, “is one which would certainly be foreign to you, though I admit it is not as exalted as the circle in which you will move tomorrow night.”

The girl bit her lip and said nothing, pretending to busy herself with some papers on the table, whilst Mrs Stedman looked hopelessly on.

“Was it your idea that the County Hospital dinner should be served tomorrow night at separate tables?” asked Lady Tynewood, scarcely disguising her rising wrath. “And that I should be excluded from the table where His Royal Highness will sit — with you on his right, I suppose?” she sneered.

“It’s very possible,” said the girl coolly; “but at any rate I can give you some comfort by telling you that it was not my idea but Lord Wadham’s. I had nothing to do with the placing of the guests, and the fact that you are excluded from the prince’s table is no affair or action of mine.”

“So you say” said the woman pointedly.

“I can’t expect to convince you,” said Marjorie, “but I don’t remember having told a lie in my life. I told you, Lady Tynewood, that you were refused a seat at that table by someone who has greater authority than I.”

“Where am I to sit?” asked the woman wrathfully. “Amongst the country bumpkins, the doctors and little squires of Billingham?”

The girl shrugged her shoulders.

“My dear, don’t you think,” asked her mother timidly, “that you could induce the Committee to let Lady Tynewood sit at the Duke’s table? After all, she is one of the County and the Tynewoods are the greatest of the great families in Droitshire.”

Marjorie made no reply.

“Well,” asked Alma Tynewood sharply, “you heard your mother speak to you?”

“I shall answer my mother in private,” said the girl, “and give her very excellent reasons for your sitting amongst country bumpkins.”

The woman’s lips took a straight line. “Oh, I see,” she said. “It is a plot, eh?”

“Not a plot of which I have any knowledge,” replied Marjorie, her face flushed and her eyes dangerously bright. “But I tell you this, Lady Tynewood — that, had they put you at my table, I should not have sat with you.”

The woman drew a long breath, and with a nod to the distressed Mrs Stedman walked to the door. “One day, my girl, I’ll make you sorry for that,” she said between her teeth, and with this parting shot she opened the door and slammed it behind her.
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Mrs Stedman looked at her daughter irritably. “My dear, you’ve made an enemy of Lady Tynewood,” she said a little petulantly. She had also the temper of a weak woman. Mrs Stedman was not designed to be a mother or to accept responsibility. There are many mothers in the world who are as utterly unfit, and unsuited to control, to understand or to sympathize with the finer minds of their children.

“It doesn’t really matter,” said Marjorie hopelessly. “The enmity of Lady Tynewood is the least of my troubles.”

“She has been a good friend of ours,” insisted Mrs Stedman. “I’m sure your dear uncle would not like to know that you had offended a lady of title.”

“Oh, mother,” said the girl near to tears, “what is ‘a lady of title’ but a woman who has married a man who has inherited the reward of somebody else’s genius? The only titles that are worth while are the titles that are earned by those who hold them.”

“My dear, that sounds like high treason to me,” said her mother severely “I do wish you wouldn’t get these socialistic ideas in your head.”

Despite her unhappiness, the girl laughed. “Don’t let us talk of titles, mother,” she said. “I have so much that is more important to discuss.” She hardly knew how to begin. “Mother,” she said after a pause, “you love the Priory don’t you?” “Yes, my dear,” said her mother, thinking she was trying to change the subject for her own purpose. “But I tell you that Lady ‘Tynewood—”

“Let’s leave Lady Tynewood alone for a moment?” said Marjorie good-humouredly. “But, mother, there are things you like more than the Priory and this life and the comfort we enjoy?”

“I suppose so,” said Mrs Stedman vaguely. “Of course, when one’s thoughts are fixed on heaven—”

“I’m not even thinking about heaven, I’m thinking about the tangible things of life, the things that count,” said the girl. “The honour and happiness of your daughter, for example.”

Mrs Stedman looked up sharply and her under lip drooped pathetically. “The honour of my child?” she repeated. “Oh, Marjorie, you haven’t been using any of the money which you collected for the hospital, have `you?”

The girl rose with a despairing gesture. “I don’t know whether to laugh or cry,” she said, and walked to the window.

“Well, for goodness’ sake, laugh,” said Mrs Stedman, adjusting her glasses and picking up a current magazine, “for I am in very low spirits.”

“Mother, suppose we had to leave here?” said Marjorie turning, “and go back to the old life?”

“Don’t suggest anything so horrible,” begged Mrs Stedman with a shiver. “I should not survive a week of it. Thanks to the generosity and kindness of your dear Uncle Solomon, we need never fear want or hardship again, my love.”

“But suppose we had to,” said the girl desperately.

“I won’t suppose anything so awful,” snapped Mrs Stedman. “Now, Marjorie, you’re being very trying, and my heart is not all it should be. Do you want to make me ill? I did hope to find you in a sympathetic mood today,” she wailed. “I’ve got something I want to tell you.”

“To tell me?” said the girl slowly with a sense of apprehension. “But perhaps I’d better tell you first,” she went on. “Mother, how much money have we saved in the past four years?”

“Saved!” almost screamed the woman. “Saved, Marjorie? Are you mad?”

The girl looked at her aghast.

“Do you mean to say we haven’t saved anything?” she demanded. “Out of four thousand a year — sixteen thousand pounds? We’ve had no rent to pay no garden produce to buy nothing but the servants’ wages and the meat and coal. Haven’t you saved any money?” she asked, with an awful quaking of heart.

Mrs Stedman shook her head and two tears rolled down her cheeks. “No, my dear,” she gulped. “I haven’t saved any money I am five hundred pounds overdrawn at the bank, and — and — and—” and she began to sob.

“And?” said the girl relentlessly. “Tell me the worst, mother, please.”

Her face was white as death, and the hand she brought to smooth back her hair shook as with an ague.

“I owe thousands of pounds,” blurted Mrs Stedman hysterically Marjorie dropped into the nearest chair. “Don’t look at me like that,” her mother went on. “Oh dear, I wish I’d never had children sometimes! You’ve never been a comfort to me, Marjorie, when I need comforting most.” At last the girl found her voice, and a shaky voice it was. “Mother, dear,” she asked, “to whom do you owe thousands of pounds?” “To Lady Tynewood,” sniffed Mrs Stedman, “and I don’t see why you should ask me questions, Marjorie. I’m your own mother, and it’s disrespectful of you. It’s against all the teachings of the Book to cross — examine your own mother about her money!”

The girl looked out of the window So that was what it meant! Those long afternoon visits which Mrs Stedman paid to Monk House, Alma Tynewood’s little estate. No wonder Lady Tynewood had sent her car for this much flattered lady!

“I suppose you have played bridge with Lady Tynewood?” said Marjorie quietly “And Mr Javot. Who was the fourth?”

“We didn’t have a fourth,” whimpered Mrs Stedman. “We played double — dummy: And, Marjorie, I had such luck at first; I won nearly a thousand pounds. And then the luck steadily began to go against me and I lost and lost. But dear Alma was most kind, Marjorie. You must never misjudge her; she has been a very good friend of mine. Never once has she asked me for repayment, although I know her own income isn’t a very great one.”

Marjorie rose and came across to her mother and patted her gently on the shoulder.

“Mother, you mustn’t play again,” she said, “because we can’t afford it.”

“I shall win it all back one of these days,” said Mrs Stedman eagerly “You’ve no idea what atrocious cards I’ve been holding—”

“I have some idea,” said the girl with a hard smile, “if Alma Tynewood was playing against you.”

Should she tell her mother about the letter that had come? What use would it be? What help or comfort could she get from this woman who absorbed help and comfort as sand absorbs water, and gave nothing back? Thousands of pounds! And her income would stop next week! It would kill her mother, she knew that. Kill her as assuredly as if she took that Oriental knife from the wall and plunged it; into her heart. She licked her dry lips and stood looking down at the shaking figure, huddled up in the big armchair. “N ever mind, mother dear,” she said gently. “After all, I dare say we can manage somehow The house is worth quite a big sum.”

“The house? What utter rubbish you talk!” said Mrs Stedman, forgetting in her indignation her pose of woe. “You don’t imagine we should sell the house or mortgage it? Anyway I’ve already mortgaged it,” she said defiantly.

The girl, who thought she was impervious to shock, nearly collapsed. “You’ve mortgaged it!” she said faintly “But, dear, it’s not yours to mortgage. It belongs to uncle.”

“He gave it to us,” snorted Mrs Stedman. “He gave it to me! I’ve a right to do what I like with it. You are very, very trying, Marjorie, and just when I wanted you to write to your dear uncle, who is so fond of you, and ask him if he could lend us a little. You could easily tell him that you were going to be married, or something.”

“Going to be married!” repeated the girl, laughing hysterically

Then, to Mrs Stedman’s amazement, she ran from the room and the mother heard her feet upon the stairs and the slam of her bedroom door and the snap of the lock as she turned the key.



10. Marjorie Sends Her Wire


Table of Contents


The young man waiting at the entrance of the drive in smart riding-kit was good — looking in an effeminate way. His fair hair was brushed neatly back over the top of his head, and was brightly brilliantined; his nails were daintily manicured; and his hands, of which he was inordinately proud, were white and graceful. One of these rose to lift his hat in a sweeping salute as Marjorie, dressed for walking, came through the gate.

“Hullo, Marjorie,” he said, “I thought you were riding this morning?”

Lance Kelman was her cousin, the son of her mother’s brother. He was a young man who possessed unbounded confidence in himself, a confidence which he had hoped to impose upon Solomon Stedman, for Lance had taken his adventurous trip to South Africa hoping for a nice, fat job where the work was done by somebody else, or preferably a handsome settlement upon himself by virtue of his distant relationship. In all his expectations he had been disappointed. His views upon Solomon Stedman, as Marjorie knew, were neither flattering nor charitable. Marjorie had not intended discussing the matter with her cousin, but she felt now that she must talk it over with somebody or she would go mad. She wanted strength, just a little additional strength, to meet this supreme crisis in her young life.

“Yes, yes,” she said hastily “I am riding this afternoon.”

“I thought of taking you over to Tynewood Chase,” he said. He had a way of talking as though he owned the country and was its principal showman; but today his little conceit did not amuse her, and she made a wry face.

“I don’t know that I want to see anything associated with the Tynewoods today” she said. “You’re coming to the dinner tomorrow Lance?”

He nodded, but with a little frown. “I wonder you didn’t manage to get me at the table with you, Marjorie,” he said complainingly “I don’t want to hobnob with royalty but I should rather like to have been near you. And what’s the matter with Lady Tynewood?” he asked quickly “You haven’t been quarrelling again?”

“I haven’t been quarrelling; she did all that,” said Marjorie, “and it was on the same subject — a place at the high table at tomorrow’s dinner. I wish I wasn’t going to the dinner.”

“Isn’t she there either?” asked Lance.

“No, she’s not,” snapped the girl, whose nerves were on edge, “and I am very glad. I have nothing to do with the placing of people at the tables, high or low.” He was ruffled for the same reason as Lady Tynewood, and made her case his own. “She isn’t a bad sort, believe me,” he said. “She’s a pretty knowledgeable woman of the world, and I’ve a great respect for her. It’s nothing like the feeling I’ve got for you, mark you, dear,” he added.

“I am going to the village now Lance,” she said, impatient to be gone. “Will you be ready at two o’clock? You look so nice in your riding — suit,” she smiled, “that I don’t think I should change.”

He smiled a little complacently “All right, two o’clock. But can’t I go with you into the village?”

She shook her head. “No, I’m going to the post office to do some business,” she said, “and I’d rather go alone.”

She did not wait for him to urge his attendance upon her, but turned with a nod and walked quickly down the hill to the straggling village of Tynewood. Tynvwood, Tynewood! How she detested the name! Though she had had little but happiness in this neighbourhood since she had come. But somehow Alma Tynewood’s presence poisoned the sweetness of life; and now the woman had her mother in her clutches, and had forced her to a course against which her soul and her conscience revolted. At that moment she hated Lady Tynewood most heartily.

Everything conspired against her that morning. The post office lay at the farther end of the one street, through which she very seldom passed, for the railway station was two miles away in the direction from whence she had come. As she hurried through, Perkins, the butcher, slipped out of his shop and came up to her apologetically touching his cap.

“I’m sorry to bother you, Miss Stedman,” he said, “and I have been trying to see you for a fortnight past.”

“Trying to see me?” said Marjorie in surprise. “What do you want no see me about?”

“Well, miss,” said the man uncomfortably, “I never like dunning a customer like you, especially when you’re so highly respected in the County, but I do wish your lady mother would settle that little account of mine.”

Marjorie’s heart sank.

“Does she owe you much?” she asked.

“A hundred and twenty pounds, miss,” said the butcher. “It may not be much to her, but it’s quite a lot to a man like me, and with the bills falling due, I’m rather hard put to it to find ready money just now.”

Marjorie bit her lip.

“All right, Mr Perkins,” she said, “I will see that your bill is settled.” She had hardly gone a dozen paces before she found little Mr Grain waiting for her. Mr Grain was the local builder.

“Miss Stedman,” he said as awkwardly as the butcher, “would it be asking you too much to remind your mother that my bill hasn’t been settled? It is nearly twelve months old. You remember I did a lot of repairs to your house and painted the place inside and out last spring.”

“Is it much?” she asked unsteadily.

“About a hundred and eighty pounds, miss. I’ve written to your mother, but she has never replied.”

“I’ll see to it, Mr Grain,” said the girl. “Mother has been very busy of late, and it must have escaped her memory.”

She felt sick at the thought that almost every one of these poor little tradesmen, who had as much as they could do to make both ends meet, were creditors of her mother. If she needed any stiffening in her purpose, it was supplied in these sordid details.

She walked into the post office with her head held high and took a yellow telegraph form from a heap on the counter.

“That’s a foreign form, miss,” said the postmistress. “I know,” replied Marjorie. Somehow she could not bring herself to write, but presently with an effort, she dipped the nib in the ink and wrote, addressing the telegram to “Solomon Stedman, Stedman’s Mine, Vrykloof South Africa.” Again she stopped, incapable of proceeding, and then, with a sudden resolution, she wrote:

“I accept Pretoria Smith,” and signed in a bold hand: “Marjorie Stedman.”
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“What is the matter with Marjorie?” asked Lance Kelman lazily as he struck a match to light his cigarette.

Mrs Stedman held out her thin hands in a gesture which was intended to signify her complete ignorance.

“I never can understand Marjorie, and the older she gets the farther she seems to draw away from me,” she complained. “She hasn’t sympathy with me, Lance. She doesn’t understand the requirements of my temperament.”

“She’s very young,” said Lance condescendingly; “perhaps if she travelled a little more, her mind would broaden and she’d understand things better.”

Mrs Stedman never lacked understanding from her nephew and she looked admiringly at his trim figure.

“I wish Marjorie would settle down, Lance,” she said. “I sometimes wish she would marry. Do you know what I was hoping when you went out to South Africa to see dear Solomon — it was very brave of you to take that terrible journey? I was wishing that Solomon would make your fortune and that you would come back in a position to marry.”

“To marry Marjorie, you mean?” said Lance, by no means overwhelmed at the prospect. “Yes, I had some idea of that myself. She’s a dear girl,” he added, “though somewhat narrow in view, auntie.”

“Exactly my idea,” said Mrs Stedman, glancing nervously at the lock. “How long will Marjorie be, I wonder?”

“Are you going out this afternoon, auntie?” asked Lance. “I did think of going,” said Mrs Stedman, lowering her voice, “but I beg of you not to mention the fact to Marjorie. She has an unreasonable prejudice against Lady Tynewood.” “You’re going to the Tynewoods’, eh?” said her nephew. “Well, I agree with you. Lady Tynewood is a real good sort. I was telling her about my troubles the other day and she asked me if I’d ever met her husband — Sir James Tynewood, you know. He ran away from her, I believe, though I’ve never got the story right.”

“There is a lot of gossip,” began Mrs Stedman, when her discourse was interrupted by the arrival of Marjorie. The girl looked exquisite in her riding-suit. A perfectly fitting long grey coat hung to where the tall polished riding — boots met the knee of the well-cut breeches, and Lance looked at her admiringly.

“For a prude, Marje, you sometimes dress very daringly.”

“I am not a prude, and please don’t call me Marje,” said Marjorie. “It sounds like the stuff we used to spread on our bread in Brixton.”

“My dear,” reproved Mrs Stedman with a shiver, “don’t let us refer to those horrible times.” The girl sighed. “Are you ready?” she asked, and without waiting for a reply walked out to where the horses were waiting. He hurried to her assistance, but she had put her foot in the stirrup and had swung herself to the saddle before he could touch her. “You’re mighty independent,” he grumbled, and was considerably annoyed because he rather prided himself on the manner in which he could handle a lady in those circumstances. They passed through a long, narrow lane with high hedgerows, and Marjorie did not speak for some time. She intended telling Lance just what she had done, and she did not doubt what his opinion would be.

“Your mother was talking about Tynewood,” and the girl groaned inwardly.

“I hope she’s not going to the Tynewoods’ this afternoon,” she said suddenly but Lance did not enlighten her.

“You have never seen the Chase, have you?”

She had been to Tynewood Chase. She recalled the circumstances with a shiver. “I have never seen the place,” she answered truthfully.

“It’s a beautiful old Tudor building with a magnificent park. How a man can be content to leave a lovely wife and an estate of this kind and wander in the wilderness, heaven only knows!”

“You are speaking of Sir James Tynewood?” she asked slowly, and he nodded. “Yes. He left his wife, you know, a few days after they were married. The real story is not known locally Sir James has two estates, and he spent most of his time on the other. Indeed, there’s nobody attached to the Chase, except the old gatekeeper, who knows him. He married about four years ago, quite unexpectedly Lady Tynewood had been on the stage, you know.”

“I heard something of that,” she said quietly.

“I think he must have been mad,” said Lance. “Left her, my dear, without a minute’s warning. He married in London—”

“Who told you all this?” asked the girl. “Well, to be perfectly candid, Lady Tynewood told me the very sad story of her life, or a portion of it, when I was taking tea there the other day” said Lance with a show of indifference.

“I see,” said the girl with an inward smile. “Go on, please. I am very much interested in Sir James Tynewood. In fact, it’s the only Tynewood thing that does interest me.”

“He went away” continued Lance, a little proud to know the story at first hand. “They married suddenly in London, and he was rather a wild sort of fellow, as far as I can judge, and got into several scrapes before he met Alma — I mean Lady Tynewood. I remember — I was at Winchester at the time — the papers were full of it, and one of them happened to mention the fact that Lady Tynewood would now be the proud wearer of the famous Tynewood collar — that’s a collar of diamonds, you know.”

“I didn’t think it was a dog’s collar,” she said without a smile, and he looked at her suspiciously.

“Well, she insisted on James getting this for her, and he came down here to Tynewood Chase, and from that moment” — he paused dramatically— “he was never seen again. The next morning Lady Tynewood received a letter from his lawyer, saying that, although James was married to her, she must not under any circumstances enter the doors of the Chase. A sum of money was settled on her — quite inadequate, my dear, for a woman of her position — and the next thing she knew was to read an announcement that James Tynewood had left for South Africa.”

“South Africa?” said the girl quickly. “Oh, of course, the Carisbrooke Castle goes to South Africa, doesn’t it?”

“I didn’t say anything about the ship,” said Lance, satisfied that he had created a sensation and not troubling to ask (this to the girl’s relief) how she associated the mail boat with the lost Sir James. “But why did you say ‘South Africa’ in that curious tone?”

“Because I am interested in South Africa,” she said, and her voice was hard, so hard that he turned and looked at her in surprise. “I am going to marry Pretoria Smith!”

“Pretoria Smith!” he gasped. “What do you mean?”

“Read this.” She took the letter from her pocket and handed it to him, and he reined in his horse and read the letter through.

“But you’re not going to do a thing like this?” he said. “Pretoria Smith — I know the brute! A bullying, nigger-whacking ruffian. Why I saw him flog an unfortunate native till I had to interfere. He was in the courts once for shooting a bushman named — anyway I forget his name, but he was in the courts. And he drinks! I’ve seen him reeling about the town. They say—”

“Oh don’t, don’t!” she said with a shudder, and covered her eyes with her hands. “It’s not true, Marjorie. You’re not going to do it. My dear, I was hoping and praying for the day when I could ask you myself to be my wife.”

She stopped him with a gesture. “I could never be your wife,” she said quietly “Don’t let that complication enter into a business which is already horribly tangled.”

“But it’s impossible!” he cried. “It’s madness. I will not allow it.”

She smiled bitterly “Unfortunately you cannot prevent it,” she said. “I have to do it.”

She did not tell him the story of her mother’s folly of her own tragic misery and they rode on, he smouldering with rage and feeling of personal grievance, she with a feeling of helplessness in face of the inevitable. And so they came to the gates of the Chase and reined in.

“I don’t feel like looking over the place today,” said the girl wearily She could see from where she sat the natural beauty of the park, the tall, spreading trees, the grey aged building standing in dignity with its mullioned windows gleaming in the light of the afternoon sun.

“Let us stay here. I want to retain this picture. It is very beautiful,” she said softly.

And for a while the loveliness of the scene put her own trouble out of her mind. Whilst they sat they heard the whirr of a motor car, and a long — bonneted limousine came into view and stopped opposite the gates, and a lady got out. “Lady Tynewood,” whispered Lance, and the girl was going to turn her horse, but feminine curiosity got the better of her. Lady Tynewood walked up to the gates and the liveried porter opened them and stood in the opening.

“Is there anything I can do for your ladyship?” he asked, touching his hat.

“I want to see over the grounds,” said Lady Tynewood, but the man did not move.

“I’m very sorry my lady, but I have orders that you are not under any circumstances to be admitted.”

“And you have orders from me to stand on one side,” she cried in a fury. “I have been too long obedient to the wishes of your employer. I insist upon my right to enter the grounds as and when I wish.”

For answer he stepped back and gently closed the gates in her face.

“I’m very sorry my lady” he said between the bars. “My orders are strict. I cannot allow you to enter.”

The woman turned away in a towering rage and came face to face with Marjorie. “You!” she said, and her voice was hoarse. She put her hand to her throat as though she had some difficulty in breathing, and then: “This is another humiliation you have witnessed, Marjorie Stedman,” she said, breathing heavily “I have two scores to wipe out with you.”

Marjorie said nothing for a moment, then: “You may wipe out any scores you have, Lady Tynewood,” she said softly “but they will never be bridge scores!” And she turned her horse’s head and rode away.



12. The Man Who Was Nobody


Table of Contents


Mr Vance, of that eminent firm of solicitors, Vance & Vance, was in the midst of a busy day’s work when a visitor was announced, and as he read the card his eyebrows rose. “Show Miss Stedman in, please.” He got up and came halfway across the room to meet her. “Why this is a most unexpected pleasure, Miss Stedman,” he said, closing the door after her. “You haven’t come for legal advice, I hope?” “No, not exactly that,” she replied with a little smile. “I have heard great stories of your progress in the county” said Mr Vance. “Sit down there, my dear. Why it’s good to see you again. I shall never have another secretary like you. Yes, I hear great things about you; you raised a lot of money for the County Hospital, I’m told, .And isn’t there a complimentary dinner to you soon, or has it gone past?” “It is not exactly a complimentary dinner to me,” she smiled. “I think it is to be a function where everybody congratulates themselves, and I am to be one of the complacent many. Mr Vance,” she said, her voice striking a more serious note, “did you ever know Uncle Solomon?”

“I think I told you I’d met him,” replied Vance, nodding. “I have only the dimmest recollection of Mr Stedman.”

“You know he has made a very large fortune?” He nodded again.

“You told me that in your letter and I congratulate you all. What is the matter?” he asked quickly “Has he lost his money?”

She shook her head. “Sometimes I almost wish he had,” she said ruefully “No, he has done no more than” — she hesitated— “attempt to shape my life.”

He looked a little puzzled, then a light dawned upon him. “Has he chosen a husband for you?” he asked with a twinkle in his eyes.

“You have guessed rightly” she said quietly.

“And who’s the lucky man?”

“Somebody you know very well,” she answered.

The half smile vanished from the lawyer’s face. “Somebody I know? You’re quite mysterious, Miss Stedman. Is it a friend of mine?”

“I don’t know whether he’s a friend of yours, but he’s somebody I have met in this office — Mr Smith from Pretoria.”

He half rose from his seat, a look of incredulity on his face. “Mr Smith of Pretoria? Impossible!” he replied. “I wish it were,” she said, amused in spite of herself at his evident perturbation, and a little troubled too. Briefly she related all the circumstances. The arrival of her uncle’s letter, and her conversation with her mother. It was not a time when she could afford to respect the confidences of the older woman, and she spoke frankly of Mrs Stedman’s weakness.

“You leave me breathless,” said the lawyer when she had finished. “I had no idea that Mr Smith was in England.” He pondered a moment, and the girl watched his face, noting the evident emotion which her announcement had caused.

“There is one question I want to ask you, Mr Vance, and I beg of you to answer me truthfully — that sounds very rude, but such great issues are at stake for me that I must have the truth.”

“What is the question you wish to ask?” he demanded quietly.

“I want to know this,” she said, speaking with deliberation. “What was the meaning of that scene I witnessed at Tynewood Chase four years ago?”

He was silent. “I cannot answer that question, Miss Stedman,” he said at last. “I am sorry but to answer that would be to betray the confidence of a friend. It would mean, too, the disgracing of a very old name.”

“The name of Tynewood?” she said quickly and he nodded. “Then perhaps you will answer another question,” said the girl. “If I marry Pretoria Smith, am I marrying the man who has caused Sir James Tynewood to disappear from England — I do not say murdered him,” she added quickly “that is too dreadful a possibility Though I know Sir James Tynewood is dead, yet I have been faithful to my promise to you that I would never speak of the events I saw at Tynewood Chase.”

He nodded. There was a look of quiet respect in his eyes. “I am indeed grateful to you, Miss Stedman,” he said, “and when Sir James returns from his retirement he also will be grateful.”

She looked at him steadily “Sir James Tynewood is dead,” she said, and his eyes narrowed.

“I repeat,” he answered evenly, “that when Sir James Tynewood comes back from his retirement, he will be grateful to you.”

The girl came a little nearer to the table and dropped her clasped hands on the desk. “I’m going to be open and honest with you, Mr Vance,” she said. “I know Sir James Tynewood is dead. By accident I came into your room when you were discussing his death with Dr Fordham? The old lawyer rose from his chair and paced the room slowly, his chin upon his breast, his hands clasped behind him. Suddenly he stopped opposite to her.

“Are you going to marry Pretoria Smith?” he asked.

She shrugged her shoulders. “What else am I to do?”

He rubbed his chin thoughtfully “You might do worse, much worse,” he said with emphasis. “Pretoria Smith is a very decent man and comes of a good family.”

“Is his name Smith?” she asked.

“Is anybody’s name Smith?” he answered good-humouredly “Now, now, Miss Stedman” — he dropped his hand on her shoulder— “won’t you take the advice of an old friend?”

“What is your advice?”

“Marry Pretoria Smith!” was the astonishing answer.

“Marry a drunkard!” she said scornfully.

“A drunkard!” he gaped at her in amazement. “Pretoria Smith a drunkard?” he said incredulously “Why Miss Stedman, what do you mean?”

“My cousin, Lance Kelman, was in South Africa, and knows the man perhaps better than you do,” she said. “He told me he had often seen Pretoria Smith staggering about the town the worse for drink.”

She was annoyed with her old employer and irritated and shocked at the suggestion that she should marry Pretoria Smith, and she was dismally triumphant at the look of blank consternation on the lawyer’s face.

“Will you tell me, Mr Vance,” she went on, “what is his name? Obviously I cannot marry a man whose name I do not know.”

He hesitated and scratched his chin irresolutely and was obviously embarrassed. “If I tell you,” he said, speaking slowly “I shall extract from you a promise that you will not tell either Pretoria Smith or any other person that I have given you this information?”

“I can promise that,” she said at once. “His name,” he said slowly, “is Norman Garrick.”

“Norman Garrick,” she repeated; then, as a sudden inspiration came to her, “Was he any relation of of the young man who is dead?”

She felt the name of “Tynewood” would choke her at that moment. Again the lawyer paused.

“He is his half brother,” he said in a low voice, “and that is all I can tell you.” Mr Vance spoke of her life in the country and the forthcoming dinner, and then she took her leave of the lawyer. In the outer office she stopped to speak to the managing clerk, an old friend of hers, and went into his room.

“Quite like old times seeing you again, Miss Stedman,” he chuckled. “We haven’t had anybody at the office quite as pleasant to work with as yourself.”

“If you’re busy,” she laughed, “I’ll come along and help you.”

“I wish to goodness you would,” he grumbled. “I have got heaps and heaps of estate matters to file.” In truth his desk was choked with an accumulation of papers and bundles of papers.

“You always were untidy Mr Herman,” she said, and mechanically began to set them in order as she had done so often. As she stacked the folded documents on one side of the table her eyes fell upon a little bundle tied with red tape and this she took up to place it with the others she was piling. Mechanically she read: “In the matter of Norman Garrick.”

She dropped the bundle with a little cry and stared at the managing clerk. “Who is Norman Garrick?” she asked desperately.

The managing clerk looked at her with an odd expression and reaching out took the bundle from the heap and dropped it into a drawer. “One of our clients,” he said indifferently, “or at least he was. He’s been dead some time now.”

Two minutes later she was walking down the stairs of the office, her brain in a whirl. Pretoria Smith was Norman Garrick — and Norman Garrick was dead! Who then was Pretoria Smith? He was a man who was — nobody!
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It Was the night of the great dinner which the Board of Management of the Droitshire County Hospital were going to celebrate the raising of the funds which had been necessary for the continuance of the hospital’s work. In reality it was a dinner in honour of the energetic secretary of the fund, the girl who had worked with unremitting energy to make the fund a success. Marjorie Stedman had utilized the knowledge she had gained in a London office, and had engrafted to that a natural sweetness of appeal and a natural genius for organization which had done so much to produce the required sum.

His Royal Highness the Duke of Wight, who was President of the hospital, had come down from London to preside, and was the guest of the Earl of Wadham, who had his seat in the neighbourhood.

In the excitement and thrill of the brilliant gathering, at which every county family was represented, Marjorie, looking exquisite in a gown of silver and white, managed to forget the disturbing events of the previous day and stood the smiling recipient of congratulations from the guests which crowded the County Hall. Lord Wadham, white-haired and redfaced, with a ready smile and a monocle, pushed his way through the throng to Marjorie’s side.

“Oh, here you are,” he said loudly He had a voice like a foghorn and his whispers were audible on the other side of the street. “Come along, Miss Stedman. I want to present you to His Royal Highness.”

He made his way through the press of people to the farther end of the reception room, where, standing aloof with two or three gentlemen about him, was the slight, boyish figure of the Duke of Wight, the blue band of the Garter over his snowy shirt-front.

“Your Royal Highness, may I present Miss Marjorie Stedman, who has done so much for the Droitshire Hospital?”

The Duke smiled and held out his hand. “I have heard of you, Miss Stedman,” he said, “and I want to thank you personally I have a great interest in this hospital and in its prosperity and I feel that, but for your energy and your tireless work, our appeal might have failed.”

She curtsied and smiled as she took his hand.

“Your Royal Highness doesn’t realize what a pleasure it was to work for the hospital,” she said.

“My Royal Highness recognizes what a pleasure it must be to work with you, who are working for the hospital,” said the Prince goodnaturedly and looked at Lord Wadham and then at his watch. At that moment a footman announced that dinner was served, and they moved to the big inner room.

Dinner was to be served at separate tables. There were fifty small tables that covered the whole of the floor space, and at the farther end n larger table, decorated with greenery and glittering with silver; and it was to this that Marjorie was led on the royal arm.

“You’re on my right,” he said, and she sat down, conscious of the curious and the amused eyes which were cast in her direction. For the old gentry which had made the county what it was, her elevation to honour was only a source of gratification and pleasure; it was the little folk, the successful profiteers, who hated her, and to these might be added Lady Tynewood, who saw the girl’s triumph from a table halfway down the room and loathed her. She turned to her companion.

“Well, Mr Lance Kelman, what do you think of your cousin?”

“Oh, she’s all right,” said Lance Kelman, who had learnt that it was impolitic to speak well of Marjorie before this overawing lady and in consequence did not consider it disloyal to disparage her.

“She’s bound to get a little swollen — headed,” he added tolerantly “Young people always do.”

She looked at him with amusement.

“I don’t think you’re so very old, are you?” she said sarcastically “So she’s going to marry a miner in South Africa, eh? Pretoria Smith.”

“A perfect brute,” said Lance violently “By Jove, if she could only see him as I saw him, she’d chuck him up at once! She’s a weak fool anyway and I’d give anything to teach her a lesson.”

The girl was not thinking of Pretoria Smith or of anybody. The Prince was talking to her about the hospital, when suddenly his eyes lighted on Alma.

“Isn’t that Lady Tynewood?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” said the girl. “Do you know her?”

“I knew her husband,” said the Prince thoughtfully. “He and I were at Eton together and we were on a couple of shooting expeditions. A real good fellow.” He shook his head. “I could never understand that extraordinary marriage.”

And then, remembering that scandal and gossip are forbidden to members of his family he changed the subject.

Lady Tynewood had seen the Prince’s eye fall on her, and guessed, with a woman’s quiet instinct, that it was not a friendly gaze.

“Lance,” she said familiarly “will you go out into the vestibule? I left my bag there and I brought a small pair of opera glasses. As I paid for the dinner, I might as well have a good look at His Royal Nibs.”

Lance was only amused at the vulgarity and he obeyed. The hall was deserted, and the woman in charge of the ladies’ cloaks easily found the bag and handed it to him. He was returning to the room when his attention was attracted by the sight of a man who stood unsteadily in the middle of the vestibule. He looked again and his heart stood still for a moment, and then a great scheme was born to his mind. A malicious scheme, the consequence of which he could not foresee.

The man in the hall was tall and broad — shouldered; his face, cleanshaven, was strong and almost expressionless, as though he wore a mask to hide his inmost feelings. He was dressed in a shabby reachme-down suit such as a veldt store might produce at a minute’s notice and he wore a shirt with a soft collar which was open at the throat. Lance crammed Lady Tynewood’s bag in his pocket and stepped up no the man.

“Hullo!” he said, and the stranger turned slowly to meet his eyes.

“Hullo!” he replied, and his voice was a little husky.

“You’re Pretoria Smith, aren’t you?” “Thee man swayed to and fro and when he spoke it was in a lazy drawl.

“‘That’s my name,” was the reply “Who the devil are you?”

“Don’t you remember? I’m Mr Solomon Stedman’s nephew”

“Oh yes, I remember,” said the other, nodding. “Then perhaps you’ll tell me where is the hotel. I’ve strayed in here, thinking this was II, but there seems to be some sort of function on.”

And then the idea took shape and Lance Kelman forgot discretion, forgot what would be the consequence of his impertinence, and gripped Pretoria Smith by the arm.

“Come on,” he said eagerly “I know a side way which will bring you quite close to the person you are seeking?

“Wait a minute,” said Pretoria Smith. “‘What is the game?”

“You’re hungry aren’t you?”

“I am,” said Pretoria Smith thickly after a little pause, “and I’m not. I’m more thirsty” He swayed on his feet as he stood.

“Drunk,” thought Kelman exultantly “Now Marjorie, I will show you the kind of man you’re going to marry.” `”I’ll take you where you can get a drink — anything you want,” he said, and took him along the side passage which ran parallel with the dining-hall.

There were several doors used for exits when entertainments were given and at the last of these he stopped. He guessed it would be opposite the high table, and would produce the greatest sensation. He had some difficulty in unlocking the door, but presently he succeeded; and led the man in, in full view of every person in the hall.

The Prince looked round with a frown and a little start.

Marjorie gazed with amazement on the man she had not seen for four years and instinct warned her that he was drunk and she went pale.

A momentary silence had fallen on the hall at the sight of this extraordinary intruder, and it was Lance Kelman who broke the spell.

“Your Royal Highness, Ladies and Gentlemen,” he cried, “permit me to introduce you to the fianc of Marjorie Stedman — Pretoria Smith!”

The man at his side looked round with half — closed eyes as though he were dazed, then stumbled and lurched forward toward where the Prince was standing, and the frightened girl, half-fainting, shrank back in her chair.

“Drunk, by God!” said Lord Wadham, as Pretoria Smith fell with a crash against the table, face to face with His Royal Highness.
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All her life Marjorie Stedman would retain in her mind that picture of horror and humiliation. The great room, lit by hundreds of lights, the wails draped with Hags, the white tables flashing back the rays of the lamps, the pink faces turned to hers — and there, near at hand — and she shivered in a panic of fear — the sprawling figure of Pretoria Smith.

He was talking some weird, outlandish gibberish, talking fiercely as a drunken man will talk who is half conscious and half bemused; and above all, the serene figure of the Prince, standing with both his hands on the table, his head slightly bent, his unwavering eyes fixed upon the wreck before him.

It was the Prince who made the first move. Slipping round the table before the attendants could reach him, he had lifted Pretoria Smith to his feet, and, waving aside the attendants, it was he who half led, half supported the man into the hall. And then the babble of talk began, and every face and eye was fixed on the shrinking girl, who sat frozen, tortured, humiliated to the last degree, not daring to meet any of the eyes that were turned in her direction. Presently the Prince came back, calmly leisurely and sat down by the girl’s side. He bent over to her and patted her hand.

“My dear girl,” he said in a low voice, “I am awfully sorry — who was the man who brought him in?”

He looked round and his keen eyes sought out the scared face of Lance Kelman, and he beckoned him forward. The moment Lance Kelman had accomplished his dramatic introduction, he had fallen into a blue funk; and as the Prince’s finger crooked, he came forward with wobbling knees, and stood in the place where Pretoria Smith had stood.

“I don’t know your name, sir,” said the Duke of Wight, fixing his eye upon the young man, “and I have not asked, for I do not want to know it. I can only tell you, sir, that your conduct has unfitted you for association with gentlemen, and I will ask you to retire.”

Lance Kelman went out of the room, looking neither left nor right, boiling with rage which was half fear, and wildly apprehensive of what might follow He, Lance Kelman, a man of considerable means, and a possible candidate for Parliament, had been publicly rebuked. He could have cried, and was near to tears of self-pity when he threw himself into his car and was whirled away to the house he had rented for the summer. Few people had seen him go or realized why he went.

Marjorie had heard the words, and in some way felt the reflected reproach of them; and the Duke must have realized this, for he turned to her with a smile.

“Now Miss Stedman, you are eating nothing and you are drinking nothing,” he said gaily, “and I must insist upon your doing both.”

Her hand as she raised the wineglass to her lips was shaking, and this he noticed.

“It was very dreadful for you, and I’m very sorry,” he said. “That person I have just sent home is a most unutterable little cad, and I suppose he had some reason?”

“I can’t divine it,” said the girl with a shake of her head. “Lance and I are quite good friends, but he is piqued, I think, by something which happened.”

Very gently and with rare tact the young Duke drew from her the whole of the story. The letter she had received that morning from her uncle, her aversion to the match and her horror of it. She did not tell him of their earlier meeting nor of her mother’s indiscretions, but he guessed there was some vital reason why she should have accepted the nominee of Solomon Stedman.

“I had no idea that he was in England,” she said. “My uncle’s letter merely said that he was on his way. He must have come by the same boat as the letter.”

The Prince nodded.

“What can I do, sir?” she asked helplessly “My own inclination is to go away back to London and find some work. But there are — there are reasons why I cannot do this, and why I must accept” — she paused at the word— “Pretoria Smith and all that Pretoria Smith means.”

The young Prince was silent. The room saw the conversation; not one move escaped the guests. Suddenly they saw the royal Duke rise, and the noise of talking ceased. Was he going to make some statement which would explain this most curious interruption to the dinner? Their doubts were soon to be set at rest.

“Gentlemen,” said the Duke of Wight, “I give you the toast of the King!”

So nothing was to be said, and they must draw their own conclusions and discover, as best they could, what was the meaning of the extraordinary scene. Marjorie was not engaged to any man, so far as they knew and certainly she was not the type of girl who would marry an ill-clad ruffian who was in the habit of making such an exhibition of himself. There were a dozen men in the county who would have been happy to have led Marjorie to the altar. She had friends innumerable, and these were grieved and shocked. Incidentally there were a few young men in that hall who registered a vow to seek out Mr Lance Kelman at the earliest opportunity and impress upon him the iniquity of his proceeding.

Presently the memory of the incident passed, the speeches began and Marjorie listened like a girl in a dream to the praise which was lavished upon her by the Prince. And then, in face of that great gathering, he pinned upon her breast the insignia of the Order of the Royal Red Cross. The cheers were deafening and spontaneous.

Lady Tynewood did not cheer. Through her little jewelled glasses she was watching the scene at the table, and her lips curled in scorn.

“The man must be in love with her himself,” she said aloud, “to countenance such a disgraceful scene.”

Her neighbour, a stiff-backed squire, looked at her under his beetling brows.

“That is not a comment I like to hear, madam,” he said, and moved farther away She took no notice of the rebuke. Her busy; scheming mind was wholly engaged on one matter — how best could she use Pretoria Smith, whose face she had seen for the first time in her life.
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Lord Wadham drove Marjorie home that night. He was full of good cheer and roared his enthusiasm into her deafened ear.

“A great chap, the Prince,” he shouted. “One of the right sort. When you have men like that at the head of affairs, you need not fear revolution or anarchy. You behaved splendidly, my girl, splendidly! I’ve never seen a lady in this land who could have kept her face as you did in such circumstances. I think you’re just wonderful.”

The girl smiled faintly and her hand lightly touched the glittering ornament at her breast. To say that she had not been gratified and had not experienced a thrill when this honour was paid to her, would be to say that she was not human. Later, perhaps, in the sleepless hours of the night, she would think of Pretoria Smith and come to a full understanding of the insult that had been put upon her. For the moment she let her mind dwell upon more pleasant things.

“Kelman’s a fool,” boomed Lord Wadham. “I’m perfectly sure that he couldn’t have done that by himself. That infernal Tynewood woman must have put him up to it. A bad egg, that, my dear, a damned bad egg!”

There were times when Lord Wadham’s language was violent and strong. But the girl did not resent such expressions at this moment. Rather she was prepared to endorse them and be thankful to Lord Wadham for expressing her own inmost thoughts.

The car stopped at the drive and he saw her up to the door and left her. Until she got into the drawingroom she carried herself bravely; but once out of the sight of Wadham, the utter misery of her position brought a little collapse. She sat down on a settee, weary and hurt and utterly sick of everything. Mrs Stedman bustled in at the wrong moment, and was in a chirpy cheerful mood.

“Well, my dear, how did everything go off?” she babbled. “I’m sure you were a great success in that gown. I wish your poor, dear father could have seen you. I don’t like silver on white; it is a little too theatrical to please me, but girls have changed extraordinarily since I was young. And was the Prince nice to you?”

Marjorie roused herself with an effort.

“He gave me this,” she said, and indicated the decoration on her bodice.

Mrs Stedman was properly impressed.

“Did he really my dear? How very nice of him!” she said. “Is it made of gold, or is it just imitation? I always think that decorations that gentlemen wear are such gilded sepulchres. Your poor dear uncle john, who was run over by an omnibus, had a decoration from the Shah of Persia; it was just paste, my dear, paste.”

“Mother,” said Marjorie, who was unpinning the medal from her gown, “I am going to be married.”

Mrs Stedman looked at her in amazement.

“Going to be married, Marjorie?” she said in a complaining voice. “My dear, you haven’t told me anything about this, you know a girl’s best friend is her mother, and she should be the first to be told of anything of importance.”

“I’m going to be married to Pretoria Smith,” said the girl recklessly “His name isn’t Smith and he’s nobody! He’s a bushranger or a thief or a road agent or a bank robber or something, he’s very rich — and he gets drunk!”

Mrs Stedman regarded her daughter with an alarmed eye. “You haven’t been drinking too much, dear, have you?” she asked. “It is awfully bad for young girls to drink. When I was young we had just one glass of port between three of us, and even that used to make my head go quite whizzy.”

Marjorie had left the room and came back very shortly with her uncle’s letter. “I want you to read that, mother,” she said.

Mrs Stedman looked at her daughter suspiciously and fumbled for her glasses. “Are you going to marry Lance?” she asked.

“Lance!” burst forth the girl, in such a tone of scorn that her mother shrank back openmouthed.

“But he’s a very nice boy a dear boy,” she insisted.

“Read that letter, mother,” said the girl. “I shall go mad if you say much more to me.”

Mrs Stedman fixed her glasses and read. When she had finished she was rather pale.

“Of course you’re going to do it, darling, aren’t you?” she said. “You don’t know this gentleman, but I am perfectly sure your dear uncle would not recommend a husband unless he was quite a respectable person.”

“So respectable that he came to the dinner tonight drunk, looking like a tramp,” said the girl bitterly. “He insulted the Prince and collapsed over the table! And that brute Lance brought him in!”

“Lance would never do anything ungentlemanly, I’m sure,” said Mrs Stedman. “But, my dear, you are going to marry him, aren’t you?”

“I suppose so,” said the girl.

“That’s all right,” said Mrs Stedman complacently folding her glasses and putting them away. “It may turn out quite well for you. These romantic marriages sometimes do.”

“Romantic!” repeated Marjorie in despair. “Mother, don’t you realize what such a marriage to me means? Do you imagine that I, who must suffer, am going light — heartedly into this awful arrangement because I think it is romantic or hope that anything will come out of it but unhappiness?”

“Then, my dear,” whimpered Mrs Stedman, “why do you go into it at all? I don’t mind being turned out,” she sniffed. “I don’t mind starving and going into the bankruptcy court. If you feel so bitter about it, don’t do it. Never mind me; I’m nobody” And she clucked spasmodically into her handkerchief.

Happily there was a knock at the door at that moment. The girl heard it, and Mrs Stedman heard it and forgot to grieve.

“I wonder who it is at this hour?” she said.

The girl had a horrible fear that it was Pretoria Smith, and it required all her efforts to stand still, and when the maid came in and announced Lance Kelman she was almost relieved.
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Mr Kelman was in a perturbed condition of mind. He had also had time to develop a grievance.

“Look here, Marjorie,” he said, “I’ve been treated most shamefully by that infernal duke. I never did believe in royalties, anyway and he—”

The girl stopped him with a gesture.

“Lance,” she said quietly, “you behaved like a blackguard tonight. For what reason I cannot tell, except that your own miserable little vanity was hurt when you learnt I was going to marry — somebody else. Now don’t interrupt me,” she said, her voice rising. “You humiliated me before the whole of the county, because you thought that by so doing I would be disgusted with Pretoria Smith and marry you. I tell you this, Lance” — her shining eyes were fixed on his, and he quailed before them— “that I would sooner marry Pretoria Smith, or twenty Pretoria Smiths, than be married to a man like you. He may be a person of no education and know no better. You are a public school man and have the reputation of being a gentleman. To appease your miserable vanity you have made me the laughing — stock of Droitshire. You have deserved every word that the Prince said to you — and now get out!”

She pointed to the door, and Lance Kelman, after a few ineffectual attempts to speak, slunk out, and had not thought of what he ought to have said under the circumstances till he was home in bed.

It was a restless night for Marjorie Stedman. Sleep would not come, and the dawn found her sitting in her silk kimono at the window, watching the stars fade in the western sky. The air was balmy and the heavy scent of flowers came up to her. She did not feel in the least tired. The calm of the dawn hour brought comfort and peace to her troubled spirit.

Her room overlooked the road, for one end of the Priory was separated only by a dozen yards from the high screening hedge which divided the public thoroughfare from her mother’s demesne. The window afforded a view of that part of the road which led up from Tynewood, and presently she saw a man walking along in the middle of the road, coming toward her. She wondered if it were a labourer thus early afoot on his way to one of the farms, but somehow or other, from his walk, the easy swing of his stride, the almost catlike lightness of tread, knew that he was no farmer’s man. She sat watching until he came near at hand.

He carried his hat in hand and his head was bare. And then with a gasp she recognized him. It was the man who had staggered into the hall the night before — Pretoria Smith. He was sober now; and possibly she thought, he was walking off the effects of his night’s debauch.

He looked neither to the right nor to the left, and only when he came abreast of her did he raise his eyes.

She had intended to go back from the window so that he should not see her, but that quick uplift of his gaze had caught her by surprise. It surprised him too, apparently, for he stopped awkwardly and said something. She heard the word “Sorry” then jumped up and shut the casement window with a bang. She did not even trouble to see what happened to him. If she had, she would have seen him turn with a shrug and continue his walk. Then, as she realized the futility of it all, she lay down on the bed, her head on her arms, too prostrate in spirit to weep.

This man was to be her husband, and it was madness to start of as she was doing, to antagonize him from the start. Her husband! She shuddered and, feeling cold, pulled the eiderdown over her. So lying she fell asleep and did not wake until ten o’clock. She had her bath, dressed slowly and came downstairs. Mrs Stedman was in the drawing — room, a book in her hand, a cigarette between her lips. It was only since her acquaintance with Lady Tynewood that she had adopted this dashing practice, and Marjorie, despite her weariness of heart, was secretly amused, for her mother only smoked when she had some disagreeable office to perform.

“You’re up, my dear?” said Mrs Stedman unnecessarily. “There are some letters for you.”

The girl glanced at them and pushed them aside.

“You haven’t had breakfast?”

“I’ve had some coffee in my room,” said Marjorie shortly. Then, knowing the signs, she asked quietly: “Well, mother, what is the trouble?”

“My dear,” said Mrs Stedman nervously “I’ve had a letter from Alma — quite a nice letter, but — er — er—”

“But she wants her money eh?” asked Marjorie. Everything was conspiring against her — everything — everything. If she had wanted to change her mind, if, after the awful scene of the previous night, she had decided that under no circumstances could she marry this boor, the fates were deciding otherwise.

“She wants the money — yes,” said Mrs Stedman apologetically. “Of course, Alma has very heavy expenses, my dear, and just now there’s an unexpected call upon her. I’ll read you her letter if you like.”

“You needn’t trouble, mother. I know all about the unexpected calls that Lady Tynewood has upon her slender resources,” said the girl. “You mustn’t forget that I’ve been writing to thousands of people for money, in connection with the hospital, and I know just what they say in certain circumstances.”

“Alma was very generous to your fund,” said Mrs Stedman reproachfully “Very generous indeed, I thought.”

“She gave a hundred pounds, and expected a thousand pounds’ worth of advertisement,” said the girl curtly “And she’d very gladly take back her hundred pounds if she could get it. So she wants the money does she? By when?”

“By next Monday. It is very dreadful that I should have to beg my own daughter to help me in this matter,” said Mrs Stedman tearfully “I thought I could arrange without asking you to help me, for my luck yesterday was extraordinarily good.”

“You played again?” asked the girl quickly “Oh, mother, mother!”

“Why shouldn’t I?” demanded Mrs Stedman, bridling. “Gracious heavens, girl! One would think that I was not capable of looking after myself.”

Marjorie sighed, and walking to the window opened it on to the lawn. She stood there contemplating the garden for a while, and then turned back to the other.

“Mother,” she said, “how quickly can I be married?”

“How quickly?” repeated Mrs Stedman. “I don’t know how long it takes a dressmaker to prepare—”

“I’m not thinking about dressmakers,” said Marjorie quietly. “I’m thinking about marriage. How long notice does one have to give before the actual ceremony can be performed?”

“Of course, if you get a special licence — though I don’t believe in these hurried weddings,” said her mother— “it can be done in a day or two.”

“Hurried!” Marjorie laughed. “Oh yes, it’ll be hurried all right. I wish you would telephone Mr Curtis to fix this licence,” she said, referring to the lawyer of the village. And her mother looked uncomfortable.

“You don’t owe Mr Curtis money too, do you?” she asked quickly.

“Well, my dear,” faltered Mrs Stedman, “there’s the interest on the mortgage. I think I told you that the house was mortgaged.”

“It hasn’t been paid, I suppose.” Marjorie shook her head.

“Of course I can arrange it,” said Mrs Stedman with dignity. “I will speak to Mr Curtis and explain to him just what I want.”

She walked to her writing desk and took a sheet of paper. Presently: “Marjorie Mary Stedman” she repeated as she wrote, “daughter of Maud Stedman and john Francis Stedman, gentleman.” She wrote a little more and then turned.

“What is your fianc’s name, dear?” she asked, in the most natural manner, as though it were the most usual, instead of being the most fantastic marriage that had ever been arranged.

“My fianc’s name?” said Marjorie, and then with a gasp: “I — I don’t know his name!”
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Lady Tynewood came down to her panelled diningroom and disturbed Mr Augustus Javot in his study of the day’s racing. He was the same tall lank man, upon whom the passing of time worked no apparent change. Though his name was French, he came of an old English family in the north, though very few members of that family boasted of the fact. He was supposed to be secretary factotum and bailiff to Lady Tynewood, but his attitude to her was not that of the hired servant. She swept into the room, and even in the cruel light of morning her unlined face was pleasant to look upon.

“Javot,” she said. He did not look up. “Javot,” she said more sharply; and he turned his face to hers with a sigh of patient resignation.

“Why do you interrupt me?” he grumbled. “You know I hate it when I am reading the sporting news.”

She had taken a little cigarette from a jewelled case and had lit it.

“Javot, do you remember all I told you last night about what happened at the County Hall?”

“I remember,” he said. “There was a row or something, wasn’t there? This South African gentleman intruded himself and was chucked out.”

“He was gracefully escorted from the room by a prince of the blood,” said the woman sardonically. “It was Lance Kelman who was chucked out.”

“He’s a fool,” growled the other.

“But a useful fool,” said Alma, Lady Tynewood, quietly. “He’s half in love with that girl and a little judicious prompting will make him wholly in love. I hate her,” she said viciously.

Javot leaned back in his chair, thrust his hands deep into his breeches pockets, and smiled.

“A pretty girl,” he said thoughtfully “a very pretty girl indeed. I remember—” he stopped himself. Mr Javot was not communicative even to Lady Tynewood. He had recognized the girl the first time he had seen her and had been surprised that she had not recalled his face.

“And she’s going to marry this — er — miner, eh?” he went on. “One of nature’s noblemen, or just an ordinary rough diamond that wants a bit of polishing?”

She sat on the edge of the table, swinging her legs and puffing little rings of smoke into the clear air.

“I went to Tynewood Chase yesterday,” she said, “and they wouldn’t let me in.”

“You’re a fool to go to Tynewood Chase,” said the man coolly. “I’ve told you a dozen times not to do it. Why aren’t you content to sit and wait? Sooner or later Tynewood will die and the whole of that property will pass into your possession. Including the famous Tynewood collar,” he added significantly.

She did not make any answer to this, being still engaged in the pursuit of her thoughts.

“I want to see this Pretoria Smith,” she said. “He is one of those wandering creatures who might have come against James. A strong, powerful face,” she mused. “I am not so sure—” She stopped herself in time.

“What aren’t you so sure about?” he asked suspiciously.

“Nothing,” she replied with a light toss of her head. “But he might give us information, don’t you think?”

“It’s unlikely” said Javot. “Let James Tynewood alone, I tell you, and sit tight. You’ve got a fine income from the estate; you’re young enough to be able to afford to wait a year or two. You’re not pretending,” he said sarcastically, “that you are worrying your head about him, whether he is alive or dead — you’re not putting over that madly-in-love still; are you? You only knew him for a few weeks and he was drunk when he married you.”

“You’re crude, Javot.” She jumped down from the table and threw away her cigarette, but there was no resentment in her voice. “Just brutally crude, Javot. Of course he was drunk when he married me, otherwise he would never have made such a fool of himself If you hadn’t kept him up all night playing cards, dosing him with absinthe and brandy and if you hadn’t brought him, in a condition near to madness, to the registrar’s office in the Marylebone Road, I should not have married him, and you and I would not have been sitting here living in comfort at Monk House.”

He scratched his chin. “I suppose you’re right,” he admitted. “But isn’t that my argument? Leave well alone.”

“Not when there’s better,” she replied. “I want proof of James Tynewood’s death. You and I have been brought up in a hard school, Javot. We know how long that kind of man lasts who drinks and plays the fool game as that boy did. A hot climate would finish him of.”

“If we’d only had a photograph of him to circulate, we might have got news,” said Javot thoughtfully “But he never seems to have had a picture taken. I’ve tried every big photographer’s in London to get a picture of James Tynewood and had the same story throughout.”

“And yet he ought not to be difficult to find,” persisted the woman. “He had lost the little finger of his left hand, you remember.”

Javot nodded. “He had it blown off by a gun when he was a boy.” Mr Javot had settled himself down again to his paper and only grunted a reply.

She looked at him and laughed. “I am going out,” she said.

“Where are you going?” he asked.

“I’m going over to see dear Maud Stedman,” she mimicked.

“What about that money?”

“I’ve written to her for it — told her I had heavy liabilities to meet.”

“Can she pay, do you think?” asked Javot, who always took an interest in matters of finance.

“She’ll pay all right. This daughter of hers is going to marry a rich man — Lance told me all about it last night. I was a fool to have written for the money under the circumstances, but the letter was posted before Lance took me into his confidence. I mustn’t create a bad impression, so I’m going over to tell her that the money can stand over for a hundred years or so.”

She laughed, and Mr Javot’s approving grin was her reward.

Mrs Stedman was on the lawn, feeding the birds, when Lady Tynewood came swinging up the drive in a chic walking costume, twirling her stick as she came. She kissed the visitor affectionately.

“Oh, Alma, dear,” she said nervously “about that money—”

“My dear, sweet woman,” said Alma with her sweetest smile, “you’re not to talk about the money again. I have managed to meet all my bills without troubling my friends, so you can consider my letter as not having been written. Now give me a nice cup of tea. I love it in the morning.”

Mrs Stedman made a mysterious sign and glanced at the house.

“My dear,” she said, dropping her voice, though there was no need to, for she was fully fifty yards from the nearest window, “we cannot go into the house. He — he is there.”

“He?” repeated Alma, mystified. “Which particular ‘he’ are you talking about?”

“My daughter’s fianc,” said Mrs Stedman primly “Mr — er — Mr Pretoria.”

“He’s the man I’m dying to see,” said Alma, and made her way across the lawn.
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He Had Come. Marjorie had not expected that he would so soon after his disgraceful exhibition of the previous night. But apparently he had no shame. She had watched her mother go out of the room and had settled to write a letter of thanks t0 Lord Wadham, when there came a tap on the door and a maid, a little agitated as though she knew some of the precious secrets of the house — as probably she did — came in.

“Mr Pretoria Smith,” she said breathlessly. Then the man came in, and Marjorie rose to meet him. They stood facing one another for the space of two seconds. He saw a girl of delicate beauty and the sight of her took his breath away. It is true that he had not seen her on the previous night, and had only glimpsed her in the morning, guessing who she was. But now the revelation of her exquisite sweetness came like a blow to him. She, for her part, saw a tall man, not so broad of shoulder as she had imagined he was. His face was tanned brown by the African sun, his eyes were a deep blue (and bloodshot, she noticed, and guessed the cause). It was a mask — like face, designed to hide whatever passions he felt, and in repose was just a little forbidding. He was still dressed in the shabby suit he had worn on the previous night. It hung loosely on him, as though it had been made for a larger and shorter man. It was a terribly awkward moment for both of them.

“I’m the man your uncle wrote about,” he said jerkily. “I am called Pretoria Smith, but that — that isn’t my name.”

She never imagined it was his name, but made no comment.

Not even when he added: “I wish to be married in that name. It makes no difference to the legality of the marriage — I might get into trouble, but the marriage would be legal,” he ended lamely.

To her the matter of names seemed so small and unimportant compared with the big fact that she had to marry at all.

“I need not introduce myself,” she said quietly “I am Marjorie Stedman, Solomon Stedman’s niece. I have seen you before — in Mr Vance’s office. I was his secretary.”

He stared at her. “In Vance’s office?” he said. “Lord, I remember!”

He frowned a little as though trying to recall her face and she prayed that he might not associate her with that terrible night at Tynewood Chase. Apparently he did not.

“Won’t you sit down?” she said, and he seated himself; ill at ease, on the edge of an armchair. And this she noticed, that he kept his eyes upon her steadily unwaveringly. It might have embarrassed her but for the fact that she preferred that to the shiftless look she expected.

“You are a friend of my uncle’s?” she asked, by way of making polite conversation.

“A very dear friend,” he said, clearing his throat. “We have known each other for — four years. I saved his life,” he said gauchely.

“Indeed?” she asked, with that same polite interest in her voice.

“He was out prospecting,” said the man. “He had just located the Kalahari Reef, which made his fortune and mine, when he lost track of the waterhole. The two boys — natives, you know, we call them boys there, whatever their ages are — led them astray I think they wanted to see him dead so that they could take his belongings. I happened along at the moment when he was near to death, within a yard or two of the waterhole, but too weak to reach it.”

“And you gave him water?” she asked, and tried to visualize that scene in the desert.

“Yes,” he hesitated. “I made them give him water, and then I took him back to the nearest township.”

“And the ‘boys’?” she asked.

He looked around the room. “Oh, I shot one eventually. He gave trouble,” he said, and she shuddered. “I think I killed him; I am not certain. The other one was useful, and he didn’t show fight, of course.”

There followed another long pause, and it was Marjorie Stedman who again broke the silence.

“Mr Smith,” she said quietly “my uncle wishes me to marry you, and I think you have been — persuaded “ — she flushed as she used the hateful word— “to agree.”

He nodded. “I didn’t wish to — naturally” he said. “And now least of all. I owe Solomon a lot, and his heart is set upon this. He is a crazy old devil,” he said, half to himself but there was affection in his tone, and the girl found herself nearly smiling.

“Why did you want persuading?” she asked.

“Because,” he hesitated, “well, because I didn’t want to marry any woman, and certainly not a woman I did not know. That was one reason,” he said, “the other was the woman herself. I realized what a terrible thing it must be for a girl to have some man thrown at her head.”

She looked at him a little wonderingly and he, misunderstanding the reason, flushed a little.

“I must apologize for this clothing,” he said. “I bought it at a store in a hurry and I only caught the boat by the skin of my teeth and came straight here. And I want very badly to apologize, Miss Stedman,” he said earnestly “for last night.”

“I don’t think we’ll talk about that,” she said gently “But I do hope that when” — she could not say the words for a while— “when we are married you will not — drink.”

He made no reply to this, and at that moment Lady Tynewood came through the French windows.

“Now, my dear,” she said gaily addressing the girl, murder in her eyes, “introduce me to your fianc.”

Pretoria Smith turned slowly and his hand was outstretched as the girl said, with a miserable attempt at gaiety:

“I want you to meet Mr Smith, Lady Tynewood.”

For a second they stood face to face, the woman looking upon the lull figure with some admiration. And then Marjorie saw a look of malignity a look of horror, come into the mans face, and he took a step back, raising his hand as though to ward off the smiling Alma.

“You — you!” His voice was hoarse and passionate. “My God! I would sooner shake hands with a leper!”
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For a moment he stared, and Lady Tynewood, shrinking back before the vengeful hatred in this stranger’s face, saw his eyes narrow And then Pretoria Smith snatched up his hat from the chair, pushed past her, and walked rapidly across the lawn.

They looked at one another, speechless with amazement. Marjorie, pale as death, could do no more than stare after the figure with wide-open eyes. Lady Tynewood was the first to recover.

“So that is your lover?” she said dryly. “A perfect type of gentleman. I congratulate you.”

Marjorie did not reply. Her mother had come in behind Alma, and had been a fluttered and agitated spectator of the scene.

“He was very rude,” she said feebly. At first Lady Tynewood had been amused, but now she was angry.

“Did you put him up to that?” she asked, trembling with passion. “Or is that a specimen of his natural colonial manners?”

The girl was experiencing an extraordinary sensation. She was called upon to defend a man the very mention of whose name was hateful.

“Mr Smith must have very excellent reasons,” she said slowly. “I thought for one happy moment that it was your long-lost husband returning, Lady Tynewood..”

She was being unpardonably rude; more — she was being wicked and cruel. She was talking flippantly of the dead, as she knew, but she did not care.

“My husband!” scoffed Alma. “My husband was a gentleman — is a gentleman,” she corrected.. “A little bit of a thing like you,” she said contemptuously “without half this man’s nerve—”

She bent her brows in an effort of memory. She seemed oblivious of the company.

“I can’t place him,” she said, speaking her thoughts aloud. “I wonder where I’ve met him.” She looked at the girl with a speculative eye.

“My dear, you’re going to have a happy married life, I don’t think!” she said, as she went from the room.

Marjorie hardly heard her. Not waiting for lunch, she ordered her horse to be brought round and rode over to Lord Wadham’s big house. She knew that the Prince had left in the early morning and that the Earl would be visible. She found him walking in the park and overtook him on the main drive.

“Hellol” roared Lord Wadham. “‘What the devil do you want so early in the morning?”

“I’m going to be married,” she blurted, “to — to rather an awful person.”

“The devil, you are!” For once Lord Wadham’s voice was quiet and then suddenly he slapped his leg. “I’ve got it,” he said. “The lad who was full of wine last night!”

And she flushed. “Yes,” she said in a low voice, “that is my fianc.”

“Johannesburg Jones or something, or Maritzburg Mike.”

“Pretoria Smith,” she said. “Gad! You don’t say so? What on earth makes you marry a gentleman of that calibre?” he asked seriously. “I didn’t have a good look at his face, but I’ll bet he’s a wrong ‘un. A man who would wear a ready — made suit of clothes would commit a murder.”

She laughed. “You mustn’t judge him harshly,” she said. “There — there may be explanations.” Then “Lord Wadham,” she asked breathlessly, “I wonder if you could do something for me?”

“I’ll do anything in the world for you, my dear,” said the Earl kindly. “If I hadn’t a wife and four children I’d marry you like a shot. But her ladyship — God bless her! — is hale and hearty She’s one of the Wingleys of Norfolk, and may live to ninety,” he added good-humouredly.

“It is something to do with marriage that I wanted to ask your advice about,” she said with a smile.

“You want to be married at once, eh?” he said thoughtfully when she had finished telling him. “I can manage that for you. But, my dear, aren’t you taking too great a risk? Even for the sake of—” He hesitated. He had heard stories of the inefficient Mrs Stedman, and knew something, much more than the girl could guess, about this new passion for gambling.

“Even for the sake of those you love,” he said bluntly “There, there, my dear, I didn’t mean to make you feel uncomfortable. Yours is a terrible situation and I would do anything to help you. What is the man like?”

She smiled a little glumly “He’s like — Pretoria Smith,” she said, as lightly as she could.

Lord Wadham was rubbing his chin. “I can fix the marriage certificate. Let me have the names.”

She could not tell him that she was ignorant of her husband’s name.

“I will send them,” she said. (In sheer desperation when she got back she sat down at her desk and wrote blindly: “John Smith, son of Henry and Mary Smith,” and described Henry Smith at random as a ‘miner’ and gave the date of his birth as thirty — two years before.)

“I will fix this up for you right away” he said. “And if you let me have the names today I will send you the licence by the first post tomorrow.”

“Where could I be married?” she asked.

“Oh, almost anywhere,” he said. “My chaplain will come over and marry you with pleasure. You don’t know Stoneham, do you? He’s an excellent fellow — an Oxford blue, as blind as a bat and nearly as deaf as an owl.” He chuckled with joy at his description of the unfortunate clergyman. “The very fellow for you, my dear,” he said. “He’d never know you again and wouldn’t recognize your husband if he wore bells in his ears. But where? Humph!” He considered again. “I have it,” he said, slapping his hands together. “I’ll wire to a friend of mine who’s one of the Tynewood trustees and ask permission for you to be married in the private chapel of Tynewood Chase. Vance, the lawyer.”

“Mr Vance!” she repeated in astonishment. “Why of course! But do you think he will — he — he is very particular about people even going over the place.”

“I’ll fix it, my dear,” said Lord Wadham confidently “Now how would it be if I arranged about the chapel, sent Stoneham over, came along and gave you away myself?”

Tears filled the girl’s eyes. “You are more than kind to me, Lord Wadham,” she said tremulously.

He patted her shoulder in his kind way. “Nonsense!” he said. “I love marrying people off, though I can’t say that I’m very much in love with this marriage. Will you agree, if I can fix the chapel and the parson?”

She nodded.

“And what date?” he asked.

“I — I will see Mr Smith,” she said.

She met Pretoria Smith that afternoon, though she had no idea that she would see him. She had sent a note down to the one inn which the village boasted, asking him to come and see her, but evidently this did not reach him. She was taking a walk in the afternoon, and had covered two quick miles across the rolling downs, when, coming to a turn in the highway where the road dipped down into the valley she saw a man sitting on the grass, his hands clasping his chin, his head bent forward till his chin touched his knees. At the sound of her footsteps he looked round. It was Pretoria Smith and he jumped to his feet.

“I’m very sorry about this morning,” he said with a certain gruffness. “I was a fool to lose my temper with that — with the lady.”

“You know Lady Tynewood?” asked the girl.

“Know her?” he said bitterly “Yes, I know the lady!”

“She’s the wife of Sir James Tynewood, you know who is a big landowner in these parts, though he has never lived here.”

She watched him as she spoke. How would he take the reference to the man who had died so tragically that night years ago? He did not so much as wince.

“Doesn’t live here? Then he’s a fool,” said Pretoria Smith brusquely “for this is the most beautiful country I’ve seen. Perhaps it is after the wide spaces and the dry and arid character of a South African landscape that this is so especially enchanting,” he said, “but you can take it from me that Sir James is a fool.”

“Mr Smith,” — she hated saying what she had to say— “I was going to ask you this morning if you would object to our — our marriage taking place very quickly?”

“The sooner the better,” said he. He had turned his face from her and was looking across the valley.

“You see,” she went on, playing with a bangle and not raising her eyes, “it is all so unexpected and — and shocking for me. When I say shocking,” she added quickly, “I do not mean to use that word in the usual sense of the term.”

“I dare say you do, really,” he replied, “and I think you’re quite right. I’ve been rather shocked too. I think I explained to you that I had no more idea of getting married than the man in the moon. I wanted to be left alone quietly on the mine with my pipe and my thoughts, which weren’t always pleasant, but were comparatively cheerful, compared with the state of my mind at this moment.”

She shot a quick glance at him. “That isn’t very complimentary; you know,” she said with a little laugh. “But I don’t expect compliments. Do you mind getting married almost at once?”

“You want to get it over,” said the other, nodding at a cow that was browsing down the slope of the hill. “I don’t blame you. I feel a little that way myself and it cannot be too soon.”

“Lord Wadham suggests that I should be married by his chaplain,” she said. “Will that suit you?”

“Stoneham?” he asked carelessly “He used to be vicar here — he’s nearly blind.”

“Do you know him?” she asked quickly.

He coloured under the tan. “I have been listening to village gossip,” he confessed. “No, I don’t know Lord Wadham or his chaplain, but it seems to me that one chaplain is very much like another.”

“And — and I’ve given your name as john Smith. Is it John?”

“Very nearly” he replied. “You can call me anything you like. Have you described 1ny illustrious ancestors?”

“I did make an attempt,” she confessed. “I said your father was a miner.”

He laughed softly. “That’s right,” he said. “He dug up things — mostly weeds on the garden path; he was rather fanatical about weeds, and the gardeners lived in terror of him.”

“And — and” she went on — she wanted to get this out and done with— “Lord Wadham suggested that, as I do not want a great deal of publicity or you either, I suppose “ — he shook his head— “we could be married very quietly in the chapel at Tynewood Chase.”

He did not reply. “Is there a chapel in Tynewood Chase?” he said after a very long interval of silence.

She rather despised him for that piece of pretence. “Yes,” she nodded, “a very pretty chapel. I thought of seeing it today. Wouldn’t you — wouldn’t you like to come?”

He shook his head. “Not very much,” he confessed, and somehow she expected that answer.

“So it is all right?” she asked. “And what day?”

“Any time.” He was still looking away.

“Then I may regard it as settled.” She made a move as though to go on. “Shall I say at eleven o’clock?”

“An excellent hour,” said he.

“And — and” — she swallowed something— “where shall we go afterwards?”
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He Was on his feet now and he turned round.

“I’m sorry,” he said, and his voice was gentle. “I’m afraid you think I’m rather a boor, and I am being one really. I’ve been so long away with those thoughts of mine, Miss Stedman, that I’ve forgotten how to think, as well as how to talk, in a civilized fashion. Your arrangements will do splendidly.”

She raised her eyes to his and saw in them a kindness that she had never suspected.

“And afterwards I will arrange for a car.” He looked round at his shabby clothes.

“I have nothing better than these, but I have ordered some clothes from London. What is your name — Marjorie, isn’t it?” he asked. “Yes.” “Marjorie.” He repeated the name softly “I shall have to call you Marjorie. I hope you won’t mind.”

She laughed in spite of herself. “I believe it is customary amongst married people to call one another by their Christian names,” she said. She had a feeling that there was something he wanted to say and lingered.

But he did not speak until she definitely bade him goodbye.

“I’ll walk a little way with you,” he said. “Are you going back?”

She nodded. It was a queer sensation walking with him. He was a head taller than she, she noted. She had always liked tall men, but she was not prepared to extend her liking to Pretoria Smith.

“It sounded ungallant to you when I told you that I had come against my will to marry you,” he said unexpectedly. “But it was no more than the truth. I owe Solomon so much that I couldn’t refuse him; and even if I made the offer which is in my heart, I know I should still be going back on him and double — crossing him.”

“The offer?” she asked in surprise. “What offer?”

“My offer is a very simple one,” he said quietly “I realize you are marrying me because you cannot afford to lose Solomon’s income. I only learnt of that threat he made to you just before I sailed. Solomon’s heart is fixed upon this marriage. He is scared to death lest his money falls into the hands of” — he nearly said ‘Lance Kelman’ but changed the words to ‘a man who will marry you because you are wealthy.’ “Really Miss Stedman, I want you to believe that Solomon’s first idea is your happiness. He has spoken to me about you so often. He used to love the letters you sent to him when you were a child, and has kept every one of them.”

The girl was touched, and tears rose to her eyes. “Poor uncle!” she said softly “I’m sure he’s doing what he thinks is best.”

“Bear that in mind,” Pretoria Smith went on, “and you will understand my dilemma. I would willingly give you a quarter of a million pounds to enable you to decline me, with or without thanks,” he added with a little smile that illuminated his face and made him look ten years younger.

She had stopped and was looking at him in amazement.

“I couldn’t do that,” she said. “I have given my word to uncle. I telegraphed to him the day I received his letter.”

“I was afraid you would,” he said gloomily “But I was afraid too that if I made the offer you would accept. And that would have been unfair on Solomon. It wasn’t a question of money that distressed him, it was a question of your safety from the fortune-hunter. And if I’d made you a rich woman, as I could, for I am as well off as Solomon — in fact, infinitely better off,” he smiled again— “you would have been exposed to the same danger, though that danger may have been a very slight one.”

They had resumed their walk and she was pacing slowly by his side, when they heard the clatter of two horses and drew closer into the hedge to allow the riders to pass.

They were Lance Kelman and Lady Tynewood, and at the sight of these two Kelman’s face went dark. Well, indeed, had Alma played upon his feelings, for he who had before only taken a dilettante interest in his cousin, now regarded her as the love of his life and himself as the most injured of men. He did not pass but put his horse squarely in their path, and Alma watched the scene with malicious amusement.

“So you’ve got your Pretoria Smith, have you, Marjorie?” cried Kelman loudly He had lunched very well with Lady Tynewood, and much golden wine had flowed. Marjorie, pink of face, eyed him steadily but did not reply.

“I suppose, by this time, you’re in love with this fellow?” said Lance Kelman with a raucous laugh. “He’s got the money hasn’t he? And the dear old lady is in debt. Well, you’re welcome to the drunken brute. You saw what kind of man he was last night when I brought him in—”

In two strides Pretoria Smith was at his side, his hand resting on the knee of the horseman.

“You brought him in?” he said softly. “I have heard this morning something of my behaviour last night, of which I have no particular memory. Were you the gentleman that introduced me to that company?”

“Take your hand off me, you swine!” roared Kelman, and struck at Pretoria Smith with his whip.

Marjorie screamed and shrank back, but the whip never touched the man.

Instead, Lance Kelman’s wrist was caught in a grip of steel.

“There are certain things you must not do,” said Pretoria Smith as softly as before. “Can you swim?”

“Let go!” yelled Lance, struggling to free himself.

“Can you swim?” asked the other again. And then, before Kelman could answer, he was jerked violently from his horse. For a moment he was poised in the air above Pretoria Smith, and then he hurtled like a stone into a large green — covered pond that flanked the road at this point. He fell with a splutter and a yell but rose immediately a somewhat ludicrous object.

“I’ll pay you for this, you nigger-murdering dog! Tell her about the men you’ve flogged and the niggers you’ve killed!”

The face of Pretoria Smith was deadly white, and his voice shook.

“I’m sorry I lost my temper,” he said in a low voice as Mr Kelman waded painfully ashore. He did not look up at the woman on the horse.

“You are in bad company my friend.”

“I should imagine you are an authority on the subject of bad company.”

It was Lady Tynewood who spoke and then he raised his eyes to her face.

“At least I never attended one of your parties, Miss Trebizond,” he said, using her stage name. The woman tried to smile and then her wandering eyes met Marjorie’s and she started. For she recognized in this radiant girl the little typist who had come to her flat the night of her marriage.
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“It Is All mysterious and strange and rather terrible,” thought Marjorie, as she sat in the tiny Norman chapel of Tynewood Chase, waiting for the arrival of her future husband. She was thinking of Alma and Sir James Tynewood and of Pretoria Smith. But mostly she was thinking of the latter. The clergyman had come, and was all that Lord Wadham had described him. A quiet, scholarly man, nearsighted and a little deaf he too was waiting in the miniature vestry and Lord Wadham was with him. Pretoria Smith seemed less terrible to her now, this strange man from the south. She had not seen him since that day they parted on the road, leaving behind them a bedraggled Lance Kelman.

It was her wedding day! She could not believe it. The unreality of it was terrible. It was almost laughable. Her mother had wanted to accompany her, but her mother would have been the last straw and she had been persuaded to remain behind. One of the caretakers of the Chase was showing her round the chapel. The walls were covered with memorial tablets, and in the six alcoves beneath windows of beautiful design and colour were the tombs of the ancient Tynewoods. She was really impressed, though she thought she could not have imagined a queerer way of spending her wedding morning than by examining the tombs of the dead, even the illustrious dead.

Suddenly she stopped before a tomb, and as she read the name she reeled. NORMAN GARRICK

That was all. No date, no other particular. Norman Garrick! The lawyer had told her that was the real name of Pretoria Smith. She knew it was a lie, but for the first time she realized the extent of his deception. Why had the lawyer deceived her, he the kindliest and most truthful of men? Her guide did not seem to notice her perturbation and she followed him dazed and stunned. He showed her the ancient arms carved on one of the pillars by a Tynewood to whom the chapel was a prison in the days of King Charles, and who had only emerged to his execution.

“They’re a queer lot, the Tynewoods, miss,” explained the servitor. “I don’t know the last gentleman, Sir James, but I dare say he’s like the rest of them.” Lord Wadham had come from the vestry and the clergyman in his robes had followed. She turned to the Earl with relief. She must think of tangible, real things or she would go mad.

“Isn’t it time he was here?” asked his lordship, looking at his watch impatiently “You’ve got a very dilatory bridegroom, my dear. He’s ten minutes late.” A quarter of an hour passed, twenty minutes and half an hour, and still he did not come, and Lord Wadham was growing apoplectic when there was a sound of unsteady footsteps in the hall, and Pretoria Smith staggered in and stood one moment to steady himself; his hand against a stone pillar. He was unkempt, unshaven, wild of eye and they saw that he was holding himself up with an effort. Then slowly he walked down the aisle and took his place by the side of the affrighted girl. She scarcely dared breathe.

“Drunk, by heaven!” murmured Lord Wadham, and looked at the clergyman. But the clergyman saw nothing and heard little. He had opened his book at the proper place, and now the ceremony was proceeding, and all the time the man at her side was swaying to the left and to the right. That ceremony was a dream, a bad dream, but presently she heard the clergyman’s voice, like one that came from far away: “… let no man put asunder.” And she knew that for good or ill she was this man’s wife, Mrs Pretoria Smith — Mrs Nobody the wife of a man who claimed the name of one whose mouldering dust was almost under her feet! The clergyman raised his hand in benediction and Pretoria Smith stumbled on to his knees, and his head was bowed. It was over at last. Wadham touched Pretoria Smith on the shoulder.

“Come on, get up, man,” he said, but Pretoria Smith rolled over on his side, and when Wadham bent down he found him fast asleep. There was a long and painful silence, which Lord Wadham interrupted.

“I will get the car, my dear,” he said in a low voice, and she saw that he was genuinely distressed and put out her hand to him.

“The car is waiting outside,” she said in a stifled voice. “Perhaps the journey will — help him.” But she choked a sob in her throat.

“Where are you going?” he asked.

“To Brightsea,” she said. “To a cottage on the common, far away from — the town, thank heaven! Do you think we could get him into the car?”

With the assistance of the caretaker, the chauffeur, who was brought in for the purpose, and Lord Wadham, the sleeping man was wakened and supported to the limousine and pushed into a corner.

“I think you’d better have the car closed,” said Lord Wadham, and the girl assented silently In her eyes was all the tragedy of all the women in the world as she turned to thank the Earl.

“Goodbye and good luck!” he said. “I hate to see you go like this, but God knows I cannot stop you.”

She did not speak but entered the limousine, and the chauffeur slammed the door behind her. Thus did Marjorie Smith go forth upon her honeymoon.
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Lord Wadham watched the car disappear with a look of sorrow. Then, dropping a tip into the attendant’s hand, he had walked slowly down the drive and through the iron gates. He knew the wooden — faced old man at the gates, and replied to his salute.

“Well, Hill, any news of your master?”

“No, my lord,” said the man stolidly. “But he’ll come back one of these days.”

“A very sad affair, Hill,” boomed Lord Wadham.

“Aye, my lord, it was a bad affair, and only them as knows the true story knows how bad it was.”

“Do you know, Hill?”

“No, my lord,” said the man, looking past his lordship.

“I believe you’re an infernal old liar,” said Lord Wadham goodnaturedly, “but if you keep your master’s secrets, my boy, you’ll live to a ripe old age! I wish to heaven I had a few like you. By the way what happened to the brother of Sir James?”

“The half-brother, you mean, my lord,” said Hill.

“Yes, yes, he was the half — brother, of course. He was rather a nice boy too.”

“He died, my lord, some years ago,” said Hill. “Died of fever — typhoid fever, that’s the word.”

“How long ago was that?”

“I can’t tell you, my lord,” said Hill. “It was some time when Sir James was in London — getting married. Maybe before or maybe after, I can’t quite recall the circumstance. Dr Fordham attended him — that was Sir James’s great friend, who used to go abroad with him a lot,”

“Fordham? Fordham?” said his lordship, knitting his brows. “I don’t remember that doctor.”

“He wasn’t a native of these parts, my lord. I think he was an Irish gentleman. I hear he’s dead too. He died of influenza or something of that sort.”

Lord Wadham was rolling and unrolling his umbrella.

“Do you ever see Lady Tynewood here?” he asked, and the man smothered his smile.

“Yes, my lord,” he said quietly “My lady comes sometimes but we don’t admit her.”

“The order still stands, does it?” said Lord Wadham. “Her ladyship’s over there at this minute,” said the gamekeeper, nodding. “She’s been here ever since the wedding party went in, and has been there since the wedding party went out.” He pointed to a side lane where a portion of the back and one wheel of Lady Tynewood’s car was visible.

Lady Tynewood was a clever woman. She had an imagination which enabled her to anticipate happenings that an ordinary person would not have dreamt of If Lord Wadham wondered why she had planted herself near the gates of Tynewood Chase, and, wondering, had come to the conclusion that she was merely a curious spectator of the wedding, he was altogether wrong. It was Lord Wadham himself who was the attraction, did he but know it. He was blessed with a stentorian voice, which carried far, as Lady Tynewood well knew She was also aware of the fact that Lord Wadham knew the oldest of the Tynewood servants, the man who kept the gate, and if there was a talk between the two, she would overhear the gist of it. It is true that she had made a discovery of greater importance than Lord Wadham’s indiscretion could reveal, but that had been by accident. For the first time she had learnt of a brother. Who was this brother who had died? And now she had a clue. The name of Dr Fordham had been used in connection with the brother’s death, and Fordham was a friend of Sir James, and presumably a friend of the family Lord Wadham had to pass the end of the lane in order to reach his own machine, which was farther along the road. He was most anxious to avoid a meeting with Lady Tynewood; but Lady Tynewood was of another opinion, and planted herself in his way.

“Good morning, Lord Wadham,” she said pleasantly when he took off his hat. “Good morning, Lady Tynewood,” he answered, and added, not without malice: “Have you been to the wedding?”

She smiled. “Unfortunately I am not admitted into my own house,” she said, “but I’ve seen the wedding party Mr Pretoria Smith seemed a little — unwell, didn’t he?”

“He has — er — been rather ill,” said his lordship handsomely “but I noticed nothing abnormal in his appearance? The slow cynical smile that dawned on her face irritated him, and with another flourish of his hat he was moving on, but again she stopped him.

“Lord Wadham, you’re a friend of Miss Stedman’s?”

“I am a friend of Mrs Smith’s,” he said pointedly.

“Call her what you like — I remember her best as a — a sort of messenger girl for a firm of lawyers in the city” she said with a careless shrug. “But as you are her friend, you will naturally be glad to see her released from that man, as very soon she shall be — and in a particularly disagreeable way” she said deliberately “And if the servant’s gossip I have heard can be crystallized into facts—”

The old peer smiled at her with his eyes. “Marriages are somewhat difficult to dissolve,” he said sweetly “as your ladyship probably knows.”

She stared after his retreating figure, then walked back to where the bored Mr Javot was sitting on a step of the car.

“I wonder what he meant by that?” she asked.

“What does anybody mean by anything?” said Javot irritably. “Are you going to keep me here all day?”

“Marriages are difficult to dissolve,” she repeated. “Well, ain’t they?” asked Javot, and laughed loudly.
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Marjorie kept her eyes straight ahead of her, sinking back into a corner of the car, not daring to look at the man she had married in such extraordinary circumstances. When they had passed the gates of the Chase and had reached the open country she did look round. The man was asleep, breathing heavily His fingers, which lay clasped lightly on his lap, were twitching.

“He may choke,” she thought, for though his shirt was collarless except for the soft collar which was attached to it, it had been buttoned up to his neck. She bent over and loosened the button with icy fingers and his breath came against her cheek. She looked at him in amazement. Once she had been kissed by a man in wine (the memory recalled Lady Tynewood and the parties she gave) and she had never forgotten the hated smell of that vinous breath. But there was no such scent here.

She wondered what she could do. Perhaps he had some sobering agent in his possession; she had heard of such things. She hesitated, then began to search in his waistcoat pockets. In the first there was a watch which had stopped apparently the night before; in the upper waistcoat pocket was a small black case, and she took it out and opened the lid, almost recoiling in horror at the sight. It was a hypodermic syringe such as drug-takers use. So that was it! She looked at the thing; it was brand-new, and she recognized with a start of surprise the name on the silk lining of Tynewood’s one chemist. In the case were a number of small pellets in a microscopic glass case.

“Strychnine,” she mused, and frowned. People do not take strychnine as a sedative or a narcotic. She put the case into her bag and sat looking at him for some time. It made very little difference whether she was married to a drunkard or a drug — taker, she thought, with a shrug. She had a blank feeling of despair whenever she thought of the future, and the incidentals to her life were not really of any importance.

The car sped on over hill and down dale, across great plains, skirting the edge of shady forests, but the girl had no eyes for the beauty of the scene, no thought for the charm or perfection of the day, for the blue sky overhead or the gentle wind which brushed her cheeks. The car pulled up by the side of a wild common, and the chauffeur got down.

“Did you bring any lunch, madam?” he asked, “or would you prefer that I should call at an inn? There’s a town just ahead of us.” He looked significantly at the slumbering figure.

“Thank you,” said the girl. “I have a luncheon basket; you will find it strapped on the carrier.”

“Excuse me asking, miss,” said the chauffeur — it was Lord Wadham’s car and man— “but has the gentleman any clothes? I haven’t a trunk of his.”

She gave a start of dismay. He had brought absolutely nothing.

“They are coming on by train,” she said.

She had had to lie for him before, and now she must lie again, and she hated lying; even little lies were abhorrent.

“Will you get me some sandwiches and some coffee? There is a vacuum flask in the basket.” She looked dubiously at her husband. “Do you think I could wake him?” she asked.

“I’ll try if you like, madam,” said the chauffeur dryly and shook the sleeping man. To her surprise Pretoria Smith woke up almost immediately; blinked round at the chauffeur and Marjorie, and his hand strayed mechanically to his waistcoat pocket.

“Hullo!” he said. “What has happened?”

He looked at the girl for a long time, and then it seemed to dawn upon him. “So we’re married, are we? I seem to remember it,” he said thoughtfully “Where are we?”

“Will you have some coffee?” she asked. “I don’t think you’re — very well.”

“Coffee? Capital!” He was quite energetic. “I am afraid you thought I was rather a brute this morning, but I couldn’t use—” his hand strayed again to his pocket— “what I wanted to use, and I sort of went — funny.”

He drank the coffee greedily and seemed almost to recover. Then he passed his hand over his rough cheeks and murmured an apology. “I’ll walk about for a little while,” he said, “and try to get the use of my legs.”

He strolled up the road and back, and when he returned he was almost normal.

“I don’t know how to begin to ask you your forgiveness,” he said. “But the fact is, last night—”

“Please don’t tell me,” she interrupted him. “I — I don’t want to know.”

He flushed, looked at her queerly then laughed.

“All right,” he said, almost stiffly. (She rather liked him when he smiled.) “We’ll let that matter rest.”

She gave him some sandwiches but he declined them.

“I can’t eat,” he said with a shudder. “Perhaps later. What time do we reach Brightsea? I suppose we’re on the way there?”

“In a little over an hour, sir,” said the chauffeur, and Smith looked at his watch and whistled. “It has stopped,” he said, holding it to his ear. “What is the time?”

“Two o’clock,” said the chauffeur, and Pretoria Smith seemed satisfied.

The car went on again and now he was talkative, though absurdly conscious of his unshaven and disreputable condition.

“There ought to be some clothing waiting for me at the cottage,” he said. “I took the liberty of wiring to a tailor in London telling him to direct my stuff there. Is that all right?”

“Of course it’s all right,” she replied. “You’re entitled to send your clothes to my house now” she said with a pathetic attempt to be .amusing.

He looked at her. “Then we are married?”

“Very much married,” she said, and could not avoid the bitterness in her voice.

He spent a quarter of an hour apparently absorbed in the passing country.

“I like this place,” he said after a while. “I wish I were not going back to South Africa.”

“Are you going back?” she asked a little dismally. “I mean — are we going back?”

“I am going back,” he said gently “after a reasonable time.”

He lingered on the last two words, as though he were not sure what was u reasonable time.

“Do you love South Africa?” she asked. The news he gave her was cheering.

“I love it, in a way” he said. “When — when will you be coming back,” she asked, “after you go this time?”

Again that little smile illuminated his face. “Oh, it may be years,” he said.

“Do you really mean that?”

“Of course I mean it. I tell you, I love the place, and I love old Solomon. I think he’s quite wrong in believing that he has only a short time to live. He’s as hale and as hearty as any man I know. By the way,” he said, turning to her suddenly, “he does not intend letting you wait until he dies before you benefit through your marriage.”

“What do you mean?” she asked, surprised.

“His lawyers in London are authorized to place two hundred thousand pounds to your credit on your wedding day,” he said, “and I asked — somebody—” he hesitated— “to send that wire just as soon as the ceremony was over.”

“Two hundred thousand pounds!” she gasped.

He nodded. “You have an account at the local bank, haven’t you? That is where the money will go.”

The girl drew a long, quivering sigh of relief. Her mother could settle with Lady Tynewood. And now for the first time she told her mother’s secret. She wondered afterwards why she had done this, and excused her betrayal of Mrs Stedman’s weakness in the words she introduced the subject.

“You are my husband now so you ought to know these things. My mother owes a lot of money Poor mother has only taken to these wild and gambling ways recently” she said with a little smile, “and I’m awfully sorry for her, because she’s had so little fun in life.”

“Gambling?” said Pretoria Smith. “Whom does she gamble with? Not with Lady Tynewood?” he asked sharply. The girl nodded.

“Oh, indeed?” This time Pretoria Smith’s smile was crooked, and it was not pleasant to look at.

“You hate Lady Tynewood, don’t you?” she asked. “You can tell me, because I hate her too.”

“What harm has she done to you?” asked her husband. “She’s done enough to me in all conscience. She ruined—” He checked himself and then with a shrug went on: “I must give you confidence for confidence — or half-confidence perhaps would be more correct — she ruined a very dear friend of mine.”

She looked at him quickly “Was it her husband?” she asked, and he inclined his head.

“It was her husband,” he repeated. “Do you know the story of Sir James Tynewood?”

“It is rather a sad one, isn’t it?” asked Marjorie.

“I don’t know whether it’s sad or whether it’s mad,” he said. “I know it very well, and one of these days I will tell you — that I promise you. And on that day Lady Tynewood will be a very sorry woman.”

There was such a menace in his tone that the girl looked at him with a new interest. But he did not refer again to the subject until they had reached the cottage.
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It Was a little bungalow set on the slope of a hill, surrounded by a new fence, over which the rambler roses were bursting into pink bloom. They found tea waiting for them, served by the elderly cook-housekeeper, and the afternoon was not unpleasantly passed. The girl had plenty of time to think, for Pretoria Smith spoke very little and seemed absorbed in his thoughts. He spent the greater part of the time before dinner wandering aimlessly about the garden, which overlooked the sea. They dined together, and then he was very little more talkative than he had been in the afternoon.

Marjorie’s courage was gradually oozing under the strain; and when the housekeeper came in to ask if she could spend the night with her son, who was on leave from the Navy in Brightsea, she gave a revelation of this panic.

“No, no, no!” she said. “You can’t go, you can’t go, Mrs Parr! You must stay here!”

Pretoria Smith, who had been silent, looked up in surprise. “Why of course she can go, Marjorie,” he said. “If the boy is home on leave from the Navy she will want to see him, and leaves are very scarce in these days.”

“I can’t be left alone.” Marjorie was almost hysterical. “I can’t make fires and things!”

“There is no need to make fires, except the kitchen fire,” he said, amused, “and I’ll make tea in the morning.”

“You can’t go, Mrs Parr,” said the girl doggedly “I want you — I’m not feeling particularly well and my husband has been ill.”

The elderly female looked from one to the other with a long face, and when she went out into the kitchen, Pretoria Smith followed her. He was gone about five minutes, and after a while Mrs Parr came in with the coffee and left them. They were talking about nothing in particular when Marjorie heard the back door slam.

“What is that?” she asked.

“It’s Mrs Parr gone home to see her boy,” said Pretoria Smith coolly “It was absurd of you to be frightened, Marjorie. The poor woman is just aching to see her son.”

The girl felt herself shaking. “All right,” she said, mastering her fear— “as you wish.” There was something she wanted to say and now she felt beyond fear.

“I heard you ask Mrs Parr this afternoon to put a bottle of whisky in your room,” she said.

He nodded, keeping his grave eyes on her.

“Well, I — I wish you wouldn’t.” She was very earnest.

He frowned. “I’m sorry you’ve asked that,” he said, “but if you would prefer that I didn’t, you can have it in your room.”

“I would much rather,” she said. “You think I’m a prig, don’t you?” and he laughed.

She endured two hours of agony trying to make some sort of conversation, trying to interest herself rather than him in anything but this great, absorbing fact which was now dominating every other thought. She was married, had been married twelve hours, and this man who sat opposite to her, in the ill — fitting clothing, was her husband.

At ten o’clock she interrupted the conversation.

“I’m going to bed now,” she said, and without a word turned and went up the stairs. She closed the door behind her and felt for the key but there was no key and then she remembered that her mother, who had a horror of fire, never allowed a key to be in any door. She searched frantically in her bag for her key ring, but there was nothing upon that which would lock the door, and she sat down on the bed and stared hopelessly at the floor. She was really tired. The events of the day had shaken her more than she had imagined. But she could not sleep. She lay on one side, listening all the time, and presently she heard his feet on the stairs, and caught her breath. They passed her door, and she heard the door of his room close gently and breathed again. She waited for half an hour, for an hour, but no sound came. A clock tower in distant Brightsea struck one, and still she waited, watchful, restless, sleepless and alert. And then nature overcame her and she dozed. It was a restless sleep, broken by unpleasant dreams, but at last she fell into a sound untroubled slumber and her tired frame relaxed.

She woke with a start, pushed her fair hair from her eyes and sat up in bed. She had heard a sound. What it was she could not fathom. But her heart was beating wildly Then she heard it distinctly — the creak of a board in the passage outside. Somebody was moving. She could hear their heavy breathing, and, fascinated, watched the door. Presently she saw the handle turn slowly; for she had left her light burning. Slowly; slowly it turned, and then the door opened inch by inch, as though the intruder was fearful of awaking her.

Pretoria Smith crept slowly into the room. He was wearing a dressing-gown and as he walked he swayed to and fro. He looked stupidly at the bed, and his eyes travelled slowly up until they rested upon the white face of the girl.

“What do you want?” she breathed. The bed shook beneath her.

“I want that whisky” he said thickly and she stared at him.

“No, no,” she quavered, trying to humour him. “You mustn’t have any more, you really mustn’t. You’ve had so much and I thought you told me you would send the bottle to my room.”

“I want that whisky,” he repeated, like a child saying a lesson. “It is in your room — I put it there this evening.”

Her eyes strayed to the washstand and to her amazement the bottle was there.

“It’s the only thing that will stop it,” he mumbled. He lurched and would have fallen, but caught the edge of the bed.

She slipped out of bed on the opposite side and drew on her dressing-gown.

“I will bring it to you,” she said. “Please go. I will bring it to your room.”

“It’s the only thing now” he said and drew himself up till he lay full length on the bed. “My God! My head, my head!”

She looked at him with a new wonder. “Are you ill?” she asked, and he nodded.

“Mother keeps some medicine here.”

She walked across the room in her bare feet, and her legs felt dreadfully weak. There was a little medicine cupboard above the washstand, and she opened it with shaking fingers.

“But you mustn’t have any more drink. What would you like?”

“Have you any quinine?” he asked. She took a little bottle of pellets from the cupboard and brought them across.

“Yes, here are some.”

“Thank God!” he said, snatching at the bottle.

“But you mustn’t drink,” she repeated.

“Drink? My dear, good soul,” he said wearily “I haven’t tasted a drink for eight years.”

She could hardly believe her ears. “But you were drunk on the night of the dinner.”

“Drunk?” He chuckled feebly, dropped three pellets in his hand, and, throwing back his head, swallowed them at a gulp. “Get me some water, can you, please?”

She brought him a glass and he drank greedily.

“I haven’t had a drink for eight years,” he repeated. “Drunk at the Prince’s dinner was I, Marjorie? Ask the Prince! Didn’t you hear us talking in the Swahili language? We’re old shooting friends, that is why he was so decent.”

She gasped, remembering the gibberish he had talked as he lay across the Duke’s table.

“I had malaria,” he went on, “and have had it since I have been in this country I’m rotten with it, I always am this month.”

“Malaria?” she whispered, as the truth of the matter began to dawn on her. “And you’ve never — never been drunk? You weren’t, not — when you married me?”

He smiled. “That’s fine,” he said, and passed his hand over his forehead. “The headache has gone immediately Drunk at your wedding?” He chuckled again. “I took almost a fatal dose of strychnine to brace myself up for that wedding,” he said. “Feel my hand.”

She took his hand in hers and uttered a cry. It was so hot that it seemed to burn her.

“I’ve a temperature of a hundred and five, it will amuse you to know,” he said feebly. “If I had some hot coffee-”

She flew out of the room and down the stairs; and her busy fingers were lighting a fire before she realized that she had told the absent Mrs Parr that she hated lighting fires. She brought him back some coffee. He was still lying on the bed, and she drew the clothes over him.

“You’ll rest there till the morning,” she said authoritatively. “I suppose your fever isn’t catching?”

He looked at her with that queer smile of his. “No more catching than — drink,” he said, and with this little jest he smiled himself into a long, deep sleep.

And the girl sat by his side, watching him, as she had sat and seen yet another dawn come up out of the east. All her doubts were now set at rest and the last vestige of suspicion had been dissipated. For in her heart of hearts she had believed that the killer of Sir James Tynewood, whose body lay under another man’s name in the chapel at Tynewood Chase, was Pretoria Smith.
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“My Husband has now quite recovered from his attack of fever. He has been suffering from malaria ever since he arrived in this country and I am afraid I am as responsible as anybody for the impression which seems to prevail, that the poor man drank. I have written to Lord Wadham and to the Duke, to tell them just what happened on the night of the dinner. We shall be coming home the day you receive this, so will you please have my room and the spare room ready My husband wished to stay at the inn, but of course that is impossible…”

Here Mrs Stedman interrupted her reading with a succession of “H’ms” which meant that she had reached a portion of the letter which should not be read aloud. Alma Tynewood, however, had seen her own name, for, although she sat by the side of the reader, she had excellent eyesight.

“And that is all, my dear,” said Mrs Stedman artlessly as she folded the letter in some haste and put it into her writing — case.

“So the happy pair are coming home and he doesn’t drink, or at least his devoted wife says he doesn’t,” said Alma Tynewood thoughtfully. “It is rather touching!”

“I do hope they will be happy” sighed Mrs Stedman, shaking her head mournfully as though she had no hope at all upon the subject.

“Happy!” Lady Tynewood was amused. “That kind of man could not make any girl happy” she said with unusual vehemence, “and I’m not so certain that Marjorie—” She checked herself. “However, we shall see. I am most anxious to be friendly with Marjorie if she will give me half a chance.”

It was true that she was anxious to be friendly with Marjorie, for Marjorie was a very rich woman and was an inexhaustible reservoir, from whence Alma Tynewood and her friend could supplement their incomes, if Mrs Stedman continued upon her speculative career.

“Marjorie is a good girl,” said the complacent Mrs Stedman, smoothing her dress. “Of course, there are times when she’s very trying, but I think that is not unusual in the modern girl.”

Lady Tynewood looked across her poised teacup. “Marjorie used to go to work once, didn’t she?” she asked carelessly and Mrs Stedman shivered.

“Yes,” she answered, with some reluctance. “Of course, we weren’t always as well off. Before dear Solomon repaid the money which he borrowed from my husband we were very poor indeed.”

It was a fiction of hers that Solomon’s generosity was in the nature of a repayment. Mrs Stedman’s pride was of the type which refused to admit her obligations. Gratitude was incompatible with the maintenance of her self-respect — she was too proud to be thankful. Therefore had she invented a loan advanced by her impecunious husband to a man who had taken nothing and given everything, and she felt in consequence that comfortable feeling which mean — minded people experience as they contemplate their “independence.”

“Yes, my dear, we had a terrible time,” she said, for now she had disposed of the suggestion that her present affluence was due to anything but the tardy repentance of a debtor and she could afford to magnify her own hardships. “Marjorie used to work for a firm of lawyers, Vance &Vance, a very respectable firm in the city Mr Vance used to be my husband’s solicitor, and Marjorie was quite a favourite of his. Of course, she never did the menial things that girls in offices usually do.”

“Such as carrying messages?” suggested Lady Tynewood.

“Oh dear no,” said the shocked Mrs Stedman. “Mr Vance was very sorry to lose her, but I was glad when she left. Two nights in succession, my dear, she came home late, so white and shaking that I thought I should have to call the doctor in. The last time she had been into the country on a very important and confidential errand and when she got back to our — er — little flat she collapsed. I remember it very well,” said Mrs Stedman, turning her head, “because it was that night I received from my brother — in — law, dear Solomon Stedman, a draft for a large sum of money”

“He had found his mine, eh?” smiled Lady Tynewood.

“No, no, my dear, he didn’t find the big mine for months afterwards,” corrected Mrs Stedman, “but he had found the — what was the word? Leader, that’s the word. He had found the leader which eventually brought him to his present wonderful discovery:”

Mrs Stedman had the vaguest ideas on gold mining, but she knew enough to convey to Lady Tynewood just what had happened.

“Did your daughter ever tell you of what she had seen, or what her experience had been those two days?” asked Lady Tynewood carelessly. “I mean the days she came home so upset?”

Mrs Stedman shook her head. “Marjorie never tells me things,” she said. “She is a most reticent girl and, remembering that I am her own mother, I think it is a little hard that I should be kept in the dark. When I was a girl, I told my dear mother everything.”

Lady Tynewood was thinking rapidly. “Was Mr Vance the lawyer a great friend of Marjorie’s?” she asked.

Mrs Stedman nodded. “He was very good to Marjorie, though of course he couldn’t very well be anything but good to the daughter of a lady who was the wife of an old client-”

“Did he ever communicate with her after she left the office?”

Mrs Stedman looked up in surprise. “Why, Alma,” she said with a little smile, “what a queer question to ask! Why are you so interested in our struggles?”

Lady Tynewood laughed. “I am interested,” she said. “I am curious to know what relationships continue between an employer and his—” she was at a loss to find a word which would not offend Mrs Stedman, who would have bitterly resented the use of the word “servant”— “and his — his former colleagues after their business relationships have ceased.”

“Well, it is rather curious you should have asked that question,” said Mrs Stedman slowly, “because I always had the impression that Mr Vance and Marjorie had some secret in common. Of course,” she said with an assumption of motherly virtue, “there was no question of Mr Vance being in love with Marjorie, because he was fifty or more and he had a wife and six children, which wholly precluded such a possibility.”

Drawing from a larger experience of life, Alma did not preclude that possibility in principle but was willing to concede the point in this particular case.

“I know that Marjorie was worried,” Mrs Stedman went on, “and once when I let fall a perfectly innocent remark, she turned as pale as death,”

“What was that innocent remark?” asked Lady Tynewood, trying to keep all traces of eagerness from her tone.

“Now let me see,” continued the older woman knitting her forehead. “Oh yes, I remember — I happened to say that Dr Fordham’s housekeeper had taken a cottage at the other end of the village.”

“Dr Fordham’s housekeeper?” repeated Lady Tynewood slowly. “Who was Dr Fordham?”

“I don’t know him at all,” replied the other, shaking her head, “but he used to live about here some time ago. He died of influenza and his housekeeper came to Tynewood to settle down. I believe Sir James gave her a cottage. My dear, you must know something about that,” she said archly.

“I don’t know anything at all about it,” replied Lady Tynewood, “but where is this cottage? Is she still living there?”

Mrs Stedman nodded.. “I asked Marjorie what there was about Dr Fordham which could possibly interest her, but in her secretive way, and, my dear, there’s no other word to describe Marjorie’s reticence — she changed the subject.”

“What is the name of Dr Fordham’s housekeeper?”

“A Mrs Smith,” replied the hostess a little impatiently. “Really Alma, you are the most persistent person. How can this woman possibly interest you? Oh yes, of course,” she added apologetically “it is one of Sir James’s cottages and naturally—”

Lady Tynewood rose and laid her cool hand on Mrs Stedman’s. Though she was in no apparent haste her car moved all too slowly for her.

She found Mr Augustus Javot wandering in the garden, a very bored man. Briefly she related her conversation with Mrs Stedman and what she had learnt.

“Better leave well alone,” said Javot warningly. “Why stick your nose into affairs that don’t concern you?”

“Are you mad?” she asked angrily. “Don’t you realize what it means to you and to me if James is dead?”

He scratched his chin. “I realize a good many things,” he said significantly. “Some of ’em seem to have turned your clever little brain.”

She had seated herself on a garden seat and was examining the gravel path abstractedly.

“If James is dead,” she said slowly, “Tynewood belongs to me. And if he died as I think he died, then this swine, Pretoria Smith, has got to pay the price!”

“Leave well alone,” murmured the peace — loving Augustus Javot. “You’re on a good thing and you’ve only to sit tight and enjoy life.”

“Life!” she scoffed. “Do you call this life? Buried away in a rotten little country village raising pigs and chickens! I’m sick of all this, Javot. I want to go back to London, and I want to go back with money for a town house and cars. I want to give parties like we used to give.”

“There’s no reason why you shouldn’t go back to London and have a little flat—” began Javot.

“A little flat!” she cried wrathfully, “and be the laughing-stock of the old crowd! Molly Sinclair and Billie Vane! What do you think they will say if I come back to London and play the game small? Do you think I’m staying in this miserable village because I love the life? No, it is only because I cannot cut the shine which I am entitled to cut and have the money which is mine by right, that I stay here at all. I had a letter from Molly the other day asking me why I didn’t invite her down to Tynewood. She thinks I’m at the Chase. So do they all. I’m not going back to London to be made look a fool.”

Again Mr Javot scratched his chin. “You could be made look a pretty bad fool in Tynewood,” he said, and with an angry “Pshaw!” she turned and left him.

Mr Javot smiled to himself and lifted a dead leaf from a rose — bush.

“This is the life,” he said, and honestly meant it.
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The Journey from Brightsea had a charm and a quality which the journey to Brightsea had not possessed for the girl. And the well-tailored athletic figure that sat by her side was a different man to the fever-stricken Pretoria Smith who had slept uneasily in the corner of the limousine on her wedding day And if Marjorie Smith was not a riotously happy woman she was at least a peaceful one, for she had faith in this husband of hers, and faith and confidence are the best, and the only adequate, substitutes for love. If she had not found a husband, she had at least gained a friend, and a friend in whom she reposed greater and greater confidence as the days progressed.

“I am so glad you have agreed to stay at the house,” she said, apropos of nothing. She had broken a long silence, which had followed his description of the bush-veldt. “If you had gone to the inn, people would have — talked.”

He nodded. “Mother may be a little — trying,” she said, loyalty to her mother and her desire to prepare him, struggling for mastery “She is really very sweet and kind, but she is a little tactless at times.”

“I think I know” he said.

“And then there is Lady Tynewood,” she went on, wishing to get it all over at once. “She is rather a frequent visitor. I hope you won’t mind.”

He turned to her with a little smile. “I am rather ashamed of my outburst, that morning,” he said. “But in excuse I can bring forward my young friend, M A Laria, Esquire. He was very active and rampageous that morning, but I owe Lady Tynewood an apology, at least I did until this morning,” he corrected himself, “when I wrote to her.”

“You wrote to her?” she said in surprise, and dropped her hand on his. “That’s good of you,” she said with a kindling of her eyes. “I don’t like Lady Tynewood any more than you, but she is mother’s friend, and a very poor friend, I’m afraid,” she said with a wry smile. “Mother likes her.”

“I shall be most polite to Lady Tynewood,” said Pretoria Smith impressively. “I shall take my coat off and lay it in the puddles that her dainty feet shall not be wet, and I will meet her at the door on my knees and tap my head three times on the ground, and every night and morning I will burn a joss stick.”

“You’re being silly” she said, but felt happy.

They came to her mother’s house and Mrs Stedman, assuming the benevolent but distant attitude which she felt that the character of motherin-law called for, met them at the porch and gave them a polite welcome.

“I have your rooms ready,” she said. “I could not think of giving Mr Smith the spare room which is at the other end of the house, my dear” — she patted her daughter’s cheek— “so I gave him my room, which is next to yours.”

“Oh, mother,” said the girl in dismay, “you haven’t turned out of your room!”

“No sacrifice is too great for my daughter,” smiled Mrs Stedman, “and really I’m not at all uncomfortable, though of course I miss my own bed, or rather shall miss it,” she corrected herself.

“You’re going straight back, mother,” said the girl determinedly. “I will not allow you to inconvenience yourself. My husband doesn’t mind the spare room, even if it is at the other end of the house, do you — John?”

Pretoria Smith, secretly amused, shook his head.

“I should really prefer a room over the stable,” he said gravely. “You must remember, Mrs Stedman, that I am not used to the luxuries of this gentle life. Or,” he went on, in spite of the girl’s appealing and anguished glance, “a shakedown in the summer house, or a camp bed in the conservatory amongst the earwigs, would be welcome. I miss the spiders in the morning and am lost when I fail to find a stray scorpion or two in my blankets.”

Mrs Stedman listened openmouthed. Pretoria Smith to her was a dour, silent man. This was the picture she had formed of him and she was most anxious not to change it. She hated change.

“I shall certainly not go back to my room,” she said, the sacrificial spirit bright within her. “The spare room is a little damp and I could not think of allowing your husband to occupy a damp room.”

“Mother—” began the girl.

“Of course,” said Mrs Stedman thoughtfully, “your room is a very big one, my dear, and when I was a young married woman there was never a question of two rooms. One large room and a dressing-room, yes, but—”

Pretoria Smith came to the rescue. “Mrs Stedman,” he said sombrely, “you either move back to your own room and give me that damp spare room or I will go to an inn and scandalize the neighbourhood. Think what people would say if it is known that we are married, and are parted so soon.”

This was an argument not to be dismissed lightly and Mrs Stedman demurred, but yielded.

“Phew!” said Marjorie, when he met her again in the drawingroom and they were alone, “you weren’t very helpful!”

“I wasn’t helpful?” he said indignantly “Well, I like that! But for me, the customs of the mid-Victorian age would have been revived — without the dressing-room!”

She looked at him queerly and laughed. “You’re a strange man,” she said, “but we shan’t be here long, shall we? You talked of going to London.”

“I am going to London,” he said quietly. “I have a lot of things to buy to take back with me.”

“Take back with you?” she repeated. “You mean to South Africa? When are you sailing?”

“Next Saturday week,” he replied, and there was a silence.

“You didn’t tell me you were going back so quickly!”

“I kept that good news as a surprise for you,” said Pretoria Smith, and again there was a long pause.

“Next Saturday week,” she said, half to herself and then: “How long will you be away? Don’t read that paper, it’s rude when I’m asking you questions.”

He put down the paper with a little laugh.

“It may be for years and it may be for ever,” he said lightly.

“Then I’m to be—” She did not finish the sentence.

“You’re to be a nice good girl,” said Pretoria Smith quietly, “until I can persuade old Solomon that this marriage was altogether ridiculous and unnecessary.”

“And then?” she asked quietly.

“Then you can divorce me,” he said. “I hate that you should do it, or have the bother of it, but an undefended case attracts very little publicity.”

“And you’ll give me cause?”

He nodded.

“It sounds rather horrible, doesn’t it,” she asked with a little shiver, “but I don’t think I want a divorce. I mean I shall be perfectly content, for there is nobody I want to marry — but you may want to marry somebody” she added quickly.

“That is unlikely” said Pretoria Smith, “extremely unlikely.”

She strolled to the window and opened it and remembered, oddly enough, that it was through this window she came uttering her determination that she would not marry Pretoria Smith, and stepped out into the garden. She had a curious sense of loss and tried to analyse the feeling. Yes, it was because Pretoria Smith was going away and because she liked him. He had been so kind to her and so friendly and she liked his humour and his clean view of things. She had never had a man friend, except Lance. Her lips curled, whether at the thought of Lance or at the comparison between the two men it was hard to judge, harder for her because she did not pursue her analysis so far.

Pretoria Smith had joined her and was walking by her side.

“Then, after Thursday,” she said, “I shan’t see you again until you come to say goodbye.”

“Is that necessary?” asked Pretoria Smith lighting a cigarette.

Marjorie shrugged. “If you don’t wish to come, you need not,” she said. “There is really no necessity at all, and you’ll be very busy.”

“I’ll come down if you wish,” said Pretoria Smith quietly and to this she made no reply. Something of the colour and harmony of life had gone out, she felt. Perhaps it was because he made her realize her false position or revived the unpleasant memory of Solomon Stedman’s ultimatum, but whatever was the cause she felt distressed and unhappy.

“Before you go,” she said, “I want to unburden my mind of a secret.”

He looked round at her sharply. “Is there anybody else?” he asked quickly.

“Is there anybody at all?” she corrected, and he flushed.

“I meant that, of course,” he replied stiffly. “We have neither harboured the illusion that there is anything in our friendship or our marriage but the humouring of an old man’s caprice.”

“Sit down here,” she commanded, and on the very seat where she had received Solomon Stedman’s letter less than a fortnight ago, she told him something that she had never told to any man or woman before. It was a long time before she could speak, and when she did she came to the essence of the matter in a sentence.

“It is about Sir James Tynewood,” she said. “I know that he is dead. And I know that you were with him when he died.”
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Pretoria Smith made no comment. He lit another cigarette from the glowing end of the old one, put it on the ground and carefully placed his foot upon it.

“So Sir James Tynewood is dead,” he said slowly, “and it is true that I have known for some time.”

She did not speak and he went on a little bitterly: “Also I know the woman who killed him.” She was at a loss how to go on now and he half turned to her and his kindly eyes were fixed upon hers.

“I want to hear your story,” he said. “You rather startled me.”

She began haltingly but as the narrative proceeded she grew more and more coherent, and the man who sat beside her, staring into the flower beds before them, interrupted very seldom.

“When we were poor, before Uncle Solomon helped us,” she said, “I used to work in a lawyer’s office. I was secretary to Mr George Vance of Vance & Vance. He knew my father and was very good to me. I did most of the confidential work for the firm and in that capacity I received you when you returned from South Africa. You do not recall my face?”

To her surprise he nodded. “Very well,” he said, “please go on.”

“The day you came back he sent for me, and to my surprise he handed me an envelope which evidently contained a letter that he had typed himself. It was addressed to Sir James Tynewood, Baronet, 947 Park Mansions. ‘Miss Stedman,’ he said, ‘I want you to do me a great favour. I hate using you as a messenger, but in this particular case it is necessary that somebody should take this letter, somebody whom I can rely upon.’

“He explained to me that the address was a flat belonging to an actress named Alma Trebizond, who was a member of a very fast theatrical set.

“‘You will find Sir James there,’ he said, ‘and I want you personally to deliver this letter, and if possible, bring back an answer. I am also relying upon you to keep secret anything which may happen or anything which you may see or hear.’

“I was very much surprised. I had never undertaken such a mission before, but of course I was quite willing to go. It was at half-past five in the evening when this letter was given to me and it was quite dark when I arrived at the building, which is a very large block of flats overlooking Regents Park. I was taken up in the lift to the floor and found the door without difficulty Even before I rang I could hear that there was an awful commotion going on inside. A piano was playing and it was some time before I could make myself heard, and then a servant came and I went into the hall. There was evidently a party in progress for I could hear two or three people singing at once. Presently I was shown into the room and Sir James came forward.

“‘What do you want?’ he asked. I told him that I came from Vance & Vance and that I had a letter which had to be delivered personally to him. He took the letter with a curse, opened it and read it, and then swore. He had been drinking and had taken too much.

“‘You can tell Vance he can go to hell,’ he said, ‘and you can tell Javot that he can go to hell too.’

“And then he laughed and before I knew what he was doing a man had clasped me round the waist and tried to make me dance. That was when I saw Alma Trebizond for the first time. I don’t know how I escaped from that room. A man helped me get away — I think now it must have been Mr Javot,” said the girl with a shudder. “They wanted me to dance, they wanted me to drink. The man who held me kissed me and Sir James took no further notice of my presence. But I did get out eventually and went straight back to the office where Mr Vance was waiting for me and told him what had happened. I even delivered the message,” she smiled.

“What did Vance say?” asked Pretoria Smith.

“He was very much upset,” replied the girl, “and he again asked me not to mention a word of what I’d seen or heard. I thought that as Sir James was his client he was anxious that I should not think badly of the young man.”

“And then I came,” said Pretoria Smith. “What happened the next day?”

“That afternoon Mr Vance sent for me again and he had typed another letter,” said the girl. “‘I hate asking you to carry these messages, Miss Stedman, he said, ‘but I want you to go down to Droitshire to Sir James Tynewood’s house and see Dr Fordham, who is a friend of Sir James, and give him this letter.’” I reached Dilmot station about eight o’clock in the evening and Mr Vance had arranged for a car to meet me. I drove up to Tynewood Chase, and when I told my business I was immediately admitted through the gates.

“The house was in darkness and seemed to be empty, but I drove up to the big front door and there was a glimmer of a light showing. I rang the bell several times before the door was opened by a gentleman whom I learnt at once was Dr Fordham.

“‘What do you want?’ he asked sharply; and seemed disinclined to admit me, even to the hall, but it was raining heavily and he couldn’t very well keep me on the doorstep” — she smiled— “so with some reluctance he let me come in.

“‘I have a letter for Dr Fordham,’ I said.

“‘I am Dr Fordham,’ he replied, and taking the letter, opened it and read it.

“He uttered an exclamation before he was halfway through.

“‘Just sit down here for a moment,’ he said, pointing to a chair. ‘I will not keep you very long.’

“He passed through a door, which opened from the hall, and closed it behind him. Then the door was opened and I heard voices, one of which I recognized as Sir James Tynewood’s. He was talking angrily wildly I thought, but there is no need to tell you what he was saying. The other voice was — yours!”

Pretoria Smith said nothing. He threw away his smoked cigarette and coolly and deliberately took out his case and chose another.

“Go on,” he said.

“I wondered what was wrong and was still wondering when suddenly I heard a shot. I was terrified, but I was curious. I think I also wondered whether I could be of any assistance. I walked to the door, which was open, and looked in and there I saw—” Her voice shook.

“There you saw?” repeated Pretoria Smith.

“Sir James Tynewood was lying on the floor in a pool of blood,” said the girl in a low voice. “I saw the glint of a revolver and I saw a man leaning over him and heard him speak.”

There was a silence.

“What did he say?” asked Pretoria Smith in a voice that was scarcely above a whisper.

“He said: ‘My God! I have killed him!’” said the girl slowly, “and then he turned his head and I saw his face — it was you!”

Pretoria Smith blew a ring of smoke in the air. “Well,” he said, “what happened then?”

She described her drive in the dark with the doctor, and his words.

“That was all,” said the girl. “I went back to Mr Vance and I told him. It was very late when I reached London, but he was waiting for me on the platform, and when I had described the scene I had witnessed he said that Sir James was not dead. He begged me not to speak to a living soul about the tragedy and I have kept my word until now.”

Pretoria Smith rose. “So you think I killed Sir James, do you?”

She shook her head. “No, I don’t think so now,” she said quietly. “Of course, when I saw in the papers that Sir James had gone abroad and that it was his younger brother who had died of typhoid, I knew that Dr Fordham had given a false certificate because Sir James did not have a brother.”

“A half-brother,” said Pretoria Smith. “How did you work it out to your satisfaction? I mean what solution to that mystery did you find?” he asked, looking at her.

She shook her head. “Not a very satisfactory one, I’m afraid. Rather on the romantic side. I think Sir James shot himself, and that in order to save the family from that stigma his brother went abroad and Sir James was buried in his brother’s name.”

“Does it occur to you that if that were the case,” said Pretoria Smith after a moment’s thought, “that the brother would one of these days turn up again and claim the estate?”

“I didn’t think he could — he was only a half-brother,” she replied quietly “I thought the idea was that he’d pass quietly out of recognition and knowledge and that the family estate would go to—” she paused.

“To the Lady Tynewood?” he said quietly. “That is hardly likely But who is that half-brother?”

She looked up at him quickly “If there is a half-brother, it is you,” she said, and he nodded.

“You have shown powers of deduction worthy of the greatest detective,” he mocked.
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Lady Tynewood had one of those restless and indefatigable natures which invite opposition in order to overcome the obstacles they call into being. Mr Javot might be content with an acre of roses and two acres of kitchen garden, but Alma Tynewood’s predilections lay in another direction.

On the day that Mr and Mrs Pretoria Smith returned, she drove her car through the village to call upon another Mrs Smith. The housekeeper to the late Dr Fordham lived in a pretty cottage set back from the road and was sunning herself in placid contentment when Lady Tynewood knocked at her door. The woman came through the cottage and curtsied to the visitor, whom she recognized, and Alma, watching her very closely for some sign of antagonism, decided that Dr Fordham had not taken his servant into his confidence to the extent of setting her against the wife of his friend.

Alma followed the obsequious Mrs Smith to the sunny garden in the rear of the cottage and accepted the Windsor chair which her flustered hostess carried out.

“I don’t often have visitors, my lady,” she said.

“I didn’t know you were living here, Mrs Smith,” smiled Alma, “otherwise I should certainly have called upon the housekeeper of my old friend, Dr Fordham.”

Alma could lie very graciously and easily, and Mrs Smith accepted this claim to friendship with her dead master all the more willingly since she knew very little about the man she had served for ten years. Gently and with great subtlety Lady Tynewood led the conversation towards Dr Fordham, and Mrs Smith was ready to talk.

“He was a strange man,” she said. “I don’t suppose I had a dozen words with him all the time I was in his service. He used to go abroad a great deal,” she explained.

“Had he any relatives?” asked Alma.

The woman shook her head. “No, ma’am,” she said, “not a one.”

“But who inherited his property when he died?”

“He hadn’t much, my lady” said Mrs Smith, “and he left all that to me on his deathbed. About 300 pounds and a few odds and ends of furniture. He didn’t own the house we lived in. That belonged to Sir James, but Sir James kindly presented me with this cottage, at least his lawyers did.”

“He must have been a very interesting man,” said Alma. “Did he write books?”

Mrs Smith, who in spite of her employer’s generosity had never regarded him as being particularly interesting, shook her head.

“No, my lady, he left very few papers, and those I’ve got upstairs. They’re little accounts of travels he’s made, a diary or two and a few other papers like his medical diplomas.”

Alma Tynewood was disappointed. She had hoped that Fordham’s housekeeper would have known more about him and would have had something to tell which would throw a light upon the mystery of Sir James Tynewood’s disappearance. Failing that, she had no expectation of discovering documentary evidence, for a man in Dr Fordham’s position would hardly be likely to leave papers or other written evidence of the part he had played.

“I’ve often thought,” Mrs Smith went on, “that I should have sent the business papers to the lawyer, and again and again I’ve been going to do them up in a parcel and post them to Mr Vance — I only came across them after I’d turned out an old box of his.”

Alma hesitated, and was on the point of going. “I suppose that the diary deals with his trips abroad,” she said.

“Yes, my lady. Would you like to see them? I’ll show them to you. I know you will be interested? She bustled off and came back with a faded plush — covered box and, laying it on her knees, opened it.

“Here’s one, my lady.” She handed the visitor a small but bulky pocketbook and Alma glanced through it. It was full of strange names and unfamiliar places. One entry she saw which interested her.

‘Whilst Jot and I were following the trail of a lion we came upon the track of another sportsman. This proved to be no less than the Duke of Wight, who we had heard was hunting in this country The duke is a jolly good sort and Jot and he got on famously.’

Who was Jot? The nickname of some acquaintance, she gathered. She glanced haphazard through the little volume, skipping the entries but finding nothing that informed her in the matter she was investigating.

“These are his two medical diplomas, my lady” said Mrs Smith; “they’re all in Latin.”

Lady Tynewood shook her head. “Is there nothing else?”

“Only a portrait, my lady. It is interesting because the doctor wrote on the back of it: ‘The only portrait in existence’, but I don’t know who it is.”

Alma Tynewood took the photograph and read the inscription written in the crabbed writing. Then she turned it and started to her feet as she looked upon the pictured face.

“At last!” she said.

It was the portrait of her husband, Sir James Tynewood!
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Mrs Stedman had said that she was taking a long drive through the country and Marjorie was surprised when her mother came back in no very amiable frame of mind as she and Pretoria Smith were taking tea on the lawn.

“Why; mother, I thought you were going to be very late,” said the girl, as Pretoria Smith rose to carry a chair to the table.

“I didn’t expect to come back so early” said Mrs Stedman petulantly, “and I do wish, Marjorie, you would get out of the habit of timing me in as though I were some factory worker. I hate the feeling that I am being spied upon.”

“That’s rather strong, mother,” smiled the girl. “What has happened? You seem cross.”

“I am not cross, my dear. I am in a perfectly equable frame of mind,” said Mrs Stedman tartly. “If I am a little put out I hope I am enough of a lady to hide my feelings. Really Alma is very inconsiderate.”

“Did you go to the Tynewoods?” asked the girl quietly.

“Yes, I did go to the Tynewoods,” said the defiant Mrs Stedman. “I shall go just where I like, Marjorie, and I will not have my own daughter correcting me, and certainly not before strangers!”

“Hardly a stranger, Mrs Stedman,” said Pretoria Smith cheerily “I am one of the family now, you know.”

“I beg your pardon, Mr Smith.” Mrs Stedman was extremely polite. “I should not have said ‘stranger,’ for you are certainly more considerate to me than is Marjorie at times. I went to the Tynewoods to see Alma on a purely private matter which had nothing whatever to do with certain things which Marjorie doesn’t like. And Alma was all excited and agitated as I’ve never seen her before. She told me she wasn’t going to play this afternoon.”

Mrs Stedman forgot for the moment the business — like character of her visit.

“Naturally I asked her why and she told me that she’d made a great discovery and that she and Mr Javot were going to be extremely busy In fact, my dear,” said Mrs Stedman, raising her eyebrows and shaking her head, “Alma was positively rude.”

Marjorie said nothing. She could only hope that Alma Tynewood had been rude to a point beyond forgiveness.

“And what was her great discovery?” bantered Pretoria Smith. “Has she found a new way of effacing wrinkles? It couldn’t have been a new way of dealing aces from the bottom of the pack,” he said, “because Javot taught her that years ago.”

Mrs Stedman looked at him in astonishment.

“Dealing aces from the bottom of the pack?” she said incredulously “Why, that would be cheating!”

“It would rather,” said Smith easily “and it would be clumsy cheating which could readily be detected, by anybody but a — a novice,” he said.

“I’ll never believe that of Alma,” Mrs Stedman shook her head. “Never, never! You’re prejudiced against Lady Tynewood, Mr Smith, and I deeply regret that your prejudice is shared by Marjorie, for no earthly reason. Unless of course,” she said with a little self-pitying smile, “it is because Alma has shown a very marked preference for my society.”

“You can believe it or believe it not,” said Pretoria Smith, “but if you wish I’ll show you how it is done. Bring me a pack of cards and I will undertake to deal myself all the aces and kings in the pack — and you shall shuffle!”

Mrs Stedman was annoyed, because she was ready to be annoyed with anybody or anything.

“You may be able to do that, Mr Smith,” she said with acerbity, “but I do not think that dear Alma has had your training.”

“Mother!” reproved the girl, but Pretoria Smith was laughing softly and his humorous eyes were fixed upon his motherin-law.

“She hasn’t,” he said; “but then, of course, she hasn’t been frequenting the worst saloons in South Africa as I have been, gaining my living by my wits and the sharpness and dexterity of my beautiful hands,” he said complacently looking upon hands which were particularly white and small. “She has done no more than—” He stopped himself and the hard look which had come to his face faded out.

“Why do you tease mother?” asked the girl after Mrs Stedman had gone to her room.

“Do I tease her? I’m sorry,” said Pretoria Smith humbly enough, though he was laughing. “But Alma Trebizond is a crook, you know.”

“I can’t understand why you say that,” said the girl, with a worried look. “I don’t like Alma, but she’s not that kind of woman, I should imagine.”

“You don’t imagine anything of the kind,” said Pretoria Smith. “You know she cheats!”

The girl was silent, because she had said as much to Alma Tynewood’s face.

Mrs Stedman came back a little more amiable, but her mind still full of Alma.

“I think she is making a great fuss about nothing, although I suppose it must have been a shock to her after all these years.”

“A shock?” said Pretoria Smith quickly “What do you mean, Mrs Stedman?”

“Finding the portrait of her husband,” said the other. “Mrs Smith gave it to her. You know Mrs Smith was Dr Fordham’s housekeeper and apparently she had the portrait by her and gave it to Alma. It’s the only portrait dear Alma has ever seen—”

The girl was staring at her husband, but Pretoria Smith was on his feet and his face was deathly white.

“What is she going to do with the portrait?” he asked huskily.

“She is going to put it in the newspapers,” said the complacent Mrs Stedman, conscious of the sensation she had created. “In an advertisement asking for information of Sir James’s present whereabouts.”

“Oh, she is, is she?” said Pretoria Smith softly and without a word of apology left the group and walked rapidly to the house, leaving his wife and motherin-law staring after him, openmouthed.

It had indeed been a busy day for Lady Tynewood. Mr Javot, though nominally her secretary, was unequal to the fatigue and labour of literary composition and it had been left to Alma to prepare the advertisements which were to appear in the London and South African newspapers. At ten o’clock that night Mr Javot rose and yawned.

“I’ll leave you to it, Alma,” he said, “I’m going to bed.”

She nodded without looking round and again dipped her pen in the ink.

“I’ll take that picture with me to my room,” said Javot. “I shall be up before you in the morning and my mind will be rather fresher than it is at present.”

She hesitated. “All right,” she said, and handed the picture over her shoulder.

Mr Javot looked at it and chuckled.

“The portrait of a mug,” he said pleasantly “though I oughtn’t to speak ill of the dead.”

“Do you think he’s dead?” Alma turned in her chair.

“Sure!” said the other calmly “He’s not the kind of fellow who suffers in silence, who can go away and stay away. He’s the kind of weakling that would come back after a few months and cry on your shoulder! Besides, he’s the head of a family. Suppose he did take his brother’s advice or was influenced by his brother, how long would that last?”

She was nibbling the penholder. “There’s a lot in what you say, Javot. You have streaks of intelligence.”

“Thank you,” he said sarcastically. “I’ll put this picture under my pillow and sleep on it.”

It was half-past eleven before Lady Tynewood gathered her papers into order, closed the desk and went up to her room. She shared Javot’s suspicions, but those suspicions had to be proved facts before she could inherit Tynewood and all that Tynewood Chase meant. She opened her solid-looking jewel case which stood on her dressing-table and then remembered that she had given the portrait to Javot, and relocked it. Half an hour later she was sleeping as soundly as the most virtuous.

At three o’clock she woke suddenly which was unusual in her, turned over on the other side and was dozing again when she heard the sound again, the sound that had wakened her although she had not realized the fact. She sat up in bed, reached out her hand and switched on the light.

The man who was standing by her dressing-table turned quickly and there was a gleaming pistol in his hand.

“Don’t shout,” he said, “and don’t scream.”

She looked past him to the dressing-table. Her jewel-box was open, she could see the scarlet lining of the lid and a little electric handlamp was still alight in the man’s other hand.

“What do you want?” she whispered huskily. “I have no money in the house and my jewels are at the bank.”

She could not see his face. The lower portion was hidden behind a red silk handkerchief and the man still wore his felt hat and a long trench-coat which was turned up to his chin. There was a patter of feet in the corridor without, the door opened and Javot blinked in. At first he did not see the intruder.

“Are you talking in your sleep?” he began, and then his eyes fell upon the masked man.

“Put up your hands,” said the burglar, and Javot obeyed. “Stand over there where I can see you.”

The man carried the jewel-box to the bed and turned it out, sorting over the papers.

“Turn your faces the other way both of you,” he commanded, “I don’t want you to see what I’m doing.” She heard the clink, clink, of trinkets, the rustle of papers, and once he uttered an exclamation.

Then they heard the creak of a door and looked round. The intruder was gone.

“Follow him,” said the woman, “follow him!”

“Follow him yourself?” said Javot coolly. “I am not in the habit of following burglars who carry a .38 Smith Wesson. Let him go and then we’ll telephone for the police.”

“You’re a coward,” she said.

“I’m a live coward,” he said. “I’d rather be a live coward than a dead hero any day — or night,” he added.

She was replacing the contents of her jewel case that had been spilt upon the bed.

“He has taken nothing,” she said. “My rings are here—”

A door closed softly below. “Now,” said Mr Javot, “I’ll do a little following,” and presently she heard him speaking on the telephone.
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That Night Marjorie slept very badly. Possibly it was the thought of — no, it could not be that. The fact that Pretoria Smith was going back to South Africa ought not to worry her, and yet she could not help thinking of the curious position she would occupy after he had gone. She would be another Lady Tynewood, she thought, a wife without a husband. A week ago that thought would have filled her with happiness and content. Today she saw only the disadvantages of the position and it worried her a little. She put on the light and tried to read. Tynewood had an electric light plant of its own, the gift of a former baronet, and she had fixed a tiny electric kettle in her bedroom which on cold hunting mornings had proved a great blessing. She got out of bed, put on her slippers and dressing-gown and filled the kettle from her waterbottle. She would make a cup of tea, she thought, and read for a while. She settled herself in her armchair and tried to concentrate her mind upon The Gentleman of France. But every minute she found herself straying back to her own domestic problem. Was she to live here with her mother always, a wife in name, with a husband who did not wish to see her, and would probably write her polite letters at long intervals, inquiring after the state of her health! Here again the prospect was not as alluring as it had been a week before, or a fortnight, she corrected herself. She had had a wild idea of suggesting to him that she should go to South Africa with him. She told herself that the voyage would benefit her, and then again she wanted to see strange lands. She could stay in Cape Town, or perhaps in Kimberley and they need see very little of one another. And then, of course, she was most anxious to meet the relative who had forced this marriage upon her, old Solomon Stedman. Marjorie Stedman and Marjorie Smith argued the matter out in her mind.

“My dear,” said Marjorie Stedman, “you never wanted to see Uncle Solomon before, and when it was suggested to you two years ago that you should go to the Cape you said you hated the idea of a long sea voyage.”

“That is true,” admitted Marjorie Smith, “but I did not wish to travel alone, and Uncle Solomon had not made himself so important a factor in my life then.”

On the whole the arguments of Marjorie Smith were extremely sound, but they did not convince Marjorie Stedman.

She made her tea and poured herself a cup. She thought she heard somebody in the passage and went to the door in time to see Pretoria Smith disappear into his room. She looked along at the closed door — it was at the far end of the corridor — in blank amazement. Perhaps he could not sleep either. She took another cup from the little cupboard and poured out a second cup of tea, and carried it along the corridor to his room and knocked.

“Who’s there?” said the voice of Pretoria Smith.

“Marjorie,” she answered. She thought she heard him say: “Damn!” but hoped she was mistaken.

“Thank you very much,” he said, opening the door. “Whatever are you doing at this hour of the morning?”

“What a question to come from you!” she laughed. “Have you been walking?”

“Yes, I have been for a little walk,” he said. His trench coat lay on the bed and her quick eyes noted a long blue sheet of paper on his dressing-table.

“I hope you’ll sleep,” she said awkwardly.

“I don’t think I shall. Should we disturb your mother if I came and talked to you?”

“No,” she said, her heart giving a little flutter. “I don’t think so. Mother sleeps very soundly,” and he followed the slim figure down the corridor, carrying his cup in his hand, and wondered why she went so quickly until he reached the room in time to see her straightening her bed.

“I’m awfully sorry” he said. “I really forgot that this was a bedroom.”

Nevertheless he closed the door behind him and sat down, to rise again with a little grimace. He put his hand in his hip-pocket and brought out to the girl’s wondering eyes a small revolver which he laid on the carpet by the side of the chair.

“You needn’t worry,” he said. “It’s not loaded. I never carry loaded revolvers in this country. There are so many people I want to kill that it would be a fatal temptation.”

“But why ever do you carry it?” she asked. “Have you been committing a burglary?” Her lips twitched as she asked the question and to her astonishment he nodded.

“I’ve been doing a little amateur burgling,” he said calmly. “In fact, this is the second lady’s bedroom I’ve been in tonight.”

“You’re not serious?” she said wide-eyed.

“I’ve made a call on Lady Tynewood. Open confession is good for the soul and a wife can’t give evidence against her husband.”

“But really?”

“I never tell a lie at three o’clock in the morning. It is the most truthful hour of the twentyfour for me,” he said, stirring his tea. “One of these days I will tell you why I went there, but it was a visit not without profit.”

She looked at the revolver dubiously “That isn’t—”

“No, it isn’t,” he replied quickly, almost roughly “My dear, of course it isn’t!”

Only for a second had she wondered whether that was the weapon which had ended Sir James Tynewood’s life.

“I’ve been thinking things over tonight,” he said. “As a matter of fact, on my way back I did my biggest think. And it came to me in a rush that I have done you a very bad service, Marjorie.”

“How?” she asked.

“By marrying you,” said Pretoria Smith quietly. “Even to oblige old Solomon I should not have done it. It is rather terrible for you.”

“And for you?” she asked.

He shrugged his broad shoulders. ‘“What difference does it make to me, except that I have on my conscience the unpleasant knowledge that I have probably wrecked your life.”

“Then get it off your conscience,” she said with a briskness and brightness which she was far from feeling. “It has tangled things a little, but then I don’t see that it has made much difference to me. In all probability I should have lived on here until I was quite an old maiden lady, and I should have kept cats and parrots and an ancient coachman, and every Christmas I should have distributed blankets and coals to the poor.”

“I don’t think so,” he said. “I mean,” he added hastily. “I know you would have distributed blankets and coals, but I don’t think you would have remained a maiden lady But I don’t want you to think too seriously of your unhappy position, Marjorie, because, because — because it may not come to a divorce.”

“What do you mean?” she asked, her eyes fixed on his.

“I am going up country; when I return and settle things with Solomon. Into the Masai country, and probably I shall trek across Barotseland to the Belgian Congo — I want to have a shot at the Okapi. I’m not going willingly and knowingly and hopefully to commit suicide,” he said with a faint smile, “but it is a queer country filled with all manner of pitfalls and dangers, even to the experienced traveller, and a man I met on the boat told me that twentyfive per cent of the people who go into that land do not come out again.”

“Then you’re not going,” she said.

“Wait a moment,” he was smiling. “It sounds rather as though I’m trying to harrow your feelings and work up a little cheap sympathy for my lonely lot. But that isn’t the truth,” he said seriously “It is ninety chances in a hundred that I shall be one of the seventy-five who will get through with no more hurt than a sunburnt nose. I know you well enough to believe that you would not wish my death, even to secure your freedom, but there is that chance, and men like myself do not make old bones.”

She nodded. “And there is a chance too for you,” she said.

“What do you mean?” he asked quickly.

“You know I have a weak heart and that one of my lungs is not all it should be.”

He spilt the tea as he rose. “You don’t mean that?” he asked in agitation. “My dear girl, you shall go straight tomorrow to London and see a specialist. I know a tip-top man who would give you an opinion, and you ought to live in high country. Why not go to Switzerland, to Davos or Caux?”

And now he stopped because she was laughing at him, laughing till the tears showed in her eyes. “You silly person,” she said, “sit down. I’m the healthiest being in this country! But how do you like your feelings being harrowed? Of course, I know you would not wish for my death,” she said gravely, “and it’s ninety — nine chances in a hundred-”

He leant over and caught her by the ear, very firmly but very gently.

“You little devil!” he said, and that was all he said before he rose, picked up his gun and went back to his own room, but it left her tingling.
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“You Know Lady Tynewood,” said Mrs Stedman blandly.

This time Pretoria Smith took the outstretched hand.

“I know Lady Tynewood. I am afraid I was very rude to her the last time we met, and I hope that she’s forgiven me,” he said.

Alma smiled her sweetest. “You had fever very badly I’m told, Mr Smith,” she said.

“I had it very badly” said the other with a smile, and Mrs Stedman, bursting to tell the news, interrupted Alma’s conventional expression of regret.

“Do you know that Lady Tynewood had a burglar in her house last night?”

“A burglar?” said Pretoria Smith. “That sounds thrilling! Did you kill him?”

“He got away unfortunately” said Lady Tynewood. “Mr Javot, my secretary went after him.”

“And shot him in his tracks?” said Pretoria Smith. “That’s fine.”

“No, he didn’t shoot him.” Alma was a little annoyed. “We missed him in the dark.”

“Did you lose anything?” asked Pretoria Smith.

“Nothing at all,” said Alma. ‘“We disturbed him at his work, I have informed the police.”

“What sort of man was he?”

“A rough-looking man,” said Alma with a shrug. “I didn’t see his face, which was masked, or rather covered with a handkerchief, but I think I should know his voice anywhere.” Her eyes were fixed on Pretoria Smith. “Anywhere!” she repeated.

“Or anyhow” said Pretoria Smith. “That is fine. What do you think he was after, your jewels?”

Lady Tynewood did not know what the burglar was after. She only half suspected that the visitor had been Pretoria Smith and had debated this possibility with the sceptical Javot all the morning.

“It may be a man,” she said slowly, “against whom I am collecting evidence and who thought that that evidence was in my possession.”

“In that case,” said Pretoria Smith lightly, “he should have broken into the police station or into Scotland Yard, or into the Church of St Giles, Camberwell,” he added with a faraway look, and the colour left Lady Tynewood’s face.

For a second she had no reply then she turned to Mrs Stedman.

“Well, dear, I am going to the post office,” she said. “I want to register this.”

She held a thin parcel in her hand and it was securely bound with red tape.

“My dear, is that the portrait?” asked Mrs Stedman, all agog.

“That’s the portrait,” said Alma grimly. “And it is going to bring me to the position which I am entitled to occupy.”

“That sounds romantic,” said Smith. “Is it a friend of yours, Lady Tynewood?”

“My husband,” said the woman, and Pretoria Smith raised his eyebrows and imparted into the movement just that shade of incredulity which was needed to bring the woman’s irritation to a head. Viciously she broke the tape and seals which bound the package and stripped off the brown paper.

“Do you know that man?” she asked, challenging him, and Pretoria Smith looked at the portrait for a very long time.

Then, before Alma Tynewood realized what had happened, he had taken it from her hand and under her eyes was tearing it into small pieces. With a hoarse cry of rage she leapt forward, but his strong arm pushed her back, gently but firmly and then he turned and flung the fragments into the fireplace.

“I know that man,” he said calmly “but it is not your husband, Lady Tynewood.”

The girl had watched the scene aghast. The audacity of the action, the flaming fury in Alma Tynewood’s face, the cold smile on her husband’s lips, the look of blank dismay in her mother, she took them all in in a flash, and they made a picture which was to be added to other unforgettable memories.

And then Lady Tynewood fell back a pace.

“You shall pay for that, Mr Pretoria Smith,” she said harshly.

“I shall pay a million times more than you will ever pay though you deserve a million times more punishment,” he said gravely, and then came a dramatic interruption.

The door opened quickly and a young man came in. Marjorie had not seen Lance Kelman since her marriage and she stared at him now, for it seemed in that short time that his face had coarsened.

“Alma,” he said, “I heard you were here and—”

He stopped, feeling the tenseness of the scene.

“What’s the matter?” he said. “You got the portrait, didn’t you?” She did not reply and then Lance saw Pretoria Smith.

“And I’ve got you,” he said exultantly and pointed an accusing finger at the man. “You’re Norman Garrick, the half — brother of Sir James Tynewood, whom you murdered four years ago!”
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It Was Pretoria Smith who broke the silence which followed.

“Having said your little piece and created the requisite amount of sensation you can now make an exit before you’re kicked out,” he said, “and you can go with him, my friend,” he addressed Lady Tynewood.

She was shaking in every limb, then she muttered: “He’s dead. It’s true!”

She turned and gripped Lance Kelman’s arm. “Come,” she said, and they went out together.

Pretoria Smith walked to the window and watched them disappear down the drive, then turned with a laugh.

“Well, motherin-law,” he asked, “what do you think of that?”

Mrs Stedman did not know what to think. “It’s very dreadful,” she said, and felt it was a safe thing to say.

“Terrible!” said Pretoria Smith, and Mrs Stedman was on her dignity.

“We’ve never had anything like that in our family” she said.

“That’s unfortunate,” said Pretoria Smith. “We’ve had much worse things than that in our family! Two of my ancestors were hanged and one of them had his head cut off. So you may say that it runs in the family”

“Dreadful, dreadful!” Mrs Stedman shook her head helplessly “It will be in all the newspapers.”

“I don’t mind the newspapers,” said Pretoria Smith, “so long as it’s not in the monthly magazines. But, seriously Mrs Stedman, you ought not to worry because there is nothing to worry about.”

“I’m such a close friend of Lady Tynewood’s,” said Mrs Stedman dismally. “And it is extremely painful to me—”

“And you shall be a close friend of Lady Tynewood’s all your life,” said Pretoria Smith cheerfully. “Now please don’t worry!”

But Mrs Stedman was not prepared to forgo her gloom and went up to her bedroom to collect her thoughts, as she told them.

“Poor lady,’” smiled Pretoria Smith. “They will take a lot of collecting!”

“What does it mean? Are you Norman Garrick really?”

“No, I’m not Norman Garrick,” he said quietly, “and there are times,” he added with a whimsical smile, “when I don’t know what I am or where I am.”

He drew a long breath. “I think I’d better get back to South Africa quick!” he said.

Curiously enough, the possibility of his leaving for South Africa was at that moment being discussed by a committee of three, of whom Mr Augustus Javot was the weary third.

“You want to get the warrant before he bolts,” said Lance. “I know that type of bird! We’ve given him warning and the first thing we shall hear is that he’s skipped.”

“Wait a minute,” said Javot. “Let’s get this thing right. You say he’s Norman Garrick, the half-brother of Sir James. How did you End that out?”

“It was a bit difficult,” said Lance Kelman with a languishing glance at Lady Tynewood who was in no mood at that moment for tender glances. “It was inspiration, the inspiration I received from this dear lady which spurred me on, so to speak. It was the knowledge that I was helping her and putting her right in the eyes of the world that made me labour night and day-”

“Cut out all that stuff,” said Javot calmly “and tell us what you found.”

The ruffled Mr Kelman swallowed something. “Well, I’ll tell you,” he said. “I’ve been tracing the movements of Dr Fordham. He arrived in England the week you were married to Sir James.” He addressed the girl. “I couldn’t get the passenger list, but he came with a man who sailed a couple of days later by the outward steamer. The night before he sailed this other man stopped at the Grand Western Hotel, Southampton, because the sailing of the boat had been postponed. He was alone and registered his name as ‘Norman Garrick.’ It’s written in the visitor’s book.”

“That was two days after I was married?”

“Well, I won’t swear to the day,” said Lance, “but it was as near as makes no difference, and after all a day or two doesn’t matter. Anyway he was registered at the hotel as Mr Norman Garrick and hired a car which took him to Tynewood Chase the same night. I’ve been able to trace that much from the local garage. Well, that was the extent of my discovery until I came back today and it occurred to me that I would call and see Mrs Smith, the housekeeper of Dr Fordham. You remember I came here first, Javot, and you told me that Lady Tynewood had seen this woman.” Javot nodded. “Now, I went about my investigations in quite a different way to you, Alma,” he said with a hint of patronage in his tone. “I didn’t ask for documents, I came straight to the point and asked her if she remembered anything that happened four years ago and she told me—” he paused impressively— “that a gentleman had been shot at the Chase!”

“How did she know?” asked Alma quickly

“She remembered that the doctor drove over in a taxicab to the house which was close to Tynewood Chase and got a lot of bandages and cotton wool and was in a very agitated state of mind. He told her that a gentleman had been shot, and after he returned and she asked him about the accident he said it was a slip of his tongue and he meant to say that the gentleman had died unexpectedly the brother of Sir James. She didn’t even know that Sir James’s brother was ill. There were no servants in the house at Tynewood Chase, except the old lodge — keeper, because it was not occupied and Sir James seldom went down there.”

“That sounds all right,” said Javot thoughtfully “But what is this rot about a warrant being out for Garrick, or whatever his name is?”

“Well,” said Kelman a little discomforted, “I suppose the warrant will be out for him tomorrow when you make a statement to the police, Alma.”

“Warrant nothing,” said Javot, anticipating Lady Tynewood’s reply “There is going to be no warrant in this business, believe me. Now, what did he say about St Giles’ Church, Camberwell?”

Lady Tynewood repeated the words that Pretoria Smith had uttered and Javot nodded. “Go up and have a look at that jewel case of yours,” he said significantly; “maybe you’ll find something is missing.”

She went up and returned in about a quarter of an hour with a drawn face.

“It’s gone, has it!” said Javot grimly “Well, my lady I think you are in almost as bad a position as Pretoria Smith; in fact, if I had to make a bet about it, I’d back him to get away with all his trouble because the truth is beginning to dawn upon me.”

He looked round at Lance Kelman, a puzzled young man, and added:

“Perhaps you’ll come in again this evening, Mr Kelman. I want to discuss a few private matters with Lady Tynewood.”

“Of course, if I’m in the way,” said Lance curtly as he rose, “I’ll make myself scarce.”

“You are a little in the way” said the other calmly “Don’t forget we dine at half-past seven.”

Lance waited for Lady Tynewood to give him some encouragement to stay, but no encouragement came and he stalked forth, feeling illused and pardonably so.

“Now, Alma,” said Javot, when he had gone, “I think we can come down to bedrock truth and face whatever is coming without illusions.”

“What do you mean?” she asked, though she knew well enough all that his words implied.

“It means that Pretoria Smith has got your marriage certificate,” said Javot, “and unfortunately it is not your marriage certificate to Sir James Tynewood, because that could be duplicated at the cost of a few shillings. It is the marriage certificate of a wedding which took place in St Giles’, Camberwell, between one Augustus Javot, and one Alma Trebizond Johnson — and where you got Trebizond from, the lord knows, unless your father was an Armenian!”

She licked her dry lips. “He wouldn’t dare charge me with bigamy” she said. “We’ve got a pull on him now.”

Javot shook his head. “My dear wife,” he said, “believe me, that kind of guy is difficult to get a pull on. He’s simply made without hooks, and the best thing you can do is to go up to him in the morning and have a heart-to-heart talk with him.”

“Talk to him!” she flamed. “Do you think I’m mad?”

“I shall think you’re mad if you don’t,” he said. “Personally speaking, I love this little place, and I shall hate leaving it,” he said, “but there is the fact, he has got us in his hand — or rather you, because I have committed no offence, unless it is an offence to condone your bigamy.”

“I’ll not do it,” she said again, but she was quieter and calmer than he had expected. “You must let me think this over, Javot. It means a lot more to me than to you.”

She thought well into the night, and in the morning, to his surprise, she came early to breakfast wearing a tweed suit.

“You’re up early!”

“I’m going out to shoot rabbits,” she said.

“What have the rabbits been doing to you?” asked Javot as he sliced off the top of an egg.

“I want some distraction,” she said, “and I’m in a killing mood.”

“Good luck to you,” said Mr Javot pleasantly.

She avoided the main road and took the path across the fields which brought her to a lane, running at right angles from the road and incidentally forming the boundary line of Mrs Stedman’s house.

Pretoria Smith saw her from the shade of a big yew tree, where he sat smoking his after — breakfast pipe, and watched her as she stood the gun against the wall, before walking through the open window of the drawingroom.

Then ten minutes later he joined the little party and found Mrs Stedman beaming, for Alma had come in a penitent mood. She turned to Pretoria Smith as he entered the room and advanced toward him with a smile and an outstretched hand.

“I am very sorry I made such a fool of myself yesterday” she said. “I hope you’re going to forget and forgive.”

He ignored the hand but smiled into her eyes.

“I owe you an apology surely” he said lightly, and Marjorie watching the play felt a little chill which sent a shiver down her spine. What it all meant she could not guess, for her husband was in as genial a mood as Alma, joked with her, rallied her gently upon her stage career and her passion for dramatic situations. When they went out in the garden she followed and saw Lady Tynewood take up her gun.

“Why the lethal weapon?” asked Pretoria Smith.

“Rabbits,” she said laconically. “They’re rather a nuisance. They get into the garden and destroy my beautiful borders.”

Then the girl saw and curled up with the horror of it. The gun that was handled so carelessly by Lady Tynewood was pointed straight at Pretoria Smith’s heart and both hammers were raised. If Pretoria Smith saw this he did not move.

“I don’t like rabbits,” said Lady Tynewood, and pulled both triggers. There was a double click and she dropped the gun in her terror.

Pretoria Smith looked at the haggard face and the wild eyes and smiled.

“I took the liberty of extracting both cartridges before I came into the drawingroom, Lady Tynewood,” he said cheerfully. “I don’t like to see loaded guns knocking about.”

“It was an accident,” she gasped.

“Nearly an accident,” Pretoria Smith continued to smile. “And do you know I am almost sympathizing with you at this moment, for you’re in a very tight corner, Alma Javot.”

Her lips were working convulsively. She could not control them.

“No tighter than yours,” she said at last in a low voice.

“Talk it over with Javot,” said Pretoria Smith as softly and turned on his heel.

Marjorie followed him back to the drawingroom.

“She tried to shoot you,” she said breathlessly. “She came here to do it!”

“Oh no,” said Pretoria Smith as he patted her shoulder gently. “You’re distressing yourself unnecessarily. You grow more and more like your mother every day.”

Her lips twitched. “You said that to annoy me and bring me back to sanity,” she said, “but she tried, didn’t she?”

He nodded. “I rather fancy she did, poor woman,” he said. “I owed her a grudge, but really I have no sense of hatred or malice in my mind. Consider the temptation to her,” he said. “I am not talking about the temptation to shoot me, but the temptation to marry that poor boy.”

“You called her Alma Javot! What did you mean?”

“She is Javot’s wife, and when she married — my brother, she committed bigamy” said Pretoria Smith.

“Then — then he was your brother?”

He nodded. “I am prepared to continue her income and I think I had better send a note over to that effect before she does something desperate.”

“You’re prepared?” she gasped. “Why what do you mean?”

“I mean I am James Tynewood,” he said calmly and she staggered. He thought she was going to faint and his arm was round her in an instant.

“I think I’ll sit down,” she said unsteadily. “This has been rather an exciting day.”

“You won’t topple over or do anything of that kind, will you?” he asked anxiously.

“Not — not if you keep your arm round me,” she said. He leant over to her.

“If I kissed you,” he said quietly “would the blood surge to your head and would you spring up in indignation, or would you faint?”

“I’m curious to know,” she said in a smothered voice. “Won’t you please try?”
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“I have always been, from my youth up, rather a wanderer,” said Pretoria Smith. “I succeeded to the baronetcy when I was a boy of seventeen and still at Eton, and I practically le& Eton for Africa and seldom returned. I was an enthusiastic game shot in those days and I grudged the time I had to spend at home. My mother married again after my father’s death and she had a son, Norman Garrick, Sir John Garrick being her second husband.

“Norman was always a wild sort of kid, but I was rather fond of him, and when mother died she made me promise that I would look after him and keep him out of mischief. Her husband predeceased her by twelve months,” explained Pretoria Smith, “and the boy was left in my charge. I can’t say that I carried out my mother’s wishes to the letter. I suppose it was selfishness on my part and a desire to satisfy my own fancies and wishes that took me so much out of England and left the boy practically to his own devices.

“I don’t know how it happened, but Norman, who had a curious streak of vanity in his composition, must have got mixed up with this fast theatrical set and must have either been introduced or described himself as Sir James Tynewood. He could do this more safely because very few people knew me. I spent such a lot of time abroad, and more people knew Norman, who had been educated on the continent and was as rarely at home as I. Poor old Norman went the pace. He spent more than his allowance. He — he forged my name.” Pretoria Smith hesitated. “Yes, I had better tell the truth. He practically robbed the estate of a hundred thousand pounds, a great deal of which went into the pocket of that adventuress, Alma Trebizond as she calls herself but Alma Javot as she really is.

“Mr Vance, my lawyer, discovered this was going on and that Norman was impersonating me, and sent him a letter by you, which was an extraordinary coincidence — to tell him that I was returning home on the morrow and that he had better drop his friends and retire to the country But Vance had warned him before and he thought that this was another false alarm.

“What method they employed to induce him to marry Alma Trebizond I do not know, but he certainly was married at the registry office, and then the newspapers came out with the story The first thing I knew about the marriage was when the Balmoral Castle arrived in Southampton. I had been to South Africa on a hunting trip and had taken with me poor Fordham, who was my best friend. Fordham brought me the evening paper and pointed out the item, and we both guessed just what had happened. I hardly knew what to do. We registered at the Grand Western Hotel. I registered myself in my brother’s name, because obviously with the publicity which the marriage had received, if I had registered in my own name the story would have been out and the fraud would have been discovered.

“I came straight to London — you saw me. The next afternoon I went to Tynewood Chase. In the meantime Alma had read the newspapers and had seen in one of them a reference to the Tynewood collar, which is a famous heirloom of ours, and her cupidity being aroused, she demanded from the boy that he should get that collar without delay. The collar, as a matter of fact, is at my bankers, but poor Norman was under the impression that it was in the safe in my study at Tynewood Chase, and he went down immediately to Tynewood and was in the act of smashing up the panels which hide the safe when Fordham and I arrived. I had arranged to meet Norman in London, but he did not keep his appointment. I think he had some desperate idea of getting the collar and bolting with Alma.

“We had a little argument, which was not heated on my side, I am happy to think, and then Norman broke down and told the whole grisly truth, the truth about the defalcations, about his marriage and about his other follies. Whilst we were talking there was an interruption. Somebody came to the door — there were no servants in the house to answer the knock and Fordham went, to admit you.

“When Fordham came back he found me bending over poor Norman, who was sitting at a table, his head upon his hands. I think the revolver must have been in his hand at that moment, for before I could realize or understand what was happening, there was a shot and he collapsed on the floor.

“I felt then that my reproaches had driven him to this act — you heard me say as much. Fordham was splendid. He jeopardized his professional career by giving a certificate that the boy had died a natural death, and he was buried in the chapel, as you probably know.

“There was nothing for me to do but to leave at once and do my best to preserve Norman’s secret. From that day I was dead. I saw Vance and arranged to give the woman an income on condition she was not allowed inside the Chase, and I left the next day for South Africa. And that’s about the whole of the story,” he said, “except that you know how I wandered around at the Cape and how I came to know your uncle.”

She was looking at him, big-eyed, and never once did she interrupt him until he finished, then she drew a long sigh.

“Sir James Tynewood,” she said, “how wonderful! But who was Jot? Do you remember the name?”

“I am Jot,” he smiled. “Those are my initials. James Oliver Tynewood. I was called Jot at Eton and I was always jot to poor Norman. You ought to have guessed it too.”

“Guessed you were Sir James? How?” she asked in surprise.

“Do you not know that it is a tradition of our family that none marry in our chapel but a Tynewood?”

She nodded. “It is very, very wonderful,” she said, “I can’t quite grasp it yet.”

“Your ladyship will grasp it sooner or later,” he said, and she coloured.

“My ladyship?” she repeated. “Oh, of course I’m—”

“You’re Lady Tynewood,” said “Pretoria Smith.”

“I’m dazed — dazed—” He chuckled quietly.

“Do you think if I kissed you again it would clear all the cobwebs from your brain and make you feel and see all things plainly?”

“I don’t know,” she said faintly “but you can try.”
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Alma Javot received Sir James Tynewood’s letter and wept. If she was repentant, her repentance took a characteristic form.

“It is very decent of him,” she said to Javot, “but I’m going to London and back to the stage. It’ll look rather good on the bills, Alma, Lady Tynewood.”

“You’ll get yourself pinched yet,” said Javot, “and you’ll call yourself Alma Trebizond or I’ll come after you.”

There was a glint in Mr Javot’s eyes which she had seen before.

“Anyway I’m not going to stay here,” she said. “If I can’t be Lady Tynewood of Tynewood, I’m not going to be Mrs Javot of Tynewood.”

“You can be Mrs Javot of Kensington, if you like,” said her placid husband, “and so long as you behave yourself there’ll be no kicks coming. I’m staying here to look after the pigs. You can come down and spend your weekends respectably.”

She looked at him in surprise. “You’re getting rather soft in your old age, aren’t you, Javot?”

“Come any of your monkey tricks and you’ll find out,” said Mr Javot with a deadly smile. “No, Alma, I’ve found the life to suit me, looking after the pork, watching the bees and trimming the roses. This is the life.”

“Not the life for me,” said Alma.

“It will be from Saturday to Monday” said Mr Javot, and his wife agreed, but only after a struggle.

Mrs Stedman had a grievance. She had discovered in her son-in-law a baronet of the United Kingdom and had planned herself a suite in the east wing of Tynewood Chase.

“There is no east wing, mother dear,” said Marjorie. “The place is built north and south, and besides, dear—” she did not find it easy to say— “I am not going to live there.”

“Not going to live there?” said Mrs Stedman in amazement. “My dear child, are you mad?”

“My husband is going back to South Africa.”

“And leave you? Nonsense,” said Mrs Stedman, “I’ll talk to him!”

“You’ll do nothing of the kind, mother,” said the girl quietly. “I will manage my own domestic affairs without any assistance.”

Mrs Stedman’s eyes filled with tears.

“I see,” she said bitterly “my own child has turned against me. She has taken the side of her husband!”

“Don’t be ridiculous, mother,” said the girl with a little laugh. “I’m not taking his side at all. He’s going back to South Africa, and so I shan’t live at the Chase. Shall I, James?”

“Jim sounds better to me,” said Sir James Tynewood, who had entered the room at that moment. “No, we shan’t live at the Chase for weeks and months yet, and I’ve cancelled my trip to South Africa, You don’t mind my staying on here, Mrs Stedman?”

“I should dearly love you to stay Sir James,” said his motherin-law.

“And perhaps later,” said Sir James Tynewood, “you will come along and stay with us at the Chase. We have an east wing commanding a lovely view of the country and if we haven’t got it, we’ll build it,” he said, and Mrs Stedman glanced triumphantly at her daughter.

“You heard,” challenged the girl when her mother had left the room.

“Of course I heard. I spend my life listening at doors,” said James Tynewood lazily.

“And you’re not going to South Africa?”

“I am going to stay here — right here,” said Jim.

There was a pause. “How long will it be before the Chase is ready?” she asked.

“Weeks and weeks,” said Jim cheerfully “You are sure that your mother doesn’t mind my being here?”

“She rather loves having a real baronet in the house,” said the girl. “But isn’t your room very damp?”

“No, not noticeably” he said in surprise. “I’ve never seen the slightest vestige of damp.”

“Isn’t it awfully uncomfortable?” she asked.

“Most comfortable,” he replied. “I have never complained.”

“Don’t you sometimes feel as if you’d like to get up and make some tea at an electric stove?” she asked desperately.

James Tynewood smiled into her eyes and pinched her ear.

“Let’s,” he said.


The End



Number Six (1927)


Table of Contents



I. The Beginning of the Hunt



II. Tray-Bong Smith



III. The House of Cæsar



IV. The Chained Lady



V. Cæsar Reveals Himself



VI. Cæsar Tells of Number Six



VII. The Story of Welland



VIII. A Note From Nowhere



IX. Mr. Smith Is Burgled



X. The Lady Who Modelled



XI. John Welland



XII. The Mysterious Mr. Ross



XIII. A Proposal of Marriage



XIV. The Last Coup



XV. The End




I. The Beginning of the Hunt


Table of Contents


The most mysterious and baffling thing about Cæsar Valentine was to discover the reason for his mystery. It was a mystery which belonged to the category of elusive thought, the name that is on the tip of your tongue, the fact that is familiar, yet defies exact remembrance.

When the International Police Conference held its yearly meeting in 19 — in Geneva, and after three strenuous days’ diskussion which embraced matters so widely different as the circulation of forged Swedish notes and the philanderings of the Bosnian Ambassador (the conference did its best to prevent his assassination, which occurred six months later), the question of Cæsar Valentine came up for examination. It was an informal diskussion, a mere drift of conversation arising out of the Gale case.

“I don’t quite know what is this man’s offence,” said Lecomte of the Surêté. “He is very rich and very popular and immensely goodlooking — but none of these qualities is criminal.”

“Where does he get his money?” demanded Leary of Washington. “We had him in America for five years and he did nothing but spend.”

“Neither in France nor in America is that a crime,” smiled Lecomte.

“People who have done business with him hare had an unfortunate habit of dying suddenly.”

It was Hallett of the London C.I.B. who put the matter so bluntly, and Leary nodded.

“That’s so,” he said. “Providence has been very good to Mr. Valentine. He was in a big wheat deal in Chicago in ‘13 and the market went against him. The principal operator was Burgess — John Boyd Burgess. He had a grudge against Valentine and would have ruined him. One morning Burgess was discovered dead at the bottom of an elevator shaft in his hotel. He had dropped nineteen floors.”

M. Lecomte shrugged his broad shoulders.

“An accident?” he suggested.

“Listen,” said Hallett. “This man Valentine got friendly with a banker in our country — a man named George Gale. Gale financed him out of the bank funds — but that was never proved. Gale was in the habit of taking a nerve tonic. He used to bring one dose in a tiny bottle to the office. He was found one night dead in his office with the little bottle in his hand. It bore the tonic label but it had contained prussic acid. When the auditors came to examine the books of the bank they found a hundred thousand pounds had disappeared. Valentine’s account was in perfect order. Gale went to a suicide’s grave — Valentine, sent a wreath.”

“Well,” said Lecomte with another shrug, “I am not defending M. Valentine. But it might have been suicide. Valentine might have been innocent. Where is your evidence to the contrary? There was an investigation, was there not?”

Hallett nodded.

“And nothing was discovered unflattering to the monsieur! You think he is a bad man? I tell you that I will place the full strength of my department at your disposal to prove it. I will have him watched day and night, for he is in France for six months in the year, but frankly I would desire more solid foundations for your suspicions.”

“He ran away with a man’s wife — —” began Hallett, and Lecomte laughed.

“Pardon!” he apologised. “That is not an offence under the Code Napoleon!”

So the conversation drifted elsewhere.

A year later Hallett of the C.I.B. sat hunched up in his chair, frowning gloomily at a typewritten report which was spread on his desk.

He sat for half an hour, thinking; then he touched a bell and somebody came in.

“My friend,” said the chief — and when he began “my friend” he was very serious indeed— “six months ago you came to me with certain theories about Mr. Cæsar Valentine. I don’t want you to interrupt me,” he said brusquely as his subordinate seemed likely to speak; “just hear me through. I like you — you know that. I trust you or I wouldn’t send you out on what looks like a hopeless search. What is more, I think your theories have some foundation. I have always thought so. That is why I’ve put you into training and accepted you for this department.”

A nod was the reply.

“Police work,” said Hallett, “is a big game of solitaire in every sense of the word. If you watch every card and keep your mind concentrated on the game and
 you have luck, it comes out. If you start woolgathering in the earlier stages you’ll just miss putting up the right card, and you’ll be stuck with the deuce of hearts, that should
 have gone up, lying snug and useless at the bottom of the pack. Patience is everything. Burns sent a man into the mining camps with the scrap of a photograph showing only a murderer’s right eye and it was three years before this fellow of Burns nailed his man. Lecomte of the Surêté waited five years before he caught Madam Serpilot; and I myself as a young man trailed the Cully Smith gang for three years, eight months, and twelve days before I put Cully where I wanted him — and it will probably take you as long to pull down Cæsar Valentine.”

“When do I start?” asked his companion.

“At once,” replied Hallett. “Nobody must know of your movements — not even at this office. Your pay and expenses will be sent to you and you will be entered in the books as ‘on special service abroad.’”

The other smiled.

“That will be difficult, chief; my name — —”

“You have no name. Henceforth you will be Number Six and there will be nothing to identify you with — who you are. I shall give instructions that suggestions, wishes, or such S.O.S. messages as you send will be acted upon. Now get out and pull Valentine. This man may be the biggest thing of his kind — and the most dangerous man in the world. On the other hand, all the stories that come to Police Headquarters may be lies. It’s a weird job you’ve taken on. You can’t jail a man for living expensively or for running away with men’s wives, and that’s his known record. Naturally he isn’t popular with men and hatred breeds lies. You’ve got to be bold and diskreet, because I have reason to believe he has the most complete espionage bureau in the world. It was discovering that he subsidised a man here in this office that opened my eyes to the possibilities of the case. A man doesn’t spend thousands to plant an ear at Headquarters unless he has something to fear.”

Number Six nodded again.

“Now, here’s the world before you, my friend,” said Hallett, “and a great reward if you succeed. Find his friends — you can have the entree to every prison in Britain and maybe that will help you.”

“It’s a big job,” said Number Six, “but it is the one job in the world I want.”

“That I know,” agreed Hallett. “It will be lonely, but you’ll probably find a dozen people who will help you — the men and women he has ruined and broken; the fathers of daughters and the husbands of wives he has sent to hell. They’ll be pretty good allies. Now go! I’ve given you the finest intensive training that I can give, but maybe I haven’t taught you just the thing you’ll want to know.”

He rose abruptly and offered his hand and Number Six winced under the crushing grip.

“Goodbye and good luck, Number Six,” he smiled. “Don’t forget I shall never know you again if I meet you in the street. You are a stranger to me until you step into the witnessbox at the Old Bailey and give the evidence which will put Mister Valentine permanently out of the game!”

So Number Six went out, nodding to the man at the door — the grim visaged custodian of the custodians — and for some years Scotland Yard lost sight of one against whose name in the Secret and Confidential Register of the Criminal Investigation Bureau Hallett wrote in his own hand:

“On very particular service. No reference to be made to this agent in any report whatever.”

A year later Hallett summoned Chief Detective Steel to his office and told him just as much of his interview with Number Six as he deemed advisable.

“I haven’t heard from Number Six for months,” he said. “Go to Paris and keep a fatherly eye on Cæsar Valentine.”

“Tell me this about Number Six, chief,” said Detective Steel. “Is it a man or a woman?”

Hallett grinned.

“Cæsar has been six months trying to find out,” he said. “I’ve fired three clerks for enquiring — don’t tell me that I’ve got to fire you.”
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When in prison at Brixton, a man who has no defence and is waiting his trial on a charge of murder finds time hanging pretty heavily upon his hands. It was due to this ennui of his that “Tray-Bong” Smith, usually an extremely reticent man, condescended to furnish certain particulars which enabled the writer to fill in the gaps of this story which began for our purpose in Chi So’s tearoom, which isn’t more than a hundred metres from the Quai des Fleurs.

Chi So was that rarity, a Jap who posed as a Chinee. He ran a restaurant in Paris, which, without being fashionable, was popular. People used to come across the river to eat the weird messes he prepared, and as many as a dozen motorcars have been seen parked at the end of the narrow street in which “The Joyous Pedlar” — that was the name of his joint — was situated.

Tray-Bong Smith had never eaten at Chi So’s, but Had been there quite a lot. The restaurant was built on a corner lot and was a fairly old house. It was probably an inn in the days of Louis, for beneath the building was one of the most spacious cellars in Paris. It was a great, vaulted room, about thirty feet from the keystone to the floor, and Chi So had turned this into what he called a “lounge” for his regular customers.

For weeks Tray-Bong Smith had turned into the “lounge” regularly at twelve o’clock every night, to bunk down with a pipe and a few busy thoughts till four o’clock in the morning.

There were lots of reasons why he shouldn’t wander about Paris at night. At this time some sort of international conference was going on, and it was impossible to stroll from the Place de la Concorde to the Italiennes without falling over a Scotland Yard man who would know him.

Whether other visitors would have recognised the gaunt unshaven man with the shabby suit and the diskoloured shirt as the man who won the 100 yards’ sprint and the long jump at the Oxford and Cambridge Sports is doubtful. Certain sections of the police, however, knew him very well indeed.

In a little cafe in Montmartre where he spent his evenings they had christened him “Tray-Bong Smith,” because of his practice of replying to all and sundry who addressed him with this cockneyfied version of “très bien.” Even when he discovered that his French was faultless and his “tray bong” an amusing mannerism, the name stuck and it came with him to Chi So’s, where he was accounted a dangerous man.

There were days when he counted his sous, days and nights when he would disappear from view and come back flush with money, changing thousand-franc notes with the nonchalance of a Monte Carlo croupier.

But when he was visible at all he was a regular attendant at Chi So’s.

If he was regular in his habits, so was Cæsar Valentine. On Mondays, Thursdays, and Saturdays, at two o’clock to the minute, he used to make his appearance in what the habitues of Chi So’s called the private box. In one wall, about fifteen feet from the ground, there was a moon-shaped opening, in which had been built, either by Chi So or his predecessor, a sort of Swiss balcony. It was unlighted and heavily curtained and it was suspected that Chi So made quite a respectable income out of letting the box to respectable people who wanted to be thrilled by the dope horrors of Paris and peregrinating journalists who were writing up Chinatown stories.

Cæsar Valentine, as a rule, came through a private door direct into the cellar, but sometimes he would stalk through the “lounge” looking from side to side with that insolent stare of his, and go out through a small door in the wall which communicated, by means of a circular iron staircase, with the private box above. And there he would sit for exactly one hour, peering down at the smokers, his eyes ranging the whitewashed cavern, which with its big Chinese lanterns, its scarlet dado, and the brightly covered bunks was not without its picturesque qualities.

Chi So said that he was a “beautiful man,” and the description was not extravagant. He was invariably in evening dress which fitted him like a glove. About six feet in height, with such a face as the old Greek sculptors loved to reproduce, his head was covered with a mass of small brown curls, slightly — very slightly — tinged with grey. The first time Tray-Bong Smith saw him he thought he was a man of twenty-eight. The second time, when a shaft of light from a torn lantern caught him square, he guessed he was nearer fifty. He had big, brown, melancholy eyes, a straight nose, a chin a little too rounded for the fastidious taste, and on his cheeks just a faint flush of colour.

The night this story begins, Tray-Bong Smith had turned in at Chi So’s by the side door which was used by the smokers and taken off his mackintosh in the hall. Chi So was there rubbing his hands, a sly and detestable little figure, in blue silk blouse and trousers, and he helped him off with his coat.

“It’s raining, Mr. Thmith?” he lisped.

“Like the devil,” growled Tray-Bong. “A poisonous night, even for Paris.”

Chi So grinned.

“You thmoke plenty tonight, Mr. Thmith. I have thome good thtock in from China. Plenty people here tonight.”

Smith grunted a reply and went down the stone stairs and found his bunk. Chi always reserved the same bunk for regular customers and Smith’s was just opposite the “private box.”

O San, the pipe man, gave him his instrument of delight, made and lit a pill, and then hurried off.

There was the usual queer lot of people there that night. Society folks, a woman or two, the old camelot
 who sells the story of his life at the corner of the Rue Royale, and a gentleman whom Smith recognised as an official attached to one of the numerous embassies in Paris. Him he noted for future use and profit.

Old Lefèbre, the camelot, noted the complacent, self-satisfied attitude of Tray-Bong and shuffled off to the bunk of a crony.

“Smit’ has had a good hunting,” he wheezed. “He is lucky … a month ago he came from Enghien with pockets full of mille notes, and the body of Tosseau, the racing man was found in the Seine… . Chi So should keep this place for respectable people.”

His audience cursed him vilely for interrupting his pleasant dream and the camelot went back to his own tangled visions.

Tray-Bong lay curled up in his bunk, supporting himself on his elbow, and dreamt his dreams, which were not the kind of dreams which anybody else in the lounge would indulge in.

At two o’clock precisely came Cæsar Valentine, and with him Chi So, who usually accompanied him if he came through the lounge. Chi So’s attitude was servile, his voice a wheedling whine, but Valentine said nothing. He strode down between the bunks and paused opposite that on which Tray-Bong Smith lay with wide eyes and wakeful.

Valentine looked for a moment absentmindedly, and then, turning, walked through the door which Chi So had opened and reappeared a little later in the gallery. There he sat, his white hands on the plush ledge of the box, his chin on the back of his hands, looking down; and it seemed that the unshaven Englishman in the bunk below was the principal attraction, for his eyes always came back to him.

At half past two there was a curious stir, a faint chatter of voices from the passageway leading down from the side entrance and the dull sound of blows. Then Chi So appeared in a panic and came twittering across the lounge to where Tray Bong Smith was lying. Smith was out of the bunk and on his feet in an instant.

“Mis’ Smit’ you go quickly; here is the polith — it is for you! Through this door!” He indicated the door leading to the gallery. “Mis’ Valentine shall not mind.”

Smith was through the door in two strides, and, closing it behind him, went noiselessly up the narrow iron stairs which led directly into the “box.”

Cæsar Valentine turned as he entered, and he spoke for the first time to the man who was destined to play so important a part in his life.

“You’re in trouble?” he said.

“At present, no. In a few moments, yes,” said Smith, and opened his shirt at the front. Cæsar saw the butt of the man’s gun behind the linen and knew why Tray-Bong invariably lay on his right side.

“Do you know the way out?” he asked. “I will show you.”

He pulled aside a curtain and revealed a rough opening in the wall. Smith stepped through and passed along a passage lit by one electric bulb and leading apparently, to a blank end.

“Straight ahead and then to your right,” said the voice of Cæsar behind him. “The door opens quite easily.”

The fugitive found the door and stepped out into a small courtyard. Cæsar Valentine brushed past him, crossed the yard without hesitation, and opening another door they found themselves in a side street. It was raining heavily and a southwesterly gale was blowing.

“Wait,” said Cæsar.

He fastened a big cloak about his shoulders.

“You are younger than I and the rain will not hurt you.”

Smith grinned in the darkness and loosened the sheath knife he carried in his hip pocket.

Valentine led the way through a labyrinth of alleys, and presently they were standing on the deserted quai. Paris was in the throes of a coal famine and the lighting had been considerably reduced, which helped, for the quai was apparently deserted.

Suddenly Valentine caught his companion by the arm.

“One moment,” he said. “You are the person who has the ridiculous nickname, are you not?”

“I cannot be answerable for the absurdity of any names which are given to me by absurd persons,” said Smith a little coldly, and Valentine laughed.

“Tray-Bong Smith?” he asked, and the other nodded.

“Yes, I thought so.” Valentine was satisfied. “Only I did not wish to make a mistake. Not that it is possible that I can make mistakes,” he added, and the man at his side thought at first that he was jesting, but he was serious enough.

Along the quai Smith could see two dim lights and guessed that these belonged to Valentine’s motorcar.

He walked on, a little ahead of the exquisite, toward the car and was less than fifty feet from safety when a man came out of the darkness, gripped him by the coat and swung him round as he flashed an electric lamp in his face.

“Hullo!” he said in French. “Tray-Bong Smith, n’est-ce pas?
 I want you, my ancient!”

Valentine stopped dead and shrunk back into the shadows, watching.

Only for a second did Tray-Bong Smith hesitate, then with a swift movement of his hand he knocked the lamp from the man’s hand. In another second he had gripped his assailant by the throat and had thrust him back against the grey stone parapet behind which the Seine flowed swiftly.

“You want me, eh?” he said between his teeth, and Valentine saw the quick rise and fall of a glittering blade.

The man relaxed his grip and slid limply to the ground.

Smith looked round to left and right, then stooping, lifted the fallen man bodily in his arms and flung him across the parapet into the river.

Only one groan came from the victim, and something amused Tray-Bong Smith, for he laughed as he picked his knife from the pavement and threw it after the man into the stream.

Valentine had not moved until the knife was sent flying. Then he came forward and Smith could hear his quick breathing.

“My friend,” he said, “you are rapid.”

He said no more than this and walked rapidly toward the car and opened the door. The chauffeur could not have seen what had happened, for the quai was badly lit — but there may have been some other spectator. The car moved forward until it came almost abreast of the spot where the struggle had occurred. Smith thought he saw someone on the pavement, and dropped the rain-blurred window to look. The car was moving slowly, and the headlamps of the car had only just flashed out their fullest radiance.

In the light of the lamps was a girl. She was dressed from head to foot in black, and stood peering over the parapet into the dark river. As the car came up to her she turned her head and the man had a momentary glimpse of the saddest and most beautiful face he had ever seen.

His shoulders were out of the window and he was looking back, when he felt Valentine’s hand clutch him and pull him back.

“You fool,” he said savagely, “what are you doing? Whom were you looking at?”

“Nobody,” said Smith, and pulled up the window.
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Cæsar Valentine had several houses and flats in or near Paris. Of this fact Tray-Bong Smith was well aware. He thought at first that he was being taken to Valentine’s beautiful apartments on the Boulevard Victor Hugo, but the car went straight across the Place de l’Étoile, and sped down the Avenue of the Grande Armée.

It was difficult on such a night to know in what direction they were going, but after a white it was apparent to Smith, from the violent nature of the road, that they were going in the direction of Maisons Laffitte. Presently the car turned into what seemed to be a side lane with high hedges on either side. The car bumped and jolted slowly for ten minutes over what could not have been anything better than a cart track, then turned abruptly to the left and through a dilapidated gate.

It was too dark to see the house, and when the car stopped and Valentine’s guest descended he had no time to make any observations. It was a fairly big chateau; how big Smith could not tell, for Cæsar opened the door with extraordinary quickness and ushered him into a large dark hall. He switched on an electric light, and the stranger had time to observe a broad flight of stairs leading out of the hall before he was hurried across the parquet floor through another door into a large saloon.

It was one of the few rooms in private houses that deserve the name of saloon. It was lofty and spacious, its walls panelled with white wood, its ceilings were beautifully carved in the Moorish fashion, and illumination came from two rich electroliers. The furniture (observed Smith) was not only magnificent, but regal.

It is queer what things impress one. Smith always remembered that saloon by its carpet — an immense expanse of purple, heavily embroidered in gold, the ornamentation consisting of fleurs-de-lis and a cipher “C.” The next thing that impressed him was a beautiful coat-of-arms above the big open fireplace. Two of its four quarterings held the lily of France, one, three gold bars, and the fourth a bull upon a golden ground.

“Sit down,” said Cæsar imperiously. “You would like a little wine?”

He pressed aside one of the panels of the wall and took out a tray containing bottle and glasses. These he carried to the visitor and placed on the table by his side.

“Drink,” he said curtly, and Smith poured out a stiff glass of whisky.

Cæsar took off his wet cloak and flung it on the back of the chair, strolled to the fireplace, switched on an electric radiator, and stood with his back to the glow, surveying the other quizzically.

An imposing figure was Valentine in his immaculate evening dress. Smith approved the snowy white shirt-front and the three pearl studs, the thin platinum chain stretched across the white waistcoat, and guessed the reason for the little mocking smile that curled Cæsar’s fine lips.

“My friend, Tray-Bong Smith,” he said slowly, “have you ever seen a man guillotined?”

“Half a dozen,” said the other promptly. “On to the board, head in the kang!* Snick! Head in basket! Vive la France!”

[* kang (sic
 ): presumably meaning “lunette”
 i.e., the wooden frame used to fix the head during execution by guillotine.]

Valentine frowned as though he were annoyed at the flippancy in the tone of his guest. Then he laughed and nodded.

“I think you’re the man I want,” he said. “That is the attitude to adopt toward life. But never forget, Smith, that you must not laugh at authority. Authority is sublime, beyond ridicule, cruel, unjust, tragic, but never humorous.”

Smith was slipping off his wet coat as the other spoke.

“Put it before the fire,” said Cæsar. “Better still, throw it out through that door.” He pointed to a door to the right of the fireplace. “Madonna Beatrice will see to it.”

Smith obeyed him to the letter, wondering who might be Madonna Beatrice. Suddenly Cæsar looked at him sharply.

“Is there any blood on your hands?” he asked.

Smith shook his head.

“I aimed at the fifth intercostal space,” he said calmly. “There would be little blood.”

Cæsar nodded approvingly as his companion examined his hands.

“You have not taken much opium tonight,” he said. He stepped toward the man and peered into his eyes.

“I never take opium,” said Tray-Bong coolly. “I do not go to Chi So’s to smoke, but to watch.”

Again Cæsar laughed.

“An admirable lieutenant,” he said. “But you must not be too clever with me, Smith. I have taken a great risk for you. And let me tell you that I also came to Chi So’s to watch, and to watch you.”

Smith had guessed that already, but said nothing. “To watch you,” Cæsar repeated. “Chi So’s business was built on my money. The place is useful to me. He tells me news that I want to hear, and when I learnt that an English criminal was hiding in Paris from the police, that he was wanted for murder in America and for forgery and divers other sordid and stupid crimes, we became interested in you.”

“We?” repeated Smith, and again Cæsar frowned and changed the trend of his observations.

“I do not approve of crime, your kind of crime. It is stupid and small and leads nowhere but to the guillotine or the gallows.”

Smith might have offered his own views on crime, but at that moment the door opened slowly and a man entered. He was a little, redhaired man, and his ruddiness extended to his face, which was flaming. Somehow he matched neither Cæsar nor the saloon, for he was showily dressed; a heavy gold watch-chain dangled from his waistcoat pocket and his attitude was defiant. Smith, a student of men, guessed that he had been drinking, and was not mistaken.

“Well, Ernest, what do you want?”

Ernest advanced unsteadily into the room and glanced from Cæsar to the watchful Smith.

“Hullo!” he said loudly. “Got a visitor, eh?” The voice was coarse and uneducated, and it came to the visitor in the nature of a shock that he should speak so familiarly to his immaculate host.

“Yes, I have a visitor,” said Cæsar softly.

For a moment the little man said nothing, then clearing his throat:

“I’m going tomorrow.”

“Oh, you’re going tomorrow, are you?” repeated Cæsar in a mild tone.

“Yes, I’m going to London. Any objection?”

Cæsar shook his head and smiled.

“None at all.”

“You know where to send my salary, I suppose?” asked the little man.

Cæsar licked his lips.

“Your salary? I thought you were leaving my employment?”

“You know where to send my salary, I suppose?” said the little man in a tone of menace. “I’m taking a ten years’ holiday.” He laughed at his own humour. “A ten years’ holiday,” he repeated. “That’s good, ain’t it?”

“And I’m to send you your salary for ten years, eh?” said Cæsar.

“You’ll be sorry if you don’t,” threatened the man. “I haven’t been here doing your dirty work for three years for nothing. Let him
 do it!” He nodded to Smith. “See how he likes it. I could write a book about you, Mr. Valentine.”

Cæsar laughed.

“And it would be very interesting, I’m sure. And have you waited up all the evening to tell me this?”

“Yes, I have. I’ve got a lot to tell you, and I should tell you some more if that man wasn’t here.”

“Keep it until the morning,” said Cæsar, dropping his hand good-humouredly on the other’s shoulder. “Go back to bed, my friend, and ask Madonna Beatrice to come to me.”

“Madonna Beatrice!” sneered the other. “She’s a beauty, she is!”

The visitor thought he saw Cæsar’s face go pink, but the big man laughed softly to himself, and walking slowly to the door, he very gently pushed his unruly servitor forth.

“It is a curious characteristic of servants,” he said, “that they invariably imagine they know their masters’ guilty secrets. You have probably had a similar experience.”

“I never keep servants who share my secrets,” said Smith, “and to this fact I ascribe my freedom and well-being.”

There was a gentle tap at the door and Cæsar turned quickly.

“Come in, Madonna,” he said.

The woman who entered piqued the visitor’s curiosity. Cæsar had a reputation for affairs. It was a reputation not particularly creditable to himself. Smith had expected to see a young and beautiful girl, but the woman who came in had no claim to beauty. She was an old woman, squat and fat, her face was dark and disfigured with tiny warts. Her grey-black hair was brushed back smoothly from her head and gathered in a bun behind; and to add to her grotesqueness she was dressed in a robe of bright emerald-green, cut square at the breast. About her neck was a huge gold necklace of barbaric design, and her fat hands were covered with jewels. Yet, old as she was, and laughable as was her get-up, there was something about her poise that spoke of strength and power.

“Madonna,” said Cæsar softly, and he spoke in liquid Spanish, “our friend here is staying with us for some time. Will you see that his room is made ready for him?”

She looked at Smith with her heavy eyes and nodded. But he had discovered something which interested him more than her fantastic attire. He was looking at her foot, that observant man, and saw that she was wearing thick boots. Moreover they were wet and muddy, as though she had been wandering in the storm.

“Si, senor,” she replied.

The visitor wondered why the man called her “Madonna,” which is an Italian form of address, when he had spoken to her in Spanish. Cæsar, who was an extraordinary mind-reader, answered his unspoken query when she had gone.

“Madonna Beatrice,” he said, “is both Spanish and Italian, as I will explain to you one of these days.”

He made no further reference to the events of the night, but chatted pleasantly enough on crime in the abstract.

“The little criminal is a deplorable object,” he said. “I cite, for example, my friend Ernest. Ernest is a blackguard, a cardsharper, and a thief. I took him into my service and brought him to France at a moment when the police were searching for him and when he would certainly have gone to penal servitude for a number of years. If he had been a greater criminal, he would have had a greater mind and a greater heart. Also he would have been on his knees to me all his life, for he has lived luxuriously, he has money to spend at the races — I have even had him taught French.”

“Money doesn’t buy loyalty, anyway,” said Smith curtly.

“I agree,” nodded Cæsar. “And yet money buys most of the things that are desirable in this world. It even buys the appearance and the consequences of loyalty. Money buys allies in war, and a little more money would buy their desertion. It could buy my election to the Senate of France if I were a Frenchman — and if I did not hate the French,” he added. “With money I could sit in this house and reshape the future of Europe. With money you can buy factions and parties and nations.”

He sighed and, turning his back on the other, looked earnestly at the coat-of-arms above the mantelpiece.

“Whose arms are those?” asked Smith unexpectedly.

“Eh?” He swung round. “Whose arms? You are not a student of heraldry? No? Some day I will tell you. Money is everything, and it is so easy to secure. Observe me! At nineteen I was penniless. I have never worked, I have never speculated, I have never gambled, yet to-day I am a rich man, because God gave me a brain.” He tapped his forehead. “Because I am attractive to women, because I am a genius without scruple — and you cannot be a genius and have scruple.”

He broke off the conversation as abruptly as before and led the way out into the hall.

“Your room is ready,” he said. “Tomorrow we will diskuss your future. It would not be wise of you to stay in France, and, moreover, I need you in England.”

The room into which he showed his guest was furnished simply but expensively.

“You would like tea in the morning, of course. You are English,” he said. “You will find all the necessities of your toilet on your dressing-table, and the Madonna will have put you pyjamas — ah yes, there they are. Good night.”
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Tray-Bong Smith stood stockstill listening to Cæsar’s retiring footsteps. Then he examined the room minutely and carefully. There was no lock to the door and no bolt, but that did not greatly worry him. Cæsar would not have brought him to Maisons Laffitte to betray him, he was sure of that. He sat down in one of the two deep chairs which stood on either side of the shuttered fireplace and pulled off his boots, speculating on the plans of his new employer.

For just what reason had Cæsar taken him under his wing? Cæsar had witnessed the affair on the Quai des Fleurs and knew that by harbouring the man who had committed the act he had rendered himself guilty by the laws of France.

The project ahead must be of vast importance or Cæsar would not have run the risk. If the girl had seen — the girl in black whom Smith had seen peering into the river. She must have seen, or why would she have been standing on that spot, leaning over the parapet?

Smith rubbed his chin and frowned. The girl might spoil everything. Suppose she went to the police and a newspaper got hold of the story of this midnight struggle? He swore to himself as he unlaced his wet boots, slipped off his wet clothes, unbuckled the canvas strap which supported the little Colt automatic he carried under his shirt, and put the pistol beneath the pillow.

The silk pyjamas which had been left for him were rather long in the leg, but he turned them up, and, switching out the light, pulled aside the heavy velvet curtains which covered the window and looked out.

The windows were of the French type which open outward, and these he swung wide. There was an easy drop from the window to a flowerbed beneath, so that there was no need to worry about a getaway. The rain had ceased and the clouds had thinned, though the wind still blew gustily. There was a full moon, faintly visible, and in the occasional gleam which lit the countryside he was able to take his immediate bearings. That glow in the sky was Paris, and if he was near Maisons Laffitte he was due southwest of the city.

By the light of the moon he looked at the watch on his wrist. It was a quarter past three. In two hours the day would break, but he was not sleepy. He went back to the window to fix in his mind the exact lay of the ground. Immediately facing the window was a broad lawn which ran into the shadows of a poplar plantation. To the left he glimpsed the yellow of the drive which led to the lane up which he had bumped, and to the main road.

He lay down on the bed and covered himself with the eiderdown, but he was not in the least tired. He lay there thinking about Cæsar and speculating upon the future, wondering just what game Cæsar was after and to what purpose he intended putting his new protege.

A distant clock chimed four, and he was beginning to doze, when he heard a sound which brought him wide awake again. It was a queer tinkling sound, like the drip-drip of a faucet, and it was some time before he located it as being outside of the window. It was the dripping of rain, of course, he told himself — a gutter overflowing on to a windowsill; but nevertheless he slipped from the bed and stole softly to the window, for Tray-Bong Smith was a suspicious man.

At first he saw nothing, though most of the clouds had disappeared and the moon was shining brightly. Then he saw a sight so eerie, so unexpected, as to bring his heart to his throat.

Walking across the broad lawn was the figure of a woman. She was dressed in grey or white — he could not be certain which — and she appeared to be carrying something in her hand. Smith could not see what that something was until she turned and walked back again with the moon on her face, and then he heard the jingle of steel plainly. He shaded his eyes from the moonbeams and cautiously put his head round the side of the window.

The woman was walking with curiously short steps, and this mincing gait at such an hour was so unreal and so grotesquely unnatural that he might have guessed the cause. Her walk brought her to within twenty yards of the window, and then Tray-Bong Smith saw and heard.

Clink, clink, clink!

Her hands were handcuffed together, and between her two ankles was a steel chain that jingled as she walked.

*

“Well I’m —— !” whispered Smith.

As he stared at her, he heard a low voice, commanding and surly. It sounded as though it came from the shadow of the trees, and the woman turned and walked in that direction. Smith watched her until she disappeared, and then went back to his bed, a considerably puzzled man.

But the amazing happenings of the night were not completed. He had begun to doze again when he was awakened by a shriek — a shriek accompanied by a crash against the bedroom door, that brought him to his feet, gun in hand. The grey of dawn was in the sky, and there was just enough light to see the door moving slowly inward.

Then of a sudden it burst open and somebody fell into the room with a thud, gibbering and sobbing hideously. It made an attempt to rise and poised a moment totteringly on its knees, and Smith recognised him.

It was the redhaired man, the man called Ernest, but his face was no longer scarlet. It was grey and drawn and horrible.

“Cæsar, Cæsar!” he whispered, and then collapsed in a heap.

Then came a sound of hurrying feet, and Cæsar came into the room. He was in his dressing-gown and pyjamas, and had apparently just wakened.

“What is it?” he said, and looked down. “Ernest! What are you doing here?”

He shook the inanimate figure.

“I’m sorry; this man’s drunk again.”

He lifted him in his strong arms as easily as though he were a child.

“Do you mind?” he said, and laid him on the bed. “Put on the light, will you, Smith?”

Tray-Bong Smith obeyed, and Cæsar, bending over the man, looked down at his wide-opened eyes. Then he turned to the other.

“He’s dead,” he said soberly. “What a perfectly dreadful thing to have happened!”
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This, then, was the introduction of Tray-Bong Smith to the house of Cæsar Valentine — an unfortunate introduction if the police came to make enquiries as to this sudden death. But the man Ernest — his other name was Goldberg — was notoriously subject to fits. He was, moreover, given to alcoholic excess, and on two occasions Cæsar had had to send for the local doctor to prescribe for his retainer.

What had happened to the man in the night Smith could only guess. It is certain that he had some sort of an attack in the early hours of the morning, had dragged himself downstairs to the visitor’s room — why to his room? Cæsar explained. The room Smith had taken was one which he had usually occupied, and the man’s words “Cæsar, Cæsar!” addressed to Tray-Bong had been intended for his host.

There were the usual inquiries, and the man from Chi So’s was amazed to discover how readily the authorities accepted Cæsar’s explanation. Whilst the visiting magistrate was in the house, Smith was hidden in a little room in a small tower at one corner of the building. The silent Madonna Beatrice brought him his meals, and if there were servants in the house the visitor did not see them.

He was permitted to enter the great saloon that night, and found Cæsar smoking a long cigar and reading a book of poems. He looked up as Smith entered and motioned him to a chair.

“I’ll get you out of France in a day or two,” he said. “That matter didn’t get on to your nerves, I presume? It is very unfortunate, very unfortunate.”

“Unfortunate for all of us,” said Smith, taking a cigarette from the table and lighting it. “You saw him after I went to bed, of course?”

Cæsar raised his eyebrows.

“Why ‘of course ‘?” he asked softly.

“Because he died,” replied Smith brutally. “You saw him and had a drink with him — and he died.” Valentine said nothing.

“What makes you think that?” he asked after a while, and looked the other straight in the eye.

“For three years I have been a medical student,” drawled the guest, “and in the course of that three years I made acquaintance with a drug which is used extensively by oculists. It is a deadly poison, but, unlike other deadly poisons, leaves no trace — except one, which I looked for in the unfortunate Ernest.”

Cæsar’s lips curled.

“Was it present?”

Smith nodded and Cæsar laughed. He was genuinely amused.

“You had better see Monsieur the Magistrate,” he said mockingly, “and reveal your suspicions.”

“There is a very excellent reason why I shouldn’t,” said the gunman coolly, “only I think it is right, as between you and me, that there should be no pretence. Put your cards on the table as I’ve already put mine.”

“You put your card in the Seine,” said Valentine drily, “and you did not even send a wreath, as I have done for Ernest.”

He rose quickly and began to pace the room.

“You shall see all my cards in time,” he said. “I need such a man as you — a man without heart or mercy. Some day I will tell you a great secret.” Smith was looking at him with a curious expression. Shaved and clad in a suit which Cæsar had found for him, this man from the opium den, this knifer of police agents was an intellectual of twenty-seven, not ill-looking by any means.

“I will tell you your secret now,” said Smith, speaking slowly, and pointed to the coat-of-arms above the mantelpiece. “Why are those arms in this house?” he asked. “Why are this cypher and these fleurs-de-lis embroidered in your carpet, Mr. Valentine? I don’t know whether you are a madman, or whether you’re sane,” Smith spoke in that slow drawl of his. “If may be just a form of megalomania, and I’ve seen pretensions almost as extravagant. But I think I’ve got you down fine.”

“What are the arms?” asked Valentine steadily. “They are the arms of Cæsar Borgia,” replied the other. “A bull on a gold ground is the family arms of the Borgias; the C in the carpet was the Borgias’ cypher.”

He had stopped his pacing and stood now, his head bent forward, his narrowed eyes fixed on Smith.

“I am neither a madman nor a vainglorious fool,” he said quietly. “It is true I am the last in the direct line of that illustrious man, Cæsar Borgia, Duke of the Valentinois.”

Smith did not speak for a long time. He had enough to think upon. In his early days at Oxford he had posed as an authority on the Renaissance, and knew the history of the Borgias backwards. In his old rooms, before things smashed to pieces and the lanes of life so violently turned, he had had a copy of a cartoon reputedly by da Vinci, inscribed “Cæsar Borgia de France, Duke of Valentinois, Count of Diois and Issaudun, Pontifical Vicar of Imola and Forli.” And now he recalled the same bold, womanish face in the man who stood looking down at him, enjoying the sensation he had caused.

“Well?” said Cæsar at last.

“It is strange,” said Smith vacantly; then, “from what branch of the family do you descend?”

“Through Giralamo,” replied Cæsar quickly. “Giralamo was Cæsar’s one son. After Cæsar’s fall he was taken to France, through France to Spain, and was educated by the Spanish Cardinals. He married, and his son went to South America and fought in Peru. The family settled in the Americas for two centuries. My grandfather came to England as a boy, and I myself was educated in England.”

“It’s amazing,” said Smith, and felt that it was a feeble thing to say.

So they stood confronting one another, the man from Chi So’s, he of the hard-counted sous and the periodical bursts of prosperity, the hired assassin and the descendant of Alexander VI — this was the situation that appealed so powerfully to Cæsar and made him thrill with the wonder of the moment.

To men and women too, before now, he had revealed himself, but they had been clods to whom the word Borgia meant nothing; conjured up no pictures of ducal magnificence or pontifical power.

Smith knew and appreciated the splendour of the revelation. He was genuinely inspired by the other’s confidence and would have pushed enquiries which in Cæsar’s then generous spirit must have been satisfied.

It was the Madonna Beatrice who snapped the tension. She came hurriedly into the saloon without knocking, and Cæsar, at the sight of her face, walked across to meet her. There was a conversation in low tones. Cæsar uttered an exclamation of surprise, and then he looked round at his companion doubtfully.

“Bring her in,” he said.

Bring her in?

Smith was alert now. Was he to see that mysterious apparition about whom he intended in good time to tackle Cæsar? Or was it some inamorata of his — his question was answered almost before it was framed.

Madonna Beatrice waddled back into the room, and at her heels followed a tall, straight girl, so beautiful that she took the man’s breath away.

She looked from Cæsar to him and back again to Cæsar, her head held high, something of disdain in her attitude, and then she came slowly across to where Cæsar stood and brushed his cheek with her lips.

Smith looked at Cæsar. There was a smile in his eyes which indicated amusement and annoyance. Then he turned to his newfound friend and stretched out his hand.

“Stephanie,” he said, “this is Mr. Smith. Smith — I want you to meet — my daughter.”

His daughter! Smith’s mouth opened in an involuntary grimace of surprise, and then, recovering himself, he held out his hand, which she took. Her steady eyes fixed him for a spell, and then she turned away. “When did you come to Paris?” asked Cæsar.

“Tonight,” said the girl, and the man Smith could have gasped again at the lie, for she was the girl in black who had stood upon the Quai des Fleurs the night before and had seen him throw the detective into the Seine. That she had been a witness he knew when he looked into her eyes.
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Tray-Bong Smith was a light sleeper, but he did not hear Cæsar Valentine come into his room at four o’clock next morning. As he felt a hand grip his shoulder he twisted round and he heard Cæsar’s laugh.

“You cannot turn so that you can use the pistol under your pillow, my friend,” he said. “It would be lamentable if I died as a result of that kind of accident.”

Smith sat up in bed and rubbed his eyes.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“Nothing is wrong,” replied his host. “I’ve just brought your clothes.” He himself was in his dressing-gown. “I think they will fit you.”

He must have been in the room some time, for afterwards the visitor found new garments lying neatly folded on two chairs.

“The heavy overcoat I bought in Paris yesterday,” said Cæsar; “you will need that.”

“What is happening?” Smith demanded lazily as he slipped out of bed.

“A friend of mine is going to London — a young aviator who travels between France and England for his own pleasure. He has kindly given you a seat in his machine, and I have arranged the passport, which you will find in your coat-pocket.”

“To London — what am I to do?”

“Wait for me,” said Cæsar, “and apply yourself diligently to—”

His keen ear heard a footfall in the passage, and he went out and returned with a tray on which a breakfast was laid.

“The Madonna Beatrice,” he explained, and closed the door behind him. “What are you to do in London? I will tell you, my friend. I intended telling you last night, but the unexpected arrival of — my daughter” — he paused before the description— “made it impossible.”

“I did not know you had a daughter. You don’t look old enough to have a girl of that age.”

“Possibly not,” he said, and did not seem inclined to pursue the subject. “In London — by the way, is there any reason why you should not go to London?”

“None whatever,” replied the other. “I have a perfectly clean bill — in England.”

Cæsar dismissed the subject with a courteous gesture.

“In London you will stay at the Bilton Hotel,” he said. “You will communicate with me at an address which you will find in a small notebook I have also put in your pocket. But you will avoid meeting me unless there is an absolute necessity. Your task “ — he spoke slowly— “is, as I said before, to find Number Six.”

“Number Six?” Smith stared at him.

“Scotland Yard is a great institution,” said Cæsar. “I have every respect for its personnel, but not a tremendous amount for its methods. For some reason” — he had seated himself on the edge of the bed and was watching his guest taking breakfast— “Scotland Yard is suspicious of me. I have spent a lot of time and a lot of money in England, and Scotland Yard does not know exactly where it comes from. In addition, there have been one or two unfortunate incidents.”

Smith did not ask what those unfortunate incidents were, nor did his employer volunteer any information.

“I am one of those men,” he went on, “who like to know the worst quickly. It worries me when I cannot see my opponent’s hand. And I spend a great deal of money in discovering just what kind of difficulties I am likely to meet with. I have had a man in the Clerks’ Department at Scotland Yard for a considerable time; and nearly a year ago this man communicated with me, informing me that the Commissioner of the Criminal Intelligence Bureau had commissioned an agent to watch me and examine my private life.” Smith clicked his lips.

“H’m!” he said. “And this watching gentleman — is he Number Six?”

Cæsar nodded.

“He or she is Number Six,” he repeated gravely. “Whether it is a man or a woman I have been unable to discover. The person is described as Number Six in the records — there is some reason for the secrecy. Scotland Yard believes that I am a sinister individual, and it is remarkable that the agent they have chosen is not an ordinary member of the police force, but some enemy of mine — or rather, some person who regards himself or herself as my enemy, for — er — private reasons. There are, of course “ — he shrugged his shoulders— “people who hate me. There is a man named Welland. You will find his address in the book. I have not met the gentleman recently, but twenty years ago I met his wife.” He paused. “I think she was happier with me than she was with him — for a while,” he added.

Smith yawned.

“If this is a love-story, spare me,” he said; but the other seemed lost in a reverie.

“Unfortunately she died, and his child, who came with her, also died. It was unfortunate.” Cæsar leant his chin on his palms and looked at the floor, thinking deeply. “It was unfortunate,” he said, and looked up quickly. “Welland is in some form of Government service. He has told an associate that he will kill me; but that, of course, does not worry me. He may or may not be Number Six. You will be astute enough to discover.”

“Is there anybody else?” asked Smith.

“There are the relatives of a certain Mr. Gale,” said Cæsar thoughtfully. “Mr. Gale was associated with me in business. Things went wrong and Mr. Gale — committed suicide. It was unfortunate.”

Smith nodded again. He had heard of Mr. Gale.

“I remember the case, though I didn’t associate you with it. Gale was a bank manager, and after his death it was discovered that some hundred thousand pounds had disappeared from the funds of the bank.”

“It was unfortunate,” repeated Cæsar. “People knew that I had had some dealings with him, and his wife made rather a painful scene. She accused me — —” He shrugged again. “She died a little time afterwards.”

“Naturally?”

The man from Chi So’s flung the question brutally, and Cæsar smiled and dropped his hand on the questioner’s shoulder.

“You are a man after my own heart,” he said.

He went away soon after to dress, for he had to conduct his man to the private aviation field where his friend was waiting. It was doubtful whether the pilot had any stronger sense of friendship for Cæsar than the payment of handsome fee could ensure, but he was a good pilot, and Tray-Bong Smith landed at Croydon in time for a second breakfast and on the whole was glad to be back in England.

Excessive sentimentality was not to be expected from a member of Mr. Smith’s profession for all his youth and for a certain refinement of mind he had displayed, yet he left France with just the faintest hint of an ache in his heart. Perhaps “ache” is rather a strong word for an unsatisfied desire. He had hoped to see the girl again — Stephanie, of the Secret. He carried with him an impression of her no less vivid because it had been taken in a flash — an impression of greyblue eyes, of a complexion as clear as milk, of faultless features, and of lips so red that he had thought for a second they had been “made up.” Mr. Smith was not of the impressionable kind, but this impression had just stayed with him in his mind and in his heart, though they had not exchanged more than half a dozen words.

The daughter of Cæsar! Tray-Bong laughed. An offspring of the Borgias! More beautiful than her greatly advertised ancestor Lucrezia — that poor, simpering, colourless thing, who had achieved a place in history to which neither her talents nor her spurious iniquities entitled her.

He dismissed Stephanie from his mind with’ an effort, and concentrated upon the errand which Cæsar had chosen for him. He was completely puzzled by Cæsar’s choice of hotel. The Bilton is not only fashionable, but conspicuous. If he had been sent to one of the small caravanserais in Bloomsbury, where a man falls readily into oblivion, he could have better understood; or to one of the big hotels where everybody is nobody, that would have been understandable. But Bilton’s Hotel was neither inexpensive nor obscure. It is situated near Cork Street and frequented by men and women of the leisured classes — the very place where a man was likely to run across people who had seen him in Paris or in Rome, or had known him before disgrace had fallen upon his name.

When he reached the hotel, he found that not only had his room been reserved for him, but that Cæsar had instructed the manager as to what room he should occupy.

“I shan’t be able to put your things into forty-one until the afternoon, sir,” said the manager (which was the first intimation Mr. Smith had that No. 41 had been reserved at all). “The room is still in the occupation of the gentleman who is leaving by this afternoon’s train.”

He took Tray-Bong aside and lowered his voice. “I hope you don’t mind my asking you a personal question,” he said. “You are not — er—” He seemed at loss for a word.

“Well?” asked Smith, interested.

“You’re not a noisy sleeper? Excuse my asking, sir. I mean, you don’t snore?” said the manager.

“Not that I am aware of.” Mr. Smith was secretly amused.

“I ask you because Mr. Ross is so particular, and he’s been a client of ours now for thirty years, and it happens that he sleeps in the next room to you.”

“Mr. Ross? Who’s Mr. Ross?” asked Smith.

The manager was surprised apparently there existed one benighted heathen in the City of London who did not know Mr. Ross. Mr. Ross was an American millionaire — not only a millionaire, but a millionaire several times over. He was a bachelor and eccentric, a difficult man and a not particularly generous man, Smith gathered. He spent most of his day at the Reform Club, and though he had lived in and about England for thirty years he had no friends. Moreover, he occupied the next room, No. 40.

“A millionaire who has no friends must be rather a curiosity,” said Smith, and agreed not to snore.

Cæsar had supplied him well with money, and his first call that day was upon a tailor in Bond Street. After he had been measured and had given his orders for a fairly extensive wardrobe, he strolled down to the Strand. He had not been in London for twelve months, and the sight and the smell of it were lovely to his senses.

It was at the junction of the Strand with Trafalgar Square that he met the one man in London he did not desire to meet. Smith saw him some distance away, but made no attempt to avoid him.

There was no mistaking Hallett, of the Criminal Investigation Bureau; a peak-faced man, with white, unruly hair and heavy grey moustache; it was not a face one could forget. Tray-Bong was passing him, but Hallett stood still in his path.

“Hello!” he said in that paternal way of his. “Back in London, Mr. Tray-Bong Smith?”

“Back in London, Chief,” said Smith cheerily.

“I’ve been hearing queer stories about you,” said Hallett. “Murders and robberies in galore.” There was a twinkle in his eye, and a twinkle in Hallett’s eye did not necessarily bode well for any man. “Be careful, my friend,” he said. “There may be very serious trouble for you. Don’t say I did not warn you.”

“Fine!” said Smith. “But if there is going to be any bad trouble for me, there are going to be some very serious happenings for other people. And if you don’t mind, I’d rather not be seen talking to you, Chief — it gets a fellow a bad name.”

Hallett chuckled grimly and passed on.
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Smith went on his way to the Strand. It had struck him as being rather remarkable that Cæsar had given him the addresses with instructions to pursue enquiries which he could have had made by any private enquiry firm in London. After all, it was only necessary that they should supply him with the movements of the suspected persons, and furnish him with sufficient material to prove or disprove the truth of his theory. But there were quite a number of things Mr. Smith did not understand.

On the riverside of the Strand and running parallel with that famous thoroughfare is John Street, and it was to 104 John Street that he directed his steps. This was the address which he had found in the little book against the name of Welland.

It was an old-fashioned Adam’s house, and, scrutinising it from the opposite pavement, Smith came to the conclusion that, whoever might have occupied it twenty years ago, it was now one of those genteel tenements which abound in the West End. The different pattern of curtains and blinds on each floor strengthened this conclusion, which was confirmed when he crossed the road and found a little pearl button labelled “Housekeeper.”

The janitor was an old gentleman of sixty or seventy — a cheerful old soul who wore the faded ribbon of the ‘81 African campaign on his waistcoat.

“Welland?” he said in surprise. “Good Lord, no! Mr. Welland doesn’t live here. Why, he’s been gone — let me see, it must be nigh on twenty years ago. Well, that’s a curious thing, your asking after Mr. Welland!”

Mr. Smith thought it was curious too, but asked:

“Why is it curious?”

The old man hesitated a moment, then said, “Come in,” and led the way down to a basement kitchen.

“Did you know Mr. Welland?” asked Tray-Bong, when they reached the janitor’s cosy little apartment.

“Know him?” he said contemptuously. “As well as I know my own hand. As nice a man as ever I met, Mr. Welland was. He had the three upper floors.” He shook his head. “Ah! it was very sad, very sad indeed.”

“I don’t know the whole story,” said Smith with truth.

It was true, too, that he had never taken Cæsar wholly at his word. If he was a true Borgia, he was a liar, an exploiter of his friends, treacherous to his enemies, and wholly unreliable. Cæsar was using him — well and good. He was out to use Cæsar; and he gave his employer credit for this amount of intelligence, that Cæsar was never in any doubt that his employee’s end was a purely selfish one.

Mr. Cummins, the janitor, was in a communicative mood.

“You don’t know the whole story, eh?” he said with some enjoyment. “Well, I can’t say that I know the whole of it myself. But what I know I can tell you. Mr. Welland lived in this house, in those identical rooms, when he was a bachelor and before he met the young lady he married. He came back to this house after his honeymoon, and his little girl — poor little soul! — was born in this house. He was a very happy sort of gentleman, but I don’t think his wife found the life quite up to her expectations. She was one of these complaining ladies who was always worrying about what other women have in the way of dresses and jewellery, and Mr. Welland, who was an artistic sort of man, used to worry a lot.

“About eight months after the baby was born, Mr. Welland brought a gentleman home to dinner. I know, because when he had a party, I used to wait at table, and on this occasion I got into what I call my butler’s suit, and did a bit of handing round. A very nice gentleman, to all appearance, was this Mr. — Now, what was his name?”

“Valentine?” suggested Smith.

“That’s it, sir,” said the janitor. “A nicelooking fellow, but what a rascal! What a scoundrel! A regular West-Ender, he was. Plenty of money, carriages and horses, a big house in Belgrave Square, and what not. Well, the long and the short of it is that Mr. Valentine used to call when Mr. Welland was away in the City. And sometimes he would call when Mr. Welland was home, but not often. Then Mr. Welland and his wife had an awful row — I think it was over a ring which this fellow Valentine gave her — and one afternoon when the governor came home — I always called him the governor — she had gone and taken the baby with her. Bolted, sir! Gone off to America by all accounts with Valentine, and that was the end of her!
 Mr. Welland took on something terrible. He was like a madman, and I remember as though it was yesterday his coming to me and saying, ‘Cummins, sooner or later that man will die at my hands.’”

“What happened to Mrs. Welland?” asked Smith. There was no need to ask if he trusted Cæsar, but he did not trust Cæsar.

Cummins shook his head.

“Died, sir. I only heard of it by accident about two years ago. She and the baby died of some fever — yellow fever, I think it was. It’s curious you should come here asking about Mr. Welland,” he said, getting on to his feet and going across to a dresser. “I was turning out this drawer only this morning, and I found this picture; one he gave me on his wedding-day.”

He pulled open a drawer and took out a cabinet photograph, handing it to the visitor. It was the face of an artist, refined and delicate, yet with a strength in its lines that one might not have expected after hearing the janitor’s account of the man’s breakdown. The high forehead, the long, thin nose, the firm jaw, were features impossible to forget.

“I suppose you couldn’t let me have this photograph to make a reproduction?”

The janitor looked dubiously at Mr. Smith and then at the photograph.

“No, sir, I wouldn’t like to part with it. You see, it’s written on,” he said, pointing to an inscription. “I’ll tell you what I’ll do, though, if you like to pay for it. I’ll have a copy made.”

“That will suit me admirably,” said Smith, and passed across a pound note to seal the bargain.

He went out into John Street puzzled. What was Cæsar’s game in sending him to conduct these enquiries? He must have known that Welland was no longer in John Street. It was as certain as anything that he had employed detectives to trace the man. And yet had he? This imperious and imperial Cæsar had a lofty contempt for the small things of life; and was it not possible that Welland had faded from his mind until the next time that Scotland Yard had put some mysterious detective on his track and set his mind wondering as to the shadower’s identity.

Cæsar was not to be judged by ordinary standards, Smith concluded as he walked back to his hotel. He expected to find some sort of communication from him, for Cæsar had said that he was leaving Paris by the midday train and would arrive that evening. But there was no letter or telegram.

He went up to his room, which was now ready for him, and sat down to consider the somewhat complicated situation. Here was he, Tray-Bong Smith (how quickly the Paris underworld had caught on that nickname!), engaged by one who was probably the most dangerous man in the world, to carry out what was practically detective work on the strength of having thrown a man into the Seine!

What sort of villainies he required of him Smith was curious to know. He would dearly have loved to stay on in Paris. The mystery of the manacled woman intrigued him vastly. It was one of the most creepy experiences he had had, he the man without nerves. That she was Cæsar’s prisoner, he did not doubt, and that the deep, booming voice that had called her from the shadow of the poplars was the voice of Madonna Beatrice he was certain. What had this woman done? Why did Cæsar, the last of the Borgias, who had, Smith suspected, so quick a way with his enemies, retain her in custody when he could have so readily and so easily rid himself of the necessity of keeping her locked up?

If Cæsar had come to him and said, “Slay this woman — I have not the courage,” Tray-Bong would have understood. That he would have killed in cold blood is unlikely. Tray-Bong Smith did not kill women.

Acting on a sudden impulse, he went out again to the British Museum, where, in the reading-room, he revived his acquaintance with the Borgias, for it was certain that Cæsar had not only inherited their vices but was a faithful copyist of their methods.

The book he chose was a small monograph by an eminent American professor, the best he knew, and it took him an hour and a half to read it from cover to cover. Tray-Bong Smith had always held that the coincidences of life are part of life’s normality. That they are not confined to plays and stories, any observer will agree; but the fact that he should be there in the British Museum reading-room studying a life of the Borgias on the very day and at the very minute another person should have been waiting impatiently to read that identical book was remarkable.

He took the book back to the clerk and thought the frockcoated attendant breathed a sigh of relief.

“I’m glad you haven’t kept it any longer, sir,” he said, scribbled out a ticket, and carried the book over to an old man who was sitting bolt upright in a chair, his gnarled hands on the handle of an umbrella, his stern, lined face turned resentfully in Smith’s direction.

The old man took the book with a grunt and shuffled off to a reading table.

“You wouldn’t think a man worth all those millions would come in and sit here waiting for a book that he could have bought for a few shillings,” said the attendant when he returned.

“Worth all those millions?” repeated Smith, looking after the bowed figure.

“That’s old Mr. Ross. You’ve heard of Ross, the millionaire?”

Mr. Smith had heard of Ross, the millionaire, curiously enough.

“Well, that’s the gentleman,” said the attendant. “They say he would rather walk ten miles than spend twopence.”

Smith laughed.

“I can tell you something more about him,” said he cryptically. “He doesn’t like people who snore.”

Cæsar’s lieutenant took another look at the old man before he went out. He was about seventy, Smith guessed, and the main feature of his face was a white beard so closely clipped that he had the appearance of being unshaven. That and his shabby clothing impressed Smith most.

He dined at the hotel and had intended going to a theatre, but when he came out into the hall the porter handed him an envelope addressed in typewritten characters to “T. B. Smith.”

He opened it. The letter inside was also typewritten. It ran:

“Watch Ross. His lawyers are Baker and Sepley, of 129 Great James Street. If he goes to them or sends for them, he must be immediately destroyed.”

In the lower right-hand corner were the words “Quai Fleurs,” which was at once a reminder and an indication of the source from whence the letter came.

So that was Cæsar’s game, and that was why he had sent the man from Chi So’s to London and had arranged Room 41 for him. He was to watch this old man, this student of the Borgias, and in certain eventualities he was to be destroyed, and Smith was to destroy him.

The watcher put the letter away in his pocket and grinned to himself.

The lordly Cæsar stepped too readily into the character of tyrant. Tray-Bong Smith was to be the hired assassin and have the police of the metropolis on his heels, or else to be exposed for something that had happened in France and for which he was not liable in England. Anyway, Cæsar was in London. That was news.



VIII. A Note From Nowhere
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Tray-Bong Smith sat in the lounge of the hotel reading the evening papers and watched Mr. Ross come from the diningroom and take the elevator to the second floor. After a while he followed, going into his own room and waiting until he heard the snap of the electric switch which told him that the old man had retired. He wasn’t likely to see his lawyer between the hours of nine and twelve, thought Tray-Bong Smith, and sallied forth into the West End to find amusement.

A man watching the hotel saw him return at 11.30, signalled to the shadow who had followed Mr. Smith all that evening and compared notes. Smith may or may not have known that he was being watched. He might have guessed as much after Hallett’s warning. He went upstairs to bed and to sleep, and was on the point of undressing when he heard the soft thud of a door closing, and it seemed that the sound came from the next room. He switched out his light, drew the door open gently, and listened, but there was no further sound.

No. 40, the room occupied by Mr. Ross, was, as he had learnt earlier in the evening, not so much a room as a suite. It consisted of two apartments — a bedroom with a bath, and a sittingroom which led from the bedroom, and access to which could be had direct from the passage through a door marked 40A.

Smith stepped out into the corridor, walked softly to No. 40 and listened. There was no sound. He went on to 40A and listened again, and after a while he was rewarded by the murmur of voices.

He strolled to the end of the passage to see if there were any hotel servants, but Bilton’s is one of those eminently respectable hostelries patronised in the main by elderly people who retire early, and he walked back down the corridor and tried the door of 40. To his surprise it was unlocked and he stepped in, closing the door behind him. It would be a simple matter to explain how he, a stranger to the hotel, had walked into the wrong room.

A line of light along the floor showed him where the communicating door was, and he made bold to turn on the light for a second, and discovered, as he had expected, that the bed was unoccupied and the room empty. He put out the light noiselessly and tiptoed across the room, putting his ear to the door. Two people were talking; the one voice gruff and harsh, the second so soft that he could hardly hear a word that was spoken, for it was the voice of a woman. And somehow that voice was familiar.

Tray-Bong Smith crouched down and looked through the keyhole, but could see no more than the back of a chair. He listened intently, but could hear nothing intelligible. Once he heard Ross say:

“If they are on earth we will find them,” and he thought he heard the old man say, “It is remarkable — I should have been deceived …”

Then most unexpectedly a hand fell on the doorknob and he hurried back through the room and was out in the corridor before it could have been opened. He had no time to close the door, but pulled it to after him and was in his own room in something under two seconds.

He waited patiently behind his own closed door, listening, but there was no sound, and after five minutes had passed he ventured to open it. There he stood in the darkness for nearly half an hour before the two came out. He heard the man say “Good night, my dear. God bless you!” and thought he heard the sound of a kiss. Smith opened the door wider. The lights from the corridor were on full and there was no possibility of making a mistake.

The figure that came past the door was not, as he had expected, a woman — but Ross himself! The old man had gone out and left the woman behind. For a while Smith was too bewildered to make a move, then, seizing his hat from the bed, he raced down the corridor in pursuit of the old man. He must have gone down by the stairs, for the elevator was descending as he reached the end of the corridor and he came to the ground-floor in time to see the figure pass through the swing-doors out into the night. There was a car waiting, evidently for him, for he stepped in without giving the driver instructions and it moved off. Smith called a passing taxi.

“Follow that car,” he said.

He had no difficulty, the streets were empty of traffic, for the theatres had been closed for an hour. The chauffeur, however, was cautious and the way fortunately led through theatreland, and the taxi was on the tail of the car all the way up Regent Street into Portland Place.

At a house in Portland Place the car stopped, the old man descended and let himself into the big mansion with a key. Smith noted the number — 409. He had stopped his own cab well behind the car, which, contrary to his expectations, did not move off. Mr. Smith dismissed his car, and standing in the cover of a doorway, he waited.

In half an hour the door of 409 opened and a girl came out, wearing a long black cloak.

Smith slipped from his place of concealment and walked rapidly toward her.

She moved as quickly to the car, but the street standard showed her face clearly.

It was Stephanie — Cæsar’s daughter.

“Now what has happened to old man Ross?” said the puzzled Mr. Smith, and went to bed that night with the problem unsolved.

*

Cæsar sent for him the next morning, adopting in his typewritten note that royal-command tone of his which so suited him.

The men met in Green Park. It was a bright, sunny day and Cæsar was dressed in grey. He was something of a dandy in his attire and again the fastidious Smith approved.

Cæsar motioned his confederate to a garden chair by his side.

“I didn’t intend sending for you, Smith,” he said, “but one or two things have happened, and I thought it advisable to see you in order to let you know where you can get into touch with me in any emergency.”

“I know exactly where I can get into touch with you, with or without an emergency,” said Tray-Bong calmly. “409 Portland Place, I think?”

Cæsar looked at him sharply.

“How do you know?” he demanded. “My name is not in any of the reference books.”

“I know,” said Smith with a fine gesture.

“You shadowed me! I was out late last night,” said he accusingly, and the other laughed.

“I give you my word that I have never shadowed you in my life,” said he. “Anyway, I don’t see how I can shadow Mr. Ross and you at the same time.”

“But how did you know?” insisted Cæsar.

“A little bird told me,” bantered Smith. “Please let me have my mystery too, Mr. Valentine.”

“You shadowed me,” he said, nodding, and then dismissed the subject. “What do you think of Ross?”

“A worthy old gentleman,” said the other. “I like his appearance.”

He made no reference to the fact that he had seen “the worthy old gentleman” letting himself into Cæsar’s house with a key. That could wait.

“He is worth from ten to twenty millions,” said Cæsar. “He has no heir, he has no will, and on his death his property reverts to the State.”

Smith looked at him in astonishment.

“How do you know that?”

“I know that,” said Cæsar. “That is my mystery.” He did not speak again for a moment. He had that queer trick of breaking off a conversation and letting his fancy and thoughts roam at will; but presently he returned to the subject of the old man.

“Men and women work and sweat from morning till night,” he said musingly, “year in and year out, for just sufficient food and rest as will enable them to carry on with more work. I do not work because I have brains, and because I do not regard human life from the same angle as the commonplace person; neither do you,” he said. “Do you realise that if Mr. Ross at this moment sat down and wrote on a sheet of paper half a dozen lines, signed it, and had his signature witnessed by a chambermaid or a valet, those few lines would make us enormously wealthy men and give us all the power in the world?”

“You mean if he made a will in our favour and providentially died?” said Smith.

“You’re very direct,” Cæsar laughed softly. “But hasn’t it ever struck you how simple a matter is the transfer of property when one of the conditions of transfer is the death of one of the parties? If you or I were to burgle the Bank of England, there would be no hope for us unless we spent years of unremitting labour in organising and preparing for our coup — and then the chances are that we should fail.”

Smith nodded.

“If you and I wished to forge a little cheque, say on Mr. Ross’s account, we have to overcome the suspicions and safeguards imposed by dozens of very intelligent men, all of whom would have to be hoodwinked separately. And then in the end we might fail.”

“That I have realised,” Mr. Smith agreed with a grimace.

“Is it not a more simple matter,” mused Cæsar, “to induce Mr. Ross to sign a document of half-a-dozen lines?”

“That depends,” said Smith. “I should say that it would be a very difficult matter. It would be easier, if you will forgive the directness, to arrange his untimely demise than to induce his signature. Otherwise, if I may be bold, there would be one of your famous wreaths on order.”

His eyes twinkled. Any tribute to the inevitability of his success pleased him.

“At present my object in life is to prevent him signing those half-dozen lines for anybody,” he said. “I particularly desire that Mr. Ross should die without making any provision for the disposal of his fortune.”

Smith looked at him in astonishment.

“Do you really mean that?” said he. “I thought you told me that his estate would go to the Crown?”

“If he had no heirs,” said Cæsar. “Always remember that, if he had no heirs.”

“But has he?” demanded his companion. “He is a bachelor — —”

“He is a widower,” said Cæsar. “He had one child who was estranged from him and who died. In all probability, if that child was alive, he would make a will leaving his property to a dogs’ home or something equally absurd.”

Slowly an idea was taking shape and form in Smith’s mind. Very, very slowly certain dark places were becoming clear. He was a quick thinker, and what were mysteries to most people were not mysteries to him. In some respects even Cæsar could not match his ready powers of induction. Tray-Bong Smith had been genuinely puzzled and baffled by certain experiences in the past few days, but now he began to “see.”

“How old would his daughter be if she were alive?” he asked.

“Forty-seven,” said Cæsar readily. “Three years younger than I.”

So he was fifty. There were days when he looked it, but on this morning he would have passed easily for thirty-five.

“Forty-seven,” he repeated. “She ran away from home when she was something over twenty, and married a fiddler, or something of the sort. The old man made a will leaving his property to an orphan asylum — cut her right out of it. When he heard of her death, he tore up the will, intending, I think, to make another one. You see, I am very well informed upon Mr. Ross’s private life.”

“Suppose she isn’t dead?” drawled Smith, and the big man swung round in his chair.

“What the hell do you mean?” he asked. It was the first time Smith had seen him display any kind of perturbation.

“Suppose she isn’t dead?” he repeated.

Cæsar shrugged his shoulders.

“In that case she would inherit the fortune — if he died.”

“Would you produce her?”

Cæsar was silent.

“Would you produce her and let her go into an English court and tell of years spent in almost solitary confinement in some forgotten room on your French estate? Would you like her to tell the Judge of the High Court how you let her out for exercise in the middle of the night, manacled hand and foot?”

Cæsar’s face went white and drawn and he looked his fifty, but the man with the absurd nickname went on remorselessly, for he was determined that Cæsar Valentine should put his cards down, face uppermost.

“A woman marries a wandering fiddler, you say? I gather that’s an extravagance of yours and means no more than that she married a musician. A fairly prosperous amateur musician, unless I am mistaken, by the name of Welland.”

He winced — the second score for Smith.

“You discover her relationship with Ross, and persuade her to go abroad with you, waiting for the divorce which you think Welland will obtain but which he doesn’t. Then the woman gets restless; perhaps her child dies. She certainly remains in the land of the living.”

Cæsar was calm enough now, and a cynical smile was hovering at the corners of his mouth.

“Wonderful fellow!” he said mockingly. “You have told almost all the truth. The child died, and in the meantime Stephanie is born. It is my intention to produce Stephanie as the heiress of the Ross millions. Now you know it all, or you’ve guessed it all. You’re clever, Smith — a cleverer man than I thought. There’s a fortune in this for you if you’ll work with me; and if you don’t — —”

“A quick and a painless death, eh?” smiled Smith. “But watch that my knife is not swifter than your alkaloids.”

He looked down. There was an envelope lying at his feet.

“Did you drop that?” asked Smith, and stooped and picked it up. “It has your name on it.”

Cæsar shook his head.

“I didn’t drop it,” he said, and read the superscription: “Cæsar Valentine.”

It was gummed and sealed with wax. He tore open the flap with a frown. Smith saw his face harden and he blinked rapidly. Was there fear in his eyes as he handed the letter to his tool? Smith thought there was.

“Where did this come from?” he gasped and looked around, but nobody was in sight.

There were three lines of handwriting in what is called “pen-print” — that is to say, the letters were printed in big capitals. The note began:

“Cæsar! You are but mortal. Remember this.”

It was signed “Number Six.”

Smith read it through with a qualm, but Cæsar, snatching it from his hand, crumbled it into a ball and tossed it away with an oath.

“Welland,” he snarled, “if I find you before you find me, beware of Cæsar!”

“I think we shall find Welland first,” said Smith confidently and laughed.

It was the laugh Cæsar had heard that rainy night on the Quai des Fleurs when Tray-Bong Smith had flung a knife into the Seine.



IX. Mr. Smith Is Burgled
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Great criminals, like great heroes, do not bear too close an inspection. There were chinks in the armour of Cæsar Valentine which Smith, a cool Professor of Humanity, had never suspected. The man’s vanity was colossal, but had the compensation of an immense capability. He was brilliantly clever, and in many respects Mr. Smith admitted he had the most wonderful mind he had ever rubbed against. He had the genius not so much of generalship as of diplomacy, and in this respect resembled his remarkable ancestor, if ancestor he was. The Borgia did not win his battles on the field, but in the treasury. If he carried one walled city by assault, he carried ten by bribery.

Cæsar sent for Smith that afternoon again, and this time the man went to 409 Portland Place, and was shown by a footman into the handsome library, where Cæsar was waiting with every evidence of impatience.

“Welland must be found,” he greeted the other. “I have put the matter into the hands of a private detective agency, and I have told them to go ahead, regardless of expense. I am satisfied that the man is still living, because he was seen by one of my agents in York only two years ago.”

“Then why the devil did you send me to search for him?” demanded Smith unpleasantly.

“On the off-chance of his having communicated with that address,” he said, and probably he was speaking the truth.

“There are two men who may be at the back of this Number Six folly. One is old Gale’s son — —”

“Gale’s son is in the Argentine,” interrupted Smith. “He is farming on a ranch.”

“Where did you find that out?” demanded Cæsar.

“It was easy,” said the other. “The officials of the bank you robbed — —”

“I robbed?” said Cæsar quickly.

“Somebody robbed,” said Smith with a wave of his hand. “It is hardly important who did it. At any rate, these officials are in touch with young Gale, who apparently has undertaken to restore all the money that the bank lost. So you can rule out Gale.”

“Then it must be Welland,” said Cæsar. It must be Welland! My information from Scotland Yard is beyond doubt. The man who calls himself Number Six — —”

“He may as well be a woman,” said Smith.

“No woman would dare,” said Cæsar. “No woman would dare! No, it is Welland. It is an amateur who got into touch with the Chief of the Intelligence Bureau and persuaded him to let him take on the job. Remember, they have nothing against me at Scotland Yard. They have no proof; they know nothing of any crime that I might have committed. They have only a suspicion, an uneasiness — nothing more.”

Smith agreed with him. There was no sense in disagreeing with him.

“Go back to Ross,” he said abruptly. “I will attend to Welland. He has had no visitors?”

“Ross? None.”

“Nobody has been to see him?”

Smith shook his head. He could lie as well as Cæsar Valentine. After all, he had certain interests of his own to look after, and did not apologise even to himself for the deception. Much more must happen in the tangled skein of Cæsar’s affairs before Smith revealed his hand. Cæsar had the satisfaction of having him under his thumb. Smith also had a thumb, and was greatly desirous of meeting his employer on level terms.

Mr. Smith loved life as dearly as any, and he knew that every ounce of weight he could bring to bear upon this singular man at the psychological moment was so much life insurance. The mystery of Mr. Ross and his inexplicable visit to 409 Portland Place in Cæsar’s absence had yet to be solved.

“What would you have done, supposing you hadn’t met me?” he asked him suddenly. “Your unhappy Ernest would have been a poor substitute in this game!”

“Ernest served his purpose,” said the other coldly. “He performed certain duties which were essential, but he had a valet’s mind. Poor Ernest!” he said softly.

He was not being hypocritical, thought Smith on his way back to the hotel. Indeed Smith was certain that the man was profoundly sorry that the necessity had arisen for removing a troublesome servant. There must have been certain coarse fibres in Cæsar’s composition which responded to this uncouth little man and his crudities.

What villainies Ernest performed Smith was never able to discover, but that was because the full range of Cæsar’s activities has never been wholly revealed. Smith came into the Borgia’s life at the climax of a great plot which had been developing for years, and Cæsar had had to get that money to live in the style he regarded as necessary for his comfort, and the unwilling contributors to his income had been drawn from all stages of society.

Watching Mr. Ross was a monotonous business and Smith pined for a more active life, and did not disguise his feelings from Cæsar when he met him the next morning.

“I’m sorry I can’t give you a throat to cut every day,” said Cæsar sardonically. “You will attend to Mr. Ross.”

“Mr. Ross spends most of his time in the Reform Club reading dull English magazines,” complained Tray-Bong with some slight exasperation. “I have already got wet through watching those infernal premises.”

“Continue,” said Cæsar definitely.

That evening he telephoned through in a state of excitement.

“He’s found!”

“Who?”

“Welland — I’m going to see him.” It almost sounded as though Cæsar’s voice was shaking. “He was picked up in Manchester — he is staying at a poor lodging in the suburbs.”

“Oh,” said Mr. Smith awkwardly. He did not know what else he could say. “You are seeing him?”

But Cæsar had hung up his receiver. He had abrupt habits.

Whatever Mr. Smith thought of this interview is not known. He had troubles of his own next day, as he discovered on returning to his hotel. In twelve months’ sojourn in the French capital he had acquired a reputation and a nickname, which is more than some people better placed than he could boast. But he was only human, and had the strongest objection to his trunks and his private writing-case being ransacked by amateur hands. Only an amateur would cut off the lock of the new leather portfolio he had bought the day before and leave its contents to litter his dressing-table. Only an amateur would go through his clothes without replacing them upon the hooks where they rightly belonged.

Smith sent for the manager of Bilton’s Hotel and showed him the chaos which the visitor had left, and the manager was duly apologetic. He did not remember any strange man or woman coming to the hotel, nor did the chambermaid. The only stranger who had put in an appearance was “the young lady who called on Mr. Ross” — and she, of course, was too young-ladylike to commit this act of vandalism.

At the mention of the young lady Mr. Smith’s mind grew calmer. He had a fear that some misguided but well-meaning officer from Scotland Yard had taken it upon himself to substantiate a passing suspicion. The active and intelligent young officers who pass into the Criminal Investigation Department are prone to be zealous, and Smith would have hated to have been compelled to call upon the steely-eyed Mr. Hallett with a complaint against his promising boys.

Obviously an amateur’s work, thought he, as he again inspected the evidence of the hasty search; for there was a little smear of blood on the blottingpad.
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Smith drove up to 409 Portland Place. Mr. Valentine was out, the pompous footman told him, and would not be back until late that evening. Was the young lady in? Yes, she was. Would he ask her to be kind enough to see him, asked Smith, and gave him a card inscribed “Lord Henry Jones” — one of those comic visiting-cards which one uses on the Continent with such effect, the French being wholly ignorant of the fact that nobody could be called “Lord Henry Jones” and live.

He was shown into the drawingroom and she came down, holding a card in her hand, and stopped dead at the door at the sight of the, to her, sinister figure. Smith was, by all records, a hardened man and not unacquainted with beautiful women, but he never saw this girl but his tongue did not cleave to the roof of his mouth, and he was not reduced from the cool, sane man of affairs to a stammering fool. It was not her beauty alone, or her spirituality; it was something worshipful in her, to which his heart responded.

“You!” she said.

“Why, yes,” Smith stammered like a schoolboy. “I came to see you on a matter of importance.” He looked at her hand. One finger was neatly bandaged, and then he laughed, incidentally recovering something of his self-possession.

“My father is out,” she said coldly. “I am afraid I cannot be of any assistance to you.”

“You can be a lot of assistance to me, Miss Valentine,” said the man coolly. “You can give me, for example, a great deal of information.”

“About what?” she asked.

“First about your finger,” said he boldly. “Have you hurt it badly?”

“What do you mean?” she asked quickly.

“When you cut open my writing-case this morning,” said Smith gently, “I fear the knife or scissors slipped. You left a little of your blue blood behind.” Her face had gone pink, and for one delicious moment she looked ridiculous. There is nothing more wonderful than to see somebody of whom you stand in awe looking a little foolish. She was wise enough not to attempt to reply.

“Won’t you ask me to sit down?” asked Smith. She waved her hand to a chair.

“What did you expect to find in my writing-case?” he rallied her. “Evidence of my excessive criminality?”

“I have that,” she said. “You seem to forget that I was on the Quai des Fleurs that night.”

She did not say what night, but it was not necessary to ask her for an explanation. What Smith marvelled at was her extraordinary coolness. She did not tremble — she who had witnessed what must have been to her a terrible crime. She spoke as coolly of “that night” as though she had been a participant rather than a horrified spectator.

“Yes, I remember,” said Smith. “Curiously enough, I always remember things like that.”

But sarcasm was wasted on her.

“You’ll have some tea now that you’re here, Mr. Smith? I take tea very early.”

Smith nodded. He was prepared to drink tea, or something more noxious, so that it was delivered to him by her hand — into such a condition had this man fallen.

She rang a bell and then came back to her chair, and looked across at him with a little smile in her eyes.

“So you think I’m a burglar, Mr. Smith?” she said. “I — I don’t think you’re anything of the sort,” stammered Smith. “The fact is, I thought — possibly your father had told you to come — —” he floundered helplessly.

“We are a queer lot of people, aren’t we?” she said unexpectedly. “My father, you, and I.”

“And Mr. Ross,” added Smith softly, and she looked at him for a moment startled.

“Of course,” she said quickly. “Mr. Ross. Mr. Valentine put you in the next room to him to watch him, didn’t he?”

She was a most diskoncerting person, and again Tray-Bong Smith was embarrassed. He had long before discovered that the best way to get out of an embarrassing situation is to return the embarrassment.

“I don’t know that it is necessary for me to watch Mr. Ross on behalf of your father,” he drawled, “especially when he can sit at home and watch him.”

“What do you mean?” she asked quickly.

“I thought Mr. Ross was a visitor to this house,” said Smith innocently.

“A visitor?”

Her eyes were fixed on his, and then suddenly he saw a light dawn, and her face went pink. For a second or two she controlled the laughter which was bubbling at her lips, and then she fell back in the chair and laughed long and musically.

“How wonderful!” she said. “Mr. Ross here! And did you see him come?”

“I did,” said Smith boldly.

“And did you see him go?

“I didn’t see him go,” admit fed the other.

“Oh, but you should have, done,” she said with mock seriousness. “You should have seen him home and tucked him into bed. Isn’t that what you’re paid for?”

Smith winced under the scarcely veiled scorn in the tone. Or was it good-humoured malice?

“So you saw Mr. Ross come here,” she said after a while. “And did you tell my father? No, of course you didn’t.”

Smith shook his head.

“I told him — nothing,” and she looked at him queerly.

At that moment a footman brought in a silver teatray and set the table, and further conversation was impossible. When the man had gone and the girl had filled the cups, she sat with her folded hands on her lap, looking down as though she were resolving some problem.

“Mr. Smith,” she said, “perhaps you’ll think it is dreadful of me, that I speak so lightly over the terrible scene I witnessed on the Quai des Fleurs, but I have a reason.”

“I think I know your reason,” said Smith quietly.

“I wonder if you do?” she said. “Of course, I ought to shrink away from you and shout for the police when you come near, for you’re a horrid criminal, aren’t you?”

Smith grinned uncomfortably. She alone of all the people in the world had a trick of making him feel a fool.

“I suppose I am,” he said, “although I have — —”

“A clean bill in England — I know all about that,” said the girl; and he stared at her, wondering who had used that phrase before, and was startled to remember that it was himself.

“I’m rather a queer girl because I’ve had rather a queer life,” she said. “You see, the earlier days of my life were spent in a little New Jersey town — —”

“How eccentric!” murmured Smith, as he stirred his tea.

“Don’t be sarcastic,” said the girl with a smile. “I was very, very happy in America, except that I didn’t seem to have any parents around. Father only came occasionally, and he is rather — how shall I put it? — forbidding.”

All the time her eyes were fixed on his, and Smith nodded.

“I might have stayed on in New Jersey for a very long time,” she went on; “in fact, all my life, because I love the place; only, you see” — again she hesitated— “I made rather a terrific discovery.”

“How terrific?” asked Smith.

“Well, I won’t tell you that,” said the girl. “At least, not at present.”

He was curious enough now.

“Perhaps if you told me,” he said quietly, “it might help me a lot, and help you too.”

She looked at him doubtfully and shook her head.

“I wonder,” she said. “I’ll tell you this much, and I’m not going to ask you to keep my secret, because I’m sure you will — I have rather a secret of yours, you know.”

“I had a horrible fear you were going to betray me — —” began Smith, but she stopped him.

“Don’t let us talk about that,” she said. “One of these days I’m going to surprise you.”

“What was it you discovered in New Jersey?” asked Smith.

“After mother — died,” said the girl slowly, “and father went to Europe, he left a lot of things with his lawyer, Judge Cramb. The judge used to pay all my expenses and the cost of the upkeep of the house, and give me an allowance every month when I was old enough to have an allowance; and generally he acted as father’s agent. Well, whilst Mr. Valentine was away in Europe, the old judge died suddenly and his practice passed into the hands of strangers. The first thing the strangers did was to send back a small black box which father had kept in the judge’s office for safe keeping. I rather fancy that at the time of his death the judge was not acting for father at all, because my money used to come through the Farmers’ Bank, and I suppose that the new lawyer, finding his office cluttered up with old boxes, thought he would make a clean sweep, so father’s effects came back to me. I hadn’t the slightest idea as to what I should do with it until Mrs. Temple, the lady who was looking after me, suggested that I should send it to him in Europe by registered post. Of course, I couldn’t send a big heavy box, so I tried to find a key which would fit the lock, and after a while found one. The box was full of papers, all tied neatly into bundles, except for a few loose documents and photographs. I took them out, addressed a big envelope and sent it to father, and it was whilst I was going over the loose papers that I saw something which decided me to come to Europe. Father had often asked me to come, though I don’t think he seriously meant me to leave America. But now I made up my mind.”

“How long ago was this?” asked Smith quietly.

“Two years ago,” replied Stephanie.

“And you came to Europe?”

She nodded.

“Your father knew?”

“Oh yes,” said the girl indifferently, “he agreed; in fact, I think he was pleased.”

Smith thought awhile.

“That explains a lot,” he said; then asked carelessly, “What do you do with your days?”

The answer was the last he expected.

“I model in wax,” said the girl. “Didn’t father tell you?”

“Model?”

She nodded.

“I will show you,” she said, and led him out of the drawingroom through the big hall to a little room at the back of the house. The “room” was really a small conservatory which had been furnished with a long deal bench, a few chairs, and a cupboard.

He looked at the beautiful little figures, finished and unfinished, that decorated the bench, and was genuinely astonished.

“You’re an artist, Miss Stephanie — Miss Valentine,” he corrected himself.

“Miss Stephanie would do,” she said with a little smile. “I’m an artist, am I?”

“Of course, I don’t know much about art,” began Smith.

“But you know just what you like?” she said dryly. “Now you’ve disappointed me, Mr. Smith. I thought a man with your artistic temperament would really have said something original.”

They were exquisite little models; a shepherdess in the French style was as perfect a thing as Smith had seen.

“And do you colour them yourself?”

She nodded. She glanced round, and Smith saw a look of anxiety in her face and followed the direction of her eyes. It was at a cupboard against the wall that she was looking, and almost before he discovered the cause of her anxiety she had darted across the room, shut the cupboard door and locked it, and thrusting the key into her pocket, turned a very red face to him.

“Family skeleton?” said Smith.

She looked at him suspiciously.

“The family skeleton,” she replied steadily. “Now come back and finish your tea.”

She was perturbed, and Smith wondered what there was in that mysterious cupboard, which she was so anxious to hide. And what had amused her so when he had told her that he had been shadowing Mr. Ross? She was a strange girl. He did not understand her, and what he did not understand worried him.

“The family skeleton,” she said unexpectedly after a long silence. “There are a lot of skeletons in this family, Mr. Smith.”

“There are in most families,” said Smith lamely.

“But we” — she lingered on the word— “we — Borgias — have more than our share, Mr. Smith.”

“Borgias?” said Smith softly. “What do you mean by Borgias?”

“Didn’t you know? Of course you knew!” she said derisively. She had recovered something of her spirits and her old flippancy. “Have you never heard of the illustrious house of the Borgias? Can you understand why father did not call me Lucrezia?”

“I think I can,” said Smith. “Oh yes, I think I can,” and he nodded wisely.

“What is your explanation?” she asked.

“My explanation is the mysterious box that you discovered in your little Jersey town,” said Smith. “The box and the contents thereof.”

She got up from her seat and held out her hand.

“I hope you’ve enjoyed your tea,” she said. “I think you ought to get back.” And Smith was in the street before he realised that he had been summarily dismissed.
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On the morning of this interview a warder opened the cell door in Strangeways Gaol, and woke John Welland from a troublous sleep. He was not known to the officials of Strangeways Gaol as John Welland, but the name he had assumed is unimportant.

“Six o’clock,” said the warder briefly, and went out.

John Welland rose and dressed himself. Gaol delivery at Strangeways is at nine o’clock in the morning, but the big prison clock was booming the midday hour before the diskharged men were released to their waiting friends. It was half past twelve when John Welland came through the little black wicket door and walked down the street in the direction of the cars.

A prisoner who had been released that morning, and who had been detained outside the gaol by his numerous friends, jerked his head in the direction of the retreating figure and said something which diverted the attention of his friends from their hero and to the man. Welland boarded a street-car and drove to the far end of the city, where he changed into a car which brought him back again but by another route. He alighted and walked for a mile and a half, taking such short cuts as would suggest that he feared being watched and followed. Presently he came to a quiet street, and turned in at a little house at one end. There was nobody to greet him, but a tiny fire burnt in the kitchen, and somebody had laid a plate and a cup and saucer. He put the kettle on and climbed a steep little flight of stairs which led to a neat bedroom, changing his clothes for others which he took from a hanging-cupboard.

The face that looked into the mirror was grey and lined, the face of a prematurely old man. For fully five minutes he stood looking at himself, as though communing with the reflection; then with a sigh he descended the stairs, made and poured his tea, and sat down before the fire, his elbows on his knees, his chin in his palm.

He heard the door unlocked, and looked round as a motherly-looking woman came in with a loaded market-basket.

“Good morning, mister,” she said in a broad Lancashire dialect. “I knew you’d be back this morning, but I didn’t think you’d be here so early. Have you made your tea?”

“That’s all right,” said Welland. He was Welland at home, at any rate.

She made no reference to his absence; probably she was used to it. As she disposed of the contents of the basket she chattered incessantly — so incessantly that he rose presently and went into the little parlour and closed the door behind him. The woman went about her work until from the parlour came the faint strains of a violin, and then she sat to listen. It was a sad refrain he was playing — something Andalusian, with a sob at its end — and the good woman shook her head.

Presently Welland came out again.

“Ay,” said his housekeeper, “I wish you’d play something cheerful, Mr. Welland. Those tunes get on my nerves.”

“They soothe mine,” said Welland with a faint smile.

“You’re a champion player,” agreed the busy lady. “And I like a tune on the fiddle. Did you ever play in public, Mr. Welland?”

Welland nodded as he took down a pipe from the mantelshelf, stuffed it from an old pouch and lit it.

“I thought you did,” said Mrs. Beck triumphantly. “I was telling my husband this morning — —”

“I hope you didn’t tell your husband much about me, Mrs. Beck?” said the man quietly.

“Oh, not too much. I’m proper careful. I told a young man who came here yesterday — —”

Welland took out his pipe and looked round, his grey eyebrows lowered in a frown.

“What young man came here yesterday?”

“He came to enquire if you were at home.”

“If I was at home,” said Welland. “Did he mention my name?”

“He did an’ all,” said the woman. “That’s what struck me as funny. He’s the first person that’s ever been to this house and asked for you by name.”

“What did you tell him?”

“I told him you might be home tomorrow and you might be home next week, but I don’t know for certain, Mr. Welland; you’re not very regular. I told him you were away for months at a time — —”

Welland pressed his lips together. He knew it was useless to reproach the woman. After all, it might be some tax-collector or somebody canvassing for charity, for these poor streets yield a rich harvest to the charity-monger; or perhaps it was the vicar renewing his attempts to become acquainted — an effort on the vicar’s part which had been so uncompromisingly repulsed that he never called again in person.

“It’s all right, Mrs. Beck,” said Welland. “Only I don’t like my business spoken of, if you don’t mind.”

“I never speak of your business, Mr. Welland,” said the woman, aggrieved. “Anyway, I don’t know it,” she added huffily. “It’s nowt to me what you do with your time. For owt I know you might be a burglar or a policeman, you’re away from home so often.”

Welland made no reply. That afternoon, when the woman had finished her labours, had laid the tea and gone back to her own home, his mind went back to this young man visitor, and he put the chain on the door, determined not to answer the knock of any caller.

None came until nightfall. He was sitting in his parlour with drawn blinds, reading by the light of an oil-lamp, when he heard a tap-tap on his door. He put down the book and listened. Presently it came again — tap-tap. In this tiny house the front door was within half a dozen feet of where he sat, and he walked out into the narrow passage. Again came the knock.

It sounded as though somebody was tapping on the door with the head of a stick.

“Who is that?” asked Welland.

“Let me in,” said a muffled voice. “I want to see you, Welland.”

“Who are you?”

“Let me in,” was the reply, and John Welland recognised the voice and his face went as white as death.

For a moment his head swam, and he had to hold on to the wall for support. Then after a while he steadied his nerves, but his hands were trembling when he flung back the catch of the chain and threw the door open wide. The night was dark, for the moon had not risen, and he could only see the tall figure standing on the flagged path outside as an indistinct mass.

“Come in,” he said.

He had secured control of his voice.

“Do you know me?” asked the visitor.

“I know you,” said John Welland, and every word was an effort. “You are Cæsar Valentine.”

He led the way into the parlour and Cæsar followed, and so they stood for a breathing-space, one on each side of a little circular table on which the oil-lamp burnt, the tall man towering above his enemy, Welland watching him with eyes that burnt.

“What do you want?”

It was Welland who spoke first.

“I want to see you on an important matter,” said Cæsar coolly.

“Where is my wife?” asked Welland, breathing heavily.

Cæsar shrugged his broad shoulders.

“Your wife is dead,” he said; “you know that.”

“Where is my child?” asked Welland.

Again Cæsar shrugged.

“Why do you raise a subject which is as painful to me as it is to you?” he asked in a tone of complaint, as though he were the injured person. Then, without invitation, he sat down. “Welland,” he said, “you must be reasonable. The past is dead. Why nurse your hatred?”

“The hatred harbours me,” said the other grimly. “It is the link which binds me to life, Valentine, and will keep me living until with these hands” — he stretched them forth and they were trembling— “until with these hands I kill you!”

“Melodrama!” he scoffed. “You will kill me? Well, here I am. Kill, my friend. Have you no gun or knife? Are you afraid? You who threatened to kill, and who have held this threat over my head all this time, now is your opportunity.”

He slipped from his pocket something which glittered, and laid it on the table before the man.

“Take this,” he said. It was a silver-plated revolver. “Shoot. I guarantee that the bullet is heavy enough to kill.”

Welland looked from the pistol to the man and shook his head.

“Not that way,” he said. “You shall die in good time, and you shall suffer even more than I have suffered.”

A silence fell again, and Welland went on:

“I am glad I have seen you,” he said, speaking half to himself. “You have not changed. You are as you were — look at me.” He flung out his arms. “You should be happy, Valentine, for all your life you have taken that which you wanted, and I have lost — oh my God! what have I lost?” He covered his face with his hands, and Cæsar watched him curiously. Then the big man picked up the revolver and put it back in his pocket.

“I shall die in good time, eh!” he sneered. “Well, here’s to that good time! You had your chance. I asked you to divorce her.”

“Divorce!” groaned the other.

“She could have married again and been happy. Now, Welland, are you going to be sensible?”

“Have you said all you wanted to say?” asked Welland steadily. “Because if you have, you can go. I say I am glad I have seen you. It has revived whatever hopes and ambitions were fading from my heart. I have gone through hell for you, Cæsar Valentine. I have suffered beyond your understanding in order that one day — one day — >“ He nodded, and despite his calm and self-possession Cæsar felt a cold chill creeping down his spine.

He was angry at the thought that any man should bring that thrill of fear to his heart.

“You’ve had your chance, Welland,” he said. “And if you’ve missed it, that is your fault. Now I have come to put the matter plainly to you. I believe you’re in some Government service. I have reason to believe that you have been employed to spy on me, and I tell you here and now that the man is not born who will net Cæsar Valentine.”

He brought his fist down on the table and the lamp jumped.

“Like a fool I left you alone, and never once did it occur to me that I had the whole game in my hands if I acted instead of waiting for you to make your wife a free woman.”

He had stepped round the table until he was side by side with the man he had wronged. Then suddenly, without warning, his two hands shot out and gripped Welland by the throat. Welland was strong, but Cæsar was superhuman in his strength. He swung the man backwards over a chair and crashed him to the floor, his hands never releasing their grip. Welland struggled desperately, but his struggles were in vain. Cæsar’s knees were upon his arms, those vice-like hands of his were pressing steadily at his throat.

“Tomorrow,” whispered Cæsar, “they will find you hanging — —”

There was a knock at the door and he looked round. Again the knock came, and the voice of a woman.

“Are you up, Mr. Welland? I can see your light. It’s only Mrs. Beck.”

Cæsar released his grip and crept out of the room as Welland struggled to a chair, voiceless, half-senseless, and incapable of further movement. The big man stepped back into the room and blew out the lamp; then he came back and opened the door.

“All in the dark?” said the woman’s voice. “Ay, but I could have sworn I saw a light!”

He let her pass, then leapt through the door, slamming it behind him.
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“You look as if you’ve had a bad night, my friend,” said Mr. Tray-Bong Smith.

“A bad night?” said Cæsar absently. “Er — oh, yes, I didn’t get back to town until late.”

“Did you see your Mr. Welland?”

Cæsar did not reply.

“I gather you did,” said Smith, “and that the interview was one you don’t care to think about.”

Cæsar nodded.

“I am wondering just what Welland will do,” he said after a while. “With any kind of luck I should have known, but I was interrupted.”

Smith looked at him sharply.

“That sounds like an interesting story spoilt by over-modesty,” said he. “Will you be kind enough to tell me just what happened when you met this interesting Mr. Welland?”

“I ought to have sent you,” said Cæsar moodily. “There’s something weak about us Borgias, a cursed desire for the theatrical. I can imagine that you would have made no mistake,” and then he told his companion the story. Smith was grave.

“At any moment you, the artist in slaughter, are liable to be arrested for a very vulgar, common assault with intent to do grievous bodily harm, if I may employ the stilted phraseology of an indictment.”

Cæsar shook his head.

“He will not take action. I tell you the man is fanatical. He is satisfied in his mind that some day he will kill me, and nothing less than killing me will please him.”

“Better you than me,” said Smith. “You would be well advised to go careful, Mr. Cæsar Valentine. You can’t play those monkey-tricks in England and get away with ‘em. If Welland is Number Six, then you’re going to have the devil’s own trouble before you’re rid of his attentions.”

“Welland is
 Number Six,” said Cæsar. “My agent made enquiries. He spends his time running about up and down the country. He’s away for long periods. Moreover — and this is important — he has been visiting the gaols.”

“As a boarder?” asked Smith flippantly, but Cæsar was in no mood for jests.

“I told you that I was pretty well informed as to what happened at Scotland Yard. As a matter of fact, when Hallett, the chief of the Criminal Intelligence Bureau, gave his instructions to the mysterious Number Six, there was a man of mine planted in the library, which was the next room. He had bored a hole through the wall, which was covered by the bookshelf in the chief’s office and one of the bookshelves in the library. By taking out one book and pushing away another, he could hear practically all that went on.”

Smith nodded.

“So that is how it was done, eh?” he said. “You must have had a pretty good man. Well, what about the prisons?”

“That was Hallett’s instructions,” said Cæsar. “He told this man, or this woman, that he or she had the entree to all the prisons. He was under the impression that I had friends or confederates who might be undergoing terms of imprisonment.”

“Rather a stupid idea,” said Smith. “You’re not likely to have gaolbirds as your accomplices.”

“I have you,” answered Cæsar, a little tactlessly, Smith thought. But the man from Chi So’s laughed.

“I have never been in prison — yet,” he said. “So you think that Welland is Number Six?” he asked. “Because you have traced him to a few of His Majesty’s gaols?”

“Isn’t he the kind of man who’d take this job on? Didn’t Hallett say that his agent was an amateur? All the evidence points to Welland.”

He paced up and down his library, his hands behind him, a considerably ruffled man.

Smith had come to Portland Place before breakfast that morning rather in the hope of seeing the girl than of interviewing Cæsar.

“Where is Welland now?” asked Smith.

“In Lancashire, I suppose — —” he began, and then stopped dead and looked down at his blotting pad. “I didn’t see that before.”

“What?” asked Smith.

Cæsar took the envelope from his writing-table. It was sealed and addressed as was the letter he had found at his feet in Green Park. He tore it open, and read the typewritten message aloud.

“Clæsar, you are but mortal. Remember! Number Six!”

He stared at the paper stupidly, then sank down heavily into his chair.

“I think,” said Smith to himself, “our Cæsar is afraid.”

*

Cæsar’s prediction was fulfilled. Welland took no action, though for days Mr. Smith was in such a state of apprehension that he twice mislaid the millionaire to watch whose comings and goings was his duty. In that period two things occurred which worried him. The first was the absence from town of Stephanie. Cæsar mentioned casually that she had gone up to Scotland for a couple of days, and seemed on the whole relieved by her absence. And then Mr. Ross confined himself to his room and refused to come out and be watched. That did not worry Smith greatly, except that he thought it was extraordinary.

On the evening of the second day the mystery of Mr. Ross deepened. Smith had been unaccountably sleepy through his dinner, and went upstairs to his room to lie down. He was lying on his bed, half asleep, when he heard the handle of his door turned, and presently somebody came in and after a moment’s hesitation switched on the light. In the second of time between the switching on of the light and its extinguishment he caught a glimpse of old Ross in a dressing-gown, just a momentary glimpse, and then the light was snapped out. There was a patter of feet, and the old man’s door closed with a slam, and Smith heard the key turned in the lock.

That in itself was remarkable. That the man he had been set to watch should be watching him and, taking advantage of his absence, as he had evidently thought, should have entered the room, was astounding. Smith was quite awake now, and walked down the corridor, inspecting the door, wondering in his mind what excuse he could find for knocking and interviewing his neighbour. He thought better of it, and went downstairs into the hall; and there he found waiting for him the shock of his life, for, standing near the reception-desk was Mr. Ross, wearing a heavy ulster and a cloth cap, which gave his queer old face an odd appearance.

Smith stared as the old man shuffled across to the elevator and was whisked up to his floor.

“Where did Mr. Ross come from?” he asked.

“I don’t know, sir,” said the clerk, shaking his head. “I thought he was in his room. He hasn’t been out of his room all day and I certainly didn’t see him go through the vestibule.”

“H’m!” said Smith.

He was waiting in the hall, undecided as to what he should do, when piquancy was added to the situation by the arrival of a small page-boy, who requested him to go to Mr. Ross’s room.

Tray-Bong Smith followed the diminutive messenger, and was ushered into the bedroom, where Mr. Ross was waiting in the identical dressing-gown he had worn when he had stepped into Smith’s room.

“I owe you an apology, Mr. Smith,” growled the old man. “Won’t you sit down?”

Smith obeyed.

“I am afraid I have been wandering rather restlessly about the hotel of late, and I made a mistake and stepped into your room about half an hour ago.”

“Yes,” said Smith; “and then you made a mistake and stepped into the hall, dressing yourself on route.”

The old man’s grim face relaxed in a smile. “You’re very observant, Mr. Smith,” he said. “What a wonderful detective you would have made!”

Was he being sarcastic? Smith rather thought he was. He wondered at first why the old man had sent for him, but the soft sound of footsteps on the carpet outside the door reached his ears and he wondered no longer. Of course, the old man had brought him to the bedroom whilst his double was escaping from the sittingroom.
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It is related of great criminals, and no biographer would miss recording this aspect of their lives, that there come to them moments of remorse and memory, when the shades of their victims crowd in upon them and bring them to the borders of madness.

The full extent of Cæsar Valentine’s wrongdoing has never been, and probably never will be, known; but it is certain that, were he given to sentimental reminiscences, and did he allow his mind to dwell upon the past, there would be memories enough and to spare to trouble his nights.

But the truth about him is that he had no regrets, and to those who knew him best showed no sign of remorse. Tray-Bong Smith, calling at Portland Place, discovered that Cæsar too had his hobby. When Smith was shown into the library he found Cæsar sitting at his table polishing something vigorously. There were two little marble moulds before him, and in one of these was a circular brown object, to which from time to time Cæsar applied a coat of amber-coloured varnish.

“What on earth is that?” asked Smith.

“What does it look like?” said Cæsar without looking up.

“It looks for all the world like a button.”

“And that’s just what it is,” said Cæsar Valentine cheerfully. “You never suspected me of being a button maker?”

Smith looked closer, and found that the other had spoken the truth. It was a button, a very commonplace, bone-looking button, and when Cæsar had prised it out of the mould and turned it over and over on his hand admiringly, he placed it on a sheet of paper and put the paper on the mantelshelf.

“A new process,” said Cæsar carelessly. “There might be a lot of money in this.”

“You’re a weird devil,” said Smith. “I hardly know what to make of you.”

Cæsar smiled as he collected the moulds and the other implements he had been employing, and put them in a drawer of his desk.

“I know somebody who doesn’t know what to make of you,” he said.

“Who’s that?” asked Smith quickly.

“A hardfaced gentleman named Steele. I believe he is a detective-sergeant at Scotland Yard. He has been watching you — I suppose you know that?”

“I was not aware of it,” said Smith, and Cæsar laughed at his diskomfiture.

“If you walk into the drawingroom and look through the window, you will see him standing on the opposite side of the road,” he said.

Smith went out of the room and returned presently.

“You’re right,” said he. “I suppose that’s Steele. I don’t know the gentleman.”

“Make yourself comfortable, Smith,” said Cæsar, dismissing the detective with a characteristic gesture. “I’m going to put a proposal up to you.”

“That’s interesting. Is there money in it?”

Cæsar nodded.

“A great deal of money in it,” he said, “for you and for me. I want you to marry Stephanie.”

Smith half-rose from his chair in astonishment.

“Marry Stephanie?” he said incredulously. “Your daughter?”

Cæsar nodded.

“I want you to marry Stephanie,” he said. “That is why I attached you to my entourage. You don’t suppose I wanted to hire an assassin to settle my feuds, do you?”

Smith was silent.

“I watched you for a long time in Paris,” said Cæsar. “You were the kind of man that I’d been looking for for a year. You’re educated, you were once a gentleman, you have a manner, and to my surprise I found Stephanie speaking quite approvingly of you.”

“As a possible husband?” asked Smith dryly.

The other shook his head.

“I didn’t diskuss you in that aspect,” he said.

Smith’s heart was beating rapidly. He had to exercise all his powers to keep his face expressionless. Stephanie! It was incredible and in some respects terrible.

“I suppose you’re not married already?” asked ‘Cæsar, and Smith shook his head.

“That, of course, would have complicated matters,” nodded Cæsar. “As things stand now, the matter is easy.”

He pulled open a drawer and took out a paper, handing it to the other.

“This is an agreement, you will observe, as between you and me, that in the event of your wife inheriting a fortune, you will deliver to me one-half of your share.”

It required all Smith’s self-control to keep his voice steady.

“Suppose my — wife does not agree?” he asked.

“That will be settled before your marriage,” said Cæsar. “She will sign a document undertaking to place three-quarters of her inheritance in your hands.”

Smith laughed, a helpless, irritating laugh.

“You’re taking a lot for granted,” he said.

“Stephanie will agree,” replied Cæsar, and pushed a bell on his table. A servant came in.

“Ask Miss Valentine to come to the library,” he said.

“What are you going to do?” demanded the agitated Smith when the man had left. “You’re not going to ask her now?”

“Wait,” said Cæsar.

“But — —”

“Wait!” said Cæsar sharply.

The girl came in and nodded to Tray-Bong Smith, and looked enquiringly at her father.

“Stephanie, I have just designed your future,” said Valentine.

She did not reply, but her eyes never left his face.

“I have decided,” said Cæsar, leaning back in his chair and putting his fingertips together, “that you shall marry my friend Mr. Smith.”

The girl’s mouth opened in an “oh!” of astonishment as she looked from Cæsar to the awkward young man who stood crumbling his soft hat in his hand.

Smith expected an outburst and a refusal; he might have expected tears; he certainly did not anticipate the course of the conversation which followed. The girl had gone white. She was surprised but not horrified.

“Yes, father,” she said meekly.

“I wish the wedding to take place next week,” Cæsar went on. “I can give you a generous allowance, and at my death you will inherit a considerable amount of property.”

“Yes, father,” she said again.

“I shall require of you that you will sign an agreement with your future — husband — —”

Smith stood on one foot in his embarrassment.

“ — that three-quarters of the money which you may inherit from me or from anybody else will be assigned to him.”

The girl looked at Smith, a long, scrutinising glance, which he could not meet.

“Is Mr. Smith willing?” she asked quietly.

“Quite willing,” replied her father. “You understand, Stephanie?”

She nodded.

“Is that all?” she asked.

“That is all,” said Cæsar, and with a gracious smile dismissed her.

Smith sat there spellbound, incapable of speech, and Cæsar looked at him curiously with a cynical little smile on his handsome face.

“Well, Smith,” he said, “you seem to be somewhat overcome.”

Smith licked his dry lips.

“Do you know what you have done?” he asked.

“I think so,” said Cæsar coolly. “I have given you a very charming wife.”

“You have engaged your daughter to a man — like me.”

There was something in his tone which led Cæsar to scrutinise him more keenly.

“What is the matter?” he asked. “Are you suffering from a conscience?”

“My conscience has never troubled me very much,” replied Smith, shaking his head, “and to ease your mind I can tell you that I do not intend turning over a new leaf. No, what puzzles me is your condition of mind.”

“I assure you it is normal,” replied Cæsar.

There was a faint click and he looked round. Near the fireplace was a small polished wooden box with two apertures. Behind one of these a little red disk had fallen.

“What is that?” asked Smith.

“That is my detector,” smiled Cæsar. “There are three telephone extensions in this house, and I had that fixed so that I might know if any of my conversations were being overheard. That shows that one of the telephones is in use and that the receiver is off.”

He pulled his own instrument towards him and gently released the hook, covering the transmitter with his hand.

“It is sometimes useful to know what one’s servants are talking about,” he said, and put the receiver to his ear.

Smith, watching him, saw his face harden. He did not utter a sound, but sat motionless until the little red disk disappeared. Then he restored his receiver to the hook and stood up. What he had heard must have been more than ordinarily unnerving. For the second time Smith saw his employer really troubled.

“Come with me,” he said suddenly, and walked from the room, Smith at his heels. He passed up the stairs to the second floor, and pausing before a door, he beckoned Smith with a gesture and walked in. It was evidently Stephanie’s own room. Smith recognised this by the furnishing and decoration long before he saw the girl, who had risen at Cæsar’s entrance as though she had some premonition of its import.

Cæsar’s face was set and ugly.

“Do you want me, father?” said the girl.

“To whom were you telephoning?” he asked harshly.

“Telephoning?” The other man surprised a look of alarm. “To a friend — to a girl friend.”

“That’s a lie,” said Cæsar harshly. “You were telephoning to Ross. When did you meet Ross?”

The girl was silent.

“You were telling him of my plan to make you marry Smith, and you were arranging to meet him this afternoon.”

The girl said nothing.

“When did you meet Ross? Under what circumstances? Answer me.” He strode across the room and caught her by her shoulders, and Smith followed, him. “Answer me!” shouted Cæsar, and shook her.

Then Smith caught his arm and pulled him gently backward.

“Damn you! Don’t interfere!” snapped Cæsar. “I am going to get the truth out of this girl. What have you told Ross? By heaven! I’ll kill you if you don’t answer me!”

The girl’s pleading eyes looked past her father to Tray-Bong Smith, and that unworthy man tightened his grip on Cæsar’s arm.

“You’re not going to do any good by bullying her,” he said.

“Let me go!” cried Cæsar savagely, but the grip on his arm was surprisingly firm, and he released the girl. But he was not done with her.

“Come this way,” he said. “Upstairs!”

She obeyed, and the two men followed. On the top floor was a room looking out from the back of the house, and into this the big man thrust the girl.

“You’ll stay there until you learn to speak,” he said, and he slammed the door upon her, and, turning the key in the lock, put it into his pocket.

“Smith, you’ll wait here until I come back. I’m going to settle with this young lady.”

“I’m no warder,” said Smith sulkily, and the other stormed at him.

“You fool! You madman! Don’t you realise that you’re placing your life in this girl’s hands? If she is in communication with Ross, if she has told him things such as she might have told him — if she knows My God! I wonder if she knows!”

He stood biting his fingers and scowling at the closed door.

“Wait here on the landing,” he said, “I will be back in half an hour.”

He was gone less than that time, and came back white with rage, coming up the stairs of the house two at a time. Smith was waiting on the landing, a lank cigarette drooping from his mouth, his hands thrust into his pockets.

“I told you so. This girl has betrayed me to Ross. She knows — damn her! She knows!” said Cæsar breathlessly.

“Knows what?” asked Smith.

“She knows that she is Welland’s daughter. You fool, didn’t you guess that all along?”

Smith said nothing.

“Welland’s daughter! The heiress to Ross’s millions. It isn’t essential that this girl should live — not essential to me, you understand, Smith? If the little fool had kept her mouth shut! How she discovered the fact that she was Welland’s daughter is a mystery to me — we could have been rich men, and we may be rich men still. You’re in the swim as deeply as I am. It’s our lives that are at stake.”

The two men exchanged glances.

“Well?” said Smith with a return to his drawl. “What is the commission? Do I cut her throat? Because if you tell me to do that, I reply ‘Nothing doing.’”

Cæsar swallowed his rage.

“You need do nothing,” he said in a quieter tone, “but you’ve got to help me — after.” He took a key from his pocket and pushed it in the lock, then took a little silver box from his waistcoat pocket. “Wait here,” he said.

“What are you going to do?” asked Smith, and a slow smile dawned on Cæsar’s face. He opened the door and stepped in, and there was a momentary silence. Then a curse came from the room.

“She’s gone!”

“Gone?” said Smith in a tone of amazement. “Gone?”

He walked into the room, but it was empty. The windows were closed; there was no other door, but the girl had vanished.

“Look, look, look!”

Smith could have sworn he heard Cæsar’s teeth chatter as he pointed with shaking fingers to one of the walls. There was an envelope suspended by its gummed edge. In pencil were the five words:

“Cæsar, you are but mortal,” and in the corner, the cipher “Six.”

*

The next day Cæsar had disappeared from London, leaving a hurried note for his confederate. It contained peremptory instructions for Smith that he should take up his quarters in Portland Place pending Cæsar’s return; and this was an invitation which Mr. Smith accepted without hesitation; for his consuming vice was curiosity. So to Portland Place he came, occupying Cæsar’s own room.

It somewhat interfered with his comfort that before leaving Cæsar had summarily dismissed the modest staff of servants that ran the house. Mr. Smith sympathised with an indignant butler, and left a protesting footman with the impression that in Smith he had a friend for life.

“It was only the young lady that kept me in this job,” said the butler. “Mr. Valentine is not the kind of gentleman that I like to be in service with. He’s here to-day and gone tomorrow, so to speak, and for months there’s nobody in this house except all sorts of queer people — begging your pardon — —”

“Go ahead,” said Smith. “I admit I’m queer.”

“The young lady was a perfect hangel,” said the butler solemnly. “A real lady if ever there was one. And a wonderful maker of images.”

“Oh yes,” nodded Smith.

“She worked in wax. She made a model of me, sir, that was so lifelike that my wife said she wouldn’t know me and the statue apart,” said the butler impressively. “She had only to look at a person once or twice and she could make a sort of statue of him — what do you call it, head and shoulders — —”

“Bust?” suggested Smith.

“That’s the word. I never knew whether it was bust or burst — bust seems a bit vulgar to me.”

Smith got rid of the loquacious old gentleman, for he was impatient to explore the conservatory workroom and particularly to examine the contents of the mystery cupboard. He had formed his own ideas as to what he would discover; and when, with his skeleton key, he turned the lock and flung back the door, he sat down and admired the artistry of this girl.

Facing him was a most lifelike Mr. Ross. It was not Mr. Ross really, but a hard wax mask that hung on a peg; and next to Mr. Ross was Cæsar himself — unmistakably Cæsar, with the fine nose, the full lips and the womanly chin. Next to these exhibits — and Smith went red and hot — was a life-size mask of Smith himself. He took it down, fixed it to his face, and looked at himself in a small round mirror that hung on the wall. The eye-spaces had been so cut and thinned that it was almost impossible to detect where the real man and the counterfeit began and ended.

The mask did not fit him well. It was made for a smaller face — the face of Miss Stephanie Welland. He passed his delicate fingers over the interior with a loving touch, and laid the thing upon the bench. Then he sat down to consider the situation. It was Stephanie who had impersonated old Mr. Ross at the hotel, Stephanie who had come in to search his room, believing he was away, and Stephanie who had made her escape by the kitchen entrance of the hotel. He had guessed all that, but he had not believed it possible that her disguise could be so perfect.

So old Mr. Ross knew that she was his granddaughter, and had gone away — where? He had been absent two days whilst Stephanie was impersonating him ii his rooms (Smith remembered that Cæsar had told him that she had gone to Scotland). There would be little difficulty in imposing upon the servants of the hotel. Mr. Ross was a tetchy man and the servant never went to his rooms unless they were sent for. That was one part of the mystery cleared up, at any rate.

The box which Stephanie had received from the American lawyers, and which she had opened, had obviously contained particulars of her own birth. When Cæsar said that Mrs. Welland’s girl had died he had lied as surely as when he had spoken of the unfortunate wife of John Welland as being dead; for that she was the woman of the manacles, the tragic figure that crossed the midnight lawn at Maison Laffitte, Smith was certain.

He sat for an hour regarding these examples of Stephanie Welland’s artistic training, then he gathered the masks together, wrapped them in paper and carried them to his rooms. Somehow he knew instinctively that the days of Cæsar Valentine were numbered, and incidentally the days of Tray-Bong Smith. He shrugged his shoulders at the thought.
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There is a little hotel overlooking the beauties of Babbacombe Bay in Devonshire. Its lawn stretches to the edge of the cliff; its gardens are secluded from public view by high hedges of rambler roses. Under a big garden umbrella sat an old man and a girl. A table was spread for breakfast, and Mr. Ross was reading the morning newspaper whilst Stephanie was looking out over the sea.

“My dear,” he said, putting down the paper and looking over his glasses with a puzzled frown, “this is the third day, and we have heard no news from M. Lecomte.”

The girl patted his hand.

“I don’t think we’re likely to get news for a little while,” she said. “I’m sure M. Lecomte is doing his best. He searched Cæsar’s chateau from end to end, and he is perfectly confident that my mother is alive.”

“But she was not there,” persisted the old man, shaking his head. “That is bad. This man Cæsar is a devil, I tell you — —”

“She had been there a few days before,” said the girl. “This woman — what is her name, Madonna Beatrice? — admitted it when they arrested her.”

“Has Cæsar heard of her arrest?” asked the other quickly.

The girl made a little grimace.

“We can’t really worry as to whether Cæsar has heard or not. I am confident that he brought mother to England.”

The old man muttered something uncomplimentary to the French police.

“If they’d only searched the chateau when I was in Paris,” he said, “but there were all sorts of formalities to be overcome. Apparently Cæsar is regarded as an American subject, and they had to consult the Consulate; and then the infernal Consulate had to consult somebody else to discover whether he was American or English. Who was this Madonna person?”

“An old servant of the Valentines, I believe,” said the girl.

“We shall have him yet,” muttered the old man, and took up his paper again.

It was at that moment that Tray-Bong Smith made his appearance, a passable figure in grey flannels, who strolled nonchalantly across the lawn toward the group. At sight of him the girl rose.

“Why — why — —” she stammered.

“Who is this?” demanded Mr. Ross sharply. “Mr. Smith?”

“I’m awfully sorry,” said Tray-Bong Smith. “I have not the slightest intention of joining your party, but I have very specific instructions from my worthy friend Mr. Valentine to present myself here at nine o’clock, and here I am.”

The old man scowled up at him.

“And you can go as quickly as you came,” he said gruffly. “We want no people of your calibre here, my friend.”

A car had stopped on the public road opposite the entrance to the hotel garden. The girl heard it and Smith heard it, but neither attached any significance to so commonplace an event. Perhaps, had they seen the man and woman who alighted, or been witnesses of the menacing gesture of the man and the shrinking submission of the woman, even the venom in the old man’s tone would have been unheeded.

“You can go back to your employer,” he snapped, “and tell him that I am afraid neither of him nor of his hired cutthroats. Such men as you, enjoying all the advantages of education and birth, who descend to the level you have reached, are more contemptible in the eyes of decent men and women than the poor wretched creatures who fill our gaols.”

Smith smiled a little crookedly.

“Your views upon my character,” he drawled, “are particularly interesting. Your granddaughter will probably tell you — —” and here came the grand interruption.

Smith alone of the three understood just what it meant and drew a long, sighing breath as a faded woman walked haltingly towards them.

“My God!” he whispered.

The girl was watching the intruder wonderingly. The old man still held to his scowl. The newcomer was a frail lady with an old colourless face, and the hands she put before her as she groped like a blind woman across the lawn were blue-veined and almost transparent. Then the girl screamed and flew towards her, and at her approach the woman halted and shrank back.

“Mother — mother, don’t you know me?” sobbed Stephanie, and caught the faded creature in her arms… .

A waiter staggering under a laden tray came down a narrow path that led from the kitchen through the rosary into the lawn. He was surprised to see a tall man sitting on one of the garden seats that abound in these shady walks — more surprised when the stranger beckoned to him.

“Waiter,” he said, “could you get me a glass of water?”

“Certainly sir,” said the waiter. “I am just taking coffee down to a gentleman on the lawn—”

“It won’t take you a minute,” said the man faintly and took out a handful of silver. “I have heart trouble. My life may depend upon your help.”

The waiter put down the tray and hurried back to the kitchen and returned in something under a minute. The stranger took the glass with a shaking hand.

“Thank you,” he said; “I feel better now.”

The waiter picked up the tray, pocketed the liberal tip, and carried the tray to this strangely assorted group on the lawn. When he returned, the stranger had gone.

The fourth member of that group, Smith, felt awkward and out of place. Yet he must hold on, for Cæsar could not have telegraphed to him insisting upon his arrival at the Bellevue at an exact hour unless there was more of the game to be played out. He had drawn aside from the three, and heard little of what was said. He recognised the woman immediately as the apparition he had looked upon from his bedroom window at Maisons Laffitte.

It was old Ross who beckoned him forward, and if his tone was not friendly, it had lost some of its antagonism.

“Mr. Smith,” he said solemnly, “did you know of this?”

Smith shook his head.

“I knew nothing,” he said, “except that I suspect this lady was kept a prisoner at Cæsar’s house at Maisons Laffitte.”

“Do you know why he has released her, why he brought her here this morning?”

Again Smith shook his head.

“I know nothing except that I had instructions from my employer to be here at a certain hour.”

It was an awkward moment and a situation which required the most delicate handling. After a little while he was withdrawing when the woman beckoned him back. She was sitting looking listlessly from her daughter to the old man. A dazed, grey woman, incapable, it seemed, of understanding what was going on around her, but at the man’s movements she roused herself.

“You are Smith?” she said. She spoke slowly as one who was not accustomed to speaking. “He told me you were to wait.”

“Where is he?” asked Smith quickly.

“He was there — in the car.” She pointed to the way she had come. “But I think he has gone now. He did not wish to wait and see father,” she said simply. “But you were here. He said that. We must always do what Cæsar says.”

Smith came back to the little group and at a nod from the old man seated himself.

“I signed the paper he asked me to sign,” said the woman, “on the boat yesterday, and one of the sailors — a steward, I think — signed it too.”

“A paper?” said the girl quickly. “What kind of paper, mother?”

The woman’s brows contracted.

“Mother?” she repeated. “That’s a peculiar word.” She looked strangely at the girl. “I had a little child once,” she said, and her eyes filled with tears.

Stephanie drew the woman’s head down upon her shoulder and comforted her.

“Let us hear the story, my dear,” said Ross gently. “I am sure Mr. Smith will not mind staying. Stephanie, my child, pour out the coffee, and a cup for Mr. Smith.”

“It was a week ago, I think,” said the woman more calmly. “Cæsar came to the house and told me he was taking me back to England to my father, and of course I was glad. It has been very — very dull at the Chateau, you know. And everything has been so mysterious, and sometimes Cæsar has been quite cruel. They were afraid of my running away; that’s why they only used to allow me to come out at night with horrible things on my hands and ankles so that I couldn’t run. I tried to run away once,” she said.

Smith was watching her over the brim of his cup as he sipped his coffee.

Stephanie had lifted her cup and it was at her lips when Smith struck it from her hand. The hot coffee spilt over her dainty dress and she sprang up in alarm and indignation.

“Sorry!” said Smith coolly. “Sorry to interrupt the story and the light repast; but there’s a taste about this coffee which I don’t like.”

“What do you mean?” demanded Ross.

“I only mean,” said Mr. Smith, “that it seems to me rather likely that friend Cæsar is removing the just and the unjust at one fell swoop; and, speaking for myself, I should prefer to live a little while longer.” He smelt the coffee, then beckoned the waiter, who was visible at the far end of the lawn.

“Coffee tastes funny, sir?” said the waiter in surprise. “I don’t know why that should be.”

He was lifting the cup when Smith stopped him.

“Unless you want to be a very dead waiter,” he said, “I should recommend you not to taste it. Just tell me. Did you bring this coffee straight from the kitchen?”

“Yes, sir,” said the man, mystified.

“Did you meet anybody on the way?”

“No, sir — yes, I did,” corrected the man. “There was a gentleman who was ill and asked me to get him a glass of water.”

“Which you did,” said Smith, “leaving the coffee behind. I see.” He nodded. “All right, that will do.”

“Shall I take the coffee back?”

“No, thank you,” said Smith grimly. “Leave the coffee here. I want to make absolutely certain that Cæsar Valentine has doublecrossed me, but I’d rather like to make the experiment on something less human. Bring me a bottle — a whisky bottle will do — to put this coffee in.”

There was a dead silence when the waiter had gone. “You don’t mean to suggest that he would be as diabolical as that?”

“I’m not concerned with the morality of his actions or the purity of his intentions,” said Smith, “but I am pretty certain that our friend contemplated a vulgar and wholesale murder which would remove in one swoop every person with a knowledge of his infamy.”
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Cæsar Valentine received the note written from Bilton’s Hotel, and was considerably annoyed to discover that the signature was T. B. Smith. It was a note at once peremptory and reassuring, for Smith had made no reference to the deplorable happenings at Babbacombe on the previous day.

Cæsar came to Bilton’s Hotel and went straight up to Smith’s room. Remarkably enough it was Ross’s old room, but Cæsar did not seem to notice this. Smith was sprawling in an armchair, smoking the pipe of peace.

“Hullo! You back?” greeted Cæsar. “I expected you at Portland Place.”

“Shut the door and sit down,” said Smith, “I am not returning to Portland Place. I think this little caravanserai is safer.”

“What do you mean?” demanded Cæsar with a smile.

“I mean, Valentine, that you’ve tried to doublecross me, and it’s the last time you’ll do it. Now I’m talking to you as man to man, and get all that I say into your mind and memory. I came in with you on the understanding that we were going to play fair all the way round, that there were to be no mysteries and no secrets. Now, you know my record and I pretty well know yours, and I want the whole facts of certain circumstances and certain relationships of yours in the past before I go any farther.”

“Suppose I refuse to offer you my confidence?” asked Cæsar. “Are you going to the police or something?”

“I’m not going to the police, and I’m not particularly afraid of the police coming to me,” said Smith. “You have nothing against me.”

“Except a murder in Paris,” suggested Cæsar.

“Oh, that!” Smith shrugged his shoulders. “Paris is Paris, and London is London. Cæsar, you tried yesterday morning to put me out of action. Don’t lie about it; I know just the strength of that affair, and I’ve had the coffee analysed.”

“Coffee analysed?” said Cæsar with a puzzled air.

“Come off it!” said Smith crudely. “Let’s get down to facts. There’s a pretty big combination against you, and probably against me. I think it’s stronger against you than me. Now you know just how much you have to fear, and I think if you let your mind wander round, you’ll guess the identity of your weird enemy.”

“You mean Number Six?” said Cæsar sharply. “It must be either Welland or — —”

“Or?” said Smith.

“Or the Gale boy.”

“Let us hear all about the Gale boy,” said Smith, “because this is something I have not heard before from you.”

Cæsar thought for a moment.

“Well, you might as well know,” he said. “George Gale, the bank manager, had a son. I believe after the tragedy he went to the Argentine, and I am under the impression that he is still there. In fact, I seem to remember your telling me as much.”

Smith nodded.

“Why should you fear Gale’s son?” he asked, and Cæsar did not reply.

“What is the truth about that Gale case, Cæsar? I can’t go on much longer unless I know just what difficulties I have to face.”

“Gale died,” said Cæsar sullenly.

“His death was providential, I gather,” said Smith.

“In a way it was,” said Cæsar. “I owed him a lot of money; in fact I had put him in wrong. If he had opened his mouth I should have been arrested for fraud, and on the day of his death he had practically decided to make a statement to the police. I knew of his practice of taking a nerve tonic at mid-day, and managed to get hold of one of his empty bottles and substituted it for the one in his study.”

“And that empty bottle contained something particularly noxious in the way of acids, I presume?” said Smith steadily.

“Hydrocyanic,” replied Cæsar. “Now you know the whole truth of it. I’m not going to explain to you the nature of the fraud, but it was a pretty bad one, and the old man was, of course, not in it.”

Smith did not reply. He sat hunched up in his Chair, looking at the carpet.

“I see,” he said at last. “Somehow I thought there would come a time in our association when you would talk, and talk freely. You seem to be in pretty bad trouble, Cæsar,” said Smith. “Just leave me to think things out, will you?”

And Cæsar went back to Portland Place cursing himself that he had been so communicative. As for Smith, he was interviewing Detective Steele, who had occupied the next room and had taken a shorthand note of the conversation.

Cæsar had gone to Bilton’s Hotel expecting something more than reproaches from his confederate, and it was absolutely essential that he should placate him, even if in the act of placation it was necessary to throw some light upon the dark past.

It is history now that Cæsar Valentine was arrested as he was entering his house and taken to Marlborough Street Police Station and charged with murder and attempted murder. He was relieved to discover a handcuffed Smith waiting in the charge-room to share his ignominy.

They were rushed before the magistrate, charged and remanded, and for seven days these two men occupied adjoining cells in Brixton Gaol, and enjoyed the extraordinary privilege of meeting together in the exercise-ground. Then one morning Smith disappeared, and Cæsar did not see him again until he stepped on to the witness-stand at the Old Bailey and began his evidence thus:

“My name is John Gale. I am an officer of the Criminal Investigation Bureau, and I am known in the official records as Number Six….”

*

A week after the trial and its inevitable ending, John Gale, alias Smith, alias Number Six, met a pretty girl in the tearoom of the Piccadilly Hotel.

“I suppose you’re awfully glad it’s over?” said the girl, and Gale nodded.

“There’s one thing I wanted to know from you,” he said. “I’ve never understood your attitude to me, Stephanie.”

“Haven’t you?” she said demurely. “I thought I’d been rather nice.”

“I don’t mean that. I mean, when you were watching Cæsar Valentine in Paris, you were the witness of what was apparently a terrible crime on the Quai des Fleurs.” She nodded. “Yet you never showed the horror and the loathing which one would have expected a properly constituted girl would have expressed for a man who had been guilty of such a vile deed.”

The girl laughed.

“When I looked over the parapet,” she said, “I really did think a murder had been committed. But when I saw the two boats with the French Police picking up the murdered man, and heard him using terrible language about the necessity for jumping in the Seine at midnight, I knew the whole scene had been carefully staged in order to bring you into close contact with Cæsar Valentine. If I had any doubt at all,” she said, “that doubt was dissipated when you let me out of the room in Portland Place and I saw you scribbling your message on an envelope.”

He nodded.

“It was the only possible way I could get into close touch with Cæsar, as soon as I found he had taken an interest in me, as I knew he would, after the stories I had carefully circulated through Chi So’s about my depravity. I had those boats and that ‘murdered man’ waiting on the Quai des Fleurs night after night until a favourable opportunity occurred. You see, I’m only an amateur detective, but I have wonderful ideas.”

“What I admire about you,” she smiled, “is your extreme modesty.” Then, more seriously: “Have you discovered my father?”

He nodded.

“I found him weeks ago,” he said.

“But don’t you think you’ve been rather cruel in keeping him away from mother and me?” she asked. “Surely there is no reason why we cannot see him at once?”

He nodded.

“There is a very great reason,” he said quietly. “In three weeks’ time I will bring you to your father, who is wholly ignorant of the fact that you and his wife are alive.”

“But why in three weeks?” she persisted.

“That is my secret and his,” said John Gale quietly, and the girl did not pursue the subject.

*

Cæsar Valentine was destined to meet his enemy first. On a certain morning they aroused him from a deep sleep, and he woke to find that the convict clothes he had been wearing the day before had been taken away, and that the suit he had worn at his trial had been substituted.

He rose and dressed, and refused the ministrations of the chaplain, and ate a hearty breakfast. At a quarter to eight came the governor, and behind him John Gale.

“Hullo, Gale!” Cæsar greeted him. “This is the end of the road. It has been a most amusing experience. Take my advice,” he said. “Have a hobby; it keeps you out of mischief. Even if it’s only button-making, eh?”

Gale made no response, and the Governor signalled to somebody at the door, and a man walked in with the straps of his office in his hand.

“Excuse me,” said Cæsar, and to everybody’s surprise he fell on his knees by the side of his box and buried his face in his hands.

Then he rose, turned, and faced Welland.

“My God!” he breathed, and he seemed to have difficulty in talking. “You — the hangman!”

Welland nodded.

“I have waited for this day,” he said, and deftly strapped Cæsar’s hands behind him.

“You have waited in vain,” said Cæsar loudly. “Look there, my clever fellow. How many buttons are there on my coat?”

Welland looked and saw that a thread was hanging where a button had been.

“Cyanide of potassium and a little gum make an excellent button,” mumbled Cæsar, and collapsed in the arms of the warders.

They laid him down on the bed, but he was dead.


The End
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It Was not a night that normal people would choose for a stroll across Putney Common. A night of wind and sleet and a cold that penetrated through soddened gloves. So dark it was, in spite of the lights set at long intervals along the highway, that Larry Graeme was compelled to use his electric torch whenever he came to a crossroad, or he would have stumbled over the curbing.

He was cosy enough in his long rubber coat and galoshes, though his big umbrella was more of a liability than an asset. Eventually, after a gust of wind that almost turned it inside out, he furled it. A little rain in the face was good for the complexion, he told himself humorously.

He glanced at the illuminated dial of his wrist watch. It wanted now a few minutes of the half-hour, and “The Big Fellow” was invariably punctual. Mean, but punctual.

Larry had dealt with “The Big Fellow” before and had sworn never to repeat the experience. He was a driver of hard bargains, but he had the money and reduced risk to a minimum. This time he must pay full price — there were no ifs or buts about the exact value of the Van Rissik diamonds. The newspapers were full of the robbery; the underwriters had catalogued exactly, in figures beyond dispute, just the amount of money that every piece would fetch in the open market. And because of the very bigness of the deal, Larry had inserted the usual code advertisement:

Lost on Putney Common (in the direction of Wimbledon) at 10:30 on Thursday a small yellow handbag containing five letters of no value to anybody but owner.

The “yellow handbag with five letters” was the notification to “The Big Fellow” that jewellery was an offer. A “brown handbag” meant furs, a “white handbag” announced the fact that the advertiser had banknotes which he wished to dispose of. And the “five letters” indicated that the value of the property on offer ran to five figures.

And it was ten-thirty on Thursday night, and Larry was waiting expectantly on the Richmond road. Borne on the wind came the sound of a church clock striking the half hour.

“Punctual!” murmured the watcher.

Far away along the road, two dim lights appeared, drawing wider apart as they came nearer. Suddenly, the headlamps glowed blindingly, and the man waiting on the curb’s edge was held in the beam.

The car slowed, the long, rain-streaming bonnet came past him and stopped. From the dark interior of the coupe came a voice, a little harsh, more than a little querulous.

“Well?”

“Evening, boss.”

Larry strained his eyes to glimpse the figure inside. He guessed that the timely use of his hand lamp would not only be impolite but useless. “The Big Fellow” would hardly leave his face uncovered. But

The hand that rested on the edge of the window was ungloved, and the third finger had a broken nail and a double white scar across the first knuckle—the hand was suddenly snatched away as though its owner were conscious of the scrutiny.

“I gotta deal: good stuff. You’ve seen the papers?”

“The Van Rissik stuff?”

“You’ve said it. Worth thirty-two thousand pounds — hundred an’ sixty thousand dollars. And all of it easy to market. This Rissik woman put her money into stones — none of that fancy French setting that looks pretty and sells for dirt. I reckon five thousand’s the basement price—”

“Twelve hundred,” said the voice definitely, “and I’m paying two hundred more than I intended.”

Larry breathed heavily through his nose.

“I’m a reasonable man “ he began.

“Have you got the stuff here?”

“I have not got the stuff here.” By his very emphasis the man in the car knew that he was lying. “And I’ll never have the stuff here till you talk business. There’s a Jewish gentleman in Maida Vale who’s offered me three thousand and would spring another. But I’d rather deal with you — you’re safer. See what I mean?”

“I’ll spring you to fifteen hundred, and that’s my last word,” said the occupant of the coupe. “I’ve got the money here, and you’ll be a wise man to take it.”

Larry shook his head.

“I’m detaining you,” he said politely.

“You’ll not deal?”

“We’re wasting both our times,” said Larry, and almost before the last word was uttered, the car shot forward, and before he could rightly see the number, its dimming red light was vanishing into the storm.

Larry relit the stub of his cigar and went in search of the small car he had left on the common.

“Shylock turns in his grave tonight,” was the only comment he made aloud.

Less than a week later, Larry Graeme came out of the Fiesole Restaurant in Oxford Street, and none observing him would imagine that he was anything more than what he appeared, a smart man about town approaching middle age, a connoisseur of good food and the creature comforts of life. The gardenia that he wore in the buttonhole of his dress coat seemed to advertise the buoyancy of his soul; and he had every reason to feel good, for Mrs. Van Rissik’s jewels had sold well; and nobody in the wide expanse of London should have been aware of his enterprise, for Larry worked single-handed.

As he stood on the sidewalk, waiting for a taxi, a tall, thickset man came to his side and took him affectionately by the arm.

“Hullo, Larry!”

The long cone of gray ash on the end of Larry’s cigar dropped for no perceptible reason — it was the only evidence of that quick moment of perturbation.

“Hullo, Inspector!” he said, with a genial smile. “Glad to meet you again!”

He really wasn’t, but it was a moment for polite exchanges. His quick glance round had revealed the presence of three other gentlemen of Inspector Elford’s profession. He accepted his fate philosophically, entered the cab with the three detectives, and smoked and chatted with great calmness till the taxi drove down through the narrow entrance of Scotland Yard and pulled up before Cannon Row police station.

The preliminaries were few. Larry Graeme listened in silence, a slight smile on his dark face, while the charge was read, and then:

“I am living at the Shelton Hotel,” said Mr. Graeme. “You might get me a suit of clothes. I shouldn’t like to come before the beak got up like a head waiter. And, Elford, is there any chance of seeing this Barrabal I hear so much about? They say he’s mustard — and there are one or two people I’d like to make feel sore.”

Elford thought there was little chance of seeing that mysterious police officer, but when he had seen the steel door close on Larry, he went across the roadway and found Chief Inspector Barrabal in his room, a pipe clenched between his teeth, his mind completely occupied with certain documents that had come down from the Record Department.

“I’ve pulled Larry, Mr. Barrabal,” said Elford. “He wants to know if you’d like to go across and have a chat with him. I told him that I didn’t think you’d want to see him, but you know what these fellows are.”

The Chief Inspector leaned back in his chair and frowned.

“Asked for me, did he? I seem to be getting notorious,” he complained, and the other man guffawed.

It was the joke of Scotland Yard that Inspector Barrabal, who had been instrumental in bringing to justice so many surprised men, had never appeared in a witness box and was almost unknown, even to the pressmen who specialized in crime, except as a name. For eight years he had sat in the long room on the third floor amid banks of files, examining, checking, and comparing odd little pieces of evidence that were to bring about the undoing of many clever men. It was he who discovered the system of the Dutchman Goom, bigamist and murderer, yet he and Goom had never met face to face. An agony advertisement in a London newspaper, placed side by side with a paragraph in an obscure German sheet, had sent the brothers Laned to penal servitude for life; and they were the most skilful and cautious of all the blackmailing tribes.

“I’ll see our friend,” he said at last, and went down into the dark cell to interview the disgruntled Larry, a somewhat incongruous figure in his classy clothes and wilting gardenia.

Larry, who had an acquaintance with many policemen, both in England and in America, greeted his visitor with a twisted smile.

“Glad to meet you, Chief,” he said briskly. “You’ve got me with the goods, and I’m giving you no trouble — anyway, there’s enough in my trunk at the Shelton Hotel to convict me ten times over. Overconfidence has always been my weakness.”

Barrabal did not reply, waiting for the inevitable question. Presently it came.

“Who was the squealer, Chief? I only want to get that and I’ll go down with the band playing. I just want to know who was the squealer who squealed!”

Still Barrabal did not speak.

“There are three men it might be” — Larry ticked them off on his fingers— “and I won’t mention names. There’s the man who bought the stuff, and he’s all right. There’s Number Two, who’s got a down on me, but he’s in France. There’s Broken Nail, who offered me fifteen hundred for stuff that’s worth twelve thousand, but he couldn’t have known me.”

“Squeal yourself,” suggested Barrabal. “Who is Broken Nail?”

Larry grinned again.

“Squealing’s a grand exercise for those who like it,” he said. “I’m asking you a silly question — I know it. There never was a ‘busy’ that gave away a squealer.”

He looked expectantly at the police officer, and Barrabal nodded.

“You think one of three receivers has betrayed you,” he said. “Tell me their names, and I give you my word that, if you mention the right man, I’ll say yes to him.”

Larry looked hard at him and shook his head.

“I can’t give away two to catch one, Barrabal,” he said. “Nobody knows that better than you.”

The police officer was stroking his little black moustache thoughtfully.

“I’ve given you a chance,” said Barrabal at last. “Perhaps I’ll see you again in the morning, before they take you to the police court. You’ll be a wise man if you give me the three names in confidence.”

“I’ll sleep on it,” said Larry.

Barrabal went slowly back to his office, and, unlocking his safe, took out a steel box, which he opened. It contained numerous slips of paper on which were typed, in some cases only a few lines, in others quite long messages. They had all been typed on the same machine, and every one was a “squeal.” Somewhere in London was a receiver on the grand scale; a man with his agents in every district, his finger in every illicit pie; and these little strips of paper represented the price that thieves paid who took their loot for sale elsewhere.

He picked up the top sheet: it was the latest of all the squeals.

Larry Graeme took Mrs. Van Rissik’s jewels. He went there on the night of her party disguised as an extra waiter. He fenced the stuff with Moropoulous, the Greek, of Brussels, with the exception of a diamond star, which you will find in his trunk at the Shelton Hotel. Moropoulous would not buy the star because of the pink diamonds, which he thought would be recognized.

P.S. — The star is in the false bottom of Larry’s trunk.

There was no signature. The paper was identical with all the other papers that had ever come to him.

Inspector Barrabal stroked his silky moustache again and looked at the paper through half-closed eyes.

“Squealer,” he said softly, “I’m going to get you!”
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It Was two years and six months after Larry Graeme had made his grateful bow to the judge — he had certainly expected more than three years’ penal servitude for his offence — and the leaves of the Park trees were assuming their autumnal tints when two people walked slowly along the gravelled path that skirts the road between Marble Arch and Hyde Park Corner. They walked much more slowly than was necessary; for, despite the brightness of the day, the unclouded sky, and the golden sunlight, the wind was in the east and there was a nip of coming winter in the air.

The man was something over forty, just above middle height, and sturdily built. There were long streaks of gray in his black hair, which corrected the first impression given by his smooth, boyish face that he was still in the twenties.

“One has to live,” he was saying. “But jobs are not as plentiful as they were before the war. Besides, it’s a pretty good position.”

Beryl Stedman shook her head.

“It’s not the position you should be occupying, Captain Leslie,” she said. She hesitated, and went on quickly: “There’s one thing that rather puzzles me that I can’t understand. I wonder if you’ll be hurt if I tell you?”

“Nothing hurts me,” he said. “Fire ahead!”

But she found some difficulty in framing the words.

“Frank says you’re very unpopular at the office, and I can’t understand that — you won’t tell him I said so, will you? I know I’m betraying a confidence, but—”

He nodded.

“I am unpopular — dashed unpopular,” he said. “In a sense, Miss Stedman, I am an admirable foil to your engaging fiance.”

Though the words were sour, there was no bitterness in his tone, no sneer, no implied self-pity.

“Frank Sutton has a knack of making himself adored. It is rather amusing to watch the almost genuflections with which he is greeted when he arrives every morning—”

“You’re not being nice, are you?” she asked.

“I’m not being intentionally unpleasant,” he answered quickly. “It is amusing — instructive is a better word. If Frank Sutton asked the staff to work all night for a week on end, I honestly believe they’d pay for the privilege! If I asked them to stay five minutes over their allotted time, there would be a riot!”

He laughed softly to himself.

“There is only one member of the staff who approves of me — a fellow named Tillman, a new clerk we took on a fortnight ago — and I’m not so sure that he is a disinterested admirer. And then there’s—”

He stopped suddenly.

“You haven’t discovered another admirer?” she asked ironically, and he smiled.

“I don’t know. Sutton’s secretary is quite pleasant to me — I would almost describe her as friendly. Perhaps she’s been so long in the service of the admirable Frank that his sweetness has begun to cloy.”

“You’re being rather horrid now.”

“I know I am,” and he was so cheerful about it that she was amused.

Somewhere in the world for every woman is a man whom to meet is to understand and to be understood. There is no need for long acquaintance or patient discovery between these two. The act of meeting is the ultimate intimacy; all others are incidental. It is as though two long-sundered parts are reunited.

When John Leslie first met the fiancée of his employer, he had a sense of relief, a vague, relaxing comfort, as though something for which his subconscious self had been seeking was found at long last.

She was very pretty, he was glad to know; rather petite than commanding. Hers was the beauty of violets rather than the boisterous loveliness of wind-tossed daffodils. A quiet beauty with a figure which seemed to him to be most gracious. A gray-eyed girl whose sensitive lips twitched readily in a half smile. He was a little shocked to learn that she was engaged to be married.

A floridly handsome young man, immensely energetic and with the reputation of being something of a live wire, Frank Sutton was both prosperous and personable. His suite in Calford Chambers, if it did not buzz like an industrial hive, was a busy place, for he was an exporter who despised no commission, however small.

Successful men with Sutton’s driving force are seldom popular with their employees. Frank Sutton was adored by his staff. It was his cheery smile, the quick chuckle of delight that greeted success and failure alike. It was a tonic even to see the laughter lines creasing about the half-closed eyes, and the grip of his hand transferred a little of his immense vitality to the man who was so greeted.

“Yes… he is a very interesting man,” said John Leslie. The acknowledgment of Mr. Sutton’s virtue was hardly wholehearted, but Beryl saw nothing in this but a reflection of her own attitude of mind.

“I wish he wasn’t quite so perfect,” she said, and half sighed.

And then she asked unexpectedly:

“Do you know a man named Barrabal, a police officer at Scotland Yard?”

John Leslie nodded.

“I don’t know him — nobody knows him very well, but I’ve heard of him, yes. His name appeared in a case a few weeks ago. Why?”

“Frank was talking about him last night,” said Beryl. “He was asking Mr. Friedman if he knew him. Frank has an idea that—”

She hesitated, though only for a second, but the hurry with which she continued told him that she had impinged upon a forbidden topic. “One or two parcels have gone astray from the office. But you know that… Frank thought of calling in Mr. Barrabal. But you know, don’t you?”

“I didn’t know,” said John Leslie carelessly, “but it doesn’t strike me as being likely that Barrabal would respond to the call. He’s not the kind of man who wastes his time in tracing petty larcenies. He doesn’t strike me as being a man who would act as Nemesis to the petty larcenist — talking of Nemesis, here is somebody who is going to be rather annoyed with me.”

Directly ahead and walking toward them were two men, both tall, though Lew Friedman’s constitutional stoop took away from his inches. A harsh-faced man, with a big nose, a straight, wide mouth and a stubborn jaw, he looked what he was, a battler who had won out. The man by his side, fair-haired, blue-eyed, showed his white teeth in a smile as he caught sight of the two people strolling toward him, but his cheerfulness was in no way reflected on the face of his companion. Lew Friedman’s hard brown eyes looked from the girl to her escort.

“I thought you were lunching with Mrs. Morden, Beryl,” he said in his gruff way.

“I met Captain Leslie in Oxford Street,” she hastened to explain.

“By accident, eh? Good.”

It was anything but “good,” if his scowl had significance.

“You’re not overworked, are you, Leslie?”

“Not very,” was the cool reply.

“We overwork nobody in my office,” smiled Frank Sutton, who seemed in no wise perturbed to meet his fiancée tete-a-tete with his general manager. “Anybody who wants to go for a stroll can jolly well go — eh, Leslie?”

His smiling eyes fixed the girl’s.

“And don’t you allow old Lew to bully you, Beryl! Lew’s romantic: he always imagines that people are trying to run away with his little treasure — eh, Lew?” He nudged the older man with his elbow and laughed.

Lew Friedman was not amused. There was an awkward pause here, until Sutton took his manager by the arm.

“You won’t want me any more, Lew, and I’m darned sure you don’t want Leslie.”

Leslie was trying to catch the girl’s eyes, but for some reason she was embarrassed. A few seconds later, he found himself pacing back the way he had come, with a loquacious and altogether cheerful Mr. Sutton laying down the law on the stupidity of old men’s prejudices.

“The rum thing is that Lew Friedman likes you — when you’re entirely by yourself. But he seems to have an idea that you’re a gay Lothario, my boy! I don’t even resent the reflection on Beryl, for Friedman has reached the period of suspicion. You can’t combat the eccentricities of age.”

Leslie had taken a cigarette from a silver case and was pinching it into shape; a little smile trembled at the corner of his rather sensitive mouth.

“You yourself have no objection to my meeting Miss Stedman occasionally?”

It was noticeable that he made no attempt to excuse himself or to insist upon the harmlessness of such meetings, nor did he protest a disinterested regard for the girl who was to be his employer’s wife.

Frank Sutton shrugged.

“Good Lord, no!” he said. “I figure it this way: in the past ten years, owing to unfortunate circumstances, you have had very few opportunities of meeting nice women, and I think it will be all for your good. You don’t mind my being frank?”

Leslie shook his head.

“You are an experiment — I am always making experiments, and most of them have turned out unfortunate for me. I want to cure you — I won’t say ‘reform’ you, because that sounds priggish. Half measures never appeal to me: I believe in the whole-hog method.”

Not even the most sensitive ear could detect any hint of patronage in his tone. He had eliminated all affectation from his enthusiasm.

“Beryl is a nice girl,” he went on. “Naturally, I think so; but even if one could stand outside one’s self, that is the opinion one would form. I am no pasha who thinks that women should go veiled in the presence of men. A girl can’t know too many, as I told Lew, but he’s an old-fashioned devil….”

He did most of the talking till they reached Oxford Street, where his car was waiting, and all the way back to the office he was enlarging on his theory.

The offices of Frank Sutton & Company occupied three floors on a corner block near the Middlesex Hospital. It was not a fashionable neighbourhood, but it was a particularly busy one, running, as the thoroughfare did, parallel with Oxford Street. Mr. Sutton, who had established himself in quite a small way six years before, had now a most prosperous export business. He had branches all over the world, a shipping warehouse near the East India Docks, and, unlike most exporters, who confine themselves exclusively to dealing in one product or department of industry, Frank Sutton accounted no business too small or strange.

He was expatiating upon the catholicity of his operations as they paced down the broad corridor out of which led doors leading to the various departments he controlled.

“There’s a big chance for you here, Leslie, if you only put spirit into the business—”

And then his tone changed suddenly and he faced the other squarely.

“But you’ve got to be straight with me, Leslie!”

John Leslie met the blue eyes without any visible embarrassment.

“I don’t quite get you,” he said.

“I don’t quite get you /” said Frank quietly. “I’d like to know something more about you than I do. Where you spend your nights, what other little job you’re doing besides mine. I’m taking big risks with you. Lew Friedman doesn’t know that. You’re keeping something from me, and I’d like to know what it is.”

Leslie did not answer. For a moment his eyes fell, and then, with a little laugh:

“I thought you knew enough,” he drawled: “but as you’re so darned curious, I’ll tell you my interesting hobby. I buy things cheap and I sell them dear, and I fill in my spare time with? little profitable squealing!”



Chapter III


Table of Contents


Frank Sutton stared at his companion. “You buy things cheap and you sell them dear,” he repeated slowly, “and you fill in your time — squealing? That’s Greek to me.

“It would be,” said John Leslie with a smile. “You haven’t had my intensive education!”

And then, as swiftly as he had turned from cheeriness to gravity, Frank reversed the process.

“You’re an enigma to me,” he said. “I don’t think I have ever met your kind before.”

“You have missed something,” was the cool reply.

“I won’t even ask you what ‘squealing’ means — it sounds like something rather disreputable!”

Leslie was not offended.

“I am disreputable,” he confessed; “so disreputable that all my sympathies are with the admirable Mr. Lew Friedman. Now, if I were in your place, Sutton, and you were in mine, I should certainly forbid your seeing Miss Beryl Stedman. I’m not so sure but that, if I were Frank Sutton, I shouldn’t hand John Leslie his pay envelope and show him to the door. You’re a fool — you don’t object to my candour? — to employ me at all, remembering my — er — antecedents. Not one in a thousand rising young merchants would take the risks you’re taking in having me in your office, and not one in a million would allow me to meet a nice girl like Beryl Stedman. You’re unique!”

Frank chuckled at this, as though he were guiltily conscious of his uniqueness.

“Perhaps I am,” he said, and abruptly, as a thought struck him, he asked:

“How’s that man Tillman shaping?”

“I don’t see much of him — why?” asked Leslie, stopping a few paces from the door of his office.

Frank Sutton fondled his chin thoughtfully.

“I don’t know. He’s as queer a bird as you. I’m rather suspicious of him, though his credentials were all right. I wish you would let me know what you think.”

“If you’re suspicious of him, why don’t you fire him?” asked Leslie shortly, and Frank Sutton made a little grimace.

“My weakness is humanity. The poor devil wanted a job, and I’d hate to turn him into the street because I don’t like his face.”

Somebody hailed him from the far end of the corridor, and with a wave of his hand he sprinted up the passage. There came back to the waiting Leslie the gurgle of laughter which was Frank Sutton’s very own, and presently he and the man who had greeted him disappeared round the angle of a side passage.

Leslie walked to the door of his office, turned the handle noiselessly, and went in.

It was a comfortably furnished room, its most distinguished feature being a large safe recessed into the wall. In addition to his own desk, there was a smaller writing table, for the general manager shared offices with Frank Sutton’s secretary.

That lady was not in the room when Leslie entered — but there was somebody else. Leaning over the desk and evidently conducting a search of the papers was a man. Leslie stood watching the spare figure, a gleam of amusement in his eyes, and then:

“Have you lost anything, Tillman?”

Tillman turned swiftly, and on his lean, brown face was a momentary look of consternation. He was approaching middle age, his hair an iron-gray.

“Yes. I mislaid an account.”

Except that his hand strayed to his mouth and that he stroked his little moustache mechanically, he betrayed no sign of embarrassment. His voice was cool, almost insolently so.

“How long have you been in this establishment, Tillman?”

The man looked up at the ceiling as though he were considering the question.

“A month,” he said.

Leslie nodded.

“And in that period of time I have found you twice examining my private papers! I don’t think we are going to — er — know each other very long, Tillman.”

Tillman met his eyes, and the ghost of a smile hovered on his lips. He was the type of man who was never definitely amused.

“I should be sorry to believe that,” he said. “In fact, I was hoping, Captain Leslie, that you and I would become better acquainted.”

Leslie was examining the papers on his desk, None of them was very important, and the drawers where he kept documents of any moment were locked. He thought it wise to change the subject.

“Has anybody been here?”

Tillman did not look at him. That was another peculiarity of Tillman’s: he had a habit of staring out of the window absentmindedly.

“Yes,” he said, “a Mr. Graeme called — Mr. Larry Graeme.”

Out of the corner of his eyes he saw the face of Leslie harden.

“Graeme?” said Leslie sharply. “What did he want?”

“I gather he wanted to see you,” replied Tillman, still staring out of the window. “In fact, he was rather urgent.”

And now for the first time he turned his eyes in Leslie’s direction, and again that little smile of his came and vanished. Leslie was perturbed: his straight eyebrows had gathered in an angry frown.

“He said he’d call again tonight about six,” Tillman went on, watching the general manager keenly. “From what he said — and he was not at all reticent — I gathered that he had just come out of prison. Did you know him?”

“Slightly,” said Leslie. His voice was gruff. Then suddenly he snapped: “What the devil do you mean by putting me through a cross-examination?”

He dismissed Tillman with a jerk of his head, and as the man went slowly to the door, he said:

“Tillman — in case you are not aware of the fact, I have the greatest objection to being spied upon; and the next time I find you taking so keen an interest in my correspondence, I shall take you by the scruff of the neck and kick you out of the office. Is that clear?”

For the fraction of a second, it looked as though Tillman would break the habit of a lifetime and laugh, but his face grew set again.

“That would be a novel experience,” he said, and in another instant was gone.

For a minute Leslie scowled after him, but then the humour of the situation became apparent, and he laughed softly.

Sutton’s secretary was away that afternoon, and he had the room to himself. Yet for some reason, though there was work enough to do, he could not settle down to his job. Every few minutes, he rose from his desk and walked to the window, examining the street below, and it was not until the dusk came down and the first street lamps were lit that he saw his man. He was not difficult to distinguish, for Mr. Larry Graeme stood under a street lamp, a cigar between his teeth, his hands thrust into his pockets. Again and again Leslie went back to the window. The watcher was still there.
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Larry Graeme was a single-handed thief, but he was not without friends. He came from Dartmoor on a raw morning in February with the comforting knowledge that the room he had hired in a Southwark lodging — there is a square not a quarter of a mile from Dover Street where very respectable and even moneyed people live — would be intact. Even the great Barrabal did not know of this pied-à-terre, or he might have guessed that in a locked box under the bed was cached a respectable sum of money.

Mr. Graeme’s landlady was used to his long absences, and since he held what was tantamount to a mortgage on the house (he was a very saving man and had a number of good investments) there was no possibility that his room had been let to another tenant.

She greeted him unemotionally, and he went up to his little apartment to find everything as he had left it. Not so much as a cigar had been taken from the cedarwood box on the mantelpiece.

He was less concerned about the money in the box than he was about the Smith-Wesson revolver and the box of tightly packed cartridges, for he had come back with one object. Perhaps his incarceration had been unusually irksome: he was getting too old for prison. He had fretted a lot, brooded a lot, in the eighteen hours of the twentyfour when the “lock was on.” It was not like Larry to brood, for he was something of a philosopher. The gossip of the laundry had helped to keep the smouldering embers of his resentment red-hot.

There was a man in the prison laundry who had been sent down for ten years on a “squeal.” And it was “The Big Fellow” who had done the squealing. Nobody but Larry knew about the broken nail. This precious secret he kept to himself. He wished he hadn’t told Barrabal, and had spent moments of agony.

It was a rotten lagging. The “screws”* were a sour lot — he was almost caught twice with tobacco. And all the lags except the man in the laundry were strangers to him.

[* Prison wardens. ]

He came to London thinking, thinking, thinking of broken nails and The Squealer and the little Smith-Wesson.

The broken nail was one clue: he had another. The Squealer was a great buyer of stolen motor cars and conducted his negotiations through intermediaries somewhere in Soho. Larry guarded Soho, but it was in a shop in Regent Street, and by the merest accident, that he found the manicurist who was acquainted with the broken ringer nail and the white scar on the knuckle.

“I don’t know his name,” she said, “but I’ve seen him going into an office in Mortimer Street — I live off the Tottenham Court Road and I have to pass the place. It will be a curious coincidence if I bring you and your brother together, won’t it?”

“It will,” said Larry. The “long-lost brother” was the line on which he was working.

This observant manicurist was very vivid. Though Larry had never consciously seen The Squealer, he would have recognized him beyond doubt after she had described him.

He began to haunt the purlieus of Mortimer Street, was a keen observer of people who entered and left Mr. Frank Sutton’s office. He even made friends with a clerk or two. The last doubt in his mind was dissipated as he waited in the gathering fog that evening, a small pistol in one coat pocket, and in the other a folder full of railway and steamship tickets that would carry him to the Black Forest Hotel, where he took a rest cure when England was a little too warm to hold him.

The employees were leaving — a straggling line of men and girls came out of the service entrance and disappeared in the murky might.

Just before six, Sutton burst into John Leslie’s room, pulling on his gloves, stayed long enough to fire a dozen directions at his manager, and was gone for the night.

Leslie waited till the sound of his footsteps ceased to echo in the corridor, and took another look out of the window. The watcher was no longer visible in the gathering fog.

He unlocked a drawer of his desk, took out a small automatic pistol and slipped it into his hip pocket. Buttoning his overcoat to his chin, he stepped out and locked the door silently.

At the far end of the corridor was an office, apparently deserted, for no light showed through the transom. It had, however, an occupant — Mr. Tillman, standing on a chair, watching through a slit in the fanlight the departure of his immediate chief before he hurried out into the fog after him….

Larry Graeme had moved from his place of observation on the opposite side of the road, and was standing leaning against the facade of the building, when he saw a figure emerge from the gloom of the office buildings and pass him in the fog. Larry dropped his cigar to the ground and went in pursuit.

“Say, you!” he said, and tapped his quarry on the shoulder.

The man turned and peered forward at him.

“Oh, it’s you, is it, Graeme? I saw you—”

“You saw me, did you?”

Larry’s voice was low; there was something deadly in his tone.

“Now you’re going to hear me — while your hearing’s good! I’ve got you right, Squealer, and I’m going to put you where—”

He saw only the red stab of flame, felt for a fraction of a second an acute and exquisite agony, and went to the ground in a heap. Ten minutes later, a policeman found him.

And only Inspector Barrabal knew or guessed whose hand had sent him to his death.



Chapter V


Table of Contents


Mr. Joshua Collie came into the office of the Post-Courier
 and seated himself with a weary sigh at the desk of the news editor. He was sixty and bald: a placid, cherubic-looking man, who wore a straw hat summer and winter, and had an irritating trick of inserting the buttons, of his fawn-coloured raincoat in their wrong holes. He had the appearance of a retired and benevolent butler; the most eminent judge of physiognomy would have speculated in a wide circle and never reached Mr. Collie’s avocation. For there was no crime reporter in London with a more comprehensive knowledge of human ferocities than this angelic man.

He hooked his umbrella on the news editor’s basket (to Mr. Field’s intense annoyance), felt vaguely from pocket to pocket, until he produced a wilting cigarette, which he lit.

“It was a murder,” he said soberly.

The gray-haired Field scowled from under his bushy eyebrows, and his white moustache bristled.

“Did you think it was a wedding?” he demanded.

But Joshua was impervious to sarcasm.

“He was shot twice at close range with an automatic pistol, possibly fitted with a silencer,” he continued, unperturbed. “His name is, or was, Larry Graeme, and he was released from Dartmoor last Monday week.”

He lit the cigarette for the second time. The news editor was interested.

“Graeme?” he said. “I remember that fellow. He did the Van Rissik burglary.”

Joshua nodded, so gravely that it might be thought he was accepting credit for Larry Graeme’s achievement.

“And Barrabal thinks he’s been squealered,” he said.

“Squealered?” Field looked up sharply. “You saw Barrabal? That’s a story in itself.”

Joshua shook his head.

“I have not seen Barrabal; I have spoken to him on the ‘phone. He has given me a hint or two which may be very useful—”

“But what do you mean by ‘squealered’? You mean that the man they call The Squealer has done this?”

Again Joshua nodded.

“The man they call The Squealer,” he corrected gently. “He is not yet a public character.”

He looked very thoughtfully past the news editor and pursed his lips as though he were about to whistle. Looking at him, Mr. Field thought he had never in his life met a man whose appearance was so deceptive. There was something almost childlike about Joshua Collie. You felt, when you saw him standing undecidedly on the edge of the sidewalk, that it was your business to hold him gently by the hand and lead him through the baffling traffic. He was the sort of uncle whom any wholesome boy or girl would have chosen if they had had the range of humanity to pick from. He might even have been an ineffective secretary of a Band of Hope. But in his wildest imaginings no man would dream that at that moment Mr. Collie’s mind was picking daintily between three theories as to the reason for a mysterious murder.

“Barrabal is a peculiar man,” he said, and shook his head as though in reproof. “He is mysterious, which is against all the traditions of Scotland Yard. They usually tell you all they know, which isn’t much, and suppress all they suspect, which isn’t worth considering — that is almost an epigram. I find with increasing years my wits grow keener. As David Garrick once remarked to Sir Joshua Reynolds—”

“Let us keep to living criminals,” said Mr. Field wearily. “What did Barrabal tell you? Why is he peculiar?”

Joshua felt in his many waistcoat pockets — there were six in all — and found a slip of paper on which he had scrawled a name and address.

“Mr. Barrabal suggested I should interview this gentleman. He also gave me a few interesting facts about him.”

Field fixed his glasses and read:

“‘Captain John Leslie.’ Who is he?”

Joshua took back the slip of paper, folded it, and replaced it in the pocket from which he had taken it, before he answered.

“That is a mystery which it is my earnest desire to solve,” he said.

He lit his cigarette for the third time.

“There’s a big story going, and I’m scared to death that the Megaphone
 will get it. I have an idea they put their smartest man on to this job three weeks ago. You will remember, Mr. Field, I suggested—”

Mr. Field did not wish to be reminded of any failing on his part.

“There isn’t a man on The Street to whom you couldn’t give three weeks’ start, Joshua,” he said encouragingly, and Joshua Collie brightened visibly, for he was susceptible to flattery.

The murder itself, despite its pathetic circumstances, offered, curiously enough, very little scope to a crime reporter. A man, a notorious burglar and international thief, had been shot down in the fog, and it was just as natural that the newspapers should suggest that the crime was the result of some feud, as it was that a fight of East End roughs should be described as “a race-gang riot.” Near where the body was found was that peculiar neighbourhood which lies between Tottenham Court Road and Charlotte Street: a quarter favoured by foreigners and not wholly free from undesirable characters. Here are innumerable little clubs, official and unofficial, where peculiar citizens have their dives, and garrets. There were a score of known anarchists living here, and already Scotland Yard had interviewed a dozen desperadoes who had already been in the hands of the police for crimes of violence.

It was a remarkable fact that neither of the two clerks with whom Graeme had made acquaintance had come forward with stories of the search for the broken nail. In all probability they did not associate the victim of the murder with the affable stranger who had been their host.

In such crimes as this, the police very easily reach a dead end. There were no witnesses to the murder, and although two people had heard the muffled explosions which sounded as one, they had not come nearer to investigate. The murderer had walked away unchallenged in the fog, and there was not even the inevitable witness who saw “a tall, dark man” on the scene of the outrage.

“It must have been awfully near your office, Frank.”

Beryl looked up from the newspaper which she was reading at the library table.

Frank nodded.

“Practically on the corner of the building,” he said; “and it must have happened soon after I left. The timekeeper says he heard the shot a few seconds after Leslie had gone out of the door.”

Lew Friedman, who was sitting in a deep armchair on the opposite side of the fire, jerked up his head at this.

“After Leslie had gone?” he asked quickly.

“The timekeeper was not quite sure whether it was Leslie or the new man Tillman. They left within a few seconds of each other. I myself couldn’t have been more than a block away when the shot was fired — I stopped to talk to a man on the stairs — but I heard nothing.”

Lew Friedman pursed his thick lips.

“Larry Graeme — the name sounds familiar, but I suppose these fellows take a new one every week. Does anybody in the office know him?”

Frank shook his head.

“Poor devil!” went on Lew, with gruff sympathy. “Very likely he got in bad with one of the gangs and they put him out.”

The long library of Hillford, his beautiful house on Wimbledon Common, was a pleasant room to dream in. It was a place of soft lights and panelled walls, for, unlike many selfmade men who had come to fortunes, Lew had a nice taste, and he had made Hillford rather a home than a museum for rare furniture and costly gewgaws.

Beryl folded the paper with a little sigh and leaned back in her chair.

“It must be a horrible life,” she said, and as Lew’s eyebrows rose in an inquiring arch:

“I mean, being a burglar — a thief, and all that sort of thing. The risks they take, the horrible dangers they run—”

“Burglary’s clean.” Lew’s voice was almost sharp, and, as though realizing his overemphasis, he laughed, a little sheepishly. “I mean, it’s clean compared with other kinds of graft. I was hearing the other day about a fellow who’s made a business out of bigamy — a well-educated man, who has worked every country in the world. A fellow I knew in Pretoria told me all about him; said he’d seen him in Pretoria Central — that’s the name of the jail.”

“How perfectly horrible!” said Beryl, with a grimace.

“Well — perhaps it isn’t as bad as you think.” Lew flicked the ash from his cigar into the fire. “This fellow’s modus operandi — is that the expression?- -is to get acquainted with some rich Colonial girl, and, posing as a son of one of the big English houses, proposes marriage, gets all he can lay his hands on, and skips on the wedding day. They say he’s a pretty fascinating fellow, and that he never goes after a girl until she’s already engaged—”

“Sounds like friend John,” said Frank lazily; and, seeing the look in the girl’s eyes, he laughed. “I really didn’t mean that,” he said, “though you’ll admit that Leslie is a fascinating beggar.”

“Do you suggest he has fascinated me?”

“Now, you two!” growled Lew Friedman, and glanced up at the clock over the mantelpiece. “Time you were gone, young man. Really, for two engaged people, you’re the most uninteresting folk I’ve ever met with!”

He walked with Frank to the door, and under the wide portico, waiting for Sutton’s car to arrive, he offered a word of advice.

“I shouldn’t make those kind of jokes if I were you, Frank — my little girl is sensitive to certain styles of humour.”

“But I swear “ began Frank in protest.

Lew patted him on the shoulder.

“Of course you didn’t mean it. But don’t joke that way. I understand women better than you, my boy, and the one thing a lover should never do is to give a girl another man to defend.”

He waited till the car was gone, then walked back to the library. Beryl was standing before the fireplace, her hands behind her, looking down at the red coals.

“There’s nothing to be hurt about, darling,” he said, filling the pipe the smoking of which marked the end of his day.

“Frank is crude at times, isn’t he?”

“He is a little, but he’s decent — and honest.” She turned her head at this.

“What do you mean by that? Who isn’t honest?”

He paused before he replied, and when he did he spoke slowly.

“John Leslie for one,” he said. “I think you ought to know that Leslie served three terms of imprisonment for receiving stolen property.”
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She stared at him wide-eyed, white-faced, incredulous.

“John Leslie an exconvict?”

He nodded slowly.

“Sit down, Beryl,” he said quietly, and she obeyed. “Darling, how long have you and I known each other?”

The unexpectedness of the question for the moment startled her.

“Why, all our lives. I don’t remember any other father.”

“Do you know “ He had begun to pace up and down the room, his pipe gripped between his teeth, his eyes on the carpet. After a while he stopped before her. “Do you know how you came into my care, kiddie?”

“Why, yes!” she said, surprised. “You were his partner, Uncle Lew, and you took charge of me after he died.”

He was looking at her earnestly.

“That’s true,” he said at last. “Your father and I were partners — we worked together — we robbed the same bank.”

She could only gaze at him, openmouthed, too startled to be articulate.

“That’s shocking, isn’t it? But it’s God’s truth! You had to know some time or other, I didn’t want you some day to get an idea that you’d like to find out all about your parents, and I made up my mind to tell you. Bill Stedman and I were bank robbers in South Africa. Your mother died of a broken heart when she found that out — the doctors called it something else, but she just didn’t have the will to live. She died five years after poor Billy was shot when he and I were smashing the Standard Bank in Port Elizabeth. He was killed; I went down to the Breakwater for five years. When I came out, your mother had been dead a week. She left me a note asking me to look after you; you were just four and a half years old.”

She had been stunned, and now she was looking wildly about the handsome apartment, and, as though he read her thoughts, he said quickly:

“Every penny I got honestly, Beryl. I peddled laces in Johannesburg, made a little money racing, and got into Prenner Diamonds — five hundred of them, when they were thirty shillings; bought others on margin when they rose, and cleared two hundred thousand pounds by the time I’d sold out.”

“Why — why do you tell me this now?” she asked breathlessly. “And what has this to do with — with John Leslie? Oh, Uncle Lew, I can’t believe—”

“Could you believe that I’d ever been a thief, that your father was a burglar?” he asked, and she shook her head silently.

“This kind of thing is incredible, I know. Yet John Leslie is an old lag. Frank took him into his office to give him a chance. He’d been recommended by some prison governor that Frank got acquainted with.”

“But he must have been innocent—”

Lew shook his head.

“A man can be convicted once innocently, but not three times,” he said, with deadly logic. “Leslie’s not a bad lad — I like him, and there’s good in him, I’ll swear. But, Beryl, I don’t want you to get any romantic ideas into your head about John Leslie. Frank’s a good fellow, one in a thousand; not so fascinating as Mr. John, but a good fellow; everybody loves him. And I thank God on my bended knees that we ever took that trip to Madeira and met him on the boat.”

She said nothing to this: she liked Frank well enough, but for the moment, by some odd trick of mind, she seemed to find her fate affiliated more with this jailbird man than with the handsome young merchant she was to marry.

“On my bended knees, I thank God for that,” said Lew, with great earnestness. “I want to see you married and settled with a decent man, beyond any fear that some bright gadabout should ever catch your fancy and break your heart. I’ve lived for you, Beryl — given up all the things that used to make life attractive for me. I’ve not even married, though I’ll take no credit for that, because I’m bachelor-minded—”

She interrupted him now.

“It’s terrible, isn’t it — that a man like that—”

He laughed harshly, though not entirely without good humour.

“How like a woman!” he growled. “You’re not thinking of your poor father; you’re not even thinking of poor old Lew and his five years on the Breakwater. But your mind’s on that flibbertigibbet!”

She went red as the truth of the accusation struck her.

“I suppose I am rather a pig,” she confessed And then, quickly: “Does Frank know?”

“About your father and me? No. And he need never know. He knows all about Leslie, of course.”

“Of course,” she repeated mechanically. “When — how did they come to meet?”

“Frank sent him a letter when he was in prison — in Wandsworth, I think it was — saying that he’d heard he was a smart business man, and asking him if he’d come along when he was released and take charge of a department. Leslie arrived, and Frank tried him out, found he was a very good organizer. When Frank’s last manager went wrong — Frank’s the unluckiest man in the world with his staff — he put Leslie in the position, and was very generous with him.”

She had to flog her enthusiasm, and hated herself because she could not feel all that she said.

“I like Frank: you know that, Lew.” As often as not she called him by his name without a prefix. “He’s a dear, and although I’m not very keen on marriage, I’d as soon marry Frank as any man I’ve ever met.” She hesitated. “I think,” she added.

She forced a smile.

“You’re very pleased with the thought of my marrying him, aren’t you?”

He slipped his arm round her shoulders and pressed her to his side.

“My dear, he’s the man I chose for you,” he said simply. “I gave Frank his chance, advanced him the money to make his business. There’s no secret about that. And I said to myself: ‘My boy, if you make good, I’ve got the wife for you.’ And, Beryl, he made good. There isn’t a business in London that’s made the progress of Frank’s in the six years that it’s been running. Yes?” This to the servant who had come in.

“There’s a gentleman wishes to see you.”

“See me, at this time of night?” frowned Lew. “Who is he?”

He took the card from the tray and read it shortsightedly.

“Mr. Joshua Collie, Post-Courier
 . Who the devil is Mr. Joshua Collie of the Post-Courier
 ?” he asked wonderingly of the girl.

But she could offer no solution to the mystery of the reporter’s visit.

Lew strode out into the hall and found the amiable Mr. Collie contemplating an etching above the hall fireplace with every evidence of interest — indeed, of rapture.

“That is a Zohns, is it not?” he said, in an awestricken voice. “What colour! What movement! A veritable master!”

He looked blandly at Mr. Friedman, as though he expected, not only approval, but an exposition of the owner’s views.

“Yes, yes,” said Lew patiently; “but you haven’t come to discuss etchings, have you?”

Mr. Collie’s jaw dropped.

“Dear me, no! Of course I haven’t! How extraordinary! I forgot everything in the contemplation of that majestic line! I called to ask if you knew, or were in any way acquainted with, a gentleman named—” He scratched his chin, frowned, dug down into his waistcoat pocket, and presently produced a much-folded slip of paper— “Mr. John Leslie.”

He had a quick, birdlike trick of moving his gaze from one object to another, and now he looked up so quickly from the paper and met Mr. Friedman’s eyes so unexpectedly that the South African was momentarily taken aback.

“I know him — I’ve met him, that is to say,” he corrected himself. “Why?”

“I wonder if you could tell me something about him?” Joshua’s voice was gentle;the very droop of his head was a plea.

“I know very little of him. Mr. Sutton, no doubt, will make you acquainted with all he knows. Leslie is Mr. Sutton’s manager.”

“I knew that,” murmured Joshua, emphasizing the pronoun. “After persistent inquiry that fact emerged. Now, as to Mr. Leslie’s past?”

“I know nothing about it,” said Friedman resentfully. His early training brought him up in arms against the suggestion that he should be manoeuvred into the position of an informer. “Thou shalt not blab” is the oldest and most consistent of the thieves’ commandments, and his reformation did not release him from his obligations.

“I’m sorry.” Joshua was all apologies. “I thought it possible you might be able to tell me something. Inspector Barrabal, whom I cannot claim as a friend but rather as a vocal acquaintance — that is rather good — thought possibly that you might be able to assist me.”

“Barrabal, eh?” said Lew grimly. “That’s the fly — the detective who is getting himself talked about just now? You can tell Barrabal, with my compliments, that I know nothing whatever about Leslie, and that if I knew I should not tell him.”

“Is it something about Mr. Leslie?”

Beryl was at the door of the library.

“This reporter wants to know something about him.” He looked keenly at Joshua. “You’re rather old for a reporter, aren’t you, Mr. — Um — Collie?”

Mr. Collie did not resent the cruelty of the question, but favoured the girl with one of his cherubic smiles.

“Old and artful,” he said. “That is one of the great advantages which the years bring — an increase of cunning and a superabundance of artifice!”

“What did you want to know about Mr. Leslie?” challenged Beryl.

“Everything.” Joshua made a comprehensive sweep of his hand. It was a gesture embracing the universe, and demanded the breaking of all seals of knowledge. “The truth is,” he said, “there has been an unfortunate occurrence in Mortimer Street. A gentleman named Graeme has been found — um — rather the worse for wear. And naturally we are gathering particulars of persons who might be able to assist us in our search for the miscreant or miscreants who perpetrated this foul deed.”

Despite the melodrama of his words, his tone was very simple and unexaggerated. He was rather like a child reciting Anthony’s gruesome speech above the body of Caesar.

“Is Captain Leslie — ? she began, but Lew stopped her with a look.

“We know nothing about Leslie here,” he said brusquely, “and you’ve had your journey for nothing.”

“Not entirely for nothing,” said Joshua, with a gallant little bow in the direction of the girl. And on this complimentary note he made his exit.

As he walked down the little drive to the common where his cab was waiting, Joshua shook his head and muttered chidingly to himself:

“You have spent fourteen shillings and fourpence on cabs, Joshua! And when you make your return to the office of your expenses, and you put against that fourteen shillings and fourpence the item ‘To examining Mr. Lew Friedman’s finger nails’ you will be severely sat upon, especially when it is learned that the very finger nail you wished to examine on Mr. Lew Friedman’s left hand was carefully hidden in a finger stall!”

Joshua got into the cab, poked his head out of the window, and gave the driver instructions.

“Go back by way of Barnes and Hammersmith,” he said. “I think I shall save sixpence if you take that route.”
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Though Joshua Collie and Inspector Barrabal had never met, there was a constant correspondence between them, which had begun as the result of Joshua’s masterly handling of the Edmonton murder and the deductions that he formed, which “were of the very greatest service to Scotland Yard,” according to one of Mr. Barrabal’s amiable letters. Twice Joshua had called upon the inspector and twice had been rebuffed. For Barrabal was the shyest man that had ever walked a beat. It is true he had only walked a beat for two years, after which his peculiar abilities had brought him his promotion to the Record Department of Scotland Yard; but even that experience had not entirely destroyed his natural diffidence.

He sat late one night in his office in New Scotland Yard, and before him was a typewritten minute of six pages which told him all that he already knew about the Graeme murder — indeed, he had made sensible contributions to the minute’s contents.

Inspector Elford came in while, with his forehead in his hands, he was perusing for the sixth time this typewritten account.

“I’ve found Larry’s dugout,” said Elford. “He has a room in Trinity Square, Borough.”

“Did you search it?” asked the other, without looking up.

“There was nothing to search. He’d cleared out everything and had removed his belongings in two suitcases on the day of the murder. Cook’s had issued the tickets to Germany, and, as you know, we found the suitcases in the Victoria luggage room.”

Barrabal leaned back in his chair, stretched his arms, and yawned.

“What a fool, and what an unusual fool!” he said. “The last man in the world I should have expected to try that feud stuff.”

“He was very morose in prison — you read the Governor’s report?” asked Elford. “I’ve seen men like that go that way before. You saw him the night he was arrested, and you saw him again the next morning, didn’t you?”

Inspector Barrabal nodded.

“What did he tell you in the morning?”

“Quite a lot of things, but only one of interest.” Barrabal was in his usual uncommunicative mood.

Elford stroked his long beard, walked to the window and peered out on to the Embankment.

“I saw the usual yellow envelope, private and confidential, on your desk at eight o’clock when I looked in,” he said. “Was it a squeal?”

“A big one,” said Barrabal, “and a pretty interesting one, too.”

He crossed to the safe, took out a box, and showed his assistant the latest contribution to the sum of the Squealer collection.

“The same portable Remington, the same paper.” Elford, a shortsighted man, held the paper under the light of the table lamp.

Three diamond bar brooches, four emerald and diamond rings, seven ear drops (diamond), the proceeds of the robbery at the Berners Street jewellery store, will be transferred tonight. Tomorrow I will give you information as to where they can be found.

“Which means,” said Barrabal, “that The Squealer has made his bid for the property and so far it hasn’t been accepted. He doesn’t expect it to be accepted, either, but he’s hanging on in case the stuff falls into his hands. If it does, we shall hear no more about it. We’ve had one or two cases like that, where a recalcitrant thief has changed his mind.”

“Where did you get that word ‘recalcitrant’?” asked Elford, fascinated.

“In a dictionary,” said Barrabal.

He had an hour’s work to do before he left the office, and, turning up his coat collar, walked out into the wretched night.

He saw a man standing under a lamp post on the Embankment, and as he turned left to follow the line of the Embankment, the loiterer took one step toward him. Though Barrabal could not see his face, he knew the man was peering at him, and his nose went down till it touched the edge of his upturned collar. It seemed as though the stranger would speak, but evidently he changed his mind and moved abruptly away, though not before Barrabal had recognized him. Looking over his shoulder, he saw the figure walking across the road toward Westminster Bridge, and the detective turned back to the Yard, and had the good fortune to find a detective sergeant leaving Cannon Row police station. Together they hurried across the road, and presently Barrabal saw his man.

“Tail him up,” he said laconically. “I want to know where he lives, and exactly what is his real occupation. Report to me by ‘phone at my flat at seven-thirty tomorrow morning.”

The detective sergeant’s task was a comparatively easy one. South of the Thames, the man who had been watching Scotland Yard boarded a tram and, secure in the knowledge that he would not be recognized, the sergeant followed him. At the crossroads at the Elephant and Castle the tram stopped, and with another glance at his quarry the sergeant resumed his study of the evening newspaper. As the tram started he looked up. To his amazement, the man, who had been sitting in a corner near the door, had disappeared.

He was off the car in a moment and looked round. There was no sign of his man, and he cursed aloud. And then, as he stood, hesitating, on the edge of the sidewalk, somebody plucked him by the side, and he looked round into a familiar face.

“Hullo, Collie!” he said, recognizing the reporter, a constant visitor to Scotland Yard. “Did you see—”

“The gentleman you are looking for,” said Mr. Collie gently, “has just vanished into the bowels of the earth, like, if I may use the expression, an unquiet spirit. In other words,” said Mr. Joshua Collie with relish, “he has taken the Tube.”

“Do you know him?” asked the astonished sergeant.

Mr. Collie nodded.

“I am slightly acquainted with him, and in ordinary circumstances I could feel quite friendly toward him. But at the moment he annoys me most intensely.”

“Who is he?” asked Sergeant Brown.

Mr. Collie beamed at him, but pretended not to hear.

“How did you know I was ‘tailing’ him?” asked the exasperated officer.

“Because I was also ‘tailing’ him,” said Mr. Collie calmly. “In fact, I boarded the tramcar very soon after you. I’m surprised that you did not notice me.”

He seemed not at all disappointed that his shadowing had ended so unsatisfactorily. He himself descended to the railway platform a few minutes after, glancing anxiously at the big station clock as he entered the train.

Frank Sutton had a secretary, who dined in a restaurant in Haymarket every night and took her supper at a cheaper restaurant in Coventry Street after the picture houses had discharged their audiences, for Miss Millie Trent was a passionate fan. All this, Joshua had discovered by patient and subterranean investigations. It had been his experience that pleasant-faced men of sixty, with a gentle manner, can become acquainted even with strangers much more readily than men who are less favoured in the matters of years and innocent expression. But though he waited until midnight, Miss Trent did not put in an appearance.

She had been, she told an unappreciative John Leslie, to the first night of a musical comedy. She always chatted as she opened the morning correspondence, and Leslie had acquired the difficult art of listening without hearing.

She was a woman of forty-four, rather pinched of face but pretty, with fine eyes and skin and naturally red hair. She must have been a very vivid, almost beautiful, creature once, Leslie thought: Millie often hinted as much.

“I wonder you don’t go out more at nights, Captain Leslie. I never see you up West.”

“Eh?” He looked up with a start from his own correspondence.

“I was saying, I wonder you don’t go out more at nights. I suppose you’re a family man?”

“I’ve told you a dozen times that I’m not married,” said John Leslie shortly, and resumed his examination of the letter in his hand.

“That doesn’t stop your being a family man,” she said outrageously. “If it’s as lonely for a bachelor as it is for a — well, a spinster — I pity you! I’ve seen every bad film that ever came out of Hollywood this last month, and some I’ve seen twice. I’d much rather be sitting at home in my little flat with somebody to talk to, or listening to somebody talking.”

“Buy a wireless set,” he said without looking up, or he might have seen her lips tighten.

“If you think you’re the only person that’s ever given that advice, you’re mistaken,” she said, a little acidly. “That’s what Mr. Sutton says when I tell him how dreadfully lonely it is in London.”

Leslie put down his letter.

“How long have you known Mr. Sutton?” he asked.

She raised her eyes to the ceiling.

“Fourteen years,” she said at last. “I was with him in this business, and I was with him when he was managing a dry-goods store in Rio de Janeiro; and of course I was with him before that in Leeds, when his father was alive — old William Sutton.”

This was the first time she had ever given the history of her association with the house of Sutton.

“They’re a pretty old family, are they? You’re very fond of Sutton, aren’t you?”

She shrugged her rather shapely shoulders.

“I don’t know about ‘fond’: I like him,” she said. “Employers are not human; or, if they are — well, they’re not your employers for long, if you’re wise.”

He smiled at this.

“He’s two years older than I: you wouldn’t think it. He looks such a kid. And in some ways he is a kid, too: anybody can fool him — he listens to every hard-luck tale that’s told him. It must have cost him thousands.”

There was a long silence after this, which she broke.

“Do you know Rimington Mansions? — they’re off the Harrow Road,” she asked. “I’ve got a new flat on the ground floor. It’s rather nice: there are no hall porters to spy on your comings in and goings out.”

He raised his eyes now and looked at her.

“That would be very attractive to anybody who would be ashamed to visit you,” he said deliberately, and he saw the pink come into her face, and for a moment her eyes blazed with anger.

She covered her fury with an hysterical little giggle.

“You’re a queer man,” she said, with a slight emphasis on the last word.

A few minutes later, she flounced out of the room, and John Leslie permitted himself the luxury of silent laughter.

Yet he did not dislike Millie Trent. There was something about her that attracted him: a certain rough honesty and straightforwardness which might well cloak innumerable meannesses, though he thought she was obviously sincere.

He hurried through his work, for it was Tuesday, and on Tuesday afternoons Beryl Stedman went to Hyde Park Crescent for a singing lesson, and it was her practice to walk from Marble Arch and across Green Park to Queen Anne’s Gate — she might have made for a nearer station, and could well have afforded to forego that little extra piece of exercise, for she played golf almost every day; but of late she had found it a convenient and not unpleasant promenade.

He was waiting among the wind-blown leaves when he saw her come quickly through the gates and cross the road toward him. Her greeting had lost something of its spontaneous gaiety — was almost formal, he thought, and his heart sank.

“Well, was there a terrible row?”

“With Uncle Lew?” She shook her head. “No. He is rather a dear, he never quarrels with me.”

“I suppose he mentioned the enormity of my conduct?”

She looked at him oddly.

“He mentioned you,” she said. “In fact, he told me quite a number of things about you that I wish I hadn’t known.”

If she expected him to shake under this unspoken accusation, she was disappointed.

“That sounds very ominous,” he said coolly. “What did he tell you?”

She did not answer for a long time, and then there was a break in her voice.

“I wish I’d known — not that it would have made any difference in our friendship. Why did you do it? Why — why on earth did you do it? A man like you!”

“You are now referring to my unfortunate criminal past?” he asked her, in a tone of irony that made her wince.

“I wish you wouldn’t talk like that,” she said, almost breathlessly. “Uncle Lew said you had been in prison in this country. Is that true?”

He nodded.

“Perfectly true — I have even been in prisons in other countries: in South Africa, for example — tell Lew that,” he answered instantly. “And I would ask you to believe that I was not the victim of evil machinations. I myself was responsible for every hour of imprisonment I served.”

“Oh!” That was all she said, until they were nearing Hyde Park Corner.

“I’m terribly sorry you are so upset about this, and I feel the worst kind of brute.” His voice was softer than she had known it to be. “I should like you to still — trust me. That is asking a lot, I know.”

“You mean you’re going straight now?” She looked him in the eyes.

“I am going straight now,” he agreed, and most unexpectedly she slipped her arm in his. She said nothing, but the pressure of locked arms, the sweet intimacy of that second, took away his breath, and she felt the arm within hers tremble.

“I’m so glad,” she breathed, “and — and — I’ve got something to tell you, John.”

Every word was an effort. His heart stood still almost as he anticipated what was coming next.

“I am going to be married — next week,” she said. “Isn’t it — isn’t it awful?”
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If There was the faintest shadow of doubt in his mind, John Leslie knew now that he loved this girl, and the knowledge stunned him. What a fool he was! He had known all the time, but had sneered this obvious fact from his mind.

“Married — next week?” he repeated mechanically. “This is rather sudden.”

The absurd associations of the phrase made them both laugh.

“Lew wanted it,” she said. “He asked me this morning, and of course I — I don’t mind. He told me he’d been thinking about this for weeks, and had actually applied for the licence two days ago.”

“A special licence?”

She nodded.

“Yes, it will be before the registrar — Frank wanted it in a church — a choral service and reception and all that sort of thing… but Lew said no. Oh, John, he’s been so wonderfully good — Uncle Lew, I mean. You don’t know what he’s done for me.”

He saw the tears in her eyes and wondered.

“You mean about the wedding?”

She shook her head impatiently.

“No, I mean about — when I was a child. The care he took of me, the sacrifices he made—”

And then, illogically (and here she was very human):

“You haven’t congratulated me.”

“I’d noticed that,” said John Leslie thoughtfully. “Married! Good God!”

They had crossed into Green Park; her arm was still in his, and she held him tightly.

“I’m sure I shall be happy,” she said. “Frank is so good, and he’s most sane about — things.”

She spoke very rapidly. It seemed to him that she was trying to convince herself.

“Marriages like this so often turn out well… I suppose most of the marriages in the world are like mine. One really doesn’t know the man one is marrying until — well, until years after. I should hate to be madly in love with my husband — those things always end disastrously.”

“You’re talking nonsense,” he said, and she shook her head almost pathetically.

“I know I am! John, I feel utterly wretched about the whole affair. I really don’t want to be married, but Uncle Lew has set his heart on it. If this were two days ago, I should have told him that I didn’t want to be married to anybody. But now — well, I just can’t.”

“Something he has told you?”

She nodded.

“About yourself, eh? And your past?” He was about to say something further, but checked himself. “I don’t think I should worry my little head about the future, Beryl,” he said, and he was surprisingly calm. “A week is seven days, and seven days are a lot of days!”

But here she protested.

“My dear, please don’t let us deceive ourselves. I’m going to be married — nothing will prevent that, nothing, nothing!”

“Seven days are a lot of days,” he repeated, and she drew her arm from his.

“Don’t let’s talk about it. Look!” She pointed across Birdcage Walk. “There’s that funny little man who came down to the house the other night and wanted to know all about you.”

“Which funny little man? There are so many in sight,” he said lazily.

She pointed out the shabby little man in the fawn overcoat.

“He’s a reporter on the Post-Courier
 . I forget his name for the moment.”

“Collie,” he supplied the information. “Joshua of that ilk. A worthy crime hound!”

“Does he know you?” she asked, in a sudden flutter.

He shook his head.

“I hope not. Collie has no especial interest in minor criminals. They have to be on the grand scale to arouse his enthusiasm. Then, I admit, a bloodhound is a mere Pomeranian lap dog compared with Joshua!”

If Mr. Collie saw them he gave no evidence of recognition. He was apparently so entirely absorbed in his thoughts as he walked along, his shoulders bent, his hands behind him, and his eyes glued to the ground, that not even the imprecations of those pedestrians with whom he collided aroused him from his reverie.

“What does he want to know about me? I had no idea I was an object of interest.”

She wasn’t sure as to this; she had only heard a few of Collie’s questions, and Lew had not discussed them.

He saw her as far as the station and there left her. No further word was spoken about her discovery of his past, and though she wanted to speak to him about his future, she could not summon the courage. While she was waiting for her train, she saw for the first time a phrase with which she was one day to become familiar. On a newspaper bill were the words: “Who is The Squealer?” It was the Megaphone
 , the brightest, if not the most scrupulous, of the morning newspapers, and she bought a copy out of curiosity, never dreaming that The Squealer had any connection with the murder in Mortimer Street.

To her surprise, the story of The Squealer was interwoven with the killing of Larry Graeme. She read until she was arrested by a paragraph which set her heart fluttering.

The police theory (writes our special representative) is that the murder was committed by a dangerous receiver who is known in the underworld as “The Squealer.” A squealer is one who betrays his confederates, and there can be no question that for a long time the police have been greatly assisted in the arrest of many criminals, including the deceased man, by information received. The giver of this information is believed to be a fence (receiver of stolen property) who is operating on a vast scale, and is the channel through which most of the proceeds of important robberies leave this country. Although the police have no clue to his identity, they are fairly certain that he is a man who has already undergone terms of penal servitude, both in this country and in South Africa. Scotland Yard has asked the Johannesburg police to supply them with photographs and finger prints of a man who, under many aliases, has committed a series of bigamies, for one of which he was sentenced to two years’ imprisonment in Pretoria. The moment these means of identification arrive in this country, not only will this arch-criminal be discovered, but it is thought certain that the murderer of Larry Graeme will be revealed.

South Africa? John Leslie had said he had been in South Africa….

She got out of the train at Wimbledon sick at heart. It was impossible, she told herself, that only two nights before Lew Friedman had revealed a more impossible fact, that her father had been a thief and that her guardian was an exconvict.

It was after tea, and Lew, who was reading the paper she had brought home, came to the paragraph that had interested her. He went slowly through it, line by line, for he was not a quick reader, and presently he dropped the paper on his lap.

“Did you read about Mr. Squealer?” he asked.

She nodded, dreading what was coming next, but apparently Lew did not see any connection between the paragraph and John Leslie.

“If that’s true, and The Squealer’s the big bird they say he is, I shouldn’t be surprised at anything happening to Barrabal.”

“Why Mr. Barrabal?” she asked.

“Because he is in charge of the case, and because, from all accounts, he’s the shrewdest man they’ve ever had at the Yard. It remains to be seen whether Brother Squealer is shrewder.”

Lew Friedman had qualities which were peculiar to the prophets of his race. That evening Mr. Barrabal was in his office after a hard day’s work, when there arrived for him a modest meal of tea and toast. There was a police canteen available, but he was rather fastidious in the matter of tea, and had this meal sent in from a small restaurant near Scotland Yard.

The messenger brought in the tray and set it on a little table, took off the earthenware cover of the toast dish and poured out the tea. Barrabal stirred the tea automatically and picked up a triangle of toast. Over his head was a powerful light, and in the angle at which he held the hot bread he saw something glitter on its buttered surface and put it down again gently.

A few seconds later, he was on the telephone, talking earnestly to the Westminster Hospital. As the result of that discussion, the tea tray was placed carefully in a cab and rushed across to the hospital laboratory, Barrabal waited in the house surgeon’s room, smoking a cigarette, until the chemist came in.

“I’ve only been able to make a rough test; I can’t give you the quantities,” he said, “but undoubtedly arsenic is sprinkled on all the toast. We can discover nothing in the tea. I’ll be able to give you exact quantities tomorrow.”

“That’s all I want to know,” said Barrabal, and, going back to Scotland Yard, he rang for his secretary. “If anybody asks for me,” he said to the astonished girl, “will you kindly tell them that I’m dead? No, better still….”

He sat down and wrote rapidly. The following morning newspapers announced that Chief Inspector Barrabal of Scotland Yard had been taken ill and had been removed to a nursing home. The paragraph ended:

It is not anticipated that the inspector will be able to return to duty for many weeks. His work in the meantime is being carried on by Inspector Elford.

“And,” said Barrabal to the discomfited Elford, “nothing is more certain than that they’ll have a go at you — and I shall be terribly surprised if you’re alive this day week!”

“Say something cheerful,” begged Elford.
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Nobody greatly loved Frank Sutton’s manager. He had a flair for organization and a trick of putting his finger on weak spots. As the weak spots were usually men, this did not make for his popularity. But, to do him justice, whatever defects he might have — and his staff detected many — John Leslie was wholly insensitive to the atmosphere that he had created during his brief association with Sutton & Co.

In some mysterious fashion, the rumour had spread that Leslie had a past; probably here was an association of ideas, for a former manager and an assistant manager had left under discreditable circumstances when it was discovered that both of these men had served terms of imprisonment. It was really Frank Sutton’s own fault, as Friedman frequently told him.

“My boy, you’re full of quixotic fads, and they’re going to cost you money. There will come a time when you will realize that it is impossible to reform old lags by giving them new opportunities!”

Frank scratched his head ruefully at this.

“I’m prepared to take chances,” he said, “and I’m convinced that one of these days I’ll be able to give real help to some poor devil who will appreciate the good luck that has come his way.”

His experiment with John Leslie was, he told Lew, completely successful.

“He isn’t at all beloved by the staff,” he said, “but that’s his peculiar temperament. He is efficient, hardworking, and in my judgment trustworthy.”

To be truthful, Leslie was cordially detested. A most unnatural silence fell upon the clerks’ room whenever he entered it, and small office boys were galvanized to activity at the sound of his footsteps.

On the morning when the newspapers announced the sudden illness of Inspector Barrabal, Tillman came a little late to the office — a serious matter for him if the timekeeper had done his duty, for the inspection of the time sheet was a morning practice of the general manager. But the timekeeper was an easygoing man — most of Frank’s employees were.

Tillman knocked at the manager’s door and went in, for it was part of his job to sort the letters. Miss Trent was at her desk, but Leslie had not yet arrived.

“You’re late, Tillman.” She looked up sharply, but Mr. Tillman was in no sense perturbed. For a casual engagement, he took many liberties, and his attitude to the woman who might do him so much injury was consistently offhanded.

“Time is a relative term,” he said, as he busied himself with the correspondence. “Do you realize that they’re paying out on the one o’clock race in China and that last night’s supper parties in New York are only just going to bed? Do you know that Oliver Lodge says—”

“I don’t want to hear anything about your common friends,” said Miss Trent tartly, and Tillman grinned.

“Mr. Grumbleguts is a bit late this morning,” he remarked.

She did not resent the vulgarity, but rather offered a tacit support to his implied hostility.

“He’s been here — early,” she said. “That fellow never goes to bed! Have you ever heard of a man called Barrabal?” She did not look up from the letter she was reading as she asked the question.

Tillman’s head came round with a jerk.

“Eh — what?” he asked sharply. “Barrabal? Yes, I’ve heard of him. Why?”

“He’s ill — dying,” said Millie Trent.

Tillman smiled to himself. He was a man who enjoyed secret jokes that were beyond the comprehension of ordinary people.

“We’ll send him a wreath,” he said, the smile still in his eyes. “A great public servant — he will be missed.”

“Do you know him?”

She was still reading her letter, and her tone was one of studied carelessness.

“No, I’m not very well acquainted with the police.”

There was a step in the passage and a knock at the door. Tillman straightened himself and looked expectantly as the door opened, but it was an office boy with a card, which he took to Millie Trent. She read it.

“Mr. Leslie is not here yet,” she said, “but ask the gentleman to come in. I want to see what a reporter looks like.”

“A reporter?” Tillman almost snapped the question as the boy left the room.

She picked up the card which she had laid on the table and read: “Mr. Joshua Collie—”

“Collie!”

For the first time since she had known him, Tillman was perturbed, and his long, lined face grew longer.

There was a small apartment leading from the room, where Leslie sometimes interviewed callers, and for this Tillman made with long strides.

“Don’t you want to see him?” asked Millie Trent, in amazement.

Before her question was finished, Tillman was gone, and a few seconds later Mr. Joshua Collie was ushered into the room. He bowed toward her shyly, and his very diffidence gave her a feeling of friendliness toward him.

“You want to see Mr. Leslie? He’s not in, but he’ll be back very soon, I think. Won’t you sit down?”

Joshua seated himself carefully.

“I suppose Mr. Sutton is in town?”

Millie informed him that Mr. Sutton was always in town, generally in the office, but he too was absent from the building at that moment. He was a very busy man and could not afford to take the time off that other people took. Apparently he was aware of whom she was speaking.

“A very nice man, Mr. Leslie,” said Millie, and he might have been talking to himself. “I have seen him before — I’m not sure where.”

Millie’s lips curled.

“You don’t go about much in society,” she said sarcastically, and Joshua shook his head.

“No, I’m afraid I don’t. I spend most of my life — this is a lamentable confession — in the unhealthy atmosphere of criminal courts. Crime — um — is my hobby. Some people collect stamps, others Angora rabbits — I collect criminals.”

She was interested now, and could very well guess where he had seen Mr. Leslie before.

“I don’t know about being a nice man — he’s a bit of a pig, if you must know,” she said, a little viciously, remembering with some sourness of spirit the many rebuffs to which she had been subjected.

“I’m rather fond of pork,” smiled Collie, and chuckled at his feeble jest. “That’s a good one, eh? Anyway, if I may be allowed to be personal, he has a very nice taste in stenographers.”

She glowed at this crude compliment and returned his smile. Perhaps it was Mr. Collie’s experience in those great educational centres he had mentioned which had taught him that the more blatant, the more vulgar a compliment was, the readier was a certain type of woman to swallow it.

“I’m not his secretary, thank God!” she said. “I’m Mr. Sutton’s.”

Mr. Collie sighed.

“Some men are difficult.”

“Leslie’s not difficult,” said Millie viciously, “he’s impossible.”

Collie pursed his lips, a characteristic grimace of his.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” he said gravely.

She had the impression that at the moment Mr. Leslie’s “impossibility” absorbed him to the exclusion of all other considerations.

“You want to see him, do you? You’re not a buyer?”

Joshua put his hand in his pocket and took out a small package.

“Only this,” he said, and explained: “Hair restorer.”

They laughed together.

“You’re a journalist?”

Collie shook his head.

“No, a reporter,” he said sadly. “I used to be, but I gave up being a journalist when I got a regular job.”

She didn’t see the joke, but she laughed with him. Suddenly she became very prim.

“I oughtn’t to be talking to you: I don’t want to see my name in the papers.”

Mr. Collie shook his head.

“You won’t,” he said very softly. “I can assure you, you won’t.”

“I’d hate to see my name in print,” she went on. “I’ve seen it once and I didn’t like it.”

She waited for the visitor to ask her the occasion, but apparently his mind was occupied in other directions.

Mr. Collie had many natural gifts, and not least among these was an extraordinarily acute sense of hearing. Whilst he listened, apparently with no mind for anything else, to Millie Trent’s voluble dissertation on the inadequacy of the police force, his ears were tuned to quite a different sound.

Just before he had come into the room he had heard the voice of a man, and it was strangely familiar; and then, when he had entered the office, he had found Millie Trent alone — not in itself a suspicious circumstance, for in a place such as this, he could imagine, clerks came and went with bewildering rapidity. As a newspaper man he was by nature suspicious, and the voice he had heard…

Now, as, with a strained expression of attention on his face, he listened to Millie, he heard the faint squeak of a shoe outside the door, the stealthy creak of leather which meant that somebody was moving otherwise noiselessly toward the door. It was half-panelled glass, and there was a light in the corridor outside. Only the faintest hint of a shadow he saw out of the corner of his eyes, and then suddenly he rose.

“Excuse me,” he said softly. “I’m rather susceptible to draughts.”

Considering his age and the normal leisure of his movements, he went with surprising swiftness to the door, and jerked it open. Tillman was standing there, his head bent, his eyes half closed.

“Excuse me,” said Mr. Collie politely. “Are you coming in?”

But Tillman had already turned on his heel and was walking rapidly along the corridor. Mr. Collie closed the door, a holy smile on his face.

“Who was that?” asked Millie. “The door was shut, wasn’t it?”

“It is shut now,” said Mr. Collie.

“It was Tillman you were talking to, wasn’t it? What did he want?”

“Tillman, eh?” Joshua smiled broadly. “Humph!”

“Do you know him too?”

He shook his head.

“It is a presumptuous thing for any man to say that he knows another.” He was mildly oracular at times. “I have seen the gentleman. It is possible I may have exchanged a few words with him. Tillman — good gracious!”

Evidently the advent of the mysterious Tillman had produced a most disturbing effect upon Mr. Collie. He blinked rapidly, like a man who has suddenly been confronted with a very bright light.

“Dear me!” he said — he had a most strangely mild vocabulary. “How very remarkable!”

Her curiosity was piqued, and then a thought struck her.

“I see what you mean! He’s another of Mr. Sutton’s experiments, and you’ve seen him in the dock at the Old Bailey, too!”

Again Joshua shook his head.

“I have seen him at the Old Bailey,” he said, choosing his words with great care, “but not — in the dock! No — he was not in the dock!”
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Her further question was arrested by the arrival of John Leslie. He came quickly into the room, saw Collie, and stopped dead; then, closing the door behind him, he moved to his desk, and Joshua, rising from his seat, went after him. For a second, they eyed each other, and there was no friendship in Leslie’s face.

“Do you want to see me?” he asked shortly.

“Yes, I would like to speak to you.”

Leslie looked across at the girl.

“For a few moments,” added Joshua, “on a matter of public interest.”

It was a curious fact that Leslie did not ask him if the interview was to be a private one: he seemed to take that fact for granted.

“All right, Miss Trent,” he said — it was his usual expression of dismissal, and the woman flushed.

John Leslie had a knack of rousing the devil in her. There were moments when she could have murdered him; other times when she found him very tolerable.

“I’m afraid I can’t go yet, Mr. Leslie,” she said. She was brusque to the point of rudeness. “I’ve all these letters to read through—”

“Read them somewhere else,” said Leslie.

Joshua Collie, an observer, saw that her hands were trembling with rage as she picked up the correspondence and almost ran from the room. Evidently there was no love lost between Mr. Sutton’s secretary and Mr. Sutton’s energetic general manager. This fact he noted for future guidance, for a definite knowledge of antagonisms is even more useful than an acquaintance with friendships.

He handed his card to Leslie, who glanced at it and dropped it on the table.

“Sit down, Mr. Collie,” and, when Joshua accepted the invitation: “Well, why do you want to interview me? I didn’t see the murder — I suppose you have come about the murder — I didn’t even hear the shots fired, and, generally speaking, I have no information that a reporter would find it worth his while to put in a notebook.”

Joshua coughed.

“I have come to see you on rather a delicate matter,” he said. “In fact, I don’t know that I’ve ever had to approach a man in circumstances which were more embarrassing to me.”

There was a hint of a smile in John Leslie’s eyes; some things amused him; possibly one of them was a diffident reporter.

“You can’t shock me,” he said. “If you think you can — shoot! It isn’t about the murder?”

“No,” said Joshua, and coughed again. “The fact is, Mr. Leslie, I’m on the track of a story — quite another story, and yet one which may very well be interwoven with the crime we both have in mind. We have had a hint at the office that there is a man in London who is — I will not say a Master Criminal, because that is an expression which does not belong to honest journalism. But there does exist, let us say, a very powerful criminal organization. It is most necessary that I should get on the inside of this affair, because the Megaphone
 , which is an energetic contemporary of ours, has already beaten us on one or two minor points. Our information is that this brilliant criminal—”

“You’ve been reading sensational novels,” interrupted Leslie, with a short laugh.

“I never read fiction,” smiled Mr. Joshua Collie, “except the weather reports.” He chuckled. “That’s a good one?” he suggested.

Leslie looked at the man curiously.

“You don’t look like a reporter,” he said, and Joshua’s smile broadened.

“No reporter ever does,” he said. “That is where reporters score over musicians and eminent literary men: they never appear to be what they are.”

“Well, why do you come to me?” asked Leslie impatiently. “Do you imagine that I know anything about receivers on a large scale?”

Joshua licked his lips. It was a delicate matter, and now he had come to the most delicate part of his mission. All the time he had been talking to Leslie, he had been puzzling his brains, trying to recall where and how he had seen him before.

Sometimes, when reporters are waiting at the Old Bailey for a murder trial, or some really important cause, little cases come and go without exciting the interest of the waiting scribes; and possibly John Leslie’s appearance in the dock had been in these circumstances, and Collie had caught a fleeting glimpse of that hard, smooth-shaven face, and the memory had lingered.

“I will be very frank with you, Mr. Leslie — or is it Captain Leslie?”

“I am quite indifferent,” said the other.

“A few days ago I got into touch with Inspector Barrabal,” Collie went on, and he saw the man frown. “I wrote to him on this matter, and he wrote back suggesting that I should see you.”

“Why me?”

Joshua hesitated; then his victim helped him out.

“He told you I was a convicted person, possibly well acquainted with all that was happening in the underworld?”

“Thank you,” said Mr. Collie gratefully.

“And that, being perhaps a little above the average of intelligence as compared with other criminals, I should most likely be able to put you on the track of this super-receiver?”

“I’m very much obliged,” murmured Collie.

“Well, I can’t,” said Leslie definitely. “The next time you see Barrabal or talk to him, you can tell him from me — —”

“Speak well of the dead,” murmured Collie. “He isn’t dead, but the newspaper reports are very alarming. Is there any possibility, Captain Leslie, that you could give me the slightest hint that would bring me into touch with The Squealer?”

Leslie shook his head.

“No possibility at all,” he said.

Joshua rose.

“I sha’n’t see Barrabal, because nobody sees him.” He looked round at the door that led to the corridor, gazed at it absently. “At least, nobody of consequence. I’m sorry you’re not able to help me. I’ve got to find somebody who will. In fact, Mr. Leslie, I’m going to comb London till I come up with The Squealer, because I have it in my bones that The Squealer is going to be the biggest story we’ve printed since Crippen.”

He was looking hard at Leslie as he spoke, but the goodlooking manager did not flinch.

“You fascinate me,” he said drily. “The one thing in the world I should like to do would be to provide your interesting publication with a good story! And the fact that I can’t oblige you will certainly keep me awake at nights.”

But sarcasm was wasted on Joshua.

“You cannot give me a hint — about The Squealer?”

Leslie put up his hand to hide a yawn.

“The Squealer probably exists only in the fertile imagination of newspaper reporters,” he said pointedly, and Joshua inclined his head.

“‘Fertile,’ I think you said? Thank you! I hope I haven’t disturbed you?”

“Nothing disturbs me,” said John, as he sat down at his desk and turned over the papers awaiting his attention.

“Good! You’ve spoiled a very fine clue. My information was that you might be able to put me on the track of your friend — when I say ‘your friend’ I am speaking figuratively: he is my friend for life if I can make a story out of him.”

Leslie looked up.

“Do you dream these things?” he asked.

“I never dream,” said Joshua complacently. “I’m a bachelor.”

There was a pause.

“They say that The Squealer, when he is out of prison, covers his operations by running what appears to be a genuine business — either as proprietor or manager.”

Leslie did not raise his eyes at this, and the reporter waited.

“Did Barrabal tell you that? — He’s rather a talkative man, isn’t he? Good-morning, Mr.—”

“Collie,” said Joshua, with his broadest smile. “Give a dog a bad name and hang him!

That’s not bad! Good-morning, Captain Leslie.”

He walked halfway to the door and turned back.

“You have an interesting staff,” he said, speaking more slowly than usual; “and while it is no business of mine, I feel I am justified in passing along a word of advice. You have in your employ a gentleman named Tillman. Heaven forbid that I should say a word against him. But — —”

It was then that John Leslie looked up.

“Thank you for the warning — if it is a warning.”

For half an hour after the reporter had left, Leslie was dictating to the dictaphone, by the side of his desk, answers to the letters he had received that morning. He was a quick and capable worker, and his terse style and unusual vocabulary enabled him to dispose of the morning’s correspondence in a very short time. When he had finished, he unfolded a copy of the Times which lay on his table, and glanced through the news. He read and reread the paragraph concerning Inspector Barrabal. It was one of many items in a crowded column.

Nobody knew better than John Leslie that Barrabal at that moment was not only well, but very active. He turned to the front page of the paper and began to search the agony column. Presently his eyes stopped: halfway down was a simple announcement:

“Lost on Wednesday night at n o’clock a green and white notecase containing four or five Treasury notes; believed to have been lost halfway down Fitzjohn’s Avenue.”

He studied this for a long time, and then he folded the paper and replaced it. At eleven o’clock on Wednesday night, somebody would be waiting to dispose of jewels, diamonds and emeralds, worth from four to five figures. There had been a robbery less than a week ago at Roehampton, and diamonds and emeralds had been the picturesque items of the loot. The calendar before him reminded him that it was Wednesday.

He went out to lunch early and was away two hours. He returned to find that Frank Sutton had been asking for him.

“It was nothing very much,” explained Millie Trent, unusually gracious. “Only Mr. Sutton has two seats for the big fight at the National Sporting Club, and he wondered whether you would like to go. He may be using the other ticket himself.”

“He may use both tickets himself,” said Leslie.

But in her present mood she was not to be rebuffed.

“Mr. Sutton says that the fight does not start until some time between nine and ten.”

Leslie shook his head.

“Between nine and ten I shall be otherwise engaged,” he said pleasantly — for him.
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It Was just such a night as that on which Larry Graeme had met The Squealer on Putney Common: a night of rain and wind that came roaring up the narrow streets and dislodged slates and roofs on the more exposed part of Hampstead Heath, and broke branches of firm trees.

Fitzjohn’s Avenue, that long and plutocratic thoroughfare which leads from St. John’s Wood to the Heath, is a stiff hill which motor cars climb noisily. At half-past ten on such a night the Avenue is not a place for loitering. But the occupant of the car that appeared as the clock was striking the half hour was evidently a man of leisure and in no particular hurry.

It moved down the hill close to the sidewalk slowly and silently, the man at the wheel peering through the open window on his left. Presently, he saw his objective, a tall figure that stood in the shadow of one of the little trees planted on the verge of the pavement. There was nobody else in sight, and the driver’s foot went more firmly on to the brake pedal. He did not, however, stop: he was moving at a snail’s pace when he came abreast of his client.

“Good-evening,” said a cheery voice. “I’ve got a little deal I’d like to do with you—”

Now the man in the car had an uncanny knowledge of the underworld, and knew exactly who was responsible for the Roehampton robbery. It was the Dutch gang, and their intermediary was one Jan Bryel — he had bought property from him before. And this man who now addressed him was English.

“I don’t know what you mean,” said The Squealer, and as he spoke, very stealthily he lifted from its hook a small, powerful lamp attached by a flex to the dashboard.

“Don’t be comic,” said the stranger. “You know what I want—”

So far he got, when a blinding flash of light struck him full in the face. One glance the driver gave at the face, and instantly recognized it. Before the startled man could realize what was happening, the car shot forward with a roar. As it did so, three men, who had been hidden behind the low wall fronting one of the houses, leaped from their place of concealment, but too late. Gathering way, the car shot down the hill at sixty miles an hour. Two policemen ran to the centre of the road, flashing their lamps; dodged hardly in time, for the mudguard caught one and sent him flying. Police whistles shrilled behind, and, slowing slightly, the driver sent the machine round a corner into a side street, and that on two wheels….

“Missed him,” said Elford ruefully. “Did you get the number, sergeant?”

“I got a number,” said the cautious sergeant. “It was a little Panhard car—”

“Little be dashed!” growled Elford. “We ought to have had a tank here.”

“Did you ask for one, sir?” asked the unimaginative sergeant. Elford answered him violently.

There was a hasty consultation at the foot of the hill with the local inspector in charge of the party which had been sent to cut off the retreat of the car. The machine had been seen in Avenue Road, had reached the Park, and probably by now was flying through Camden Town. The people at the foot of the hill had seen only a blank number plate. Evidently, the driver, by some simple device, could obliterate that identifying mark, and the police had given up hope of hearing any more of the fugitive when a message came through from the Holloway Road that a car answering the description already circulated had skidded on the tram lines opposite Holloway Prison, had smashed into a lamp standard, and was wrecked. There was nobody on the scene when the collision occurred, but a constable had heard the crash and had made his way to where the wreckage of the car was piled up on the pavement. The driver must have escaped serious injury; at any rate, he was nowhere to be seen.

A police car brought Elford to the spot where, surrounded by a small crowd which not even the inclement weather could disperse, all that remained of the little coupe lay shattered on its side.

“You’ll probably find it was stolen,” said Barrabal, when Elford got to him by telephone; and his theory afterward proved to be correct. It was a machine that had disappeared from Worcester city nine months before.

Elford conducted a very thorough examination of the interior and made two important discoveries. The first of these was a small, stout, brown envelope, bearing on the flap the name of a London branch of the Midland Bank; and the second, a small folding map of London, on the canvas back of which, and in one corner, was a tiny bookseller’s tag. This alone might have furnished a clue, but in addition they found something even more startling. The map had evidently been used as a writing pad by somebody using a hard pencil, and there were distinct markings on the face, which were, however, undecipherable. The map Elford put into the envelope and carried to Scotland Yard, where it was handed to an expert, who an hour later laid before Inspector Barrabal and his assistant a photograph that showed the writing with certain lacunae. It ran:

“Can you see me… park from 3:30 to?… most urgent. J.L.”

Barrabal looked from the photograph to Elford.

“J.L.,” he said thoughtfully. “Who would you say that was?”

“What’s the matter with ‘John Leslie’?” asked Elford.

Barrabal stared down at the still wet print.

“Obviously John Leslie,” he repeated, “and as obviously addressed to Miss Beryl Stedman. What a brute!”

Curiously enough, he was not thinking of John Leslie at that particular moment.
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John Leslie turned up at the office the next morning with a bandaged left hand, and although Millie Trent waited patiently for some account of an accident, he was not communicative, and when she asked him what had happened to his hand, he snapped, “Nothing!” Later, he unbent so far as to tell her that he had dropped his razor that morning while he was shaving, and that it had fallen on the back of his hand.

Sutton was his usual sympathetic self, but his manager did not invite either confidence or sympathy.

“It’s a very curious sort of accident to have happened, isn’t it?” suggested Millie.

“What do you mean?” snapped Sutton, and she was silent. For it was a peculiar fact that the only person to whom Frank Sutton denied his geniality was his secretary. There were times when his treatment of her out-Leslied Leslie. He would be brusque, even violent, in the presence of third persons; and that she accepted his admonitions meekly was not the least remarkable circumstance.

That day, Leslie was almost amiable to the staff, and there was reason: he was lunching with Beryl Stedman, and there was something rather more clandestine in this meeting than there had been in any other.

“I hate myself for doing it, but I told Lew a deliberate lie,” she said ruefully, as they passed through the swing doors of a Piccadilly restaurant.

“I suppose I should also be hating myself

for deceiving my noble employer “ he

began, but the look of pain in her eyes stopped him. “I’m sorry.” He was almost humble. “Why I should sneer at Sutton to you, heaven knows!”

She thought she also knew, but she did not advance an explanation.

He ate very little and seemed uneasy. She thought the wound was paining him, but he assured her hastily that this was not the case.

“You’re different to-day. Is anything really worrying you?”

It took him a long time to reply to this.

“Yes. You’re worrying me — you and the marriage.”

She tried, a little clumsily she thought, to turn the conversation into another channel. Her heart was beating a little faster, for she knew instinctively what was coming.

“I’m not going to let you marry Frank Sutton,” he said. He spoke distinctly and emphatically.

“My dear John!” She shook her head helplessly. “How absurd to talk — you mustn’t.”

“You cannot marry Frank Sutton, however admirable a man he may be, however suitable a husband.”

He was in deadly earnest; there was a look in his eyes that she had never seen before.

“But — why?”

He opened his mouth to speak, but the words would not come. He was panic-stricken as he realized the stake for which he was playing.

“Quite a variety of reasons.” He tried to lighten his tone, to water down the drama to a state of comedy. “You’re too good for any man.”

But she did not smile at this, nor follow the new drift he was trying to impose upon the conversation.

“Why?”

He was terrified lest he had frightened her — more fearful that she might doubt his sincerity. Between the two fears, he was held tongue-tied.

“You don’t like the idea of my marrying?”

“Anybody!” he blurted. “If it were not Frank Sutton — and God knows I don’t want you to marry him — if, by every test, he was the most suitable man in the world, I would not give you up!”

He saw the colour come and go at his speech, saw her mute lips shape as she silently repeated the words.

“I love you,” he said.

At that moment something made him turn his head. Lew Friedman was towering almost above him, and in his eyes was a look of cold fury.
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Leslie was coolness itself; not a muscle of his face moved under that hateful glare.

“Won’t you sit down?” he asked in a conversational tone. “Are you by yourself?”

Lew Friedman did not reply. He jerked out a chair from the table and sat down.

“We are nearing the sweets: shall I order you something?”

“I want nothing,” said the man harshly, “except a little talk with you.”

He did not seem to be able to bring himself to look at the girl, but when he did there was such a look of reproach in his brown eyes that she was near to tears.

“I’m so sorry, Uncle Lew “ she began.

“It’s all right, my dear.” He patted her hand. “The yarn you told me was a permissible lie. You wanted to meet this — gentleman, and naturally you didn’t wish to tell me. Let’s forget it.”

The next five minutes were a discomfort and a strain for two people. Leslie ate a meringue and showed no great haste. He even chatted lightly upon wholly unimportant topics. As for Beryl, she sat rigid and tense, waiting for the outburst that she knew was inevitable. At last Leslie was finished, and as though she awaited such a signal, Beryl rose quickly and held out her hand. Then she turned to Lew and, taking him by the arm, led him a little apart.

“You’re not going to be very — unpleasant? I am altogether to blame — it was my idea.”

He patted her shoulder.

“I’m going to be very pleasant — don’t worry, my dear. When I first saw you together, I felt like starting a roughhouse, but that cold devil is wiser than me. There will be no fuss.”

He did not escort her to the door, but waited until she was out of sight, then he drew his chair round so that he faced John Leslie.

“Now, young fellow, I’ve got a few words to say to you.”

Leslie leaned back in his chair, patted his lips daintily with the serviette, and lighted a cigarette.

“The fewer the better, if they are to be in that tone,” he said. “I am rather touchy in the matter of inflections.”

Lew set his lips tight as though to inhibit the retort that arose.

“You know my niece is engaged to be married to a decent — honest — clean — man?” He emphasized every adjective.

“I heard something about it,” said Leslie. “But I would rather you didn’t lay stress upon his cleanness or his decency — they imply a reproach, and a contrast that is offensive to me.”

Lew Friedman smothered an explosive outburst.

“You know she’s engaged to be married. That’s enough for you, isn’t it? You know that?”

Leslie nodded.

“And you know also that she’s fond of you — I am not making any bones about it, I’m telling you straight out, as man to man! She’s fond of you, and for two cents she’d throw away a life’s happiness, all that I’ve planned for her, and follow you to hell!”

Leslie shook his head slowly.

“I wish you meant that.”

“If you don’t know it, you’re a fool!” flamed Lew Friedman. “And I’m telling you something, Leslie — sooner than see her life blackened by marrying the kind of man you are, I’d shoot you on your feet! That’s not a bit «?f wild talk, it’s gospel truth. And if you by chance persuaded my girl to give up Frank and throw in her lot with you, I’d follow you to the end of the world and get you. Do you think that’s hot air?”

Leslie flicked off the ash of his cigarette and laughed softly.

“I think you’re very much in earnest, and I admire you for it. Possibly I might do the same with Frank Sutton — if I thought he was going to make her unhappy.”

Lew was peering into his face as though he were trying to read the thoughts of the man sitting opposite him.

“Now, see here, Leslie, I’m going to be square with you. I want you to leave Sutton’s employ and go abroad, and I want you to leave to-day! I’ll give you two thousand pounds — enough to start you fresh. I know all about you, Leslie — you’re an old lag, and I’m going to tell you what I’ve told the girl. I’ve done my bit of time too! I know the kind of life you’re living, because I’ve lived it, and I’d sooner see you and her dead before I allowed my girl’s heart to break as her mother’s broke before her. I like you, Leslie — I’ll be candid with you. You’re a man, and, I’m hoping, a decent man. And I know I’m not going to appeal to you in vain. I’ll give you a check right now. The banks aren’t closed until three. You can get out of England tonight—”

Captain John Leslie shook his head.

“Nothing doing,” he said quickly. “No money will get me out of England, and for a very excellent reason. I’ll make a bargain with you.” He leaned across the table. “I’ll promise you that I won’t attempt to see Beryl until the eve of her marriage. When will that be?”

“She’s to be married next Tuesday,” said Friedman, after a moment’s thought.

“Good!” nodded the other. “Will you allow me to call on Monday night at Hillford?”

Lew Friedman hesitated.

“Yes,” he said at last. That he did not impose conditions was a circumstance which should have made a man of Leslie’s experience a little suspicious.

“As to your two thousand pounds, keep it, Friedman. You’re a good fellow. I’ve met a lot of good Jews, but you’re the best. Keep to your part of the bargain and I’ll keep to mine. I’ll not see Beryl until Monday night.”

He had hardly left the restaurant before Friedman was on the telephone to Frank Sutton, and for ten minutes the two men were talking. After a conversation that was entirely satisfactory to Lew, he had his car summoned and drove back to Wimbledon.

Beryl was in her room when he arrived, but came down to tea, a little apprehensively. Whatever doubts she had as to Lew Friedman’s attitude and the result of his talk were dispelled by his almost jovial greeting.

“Really, Beryl, you’re a naughty little girl,” he said, as he poured out the tea. It was one of his fads that he alone had the secret of tea-making. “And as to your little tarradiddle — I’m ashamed of you!”

Before she could express her penitence he went on:

“Had a talk with that young feller-me-lad — I like Leslie, Beryl: there’s something about him that appeals to me in spite of his rotten past. I don’t for one moment imagine that Frank is going to reform him, but if ever I had to take in hand a job of making a crook straight, I think I’d start on Leslie.”

She winced at this: the one thing she did not wish to think about was John Leslie’s discreditable history.

“Were you terribly offensive to him?” she asked, as she sipped her tea.

“I was extremely nice,” he chuckled. “In fact, I offered him a couple of thousand pounds to start a little hell of his own. But he wouldn’t take it.”

Her heart leaped at this.

“What did you want him to do — for the money, I mean?”

He put down his cup, wiped his lips with his handkerchief before he answered.

“I wanted him to leave the country and give you and Frank a chance of settling down.”

A long silence.

“He wouldn’t take the money. He not only wouldn’t take the money, but he wouldn’t do anything I wanted him to do, except that he promised he would not write to you or see you until next Monday night — in fact, till the eve of your wedding.”

She always knew when he had something difficult to say: he invariably raised his voice, and he was speaking loudly now.

“Tomorrow is the eve of your wedding, Beryl — I want you to marry Frank on Saturday morning.”

He saw the red fade from her face, saw the almost hysterical shake of her head, and went on quickly.

“You know how I feel about this thing, Beryl — well, I want it over and done with. I’ve been talking to Frank on the ‘phone, and he was just as reluctant as you are to put on the date, because he’d made all his arrangements to leave on Tuesday. But he’s in the position that he can leave his business just when he darn well pleases. You’re going to do this for me, Beryl?”

“The day after tomorrow?”

He nodded, his eyes never leaving her face. He could read the struggle that was going on in her heart, and when presently she said, “Yes,” he heaved a sigh of relief.

“It will be better for Leslie too — I mean, if he seriously likes you, let him know that the thing is over and done with. It will be easier for you, easier for him.” He patted her arm gently.

“Perhaps you’re right,” she said mechanically, and went up to her room.

What should she do? Should she telephone to John Leslie? And if she telephoned, what could she say, and what could she do? She was not being married against her will; not even marrying a man she detested. She liked Frank Sutton as much as she liked any man — except that dark, dour manager of his. He loved her — he had told her so. And she dared not tell herself the truth, dared not even speculate upon her own feelings or probe and examine her own heart. She set her teeth to the inevitable and found the prospect bleak and heartaching.

She heard Frank’s car arrive, but it was a long time before she went down to the library to greet him. As she turned the handle of the door, she heard Lew’s voice.

Mr. Friedman was a great reader of newspapers, and had a habit, which is not uncommon to humanity, of passing on all he had read as first-hand information such as he himself might have acquired by patient searching:

“…the police think it was The Squealer’s car. It must have skidded on the tram lines when it was going at a devil of a pace, and it’s a wonder to me that the fellow wasn’t killed. The police think he must have injured himself somewhere, and they’re making inquiries at the hospitals… blood on the broken glass. Cut his hand, most likely.”

She stood frozen stiff, the door handle in her hand; for at that moment she recalled John Leslie’s injured hand!



Chapter XIV


Table of Contents


A shrewd observer, Lew Friedman saw her agitation, but found an explanation that satisfied himself.

“Come in, my dear. Frank wants to see you.”

Frank was a little perturbed, she thought, and after her guardian had disappeared with unseemly haste, he seemed to find a difficulty in giving expression to the cause of his unease. She suspected (unfairly, as it proved) that Lew had told him about her luncheon.

Once or twice he went out of the room, either because he heard, or imagined he heard, the telephone. He was expecting, he said, an important call.

“Let’s walk in the garden, shall we?” he said awkwardly, after they had exchanged so many commonplaces that she could have screamed.

Behind the house was a broad stone terrace, and along this they paced.

“How does this change of plan affect you, Beryl?” he said at last. “I’m rather worried about it.”

“Why?” she asked.

He looked at her quickly, wondering whether she was being sarcastic. He had never been quite sure of the girl, though he had known her for five or six years. Their very courtship had proceeded along unnaturally restricted lines. It had been (he had told Lew just before she came into the room) a “slow drift to matrimony.”

“I’ll be honest with you, Beryl, dear. You and I like each other awfully, I know. So far as I’m concerned, I love you very dearly, and the day I am married to you will be the happiest in my life. But I am not a fool: I know you’re not frantically keen on marriage, and I realize that Lew’s suggestion must have been a great shock to you. It is a whim of his — I’ve tried to talk him out of it, and I can’t imagine why on earth he wants the ceremony put forward.”

Evidently Lew had not spoken of John Leslie, and for this she was thankful.

“I’d made all my plans to go away on Tuesday, and although that is a very little matter, I shall have to work hard to get things settled up. It makes it all the more difficult because Lew, for some reason, doesn’t want me to tell anybody at the office when the marriage is taking place. I want you to tell me frankly what you think about it.”

She had thought a great deal but had reached no conclusion that could help him or her.

“I have agreed,” she said — it seemed a feeble thing to say to an eager lover, but for the life of her she could think of nothing else.

He took her arm in his; and such had been the curious course of their courtship that even this little act of familiarity made her feel uncomfortable. Perhaps he sensed this, for presently he removed his arm.

“I thought we had best go to Scotland. I know rather a nice hotel in the Highlands, and, in fact, I have booked a suite as from next Tuesday.”

Here was another strange fact: she realized for the first time, with a sense of consternation, that they had never discussed their honeymoon. She had to force herself to take an interest

“Scotland is as good as anywhere else,” she said, and her reply reduced him to silence.

Up and down the flagged walk they paced, not a word passing between them, until he spoke.

“Lew has been most awfully generous. He is making a very nice settlement on you, and he’s giving me a check for twenty thousand pounds to enlarge the business. If I followed my own inclinations, I would make Saturday a great joy day and distribute the whole of that money among the staff. I’ll bet poor old Leslie could do with his share.”

He laughed at this, but his good-humour found no echo in her heart, and she was glad when she heard Lew’s voice chiding her for remaining in the open on such a cold afternoon.

Frank did not stay to dinner, for which she was devoutly thankful, and as soon as she could she went up to her room, opened her little writing bureau, and began a letter to John Leslie. But, try as she did, she could not find the words she wanted, and after a fourth attempt she came down to join Mr. Friedman in the library.

She wanted her mind to be settled on one point, and at the first opportunity he gave her she asked:

“Did you tell Frank about Mr. Leslie?”

He took off his glasses and put down his paper on his knees.

“Yes; I told him as much as I thought he ought to know — namely, that Leslie had agreed not to see you until the eve of your wedding.”

“Did he ask why?”

“No,” said Lew Friedman. “He doesn’t know why I have such an objection to your friendship with John Leslie, and it wasn’t a moment to discuss the matter.”

She was a little bewildered by his reply.

“Frank said he couldn’t understand why you did not want anybody in the office to know when I was to be married.”

Lew smiled at this.

“Then he’s a bigger fool than I thought he was,” he said good-humouredly, and on this unsatisfactory note the discussion ceased.

As she came out into the hall, the footman was at the door, talking to a telegraph boy. He turned as he heard her close the library door.

“Here’s a wire for Mr. Sutton,” he said. “Will you take it, miss?”

Her first inclination was to send the wire in to Lew, but she took the envelope and tore it open. Perhaps this was the telephone message he had been expecting.

SUITE RESERVED FOR JACKSONS. PACIFIC.

She carried the message in to Lew, who read it and shook his head.

“Probably some reservation Frank has been taking — for one of his clients, I expect. I’ll telephone it through to his office.”

She went upstairs and forgot Jackson, Frank, and his business — everything, in a vain fifth attempt to write to John Leslie.
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The Megaphone
 was a very bright newspaper with a very bright staff, and its proprietor was perhaps the brightest star in the journalistic constellation. He himself admitted as much with great frequency. If his newspaper had a failing, it was a certain lack of stamina. It would appear on Monday morning with a great world-shaking announcement, and on Tuesday morning that particular event which had swollen its headlines would be forgotten, and another and greater world-shaking announcement would take its place, generally about something entirely different from the “splash” of the previous day.

But it was very consistent in regard to The Squealer. Here was a story not to be dropped, and scarcely a day passed but some ingenious speculation as to The Squealer, the extent and profits of his business, and his enormous wealth appeared in its scintillating columns.

The only man who was really annoyed by this consistency was Mr. Field, of the Post-Courier
 .

“They’re beating us, Collie,” he said awfully the next morning. “They’re making you and the Post-Courier
 look as lively as a piece of frozen cheese.”

Mr. Collie sighed, searched furtively in his pockets for a cigarette and, being unsuccessful, picked up a packet from the news editor’s table and helped himself.

“Frozen cheese “ he began.

“Don’t be literal,” snapped Field. “Go down to Scotland Yard and insist upon seeing Barrabal.”

Mr. Collie sighed.

“He always insists upon not being interviewed, and if I insist upon going into his room, they’ll insist upon throwing me out. Sparring with earthquakes seems a futile proceeding.”

“The Megaphone
 says “ began Field,

reaching for a paper, and Mr. Collie closed his eyes patiently.

“I’m surprised that you read such a newspaper,” he said. “It sets such a bad example to the young reporters.”

“Do you know the Leopards’ Club?” asked Field, apropos of nothing, and Mr. Collie looked at him sharply.

“I not only know it, but I am an honorary member,” he said. “The company is bad but the beer is good. Why do you ask?”

Field had to think a long time before he discovered the propulsive thought that had fired this random bullet.

“Oh, yes — somebody was saying at the Press Club that the Leopards’ was the lowest haunt in London. I was wondering whether that wouldn’t be a good covert to draw.”.

“Hunting terms,” murmured Mr. Collie, “indicating the fact that the speaker moves in the best country circles. I’ve already drawn that covert, and though I’ve seen and started many foxes, Mr. Field, I have not yet got the fox I want. I am not so sure it is a fox. Nothing is quite so disconcerting as to look for a fox and find a tiger.”

“Look for Barrabal,” suggested Mr. Field.

But Collie did not attempt to interview Mr. Barrabal. Rather, he bent his steps in the direction of Frank Sutton’s office. He wanted very badly to see the saturnine Tillman, and why he preferred an interview with Tillman to one with Mr. Barrabal will be revealed.

On one point Joshua Collie was convinced — Barrabal could not tell him what Tillman did not know.

The star reporter of the Post-Courier
 could not, had he foreseen all the circumstances, have arrived in Mr. Frank Sutton’s office at a more vital moment.

There were times when Miss Millicent Trent was a little difficult to endure. John Leslie saw, when he arrived at the office in the morning, that something had upset this pretty shrew, that she was in her sourest mood, as the junior clerks and office boys discovered. Usually, she kept her displays of bad temper for subordinates, and seldom willingly provoked the general manager; but this morning he had hardly got into the office before she sneered:

“You haven’t got your pretty bandage on this morning, Captain Leslie.”

He looked down at his hand: a thin red scar ran across the back.

“My pretty bandage isn’t necessary this morning,” he said, almost flippantly, and it was like him to be in a good mood when she was the reverse. “Iodine and wholesome flesh have done the trick. Do you want the keys of the safe?”

Usually she came to him in the morning to get the keys for certain books that she used. To his surprise she said, “No.”

For a long time, they worked in silence, at separate tables, each engrossed in thoughts that had nothing to do with the letters and invoices they were examining. Then, unexpectedly:

“Are you going to the wedding?” she asked.

He looked up at this.

“Which wedding? Oh, you mean Sutton’s? I don’t think so.”

“Have you been invited?” she asked.

There was something of malice in her tone, and he looked at her more closely. Most women when they are in a bad temper are not pleasant to look upon, but Millie Trent was one of those unusual creatures to whom a flame of anger lent a certain impish attraction. She was pretty enough even in repose: she could look almost beautiful under the stress of strong emotions.

“You’re quite radiant with wrath this morning. What is the matter?” he bantered her.

“It’s worth a bit of temper to get a compliment from you,” she said with a laugh. “I asked you if you’d been invited to the wedding.”

“I’m never invited to weddings,” he said good-humouredly.

“Then I should see Sutton and get him to send you a card,” she said, and again he saw that malignant smile.

“You’re not going, of course?”

“Why ‘of course’?” she snapped.

He pushed back his chair from the table, thrust his hands deep in his pockets, his head drooped on one side, an accusative attitude of his, and for a moment she quaked.

“I came into the office rather late last night,” he said significantly, and the attack for the moment took her breath away.

“You were here late? What’s that to do with me?”

“You were here late, too. And by the peculiar scent of his Egyptian cigarettes, Frank Sutton was in here late.”

“Well, why shouldn’t he be? And why shouldn’t I be?” Her voice was trembling with anger. “I’m his secretary, aren’t I? Is there anything wrong with that?”

He did not answer this.

“How long have you known Frank Sutton? Years and years, haven’t you? You must have been a very pretty girl when you first came into his employ.”

She was on her feet now, white and shaking.

“What the hell do you mean?” she breathed.

But if she thought to storm him into embarrassment, she was mistaken.

“I mean,” he said slowly, “you are here with him two nights a week, and there doesn’t seem to be any reason for that. I know pretty well the business that goes on in this office, and it isn’t vitally necessary for an engaged man to meet his secretary secretly at the office—”

“I suppose you think they ought to meet secretly in a restaurant, don’t you?” Her voice was shaking with fury. “Or in the park, when a girl’s engaged to another man — sneaking behind his back and trying to get her away from him. Is that your idea?”

But he was unmoved.

“I’m not talking about me, I’m talking about you,” he said. “And I’m talking to you for your good. I happen to know something about Frank Sutton’s private life. If you imagine that you’re the only girl that he meets after hours in his office, you’ve got a jolt coming.”

He thought she was going to fly at him. Her face was no longer beautiful: it was so distorted with fury that he would not have recognized her.

“You liar! You liar!” she screamed. “There’s nobody else — I mean, he doesn’t see anybody — you paltry thief!… Took you out of the gutter, out of a prison cell, and gave you an honest job — you thief]”

She stopped, gasping for breath, and he accepted the interval of silence.

“I’ll tell you something — maybe it will interest you. Frank Sutton is marrying, or thinks he’s marrying, a good woman. He may be all people say he is, as white as he looks. But if he isn’t, and any harm comes to Beryl Stedman, you look round for a new lover, my friend, for I’ll have his life even if I have to break into the condemned cell to get him!”

It was at that moment, when she could only stare at him speechless, her face working, her hands trembling, that Frank Sutton came in. He gave one glance from the man to the girl, and seemed to divine what was happening.

“Hullo, hullo!” he said sharply, and he was addressing the woman. “What’s the trouble here? In one of your tantrums, eh? What is it, Leslie?”

John Leslie shrugged his shoulders.

“Miss Trent is a little difficult,” he said, rather unjustly.

She tried to speak again, and then, without a word, flew out of the room, slamming the door behind her.

“My dear chap” — Frank’s voice was pained, but there was a glint of amusement in his eyes— “why do you quarrel with my Millie?”

Leslie’s lips twitched.

“Your Millie! I suggested as much, and that was the cause! In fact, I told her she ought not to be at the office late at night with you, if she valued her good name.”

Frank burst into a fit of uncontrollable laughter.

“You never did?” he said, almost admiringly. “Good Lord, I envy you your courage!”

“And then I told her something which may not be true, but she provoked me, and I wished to tantalize her,” said Captain Leslie, but did not explain what the provocation was.

“For heaven’s sake, leave her alone!” said Frank, the smile still hovering on his face. “She’s a perfect devil when she’s roused. Poor old Millie! And how stupid you are, Leslie! Of course she’s here — not only last night, but dozens of nights! I’m going to enlarge my business after my marriage, and that isn’t done without a lot of very private organization. When the scheme is shipshape, you shall see it. Poor old Millie!” he said again, and shook his head, but there was a broad grin on his face when he went out.

Usually, when John Leslie had finished his work, he turned to the newspaper that he brought in with him every morning and made a careful study of certain features. He found this occupation particularly sedative after the little storm of the morning. The agony column revealed nothing profitable, but on the home news page he found two items of supreme interest.

There were in London at that time four international gangs of jewel robbers, who had been operating collectively in places as far removed as Aberdeen is from Plymouth. In reality, as he knew, there were only three of any account: the Dutch gang, which had been responsible for the latest sensation, and two mixed American and English confederations, which had cleaned up well and frequently. It was the latest exploit of one of these — he guessed the Dutch were either out of the country or anxious to leave — that caught his eye. There had been a Park Lane cat burglary, and an £8,000 necklace, the property of the Dowager Lady Creethome, had been lifted while the family were at dinner. It was, said the newspaper report, a very old-fashioned piece of jewellery, set about eighty years before, but the diamonds were good.

The second item was a two-line paragraph, notifying the world that Inspector Barrabal was making a slow recovery.

The cat burglary was two days old, and had been kept quiet at the request of the police. There was published a photograph of the necklace and a long description of each big stone, but this he did no more than skim through.

He had folded away the paper and was standing in the window, staring down into the street as he had stared the night Larry Graeme met his death, when Millie Trent returned. Nobody looking at her would have identified the termagant who had left the room less than half an hour before. She greeted John Leslie with an apologetic smile.

“I’m afraid I rather lost my temper, Captain Leslie,” she said, “and I do hope you will forgive me. I’m not feeling my brightest this morning, and anything makes me jumpy. You were trying!”

“I’m afraid I was,” said Leslie with a smile.

“No woman likes to have aspersions and innuendoes cast upon her character.” She spoke very quickly, and was evidently normal again, for volubility was a characteristic of her more goodnatured moments. “I apologize for everything I said about Miss Stedman. She’s coming up to the office in a few minutes, and I shouldn’t like you to tell her—”

“Coming up to the office?” he said incredulously. “Are you sure?”

She nodded. He did not catch her quick, fleeting smile.

“She’s in town, and Mr. Sutton asked her if she’d come up — she and Mr. Friedman.”

That was the last news in the world Leslie expected. If he had promised not to approach the girl, the least he expected was that she would be most religiously kept away from the building.

“What time did you come in last night, Captain Leslie? We didn’t leave till after half-past eleven.”

“About a quarter to twelve,” he said; “five minutes after you’d gone.”

“What on earth made you come to the office?” she asked with gentle malice. “Surely you re not carrying on a love affair? — Don’t be offended.”

“I’m not,” said Leslie coldly. “I came on my way from the theatre to take away some work. Why do you want to know?”

“I only asked,” said Miss Trent.

Sutton’s bell summoned her after this, and she went out and was gone a few minutes. When she returned, she was accompanied by a tall, thinnish man with a heavy black moustache, who had “policeman” written all over him, from his square-toed boots to his neatly plastered hair.

“This gentleman wants to see you,” she said, and then Frank Sutton came in.

“I say, old man,” he said, in a tone of deep concern, “this fellow’s got an extraordinary story — this officer, I mean, Sergeant Valentin from Marylebone.”

“Sergeant Valentin, C.I.D.,” corrected the tall man firmly. “I want to ask you a few questions if you don’t mind, Captain Leslie.” He looked round. “I don’t know that this young lady need stay.”

“She had better,” said Sutton, “if what you told me is correct.”

“True, true,” murmured the officer.

He was rather profound, rather tremendous; embodied in his person for the moment all that was awful in the majesty of the law.

“I’ve had a certain complaint, Captain Leslie — by the way, I happen to know something about your earlier — career.”

“Naturally, being a detective sergeant, you know everything,” said John Leslie coolly.

“I am inquiring into a robbery that was committed at 804, Park Lane, when the Dowager Lady Creethorne’s diamond necklace was stolen. My information is that that necklace is in your possession.”

Leslie looked at him steadily.

“Indeed,” he said.

“I don’t mind telling you that the man who stole the necklace was arrested this morning — at least, one of the men. He said that he parted with the necklace last night at eleven o’clock to a man they all call The Squealer.”

“Captain Leslie was here at a quarter to twelve.” It was Millie Trent who supplied this information, and the unfeigned satisfaction in her tone she did not attempt to disguise.

“At a quarter to twelve? Well, that would give you plenty of time. The necklace was exchanged on the Thames Embankment at eleven o’clock. The receiver paid the man nine hundred pounds for it in American bills; the same is now in the possession of the police. My information is that you were the receiver.”

“Your information is a little cockeyed,” said Leslie. “Do you want to search me?”

The police officer looked at him thoughtfully

“You came in here at a quarter to twelve.” He took a glance round the room. “Who’s got the key of that safe?”

“I have the key of the safe.”

“Anybody else got a key?”

“Nobody,” said Millie Trent promptly.

“Oh, rubbish!” broke in Sutton. “I have a key somewhere. I never use it, but—”

“You actually have the key in your possession, Mr. Leslie?”

“Captain Leslie,” corrected the other. “Yes, it’s here.”

He took out his key chain and wrenched off a long key from the ring. The detective took it from his hand, turned it in the lock, and drew open the two steel leaves of the safe. At the back were three steel shelves, empty except for a few account books and

Wrapped in silver tissue paper, some object which he drew out to the light. Frank Sutton uttered an exclamation of amazement as the paper was unfolded; for, on the police sergeant’s palm, the dowager’s diamond necklace winked dazzlingly in the sunlight.

Frank darted for the door and pulled it open.

“Lew!” he called huskily, and Lew Friedman and the girl came into the room. “Lew, there’s an awful mistake here. They’ve accused Leslie of being — The Squealer! Of having in his possession this.” He pointed to the glittering thing in the sergeant’s hand.

“Have you come from Scotland Yard?”

It was Leslie’s steady voice. He alone was serene: he might have been taking a dispassionate interest in some other man’s misfortune.

“Never mind where I’m from” — the sergeant was on his dignity. “I’ll trouble you to take a walk with me to Marlborough Street.”

“What’s the matter with a cab?” asked Leslie. “I hate walking!”

White as death, Beryl Stedman looked at the man who stood stiffly by the table, and, turning his head, John Leslie met her eyes, smiled and shook his head.

“I am The Squealer,” he said lightly. “Isn’t that an astounding piece of news?”

She did not answer, did not even hear the last word of his sentence; scarcely remembered the trend of it. Suddenly, her knees gave beneath her, and Lew had just time to put his arm about her waist before she fainted.
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Beryl had a very confused recollection of her journey home. Lew told her that she had recovered almost immediately he had taken her down to the car. But she was sitting in a deep armchair in the library at Wimbledon, with the cold air coming gustily through the open casement window, when she became conscious of her own entity.

She awoke, amazingly enough, to find herself in the middle of a vehement argument.

“…not to-day, not to-day,” she was saying.

“My dear!” Lew’s voice sounded far away, but she knew he was terribly agitated and hurt, and realized that she was the cause. “Frank thinks it best… in view of everything. I want to get you away out of this… Frank has fixed everything… registrar, two o’clock—”

Here he had paused.

“Darling, take an interest.” He was shaking her gently. She found herself holding in her trembling hands a long, violet-coloured case. The only thing she was certain about was that it was violet; gold lines were tooled upon it, and there was a beautiful little lock. She opened it without thinking, looked at the pearls, and heard Lew Freidman telling her that it was her wedding present, without fully comprehending the meaning of the phrase.

“I fixed it this morning.”

Now she was beginning to understand.

“You fixed it this morning — before — before John’s arrest?”

“Yes, I’m glad. It couldn’t have happened better.”

“But not to-day!” she said wildly. “You don’t mean to-day, Lew? You told me that it was to be on Saturday.”

“To-day — I think it would be better,” he said.

He was dogged; like a man determined to be through with a disagreeable task. For a second, she was resentful, and then she braced herself to face realities. John Leslie was in prison — he was The Squealer — a receiver of stolen property, a traitor to his kind, a betrayer of men who had placed their confidence in him. It was a nauseating thought. She put out her hand, and Lew assisted her to rise, for her legs were still shaky beneath her.

“All right,” she breathed. “Any time — when you wish. To-day — any day.”

They brought her food, but she could not eat. Lew himself superintended the opening of a bottle of champagne, but she took no more than a sip. When Frank, looking drawn and anxious, came for her, she was her steady self, though still shaken.

“Where is it to be?” she asked.

She did not even marvel at her own calmness. Marriage was like death — a tremendous commonplace that must be faced and endured.

He told her that he had arranged for the marriage to take place at the Wimbledon registrar’s office, and it seemed to her that she had heard this before in a dream — that very bad dream from which she had awakened to find herself protesting.

They drove together in Mr. Friedman’s Rolls, and ten minutes later she found herself facing a railed desk, behind which sat a bearded man. Somebody said something about witnesses.

“Bring in the chauffeur,” said Lew impatiently. “Wait!”

He ran out of the room. The car was nowhere in sight: a policeman had objected to its standing before the door and it had drawn down a side street. But somebody was there whom he dimly remembered having seen before — a dark-faced man with a little black moustache.

“Eh?” he asked. “You’re Tillman, aren’t you?”

Tillman showed his white teeth in a smile.

“That is my name.”

“Come on, you’ll do.” Lew grasped him by the arm. “We want a witness for my — my niece’s marriage. Have you any objection?”

“None whatever,” said Tillman cheerfully.

Even in this, her least observant mood, and when certain of her senses were tense, so that the less important occurrences became grotesquely aggrandized, it struck the girl that her future husband was not too pleased to see his clerk, and she remembered that he had not a very high view of Tillman’s integrity.

“Hurry,” said Lew impatiently, and glanced uneasily at the door.

She had a feeling that, even at this eleventh hour, Lew Friedman expected to see John Leslie stalk into the room and forbid the marriage, and the very thought filled her with hysterical laughter.

It was all over so soon. Almost before the ceremony seemed to have begun, it was ended, and she was signing the register with a shaking hand. And she was Mrs. Frank Sutton; tied for life to the goodnatured fellow who was patting her arm encouragingly. She shook hands with Mr. Tillman; he had a large, hearty-grip — a powerful-handed man this. She could imagine that he might be the kind who could handle men roughly.

“I won’t congratulate you, Mrs. Sutton,” he said, “and I will defer my congratulations to your husband for a more appropriate moment.”

Mrs. Sutton?

The name was like a blow in the face. And yet there was no reason why it should be. She was married to a good man — the man she loved was a despicable criminal and behind a locked cell door…. She closed her eyes to shut out the picture, and, opening them again, could not see for tears.

No bride had ever left the drab purlieus of a registrar’s office with a heart that ached as hers was aching. All the colour and sweetness of life had gone out and left the world a drear desert of a place.

“… Do you think you’ll like Scotland?” Frank Sutton was talking, eagerly, nervously.

“I shall love it.”

It seemed to Beryl Sutton that it was another woman who answered him.
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The Squealer was caught. An evening news sheet announced as much — but cautiously.

A man has been detained at Marlborough Street Police Station in connection with the robbery at 804, Park Lane, was the laconic announcement. Only that and no more.

Mr. Joshua Collie did not exactly sit on the steps of Marlborough Street police station — such an act would have been regarded by an outraged constabulary as reprehensible even in one who was so universally a favourite with the police as Joshua Collie. But he did haunt Marlborough Street like an unquiet spirit, buttoning and unbuttoning his overcoat — a trick of his in moments of agitation — and invariably replacing one side of his coat a few inches higher than it was before. Providentially he was near to the entrance of the station when Elford got out of a cab.

“Hullo Joshua!” said the inspector cheerily. “I was talking to Barrabal about you this morning — or rather, he was talking to me. He has a very high opinion of you, and I shouldn’t be surprised if you got in on this story before your hateful contemporaries!”

“Who is this fellow, Elford?” Collie jerked his head toward the yawning doors of the station. “Leslie?”

“Didn’t you know that? Sutton’s manager. We caught him with the goods, my boy.”

He was cheerful, as he was undoubtedly en^ titled to be.

“Is he The Squealer?”

“I shouldn’t be surprised,” said Elford, “but I’ll tell you more about it this evening.”

Joshua hung about, and in half an hour Elford came out alone and went whistling toward Regent Street, swinging his gold-headed umbrella and evincing all those kinds of happiness and cheer that police officers display when they have put somebody into a cell with the certainty that they will “go down” for at least ten years.

“Is Barrabal coming?” asked Joshua, overtaking him.

“He has been here,” was the reply. “He was here an hour ago and cross-examined Leslie very thoroughly.”

He stopped suddenly and faced the little man.

I’m going to give you the story of your life, Collie,” he said. “Do you know Miss Beryl Stedman?”

Collie nodded.

“Well, the day she gets married, you stick closer to her than a brother, because I’ve got an idea you’re going to see one of the most interesting murders that has ever been committed!”

“Good gracious!” said Mr. Collie, shocked.

He trotted back to his office with the news of Leslie’s arrest, and Field came halfway across the room to meet him.

“Do you know Miss Beryl Stedman?” he asked, unconsciously a plagiarist.

“I know her. Why?”

“She was married this afternoon. Go down to Wimbledon and see if you can get a story.”

Mr. Collie took off his straw hat and wiped his brow.

“Married?” he said, in a hollow voice. “How perfectly fascinating!”

His mind for the moment was on interesting murders.

Mr. Tillman had not been invited to the house at Wimbledon. But, nevertheless, he came — which was his way. When Millie Trent arrived in a great hurry by taxicab, she found him sitting in the hall, his hands on his knees, apparently asleep.

“What are you doing here, Tillman?” she asked wrathfully. “Nobody asked you to call.”

“Nobody ever invites me anywhere,” said Tillman sadly. “That is the worst of being an underling. From your exalted position as confidante to the managing director, I have no doubt I am an incongruous guest at this happy wedding feast.”

“I wish to God you wouldn’t use such long words!” she snapped.

“I was brought up on long words,” said Tillman cheerfully.

She still lingered, a very suspicious woman, and he explained.

“I brought a letter down for the governor. They told me he’d gone to the registrar’s office, so I taxied up just in time to be a witness to this romantic marriage. I was invited to the wedding breakfast, so I came.”

“Who invited you?” she asked.

“I did,” said he calmly. “Nobody else thought of it — it was up to me to remedy the oversight. Mr. Friedman, that excellent Hebrew gentleman, has found me useful. He was in some dilemma as to whether I should eat with the servants or dine at high table, but we compromised with a plate of broken meats in the billiard room.”

His flippancy appalled her.

“I’ve never heard you talk like that before.”

“You’ve missed a treat,” he said.

“What are you waiting here for?”

“Mr. Friedman. Curiously enough, he is the proprietor of the house, and it is within his province to invite all and sundry to sit in the vestibule of his handsome mansion. And not even the confidential secretary of the managing director may vary his wishes!”

She was never quite sure whether Tillman was laughing at her, and this uncertainty lay at the bottom of her irritation.

“Where is Mr. Sutton?”

“He’s not back yet.”

She opened her mouth at this.

“Not back?” incredulously.

“He had to go up to town for something. The telephone rang after he left, and I answered it. It was rather a poetical message: perhaps you will pass it on to him?”

This was a new Tillman. At the office he had been difficult but more or less respectful — generally less. But he had at least assumed no airs, and had never before taken to himself this tone of superiority. It had been a gracious whim of hers to admit him to terms of equality; his present attitude of bantering superiority infuriated her. But she was curious about the message. So far as she knew, no message, poetical or otherwise, was likely to come through to Frank Sutton.

“What was it?” she asked frowning.

He took a leather notebook from his pocket and turned the leaves.

“‘The Empress goes out on tomorrow’s tide’” he said dramatically. “Have you ever heard such poetry?”

“The Empress goes out on tomorrow’s tide.” Her brows were knit in thought as she slowly repeated the words. “I’ll tell him. Can you tear that sheet out?”

“To oblige you, I will give you the book,” he said graciously. She hated him worst when he was flowery.

Soon after she had disappeared, Friedman came downstairs. He had some telegrams addressed, and Mr. Tillman, an obliging man, had expressed his willingness to serve that day in the most menial capacity.

“You can take them and go back to the office, my boy. And here’s a fiver—”

Mr. Tillman raised his hand in protest.

“No, thank you. You have given me a very pleasant memory, Mr. Friedman, one that will last all my life, probably; and if you don’t mind, I’d rather stay on until these young people are — um — disposed of, if I may use so gruesome a term.”

“Very well,” said Lew, and asked: “Have you been on the ‘phone to the office — is anything more known about Leslie?”

Tillman shook his head.

“Nothing, except that they say in the evening newspapers that Barrabal has the case in hand. But that,” he smiled, “I take leave to doubt.”

Lew looked at him suspiciously.

“Why do you say that?” he asked. “What do you know about Barrabal?”

“Who knows anything about anybody?” was the evasive reply. “But a man in that position, a man who is not frantically keen to be brought into public prominence, is hardly likely to bother his head about Leslie. It is a mere exercise of logical deduction.”

And then he got back to the subject from which he had strayed.

“If it isn’t inconvenient to you, I should like to stay around, Mr. Friedman. Possibly I may be of some use.”

“Very well,” said Lew, after giving the matter a moment’s thought. “You can come back, but I don’t exactly know what to do with you. You can amuse yourself in the billiard room if you wish — do you play?”

Tillman replied without much enthusiasm that he knocked the balls about a bit, and went off on his errand. For a few minutes, Lew Friedman wandered aimlessly from room to room, and then, after standing hesitant at the foot of the stairs, he went slowly up and knocked on the door of Beryl’s room. It was a little suite really, sitting room and bedroom being connected by an arched opening.

She was resting on the broad window seat, looking out into the garden, when he came in.

“Well, my dear?”

“Well, my dear?” It was brave of her to mock him when her heart was so heavy and life seemed such a blank and purposeless vista.

He sat down in the window seat by her side and took her hand.

“Everything is going to be quite all right. And I want to tell you something that will please you.”

She looked at him listlessly. There were so few things that could please her at that moment.

“I’ve told my solicitor to engage the biggest man at the Bar to defend our unfortunate friend,” he said, and saw the light come into her eyes, and then a film of tears.

“How sporting of you, Lew!” she said in a low voice. “And how like you!” She squeezed his hand between both hers. “It doesn’t seem possible, does it, that a man like — John Leslie should be so unutterably — mean! I think that is what has hurt me — not that he” — she hesitated— “is a thief, but he’s this — what is the vile word? — Squealer. That is the dreadful part of it: men trusted him and he betrayed them whenever it suited his purpose.”

Her thoughtful eyes roved the garden for a while and then came back to him.

“I don’t believe it,” she said.

He was astonished.

“You don’t believe it? But, my dear, he admitted he was The Squealer — you heard him!”

She shook her head.

“No, I remember now — I remember the tone of sarcasm in his voice. It was his way to accept other people’s estimates of him. Where is my — husband? That sounds awfully queer, doesn’t it?”

“He has had to go to town,” Lew hastened to explain. “You see, my dear, this thing was fixed up in such a hurry, and he has so many jobs to do, with Leslie being away. Frank has to appoint somebody to take his place.”

It was raining, a fine persistent drizzle from heavy clouds. It would be raining all night… when she was on her way to Scotland… when John Leslie was turning uneasily upon his plank bed. She screwed her eyes tight. With his quick intuition, he knew what she was thinking about.

“Don’t let your mind dwell on it,” he said. And then, in a tone of raillery: “My dear, do you know what you’ve cost me to-day? A small fortune! You know how we Jews hate giving money away — you must have read it in the comic papers — we Ikeys and Levys and Cohens.”

She put her hand on his knee and patted him.

“Don’t be silly, please.”

“Forty thousand pounds!” he said dramatically. “And that is apart from your settlement. I gave Frank a check for twenty thousand, and he sent his woman secretary up to the bank with it — a shrewd fellow, Frank. He showed me his scheme for enlarging the business. He ought to be a millionaire before he dies.”

He was chatting on when she interrupted him, pointing.

“Who is that?”

From where they sat, they could see over an angle of fence the main road which crosses the common. A woebegone figure in a bedraggled straw hat and a long fawn overcoat was standing, looking up at the house.

“By Jove, I think it’s that little reporter from the Post-Courier
 ]”

“Poor soul, he looks drowned!” she said. “Have him in and give him some tea, Lew. He has only come to inquire about the wedding.”

Her voice was eager; he wondered a little at her enthusiasm, and, shrewd as he was, did not suspect that she wanted to talk to the reporter and get from him the latest news of Leslie.

Lew went downstairs and sent a footman to summon the wayfarer to the house. Joshua was wet, but apparently unconcerned. His straw hat, he said, regarding it affectionately, had weathered five winters and was good for another five. Somebody must have valeted him, for every button of his overcoat was in its right place.

“I’ve nothing to tell you, my boy, except what you probably know, that Mr. Sutton is married. If you want particulars, I dare say Tillman will supply them.”

“Tillman!”

It was difficult to know whether Joshua was aghast or just merely interested. The word had a hollow sound.

“Is he here? Dear me, how strange! In fact, how remarkable!”

Beryl interrupted the discussion. She took Joshua by the arm, led him, almost dragged him, into a little sitting room opening from the hall, and was so cheerful that Lew Friedman could have fallen on Joshua Collie’s neck in gratitude. But with that sense of relief he began to understand the cause for her enthusiasm, and wisely left them alone.

She put her question almost before her guardian was out of hearing.

“No, I have not seen Captain Leslie,” said Joshua.

“Mr. Collie” — she was very urgent— “could you please do me a favour? Would you go back to town and take some money for him? He may want extra food or something.

Perhaps you could see him and tell him that Mr. Friedman is engaging counsel for him? I would rather you didn’t — tell him about my being married. There is plenty of time for him to know that. Would you do this for me?”

Joshua scratched his chin thoughtfully.

“Naturally, I will do anything I possibly can. They may not allow me to see him, because, as you can imagine, my unfortunate position may prevent that. One of the trials of a newspaper reporter’s life is that he is never allowed to interview interesting crim — er — prisoners.”

“But it would be possible to send a note to him. Could you return and tell me?” she asked quickly. “Perhaps he has a message to send to me.”

She opened her little handbag, took out a bundle of notes, and would have given them all to him.

“One will be sufficient,” said Joshua, “and I shall be able to place that in the care of the inspector. I understand that it is possible to obtain little extra luxuries. Mr. Tillman was at your wedding?”

She nodded.

“Yes, he was a witness. Do you know him?”

Joshua’s eyes wandered past her.

“I know of him,” he said. “You have not spoken to him about Captain Leslie?”

“I?” she answered in surprise. “No. Why? Would it be of any use?”

But in his vague way he passed the question.

“If I were you, Miss Stedman” (she blessed him for the name), he said, lowering his voice to a hoarse, confidential whisper, “I don’t think I’d discuss Captain Leslie at all. You might ask him… no, I don’t think I’d even ask him. I feel rather horrid in making this suggestion, but I know that you are concerned about the captain, and knowing this I feel that the best interests of all parties would be served if… you understand?”

She nodded.

“Very well, then,” said Joshua, in triumph. “Mum’s the word!”
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He Was gone before Tillman returned from his errand, and Beryl found a new interest in watching Frank Sutton’s clerk. He was obviously a very capable man: not the sort, one would have imagined, who wanted the “chance” that Frank had given him. He had something of the litheness of a tiger, and in his dark, eager face was that questing look that she associated with a certain type of restless vitality.

She had ample opportunity for making an observation, for Frank had not returned from the City, and Lew seemed to have given Tillman the run of the house.

Millie Trent, who had brought down a big attache case full of papers, monopolized the drawing room. Beryl did not like her, and it amused her to watch the antagonism between Frank’s secretary and Tillman. Whenever they met, they seemed to snap, although, to do him justice, the explosions were all on Millie’s side.

Tillman had taken up his station in the hall, an act which seemed to irritate the woman.

“Can’t you find some other place to sit?” Beryl heard her say.

“I’d be sitting in the drawing room if you weren’t there,” was Tillman’s prompt reply.

Another time when she came out, Tillman said:

“No call.”

“What do you mean, ‘no call’?” demanded Millie.

“You’re expecting a telephone call, and it hasn’t come through,” was the cool reply.

“Mind your own business!”

Beryl, through the open door of the library, heard all this and was occupied, and devoutly glad to be occupied, for there were certain matters she did not wish to think about.

There was a telephone instrument at the far end of the hall, and evidently Tillman was right in his surmise, for when the bell shrilled and he rose to answer, the woman flew out of the room and reached the instrument first.

It was a message from Frank Sutton, saying he was on his way.

“Oh, joy!” murmured Tillman provocatively as she passed, and she spun round.

“I don’t get you,” she said in an ominous tone.

“Nobody gets me,” said Tillman. “I’m known as the Prize that Cannot be Won!”

“You’re going to lose a good job,” she fired at him, and Beryl heard him chuckle.

“Not such a good job as you think,” he said. “I am rather tired of adding up columns of meaningless figures about non-existing exports.”

Beryl frowned at this, and expected a sharp retort, but none came, except the banging of the drawingroom door.

After three or four minutes, however, Millie’s voice sounded again, and her tone was much milder.

“What do you mean about ‘non-existing exports’?” she asked.

“All exports are non-existent unless you can see them,” said Tillman calmly. “Figures mean nothing to me: I have no imagination, and being a materialist, I must see the actual bales and boxes or, as I say, they do not exist.”

“You’re a fool!” was the reply.

There was no further diversion until the arrival of Frank Sutton, and at the sound of his car’s wheels, Beryl’s heart began to thump painfully.

“Hullo, Tillman! What the devil are you doing here?”

“On duty, sir,” said Tillman, and Frank laughed.

“I shall be making you manager one of these days.”

“God forbid!” said the other piously, and this Sutton regarded as a huge joke, for he was roaring with laughter when he came in to the girl.

“I’ve had a perfectly poisonous afternoon, my dear.” He sat down by her side and his arm went round her shoulder. “You’ve no idea what a mess we’re in at the office. Fortunately, Miss Trent knows most of my business, and she’ll be able to keep things straight. To make matters worse, one of my more disreputable clients insisted upon my going to see him at the Leopards—”

“The Leopards?” It was Lew Friedman’s amazed voice. “You don’t mean the Leopards Club?” he asked as he came in, a half smile on his face.

Frank nodded.

“Good Lord!”

“Do you know it?” asked Frank. Whether he was shocked or surprised, Beryl could not be certain.

“Well — yes,” Lew hesitated. “I know the man who runs it — an old soldier named Anerley. I helped him a bit, years ago.”

Frank was curious.

“Have you ever been to the club — lately?” he asked.

Apparently Lew was not prepared to answer this question without consideration.

“I met Anerley in Jo’burg after the war — a good fellow in many ways, though he is an awful tough. A few years ago I met him again. He had a chance of buying the Leopards — they had got into some sort of trouble and had been struck off. Bill thought his war service would count in getting it back, and he was right.”

But Frank was insistent upon one point.

“Have you been there lately?”

Again the question was evaded.

“Why, it must be twenty years since I first went to the place! It’s on the third floor, isn’t it? You went up by a lift, and there was a jolly fine fire escape down which you could slide when the police raided you, as they did every other week.”

Beryl wanted to keep the conversation on this line, was desperate in her anxiety. She did not wish them to speak of marriage, or her, or this ghastly trip.

“Yes, it can’t be a very bright spot,” said Lew.

Then it was that he remembered the telegram that had come on the previous night. Possibly he was anxious to turn the conversation into other channels.

“I can’t find it,” he said, searching the library table, “but it went somehow like this: ‘Berth arranged for Jacksons. Pacific.’”

“Berth arranged for what?”

He heard the harsh voice and looked round in surprise, and observed Millie Trent come into the room, and her attitude was, to say the least, a little truculent.

“That’s nothing to do with you,” said Frank roughly. “I don’t want you yet, Miss Trent.”

Lew had the impression that she was in an overpowering rage and was utilizing every ounce of will power to get herself under control.

“I’ll be in the drawing room if you want me,” she said, and walked out.

“Humph!” said Lew. His tone and his manner were alike grave. “Strange woman, that!”

Frank shrugged.

“She’s been with me for fourteen years,” he said awkwardly. “She’s a little difficult at times.”

“Yes,” said Lew, and his tone was gruff.

When Beryl had gone back to her room:

“Play me a game of billiards, Lew?” said the younger man. “I’m rather on edge.”

“That’s not a good mood for billiards,” said Lew.

He raised his finger, enjoining silence: he was waiting until he heard the door of Beryl’s room close, and when the thud of it came down, he asked:

“What is this woman to you?”

“To me?” Frank appeared to be thunderstruck by the question. “You mean Millie Trent?”

“I mean Millie Trent.”

“What has she to do….? Why, good heavens, you don’t imagine…”

“I’m not imagining anything, I’m just asking you,” said Lew harshly. “I’m telling you this, Frank, that if there is any — friendship between you and Miss Trent, it ends to-day! I know men, and I know how even the nicest of them make fools of themselves over impossible women. If that has been the case, and you want money to buy her off, I’ll let you have all you need. But I’m telling you that Beryl’s happiness is the first, the last, and every consideration to me.”

Frank slipped his arm affectionately into the other’s.

“My dear Lew,” he said, “I’d hate you if it wasn’t! It has been a perfectly rotten time for my darling and you. Gosh, I wish I could help that fellow Leslie!”

“That’s like you,” smiled Lew, as he led the way to the billiard room.

As they were turning out of the hall, Frank saw the sitting Tillman.

“You don’t want this chap, do you?”

“He asked to be allowed to stay. He may be very useful.”

“I don’t know exactly how,” laughed Frank, as he selected a cue.

They had been playing for five minutes when Friedman remembered the fuming secretary.

“Let her wait,” said the other carelessly. “I’ve got a lot of beastly papers to go through, and there is tons of time.”

Miss Trent was not the sort of person who would possess her soul in patience. Twice she appeared at the billiard-room door with a face as black as thunder, and twice the business interview was postponed. The sounding of the dinner gong brought relief to at least one mind.
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That dinner…! Lew never forgot the strain of it. Every line of conversation seemed forced and unnatural. Frank’s nerves were obviously on edge, and after a while he infected his host with a like jumpiness.

They were crawling through the dessert and coffee stage when Mr. Joshua Collie was announced. The girl rose from the table quickly.

“I think he wants to see me,” she said, and hurried out of the room.

But Lew was taking no risks: she was hardly in the hall before he had followed her. To his surprise, Tillman had disappeared, and the only person in the broad vestibule besides the footman who had admitted him was Joshua Collie, the contours of whose straw hat were painful to see.

“Well, Mr. Collie?” It was Lew who put the question. “What is your news — good or bad?”

He pushed open the door of the library and himself assisted the reporter out of his coat. Beryl saw through the manoeuvre: if there was any message from John Leslie, she was not to receive it, and for a moment she grew hot with anger. And then the helplessness of it all struck her. What did it matter — what did anything matter?

To her surprise, Friedman came straight to the point when he asked bluntly:

“Well, have you got a message from Leslie?”

Joshua coughed.

“No,” he said very carefully, “there is no message from Captain Leslie — for anybody.”

Lew grunted his satisfaction.

“That is good “ he began.

“There is no message,” continued Joshua, “because I could find no person to give the message. In fact, Captain Leslie has been released on bail.”

Lew’s face was a picture of bewilderment.

“Released on bail?” he said incredulously. “A man who has been a convict and is now charged with a felony… released on bail?”

“I thought it was rather remarkable myself,” said Joshua. “In fact, I said to the inspector in charge: ‘This is rather extraordinary, isn’t it?’”

“He’s not in prison?” asked Beryl. “Thank God for that!”

“He’s not in prison — not even at Marlborough Street, which is merely a house of temporary detention. He is not in his lodgings, he is not at the office. In fact,” he said, with beaming candour, “I don’t know where he is,”

Sutton had followed them and had heard the astonishing news, and the effect upon him was remarkable. His face had gone pale, the eyes seemed to have sunk into his head.

“Leslie released?” he asked huskily. “You’re mistaken!”

“I’m never mistaken.” Joshua’s very tone was a reproof. “I know or I don’t know. All I know are facts, and it is a fact that Captain Leslie has been released on bail. It is a remarkable occurrence. As I said to the inspector in charge—”

“Yes, yes,” said Lew impatiently; “we know what you said to the inspector in charge. But when did this happen?”

“Apparently,” said Joshua, “after the visit of Inspector Barrabal. Whether Inspector Barrabal visited him at all,” continued the exasperating man, “or whether Mr. Elford, whose unveracity is one of the scandals of Scotland Yard, was pulling my — urn” — he looked dubiously at Beryl—” pulling my leg, in a manner of speaking, I am not in a position to state. The only thing I know is that Leslie walked out of Marlborough Street and took a taxicab to an unknown destination.”

A deep, almost painful, silence followed this third and definite pronouncement.

“Extraordinary!” said Lew. He spoke with an effort, and braced himself as if to meet some unpleasant consequence. He looked at his watch and nodded. “I don’t think it matters very much,” he said briskly. “Will you have a drink, Mr. Collier”

Mr. Collie thought he would like a drink.

“Go into the drawing room; I’ll send Tillman in to you.”

“I think I ought to say,” said Collie, as he was halfway across the hall, “that the inspector in charge at Marlborough Street said that never in all his experience…”

“I’m sure,” said the impatient Mr. Friedman, and almost pushed the reporter into the presence of one who, expecting somebody else, found it difficult to compose her face.

“Hullo, what do you want?” she asked ungraciously.

“Refreshment,” said Joshua, and rubbed his hands expectantly.

There were a tantalus, a syphon, and glasses. Evidently Miss Trent had found her way to this without assistance, for one of the glasses had been used.

‘What do you want here?” she asked.

“I am what is known as a Mercury,” he beamed. “In other words, I am a bearer of tidings, both glad and bad.”

She was all attention now.

“What is the bad?” she asked.

Mr. Collie was unusually loquacious. What, he said, was one man’s meat was another man’s poison. One man’s good news struck terror to another.

“For God’s sake, don’t gas so much,” said the woman. “What has happened?”

He looked at her meditatively.

“Captain John Leslie has been released on bail.”

She wilted under the shock, stepped back as though he had struck her.

“I don’t believe it,” she said, and the arrival of the reluctant Tillman put an end to her further questions.

“Get Mr. Collie a drink,” she said, and went swiftly from the room.

Tillman evidently had found his way to the tantalus before, but before he did anything further, he closed the door which Millie had left open.

“Well, what are you doing here?” he asked. His voice was stern, almost commanding. “You’re wasting your time at Wimbledon.”

Joshua smiled sheepishly.

“In a sense I am doing the same as you,” he said. “I also am conducting a little private investigation in my own tin-pot way. I do that sort of thing for a living. And if Wimbledon is good enough for you, it is a desirable hunting ground for me. You may not know—”

“Oh, I know all right,” interrupted Tillman. He poured out the whisky. “Say ‘when.’”

“I don’t know the word,” said Collie. “Use your discretion.”

And then, as Tillman splashed in the soda water:

“I recognized you the moment I saw you — once I’ve seen a man I never forget him.”

He took the glass from Tillman’s hand, raised it critically to the light.

“Here’s luck to the happy bride!” he said. “If she is happy.”

Tillman was regarding him with an unfavourable eye.

“I wondered if you knew me. I had an idea we’d met somewhere.”

“At the Corthurst murder trial — I saw you in court,” murmured Joshua. “Chelmsford, three years ago — or was it four?… They keep a very good beer at the Red Lion. Have you ever been to Hereford? I was there for a murder trial some years ago. You know the place I mean? The Mitre is an excellent hotel. They have rather a good cellar of port.”

“I was wondering if you remembered me and hoping you didn’t,” said Tillman.

He poured out a small portion of whisky, put in a liberal allowance of soda water and sipped it daintily.

“You hadn’t got a moustache in those days,” reflected Collie, “but I never forget a man’s walk — you know my methods, Watson.

“Eh?” said Tillman, doubting his ears. “My name may not be Tillman, but it certainly isn’t Watson.”

“Then you don’t know my methods,” said Collie calmly. “That’s unfortunate.”

Tillman took the glass from his hand.

“Have another drink — it isn’t mine.”

“Very sorry,” murmured Mr. Collie. “Somebody was rather curious tonight—wanted to know if I’d ever seen you before. Let me see, who was it?… Yes, the Trent girl. You’re getting the sack: I suppose you know that?”

They laughed together.

“I’ll be glad to get it,” said Tillman drily.

Joshua looked round and came closer to his companion.

“You wouldn’t like to tell me what you’ve discovered? I see by your pained expression that you wouldn’t.” There was a pause. “Perhaps,” he said. “/ can give you a little news — Captain John Leslie has been released.”

He said this a little dramatically, and the effect was disappointing. Tillman’s faint smile was very knowledgeable.

“So I believe,” he said. “I should have been very surprised if he wasn’t.”

He heard a noise in the hall, opened the door, and looked out.

“The trousseau is leaving,” he said, and stepped aside to allow Beryl to come in.

She went straight across to Joshua.

“Mr. Collie,” she said in a low voice, “if I addressed a letter to you at the Post-Courier
 you would get it, wouldn’t you?”

Joshua smiled sadly.

“Yes. Mark it ‘Private’ and then it’ll only be opened twice.”

She would have said more, but Lew Friedman, who shadowed her when she was talking to the reporter, was already in the room.

“Well, Mr. Collie” — he was geniality itself— “I don’t know that we can give you any further news. I’ve nothing sensational for you.”

Joshua was pained.

“I wouldn’t take it if you had,” he said. “We make our own sensations.” He looked slyly at Lew. “We haven’t had one in the paper for ten years — the night the police raided the Leopards Club and several middle-aged gentlemen had to get away by the fire escape!”

Lew’s face was a study, and then he laughed.

“Gosh! you’ve got a very good memory for faces! Were you with the police?”

Joshua shook his head.

“No, I was a little ahead of the police. I got away before they recognized me — I remember passing you on the fire escape!”

Lew shook his head.

“They were mad days, eh? Leopards Club? Funny thing, I was only talking to my — to Mr. Sutton about the club tonight. He’s a member still; he tells me it’s going strong.”

Beryl had gone; Tillman, in some mysterious fashion, had sidled from the room, and they were alone.

“Yes, it is still going strong,” said Mr. Collie. “They’ve had a new fire escape put in — you can get away four abreast.”

They went out into the hall to find Frank Sutton waiting. Somewhere in the background hovered the grim figure of Millie Trent. Sutton frowned at the reporter.

“You’re not giving the press any information, are you, Lew?” he asked quickly. “I mean, about the marriage?” And to Collie: “What are you writing about this wedding?”

“Nothing,” said Joshua. “You might get a paragraph in the Wimbledon Gazette, but the great heart of London, E.C.4 will not be stirred by the happy intelligence — except at our advertisement rate. Wimbledon marriages,” he reflected, “are not news — they are inevitable, like the annual rainfall.”

There was a dramatic interruption to Joshua Collie’s views. A footman appeared in the doorway.

“Well?” asked Friedman.

“Somebody wishes to see you, sir — Captain Leslie!”

There was a dead silence. Collie’s eyes were fixed upon Sutton; he saw him change colour.

“Show him in,” said Lew Friedman’s harsh voice.



Chapter XX


Table of Contents


What “ began Frank, but the other silenced him with a gesture.

“Show him in. You had better go, Collie.”

Mr. Collie went without protest.

There was another long silence, and then John Leslie entered slowly; looked from one man to the other.

“Well?” said Mr. Friedman.

“I want to see Sutton.” Leslie’s voice was hard, menacing.

“Well, you’re seeing him,” said Friedman loudly. “I admitted you, Leslie, because I trust you. But there’s going to be no roughhouse. If there is, I’m in it.”

“What a good fellow you are, Friedman! I think I’ve told you before, I’ve a hell of a good opinion of Jews since I met you.”

Friedman nodded curtly.

“That’s all right — but no roughhouse. You’re a lucky man to be free tonight. The law has changed a bit, hasn’t it?”

Leslie was looking fixedly at Sutton.

“It’s just about the same — penal servitude for receivers and trouble for squealers.”

Friedman was alert, watchful; his one object was to avoid trouble.

“I thought the police liked a squealer,” he said good-humouredly.

Leslie nodded.

“Yes, for a time. They use him and use him and use him; then one day they say: ‘We’ve got all we can out of this fellow — go and pull him in.’ That is, when you know him.”

“Now, listen to me, Leslie,” said Lew. “I want to do something for you. Is a thousand any good to you?”

For the first time Sutton spoke.

“I bear you no malice, Leslie “ he began, but the manager interrupted him.

“You’ve used it all up, haven’t you?”

He turned slowly to Friedman.

“I’ll do you a turn. If you’ve any spare thousands, pass them over to Sutton! Let him get out of this country quick. There’s a boat leaving for Canada tomorrow morning — there’s time to catch the train.”

Lew Friedman sighed heavily.

“Oh, you’re not going to be sensible, eh?”

Leslie’s finger went up and pointed to the white-faced Sutton.

“You know what you’re getting for a son-in-law, don’t you? You’re getting The Squealer — the biggest fence in London!”

Friedman smiled and shook his head.

“A skunk that’s put more poor devils in prison than any police officer. You’ll be lucky if you get away with a whole skin.”

“Did he make you a convict?” asked Friedman.

“I made myself a convict,” replied the other roughly. “I take all the credit.”

“Now, look here, Leslie.” Again Lew Friedman tried to stem the gathering storm. “I don’t want to quarrel with you. You’re sore with Sutton over another matter. We won’t mention names. I know how you feel; I can sympathize with you. But I’ve got somebody’s happiness to consider.”

“So have I,” said Leslie quickly. “Sutton, if you marry Beryl Stedman, look out — by God, I’ll kill you!”

He moved toward Frank, but Friedman came between them.

“You’re a lunatic!” he swore. “There’s no sense in you! Suppose you do a little bit of looking out too, eh? Up to a point, I’m an easy man, but you’re going beyond it, Leslie. I’ve got something to say in this, haven’t I?”

For the first time he was seeing John Leslie in a cold fury. The man’s face was white and tense.

“Let Sutton speak — hasn’t he got a tongue? Have you got to nurse him all the time?” he demanded angrily.

Sutton laughed, and there was something unnatural in his laugh.

“Don’t you worry about me: I can take care of myself!”

“Can you?” said the other sardonically. “You’ve been looking after yourself since you started that fake business of yours. You were looking after yourself when you put me in all ready for sacrifice, as you put in your earlier managers.”

“You’re a damned liar!” snarled Sutton.

Lew Friedman shook his head helplessly.

“Get it off your chest and go, will you, Leslie?”

“A fake business with faked books!” Leslie accused. “All your real work is done in your little car or at the Leopards Club.”

He saw Friedman start.

“That’s where you met the fly men and bought their sparklers — I’m warning you, Sutton.”

Lew heard a sound upstairs, walked to the door quickly, and opened it. Then he turned.

“That’s the finish,” he said. “Clear!”

But Leslie had not finished.

“Cut out that marriage scheme, Sutton! Stick to your old graft.”

And then Friedman’s hand fell on his shoulder, and his voice was urgent.

“Get out through the garden, Leslie — oblige me. There’s a tradesman’s gate round the corner of the house.”

John paused irresolutely.

“I’m asking you as a favour.”

“All right,” nodded the other. “Miss Stedman’s coming, I suppose?”

He walked to the long French windows, pulled one open, and paused.

“You don’t know what I’m doing for you, Sutton,” he said, and in a second he had vanished into the dark.

Sutton was breathing heavily, but, as he took a step toward the window, Friedman put out his hand and drew him back.

“That’ll do,” he growled. “The time to get fierce was when he was here. Put a grin on, will you?”

“Did you hear him — what he said?” breathed Frank Sutton. “Accused me! My God, what a colossal nerve the fellow has—”

Lew pinched his arm till he winced. Beryl had come in. They watched her as she carried her attache case to the writing table and sat down. She pulled open the drawer, evidently searching for old documents to destroy. She was dressed ready for the journey, and there was that in her face which made the Jew’s heart ache. Never had he seen tragedy so clearly written.

“Can I help you, honey?” he asked, a little huskily.

She shook her head.

“No, I’d rather do this alone, if you don’t mind.”

She hadn’t heard Leslie’s voice, then. Lew breathed a deep sigh. At least she had been spared that shock.

“You’ve a whole lot of time, Beryl,” he said. “You needn’t leave the house for another two hours.”

She nodded at this, took a sheet of notepaper, and waited. The gesture of dismissal was not lost upon Sutton.

“Can’t you leave that, Beryl?” he asked, and something of his inward agitation was reflected in his voice. He was irritable, impatient: but, try as he did, he could not wholly recover his old suave tone.

“Come along.” It was Lew who took him by the arm. “Let’s go along and throw Tillman out and have the house to ourselves, without clerks and reporters.”

“I think Beryl ought to know “ began

Sutton.

He had lost his nerve; required the support which her knowledge of Leslie’s threat would give him.

“Shut up!” whispered Lew fiercely. “What are you talking about, you fool?”

Before Frank Sutton could speak, he was hustled out of the room and the door closed, leaving the girl alone.

She gazed after them, an expression of wonder on her face. What ought she to know? Then, with a shrug of despair, she dipped her pen in the ink. This was the sixth attempt to write, and it must be successful. In her heart was a sense of thankfulness that the man she loved was at least at liberty. That was the thought she was carrying away with her.

She wrote a few lines, stopped to read them, had an overwhelming desire to tear up the page, but successfully resisted the temptation. She had written a word when the sound of the French windows opening brought up her head in alarm.

For a second, she could not believe her eyes, and then, with a little cry, she rose, and in another instant was sobbing in John Leslie’s arms. He held the quivering figure tight, whispering incoherent words into her ear.

“Oh, my dear, my dear!” she sobbed. “They let you go?”

He looked at the door: no sound came from the hall outside.

“Yes. They were not quite sure that I was the culprit.”

“I’ve been so worried, so unhappy. I was just writing you a letter. I was sending it to Mr. Collie to give to you.”

His eyes were still on the door.

“Is anybody likely to come in?” he asked.

She shook her head.

“No. They’ve gone to the billiard room.”

Gently she disengaged herself, went to the door and, opening it, listened. There came to her ears the click of billiard balls. She closed the door firmly. There was the tiniest little bolt, and, after a moment’s hesitation, she shot this.

“Miss Trent is here, but she’s in the library. Oh, John, you don’t know how happy you’ve made me!”

He held her at arm’s length.

“To see me?”

She nodded.

“To see you — free.” And then, with a pathetic little smile: “You’re such a dreadful character! How could you, John! I’m so hurt about it.”

He was holding her by the shoulders, looking hungrily into her eyes.

“A man like myself has to be many things,” he said. “Beryl, I’ve got something to say to you.

She knew what that something was, tried to free herself, but he held her shoulders firmly.

“No, no, please! Don’t say it.”

“I shall have to… I’ve said it once. You see, I — well, I love you! I can’t lose you without a fight, can I?”

“Don’t!” she murmured in a low voice.

“I must,” he said. “I should be mad if I didn’t tell you. Beryl, whatever you do, whomever you marry, you can’t marry this man.”

He read the despair in her face, and his heart stood still. Before she spoke the words, he knew.

“I’m married,” she whispered, and he dropped his hands.
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Married?” he asked, in horror. “You’re joking!”

She shook her head.

“Married — when?”

She told him.

“We had a special licence. It wasn’t to be until — tomorrow, but Lew wished to have it over, because — well, because of what happened this morning, John. He knows… how I feel about you.”

Married! There was murder in his eyes as he moved toward the door, but she clung to his arm.

“Don’t, don’t! What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to settle with Frank Sutton,” he said between his teeth.

“You mustn’t! Jack, you won’t?”

She clung to him desperately, her arms about his neck.

“For God’s sake, don’t! It’s no worse for you than it is for me — haven’t you any instinct? Can’t you see what it means to me? I’m only just awake… I thought knowing you and all those meetings were just pleasant little interludes, and now I know — I know.”

She was weeping softly on his breast, and all the fury died out of his heart. He had wanted to save her this, he told her — he was a brute. Suddenly, her weeping ceased, and she put him away from her.

“I love you, that’s the truth,” she said in a low voice. “It’s no use being a fool and pretending I don’t. It would kill Uncle Lew — if I — did what I want to do. But I’ve got to go through with it now, John, haven’t I? I’ve got to go through with it?”

He shook his head slowly.

“My dear, don’t lose hold of yourself. We’ve all — got to go through with it. When do you leave?”

She was dabbing her eyes with a little handkerchief.

“Ten-something from King’s Cross,” she said listlessly. “Jack, you’re not going to do anything or say anything — you’re not?”

“Ten-something,” he nodded.

“You’re not going to do anything that will hurt you and me, are you? Jack, are you? Why don’t you answer me?”

He spoke half in thought.

“Married you — the cur! God! I’d have spared him something if he hadn’t done that!”

He was frightening her. And then she heard quick footsteps coming down the stairs.

“Go into the garden: there’s somebody coming — please, please!”

She put up her face and kissed him, and, as he disappeared through the French windows, she flew to the door, drew the bolt noiselessly, and made her way back to the writing table. She was hardly seated when Millie Trent came in. She was carrying a large portfolio, and was evidently on the point of leaving the house, for her hat was on and she wore a long rainproof coat. She was startled at the sight of Beryl.

“Hullo! I didn’t know you were here, Miss — Mrs. Sutton. You gave me a fright,” she said, a little awkwardly.

“Did you wish to see Mr. Sutton?”

Millie nodded, and the girl had the feeling that for some reason she could not trust her voice.

“I’ve been trying to speak to him all the afternoon.”

Her voice was shrill and strange; had Beryl a knowledge of the woman, she would have known that Millie Trent was half mad with anger.

“Whenever I try to speak to him, he goes to the billiard room.” And then, desperately: “I wish you would ask him to see me, Miss — Mrs. Sutton.”

Beryl got up from her chair.

“Yes, I’ll call him with pleasure.”

“Thank you very much.” A pause. “I suppose I ought to call you ‘madam’?”

Beryl’s lips curled.

“I suppose so — madam!”

The woman heard her call Frank by name at the door of the billiard room, and, setting her portfolio on the desk, she took the seat that Beryl had vacated and glanced with a sour smile at the three lines of writing she read.

Evidently this last summons was to be obeyed. Frank Sutton came quickly into the room and shut the door.

“Have you seen this?” She held up the letter.

He took it from her hand and read:

My dear Jack:

I shall not see you again, but I want to tell you that I shall never forget

“‘Dear Jack’? Leslie, I suppose.”

“She’ll see him again all right,” said Millie grimly.

The atmosphere was charged with electricity: he felt it, and grew more nervous.

“Where is the money?” he asked.

She opened the portfolio and took out three wads of American currency.

“A hundred and two thousand dollars,” she said. “There was nearly a hitch about cashing Friedman’s check — I only got to the bank a quarter of an hour before it closed.”

“I suppose you sent the other money on to Rome?”

She nodded.

“A pity you couldn’t sell the business.”

“A great pity,” he said.

Their conversation was the spluttering of a fuse. The explosion was to come.

“Where does the car pick me up?” she asked. She was not looking at him, and was playing with a paper knife on the table.

“Eh? Oh, the car? Yes, that picks you up at the corner of Lower Regent Street. You’ll just make the Havre boat.”

“I’ll just make the Havre boat?” she repeated. “Aren’t you coming?”

“I’ll pick you up at Southampton. You’ll want some of this.” His fingers ran rapidly over the note pad; he pulled out a few and dropped them in front of her, and she put them in her bag.

“You’re coming on after, aren’t you?” And then, very deliberately: “The Empress goes out on the tide!”

He started.

“I don’t know what you mean.” “The Empress goes out on the tide — you treacherous dog!” Her eyes were blazing with rage. “Listen, Mr. Squealer. I’ve stood a whole lot from you. I’ve stood imprisonment for you. I’ve helped you with your dirty g r aft, and I’ve stood by and watched you marry five different girls — but you’ve always left them at the church door.”

He licked his dry lips, but made no reply.

“I’ve been with you in this graft, fencing and squealing. Every squeal you’ve put in to the police I’ve typewritten for you! I’ve carried your diamonds to Antwerp and Paris and risked a life sentence for you!”

“I don’t know what you’re getting at.” His voice was trembling. “What’s the matter with you, Millie?”

They did not see the figure that had emerged from the gloom and was standing in the shadow of the window. John Leslie, his head bent, listened, a grim smile on his face.

“I’ll tell you what I mean.” Millie’s voice was a hiss of sound. “You’re sending me to Southampton. Do you think I’ll fall for that kind of trick? And where are you going? Not to Scotland with this girl — you’re taking her to Canada! You’ve booked the passage in the name of Jackson. The boat train leaves Euston tonight almost at the same time as the train leaves King’s Cross for Scotland. I’ve stood for your bigamy when you left them flat at the church, with their fathers’ checks in your pocket, but I’m not standing this!”

“Hush!” he warned her frantically. “Keep your voice down, you damned fool! Somebody will hear you.”

“They’ll hear soon enough. You’re not leaving for Canada and you’re not leaving for Scotland — get that, Mr. Squealer! I’m your wife, your only legal wife, and you’re coming away with me to Southampton, or I’m going to find Tillman.”

“Tillman?”

“Ah!” She laughed harshly. “You don’t know who Tillman is, but I can guess.”

He was trembling like a leaf, his face the colour of chalk.

“You’re mad, Millie!” he gasped. “You wouldn’t do a dirty trick like that on me….”

“Are you coming with me?”

He was a quick thinker, The Squealer, and now his brain was racing to find a solution.

“The train doesn’t leave till after ten,” he said urgently. “Let’s talk this over. We can’t talk here. Meet me at the Leopards Club in an hour’s time.”

He saw the suspicion in her eyes and grew almost frenzied in his appeal.

“You fool, if I don’t turn up, you can be at the station, can’t you? You’ve nearly two hours to catch me if I don’t keep my promise.”

“I tell you “ she began.

Suddenly he clapped his hand in front of her mouth.

“They’ll hear you in the hall,” he whispered.

The door into the hall was ajar, and he almost ran across the room to close it. When he came back, he saw by her face that he had triumphed.

“At the Leopards Club in an hour. I swear to you, Millie, that you’re misjudging me. I’ve no more intention of—”

“You’re a liar,” she said more calmly, “but I’ll take a chance. If you’re not there in sixty minutes, I’ll be waiting on the platform at Euston, with two ‘busies’ to pinch you, and enough evidence to send you to Dartmoor for as long as you live. And everybody shall know — John Leslie and Lew Friedman—”

“Hush, hush!” He opened the door stealthily and looked out, half ran across the hall to the front door, and accompanied her into the night.

His car was waiting at the end of the drive, he told her.

“I’ll make some excuse to come up to town. Take the car as far as Wimbledon station, where you can get a cab. Millie, you don’t mean all you’ve said? You wouldn’t send an old pal to the Moor—”

“I’d be glad to send you there!” She spat the words at him. “And you’ll be glad if I have the chance.”

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“What do I mean?” She thrust her face almost into his. “If John Leslie gets to know first, you’ll be in hell tonight!”
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Mr. Joshua Collie went back to his office early in the evening, and Field literally fell upon his neck under the mistaken impression that the reporter had brought with him sufficient copy to enliven the early edition. But as he knew his Collie well, he should have realized that that was a most unlikely possibility. For Collie was one of those peculiar men, not uncommon in Fleet Street, who loved the collection of news and loathed setting it down in black and white. It was almost as though they were parting with a cherished secret. Not until the last minute of the last hour would Collie ever write a line, though his overcoat pocket was crammed with odd scraps of memoranda which nobody but he could read.

When Mr. Field had completely exhausted himself:

“A newspaper story,” said Joshua oracularly, “is like a jigsaw puzzle. One may put together odd sections; one may even get a faint resemblance to the design; but until all the pieces are in place—”

“I don’t wish to have a lecture from you on news,” said the exasperated editor. “All I want from you is a story. It needn’t even be spelled correctly — we keep a man in the office to attend to that; and the English may be your very own — even that matter can be put right. But we want the bones and bowels of a news item that can be expanded by a more skilful hand than yours into a readable half column.”

Joshua looked pained and wan.

“Not half a column, Mr. Field,” he said with dignity, “but three columns! I am going to pick up the rest of this story at the Leopards Club. As you once remarked, it is a low haunt. I am an honorary member. But it is a useful low haunt; and this story is drifting that way. I don’t know what is going to happen — the gift of prophecy has been denied me — but if it isn’t something big, I’ll eat my hat.”

Field’s big nose wrinkled.

“It is unnecessary for me to remind you, Mr. Collie,” he said unpleasantly, “that the type of animal that eats straw is not much use in a well-conducted newspaper office. I’ll accept your excuse, but I want the story here by ten. If you can’t write it, ‘phone it. If you can’t ‘phone it, I’ll send a man to you wherever you ate to take a dictated note. The Megaphone
 —”

“Curse the Megaphone
 !” said Joshua Collie coldbloodedly. It was a terrible piece of bad language for him.

Now Joshua had one invaluable gift, peculiar to all good reporters: he had a nose for essentials; and so far he was satisfied that the Megaphone
 , his great rival, had not yet touched the edge of vital things.

His first visit, after leaving the Post-Courier
 building, was to Frank Sutton’s office. As a rule, two or three clerks could be found working late; more especially was this likely when the financial half-year was approaching; and he was not disappointed to learn from the commissionaire on duty at the staff entrance that there were two clerks and a sub-manager working in the accounts department.

“Here, Mr. Collie,” said the commissionaire, “what’s this yarn about Leslie? They told me he’d been pinched — he was here this afternoon — went up to his office as large as life.”

This was news to Joshua.

“How long was he in the building?” he asked.

“About half an hour, according to the sub-manager. He said he’d come to get his papers.”

“Was anybody else here this afternoon?”

The timekeeper kept a diary, and from this he gleaned that Millie Trent had arrived soon after three, and that Frank Sutton himself had only just come and gone.

“Sutton?” Joshua was staggered.

“He just came in and went out,” said the commissionaire.

Collie passed up the stairs and made his way to the lighted room where the clerks were at work. The sub-manager did not know him and rather resented his arrival, until he learned Joshua’s connection with the press. He was, he said, working overtime, getting out the Bombay accounts. Apparently, Sutton & Company exported a very large number of secondhand motor cars to that city, and that afternoon the sub-manager in charge of the department had received specific instructions to collect every penny due to the firm, convert it into cash, and hold the result at Frank Sutton’s orders.

“We sha’n’t be finished till twelve,” complained the man. “If Tillman had done his job, we’d have got through by ten. That fellow came in half an hour ago and went out again as cool as you like.”

“Is Tillman here now?” asked Collie quickly.

“If he was here he would be working,” said the other bitterly. “I told Mr. Sutton—”

“How extraordinary,” interrupted Joshua sententiously, “that a man should be compelled on his very wedding day to attend to sordid business!”

Mr. Sutton had a headache, explained the sub-manager — he was subject to such disorders. In his office he had a small locked medicine cupboard, and this contained powders of a peculiarly potent character.

“I must say I learned more about the governor tonight than I have ever known,” said the sub-manager. “He was quite chatty. I suppose you’ve come up to get a few items about Leslie?”

In truth, Joshua had come with no such intention, but he accepted this ready-made explanation. For the moment, he confessed, he was terribly concerned about Frank Sutton’s headaches. He could imagine no worse start for a honeymoon.

“I didn’t know that he had ’em till he told me,” said the sub-manager — and this was exactly what Mr. Collie wished to learn.

The manager talked about Sutton: his unfailing kindness, his courtesy and consideration for the staff.

“Leslie was a brute compared with him,” he said. “The girls who work in the office have a little club — a sort of club — to buy flowers for his desk. They’re always doing something for his office — pen-wipers and things.”

Collie had never seen Mr. Sutton’s private office. He gave the sub-manager the impression that a view of this holy of holies was necessary for an article he intended writing.

“In these days of labour troubles,” he said, “the world cannot know too much about the employer who treats his staff like human beings.”

He even suggested that it might be necessary to secure a photograph of the room which contained such a paragon among employers.

“You’ll get me hung,” said the sub-manager, taking his keys from his pocket. He conducted Mr. Collie down the dark corridor and opened a door at the end.

It was a very pleasant room, the chief feature of which was a large and handsome writing desk. A rich-looking square of carpet covered the greater expanse of the floor, and just behind Sutton’s padded desk chair was a small mahogany cabinet fixed to the wall by brackets. Joshua took a leisurely survey of the apartment, noted the handsome fireplace, the deep armchairs, the quality of the velvet curtains that flanked each window. Absentmindedly he tried the door of the cabinet, but it was locked.

“Don’t touch anything, old man,” begged the sub-manager.

“A very tidy office and spotlessly clean,” murmured Joshua. “A palace!”

The desk was clear and, save for a screwed-up piece of white paper, the wastepaper basket was empty. But the reporter saw that on the paper was a red seal… just a glimpse he had of the cracked and broken sealing-wax, and guessed that Mr. Sutton must have opened a new box of powders and thrown away the wrapping. And Joshua was anxious to know the nature of this magic specific.

“How do those curtains draw?” he asked.

The manager showed him, concealed in the folds of the velvet, a long silk cord. One pulled at this — he performed the action — and the curtains covered the windows. Before he returned his full attention to the visitor, the wastepaper basket was empty and the paper was added to the confusion in Mr. Collie’s overcoat pocket.

He left the sub-manager in his room and went on his way down the corridor toward the stairs. Presently he came to the entrance to Leslie’s room, stopped, and tried the door. To his surprise, it was unlocked. But he had a greater surprise still when he switched on the light. The fireplace was full of burned and charred papers, and not only was the safe door open, but the key was still in the lock.

“Dear me!” said Joshua.

He peered into the safe: it was entirely empty. Not so much as a sheet of paper was left of its contents. The three shelves were bare. Thoughtfully, he closed the safe, locked the door, and put the key on Leslie’s table. Somebody intended to make a very quick getaway, and was destroying — what?

He poked among the ashes, found nothing, until at the very bottom were two half sheets of typewritten paper, the greater part of which had been burned away. The first of these read:

John Leslie, an exconvict in the em… behaving suspiciously for a Ion… diamond collar the property of L… safe in his office.

The second sheet was almost identical, but in both there were certain typewriting errors. He folded these sheets carefully and put them in his pocket.

This, then, was the home of The Squealer; for Elford on one occasion had, by special permission of Barrabal, shown him one of the typical squeals that The Squealer was in the habit of sending to Scotland Yard and to the Divisional Inspector of the district.

He looked up at the clock; there was time for him to eat his dinner — Joshua hated being hurried over meals — before he began the wearisome task of beginning a story which so far had no end. Most fervently, Mr. Joshua Collie prayed for a quick development, for the Megaphone
 was getting on his nerves.

There is a tiny restaurant at the back of the Empire Theatre which was a favourite haunt of the reporter’s. Here, relieved of his overcoat, he sat down and relaxed with the happy sense of comforts to come.

And then he remembered Mr. Sutton’s headache powders and went out to the microscopic vestibule to search his coat pocket.

He found what he was seeking and brought it back to his table.

As he straightened out the paper, he saw that the sub-manager had been mistaken — the shape was not of a carton but of a small phial. On the paper was printed the trade mark of a manufacturing chemist and the name of the drug. Beneath was the warning “Poison!”

Joshua really did whistle, for this compound name was that of one of the most powerful narcotics known to medical science. It was a drug greatly favoured by a certain type of desperate criminal who called it “The New Knock,” for its effects were more drastic than the knockout drop of old.

The waiter brought the soup as Joshua rose from the table.

“Leave it there,” he said, and went out to find a telephone.

There were many eminent physicians who would go a long way to oblige Joshua Collie. The first he called was out, but at the second attempt he found himself connected with one of the brightest lights that illuminate Harley Street.

“Collie speaking — Post-Courier
 . I want to ask you what would be the effect of this drug?” He repeated the name on the paper and heard the doctor laugh.

“What is this — a new crime you’ve unearthed, Joshua? What would be the effect?

It is odourless and tasteless. If you took half a teaspoonful you would feel absolutely no effect until you made a sudden movement — lifted your hand or turned your head rather quickly. Then you would go out as though you had been hit on the head with an iron bar, and you might sleep for hours — and you’d be rather sorry for yourself when you woke up! Why do you want to know?”

“I am writing an article,” said Joshua mendaciously. “It is to be called ‘Should Brides Be Poisoned?’”
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When Beryl Sutton left the drawing room and passed up the stairs, her first intention was to go to her room, and, locking the door, wait until she had brought her mind to normality. Her head was aching; a curious weakness made her knees give under her. As she entered her room, she thought she heard Lew’s voice calling her from below, but purposely did not answer. Closing the door softly, she was about to lock it when a thought occurred to her. She had one hour at the most — one hour of loneliness; the last hour, perhaps, she could call her own.

Leading from her bedroom was a small dressing room, and she had made this into a cosy cubbyhole, infinitely less comfortable than her own sitting room, but having the inestimable advantage of seclusion.

Here was a long and luxurious settee, and, closing and locking first the door and then the baize inner door, she collapsed into the soft couch, and, burying her head in the cushions, strove with all her will power to compose her mind.

John Leslie was free… and she was married. In an hour, two hours, she would be on her way to Scotland with Frank Sutton…. She was Mrs. Frank Sutton. She repeated the words a dozen times, trying to take hold of the reality. But her mind refused to be disciplined. She was married, and yet she was not married. And somewhere out there beyond the dark garden the man she loved was waiting, with a heart as empty as hers.

She tried to rouse herself, to make the effort of walking to the window and looking out. Perhaps she could see him. But she was curiously lethargic; could not bring herself to move. The very weariness of death was upon her; she was striving toward oblivion, and presently oblivion came, and she fell into a dreamless sleep.

She did not even hear Lew’s voice calling her from the bedroom, or the whir of car wheels….

It was the patter of rain against the window that woke her, and she sat up with a start. The room was dark, but it had been dark when she came in. She had had to feel her way to the couch. How long had she slept? It seemed incredible that she had slept at all.

She rose stiffly and shivered, for she was chilled. Feeling along the wall, she found the electric switch and pressed it, and the room was flooded with soft light. On her desk was a tiny French clock, and the hands pointed to a quarter to eleven.

A quarter to eleven! Her train left King’s Cross at twenty past ten. She picked up the little clock and pressed it to her ear: it was going. And then she glanced at the watch on her wrist: it was the same hour. What had happened?

She went into the bedroom, turned on the light, and, opening the door, stepped on to the landing. She heard the footman talking to one of the servants below.

“…I didn’t see her go. She was wearing a hat when I saw her last… he’s like a lunatic. Perhaps he thinks she’s gone after that fellow.”

She thought it was the moment to call down the stairs, and heard a startled expression.

“Is that you, miss? Good Lord, you’ve given us all a fright, miss!”

She went halfway down the dark stairs.

“What has happened? Where is Mr. Friedman?”

I don’t know, miss. I think he’s gone out after you.” He was rather embarrassed.

“Perhaps she went after that fellow,” she repeated to herself — who the fellow was to whom he was referring, she could guess.

“Mr. Friedman thought I’d gone out? Has he telephoned?”

“No, miss.”

The grandfather clock in the hall struck the three quarters at that moment.

“Is that a quarter to eleven?”

“Yes, miss. All your trunks went on to the station hours ago.”

The footman was anxious for further information at first hand, but she was not to be provoked into satisfying his curiosity.

“I didn’t know what to do with your suitcases, miss.”

Her two suitcases were strapped in the hall, waiting, she saw. She stood, one hand on the balustrade, looking down at them thoughtfully.

“Has Mr. Sutton been back?”

“No, miss — ma’am.” He remembered her changed status.

“Mr.” — here she hesitated— “Leslie?”

“No, miss, he hasn’t come either. In fact, nobody’s here except the servants.” A pause. “Shall I telephone for a taxi, miss?”

“Why?”

Evidently there was reason in the footman’s question. Her place was by her husband’s side — how very trite that sounded! She had heard such a phrase in a play that had not been very successful, and for which she and Lew had had firstnight tickets.

“Yes, please,” awkwardly. “I think you had better get a taxi. The cars have gone?”

“Yes, miss, there are no cars here except your little two-seater.”

Obviously, he dismissed the possibility of her using this. A lady going to Scotland on her honeymoon might find a two-seater an embarrassing possession by the time she reached King’s Cross station. But, to his surprise, she jumped at the suggestion.

“Yes, please,” she said eagerly. “Will you get it out for me?”

The footman was a motor cyclist and had some knowledge of cars. In ten minutes, he brought the little machine to the portico.

“I’ve put up the hood and the side curtains, miss — ma’am,” he said. “It’s raining cats and dogs. If I were you, I should wear something warm.”

She smiled at this.

“You feel you stand in loco parentis
 , Robert?” she said. The gaiety in her voice was infectious, though the reason for her sudden happiness was difficult to analyze. Not so difficult, perhaps, if she allowed herself to think honestly. She was happy because she had lost the train to Scotland. Whatever happened, that journey would be postponed till — tomorrow, probably.

“If Mr. Friedman rings up, you must tell him I went to sleep in my dressing room and that I’m terribly sorry; and you can tell Mr. Sutton the same. And, Robert, tell Mr. Friedman that I am driving up to London—”

Here she stopped. Why was she driving to London? She must at least be honest with herself. She was going to Leslie, to find him. And what would happen after that, she did not know — cared less. Only she wanted to be — some place where Frank Sutton could not find her. No longer did she fret at the thought of hurting Lew. She was comfortably selfish. All the world for the moment revolved about her own happiness, her own emotions.

She must be still asleep in a moral sense, she thought, as she climbed into the car and sent the machine spinning along the London road. For even the drive of rain and the chill of the night could not wake her to the cold ugliness of duty. Her duty was to herself. Intruding on this feverish lightheadedness of hers was the knowledge of one inexplicable problem that remained unsolved. Lew and duty had gone by the board. Frank was an inconsiderable factor — or would be if she could make up her mind just how she felt toward him.

If she hated him, her action was logical; if she liked him enough to be sorry for him, she would not dare think of him. But she neither liked nor hated him. He was one with Tillman — Collie — a dozen people she could recall. An interesting person to whom she was attached by no bond which could not be snapped without a pang.

In this mood Beryl Sutton came to London.

Her car came to a halt before the rather gloomy Bloomsbury house in which John Leslie had his lodgings. Exactly what she was going to do, she had no idea. What would be the outcome of her visit, she did not think or care. As she drew nearer and nearer to London, her spirits, for some unaccountable reason, rose higher. She had money with her, and if necessary she would spend that night at a hotel. One resolution she had reached — she would not return to Wimbledon and to Frank Sutton.

The Bloomsbury boarding house had a butler who was also a part proprietor. He shook his head when she told him of her quest.

“Captain Leslie very seldom comes here except to sleep,” he said, to her surprise. “I haven’t seen him since Wednesday.”

“Didn’t he sleep here last night?” she asked.

“Not for two or three nights, miss.”

“But what do you do with his letters when they come?”

“They don’t come,” he smiled blandly.

She heard the news in consternation. At least she had expected to find Leslie; never doubted that her first objective would be reached.

“He is working at Sutton & Co. I can give you the address.”

“Thank you, I know it,” she said hurriedly. “Perhaps he has gone back there.”

And though it was very unlikely, she could but inquire. When she arrived, the commissionaire could only tell her what he had told “a newspaper reporter.”

“Mr. Collie?” she said quickly.

Here was one who might help her, and it was strange that she had never thought of him. She did not go into the office, but turned her car Citywards, and ten minutes later Field was interviewing her in the waiting room of the Post-Courier
 .

“Miss Stedman?” he said when he came in. “You’re not the lady who was married today?”

“Yes, I am,” she nodded, a little subdued, “but I’m not quite used to my new name.”

“I’m afraid Collie is out,” said Field gently. He was a man with an eye for beauty, despite his grizzled hair and his years; for news editors are sometimes human. “I don’t know where you could find him, unless…” He shook his head dubiously. “He’s probably at a club, rather a low place called the Leopards, and I shouldn’t advise you to go there, Mrs. Sutton. I’ll ‘phone him.”

He went out and was gone five minutes.

“He’s not there yet,” he reported, “but, if you keep in touch with the office, we can let you know where he is to be found.”

She was in a dilemma. Collie only had one value to her: he might be able to lead her to John Leslie. Perhaps Field knew, but he shook his head when she put the question.

“No, I only know what’s in the newspaper, that he was arrested to-day. Is he a friend of yours, Mrs. Sutton?”

“Yes,” she said in a low voice, “a very great friend.”

“He was released on bail. That’s remarkable. Barrabal’s doing — though why Barrabal should let him out—”

And then, remembering that while he was speaking of a desperate criminal, he was also speaking of her friend, he endeavoured to turn the conversation, only to find himself in deeper waters.

“I shouldn’t be surprised if you found Leslie at the club. They have some queer members—”

He floundered here, but she was not thinking of deplorable characters. The possibility that she might find him at this place made her heart leap.

“Could I leave my car here? I saw a lot of machines standing by the sidewalk unattended.”

Mr. Field made inquiries by telephone and found that the car could be left. She had made up her mind. After seeing the machine sandwiched in a side street between two newspaper vans, she went up to Fleet Street, found a taxi, and gave the driver instructions.

“The Leopards Club, miss?” The taxi driver was staggered. “Very good.”

“Do you know where it is?”

“Yes, miss, I know where it is, and I know what it is,” grinned the taxi man. “All right, miss.”

It was raining so heavily that she was already wet to the skin, but this she did not notice. The cab passed through Kingsway, and after a while pulled up at the entrance of a narrow street. Through the rain-blurred window, she saw two men running, and heard, above the rumble and rattle of the taxi, a police whistle blow shrilly. And then she was stricken with a horrible feeling of apprehension. Flinging open the door of the cab, she jumped out.

“Wait for me!” she called over her shoulder, and fled down the narrow street.

Where the Leopards Club was, she did not know. Only she could see a crowd running and knew something awful had happened. Above the patter of flying footsteps came that nerve-shattering police whistle.

And then somebody caught her by the arm and swung her round, and she looked up into the lean face of Tillman.

“Where are you going, Miss Stedman?” he asked roughly.

She stared at him wildly.

“I don’t know. Something has happened…” She could hardly find breath to speak.

“Something’s happened all right. You’d better go away.”

Two policemen came flying past at a run. She saw ahead of them a little knot of people gathered round the door of a building. And then somebody began screaming horribly. She put her hands to her ears to shut out the sound.

Tillman relaxed his grip on her arm for a moment, and then, obeying an impulse, she ran forward. She heard him call her back, but she took no notice. Now she was on the edge of the little crowd and saw the struggling, screaming woman whom two policemen were carrying from the building.

It was Millie Trent!

“Murder, murder!” she was screaming. “He’s dead!… Leslie murdered him!”

Beryl sank back, would have collapsed, but Tillman’s strong arm was round her.

Dead? Frank Sutton was dead. Instinctively she knew that she, the bride of a few hours, was a widow. John Leslie had kept his promise.
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The Leopards Club figured from time to time in the police-court news, but lately a wave of respectability had come over that dubious establishment. For a year it had become something of a fashionable resort in the sense that daring young bloods who wished to show their quivering womenfolk a view of the under life of London were wont to engage a table at the Leopards and to spend a precarious night dancing to the strains of the saxophone, fiddle, and trap drum which composed the Leopards Club orchestra.

It was situate, as so many clubs of its kind are placed, on the top floor of a large building off Shaftesbury Avenue, and was registered as a social and luncheon club. Besides the cramped dining room with its still more cramped dancing floor, there were supper rooms where the members could entertain their guests privately.

Mr. William Anerley, both proprietor and commissionaire, called the largest of these latter “the board room,” and suggested, both by printed notice affixed to the Club board and by advertisement, that it might be hired by directors of public meetings. There is no record that this invitation had ever been accepted.

Queer things happened at the Leopards, but the really queer things which interested the police were most rigorously prohibited. You might not drink in forbidden hours, or play, to the knowledge of the proprietor, a game less innocuous than solo whist. That members came to the club with “a shoe in their pocket,” and more exciting games than auction bridge were played, not only in the board room, a favourite rendezvous, but in the smaller apartments, was fairly certain. But Bill Anerley could point with virtuous pride to certain minutes of his committee wherein was recorded the expulsion of Joe Greel and Harry Manx, who had transgressed the rules.

The committee was properly constituted, but since it had a habit of meeting at an hour in the morning when most of its members were in bed, and one of the rules of its constitution stipulated that two might form a quorum, the business of the Leopards was conducted by Mr. Anerley and his gawky son, Jim, who, in moments when he was free from the arduous business of committeeman, manipulated the lift by which the members and their friends entered the club.

Bill had no illusions about the character of the establishment or the standing of its members: and once, when he had ostentatiously struck from the roll of membership a gentleman who had brought a pigeon to be plucked, he had stated his conviction in a few pungent words.

“Do you call this a gentleman’s club?” demanded the disgruntled member.

Big Bill looked at him with a cold blue eye.

“If it was a gentleman’s club, Harry, your name wouldn’t be on the books.”

Once Jim asked him, in a slack period of the year, where the members went in the holiday season. Bill did not raise his eyes from the book where he was entering up certain charges.

“Some of ’em go to the Lydo, my boy, and some of ’em go to Ostend, and some of ’em go to Dartmoor. It all depends on what they do for a living.”

A hardfaced, big-jawed man, there was only one tender spot in his composition, and that, curiously enough, was an affection for two men, one of whom was entirely unknown to him.

It was a favourite story of Bill’s, that he told the interested Jim in slack moments.

“He used to call me ‘Percy.’ I met him first in a shell hole the other side of Hill 60, and we lay there for three days. He was an officer and I was a private… and he used to call me Percy. ‘Hullo, Percy,’ he used to say, when a shell came over. ‘That one nearly got you!’ He tied up my leg and kept me alive with water that he ought to have been drinking hisself. I’d give a thousand pound to meet him. If I could have only got down from the bus in time that day…”

He referred to a memorable afternoon in July when he and Jim were taking a blow on the top of a bus. As they had passed Piccadilly Circus, Bill had recognized his hero and signalled frantically to him, without attracting attention, and, descending in haste, had made a vain search. Piccadilly is a place of great activity, and the unknown had vanished.

As to the other, he never spoke of him at all, but there is little he would not have done for the financier who at a critical period had established Bill Anerley as the proprietor of The Club. For Mr. Lewis Friedman he had a profound respect — for the unknown officer something of veneration.

It was nine o’clock and a very quiet night — so quiet that Anerley the younger had been given the earlier part of the evening off to go to the pictures. He returned to find his father a very thoughtful man.

There had been some trouble with the orchestra, and Bill had substituted an electrically propelled gramophone in the dancing room, and the squeak and squall of it came at intervals as the door was opened.

“Anybody in the ballroom tonight, Father?” Jim, in an ill-fitting uniform, lounged against the entrance of the lift.

“Nobody tonight, my boy,” said Bill, looking over his pince-nez. His own commissionaire’s uniform was a gorgeous thing of gold and mulberry. “And I wish, my boy, you’d get out of the habit of asking questions.”

Jim sighed. He was young, and excitement was his normal fare.

“Couldn’t we do something to liven things up?” he asked.

His father looked at him sternly.

“What do you mean — buy a couple of toy balloons and call it a gala dance?” he demanded sardonically. “No, Jim, there’s nothing to worry about. Everybody’s out of town.”

The telephone bell en his desk rang. He took down the receiver. It was an inquiry from an agitated lady.

“No, Mrs. Lattit, your husband isn’t here… no, he hasn’t been in the club to-day — I haven’t seen him, at any rate. Yes, Mrs. Lattit, I’ll tell him.”

He put down the receiver, rang a bell, and a little waiter appeared.

“Go and tell Mr. Lattit his wife’s asking after him,” he said. “He’s in Number Four — no, no, Number Three. Don’t go disturbing Number Four — he’s having a sleep.”

“Who’s that?” asked Jim.

Mr. Anerley adjusted his glasses, unnecessarily, for he looked over them at the youth.

“Who’s what?” he demanded.

“Who’s in Number Four?”

“Mr. Albert Alfred Henry John Jones,” said Bill. “He lives at 906 Nowhere Court.”

Jim was crushed to silence. Presently his father enlightened him.

“If you want to know, it’s one of the members who wants to keep out of sight. And if you ask what you’re to say if the police inquire about him, I’ll give you a thick ear!”

Jim was saved the trouble of a retort. The lift bell rang, and he descended. He was back again in a minute and ushered the visitor into the corridor.

“Good-evening, Mr. Sutton.”

Bill favoured the newcomer with a glance that was meant to be gracious; for Sutton, if he was not a frequent, was a generous, patron of the club. He looked round now at the waiting boy, and Bill, taking the hint, gave his son a signal to make himself scarce — a simple matter for a lift attendant.

Until the whine of the descending elevator ceased, Sutton did not speak, and his shrewd observer realized that the request to be made of him was of a special character, for it was not unusual for Mr. Frank Sutton to require a special service. There was an occasion when Bill had arranged one of the private rooms in such a manner that Sutton could interview a caller without his identity being revealed or his face seen by the visitor.

Bill Anerley never inquired too closely into the profession or the occupation of his members. The club, he often said, was for service. He had adopted this phrase bodily from the advertisement of a well-known trading house.

But it sounded fine, and, in a sense, went to the salving of his conscience.

Sutton was no favourite of his, but he was a man of wealth, a generous paymaster, and, as such, to be treated with respect.

“I want a room. Is the board room vacant?”

“Yes, sir,” said Bill. “Are you expecting somebody?”

His hand was halfway to the bell when the other stopped him. In turning, he knocked against the visitor, and Frank Sutton cursed him and felt gingerly at his arm.

“It is all right,” he said, with a wince of pain, “but I was in a motorcar accident the other night and cut myself rather badly.”

Bill was all apologies, but these Sutton cut short.

“You needn’t let the waiters in on this,” he said. “I’d like you to look after the matter yourself. I want a couple of pints of champagne, two glasses, and no interruption.”

This in itself was not a remarkable request.

“A lady, Mr. Sutton?”

Frank Sutton nodded thoughtfully.

“Yes — you know her: she’s been here before with me.”

“Miss Trent?” Bill was interested.

“Yes, Miss Trent.”

There was something else coming. Bill knew that the really important communication was as yet unmade. Sutton would not have sent the boy out of the way to order a couple of pints of champagne and a private room.

The big corridor was quiet; only the faint strains of the gramophone came from the dance room, where three lonely couples were endeavouring to work up a spurious gaiety.

“The fact is, Bill, I’m in a frightful mess.”

Bill inclined his head graciously. Most of his clients, at some time or other, were in a frightful mess; and not once but many times had he been called upon to extricate them from unhappy and complicated situations. Yet he could not help wondering why a man of Mr. Frank Sutton’s undoubted wealth and influence should find himself in a difficulty, unless

He had had the faintest of hints that Sutton’s business was not altogether straight. There had been occasions when this prosperous merchant had held conferences in the board room with men whom Anerley knew to be expert jewel thieves. Was it a police matter? he wondered.

“I’ll tell you the facts,” said Sutton. “I’ve had a little tiff with our friend — you’re a man of the world, Anerley, and you understand what I mean.”

A tiff, to Bill, meant anything from a mild argument to a stand-up fight.

“The truth is,” said Sutton, “I was married to-day.”

“Oh!” said Bill, genuinely astonished.

“And Miss Trent, who has been a very good friend of mine, has taken it rather badly. I’m leaving for Scotland tonight, and she’s threatened to come down to the station and make a scene. Well, you realize what that means.”

“She ought to be sensible,” said Bill, shaking his head, reproving the absent Millie. “I’m quite sure a gentleman like you could easily square the thing. A few hundred pounds—”

“Money isn’t in question,” said the other impatiently. “You don’t understand. I’ve discovered that, unfortunately, for some reason or other, Miss Trent has become violently attached to me. You understand what I mean?”

“I understand,” said Bill, wondering what was coming next. Was he expected to placate the enraged Millie? he wondered. Apparently not.

“She will be coming here in a quarter of an hour,” Sutton went on, “and I am going to have a little talk with her. After I’ve gone” — he paused, and looked Bill straight in the eyes— “she will probably have a little sleep. I don’t want her to be disturbed before tomorrow morning — say, four o’clock.”
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Now Bill Anerley understood and shook his head.

“That’s a bit too dangerous, Mr. Sutton,” he said. “I can’t afford to take the risk. Suppose she starts a squeal, what will I look like?”

Sutton’s eyes did not waver.

“Suppose somebody else starts a squeal?” he said slowly. “I don’t see that you’re responsible for anything I do; and it isn’t the first time that people have wakened up in this club with a headache.”

“It will be the first woman that’s wakened up in this club with a headache,” said Bill coolly. “I’m sorry, it can’t be done.”

“It can’t, eh? Then what will happen when I’ve gone and you find the lady sleeping? Will you send for the police? I don’t think so, Bill. I needn’t have told you anything about it. If I’d walked out and left her there and told you I was coming back in an hour or two, you’d have made no trouble.”

“I can’t have anybody doped in this club,” said Bill doggedly; “but if she’s going to make a fuss — well, I can understand how you feel about it, Mr. Sutton.”

Sutton took a pad of notes from his pocket, detached three and laid them on the desk.

“And of course,” said Bill, his eyes on the money, “if it’s not going to hurt her…”

He gathered the notes mechanically, folded them, and slipped them into his pocket.

“When will you be back?” he asked, as Sutton rang the lift bell.

“Either before or after her. Show her into the board room, if that’s vacant.”

Bill nodded.

“If she comes before me, tell her I sha’n’t be very long.”

After Sutton had gone, Bill climbed on to the high stool behind his desk and ran his fingers through his gray hair. Jim returned to find him glaring at the book before him.

“What’s the matter, Father?”

“Eh?… Nothing,” said Bill roughly. “Don’t ask questions.”

“What’s that fellow do for a living — that Mr. Sutton?”

“He’s a gentleman,” snarled Bill.

He roused himself with an effort, got down from his stool, and, going into the little wine bar, found a bottle of champagne, put it on a tray with glasses and a small silver box of biscuits, and brought it to the board room: a large, rather gaudily decorated apartment. He switched on the lights, took a look round, and put a light to the gas stove. Outside, he saw a waiter and beckoned him.

“Somebody’s coming here. You needn’t dodge in or dodge out. And, Adolf — after this gentleman’s gone, I don’t want you to go into the room to clear up — do you understand?”

“Oui, monsieur”

‘When I say I don’t want you to go into the room to clear up,” said Bill, the advisability of clearing himself from any responsibility occurring to him, “I merely mean that the gentleman has hired the room till closing time.”

“Oui, monsieur” said Adolf, who was not unused to receiving mysterious orders. “Also in Number Four—”

“He’s asleep — I told you that!” snapped Bill. “You’re not to disturb him. Anybody who wants in this club can sleep just as long as he dam’ pleases.”

Bill went back to his high desk and leaned upon its side.

“I often wonder, Jim,” he said, with gentle melancholy, “what He would say if he knew I was running this kind of show.”

“Gawd?” asked Jim, pardonably deceived by the reverent pronunciation of the pronoun.

“You know who I’m talking about,” said his father testily; “the chap that used to call me Percy.”

“Perhaps he’s dead,” said Jim. “A lot of fellows got killed in the war.”

Bill eyed him malignantly.

There was the sound of angry voices from behind a curtained doorway that led to the private rooms. A tall youth in evening dress, rather flushed of face and wild of hair, came out, followed by a thickset man.

“Hi, hi, what’s the trouble?” asked Bill sternly.

There was really no need for him to ask: he could guess. Walters, the nimble-fingered, and his confederate had been “entertaining” young Mr. Weatherby for the past hour.

“This young swine “ began Walters truculently.

“You pulled a card out of your pocket — I saw you!” roared the youth, and Walters drew back his arm.

“Steady!” Bill’s voice had the quality of steel.

“I’ll break his—”

“Oh, will you?” Bill Anerley’s smile was entirely mirthless. “You don’t do any breaking here, Walters.”

“Well, what’s he mean by accusing me?” demanded the stout man.

Bill ignored him.

“How much have you lost, sir?” he asked the youth.

“Twentyfive pounds. I don’t mind that—”

“You’ve lost twentyfive pounds.” Bill held out his hand to the scowling Walters. “Cough up,” he said laconically.

“What do you mean?” demanded the man.

“I’m telling yer!” Bill Anerley’s voice rose to a roar, and most reluctantly and slowly Walters put his hand in his pocket, produced five notes, and passed them to Bill, who examined them critically. He handed one back.

“Snide,” he said.

“Eh?” said Walters innocently.

“Slush. Don’t let’s have any argument.”

Walters replaced the counterfeit note.

“There you are, sir.” Bill folded the fivers and handed them to the ruffled loser.

“Thank you, Bill.” Weatherby handed one of the notes to the commissionaire, who pocketed it and opened the lift.

“Jim, get Mr. Weatherby’s hat.”

There was a silence till Jim returned and the lift had carried the pigeon out of sight.

“What do you want to stick your nose in for?” growled Walters.

“Do you want to know?” asked Bill. “There’s no squeal going to come from this club, see? Keep ’em quiet and we’ll say nothing. Let ’em squeal and I come in.”

“Give me back that fiver he gave you,” demanded Walters, and Bill’s laughter filled the corridor.

“I’ll give you a punch on the nose, that’s what I’ll give you,” he said calmly, and provoked the inevitable query:

“Is this supposed to be a gentlemen’s club? I’ll report you to the committee.”

“I’m the committee,” said Bill, and crooked his finger. “Come here.” And, as though fascinated by a snake, Walters obeyed. “Go back and have your drink,” said Bill with ominous quiet. “Argue with me and I’ll drop you down that lift and break your perishing neck!”

Walters slouched back to his private room and his companions.

“Nice club, I must say!” he grumbled.

“It’s the only club you’ll ever be a member of, except the Pentonville Old Boys,” said Bill.

Jim had hurried back that he might be a spectator of a scene that he had witnessed so often but that he never failed to enjoy. He came back, too, with a piece of information.

“Dad, you know that gentleman you pointed out from the top of the ‘bus — that officer, the one you were talking about just now

Bill took off his glasses and laid them on the desk.

“Yes; what about him?”

“I saw him just now,” said Jim.

Bill’s jaw dropped.

“You never did?”

“I did.”

“Where?”

“Just outside the door.”

Bill Anerley shook his head contemptuously.

“Not you!”

“I did, I tell you,” insisted Jim. “He was standing on the other side of the road when I took that young swell down. I had a good look at him, and I was just going across the road to talk to him when he turned and walked off.”

Bill stared at his progeny.

“What would you have said to him?”

“I’d have said: ‘Are you the gentleman who saved my old man’s life? If you are, do you mind popping up in the lift and seeing him?”

“‘Popping up in the lift’!” wailed Bill scornfully. “There’s manners! After the money I’ve spent on your education!” He eyed his son dubiously. “It wasn’t him. You didn’t see him properly that day on the ‘bus.”

“I saw him plain.”

“He’s goodlooking,” said Bill, “so you couldn’t have seen him. I wish I could meet him again.” He shook his head. “How was he dressed?”

Jim considered this point.

“He had gray hair,” he said.

“Did he wear any trousers?” demanded his father sarcastically.

“I mean, his hair was gray. He wore a sort of dark suit and a gray hat.”

Bill shook his head again.

“That’s how he was dressed when I saw him. No, it wasn’t him.”

And then he smiled reminiscently.

“You know the last thing he said to me was: ‘Percy, if we ever get out of this, we’ll have a good dinner at the Carlton.’”

Jim didn’t know the Carlton. Was it the hotel next to Lyons’? His father snorted.

“You lower everything you touch,” he said. “You’d lower this club, only it couldn’t be any lower.”

The lift bell rang. Jim made a dive down to bring the newcomer. At the sight of him Bill grinned uneasily.

Mr. Collie was not a frequent visitor to the Leopards Club; there was something of a stormy petrel about this amiable man, and it was Bill Anerley’s experience that the reporter of the Post-Courier
 never put in an appearance unless there was trouble in the offing. He was an honorary member, as he was of most clubs of this character. Bill’s motto was “ Keep in with the press,” for he had the delusion that there might come a time when all the majesty and machinery of Fleet-Street would turn to extricate him from some unhappy situation.

“Good-evening, Mr. Collie,” he said, as he shook hands. “This is a sight for sore eyes. I haven’t seen you for years. I often read the bits you put in the paper.”

Mr. Collie surveyed him gravely.

“I thought you were looking a little more intellectual than when I saw you last. Dear me, the old place hasn’t changed,”he said, looking round. He touched the wall. “I remember that beer stain. Who was it threw the bottle at you?”

Bill grinned politely at the age-old joke, and then, confidentially:

“I say, Mr. Collie — nothing doing, is there?”

Collie shook his head.

“I know that you gentlemen get about among the ‘busies/”

But apparently Joshua Collie’s complete attention was concentrated upon the garnishings of this unsavoury little dive.

“You’ve had the carpet beaten,” he said. “It wasn’t like that three years ago.” And then: “Is anybody here?”

“No one you know, Mr. Collie. Are you expecting anybody?”

Collie looked up at the ceiling and rubbed his chin.

“Well — er — no, and yes. If my office calls me up, will you tell them that I’m … you know?”

Bill knew.

“You’re not here? All right, sir. Do you want a room?”

The need for a room had evidently not occurred to Joshua, for he had to consider the matter for some moments. Bill often used to wonder what this cherubic old man thought about in those long, silent pauses of his. Joshua, at the moment, was wondering whether the cost of a room at the Leopards Club might be properly included in his expense account, and decided that it might be.

“Yes, I think I’ll have a room.”

Bill pushed the bell.

“You’re all alone, Mr. Collie?” he asked waggishly.

“I hope so,” said Collie in haste. “And if there are any riotous parties here, I should like to be put a long way from them.”

The waiter appeared in the curtained doorway.

“Mr. Collie in 9. Is there anything you want?”

Joshua thought he would like beer and solitude, and then, as a thought struck him:

“Is there a Mr. Tillman a member of this club?”

Bill frowned, reached out for a membership book, and ran his finger down the page.

“No, sir.”

“Thank God for that!” sighed Mr. Collie piously.
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Father and son watched the shuffling figure of the reporter till he disappeared.

“He doesn’t often come here, does he, Dad?” asked Jim.

Bill shook his head.

“No. When he does there’s trouble.” He looked at his watch. “Go and take a screw outside. I wonder where that Sutton’s gone to?”

Even as he spoke, the lift bell rang, and in a few seconds Sutton stepped out of the elevator, and Jim noticed that he had changed his suit.

“Has the lady come?” he asked quickly.

“No, sir.”

Sutton was surprised at this.

“She hasn’t come?”

Bill lowered his voice.

“You want to be very careful about the other matter, sir.”

“You mean the sleep? Don’t worry about that.”

Bill shrugged.

“All right, sir, it’s your funeral. You haven’t said anything to me — I don’t know anything about it at all.”

“That’s all right,” said Sutton. “There’s another thing, Anerley — do you know Captain Leslie?”

Bill shook his head.

“No, sir.”

“Isn’t he a member?”

“No, sir; we’ve got lots of captains but no Leslies.”

Sutton considered this for a time.

“It’s very likely that his name isn’t Leslie at all; in fact, it’s pretty certain that it’s something else and that he’s given this name.”

“Most of our members aren’t captains either. Who is he, sir?”

Apparently Sutton did not hear this, and he repeated the question.

“Leslie? Oh, he’s an old lag,” he said, and Bill chuckled.

“Well, he’s qualified for membership of our little circle, anyway!” he said. “Are you expecting him?”

“Expecting him?” said Sutton slowly. “I don’t know whether I am or whether I’m not. At any rate, if he comes here and inquires for me, I’m not in. Frankly, Bill, he’s an enemy of mine, and he’s threatened me—”

“You leave him to me, sir,” said Bill confidently. “I can deal with anybody short of Dempsey. I’ve got an old cosh here that’d put a lion to sleep.”

He whisked up his frock coat, drew a short life preserver from his trousers pocket, and thrust it in again.

“Captain Leslie… I’ll remember the name. Do you want anything sir?”

It was Collie standing in the doorway. How long he had been there, Bill did not know. Following the direction of his eyes, Sutton turned, and at the sight of the reporter he gasped.

Apparently the surprise was mutual. Mr. Collie’s mouth opened in a childish O.

“Isn’t this the most amazing coincidence!” he said in an awestricken voice.

“I didn’t expect to find you here,” said Sutton nervously.

“I didn’t expect to find myself here,” said Collie, on his most genial note. “That is the peculiarity of my profession — we are always finding ourselves in the last place we expected to be!”

He wanted, he said, a little piece of wood, “about so long” — he showed the distance between two fingers— “and so wide.”

Bill opened his desk and, after a search, found a small piece of wood.

“Will that do, sir?” he asked. “Did you want it for anything special?” and was staggered to learn that all these elaborate preparations were designed to remove a fly that had fallen in Mr. Collie’s beer.

“He might have asked for a spoon while he was about it,” smiled Bill, after the reporter had gone back to his room.

Sutton was lingering, loath to depart to the board room.

“Do you know a man named Barrabal?” he asked.

“Not Inspector Barrabal?”

Sutton nodded.

“I’ve heard about him.”

“He’s never been here, has he?”

Bill pursed his lips dubiously.

“He may have been. I shouldn’t have known him. He’s not a regular ‘busy’ — he doesn’t go about much, according to accounts I hear.”

After a while, Sutton passed through the doorway to his room.

Bill was troubled; he had a creepy feeling that something unusual was going to happen, and he wished Collie would come back again, or that he could find time to interview the reporter. His wish was realized, for a few minutes after Sutton had gone to his room, Collie returned, holding the piece of stick gingerly.

“What does one do with dead flies?” he asked.

“Give it to my boy,” said Bill. “He’s collecting ‘em! Mr. Collie, is Mr. Sutton a friend of yours?”

Joshua was never prepared to admit that anybody was a friend of his. He replied evasively. And then he took Bill’s breath away by asking:

“Have you on your list of members a Captain Leslie?”

Bill Anerley stared at him.

“That’s a coincidence, Mr. Collie,” he said, ““You’re the second gentleman who has asked me that question.”

Joshua smiled.

“The other gentleman being Mr. Sutton, of course.”

“He’s a lag, isn’t he?” asked Bill.

“A vulgar term, but possibly that describes him. What room has Sutton got?”

But here he was asking Bill to break the one rule that was invariably observed.

“We can’t tell you that. We never give particulars about members—”

“The board room,” murmured Collie, and Bill was very properly nettled. “I’ll go back and see what the flies have done to my beer,” said the reporter.

“That’s the only fly we’ve got!” Bill shouted after him, but the last retort was with Collie.

“If I’d known that, I’d have drunk something that wasn’t poisonous,” he called back from the passage.

The lift had gone down to the lower floor. Bill had a few minutes to himself, and took down the membership book, running his fingers down those pages devoted to the ‘L’s.’

“Lane, Larry, Leach, Larkley, Lando….” He shook his head. There was no Leslie. He heard the lift stop with a jerk; the door was flung open, and an excited Jim leaped out.

“It’s him, guv’nor!” He was all a-twitter with excitement, pointing to the man who was emerging from the elevator.

“Him?”

And then he saw the visitor’s face and went toward him with both hands outstretched.

“Why, sir, this is a wonderful sight! Don’t you know me, sir, after all these years? God bless my heart, sir, I’d sooner see you than a thousand pounds!”

John Leslie frowned and shook his head.

“I don’t remember you “ he began.

“Not the shell hole, sir, at the back of Hill 60?” asked Bill incredulously, and a slow smile dawned on Leslie’s face.

“Good Lord — Percy!” he gasped.

“Percy!” Bill was quivering with delight. “Did you hear him, Jim — Percy!”

He was laughing, but there were tears in his eyes.

“Here, Jim, come and shake hands with the gentleman who saved your father’s life.”

When Jim had been pushed forward, grinning sheepishly:

“You don’t know how glad I am to see you, sir! Thank Gawd, I’ve met you! Remember that whizz-bang coming over and saying. ‘Look out, Percy! If you get to heaven first tell ’em I’m busy.’ — Percy’s been a sacred name to me ever since!”

Leslie was laughing softly.

“It’s good to see you,” he said at last. “What is your name?”

“Call me Percy, sir,” begged Bill, and the other nodded.

“You’re a bit older. Are you the porter of this club?”

Bill coughed; he realized the need for explaining himself away.

“Well, to tell you the truth, sir, I am the club. I bought it off an Italian — borrowed the money from a regular old swell — who got nine months for running it — the Italian, not the gentleman I’m talking about. I got the license back, and — well, it’s not like the Athenaeum, you know. I’ve got to take a few risks, but I must live.”

Leslie shook his head glumly.

“If you’d died in that shell hole, you’d have died clean,” he said quietly.

“Yes, but I’d have died in debt,” said Bill, who had no false sentiment. “You’re not a member here, sir?”

“No, I’m not a member here,” said Leslie.

“I can make you one, sir; though I think you’d better not, a gentleman like you. Might I ask your name, sir? I’ve often wanted to know it.”

“My name is Leslie — Captain Leslie.”

He saw the look of consternation that came to the man’s face, and misread its cause.
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Captain Leslie?” said Bill, in an awestricken whisper. “But you’re not the gentleman I’m thinking about? Do you know Mr. Collie?”

“The newspaper man? Yes.”

Bill stared helplessly from the visitor to his son, and then:

“Jim, go downstairs.” And, when the lift had gone: “I didn’t want to say too much in front of him. You don’t mind if I ask you something very rude — you’ll excuse the liberty I’m taking?”

“Fire ahead,” said Leslie, who knew what was coming.

“Somebody was talking about you tonight.”

“Sutton?”

There was no mistake, then. Bill’s heart, that did not ordinarily respond to human emotions, was aching. So this was Leslie — Leslie, the old lag! Leslie, nothing like the ideal he had worshipped all these years!

“I suppose he told you I was a jailbird?”

“Well, sir,” said Bill disparagingly, “something like that. I’m very sorry, sir.” His voice was almost tender. “You’ve had a bit of trouble, I suppose — we all have. I’m very sorry.”

“Don’t waste your sympathy on me, Percy,” said Leslie cheerfully. “I’m quite happy.”

Bill’s spirits rose. That was good news. Even a respected jailbird was less preferable than one hardened in sin and ready to make a joke of his delinquencies.

“That’s the way to look at life, sir: don’t let your troubles get on top of you — would you like to see the club, sir? It’s not much of a place. We’ve got as good a cellar as any you’ll find in New York.” He laughed. “That’s a little joke, sir. They’re all teetotallers in New York.”

“Is Sutton in the club?” asked Leslie.

Bill might not break the rules for Mr. Collie; to tell the truth to this man was another matter.

“He’s in the board room.”

“The board room? Where’s that? Oh, that’s the corner room. I’ve seen a plan of the club. Is he alone?”

“With a bottle of wine, sir,” said Bill. “He’s expecting a lady.”

Leslie nodded.

“He said he’s an enemy of yours, sir.” Bill dropped his voice. “He said as much. And if he’s your enemy, he’s my enemy!”

He pulled the life preserver from his pocket and thrust it into Leslie’s hand.

“Go and cosh him!”

Leslie pushed the weapon aside.

“No, I’ve no particular desire to cosh him.”

“Go on, sir!” urged Bill. “Tell him you’ve got permission from the secretary!”

“Where’s Collie?”

“He’s in No. 9, eating flies,” said Bill recklessly.

“I’ll go along and see him.” Then, as Bill offered to show him the way: “All right, I’ll find it without assistance.”

“Excuse me, sir.” Leslie turned at the door. “If there’s any kind of trouble,” whispered Bill, “you’ll find a little service stairway right opposite the room. It leads down to the back of the house — and, sir… are you putting ‘paid’ to an old account?”

Leslie’s face was set and hard.

“By God, I am!” he said, and the curtain he held aside dropped over him and hid him from sight.

The “sleeper” in Room Four heard him pass and opened the door a fraction of an inch to watch him. He saw Leslie pause at a room and heard Mr. Collie’s surprised greeting… the door closed and the sound of their voices became a faint drone.

In the board room, Sutton waited with gathering impatience for the arrival of the woman he had summoned to meet him. Every minute was precious now. He had abandoned his intention of returning to Wimbledon, and with that change of plan he called up Lew Friedman’s house. Every private room at the Leopards had a telephone connection, and he got through to Hillford almost immediately.

“Mr. Friedman’s gone to town, sir — so has Miss Beryl — Mrs. Sutton,” Robert’s voice answered him. “No, sir… I don’t know where… the trunks have gone.”

He left Sutton with the impression that Lew and the girl had gone together to the station. Had he been a little less impatient, Mr. Frank Sutton might have discovered that the two people in whose movements he was interested had left Wimbledon at two hours’ interval, each ignorant of the destination of the other.

(“ I ought to have told him that Miss Beryl’s suitcases are still here,” said Robert to the pretty parlourmaid.)

Sutton had opened the champagne, had filled and emptied one glass. In the other he had very carefully dropped thirty drops of a waterlike fluid from the little brown phial he produced from his waistcoat pocket. In the course of his checkered career, he had twice used “the drop,” but never before had he employed more than twenty minims — this was a case where he could afford to take no risks, however.

“For luck!” he said, as he dripped the extra ten.

His visit to town that afternoon had been in connection with a change in his plans. Lew Friedman would have been a surprised man if he had realized that the hurrying on of the wedding had been determined, not by himself, but by Mr. Sutton. And it had been so ordered because he had discovered that he had mistaken the date on which the Empress of India sailed from Liverpool.

With the one man who might stop the wedding, he had effectively dealt. It was no coincidence that John Leslie had been arrested that morning. Never for one moment had Sutton dreamed of such an impossible happening as the release of Leslie on bail. At best, it would take him a fortnight to establish his innocence, and by that time Sutton hoped to be well beyond his reach.

He heard a tap at the door and looked up quickly at the empty glass, drawing it a little nearer his own, before he bade the knocker come in, though he might have known that Millie would dispense with the formality of knocking.

It was Bill Anerley, and it occurred to the visitor that the man looked ill. His moist face had a sickly pallor that was unusual.

“All right, sir?” His voice was hoarse, his manner embarrassed. He blinked amazedly at Sutton, as if he were seeing some strange spectacle.

“Why shouldn’t I be all right?”

Bill did not answer.

“About the gent — fellow Leslie,” he said, lowering his voice. “What have you done to him?”

It was on the point of Sutton’s tongue to tell the inquirer to mind his own business, but Bill’s help might be vitally necessary. Besides, it occurred to him that it was unnecessary any longer to sustain this role of successful business man. Out of his part, he was one with Anerley, except that Anerley was his superior in that he did not stray far from the path of rectitude.

“I took his girl — naturally, he’s sore,” he said with a smile.

“Oh, you took his girl?” said Bill slowly. “I see.”

He saw many possibilities: most of them were grossly unfair to the lady in question.

“Of course — that explains everything,” nodded Bill.

“Explains what?” asked Sutton sharply.

“Why he wants to get you. Do you pouch a gun?”

“No,” said the other, but Bill knew that he was lying.

The commissionaire’s eyes roved the table. He saw the two glasses — and nodded.

“All right, sir.”

He withdrew, closing the door behind him, and went in search of Leslie. But Leslie was not with the reporter, and for the moment Bill’s warning must be postponed.

The man in the board room looked at his watch again and cursed softly. He took an evening newspaper from his pocket and tried to read, but he could not fix his mind upon the page. He poured out another glassful of wine as he read, and then the telephone bell rang and he snatched up the instrument. It was Millie, and his face flushed red with rage when he realized that she was not yet in the building.

“What the hell do you mean by keeping me waiting?” he asked furiously. “I’m late as it is… don’t talk on the ‘phone. Come up and see me right away… Detectives be damned! They’re not watching you. Where are you?”

She was at a restaurant almost opposite the club. That was better.

“Well, come up. I’m not going to talk on the ‘phone. Come up — I want to see you very badly — and I’ve some news to give you.”

He slammed down the receiver, so enraged with her that he was on the point of telling her the truth, that this time it was not to be one of those adventures of his that ended at the church door.

Never before had fate brought him so desirable a morsel as Beryl Stedman. His cabin was reserved; in an hour and a half they would be on their way to Liverpool together, and months must elapse before Lew Friedman knew the truth. It would be easy to keep him in good humour, he decided. Lew had been suspicious at the tone of Millie Trent — all that was necessary for Sutton to do was to write from the ship, telling him that he had decided upon Canada instead of Scotland because he wanted to break off his affair with his late secretary. And Millie would be sensible. He had seen her in these rages before, and it was very likely that, if she was allowed a free hand, she would come to the station and make a fuss. But in the morning… when she realized the inevitable… Frank Sutton smiled. He did not overrate the venom of a jealous woman. Millie had been that way before, with less reason. He could deal with Millie.

He raised his head. There was a murmur of men’s voices outside the door of the room. They died down in an instant, and he took up the paper, trying hard to interest himself in the sporting news. He was dreading the interview, and he needed all the bracing that good wine could give him. He drank the second glass at a gulp.

He heard a noise and looked up. The door was opening slowly. A hand holding a pistol came through. He saw nothing, but that instinct which is greater than reason made him jerk his head round. For a second he stared at the bulbous muzzle of a pistol, and at the white face of the man in the doorway, and then he leapt to his feet, jerking out the automatic from his hip pocket….

He did not hear the explosion — hardly saw the red flicker of flame that came from the silencer…. Frank Sutton went down to the floor with a crash.

A little pause, and then the door of the board room opened, and John Leslie stepped in, and in his hand was the smoking pistol. He looked down at the still figure, slipped the gun into his pocket, and turned the man over. One glance at the distorted face he gave….

“Squealer,” he said aloud, “you’ll squeal no more!”
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Captain Leslie did not find it convenient to return by the way he had entered the building. Instead, he passed through the little service door and went down the narrow stone steps. At the bottom, an open door led him to the street. By this means he avoided meeting Millie Trent when she stepped from the elevator.

Out in the corridor, Bill Anerley had heard first a queer “plop,” and then a thud.

He looked up, wiping his wet forehead with a handkerchief.

With quivering fingers, he turned the leaves of his day book. A coshing, that was all…. The captain was going to give this man a towelling. Nothing worse than that. He had stolen his girl — it was right that he should be coshed.

“Good-evening, miss.” Bill’s voice was husky, his face the colour of chalk.

“Where’s Sutton?” asked Millie Trent.

“Sutton?” He put his trembling hand to his mouth. “You mean — Mr. Sutton?”

“You know who I mean,” she said suspiciously. “What’s wrong with you?”

“Nothing.” Bill’s voice was very loud. “I’ll go along and tell him.”

“Don’t worry, I know the way. He’s in the board room, I suppose?”

She would have passed him, but he stood in her path.

“What’s the idea?” There was the slightest tremor in her voice.

“I’d better tell him you’re coming,” said Bill.

“Has he got somebody with him?” she asked quickly.

“No!” He almost shouted the word.

Both hands on hips, she stood surveying him and nodding slowly.

“I see. Listen, Anerley — have you had any orders about me?”

He was patently relieved even for this short respite.

“I don’t know what you mean, Miss Trent,” he said. “I’ve had no orders except to show you in.”

“I mean, you haven’t been told to set a bottle of wine for me, have you?”

“There’s certainly a bottle of wine there,” said Bill. “It would be strange if there wasn’t, wouldn’t it?”

She laughed harshly.

“I suppose you haven’t been instructed what is to be done if you go into the board room and find me sleeping after Sutton has left, have you?” she demanded.

Bill swallowed something. The unexpectedness of the question was unnerving.

“I see. Well, I’m not going to trouble you to wake me up or to act as my little guardian angel. When Sutton goes, I’ll go. That old gag!” she said contemptuously. “He thinks he’s going to catch me! That’s the idea, isn’t it?”

“I know nothing about it,” said Bill noisily. “You mustn’t make accusations of that kind. This is a respectable club—”

“This is a respectable club and you know nothing about it!” she mocked him. “You wouldn’t squeal if you did.”

Bill stooped and thrust his big face into hers.

“If there’s any squealing going to be done in this town, I reckon you and him could do it,” he said meaningly.

She looked round at the lift boy.

“Who was that man you brought up some little time ago? I was watching through the window of the Barford restaurant. It was Leslie, wasn’t it?”

It was Bill who answered.

“I don’t know who you mean.”

“You’re lying,” said Millie scornfully. “And here’s an order to you, Bill Anerley. If I’m not out of the board room in a quarter of an hour, you ring Inspector Barrabal, and if you don’t, I’ll raise a squeal that’ll put you out of business!”

“What a lady!” breathed Jim as she disappeared.

Bill said nothing. He was waiting… waiting. Presently came the first scream. Bill beckoned his son to him, and his voice was very husky when he gave the order which was, he knew, for his own extinction.

“Go down to the street, find a copper and bring him up,” he said. “And if they pinch me, get away home to your mother and tell her there’s nothing to be worried about. Tell her I’m ‘Percy’ tonight — she’ll understand.”
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When Beryl came to consciousness, she was sitting in the cab. She learned afterward that the cab driver, fearful of being bilked, had followed her and helped to get her back to that vehicle. A man was standing at the open door with a glass half filled with water in his hand, and by her side sat a woman, a stranger whom she had never seen before, never saw afterward; a painted woman with sham jewellery, who was destined to come in out of the dark into her life and vanish again.

“Thank you very much; I’m all right now,” Beryl gasped. Her head was whirling. “Have they — have they caught—”

“They’ll never catch the murderer. He’s the fellow who was arrested this morning and released on bail. I’ll bet Barrabal is kicking himself now.”

Who was it speaking? To her surprise, she found that it was a policeman. Even policemen can be indiscreet, and a greater indiscretion than criticizing in public a high officer of Scotland Yard, it was difficult to imagine.

“Where shall I drive you, miss?” asked the taxi man.

She tried to think. She had left her car somewhere….

“To the office of the Post-Courier
 ” she said eventually.

She never saw the strange woman go, never even thanked her, and she was halfway to Fleet Street before she realized the extent of her ingratitude. Again she sent up her name, and this time Field came down to her. Before she could ask a question:

“Were you at the Leopards Club when the murder was committed?”

She shook her head.

“No — I was outside. It was dreadful!” She shuddered, and put her hand before her eyes to shut out the memory.

“You didn’t see Collie?”

Again she shook her head.

“Was he there?”

“He was there all right,” said Field grimly; “and if he isn’t drunk and half the story he has put through on the ‘phone is true, we’ve got the biggest story that has ever been published in my time. Did you see Barrabal — do you know him?”

“The police officer? No,” she said-“The only person I knew was a man called Tillman—”

“Oh!” He looked at her oddly. “You saw Tillman, did you? Humph! He was on the spot, eh? I wonder if Collie knew that? He didn’t mention it in his message.”

And then he became aware of her pitiable condition.

“My dear young lady, where are you going to from here?” he asked kindly. “Did you drive yourself from Wimbledon?” And, when she nodded: “You certainly can’t drive yourself back. You look all in!”

“I am all in,” she smiled faintly, “and I most certainly do not feel like going to Wimbledon. Has anybody asked for me?”

There was no reason in the world why anybody should inquire at the Post-Courier
 for her: she realized the futility of her question.

“Can you tell me this?” she asked. “Have they caught the — the man who killed Mr. Sutton?”

She saw a peculiar look come to his face — something that was made up of consternation and penitence — then, dimly, she understood the cause. It was occurring to Field now for the first time that he was speaking to the widowed bride of the murdered man.

“I’m terribly sorry, Mrs. Sutton “ he

began in a fluster, but she cut him short.

“I’m not worried about that. I know it sounds brutal, but I really am not—hurt. Have they caught the man who killed him? And how was he — killed?”

“He was shot — Collie heard the explosion, if he didn’t dream it. Somebody is suspected, and I should imagine the police are searching for him, but they haven’t caught him.”

“You mean — Captain Leslie?”

“That is the gentleman. Collie only passed it on as a rumour.”

He himself was growing impatient: he had been too long away from his desk for his comfort. The press hour was approaching, and the fuller story of the night was yet to come from Collie.

“I think you ought to go back to Wimbledon. There are two or three reporters here who can drive a car. Would you let one of them take you back?”

She considered this.

“Yes, I think that will be wisest,” she confessed. “I must be — somewhere where they can find me, mustn’t I?”

He vanished to an upper region and returned with a redhaired youth.

“This chap lives at Wimbledon. You’ll be doing him a turn if you let him drive you,” he said.

She was grateful to the news editor for taking the decision out of her hands.

“I ought to have left the office hours ago,” he told her as he accompanied her to the door. “But this is too big a story to leave to—”

He was evidently about to libel somebody, but changed his mind, and Beryl, who knew nothing about the internal policy of a newspaper office, shivered.

To this man, the supreme tragedy of the day was merely “a story.” Her marriage, the death of her husband, the chase and capture of John Leslie… just a story; something that interested him and would be made even more interesting from day to day till the “story” died in the paragraph that described John Leslie’s execution.

It aroused almost a feeling of revulsion toward the cheery youth who drove her through the wet night. Happily, he was not interested in murders: he chatted brightly on football till the car stopped under the portico of Hillford. She had hardly thanked the driver before the door opened.

“Is that you, miss?” It was Robert, the footman. “Mr. Friedman is back. I told him about your having gone to sleep and everything — and, miss, they telephoned from a newspaper, the Megaphone
 …”

She brushed past him and ran into the library. Lew Friedman was standing before the fireplace, his arms resting on the mantelpiece, his head on the back of his folded hands. At the sound of the opening door, he turned quickly, and she was startled at his appearance. His face had gone gray and old since she had seen him last.

He came stumbling toward her like a blind man and caught her in his arms.

“My dear, my dear!” he murmured brokenly. “Thank God, you’re home again!”

“Lew!” She looked up into his face. “Do you know what has happened?”

He did not answer her.

“Frank Sutton is dead!” she whispered.

Still he stared past her.

“And, Lew, do you know who killed him?… I must tell you — all the newspapers will print it in the morning. John Leslie killed him!”

He dropped his head and looked at her from under his shaggy brows.

“John Leslie killed him? Who told you that?” he asked harshly.

She shook her head.

“Everybody knows it… I was there.”

“At the Leopards Club?” he breathed.

“No, outside. I went there to find Mr. Collie, but when I arrived they had just discovered that — that the murder had been committed. Oh, Lew, it was horrible — horrible!”

“But who told you it was John Leslie?” he insisted.

“I heard her saying — Millie Trent. You remember, Lew, his secretary. She was screaming!” She screwed up her eyes in a grimace of pain. “I shall always hear her screaming.”

“Where was she?”

“Being brought out of the club. She was crying that John Leslie had murdered Frank.”

He put her away from him, held her at arms’ length.

“Then she was screaming a lie,” he said. “The man who killed him was not John Leslie — if it is necessary, I will go into the witness box to testify that he is innocent!”
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Sutton’s clerks had left. The night commissionaire was dozing in his box when John Leslie came walking quickly down the street, unlocked the main door of the building, and passed in. All the lights on the big stairway had been extinguished, except one electric bulb at an upper floor that gave sufficient light for the night watchman to make his rounds.

He went straight to his old room, inserted a key in the lock of his door, and then, finding it unfastened, entered the room and switched on the light. Rivulets of water were running from his long black raincoat, and this he took off and hung over the back of a chair, before he went to his desk. The sight of a key on the pad brought a frown to his face. Somebody had been here lately. He gave one glance at the fireplace, and the scattered embers told their own story. Who had been raking in the grate for evidence?

Curiously enough, he hit upon the right man at the first guess; for he had no small estimation of Mr. Joshua Collie’s ability as a news gleaner. There was one little dossier, however, that was not disturbed. In the bottom drawer of his desk, which he had had fitted with a special lock, was a heavy steel box, which he lifted on to the table and unlocked. It contained so many papers that, when the lid was thrown up, two or three documents spilled to the blotting pad, He turned the box upside down, emptying it, and then, putting on the table lamp, he began a systematic examination of these scraps and pieces that he had collected during the period of his service.

Some of the notes that he examined were unintelligible, but two were tragedies in themselves: long parchment slips announcing the marriage, in one case of “Henry Whigton,” in the other of “Rudolph Stahl,” two of Mr. Frank Sutton’s favourite aliases. He had been married in Capetown and in Bristol, which latter for some reason is the favourite rendezvous of English bigamists.

The second he studied for a long time. Mr. Rudolph Stahl had married Gwendoline Alice

The third name was familiar enough to him; it was his own, and the girl whose name had been written in the flowing hand of the registrar’s clerk was his sister. He had been in France at the time, and had not met the bridegroom, nor did he know anything of the occurrence until he heard of the desertion, and learned from their uncle that half the girl’s modest fortune had been assigned to the unknown Stahl.

Not as great a tragedy as it might have been, he thought with satisfaction as he folded up the marriage certificate. Hearts, especially young hearts, do not readily break, and after the inevitable divorce from the husband who was not the husband, she had married a barrister of New Zealand. And this little drama had been the incentive which put him on the track of The Squealer.

Among the papers was a small notebook that had been kept in shorthand — there was no doubting Millie Trent’s qualifications for a secretaryship. It was not the ordinary shorthand of commerce, but one which had taken him months to decipher. This record of villainy covered many years.

The Squealer was a rich man: he had cached in a dozen banks the proceeds of his depredations. One of the documents was a cutting from an official police gazette, and this was interesting as supplying the only portrait that was in any way a likeness to Frank Sutton.

Wanted for bigamy and attempted murder, Jan Stefansson, believed to be a native of Sweden…

Here followed a description which contained many curious errors.

The vanity of criminals is proverbial, and there was no need to wonder why Sutton and his wife had preserved this damning piece of evidence; for at the end of the description of the man were the words:

Speaks several languages; is very goodlooking and plausible, and a clever business man.

This little bit of flattery had led to the preservation of the notice.

He replaced the papers, locked the box, preparatory to taking it away (he would have carried it off that afternoon, but by some mischance had not recovered the keys that were taken from him when he was searched at the police station). He was taking a final look round when he heard the sound of footsteps in the passage. Whoever was the visitor, he or she was not well acquainted with the topography of the place, for now and again the footsteps ceased, and he could imagine the visitor peering at the inscriptions on the various doors. Presently, they came to a halt before his own room; the handle turned and the door opened slowly. It was Bill Anerley. He wore an overcoat buttoned to his chin, and beneath, the gold-laced trousers of his commissionaire’s uniform looked a little ludicrous. He took off his cloth cap and shut the door behind him. It would appear that he had been running, for his breath came in gasps.

“Well, my friend?” Leslie was quietly amused.

Evidently Bill saw nothing humorous in the situation. His big mouth drooped pathetically, and there were tears in his eyes.

“I took a chance of finding you. One of the ‘busies’ told me you were working here,” said Bill, speaking at a tremendous rate. And then he wailed: “What are you hanging about for, Captain: You ought to be getting along! This isn’t the time to be sitting round in a place where everybody will come to look for you!

“So I think,” said Leslie, a twinkle in his eye. “You mean they’re coming after me? How did my name crop up?”

Bill shook his head in despair.

“That bird Millie. She’s been shouting to the police. I slipped away — I was lucky. I sent down my boy to find a policeman, and before you could say’ knife’ the club was full of ‘em! I never knew there was so many coppers!”

He put his hand in his pocket and took out a roll of Treasury notes.

“Here you are, you’ll want this — twenty-eight pounds: it’s the day’s takings.”

He offered the money, but Leslie’s hand did not move.

“Why, Percy,” he said gently, “what’s this?”—”

Bill’s head drooped pathetically.

“I like to hear that word, sir.” He pushed the money toward the other. “I wish it was hundreds. It’ll get you out of the country.”

Leslie pressed back the gift and shook his head.

“No, Percy, thank you, old boy.” He dropped his hand on Bill’s shoulder. “I’ve plenty of money — all the money I shall require at the moment.”

Bill grunted his relief.

“Thank Gawd for that!” he said. “I don’t mean I wouldn’t give you all I had.” And then, almost pleadingly: “Captain, don’t go messing about here — that Millie’s raising a squeal that’ll get you into trouble before the night’s out.”

“Where is she?” asked Leslie, but here Bill could not help him.

“She went away first, an’ then the police doctor come and they shifted the body to the hospital. Why, Gawd knows. I never seen a deader man. I’m not blaming you,” he added hastily: “Don’t think I am.” Again his voice rose to a wail. “Captain, don’t hang about. You ought to know better than to be sitting down here when you might be making tracks for Harwich or somewhere. What are you waiting for?”

Sitting down, Leslie was; he had dropped into the one armchair the apartment held, and was stretching himself luxuriously.

“I’m waiting for something to happen, Percy,” he said pleasantly.

“They’ll give you that,” said Bill grimly. “Three clear Sundays after your trial! What’s up?”

Leslie was on his feet, his head bent, listening. Somebody else was coming.

“It looks as if we were having a busy night. Go through there, Percy.” He pointed to the door leading to the little anteroom. “As soon as they come in, slip!”

He held out his hand.

“Good luck, Captain!” Bill’s voice was very husky.

“If you get to heaven before I do—” began Leslie.

“I’ll tell ’em you’re busy,” said the man in a voice which was hardly above a whisper; and he had hardly gone out of the room before Leslie pulled open the door leading to the corridor.

The man who was standing there in the long raincoat greeted him with a sardonic grin.

“Well, Tillman, what do you want — have you come for your wages?”

Tillman looked round the room expectantly.

“Where’s Miss Stedman?” he asked.

“At Wimbledon, I suppose,” said Leslie. “I’ll tell you where she isn’t — she’s not on her way to Scotland.”

But Tillman shook his head.

“No, she left Wimbledon.” He looked suspiciously at Leslie. “You haven’t seen her?”

“Left Wimbledon?” John Leslie was astonished. “With whom? Who told you this?”

The man did not answer till he had seated himself on the desk. Evidently, he anticipated a long stay.

“She left the house with you,” he said coolly. “At least, that is the story the servants told me. I have seen her since, and if she didn’t leave with you, why was she outside the Leopards Club during the recent — shall I say, unfortunate happening?”

Leslie was all alert now.

“You don’t really mean that? She hasn’t been near the Leopards Club, has she?” he asked quickly, and when Tillman nodded: “How do you know?”

“I saw her there. I was on my way to the club to perform a certain duty, a little too late, as it proved, for the police whistles were blowing when I arrived on the scene. And then I saw Miss Stedman; in fact, I put her into her cab, though she may not be aware of that fact, before I went into the club to do my job of work.”

Leslie drew a long breath.

“Now, may I respectfully ask you” — he was tensely polite— “what happened at Wimbledon that caused Miss Stedman to leave?”

Tillman threw out his hands.

“I wish I were sure! All I know is that, immediately after you left, they could not find Miss Stedman — or Mrs. Sutton — and the last that I saw of Friedman was when he was raging up and down the garden calling for his car, and breathing vengeance — on you, I presume.”

“Naturally,” said Leslie. “And then what happened?”

“That is all I know, until I saw the young lady at the Leopards. I’ve just come from there.”

He said this with a meaning emphasis, and Leslie looked him straight in the face.

“I’m not interested in your comings and goings.”

“Aren’t you? I tell you, I was at the Leopards Club soon after the murder was committed.”

“Oh?” said Leslie indifferently.

Tillman waited a moment.

“That doesn’t interest you either?”

“Not very much,” was the reply.

“Does it interest you to know that Frank Sutton was murdered?”

“Not greatly,” was the cool response. “He was due for something of the sort.”

Tillman nodded.

“I think you said that this morning.”

John Leslie came slowly toward him, his hands in his pockets.

“Will you be kind enough to tell me who the hell you are?”

“That is immaterial,” said Tillman with a little smile. “Who killed Sutton?”

Leslie shrugged.

“And that is for a coroner’s jury to decide,” he said. “Do you realize they pay coroners fifteen hundred pounds a year for the purpose of investigating such affairs? Would you take the bread out of their mouths by asking me to give in advance, with very little knowledge, a decision they can only reach by long and arduous investigations?”

Tillman laughed.

“You’re a cool devil,” he said.

“Have you any work to do?” asked Leslie politely.

“Yes — pretty big work.”

“Don’t let me keep you from it.”

And then Tillman’s eyes fell upon the man’s hand. Right across the back a livid scar showed — the scar of his accident. But there was something else: a tiny red smear.

“What is that on your hand?” he asked.

Leslie looked carefully at the mark, wetted a handkerchief and rubbed it off.

“Blood. I knocked my hand. Are you thrilled?” he demanded, and Tillman’s voice changed.

“You were in the club tonight. You were seen coming out of the staff entrance. Did you meet anybody you knew?”

Leslie laughed helplessly at this.

“I don’t know why I should answer your damn silly questions. The only person I knew was Mr. Joshua Collie.”

Tillman started.

“Collie?” incredulously. “Was he in the club?”

“He was.”

“Inside when the murder was committed?” he asked.

“I suppose so. That seems to worry you.”

For a moment Tillman lost his equanimity.

“Why should I worry about “ Here

he stopped.

“A reporter,” said Leslie. “I know what’s rattling you, my friend, Sutton was not sufficiently curious to ask for information about you when he took you on. I was. I have a curiosity complex.”

Tillman had recovered his self-possession.

“Frank Sutton is dead,” he said. “He was only married to-day—”

“He’s only been married several days, but that doesn’t matter. What do you want?” demanded Leslie. “You had better go home, my friend. You’ll do no good here.”

He opened the door.

“The servant said that Mrs. Sutton went away after you tonight,” said Tillman, “and he told the truth—”

“Goodnight,” said Leslie.

“I shall be seeing you again, I think,” said the disconcerted Tillman.

“I hope not,” replied Leslie.

The sound of Tillman’s footsteps had hardly died away before the third interruption came. He recognized instantly the patter of those quick feet, and with an exclamation ran to the door and threw it open. Beryl fell into his arms.

“Oh, Jack! Jack, my dear!” she breathed.

“Where have you come from?” he asked quickly.

“I’ve come from Wimbledon — no, not alone — Lew is outside in the car. He said he’d come up if you want to see him.”

“Lew is outside in the car?” he repeated, and then: “You were at the Leopards Club tonight. You know?”

“About Frank? Yes. Is it true, John, he’s dead?”

He nodded.

“Yes, Sutton is dead. My dear, I’m terribly sorry for you.”

She was trying to nerve herself to ask a question. He saw her lips move and helped her.

“You’re going to ask me where I was — when he was shot?”

She nodded.

“You didn’t — you didn’t — oh, Jack, answer me — who killed him?”

John Leslie did not meet her eyes lest she read the truth.
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Whoever killed him, he deserved death,” he said sternly. “The gallows was waiting for the murderer of poor Larry Graeme. Beryl, darling, this isn’t making it easy for me to tell you. And I want to tell you — the truth. Sit down, my dear. You look worn out. Why did you leave Friedman’s house this evening? They say you came after me?”

“I didn’t, I didn’t!” she said impatiently. “I went up to my dressing room and fell asleep. Lew looked for me and couldn’t find me. He didn’t think I’d gone after you. He thought I knew about Frank Sutton and had run away. Then, when I woke up, everybody was gone, and only then I came up to find ¦ — to find you. Tell me about what you were going to tell me—”

“I want to know why you came up to find me?” He sat on one arm of the chair into which he had forced her, and his arm was about her.

“I was just mad, I suppose,” she said.

“The thought of not seeing you again. I went to the boarding house where you live, and then I went on to the newspaper, the Post-Courier
 . They thought you might be at the Leopards Club, so I drove there.”

She shuddered.

“Poor darling!” he said, as he held her tightly. “I wish — but wishes aren’t much use, are they?”

“But you didn’t do it?” She was half hysterical. “Lew swears you are innocent, You didn’t shoot him — you couldn’t kill a man in cold blood, John?”

“Hush!” he said. “You shouldn’t be here, darling. I’m going to take you down to Friedman. He ought not to have allowed you to come.”

And then, with infinite tenderness in his voice:

“You’re a dear girl. I wanted to save you from such a lot.”

But she was insistent.

“You couldn’t do it! I know you didn’t! If you did, there must be some horrible reason.”

He nodded slowly.

“There were horrible reasons why Sutton should die. I don’t want to talk about them. Everything I’ve done has been wasted effort.

I wanted to keep your name clean — and save you from humiliation. I’d have done it if — if he hadn’t married you to-day.”

She drew herself from his arms and stood up, and never had she seemed more forlorn than at that moment when she made her last heroic effort to appear indifferent to the tragedy of the night.

“I’m awfully sensible now — really. What are you going to do? You shouldn’t be here another minute. Have you any money?”

“Everybody wants to give me money,” he smiled. “Even old Percy.”

“Percy?”

“You don’t know him. His name is Anerley — an old soldier: I met him in France.”

“Does he know?”

“He guesses.” And then, with a sudden agitation which amazed her: “I wish I could tell you — I’m a fool! I’m a fool! and I’ve tried to be so clever! Yes, he knows — or thinks he knows. He’s the porter at the Leopards Club. Poor old Percy!”

“Poor old Percy,’” she said, with a despairing smile. “Can’t you think about yourself?”

“I do.”

Somebody else had come into the corridor.

They had tracked him there, she thought, and at the sound of the new footsteps she went white.

“It isn’t the police?” she asked.

“Get into that room” — he pointed to the way Anerley had gone—” and either make your escape from the building and return to Lew, or stay there quietly.”

He slipped to the door, turned the key in the lock, and pushed home the bolt, only just in time, for the door handle rattled, and a shrill, vengeful voice, incoherent with fury, called him by name.

“It’s Millie Trent,” he whispered.

Stooping, he kissed her, and pointed. He waited until she was gone, and then he drew back the bolt, and Millie Trent almost fell into the room. Her hair was in disorder, her big eyes seemed an unnatural size in her colourless face. She stood, pointing a shaking finger at him, inarticulate with mad fury.

“You coward! You beast! You murderer!” she cried in a strangled voice.

She wore no coat; her blouse was shining with rain, her gray silk stockings bespattered with mud.

“Well?” His voice was hard and dry, and his very coolness made her coherent.

“Murderer — beast! You killed him! You said you would — you shot him! You couldn’t stand up to him, but you shot him like a dog!”

“A mad dog,” he said sternly. “He was nothing better, was he?”

Twice she opened her mouth to speak, and then, with a howl, she dragged apart the clasp of her bag, but before she could point the revolver, he had gripped her by the wrist and flung it clear.

“You dirty coward!” she whimpered. “But I’ll see you on the scaffold for it! I’ll have you hanged! I’ll go to the police — Barrabal will get you! I’m not afraid of you, you butcher! I’ve brought somebody with me who is going to put your name in mud!”

“Be quiet.” He thrust her down into a chair, and for a moment she was too exhausted to rise. “What sort of a woman are you?” he demanded hardly. “You’ve been stealing with him for years! You’ve been in every swindle with him — you’ve stood by and seen young hearts broken and young lives ruined — Mrs. Sutton!”

“It’s a lie! He never went away with any of them! Do you think I’d stand for that? Mrs. Sutton! You knew, did you?”

He nodded.

“I tried to make you admit it in this office this very morning. I insulted you till you were on the point of telling me.”

She leaped suddenly from the chair and ran to the door, dragging it open.

“I’m going to the police to tell them where you are!” she screamed. “They’re looking for you — you know that, don’t you?”

“They’ll be looking for you too,” he said.

She came back to him, thrust her face into his.

“Do you think I care what happens to me? They’re going to get you, Leslie! I can look after myself. I don’t want any help, you thieving convict — you butcher! Oh, God, I hate you! But I’ll get you!”

Leslie picked up the pistol from the floor where he had thrown it and put it down on the desk.

“Is this the gun that your husband used to shoot Larry Graeme?” he asked.

“He shot him in self-defence,” she raged. “Didn’t they find a loaded gun on Graeme? Wasn’t it in his hand when my man got him? Yes, he shot him — he’d have killed you if he’d known — if I die for it, I’ll get you, Leslie. You murdered Frank—”

“That’s not true.”

It was Beryl: she had come silently into the room and confronted the mad woman.

“Oh, you’re with him, are you? I might have expected that.”

“I’ve been with him all the evening,” said Beryl.

“You were at the Leopards Club with him, were you?” sneered Millie Trent, and before Beryl could answer, John Leslie spoke.

“No, she was not with me at the Leopards Club,” he said quietly, and she looked at Beryl with a grin of hate.

“He wouldn’t bring his little sweetie’s name into the case, would he! But he’s going to — if there’s any mud, you’ll get it, Beryl Sutton.”

“It’s mud enough to have that name,” said Beryl.

“It was good enough for me,” said Millie, with tragic inconsequence.

“Why didn’t you use it?” demanded the man sternly. “Because you were out for any dirty graft that brought you money — don’t interrupt me,” he said, as she tried to speak. “There are men in half the convict prisons of England who were sent there by you and your husband. The last man who had my job is serving five years’ penal servitude because he got a little too curious about Sutton’s business. He didn’t know that Sutton sent him to the Moor — that Sutton was The Squealer and that you sent the squeal! If Sutton were dead ten times over, he wouldn’t have paid for all the misery he has brought to the men and women he has sacrificed.”

“You murdered him!” she whimpered. “That’s all I know — I’ll get you.”

“Get me,” he said suddenly. “Go out and find a policeman and bring him in.”

He slammed the door behind her and turned to the girl.

“Are you mad?” she breathed. “You are mad. You’ve got to get away. Don’t you realize…”

“I want to see the somebody who came with her, and I’ve an idea that I know who that somebody is.”

He opened the door and looked along the ill-lighted corridor. A few paces away Mr. Joshua Collie was leaning against the wall with an expression of utter weariness, a sad-looking cigarette drooping from his lips.
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Come in, Collie. Did you bring that nice young lady here?”

“She brought me,” said Mr. Collie sadly. “She is rather a masterful woman. Most women are masterful.” Here he saw Beryl and bowed. “I’m afraid I’m rather unexpected and a little de trop
 .”

“You’re always unexpected, Mr. Collie,” said Leslie, and Joshua smiled, as though he had received a great compliment.

“Ubique is my middle name,” he said, and then shook his head. “Poor little girl! I’m thinking, at the moment,” he added hastily, “of that unfortunate woman who left this room a few seconds ago.”

He looked at his rain-sodden coat and seemed to find the spectacle interesting.

“It’s a remarkable fact that interesting murders are generally committed on rainy nights, when taxicabs cannot be hired for love or money. I remember it was such a night when Crippen murdered his wife and buried her in a coal cellar.” He smiled broadly. “It was rather an amusing case — in some ways. And, by the way, they’ve shut the club.”

“The Leopards?”

Collie nodded.

“It was rather an arbitrary action on the part of the police. Fortunately,” he said, “they shut the bar last. But that was because I was there with the inspector in charge of the case. A very nice fellow who only drinks tonic water.”

“You were there when — er—”

“When — er,” repeated Collie. “Shall I call it a tragedy occurred? I was an eyewitness.”

John Leslie took a step backward and the girl thought his face changed colour.

“I was an eyewitness, and yet I was not an eyewitness,” said Joshua, his eyes fixed upon Leslie. “I saw somebody fire a shot, and yet I will not swear that I could recognize the person who fired that shot. Then again,” he went on in his exasperating fashion, “suppose one did recognize him, and he stood his trial for murder, what consequences would follow? I am not a lawyer, but what I ask you is what would happen, supposing one kills a murderer, or suppose one shoots in self-defence? That is an hypothesis which Miss Trent produced on our way here. I rather gathered that she was trying to excuse the killing of Larry Graeme. But such questions are not to be answered by a mere newspaper reporter, brilliant, painstaking and conscientious as he undoubtedly is.”

“There’s one question I’d like to ask you, Collie — does Miss Stedman’s name go into this?”

“Miss Stedman’s name cannot be kept out of this — now!”

“But the narrative so far as she is concerned should end with the wedding?”

Joshua nodded.

“In my story, it undoubtedly ends with the wedding, Mr. Leslie. But will her connection end there in the police story?”

There was a pause.

“Tillman saw her,” said Leslie.

“Tillman!” Joshua Collie said this so shrilly that for a moment Leslie had an idea that he was singing. “Was Tillman there?”

“He was outside the Leopards Club. He saw Miss Stedman.”

“Outside, you say? And he saw Miss Stedman? Humph! That’s unfortunate. You’re sure he was outside? You didn’t see him yourself or speak to him?” he asked eagerly.

Leslie could reassure him on that point.

“It is very unfortunate. The last thing in the world I could wish to have happened.”

Collie was speaking as though the tragedy had been staged by himself.

“I have never known anything more unfortunate.”

Then, apropos of nothing, Leslie said brusquely to the girl: “Down you come to your car, and so home to Wimbledon.”

“But, dear—” she began.

“I insist. I want to be alone, as I shall be after leaving you at Wimbledon, to think things over. And I want to see Mr. Collie again tonight — and particularly do I wish to see Mr. Tillman,” he added grimly. “I rather think Mr. Tillman is going to be difficult.”

“He is an extremely nice man,” interrupted Joshua. “I am not referring to him in a professional capacity, but as a human being. Nor would I say he was one of nature’s noblemen. But he is a really nice man, considering.”

“That we shall discover,” said Leslie.

Lew Friedman sat huddled up in a corner of the car, and hardly spoke a word all the way back to Wimbledon. He did no more than give Leslie a gruff greeting, nor did he speak to the girl, being content to hold her hand throughout the journey. Leslie tried to make conversation, but with no conspicuous success.

He was heartily glad when Hillford was reached.

In the atmosphere of his own home, Lew Friedman became more like his natural self. He had been terribly shaken by the events of the evening, and for the first time Beryl saw and realized how old he was.

“Are you coming into the library, or are you going up to your room to sleep?”

She shook her head.

“I’ve been to sleep, Lew,” she said quietly. “I don’t know whether I wish I hadn’t.”

“Thank God you did!” said the man gruffly.

He pushed open the door of the library, and they went in. No word was spoken till Robert appeared with a tray of steaming hot coffee and a large decanter. Lew poured himself out a stiff dose and drank it quickly.

“That’s good,” he said as he dropped into his old chair and spread out his shaking hands to the dying embers. “God! what a night!”

“You know, Lew — don’t you?”

“About Sutton? Yes, I know all about that.” He jerked his head round to Leslie. “Did you tell her?”

“I told her Sutton was dead.”

“Did you tell her that he was — what he was?”

“No,” said Leslie.

Beryl was looking at him in surprise.

“What he was? But I don’t understand.”

“He was The Squealer,” said Lew harshly; “and he was something else, Beryl, my girl — you remember one night we were talking about a man in this very room who had made a hobby of bigamy?”

She nodded at this.

“Yes, you said burglary was clean, and I wondered why you said it. And then you told us about this horrible man. Oh!” she gasped. “It wasn’t—”

“Frank Sutton,” said Lew. “When I heard — I thought I should go mad!”

“How did you know, Friedman?” asked Leslie.

It had puzzled him all the evening as to how the information had come to Lew Friedman.

“I heard some voices in the drawing room,” said Lew. “To tell you the truth, I was a little suspicious about certain little exchanges I had witnessed between Sutton and the girl Trent. And then I heard them, as I thought, quarrelling. I was a little worried, and in ordinary circumstances of course I had never dreamed of listening. But I had you to think of, Beryl.” He took her hand in his and crushed it until she winced. “I had your happiness, your future to consider, and I was taking no chances. I had to know just what this woman was to him, and I turned the handle of the door, opened it a little — and then I heard the whole foul story! I’d married my girl to The Squealer, a fence, a receiver of stolen goods, and worse than that — he was already married. He’d left the other women at the church door.”

His voice shook.

“But he wasn’t going to leave you. I think I must have gone mad then, and the wonder is I didn’t rush in and strangle him. I wish I had now. But it was you, and the thought of you upstairs, unaware of the dreadful thing that had happened, that steadied me. I went up to see you to tell you, not only to tell you but to get a little balance from you, darling. Do you remember when I used to have those fits of anger how I came to you to be cooled off? Well, I went back to the old way. When I got to your room I couldn’t find you. If I’d been sane I’d have knocked at the door of your dressing room. Then I got a mad idea that you knew all about Sutton and had run away.

When a man’s unbalanced, he gets those kind of stupid notions. I dashed into my room and changed my clothes — I was still wearing the falderals that I’d worn for the wedding. For a moment, in my anxiety for you, I forgot all about Sutton. When I got downstairs, he’d gone. I knew where I should find him, so I got the car and went up to town to look for him. I didn’t dream of going to the office; if I had, I’d have found him there, as it happened. Instead, I went somewhere else.”

Now she understood, and rose to her feet, looking down at him, her eyes wide with horror.

“You went to the Leopards Club?” she said. He nodded.

“I went to the Leopards Club, yes. You see, I know Anerley, and once, when he was very, very hard up, I helped him because he was an old soldier. I met him originally at the Cape during the war. I hadn’t been there for years, but decided to go tonight.”

“You were, in fact, the sleeping gentleman in Number Four?” said Leslie with a smile.

Lew nodded.

“I only had one idea in my head — to settle with Frank Sutton. Nobody saw me come into the club except Anerley. His boy was out at the time. Naturally, he was surprised to see me. I told him I wasn’t feeling up to the mark and wanted to sleep, and that I didn’t wish anybody to know that I was there. I had to take the chance of getting a room near the one Sutton would take. As it happened, he gave me the one next to the board room. I heard Sutton come in and, by listening at the thin partition wall, I heard his conversation on the telephone. I opened the door, and then he saw me; he jumped to his feet, pulled his gun, and I fired.”

“You killed him? It was you — you?” she breathed. Beryl looked at him with wide eyes. “You — you!” she whispered again. “You killed him, Lew?”

He nodded slowly. His head dropped forward on his breast.

“I killed him. I’m not ashamed of it. I’ll stand my trial for it. If ever a man deserved death, it was he.”

She looked wildly at Leslie.

“You knew, then, all the time?”

“He knew,” broke in Lew. “Just as I fired, I felt somebody strike up my arm, and I looked round — it was Leslie. He took the pistol from my hand and pushed me through the door of a little service staircase that leads to the ground floor; the waiters use it. I didn’t meet anybody. I had to unbar the door when I got to the bottom. It is opened and closed by Anerley himself.”

“Oh, Lew!”

She was on her knees by his side, his big hand between hers, her head resting against his arm, and she was sobbing and laughing like someone demented.

It was a long time before they could calm her, and by the time she had recovered, Leslie was gone.

“He’s off to see Tillman,” explained Lew.

“But Tillman?” She was bewildered. “Who is he? What is he?”

But here he was unable to satisfy her.

He himself had a duty to perform, and he waited till the doctor he had summoned had come and gone before he sent for his weary chauffeur.

“I want you to take me to Bow Street police station,” he said. “I shall not be returning. You will bring the car back to Wimbledon and hold yourself at Miss Beryl’s orders.”

He spent half an hour putting his affairs in order, then getting in the car, he was driven rapidly back to town. He was hardly out of the house before the telephone bell rang furiously.

The half-hour after midnight was striking when the mud-covered car drew up before the dingy portals of Bow Street police station. Lew Friedman lingered a little while in the rain to give final instructions.

“No, you needn’t wait to pick me up,” he said, with a certain grim humour. “In fact, it may be a very long time before you pick me up again, Jones. See Captain Leslie in the morning, and he will probably help you to make up your mind whether you will stay in my employ or not.”

He did not move till the car had driven off, and then, mounting the four steps, he walked up to the constable at the door.

“I want to see the inspector in charge,” he said, and the officer led him into the brightly lighted charge room.

As it happened, both the uniformed and the detective inspector were at that moment at the desk talking to the station sergeant.

“My name is Lewis Friedman,” he said.

“I know you very well, Mr. Friedman,” smiled the inspector. “What can we do for you? Have you lost?”

“I’ve come to give myself up on a charge of murder,” said Lew Friedman steadily. “At about ninethirty tonight I shot and killed a man who is known as Frank Sutton, but who is probably better known to you as The Squealer. I killed him at the Leopards Club.”

The detective inspector was gazing at him in amazement.

“Not guilty,” he said, and then suddenly he laughed. “I’m afraid, Mr. Friedman,” he said, “you’ve been looking on the wine when it was red!”

“I tell you I killed him,” said Lew impatiently.

The inspector shook his head.

“I can assure you that you didn’t,” he said. “I’ve just come from the Middlesex Hospital, where Sutton, whose other name is Stahl, is lying, and he is not even wounded.”

Lew could not believe his ears. He passed his hand across his eyes in bewilderment. Sutton was alive….?

“I’m not dreaming this?” he said huskily. “If he isn’t… shot, why is he in hospital?”

“He is in hospital,” said the detective, “because, according to his own statement, having prepared a knockout drop with which he intended to put a lady friend to sleep, he inadvertently drank it himself. In other words he is merely suffering from narcotic poisoning; and if half the squeal of his lady friend is true, he ought to be well enough to hang in six weeks.”
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Mr. Field should have left his office at the latest by six o’clock. It is true that newspaper men keep no rigid times, and that the exigencies of their peculiar profession frequently detain them hours after they should be in the bosom of their families. But news editors as a rule are men of habit, train catchers, who would leave their office in the middle of an earthquake at the dictation of a timetable. And here it was one o’clock in the morning, and Mr. Field was sitting on a table in his shirtsleeves, the butt of a cigar between his teeth, and, behind those shining spectacles of his, a look of satisfaction in his tired eyes.

He had before him a copy of the Megaphone
 , wet from the press, and how he had obtained this early specimen of a rival sheet was known only to Mr. Field and his Maker. Before him, seated in Mr. Field’s sacred writing chair, lounged Joshua Collie; and in front of him a large paper of ham sandwiches and a long glass half filled with beer.

“There are wonderful experiences for a man in life, Collie,” said Field, who at one o’clock in the morning was prone to grow a trifle didactic. “There is, for example, the first act of encouragement you receive from a pretty girl—”

“I have never received any act of encouragement from any pretty girl,” protested Joshua through a ham sandwich.

“I am not referring to you, but to more attractive men,” said Mr. Field; “and there is, I should imagine, the joy that comes to a warrior’s heart when he has vanquished his enemy.”

Mr. Field took a sip of his own refreshment and put down the glass.

“But there is no thrill quite like reading the paper across the road.”

“Round the corner,” suggested Collie, who had a passion for exactness.

“Or even round the corner. And we have beaten them—”

“I have beaten them,” murmured Collie.

“You are one of the mass for the moment. If you hadn’t been spurred and kicked and insulted from your natural inertia, you would never have got this story. And I’ll be handsome with you, Collie. You’ve picked up The Squealer threads quicker than any other man in Fleet Street could have picked them up. This rag” — he tapped the unoffending Megaphone
 — “has had its best man on the job for weeks. You snooped in under his nose and you lammed the life out of him. And the crowning “ He paused for a word.

“Triumph,” suggested Joshua.

“‘Achievement’ is the word I was trying to find. Your crowning achievement was the discovery that The Squealer is still alive. That I regard as your tour de force
 ”

“Or chef d’oeuvre
 ” murmured Joshua.

The telephone bell on the table buzzed. Field reached round lazily and picked it up.

“I’m not interested in anything now,” he said, “except bed.”

It was the hall porter speaking, and as he listened Field’s grin broadened.

“Well, if that doesn’t beat everything!” he said, in an awestricken voice. “Ask him to come up.”

He replaced the receiver and looked at Collie.

“A friend of yours wishes to congratulate you.”

Mr. Collie was not tremendously interested in the congratulations of his friends. He too was feeling the strain; and when the swing doors were opened and “Tillman” came in, a broad grin on his saturnine face, he rose to meet his generous rival; for Arthur Tillman Jones of the Megaphone
 had for years been regarded as the greatest crime reporter in Fleet Street.

“I take off my hat to you, you old clue-hound!” he said, as he gripped Joshua’s hands. “I’ve just purloined one of your early editions.”

And as Field vainly attempted to conceal the copy of the Megaphone
 :

“You’re not the only corrupt influence in Fleet Street, Field. And your story’s great, Collie — truly great. We shall have to come out with a later edition and pinch as much as we can from you, but you’ve got a start on us in the country that will do us no good at all. By the way, have you seen our friend Leslie?”

Mr. Collie looked up at the clock.

“He swore he’d call before he went home,” he said. “That’s why I’m waiting. Marvellous chap! He got that job with The Squealer because of his bad character — Sutton only wanted old lags about him; so Leslie obliged him. Scotland Yard faked his previous convictions.”

“Why didn’t that fool sergeant from Marylebone know him?” asked Tillman Jones.

“Who does know him? Of course, as soon as he got inside and told the inspector who he was, Elford got him out.”

“Who he was—” began Tillman Jones.

Leslie came in at that moment, unannounced. He had the trick of passing janitors and guards without so much as “by your leave.” As he strode into the room, he flung out his hand to Collie.

“Congratulations! It reads true even if it isn’t true!”

Joshua was one huge smile, and then he turned to Field.

“Mr. Field,” he said, “I’d like you to meet Chief Inspector Barrabal of Scotland Yard.”

Two hands gripped over the news editor’s desk.

“How do you do!” said Field.

“How do you do!” said John Leslie Barrabal.


The End
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“Gua-a — ard! slope — hime!”

Thirty-one rifles moved as one — thirty-one white hands came back to the seams of thirty-one trousers as though impelled by some invisible machinery. “Arms!” the word should have been; “hime” it was and had been since the beginning of military life. Motionless, the straight scarlet line stood, great bearskin headgears in perfect alignment. The march the band was playing came to its crashing, thunderous end as the last four of the old guard disappeared round the angle of the white tower.

“Dismiss!” Bobby Longfellow sent his slim sword into its scabbard with a “click,” fixed his monocle more firmly in his eye, and glared at the squat little church of St. Peter ad Vincula, bathed in the sunlight of a summer morning, and became dimly conscious or a short, stout lady who, guidebook in hand, had approached him. His sergeant stood rigidly by, wondering and, behind the mask of a teak-carved lace, laughing silently.

“I beg your pardon, sir.”

Bobby had seventy-five inches of elevation. The sound came from somewhere below him, and he looked down. The stout lady wore a bonnet ornamented with gouts and slithers of jet, a beaded cape, and at her throat a large cameo brooch. Her face was big and hot and genial. She had, he noted, three chins and a rather masculine nose.

“Sorry-h’m!”

“Could you tell me where Lady Jane Grey is buried?” She had a deep bass voice. He blinked at her like a man who had suddenly come into the light.

“Lady — ?”

“Lady Jane Grey, sir.”

He looked helplessly at the sergeant; his white gloves fiddled with a meagre moustache. “Have you — er — looked in the cemetery?” he asked hopefully.

“Which cemetery, sir?”

The sergeant gave no encouragement.

“Well — um — any cemetery! Do you know this lady, sergeant?”

“Never seen her before, sir.”

Bobby made a clicking noise to signify the sergeant’s error. “Lady — what’s her name again? — Grey.”

The stout woman grew helpful. “She’s buried near the Bloody Tower,” she said discreetly. Bobby’s white-gloved hand comprehended every building. “This is all the bloody Tower, isn’t it, sergeant?” he asked bitterly. The sergeant thought it was.

“Better inquire of a meat-eater — beef-eater — ma’am.” He might have protested against the indignity offered to the officer of the guard, arrayed in all the panoply of war, by being mistaken for a guide, but somehow this never occurred to him. It was his first day’s duty at the Tower, and he rather hated it. He hated the heat of the day, he loathed the tightly-fitting scarlet tunic and the perspiring bearskin. In fact, Lieutenant Robert Longfellow wished he was anything at that moment but a subaltern of His Majesty’s Regiment of Berwick Guards. The stout woman consulted her guidebook. “Where’s them Crown jew’ls kept, sir?”

“In the safe, dear old lady,” said Bobby promptly. Happily a real guide came along and, to his intense relief piloted the visitor to the Wakefield Tower.

“How perfectly fearfully awful!” said Bobby. “What the deuce am I supposed to tell her, sergeant?”

“Nothing, sir,” said the sergeant, and Bobby brightened. He went into the guardroom and to his own private apartment, and Mrs. Ollorby continued her sightseeing, though in truth this redfaced lady was interested neither in Crown jewels nor the unfortunate Jane whose head had been sliced from her frail body within a few yards of where she had asked her questions. But there was a visitor to the Tower of London that morning who found a pathetic interest in Lady Jane’s fate. Hope Joyner stood by the chain that protects the little square slab of sacrifice from sacrilegious feet, and looked down at the simple inscription and then across to the tiny church where the girl-wife was laid to rest.

“Poor — poor dear!” she said softly, and Richard Hallowell could not find the heart to smile. For here was youth lamenting youth’s passing; shingled beauty bent in sorrow over the spot where Janeis long hair had been brought over her head that the work of the axe might not be hampered. He could admire a profile as perfect as any he had seen, and a figure more gracious in its drooping tenderness than when it had stood as straight as a lance. Her colouring was soft and flawless against the grey background of age-blackened stones. Somehow the tragedy of Somerset’s ambition grew more poignant and real in the presence of this vital expression of youthful womanhood.

“Yes — horrible, wasn’t it? She lodged at the King’s House… From that window she saw her husband carried past after his death… Hope, you are making the morning rather a sad one!”

She flashed a quick smile at him and dropped her hand on his arm. “Then I’m a brute, Dick! I will be good — isn’t that resplendent creature Bobbie?” The lank form of the officer of the guard had appeared under the veranda of the guardhouse.

“That is Bobbie. He came off leave last night and he is making his first acquaintance with Tower guard duty,” he chuckled. “He’s a born loafer — a little gentle work will do him the world of good!”

“That is the first time you have smiled to-day,” she reproached him, and though he might have told her that he had little excuse for smiles that morning, he said nothing. Dick Hallowell, in his black, perfectly-fitting frock coat, girded about with the scarlet sash of rank, was a head taller than she — keen-faced, grey-eyed, he had something of the suppleness of the born athlete and something of an athlete’s spring in his walk. “And now I’ve shown you everything,” he said. “I was hoping it would take the whole day.”

She laughed softly. “That isn’t true! You’ve been fidgeting to get rid of me ever since your servant came to you. Somebody is waiting to see you?” Before he could answer she went on: “I’m a born sightseer, and besides, I know the Tower rather well. But I did so wish to see what you really were like in uniform.” As she spoke she realised with a sense of dismay how very short a time they had known one another. Less than a month before, a lost punt pole had brought them together in a shady backwater of the Thames, she drifting ridiculously to no worse fate than entanglement in an osier bed, and hecanoeing to her rescue with no other sense than of amusement. They paced down the slope towards the Lion Gate and stopped under the archway to gaze with one accord at the grim wooden barrier behind which was the river.

“Traitor’s Gate!” She shivered, though why she could not for the life of her understand.

“Traitor’s Gate,” he nodded. “A highly respectable gateway nowadays — you would never dream that queens and courtiers had trodden those steps. That is the place where Queen Elizabeth sat down and said she’d be damned if she went any farther!”

She laughed again and they went on, past the saluting sentries, until they came to the everyday world of Tower Hill, a place of huge trolleys laden with cases and a smell of fish from near-by Billingsgate. Hope’s big Rolls moved silently to the kerb, and Dick opened the door.

“I shall see you — when?”

She smiled at this. “Just whenever you wish. I am a name in the telephone book and I like lunching at the Embassy!”

“What are you going to do now?”

She made a little face at this.

“I’ve an unpleasant interview ahead of me,” she said, and he stared at her. And so had he — but this much he did not confess. He watched the car out of sight before he turned, strode down the hill, across the bridge that spans the ancient moat. And he was smiling no more. Not even the mute and pathetic appeal for sympathy that Bobbie made to him as he passed the guardroom moved the troubled frown from his goodlooking face. At the entrance to his quarters Brill, his servant, was waiting. “The gentleman told me to go out and see if I could find you, sir — he says he has an appointment.”

Dick Hallowell nodded slowly. “I shan’t need you for a quarter of an hour, Brill,” he said. “You had better stay here, and if anybody wants me, tell them that I am very busy.”

“Yes, Sir Richard.”

“And, Brill, did — er — the gentleman say anything to you… about himself?”

Brill hesitated. “No, sir. He seemed a bit short of temper, and said that you ought to be glad to have quarters like these!” Again he hesitated.

“Yes?”

“That’s all, sir… he sort of sneered. I thought it was cheek, sir. His coming here and criticising. He’s nothing so far as I can see.”

“Yes — nothing.” Dick went up the stone stairs, stopped at the door on a landing, and with a grimace pushed open the door and walked in. Standing by the window of the comfortable sittingroom, and apparently absorbed in the spectacle of a drill squad, stood a man. His face, half turned towards Dick, was thin and discontented, his clothes shabby, his boots down at heel. Yet in face and carriage there was a peculiar likeness to the silent, watchful officer.

“Hallo!”

He turned with a growl to the contemplation of his host, and his scrutiny was neither friendly nor without offence. “Hallo — brother!” Dick said nothing. As they faced one another the likeness was more observable, and yet there was a distinct dissimilarity. Had Graham Hallowell eradicated the harshness from his voice, it would have been identical; but he had forgotten the art of amiability, forgotten that he had ever captained the boats at a great school, and been the pride and ornament of a university. All that he knew was that he was a hardly — used man, a man who had “never had a chance”; he had reached the stage where he could remember only his grievances and the sour happenings of life. “Your welcome is as enthusiastic as ever — Sir Richard!” he sneered.

“And I’ll bet that you aren’t going to ask me to lunch in the mess, eh? ‘Meet my brother — Graham Hallowell — he came out of Dartmoor yesterday and he will be able to tell you some most amusing stories of Naked Hell!’” His voice rose until it was almost a shout. Dick realised that he had been drinking and was in his most poisonous mood.

“Even your damned servant treats me as though I were a leper—”

“You are!” Dick Hallowell’s tone was subdued and crystal-clear. “A leper — that describes you, Graham! Something foul that self-respecting people wish to avoid. Something inhuman without a quality acceptable to God or man. And don’t shout when you talk to me, or I’ll take you by the scruff of the neck and kick you down the stairs. Is that clear?”

The man seemed to cower at the threat. From the hectoring bully he became the wailing suppliant. “Don’t take any notice of me, Dick — I’ve had two over the eight this morning, old man. Imagine how you would feel if you had been released from prison only ycsterday — put yourself in my place—” He was interrupted.

“I can’t imagine how I should feel when I qualified for prison,” said the other coldly. “I haven’t that much imagination. It is impossible to put myself in your place when you drugged and robbed a foolish young officer of the Guards who trusted you because you were my half-brother. It is impossible to visualise myself running away with a decent man’s wife and leaving her to starve in Vienna. There are other things I can’t imagine — I need not describe them in detail. When I can put myself in your place, so that I can understand just how a man can grovel in the mud as you have grovelled, I shall be better able to share your emotions at finding yourself at liberty. What do you want?”

Graham’s restless eyes sought the window. “I’m broke,” he said sullenly. “I thought of getting away to America—”

“Have the American police discovered a shortage of blackguards, that you need to go to America?”

“You’re as hard as hell, Dick.”

Dick Hallowell laughed — it was not the laughter of amusement. “How much do you want?”

“Well, the fare to New York—”

“They will not admit you to the United States with your record — you know that.”

“I could take another name” — eagerly.

“You will not go — you have no intention of going.” Dick sat down at his desk, opened a drawer and, taking out a chequebook, wrote. “I have made this for fifty pounds, and I have written it so that it will be impossible for you to alter the sum to five hundred, as you did with the last cheque I gave you. Moreover, I shall take the precaution of calling my bank on the telephone and notifying them the amount.” He tore out the cheque and handed it to the scowling visitor. “And that is the last money you will get from me. If you imagine that you can force me by coming here and raising Cain, you have another guess coming. My colonel and my brother officers know all about you — the boy you swindled is on guard at this very moment. If you trouble me I will lock you up. Is that clear also?”

Graham Hallowell slipped the cheque into his pocket. “You’re like a bit of stone,” he whined. “If father knew—”

“Thank God he is dead!” said Dick soberly. “But he knew enough to die of a broken heart. I’ve got that against you, Graham.”

Graham breathed heavily. Only fear held down the fury that flamed in his breast. He wanted to hurt — to lacerate — to humble this well-hated halflbrother of his, and he lacked the courage. “Through the window I saw you talking to a beauteous maiden—”

“Be silent!” snapped Dick. “I will not have you discuss any lady with me.”

“Hoity-toity!” He was recovering a little of his old insolence. “I was merely asking-docs Diana know — ?”

Dick walked to the door and flung it wide open. “That is your way,” he said tersely.

“Diana—”

“Diana is nothing to me. Will you remember that? I don’t like her friends for one thing.”

“Meaning me?”

His brother nodded to the staircase, and with a shrug the man swaggered past. “This place is like a prison — but I’ll find my way out.”

“The best way out for you is locked and barred,” Richard Hallowell smiled grimly.

“What’s that?”

“The Traitor’s Gate!” said Dick, and slammed the door on him.
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The telephone bell rang for the third time; it conveyed a sense of impatience. Diana Montague deposited the fluffy little Pom on a cushion and reached out lazily for the instrument. It was Colley, of course, querulous, rather inclined to waste time in bewailing the length of time she had kept him waiting.

“Had we known it was your serene highness, we should have leapt to the first tinkle,” said Diana ominously. It sounded ominous to Colley, who hated sarcastic women.

“Can you meet me at Ciro’s for lunch?” he asked.

“No, we cannot meet you anywhere for lunch,” she answered. “I am lunching here with Mr. Graham Hallowell.”

Evidenly the news was a surprise to him. “Hallowell? I really can’t hear you distinctly, Diana, are you smoking?”

She blew a grey cloud to the ceiling, tapped the ash of her cigarette into the crystal tray. “No,” she said, “but I am a little inarticulate this morning. The prospect of being alone with a gentleman who has just come out of prison is a little overpowering. He doesn’t run true to type, Colley. In the first place, he wasn’t wrongly convicted—”

“Listen, Di—”

“Don’t call me Di!” she interrupted angrily.

“Diana. The Big Fellow wants to meet you — honest. He said so.”

“Tell the Big Fellow that I don’t wish to meet him,” she said, calmly again. “One criminal a day is quite enough thrill.” He was silent for a second. Then: “Oh, say! Being funny, aren’t you? I don’t believe that you are lunching with Hallowell!”

She put the receiver down on the table and resumed her book. When Colley Warrington was rude or trying she invariably put the receiver on the table and just let it buzz. And Colley could be very trying. He was occasionally in love with her and as occasionally he fell into violent jealousies. He was in love with her just now and she was rather bored. A soft tap at the door: Dombret came in with a swish of her taffeta skirts — Diana invariably dressed her maids in purple taffeta and insisted upon musical comedy aprons and teashop headdresses. Dombret, being twenty and pretty, carried taffeta well, and the high cap gave her something of the appearance of a Russian Madonna. “Would you see Miss Joyner, mademoiselle?”

“Miss Joyner!” Diana stared at the maid. “Are you sure — Miss Joyner?”

“Yes, ma’am’selle. A very pretty young lady.” Diana thought quickly. “Ask her to come up, please.”

Dombret was out of the room a few seconds. “Miss Joyner.” Diana crossed the floor, one hand out-thrown, a dazzling smile on her normally pale face. She knew just exactly how she looked, being self-conscious in the conhdent sense of the phrase, and well aware of her perfect lines and the red splendour of her hair. “This is most delightful of you, Miss Joyner.” Hope Joyner took the hand, her clear grey eyes met. Diana’s in a look that was neither antagonistic nor suspicious. She was three years the younger, at the age when it is difficult to remember just what she looked like a year ago; when girlhood had acquired a certain mystery and reticence and the lank body that could only be guessed behind loose-fitting jumpers is formless no more.

“I wondered if you would mind my calling,” she said. So this was Hope Joyner? She was lovely. Diana was a hard critic, most difficult to please, but she found nothing to criticise in shape or voice or colouring. “I’m awfully pleased — sit down, won’t you?”

She grabbed the drowsy little dog from the couch; he protested shrilly and was cuffed to silence. Cuffs and pettings were the alternates of Togo’s experience. But Hope remained standing, one white hand resting on the billowy end of the couch.

“I had a letter from you — rather a curious letter,” she said. “May I read it — perhaps you have forgotten what you said.”

Diana never forgot such things, but she offered no objection, watching the girl with a detached interest as she opened her handbag, took out an envelope and produced from the cover a sheet of heavy grey notepaper. Without preamble, she began to read:

Dear Miss Joyner: I trust you will not think it impertinent of me to write to you on a matter which touches me very closely, and I know enough of you to believe that you will respect my confidence. Briefly, I am in this embarrassing position. Until you appeared on the scene I was ergaged to be married to Sir Richard Hallowell — although just now we are estranged on a family matter which would not interest you. You have been seen about with him very frequently of late and people are talking rather unkindly about you — asking who you are, where you come from, what is your family. That, however, concerns me —

She stopped to turn over the closely written sheet.

— concerns me less than my own prospects eyf happiness. I love Dick very dearly and he loves me, though far the moment we are scarcely on speaking terms. Might I not appeal to your generosity and ask you to give us the opportunity of renewing our friendship?

She finished reading, restored the letter to her bag and closed it gently.

“I don’t think that is an unreasonable request,” said Diana coolly.

“That I should obliterate myself?” asked Hope in her quiet, incisive way. “But why should I? You have all the opportunities you need, and aren’t you presuming a great deal?”

Diana bit her lip thoughtfully. “Perhaps I am — it was a silly letter, but I was distracted or course, it doesn’t mean because you’re a friend, that you care for him—”

Hope shook her head. “I didn’t mean that. What I intended was to ask you whether you weren’t presuming an enormous capacity for sacrifice on my part?”

Diana’s eyes narrowed. “You mean — that you love him?”

Hope Joyner nodded. Her eyes did not waver. “That is what I mean,” she said. The confession took Diana’s breath away, and it was some time before she recovered her voice. “How very touching!” she said, but Hope Joyner was impervious to the sneer. “So I presume that my very reasonable request to you will not affect your “ — she paused deliberately— “ambitious plan?”

“Is it very ambitious?” asked Hope with a certain baffling innocence. “I mean, to like or love Dick Hallowell?”

Diana kept a tight hold of herself She had not expected much good to come from her letter; indeed, the writing of it had been the merest whimsical impulse. Perhaps she had wanted to hurt Dick Hallowell, to annoy him. And now, facing the girl, so radiant in her beauty, so confident in her love, she saw a challenge in the girl’s very presence; in the unwavering, unfearing steadfastness of her eyes — and Diana was a bad person to challenge. It was curious how, in that moment, all the dead resentment came to life, and the dead ashes of rage which had consumed her four years ago glowed red and hotly. Across bleak skies showed the blurred shadow of might-have-beens… Hope saw her swallow, saw the teeth meet even as Diana smiled.

“I will show you something.” The voice that spoke was strange even to Diana, yet it was her own. She was gone from the room for a few seconds and came back holding between finger and thumb a small leather case. Snapping open the catch, the lid flew back and revealed a ring of three brilliant diamonds. Slipping the ring from its support, she thrust it into Hope’s unwilling hands. “Will you read what is inside, please?”

Mechanically the girl obeyed, though she was not very curious. Engraved on the inside of the lid were the words: “Dick to Diana, 1922”

Hope handed the ring back to the woman.

“Well?” demanded Diana. “An engagement ring?”

The other woman nodded. Hope was looking at her, puzzled.

“Does it really — affect the situation?” she asked. “Is that a more convincing argument than any you have used why I should not see Richard Hallowell? I know you were engaged to him: he told me — at least, he told me he was engaged tosomebody. Most people are engaged more than once, aren’t they? Honestly, Miss Martyn, I don’t know whether I’m being a cat or whether I’m just being awfully sane, but do you seriously expect me not to see Richard Hallowell again?”

“I expect you to do as you please.” Diana’s voice was almost tart. “Obviously,” with a shrug, “it is a matter of taste and good breeding. You cannot expect me to think for you.” Her eyes were on her bag. “Perhaps it was an indiscreet letter to write,” she said, and held out her hand. “May I have it back, please?”

Again their eyes met, and then, opening her bag, Hope took out the letter, tore it in four pieces and put the scraps of paper upon the table. With a nod she turned and left the room, so unexpectedly that the inquisitive Dombret, with her ear glued to the keyhole, almost fell into the room as she opened the door. Diana walked to the window to catch another glimpse of her as she left the house, but was unsuccessful. Why on earth — ? Diana Martyn was puzzled at herself; could not construe her own motives. She had given up all thought of Dick Hallowell years before — he was as remote a factor as any in her life. She tried to remember why the letter had been written. There was a streak of irnpishness in Diana Martyn, a curious perversity of reasoning that had led her before into many minor and one great scrape. She did not like to think about this letter, for it had to do with Dick Hallowell. She had written the letter mischievously, never doubting that Hope would show it to the man most interested, expecting from Dick one of those storming epistles of which he was capable; she had certainly never expected the appearance in her exquisite drawingroom of this girl with her calm, provocative beauty. She was trying to get in order the basic causes of her present emotions, when Dombret came into the room to announce a caller, who followed on her heels. Diana was sitting on one of the broad window-seats that commanded a view of Curzon Street, her arms folded, one white linger at her lips; and now she scrutinised critically, unmercifully, the shabby man who strode in, a scowl on his face, his hands thrust in his pockets. Waiting until the door closed on Dombret, she asked: “Why?”

“Why what?” he demanded roughly.

“Why this general threadbareness?”

Graham Hallowell looked down at his soiled clothing and grinned. “I forgot to change,” he said. She nodded slowly. “So you’ve been to see the great Richard — and was the great Richard duly impressed by the evidence of your poverty?”

He dropped down on the big settee, took a paper packet of cigarettes from his pocket, and lit one, making no reply.

“Is there any particular reason why you should appear in Curzon Street got up like a scarecrow — I at any rate am not impressed.”

“Neither was he,” he said, puffing a cloud of smoke to the ceiling and watching it dissolve. “He gave me a mouldy fifty. I nearly chucked it at him.”

“But you didn’t quite,” she said. He had long ceased to be irritated by the undercurrent of sarcasm in her tone; it was part of her mental and moral make-up. There was a time when these subtle sneers of hers enraged him to the point of madness. But that was long ago.

“I suppose,” she said thoughtfully, “you banked on his paying you any sum you asked in order to get rid of you, and of course he didn’t! I wish you knew Dick as well as I.”

“I know him too well,” he growled. “The Pharisaical swine!”

She delayed her answer to this for a considerable time, her white teeth working at her lower lip. “Pharisaical? No! Dick isn’t a Pharisee.” After a pause: “I suppose he didn’t mention me?”

“He said he didn’t want to hear about you, if that is any satisfaction.”

She nodded. “Which means that you did the speaking?”

“He’s got a new girl,” broke in Graham, “and she’s a beauty! I saw them draping themselves sentimentally over the execution place.” She did not appear to be interested, and, looking round the apartment, he framed the question that he would have asked the previous night, but his nerve had failed him, for he stood in some awe of this woman. “You’ve got a beautiful place, Diana. I’m not especially curious, but I’m wondering how it is done. If I remember rightly, you were living in furnished rooms when I went away. I noticed your change of address, but this magnificence is rather staggering.”

She had, as he knew, an income of a few hundreds a year, barely sufficient to pay the rent of this apartment. She wrote a little, was on excellent terms with Fleet Street, but her natural indolence made this source of revenue a meagre one. She smiled a little sourly. “You fear the worst? Well, you need not. I am being rather industrious just now. Have you heard of the Prince of Kishlastan?”

He shook his head.

“You haven’t?” She waved her hand around the room. “Behold his largesse!” She laughed at the look of consternation that came to his face. “I’m his press agent,” she said coolly. “That doesn’t sound a very high-class job, but it has been worth the better part of four thousand a year to me, and I think I’ve earned my money. The Prince has a grievance against the world, and against the Government in particular. Colley Warrington introduced him to me two years ago. I think he’d been trying to bleed our friend, who, by the way, is painfully rich, and had failed, and he thought of working me in as a sideline, and of course I was terribly sympathetic with his excellency, and it didn’t take very long to discover the chinks in his golden armour. He has lost two guns—”

“Two what?” asked the puzzled Graham.

“Two guns,” she said. “Apparently the French governor allowed our friend to be saluted with nine rounds of blank cartridge, but he got into some trouble, there was a scandal of sorts, and the salute was reduced to seven. You wouldn’t think it possible that that sort of thing would bother a grown man, but it’s evidently a terribly important matter in India. And he’s a lunatic on the question of precious stones. He has the most wonderful collection in India.”

“Is he married?” asked Graham suspiciously.

“Nine deep,” she replied calmly. “I haven’t met any of his wives; they are kept strictly purdah — that is the term, I believe. I really have been very useful to him — I’ve interested our ambassador in Paris, and I’ve written or inspired innumerable articles about him.” He was looking at her suspiciously, fingering his chin. She laughed. “You have an East-is-East-and-West-is-West look in your eyes, Graham,” she said, “and I have a feeling that you are going to develop into one of your censor-of-behaviour moods.”

“It is queer, that’s all,” he said, and lit a cigar. Her attitude was not friendly; he felt that. Presently he threw the cigar into the fireplace with a curse. “I’ll go home and change,” he growled as he rose. “And this press agent business — I’m not so sure that I like it, Diana.”

“That will hardly keep me awake,” she answered coolly. “I suppose you realise that the four hundred pounds a year which was once mine is mine no longer. In a moment of mad optimism I loaned the capital to a young gentleman with a great scheme for getting rich quickly — incidentally, I lost a perfectly good fianc.” Her tone was light, but there was an underlying sourness in the words, and he shifted uneasily.

“You’ll get all that back. I get twenty thousand on my next birthday—”

“So you said before,” she bantered him; “and there is your mother’s will to prove it! Unfortunately, you’ve already mortgaged that legacy, as I discovered after you went to prison.” And then, with a change of voice: “Go home and get into respectable clothes, and be back by one o’clock.” She glanced at the jewelled watch on her wrist. “You haven’t much time — hurry! I am expecting Colley to call. If he finds you are not here he will think I have been lying to him.” She walked with him to the door of the room and closed it after him, a little too soon for his dignity, and with a grimace she came back to the couch and was apparently absorbed in the newest and most hectic of novels when Colley was announced. Colley Warrington was a painfully thin man with a painfully narrow head, sparsely covered with yellow hair in quantities hardly sufficient to hide his incipient baldness. His face was long and furrowed, he had the appearance of a man who was prematurely old. People who hastily generalised called him dissipated, and wondered where the money came from to dissipate at all. There are in London, in New York — indeed, in every centre of society the world holds — a sprinkling of men who make all people’s business their own. Especially those people whose names are to be found in those volumes devoted to haut ton. Colley knew everybody — could without reference to any guidebook rattle off their titles to greatness, who were their mothers and other relations, even to the remotest cousins, so long as the remote cousins had also some claim to importance. He knew their incomes to an nth, the state of repair or disrepair in which their properties stood. Walk Bond Street with him and you had comedy and tragedy at your elbow, for in the common objects he saw a significance beyond the ken of the average.

“… Lily Benerley in her Rolls — a fellow at the Egyptian Embassy gave her that — a fearful outsider. There’s old Lady Vannery, drinks like a fish but she’s got half a million; her nephew, Jack Wadser, inherits it when she pegs out — he married Mildred Perslow — the girl who ran away to Kenya with Leigh Castol, Lord Mensem’s son…”

Uncharitable folks hinted that Colley found his instinct for scandal a source of profit: “crook-bred and crook-minded” a certain Lord Chancellor had described him, not inaptly. There had been some sort of scandal at the Paddock Club — a card-room dispute. Colley had resigned quietly. There was no fuss. He was on the fringe of the Torkinton blackmail case, and found it convenient to rusticate at Aix-en-Provence whilst the trial was in progress. No reference was made to him by name in court, but when a learned counsel asked “There was, I believe, Another Person in your confidence when you wrote those threatening letters?” everybody knew who Another Person was. Such a man was Colley Warrington, who came scowling into the drawingroom and stood gloomily surveying Diana.

“‘Lo, Diana!”

There was no extraordinary enthusiasm in the greeting. “Sit down and don’t scowl.”

“Where’s Graham?” he asked.

“Gone home to change.” He seated himself carefully on the edge of a chair and lifted his perfectly creased trousers, displaying a pair of white silk socks above the polished radiance of his enamelled shoes. “You’re a fool to have anything to do with Graham — you know his reputation.”

“He knows yours,” she answered with a half-smile; “and I gather that your views as to who is, and who is not, a desirable companion, have something in common with Graham’s, except that he feels that you are the man of all men that no decent woman could be seen around with.” Colley said something under his breath.

“Don’t swear, don’t be bad-tempered; I want to ask you something. You’re an encyclopaedia, Colley, and I’ve never consulted you before. Who is Hope Joyner?”

His ruling passion was strong enough to obliterate his ill-temper. “Hope Joyner?” he repeated. “That’s the girl with a big flat in Devonshire House, isn’t it? She has two cars, a Rolls and a big Yankee car; pots of money, and she is a friend of Dick Hallowell’s…”

“I know all about that,” she said impatiently; “but who is she?”

He shook his head. “I don’t know. She sort of appeared from nowhere. Went to a good school, I believe — one of those swagger establishments at Ascot, where lineage is spelt with a L. It’s queer you should be interested in her! I was only talking about her the other day to Bobbie Longfellow, the Guardsman—”

“I didn’t know you were a friend of his,” interrupted Diana quickly.

“I’m not,” he admitted frankly; “but even one’s enemies talk. She’s an orphan; her father was a Chilian, who left her all his fortune. It’s administered by Roke & Morty, and why Roke & Morty should be trusted to administer an estate of that kind the Lord knows.” She frowned at this; the name was unfamiliar, and he went on to explain.

“They’re criminal lawyers — almost crooks themselves, I believe, but they’re in most of the big cases that come to the Old Bailey. If a fellow gets into bad trouble they’re the people to engage.”

“What is her history?” asked Diana, cutting short an interesting biography of these legal gentlemen.

“Blest if I know.” Colley rubbed his thinly-covered head. “She used to live at Monk’s Chase, a property down in Berkshire. Rather a nice old house; it goes back to the last Henry…”

“For God’s sake don’t talk architecture to me, or I’ll scream!” said Diana.

“Anyway, she used to live there,” Colley went on, anxious to appease one who had before exhibited a gift for unpleasant repartee. “She was under the charge of a man called Hallett, an old gentleman. I think she must have been there for years. Hallett was in America most of the time, and the girl was under the care of his housekeeper. When she left Monk’s Chase she went to school, and from school to Paris for a finishing course. She’s always had money, stacks of it! Roke & Morty fixed up the flat for her; that’s all I know. Why are you so infernally interested?”

Diana blew a long spiral of smoke from her lips before she replied. “I am interested,” she said, “because this young and charming lady has to be scientifically but effectively suppressed.”

Colley stared in astonishment, then grinned. “She is going to take a lot of suppressing, my dear, and there’s a man in London who is mad crazy about her.”

“I know,” she interrupted roughly. “Dick Hallowell.”

“Dick Hallowell!” he scorled. “I’m not thinking about him.” It was her turn to be astonished. “Whom do you mean? Who is in love with her?”

Colley was inclined to be theatrical; he was theatrical now, and he struck an attitude. “Our exalted master and friend, His Excellency the Prince of Kishlastan.” The Prince! Diana did not believe him; thought he was indulging in an ill-timed jest. “But he doesn’t know her,” she said. Colley nodded. “He has seen her, my dear, and to see is to love, as the poet says. He goes down to the Row regularly every morning to watch her ride; pays people to discover what theatre she goes to, so that he can sit in a box and gloat over her; thinks almost as much of her as he does of his precious guns and his quartermile of pearls. And tonight he’s meeting her.”

“Tonight? How — at the reception?” she asked quickly. Colley nodded. “The reception is arranged especially to afford Riki a chance of meeting this divinity. Why else do you think? He hates the English, and would no more think of giving a party than I should think of paying for one. He got to know Hope by the simple process of interesting her in the Oriental Women’s Association. You know the kind of bunk — save our brown sisters from the horrors of polygamy. It is a very simple matter to get to know any girl you like.”

Diana rose and walked slowly up and down the room, her hands clasped behind her. “He has said nothing to me,” she repeated.

“Why should he?” drawled Coliey. “After all, men do not as a rule consult their — press agents about their love affairs.”

“You’re very crude,” said Diana. She walked to the door, intending to go to the bedroom to get a handkerchief. As she turned the handle and threw the door open, she stood petrined with astonishment. Standing outside was a stout, middle-aged woman with a big frame and a powerful nose, and two eyes that twinkled with amusement. “Who — who are you?” gasped Diana.

“Good morning, ma’am. My name’s Ollorby.” She fumbled in her bag, took out a large card and handed it to the girl, who was too astonished even to examine the pasteboard. “I’ve got a servants’ agency. Any time you want a maid or a cook, I’ll be glad if you’ll ring me up. Three-seven-nine-four Soho…”

“How did you get in?” demanded Diana and then her anger rising: “How dare you come into this flat without permission?” She looked round for Dombret.

“It’s my fault entirely,” said Mrs. Ollorby, almost humbly. “The door was open, and I couldn’t make anyone hear, so I just walked in. Any time you’re in want of a servant-”

“I don’t want a servant and I don’t want you!” Diana pointed to the outer door of the flat, and in no wise abashed, Mrs. Ollorby walked out with a briskness that was unexpected in one of her years. Diana slammed the door and went back to Colley.

“What’s the trouble?” he asked lazily.

“A wretched servants’ agent!” She rang the bell furiously, and after a while Dombret came in. “How dare you leave the door open?”

“But I didn’t, madam,” protested the maid.

“Don’t lie!” stormed Diana. “You left the door open and a wretched woman wandered in — heaven knows how long she was waiting…”

The providential arrival of Graham cut short the indignant Dombret’s ordeal. Thereafter Diana dismissed the pushful agent from her mind and throughout lunch discussed mainly one topic — the Prince of Kishlastan and his passion for gewgaws, material and human.
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There were those who thought that His Excellency the Prince of Kishlastan lacked something more than a sense of discretion. A tall, thin man, with the facial characteristics of the typical Easterner, he was for the moment not only under the ban of the French Government, but was extremely unpopular with the Government of India. Though nominally a French subject, since he took his title from a small patch of territory which impinged upon French possessions — a territory he so misruled that he had been brought before the Governor of Pondicherry — he had, to the embarrassment of the British Government, acquired vast estates in British India.

“Riki,” as they called him, came to London with a confused grievance; and since he was a man of enormous wealth, found many sympathisers in that stratum of society which is ready to excuse the eccentricities of native rulers. He was a daily visitor to the Row, an indefatigable firstnighter, and his dinner parties were marked by a luxury and profusion which had no exact parallel amongst the season’s entertainments. It is true that no official from the Foreign Office attended these functions, that he was not to be met with in the circles associated with the official world; but though it withheld its countenance, yet, in a remote fashion the Foreign Office was inevitably represented on Riki’s more elaborate occasions. Dick Hallowell received a card of invitation to the reception which His Excellency was to hold, and at the same time he was privately notified that his presence at Arrid’s Hotel would not be unfavourably regarded by the powers that be. Dick had spent four years of his childhood in India, had acquired a working knowledge of Hindustani which had been improved through his love of the language. He was in India acting as aide-de-camp to the Governor-General of Bengal when his father’s death had brought him home to assume the responsibilities of the title and the task of settling up an estate which was in some ways slightly involved. He strolled into Bobbie Longfellow’s room, and found that lanky young man reclining in a deep chair, engrossed in the study of a sporting newspaper.

“Good Lord, you poor old soul!” said Bobbie when he read the card; and then his jaw dropping: “But you don’t want me to meet that mad devil again, do you?”

Dick smiled. “I don’t know why you call him ‘mad.’ But I did think it would be an idea if you came along. I shall be bored stiff.”

“Mad!” scoffed Bobbie. “Of course he’s nutty! Why I’d hardly put my foot in this castellated slum before I was told off to show him round the jewel House. I don’t know the jewel House from a chicken run, but one of those ancient birds in the ridiculous uniform of Elizabeth — what do you call ‘em, meat-eaters?”

“Beefeaters,” said Dick. Bobbie nodded. “One of those old creatures put me right, and I had to totter up those ghastly stairs and show him the royal jewels — I’d never seen ’em myself; so it really wasn’t so bad.”

“Why do you call him mad?” asked Dick. Bobby nodded vigorously. “He’s mad on the question of jewels. Simply couldn’t tear him away from the crown. He just hung on to the rails and glared at it. The things he said to the other Indian were terribly interesting, only I didn’t understand them. He spoke in Hindustani. Wish you had been there, Dick. One of his people told me that he’s crazy about diamonds, that he’s got, in a room in Kishlastan, stones you couldn’t buy for ten million sterling! And when he came out of the jewel Tower, he was so upset that he was as limp as a rag. He wanted to give me two pearl earrings as a souvenir, but I told him, ‘My dear rajah, I’ve given up wearing earrings — they haven’t been fashionable for years.’”

Dick laughed softly. “Anyway, you’re going to be a good boy and come along to Arrid’s tonight,” he said. “I’ve had a request to be civil to His Excellency, and we needn’t be there more than half an hour.”

Bobbie groaned, threw his paper on to the nearest settee and drew his long form erect. “Shall I wear my pearl necklace or my ruby bangle?” he demanded sardonically. “And I’d fixed to go to a theatre with one of the sweetest little things—”

“You can still go,” said Dick. “We shan’t be at Arrid’s more than half an hour.”

When they arrived that night at the hotel they found the broad stairway leading up to the first floor crowded with a brilliant and slowly-moving throng. All that was nearly great in London was there: Members of Parliament, ex-Cabinet Ministers who represented a party not likely to return to office for many years and therefore enabled to show themselves without compromise to their principles, ladies who appeared everywhere except at Court, elderly Indian officers (themselves with grievances), a journalist, a writer or two — these they recognised as they progressed with the throng.

“There is Diana Martyn,” said Bobbie suddenly, and Dick, looking up, saw her on the landing above, leaning on the balustrade and talking to Colley Warrington. As he made to pass her she favoured him with a smile and a cool little nod.

“This is an unexpected pleasure, Dick,” she said, very self-possessed. It was difficult even for Dick to believe that he had once been engaged to this calm and beautiful girl, or that their parting had ever been a tragedy to him. He could meet her without embarrassment, could even be mildly admiring, for in her jade dress, with a chain of big emeralds about her throat, her perfect skin and grave eyes, she was as beautiful a woman as a man might hope to meet in the course of a day’s march through Mayfair.

“You’re not married yet?” She smiled her inquiry;

“Not yet,” he answered with perfect gravity.

“A little bird whispers that you contemplate—” She did not complete the sentence.

“Your little bird for once speaks truth,” he said, meeting her challenge.

“How perfectly wonderful!” she murmured, and in another second they were separated, as he pushed forward to the open doors of the salon where His Excellency met his guests. They cleared the fringe of people at the door, and then Dick halted, struck dumb with astonishment. In the centre of the room stood the rajah in an amethyst silken robe, girt at the waist with a broad sash of silver, and about his neck rope upon rope of pearls; but it was not the magnificence of the Easterner that transfixed the visitor. Talking to him was a slim girl in white. Her back was turned to Dick, but he recognised her instantly.

“Good Lord!” gasped Bobbie. “That’s your Hope, isn’t it?”

“I don’t know what you mean about ‘my’ Hope,” said Dick, with unnecessary irritation. “It is Miss Joyner, I think.” At that moment she turned her head and greeted him with a smile as he advanced to make his stiff obeisance to the Indian.

“It is delightful of you to come, Sir Richard,” said the Prince in his mincing way, the lazy, heavy-lidded eyes surveying Dick with no especial favour. “I hoped to see you when I was at the Tower, but it was my misfortune that you were away. Do you know Miss Joyner?” Dick smiled at the girl.

“An old friend — yes?” said the Prince, with just a hint of suspicion in his voice. “You are greatly privileged.”

Another name was announced. Dick drew the girl from the circle, to the rajah’s annoyance. “What on earth are you doing in this galley?” he asked in amazement, and she laughed softly.

“I’m one of the world’s workers: didn’t you know that, Dick?” she replied. “I’m in the Oriental Woman’s movement, though I can’t say that I’m far in it. Lady Silford asked me to join her committee.”

Dick knew Lady Silford very well for a woman with inordinate social ambitions and with a most meagre income to support them. She was by repute one of the many subsidised by this wealthy Indian, and he could have no doubt in his mind that though Lady Silford had issued the invitation, she had acted according to instructions. For a second he was a little perturbed, for he knew something of the rajah’s private reputation.

“I don’t think I should have much to do with these so-called movements,” he said. “There are quite a number of genuine societies which are doing really good work, but the Oriental Woman’s Association is a fake — so much so that the police refuse permission to make collections on its behalf.”

“I’m not terribly interested,” she confessed as they strolled towards the door. Outside in the broad corridor they came face to face with Diana, and Diana greeted the girl with all the aplomb and enthusiasm which a close and lifelong friendship might excuse.

“Why, it is our little Hope!” she bantered. “And is this the—’contemplation’, Dick?”

It was Hope who saved him the embarrassment of replying. “I saw you as I came up the stairs, but hadn’t a chance to speak to you, Miss Martyn,” she said. “‘I wanted to give you something.” She opened her jewelled bag and took out a flat leather case. “This came to me by special messenger just before I left Devonshire House,” she said. “The rajah’s card is inside, but I thought some mistake had been made, and that perhaps you would rectify it for me. Will you?”

Diana took the package reluctantly. “I don’t know what it’s all about,” she began. “What is this?”

“A string of pearls,” said the girl quietly. “Would you tell His Excellency that it isn’t customary in England for a lady to receive presents — even from princes of the Golden East?”

Dick saw the telltale flush come to Diana’s cheeks.

“Why should I be your messenger?”

“Because “ — Hope was smiling— “you will find the rajah’s card inside. My address is written upon it — in your handwriting!”

“Wait a moment!” Diana’s voice was hard: she put out her hand to detain the it girl as she was moving off. “I don’t see why on earth you shouldn’t accept a little present, if His Excellency deigns to favour you. After all” — her shrug was almost imperceptible— “you aren’t anybody particular — forgive me if I’m frank — are you? I mean, one doesn’t find your name in the landed gentry or in Debrett or in any of those useful books of reference.”

“Nor in Carlow’s List,” said Hope coolly, and Diana went an angry red. She left Diana standing with a fixed smile, but in her eyes a malignity which Dick had only seen once before.

“Who on earth is Carlow?” he demanded, when they were clear of the crowd.

“Didn’t you know?” she asked innocently. “Carlow’s is a big commercial agency, and they issue a list, very confidential and secret, to their clients — I am one of them. The List contains the names of everybody in England, and in London especially, who live by their wits and have been associated with criminals.” Dick gasped. “What an extraordinary girl you are!”

“Aren’t I?” she smiled, though she had never felt less like smiling in her life. “But then, I’m in rather an extraordinary position.”

She refused his escort and drove home alone. Her mind was in a turmoil, for Diana Martyn had put into words all the uneasy, fretful questions she had been asking herself for the past five years. She was “nobody “ — Diana had spoken the truth. Beyond the fact that her parents were dead, that she had interests in South America, and was in receipt of a princely income paid regularly into her bank every quarter day by a firm of lawyers, who, even she knew, dealt with the shadiest of folk, she had no clue to her own identity. She had never seen her own birth certificate, nor even knew in what country she had first seen the light of day. The mysterious Mr. Hallett might have told her, but Mr. Hallett she had never met with. She knew nothing about him except that he was an elderly man who travelled a great deal, and whose eyesight had been failing ever since she could remember. Yet she had lived in Mr. Hallet’s house for years; had come there on her vacation from school; had enjoyed the run of his estate, the use of his horses, the respect and care of his servants. A restless man, who seemed to be travelling all the time, now in India, now in America, now in Southern Europe, she had almost come to regard him as the symbol of all that was baffling in her life. Sometimes she hated him. He never answered the letters she wrote, had never addressed one kind word to her. Presents had come on her birthday, at Christmas, flowers invariably reached her on the tenth day of June of every year, but not a line of his writing had she seen. He was a man who was doing his duty mechanically, without any great heartiness, she felt, and always avoiding her. She was certain that it was no coincidence that he left Monk’s Chase the day before she reached there on her summer vacation, and returned a few days after she left. Her letters to him were answered by his banker, of all people in the world, a stuffy old man who lived in a dingy office in Threadneedle Street, and who was no more interested in her than Mr. Hallett himself. As her maid undressed her that night her mind was fixed on Monk’s Chase, and the little cupboard in the library which a garrulous Nannie had once pointed out as containing all the secrets that she desired to unravel. Was it invention on the old woman’s part to amuse or quieten her, or was it possible that in that cupboard — In a moment of childish adventure she had sought all the keys she could discover for one that would unlock the cupboard; had actually discovered such a key and had turned the lock when the sound of a servant coming into the room had driven her in a panic to relock the carven oak door. All these years she had kept that tiny key in a little leather purse, and now the opportunity had passed. A nobody! And Diana Martyn was right. A few months ago such a sneer would have provoked her laughter; but nowthere was reason enough why the slur should be wiped out. She was sufficiently worldly-wise to foresee all the discreditable possibilities which might surround her birth. She knew of rich people who maintained children they might not own; and whilst there was no horror in the thought for her, there was a growing sense of dismay since Dick Hallowell had come into her life. She might tell him everything — everything she knew — and be certain of his sympathy and encouragement; she might even learn the worst and yet have no fear of his attitude and of losing his love. She woke, thinking about Monk’s Chase and the little cupboard, and in the afternoon she made her decision. Amongst her possessions was also the key of the postern door…
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When Stimmings, the butler, bolted and chained the great door of Monk’s Chase for the night, he reported to his uninterested master that it was “pouring heavens hard.” It had been raining all the afternoon, and by dinnertime the downpour was steady and voluminous. The rain pond began to form in the hollow beneath Lower Oaks; only the middle of the gravelled drive showed above the flanking torrents that ran down from Black Wood and the hill behind and formed a miniature lake about the lodge gates until the rim of it spread to the ditch. A night as black as pitch and filled with the hissing of water; a night when cottagers sat beneath leaking roofs and planned new thatchings or cursed the parsimony of landlords, The station fly from Worplethorpe came slowly through the downpour; the steady clop-clop if its ancient horse a melancholy accompaniment to groan and grind of steel-tyred wheels. A tap on the window and the driver pulled at his wet reins, the door of the old landau screeched open and a slight figure stepped down into the road. It was a girl, wrapped from chin to heel in a shining black oilskin. Her hat was pulled down almost over her eyes so that little of her face could be seen in the dim yellow of the lamp. “Thank you, this will do,” she said. “I may be an hour or less. Perhaps you can find some sort of shelter until I return.”

The driver stooped over to speak and a rivulet of water poured from the curly brim of his hat. “Didn’t you want to go to the Chase, Miss? I can take you up the drive to the house; you’ll get wet through.”

“No, thank you,” hastily. “If you will wait here — I don’t wish to — to wake the house.” She walked forward. The old horse did not so much as raise his drooping head as she passed in front of him. The lodge was silent and deserted, the iron gates slightly ajar. In other days, she remembered, the old gardener lived here, but he had died when she was at school. Ankle-deep, she splashed through the water, and was glad that in the one moment of sanity which had distinguished her plans, she had decided to bring her rubber boots. The crown of the drive was gained, but walking was no less uncomfortable, nor did the high poplars which bordered the straight drive afford her much protection. The house would have been in sight, if anything was in sight, the moment she passed the lodge gates. She saw it presently, an undistinguishable mass against the hilly background. There were no lights. Evidently her information was accurate — Mr. Hallett retired early. With a heart that was thumping painfully, she crossed the oval of lawn, a green island in a yellow sea (if it had been visible), and passed round the east wing. She was mad — she told herself this every few seconds. Mad to go on, mad to think out this wild scheme, mad to go on with it; madder still now, as she stood with a key trembling in her hand before the little door in the grey, ivy-covered wall, to commit herself finally to this act of hers. Yet if all which had been told her was true, that behind the little door in the wall was the solution of all mysteries, then she was justified. She put the key in the lock and turned it. At her push the door opened uneasily. From her pocket she took a little electric lamp, Hashed it across the narrow stone passage before she closed the door and, moving silently in her rubber boots, climbed the three stone stairs to a second door. The key of the first opened this too. She was in a long wide corridor, broadly carpeted. At intervals were little groups of statuary, old chairs and settees — the conventional decoration that was familiar to her. Nothing had been disturbed since she was here last. The dull portraits in their heavy gold frames, the tapestry that covered a portion of the wall, the long crimson curtains at the end that hid the east window — she knew them so well! Here the sound of the rain was hushed. She heard the big tick of the grandfather clock in the broad hall. Somewhere in the house the wind was rattling a loose window-sash. Drawing a deep breath, she went swiftly along the gallery, turned t0 the left and was in the hall. Again she stopped and listened, her eyes striving to pierce the darkness. A ghostly light showed the two long barred windows which flanked the main entrance. She could guess rather than see the curved stairway leading to the floor above. It required all her resolution to cross the hall and softly turn the handle of the library door. A fire was burning; a big armchair obscured the grate, but she saw the red glow of it. Apparently the room was empty. She recognised the chair with an involuntary nod. It was that in which she used to curl herself when she was a long-legged schoolgirl, devouring the romances of Henty. And then she let her eyes travel round the room, and they stopped at the cupboard. She set her teeth, almost ran across the soft carpet, and with shaking fingers slipped in the tiny key she took from her bag … Empty! Her mouth opened in amazement. The shallow hiding-place held nothing … Something made her look round, and she nearly dropped. From the chair was ascending a thin curl of blue smoke.

“Do you mind closing the door after you? It is rather draughty.” The voice was soft and muffled. She stood staring in the direction of the voice, and then, in desperation, she whipped out a little Browning from her bag.

“Don’t move!” she said in a low voice. “I — I am armed.”

From the chair there rose a tall man, grey-haired, powerfully built, a pair of huge dark spectacles hiding his fine face. A big pipe dangled from his teeth. He wore evening dress, though his dinner jacket was of black velvet.

“Come and sit down — come nearer the fire,” he said. “You must be wet.” She hesitated and then slowly came towards him, her shaking hand gripping the pistol.

“Don’t move!” She hardly recognised her own voice. Then she heard his deep chuckle.

“I suppose you have a revolver or something equally dramatic in your hand? That’s too bad!” And then: “I’m very serious about the door: do you mind closing it? I am rather susceptible to chills.”

She went to the door. Here was her opportunity — should she fly? In a few seconds she would be outside the house. But he had seen her; it would be very undignified to leave that way. Queer how the question of dignity came to be considered at such a moment. The door closed and she went back to the fire. He was sitting again, a pipe clenched between his teeth, his face turned to the glowing coals.

“You came in by the postern, I suppose? I must have the lock changed. Sit down, won’t you?”

She hesitated.

“Oh, yes, I knew you were a woman,” he went on, in his soft tone. “Guessed so when I heard the swish of your skirt, though of course it might have been a mackintosh. What do you want?”

She licked her lips; her throat was dry. She made two attempts before finally she articulated: “I wanted something… that I thought was in this room. Nothing… valuable… to anybody but me. Can’t you see… and guess?” He smiled slowly. “I can guess, but I cannot see. I am blind.” He made the announcement in such a matter-of-fact tone that she could not grasp its importance for a while. “Blind?” she gasped. “Oh, I’m — I’m so sorry.”

And yet her heart leapt. He could not see her — and would not recognise her again if he saw her.

“I really did not wish to rob you,” she said. “Only — I — my people rented this place last summer — and — I left something behind which I did not wish anybody to know I had.” She was on safer ground here. She knew that in the summer months Monk’s Chase had been let to a rich American family.

“Oh — you’re one of the Osborn family, are you? Well, young lady, if you can find what you want, take it. I’m sorry I frightened you.”

She looked round at the open cupboard door. “It has been taken away,” she said. “And now I’ll go — may I?” He rose and walked across the room, his fingers touching the furniture as he passed. Unerringly he turned to the right, traversed the hall and came to the little side passage. For a second he stood outside the postern door, the rain pelting down on him. “Good night,” he said. “I hope you will not get very wet.” He waited till the sound of her hurrying footsteps no longer came to him, then he turned back, locked and bolted the postern and returned to his study. As he entered the room he switched on all the lights and made his way to the chair before the fire. For five minutes he sat motionless, his forehead wrinkled in a frown, then slowly he filled his pipe, lit it and, pushing up his dark spectacles, took up a newspaper from the chair and resumed the reading which the sound of the postern door opening had interrupted. And he read, without the aid of glasses, the very smallest type.

“Poor Hope Joyner!” he muttered between puffs of smoke. “Poor Hope Joyner!”
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“I’m going to tell you the truth,” said Hope Joyner desperately, and Dick Hallowell chuckled.

“A refreshing experience; I think I can endure it,” he said. “What is worrying you, my dear?” He took both her hands in his, and for a second they lay passive before she drew them away.

“You may not want to — know me after I’ve told you,” she said jerkily. “Do you remember what that — what Diana Martyn said about me?”

“Diana says so many things about everybody that I can’t keep track of them,” said Dick, smiling.

“Of course you remember!” she scoffed. “She said I was ‘a nobody’.”

“Which is absurd,” said Dick, “for here you are, a very tangible and beautiful lady, giving me tea in your exquisite and expensive drawingroom; and you’re just as substantial as the Ritz Hotel that I can see through your window.”

“Don’t be absurd,” she said. “She meant I had no beginning, no origin, no parents… that there was a chance that I was — oh, anything horrible you can think off. You know something of heraldry; you realise what the bar sinister means.”

“Oh, that!” said Dick. “But really, does it matter? Bar sinisters occur in all the best coats of arms — I am not so sure that it doesn’t appear in mine!”

His ready acceptance of such a possibility took her breath away. For a moment she was relieved, in another instant irritated. “I don’t know that I am,” she said. “It is horrid of you, Dick, to believe that I am!”

“I don’t believe anything about you except that you’re the dearest girl on God’s earth, and I’m going to marry you, retire from the Army and live happy ever afterwards.”

“Do be sensible, Dick — please! Don’t you see what a horrible position I’m in? I don’t know who sends me my money, I don’t know anything about my parents, I’m just — nobody! I have come back to that. Somehow it didn’t matter, and I never worried, until — well, until you came into my life.”

“And into the water,” said the practical Dick. “I think I shall put a punt pole into my own quarterings — a punt pole or on a field azur — though the river is anything but azur.” She was thinking, her brow corrugated into tiny lines; then suddenly: “I’m going to tell you something,” she said quietly, and without apologetic preamble, without explaining or excusing her act, she told him of her visit to Monk’s Chase. Dick listened seriously enough, and, when she had finished:

“You were a little goop to take such a risk,” he said. “Who is Hallett?”

She shook her head. “I know nothing about him except that he’s very rich and rather indifferent, so far as I am concerned. He has a big estate in Kent; in fact most of my childhood was spent there.”

“You never saw him?”

She shook her head. “Never… He travelled a great deal; in fact he was abroad all the time I was there. I asked his lawyers if he was any relation to me, and they were very emphatic on the point.”

“He wasn’t?” asked Dick.

“None whatever. He knew my mother — I have an idea there was some old romance, but of course I’ve never been able to discuss the subject with Mr. Hallett. He is a trustee under my father’s will — at least, I suppose he is.”

“Have you ever seen the will?”

She shook her head. “I’ve seen nothing, Dick. I only know that I receive an enormous allowance, and that when I meet the wrong kind of people — as once I did — I have a very sharp note from the lawyers telling me that I am making undesirable acquaintances. It is they who supply me with Carlow’s List.”

“And you have no other relations?”

“None,” she replied, a little irritably, and then laughed. “You see, I am nobody!”

“I suppose you’ll be getting a letter from your lawyers about me,” he bantered. “If I am not undesirable myself; I have certainly undesirable relatives!” He was thinking of his undesirable relatives as he walked down Piccadilly, and it was not so much a coincidence as it seemed that as he entered the Circus he came face to face with his brother. Graham Hallowell was no longer the shoddy, down-at-heel wastrel who had interviewed him at the Tower. He was the mirror of fashion, and from the tips of his enamelled shoes to the crown of his grey Homburg, an advertisement of efficient valeting. For a moment Dick was startled, then he smiled, and would have passed on had not Graham intercepted him; “If you can sustain the disgrace of being seen with a jailbird, I’d like to have a few words with you, Dick,” he said coolly.

“Now is the time and the place,” answered his brother; “but if it is money—”

Graham’s lips curled in a sneer. “Do you think of nothing but money?” he asked. “No, I want to talk to you about Diana.” The smile faded from Dick Hallowell’s face. “That is an even more profitless subject—” he began.

“She wants to be friends, that’s all,” said Graham roughly. “There’s no sense in pursuing the vendetta. Can’t you forget that she ever preferred somebody else to you?”

“If I remember it at all,” said Dick quickly, “it is with a sense of gratitude — that is the one thing for which I thank her.” He looked at his watch. “I’m afraid I can’t give you any more time, Graham; I am meeting a friend in five minutes. But you may tell Diana from me that I harbour no resentment. Your talk of a vendetta is absurd. I only want not to meet her; not because she arouses any feeling of unhappiness in me, but because she stands for something that I loathe — treachery, duplicity, and it seems absurd to add to those mean qualities so mild a one as disloyalty.”

With these words and a little nod he passed on, and Graham, standing on the sidewalk, watched him as he crossed the road and disappeared among the throng that was passing down Lower Regent Street. Diana was waiting for him in her drawingroom, and with a woman’s quick instinct she guessed that there had been a meeting between the brothers.

“He was his usual God Almighty self,” growled Graham, as he dropped into an easy chair and searched his pockets for his cigarette case. “He has forgiven you but doesn’t want any dealings with you.”

“What did you expect?”

“I thought it would be easier if we got together again. But that fellow’s like ferro-concrete.” She stood looking down at him, beating a slow, measured tattoo with her toe, her finger at her lips, her inscrutable eyes surveying him blankly.

“You are a fool,” she said. “Did you speak to him about an allowance?”

Graham Hallowell laughed harshly.

“An allowance? What do you think Dick would have said to that? No, he squashed that idea before the conversation started. Besides, if Trayne really wants me for a job, there will be big money, and safety, too.”

Diana bit her lip thoughtfully. “What is the job?” she asked.

“How the devil do I know?” He was irritable. “Trayne doesn’t tell you over the phone what he wants you for. I’ve never worked for him. You have, Diana?”

She evaded the question. “He is very generous,” she admitted— “and very dangerous.”

“Why dangerous?” he was quick to ask.

“I think those kind of men must be,” she said, still thoughtful. The work he asked me to do wasn’t very difficult, but I see now that it was necessary to his plan. It happened two years ago. I was asked to take Lord Firlingham to one of Trayne’s gambling houses — a house he’d rented in Portland Place. I had to pretend I knew some people there, and we called in on our way back from the opera. Firlingham lost forty thousand pounds in one sitting at baccarat. I knew nothing about this for days after, for I left him there, and left him winning. The first intimation I had that they had made a ‘killing’ was when I received twenty hundred-pound banknotes.”

“Two thousand pounds!” He whistled. “That fellow certainly pays well.”

“I hated the idea at first,” she mused, “but Firlingham’s a beast; one of the really unpleasant men I have met in town.”

She looked at the little clock on the mantelpiece. “We ought to be going.”

Graham stared at her in surprise. “Are you seeing Tiger, too?”

She nodded. “I’ve had an intimation at third-hand from His Majesty that I might accompany you with profit to myself,” she said dryly. Not far from Soho Square are the handsome premises of the Mousetrap Club, a social institution which includes in its roll of membership some of the greatest names in the land. The luxury of its appointments no less than the unfashionable situation marked it as out of the ordinary. It was generally understood that here play was very high; but it was chiefly celebrated for its cuisine and the extraordinary moderation of its charges. Despite the rumours of play, the place had never received the attention of the police. Once or twice, high officials from Scotland Yard mingled with the guests, but these had seen nothing more reprehensible than bridge at fifty pounds a hundred; and since the points at which bridge may be played is a purely domestic affair, and concerns only a club’s committee, no action was called for. If baccarat was played, it was without the official knowledge of the club’s management, and certainly no stranger was admitted to these sances unless he was well vouched for. Never once was there a suggestion that the game was anything but straight, and yet Mr. Trayne, who both punted heavily and sometimes took the bank, inevitably rose a winner. The luncheon crowd had cleared by the time Diana and her companion walked into the sedate vestibule.

“Mr. Trayne is in the secretary’s room,” whispered the grey-haired hall porter, and the visitors followed him to the back of the premises, along a thickly carpeted corridor, until he came to a rosewood door and, stopping, knocked. A voice bade them come in, and, turning the handle, the porter stood aside and let them pass into the room, closing the door behind them. The man who raised his blue eyes in a passionless survey of the visitors was nearer to sixty than fifty. His close-cropped hair was grey, the clean — shaven, powerful face was almost unwrinkled. Even as he sat, his height was evident, the strength in the broad shoulders was impressive. The stub of a cigar was clenched between teeth of dazzling whiteness, too irregular to be any but those nature had given and careful attendance had preserved. This was Tiger Trayne, more lion than feline, more human at close quarters than Diana had expected. He rose very slowly, took out his cigar and threw it into the fireplace.

“Welcome to our lair,” he said, with a hint of humour in his eyes. “You are Diana Martyn, of course?”

He had a deep, rich voice; his speech was rather deliberate. Diana thought she had never met anybody in whom she was so agreeably disappointed. And she understood dimly why this master-mind in so many criminal enterprises had all his life escaped the processes of the law. She remembered all that Colley had told her — the traps that had been set for him, the elaborate system of entanglement which had been designed to his undoing. The best brains in two continents had schemed to net this tiger, but he had baffled them all.

“You ought to remember me, Mr. Trayne,” she said, and he showed his teeth in a smile. “It is part of my policy to remember nobody, and to meet even my closest friends as strangers who need introducing all over again. It is a sound scheme — you should try it.” He was talking to her, but his eyes were on Graham. “And you are Mr. Hallowell of course! Sit down, won’t you? Will you take coffee?” He pressed a bell and, after a moment, gave the order, though no servant made an appearance and no telephone was visible. From the wall, apparently, a deep voice said, “Oui, m’sieur.”

“It’s my little loud speaker,” he explained. “It is let in the panelling: you would not see it.”

“Aren’t you afraid of people listening to you?” asked Diana curiously, and he laughed.

“They can only listen when I wish. You have been in the country?” He addressed Graham, who was well enough acquainted with the jargon of his late associates to understand the delicate reference to his imprisonment.

“Yes,” he answered shortly.

“Unfortunate — very unfortunate.” Tiger Trayne’s voice was gently sympathetic. “You would not have gone into the country if you had had somebody to think for you. Generals are very poor hands with the bayonet, and the cleverest and bravest of fighting soldiers make indifferent generals.”

He handed a box of cigars to the man, and as Graham selected one he went on: “No man can be a successful criminal unless he has allied to him the police mind. Somebody who will think and reason as the detectives will reason. A burglar planning a coup, first of all makes himself blind to the perils of detection. When he has done that effectively, he goes ahead to create clues that even a shortsighted amateur could follow. Modern battles are won by rehearsal-attacks over dummy positions.”

They did not interrupt him, realising — at least, Diana realised at once — that this was not a garrulous man talking for the sake of talking, nor one anxious to air his knowledge and wisdom for their admiration, but that every word he said had an especial significance.

“Now if I were going to commit or to plan a big steal — here’s the coffee.” The hidden lift made no sound that the visitors could hear, yet when he went to the wall and pulled aside a panel, there was the silver tray with its steaming cups waiting. He lifted it out, put it on the table, closed the panel with a touch of his hand, and waited for a while, his head bent, listening. Apparently satisfied, he dumped a large quantity of cream in his own cup, stirred it and drank it at a gulp.

“If I were planning a big coup, something that would bring the men and women who work the scheme, say” — he paused— “fifty thousand pounds, I should be very careful to rehearse the affair thoroughly. I would have the man practise climbing light ladders, dropping from a considerable height to his feet; I would have him study the drill book (if he had to deal with soldiers), and the orders and regulations of the place to which he would have to go; I would have him study the tides—”

“What is the job?” asked Graham impatiently. The cold eyes were turned upon him. “Did I speak of a job?” asked Tiger Trayne gently, almost reproachfully. “I am merely asserting a few principles.”

A warning glance from Diana silenced the young man.

“I was sitting here this morning,” Trayne went on, “dreaming. I don’t know what started it: I think it must have been the account of the trial at the Old Bailey yesterday. The crude minds of the criminal classes! Here is a man sent to penal servitude for a clumsy burglary which yielded him less than a hundred pounds. How absurd, thought I. He might have taken less risks, and displayed the same resolution, and there were fifty thousand pounds for him and no come back. Fifty thousand pounds!” he mused. “That’s a lot of money!” He paused, as though inviting comment, but, warned by Diana, Graham Hallowell was silent. “There is no glory in a common burglary,” said Trayne, looking absently through the window upon Soho Square.

“And believe me, glory counts, if a man has imagination. If I were a burglar I should like to see the record of my crime with staring headlines in the newspapers; I would like to do something so sensational that all the world would be talking about me.” Again he stopped, pursed his lips, brought his eyes slowly first to Diana’s, then to Graham’s face. “It is three hundred years since a bungler attempted one of the most remarkable steals of all time. He was a swashbuckling, drunken lout of a man, and nearly got away with it, without aeroplanes or motorboats or any of the assistance which modern science gives to a man nowadays. This Colonel Blood—” Despite herself; Diana gave a little cry, but apparently the name had no significance to Graham Hallowell.

“This Colonel Blood made a miserable failure of his attempt — and deserved to. Was he hanged? I forget. Does one get hanged for stealing the Crown jewels—”

Graham Hallowell was on his feet, his mouth opened in horror and amazement.

“The — the Crown jewels?” he gasped.

“Their value — let us say a million sterling.” Tiger Trayne was oblivious to the interruption. “The sentimental value, infinitely more. A mad idea, you will say? I thought so when I first had it broached to me — it was certainly a madman’s idea. For what satisfaction could any man have out of fitting to his ill-shaped head the Crown of England — not for the admiration of his ragged subjects, but secretly, in some dark, hot room in Kishlastan to which even his harem was not admitted?”

Even Diana was guilty of an indiscretion. “You mean the Prince of Kish—” He silenced her with a gesture. “I know of no princes. India is a country which has no appeal for me. I am merely putting into words the fragments of idle dreams. A madman’s idea… yet madmen are akin to genius, and very brilliant schemes are hatched in these addled brains at times. Especially if they are obsessed. An obsession takes peculiar forms. Some men dream of women, some of power. I knew a man who thought of nothing day and night but the game of cribbage, and another who collected china and who would weep at the breaking of a plate. Others are crazy on the subject of jewellery, of precious stones—” He sighed. “The human mind can never be generalised; it has such queer expressions.” And then, at a tangent: “Fifty thousand pounds is a mint of money. And all for a few weeks’ rehearsal, the careful adherence to instructions… practically no risk — a broken head or two, but not yours, supposing,” he added apologetically, “that anything so unthinkable should happen as your taking part in such an adventure.”

Graham Hallowell was white and shaking. He cleared his throat, in spite of which his voice was husky. “Does anything more direct and explicit follow on this?” he asked. Tiger Trayne rose and went to a safe in the wall, unlocked it with a key that was attached to a chain in his pocket, and took out a brown paper-covered volume, the size of a thick exercise book. He turned the leaves rapidly and Graham saw that they were typewritten.

“Here is my little romance, one of the very few I have written,” said Mr. Trayne as he lit a cigar slowly, keeping his elbow on the book. “I have taken a leaf from another author’s composition, and I have sited my story in a Ruritania of my own. In this Ruritania there is a castle called Strong. It stands on the banks of a wide river, and is a thousand years old. In this castle is a tower, strongly guarded, which contains the jewels of the reigning Prince. In my idle moments I have worked out a scheme whereby a resolute and clever man, acting rigidly under instructions, succeeds in abstracting those jewels. It is an ingenious tale. I have made the book so that it will fit a man’s pocket, and if you read my poor effort you will find that I have called the jewels ‘fruit,’ the guard the ‘watchman’. If by chance the book fell into other hands, it might be difficult for an unauthorised and uninstructed person to understand. The question is” — he spun the edges of the leaves carelessly— “are you interested enough to devote your mind to the study of this interesting romance?”

Graham nodded.

“There is a small furnished cottage advertised in this morning’s newspapers,” said Mr. Trayne. “You will find it in the third column of page nine of the Megaphone. If you applied to rent the cottage for a month or two, I think the agents would let you have it at a reasonable price. A caretaker has been left in charge, and I have no doubt that if you asked him civilly, or even if you don’t ask him at all, you would find this book on your table every night at eight o’clock. It would be taken away at two o’clock in the morning; but in less than a month you should memorise every word.”

He took out a pocketbook, extracted a newspaper cutting and handed it to Graham. “Here is the advertisement.”

“I’ll write today,” said Graham huskily. Mr. Trayne nodded, replaced the book in the safe, and, rising, stretched himself his amused eyes on Diana. “I have another little romance for you to read, Miss Martyn,” he said, “but I will talk to you about that later.” He walked to the window and stared out, his hands deep in his pockets. Looking past him, Diana saw a familiar figure and gasped. “How queer!” she said.

“What is queer?” Tiger Trayne did not look round.

“Why that is the wretched woman who came to my flat this morning to ask me if I wanted a maid! The creature actually walked into the hall; I found her outside the door of my drawing — room.”

“Really?” Mr. Trayne did not turn his head. “How fascinating! You mean the fat woman — let me see, what does she call herself?”

“Mrs. Ollorby,” said Diana. Trayne nodded gravely. “She told you her real name,” he said. “That is Jane Ollorby.”

“Do you know her?” in surprise.

“Yes, I know her,” said Tiger Trayne slowly. “She is one of the cleverest women detectives on the books of Scotland Yard. I hope, before you found her outside your drawingroom door, that you were not discussing anything of vital importance.”

Diana felt the colour leaving her cheeks. “But — what — did she want to find out? Why is she here? Has she followed me?” She was a little incoherent.

“It is very probable. Idle curiosity is a very forgivable quantity in a woman, but Mrs. Ollorby’s curiosity rather goes beyond idleness.” He turned upon her a smiling face. “A detective watches, not necessarily because he or she knows, but because he wants to know. I’ve been watched so consistently throughout my life that I should feel uncomfortable if I wasn’t! She probably wishes to know why Mr. Graham Hallowell is calling upon you, or, if she knows the reason, what are his plans for the future. Scotland Yard takes a great interest in people who are released from penal servitude.”

“Watching me, is she?” said Graham savagely. “I’ll stop that—”

“You’ll stop nothing.” Mr. Trayne’s voice was very gentle but very firm. “Let her watch — it is good for her eyes.”

“She looks more like a washerwoman,” said Diana in wonder.

“She has washed a great deal of dirty linen, most of it in public,” said Trayne ironically. “And she’s a very thorough laundress, believe me! Perhaps “ — he hesitated— “perhaps it would be better, Miss Martyn, if you took the cottage at Cobham and invited friend Hallowell down. That is, if you can survive such an outrage on the proprieties? I think you can because” — he knit his brow— “I can’t remember exactly how long you have been married to our friend Graham, but I have an idea it was a month before he went to prison.”

Diana’s lips tightened, but she said nothing. So that little secret was not wholly hers!

“At a Worcestershire register office, was it not?” asked Trayne, with the air of a man who was striving to recall something that had escaped his memory. “And in the name — but does that matter?”

“I don’t think it does,” said Diana coolly. “You have a very good information bureau, Mr. Trayne.”

He smiled. “It is rather — adequate,” he said. “You and your husband might care to study the little book together.”

“Suppose I don’t want to come into this?” asked Diana. “Does that make a difference?”

Trayne shrugged his broad shoulders. “The difference between fifty thousand and a hundred thousand,” he said, “and possibly more to follow. Conceive, if you can, my dear Miss Martyn, the hullaballoo that would rise throughout the world. Do you remember the disappearance of Da Vinci’s Mona Lisa? Intensify that a hundredfold. The fruit — let us call it — has gone. Payment has been made by the gentleman on whose behalf it was taken. What sum do you think the owners of the fruit would pay to get it back — and no questions asked? And no prosecution if the truth came out.”

“You mean you’d doublecross—” began Graham.

“‘Doublecross’ is Greek to me,” said Mr. Trayne suavely. “I find it difficult to keep myself au courant with modern thieves’ slang, and especially modern American thieves’ slang.” He examined the long ash of his cigar intently. “And now I think you had better go,” he said. “I am rather curious to see what Mrs. Ollorby does — I rather think that with your retirement the Mousetrap Club will no longer be honoured by her embarrassing observation,”

As they were going: “By the way,” said Trayne, “Mr. Colley Warrington is not in my confidence. I tell you this in case, in an unguarded moment, you should imagine he was.” He had emphasised “my,” and as they drove homeward Diana wondered in whose confidence Mr. Warrington might be. Graham had other thoughts. From time to time he glanced back through the window at the back of the car for a glimpse of Mrs. Jane Ollorby, who had watched their departure from the Mousetrap Club with such unfeigned interest.
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His Excellency the Prince of Kishlastan sat cross-legged on a divan in his private room, his dark eyes staring into vacancy, his thin brown hands playing with a chain of emeralds that hung from his neck. From time to time he took from his pocket a small golden box, dipped his finger into the yellowish powder with which it was half filled, and touched finger to tongue before he snapped the box and put it away in the voluminous folds of his silken gown. By his side was a pad of press cuttings, and after a while, and with every evidence of disgust, he took up the packet and read one after the other of the printed slips. Rikisivi, Prince of Kishlastan, had been educated in England at a great public school. His knowledge of English was perfect. Nevertheless, such was his antipathy to his overlords that he maintained the farce of conducting all his official conversations through an interpreter. His antipathy was a real one. He was the son of a hundred kings who had lorded it in the old days before the John Company had come to India, had given the law of life and death and had ruled, sometimes wisely, more often brutally, a debased population that had worshipped the members of his house as so many divinities. There was talk of deposition in the air, the putting down of one ruler and the exaltation of another. He might be asked to retire to Paris, the recipient of a government pension, whilst his successor handled the enormous riches that had accumulated through a thousand years. The offence that had brought him before the Governor of Pondicherry need not be described. There was murder in it, coldblooded assassination, the torture of one woman, the disappearance of another. The beautiful Eurasian who had vanished amidst the colonnades of his palace had almost brought him to ruin. Had she been found and questioned, the ruin would have been absolute; but she was never found, and never would be found, till the earth yielded up its dead and a certain lovely garden was disturbed by the spades of searchers. The memory of his success in baffling these shrewd political officers and their bloodhounds always brought a sense of exhilaration to him. He tasted the illusive fruits of infallibility. What had been done once might be done again, and no one be the wiser; but, he thought, as his dark eyes stared unwinkingly into space, it was one thing to bring a half-willing girl secretly from the bazaars of Kishlastan, to the purlieus of his white palace, and another matter to transport over thousands of miles of sea and land the wholly unwilling victim of his caprice. Once in Kishlastan, no eye would see, no ear would hear, no tongue would tell; for his people offered him a fanatical devotion. It would be a wonderful vengeance on these men who had slighted him, who had covertly threatened his very princeship… But how might it be accomplished? He had thought of a dozen, a hundred ways, and rejected them all. Behind the curtained door he heard a soft knock and rang his bell as a signal that the caller could enter. It was his interpreter, who spoke in a low tone to his master.

“Let him come in,” nodded the Prince, and Colley Warrington was ceremoniously bowed into the quiet apartment. Did he bring a solution? Rikisivi watched him through half-closed eyes and wondered. Mr. Warrington was one of the favoured few who could obtain an audience at any hour. He had been very useful to the Indian in very curious ways; so curious, indeed, that it had required no effort on the part of Rikisivi to broach the subject that was uppermost in his mind. But they talked of many things before they came to the vital matter of Hope Joyner…

“This side would be easy,” said Colley confidently. “Whether it would be possible to get her through India to Kishlastan, you know better than I. I don’t even know the nature of the shore — whether it is possible to land on any unfrequented part of the coast—”

The rajah nodded. “That would be simple,” he said; “much easier than here in England. A woman travels purdah — that is behind closed curtains and it would be as much as an official’s job was worth to attempt to search a car. But here—” He shook his head.

“It will be dangerous,” said Colley, “but not impossible. In fact, rajah, it would be a question of money. How do you travel back to the East?”

“By P. & O.,” said the Prince, and Colley rubbed his chin.

“It would mean the chartering of a yacht,” he said, “and even that would be risky — you’d be at the mercy of the crew — but it could be done.”

He named a sum — a fortune — but Riki dismissed the question of cost with an impatient gesture.

“Money is — nothing. You would require help. This man Trayne—”

“Not Trayne,” said Colley decisively. “I know that you have some sort of dealings with him, and I am not curious to know what it is. Trayne would turn it down anyway. He is rather squeamish about women.” He related a story that had come to him of Trayne’s “squeamishness” — a story almost entirely creditable to the Tiger; would have been wholly so, but mixed up in it was a thread of something like piracy on the high seas, for Mr. Trayne had many interests and his activities covered half the world.

“No, I don’t know her,” he said, answering an inquiry. “Some friends of mine do. She’s pretty… I suppose she would not go willingly?”

The Indian stared at him. “Am I such a fool as to ask her?” he demanded. “No. I shall not see her again. I have written apologising for my blunder about the pearls; that is the end of our acquaintance. Miss Martyn knows the girl. She would help you?”

Colley hesitated. He had no illusions about the foulness of the act he was contemplating so coolly. A lifetime spent in the slimes had destroyed whatever there was in his nature which might have received the Prince’s proposal with loathing. He had trafficked all his life in delicate commodities. Honour, that imponderable substance which is called “self-respect,” decency — all the big, clean things of life were phenomena to be observed and exploited in other men and women. He had his own sense of values and was not without his own ideals. The grossest of men, Without the disposal of one artistic faculty, may admire the beauty of a Corot without desiring either to paint or yet to dwell amidst the sylvan loveliness his genius translated to canvas. He could admire beauty and innocence as a butcher might admire the lamb his knife will slaughter. An abstract admiration; not to interfere with business. It was Colley’s boast that he owed no man a penny, and had never kept a woman waiting a second when he made an appointment. His very perversion demanded that he should possess minor excellences. He drove to Diana’s flat and arrived in time to see her disappear through the doorway of the building followed by Graham. And he found the two strangely silent and preoccupied.

“Well — what did Trayne want?” he asked, almost as he entered the room.

“Nothing much.” Diana turned the subject.

“Curious devil — old Trayne. The super-Fagin. They say he speaks every European language except Hungarian! By the way, Diana, have you seen little Joyner lately?”

Diana looked at him suspiciously. “By ‘little Joyner’ you mean the mysterious young person of Devonshire House? No; we are not on calling terms. Why?”

He could shrug off the question. “I thought I saw her as I drove here,” he said, and asked again: “What did Trayne want?”

Diana was the readier liar. “He is starting a new gambling house off Portland Square,” she said glibly, “but I told him that had no appeal for me.”

His keen eyes were watching her, and she guessed his scepticism before he spoke. “That is not like Trayne. He doesn’t as a rule consult outsiders before he starts something,” he said.

“Perhaps he wanted to discuss Hope Joyner,” said Diana tartly. It was a shot at a venture, but she saw his expression change.

“Did he?” he asked quickly. “What did he want to know about her?” He almost betrayed himself in that moment of surprise, but, recovering quickly as he read her face, he laughed. “I shouldn’t be surprised at anything Tiger did,” he said, with an assumption of carelessness which deceived nobody. “And did his offer — I suppose he made an offer — extend to Graham?” There was a hint of a sneer in his voice. He had never concealed his dislike for Graham; and the woman often wondered whether Colley Warrington knew the ‘secret’ that was at least no secret to Tiger Trayne.

“I don’t suppose Tiger will thank you for nosing into his mysteries,” Colley went on. “He is a queer devil, as I’ve said before, and the less one has to do with him, the better for one’s peace of mind.” He turned the conversation to another channel, and presently Diana asked a surprising question. For once Colley was without information. “Mrs. Ollorby?” he said. “No, I don’t know that I’ve heard of the lady. Is she in our orbit?” He was evidently ignorant of the woman’s identity, and Diana thought it wise not to pursue the inquiry. Mrs. Ollorby was to become something of an irritation with Diana, a figure that hovered in the background of her thoughts — an irritation because of her very unimportance. If the woman was watching, it was Tiger Trayne who was the object of her curiosity. The true explanation of her unease might be found in the fact that never before had Diana found herself even remotely associated with the police. Was she now to have this experience? Not a pleasant thought this. As the hours passed, the enormity of Trayne’s plan slowly dawned upon her. She passed a sleepless night, tossing from side to side in her bed, and before dawn came she was half resolved to go no further in the matter, a resolve which she communicated to Graham when he came round to see her soon after breakfast. He laughed scornfully. “There is no danger in it, if Trayne is behind the scheme,” he said. “Fifty thousand pounds may seem nothing to you, with a rajah’s fortune to draw upon, but it means a whole lot to me. I’m tired of the dog’s life I’m living.”

“Mrs. Ollorby—” she began.

“Mrs. Fiddlesticks!” he scoffed. “What has she to do with us? She’s watching the Mousetrap Club.” Diana shook her head. “Why did she come to the flat?” she demanded. “Why did she stand outside my door listening? I’m perfectly sure Dombret told the truth when she said that she had shut the front door — this woman must have had a key of her own. I’m scared, Graham, and so would you be, if you gave the matter a little more thought.”

He bit his lip and frowned. “We ought to have told Trayne about the woman,” he said. “If I can see him this morning, I’ll ask him what he thinks about it.”

When he rang up the Mousetrap, Mr. Trayne was not there — or at least that was the message which came back to him. The grey-haired porter (he recognised his voice) suggested that Mr. Trayne might possibly be taking an aperitif at the Brasserie Royale, and, accepting this hint, Graham strolled off to Piccadilly and had hardly taken his seat in the long room at one of the marble-topped tables, when he saw Trayne enter, a cigar between his teeth. After a casual glance round, he made his leisurely way to where Hallowell was sitting. Graham spoke to him again of what had happened on the previous day, and to his surprise the Tiger took a more serious view of the happening than he had taken previously.

“What was Miss Martyn talking about?”

“I forget for the moment,” said Graham. “Of course, it may have been an accident that she got into the flat at all.” Trayne shook his head. “Mrs. Ollorby doesn’t have those kind of accidents!” he said. “I take off my hat to that female! If it was an accident, why did she pretend she wanted a job? No, sir, there was no accident in that. She came by design, opened the door, because she suspected something. Now what on earth could she suspect, unless she knew I had asked to see Miss Martyn?” He pulled at his lip thoughtfully.

“Possibly it was not your lady but you she was ‘nosing,’” he said, “it is rather alarming.”

“Does it alarm you?” asked Graham. A slow smile dawned on the handsome old face. “Not me,” he said almost cheerfully. “I happen to know Ollorby’s position at Scotland Yard.” He explained that the stout lady had once been a policeman, and owed her promotion to an official position at police headquarters to her extraordinary memory of faces; for having seen a portrait of Bert Howle, a forger for whose body the police of Europe were searching, she had not only recognised but had brought about his arrest, and, with the assistance of a policeman, had had him taken to the police station. “She holds a sort of roving commission; in fact she’s a sort of crime-finder,” explained Tiger. “I’ve never heard of her being put on any particular job, her business being to make work for the male sleuths. And she has been lucky!” He enumerated a number of cases that the woman had unearthed, and Graham was surprised by their magnitude and importance. “She is Scotland Yard’s official free lance,” Tiger went on, “but you need never worry about her paying you attention — the fact that she’s watching doesn’t mean she suspects you of any offence, but that she’s hoping to suspect you!” He made no further reference to Mrs. Ollorby. Graham expected further details about the great plan, and it seemed that the conversation would be taken up where it had been put down the previous day, when Tiger Trayne asked him if he had written to the house agent. But apparently his employer had no intention of discussing the subject any further, for he went off at a tangent to talk about a mutual acquaintance, and it was not until Graham had paid the score and Trayne had risen to go that he returned to the Tower adventure, and then in so indirect and obscure a fashion that not until he had gone did the younger man realise that what he had said was remotely connected with the scheme.

“I suppose you’re not interested in shipping?” he asked apropos of nothing. Graham shook his head.

“Have you by any chance seen or heard of the Pretty Anne?”

“No,” replied Graham, in surprise. “What is she, a fishing boat?”

“She is not a fishing boat.” Trayne was very deliberate; it was almost as though he were delivering a legal judgment, he seemed to pick and choose his words with such care.

“The Pretty Anne is a seagoing ship, not large and not, I imagine, classed A1 at Lloyd’s. If I were you, I should learn something about the Pretty Anne and scrape acquaintance with her skipper and owner.” He paused. “His name is Eli Boss, and he is not — what shall I say? — a University man! You will not meet him at the Master Mariners’ Club — I believe his favourite house of call is the ‘Three jolly Sailors’ in Limehouse.” Graham listened in astonishment. “Do you want me to see him?” he asked, and Mr. Trayne smiled.

“I want you to do whatever you wish to do: I really don’t insist that you take the cottage in the country, but if you took it, it would be pleasing to me. I make no request that you should get acquainted with Captain Eli Boss, but if by chance you found yourself on talking terms I should be pleased.” And then: “Do you mind waiting fully five minutes after I have gone? I do not think it is advisable that we should be seen on the street together.” Graham suddenly remembered a question he had intended asking. “We get a certain sum if we succeed, Mr. Trayne,” he said, lowering his voice. “What happens if through no fault of ours, we fail?” Again that wry smile. “You cannot fail,” was the simple answer. “There is a mind behind this little adventure.”
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Hope Joyner had a very light postbag, and though the inevitable circulars and trade advertisements came in normal volume, her own private correspondence was small. That morning, when her maid brought her letters in with the tea, she saw a familiar blue envelope, and with a little grimace extracted it from the other letters. Her lawyer seldom wrote, but when he did, there was something unpleasant to be said, and this missive was no exception.

Dear Miss Joyner, the letter ran, We have learnt that you are acquainted with a Mr. Hallowell. We feel that your trustees would not approve of this acquaintance, and it is our duty to inform you that Hallowell, although an educated man, has served a term of imprisonment for fraudulent conversion. In the circumstances it might he advisable to discontinue an acquaintance which must necessarily he an unprofitable and possibly a painful one. We are, dear Miss Joyner,

Yours faithfully,

She looked down at the letter, her forehead puckered, and then smiled slowly, for she saw what had happened. The benevolent spy who overlooked her movements had made the mistake of confounding Dick Hallowell with his brother. She should have been very much annoyed, but the error was so palpable that she could afford to laugh. Poor Dick! That was the most unkindest cut of all, to mistake him for his wretched brother. Her first inclination was to write back, pointing out the mistake. But a spirit of mischief restrained her. Perhaps she would receive a number of these epistles, growing in vehemence. It would be rather amusing to collect them for Dick’s benefit, and eventually stagger the writer with the proof of their mistake. The maid had set her bath ready and now was laying out her clothes.

“A woman called to see you this morning, miss. I didn’t much like the look of her, so I told her you were out — she looked as though she wanted a job.” Hope shook her head. “I’d rather you didn’t send people away until I know who they are and what they want,” she said, not for the first time in similar circumstances.

“I’m very sorry, miss.” Janet was conventionally apologetic. “But I only did it because I thought—” Janet was a little officious, though otherwise a good maid, and of late Hope had the faintest of suspicions that her lawyers, who gained such mysterious information about her movements and her acquaintances, might perhaps be indebted to the girl for their knowledge. She had nearly finished her dressing and had slipped into her dress when Janet came in with the announcement that the caller had returned. “A Mrs. Johnson, miss,” she said, as though eager to repair her earlier fault — as fault it was, if her mistress’s manner meant anything. “She’s called about the Young Women of India Committee.” This did not make “Mrs. Johnson” any more welcome, for Hope had decided that this branch of philanthropy was not her forte, and had already written a letter of resignation. She hesitated. “I’ll see her in a moment,” she said, and a few minutes later she went into her beautiful little drawingroom to find a large, broad-shouldered woman with a masculine face gazing pensively down upon Piccadilly. Hope’s look of inquiry was met by an expansive and disarming smile.

“I’m sorry to disturb you so early, Miss Joyner,” said the visitor, “and I think I’ll save myself a lot of lying by telling you that I’m not from the Young Women of India Committee at all, and that my name is Ollorby.” It meant nothing to Hope, but her next words were rather alarming. “I’d rather nobody knew I’d called,” she went on. “The fact is, Miss Joyner, I am from police headquarters.”

She produced a card with lightning dexterity which would not have been discreditable in a conjurer, and Hope Joyner read: “Mrs. Emily Ollorby, Room 385, New Scotland Yard.” She looked at the visitor in surprise. “A detective?” she said, and Mrs. Ollorby’s smile grew even broader. “I’d like to call myself that, Miss Joyner,” she said genially. “We fat women have our romantic moments. But I’m just Mrs. Ollorby, who spends her life putting her ugly nose into other people’s business. The Lord made some of us beautiful and some of us useful — every time I look at myself in a mirror I realise how useful I’ve got to be! Poor Ollorby, he was a hero! That man had his faults, but he certainly had courage. Maybe he had a sense of humour too, though I never discovered it, and the only funny thing he ever did was to marry me!” She had a booming, chuckling voice, and Hope found herself smiling as Mrs. Ollorby rattled on in her inconsequent way. “It’s funny how the criminal mind works,” she continued. “I have never got a bad man into serious trouble but he didn’t throw my looks in my face — and that’s the proper place for ‘em! I’ve been compared with everything in the farmyard, except the chicken — and maybe the duck. But I’m not sensitive. If I were, I should be dead. I’ve had men at the Old Bailey who’ve said they’d rather have another ten years added to their sentence than marry me, but I guess that’s only their persiflage.” She paused to take her breath, her bright eyes surveying the girl good-humouredly. “And now you’re wondering why I’ve come into your beautiful little flat. It wasn’t to speak about myself, Miss Joyner, but about you. You’re a member of the Young Women of India Committee, aren’t you?”

Hope shook her head. “I was, but I’ve resigned.”

“Oh!” Mrs. Ollorby, who knew so many things, evidently was unacquainted with this development. “That’s that,” she said. “It is evident you don’t want me to tell you anything about that fake. Is Mr. Hallett a personal friend of yours?”

The unexpectedness of the question momentarily silenced the girl. “I’ve only met him once,” she answered, and then, with a smile: “Is he a desperate criminal?”

Mrs. Ollorby shook her head. “Nothing desperate about Hallett,” she said, “as far as I can discover. He’s blind, too, and blind criminals are rare. No, I’m sort of interested in him. But then, I’m interested in so many people. Take the Prince of Kishlastan: he’s a nicelooking fellow.”

“I think he’s hideous,” said Hope, and Mrs. Ollorby grinned again. “Miss Diana Martyn — is she a friend of yours?”

“No,” said Hope shortly.

“H’m!” Mrs. Ollorby fingered one of her many chins. “Graham Hallowell, of course, you wouldn’t know. You’re acquainted with his brother, though? Nicelooking fellow. I saw him in the Tower the other day. Let me think… “ She screwed her face into a terrific frown. “Didn’t I see you there with him?”

“You may have done,” said Hope, a little coldly.

“The Tower gets me all swimmy,” said Mrs. Ollorby. “Frozen history! Do you go there very often, Miss Joyner?”

Hope motioned her to a chair, and when the woman was seated, she sat down herself. “Now, please, don’t be mysterious. What have you come to ask me?” she said quietly. “If it is anything I can tell you, of course I will. But obscure people rather worry me.”

“They worry me too,” said Mrs. Ollorby, in no sense abashed. “I’ll tell you why I’ve come, Miss Joyner.” She opened a huge leather bag which had been under her arms and had the appearance of being a portfolio, and after a search she took out a small sheet of paper, on which somebody had, scribbled notes. “I’m going to ask you a plain question, and I dare say you’ll think it is impertinent; and if you ring your bell and order that little bit of fluff to turn me out, I’m not going to be surprised.” This reference to Janet, who was certainly on the fluffy side of humanity, forced a smile from Hope, but she was too curious to be diverted. “You’re a friend of Sir Richard Hallowell, of the Berwick Guards, and now I’m going to ask you plainly the question that is in my mind. Are you engaged to Sir Richard?”

“No,” said Hope.

“Is he a very dear friend of yours?”

The girl hesitated. “Yes,” she said at last, “he is a very dear friend of mine.”

“Is he such a dear friend” — Mrs. Ollorby spoke very slowly— “that he would do anything in the world for you?”

Hope stared at the woman. “I don’t understand—” she began.

“Are you lovers?” asked Mrs. Ollorby bluntly, and the flush that came to the girl’s face was her answer. Before Hope could master her voice the older woman went on quickly: “You’ll think I have a nerve, and so I have! But what I want to tell you is this, young lady, that Sir Richard Hallowell is by my standard a good man, and I want you to hesitate well before you ask him to do anything that a good man should not do.”

Hope could only shake her head helplessly. “I haven’t the slightest idea what you’re driving at, Mrs. Ollorby,” she said; “but you may be sure that I should never ask Richard to do anything dishonourable, and I’m rather annoyed that you should suggest I would.”

“I’m not suggesting you would.” Mrs. Ollorby was very emphatic. “I’m only wondering whether” — she hesitated— “maybe I’ve made a mess of it. I’ve certainly given you reason to be angry, even if you’re not. Have you ever asked Richard Hallowell to do you a favour — a favour which would mean a neglect of duty on his part?”

“Of course I haven’t!” said Hope indignantly. “Really, Mrs. Ollorby, you’re something more than mysterious.”

“Aren’t I?” Mrs. Ollorby was penitence itself. “Not more, but worse! You see, Miss Joyner, I’m in a very delicate position. I know a lot of things that I ought not to know — if you were as wise as I am, there wouldn’t be any need to beat about the bush.” She sighed heavily. “But you’re not! You don’t know Tiger Trayne, of course? You wouldn’t: he doesn’t move in your set. And Mr. Graham Hallowell — you don’t know him?” She paused.

“I know of him,” said Hope quietly. “He is Sir Richard’s brother, and he has been — in trouble. The truth is that Richard and he are not good friends, and of course I’ve never been introduced to him, though—” She stopped and smiled, as she remembered the letter of that morning.

“Though some people think you have?” suggested Mrs. Ollorby shrewdly. She closed her bag with a snap. “Sir Richard Hallowell is a nice man,” she said. “I don’t know anybody I admire more, unless it is you! That’s barefaced flattery, but frankness is my weakness.” She held the visiting-card that Hope had handed back to her, and now, turning it over, she wrote rapidly with a pencil which she produced from some hidden pocket, and put the card into the girl’s hand. “That’s my private address. I may not be there for a few days, but if you’re in any kind of trouble, or you’re worried about anything that you do not wish to bother Sir Richard with, maybe you’ll phone me?”

“What sort of trouble am I likely to have?” asked the girl, half-amused and half-irritated. Mrs. Ollorby shrugged her broad shoulders. “God knows,” she said piously. “London is the kind of city where trouble comes easier than measles in a crche.” She walked briskly to the door. “I’d be glad if you would do me one favour, Miss Joyner. Do you mind not telling that little maid of yours my name and occupation?”

Before Hope could answer tartly that she was not in the habit of taking her maid into her confidence, Mrs. Ollorby was gone. The stout woman walked quickly down Piccadilly towards the Circus, humming a tune in a deep bass undertone, and seemingly oblivious of the world and its inhabitants. Behind her, at a distance, stalked a lank, thin, redhaired youth who wore a pair of terrifying horn-rimmed spectacles. His coat was a little too small for him, the sleeves and trousers so short that he displayed generous expanses of wrist and ankle. He never lost sight of Mrs. Ollorby, but followed her into the tube station and was in the same elevator that brought her to the surface at Tottenham Court Road. Into Charlotte Street turned the stout lady and her trailer, and when Mrs. Ollorby passed through an uninviting door, the young man stopped, waited for a few minutes with his back to the railings, staring up and down the street, and then followed her, taking from his pocket a large key, and pausing on the doorstep to blow the dust from the depression at its end. Without knocking, he opened the door of a small parlour. Mrs. Ollorby was taking off her beaded bonnet and hardly turned her head at his entrance. The young man sat down on a horsehair sofa and waited her pleasure.

“Well, Hector?” she asked.

“A feller followed you as far as the tube station at Tottenham Court Road, but he didn’t come any farther,” said Hector in a cracked voice.

“What sort of a feller?” asked his mother, for she bore that relationship to the lank youth.

“Well, ma” — Hector scratched his frosty nose— “he looked like a foreign feller. He was waiting outside the flats when you came out. I kept behind him, so I knew he was trailing you. It’s a funny thing about me “ — Hector rubbed his red hair complacently— “that whilst I see them, they don’t spot me.”

Mrs. Ollorby smiled broadly. “Nothing’s more certain in the world, Hector, than that he spotted you!” she said good-temperedly. “You’re like a redheaded lighthouse, Hector: they couldn’t miss you. But it cramps their style to know they’re being trailed too, Hector. That’s why you’re useful.”

He glared at her ruefully. “I don’t see that I’m much use, ma,” he said, in a despondent tone. And then, hopefully: “I suppose if I dyed my hair—”

“You’d look awful,” said Mrs. Ollorby, and then, as she patted him on the shoulder: “Don’t worry, Hector; you’re going to be a detective one of these days. I was speaking to the Commissioner about you this morning. They’ll never let you into the force because of your eyesight, but I’ll get a job for you, and you’ll see your name in the paper, believe me.” He cheered visibly at this, for Mr. Hector Ollorby’s supreme ambition was to follow in his father’s footsteps. The late Mr. Ollorby had been a police-sergeant with a distinguished record, a fact which had made his wife’s entry to the force during the War a fairly easy one. There was a telephone instrument in the room and she called a Treasury number, dismissing with a jerk of her head her obedient progeny. For fully ten minutes she talked, whilst Hector stood in the passage, his hands to his ears, on guard. After a while his mother came out, and, pausing on the stairs to give instructions to the little maid-of-all-work, went up to her room and to bed. She had been up late on the previous night, but it seemed that there was a possibility of a sleepless night to follow. Dusk had fallen on Charlotte Street when she came down. She had changed her clothes and the change was decidedly for the worse. She had the appearance of a woman who was in the last throes of respectable poverty. Her clothes were old, if tidy; her dingy bonnet, her down-at-heel shoes, had a pathetic aspect of hopeless struggle against circumstances. She waited till night fell before she sallied forth, carrying a worn canvas handbag, and ten o’clock was striking when she arrived at a mean street in the East End of London, and, threading her way through the regiment of squawking children that littered the sidewalk, paused before No. 27 and knocked. The slatternly woman who opened the door brought with her the aroma of stale spirits. She peered shortsightedly at the visitor half-revealed in the naked light of a tiny oil lamp.

“Hallo!” she said ungraciously. “You’ve come, have you — I’d give you up.”

“I don’t see why you should give me up when I’ve paid my rent in advance,” said Mrs. Ollorby blandly. The landlady muttered something under her breath and led the way up the uncarpeted stairs, pushed open the door of a small room, and revealed a bed, none too clean, which, with a small washstand and a chair, comprised the furniture of the apartment.

“I don’t let lodgin’s to wimmin as a rule,” she said, “but you bein’ out all day makes a difference.” She was slipshod of speech, after the manner of her kind, and was merely indicating that the acceptance of her new lodger was based upon Mrs. Ollorby’s statement that she would not occupy the room between nine in the morning and six in the evening, thus lessening the landlady’s labour and affording her, if the truth be told, a profitable Box and Cox arrangement, whereby she could let the room in the daytime to a night watchman from the docks. In this small house, the landlady, whose name was Haggitty, roomed seven people. She lingered at the door, her dirty hands folded over an apron even more grimy, to explain that she was very busy just now, her three “regulars” being in town.

“And I wouldn’t offend the gentlemen for the world,” she said. “They’re away sometimes nine and ten months, and the money’s paid as regular as clockwork… seafaring gentlemen — the captain of a ship, one is; the other two’s his sons… as nice a man as ever drew the breath of life, when he’s not in drink.” These privileged boarders had two rooms between them, the captain occupying the best (a poor best it was) at the front of the house. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about, Mrs. What’s-your-name—”

“Brown,” said Mrs. Ollorby.

“I’m taking you in to oblige you,” the woman went on, “but I don’t want you to get in the way of the captain, because he’s very short, and I wouldn’t have him upset for a million pounds.”

Apparently the captain’s “shortness” was less of stature than temper. Sitting on her bed that night, reading a book by the light of a small electric lamp she had taken from her bag, Mrs. Ollorby heard the uncertain steps of the captain on the stairs and the rumble of an unintelligible song. His iron-shod feet clumped on the flimsy landing, and presently his door banged and the house shook with the shock of it. Mrs. Ollorby listened and waited for the arrival of the captain’s family, but they did not come, and after a while she heard the lodger’s door open and he came out. She waited till he had left the house, and then, putting down her book, she opened the door gently and listened. Silence reigned; there was no sound. The landlady had retired to a miserable truckle-bed in the kitchen. Then a snore came up to her from the ground floor, where one of the lodgers slept… Noiselessly, for she had changed her shoes for thick felt slippers, Mrs. Ollorby crept across the landing, mounted the short flight of stairs that led to the upper landing, and tried the door of the privileged lodger. It was not locked. Pushing it open, she went into the room and turned on the light. The room was a little better furnished than her own. There was a dressing-chest and a small table evidently used for writing, for a number of papers were scattered on its surface and there was a penny bottle of ink and a sheet of thin blotting paper. Rapidly she examined the documents, and found that they had to do with ships, stores, purchased a few days before. She inspected the bed, turned over the pillow, and discovered a flat worn notecase, which contained, however, nothing more informative than a sheet of paper covered with figures. She had sufficient knowledge of the sea to realise that these represented a course that the captain had worked out. Against each position he had put a date, and she saw that the first of these was the 26th, and behind it was a query mark. She replaced the paper and continued her search. As she did so she heard loud voices outside the window, and presently the grate of a key in the lock of the front door. Moving with surprising rapidity, she was out of the room in an instant, had closed the door and was behind her own before the first step sounded on the lower stair. This time the captain was not alone; two men accompanied him. She heard them go into the captain’s room and the door close quietly, and the sound of low voices speaking in an undertone. Softly she crept to the door, the crazy stairs creaking beneath her weight. Bending her head, she listened,

“… this man — what’s his name? Waring something… the coon said… lay off Gravesend for the tide… “ Somebody moved across the floor. In a flash she was back in her room, her door ajar, listening. Eavesdropping was a dangerous business in this house, where every floorboard squeaked under her foot. After a quarter of an hour she heard two of the men come out and go into another room with a gruff “Good night, old man!”. Closing her door softly, Mrs. Ollorby lay down fully dressed on the bed, and in a few minutes was asleep. It was the sound of the captain going downstairs that brought her wide awake. After a brief interval he was followed by his two sons. It was broad daylight now. Mrs. Ollorby made a quick toilet, and in her turn descended to the street. She broke her fast at a coffee-stall at the corner of Victoria Dock Road, and half an hour later was standing on a chill wharf, watching with interest a small, rusty steamer anchored in midstream. A waterside loafer slouched up to her, scenting a possible tip, which in the circumstances was more than justified, for he proved to be a mine of information.

“That little boat, missie? Want to get out to her? I can get you a boat in about five minutes.”

“No,” said Mrs. Ollorby, “I don’t want to get out to her.”

“Got any relations on board?” asked the man, eager to serve. “Maybe you’d like to send a letter out to her?”

“What is she?” asked Mrs. Ollorby.

“Her? She’s the Pretty Anne!” He chuckled to himself. “That’s a fancy name for a ship like that, ain’t it? Yet I remember her when she was in the Cardiff trade and was as good a boat as ever came up Thames river. That’s before she was wrecked down in Cornwall — went on the rocks — old Boss bought her for fifty pounds, they say, and him and his two sons floated her off — at least, she floated herself off at high tide.” That, then, was the history of the Pretty Anne. Wrecked, marked at Lloyd’s as a total loss, and sold at junk price by auction to lucky Eli Boss. And a very lucky man was this Captain Eli Boss, for he had twice escaped penal servitude by the skin of his teeth, once for “wilfully casting away” and once for saccharine smuggling.

“Know him?” The loafer spat contemptuously in the Water. “I should say I did! Who don’t know Eli? He’s a dog — he don’t ship white men, just lascars and the riffraff you can get at ten a penny. He’s made money out of runnin’ booze to America and money out of all sorts of dirty jobs. He never gets a decent cargo, because none of the underwriters will insure the ship.”

“How does he make a living, then?” asked Mrs. Ollorby. The loafer spat again. “He gets cargoes out of Bremen now and again,” he explained. “Barrels of rum for the West Coast, or arms-he made a lot of money out of the Morocco war.”

Mrs. Ollorby looked at the ship with a new interest. An ungainly craft, with her discoloured hull, her high fo’c’sle deck and one stubby mast, she seemed out of proportion, a monstrosity of a ship, dingy, rusty, the paint on her funnel flaked away so that it seemed to be camouflage.

“The old man skippers her, one of the boys helps him, and the other’s in charge of the engine-room. He’s got a crew of six.”.

“What flag is he flying?” Mrs. Ollorby had been interested by the small dirty square of bunting at the flagstaff.

“Portuguese. She wouldn’t be allowed out of the Thames river if she was registered in this country.”

Apparently the Pretty Anne had her advantages, Mrs. Ollorby learnt. “She can do twelve knots, and I believe they can knock her up to fifteen, though I can’t see old Eli spending the money for coal,” said the informative lounger. “I never seen or heard she was ever in dock since the old man had her beached in Cornwall to put in new plates. She hasn’t had any fires in her for a week,” said the talkative longshoreman. “They say old Eli counts every bit of coal that goes into her furnace — that fellow is hot!”

Mrs. Ollorby tipped him beyond his expectations, and, leaving the wharf, she found a telephone booth and was soon talking to her redhaired son. “You come here straight away, Hector,” she said. “Bring an overcoat, because the nights are chilly. I want you to do a bit of watching for me. And, Hector, listen: in my room, hanging up in the wardrobe, you’ll find a pair of field-glasses; bring those with you.”

She rang off and got another number, the Treasury number she had called from her house, and an interested police chief made copious notes at her dictation.

“Have you any idea what the game is?” he asked. Mrs. Ollorby hesitated. “I’m full of ideas,” she said cautiously. “But facts are my weakness.”

She waited for the greater part of an hour until her redhaired son came importantly to receive her instructions and money for sustenance. Fortunately, she was able to enlist the interest and assistance of the longshoreman, who, since he was in the habit of spending the year through with his hands in his pockets, looking at the river, from which occupation he apparently derived some sort of a living, was quite willing to take his turn with the boy.

“I don’t suppose you’ll see much, ma’am,” he said. “The Pretty Anne won’t be going down river for a week yet, from what one of the greasers told me; she hasn’t got any cargo aboard, that I’ll swear! Old Eli’s bound to get a load of some sort before he fires up. I’ve never known the Pretty Anne to leave the Thames river in ballast.”

“A week or two means nothing to me,” said Mrs. Ollorby cheerfully, and she spoke the truth, for she was a woman of infinite patience.
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A great Regiment has great traditions, and one of the traditions of the Berwick Guards had to do with the eligibility of its officers’ wives. No officer might marry an actress, however charming and popular, and remain on the Active List. Bobbie Longfellow, who had been dining en famille with Colonel the Honourable john Ruislip and his wife, returned to his quarters in a somewhat chastened mood; for if the genial commander of the Berwick Guards took a somewhat lax view on the subject of eligibility, his austere wife (the third daughter of the Earl of Stanfield) supplied his deficiencies. Bobbie, despite his youth, had a shrewd idea of worldly things, and because her ladyship had dropped a hint about the propriety of subalterns marrying out of their class, and particularly by reason of the fact that her comment had some special application, Mr. Longfellow was just a little uneasy.

“The first essential to a successful marriage is Family,” said her ladyship, fingering the big emerald ring that decorated her little finger. “If a gel hasn’t Family, the marriage is a mistake.” A thin-lipped, spare and beautiful woman, she was never quite so definite as when she was twirling that big emerald about a finger just a little too small for it.

Bobbie was passing the door of Dick’s quarters when he stopped, turned back and knocked at the door. Dick Hallowell’s cheery voice bade him enter.

“Like Solomon in all his glory,” murmured Dick, surveying with admiration the grand habit of his brother officer. “Been dining out, Bobbie?”

He himself had discarded his scarlet mess kit and, attired lightly in pyjamas and silken dressing-gown, was poring over his company accounts. Bobbie selected a cigarette with infinite care before he answered.

“I’ve been grubbing with the old man,” he said. “And the old woman,” he added. “Really, her ladyship is a terrifying person. She always gives me the impression that things have changed for the worse since she was a girl, and that I’m one of the things!”

Dick chuckled. “Poor old Bobbie!” he said sympathetically. “I got over my official dinner more than a month ago.”

“The Colonel isn’t so bad,” complained Bobbie, as he dropped into a deepseated armchair and groped with his foot for another to rest his long legs. “And by the way, do you know that he’s a friend of Diana’s?”

Dick smiled.

“Diana has quite a number of friends — I seem to remember that they were acquainted in the old days. Did he boast of this?”

“He didn’t tell me this before his missus,” said Bobbie irrelevantly, “but he confided in me when we were alone over the logwood—”

“His port is the best in the regiment,” protested Dick.

“Maybe it is,” said Bobbie. “I was never a lover of ruby wine. It stodges my wonderful mind.”

“Did the Colonel say anything about Diana?”

“He said she was a very charming girl,” admitted Bobbie, “and it was such a pity her ladyship had cut her out of her visiting list. ‘We all found her a very nice, charming soul ‘ — you know the sort of stuff the old man would say in his fruity or expansive moments.”

There was a long silence. Dick turned to his accounts and tried to fix his mind upon the long columns of figures. Presently Bobbie spoke again. “She mentioned Miss Joyner,” he said, and Dick swung round.

“Who — Lady Cynthia?”

Bobbie nodded.

“What had she to say about Miss Joyner?”

“Not much.” The young man was obviously uncomfortable, but this discomfort was not communicated to Dick, who knew that Lady Cynthia Ruislip had precious little to say that was nice about any woman. “She was wondering who Miss Joyner was,” said Bobbie, “and it didn’t do much good when old John stepped gallantly into the breach and said she was one of the nicest girls he’d ever met, and even hinted that he knew her people.”

Dick laughed softly.

“And what did the lady say?”

“You know what her attitude was likely to be. It’s what she didn’t say that made me grow hot under the collar. That trick of hers — raising her eyebrows and dropping the corners of her mouth — makes me want to scream. or course she bowled out the old man in two twinks — found that he knew nothing whatever about Hope Joyner or her people, and really was very annoyed with him.” Dick went slowly back to his accounts, but though his pen was in his hand he did not write, as the other saw.

“I suppose—” began Bobbie, and stopped.

“You suppose what?” Dick did not turn his head.

“I suppose things are fixed up there all right?… I mean—”

“You mean between myself and Hope Joyner? There’s nothing fixed, but I’m hoping desperately that she will think I am good enough for her. Why did you ask? A brain like yours should have discovered the fact ages ago.”

Bobbie got up slowly and stretched his long limbs. “I don’t know,” he said cautiously. “But I’ve an idea that old Cynthia has her knife into your young lady. Why, I haven’t the slightest idea, except that she’s got her knife into most people who can’t trace their pedigrees back to the bloodthirsty old Plantagenets. By the way, the Colonel told me privately that he is dining with the rajah man.”

“Kishlastan?” asked Dick, in surprise. “I didn’t know they were friends.”

“The Colonel met him in India apparently,” explained Bobbie. “Anyway, he’s dining tomorrow night, and he mentioned casually that Diana Martyn would be there — but he didn’t say that before his wife.”

“He’s a rum devil — Kishlastan, I mean,” frowned Dick Hallowell. “At the Foreign Office they say he’s a little mad. The UnderSecretary was rather keen on my doing a little intelligence work for him.” Bobbie smiled. That anybody else should be asked to “do a little intelligence work” when he was available rather amused him. Lieutenant Bobbie Longfellow, of the Berwick Guards, was, despite his somewhat vacuous appearance, a very shrewd young man; and if his shrewdness was tempered by illusion, that illusion was of a picturesque and romantic character. It was Bobbie’s ambition — fated one day to be realised — to enter the Military Intelligence Department of the War Office, and all his spare time was devoted to this fascinating study. He prided himself upon his detective qualities and, though he was not aware of the fact, had much in common with the redhaired son of Mrs. Ollorby. He went to his quarters after his interview with Dick, and sat for a long time turning over in his mind the unflattering estimate which Lady Cynthia had formed of the girl’s eligibility for admission to the charmed society of the Berwick Guards. He knew enough of Hope Joyner to realise that she concealed nothing about herself, and that the mystery of her associations was as much a mystery to her as it was to the inquisitive outsiders. Here, then, was a most promising subject of investigation for a budding intelligence officer. Might he not, unaided, by sheer deduction and the maximum of luck, locate, in the forest of humanity, her particular family tree? For this is certain — that the meanest beggar that sweeps the streets has a pedigree of sorts leading back to Adam or to the lower animals which the evolutionists claim as their progenitors. Unknown to his friend, he had already found a new interest in life; had made long and important excursions; interviewed all manner of genealogical experts — for he was a wealthy young man — and had bade them concentrate upon the 10th of June in an unknown year, for it was on the 10th of June that Hope Joyner received flowers from an unknown guardian.
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The Cottage at Cobham, as Graham Hallowell discovered when he went to take possession of his new hiring, justified the exorbitant rent (as he had considered it) demanded by the agent. As to this, since he had not to pay a cent, his indignation was a little unnecessary. It was a pretty little house in the Tudor style, standing in an acre or two of garden, and was isolated in the sense that there was no house within half a mile. The side road in which it stood was less than a quarter of a mile from the main Portsmouth Road, and it was more accessible from London than he had thought. It was the perfect summer cottage, with a glorious garden, blazing with colour, clumps of picturesque firs and a tiny bathing pool. Diana did not accompany him to Cobham. “If you dream that I am going to bury myself in the country, and moreover sprinkle ashes on my reputation, both you and Trayne are vastly mistaken,” she said. “I will come down and lunch with you, and perhaps I’ll stop to dinner, but beyond that — no!”

“I suppose you realise you’re my wife?” said Graham sarcastically.

“I try not to, but in moments of depression I find it difficult to forget,” said Diana steadily. “You also seem to forget that I have quite a number of duties in town.” Graham was more than a little in awe of this woman, with whom, by an act which both now regarded as of lunacy, he had joined himself. There was no love in this marriage, precious little respect. Folly and panic had driven them to the registrar’s office one bitter December morning, and neither had ceased to regret their unnecessary precipitancy. Graham went alone, wondering what arrangements had been made for his creature comfort. He found the house in charge of a gardener, a dour, uncommunicative man, who lived in a cottage on one corner of the small estate. The gardener’s wife was cook and housemaid to the establishment, and she was assisted by her daughter, an unhappy-looking and, as Graham suspected, halfwitted girl of sixteen. The taciturn gardener showed him over the pretty little house, most of the rooms of which, Hallowell discovered, were locked up, leaving him a couple of bedrooms, the drawing-and diningrooms and a small library so-called, though it was innocent of books, for his own use. The sour gardener was respectful enough, though sparing of speech. His wife, though coarse and a little sinister of appearance, proved to be an excellent plain cook, and Graham settled himself down to a dull and comfortable time, though the rose garden promised a certain amount of interest to one who had a passion for flowers. The grounds were of greater extent than he had thought. They extended to a wilderness of pine and scrub, and behind the screen of the trees he came upon a curious structure. It was a square stone tower, rising to the height of about thirty feet. There were no windows, and apparently the place was lit by electricity, for he saw a light cable fastened to the wall. A small door, so low that he would have been obliged to stoop had he entered, was let into one face. A storehouse of some kind, he thought, and made the circuit of the building. There were no other doors to be seen, and he came back to the front of the building to find the gardener watching him interestedly.

“What place is that?” Graham asked. The man surveyed the tower before he answered. “An old granary,” he said. “It isn’t used nowadays.”

“But you’ve had a power cable put in,” suggested the visitor.

“Must have light,” said the other indifferently. “It’s cheaper than knocking windows through the walls.” There was nothing more said, and they went back to the house together. Graham dismissed the square stone building from his mind. Later he was to learn the important part it was to play in the great plan.

“Here is the key of the desk,” said the gardener when they came to the study. “I’ll get you a cup of tea.” He went out, closing the door behind him. Graham looked at the little key on the palm of his hand, and wondered why there had been this formal transfer, for it was the only key he had been given. And then a thought struck him, and he went to the little oaken desk, to find that every drawer was unlocked save one. He turned the key in this, pulled it open and saw that it contained a large square envelope, addressed to himself; a thick wad of stout large envelopes and three keys. The sealed envelope contained a smaller, which had in it twenty five-pound notes and a typewritten sheet of paper, bearing no signature and which began without preamble.

The Crown Garage in the village will hire you a car. You may find this useful. Mawsey will garage it for you. Tomorrow night you had better go to the “Three jolly Sailors” and get acquainted with Eli Boss, who will be expecting you. Go by car as far as Greenwich; leave the machine there and take a bus through the Blackwall Tunnel as far as Poplar. Make the rest of the journey on foot. Discuss nothing with Eli, your business being to establish touch with him. You are to accompany the fruit to India. He will ship you as a deckhand and will arrange for your kit. He has instructions to make you comfortable on board, so you had best tell him of your requirements. It is essential that you should have a cabin that can be locked inside and out. Get the best lock that money can buy and give it to him, but he is not to have the key. I have arranged for a small safe to be put in your cabin. E.B. thinks you are smuggling cocaine. He knows nothing about the fruit. After you have learnt details of the suggested operations, write out your own comments and leave them in the desk where you found this letter, which must be burnt in the presence of Mawsey.

That was all, and when Mawsey (this seemed to be the gardener’s name) brought in the cup of tea, Graham held the letter over the hearth, applied a match to a corner and watched it burn. No word was spoken. He realised that to attempt a conversation would be a profitless task, and when the man put his foot on the ashes and scattered them, he realised that the gardener knew as much about the contents of the letter as he did.

“Where is the ‘Three jolly Sailors’?” he asked. Mawsey looked up from his task, brushed his foot carefully in the grate with a small hearth-broom;

“I don’t know any of the public-houses around here,” he said. He had a reluctant way of talking, as though words were precious and he grudged their use. “But when I was a boy I used to remember a house called the ‘Three jolly Sailors’. It was off Victoria Dock Road.” He went out of the room after this. Graham saw him pottering in the garden, and it seemed that whatever part Mr. Mawsey was acting, he too had a genuine love of flowers. Indeed, when the new tenant of the cottage went out to join him he found the man almost human in his enthusiasm for a rare variety of aster he had succeeded in raising. Mrs. Mawsey served his dinner, and he was left alone until ten o’clock, when, with a preliminary knock, the gardener came into the room, shut the door behind him, and, diving into an inside pocket of his jacket, produced another sealed envelope. It was addressed “G. Hallowell,” and when he had torn open the stout envelope he drew out the identical book he had seen in Tiger Trayne’s hand. Between the cover and the first page was a sheet of paper.

Before handing the book back to Mawsey it must be placed and sealed in one of the envelopes you will find in the third drawer of the writing bureau. This must be done every night. Burn these instructions.

Again Graham Hallowell carried out his orders under the watchful eye of the gardener.

“All right, Mawsey,” he said, as he turned the leaves of the book. “I’ll call you when I’m through.” The gardener shook his head. “I’m very sorry, sir,” he said harshly, “but I’ve got to be here all the time you’re reading. He says you mustn’t make notes or any copy.”

“Who is ‘he’?” asked Graham, curious to discover whether this servant would admit the identity of the Tiger.

“I don’t know him by name,” was the unpromising reply. From ten until one o’clock Graham pored over the manuscript book. He read the book straight through at first, to get an idea of the general scheme. Not once but many times did he stop and gasp at the audacity of the plan. When he came to the end he turned back and read it slowly, page by page, memorising every particular. At one o’clock, when the typewritten characters were swimming under his eyes, he closed the book, searched for an envelope and sealed it up. Throughout those three hours Mawsey had sat stiffly, his hands on his knees, apparently untired by his ordeal. Once Graham had interrupted his reading to suggest that the man should smoke.

“I don’t smoke and I don’t drink,” was the brief answer, and after that Hallowell went on, oblivious of the man’s presence or the possibility of his discomfort. The gardener took the sealed package, placed it carefully in his inside pocket, and, with a brief good night, turned to go.

“I shan’t be here tomorrow night,” said Graham.

“I know,” was the man’s answer. Graham looked at him curiously. “Our friend trusts you a lot,” he said.

“He trusts you, sir; he has better reason to trust me,” was the cryptic reply. The next morning Hallowell went down to the village in search of books and newspapers, for time was already hanging heavily on his hands. He found the Crown Garage and hired a small coup. That evening he drove leisurely to town, reached Greenwich soon after sunset, and made his way to the “Three jolly Sailors.” There was little that was jovial in the appearance of the place. It was a dingy corner public-house, gas-lit and smelling; but it was a traditional meeting-place for the rough men who sail the seas, and many a crew had been engaged on the sanded floor of the public bar, and, if the truth be told, many an unpleasant project had been rounded off in that section of the house which was magniloquently called the “saloon.” When Graham Hallowell pushed open the swing door and entered this latter sanctuary, he found that he was one of three occupants. A loafer sat in an old Windsor chair in one corner of the L-shaped bar, his hands clasped on his stomach, his hat pulled over his eyes, nodding and swaying in the first drowsiness of sleep. Against the zinc-covered counter stood a giant of a man, dressed in a rough pea-jacket over a blue jersey, a greasy peaked cap on the back of his grizzled head. A bristling grey moustache and a thick bush of iron-grey hair about throat and chin gave some regularity to a face that was otherwise without symmetry. Red, bloated, broken-nosed, the small eyes bloodshot, a most unprepossessing creature; Graham Hallowell, who had met with unbelievable ugliness of mind and body during his sojourn in Dartmoor, thought at any rate that he had never seen a human being so ill-favoured. The big man favoured Graham with a quick glance as he came into the bar, but thereafter took no notice until: “Will you have a drink?” asked the newcomer. The bloodshot eyes surveyed Graham for a second, and then: “Gin,” he said briefly. Captain Eli Boss was not a great conversationalist. Graham, at a loss as to how he would introduce himself, had to fall back upon the vagaries of the weather, a subject apparently in which the captain was not greatly interested. He drank down his gin and water, stretched himself… “I’ll be going home,” he said. “Maybe you’d like to walk my way, sir?”

He had a deep, hoarse voice that seemed to come from some subterranean cavern of speech, and he scarcely glanced at the other when he issued this invitation. Graham nodded and followed the man outside. They walked for a long way in silence, moving in the direction of Silvertown, and it was not until they had reached a lifeless slum street that the big man spoke.

“The governor says you’ll want a lock on your cabin door — it’s a waste of money, but you can have it, and a safe. Send ’em both to Tigley’s in Little Perch Street; he does my stores. I’ll make you as comfortable as I can, but the Pretty Anne ain’t no Mauretania, and don’t you forget it — plain food and plenty of it, that’s my motto. Do you play euchre?”

Graham did not play euchre, and the captain grunted his disapproval at this neglect of his education.

“You’d better bring some books,” he said. “Me and my boys don’t read much.”

“When do you expect to sail?” asked Graham. Eli Boss shot a sideways glance at him. “When do you? That’s the question,” he growled. “Round about the twenty-sixth?”

Hallowell, who had no idea of the date, realised with a pang of dismay that the twenty-sixth was close at hand. “I suppose so,” he said.

“She jumps about a bit in the sea” — the captain was evidently reverting to the Pretty Anne— “but I’d class her AI in any kind of weather. Give me a ship that moves — these stiff packets get all buckled up in a cross sea… plenty of food, but plain. There’s nothing fancy about the Pretty Anne. And listen — you’d better bring your own liquor aboard. Gin’s all I want, and a glass of rum for a cold watch. I’ve cleared out Joe’s cabin — he’s my engineer — amidships, abaft the bridge. It’s the best pitch in the ship, but hot as hell in the tropics.”

“I could get an electric fan,” suggested Hallowell, and the man guffawed deeply.

“Electric nothing!” he snapped. “Because why? There ain’t no electric on the boat — nothing fancy. Oil’s good enough for me. I got a dynamo, but she won’t work-dynamos means steam, and steam means coal, and coal’s money.” He had a trick of going off at a tangent and of returning without warning to something he had said before. “Joe can bunk with me, and Fred can get a shakedown in the charthouse,” he said. “They like their own cabins, but you can’t always get what you want.”

“Am I turning both out?”

“You’re turning out Joe,” said Captain Boss. “I want Fred’s cabin for—” Graham heard the click of his jaws as they snapped together, as though, conscious of an indiscretion, he was physically inhibiting the statement he had begun.

“What are you running ‘coke’ to India for?” demanded Eli. “Bremen’s the place for ‘coke’ — you can get it by the ton. I took a million dollars’ worth out to Buenos Aires and it was easy.” He stopped at the end of the street, thrust his hands deep into his pockets and looked down at his companion. “I’ll be going now,” he said. “Don’t forget Tigley’s in Little Perch Street. Fred’ll fix the lock for you.” He paused, as though he were trying to remember something he had to say, and then, with a brief “So long!” he crossed the road. Graham was not well acquainted with Canning Town, and to be on the safe side he walked back the way he had come. At the end of the long and dreary street he branched off towards Victoria Dock Road, and came to this comparatively busy thoroughfare as the local picture — palace was disgorging its patrons. He made his way with some difficulty through the throng, crossed the railway bridge, and waited on the sidewalk for the bus that would carry him through the Blackwall Tunnel. There was a stopping-place here, where buses pull up to collect their passengers, and he found that he had overshot the mark and, turning, walked leisurely back. He had nearly reached the little knot of people who were waiting for a similar reason, when he came almost face to face with a stout woman. She turned quickly, but not quickly enough. In the light of a street lamp he saw the large, powerful nose and the unmistakable chin of one whom he recognised immediately. And, recognising her, his pulse beat a trifle faster. It was Mrs. Ollorby!
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He Went back to Greenwich, collected his car, and, instead of driving back to Cobham, he found a telephone booth that was accessible at that hour of night, and called the Mousetrap number. Mr. Trayne was on the premises, it seemed, and in a remarkably short time was speaking to him.

“I’ve seen a friend of ours,” said Graham cautiously. “Do you remember the woman we saw when we looked out of the window?”

“Mrs. O.?” was the quick reply, and when Graham had affirmed this: “Where was she?”

“In Canning Town. I’ve an idea she was trailing me.”

It was a long time before Trayne spoke. “Come west; pick me up along Wardour Street. Your car’s a closed one, isn’t it? Good! I’ll be waiting for you in twenty minutes.”

Graham continued his journey, and in a deserted stretch of Wardour Street overtook his employer and slowed his car long enough for the man to jump in.

“Regent’s Park — the Outer Circle,” ordered Trayne, and did not speak until they were slowly circling that desolation. “Now tell me about this woman.”

“There’s little to tell,” said Graham with a rueful laugh. “I didn’t see her until I was waiting for the bus, but I’m pretty certain she was watching me all the evening.” Another long and thoughtful silence. “I wonder what she knows?” mused Trayne. “She was not in the ‘Jolly Sailors’ when you were there?”

Graham shook his head. “I should have recognised her at once,” he said. “No, I think she must have picked me up after I left the captain — I’ll swear there was nobody in the street where I was talking with him.”

“Humph!” Trayne was not convinced. “The fat woman, she’s wonderful,” he said with reluctant admiration. “I wouldn’t like to swear that she hasn’t had you under observation from the moment you left Cobham. What do you think of Eli?” he asked abruptly.

“The captain? He’s not a very beautiful specimen.”

“There’s nothing in him except his usefulness,” said Trayne. “He’s the type who would doublecross his only son. He has done work for me before, but nothing like this. There’s one point I must warn you against: he must not know what you’re carrying to India, or the stuff will never get there. So long as he thinks it is cocaine, there is no danger.”

“Is he likely to know?”

Trayne shook his head. “Not unless the ship is stopped in the Channel. He makes a show of carrying wireless, but I happen to know that it’s a dummy set, put up to satisfy the requirements of our Board of Trade — he has been chartered before now by an English firm. When you send your trunks aboard, you’d better pack a couple of guns and a hundred rounds or so — you may want them.”

“Does he know you’re in this?” asked Graham curiously, and to his surprise the older man returned a decisive “No.” “He thinks he’s ‘obliging’ a friend of mine. Eli does everything to oblige. That is his complex — that he is doing people a favour. He’s a brute, but his form of brutality won’t worry you very much.”

“What is the form?” asked Graham.

“Women,” was the laconic reply. “He’s been before the magistrates three times, and he had a narrow squeak of going down for a long term as a result of an affair he had with a girl in Truro. You wouldn’t think it possible, but Eli is under the impression that he’s a fine figure of a man, rather beautiful to look upon. That’s the form his insanity takes, and his sons are as bad — worse, because they encourage the old devil in his vanity. In that respect he is about as wholesome as fungus. Money is his god, but the only thing that will ever trip him up in his worship is something feminine. Happily, you won’t have that complication, for it is part of his contract with me, or rather with my mythical friend, that a woman is not to cross the gangway, and the price he is being paid is big enough to make him keep to his agreement.” He did not speak again of Mrs. Ollorby, and soon after Graham set him down in Gower Street and made the best of his way home. It was very late when he arrived, but the gardener was waiting up for him, and greeted him on the doorstep with a question. “Did you expect a phone call round about eleven o’clock?”

“I?” said Hallowell, in surprise. “No — why?”

“Were you expecting a message from your wife?”

“No, it is very unlikely she would call me up. I don’t think she knows the number.”

“Somebody knows it all right,” said the gardener. “You were called up at eleven o’clock — by a woman. She gave your own name and asked when you were expected back.”

“What did you say?”

“I told her I didn’t know who she was talking about. She wouldn’t tell me who she was, but she left a message. I’ve written it down.” Graham followed him into the study, and on the blottingpad was a sheet of paper on which, written in an irregular boyish hand, was the message:

There is no safe as secure as Room 79, B Ward.

Graham Hallowell went white to the lips. For 79 was the number of the cell he had occupied, and B Ward was one of the radiating blocks in that little hell which is called Dartmoor Convict Establishment.
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The Prince of Kishlastan could give parties which were vulgar in their ostentation and splendour, but he could also arrange dinners which were exquisite in their taste. His Excellency, in immaculate evening dress and undistinguishable from any other gentleman save for the copper skin and the white turban about his head, walked into the panelled diningroom of his private suite and inspected the table. Mr. Colley Warrington, who had arrived half an hour before r the first of the guests was due, nodded his expert approval as he examined one of the menu cards.

“That will tickle the Colonel,” he said, his thumbnail against an item in the short but perfect wine list. The Prince pursed his thin lips. “So far as I am concerned, the dinner will be a bore. I am quite sure that Miss Joyner could have been induced to come if sufficient trouble had been taken,” he said pettishly.

“You’re wrong, Excellency,” said Colley, with a quiet smile. “It would have been the worst of tactics to have invited her. She would have refused, of course, but the invitation would have made it impossible for me to have got any farther in her — er — little matter.”

“You didn’t even write to her!” said Rikisivi ill-temperedly.

“You have left her with the impression that we have — what shall I say? — given her up as a had job — that we are so ashamed because of the pearls, that we dare not meet her again. And I want her here — I want her here! She is necessary for me. When I do not see her, I am unhappy. If you had written—”

“I did write,” said Colley, his attention apparently occupied with the setting of the table, for he did not look at His Excellency as he spoke. “I told her you were giving a little dinner party, and that Hallowell’s Colonel would be amongst the guests, but that I didn’t think she would care to come.”

“Ten thousand devils!” snarled the Prince. “Why did you tell her that, you fool?”

“Because,” said Colley calmly, “it was necessary to give her the impression that you have a delicate care for her reputation. For I added that Diana would be here, and that I didn’t think she would like to meet her.”

“But Diana need not have come!” exploded Riki.

“Of course she need not,” said the other coolly. “But by so writing I have placed little Joyner under an obligation. She must either write and say that in no circumstances, whether Diana was here or not, would she accept your invitation, or else, when I invite her again, she must accept.”

“And when do you intend inviting her again?” Kishlastan was more than a little irritated.

“After you have left for the East, Excellency,” said Colley slowly. “And you will leave for the East a few days before I dine with Hope Joyner. It is vitally necessary,” he went on, “that you should not be in town when — things happen. You must be on the seas, with a whole ship’s company of the P. & O. Line to testify to your innocence.” The Prince considered this. “Do you think you will succeed?”

“I am certain to succeed,” said Colley. “And may I suggest to your Excellency that there is another reason why you should leave? I do not wish to pry into your affairs, nor do I seek further information than that which you have been graciously pleased to give me concerning a certain enterprise which is in the hands of a friend. But I do say this: that it would be advisable if you left before the fulfilment of that little plan.”

“I am leaving a week after,” said the other impatiently. “I cannot leave. at a moment’s notice; I require very large accommodation for my suite.”

“Which I,” said Colley carefully, “have reserved on the Polton, which leaves on Saturday.”

The Prince stared at him, half-angry, half-amazed.

“You may regard that as an impertinence on my part, but I have your interests to serve, and I took the trouble this afternoon to discover where accommodation was available. Fortunately, a big reservation on the Polton had fallen through, and very promptly I made a provisional booking for your Excellency.”

The Prince bit his lip thoughtfully. “Perhaps you are right,” he said. “You are a very farseeing and cunning man. I will discuss this matter with you after these people have gone.”

They had not been back in the saloon ten minutes when the first of “these people” arrived — Diana, radiantly beautiful, the infatuated Colley thought, in a grey silvery gown which somehow toned with her mature beauty to a youthfulness that even the Prince could admire. She went into the dining — room to take a quick look at the table, changed two of the cards and came hack to tell them what she had done.

“I want to sit next to the Colonel,” she said. “If you put Jane Lyson there she will bore him to tears. What’s more, she hates his wife, and she couldn’t resist the temptation of telling him so.”

“Should I have invited Lady Cynthia?” asked His Excellency dubiously.

“She wouldn’t have come,” said the practical Diana, “not if she knew I was here. And I particularly wish to see the Colonel.”

The conversation was interrupted by the arrival of an Indian official and his young and bejewelled wife, and soon after came Colonel Ruislip, who, when not attended by her ladyship, was a very jovial, not to say boisterous quantity.

“Bless my life, Diana!” he said, holding her at arm’s length and gazing admiringly into her smiling eyes. “You’re younger than ever! What a fool Dick Hallowell was, to be sure!” Nobody knew better than the Colonel that Dick Hallowell’s folly was well occasioned, and his protest was but one of those pieces of polite and wilful blindness to facts which go to garnish the amenities of society. “Hullo, Colley! Haven’t seen you for years.” He offered a limp and halfhearted hand to the spruce worldling. For, whatever Colonel Ruislip might be, he was no fool. Colley Warrington was one of those men whom one meets but never seeks. “I must have a chat with you, Colley… haven’t heard real scandal for years.”

Had the success of the dinner depended upon the cheerfulness and bonhomie of their host it would have been a sad affair, for His Excellency sulked without disguise, and scarcely spoke to the important lady on his right throughout the meal.

“Dick? Why, yes, I see a lot of Dick, of course.”

“A very good officer,” said the Colonel, sipping his wine with the grimaces peculiar to a connoisseur. “Thank God we rescued him from those flying people! I suppose you know he wanted to transfer into the Flying Corps after — hum — your little trouble? And a jolly good flier he is, too, by all accounts. He took me up at Aldershot and scared the life out of me. Give me solid ground beneath my feet — preferably my horse’s hoofs…”

“He is engaged again, isn’t he?”

The Colonel was a little uneasy. “I couldn’t tell you, my dear. I never bother about subalterns’ engagements until they come to a head, so to speak. Standing in loco parentis to the battalion, they have to toddle along and tell me sooner or later — I’ve had no official intimation.”

“You will have,” said Diana sweetly. “Miss Hope Joyner — do you know her?”

“Met her — yes, I’ve met her,” said the Colonel airily, and tried to change the subject. “Deuced pretty girl. Her ladyship was only saying the other day…”

But Diana redirected him from the realm of fiction to which he was heading. “I hope Dick will be very happy,” she said, in that tone of sweet resignation which the subject demanded.

“I’m sure,” murmured the Colonel. He added something about Hope being an acquisition to the regiment.

“Will she be?” asked Diana innocently, and the Colonel moved uncomfortably on his chair. “Why, yes, I think so,” he said hastily. “Very pretty charming gel… “ And then, in his anxiety to make the conversation less personal, he fell into the trap that; Diana had laid. “Who are her people, by the way?”

Diana Martyn could now afford to concentrate her attention upon her plate.

“Has she any?” she asked.

“Dead?” asked the Colonel. “Tut tut! What a pity!”

“One doesn’t even know they’re dead,” said Diana, and, fearful that his interest should flag: “And nobody knows less than Hope.” The old man frowned. “That is rather a serious thing to say,” he said quietly. Diana shrugged her shapely white shoulders. “It is the truth,” she said. “There is nothing more serious than that.” Very briefly she sketched the history of Hope Joyner, and although she presented a faithful story, the sinister possibilities of Hope’s beginnings lost nothing for want of emphasis. “Of course, Dick could not possibly remain in the regiment after he married her,” Diana prattled on. “I don’t suppose he’d want to, anyway.”

“On the contrary, he intends to remain in the regiment,” said the Colonel gruffly. “His captaincy is due next month, and I know it is his wish to command the battalion, as his father did before him. There has been a Hallowell in the Berwick Guards ever since it was formed.”

“Then you’ll have to be without a Hallowell for a while,” she said gaily. “It really is impossible, don’t you think, Colonel?”

He did not answer. For one member of the party at least, the evening was spoilt. When he picked up the conversation again, it was to refer to a subject that Diana would gladly have avoided.

“Dick has had quite enough trouble with his blackguard of a half-brother,” he said, “without having this dumped upon him. The girl is very charming, a lady, and I should be perfectly satisfied with Dick’s assurance—” She glanced at him shyly. “Of course you would,” she cooed. “And Lady Cynthia — ?” She saw him wince, and knew that her point had reached home. When all the guests save she and Colley had gone that night, the rajah, who had grown a little more cheerful as the evening progressed, asked: “You were talking about Hope Joyner to the Colonel: what did you say about her?”

Diana smiled. “What could I say except that she is very charming and very sweet?” she asked innocently. “Really, I wasn’t talking so much about her as of Dick Hallowell. Richard is thinking of marrying her.”

She saw his face change. “Marrying?” He turned to Colley. “I didn’t know.”

“There is some sort of attachment,” said Colley. “I don’t think they are engaged.”

“He is in love with her,” said Diana lightly, “and that is almost tantamount to an engagement. They’re both well off and both otherwise heart free. Why shouldn’t they be engaged? Dick Hallowell will have to leave his regiment, of course. The Berwick ladies will never allow a nobody to come amongst them.”

“What do you mean by ‘a nobody’?” demanded Riki, looking at her from under his lowered brows. “Nobody? Is Miss Joyner a nobody?”

“Oh la la!” Diana simulated an amusement she did not feel. “How very annoyed you sound, Excellency! And yet you should be the first to realise how very important birth can be — you who come down without a break in your ancestry for a thousand years.”

He was mollified with this, being insanely proud of his lineage. “It is to me,” he said, “not wise to speak unkindly of Miss Joyner. There are many reasons why it should not be done. You agree?” Colley nodded. “There must be no suggestion that anybody who is remotely associated with Kishlastan is in the slightest degree antagonistic.”

“Absolutely,” said Colley, and the girl looked at him in astonishment.

“Is there any special scheme connected with Hope Joyner?” she began.

“None whatever,” said Colley promptly, “but I quite agree with His Excellency: we do not wish to make enemies. Your whole raison d’etre is to enlarge his circle of friends. You must be charitable even to your rivals.” If he hoped to irritate her, he was to be disappointed. She was too absorbed in the new problem. There was a scheme on foot that concerned Hope Joyner, and she was not in it. To ask Colley for further information would be useless, as she knew. Perhaps Graham was in the plot. Early the next morning, when the milkmen were still clattering their bottles in the street, she telephoned for her little car and drove to Cobham, and arrived to find Graham sitting before a cold and untasted breakfast. He looked up with a start as she came in. “Oh, it’s you, is it?” he said. “We’re honoured.” A glance at his face set her wondering. His skin had that greenish tint which she had seen once before — the morning of his arrest.

“What is troubling you?” she asked.

“Nothing.” He leaned over and pulled out a chair for her. “Pour out some coffee, will you? I haven’t the energy.”

She sat down without a word, filled and passed a cup to him, her eyes never leaving his face.

“What is the matter?” she asked again.

“Nothing very much.” He glanced round at the door that she had left ajar, rose and closed it before he came back and told her in a low tone of his experience on the previous night. When he had finished she shook her head. “No, I sent you no telephone message. It was that wretched woman.”

“But she knew I was in London,” he insisted. Diana smiled. “Of course she knew you were in London, and equally of course she knew that the message she sent to you would be written down and handed to you on your return. It is awfully hard to believe that she’s a detective, but I suppose she is no more commonplace than the male of the species.” She knit her brows in thought. Diana was a clever woman, infinitely quicker, more resourceful and possessing a greater courage than the man with whom fate had linked her. “Where were you when he told you about the safe?”

“It was Trayne who told me. This sea captain certainly referred to the safe, but we were standing where it was impossible that anybody could have overheard us.” She nodded slowly.

“Nobody could have read the letter except the gardener.” Then suddenly she smiled.

“She got it from Trayne. She knows that he’s bought a safe and that he has ordered it to be delivered to Captain Boss. That’s the explanation.”

“But how did she know it had to do with me?”

“It’s simple,” said Diana calmly. “Mrs. Ollorby saw you with Boss; she knows the safe has been ordered for delivery to the — what is the name of the ship? — the Pretty Anne. It was merely a matter of putting two and two together. Probably she sent this message to make sure. When you had it, did you call up Trayne?”

He nodded.

“Of course you did! And she had somebody listening in. Was Trayne there?”

“He was out,” said Graham.

“And a lucky thing for you he was!” she warned him. “I’m not worried about Mrs. Ollorby: she’s a guesser. She may guess right, but she isn’t quite sure she is right. I’ve got one piece of advice to give you — keep away from the telephone; don’t get rattled—” There was a tap at the door, and before Graham could bid the man enter, the gardener slipped into the room and closed the door behind him. “Do you know a Mrs. Ollorby?” he asked in a low voice. Too astonished for words, Graham Hallowell nodded.

“Do you want to see her?”

“See her?” Diana asked in amazement. “Why — ?”

“She is outside.”

They looked at one another, Graham and his wife.

“Do you want to see her?” asked the gardener again. Diana was the first to recover from the paralysis with which this astonishing news had struck them.

“Where? In here?”

“Here,” she said, and when Graham opened his mouth to protest, she silenced him with a gesture. A second passed, the door opened quickly and Mrs. Ollorby, all beaming smiles and radiating cheerfulness, exploded into the apartment.

“Good morning, people!” Her tone was offensively cheerful; she displayed none of that servility which had distinguished her first encounter with Diana. Rather she spoke as equal to equals. “What a blessed thing is the sunlight and the little flowers! Lord, the trees and the leaves rustling — it makes me feel a girl again! Some people like the sea,” she rattled on, “but give me the countryside, the lawns and the ‘erbaceous borders!” (Only occasionally was her English at fault.) “And the twisty chimneys! Ships have got chimneys, too — nasty black things with the paint peeling off them — but they haven’t got pine trees and rock gardens, have they, Miss Martyn?”

Diana did not answer.

“The best thing about a ship,” Mrs. Ollorby continued without encouragement, “is its name — which means nothing. Now take the Pretty Anne for instance: is there anything pretty about her? Not even her skipper I I’d sooner be living in this cottage with a cashbox than roving the Atlantic Ocean with a safe. Especially if I were a gentleman who’d had a little bit of trouble. Don’t you agree, Miss Martyn?”

The gardener was still standing by the door, as petrified as any by this unexpected apparition. But now Diana found her voice, and with a laugh she began:

“I’m at a loss—” But the woman interrupted.

“You’re at a loss to understand what I mean by barging into your pretty little house?” said Mrs. Ollorby, smiling broadly. “Do you know, Miss Martyn, I was just wondering how you’d start — whether it would be ‘I am at a loss’ or whether it would be ‘Will you kindly explain’ or just ‘How dare you?’ When you come to think of it, ‘there’s very little original you can say when you’re annoyed, because, if you’ve got intelligence enough to think out something new, you’ve got intelligence enough to keep your temper.”

She looked round the diningroom with its panelled walls, its blue china against the roughcast of frieze, the polished table with its bowl of roses, the dimity curtains gently swaying at the casement windows in the light morning breezes.

“It’s a’ nice little house”, she said, nodding her head emphatically. “I’ve seen it before, of course. Tiger Trayne let it to Johnny Delbourne — you know Tiger’s the owner, of course? — before Johnny did that bank robbery. You must have met him in Dartmoor, Mr. Hallowell. He got twenty years. I often wonder Tiger doesn’t give up the Mousetrap Club and end his declining days here. Probably there are no mice worth catching.” She turned her head, met the gardener’s glazed eyes and nodded familiarly. “Mr. Mawsey, isn’t it? It used to be Colter, and then it used to be Wilson — I’ve almost lost track of your names, but I remember your convictions. How is that good lady, your wife?” She looked at his green apron and nodded. “Gardening — an old profession; or maybe farming. More profitable for Mrs. Mawsey, or Wilson, or whatever your name was, than baby-farming.” She turned her merry eyes upon the pallid Diana, and, with a sinking heart, the girl saw Mawsey slip through the door and disappear. Mrs. Ollorby waited as though for some further remark from her unwilling hostess, but Diana was too wise to speak.

“It’s a wonderful place, this,” said Mrs. Ollorby, shaking her head in an ecstasy of admiration. “But if I had all that ground, I think I’d keep chickens. There’s nothing like a hobby keeping something. I’ve kept scrapbooks ever since I was a young girl. It used to give my mother the horrors to see me cutting out crimes from the Sunday papers and sticking ’em into exercise books. I’ve got piles of ‘em, so high “ — she indicated the height of her shoulder. “I always thought I should marry a policeman, though I never dreamt I should work for Scotland Yard. Hector — that’s my boy, and as good a boy as ever lived, though a little shortsighted — often says: ‘Ma, what do you keep the scrapbooks for, when you carry them all in your mind?’ And I do, that’s a fact. It only seems yesterday that I stood in the Old Bailey and saw — what does he call himself? Mawsey? — go down for five. Mawsey’s a good safebreaker, one of the best. They say he’s got a process for cutting through steel which got all the American gangs guessing. It makes you proud of your country, doesn’t it, Miss Martyn?”

“Why are we honoured by your presence this morning?” asked Diana, mistress of herself at last.

“I wanted fresh air — badly,” said Mrs. Ollorby. “The truth is, I’ve been living in a slum for two days, in a dingy little back street. Not even the company of Captain Eli Boss was compensation — I’m full of long words this morning — for .being stifled. So I said to Hector: ‘I’ll run along to Cobham and see Miss Martyn, or Mrs. Hallowell, as the case may be, and perhaps I’ll kill two birds with one stone and save her an awful lot of trouble. And Mr. Hallowell, too.’”

She smiled quizzically at the white-faced Graham. “What is rattling you people “ — she shook her head sadly— “is that you don’t know quite how much I know. I know nothing more rattling. You can’t be sure how much I’m guessing and how much I’m reading out of a book, so to speak.”

“We’ve heard of you, Mrs. Ollorby.” It was Graham who spoke.

“I’m getting famous.” Mrs. Ollorby almost smirked. “And that’s curious, because I very seldom go into the witness box, and I don’t suppose you’d have known me at all, only Tiger — Tiger introduced me. I saw you all at the window and guessed — I’m a good guesser, as I say.”

“You’re not exactly modest.” Graham Hallowell was getting back to normal. “And you’re certainly not amusing, Anyway, you’re not amusing me. If you’ve any business you had better tell us what it is. If you haven’t any business we’ll excuse you.”

“Always polite,” murmured Mrs. Ollorby. “You might almost be the Prince of Kishlastan, who never kills a Nautch girl but he takes off his hat first. Are you thinking of taking a long voyage, Mr. Hallowell?”

Graham got up from the table, opened the door and pointed towards the garden path.

“You want me to go? I’m afraid I’m boring you, yet I’m usually considered rather entertaining. Hector says he could listen to me for hours; but then, of course, he’s my own son. Good morning, Mrs. Hallowell.” Diana did not reply to the little curtsey.

“Good morning, Mr. Graham Hallowell.” He closed the door in her face, and Mrs. Ollorby went striding down the crazy path, humming a little tune, a broad smile on her face. A stranger would have been excused had he imagined that she was taking leave of somebody who had amused her intensely. They watched her through the leaded windows till her nodding bonnet vanished beyond the hedge, and then they looked at each other again in silence.

“What does she know?” asked Diana quietly.

“I can’t guess. Not a lot, or she’d have been more explicit,” he said thoughtfully. “Her job is not to arrest but to warn.” Diana nodded. “She has got hold of two or three loose threads, and she is trying to make us connect them up,” she said. “Captain Boss — that’s the man who owns the ship, isn’t it? Then you did see this woman in the East End last night, and of course it was she who telephoned. But she doesn’t know, Graham: she’s guessing, but she doesn’t know. Didn’t you see how all the time she was waiting for you or me to blurt something which would connect up the loose ends?” There was a soft tap on the door and the gardener came in, his lean face twitching. “Is she gone?” he asked huskily.

“Do you know her?” demanded Diana.

“I know of her.” Mawsey was not inclined to commit himself. “I knew her husband better: he was a detective sergeant at Scotland Yard. He—” The man hesitated— “He nearly dot my wife into very serious trouble, and she was as innocent as a babe unborn.”

“She seems to have got you into trouble once or twice.”

“Not she, her husband,” corrected Mawsey.

“I suppose it is all true?”

He met Diana’s questioning glance with a nod. “Oh, yes, I’ve been in quod,” he said without embarrassment. “I wonder what she knows — guessing’s her long suit: I suppose you’ve heard of that? But she’s guessed a good many men into jail because they’ve been fools enough to give themselves away the first time they were tackled by her. You didn’t say anything, did you?” he asked quickly, and, when they shook their heads together: “I didn’t think you would. That old woman is poison, and don’t forget it. She can do things that a he-policeman wouldn’t dare do, and get away with it. Now what did she say? I want to tell the governor; he’ll be calling up in a few minutes.”

As faithfully as possible, Diana related the gist of the conversation.

“She’s got a few things right,” agreed Mawsey, “but she hasn’t an inkling of the big scheme. She’s just seen you fooling around with Eli Boss, she knows you’ve called on the governor, and she’s guessed all her connections.” Without so much as “by your leave” he walked to the window and looked out. “She’s not gone,” he said in a low voice. “Wonder what she’s waiting for?”

Mrs. Ollorby had crossed the road and was standing under a large overhanging tree, looking back towards the house. In her hand was a white piece of paper, and alternately she looked and read. Suddenly Diana saw the gardener stiffen.

“She’s going across Rectory Field,” he said, and, looking round, saw that the stout woman had vanished. “I’ll give that old cat the scare of her life.” He was out of the room in a flash, and a few seconds later Graham saw him running across the road with a gun under his arm; and as he ran he rammed home two shells in the breech. The path across Rectory Field is a short cut to the main Esher Road, but it is one of those circuitous short cuts which have dubious advantages as time-savers. The track, a little better, that Mawsey followed skirted a plantation of firs, and he slackened his pace as he came to the corner of the copse, moving more cautiously. Presently he saw her; she was striding along the yellow path, not more than twenty yards away from him. With a grin he lifted his gun to his shoulder and the two barrels exploded. The shots went high, for he intended no more than a scare; and when the bonnet ducked, he could have rolled with laughter. But only for a second. The big reticule that she carried under her arm dropped; something appeared in her hand. Pang! He stood, frozen to inactivity, as he saw the red flame leap from her hand. The bullet smacked against the smooth bole of a young tree and went humming past his ear. He leapt out into the open, waving his arms wildly. “Hi! What are you doing?” he yelled. Mrs. Ollorby came towards him, Browning in hand, a genial smile stretching her broad face. “Don’t tell me you thought I was a bird,” she said, raising her hand in expostulation. “I am a bird in the vulgar sense — an old bird — but one of the birds that shoot back.”

“What in hell are you doing?” gasped the man, who was as pale as death. “… just having a joke with you… thought I’d scare you, that’s all…”

“Am I laughing?” demanded Mrs. Ollorby, her big hand on her hips, the barrel of the automatic sticking out sideways, absurdly, like a foreshortened tail. She was a ludicrous, almost an offensive sight. Her bonnet had slipped rakishly over one eye; her red face was redder and moist. She was a woman of many chins, and now he had the illusion that, like the pouter pigeon, indignation had produced a collar of angry flesh. But she was laughing, and she was anything but scared, as she reminded him. “If I thought it was wilful murder you were after, I’d be showing you the way to Kingston police station now, my man. But I see that it was just natural funniness.” She pushed her bonnet straight; fingered back a wisp of hair that had strayed down over her broad forehead, and examined her powder-blackened hand. “Be good,” she said abruptly, and, turning, walked back to where she had dropped her big bag.

He stood, rooted to the spot, until she had disappeared behind the thick plantation of Sutton House. Then he went back to find a worried Graham standing in the road.

“What did you do?” demanded Graham roughly.

“Just went to scare her,” growled the man.

“Scare her! I heard three shots?”

“She had a gun,” said the man sulkily. “And listen, Hallowell, you needn’t tell the governor anything about this.” Graham made no such promise, but rejoined Diana in the morning-room and explained the extent of the gardener’s jest. Diana nodded slowly. “This is where I go home, quick,” she said. “The old theory that all criminals are fools seems to hold good. Shall I tell Tiger, or will you?”

“You had better,” said Graham. “If this is the kind of assistance he’s depending on, he can’t know too soon.” Diana left soon after, and reached her flat, to find the very man she desired to see. She was a little surprised, however, that Tiger should commit the indiscretion of calling on her in broad daylight. It was the first visit he had made to her fiat, and she was a little worried. He must have read her concern in her face as she came into the drawingroom to find him sitting on a couch, reading an illustrated paper.

“I’ve also got a flat in this block,” he said surprisingly. “I’ve had it for two years. The police know, though apparently you don’t. What’s this trouble with Mawsey?”

“How did you know?” she asked in amazement.

“Your husband called me up — I wish he was not quite as handy with that phone of his. I’m moving Mawsey: he’s a I good workman but a bad thinker. I don’t suppose any harm has come from the fool trick he played on Ollorby, but he’ll be useful on the twenty-sixth, and it’s best to get him away where he can’t be picked up.”

“Mr. Trayne, why do you employ a man like that?”

He smiled good-humouredly, and Tiger Trayne had rather a beautiful smile. “He is a good workman, as I said before, and I’m under some obligation to his wife — a slight one, it is true, and she isn’t aware of the fact. Loyalty is my weakness.” She was nibbling at her nails, deep in thought. “You said the twenty-sixth?” He nodded. “That’s awfully soon.”

“I didn’t know until this morning that that was the day on which Richard Hallowell commands the guard.”

Her mouth opened wide in surprise. “Richard Hallowell? What has that to do with it?”

“Everything,” he replied. “You haven’t read the book?” She shook her head. “And I suppose friend Graham had no time to explain things to you. The twenty-sixth suits for many reasons. There is the right kind of tide and the right kind of moon — which means there will be no moon at all — and, moreover, it’s a few days before the State opening of Parliament, when the regalia will be required. I don’t know what the weather will be like; I can only hope that it rains.”

“You’re taking the gardener away, then?” He nodded.

“I should have taken him away, anyhow,” he said. “I want a different kind of man there from now on — somebody who is a good tailor.”

In spite of her anxiety she was surprised into a laugh.

“Why a good tailor? And, Mr. Trayne,” she said as she remembered, “you promised me a very substantial sum. What have I to do for it?”

He looked at her quizzically. “Your task is a very simple one. I want you to dine with Lady Cynthia Ruislip.”

Diana stared at him. “Dine — I?” She laughed scornfully. “Do you realise what Lady Cynthia Ruislip would say to me? What sort of message the servant would bring? That idea is absurd; I can do nothing there.”

He got up from the sofa, folded the paper carefully and replaced it on the table where he had found it. “On the contrary, you can do a great deal. You were engaged to Graham Hallowell’s brother, weren’t you?”

She nodded.

“A good fellow?” he asked. “I don’t know anything about him, except that he’s one of the leisured and honest classes.”

“He is—” she began, but he stopped her with a wave of his hand.

“I want to know nothing about him except how he looks in uniform, and I know that. I have twenty snapshots of him taken at various times without his knowing very much about it. But in your capacity as his fiance you met Lady Cynthia?”

“Yes,” said Diana slowly, wondering what was coming next.

“You’re no stranger to her — that is the point. There is really no reason in the world why you shouldn’t be dining in the Tower on the night of the twenty-sixth!”

She gasped her dismay. “But… it is absolutely impossible!” she said.

“I expected you to say that,” he answered with a smile.

“But suppose I dined there, what use could I be?” she broke in. “And don’t you realise that, if Graham was suspected and it was known that I had spent the evening at the Tower, suspicion would attach to me?” He inclined his head. “You may credit me with having seen every aspect of the situation,” he said quietly. “If you stay to dinner, that will be enough. Now listen, Diana — if I may be excused that liberty,” he added, with a little bow. She was not in a good mood for ceremony, as her impatient gesture revealed.

“The Tower of London is one of our most picturesque anachronisms,” he said. “There are certain practices and customs within the Tower which go back to mediaeval times, and amongst other things there is the practice of issuing a password of the night — that password I must have. On the morning of the twenty-sixth I shall know that it is one of four words: which one will not be decided till the very last minute.”

She smiled at him.

“And who do you think will give me this piece of information?” she asked sarcastically.

“The Colonel,” he said. “You will arrive in the Tower at seven o’clock, dressed for dinner.”

“And I shall make my exit from the Tower at seven five,” she said, with a twinkle in her eyes. “You don’t know Lady Cynthia!”

“When you reach the Colonel’s quarters,” he went on, not noticing the interruption, “you will announce yourself to the servant, who will probably know you, and he in turn will announce you to the Colonel—”

“To Lady Cynthia,” interrupted Diana.

“To the Colonel,” insisted Tiger coolly. “Lady Cynthia will not be there. She will, in fact, be called away an hour before dinner to visit somebody. You need have no fear. Lady Cynthia Ruislip will not be in the Tower. But the Colonel will, and he will be astonished to see you, perhaps a little perturbed. You will tell him that somebody, who you thought was Lady Cynthia, telephoned you asking you to come to dinner. He will be astonished. You will hint that you have put off a very important engagement to come. What else can he do than ask you to stay to dinner and to share his meal? As to how you will get the password from him “ — he shrugged his shoulders— “that is a matter for you. At ten o’clock you will ask him to see you home. Being something of a gallant he will not refuse, especially as by this time Lady Cynthia will have notified him that she is not returning till midnight.”

“You’re very sure that all these things will happen,” she said irritably.

“I am sure, because I shall make them happen,” said Mr. Trayne. “As you come out of the Tower a newspaper boy will approach you, and you will say ‘No’ if the word is one, ‘Thanks, no,’ if the word is two, and so on. I think it will be one of four words: ‘Newport,’ ‘Cardiff,’ ‘Monmouth,’ or ‘Bristol. Memorise those, and when the Colonel has seen you home, what then? Detain him as long as you can, and after he has left you, go to bed and dream of” — he spread out his hands— “anything that is pleasant.” She walked to the window and frowned down into the street. Her heart was beating a little faster, at the very prospect of the adventure, and for the first time 50,000 did not look as enormous a sum as it had. Should she withdraw? She did not worry about Graham: he was not a factor in her life. In prison or out, Graham Hallowell was a responsibility and a nuisance. She wondered if he would divorce her if — Unfortunately he would not give her cause to initiate a suit. “I don’t like it very much—” she began, but something made her turn her head. The room was empty. Tiger Trayne had chosen the psychological moment to leave her.
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Fifty Thousand Pounds! She tried to flog up her enthusiasm for the project. Kishlastan had been generous, but he had always displayed evidence of weariness. He was a man without stamina, and now that he had found another and a more splendid vengeance on the people who had humiliated him, that source of income would dry up. The right or wrong of the deed she was to further did not bother Diana. She was chiefly concerned with the safety or danger of it. She had a vague, uneasy consciousness of a crime called “high treason,” for which the penalties were devastating. And yet — her part was such a small one, and, true to his principles, Trayne would so carefully guard her that, at the worst, detection was very unlikely. On one thing she was determined. She would not see the book that Graham was reading nightly, nor allow herself to become acquainted with the details of the offence. Dick Hallowell — what unconscious part was he to play? The attempt had been fixed for the night he was on guard, and in a way she felt a malicious pleasure that he would be implicated. Dick would be furious if he ever came to hear of her little talk with the Colonel. She had scotched the marriage, at any rate. Knowing something of his love for the regiment, she did not doubt that when he had to choose between this unknown girl with whom he had become infatuated, and his continuance with the battalion, he would choose for his career. An idea struck her, and, sitting down at her table, she wrote a little note, addressed it to Lieutenant R. H. Longfellow, and dispatched it to the Tower by special messenger. Perhaps Bobbie would not come. But she had known him in his Eton days and he had always been very nice to her. She wanted badly to get the atmosphere of the Tower; to discover just how Dick Hallowell felt towards her; and when, at four o’clock that afternoon, Dombret came in and announced the young officer, she greeted him with a warmth that was rather staggering to Bobbie Longfellow. He was not quite at his ease: she saw that at a glance, and it was not a hopeful sign. Bobbie was like a man caught in a furtive act, was stammering and apologetic for not having seen her for so long, and in the first breath announced that he had an engagement at five o’clock — an engagement which she guessed was wholly imaginary.

“You’re a pig not to have come to see me before,” she said. “How is Dick?” Bobbie cleared his throat. “Oh, pretty well,” he said awkwardly.

“Did you tell him you were coming?” There was a twinkle in her eye as she asked this question, and she was not surprised when he nodded.

“Thought I should, don’t you know.”

“I’m terribly curious, Bobbie: is Dick going to be married?”

Bobbie looked at the ceiling, and confessed that he had no information on the subject. It was not a good beginning, but gradually she worked him round to the subject of the Colonel, and she could more easily do this, for she had only met him on the previous night. And from the Colonel to Lady Cynthia was a step. Bobbie thought she was “looking about the same.”

“I wish Cynthia didn’t loathe me so,” said Diana with a sigh. “She used to be such a darling in the old days. Why, when she was a girl she was the gayest and most irresponsible member of the younger set in London — my mother told me that there were all sorts of scandals about her.” Bobbie gaped at this. “There’s nothing scandalous about her ladyship now,” he said. “Quite the other way round, Diana. She’s more like a jolly old iceberg than a human being. She simply freezes me.”

“Did you ever mention my name to her?” asked Diana idly. Bobbie was obviously uncomfortable. “I forget,” he said, a little more loudly than necessary… “Maybe… it is very likely.” And then Diana did a little intelligence work. “Don’t you think you could come to a little party of mine on the twenty-fifth?” she asked. Bobbie made a rapid calculation. “Sorry, I shall be taking that wretched guard on the twenty-fifth,” he said. (Was there relief in his tone?) “Dick takes the guard on the twenty-sixth — we’re rather short of officers; three of our fellows have been down with flu, and Joynson and Billingham are on leave. In fact, the Tower’s the hardest job I’ve struck. There are more sentries in that wretched fortress than in a war camp.” Then, to her surprise, he asked: “Don’t you like Hope Joyner?”

“Hope Joyner? Why, of course, Bobbie! I think she’s perfectly sweet. I don’t know her very well — but then, who does? She’s rather a mysterious sort of person, isn’t she?”

“I don’t know,” defended Bobbie stoutly. “She’s no more mysterious than any other woman. I think she’s a jolly nice girl.”

“And she’ll make Dick a good wife,” she said quietly. “But he’ll hate leaving the regiment.”

Here was a challenge which, in his youthful enthusiasm, he was ready to accept. “Why should he leave the regiment?” he demanded. “I mean, she isn’t a chorus girl or — a — er — a person with a lot of scandal around her name.”

“Of course he’ll have to leave the regiment,” she scoffed. “You know that as well as I, Bobbie — Hope Joyner hasn’t a single string that attaches her to anybody we know, known or unknown.”

Bobbie wriggled and grew red. “If Hope Joyner isn’t good enough for the Berwick Guards,” he said doggedly, “then the Berwick Guards are not good enough for me! I’m not so horribly stuck on the Army that I’d stay in it a single day after Dick left. I’ve not heard anybody say a single word against Hope. Everybody thinks she’s charming.”

A little silence, and then Diana drawled: “Is that view shared by Lady Cynthia?” And to this question Bobbie had no reply. Yet he could have made some interesting revelations, for Bobbie Longfellow had made this unknown girl’s cause his own. “I shouldn’t be surprised “ — he spoke haltingly, because he had to choose his words with the greatest care—” if quite a lot is known about Miss Joyner before there is any talk of an engagement.”

Diana looked at him searchingly. “How very mysterious!” she said. “And who is going to tell you?”

Bobbie could not give an answer here. He had arranged that night to call on Mr. Hallett of Monk’s Chase, though Mr. Hallett was unaware of his intention. “I shouldn’t be surprised if we didn’t find a whole lot,” he said, lamely enough. Diana could afford to be amused. Bobbie walked downstairs a little puzzled as to the reason why Diana had sent for him, and more than ever confirmed in his belief that there was something very catlike about this charming lady. Diana’s flat was on the first floor. He had reached the vestibule when a door at his elbow opened and a man came out, and walked briskly past him. Bobbie had a view of his face, and it was familiar, though for a moment he could not place him. He saw the porter in front of the door and beckoned to him. “I know that gentleman. Who is he?”

The porter looked after the retreating figure. “That’s Mr. Trayne, sir. He’s a very well-known gentleman about town.”

“Trayne?” Bobbie frowned. “Not Tiger Trayne? Not the chappie who—” He was going to say “owns all the gaming clubs,” but thought it discreet to suppress this comment.

“Yes, sir, that’s Mr. Trayne.” The porter was also a man of discretion, and remembered that Tiger Trayne was reputedly the owner of the block, and therefore his employer, or course! Bobbie remembered now a hectic night that had finished up in a superb West End mansion, where drinks were free, and a little crowd gathered about a green baize table throwing golden challenges to the goddess of fortune. Bobbie had lost money — not a great deal, for he had the cautiousness which is so often the characteristic of very rich men. As he walked towards Piccadilly he tried to connect up in his mind certain ugly rumours that had circulated concerning Diana; rumours which, in truth and justice, had only the slenderest of foundations; for though she had once acted as an agent for Trayne in leading the feet of speculative youth to his green tables, it was not an experience that she had repeated. Of Trayne he knew as much as the average man would hear. He was an adventurer, associated with a hundred shady transactions; a man who lived on the fringe of good society and had powerful friends in the most unexpected places. Bobbie owned a little house in Curzon Street, and here he went to make his preparations, and to consult the memoranda that had been supplied by his agents. They were not promising. The beginnings of Hope Joyner were as obscure as ever. Whichever way the investigators turned, they came up against the brick wall represented by the firm of lawyers, none too reputable, who administered her estate and supplied her needs. A long and careful search through the registry had failed to discover a will under which she benefited. By great cunning, Bobbie had discovered her age as twentythree, and had concentrated upon the births on the 10th of June,1901; but though Somerset House yielded him all its secrets, there was no Hope Joyner born on that day. It had seemed a simple matter to interview the blind Mr. Hallett, but as the hour approached, something of Bobbie’s confidence evaporated. He confided his doubts to the chief of his investigators, a saturnine private detective.

“I’ve no locus standi, old thing,” he said, in despair. “The modus operaudi is splendid, but the locus standi doesn’t bear inspection.”

“You can say that you’re a friend of the family,” suggested his assistant. Bobbie shook his head. “Which family?” he asked with staggering logic. “There isn’t a family to be a friend of If there was, I shouldn’t go barging around the country looking for clues.”

“Why not a friend of Miss Joyner’s?” suggested the other, and Bobbie was annoyed. “Haven’t I explained to you a thousand times, my poor, simple fellow,” he demanded in his exasperation, “that Miss Joyner’s name is not to come into this business at all, and that nobody is even to guess that I’m interfering in her affairs? Have a heart!”

In the calm of the summer evening he reached Monk’s Chase, descending from his car at the identical spot where, a week or so before, Hope Joyner had got down into the pouring rain. The lodge gates were open, the lodge itself apparently untenanted. Boldly he strode up the drive, and presently found himself pressing a bell at the forbidding main entrance. A few seconds later, the door opened noiselessly and a sedate footman presented himself. “Mr. Hallett, sir? Have you an appointment?”

Bobbie explained carefully that he had no appointment, but that he had come specially from London to interview the owner of Monk’s Chase.

“I will see,” said the footman, and ushering Bobbie into a small drawingroom, he went out and was gone for some time. He came back with an apology.

“Mr. Hallett is not feeling well,” he said, “and he asked if you would be kind enough to write, telling him your business, sir. He has only just returned from Paris and is feeling very fatigued.”

“Couldn’t I see him for live minutes?” And then, in desperation, he wrote a name upon a sheet of paper which he took from a small writing-table, enclosed it in an envelope and: “Give him this.” The footman shook his head. “Mr. Hallett is blind, sir. You probably did not know that.”

Bobbie cursed his own stupidity under his breath. “Hasn’t he a secretary or somebody who can read it for him?”

“I’m afraid not, sir,” said the footman. Here, then, was another dead wall, and Bobbie found himself ushered through the big entrance and the door closed upon him, without having the least return for all his trouble. In none too pleasant a temper he strode down the drive, through the lodge gates and on to the road; and here Fate took charge. Standing before the bonnet of his two-seater was an aged man, examining with senile curiosity the somewhat daring mascot which ornamented the radiator. He was a very old man. He glared round. “That young lady do look cold,” he chuckled. “Never see anything like that down in these parts.”

“I’ll bet you don’t!” said Bobbie. “How long have you lived around here?”

“Ninety-eight years,” was the staggering reply.

“Moses!” gasped Bobbie. “You must be used to the neighbourhood by now.”

“That I be,” said the old gentleman complacently. “I remember Monk’s Chase when old Lord Wilsome had it.”

“And before Mr. Hallett had it?” asked Bobbie, interested.

“Yes,” said the old man contemptuously. “Why, it only seems yesterday all that fuss and bother there was when he runned away with a young lady and her feyther came down to shoot him. Highly connected she was.”

Bobbie was all a-twitter with excitement. “When was this?”

“Years and years ago there was a war on down in Africa. My grandson had his leg shot off and his pension to this day. A nice boy—”

Bobbie silenced the family reminiscences.

“Does anybody else know about this?”

“Here in the village?” said the old man contemptuously. “They knows nothing! They’re all new people — why, there ain’t nobody in this village except me an’ the landlord of ‘The Plough’ that’s been here more’n ten year!”

“How did you come to know about it?” asked Bobbie. The old man grinned. “My darter-in-law was a cook up at the Chase, and she got the rights of it.”

So far as Bobbie could piece together, the unknown grand lady was also a married lady, married to a man much older than herself; from whom she had run away with the attractive Mr. Hallett. She had been taken back by her indignant parents (the husband seemed strangely apathetic in the matter, not without reason it seemed, for he died very soon afterwards, and probably was little interested in the affairs of this world) and on her husband’s death had married again.

“It was kept very quiet,” said the ancient, “‘ushed up, that’s the word, ‘ushed up. According to what I have heard,” the old man prattled on, “this lady what’s-her-name married again.”

“Mr. Hallett?” suggested Bobbie. The ancient shook his head. “No, he never married. Appears they found out something about him; I never got the rights of it. But this Lady Cynthia—”

Bobbie put out his hand to the hot radiator for support, and such was his agitation that he did not yell at the burn. “Lady Cynthia?” he gasped. “Oh, my great aunt!”

“Is she?” said the mistaken rustic. “I don’t want to say nothing against your relations.”

“Lady Cynthia — do you remember whom she married?”

The old man shook his head. “I can’t say. I don’t know nobody that knew her. I only seen her once — a very tall, beautiful lady with a big green ring on her little finger. Worth hundreds of pounds, so people say.”

Bobbie’s head reeled. He knew that big emerald. Howl often had he seen Lady Cynthia Ruislip twisting it round and round her finger, whilst her cold eyes were appraising the virtues of flighty subalterns! There was little more that the old man could tell him, and presently he ambled oil; a little dazed himself by the munificence of the tip Bobbie put into his gnarled hand. Mr. Longfellow sat down on the running-board of his car, his head between his hands, an object of interest to local labourers homeward bound. One thing was certain: he must see Mr. Hallett that night. He walked along the road till he came to the picturesque village, and the first thing he saw was an inn sign that reminded him of something the old man had said. The landlord was one of the men who knew the story of Mr. Hallett’s great adventure. Going into the parlour, which was untenanted, the saw behind the counter an elderly man polishing a glass, and him Bobbie greeted. He was not so loquacious, however, as the ancient. It was some time before Bobbie could get him to speak.

“I suppose you’ve been talking to Gammer Holland? That old gentleman babbles like a woman! I know very little about the matter, and I don’t care to talk scandal about my neighbours, especially a gentleman like Mr. Hallett, who’s — well, not a customer, but we’ve done business together.”

“Do you know the lady in the case?”

The landlord shook his head. “No, sir, I never inquired. I’ve got an idea… however, my ideas are not evidence, are they? I know she married an officer in the Guards some time after, but that’s about the extent of my knowledge.” Seemingly this was so, for Bobbie could get no further information from him. He lingered for an hour at the inn, the landlord supplying him with a passable dinner, and as soon as it got dark he went out on a reconnaissance. He was anxious to get back to the Tower by midnight, for he had not left his name in the leave book and there was just a chance that the watchman whose duty it was to admit officers between midnight and three o’clock in the morning, might not be available. It was still dusk when he wandered up towards the house, not directly, as he had gone before, but following a path which brought him without fear of observation to a point opposite the west wing of the building. By the time he reached here it was dark enough for his purpose, and making a cautious way across the broad lawn, he reached the wing and went slowly along the front, passing — though he was not aware of the fact — the door through which Hope Joyner had made her entrance to Monk’s Chase. He had to pass the entrance, and here was a semicircle of noisy gravel; he was hesitating whether he should follow the grass when he saw the lights of a motorcar twinkling through the trees at the far end of the drive. He looked around for a place of concealment: there was only one — a niche formed by the outspread portico, and he squeezed himself between wall and pillar, hoping that the lights of the car would not reveal him. Evidently they did not, for the driver stopped before the door, and descending, knocked.

“He won’t be a minute,” said a low voice, and the chauffeur went back to his seat. Bobbie waited, his heart beating a little faster. If the “he” referred to was Mr. Hallett, what should he do? Should he jump out of his place of concealment, seize him conventionally by the arm and say: “I’ve got a few words to say to you”? Or — He had no time to make up his mind. A brisk step sounded on the flagstones. Mr. Hallett passed to the door of the car, paused for a second to light a cigarette, and, peeping forth, Bobbie Longfellow saw his strong face… He felt it was not the moment to make his presence known.
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Graham Hallowell had many unpleasant moments; moments of doubt, anxiety and sheer fretfulness. His loneliness gave him far too much time to think. Once he called up Diana and urged her to come down to him. But she had an important engagement of some kind. He thought she was lying, but for once did her an injustice. Mawsey, the gardener, had gone, and another and younger man had taken his place, and carried out his duties with the same punctilious care as his predecessor. By this time Graham knew the plan by heart; and the better acquainted he was with it and the simpler it seemed, the more uneasy he became; for this narrative of Trayne’s was confident to a point of madness. It said nothing as to how the jewels were to be taken. Graham’s part was simple enough. But he knew more than a little of the Tower routine and the extraordinary safeguards which surrounded the regalia. As his uneasiness increased, he resolved to see at first hand just what difficulties there were to be overcome. He chose a Saturday, which was a public half-holiday, when he knew that the Tower would be crowded with visitors, and, joining the queue at the ticket office, he gained the little green pasteboard that admitted him to the jewel House and followed the holiday-makers through the first guarding arch, along the curtain wall, till he came to the Bloody Tower. A warder would have headed him oft; because visitors are expected to follow a prescribed route, but allowed him to pass when he showed the green ticket. Again he had to wait, all the time in fear lest he should be observed by somebody who knew him. He saw the officer of the guard, a stranger to him, and breathed a sigh of relief Presently he was mounting the steps of the Wakefield Tower, where the jewels are housed. The outer door was of stout oak, backed, he guessed, with steel. It was when he reached the landing where the door admitting to the Jewel House that he had his first shock. The door of the regalia chamber consisted of two steel leaves. They were strongroom doors, four inches thick. In the centre of the room was a steel cage, the sides of which were thick plate glass. Looking down into the interior he saw a small airpressure gauge, which told its own story. The emergency shutters he could detect. At the first hint of danger, a warder told off specially for the duty, would touch the secret lever and the shutters would fall with a crash. By night either they or another set would slowly descend and lock automatically. He could see the big steel grip which fastened them. The jewels he hardly saw. The balehil glare of the Black Prince’s ruby, the glittering splendours of the African diamonds, none of these interested him. He was curious to discover whether it was possible to detect the electric alarm, which, at the first attempt to move shutter or splinter glass, would sound alarm bells in every part of the Tower. The connections were invisible, but they were there nevertheless. He made a slow circuit with the crowd, and was glad when he came out into the open air. Alongside the Wakefield Tower was a big, ugly guardroom of red brick, the most hideous anachronism that the Tower contained. Finding a disengaged warder, he chartered him to show him the interior of the little church— “the saddest spot in Christendom.” But it was not the coats of arms in the tessellated pavement above the bodies of the dead and the great, or the unmarked graves of the Pretender’s victims, that held him.

“… Yes, sir, there is an extra guard on the jewel House at night; in fact there are two.”

“I suppose they’re pretty well guarded?” suggested Graham.

“Guarded?” The warder laughed. “I should say so! Sometimes those darned alarm wires get short-circuited in the night, and the whole Tower stands under arms!”

A promising prospect, thought Graham gloomily, as he left the grim fortress behind him. He had intended returning to Cobham, but he felt that he must see Diana and took his chance of finding her in. It did not improve his temper to find Colley Warrington installed in the drawingroom, for Colley, in his moments of relaxation, adopted an attitude which was almost proprietorial. He might have been the owner of the Hat, thought Graham, from the cool nod of half-welcome he gave the new arrival.

“Hullo, Graham! Rusticating, they tell me?”

“Is Diana here?” asked the other shortly.

“She’s here, yes. We’re going on to tea at the Carlton.”

“You’d better find another companion: I want a long talk with her.”

Colley’s insolent stare was maddening. “What a masterful fellow he is!” he said in mock admiration. “Unfortunately, Diana has an engagement — a business engagement.”

“Then she can break it.” In his exasperation he was near to betraying his relationship. Fortunately, Diana came in at that moment, and a glance at his face told her that something was wrong. “I want a private talk with you, Diana. Colley tells me he’s taking you out to tea; is it possible for you to put off that engagement?”

She glanced at Colley. “I think so,” she said, to the man’s amazement.

“My dear Diana—” he began. She shook her head. “I’m sorry, Colley, but I think this is rather important. If you don’t mind, I will join you at the hotel at six o’clock.” When Diana spoke in that tone of voice it was useless to argue, and Mr. Colley Warrington, faithful to his traditional methods, smiled and made the best effort possible to conceal his chagrin. She walked with him to the door, and when they were in the passage outside he said in a low voice: “I don’t think it will be wise to take friend Graham into your confidence — about the matter we discussed this afternoon.”

To this she made no reply. Closing the door upon him, she came back quickly to Graham. “What has happened?” she asked. He was looking at her through narrowed lids. “What did that fellow have to tell you that couldn’t be said here?” he demanded. He was not a jealous man, but now his nerves were on edge.

“He asked me to marry him this afternoon,” she said calmly, “and his last words were a request that I should not take you into my confidence and tell you of that interesting proposal. Colley is slimy, but he’s useful. Now, what is it?” He was pacing up and down the carpet, his hands in his pockets. “Trayne is mad — as mad as a March hare. I’ve been to the Tower to look over the Jewel House. It is easier to rob the Bank of England!”

In a few words he told her the precautions that had been taken against robbery. “The old fool is thinking two hundred years wrong,” he said.” The jewel House is a safe. The cleverest cracksman in the world, English or American, could not open the steel doors, and if he did, he’d have twice the trouble to get inside the cage. There are alarm bells everywhere, and all the leads are concealed, probably in the wall. The thing is humanly impossible.”

She bit her lip thoughtfully. “It doesn’t sound like Trayne to tackle the impossible. I was talking with Colley about him this afternoon, and Colley says he’s the cleverest man in the world at his game.” She looked at him long and earnestly. “Your part, Graham — do you think it is dangerous?”

He shook his head. “It is dangerous, but possible. In fact, I think that is the most ingenious section of the scheme. I know the military routine thoroughly — I was at Sandhurst, remember, and for two years in the Westshires. No, I’m not worried about that: My nerves are good enough and strong enough. It’s the actual robbery that’s hitting me. Trayne has allowed only a quarter of an hour for it. It will take him a quarter of an hour to get through the oak door, and he’d be lucky if he did it in the time. I’ve had talks with all sorts of expert burglars in Dartmoor — Vrenehy, who smashed the Southern Bank, told me that the cleverest of burglars couldn’t get through a modern safe under three hours. They want a weekend to do the job thoroughly, and even then they must have freedom to move about, electric plugs — oh, the thing is impossible! Absolutely impossible, Diana. I must see Trayne.”

She nodded at this. “He is going down to Cobham tomorrow night,” she said. “I had a note from him, asking me to be there. We must have this thing out, Graham. I’m worried sick about it all.” She watched him as he lit a cigarette and threw the stalk with unerring aim halfway across the room into the fireplace. There was the making of a good man in Graham. He hadn’t grown straight; there had been some little obstacles in the way of his mental and spiritual development, something that had thrown him out of true. She had loved him once, tempestuously, insanely — she had never quite disliked him. In this moment of his dilemma and stress she felt something of the old affection returning. It was not an unpleasant sensation. “We shall have to worry this out tomorrow night, Graham — and we’ll worry it together,” she said. He detected instantly the change in her tone, and looked at her quickly. Perhaps he, too, saw something more in her than an irksome tie, for the strained face creased in a little smile: it was the first smile that she had seen since his release from prison. “Perhaps it’s not worth while getting rattled about,” he said. “Old man Trayne isn’t exactly a fool. He knows the difficulties as well as you or I.”

“Does the book tell you?” she asked. “I mean, does it tell you how the Wakefield Tower is to be broken into?” He shook his head. “He passes over that very airily,” he said, and smiled again. Then suddenly he held out his hand. “I’m glad I came to see you, Diana. I don’t know whether it’s the atmosphere of the room or your own peculiar qualities, but I feel more cheery about things now.” He left her by no means cheery; to her other troubles was added another, which until that afternoon had not existed — anxiety for his safety.
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Dick Hallowell did not often make a call upon his Colonel’s wife, and Lady Cynthia was obviously surprised when he was announced. She sat on the edge of a low settee, her tea-table before her, a straight-backed, slim creature, with delicately moulded features, and lips a trifle too thin to be beautiful. Bobbie had summed up Lady Cynthia Ruislip in one sentence: “When you see her you think she’s thirty: when you hear her you know she’s a hundred,” he had said unkindly. All the charm and freshness of a girl, all the acid wisdom of a woman, were combined in this languid lady.

“This is a very fine honour, Dick,” she drawled. “You are the first to arrive. Shall I ring for tea?”

“Pray don’t. I hoped to see you before the others came,” he said. It was Lady Cynthia’s “afternoon”: a period of ordeal for young subalterns, for her ladyship had remarkable sources of information, and many a youth had stood aghast whilst she narrated some adventure of his which he hoped had ended when he had tipped an irate policeman, or placated the ruffled commissionaire charged with escorting him from a night club in which he had made himself objectionable.

“Sit down. You don’t want tea — you want to talk — about Miss Joyner, of course,” said Lady Cynthia precisely. In spite of himself; Dick Hallowell felt the blood mounting to his face. “Yes, it is about Miss Joyner. I have asked her to come up to dinner in my rooms tomorrow, and I was wondering whether I could persuade you to act as hostess, Lady Cynthia?”

Her bright blue eyes stared at him unwinkingly. There was a pause, and then: “Why, of course, I shall be delighted. It is Miss Hope Joyner, the gel who lives at Devonshire House — everybody is talking about her: they say she is immensely pretty.”

“She is immensely nice, too,” said Dick emphatically. There was an almost imperceptible lift of the shoulder, he saw, and was prepared for what was to come. “She is one of the Yorkshire Joyners, isn’t she? Or is it Warwickshire — I knew a very good family there many years ago.”

“I have no knowledge of her family,” said Dick. Her ladyship’s eyebrows rose inquiringly. “Surely not? You don’t mean — ?” She left him to reply.

“I mean, I don’t know who her people are, and I don’t think she does either. She is a lady and she’s very charming. I am hoping that you will give her a welcome to the regiment, Lady Cynthia.”

She was looking down at the tea-table now, and when he finished she sighed. “It is very difficult, isn’t it? You realise, of course, Dick, how awfully careful one has to be — about the women our people marry? I hope you will be awfully happy, whether you stay—”

“Please don’t make up your mind whether I’m staying or not, if you mean whether I’m staying in the regiment, Lady Cynthia,” he said with all the patience he could summon. “Won’t you see her first?”

“Of course,” she answered at once. “Perhaps you haven’t asked her — about her family, I mean?”

“Oh, yes, I’ve asked her,” said Dick quietly, as he rose to go. “I may expect you, then, at eight?”

She held out her jewelled hand and smiled up at him. “I do hope everything will be all right, Dick,” she almost cooed. “It would be such a dreadful loss to the regiment if you had to go.” He literally ran into Bobbie as he was leaving the Colonel’s quarters. “Going in for my weekly sacrifice,” said Bobbie, without cheer. “How’s the old lady?”

“The old lady’s alone,” said Dick savagely, “and I wish you joy of her.”

“Dear me!” said Bobbie mildly, and allowed himself to be announced.

“The very man I wanted to see!” He had never known her ladyship so cheerful or enthusiastic. Conscience-stricken, he ran over such exploits as he had to his week’s discredit, but could find no excuse for so much as a quake.

“I’ve just been talking to Dick Hallowell. You’re a great friend of his, aren’t you?”

“Pretty great!” said Bobbie cautiously, not quite certain to what extent he might be called to account, if he made the admission more definite.

“Who is this wretched Joyner girl?”

“A very nice lady,” said Bobbie lamely.

“Is he engaged?” Bobbie shook his head.

“But he will be?” Bobbie nodded.

“Can’t you persuade him?”

“Look here, Lady Cynthia,” Bobbie was stung to reply, and at the peremptory character of his voice she looked at him openmouthed, “I thought it was only a woman with a past you didn’t want in the regiment?”

She smiled slowly. “That’s the kind we want,” she said good-humouredly. “A past you can trace for a hundred years or so.”

“Not twenty or thirty years or so?” asked Bobbie, and instantly she brought her eyes to his. “I mean, would you consider” — his mouth was dry; it was only by an effort of will that he could get his tongue to move, he was in such awe of this beautiful woman— “would a lady be considered eligible for the — regiment — if she had — a disgraceful affair — twentyfive years ago, or maybe twenty-six?” he asked jerkily. There was speculation in the regiment as to whether Lady Cynthia’s colour was natural, whether the pink in her face owed something to artifice. He could have set all doubts at rest, for of a sudden her face was very white.

“I don’t quite follow you, Mr. Longfellow.”

“I’m merely asking,” he went on doggedly: “does time wipe out that sort of thing, or is it like a motor licence where you can renew the clean sheet every three years? Or is it one of those jolly old Book of judgment leaves that stay put?”

“‘Stay put’ is rather foreign to me,” she said, “of whom are you speaking? Who had some disgraceful episode in her life — twentyfive years ago?”

“I didn’t say her.” Bobbie could have howled with joy at his own brilliance.

“You were talking about a woman,” she countered quickly.

“I was talking about nobody,” said Bobbie mendaciously. “I merely asked whether that kind of thing is — retrospective?”

She drew a long breath; the colour was coming slowly back to her cheeks. “Riddles make my head ache.” And when at that moment the adjutant and Bobbie’s company commander came in, she made no attempt to hide her relief.

“Got you, old lady!”

Bobbie whistled as he strode out on to the square, and was so preoccupied that he almost forgot to return the salutes which greeted him as his long legs carried him down past the guardhouse under the eight-hundred-year-old portcullis of the Bloody Tower. The sergeant of the gate guard was standing at the end of the bridge over the moat, watching the drilling of defaulters. He stiffened to attention as his officer approached, and, remembering something, Bobbie stopped and asked a question.

“Yes, sir,” said the sergeant, “Sir Richard has just gone out.” Sprinting, Bobbie overtook his friend as he was stepping into a taxi. “I’m going west, too,” said Bobbie, as he dropped into the car. He glanced at Dick Hallowell’s clouded face and chuckled. “Cynthia was certainly in form this afternoon. She nearly got me rattled, too. I gathered, from your wild and ferocious expression when you barged into me, that you’d been discussing Hope Joyner with her ladyship?”

Dick nodded. “She seems to have determined that I shall leave the regiment,” he said bitterly. “And really, I don’t see how I can fight her in view of everything. The Colonel’s been very decent about Graham, and I shall have to give way on this question. I don’t really mind leaving the Army, though it breaks a family tradition. What makes me mad is the implied slight on Hope.”

Then Bobbie remembered something. “Talking of Graham, he was in the Tower this afternoon.” Dick looked at him in astonishment. “The devil he was! Who told you?”

“My servant saw him, lining up like a tripper outside the Jewel House.”

Dick’s face was troubled. “Graham isn’t the sort of bird who finds any pleasure in crowds, and a half-holiday is the last day in the world I should have expected him to go sightseeing. Besides, he knows the Tower almost as well as I. That’s queer.”

“I don’t think it is as queer as you think,” said Bobbie. “This is the day of all days he would come to the Tower if he came at all, when there are so many people about that he would pass unnoticed in the crowd.” Dick shook his head. “Why should he wish to pass unnoticed?” he asked.

“Jewel House? I’ve never known Graham to take a patriotic interest in the regalia.” The thought of his brother occupied his mind until they were passing through Trafalgar Square, when Bobbie said, apropos of nothing: “I’d like you to promise me something — don’t resign your commission, or even tell the Colonel or any of the other fellows that you intend resigning, until you have talked this out with me.”

Dick smiled. “There is only one person in the world with whom I can talk this out, Bobbie,” he said, “and I’m seeing her in five minutes’ time.” He was dreading the interview as he passed into the beautiful vestibule of Devonshire House. That he was to hurt her by the implied and remote reflection upon her birth, was hateful to him; and she must have read aright the glumness of his face as she came across the panelled hall to greet him, for of a sudden her smile faded. Then suddenly, without warning, he took her by the shoulders and, stooping, kissed her. He had never kissed her before, and he felt her tremble under his hands. No word was spoken, no whispered declaration or shy response. With his arm about her shoulder, they walked back to her drawingroom, and he closed the door… For a second they stood looking at one another gravely, searchingly.

“I never dreamt I should do that,” he said simply. “It just — happened.” And then, without waiting for her answer: “I saw Lady Cynthia Ruislip — my Colonel’s wife — this afternoon—”

“And she doesn’t approve of me,” she said quickly. “She has never approved because — because I am a nobody. Isn’t that so, Dick?” He nodded. It was not a moment for polite interpretation. “Somebody has told you?” he asked. She shook her head. “No, I’ve known it for a long time — I just felt it. Does that mean that you would have to leave the regiment?”

“I shall leave the Army, anyway—” he began.

“You’re not telling me the truth; you’re leaving because they don’t want me. And I’m not going to let you do it.” Her voice was very steady and quiet; he had never seen her calmer or more serene; her very attitude inhibited the protest which rose to his lips.

“Not yet, at any rate. You must know who I am, Dick — the best or the worst. I think Lady Cynthia is right — more right than if she were objecting to the daughter of a chimneysweep coming into the regiment.”

“I shall leave the Army,” he said doggedly, but she shook her head with a smile.

“You don’t know what an effort it requires to say ‘no’ to that, Dick,” she said, her wonderful eyes on his. “Everything that is in me says ‘Yes’ so loudly that I almost wonder you do not hear it!”

“But, Hope, I want you!” Her hands were imprisoned in his. “I can’t let you go — nothing on God’s earth will make me give you up! I love you! All my life revolves round you!”

When she spoke it was slowly, haltingly: “There will be no — giving up, Dick. I couldn’t, I couldn’t—” In another instant she was in his arms, his cheek against her fragrant head, and he felt the throb and quiver of the body he held tightly against his.

When Mr. Trayne took a journey he moved swiftly and followed a route that could not be anticipated by the shrewdest of detectives. His car was as fast as any on the road, could outdistance any pursuers, and the telephone was useless if employed by the police to warn outlying stations that he might be passing, so that he could be trailed to his destination. For he followed strange ways, and came to Cobham in the dusk via Reading. Diana had already arrived, and was sipping a cup of indifferent coffee that the new cook had made for her, when he came into the pretty little sittingroom and, with a glance round to make sure that the windows were shuttered and curtained, threw his hat on the sofa and sat down.

“Is the tailor satisfactory?” he asked.

“Yes,” said Graham shortly; “he fitted me today.”

“Good!” He smiled quizzically into Diana’s serious face. “You’re scared stiff,” he said, “and I know why. Graham has told you of the scheme?”

“Yes, he’s told me all he knows,” she said significantly.

“Exactly.” He laughed softly, as at a private jest. “It’s the bit he hasn’t told you, and the bit he doesn’t know, which has put your nerves on edge?”

“Trayne, this thing is absolutely impossible!” It was Graham who broke impatiently into the conversation. “I’ve been to the Tower to see the jewel House, and — it’s impossible! It’s the maddest scheme that was ever devised. Why, it would take you hours to get through the safe door. I suppose you know there are strongroom doors across the entrance of the room? I suppose you realise that every bar and every shutter has an electrical connection? The moment you attempted to move or cut anything, bells would ring in every part of the infernal place.” He ended a little breathlessly. Trayne was not annoyed, as he had expected, but he was obviously amused. “I know you went to the Tower; I can tell you the number of the ticket you took, the name of the warder who showed you round the church, what you said to him, and all that he said to you. Impossible, is it?” His keen eyes scrutinised the younger man’s face. “Do you imagine,” he said, slowly and emphatically, “that I’m such a congenital idiot that I’d tackle a job like this if it was — impossible? Do you imagine that I am not also aware of the fact that there are strongroom doors across the entrance, that there are alarm-signals to every bar and every plate — or do you think that you are giving me information?”

The sarcasm in his tone irritated Graham. “Of course, I expected you had reconnoitred the ground, but even then—”

“Even then, you still think it’s impossible? How long do you imagine I’ve been working on this job?”

It was Diana who answered. “Kishlastan has been in the country six months—”

“Kishlastan!” he said contemptuously. “Kishlastan is merely the receiver I’ve been waiting for for ten years. Ten? It was twelve years ago when I first made my plans to relieve the Governor of the Tower of this responsibility. And for twelve years the regalia has been a hobby of mine. I know it so well that I could draw from memory the ivory sceptre, the coronation spoon, every crown, every diadem. I could reproduce the cutting of the big diamonds, could tell you within a millimetre the size of the Black Prince’s ruby—” He stopped, laughed shortly and, biting off the end of a cigar, lit it. “And I could tell you something more. I’m one of the raw men outside the officials who can work the shutters. I know every alarm connection — those two steel doors at the entrance are old friends of mine. Listen!” He lowered his voice and, his elbows on the table, leaned over towards Graham Hallowell. “When the custodian of the regalia wants to take out a crown or a sceptre, does he have to cut through the iron doors? Does he alarm the Tower? Does he have to use a gas-lamp on the bars?”

“Of course he doesn’t,” said Graham impatiently. “He takes his keys—”

“Exactly; he takes his keys, he turns his levers, and in hve minutes he lifts out whatever article or articles he requires. And that is exactly what I shall do!”

He sat pulling at his cigar in a contemplative silence, his eyes fixed on the wall. They did not interrupt his meditations, and after a while he spoke.

“Have you explored your domain?” he asked. For the moment Graham thought he was talking metaphorically.

“The grounds, I mean.”

“Why, yes. I’ve walked around — why?”

“Have you seen the stone tower in the plantation?”

The very existence of the stone building had passed out of Graham’s mind. “The granary? Yes.”

Trayne chuckled. “Granary! That is rather good! We haven’t disturbed you at nights?”

Graham looked at him in astonishment. “Disturbed me? Have you been here?”

The man nodded. “Every other night. Half a dozen of us. Would you like to inspect the ‘granary ‘?” He rose as he put the question.

“One moment, Mr. Trayne. There is something I’d like to ask you,” said Diana. “Nobody understands better than you what the consequences might be if we are detected. And yet everybody seems to be in your secret — Graham, I, the men you are employing—” He interrupted with a laugh. “It is going to be a little difficult to prove, isn’t it?” he asked coolly. “And when everything is over, what does it matter who squeals? The thing will be so big, it will be more like a war than a crime. It doesn’t matter who started the war, once it is fairly going; and it doesn’t matter who takes these jewels — once they’re gone. It wouldn’t matter much if he walked down Regent Street with a placard on his back announcing the fact. The question of his punishment is a small matter compared with recovering the stolen property. Besides, Kishlastan is in this, as you know, and they couldn’t keep him out of it, not if they tried.” Then, peremptorily: “Come along!”

They followed him through the garden and along the rough path that led into the plantation. Once he turned to warn them not to use lights. “If you can’t see me, you’d better touch my shoulder, Miss Martyn, and Hallowell had better hold on to yours. There is nothing to trip you up.”

At last the tower loomed out of the darkness before them, and without hesitation he walked to the little door and the girl heard the soft snap of the lock. There was no sign of light inside when the door opened noiselessly. He warned them to lower their heads and ushered the two into a small vaulted chamber, and closed the door after him. There was a click and a flood of light, blinding after the darkness, illuminated the interior. They were in a small stone lobby, from which led a circular staircase. There was something familiar to Graham in this entrance. The first thing he noticed was that, although the tower was square outside, it was circular within. He was halfway up the broad stairs when, with a gasp, he realised the significance and purpose of the “granary,” and any doubt he might have had was set at rest when they came to the landing, for confronting them was a pair of steel strongroom doors. Tiger Trayne took a key from his waistcoat pocket, unlocked them, and they swung heavily inward. Again a flood of light, and Diana looked openmouthed at the sight which met her eyes. In the centre of a circular chamber was a large glass and steel cage, in which was symmetrically deposited a number of wooden blocks and rods. The interior of the cage was brightly illuminated, and Graham recognised the wooden contents. That square box was the Crown of Edward, that long rod the diamond sceptre — the cage contained wooden Crown jewels, each in its proper place.

“Now I will show you,” said Trayne’s voice, and as he spoke there came a hiss of sound and heavy steel shutters came down inside the glass and hid the interior from view. “Watch!” They could not see what he was doing, but the shutters were rising again. He walked to one of the faces of the cage, and Graham watched, fascinated; saw him reach into the interior and lift out the block of wood…

“But the alarm bells?” he said huskily.

“They won’t ring, because they can’t ring,” was the cool reply. “I confess they were one of the big difficulties. It took me two years’ hard thinking and the assistance of a clever Swedish electrician to discover how the alarms were to be put out of action. But that difficulty has been overcome. You need not worry — you do your part of the work, and the rest will be easy. I want to see you tomorrow night and every night until the twenty-second. You will be dressed for the art.”

“Suppose there is a hitch—”

“There will be no hitch.” Trayne almost snapped the words as he turned the key in the lock of the great door. Walking before him into the plantation, Graham Hallowell’s head was in a whirl; but Diana’s brain was like ice. She could see the scheme as Tiger Trayne saw it, could see success at the end; only— “How long will Graham be away?”

“Three months at the most,” said Trayne, lowering his voice as they went through the plantation and across the lawn to the house.

“Do you think they may suspect him?”

“Does it matter whom they suspect?” asked the Tiger impatiently.
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If the Prince of Kishlastan was mad, there were certain practical aspects of his madness. For example, he had enormous balances on deposit in various countries. The immense sum he drew to pay Trayne came from America, and it was in dollar currency that he was to receive his reward. On the eve of his departure for Kishlastan, His Excellency had two interviews; the first, without concealment, with Colley Warrington; the second, that none saw, with Trayne. This probably took place in a closed car circling the park — a favourite method of the Tiger’s, and one which reduced the possibility of being overlooked and overheard to a minimum. Colley’s took place at the hotel, and that slippery man of affairs had a cheerful account to give of his interview with Captain Eli Boss.

“He’s going down — river tomorrow night. I have fixed everything with him, and the matter is settled.”

“Did you have the furniture taken on board?” asked Riki. “She must be surrounded by luxury—” Colley shook his head.

“It was impossible,” he said. “The ship is being watched by the Customs officers and probably by—” He was going to say “the police,” but thought it less alarming to change the word to “authorities”. “A boatload of swagger furniture going on board would have aroused suspicion. There’s bound to be a kick the moment they hear of her disappearance. Anyway — we needn’t advertise the fact that she is going by the Pretty Anne.”

“Have you arranged with her?”

Colley nodded. “Yes, she’s dining with me on the night of the twentyfourth. I’ve hinted to her that I know something about her parentage. In fact, I have half promised that I will clear up that little mystery. And of course she bit. We’re dining in a little restaurant off Villiers Street. And I told her to wear her day clothes because I might have to take her to some place where evening dress would make her a little too conspicuous. She jumped at that too. It is going to be easy.”

“People will know you dined with her.” The Prince was biting his nails thoughtfully. Colley shook his head with a laugh. “That is the one thing she will not tell. I emphasised that very strongly; told her that I myself was breaking my word, and that nobody must know I was her informant. I was scared to death she would tell Hallowell, but I extracted a promise of secrecy from her, and she’s the kind of girl who won’t go back on her word.” Riki paced up and down the apartment, his thin brown hands clasped behind him, a vacant look in his dark eyes. “This man Eli Boss — it sounds almost Indian — he is reliable?” There was a peculiar expression in his face when he asked this question. It was as though he was thinking of Eli’s trustworthiness in some other direction.

“Absolutely reliable, I should think, if you pay him well enough,” said Colley, and the ghost of a smile showed in his face. “I don’t think he’s too friendly with friend Trayne, and part of the satisfaction he’s getting is due to the illusion that he’s doublecrossing the old man. He promised to ship a girl to look after Miss Joyner.”

“That is unnecessary if you are going,” interrupted the rajah quickly. “I do not wish that a woman should be with her — one of my own women, yes, but I have none here.”

“So I thought. Though it would be all the better if there was a — an Indian woman who could attend to her. I am not looking forward to the trip. One of the sons of the captain is bringing the launch to London, by the way.” He took a paper from his pocket and handed it to his master. “Here is the approximate time table. We reach the rendezvous on the Indian coast within forty-eight hours of that day.” He pointed to the date. “I have arranged the signals and the landing should be a simple matter.” They spent the next hour discussing details of the plan, and Colley left the hotel with the first part of his payment. Rikisivi was mad; he was quite satisfied on that point; he was madder than anybody he had ever met, though he had his lucid intervals. Yet, not for one moment did Colley Warrington regret the unspeakable outrage he contemplated. The very magnitude of it was a salve to what was left of his conscience. If he wished anything, it was that the Prince’s other enterprise had been postponed for a month or two. He knew none of the details, except that Trayne was in it and that some big iniquity was planned — another girl perhaps … If he had had an idea that Graham Hallowell was to accompany him to India, he might have viewed his forthcoming trip with even greater abhorrence than in fact he did.

On his way home he called in at the Mousetrap Club, wondering whether, if he saw Trayne, he would get any hint as to the nature of the second operation. The Tiger was in the beautiful little writing-room, a cup of coffee by his side, a half-smoked cigar in its saucer, and with his glasses perched on his nose he was writing a letter. He glanced round as the door opened, for he was the only occupant of the room, and welcomed Colley with a growl.

“I’ve just been up to see our mutual friend.” Colley helped himself to a cigar from the case which lay at the Tiger’s elbow.

“That is the worst news I’ve had for years,” said Trayne, folding his glasses deliberately and as deliberately turning the sheet of paper he was writing on upside down so that it could not be read. Mr. Warrington was amused in his bored way — the Tiger’s oblique jests had a salty flavour. “I don’t get you,” he said as he snicked off the end and lit the cigar before he dropped into the most comfortable chair in the room.

“I didn’t know we had any mutual friends. Who was this unfortunate person?” asked Trayne, his shaggy eyebrows straightening in a frown.

“Shall we call him the gentleman from India?”

“Riki? Did you teach him piquet?” There was a sting in the question. It was his skill in the game of piquet which had largely brought about Colley Warrington’s social obfuscation. Colley laughed. He was unstingable. “You know him, don’t you? He told me you were doing a job for him. Can I come into it, on the side?”

Trayne took the stub of his cigar from his saucer and relit it. “Yes — on the outside. To tell you the truth, Colley, he’s tired of seeing you and he asked me to find a couple of men to put you out! But offal-hunting was never a hobby of mine.” Still Colley was not annoyed. “I’ve often wondered,” he said lazily, “why you and I are not better friends?”

Tiger Trayne laughed. “Wonder no more,” he answered promptly. “I don’t like you and I don’t trust you. They are two pretty good reasons, aren’t they?”

“I admire frankness, even in you,” smiled Colley. “What do you really object to in me?” Trayne answered instantly. He used a word which of all words was most offensive to Colley Warrington, and this time the Tiger drew blood, for two pink spots appeared in the sallow face.

“That’s a word I don’t like,” he snarled.

“I guessed you wouldn’t. If I’d used it to almost the lowest thief I know, he’d have pulled a gun on me — and rightly. But I don’t know any other word that better fits a man who has exploited women so shamelessly as you, Warrington. And now, if you don’t mind, I’ll finish my letter.” Colley Warrington left the Mousetrap Club trembling with rage — not for the first time in his life had the Tiger touched one of his few raw spots. His nimble mind sought round for a way by which he could hurt this criminal; and yet, behind his desire for vengeance, was a wholesome fear of the complicated organisation which Tiger Trayne controlled. Yet he might have spared himself the wear and labour of thinking out schemes of vengeance. It was fated that he and Tiger Trayne were never to meet again.
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The Twentyfourth dawned on the Tower greyly. A thin white mist covered the waters; overhead the skies were heavy and tearful. Towards twelve o’clock the drizzle turned into a downpour, that did not vary in intensity throughout the rest of the afternoon. On such days as these the Tower is a desolation, the drill square empty, visitors very rare indeed. Sentries stand snug in their boxes, the warders in their long cloaks disappear into such kiosks or doorways as give them shelter. It was raining heavily enough when Dick Hallowell marched his guard off the square and lined them before the red guardhouse. He made his rounds with Bobbie, whom he was relieving, took over the wharf and the “spur” guards, and was glad when Bobbie’s men marched away and he was free to find the shelter of his room. They had a few minutes’ chat before the guard moved off.

“I wish you’d go along and see Hope to-day,” he said, “and tell her why I cancelled the dinner in my room.”

“Lady Cynthia is furious with you; I suppose you know that?”

“I thought she would be, but that doesn’t worry me at all. Why she should be furious, heaven knows. Did she tell you she was angry?”

Bobbie shook his head. “She told Davenport; Cynthia said she’d put of an engagement especially to meet your wretched young woman — those were her words — and that you’d left her flat!” Dick smiled faintly. “She’d hardly be so slangy! But it doesn’t really matter about Lady Cynthia. See Hope. I wrote her a letter and I think she understands, but I’d rather you had a talk with her.”

Soon after the old guard marched off; and Dick faced a twentyfour-hour duty which was not entirely free from interest, but a long way from being free from boredom. Lady Cynthia was not in her most amiable mood that day, and if her husband had had the slightest excuse for absenting himself he would have made his escape. Unfortunately, duty kept him in the Tower and he had perforce to sit and suffer.

“Very thoughtless, I’m sure, my dear,” he murmured for the nth time. “But Dick is rather touchy on the question of his girl.”

“Touchy!” she scoffed. “He’s impertinent! And the contagion seems to have spread to that stupid fool Longfellow. He not only asked me to go to dinner with him, but he wrote me a note confirming the invitation, and then at the last minute the dinner is cancelled, because, I presume, this young person funked it!”

“Which young person?” asked the Colonel, who was thinking of something else.

“You never listen to a word I say,” she snapped at him. “Really it’s too bad of you, John! Dick Hallowell ought to be on his knees to you, ready to do anything you ask. He should have resigned when his brother was arrested. It isn’t very creditable to the regiment that its senior subaltern has a convict for a brother.”

“Dick offered his resignation, but of course I wouldn’t accept it. There would have been a riot in the mess if I had. We can’t help the fool things our relatives do,” the Colonel was stung to reply, and she had enough knowledge of him to be warned by his tone.

“There has always been bad blood in the Hallowells,” she said. “I shouldn’t be a bit surprised if Dick went like his brother.”

“What rubbish you talk, my love!” said the Colonel wearily. “They are only half-brothers, anyway. Graham’s mother was an out-and-out bad hat. All the crookedness that was introduced into the family came through her. Are you dining out tonight?” he asked hopefully.

“No, I’m not. And I want to tell you that Bobbie Longfellow was very rude to me the other day — most offensive.”

“What did he say?”

“It wasn’t what he said, it was the way he said it. His manner is insufferable. Nobody knows better than you, john, that the whole discipline of the Berwicks is slack. I’m not saying it is your fault—”

“Make up your mind whose fault it is,” said the Colonel stiffly, as he got up. “I’m going to the orderly-room, my dear. I’ll see you later.”

When he came back for tea, as he was in duty bound to do, her ladyship had retired to her room with a headache. He sent up a sympathetic message and enjoyed his tea. Later he saw his adjutant, who pointed out three civilians who were crossing the square, one of them carrying a light ladder.

“I think the Treasury must be getting scared of the regalia,” said the adjutant. “They’ve sent an official down from headquarters to inspect the alarm bells.” The Colonel chuckled. From time to time Whitehall had qualms of this character. Once, many years before, they had changed the strongroom door — on another occasion detectives had been sent down to question the warders about a mysterious American who had been a little too interested in the weight and value of the two big diamonds which were kept in the cage.

“I’d like to see the fellow who’d try to imitate Colonel Blood — I don’t suppose there is such a man outside of a mental institution,” he said. He was in the mess, reading some Indian newspapers that had come to hand, when the phone message came for Lady Cynthia. She sent her maid back with a message that she could not be disturbed. In a few moments the girl returned. “He says he must speak to you, madam. He’s been trying ever since the tenth of June to get into touch with you.” The effect of the words on Lady Cynthia was electrical. She sat bolt upright on the bed where she had been lying, her face twitching. “All right — I will come down. Put the phone through to the Colonel’s study.” Her voice was a little husky; this the maid noticed, but saw nothing remarkable in her ladyship’s change of mind. Cynthia almost ran downstairs, closed the door securely, and for five minutes was speaking in a low tone to the caller. When she came out she looked rather pale, the maid thought, but the headache was excuse enough for that. When the Colonel returned he found his wife in the drawingroom. She was dressed for dinner and her cloak lay over the back of a chair.

“Not going out, my dear?” he asked.

“Yes; I’ve only just remembered an engagement I made a month ago,” she said offhandedly. “It is an awful bore, but you don’t mind, John?”

“Mind? Not a bit. I’ll eat my dinner in solitary state, or I might dine with the mess.” One of Lady Cynthia’s weaknesses was her frugality. “Dinner has been ordered and I can’t have it wasted. Ask one of the men over to dine with you,” she said. “I shall be back by eleven.”

The first guest that occurred to the Colonel was Dick Hallowell, but Dick was on guard. The adjutant had another engagement; he was not at the moment on polite speaking terms with the senior major. He decided to dine alone. And then, when the gong was sounding and he was strolling into the panelled room where the table had been set, came a most unexpected visitor. It was Diana Martyn, in her gayest array.

“Great heavens, Diana!” said the Colonel in amazement. “What brings you here?”

At that moment he was devoutly thankful that Lady Cynthia had gone out.

“Cynthia brought me here,” was the astounding reply.

“Cynthia?” incredulously.

“She asked me to come to dinner — at least, she telephoned to my maid while I was out, and naturally I jumped at the opportunity. I’m rather fond of Cynthia, and it’s one of my little troubles that she doesn’t like me any more.”

“But, my dear!” He was aghast at the news. “Cynthia has had to go out — an engagement she made a month ago. Too bad… “ He rang the bell for his wife’s maid, but the girl did not know where her ladyship was dining.

“Set another place for Miss Martyn,” said the Colonel. “Of course you’ll stay, Diana!” when she demurred. “Cynthia would never forgive me if I let you go.”

He was full of apologies on behalf of his wife, but on the whole he was not ill-pleased to have so charming a companion, and the dinner was a much more pleasant little function than he had ever anticipated. Toward the end of the dinner she asked a question.

“How do you get out?” He laughed jovially. “You don’t imagine you’re bolted and barred in the Tower, do you, and that the sentries will first challenge and then bayonet you if you haven’t the countersign?”

“It would be rather serious if I hadn’t,” she said. “But do you have passwords in the Tower?” she asked innocently. He nodded. “Yes, there’s a word for all the guards in London; it is changed daily.”

“Abracadabra?” she suggested with a smile.

“Nothing so complicated. The poor old guardsman would get the shock of his life if he had to remember that. No, it’s usually a name of a town. Tonight it is — let me see—’Boston’! that is it!”

“Boston!” She almost gasped her dismay. None of the four words that Trayne had expected. How was she to convey the alteration? She thought it over through the rest of the dinner and decided that it would be comparatively easy. The first time she was alone she wrote the word on a slip of paper, wrapped it round a shilling, and put it carefully into the pocket of her bag. At ten o’clock she decided she must go. She was fortunate in her choice of time, for they were hardly out of the house before Lady Cynthia rang up to say that she would not be back until midnight. As they walked down towards the guardroom she saw the ceremony about which she had heard often; that old-world routine which night after night, through hundreds and hundreds of years, has been observed in the Tower. Through the grim gate of the Bloody Tower marched a small party of men, the lamplight glinting on naked bayonets, a man with a swinging lantern preceding them. A sharp voice rang out: “Halt! Who comes there?” The party halted, and a deep gruff voice said: “Keys.”

“Whose keys?” demanded the sentry. “King George’s keys,” was the reply. Then, at the shout of the sentry, the guard turned out and lined up. She heard Dick Hallowell’s deep voice cry: “Pass, King George’s keys!… Guard… present arms!”

The rifles came down with a crash, and the little party marched till it came abreast, and then the old Beefeater who carried the keys removed his hat, and his voice reverberated through the deserted spaces of the Tower: “God preserve King George!”

“So that is what they call ‘the keys’?” she whispered to the Colonel.

“Yes; quaint, isn’t it? The only night they varied the ceremony was when Queen Victoria died, and they didn’t know what name the new King would take.”

Her heart was beating rapidly as she passed the jewel House. There was a sentry here, another sentry facing Traitor’s Gate; farther along by the moat a third sentry, and at the outer gate yet another. Her knees were trembling beneath her as she came out into Tower Hill, and the Colonel’s servant went in search of a taxicab. It was at that moment that a newsboy approached her. Before the Colonel could order him away— “Yes, please,” she said quickly, and slipped the coin and paper into the man’s hand. She would have forgotten to take the newspaper, but he thrust it upon her.

“I’m rather fond of — crossword puzzles,” she said breathlessly, when the Colonel chided her gently upon her desire for sensational news. She was almost fainting when the cab drove away.
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It Was Past one o’clock when a motor-wherry stole out of the darkness of the Surrey shore and, describing a wide circle east of London Bridge, moved past Billingsgate, edged slowly toward the northern bank. With its engine shut off; the boat came to the stone-faced wharf of the Tower. The four men who formed her crew gripped the wharf edge, and pulled the boat along until they had passed St. Thomas’s Tower and were almost opposite the sentry-box of the wharf sentry. Peering over, the leader of the party saw the sentry leave his shelter and, bringing his rifle to his shoulder, walk briskly towards the eastern end of his beat. The rain had ceased for the moment, but the respite would not be long. One of the men leapt up, crossed the rail, and, stooping, ran noiselessly towards the sentry-box, disappearing into the gloom. Presently they heard the nailed boots of the wharf sentry returning. He stopped before his box and brought his rifle butt to the ground. What seemed to be an eternity of waiting, and then there was a muffled cry, the clatter of a falling rifle, and silence… Another of the men lifted from the deck of the boat a light ladder, pushed it over the rails and vaulted across, followed by the other two. The last to leave was Graham Hallowell. He wore the uniform of a Guards officer, and holding his sword so that it could not rattle, he ran swiftly across the space which divided the wharf edge from the deep square well in which was placed the Traitor’s Gate. He did not look to see what had become of the sentry; there was no time to think about the fate of the unfortunate man who lay unconscious upon the grass. In a second he was going down the ladder that had been dropped into the well, two rungs at a time. Somebody was working at the big spiked gates that had opened so often to receive traitor and innocent. What they were doing he could not see, but presently a voice whispered “Come” and he sidled through the open gate and found himself facing the steps immediately before the Bloody Tower. Caution was needed here. They heard the feet of a sentry pacing up and down. In the dark he was invisible. Again the leader slipped forward without a sound. He carried in his hand a small steel cylinder to which was affixed a flattened funnel-shaped apparatus, but Graham had neither time nor inclination to investigate this. He supposed it contained some paralysing gas, because he had seen its user cover his face with a small mica and rubber mask before he left the boat. The clock of a City church struck the quarter-hour after one. No sound came from ahead of them as they crouched by the steps.

“Halt! Who comes there?”

Graham caught his breath. The man had been seen by the sentinel.

“Friend.”

“Advance, friend, and give the countersign!”

Faintly the word came back: “Boston!”

“Pass, friend — all’s well.”

They heard nothing more. After a while the man in the mask returned and they moved to the east, along the curtain wall. As they passed the sentry-box Graham had a glimpse of a huddled figure.

“I’ve put a bottle of whisky inside,” said Mawsey — Graham knew the mask now— “you’ll have to pretend he’s drunk.” He opened the door of a small round tower, apparently an outwork that was used as a livingroom by some official, and into this they crowded.

“Stand by me,” he whispered into Graham’s ear. “When I drop your brother, take his place.” Peering round the edge of the door, he saw the twinkle of a lantern. It was Dick making his rounds to inspect the sentries. Apparently he had been to the wharf and was now returning to the main guard. They came striding along, a drummer boy leading, carrying a lantern, two men, a noncommissioned officer, and lastly Dick. They passed the open doorway, and then: “Now!” hissed a voice in Graham’s ear. He heard no sound, but suddenly Dick seemed to crumple up. In another instant, Graham had taken the place of his stiff brother. One of the men in front of him half turned his head as though he had heard a sound.

“Look to your front!” said Graham sharply, in just the tone that he knew Dick would use. And then: “Halt!”

They had reached the sentry-box opposite the Traitor’s Gate. The sergeant stepped out of the ranks, and walked towards the still figure lying half in and half out of the box.

“What’s the matter with that man, sergeant?” demanded Graham gruffly.

“I don’t know, sir. Wake up!” He shook the inanimate figure. “It’s Filpert, sir; he looks as if he’s drunk.”

“Bring him to the guardroom.” The two men slung their rifles and tried to drag the unconscious man to his feet. There was a distinct smell of spirits, and presently the sergeant stooped and picked up a small bottle.

“Whisky,” he said, sniffing at the neck.

“Put him in the guardroom.”

“Shall I post one of these men here, sir?”

“No, no, it is not necessary.” They passed through the gate. Boldly he followed the group into the guardroom. Not a man there would have distinguished Graham Hallowell from his brother. Dick had a slight dark moustache. That moustache was now on Graham’s upper lip, a natural growth fostered in the time of preparation. The sergeant of the guard followed his “officer” inside. “I’d best post another man in place of Filpert, sir,” he said.

“It isn’t necessary,” answered Graham curtly. The noncommissioned officer looked surprised, but made no comment. Graham was alone on the veranda, alone save for the main guard sentry. He walked up to the man, who stiffened to attention and brought his rifle to the slope as Graham approached him.

“Have a chocolate, sentry?”

The man hesitated, a little bewildered. The officers of the Berwick Guards do not as a rule wander about in the middle of the night offering their men chocolates.

“Th — thank you, sir,” stammered the sentry. Graham watched him put it in his mouth, saw him chew mechanically twice, and put his hand to his throat… Graham caught the rifle before it fell and eased him to the ground. There was no sound from the guardroom. He dragged the man to the far end of the veranda, and, leaving him in a corner, vaulted over to the roadway beneath. The sentry heard him coming, and the rattle of his rifle as it came up was Graham’s warning.

“Don’t challenge me,” he said. “I’m Sir Richard Hallowell.” The second sentry took the chocolate with greater reluctance than the first man. “I don’t eat chocolates, sir.”

“Eat it, you fool!” said his supposed officer, and the sentry obeyed. It was the man in the mica mask who caught him as he fell.

“Go up by the guardroom door in case the sergeant comes out; and hold him in conversation,” were the low instructions Graham received, and with a nod he went to his post. Well it was for the success of the enterprise that he did so, for as he stood there the door opened and the sergeant emerged.

“I’m worried about that sentry, Sir Richard,” he said. “The orders about the jewel Tower are very strict, and I shall have to put it in my report tomorrow.”

“It will be all right, sergeant,” said Graham coolly. “Mr. Longfellow has just come in and I’ve asked him to tell the adjutant. I shouldn’t interfere in this matter if I were you.”

“Do you think there’s anything wrong, sir?” asked the sergeant. “I can’t understand how that man got that whisky. The men tell me that he was a teetotaller.”

“There may be something radically wrong,” answered Graham after a pause, “but it would be very much better if you didn’t interfere.”

“Very good, sir.” The noncommissioned officer saluted and went back. Looking down towards the gate, his heart going like the paddle of a river steamer, Graham Hallowell saw two dark figures emerge from the glass-covered portico of the jewel House. There was a low whistle; it was the signal. Running noiselessly down the steps, he followed in their wake. He had cleared the wicket of the Bloody Tower when out of the darkness somebody challenged him. “Hallo, Dick! I want to see you.”

Before he realised his danger, a lanky form stood between him and safety. It was Bobbie Longfellow. “I couldn’t see Hope. I’ve been looking all the evening for her—”

And here Graham, in the tense excitement of the moment, made his fatal error. “I can’t talk to you now,” he said and pushed the younger man aside. In that instant his arm was gripped. Bobbie’s face peered down at him. “By God!” gasped the young officer. “You’re not Dick Hallowell!… Who are—”

Graham struck out savagely. Bobbie Longfellow relinquished his hold of the man’s arm and staggered back, falling against the gate. In another second Graham was running at top speed. He leapt over the rail, sped through the open Traitor’s Gate, and literally flew up the ladder. Mawsey was waiting at the top for him. “Hurry!” he hissed. And there was need for hurry. They heard a sharp tone of command and the sound of running feet. Even as Graham leapt from the wharf to the waiting boat — Bang! — The first bullet whizzed by his ear. The boat was now driving down the river at full speed. The tide was going out and was with them. Out of the shadows of the Tower Bridge a police launch shot and an authoritative voice hailed them. The boat was ahead of them, broadside on. Mawsey at the wheel slewed the sharp nose of the launch towards the police craft; there was a crash as the bow drove through the frailer boat, and almost before he was aware of what had happened, Graham saw two men struggling in the water and heard their shouts grow fainter. Rapidly he divested himself of his uniform and threw it into the river. Beneath he was partly dressed in civilian clothing. “Are we going all the way by water?” he asked as he struggled into a macintosh.

“No, we’re going ashore this side of Deptford. They’d certainly pick us up before we reached Greenwich. All the telephones are working overtime!”

The boat was heading for the Surrey shore. Presently it slowed; a boathook gripped the edge of a wharf Her nose was kicked off and after the last man had landed she was allowed to drift downstream. There. were three cars waiting, and Mawsey, with a square black box, took the second. Graham realised, as he was bundled inside, that it was a taxicab. “We can’t go far in this.”

“There’s no need to go far,” said Mawsey curtly. “Here, take this box. Have you got a gun?”

“Not with me; I have one on the ship.” Mawsey explained the immediate plan. “I’ll leave you on Blackheath. We’ll find another car waiting for us there and you’ll go on alone. The driver has got his instructions. You ought to be on the Pretty Anne before daybreak. We’re sending a man by aeroplane to Ireland to foul the trail. You should have had a gun.”

Graham looked at the illuminated dial of the watch on his wrist and was amazed to find that it was only half-past one. So much had happened in a quarter of an hour. In the middle of Blackheath the taxi stopped and they alighted. A long, black car stood by the side of the road, and without a word Graham jumped inside, put his precious package by his side as an arm rest, and waited patiently for the car to start. Presently came Mawsey and passed something through the open window, which Graham took. It was a uniform cap; he felt the shiny peak of it.

“Put that on if you’re stopped. You’re an inspector of police going down to Gravesend to make inquiries. Good luck!” The words were hardly out of his mouth before the car moved forward. In his life Graham Hallowell had driven fast, but he had never had a journey like this. The machine tore along the roads. The outskirts of Bromley he recognised. They were approaching Gravesend when the car shot to the left, along the uneven surface of a lane, and, swinging round, crossed a field.

“Here you are!” The driver jerked open the door, and Graham Hallowell floundered out into a foot of mud. It was raining heavily. He could see nothing, but somewhere at hand was the river; he could hear the wash and gurgle of water, could smell the near sea. A big hand fumbled at his shoulder.

“This way,” said a harsh voice, and he recognised Eli Boss and slipped and slid down a clay embankment, at the bottom of which a little launch was bobbing and rolling. Scrambling aboard, he sat down and the boat almost heeled over as the bulky figure of Eli Boss came after him… He could see the Pretty Anne now, her starboard light throwing green spirals of reflection into the water. Nearer and nearer they approached her, and presently, passing under her stern, reached the rope ladder thrown over for their accommodation. He gripped the rope with one hand, and with great difficulty hauled himself and his precious box on to the slimy, slippery iron deck. Eli Boss joined him almost immediately. He heard the creak and strain of block and pulley as the motor-launch was hauled aboard, and there commenced under his feet the thud of screws and the crazy, rackety squeak and whine of illused engines.

“Get below,” said Eli Boss curtly. “You know your cabin? The lock’s fitted — and the safe.” No light illuminated the narrow gangway, and he had to find his way to the lower deck by sense of touch. Groping along the alleyway, he reached his cabin, turned the handle. The case he put on the floor before he found his key, and feeling for the keyhole, locked himself in. Only then did he strike a light. Both portholes had been closed with deadlights. An oil lamp was suspended in a bracket fixed to the grimy wall, and this he lit before he surveyed his new home. There had been some rough attempt to add comfort to the cheerless surroundings. An unframed oleograph had been pinned to the wall; a glaringly brand-new cloth covered the table in the centre. He saw the safe; it was in a corner of the room and clamped to the deck by steel brackets. The first duty was to put the stolen property in the safe, and he lost no time in taking this precaution. It was when the door was slammed to and the bolts had shot home that Graham Hallowell sat down and made an effort to recover his balance. The boat was moving swiftly, he guessed, though he had no means by which he could calculate the speed, other than the rapidity and noisiness of her clanking engines. Here was the beginning of the adventure. How would it end, he wondered? What had happened to Dick? He felt no remorse at whatever fate may have overtaken his half-brother. Dick had always hated him, he told himself — Dick, who might have done so much to make his lot a little easier. Would he be court-martialled? There was a knock at the door, a heavy thud and then a scratching.

“Who is it?” he asked.

“Open, for God’s sake!” said a hollow voice, and Graham sprang to the door, turned the key, and as he flung it wide open a ghastly, blood-covered figure collapsed against him and almost sent him flying. It was Colley Warrington!
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There Were Moments that afternoon when Hope Joyner had doubts of her wisdom. So doubtful was she, that she called up Dick Hallowell at three in the afternoon, only to learn that he was on guard. Colley Warrington she knew as everybody knew. The story of his early exploits was public property. He had lived down his past to some extent, but there were doors still closed to him, doors that would never open. Had she consulted Dick Hallowell, Colley would never have passed the threshold of her apartment. He had come into her life largely through the instrumentality of the rajah, though she could not have guessed this, believing rather that she owed her acquaintance with Colley to the fortuitous circumstance that he was a friend of a member of her Indian committee. It supported his suggestion that he could put her in the Way of discovering something about her origin, that Colley had notoriously an encyclopaedic knowledge of the social world and the larger world which fringes that restricted area. She might have rejected, or listened with amused contempt to, almost any other semi-stranger who dared even introduce the subject of her obscure beginning. But Colley was licensed; could and did say things which in another man would have been outrageous; and when, without preamble or warning, he had coolly asserted his right as a “friend” to share her confidences, she had been too staggered to repulse him. And before she knew what had happened, he was telling her with the greatest gravity that information had come to him about her father. At nine o’clock that evening she found herself; largely to her own consternation, walking down Villiers Street, ready on the slightest excuse to turn back. But the excuse was not forthcoming. She saw Colley waiting for her outside the little restaurant, and suffered herself to be piloted to a table in a sparsely filled diningroom. It was to Colley’s credit, as she thought, that he ordered a simple repast, and almost before the waiter was out of earshot began his story. It was a very plausible story. It was about a woman in lowly circumstances, who had married a man of considerably higher station in life. They had quarrelled and separated, the woman to return to the secretaryship from which her marriage had rescued her. Six months after the parting, Hope had been born; and because she hated her husband, the mother had caused word to be sent to her rich husband that both she and the child had died. Believing this, Hope’s father (so Colley’s invention ran) had married again, to discover, to his horror, after the death of his real wife, that he had committed bigamy. He dared not confess Hope without shattering the lives of the children that had come as the result of his second marriage. Therefore, he had arranged to keep her in luxury, without acknowledging her.

“As a matter of fact, my dear Hope,” said Colley, as he sipped his red wine, “it was only with the greatest difficulty that I persuaded your father to see you.”

“I am not sure that I wish to see him,” said Hope quietly.

“I thought you might say that,” was his easy reply, “but in all the circumstances I think it would be foolish if you denied yourself this opportunity. I understand that your father will give you all the documents necessary to satisfy your worst enemy.”

“Where is he?” she asked. “Why couldn’t he come here?”

“There are many reasons,” said the glib Mr. Warrington, “all of which he will explain himself. Not the least of these is his extraordinary resemblance to you. It would not have been possible for you to have met without the veriest tyro who saw you together knowing that you were his daughter. What he has done is this: he has brought his motor-yacht downriver from Henley, and at this moment it is anchored just west of London Bridge. He is sending the motor — dinghy to pick us up, and we’re going aboard for half an hour.”

She stared at him. “On the river tonight? That is impossible!”

Colley shrugged his shoulders. “I thought you might say that,” he said, “and really I can’t blame you. I’ll be perfectly frank with you, Hope; whatever qualities I may possess, nobody has ever accused me of altruism. There’s nothing in this for me, neither kudos nor money, and though I’m not particularly keen on kudos, I have a weakness for our good currency. I am utterly indifferent whether you see him or whether you don’t. I thought his plan was stupid, even fantastical, but he is one of those unfortunate people who worry about what people will think of him, and I have tried to respect his scruples. If you don’t wish to go any farther, we’ll leave the matter where it is.”

“But I must know his name,” she said.

“You’ll not learn it from me,” said Colley quietly. “It is not in my interest to betray his confidence. If he wishes to tell you himself — well, that is his lookout.” Apparently he was indifferent, for he called to the waiter for his bill and seemed impatient to have done with the business.

“I’ll go,” she said. “How do we get there?”

“Do you know Upper Thames Street? It is rather a dingy Waterside thoroughfare in the City of London, made up of warehouses and wharves. A few hundred yards from London Bridge is a little entry leading to some old steps — watermen’s steps, as they were called — and I have arranged for the launch to be waiting for you there. But, my dear Hope, pray don’t go if you feel the slightest hesitation.” He talked in this strain for another five minutes, even advised her against the experiment when he was certain that she had bitten the bait. They went by train to the Mansion House Station and made the rest of the journey on foot, passing only one policeman, but at that moment they were so near to the centre of the traffic that the officer scarcely observed them. A few minutes later they reached a dark and narrow entry between the high walls of two warehouses, and, looking through, Hope saw the reflection of light upon water.

“Is that the boat?” she asked in a low voice. She could see the shape of it dimly.

“I expect so,” said Colley. “I’ll go and inquire. The motor-yacht is farther out…”

“Don’t leave me,” she said nervously, and followed him down the entry …

“The steps are rather slippery,” he said as he put out his hand to steady her. It was a tiny launch; there was scarcely room for the two of them to sit in the stern; and as it went “chug-chugging” into the open water she searched the river for anything that had the appearance of a motor-yacht that would pass muster at Henley. And of such a craft there was no sign.

“It’s a little farther down,” said Colley readily. Without warning he turned on her. One hand went about her throat, the other covered her mouth, and one of the two men who formed the crew of the launch gripped at her ankles and pulled. She tried to struggle, but the weight of Colley Warrington was lying across her, and she felt herself slipping into the darkness of death…

“The only danger is a police launch,” said the husky voice of Joab Boss — Eli’s son. “There’s generally one nosing about the wharves, but they keep to the Surrey side.” The rain was pelting down. Colley, in his thin macintosh, shivered as he sat, moistening the chloroform cone that he held over the girl’s white face.

“It’s a funny thing,” said Joab, “but the old man thought she was going to give more trouble than—”

“Than what?” asked Colley.

“Nothing,” growled the man. “Don’t be too inquisitive, mister. He didn’t think you’d get her so easily. She must be a fool; but all women are fools. How far is she going?”

“To India.”

He heard Joab whistle. “India, eh? The old man didn’t tell me that.” A long silence, during which apparently he ruminated upon a new and dangerous situation. “It’s a pity,” he said, “The old man’s funny… but I don’t suppose, after his last trouble, he’ll take any risks.” Colley Warrington did not ask him what was the last trouble in which Eli Boss was involved. If he had, the final flickering spark of mercy in his soul might have induced him to lift the girl from the bottom of the boat and drop her into the river.

“He’s funny, the old man… where wimmin are con-. cerned. Somebody will get into trouble over this, won’t they?” he asked, after another long silence. “Suppose you rounded on us?”

“I betray you?” said Colley dryly. “I’m hardly likely to.”

Joab said no more till they were off Greenwich, and then, coming back to the aft part of the launch, he squatted down at the feet of the unconscious girl. “What’s she like for looks?” he asked. “I couldn’t see her in the dark.”

“She’s pretty enough,” said the other, and he heard the sailor growl something under his breath.

“What did you say?”

“I don’t know… I wish she wasn’t coming. The old man’s a fool where wimmin are concerned.”

“I’m going too,” said Colley.

“Are you?” was the reply, rather than a question. The passenger tried to get from him some particulars about the boat; what arrangements had been made for his accommodation. “Better ask the old man,” was the cautious answer. “He saw that coon yesterday, or two days ago.”

“He saw the Prince?” asked Colley in surprise.

“No, not the Prince — another coon.” The secretary probably, thought Colley.

“He’s had his orders, whatever they are… I never ask questions and I don’t hear no lies. The only thing I can tell you about it is that I wish she wasn’t coming. He’s very peculiar to wimmin — if they’re good-lookers,” he added after a pause. For the first time that evening Warrington began to feel uneasy. He was not concerned very much over the safety or danger of the girl whose head lay on his knee. That did not trouble him. What sort of a life would he live on this rotten old tub, with a brute of a skipper who was “very peculiar to wimmin”? He wished he had never touched the business. Perhaps at the last he could get out of going to India on the ship. There might be orders for him on board. He sincerely hoped there would be. It was nearly one o’clock when, peering ahead, Joab passed the word back that the Pretty Anne was in sight. She carried one dim light, and so far as they could see, approaching her from the stern, there was no kind of illuminant at all to help them up her rusty side. A gruff voice from the deck hailed them. “That you, Joab?”

“Yes, old man.”

“Got her?”

“Yeh.”

“Make fast to the launch. Do you come up, Joab. Sammy!”

“Yes, sah?”

The second member of the crew was evidently a negro from his voice.

“Pass this line round the young woman.”

Something fell with a smack on the launch, and Colley lifted the girl whilst the negro adjusted the noose around her waist.

“Make fast, sah.”

“She’s asleep, ain’t she? Doped?”

“Yes,” said Colley, and watched the slim figure hauled out of sight to the deck above.

“Come right up, Sammy.”

The negro scrambled nimbly up the side of the ship, after fastening the bow of the boat to the ladder.

“Now come up — you!” Colley grasped the rope and began a laborious ascent. One arm was flung across the bulwarks, a foot was being raised to follow, when Eli Boss spoke. “Don’t come inboard yet.” There was no light to see his face, but Colley Warrington caught the aroma of a spirit-laden breath. “You stay just where you are a minute.”

“Why?” asked Colley, both hands gripping the rail.

“Because I’m telling you,” growled Eli Boss. “There’s too many people aboard as it is.” Colley Warrington felt rather than saw the swing of the marlinspike; and ducked, but not soon enough. Something struck his head, and the shattering pain of the blow made him release his hold and he dropped like a stone into the river. The cold of the water revived him for a second. He struck out wildly and presently his fingers touched a slimy chain, to which he held with the tenacity of death. He felt the warm blood flowing down his face, but, setting his teeth, he drew himself up hand over hand by the mooring chain. The strain was intolerable; at every move he had an aching desire to release his hold and find rest and freedom from pain in the river. Rikisivi had done this; his old trick of destroying evidence… Eli Boss would never have dared. He must live. He clawed upwards, gripped broken wire and felt his hands lacerated; reached higher and caught a rail, and, exerting the last atom of his reserve strength, wriggled and squirmed his way on to the poop deck before he fainted. This was the story he told.

Graham Hallowell listened, horrified. “Hope Joyner here?” he said. “You swine!”

“Hide me! You’ve got to hide me!” Colley’s teeth were chattering with fear and cold. The white, blood-streaked face was ghastly to see. “He’ll kill me… and he’ll kill you too, Hallowell.”

A footstep sounded in the alleyway, and Graham thought quickly. Beneath the bed was a long locker that ran its length. Storage space he saw as he looked down. It was empty. Lying on the deck, the wretched Colley rolled himself out of sight, and the flap had hardly been fastened when the door opened and Eli Boss came in.

“Got your ‘coke’ in, eh?” he asked, glancing at the safe, and reminded Graham that the ostensible reason for the trip was to convey cocaine to India. “I thought you was going to have a travelling pal, a fellow named Colley something — he had to turn back. Got everything you want?”

Graham’s portmanteau was lying on the bed.

“You’ll find stowage for that under the bunk. That all you’ve got?”

“That is all I want,” said Graham. As the captain turned to go, an idea occurred to the passenger.

“I’d like a gun,” he said. The old man turned his bloated face and his eyes were like slits. “Want a gun, do you? What do you want a gun for?”

“I might find it useful,” said Graham coolly.

“Ain’t you got one?” Without further ado, his big hand pawed Graham Hallowell’s hip in search of a weapon. “Huh! Thought you’d have one,” he said, and there was just a gleam of satisfaction in the snakelike eyes. “We don’t want any guns on this packet, mister. Nobody’s coming aboard, and nobody’s going to hurt you. We’re out of the river.” The information was unnecessary, for the Pretty Anne was rolling and wallowing in the trough of the North Sea. He slammed the door behind him and went out. The clatter of his heavy feet came fainter and fainter. Graham went quickly to the bed and examined the portmanteau. Some sort of attempt had been made to open it; he saw that by the scratches on the hasp, but the attempts had ended in failure, for the locks were unpickable and the portmanteau had been specially chosen for this reason. He fastened the door of the cabin before he threw open the leather lid and retrieved the long Browning and packet of ammunition that he had packed. With the magazine charged and in his pocket, he felt a little easier in his mind, and then remembered Colley Warrington suffocating beneath the box and went to his aid. The man was on the point of fainting when he dragged him out on to the deck.

“Did you hear him?”

Colley shook his head, incapable of speech.

“He said you went back. Now tell me, where is Hope Joyner?”

“I don’t know — somewhere on the ship. They took her aboard before they knocked me out.”

“How did you get her here? Well, I won’t ask that now. But you’ll tell me, Colley, and, by God! if anything happens to that girl, there’s only one place of refuge for you, and that’s with Eli Boss!” He made a quick search of the cabin, tried the handle of the door in one of the bulkheads, and found that it led to a smaller cabin. Eli had promised him a bathroom and had kept his word; there was a ragged hose dangling from what he supposed was a water-pipe, and an old locker; otherwise the cabin was empty. It had the advantage of being cut off from the alleyway, for there was no connecting door except that which opened into Graham Hallowell’s “suite.”

“You get in there. Here’s a towel. You can have a couple of blankets and one of these pillows. I think you’ll be safe for the night if I lock you in.”

“Give me some water!” gasped the wretch, and Graham handed him a water bottle from the rack. With the gun in his pocket, Graham stepped out into the alleyway, locked the door behind him and made his unsteady way to the open air. The Pretty Anne was leaping and tossing in a half-gale of wind which had swept down from the northeast. On the starboard quarter he could see a rim of glittering lights, and guessed it to be a popular seaside resort. He was standing by the side, gripping a stanchion to prevent his being thrown to the deck with every lurch that the old tub gave, when Eli Boss clattered down from the upper deck into the well, where Graham was.

“You get to bed,” he said roughly. “I don’t want nobody about tonight.”

With his arm about the stanchion, Hallowell turned. “I’ll get to bed when I damn well please,” he said without heat. “Is that understood, Boss? And listen!” Before the big man could recover from his astonishment: “I’m going out as a passenger. You’re well paid for what you’re doing, and part of your payment is for civility. I’m out of Dartmoor — perhaps you don’t know that — and in Dartmoor there are lions that make you look like a rabbit! Get that thought into your system, my man.” His hand gripped the butt of his Browning, but this Eli Boss did not know. The bullying shipmaster was cowed, not by any evidence of material superiority, but by the voice of a man who had once been a gentleman.

“Don’t let’s have any arguments, mister,” he said almost humbly. “If you want a bit of fresh air, you shall have it I Don’t interfere with me and I won’t interfere with you.”

“I’ll interfere just when I want,” said Graham. “Your job is to navigate this ship to a port — that’s your job. And whilst you’re doing that you won’t be interfered with. There’s a girl on this ship, Captain, and I have orders to look after her. That is my business, and if you interfere with me you’ll be sorry.”

Eli Boss opened his mouth to say something, changed his mind and went blundering up the ladder to his own place, which was the bridge of the Pretty Anne.
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It Was Bobbie who found Dick Hallowell, lying huddled against the inner wall of a small bastion. He was unconscious, and Bobbie lifting him to his shoulder, carried him back to the guardroom and laid him down on one of the plank beds, whilst men of the guard went off in search of the doctor and the Colonel. Colonel Ruislip had not retired; he was sitting. in the drawingroom, waiting for the return of his wife, when the guardsman came to report, and he was by Dick’s side before the doctor arrived. And now he heard from the sergeant of the guard the strange story of the three doped sentries. It was some minutes after this that the sergeant of the “spur” guard discovered the fourth sentry on the wharf Curiously enough, the robbery was not immediately discovered; for the thief had coolly locked the outer door before he had fled with his booty.

“But they were after the regalia, that’s certain. My God, what a dreadful thing to have happened!”

They had taken off Dick’s coat and tunic, and he lay very white and still whilst the four men of the guard were stretched on the floor, in no better case. The doctor, a war veteran, came in at that moment, a trench coat over his pyjamas, and he made a brief examination.

“Gas of some kind,” he said, as he sniffed the tunic and went on to inspect the unfortunate guardsmen, one of whom was recovering under the application of a wet sponge to his face. From him they learnt the story of the officer and the chocolates.

“It wasn’t Dick, of course,” said Bobbie quickly. “It was the fellow I mistook for him. In some way he managed to take Dick’s place — Heaven knows how.”

He questioned the sergeant of the guard and heard from the sentry the story of the slight scuffling noise he had heard.

“… then the officer told me to look to my front,” said the man.

“That is when it occurred!” Bobbie nodded. The Colonel beckoned the drummer of the guard to him. “Sound the Assembly,” he said, and to Bobbie: “Take control of the guard until you’re relieved. Double all sentries; no person is to enter or leave the Tower except by my orders.”

He went down the steps, a greatly troubled man, and was making his way to his quarters, wondering as to which member of the Government he should telephone, when he heard his name called, and turning, saw a woman walking quickly towards him. It was his wife.

“What is wrong, John?” she asked anxiously.

“Come on, I’ll tell you.” As they walked side by side towards the house, he explained what had happened.

“The regalia?” she gasped. “Surely not… that is impossible!”

“I hope so,” he said grimly. “We shall know in a few minutes when the Constable arrives.” As he spoke, the blare of the bugle sounding the Assembly rang out in the dark, and before he reached his house he saw lights appearing in the barrackroom and the officers’ quarters. “Where have you been, my dear? Why are you so late?”

It was not customary of him to ask such a question in so sharp a tone; less than usual for Lady Cynthia to reply so meekly. “I’ve been to dine with somebody I haven’t seen for over twenty years,” she said. “It was entirely a private matter, and I would rather you didn’t ask me any more about it.”

The Colonel was too astonished to reply. As he was telephoning, he looked across to his wife, and was startled at the change which had come to her face. She looked old and drawn; there were heavy circles about her eyes, and that manner of insolent assurance which he knew so well seemed to have gone with the colour from her face. He made his report, went up to his room and changed into his uniform. Lady Cynthia, standing like a frozen statue in the hall, watched him coming down the stairs buckling his sword-belt. The parade was alive now with men; as the Colonel came out of his quarters he heard the thud of rifle butts on the gravel, the sharp words of company commanders. He was striding across the square when the adjutant overtook him. “Oh, is that you, Ferraby?” he said awkwardly. “I want twenty men and two officers to reinforce the Guard; the remainder to stand fast.”

He reached the guardroom at the same time as the deputy Constable and senior warder, and together they opened the door of the Wakefield Tower and went inside. The deputy went first up the stairs, and hearing his exclamation, the Colonel’s heart sank. “The strong doors are open!”

They followed the deputy into the jewel chamber. One glance at the centre cage was sufficient. The shutters were up, but all the jewels save the second crown were intact. There was no sign of breakage; apparently the thieves knew the secret by which the shutters were raised and dropped. Scotland Yard had been the first notified of the event, and as he left the Wakefield Tower the Colonel was called to pass in the first carload of detectives that had arrived from the Embankment. He gave the necessary permission and returned to the guardroom. Dick Hallowell was in the officers, room, sitting in a chair. He still looked haggard and shaken, but apparently was suffering no drastic after-effects from the attack.

“I don’t know what happened,” he said. “I remember smelling a whiff of musty air that seemed to be blown across my face, and then I must have fainted. It was a perfectly ridiculous thing to have done.” He looked at the Colonel’s grave face. “What happened, sir?” he asked.

“Part of the regalia has been stolen,” said the Colonel. For a second, Dick Hallowell thought he was under the spell of a bad dream, and he passed his hand across his eyes as though to make sure that he was awake.

“The second crown went,” said the Colonel. “Somebody put you out, and one of the scoundrels, apparently wearing the uniform of a Guards officer, took your place.”

“The crown!” Dick rose to his feet, steadying himself by the edge of the table. “Who — who took my place?” The question was flung at Bobbie. “I don’t know.” Bobbie Longfellow did not meet the eyes of his friend. “I’m’ not sure that I should recognise him again; it was quite dark—”

“Did you hear his voice?” asked Dick quietly.

“Yes, I heard his voice.”

A deadly silence followed, which Dick broke. “It was Graham, of course?” Bobbie did not answer. “Graham! Our voices are almost alike, but you would know the difference. Didn’t the alarm bell ring in the guardroom?”

In the excitement of the moment even the Colonel had forgotten the alarm bells. The sergeant of the guard was sent for and was very emphatic. “No, sir, no alarm rang.” The senior warder had the same story to tell. It was Bobbie Longfellow, however, who found a simple solution to the mystery. With the aid of a ladder he examined the bell in the guardroom, and at the first glance he saw the cause. The hammer was a circle of metal at the end of a steel rod, rather like an inverted pendulum. The rod had been cut of close, and the pivot on which it worked was found to be held tight by little wooden wedges. Other alarm bells proved to have been similarly treated. It was as clear as daylight what had happened. The official visit of inspection, though the “inspector” had had the support of all the necessary documents, was part of the scheme. The “inspector” had gone from bell to bell and had put every one out of action. Dick Hallowell was not surprised, when he was relieved by another officer, to learn, after a quiet talk with the adjutant, that he was under open arrest. That was an inevitable formality. He had been in command of the guard when the great jewel had been stolen, and he must answer for his responsibility. He went to his room sick at heart and weary of body, and shortly after Bobbie Longfellow joined him.

“I don’t think there is much doubt as to whether I shall leave the Army or not,” said Dick grimly. “After this happening, I shall be lucky if they let me resign my commission!” Then, with a weary gesture, he dismissed the ugly prospect. “Did you see Hope?”

Bobbie shook his head. “She was out; had gone to keep some engagement and hadn’t turned up when I left.”

“What time did you leave?” Bobbie thought. “My last call was at one o’clock. The night porter told me that she hadn’t returned, and I was so worried that I went up to make sure.”

“And she hadn’t?” asked Dick, in alarm.

“No,” said Bobbie. “I was rather upset about it; in fact, I was talking to you, as I thought, on the subject, when I spotted—” He hesitated.

“Graham,” said Dick evenly.

“I suppose it was Graham.” Bobbie was cautious. “Anyway, I couldn’t swear to him.”

Dick Hallowell looked at his watch; it was a few minutes after two, and, taking up the telephone, he called a number.

“Very sorry, sir,” said the operator’s voice. “We have instructions not to pass out any calls from the Tower tonight.”

The two men looked at one another. For a moment Dick Hallowell forgot about his own trouble and the shadow of tragedy which overcast his life, in his anxiety and concern for the girl. “There is nothing very remarkable about her being late,” he said uneasily. “She is probably dancing somewhere—”

“She wasn’t dressed for dancing,” blurted Bobbie, and added hastily: “She may be staying with somebody.”

Dick shook his head. “Do you dunk that you can get out of the Tower, Bobbie?” he asked quickly. “I am under open arrest and it is impossible for me.”

Bobbie looked doubtful at this. “Wait till I’ve changed,” he said, and disappeared into his room. When he came back, ten minutes later, he was in uniform. “I’m going to report to the Colonel, and if I find any excuse for leaving this grisly prison, I’ll jump at it!”

The excuse was made for him, for no sooner had he joined the little circle of interested officials that had gathered in the officers, guardroom when Colonel Ruislip drew him aside. “The Minister of War is out of town,” he said in a low voice, “but the Under Secretary has been on the phone and has asked me to send an officer with a statement of all the facts, to give him material for reply in the House of Commons tomorrow. Go along and see him, Longfellow; here are the names of the sentries who were drugged, approximately the hour, and their statements. You will be able to explain to him the routine of Tower duties, the guard system we have; in fact you can give him most of the information he will need.”

“Where is he living, sir?”

And then the miracle happened. “He has a flat in Devonshire House — which is fortunate.”

Bobbie thought it was very fortunate indeed. He had no chance of going back to see Dick, but, scribbling a note, sent it across to him by an orderly. One of the police cars was placed at his disposal, and he sped across Eastcheap, where the first of the Billingsgate vans were beginning to gather, and in something under a quarter of an hour he was in the vestibule of the apartments. His first question had nothing to do with the Under Secretary of State for War. The porter shook his head. “No, sir, the young lady hasn’t come in yet. Her maid talks about reporting the matter to the police.”

Bobbie’s heart sank; for somehow, at the back of his mind, he had a feeling that all was not well with Hope Joyner. His perturbation was so great that he turned to walk out into Piccadilly, and only remembered that he was on an official visit when the porter asked him if he had come from the Tower. The elevator carried him up to the suite of the politician, and Bobbie spent an exasperating hour explaining to a rather dull, middle-aged man events which, from Bobbie’s point of view, needed no explanation at all.

“This is a very serious business,” said the Under Secretary, for the dozenth time. “I really don’t know how the Cabinet will look at this. No word must get to the newspapers — you understand?”

“I understand, sir,” said Bobbie icily (he had all the soldier’s antipathy to politicians). “But will a few hundred guardsmen, a hundred or so Tower workers, and a handful of detectives also understand?”

The Under Secretary was impervious to sarcasm; possibly he did not, in his most extravagant mood, imagine that a subaltern would be guilty of such.

“An announcement will be issued to the Press in due course,” he said, “but no interviews must be granted, and the soldiers must be warned on this point.”

It was daylight before Bobbie was dismissed. For an hour he had been chafing, his mind upon Hope Joyner, and no sooner had he left the Under Secretary’s Hat than he hurried to the girl’s apartments for the latest news. He found the heavyeyed maid in tears. Hope had not returned, and there was no message from her. Bobbie Longfellow returned to the Tower with a heavy heart, and, having reported to his chief, he made a beeline for Dick Hallowell’s quarters. He found Dick lying asleep on his bed; but at the turning of the handle he opened his eyes and was on his feet in an instant.

“Well?” he asked, and very briefly Bobbie told him all he knew about the girl’s disappearance. Dick Hallowell listened with a grave face.

“I don’t know what to make of it,” he said, when the young officer had finished. “There is just a chance that she has gone out of town, though she would have certainly told her maid.” He walked up and down the long room, his chin on his breast, and the weary Bobbie, sprawling in a deep armchair, alternately nodded and yawned. Suddenly his friend stopped.

“Bobbie,” he said, “I wonder if the embargo has been lifted from the telephone?”

“Yes,” said Bobbie, now wide awake. “I meant to tell you that. Officers may phone. In fact, so far as I know, anybody may phone.” He did not know that the moment the detectives had arrived at the Tower, all restrictions as to phoning had been removed. Three experts had been sent to the exchange to listen in to every conversation.

“I’m going to call up Diana,” said Dick, turning the leaves of the directory.

“Diana?” said Bobbie, open-eyed with wonder. “Do you think she would know?”

“She may know — something.”

“But suppose she talks about Graham—”

Dick cut short his objection. “I’ve already told the police that in my opinion the man who impersonated me was my brother,” he said quietly. “I did not tell them about Diana, because I do not exactly know their relationship. I have a sort of an idea, but I may be wrong, that Graham married her after the — trouble. That they were lovers even when she was engaged to me, I learnt to my sorrow.”

He called Diana’s number, and it was significant that her voice answered him almost at once. “Dick Hallowell speaking… Diana, do you know what has happened to Hope Joyner?”

Obviously the question took her aback, because she did not answer for a moment, and when she did the surprise in her voice was genuine. “Hope Joyner? I don’t know — why? What has happened to her?”

“She left her apartments last night and has not been seen since,” said Dick. “Diana, are you sure?”

“How absurd! Of course I’m sure. I never see her. Why should you ask me?” A pause. “Is anything very wrong… at the Tower?” She was not referring now to Hope; he was certain of that.

“Where is Graham?” he asked, and her answer came too readily. “I haven’t seen him since the day before yesterday — why?” And then again: “What has happened? Why are you up so very early?”

“I can’t tell you that. Diana, will you do something for me? Will you go along to Devonshire House and see if it’s humanly possible to trace her?”

She considered this request before she answered. “Yes, Dick, I’ll do that. Why did you want to know about Graham? Is he in — in any kind of trouble?”

“I’m not sure,” he replied. “Ring me up and tell me if you can find out anything about Hope.”

The newspapers had already come into the Tower, but not even the late morning editions had any word about the robbery. At nine o’clock that morning a council was held in the Colonel’s room, at which Dick attended. One of the War Office military chiefs had arrived from the country and had already gone through and sifted the written evidence.

“There is no reason why Sir Richard should remain even under open arrest,” he said. “If there is one thing clearer than another, it is that he is as much a victim as any of the four sentries.”

Dick learnt that the boat which had brought the robbers to the Tower had been found drifting in the Thames. The wharf at which they had landed had been identified by a policeman who in the early hours of the morning saw two cars and a taxicab drive away, and had reported the unusual circumstances. Another, and, as the police regarded it, an important clue, was discovered. The night before, a private aeroplane had been chartered from one of the flying grounds to be in readiness to leave at daybreak for a non-stop run to Ireland. In the first light of the dawn a car had arrived from which a man carrying a big bag descended. He gave his name as “Thompson,” and the machine had left immediately and had landed at the Curragh, where another car was waiting to carry the passenger to an unknown destination. A more vital fact was that the mysterious passenger had left behind him a pocketbook containing a small amount of money and a blueprint plan of the Tower of London, bearing certain markings which were unintelligible to the Irish police.

“It almost looks,” said Inspector Wills, who was in the conference, “as though this is our bird. The car that went to Croydon corresponds to one of the three which left the wharf We’ve asked the Irish police to send the plan to us by aeroplane and it should be in our hands very soon. It may of course be a blind to throw us off the real trail. On the other hand, Ireland is one of the few countries one would expect the thieves to make for in its present turbulent state.”

It so happened that Ireland at that moment was particularly tranquil, but to the average Englishman Ireland is a land of perennial unrest. What puzzled the police was the fact that the thieves had not disturbed the remainder of the regalia. There were articles there of immense value and easy to carry, but they had contented themselves with the crown, which, whilst it was tremendously valuable, had also the most historic interest. Another find was the discovery of a small steel cylinder containing a gas of an unknown character, and such experiments as they had been able to conduct pointed unmistakably to this being the method employed by the raiders to overcome Dick and his unfortunate sentries. It was eleven o’clock, and Dick was trying to eat a belated breakfast, when his telephone bell rang. It was Diana, and her voice was shrill and agitated. “Is that you, Dick?… Can you tell me anything… about Graham?”

“Nothing,” he said. Before his lips could frame the question, she went on: “I can learn nothing about Hope. She went out last night and hasn’t come back… and, Dick, Colley Warrington has gone.”

The full significance of this did not appear to him immediately. “Colley Warrington?”

“Yes… yes, yes,” — impatiently. “Don’t you understand? He has been very interested in Hope lately. I can’t tell you more, Dick. I’m worried ill!”

“But what has Colley Warrington to do with it?” he asked.

“Dick, he wanted her for somebody “ — her voice was almost a wail. “Don’t you understand? Somebody was very keen on Hope.”

“Kishlastan?” he asked quickly, and went white.

“I can’t tell you who — I’m making such a mess of it. I’m just mad with worry.” And then abruptly she rang off. He tried to get her again, but there was no answer, and he guessed she had put down her receiver, an old and irritating trick of hers. Kishlastan! The picture he conjured in his mind set his brain reeling. He called the exchange and asked to be put through to the hotel, though he had an idea that the Prince had already left London. This was confirmed by the reception clerk. His Excellency, he said, had left a week before, on the Polton.
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When Coronet Ruislip brought the news to his wife that Sir Richard Hallowell had been released from open arrest, she was something like her old self again.

“The fools!” she stormed. “Of course he was in it — up to his neck in it! Why was Diana here last night? His old flame? I never invited her. She must have known—” She stopped suddenly.

“She must have known you were going out. How did she know that? Whom did you dine with?”

“Did you tell her anything about the regalia or the Tower?”

She evaded the question. “Think, John.”

“Tell Diana?” He frowned. “No, I don’t think… by Jove, yes, I did! I gave her the countersign!”

“Ah!” Lady Cynthia leaned back, a smile of triumph on her face. “Don’t you see now that she was in the plot? Why did she choose the night that Dick Hallowell was on guard?”

“Whom did you dine with last night?” he asked quietly, and this time there was no getting round the question. She thought for a long time before she answered. “I’ll tell you the truth, John,” she said. “I dined with nobody! Someone — who\ knew my father and my late husband — asked me to meet them, and told me the matter was urgent. Like a fool, I went, expecting to be away at the most two hours. The person I had to see was not at the — at the restaurant, but had left a message asking me to go on with the dinner and he would come in later. I waited till half-past nine, and then another message came, saying that he had been taken ill and asking me if I would go and see him. I went to — to his house, and was shown into the drawingroom and asked to wait. Nobody came to me, and after a little time I decided to go back to the Tower. I then found that the door was locked. As I tried the handle, a piece of paper was put under the door with a few words, telling me not to give trouble or—”

She did not reveal the threat.

“He knew something about you, something about the past?” said the Colonel in a low voice. She nodded.

“And he threatened to make it known if — ?”

“Yes, that is it. Do you want me to tell you what it was?”

He shook his head. “I think I know, Cynthia,” he said. “I’m not exactly a fool, and when we were married I had heard things, but thought it would be best for both of us if no reference was made to the past. I wish you had taken me into your confidence.”

She sighed deeply. “I wish I could have guessed you knew,” she said.

“You did not see him?”

She shook her head. “At one o’clock the door was unlocked and I left the flat without seeing a soul.” The Colonel filled his pipe and lit it with a hand that shook a little, and did not speak until he had sent a puff of smoke to the ceiling. “You wouldn’t like to tell me his name?”

She made a gesture of despair. “You would be no wiser if I told you,” she said. “He was a man I knew when I was a young girl — a wild, mysterious lawless sort of man. My father said he was a crook, and I think he was. He always had a great deal of money, lived like a gentleman, but there were queer stories about him, when he was at Oxford.” The Colonel dropped his hand on her shoulder. “Poor old girl!” he said huskily, and it needed but that to dissolve this frigid woman, and in another instant she was sobbing on his breast.

If there was one actor in the overnight drama who was apparently unperturbed by the events, known and unknown, guessed and undreamed of it was Tiger Trayne. At eleven o’clock he sat at his breakfast, a newspaper propped against a cruet before him, his reading glasses fixed on his nose. His coffee was a little unpalatable, he complained to the man who waited on him. He had also some criticism to make about a spot of mud that had not been brushed from his trousers. He was, in fact, concerned chiefly with the minor irritations of life. The man brought him a box of cigars and he selected one with considerable care. Leaning back in his chair, he smoked leisurely, his eyes going slowly down the Stock Exchange columns. Seeing him, one might imagine that he had not a single big care in the world except for his creature comforts. There was the faint tinkle of a bell and the man gent out of the room, came back, closing the door behind him. “Will you see Mrs. Ollorby, sir?”

Tiger Trayne folded his paper, put it down, took off his glasses and polished them with a silk handkerchief; all very slowly and deliberately. “Yes, I will see Mrs. Ollorby,” he said. “Ask her to come in here.” He was standing with his back to the marble fireplace, a cigar between his teeth, a quizzical smile in his eyes, when the stout lady was ushered into the room and left alone with him. Mrs. Ollorby appeared to have slept that night in her clothes; her face was a little grimy, but redder than ever; her big nose and protruding chins a little more conspicuous in consequence. He had seen Mrs. Ollorby many times, but never quite as untidy as she was at that moment — and he suspected that certain events at the Tower of London might be responsible for her array. “Good morning, Mrs. Ollorby; this is an unexpected pleasure — and how is Hector?” he asked blandly.

“I have just sent him home; the poor boy’s nearly dead. What with rowing about the river in the middle of the nightand I’m no light weight to pull, Mr. Trayne — and what with the rain and the excitement and whatnot, I wonder I’m not dead too.”

“Sit down, won’t you?” He was not smiling now. The presence of Mrs. Ollorby on the river at midnight might very well spell ruin to all his plans. He knew the woman rather well, and had had experience of her roundabout preambles and her passion for roving around a subject before she came to the point.

“It is hardly the weather, is it, for midnight boating?” he asked.

“It isn’t, and that’s a fact,” said Mrs. Ollorby, as she sat down, and rummaged in her big bag before she found a somewhat discoloured handkerchief to wipe her face. “Hector said: ‘Ma, if this is detectiving I’m going to give it up.’ You’ve no idea how strong the current is, Mr. Trayne, and as we went under London Bridge I thought that the boat would upset and we’d all be drowned. They tell me fat people float naturally, but I wouldn’t like to try it.”

“What were you doing on the river — in the night?”

“That’s what Hector said,” nodded Mrs. Ollorby. “He said: ‘What’s the use, ma? They’ve got a motorboat and all we’ve got is a pair of oars ‘ — I wish we hadn’t found that rowboat, but it was tied up to the steps and I simply couldn’t resist the temptation of going out to see where they went. It wasn’t so hard to trail them, because Thames Street is a pretty dark street, and I was quite near to them when he talked about the motor-yacht.” Trayne frowned. “Motor-yacht?” Mrs. Ollorby nodded solemnly. “According to what he said, it was farther out — in midstream, so we oughtn’t to have had far to pull. And then I thought it might be below the bridge, as they went that way. We didn’t get ashore till nearly one o’clock, and then we were landed on a wharf where there were dogs, and the gate was locked and We couldn’t get out till the workmen came this morning. But as I said to Hector, ‘I’m not going to trust my life in that boat any more.’”

Tiger Trayne laughed softly. “It looks to me, Mrs. Ollorby, as though you had been following a snark and had found a boojum — in fact, that you were on a false scent. But why have you come to me?”

True to her principles, Mrs. Ollorby did not return a direct answer. “I didn’t get home to my place till seven, and then I dozed off for a few hours. If I hadn’t had those forty or fifty winks I’d have been a wreck. I suppose you think I look a bit of a wreck now?”

“You look your charming self,” said Trayne ironically, and she bent her head to acknowledge the compliment.

“When I woke up, I thought it over and I said to myself — Hector being fast asleep, poor boy — The best thing I can do is to go along and see Mr. Trayne and put the matter to him, because — you know how inquisitive I am,” she said apologetically, “always putting my nose into other people’s business — because I happen to be aware of certain things about Mr. Trayne, and I’m quite sure that he doesn’t like Colley Warrington.”

“Colley Warrington?” Trayne spun round at the word.

“What’s Colley Warrington got to do with it?”

“He was with her.”

“‘Her’? Who?” The words came like two clangs of a hammer upon a deep bell.

“With Miss Joyner.” She thought his eyes were shut, but he was looking at her with fierce intensity.

“Now tell me the story from the beginning. You followed Colley Warrington and Miss Joyner — to where?”

“To one of those little openings in Upper Thames Street. He had a motorboat there, and he said he was taking her out to see somebody who was in a yacht.”

“What time was this?”

“As near eleven as makes no difference,” she answered.

“They went downstream, you say? Did — the lady go willingly?”

“She got into the boat willingly, though I have an idea she’d rather not have gone,” said Mrs. Ollorby. He had thrown his cigar into the fire. His big face was like something carved in grey stone. “She went downstream, eh, in a motor-launch? You didn’t happen to, hear any of the men in the launch talking?”

“Yes, I did. And do you know, Mr. Trayne, it sounded very much like the voice of that big son of Eli Boss.”

He took out his watch and looked at the face. She thought the action mechanical, but there was nothing mechanical in anything Tiger Trayne did.

“It couldn’t have been an elopement,” Mrs. Ollorby rattled on, “because this young lady’s in love with Dick Hallowell.”

“With Dick Hallowell?” Horror and incredulity were in his tone. “Do you mean Sir Richard Hallowell, the guardsman?”

She nodded. “They were going to be married, a little bird told me. He was leaving the regiment because there was some trouble about her having no relations — though I think I could have told them something?” She dropped her head on one side coyly, like an obese love-bird. He pressed a bell in the wall. “Thank you, Mrs. Ollorby. You’re a queer devil, and I dare say you’re hoping to put me just where the rats won’t bite, eh? Well, I’m going to put myself there: that’ll interest you. Now tell me, truthfully, why did you come? Why have you told me this?” Mrs. Ollorby licked her lips. “I’m a mother,” she said. “That’s enough.”

He held out his hand and gripped hers, and, strong woman as she was, she winced under the pressure. His man had come into the room. “My car,” he said, and, without a word to Mrs. Ollorby, he stalked out and into his bedroom. Unlocking a drawer, he took out an automatic, examined the magazine and slipped it into his hip pocket, sought and found three reserve magazines and disposed them carefully in his waistcoat. Coming out of the hall, he lifted his overcoat and hat in passing, and saw Mrs. Ollorby standing in the doorway. “I shall remember you,” he said, and was gone before she could reply. The car went all too slowly through the crowded City streets, and he sprang out before it had come to a standstill near the closed gate of the Tower.

“I’m very sorry, sir, you can’t go in,” said the policeman at the door. “The Tower’s closed to visitors today.”

“I’ve an important message for Sir Richard Hallowell,” said Trayne. “I must see him at once.” The policeman called another, who escorted him to the first guarded gate. “You can take him in,” said the sergeant, “but he must go straight to Sir Richard’s quarters and speak to nobody.”

The reasons for these precautions was no mystery to the Tiger. He scarcely gave a glance at the jewel House as he mounted the steps of the big parade ground.

“Trayne? Trayne? I know the name,” said Dick, when the visitor was announced to him. “Bring him in. The policeman had better wait outside.”

Tiger Trayne swung into the room, the door slammed behind him, and for a moment they looked at one another, face to face, master crook and the lover of Hope Joyner.

“Well,” said Dick. “What can I do for you, Mr. Trayne?” As he asked, he remembered the man and his peculiar reputation.

“There were two robberies last night. I’ve come to speak to you about the most important,” said the Tiger tersely. “Hope Joyner has been carried off: I suppose you know that?”

“I don’t know it; I didn’t want to think it,” said the white-faced Dick. “Is it true?”

The man nodded curtly. “She was fond of you?”

What right he had to ask, Dick Hallowell did not question. “I love her,” he said simply. “Why do you ask?”

The Tiger stared out through the window at the stark walls of the White Tower, then brought his eyes slowly back to Dick’s face. “She is my daughter, that’s all,” he said.
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His Daughter! Hope Joyner the daughter of a master thief! Dick could only look at him, speechless.

“Nobody else knows this but you,” Trayne went on, “though I suspect that the old woman Ollorby guesses.”

“Your daughter?” Trayne shrugged his broad shoulders. “We’ll go into that matter another time,” he said. “I want you to come with me now to save Hope — and something else. Do you know a good flying officer, a man you can trust?”

“I am a pilot,” said Dick quietly. “I think I could get a machine. Do you know where she is?”

The Tiger nodded. “I want nothing said about this. I’m trying to float a liferaft for myself — you don’t understand what I mean.”

“I think I do,” said Dick in a low voice. “You may save yourself; Trayne, but are you going to float my brother into safety?”

Tiger Trayne bit his lip. “He was recognised, eh? That complicates matters. However, I’m not worrying even about myself. Hope has always come first. Can you leave the Tower?” Dick thought rapidly. “I think I can,” he said, “but I shall have to see the Colonel. Will you come with me?” The man did not answer, but followed him down the stairs and across the square towards the Colonel’s house. The policeman was waiting at the head of the steps and they were free from all danger of being overheard, yet neither man spoke. Leaving Trayne outside, Dick went into the house, and the Tiger, his hands in his pockets, marched up and down, for all the world as though he were a civilian sentry posted to guard the premises. Five minutes, ten minutes passed, and then he saw a curtain move and, stopping, looked up. Lady Cynthia was staring down at him, wide-eyed with wonder and fear. She disappeared instantly, and a few seconds later the door of the Colonel’s quarters opened and she came out.

“What do you want?” Her voice was harsh; he saw her bosom rise and fall in her agitation.

“Hope Joyner has been carried off by that Eastern swine.”

“Hope Joyner?” She repeated the words slowly. “Oh, my God! She isn’t—”

“Hope Joyner is my daughter, that’s all I can tell you,” he said. “I’ve kept her out of my rotten life, given her the position and the comfort of a lady, looked after her, cared for her from that day I rescued her from the damned baby-farmer to whom her mother had given her. Hope Joyner!” He rasped the words. “Whose family isn’t good enough for the Colonel’s wife! Remember that, Cynthia.” She put out her hand against the wall of the house to steady herself She was the colour of chalk; her knees hardly supported her. “A fellow named Warrington has got her. She’s en route to Kishlastan — and I guess I know by what ship. Now don’t make a fool of yourself.” His voice was rough, but there was kindliness in it, that she at any rate could recognise, and she nodded. “I’ll go into the house,” she said faintly, and as she turned to drag her leaden feet from him she looked back. “You’ll tell me… what happens?”

“I will let you know,” he said, and at that moment Dick came out.

“It is all right!” he said — he hardly noticed Lady Cynthia. “The Colonel has been a brick; fortunately one of the Government people was with him.”

“What did you tell them?” asked Trayne, as they hurried down the slope, the policeman quickening his steps to follow them.

“I hinted that you could get the crown back, and they jumped at the chance. The papers haven’t the story yet, and they’d give anything in the world to keep the news out of the Press.” In defiance of all speed regulations, Trayne’s car rushed them to Kenley, the nearest military aerodrome. The commandant had been advised by telephone of their coming, and a scout machine was waiting. Five minutes after they had reached the ground the little machine zoomed up into the cloudy skies and headed eastward.
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Graham Hallowell was glad to get back to his cabin, which, compared with the dark, wet deck, was a place of comfort and cheer. He locked the door on himself and went to look for Colley. The man was sitting in a corner of his dark cubbyhole, his face in his hands. He looked up as Graham opened the door, his teeth chattering. “I thought it was that brute,” he said tremulously. “Where have they put her?”

“I don’t know.”

“I was to have had the port cabin. Which is the port side?”

Graham thought it unnecessary to answer so puerile a question. He fastened back the bulkhead door securely. “You’d better sit in my — stateroom!” he suggested, without any great enthusiasm. “I’m going out again, but I shall lock the door on you, so you needn’t be scared.”

“What are you going to do?” asked the shivering Colley.

“I don’t know. This fellow must put Hope ashore, whatever happens.”

He stepped out again into the alleyway, carefully locking the door, and made a search, first of the cabins on that side of the ship, and, when these had produced no sign of Hope Joyner, he went back to the well to investigate the other alleyway which ran the length of the superstructure. But here he was baffled: the alleyway was closed by an iron door, which was fastened on the inside. He climbed the ladder that led to the little boat deck and made an unsteady progress until he was under the shelter of the small navigating bridge. Here he could see two figures standing together in one corner of the bridge, but apparently they had not seen him. Keeping under the bridge, he crossed the deck to the port side. A ladder led to the fore well, but he saw that if he descended this he must be observed. Wriggling his body, feet first, over the edge of the deck, he dropped to the well below. His manoeuvre was successful. The entrance of the port alleyway had a door, and it was open. The little ship was now rolling and tossing like a toy boat in a gale of wind. He was buffeted from side to side, but happily he was a good sailor and felt no distress from the motion… The first cabin he investigated was evidently shared by the two brothers. A foul hole of a place, littered with dirty bedclothes, half-wet oilskins, and two empty bottles that rolled from side to side with every movement of the ship. The next cabin was Eli’s own. It was larger, but as unsavoury as the others. The third and last of the cabins was locked. He tried the door gingerly and, stooping, peered through the keyhole. There was no sign of life. To knock would be to alarm her, without serving any useful purpose. A few steps brought him to the iron door leading into the aft well. It was bolted top and bottom, and these he drew back and, opening the door, stepped out on to the deck, closing the door behind him. He saw nobody, not even a deckhand. Apparently the “crew” were all employed in the engine-room, the Pretty Anne carrying no deckhands at all. Colley, limp and seasick, had crawled back to the dark inner cabin when Graham returned to gather a couple of blankets and a pillow. He turned the lock on his wretched companion, and going back to the port alleyway, he fastened the iron door and, sitting down in a corner, fell into an uneasy sleep. He did not hear the coming of Eli Boss nor the opening of a door. But the girl who crouched on the bunk came to her feet at the sound of the key in the lock.

“Now let’s have a look at you.” He had shut the door behind him — this was the sound that woke Graham — and was lighting a lantern. Hope Joyner stood by the bunk, both hands gripping its wooden side, her steady eyes surveying the hideous face that peered into hers. Eli Boss had hung the lantern on a hook and was now feasting his eyes on this unexpected vision of loveliness. She saw them open wider and wider in his amazement, till they were round circles of pale blue fire. And even when the big, dirty hand came out towards her face, she did not flinch; did not even scream when it touched her smooth cheek. The ugly bearded mouth was agape. “A beauty, eh, lass? I’ve never seen nothing like youlike satin, you are, to the touch.” She shrank back from those caressing paws, and the sight of her fear seemed to madden the man, for of a sudden her shoulders were gripped and she was drawn towards him.

“A beauty… !” he mumbled. And then something hard pressed in the middle of his back, and he relaxed his hands, turned slowly, and as he turned, the iron thing that prodded him rammed round his waist. He looked down first at the pistol and then into Graham’s set face.

“What’s the idea?” he said, breathing hard. “Thought you hadn’t got a gun?” In reply, Graham jerked his head towards the door.

“What’s the idea?” asked Eli Boss again. The muzzle of the pistol was pressing against his stomach. To drop his hands meant death, as he knew… “Thought you hadn’t got a gun, eh?”

“Get outside,” said Graham shortly. The big man hesitated, then went clumping slowly to the door. He was two feet away when he leapt, but Graham had been expecting something of the sort, and he was through the doorway before it could close.

“Boss, I’ll shoot you like a dog if you give me any further trouble! I’ll shoot you and drop you over the side, and your damned sons will never know what became of you. Colley Warrington is in my cabin — that makes you jump! There’s an attempted murder charge hanging over you, my man!”

“What’s the idea… ?” Eli Boss had a limited vocabulary.

“I’ll explain to you later. Go back to the bridge, and leave that key.” Graham snatched the key from the lock and put it in his pocket. Without a word the old man shuffled of into the darkness. In an instant Graham had opened the door and beckoned the girl. “You will be much safer in my cabin,” he said. “I’m Graham Hallowell — you guessed that?” She nodded. “You’d better bring a blanket and a pillow. I’ll fix you up tomorrow.”

She did not resist, but carried the blanket and pillow in her hand, and Graham allowed her to carry these, for he wanted freedom to move against any attack which might come. But nobody opposed them, and in a few minutes they were behind the locked door of Graham’s room.

“No, I am not sick,” she said. “I’m feeling rather horrible! I think they must have given me chloroform.”

He made her lie down on the bunk, covered her over with a blanket, and though she protested that she was not tired, she had hardly closed her eyes before her breathing became regular and she was asleep. Graham sat down to consider his problem. In the inner cabin was Colley Warrington, a useless encumbrance. He, too, had fallen into a sleep of exhaustion. He sat on a stool, his elbows on his knees, and tried to arrive at the realities of this grotesque situation. For the greater part of an hour he sat thus, thinking, planning, regretting… then he rose stiffly, unlocked the safe and took out the big case. It was fastened with a spring, which he pressed, and four sides fell apart, and there was revealed a sight so beautiful that it took his breath away. He lifted the crown gingerly, held it in his hand, and then he began to laugh hysterically.

“How funny! How damned funny!” he said. Presently he steadied himself, replaced the jewel, snapped the covering into place, and pushed it into the safe. They would give him ten, probably twenty years, but his mind was made up. If he spent the rest of his life in prison, the nose of the Pretty Anne would be headed for the shore as soon as daylight came. It should have come by now, he remembered, and with great difficulty unscrewed the deadlights and hinged them up. Yes, dawn had broken. Through the porthole he saw grey tumbling seas and the dark line of land on the horizon. He unscrewed the second deadlight, and this necessitated leaning over the sleeping girl. She woke with a little scream.

“It is all right,” he said in a low voice. “I’m getting light and air into this horrible place.”

“I’m sorry “ — she was almost humble— “I must have been dreaming.”

“Go to sleep again,” he suggested, but sleep had vanished now.

“Can’t we go out? I shall be ill if we don’t,” she begged. Graham hesitated. “Surely,” he said, and, unlocking the door, he guided her through the alleyway to the deck. And here she stood, clasping the bulwarks, and drawing into her lungs the fresh, clean air of the sea. There was nobody about. Graham climbed the ladder cautiously and peeped over. There was no sign of Eli Boss, but the man who he guessed was his son was leaning on the fore rail of the bridge. In a few words Hope told him how she had come aboard, and he was able to supplement her information.

“To India?” she gasped. “How terrible!” And then, as the solution flashed upon her: “Is it the Prince?… I mean, is he behind this?”

“I guess so,” said Graham curtly; “but we’re not going to India. As soon as you’re back in the cabin I’m interviewing Mr. Eli Boss, and his sailing plans will undergo a little change. And then—”

The marlinspike flung by an unsteady, drunken hand missed his head, but struck him on the shoulder, and he turned with a gasp of pain as Eli Boss launched himself over the edge of the upper deck, followed by two of his tatterdemalion crew. The first shot brought the negro seaman to his knees; before he could fire again, Eli had dodged through the narrow door of the port alleyway, out of range. The second of the seamen, squealing at the top of his voice, flew into the starboard passage and slammed the iron door behind him. Graham threw himself against the door, but before he could move he heard a bolt driven home. He was cut off from his cabin, from the jewels! He tried the other alleyway: that, too, had been closed. The only way left was the ladder to the upper deck. He took two steps, his head had hardly appeared above the deck, before something whizzed past his ear and there was the deafening report of a rifle shot. And then he heard another sound: somebody was hammering at the door of his cabin. It could be opened on the inside by a spring catch, he remembered, and Colley Warrington was so far gone in misery that he had not even troubled to warn him. Again came the noise of hammering; then the sound of a deep, hateful voice, and a terrified scream, like the squeal of an animal in mortal pain… Then silence. The girl’s face was twitching. “What is it?” she breathed. “Something dreadful is happening.” He shook his head. “The most dreadful thing is your presence on this wretched packet!” he said. He made the girl sit down under the lee of the ship’s side, and once more he attempted a reconnaissance. Taking off his coat, he rolled it into a ball and lifted it cautiously above the edge of the upper deck. Immediately came the crack of a rifle; something struck the coat and a ricocheted bullet droned overhead. “That’s that,” he said coolly, as he came back to the deck. “We’re trapped unless—” His eyes were on the hatches that covered the after-hold; for he guessed, by the motion of the ship, that she carried precious little cargo. The after deck, he imagined, held the quarters of the crew, but to reach them he must again come under the fire of the marksmen on the bridge.

“I’m awfully hungry,” she said, “and thirsty. Could you get water somewhere?”

Rain had fallen heavily in the night, and a little pool had formed on the sagging tarpaulin that covered the hatch.

“It won’t be very palatable, but you’d better try that,” he suggested. “Keep close under the cover of the upper deck.”

The water was fresh, she told him, and after slaking his own thirst he searched in his pockets in the hope of finding something that would stay the pangs of hunger. The Channel was alive with craft. A big Hamburg boat passed them within rifle-shot, but there was no means by which he could communicate, and though he attempted to send a semaphore message, he knew that he could not be seen against the dark background of the well deck. Once he heard a splash and looked over the side… Something drifted past, twirling round and round till it disappeared in the White wake of the Pretty Anne.

“What did you see?” asked the girl.

“Nothing,” said Graham. Had he been a praying man he might have uttered a few supplications for the soul that had gone out of that soiled and mangled body; for he had looked down into the sightless face of what had once been Colley Warrington. Eleven came, noon, one o’clock. The smell of cooking food was wafted back to them.

“We’ll wait till night, then I can rush the bridge,” he said huskily. She had been looking at him curiously, and he wondered what was in her thoughts. Now she spoke. “You’re rather like Dick, aren’t you?”

“Too much like him,” he said. He was on the point of telling her of his last night’s adventure, but thought it best that she should learn the truth from one who would not attempt to excuse his action. How was Dick? he wondered, and had just a little pang of remorse at the trouble he had brought upon his brother. His own state was too desperate, however, to allow him to give much thought to the misfortunes of others. He was looking at his watch at ten minutes after one, when he heard a sound from the deck above; the sound of something being trundled along the iron plates. Then he saw a big cask upended at the head of the steps, and thought at first that it was an attempt being made to block his attack along the upper deck. He had scarcely formed this opinion when the cask tumbled slowly over. He had just time to leap to safety before it came down with a crash on the deck. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the girl crouching against the bulwarks, and then he felt a red-hot pain in his left arm, and knew that he had been forced from cover. He had shot down the first man that leapt from the bridge at him, and then they were on him — half a dozen nondescript men, stabbing and hacking and bludgeoning him. He kicked himself free of the press, and, wounded and battered, shot back. He saw Eli Boss clap his hand to his throat and go down in a groaning heap with a bullet through his neck. But the odds were too many; the men on the bridge were shooting at him; bullets smacked against the iron plating of the deckhouse behind him. Again he felt a terrible, maddening pain in his left arm, and in desperation shot back at the figure on the bridge, saw him stagger and drop to his knees. Then, with a yell, a negro greaser, half mad with rage and fright, grappled with him, and he went down under a gouging, clawing mass of brute men who desired nothing but his life…

The little aeroplane had left the dappled green of Kent behind; beneath was the white line of breakers and a greyblue sea, and ships… scores of ships, some heading up, some down Channel, some with their bows towards the French coast, and none at that height seeming to move. Once they saw a ship which seemed to answer the description of the Pretty Anne and swooped down on it, only to find it was a big trawler. Left and right the aeroplane ranged, but there was no sign of the Pretty Anne until —

“That is she!” roared a voice in Dick’s ear, and he saw a speck of a boat, broad of beam, and even from that height seeming to be in difficulties. “The Pretty Anne!” roared Trayne, and pointed again. Dick had only a few seconds to make a decision. To drop in the sea ahead of her would be to invite disaster. He could not expect the Pretty Anne or Eli Boss to engage in rescue work. There was only one thing to be done. He looked round for the destroyer that had been ordered out to meet him, but she was not in sight.

“I’m going to crash him,” said Dick. He brought the nose of his machine down. “Get ready to jump.” He shut off his engines and the aeroplane glided nearer and nearer. Then there was a thundering shock, and the nose of the scout smashed through the smokestack and came to a stop before the buckled bridge. Tiger Trayne had already unfastened his belt. The collision had flung him violently on to the iron deck, and for a moment he lay stunned. As he crawled to his feet he saw Dick Hallowell running aft, heard the sharp crack of an automatic, and followed him unsteadily. The first man he recognised was Eli Boss, his grey beard streaked red, his horrible eyes staring madly.

“Where’s Miss Joyner?”

Eli pointed down, and, looking over the rail, Tiger Trayne saw the white face of the girl huddled in a corner of the deck. She had fainted. He leapt down the stairs and lifted the inanimate figure, and, as he smoothed her face, spoke to her in muttered, broken words of endearment.

“I think they’ve settled Graham.” He looked over his shoulder at Dick Hallowell. “Settled… Graham? Oh, yes.”

“Take her.”

Dick’s arms slipped round the girl, and Tiger Trayne lurched towards the quiet figure that lay on the deck. At first sight it would seem that the hours of Graham Hallowell were few. He lay in a pool of blood, so motionless that at first Trayne thought the man was dead. Stooping, he made a brief examination — there were a few years in Tiger Trayne’s life when he had “walked” a great London hospital. He listened to the heart, made a superficial examination of the wounds, and saw that the real danger was the mangled arm. He made a rough tourniquet to arrest the bleeding, and then mounted to the upper deck. The engines of the Pretty Anne were stopped; the upper deck was a tangle of wreckage. Smashed boats, crumpled smokestack and crazy bridge testified to the force of the impact. And that they had not been killed in that collision was little short of miraculous. The men who had attacked Graham had melted away to their stations. Only old Eli and Joe, his son, were visible. They stood near the wrecked navigating bridge, looking down at son and brother, the man who had been stricken by Graham’s last despairing shot.

“Where is Warrington?” asked Trayne.

“Dunno,” growled the old man. “Where in hell do you think he is? I’ve never seen him.” Trayne looked round. “Get your men to lower away that boat.”

It was the little motor-launch that had brought the girl from London Bridge to the ship; it was still swinging outboard on its davits. There was some difficulty in collecting the crew for the purpose, but after a while the boat was lowered and towed round to the well deck. But there was no necessity to make that hazardous voyage. The destroyer was coming up to them; was so close that they heard the clang of her telegraph as her captain rang to stop…



Chapter XXIII


Table of Contents


It Is an Axiom that Governments are superior to the common law. Four people waited in different moods for the grinding wheels of justice to move. A very weak and indifferent Graham Hallowell, convalescing at a Surrey cottage, had only one complaint. “It will be hateful, being hauled off to prison, just as I’ve learnt something about you, Diana.” She smiled down at him. “It can’t happen, Graham. I feel it can’t happen. They have their crown back, and not a word got into the newspapers… ‘. I don’t think they’ll dare. But if they do… “ She did not finish her sentence. She knew that if this new tenderness went out of her life, life itself would have no meaning. Tiger Trayne, conscious that he was under the surveillance of the police, waited with the calmness of a large knowledge. Every morning when his servant brought in the newspaper he made his inevitable inquiry about the weather. At breakfast he complained as assiduously about the quality of the coffee. And though, as he took his walks abroad, he was well aware that a shadow followed him, the fact did not disturb his equanimity, or in any way injure his temper. Dick Hallowell was more fretful than any, although a hint had been conveyed to him that the incident might be considered as closed. Lady Cynthia made an unexpected visit to his quarters one a afternoon. “I saw you dining last night at the Ritz,” she said. “That very pretty girl was Hope Joyner, wasn’t it?”

“Yes,” said Dick shortly.

“When are you going to bring her to see me?” He looked up at her quickly. “I didn’t know that you wanted to see her really, Lady Cynthia. Do you?”

She nodded. “I always like to see brides before they come into the regiment — and she’s coming, Dick, isn’t she?”

Dick shook his head. “I am leaving the regiment, Lady Cynthia.”

“You are doing nothing of the kind,” she replied, in her old masterful way. “I’d love her to be in the regiment. I want to be a — a mother to her, Dick.”

There was something in her tone which made him marvel.


The End
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When Dick Staines left the University of Cambridge, he was confronted with several alternatives, all more or less unalluring. On the strength of his honours degree in science he might have taken a mastership at a preparatory school; alternatively, he could have gone into a great motor works for three years at a salary of thirty shillings a week, with no sure prospect at the end of his apprenticeship; or he could have been appointed to a commission in His Majesty’s Army, where he would have received sufficient pay and allowances to disc charge his monthly mess bill; or he might, had he influence, have entered that branch of the Civil Service whence one starts forth on a diplomatic career.

He had no influence, he had no money, except the rags of a thousand pound legacy which had taken him through Cambridge.

He returned one night to the furnished room in Gower Street which he had taken on his arrival in London, and set out before him the four definite offers he had received. He had discovered that even a mastership at a preparatory school was not a post easy to secure. The final offer of a motorcar company he tore up and threw into the fire. From his pocket he took a printed blank and this he filled up with some care and posted. Three days later he was invited to make a call at Scotland Yard, and within six months Mr. Richard Staines, Bachelor of Arts (Camb.), was patrolling the Finchley Road in the uniform of the Metropolitan Constabulary.

Many things contributed to his rapid promotion. A bit of luck, as he confessed, the left hook to the jaw which sent Peter Lanbradi sprawling to the floor just as his finger was pressing the trigger of a pistol malignantly directed towards an UnderSecretary of State, his skill as a runner, and, last and most important, his command of Continental languages. He spoke four perfectly, two well, and three others well enough. Four years after he had joined the force, he was a sergeant in the. C.I.D., earmarked for further promotion.

That promotion came. He was Detective-Inspector Staines when he went to Brighton with Lord Weald, whom he and most people addressed familiarly as ‘Tommy.’ They had been together at Cambridge, were members of the same college, had been arrested together in the same rag.

“It’s the queerest thing in the world, old thing,” bleated Tommy, as he sent his swift Rolls dodging between two farm carts. “Only yesterday it seems you and I were being dragged down Petty Cury by a Robert — and now you’re
 a Robert!”

He chuckled joyously at the thought.

He was a round-faced man who looked much younger than his years, and though he was by no means a pigmy he was half fa foot shorter than the bareheaded, brownfaced man who sat by his side. Good looks were an asset to Dick Staines, though he found no profit in them. He had, the build and eager face of an athlete; the grey, smiling eyes of one who found life rather amusing. Tommy and he had not seen each other for years. Lord Weald had just returned from a trip in South Africa, and they had met accidentally in town — somewhat inconveniently for Dick Staines, who was going to Scotland for a fortnight’s fishing, the guest of a plutocratic Assistant Commissioner. Since his finances were by no means assured, he had let his pretty little Chelsea flat for a month — an arrangement which looked like being very inconvenient, as he explained to his companion.

“Why I’m sky-hooting down to Brighton for two days, heaven knows!”

“You’re sky-hooting to Brighton, old boy,” said Tommy, “because it would have been deuced uncivil if you hadn’t accepted an old pal’s urgent invitation. You told me yourself that your Commissioner, or whatever he calls himself, will not be in Scotland till the end of the week. Besides, I’ve got a lot to tell you. I’ve had tremendous adventures — lion-chasing, everything!”

“Who did the chasing — you or the lion?”

“We took it in turns,” said Tommy calmly. “Sometimes I was in front and sometimes they were. And besides, Brighton’s good for the liver and there’s somebody in Brighton, the prettiest thing you ever met. Never seen anything like her, old boy—”

“A lioness?”

Lord Weald turned pained eyes upon him.

“She’s a nurse, old boy. I’ve never had the cheek to find out who she is, but you’re a detective and all that sort of thing—”

“If you imagine,” said Dick Staines sternly, “that I’m coming to Brighton to further your low amours, you’ve got another guess coming, Tommy.”

By the time Tommy Weald had recovered from his indignation and incoherence they had reached the hotel. They were going up the steps of the broad entrance, when a man came out — a man with a large, red face, and a short, bristling, black moustache. He stared at ‘Tommy, and waved a cheery hand.

“Dashed amusin’ feller,” said Tommy. “Know him?”

Dick shook his head.

“Walter Derrick,” explained his lordship. “Lives next door to me in Lowndes Square. Big house, pots of money, but dashed amusin’. My poor, dear old governor used to say that his father was the most dashed unpleasant man he’d ever met, but this feller is — is—”

“Dashed amusin’?” suggested Dick.

Going up in the elevator, Tommy, whose mind could never hold two ideas at once, expatiated upon the dashed amusingness of his neighbour. So far as Dick Staines could gather, Mr. Derrick’s chief claim to the title of good fellow was that he laughed at all Tommy’s jokes.

Dick knew the gentleman very well by name; indeed, he had recognised his big yellow Rolls standing outside the hotel. The only thing he had heard in his disfavour was that on one occasion, when a poor cousin, his sole relative, had called at the house to secure his help in a time of domestic trouble, Mr. Derrick had sent for the police and had the importunate relative removed. Which was curiously unlike the big, genial soul. His father had been the most notorious miser in London. He had carried his meanness to such lengths that, according to legend, he had quarrelled with Walter Derrick over the purchase of a bicycle, and for years the pair had been estranged, Derrick working abroad as a common labourer.

Nothing of those seven or eight years’ exile had soured the man. From the shy, furtive lad that very few people had seen, and nobody had known intimately, he returned a year before the old man died, one who saw all the humour there was in life.

“He’s dashed glad to be alive — he told me so,” said Tommy.

This little extra holiday was a pleasant break to Dick Staines. After dinner, the evening being warm and the light still holding, the two men strolled along the front, and Tommy, who had hardly stopped speaking since he reached England, related with great force and vigour, and with a wealth of illustrative gesture, the adventures (tame enough they sounded, even embellished as they were) that had come his way.

They had reached a less populated part of the parade when Dick felt his arm clutched.

“There she is!”

Dick Staines turned his head. A girl in severe nurse’s costume was walking slowly towards them. Until they were nearly abreast he could not see her face.

There is a beauty which instantly appeals; more critical examination brings disappointment. There is another type which impresses more slowly and more lastingly, and a third, and the rarest of all, an instant discovery of loveliness which brings with it the illusion of familiarity.

Seeing her for the first time, Dick Staines was certain that a long acquaintance must have built up his knowledge and appreciation of her beauty. In less than a second he had seen and she had passed.

“Well, what do you think, old boy?” Tommy was anxiously awaiting his verdict.

“She’s very pretty,” said the cautious Dick Staines, and felt a brute at his churlish flack of enthusiasm.

“She’s a nurse, old boy,” said Tommy unnecessarily. “Pushes a dithering old Johnny all over the place in a perambulator — well, she doesn’t exactly push him, but she’s on the spot. Ain’t she a stunner?”

“She’s certainly a stunner,” admitted Dick. “What is her name?”

“Mary Dane. You wouldn’t guess that I’d find that out,” said Tommy triumphantly, “but I have! Mary Dane — sounds like something off the screen, doesn’t it?”

“How do you know her name is Mary Dane?”

“Because I asked at the boardinghouse,” said the shameless Tommy. “That’s an idea that wouldn’t have occurred to you — some of us fellers have got more initiative than Roberts. And I’ll tell you something else: the old gentleman she pulls about is a man named Cornfort. They dodge up and down the coast, looking for the right kind of air. I spoke to her once — said ‘Good-morning.’”

“What did she say?” asked Dick, amused at this sudden romance.

“She said Good-morning,’ too,” said Tommy. “But she so took me aback answering me at all that I couldn’t think of anything more to say! She’s a lady, old boy — got a voice like custard — you know, kind of soft and creamy…” He floundered, seeking an illustration.

They walked back, hoping to see her again, but were disappointed. That night, as they sat in the smoke room, discussing a final whisky and soda, Mr. Walter Derrick strolled in. He was in evening dress, a fine, happy-looking figure of a man. He glanced round the room, and presently his eyes rested on Lord Weald, and he walked slowly across to where they were sitting.

“Hallo, Weald! Siamese twins, you and I, eh? They lived next door in London, and in Brighton they were not divided!” He chuckled at this as he sat down.

He smiled at Dick, his eyes gleaming good-humouredly behind his horn-rimmed glasses.

“And what terrible crime brings you to Brighton, Mr. Inspector?” he said, to Dick’s surprise. “Oh yes, I know you. Saw you giving evidence in court — criminal cases are a hobby of mine. I’ve got the best library in London.”

“Dick’s a friend of mine,” Tommy hastened to explain his guest’s position. “We were at ‘Varsity together; then he became a Robert, and there you are!”

Evidently Mr. Derrick had no great interest in Dick’s social position.

“It’s queer I should have met you. I was only talking with somebody the other night and your name cropped up. We were discussing the Slough shooting case. You remember, the cashier of some company — I don’t remember what it was — was shot dead and the payroll taken. I was in Africa at the time, and my impression was that they’d caught the man, but my friend tells me that he was never captured. That’s probably before you went into the Force.”

“On the very day I entered the Force,” said Dick quietly. “No, he was never captured. We have, of course, a clue—”

Mr. Derrick nodded.

“A fingerprint found on the barrel of the automatic. Yes, I know that part of it. The only thing I didn’t know was whether this fellow was ever caught. If you’re living about a thousand miles from everywhere, and your weekly newspapers have a. trick of going astray — I lost six mails through flooded rivers — you miss the end of these stories.”

“The end is not written yet,” smiled Dick.

Mr. Derrick pursed his lips thoughtfully.

“Then I’ve lost,” he said. “I could have sworn that the man was arrested and tried. I must have confused him with somebody else.”

He was one of the loquacious kind that gives little opportunity for conversation.

“I had a sort of personal interest in the matter — my father, who had, I am sorry to confess, very few endearing qualities, made a collection of fingerprints. The poor old chap all his life was very keen on proving that everybody else was wrong but he!” He made a little grimace. “I suffered from that little hobby, but I’m not complaining. And he was perfectly convinced that the police theory that a man’s fingerprints have no exact duplicate in the world was wrong, and he made an extraordinary collection — used to give prizes, though the Lord knows he hated spending money — to schools and factories for fingerprint collections.”

“He must have been disappointed,” smiled Dick The big man shook his head.

“I don’t know. I’m not so sure that there wasn’t something in his theory. After all, how many fingerprints have you got at Scotland Yard? Suppose you’ve got a quarter of a million: that represents one-one hundred and sixtieth of the population. The only people you examine are members of the criminal classes, and it is the same in France and America and wherever the fingerprint system is in force. It doesn’t prove, because there are no two criminals alike, that there are no two honest men alike!”

“Are you continuing the good work?” asked Dick.

Mr. Derrick shook his head.

“Rather not,” he said. “The first thing I did after my father’s death was to go around and, collecting these beastly things, put them in the fire.”

Then abruptly he turned to Tommy, asked him how he had enjoyed his shooting trip, whom he had met, where he had been. Evidently part of the country that Tommy had crossed was familiar to Mr. Derrick. His exile had been spent a few miles south of the southern arm of Tanganyika.

“Early to bed and early to rise,” he yawned as he rose. “That is what makes millionaires!” He laughed at the joke, turned to go, and came back solemnly to tap Dick’s shoulder. “A better way is to have a frugal father who makes it for you,” he said.

“Cheerful bird,” said Tommy when the jovial man had gone, “and such a sense of humour! The other day I told him a yarn about—”

“I’m going to bed,” said Dick. “If it is the story about what you said to the railway guard on the Beira railway, I don’t think I could stand it again.”

He was up early the next morning, and had a bit of luck. He saw the nurse in some difficulties with her bath chair. They were pulling it up a steep incline, and Dick brought his weight to the back of the vehicle. This little exertion resulted in a loss — Tommy had given him a gold pencil with a large, red-lacquer top. After the bath chair had gone he missed this and went down the slope to the beach. But his search was vain. He may have dropped it from his waistcoat pocket as he was bending over the chair.

When he saw the nurse again it was in such dramatic circumstances that he forgot to ask.

It was ten minutes to one; he was sitting on a rail watching the ceaseless weaving of cars, when he saw something in the middle of the road that brought his heart to his mouth…

If Mr. Derrick’s big Rolls had collided with the yellow bath chair this story would not have been written. He came flying round along the parade at a speed beyond legal limits, saw the bath chair, the nurse, and the bowed chairman only just in time to apply his brakes, and the car skidded awkwardly to the left, until its wheels bumped against the kerb, bounded back again, and half turned in its own length.

In an instant Dick was in the roadway, tugging the chair to safety.

“My friend,” said Dick solemnly, “you have had a very lucky escape — by rights you ought to be in heaven!”

He addressed the nurse.

She really was beautiful, and owed nothing to her picturesque attire — if a woman cannot look pretty in a nurse’s uniform she is plain beyond rescue.

She looked at him quickly, recognised the man who had earlier in the morning helped push the bath chair, and smiled. The grizzled chairman stood apathetically by; the invalid dozed in his voluminous wrappings, unconcerned.

“It was funny, wasn’t it?” she said.

She had the voice of a lady, soft, yet distinct; for the moment it was rich with the quality of laughter.

“It didn’t amuse me terribly,” he said truthfully. “I congratulate you on your sense of humour. The only satisfaction you could hive got out of the tragedy would hay been the knowledge that you had been killed — and of course you wouldn’t have known that — by a very rich and jovial man.”

The nurse looked across the road. Mr. Derrick was talking to a policeman. The policeman looked rather stern, and had a notebook in his hand.

“Mr. Derrick, isn’t it? He is staying at the Metropole — I’ve often seen his car. He was travelling at an awful rate.”

“And awfully is he being rated by that guardian of the law,” said Dick.

She laughed at this.

The apathetic bath chairman did not move; the invalid still slumbered.

“You are at the Metropole, too,” she nodded. “The merest guest of a guest,” said Dick. “My purse does not run to Metropoles.”

He felt greatly complimented. This was no fly-by-night young lady to whom the formalities of an introduction were unnecessary. She offered as much as she demanded. He knew that if he asked her to dine with him that night she would be shockingly surprised. She knew (he was aware of this) that he was incapable of any such invitation. It was just one of those curious understandings which occur between two people who have a similar code of behaviour.

“Then you’re seeing life,” she smiled, and signalled the chairman.

Dick watched the little party regretfully as they moved along the front.

She was lovely; those eyes of hers, as clear and grey as a spring sky, haunted him.
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He carried the memory back that night to London. Tommy, was going on a tour of the South Coast to visit his innumerable relations. He looked forward, he confessed dismally, to a perfectly ghastly three weeks. One provision he made for the corn-fort of his friend.

“I’ve arranged for you to stay at Lowndes Square tonight. My man’s in full possession, and I’ve phoned him to make you up a bed and call you in time for the early morning train. If you want to use one of the cars, old boy, regard it as your own.”

Dick would much rather have gone to an hotel, and said so, but Tommy had been se pathetically efficient, and had gone to so much trouble (he confessed that he loathed the telephone) that he had not the heart to refuse.

Dick was met at the station by a troubled butler, who had a respectful tale of woe. He was the only servant in the house; he had misguidedly sent the cook off that morning on her holiday, the housemaids had left a day or two earlier, and he himself was in some distress. That afternoon there had been an interesting event in his family at a Notting Hill maternity home. Dick was mildly interested; he did not know that butlers had children. The butler confessed that it was the first time it had occurred, and he was naturally agitated. He added, fervently, that it would be the last time. The main point was this: would Dick mind sleeping in the house alone that night? The butler could come very early, call him, prepare his bath, and get his breakfast.

“Why, of course, my dear fellow. I could even do that myself, or I could breakfast at the station,” said Dick, who wished more than ever that he had decided upon the station hotel.

There was a cold supper waiting for him, and afterwards the butler, not without evidence of his impatience to be gone, led him up to the third floor, and a beautiful guest room that ran the width of the house. There were three French windows leading out to a stone balcony. Two of them were closed with iron shutters of a type commonly seen covering the windows of suburban shops. They rolled up and they rolled down, explained the butler. He had locked two, but the third he had left open in case Mr. Staines needed air; and now he wished he had opened one of the others and had closed this particular one, because the retaining cord was broken, and the shutter must remain open all night. He showed Dick where he had wedged the shutter to keep it from falling.

“It will be all right so long as you don’t touch it, sir,” were his last words before he backed out of the room.

A pleasant room, with its snug four-poster bed and its old Georgian furniture; great armchairs, chintz-covered; a score of rare etchings on the beflowered walls; it was old-fashioned and restful — Dick felt that he could spend quite a long time as Tommy’s guest if he could have the use of this third-floor room.

On the table the butler had left a tiny key.

“In case you want to go out for a stroll, sir,” he explained.

Long after he had gone, when Dick had changed into his pyjamas and had put on a thin dressing-gown, he slipped the key into his pocket mechanically.

It was a hot and breathless night. Even his thin pyjamas clung to his body; he could have well dispensed with the dressing-gown, and did so later, when he strolled on to the balcony and, sitting down in a deep chair, lit a cigarette and surveyed the twinkling lights of the square and the long street which stretched to infinity. It was breathless and hot and stifling. He had serious thoughts of bringing his bed on to the balcony and sleeping there. And then, to the south, he saw a jagged ribbon of light run across the sky, and there was a reverberating crash of thunder.

“This is where we go to bed,” said Dick; rose and stretched himself.

He was hardly on his feet when there was a second crash, nearer at hand. The lights of the room were suddenly blotted out; the heavy shutters had been wedged, but not wedged well enough. Whether it was the reverberation of the thunder, or some other natural cause, the little triangle of wood had slipped from its place and the shutter had fallen.

For a moment Dick was startled, and then he laughed. It would be a simple matter to lift the shutter high enough to get under it. He stooped, felt along the bottom for some staple for his hand to grip. He seemed to remember having seen something of the sort on shop shutters, but there was nothing here. The lower edge of the rolled shutter fitted flush with the stone sill. Using all his strength, he pressed on the ribbed front and tried to pry it up, but it was immovable. And then a great spot of rain fell upon him, and another. He slipped into his dressing-gown and searched the street. There was nobody in sight. A few minutes before pedestrians had been plentiful; he had seen a policeman pass; but now nobody was in sight. The saunterers had hurried to places of shelter against the coming storm. He saw a big car come up to the corner of the block and stop, but it was too far away.

He tried the shutter again, but with no better success. Adventure was the breath of his nostrils, but an adventure which took the shape of an all-night vigil on an inaccessible balcony, perched high above a West End street and exposed to the full blast of a storm, was not the kind that appealed to him.

And then, a few feet away, he saw the edge of another balcony, and craning over espied a French window — unshuttered. Who lived next door? he wondered, and then remembered suddenly. This was Walter Derrick’s house, that genial man. And it was empty.

At the moment of the discovery his hand was in his dressing-gown pocket and he had touched the key. It would be a simple matter to reach the other balcony, make his way into the house — he might even be compelled to break a window, but he could explain, apologise, and pay for the damage. He was a police officer and above suspicion.

He threw one pyjamaed leg over the edge of the balcony and looked down. Ordinarily, he was not a nervous man, but beneath the ground seemed miles away, and in the flickering blaze of lightning he saw row upon row of cruel, upturned spikes, and a very hard-looking area into which he would most certainly fall.

The rain was pelting down now. A high wind howled and shrieked demoniacally through the square. He could hear the rustle and creak of the trees in the centre gardens, saw their giant branches tossed hither and thither by the force of the gale, and found it necessary that he should hold tight to the parapet to prevent his being blown to eternity.

He gripped the stonework with a firm hand, reached out one foot gingerly and felt the next balcony. After what seemed hours of testing, he leapt, grasped the parapet, and drew himself to safety. There were three windows, and none was shuttered. Behind each heavy white shades were drawn. There was no time for finesse: even if he had the necessary instruments, he would not have stopped to cut his way through the glass. Putting his shoulder to the window, he pressed. The glass doors gave creakingly, and then, with a sharp snap, opened. He drew aside the blind and, stepping into the room, felt along the wall until he found a switch, and turned it on. It was not a bedroom, but rather had the appearance of an office.

There was a little desk, two large bookcases, and a sofa. In the fireplace was a cheap-looking electric stove. There were one or two old pictures hanging on the walls, and near to the desk a large calendar. The presence of a typewriter on the desk suggested to him that this was probably the office of Mr. Derrick’s secretary.

He tried the door; it opened readily. Having extinguished the light in the room, he stepped out on to a thickly carpeted landing. He could find his way with little help, for the lightning was almost incessant; and the pealing of thunder so continuous that the house seemed to be shaking from room to basement.

The stairs were very broad. He remembered now that this was a corner house, much larger than Tommy’s. The butler had pointed it out to him as they had drawn up to the door.

He came to the second landing, and now he could walk with less caution. The landing windows were larger; those on the second and first floors were of stained glass. He saw the beauty of ‘a design that came to him in a flash of lightning, and he saw, too, the pale ghost of a marble statuette gleam whitely into view and vanish.

His plan was a simple one: it was to go out by the ‘front door and into Tommy’s front door, and put in as much sleep as the storm would allow him.

The hall was in darkness. Only the reflection of the lightning, came here, and he had to walk with circumspection. It was a vast hall with a tiled floor, and there were big cabinets, he guessed, on either side. Happily, there was a fanlight which gave him direction.

He turned the handle, but the door did not move. He tried again, felt for the restraining catch, but unsuccessfully. He grinned in the darkness, and wondered what Tommy would say and what the jovial Mr. Derrick would say, and what solution Mary Dane, with her glorious eyes and her sane, friendly understanding, would offer to his predicament. It was curious he should think of Mary at that moment. There was nothing in his surroundings to suggest the serenity and fragrance of her. But he realised, with a sense of guilt, that her image had occupied his mind ever since he had left Brighton, that when he had leaned out of the window of the railway carriage ostensibly to wave farewell to Tommy, it was her face he hoped to see. He believed in miracles.

He felt round for the switch control, and, after a great deal of trouble, found it. A pale, yellow light shone in an antique lantern suspended from the high roof of the hall. He made an examination of the lock, and was quick to understand what had baffled him. The door had been double-locked, and without a key it was impossible to open it.

Dick Staines scratched his chin. He was wet through, his dressing-gown was a sodden rag that dripped an irregular circle of water about him.

There was nothing for it; he must try the basement kitchen. There would certainly be a tradesman’s door. Leaving the light burning to facilitate his passage, he explored the back part of the house and began slowly to descend a narrower flight of stairs. There was a scent of ancient cooking to guide him, and, to his surprise, when he reached the foot of the stairs he saw a light burning in a wall bracket. It was dim and yellow and dusty, and had the appearance of having been forgotten by a careless servant. From the stone hall in which he stood two doors opened; that before him, he guessed, was most likely to lead to the tradesmen’s entrance. He turned the handle and stepped in. Two strides he made, and stood stock still.

A light was burning here, too. It was evidently the kitchen, for the table had been pulled aside, and, lying full length on the ground, was a man bound hand and foot, his eyes tightly bandaged.

That alone would have startled him; but, bending over the man and searching his pockets with feverish haste, was a girl in a dark blue evening dress. On a nearby chair a richly lined cloak had been thrown, and as her hands went in and out of the man’s pockets he saw the flash and sparkle of diamond rings.

She had not heard him enter. He took a step…and she looked up.

“Good God!” gasped Dick Staines.

For the beautiful woman, whose hand went straight out to the automatic pistol that lay by her side, raised a face to his that was a vision of loveliness — and it was the loveliness of Mary Dane!
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For a moment their eyes met. In hers was no sign of recognition, only a look of horror and fear.

“You are Mary Dane!”

Dick’s voice was harsh and strained. He hardly recognised it.

Still she did not move. Her hand was closed about the grip of the automatic. He took one step towards her, and at that moment all the lights went out; an arm was flung round his neck and he was jerked backwards. Somebody had come noiselessly into the kitchen behind him. Taken by surprise, he could offer no resistance. He lost his balance, cannoned against the man who held him, and fell sprawling outside the door. It closed with a crash; he heard a bolt shot, a whisper of voices, and, as he came to his feet and hammered on the panel, the thud of another door closing.

He looked round. Standing a little way along the passage was an old spade. With this as a lever, he attacked the door, and eventually forced the shaky bolt. As he expected, the room was empty, save for the motionless figure on the floor.

A wild wind filled the kitchen. The outer door, which had been slammed, had come open again, and, running out, he peered into a flooded area.

His first duty was to the bound man. In one of the drawers of the kitchen dresser he found an old carving knife, and with this he cut the ropes that fastened the prisoner.

It was some time before the man could give a coherent account of what had happened. He was caretaker, and lived in the back basement room. Every night he went out for a ten minutes’ stroll, keeping within sight of the house. He had seen nobody enter, and had returned to have his supper before going to bed. The remains of the supper were still on the table: a half-filled glass of beer, cold meat and pickles, and a cut loaf of bread. He remembered drinking the beer…

“Was it poured out before you left?”

The man thought, his aching head in his hands. He wasn’t sure. But he knew the bottle was opened. Now he came to gather his scattered wits he recalled the fact that he hadn’t remembered opening the bottle before he left the house.

“That’s all right,” said Dick quickly; “you’ve been doped. Have you lost anything? They were searching your pockets when I came in.”

The man put his hand into his hip pocket, and took out a flat, leather case containing keys.

“No, they didn’t take anything…It was the man who tied me up.”

“The man? Was there a man?”

The caretaker distinctly remembered the man. He had come to consciousness whilst he was being bound. A thin-faced, wild-looking man, with very short, fair hair.

He became suddenly aware of the déshabille of this providential visitor.

“I came in from next door — Lord Weald’s house,” said the detective, interpreting the curious glance the other gave him.

He had a hasty look round the other rooms, and came back to the caretaker, who had sufficiently recovered to be searching for the glass of beer.

“Don’t touch that,” said Dick sharply. “Just leave it till the police arrive. You’re connected by telephone — get on to the nearest police station and ask them to send an officer round.”

He walked out into the area; the rain was pelting down, but he was so wet that a little added discomfort meant little or nothing. He found the key in his pocket, admitted himself to Weald’s house, and ten minutes later he was in a hot bath. He dressed himself, put on his heaviest boots and a mackintosh, and went out again into the street. As he did so he saw a motorcycle and sidecar pull up before Derrick’s door, and two men, obviously divisional detectives, jump out. They had not seen him, and he waited till they disappeared into the area.

He was still a little stunned by his discovery’; but his duty was obvious — to place in the hands of the local police all the information he possessed. What was that information? That a girl whom he had only seen three times, and to whom he had only spoken once, had, with some other person, engaged in a burglary, and that girl was Mary Dane. He made a little grimace at the thought. It was incredible; but police work was made up of incredible happenings. He could stake his life that he was not mistaken…he could make that stake with equal vehemence that this girl with the clear, grey eyes was incapable of a criminal act.

The storm was less violent; with the exception of an occasional crash overhead, the rumble of thunder was dying away in the distance, but it still rained. He did not remember ever having seen such rain.

And then, wilfully ignoring the claims of duty, he went inside and closed the door. If the police wanted him they would know where to find him, he told himself. It was not part of his duty to interfere with local detectives, and very likely the divisional inspector would resent his appearance in the case.

All that he could say was that he had seen a girl, handsomely dressed, bejewelled, that she was very pretty…Inevitably the question would be asked:

“I suppose you didn’t recognise her, Inspector?” Naturally he was acquainted with crooks, male and female. How should he answer?

He carefully considered this, and decided upon a formula. He would say:

“I did not recognise her as any person known to the police.”

With this crude sophistry he contented himself.

For some extraordinary reason he was feeling hungry. He made a search for the kitchen, opened a door, and went down some stairs and found himself not in a kitchen, but a garage. He stood staring at a fast little Italian car nearest the garage door. He tapped the tank: it sounded full. He looked at the indicator on the dashboard, and saw that the machine was ready for a journey. It was, indeed, intended and prepared for a surreptitious run in the country by Lord Weald’s second chauffeur, but Dick did not know this.

There was an extraordinary arrangement over the car; a pulley handle, rather like one of those contrivances he had seen in American fire engine stations. You could sit in the machine, pull the handle, and the garage doors would open, he guessed. He got into the driver’s seat, reached up, and pulled — the big doors of the garage folded back noiselessly.

It was raining heavily outside. He put on the headlamps to confirm this belief, though there was no need. Anyway, Tommy had said, “Use one of my cars,” and he did not feel very tired. He stood up, drew the hood over the windscreen and fastened it. Very deliberately, he started up the car and drove out into the dark mews.

He felt a heavy iron bar across the mouth of the garage sag under him. He was hardly clear before the big doors folded noiselessly back and the garage was closed to him. One of Tommy’s contrivances: he delighted in effects produced by the pressure of buttons or the turn of handles…Here was the fact, staring starkly at Inspector Richard Staines, that he was in a very dark mews in a small, but high-powered car, the garage was closed behind him, the front door of the house was closed before him, and the only key was in his sodden dressing-gown pocket in the bathroom.

It wasn’t exactly the night for a joy ride, but he seized eagerly upon the excuse. He must go down and tell Tommy all about this remarkable adventure…He could not deceive himself: he was going down to make sure that Mary Dane was at Brighton; he had intended that step from the very first, and the only thing he had not considered was the possibility of using one of Tommy’s cars. Moreover, he was running away from inquiry. By now the detectives would be knocking on Tommy Weald’s front door and waiting on the doorstep to interview him, and all the time they were waiting he was putting more and more distance between himself and the scene of the burglary.

“You’re not only a sentimental jackass, but you’re a bad police officer,” said Dick Staines aloud as the car glided over Vauxhall Bridge.

“I am doing my duty,” said Richard Staines virtuously, “and my duty is to confirm or dispel my suspicions,”

He knew, better than any man, that his suspicions required not so, much confirmation as expression.

All of the storm which had not come to London he met outside Dorking. The car sped along winding roads between high hills, and the lightning flickered and crackled overhead, and the thunder drowned the sound of his engine. With his screen-wiper swinging madly, his mackintosh black with driving rain, Dick Staines came to Brighton. The hour was 1.15.

There was a big fancy-dress dance at the Metropole. Long lines of motorcars stood bonnet to tank along the front as far as he could see. A porter told him his lordship was in the ballroom, and thither Dick made his way, shedding his sodden coat en route
 . There were cavaliers and the inevitable pierrots and pierrettes, marvellous circus ladies, and circus ladies who were not so marvellous, sitting out in the lounge. As he came to the entrance of the room he saw a girl walking towards him across the floor, which at that moment was clear of dancers. She wore a nurse’s uniform, and her face was masked. But the walk was already familiar to him, and his heart thumped painfully. Then, to his astonishment, she lifted her hand in greeting and took off the mask in one movement.

“I’ve been looking for you everywhere, Mr. Staines. Lord Weald told me your name.”

Indubitably it was Mary Dane. He could only stare at her stupidly; then, recovering his presence of mind, he stammered:

“Has — have you been here all this evening?” Her eyebrows went up.

“Yes, but you haven’t. Why?”

Dick swallowed something. “Why did you want to see me?” he asked, feeling extraordinarily foolish.

She opened a little bag that hung from her broad, white belt, and took out a gold pencil-case. Dick recognised it instantly as his own.

“Either earlier in the day, or when you dashed madly to my rescue, you dropped this — the chairman found it. I’ve been trying all the evening to find you to restore it. And I’m terribly thirsty, and…do you think you could find me an ice?”

He went, clumsy-footed, to the buffet, and returned to find her sitting under a palm in a deep armchair. She took the plate with a little smile of thanks.

“I suppose you think I’m rather too frivolous for a staid nurse? The truth is, I came up here to see you after I’d handed over poor Mr. Cornfort to the night nurse and then I found the ball was on and somebody lent me a mask. What time is it?”

He told her, and she made a little moue
 .

“You saw Tommy, did you?”

“Who’s Tommy? — oh, Lord Weald! Yes, he was very amusing. He wasn’t quite sure who I was and wanted me to unmask. I think he’s rather a dear. He’s a great friend of yours, isn’t he?”

And then, looking at his attire and his somewhat bedraggled appearance:

“I thought you’d gone to London?”

“I did go — I’ve come back tonight to see Tommy on rather an urgent matter,” he said glibly.

That the matter more closely affected Mr. Walter Derrick had not occurred to him until that moment, and he put a question to her. She shook her head.

“Mr. Derrick? He’s the man who tried to run over me to-day. No, I haven’t seen him. He’s probably here somewhere, disguised as Juggernaut!”

They both laughed at this. A little later she handed him the plate and he went with her to find her cloak, and very boldly (he felt it was a bold act, at any rate) he offered to see her home.

He was foolishly pleased when she accepted his invitation, and he went in search of Tommy’s car. When he came back she was waiting for him under the portico. She and her charge were living at a small house on the outskirts of Hove, she told him. Mr. Cornfort did not like boardinghouses.

There was a little silence after she had told him this, and then, unexpectedly, she said:

“Why did you ask me whether I’d been at the dance all the night? As a matter of fact, I hadn’t. I didn’t come till nearly eleven o’clock. You looked so very severe — and — magisterial is the word — when you saw me, I thought you were going to arrest me on the spot — you are a detective. Lord Weald told me all about you. A ‘Robert’ he calls you.”

Inwardly Dick cursed the loquacious lordling. He was floundering with an excuse when she pointed.

“There’s the house, past the lamppost on the left…thank you.”

He pulled up before a small, semidetached villa; a light shone in one of the upper rooms: presumably it was the bedroom of the sick Mr. Cornfort.

“Thank you very much.” She put her warm hand in his, and was gone.

He saw her go up the garden path, stop at the door, and evidently she rang, for a few moments after the door was opened by the night nurse, and was closed upon her. Dick swung round the car and went back to the Metropole to find Tommy Weald, and had the satisfaction of killing two birds with one stone. For Tommy, in the absurd costume of a bull-fighter, was telling what was evidently a very good story to a tall, stout pierrot.

“Very good, my boy, very good!”

Dick grinned and wondered how good would sound the story which he had to tell to Mr. Derrick.

Tommy gaped at the unexpected spectacle of his friend.

“Good heavens!” he piped. “Aren’t you in Scotland?”

Dick led the two men to a quiet spot and told them everything that had happened that night. He did not, for what seemed good and sufficient reason to himself, reveal the amazing resemblance of the woman whom he had discovered in the basement of Derrick’s house to Mary Dane.

Tommy was all a-twitter with excitement.

“This is the most stupendous thing that has ever happened, dear old boy,” he said. “Never in all my experience have I heard anything like it.”

The big Mr. Derrick received the news and became unusually serious.

“This is not the first time this has happened. There was an attempt made to get into my house three or four months ago,” he said. “What they expect to find, heaven knows. I keep no valuables, and certainly my silver doesn’t seem to be worth all the trouble. Was Larkin hurt?”

“Larkin — is that the name of your caretaker? No, he wasn’t at all hurt. I don’t know what his head will be like in the morning: they evidently gave him a pretty stiff dope.”

“You say you saw the woman?” asked Mr. Derrick. “Would you recognise her again.”

“I saw her only for a few seconds, then the light went out. It is very difficult to undertake identification, especially of a woman. I’m not even so sure I should be able to recognise her dress, which was a pretty expensive one.”

“You didn’t see a car outside the house?”

For some extraordinary reason, Dick had forgotten the limousine that drew up at the corner of the street when the storm broke.

“Yes, I saw a car, but I saw nobody get in or get out. I’m not so sure that it was in the street.” He tugged at his memory. When he reached the top of the steps he had turned to the left towards Weald’s house. He had never dreamt of seeing any trace of the fugitives, who would have had plenty of time to make their escape by the time he got out. It was probable, however, that the car was the means of escape.

“Have you any enemies?” he asked.

Derrick shook his head.

“None whatever. If it had been my poor old father, I could well understand why quite a number of people would have liked to come after his worldly possessions, but I have never had the slightest trouble with the few tenants I have, and it’s very unlikely…no.” He shook his head.

“What are you thinking of?” asked Dick quickly.

But Mr. Walter Derrick did not attempt to explain. However exuberant he might have been before Inspector Staines had told him of the adventure, he was well sobered now.

“I’ll have to get back to Lowndes Square.”

“I can drive you back tonight,” said Tommy eagerly.

“We’ll go in your car,” interrupted Dick, “but I shall want a chauffeur to do the driving. Somehow I don’t think this is my lucky night.”

They routed out Tommy’s chauffeur, who, happily for him, had gone to bed very early that night, and by half-past two in the morning Lord Weald and his neighbour had discarded their fancy costumes, and, in the garments of civilisation, taken their places in the car.

The journey back to Town seemed interminable. Dawn was in the sky when, splashed with mud, the big Rolls pulled up before Derrick’s house. As Dick expected, there was a policeman on duty outside the door. He was a little uncommunicative until Inspector Staines made himself known. The case, he said, had been taken by a detective-sergeant and a detective, but they had long since left the house.

Derrick let himself in with a key, and the two men followed. They found that the caretaker was up and dressed. Though he was not a nervous man, he confessed that he had found it impossible to get to sleep that night.

Together, the three men made a tour of the house. On the way up Dick had explained the circumstances which had brought him, a trespasser, into Mr. Derrick’s household; and apparently the broken French window on the third floor had been seized upon by the detectives as proof that an entrance had been effected by this means.

“Which shows that Roberts don’t know everything,” said Tommy.

When they came downstairs the caretaker remembered a piece of news which he had omitted to give them.

“The police found a fingerprint on the beer-glass. They took the glass away to Scotland Yard to have it photographed,” he said.

This was intensely interesting news to at least one of the three.

It was broad daylight when Lord Weald open the door his house and a weary Dick followed him into the hall.

“You’ve got time for a nice bath, a bit of breakfast, and you’ll be able to sleep on the train,” said Tommy. “To tell you the truth, old boy, I’m rather sorry you’re going—”

“I’m not going,” said Dick quietly. “This is a matter which I feel requires a little personal attention. I’m reporting to the Yard this morning, and if I’m in luck I shall get this case allotted to me.”

He had a leisurely breakfast, and at the earliest convenient hour he called upon the Assistant Commissioner, whose guest he was to have been, and explained why he would prefer to spend his holiday in London. His host was too keen a policeman to object to this change of plans.

At ten o’clock Dick went on to Scotland Yard, interviewed the Chief Constable and the Superintendent, and had the case given into his hands.

“And it’s a pretty big case, Staines,” said Superintendent Bourke; “bigger than you imagine.”

Dick looked at him in surprise. That it was an unusual case he was well aware, but its importance was not so obvious.

“Nine years ago,” said Bourke, very slowly, “the cashier of the Textile Company was shot down by a motor cyclist, who robbed him of about six hundred pounds. Do you remember that?”

Dick nodded.

“I read the case. I’d only just come into the police force.”

“We never caught the man,” said Bourke, looking at him thoughtfully. “The only due we got was a very distinct thumbprint on the pistol barrel — remember that?”

Dick nodded.

“I remember it very well: I’ve seen the thumbprint a score of times: it was also used as an illustration in the late Commissioner’s memoirs.”

“Late Commissioners shouldn’t have memoirs!” growled Bourke. “But get that fact into your head, Staines. Ten years ago a man is shot in cold blood, robbed of six hundred pounds, and the murderer gets away without a trace, leaves only an unknown thumbprint on the barrel of the pistol.”

“Yes, I’ve got that in my mind,” said Dick, wondering what was coming next.

Bourke opened a drawer, took out a photograph, and threw it on to the table.

“Take a look at that,” he said. “It’s interesting — it’s the fingerprint of the Slough murderer, and it was found on the beer-glass in Derrick’s house tonight!”
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Dick looked at the thumbprint, hardly believing the evidence of his senses. The Slough murder was one of the classic cases, where an unknown man commits a murder in broad daylight, escapes, leaving a fingerprint, is not arrested, and disappears as though the earth has opened for him. How many hundreds, how many thousands of new criminals who had fallen into the hands of the police had had their thumbprints taken and compared with the mark on the pistol? He himself had examined the impressions, every whorl, every island — he could have almost drawn it from memory.

“The whole case is rather mysterious, isn’t it? Why they should have gone into Derrick’s house at all? Even the pictures on the walls are hardly worth more than their frames. Yet this is the second attempt that has been made—”

“Third,” corrected Bourke. “There’s one that Derrick doesn’t know about. Do you know what I think? Sit down!” Superintendent Bourke liked his audience to be seated. “Old man Derrick, Walter Derrick’s father, had a hobby—”

“I’ve heard about it,” said Dick. “Curiously enough, his son was telling me last night.”

“About the fingerprints?”

Dick nodded.

“He must have collected thousands,” said Bourke. “We used to call him ‘the amateur record officer.’ He was out to find two fingerprints exactly alike and upset the whole of our organisation. Although he was the most miserly man I ever heard about — they say he ran that big house of his on five pounds a week — he went to any amount of expense to collect the prints. He was as fanatical as a stamp fiend. He even paid collectors in big factories to send him specimen prints. The only joy he had in life was to sit over them night and day`,’ comparing, measuring, and classifying. I must say that he knew the subject even better than our men at Scotland Yard — at any rate, as well. If his eyesight hadn’t failed he might have made a discovery of some sort.”

He looked at Dick long and earnestly, and Inspector Staines knew his chief well enough to refrain from stimulating him.

“I’ll tell you what my theory is,” said Bourke at last. “I believe, in the course of his collecting, by some accident he got the thumbprint of the Slough murderer.”

“But the collection has been destroyed,” said Dick.

“Has it?” Bourke was obviously sceptical. “I know that as soon as Walter Derrick got home and got to work he began to clear out the collection. They were bound up in books: there was a whole wall full of ‘em. As a matter of fact, I know, because I saw them. After the old man died Walter sent to the Yard and asked if we’d like to accept them, but we’ve no use for law-abiding folk, so we turned the offer down. They were afterwards destroyed — but were they all destroyed? This bird who is in Walter Derrick’s house at odd moments knows as much about the burning of the collection as anybody else. Why, then, does he take the trouble and the risk, and spend the money? He or she is looking for a fingerprint. Twice they’ve been after it; once they had the house to themselves — it was when he was in Monte Carlo — that’s why he had the caretaker put in — and not once have they stolen anything valuable.”

Bourke threw out his arms with a dramatic gesture.

“My son, go get this lady and gentleman, and you’ll find the man who killed the Slough cashier!”

Dick approached this case as he had approached a dozen others, by forgetting all that he knew about it. But some things were very difficult to forget. Happily, the grey-eyed nurse was no longer under suspicion. He was thinking a lot about the grey-eyed nurse; he said very scornful and derisive things about himself, made grimaces of contempt when he was shaving in the morning, and in more charitable moments was slightly amused by his own stupidity, his childishness.

Here was something very beautiful that had swum into his ken and had vanished again — a comet figure of loveliness and grace, visible just so long as it takes to stir a man’s imagination, long enough to throw tiny roots in his heart so that the wrenching out was very painful. He would never see her again.

Tommy, it seemed, was more fortunate. He had seen her at Littlehampton, reading in one of the shelters on the foreshore, Mr. Cornfort sleeping, the shabby and unshaven chairman smoking a surreptitious pipe behind the shelter, having propped the wheels of his bath chair with large cobbles. All of this Tommy related in a letter:

“Naturally, old boy,” he wrote, “I hopped off my machine and gave her a how-d’you-do. She was most affable, and asked after you. Then the old gent woke up and cracked a couple of good gags about the weather that I seemed to have heard before (I told her
 this after he’d gone to sleep again, and she was frightfully amused).”

Tommy was going on to Petworth, or somewhere near Petworth, where he had most ferociously boring relations, who live in a sort of moated castle. Fearfully damp and terribly depressing in wet weather, but dear Aunt Martha may pop off any day, and what with these socialists, dear old boy, you can’t afford to chuck away a chance of beating up an honest penny.

Dick read the letter at Scotland Yard, and envied this flighty bachelor who had such wonderful opportunities of meeting the grey-eyed nurse, even in Littlehampton. Why hadn’t Tommy stayed in Littlehampton? he thought irritably. Dick could have gone down to see him, to consult him — well, he would probably have seen her. He had half a mind to tell her of the ludicrous double business, of how at first sight he had confounded her with a soulless adventuress. It almost seemed an excuse worthy of the journey to tell her that alone. He told himself that he was getting childish, which was probably true.

The fingerprint found on the beer-glass of the caretaker was without question identical with that found nine years before on the jacket of an automatic pistol. From the Scotland Yard records patient men dragged out every particular about the Slough murder and began to prepare a dossier. To bring that record up to date required no very great ingenuity. When they had finished their labours they knew no more about the murder than they had known nine years before.

Dick had an invitation one morning to lunch with Mr. Walter Derrick at his club. The postscript ran:

“By the way, did the fingerprint you found on the glass help you?”

He had no intention of telling Derrick of the momentous discovery. It is not the business of the police to arouse unnecessary alarm in the bows of innocent citizens. He was by no means sure that Superintendent Bourke’s theory was right, and his first step, now that he had been given the case, was to discover all that was possible about the known actors in this little drama. Mr. Derrick’s position was very clear: he was a very rich man, and it was quite likely that he possessed movable property that would reward a burglar. Old Derrick’s wealth had been largely in real estate, and Dick Staines sought out one of the most important agencies in the City of London, and, by great good luck, picked, upon the one firm that could inform him.

The partner whom he interviewed had a great deal to say about the miserly father of Walter, and much of it was uncomplimentary.

“The shrewdest old devil that ever bought land!” was his verdict. “He had an instinct for values. He started life as a working builder, and years ago he used to do his own repairs on his properties. He could handle a trowel with the best of bricklayers, and my father once told me that he had seen him slating the roofs of some small cottage property of his in the South of London.”

“He left a lot of property?” asked Dick. The partner shook his head.

“Not he,” he said emphatically. “He was too wily a bird; he knew just when values were at their highest and sold. About eighteen months before he died we sold four properties for him, the gross value of which was eight hundred thousand pounds. I remember this distinctly, because there was a wrangle about the commission. He sold another block — two office buildings in the City — through Haytors for a hundred and fifty thousand at the same time. He was a queer old devil, and invariably insisted upon being paid in hard cash. No cheques for old Joshua! I had the satisfaction of seeing him walk down Queen Victoria Street with a valise containing over half a million pounds in banknotes. So far as I know, he never invested a penny.”

“Probably he bought more property?”

The agent shook his head.

“No, but he was on the point of doing so. The market was rising again just before he died, and I had opened personal negotiations with him for the purchase of a big City block for four hundred and twelve thousand pounds.”

“A man like that must have made enemies?” suggested Dick, but this view was contested.

“All business people make enemies, but I shouldn’t think old Joshua aroused any very strong animosity. Even the estate agents, with whom he bargained to the last penny, did not really dislike him. The only thing he would never sell was his house in Lowndes Square, and I happen to know that he had some very good offers for it, even during the property slump — offers which I imagined he would jump at. But I suppose he had some sentimental interest in the house — he built it, or rebuilt it, himself, and he would never listen to the best of offers.”

Mr. Walter Derrick’s club was a large and handsome establishment in Pall Mall, devoted to motorists. Dick found him waiting in the busy vestibule, and was greeted with that cheerful grin which Mr. Derrick gave to all and sundry, for he was a very friendly man.

“Got on my nerves, that infernal burglary,” he said, as he bustled Dick into the crowded diningroom. “Couldn’t sleep last night. By the way, that stupid caretaker of mine is beginning to recover his memory. He says the girl was as pretty as paint. That’s the worst of being a rich bachelor. They’ll get you, even if they have to break into the house for you!”

He gurgled with laughter at this jest, but was more serious when he came to speak about the incoveniences to which he had been put.

“He was going to the country that evening, he said, leaving a double guard at the town house.

“I still don’t know what these people are after,” he said. “Now if it had been in the days of my governor, I could have understood. The poor old man kept all his money in a steel box under his bed — he never had dealings with a banker if he could possibly help it. We found in there — or rather, the nurse found it — four hundred and twelve thousand pounds in banknotes.”

Dick looked up sharply.

“How much?”

Mr. Derrick repeated the sum.

“But that wasn’t all you inherited?”

Walter Derrick’s eyes twinkled.

“It seems to me a fairly useful sum,” he said. “Yes, as a matter of fact that was my inheritance. People think I’m a millionaire — well, I feel like one, and so will you when you have the handling of four hundred thousand pounds!”

A light was beginning to dawn on Dick Staines.

“But did you make any inquiries as to any other moneys he might have had?” he asked. “Didn’t his lawyer—”

“The old gentleman never employed a lawyer,” said Derrick. And then, curiously: “Why are you so excited about it, Mr. Staines? There was a little house property, but of no great value. The four hundred and twelve thousand pounds was the total I inherited.”

Dick stared at him incredulously.

“Do you mean that you or your lawyer made no inquiries of the people with whom he had dealings, the estate agents, that you found no receipts or memoranda connected with his business?”

“None,” said Walter slowly. “What are you driving at, Staines?”

“I’ll tell you in a minute,” said Dick. “Tell me this: Did your father die suddenly, or was he ill for very long?”

“He died quite suddenly. He took to his bed one day and was dead the next. Until then he was in perfectly good health. Now what is the mystery?”

It was no mystery to Dick Staines now, as he explained.

“The money you found under his bed was the purchase price of a property for which he was negotiating just before he died. I know that from one firm alone he received eight hundred thousand pounds, from another a hundred and fifty thousand, and probably, if you canvassed the estate agents of London you would discover that he sold property to the value of a million within a year of his death. Therefore, the money you discovered beneath his bed was only a portion of his actual property, and since he seems to have been in the habit of keeping his wealth in hard cash, it is pretty clear that the remainder is somewhere hidden in your house.”

Walter was staring at him; his face had gone a little pale.

“You must think I’m a fool not to have made these inquiries,” he said; “and I probably am. Just tell me, Staines, what you know, and I promise you that if you’ve been instrumental in restoring my property, I shall not forget what I owe to you.”

Dick Staines wriggled a little at this. He had never grown hardened to the promises of reward which had come his way from time to time.

“I suggest that you and I go back to your house, and that we make a very thorough search. Somewhere in that house is a hiding-place that nobody knew but your father. This is all the more likely because, if I understand aright, he was the builder, and probably overhauled the plans of the architect.”

Whilst he was talking, he saw Walter Derrick’s lips part to ask a question. The words were unspoken, but Staines knew just what the words were, and was a little startled.

They finished their lunch quickly, and Derrick drove him back to the house in Lowndes Square. Dick had already made a survey of the building in daylight. It was bigger than any other house in the square, an ugly edifice, and he might well suspect that the elder Derrick had not only assisted and amended the work of the architect, but had been responsible in the main for its unsightly additions.

He had remarked before that in appearance it was not unlike a public institution, with its façade of white glazed brick.

When Mr. Derrick opened the door he found the vigilant caretaker in the passage.

“I got your message, sir.”

“My message? What message?”

“You telephoned saying the gentleman was calling this evening to measure the rooms for the new carpets.”

Derrick and Dick Staines looked at one another. “All right,” said Derrick quietly.

He beckoned the detective up to the drawingroom on the first floor, and closed the door.

“I sent no such message,” he said. “I was leaving this afternoon for my place at Godalming, as I told you, and I had no intention of returning to Lowndes Square. That’s a pretty clumsy trick — Larkin could easily have got on to me by telephone.”

“Too clumsy to be genuine,” said Dick. “It — almost seems as if they wanted you to be in the house tonight. I should let them have their wish, and I will be here.”

Derrick looked troubled.

“I can’t understand it, I can’t understand it,” he said vehemently. “Why the devil are they bothering me? There’s something about this business that is rattling me. What is there behind it? Why should they—” He stopped suddenly and frowned. “No, I can’t think.”

And then, shaking off the gloom which was settling upon him, he became suddenly his old chuckling self.

“Come along and find the treasure house,” he said.

From room to room they went, pulling up carpets, examining and tapping walls, prying into cupboards that had not been opened, according to Walter, since his father’s death. The house had the solidity of a fortress. The walls were thick, but Walter Derrick explained that his father had a weakness for solidity. As a boy he had lived in an old house that had collapsed in the dead of night, and he had narrowly escaped death.

Most of the rooms were so proportioned as to be positively ugly. Everywhere was evidence of the amateur architect’s hands: odd little staircases that seemed to have been put in as an afterthought; inaccessible windows that must have been the despair of a generation of housekeepers. The façade was not altogether unsightly. Old Mr. Derrick had conformed roughly to the general architecture of the square. There was a stone balcony on each floor, which ran continuously along the two fronts of the block.

For two hours they delved and examined and tapped, but found nothing. Eventually they ‘came to the room where Dick had made his entry that stormy night, and Derrick unlocked a cupboard.

“Here’s something that will interest you,” he said.

He stooped and took out a dusty iron box. It was very heavy; the key was still in the lock.

“This is the box which contained the money and a few odds and ends of no great value.”

It was as much as Dick could do to lift the box and swing it on to a table. It was made of solid steel, and was deep and wide. He opened the lid, and saw inside a curious brass instrument which had the appearance of a syringe. There were two curved grips, and, silver at the end of the piston, a grip rather like the butt of a pistol. Attached to the other end was a large cup of red rubber.

“What is this fearsome weapon?” he asked, examining it curiously.

“I’ve never been able to find out.”

It was strongly made and heavy; the brass cylinder was seven inches in diameter and short. Projecting from the cylinder end on either side were two stout brass grips about four inches long. He puzzled over this for a little while, and then saw what it was; and, wetting the edges of the rubber cup, he pressed the rubber flat upon the polished surface of the steel box and drew back the piston end. Presently he heard a click, and the piston moved no more. Holding the two grips, he lifted the steel box from the table. As he thought, it was a small vacuum machine, and not until he had found the spring that released the pistol grip and allowed it to sink back again was he able to pry loose the rubber cup from the surface of the box.

“Where was this?” he asked.

“It was inside the chest with the money. I think it was on top.”

Dick put back the ‘sucker’ in the box and closed the lid.

Later that afternoon he interviewed a retired builder in the Wandsworth Road: an old man whose memory was a little defective, but who could very well recall the circumstances of his contract with the elder Derrick. He remembered, in the course of the building, a long, shallow safe coming to the house, but where it was placed he had no knowledge. Mr. Derrick, as Dick suspected, had worked on the building himself, and, to the scandal of the neighbourhood, had even spent his Sundays in an old suit, plying a trowel. More than this: he had stopped all the work for three months and had brought in black workmen. The old builder thought they were Moors, for the only holiday Mr. Derrick permitted himself was an occasional month in Tangier, in the days when living was cheap, and it was possible to reach the North Coast of Africa on a fruit boat for a few pounds.
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His memory, however, was not entirely reliable in regard to essentials. But he remembered one recent trifle, and produced a sensation by its recital.

“It’s a funny thing,” quavered the old man, as he offered a limp hand at parting, “that all sorts of people want to know about that there house. I had a young lady here a day or two ago — pretty as a picture she was, a bit of a girl. She said she was writing a book about houses, and wanted to know if I had any old plans. And, sure enough, up come the question of this house of Mr. Derrick’s.”

“What was she like?” asked Dick. “Tall or short, stout…?”

The old gentleman considered.

“Well, now you come to mention it, I don’t remember anything about her except that she’d got very pretty eyes — a sort of greyish-blue, just like my granddaughter’s; sort of long, dark lashes over ‘em.”

Dick knew that he was describing the eyes of Mary Dane, or Mary Dane’s double. He thought it was a moment to make the tactful admission that he was a police officer.

“Detective, are you? Well, I can’t tell you anything more than I’ve told you. She wanted to know where she could find the architect, and I gave her his address. She wrote it down on this very table.” He pointed shakily. “She couldn’t find a pencil for a bit, and then she took one out of her bag — a gold one with a big red stone at the end of it.”

Dick’s jaw dropped: he was describing the pencil he had lost, and which Nurse Mary Dane had restored to him.

It was a sorely puzzled man who left Scotland Yard that evening and walked to his lodgings. It was half-past eleven, and once he had left the Strand behind him he was in a fairly deserted area till he came to Holborn. This passed, he entered the silence and desolation of Bloomsbury, and was feeling a twinge of annoyance that he had so precipitately left his flat, when he found interest in one of those unpleasant little dramas which are all too frequent in a great city.

A woman was walking ahead of him, so far ahead that he could not be certain that it was a woman and not a man. As he swung along he gradually overcame her, though he was totally unconscious of the fact. Her assailant must have been coming from the opposite direction: Dick did not see him until he heard a girl’s cry and saw two people struggling. He quickened his pace and came up to them as, slipping from the man’s grasp, the girl turned to fly. She cannoned into the detective and almost knocked him over. In another second the man had gripped her arm. He was tremendously tall, overtopping Dick Staines; his voice was thick and drunken and very loud.

“Hey! Come back, you!”

Inspector Staines caught him with a professional grip and swung him back against the railings of the gardens that occupied the centre of the square.

Then he heard a little gasp from the girl, and, turning his head, found himself staring stupidly into the face of Mary Dane. She was dressed in a dark blue costume, and he might not have recognised her in the closely fitting hat if he had not known her.

“Oh! Mr. Staines, please send that man away!”

The long fellow was truculent, most anxious to take up the matter of an unprovoked appearance.

“What’s the idea?” His voice was louder and even more raucous. “Can’t I talk to a young lady…old friend of mine from Capetown?”

He waggled his finger drunkenly in the girl’s face.

“Didn’t think I knew yer, did yer? But Lordy’s got a memory: he never forgets people who done him a bad turn — and—”

The actions of police officers are rather definite Dick Staines again jerked the man against the railings without an effort.

“Is this fellow annoying you?”

He saw by the light of a street lamp that her ii face was very pale.

“No…I think he has mistaken me for somebody else.”

“Like hell I have!” said the stranger. “Your name’s Mary de Villiers! And who are you, I’d like to know?” He turned suddenly on Dick.

“I am Inspector Staines from Scotland Yard,” said Dick, and at the words the long figure seemed to wilt. His voice sank to an ingratiating whine.

“I’m not giving any trouble, Inspector. Perhaps I’ve made a mistake with this young lady. To tell you the truth, I’ve had a couple of drinks—”

“Let’s have a look at you,” said Dick, gripping him by the lapel and drawing him to the light.

The first thing that struck Dick Staines was the man’s extraordinarily narrow head; a long, brown face, a pendulous nose, small round eyes deeply set, and a ragged little moustache were photographed in Dick’s memory.

“It’s all right, baas
 — Lordy Brown is my name. I landed last Saturday from the Glamis Castle
 . This young lady knows — well, maybe she doesn’t know.”

Then, to Dick’s surprise, he began talking rapidly in a language which the detective did not understand. At first he thought it was German, then he knew it to be Dutch, and the taal
 at that.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Do you understand that?” He turned to the watchful girl, who had withdrawn a little from the circle.

She shook her head.

“I have an idea he’s trying to speak to me,” she said.

“To you, miss?” said Lordy Brown, almost humbly. “Why should I talk to you? I’ve given you enough trouble tonight. I’m a gentleman, and I apologise. Only landed from the Glamis
 on Saturday; I got a good friend here, Mr. Inspector. I went round to see him, but he wasn’t in. Good feller, too…knew him years ago when he was living in a dirty old tent in Tanganyika. He’ll see Lordy right. Millionaire, this fellow is. Had a row with his old man and ran away to Africa, but a good feller — old Walter Derrick.”

Dick looked at him quickly.

“Do you know London at all?” he asked. “Do you know—” He mentioned a cafe near Piccadilly Circus which almost every overseas tourist has visited. “Meet me there in half an hour. If you aren’t there I’ll come and find you. Where are you staying?”

The man gave an hotel in a street off the Strand, and gave it so readily that Dick knew he was speaking the truth.

“I’ll see you in half an hour. If you’re not there I’ll come and find you,” said Dick Staines, and without another word left the man.

The girl was already walking slowly away. Evidently she expected his escort.

“It was all very terrifying, and I rather lost my head,” she said ruefully. “I didn’t see this man until he came up to me…I hate drunken people.”

“Where are you staying tonight?” he asked.

She was staying at a private hotel in Gower Street. She had come up for the day from Littlehampton to do some shopping, and was going back next day. She did not like London particularly, she confided to him.

“I want to ask you a question,” said Dick. “Have you ever heard of somebody being so like you that you have been mistaken for one another?”

She shook her head.

“No, I don’t think there’s anybody in the world quite like anybody else,” she said. “Have I really got a double?”

“A treble, unless Mr. Lordy Brown was talking in his sleep. He mistook you for a Miss Villiers of Capetown. Do you know Capetown?”

To his surprise she nodded.

“I was there two years ago,” she said.

“But you couldn’t have been a nurse then: you weren’t old enough.”

She laughed softly at this.

“You’re in a very complimentary mood tonight, Mr. Staines.”

And then she shivered.

“I wish I hadn’t seen that man; I’m rather worried about him.”

He did not ask her why she should he worried about a man she did not know and whom she might not see again.

“It is queer that he should know Derrick,” he said.

She did not answer, and when he repeated the rather banal statement:

“Mr. Derrick? He was the gentleman with the yellow motorcar? Is he in London?”

At present, Dick told her, Mr. Walter Derrick was at his country house in Surrey.

“He is very fortunate,” she said.

He asked her why, and she smiled. When he pressed her:

“How stupid you are! And Lord Weald — Tommy, don’t you call him? — thinks you’re so terribly clever! Wouldn’t you think it good fortune not to have to entertain an old African friend like Mr. Brown? You’re going to see him, aren’t you — Brown, I mean? Do ask him who Miss de Villiers is — it’s rather a common name in Capetown, if I remember rightly. Have you lost your pencil again?”

The question recalled to his mind a matter that troubled him.

“I almost thought I had,” he said. “And this is where the question of your double comes in. There’s a builder at Wandsworth named Ellington, a very old gentleman, who recently had a visitor — a lady, who, from his description, was rather like you — she called on the day the pencil was lost, and on the day…something else happened that was rather remarkable. Ellington said the young lady had asked him for particulars about Mr. Walter Derrick’s house, and that she had produced a pencil to write down an address that was obviously my pencil. Am I being very amusing?” he added, a little tartly, for she was laughing.

“I think you’re terribly amusing. Look!”

She opened her bag and took out a shining gold object and handed it to him. He stopped to examine it: it was identical with the pencil he had in his pocket.

“I bought it this afternoon in Regent Street,” she said solemnly. “I could have bought forty or fifty or a hundred! There seems to be a vogue in these pencils just now. I saw a man using one in the train. Where did you get it?”

“Tommy gave me mine,” he said.

“Of course Tommy gave you yours!” she scoffed. “There’s a shop in Regent Street selling nothing else — a fountain-pen shop. If you take the trouble to look, you will see an enormous display of them in the window; and if you think they’re gold, they’re not! I hate exposing your Tommy, but they cost seven and sixpence each, and I should think there are nearly fifty thousand of them in use. Will you tell me something?”

“I’ll tell you anything I can,” he replied.

She was silent for a little while, and then asked:

“What is the great mystery? What do you mean when you say that I am three people — Miss de Villiers and myself and somebody else — who is the somebody else? Have they been committing terrible crimes, and did you really come down that night to Brighton to arrest me?”

“What an absurd idea!” he began.

“Don’t prevaricate! I could see, the moment you came up to me in the ballroom, that there was something very, very wrong. I thought you’d come especially on my behalf — to catch me out — that was the sensation I had. And you did, too!”

“Have you a sister?” he asked, and she nodded.

“Aged twelve, and not a bit like me. She’s rather dark. She’s an awfully clever child, but not clever enough to impersonate me. Have I a twin? No. The truth is, Mr. Staines, I must be a very commonplace type.”

He could protest against this in the tritest possible way, but she changed the topic.

She told him that any letters addressed to the little hotel where she stayed would always find her. That she should suggest his writing at all was ridiculously pleasing to him; the pleasure was somewhat modified at parting:

“In case you find a fourth person like me, and you would like to know where I am,” she mocked him.

Dick went back to the café where he had arranged to meet the man from Africa, and found him sitting at a small corner table. Even amongst the Bohemian assembly he was an unusual figure, in his grey, soft shirt, open at the neck, his battered Stetson hat on the back of his narrow head, and the long, brown, lean face.

There were people in the restaurant who knew Dick Staines and who turned their backs on him quickly when he made his appearance, for this was a favourite rendezvous of the swell mob, the “kite” men, the confidence artists, and that queer little world of fashionably dressed young men who lie in wait for gullible strangers.

“What’ll you drink, captain?” asked Lordy Brown, and his fingers snapped at a waiter like the crack of a pistol. “Hi, you! Get the captain a drink.”

But Dick was not drinking anything stronger than a lemon-squash.

“I’d have had one myself, but I’ve lived on it for years — lime-juice and bad water! The sight of a cordial bottle makes me go sick in the stomach! Hope you don’t think any the worse of me, captain, for that little business with the young lady? The truth is, I was a bit tight. Do you know my friend Mr. Walter Derrick?”

He was obviously taken back when Dick replied in the affirmative.

“A good feller, rather soft, but good. Funny’ how I met him. He had a camp at a place called Pakasaka, gold prospecting, him and a feller named Creave. I come across him in the bush. He was a pretty sick man — been mauled on the leg by a lion — but I got him back to his camp. I’ll bet he remembers that, captain! I’ll bet he’ll say ‘Why, Lordy, what can I do for you, you old crook!’ Full of jokes, was Walter. If ever there was a witty man or gentleman, he was that man.”

“Or gentleman,” suggested Dick, amused.

“I was in the camp four days lookin’ after his leg — left calf cut up something awful. He went after a mangy old lion — that sort can be dangerous. He said he’d be a limpin’ cripple all his life, but I says No. You trust me, Walter.’ Naturally, with my experience — I’m better than a doctor. Plug in the iodine an’ plenty of hot water — better than a doctor. Walter will remember that! He’ll say, ‘Lordy, I’m glad to see you! You saved my life, Lordy, an’ now you’re down and out I’ll save you!’”

“I hope said Dick when the loquacious man paused.

“Of course he will. Us voorlopers
 always stand together. We’re the salt of the earth. We’re different from you fellows at home — we’ve been through it. My brother was one of the original pioneers. I know the country from Christmas Pass to the Falls and down again to Buluwayo. I’ve prospected in Barotseland and Bechuanaland; I’ve lived in the Kalahari.”

He looked at Dick with a speculative eye. Evidently he was debating in his mind whether he should give him an item of information which he had almost given once or twice in the course of the conversation.

“I suppose you’ll be finding out who I am, Inspector? Well, I’m not going to give you any bother — I believe in treating the police as gentlemen. I’ve been in trouble, I admit it; I’ve done two terms in Pretoria Central, and there’s no sense in denying it — twelve months and three and a half years. But that was in the days when I used to drink, and got led astray ‘by people who were worse than me. I’m straight now. The other game doesn’t pay. You know that better than I do, Inspector.”

“What were your offences?” asked Dick.

Mr. Lordy Brown coughed embarrassedly.

“Well, they were bad and yet they weren’t bad. I wasn’t the chief man in either job.”

It was the old cant that Dick knew so well. Evidently Mr. Lordy Brown was not particularly proud of his crimes, since for a long time he rambled about the subject before he made the confession.

“The first job was just gold robbery from a prospector — he was tight and I was tight, and I don’t really know the rights of it even now. But the police swore my life away — they’re not so honest as they are in England,” he added hastily. “I had my first dose in Pretoria Central. The second job I was innocent, in a manner of speaking. They told me the gentleman was buying diamonds — you’re not allowed to buy diamonds in South Africa—”

“I know all about I.D.B.,” said Dick.

“Well?”

“Well, sir,” said Mr. Lordy Brown slowly, “I went to tip him off and tell him the police would be looking for him. I might have asked him for a few pounds to get me to Capetown, but nothing worse than that. Well, it appears that this gentleman wasn’t buying diamonds at all, and I got four years on false evidence.”

“For trying to blackmail him, in fact: is that your weakness?”

Lordy did not attempt to deny the impeachment, but thought it necessary to proclaim the purity of his motives with regard to Mr. Walter Derrick.

“There’s a gentleman that is a gentleman. I know nothing against him except that he’s too generous! That man couldn’t do a crooked thing — and such a jocular chap! Full of fun and amusement. Do you know what he used to call his leg when I was dressing it — the lion’s share! It takes a man to make a joke about his own troubles, don’t it?”

When he said he was broke he was speaking in a figurative sense. He confessed to Dick that he had landed with ‘a few’ pounds, and regretted, in a halfhearted way, that he had ever left South Africk The detective guessed that there was a very excellent reason for his leaving.

“Did you ever get into trouble in Capetown?” asked Dick suddenly.

By the man’s hesitation he gathered that the full record of Lordy Brown’s crimes had not yet been confessed.

“There was a bit of a bother,” replied Mr. Brown vaguely, “but I always say that give a dog a bad name and you might as well string him up! When I was there, Capetown was full of crooks, and naturally other people got the blame. Crooks! Half the Australian gang were there — men and women living in the best hotels and all on the make-haste.”

He felt the intensity of Dick’s inquiring gaze, and became suddenly uncommunicative.

“Who was Miss de Villiers?”

Lordy Brown looked past him and for an instant was ill at ease.

“Oh, her? Well, she was a — she was a lady I knew slightly.”

“Crook?” asked Dick.

“I’m not giving any information about ladies,” replied Lordy virtuously.

Of one thing Dick was certain as he walked home: it was that this man really had been genuinely deceived when he addressed Mary Dane. There was nothing amorous, nothing friendly in his tone when he had spoken to her; rather was it the gloating satisfaction of an injured man who had met the one responsible for his misfortunes.

He was intrigued, a little bit hurt. He analysed this latter sensation quite unnecessarily. He was hurt because he was fond of the girl and because, at the back of his mind, there was a suspicion, not entirely a conviction, that Mary and her double were one and the same. And yet, both he and Lordy Brown might easily have been deceived. They had both ‘recognised’ the girl in the half light: one in the basement of Walter Derrick’s house, the other in the uncertain light of a street lamp. Why was she an enemy of Walter Derrick? What did she hope to gain by these mad adventures? His mind went back to the unknown Slough murderer. Was she a sister, a wife…? He shook his head. In romance such things happen; in real life people are content to leave well alone.

Suppose that the Slough murderer was behind these unaccountable outrages, he would certainly have known that all the fingerprints in the possession of old Derrick had been offered to the police by his son, and had been refused. And if they were hidden in some secret hiding place…No, he rejected the fingerprint theory. More likely was it that these midnight visitors were seeking the balance of old Derrick’s money which they knew to be hidden in the house.

So he could lift down Mary Dane and her double from the realm of romance, and place the latter where she would belong, if his theory held — a member of a clever gang who were seeking easy money, money which would never be missed and, therefore, would arouse no outcry.

He lay sleepless in his bed for a long time that night, thinking and thinking, creating theories only to destroy them. He went to sleep with one resolve — to find the woman who was impersonating Mary Dane, and to lay bare a mystery which had begun to get on his nerves.

Nothing but asinine infatuation (as he told himself) would have taken him to the little hotel in Gower Street where Mary had spent the night. As it was, he was punished for his act of folly, for Mary had left by an early train, although she had hinted to him that she would be in Town all day.

“Are you Mr. Staines?” asked the maid, as she remembered a commission. “Would you mind waiting here, sir? The young lady left a letter for you; she said you would call this morning.”

In spite of his annoyance Dick laughed. How very sure this ‘young lady’ was, and how very wise in the ways of men! And his irritation was not easily dispersed. Certainly her letter did nothing to soothe him.

“DEAR MR. STAINES,

“I am so sorry I have had to go hack to Littlehampton. I had a telephone message early this morning that Mr. Cornfort was not so well. I’m so sorry I cannot lunch with you, but I do hope you will ask me again.”

The writing was small, rather childish. And now Dick Staines’ annoyance was more acute, for he had called to ask her to go to lunch, and he was perfectly sure that on the night before he had made no mention of such an occasion.

He could almost see her laughing at him, very gently, those grey eyes of hers alight with fun.

“Curse the woman!” said Dick mildly, and went back to his duties.

His duties that day were rather light, his task the rereading of the Slough dossier. It was remarkable how little was known of the murder. The only evidence of the slightest value was given in a statement by a carter named, curiously enough, Carter, and a pencil note on the corner of the foolscap ran laconically: “This man has since died.”

Carter had seen the motorcycle and sidecar coming slowly from the direction of Maidenhead. The driver was dressed in brown and wore goggles. His height was difficult to ascertain because he sat astride of the machine. The murdered cashier was a man of forty, an amateur boxer, and a great pedestrian. It had been his habit to walk from Slough to the works, which were just outside the town, and to carry the money in a black bag. The managing director had considered this a dangerous proceeding, and had issued orders that the cashier was not to collect money unless he had a guard with him; but more often than not this rule was ignored. He was alone this morning when, in view of three or four people and the driver of a grocer’s cart, the motorcycle and sidecar came to a halt by the edge of the path and the driver alighted.

He was tinkering with his machine until the cashier came abreast, whereupon he turned round, whipped out his pistol and fired. Nobody saw the driver get back into his saddle, and before anybody realised what had happened he had disappeared. He had passed through Slough town, and, curiously enough, obeyed the signal of a traffic policeman who held him up to allow the passing of a trolley, and that was the last seen of him.

The pistol was found in the middle of the road about forty yards from the murder, and the theory of the police was that in trying to put it into his pocket the murderer had let it slip and it had fallen down between the cycle and the sidecar. Nothing was seen of the man: even his motorcycle was never traced nor its number taken. Naturally enough, Scotland Yard had pulled in every man with a bad record and who had ever committed a hold-up, but they got no nearer the solution of the mystery, and the general idea at Scotland Yard was that he was an educated man who had escaped to France.

Now it is a peculiar fact that ordinary criminals do not attempt to leave England, and for a very excellent reason. A man without a knowledge of a foreign language or of foreign customs is a hopeless creature in a new land. He is marked wherever he goes, and since the descriptions of wanted men are circulated instantly abroad, it would be generally impossible that they should evade capture.

Scotland Yard can count on the fingers of one hand men who have committed crimes and have made for the Continent, and invariably these have beet international crooks and safe-blowers who are as much at home in Paris and Berlin as they are in London.
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There was the Slough murder in a nutshell — a commonplace, wicked crime, committed by one who was obviously unknown to the police, since all the underground channels of information could bring no hint or clue as to the perpetrator.

Dick read and re-read the various statements, as a score of other police officers had done, hoping to find the tiniest overlooked detail which would lead him to a new conception of the case. He read again the carter’s statement, and no passage acquired any new significance. Returning the paper to its folder he sent the dossier back to the record office, and the messenger had hardly gone before his telephone bell rang, and he gathered from the delay that he was at the London end of a trunk call.

“…Is that you, Staines?”

He recognised the voice at once: it was Walter Derrick’s.

“Is anything wrong?” he asked quickly, and heard Derrick’s laugh.

“I should say not; only it’s Saturday tomorrow, and I wondered if you’d care to come down and spend a weekend with me at my little place — or doesn’t Scotland Yard allow you weekends? If it’s any inducement, Weald is coming…No, it’s not a house-party — just we three. You’ll probably be bored, but the country is looking at its best.”

Dick had no very pressing engagement in London, and he was rather curious to find out Walter Derrick’s impression of Mr. Lordy Brown.

“I met a friend of yours yesterday,” he said.

“Who was that?” asked Derrick quickly.

“I’ll tell you all about it when I come down — a queer bird!”

“That really does sound like a friend of mine,” chuckled Derrick. “Male or female — not my pet burglars?”

“Nothing so interesting,” said Dick.

Before he left Town he made an inquiry of the Union Castle Line and was supplied with a list of homeward-bound passengers on the Glamis Castle
 . Neither in the first, the second, nor the third-class did he discover the name of Lordy Brown. In fact, nobody named Brown had travelled on that ship. This was not extraordinary: if the Inspector’s theory was accurate, that Brown left South Africa in a hurry for South Africa’s good, he would be travelling in an assumed name. There was, of course, the possibility that the man had been in England for a long time. Support to this theory was found When Dick discovered what was the likely cause of Lordy’s flight. There had been, six months before, a series of wholesale burglaries in Capetown and a number of arrests had been made. Though Lordy Brown was not exactly wanted by the police, he was certainly suspected of being a member of the gang. Fear of detection might have been one of the reasons for his appearance in England.

The record which came from the High Commissioner’s office on the Saturday morning revealed how modest had been Lordy’s claim. Not twice, but a dozen times had he seen the interior of African prisons, and had even served a sentence at the hands of the Congo Government in Elizabethville. Apparently, the man was a great traveller; he had described himself loosely as a prospector, but his basic employment was trader.

Walter Derrick described his country home as being in Surrey. It was, in reality, on the very edge of Sussex, and within a few miles of Singleton. The estate was a small one, the house modern and unpretentious.

Derrick met his guest at the station and drove him to Keyley. At his request the detective had called at the house in Lowndes Square and there found two men on duty. They had little or nothing to report, and expressed the opinion, which Dick endorsed, that no further attempt would be made on Derrick’s property.

“It’s a wearisome business,” he sighed, as his big car went swiftly down the long, straight road. “I really can’t make head or tail of it. If, as you think, they suspect there is money hidden in the house, they must be just as hazy about its location as I am! Next week I’m going to get in an architect and a couple of builders, and we’ll have a real search. Perhaps if I find anything these beggars will leave me alone.”

They found Tommy Weald standing outside the house, and he hailed Staines’ arrival with joy.

“I’ve had a perfectly boring week, and I looked like having the most ghastly weekend—”

“Thank you,” said Derrick.

But Tommy was not even apologetic.

“I can’t help it, old boy. My beastly relations have thoroughly depressed me. And if I hadn’t accepted your invitation, Derrick, I should have been off to Bognor, getting acquainted with my little friend. She’s adorable, Dick, old boy.”

“Who is this?” asked Derrick, amused.

But Dick Staines was not anxious to discuss Mary Dane.

It looked like being almost as dismal a weekend as Tommy had predicted. Dick had had rather a heavy week and was tired; Derrick was unusually taciturn at dinner; and Tommy yawned his way from course to course, being absolutely without good manners. If he spoke at all, it was of the ‘divine nurse,’ who had evidently made an impression upon his susceptible heart.

“I am anxious to see your Miss Dane,” said Derrick. “Have you met her?” He turned to Dick, who nodded.

“Yes,” he said quietly, “and you
 nearly met her — with your car!”

Derrick’s eyebrows went up.

“Is she the lady I almost ran down in Brighton? Good Lord!”

“I should never have forgiven you,” yawned Tommy.

He confessed that he was desperately sleepy, and when Derrick suggested he should go to bed, he accepted the suggestion with alacrity.

Dick and his host walked out into the dusky grounds. It was a warm evening, and the air was heavy with the scent of roses. Somewhere in the distance Dick could hear the song of a nightingale.

“Makes you think there isn’t such a place as Scotland Yard in the world, eh?” bantered Derrick. “No rogues, no thieves, no murderers—”

Dick saw a dark, sinuous shape move swiftly across the lawn. Derrick saw it too.

“No murderers…hum! I’ve promised myself the pleasure of shooting that stoat one of these days. He got amongst my chickens the other night and played the devil with them.” And then, abruptly: “Who’s this friend of mine, Staines? You’ve made me terribly curious.”

“Not as curious as he made me,” said Dick, smiling to himself in the half-darkness. “Do you know one Lordy Brown?”

There was a silence.

“Lordy Brown?” repeated the other slowly. “It sounds rather familiar. What is he — a circus performer?”

“I should imagine he’s been that amongst other things,” said Dick. “Do you remember, when you were in Africa, being mauled by a lion? By the way, I didn’t know you were a hunter.”

“I was hunted on that occasion,” was his reply. “Was he the fellow who found Lordy Brown!” he said thoughtfully, adding: “A thin-faced man who talks about himself all the time. I remember, I thought he was dead…I seem to have heard or read that he was drowned somewhere in Tanganyika. How did you come to meet him?”

Here Dick Staines was prepared to lie a little.

“I met him by accident,” he said. “In any circumstances, I should probably have made his acquaintance, because my section deals with undesirable people from the overseas states. And, according to the High Commissioner’s report, he is one of the most undesirable gentlemen that ever came from Africa.”

“Did he tell you he was a friend of mine?” asked Derrick with a gurgling little laugh as though he remembered something very amusing. “He didn’t by any chance mention the fact that when he left our camp he took with him about twelve ounces of gold that we’d washed out of the river with a great deal of labour?”

Dick could well imagine such an ending to Lordy’s acquaintanceship.

They paced up and down, Derrick with a cigar clenched between his teeth, his hands behind his back. Evidently the news of Lordy Brown’s arrival had started a train of thought which was not particularly pleasant.

“That fellow’s got a nerve!” he said. “A friend of his! Did he tell you that he was on the run when he met us and that I sent fifty miles to the nearest magistrate to give him away? I should say Lordy Brown was the only genuine enemy I’ve had in my life. He hates me worse than poison! Now if he’d been in the country a few months ago, when these crimes were committed, I could very well understand them, especially—” He did not finish his sentence.

“Anyway, you must expect him to call on you when you get back to Town,” said Dick. “He’s staying at present at the Howfolk Hotel, off the Strand. I should imagine that he wants money.”

“I should imagine that he won’t get any money from me,” said Derrick quietly. “I remember him now — I think he’s got a record of blackmail against him, but I’m not certain about this. One hears scraps of news, and I’ve probably fastened the crime on to the wrong man. If he comes to my house I shall certainly send for the police. He got on very well with my partner — a man named Cleave. I’m not so sure that Cleave hasn’t some sort of record against him, though he was pretty well educated. Poor old Cleave I oughtn’t to be talking against him. He went a little off his head — wandered into the bush and was never seen again. Just about then game had moved in our direction, and the place was overrun with lions. I shot two the day he disappeared.”

He threw away the end of his cigar and lit another.

“I’m beginning to remember more about Lordy Brown,” he said, after a long silence. “He blackmailed a man in Capetown, but, unfortunately for him, there’s a pretty useful detective agency at the Cape, and Lordy was rather lucky not to be sent to the Breakwater. Queer — I’d forgotten all about the man,” he said with a laugh of vexation, “and here am I giving you his biography! I’d like you to be with me when I meet him. He has probably written to me in Town, in which case I’ll write and make an appointment on Thursday.”

He did not speak again that night about the iniquitous Lordy. The next afternoon, when he and a bored Tommy were playing clock golf, he made one reference to the adventure.

“I wish you’d find out, Staines, whether or not this fellow had a record of burglary. It may be as well to be sure it was not he who broke into my house.”

Mr. Derrick had the plebeian habit of sleeping on Sunday afternoon, and evidently Tommy knew of this, for hardly had their host retired when his lordship beckoned Dick into the garden.

“I’ve got the car outside,” he said. “What about a little run to Bognor?”

Dick looked at him sternly.

“Have you any relations at Bognor?” he asked, and Tommy giggled.

“We might see her, old boy, on the front. She’s always dodging up and down with that old ditherer. I’m sure she’ll be awfully glad to see you,” he said artfully. “She never meets me but she doesn’t talk about you — says what an extraordinary fellow you are, and wonders how people like you got into the police force.”

Dick required very little persuasion; at the very suggestion his heart had leapt. He was, he confessed dismally, rapidly unfitting himself for the responsible position he held.

It looked as though the trip to Bognor was to be in vain. For two hours they walked up and down the front, but there was no sign of Mary Dane, and they were seriously considering the advisability of returning to Keyley when Dick saw a yellow bath chair drawn slowly over the road at the end of the common, and a dainty blue and white figure immediately follow. In another second he was striding towards her.

She was not at all surprised to see him, and for a good reason.

“I’ve been watching you walking up and down the front for the past hour — our rooms in the hotel command a very good view.”

Tommy gave an incoherent excuse for their presence, but this she ignored. Mary’s eyes were on Dick.

“What have I been doing now? And have you found another miscreant with a seven-and-sixpenny gold pencil?”

She looked meaningly at Tommy, who started guiltily.

“And what happened at your interview with that dreadful man? I don’t suppose you saw him, though.”

It was not a particularly pleasant afternoon for Tommy. If he came into the conversation at all it was by his own heroic efforts. The deaf chairman pulled the yellow vehicle ahead of them, and they followed at a distance of a few yards.

“The doctor is sending Mr. Cornfort to the East Coast; we’re going to Margate first, and then by boat to Clacton.”

“What is the matter with him?” asked Dick.

He had never really interested himself in the invalid, and he was rather shocked by his own callousness. She looked at him gravely.

“That is the one question you must never ask a good nurse,” she said, and for some reason Dick felt unaccountably foolish.

It was not Tommy’s idea of an afternoon out, and he said as much most of the way back to their host. He wished, he added, that he had not suggested the joy-ride to Bognor. Dick interrupted him brusquely.

“When are you returning to Town?”

“Not for a month,” said Tommy. “I’ve got to go on to this wretched aunt of mine. She plays croquet, and loves it, old boy! It’s obscene I Why do you want to know?”

“I was wondering,” said Dick slowly, “whether you would like me for a lodger. I took rather a fancy to that bedroom you put at my disposal, Tommy, and I’ve a mind to spend, say, the next month as your guest — don’t stare at me, Tommy — stare at the road ahead; I notice your speedometer says fifty-five, and that’s a bad speed to gape on.”

“What’s the idea?” asked Tommy. And then, eagerly: “Is it a bit of police work? If it is, old boy, I’ll give up aunt like a shot and come back with you.”

Dick hesitated. He might want help if the theory which was forming in his mind was justified; and he was not especially anxious to acquaint Scotland Yard with his suspicions. He had it in his mind that within the next few days the last, and possibly the most desperate, attempt would be made by the unknown to find the hidden treasure in the house in Lowndes Square.

“Slow down, and I’ll talk to you,” he said, and when Tommy had dropped the speed of his car to a moderate thirty, Dick expressed himself with the greatest frankness.

“You’ll probably be amused and certainly be bored, and it’s any odds that you’d spend a number of dull days without the slightest relief in the world. But if you’ll put yourself entirely under my orders I’ll make a little policeman of you. As to your unfortunate aunt, I think she will not be the loser by your absence. When can you come up to Town?”

Tommy thought very quickly.

“What’s the matter with Wednesday?” he asked.

“Seems an excellent day,” said Dick. “And if you don’t mind, I’ll go back to your house tonight. I want you to write to your man — who’ll hate to see me — giving me the free run of the house until you arrive. By the way, do you park any firearms?”

“Two revolvers, old boy,” said Tommy, with great satisfaction.

“Have you a police permit for them?” — and, when Tommy was silent: “I thought not I — at least I can have the satisfaction of pinching you if nothing else turns up. Where are they kept?”

Lord Weald told him, and was prepared to stop the car and draw a diagram showing the exact position they occupied in a small bureau on the left-hand side of a door on the fourth floor, but this was unnecessary.
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When they returned to Keyley they found Mr. Derrick playing bowls with his gardener. He did not seem in any way surprised that they had ‘taken the afternoon off,’ as he put it.

“This is a devil of a dull place without ladies. I nearly asked the nurse in to keep me company.”

“Which nurse is that?” asked Dick quickly.

Derrick laughed.

“I’m blest if I know. I saw a nurse snooping round, admiring the gardens, and I hadn’t the heart to tell her she was trespassing. Rather a slim little thing — pretty, as far as I could judge — I don’t know whether I’m wrong, but it struck me it was the girl I nearly killed at Brighton; but then all nurses look alike.”

Dick and Tommy Weald exchanged glances. “If you’ll tell me the time — !”

“About an hour ago,” said Derrick.

“Then I can assure you it was not,” said Tommy emphatically.

“Funny…I thought it was. As far as I can recollect the girl, she was like her. She was with a man; evidently they were very friendly. They disappeared for a time, and when I walked over to the end of the rose garden I saw them getting in a car — the nurse was driving. I loathe women drivers.”

Dick was dumbfounded.

“Did you notice anything else about the nurse?”

Mr. Derrick considered.

“She was some distance away from me. The only thing I saw was that she wore bright brown gloves. Most nurses wear white.”

Here was another facer for the detective. Mary Dane had worn bright brown gloves: he had seen them at a distance, and had wondered why she wore something which was out of tone with her general colouring. Who, then, was this mysterious double, and why did she pick upon a perfectly inoffensive nurse?

He made his excuses to his host, and Mr. Derrick, so far from being distressed by his premature departure, offered to put his car at Dick’s disposal to take him back to Town, an offer which the detective was glad to accept, for the train service on a Sunday was appallingly bad. In the meantime, Tommy had got through to his house, and had given instructions for the reception and treatment of his guest.

Dick found that the domestic staff had been augmented by two maidservants, and so far from his presence being resented, he was greeted with something like enthusiasm. Later in the evening, when his coffee was being served in the cheery bed-sitting-room, the butler explained the warmth of the welcome.

“The maids are getting scared about Mr. Derrick’s house, sir,” he said.

“Why scared?” asked Dick.

The man looked a little sheepish.

“Well, of course, it’s silly nonsense, but they say it’s haunted. So does the caretaker who’s in charge. He says he’s always hearing noises, and one night he saw Mr. Derrick’s father, the old miser, going up the stairs…saw him as plainly as I’m seeing you. It was a moonlight night, and he was so scared he didn’t even dare to go after him.”

This was the first Dick had heard of any ghost in Derrick’s house, and he was so impressed by the story that he rang through to Keyley.

“Rubbish!” scoffed Walter Derrick. “That’s the first I’ve ever heard of it.”

“Do you mind if I interview your timorous caretaker?” asked Dick.

“Not a bit. Ring through to him — or I will. I don’t suppose the house will be burgled in his absence. Or would you rather go in and see him?”

Dick thought the latter plan best. He gave Derrick time to call up the caretaker before he himself knocked at the door. It was’ immediately opened. Dick did not fail to see that the custodian of the house carried a revolver, which he slipped into his pocket as soon as he had satisfied himself as to the identity of his visitor.

“Yes, sir, I’ve got the jumps, I don’t mind telling you,” he said. “I’m no believer in ghosts. I am an old soldier, and I’ve been caretaker in queerer places than this, though I never want to have another night like I had on Saturday. I saw the old man.”

“Did you know him by sight?” asked Dick, surprised.

The caretaker nodded.

“I’ve seen him lots of times. He used to come to our office — I was porter with the estate agents that he did a lot of business with. They still work for Mr. Derrick; that is how I come to get this job.”

“What was he like in appearance?”

“Rather a thin feller, and small. Little above your shoulder, sir. He walks with a limp — you could tell it was he miles away.”

This was news to Dick. He had heard many stories of the parsimonious man, but, curiously enough, nobody had mentioned this physical infirmity of his.

“Now tell me what happened when you saw the ghost.”

The man breathed heavily, as though the memory was something so appalling that he needed to brace himself for the effort of recital.

“I was down in the kitchen having my supper, when I thought I heard a noise — somebody walking in the passage. I got up, took this old pistol of mine, and walked up the stairs into the hall. There was nobody I could see, so I turned on the lights. The drawingroom and the diningroom were both locked, and I said to myself that it must have been my imagination. I thought I heard a sound upstairs, and I went up — not in a great hurry, I can tell you. I reached the first landing, saw nobody, and then I looked up. He was standing near the landing window, and the moonlight was full on his face—”

“The old man?”

The caretaker swallowed something and nodded. “What did you do?”

“I just stood there, and saw him limp out of sight.”

“Was anything touched? Did you afterwards make an inspection upstairs? Not immediately — I don’t imagine you did!” said Dick, smiling.

“No, sir, nothing was touched. I’m not going to tell you a lie, sir, though if you tell this to Mr. Derrick I shall lose my job. I bolted downstairs as hard as I could pelt, and locked myself in the kitchen.”

Dick roared with laughter.

“You poor old scare-cat!” he said.

“Well, sir,” said the embarrassed man, “I don’t know what you’d
 have done. Of course, it sounds pretty silly, sitting here in a nice lighted room with lots of company, but I was alone in the house. And he’s been seen there before: when my mate was with me, he said he saw him limping up and down outside the house. Naturally, my mate didn’t know who he was, but when he described him to me I knew him at once.”

Dick considered the matter.

“Suppose,” he chaffed, “this wasn’t a ghost, but a real flesh-and-blood man? Could anybody have got into the house?”

“Only through the front door, and that was locked.”

“Bolted?”

“No, sir; there was no bolt and no chain on. The fact is, Mr. Staines, chains and bolts are pretty good to keep people out, but they also keep people in!”

“In other words, they stop your escape, eh? Now where do you sleep?”

“I’m sleeping in the kitchen, sir.”

“Good!” said Dick. “Then I’ll tell you what I want you to do, and I’ll get Mr. Derrick’s authority for it. I’d like you to move your bed into this next room.” He pointed to the wall that separated the two houses.

“The office, sir?” said the man uneasily. “If you ask me anything, that’s the place this feller’s always going to.”

“Let’s forget the ghost for a little while and concentrate upon safety.”

Dick went out on to the balcony whence he had started his perilous adventure. The iron shutters were all up now; that which had locked him out had been repaired.

“If you sleep in that room, and I am sleeping in this, it is going to be a pretty easy matter to communicate. If you’re down in the basement and you get a spook visitor, you haven’t got a hundred to one chance of raising a holler! All you need do, if you hear anything, is to knock on that wall, either with your fist or a hammer or a mallet. I want you to go upstairs to the room at once, knock, and I’ll discover if I can hear you. Come out on to the balcony after.”

The man shook his head.

“That wouldn’t be any good, sir. All these walls are as thick as the length of my arm.”

“This may be an exception.”

Larkin, the caretaker, agreed to make the experiment, and Dick waited. Eventually he heard only the faintest of sounds, and then went out on to the balcony.

“I hit it with a boot heel; did you hear, Mr. Staines?”

Dick had to confess that it was not the kind of knock that would have wakened him from sleep.

“Wait here,” he said. He rang for the butler. “Have you anything like a portable electric bell in the house?”

“Yes, sir, we have one that his lordship uses to communicate with his valet.”

“Bring it along.”

The butler came back with a polished wooden case and a long coil of flex, terminating in a bellpush.

Dick went out on the balcony and gave particulars of his plan.

“It is warm enough to leave your window open. I’ll keep the bell in my room; you have the bellpush in yours, and fix it so that you can reach it without getting out of bed.”

Larkin apparently was sleeping on a camp bedstead. He had no difficulty in moving his lodgings, and he was rather pleased to be near what he called ‘company’; the only fly in the ointment being that he had to go down through the dark house every time he wanted refreshment.

“You needn’t use this room till the last thing at night, and when you go to bed like a Christian man to sleep. Does your door lock?”

The caretaker disappeared and returned to the balcony with the assurance that it both locked and bolted. The cord was trailed across from balcony to balcony and led into the man’s new sleeping place. Dick put the business end of the apparatus by the side of his bed.

The night brought no new adventure. He strolled out on the balcony in the early hours of the morning, to find Larkin smoking his first pipe of the day.

“No, sir, nothing happened. I’ve been wondering whether that skylight upstairs is quite safe. So far as I can see it isn’t fastened, and can’t be.”

Dick swung himself over to the other balcony and followed the man into the room. From the landing led a narrow staircase, which ended in a doorless lobby. Looking up, he saw a ladder suspended horizontally and apparently by counterweights. It was a very ordinary type of fire-escape. He pulled a thick, short rope, and the ladder end came down, and, at the same time, the skylight above opened automatically. Climbing up on the the roof he closed the glass trap. The ladder came up as the frame of the skylight sank into its supports. There was no difficulty in opening it from the outside. The roof was a flat surface, cut into sections by brick chimney supports. A little way along he came to another skylight — leading down, he supposed, to Weald’s house. This was similarly equipped, and could be opened from the outside. The next house rose a story higher, but there was an iron ladder down which fugitives from fire could climb to the flat roof.

He went back to Larkin with a reassuring report.

“I don’t think our friends will or can enter this way,” he said; but he was glad that he had made the inspection. Later his reconnaissance was to render him good service.

He half expected that Lordy Brown would be a visitor next door, and he had left word with Larkin that if the man came he was to be sent for. Lordy he was to meet by accident.

That afternoon Dick was hurrying along Piccadilly to meet Bourke, with whom he had an appointment. He had come by cab as far as Berkeley Street, but the traffic block was so thick and immovable that he had decided to pay off his taxi and continue the journey on foot.

He looked at his watch; it was five minutes after the appointed time, and he stepped into a hosier’s store, where he was known, and called up Bourke, to learn that he was out and had left a message postponing the appointment. A little relieved, Dick came out into Piccadilly and continued his stroll towards the Circus at a more leisurely pace.

He was a Londoner by birth and preference; its noises were the sweetest of sounds to his ears, its tarry fragrance more lovely than the scent of gardens. Dick Staines was something of a dreamer; he liked to let his imagination run out of hand, to picture the life of this and that chance-seen man and woman, and speculate upon the interests which sent them hurrying like tired ants from one task to another.

Coming to a halt where Piccadilly joins the busy Circus, he stood on the kerb, his hands clasped behind him, surveying the traffic tangle which two bored policemen were unravelling.

“Well, well, Mr. Staines, this is a pleasure, I’m sure!”

He turned on his heel and had an impression of a long, narrow face, a fair of pale blue eyes, and an irregular mouth that was twisted in a smile. Otherwise he might not have recognised Lordy Brown in his new grey cashmere suit that did not quite fit, and which left an impression, justified as it happened, that it had been purchased ready to wear. From his waistcoat dangled a thick gold watch-chain; on his finger was a ring with a glittering stone — he was a different man from the rather shabby individual Dick had left outside the Piccadilly cafe.

“Seeing the sights?” Mr. Brown’s tone was rather patronising. “This is a queer little burg, but you and me are nobody in it! Give me a little place where you’re a big man. I remember when I was in Geelong—”

“You’re dressed to kill, Brown. Have you had a good ‘touch’?”

Mr. Brown gave his sideways grin.

“Me? No. I’ve got a little bit of money put by, and I had a letter from Africa this morning with some dividends. I’ve got two or three blocks of shares which bring me ix a pound or two.”

He took a cigar-case, very new and shining and gold-bound, from his inside pocket.

“Thank you, I don’t smoke,” said Dick, rejecting the offer. “Not those kinds of cigar, at any rate.”

Lordy Brown bit off the end of a cigar and lit it. “Come and have a drink?”

Dick’s first inclination was to refuse, but he was curious to know something more of this stranger who had blown into his orbit.

“I’ll have a cup of tea with you.”

“Tea’s mine, too,” said Lordy. “Liquor at this time of the day is immoral and disgusting. At night, yes. A man like myself that can drink any two men under the table prefers to have his pleasures when business is done.”

They walked across the road in the direction of a large café in Coventry Street, and Brown expounded his philosophy. He believed that to the ‘good feller’ fortune comes as naturally as the rain from heaven. He was a ‘good feller,’ and therefore entitled to all the benefits which the more erratic gods disposed so indiscriminately.

“Have you seen Mr. Derrick?” asked Dick, when they were seated in the cafe and had given their order.

“Him?” Lordy Brown smiled contemptuously. “He wouldn’t see me. He’s not in Town, is he? In the country — Keyley — that’s the name of the house.”

“You’ve been there, have you?” asked Dick, interested.

“Went yesterday. Matter of fact, I saw you comin’ away on the road. I sent a message in to him; he told me he was busy and that he’d see me in Town. Is that the kind of friendship you’d expect from a man whose life you saved? There’s no gratitude in this world, Mr. Staines.”

“You didn’t see him, then?”

“I saw him, but he didn’t see me,” corrected Lordy. “That fellow hasn’t changed a bit. I can see him laying there in the bush with the lions chawing bits out of him as if it was yesterday! But I’m not the sort of man who forces myself on anybody. I’m no cadger. You ask anybody who knows Lordy Brown, and they’ll tell you that he’s a good feller who’ll take a liberty with nobody.”

Dick smiled.

“And you don’t think Mr. Walter Derrick is a good fellow?”

“Oh yes, he is,” said the other quickly. “I’m, broadminded myself. Ask anybody in Africa, and they’ll tell you that there ain’t a broader-minded man on either side of the Tuli River. Mr. Derrick was right — he’s a business gentleman and he doesn’t want anybody barging in on him when he’s got company — a lord, they tell me. My own idea is that they didn’t give him my name properly. You see, Mr. Staines, I make excuses for people, even when they treat me like dirt. He’s a very good feller, and I remember him as well as if it was yesterday.”

He pulled a gaudy handkerchief out of his trousers pocket, and incidentally dropped a bundle of notes on the floor, which he hastily retrieved.

“You don’t seem to want his help now. Your dividends seem to have been pretty extensive.”

“The dividends are all right, the stock’s good — I’ve got enough to live on. I don’t want any man’s charity.” He was looking steadily at Dick as he spoke. “I shouldn’t be surprised if he’d offered me a hundred pounds. But I wouldn’t take it. I’d say ‘No, thank you. I never take money for saving a man’s life.’ I’m like that, Mr. Staines.”

“I shouldn’t have thought it,” said Dick, and Lordy chuckled.

He became serious immediately.

“You remember that de Villiers girl I saw, or thought I saw — Miss What’s-her-name? She’s at Bognor — a nurse, looking after an old gent.”

“How did you know?” asked Dick in surprise.

“Because I saw her when I went to Bognor in a charabanc. She’s a stunner!” He smacked his lips. “She’s the dead image of a girl I knew in Africa. You’d think they was twins.”

He said he thought of building a house in Bognor. He was buying a little car to get about.’

“What is it — just plain burglary, or have you ‘caught’ somebody for a lot of money?”

Lordy Brown turned pained eyes upon the questioner.

“If there’s anything straighter than me in London it must be a foot-rule,” he said. “I can afford to be straight.”

“And yet you are hoping that Mr. Derrick will express his gratitude in the usual way?”

Lordy Brown smiled pityingly.

“Him! I wouldn’t get a dog-biscuit! That’s the worst of these fellers when they get on, they forget their old pals—”

“How long did you know him?” interrupted Dick.

“About four days,” said the other calmly, “but that’s quite long enough for me. I’m a quick friend-maker. No,” he went on, “all the tropic dreams, as the poet says, have gone west. There’s no pickings from Derrick. By all accounts his father was a miser. It takes a long time to breed out a vice from a horse, and men are worse. At the same time “ — he looked past Dick stolidly— “I might make a bit out of him on the side. The world, as W. Shakespeare said, is my oyster.”

Dick smiled unpleasantly, called the waiter, and paid for the tea — Mr. Brown protesting. As they walked out of the shop, he turned to his disreputable companion:

“The man who opens oysters in this town is opening the door to Cell 94. You might remember that, Brown.”

“I forget nothing,” said Lordy Brown, in no wise abashed by the threat.
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Dick went back to the house soon after this, and interviewed Larkin, the caretaker, on Derrick’s doorstep.

“No, sir, nothing to report; nobody’s been here.”

“You haven’t had a telephone message telling you to go to Timbuctoo?” asked Dick.

The man smiled.

“That won’t happen again, sir. Mr. Derrick has arranged a code word. I don’t take any orders unless that is used.”

“A most admirable idea,” said Dick— “I suggested it.”

Staines noticed that from time to time the man glanced apprehensively over his shoulder into the house.

“Is the ghost walking?”

“No, sir; I’m a bit nervous, that’s all.”

Evidently he was not greatly pleased with the prospect of sleeping there another night. Before dinner Dick took out Tommy Weald’s little car for a drive, and again admired the mechanism which allowed the door to open automatically.

From the outside, even in daylight, Tommy’s garage had a churchy appearance. Some parts of the little building were very old; there was, for example, a Gothic finial above a V-shaped arch that was crumbling with age. He was mildly interested, for Tommy was by no means ecclesiastically minded. The garage was probably in existence before he had bought the house.

The car behaved splendidly. He took it as far as Scotland Yard on the chance of seeing Bourke, and brought it back by a long detour through South London. He was nearing a popular tube station when he saw a girl walking on the near sidewalk, and for a moment thought he recognised her. As he passed he turned his head. Now hi was sure. He put down his brake and brought the car to a standstill. When he looked round she had disappeared; the entrance of the tube station had apparently swallowed her up, though he could have sworn she had passed the station entrance when he saw her.

Mary Dane, and yet not Mary Dane. She was getting on his mind; had become part of an obsession.

He began to take stock of himself. In what respect did this girl differ from a hundred other pretty girls he met or knew? She was no prettier than A, no more intelligent than B. He had to come back again and again to an old and overworked word which he loathed. She was an affinity; they turned to one another, or at least he turned to her. The first time he spoke to her he knew her, and there had been an immediate establishment of sympathy. Was that what people called falling in love? If it were so, it was likely to prove a fatal experience for himself.

When he got back to the house he had an inspiration. He knew where she was staying in Bognor; by good fortune he remembered the name of the landlord. The house was connected by telephone: he had seen a line that led to the house. He put through a call to the Bognor ‘Inquiry,’ and, after a very short delay, was talking to the supervisor. She told him she would switch him through, and in a minute he heard a man’s voice at the other end of the wire, and guessed it was the landlord of the lodging-house.

“Can I speak to Nurse Mary Dane?”

“I don’t know whether she’s in,” said the voice. “I’ll send up and inquire.”

Dick waited with nervous anxiety, and then:

“Yes…? Do you want to speak to me?”

“Is that Miss Dane?…Inspector Staines speaking,” he said eagerly.

The girl at the end of the wire laughed.

“Yes. Are you sure you want me or your friend? If you want him I can call him in. He is sitting outside the house at this moment.”

“Tommy?”

“Tommy,” she repeated. “He is the most persistent Tommy I have ever met. Did you want to speak to me?”

“Why — yes.” Dick hesitated, and floundered a little. “I wanted to ask you if — er — if you were in Town this morning…I thought I saw you,” he said mendaciously.

“Oh, Mr. Staines!” The mock reproach in her voice made him grin. “You’re always seeing things! What a dull life yours must be!”

And then she hung up on him, and left him feeling like a spanked child. He exchanged a few words with Larkin across the balconies.

The man was almost cheerful.

“I don’t think I shall be ringing you up tonight, sir,” he said. “These burglars are not coming back.”

Most fervently Dick hoped not, for he was a tired man for some unaccountable reason.

He undressed, and was in bed by half-past eleven, after again saying goodnight from the balcony to Mr. Derrick’s guardian. It was the butler’s knock on the door that woke him up. It was broad daylight, and the sun was pouring through the windows.

“Good-morning, sir.” The man put down his small teatray. “I hope you have had a good night?”

Dick yawned.

“Yes, a very good night,” he said.

“The bell didn’t ring?” smiled the butler.

Dick had told him the night it was fixed not to be alarmed if he heard this loud-sounding instrument.

“No, we had a very good night indeed, the caretaker and H.”

“He’s sleeping late. I noticed, when I went to the door to take in the letters, his milk bottle was still in the doorway. Usually he’s up by six.”

Dick Staines was not tremendously interested in the domestic affairs of caretakers, and found a very simple explanation.

“I shouldn’t be surprised if it wasn’t the first comfortable night’s sleep he’s had for weeks,” he said.

He slipped into his dressing-gown and stepped out on to the balcony. The first thing he saw was the green bell cord — the wires had been carefully separated and neatly cut through.

He went back to his room, dressed hurriedly, and astonished passersby in the street were thrilled by the spectacle of an athletic man swinging from one balcony to another. He stepped into the converted bedroom. The bed was there, but it had not been slept in. The door was wide open. On a small, nearby table was a large-faced silver watch; evidently the caretaker had put it down before retiring. On the floor, near to where the hand of the sleeper would be, was the revolver.

He went to the door and called the man by name. There was no answer, and his words came echoing up to him. Dick went down the stairs slowly, stopping at each landing to test the doors. They were locked, all except the front drawingroom, which was wide open. The blinds were drawn; the room was in darkness. Dick drew back the curtains and let the shades run up. He was conscious of a peculiar acrid smell which he could not locate. The room he had seen before: the furniture had been hidden under linen covers. Now somebody had drawn off the sheeting of two chairs, and they faced one another as though they had been occupied by two people engaged in a long and intimate talk. The dust sheets had been thrown negligently near the fireplace, evidently on a rolled-up rug from its shape…a rolled-up rug? Dick looked at it again. He saw the tip of a brown boot…

In two strides he was across the room, and had drawn the sheet clear of the thing it hid. A man lay there, his thin face set in a grin. He was dead and stark. There was blood on his neck and on his waistcoat. The hands folded across the breast were clenched.

“Lordy Brown!” said Dick gently. “How did you get here, you poor devil?”

He drew back the coat, and then he saw something which made him gasp. Skilful hands had tried to bandage that wound: a white piece of sheeting had been drawn tightly round, a pad had been made from the same material, and it had been pinned scientifically; and, in the haste of departure, the little surgical pin case had been left behind-a thin leather folder of surgical needles and a tube of iodine, unbroken. He picked it up and examined it; there was a tiny pocket, and inside a plain white card, on which was scribbled:

“From R. D. to M. D. (Daddy wishes Mary a Happy Christmas. 1923).”

“M. D.?” repeated Dick Staines.

It was a common set of initials…It might not be Mary Dane after all.

There was a telephone in the hall. Dick put through a message to Scotland Yard and found that Bourke had either arrived or hadn’t departed.

“I’ll be along in a few minutes. You’d better search the rest of the house.”

Dick went down to the basement. There was no sign of the caretaker. He had evidently taken an evening meal before he went up to bed; the remains were still on the table. The doors were locked; there was, as he said, neither bolt nor chain fastened on the front door.

By the time he had finished his search, the police car was at the front of the house, and Bourke and three assistants came up to the drawingroom.

“Was he dead when you found him?”

Dick nodded.

“Who bandaged him?”

“That is what I’d like to know.”

“Humph!” said Bourke, pursing his lips thoughtfully. “It looks as if he was shot.” He sniffed. “I smelt cordite when I came in — didn’t you?”

“Of course! — that is what I smelt!” said Dick.

“Until the doctor arrives we shan’t be able to tell exactly how he was killed. This is the man Brown, isn’t it?”

He made a superficial search of the body, without moving its position. Nothing was revealed, except that Lordy Brown had evidently had several addresses since he came to England. There were no documents to indicate a reason for his presence; no keys or tools by which he might have gained admission.

After the doctor had gone, and whilst the ambulance was waiting at the door, surrounded by curious sightseers, they made a further and a more thorough search. In Lordy’s right hip pocket was a fully loaded Browning automatic. The important discovery was when they searched the right hip pocket. Here they found a folded slip of paper on which was scribbled in pencil:

“Hyde Park — maggasine — bridge green light — left — eleven-thirty — quarter to twelve — Mr. Pinkey.”

“You’re a bit of a mystery merchant, Staines. You ought to read that puzzle as though it were in print!”

Dick read the lines again.

“I’ll make a copy and hand the original to the Yard.”

He put it in his pocket, and helped to place this poor wreck of a man upon a stretcher which the ambulance men had brought.

“Does Mr. Derrick know about this affair?”

“Not yet,” said Dick, shaking his head. “I was going to get through to him, but I thought I’d better wait until you came.”

“Tell him,” said Bourke laconically, and went upstairs to the caretaker’s temporary bedroom.

Dick called a number, when he heard Bourke’s voice in his ears.

“It’s all right,” said the Superintendent. “There’s an extension phone in the office up here, and I was just trying it out.”

He was still speaking when Derrick’s voice was heard.

“Can you come up? It’s rather urgent,” said Dick. “Do you remember my talking to you about a man called Brown?”

“Lordy Brown — yes. He was about here yesterday, somebody told me. He sent a message in by one of my servants saying he wanted to see me, and why on earth he shouldn’t have come to the house I don’t know. When I sent out to bring him in he was gone. Is he in any kind of trouble? The impression I got from my man was that he was tight.”

“He’s out of all his trouble,” said Dick quietly. “He’s dead.”

“Dead?” Derrick’s voice was horrified, incredulous. “Has he met with an accident — when did it happen?”

“Last night…” A pause. “In your drawing room.”

He heard an exclamation at the other end of the wire.

“You’re not joking — did he try to break into the house? You remember, I had my suspicions?”

“I don’t know what he tried to do. He was in the house and he was shot.”

Another long silence.

“What does the caretaker say? Did he do the shooting? He had a revolver.”

“Your caretaker has vanished from the face of the earth,” Dick said.

“All right — I’ll be up as soon as I possibly can.”

“Do you know where the caretaker is likely to be found?”

“I don’t. I’m too bewildered even to think of his address.”

“Bring Tommy with you,” said Dick, but Mr. Derrick had rung off.

Bourke came downstairs at that moment.

“Did you find anything at all in your first search of the room?”

Only for a second did Dick hesitate, and then, putting his hand in his waistcoat pocket, took out the little nursing case.

“Somebody bandaged him up; evidently a trained nurse.”

“I noticed that,” said Bourke.

He opened the case with an interested frown, put his two fingers in the pocket, but brought out no card. That was the one piece of evidence that Inspector Richard Staines did not pass to his superior. Why he didn’t, he could not for the life of him understand. Yet nine men out of ten, and ten women out of ten, could have explained his dereliction of duty in the simplest possible terms.

Dick went back to Weald’s house and had a bath and changed, and ate a hasty breakfast. By the time he was presentable, the first clue came in. It was from the caterer of a cab shelter who had been on duty in the early night and was sitting in the entrance of the shelter talking to a cabman when he had seen the caretaker, whom he knew, come hurriedly across the street. The driver of the first cab on the rank was having his supper. He took the second and drove to King’s Cross Station. He said he had to catch a midnight train to the north.

The keeper of the shelter knew him to speak to. Apparently, on some nights, Larkin was in the habit of coming over to the shelter for supper and a chat. He was sometimes there for as long as two hours, and was always loth to return to the deserted house.

“Which convicts him of perjury,” said Bourke. “He told Mr. Derrick that he never left the building in any circumstances. Has Derrick arrived?”

They were talking in the hall of Weald’s house.

“He’s just turned up. He’s terribly upset — not exactly upset, but he’s baffled.”

“The difference between him and us, Richard, is that he shows it and we don’t.”
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Dick went into the house, and found Derrick walking up and down the shrouded drawingroom where the tragedy had been discovered. He was in golfing kit, and apparently when Dick had called him he was on his way to the links.

“No, I didn’t tell Weald anything, but he’s coming up to-day. What is your theory, Staines?” Dick shook his head.

“I have three,” he said, “all so ludicrously improbable that I can’t risk my reputation for intelligence by telling you one. Nothing has been touched, so far as I can see, but it is evident that more persons than one were in this house last night.”

“What makes you say that?” asked Derrick quickly.

Bourke saved his subordinate the necessity for replying.

“Obviously,” he said, in his gruff way, “the man who shot Lordy Brown was not the same man who tried to save his life — we found him with a big bandage round his chest.”

Derrick looked at him, stupefied.

“Where was he?”

Bourke pointed to the exact spot.

“He had a cushion under his head and he was covered with a dust cloth,” he said. “Staines, when he saw him, thought it was a roll of carpet or something of the sort.”

“Good God!” Derrick’s face was pale and strained, and in his eyes was a great bewilderment.

“I can’t understand it,” he said jerkily. “More people than one…here! What were they ‘doing…? It is awful…I don’t know what I’m talking about or what I’m doing. I had a feeling something terrible was going to happen.. I slept badly last night and had dreams. It must have been your talk of ghosts. Has the ghost been recognised? Who was it?” he asked, when he saw Dick’s expression.

“According to Larkin, it was your father.” Derrick’s jaw dropped.

“My father?” He almost squeaked the words. “It is incredible…Who said this — Larkin? Larkin’s a fool. The man’s full of fears and ridiculous fancies.” He wiped his wet face. “Did he describe him — the — er — ghost, I mean?”

“Larkin, you mean? Oh yes, he gave a very lucid and faithful description. He said that he had seen your father many years before, and recognised him instantly — partly, I think, by his limp.”

“By his limp,” repeated Derrick. And then, quickly: “But anybody could limp. That would make it easier for some brute to impersonate him. How horrible!” And then, in a more angry tone: “Ghost: I’d like to see that ghost. There’s nothing living or dead that’s ever scared me. Why didn’t the fool tell me? I’d have been up and laid that spook for good.”

He spun round on Bourke.

“Now what am I to do, Superintendent? How long is this intolerable nuisance to continue? I’m a perfectly law-abiding man. So far as I know, I’ve done no person the slightest injury. If there’s gold in this house that they want to find, by Gad, I’ll give them the run of the house if they’ll only come forward! Let them find it and have done with it. I’d put an advertisement in the newspaper to that effect,” he said with a little laugh, “only I should have Lowndes Square crowded with all the treasure-seekers in the world, and my house torn to ribbons! I don’t know what you’re going to do, Superintendent, but I know what I shall do. I’m going abroad. I’m withdrawing my caretaker — a cursed lot of use he is to me — and I’m giving the ghosts and the gold-chasers a free hand to walk where they will.”

“Do you think Lordy Brown came into either category?” asked Bourke.

The other shook his head.

“I don’t know. I have a suspicion that he knew something about these burglaries. From what I remember of him and his record, burglary was not outside his sphere of operations. But I don’t know…I’m too confounded to form even a theory. There is the fact: he was found dead in my drawingroom, shot, my caretaker has disappeared!”

The door opened and a detective-sergeant came in quickly.

“The Yard have just phoned me that Larkin has been found in Liverpool. He went there by the midnight train.”

“Has he been arrested?” asked Derrick.

“I don’t know.”

The sergeant lowered his voice and said something to Bourke in an undertone, and the Superintendent nodded.

“This officer says that the story Larkin tells is that you called him up at half-past eleven and told him to catch the midnight train to Liverpool, go to an hotel and wait for you to arrive in the morning. He said you had a code word.”

Derrick nodded.

“That is right—’Peterborough’ was the code word. I used it because this sort of telephone trick has been worked before.”

“The code word was used, and Larkin went out of the house immediately.”

Derrick bit his lip thoughtfully, and his eyes narrowed.

“That’s curious. How could they know ?”

“Who knew the code word besides you?” asked Dick.

Derrick shook his head.

I don’t know…nobody, unless I’ve murmured it in my sleep. As I sleep alone “ — he shrugged his shoulders—” I’m beat!”

“You did not give these instructions to Larkin?” asked Bourke.

Derrick shook his head.

“Why on earth should I ask this man to go to Liverpool? What business have I there? Obviously, somebody wanted him out of the road, and that somebody was—”

He looked at Dick, and an odd expression came to his face. Dick thought it went a little paler, a little more haggard.

“There was somebody else in the house — you said so. They may have been there all the time; they may have been on the ‘phone.”

“And,” said Bourke slowly, “they could easily have telephoned from the ground floor instrument and called up Larkin on the extension. Now, Mr. Derrick, I wonder if you’d give me a few seconds with Staines?”

“Have the whole house, my good fellow,” said Derrick, once more his genial self.

There was a little table standing in the middle of the drawingroom. Dick seemed to remember that when he first came in it was uncovered; when he returned after Bourke’s inspection he had found a light cloth laid over it and the empty flower vase, which had stood there, removed.

“Take a look at this.” Bourke lifted the cloth gently. “Drop your head sideways against the light — now. Do you see it?”

Dick saw it very distinctly: a thumbprint — a thumbprint he knew by heart. The print of the Slough murderer!
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Dick personally undertook the investigation into Lordy Brown’s movements. He had been living at an hotel in Norfolk Street, occupying one of the cheapest bedrooms at the top of the house. The night porter, with whom Brown had worked up some kind of friendship — he was in the habit of sitting on the steps in the early hours of the morning smoking a cigar and discussing his adventures — told the detective very little about the man that he did not already know.

Brown liked to describe his hairbreadth escapes from death, his tremendous travels, and the wonderful mines he had discovered and out of which he had been cheated.

“He told you nothing about his friends?”

“No, sir; he told me that he once saved a gentleman who was being eaten by lions. He told me that the night before last. He said he was going to be a very rich man and he’d take me as his valet — not that I paid much attention because I’ve heard that sort of thing before. When a gentleman gets a little drink in him, the first thing he seems to think about is to give me a job as valet and take me round the world. But he was a very pleasant man, and some of his adventures were very interesting. He had met a few tough cases, too, according to him.”

“What time did he go out last night?”

“About ten, sir — maybe a little after. He slopped to speak to me in the hall as he went out.”

“Had he a visitor?”

The porter shook his head.

“No, sir; he had a long telephone talk with somebody about half-past nine. It was from a call office — I happen to know that because I answered the ‘phone.”

“Was it a man or woman who called him up?”

“A man, sir. He had rather a common voice. He said he wanted to speak to Mr. Brown very urgently. It must have been something important, because Mr. Brown came out and asked me to lend him a sheet of paper and a pencil. I saw him through the glass window of the booth writing something down.”

Dick took from his notecase the paper which had been found in Lordy Brown’s pocket.

“Is this it?” he asked.

The man examined and felt the texture of the paper.

“That’s it, sir. It’s half a sheet of the hotel notepaper. I took it from the writing table.”

This document which Lordy had scribbled was obviously written in a hurry, and was as obviously a telephone conversation. He read it again.

“Hyde Park — maggasine — bridge green light — left — eleven-thirty — quarter to twelve — Mr. Pinkey.”

Brown had to meet the unknown in Hyde Park near to the bridge, probably between these two. The writer would come along in a car and would show a green light to identify himself between the hours of 11.30 and 11.45. Mr. Pinkey? Who was Mr. Pinkey? It might mean anything; it might mean the name by which the unknown would reveal himself — or herself.

Dick made a very careful search of the bedroom which the dead man had occupied. One of the things that had puzzled him was that no money had been found in Brown’s pocket, except a few shillings and a crumpled ten-shilling note. The packet of banknotes that Dick had seen at the cafe had not been found. There was a bare possibility it was in the room, though it seemed very unlikely that Brown would leave a large sum of money so insecure. But unless he had banked the money, this was the only place, for the cashier who received guests’ valuables for safe custody had nothing at all in the strongroom belonging to Lordy Brown.

The room was a small one, comfortably furnished. Dick stripped the bed, turned over the mattress, and searched first the drawers and then the battered Gladstone bag which constituted Lordy’s luggage, without finding either the notes or any document which would give a clue to its disposal.

He did discover an old notebook which the man had used for a variety of purposes. Here were addresses, mostly in Africa, odd scraps of memoranda that one might find in an engagement book, a few notes about particulars of a prospector’s certificate, and a reference to what seemed to be the contents of a shop, possibly the result of a burglary, for at the bottom was written:

‘Worth £2,800. J. paid 120.’ J. was likely enough the unknown receiver.

Dick’s examination of the book could only be a hurried and casual one. He put it in his pocket and continued’ his search for the money. He found a long-barrelled Colt revolver, the lock of which was broken, and a third-class return ticket from Capetown to Wynberg, which was rather surprising, for in the Cape only the poorest of whites and the native people travel third-class.

There was a cardboard folder at the bottom of the bag, on which was printed the name of the Union Castle Company. It was the sort of thing that is given to passengers to carry their tickets. Inside he found the tattered half of a letter which was written in a woman’s illiterate handwriting. It was complaining about the difficulty of getting money and the ‘disgrace.’ What the disgrace was the writer did not particularise.

“You always say you don’t remember the children’s birthday. That’s like you. You never remember anything except what you want yourself. If I’d only kept to my shop work I’d have been better off. Try and not forget next time. The children expect to hear from you, and I’m tired of telling them that you’re up country when you’re doing time or God know’s what. Mabel’s birthday is the 14th of April, Jinny’s is the 7th of July, and little Freddie’s is the 13th of December. I hope you won’t forget. I meant to tell you that that girl de Villiers—”

The letter ended here. Evidently there had been another sheet, which Brown had destroyed, retaining this as a memorandum of his children’s birthdays. “That girl de Villiers…?”

The first time they had met, Lordy Brown had mistaken Mary for her.

He turned the cardboard cover inside out, hoping to find the rest of the letter which would tell him just what part that girl de Villiers played in his tempestuous life.

The brief reference alone suggested an antagonism to the mysterious Miss de Villiers.

There was nothing else of any moment. Most of the clothing was new, and from the bills he found Lordy Brown must have made extensive purchases on the strength of his ‘dividends.’ The scrap of letter, which he took away with him, unfortunately bore no address or date, and only the letters ‘C. T.’ at the start indicated its origin. He did not even know under what pseudonym Mrs. Lordy Brown lived. A slender foundation, all this, for further inquiries. Here were the facts that he brought to Bourke.

“Lordy Brown received a telephone message between nine and ten o’clock the previous evening from a London call office, and evidently the caller had made an appointment. He was to be picked up in Hyde Park.” How did he come to be in Derrick’s house? Was it some mysterious person, some enemy of Derrick’s, one of the gold-seeking gang, who was using him as a cat’s-paw? And was the object of the meeting to employ his services?

Lordy Brown was an expert burglar, amongst other things. He had been concerned in a bank robbery in Pretoria, and the answer to an inquiry which had been sent to the South African police had stated explicitly ‘expert safebreaker.’

“There is, of course, a possibility, which we can’t overlook, that Brown accepted the commission either to break into Derrick’s house, or, if he didn’t break in — and there seems to be no sign that he did — to open this mythical safe of his,” said Bourke. And when Dick opened his lips to speak: “Don’t tell me that they hadn’t found the safe, and that they’d hardly employ an expert ‘buster’ to punch holes in a safe they couldn’t locate — I know that. The question is, did they expect that night to uncover old Derrick’s hiding-place? If they did, and if Brown was employed for the purpose, you have to remember that he was also a blackmailer. The chances are ‘that he used his position to try to make a little more money out of them than they had offered him, in which case the shooting may be a logical consequence. One thing is certain: there’s a way into that house which nobody has discovered.”

“I’ll try to find it,” said Dick.

“Find the people who are using it,” suggested Bourke.
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The first time Dick and Lord Weald were alone together was that evening. Tommy came up that afternoon without waiting for the breathing space he had promised. He travelled up at such a speed that he left behind him a trail of police summonses for exceeding the speed limit, but that was a normal experience of Tommy’s. He was bursting with news.

“My dear old thing, whom do you think I saw this morning? That dear little soul! Dick, she’s marvellous! Going by car to London, and the jolly old pram strapped on to the top. Perfectly beautiful, old boy!”

“I gather you’re talking about Mary Dane?”

“And the old codger. I’m afraid he’ll soon be popping off, poor old bird!” Tommy shook his head with affected melancholy. “Perfectly ghastly for that poor little woman looking after a one-footer.”

“A what-er?” said Dick, puzzled.

“One-footer. You know, old boy — one in the silent tomb and one on the daisies. She stopped the car. You wouldn’t think it possible, old boy; she was most kind and gracious — recognised me in an instant. Didn’t mention you, by the way,” he dug Dick in the ribs playfully. “That’s got your nanny goat! Didn’t ask one single demnition question about Richard Staines! She’s probably forgotten you. Girls do that sort of thing. But she remembered me
 all right, old boy. I had quite a long chat. The old gentleman was very talkative, too. I suppose I’m the greatest living authority upon his digestion! I’m seeing them all tonight.” He avoided the stern gaze which was turned upon him.

“You’re never going down there pursuing that unhappy girl with your inane attentions? Why, you’ll bleat her to death.”

Tommy’s smile was very superior.

“Green-eyed monster, old boy. Besides, I want a change.”

“I thought you were going to stay up here and be a little detective?”

Tommy was a little uncomfortable at this.

“Ah, yes,” he said awkwardly. “Of course I did say something of the sort; but you can get on without me. Anything happened?”

“Nothing but a murder, and that wouldn’t interest you.”

“A what?” squeaked Tommy, and asked the inevitable question.

“I don’t know who did it, my dear fellow,” said Dick wearily. “If I did, I should be something more than a mind-reader.”

“But where…how? In this house, or Derrick’s? By Jove! In his drawingroom, eh? That’ll wipe the smile from his healthy old face! I wish I’d come up last night. I’ve never seen anybody murdered.”

“I’ll get you a front seat for the next one,” said Dick sourly. And then, realising the absurdity of the attitude, he laughed. “Do you know I’m frightfully jealous?”

“I know you are, old boy.” Tommy brushed an invisible speck of dust from his immaculate coat. “But all’s fair—”

“If you say ‘in love and war’ I’ll brain you,” said Dick.

Tommy was momentarily embarrassed.

“Well, to tell you the truth, old boy, I went back to Bognor the night after you left — I dare say you’ll think it was taking a low-down advantage, but I simply got bored with dear old Derrick — I hate billiards — and I popped over to get a breath of fresh air, and I had the best of luck. There she was sitting at an upstairs window of one of those ghastly boardinghouses, sewing…knew me in a minute, old boy, and waved her hand. I’m not so sure she didn’t kiss it, but it was a little dark and I don’t want to flatter myself. Modesty’s my long suit. I asked her to come down.”

“By semaphore?” demanded Dick.

“Signs, old boy,” said Tommy calmly. “It’s very easy if you know the way. I just pointed to the bandstand, and beckoned her with my finger — you know what I mean?”

“And how did the populace of Bognor enjoy this exhibition?” asked Dick pityingly.

Tommy ignored the insult.

“Anyway, she couldn’t come. So I just hung around where she could see me; got a chair, sat on the front with my back to the sea — I sort of felt that she was comforted, if you understand, old boy. It’s very nice to have a man around.”

Dick’s heart was beating a little faster.

“What time did you leave Bognor?” he asked carelessly.

Tommy looked up at the ceiling.

“About eleven o’clock. Well, as soon as she pulled the blinds down. I didn’t exactly leave, I waited for an hour after that. You know, I thought she might possibly come out for a breather, old boy. The way they treat these nurses is simply abominable. They’re slaves simply. When she didn’t come out — that was about twelve — I toddled off, and she saw me. I spotted the blind being pulled back and she waved her hand to me. What do you think of that?”

Dick drew a long breath.

“Thank God for that!” he said.

Tommy seized him by the hand, his face shining with gratitude.

“You’re pleased about it, old boy? No ill feeling? I mean, I’d hate to cut you out, but in love, Dicky—”

“Don’t give me your views on love or I shall be sick. Let us have a drink.”

Twelve o’clock…she could not have reached London before two. The murder must have been committed, according to the doctor’s view, not much after midnight, at the latest one o’clock.

“Phew!” he said.

“Very few,” said Tommy, “not like her, old boy, anyway. Here’s luck!”

At Tommy’s request, and to satisfy his morbid curiosity, he took him over the Derrick household. Walter had gone back to Keyley before the arrival of Tommy Weald, and was unaware that his guest had left him.

“I expect he will be terribly cut up,” said Dick. “I should be. After all, you don’t gut a cheery devil round the house very often.”

Into the drawingroom Tommy could only just peep, for there were men very busy inside.

“What are those photographers doing?” he asked.

“Taking photographs,” said Dick, and, rather unnecessarily as it happened, he pointed out a spot on the landing. “That’s where the ghost was,” he said.

Tommy jumped.

“Ghost?” he said uneasily. “I say, old man, not a ghost?”

“There’s nothing to be scared about; it’s not your ghost and not your house,” said Dick.

“It’s next door,” protested Tommy. “And, my dear old chap, if you have ever read anything about ghosts, you know they can walk through a brick wall just as easy as a baby can fall out of bed.”

He stared uneasily up the gloomy stairs.

“I don’t think I want to go any farther, old boy. Let’s get back into the bright light of day.” He tugged out his watch.

By Jingo! I’ve got half an hour to catch that train to Clacton.”

“You’re never going?” said Dick accusatively. “I must, old boy. Stern sense of whatnot. I’ve got an aunt there.”

“You’ve got no aunt in the Eastern Counties. Only a week ago you were thanking God for the fact.”

“She’s moved there,” said Tommy, rapidly and glibly. “Aunt Arabella. Terribly fussy old lady, pots of money, frightfully deaf, and all that sort of thing.”

He flew down the stairs, followed at a more leisurely rate by his companion. By the time Dick reached the house Tommy was on the point of leaving.

He had, with great thoughtfulness, telephoned to his servant, asking him to pack certain linen.

“But why go by train? You’ve got a car.”

“I’m having the car sent down. I like a train journey now and again, it breaks the monotony. You meet such fearfully interesting people. Besides which, it’s democratic. If you go barging all over the country in a Rolls you never meet the Real People.”

With a limp shake of the hand, he followed his man to the waiting cab and was gone. Dick guessed that Miss Mary Dane was also a passenger by the two-something from Liverpool Street and that she had confided that fact to Tommy.

Towards evening he had a conversation with Bourke in the latter’s office at Scotland Yard.

“I have marked you for this duty indefinitely, and I think you’d better stay on at Lord Weald’s place — if he doesn’t object. We’re particularly interested in that ghost. What time does Larkin get back from Liverpool?”

“Seven o’clock tonight,” said Dick. “I’ve asked him to report to me. After he’s through I’ll send him on to you.”

“The thing I can’t understand,” said Bourke, “is why they cut the bell wire.”

Dick understood, he thought.

“They were afraid Larkin might come back to the room and attract my attention by ringing the bell. You will probably find, when you ask him, that he did try to wake me up to tell me that he was going to Liverpool, but got no answer. If he did that! Why, of course! He must have heard the telephone bell ring and gone downstairs, not knowing that he could get through from the room in which he was sleeping. That was when the wire was cut, or soon afterwards.”

“In which case,” said Bourke, “the fake summons must have come from his own room. There’s a lot of queer little things about this case that I don’t understand. How did Lordy Brown get into the house, in the first place? We found no tools of any kind, no keys, no doors or windows were forced. If I got my ideas of police work out of novels, I should think there was a secret passage.”

“And there is,” said Dick promptly; and when Bourke stared at him, “I’m telling you, Super, that there’s a secret passage of some kind in that house! Old man Derrick, who rebuilt it, had all sorts of odd workmen, and he himself was a builder. The walls are so thick that it is possible. Another point: he was scared of fire. That is one of the reasons that the walls are so thick.”

“But why?” demanded Bourke. “Derrick was a mean old devil, but so far as one knows he kept within the law. He was not a receiver; he was in no fear of the police — why medieval secret passages, I ask you?”

“He was afraid of fire; he was afraid of burglars; and for the last year of his life he was afraid of assassination,” said Dick quietly. “That is the sort of mania which seizes very rich men who have lived meanly all their lives. It is quite possible that he had some way of escape in case he was attacked — though why anybody should attack him heaven only knows!”

“I can give you one explanation,” said Bourke after a moment’s thought, “and it isn’t complimentary to his memory. But I don’t want to start you off on side trails. If you find a secret passage, then you’ll find a reason for it. Consult Inspector Endred in your neighbourhood. He knows that house backwards.”

Dick Staines arranged to stay at Weald’s house for (as Bourke put it) ‘an indefinite period.’ He went to his own flat to collect a few belongings and returned to Lowndes Square just before eight o’clock. The butler told him that Larkin had been to the house and wanted to see him.

“Is he next door?”

“No, sir. I believe, but I am not sure, that Mr. Derrick has given him the sack,” said the butler.

“Rather unfair,” said Dick. “Send him up to me when he arrives.”

He had hardly spoken the words when he heard the front door bell ring, and a few minutes later the butler ushered in the crestfallen caretaker.

There was in the butler’s attitude a vast and brotherly sympathy. Mr. Minns was a well-built man, inclined to be plump. He gave Dick the impression that he was very much interested in everybody’s affairs except his own.

“This is very terrible news, sir, that Mr. Bourke tells me,” he said. “I saw something on the newspaper bills about a man being murdered in the West End, but I never dreamt it was in our house.”

Minns, it seems, was wrong when he said that the man had been dismissed. He had been told to call at Lord Weald’s house for a message, and the message, apparently, was more in the nature of a warning than an actual dismissal.

“The only thing I haven’t got to do, sir, is to sleep there at nights,” he said with satisfaction. “I’ve to stay on duty till six at night. After that I lock up and I’m finished. Mr. Derrick is going abroad. You told him about the ghost, didn’t you, sir?” He shook his head. “I wish you hadn’t. I think the beer I drunk that night must have made me see wrong.”

Dick had not been idle since he arrived at the house. He had had a carpenter who had sawn off two lengths of thick planking and had fitted them so that they afforded a bridge between the two balconies. These were securely fixed by nightfall, and as he explained to Bourke, who came to dinner with him, he was not taking unnecessary risks. He confessed that he had never swung from balcony to balcony without feeling a sense of physical nausea.

“If you live here long enough they’ll let you put a gate there,” said Bourke, and held his glass to the light. “Your lordly friend stocks a good port.”

“And the tragic thing is he doesn’t know it from gooseberry wine,” sighed Dick, and the sigh was not so much for Lord Weald’s execrable taste in alcohol as to his juxtaposition to Nurse Mary Dane at that moment.

After Bourke had gone he spent some little time adjusting the portable bell. The wires had been repaired, and now he stripped the bellpush and replaced it with two thin plates of copper shaped like a thin V. He waited till it was dark, and then he climbed into the next house and, lifting the carpet, placed his improvised detector near the door. There was a slight bulge in the carpet, but this would not be noticed in the dark. Satisfied with his work, he returned to his room. The night was cold, with occasional showers, but he made provision against rain. There was above each window a large sunblind, he discovered, and one of these he had lowered as soon as it was dark. The edge of it came down within a few inches of the balcony parapet, and turning off the lights in his room, he wrapped himself in an overcoat and settled down to his vigil.

It was not a difficult house to watch. Behind was a high-walled courtyard containing a garage which had been built by Walter, but between the garage and the house there was no communication. From where he sat he commanded, too, an uninterrupted view of one side of the square. No car could pull up at or near the house without his seeing the passengers alight. By leaning over the edge of the balcony he could see Derrick’s front door and the deep area beyond. The back of the house he left to chance, seeing no advantage in posting a man there.

At half-past ten Minns came tiptoeing into his bedroom with hot coffee and sandwiches, and Dick thought he might for a moment forgo his watch. He returned to the room and, drawing the curtains, put on the light.

“You don’t know how glad the servants are, sir, that you’re here,” said the butler gratefully. “If this was a basement house you’d never get any of the girls to stay.”

“Isn’t it a basement house?” said Dick in surprise.

“No, sir. The ground floor is the bottom floor.”

“Has it no cellars?”

The man shook his head.

“No, Mr. Staines; the wine is kept in an outhouse leading off the kitchen. I rather wonder old Derrick didn’t put a cellar here. It used to be his house, you know.”

“I didn’t know,” said Dick, interested.

“Oh yes; his lordship’s father bought it from him. Both these houses were under repair together and—”

The bell at Dick’s foot rang shrilly.

He dropped the cup and saucer on to the table, leapt through the curtain, and in two strides was over and into the next house. He pushed open the window, and as he did so he saw a shadowy figure confronting him. Before he could flash his handlamp the door slammed violently, and he heard a key turned. He threw his weight against the door, but it was held by the jamb.

Running out on to the balcony again, he flew through his own room down the stairs. When he reached the street the door was closed. The man had left Dick the key; he thrust it into the keyhole and turned, but the door did not budge…

Bolted on the inside!

Larkin could not have done that when he let himself out. Obviously, the intruders had taken the precaution.

He whistled to a policeman whom he saw on the corner, and the man sauntered over in his leisurely way: a little ruffled, for policemen resent being whistled at.

“Stand here. If anybody tries to get away, take your stick to ‘em.”

The officer recognised him and saluted.

“Somebody in the house, sir?

“I’ll tell you in a minute.”

He ran down the stairs to the area. That door was closed, too. He tried the window, failed to move the sash, and, drawing his rubber truncheon from his pocket, he smashed a pane of glass, dropped the sash, and climbed inside to a room which was normally used as a servants’ hall.

The door was open, but the light that had burnt in the passage when he was there before had been extinguished. He groped along the wall to find the switch, felt it at last and turned it down, but no light came. He had again recourse to his electric lamp.

Before going any further, however, he unlocked the kitchen door and called down the policeman.

“Stand inside the doorway and close the door behind you, or they’ll see you,” he whispered.

“How many are there?” the policeman asked in the same tone.

“Does it matter?” asked Dick irritably. The policeman admitted that it didn’t:

Dick was wearing crêpe-soled shoes; he had worn them that night with a purpose, and now, extinguishing his handlamp, he crept forward, feeling along the wall with his hand. He found the foot of the stairs that led to the hall, and crept up stealthily. There was no sound of any kind. He continued his way up the dark staircase; the stairs were well made; not so much as a creak betrayed his movements.

The first landing drew blank. Softly he turned the handle of the drawingroom and sidled in. There was light enough coming through the windows to show him that the room was empty. They must have heard the smashing of the glass, whoever they were.

He crept up the second flight, stopping now and again to listen, and reached the landing outside the locked door. He felt for the key; it was not there. But somebody was in the room. He heard a sibilant whisper, and struck heavily against the panel with his truncheon. At that startling noise he heard a quick ‘Oh!’ and again the fierce whisper.

A woman was there — no hardened burglar would say Oh!’

Dick stepped back to the edge of the landing and, taking one jump, hurled his shoulder against the door. With a deafening crack it burst open and he was in the room…it was empty!

He knew the position of the light switch and turned it, but without result. And then, for no reason that he could assign, a cold shiver ran down his spine and his hair lifted. He had a feeling that he was being watched, that mocking eyes were staring at him from some invisible and unknown point of observation. So real was the illusion that he turned round, and for the first time in many years did that which no English police officer does except in moments of extraordinary peril: he took an automatic pistol from his pocket and pulled back the jacket.

He heard a voice downstairs, and jumped. It was the policeman.

“Do you want any help, sir?”

Dick hesitated a moment.

“Come up,” he said. “Have your stick ready — there’s somebody in the house.”


“Somebody in the house!”
 came the low, mocking echo of his words, as though somebody had repeated them in a fit of amusement.

He spun round; there was no sign of anything human. Nothing moved. The sweat was standing on his forehead. And then he began to laugh softly to himself, and put back his pistol. He had passed the saturation point of terror, and his sense of humour was asserting itself.

The constable came, lent his broad-beamed light to Dick’s, and they searched the wall for some secret hiding-place. There was none that could be detected. Dick opened the cupboard where he had found the vacuum pump, but that was too shallow for a hiding-place, and he pushed the door to shut it.

Something in the slow swing of the door aroused his curiosity. It was very heavy. He tapped it with his truncheon and it rang: the cupboard was of steel, its edge fitted into the jamb of the cupboard as truly as a safe door might. At the back of the cupboard were four wooden pegs screwed into the plaster wall; the wall was apparently solid enough.

“‘This beats me,’ as Mr. Derrick would say.”

He went to examine his little bell detector. Somebody else had found it: it had been kicked out from beneath the carpet; the wire was cut.

“Do you smell anything, sir?” asked the policeman suddenly.

Tony sniffed. Not cordite this time, but a subtle fragrance which he had probably noticed before but had not registered in his mind.

“Like ladies’ scent, sir,” said the policeman. “Do you know what it is, sir?”

“I’m not very well acquainted with perfumes, constable. It smells like any other to me.”

He could not see, but he guessed that the policeman was smiling in the darkness.

“It’s what they call ‘Sans a tout,’” he said, proud of his knowledge.

“How the devil did you know that?” asked the staggered Dick.

The policeman explained. He had a young lady who worked in a perfume shop — a refined and ladylike occupation, and she had once introduced him to the misty fragrance of “Sans a tout.”

“According to my young lady it costs four pounds an ounce. You can’t mistake it, sir — a sort of mixture of roses and cedar wood.”

“You fascinate me,” said the irritated Dick. “Now will you use your nose and see if you can smell a coldblooded murderer?”

His blood turned to ice. From somewhere in the room came a thin, quiet, low gurgle of laughter.

“Is that you?”

“Me, sir?” said the constable. “I couldn’t laugh like that, not if you paid me. I think it was outside on the landing.”

Dick did not share this view, but he went on to the landing. He found nothing. When he returned he had the feeling for the first time that he and the policeman were the only two in the room. That invisible presence had withdrawn.

“Sounded like a ghost to me,” said the police officer.

Dick turned on him, too full of laughter to snarl. “Have you ever heard a ghost laugh, you poor — fellow?”

“No, sir, but it’s the sort of laugh that I should expect a ghost to give,” said the policeman with dignity.

“It is surprising,” Dick told Bourke later, “how difficult it is to get a uniformed policeman rattled. There’s something inhuman about—”

There was a silence now, which the policeman broke.

“What would you like me to do, sir? I shall have to report this, of course, sir.”

“Certainly report. Say that I called you in, and—”

At this moment all the lights in the room came on. Dick had turned the switch, hoping to get some sort of illumination, and had forgotten to turn it back. In some part of the house the mysterious prowlers had pulled over the main switch. There was no light on the landing below, but looking over the stairs Dick saw the reflection of the lamp he had turned on the kitchen stairway.

He made another and probably his twentieth survey of the room, opened the cupboard again, and again hammered at the wall with his truncheon. It was solid plaster and brick. Even when he kicked against it there was not the slightest tremor or movement. The floor was not only firm, but had been covered with some material like asphalt.

And now the scent of

“What’s the name of that perfume?”

“Sans a tout, sir,” said the constable, with the air of one who was passing on a morsel, of education.

Dick sniffed and sniffed. It was strong in the cupboard…cedar and roses. He closed the door, turned the handle which fastened it, and followed the constable down the stairs. As he expected, the front door had been bolted and chained. He made a mental note to have these moved on the morrow.

It was nearly one o’clock before he went to bed, and was well assured that he would not be disturbed again — nor was he.

He heard the tap on the door panel that announced the coming of his morning tea, and bade a drowsy “Come in.”

“Do you want this bottle on your table, sir?”

“Bottle?” Dick sat up in bed.

It was a small, beautifully designed little bottle, glass-stoppered and beribboned. He picked it up and stared at it. Across the grey and green label, in quaint silver lettering, were the words “Sans Atout.” It was half empty.

“Who put that there?” asked Dick huskily. Minns shook his head.

“Thank you,” said Dick, and, when the man had gone, he got up and walked on to the balcony and, craning his head round, stared into the mysterious room.

“You’ve got a nerve!” he addressed the daring unknown.

Dick was eating a very thoughtful and solemn breakfast in what he had flippantly called the baronial hall, which was Tommy’s diningroom, when the owner of the house walked in. It was the sort of crazily unexpected appearance that Tommy loved to make.

“For the love of Mike, what’s the matter with Clacton?”

Tommy’s face was long and lugubrious.

“I’m finished, old thing. I’ve made a most fearful faux pas
 — committed the most terrible sole — you know the word, old boy; it’s highbrow, and means ‘blotted my copybook.’”

“Solecism is the word you want. That is the best news I’ve heard for a long time. Sit down at your own mahogany. Does this mean,” he asked in a tone of alarm, “that I’m to be inflicted with your presence?”

“No, it doesn’t,” snapped Tommy. “It’s all off with Mary and me, old boy, that’s all. It’s pretty ghastly.”

“It’s pretty ghastly for you, I expect,” said Dick cheerfully, “but probably a great happiness for her. By Mary, do you mean Miss Mary Dane?”

Tommy nodded.

“I had a perfectly lovely evening with her, walking up and down that promenade, looking down on the band. Happy as a sandboy, old lad. Poor. old Cornfort in a state of coma. He went to bed at nine, bless his old heart I She said she’d come and stroll along the front, and she did, too, and then, like an idiot, when we were sitting down on one of the beastly hard seats, I slipped a little present for her into her bag. It was open at the time — the bag I mean. I bought it in London — cost a fortune, old boy. If I hadn’t taken the cork out it’d have been all right. I didn’t know it was going to leak all over her beastly bag, did I, old boy?”

Dick was on his feet.

“What was your present?” he asked breathlessly.

“A little bottle of scent…all the go just now — stuff they call Sans Atout. I always thought it was a game of cards, but there you are, you live and learn,” said Tommy miserably. “She was fearfully peeved — not at all the gentle Mary. She said she hated that kind of stuff, scent and all that junk, but I noticed she stuck to it.”

All the colour had left Dick Staines’ face. “Feeling ill?” asked Tommy anxiously.

Dick shook his head.

“No; go on with this — ridiculous story. I suppose she left you?”

“No, she didn’t,” snapped Tommy. “I left her. In fact, old boy, it was a lovers’ tiff.”

“A what?” asked Dick, his stern eye on his friend.

“Well, a tiff. She made me fearfully annoyed and I got up and walked away. I came back in time to see her going into the house.”

“What time was that?”

“It must have been ten — possibly it wasn’t ten. Nearer nine, I think. I never know what time any time is,” said Tommy in the deeps of gloom.

“You didn’t see her again?”

“Of course I saw her again.” Tommy could be very testy. “You don’t suppose a fellow like me would allow himself to be so ungentlemanly without apologising? I called her up from the hotel.”

“That isn’t seeing her.”

“It’s as good as seeing her, isn’t it? I asked her to come out to give me a chance of undoing, as it were, the mischief I had done.”

Dick waited. He dared not ask a question.

“And she did come out! We strolled up and down in front of the house. She told me she was a bit worried. She said that there was a girl in England exactly like her in appearance. She’d seen her that day in Clacton.”

“You saw her, you swear you saw her?” interrupted Dick eagerly. “It was Mary Dane?”

Tommy looked at him in some concern.

“Not feeling well, old boy?” he asked solicitously.

“I’m well enough,” said Dick. “I only want to know, are you perfectly sure that the girl you were with last night between eleven and what time?”

“Must have been twelve,” said Tommy. “Yes, it was Mary Dane. Who the dickens do you think it was?”

Dick covered his face with his hands and groaned.

“That girl’s given me more heart attacks than any human being I’ve ever known,” he said. Then he looked up. “What is the idea of your coming up?”

“I’ve come up” — Tommy was very deliberate and important— “to get you to help about this charming young creature’s double. You may not have heard of such a thing—”

“Oh, Lord!” Dick raised both hands to the ceiling. “Never heard about her double!”

“She told me,” Tommy went on, unperturbed, “that all sorts of people, including this feller who was killed in old Derrick’s house, had mistaken her for somebody else, so I thought to myself ‘There’s only one bird who can solve this mystery, and that’s the Dicky-bird.’ And you’re it!”

Dick looked at him in wonder.

“Do you mean to tell me that you’ve come all the way from Clacton-on-Sea, that’ bourgeois but pleasant resort, to ask me to take up the case of Mary Dane’s double, you poor, gibbering fish? I repeat, so that it may sink into the shallows of your mind, that Mary Dane’s double has given Scotland Yard — which for the nonce is me — more anxiety than — than—”

“Anything,” suggested Tommy helpfully.

He left soon after ten, and Dick could not but believe that there was a very special reason other than that Tommy had advanced for his sudden return to Town. He had a letter from Derrick in the afternoon, asking him to meet him the next day at his club. He was going, not to France, as he had intended, but to Scotland, or, as he put it himself, he intended taking the car and ‘drifting north.’

He wanted to know whether he would be required for the inquest on Lordy Brown, but this, Dick had been advised, was unnecessary. Brown’s presence in the house was unaccountable, but not beyond explanation. He had a conviction for burglary, had otherwise a very bad character, and it was quite within the bounds of reason that he should choose the house of an old acquaintance, who was notoriously rich, for the exercise of his illicit craft. The man had so changed since Walter Derrick had seen him last that he wasn’t even able to identify him.

Dick could not accept the invitation, and Derrick came to see him.

“My nerves are going as the result of this infernal business,” he said, “and I thought I’d just drift about the country and eventually fetch up on the north of the Tweed. I may get bored and run back to Town; if I do I will let you know.”

In the social columns of the newspaper the following morning Dick read that Mr. Walter Derrick had gone north and was making a motor tour through Scotland and would be absent for a month. On another page was a reference to the Lowndes Square mystery, which, thanks to a more sensational crime occupying the attention of the public, had not received the prominence it would ordinarily have attracted.

Dick Staines was on his mettle now. He spent one morning, being of a mechanical turn of mind, preparing numerous little gadgets which he hoped would limit his search. He procured a surveyor’s plan of the immediate neighbourhood within a hundred and fifty years. Behind the two houses ran a mews. On one side of this narrow thoroughfare were the garages and other premises attached to the houses that ran left Lord Weald’s. On the opposite side of the mews there were only two buildings, one of which was a garage and the other a stable. Between these two, which were situated at either end of the mews, ran a high wall, punctured at regular intervals with garden gates. Beyond this showed the rear part of the houses that faced on Coyling Street, which were distinguished in the sense that they each possessed a veritable garden path, very narrow and confined between walls, but with sufficient space, as Dick discovered, for the inhabitants of the houses to form quite pleasant flower-gardens.

He took a survey of Coyling Street, and found that it consisted of well-built Cubitt buildings, all of which were occupied save Number Seven. This house had a deserted, neglected appearance. At the windows hung dusty, sagging curtains, which seemed to have been there for years; the front forecourt looked tidy enough, since it was paved. He made inquiries: the house was neither for sale nor offered to rent. It was just a derelict property belonging to somebody — nobody knew whom. He continued his investigations, and eventually found that the house was the property of Mr. Walter Derrick. Apparently the Borough Engineer had ordered certain alterations before the house could be occupied, and Walter, in a fit of pique, had entirely disagreed with the surveyor or engineer, and had allowed the house to remain empty. He offered the house for sale, but apparently the neglect had been so great that the cost of repairing would be so high that he jibbed at the expense.

The last occupant had been a lady, who died there — a Miss Belfer. That was in the lifetime of old Mr. Derrick, and since her death and the disposal of her belongings it had stood unoccupied.

This, then, was one of the undesirable house properties with which, Walter had said, his father had saddled him.

It had a broad front, and he discovered without inquiry that it had once been, in the fifties, the home of some esoteric religious Order which had so prospered in the early part of the nineteenth century that before the Order smashed and dissolved, they owned a very large number of houses in the neighbourhood, where their wealthy novitiates were lodged. The property fell into the hands of old Derrick — one of the bargains on which he had founded his fortune. Even now the house bore the name ‘St. Anna’s,’ the last remnant of its once ecclesiastical dignity. They had had a chapel of their own, he learnt, and when they pointed out Tommy Weald’s garage he could trace through the renovation the old Gothic lines of this edifice.

He was rather shocked at this. In some respects Dick Staines was old-fashioned. His Methodist upbringing still made him feel uncomfortable if he touched a playing card on a Sunday, and a chapel or church converted to base uses invariably made him squirm.

It was his third quiet night, and he came back to the house wondering whether he would hear from Tommy. He had had no letter since that worthy young man had disappeared into the wilds of Clacton. That morning there had been an inquest on Lordy Brown, which had been adjourned for a month at the request of the police. No further evidence was forthcoming, no new clue had been discovered; the theory generally accepted was that Brown and a companion had secured an entrance to the house, that the two men had quarrelled, and that the unfortunate Lordy had been shot dead by an automatic pistol. It was obvious that some sort of silencer must have been used, for no sound had been heard either by Dick or any of the servants in the house. A pistol shot would have penetrated even the thick party-wall that separated the two dwellings.

It was growing dark when he came up the steps of the house which he was almost beginning to regard as his own, and Minns met him at the door.

“There’s a lady to see you, sir. I’ve put her in the drawingroom.”

“A lady?” His heart leapt. “What — er — sort of a lady?”

“I don’t know, sir, but she says you know her. Miss Dane.”

He pushed past the butler and strode into the drawingroom. She was sitting in a chair, turning the leaves of a book which she had taken up from the table, and greeted him with a smile that made his head reel.

“Have I really given you all that trouble?” she asked, a quiet smile in those grave, beautiful eyes.

“All what trouble? — Oh, Tommy’s been talking!”

“Tommy has indeed been talking,” she agreed solemnly. “But then, Tommy never does anything else, if you mean Lord Weald. Can’t you bring him to London?”

“Where is he now?”

“We went to Margate yesterday — my patient always comes to Margate eventually. I’m giving up nursing soon.”

For some indefinable reason he accepted this as good news.

“I’m jolly glad.”

“Why?” she asked, open-eyed.

“Well, it doesn’t seem — I’m not keen on your — it’s a pretty heavy job,” he finished lamely.

“Yes, but there are heavier. You have a pretty heavy job, too, Mr. Staines. I can imagine no work more exacting than yours.”

“I thrive on it,” he said. “I’m getting a bad reputation on it, too.”

She looked up at him quickly.

“About this ?” She nodded towards

Derrick’s house.

“Brown, yes. I suppose you read the account?”

“I read and I heard,” she said quietly. “You forget, your Tommy is haunting me.”

“I don’t know why,” he said. It was an inane remark, and she underlined its futility.

“Of course you know why!” she scoffed. “He’s terribly in love with me. Isn’t that a pretty good reason?”

Dick sniffed.

“Tommy’s the kind of man who’s terribly in love with anybody he really notices.”

“He’s rather a dear, and you’re rather rude! I feel an awful pig about him.”

Dick laughed. He was singularly lighthearted, could laugh very easily, could have made himself a fool with equal facility.

“Have you been a vampire to him?”

“Yes,” she said surprisingly. “If you mean, have I encouraged him to be terribly attentive. It wasn’t nice of me — I hate myself sometimes.”

She said this so vehemently that he was startled, and for a moment his heart sank. He had always regarded Tommy’s attentions to this girl as something rather amusing that meant really nothing — he could not imagine Tommy marrying, for example.

He was a philandering butterfly that flitted from flower to flower, hurt no petal on which he lighted, and carried away no sweet poison from the honey he sipped.

“You sound almost as if you’ve had a very serious affair with Tommy.”

He thought she was a little angry at this, but she laughed.

“How absurd!”

She looked round the pretty drawingroom.

“Are you staying here for long?”

“Why do you ask?”

She stared at him.

“That question is in the best manner of Scotland Yard!”

“Why do you ask?” he persisted gruffly.

“I’ll tell you why I ask, sergeant, inspector, or superintendent — because I want to know! Does it occur to you that you’re only staying here while Tommy’s out of Town? Which is a polite way of asking you how long Tommy will be hanging over our fence — or our fences: we have a new one every day.”

She did not wait for his reply.

“You’re very lonely, too; you’ve an empty house next door, Tommy says. There’s another lonely bachelor, poor soul!”

“You mean Derrick?”

She nodded.

“I see he has gone to Scotland — how inhuman I And left you to look after his haunted house?”

“Who told you it was haunted?”

She raised her solemn eyes to his.

“It’s the scandal of the neighbourhood,” she said soberly, and then her lips twitched. “You don’t know why I’ve come here; I really don’t know myself. It was such a wonderful opportunity of playing lady to your gentleman, calling on you and asking after your health — by the way, you should have asked me if I would like a cup of tea…you needn’t bother…you can call me a taxi in a few minutes. Mr.. Staines, who is the woman who is so like me? Do you know her? Or is Tommy exaggerating — he’s a fearful liar in a perfectly innocent way. It’s part of his vanity complex — I think Tommy’s unveracity is his most endearing quality. Now tell me, who is she?”

Dick shook his head.

“I’d give a lot of money to know.”

“I have a double, then?”

He nodded.

“What is she like?” She was laughing at him; he thought she did not believe him.

“She is rather pretty, with beautiful grey eyes and a mouth — well, just the kind of mouth that magazine artists draw and so few women have.”

For a second she dropped her eyes, but raised them again immediately.

“She seems to have made an impression on you. And, of course, I ought to be very coy and say, ‘But surely that’s a description of me?’ But I won’t. I think you have been very rude, Mr. Richard Staines; but, of course, I asked for it and I really haven’t any right to complain. The only point is (I don’t want her various physical qualities emphasised or described), but she is
 like me?”

He nodded.

“Ah!” That was all she said.

She looked at him very intently for a time. “I’d like to know your mind.”

“I’d rather like to know yours,” he countered. “Perhaps I’ll tell you one day.”

She picked up her bag and her umbrella.

“Are you going to be a perfect little gentleman and escort me to Victoria?”

He hesitated. At this hour he usually went to his rooms. There had been nobody in Derrick’s house for three days. After all, he was not supposed to be on duty all the time.

“Yes, I’ll drive you or I’ll walk,” he said.

He left word with the butler, and followed her into the street. She was in no great hurry apparently, for she walked very slowly.

“I’m a pig,” she said at last. “You will never say anything as offensive about me as I shall say about myself.”

“What is the reason for all this self-deprecation?”

She shook her head.

“I can’t tell you. Something that has just occurred to me. Tommy is in it, of course — poor Tommy At this moment he’s sitting on a bench outside my Cliftonville house, waiting for me to come out. It’s probably raining. It must be rather wonderful to be romantic, as Tommy is.”

“I’d rather we didn’t talk about Tommy,” he said naturally enough.

“Isn’t he a friend of yours?” she asked in feigned surprise.

“A very dear friend. I’m fond of Tommy. I’m stupidly fond of other people, too.”

“But don’t carry your stupidity too far,” she said quickly. “You haven’t asked me why I’m leaving the nursing profession and what I’m going to do for a living. I wish you’d be as interested in me as you are in my double I Happy lady I Do you dream about her?”

“Don’t be silly. Mary, I want to ask you something—”

He heard her soft laugh.

“Will you start by asking me how comparative strangers address me? If you do, I shall say ‘Miss Dane.’”

“But I’m not a comparative stranger.”

They were walking now through the park, and he took her arm and slipped it through his. For a little while she let it rest, and then suddenly jerked it away.

“No, no.” He heard the catch of her breath. “Please! I want to retain just a little of my self-respect, if you don’t mind.”

Her reply piqued and hurt him.

“Don’t be angry with me, please,” she challenged him after a few minutes’ silence. “I really was being rather nice — as nice as I know how. I called Tommy a liar just now — I’ve never got it out of my head that I once told you the most awful, deliberate lie.”

“What was it?” he asked.

“If I told you that, the lie would have been doubly wasted! No, I’ll stick it out and suffer my martyrdom. But I want you to know and believe that that lie has hurt me more than it’s hurt you.”

Without warning she quickened her pace.

“Do you ever get very sick of things — heart sick, I mean? Don’t you sometimes loathe all you’re doing — your work, your daily routine — everything? I get that way sometimes. I’m that way tonight, I think.”

“You don’t like nursing?” he asked.

She did not answer for a second or two, and then in one word, emphatically:

“No.”

Her train left something after nine. It was a very slow train. She confessed that she had had no dinner. He took her into the station restaurant, but she was content with the lightest of meals.

“Do you know why I came to Town to-day? Ask me before my train leaves.”

They had ten minutes to wait after they left the restaurant, and as they strolled down the platform he reminded her.

“I’ll tell you why before the train leaves.”

He found her a ladies’ carriage which she had to herself. The guard had given the preliminary warning, and the signal light had glowed from red to green, when she leaned out of the window.

“To mortify myself,” she said in a low voice; “to walk on hot shares and carry a candle barefooted in the snow!”

He could only look at her in bewilderment. The train began to move and he walked alongside.

“I’ll tell you the maddest thing you’ve ever heard.” She was speaking with extraordinary rapidity, as though she were trying to compress all her thoughts into the little time she had. “And I’m trusting you never to remind me of this large lunacy.”

“What is it?” he asked, increasing his pace to keep up with the slowly moving train.

She bent down till her lips almost brushed his cheek.

“I love you very dearly — I don’t know why.”

It was just a whisper, and she was gone. She did not even look back or wave her hand in farewell, and Dick Staines stood on the platform, petrified, stunned. He was still staring long after the red tail-light of the train had vanished round the mysterious corner out of sight.

‘He walked back to the house, treading on air. When he came to the house in Lowndes Square he found an agitated Minns in the doorway, and, suspecting that something was wrong, increased his pace and went up the three steps in a stride.

“I’ve been looking everywhere for you, sir…I didn’t know whether I ought to tell the police.”

The man shut the door; his face was troubled and anxious.

“That bell’s been ringing off and on for half an hour. I haven’t dared go in…I thought perhaps you might have come. I didn’t know what to do.”

Dick turned on his heel and ran out into the street, pulling out his key as he ran. He expected to find the door bolted and chained, for he had not yet had time to remove these. The door, however, yielded to the key. When he turned the switch the lights came on. There was no sign of an intruder until he came to the drawingroom. He stood in the doorway and gasped. The furniture had been moved. A secretaire against the wall had been lifted into the centre of the room. The wall itself had been wrecked by small electric drills — on the floor was one such that had evidently gone out of order. It was attached by a flex to a lamp-holder, and fully eighteen inches of the solid wall had been scooped out. The floor was a litter of brickwork, and every piece of furniture in the room was covered with dust.

He picked up the drill and examined it with professional interest. He had seen such a tool used before, but never for housebreaking purposes, and literally that is what the intruders had been doing. Either they had been disturbed in their work or else they had decided that they had picked upon the wrong place. It must have been evident to them that there was no hiding-place here, but they had not abandoned their search until they had cut very deep into and revealed the width and strength of the wall.

He heard a sound behind him and spun round, dropping his hand to his hip pocket. A man was standing in the room, staring with comical amazement at the scene of wreckage.

It was Walter Derrick.

“What’s this?” he said, and as he realised he grew redder and redder in the face.

“When was this done?” His voice was sharp, his anger was pardonable. “My God! Who did this?”

He looked from the shattered wall to Dick and repeated his question.

“I would give a lot to know,” said the detective. “Scotland Yard is most anxious to meet the man, whoever he is. We have been wanting him for the past ten years.”

Derrick looked at him quickly.

“Do you know who it is?”

“His identity, no. That remains as much a mystery as it was when he committed the murder which brought him to our attention.”

“Murder…when he committed a murder? What kind of murder?”

“About ten years ago, Mr. Derrick, the cashier of a factory at Slough was shot dead and robbed on the main Bath Road.”

He paused.

“Yes?” said Derrick. “What has that to do with “ — he waved his hand round the room— “all this, eh? What has that to do with this?” His voice was very shrill — evidently the sight of his ruined drawingroom had unnerved him.

“The murderer left behind him a thumbprint on an automatic pistol. You probably know all about that: it is one of the standard cases. The other day, I came into your house after it had been burgled and we found that print on a drinking glass.”

“You found that print on a drinking glass…the murderer’s print, the man who shot the cashier?” Mr. Derrick was horrified.

“We found it again on the morning we discovered the body of Lordy Brown — it was on this table.”

Mr. Derrick stared at the table, fascinated.

“A murderer,” he said huskily “…his thumbprint on that table! My God!…And on the glass, you say? You photographed it, I suppose? I don’t know what one does with these things. There is no mistake?”

Dick shook his head.

“No mistake, only there was a curious circumstance which is puzzling the Yard and is puzzling me. Both on the glass and on the table we found only the thumbprint — no fingerprint at all. That was amazing, particularly as regards the glass. A man cannot pick up a tumbler with his thumb. And he would hardly get only his thumb upon the surface of the table. I’m telling you a little more than Superintendent Bourke would like me to tell you. I have my own theory, but for the moment I should not—”

He was staring at the wall, the smooth, polished wall and just above the big hole that had been dug by the ruthless intruders. Slowly he walked across and pointed.

“There’s the print again,” he said.

It was unmistakably there, a black smudge of a thing, yet every line distinct.

The eyes of the two men met, and in a flash Dick’s theory had become a certainty. He knew just why that thumbprint was there, and the manner in which it had come.

A few inches below the impression was a tiny black spot. He touched it with the end of his finger. It was still wet.

Superintendent Bourke was on the point of going to bed when he received the summons. He arrived after Mr. Derrick had gone to an hotel. Derrick had had to return to London to attend an extraordinary general meeting of some company with which he was associated. He explained to Dick without the detective being any the wiser, for the ways of finance were holy mysteries to him.

Bourke came bustling into the drawingroom, and took one glance at the damaged wall.

“Did you hear them doing this?”

“No,” said Dick, “I was out.”

He did not think it was necessary to tell the Superintendent what business had taken him abroad, and Bourke evinced no curiosity.

“These people have the nerve of the devil,” he said admiringly. “That’s the thumbprint, eh?”

He fixed his pince-nez and examined it closely.

“Yes, I’ve got used to that old thumbprint now. I could almost tell it bare-eyed. That’s the ink, eh?” He touched the little spot, which was now nearly dry. “You say it was placed there—”

“With a rubber stamp,” said Dick promptly.

“So was the print on the glass and the print on the table. They didn’t use ink; a moist hand was all they wanted for the table and the glass. You see, sir, when you come to think of it, it was a very simple matter to have a stamp made. The Slough murderer’s thumbprint appears in at least three works of reference. All they had to do was to re-photograph the place; I could undertake to make a stamp like that in two hours.”

“The idea being to blind us? Humph! It’s curious, I never suspected that. Did you fix up your alarm bells and things? Anyway, they wouldn’t be of much use if you were out.”

Dick explained that the butler heard the alarm but didn’t know what to do.

“He should have sent for the police — what apes these people are! Well, they were lucky to get you out of the way — I suppose you weren’t fooled into leaving?”

Dick did not reply.

“They are clever people who are working this racket, and naturally they’d stop at nothing to get a clear run, and they must have known you were on duty in the next house. But you’re not the kind of fellow who would fall for a pretty face or accept a little invitation to walk around the park and admire the moonlight on the lake.”

Bourke was examining the torn brickwork as he spoke, and he did not see his subordinate’s face. Dick had gone cold as he realised that the possibilities which Bourke had examined and rejected were no less or more than the truth. He had been lured out of the house…even the detail about the park was exact. And he remembered the things she said — that she hated herself; she had drawn her arm from his with such vehemence that she had startled him. He remembered a dozen things that she had said: her self-reproach, her last wild words when the train had drawn from the station.

He was overcome with the sickening suspicion that Bourke had implanted. His suspicion? It was something more than that.

“Hullo!”

Bourke had turned and was staring at him.

“Have you seen the family ghost? You look as sick as pup!”

“I feel as sick as three pups,” said Dick, steadying his voice with difficulty.

Mr. Bourke fondled his double chin.

“I think the best thing for you to do is to sleep in this house. I’ll give you a man to keep you company—”

Dick shook his head.

“I suggested that to Derrick, but he wouldn’t have it. He says he’s going to shut up the house entirely. He even suggested that it was unnecessary I should stay with Tommy any longer.”

“What he does with his own house is his business. I’d like you to stay on at Lord Weald’s so long as he’ll have you,” said Bourke. “I’m accepting that idea about the rubber stamp, but that thumbprint wasn’t chosen at haphazard. There’s something very definite behind it, and I want to know what it is. I’m sure of one thing — . it isn’t entirely intended to put suspicion on the Slough murderer, who may or may not be in England. And I’ll tell you something else; Lordy Brown was killed by the same hand as killed the Slough cashier; it was the same low, upward shot, a trick of a certain type of gunfighter. We don’t get much of that sort of thing here, but I’ve seen a few gruesome photographs and diagrams that have been sent to me from time to time from the other side of the Atlantic. Hang on to’ Weald; maybe he’ll be hanging on to the biggest case we’ve had in London since the Chief Commissioner put me into blue breeches!”
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Dick Staines took a sudden resolve: he would go and see the girl, tell her frankly the position, and demand from her some explanation for her inexplicable conduct. Never once did he dream that she had been guilty of the death of Lordy Brown. If ever he had seen honesty, that quality shone from her eyes.

He thought and he thought, turning over in his mind every possibility, but in the end he was as much baffled as he was when he began to reason. Only she could throw a light upon the dark places of his mind. Supporting him in his resolution was his faith in her last words to him. She meant that, every word of it. He thrilled at the memory. Here At least was a solid foundation on which faith might be built.

He slept over his resolution and left for Margate by the first train. He had no idea where she was staying, or that she was at Margate at all. Mr. Cornfort moved eccentrically. Here also might be a key to the mystery. This old man, who slumbered in a chair all the time, what part did he play, or was he an innocent blind to cover the operations of the gang whose victim Mary Dane was?

Always he found excuses for her. She was in toils from which she could not escape; she was as much of a cat’s paw as the invalid old man who served to cover up the operations of the gang. Or had she a veritable double? He was still convinced that she had; that somewhere in England was a woman so like her that they might not be distinguished apart. Poor Lordy Brown had talked of a Miss de Villiers; he once had an idea of cabling to Capetown, but at the office of the High Commissioner he found a local directory of Capetown and three pages of de Villiers! In the circumstances this avenue of investigation promised to be a cul-de-sac.’ He cursed himself that he had not questioned Lordy more closely about the girl whom he thought he had seen that night in Bloomsbury Square. He had asked him something and had received the vaguest of answers, but had he persevered:

“Had I done that, had I done this, So might I gain, so might I miss. Had she loved me, who can tell, She might have hated just as well.”

Browning’s lines came to his mind. They seemed singularly appropriate.

Dick Staines had many little mannerisms that bordered upon childishness. He invariably tested the state of his mind by one simple phenomenon: when he was very worried and baffled he always sighed through his nose. He caught himself in the act and laughed dismally.

The journey to Margate seemed interminable. He might meet her on the beach; he would certainly learn from Tommy Weald, who had established himself at a Cliftonville hotel, just where she was to be found.

Tommy’s infatuation had ceased to be either interesting or amusing. In a sense Dick was regarding him with great kindness — he was such a comfortable alibi for this girl. He wondered whether, when she had referred to Tommy as a liar, she had these alibis in her mind? Suspicion, doubt, fear, and confidence alternated in his mind as the train crawled along that dreary foreshore from Whitstable to Westgate, from Westgate in a more lively atmosphere to Margate. Here he met a Detective Rees who had travelled down in the same train and gave him instructions — and he hated himself for giving them.

He did not intend staying more than a day, and had come without baggage; but his first call was at the red hotel that was perched on the cliffs.

“Yes, sir, Lord Weald is staying here, but I think he’s out just now,” said the porter.

A waiting bath chairman at the door volunteered husky information.

“His lordship’s down on the beach with that yaller chair.”

Dick had forgotten the colour of the vehicle and how easy it was to identify from a host of others less conspicuously painted or he might have saved himself the journey to Cliftonville.

He walked down the slope back towards Margate, keeping his eyes on the crowded beach below. So absorbed was he in his search that he actually collided with the sober and silent chairman.

“Hullo, old boy!” It was Tommy’s voice.

Dick looked up and met the eyes of Mary Dane, steady, unwavering eyes. They were searching his face, and her gravity gave to her a new breath-catching loveliness.

“Good-morning,” he said awkwardly, and could think of nothing else to say.

“What are you down here for?” demanded Tommy.

There was a certain amount of resentment in his tone with which Dick could sympathise. The bath chair had moved on a few paces and had stopped; the chairman stood motionless. Mr. Cornfort was asleep. Dick found his courage oozing under her silent scrutiny.

“I came down to see Miss Dane,” he said, “on — er — a little matter I discussed with her the other night.”

Tommy was not satisfied.

“What other night?” he asked truculently. “My dear old fellow, why didn’t you tell us you were coming?” But at one glance from the girl’s eyes his tone changed. “When I say ‘us,’ I mean ‘me.’ Naturally, it’s frightfully’ startling to see you barging into the poor old chairman. Miss Dane doesn’t like it, I don’t like it, I’m sure poor old Mr. Cornfort doesn’t like it. He’s got a weak heart,” he added.

“Will you go on, Tommy?” she said. Tommy gaped at her.

“Go on? How?”

“On your feet,” she said, with just the faint ghost of a smile in her eyes.

The chair was moving. Lord Weald blinked from one to the other, turned with a sulky shrug and trudged after it.

“I can’t see you for any length of time until after lunch,” she said quickly. “Mr. Cornfort sleeps in the afternoon. Will you drive over to Westgate and I will come to you — just in front of the hotel? I will meet you there at three o’clock. Is that too late?” she said quickly. “Or two? Either time.”

“Two would be better because there is a train at three, and I have to get back to town.” He was a little stiff in his manner. The easy familiarity of that ‘Tommy’ had chilled him.

“Have you come on business?” Her eyes were questioning.

He nodded.

“Private business, yes.”

He was in terror lest she should find occasion to retract the words she had spoken to him on the platform at Victoria. Yet somehow he knew that she would not now refer to that amazing moment, and that she did not expect him to speak of it either.

Unsmilingly she nodded and turned, walking quickly after her little party. Dick stood, leaning against the rails, watching her. Presently he saw her catch up with her charge, talk for a moment to Tommy, who, rather reluctantly it seemed, turned back.

“I’m terribly sorry, old boy “ — Tommy really was almost humble— “being so fearfully haughty and all that; but, you know, this young damsel rattles me — she does really! I’m fearfully and absolutely in love with her. In the evening she’s perfectly divine and charming when I see
 her; in the morning she gives me the frozen eye, my dear old boy, as our Transatlantic cousins say — I really don’t believe they say anything so darn’ silly — my life’s simply torn two ways, old boy. I’m getting a perfect wreck…can’t sleep at nights, Dicky. Phew!” He mopped his forehead.

“That’s bad news, Tommy.” Dick Staines was rather concerned.

“I knew you’d understand.” Tommy smiled wanly. “And she’s perfectly awful about it — hard, old boy, hard as nails in an iron door! When I told her I’d only slept for seven hours she laughed at me.”

“For the love of Mike, how long do you sleep as a rule?” demanded his indignant friend.

“Ten,” said Tommy simply. “Doctor says I’ve got the kind of brain that requires a great deal of recuperation.”

“That I can well believe,” said Dick, “but I shouldn’t tell any of your friends that, because it’s not exactly complimentary. So you’re in love with Mary Dane?”

Tommy hitched up his trousers, dusted a public seat with a pocket-handkerchief, and sat down.

“Desperately,” he said, “in the evenings. In the mornings — I’ll be perfectly frank with you, old boy — I’m not in love with her. She exasperates me, she annoys me, she loses all her gentleness and loving-kindness, and when I try to hold her hand, she gives me the sort of look that you’d get if you tried to borrow a match in a gunpowder factory. I did that once,” he said reminiscently, “and from what the fellows told me, people never smoke in gunpowder factories. One of the customs of the trade.”

“Are you in the habit of holding her hand?” Dick meant the question to be put in the most careless and indifferent tone. Tommy regarded the question in quite another way.

“Don’t get peeved, old boy. Naturally I’ve held her hand. That’s the sort of thing a feller does who’s in love.”

“And she didn’t call for the police?” asked Dick, annoyed.

“No, old boy, never mentioned you.” Tommy was convulsed with his own merry jest.

“Women have queer tastes,” said Dick. Inwardly he was thinking of nothing so trite.

He was puzzled; he was always being puzzled by Mary Dane. He wished he wasn’t. It was so unlike her, so inconceivable that she could have sat for hours holding the moist paw of his very amiable but uninspiring friend. It gave him a new angle, viewed from which he was seeing a woman so completely strange to him that he could not recognise her. Mary had said that Tommy was rather a prevaricator. It was certainly true, as Dick knew, that he was given to romancing and, not to put too fine a point upon it, to boasting. He was one of those who go through life with the pleasant illusion that they have been endowed by nature with qualities especially attractive to women.

“I’d like to bet you’ve never held her hand.”

“You’d lose, my boy.” Tommy’s calmness, his superior amusement, rather suggested that he had been speaking the truth. “I’ve asked her to marry me,” he said. He made the confession quite calmly.

“And she was overwhelmed?”

“No good being ironical with me, old boy. That’s the word, isn’t it, ironical? She wasn’t exactly overwhelmed, but she said she’d like nothing better. In fact, old boy, she accepted me with certain reservations.”

Dick turned in his seat and looked at his friend openmouthed. Bobby was smiling smugly.

“With reservations,” he said. “As soon as this old boy pops off she’s going to give up nursing, and there you are! And then — there’ll be a new Countess of Weald in the land. And topping she will look in a dinky little coronet — I saw one at Grays the other day — perfectly ripping!”

He was speaking the truth, he was not boasting. These truths came home to Dick.

“But — but—”

“You needn’t start butting: there it is. She’s the dearest thing on earth, old boy, and fearfully sensible. When I brought her a diamond ring she wouldn’t wear it — said it looked too flash…well, she didn’t say it was ‘too flash,’ but you know what I mean — something ladylike that meant the same thing. So I bought the other one: didn’t you notice she was wearing it?”

The town and promenade of Margate were wobbling up and down before Dick’s disordered eyes. His head reeled. Was this a very bad dream or a very bad joke? He sought information as the latter.

“No joke at all.” Tommy settled himself more comfortably in his seat. “I mean even peers of the realm get married. There’s nothing comic about that. If they didn’t get married,” he added, as the brilliant thought occurred to him, “I shouldn’t have been here, old boy. How does that strike you?”

Dick Staines was stunned. All that he had come to ask had gone from his mind. Here was the tragic, incredible fact to occupy his brain to the exclusion of every other thought: Mary Dane was engaged! What was she — coquette? What kind of coquette was she who could tell him…

He took a tight hold of himself.

“I heartily congratulate you, Tommy.”

“Thanks,” said Tommy.

His complacency was such that Dick could have thrown him over the cliff without compunction.

“Jane and I—”

“Jane? You mean Mary?”

“Her name is Jane Mary. I call her Mary Jane. As a matter of fact, her people call her Jane or did call her Jane. It’s a funny thing how everybody has a different name at home to what they have in public. My gov’nor used to call me ‘Dogeyes’ — sort of term of affection. Anyway, she asked me to call her Jane when we were alone — when I say she asked me, I mean she allows me. It’s a fearful privilege, old boy,” he added hastily, “and given only to her best friends. You’re a very good friend of hers—”

“I shall not call her Jane,” said Dick with emphasis.

He did not know whether to laugh or cry; there was no further interest for him in the interview which she had promised, and he would have returned by the first train, unmindful of his mission, but for his promise. He shrugged his shoulders contemptuously. It would not be a very painful interview; it might be a little disconcerting, but by that time he would be, he hoped, as calm and as coldblooded as she, who, engaged to another man, had dared say what she had. A coquette…Then he had a mental picture of her eyes, very steady, very honest. He looked at Tommy Weald; his lordship’s head was nodding, his rather large mouth was open, and his eyes were closed. It was the title…Again he saw her eyes. In his imagination he saw them pained and hurt.

“I can’t understand it,” he said aloud. Tommy woke up with a start.

“It’s the sun — I always get drowsy in the morning. As a matter of fact, it’s the air. Of course it’s the air — comes straight down from the North Pole, old boy, fearfully bracing!”

“When do you expect to get married?” Tommy spread out his plump palms to indicate his uncertainty.

“I don’t know. St. George’s, Hanover Square, of course, old boy, with full choral service and all my aunts — no, I think it had better be a registrar’s office. The aunts will be fearfully peeved, especially the three with the daughters. But I don’t believe in intermarrying with one’s own family, old boy. It’s quite wrong, and I’m naturally hygienic.”

The last words were murmured; his chin sank again, his hands were clasped across his well-developed figure. His chin sank lower and lower. Dick looked at the chosen of Mary Dane, and was neither amused nor contemptuous; he loved him for the goodness of his heart and the genial effervescence of his character. He was a good friend; would certainly be a good husband.

“Oh, God!” said Dick Staines, and left the sleeper to finish his nap.

Punctually to the minute, a Margate taxi turned from the main road and came slowly along the crowded front of Westgate, and the girl got out. She was not wearing her nurse’s costume, but a grey dress which gave her complexion a darker and richer tint. He had always thought it was pale before; now he could value her delicate colouring.

“You don’t want to go on the beach, do you? Do you mind walking up towards Margate?”

He fell in by her side, and they paced in silence along an endless road of small and large villas, each designed apparently by an architect who had lost his reason, until they came to a clear stretch of grass and soil, where only a few nursemaids were visible.

“Let us sit on the grass,” she said. “People will think that we’re an engaged couple down for the day, but you’ll survive that.”

He had an idea that she made that provocative statement deliberately. He was not prepared to accept the challenge.

“Well? What do you want to see me about?”

“Why did you ask me to see you to the station the other night?”

She was plucking at the grass and did not look up.

“Was that an unusual request? I mean, isn’t it an ordinary thing — why do you think I asked you?” she said, raising her eyes.

“During my absence somebody got into Derrick’s house and hammered down a part of the wall, evidently searching for gold which is believed to be hidden — they were the same people who were there before, with one exception. The woman whose dress reeked of ‘Sans Atout’ did not seem to be amongst those present.”

She smiled at the flippancy.

“Me? And are you suggesting that I lured you away from the house in order that these — impossible friends of mine — burglar friends, that is to say — should destroy Mr. Derrick’s wall?”

He was silent.

“Is that your suggestion she asked.

“I’m not suggesting anything.” He knew how lame and weak he was being. “I am just asking you whether—”

“So far you’ve only expressed a desire to know why I asked you to take me to the station. I think that has the most natural explanation.”

“I’m going a little farther.”

He was desperate, and, to his dismay, out of breath. Why he should be, knowing that this girl was the fiancee of another man, was astounding to him.

“I’m constantly meeting you or your double in London and elsewhere — I have a suspicion — and when I say ‘suspicion’ I mean the word — that you are in some way mixed up with the crowd — I don’t know for what reason, for what purpose, but I might help you. Mary “ — he laid his hand on hers and she let it lie— “I haven’t come to collect information as a police officer; I’ve come to offer my help as a friend. If in any of these mad adventures of yours—”

“Or my double,” she interrupted.

“Or your double — you are arrested, I can do nothing. But I can do something now; I can make all your risks unnecessary. Won’t you give me a little confidence?”

She shook her head halfheartedly, looked away over the blue sea, and then suddenly brought her eyes back to him.

“I have less right to give any confidence than you have to ask it,” she said, and the formality of her little speech struck him cold.

And then his eyes fell upon her hand and the little circle of emeralds on her engagement finger. He hadn’t seen it before, and he looked and looked, until she drew her hand quickly away and put it behind her.

“Tommy told me,” he said. “He’s a good fellow, an awfully good fellow.”

“Is he rich?”

So coldblooded was the question, which momentarily struck him dumb.

“Yes, he is rather rich, and will be richer when some of his well-advertised aunts have crossed over.

“You thought that was a terribly brutal question to ask, didn’t you?” she said quietly. “Does it strike you that, if he is rich and I am engaged to him, I must be the worst kind of fool to risk — everything for the sake of a stupid adventure, as you called it — an adventure which so far has done nothing worse than dig holes in Mr. Derrick’s wall?”

“And kill a man,” he added.

He saw her stiffen.

“Do you add that to my infamy? How absurd of you!”

She lifted her hand and looked at the engagement ring furiously.

“Do you think I’m terribly self-controlled? I am really. You’ve had proof.” She was smiling, a little sadly.

“I’ve had several proofs,” he agreed, as he rose and helped her to her feet.

“But this is the supreme proof,” she said quietly, “that I haven’t thrown this ring over the edge of the cliff! Remember that in my favour.”

She patted his arm.

Everything she did was unexpected and in some extraordinary way vital. She, more than any other person in the world, had the trick of making him feel a fool.

“Now you can catch your train — it stops at Westgate. My taxi is waiting. Tommy is getting an extravagant wife in me,” she said evenly, and then suddenly caught his arm in her hands and squeezed it. “I’ve told you one big lie, Dick Staines, but I’ve told you one big truth, and it’s such a big truth that I hadn’t got myself back to normal when I reached Margate that night. And I’m not normal yet. Hold on to the truth, my dear.”

He saw her into her cab. It was an unconscious trick of hers, apparently, to reserve her most tremendous pronouncement to the very last, when she was beyond questioning. As she drew her hand from his, and the car was moving, she said:

“I’m in such a terrible, terrible mess, Dick, dear.” And then she was gone.

Before the cab was out of sight he remembered that he had set a man to watch her: the memory of his disloyalty took him back to town in a sour mood.
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Back in town, and raining. It was always raining in London, he complained savagely, as he swung aboard a convenient bus. He had left London under blue skies, with the parks all green and gold and filled with thousands and thousands of children being busily happy. He came back to find the roads mirrors, and every tree dripping melancholy drops. If he had come back to find Town basking in sunlight he would have had a complaint against that also. All sorts of things annoyed him. Mr. Minns, Tommy’s butler, had gone out, taken the afternoon off under the impression, it seemed, that the visitor would not return. Also there was a long document from Scotland Yard, the depositions in a case wholly forgotten by Dick, though he had been instrumental in bringing the man to justice, and this he had to read through because some halfwitted lifer in Peterhead Prison had confessed to the crime for which Dick’s victim was suffering, and justly suffering.

And yet he was glad of the occupation: it kept quite a lot off his mind.

He had dinner alone, and in the midst of this Minns, who had returned very diffident and rather flustered, came in to say that Larkin would like to see him.

“He says it isn’t anything very important, sir. He’s waiting in the hall. I’ll tell him to wait.”

“Bring him in,” said Dick, pushing aside the typewritten document he had been reading in the course of the meal.

Larkin merely came to say that he had been over the house and had nothing unusual to report.

“You remember that iron cupboard, sir, that you showed me — the one up in the office? I tried to open it this afternoon — you didn’t lock it, did you?”

“No,” said Dick. “I think it fastens with a spring catch. You heard nothing suspicious inside the cupboard?” he smiled.

“No, sir. I don’t mind the house in the daytime, but I tell you straight, sir, that I wouldn’t stay there another night not if I lost me job for refusing!”

“Larkin, do you remember the night I found you drugged on the floor, and somebody searching your pockets?”

“I don’t remember much about it, sir, but I know it happened,” said the man ruefully.

“What were they looking for — do you know? Had you any keys? That matter was never cleared up to my satisfaction.”

“I can’t understand what they were looking for, sir. The only thing I had were the keys of the wine-cellar.”

“Which they took?” suggested Dick.

Mr. Larkin shook his head.

“No, they didn’t take both of ‘em. That’s the curious thing: only one of them. Mr. Derrick gave me charge of them before he, went away. I might say,” he said with some pride, “that I’ve been trusted with more valuable things than wine.”

“Have you the key they left?”

The man hesitated.

“I don’t know whether I ought to give it to you, sir, but I suppose it’s all right.”

“I’d like to see your wine-cellar,” said Dick, his eyes twinkling; “and you may be sure, Larkin, that my reputation for honesty is almost as good as yours. Mr. Derrick will find all his choice vintages undisturbed when he comes to take stock.”

“There’s one thing I wanted to tell you, sir,” said the man as he prepared to go. “Mr. Derrick gave me strict orders to fasten up all the windows. I don’t know whether he told you, but he said he was not going to risk any man’s life in the house until the mystery was cleared up.”

Dick laughed.

“That doesn’t matter a great deal, if you’re not sleeping there,” he said. “Besides, I’ve got a key to the front door.”

He thought Larkin looked a little uncomfortable.

“I didn’t tell Mr. Derrick that: he’s anxious about you, sir — he mentioned you several times. Mr. Derrick likes you. He said a life like yours was worth more than any gold that the burglars could find.”

“That’s the kind of talk I like to hear,” said Dick.

He put the key in his pocket. When Larkin had gone he folded away the depositions, wrote the comments that were expected of him, and posted them to Scotland Yard. The night was his own. He might put to the test quite a number of suspicions which were beginning to form in his mind.

They were suspicions which, viewed coldbloodedly, had the fantastical qualities of bad dreams. He had serious thoughts of asking Bourke to release him from the case. His mental outlook was so coloured by Mary’s association with the mystery that his judgment was probably at fault.

Derrick’s solicitude for his safety was very charming, but it was wholly irrelevant. A murder had been committed in that house in the past few days, and naturally the police could come and go as they wished. He had not insisted upon this step to Mr. Derrick, but when he met him again it would be a simple matter to obtain a modification of his instructions.

He looked at his watch: it was nearly ten o’clock, and he should be hearing from Rees. He hated the thought of spying on the girl, he who had spied on so many people, men and women. But he must be sure as a police officer, however much he might be wounded as a man.

He walked out into the street to take a survey of Derrick’s house. There was no evidence of anything in the slightest degree suspicious. Bareheaded, he went round the block as far as the mews, and came back and wiped the rain from his hair.

It took him some time to settle down with a book to wait for the detective’s report. It came just after eleven.

“Sorry I couldn’t get through before, sir. I’m ‘phoning from the hotel. I have been keeping observation; I’ve seen the young lady twice.”

“Is it raining?” asked Dick.

“No, sir, it’s a very nice night. She’s walking up and down the road with his lordship. It has been easy to keep watch without being seen, because it’s a pretty dark road.”

“Oh, indeed!” said Dick grimly.

It was not a particularly pleasing picture he conjured up — Mary and the lovesick Weald strolling together in a ‘pretty dark road.’

“She was holding his lordship’s hand,” the unfortunate Detective Rees went on; “sort of swinging hands like children…”

“I hope it didn’t make you feel ill?” snarled Dick. “Get on with the essentials. What time was this?”

“I’ve just left them, sir.”

Dick hung up the receiver and went slowly upstairs to his room. Mary was an enigma, not to be solved by his wit. How could she — the inconsistency of it, the heartlessness! How could she? Since time began men had asked themselves such questions about women and had found no answer satisfactory to their intelligence. Dick sighed. His hand went up to loosen his tie.

“Brr-r-r!
 ”

On the table near his bed he had arranged three little alarms. They had been fixed all unknown to Larkin. This tiny buzzer which held his attention had been connected almost under the eyes of the caretaker and led from the basement of Derrick’s house along the ground floor and through a back window. Even the sharp-eyed Minns had not seen the threadlike wire. At the other end it had so pegged that whosoever set his foot upon the lower stairs leading to the kitchen was certain to break the connection.

He went to the telephone and gave a number.

“Inspector Staines speaking. All reserves to Lowndes Square; surround Derrick’s house. Allow nobody to leave.”

He put down the receiver and went back to his room. He lifted his overcoat from a cupboard, drew a pistol from the pocket, and thumbed back the safety catch.

As he was doing this the butler came in to ask if he wanted anything further for the night. His face fell at the sight of the pistol.

“Are they in there again, sir?” he asked, going pale.

“Yes. Don’t let the servants know — if they’re still up. You stay here. There’s nothing to be afraid of. I shall have fifty policemen round the house in five minutes.”

He went outside to Derrick’s front door and silently inserted the key.

As he did so, and before he could turn it, he heard the soft thud of bolts on the other side of the door being shot home. He was just the second too late. He flew back past the alarmed butler, taking the stairs two at a time, and came to the top floor. His lantern showed him the skylight fire-escape and, reaching up, he pulled down, the ladder. By this time the butler’ liras at his heels.

“That leads to the roof, sir,” he said unnecessarily.

“You astonish me,” said Dick, and climbed quickly, and in a second or two was standing on the flat roof.

The drizzle had become a downpour, and he was grateful for the security of his foothold. It was not a night he would like to have been climbing along a sloping slate roof. He made no sound as he moved towards the square frame over Derrick’s roof. It did not so much as creak as he lifted it. Before he went down he listened intently, thrusting his head into the opening, but heard nothing. Swiftly he descended to the floor, and as the ladder swung silently back to its place, the skylight closed.

There was no need to use his lantern; a faint light came down from the glass frame. Ahead of him, as he knew, were the two flights of narrow stairs that would bring him down to the ‘office’ floor.

Again he stopped, holding his breath, his ears strained for the slightest sound, and then he began cautiously to feel his way down the stairs. Before he came to the tiny landing where the stairs turned, he realised that there was a light burning on the lower landing, and he remembered that on his advice Larkin had fixed a low-powered night globe which gave just sufficient illumination to enable the caretaker to move about. These had been fixed on all the landings, and evidently before he had left, Larkin had either forgotten to turn them out or had deliberately left them burning.

Very cautiously he approached the sharp bend in the stairs and peeped round.

As he looked, a cold shiver ran down his spine. The door of the room in which Larkin had slept was opening slowly, wider and wider it came, and as he saw the intruder his blood turned to ice.

A girl dressed in black stood in the doorway, her head bent as though she were listening. He could not see her face. About her neck was a dark-coloured and flimsy scarf. Presently she raised her face, and he had all his work to check the exclamation of amazement.

It was Mary Dane!

He could swear to her, though he had never seen her in black. He could see the slow rise and fall of her bosom, almost hear her breathing. With one hand she held a glazed and folded paper — he thought it looked like an architect’s plan — in the other she gripped a small electric torch. Slowly she moved on to the landing, closing the door behind her, and came forward to the head of the stairs.

There were two doors here — that at right angles to the ‘office’ led to the back room — and now Dick saw the second door moving. Her back was turned to this, but the watching detective expected nothing more than the arrival of a confederate. Presently he came into view, a tall man in a long, dark raincoat that reached to his heels. His face was invisible; over his head was drawn a black silk stocking with two holes cut on a level with his eyes. Dick gaped at him. Never in all his detective experience had he seen a masked man!

Why did the girl expose her face whilst the man was masked? And then, horrified, he saw the mask come behind the girl and, jerking out his two hands, grip her by the throat. He heard the strangled scream, saw the look of wild terror in her face as she turned and fought desperately for life.

“Got you!”

The fierce, exultant whisper came to Dick. He saw the man lift her bodily and drag her back to the open door of the room from whence he had emerged, saw her face grow distorted and pinched in that fierce grip, and then:

“Drop her or I’ll shoot!”

The mask raised his head to the stairway. Dick saw the two malignant eyes gleaming at him; and then, as the detective leapt, the masked man released his grip and flew down the stairs. Dick Staines would have followed, but the girl lay in a heap, apparently dead.

He lifted her bodily and carried her back into the office room and laid her on the caretaker’s bed. When he tried to turn on the lights he discovered that all the globes had been removed by somebody. He had perforce to depend, upon the dim light afforded by the lantern. He could see her face distinctly.

“Mary!” he said gently.

She opened her eyes and stared at him. He felt tenderly at her throat. He could not see the marks of those cruel fingers; they were hidden in the disorder of her scarf.

“What are you doing here?”

She did not answer; her wide-open eyes were without expression. They were looking beyond him. He had the same uncanny feeling as he had had that night when she had stared up at him.

“Are you hurt?”

She shook her head. Her hand was still at her throat. And then she whispered:

“Get me a drink of water.”

He remembered there was a bathroom on the next floor; he went down, found a porcelain tumbler and filled it with water. When he came back the bed was empty.

The double had disappeared.

There was a knock on the front door below — the reserves had arrived, and he went downstairs to admit a uniformed inspector. Outside he saw five police cars parked bonnet to tail; the streets was alive with policemen in uniform and plainclothes men.

“Have you seen anybody?”

“No, sir; we have only just arrived.”

Dick made a quick search of the house and found that the kitchen door to the area was wide open. A cabman, who had been drawn up by the side of the gardens nearly opposite, had seen a man run out just before the first police squad had come into sight. While Dick was interrogating the cabman, Minns came on the scene.

“There’s a ‘phone message through from Margate,” he said, and Dick went quickly into the house.

It was the watching detective.

“His lordship’s gone back to his hotel, and the young lady’s gone into her house, sir. Are there any further orders?”

“Yes,” said Dick. “Watch the house all night and report to me in the morning who goes in and at what hour.”

Dick heard the long-suffering detective groan. He had already been on duty all day.

“I know it is cruelty to animals, but I’ve got to do it, Rees. Do this for me and I’ll get you two extra days’ leave.”

“Very good, sir. I suppose I can have some supper?”

Dick pardoned his sarcasm and grinned.

“All right.” He called the butler. “I want some electric globes,” he said.

These he carried to the office room and had them fixed. He had noticed when he came in that the cupboard door was open, and after the disappearance of the mysterious girl it was closed.

“I’m going to do a little bit of housebreaking myself. I want a crowbar from somewhere.”

He pulled the door of the cupboard; ordinarily a tug at the knob brought it open, for it was fastened with a two-way spring catch. It no half an hour before a crowbar was procurable, and during that time he made an inspection and saw that it was going to be a difficult job, for the door and its steel post fitted so perfectly that it was impossible to put a sheet of paper between them. And then, to his surprise, as he was fiddling with the knob, the door opened quite easily.

Dick examined the edge of it very carefully, and found, as he had expected, two oblong, sunken strips of copper flush with the surface. Corresponding to these, he found in the doorpost two similar pieces inlaid in the steel surface.

“There’s an electric control here,” he told the inspector. “What a fool I am not to have seen it before There are the other connections!”

It required very sharp eyes to detect the two studs near the hinges through which the locking current flowed. Dick attacked the back of the wall with the crowbar. He hadn’t gone far before he realised that this energy of his would show no results. He tried the side, and found that also of steel. And then a thought occurred to him, and he sent a man down to turn over the main switch and extinguish all the lights in the house. There was no result.

“Turn it on again. The power may work from a heating circuit. There are power plugs in all the rooms.”

The detective whom he sent was absent for some time after the lights came on again, and Dick grew impatient. He stood, leaning against the side of the cupboard, talking to the old uniformed inspector, when suddenly, he felt the surface on which his hand rested fall away from him. The side of the cupboard swung open like a door. Two minutes later the man he sent returned.

“You found it, I know,” said Dick.

He took out his lamp and flashed it into the dark opening. The stone stairs that led straight downwards were unusually steep, and so narrow that a stout man would have found it difficult to use them. As it was, Dick had to walk sideways, feeling for every step, and keeping his head bent, since the sloping brick roofing was low.

He had gone down four steps when, looking to the right, he saw a horizontal slit in the wall, and realised that he was looking under the fireplace into the room. It was from here, then, that the mocking laughter had come so inexplicably.

He was bewildered by his discovery. Modern houses in London do not have secret passages, and these stairs had the appearance of great age. The treads had been hollowed by much use.

“Have you seen anything like this before?” he asked the inspector over his shoulder.

“Never,” was the reply, “but I’ve seen these steps before!”

Dick was so startled that he stopped.

“Where?”

“They used to be on the outside of the house thirty or forty years ago. A sort of stone fire-escape. They were put up by the Brothers of St. Anna when they used this place as a sort of headquarters. I’ve often wondered what old Derrick had done with them when he rebuilt. He must have enclosed them with another wall.”

“Where did they end?”

The old inspector thought.

“I believe in the courtyard.”

This information did not entirely dispel Dick Staines’ amazement. Why should old Derrick, a law-abiding man, spend money on this whim of his, fitting electric doors, building secret stairways?

A third of the way down he saw a depression in the wall on the right, and what appeared to be another wicket. He tapped it, and it sounded hollow. When he tried to find a handle or a switch that would open it he was unsuccessful.

“There were doors on all the floors,” said the inspector. “Perhaps this one isn’t working. The old man was crazy about fire danger. He used to have a patent cradle on the roof so that he could let himself down to the ground, hand over hand, and on the top floor he had ropes hanging on pegs at all the windows.”

They came at last to the bottom, and a door which yielded to the touch. Apparently the old man had induced the engineers to reverse the usual procedure. Ordinarily to cut off the current would be to keep the doors immovably closed. There was a switch here, as there was at the top of the stairs, but there were no lights and Dick found himself in complete darkness. Sending the rays of his lamp around, he saw that the walls were covered with steel shelves, and every shelf was filled with bottles lying on their side. This was the wine-cellar. He put his hand in his pocket; Larkin’s key was still there, and, taking it out, he unlocked the heavy iron door. There was no sign of the fugitive girl, nor did he expect to see one.

He illuminated the wine-cellar and made another examination. Three walls were covered with shelves and half the fourth. On the ground was a big, heavy, iron box, in which there were a number of compartments, half of which were occupied by bottles of liqueur. He tried to lift the receptacle to make a further examination of the floor, but it resisted his efforts. Calling to one of the detectives, he pointed to this box.

“Help pull this aside,” he said.

The man stooped, gave one tug, and in another second was sprawling on his back; for the steel box was hinged in one corner, and somebody had neglected to fasten the invisible bolt which kept it tight to the wall. In the place of the box was a square aperture and an iron ladder that led down into the darkness.

Dick flashed his lamp down, saw that it was less than six feet deep; saw something else. A little black heap of some flimsy material. He went down the ladder, and picked it up. It was a woman’s scarf — the scarf that Mary Dane’s double had worn — there was about it a queerly elusive fragrance. He stuffed it in his pocket and took his bearings.

A low-roofed passage ran ahead of him. It was, he found, level for about twenty yards, then began to climb upwards,’ and terminated in a square brick cellar about six feet by eight. On his right was another door — ajar. He pushed it wide and stepped out into the open air.

He was in a garden of some sort. Ahead of him loomed the gaunt outlines of a big house.

He looked back at the building from which he had emerged. It was a small, redbrick outhouse, surmounted by a cupola on which were still traces of ancient gilding. Over the door through which he had passed was chiselled on the stone slab that spanned the door:

“Let us descend that we may ascend.”

The inspector and two detectives followed him into the garden and Dick pointed out the inscription.

“That’s a motto of the old Brothers of St. Anna,” said the inspector. “I seem to remember there was some connection between the two houses. They had a chapel, which is now Lord Weald’s garage. This is probably the way to it.”

The inspector (Dick recalled the fact that Bourke had spoken of him) told him something else that was interesting. He said that old Mr. Derrick had bought this derelict house, in the garden of which they now stood, for a very high price. Nobody understood why such a shrewd dealer should have allowed himself to be robbed. Some other house speculator had got in before him, apparently.

“Obviously the old man knew about this passage. That is why he allowed the house to go to blazes,” said Dick. “But why on earth did he do it? He was an honest man. Was this house ever occupied after he bought it?”

“Oh yes,” said the inspector, who had an encyclopedic knowledge of the neighbourhood. “A lady lived here. I forget her name; she died about twelve years ago.”

“Young?” asked Dick, beginning to understand.

“Middle-aged. She was a very goodlooking lady, a Miss Belfer.” He laughed. “I dare say Mr. Derrick will tell you all about it: that was what the quarrel was about when he left home.”

Dick asked no more. From the garden it was easy to escape: there was the gate leading into the mews, or the weed-grown path that skirted the house and came out by its side.

When he got back to Tommy Weald’s diningroom he took out the scarf he had in his pocket and examined it. It was a very dark blue, and he remembered now that she had worn it loosely round her neck. His first step was to get into touch with Walter Derrick. Keyley could give him no exact information; they thought he was ‘somewhere in the north,’ and were unaware that he had come back to London. There were certain hotels, however, at which he invariably stopped on his way to Scotland, and this list Dick handed over to a detective-sergeant who spent half the night telephoning.

They failed to locate him, however, until the following morning, when he rang up from Stamford to ask for news. Dick was out, but immediately on his return he called up the ‘George,’ from which ‘hostel Mr. Derrick had ‘phoned, and gave the silent man a very long and detailed account of what had happened the previous night.

“Did you catch the girl?” interrupted Walter. “And the man — what a brute I can’t understand it, can you?”

“I can’t understand anything,” admitted Dick. “There’s another point I want to ask you, Mr. Derrick. Do you know a Miss Belfer?”

“No,” was the reply. “Who is she?”

For a moment Dick was too dumbfounded to speak.

“Miss Belfer was a friend of your father’s.”. There was a long pause.

“I don’t know her by that name.”

“She occupied that old house of yours.”

“Oh yes, yes. Did she? I forget.”

Either he could not or would not talk on the matter, for immediately he changed the subject.

“Secret passages, eh? That’s in your line, isn’t it?”

“It’s very much out of my line,” said Dick. “Though there’s a very simple explanation for it. The two houses were at one time in the possession of a religious Order, and I found this morning that in 1845 they received permission from the Board of Works to tunnel between the two houses. There was no secret about it, only the fact seems to have been forgotten. And there’s nothing mysterious, either, about the secret stairway; that is in the borough architect’s records. Your father had it made as an additional fire passage.”

He had sent two men to make inquiries at Somerset House and to search the local registers, without hoping that he could gain any definite knowledge about Miss Belfer. They did not come back to Lowndes Square, and he found them waiting for him at Scotland Yard when he went there. Their search had produced an important piece of data: no less than the marriage licence at a North London Nonconformist chapel of old man Derrick and ‘Martha Ann Belfer.’ It had been a secret marriage in every sense of the word. The old man in his selfish way had insisted upon separate establishments, and had maintained his mystery for thirteen years.

Derrick had left the hotel when Dick called up, but two hours later he saw his big yellow car sweep up to the door, and Derrick hoisted himself out of the driver’s seat.

“Well, they seem to be using my house as they like! I’m almost inclined to come back. I’m entitled to a little of the fun, as I’m paying most of the damages,” he chuckled. “What’s the latest news? Has the ghost been seen? Have you found the beautiful young lady, or the masked miscreant? By Gad, it sounds like something out of a thriller!”

“I’ve found Miss Belfer.”

“Now who the devil is Miss Belfer — you mentioned her before?” asked Derrick wonderingly, as Dick led him into the diningroom, where he did most of his work.

“Probably she had some other name. She was the lady over whom you quarrelled with your father — the second Mrs. Derrick.”

Derrick’s jaw dropped.

“Did he marry her? Are there any children?” he asked quickly.

Dick shook his head.

“None.”

“Miss Belfer? That is what she called herself? I used to call her Miss — Constable. Queer he married her…have you got all the — er — proofs?”

Dick had them on the table, and showed him the copies of the certificate. He read them intently, marking each word he deciphered, with a quick downward jerk of his eyelids.

“Well, well…the old dog…so he married her!”

He had said this three or four times.

“And no children.” He drew a long breath. “That’s queer. Of course, I knew all about it, but imagined that it was just — friendship. I had rather a row with him about it — and money, and a few things like that. You’re sure there are no children?”

Dick laughed.

“As far as it is humanly possible to judge, there were none. There is no record in the register, and a local inspector who knew your lather—”

“Who is he?” asked Derrick, and when Dick told him: “Yes, I seem to remember the name. He said there were no children either, eh? Well, well Mystery on mystery!”

He was speaking quickly, like a man who was thinking of something entirely different.

“What happened last night? Who was that girl? You didn’t catch her? I should have thought you’d have managed to put a stop to her
 activities at any rate.”

“She went down the wall-stairway.”

Derrick nodded.

“I’ve come to look at that. I shan’t be able to sleep in the house again. Where’s your idiotic pal?” That grated a little.

“The number of my idiotic friends is rather limited, and I ought to recognise him instantly. Whom do you mean?”

“I mean Tommy Weald. He’s running after a nurse, they tell me. Stupid fool! Married to-day and divorced tomorrow.”

And then, without a change of tone or the slightest pause to indicate that he turned the subject:

“Constable — that’s what I used to call her — Miss Constable. Not an unfamiliar name to a policeman, eh?”

Dick said nothing, and presently Derrick was discussing his future plans.

“I really am going abroad, and I’m giving these devils permission to find the gold if they can! I think I’ll leave a notice in the house that so long as they leave me ten per cent. of their findings they can get away with the rest! That’s a sporting offer that would make my poor old father turn in his grave. Gold! The only gold in that house is on the picture-frames!”

“You were in South Africa for some time; did you ever meet a Miss de Villiers?”

Derrick pursed his lips thoughtfully.

“I don’t know…there are lots of de Villiers scattered up and down the colony. I wasn’t there very long. I broke north along the Tuli river, then north again to Victoria, and east towards Tanganyika. Any more thumbprints?” he asked, his eyes twinkling.

Dick shook his head.

“I don’t think there will be any more. At any rate we’re not giving them very much attention. Bourke and I have agreed that the thumbprints were put there by means of a stamp — a senseless sort of scheme—”

“A stamp? A rubber stamp?”

Derrick drew a long breath.

“How damned ingenious! A rubber stamp, eh? I wonder if it is anything to do with my father’s collection? That idea just struck me. Perhaps our friend thinks that there are still a number of fingerprints in the house, including his. That may be what they’re searching for, and not the gold.”

Dick shook his head.

“In that case,” he said dryly, “they would not be advertising the fact by leaving the Slough murderer’s thumbprint behind. Have you had any burglaries at Keyley?”

“None,” said Derrick. “When I am away from this infernal house I am not troubled.”

He went off to look at the staircase and came back rather disappointed.

“It isn’t half as spooky as I thought it was,” he said. “Of course, you will have a policeman in the garden or block up the tunnel?”

“Naturally,” said Dick, “our little visitor will not come that way again. Hullo I Where have you sprung from?”

Derrick turned round as Tommy Weald came violently into the room. Tommy did everything in a great hurry, and gave the impression that he had less than two minutes to spare.

“Shirts, old boy,” he said rapidly. “I’m not staying to lunch. Hope you’re comfortable. Hullo, Derrick! They tell me your pals have been giving your house a good look-over!”

“How is the fiancee?” asked Derrick blandly. Tommy had the grace to blush.

“Well,” he said awkwardly, “Miss — er — Dane is very well indeed. Extraordinarily well considering the weather. Thank you very kindly for inquiring.”

He coughed embarrassedly, shot a sideways glance at Dick, and asked:

“Where did you hear the joyful tidings?”

“I read it in the newspaper,” said Derrick, to Dick Staines’ astonishment.

“Have you announced it?” he asked so fiercely that Tommy shrank back.

“Of course I have!” he said defiantly. “And why the dickens shouldn’t I? Mary doesn’t mind, I don’t mind, and my aunts are delighted.”

Dick could only look at him in pained wonder.

“Then it is fixed?” he said, a little huskily.

“On the fourth of September, old boy. We’re going to Bellagio, wherever that may be, for our honeymoon. The wedding will be quiet.”

“Which means that they won’t allow you to talk,” said Dick savagely.

He was confounded, too confounded to be polite. All his world was going topsy-turvy. Here was one of his best friends marrying the girl who was, or might be, a member of a most dangerous criminal organisation, and yet he could not warn him without being disloyal to his own ideal. It was the most incredible situation that the crazy mind of a lunatic could conceive.

“I give it up,” he said.

“Give what up, old boy? Don’t be rash.” Tommy raised an imploring hand. “You’re going to be best man.”

“And I’ll send you a wedding present,” said Derrick heartily, and slapped the happy man upon the back.

When he had gone, Derrick and Tommy left the room together, Derrick to lunch, Tommy, with the help of his butler, to search for shirts. And Dick was left alone to work out this mad combination of fate. When Mary Dane had told him that she loved him, she was speaking the truth. He would not even question that. And yet — here was the unbelievable fact: she was marrying Tommy Weald, an almost chance acquaintance. He would not believe that Tommy’s position, his undoubted wealth, were factors in the step she was taking. That was impossible. There must be some other explanation.

Tommy came down to give him an opportunity, all unconsciously, of hearing from her own lips the reason for the step ‘she was taking.

“What about a trot down to Eastbourne, old boy — yes, we’ve moved to Eastbourne — terribly nice place — Beachy Head and everything.”

Tommy had attached himself to this queer entourage with staggering facility.

“We went there this morning. Old boy, I’m getting so well acquainted with English watering-places that I’ll soon know all the landladies in England by sight!”

“How long would it take us?”

Tommy considered.

“If the chauffeur drives, about a couple of hours,” he said. “If I drive, an hour and a half.”

Dick hesitated.

“She was talking about you last night,” Tommy went on, “saying what a brilliant man you were and how’ much she liked you.”

“Thank you, said Dick.

“Needn’t be sarcastic, old boy. I’m just passing on a few remarks. Be generous, Dicky! I’ve cut you out, old boy, but I bear you no ill will.”

“You haven’t cut me out at all,” said Dick hotly; “and I do
 bear you a great deal of ill will I And if you please, I’d rather you did not discuss me
 with Mary or anybody else.”

“Don’t be girlish,” said Tommy severely, and Dick had to admit that the adjective was rather applicable. He was being infantile in his jealousy.

He ‘phoned Bourke, and told him he was going to Eastbourne to spend the night.

“I think it’s a good idea. What’s the attraction at Eastbourne?”

“Weald,” said Dick.

The chauffeur drove them, which was comforting in one way and distressing in another; for now Tommy could give him all his attention and tell him in detail just the provision he was making for his future bride, and what his aunt had written from Cromer and another aunt had wired from Derby, and what an unhappy life a man lived unless he had the intelligence to marry.

“Let’s talk about dog-racing,” said Dick.

“I don’t know anything about dog-racing,” replied Tommy.

“I should still prefer to hear you on the subject,” snapped Dick.

Tommy was in so exalted a mood that he was not even offended.

They went by way of Lewes, and stopped to tea in that ancient town. As the car drew up to the principal hostelry Dick caught a glimpse of a big yellow Rolls in the stable yard.

“That’s old Derrick’s,” said Tommy, who had also seen the car. “Funny old devil! Do you know what he asked me when we went out of the room together? If I’d like to sell my pictures! Have you ever heard of such a perfectly ghastly idea?”

“Which pictures?”

Tommy looked at him reproachfully.

“Didn’t you see them in the diningroom, old boy? Where is your artistic eye?”

Dick was conscious that there were four large pictures in the room, but that they were landscapes which did not particularly interest him.

“Four of the best Constables in England,” said Tommy impressively.

“Eh? Constables? I didn’t know that. Have they by chance any titles on the frames?”

“My dear fellow,” said Tommy wearily, “the artist’s name is on a small plate on every frame, and unless your poor old peepers are going wrong you would have seen them — just the word ‘Constable.’”

“I see,” said Dick slowly, “just the word ‘Constable,’ eh?”

Was it h coincidence that Derrick had called his father’s wife ‘Miss Constable’? He remembered that the millionaire had been looking round the room as he had put the question to him about Miss Belfer, and it was then that he had recalled the lady whom he said he had known by another name.

Dick did remember the pictures and the titles: he had noticed them subconsciously, as he had noticed the other furnishings of the room.

“That’s certainly very odd.”

“What’s very odd?” asked Tommy, who was leading the way to the lounge. “The pictures? You’re wrong, old boy — they’re all the same size.”

He had a trick of stopping suddenly, so that people who followed at his heels had either to fall over him or move round him. He stopped to give his views on the difficulty of matching frames. Dick pushed him on.

The lounge was crowded at this hour with people taking tea. It was the first of the two days’ race meeting at Lewes, and they had arrived almost simultaneously with a large number of sportsmen from the course. But there was no sign of Mr. Derrick. When they had finished their tea and gone out, Dick had a look into the stable yard and found that the yellow Rolls had gone.

The yard man, who still retained the archaic title of ‘hostler,’ said the gentleman had gone on to Brighton.

“I resent Derrick fearfully,” said Tommy. “Why on earth?” asked Dick.

“Because, old boy, he nearly killed the future Lady Weald. When I think of the possibilities of that beastly yellow motorcar — I can imagine nothing worse than being popped off by a yellow motorcar — arid how it might have — phew! Good Lord! it doesn’t bear thinking about.”

Dick tried to work up an interest in his friend’s astonishing marriage. He found himself putting questions that he had asked before.

“On the fourth of September. I keep telling you, my dear boy. For heaven’s sake keep that day free!”

“Does Mary know I’m coming down? No, not to the wedding, you ass! To-day?”

Tommy shook his head.

“No. I didn’t see her this morning before I left. Poor old Cornfort had been awake since three o’clock. Whatever is going to happen to him after Mary goes?” — he shook his head sadly.

“There are other nurses in the world,” said Dick brutally. “Now for the menagerie!”

Tommy gave him the look of a dying fawn.

“Don’t call it a menagerie, dear old thing,” said Tommy, hurt. “It isn’t in the best of taste, old boy.”

“I’m sorry,” said Dick.

They drove straight to the private hotel where Mr. Cornfort’s party was staying.

Mary and her charge were out. They found her near a shelter overlooking the beach. She greeted the visitor from London very coolly. Dick’s eyes were all for her throat: she wore a nurse’s low-necked dress which concealed nothing — there was apparently nothing to conceal. If she were the girl who was in Derrick’s house on the previous night, her throat would at least have been bruised — though her scarf might have protected her. He put his hand mechanically into his pocket and touched the soft thing, and hated himself for his suspicion.

He thought she was looking rather tired and ill, and was alarmed, though why he should be alarmed when her burbling fiance was at hand to share any of her burdens, he could not explain.

He was very unhappy; wished he hadn’t come. He had to face the certainty of an evening spent in the company of these young lovers — for himself he felt immeasurably old — and that was not a very pleasant prospect.

“Are you taking a holiday, Mr. Staines, or are you here on business?” she asked.

“I’m taking a holiday — that is almost official.” He tried to be flippant and failed dismally.

He could not fathom her or read any significance in her attitude, except that his presence made her feel uncomfortable.

“Mr. Cornfort is going back to the house soon. Won’t’ you take me somewhere to tea?” she asked.

He looked at Tommy instinctively. He at any rate was a good interpreter.

“Tommy needn’t come,” she said.

“I say!” said the indignant Tommy.

Yet it struck Dick as a curious circumstance that Tommy’s protest lacked heartiness; and later, when they were walking together, Tommy gave him a hint as to the reason.

“She’s a darling, but in the daytime she’s terribly practical, old boy. She gives me the shivers — awfully sharp on me. And she’s fierce on canoodling—”

“On what?” asked Dick.

“You know what I mean: you’ve been in love yourself, old boy. I mean to say…we’re all human, and she doesn’t like canoodling in broad daylight under the eyes of the public.”

“What a remarkable girl!”

“Sarcasm is wasted on me,” said Tommy, unoffended. “There are lots of quiet little nooks and places where a fellow can sit without a lot of Paul Prys seeing him. But she won’t go there in the daytime. I tried to hold her hand this morning and she asked me if I was frightened. I mean to say — !”

Dick had never dreamt that another man’s love affair could bore him so intolerably as Tommy’s. He schooled himself to hear without listening, and to make appropriate responses, according to the inflection of the other’s voice. They followed the bath chair party through the town, and once helped to push that yellow monstrosity up a steep bit of hill. Whilst the hotel porter was assisting the bath chair towards the elevator, Mary gave him the rendezvous. At five o’clock he was sitting in an airy cafe, watching a party of children playing on the beach, when she floated in. She had been very formal and stiff when they had met at first, but now she was in her gayest mood.

“Welcome to our city!” she mocked him. “Now show me how a police officer behaves when he’s off duty. First of all, are there any questions you want to ask me about my criminal antecedents? And, by the way, have you seen my double? Poor darling! she must be the busiest woman in London.”

“Is this yours?”

He took out the scarf and put it on the table. She picked it up calmly without a word and examined it curiously.

“That certainly looks like mine. I bought one in town last time I was there.”

“Is it yours?” he asked again.

She opened the bag she carried, put in her hand and took out the exact replica and unfolded it.

“My double?” she asked, the light of laughter in her eyes. “Even my scarf has one!”

Dick was pushing the silk scarf back in his pocket when she stopped him.

“Let me take that, unless I’m removing very important clues.”

He tossed it across to her.

“Add it to your collection,” he said.

“Poor man!” She patted his hand softly. “Tommy’s been telling me what a dreadful time you’ve had with those wretched visitors to Mr. Derrick’s house. Tommy told me they pulled down one of the walls; is that true?”

“Tommy talks a great deal too much.”

“He doesn’t tell me half enough,” she said, “although I admit he talks too much.”

“You remember Lordy Brown, don’t you?”

She nodded, and the smile left her face.

“The man who was killed? Yes. He was the same man who stopped me in Bloomsbury Square and thought he recognised me. Poor soul!”

“Are you sorry for him?” It was an inane question.

“Yes, aren’t you? Terribly, terribly sorry. And his poor little wife.”

He looked up quickly.

“What do you know about his wife?”

For a moment she did not answer.

“I can’t think of a lie,” she said very lightly. “So I’ll ask you to excuse me answering that question. I know he has a wife, who is, or was, in a pretty bad way. She has two or three children.”

“Then you knew him?”

“Yes, I had a short conversation with him.”

“When?”

She pushed herself back from the table, her eyes twinkling.

“You’re being a police officer,” she accused him. “I suppose it’s difficult to get out of the habit. I saw him subsequent to our meeting in Bloomsbury Square. Does that satisfy you?”

“You didn’t tell me.”

“You never asked me. Besides, I didn’t think you were interested in Lordy Brown — oh yes, I did. But I didn’t tell you because — well, it would have been rather embarrassing.”

“You’re an amazing girl,” he said.

“I used to think so,” she answered, and sighed.

“I don’t think so any more; I think I’m rather—”

“What?”

“Rather a failure. Conceit has been my ruin.” He made an obvious retort.

“Tommy will do nothing to cure it.”

She gave him one reproachful glance.

“You deserve to be smacked for that,” she said. “Poor Tommy!”

“I really can’t understand you, Mary. Why are you marrying Weald?”

“Call him ‘Tommy’; it’s so much more like him. I always imagined earls were terribly ruddy-faced creatures with fists like shoulders of mutton. Why am I marrying him? Who said I was marrying him?”

“Why, it’s been announced in the newspapers,” he said indignantly. “Why do you quibble?”

“Don’t let us quarrel,” she said, as the waitress approached with a tray piled high with cups and plates and a dazzling array of confectionery. “Now, imagine I’m a wicked vamp trying to charm secret information from you. Have you found anything really startling? Tommy said you found something in an old box.”

“Why I told Tommy I don’t know. Anyway, it was nothing — a sort of vacuum pump, or as we called it when we were young, a ‘sucker.’ It’s for lifting or pulling things with a smooth surface.”

He raised his eyes from the little cake he was dissecting and was struck dumb by the expression on her face. She was staring at him, her eyes open wide, her lips parted.

“What on earth is the matter?”

For a second she had lost control. Now she was regaining her equilibrium with difficulty.

“Matter?” she stammered. “Nothing…only I’ve just remembered that I’ve forgotten to give Mr. Cornfort his — his medicine.”

“What was the matter?” he asked again. “It had nothing whatever to do with Mr. Cornfort’s medicine. Besides, he doesn’t take medicine. You told me that yourself.”

“Tell me about that vacuum pump; what shape was it? I won’t pretend I’m not interested.”

He described it briefly, cursing Tommy for his loquacity. Not that he attached any especial importance to that commonplace tool.

She looked up at the ceiling and her eyes narrowed. He guessed that she was thinking, and thinking very quickly.

“Can you remember any more about that pump?”

In spite of his annoyance he laughed.

“Yes, I can. I could describe it so faithfully that you could make one yourself. It is not like any other vacuum, because in the middle it has a small long steel needle. We only discovered that when we were examining it the other day. There’s a tiny little screw near the handle and the needle extends itself down beyond the cup. My superintendent thinks that it was used to lift some circular object, and the needle was employed to find the centre. That’s all I can tell you, and I have told you too much.” And then she came back to the present.

“Can you stay till tomorrow night?”

He had to leave in the morning, he told her, some time about lunch. Earlier if there was trouble in Derrick’s house. He had left two men there without consulting that gentleman.

“I don’t think there’ll be trouble,” she said, when they were strolling along the picturesque front. “Can you guarantee that?”

She shook her head.

“I can’t be responsible for my double. Tommy says they found the fingerprint of the Slough murderer.”

“What do you know about the Slough murderer?” he demanded.

“I know very little, except that the man who committed the murder was named Herman Lavinski, a naturalised Russian. And there’s Tommy looking positively radiant. I told him to fetch me.”

“Wait a moment.”

In his agitation he gripped her arm. “What was his name, do you say—”

“Herman Lavinski.”

“But how do you know?”

She looked at him for a moment, a smile in her eyes.

“My double told me,” she said.

Dick was on the telephone to the record office at Scotland Yard within half an hour. If she was fooling him — well, she had done her work well. But he had a feeling that when she gave that name, she was in deadly earnest.

He gave the office time to look up their data and then he called London again.

“No, sir, he’s never been through our hands, but we had him on Supplementary List A some years ago.”

‘Supplementary List A’ was that in which were tabulated foreign wrongdoers who were expected to be in the country.

“Read his description,” he ordered, and, when this was done: “No fingerprints?”

“No, sir. He may have had a conviction abroad. I will put through an inquiry to Paris. I’m not so sure they keep fingerprints.”

Dick wasn’t sure either.

This fact was patent: there was a man called Lavinski, and the description that had been read to him tallied with that ten-year-old description that had been handed down to the archives of Scotland Yard. It was no invention of Mary Dane’s; he would have been surprised if it had been.

It always gave him a pang to see Tommy and the girl together, and he rejoined them on the beach with no great pleasure. Mr. Cornfort was asleep. He saw the unshaven chairman sitting on a public bench, smoking a clay pipe and at peace with the world.

“What is the name of that beast of burden of yours?”

“If you mean our chairman, you’re being very disrespectful,” she said severely. “His name is Henry.”

“Does he ever speak?”

“He has been known to ask for his dinner,” she said. And then: “Mr. Staines, I want you to talk to Tommy. He’s being difficult.”

Tommy was sulky, sitting cross-legged like a naughty boy and throwing all the stones within his reach towards the incoming sea.

“I really don’t think that we want to discuss the matter, Mary,” he said testily. “I mean to say, it’s perfectly private between you and me.”

“But it isn’t perfectly private between you and me,” she said. “It’s perfectly public — at least, you wanted to make it so.”

He rose with dignity.

“I’m going back to Town,” he said.

She drew off the little emerald circlet from her finger.

“Take this with you.”

He wilted under the implied threat.

“Don’t be perfectly ghastly,” he said. “Put it on, put it on!” Then suddenly he bent down and seized her hand. “I told you that ring didn’t fit you. I’ll have it tightened up tomorrow, old lady.”

“Don’t call me old lady,’ Tommy,” she said wearily. “You know, you make me feel all curls and crinolines.”

Tommy looked at his watch rather importantly. He had risen from the depth of gloom to the height of confidence in the course of a minute.

“I’ll dash up to the hotel — you won’t come to dinner?”

“I’m dining with Mr. Staines,” she said. Tommy winced at that.

“Oh, well, all right.” He went away making incoherent noises.

“What’s the trouble?” asked Dick.

“Tommy wants to be affectionate — I don’t think he ever had a mother’s care. And, by the way, you needn’t dress tonight. Mr. Cornfort is sleeping and he expressed a desire to go out in the evening after dark. You shall join the caravan with me.”

They talked idly and aimlessly. Dick mentioned casually that he had seen Walter Derrick’s car at Lewes.

“Do you like him?” she asked.

“Yes, I do rather. Don’t you?”

“I’m rather prejudiced. You see, I haven’t forgotten my narrow escape.”

“You didn’t go on as if it were a narrow escape. I thought you were the coolest person I had ever met.”

“That was sheer — what’s the word? — swank, I think. Yes, I was terrified. Ever so much more frightened than when poor Lordy Brown discovered in me his mortal enemy. You’ve inquired about Lavinski, of course?”

He nodded.

“Well?” she asked. “Is there any such person?”

He nodded again.

“Are you surprised?”

“I should have been surprised if there wasn’t,” he said, “after you had told me.”

She laughed softly.

“That implies a very touching faith in me I Do you like the idea of my marrying Tommy?”

He drew a long breath.

“I think it’s horrible. Not that Tommy isn’t a very good fellow,” he said guardedly, “but—”

“Why is it horrible?” She looked at him so intently that he almost forgot that he sat there in view of thousands of children and nursemaids, mothers and papas, to say nothing of itinerant photographers.

“Because I love you.”

It didn’t sound like his voice speaking that. She did not move her eyes from his; they were very searching, eager eyes. He had seen pain in them, and that made them more precious.

“When did you discover this — at Victoria? Have I provoked you into this declaration?”

He shook his head.

“I think I loved you at Brighton, and realised it in Lowndes Square. I really don’t know why I love you at all.”

The ghost of a smile trembled on her lips.

“It sounds rather a sententious thing to say. Does anybody know why anybody loves anybody?”

“I don’t know why I love you,” he repeated doggedly, “especially as I’m full of suspicion about you. Even now I can’t get rid, of it. There’s no other woman in the world like you. I know your eyes, your mouth, I know every line of you. I saw you in Derrick’s house last night — in the hands of a masked man who was trying to strangle you. I’ve been looking for the bruises all the day.”

“Have you?”

And then she did a surprising thing. She wetted the tip of her finger and brought it down her neck, and under his eyes there came into view a blue oval bruise.

“Like that?” she said.

He was incapable of reply.

She took a little gold box from her bag, opened it, looked in the mirrored lid, smoothed a pad down her throat; when it had passed, the bruise had disappeared.

“I saw you looking.” She was half smiling, very serious. “You were peeping at my throat when you met me this afternoon.”

“Then it was you?” he said in a low voice. She nodded.

“Yes, it was I.”

He could only shake his head helplessly.

“For God’s sake, why? Yet it couldn’t have been you — Tommy was with you all yesterday evening.”

She touched his hand — that little petting trick of hers that she had, how sweet it was!

“You’re the most impossible man, Dick Staines,” she said. “Having proved that I was being slowly strangled to death, that I was the wicked housebreaker, you are now trying to prove an alibi. Now I’ll show you the greatest trick of all.”

Again she took out her little box, again wiped the bruise into view. Then she wet the corner of her handkerchief with the tip of her tongue and drew it down her throat, and lo! the bruise had disappeared.

“Now are you satisfied?”

“But — but—” he stammered.

“There isn’t a bruise,” she said, “but I hated to disappoint you. I thought I’d make a dramatic revelation of it at tea. It occurred to me this morning that you would expect to see it and my ingenious mind got to work: I first painted the bruise and then I covered it up with a special kind of damp powder. What else would you like me to do? I’m full of tricks to-day!”

He reached out and took her hand.

“I should like to marry you,” he said simply. She looked away.

“I wonder.” Then, with a sigh, she got up. “Come along. I’m going to change again. Life’s one darned dress after another! Dinner at half-past seven, and don’t keep me waiting in the vestibule, or I shall be terribly dignified and distant!”

After she had gone he climbed up to Beachy Head and stood for so long admiring the view that he almost qualified for her displeasure. He had five minutes to tidy himself; she was waiting for him in the hotel lounge, absorbed in an evening newspaper. He saw the page she was reading and was a little surprised.

“Are you interested in the stock markets?”

She looked up quickly and threw down the paper. “Yes, a little,” she said. “I have some African stocks that jump up and down; they afford a little excitement in life. They’re constantly jumping up and down. At the moment they’re down.”

“I didn’t know you were a rich woman.”

“I wouldn’t call myself rich. I have ten or twenty thousand pounds.”

He was taken aback.

“I’m sorry. Did that hurt your feelings?” she asked.

“Why on earth are you a nurse?”

“I love my profession,” she said solemnly. “No, seriously, I used to be terribly keen on it. I was the youngest qualified nurse in my hospital. Then I got rather tired of it, and Daddy wanted me at home.”

“Have you a daddy?” He apologised for the crudity of the question, but it was unnecessary. “Of course I have, and a very clever daddy.” She did not speak of him again. Always she returned banteringly to what she called the haunted house.

“I’d love to know what you think about it all,” she said. “Tommy says you’re very bright, and that’s the highest praise Tommy gives to anybody!”

He rather wished she wouldn’t drag Tommy into the conversation. He was not quite sure how he and Tommy would meet that evening. If he were in Tommy’s place he thought he would be rather annoyed. He tried to bring the conversation to her wedding. She sidetracked his effort with consummate skill, and when he returned again by a vague reference to a wedding present, she said:

“I wish you wouldn’t talk about it. I’m not marrying Tommy. How could I?”

“But surely—”

Between her emphatic announcement and his sense of loyalty to his absent friend he made an unconvincing glowing.

“Is it really fair to Tommy to let him think—”

“I wish you wouldn’t discuss Tommy,” she said, “just leave it — laissez
 . You’ve no idea how things work out: Nature and Providence and Fate perform miracles.”

“But Tommy ought to be told; one can’t make a fool of him.”

Her voice changed.

“I shall not make a fool of Tommy. You’re very rude to suggest that I should. At the right time I shall explain things, and Tommy will be just as happy and more.”

After dinner she left him, telling him where they were to meet, halfway down the sea front, near the road. Mr. Cornfort did not like going on the actual front: he was a very nervous man, besides which he attracted a lot of attention; and he was a very sensitive man: he didn’t like the noise that pierrots and bands made, because he was a very weary man.

Tommy was waiting near the bandstand when Dick came up, and apparently he was in his usually amiable mood.

“Wonderful girl, isn’t she, Dicky?” he said enthusiastically. “Such strength of mind and character, old boy! Took no notice of my tantrums — off she went to dinner with my best pal and left me flat. Would any other girl do that?”

“Would any other fiance stand it?” thought Dick.

“I like character in a woman,” Tommy went on, “though there are times when Mary shows just a little bit too much of it. We’ve had our little tiffs, old boy — lovers’ quarrels and all that sort of thing.” He dusted his knees complacently. “But she’s always given in or I have. The point is, one of us usually ‘fesses up that we’re in the wrong. I might say it’s always me who’s in the wrong, but we take it in turns to admit it.”

“Why on earth did you tell her about that vacuum pump?”

Tommy opened his blue eyes wide.

“Did I, old boy? I don’t see why I shouldn’t.”

“But who told you?”

“My butler told me, and I suppose Larkin told him.. And who told Larkin? You!” He pointed an accusing finger, and Dick was so staggered at having the war carried into his own country that he did not protest.

“She’s marvellous,” Tommy went on. “She’s knitting me a tie with my old school colours.”

Tommy was an old Etonian: it was the only thing he had ever done in life and he liked to tell the world about it through the medium of his neckwear.

“And sew, my boy! She showed me some work the other night that you couldn’t buy in a shop.”

His rhapsody was interrupted by the arrival of the inseparable three: Henry tugged at the handle, and kept up a regular, if funereal, pace; Mary walked by the side and a little behind the yellow chair; and Mr. Comfort alternately dozed and stared. They followed the path that runs parallel a few feet from the road. It was getting quite dark, for though the night was warm it was cloudy.

But it was very pleasant walking at her side, talking for the main part nonsense, hearing her low, sweet laughter. They were nearing the end of the long green strip which separates the beach from the road. Here pedestrians were few. Beyond lay the Crumbles.

“I think we’ll turn, Henry,” said Mary.

The bath chair came round at a leisured pace. Henry was bending to the pull when from nowhere appeared a small car, coming towards them at a furious pace: a black car with dim lamps; there was just enough light to distinguish its shape and make.

“He’s taking a risk, on the wrong side of the road.”

The driver’s face was hidden behind monstrous motoring goggles. As Dick was speaking he slowed. Then the detective saw his hand come up and shoot forward. Something hurtled through the air, some black, swirling body that Dick with a thrill of horror instantly recognised. He leapt forward and up, fielded the missile, and, spinning round, with one motion he flung the thing into the sea.

“What—” began Mary.

Just before the object touched water there was a terrific explosion. Something whizzed past with an angry burr; from behind them came the smash of breaking glass.

And then a surprising thing happened. Henry, the bent chairman, straightened himself. Dick saw his hand stiffen upward. There was a staccato rattle of shots, and the car swerved dangerously, almost capsizing as it turned, and fled down a side road at an increasing pace.

“I think I got him!” said Henry in a very calm and gentle voice.

There was commotion enough on the beach; people were running; a mounted policeman came flying along towards them; Dick saw another policeman sprinting in their direction.

“What’s the trouble? What was that explosion?”

“A man threw a bomb from a car,” Dick explained quickly. He said nothing about Henry’s strange behaviour.

“I thought I heard pistol shots, too. Which way did he go?”

They pointed up the road where the car had vanished, and the mounted man went galloping after it.

In a few minutes they were the centre of a large crowd. It was typical of Mr. Cornfort that he only opened his eyes to note the fact that he was an object of interest, and then fell into a deep sleep.

The first sergeant of police who arrived Dick took on one side and revealed his profession.

“It’s a surprising thing, Inspector. You’re sure it wasn’t a firework?”

“Not it,” said Dick shaking his head. “You may find a casualty in one of these houses. I heard a window smash. No, it was a Mills bomb, and it was beautifully placed.” He calculated that it would have fallen into Mr. Cornfort’s lap, in which case Mr. Cornfort would have been asleep permanently.

At last the crowd fell away and they moved on. Mary said nothing, but he saw in the failing light that her face was very pale.

“It was splendid of you not to tell about Henry,” she said in a low voice.

Henry was the amazing feature of the evening to Dick; that silent and preoccupied man had been revealed as an expert gunman. Dick knew what pistol shooting was. This man was an adept.

“Henry’s rather like that. I think he must have been a soldier some time.”

“And do soldiers shoot at motorists?” he demanded.

“If they don’t like them,” she replied gently. They were talking under cover of Lord Weald’s conversation, addressed indiscriminately to Henry and to the slumbering Mr. Cornfort. It was a conversation sprinkled with ‘By Gads!’ and it was made up with suggestions for the punishment of people who threw Mills bombs at invalids. Tommy was happy in that he needed neither the stimulation of agreement nor the provocation of dispute. His was one of those radiant natures that emit vocal energy unceasingly. The peculiar thing was that he had not seen Henry shoot, and as Henry was his chief audience, Tommy unwittingly deprived himself of a great deal of subject-matter.

There was Henry pulling at the bath chair, slow and self-absorbed, an unshaven figure of a man — who could suspect a 48-calibre automatic hitting his leg with every stride he took?

“Are you frightened?” asked Dick.

“I was — after. I didn’t realise at the time. It almost seemed as if he knew I’d told you.”

Dick stopped dead.

“Who?”

“Herman Lavinski.”

“Do you mean—” he began.

“Don’t stop, please, or Tommy will come back to us. I know it was Lavinski. That was his first recorded offence — throwing a bomb into a jeweller’s shop. Not a fearfully dangerous one, but enough to scare everybody under the counter, during which he cleared out the window.”

“You know a lot about him,” said Dick suspiciously.

“I’m a great student,” she replied demurely; “and since I have known you, naturally I have taken a tremendous interest in crime.”

“If you laugh at me I shall—”

“Not in public,” she said, in the same low voice. “Tommy will tell you that I’m rather a fanatic on the subject. Poor Henry!”

“Why poor Henry?”

“Because he’ll get no sleep tonight, poor dear! He’ll be sitting on the doorstep waiting for developments. Henry is a great optimist.”

“You’re a puzzling lot of people,” said Dick in despair.

They had turned the corner of the road and the bath chair and Tommy were out of sight. They were in the darkest part of the promenade and nearly alone. As if by common agreement, their pace slackened to its slowest.

“You’d better go now,” she said softly, and put up her face to his.

For a second he held her in his arms, his lips against hers, then gently she drew clear of him.

“That’s for not telling on Henry,” she said breathlessly, and was gone.
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Happiness can keep a man awake as readily as trouble. It was past three o’clock before Dick Staines fell asleep, and he woke so light of heart that in the midst of his shaving there was a knock on the door and the chambermaid came in.

“The gentleman next door says would you please stop singing, sir? He’s suffering from nerves.”

Dick’s roar of laughter was probably as disturbing as his song.

He saw the girl only for a few minutes; a telephone message from Bourke urged him to come back to town at the earliest opportunity. Tommy came with him to the station, and Tommy’s exuberance brought the first pang.

“Everything’s all right, old boy,” said the jubilant young man. “We’ve made it up.”

“Made what up?” asked Dick. “I didn’t know you’d quarrelled.”

“Oh, you weren’t there!” said Tommy, remembering. “It was just before she went in with the dear old wreck. I asked her…well, you know what I mean. I mean, it’s quite the natural thing for a feller to do, and she gave me a perfectly frozen face and went inside without saying goodnight. I toddled up and down brokenhearted, old boy.”

“Toddled up and down who?”

“I mean outside the house,” explained Tommy. “Then she came out into the garden. Old boy, she was divine!”

If Tommy had struck him, Dick could not have had a greater and more hurtful shock.

“What do you mean by divine? Did you — kiss her?” he said desperately.

“Naturally,” said Tommy.

“I give it up,” groaned Dick.

“You’re always giving things up, old boy.”

Dick got into a first-class carriage by himself; his scowl terrified the only fellow-passenger that offered. It was so unpleasant that the gentleman dropped the handle as if it was something hot and scurried off down the train looking for a more agreeable companion.

All the way to Town he was trying to reconcile the two Mary Danes he knew. Her double was more like her than she. How could she treat Tommy as she did? He remembered that she was almost rude when she snatched her hand away…what was Tommy saying? Oh yes, her ring didn’t fit her…

His power of volitionary thought ended here, paralysed by a revelation…She had snatched her hand away…the ring…from some pigeonhole in his mind came forth the recollection of something she said to him on the way to Victoria that night: “I told you a lie.” He fell back in the corner of the carriage and gasped. For he knew the lie! All that was inexplicable was now plainly and understandably written.

Bourke was waiting for him when he got to Scotland Yard, and the stout Superintendent had before him a whole sheaf of documents.

“How did you get on to Lavinski?” was the first question he asked.

“Oh, they told you, did they?” laughed Dick. “I really didn’t get on to him at all, but a young friend of mine offered the suggestion that that was the name of the Slough murderer.”

“How did she know?”

“For the matter of that, how do you know it was a she?” challenged Dick, changing colour.

“A little bird told me,” said the Superintendent. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter. I suppose you asked and the reply wasn’t satisfactory. We’ll leave it at that for the moment. The point is — here’s the point.”

He turned over the documents and took out a square card covered with thumbprints. The language, Dick saw, was German.

“Convicted in Munich, 1911, Lavinski alias Stein, alias Griedlovitz, alias Paul Stammen. Speaks German and Russian with a broken accent; believed to be of English extraction.”

Bourke read German as easily as he read English. “Look at that thumbprint.”

Dick hadn’t to look twice.

“It’s our man,” he said. “How did you get it?”

Very fortunately, the police department attached to the German Embassy had a record of a number of English nationals who had been convicted in Germany.

“The other embassies have the same, and I was intelligent enough to send round a memorandum asking if they’d give us particulars of Lavinski. I was hoping to get a photograph. By the way, the German description makes him a much thinner man, but he was very much younger then. It was for the same type of offence that he got time in Germany — shooting up a cashier and getting away with the payroll. We’ve got a later description of him, but the fingerprint is the thing. If it hadn’t been for the disorganisation of the embassy following the war, we’d have had this man — as it is, I’ve written across to the German Minister of Justice asking him to let us have a photograph. He may not be in England—”

“I think he is, sir,” said Dick. “If I were a betting man, that would be the certainty I should back.”

“Anyway we are using the Press,” said the Superintendent. “I’ve circulated this description.”

He pushed the slip of paper across and Dick read from:

“Wanted by the police in connection with a number of offences. Herman Lavinski..,” through all his aliases, to the end of the paragraph.

“It will be in the last edition of the evening newspapers. I’m expecting that we shall have the usual crowd of reporters down, but nothing is to be said to connect this man with the Slough murder.”

When Dick reached Tommy Weald’s house he saw two workmen coming through Mr. Derrick’s open doorway. He had lost no time in repairing the damage that had been done to his wall, apparently. To his surprise, Derrick himself followed the workmen.

“I am blocking up the secret passages of this fine old medieval castle,” he said cheerily. “Either I do that or I shall sell the house.”

“And leave the gold for somebody else to find,” said Dick.

Derrick smiled.

“I’ve told you before, and I tell you again, the only gold in this house is on the picture-frames. Have you been out of Town?”

“Yes. I thought you were in Brighton — I saw your car at Lewes. The hostler told me you had gone on there.”

Mr. Derrick nodded.

“I’d stayed the night at Brighton, but the place was terribly full…”

When a Brighton habitue starts to talk about Brighton, there is no room for any other subject of conversation.

“The one good thing this business has done,” Derrick went on, “is to show me how deuced uncomfortable this house is. I’m having it refurnished from top to bottom. Where are you dining tonight?”

Dick pointed to Tommy Weald’s residence. “At home,” he said.

Derrick laughed.

“It must be almost like a home to you by now. Will you dine with me or shall I invite myself to dine with you?”

Dick was glad enough to extend the invitation.

Although he made light of these extraordinary happenings that had so distressed him, it was obvious to Dick that the strain was telling on Derrick. Behind his joviality was a hint of nervousness and apprehension. Over the dinner table he confided the astonishing fact that the one thing which really ‘rattled’ him was the ghost.

“I can’t understand that spook. Larkin is a very nice fellow, but has no imagination at all — he could not have invented it. Are you afraid of ghosts?”

Dick smiled. He might have confessed, but did not, that he had been scared of more substantial things than ghosts in that house.

“Not very, eh? Well, I am,” confessed the owner heartily. “I’m so scared that I dare not spend a night there to catch him — Larkin says he comes regularly. And he’s more frightened than I am!”

“Why don’t you allow me the free run of the place?”

The other smiled good-humouredly.

“It seems you people have taken it. When I came here this morning I found two detectives inside and chased them out. But if you do hear or see anything, I’ll tell Larkin to unfasten the upstairs window and leave the lights on the landing. Oh, by the way “ — he took an evening newspaper out of his pocket— “who is this Lavinski? What is he wanted for?”

“Quite a number of offences, including murder.” Derrick looked at the sheet again and read the paragraph slowly.

“It doesn’t say murder. I suppose that’s a little dodge of yours? By the way, Larkin says that the ‘ghost’ always appears from half-past eleven to twelve. So if you want to be thrilled to death, you might step in round about then.”

He was going to an hotel in Weybridge, a beautiful house, in a wooded park, which had the advantage of a private golf course.

Dick spent the evening with a book. He was feeling tired. Once he went up to his own room, stepped on to the balcony, and saw that Mr. Derrick had been as good as his word and that the French windows were fastened by a catch which he could easily open from the outside.

He came downstairs, read a little, scribbled a little, and thought much. He wondered if Mary would call him up. Hitherto he had been suspicious of these long-distance calls, but now — he smiled at his secret thought. By the evening post he had an intimation to the effect that his flat was available for his use, his tenants having decided to spend the rest of the period abroad. Ordinarily he would have been glad to have this news, but now he didn’t very much care one way or the other. He had made himself very much at home in Tommy’s best room. Poor old Tommy! How would be take it? he wondered. Or would he ever know? Yes, Dick thought he would know, and be very pleased. After all, this cheerful man had his moments of doubt concerning Mary. Without confiding as much, he had revealed something of his apprehension unconsciously. There were moments when Mary terrified him. Yes, Tommy would accept the situation in a good spirit.

He looked up at the clock; it was twenty minutes to twelve and the ghost was due! He really did not take that ghost very seriously. At the same time, many things that he had not taken seriously had proved tragically disturbing.

As he rose to go upstairs the ‘phone bell rang.

“Take this call from Margate,” said a voice, and Dick purred inwardly.

He waited an interminable time. Somebody else was talking on the line — a thin, high, woman’s voice, speaking at a tremendous rate as though she realised the full value of a three-minute conversation and was anxious to crowd in every syllable. And then:

“Is that you, Dick?”

It was Mary’s voice, hard with anxiety. Dick, is that you?”

“Yes, my dear.”

“You haven’t gone into Derrick’s house, have you? Dick, I don’t want you to go. I want you to promise me…”

The gabble of the other woman’s voice grew faster and faster, drowning all other sounds but the soft undercurrent of the humming wires.

“Dick…can you hear me, darling? I don’t want you to go into—”

Click! He was cut off. Again he heard the gabble, and that too died as suddenly. He jerked the hook savagely, called the local exchange.

“I was cut off,” he said. “Get me through at once.”

“What number, sir?”

He did not know the number.

“Hang up your receiver,” came the monotonous instruction. “They will call you.”

He waited five minutes, but no call came through. Why was she anxious that he should not go into the house next door? The old ghost of suspicion rose in his mind — and a resolution also. He waited another four minutes, but the bell did not ring, and, running up the stairs, he passed through his room on to the balcony and swung across. With his finger he lifted the latch and pushed open the window. There was no sound. The door was wide open. He turned the switch; the lights had been cut off at the main, probably by Derrick’s orders.

He took a step forward, and for the second time in that room he was seized with an unaccountable terror, and in an instant was bathed in a cold perspiration. What was it? Danger of some kind…that animal instinct of his was calling to him urgently, loudly, yet he could not interpret the message.

He took one step on the landing. As he did so he felt the lightest of obstructions against his ankle. He was wearing silk socks, which was what may have saved his life — that and the cautiousness of his advance. It was a thread across the door. He drew back quickly and retreated to the balcony. And then he heard a man calling in an agitated voice; it was Minns.

“Mr. Staines…don’t go into this house…the young lady says there’s ‘a spring gun set on the stairs!”

“Bring me my lamp,” said Dick after a pause. “I left it by the side of my bed.”

The butler came back.

“For God’s sake be careful, sir.”

In spite of his preoccupation, Dick was amazed to hear the distress in the man’s voice. For the first time this butler of Tommy’s had shown himself human.

Dick took the lamp from his hand and went back flashing a powerful beam ahead. There was the gun, so artfully concealed on the top stair that he might not have noticed it even if it had been light. He stepped delicately across the silken thread, keeping out of the way of that deadly muzzle, and, stooping, removed the cap and gently let down the trigger. It was old-fashioned, painfully so. The broad muzzle would have belched death at him, tearing his flesh to ribbons at so short a range.

“Miss Dane is still on the ‘phone, sir.” It was the butler calling from the balcony.

Dick went back and, going downstairs, took the last two minutes of the call.

“Dick, is that you? Oh, Dick, did you go in? Oh, thank God you’re safe! Did you see it?”

“The gun? Yes, I jolly nearly found it. If I had had the sense to wait until you called up again.”

“Darling, I’ve nearly died at the end of this phone. Why did you go?”

“How did you know it was there?”

“I guessed — I swear I didn’t know. I just guessed, from something I’d been told. Was it a gun?”

Dick described it. He heard the quick intake of her breath.

“I said ‘spring gun,’ but I wasn’t sure. I knew it was something very, very deadly. Dick, you’ll not go into that house again — will you promise me that?”

And then he said a bold thing.

“Will you promise me that you won’t go in?” A long pause; an operator’s voice intruded itself.

“Your three minutes is up.”

“I promise,” Mary spoke quickly, “not without you.”

Then they were cut off.
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Tommy Weald sat down in his hotel sittingroom to take stock of himself. There were quite a number of people in the world who regarded this fresh-faced, young, irresponsible man of thirty as an easy mark. But Tommy Weald was no fool, and, if proof were necessary, his bailiff could have revealed quite a number of interesting facts. Contrary to the general belief the late Lord Weald was not a very rich man — he was certainly a careless one. He had left his estate in some confusion, and it had been Tommy who had shored up the tottering fortune of his house and most shrewdly rebuilt its foundation.

Perhaps his patent innocence helped him. He had been ‘let in’ by acquaintances on the Stock Exchange to several good things. They expected him to speculate gently, and leave the fat pickings of the market to themselves; they were pardonably indignant when they found their novitiate gambling with the sangfroid of a hardened jobber, and, what is more, skimming the cream of the market.

Tommy was no born manager of estates, but he had the knack of choosing the right men. He had found his reputation for innocence something of an asset, and had steered between many dangerous rocks, across many disastrous shoals, avoiding, in the process, a lady who was popularly believed to have a million of money but no personal attractions, at least two cousins, a charming widow or two, and divers detached and distantly related females.

He ran his fingers through his untidy hair and stared solemnly at his reflection in the mirror — Tommy always sat before a looking-glass when he was alone and if there was one available, for he was a gregarious creature and loved company.

And here was the fact that the Earl of Weald had to face: for the first time in his life he was desperately in love with a girl who, from self-consciousness or some other cause, treated him, in his own words, like a beastly poodle by day and by night was to him the most adorable and most loving of women.

Tommy had none of the uncomfortable thoughts which usually beset a man in his position. He had no relations to please or displease, for his aunts, if the truth be told, were so many pegs on which he could hang timely excuses. They were timorous old ladies very much in awe of their nephew. He had money. The woman he loved, so far as he could judge by voice and manner, was a lady (he never even speculated upon this) and, except for her unfortunate shyness or awkwardness or whatever was the disturbing quality which made her so impossible in daytime, adored him.

An aunt had rather diffidently raised the only objection in the course of a letter which was filled with reserved congratulation:

“One, of course, must know her people. Many modern young girls have the most presentable manners and are indistinguishable from ladies and members of a good family until one meets their relations…”

Tommy replied to that, hotly.

He was marrying Mary and not her relations, but he was quite prepared to discover that they earned a precarious livelihood in the ancient and honourable profession of rag-pickers, he said romantically.

Nevertheless, he had his uneasy moments. There were a few gritting the slides of life, even now.

He had not dressed for dinner, and sat watching the slow minute hand of the clock on the mantelpiece move imperceptibly towards the hour of his rendezvous — it was not remarkable that he should be waiting outside the charmed house a quarter of an hour too soon.

There was a diversion to occupy his mind. He had passed, at the corner of the road, a very inebriated gentleman who sang, as he staggered, a song about love. Tommy watched him reel through the drizzle, and long after he had passed out of sight his melancholy cadences were yet audible. He saw a movement near the house, and a dim figure melted out of the bushes near the doorway and came towards him.

“Oh, Tommy, I didn’t know it was raining,” she said, her voice full of self-reproach as she opened the gate and led him on to the dark lawn. “How mean of me I could have come out before.”

“Nothing, dear old thing, nothing,” said Tommy briskly. “If I waited till it stopped raining, I should never see you. How’s that jolly old rascal Cornfort?”

“He has gone to bed,” said the girl as she slipped her arm in his. “He’s terribly tired.”

There was a canvas swing in the garden, and above, a most substantial awning which would have kept out the ultra-violet rays of the sun if the sun had ever shown itself, and did, in point of fact, serve as a protection from the heavy showers of rain, which were not infrequent.

Tommy sat down by his companion’s side and put his arm about her shoulder.

“Tommy, you’re purring,” she said in alarm.

He accepted the accusation as a compliment. Her head sank lower on his shoulder, he drooped his head and her velvet cheek was against his. They must have looked very silly, but nobody saw them; and two people in such circumstances can never look silly except in one another’s eyes.

Presently Tommy straightened up.

“Mary, my darling,” he said, “I’ve got a fearfully important question to ask you.”

He heard her sigh.

“Tommy, I hate answering fearfully important questions.”

But he was determined.

“Aren’t you awfully keen on Dick Staines?” She thought this matter over.

“I like him,” she said thoughtfully; “from what I have seen of him he seems rather nice.”

“Honestly, Mary “ — he cleared his throat, for he was putting a question which, properly and satisfactorily answered, would sweep away a great deal of the unhappiness which clouded his waking moments— “honestly, aren’t you in love with him a little bit? I mean, he’s a shriekingly goodlooking chap, and I know I’m a perfectly ghastly sight — every time I look at a baby it goes blue in the face, it’s a fact! — what I mean to say is, don’t you think you would be happier with—”

“What nonsense you talk, Tommy!” There was a little touch of petulance in her voice. “I don’t know why, but I love you better than anybody in the world. Do you believe that?”

“Believe what?” asked Tommy, who was always cautious at the wrong moment. “That you don’t know why?”

She sat bolt upright.

“Of course I don’t know why. Does any girl, Tommy? If I am in love with you, which I suppose I am, is it remarkable that I shouldn’t know why?”

Here was a problem in psychology which could not readily be solved. Tommy liked a reason for everything — even for falling in love. And it had seemed to him that, in the daytime, at any rate, Mary’s attitude was distinctly frigid, especially in Dick Staines’ presence.

“That’s all right,” he said with satisfaction. “The truth is, old darling, I’ve been fearfully worried. You and old Dicky get on so well together, you have your secret palavers, and there have been moments when I’ve been frantically jealous.”

She squeezed his arm gently.

“Then you’ve been frantically foolish,” she said.

The house where Mr. Cornfort had his lodgings was on the corner of two roads, and the large gardens were flanked by low-cut hedges. From where they sat the front door was obscured by clumps of rhododendrons, which also hid half the tiled path to the gate, which was not only in view in the daylight but even at night. Beyond the pathway the ground sloped down to a sunken garden, so that anybody passing to the gate from the house showed against the ‘skyline.’

Tommy’s hearing was particularly acute. He heard the front door open and close softly and the faint crunch of feet, and smiled.

“Who is that?” he asked.

She shook free of his arm and sat up.

“What was it?”

Before he could answer the figure of a man came into view. He limped quickly across their line of vision, they heard the squeak of the gate and he disappeared in the darkness of the roadway.

“Jumping snakes!” gasped Tommy. “That’s old Cornfort!”

He had seen the thin face, the mop of grey hair, the long, hawklike nose.

“I thought you said—”

“Nonsense, Tommy!” Her voice was sharp. “Mr. Cornfort’s in bed. That was another lodger.” He looked round at her slowly.

“Mary,” he said, “you lie in your boots, old dear! If that’s not the late, or nearly late, Mr. Cornfort, I’ll eat my right ear!”

For a second she was too taken aback to answer.

“You’re probably right,” she said with devastating coolness. “But why shouldn’t he take a little exercise now and again?”

Nevertheless, in spite of her calm manner, he detected a tremor of agitation in her voice when she asked this audacious question.

“Wait,” she said, and ran across the lawn, disappearing into the house.

Presently she came out, followed by a man whom Tommy recognised as Henry. Henry had been something of a puzzle to Lord Weald. He had never quite known whether the bath chairman was a permanency; certainly he was unaware until that moment that Henry had lodgings in the house of his employer.

The girl and the man talked together quickly in a low voice, and Tommy thought he heard the chairman say. “Damn!” — which in a bath chairman seemed near to profanity. Henry hurried out into the road and he also disappeared. She waited for a few seconds, looking over the gate, and then came slowly back and sat down by Tommy’s side.

“It is really nothing,” she said, “Mr. Cornfort has these little fits of energy, but I don’t like him to go out alone. He may have a fit of vertigo and fall over a cliff or something.”

“Which would give him a nasty taste in his mouth,” said Tommy flippantly. “Old Cornfort I Fancy the old blighter being hauled around in a chair all day and trotting about all night on his flat feet!”

“We like to encourage him to walk,” said the girl hastily.

He had an idea that she was listening, as all her senses showed, for some sound, he knew not what. When, a few streets away, a motorcycle backfired incessantly she nearly jumped from her feet.

“What was that?” she gasped. Her voice was agitated.

“Sounds like a motorbike to me,” said Tommy, but when he put his arm around her she was trembling from head to foot.

“I’m a terrible coward” — her voice quavered— “I wish I had the courage—” She stopped short.

“You’ve got plenty of courage, old dear. It’s this beastly job trotting round after the poor old ditherer that gets you rattled,” said Tommy.

“And—”

This time there was no question as to the noise. It was the sound of a shot, clear and unmistakable. The girl sprang to her feet.

“Oh, Tommy!” she gasped. “I wish he hadn’t!”

And then came the sound of running feet.

“Let me go,” said an angry voice.

The gate was flung open and Mr. Cornfort sprawled in as though he had been violently pushed from behind.

Henry followed, closed the gate and leant over. Tommy thought he saw something glitter in the chairman’s hand.

“Anything wrong?”

Henry looked round. It seemed that he was only then aware of the visitor’s presence.

“No, my lord, nothing’s wrong. I shouldn’t sit out here if I were you, young lady.”

“What is it?” she asked in a low voice.

“Somebody,” was the ambiguous reply. Then, to Tommy: “Did you see anybody, my lord, when you came in?”

“There was a fellow at the corner of the street rather tight,” said Tommy, remembering the appearance of the inebriated wayfarer.

A policeman came into sight under a street lamp. He crossed the road.

“Did you hear somebody shooting?”

“No, sir.” Henry’s voice was almost humble. “There’s been a motorcycle exploding round here.”

As he spoke, as though by a prearranged signal and to confirm his explanation of the sound, came another backfire and a quick succession of loud pops from the distance.

“That’s what it was, eh?” The policeman teemed relieved. “After that bomb-throwing I’ve been set to keep an eye on the house. I happened to go round the corner to see my friend on the next beat…I didn’t half get a fright!”

He chatted for a few seconds and then walked along the road. Henry came slowly back to where they sat.

“I think I should go now if I were you, sir,” He was very respectful and apparently undisturbed by any adventures through which he might have passed.

Before Tommy could reply, a voice called urgently from the door.

“Hurry. Come and get your arm dressed quickly.”

It was Cornfort speaking, and for one on the verge of eternity there was considerable vigour in his voice.

“Are you hurt?” The girl’s voice was almost a wail.

“Nothing, nothing at all,” said Henry, showing his first sign of impatience. “A scratch, my dear, a bush caught my — er — sleeve.”

Then it was that Tommy saw he was holding his left arm a little above the wrist.

“Darling, you are
 hurt!” said the girl, almost tearfully and Tommy nearly dropped.

“Darling?” Was ever bath chairman addressed in such endearing terms?

“Miss Dane, you are entirely mistaken.” The chairman’s voice was very firm. “Now, Lord Weald, you would greatly oblige me if you went home.”

In the confusion of farewell the girl disappeared. Tommy had hardly left the house when he heard her call him back.

“Goodnight, Tommy.”

He turned to kiss her cold lips.

“I’m awfully frightened tonight. Tommy, I’m so terribly wicked — I was never meant to be…”

Before he could ask for an explanation she had gone.

“Dashed extraordinary!” said Tommy aloud, and strode fiercely back to the hotel. He kept a lookout for the drunken man, but did not see him. Nearing the front, he found himself following a stocky individual who might have been the songbird he had seen earlier in the evening.

He walked more quickly to overtake the suspect, but, as if he knew he was being followed, the man walked faster. They came to the fringe of a carnival party either going to or returning from a dance, and his quarry disappeared before Lord Weald could make his acquaintance.

For a long time that night Tommy sat on the edge of his bed, with folded arms, frowning at the ineffective wallpaper. There were one or two things that the future Lady Weald must be taught — as, for example, the bad, form of addressing bath chairmen in terms of excessive endearment.
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Mr. Walter Derrick confessed to having an equable nature. Few men whose houses were marked by gangs of armed burglars, who had suffered the outrages which had been his, had been subjected to the horror of having murder done in their diningrooms, would have accepted so philosophically the amazing sequence of events which had punctuated recent weeks.

“My equanimity,” he told the reporter of the Post Herald
 , “is nine-tenths laziness, a sheer disinclination to trouble my head about things I cannot rectify or put right — laziness is my pet vice. My house is an extraordinary house. Something alarming is always happening there. A week ago a man who claimed acquaintance with me during my stay in Africa was found dead there. A few nights later a portion of the wall of my drawingroom was excavated, and certain rumours I have heard, coupled with mysterious inquiries which have come to me from the police, and especially from my friend Inspector Staines, lead me to suppose that yet another outrage was attempted or committed only a couple of nights ago.”

“Is the house haunted?”

“One of my servants swears that he has seen the ghost of my father I But that, of course, is a trick, and a particularly cruel trick.”

“What do you imagine the burglars are after?” asked the newspaper man.

Mr. Derrick smiled broadly.

“What are we all after?” he demanded. “Money! The theory has been advanced by one of the most brilliant police officers at Scotland Yard that my father hoarded a large sum of money in some secret place. That may, of course, be true. If it is, then it is better that I should find it than my persecutors — I, at least, would pay to the Inland Revenue the additional death duties I I do not, however, imagine for one moment that my father did anything so stupid or so secretive. His death, though he was an invalid, was very sudden, and he had no opportunity of discussing his affairs at the last, but I feel sure that if there had been any money hidden he would have told me during the last years of his life.”

Dick Staines read this interview whilst he was still in bed. He had been in a state of wonder that the murder in Lowndes Square and all the peculiar events which had preceded and followed had attracted so little attention. Reporters had called and had received the usual vague statements which police, officers issue on such occasions. But the episode of the spring gun (which had not been reported) had shaken him surprisingly. Neither Larkin nor Walter Derrick could offer him any explanation. Derrick was certain that when he had walked down the stairs five minutes before he left the house, no such trap had been laid. Larkin was equally emphatic. Unless there was another way into the house, as yet undiscovered, how could the gun have been placed in position and the ‘leads’ so carefully adjusted? There had been workmen in the house — Dick saw the foreman, who assured him that none of the men had ascended beyond the drawingroom floor. Examined at Scotland Yard, the gun proved to be of a type common enough some years ago in country districts — a muzzle-loaded, big-jawed musket, the barrel sawn off to within a few inches of the lock.

On his return to Town, after giving an interview with the reporters in Lowndes Square, Walter accompanied Dick to Scotland Yard and examined the machine. No sooner did his eyes fall upon it than he uttered an exclamation.

“That is mine,” he said.

When he had bought Keyley he had found in the stable, amongst a lot of other rubbish, this old spring gun. He pointed out the half-obliterated crown stamped in the brass butt plate and two notches cut in the grip.

“I haven’t seen it for months — years. Oh yes, I have,” he corrected himself quickly. “I showed it to Tommy Weald last Sunday week, and he suggested I should send it to a museum.”

Which was rather like Tommy — he was very public-spirited with other people’s properties.

“There was also an old powder-horn which probably belongs to the set,” Walter went on, “but I don’t remember seeing any bullets.”

He had taken a surprising resolution — at least it was surprising to Dick.

“I am trying to decide to spend a week in my haunted house, and do a little gold-digging myself,” he smiled. “I can’t persuade my servants at Keyley to come back to Lowndes Square, for the reputation of the house has been quite sufficient to scare them stiff, so I am relying on Larkin to assist.”

“If you would care for me to share your watch—” said Dick.

Walter nodded.

“That was my idea. I can’t make you as comfortable as Weald does, but I may be able to give you a more exciting time!”

They walked up to the house together, and, just before Derrick went in:

“You were telling me the other day about old Endred, the local inspector. He seems to know a great deal more about my father than I do. I suppose there is no objection to my having a chat with him?”

“Don’t you know him?” asked Dick.

Walter shook his head.

“No, I have no recollection of him. So far as I can ascertain, although he knew my father very well, he never met me — I was at school in Northumberland until I was seventeen.”

With the aid of Larkin and a couple of charwomen that the caretaker was able to engage, Mr. Derrick had restored something like order and tidiness to his outraged drawingroom. A square of canvas still covered the hole in the wall when old Inspector Endred called that afternoon. He was in mufti, for he was off duty, as he explained.

“I never make any private calls in uniform, Mr. Derrick,” said the grim old man. “I am one of those old-fashioned police officers who do not mix business with pleasure.”

He looked round the drawingroom curiously.

“It must be fifteen years since I was here as a visitor,” he said. “Fifteen years! And it seems like yesterday!”

He pointed to an old grandfather’s chair near the fireplace.

“That was your respected father’s favourite chair,” he said. “I’d like a fiver for every time I’ve seen him there!”

“Did we ever meet?” asked Walter, interested. The inspector shook his head.

“No, sir, you were at school at the time, if I remember rightly: The only occasion you were down in London I was away on leave, but I knew your father very well, and a very nice man he was. He wasn’t popular with some people, but I speak of a man as I find him.”

The inspector was a loquacious old gentleman with a fund of reminiscences — the sort of man, Walter supposed, who lived on as well as in the past.

“Yes, I knew him quite well; but I had no idea that he had married again — I suppose you didn’t know, either?”

“No,” replied Mr. Derrick; “that was news to me.”

“It was news to a lot of us,” said the inspector, shaking his head, “but I always say that nobody really knows anybody.”

“How did you come to be acquainted with my father? He is hardy likely to have been very much interested in police affairs.”

The inspector smiled broadly.

“We came into touch over the fingerprint business, and after I was shifted to N Division I still used to correspond with him. As a matter of fact, Mr. Derrick, I am of the same opinion as your father. I believe there are duplicates to fingerprints. It stands to reason that the present ‘system can’t be infallible, when less than a fortieth part of the population can be examined and checked. Do you see what I mean?”

“No, I don’t,” said Walter frankly.

The inspector was now riding his hobby-horse, and apparently he held views even more drastic than those held by the late Mr. Derrick. It was more than possible that old Derrick had his first lessons in scepticism, and had been started on his hobby, as a result of his acquaintance with this grey-haired police officer.

“Suppose there was a dance on at the Albert Hall,” said Endred with relish, “and there were two thousand people present, and a complaint came that a lady had lost a diamond necklace? Do you follow me, Mr. Derrick?”

Walter nodded.

“Suppose I had permission to search the crowd, the whole two thousand, and instead of searching two thousand I searched fifty and gave the others a clean bill. Would that be fair? It is the same with the fingerprint system. The only prints we have are criminals’ — the law-abiding population never comes under review. And it is any odds that if you were to take the fingerprints of the forty million people in this country, you’d find duplicates, and once you’d found a solitary duplicate, the whole fingerprint system would collapse!”

“That was my father’s view, too,” said Derrick thoughtfully.

“And it was a good view,” insisted Inspector Endred emphatically. “That is what your revered father was trying to prove. He had fingerprints by the thousand — by the hundreds of thousands — on criminals, clergymen, bankers — everybody he could get to give him a print.”

He was amused at a recollection.

“It’s curious how people jibbed at it, though! Even the most innocent people objected to giving themselves away. I must confess,” he chuckled, “that when he asked me for my own finger-impressions for the family book, I didn’t at all like the idea!”

“The family book?” said Derrick quickly. “What do you mean?”

Endred’s eyes were dancing with laughter.

“You’ve forgotten it, too I forget nothing. I’ve got a memory like a card index, Mr. Derrick. I remember that book — a little red book with padded leather covers. His fingerprint was in it, and yours, and his housekeeper — you wouldn’t remember her, she died when you were a child — and Miss Belfer, and his sister — she’s dead, too — and his partner, old Carlew. I suppose it was a great honour for him to ask me at all, but I didn’t like putting my finger on the pad, and that’s the truth.”

There was a silence, and then Derrick said slowly:

“Of course! I remember now. His little private book. The family book! I must have been about fifteen when he called me up to his study and asked me to put my finger=print on the page—”

“Four fingers and thumb,” nodded Endred. “Just the same as they do it at the police station. The fact is, your father was a fanatic on the subject.”

Derrick sighed heavily.

“Yes. A strange man. It is curious how I’d forgotten that little incident! I don’t remember having seen the book since.”

“It is in the house somewhere, I’ll bet,” said Endred. “I wonder you don’t find it — it would be rather a curiosity, Mr. Derrick.”

Derrick was looking out of the window, his attention concentrated upon a horsedrawn milk cart. The horse, unattended, was straying across the road.

“That’s very dangerous,” he said, pointing, “the way these milkmen allow their horses to wander…A little red book with padded covers — I recall it now. Rather like an autograph album. Do you remember if my Mother’s was there?”

The inspector shook his head.

“No, sir, that is hardly likely. He hadn’t got the fingerprint craze when your respected mother died, but I believe there was an Old aunt, because he pointed the prints out to me and said that the index finger was almost exactly like another print that he had taken of a chimpanzee at the Zoo!”

Mr. Derrick turned the conversation to the neighbourhood, and the old religious Order that had occupied his house, and Mr. Endred plunged immediately into a learned and authoritative dissertation enriched by his recollections of divers eccentric religious bodies he had met with in his time.

As the inspector was leaving the house Dick Staines came from the house next door.

“Hallo, Inspector!” Dick’s curiosity was piqued. “Is anything wrong?”

“Nothing, nothing,” said the old man genially. “I’ve just been having a little chat with Mr. Derrick about old times.”

“Oh, Lord, yes!” said Dick, remembering. “I gave him your address.”

He was going in the same direction as the older man, and they walked away together.

“Calling at the Yard, are you, Mr. Staines? That’s curious, so am I. I’m finishing the last thirty-five days of my service, and there’s some talk of getting me a testimonial. In principle I am against allowing constables to subscribe to presentations. It is against the best interests of the Service, but—”

“But,” smiled Dick, “when a veteran of your record retires, I’m all for producing a silver teapot and a nicely inscribed salver. You’ve got to surrender your principles, Inspector.”

He called a taxi and, Endred protesting, he pushed him in.

“Exercise is a splendid thing, but it can be overdone,” he said. “Well, how is Mr. Walter Derrick looking?”

“A fine man that,” said Endred solemnly; “a regular chip off the old block. I never met a more goodnatured gentleman in my life. I happened to mention about the presentation—”

“And he offered to subscribe a hundred guineas.”

Endred gasped.

“Did he tell you?”

“No, I guessed,” said Dick, a twinkle in his eye.

“Of course I couldn’t allow that—” began Endred.

“I should surrender my principles once more. Anyway, you deserve it. There are no rich prizes for a foot-slogging uniformed inspector, and if the taxpayer who, has helped to starve you all his life wants to make up for his neglect, and give you a little bonus, well, let him!”

Old Endred looked relieved.

“As a matter of fact,” he confided, “I’ve got his cheque in my pocket. That’s what I’m seeing the Assistant Commissioner about. I don’t want to break any regulations so near to the end of my service, but if he says it’s all right!”

Dick knew the old inspector rather well, and guessed that many influential and moneyed people in the neighbourhood had heard the story of his retirement and his objection to presentations on principle, but his willingness, if his superiors agreed, to accept some small honorarium. Probably Derrick was to be a test case, and, if the ‘principle’ was admitted, Inspector Endred would carry quite a number of handsome little cheques to solace his days of retirement.

“…mostly we discussed fingerprints, which was his old father’s hobby, as I’ve told you before. It’s funny what tricks memory plays on a fellow! He didn’t even remember the family book.”

“What was the family book?” asked Dick, who was hardly listening to the voluble officer’s recital.

Inspector Endred told him of the little red book with the padded covers; he described its binding, its shape, and the approximate number of its pages.

“Oh!” Dick sat bolt upright, looking at the old man. “Do you remember it very well?” he asked quickly. “Who else was in the book?”

Endred recited the names he could remember: it was doubtful if he missed one.

“And I think there were no more, unless there were some after mine,” he said proudly. “I forget nothing. I’ve a memory like a card index, as I told Mr. Derrick. I can see the old man sitting down there and writing underneath the print my name, the year I was born, where I lived, and everything! And I remember his limping up and down the room, laying down the law about the system. Endred,’ he says to me…”

At that moment Dick signalled the cab to stop. They had turned on to the Thames Embankment and were within a short distance of Scotland Yard.

“I’ll go in if you don’t mind. The Assistant Commissioner gave me an appointment.” Endred looked at his large watch. “Dear me, I’ve only a minute.”

Dick let him go and paid the cabman at his leisure. He walked slowly down towards the entrance of the Yard, and then noticed a man standing on the kerb. His back was towards the detective, but the figure was familiar. Where had he seen him? He walked slowly past and looked at him sideways, and then stopped.

“Why, Henry!” he said in amazement.

It was the unshaven bath chairman who was drawing meditatively at a clay pipe, and his eyes were fixed upon the pageant of the river.
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He was not particularly startled; he was not even surprised. He gave Dick the impression that nothing in the world had ever succeeded in agitating him.

“Good-morning, sir.”

His voice was soft and deferential. He had a queer little droop of his head, which was almost like a bow.

“This is a beautiful place. To me the river is even more interesting that the sea. Look at that tug and those barges, like a swan with a number of ugly ducklings! One wonders what sort of a life these bargemen live—”

“When you have finished being philosophical, Henry, will you tell me why you are in London, and what poor Mr. Cornfort is doing in the meantime, to say nothing of Miss Dane?”

The bath chairman looked at him reproachfully.

“Mr. Cornfort is in bed,” he said in a hushed voice. “I fear he may never use the bath chair again.”

“As bad as that, eh?” said Dick cheerfully.

“Well, you can’t live forever.”

Henry was pained.

“And Miss Dane?”

Henry shook his head.

“She is in Town, sir, making inquiries about something she lost in London. An inconsiderable trinket, but very precious to her. Young girls have their peculiar fancies, Mr. Staines, and it is difficult to plumb the minds of youth.”

Dick was amused, a little irritated, too. He had a feeling that this man was secretly laughing at him.

“And who is looking after Mr. Cornfort?” he demanded.

Henry’s face fell.

“Three trained nurses,” he said in a hushed voice.

Dick looked round at the arched entrance to Scotland Yard.

“Is she in there?”

“I believe so, sir.”

“But that isn’t the place she would go to make inquiries about lost property. It is farther along.” He pointed.

Henry followed the direction of his finger and seemed interested in the low-roofed building the gesture indicated.

“Is that so, sir?” he asked interestedly. “I’m afraid Miss Dane has only a rudimentary acquaintance with police procedure. I have an idea that her loss was of such importance that she was seeking an interview with the Chief Constable.”

Dick gaped at him.

“With the Chief Constable? Bourke?” ‘Henry nodded.

“She is a peculiar young lady who invariably makes it her business to go to the fountain head.”

Dick examined the man carefully, but the blue eyes met his scrutiny with the least effort at evasion.

“You speak rather nicely for a bath chairman,” said Dick. “What were you before you engaged in this profession?”

Henry for a moment looked embarrassed and coughed behind his gloved hand. Dick noticed that, as he raised this hand, his action was stiff and that he winced. He wondered what had happened to his arm.

“In my youth I was a professional prizefighter,” he said, and Dick was staggered. “It is rather difficult to believe that a man of my meagre physique could have ever had any success in such an arduous profession,” said Henry, speaking with the greatest precision; “and in order to tone down the shock I would explain to you that I was also a teacher of mathematics at a very honourable university. I found pugilism was more lucrative, though it was somewhat disastrous to my scholastic career.”

“A lightweight?” asked Dick, unconvinced.

“A featherweight,” said Henry gravely. “I am the only man who ever knocked out Digger Bill Ferrers. He fell asleep in the thirteenth round, and was never the same man afterwards.”

Dick looked at the man suspiciously. Was his leg being pulled by this mild dragger of bath chairs? Before he could ask a question he saw Mary Dane come into view. She was walking quickly, but checked her pace at the sight of the detective. Henry regarded their meeting with great imperturbability. Dick had the suspicion that he was mildly amused.

“I suppose Henry’s told you the news about Mr. Cornfort?”

“Is he dead?” asked Dick brutally, and she looked at him reproachfully.

“How brutal you are! Of course he isn’t. The poor old man is in bed.”

“And you’ve come up to Scotland Yard to make an inquiry about a — ?”

“Whatever Henry told you it was,” she interrupted calmly enough. “Please don’t cross-examine me on the King’s highway! I think your Mr. Bourke is rather a darling.”

“I will convey your views, to him,” said Dick. She was looking at him thoughtfully, biting that red nether lip of hers, and then:

“Thank you, Henry, you needn’t wait. Mr. Staines is taking me to tea at Sollingers’. Let’s walk through the park — I like parks.”

“So I understand,” said Dick.

He looked back over his shoulder. Henry was still standing where they had left him, his contemplative eye on the river.

“Where’s his bath chair?” he demanded. “I should have thought that he would at least have brought that interesting mustard-coloured vehicle to Town — he looks almost naked without it! I should have loved to see you both being held up by a traffic cop!”

“You’re being rather unpleasant this afternoon,” she said. “I never use bath chairs. I am taking you away from your work, which is selfish of me — but I’m not feeling a bit penitent.”

“You are my work,” he said, “and my worry.”

He did not provoke her to a reply.

They crossed to Whitehall, into the park gates, and their walk slowed to a saunter, which is a pace appropriate to parks.

“How is the ghost?” she asked as they lounged along the edge of the lake.

“Not so well,” said Dick. “He has given up his bath chair and has taken to bed.”

“You mean Mr. Cornfort? How absurd you are!”

“I meant the gunlaying ghost.”

“Did they nearly get you? My dear, I was worried ill that night! I hope you will never feel as I did. It was horrid!”

“What made you think there was a spring gun in the house?”

“Instinct,” she said, and he knew that she was speaking the truth. “I suppose when a woman’ feels as I do towards a man, her intelligence is sharpened to a point where instinct gets a chance of operating. I thought I would die as I sat by that telephone waiting to hear your voice; Dick, you’re not taking any more chances?”

“As a matter of fact, I am.”

She stopped dead and looked at him, her lips parted, her eyes wide with fear.

“What do you mean?”

“Mr. Derrick is coming back to live here, and he has asked me to sleep on the premises.”

She said nothing, but slowly resumed her walk. “When do you go in?”

“Tomorrow, I think — Tommy hasn’t said when he’s returning “ — and then, as he remembered— “he is probably in Town.”

She shook her head.

“No. I told him I was coming back tonight.”

“And aren’t you?”

She hesitated.

“Henry rather wanted to see a theatre, and I promised him he should.” And then she went off at a tangent. “I like your Inspector Bourke — Superintendent, is he? — well, whatever he is I He’s a nice, fat darling of a man. He was very severe at first, but we became quite good friends.”

“What did you see him about?”

“I lost a bangle,” she said. “Why do you make me lie? I saw him about the bomb-throwing. As a matter of fact, he wrote to me and asked me to come to see him. I suppose you know the municipality of Eastbourne has offered a reward of £200?”

Dick nodded. He had seen the announcement in the paper. Moreover, that evening of his in Eastbourne had kept him fully occupied since he came back to Town. Dick tried to question her about several matters in which he was interested, but very skilfully she headed him off, and they reached the great departmental store without his being any the wiser. She had some purchases to make, she told him, and went by the elevator to the fourth floor, and he waited at the entrance of the inquiry bureau.

He knew this department very well. Here letters could be written and received. There were half-a-dozen writing tables for the use of customers, and the room was fairly well filled, mainly by women. He had often speculated upon the value of such a department as this to the criminally minded man or woman. He knew at least one unpleasant case that had its focal point in a pigeonhole behind the polished mahogany counter. Presently he saw Mary Dane come in and go to one of the girl attendants and ask a question. The attendant shook her head, made a rapid search of a pigeonhole, and came back with another headshake. Then Mary saw him, smiled, and waved her hand in greeting.

“How dreadful!” she said, with mock humility when she came up to him. “You have caught me in the act…clandestine correspondence — why do you peep? Is it because you’re a detective?”

“I wasn’t peeping!” said Dick indignantly. “I happened to be near the entrance, and I saw you.”

“I didn’t leave you at the entrance,” she said severely. “Now, stay here, and don’t move. I am going to buy Certain Garments!”

He waited for ten minutes, for a quarter of an hour, but she did not return. Then he made an inquiry of the shopwalker.

“Yes, sir, I remember the lady. She went down to the first floor to the ladies’ undergarments.”

Dick waited another quarter of an hour. There was no sign of the girl. He was turning to go when he saw coming towards him the counter-attendant of the inquiry bureau.

“Excuse me, you were with Miss Dane, weren’t you?”

“Yes,” he said, wondering.

“The cable just came through over the phone.” She had a slip of paper in her hand. “Will you be seeing Miss Dane?”

“I hope so.”

She went back, took an envelope from the counter and slipped the paper in, and handed it to him.

Dick put the message in his pocket and went down in search of the girl. She was not on the floor where he expected to find her, and he ascended again to the place she had left him. He was a patient man, but nobody short of an angel could wait an hour without feeling a sense of irritation. At last, in no pleasant temper, he decided to go. He was passing out of one of the big spring doors on to the street when a commissionaire came running up to him.

“You’re Mr. Staines, aren’t you? A young lady left a message for you. She said she’d been called away and Mr. Somebody, whose name I’ve forgotten, is ill.”

“Cornfort?” said Dick.

“That’s the name, sir,” said the commissionaire. “She asked me if I knew you, and of course I do, because you’ve been here before. On business,” he grinned. Dick was not in a smiling temper.

He was annoyed with Mary, more than irritated with himself. She had acquired the habit of making him feel extremely foolish, and he was in a savage mood when he swung into Scotland Yard and collided with the portly figure of Mr. Bourke, who had stopped hazardously at the corner of the corridor to light a cigar.

“You’re a little over two hours late,” snapped Bourke, as he retrieved his injured Corona. “Don’t apologise, for I’d forgotten the appointment. We’ve arrested a man at Bexhill for throwing the bomb, but he looks like proving an alibi. It was undoubtedly his car, but there seems no doubt that he sold it at junk price the week before last.”

“What did Mary Dane want?” blurted Dick.

“Mary Dane?” Bourke scratched his second chin. “Let me see now, what did she want? Oh yes, it was about the bomb-throwing. Rather a nice girl, that, eh?” He looked at Dick shrewdly.

“Clever, too. What a criminal she’d make!”

“Do you think?” began Inspector Staines.

“Never,” replied the other promptly. “Too brain-wearing. I’ll see you in the morning.”

He was gone before Dick could fire in another question. Undoubtedly the Superintendent was peeved, as he had every right to be, for Inspector Staines was considerably over two hours late for his appointment, and, moreover, he had spoilt a very good cigar.
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Dick had the room next to the Superintendent’s, a small, narrow apartment which was used, at a pinch, to detain suspected criminals brought to the Yard for examination. There were steel bars on the window, and the furniture was of a solid and immovable kind, a necessary precaution since that memorable occasion when ‘Lupe’ Leggatt almost brained his interrogator with a handy chair. Since that occurrence, the furniture had been of the simplest and the unhandiest kind.

He sat down now in his big writing chair, to read the letters which had accumulated in the past two, days. There was nothing of importance; and he was feeling in his pocket for two letters that had arrived for him at the house and which he had not opened, when he felt the telephone message and brought it out. In a hurry, the clerk had not addressed it, and when Dick turned the envelope over he saw that the flap was open. He turned it over and over. It would be inexpressibly mean to read her private correspondence — it would be inexpressibly foolish not to do so. Besides (here was a salving thought) she might call him on the ‘phone, in which case he would be able to communicate the message. He laid the envelope on the table and glowered at it. Suppose it was something that incriminated her…or a private message from some man…He felt a little pang at the thought.

“Rubbish!” he said, and with great resolution drew the slip from the envelope. It was a cable from Capetown, and was addressed — Mary de Villiers!

Mary de Villiers! Then Lordy Brown had made no mistake. The girl he attacked that night was the woman he thought she was — Dick remembered the reference in the letter which he had found in Lordy Brown’s pocket about this mysterious Miss de Villiers who —

All the time he was thinking, he was reading mechanically without grasping the sense of the message. Presently he concentrated his mind upon the words before him. It was evidently, from the indicator, a reply-paid message, and ran:

“Thank you, Miss de Villiers, for money which very handy as we’re starving. Sorry about Lordy’s death, but that was expected. Thank you for the money, Miss de Villiers. MRS. LORDY BROWN.”

He read the message over and over again, trying to make head or tail of it, though it was obvious enough. Mary de Villiers had sent money to this woman, and at the same time had sent news of Lordy’s death. Then she had known Lordy…But why should she send money? And what money? The solution to that mystery came in a flash. When Brown had left his hotel, he had a pocket full of banknotes; when his dead body was found, his pockets were empty. Somebody had taken that money…Mary! And she had cabled the money to Mrs. Brown in Capetown. Why?

Three facts were evident. Mary Dane had been in the house on the night of the murder, had either killed Lordy or found him dying — more likely the latter. Lordy Brown had recognised her again, and had asked her to send the money to his wife. Otherwise she could not have know of the woman’s necessity. It was Mary who had bound up his wounds and attended to him; probably had not left the dying man until he had passed.

Then who had killed Brown? Were there two gangs engaged in the bizarre search, and did they sometimes clash?

The telephone bell at his elbow shrilled, and he took down the receiver.

“Is that you, Dick?” It was Mary’s voice, tense and fearful.

“Yes,” he replied. “Mary, I have opened that cable…”

“Yes, yes, I know,” she said impatiently, “from Mrs. Brown? They told me when I went back. Dick, will you do something for me?”

“If I can,” he began.

“Don’t ‘if,’ darling.” She was terribly in earnest. “You must.”

“What do you want me to do?”

He thought he heard a whispered colloquy at the other end of the wire, and then:

“I want you to let me into your house about one o’clock tomorrow morning. You must tell Derrick that you are sleeping at Tommy’s. Stand at the door and the moment you hear me scratch at the panel, open and let me in. And keep all the lights out. And I want you to guard me as if — as if you loved me. Don’t let me out of your sight: Will you do this? Minns knows that I am coming. Please don’t ask any questions, my dear. Will you do it?”

“Yes,” he answered, and instantly there was a click and he was rung off. He hung up his receiver with a bewildered frown.

“Minns knows that I am coming!”

Was Minns in the swindle, if swindle it was? Apparently so. Here was a minor confusion that had to be cleared up.

After he had been home for a quarter of an hour, Minns the imperturbable came to his room to announce that dinner had been served.

“I heard from his lordship today, sir. He is returning to Town at the end of the week. You know his lordship is to be married—”

“I am well aware of that, but there are a lot of things I’m not so well informed about,” said Dick, watching him. “I think you know Miss Mary Dane?”

If he expected hesitation or embarrassment, he was to be disappointed.

“Yes, sir,” said the butler immediately. Dick stared at him in amazement.

“You know Miss Mary Dane — the nurse?”

“Yes, sir. The lady who came here one night — if I remember, sir, you saw her to the station.”

Dick had forgotten that episode, which was an excuse, at any rate, for the butler’s calmness.

“Have you had any communication from her?”

“‘Yes, sir, several.” The man did not flinch under his questioning gaze.

“Are you in a sense a confederate of hers?”

Minns smiled his quiet and deferential smile.

“Well, in a sense, I am, sir. I have given her help on several occasions when she has been examining the house next door.”

“Good God!” gasped Dick, almost unable to believe his ears. “Do you mean to say that you knew…Miss Dane has been in the habit of burgling the next house?”

“Not burgling, sir,” said Minns carefully. “And I am not absolutely sure that it was Miss Dane. I understand the young lady has a double. At any rate the person who called herself Miss Dane has, I know, made several visits to Mr. Derrick’s house.”

Dick was not dreaming.

Here was an honest, respectable man who had been in the service of Tommy Weald and his father for twenty or thirty years, calmly and brazenly admitting that he had assisted in a series of outrages upon an unoffending neighbour.

“I think we’ll go into this question a little later, Minns,” he said quietly. “I am not so sure that you haven’t got yourself into very serious trouble.”

Again the butler smiled.

“At any rate, sir, I once got you out of very serious trouble,” he said surprisingly.

When Dick demanded an explanation the butler asked to be excused.

“This is Alice in Wonderland,” said Dick after the man had gone. This inoffensive butler — the whole thing was incredible — except when he tested Minns’ conduct by his new theory.

Derrick called while Dick was having dinner. He had decided to sleep in the house that night, he said, and would Dick care to share his vigil? It was a proposal that Dick Staines would not have hesitated to agree to but for the promised adventure of the night.

“It doesn’t really matter,” said Derrick when he saw the other hesitate; “I shall be able to fix you up tomorrow much more comfortably than I could tonight. If you don’t mind, I think I’ll ask you to put that portable bell of yours into operation — if I’m scared I will cross that rather insecure wooden bridge you have fixed on to your balcony.”

This also, in other circumstances, might have been an acceptable proposal. Mr. Derrick was perplexed at his reluctance, and he laughed.

“You don’t want your beauty sleep disturbed, eh? Well, if you expect sleepless nights when you’re in my house, I don’t blame you, but my own view is that in the course of the next few days we’re going to lay the ghost or ghosts so effectively that they will never disturb the peace of Lowndes Square again.”

He declined Dick’s invitation to share a chop. He was dining at his club and would call on his way back.

“I’m in twentythree minds about that damned house,” he said as he rose to go; “I tossed a coin to-day to decide whether I’d have the thing pulled down from roof to basement and a new building put up. If there is any secret place that would be a pretty effective way of finding it?”

He paused at the door.

“I see you were in that bomb affair at Eastbourne. What the dickens do you make of that? Who was he, an anarchist?”

“I do not know the politics of Mr. Herman Lavinski,” said Dick quietly; “but I should imagine that there was violence in them.”

Walter Derrick’s eyebrows met.

“Lavinski? Was that his name? Sounds like a foreigner to me!” He laughed with great heartiness at this banality, and Dick wished for a long time after he’d gone that he hadn’t.

He settled himself down to pass away the hours that would intervene before the arrival of Mary on her mysterious errand. He had ceased to be puzzled, ceased to wonder. He had speculated upon Mary’s peculiar behaviour until his head reeled. Minns had brought the coffee in and had set the tray solemnly on the table when, for no reason at all beyond the sudden impulse which prompted the question, Dick asked:

“Have you ever been in South Africa, Minns?”

“Yes, sir.”

Dick turned in his chair to face the man. “When was this?”

“After his lordship, the late earl, died, sir, when Master Thomas, as we called him, was still a child. I took service in South Africa.”

Now there is a peculiar expression, familiar to every experienced police officer, a kind of embarrassment born of uncomfortable self-consciousness, and this dawned and faded in Minns’ face. It was only there for the fraction of a second, but long enough to be detected.

“Minns,” said Dick softly, “were you ever in trouble in South Africa?”

The man licked his lips.

“Yes, sir,” he said huskily. “There was an accusation made against me.”

“For stealing?”

Minns had gone very pale.

“Yes, sir. I was perfectly innocent.”

“Were you convicted?”

The man shook his head.

“No, sir.” Then the ghost of a smile hovered on his lips. “I was one of those innocent men who really was innocent! The court dismissed the case, though I will tell you this much — it was touch and go, until fortunately the real criminal was found, though he was never caught.”

“Lordy Brown?” said Dick quickly, and Minns shook his head.

“His name doesn’t matter, sir. He obtained a position as footman in the house of a well-known African millionaire and stole a quantity of plate. I could give you all the particulars tomorrow, sir, if you wish. My sister-in-law has the newspaper cuttings. When you’ve read those I don’t think you’ll doubt for a moment that I was an innocent party.”

“H’m!” said Dick thoughtfully, “You never told me you knew him?”

Minns did not answer.

“Did you meet Miss Dane in South Africa?”

“No, sir. I met her father, but not Miss Dane.”

“Miss de Villiers she was called?” suggested

Dick.

“I believe that is so, sir,” said Minns. “Is there anything else you require?”

This might possibly be an explanation for the butler’s extraordinary attitude. He knew this mysterious family. And then a thought occurred to him. Tommy had a library which was mainly devoted to certain works of reference. He went upstairs and searched the shelves for a long time before he found what he sought. It was a five-year-old volume devoted to boxing records, and he brought it down and searched the pages diligently.

There were short biographies of boxers, dead and alive, and after a while he came upon the name for which he had been looking without any great hope. Henry had spoken the truth. Here it was:

“Ferrers, W. G. (Digger Bill Ferrers), featherweight champion of Australia, featherweight champion of South Africa…”

Here followed a record of his fights. Dick’s finger went down the page until it stopped.

“Capetown, July 10th, 1898, knocked out in eleventh round by H. de Villiers, ex-amateur featherweight world champion.”

Henry had spoken the truth! De Villiers! Henry had not only spoken the truth, but he had discovered his real name…Mary had told him she had a father. It was Henry!
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He fell back in his chair, staring at the printed page. Interruption came from a totally unexpected source. The door was pushed open violently and Tommy Weald flung in. His hair was dishevelled, his face splashed with mud, and the state of his leather coat and his sodden gloves suggested he had come by road and in some hurry.

“Seen Mary?” His voice was shrill with anxiety; and then, without waiting for a reply, he went on: “Popped off this afternoon, old boy! The whole blooming shoot. Mary, Cornfort — supposed to be dying, old boy — Henry, everybody — no, not everybody, the bath chair’s left behind! They didn’t even take that I Most extraordinary thing, old boy — not left a word, just popped off! Must have gone this morning, and me walking up and down the front of the house composing poetry, old boy! I tell you, it’s too ghastly for words!”

He paused only to take breath, evidently not to listen, because, before Dick could open his mouth to speak, the flow of words continued.

“I’m rattled, old boy!” he said. “Suppose this beastly fellow who threw the whiz-bang has got some fearful grudge against Mary? I stopped in Streatham to get a newspaper, and got pinched by a copper for having no lights, but I simply had to read it. I saw a bill with ‘Local Woman Found Murdered in West End’…might have been her, old boy! Can’t you do anything, Dicky?” he demanded wildly. “You’re the police! You’re a pal. I’d search the town for her. They left in a motorcar at twelve o’clock — Henry, Mary, the night nurse, and the poor old invalid — he’s practically finished, so it doesn’t matter about him — and not so much as a sign of her, old boy. All went off together, left the bath chair—”

“If you’ll only shut up,” said Dick, “I’ll tell you — I’ve seen Mary.”

Tommy’s eyes bulged.

“Here! In London?” he screeched.

“Here in London, and
 Henry, if that’s any comfort to you.”

“Phew!” Tommy mopped his steaming brow and sat down heavily. “Ring for Minns, old boy, we’ll have a bottle on that. She’s a naughty, naughty girl. I’m terribly vexed with her. Where are they staying, Dicky?”

Dick could offer no information on this subject, but he told Tommy that the girl was coming there that night. It might be very embarrassing if he did not, especially as Tommy evidently intended sleeping there. But Tommy was to relieve him in his dilemma.

“But where’s she staying? Are you likely to hear from her? Will you ring me up if you do?”

“Where are you going?” asked Dick.

“I was going nowhere — I was simply going to stay here, old boy, and cry myself to sleep. But if she’s alive…that’s all I want to know. I’m toddling down to a dear little place in Surrey…you know!” He tapped his nose with a forefinger slyly.

“I don’t know,” said Dick wearily; “unless that gesture means that you’re going to have your nose reshaped.”

“Honeymoon, old boy — everything arranged next week.”

“Next week!” Dick almost shouted the words. “You’re mad! I mean, you said it was September.”

“Next week,” said Tommy with great calmness. “We fixed it up the night before last.”

Dick quaked inwardly. He was like a man who was being carried across Niagara on a tight-rope by an expert walker. The position might be entirely without peril to himself. On the other hand—”

“Give me your telephone number,” he said, with extraordinary sangfroid in the circumstances.

Tommy took off his wet glove, poised a pencil over the tablecloth, but wrote nothing.

“You know what your news has meant to me, old boy? I’ve been like a raving lunatic. Suicide, going abroad, shooting lions — I thought of everything.”

He disappeared as rapidly as he had arrived, and Dick had a vision of a motorcar moving at an unlawful rate down the crowded streets. Not until too late did he realise that he had left no address.

As soon as it got dark Dick went up to his room, and one foot was thrown across the balcony’s edge when he remembered his promise to the girl. Yet never since he had come into the case did he have such an overpowering desire to inspect Mr. Derrick’s empty house. He contented himself by examining with some curiosity the unlovely façade. Unlovely it was with its glazed brick, an eyesore to the neighbourhood. The stone balconies which jutted out looked ugly and incongruous. The windows, as he saw for the first time, were out of proportion, long and narrow and badly placed. It was curious that he had never noticed that fact before.

He looked down. Below, on the drawingroom floor, the balcony was wider than that which was on his own level. Even the dusk and the kindly lights of the streets did little to veil the distressing ugliness of the house. No great harm would come if Derrick carried out his threat and razed this monstrosity to the ground. At least he would employ a modern architect and from this drab and dowdy phoenix might well rise a building creditable to the aristocratic neighbourhood.

Derrick was a queer sort of fellow, he mused…Suddenly he stiffened.

The French windows of the office room were open, and from where he stood he had caught in the glass, the momentary reflection of a lamp flash. Derrick had not had time to finish his dinner. Besides, he would have called on his way back as he had promised.

He had his foot raised to the parapet, and again he heard the urgent warning of Mary Dane. Who could have got into the house, and how? Not up those wall-hidden stairs? The window was moving, and he stepped back to the shelter of his room, watching along the edge, and then he saw a gloved hand come round the frame of the half window and a head followed.

In the dark the face would have been indistinguishable, but there was sufficient light from the street below to show the mask that enveloped not only the face but the head of the stranger and to reveal the awkwardly cut holes through which two eyes were glaring.

He waited a second, and then stepped out. “I want you!” he said.

He saw a hand jump up, and dropped like a stone to the inadequate cover of the balcony.

As he did so, something whizzed through his hair. He saw the flash, but heard no other sound than the stunning thud of the explosion. The unknown had him at his mercy, did he but realise and had he the courage, for the narrow stone pillars behind which the detective was crouching afforded no vital cover.

But after the first shot the mask spun round and vanished through the open window. Again Dick’s leg was flung across the parapet. Again the memory of Mary Dane called him back.

He went back to his room, took the first flight of stairs at a leap, would have taken the second, but Minns was in, his way. The butler he pushed aside, dashed down the remaining stairs, and flung open the door…

Mr. Derrick was standing on the doorstep, his hand at the bell, and Dick in his hurry almost sent him flying down the three steps that led from the sidewalk to the house.

“For the love of heaven, what’s wrong?”

The detective did not reply. He went to Derrick’s door and tried it. It was closed.

“Somebody in there?” asked Derrick quickly.

The two doors were side by side, only a low balustrade separated the stone platforms that formed the top step.

“Come over here,” said Dick, and Derrick Obeyed with a wondering shake of his head. “Try that door!”

“What is the idea?” asked Derrick as he pushed. “Do you want to get in? I’ve got the key.”

He searched in his pocket and presently found what he sought.

“No, I don’t want to go in.”

Dick was looking at the broad step. It had been raining and the streets were wet, but the two porticoes and the houses themselves were on the lee-side of the rainstorm and they were bone-dry.

“Do you notice anything?”

Derrick shook his head.

“What has happened?” he asked. There was a note of petulance in his voice. “I’m getting rather tired of all these mysteries.”

“No mystery about it. A masked gentleman shot at me from your balcony upstairs.”

“Good God!”

And then Derrick looked round. Two men were standing on the edge of the pavement, watching curiously.

“Who are those fellows?” he asked.

“You needn’t bother about those,” said Dick sharply. “They’re Scotland Yard men.”

He beckoned one of them.

“Did you see anything?”

“No, sir, I thought I saw a flash from the balcony.”

Derrick had turned the key and thrown the door open wide. The hall was in complete darkness, and for this he admitted he was responsible.

“I didn’t realise it got dark so soon. Will you, come in?”

Dick signalled the two men.

“These officers will go up with you,” he said, and heard Derrick’s laugh.

“Are you afraid?” he bantered.

“Terribly,” said the detective.

He waited whilst the search was conducted, and after a time one of the men came out with something black in his hand.

“Here is the mask, sir. It looks as if it was cut from a woman’s stocking. We found it on the stairs.”

“Did you find the gun?”

“No, sir, but we found the silencer. That was In what you call the office room.”

Dick examined it casually and slipped it into his pocket.

“No sign of any man?”

“None whatever.”

Dick’s smile was not pleasant.

“I should have been very much surprised if there was,” he said, for the doorstep had told him all that Ire wanted to know.
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Derrick followed him into Tommy’s diningroom.

“I am almost beginning to feel that this is my house, too,” he said jocularly. “Well, what do you make of it? More like a cinema film than a piece of real life!”

And then, as his eyes fell upon the mask in Dick’s hand, he laughed.

“You couldn’t imagine that, could you? What do you say about changing your mind and spending the night in this ghost house of mine?”

“Or may I make an alternative suggestion,” said Dick quietly; “that you let my two men stay there? They won’t want to sleep. A chair in the drawingroom will be all they require.”

Before he had finished, Derrick was shaking his head.

“I don’t think so,” he said. “No, I’m all for reducing the risks to a minimum. I’m not staying there myself. Tomorrow I’m bringing in a gang of workmen, storing my furniture, and as soon as it is out of the house going to pull it down brick by brick!”

And then he asked a most surprising question. “I wonder if I could see the butler’s pantry?” Dick stared at him.

“In Weald’s house? I don’t see any objection.”

He rang for Minns, and that urbane man came.

“Mr. Derrick wishes to see your pantry.”

To his amazement he saw the butler’s jaw drop and his face change colour.

“My pantry, sir? Certainly. If you don’t mind, I’ll make it just a bit tidy.”

“You needn’t bother about that,” said Derrick, going to follow Minns from the room.

The man turned in the doorway to face him.

“I’m sorry, sir “ — he was his old, dignified self— “while I’m in his lordship’s service I’m afraid I can take such orders only from him. I shall be most happy to show you my pantry, but it would not be creditable to his lordship that my room should be untidy when you inspected it.”

He went out of the room and closed the door behind him. Mr. Derrick stared after him.

“That was the last thing I expected,” said Dick, secretly amused.

Derrick turned on him with a face as black as thunder.

“The old-fashioned servitor, eh? I’ve read about them in books, but never met them before I don’t think I want to see that pantry.”

He turned on his heel and left the house.

Dick went out to Mr. Minns’ room. He found the butler very placid and rather pleased with himself than otherwise.

“What’s the idea about this pantry of yours, Minns?” he asked. “Is it part of the general mystery?”

“There’s nothing mysterious about my pantry, sir;” and then, with a note of anxiety in his voice: “Do you mind telling me if Mr. Derrick made any reference to the fact that I was reluctant to show him the room?”

A sharp retort was on Dick’s lips, but he checked the inclination.

“Mr. Derrick merely said that he didn’t think it necessary now to inspect your room.”

He saw the butler’s face go grey.

“I’m sorry he said that, sir.”

He offered no explanation for his sorrow, but it was evident to Dick that the man was uneasy. He came in at midnight to ask if there was anything further Dick required, and Dick heard him walk along the passage and the click as he turned the key in his lock.

At half-past twelve the detective extinguished all the lights in the passage and went to the front door. The square was apparently deserted, but he knew that in the vicinity and out of sight were a dozen plainclothes men who had drifted there one by one, and were now cursing the rain and cursing him for this extra duty imposed upon them.

He had already warned the sergeant in charge that it was possible he would have a late visitor. He glanced at his watch. It was half an hour before one. He took down his raincoat and, buttoning it up to his chin, closed the door behind him and made a circuit of the block.

In the mews behind the house he found two of the watchers. Theirs was a difficult task. In the mews there were over a dozen garages, not counting the two that flanked the garden wall. From twelve o’clock onwards cars had been coming and backing into their garages. Even as he was talking to one of the men another machine glided into the mews.

“It is almost impossible to keep track of people coming and going,” said the detective-sergeant, watching the inspection of the chauffeurs and footmen. “Minns was out here a few minutes ago smoking a pipe.”

“Minns? I thought he was in bed,” said Dick, surprised.

Yet there was nothing remarkable in the butler’s appearance. Apparently it was his nightly practice to emerge through the little wicket gate in the garage door and smoke his ‘quiet pipe.’

“Whose car is that?”

Dick pointed to an open touring car with blazing headlamps which stood across the doorway of Tommy’s Gothic motor-house. The detective could give no information, except that it had been standing there for an hour.

Dick examined the machine and found it coated with mud. Even the number plate was obscured, but when he wiped this clean he saw that the letters before the number indicated a Sussex origin. It was a big Wengley, one of the most powerful sporting cars on the road. He put his lamp into the interior and discovered nothing more exciting than a waterproof rug designed for the protection of the passengers, and beneath this a couple of fleecy rugs.

“I remember now. It came less than an hour ago,” said one of the watchers. “I couldn’t see who was in it because the headlight was rather fierce.”

“Keep your eye on it,” said Dick, and went back to the front of the house.

He stared up at the white front of the mystery house. The windows on the upper balcony had been closed, probably by Derrick. There was nothing to do now but await developments.

He sat in the diningroom trying to read, but every few seconds his eye went to the clock on the mantelpiece. When the hands pointed to five minutes before one he moved quietly into the dark’ passage and stood by the door. A pedestrian passed hurriedly. He heard his footsteps die away in the distance, and then the boom of a church clock striking the hour.

There was no other sound, and his hand was on the lock when he heard a faint scratch on the panel. Instantly the door was opened and he saw two figures. They must have been standing close against the doorway, for they nearly fell into the passage.

“Who is it?”

“It is Mary — Dick!” Her voice was breathless.

“Who is with you?”

“A — a friend.”

He saw it was a man, but could not distinguish the face.

“Come in,” he said, and the girl’s companion walked with a distinct limp. “You had better stay in the diningroom.”

“No, no.” Her voice was terrified. “You promised to take us back to your room — Dick!”

The ‘Dick!’ came hesitantly, as though she were shy of calling him by name before a third party.

“I want you to do as I asked…My friend, Mr. Jones—”

“Mr. Cornfort, I think,” said Dick quietly, and he heard a soft laugh from the man.

“You’ve got a good memory,” he said. It was the cultured voice of a public-school man. Certainly there was nothing in it of age or decrepitude.

The man he had not bargained for. He would not have been surprised if Henry had been the second of the party — but the arrival of Cornfort rather took him aback.

“Before we go any farther,” he said, “I want to be taken into your little secret. I realise that something unpleasant is going to happen, but I want to know just how and why.”

“I should be surprised if you didn’t,” said Cornfort’s voice. “I’ll tell you candidly the position. Mary had no intention that I should be here tonight, but I’m tired of her taking risks on my behalf and I wanted to be near her.”

“And I can tell you “ — Dick smiled grimly in the darkness— “that Mary is taking no risks, either tonight or any other night!”

Then he turned to the girl.

“Is this the idea? That you want me to help you to get into the house next door? Are you the flanking party? If so, you can count me out. I’m a police officer and I have a duty to perform. As to what my duty is, exactly, I am not perfectly sure. But it certainly isn’t my job to help you people towards a premature end!”

“No,” — her voice was almost a whisper— “it was — Henry’s idea. He wanted me safe. He was so scared that Lavinski would hit back through me. I wanted to stay in Eastbourne, but after what happened the other night that was impossible. That is the truth, Mr. Dick. They didn’t know what to do with me at all. Henry said I ought to be locked up in a police station and that I should be safe then. And he wanted Mr. Cornfort to go to France. Then there came this desperate idea that we should come to you. There’s no trick in it — Dick.”

Her hand gripped his arm appealingly.

“Really, there isn’t! You see, Mr. Cornfort had to be somewhere handy. You’ll understand that some day. So at the last moment they decided he should come with me.”

Dick groaned.

“My dear girl, I can’t understand anything.” He thought a moment. “Oh yes, I can, though. Come up to my room.”

He slipped his arm about her waist, but she drew clear with a frightened exclamation. It was not unexpected.

“Don’t, don’t!” And then she stammered: “I’m terribly sorry, but I’m nervous.” And then, as though she remembered something: “You’re not to leave us in any circumstances — dear.” It was a shy ‘dear,’ and the man she addressed understood why and smiled to himself.

“Come up to my room — darling!” he said, and there was malice in that ‘darling.’

He led the way and they followed in silence. At the door she caught his arm again.

“Don’t put on the lights, please.”

He ushered them into the room. The curtains were not drawn, and even in the half-light he could see how pale she was. Mr. Cornfort, who had not spoken more than a sentence since he had come into the house, walked to the window and was stepping on to the balcony when the girl pulled him back.

“No, no, you mustn’t. You remember. Can’t we draw the blinds?”

He put his arm in hers. She was trembling from head to foot, and she held her arm stiffly like an automaton.

Then Cornfort spoke.

“If we could be absolutely sure that Mary’s theory was right, the thing would be so simple. We could even ask the police to help us, and the matter could be settled in daylight! But we aren’t sure, and Henry will not allow us to take a single risk.”

“What is the risk?” asked Dick.

There was a silence, and then Cornfort spoke slowly and with great deliberation:

“Life imprisonment for me and imprisonment for Mary.”

They heard the whine of a car draw up on the ground below. Dick stepped on to the balcony and, shaking off the agonised grasp of the girl, saw it stop before the house. Somebody was getting out — he did not see who — and that somebody was moving to the front door. He went to the head of the stairs and listened. There was no sound; and then he heard the door slam and Tommy’s voice hailed him from below.

“Hullo, where are all the lights?”

“Come up quickly and don’t make a row.”

“Any trouble?” The voice was eager. “I say, old boy, I forgot to tell you where I was staying. Only occurred to me as I was coming out of the Owls Club.”

“Don’t make a noise,” warned Dick again.

Tommy came up the last flight at a run, stumbled on the last step and raised a din which must have been heard on the other side of the square.

“Sorry, old boy…the ghost walking? By Jove, I’m just in time!”

“Hush!” warned Dick in a low voice. “There’s somebody you know in my room!”

“Eh?”

“Mary.”

Tommy did not see the grin which accompanied the words.

“Mary!” he squeaked. “In your room? Good God! In your room? What in the name—”

“She is well chaperoned. Mr. Cornfort is there — an invalid and a gentleman,” said Dick flippantly.

And then the girl spoke.

“Tommy!” It was not like the timid ‘Dick’ she had addressed to him. “Tommy, darling, why did you come?”

“Why did I come, by Gad! I think it’s about time I did come!” spluttered Tommy. “What the deuce does all this mean, Mary? In old Dicky’s room? I mean to say—”

“Mr. Cornfort is here.”

“What does all this darkness mean? Where the devil are the lights?”

He groped along for the switch, but two hands held his wrist and drew his arm away.

“Tommy, darling, you mustn’t!”

She led the bewildered young man into the room. From somewhere outside came a faint whistle. Dick dashed out on to the balcony. He could see nothing parallel with him, and then he leaned over.

Two people were on the balcony of Derrick’s house outside the drawingroom window. They were feeling along the wall. Their sexes it was impossible to determine, so dark, shadowy, and shapeless they were. He saw one reach up and touch the glazed wall, and then a miracle happened. A section of the wall, about two feet square, swung open like a door!

As he looked, fascinated, he saw a third figure appear, and instantly recognised the bulk of it. It was the man who had shot at him earlier in the evening. There was no way of reaching him except one. It involved a swinging leap from the upper balcony to that below. He did not hesitate for the fraction of a second. He was over the parapet, and for a second was hanging by his hands from the stone flooring. Twice he swung his body, and felt his fingers slipping on the bevelled edge…Suddenly he kicked himself forward and leapt!

He missed the stone parapet of the lower balcony by inches, his knees and elbows struck the masked man as he fired, and in an instant the two were rolling over in that narrow space. The man fought furiously. Dick had gripped at the black mask and was tearing it, when he felt two cruel fingers groping for his eyes and released his hold. As quick as lightning the man flung himself clear; there was a crash of glass as his foot smashed through one of the panes of the swinging door, and before the detective could scramble to his knees the mask was in the room. He came up to his feet and was making a dive at the door when somebody gripped him by the collar and threw him back.

“You fool!” hissed a voice in his ear. “Don’t you know—”


Ping!


The bullet struck the window-frame. Dick saw the flash of flame from the dark room, and his face smarted with the splinters of a smashed windowpane. Breathless, he allowed himself to be drawn to the cover of the balcony.

Police whistles were blowing now, and he saw officers running from all directions towards the house. Shaking off the man who held him, and oblivious to the danger, he ran into the drawingroom, pulling his automatic as he flew. The door was closed, but not locked. He thought he heard a sound below…


Plop!


This time the explosion was louder. His assailant had abandoned the silencer. Dick shot down into the dark once, twice, and then heard a howl of pain. A door banged below. The man had flown into the basement, but Dick was on his heels. There was no light now, but he could hear the sobbing breath of his quarry: he was making for the wine cellar!

Almost as he realised the destination of his enemy the iron door clanged and he heard the sound of a bolt being shot. There was no way in — and no way out except through the garden, and there he knew a policeman was on duty, but an unarmed policeman…

He ran upstairs, opened the door to admit the crowd of detectives and plainclothes policemen, and gave them instructions. Now he came back to the drawingroom. Somebody had turned on the lights. Mary, in a long, black raincoat, was waiting for him at the head of the stairs.

“Are you hurt?” Her voice was thin with anxiety. “Oh, Dick, I told you—”

“I’m all right.”

He was breathless, his head was reeling, his lacerated face was red with blood. As he walked from the drawingroom he saw Henry come in from the balcony, and in his hand was a little red book.

“I think there’s pots of money there, darling—” he began, and then he saw Dick and smiled gently. “Good-morning, Mr. Staines. Now I suppose we’re all going to be arrested?”

Dick shook his head.

“I don’t think so,” he said.

He had seen on the table, where either Henry or the girl had laid it, a replica of that peculiar instrument, the vacuum pump. Evidently it had done its work well.

Henry saw him looking, and smiled broadly.

“Yes, the safe was on the outside of the house,” he said, “and a most ingenious idea, because it couldn’t very well be burgled. Do you realise that? I thought it might be, when I searched the records of the borough council and found that the late Mr. Derrick had petitioned for a powerful street lamp to be placed opposite his house, and had even offered to defray the cost — which in a gentleman of his peculiar temperament was a remarkable offer.”

He still fondled the little red book.

“Have you any idea where Mr. Walter Derrick is to be found?” he asked politely.

Dick gave the name of the hotel.

“It is only right,” said Henry, “that we should give an explanation for the liberties we have taken from time to time. By the way, I wonder if the officers would object to our Mr. Cornfort joining us? There is a young lady with him whom I should naturally like to see.”

“I have already sent for your daughter and for Mr. Cornfort,” said Dick. “I should like that book.”

Henry handed over the red-covered autograph book without protest.

“Once the outer wall was moved, the safe presented no difficulty. It was, in fact, unlocked, the lock being “ — he took the vacuum pump from the table and showed the steel lever in the centre— “this. That had to be pressed into a microscopic hole — it was terribly difficult to find it in the dark — as far as the screw would allow. The vacuum pump then became a door-handle.”

“How did you find the needle hole in the wall?” asked Dick.

Henry was almost apologetic as he explained.

“By telescopic photography — and skilful enlargement. It was very simple. The safe in the outer wall was, as I said, a most ingenious idea. By the way, Mr. Staines, there is a very large quantity of paper money in that — er — receptacle, and I think it would be advisable if your officer removed it to a more secure place.”

He was still speaking when Cornfort limped into the room, followed by Tommy and the girl. It was the first time Dick had seen Mary and her sister together. For his own part, he could never have fallen into the error that was Tommy’s.

“You’re the night nurse, aren’t you?”

The girl nodded.

“Jane de Villiers?”

Jane de Villiers smiled and looked timidly at the gaping young man by her side. Tommy was staring from one girl to the other. The same eyes, the same turn of eyebrows, almost the same colour of hair; Mary de Villiers was, if anything, a little fairer.

“By gosh!” he spluttered. “I mean to say…!”

“You mean to say you’re rather astonished, Tommy.” There was a smile in Mary’s eyes. “For my own part, I’m fearfully disappointed that Detective-Inspector Richard Staines hasn’t collapsed on the floor!” She addressed Dick pleadingly. “Don’t tell me you knew?”

“Yes, I knew.”

“But how?”

In spite of the tenseness of that moment, in a situation that might be fraught with so much danger to herself and those she loved, feminine curiosity was paramount to all other issues.

“You never saw us together — poor Jane has lived a life of terror for months. She never went out except when I was away. How did you know?” she challenged.

Dick was looking at her steadily.

“Do you ask that question seriously?”

She half nodded, as though she were afraid to be told.

“Then I’ll tell you — some other time! The only information I can give you now is that, when a woman says things to me on a railway platform, and immediately afterwards I hear she is engaged to somebody else, I believe—”

“I think we’ll discuss that some other time,” she said hastily. Her pale face had gone pink. “You know my father?” She nodded to Henry.

He looked at Henry and laughed.

“Yes, I know him pretty well. His name is Henry de Villiers; he is the head of the de Villiers Detective Agency in Capetown.”

“And Johannesburg,” murmured Henry. “We have also branches at Durban, Pretoria, and Kimberley. Are you going to look at the book? There is somebody here rather interested.”

At the sight of the red-covered book Mr. Cornfort had sunk limply into a chair, but now he stood up and extended a shaking hand to take the book from Dick.

He turned the leaves rapidly, and presently stopped. On this page there were four rows of fingerprints, one under the other, and he pointed to the third. In the crabbed, angular handwriting of old Derrick was written:

“My son Walter, born on the 3rd of January, 1897.”

“Whose fingerprints are those?” asked Dick.

“Mine,” said Cornfort in a voice that was scarcely above a whisper.
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It was at that moment that a police officer burst into the room.

“I think they’ve settled Minns,” he said. Mary uttered an exclamation of horror.

“Daddy…that was the way he went!”

“Where is he?” asked Dick.

“He’s in the kitchen next door. I think he’s been shot.”

In a minute Dick was by the wounded man’s side. Minns lay on his back. He was unconscious, and his coat was soddened with blood.

“Let me see, please.”

It was Mary. She knelt by the man, removed his coat and vest and made a quick examination of the wound.

“I don’t think it is really bad. Will you get one of your people to ring for the ambulance?”

With quick, skilful fingers she bandaged the wound, and Dick, watching her, realised that he was seeing a repetition of the scene that had been enacted on the night Lordy Brown had been found in the room upstairs.

“But how did this happen?”

“If you look at the pantry I think you’ll understand,” she said in a low voice.

Dick went into the inner room adjoining the kitchen, which, though it was designated with the name of pantry, was, in fact, a small bed-sitting-room. It was plainly furnished, and Dick saw that the bed, which ordinarily must have stood in the corner, was drawn to the centre of the room. The carpet had been rolled away and a small aperture showed in the stone floor. He put down the light of his lamp and saw that the butler’s pantry was immediately above Derrick’s wine cellar.

There must have been a time when the cellar was common to both houses. He remembered now that there was no basement to Tommy’s residence, a circumstance which struck him as peculiar when the fact was first brought to his notice.

While he was making his inspection the girl joined him. “That is the way we came in,” she said. “Minns let us through your house quite a number of times.”

At his questioning look she shook her head.

“No, we only once used that underground passage. Poor Minns!”

“But why on earth—”

“He knew Mr. Walter Derrick,” she said quietly. “They were once fellow servants in Capetown.”

Then Dick remembered the butler’s confidence.

“Walter Derrick is really our friend upstairs,” she went on. “You call him ‘Cornfort.’ The other Walter Derrick—”

“Is Herman Lavinski,” said Dick. “I guessed that. I was certain of it tonight when I found him at the door after he had made his quick shoot up.’ We’re stupid fellows, both of us: myself for not arresting him, and he for imagining that I hadn’t noticed that there were no wet footsteps on either step. It said as plainly as though it had been printed that he had not been out in the rain, and therefore could not have come in from the rain!”

There was another casualty besides Minns, he learned immediately afterwards. At the first faint sound of shooting the detectives in the mews had closed towards the garage door. Immediately after they did so the wicket door had opened and an excited voice had called them inside. Two men had hardly dashed through the opening before the door was closed upon them. Whilst one was searching for the bolt that unfastened the gate, they heard the sound of the machine moving.

At the end of the mews was a third officer, who had attempted to bar the way, and had been knocked sprawling for his pains.

“Walter is not at his hotel, of course. There is only one chance of catching him before he does a little more mischief, and that is to ‘phone the Sussex police.”

“Do you think he’ll make for Keyley?” nodded Mary. “So do I I I have an idea he has everything planned. I’ve seen him twice creeping in a large motorboat, but I’ve never been able to trace where he keeps it.”.

And then Dick asked a question that had been puzzling, him ever since he had come into the case.

“Why on earth didn’t you go to the police right away?”

She shook her head.

“That question is very easily answered. It was the one thing we couldn’t do, although we could do it now. You don’t realise that Mr. Cornfort, as you call him, is an escaped convict. He was under life sentence in Rhodesia for murder.”

Dick was staggered.

“But, my dear girl,” he said at last, “he must be rearrested.”

“I think that is inevitable,” replied this amazing girl.

The Sussex police were difficult to reach, and when they had spent three-quarters of an hour in getting through to the proper authority (there are two divisions to Sussex, and either would have been the wrong one) they learned that Keyley was not in the Sussex area. It was, in point of fact, in Surrey.

“We shall waste another hour before we reach the Surrey people,” said Dick; “we will go on to Keyley.”

By this time Bourke had arrived. The big man seemed singularly unimpressed when he learnt of what had happened.

“We shall want a fast car—” began Dick.

“I have it on the corner,” said Mary. “My dear boy, how do you imagine I got to Brighton from Lowndes Square three minutes ahead of Tommy and you, and how do you suppose I’ve beaten your train time and time again?”

“Who drives?” asked Dick, and she smiled.

He had never moved so fast in his life as he moved that night. Mary sat at the wheel, her eyes fixed on the road ahead. The country seemed to fly past them. Once Dick stirred uneasily, but Henry’s voice reassured him.

“My daughter is rather a good driver,” he said.

“She has won three endurance trials in Africa.”

In an incredibly short space of time they came to the lodge gates of Keyley, and Dick heaved a sigh of relief, for the last two miles of the journey had been made with the aid of the dimmest of headlights.

“Anyway, he would have heard us,” she said as they got down.

The three plainclothes officers who also occupied the car were volubly thankful that their perilous journey was over. Silently and in single file they passed up the dark drive to the house, keeping close to the hedges that fringed the gravel path. There was no light in the house and no sign or evidence that it was occupied.

Dick was in no doubt that the man was here. He had stopped to examine the gravel on the path with the aid of his lamp, and had seen fresh wheel-tracks. Drawn up near the portico they found the car, its lights extinguished, its radiator still burning hot.

Then, as they stood talking in low tones, a light appeared simultaneously behind three shaded windows on the ground floor. The drawingroom, Dick noted mentally, and waited. Another light glowed in the semicircular transom above the front door. Dick waited, and saw the door open slowly.

Mr. ‘Walter Derrick’ stood on the doorstep. He was in his shirtsleeves. One hand was heavily bandaged.

“Come in, please.”

He was the jovial Walter that Dick had known the day he was introduced at Brighton.

“I saw your lights and I heard your engine. Have you got the decrepit Mr. Cornfort with you? You haven’t? What a pity! Do I see Miss Mary Dane, or Miss Mary de Villiers? And my dear old friend, Henry, the chairman!”

He turned his back upon his visitors and walked ahead of them into the drawingroom.

“That pistol is quite unnecessary, de Villiers,” he said with a portentous smile, but that admonition had no effect upon Henry. His long-barrelled automatic covered the man.

“Now I suppose you’re going to arrest me? On what charge?”

He asked the question quite casually, as though it were a subject which barely interested him.

“Murder without a doubt will be one charge,” said Dick. “There is also a charge of fraudulent impersonation, but I think we shall have you on the murder.”

Derrick shrugged his broad shoulders.

“A blackmailer and a poor simpleton. An unworthy cause for an execution. There I fear you will have a difficulty, Inspector. If I am a murderer must I also be a bungler? I could have got you two or three times, Henry — apparently you credit me with a taste for the spectacular? The bomb — I presume you suspect me of that — would certainly’ have been an excellent way of disposing of an unpleasant little party. Do you mind shutting the door? There’s a draught.”

One of the detectives, at a signal from Dick, closed the door. Another, Dick placed on the far side of the room near the windows.

“I am unarmed. As I say, de Villiers, this is sheer melodrama,” said Derrick, glancing at the South African’s automatic. “What happens now?”

Something had already happened to the man. He seemed to be in pain. His face was haggard, and his geniality was perhaps the hardest pose he had ever assumed.

“Are you hurt?”

‘Derrick’ shook his head.

“Nothing very much,” he said airily. “What shall I get for all this? Seven years? After all, impersonation is a very small thing.”

“I shall want you for the murder of Lordy Brown,” said Dick, and the man smiled.

“No human eye ever saw me kill Lordy or any other kind of Brown,” he said. “The fellow was a burglar in my house, he was armed. I had every justification for killing him, even suppose I shot him. I am going to suggest that you have no evidence that I killed Brown. I am also going to suggest that your friend Mr. Henry de Villiers and his daughter were also in the house that night and might be as guilty as I. I am sufficiently well acquainted with the law, Inspector Staines, to know that you haven’t got sufficient evidence to hang a cat.”

Dick knew this equally well.

“I salute you as my benefactor!” Derrick flashed a grin in Dick’s direction. “That shot of yours did me a marvellous service. I note that you are a little baffled by my statement, but you will understand later. Have you any other charge to lay against me? Bomb-throwing — that you cannot prove. I simply state that I was not the culprit.”

“There is one other little matter, Mr. Herman Lavinski,” said Dick quietly, “and that is the Slough murder — a cashier shot in cold blood and his money stolen. There was a thumbprint on that pistol. A week after the killing you sailed for South Africa in the name of Cleave.”

Again that crooked smile.

“Where is the proof against me there?”

“The proof is easily supplied — a print of your thumb will be quite sufficient evidence to convict you.” The man was still smiling, and then slowly he unwrapped the bloody bandage from his hand.

“A lucky shot for me,” he said, and Dick looked and winced.

His chance bullet had removed all proof.
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Nobody has ever described the scene which followed the real Walter Derrick’s discovery that his father had married again. The quarrel was a bitter one; there was money behind it, for Walter was extravagant. This extravagance had a curious cause. He had the same experimental mind as his father, but his pet experiments cost money, since they were devoted to the study of metallurgy, and particularly to gold recovery. He left his father’s house never to see him again, and sailed for South Africa in the steerage. A year’s wandering brought him to the Tanganyika area and to the most extraordinary adventure.

For eighteen months he prospected, living summer and winter in a tent, scraping enough from the ground to pay his ‘boys,’ and replace the horses that died like flies. And then chance brought him into the company of a wanderer who had sought this thinly populated region for quite another reason.

‘Joe Cleave’ this man called himself, and he made an agreeable companion. He was at first taciturn, a little nervous, and Walter Derrick had the uncomfortable impression, for no particular reason, that he was a fugitive from justice, but in his wanderings through Northern Rhodesia he had met several men into whose antecedents it was undesirable to pry.

Cleave was down on his luck, and once hinted that the Capetown police wanted him, probably for the robbery of silver for which Minns had been held responsible. This was one of the peculiarities of the man: it seemed that time and time again he escaped the processes of justice by the simple method of leading suspicion to innocent men. He was a murderer, a thief, a hold-up man, and, above all, a deadly gunfighter.

He knew something about gold-digging, and apparently had been in Johannesburg for a period, and once spoke vaguely of the platinum mines in the Caucasus. Derrick discovered that he had a knowledge of several languages; but he did not allow his suspicions to interfere with the amity of his daily intercourse.

The two men came upon a patch of alluvial ground which promised to make them rich. Three months later led to a disillusionment. The gold which had been plentiful in the first washings petered out to nothing, and they were thinking of breaking up their camp and going their several ways, when Walter, ranging the veldt in search of food, was attacked by an old lion. He succeeded in driving the animal off, but not until he had been badly mauled in the calf, an injury which led to a permanent limp, a peculiar coincidence since his father was similarly afflicted. It was true that Lordy Brown had come to his aid and carried him back to camp. It was also true that Lordy had disappeared after three or four days, taking with him a small bag of gold that the two men had accumulated with such labour.

Derrick became seriously ill from his wound and delirious. It is probable that during this period of time he divulged his identity and told the interested criminal who was his companion the story of his father. It was certain that, whilst he was ill, letters to Derrick found their way into the camp, and one was undoubtedly from the old man. He had almost lost his sight, could scarcely hear, and, feeling the hand of Death upon him, sought a reconciliation with his only son. That this letter was read by Cleave admits of no doubt. It was whilst he was waiting for his companion to die that his scheme took shape.

He left the camp one night, believing his friend to be in extremis
 , and carrying with him as much of Derrick’s goods as he could travel. He had a long tramp before him, and he needed money not only to get to the coast, but to make some sort of appearance in England. The ground had to be reconnoitred. He had to discover something about the old man, and mostly he had to be sure that, though Walter had babbled to him that he had no friends, this was substantially correct.

In this dilemma he reached the outskirts of a mining camp and found a prospector lying drunk by the side of the road. There was nobody in sight, and Cleave searched his pockets and was well rewarded, for the man had recently sold a number of claims to a Tanganyika syndicate. He was making his getaway when the drunkard became dimly aware of what had happened. The first intimation he had that his man was alive and alert was a pistol bullet that zipped past his head. He shot back, dropping the man in his tracks. But he had not realised that he was as near the little township as he was and that there were scores of people within earshot. He had hardly reached the cover of a wood before he was under heavy fire. He ran through the wood with his pursuers on his heels and flew in the only direction of which he was perfectly sure, towards the camp where he had left his dying friend.

With the fleetest of his pursuers not a hundred yards away he came panting into the tent and found Walter Derrick sitting up on the side of his bed fully dressed.

Derrick had no recollection of what happened. When he became conscious he was lying in the prison hospital on a charge of murder and robbery. A pistol was in his hand when the pursuers came up, there were two exploded shells, there was the booty that had been taken from the murdered man lying on the bed. Nobody had seen the face of the murderer…

Half-dazed, Walter Derrick found himself in a hot, stuffy court listening to a death sentence. He had been charged in the name of Cleave, a name that he accepted. He himself half believed that in his delirium he had been guilty of the crime, and wished to save his father’s name from this ignominy.

It was in the second year of his imprisonment (the death sentence was commuted) that he began to piece together, the fragments of recollection. He learnt, too, why he was called Cleave. On being asked his name on his arrest that was the one he gave. Probably he was calling for his lost companion, but the local sheriff seemed quite unaware that he had had a companion with him. In the meantime Cleave had made his way to the coast, leaving behind him a trail of burgled stores.

In Capetown he disappeared. Two years passed in the Central Prison, and then the real Walter Derrick gradually built up the shattered pieces of recollection. He was allowed newspapers (he spent a great deal of his time in hospital), and one day he read of his father’s death in a newspaper, and underneath a photograph the caption: “Mr. Walter Derrick, who inherits an enormous fortune by the death of his late father.”

He recognised the photograph instantly. It was Cleave. And then the whole dastardly plot became clear. He was in prison. It was impossible to prove his innocence. He tried to interest the prison doctor and the chaplain. The first was frankly amused and the second was maddeningly soothing, for in the gaol he was regarded as being a little crazy.. Indeed, it was this suspicion of madness which had saved him from the gallows.

For three months he plotted and planned. One stormy night, when the thunder did not cease and the lightning flickered incessantly, he dropped over the prison wall and made his way into the wilderness. It took him five months to reach Capetown, a hundred and fifty-three days of privation and terror. He was half mad, wholly exhausted, when one night he found his way into a beautiful Rondebosch garden and fell on the step of the only man who could help him.

It was Mary Dane who found him. She had been a nurse in a Capetown hospital and had recently left her profession to help her father in his rapidly growing business.

De Villiers was the greatest detective that South Africa had produced. Originally a detective-inspector in Kimberley, he had left the police force and opened his agency when his girls were young children. They carried the unconscious man to a bed, and Henry de Villiers would have rung for an ambulance to send him to the local hospital, but Mary intervened.

Four days later, a weak and desperate man told Henry de Villiers the story, told him everything, including the tale of his prison breaking. De Villiers was at first sceptical, but Mary Dane with her quick woman’s intuition was assured that this wild wanderer spoke the truth. There was only one proof of his identity, and there was slender hope of securing this — the family book. He knew his father had it, knew dimly there was a concealed safe in the house, and that in the safe the old man kept such intimate documents as he possessed.

If the spurious Walter Derrick had found the secret hiding-place there was no hope. De Villiers considered the story and made a few inquiries through a London agent. He himself went to the scene of the crime, questioned local natives, and discovered that Cleave had had an existence. He traced the murderer’s progress southward, he checked dates, and then one evening:

“I’m taking a chance with you, Derrick. The doctor’s told me to go on a holiday and I think this is the kind of holiday I want. It’s going to cost me five thousand pounds and it will probably land us all in gaol. My fee will be fifty thousand pounds if we succeed, nothing if we fail.”

In a most businesslike manner a remarkable document to this effect was completed. They came to England, and it was Mary who suggested the yellow bath chair. It would keep Derrick out of sight, and give these four people an excuse to be together. Jane, who was a year younger than her sister, was the night nurse, and it was Mary who designed her for a double.

“She was my everlasting alibi. Whenever I was likely to be seen in London, I made absolutely sure that she should be seen somewhere fifty miles away. It was she who danced at the Brighton ball — I took her place ten minutes before you arrived. Poor Jane! She loathed it. She is naturally nervous, and then the awful girl complicated matters by falling in love with Tommy! Oh yes, it was her ring I was wearing. That is why Tommy’s fiancée was so affectionate by night and so cold by day. I like Tommy, but I hate being pawed by him! Poor dear, he was very hurt! I don’t know’ when Lavinski began to suspect we knew him — I rather fancy until somebody told him about the family book—”

“Old Inspector Endred was the culprit,” said Dirk.

She Nodded.

“Even before then, perhaps? He may have recognised the real Derrick in the bath chair. He may have cabled to South Africa to ask for information about de Villiers. Probably Lordy Brown told him.”

“You found Lordy Brown?”

She nodded again.

“He died soon after we got him to the house. When I heard him groan I was terrified. We did all we could to make him a little happy. He recognised me, of course, and asked me to send the money he had in his pocket to his wife, but he refused to tell me who had shot him. He had the old criminal’s code of ‘never tell.’ Daddy asked him twice to make a statement, but he refused. So far as I could gather, there had been a quarrel; and I am sure, though Lordy did not tell us, that he was asked to come secretly to the house, where Lavinski was waiting for him, perhaps to bribe him to silence. When did you guess?” she asked.

“I half guessed,” said Dick, “when Lavinski did not know that his father limped. On his return the old man must have been bedridden. He used to do all his business in what I call the office room, which I believe must have been the room where he had his clandestine meetings and his secret wife. And Lavinski knew nothing about her! That was the second jar to me. He invented her name, ‘Miss Constable,’ on the spur of the moment.”

“What will happen to him?” asked Mary after a pause.

Dick shook his head.

“I don’t know. It is going to be terribly difficult to convict him. The Public Prosecutor will not allow the charge of murder to go through; he thinks the jury would fail to convict, and after that we could not, of course, make any other charge. He will probably get a lifer.”

She shivered.

“All my childhood has been spent in this atmosphere of detection, and I suppose I must expect it to continue all my life. And, Dick, that idea of our being married together, you and I and Tommy and Jane — we’ve got to give it up! Tommy won’t hear of it. He’s scared to death he’ll get me by mistake!”


The End
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Lady’s Stairs was a crazy wooden house overlooking and overhanging the creek between canal and river. You saw it from the lock that marked the place where canal ended and the broad, muddy estuary began, a sagging barn of a place, supported on huge wooden piles, with a dingy facade which had once been painted white, and then not painted again. It was streaked and blurred by nature to strange neutral shades that would have rendered it invisible but for the fact that it was wedged between a high warehouse on the one side and the barrel-roof of an ironworks on the other. Beneath the main rooms the creek ran, rising to within a few feet of Li Yoseph’s sittingroom in flood-time.

Lady’s Stairs, whence it took its name, has vanished. Once this dark and oily waste had been a pleasant backwater to the Thames, and there was still evidence of its onetime pastoral character. Stock Gardens was a slum that ran parallel with the canal; Lavender Lane and Lordhouse Road were no less unsavoury; and where the tenements raised their ugly heads, and the squeals of playing children sounded night and day, was still called The Meadows.

Li Yoseph used to sit in his little room and watch the colliers tie up at Brands Wharf at high tide, and see the barges towed slowly towards the lock. He found cause for satisfaction that, by craning his neck through the window, he could also see the big Dutch steamers that went down Thames River to the sea.

The police had nothing against Li Yoseph. They knew him to be a fence and a smuggler, but they had no positive evidence, and did not expect to find more on this fatal visit of theirs than they had upon previous visits.

All the neighbourhood thought Li was rich, and knew for certain that he was mad.

He had a habit of holding lengthy conversations with invisible friends. As he shuffled through the streets, a strange-looking creature with his big yellow face as hairless as a child’s, yet wrinkled and creased into a thousand crisscrossing lines, he would be talking and gesticulating and smiling dreadfully to his unseen companions. Mostly he spoke in a foreign language which was believed to be German, but was in fact Russian. He confessed to an acquaintance with fairies — good fairies and bad; he saw and conversed with dead men, who told him the strangest tales of unknown worlds. And he was a seer, for he foresaw the future surprisingly.

He was walking about the sloping floor of his room overlooking the creek, mumbling and muttering to himself. It was a strangely lofty room, and in the light of three candles, which served to accentuate the darkness of the apartment, was a place of terrifying shadows. The walls, which had once been limewashed, were streaked yellow and green, and in wet weather the roof leaked, and little streams of moisture appeared on the walls. This was his livingroom — he slept in a big cupboard, which had only this advantage, that it was in the one part of the house that was over dry land.

But the bigger apartment was office, store and recreation-room. Here he interviewed Dutch, German and French sailors who came rowing softly up the creek at high tide, and, steering their little boats through a maze of green piles that held up the overhanging outthrust of the house, moored at last at the foot of the crazy ladder, down which the old man would climb and chaffer for certain articles they brought to him.

It was quite dark beneath the house, even in the daytime the forest of props and piles letting in the faintest twilight. Only at certain times could these water-borne negotiators come, for when the tide dropped there was nothing below but mud, the depth of two men — thick, watery mud, that moved all the while in great unease as though beneath its blanket some silurian monster was turning in his sleep.

Old Li always had a boat tied up here, fitted with a little motor which he had learned to work. In this he made infrequent excursions on to the river itself. He was contemplating some such trip that night; twice he had rolled up the discoloured square of carpet, pulled open the trapdoor which the carpet covered, and, grunting and muttering, had gone down the rungs of the ladder, depositing something in the boat, which lay on its side in the mud. At last his work was finished, and he could devote his time to the shadowy host which peopled the room.

He talked to them, always in Russian, joked with them, rubbed his hands and chuckled at the amazing wit of their repartee. They had been whispering a thing all day — to a normal man a dreadful thing that would have made him cringe in fear. But for once Li did not believe the ghosts.

A bell clanged, and he shuffled out of the room, down the steep stairs, to a little side door.

“Who is it?” he asked.

He heard the low reply, and turned the key.

“You have come early or late — I don’t know which.” Li had a deep, husky voice, with only a trace of a foreign accent.

Closing and locking the door behind him, he followed his visitor up the stairs.

“Here there is no time,” he chuckled hoarsely. “Days or nights, I do not know them. There is high tide, when I must make business very quickly, and low tide, when I may sit and talk to my beautiful little friends.” He kissed his hand to a dark corner, and Mark McGill snarled round on him.

“Cut that out — you and your damned ghosts! His sister’s coming here tonight.”

“His?”

The yellow-faced man peered at him. “Ronnie Perryman’s — she’s come over from Paris.” Li Yoseph gaped at the visitor, but asked no questions of the big man.

There was something about Mark McGill that inhibited a request for confidence. He was a commanding man, broad of shoulder. His coarse features had a certain handsomeness; yet the terror he inspired in his many subordinates had its origin less in its patent strength or the brutality of his big hands than in a pair of the palest blue eyes that aver stared from the face of man.

He rolled his half-smoked cigar from one corner of his mouth to the other, walked into the recess where Li had his bed, and eyed the darkening waters thoughtfully,

“High tide in an hour.” He was speaking half to himself.

Li Yoseph, watching him as a cat would a mouse, saw him lift a violin from the bed.

“Been playing your fiddle all day, I’ll bet — have the police been here again?” The Jew shook his head.

“No more questions about Ronnie? Well, she’ll ask you some. I tried to keep her away. You know what you’re going to tell her, don’t you?”

A pause; slowly he nodded.

“He was kilt — by the p’lice. They caught him in a boat wit’ something he find in the ship. So they say ‘where you get this?’ an’ they beat him so he fell in the river and died”

“Good for you.” Mark bent his head and listened. “That’s Tiser and the girl — bring ’em up.”

Li went noiselessly down the stairs. He came back, leading the way; Tiser followed — a twittering, nervous man with a big-toothed smile. His brow was perennially moist, his shining black hat and neat black tie added to his repulsiveness. Ann Perryman disliked him from the moment she saw him at the station — a clammy man, whose everlasting smile was an offence.

She came slowly into the room, paused for a second, and in that period of time took in, without perceptible emotion, the squalor of the place in which she found herself. Her eyes rested for the space of a few seconds upon Mark, and he grew strangely uncomfortable under her scrutiny.

She was a straight, neat figure of a girl. In some lights her hair was a deep gold, in others you saw a reddish tinge that almost changed her appearance. She had a high, wide forehead from which the hair was brushed back, and that gave her a certain old-fashionedness. She was straight-backed, held herself rather stiffly, and conveyed by this very poise her aloofness. She was not easily approached; men found her rather coldly austere, and said she was deficient in humour because she could not appreciate theirs. Her grey eyes, set wide apart, could be very hard. Ronnie had known how soft they could be, but Ronnie was dead and no other man had seen love shining there.

Ann Perryman had the stuff of martyrs in her; intellectually and spiritually she was made for grand experiences. Her will was inflexible, her courage sublime.

So this was Ann Perryman! He had never seen her before, and was struck dumb by her unexpected loveliness.

She put out a cold hand and he took it, held it for a second and then released his grip. He hardly knew where to begin.

“Tiser has told you, of course?”

She nodded gravely.

“I saw the account a fortnight ago. I am teaching in a school in Paris, and one has the English papers. But I didn’t know that” — she hesitated— “Ronnie went under an assumed name.”

She said this in a quiet, even, conversational tone.

“I might have told you before,” said Mark, “but I thought I would wait till everything was over before I broke the news.”

There was so much sympathy in his voice that Mr. Tiser, whose restless eyes had been roving the apartment, brought them back to his confederate with a stare of genuine amazement. Mark was really wonderful!

“It was rather a difficult situation,” Mark went on in the low, strained voice of one who is telling an unpleasant story. “You see, if Ronnie was breaking the law, so was I. One naturally hesitates to incriminate oneself.”

She inclined her head at this.

“Of course, I know Ronnie wasn’t—” She hesitated. “He has been rather unfortunate all his life, poor darling! Where was he found?”

Mark pointed towards the creek.

“I’m going to be frank with you. Miss Perryman. Your poor brother and I were smugglers. I suppose it’s very reprehensible, and I’m not excusing myself: I’m being perfectly candid with you. The police were keen to trap us, and I think they regarded Ronnie as rather a weak vessel, and I happen to know that they had made several overtures to him — they hoped to induce him to betray the organisation. That sounds highly melodramatic, but it is the truth.”

She looked from him to Tiser. The old Jew had crept behind the curtains of his recess.

“Mr. Tiser has told me that the police murdered Ronnie — it is incredible!”

Mark shrugged his shoulders.

“There’s nothing incredible about the London police,” he said dryly. “I don’t say they intended killing him, but they certainly beat him up. They must have caught him coming back in a boat from one of the ships that bring the contraband to us, and either he got a blow that knocked him overboard or else he was deliberately thrown into the water when they found how badly they had injured him.”

She nodded again.

“Inspector Bradley?” she asked.

“That’s the man. He always hated Ronnie. Bradley is one of these clever Scotland Yard men who have acquired a little education and an inferiority complex.”

From behind the drawn curtains of the recess came a thin wail of sound. Mark started round with a snarl, but the girl’s hand dropped on his arm. By a gesture she silenced him.

From the recess came the sweet, melancholy cadence of Tosti’s “Adieu.”

“Who is it?” she asked in a low voice.

Mark shrugged his shoulders impatiently.

“It’s the Jew — Li Yoseph. I want you to see him.”

“Li Yoseph? The man who saw Ronnie killed?”

Mr. Tiser found his voice.

“From a distance, my dear young lady,” he twittered. “Nothing definite was seen; I think I explained that. Our dear friend merely saw the police officers struggling with our dear departed comrade—”

Mark’s cold eyes fixed him.

“That will do, Tiser,” he said. “Ask Li Yoseph to come out.”

The music ceased. She became suddenly aware of a curious presence. Li Yoseph came forward, his shoulders stooped, looking at her from under his brows, his long hands rubbing over one another. He was a terrifying figure; her first sensation was one of revulsion.

“This is Miss Perryman, Ronnie’s sister.”

The Jew’s face twisted in a little grimace.

“I haf just been speaking to him,” he said. His voice was singularly low and melodious, except for the gutturals which occurred at rare intervals.

The girl stared at him.

“You’ve been speaking to him?”

“Don’t take any notice of Li.” Mark’s voice was sharp, almost peremptory. “He’s a little… “ He touched his head significantly. “Sees ghosts and things.”

“And things,” repeated the Jew, his eyes opening wider and wider. “Queer t’ings, t’ings no man sees but me — Li Yoseph!”

She saw his face crease into a grotesque smile. He was looking at something that stood between them.

“So you are there!” he said softly. “Ah, you would come, of course, my leetle Freda.”

He stooped and patted the head of an invisible child and chuckled.

“You been goot girl since you was drowned in canal, eh? Ach! you look so happy—”

“Shut up, Yoseph,” interrupted Mark roughly. “You’re frightening the lady.”

“He does not frighten me,” said Ann steadily. Li Yoseph was walking back to his little room, his shoulders shaking with laughter. “Is he often like this?”

“Always,” said Mark, and added quickly: “But he’s perfectly sane in all other respects. Yoseph, don’t go away! I want you to tell this lady what you saw.”

Li Yoseph came slowly back till he was within a few paces of the girl. His hands were clasped at his breast; it was almost a gesture of prayer.

“I tell you what I see.” His tone had become suddenly mechanical. “First de boat mit Ronnie, she pull from the sheep. And den Ronnie he pull and pull, and den de police launch she op-kom. Den I see dey light and dey fight, and I hear de splash in de water, and presently Mr. Bradley’s voice I hear… ‘We got him; say nodings about it.’”

All the time he was speaking he was looking at her, and she almost thought she saw in his eyes a mild defiance, as though he were primed for the challenge to his story which she might offer at any moment.

“You saw this?”

He bowed his head, and she turned to Mark.

“Why wasn’t a charge laid against these men? Why did they allow it to go under the cases of ‘Murder against some person or persons unknown’? Are the police in this country sacrosanct? Can they commit with impunity any crime… murder and never be charged?”

For the first time he realised something of the volcano that was smouldering in her heart. Ann’s voice was vibrant, almost electrifying.

“Bradley — who is Bradley? He is the man you were speaking about. I shall remember him.”

She looked at the old man again. He stood with closed eyes, his hands still clasped, swaying to and fro.

“Did he make a complaint to the police?”

Mark smiled.

“What is the use? You’ve got to understand, Miss Perryman, that the police are a law unto themselves, not only in this but in every other country. I could tell you stories of what happened in New York—”

“I don’t want to know what happened in New York.” She was a little breathless. “Will you tell me this: is this man to be relied upon?” She nodded to the Jew.

“Absolutely.” Mark was emphatic.

“Absolutely, my dear young lady!” said Mr. Tiser, too long held outside the circle of conversation. “I ran assure you he is a highly respectable man. His unfortunate origin is, of course, all against him. But why should we despise Jews? Was not Moses a Jew? Was not Solomon, the wisest of all ages, and that same interesting—”

He met Mark’s eye and passed through an incoherent stage to silence.

She stood for a moment, her head bent, her finger at her lips, her wide forehead wrinkled in a frown. Mark had offered her a chair, but this she had ignored. He waited for her to speak.

“What did Ronnie do for you?” she asked at last. “You can tell me everything, Mr. McGill, he has often spoken to me about you and I gathered that you were engaged in something… illegal. I suppose I’ve got a curious moral outlook, but I’m not so shocked now as I was then. Was he valuable to you? And is his loss a very… serious one?”

McGill did not answer instantly. He was turning over in his mind just what lay behind that question.

“Yes,” he said at length, “he was almost indispensable. He was the type of boy who could go about the country without creating suspicion. He was a marvellous car-driver, and that was extraordinarily useful, for just now the police have a Flying Squad — Bradley is at the head of it — which needs considerable evasion. Ronnie used to collect the stuff we smuggled, sometimes distribute it — and I trusted him. Why do you ask?”

“I was wondering,” she said. “This man Bradley, what is he like?”

Before Mark could answer, she heard a little chuckle of laughter and spun round.

A man was standing by the door; how long he had been there she could not tell. Long enough to settle himself, for he was leaning lazily against the doorpost. His soft felt hat was pulled rakishly down over one eye, and though the night was chilly he wore no overcoat. A tall, slim-built man, with a long, good-humoured face and sleepy eyes that were regarding her now with amused interest.

“I shouldn’t be surprised if this was Miss Perryman,” he said, straightening himself and taking off his hat leisurely. “I don’t know whether you feel you’d like to introduce me. Mark?”

Mark stiffened.

“My name is McGill,” he said harshly.

“Sensation,” said the other sardonically. “It’s been McGill all your life.”

And then the humour went out of his face and left it a little sad-looking, as he lounged across to where the girl was standing. She knew him instinctively, and the eyes that met his were like steel.

“I’m terribly sorry you’ve had all this trouble, Miss Perryman,” he said. “I wish I knew the man who killed your brother.”

He bit his nether lip, a trick of his, and looked thoughtfully at Mark.

“I did my best to keep Ronnie out of bad company.”

He paused, as if inviting an answer, but she did not reply, and his eyes began to rove around the apartment.

“Where’s that musical spiritualist?” he asked. “Hallo, Li! I see you’ve got company.”

Li Yoseph came fawning forward, his yellow face tense and alert; shot one quick glance at the detective — a strange glance, thought Mark, and watched Bradley; but that man’s face was inscrutable.

“I wonder why they brought you down here?”

He spoke to Ann, but was looking at Tiser, and in his agitation that oily man’s eyes were blinking with extraordinary rapidity.

“They haven’t been trying to stuff you with that I story about the police killing your brother, have they? I should imagine you’re just a little too intelligent to accept that kind of fairy-tale. Your brother was killed on land and left in the river.”

Again he paused; he saw the tightening of her lips and realised that she was not convinced.

“Do you want anything?” demanded Mark aggressively.

Inspector Bradley’s eyebrows rose.

“Pardon me,” he said with exaggerated politeness. “I didn’t know you’d taken over Li Yoseph’s establishment and were acting as host. I shall be at the Yard tonight between ten and two.”

A chill passed down the spine of Mark McGill. To whom were those words addressed? Not to him; not to Ann Perryman; certainly not to Mr. Tiser. Why had Bradley called? Mark knew him well enough to realise that he would never have come had he known Ann Perryman was there. He had called to see Li! And the reminder that he would be at Scotland Yard was also addressed to Li.

He turned and loafed towards the door, swinging his soft-brimmed hat. On the landing which was immediately outside the door he turned and waved a cheery farewell.

“I’d like to have a little chat with you. Miss — er — Perryman. Perhaps I could call at your hotel tomorrow?”

She did not answer him. The eyes fixed on his were heavy with hate and loathing — Inspector Bradley was too sensitive a man to make any mistake about that.

They heard his footsteps going down the uncarpeted stairs, and the slam of the door. Mark turned to Tiser, showing his teeth.

“You left that door open, you—” He checked himself. “Go down and see that it’s closed now, and locked. And stay at the bottom of the stairs till I call you up.”

He banged the door after the man and left him to flounder down in the dark; then he came back to where Ann was standing.

“That was Bradley?” she said in a low voice.

“That was Bradley,” he replied grimly. “The clever Alec of Scotland Yard. What do you think of him?”

She dropped her eyes to the ground and considered this question.

“Who is taking Ronnie’s place in your — organisation?” she asked.

Mark threw out his hands.

“Who could take his place? That kind of man isn’t found very easily.”

“I could.”

His mouth opened in shocked surprise. “You?” incredulously. She nodded.

“Yes, I. I drive a car quite as well as poor dear Ronnie.”

He was staggered, momentarily thrown out of control. He had expected to meet a weakling dependent who would need a little help for her immediate wants. But for the desire to convince Ronnie’s one relative, and to stop those persistent inquiries which relations sometimes make, he would not have seen her at all, certainly would never have brought her to Lady’s Stairs.

A thousand possibilities flashed through his mind. “You’ll join us, eh?” He threw out his hands enthusiastically. “Little girl, you’re the partner I’ve been looking for.” Her eyes met his.

“My name is Ann; you may call me that,” she said. “And the partnership will be on business lines.”

This was one of the few occasions in his life that Mark McGill accepted a rebuff without resentment.
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There was no telephone at Lady’s Stairs. Li Yoseph was a careful man, who never spent money unnecessarily. Long after his visitors had left he sat huddled up in a springless old armchair which he had drawn to the big round table. A lamp burnt at his elbow; before him were the five scrawled sheets of an unfinished letter which he had taken from a box beneath his bed.

He rose slowly and went into the tiny room, looked through the long window on to the creek. The green and red lights of a tug making for the lock gates fascinated him, and he watched it until it was out of sight. Then he took up his violin, cuddled it under his chin and drew the bow softly across the strings. For once the sound of his own music disconcerted him; he put down the violin, came back to the table, and after a while took up his pen.

It was not an easy letter to write, but it had to be done. Presently he would put it in an envelope and, stealing out, find old Sedeman, who occupied a frowsy room in the neighbourhood; and Sedeman, for a consideration, would carry the message to Inspector Bradley.

Though his spoken English was bad, he expressed himself well in the written language. He picked up one of the sheets at random.

‘McGill knew that Ronnie was in touch with you. Ronnie Perryman was very untrustworthy when he drank. He drank a great deal. He had quarrelled with McGill and talked about getting out. He discussed it with me, and I also said that I wanted to get back to Memel, where my home is and my nephews and nieces live. I think that McGill must have found out, for he came down here on the night in question, having followed Ronnie from London. Ronnie was rather drunk. It was one o’clock in the morning when McGill and Tiser arrived. They quarrelled. Ronnie said he would not have anything to do with murder. He said McGill was responsible for the hold-up at the Northern and Southern Bank, where a watchman was killed. He also boasted that he had only to lift his finger to have us all in jail. If he had not said that I think I should no be alive. It was because he brought me into it that way that McGill did not get suspicious about me. Ronnie was standing by the table with a large glass of port, which I had poured out for him. He was lifting this to his lips when McGill struck him with a life-preserver, and hit him again before he fell. McGill tied a sheet round Ronnie and lowered him through the trap into my boat. I don’t know where he and Tiser dropped him into the water, but in half an hour they came back and said that Ronnie had recovered and had gone home. McGill told me he would kill me if I spoke a word. He did not then say I was to tell any story to Ronnie’s sister. It was only later, when he sent for her, that he told me…

He put down the sheet. There was very little more to write; he finished his narrative on the next page, blotted the paper, folded it and put the letter into an envelope. And all the time he was doing this he was talking softly in Russian.

“… you see, my little pigeon, I must do this, or they will take old Li and put a rope round his neck, and I shall be with you, my little ghost!”

Sometimes he would turn and stoop to caress one of the strange little shapes that only his crazy eyes could see.

“So, so… this wicked McGill, it is better that he should die, eh? That nice young lady who came here, it would be too bad if she should become his friend—”

He heard the sound of a turning key and looked up, thrusting the letter inside his coat. It was Mark’s step; he knew it too well; and Tiser was with him, he noted, before the door opened and they came into the room.

Mark walked straight across to the table. He looked down at the pen and paper.

“You’ve been writing a letter, eh? Posted it?”

The old man shook his head.

“My dear friend!” Tiser’s voice was an agitated squeak. “Perhaps you are wrong, dear comrade. Now, tell Mr. McGill that his suspicions are not well founded. Tell him—”

“You needn’t tell him what he’s got to say.” Mark’s tone was deadly calm. “Let’s see that letter. You haven’t had time to post it — there’s still ink on the table.”

Mark tore open the envelope, glanced quickly through the contents.

“Going to put up a squeal, were you? That was why Bradley was going to be in his office from ten till two. Well, he’ll wait a damned long time for this letter!”

The old Jew did not move; he stood at the edge of the closed trap, his hands lightly clasped before him, looking. All this was inevitable; perhaps the little ghosts that crowded round him were whispering encouragingly, for he smiled again.

“Now, Li,” said Mark breathlessly, and Li Yoseph saw death in his eyes.

“Me you cannot kill, my goot Mark,” he said. “I may die, yes, but I shall come back. The little spirits—”

Suddenly the old man stooped, flung up the trap, and twisting, dropped to the first rung of the ladder that led to life and safety. Mark whipped a revolver from his pocket; the silencer fixed to the barrel’s end caught in the lining of his coat but gave the doomed man no respite. Plop! Plop!

The second “plop” was louder; right between the shoulders the bullets struck. They heard the squelch of the body as it fell in the water below. “Shut the trap!”

Mark’s face was white; he spoke with difficulty. Tiser came forward, making strange, whimpering noises, and dropped the trap in its place gently. “Now pull the carpet over it.” Mark walked to the window, tugged it open and looked out. It was a very dark night; a drizzle of rain was falling, and the tide was high.

Tiser was leaning on a chair, breathing heavily like a man who had taken enormous exercise. He was incapable of speech, nor did Mark McGill demand his approval. Tiser dared not look up until he heard the window close.

“That’s all right. Come on, you… don’t forget what you’ve seen tonight, Tiser.”

The man’s teeth were chattering as he followed his sombre master to the head of the stairs. They had reached the landing when there came a heavy knock on the door below. Tiser put up his hand to check the scream that rose. Again came the knock.

“Open the door!”

McGill reeled back into the room. In one wall was a small closed shutter, and, extinguishing the light, he opened this and looked out into the street.

Three cars were drawn up by the kerbside — the third arrived as he looked, and before it came to a standstill half a dozen men were jumping to the pavement. Tall, alert men, who moved towards the house quickly.

In the bright light of a headlamp he saw a well-hated face — only for a second, and then it passed into the darkness.

“Bradley!” he said thickly. “The Flying Squad — the place is surrounded!”
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Mark closed the trap and, reaching out his hand, switched on the light. He took one eagle-keen look around, walked quickly to the table, examined it carefully for any sign of writing, and then pointed to the door.

“Go downstairs and let them in,” he said.

The knocking was resumed at this moment, heavier, more insistent.

“Wait!”

Tiser was in the doorway. Mark rolled back the carpet, pulled open the trap and flashed a lamp down. He saw nothing but the dark water. And then he remembered his pistol. He watched it strike, heard its faint splash, before he closed the trap again and pulled over the carpet.

“Let them up,” he said curtly.

Bradley was the first in the room. One of the four detectives who followed him had an automatic in his hand.

“Stick ’em up!” said Bradley briefly.

Mark’s hands went over his head.

“Where’s your gat?” asked the detective, whose quick hands passed over the big man’s frame.

“If by ‘gat’ you mean revolver,” said McGill coolly, “you’re wasting your time. May I ask what is the meaning of this piece of melodrama?” He addressed Bradley.

“Where is Li Yoseph?”

Mark shrugged his shoulders.

“That is exactly what I’d like to know. I was talking with him in quite the friendliest way when he told me that he had to see a man and went out, promising to return in ten minutes.”

The detective’s lips curled.

“Went to see a man — about a dog, I’ll bet!” He sniffed and frowned. “Queer smell here, rather like cordite. Been having a little rifle practice, Tiser?”

Mr. Tiser’s face was pale, his teeth were chattering, but Bradley had seen him that way before. The man was such an arrant coward that his present agitation meant nothing except that he was terrified to find himself in contact with the police.

Bradley walked to the recess, looked round, and took up the violin and bow, regarding them thoughtfully.

“Ho didn’t take the orchestra, I notice,” he said. He tucked the fiddle under his chin, drew the bow across the strings softly and played a short aria. “You didn’t know I was musical?” he asked.

He put down the instrument on the table.

“I only know you’re theatrical; I suppose the artistic temperament has to find some expression,” said Mark.

Bradley’s eyes were fixed on his.

“Will you stop thinking you’re addressing a public meeting, McGill, and tell me where I can find Li Yoseph?”

The man’s face flushed a deep red; the hatred in his eyes was beyond hiding.

“If you want to know why I came here, I’ll tell you. Tiser and I are trying to do a bit of good in the world, raising up the men you’ve crushed, Bradley—”

Again Bradley smiled.

“I know the Home of Rest, if that institution is the subject of your lecture,” he said dryly. “A convenient meeting-place for useful crooks. A great idea. They tell me you preach to them, Tiser.”

Tiser grinned dreadfully, but was incapable of articulation.

“You’re not going to tell me that you made this journey to induce Mr. Li Yoseph to join in the general reformation of the criminal classes? Because, if you are—”

A man called him urgently from the doorway. He went over, spoke to him, and Mark McGill saw the surprise in his face.

“All right, tell Miss Perryman she can come up.”

Ann Perryman walked slowly into the room, looking from one to the other.

“Where is Mr. Yoseph?”

“Exactly what I’m asking,” said Bradley cheerfully.

She ignored him and repeated the question.

“I don’t know,” said Mark. “He was here a few minutes ago, but went out for some reason or other — he hasn’t been back since.”

A hand closed over her arm and drew her round. She faced Inspector Bradley, trembling with fury at the indignity.

“Now, Miss Perryman, will you kindly tell me why you came to Lady’s Stairs tonight? I’m asking you not as a friend but as a police officer.”

The expression in her face would have abashed most men — Mr. Bradley was not easily perturbed.

“I came because he wrote asking me to come,” she said breathlessly.

“May I see the note?”

Tiser was staring at her openmouthed. From Mark McGill’s face it was evident he was unusually concerned.

Ann Perryman hesitated, then, with a savage movement of her hand, she snapped open the bag and produced a sheet of paper. Bradley read the two scrawled lines.

“I must see you at 10. It is urgent.”

“Where is the envelope?”

“I’ve thrown it away.” She was breathing very quickly; her voice trembled, and Bradley had reason to believe that it was not from fear. “It was delivered by hand, of course? He intended posting it. He meant tomorrow night — I also had an appointment with him tomorrow night.”

Bradley’s glance transfixed the big man, but McGill did not quail.

“Will you please tell me what is the meaning of all this?” she asked.

She had regained her self-control with an effort.

“The meaning of all which?” asked Bradley coolly. “This is the Flying Squad — or one of them. I am Inspector Bradley. I came to gather in Li Yoseph before something happened to him. He had arranged to send me a letter tonight; I had an idea that it would have come by hand through the same messenger he employed to communicate with you. I’m not betraying police secrets when I tell you that I was scared about Li Yoseph, and wanted to get him to a place of safety before he went the same way as your brother.”

Ann Perryman’s lips were trembling, but again she controlled her emotions.

“Before he died at the hands of the police?” she said, in a voice that was not above a whisper. “That is the way my brother went — did you expect to send that old man along the same road? When you held my arm just now and pulled me round as though I were one of your prisoners, I realised just what a brute you were!”

“Who told you I killed your brother?” he asked quietly, and was not prepared for the reply.

“Li Yoseph,” she said.

He was silent for a moment.

“I think that’s the maddest story I have ever heard,” was his only comment. And then he became his businesslike self. “I may want to see you again tonight, McGill, and you, Tiser. In the meantime you can go home the way you came. As for you, young lady, I will escort you myself — I particularly wish to see you in the morning.”

“I don’t need your escort; I will go with Mr. McGill.”

“You will go with me,” he said calmly. “Let me at any rate have the satisfaction of keeping you out of bad company for one evening.”

“What’s the idea, Bradley?” McGill almost shouted. “What charge have you got against me? I’m just about through with your innuendoes and mysterious hints! Lets have it out!”

Bradley beckoned one of his men to him.

“See Miss Perryman into my car,” he said.

For a second she looked her defiance, and then, without a word, turned and followed the detective down the stairs. It was after she had gone that Bradley answered the question.

“I’ll tell you what I have against you, McGill. Up and down the country there has been a big increase in crimes of violence. For the first time in our history the gunman has appeared in our midst and is a considerable factor. A policeman was shot on the Oxley Road last week; and when that gang broke into the Islington jewellers and were surprised, they shot their way to safety. That’s unusual; you know the English criminal doesn’t carry a gun. And there’s only one reason why he should. There’s a new race of gunmen in this country — that is why I’m sore about you.”

“Are you suggesting I run a shooting gallery?” sneered the other, and Bradley nodded slowly.

“That’s just what I am suggesting — the worst kind of shooting gallery that the devil could invent! Any man who knows the history of the American gangster knows just what is happening in England. You’ve found a new avenue for supplying dope to the criminal classes — and that is what you’re doing. And when I get you, I’ll get you good! There will be a stretch of twenty years between the hour you leave the dock and the minute you leave Dartmoor.”

He walked a little closer to the pallid man.

“And I’ll tell you another thing. I don’t know what you’re going to do with Miss Ann Perryman, but you might bear in mind that I’ll be watching you like a cat; and if there is any funny business, I’ll find a way of getting you inside — without evidence!”

“Frame me, eh?” breathed Mark.

“An interesting Americanism which accurately describes my intentions,” replied Bradley with mock politeness.
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Ann Perryman scarcely knew during that ride to town that she was being subjected to a cross-examination, so skilfully was it conducted. They passed many cab stands, but not once did the tender check its pace.

At the corner of Westminster Bridge and the Embankment it stopped.

“I will get you a cab. Miss Perryman,” said Bradley.

In the little saloon attached to her bedroom she had an interview with Bradley on the following morning; he had ‘phoned asking for this. By the time he came she had collected her thoughts, and w coldly normal. He noticed that she did not take her eyes from his all the time he was speaking, and in their clear depths he read an abysmal loathing of him and his profession.

“There is no trace of Li Yoseph,” he said, “but think he will be found, unless he has been got away. He used to keep a small boat fastened to a pile beneath the house: that we found in the Thames, but empty.”

She was examining him coldbloodedly. Ordinarily she would have thought him rather a nicelooking man. He had the face of an intellectual: large, deep set eves, and a trick of peering through half-closed lids. The trick of laughter, too; his lips twitched on when he was talking of the people who lived in the squalid neighbourhood where Li Yoseph had his house. He was refreshingly clean-looking; he had the shoulders and waist of an athlete, large, capable hands, outspread on the table over which he leaned she did not ask him to sit. And her hatred of him grew in inverse ratio to the appreciation of his attractive values. So might one bereaved by the operations of Caesar Borgia have grown revolted at the sight of his handsome face.

She had been silent during most of the interview — suddenly she dropped a bombshell.

“I don’t think you need bother to invent theories, Mr. Bradley;” she said quietly. “Li Yoseph was probably killed by the police — as they killed Ronnie!”

The suggestion was so ludicrous that for a moment the quickwitted Bradley had no answer for her.

“He was beaten up — I think that is the expression — because he would not tell you what you wanted to know. Why should Li Yoseph escape? He was a witness to the crime.”

The eyes were narrowed now to the thinnest slits.

“I see,” he said. And then: “Do you know what your brother was doing before his death, or why he had this association with Li Yoseph?”

She did not answer this.

“I’d like to help you.” He leaned farther over the table and his voice dropped to a softness which, in any other circumstances, would have appealed to her.

“You’re teaching at a school in Paris, I understand, and I am hoping that you are going back to Paris and that you’ll try to forget this awful business. I liked your brother: in a sense he was a friend of mine. I must have been the last person who spoke to him.”

He saw her lips curl and hook his head.

“It must be because you’re not quite normal that you are thinking as you do. Why should the police hurt him? Why should I, of all people in the world? I would have gone a long way to give him help. I know his past, every bit of it. I know just how unstable he was—”

“I think we can spare ourselves this discussion,” she said. “Whether I go back to Paris or not is entirely my own affair. I know you hated him — I believe you killed him. There isn’t a man or woman who lives in that neighbourhood who doesn’t believe that Ronnie was killed by the police. I don’t say they intended murdering him, but they did.”

He threw out his hands in despair.

“May I talk to you when you’re not feeling the strain?”

And then she flared out at him.

“I never want to see you again. I hate you and men like you! You are all so smug and suave and so patently dishonest! You are liars, every one of you! You cover up your villainies with perjury and your mistakes with persecution. It is a beastly trade you’re following. You live on human misery and you build up your reputations on the hearts you break and the lives you ruin — that is all I want to say to you.”

He opened his lips to speak, but thought better of it and, smiling faintly, he took up his hat and went out of the room.

She repented of her outburst later, and despised herself for her repentance. Ronnie had been killed by that man…

She was not singular in her belief. The Meadows and the folk of Stock Gardens had their own views, supported by the evidence of their eyes. They knew Ronnie was in the habit of visiting Lady’s Stairs, they knew that the police staged a raid upon the place and that a carload of detectives had descended upon Li Yoseph’s house at one o’clock in the morning, and that Brad of the Flying Squad had been heard to say: “I’ll get the truth out of this boy if I have to beat his head off!”

This was overheard by Harry the Cosh, who was up and about when the tender of the Flying Squad came on the scene.

“Take it from me,” said Cosh — so called because he had been twice convicted for using a life-preserver on policemen— “they caught him and coshed him, and when they found they’d done him in, they dropped him in the mud — I know the police. Why, they bashed me something awful the last time they took me.”

Nobody suggested that old Li had been the murderer. Not even the police. They simply said that he had disappeared. It leaked out that the night he went a big Dutch steamer had slipped down the river on the tide and it was believed that he had sailed on her.

Li Yoseph’s house was shut up and the keys deposited with an agent. He had a banking account at Woolwich, and it happened that, because of his ignorance of forms, he had authorised his banker to pay rates and taxes, so that, his house being a freehold, his theoretical occupation was not disturbed.

“Brad said: ‘I’ll get the truth out of that boy if I have to beat his head off!’”

Cosh repeated the story to many people — to Mark McGill, sombre and silent, to Mr. Tiser of the Rest House, to Ann Perryman, dry-eyed, her heart hot with hate at the vision of Ronnie’s end.

An hour after Bradley left her at the hotel came Mark McGill. He was very frank and open. He did not know then how much Bradley had told her, of what secrets she was the repository. He only knew that she was surprisingly beautiful and might possibly be the most useful recruit to his organisation.

“I’m not hiding anything from you, Miss Perryman. Ronnie and I and Tiser are smugglers. I’ve been in the game for years, and Ronnie was my best pal. You see, I can only trust Tiser up to a point — he drinks. He’s — well, he’s erratic. I’m not pretending that I’m a saint, but you know what the law is — it’s death on the man who offends against property. A brute can kick his wife half to death and get away with three months; let him take a few shillings out of the till or rob a capitalist of a few hundred pounds, and he’s lucky to get away with six.”

It did not seem so terribly sinful to Ann; there was romance in it. He watched her as he spoke and saw resolve kindle.

There were lots of articles that paid heavy duties — saccharine, for example, was three and ninepence an ounce. He — and Ronnie, of course — had got as much as ten thousand ounces over in a week: nearly a thousand pounds profit at the rate they sold. And there were other articles — one or two sidelines — about these he was vague. Ronnie had told her all this before — she was reconciled to the “crime.”

It was a clean method of lawbreaking: nobody was hurt but the Government. The common people were in point of fact benefited: they could buy cheaply. “Naturally I’m not going to let poor Ronnie’s death interfere with your position. If you’ve changed your mind about joining us—”

She shook her head emphatically; there was a light in her eyes that he could interpret, for she had told him how Bradley had so coolly returned her to Paris.

“I have not changed my mind,” she said.

“Bradley will tell you that we’re doing things — smuggling dope and all that sort of rubbish. Naturally he wants to paint us — and Ronnie — as black as he can. Dope! I’d rather cut off my right hand!”

She interrupted him.

“Does it really matter what Bradley says?” she asked.

That day she became a member of McGill’s organisation.

It was curious that she thought no more of Li Yoseph and did not speculate upon the mystery of his disappearance. But Bradley was thinking a great deal, and day after day men sat in boats on the muddy waters of the creek and drew their grappling hooks through the mud, seeking the old man who loved to sit at the open window of his den and play Tosti’s “Adieu.”
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Little more than a year later, on the evening of an early spring day..

The faraway drone of an aeroplane engine came to Ann Perryman at last. She closed her book, rose from the running-board of the little saloon car where she had been sitting, and glanced at the watch on her wrist. It was seven forty-five — the pilot was punctual, almost to the second.

Opening the door of the car, she took out a long-barrelled prismatic glass, and, walking clear of the bushes which obscured her view and screened the car from observation, swept the sky. There was the machine, already planing down. The engines were no longer audible.

She went back quickly to the saloon, and, groping in the interior, pulled a handle set in the dashboard. The black roof of the car was formed of lateral strips, and as she manipulated the lever each strip turned on itself like the slats of a Venetian blind. The underside was made of mirrored glass that caught the last rays of the setting sun. Three times she pulled the handle; three times the roof opened and closed. She left it with the mirrors exposed, and ran out again to watch the swiftly moving machine.

The pilot had seen; his signal lamp was blinking hysterically, and he had already banked over towards her. Now his engines were thundering again…

He was scarcely twenty yards above the earth when the package dropped the silken parachute to which the parcel was attached opened instantly, but did no more than break the fall for the wooden box struck the ground heavily. No sooner had she located it than the ‘plane was rising steeply.

She did not wait until it was out of sight, but, running to the place where the parcel had fallen, she lifted it, carrying it back to the car, and placed it with the folded parachute in a deep cavity beneath the seat of the saloon. It was not heavy. Mark McGill never allowed her to collect the heavier stuff — he arranged it in some way — and only the lighter parcels which were brought unchecked across the sea frontiers of the kingdom were left to her handling.

It was growing dark, and she sent the car cautiously across the uneven ground of the forest-common. Doubtless there were others — belated picnickers who had spent the afternoon amidst the wild beauties of Ashdown — who had seen the aeroplane dip, but it was very unlikely that any would be close at hand, for she had followed one of the tracks which of itself was but a feeder to a subsidiary road.

The main road she came to after a jolting passage. Turning the bonnet of the machine toward London, she sent the car flying northward. The engines were more powerful than even an expert would suppose from casual observation. Mark, who was an engineer, had taken certain liberties with the design, and this light car of hers could hold the road at seventy.

Speed was a passion with Ann Perryman; to bit at the wheel of a racing machine and watch the indicator needle swing beyond ninety stood for her chiefest satisfaction.

The car came at a steady pace up Kingston Hill. A policeman shouted something, and Ann Perryman switched on the lights, though the dusk had hardly fallen and the man had no right other than his own officious sense of authority to order her lamps to be lit.

A year ago she would have smiled on, ignoring the request, and found a sense of pleasure in flaunting this arbitrary and insignificant man in uniform. But Mark had insisted upon submission to the law and its representatives, in all minor manifestations. She hated policemen. The sight of a white glove upraised at a cross road brought the colour to her cheeks and a hard light to her eyes. Policemen stood in her mind for cruelty and cunning, for treachery unspeakable; for murder, even.

She slowed at his signal, and he gave her a grin as she passed. She would have struck the red, stupid face if she had dared. And yet his appearance brought her a sense of satisfaction and triumph. If he knew! If, gifted by second sight, he had pulled up the car and pried into the contents of the box which was hidden beneath the seat!

She slowed, approaching Hammersmith Broadway, whose blazing lights definitely advertised the close of the day; and here she found the inevitable traffic block. Worming her car between a lorry and a bus, she came to a stop near the kerb. And then she saw the man standing on the edge of the sidewalk, and shrank back. But the lights of a grocer’s shop were on her face, and there was no escaping the observation of that keen-eyed gentleman.

His attitude was characteristic: hands thrust deep into trousers pockets, shoulders and head bent forward; and, though the keen brown face was in shadow, it was easy to suppose from his attitude that his mind was miles away from Hammersmith Broadway. At first, he made no sign that he knew her; she thought that she was not recognised, and, turning her head, stared fixedly at the delivery van drawn up on her right. Out of the tail of her eye she saw him move, and now his elbows were resting on the sill of the open window.

“Been taking a joy-ride, Miss Perryman?”

She hated him, she hated his drawling voice, she hated all that he stood for. Mark preached the gospel of expediency, but she owed her acquaintance with this man to her own deliberate act. Deliberately and coldbloodedly, she had manoeuvred a second and a third and many meetings. She was still bearing the smart of Ronnie’s death, but she acted her part well, was volubly penitent for all she had said to him: he could not know the hate that still smouldered in her heart.

“Mr. Bradley! I didn’t see you.”

“People seldom see me when they’re looking the other way,” he said pleasantly.

She imagined that his eyes were searching the dark interior of the car.

“All alone? That’s fine! Speaking personally, I don’t know anybody I’d rather be alone with than myself! I suppose you feel that way, too.”

He saw the head of the traffic jam was breaking.

“You’re not going anywhere near Marble Arch? — I’m trying to save bus fares; it is believed that I’m Scotch.”

She hesitated. If he came into the car and sat by her side, she felt she would scream. But Mark had said…

“Do please come in! I’m passing Marble Arch,” she said.

He seemed to open the door and sit by her side in one motion.

“This is where my stock gets a rise,” he drawled. “If the Deputy Commissioner or the Chief Constable could only see me riding in such good company, I’d be promoted next week. What snobs we are!”

She loathed him for his calm assurance, for the undernote of superficial cynicism; she hated him worse because she felt he was laughing at her, that he knew just the part she had been playing in the combination, and, knowing, was rather amused than shocked. The insufferable hint of patronage in his tone was hateful.

She set her lips tighter as the car sped quickly through the tangle of lorries and tramcars and up the road towards Shepherd’s Bush.

“Mr. McGill well?” he asked politely — almost deferentially.

“I know very little about Mr. McGill,” was the prompt retort. “I see him occasionally.”

“Naturally,” he murmured, “living in the same block of flats you wouldn’t see much of him. The Home going strong? There’s a man who’s doing good work! Give me the philanthropist! If I hadn’t been a detective, I should have been a banker and given away money.”

She gave him no further encouragement, but Brad did not need provocation.

“Will you be going to the theatre tonight. Miss Perryman?”

“No,” she said shortly.

“To supper, perhaps?”

As a matter of fact, Mark had told her that he might need her.

“Were you thinking of asking me out to supper?” she asked, heavily sarcastic.

Bradley coughed. “In a sense, yes.”

For the second time she saw him glance over the seat to the back of the car.

“If I hadn’t been a detective I should have gone on the stage. Did you ever read what the West London Gazette said about my performance in ‘The School for Scandal’ which our dramatic society put on?”

“It seems an appropriate play for members of Scotland Yard,” she said.

He nodded.

“If I weren’t amused, I’d laugh. School for Scandal — Scotland Yard!”

Then he relapsed into silence until the car drew up by the pavement opposite Marble Arch, and he alighted.

“Thank you very much for the ride. Miss Perryman,” he said.

He would have lingered by the window of the car to talk, but before he could speak again she had moved on.

Mark employed a chauffeur-mechanic to look after the car — a lame man who lived alone in rooms above the garage; he was waiting for the girl at the end of the mews when she drove up.

“Good evenin’, miss — you’re a bit late.”

She smiled at his anxiety. Mark found his servants in queer places. This man had come to his service by way of the Rest House.

“It is all right, Manford — I had a passenger who might not have liked fast driving.”

A taxicab passed at that moment and turned the corner into Cavendish Square. When she herself walked towards the Square, she saw that it had stopped. Its passenger had alighted and was standing by the kerb. She had a glimpse of him as she passed…

Had she seen him before? She had a vague sense of acquaintance… Or had she evolved a mental picture of such a man as this? He stood motionless, silent, a grotesque figure in the formal and decorous setting of Cavendish Square. When, as she walked up the steps of the flat and looked back, he was still standing by the kerb, she imagined that he was watching her.

Mark, she knew, was in. There were two lights showing in the fanlight over the door. Ann used her key and went in, and found him in the sittingroom, reading an evening paper with his back to a small fire.

She had applied to Mark the supreme test of propinquity, and he had not failed her. He was affectionate in a heavy, brotherly way.

“Back — good business! That fellow picked you up? Fine! He ought to — he was once a French Ace.”

Ann had taken off her close-fitting hat and was arranging her hair before a mirror.

“I had a travelling companion from Hammersmith to the Marble Arch — I will give you three guesses.”

He shook his head, reached to the silver cabinet on the table and found a cigar.

“I am too lazy to guess,” he said. “Besides, I am not boy friends with your girl friends.”

“Guess.”

Mark McGill groaned and settled himself comfortably on the couch.

“Riddles I never attempt to answer. The riddle of a Customs authority which charges exorbitant duties upon saccharine is, I’m sure, the easiest, and I haven’t even attempted to solve that. It was somebody interesting, I’m sure.”

“It was Central Inspector Bradley.” He was startled.

“Bradley? What was the idea? Did he hold you up? Where was the stuff—”

She laughed at this staccato rattle of questions, and the relief which her amusement gave him was visible.

“He begged a ride and I gave it to him. I couldn’t very well refuse. He asked after you.”

Mark blinked at this.

“A comic fellow!” He smiled uneasily.

She stood before the mirror, pushing her hair into place with a little golden comb. He could see the oval of her face reflected, red lips and big grey eyes under the straight golden fringe.

“Every time I see myself I seem to be growing more and more like a Real Bad Woman, Mark! I think I’ll dye my hair black!”

Mark did not answer, and there was a silence of a minute. He was sitting on the sofa-head, frowning down at the carpet, when she spoke again.

“Sometimes my resolution wants a lot of supporting. About Bradley — what do you call him — Brad? I couldn’t somehow get the proper feeling about him as I drove him along the Bayswater Road. I ought to have felt sick and yet I didn’t — it is a very wearing business, flogging up one’s animosities. I kept saying to myself: here is the man who killed dear Ronnie — he did kill him? It may have been one of the other men — Simmonds — that brute?”

“Brad killed him all right.” Mark was staring gloomily at the carpet. “And old Li, too, I expect—”

He brooded on this, walking up and down the room, his arms folded tightly, his usually placid face screwed into an expression of distaste.

“I hate to talk of Ronnie, but you’ve raised the question twice in the past month. What happened nobody knows.”

He stopped in his walk at a desk, unlocked a drawer, took out a small envelope and shook the contents on to the blottingpad. He sorted these out and found a newspaper cutting. He came back towards the fireplace, where the light was better.

“I’ve never shown you this before — it is an extract from the SouthEastern Herald, and gives a fairly accurate description of what took place.” Fixing a pair of pince-nez on his nose, he read:

“In the early hours of last Wednesday, the Flying Squad, under Inspector Bradley, paid a visit to Lady’s Stairs, a ramshackle old house, the property of Elijah Yoseph, a Dutch or Russian Jew. It is believed that the activities of the police were connected, with a complaint made by the Customs that certain dutiable articles were being smuggled into the country. When the police arrived at Lady’s Stairs they found the house empty, but the room in which Yoseph lived presented a scene of such extraordinary disorder that the police were under the impression that there had been some sort of struggle. On the sash of a window which opened on to the Creek were bloodstains, and on the floor about three feet from the open window. A search was made of the Creek foreshore, and the body of a man, who has since been identified as Ronald Perryman, 904, Brook Street, was discovered. He had been beaten to death by some blunt instrument. Li Yoseph had also disappeared. Scotland Yard has a clue which may lead to an arrest. Garage keepers who had the car of any stranger to the neighbourhood, and which was seen driving from Meadow Lane after the murder, are requested to communicate with Scotland Yard.”

“That is their story,” said Mark, folding up the paper. “Mine is a little different. Li Yoseph’s house was what has been picturesquely called a smuggler’s den. We had one or two deals with him, and Ronnie was usually the go-between. Li Yoseph liked him. On that night Ronnie was sent down to fix the passage of a large quantity of tobacco. There is no doubt that whilst he was there the police made their raid.”

“What happened to Li Yoseph?” she asked.

He shook his head.

“God knows. He probably cleared out at the first hint of danger. He had arrangements with most of the Dutch and German ships going down the river, and we know that he had a rowing boat to get him to their side. He was an extraordinarily strong old man. The police surprised Ronnie and tried to make him talk; when he wouldn’t, they beat him up. Somebody gave him an unlucky blow, and to cover up their story this yarn was invented. Where was the taximan who dropped these mysterious strangers? Whoever saw them? They have never been heard of. That part of the tale’s a fake.”

“Have you tried to find Li Yoseph?” she asked, and only for a second did he hesitate.

“Yes, I sent a man over to Holland and to Lithuania to make inquiries — he’s dead. He died at Utrecht. Nobody knows this but you and I.”

There was an odd look in her eyes. For one panic moment he thought she disbelieved him, that she had acquired some knowledge of what really happened at Lady’s Stairs.

“What did he — look like — will you describe him?” she said.

“Who — Li Yoseph? Don’t you remember? He was about sixty — rather tall, with a stoop. A shortish grey beard that ran up to his cheekbones. He always dressed the same, summer and winter — a black coat almost like a kaftan, buttoned up to his neck, and a Russian fur cap of astrakhan — what is the matter?”

She was staring at him with wide-opened eyes. “I saw him — a quarter of an hour ago — standing outside this house,” she said, and the face of Mark McGill went grey.
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Mark McGill was like a man paralysed: he neither moved nor spoke. At last:

“You saw him — Li Yoseph?” His voice was thick. “You saw Li Yoseph in — in Cavendish Square? You’re mad — phew!”

He shook himself as if he were throwing off the burden she had suddenly imposed upon him.

“Where — tell me?”

She told him of the man she had seen standing on the kerb by the waiting cab, and, running to the window, he wrenched back the curtains, threw up the window and stepped out on to the balcony.

“Where?”

She had followed him and pointed.

“He was there — at that comer.”

The cab was no longer in sight, nor the man.

“Rubbish — God! you gave me a — a turn! Of course, I understand. There’s a fellow lives at the corner house, a Russian prince or something of the sort. He often has visitors, Russians and people of that sort…”

The hand that went up to his lips was trembling; she had never seen him like that before, and could only wonder at the agitation into which the very possibility of Li Yoseph’s existence had thrown him. “He is dead — I know that he is dead — what the hell — ?”

He spun round with the snarl of a frightened beast as Mr. Tiser came into the room. Mr. Tiser was dressed in his tidy black. He wore frockcoats that were a little too long for him and a ready — to — wear black tie, and his linen was always spotless. He had large rabbit teeth, which he showed in a perpetual smile. Mr. Tiser was a very happy man. He was happy that he was alive (and he had good reason for this), happy that he had the opportunity of helping his fellow creatures, mostly happy always to welcome any distinguished visitor to the Rest House. He was happy now as he danced into the room.

“Goodness gracious, my dear friends, I seem to have startled you! I really must knock in the future. Did I come at an inconvenient moment?”

His voice, his manner, the lift of his eyebrows stood for archness. Ann did not actively dislike him, but she found it difficult at times to offer the admiration for his disinterested services to humanity which they deserved. Being human, she discounted the virtues and resented the perfections which were too apparent in Mr. Tiser.

“My good fellow, you look ill. Positively! Do you agree. Miss Ann? I am concerned. Perhaps I observe these signs because I live, move, and have my being in an atmosphere of rude health? Take old Sedeman, for example — my old man of the sea — wicked but well. Ha, ha! Ha, ha!”

He laughed mechanically at his own witticisms.

All the time he was speaking he was employing himself usefully. There was a lacquered cabinet in an alcove, and from this he had taken a bottle and a tumbler.

“Look not thou upon the wine when it is red: when it giveth its colour aright, eh? But when it is yellow and tawny and smelleth of peat, eh? Another matter, I think.”

He sipped the whisky; his pale blue eyes were smiling approval.

“All is well at the Rest House—”

“Ann thought she saw Li Yoseph to-day.”

Mr. Tiser’s face contorted painfully.

“For God’s sake don’t be comic!” he said shrilly. “Li Yoseph… pleasant subject to talk about, eh? Let the dead rest, old boy. Li Yoseph — ugh!” He shivered and put down his glass.

There was perspiration on his face; little beads appeared under his eyes; all his jauntiness had left him. The shock of the announcement threw him off his balance, and Ann realised for the first time how near the edge this suave missioner lived.

“Li Yoseph… do you remember, Mark? All those bogeys and ghosts of his? By heavens, he used to make my flesh creep! And now he’s a ghost himself — most amusing!”

He chuckled foolishly, filled the glass again and drank the raw spirit eagerly.

“Li Yoseph is dead, as far as we know.” Mark forced his voice to a calm he did not feel.

Mr. Tiser stared at him, his mouth working foolishly.

“You bet he’s dead! Very good thing for everybody. Do you remember how he used to see things, Mark… talked to them… it made my blood run cold!”

He shivered, and the hand that held the glass trembled violently. He was looking into vacancy as though he himself saw something. In his terror he was oblivious of his audience. Ann heard him as a man who was speaking his thoughts aloud.

“It was horrible… confoundedly so. I wouldn’t go through that again. Can’t you see him as he stood grinning at us and saying — he — he’d come back — hey?”

Mark was at his side, gripped him by the arm and swung him round.

“Wake up, will you?” he said harshly. “And shut up! Can’t you see you’re worrying Ann?”

“Sorry, sorry!” mumbled the quivering Mr. Tiser. “Before a lady, too! Most awfully bad form.”

Mark caught the girl’s eyes and signalled. She needed no encouragement. Picking up her hat and her handbag, she went quickly out of the room. From the passage she heard Tiser’s shrill voice.

“Li Yoseph — Li Yoseph… men aren’t immortal. Mark, you know he’s dead!… Ten paces, old boy, what… ?”

She was glad to close the door on the sound of his whining voice. Tiser stood for the ugly aspect of the game. He was always drunk, always talking wildly; his unctuousness and hypocrisy were alike unpleasant. Ann very rarely spoke to him: she could count their conversations in the past year on the fingers of one hand.

She crossed the landing and opened the door of her own flat, a smaller apartment. Her daily maid had left her a cold dinner waiting and the table laid. She was not very hungry, and she delayed the meal until she had had a bath and changed.

Ronnie had been done to death over a year now. She tried to recover from the past something of her blind, insensate hatred of this suave officer of the law, something of the bitter contempt, something of the old schemes of vengeance she had hugged to her heart, and which had made imperative the cunning reintroduction which Mark had manoeuvred. She had a portrait of Brad cut from a newspaper, and that her bitterness should not die of inertia she had placed it in a double frame, so that they looked at one another: Ronnie, with his clear-cut profile and the youthful smile in his eyes; Brad, his murderer, sombre, cynical, hateful. She had set out to make this man like her, and Mark had not only approved her plan, but given it encouragement. It had been a heartbreaking task; all the time she had to fight down the memory of that ghastly thing she had seen, and which they told her was Ronald Perryman; but she had schooled herself so well that she could sit vis-a-vis his slayer, and smile in his eyes as she tapped her ash into the saucer of the coffee cup.

He liked her very well, she knew that that bitter day when she heard about Ronnie; but he went no further than liking. He was interested in her, seemed genuinely sympathetic in her sorrow. Not until that very night had he ever mentioned Mark McGill, though he had often spoken of Ronnie.

“He got into pretty bad hands, that boy,” he had once said. “I could see him drifting deeper and deeper, and I did my best to save him. If he’d only told me just how far he was committed I might have done it.”

As she dressed she set the photo frame squarely on her dressing-table. There was a little frown on her forehead as she brushed back her shingled hair. Had she been as clever as she had thought? She had learned nothing, was no nearer to his confidence than ever she had been. Mark used to ask her, when she came back from these meetings, what he had said — she could tell him nothing more about his work and himself than Mark already knew.

Bradley was not of the gentle class: his father had been a country wheelwright whose hobby had been the study of bird life; his mother was a labourer’s daughter.

The labourer’s ancestry was, in the days of his childhood, a subject for whispering gossips. The lad started life as a stable-boy; he graduated to the police through a variety of employments, all of which contributed something to his knowledge of life.

To learn had been his absorbing passion. He might be imagined parading his midnight beat, muttering strangely as he murdered the French irregular verbs, or spending hours of leisure reading such elementary textbooks on law as were intelligible to him.

At twenty-two he was a sergeant, at twentythree a war captain. He came back to Scotland Yard from Mesopotamia with a knowledge of Arabic, written and spoken, a small and uncleanly library of Oriental works, which he confessed he had scrounged, and two new methods of lock-picking that he had learnt from a shameless Arabian burglar who called himself Alt Ibn Assuallah. He might have held an important post in Bagdad: he preferred the sergeant’s rank, which was grudgingly restored.

Ann had finished her meal and was brewing coffee when Mark telephoned through to her.

“I don’t know what is the matter with Tiser — it looks to me like a nervous breakdown. He has been overworking at the Rest House and I don’t think the company has too good an effect on him. I hope it hasn’t worried you?”

He heard her laugh and was relieved.

“I haven’t thought of it since. I don’t like him very much. He drinks, and I don’t like people who drink.”

Mark said something about “overstrain” and added that he had sent him back to the Rest House. He made no further reference to Li Yoseph.

There were so many things about Mark that were altogether admirable. Who but he would have devoted some of his illicit gains to the moral uplift of less fortunate breakers of the law? Viewed calmly, there was something grotesque, something Gilbcrtian, in the idea, and yet the Rest House was an accomplished scheme. Mark had bought an old public-house that had lost its licence, and had furnished the hostel at a considerable cost for the use of old convicts. Here, for a minimum sum, the old lag could find a bed and food.

“My amusing hobby,” Mark described it; and though it cost him five thousand a year he regarded the money as being well spent.

She thought it was wonderful of him, and would have given up one night a week to the work, but he would not sanction this.

“I don’t want your name associated with mine,” he said. “One of these days I may fall, and I’d like to keep you out of it.”

That was so like Mark — her heart glowed towards him.

“Bring your coffee with you — I want to talk,” he suggested when she told him what she was doing.

He was waiting at the open door to take the cup from her.

“Tiser’s getting more and more impossible — with the drink he takes he ought to be dead,” he said. “We’ll have to look around for another superintendent.”

“I don’t like him,” she confessed.

“I’m glad you don’t. I had a devil of a time with him after you left. He’s got a new craze — the Flying Squad! Every car he sees in the streets he thinks is a police car. He wants to go out of the game, and I’m inclined to let him.”

This was an opportunity.

“I realise that you must have all sorts and conditions of agents — I’ve met a lot of queer ones who didn’t seem like saccharine Merchants! — but I’ve never bothered my head about that side of it — the fetching and carrying is the fun! But I always thought Mr. Tiser was — a sort of good man — I don’t like him, but I’m so curiously perverse that good people aren’t very interesting to me.”

He was taken aback by her surprise.

“He’s a good fellow all right,” he said hastily, “but even the best people are ready to cheat the Customs. I’ve never regarded myself as a great sinner, and I don’t suppose he does, either. Which reminds me that I shall want you to go down to Oxford tonight with a little parcel. I’ll give you a plan of the road and show you where they’ll be waiting for you.”

“In spite of the Flying Squad!” she bantered.

But he did not smile.

“I’m hoping great things from your friendship with Brad. He’ll never have the nerve to arrest you, and if he did — well, I trust you, Ann. There would be quite a lot of people who would go to prison if you talked.”

She smiled contemptuously.

“If I talked! Mark, you have the Flying Squad complex too!”

The drawingroom was in half darkness except for two soft, shaded lamps, one of which stood on Mark’s writing-table, the other on a cabinet near the door. The night was chilly, and the red glow of the tire was very welcome. She sat down on a low stool and stretched her hand to the warmth. For a long time she looked at the red coal thoughtfully.

“Isn’t it strange that every time one mentions Li Yoseph—”

“Li Yoseph seems to be growing into an obsession,” he said, and changed the subject, but only for a while. Again they came back to the old Jew who owned Lady’s Stairs and to that tumbledown house.

“Are you sure Li Yoseph is really dead?”

He fetched a long breath. Nobody knew better than he that Li Yoseph was dead.
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“I—” he began, and then he heard the telephone ring in his bedroom.

There were two phones there and a small house-wire. Of the two, one rang with a deep, resonant note, and this was the one that Mark never liked to hear.

He had some excellent agents — excellent in the quality of their services, however deficient they might be in the qualities which are usually associated with excellence, and they invariably called him on a number which was not in the telephone book.

He went out, closing the door behind him.

Ann looked up as Mark McGill came back into the room.

“Will you want me to go to Oxford — or anywhere?”

“I don’t know.” His voice was sharp, and she looked at him with a little frown of wonder.

“Is anything wrong, Mark?”

“Nothing very much — only one of my people told me that the flyers were out and the police may be coming here.”

Mark huddled up in a comer of the settee, his arms folded tightly across his chest, his head bent. He had the appearance of a man in pain. It was Ann who broke the silence.

“Can you rely on the man who phoned? Do you really think the police will come tonight?”

He nodded.

“I don’t know where he gets his information,” he said at last, speaking slowly, “but I never remember his being wrong.” And then, as if he realised the urgency of the situation, he jumped to his feet. “You left the stuff in the car, of course? I’ll go down and deal with that—”

“Do you want me?”

He shook his head.

His flat was on the ground floor, and he was in the privileged position of having a private passageway to the garage at the back. Passing through a narrow passage which opened from the kitchen, and down a short flight of stairs, he opened a door and went into the big garage. He could afford to switch on the lights, for the windows were darkened.

Ann’s car stood as it had been when it was backed into the building. With a key he took from his pocket he unlocked the back panel and removed it. He then drew out the square box and the parachute, and, detaching the fastening, rolled the parachute into a ball. He then turned his attention to the box. It had a sliding lid, which was also unfastened with a key. From the interior of the box he removed twentyfive little packets wrapped in thin blue paper. In one corner of the garage was a large galvanised steel receptacle. It was connected to ceiling and floor by a big iron pipe. He opened the steel door and looked carefully inside. To the lower end of the funnel was fitted a cone-shaped plug, which he removed carefully and examined. The plug was of salt, and, having tested this, he returned it carefully to fill the lower part of the funnel. On this he laid the twentyfive packets, very carefully, and refastened the door.

He bundled the parachute into a box and carried this back the way he had come, into the kitchen. In place of the usual kitchen range was a tub-shaped steel receptacle, and into the interior he dropped the box containing the parachute, and clamped down the steel lid. Pulling open a sliding panel, he lit a match, and thrust it amidst the shavings that showed through a grating. He waited till the furnace was alight, covered the bars again, slid the panel into its place.

“Now let the flyers come!”

When he returned to the sittingroom he found Ann sitting on a stool before the fire, her face in her hands. She turned her head, and he saw that something had puzzled her.

“Suppose the police came and found — things? What would it mean to us?” she asked. “I’ve been reading a few leading cases lately. Magistrates very seldom give imprisonment for first offences; usually it’s a fine of a hundred pounds. Of course, it would be rather awful for you — I mean the publicity of it — but it wouldn’t be terribly scandalous, would it?”

She waited for a reply, and when he did not speak, she went on:

“Mark, you must do a much larger business than I help you with. The packets are so small and the profits hardly seem to pay for the motorcar service. I’m wondering if I’m not more of a danger and a nuisance to you than I’m worth. I know that that isn’t the whole of your” — she hesitated— “transactions, but even with a profit of two or three shillings an ounce I hardly seem justified.”

For a year Mark McGill had been dreading this curiosity of hers, and for some reason his answer was not so glib as it could have been.

“You’re only in on a small section of the business,” he said awkwardly. “The organisation is a much larger affair than you can see. It isn’t because I want you to fetch and carry — you’re useful to me in a dozen other ways, Ann. There are so few people in this game that I can trust. My dear, you know my angle. I’ve been frank with you all through. Smuggling is as much a breach of the law as burglary. I am not pretending it isn’t. I put that point to you—”

“Of course you did, Mark,” she said penitently. I “Poor Ronnie was a lawbreaker, and so am I. You don’t suppose I’m weakening — I glory in it!” She gloried in it, but —

He had not exactly answered her question. Before she could pursue the subject she heard the shrill sound of the house phone in Mark’s room, and he went in. He had an arrangement with the hall porter whereby all unusual callers were announced to him. Though he kept a staff of servants, they went off duty after dinner, and he had found that the assistance of the hall porter saved him many useless journeys to the door. She heard him talking in monosyllables, and then he said:

“Yes, all right; show him up.” On his desk were two little brass levers that looked like light switches, and when he heard a knock at the outer door he turned over one of these. She heard a deep, gruff voice ask if the owner might come in, and when the foot of the caller sounded in the passage, Mark turned back the switch.

“Come in,” he snarled in answer to the loud rapping on the panel of the sittingroom.

The man who swaggered into the room might have been of any age that was between sixty and eighty. His head was completely bald, and the polished dome shone as though it had been waxed. His beard was of a dazzling whiteness, and hung halfway down his waistcoat. Incidentally, it concealed the fact that he wore neither collar nor tie. He was unusually tall and straight, broad of shoulder, powerfully built. In one hand he carried what had once been a white top-hat, but which was now a patchwork of fadings that varied between the palest primrose and the richest brown. A long ulster, slightly ragged at the wrists, covered his massive frame from shoulders to shoes, which were enormous, odd and patched.

He looked round the room with a certain haughty condescension which should have amused, but only added to his awesomeness.

“A good pitch, my boy — I’ve never seen a better, except perhaps the palace of my friend the Marquis of Bona-Marfosio.”

He looked at Ann thoughtfully and stroked his heavy white moustache.

“Do you know the Marquis, my lady? A rare man to hounds, and a deuce of a feller with the wimmin—”

Mark’s impatience had not eased.

“What do you want?” he snapped.

Mr. Philip Sedeman put his hat on a chair.

“The cicerone of our little community has been taken ill. A mere nothing, but the members, like the good fellows they are—”

“Taken ill?” asked Mark quickly.

“ — deputed me to call upon our admirable patron with the sad information,” continued the patriarch, as though he had never been interrupted.

“How long has he been ill?”

The old man looked up at the ceiling.

“It may have been two or three minutes before I volunteered to come along and see you. The cost in omnibus fares was considerable, but that is a matter we will not discuss. A man of my training and experience would hardly wrangle over a question of eightpence, nor, I am bold to say, would a man of your attainments, birth and education.”

He looked at the girl with the benignity of a saint.

“What is the matter with him — Tiser, I mean?” asked Mark, eyeing the old man with no favour.

Again Mr. Sedeman sought inspiration from the ceiling.

“An uncharitable mind — and there are many — might describe his symptoms as indistinguishable from delirium tremens,” he said gravely. “Personally, I consider it to be no more serious than a very simple souse.”

“Souse?” repeated the girl, puzzled.

“Pickled,” explained Mr. Sedeman courteously— “He has climbed above the eight mark. I had my doubts as to whether it would be advisable to come to you or whether I should seek out the young lady with whom he is, I believe, on terms of the deepest affection. You may have seen her — she is a suicide blonde.”

In spite of the anxiety which Mark’s obvious perturbation induced, Ann laughed.

“And what is a suicide blonde?” she asked.

“She dyes by her own hand,” said Mr. Sedeman gravely.

Mark’s harsh voice broke into her laughter.

“All right, Sedeman, I’ll come along,” he said, and, walking to the door, jerked it open.

Mr. Sedeman took up his hat, smoothed it very carefully with his greasy elbow, ran his long fingers through his white beard, and sighed.

“The expenses involved, not counting loss of time, are a mere beggarly eightpence,” he murmured.

Mark put his hand in his pocket, took out a piece of silver, and almost threw it at Mr. Sedeman; but the old man was in no wise distressed; he favoured the girl with a flourishing bow, strode to the door, and turned.

“Heaven bless thy comings and goings, fair flower!” he said poetically.

“Get out!” snapped Mark, but the patriarch left at his leisure.

“Who is he?” she asked, when Mark had come back from seeing their peculiar visitor to the front door. “Is Mr. Tiser very ill?”

Mark shrugged his shoulders.

“I don’t know, and care less.”

Then he went into his room, and she heard him calling a number. He came away from the instrument to close the door; this was unusual in Mark, who had, she imagined, no secrets from her, and yet had taken this precaution twice in one night.

Ann Perryman was uneasy, and she had tried unsuccessfully during the past month to find the cause for her mental unrest. It was not conscience that was working: she was sure of that. She had no compunction, gloried in her work, but — always there was that but — Mark’s arrangement with her was on the strictest business footing; he neither asked nor expected favours; her salary was regularly paid, the bonuses which came her way were modest. Only the coldblooded regularity of their relationship made this strange life of hers possible.

In many ways Mark was a careful man: he checked petrol consumption, would spend an evening debating the problem of new tyres, and when, as she sometimes did, she went to Paris for “the firm,” bringing back with her quite a number of little packages concealed in specially designed pockets, her expenses were in the friendliest way audited, and she was expected to account for all her movements. This latter arrangement she rather resented at first, until he explained that until he knew where she was and what she was doing, he could not be sure that she had escaped the shadowing detectives.

Mark came out of the room, his face as black as thunder.

“There’s nothing much the matter with him,” he said harshly. “Sedeman saw him come in and thought it was an opportunity for tapping me — I suppose Tiser looked a bit green.”

He looked at her thoughtfully.

“I don’t know… about that police visit…”

She saw his jaw drop, and he went quickly to the wall. Pushing back a panel, he revealed the green face of a little safe, which he opened, taking out an oblong package.

“I had forgotten this,” he said breathlessly. “It ought to go in the container, and yet it can’t!”

He looked at the package helplessly, and then at her.

“I ought to get this out of the house.”

“What is it?” she asked quickly.

“It’s the stuff for Oxford. There’s a man there named Mellun, who will be waiting, anyway.”

Again he looked at the package irresolutely.

“I don’t like to run the risk.”

“I’ll take it,” she said promptly, and before he could protest she was out of the room.

In five minutes she was back in her leather driving-coat. Yet he was reluctant to surrender the package.

“It may be a plant… Sedeman… Bradley — they may all be in it. I don’t want you to take the risk.”

Yet she knew instinctively he did want her to take the risk, and wanted very badly to have that package out of the house.

“You might slip into your coat and make your way to the Thames Embankment… throw it in the water.”

She laughed at his nervousness.

“How stupid!”

She almost wrenched the package from his hand and dropped it into her deep inside pocket.

“If anything happens — I shall be brought into this. Naturally I shall stand by you, and if you bring me into it—”

She stared at him, hardly believing it was he who spoke.

“Of course I shall not bring you into it. Mark. If I am caught it’s entirely my own affair.”

He turned to relock the safe; she thought it was to conceal some emotion which was expressed in his face — apprehension or —

Mark was puzzling her tonight. Something had happened which had thrown him completely off his balance.
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She made her way down to the garage, put on the lights and examined the petrol tank before she threw open the doors and, knocking away the chocks, let the car roll of its own volition down the gentle incline to the mews. She closed the doors and took one quick survey left and right. There were two ways out, that which led into New Cavendish Street and that to the street that ran parallel. She decided on the latter route, sent the car quickly over the uneven paving of the mews, turned back to Portland Place and ran steadily and without check into Regent’s Park.

She followed the Outer Circle, making the widest detour, until she came to Avenue Road, and a few minutes later she was speeding up Fitzjohn’s Avenue to the Heath. The straight road to Oxford, which would take her through Maidenhead and Henley, she avoided, and came by a little-used road to Beaconsfield and Marlow.

Henley was more difficult to avoid. She ran through the wide main street at a leisurely pace, and, as she believed, unobserved; had reached the foot of the long, wide, tree-lined Oxford Road, when she heard a voice shout at her. She turned her head quickly. Drawn up in a side lane was a big car, its lights burning dimly. She saw three men standing at the end of the lane rush for the machine as another jumped towards her footboard.

He missed, and almost at the same moment she saw the other car swing out of the lane and the men who formed its crew scramble aboard. She stepped on the accelerator and the machine leapt forward. There was need for haste. Somebody in the pursuing car was signalling with a red lamp to “stop.” Police obviously — she knew by its drone the new type of car they were using.

She had a clear road and only one crossing to chance — she came in sight of this at eighty miles an hour, She ignored the frantically waving danger lamp and flashed across the bonnet of a swift Rolls that was coming at right angles with not more than a foot to spare. Behind the Rolls she saw, out of the tail of her eye, the flickering lights of a big lorry — that would block pursuit for a minute. The mirror fixed at the side of the windscreen showed her the lights of the police car (now ablaze) swerving — skidding, probably, under a sudden application of brakes. A distant “plop” — a burst tyre; nothing else could make that sound.

Now she had careened round a sharp bend of the road. Half a mile away were two rows of cottages flanking the road, and she knew that beyond there was a crossing, and in the daytime a policeman. Short of the cottages a side road ran northward, and this was only safe if she could negotiate the little village which she knew lay midway. She always thought of this village as a bead through which ran the narrowest of threads. Her speedometer was down to forty-five, and, looking back, she could see or hear nothing, though she might well be deceived, for the narrow road twisted and turned. Here was the village ahead of her — she dropped to twenty.

Yet another policeman appeared out of the darkness — a mounted man, whose horse grew restless in the glare of her headlamps. He had heard nothing apparently — and waved her on. And then she heard the shrill of his whistle and increased her speed. On the farther edge of the village the road ran straight and the surface had been recently made up. She stepped on the pedal and hew. It was pitch dark the lamps turned the road and the fringing hedge into a lane of gold.

There was a bridge over a deep stream. She slowed for the hump of it; and then, right ahead of her, she saw two blazing lights appear, and above these the little green lamp which advertised the profession of its passengers.

She had to decide quickly. There was no room to turn the machine — if that mounted policeman’s whistle meant anything, it meant that she was being followed and that he had received some signal to hold her. She knew that the Buckinghamshire police had a code of rocket signals to meet the depredations of motor bandits.

Switching off her lights, she stopped the car dead on the crest of the bridge, took out the package she was carrying, and, peering into the night, flung it into the swollen river. Then, restarting the car, she went on at her leisure.

The car coming towards her was moving as slowly and keeping to the crown of the road. Turning her headlamps on full, she sounded her klaxon, but the machine ahead did not budge. There was nothing to do but to stop. Both cars halted together, their bonnets within a few inches one of the other. She saw two men approach and come running towards her, and heard a hated voice.

“Why, if it isn’t Miss Perryman!”

He could not have recognised her, and his simulated surprise was all the more offensive.

“You slipped us rather nicely, and I’m afraid there’s going to be a little trouble.”

It was the voice of Sergeant Simmonds.

“Now, young lady, perhaps you’ll explain what you mean by driving to the common danger?”

The stout man with his bristling moustache she had not met since the day he brought her the dreadful news of Ronnie’s end.

“I’m not aware that I was so driving,” was her answer.

He snorted at this.

“You’re under arrest,” he said gruffly, and called one of his men to take charge of her car. “Get down, please.”

He gripped her firmly by the arm, and she went hot with fury.

“Let me go! There’s no need to hold my arm.”

She struggled to free herself, and he released her. But she was now visible in the light of the electric lamps that were focussed on her.

“Get into that car.” He pushed her into the tender, sat on one side of her and another detective on the other.

The man who had taken charge of her machine backed it almost into the hedge to give them a dear passage. As they passed, Simmonds shouted:

“Bring that car back to the station-yard. I want it searched thoroughly.”

Mr. Simmonds’s manner changed once they were on the way to London.

“A sensible young lady like you ought not to give the police all this trouble, Miss Perryman,” he said reproachfully. “You might have killed somebody running your car at that rate! I don’t suppose you knew what you were doing, or else you’ve been led into this by others.”

A very sententious man was Sergeant Simmonds of the bristling moustache; but he was not a good actor. He was in truth the most obvious of kidders.

“You tell me where you were going and all about your little game. Miss Perryman, and I’ll make things easy for you. I’m going to mention no names, but I know you’re doing something which you wouldn’t do if you knew what it was you were doing.”

“That sounds rather involved,” she said coldly, and he chuckled in the most genial manner.

“Ah, I haven’t had your education. Miss Perryman! You know, a young lady like you oughtn’t to be running around the country at this time of night; you’re liable to meet all sorts of unpleasant people—”

“I have,” she said grimly, and this time he was really amused.

“Sharp, eh, Walters?” He addressed the other detective. “Like a needle! We’re not so bad, Miss Perryman — we’re doing our duty. We’re here for the protection of the citizen, his life, property and personal belongings. A lady like you ought to give us all the help you can, instead of—”

“What law have I broken?”

Mr. Simmonds considered this. “Well, you’ve driven to the common danger for one thing,” and she smiled contemptuously in the darkness.

“It is a little difficult to prove, isn’t it? I don’t remember a case of a driver being summoned for speeding at night.”

Sergeant Simmonds was well aware of his difficulty. Magistrates are chary of accepting evidence of identification. Cars on that part of the road where she had been chased were fairly frequent and difficult to identify; besides which, she was coming in the opposite direction to that she had been following when he had chased her.

“That won’t be any trouble,” he said, with spurious confidence. “But I don’t want to charge you with anything. All I want is five minutes’ talk with you. Just tell me who you were going to meet and what you had to deliver, like a sensible young lady, and you’ll never see the inside of a police court.” He added under his breath: “Except to give evidence.”

Ann was unimpressed.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about — you’ve certainly no right to cross-examine me. You’re not beating me, are you?” she demanded sarcastically.

Sergeant Simmonds emitted sounds of protest.

She answered no further questions, and after a while Simmonds sank back into the corner of the car and dozed for the remainder of the journey to London.

They took her to the little police station which lies in Scotland Yard. Ten minutes later a cell door clanged upon her.
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Mark McGill was pacing up and down his sittingroom. The clock at which he glanced every few minutes pointed to two. No message had come through from Ann; he had been on the phone to one of his agents at Oxford and had learned that she had not arrived. That was hardly alarming. Ann was clever, and would make a long detour, avoiding the points at which the Flying Squad might pick her up. But he ought to hear from her soon. The Oxford man had promised to telephone again, but the instrument had been silent for an hour.

Ann was getting a little difficult. He knew that her faith in him had been shaken. Try as he did, he could not flog her into the old enthusiasm for vengeance. Many causes were operating against Mark McGill. The pitiable cowardice of Tiser was one of these; the fear of the man seemed to translate itself into doubt; and he had noticed that the girl was never brought into contact with that shivering confederate of his but she became a little more sceptical.

He looked up quickly. There was a buzzer in the hall and it had sounded three times. Walking to the window, he peered out. Cavendish Square was deserted and no car was in sight. It must be Ann — she always pressed the second button concealed beneath the ordinary bellpush and invisible to the casual visitor.

He passed into the hall, opened the door, and took a step backward at the sight of his callers. Bradley was there, and behind him two of his bulls.

The detective’s cold eyes were fixed upon the big man.

“Expecting somebody?” he asked.

In a second Mark had recovered himself.

“Of course. I was expecting news about Tiser. He was taken ill tonight.”

“Is your telephone taken ill too?” asked the other in even, deliberate tones.

“There’s nobody at the Home who can use a phone,” replied Mark with a smile. “You know what an ignorant lot of devils they are. I really must put in an assistant to Tiser. Did you want to see me?”

Bradley opened his pocketbook and took out an official-looking document.

“I have a warrant to search your place,” he said. “I can only hope I haven’t come too late!”

McGill’s self-possession was amazing, he thought. It was also a little disappointing. Obviously he had come too late. He would not smile if he had any fear that this visitation would be followed by unpleasant consequences.

“Come in,” he said, almost genially, and the detectives followed him into the sittingroom.

Mark walked straight to the desk and turned one of the two switches that were affixed to the table.

“Take your hand away from that!” said Bradley sharply. “What is the idea?”

McGill shrugged his broad shoulders.

“It is merely an automatic arrangement to close the front door. You gentlemen left it open, and I’m rather susceptible to draughts.”

“The door was closed,” said Bradley curtly. “What is the other switch?”

“That opens the door,” was the glib reply.

The detective put his hand on the little lever and nodded to one of his men.

“Go into the hall and see what happens.”

He turned the control lever, and the man standing in the doorway verified McGill’s statement. Bradley turned the other.

“Anything happened?” he asked.

“No, sir.”

“It doesn’t close the door, eh? What does it do?” he demanded.

McGill met his eyes without flinching.

“The mechanism is probably out of order,” he said. “Try the first switch. Either of them operates the door.”

Bradley turned back the lever and heard the thud of the door closing.

“Now you can sit here while these men make a tiresome search of your rooms,” he said, and obediently Mark McGill sat down on the sofa and readied for a cigar.

“There is no objection to my smoking, one presumes?” he asked sardonically.

“One day you’ll roast,” said Bradley.

For an hour and a half the detectives searched and probed, turning every article out of every drawer, inspecting wardrobes and cupboards, turning back mattresses, sounding panels. McGill washed with amusement the search of the room in which he was sitting. After a while he put his hand in his pocket and took out a key.

“There is a small safe behind a panel on the left of the mantelpiece,” he said. “This is the key of it.”

Bradley took the key without a word, opened the safe and inspected its contents. When he had finished;

“Yon have a garage, haven’t you? There’s a door leading from the kitchen?”

“Let me show you the way,” said McGill politely, and, rising, walked before them.

In the kitchen Bradley saw the iron furnace. It was still warm. He opened the little steel door and prodded amongst the still glowing embers.

“Useful,” he said.

“Very,” replied McGill. “I burn my love letters there.”

Inspector Bradley’s lips twitched: he was not without a sense of humour, and the reply tickled him momentarily.

“You’re something of a Lothario, they tell me?”

Though he did not appear to be, he was watching the man narrowly as he spoke.

“And who is your latest conquest — Miss Perryman?”

He saw McGill frown and was relieved. Before he could make a rejoinder, Bradley pointed to the door leading to the garage.

“Unlock this,” he said.

He followed McGill down the stairs, waited till the lights were switched on, and then looked around. There was a sound in the little building — the sound of rushing water. Presently he located it. It came from the interior of a cigar-shaped container of galvanised iron.

“What is that?” he asked.

“A new system of ventilation,” said McGill airily. “I have a scientific mind.” The detective unfastened the steel panel and pulled it open. He could see nothing in the light of his handle lamp except the glitter of falling water. Pulling up his sleeve, he reached in his hand till he came to the bottom of the container, where he found the place of egress: a round aperture through which the water was gurgling noisily.

“Anything there?” asked McGill pleasantly. In a corner of the garage was a big cylinder of brown paper. Bradley tore the paper cover and drew out a white crystalline slab. It was round and perforated at regular intervals with holes as big as a sixpence. This he smelt, and, wetting his finger, rubbed it along the top and tasted it.

“Salt!” he said.

He pushed the disc into the container and laid it on the bottom. In a few seconds it had dissolved and disappeared.

“May I reconstruct this little scheme of yours, McGill?” he asked. “You put in there a disc of sugar or salt — I have an idea that the sugar is safer — and on this you put your illicit possessions and close the door. At the first hint of danger you start water running — the switch, of course!”

He nodded smilingly, and for the first time McGill showed some sign of uneasiness.

“When the police visit you, you turn the switch, the water washes away the support of your ‘coke,’ and before the police can reach the spot the evidence has vanished! Rather ingenious.” He tapped Mark McGill on the chest. “Don’t try that again — I shall probably raid the garage first, with very unpleasant consequences to you. Where is Miss Perryman?”

He asked the question abruptly, so abruptly that Mark was taken aback.

“Miss Perryman doesn’t occupy this flat,” he said.

“But you were expecting news of her, eh? She is the person you were waiting for?”

McGill’s laugh was not very hearty.

“Really, my dear inspector, you have the most fantastic ideas — where do you get them from? It is, I admit, a relief to find a police officer with sufficient imagination to invent stories, but it is also rather trying—”

“You’re expecting Ann Perryman, and you may have to wait some time,” said Bradley. “She was arrested tonight on the Oxford road!”

Mark stood absolutely still, not a muscle of his face moved, by not so much as the lowering of his eyelid did he betray his concern.

“I’m sorry to hear that — what is the charge against her?”

“Being in possession of dangerous drugs,” said Bradley.

Ordinarily, Mark McGill would have been suspicious, but for the moment he was rattled and did not even consider the possibility that Bradley might be bluffing.

“I know nothing about it,” he said loudly. “If she was carrying drugs it was without my knowledge. If she says she got them from here, she is lying — where did you find them in the car?”

He had hardly spoken the words before he realised his error. Ann would have thrown away the package at the first sign of real danger. He was telling the detective what even the girl did not know — that the car contained something more than Ann Ferryman realised.
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To give him what credit was due. Mark McGill had, in a halfhearted way, endeavoured to minimise the risk which Ann so often ran. In nine cases out of ten she carried an innocuous package of common salt in her journeys to the country. The real “cargo” was hidden in a specially constructed cupboard let into the side of the car and concealed behind the leather lining.

Ann had certainly carried a dangerous load to Oxford that night, and he trusted her native wit to get rid of it if there was the slightest danger of detection. In the presence of Bradley, he recalled an alarming circumstance. A week before he had sent her to Birmingham, and the hollow side of the car had contained a fairly large quantity of cocaine.

There was always a man to meet Ann at her destination and garage her car. It was then, unknown to her, that the real cargo was removed. But something had frightened the Birmingham crowd; she had not delivered the package she carried, nor had the car been met. Neither Mark nor his lame mechanic had removed the stuff: it was still there when Ann had gone out to meet the aeroplane.

He had not been greatly troubled by the fact; the car was as good a hiding-place as the container. Some time after Ann had left it had occurred to him that the Oxford crowd might relieve the car of its contents, and probably be surprised to find such quantities on their hands.. But that was a matter which could easily be adjusted.

He saw Bradley’s eyes searching his, and forced a laugh.

“What I meant to say was—” he began.

“What you meant to say,” said Bradley, “was that Ann Perryman was carrying something in the car besides the packet she threw into the river.”

Mark McGill blinked at this.

“I know nothing about that,” he said quickly. “There’s no reason why she should throw anything in the river. She was taking a trip to Oxford — where is she?”

For a little time Bradley did not answer.

“She is at Cannon Row Police Station. I presume you wish to offer bail, and I’m telling you in plain English that I shall oppose the bail. I’ve tried my best to save that young lady, but she’s in the limelight now and I can do nothing.”

He stroked his chin thoughtfully, still looking at the man he hated.

“There’s only one chance, and it is that she will give me evidence to get you, McGill. If she will oblige me in that respect I’ll undertake to draw a red line under all her troubles.”

His tone lacked the vehemence that Mark expected; it was almost mild in comparison with the nature of his threats. And Mark, who had a knowledge of men, realised that he had before him one whose mind was occupied with another problem. He was talking of one thing, and his mind was groping in an entirely different direction.

Mark saw him to the door, stood on the pavement whilst the police tender drew up noiselessly to the kerb, and watched it till it disappeared in the direction of Oxford Street.

There was a solicitor, a creature of his, a man whom he had promoted from the precarious livelihood he gained at a South London police court. Him he had installed in a respectable suburban villa, and had almost completely cured of his reprehensible habits. He spoke to the man on the telephone.

“I’m sending my car down for you: I want you to come up at once.”

Mr. Durther arrived at half-past three, a hollow-faced man, whose hands everlastingly trembled.

“They have a friend of mine inside. I want you to see her in the morning, brief the best counsel to defend her, and see that she has everything she requires. She will probably be charged at the Southern police court. When you see her, tell her that there is nothing to fear if she keeps quiet and refuses to answer questions. Another thing you can rub in is the fact that Bradley will move heaven and earth to get her convicted.”

“What was she carrying?” asked Mr. Durther, in his tremulous voice.

“Coke,” was the laconic reply. “I’m not so sure they found it — you’ll have to watch that, and if there’s a remand, I want counsel to ask for bail and, if necessary, apply to a Judge in chambers.”

After the solicitor had left Mark brewed himself a strong cup of coffee, took a cold bath, and sat down to wait for the hour that would bring the report of the solicitor.
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Bradley went back to the garage where Ann’s car had been deposited. He dismissed his men after the been wheeled out into the yard, and with the aid of his hand torch, he began a careful search of the car.

It was not difficult to find the box under the seat, or the method by which the contents of that box could be removed from the outside. The receptacle was empty. He searched the tool-box, with no better result.

He had almost finished his inspection when it occurred to him that the leather upholstery along the roof was a little more elaborate than was usually to be found in cars of this type. This he probed inch by inch. There was a pocket on each side of the door, but he had already felt in these without result. He felt again, and this time he realised that the door was thicker than seemed absolutely necessary.

Lifting the pocket which hung loose, his lamp went up and down the leather. There was a distinct square patch here. He looked under the pocket of the other door and found the same feature. There was no necessity for a patch in the middle of the door, unless it represented an opening of some kind. He prodded with a pocket-knife, and the point struck steel.

And then, quite by accident, he found the hiding-place. He was raising up the covering pocket, and must have exercised more than usual pressure, for there was a click, and the square of leather opened like a trap. Inside he saw a dozen flat packages packed tight. These he removed carefully before he made an attempt on the second door.

He wasted little time here, for he had learned the trick. The upward jerk of the pocket released a spring, but this time the hidden cupboard held nothing.

He tried the front doors of the driving space, but evidently the secret receptacles were confined to the saloon portion of the car. Carefully he stowed away the packages in his pocket, reclosed the trap and pushed the car back into its lock-up garage.

He had a queer sense of thankfulness which he could not quite understand. Why should he be so pleased with his discovery — a discovery which would hopelessly incriminate the woman who occupied his thoughts day and night? It wasn’t that at all, he discovered: his gratitude was for having had the intelligence to send away his men so that there were, no witnesses to the finding of the packages. He was shocked to realise this.

He did not return to Scotland Yard, but hurried to the modest flat he occupied. Letting himself in, he switched on the lights in the diningroom and locked the door before he removed the small parcels from his pocket. One of these he opened — there could be no doubt as to what that crystalline powder was which sparkled under the overhead light. He wetted his finger and put some of the stuff to his tongue. Cocaine!

For a long time he sat staring at the deadly drug, and then the phone rang. The sound of the bell made him jump. He hurried to the instrument, more to stop its continuous ringing than with any eagerness to stop its continuous ringing than with any eagerness to learn who was at the other end.

He recognised the voice of his superintendent. “Is that you, Bradley? We’ve just had a squeak in from Oxford — one of these coke merchants says hat we’ll probably find a parcel of the stuff hidden in hat girl’s car. There’s a secret pocket in one of the doors. I’ll send Simmonds down—”

“No, sir, I’ll go myself,” said Bradley quickly. He hung up the phone, came back to the table and eyed the packages. Whatever decision he made must be made quickly.

He went out into his little kitchen and had a look round. A woman cook-housekeeper came daily; she was a methodical and frugal person, and he knew she bought articles in large quantities. The flour bin was half full. He could substitute this for the stuff… And then the absurdity of the exchange struck him and he laughed. And in that laughter he took his decision; went quickly back to the sittingroom, gathered the packages, brought them into the kitchen, and poured their contents into the sink.

For ten minutes he stood, watching the water dissolve the white powder. When it had all disappeared, and he had burnt the paper, he put on his coat and hat and went back to the garage to search for something which was not there.

An hour later he went to report to his chief, and found that that wise man had left the office for his home.

It was no exaggeration to say that John Bradley stood aghast at his own amazing dereliction of duty. If anybody had told him that night that he would have wilfully destroyed evidence in a most serious case for the love of a prisoner, he might have laughed, had it not been that always at the back of his mind was the uneasy conviction that sooner or later Ann Ferryman would come within the purview of the law. She hated him: he had no doubt on that question; less doubt that her hatred was inspired by Mark.

She had made some faint attempt to be pleasant, but she was a bad actress. He never met her but she strove vainly to hide her loathing, never left her but her face openly expressed her relief.

He went back to his office at Scotland Yard and dozed in his chair till a messenger brought him a cup of hot coffee and the realisation that in a few hours he would be prosecuting the woman he loved.

At eight o’clock that morning Ann was removed to the South London Police Court. She had the distinction of riding in a taxicab accompanied by a matron and a detective; sure evidence, if she could but read the signs, that the charge on which she was held was regarded by the police as being more than ordinarily serious.

She had hardly been locked in the cell attached to the police court when the matron came to her.

“Your solicitor has arrived — Mr. Durther. You had better see him in my room.”

Although the matron was present, the interview was obviously to be more or less private, for the quivering solicitor led her to a corner of the room near the window. At first she was a little alarmed by his apparent nervousness, and this he must have seen.

“Don’t take any notice of my hands shaking,” he mumbled. “Suffer from nerves.”

He looked round past her at the matron. “I’ve got a message from Mark,” he said, lowering his voice still deeper. “There may have been a lot of stuff in the car… saccharine.”

“In the car?” she said, amazed. He nodded rapidly. “There were a couple of pockets… If you are questioned about it… know nothing… understand?”

“What is going to happen?” she asked.

His thin shoulders went up and down in a gesture intended to express his ignorance. “I don’t know… can’t get counsel down to defend you to-day… bound to be a remand.”

She stared at him in consternation. “Does that mean I shall go to prison for another week?”

Mr. Durther avoided her eyes. “Maybe. We’ll try to get bail… do everything possible… police are bound to ask for a remand, especially if they found the stuff. Prison’s nothing… get used to it.”

Ann Ferryman felt her heart sink within her. Prison was an experience to which she could never grow accustomed; and at the prospect she thought of Bradley, and hated him more bitterly than ever.

“How was the… saccharine packed?” And, when he told her: “How many parcels were there?” asked Ann after a long silence.

“Five. They were in the space let into the doors. Mr. McGill says you are to deny all knowledge that they were there.”

Another silence.

“What was in them?”

“Saccharine, my dear young lady — nothing more than saccharine,” quavered Durther.

“What could happen to me?” she asked. “I mean, suppose they found them?”

The lawyer shrugged his shoulders. It was not an easy question to answer. Well he knew what would happen!

“Does one get imprisonment for smuggling?”

He shook his head.

“Not for the first offence. You would probably be fined a hundred pounds or so, which of course Mark would gladly pay.”

He was rather relieved, and she wondered why. It was not easy to guess that Mr. Durther wanted to forget what might follow the discovery of the cocaine, and was glad enough to discuss her hypothetical offence.

All Lady’s Stairs were here to-day. She saw a majestic and bearded figure being pushed into a cell after his morning ablutions. Evidently Mr. Sedeman had also fallen from grace. She smiled to herself, but as the door closed upon her she was serious enough. All that night she had turned on her hard plank bed, with a leather cushion under her head, thinking, thinking…

She was not frightened; the novelty of her position had sustained her for a while, but now that had worn off. This cell with the glazed brick lining, its ugly bench, set loose a train of tormenting thoughts. Ronnie had known the interior of such a place as this, had been familiar with the ghastly routine of servitude.

The matron brought her some coffee and two thick slices of bread and butter, and she was glad of these. Until now she had not realised how famished she was. She had hardly finished before the door opened again. At the matron’s command she followed the woman into a smaller room than that in which she had interviewed the solicitor.

A man was standing by the window, staring out into the courtyard. He turned at the sound of the opening door, and she found herself face to face with Inspector Bradley. Her first inclination was to walk from the room. The matron, standing squarely by the closed door, made this course impossible.

He looked heavyeyed, tired, slightly haggard, she thought. Some of his undoubted good looks seemed to have disappeared.

“Good morning,” he said. His voice was sharp, peremptory, the voice of a police inspector rather than a friend.

She did not answer, but stood stiffly before him, her hands clasped behind her. He looked past her.

“You can go, matron. Wait outside the door; I have something to say to this lady.”

Obediently the stout woman retired.

“Now, my young friend, you’re in a very serious position. I’m taking a charitable view and am supposing that you do not know what you’ve been doing.”

His old flippancy of tone had gone; his voice was grave but not unfriendly. She recognised this through the rising mists of her fury, although why she should be enraged by his obvious endeavour to help her she could not understand. Only she knew that at that moment she could have killed him.

“I know exactly what I’ve been doing,” she said, trying to keep her voice steady. “I have been driving a car at night, and in some way I have made you hate me. You’re anxious to do for me what you did for Ronnie.”

“You are not going to say you’re innocent?” he asked bluntly. “Or that you’re the victim of police persecution? Will you say that you have not broken the law?”

He waited breathlessly for her denial, but she was silent, and his heart sank.

“Are you conscious that you have broken the law?” he repeated.

“I will tell the magistrate that,” she answered coldly.

“Are you aware that you have been trafficking in noxious drugs?” he asked.

Her lips curled. “Really, Mr. Bradley, you’re most unoriginal! That was the story you told me last year after Ronnie was murdered — that he was a dealer in drugs. Are you suggesting that I am doing the same thing?”

His very look was a challenge.

“Are you?”

She went white with anger, turned abruptly, walked to the door and flung it open. The matron was standing outside, her head resting against the doorpost. She might have been interested in the conversation which had taken place in the room, and probably was.

“Take me back to my cell,” ordered Ann peremptorily.

“Has Mr. Bradley finished with you?” asked the matron.

“I’m finished with him,” said Ann.

She almost welcomed the solitude of the cell. She was shaking with anger, and, had there been occasion for speech, would have been inarticulate. How dare he!

To revive that old lie, and label her as he had labelled Ronnie! Whatever happened, whatever came, fine or imprisonment, no punishment would equal the humiliation this man had put upon her.

Bradley had followed her from the waiting-room, and none who saw his inscrutable face could have guessed the despair that was in his heart.

As he was going into the court, Simmonds took him by the arm.

“The doctor says that Smith ought to have some sort of sedative before he goes into court.”

“Smith?” Bradley was shocked when he realised that he had forgotten that he had another case on his hands, one infinitely more serious than that of Ann Perryman.

There had been a murder a week before; a shop assistant had been killed, a jeweller’s shop rifled, and the murderer had got away, later to be arrested. Bradley knew him at once as a drug addict, a nerve-tortured decadent who might well trace his ruin to the activities of Mark McGill.

“You hadn’t forgotten Smith, sir?” Simmonds smiled at the absurdity of his own question.

“No, I hadn’t forgotten him,” said Bradley slowly. “He wants a sedative, does he? How long can we keep him going without?”

“Not more than an hour,” said Simmonds.

Bradley nodded. “I’ll arrange for his case to be taken next,” he said.

He was turning away when again Simmonds detained him.

“Steen wants to see you. He’s been to the Yard, and they sent him down here.”

Bradley stared at his subordinate in astonishment.

“Steen?” he said incredulously. “What is wrong?”

Simmonds shook his head.

“I think you’d better see him. He’s got a Home Office letter.”

Hurrying back to the small room where he had interviewed Ann, Bradley found a man waiting for him, sitting patiently on the edge of a chair, his big hands resting on his knees. He was a tall, angular, awkward-looking man, wearing a black suit a little too large for him, and round his neck a knotted handkerchief. He rose and touched his forelock.

“Good morning, Mr. Bradley. They told me I’d find thee here.”

He spoke in a broad north country accent.

“What’s the trouble, Steen?” asked Bradley.

The man jerked his head in a gesture of deprecation.

“I want nowt of police protection, but tha knows what the fellows are at Home Office. It’s over this man Libbitt — they say his friends talk of getting me. I’ll get them first, I’m thinking.” He chuckled at his mysterious joke.

“Go along to the jailer’s office,” said Bradley. “I’ll see you after these two cases are over.”

“Only two this morning?” said Steen, in astonishment.

“Two that count.”

Bradley smiled to himself at the confession. Not even the case of Smith counted with him.

He was in court when Sedeman was brought in, jaunty and rather magnificent. He greeted the magistrate as an old friend; admitted certain errors of his on the night before; reminded the policeman witness, not once but many times, of the immediate consequences of perjury; and blandly awaited sentence. Not even the three weeks’ hard labour he received affected him.

The clerk and a solicitor were in whispered consultation. Bradley recognised the lawyer as a friend of Mark McGill’s, and when he heard the word “Smith” wondered exactly why McGill was interfering in that matter. It was the last case in the world he would have expected the big man to meddle with. Presently he was enlightened. Mr. Durther went back to his table immediately after Sedeman had been removed.

In his proper environment he was no longer the timid and tremulous man Ann had met.

“Before your worship takes the next case,” he began briskly, “I hope your worship will allow me to make an application. It has some relation to a case which is coming on later. Your worship will remember that I applied here a year ago for certain documents which were the property of my client, Mr. Marcus McGill, that were in the possession of the late Elijah Yoseph, who was the freeholder of Lady’s Stairs.”

What was Mark’s game? Why did he choose this moment to recall the disappearance of Li?

The magistrate nodded.

“I remember,” he said tersely.

“The police took possession of his house, and I believe they still have a technical possession until his death is presumed in a Higher Court. We produced an affidavit by a man named Sedeman, who, curiously enough, came before your worship just now.”

“I remember the affidavit,” said the magistrate. “He swore that the documents had been left by mistake at Yoseph’s house.”

“They were quite unimportant—” began the solicitor, and the magistrate shook his head.

“That is not my recollection. The documents were lists of Continental chemists, and the suggestion was that these people had been supplying Yoseph or his principals with drugs,” he said. “Isn’t that so, Mr. Bradley?”

“That is so, your worship.”

“We can prove,” said the solicitor, “that these lists had reference to a perfectly legitimate business.”

Now Bradley understood. Mark had learnt that the police had found the hiding-place and was preparing a defence in advance. It was true that those documents which he had impounded on the night of the murder might tend to show that McGill was carrying on a legitimate business in chemicals.

“It is a matter entirely for the police,” said the magistrate. “If they consider the documents vital, I will do nothing.”

He looked at Bradley, who rose from his chair.

“We have as yet been unable to secure the evidence we want,” he said quickly, “but I regard the documents as very important and I must oppose the application.”

The man on the bench nodded.

“Very well. The application is refused.”

Mr. Durther was apparently not unprepared for this refusal. Bradley again rose.

“I would like to ask your worship if you would now take the case of William Charles Smith. I asked your worship if it could be taken this afternoon, but for a very special reason I wish the case to be dealt with at once. It will not take more than a few minutes.”

The magistrate signalled his assent, and there came, through the door leading from the cells, a pallid man of slight build, a detective at each elbow. His wrists were held together by handcuffs, and this the keen-eyed stipendiary saw.

“Is it necessary that this man should be handcuffed?” he asked.

“Yes, your worship,” replied Bradley. “He has given us a great deal of trouble.”

The man stared at him, showing his teeth in a horrible smile.

The charge was read out — that he did wilfully murder Harry Bendon by shooting him with a revolver on the night of the 13th of April in Fellow Street in the Parish of St. Martin’s.

“Is he legally represented?” asked the magistrate.

Bradley shook his head.

“No, your worship. I only propose to-day to offer formal evidence of arrest and to ask your worship to remand him until next Friday.”

The man in the dock strained across the rail.

“If I ever get at you, Bradley, I’ll tear the heart out of you!” he howled.

What else he said none could hear.

The formal evidence of arrest was heard quickly, and the prisoner was hustled from the court.

“Has this man been seen by the prison doctor? He seems rather strange.”

“I am informed,” answered Bradley, “that he is to be kept under observation. He has shown an extraordinary craving for drugs since his arrest — that is half the trouble.”

The magistrate shook his head sadly.

“The number of criminals who are coming in front of me who in some way or other are addicts is truly astonishing. Where are these people getting drugs? Usually that practice was confined to a certain type of undesirable man and woman. One never heard of people of Smith’s class falling under its influence.”

“It is being supplied systematically in every part of the country,” said Bradley.

Durther came to his feet instantly.

“I hope this dreadful case is not being used to prejudice your worship in another matter which is coming up for hearing,” he said, “the case of Ann Perryman.”

“I had no such intention!” Bradley almost snarled the words, but the solicitor kept his feet.

“The immediate effect of bringing Smith into court and this reference to drugs must create an atmosphere of hostility. I do not know what charge the police intend making against Miss Perryman—”

Somebody touched his elbow-Mark McGill had come into court and was sitting by his side. Bradley had seen him out of the tail of his eye.

“Leave it there,” he said under his breath, and then, as the magistrate, the clerk and Bradley consulted in an undertone: “What will Bradley do?” asked Mark.

“If the stuff they found in the car was cocaine, he is certain to charge her with unlawful possession of dangerous drugs.”

“But have they found it?”

“I haven’t heard,” said Durther. “All that I know is, Bradley made a search of the hidden pockets.”

McGill pulled a long face at this.

“What will she get?”

“Three months — possibly six. It was cocaine, of course?”

Mark nodded.

“She didn’t know it was there, though.”

Durther smiled sceptically.

“Do you mean to tell me she doesn’t know the stuff she’s carrying?”

“No — and she didn’t even know that she was carrying anything.”

It was at this moment that the magisterial conference broke up, and the clerk called “Ann Mary Perryman!”

Ann walked into the court, nodded to Mark and stepped into the dock with a little smile. Bradley had seen that smile before on Her brother’s face; had watched him step with the same debonair unconcern into the pen of shame.

“Well, Mr. Bradley!”

It was Ann speaking. He could hardly believe his ears.

“You’ve got me where you want me. This must be a very happy day for you.”

“Don’t address anybody in court except me, please,” interrupted the magistrate testily.

She smiled sardonically.

“Good morning, your worship! I suppose I’m entitled to say something?”

The clerk looked at the sheet before him.

“You’re charged with driving a motorcar to the common danger. Do you plead guilty or not guilty?”

Again the magistrate interposed.

“There was some suggestion this morning that a further charge would be preferred. I don’t see this?”

To McGill’s amazement Inspector Bradley shook his head.

“No further charge is to be preferred, your worship,” he said. “Nothing has been discovered that would justify a further charge.”

It was Ann who recovered first.

“You’re not being merciful, are you? I’d hate that,” she said.

The magistrate tried to stop her, but she went on. She felt strangely exalted; was afire with a sense of mastery. Bradley was lying! He was lying for her sake, and in his perjury had placed himself in her power — she thrilled at the thought. There was in her a fierce desire to hurt him — to maim as he had maimed; to bring him to ruin as he had brought Ronnie.

For the moment she lost all sense of personal danger — forgot Mark and his peril, remembered only that her enemy had delivered himself into her hands.

“My good friend Inspector Bradley, who is so anxious to help me! He’s certainly helped me into a cell!”

Durther, in an agony of apprehension, tried to stop her.

“Miss Perryman, perhaps it would be be—”

She arrested his speech with a gesture.

“Detective-Inspector Bradley has been very kind to me!” Her voice grew thin in her anger. “I don’t know how many times he’s tried to lead me to a better path. We’ve had lots of little meetings in restaurants for dinner, and I’ve danced with you, haven’t I, Inspector? He rather likes me — he said he’d do anything in the world for me!”

Bradley stood motionless, his face a mask.

“Be silent, please.”

The magistrate’s attempt was vain.

“I’ll not be silent!” she stormed. “When a man runs after me and holds my hand and goes on like a fool in love — and then catches me the first opportunity he gets and puts me in a filthy police cell, I’m entitled to say something, and I’m going to say it. Bradley searched my car last night — he said he found nothing. He is lying! He found five packages of saccharine!”

“Be quiet.” Durther’s voice was a wail.

“It was saccharine — and I was smuggling it!” she went on. “And he knows I was smuggling it, and he’s got up there and lied — the poor, mushy fool! He thinks I’ll fall on his neck in gratitude. I’m telling the Chief of Police just the kind of man he is — a detective who’ll destroy evidence because he’s crazy about a woman!”

Her voice broke; she stood breathless — amazed at her own fury.

“Keep silent, please!”

The magistrate was angry; he was also a little bewildered.

“I’ve said all that I want to say.”

Durther stood up, facing her.

“Have you gone mad?” he demanded. “Don’t you see what you’ve done?”

The magistrate was talking.

“I don’t know what all this rigmarole means, and I’m not taking very much notice. No further charge is laid against you. Do you plead guilty to the charge of driving to the common danger?”

“We plead guilty to that, your worship,” Durther swung round quickly.

“Very well. You will be fined twenty pounds and ten guineas costs, and your driving licence will be suspended for twelve months.”

Mark heaved a sigh of relief; never did he dream of such an ending to the case.

For a moment Ann stood limply, clutching the rail of the dock.

“Can I go and get my coat?” she asked in a low voice.

The matron beckoned her; she took Mark’s hand as she passed into the passage leading to the cells.

“Why in hell did she do that? She must hate him!” said Mark behind his hand; but the solicitor was not in a mood to discuss the matter.

“Come along and fix up the fine,” he said.

It was the last case on the list — close enough to the luncheon hour to warrant an adjournment. Almost immediately the court was cleared. The magistrate still fussed over some papers on his table. He saw Bradley and beckoned him.

“That was an extraordinary outburst, Mr. Bradley?”

“Yes, sir.” The detective’s voice was spiritless. He was for the moment crushed and humiliated.

“This is the first time in my experience I have ever heard a prisoner accuse a detective of being in love with her.” His worship was considerably amused.

“I wish she had been lying.” The words came out before Bradley realised what he was saying.

“A very attractive girl,” said the human magistrate. “Of course, it was a very stupid charge to make against you — but rather novel… extraordinary!”

Bradley was alone now in the deserted court, trying to straighten the tangle of his mind. He was there when the door opened and Ann came back. She stopped at the sight of him, and looked round for another way out. But she had to pass him to reach the little wicket that led to the body of the court.

“Is this the way out?” she asked, not looking at him.

“One of the ways.”

He did not move; his back was against the wooden gate through which she had to go.

“Will you let me pass, please?” she asked.

And then she met his reproachful eyes.

“I never dreamt you could be so incredibly mean,” he said quietly.

“Can I pass, please?”

“Certainly.” He opened the wicket for her. “I hope you know where you’re going?”

It needed but that to revive her resentment.

“On the downward path from which you have tried to rescue me — as you tried to rescue Ronnie!” she said.

He nodded.

“Ronnie’s last words to me were: ‘Thank God my sister doesn’t know Mark McGill!’”

Her lips curled at this.

“Is that another invention — like the empty pocket in the car? You ought to be a novelist!”

“It was an invention,” he admitted. “I threw away the five packages.”

“Noble fellow!” she sneered. “And now I hope you’re going to lose your job!”

He smiled.

“I hardly think so. Yet, if they knew the stuff I found in the car was cocaine—”

“It’s a lie — it wasn’t cocaine!” she said angrily. “It’s a beastly lie!”

“A beastly traffic,” said Bradley sternly. “There was a man in this court this morning charged with murder — one of McGill’s victims, a dope! You may have carried the stuff to him.”

She was white now. “You’re a liar — a damnable liar!” she gasped. “I’ve never carried such stuff in my life! I’m doing the work that Ronnie did!”

He nodded. “That was just what Ronnie did — distributed the drugs that Li Yoseph and Mark McGill smuggled into this country.”

“Even the dead are not safe from your slander.” Her voice was tense. “Even the man you murdered!”

“What a dear fool you are!” he said sadly. “You tried to ruin me to-day — the papers will be full of this accusation of yours—’A detective in love with a prisoner’ — there’s romance for you!”

She flamed round on him. “I didn’t say you were in love — I said that you were mushy! It’s the sort of thing that passes for love with men of your class.”

He nodded. That old bleak look came to his eyes.

“You can call it love — it is true.”

Her laugh was hard and bitter.

“Love! I hope you do love me. I hope I am never absent from your mind day or night! I hope I am a torture to you and that your heart is one long ache!”

Her hopes were realised: she exulted in the thought.

“I hate you and I hate your trade. You live on the miseries and sorrows of men and women. You step up to promotion on the hearts you break and the lives you ruin!”

She saw Bradley smile and was infuriated.

“That makes you smile too! It takes something like that to amuse you!”

He laughed softly.

“Go out of this court,” he said. “There’s a policeman to hold up the traffic for you and save you from accident. There’s a detective to see that your bag isn’t stolen. If it weren’t for my trade, as you call it, there are men in this neighbourhood who’d kill you for a ten-pound note, who’d cut the fingers off your hands to get your rings! You sleep soundly in that flat of yours because there is a policeman patrolling your street, and the Flying Squad somewhere round the corner to chase the man who is after your jewellery. My trade is a good trade — it is the trade of the law.”

“How very impressive!”

He ignored the sarcasm.

“As to your trade, you may go out and follow it. It is a trade that is bringing men and women into the gutter, into the dock — into the execution shed. A filthy trade, whether you know it or whether you don’t. I love you as much as a man can love a woman, but I’ve given you your last chance.”

Mark came into the deserted court at this moment and was a witness of what followed.

“Ronnie went his own way and died,” Bradley went on. “You’re going a worse way, if you haven’t gone already!”

He tried to stop himself saying this, but it was out before he could curb his tongue. The next moment he felt the sting of her palm on his cheek. She looked at him, horrified at what she had done.

“I’m sorry — I shouldn’t have said that,” said Bradley, and here it was that Mark McGill made a mistake.

He came blundering forward. “Serve you dam’ well right! What do you mean by it, Bradley?”

Inspector Bradley looked at him through narrowed lids.

“You saw her strike me,” he said slowly. “I’m passing it on!”

His fist shot out, and in another second Mark McGill was sprawling on the floor. He scrambled to his feet, his face livid.

“By God, I’ll have the coat off your back for this, Bradley!” he breathed.

For a moment he thought that the detective would repeat the attack, but Bradley did not move.

“That’s nothing to what is coming to you,” he said. “I’m going to get you, McGill — before you get her!”

“Get me, will you?” McGill spat the words. “You think you can frighten me? I’m not scared of you, or Scotland Yard, or the best judge that ever sat on a bench!”

It was at that moment Steen came through the gaoler’s door, an awkward figure in black. Bradley saw him and pointed to him.

“There’s one man you haven’t mentioned. That man! He’s come here to-day to get police protection because he’s got an unpopular job to do. Steen!”

Mark’s face puckered up into an expression of horror.

“Steen!”

“Steen — the public hangman!” said Bradley. “Meet him! You’ll meet him again!”



Chapter 12


Table of Contents


They drove home in silence. Mark McGill and the palefaced girl, and came to Cavendish Square. In all their journey Ann had not spoken a word, although several times Mark had attempted to provoke her to speech. He was clever enough to give up his attempts when he found she was in no mood to discuss the events of the morning.

“Will you come in and have some lunch?” he said. “You must be hungry.”

As he offered the invitation he expected a refusal. Ann had expressed her intention of going to her flat. To his surprise she acquiesced. She was listless; all the fire which she had shown in the court, that self-command which he had admired even as it terrified him, they belonged to another person. She had suddenly grown tired and a little peaked. There were shadows under her eyes which he did not remember seeing before.

He was about to ring the bell when she instructed him: “Don’t order lunch for me. Mark. I’ll have a cup of tea; that will be sufficient. Then I think I’ll go to bed.”

“Poor old girl! That swine Bradley!”

She shrugged her shoulders and sighed.

“That swine Bradley,” she repeated monotonously.

“Anyway, you’ve done him a harm beyond repair,” said Mark with satisfaction. “He will be the laughing stock of London — what a pity there weren’t any reporters in court to see you—”

“Don’t, please.” Her voice was sharp, peremptory. “I’m not terribly proud of myself.”

“Then you ought to be,” he said, with simulated heartiness. “If ever a man deserved—”

“He deserved nothing. He was doing his duty. It makes me sick to think about it.”

“Reaction, my dear,” said Mark cheerfully. “You were certain to feel like that. Bradley got what he deserved, or a little of it.”

She looked up at him thoughtfully. She was half sitting, half crouching in a corner of the deep settee.

“Was that the hangman?” she asked. “That awful-looking man?”

He winced at the question.

“Ye — es, that was Steen. Bright-looking specimen, isn’t he? I’ve never seen him, of course. One doesn’t meet that kind of carrion crow. An ugly brute!”

“He was rather pathetic, to me,” she said thoughtfully. “There was something sad about him, and something oddly dignified.”

He opened his eyes wide. “Dignified — a hangman? My dear, what on earth are you talking about?”

She sighed again and dropped her eyes. “Nothing very much — I wish I hadn’t done it! Oh, I wish I hadn’t!”

He patted her on the shoulder. “My dear, you’ve done a noble work! Didn’t you see the evening newspapers as you came along? ‘Amazing Scene in Court’ — I’m looking forward to reading those. I’ll send you the newspapers in when they arrive.”

She came to her feet instantly. “You’ll do nothing of the kind. I don’t want to see them! I don’t want to be reminded. He was trying to help me.”

She looked at Mark McGill long and earnestly. “Why did he insist that it was cocaine I was carrying and not saccharine?”

“Because he’s a liar,” said Mark readily. “Because he wants to pretend that he’s doing you a bigger service than he is. Don’t you see that?” She did not answer.

“I thought it was wonderful of you to bring out his mushiness. You never told me about those hand-holdings, little girl. All I knew was that you were getting next to him, and, of course, I knew you went to dinner and danced with him once or twice, but I didn’t guess he was making love to you. If I had—”

“If you had?” she asked.

Mark McGill smiled.

“Well, I’d have let him know all about it, that’s all.”

“Why?”

The question took his breath away

“Why?” he stammered. “Naturally, I wouldn’t allow—”

“But why, Mark? Are you suddenly standing in loco parentis — do you feel responsible for my life and — morals?”

Mark McGill knew he was on dangerous ground.

“We’re getting a bit too highbrow,” he said. “Anyway, he’s finished.”

She shook her head.

“I know very little abort the police, but I’m sure the authorities will take no notice of what I said. Why, there’s hardly a case in court where the prisoner doesn’t bring some accusation against the detective in charge of the case, and they’ll treat me with the rest — I hope.”

“You hope?” he gasped.

She nodded twice.

“Yes, I hope. It was a pretty foul thing I did — I wish I hadn’t.”

Mark chuckled.

“Ann, you’re not in love with him, are you?”

The tea came at that moment, and she did not seem to think there was any necessity for an answer. Presently she put the cup down, gathered up her bag and her coat.

“I’m going to my room,” she said and, walking to the door, turned and stood for some time, her eyes downcast, thinking. “Why did he insist it was cocaine, both in my case and Ronnie’s?” she asked again. “If that was the stuff we were dealing in, it would be ghastly, wouldn’t it?”

Mark felt it was the moment for a little virtuous indignation.

“Do you imagine that I would do anything so horrible?” he asked. “Of course it wasn’t cocaine! You’ve seen the stuff, you’ve tasted it yourself — good God! What is coming over you? Why, you’ll distrust me next.”

It was an unfortunate challenge, for, as their eyes met, he realised that she distrusted him already.
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Mr. Tiser sometimes invited a few fortunate inmates of the Home to attend him in his private room, which was also his bedroom. It was on the ground floor and the window looked out on to a noisy side street, so that the padded second door, designed, as he told visitors, to keep out the noises of the house, seemed a little superfluous. Perhaps it would be more accurate to say that the padded door retained sounds in the room, and not even the cleverest of eavesdroppers with the most sensitive ear glued to the largest keyhole could overhear the many interesting conversations that took place in this chamber.

It was very often necessary for Mr. Tiser that he should discuss problems of the greatest moment, both to himself and to the ex-criminals whom the Home sheltered. That night he had three men who were particularly well known to the police, and two of them had the distinction, when they were badly wanted, of being described in the Hue and Cry as “dangerous — may carry firearms.” One of these had only come out of prison that week for robbery and assault; and here he was fortunate, for the law makes a nice distinction between “robbery and assault” and “robbery with assault.” If you steal a man’s watch and follow this up by hitting him on the head, you are liable to all the pains and penalties of larceny; but if you hit him on the head and then take his watch, you have committed a felony, and have an even chance of being chained up to a steel triangle and receiving the agony inflicted by a whip with nine silk-tipped thongs.

Harry the Cosh — so-called because his favourite weapon was a life-preserver — a wizened little man, with a face which was distinctly simian, was one of the three; with him was Lew Patho — where he acquired his surname no man knew; and these, with the no less dangerous third, sat around Mr. Tiser’s loo table and drank free whisky.

It was ludicrously like a board meeting, with Mr. Tiser in the chair.

“I am sorry for you,” he was saying. “You poor, unfortunate people who are hounded by the police from pillar to post — who are never given a chance — who are, more often than not, because of your unfortunate convictions, arrested and jailed on false evidence, are deserving of every sympathy.”

The three men looked at one another and agreed that they were.

“I have nothing to say against the police,” said Mr. Tiser. “They are often very respectable people. I have nothing to say against Mr. Bradley, who, I am sure, may at heart be a Christian man. But I did not like what he said to me to-day.”

Nobody questioned Mr. Tiser, although he paused to offer the opportunity.

“He said: ‘I wonder, Mr. Tiser’ — he always addresses me as ‘Mister,’ which is most respectful and proper—’why you have such thugs’ — that was his word—’in your Home as Lew Patho and Harry the Cosh, and that redfaced brute who got three months for kicking his wife?’”

“That redfaced brute” stirred uneasily.

“If he’s got anything to say to me—” he began hoarsely.

Mr. Tiser raised his hand.

“I couldn’t help feeling,” he said, “in fact, the feeling amounted to a conviction, that this man will never be happy till he has you all in for a stretch. It is perfectly dreadful that the human heart, designed by the Creator as a nest of loving-kindness, should be so misemployed. I felt it my duty to warn you.”

He leaned back in his chair. Harry the Cosh puckered up his face and made a little hissing noise.

“He’ll get his one of these days,” he said.

Mr. Tiser shook his head.

“That is what I am afraid of. You see, I have studied the habits of Mr. Bradley. I know exactly where he lives, what time he goes home; I have often thought how stupid it is that a man, against whom the hand of all unfortunate people are turned, should walk home alone at one o’clock in the morning through Bryanston Square, which is practically deserted, without an escort of any kind… very foolish — it is almost tempting providence!”

There was no response to this. The three men stared ahead of them.

“I do not say that it would be admirable in any aggrieved person to lay wait for this active and intelligent officer,” said Mr. Tiser; “but I do feel that it would be quite understandable.”

He rose briskly, went to the sideboard and brought back a bottle.

“Now, boys, I’m going to let you hear the wireless,” he said. “A dear unknown friend of the Home presented this set to us yesterday.”

On the top of a bookcase were apparently two loud speakers, one rather smaller than the other. The workman who had installed the instrument had informed Mr. Tiser that the smaller one acted as a filter to the harsher notes; and certainly, when he switched on the cabinet and stood in the corner, the sound of a woman’s singing came naturally and without the slightest distortion.

It was the third member of the party, the redfaced beater of wives, who put the thought of the three men into words. Possibly the clear and harmonious notes; that came from the loud speaker inspired him in his plan. “What about waiting for this Bradley — that fellow’s a bit too ikey.”

“Hush, hush!” said Mr. Tiser with a smile, and covered his ears playfully. “I mustn’t hear things like that, you know!”

Evidently the music had no great charm for them. Before eleven o’clock they had shuffled out.

At a quarter to one o’clock that morning Bradley left Scotland Yard and was picked up by the redfaced man, who followed him at a respectful distance.

All the details which Tiser had given of his movements were apparently accurate. He did not take a cab, nor board any of the night buses which would have carried him within a stone’s throw of his flat. The redfaced man was close at his heels when he turned into Bryanston Square. Here, from the darkness, his two friends joined him. They walked noiselessly, for Mr. Tiser had obligingly supplied them with three old pairs of tennis shoes — his philanthropy was unbounded.

Halfway up the deserted sidewalk the three closed on their prey. They were within five paces of the inspector when Bradley whipped round.

“Stick ’em up, quick!” he said tersely. “And don’t try to run, because it’ll be a waste of breath.”

Even as he spoke, two police tenders turned into the square, one from each end, drew up within twenty yards and disgorged their hateful passengers.

There was a quick search.

“Patho’s got a gat,” said a voice, as his groping hand withdrew, holding a pistol.

“That’s ten years for you, Patho,” said Bradley pleasantly.

When they were bundled into one of the police tenders he walked up to the side and addressed one of the sulky, handcuffed men.

“If I see Tiser I’ll tell him that you carried out his suggestion,” he said. “You had much better have waited for the rest of the broadcast programme. There was an interesting lecture on prisons to come. Not that the lecturer could have told you much that you didn’t know or will not find out.”

He went home, rather tickled. That night Mr. Tiser, obeying an instinct which was stronger than reason, took down the smaller of the loud speakers, and, with the help of a skilled mechanic who was an inmate of the Home, traced the flex of it, not to the aerial, but to a telephone wire on the roof; and he went green with fear as he tried to recall the many incriminating conversations that had taken place in his parlour since the installation of the “wireless.” For the smaller of the speakers was a sensitive microphone, and everything that had been said in that room had been heard — who knew where?

A week passed — a week of numb inactivity for Ann, a week of self-examination, which led to nothing more than a further confusion. She had not read the newspapers — her mind was a news-sheet, black with staring, disagreeable headlines. The withdrawal of her motorcar licence deprived her of her greatest pleasure. Yet even this did not flog her hatred of Bradley into activity.

She saw him once when she was walking in the park. He went spinning past in a black car crowded with men, and she wondered what was his objective and who were the men who, unconscious of the approaching Nemesis, would be surprised to find their enterprise brought to ruin by his appearance.

Once she read some evidence he gave against a car-stealer; once it was a gang of pickpockets that had been shadowed from the East End and caught in a body near Hyde Park Corner.

Mark, in order to give her occupation, took her one night to the Home. It was not a pleasant experience for her. These frowsy men had neither grace nor humility. He told her about Sedeman, showed her his room.

“We dare not lock the old devil out, so the room’s kept for him,” said Mark. “Just now we’ve got very few people in the Home.”

“You’ve reformed the rest?” she asked, and he thought he heard a note of sarcasm in her voice, and was a little alarmed.

She did not see Tiser. At her request, that oily man was absent the night she called.

“We don’t really try to reform them,” Mark explained as they were driving back in his car to her flat; “what we do try, is to find jobs for them.”

“What kind of jobs?” she asked, and again he detected a tinge of scepticism in her tone.

They did not discuss smuggling any more. Mark had had a shock and had profited thereby. Not in his garage nor in the house did he keep a scrap of evidence which might one day bring about his undoing. He had even removed Ann’s car to a garage, a little place off the Edgware Road which he owned, and which had been a very useful depot for him.

It was three weeks after the police court trial that Mark was to receive his second and more staggering shock.
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Mark McGill strode up and down his big sittingroom, pausing now and then to look out of the window upon the gloomy square. A table was strewn with press-cuttings which had been supplied to him by an agency, and they all referred to the case in which Ann Perryman had figured.

He was interrupted in his restless prowlings by the arrival of Tiser. Things were not going well at “The Home”; there had been two police visitations, and one most promising inmate had been brought before a magistrate and sentenced to nine months’ hard labour. Moreover, there had been certain activities among the provincial police which had made a very considerable difference to Mark’s income. He had accumulated quite a considerable sum of money by his nefarious trafficking, but his expenses were heavy, and the suspension of the girl’s licence had created difficulties which he had not foreseen.

He turned round with a scowl as Tiser came sidling into the room, closing the door behind him. Mr. Tiser was blinking apprehensively, and by the twitching of his face and the nervous movement of his hands Mark guessed that his lieutenant was more badly rattled than was usual.

Tiser went straight to the cabinet where the whisky was kept, poured out a generous portion and drank it neat.

“What’s the matter with you?” snarled Mark. “You give me the jumps — for God’s sake don’t let Ann see you in that state!”

“Ann, eh?” Tiser put up his hands to his quivering lips. He tried to screw the resemblance of a smile into his face and succeeded only in producing a terrible contortion. “Notice anything about Ann, Mark — lately? She hardly speaks to me, hardly looks at me, my dear Mark. Surely she’s nothing against poor Tiser?”

“She’s never spoken to you, anyway,” growled Mark McGill. “I don’t see how any woman could talk to you and retain her self-respect. What’s the trouble?”

“I’m rather worrying about her. Mark.” Tiser lowered his voice. “She’s been so quiet. Remember last night, when we were sitting here, she didn’t talk all the time I was here.”

“That shows her good sense. What had she got to talk about?” said Mark impatiently — more impatient since he also had noticed the disturbing symptoms in Ann. “What do you want?”

Tiser looked nervously left and right, drew up a chair near to the settee where Mark had seated himself.

“I’ve had a talk with one of those river rats,” he said in a low, urgent voice. “He told me something that worried me, Mark. If I’d known at the time, I’d have died of fright.”

“What is it?” demanded the big man. “Not that anything that would make you die of fright is necessarily serious.”

“They’ve been searching for Li all the time,” Tiser went on in a hoarse whisper. “They didn’t give up the search when we thought they did. Mark. Every day they’ve been dragging and poking and probing round Lady’s Stairs — this fellow told me that a fortnight ago they sent a diver down in a special suit that they got from Germany, to search the mud under the house. Nobody knew anything about it — it was done at night, but he was breaking cargo on one of the barges — and saw the float come up and the diver dropped overboard.”

Mark was silent. The news had taken him by surprise.

“Did they find anything?”

Tiser shook his head.

“No. This man of mine came ashore and found a little crowd of river police and Scotland Yard men, and got near enough to hear them talking. They’ve given up the search definitely.”

Mark McGill fondled his big chin.

“They might have done that at the start. His body would have been washed out in the river and down to the sea.”

Tiser was not convinced.

“I hope so, my boy. It would be terrible if he had got away unknown to any of us, and was nursing up some scheme for putting in a big squeak — eh, Mark? Do you remember what he said?”

He shivered, and again took a glance left and right.

“Just before he died? He said he’d come back, Mark. He said you couldn’t kill him. I’ve heard him say that before. You remember his ghosts, his little children… Ronnie — eh, Mark?”

He peered anxiously into McGill’s face.

“There was nothing in that, was there? You don’t believe in ghosts… spirits walking about the earth? It’s stupid, isn’t it, Mark?”

Mark was regarding him in wonder.

“What in hell is the matter with you, Tiser? Have you gone gaga, or have you been smelling that white stuff?”

“No, no, no!” Tiser shook his head energetically. His voice was a wail. “I want to know. Mark.. do you think that spirits can come back to earth?”

“You’re drunk,” said Mark roughly.

“I’m not, I’m not!” The pitiful thing by his side clutched his arm violently. “But last night, when I was in bed… I’d had a drink or two…”

He became incoherent. Mark walked to the whisky decanter, half filled a glass and almost pushed it into Tiber’s hand.

“Drink up and let’s hear what you’ve got to say, you poor, shivering jellyfish!” he sneered. “Ghosts! If I sniffed as you sniff, I’d see devils too.”

Tiser gulped down the fiery rye — it was kept in the flat especially for his use; and then he became a little calmer and told his story. He had gone to bed earlier than usual, and admitted to having had several drinks, but protested he was not the worse for them. He was a light and restless sleeper, and remembered waking at one and at two. When he woke at half-past two he was conscious that he was not alone in the room. There was a moon, and in the light of it, that flooded one diagonal patch of his sleeping apartment:

“He was there, Mark.” His voice was a whine; his teeth chattered so that he could hardly articulate. “… Sitting in a chair, with his hands on his knees, looking at me!”

“Who?” demanded Mark.

“Li Yoseph! He had that greasy old coat of his and the fur cap. I can see his yellow face now. Mark! Oh, God, it was horrible!”

He covered his face with his hands as though to shut out the memory of the vision.

“You were in bed, were you? And then you got up and found you had been dreaming?” suggested Mark.

The man shook his head.

“No, I wasn’t dreaming. It was he. He just sat and looked at me, and said nothing for a time, and then I saw him talking to his children — I don’t know what happened after that. I think I must have fainted. When I sort of woke up I was feeling terrible. The day was breaking—”

“And he wasn’t there!” scoffed Mark McGill. “You’ll have to change your brand of whisky.”

“I saw him,” insisted Tiser fretfully. “Do you think I could make any mistake? I know Li as I know the back of my hand — it was he!”

He heard Mark’s harsh laugh and screwed up his face as though he were in pain.

“Don’t do it, Mark! I wasn’t drunk, I tell you. I saw him as plainly as I can see you.”

“You’re either inventing it or you were drunk, you fool,” said the big man contemptuously. “Don’t you think I know? Why should he go to you? He’d come to me, wouldn’t he? Either it was your imagination, or one of those bright lads in the Home got into the room to see what he could find.”

“The door was locked,” interrupted Tiser.

“He could have got through the window. Your room’s the easiest place in the world for a cracksman to burgle. No, you don’t frighten me, my friend. Li Yoseph is dead, and that’s the end of him. Do you hear what I tell you? You neither saw nor heard him. It was just a crazy dream of yours—”

Tiser had suddenly sprung to his feet, his face white, his eyes staring.

“Listen!” he gasped. “Listen, Mark! Can’t you hear it?”

Mark was about to speak when he, too, heard the sound. It came from the street — the thin wail of a fiddle playing the “Chanson d’Adieu.” With an oath he ran to the window, dragged aside the curtains, and, throwing up the sash, stepped on to the balcony. The sidewalk before the house was deserted; nobody was in sight, nor was there any sound of a violin.

He came back into the room and shut the window, and instantly he heard the tune again. It seemed to come from the wall.

“Did you hear it?” breathed Tiser.

At that moment there was a knock at the door, and, going out, Mark admitted the girl.

“Did you hear somebody playing the violin?” she asked.

“You heard it, too, did you? Yes; come in.”

They went back to the sittingroom, the wall of which divided Ann’s flat from his.

“I was sitting in my bedroom sewing” — she pointed to the wall— “when I heard it. Isn’t it the tune that old Li Yoseph played?”

Mark forced a laugh. “This crazy coot thinks he’s seen the old man — the music’s stopped!”

Tiser was blinking and mouthing like someone demented.

“You heard it?” he squeaked. “Li Yoseph! Nobody played that tune like he… he never kept the right time… like that always. Mark, it’s Li — I’ll swear it’s Li! I’ll swear it was Li I saw sitting in my room.”

With an oath, Mark McGill caught him by the shoulder and flung him down on the settee.

“Sit there, and keep quiet, you gibbering rat!” he said harshly. “Take no notice of him, Ann — he’s drunk.”

“When did he see Li Yoseph?”

“He never saw him — he dreamt he saw him. What can you expect from a man who never goes to bed sober?”

Feeble murmurs of protest came from the settee, but these Mark ignored.

“He’s crazy — anybody can see he’s crazy. It was some street musician. On a still night a violin carries a devil of a distance, and it was probably somebody round the comer. You’re not going, Ann?” She was already at the door.

“Yes, I’ll go back. I wondered if you had heard it, that’s all.”

Before he could stop her she had disappeared. He heard his own and then her door slam. With one stride he was at the settee and, lifting Tiser to his feet, shook him as a dog shakes a rat.

“How many times have I told you not to frighten that girl, you poor dope? Be careful, Tiser! You’ll go the same journey as Li Yoseph if you’re dangerous to me. I can tell you that, because you dare not put up a squeak without hanging yourself. Go back to your bed and your booze.”

He flung the man into the middle of the room, and only by a supreme effort did Tiser keep his feet. He stood there shaking himself, a look of bewilderment in his unpleasant face.

“All right, Mark,” he said meekly, “I’m terribly sorry I bothered you. I had one over the eight, dear old Mark.”

He sidled out of the room, fled down the stairs and ran along the pavement of Cavendish Square. He was out of breath by the time he reached Oxford Street, but his mind was a little better balanced; and by the time he reached Hammersmith most of his fears had dissipated.

The Home lay on the angle of two streets behind Hammersmith Broadway, and in neither of these thoroughfares were pedestrians to be found at this hour of the night. As he turned the corner he saw a man standing with his back to the lamppost. From his attitude it might be supposed he was dozing; his head was sunk on his breast, his arms were folded. Tiser quickened his pace to pass him. The welcome light of the Home shone through the glass-panelled door, and his new-born confidence lent him a false sense of courage.

“Good night,” he said jovially as he passed the man under the lamppost.

At the words the stranger looked up… For a moment Tiser stared at the yellow face, at the fur cap and the untidy grey hair that fell from beneath it; the huge nose and the protuberant chin…

With a scream, Tiser turned and fled into the Home. He had looked upon the face of Li Yoseph!
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Mark McGill had turned off the lights in his sittingroom and was preparing for bed when the telephone bell rang, and at the sound of the chattering voice at the other end of the wire he cursed softly. “What’s the matter with you now?”

“… I saw him, Mark… just outside the Home. He looked up at me… not a yard away from me.”

“Whom are you talking about?” asked Mark harshly.

“Li — Li Yoseph — no, I’m not drunk! One of the men at the Home had seen him before — he wasn’t drunk! And another fellow who came in after me saw him go round the corner and get into a cab. He was muttering to himself just like old Li always did. Mark, it’s horrible! I don’t know what to do.”

“Who was the man who saw him? Send him to the telephone,” commanded McGill.

He waited for ten minutes before a husky voice spoke.

“That’s right, Mr. McGill, I see the old chap — a yellow-faced man. He was standing under a lamppost just before Mr. Tiser came into the Home.”

“Do you know Li Yoseph?”

“No, sir, I don’t know him at all. Heard about him, but never seen him. But according to what I’ve heard, that was him.”

“Tell Mr. Tiser to come to the phone,” said Mark, but when his lieutenant came he was so incomprehensible that Mark rang off.

He went back to the sitting — room, turned on the lights and drew a chair up to the dying fire. There must be something in this story of Tiser’s. It couldn’t be wholly funk. And that music… where had it come from? From the wall? Sometimes memory is a better servant than observation. It seemed easier to locate the sound after the lapse of an hour. It came from the flat above. But the flat above was unoccupied; its owner had gone to Scotland a few days before, and had taken away the servants. Mark knew this because the hall porter had told him.

Li Yoseph? Why had the police suddenly stopped their search? Was it because they knew that the old man had come back to England? Bradley was one of those sly devils who would spring a thing like that on him; he was probably employing Li Yoseph as a stool pigeon.

Yet how could the man be alive? It was nearer five paces than ten when he had shot him. The bullet had struck him between the shoulders. Was it possible that by an accident it was a blank cartridge? Not two, at any rate!

He sat crouched up over the fire, his hands on his face, turning the matter over and over in his mind. Suddenly he heard a sound which made him sit bolt upright. It was the sound of shuffling feet and it came from the room above. The people who had gone to Scotland had taken their carpet up — he had complained to the janitor about the noise the workmen had made walking on the parquet floor.

Shuffle, shuffle, shuffle! It might have been slippered feet. Curiously reminiscent of old Li Yoseph. And then he heard the sound of a fiddle again, a little softer, a little more tender than the sound he had heard before. The man in the room above was playing the “Chanson d’Adieu.”

Mark went back to his bedroom, put on his coat and, creeping softly along the passage, opened the door. A broad flight of stairs led to the flat above. There was a faint landing light to show him the way. At this hour the other tenants were sleeping. He crept up to the door of the apartment above his own and, stooping, pressed in the flap of the letterbox and put his ear to it. There was no sound. Reaching up his hand, he pressed the bell and heard the loud shrill of it. Nothing followed; no footsteps sounded on the uncarpeted passage. He rang again, without any more interesting consequence.

There was a card fastened to the door with a drawing-pin:

‘During Sir Arthur Findon’s absence in Scotland all letters and parcels must be given to the hall porter.’

Mark was puzzled. He went downstairs slowly and returned to the sittingroom. The music had stopped. He waited an hour for the sound of shuffling feet, and then decided to go to bed.

He did not remember that he had closed the door communicating between the two rooms; he did not even consider the matter, till he turned the handle and found that the door was fastened. Mark came back from the door, breathing heavily, and his hand went to his hip. He turned out the lights, pulled aside the curtain and, raising the window, stepped on to the balcony. There were French windows to his bedroom, and he saw that these were open. There was nobody in sight.

He stepped gingerly into the room, his gun levelled, and, crouching low, made for the side of the bed and turned on the light. The room was empty.

Somebody had been there. Pinned to the pillow was a ragged-edged sheet of paper containing a few lines of sprawling handwriting. They began:

‘Mein lieber Freund Mark, Bald werde ich Li Yoseph zu Ihnen zuruck kommen.’

He read German fairly well. The message was short.

‘My dear friend Mark, Soon old Li will come and see you.’

That was all.

Turning to close the window, Mark McGill caught a glimpse of his face. It was a little paler than usual.

He did not go to bed that night, but dozed in a chair before the replenished fire. When daylight came he walked out on to the balcony and saw how simple a matter it was to gain entrance to his flat from a narrower balcony above. Somebody had been in the Findons’ flat. Possibly the hall porter could solve the mystery.

The porter did not come on duty until nine o’clock, by which time Mark’s servants having arrived, he sent one of them to fetch the man to him.

“No, sir,” said the astonished porter, “there’s nobody in the flat above. Sir Arthur never lets his apartment — and he’s very particular about people looking over it.”

Mark forced a smile.

“Perhaps he wouldn’t object to my looking over it?” he said. “Do you know who has the key?”

The porter hesitated.

“Yes, sir, I have the key,” he said, “but I’d probably lose my job if he knew that I’d let you in.”

He departed through the basement to get the key, and Mark accompanied him up the stairs into the Findons’ flat. It was a luxurious suite, most of the furniture shrouded in white holland covers. There were no carpets either in the passage or in the principal rooms. It was that which was above Mark’s sittingroom that interested him most. But here there was no evidence of illicit occupation. The white blinds were drawn; the furniture had a ghostly appearance, wrapped in its coverings; when Mark tried the windows he found they were fastened from the inside.

“You must have been mistaken, sir. Nobody was in this flat last night. There are only two keys: I’ve one and Sir Arthur has the other.”

“Who is Sir Arthur?” asked Mark.

Sir Arthur apparently was rather an important person, a permanent UnderSecretary of State, who lived with his wife and daughter and had very few friends.

“If he’d given anybody the key of the flat he would have told me,” said the sorter.

Mark examined the room more closely. It was larger than his sittingroom and, as he had suspected, must have overlapped Ann Perryman’s bedroom. He opened the window and went out on to a small balcony, and saw how easy it would be for an agile man to reach the balcony below. Li Yoseph was not agile — who, then, was with him? He examined the stone balustrade, but found no marks of ladder or hook.

Returning to the room, he was following the porter into the passage when he saw something on the floor and, stooping, picked up a tiny square object. It was familiar enough, but for a moment he could not place it.

“What is this?” he asked.

The porter took it in his hand and adjusted his pince-nez.

“That’s resin, sir. I expect it belongs to Miss Findon. She plays on the violin.”

“Is she in Scotland too?”

“Yes, sir. I had a postcard from her this morning, asking me to forward a parcel that arrived from Devonshire yesterday.”

When he returned to his sittingroom he found Ann — an unusual circumstance, for he seldom saw her before the lunch hour, and not always then.

“I want to go shopping this morning,” she said, “and I want some money. I don’t think I have any right to it, because, whilst my licence is suspended—”

“Don’t be stupid,” he smiled. “You can any money you like — fifty pounds, a hundred—”

“What is due to me?” she said. “If I am entitled to it—” and then in the same breath: “Were you disturbed last night? Those people overhead were rather noisy.”

“Did you hear too?” he asked eagerly.

“I heard somebody walking, that’s all. I wish they would put their carpets down. Findon — isn’t that their name? I thought they were in Scotland.”

“Did you hear the violin?” he asked.

Apparently she had.

“Yes, I heard a violin,” she said quietly. “Who was it playing?”

Mark shrugged.

“I don’t know. Somebody’s trying monkey tricks.”

“But the old man — Li Yoseph — is dead, isn’t he?” she insisted.

“I don’t see how he could be anything else. It was a high tide, and if he fell in—”

Something in her face stopped him.

“But surely this was the police theory, that he fell into the river?”

He saw his error, and smiled.

“I’ve almost come to accept the police theory myself; I’ve had it dinned into me so often. My own view is that he got news of the police raid and cleared off to the Continent and kept himself hidden. In fact, I’m pretty sure he died there.”

He tried to assume an air of confidence, but knew that he had been unsuccessful in imposing it upon her.

He recalled at that moment something which had happened on the night of her arrest.

“Didn’t you say yon saw Li Yoseph in Cavendish Square?”

She had almost forgotten the circumstance.

“Yes; I wasn’t sure — you said there was a Russian prince living near here, and that it might have been one of his visitors. It could not have been Mr. Yoseph; he would have called, wouldn’t he?”

He did not answer this. She saw him frown, and presently he resumed his pacing up and down the room.

“Tiser says he’s seen him — twice. I can’t understand it, except of course that Tiser is a drunk who is liable to see anything.”

There was a time when Mark pretended that Tiser was a really admirable person, but the time for pretence had long passed.

“Would it make much difference — to you, I mean, if he came back?”

It was an innocent question she asked, but Mark was in his most suspicious mood. “What do you mean?” he asked harshly. “Why should it make any difference to me if he were alive? He was a handy old chap — but was getting rather past it. Besides, he was under police supervision, and he had almost reached the end of his usefulness when he — disappeared. He was rather stupid too — all this ghost — seeing was a form of lunacy, and one never knew what he would be saying next. I kept friendly with him to the last, because he was the only man who saw the murder of Ronnie, and I wanted you to have the facts from an eyewitness.”

“Did I?”

He walked slowly towards Ann and stared down at her.

“Did you what?” he demanded.

“Did I have the facts?” she asked. “You say he was a little mad; why should he have been telling me the truth? Why shouldn’t that have been an illusion too?”

Here was an unanswerable question, and Mark’s unease had another cause.

“I don’t quite get you in these days, Ann,” he said. “You say the oddest things and ask the queerest questions. You know what this fellow was — he was crazy in some ways. His ghosts and his children, for example. But in other respects he was the same as you and I.”

He thought for a while.

“Of course, he may have been lying unconsciously — I’m no judge. I had to take the story and its inherent probabilities just as you have to take it. When he told me, it sounded true.” He paused again, and then came his challenge. “If Bradley didn’t kill your brother, who did?”

She shook her head and sighed. It was more satisfactory to Mark that, in the weeks which followed, the depression which lay like a cloud upon the girl was partially lifted. She was cheerful, ready to smile at such small jests as the day and its doings provided. She stood for a double value in his eyes — the curtailment of her activities as a daring driver of cars removed for the moment one of these quantities. The other remained and, in the weeks of idleness which followed the police court scene, became intensified.

Women occupied no considerable place in his scheme of life. There had been two — one everlastingly requiring, whining, complaining, dissatisfied creature, who on a fortunate day fastened herself leech-like on a man who married her. The other… Mark always forgot what the other was like. More often than not he confused her with that fair-haired lady who had wailed for the moon.

Ann was different. He told her so once. “All women are,” was her discouraging rejoinder. To say that he was in love with her would be to apply that expression as truly as it is usually applied. He admired her, and when he offered a closer friendship than she deigned to accept, he was prepared to take time as his ally. But time had been an undependable and uncertain friend. The new phase of his acquaintance, which began on the day they returned to Cavendish Square from the police court, demanded a new atmosphere. That he strove in vain to create. There was much to occupy the mind of Mark McGill, for his business affairs were not prospering. In one stroke he had lost two lieutenants. The Home was no longer a home to Mr. Tiser. He ceased to take any very great interest in its inmates or its humanitarian object. A man for whom Mark had been waiting nearly two years was allowed to leave Dartmoor without having the usual tout to meet him; and when, by the greatest of good luck, he turned up at the Home, Tiser allowed him to go away again. Mark was furious when he heard of this, and sent for his wretched assistant.

“What’s the idea? Have we shut down business? What do you expect to live on? Or maybe you’re not expecting to live at all?”

“I do my best, Mark,” pleaded the unhappy man.

Mark’s smile was not one of amusement.

“You do your best, eh? You did your best to put Bradley away, and draw the attention of the Squad to you and me! You sent out three left-handed wife-beaters and naturally they were caught. You did your best to hide up what was happening at the Home, and allowed a microphone to be put there under your nose in the disguise of a wireless receiver. It was only by chance that I didn’t call when that damned installation was working.”

“Mark, I swear I didn’t send those lads out—” began Tiser, but the other silenced him.

“What good to you and me is it if Bradley is coshed? There was only one way to get him, and that was to pick the right man, light him up with ‘coke’ and put a gat in his pocket.”

Tiser was shaking like a leaf. He never ceased to shiver in these days.

“Let us get out. Mark,” he begged. “We’ve made enough to settle down. What about South America? I’ve always wanted to be in a hot climate—”

“Wait till you’re dead!” snarled Mark. “There are hotter places than South America!”

Tiser regained a little of his courage as the weeks progressed, for that weird apparition which had struck his heart cold made no reappearance. If he had occupied himself entirely with his partner’s business he would have had no time to think of Li Yoseph or the dread possibilities which every morrow held, but he let business go and gave his horrid imagination a full head of steam. The actual running of the Home was in the hands of a steward, an exconvict. There were a thousand other matters to keep Tiser employed; he gave up his hours to the consideration of what would happen if something else happened.

There were quite a number of callers who came in by the private way and not through the main entrance to the Home. They had short interviews with Tiser, and left as mysteriously as they arrived.

There was a man named Laring, a redfaced, bulbous-nosed man with faded blue eyes, who spoke with the voice of a gentleman — he had once held the King’s commission in the old army. Laring was reputedly a well-off man, had a nice house in a southern suburb of London, ran two cars and always dressed well. He invariably had an excuse for calling at the Home, for he brought with him on each of his visits a large parcel of magazines and books for the use of the inmates. What he took back, nobody knew but Tiser and himself. Such a man might easily have an interest in philanthropic enterprises. He had once been admitted to the exclusive home of Mark McGill.

Ann had met him there — a very knowledgeable man, pleasantly spoken, who drank whisky without cessation from the moment he arrived till the moment he left, and seemed none the worse for it.

He called one night with a large package of literature and a gentle complaint. Tiser brought a bottle of whisky and a siphon and put them before him. Mr. Laring had much to say.

“The business is going to pot, my dear fellow, and unless Mark is very careful he will find that American crowd cutting him out of the business. They have approached me, naturally, because my organisation is one of the best in the country. But I haven’t had a consignment from you for two months! That won’t do, Tiser, that won’t do at all!”

Mr. Laring’s “organisation” was itself American. He was a very large exporter, had agents from New Orleans to Seattle, but was dependent upon such distributors as Mark, who acted as a sort of clearing house.

“The whole trouble is that you’ve got cold feet. Yes, yes, I know all about the police court case; I read it with the greatest interest. But business is business, my dear Tiser. It isn’t my local connection that bothers me — I am thinking of giving them up, anyway.”

It was at that moment that a little bell rang, which indicated that another visitor had come. Tiser, with Mark’s injunction fresh in his mind, went twittering out to see the caller. It was Ann. He was so astonished that he stood gaping at her for a little time.

“My dear young lady, what on earth are you doing here — without an escort?” He shook his head. “That is very risky. I am rather surprised that Mark should let you come.”

“Mark doesn’t know,” she said, and waited for him to invite her into his room.

His hesitancy was rather expressive.

“You have somebody with you?” she asked.

“No, no, only my dear friend Laring — he takes a great interest in the Home and never fails to supply us with periodicals. Will you wait one moment?”

He hurried back to his room and explained the identity of the caller. Mr. Laring, a gallant man, greeted her with a little bow. But he was puzzled. Neither he nor any of Mark’s agents was quite sure whether the girl knew exactly the kind of work she had been doing. It had been agreed from the first that no mention should ever be made in her presence of the traffic; but this was generally regarded as an amusing comedy, designed for her protection should the “busies” ever catch her.

Ann had left her flat and had come to the Home on the impulse of the moment: whether to escape trouble or to settle her own doubts she was not sure herself.

“No, Mark doesn’t know I’ve come. I was bored. I thought I might see Li Yoseph.”

She saw Tiser wince and regretted her pleasantry.

“Li Yoseph?” Laring lifted his grey eyebrows. “I thought our old friend was—”

“Abroad, old boy, abroad,” mumbled Tiser. “Did you want anything, Miss Perryman — I mean, anything particular? It’s rather late…”

It was in fact after ten, an hour at which young lady visitors were seldom to be met with in the Home.

“No, nothing particular — I needed a walk,” she said, and knew how much of a lie he would think that if he had seen her getting out of a taxicab at the end of the street.

She was glad to see Laring — he was a link with reality. She had had some vague idea of talking to Tiser about the smuggling, and receiving from him a desirable relief from her perplexities. It was saccharine she had been carrying, of course… it was a common form of smuggling. Only last week she had read that a ship’s steward had been fined a hundred pounds, and the police solicitor had enlarged upon the enormity of his offence and the amount of contraband that was coming into the country.

Bradley had been trying to frighten her. There was (she told herself) no doubt in her mind — Bradley’s was an old police trick. He had wanted to disintegrate the gang, and set one member against the other. But suppose it wasn’t saccharine? That was the “if” which had tortured her. And here was Laring, one of Mark’s most important customers. She had once carried a small canister to him, and on another occasion had met him in Cardiff with a further consignment. Laring might tell her what this shivering partner of Mark’s would be afraid to tell. He certainly would not tell her here; and when, after a quarter of an hour’s amiable discussion on the weather, her unhappy experience of the police court, Mark’s many good qualities — here he was fervently supported by Tiser — the redfaced gentleman rose to take his departure:

“I will walk back with you a little way, if I may,” said Ann.

She saw a look of alarm come to Tiser’s face, and was strengthened in her resolution.

Mr. Laring had a car round the corner, and would be happy to drive her home, for he was not averse to the society of a pretty woman. Men seldom are so averse until they are dead. She gave Tiser no opportunity of warning him. Even his emphatic hint that there were one or two matters of business he would like to discuss with Laring was unheeded.

The redfaced man did not drive himself; his car was a small limousine, luxuriously upholstered, and he had a chauffeur of great dignity and reticence to drive him. As the machine glided through Hammersmith Broadway, Mr. Laring made himself a little more comfortable in an unaccustomed comer.

“A curious fellow, Tiser. I fear he drinks too much.”

She smiled at this criticism by one who only stopped drinking to eat.

“His nerve has gone, poor fellow!” he went on, and shook his head sorrowfully. “I’m afraid he’ll be of very little use to Mark — it will be hard luck. I suppose you’re not driving now, Miss Perryman? What a pity! The boys will miss you.”

“Mark will manage to distribute the stuff,” she said, and he grunted.

“He is not doing as much as he ought to do — I’m afraid he is losing his nerve too, and naturally. You gave us an awful fright, Miss Perryman. We thought you were going to prison. The whole thing was villainously planned by Bradley. He brought that man Smith into court before your case in order to emphasise in the magistrate’s mind the iniquity of your proceedings,”

And then he remembered.

“Not that saccharine smuggling is a very iniquitous thing,” he added hastily.

“Saccharine?” replied Ann with a laugh. “Don’t be absurd!”

There was a long silence after this, and she waited, her heart beating a little faster, for what was coming next.

Mr. Laring sighed heavily.

“I often wonder whether I’m doing the right thing — whether I am not perhaps a force for evil.” (He had never spent a second in wondering anything of the sort.) “But what is one to do? There is a very interesting novel published in the French language; it is called ‘My Body is My Own.’ You may have read it? It puts into concrete form my own philosophy, Has any person or corporation or country or society the right of telling you or me where and how we shall find our pleasures? Has anybody the right to say that I should not drink whisky, as I occasionally do, and thoroughly enjoy, or that you should not use perfume if its fragrance gives you pleasure?”

Here was her opportunity and she seized it.

“Or, for the matter of that, take cocaine?” she said, a little breathlessly.

He was embarrassed by the word.

To him it was “coke”; he never referred to it by any other term; more often than not he called it “the stuff.”

“Exactly,” he said.

And then, after a silence:

“Personally, it has never had any attraction for me. But I can well imagine that there are people who find the most intense pleasure — indeed their only pleasure in life — from its assimilation. I would not consider myself being guilty of a — um — reprehensible action, if I assisted them to such gratification. There are, of course, poor, weak-minded individuals who carry the thing to excess. But, then, there are people who smoke to excess and eat to excess…”

He might have added “drink to excess,” but there were limits to his powers of self-deception. Ann listened with a sinking heart. She knew now, that if she asked him bluntly whether he was a trafficker in drugs, he would deny indignantly all knowledge of such a practice. And yet he had told her all that she wanted to know — more than she wanted to know.

The car, which had been held up at Marble Arch, slowed down and came to a stop in Cavendish Square. The gallant Mr. Laring would have got out and assisted her to alight, but she would not allow this. She stepped on to the pavement and closed the door, and the redfaced man, settling himself in his more accustomed corner, drove off.

She stood on the edge of the pavement, watching the car, and then she became aware that a man was standing with his back to the railings less than two yards away. She saw the red glow of his cigarette, and would have hurried into the flat if he had not spoken to her.

“Nice night for a drive, Miss Perryman.”

It was Bradley.

“Yes, very,” she said awkwardly.

She could have walked past him into the house and nothing, but her inclination was to linger.

“Have a good time at the Home? You ought to make a pretty useful impression on those thugs. In good little storybooks, of course, you would. They’d go all soft and mushy — I like that word ‘mushy’.”

She made a wry little face as she heard the word she had flung at him across the court.

“Tears would come into their eyes, they’d give up all their evil ways and go chopping wood at fourpence an hour. But things don’t quite work out that way, do they?”

He was as friendly and unconcerned as though he had never stood, white-faced and tense, under the lash of her scorn.

“I wanted to see you — in a way,” he drawled. “There’s a fiddle — playing ghost around here, they tell me.”

“Why don’t you arrest him?” she asked.

After the first shock of the meeting she had recovered a little of her self-possession.

“Arresting ghosts is against regulations,” he said. “You haven’t seen old Li Yoseph?”

“Have you?”

“Not so much as a whisker of him,” he said cheerfully, “and nobody else has, either.”

There was a pause, but still she lingered.

“Who told you I had been to the Home?”

“I followed you there,” he said shamelessly. “Also I followed you back. You were held up by a traffic block at Marble Arch. I, being a licensed policeman, slipped through. You know my methods — Watson.”

She smiled faintly.

“What have you been doing — since I met you last?”

It was an inane but natural question. She heard his soft chuckle.

“Catching burglars, whizzers — you know what a whizzer is? He’s a pickpocket and he’s a dangerous thief — everything except smugglers of saccharine.”

“I’m sure you’ve been very kind to them,” she said maliciously.

“Kindness is my middle name,” he answered with mock gravity. “Nothing gives me greater happiness than to put a burglar in a nice airy cell, tuck him up and hold his hand till he’s asleep.”

“And then you go out and throw away his tools and pretend you never found them?” she said, with amused scorn, and he laughed again.

“Quixotic — I’m all that. I’ve never got a man twenty years that I haven’t cried myself to sleep!”

He was looking past her. She saw the headlights of a car moving swiftly towards them. It stopped before the house.

“I’ll say good night, Miss Perryman. A little mission of humanity calls me.”

He stepped on the running-board and swung himself into the police tender. Ann went back to her flat, feeling singularly lighthearted, and when she went in to see Mark before going to bed there was a light in her eyes that he had not seen before.

“Where have you been?” he asked.

“For a little walk,” she said.

She made no mention of Bradley.
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There were forces more potent than Tiser and his frowsy friends that were controlled by Mark McGill. The crude hold-up which had been attempted was the least disagreeable consequence of Mark’s enmity. More scientific was the removal of a hub of the police car which Bradley used. Travelling at forty-five miles an hour on the Great West Road, one of the front wheels came off — only a miracle saved the crew from destruction. It was no ordinary accident; even a superficial examination of the broken hub showed this.

One night on the outskirts of London, when chasing a suspected car, the tender ran into a wire fastened between two trees across the road. The machine they were chasing was a sports car with a very low clearance — low enough for the driver to miss the stretched steel cord. Fortunately for the squad, its bright headlights revealed the wire just in time. The brakes were jammed on, but even then the windscreen was smashed.

Another night, as Bradley was going home, this time with an escort, a closed two-seater flew past him, and somebody from the interior fired three shots from an automatic. The public would have known nothing about this, but one of the shots went through the window of a room where a dance was in progress, and an innocent hired waiter, handing round refreshments, must bemoan the loss of a portion of his left ear.

What worried Scotland Yard was the increase in crimes of violence all over the country. The armed burglar is a rare phenomenon in England, and usually is the veriest amateur. Now he was appearing in the most unlikely places. Capital punishment is the greatest deterrent of murder — the knowledge that the scaffold inevitably awaits the man who takes life, not only keeps his finger from the trigger but keeps the pistol from his pocket. The old lag, who knows that his next lagging will be tantamount to a life sentence, yet hesitates to use lethal weapons. If he knew that he would receive the same sentence whether he shot or refrained from shooting, murder would be a pastime.

Only one thing strikes the fear of the rope from the criminal’s heart — dope. There is no other deterrent. The habitual criminal is devoid of all human qualities. He is a liar, he is faithless to his kind, treacherous to those who help him, capable of any villainy from blackmail to murder. There is no salvation for him in this life. But the trap with the oiled bolt is a salvation for the law-abiding.

Bradley knew criminals as he knew the back of his hand. He knew them in all their ugliness; found no good in them; could be amused at times by the quaint angle of their humour, but knew that in their hearts there was neither gratitude nor grace. He had seen men stand up in the dock and threaten him with death and mutilation, and knew that when they came from prison they would shuffle up to him abashed and try to make friends with him. In the early days of his service he had helped their womenfolk and been rewarded by the basest calumnies. He was entirely without illusions; he knew them all for what they were, neither despised nor hated them, but spent his life in a consistent effort to segregate them from normal humanity. He knew the whizzers — those innocent-looking men who crowd into omnibuses and rob the poor of their bitterly won earnings, who steal their bags, who would steal the very satchels in which working girls carry their lunch — not only steal them but glory in their theft. They worked in gangs, and had “minders,” whose business it was to kick and disable the poor souls who found themselves robbed and attempted to recover their own.

One of the pleasant memories that Inspector Bradley carried with him was of an evening when he tackled one of these brutes who showed fight, and used his rubber truncheon on the bloated face of the man who tried to maim him.

They betrayed one another if it was safe to do so. There was no honour among thieves — expediency and self-interest dominated every criminal policy. Offer a sufficient reward, and a man would “shop” his own brother even if it brought him to the scaffold.

The police were very wary and sometimes obliging. They allowed receivers to carry on their nefarious calling without too close an investigation, so long as the receiver was prepared to supply information against the thief. Then one day he himself would go the way of the men he had betrayed.

There was a conference at the Yard, which Bradley attended.

“McGill has slackened off a little — he’s doing no business at the moment. I think the case against Miss Perryman scared him.”

“It is a pity you can’t get one of these fellows to squeak,” suggested his chief.

Bradley shook his head.

“There is no chance of a squeak against McGill. He is so well covered that you can’t get at him.”

“Could you do anything with that girl Perryman?” asked another officer.

Bradley stiffened a little.

“What do you suggest?” he asked coldly.

The grey-haired man who had put the suggestion laughed.

“Well, Brad, you’re a pretty goodlooking fellow—”

“Let’s stop exchanging compliments and keep to the facts,” snapped Bradley. “I’ll get Mark McGill, but I don’t want him for trafficking in drugs.”

It was soon after this that Mark received from his agents the news that the police had ceased the inquiries they had set on foot, and which were intended to trace the centre of the traffic. Barrages which had been established outside the big towns were lifted; motors could go in and out without being subjected to inspection and search; and the strong forces of local detectives which had watched every railway station was reduced to one or two men.

Mark began to seek contact with his Belgian and German wholesalers. Much of the stuff came from the former country, and new methods had to be devised to avoid the Customs. Now that Ann was “disabled” and an aeroplane control had been established at the coast, his difficulties were almost insuperable. Li Yoseph had been a wonderful servant of the organisation; he was in touch with half a hundred avenues of communication; knew hundreds of seagoing men, and was favourably housed to receive contraband. There were legions of river thieves who pursued their illicit trade up and down the Pool. But they were utterly untrustworthy, until Mark found a reliable receiver, and that was a difficult person to come by.

He was breakfasting with Ann one morning — it was the meal at which they generally met — when he put a suggestion to her.

“I’ve been thinking of taking a house up the river,” he said airily; “somewhere between Teddington and Kingston, with a nice lawn running to the river — how does that appeal to you?”

“It sounds very charming,” she said, but did not raise her eyes from the table.

“The business is almost at a standstill,” he said, “and I am losing money. You can’t drive any more. I think the house on the river would be quite a good idea — but it ought to be below the locks.”

She raised her eyes and looked at him straightly.

“Are you trying to find a woman Li Yoseph?” she asked, and in spite of his self-control he went red.

“I don’t quite know—”

“What would you expect me to do in my house — with a lawn sloping down to the river? Or wouldn’t it be better in some backwater that wasn’t overlooked?”

He scowled angrily.

“I don’t know what to make of you, Ann. Are you suggesting that I—”

He stopped, at a loss for an alternative explanation, and she smiled.

“I thought you might want a substitute for Lady’s Stairs,” she said; “a place where people could bring — stuff. I don’t like the idea very much. I’m afraid I am a bad smuggler.”

“There was no question of smuggling,” he said sulkily. “You’re an extraordinary creature! Whenever I try to do something for you, you find some sinister reason for my—” He hesitated for a word.

“Kindness,” she suggested. “No, Mark, I don’t think that would appeal to me. In. the first place, I am what is known as a marked woman — I have appeared in court; I have annoyed Bradley. You may be sure that wherever I go I shall be watched. I don’t want another experience like I had.” She closed her eyes and shivered. “It was horrible, Mark… that awful cell!”

He dropped the subject, but was bitterly disappointed. It seemed a fairly easy solution to his difficulties. The stuff could be picked up in the Pool, could come up in the pleasure launch to the house, which he had already chosen. It was sheer malice which prompted him to say, apropos of nothing:

“Bradley’s in love with you, isn’t he?”

He had the satisfaction of seeing her face go pink and scarlet, and from scarlet to white again.

“Don’t be stupid,” she said, but did not meet his eyes.

“You said as much in court,” he went on remorselessly. “Queer that a fellow like that should be in love at all! I suppose he’s recovered from that now? Anyway, he may have been kidding you along. These fellows would walk out with women tramps to get information. I should imagine that he loathes you.”

It was on the tip of her tongue to produce evidence to the contrary.

“You were going to say — ?”

“Nothing,” she said shortly, and in a minute or so left the table and went back to her flat.

She was facing facts bravely enough now. She returned to her room where the double portrait frame was — Bradley on the one side and Ronnie on the other — and she took out the newspaper of the detective and tore it into small pieces. Her animosity could not be stimulated any further. She did not hate Bradley; she did not believe that he killed her brother. She did believe that —

Here she came to the point where facts could not be faced. He had liked her; she was sure of that. And he was not, as Mark had suggested, kidding her along. He had loved her, but had that love survived the humiliation she had put upon him in the police court?

It was then she had a faint hint of what caused the fits of desperate unhappiness to which she was subjected.

Mark was no fool. The symptoms his little talk had revealed could admit of only one diagnosis. After she had left the table he sat, his hands thrust in his pockets, on his face an expression of blank amazement.

She liked Bradley; she wasn’t in love with him, of course — but — where would this lead? Her faith in him was shattered. Any attempt at its renewal was futile. A coalition between Bradley and her would have tremendous consequences. He could not see her turning King’s evidence; he could not imagine her standing in the box and testifying against him; but the real damaging evidence is not given in court, but in a little room at Scotland Yard.

Ann knew more about his “work” than she realised. She might not know what she carried by night in that car of hers, but she knew to whom it was carried. Every thread of the confederation was in her hands. He had never thought of marriage; it had now become a part of his settled policy. If Bradley loved her, he would kill two birds with one stone — silence a most damaging witness, and hurt the man he hated. Marriage had no permanence in Mark’s eyes, and was not a serious matter that required any very long consideration.

Certain happenings had been reported to him which rather disturbed him. The police activity in the country might have ceased, but in the metropolitan area a systematic and ruthless search was in progress. As the waters of a flood send the rats scurrying to high ground, so did this comb-out which Scotland Yard had organised bring scores of darkly working men and women into the open. The car thieves and receivers felt the immediate effects. One night, in response to a telephone invitation urgently made, Mark met by appointment a notorious receiver of stolen machines, who in the past had been very useful to him.

“They’re working in the dock district,” said the man. “They’ve cleared up Bergson’s yard and uncrated three cars that were being put on board an Indian boat next week. They pulled Bergson, and got his son, and I’ve had the office that they’ve promised to make it light for him if he’ll put up a squeak about your sniff stuff.”

“Did they mention me?” asked Mark quickly.

“They didn’t mention any names, but they meant you,” said the man. “Did you ever use any of the Bergson people to put your stuff around?”

Mark considered.

“No,” he said.

“The point is this,” insisted his companion: “the boys think it’s your ‘coke’ trade that’s stirring up the Yard, and they’re a bit sore about it. I’ve sent all my machines up to Birmingham — what about your yard?”

Mark rented three garages in London, though “garage” was a courtesy term which described no more than untidy yards and converted stables in which he used to store certain articles which it was very desirable should be kept out of sight, and which were certainly too dangerous to have in his flat.

“There are practically no cars there,” he said uneasily; “two at the most. Both of those are in other names.”

Though he did not say so, one of those names was Ann Perryman.

“I’m telling you to look out,” warned his friend. “And another thing, has old Sedeman got anything on you? He’s out of stir to-day, and he’s talking big. The old boy was a pal of Yoseph’s; he used to live there when he wasn’t sponging on the Home. What does he know?”

“Nothing,” said. Mark angrily.

The sight of a third person in the Kensington square which was their rendezvous was sufficient to send him melting into the darkness.

Mark went back to his flat, a very thoughtful man. For a long time he sat smoking before the fire, and then he remembered the little case which had arrived in the afternoon and, taking it from the safe, looked at the glittering thing on its blue velvet bed. He rang the bell for the man who acted as butler and valet. Ledson came, not in the best frame of mind, for he had been kept beyond his usual hour. He slept out, as did all Mark’s servants.

“Go across the landing, Ledson, and ask Miss Perryman if she’ll kindly come in for a minute.”

Ledson groaned inwardly, for this might mean another hour. Usually when Ann came in to supper Mark kept him in attendance.

“I heard the front door of her flat slam a little time ago, sir. I don’t think she’s in,” he said.

Mark turned with a snarl.

“Go and find out — don’t argue!”

He had one hold on his servants — he paid them well. Ledson was a family man, and swallowed the humiliation.

He opened the door to find Tiser standing on the mat. He was mopping his face as though he had been running, but that signified very little.

“Is Mr. McGill in?” he asked in a whisper. “Tell me, Ledson, my good fellow, is he in a good mood, eh?”

“I don’t know, sir. Shall I tell him—”

“No, I’ll see him.”

He sidled into the room and for a little while Mark was unaware of his presence.

“What the devil do you want?” he asked unpromisingly.

Tiser was agitated, but that meant nothing. It was his normal condition. He came shuffling across the room, rubbing one hand over the other, and his voice was low and confidential.

“My dear fellow, what do you think they’ve done? They raided the Home tonight.”

Mark frowned.

“Bradley?”

“Oh, that man!” wailed Tiser. “No, it wasn’t Bradley. One of his satellites, my dear Mark. They took poor Benny and Walky and little Lew Marks — oh, half a dozen of the nicest boys! And they were doing nothing, my dear Mark. I swear to you that it’s the most iniquitous case of persecution that has ever been brought to my notice! These poor fellows were sitting round drinking beer—”

“They didn’t find any stuff there, did they?” asked Mark quickly. “I told you not to let any of them have so much as a sniff on the premises.”

Tiser was pained.

“My dear fellow! You know I don’t allow the stuff in the Home! You don’t trust me, Mark. I slave and I think and I worry from morning till night; my life is a complete and absolute misery. I give you my best service—”

“Shut up!” growled Mark. “What was the raid about?”

The arrival of Ann coincided with the question.

“Hallo, my lovely!” said Mark cheerfully. “Here’s your bete noir — bear with him; he’s brought all his fears and troubles.”

Tiser smiled ingratiatingly. He knew that in her presence he would at least be spared some of the inevitable abuse which came his way.

“Good evening, Miss Ann. How lovely you’re looking!” he breathed. “I can’t help it — I simply had to say it!”

She addressed Mark.

“Do you want to see me, Mark? Shall I come back later?”

He shook his head.

“No, no; Tiser isn’t staying. He’s come to tell me that his place has been raided tonight and some of the people at the Home have been arrested.”

Her eyes were fixed on his. If she had shown any emotion at all he would have been relieved.

“Why?” she asked.

Mr. Tiser supplied the answer.

“It’s over something that happened a week or so ago. It appears that a gang of men set upon Bradley — very wrong of them, of course—”

“Attacked him?” she asked quickly. She had to check herself adding “He did not tell me.”

“So they say,” said Mr. Tiser; “but you can’t believe the police.” He shook his head sadly. “It seems this was the second attack — somebody slashed him with a razor.”

Her face puckered in a grimace of disgust.

“How beastly!” she said.

Mr. Tiser was taken aback.

“Yes. Unfortunately — er — fortunately, they didn’t get his face. It was altogether dreadful—”

“Did you know anything about this?” Mark’s face was white with anger.

“Not me. Mark. I swear to you I knew nothing about it. Some of the lads resented the nine months that those poor boys got.”

“Did you know anything about it, you sneaking little rat? Was it one of your little schemes, you poor, brainless soak?”

A look from Ann silenced him.

“You know who did it?” she said, addressing Tiser.

He could only smile feebly and say something about “common talk.”

“Was he hurt?”

“Does it matter very much?” interrupted Mark impatiently. “I wish they’d cut his damned throat! That would have justified the attack. To go for him and not to get him — ach!”

For a moment in his anger he threw caution to the winds.

“You’re an imbecile, Tiser; you can think with only one half your brain, and you don’t use that right. If you’d lit ’em up and sent ’em out with gats — there would have been no Mr. Bradley.”

“‘Lit them up’?” repeated Ann slowly, and Mark took hold of himself and laughed.

“For God’s sake, Ann, take a joke, can’t you?”

“Lit them up with what?” she asked.

“A drink, of course,” said Mark. “Take one, Tiser; I don’t want you fainting on my carpet!”

Mr. Tiser accepted the invitation eagerly and came back with a tumbler half filled with neat whisky.

“I wonder that man hasn’t been laughed out of the force,” he said. Suddenly, thrusting his hand into his inside pocket, he took out a case and opened it. He waited until he had swallowed the drink, and then he showed her what the case contained — a thick wad of press-cuttings. “I always keep these by me — I’ll have them framed one day.”

He looked at one and chuckled stupidly.

“‘Remarkable Scene in Court. Famous Detective and Woman Prisoner,’” he read; “and here’s another: ‘Prison Love. Woman’s Remarkable Charge against Police Chief—’”

So far he got when Ann snatched the cuttings from his hand. Her face was white, her eyes were blazing with fury.

“If you want amusing, find something else to play with,” she breathed, and even Mark was astounded by her vehemence.

“What’s the matter with you, Ann?” he demanded.

It took her some seconds to control her voice.

“Does it occur to you that I’m being made to look as big a fool as Bradley?” she demanded. “Do you think I want this “ — she failed to find an appropriate name for Tiser— “to carry these cuttings about to show his friends, and chortle with his filthy associates over my humiliation?”

“You didn’t seem to mind that a week ago,” grumbled Mark. “I really don’t know what’s happening to you, Ann. You jump down people’s throats at the least provocation.”

Mr. Tiser was all apologies.

“You’re the last person in the world I should think of offending, Miss Perryman. It was merely as an historical record that I kept them.”

“It was just as funny when it happened,” insisted Mark. “You bought up all the papers and gloated over them.”

Ann shrugged.

“They bore me now. Who has been arrested?” she asked.

“They are unimportant people,” Tiser hastened to assure her. “Bradley said he recognised them, which was an obvious lie. In the first place, they had the collars of their coats turned up when they made the attack—”

He met Mark’s malignant eye again.

“One would think, to hear you talk, you knew all about it,” he said deliberately, and changed the subject. “Ann, I’ve got a little present for you.” He walked to the mantelpiece and took down a flat case. “We made a bit of money out of the last consignment.”

She shook her head.

“I wish you wouldn’t,” she said.

“Why not?” asked Mark.

It took her some time to collect her thoughts into words that would give the least offence.

“I’m going to tell you. Mark. I’m not sorry Mr. Tiser is here, because he knows just as much about your business as you do. I’ve been with you over a year; I have made twenty journeys to various parts of the country in the month before I was arrested, and I’ve never taken more than two pounds of stuff on any journey.”

“Well?” said Mark, when she paused.

“That’s forty pounds,” she nodded. “Six hundred and forty ounces. You told he that we made a profit of three shillings an ounce on smuggled saccharine — that is less than a hundred pounds profit in a month — less my expenses, which were nearly a hundred pounds.”

“That’s not a bad profit, my dear Miss Perryman,” Tiser hastened to assure her. “Plenty of firms would be only too pleased to make a hundred pounds a month.”

“Besides, you haven’t distributed all the stuff, my dear,” said Mark with a genial smile. “You’re only one of many.”

He offered the little case to her.

“Bradley said I was ungracious,” she said. “I hope I’m not. May I see what is in the case?”

She opened the case, looked and admired.

“How lovely!” she said. “Octagonal diamonds — and how queer!”

“They’re not unusual,” said Mark. “A little jeweller I know made this piece for me.”

She heard Tiser murmur something ecstatic.

“Octagonal diamonds!” repeated Ann slowly. “I was trying to remember. There was a raid in Bond Street nearly two months ago — octagonal diamonds — that’s right! A man named Smith shot a shop assistant.”

She saw the colour leave Mark’s face. “Don’t be a fool. There are thousands of diamonds that shape. You don’t think I’d give you the same setting — ?”

She thrust the case back into his hand. Her eyes were wide with some horrible memory, and he wondered what it was that had so moved her.

“We were waiting in the passage at the police court when they went to bring Smith,” she said in a low voice. “They herded us in our cells and locked us in so that we should not look upon the face of a murderer. It was awful!”

“Have you gone crazy?” growled Mark, and slammed the bracelet into the case viciously. “What’s the matter with you? Tiser!” He nodded significantly towards the door. “I want to see you later.”

Tiser had to make an elaborate pretence that his departure was natural. His damp hand caught Ann’s and wrung it.

“I must look after those poor fellows at the police station. The police would starve them to death if they could. I’ll say good night. Miss Perryman.”

Mark waited until the door closed on the man.

“Now, Ann, sit down and be good. There’s something wrong; what is it?”

She laid down her bag on the table and walked across to the fireplace.

“I don’t know,” she said in a dispirited tone.

In such a mood Mark, prince of opportunists, might press home an important and a vital point.

“You’re perfectly right about our profits,” he said easily. “They’re not as big as they should be. In fact, I thought of cutting down expenses.”

She nodded at the fire.

“I’m probably your biggest expense,” she said, without turning her head.

“You are.” He smiled. “I reckon your flat costs a thousand a year.”

She turned at this.

“I’ve always wanted to go somewhere cheaper, Mark,” and he laughed loudly, and Mark very seldom laughed.

“I’m not going to turn you out into the cold, old girl. That isn’t the idea at all.”

Now he avoided her eyes and looked down at the carpet, studying the pattern.

“I’ve two rooms here which I never use,” he said.

“In this flat?” she asked quickly, and, when he nodded: “Do you suggest that I should use those two rooms?”

“There’s nothing wrong about it—” he began, but she smiled and shook her head.

“That wouldn’t be cheaper — for me,” she said.

“But it does seem absurd, doesn’t it?” said Mark genially. “You alone in that big flat on the other side of the landing, and I alone in this!”

Apparently it did not seem so silly to her. “It is more expensive, I admit — shall I be frank and ungrateful?” He waited. “I should like to live somewhere else,” she said.

“Away from me?” She nodded.

“You think you’re getting talked about?” he bantered her, and he heard the beginning of a laugh.

“That doesn’t worry me,” she said. “Tiser just reminded me that I was talked about in prison.”

He came over to her and dropped his hand on her a shoulder.

“What’s the matter with you, Ann?” he asked, and when she shook her head: “You think people are under the impression that you’re living with me — as Bradley thinks?”

She looked up quickly enough at this. “Does he?” she asked.

“Of course he does. He said as much in the court.”

She smiled sceptically, unbelievingly. “He didn’t. He said: ‘If you haven’t gone already.’ He was mad with me then — he’d have said anything. But he doesn’t think so. If I thought he did—”

He shook her gently by the shoulders, but to his annoyance found her disengaging herself.

“You’d be tickled to death, eh? You’d like to hurt that swine, and so would I. You couldn’t do anything to hurt him more than” — a pause— “changing your flat.”

“That might hurt me most,” she said quietly, and he did not immediately pursue the subject.

“He’s a queer devil, Bradley. Ronnie used to talk about him by the hour. They were almost friends—”

What was happening to him lately? He asked himself with a curse. The look of startled surprise in her eyes warned him that he had gone too far to retreat.

“Well, they weren’t exactly friends—” he began.

“You told me that Ronnie hated him and that he hated Ronnie.”

It was an accusation.

“And that was true,” he said loudly, but she was not convinced.

“It’s hard to believe that he killed Ronnie — it grows harder every day. I don’t know why, but it does. That is what he said — that he was a friend of Ronnie,” she said softly.

Mark McGill shifted uncomfortably.

“There was a sort of friendship?” she suggested. “You know. Mark, you’ve rather staggered me!”

“There’s nothing to be staggered about,” he snapped.

He came here to the dead end of explanations, found himself in a cul de sac, from which he could not escape except by retracing his steps. She was standing by the fire, staring down at it, biting her nether lip.

“There isn’t the ghost of a chance that Mr. Bradley’s story is true, is there?” she asked slowly. “No, not about Ronnie. I mean, that the stuff I have been taking around the country and collecting from aeroplanes is — dope?”

She believed that it was. That was the startling discovery he made. All this elaborate fabric of deception which he had built up to screen himself had collapsed — when? In the past week? In the court? From something she had learned?

He tried to laugh her fears away.

“Good God! You’re not believing Bradley, are you? The man is a liar. The average policeman is a bigger liar than the average criminal. Dope! What a ghastly charge to make!”

She shook her head.

“I’ve never believed it; I’ve trusted you implicitly — the thought that I was carrying on Ronnie’s work went to my head a little and I didn’t think a great deal about it. I suppose I’m a fool.”

If she would only look at him he could act; but she did not look at him: he had to depend entirely upon his voice, and the voice of man is his great betrayer.

“Water constantly dripping wears away stone, eh? Bradley’s nearly wearing away your faith in us! Ann, you’re beginning to believe him.”

She shook her head.

“I can’t forget that man Smith. They left the grating in my cell door open, and I saw him as he passed — like a wild animal.”

“He was sentenced to death yesterday,” said Mark callously, and when he heard her exclamation of horror: “Well, my dear, if people do these things they’ve got to suffer for them! He’ll meet Mr. Steen.”

“Mark!” she said in horror, and Mark grinned. “I’m glad Tiser wasn’t there when we met the hangman. He’d have thrown ten million fits. I’ll bet he would have dropped dead in his tracks!”

“Your nerves must be like iron,” she said.

“I’ve got none!” said Mark cheerfully. “Now, what about this flat? I think you’ll be happy enough here,” he said. “You needn’t see any more of me than you want. I’d get a new lot of servants.”

“Why?” she asked quickly.

“Well — it would be a little less embarrassing.” Mark himself was slightly embarrassed when he saw her quiet smile.

“I see,” she said. And then something came over him — some urge, some wild desire, born in a second, and in a second satisfied. She was standing close to him; his hands had but to reach out to touch her. In an instant she was in his arms, and he was kissing the white face upturned to his. She did not fight; she stood stiffly erect, and something in her passivity chilled him and he let her go.

She walked over to the table where she had put her bag and opened it; took out something. “You see this, Mark?”

He saw now — a little Browning pistol. “Why are you carrying a gun?” he asked breathlessly, but she did not answer the question.

“The next time you do that — I will kill you.” Her voice was iron steady; there was not so much as a tremor in it. He was shocked.

“I’m not raving at you or having hysterics,” she said. “I’m just telling you.”

Mark was breathing heavily; found it more difficult to articulate than she.

“You’re making a fuss about nothing,” he said at last. There was a knock at the door.

“It’s a big thing for me,” said Ann, as she walked from the room.

There was an elderly and patriarchal figure in the hall, and for a moment, at the sight of him, she forgot her anger.

“Good evening, my charming young lady,” said Mr. Sedeman in the lordly way. “Well, here am I, out again from durance! You had the good fortune—”

She laughed.

“You make me feel like a fellow-sufferer, Mr. Sedeman. I was so sorry when I heard.”

Mr. Sedeman had been the guest of his country for three weeks, and was not ashamed to admit it.

“You know the police, my dear — they’ll stop at nothing to bring a good man down. I am thinking of writing a book about it,” he added gravely.

Mark came into the hall at that moment, and, though Mr. Sedeman was by no means a welcome visitor, he was glad of his presence if it brought Ann to a new frame of mind. For old Mr. Sedeman amused her. She had a soft spot in her heart for that venerable sinner, and required no invitation to return with him. She saw Mark’s relief and smiled to herself, though Mark would go a long way before he wiped out the memory of that lapse of his.

“Have you sent your butler away?” asked Sedeman innocently. “You used to have rather an hospitable fellow—”

Mark pointed.

“There’s a drink over there. Where are you staying?”

“I have abandoned the Home and changed my lodgings,” said Mr. Sedeman with a shrug. “My landlady’s husband was rather offensive. I like her, but there was nothing wrong.”

The audacity of this ancient philanderer took Ann’s breath away for a moment.

“You’re hopeless,” she said, not without awe.

“Never without hope,” said he, and held the glass to the light.

Evidently Sedeman wished to see his host alone. When she suggested this, Mr. Sedeman, who had no finesse when business was on hand, admitted as much. At the door she turned.

“You heard. Mark, what Mr. Sedeman said about living in the same house as an engaging female?”

She did not wait for his reply.

“Well, what do you want?” said Mark in his unfriendliest tone when they were left alone.

“A little help,” said Mr. Sedeman. “I have a very heavy bill to meet on Monday — my doctor — a veterinary surgeon.”

Mark looked at him through narrowed eyelids.

“How long do you think this is going on?” he asked.

“For ever, I trust,” said Mr. Sedeman piously.

Mark’s glance was murderous, but his visitor remained unwithered.

“Do you think I’m the sort of man who’ll pay blackmail for ever? I don’t believe you saw a thing at Lady’s Stairs.”

“I never said I did,” said Mr. Sedeman, “but I was in the house. You did not know that till I told you. I was a sort of boy messenger for dear old Li. There was, I believe, an interesting epistle which he wished me to deliver to Scotland Yard. Shall I put it vulgarly? It was a squeak. I was waiting downstairs—”

“Li Yoseph went out,” said Mark deliberately.

“I heard him go out,” said the calm Mr. Sedeman. “It was a noisy exit!”

McGill went to the door to make sure that Ann had properly closed it.

“Does it occur to you that if I settled with Li Yoseph, I shouldn’t think twice about settling with you?” he asked.

Mr. Sedeman murmured something about “respect for one’s elders.”

“There’s another thing,” Mark went on. “I know that you’re only guessing. But suppose you’ve guessed right, and something did happen, and Tiser put up a squeak — do you realise that you would be in this — up to your neck?”

The old man looked round uneasily.

“Mr. Tiser would do nothing so dishonourable,” he said. “I cannot imagine that he would ever bite the hand that feeds us.”

Mark smiled.

“That’s put the matter in another light, hasn’t it?”

Until he had poured out a drink Mr. Sedeman did not reply. “I saw nothing — I merely surmised. I brought an interesting theory to you, and you were kind enough to say that you’d be good to me. I can’t help people being good to me. I seem to attract benevolence. Only this morning a lady stopped me and asked me to accept two shillings. I don’t know whether she had any ulterior motive. She looked respectable.”

Mark took a note from his pocket, fingered it to be sure that it was not two, and pushed it across the table.

“I’m giving you a tenner, and I want you to keep yourself reasonably sober and reasonably scarce. If you want a cheap thrill “ — he took a small gold box out of his pocket— “have you ever tried this stuff?”

Mr. Sedeman peered shortsightedly down at the little gold box and its crystalline contents.

“Are you trying to lead me astray?” he asked reproachfully.

“You’ll get more fun out of a sniff of this than out of a bottle of whisky,” suggested Mark.

Sedeman took the box from his hand and carried it towards the fireplace. Then, before Mark could realise what was happening, the old man had thrown the contents into the fire.

“You damned old fool, give me that!” cried Mark savagely, and gripped Sedeman by the arm, but the old man shook him off, and the arm that came round flung his assailant back against the table.

Mark could only stare at this amazing display of strength.

“I’ll break your neck for that!” he breathed.

“The man who could break my neck could break records,” said Sedeman, and Mark remembered, a little late, that this old man, whose age must be well over seventy, had been famous for forty years for the strength of his arm. “Try any of that rough stuff with me, my boy,” he warned, “and I’ll give you a punch in the jaw that’ll make you think you’ve been hit by a steam-roller. I may be old, but I’m vigorous.”

Mark forced a laugh.

“You’ve got a bit of brawn — Methuselah!”

“Methuselah is a compliment,” said Sedeman, “if it’s taken in the right way. I know I’ve wasted about five pounds’ worth of dope, but it’s dirty stuff, my boy. It’s murder and suicide and lunatic asylums. If you ever want to tempt me, offer me the good brown wine of Scotland.”

He turned his head quickly at the sound of hurrying footsteps. It was Tiser, breathless, white, beyond speech till Mark thrust him down into a chair.

“Get out,” he said. “Take your money and clear.”

The old man pocketed the note that was offered him, and was not unthankful for the diversion which led his benefactor to forget that he had already received a tenner. But he was loath to go.

“You can say anything you like before me.”

Mark rang the bell, and, to Ledson; “Show Mr. Sedeman out.”

The old man dropped his head on one side like a bird.

“Did you say ‘show’ or ‘throw’? Oh, very well.”

He strutted forth at his leisure. When the door had slammed:

“What’s the trouble?” Tiser recovered his voice now.

“One of those fellows has told the police everything.”

“Which fellows?” asked Mark quickly.

“It isn’t one of the men who tried to do Bradley,” sobbed Tiser; “it’s the driver.”

Mark frowned down at him.

“Who is he? What could he have squeaked about?”

When Tiser mentioned his name, he remembered. An out-of-work lorry-driver, recently released from prison, whom he had employed to carry out urgent work.

“All the flyers are looking for the stuff,” said the tremulous Tiser, “but the fellow who squeaked can’t tell them where it’s kept. He only knows it’s in a garage in London. Bradley’s crowd are combing the garages now. And, Mark, we’ve got the biggest parcel we’ve ever held—”

Mark stopped him with a gesture.

“They’ve been combing garages for this last week,” he said.

But the situation was dangerous. If the police knew what they were after, if they had the slightest hint, ruin, imprisonment… anything might happen. If anybody scared him it was Tiser. The pitiable cowardice of the man made him capable of the basest treachery.

“We’ll have to get the stuff away,” he said.

“A hell of a chance there is of getting it away!” snapped Tiser fretfully. “There’s a police tender on all the main roads out of London. They’re holding up cars at Savernake and Staines — that’s how I got to hear of the squeak. I guessed something was wrong, Mark, and I put through a couple of inquiries.”

“All the squads are out?” asked Mark.

“Every one of them — Bradley’s on the job.”

Mark strode up and down the big room, his hands behind him, his chin on his breast.

“It must be got out of London,” he insisted, but Tiser made a gesture of despair.

“Whoever takes it will be pinched: there’s nothing more certain than that,” he said.

“Pinched or not, it must go. It will be easy to trace my connection with the garage — and there are a dozen guns there, too.”

The two men looked at each other for a while, and Tiser read his partner’s thoughts.

“We can’t risk Ann — can we?” he asked.

Mark pursed his lips.

“Why not? It had better be found in her car than in my garage.”

Some sense of the treachery that the man contemplated penetrated even the hide of Tiser.

“But — you — good God, Mark, you couldn’t do that! They’d catch her. You know what Bradley is. If he got her again… You can’t do that!”

“Why not?” asked Mark coolly. “Bradley’s fond of her. He hid her up once: why shouldn’t he hide her up again? If they find the stuff, where it is they’ve got me on a felony charge. The worst they could do to her is to give her six months.”

“But, my dear Mark,” wailed the other, “you couldn’t let that dear young lady go to prison!”

Mark regarded him balefully.

“Well, you take it — you can drive a car.” And, as Tiser shrank back, his face contorted with terror at the suggestion: “You’d only get six months.”

Tiser was silent. He made no reply, nor did Mark expect one. He rang the bell for Ledson.

“Can I phone to the Home?” asked Tiser. “I’ve got a man there collecting information — I want to know just where they are.”

Mark shook his head.

“Not this phone,” he said firmly. “There’s a booth in Regent Street — go there; I’ll go with you.”

Ledson came in at that moment.

“Get me my coat and hat: I’m going out for five minutes.”

When the man had retired:

“What a damned coward you are, Tiser! There’s a drink over there.”

But the shaking man had already found his way to the decanter. Mark heard the clatter of the bottle against the glass.

Ledson returned with his coat and hat.

“Ask Miss Perryman if she’ll kindly come over in a few minutes; it’s rather important,” he said.

He had to drag Tiser away from the sideboard.

Minutes counted now. Mark sensed the urgency of the situation. The stuff had to be got out of London, and there was only one person he could trust to do it — Ann. There was no need to call her: she telephoned through almost as the door slammed on Mark, and Ledson gave her the message.

He was tidying up the room when he heard a knock at the door, and went out instantly to open it. The man he expected was standing on the mat.

“Come in, Mr. Bradley,” said Ledson nervously. He followed the detective into the sittingroom.

“Mr. McGill will be back very soon. I thought you weren’t coming till later.”

“Where has he gone?”

“He’s gone to telephone, sir. I think I’d better clear out — I can always say you sent me.”

Bradley nodded. Left alone, he strolled about the room, but made no attempt to examine the papers on Mark’s desk or to conduct anything in the nature of a search.

He was looking at the photographs on the mantelpiece and wondering whether McGill had relations, when he heard a key turn in the lock and the front door close. He turned about, expecting to see Mark, but it was Ann who stood in the doorway, surveying him with a look of blank surprise.

“Good evening,” said Bradley gravely.

“Why… good evening, Mr. Bradley,” she stammered. Her voice and manner betrayed embarrassment.

Ledson, who had not left the flat, came in at that moment.

“It’s all right, Ledson: I let myself in with a key,” she said hastily. “Mr. McGill lent it me this morning.” Her voice rose with the last sentence, and she laid a small flat key ostentatiously on the table. “Remind him that I left it.”

Ledson looked from one to the other.

“Nothing I can do for you, miss?”

She shook her head, and, when he had gone:

“I don’t usually carry the keys of other people’s flats.”

There was a certain defiance in her tone, as though she were inviting him to challenge the statement.

“I am sure you don’t,” he smiled.

There followed an awkward pause.

“Won’t you sit down?” He pulled up a chair.

Again a pause.

“I’ve often wondered what I should say to you — when I had an opportunity of saying anything. I did not have that the other night, did I? I am terribly ashamed of myself.”

He knew to which incident she referred.

“I don’t think you were quite normal that day.”

She shrugged.

“Well… no. I’m glad you think that. It is very — generous of you. I am so pleased you didn’t get into trouble through my stupidity.”

She picked up the key from the table and played with it, and he knew that she was deliberately calling his attention to her entrance.

“It is curious that I should have let myself into this flat tonight — Mr. McGill lent me the key because I wanted to come in when he was out, you know… to find things… sometimes I leave things behind. I’m rather careless… not that I’m often here.”

She was a trifle incoherent. Bradley was secretly amused.

“A key is very convenient,” he said.

“Yes, but I don’t often — I don’t think I’ve borrowed it more than once.” She laughed nervously. “I don’t know why. I’m talking about it, but I’m sure you’re not the kind of man who would think things about people — uncharitable things.”

Bradley thought a lot of uncharitable things about people, but not about her. He told her so, and she was childishly pleased.

“Really?” she asked eagerly

“Nothing like the uncharitable things that you think about me,” he said severely.

She shook her head.

“I don’t know. I wish I could do some penance for my past stupidity — for striking you, for saying the things I said in court.”

“I’ll give you a penance,” he answered quickly. “I want you to promise me that in no circumstances will you go out of the house this night.”

“But I don’t live here, you know.” She was insistent upon this. “My flat is on the other side of the landing — I don’t really live here. This is Mr. McGill’s flat — I use it quite a lot, but—”

“Very well; promise me that you won’t leave this building tonight,” said Bradley.

“I don’t intend leaving it—”

“You might not intend leaving it now,” he interrupted; “but I want you to promise me that nothing will induce you to leave this building tonight — nothing!”

She smiled at his vehemence.

“Suppose there’s a fire?”

“Don’t be silly,” he said, almost testily, and they laughed together.

“Don’t tell me I’m silly: it infuriates me. All right, I promise.”

“Word of honour?” said Bradley.

“Word of honour,” said Ann solemnly.

Their hands gripped on the bond. His relief was so evident that she was a little alarmed, and asked him why. His answer that it was a miserable night seemed rather futile.

“I mean for driving a car.”

Ann looked, at him steadily.

“You thought I might be getting into mischief tonight? You’re quite a guardian angel! But how could I? You’ve been very careful to take my licence away!”

“Even unlicensed drivers have taken a car out,” he said good-humouredly.

There was another lacuna in the conversation. Then she said suddenly, as though she were voicing a thought:

“Did you — no, I won’t ask you that.”

“Go on,” he encouraged.

“Did you — look after Ronnie as you’re looking after me?”

“I tried to,” said Bradley quietly; “but you don’t believe that?”

Ann sighed heavily.

“I do,” she said, and at that moment they heard the sound of the door opening and Mark’s voice in the hall.

He came in, his face as black as thunder.

“Well, Bradley, what do you want?”

Bradley looked past him, saw Tiser hanging his hat in the hall, and waited till the other man came in.

“I want a little talk.”

“Friendly?” asked Mark, with a scowl.

“More or less,” said the other coolly.

Mark looked at the girl.

“All right, my dear, I’ll see you in about five minutes,” he said, but Bradley interposed.

“Miss Perryman can hear all that I’ve got to say — it is about Li Yoseph.”

Mark was obviously relieved.

“Do you know anything about his present place of residence?” asked Bradley.

“Li Yoseph? I’ve told you, no. You’re devilishly mysterious, Inspector.”

“We thrive on mysteries,” said Bradley coolly. He met the girl’s eyes. “You weren’t afraid of him, were you? Of course you weren’t.” He smiled again, picked up his hat and walked to the door. “Good night. Miss Perryman — it is a miserable night.”

She knew what he meant.

“Good night, McGill — I don’t suppose I shall meet you on the Great West Road?”

For a long time after he had gone nobody spoke.

“What is he driving at?” asked Mark at last.

“That man’s inhuman, Mark,” twittered Tiser. “There’s something behind all this — there is, I’m sure! Miserable night — Great West Road; do you think he knows?”

Mark rang the bell for Ledson.

“I shan’t want you again tonight,” he said, and the man was out of the room in a second.

He saw Ann moving towards the door and stopped her.

“Don’t go, my dear. I hope you’re not very tired?”

“Why?” she asked.

Mark looked at Tiser and then at her.

“I wanted your help tonight,” he said

There was another who would have liked to disappear.

“Can I slip away, my dear Mark?” pleaded Tiser. “I am feeling none too well.”

“Stay here,” snapped Mark. “I want you to take Ann to the garage.”

She looked up at this.

“To the garage? Tonight?”

“To the place in the Edgware Road,” said Mark easily.. “I had your car taken round there after that affair. I thought it might be useful in case of an accident — and the accident has happened.”

She came back and sat down on the chair which Bradley had vacated.

“I know you’ll help me, my dear; I’m really in a tight place. There are ten kilos of stuff here — and a dozen automatics. You’ll find the box just behind the petrol tins.”

Her mouth opened in amazement.

“Automatics — pistols?”

“Yes; I got them from Belgium for sale,” said Mark irritably. “There’s a big profit on them. I want all this junk taken to Bristol tonight. I’ve got a man there who’ll put them in a safe place.”

“You’ve done it before, my dear,” pleaded Tiser. “It’s only a little thing…”

“Bradley’s not on the job either.” Mark went on. “Don’t take the Bath Road: go by Uxbridge and branch off—”

“I can’t,” said Ann.

His eves narrowed.

“What? You can’t? You mean you won’t?”

“I can’t leave this building tonight.”

“Why not?” asked Mark.

She shrugged her shoulders.

“I just can’t, that’s all. Besides. I haven’t a driving licence. You seem to have overlooked that little point.”

“Nobody’s going to know that,” said Mark. “I want you to do this to oblige me.”

Ann shook her head.

“To oblige nobody.”

Mark McGill walked up to her, dropped his hand on her shoulder and looked her straight in the eyes.

“What is the matter?”

“I’m not going out tonight,” she said, slowly and deliberately.

“But don’t you realise,” wailed Tiser, “that poor, dear Mark and you and everybody may be in terrible danger if you don’t do this?”

“I’m not leaving this building tonight,” repeated Ann. “I’ll go tomorrow if you wish.”

“Tomorrow will be too late,” said Mark. “Now do be reasonable, Ann. You know I wouldn’t insist if there were not a very good reason. And you know that I wouldn’t send you out if there were any risk to you.”

“I’m not worrying about the risk,” said Ann quietly; “I don’t want to go, that’s all.”

Tiser made a whimpering noise, but the other silenced him with an oath.

“Leave her alone. All right, Ann, have your own way. Don’t go, my dear.” He took up a cigar and lit it. “What did Bradley have to talk about?”

The subject was definitely changed.

“Nothing very much,” said Ann.

“I really wonder you can talk to the man at all,” said Tiser, mopping his wet face.

“What did he say?” asked Mark.

Ann shrugged indifferently.

“How d’you do, and all that sort of thing.”

“Was he here when you came in?”

She nodded.

“Didn’t Ledson tell you he was here?”

“No,” said Ann. “I let myself in with the key.”

A slow smile dawned on Mark’s face.

“Oh ho! That was rather a smack in the eye for him.”

She considered this.

“I don’t think it was,” she said.

She had walked across to the big piano and stood deep in thought, tier fingers touching the notes.

“He isn’t the kind of man who would think — nastily.”

Again Mark smiled.

“Indeed?”

She sat down at the piano and ran her fingers softly over the keys; played a bar of “Lohengrin” and stopped.

“I suppose he deals with so many rotten people that it is difficult to feel nicely about anybody,” she said. “It is curious he should talk about Li Yoseph — I’ve been thinking a lot about him to-day.”

Mark stood regarding her, a heavy frown on his face.

“I’ve never seen you in this mood, Ann.” And then, irritably: “Stop twiddling on that piano — play something; you haven’t played for weeks.”

She started guiltily.

“I don’t feel like playing,” she said, and then: “Oh, very well… do you remember how that magistrate said ‘Very well’?”

She played with the soft pedal down. Mark beckoned Tiser to him.

“There’s something wrong with Ann,” he said under his breath.

“I don’t understand it,” shivered Tiser. “My nerves are all on edge.”

Ann called out from the piano.

“Turn off some of those lights — I can’t play Chopin in this blaze.”

Mark went over to the switch and turned out all the lights but the standard lamp near the piano and the two candlelights in the wall above the fireplace; and, as each light went out, Tiser screwed up his face into a grimace of utter misery.

“Gives me the creeps; she’s damnably temperamental, that girl, Mark.”

But McGill was not listening to him.

“Why is that fellow interested in Li Yoseph?” he asked.

Tiser looked round and lowered his voice.

“Do you think he knows he’s alive?”

“Alive? You damned fool!” said Mark contemptuously. “I shot him at six paces. I could see the mark where the bullet hit his spine — alive! He couldn’t have escaped; it was absolutely impossible. He’s in that mud-hole under the house.”

The music changed; the tune was now eerily familiar. She was playing the “Chanson d’Adieu.” Tiser gripped his arm.

“Mark! Do you hear what she’s playing? Stop her, Mark, for God’s sake! It’s the tune he used to play on his fiddle!”

“Shut up, you fool!” growled Mark. “It would take more than a tune to make me shake.”

Suddenly Ann’s music stopped with a crash and she looked up.

“What is it? Did you hear anything?” she asked.

“I heard nothing. You probably heard Tiser speaking.”

She shook her head.

“It was the sound of a violin,” she said.

“Imagine,” said Mark.

Even as he spoke, he heard the faint notes of a fiddle floating through the room. It was the tune that old Li played, taken up from the air that Ann had been strumming on the piano.

“Listen!”

It came from the next room — from Mark’s bedroom.

“Somebody’s playing the fool,” said McGill, took one step, and then he saw the door of his bedroom slowly open, and there shuffled into the light… “Li Yoseph!” he gasped.

A little greyer, a little more bent, his hair a little more unkempt; the old fur hat greasier and more battered. His fiddle was under his arm; he held the bow in his blue-veined hand.

Ann had risen from the piano and was standing watching, not in fear, but intensely absorbed in this apparition. She heard a scream from Tiser and saw him fall flat upon the floor, his face hidden in his arms.

“Take him away! Take him away!… You’re dead… six paces!”

“Li Yoseph!” breathed Mark again.

The old man showed his uneven teeth in a grin. “Ah, der goot Mark! Und der goot Tiser! Komm in, my leedle ones!” He waved into the room his invisible little children. “See der goot friendts of Li Yoseph… you see, little Heinrich und Hans? It is der goot Mark.”

“Where — where have you come from?” asked Mark huskily.

“From all der places dat I know.” The visitor chuckled. “You kommen soon to Lady’s Stairs, eh, Mark? Und you, young lady, who is Ronnie’s sister — you komm and see Li Yoseph? Soon you will komm?”

Ann nodded.

“I tell you, when the police give me my house I will send for you.”

No further word he spoke to Mark or to the writhing coward on the floor. He shuffled across the room, and Mark did not challenge him. The big man watched him, petrified with amazement, and soon after heard the front door slam.

The sound of it seemed to awaken him from his daze. He flew down the passage, flung open the door and ran down the stairs; but Li Yoseph was not in sight. As he came back to his sittingroom he heard the telephone bell sound shrilly, and went to the instrument.

“Is that you, McGill?” It was Bradley’s voice. “I am Inspector Bradley. I’m speaking from Scotland Yard. I understand Li Yoseph is in London — I think I ought to warn you.”

“Why warn me?” asked Mark furiously.

“If you don’t know, nobody knows,” was the cryptic reply, and he heard the click of the receiver as it was hung up.



Chapter 17


Table of Contents


Up and down the drab streets which crowd around Lady’s Stairs the rumour ran swiftly. Li Yoseph had returned. Nobody was really surprised. Li Yoseph, with his ghost children, had something of immortality in him. And he was wide — there wasn’t a wider man than old Li Yoseph in the world. Hadn’t he carried on his business under the very nose of the police, and diddled every busy who tried to shop him? The Meadows and the dingy thoroughfares about settled down to the discussion of one problem: would Li Yoseph be pinched or would he not?

Everybody knew now why the police had stopped their dragging. How like the old boy to give them so much trouble, and wait till the very last minute before he showed himself!

Nobody had seen him, but the untidy Mrs. Shiffan, who “did” for him, and her shiftless husband had gone importantly to Lady’s Stairs and let themselves in. The keys had come to them the night before, with a scribbled note telling them to make the house tidy.

Mrs. Shiffan was a whining young woman, not without her personal attractions. Her husband, whom she met between bouts of imprisonment, became a person of importance, but even after his return from Lady’s Stairs he could give no information about Li Yoseph, except that it was to a very untidy house he was returning.

“The police has been everywhere,” he said despairingly; “pulled up the boards, pulled down the ceilings — old Li ought to get a thousand pounds out of ‘em.”

The policeman on the beat could supply no information either, but gave the impression that he could. One morning the neighbourhood saw Bradley arrive and pass into the house. He came out and drove away; but still there were no signs of Li. The rumour spread that he was under detention, but there was no substantial basis for the rumour. It was believed that old Li had many quiet pitches in London whither he could retire in the event of trouble, and it was accepted as a most likely possibility that in one of these he had spent the last year.

Ann Perryman was more interested than perturbed by the reappearance of the old man, but she could not fail to notice the effect it had on Mark McGill and his friend. Mark became sullen, uncommunicative, bad-tempered; he spent a lot of time behind the locked door of his bedroom. Once, when she came in to see him, she found the grate choked with the black ashes of paper.

Tiser conveyed the impression of a normal condition of drunkenness. He was never wholly sober, never objectionably inebriated; only he grew a little more incoherent than usual, and some instinct in him drew him nearer to the girl. It was as though he recognised in her the elements and possibilities of safety.

There was no patent reason why Mark should be disgruntled. The imminent danger which threatened him had passed. By a fluke he had succeeded in inducing one of the inmates of Tiser’s home to carry a dangerous cargo to Bristol — only just in time, as it proved, for half an hour after the car had disappeared came the police, who made a very careful search of the garage.

Mark’s nerves, he boasted, were like iron; yet he had been to some extent shaken by the persistence of Bradley, and now that Li Yoseph had returned he recognised how serious was the situation. From the night Li Yoseph had appeared, only to vanish instantly, he had not seen him again. He had called at Lady’s Stairs, only to find Mr. and Mrs. Shiffan engaged in preparation for the wanderer’s return. The old man remained apparently more elusive than he had ever been.

“Once bitten, twice shy, my dear Mark,” said Tiser tremulously. “You don’t expect this fellow will give you another chance to—”

His trembling hand strayed to his lips.

“Li Yoseph is working with Bradley,” said Mark harshly. “If you think he isn’t, you’ve got a shock coming. He has told Bradley everything that happened.”

“Then why, if you will excuse the question, doesn’t Bradley arrest you for the attempted murder?”

Mark shook his head, and his lips pursed in a smile.

“Because he wants me for Ronnie: that’s as clear as daylight. The evidence of old Yoseph isn’t sufficient to get a conviction. He’s waiting for another squeaker.”

His keen eyes were on his companion, and he saw a strange look come in his face.

“They wouldn’t accept your evidence, Tiser,” he said with a sneer. “Get that idea out of your mind!”

“I swear to you—” began Tiser, but Mark McGill cut him short.

“That’s the only satisfaction I have — that you can’t possibly round on me,” he said. “If there’s any swinging to do, there will be two of us going to the scaffold — to meet Mr. Steen.”

Tiser shivered.

“I wish you wouldn’t talk like that,” he whined. “Scaffold! What does Ann say about it?”

Mark was silent. Ann had said singularly little, but her attitude was eloquent.

“You don’t think she’s — weakening?” asked Tiser anxiously. And then, after a moment: “I had an idea—”

“The first I’ve heard about it,” snapped Mark. “You’re talking of Ann, aren’t you — and Bradley?”

Tiser nodded.

“You don’t think she’s in love with him?” he scoffed. To his amazement, Tiser nodded.

Tiser he despised for his cowardice, for all the sneaking quantities in his make-up, for his sliminess, his hypocrisy — but he respected the man’s judgment. He had an uncanny knack of discovery which was almost divination.

“You think Ann’s fond of him?” he asked in amazement. Tiser nodded. “And that he knows?” Tiser nodded again.

He went to the door and peered out. The servant was nowhere in sight, and he came tiptoeing back to his companion. That was a favourite and dramatic gesture of his, but this time Mark was neither amused nor was he wrathful.

“Does it occur to you, my dear fellow,” he said breathlessly, “that Ann may be a very great — asset?”

McGill turned sharply at this and stared down with his cold, snake eyes into the face of the other.

“An asset? Of course she’s an asset, and will be more of one when she gets her licence back.”

Tiser pulled up a chair to the table, and, sitting down, signalled his chief to a vacant chair.

“Let us think of it for a moment, my dear fellow,” he went on, with a beaming smile which did not quite fit in either with his face or voice.

The gesture was so imperious that for the moment Mark was startled into obedience. It was not till he sat down that he realised that for the first time he was acting under the instructions of Tiser, and he was both bewildered and annoyed.

“What is your big idea?” he asked angrily. Tiser looked past him; it was very difficult to get this sleek man to meet your eye.

“Bradley perjured himself to save our dear Ann,” he said, in his mincing, genteel way. “He couldn’t exactly hide up a crime more serious.”

Mark looked at him from under his lowered eyelids. “I don t quite see what you’re driving at.”

Mr. Tiser smiled — it was a pained but humble smile. “Does it occur to you that we might give our friend Bradley a very complete occupation? God forbid that I should hurt Ann, or place her in a position of — er — shall I say peril? But suppose — just imagine this, my dear Mark — suppose he held Ann Perryman on another charge… a more serious charge. Suppose, against his will, he had to give evidence against — a murderess?”

Mark came to his feet instantly.

“What are you driving at?” he asked harshly. “Ann Perryman isn’t a murderess—”

At that moment he understood how much more quickly Mr. Tiser’s brain worked.

“Ann is an encumbrance,” Tiser went on. “I have an idea she hasn’t been very kind to you, my poor friend. And there is a break coming—”

“How do you know that?” demanded Mark quickly.

Tiser smiled.

“There are so many facts that come to me,” he said. “Also she may be a source of danger. Would it not be possible to—” He spread out his hands and shrugged his shoulders, and did not complete the sentence.

Mark stared at him in bewilderment.

“You want to fix Bradley — yes? And you expect me to settle the girl?”

Again Tiser nodded.

“Imagine,” he went on slowly, “that this girl was held on a capital charge — discredit from the outset — with Bradley as her chief prosecutor, breaking his heart over her. I don’t think he could hide up that, my dear Mark.”

Mark McGill did not take his eyes from his companion.

“Have you fixed the murder?” he asked sarcastically.

Tiser smiled very broadly.

“That is the easiest task,” he said with a sly smile.

Mark McGill thought quickly, and at last: “I think I can give you a better solution,” he said slowly, “and a more important victim than you can suggest.”

Mark went into his bedroom and made his hand a little picturesque. Then he crossed the landing and knocked at Ann’s door. She opened it herself, and at the sight of him the reserve that had grown up between them was broken down.

“What on earth has happened to your hand?” she asked.

His hand was heavily bandaged; he carried it in a black silk sling.

“It is nothing. I was starting up my car and the handle kicked back,” he said; “but it’s rather a nuisance. You wouldn’t like to act as secretary for me? There are one or two important letters I wish to write.”

She hesitated for a moment; her natural sympathies urged her to help him, her natural suspicion held her back.

“I can’t use a typewriter.”

“It doesn’t matter,” he said. “I only want a note or two written. I’m in rather a fix.”

“Of course I’ll help you, Mark,” she said, and followed him back to his flat — it was the first time she had been there since the night of Bradley’s visit.

The first letter he dictated, slowly, was to a man in Paris, asking him to postpone a visit which he had apparently contemplated. The next letter…

“I want a note to go to Tiser,” he said. “I dare not telephone because our friend Bradley has probably a man listening in at the exchange. Start it ‘My dear friend… ‘“

Ann carried out his instructions.

“Say this,” dictated Mark: “‘I have something of the greatest importance to tell you. Can yon meet me in the park opposite Queen’s Gate at eleven o’clock tonight? Come alone.’ You needn’t sign it: he’ll know who it’s from.”

She handed him the letter, and he read it with no evidence of the exultation which filled his heart. Bradley would recognise the writing.
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It was no unusual thing for Ann Perryman to act as secretary to Mark. He hated letter-writing, and the peculiar nature of his business prohibited the employment of an ordinary stenographer.

During the weeks of her inaction she was glad to find some employment. Mark had given her a great deal of correspondence dealing with the more innocuous of his importations. It was perfectly true that he had begun his career as a smuggler of dutiable articles, and had made a very handsome profit therefrom. The new and more sinister traffic arose out of this, and Mark had pursued his nefarious course with such success, and had enjoyed so much immunity, that he had grown just a little careless.

This he was the first to recognise. He had no illusions; he knew that the police were infinitely patient, and that they were literally weaving the net about him. There was no apparent evidence that they were actively engaged in trapping him, and yet he knew that at that moment he was to all intents and purposes a prisoner. He had sent his passport to be renewed at the Foreign Office, and had received a curt note, telling him that owing to “certain irregularities” there would be a delay in reissuing the document. This in itself was no great hardship, for Mark had two or three passports in different names; but he knew all too well that an attempt on his part to leave England on one of these might lead to irretrievable disaster.

Ann had ceased to be an asset: she was becoming an increasing danger, and he must get rid of her. Tiser, villain as he was, would have been horrified if he could have read the black mind of his friend and partner.

And yet, such was the peculiar mentality of Mark McGill, that he felt no hatred of the woman whose life he would soon jeopardise. There was nothing of malignity in his plan, conceived so coldbloodedly. She was just the cause which would produce a certain effect. His passion, suddenly inflamed, had as suddenly grown cold again. In this spirit of indifference Mark McGill lived — and would probably die.

He folded the letter carefully and placed it in an envelope. This he addressed with great care to Chief Inspector Bradley of Scotland Yard. A cab took him to the West End, and at Charing Cross Post Office he dropped the letter into the box with a little satisfied smile.

Half an hour after Ann had written the letter, and whilst she was changing her dress in preparation for a walk, her telephone bell rang, and she was a little disconcerted to hear the voice of Tiser. That sleek man had only once before called her on the telephone. His voice was normally agitated, and his first sentence was so incomprehensible that she asked him to repeat it.

“… to Bristol. Will you tell our dear friend that I lost the first train, but I am leaving at midday. I tried to get him on the phone. You know what Mark is, my dear young lady — so terribly autocratic.”

“Did he know you were going to Bristol?” she asked after a pause.

“My dear little friend, of course he knows,” said Tiser’s voice irritably. “I promised to leave by the ten o’clock—”

“Are you coming back tonight?” she interrupted.

“Tomorrow night — I was most anxious to return tonight, but Mark… well, you know what Mark is! Is there any news, my young friend? I am depressed — my nerves are in rags! Don’t you think it’s possible you could speak to dear Mr. Bradley and persuade him that there is no harm in the Home? The police pursue these poor, unfortunate fellows with a malignity which is beyond understanding. That man Sedeman, too, is giving us a great deal of trouble. I am not sure that he isn’t engaged in “ — he lowered his voice— “police work. You will tell Mark?”

Before she could reply he had hung up the telephone. Ann sat down at her writing-table, her hands clasped before her, a frown on her pretty face. Mark knew that this man was going out of London, knew that he would not be back that night. Why, then, had he written this note? And why had he addressed him as “My dear friend”? She knew from what Tiser said that relations were strained between them, and Mark was not the kind of man who would indulge in empty compliments. Now that she came to think of it, Mark never wrote to Tiser; and if he wrote at all, why should he make an appointment in the park? The police knew that Tiser was in the habit of calling at the flat; there was no secret about the association of the two men.

She thought for a long time and then made a decision. Mark was out, his servant told her: he had left a quarter of an hour before. She went into the sittingroom. On the writing-table were envelopes and notepaper, and in the wastepaper basket a torn envelope. She took this out, saw the word “Cheif” — Mark always made the mistake of putting the “e” before the “i” in the word “Chief.”

She stared at the envelope, puzzled; and then the truth dawned on her and she gasped. That was the envelope he had begun to write to Chief Inspector Bradley — and he was sending the letter she had written. She tried hard to remember every sentence, but she had paid such little attention to the note that she could only recall the purport. It was a letter written in her own hand and had been addressed to Bradley — Bradley would know her writing and would come to that rendezvous in the belief that she had something to communicate to him. Why did Mark wish to bring him there? She went cold at the thought.

When she got back to her own flat the telephone was ringing furiously. It was Tiser again, and his voice was shrill with anxiety.

“Is that you, my dear Miss Perryman? I am not going to Bristol — my memory is simply terrible. I have only just remembered that Mark said he was sending me a letter to-day — rather an important one.”

A faint smile curled her lips.

“When did you remember this?” she asked. “He hasn’t by any chance—” She stopped herself in time.

“Only a few moments ago,” said the voice. “It is quite unnecessary to give my message to Mark. I am sending another — um — gentleman.”

She was still smiling a little hardly when she hung up the receiver. Mark must have called up the Home to find out if Tiser had gone, and learned from him that he had been in communication with her. Hence Tiser’s agitation.

Her own peril did not occur to her. That such a letter, found in the possession of a killed or wounded Bradley, must be deadly evidence against her, she did not even think about. She saw only the danger to Bradley, and with infinite trouble got herself connected with Scotland Yard.

Bradley was out; she spoke to his clerk.

“When he comes in, will you ask him to call me up?” she said, and gave her name.

She thought the clerk’s tone sounded a little surprised.

“All right, miss, I’ll see to that,” he said, and she settled down to wait for Bradley’s call.

The afternoon came before she realised she had eaten nothing since breakfast time, and she prepared herself a little lunch. She had already dismissed her one servant, and was undertaking the housework herself. She had employed the last day or two in a search for a flat. Obviously she must break instantly with Mark McGill and his gang.

She had a little money; Mark had paid her well, but she had not saved. She could go back to her teaching; and her first act after the night Li Yoseph appeared was to write to the old school at Auteuil and ask for a position. An answer had come, saying that the principal was away in the south of France — she must wait until she could discover whether that avenue of escape was open.

Four o’clock came, and still no message from Bradley. At six o’clock she rang up Scotland Yard, but could not get in touch with the man she had spoken with that morning. Bradley apparently had been in, “to collect his letters.” She asked for information as to his present whereabouts, but that either could not or would not be given. The man who spoke to her, however, said that Bradley had only been in for a few minutes, and obviously her message had not been delivered to him.

With the passing of the hours her fears grew. At half-past ten o’clock she put on her coat and went out. On the doorstep she met Mark McGill coming in.

“Hallo!” he said in surprise “Where are you going?”

“For a little walk,” she said.

“I’ll come with you,” he suggested.

She shook her head.

“I don’t think I want you, Mark,” she said.

Her apparent cheerfulness deceived him — the fact that she was going out at all at that hour was all to the good.

“Don’t get into mischief,” he said good-humouredly.

She reached Queen’s Gate at a quarter to eleven, and as she came to the park gates she heard the clang of an ambulance bell, and her heart turned sick.

She saw the figure of a man — it was a park-keeper — coming slowly and suspiciously towards her.

“Has there — has there been an accident?” she asked faintly.

“Yes, miss; a man was knocked down near Marble Arch. I don’t think he’s badly hurt.”

She nodded, too breathless for speech, and with a word of thanks hurried past him, crossed the road and walked a little distance.

There was only one pedestrian in sight. He passed, looking sideways at her, and was on the point of speaking when she turned abruptly away. A vacant-faced youth, who could be dealt with if he became offensive. He stopped, hesitated for a moment, then resumed his walk.

From what point would Bradley appear, and where would the danger come from? Danger there was — she was sure of this.

A policeman loomed out of the darkness. She was almost hysterically grateful to see him, and did not even resent his curt inquiry.

“Now, young lady, you oughtn’t to be in the park at this time of night.”

“I’m expecting — a friend,” she said huskily.

She could feel his keen eyes scrutinising her, and could guess just what his thoughts were.

“I advise you to go home, miss.”

And then she had an inspiration.

“I’m waiting to see Detective Inspector Bradley of Scotland Yard,” she said breathlessly, and could see the man was impressed.

“Oh, are you, miss? Well, that’s a different matter.”

“I wish you’d stay till he comes,” she went on. “I — I want to warn him about something. I’m afraid there’s going to be an attack made upon him.”

The man bent his head a little towards her.

“I’ve seen you — aren’t you the young lady who was charged a few weeks ago? I was down in that court, giving evidence. Miss Perryman, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” she said.

He looked from her to the gate, and seemed undecided.

“Does Mr. Bradley know you’re coming?”

“I — I think so,” she answered.

At that moment she saw a figure come swinging through the gate, and half crossed the road to meet him.

“Do you want to see me?” said Bradley quickly. “What is the trouble? I only had your letter at half-past ten tonight when I came back. I telephoned to you, but you were out.”

Then he saw the policeman.

“What does he want?” he asked.

She explained, a little incoherently, why she had come, and then: “I asked him to stay. I didn’t know if you might need help.”

“You didn’t send the letter to me, of course?”

She shook her head.

“McGill did that?”

The question alarmed her. Until then she had not realised that she might be doing Mark irreparable injury, and that was the last thing she wished to do.

“I only know I wrote it. And then it struck me that you might think I had written to you—”

“Which I did,” he said with a little smile. He looked up and down the deserted roadway. “Constable, go up there. Stand ready to offer any assistance that’s required. You know me?”

“Yes, I know you, Mr. Bradley.”

“Good!” said Bradley, and laughed. “I don’t know what use you’re going to be to me… Yes, I do — search the ground at the back of me, and see if there’s anybody lying on the grass.” The constable disappeared.

“Now, Ann Perryman, what am I going to do with you?”

“Do you think there’s any danger?” she asked in a horrified whisper. He nodded.

“I think so. McGill knew, of course, that I should recognise your handwriting, and he knew a little more — just how I feel about you, Ann.”

She was silent at this. “Do you want me to go away?” she asked. “Couldn’t I find another policeman for you?” At that moment a church bell struck eleven.

“It’s too late, I’m afraid,” said Bradley. He put his hand in his hip pocket and took out something that glistened in the light. Looking to the left, he saw the dim lights of a car moving along the centre of the road, coming towards the gate, and he guessed that here was the danger. He called sharply to the officer, and turning to the girl, he gripped her arm and half pushed her over the low rail separating the park from the pathway.

“Lie down — flat on your face,” he commanded.

“But—” she began.

“Don’t argue; do as I tell you.” In another instant she found herself lying on the grass, her face wet with dew. From where she lay she could see the car. It was moving a little more quickly now. Suddenly it swerved towards the place where Bradley was standing. And then —

She could not tell whether three or four shots were fired. She heard the whistle and whine of bullets which seemed to pass close to her and thudded into the ground behind. Then she heard a police whistle blow, and the car passed out of her line of vision.

It was Bradley shooting now. She heard the staccato “pang!” of his automatic, and the sound of running feet.

“Get up and go home!” shouted Bradley’s voice. When she got to her knees he had disappeared. Police whistles were shrilling in every direction. Crossing the road, she ran against the park-keeper, and from him had a brief account of what had happened.

“The car passed out of the gate like a streak… was nearly run down by an omnibus… went down Exhibition Road at full pelt. Did you see the shooting?”

She shook her head.

“Where is Mr. Bradley? Is that the man who was chasing them? He got on a taxi, and he’s following them.”

At that moment the big policeman came up, very out of breath, and more distressed than any policeman she had ever seen.

“Somebody shot at him from the car. Were you there, miss?”

She told him she was lying on the ground.

The policeman was stolidly aware of one duty.

“I’m afraid I’ll have to take your name and address,” he said, and seemed more comfortable when he had inscribed these in his little paper-covered notebook.

He seemed, however, in some doubt as to whether he should let her go, but eventually she persuaded him, and she went back to her flat, dreading to meet Mark’s eye. Mark apparently was wholly incurious. She gained her own flat without meeting him, and sat for the greater part of an hour trying to put the chaos of her mind in order.

The door bell rang and her heart sank. It was Mark. She would have to tell him…

It was Bradley. She nearly wept with relief at the sight of him.

“It was an old dodge — they’ve tried it on before,” he said as soon as he was in her room. “Except that the car was armour-plated — we found it abandoned in Pimlico. The interior was lined with sheet iron — these birds took no risk.”

He looked at her oddly for a moment.

“As I’m not killed — you will not be arrested,” he said.

She stared at him openmouthed.

“I arrested? Why?” she asked.

“Don’t you realise that if I had been killed or badly hurt, and my colleagues had come to investigate the matter, the first thing they would have looked for would have been some explanation as to my presence near Queen’s Gate at that fatal hour, and they would have found your letter, and would have had no difficulty in identifying you, because I had very foolishly, written in pencil the word ‘Ann’ where your signature should have been?”

He saw the bewilderment and horror that came into her eyes.

“But that was unintentional,” she blurted. “He could never have meant that — I mean, to incriminate me.”

He made no immediate reply.

“You don’t dream he would have done such a thing?” she asked.

“I’m going to find out,” he said. “I gather that you aren’t anxious to appear in this matter, and I’ll keep your name out of it as far as I can.” He rang at Mark’s flat, and she listened behind her own closed door with a beating heart and heard Mark’s servant explain that his master had been out since ten o’clock. He said something else, and then she heard the door close and Bradley’s knuckles tap gently on the panel of her door. She opened it to him.

“McGill was at the Craley Restaurant. He came in to tell his servant he was going, and must have followed you out. And at the Craley Restaurant he was, I’ll swear, at the time of the shooting. He is a great establisher of alibis.”

“You didn’t find the men who were in the car?” He shook his head.

“No. The car was stolen at Highbury last week. Its sheet-iron fittings could have been bought anywhere.” And then, abruptly: “Good night, Ann.” Her hand went into his and he held it for a moment. “What are we going to do with you, Ann?” he said.

She shook her head.

“I don’t know. I’m going to get back to Paris if I can.” And then, as a thought occurred to her:

“Have you seen Li Yoseph?”

He nodded.

“Yes; he’s going down to Lady’s Stairs tomorrow. You’ll find him a good friend if you’re in any kind of trouble.”

She was startled to hear this, and looked at him in amazement.

“Li Yoseph a good friend? I thought he was—”

“He’s had twelve months to recover from his evil habits,” he said with a smile. “I only want to tell you that you can trust him. You’re not frightened of him?”

“You asked me that before,” she smiled.

And then, in the most natural way in the world, he bent forward and she felt his lips for an instant against her cheek.

“Good night, Ann,” he said, and patted her gently on the arm.

She stood where he had left her, motionless, her breath coming a little quicker, trying to analyse her own emotions. Of one thing she was certain: she did not resent that kiss.

Bradley was a good prophet. There was evidence enough at the restaurant to which Mark had gone that he had been there when the crime was attempted. He had only left a quarter of an hour before Bradley arrived. At eleven o’clock he had called the proprietor’s attention to the fact that the restaurant clock was five minutes slow, and he had not left the place for nearly an hour after that. All this Bradley had expected. He might go back to Mark McGill’s flat and ask him a few inconvenient questions, but he was prepared to accept this outrage as one of the items which might be included in the sum of McGill’s iniquities.

He knew that Tiser had left for Bristol that morning on the twelve o’clock train. The man had been shadowed and his arrival in Bristol reported. Whilst he was out of town the culmination of Bradley’s plan was deferred. He banked upon Tiser, who alone could give him the information he required.

At two o’clock in the morning he arrived at Scotland Yard, dead tired, and began to write his report.

The Squads were very busy that night; news came of them at odd intervals and from strange places. A raid had been made on the respectable Mr. Laring. Enough stuff had been found in an outhouse to justify his arrest, and at that moment this comfort-loving man was trying to woo sleep on a hard plank bed.

That night Bradley slept on a sofa in his office: a disconcerting decision of his to the two men who had gained admission to his lodgings and were waiting in the dark room for his appearance. Mark McGill invariably had two strings to his bow, and the second was by far the more deadly.
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In the morning:

“Come over,” said Mark’s voice on the telephone. Ann hung up the receiver, and finished her dressing at leisure. The morning mail had brought a letter from Paris, inviting her to take up her old position, and her relief was for some reason tempered with a sense of unhappiness. This, then, was the end of her grand work for Ronnie! She was going back to the dreary round of a finishing school, and carrying with her a little heartache that was quite different from that which Ronnie’s death had brought.

She was wholly indifferent to Mark McGill’s pleasure or displeasure He had never seen her so completely mistress of herself as when she came into his sittingroom.

“You took your time, my dear,” he said with some acerbity. And then, without waiting for her rejoinder:

“Bradley seems to have been in the wars last night, judging by the morning papers. Somebody shot at him in Hyde Park. That doesn’t seem to surprise you,” he added sharply.

Ann Perryman smiled.

“I also read the newspapers, Mark,” she said.

Mark rubbed his big, unshaven chin.

“Naturally Bradley thinks I’m at the back of it. I’m an obsession to that man.”

“Have they caught the people who shot at him?” she asked innocently.

Mark’s crooked smile was his answer.

“Personally, I don’t believe anything of the sort happened,” he said. “Bradley is keen on publicity. That is his weakness — one of ‘em. You’re another.”

She met the challenge of his eyes unflinchingly.

“Have you seen him lately?”

She nodded.

“Yes, I saw him late last night.”

She knew that he was aware of this. Probably the hall porter, who suffered from insomnia and was in the habit of perambulating the streets after midnight, was his informant.

“What did he want?” he asked. “He surely didn’t suspect you of trying to send him out?”

“Why should he?”

Mark shrugged.

“You didn’t volunteer the statement that you’d seen him last night,” he said. “You told me you’d read it in the newspapers. Ann, you’re not going back on your old friends, are you?”

She shook her head.

“If you mean, am I going to betray you — no. Could I do any more than tell the story I told in the police court? He knows I’m a smuggler — of saccharine.”

He looked at her keenly.

“Why did you pause before ‘saccharine’?” he asked. “You’re not believing that yarn about dope, are you?”

She did not answer.

“Suppose it was dope?” he went on. “After all, people are entitled to what they want. Would you squeak, then?”

“Would I go to the police and tell them?” she asked. “No, I don’t think I would.”

Mark laughed, took her by the arm in the friendliest way and shook her gently.

“What an old sceptic you’re becoming, Ann! You don’t think I regret your friendship with Bradley?”

“It’s hardly a friendship, is it?”

“Whatever it is,” he shrugged, “I don’t care two hoots. If you could only persuade him that I’ve gone entirely out of business — saccharine or whatever it was — and that I’m not that master criminal which sensational novelists write about, you’d be doing me a good turn, Ann. I’m tired of all this business; I’ve made enough money to live on, and I’m out of the…

“I don’t want a bonus, big or little,” she answered quietly. “I’m going back to Paris.”

“To the school?” He was evidently surprised.

She nodded. And then she heard his sigh of relief.

“Well, that’s that,” he said. “I think perhaps you’re wise. We’ll talk about the money later.”

“Did Mr. Tiser get his letter?”

The unexpectedness of the question took him aback.

“I — I suppose so. Why?”

He tried to meet her steady gaze, but failed.

“Because I rang him up at the Home this morning. The man in charge said that he went to Bristol yesterday morning. You must have had a long wait.”

She saw his brows meet.

“I don’t quite understand you—”

“In the park, opposite Queen’s Gate, at eleven o’clock last night,” she said deliberately. “That was where you wished Mr. Tiser to meet you, wasn’t it?”

He was silent.

“And that was exactly the place and time somebody shot at Mr. Bradley,” she went on. “One would almost imagine that by some mistake he had received the letter I wrote, and went there to meet me.”

He forced a smile.

“Then he’d be disappointed, wouldn’t he?”

She shook her head slowly, and saw his mouth open in amazement.

“You were there?” incredulously.

“I was there,” she said. “What would have happened if he — if he had been killed, and my letter had been found in his pocket?”

He roared with laughter, but it was an artificial laugh. It was a trick of Mark’s to laugh like that when he had to gain time and wanted to think.

“What stupid idea have you got in your head now?” he said. “Tiser had your letter. He called me up last night and told me he couldn’t keep the appointment.”

“From Bristol?” she asked quietly.

“Of course not! You don’t imagine that Tiser tells those fellows in the Home all his business, do you? He didn’t leave London last night; as a matter of fact, I saw him at the restaurant where I was having supper — only for a few minutes, but I managed to pass on the information I had.”

He was surveying her thoughtfully. Those cold eyes of his had some of the qualities of the snake.

“So you went to meet Mr. Bradley and warned him, did you? That is perilously near being a squeak, my dear. Are you passionately in love with him?”

He was being faintly sarcastic rather than sneering; he was a little amused too, she thought. Mark had a peculiar gift of detachment, and could stand on one side and view dispassionately not only the rest of the world, but himself.

“You won’t answer that? Don’t make a mistake, Ann: this fellow is playing up to you as he would play up to a servant girl if he wanted to find her lover. Don’t — er — be very confident about him. You remember what you said to him in the police court? He lives on broken lives and broken hearts. I should not like to see you food for him. That would be too bad.”

And then abruptly he changed the subject. “I suppose you’ve not seen or heard of Li Yoseph in your wanderings? He was not in Hyde Park by any chance?”

She shook her head.

“I have not seen him since he was here.”

“And nobody else. The old devil’s lying low. I haven’t heard his violin either.” As she was going out he called her back. “You’re not forgetting Ronnie, are you, Ann? No matter what I am or what I’ve done, whether I trade in dope or that sweet stuff, it doesn’t alter the fact that Bradley killed your brother.”

“What were you trading in?” she challenged, and an enigmatic smile was his answer.

“Saccharine,” he said calmly. “But would it matter, so far as Ronnie’s death was concerned?”

It mattered a great deal: she had never realised this before. Bradley checking the activities of men smuggling innocuous commodities must be judged in a different light from Bradley fighting this beastly traffic.

“I don’t know.” She spoke with some difficulty, almost frightened, by the judgment she was giving. “If I were a police officer, and I knew people were distributing that awful stuff, I don’t think I should hesitate at — killing the man who carried it. It’s a horrible thing to say. Mark, but that is how I feel. When you realise what it means to the people who — who take it, how it destroys in them all decent feeling, all hope — almost everything that is human, death seems quite a small penalty.”

He opened his eyes wide in astonishment. “Would you say this of Ronnie?”

“Of anybody,” she said quietly.

Again he laughed. “You ought to join Tiser and speak at one of his open-air meetings,” he said. “God! Ann, you’re marvellous! I never dreamt you had such a moral stance! Yes?”

It was the servant with a telegram. He took it from the man and tore it open carelessly as he was speaking to her.

“Would you be surprised to learn that Ronnie developed these qualms? They didn’t last very long: Ronnie was rather keen on money. He owed me the greater part of a thousand pounds when he died: I’ve never told you that, but it is unimportant. He was rather a ready borrower.”

He glanced down at the telegram in his hand, and as he read she saw him frown. “That’s awkward,” he said.

She checked the indignation which rose at his slighting references to her brother. To quarrel with Mark was profitless.

He tapped the telegram with his forefinger. “A month or so ago this would have been good news. But now, with my little Mercury under a ban, very suspicious, and on the most friendly terms with the Flying Squad, my asset is a liability.”

His tone was flippant, but she appeared perturbed.

“Has some — saccharine arrived?” she asked, with a faint smile.

He nodded, and passed the telegram to her. It was dated from Birmingham, and ran:

L. 75 K. K. believed seen. Bunk inquiries.

The message was unsigned. She only knew that “bunk” was a word that was used by Mark’s couriers to denote hangar. She could guess the purport of the remainder of the message.

Mark’s face was dark and gloomy.

“I told the fools to send no more. This must be Luteur’s parcel.”

He looked at the girl and his lips curled in a grim smile.

“I suppose if I suggested you should collect this little lot, you’d ring up Bradley and have me pinched?”

“Saccharine?” she asked.

“I’ll swear it.”

He was so earnest that she was deceived. For a moment she hesitated.

“I couldn’t collect it, however much I wanted to,” she said, and he took her up quickly.

“If by ‘collected’ you mean brought here, that’s the last thing in the world I want. But it is necessary that somebody should find the packet and dump it into the nearest pond. If the aeroplane has been seen, they will search the common, which means that they’ve only to find the pilot to get to it.”

“Where is it?” she asked curiously.

“‘L’ is Ashdown Forest, I believe.”

He went to his desk and took out a flat package that had the appearance of being a blotting pad; indeed, there was blotting paper neatly attached to the top of it. Beneath this, from a pocket he drew a dozen thin sheets of transparent tracing paper. These were ruled into tiny squares, and at the top and sides of the sheet was an indicator number or letter. From a shelf he took a large, flat book, each page of which was nearly as big as the writing-table on which it was laid. He turned the leaves and smoothed the page flat.

“Yes, it is Ashdown Forest,” he said.

He laid two sheets of tracing paper carefully over the map.

“Here’s the place it was dropped.” He pointed to a square. “Naturally, he can only make a rough guess, unless he was flying very low, as I suppose he was, but we ought to find it within a radius of fifty yards. It is not so far from a road, and should be easily found — it is on the south side of a pond. These pilots invariably take water as their guide.”

He marked a circle on the map.

“The pond will be handy to dump the stuff. What do you say, Ann?”

She did not answer immediately. It was no novel errand — she had a dozen commons near London for these packages. Sometimes it was neither convenient nor easy to meet the ‘plane, and the parcels had to be collected.

Mark McGill could not guess what was passing through her mind. His impression was that she was weakening — he could not believe that she contemplated his betrayal to Bradley. Knowing Ann as he did, that was unthinkable.

But in Ann’s mind was another consideration. She had a chance here of settling for all time her doubts. Since she had lost faith in Mark she had had no opportunity of verifying the truth of his claims.

“How can I go? They would see me driving the car and I should probably be arrested,” she said.

He was not prepared for this surrender, and for the moment was at a loss for a reply.

“That can be managed,” he said at last. “I’ll phone one of the hire companies to pick you up somewhere. You can be Miss Smith, Jones or Robinson; tell the driver to take you to Ashdown Forest, leave the car for a little walk — or, better still, tell him to pick you up an hour later. You haven’t to bring the stuff back, so there’s no danger.”

She nodded slowly.

“You’ll do it? What a brick you are!”

He gripped Ann’s hand in both of his, and he was so relieved and delighted that for a second she felt ashamed of herself.

Mark McGill was something of a draughtsman. In a quarter of an hour he had pencilled a map of the locality.

“Go through East Grinstead and take this fork road…”

She went to her room and made preparations for the journey. When she returned to Mark she found that he had already ordered the car; it was to pick her up in half an hour at the Kensington end of Ladbroke Grove.

“You can take a taxi there, my dear — give the driver a fiver before you start, and tell him to make for East Grinstead.” He eyed her thoughtfully. “I won’t ask you whether you’ll keep this little adventure a secret, because I trust you, Ann. I know that however much you like Bradley, you wouldn’t willingly get me into trouble.”

“It is saccharine?”

“I swear it — or you can take my word of honour. I don’t know which is the least valuable.”

She had an idea that Bradley was watching the house, but there was no sign of a detective shadowing her as she made her way to Bond Street. Here she took a taxi, and ten minutes later dismissed it at the rendezvous. The car did not arrive for another ten minutes, a big, handsome limousine, and after paying the man and giving him instructions she made herself comfortable in the roomy interior.

Like all expert drivers, she hated being driven at a fast speed, and she was fortunate in her driver, for the car made a smooth but leisurely passage. Clear of Grinstead, she examined the map. It could have been read by a child. She was able to direct the driver where to turn, and presently reached the place at which she had decided beforehand to begin her search.

The sky had been overcast when she left the house, and she had gone back for her mackintosh. She was glad of this now, for rain was falling steadily. It was a circumstance, however, which made her explanation to the driver sound feeble.

“I want you to come back and pick me up in half an hour’s time,” she said. “A friend of mine was here recently and lost something. I am going to look for it.”

“Couldn’t I help you, miss?” said the chauffeur, half rising to his feet.

“No, no,” said Ann hastily; “I’d rather search myself.”

He was reluctant to leave her on the deserted heath, the more so since they were in an unfrequented part. Eventually, and in desperation, she compromised by telling him to drive five hundred yards up the uneven road and wait for her.

Her first objective was the pond. She had passed it before the car stopped, and now she went back and skirted its margin. It was a sheet of water of respectable size, and, she imagined, rather deep, for there was a notice board prohibiting bathing. There was a little forest of blackberry bushes and a tangle of undergrowth which made an ideal place for concealment.

She traversed the ground systematically, probing into every bush with the walkingstick she had brought. Half an hour’s search revealed nothing. She was worried lest the chauffeur, from a misguided desire to help, should return. Possibly the police had already combed the place and the parcel had been found. The possibility that she might herself be under observation, and be associated with the package, filled her with momentary panic.

She was on the point of giving up the search when she saw a broken branch of a little tree. It had been snapped off and the broken bough lay on the ground at her feet. The fracture had been recent, and she began a more careful search of the undergrowth. And then she found the package. Its brown paper cover was soaked through, and one of the cords which tied it had been broken. It was almost in the shape of a ball, and she knew that the contents had been most carefully wrappered with corrugated paper. She took from her pocket the knife that she had brought with her, cut the string and removed the packing. In the centre was a square tin, the lid of which was sealed with adhesive tape. This she ripped open, removing the lid, and shook out a dozen familiar packages.

She opened one of these. It contained a white, crystalline powder, and quickly she transferred about a spoonful into the box she had brought for the purpose. When she had done this she gathered the remaining packages and the tin, and, going back to the pond, threw them as far as she could into the centre. The tin was still floating on the surface when she heard the chauffeur’s voice. Fortunately she was invisible, and she hurried back to the road.

“I was rather worried about you, miss. I just saw an old tramp watching you.”

“Where is he?” she asked quickly. She looked round; there was no human being in sight. Her heart was racing as she came back to the car, the little box containing the “saccharine” clasped in her hand.

“Did you find what you wanted?”

“Yes,” she said breathlessly.

Before she got into the car she heard the chauffeur’s exclamation and looked back. It might have been a tramp who was making his slow way in the opposite direction, or a labouring man. Even from this distance she saw he was roughly dressed.

“I didn’t see the motorist, did you, miss?”

“Motorist?” she asked.

“I heard the car but I didn’t see it. It sounded to me like a—” He named with uncomplimentary intonation a popular make of machine.

She took a quick survey of the common: she could see no motorcar. The tramp, or whatever he was, had already vanished.

“I think we’ll go home,” she said. “Drop me in Cavendish Square.”

Several times she looked back in the course of her journey, expecting to find the mysterious car on her trail, but until they were entering the outskirts of London, cars were few and far between, and most of those they passed, for she had given the chauffeur orders to hurry.

When she reached her flat her first act was to hide the little box. After she had done this she went across to Mark’s room and found him stretched on the settee, reading. He got up quickly at the sight of her.

“Did you find it?”

She nodded.

“And dump it? Splendid!”

She noticed that he wore an old suit of rough tweed, which was curious, because Mark was rather a dandy in his way.

“You came back by the longest route,” he said coolly, as he resumed his prone position on the settee. “And you took the devil of a time to get the stuff. I thought you were never going to find it.”

“How do you know?” she asked in surprise.

“Because I was watching you,” he said coolly. “No, I didn’t actually see you find it, but I knew that you had. I don’t think it matters very much about the tin floating.”

“Did you follow me?” she asked, half indignant, half amused.

“Naturally,” was the calm reply. “I can’t afford to take risks.”

“Why didn’t you look for it yourself?” she demanded.

“I repeat, I can’t afford to take risks,” he said; “and it would have been a very grave risk for me to have been found in possession of that stuff, even for a few minutes.”

“You’d rather I took all the risks that were going?”

“To you there is no risk, my lovely,” he said airily. “You have a guardian angel at Scotland Yard — I have a pursuing devil.”

He twisted his head round and looked at her, the smile still on his face.

“Thank you, Ann. Bradley’s man lost you, curiously enough, between Bond Street and Bayswater. I saw him sitting in his two-seater, looking very crestfallen. He picked you up on the way back, and I presume he has now gone to the hire company to make a few inquiries.”

She was startled.

“Did you see him?”

He nodded.

“I know all these fellows by sight. They aren’t particularly beautiful to look at, but they’re useful to know. Bradley will be on the phone to you in a few minutes, asking you where you’ve been. He’ll do it rather nicely, because he’s fond of you.”

She had not been back in her flat ten minutes before the telephone bell rang and she heard Bradley’s voice.

“Have you been out this afternoon?”

“Yes,” she replied; and then, maliciously: “I’m afraid your detective missed me.”

There was a little pause.

“You didn’t see him?”

“Yes, I did,” she answered untruthfully. “You don’t want me to tell you where I’ve been — I went to Ashdown Forest.”

Another little silence.

“I’ll only ask you one question, Ann: did you bring anything back from Ashdown Forest?”

“I brought nothing back for Mark,” she answered.

This time he was so long silent that she thought she had been cut off, and called him by name.

“Yes, I’m here. You found it, did you? We’ve been looking for it all the morning. I hope you dumped it?” And then, before she could answer: “Can I see you tonight?”

This was an unexpected request.

“Where?” she asked.

“At your flat? Will you be at home at nine?” And, when she did not reply: “You’re not worried about what McGill thinks, are you? You can tell him if you wish.”

“I’ll see you at nine,” she said hurriedly, and put up the receiver.

Ann had a very useful collection of books, including the “Encyclopaedia Britannica,” and she had already studied the properties of the drug which she believed the parcel contained. There was a long and exhaustive article on the subject, and particulars of the tests which could be applied to discover its character. She went over the article again, making a few notes, and later went out into the street just before the shops closed and bought test tubes and the necessary chemicals to conduct her experiments. She had none of the delicate instruments that were requisite, and she could make a rough examination of the properties, but no more. The chemical names of these products appalled her. Saccharine was the imide of ortho-sulphobenzoic acid — it was also a very sweet substance. She tasted the contents of the box with a finger lightly powdered with its crystalline contents, and it was not sweet. Moreover, where it had touched, her tongue grew numb and had no feeling.

There was no need for her test tubes or her crude little experiments. This was cocaine — and she had known it all the time — had been convinced when Bradley had told her.

With practically no knowledge of chemistry, her further experiments confused rather than helped her. At last she washed the test tubes clean and threw the contents and the box into the fire. She had all the proof she needed.

While she awaited the coming of Bradley she wrote a long letter to Paris, and resolved to ask Bradley’s aid to enable her to leave by the morning train.
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What Bradley called sardonically “The Home for Lost Souls” had ceased to function. Tiser came back from Bristol and found the hall porter brooding before a small coke fire.

“They’ve gone, Mr. Tiser,” he said, talking over his shoulder.

“Gone? Who?”

The porter, jerked his thumb in the direction of the common-room, and slowly it dawned upon Tiser that his ostensible occupation was gone.

“All of them?” he asked incredulously. “There were three men coming to-day: didn’t they turn up?”

The porter shook his head.

“No; some of the boys met them when they came out this morning, and they didn’t turn up. The only man that’s come is old Sedeman.”

Mr. Tiser made a wry face. “Where is he?”

“Having some food,” said the porter despondently. “I asked him to pay for it, and he threatened to give — me a punch on the nose. I thought you didn’t want trouble, so I let him have it.”

A week before, the news would have caused Mr. Tiser considerable unhappiness; but he had recognised the inevitability of some such thing happening. The habitual criminal is a shy bird, and the constant raids which had been made on the Home, the almost daily appearance of detective officers pursuing their inquiries, had made this sanctuary a most disturbing habitation.

The Home, as such, was doomed. It had cost Mark a lot of money, and, now that it served no useful purpose, he had placed the property in the hands of an agent, with instructions to sell.

Tiser was not sorry at the prospect of leaving a spot where inquisitive people were sure of finding him.

He went into the common-room and found Sedeman nodding over the remainder of his meal, Mr. Sedeman looked at him with a fiery eye.

“We have no room for you, Sedeman,” said Tiser, and his voice was distinctly unfriendly.

The old man glowered at him. “Do you imagine that I would sleep in this home of iniquity, my good man?” he demanded truculently. “It is, I admit, a little more healthy since your disreputable friends have retired. But even so, a man of my social connections could not afford to be found on these premises, even if he were in an advanced stage of intoxication — which, thank God, I am not!”

He had, however, made considerable advance towards that stage, and Tiser, who knew him, very wisely temporised.

“We’re always glad to see you, my dear friend,” he said. “Have you seen Mark?”

“I have not seen Mark,” said Sedeman loudly. “I have reformed.”

He beckoned the hall porter, who stood in the doorway.

“Get me a drink, Arthur,” he said, and Tiser nodded his agreement.

Later, when the man reported that Sedeman had gone, he gave definite instructions for his exclusion. “Tell him the Home is closed,” he said. He settled himself down, with a large glass of whisky, to work out the day’s transactions. His trip to Bristol had been a profitable one. Fortunately, the syndicate (he always referred to Mark and himself in those terms) had cached a large quantity of the stuff before the real trouble commenced, and although it had been difficult to recover, he had at last succeeded in making a profitable distribution. He was so engaged when he heard the door bell clang, and a few seconds after Mark strode into the room and closed both doors behind him.

“Is anybody in the house?”

“Sedeman was, but he’s gone,” said Tiser.

Mark pursed his thick underlip.

“Bradley’s stool pigeon — keep him out of here,” he said.

His companion pushed the rough draft of his report towards him, but Mark did not so much as glance at it.

“We may have very bad trouble before the morning,” he said. “I sent Ann out to get some stuff that had been dropped in Ashdown Wood.”

“Not to bring it to the flat?” gasped Tiser, in horror.

“Don’t interrupt me,” snarled the other. “No, she had orders to dump it, and she did — all except an ounce or two.”

“All except an ounce or two?” repeated Tiser. “What do you mean, my dear Mark?”

“She brought a little back in a box. That puzzles me. I was watching her all the time — I’m not trusting Ann: she’s too matey with Bradley. But I don’t think she’d put up a squeak. I took a car down just behind her, and was watching her when she found the parcel. As I say, she dumped most of it; she brought back enough to make trouble That worried me, but tonight I made a little discovery. She had a date with Bradley; he was calling at her flat.”

“How do you know?” asked Tiser.

Mark was strangely tractable. As a rule he was an autocrat who resented even the least offensive of questions. But now he took a letter from his pocket and cast it on the table.

“A note from Bradley,” he explained. “I met a messenger boy coming up the stairs and took it from him.”

The note was short and formal.

‘Dear Ann — I am afraid I can’t come to you tonight; I have rather an important call. May I see you tomorrow?’

Tiser leaned back in his chair, pale and trembling. “What does it mean?” he quavered.

Mark McGill’s lips curled in contempt. “Will you throw a fit if I tell you? She’s either got in the coke for Bradley, which means big trouble, or else she brought it back to satisfy herself that it is cocaine she’s been carrying. Whichever way it is, she’s dangerous. Somebody’s got to go to Paris tomorrow morning and send a wire from Boulogne to Bradley, wishing him goodbye in Ann’s name.”

Tiser raised his eyes slowly from the blotting pad. “What’s going to happen to Ann?” he asked in the high-pitched voice which betrayed his perturbation.

“The Home’s empty, you say — that ought to be easy—”

The telephone bell rang and Tiser leapt in terror.

“See who it is,” commanded Mark.

His quaking companion lifted the hook.

“Who—” he began, and then he heard the voice.

“Is dat der goot Tiser? Is Mark mit you? To Mark I would speak.”

Tiser covered the mouthpiece with a shaking hand. “It’s Li!” he whispered hoarsely. “He wants to talk to you, Mark…”

Mark snatched the instrument from him. “Well, Li, what do you want?” he asked sharply. “Where are you speaking from?”

He heard a low chuckle.

“Not from Lady’s Stairs, eh? The telephonic we have not — it is too grand for Lady’s Stairs. Soon I shall see you, Mark.”

“Where are you?” asked Mark again.

“Come to Lady’s Stairs, Mark — not tomorrow, but; der next day, and bring mit you de young lady, eh — Ronnie’s sister. The poor boy…”

Mark heard him muttering injunctions to his invisible children, and smiled.

“Lady’s Stairs? Right, I’ll be there.”

“And der goot Tiser, you will breeng him? I think you will come. Mark, eh? My lost memory she return very well.”

There was no mistaking the threat in that sentence, and Mark had to swallow something before he replied, “Friday, at what time?”

The old man did not reply, and the listener heard the click as the receiver was hung up.

“What did he want, Mark? He isn’t going to give us any trouble, is he?”

Mark looked down at the moist face of his cowardly companion and would have found a savage pleasure in striking it.

“He’s getting his memory back, that’s all. Who’ll believe that crazy old devil?”

He reached out his hand and drew the telephone towards him. Tiser heard him give a familiar number. Presently:

“Is that you, Ann? It’s Mark speaking. I’m at the Home. Bradley’s here: he wants to see you about that stuff you brought back from Ashdown.”

Ann gasped. “Stuff — ?”

“Yon know, Ann. He says you brought back a. small box full of coke… yes, cocaine; don’t be a fool, you know what coke is.”

His tone was purposely impatient. His very brusqueness convinced her that he was speaking the truth, that Bradley was there, and that there was an inquiry in progress.

“I’ll come down immediately.”

“Take a taxi,” he said, and hung up.

Tiser was staring at him.

“Why are you bringing her here?” he asked, tremulously, but Mark McGill ignored the question.

He lit a cigarette and blew the smoke to the ceiling.

“Do you remember the trouble we got in about four or five years ago, over men getting tight and kicking up hell late at night?” he asked.

Tiser nodded slowly.

“What did we do with them?” asked Mark.

The other fetched a long, shaky sigh.

“My dear Mark, you know what we did. It was your suggestion, I think. We put them in Number Six. But we haven’t used it for years.”

Mark nodded.

“We put ’em in Six so that they could yell their heads off and nobody would hear — a splendid idea of mine, eh?” He barked the inquiry “Is it empty now?”

“Yes, Mark… but you wouldn’t… this is the first place they’d look for her.”

“Why?” asked the other. “If Bradley gets a wire in the morning saying that Ann has left, he’ll not worry. I’ll see that her boxes are cleared out.”

Tiser was swaying to and fro in his chair like a man in pain, clasping and unclasping his hands.

“Don’t do it, my dear fellow, don’t do it! That poor young lady—”

“You’re not thinking about your poor self, are you?” asked Mark coldly. “Have you ever thought what the last twentyfour hours in a condemned cell are like — what time you go to bed and what time you wake up — what you think of when you open your eyes? If they will accept old Li’s evidence, we’ll swing, you and I, Tiser. They can only hang us once if we killed every man, woman and child in London.”

“You’re not going to kill her?” Tiser almost shrieked the words. “Mark, I’ll not stand it—”

Mark’s big hand closed over Tiser’s mouth and he was forced down into his chair.

“Sit quiet, or I’ll save Mr. Steen a job!” he hissed. “What are you afraid of, you — Thing!”

It was a long time before Tiser had approached composure. There was a tap on the outer door; Mark pulled it open. It was Ann.

“Who let you in?” he asked quickly.

“The door was open.”

Mark brushed past her. The hall porter was gone. He had anticipated his dismissal, and had retired with a number of valuable articles which were never missed. Mark slammed the door close, and went back to the girl, who was just inside the room.

“Where is Mr. Bradley?” she asked.

“He’s gone out; he’ll be back in a minute. It was he who left the door open,” he said. “Sit down, Ann. What’s this yarn about your bringing coke back to London?”

For a while she sat, her eyes on the floor, then suddenly she looked up.

“Yes, I brought a little cocaine to London. I wanted to be sure. Mark, you have lied to me all this time — it was that awful stuff I was carrying. Mr. Bradley was right.”

“Mr. Bradley was right, was he?” he mocked her. “Isn’t he always right? A paladin amongst policemen! You’ve got me into very serious trouble, Ann, and you’ve got to get me out. Bradley has found a stock of the stuff here, and wants you to identify the packages you’ve carried.” She stared at him.

“How can I do that? I seldom saw them,” she said.

She took no notice of Tiser, sitting huddled up in his chair, his face ashen, his long, bony fingers twining and untwining one about the other.

“If you can identify them you’re at liberty to do so,” said Mark. “There are fifty or so.”

He opened the door and beckoned her to follow him, and she went without hesitation up the stairs in his wake. At the head of the stairs was a heavy door, and this he thrust open. It was quite dark, but he touched a switch on the outside wall and a ceiling light illuminated a room barely furnished, with an untidy looking bed, a cracked water jug and a chair.

“There it is.” He pointed behind the door, and incautiously she went in.

His foot kicked out and the door closed. For a second she stood staring at him uncomprehendingly; and then she made a dart toward the door, but he caught her in his arms and held her.

“You’re wasting your breath if you scream,” he said. “This. room was specially prepared to prevent the genteel people of Hammersmith being disturbed. We’ve had a few cases of delirium tremens in this room.”

She saw now that the walls were covered with satin, tightly stitched and padded; that there was no window — only a small ventilator near the ceiling; and, as she realised her danger, he saw her face go white.

“Your Flying Squad will have to fly to catch this pigeon,” he said humorously. “Ann, you’ve been a naughty girl.”

“Let me out, please.”

“You’re going to stay here for a day or two — in fact, till I’m well out of the country. If you give me any trouble, you’ll be out of the country and out of the world long before I have reached Southampton.”

He said this pleasantly, but she recognised the deadliness of his threat.

Ann Perryman was not easily frightened, but she was frightened now. She knew that Bradley was not in the house, and had never been there; that the story of his discovery was an invention.

“Mark, you’re being very melodramatic,” she said, steadying her voice. “You know why I brought the cocaine back to London — I wanted to be absolutely sure that I was not carrying saccharine, and that was the only way I could be certain.”

“You didn’t send it to the analyst, by any chance?” he asked sarcastically.

“It wasn’t necessary. I had only to touch it with my tongue to know that it was not saccharine, but this horrible drug. If I had been trying to betray you to the police, shouldn’t I have brought the whole package back to London — why should I have destroyed the evidence by throwing it into the pond?”

Mark thought for a moment. He had a logical mind.

“That’s a sound argument, Ann, my dear, but I’m going to keep you here for a day or two in case of accidents. I’ll see that you have everything you require in the shape of food.”

“Why not let me go to Paris?” In spite of her self-control her voice shook a little. “I should be out of the way then, Mark. You would have no fear that I should see Mr. Bradley—”

“You can go to Paris in a couple of days,” said Mark. “In the meantime you’ll stay here — and be thankful that when you go to sleep tonight you’re pretty sure to wake up in the morning.”

He opened the door, and for a moment his back was toward her. Before he knew what was happening she had gripped him by the arm and swung him round. For a second he was off his balance, and before he could recover himself she had jerked open the door and run out. Before she could reach the head of the stairs, one arm was round her, the other hand was over her face.

“What’s the game?”

Mark looked round and beheld a strange sight. In the light of an overhead lamp Sedeman was standing. He was clad simply in his trousers and a discoloured shirt; his white beard floated sideways in the draught from — an open window, giving his face a curiously grotesque twist. The bald head shone like a well-waxed dome, and in his hand he gripped the heavy ash walkingstick without which he never moved. “What’s the game, Mark?”

Mark shot one baleful glare at him and dragged the girl nearer to the door of the padded room; but, with an agility surprising in one of his years, Sedeman leaped forward and barred the way.

“Let go that young lady or I’ll beat the head off you!”

Mark had already had one proof of this old man’s extraordinary strength, and his grip on the girl relaxed. She stood, leaning against the wall, breathless, half fainting.

“And keep your hand from your pocket, will you!” roared Sedeman, but at that instant Mark’s automatic covered him.

“Get out of the way!” he growled.

A broad smile creased the old man’s face.

“You’re going on like the hero of one of those pernicious penny dreadfuls,” he said. “My dear Mark, I shall not get out of the way, and you will not shoot! And why? Because there isn’t a rozzer within five hundred yards who wouldn’t hear your gun. Put it down.”

He spoke mildly enough, but his hand shot out in a vicious lunge. Mark felt as if his wrist had been broken, and heard the clatter of the pistol as it fell down the stairs.

“Now, young lady, are you going or staying?”

“I’m going,” said Ann in a low voice.

“You’re not fit to go out like this,” said Mark. He had recovered his equanimity with remarkable rapidity. “Come and sit down in Tiser’s room. I promise you to have no more of those little jokes. Better have Sedeman down — I suppose he wants a cheap drink.”

He turned to the girl.

“Ann, I’m terribly sorry! I’m desperate — you know that. I wouldn’t have done that unless I was scared of what is going to happen. I shouldn’t have hurt you — I swear I shouldn’t.”

Her legs were trembling under her as she went down the stairs. Even if she had been willing, she could not have walked out of the house and into the street without attracting attention, and that was what she least desired. She followed old Sedeman into Tiser’s frowsy sittingroom, and they found the lank-haired man sitting as she had left him, his face tense and drawn, his long lingers twining one about the other.

Sedeman was in an hilarious mood, and chortled at the consternation Tiser displayed at the sight of him.

“There’s no beds like the beds at the Home, Tiser, my boy,” he said as he poured out some whisky into a glass. “Try a little of this, young lady.”

Ann shook her head.

“What a blessing I was here — what a blessing! The noble Marcus was going against his better nature — naughty, naughty!” He shook his head sadly, but Ann noticed that he still retained a hold of his thick walkingstick.

There was no chance of a private talk with the girl: Mark realised that what he had to say must be said before the old man.

“Are you going to forgive me, Ann?”

“I suppose so.” She had grown suddenly tired and listless; all her vitality had gone from her: she was incapable of harbouring enmity, incapable even of fear. “I think I’ll go home now.”

“Off you pop,” said Sedeman cheerfully. “I’ll watch you to the end of the street. There are plenty of taxis.”

He was as good as his word, pushed back the obsequious Tiser, who would have accompanied her to the main street, and stood in his bare feet on the cold pavement until she had disappeared from view. Then he returned to where he had left the brooding Mark.

“I’ve saved you from a lot of trouble, my valiant pal,” he said jovially. “You don’t think I did? I’m telling you! Bradley’s got a date with me at eleven o’clock — here!”
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Mark listened to the old man, apparently unmoved. Nobody who could see his impassive face could dream of the murderous hate in his heart.

“Is he climbing the rainpipe to see you?” he asked.

Old Sedeman smiled loftily.

“When I say a date, I mean that, like Romeo, he will stand beneath my casement and I shall converse with him.”

Mark shut the door.

“Sit down, Sedeman,” he said mildly. “I’d like to get the hang of this mystery. What can you tell Bradley?”

“That I am well and likely to pass a good night,” said Sedeman gravely. “The man worries about me — it is a novel experience, my dear Mark. The thought that there is someone thinking about you… “ He shook his head ecstatically, and seemed at a loss for words.

“In other words, Bradley is paying you to watch me — is that the strength of it?” asked Mark. “Well, let me tell you that you’re going to have a soft job.”

He turned the subject abruptly. “Have you seen Li Yoseph?”

Sedeman shook his head. “I have heard rumours. It is an amazing thing — the dead return to life.”

“He was never dead,” said Mark loudly. “He was—”

“Mark!”

He looked round. Tiser was standing near the window, his face puckered in a grimace of fear.

“What’s the matter with you, you damned fool?” demanded Mark savagely.

“Listen!”

There was a silence. For a moment Mark heard nothing, and then the wail of a violin came faintly to him. He bent his head.

“Do you hear that?”

McGill strode past him and pulled aside the curtains. He could see nothing but the faint glow of a distant street lamp. The window was fastened with a screw and a patent catch.

“Open these,” he said impatiently.

“Mark, for God’s sake don’t do anything stupid… couldn’t we send somebody to bring him in?”

“Whom have we got to send? Anyway, I want to see — open the window.”

Tiser unscrewed the bolt and pushed back the catch with a hand that trembled so much that at last Mark pushed him aside and completed the work himself. He drew up the sash and leaned out. The sound of the violin came more clearly now. Peering along the street, he saw a figure standing on the kerb midway between two street lamps.

At that moment the music ceased and he heard an authoritative voice. A policeman had come from the shadows and had crossed the road towards the musician.

“Put out the lights,” said Mark, and Tiser obeyed.

They were too far off for him to hear the colloquy, but presently Mark saw them walking slowly towards where he was. And then he heard Li Yoseph’s voice:

“My goot friend, I make music for my leedle ones.”

“Your leedle ones?” The policeman peered down at the bent figure.

“You’re a foreigner, are you? Well, you can’t play at this time of night — get a move on.”

Mark watched the shuffling old man and the slowly pacing officer of the law until they vanished in the night.

“If it hadn’t been for the copper I’d have had a talk to that old swine.”

“Li Yoseph!” Sedeman’s face was a picture of amazement.

“You saw him, did you? Well, is he alive or dead?”

“Excuse me,” said Mr. Sedeman, “my nerves are upset.”

He half filled a tumbler with whisky and added a minute quantity of soda-water. It was not easy to upset Mr. Sedeman’s nerves; but he was a great opportunist, and Tiser saw his whisky vanish with a sense of pain.

“Well, well, well,” said Sedeman, smacking his lips. “Old Li Yoseph!”

Something in his tone made Mark look at him sharply.

“Was it such a surprise to you?” he asked.

“I said so,” said Mr. Sedeman in his loftiest manner.

McGill walked over to where the old man sat and scowled down at him.

“You knew he was alive. Where is he staying? Now, Sedeman “ — in a more friendly tone— “there’s no sense in our working at cross purposes. What is the game? Bradley’s sent him here, hasn’t he?”

At that moment there came a rat-tat on the outer door.

“There’s Bradley: you’d better ask him,” said Sedeman.

Tiser went out with some reluctance to open the door. It was Bradley, and he was alone. He came into the little room and greeted Mark with his inscrutable smile.

“You’ve been having a little music, they tell me? Li Yoseph is a very considerate old gentleman, but I never knew he’d carry his friendliness so far as to entertain you.”

“He has not been here,” said Mark.

Bradley’s eyebrows rose.

“I thought he might be another inmate of your interesting institute — you’re rather short on reformed characters just now.”

He ignored Sedeman, and the old gentleman made no attempt to meet his eyes, but sat staring stonily in front of him: Without invitation, Bradley pulled a chair up to the table and took from his pocket a small pill-box. Mark’s eyes only left this to return again instantly. But the detective made no attempt to remove the lid.

“You used to have an automatic, didn’t you, McGill? Rather an unusual size, and not of the ordinary Browning type?”

He did not answer, and Bradley repeated the question; then it was that Mark smiled slowly.

“What’s the idea? Has the old boy been suggesting I shot him?” he asked, and Tiser’s blood ran cold at the daring of the question.

“Not exactly,” said Bradley slowly. “But suppose I said that, searching the floor of Lady’s Stairs — the floor of the room from which Li Yoseph — disappeared — I found two bullets embedded? Quite recently,” he added carelessly.

Mark waited.

“Suppose,” the other went on, “that I suggest those bullets were fired from a pistol which was at that time in your possession, and, for all I know, may still be your property — what then?”

“What’s the idea?” asked Mark again coolly. “That I’ve done a little target practice in Li Yoseph’s house? It is certainly a place where one could loose off a gun without doing very much damage to anybody, but I don’t recollect that I was ever drunk at Li Yoseph’s — or that I was ever in possession of a gun,” he added quickly.

Bradley lifted the lid of the box, and Mark’s eyes focussed on the little white object. Presently the lid was lifted, and McGill saw something lying on cottonwool in the interior — two cone-shaped pieces of nickel, the head of one of which was bent over until it almost formed a note of interrogation.

“Ever seen these before?” Bradley shook the contents of the box into his palm. “Don’t touch them — just look.”

“I don’t remember,” said Mark.

“Well, take them in your hand. Do they represent the calibre of your automatic?”

But McGill made no attempt to touch them.

“I haven’t an automatic,” he said. “I never carry one — I think I have explained that fact to your flying gentlemen once or twice, but you’re sceptical.”

“That is my business — scepticism is half my stock in trade, patience is the other half — and I’ve told you that before,” smiled Bradley, as he dropped the two bullets back into the box and fixed the lid. “Where do you carry your gun as a rule? Oh, I forgot, you don’t carry one.”

His hand shot out and pressed against Mark’s hip pocket. It was empty.

Not a muscle of Mark McGill’s face moved. That cruel little smile of his still twisted his lips; his slumbrous eyes were unfathomable.

“Satisfied?” he asked.

Bradley put the pill-box in his pocket.

“Almost,” he said.

“You got them out of the floor, did you?” Mark was amused. “Really, my opinion of the police is going up a point or two.”

“If I said ‘them,’ I made a mistake. I found one of them at Lady’s Stairs. The other — I dug out of a tree in Hyde Park. Our experts say they were both fired from the same type of pistol, but not necessarily the same pistol. I could have told them that, because your alibi was complete the other night. I knew before I sent for you that it was foolproof.”

He took up the box again and, opening it, selected the one with the bent top.

“I found that at Lady’s Stairs. I’ve been looking for it for twelve months.”

Again McGill’s lips twitched.

“Did Li Yoseph help you to find it?” he asked flippantly.

“Li Yoseph helped me find it,” nodded Bradley.

He took out of his pocket a slip of paper and laid it on the table.

“I’m going to make a search of this house. There’s the warrant,” he said in a more businesslike tone. “I have an idea — I may be wrong — that I shall find the duplicate of both those pistols somewhere in this place. If you don’t mind, we’ll start here.”

Only for a second did Mark McGill look ugly, and Bradley, interpreting the look, laughed.

“I’m not alone, McGill. My cohort is surrounding the house; I’ll bring a few in if you don’t mind.”

The search was as conscientious and as systematic as anything that the terrified Tiser had seen. He sat on the edge of a chair, quaking and suffering an agony of mind that even Bradley could not have realised. Room by room the house was searched. Under a floorboard was found a quantity of old silver, the presence of which only the probabilities could explain, for the room had been in the occupation of an old lodger of the Home — one of the men who had disappeared with violent suddenness following the attack upon Bradley.

“I can’t hold you responsible for that, and I shan’t,” said Bradley, when the articles were brought in and put on the table. “No dope, Simmonds?”

“None, sir,”

“Nor guns?” asked Mark innocently.

“I found this in the padded room upstairs,” said Simmonds, and Mark gasped as he saw a handbag, which he recognised instantly.

Bradley took it in his hand and turned it over, and his eyes rose to McGill’s.

“Whose is this?” and, when Mark did not answer, he opened the clasp.

The first thing he saw was a card. He looked up sharply.

“What was Miss Perryman doing here?”

“She often comes,” said Mark indifferently. “We’re very good friends — you may not think so. Much better friends than you imagine. I suppose that’s not the sort of thing one says to another man, but you’re a policeman, and I always like to tell the police the truth.”

“You’re very good friends, are you?” Bradley’s voice was cold and even; he was not easily rattled.

He closed the clasp with a snap.

“Exactly how good friends are you?”

Mark smiled cryptically.

“You’re a man of the world — he began, but Bradley’s soft laughter interrupted him.

“You’re degenerating. McGill. A year ago you would have said that and I might have believed you — you’ve even lost the art of lying! When I see Li Yoseph tonight I shall have to tell him. It will be worth his coming back to Lady’s Stairs to hear.”

Bradley had been gone a quarter of an hour before Mark McGill spoke. Sedeman had slipped out of the room while the interview was still in progress, and when Tiser was sent upstairs to find him his room was empty.

Mark walked up and down the room like a caged lion, his hands in his pockets, his chin on his breast. The old man was back at Lady’s Stairs — and yet none of his satellites had reported his return.

Suddenly he stopped in his walk and jerked out his watch.

“Put on your coat,” he said brusquely.

“You don’t want me to go out tonight, Mark, do you?” asked the tremulous Tiser.

“You’re coming with me — to Lady’s Stairs. I want to have a talk with Mr. Li Yoseph.”
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Ann Perryman reached home with her last reserves of strength exhausted. She had no sooner locked and bolted her door than she dropped into a chair. She thought she was going to faint, but after ten minutes’ rest that feeling of collapse wore off.

She knew Mark McGill for what he was, and for the first time she allowed her mind to dwell upon the part she had played in his iniquitous trade. It was a horrifying thought, and she went cold as it came to her that she personally might be responsible for a score of unknown crimes — unknown to her.

She heard a knock at the front door and started up. If it was Mark she would not admit him: she would take no risks and would leave her flat in the morning.

She went into the corridor as the knock was repeated.

“Who’s there?” she asked, and to her relief she heard the voice of the hall porter.

She drew the bolts and unfastened the door.

“Your taximan, miss. He wants to know if you want him again.”

She had forgotten all about the taximan who had brought her, and went back hurriedly to find her bag. It was only then she discovered its. loss. She had some money, however, in her bedroom, and gave it to the waiting attendant.

“Could I have a minute’s conversation with you, miss?”

“Now?” she asked in surprise. “Certainly — come back.”

When the cab had been discharged she brought the porter into her sittingroom.

“I’ve got something on my mind, miss, that I’d like to talk about,” said the man uneasily. “To tell you the truth, I’m in a bit of trouble, over a certain affair that I can’t exactly explain.”

She smiled faintly.

“That’s very mysterious, Ritchie.”

She liked the man, an elderly pensioner who had been in charge of the building, as he had told her, for over twenty years.

“Miss Findon came down yesterday from Scotland,” he said. “She’s on her way to Paris, and she called in to see if everything was all right.”

“She’s Sir Arthur Findon’s daughter, the lady who plays the violin, isn’t she?” asked Ann.”

“Yes, miss. She’s a very impetuous young lady, and I can’t say that I’m very fond of her, but that’s neither here nor there. She found somebody had been to her violin case and borrowed a bow — as a matter of fact, they’d left it out. She didn’t come to me, but went to the secretary, and as I’ve got the key of the flat it made things rather awkward, especially as I’d said I’d say nothing to anybody. Of course, if Sir Arthur were down here it could easily be explained. As it is, if I keep my mouth shut I get into trouble, and if I talk I get into trouble.”

She remembered the violin-playing and knew exactly who it was who had borrowed the bow and forgotten to return it.

“Do you know Mr. Li Yoseph?” she asked, and he was taken aback by this direct question.

“I don’t know anybody by name,” he said, “but I have seen an old gentleman come in, and I thought he had permission, and the police told me I wasn’t to interfere with him—”

He stopped suddenly as though he realised he had said too much.

“Which police — Mr. Bradley? You know Mr. Bradley?” He nodded.

“Yes, miss, I knew Mr. Bradley very well. And I knew your brother very well.”

She stared at him. For some reason she had never associated this building with Ronnie, had never thought of him as a visitor to Mark’s flat.

“You knew Ronnie — my brother?” she said

“Very well, miss,” said Ritchie. “he used to sleep in Mr. McGill’s flat when he was—” He hesitated for a word; she could guess what it was, and relieved him from his embarrassment.

“I don’t know what I can do for you, Ritchie, except to speak to Mr. McGill—”

“Don’t speak to him, miss,” said the man quickly. “No, if you want to do me a turn you might explain to Mr. Bradley what has happened. I know he’s a friend of yours. Naturally, I don’t want to lose a good job, and at the same time I don’t want to say why I let the old man into Sir Arthur’s flat — I might get into worse trouble.”

In spite of her anxiety she laughed.

“Yes, I will speak to Mr. Bradley if I see him,” she said, “and I’m terribly sorry you’ve got into hot water. Mr. Bradley knew my brother?”

Here came the second shock of the evening.

“Yes, miss, Mr. Bradley and Mr. Perryman were very good friends. When I say they were very good friends I mean that Mr. Bradley was friendly. They often went out in the evenings together, and I know how upset Mr. Bradley was when your brother got into trouble. He did his best to save young Perryman.”

Ritchie left her something to think about. But if she had been shocked, she was not altogether surprised by the news he had given her. More and more satisfied was she that the story of Bradley’s animosity against Ronnie had been manufactured to stimulate her antagonism towards the man whom Mark hated. Ronnie must have met with an accident and fallen out of the boat in his desire to escape the officers of the law.

And then she remembered the verdict of the coroner’s jury — wilful murder against some person or persons unknown. She had not brought herself to read the details, but Ronnie’s death had been impartially and thoroughly investigated. There had been medical evidence, she supposed, which had left no doubt in the minds either of the coroner or his jury that murder had been committed.

But she had already ruled out Bradley as the slayer, and could not bring herself to find a substitute. Mark? It was unthinkable; and yet she had had evidence of his ruthlessness, his coldblooded audacity. Old Li Yoseph knew. She remembered now that interview in the dark room at Lady’s Stairs — his hesitation when Mark had insisted upon his telling the story, and his almost monosyllabic replies.

She was turning this over in her mind when she heard a soft knock at the door of her flat. It was Mark’s signal. She turned the switch softly and put out the light, then crept noiselessly into the hall, felt for the safety catch on the lock and pressed it up. So far as she knew. Mark had no key to the flat, but she could afford to take no risks. Her apprehensions were instantly justified, for a key rattled into the lock and she heard the click as it attempted to turn. The safety catch held, however, and presently the key was withdrawn, and soon after that she heard the door of Mark’s flat close, and slipped in the two bolts for further protection.

Who killed Ronnie Perryman? The porter’s words had stirred this dormant problem to life. It had become in an instant the most absorbing of all questions, dominating her own sense of peril. She must know. Perhaps it was the realisation that ran in and out the woof and web of her thoughts that Bradley was becoming something more to her than a friend, which made this issue so vital.

Presently she heard the low thud of a door. Mark was going out. Again he signalled at her own door, and again she remained silent, comforted by the knowledge of the bolts she had shot.

The knock was not repeated and, extinguishing the light, she went to the window which overlooked the square; after a while she saw him emerge, cross the square in the direction of Regent Street and disappear. She tried to bring her mind to the thoughts of bed and sleep, but she was very wide awake. The torture of curiosity was acute. She had an irresistible desire to know the truth about Ronnie, and only one man could tell her — Li Yoseph!

It was past midnight when the mad idea came to her. She rejected it at first because of its very craziness; but the thought grew and grew until, when she had put on her coat and pulled down a small, close-fitting hat upon her head, it seemed that she was about to do the most natural thing in the world, in the most normal circumstances.

She crossed the square in the same direction that Mark had gone, and it was characteristic of her attitude of mind that she was wholly indifferent as to whether she met him or not.

Regent Street was deserted save for a few cars hurrying homeward, and an occasional pedestrian. She had to walk half its length before she found a cab. The driver listened to her directions and pulled a long face.

“I should lose money on the job,” he said. “I couldn’t possibly get a pick-up there.”

She explained that she wanted him to wait for her, and he was more agreeable.

Apparently he knew the district.

“That’s a pretty rough spot, young lady, for you to go alone, unless you’re visiting friends,” he said. “Lady’s Stairs — lord, yes, I know the house! An old Jew used to live there.”

He also had lived in the neighbourhood until a few months before.

“But the house is empty, miss. I was over there last week and somebody told me the old gentleman hadn’t come back.”

Ann hesitated. Should she take this mad journey? She settled the question by opening the door of the cab and stepping in.

As the taxi drove down Regent Street she saw two men standing on the edge of the pavement, and one of them signalled the cab to stop, thinking seemingly that it was for hire. As she flashed past she saw that it was Mark McGill, and with him a man who was a stranger to her. She breathed a sigh of relief. Mark, at any rate, was accounted for; he was probably driving to one of the clubs of which he was a member. He was a born gambler, and remarkably lucky at cards — so fortunate, indeed, that the management of two of these clubs had asked him to refrain from attendance.

Except for her momentary qualm, she felt no uneasiness, even when the car was threading the narrow streets which served as an approach to Lady’s Stairs. She stopped the cab before the house and got out. No light showed in any of the gaunt and grimy windows. There came to her ears the lapping of the tide against moored barges, and she shivered slightly.

“I told you the place was empty. I don’t suppose you’ll find anybody there unless it’s the copper on duty.”

A thought struck her as she crossed the pavement, and she turned back.

“If I can get in, will you take your cab into that side street “ — she pointed— “and wait for me there?” She opened her bag and, taking out a Treasury note, gave it to the man. “I don’t suppose for one moment that anybody is in,” she said.

She felt for the bell, which she remembered was in one of the architraves, and in doing so pressed the door. Instantly it swung back. It almost seemed as though Li Yoseph were expecting her. For a moment she stood undecidedly on the doorstep, then walked into the dark little passage.

Upstairs there was a faint glimmer of light, sufficient to guide her, and she ascended with her heart throbbing painfully. Halfway up she discovered where the light came from: the door into Li Yoseph’s room was open; suspended from the ceiling on its flex was an unshaded electric globe which burnt dimly. There was no sign of Li Yoseph, or indeed of any human being. She stood in the doorway, surveying the room. “Is anybody there?” she asked nervously. Only the echo of her words came back to her. The place was in some disorder, but much cleaner than Ann had expected. She did not know until afterwards that Mr. and Airs. Shiffan had pursued their leisurely labours for days to remove a mass of debris and cartloads of dust.

Li’s iron bedstead lay bare and gaunt; the bedding had been long since removed. The windows that looked out on to the creek were fairly clean, and through them she saw the riding lights of steamers tied up to an opposite wharf.

“Is anybody here?”

Her voice was louder, but there was no reply.

She did not know what lay behind the two doors which opened from the room, and she needed all her self-control to screw up courage to investigate. She was taking a step in the direction of the door when the one light of the room went out and she was left in complete darkness.

She shrank back towards the landing, and as she did so she heard the sound of wood sliding against wood, and in the centre of the floor there appeared a faintly outlined square of space. In another second a man’s head came into view. Higher and higher it rose; and then she saw, in the light of the lamp he earned, the face of the intruder.

It was the dead Jew!

Should she speak to him? Before she could make up her mind she heard a second voice whisper, and the lamp was extinguished. Somebody else was coming up — not one, not two men, but three. She heard the swish of their soft footsteps on the floor, and then there was another muttered colloquy, and she saw the square of light vanish and heard the thud of the trap as it closed.

She waited for a few seconds, trying to overhear what was being said, and then the whispers retreated, a door latched loudly, and as suddenly as it had gone off the light came on again. The room was empty.

She stood motionless in the doorway, waiting for something to happen. The first sound she heard was from the stairs below; it was the tramp of a heavy foot, and the intruder must have seen her, for she heard her name spoken in a tone of amazement.

“Ann!” And then sharply: “What are you doing here?”

It was Mark, and he was alone.

He pushed her gently into the room, and, catching her by the shoulders, turned her round so that she faced him, as his dark, suspicious eyes peered into hers.

“Who brought you here?”

“A cab,” she said, with an assumption of indifference she did not feel.

“Why did you come? Did Bradley send for you?”

She opened her eyes wider at this.

“Mr. Bradley? No. I came to see Li Yoseph.”

“What about?” he asked sharply. “You’re not going to tell me that curiosity brought you here?”

“I’m going to tell you just what I want to tell you, Mark,” she said quietly. “I am not accountable to you for my actions.”

He thought for a moment, his forehead puckered in an ugly frown.

“Have you seen Li Yoseph?” he asked.

It was on the tip of her tongue to tell him what she had seen, but something impelled her to equivocation.

“No, I have not seen him,” she said.

Fortunately he was not looking at her at that moment, for Ann was a bad liar.

He crossed the room to the door at which she had been waiting when Li Yoseph had appeared, and throwing it open, passed through. He was absent for five minutes, then came back, dusting his hands.

“There’s nobody there,” he said.

Suddenly he lifted his head.

“What’s that?”

Ann had heard it too — the sound of low, chuckling laughter, which seemed to come from the room above them.
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Ann looked at the man at her side.

“Who was that?” she asked in a low voice

“It sounds like Li,” he said with a frown. “He’s as crazy as a coot.”

They waited, but no other sound came; and then, for some reason, Ann felt terribly afraid. She had a feeling that she was being watched by unseen eyes.

“Don’t go,” he said as she turned towards the door. “I’ll take you back—”

“I’ll go back alone: I have a cab.”

“Oh, it was yours, was it?” he said. “I saw it in a side street and thought it was a flyer.”

He followed her down the stairs into the street, and stared at the unexpected sight which met his eyes. Three police cars were parked on the opposite kerb, one behind the other. Except for the three drivers who sat motionless at the wheel, there was no sign of the Squad.

“What are they doing here? I didn’t see them when I came in,” said Mark, and for once his voice betrayed his perturbation. “You haven’t seen your friend Bradley by any chance, have you?”

She did not answer this, but crossed the road quickly to the side street where her cab was waiting, the driver slumbering over his steering wheel.

By this time Mark had recovered something of his old buoyancy.

“You wouldn’t like to give me a lift, I suppose? Well, it isn’t necessary. Why did you come, Ann?” he asked in a different tone. “Did Bradley suggest you should see the old man?”

“No,” she answered shortly as she stepped into the cab and slammed the door behind her.

She was so tired that she dozed all the way back to town, and was half asleep when the cab drew up at her flat. She saw the figure of a man half a dozen yards from where the cab had stopped, and as she was paying the cabman he came rapidly towards her and she recognised his gait. It was Tiser.

“Have you seen Mark, Miss Ann?” he asked, his voice trembling. “I have been waiting for him.”

“He’s at Lady’s Stairs,” she said.

“Lady’s Stairs!” he repeated shrilly. “And you have been there? Oh, my dear Miss Ann, how hazardous, how foolish!”

She would have passed him, but he stood in her way.

“Don’t go yet, Miss Ann,” he said. “I have something to say to you, something rather important, about — um — the awkward situation in which we all find ourselves.”

She was puzzled by his attitude, by his rambling speech. Her first impression was that he had been drinking; but by now she had come to understand him, and recognised the symptoms. He was sober enough.

“I’d rather discuss this in the morning, Mr. Tiser—” she began.

And then, to her amazement, he turned abruptly from her and fled into the darkness. She heard the whirr of car wheels, saw two bright lights come flying round the circle of the gardens, and a car pulled up at the kerb with a jerk. It was one of the police tenders she had seen, and she recognised the man who sprang out before he spoke.

“Why on earth are you waiting in the street? Haven’t you a key?” asked Bradley.

His presence brought to her a ridiculous sense of comfort and safety, and her laugh was almost hysterical.

“Yes — only Mr. Tiser wanted to talk to me.”

“Tiser, eh? I thought he was waiting in McGill’s flat,” said Bradley. “What did he say?”

She shook her head.

“Nothing of importance,” she said.

“You’ve been to Lady’s Stairs, haven’t you?” And then, with a chuckle: “I won’t be mysterious — I know you have. I’d rather you didn’t go there, Ann, until I ask you to pay a visit — and then I’ll be there to see that nothing happens to you. Can I come up to your flat?”

Oddly enough, she saw nothing unusual in his request, though it must have been nearly three o’clock.

“What did Tiser talk about?” He seemed strangely interested in the movements of Mr. Tiser.

It was impossible to tell him, because she herself had not the slightest idea why the man had intercepted her.

“That’s queer,” he said when she had told him all there was to tell. “It almost seems as though—”

He did not finish his sentence. He took the key from her hand, opened the outer door and preceded her up the stairs. It was he who unlocked the door of her flat and walked in ahead of her.

He opened the door of the diningroom, put in his hand and switched on the light, and stood for a moment, watching with grim enjoyment the discomfiture of Mark McGill, who was sitting at the table, waiting to enjoy a similar experience when Ann saw his face.

“Did you have any trouble getting in?” asked Bradley. His voice was silky in its politeness.

“I had my key,” said McGill coolly.

Bradley nodded.

“I gather you arrived about a minute ahead of Miss Perryman, and sent Tiser down to the street to meet and engage her in conversation whilst you settled yourself in her flat.”

Ann was staring at the intruder, speechless with amazement. She remembered now that as they were approaching Westminster Bridge a big car had passed the cab, and in her sleepy way she thought it had familiar lines.

“There are two things I could do,” said Bradley slowly. “If I followed my primitive instincts, I would open that window and throw you out. I could arrest you now on one of the two minor charges that I can bring against you. But I prefer to get you on the major charge.”

“Which is?” asked Mark, almost pleasantly.

Bradley smiled.

“I don’t think I need explain what that is,” he said. “You went down to see Li Yoseph — well, you shall see him one night this week, and you shall hear him make an accusation. I am banking very heavily upon how you receive Li Yoseph’s charge.” Mark was amused.

“Will you put him in the witnessbox, and will you call his ghost to corroborate his evidence?” he demanded. “You can’t scare me, Bradley, and you can’t bluff me. And as to my being here. Miss Perryman knows why I came. She gave me the key.”

Ann’s resentment toward the man flamed to anger.

“How dare you say that—” she began, but Bradley stopped her with a glance.

“He’s not trying to rattle you, but to rattle me,” he said, “and I’m the most difficult man in the world to throw off his balance.”

He jerked his head to the door.

“Get out, McGill.”

For a moment Mark McGill looked ugly, and then, with a shrug, he walked out of the flat, and they heard his door slam violently.

“I’ve never asked you, Ann, but have you any friends or relations in London?”

She shook her head.

“Then you must go to an hotel — I think you’ll be safe enough tonight, but you must leave this flat in the morning. Have you any money?”

She smiled at this.

“I have my ill-gotten gains,” she said ruefully. “I suppose I really ought not to take a penny away from this place. I think I’ll go to Paris tomorrow.”

“I’d rather you didn’t leave London yet awhile,” he said quickly. “I want to catch McGill, but my real reason comes into the realm of personal vanity. I want to convince you that Ronnie—”

She interrupted him with a gesture.

“If you want me to stay until you clear yourself of that stupid charge, I shall leave this minute,” she said.

“You mean that? You haven’t even the edge of a suspicion?”

“Not even the edge. What quaint terms you use!” she said with a laugh.

He considered this for a long time before he spoke.

“Do you remember when we first met, in old Li Yoseph’s house — how you said that you would never be happy until you had brought your brother’s murderer to the scaffold?”

She shivered.

“I don’t think I feel like that any more — it was a rhetorical phrase then. I’m beginning to understand the horror of it now.”

There followed a long period during which neither spoke. He seemed loath to leave her; she was as reluctant to see him go.

“The trade of the law isn’t a nice trade, is it? You remember we had that out in the police court? Would it worry you terribly if you were “ — he found a difficulty in finishing the question— “if you were married to a detective?” And when she did not answer he continued: “Whatever happens, I am leaving the police force at the end of this year. I have been offered the management of a large coffee plantation in Brazil — you did not know I was an authority upon coffee?”

She shook her head.

“That would be more comfortable than being the wife of a policeman, wouldn’t it?”

Ann did not meet his eyes.

“Yes, I suppose it would be.” And then: “Are you thinking of getting married, Mr. Bradley?”

She forced herself to meet his eyes.

“I am thinking of wanting to get married,” he said. “The only question is whether the girl I want to marry would have a fit if I suggested—”

He ended lamely.

“I think it is time you went home, Mr. Bradley,” she said as she opened the door for him. “Hall-past three in the morning is not the best hour to discuss matrimony, is it?”

Still he lingered.

“Are you keen on coffee?”

She did not answer until he was safely outside the door of the flat.

“I shall drink nothing else in the future,” she said as she closed the door upon him.
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When, the next morning, her maid came in to tell her that Mark was waiting outside and wished to see her, she was surprisingly unfluttered. There had come to her a new strength and confidence. She told the girl to admit him, and gave him an almost buoyant “Good morning.” When he began to apologise to her for his conduct of last night she cut him short.

“That must be the end of our friendship, Mark,” she said quietly. “It really ended quite a long time ago — when I discovered just what you had made me do for you.”

He was amused at this, made no attempt to protest the innocent character of the smuggled drugs, but rather emphasised the nature of his illicit dealings.

“There’s a pile of money in it and little competition,” he said coolly. “I was getting it organised when Bradley took charge of the dope squad. It will take me years to recover, for in the meantime there’s a new agent in the market.”

She looked at him in shocked wonder.

“Doesn’t it ever keep you awake — the thought of what you’re doing?” she asked. “All the lives you are ruining, the young people you are degrading, these terrible crimes that are being committed — there was a case to-day in Manchester—”

“Don’t be silly.” He smiled. “Really, Ann, you’re becoming a sentimentalist! You can’t even live without hurting somebody. The day you go your flat will be snapped up by a family that has a smaller one; their flat in turn will be taken by another growing family — if you look right down the line you’d find that your living in this flat kept somebody pigging it in the slums. There isn’t a stitch of clothing you wear that hasn’t hurt somebody to make — that doesn’t keep you awake, does it?”

The argument was so fallacious that she did not attempt to contest it.

“No,” he said, shaking his head, “the only thing that keeps me awake is, who’s got my trade? I could have sold my connection for a hundred thousand, and as soon as I got under the eye of the police I expected at any rate a fair offer for it; but my agents are being snapped up by the Great Unknown, which means that somebody will be getting rich quick on my brains and my industry.”

He seemed absorbed in this problem, so absorbed that she had the impression that he had come to discuss this and nothing else.

“The distribution is going to kill ‘em. You were terribly useful to me, Ann: I don’t know what I should have done without you.”

She shuddered at the compliment. Then it was that he revealed the object of his visit.

“I don’t know how long you’ll be in the country, but before you go it is pretty certain that you’ll be approached by these people for information. There are some agents that nobody knows anything about, only you and I — I’ve trusted you as I’ve never trusted a soul in my life. If any inquiry is put to you, I want you to tell me who it is who approaches you.”

“I shall be in England for a very short time,” she a said, and he nodded.

“They know that as well as I,” he said. “That’s why I’ve come over this morning and taken the chance of a snubbing. You haven’t told Bradley?” he asked quickly. She shook her head. “Somehow I didn’t think you would. But you might tell somebody else. I don’t know that I wouldn’t rather you told Bradley. The worst thing that can happen to them is that they get pinched, and I don’t care two hoots if they spend the rest of their lives in Dartmoor, but I don’t want anybody to profit by my organisation.”

He was a staggering man. It might have been imagined that he was a business man discussing a purely commercial problem. He was neither ashamed nor foolishly proud of his evil work. If there was pride at all, it was in the consciousness of the business acumen which had organised a network of agencies through the length and breadth of the land.

He changed the subject abruptly, asked about her plans, and made no reference whatever either to the scene in the Home or his presence in her room when she had returned from Lady’s Stairs; nor did he mention Li Yoseph until he was on the point of departure.

“I know exactly what I’ve got to look for from old Li,” he said. “He sold himself to the police before — before he disappeared. He’s hand-in-glove with them now, and if Bradley could get independent testimony I should be behind bars. But he can’t.”

“You think Mr. Yoseph has betrayed you?” she asked. “Betrayed me!” scoffed Mark. “Of course he hasn’t! There are five hundred people in this country who would betray me, but none of them has corroborative evidence.”

She went out that afternoon, and in the course of her travels saw Sedeman at a distance. He was slightly intoxicated, unsteady on his feet. Mr. Sedeman was singing raucously at the top of his voice, and was followed slowly by a policeman who was shepherding him to the next beat.

Ann was shopping halfheartedly in preparation for her journey to Paris. It was strange to her how little enthusiasm there was and how little sincerity in her purchases. Mostly when she entered a store she did not quite know what she required. For if her mind said Paris her heart said Brazil, and most of her purchases perhaps passed the test of utility for the latter destination.

She was in an Oxford Street store when she became aware of Tiser’s presence. She had imagined she had seen him before. He was always soberly attired, but to-day his sobriety approached sombreness. He caught her eye with an ingratiating smile, and his white hands began running over one another with extraordinary rapidity. When Mr. Tiser was agitated his hands were invariably busy. He was normally nervous, she noticed, for he threw a quick glance back over his shoulder as though expecting to himself under a malignant observation. She brought her attention back quickly to the articles she had been examining, and expected him to melt away in the crowd which thronged the great departmental store. A few seconds later, to her surprise, she found him at her elbow.

“Good afternoon, Miss Ann. I do hope I have not arrived at an inconvenient moment, but would you do me the great honour of taking tea with me… there is a refreshment department on the fourth floor.”

Her first inclination was to decline; but Ann hated to hurt the feelings of even the meanest of her fellows. Subconsciously she may have welcomed his advent, as representing another source of information.

“I will go upstairs and reserve a table,” he said eagerly when she nodded. “I am sure I can rely upon you, my dear Miss Ann. not to disappoint me.”

Tiser had a trick of vanishing. His movements were so stealthy and rapid that the careless eye did not follow him. He disappeared now almost before she could turn her head; it was some time before she went up in the elevator to the restaurant floor, and she found him sitting at a table in a corner near a window overlooking Oxford Street. He rose with such rapidity that he nearly upset the table, and was incoherent in his thanks.

“First of all, my dear young lady,” he began when she was seated. “I was not responsible for what happened last night. I was horrified when Mark—”

“Don’t let us discuss that, Mr. Tiser,” she said.

“Exactly, exactly,” he said hastily. “It was very unpleasant. It was unmannerly… disgraceful! But Mark is like that — a bully, my dear Miss Ann.”

“Have you seen Li Yoseph?” she asked.

If it was possible his face went a little paler.

“No, I have not seen that dear old gentleman. What a character! He might have stepped out of one of Mr. Dickens’s books!”

It was on the tip of her tongue to tell Tiser that he himself was not without resemblance to a certain slimy character in “David Copperfield,” but she refrained.

“His ghosts, for example,” Tiser went on. “There is something almost pathetic in that, don’t you think? Not that I imagine for one moment he sees ghosts — you don’t believe in such things, do you, dear Miss Ann?”

He shot a swift sidelong glance at her. There was anxiety in his eyes. What made her say it she could not tell, but before she could think she had asked: “He sees Ronnie’s ghost, doesn’t he?”

She was shocked at her own irreverence. The effect upon Mr. Tiser was pitiable: his jaw dropped, and his face was contorted with fear.

“Don’t say that! For God’s sake don’t speak about that!” he said shrilly. “I can’t bear it — really I can’t! It is indecent — horrible.”

“Do you believe in these things?”

She asked the question more to soothe him than to solicit his confidence.

“No, I don’t! It’s absurd — unscientific. I took a degree, you know. Miss Ann… natural science. Such things are absurd. But I am a nervous man, and cannot bear even to discuss… ghosts!”

But Ann had hardened her heart. She could say things now that a few weeks ago would have been unthinkable.

“Li Yoseph saw him killed, didn’t he?”

Tiser made no gesture of assent or denial; he stared at her, blinking quickly; his mouth opened in something that looked to be a smile but was no more than a horrifying grimace. She repeated the question.

“I don’t know — do for goodness’ sake let us discuss something else.”

He pulled out a large white handkerchief and mopped his face.

“Some day you must come to tea with me at my little house — no, no, not the Home. I have a pied-a-terre off the Bayswater Road.”

He stopped suddenly, his mouth wide open.

“Whatever made me say that?” he asked in a fearful whisper. “You will not tell Mark, my dear Miss Ann? I don’t know why I said it, I don’t know why I told you. It only shows my confidence in you.” He made this quick recovery. “I should like to show it to you. I have three thousand pounds’ worth of furniture there… one has saved a little money. But you will not tell Mark?”

She shook her head.

“I am unlikely to discuss anything with Mr. McGill,” she said.

He sighed heavily and smiled.

“Mark is peculiar, but, I fear, finished. It is so foolish to get yourself talked about by the police, and I am afraid he has made an enemy of dear Mr. Bradley — what a genius — that man is! He is much too good for the police force. He ought to be—”

He was stuck for a simile. Ann thought she could have supplied the missing words.

“Yes, Mark is finished.” Mr. Tiser became almost cheerful at the thought. “He has had a long innings, and now, if he’s wise, he will fade away out of sight and be no more seen, as the good Book says. Vanity is his downfall. What a pity it is, my dear Miss Ann, that so many men, otherwise intelligent, peculiarly fitted for their occupation, should sink their careers upon the same rock!” He shook his head despondently.

“In what direction has his vanity taken him?” asked Ann. She would have been amused in other circumstances by the blatant hypocrisy of the man.

Tiser shrugged his thin shoulders.

“His vanity has many aspects,” he said. “For example, he imagines that he and he alone built up his organisation, and that he and he alone can work it. It is true there are a number of his agents who are at present unknown to anybody but himself.” He smiled cunningly. “But not to you, eh, my dear Miss Ann? I am sure not. The Cardiff agent, for example — what a mysterious individual! You used to go to him, didn’t you?”

Ann did not reply, and Mr. Tiser shook his head waggishly.

“What a discreet soul you are, Miss Ann! I suppose you’ll go to Paris and you’ll be starting all over again? It will be a terrible handicap for you. And I’m quite sure Mark hasn’t been at all generous to you — confess it!”

“I haven’t given him an opportunity of being generous,” she answered. Mr. Tiser smiled.

“Naturally! One couldn’t accept favours from that kind of man. But I’m not that kind of man. I said to myself this morning: ’Tiser, you must do the right thing by that young lady. Go to your bank and draw five hundred pounds’ — which I did.” He tapped his waistcoat and she heard the crispness of notes. “Five hundred pounds,” he repeated. “It would give you a start—”

“You want the name of the Cardiff agent, and that is the price you will pay?” she asked bluntly.

“Exactly. What a business woman you are!”

Her lips curled; he thought she was flattered.

“You’re the Great Unknown, then?”

“Eh?” said Mr. Tiser apprehensively.

“You’re the man that Mark’s talking about, who has stolen his nasty business?”

His face began twitching.

“Mark said what?” he stammered. “… Nasty business… saccharine…”

“Cocaine,” said Ann. “Mark knows there’s somebody who is using his organisation—”

“It isn’t me,” protested the man fearfully. “I beg of you, my dear Miss Ann, if he should inquire of you, to say that it isn’t me. I was merely testing you — ha ha!” His laugh was dismal and most unconvincing. “Loyalty to Mark is the keystone of my life, dear Miss Ann.”

She poured out a cup of tea. Had she not been in need of it she might have declined his invitation: she realised that now.

Ann did not speak for a moment, and then: “Who killed my brother?”

She raised her eyes with the question, and Tiser shrank back in his chair; for a few seconds he was unable to articulate.

“Bradley,” he said hollowly. “Mark told you…”

“Who killed him? Was it you?”

He nearly jumped out of his chair. “Me?” he squeaked. “Good God! I wouldn’t raise my hand to my worst enemy! I don’t know who killed him. It may have been an accident.”

“Then why do you say Bradley killed him?” she went on remorselessly. “Wasn’t it Mark?” He stared at her, fascinated. “Was it Mark?” she repeated.

“My dear Miss Bradley — I mean Miss Ann — why do you ask such questions? They’re stupid, aren’t they? I can’t understand you — really I can’t. I don’t know anything about it.”

At that moment a terrifying thought struck him. “You’re working with Mr. Bradley — I’m sure you are, Miss Ann. Such an admirable man! I don’t know that there’s another in the world I admire so much.” She cut short his eulogies.

“I’m working for nobody, not even for you, Mr. Tiser,” she said. “You’ll have to put that five hundred pounds back in the bank — or possibly you might like to make reparation to some of the poor souls you and Mark have mined.”

She drank the remainder of her tea, put down her cup, and, rising, without a word, left him. It was too fine a gesture, she discovered to her consternation, for when she had made a small purchase on the ground floor she remembered she had left her bag in the restaurant. The situation was something of an anticlimax, but Ann had a sense of humour and her only embarrassment was the possibility of Tiser renewing his offer. She was relieved to see him coming out of the broad doorway as she went back, to meet halfway a waitress carrying the bag.

That was twice she had lost it in the past few days. Bradley had restored it once. She slipped the handle over her arm and went out into the street. Mr. Tiser saw her passing slowly eastward, and beckoned to the man who, unknown to the girl, had been Tiser’s shadow all that day.

He was a singularly ill-favoured man, and even his patently new collar and his ready-to-wear overcoat did not give him any semblance of respectability.

“There’s the woman: keep her in sight,” he said. “There are half a dozen busies patrolling the street — tell the first one you meet.”

The man slipped away in pursuit of Ann, and Mr. Tiser, waiting till he was out of sight, called a cab and went home.

Ann did not dream that she was being followed. She pursued her leisurely way, stopping to look in store windows. There was one that fascinated her — a tropical outfitter’s, the windows filled with topees and the equipment of hot climates. So standing, a well-dressed, military-looking man bumped against her. He apologised instantly, raised his hat and walked on. Ann forgot this incident for a little time, and then:

“Excuse me, miss.”

The voice was gruff and authoritative, and she knew instinctively it was a detective.

“Have you seen this man before?” He pointed to him of the clean collar.

Ann shook her head in astonishment.

“No, I have never seen him before.”

“Have you ever offered to sell him anything?”

“Sell him anything?” repeated Ann in bewilderment. “Why, of course not! I have nothing to sell.”

“Did you offer him two packets of cocaine from your bag?”

“Certainly not,” said Ann indignantly. “I have nothing in my—”

She looked down. Her bag was wide open and empty. Fortunately, her money was in a secure little pocket at the side. It was then that she remembered the military-looking man.

“I’ve been robbed,” she said. “Somebody pushed against me…”

She told the story, and the detective sensed the truth of it, yet suggested gently that she should walk with him to the police station. Her accuser would have melted away, but the police officer was prepared for this.

“You walk in front, my son,” he said, and reluctantly the man obeyed.

On arrival at the police station Ann heard the amazing story. The man with the clean collar had complained that she had offered him two packets of cocaine, and swore that he had seen a dozen other packets in her ‘bag.’ He had complained to the first detective he saw, with the result that Ann had been stopped.

It was an unfortunate day for the accuser, for at the police station there was a detective with a larger knowledge of the underworld, who recognised him instantly and greeted him as a friend.

“I’m extremely sorry, Miss Perryman,” said the man who had arrested her, “but the police have evidently been hoaxed by this man. Will you describe the fellow who knocked against you?”

She described the military-looking gentleman faithfully, and he grinned.

“I know him,” he said emphatically.

As she was leaving the police station the man who had charged her would have followed, but an unfriendly hand detained him.

“You’re inside,” said the officer with a happy smile.

“What’s the charge?” demanded the indignant man, and learned that it was the very comprehensive “loitering with intent” that he would have to answer in the morning.

The detective who had taken her to the station accompanied Ann down the street. She thought his manner was very respectful, and when he said, later, that he had worked with Bradley, she gathered, somewhat uncomfortably, that she was not altogether unknown in police circles.

“I can’t understand that man charging you,” he said. “He must have been absolutely certain you had coke in your possession.”

“But that is absurd—” she began.

“Not so absurd as you think, Miss Perryman. I’m wondering whether he dropped in a few packets in order to get a charge against you. You didn’t leave your bag anywhere—”

Ann remembered with a gasp.

“Yes, I left it in the tearoom.”

“Were you with anybody?”

She hesitated.

“Nobody that matters,” she said.

It was Tiser, of course. There was something feline in the spite of this man, and her first impression was that he was aiming at Bradley through her.

When she got home Mark’s door was open, and apparently he had watched her coming along the street from the window.

“Come in for a moment, Ann, if you will.”

His tone was urgent rather than peremptory.

“You needn’t be afraid: the house is full of servants, male and female.”

He shut the door behind her and followed her into the sittingroom, which had already begun to have an unfamiliar appearance. Mark McGill shut the door.

“Why did they pinch you?” he asked.

She told him exactly the facts.

“You went to tea and left your bag behind? Who was with you?”

Should she tell him? There seemed no great harm, though she resolved not to betray Tiser’s duplicity.

“Mr. Tiser,” she said. “I can’t imagine he would do anything so beastly.”

Mark pursed his lips as though he were going to whistle.

“Tiser, eh? Thought he was going to get back on me, did he?”

“I don’t think—” she began.

“Of course it was he!” His eyes narrowed. “It will be curious if I swing for Tiser — and yet I think I’d get a kick out of it.”

“Why should he do it?”

“Why should he do it?” he sneered. “Because he’s a rat, and he knew that if you were pinched I’d be brought into it. Tiser is the Great Unknown: I discovered that this afternoon whilst you were out. Did he try to buy my Cardiff man?”

Ann sighed. “I don’t know what he tried to buy. I’m so heartily sick of this beastly business — I shall be so glad to be away.”

“Are you still going to Paris?” He eyed her keenly.

“I think so.”

“Not sure, eh? Your position in London will be rather awkward, won’t it, Ann? After all, you’ve got a certain reputation at police headquarters, and it isn’t going to do Bradley any good — when you’re married to him.”

She did not reply.

“Perhaps he’s coming out of the police?”

“They all do sooner or later, don’t they?” she answered coolly.

His laugh was harsh; he was evidently unamused.

“That will be the queerest development of all — marrying a copper, I mean. You might have done better than that, Ann.”

“I might have married a trafficker in dope,” she said deliberately.

“Hardly!” he said, with the greatest sangfroid. “I’m married already — I don’t know where she is or whether I could divorce her. I hardly think I could. Shocked?”

She shook her head.

“Nothing shocks me, Mark — nothing about you.”

He patted her gently on the shoulder and she shrank under his touch.

“Don’t be a fool: I’m not going to murder you. If I strangle anybody this night, it will be — you know. That’s all, Ann.”

He opened the door for her, and as she was going out he said:

“Do you know what Tiser’s afraid of?”

“You?” she suggested.

He shook his head.

“Steen.” He chuckled for a long time, and seemed tickled by the thought that was in his mind. “He’s afraid of being hanged! And it’s a perfectly painless death — and terribly picturesque. I shan’t mind it a bit.”

Her eyes came slowly up to his, and she searched their inscrutable depths.

“Whom have you killed. Mark?”

She thought she saw him wince. Evidently there were raw places where he could be hurt.

“I’ve killed four people,” he said. “I’m only sorry about one. Now off you go.” He almost pushed her out of the room, and, contrary to his general custom, did not accompany her to the front door.

When she got into her own flat the phone bell was ringing, and she heard Bradley’s voice.

“They pulled you in, did they? You’re getting almost a bad character, Ann. I’m terribly sorry.”

“Oh, my dear, it was nothing—” she began, and felt herself go scarlet.

“Say that again — no, I won’t ask you. Ann, keep in touch with me: I may want you at any moment. You’re not afraid of Li Yoseph or his ghosts?”

“You know I’m not: you asked me that before.” A little pause. “I went down the other night, you know — you never asked me why.”

“I guessed that,” he said. “Were you frightened when the light went out?”

She did not ask him how he knew that the light went out. His knowledge of all that happened at Lady’s Stairs was uncanny.

It was curious what little things worried her. The cloud on her mind at the moment was the probability that she would have to prosecute the pickpocket who had stolen a few articles from her bag which were of no great value. This became a certainty in the afternoon, when a detective called to say that the man had been arrested, and that in his possession was a small gold cigarette case which she sometimes carried and which bore her initials. And here again the ubiquitous Mr. Bradley intervened to save her discomfort.

“The inspector has seen Mr. Bradley, and he says that all that is necessary for you to do is to identify the articles. We want him on other charges.”

That unpleasant business was soon over. She was able to identify the debonair prisoner, who seemed in no wise abashed by his humiliating position.

Mark had bought a new car. She saw him with the demonstrator trying it out in Cavendish Place, and as she passed he waved to her with the greatest unconcern. She thought he might make this an excuse to call, but she did not see him again that night, though she heard from him just before she went to bed, when he phoned her.

“I believe Tiser’s got a house of his own. Have you any idea where it is?”

“Isn’t he at the Home?” she fenced with the question.

“No, he’s not at the Home. Everything of his has been cleared out. The fox has gone to earth.”

“Why do you want to see him?”

She heard him laugh.

“Is it unnatural that I should desire the companionship of a loyal and faithful comrade?” he asked sarcastically, and hung up before she could answer.

Events were moving rapidly to a crisis. She had a sensation that she was being carried along at breakneck speed to sonic terrific climax. There was no solid foundation for this illusion. Apparently nothing unusual was happening.

The following morning as she was sitting at the window she saw Mark walk across the road, wearing a top hat and morning coat that showed his powerful frame to the best advantage. He might have been going to a wedding; he was, in point of fart, interviewing the Controller of Passports, and Mark was a shrewd believer in the psychology of appearance. She ought to have guessed that it was some such audacious enterprise on which he had set forth so gaily attired.

That afternoon she saw something which tilled her with horror and self loathing. She was in Regent Street, and saw, without noticing, a dingy touring car moving slowly towards Oxford Street. The pace slackened; there was at that moment a very clear road space ahead, and the reason for its slowness did not seem apparent. Then suddenly she heard a crash and a startled cry, and saw a man running in the direction of the car, pursued by a policeman. As he leaped on to the running-board of the car, which was now accelerating its pace, he turned, and she heard the stinging explosion of an automatic. Another shot followed; the policeman staggered and went on to his knees. In a second the car was flying up the street and had turned round a corner.

She was one of the first to reach the policeman, who was apparently unhurt, though there was a jagged gash in his helmet. Almost before he could clear himself of the crowd, she saw another car flying in the same direction that the touring machine had taken. It was loaded with men, and at the sound of its peculiar siren the police held up traffic. That, too, vanished round the corner, seeming to take the angle on two wheels. She heard somebody say “Flying Squad,” and wondered from what blue it had fallen.

And then she heard a man say something which made her shiver.

“Did you see the fellow that did the shooting?… he had a face as white as a sheet. If he wasn’t a dope, I’m not a doctor.”

She turned sick with horror. Perhaps she had brought that beastly powder to the reach of this half-mad criminal. If the policeman had died, his life would have been on her soul.

She hurried home, physically nauseated by the thought, by the knowledge of all that had happened in that year of madness.

When she got to Cavendish Square she saw a crowd surrounding some huge object. She did not attempt to look, but hurried up to her room. From her window she had a clear view: it was the grey car, lying on its side, and, locked to its bonnet, a smaller car. Even at this distance she could see the stains of blood on the roadway.

Ritchie came up, full of information.

“They got two of the men — they weren’t hurt. The others went to the hospital… Oh, yes, the gentleman in the small car was killed. It was a head-on collision, but these fellows don’t mind what they do. They say the driver was half crazy with dope…”

She did not want to hear any more, but waved the astonished man from the door and slammed it in his face.

There was no end to it, then, this ghastly business of Mark’s. It began with those little packets she used to collect, and distributed with such lightness of heart, rejoicing, like the fool she was, in the fact that she was baffling the police; and ended — in the death of innocent people, in dingy police courts, in dark condemned cells where men waited the inevitable and dreadful hour.

The evening brought a visitor — Mr. Sedeman, rather better dressed than usual, his white top hat a thing of restored beauty. Nobody knew at what age Mr. Sedeman began his petty criminal career. He had seen the interior of almost every prison in England, and was almost welcomed by a dozen prison staffs as a light relief to their gloomy labours. He was perfectly sober, and in his more loquacious mood.

The curious thing about Mr. Sedeman was that the more sober he was, the more boastful he became. He loved to talk of his imaginary friends in good society, of this foreign duke and that continental nobleman, and retail with a nourish his experience in the homes of the mighty. There must have been a substratum of truth in most of these stories, for he was an educated man, spoke French and German with great fluency, and had a working knowledge of Spanish and Italian. He had told her twice that he had a degree at one of the oldest of the universities, and probably this was the truth.

“Sit down, Mr. Sedeman. I thought I saw you yesterday—”

“Inebriated, I fear.” Mr. Sedeman shook his hoary head. “Wines are not what they were in m’ young days — or possibly the labels are a little different. I was inveigled unfortunately into drinking with royalty at a bar in Long Acre. Whether the man is royalty or not I have the gravest doubts. He claim to be the real King of Abyssinia and was trying to raise the price of two postage stamps to write to the Prime Minister of that interesting country. He was at any rate black, and I have since discovered that he sells tips on racecourses, which hardly tallies with his description of his early life at court.”

He sighed heavily.

“I’ve come to see you to ask you to dissuade our very excellent friend, Mr. Bradley, who is both a policeman and a gentleman, from a misguided scheme to place me in an institution. I have been dodging institutions all my life “ — he coughed— “with the exception of one in the region of Pentonville — and I am satisfied that I am temperamentally unsuited. In the first place, I am not old, unless you would call forty-nine old?” His pale eyes challenged her, but Ann kept a straight face. “In the second place, I am a lover of the great open spaces about which one sees so much at the cinema. In the third place, a lady friend of mine has offered to give me a good Christian home, if the police will be patient — she comes out of Holloway Prison next week In the meantime, my dear Miss Perryman — which bears such a resemblance to Sedeman that I think we may possibly be related — no? Well, as I was saying, in spite of my misfortunes and the worries incidental to my nomad life, if I may use that expression before a lady, I am still interested in the downtrodden poor, and I have a great scheme, if I can raise sufficient money, to build a row of cottages somewhere in the region of Esher, which is a good pitch. I’ve raised, or I’ve had the promise of, some three thousand seven hundred pounds, and kind friends are contributing just what they can spare to this deserving cause.”

He said this very pointedly. Ann opened her bag and took out a pound note.

“Thank you,” said Mr. Sedeman gravely. “You will receive a receipt from the treasurer in due course. The police are not very considerate, I am sorry to say. I have made three journeys to Lady’s Stairs, involving very heavy expenditure in the shape of tram fares and refreshment, but up to now my bill of expenses has been ignored.”

“Do you go often to Lady’s Stairs?”

He nodded gravely.

“Have you met Mrs. Shiffan? She is the cicerone of the place — a comely wench, married to a husband of no great moral quality. She herself “ — the reprobate looked out of the window, smiled, and smacked his lips.

“Really, Mr. Sedeman!”

“I admire beauty in the abstract,” the old man hastened to assure her, “as one admires a painting of Leonardo da Vinci or a statuette of Benvenuto, or an Italian sunset.”

And then, abruptly:

“I have a message for you.” He dived his hand inside his long ulster and brought out an official-looking envelope. She knew by the writing that it was from Bradley.

The message was short.

‘Please do not leave your house to-day, however urgent may seem the reason. Check any information you get by calling up Treasury 5000 Extension 49.’

“From a mutual friend,” said Mr. Sedeman complacently.

As he was leaving the room:

“I beg of you not to mention to Mr. Bradley this little Home of mine — I do not think he is greatly in sympathy with it, and as my actions have been so misunderstood in the past, it is quite possible that he may put the foulest construction upon my philanthropy.”

Ann laughed, in spite of her anxiety.

“You mean my philanthropy,” she said.

“Exactly,” said Mr. Sedeman.

There was, she discovered, need for a warning. At seven o’clock that evening she was having her dinner when a district messenger brought a note, written on notepaper headed “Scotland Yard,” and asking her to take the car she would find at the door. She was in her bedroom, changing, when she remembered Bradley’s letter and called up the number he had given her.

“No, miss, we’ve not sent for anybody. Just pretend you’re going, and we’ll be round in three minutes.”

As she looked out of the window a closed car came to the kerb. She went back to the messenger boy and gave him a message.

“Ask the driver to wait: I’ll be down in a few minutes,” she said.

Evidently whoever was in the car was taking no risks. When she went back to the front of the house to watch for the arrival of the police tender, she saw the machine moving off.

It was Bradley himself who came, with his squad. “Why on earth do they want to get hold of me? I should be more of a nuisance than a use to them.” Bradley shook his head.

“You are a pretty good bargaining point,” he said. “By the way, Mark would know nothing about that incident this afternoon — that was Tiser’s own little joke. He’s as spiteful as a jealous woman. I’m sending a woman to keep you company tonight — do you mind? She is a member of the women’s police force, and very efficient. I hate giving you police protection, but this is the most unostentatious method I can think of.”

Truth to tell, Ann was heartily glad to see the plainly dressed and rawboned lady who came to spend the evening with her, though, as she subsequently discovered, her snores were so terrific that Ann seemed to be waking up every few minutes.

Nothing happened that night. There was no word from Mark or from Tiser. Tiser had spent a very unhappy evening, and had no thought for anybody but himself. His house was a small one, in a tiny square leading from the Bayswater Road. He lived entirely alone, employing two daily servants, who left at six. Any food that was required after that hour Mr. Tiser cooked for himself; and he was engaged in frying a rasher of bacon and an egg when the bell in the kitchen rang shrilly. The last person he expected or wished to see was the menacing figure that stood on the doorstep.

“Come in, my dear Mark,” he said faintly. “I was sending you a note round tonight, asking you to come along and see my new quarters.”

“I’ve saved you the price of a post card,” said Mark. “Anybody in the house?”

Tiser grinned crookedly.

“Only a couple of men and a woman servant.” He called up the stairs. “I am not to be disturbed. Mr. Mark McGill is here.”

When he turned, Mark was smiling.

“Crude, rather, isn’t it?” he said. “Even if I hadn’t seen your servants go, I should have known you were alone. You needn’t worry, I’m not going to ‘bump’ you.”

There followed, in the small, half-furnished room which Tiser used as a study, an interview which was not as unpleasant as Tiser had every right to anticipate. He could endure the coldblooded insults which were levelled at him, but what he had expected was something more drastic, and Mark, who knew his thoughts and saw the relief which was obvious in the face of his companion, explained why the more violent argument had not been pointed.

“You’re lucky, Tiser,” he said, in that staccato tone which invariably accompanied his fits of cold fury. “If I had had longer notice, and the matter was not urgent, I should have called on you — a little later, when I hadn’t a busy treading on my heels.”

“You were followed?” stammered Tiser.

Mark nodded; “I can trust you up to this point. Tiser, that if I swing, you swing. You’re too much in this business to turn King’s evidence. Bradley is as anxious to hang you as to hang me, and if that happens I’m going to petition the Home Office that the executions be on different days! I refuse to have my last moments harrowed by a screaming little sewer-rat like you!” Then, abruptly: “We are going to Li Yoseph’s tomorrow to have this matter out with him.”

“Where is he?”

“He’s back at Lady’s Stairs. He’s been there for a couple of days.”

He took from his pocket a dirty scrap of paper and laid it on the table before him. Scrawled in pencil was an ill-written message.

‘Come tomorrow to Lady’s Stairs. I will show you something, good Mark, at eleven by the clock. Li.’

“Come to my house tomorrow morning,” said Mark as he folded the note. “We’ll go down together—”

“I won’t, I won’t!” Tiser almost screamed the words. “I’ll not go in that place again, Mark! It’s a trick of Bradley’s—”

“A trick of Bradley’s!” repeated Mark contemptuously. “Don’t you think I know all his tricks backwards? You’re coming, if I have to drag you there. What have you to be afraid of? You don’t suppose any jury would convict on the evidence of that mad old fool? You don’t imagine that we shouldn’t be inside now if Li Yoseph’s statement was enough? He’s squeaked as much as he can squeak. And Bradley’s too clever to put us on trial on the evidence of Li Yoseph. You’ve got nothing to be scared of — neither have I.”

He saw a look come into the man’s face and laughed aloud. “That’s a good thought of yours, Tiser: how often have you had it? You think Bradley would accept King’s evidence from you? You’re crazy! He could have had it any time for the asking, but you’re too deeply involved in Ronnie Perryman’s death. You were an accessory—”

“I tried to save him — you know I tried to save him. Mark!” whimpered Tiser. “I begged of you not to shoot, didn’t I, Mark? You’ve always been fair to me, Mark — you wouldn’t let them hang me for something you did? What good would that do you? I tried to save Ronnie. I told you—”

“You told me nothing,” said Mark roughly, “except that it would be a good thing if we put him out of the way. He never met you without insulting you, and you hated him. I never hated him. It was necessary he should go out, and in a way I was sorry to see him go. But you got a kick out of it. It was you who caught him by the arm when I hit him.”

Tiser sat huddled up in the chair, his long white hands twining and intertwining, his twitching face puckered into an expression that was hardly human. He was paralysed with fear. This man had too vivid an imagination. The matter-of fact way in which Mark McGill had protested they should not be hanged together had shocked him to a point of dementia.

“I’ll tell you something, Tiser. You won’t be able to leave this house. I told you I had a man following me — there’s another busy watching this place. The police aren’t fools: they know exactly what you have been doing and how long you’ve been here. They could pick you up just when they wanted you.”

He took a pair of gloves from his pocket, pulled one on and buttoned it with the greatest care.

“Tomorrow morning at ten o’clock you’ll report at my flat,” he said. “There can only be one excuse for your absence, and that is that you’re dead; and if you try any funny business with me, that excuse will be a real one.”

He went out, leaving a gibbering wreck of a man to fill the long night with wild and impossible schemes to escape the net that was closing around him.
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Lady’s STAIRS had gained a new importance. Old Li Yoseph was back. Mrs. Shiffan had seen him late at night — a slinking, bowed figure moving from room to room, muttering to himself and talking to his invisible children. She had spoken to him, but had received no answer. Her husband had made a bolder attempt to get friendly with the returned owner of the house. He had met the old man on the stairs, but the attempt at light and airy conversation had been ruthlessly defeated. The old man had brushed past him with a little chuckle that, as Ernie afterwards said, made his blood run cold.

Mr. Sedeman was a surprising and unwelcome visitor. He came at odd moments, mooned around the house, asking no man’s authority. In these days he lived in the vicinity of the creek; had a lodging with an attractive widow up in the Meadows area. Mostly he was to be found in the bar parlour of the “Duck and Goose,” a man respected not only for his erudition but for his innumerable convictions. There was yet another reason for the awe in which he was held: in spite of his many years — he must have been nearer eighty than seventy — he was possessed of enormous strength. One sweep of his arm had sent Cosh Martin hurtling through the swing doors of the hostelry.

He was as mysterious as any man had ever been; hinted darkly of his friendship with Li, but refused absolutely to supply any information about the old man’s movements. He alone had seen and conversed with him, according to his own account.

He was accepted as the oracle of Lady’s Stairs; and the fact that on one evening, after a day’s heavy libations, he had been picked up by the policeman on the beat and escorted to his own home, even though he had hurled the bitterest gibes at this representative of the constabulary, was placed to his credit, for he had not been pinched.

On the morning Mark McGill decided to call at Lady’s Stairs, Mr. Sedeman was seen making his way to the house, and there was about him such an air of importance that the creek-side people marvelled.

The refurbishing of Lady’s Stairs was a slow and laborious business. Mr. Shiffan was a great director, but, as his wife told him bitterly, she had only one pair of hands. She hinted that the work might go ahead better if he did a little work himself. Her shiftless young husband took some trouble to explain the need for adequate supervision.

She was staggering under the weight of a small table.

“Put it over there, Emma — that’s right, somewhere about there,” said Mr. Shiffan kindly. He indicated the spot. “No, not there, my good gel — here!” He pointed. “That’ll do.”

She set the table down with a weary sigh. “See what I mean? If you do things right you save half the work. Now put that coal-scuttle down near the door — when you go into the kitchen, all you’ve got to do is to pick it up — it saves a journey.”

Mrs. Shiffan shook her head admiringly. “I wish I had your ‘eadpiece,” she said.

Ernie’s headpiece was much stronger than his hands. He had used it for many years to save himself the bother of working. It is true that his headpiece had landed him, on more occasions than one, in one of His Majesty’s prisons, but during his enforced leisure he had had time to think up new methods of avoiding real hard labour — which is not the thing humorously described as hard labour by sentencing magistrates.

“Now push that table over there. Bring this chair here.”

When she had obeyed, he looked at the iron-framed bed on which Li Yoseph slept.

“What about this bed? Shove it into that recess.”

He walked for some time about the room, saw the mark of the old trap, and beckoned his weary wife.

“That bit of carpet wants to be put straight,” he said.

Mrs. Shiffan sighed.

“You are a help,” she said.

He smiled complacently at this.

“It’s only a knack. What about dusting this table?”

She said she didn’t know where she would be without him. Ernie smiled smugly. Once or twice he lifted the little flap and looked out into the street.

“Seen old Li this morning?”

She shook her head.

“I’ve only seen him once. He gives me the creeps. Where he sleeps I don’t know. He was never on that bed last night.”

“It’s funny his coming back at all,” said Ernie thoughtfully. “That old boy’s crackers if ever there was one! Personally, I thought he was croaked — so did everybody else.”

“Who’d croak him?” asked Mrs. Shiffan curiously. She was the merest tyro in the criminal world, but was learning rapidly.

“McGill’s lot would croak anything,” said her husband.

It was at that moment Mr. Sedeman arrived, a majestic figure.

“Look what’s blown in,” said Ernie admiringly. “Good morning, Sedeman.”

Mr. Sedeman fixed him with a basilisk glare.

“There’s a ‘mister’ attached to my name, my good fellow,” he said loftily, and Ernie made haste to apologise.

He had only met the old man once or twice, but he had some claim to a more intimate acquaintanceship.

“I saw you in Pentonville.”

Mr. Sedeman’s eyebrows rose.

“I beg your pardon?”

“You was on the same landing as me,” said Ernie ingratiatingly.

The old man shrugged, and stalked across to the little cupboard on the wall.

“I think there is some mistake,” he said. “Pentonville? What is Pentonville?”

He opened the cupboard door and his face puckered in disgust.

“There’s nothing there,” Mrs. Shiffan hastened to assure him. “You’ll have to wait till Mr. Yoseph comes.”

Then, in a stage aside to her husband:

“That man thinks of nothing but his inside,” she said.

But Ernie was intent on cementing their association. For nowadays Mr. Sedeman was a man of importance, reputedly in tow with the police, and a very likely friend in trouble.

“I’ve only just come out,” he explained, and again the old man’s eyebrows rose.

“My dear, good man, I haven’t the slightest idea to what you are referring. You’ve just come out — what do you mean? Are you a debutante or a chick? I am not interested in your comings out or your goings in.”

Mr. Shiffan was crushed.

“Have you seen Li Yoseph?” he asked, and, when Sedeman did not reply: “We’ve only just seen him. The missus got the keys of the house sent to her last week, and was told to get the place ready. We’ve been working for a week. You’ve no idea what a lot of rubbish there was—”

He looked up. Mark McGill was standing in the doorway, and one spoke warily in front of Mark. One did not speak at all, if the truth were told. He stood for the big mob, and men to whom it was wise to kowtow.

Mark McGill walked slowly into the room; Tiser sidled in behind him, a grin on his unwholesome face.

“Good morning, sir,” said Mrs. Shiffan.

“Where’s the old man?” asked Mark.

“He ain’t been in this morning.”

She waited for some further question, and when it did not come she caught her husband’s eye and they left the room together.

Mr. Sedeman, pursuing his search for liquor, took no more notice of Mark than if he were not there.

“It makes things more real. Mark, doesn’t it?” Tiser asked ingratiatingly. “By gad, there’s nothing in this place that could frighten a man — I’ve been perfectly stupid; I hope you will forgive me.”

Mark took no notice of him. He addressed Sedeman.

“I suppose you’ve come for a cheap drink?” he demanded.

Sedeman smiled broadly.

“I was at the speeding of the parting guest: I thought I should like to be at the welcome home.” He shrugged his broad shoulders.

“You did, eh?” Mark smiled unpleasantly. “I suppose you realise you’ve lost a pension — you know that? I’ve paid you quite a lot of money since Li Yoseph disappeared. You may have to work for your living.”

“Don’t be absurd,” said Mr. Sedeman testily.

McGill walked up the loom and stared out of the half-clean windows upon the shipping in the creek.

“Have you seen Li?” he asked over his shoulder.

“I’ve seen him, but we have not conversed,” said Mr. Sedeman gravely. “His conversation lacks point, if you understand me? In fact it lacks everything, including conversation. Is that an epigram?”

“Why are you hanging around here so much lately?” asked Mark. “They tell me you’ve got a lodging in the neighbourhood.”

Sedeman ignored the question. With an elaborate gesture he brought up his arm, and Mark saw that he wore on his big wrist a ridiculous little watch.

“You will excuse me,” said the old man. “The hostelries are just unlatching the gates of Paradise. I shall be in the ‘Duck and Goose’ if you want me — a ridiculous name, but they keep a good drop of stuff.” Mark waited till he heard the street door slam, and, looking through the little observation hole, saw Mr. Sedeman stalking across the road in the direction of his favourite club.

“Mark, do you remember?” It was Tiser’s anxious voice. “He didn’t say a word that night he came to Cavendish Square?”

“No, he didn’t say anything,” said Mark, “if you’re referring to Li Yoseph.”

“There were no reproaches — I mean, nothing that would lead you to suppose that he was going to get nasty. He didn’t give you the impression that he remembered anything — I mean about himself?”

Mark shook his head.

“It was a miracle that he escaped,” he mused. “If I hadn’t hit him I should have hit the floor.”

He kicked back the carpet which covered the trap and made a close examination.

“There are no bullet marks here, not even old ones. I shot from this angle, and I couldn’t have missed him.”

“Is Ann all right?” asked Tiser fearfully. “You don’t suppose she suspects — about Ronnie, I mean? That would be ghastly, wouldn’t it, Mark? Naturally she can’t be employed again. The sooner she is out of the country the better. I have always agreed on that, haven’t I, Mark? You can’t say that I’ve ever attempted to flaunt your views?”

But Mark was not listening. He touched the spring in the barrel table; the trap worked as sweetly as it had in the old days. Just a dull sound, and a square hole appeared in the floor. Beneath he could see the water lapping about the green piles that supported the room.

Dropping on to one knee he looked down, his hands clasped, his forehead puckered in a frown.

“Do you remember that day I dropped my watch through this trap?” he asked. “And we sent down one of the river mudlarks to get it? When we got him out he was only just alive — he said there was nothing but mud under there — mud that sucked him down and stifled him. A healthy man who fell in there would be killed — if he couldn’t swim.”

He looked slowly round at Tiser.

“Even if he could swim, he’d be sure to knock his head against that ladder.”

Tiser’s face went livid and he shrank back.

“Don’t look at me like that, Mark!” he whined. “It makes my blood freeze!”

Again Mark seemed oblivious of his presence.

“Bradley will be here in a few minutes — I met one of my men in the street: he told me that Bradley would be here.”

“Well?” quaked Tiser.

Again the big man’s eyes returned to the trap.

“It would be terrible if an accident happened to Bradley, wouldn’t it?” He was speaking half to himself, but Tiser knew what was in his mind and almost screamed in his terror.

“I’m not in this, Mark — I’m not in can’t monkey with Bradley. You’re mad!”

McGill’s eyes did not leave the lapping water below.

“Before witnesses,” he said slowly, “I’ve nothing to do with this — you’ve nothing to do with it. What is there to be frightened about? A nice trap this, Tiser.”

“Shut it up,” whispered the pallid man. “It makes me sick to see it.”

Very slowly Mark McGill rose to his feet, and taking up the square of carpet, stiff with dust and age, he laid it carefully over the gaping hole.

“Let me think about it, anyway,” he said.

He walked slowly round the trap, his eyes on the carpet. “It’s one of my favourite dreams. Suppose he came in — suppose he put his foot on that carpet—”

“That’s all right, Mark,” said Tiser nervously. “It’s a wonderful idea, but—”

“It’s been one of the dreams of my life that I should mangle him, that I should see him dead, hear him screaming for help—”

There was a step on the stairs. Tiser guessed who was coming.

“Shut it up, shut it up!” he squeaked, and ran toward the barrel. Before he could reach it Mark had flung him back, and at that moment Bradley came in.

He was his old, smiling self, immensely confident, rather good-humoured.

“Good morning, McGill!” He halted within a few feet of the carpet.

Tiser, paralysed with fright, could neither move nor speak; his eyes were glued to the death trap, and he could not move them.

“Li Yoseph is back: you’ve come to see him, I suppose?” said Bradley. “I should like to have a little talk with you three people.”

“Make it two,” said Mark coolly. “He isn’t here yet. The artful old devil! Fancy hiding himself! I’ll bet you knew where he was. You’re very clever, Bradley. I shouldn’t be surprised if they promoted you over this.”

The smile left Bradley’s face.

“Don’t be humorous at my expense,” he said, and walked slowly forward, nearer and nearer to the carpet.

On the very edge of it he halted, and the scream that was rising in Tiser’s throat was choked. Mark laughed.

“You’re not in a police court now, you know, Bradley,” he said.

He saw Bradley smile as he turned back towards the door.

“I’ll talk to you in my own way—”

“When you’ve got about twenty policemen round you to protect you?” sneered Mark.

Bradley turned in a flash, and again came towards him. Mark stood in such a position that to reach him the detective must step on that carpet.

“Do you think I need protection from a rat like you?” asked Bradley scornfully.

“You’re keeping a respectful distance,” suggested Mark.

“That’s because I’m afraid of you,” said the detective sardonically.

“Afraid of having your face damaged?” asked McGill. “Your dear Ann wouldn’t like to see you—”

“Keep her name out of it,” snapped Bradley.

“I’ll do as I damned well please!”

Bradley took two steps forward, and Tiser stood, his hands before his mouth to check the cry. And then the miracle occurred. The detective’s foot dropped on the centre of the carpet — and nothing happened. The carpet did not sag. Even Mark was betrayed into an amazed stare. But it was the squeal which came from Tiser which attracted Bradley’s attention.

“Hallo, what’s the matter with you?” he asked, and then looked at Mark. “You’re not any too rosy either, McGill. Is there any little joke?”



Chapter 26


Table of Contents


Mark McGill drew a long sigh. The tension of his face relaxed. Yet for the moment he was incapable of speech, and stood blinking at the detective, as though unable to realise what had happened. There Bradley was, in the very centre of the carpet, upheld by some mysterious force. Presently he found his voice.

“If there’s a joke it’s on me,” he said, and went on, in a more even tone: “You asked me to come here and see you, Bradley. Am I to wait until Li Yoseph turns up, or haven’t you let him out this morning?”

Bradley’s face was inscrutable.

“Are you sure he will turn up?” he asked. “Isn’t there a possibility that he doesn’t wish to repeat his unpleasant experience?”

He kicked the carpet aside and looked at the floor. And then Mark saw what he knew must have been the case — that the trap was closed. It had come noiselessly up into position, yet neither he nor Tiser had been anywhere near the controlling lever.

“Did you find any bullet marks?” asked Bradley. “I suppose you looked?” He took from his pocket a small pill-box, opened and held it out. “Take a good look at them, McGill.”

“They hardly interest me,” said Mark coolly. “Where is your friend Li Yoseph? You don’t think I’m afraid of seeing him, do you? Or of what the crazy old devil may say about me? There isn’t a jury in the world that would convict me on the evidence of a man who sees ghosts. Take that into court and they’d laugh you out, Bradley!”

The door clicked and the untidy Mrs. Shiffan came in. She held a note, and seemed undecided as to whom it was for.

“A boy came with this to the back door; he said he came from Mr. Yoseph.” Bradley took the note and read it. “He’ll not be here till eleven o’clock tonight,” he said. “Presumably that was the eleven he meant. A curious hour.”

“I don’t see why it’s especially curious,” said Mark, and Bradley smiled grimly.

“It was about the hour he was killed, wasn’t it, and about the hour that Ronnie Perryman was killed?” Mark scowled at him.

“Killed! You’re mad! I’ve seen Li Yoseph.”

“You haven’t seen Perryman, too, I suppose?” asked the detective. “He’s not alive. I’ll see you at eleven, then.”

He turned abruptly and walked to the door.

“You still look frightened, Tiser.” Bradley was amused. “What was it all about? Perhaps you’ll tell me tonight?”

Tiser remained immovable, frozen stiff with the horror through which he had passed.

The street door slammed below, and Mark signalled to the woman to leave the room. When she had gone, he turned his attention to Tiser, who was staring at the trap.

“You saw that, Mark?” Tiser’s voice was a thin wail of sound. “He put his foot on the centre of the carpet and he didn’t go down!”

Mark snarled round at him.

“He didn’t go down because the trap was closed, you fool! Who closed it?”

And then, as though in answer to his question, from somewhere outside the room, in which direction he could not gather, came the faint sound of a fiddle playing the “Chanson d’Adieu.”
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Mark McGill had four banks, and from three of these he drew within a pound of his credit. The fourth, which was the least important of all, he did not touch, knowing that the police were probably watching the banks or that somebody in the office had received instructions to notify Scotland Yard.

At five different points on the outskirts of London that night a powerful motorcar would be waiting for him. He had chosen them from five hiring companies, in different names, and had appointed a rendezvous for each. Through agents at Manchester and Leeds he had received two brand-new passports, and the portrait on each was different — Mark was something of an amateur photographer, and the necessary photographs had been taken at his leisure and in the privacy of his own room.

There remained only to decide upon the auspicious moment to make his getaway, and that decision had been made. Immediately after the interview that night he would pass into Essex. At Burnham he had a seagoing motorboat, stored with all the necessities for a two-days’ voyage. He had chosen Ostend. The motorboat was registered in that country, and he might slip into the busy resort without attracting attention. Mark knew the value of the tricolour flag that was stowed away in a locker on the motorboat.

He made no attempt to see Ann. His servant told him that she had gone out early in the morning. But Ann had passed from the status of factor to the most inconsiderable of quantities. He thought less of her than of Tiser — she was certainly less dangerous, though Tiser knew, or ought to know, that any attempt on his part at a squeak must end disastrously for him.

Bradley now had made no disguise of the fact that detectives were watching the house. Mark saw them lounging about the square, and when he went out into Regent Street to make purchases, two of them were at his heels. He would give them something to talk about, at any rate — he went into a furnishing house and made arrangements for the redecoration of his sittingroom, ordered a new settee and a Berger chair, and called at a tourist’s agency to book seats on the Sud Express for the following Monday week. He not only did this, but paid by cheque, and spent half an hour arranging for his car to be sent across into France. He might not deceive Bradley, but he would certainly puzzle him.

It was whilst he was out that Ann received a note from the detective. It began without preamble:

‘I am going to ask you to make a sacrifice for me, and submit to your feelings being rather harrowed. Will you come to Li Yoseph’s house at Lady’s Stairs tonight at eleven o’clock? You may say yes or no to the messenger, and I shall understand. I want you to come very badly. If you say yes, I will have a man meet you here and take you down with him in a private car. Perhaps you will never forgive me for what I am going to do, but it is a case of needs must. I will tell you this, that I am using you, not exactly as a bait, but for the psychological effect you may have upon somebody who also will be present.’

She read the letter, folded it and put it in her bag, and went herself to the door to the waiting officer. “Tell Mr. Bradley the answer is ‘Yes,’” she said.

Mr. Tiser’s summons came more urgently. Sergeant Simmonds called in the afternoon, and would take no denial when the servant told him that the master was out.

“I will wait till he comes back,” he said, and planted himself stolidly on a chair in Tiser’s sittingroom.

After a quarter of an hour that nervous man made his appearance.

“I want you at Lady’s Stairs tonight, Tiser,” said Simmonds; “and when I say ‘I,’ I mean Bradley.”

“I’m not well enough to go out tonight,” said Tiser.

“Then we’ll send an ambulance for you,” replied the unsympathetic Simmonds, “in which case you’ll go down under arrest.”

Tiser’s panic was pitiable.

“But, my dear Mr. Simmonds, what have you against me? You surely are not joining my enemies and believing these horrid things that people are saying about me? Do, I beg of you, my dear Mr. Simmonds, listen to reason.”

The sergeant stopped him with a gesture, and said something which he had never said before.

“Tiser, there’s just a chance for you. It isn’t much, and we can promise you nothing — but why not put up a squeak voluntarily?”

The only result of this suggestion was to make the man more fearful.

“‘Squeak’? You mean, give information to the police? About what, my dear fellow? I know nothing; I should be the poorest kind of witness the police could have on any subject.”

Simmonds shook his head.

“You’ve got a chance,” he said, “and if I were you I’d jump at it — you might get off with a lifer, though it’s pretty sure you’d be condemned.”

At the very hint of condemnation Tiser writhed.

“I know nothing — nothing, nothing!” he said rapidly. “You’re altogether mistaken, and dear Mr. Bradley is mistaken, if he imagines that I can tell him about poor Ronnie.”

“I didn’t mention poor Ronnie, but that’s what I meant,” said Simmonds, rising. “All right, I’ll call for you at half-past ten tonight. If you’re not here, I shall know where you are, because I’ve got a couple of men tailing you.”

It was raining heavily when Ann and her escort went out into Cavendish Square. A closed motorcar, not the type usually employed by the police, was waiting for her, and she suspected that it had been procured by Bradley for her comfort.

“Who will be there?” she asked, as the car sped southwards.

“Tiser and McGill. They went away together ten minutes ago.”

She thought she recognised the man when she had seen him in the half-light of the doorway. Now in the darkness she knew his voice.

“You’re Mr. Simmonds, the officer who arrested me, aren’t you?”

“That’s me, miss,” said Simmonds cheerfully.

“Then you can tell me something. Is it about Ronnie — I mean, is that why I’m going to Lady’s Stairs?”

But Mr. Simmonds’s favourite vice was reticence.

“Mr. Bradley will tell you all about that, miss,” he said.

It was not a particularly pleasant journey for Mark McGill. It was an everlasting misery to his quaking companion. In a burst of confidence Tiser had told him of the offer which the police had made.

“Naturally I turned it down, my dear Mark. Whatever are my shortcomings, I am loyal. The very thought of betraying you made me feel sick.”

“You’d have felt sicker if you had,” said Mark curtly. “I never dreamt you would — you value your own neck too much, my good man. They didn’t tell you that you’d get out if you squeaked? That the Crown would withdraw any charge against you? I thought not. If they had put that offer into writing, I know just what you would have told.”

“But suppose Li Yoseph tells—”

“Li Yoseph! What can he tell — about ghosts and spooks and little children? Is that the kind of stuff to bring before a judge and a jury? Don’t be a fool. Now listen, Tiser: the one thing you’ve got to expect is that Li Yoseph will talk. He’ll tell about Ronnie and about himself. And all you’ve got to do is to sit quiet and imagine that everything he is telling is a lie. Get that idea in your nut, and it’ll be easier than falling off a house. That’s Bradley’s game — it’s a new kind of third degree; and if he fails, I’m going to make it so hot for him that he’ll be glad to clear out of the force. I’ve got a story all ready for the papers; tomorrow morning I’ll see a reporter and tell him to come out boldly with the story — about Bradley and his persecution. If he doesn’t completely fail…”

He did not go on. There was a boat at Burnham-on-Crouch, and the comforting weather report that North Sea conditions were favourable for a crossing— “Sea slight, misty, visibility poor.”

He was puzzled as to Bradley’s plan. A mere confrontation by Li Yoseph could not affect him — three parts of the value of surprise had gone when Li Yoseph came sidling into his drawingroom that night. His word, on oath or without oath, could make no difference either to himself or Tiser. He had gone over his past transactions with Li Yoseph, trying to remember something that he might, wittingly or unwittingly, have placed in his hands, but could recall nothing that would support the old man’s statement. He had been a fool not to have used the trap with Ronnie. That was a blunder, to throw the body from the window into deep water. He had never dreamt but that it would float out into the river.

Now that he came to think of it, the window of Li Yoseph’s room had been Tiser’s suggestion. Everything that coward touched went wrong.

They came to Li Yoseph’s house and found the door closed. Mark knocked, and after a few minutes they heard the heavy feet of Ernie coming down the stairs to admit them.

“I’m glad somebody’s come,” he said shrilly. “This place is full of rats.”

“Is the old man here?” asked Mark.

“No, he hasn’t come yet, guv’nor. To tell you the truth, Mr. McGill, I’m sorry I ever volunteered to stay here tonight. The place is ‘aunted. Noises, noises, creaks and creepings. If I slept a couple of nights in this house I’d go crackers.”

“Has anybody been here this evening?” asked Mark.

“That busy fellow.”

“Bradley?”

Ernie nodded.

“Yes, he’s been looking around for hours. I asked him if he wanted anything and he said no — I had to take his word. He walks in and out this blinkin’ place as though it belonged to him.”

Li Yoseph’s room was a place of shadows by night; the one naked light which hung from the ceiling was no more than a dull yellow glow.

“Have you seen this, guv’nor?”

Ernie showed a little panel by the door where six green lights were.

“Funny idea, eh? What’s that for?”

Mark was in a surprisingly amiable mood, and explained.

“There’s a button beneath every third step,” he said, “which operates one of these lights. It’s a warning if anyone’s coming upstairs.”

“Good Lord! I’m glad you told me that. I got a fair fright this evening when my missus came up from the street.”

There was a knock at the door below, and Mark went downstairs to open the door. Ann was standing alone. Her escort had left her with an assurance that she would be under observation.

“Come in, Ann.” Mark’s manner was geniality itself. “What the dickens are you doing down here? Bradley’s idea, eh? Did you come alone?”

She did not answer, but preceded him up the stairs. The effect of her coming on Tiser was, for some strange reason, a cheerful one.

“My dear Miss Ann, how glad I am to see you!” He seized her hand in his two moist paws and shook it. “So they brought you here, did they? How disgraceful—”

“You’d better shut up, Tiser,” snapped McGill, and, to the girl: “What is the idea?” he asked again.

“I don’t know.”

“Bradley sent for you?”

She nodded.

An interested spectator was Ernie. She remembered having seen the man at the police court.

“Is Mr. Yoseph here?”

He shook his head. “No, miss. They thought he was comin’ this afternoon — there was quite a crowd to see him — he was very popular in the neighbourhood.”

“Is Mr. Bradley coming tonight?” she asked.

“I shouldn’t think so, miss,” said Ernie. “He told me to phone the Yard if anything happened. I’ve got his number somewhere.” He took a paper from his pocket and handed it to her, but Ann was not interested in Mr. Bradley’s number. Besides, she knew.

“Are you sure Li Yoseph wasn’t here the other morning?” asked Mark.

“No, guv’nor, as far as I know, he wasn’t,” replied the man.

“I thought I heard his fiddle playing.”

It was the first news Ann had had that Mark had paid a recent visit to the house. Ernie grinned.

“I’ve heard that lots of times — but I don’t take any notice of it. Lord! the things you hear in this house! I wouldn’t sleep here alone—”

Mark silenced him with a look.

“Are you sure, my dear Mr. Shiffan?” asked Tiser nervously. “Are you absolutely sure there isn’t another room of some kind where the dear old gentleman could be? Just think, my dear fellow.”

“There’s half a dozen rooms: they’re all locked up. The police opened ’em when the old gentleman went away, but they found nothin’ — full of rubbish by all accounts. Couldn’t have more rubbish than this place had.” He rubbed his chilled hands. “If you don’t want anything, I’ll go and make a fire in the kitchen.”

He looked from one to the other, but had no encouragement to stay. An embarrassed silence followed his departure, which Mark broke.

“I don’t know why you came, Ann.”

“Why shouldn’t I come?” she challenged, and Mark shrugged his broad shoulders.

“There’s no reason why you shouldn’t. What did Bradley tell you the last time you met him?”

She made no reply.

“And you have met him frequently of late. He’s terribly keen on you, isn’t he? That’s rather amusing.”

But still he could not provoke her, and again he asked her the blunt question.

“He said nothing that he hadn’t told me before,” said Ann.

She felt uncomfortable under the scrutiny of his keen eyes.

“You’ve been very cheerful lately. I even heard you singing the other morning as I came out of my flat. I wonder if your friendship with Bradley has anything to do with it?”

She smiled at this.

“I’ve been wondering that myself.”

Again an uncomfortable interval, during which Tiser, tense and nervous, appeared to be on the point of saying something.

“I suppose you’ll be going to Paris when this is all over?” said Mark. “I think perhaps it was a mistake to have kept you here at all. My original idea was that a woman driver would escape attention more than a man. That isn’t the case, is it? You attracted a little too much attention in certain quarters.”

Ann was silent.

“That fellow’s still keen on you, eh? I was watching him that night he came to the flat. He never took his eyes off you. You’re not getting soft about him, are you?”

Tiser moved to the window, and now his urgent voice called:

“Mark! Come here. What are those boats?”

“Boats?” McGill walked into the recess, and, rubbing one of the grimy windows, peered through. “They look like police launches — they’re going up to the lock. The Thames Police have always got a couple of launches about here.”

“They’re turning,” whispered Tiser. “Mark, they’re patrolling the river front.”

He clutched McGill’s arm convulsively.

“I say, my dear fellow, need I stay… ? I don’t think I’m necessary. Will you excuse me, Miss Perryman?”

“You’ll stay,” rasped Mark.

Ernie had come in at that moment; he beckoned him.

“Is there any drink in the house?”

Apparently Ernie had a bottle of whisky in the kitchen. It didn’t, he said, belong to him, but he did not explain its ownership.

McGill took his companion by the arm.

“What you want is a drink, Tiser. Do you mind if we leave you, Ann?”

Ann shook her head. Yet they had hardly left the room before she regretted her gesture. Even the presence of Mark was preferable to this eerie loneliness. There came from below squeakings and patterings; the wind was rising, and moaned dismally round the corner of the house. And then what had happened before happened again — the light went out. She heard the rattle of the trap, saw the square of light appear, and the head and shoulders of Li Yoseph emerge.

Ann shrank back against the wall as the old man came into the room. This time his face was visible in the light of the lantern he carried. She saw him close the trap and disappear into the recess. As he did so, the light went on again, and simultaneously Mark came in.

“There’s no corkscrew—” he began, and then he saw her face.

“What is it?” he asked quickly.

Ann’s mouth was dry. “He’s come,” she said breathlessly. “Li Yoseph.”

He pointed to the trap. “Through there?”

“Yes; he went into the recess.”

Mark walked quickly in the direction Li Yoseph had taken.

“Are you sure, my dear young lady?” asked Tiser tremulously. “It wasn’t your imagination? Why should he come from below?”

“There’s a door there,” said Mark’s voice, “just behind the bed. I never noticed that before. I wonder what—”

So far he got when there was the sound of a violin. Nearer and nearer came the music, and suddenly Li Yoseph appeared. He walked to the window and sat down in the old place, his bow moving rhythmically over the strings.

“My God!” Tiser’s teeth were chattering. “It is a man, isn’t it, Mark?” He clung to McGill’s arm. “It is something human, isn’t it?”

Mark shook him off.

“Quite,” he said. “You’re not afraid, Ann?”

He saw the look in her face and knew that the question was superfluous.

The music ceased.

“Li, it’s Mark speaking,” he said softly. “Are you all right, Li?”

The old Jew put down his bow and fiddle, and came shuffling nearer, peering at him shortsightedly.

“Dat funny t’ing you say!” he chuckled hoarsely. “Am I all right, eh? Goot Mark… always t’inkin’ about poor old Li.” He lowered his voice to address his ghostly companions. “Now, Heinrich und Hans und Pieter, you go by your beds, eh? Dis is bad time for leedle chillun to be out of bed… shoo, shoo, shoo! Good night.” He kissed his fingertips to these dream children of his.

“The old craze,” said Mark in a low voice. “Miss Perryman’s here, Li — Ronnie’s sister.”

Li nodded.

“I see her fine. She isn’t afraid by me, no?”

“I’m here, too, Li,” said Tiser shrilly. “You know me — dear old Tiser.”

But the old man did not heed him. He went to a cupboard in the wall and, unlocking it, took out a bottle and glass, and put them carefully on the overturned cask that served as a table.

“Why did you want us to come at eleven?” asked Mark. “Is Bradley here? Who is that wine for?”

“Heem,” said Li, and nodded many times.

“Him? Whom do you mean, Li Yoseph?” asked Ann, controlling her voice with difficulty.

The old man looked at her from under his brows. In the shadowy light of the place she thought there was pain in his eyes.

“You will not be hurt if I say?”

“For Ronnie?” she asked, and the old man nodded.

“What do you mean, you crazy fool?” said Mark roughly.

“For heem,” said Li Yoseph. “Every night he komm.”

“Every night?” Mark laughed. “You haven’t been here for a year.”

He saw the old man smile; it was the first time he had ever seen Li Yoseph smile, and it was an ugly sight.

“You t’ink so? Yet here have I been.”

Tiser was now in a condition of abject fear. “I can’t stand this! God! I can’t stand it! Ronnie’s dead, Li. He can’t come here…”

“Every night at the quarter-past he komm,” persisted the old man solemnly. “Up der stairs he komm und into dis room. Und to der table he goes and der wine he pulls toward heem, but never he drinks. He was going to drink dat night — you remember, goot Mark — when—”

“Stop, will you!” roared Mark. “Don’t you see the effect you’re having on this lady?”

But Ann signalled him to silence.

“Don’t stop for me — living or dead, I am not afraid of Ronnie.”

“You’ll see nothing,” said Mark contemptuously. “It’s all in his crazy brain.”

Old Li was talking.

“So, Ronnie, I give you your wine, eh?”

“What happens afterwards?” sneered Mark.

Li Yoseph turned slowly in his direction.

“Den he falls, und der chair she goes over, and he is dead all over again.”

Ann was staring at Mark, wide-eyed.

“What is he saying?” she asked in a whisper. “Did Ronnie die here — here in this room?”

She felt somebody grip her arm so violently that she almost cried with pain. It was Tiser.

“Don’t take any notice of him. Let’s get out,” he gibbered. “This place is full of ghosts… look at him!”

She wrenched her arm free.

“Ronnie was killed here in this room?” she challenged.

“You’re as mad as he is,” said Mark, and at that moment they heard a church clock strike eleven, and waited, every one of them, for what would happen. There was no sound. “Well—” said Mark.

Even as he spoke, there came a slow knock on the door below. Nobody spoke. They heard the door slam, and then Tiser uttered a thin scream of terror. The lower green light was burning — somebody was on the stairs; and then the second, the third, the fourth.

They were all alight now. The door was slowly opening. Nobody saw who it was who had opened the door. Apparently nobody but Li.

He went forward; to him, it seemed, the visitor was a real presence.

“So, Ronnie, you komm, eh? You komm to talk mit old Li… There is der wine, Ronnie. You sit down, no?”

Nobody had come into the room, yet the door closed of itself. And there was Li, walking with his arm about an unseen shape. Ann watched, fascinated, as Li Yoseph guided the thing he saw to the table.

“It is goot wine, Ronnie, der best for you!”

And then, to her horror, she saw the full glass of wine moved by some mysterious agency across the table. Nearer and nearer it drew to the edge, and then she heard a cry from Li.

“Look out for Mark, Ronnie!”

At that moment the chair by the table was overthrown. There came a scream of terror.

“I can’t stand it! You killed him. Mark!”

Tiser’s face was livid; his trembling finger pointed to his companion.

“I’m going to the police to tell them! You killed him, you butcher — killed him in cold blood! I can’t stand it. Mark! I’ve got to tell.”

Mark gripped him by the collar and swung him round. “You’re mad, too, eh?”

But now Ann knew.

“He’s speaking the truth — you murderer!” she breathed.

“Truth or lie, it’s all one to me,” said Mark. “You don’t get out of this house till I’ve got your mouth shut some way or the other.”

And then, his face demoniacal in its rage, he turned upon the bent figure of the man who had wrung the confession from Tiser.

“I’ll make no mistake this time,” he said, but even as he jerked out his automatic, Li Yoseph’s hand closed on his wrist, and, with a jerk which almost dislocated his elbow, sent Mark sprawling.

With a howl of rage he leapt at Li Yoseph. Two hands of steel gripped him again and flung him into the arms of the detectives who, unseen and unheard, had entered the room.

“Who are you?” said Mark breathlessly. There was no need to ask. With one sweep of his hand, the yellow face, the great chin, the big, ugly nose had vanished, and he looked into the eyes of Inspector Bradley. “You!” he croaked.

Bradley nodded. “We found the body of Li Yoseph a little time ago, under here. I showed you the bullets that were taken from that body — oh, yes, you killed him all right. It took us a long time to get him up from the mud, but we got him at last. And then it struck me that I might scare Tiser into confessing. I play the fiddle a little — and Li Yoseph was about my build.”

McGill’s extraordinary self-possession did not desert him. He could even laugh.

“You’ll want two witnesses to a confession: that’s the law, isn’t it? They’ll not accept you. I doubt if they’ll accept Ann. Who’s the other?”

Bradley pointed.

“Underneath that tub there’s an ancient gentleman — didn’t you see him work the glass? It had a steel plate at the bottom, and he manipulated the magnet that made it move.”

He unlocked a door of the cask and Mr. Sedeman staggered forth, a very dishevelled old gentleman, strangely sober. Keeping Mr. Sedeman sober had been one of the greatest difficulties that the case presented.

*

Bradley had been remarkably insistent upon Ann taking a sea voyage.

“I want you to get used to the climate of Brazil,” he said, “and I’d rather you didn’t read any English papers until I come out to you, darling. No, I don’t think your evidence would be worth much, and, anyway, we’ll get on very well without you. Tiser’s made a written statement.”

So Ann sailed on a luxury liner to Brazil, and read nothing of that sensational sight in the dock when a half-crazy Tiser leapt at the man who had encompassed his ruin. Nor did she read of those strange execution sheds. The day McGill was hanged, the Flying Squad lost one of its most valuable members.


The End
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…also ask your wife where she was on Saturday, the 23rd, when she was supposed to be in the country. I can tell you that she was dining tête-à-tête with a young guards officer at his flat.

Yours sincerely,

A Candid Friend.



Lord Widdicombe put down the letter with a contemptuous smile. For a second he was inclined to tear it up and throw the written venom into the fire. Of this, however, he thought better, and rang the bell for his valet.

“Frank, will you ask her ladyship to be so good as to come to me?”

In a few minutes came Lady Widdicombe, slight and pretty. She was twenty years younger than her lord, but there was no happier pair in the land.

“My dear,” said the earl, with a twinkle in his grey eyes, “somebody has been trying to break up our happy home.”

He passed the letter to her and watched the anger kindle in her face as she read.

“What a beast!” she gasped. “The 23rd; why, I dined with Ronnie that night, of course!”

“A young guards officer! My stepson!”

Lord Widdicombe chuckled and patted her cheek.

“You’re a wicked woman,” he said solemnly, “and I’ve found you out. But who the devil is the writer?”

Lady Widdicombe shook her head.

“It’s wicked, abominable,” she said vehemently; “of course, it does no mischief where you and I are concerned, but think what it means when that kind of letter goes into a household where suspicion already exists? And by the way, Willie, the burglar has been busy again — Mrs. Crewe-Sanders has lost a most valuable diamond plaque.”

His lordship raised his eyebrows.

“Another plaque? That is about the fourth that has been taken in a month — I admire that burglar’s consistency; by heavens, he is a gentleman and a scholar compared with A Candid Friend. Don’t tell Diana, she’ll be fearfully worried.”

His wife was silent. She stared through the long french windows across the rain-soaked park, and it was clear that the dismal prospect was not the cause of her absorption.

“I wonder why Diana so dislikes Barbara May?” she asked thoughtfully.”

His lordship grinned.

“It is such a joy to find Diana holding strong views on any subject,” he said, “that I’ll forgive even her dislike of Barbara May. But don’t tell her about the letter — I’m sending it up to Scotland Yard. By the way, talking of Scotland Yard, I have asked Jack Danton to come down for the cricket week. It’s rum, a fellow like that being in the police.”

But Lady Widdicombe was thinking of something else as she drifted out of the library.

She found Diana Wold sitting in the little drawingroom overlooking the rosary — a soddened rosary that bore no resemblance to the lovely pleasuance which the summer would bring — and Diana, looking ethereal in white, had a volume of poetry open on her knees.

She raised her violet blue eyes as her cousin entered, and put down the book.

Diana’s beauty was the fragile beauty of delicate china, her quick smile was appealing and just a little sad.

She rose and kissed the other on the cheek, and gave the impression by a certain timidity that she was a little scared of her self-possessed relative.

“Why do you dislike Barbara?” asked Elsie Widdicombe with that directness which was her most disconcerting quality.

The girl laughed, and when Diana laughed she was very beautiful.

“You are so queer, Elsie,” she said. “Do I dislike Barbara. at all? Perhaps …no, I think I just don’t like her. She is a charming girl, but somehow we do not harmonize …we swear at each other like purple and pink. I am the pink. She hates poetry and I adore it. She loves hunting and golf; I like motoring and tennis. I am constitutionally lazy and she is amazonically robust and energetic. Why this interrogation — has Willie been rhapsodizing over Barbara?”

Lady Widdicombe seated herself in the big settee.

“I was just thinking — I saw you had a letter from Mrs. Crewe-Sanders this morning — I had one too. Did she tell you—”

Diana nodded and there was a twinkle in her fine eyes.

“Now I know why you mention Barbara — she was staying with the Crewe-Sanders.”

Lady Widdicombe protested, a little feebly.

“Barbara was staying with them,” the girl went on teasingly, “and she was staying with the Colebrooks when Mrs. Carter lost her
 plaque, and she was a guest of the Fairholms when Lady Fairholm lost her
 plaque.”

“Diana!”

“Oh yes, I know. But it is true, isn’t it? And isn’t this true also,” the smile left the girl’s face and she spoke slowly, “that all those beastly anonymous letters from ‘A Candid Friend’ are addressed to people who are known to Barbara May?”

Lady Widdicombe rose.

“Really, Diana, I never dreamt that you could be so uncharitable! They are our friends, too. I don’t think you know what you are saying; you are suggesting that Barbara is not only a thief but a—”

“I know,” Diana nodded sadly, “it is a rotten suggestion, but we are faced with the irresistible logic of facts.”

Lady Widdicombe snorted.

“Facts! Preposterous!… blackening a girl’s character… an innocent girl… now I know that you hate her!”

Diana shook her golden head, and again her eyes lit with amusement.

“Really, I don’t; and really I’m not doing anything more hateful than exercising my latent qualities of detection.”

She jumped up suddenly, put her arm about her cousin’s waist and kissed her.

“Forgive me, Elsie,” she wheedled, “I’m a pig and Barbara only bores me.”

But Lady Widdicombe required a great deal of mollification.

For this was the sting in Diana’s suspicions, that she herself had been struck by the same remarkable coincidence.
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Auxiliary Inspector Jack Danton turned into the office of the Second Commissioner perfectly certain in his own mind as to the reason his chief had recalled him urgently from Paris.

On the way up from Dover he had read all the newspaper accounts of the latest adventure of the mysterious jewel thief, with whose activities the local police were, apparently, quite unable to cope.

It was a job after Jack’s own heart. He was one of the new police: the type that had found its way to Scotland Yard from the commissioned ranks of the Army, and although he had already to his credit a wholly meritorious capture of warehouse thieves, the real big case had not as yet come along. And here it was!

The story of the last jewel theft was an exact replica of all the earlier robberies. Mrs. Crewe-Sanders had a house-party. The jewel (a diamond plaque with a centre composed of three triangular emeralds) had been stolen on the night before the majority of the house party had dispersed.

That was the story he expected to hear repeated when he walked into his chief’s office.

“Sit down, Danton,” nodded the chief, “I want you rather badly.”

Jack smiled.

“I think I know why, sir,” he said. “That last theft seems to have been a particularly daring one.”

He saw the chief frown, and wondered.

“What are you talking about?” asked the Commissioner, and it was Jack Danton’s turn to be puzzled.”

“I am referring to the Crewe-Sanders jewel robbery in Shropshire,” he said.

“Oh, that!” The Commissioner shrugged his shoulders. “It is the ‘Candid Friend’ I am looking for rather than the burglar, and, anyway, the local police have not asked for our assistance.”

Jack laughed.

“I am all at sea, sir; I don’t even know who the Candid Friend is!”

The chief consulted some papers on the desk before him.

“The Candid Friend,” he said slowly, “is an anonymous letter writer who has been directing his or her attention to some of the best people in society. The result of this scoundrel’s activities has been disastrous. Whoever the writer is, he or she knows some of the grisly secrets which certain society people hide within their breasts, and which, I suppose, they firmly believed would never be dragged into the light of day. Honestly, I think the writer is a woman. The letters are in a woman’s handwriting, disguised, but undoubtedly feminine. Here is one.”

He passed a letter across the table, and Jack read it with a little grimace of disgust.

“That is rather poisonous,” he said. “To whom was it addressed?”

“It was sent to the Earl of Widdicombe and it deals, as you see, with the Countess of Widdicombe and a supposed indiscretion. Happily, Lord Widdicombe is an intelligent, well-balanced man, with absolute faith in Lady Widdicombe, to whom the letter has been shown, and who has sent it to us. I want you to go down into Shropshire; you will have the entrée to the best houses — and probably you would have it without my assistance. You know the county?”

“Very well indeed, sir,” said Jack with a half-smile. “As a matter of fact, the Widdicombes are old friends of mine, and I have already been asked down.”

Now that the disappointment of what he had considered to be the more exciting task had passed away, Jack looked forward with considerable interest to a stay in his beloved Shropshire.

He took the available data into his office, and spent the morning comparing the various handwritings in the letters which the Commissioner had collected. Then he put them down and sat for some time thinking.

“Shropshire,” he mused.

And Barbara May came from Shropshire. The thought of her made him glance at the clock and rise hurriedly. There was a chance — the dimmest chance — that she was riding in the Row that morning. That chance had taken him a dozen times to watch the riders, and eleven times he had been disappointed; he would probably be disappointed again, he thought, but nevertheless, he would take the chance.

A taxi dropped him at Hyde Park Corner, and he strolled along the crowded path, his eyes searching the equestrians. Suddenly his heart gave a little leap. Near the rail, and talking to a man whom he recognized as a Member of Parliament, was the girl he sought. She sat astride a big black horse, a beautiful, virile figure.

“Why, Mr. Danton,” she said, bending down to give him her gloved hand; “I thought you were in Paris.”

“I thought I was too, yesterday morning,” he said good-humouredly, “but my — er — people wired me to come back.”

He had had many talks with Barbara May; in fact they had first met at Lady Widdicombe’s house in town, but not once had he confided to her the nature of his profession. She for her part, evinced very little curiosity.

He knew that she was the daughter of a Foreign Office official, and that she herself had worked within that stately mansion during the war. This, and the fact that she was very poor, and that Lady Widdicombe was looking for a desirable match, were the only facts that he knew about her, save this: that every time he met her he grew more and more impatient for their next meeting.

“You swore you would come riding with me,” said Barbara May accusingly, “and now you have lost your opportunity, Mr. Danton; I am leaving town tomorrow.”

She saw the look of dismay on his face and laughed.

“I am going down into Shropshire,” she said; “the Widdicombes are having their ‘week.’ Are you coming?”

He heaved a deep sigh of relief. For once duty and pleasure went hand in hand.

“Yes, curiously enough I am leaving for the Widdicombe’s place tomorrow evening — we shall have that ride yet!”

She nodded.

“Have you been in town all the time?”

For a second she hesitated.

“No. I have been staying at Morply Castle with Mrs. Crewe-Sanders.”

He stared at her for a second.

“The lady who lost the jewellery?”

It seemed to him that a queer look came into the girl’s eyes, and that her colour deepened.

“Yes,” she said shortly; and then, with a curt nod, turned her horse’s head and rode away, leaving him staring after her.

Had he said anything to annoy her? That was the last thing in the world he desired. He had never known her so touchy before. So she had been at Morply Castle when the plaque was stolen. It was a thousand pities, he thought regretfully, that he had not been put on that job; he would have been frantically interested in hearing the story of the crime from the girl.

Danton went back to Scotland Yard with an uncomfortable feeling, though he failed to analyse the cause of his discomfort. Usually any such vague irritation can be traced to a cause, but Jack was wholly incapable of finding a reason for his present perturbation.

He was in the midst of his work that afternoon when there came a diversion. The telephone rang and the Chief Commissioner’s voice hailed him.

“Whilst you are at the Widdicombe’s — keep an eye open for the Plaque Fiend. I have an idea he will pay you a visit.”

He heard the Commissioner laugh as he hung up the receiver, and wondered why.
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Jack went home to his flat that afternoon and arranged to leave the following morning for Shropshire. In the evening he dined alone, returning home by the longest route, for he needed the exercise before he went to bed. His way took him down Piccadilly, on the park side of that thoroughfare, and his mind was completely occupied with Barbara May. The girl exercised an influence upon him which at once annoyed and amused him. He was not a particularly susceptible character; he was puzzled to discover what quality there was in her which other girls did not possess, which had so completely centred all his interests to one woman.

Nearing Constitution Hill he passed a large limousine which was drawn up by the kerb. He merely glanced at it, but in that one glimpse he saw something that made him check in his walk. The light from the street standard threw a ray into the dark interior of the car, and by that light he recognized Barbara May. There was no mistaking her; he would have known her amongst a million.

She was talking to somebody, earnestly, seriously; and who that somebody was Jack could not see.

He continued his walk; apparently she had not noticed him. A queer little sense of restriction crept into his heart at the natural conclusion he drew. Barbara May had a love affair and liked somebody well enough to meet them in this clandestine fashion. And yet¾ Barbara May was poor¾ the car was a luxurious one.

He waited fifty yards farther along the road, standing in the shadow of the railings. It was hateful of him to spy on her, but he was very human and wished to know who was the man to whom Barbara granted such privileges.

Presently the door of the limousine opened and the man stepped out; he was middle-aged and stout. Moreover, he was respectful, and from that tone in his voice Jack gathered that his first conclusion had been unjust.

“Very good, miss,” said the man, “I will let you know in the morning.”

Almost immediately the car moved off, and the man, raising his hat, stood for a moment before he turned and walked briskly in the direction where Jack was standing. He turned down Constitution Hill, crossing the road so that he followed the line of the wall which surrounded Buckingham Palace.

Jack, without any particular idea as to what he was going to do, followed in his wake. He was wearing rubber-soled shoes which made little or no sound. Once the man glanced back uneasily as though he had some suspicion that he was being followed, but he held on his way. He was nearing the Victoria Memorial when the surprising thing happened. He put his hand in his pocket and pulled out a handkerchief; but he pulled out something else, and Jack heard it fall with a clatter on the gravel walk. He stooped and picked it up as the man turned with an exclamation. It was a square leather jewel case, and, in falling, the snap had unfastened, and as Jack handled it the lid flew open.

Instantly the man turned.

“That’s mine!” he said roughly, and he would have snatched it away, but Jack was gazing in dumbfounded horror upon a great diamond cluster in the centre of which were three large emeralds. It was Mrs. Crewe-Sanders’s missing jewel.

He could not believe it possible, and yet¾ Barbara May was a thief and this man was the receiver!

“Come on, I want my property.”

The stout man tried to snatch it from him but Jack was too quick for him.

“You’ll have to explain where you got this, my friend,” he said.

“I’ll explain nothing,” snapped the other. “If you don’t hand it to me I shall call a policeman.”

“Then call me,” said Jack, and he saw the stout man start.

“I don’t understand you.”

“I’m Inspector Danton of Scotland Yard,” said Jack, “and I think there are a few explanations due from you. Will you walk with me to the nearest police station?”

The fellow hesitated.

“Certainly,” he said after a while, and they walked side by side in silence.

Jack’s dilemma was a cruel one. The arrest of this man meant inevitably the exposure of the girl, and he only now realized how strong a hold she had upon his heart. But he had his duty to do; that came first and foremost in his mind. He set his teeth to the task; he must go through with it.

In the Westminster Police Station the prisoner described himself as John Smith, refused to give any explanation as to how the property came into his possession, and stood silently in the steel pen whilst Jack and the sergeant discussed the recovered property.

“There is no doubt about it at all, sir,” said the sergeant, consulting a list. “This is the jewel the lady lost; you’ll prefer a charge against him, I suppose?”

“Yes,” said Jack.

He was sick at heart; he dare not even question his prisoner as to how the jewel came into his possession. He must have time to think ‘matters out.

“I am going to the Chief Commissioner at his club,” he said. “Detain him until I return, and keep that piece of jewellery locked up.”

He walked to Pall Mall, and walked slowly. Some solution would come to him, perhaps¾ some way out for Barbara.

His brain was a confusion of thought, and he was slowly ascending the steps of the New Carlton Club before he could put two consecutive thoughts together.

To his surprise the Commissioner was waiting in the vestibule.

“Come into the smoking room, Danton,” he said slowly, and Jack obeyed, wondering how his chief had come to know of the impending visit.

His first words explained.

“I have had a ‘phoned message from the Westminster Police Station about the arrest of Smith,” he said. “After you left a friend of the man’s arrived and explained to my satisfaction that the jewellery found on the man is his legitimate property. He is a jeweller and had been to show the plaque to a friend.”

Jack listened, incredulous, dumbfounded, but vastly relieved.

“But it answered the description¾ “ he began.

The Police Commissioner interrupted him.

“I know¾ it was an exact copy of the plaque which Streetley sold to Mrs. Crewe-Sanders. In fact, the man you arrested was one of Streetley’s managers.”

Jack could say nothing.

He was too grateful to know that his suspicions of Barbara May were unfounded to care about his own faux pas
 .

“And by the way, Danton,” the Chief Commissioner looked at his cigar thoughtfully, “that little joke of mine about keeping an eye open for the jewel thief at Lord Widdicombe’s was¾ well, it was a. joke. I’ve got the matter of the thief-in-the-night well in hand, and if you interfered you might spoil everything.”

“I see, sir,” said Jack, though in truth he saw nothing
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“Society,” said the Countess of Widdicombe in her severest manner, “will more readily forgive a theft than a slander.”

Diana laughed.

“Which shows how thoroughly immoral society is,” she said lightly.

She sat swaying her fan, her eyes fixed upon the floor of the ballroom below, crowded with dancing couples.

Lady Widdicombe’s dances during the cricket week attracted the whole county, and outside in the drive the waiting motorcars reached from the lodge gates to the hospitable doors of High Felsham.

“Mrs. Crewe-Sanders tells me,” said Diana, still watching the glittering throng below, “that nobody except a person acquainted with the ins and outs of Morply Castle could have got in.”

“She was the chief sufferer,” said Lady Widdicombe, and Diana laughed — and when Diana laughed, her delicate face was singularly beautiful.

“The poor dear woman so plasters herself with diamonds that the wonderful thing to me is that she has missed any at all!” she said. “The curious thing is that though there were a lot of other guests, and diamonds in galore, the thief took nobody’s property but hers.”

“I could forgive that,” said Lady Widdicombe reverting to her pet topic, “but the ‘Candid Friend’ business is unpardonable. Any kind of anonymous letter-writer is contemptible, but an anonymous letter-writer who works wholesale, and who takes a wicked and malicious delight in breaking hearts and ruining lives — there is no punishment too severe for her.”

“Why her?” asked Diana curiously.

“Because a man wouldn’t do such a thing,” said Lady Widdicombe.

Diana’s fan waved slowly.

“I’ve known some men who would do most things,” she mused, and turned her head to answer the greeting of the girl who came swinging along the gallery to where they were sitting.

“Hello, Barbara May,” she said lazily. “Aren’t you dancing?”

In her evening gown Barbara was good to look upon, for she was in the first flush and beauty of womanhood. Her laughing eyes fell upon Lady Diana.

“Aren’t you afraid to wear your diamonds, Diana,” she said, nodding to the plaque that sparkled on Diana’s white dress.

“No, I don’t think our burglar will come here.”

“Do you want me, dear?” asked Lady Widdicombe.

“I wanted to tell you that I’d changed my room.”

“Oh, that’s good of you,” said Lady Widdicombe gratefully. “You are sure you don’t mind?”

“Not a bit,” laughed the girl.

“One of Widdicombe’s innumerable cousins has been taken ill,” explained Lady Widdicombe, “and Barbara most kindly offered to change rooms with her.”

Her eyes followed the girl admiringly as she swept down the gallery.

“By the way,” she said. “Barbara told me that the mysterious ‘Candid Friend’ had written a perfectly horrible note about her to one of her relations.”

“She seems to bear up very well,” said Diana smiling.

“I think it is abominable,” said Lady Widdicombe angrily; “abominable! The person who writes those kind of letters should be tarred and feathered.”

In the spacious library, which had been turned into a smokeroom for the night, the Morply burglary and the activities of the “Candid Friend” were the principal topics of conversation. Lord Widdicombe, a tall, thin, dyspeptic man with a sense of humour which so few dyspeptics possess, had already held forth on the iniquity of the anonymous letter-writer.

Whoever was this devilish mischief-maker, he or she had already worked havoc in three homes, and the poison was working in a fourth under their very eyes. It was on the subject of the burglary that Lord Widdicombe was most entertaining, for, as usual, he found something in these crimes to remind him of his Indian experiences, and the Earl of Widdicombe on India was worth going a long way to hear.

“Diamonds?” he said. “Well, I suppose he takes diamonds because they’re most marketable. When I was Governor of Bombay there was staged one of the most sensational diamond robberies which, had it succeeded, would have landed the British Government in a devil of a mess. You’ve heard of the Kali Diamond? I bet you haven’t, though,” he chuckled. “Well, it’s a very famous stone, of no great size, and worth one to a few hundred pounds intrinsically. As a matter of fact, a million wouldn’t buy it, because on one of the facets is engraved by some extraordinary native mechanic a whole verse from one of the sacred books. The microscopic character of the writing and the difficulty of the engraving you may imagine, and it is not wonderful that the natives believe that this inscription is of divine origin.

“There had been one or two attempts to steal the stone and at last the British Government intervened, knowing that if this thing was missing there would be trouble in the Province. They took charge of the stone, which has to be shown on one of their holy days — I think it is next month some time — in fact, I am sure. Well, this infernal jewel was guarded with the greatest care. Nevertheless, a gang of native burglars broke into the vault where it was deposited and got away with it. It happened a week or two before the ceremony which is called ‘The Showing of the Stone,’ and everybody connected with the Government were in a cold sweat of fear. Happily, we managed to get in touch with the rascally robbers but it cost us the greater part of a hundred thousand pounds to restore it.”

“I suppose you let it be pretty well known that the stone was missing?”

“Good Lord, no,” said his lordship, aghast at the idea. “Let the people know that their sacred stone had gone? That would have been the most lunatic proceeding. No, we kept it as quiet as possible. We dare not breathe a. word about the loss, for rumour runs fast in the shiny East.”

Barbara May had strayed into the smokeroom, and, going up behind a young man, touched him on the shoulder. He turned round with a start.

“I’m awfully sorry,” he apologized. “I was listening to a most engrossing story.”

He led her out into the ballroom, and a few seconds later they were two-stepping to the plebeian strains of “Whose Little Baby Are You?”
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“Do you know, Mr. Danton, I’ve been thinking an awful lot about you,” said Barbara May, as the band finished with a crash and they walked out on to the terrace.

“I’m sorry I’ve been responsible for so much mental activity,” said Jack.

“I’ve been wondering what is your job. Everybody knows that you have some mysterious employment — and now I’ve got it.”

“The dickens you have!” he said coolly, sitting down by her side. “And what am I?”

“You’re a policeman.”

His look of dismay made her gurgle with laughter.

“Do I really look like a policeman?” he said.

“Not like an ordinary policeman, but very much like one of those very smart ex-officers who are joining the special branch just now.”

“If I really was a policeman,” he bantered, “I should feel that I had made a very bad beginning.”

“But you are, aren’t you?” she insisted.

“If I wasn’t a policeman I should be very annoyed; and I couldn’t possibly be annoyed with you, Miss May.”

“The question is,” she said, knitting her brows, “are you after the ‘Candid Friend’ or a bad, bold burglar?”

“Would Scotland Yard move in the matter of the ‘Candid Friend’ unless complaints had been made?”

“That’s true,” she replied. “Then you are after the bad, bold burglar, Mopley Mike.”

“Do they call him that?” he said in surprise.

“I call him that,” she said solemnly. “I almost wished you were after the ‘Candid Friend.’ I wonder who she is?”

“You think it is a woman, then?”

“Well,” said Barbara May, shrugging her shapely shoulders, “‘Cat’ is written in every line of them, and they are really horribly wicked. You know she has parted the Flatterleys, and that Tom Fowler is suing for a divorce, and that Mrs. Slee has gone abroad — it is killing her mother.”

He nodded gravely.

“I think that sort of crime is abominable,” he said, unconsciously echoing Lady Widdicombe’s words; “I can respect a burglar, but a slanderer — a person who stabs in the back — must be an obnoxious beast.”

As she was going up to her room that night Barbara May saw Jack talking earnestly to Lord Widdicombe and smiled within herself.

“What is amusing you, Barbara May?” drawled Diana who was coming up the stairs behind her.

“Thoughts,” said Barbara May.

“You’re lucky to be able to smile,” said Diana. “At the end of one of these evenings I am bored cold — bored to weariness — bored wide awake, if you can understand.”

Barbara May turned and faced the girl squarely.

“Why do you come?” she asked quietly.

Diana’s shoulders rose.

“One must do something,” she said.

“Why don’t, you work?” was the brutal question, and Diana shrank delicately.

She was the heiress of one of the richest landowners in the kingdom, as Barbara well knew.

Had Lady Widdicombe seen the two girls at that moment, she would have realized that the antagonism between them was not one-sided.

“What do you call work?” drawled Diana. “To join a. nursing institution, or become a Foreign Office clerk or something?”

“Both of which I have done, said Barbara May, “and both are excellent sedatives. My experience is that the useless day produces the sleepless night.”

“Barbara May,” said the other with a laugh, “aren’t you just a little — er — priggishly capable?”

“Don’t taunt me with my usefulness,” smiled Barbara.

Even the astute Mr. Jack Danton, had he overheard this conversation, could not have guessed that that scene on the stairs had been as carefully rehearsed and forced upon Diana as though Barbara May had spent the morning in teaching her her lines. For Barbara May had gone up those stairs, just a little ahead of Diana, determined to annoy her, and as determined to apologize for her rudeness.

Diana was in the hands of her maid when there came a knock at the bedroom door and Barbara came in.

“Diana, I’ve come to say that I’m so sorry I was rude to you,” she said.

“My dear,” smiled Diana sweetly, “it was quite my fault; I think one gets just a little overtired about this time in the morning.”

“What a beautiful room you have, and what wonderful brushes!” Barbara May admired the set upon the dressing-table. “If I have any fault to find with this room, the ceiling is a little low,” she rattled on.

“I sleep with my windows open,” said Diana, amused at the other’s interest in trifling affairs.

“In spite of the burglar?”

“There isn’t much danger, is there?”

Barbara looked out of the window.

“A man could hardly walk along this parapet,” she said. “Your room is a good thirty feet from the ground.”

She said good night and was at the door when she turned.

“Would you like a cup of chocolate?” she asked.

Now, Diana’s weakness was for chocolate, as Barbara May well knew, but she was amazed at the invitation. The girl laughed.

“I’ve just made some in my room,” she said. “I have an electric kettle and I’m supposed to make chocolate rather well.”

“I should love some. I’ll send Amile for it.”

“It will be ready in three minutes,” said Barbara. “Are you sure you’ve forgiven me?”

“If I hadn’t forgiven you before, I should fall on your neck now,” said Diana with a laugh.

And it really was delicious chocolate. Diana sat up in bed, a dainty, beautiful picture, and sipped the hot and fragrant fluid, and felt as near friendly to Barbara May as it was possible for her to feel. She finished the cup and handed it to the maid.

“I will put the light out and lock the door, Amile,” she said. “Good night. I think I shall sleep.”

Barbara May thought Diana would sleep too. She replaced a tiny bottle half-full of colourless liquid, which she had taken from her dressing-case, and looked at her watch. Then she threw up the window. Her room was on the same floor as Diana’s and between her and the girl was an empty suite. She pulled down the blinds and undressed. From her wardrobe she took a pair of riding breeches, put them on and pulled thick woollen stockings over the silken hose. She stuffed her arms into a jersey coat, put out the light and sat down to wait.

At two o’clock she let the blinds up noiselessly and climbed out of the window on to the parapet. It was no more than twelve inches wide, but this girl had nerves like steel, and she walked without faltering along the narrow ledge.

A slip, and nothing could have saved her from death, but she did not hesitate. She came abreast of Diana’s window and without a pause crept in. Diana was sleeping heavily, and Barbara May stepped to the side of the bed and listened. Her breathing was regular, and she did not move when Barbara laid her

hand gently on her shoulder. The drug she had put into the chocolate had done its work most effectively, and she could, without danger, have switched on the lights, save that it might attract attention from anybody passing along the corridor who would have seen the gleam of light in the room.

She took an electric torch from her pocket and a small bunch of keys. She had only come into the room to apologize to Diana to discover just where Diana put her jewel case. The lock of the steel-lined box yielded after the third attempt and Barbara May made her selection, which was the plaque which had sparkled on Diana’s breast. She was not, however, satisfied with this inspection and pursued certain investigations. They were well rewarded. Her work finished, she hesitated. Very carefully she unlocked the door and peeped out. Only a dim light was burning in the corridor. Should she risk it? Lord Widdicombe employed a night-watchman, but Barbara heard his cough in the hall below.

She closed Diana’s door behind her and walked swiftly up the corridor to her own room, and was at the door, her hand on the handle, when she heard the swish of feet on the carpeted stairs. She turned the handle and could have screamed in her vexation. She had locked the door before she went through the window. She remembered it now, and raged at her folly. There was just one chance. It was that the door of the empty suite was open, and she ran quickly, though it was toward the stairs. The door yielded to her touch — and only in time. From where she stood closing the door she could see the back of a man’s head coming up to the last landing on the stairs. It was Jack Danton.

She closed the door softly, and went to the window which, fortunately, was open. Her nerves were shaken, she discovered, when she again reached her perilous foothold, but she came to her own room without mishap.

From her trunk — the trunk which she had forbidden her maid to unlock — she took out a square black box of dull steel, and to this she added various articles which she laid on the table. From the steel box ran a long flex, to the end of which was attached a wooden plug, which she fitted into one of the electric light brackets. For two hours she worked, and as the light of dawn showed in the eastern sky she went out through the window, traversing the perilous parapet to Diana’s room. She was back in five minutes and, putting away her apparatus, she carefully packed the diamond plaque in a small cardboard box and placed it under her pillow.
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Barbara was one of the first down next morning, a cool healthy figure in grey; and Jack who had just come in from his morning stroll seemed to be the only other guest about.

“Good-morning, Miss May, you’re a very early riser,” he greeted her.

“Aren’t I,” she said. “But there isn’t much virtue in early rising, you know. The worm is an earlier riser, or the bird wouldn’t have got him.”

They strolled out again on to the drive and stood looking across the glorious landscape at the meadowland that sloped down to the river and the forest of lordly oaks which crowned the ridge on the far side of the Stour.

“It’s good to be alive,” said Barbara May.

“I wish I had sufficient energy to walk to the post office.”

“I’ll encourage you,” said Barbara May, “wait till I get my hat.”

They swung down the drive together, past the lodge gates and through the quaint village street. Jack had a sealed packet to send.

“A report to his chief,” thought Barbara.

They had left the shop when suddenly she stopped.

“I must get some stamps,” she said and turned back. “No, don’t come with me; I won’t be a second.”

She walked back into the shop and drew a packet from the pocket of her sports coat.

“This is to be expressed,” she said, “it is stamped and weighed.”

“Very good, miss,” said the postmaster.

He examined the address and dropped the packet into a bag.

“I’m capricious and decided not to buy any stamps at all,” she said as she rejoined Jack. “I feared to keep you waiting, as the masculine temper before breakfast is notoriously savage.”

“When are you going to London?” he asked.

“This afternoon, I think,” she replied.

“I would have gone this morning, but it would have looked so suspicious leaving the house, supposing a burglar had come — and one doesn’t know whether there has been a burglar until all these lazy people wake up.”

He smiled.

“I don’t think there was a burglar last night,” he said rashly.

They went into breakfast together and found Lord and Lady Widdicombe were down. Two or three other guests strolled in.

“Where’s Diana?” asked Lord Widdicombe, attacking a kidney.

“Diana. doesn’t wake till twelve,” said Lady Widdicombe. “Surely you know that.”

“I wish Diana would take a little more cheerful view of things,” grumbled his lordship, with whom Diana was no great favourite, though she was ward and cousin.

Diana did not, in fact, wake until one o’clock, and she woke feeling exceptionally refreshed. She had slept the clock round and that was really an unusual experience for her.

“I must get Barbara to give me the recipe for that chocolate,” she said as she sipped her morning tea, whilst her maid prepared her bath. “Are there any letters, Amile?”

A budget of letters was placed on the coverlet, and Diana glanced through them. Half-an-hour later she was dressed. She wore during the day a pearl necklace and her rings, and she unlocked her little strong-box to get these, and stared into the interior with a white face.

“Amile, quickly,” she called. “Where is my plaque?”

“You put it into the box last night. I saw you.”

“Are you sure?”

“Certain, madame,” said the agitated maid.

Diana made a quick search. No other jewellery was missing, though there was an emerald ring in the box which was worth a fortune. Only the diamonds! She rang the bell and then, remembering she was dressed, she ran down the stairs and met Lord Widdicombe in the hall.

“Willie,” she said rapidly, “somebody has taken my diamond plaque.”

“Oh damn!” said Lord Widdicombe. He caught the eye of the young man talking to Barbara May, and Danton came across.

“Diana has been robbed of a diamond plaque,” said Lord Widdicombe in a low voice. “I wish you’d see her and search the rooms.”

His search produced no results. The plaque had gone, and Jack, greatly perturbed, joined his lordship in the library.

“I can’t understand it,” he said. “She tells me that she always locks her door at night and leaves the key on the inside. This morning the door was locked.”

“Could it be unlocked by an instrument used outside?”

“I tried that,” said Danton, “and I found it is impossible.”

“Then how the devil could it have happened?” demanded the exasperated peer. “Didn’t Diana hear any kind of noise?”

“None whatever,” said Jack; “and it is obviously impossible to get into the house from the outside unless one of the guests occupying a room on the same floor walked along the parapet.”

“That’s unlikely. He would want the nerve of a steeplejack to do that.”

“There’s no doubt about the nerve of the gentleman who’s stolen this plaque,” said Jack grimly. “I can only suggest that you see the guests and put the matter before them, and say that it is possible that one of the servants may have taken the plaque and concealed it in his mistress’s or master’s room. Under those circumstances, they will not object to a search.”

“That is a good idea,” nodded his lordship, and proceeded to interview his guests, who readily acquiesced.

The search, conducted ostensibly by Lord Widdicombe, but in reality by Jack who had “volunteered to help,” was thorough but fruitless.

Diana, revelling in an unaccustomed atmosphere of sympathy, treated the matter lightly. “I don’t mind the loss of the plaque, because it is insured,” she said. “It was a beautiful thing. I only bought it a month ago from Streetley’s.”

“That’s queer,” said Widdicombe with a frown.

His wife looked at him in surprise.

“What is that, Widdicombe?” she asked.

“Why, that Crewe-Sanders woman who lost her diamonds had only bought them a month or so before at Streetley’s.”

“Well, that is not remarkable,” said a guest.

They were taking tea in the big drawingroom in the afternoon when the exchange of views occurred.

“Streetley’s is the biggest of the fashionable jewellers, and I suppose half the stuff one sees women wearing came from that firm.”

“What I worry about,” said Diana, bringing attention back to her own misfortune, “is the knowledge that this wretched man was in my room whilst I was asleep.”

“I wonder he had the heart to do it, Diana,” said his lordship sarcastically, and then seriously: “I’m very annoyed it has happened. I thought we should get through our week without this kind of trouble.”

“I wonder the thief had the heart to do it,” said Diana sarcastically.
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Jack made a very complete search of the grounds, particularly in the vicinity of the mansion. Beneath Diana’s window he looked for the telltale marks of

a ladder, but there were none to be found.

All the time he was searching he had the certainty in his mind that the crime had been committed from the inside of the house. Who was there to suspect? Strangely enough, he had already ruled out the possibility of a servant being responsible for the robbery. Most of the guests had brought their own maids; but they were housed in a part of the building which made it impossible that they could reach Diana’s room in the middle of the night.

He came back in a troubled frame of mind to interview Lord Widdicombe. His lordship was pacing his library when the detective entered.

“Well, Danton,” he said, “have you discovered anything?”

Jack shook his head.

“Nothing,” he said.

Widdicombe resumed his pacing.

“I wish to heaven it hadn’t happened,” he said. “Diana can well afford the loss — she is very rich. It is the thought that it is somebody in this house, a guest possibly, who is the thief that bothers me. When are you going back to town?” he asked suddenly.

“To-day. I thought of going back by the same train as Miss May.”

Lord Widdicombe frowned.

“Barbara May, eh?” he said, “a very nice girl, and a very unfortunate girl, too,” he added significantly.

“What do you mean?” asked Jack, alert to defend where no defence was called for.

“Unfortunate, because she has been in every house where as burglary has been committed. In other words, Danton, whenever this mysterious visitor has come, Barbara May has been a guest. “Wait, wait,” he said, holding up his hand, “I am not suggesting that Barbara knows anything about this wretched thief — that would be too preposterous a suggestion; but there is the fact. It has been rubbed into me by Diana, and you can’t get away from ‘it, Danton.”

Jack shrugged.

“For the matter of that, Miss Wold has been at most of the places where the burglaries have been committed.”

“By jove! so she has,” said Lord Widdicombe thoughtfully; “but, pshaw! I don’t think we need consider either Diana or Barbara. Now, the point that strikes me — and I am not a detective — is: if the thief is a guest in this house the jewel must be in this house still. Unless—”

“Unless what?” asked Jack.

“Unless,” said Lord Widdicombe slowly, “they have managed to get it away.”

“That presupposes a confederate,” said Jack Danton, “and I have an idea that the thief is playing a lone hand.”

“Either a confederate, or else the plaque has been — well, posted.”

Jack laughed.

“They must have got up very early,” he said. “The only person who went to the post-office in the first part of the morning was myself.” He stopped suddenly. Barbara also had been to the post-office, and —

“Nobody else?” asked Lord Widdicombe curiously.

“Nobody,” said Jack.

He got away from his host as soon as he could. He must settle this torturous suspicion which was disturbing his mind. Barbara May! It was impossible.

As soon as he could get away, he went to the post-office and found the old postmaster making up his books.

“Mr. Villers, as a servant of the Government, you will understand that what I tell you is very confidential.”

He passed his card across the counter, and the old man, fixing his glasses, read, and uttered an exclamation of astonishment.

“I had no idea, sir, you were in the police,” he said. “I’ve got a nephew—”

But Jack cut short the recital of his relative’s qualities.

“Mr. Villers, can you tell me how many registered parcels have been despatched from the post-office to-day?”

“None, sir,” said the old man promptly, “not a single one.”

Jack heaved a sigh of relief.

“And the letters, of course, you could not keep track of?”

“No, sir; the only one I know anything about is an express letter which was handed in early this morning.”

“By whom?” asked Jack quickly.

“By that young lady, Miss May, I think her name is.”

The heart of Jack Danton sank.

“Are you sure?”

“Why, yes, sir; she came in with you early this morning, and then she came back and said she had forgotten she had the letter to send.”

He remembered now that Barbara had said she was going back to buy some stamps.

“What sort of letter was it?” he asked, feeling a little sick at heart.

“Well, it was a pretty bulky letter, sir; it felt to me as though there was a cardboard box inside.”

“To where was it addressed? I suppose you don’t remember that?” asked Jack quickly.

“Yes, I do, sir; I took a note of it, because it was an unusual thing to send an express letter from here.”

He turned up a book.

“It was sent to Mr. Singh, 903 Bird-in-Bush Road, Peckham. That’s what made me notice the address particularly; I never knew there was such a road in London.”

Jack jotted down the address mechanically.

Singh! An Indian name. He frowned, and tried to associate this circumstance with something he had heard only recently. He must know the truth, he felt, as he walked slowly back to the house, for her sake and for his. He realized now all that Barbara May meant to him, all the high hopes that had been planted in his heart, and whilst he could not bring himself to believe that the girl was a common thief, yet every new fact which was disclosed went to sup-

port that view. The meeting she had had with the mysterious Mr. Smith at Hyde Park Corner, the discovery that he had in his possession a diamond plaque similar to that which had been stolen — this was a damning confirmation of his worst fears.

Diana Wold treated the matter of her loss very lightly; she strolled into Barbara May’s room and watched her packing.

“The world’s sympathy is very precious to me,” she said cheerfully, “it is almost worth the loss of my plaque.”

“I don’t believe that,” smiled Barbara.

“What a tremendous lot of baggage you bring,” said Diana interested. “That great box and two suitcases; really, Barbara, you are equipped for a world tour.”

“Aren’t I,” laughed the girl, and then Lady Diana smelt something. It was a fragrant and peculiar perfume. What was more, it was a perfume which was made especially for her.

“Excuse me if I sniff,” she said. “What scent is that Barbara?”

“Scent,” said Barbara in surprise, and then slowly, “I have noticed it before. I never use any other perfume than lavender water.”

Diana changed the subject, and a few minutes after went back to her own room and rang for her maid.

“Amile, where is my perfume?”

“You put it in your jewel case, madame,” said the girl.

Diana unlocked the little steel box and, putting in her hand, brought out a squat cut-glass bottle. She knew before she touched it that the stopper was out, and feeling gingerly on the bottom of the box she found it was damp.

“I remember now,” she said slowly, “I put it away in a hurry, and I must have spilt a little. That will do, Amile.”

She sat down on the bed to think.

So it was Barbara May whose hand had been inside that box: Barbara May who — suddenly Diana went white and, unlocking the little safe again, she took some papers out and examined them. They were all there. She sighed her relief. All there, but they reeked of her perfume. She carried the papers to the fireplace, put them in and set a match to them. As she watched the flames curl upwards there came to her the faint fragrance of the perfume with which they were saturated.

So Barbara May was the thief.
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She said no more, and both Widdicombe and Jack Danton found her unusually quiet that afternoon.

After Barbara had gone up to her room to make her final preparations for her departure, Jack asked a question which had puzzled him. They were alone together in the big conservatory that looked out over the park.

“I can’t understand, Miss Wold,” he said, “how the thief could get into your room, unlock the door, and not disturb you. Are you a. heavy sleeper?”

She shook her head.

“As a matter of fact, I am a very light sleeper,” she said, and added deliberately, “probably it was Barbara May’s chocolate which proved such an excellent sedative.”

“What do you mean?” asked Jack quickly.

“Barbara brought me in a cup of chocolate before I went to sleep,” said Diana carelessly. “We had a little quarrel, and this was her love-gift to make up,” she added with a grim smile.

“What happened after?”

“I haven’t the slightest idea,” said Diana. “I know I must have fallen asleep immediately, and I must have

slept like a log. I did not wake until nearly lunch time, and I certainly heard nobody come into my room or leave it.”

Jack Danton spoke very little on the way to town, and Barbara May, on the contrary, was unusually vivacious and gay.

He put her into a cab (the handsome car he had seen at Hyde Park Corner was evidently reserved for special occasions) and went to his diggings and changed. Half-an-hour later he was riding on top of a south-bound tram — car wondering what result his investigations would have. He made an inquiry of the conductor.

“Bird-in-Bush Road? Yes, sir; it is near the Canal Bridge in the Old Kent Road. I’ll tell you when we get there.”

The thoroughfare proved to be a long winding road of respectable middle-class houses. No. 903 was a corner house with a yellow stucco front, and plaster half columns, which gave it the appearance curiously reminiscent of an Egyptian tomb.

He did not go to the house, but strolled up and down on the opposite side of the road. The place itself showed no sign of life. The garden was neglected and weed-grown; its windows had not received attention for months.

It was getting dark when a cab came rattling along the road, stopping some distance from the house. A girl alighted, and Jack’s heart leapt, for he recognized without difficulty the trim figure of the woman he loved. She dismissed the cab and came along without hesitation, turning into the front garden, and he saw her walk up the half-a-dozen steps which led to the front door. She had hardly knocked before the door was opened.

The unknown occupant had been watching for her, thought Jack. What was happening there? He walked down the side street parallel with the garden of No. 903, and here he could obtain a view of the back of the house. The view, however, offered him no satisfaction, and he resumed his vigil along the sidewalk of Bird-in-Bush Road. Presently the door opened and the girl came out. Nobody accompanied

her to the gate, and she turned and walked swiftly in the direction of the Old Kent Road. Should he follow her? He decided to wait a little while, and conduct a little private investigation. First, he must know who was the occupant of this house, and he waited until the girl was out of sight before he crossed and entered the unkempt garden.

His knock was not answered. He knocked again. Presently he heard soft footsteps in the passage, the rattling of chains, and the door opened a few inches to disclose a dark suspicious-looking face.

“Does Mr. Singh live here?”

“Yes, sir,” answered the Indian in perfect English. “But he is engaged.”

“I want to see him,” said Jack impatiently.

“I will tell him, sir.”

The man attempted to close the door, but Jack’s foot formed a wedge which could not be overcome.

“You cannot come in,” said the Indian agitatedly. “I will tell Mr. Singh you wish to see him, but you must wait outside.”

“I’ll wait inside,” said Jack, and with a heave of his shoulders, pushed open the door.

So far he got when a door at the end of the passage opened and a man came out. He was not, as the detective had anticipated, an Indian, but a very matter of fact, commonplace European, respectably attired, and of excellent physique.

“What do you want?” he asked.

“I want to see Mr. Singh.”

“Well, you can’t see him,” said the other brusquely.

“I not only can, but will see him,” said Jack savagely, and to his amazement the man laughed.

“I don’t think I should try, Mr. Danton,” he said, and Jack stared at him.

“You know me?”

“Oh, yes; you are Mr. Danton of Scotland Yard. I know you very well,” said the other, evidently amused at the sensation he had created, “and I assure you that Mr. Singh is not able to see you because he is a very sick man. This English climate doesn’t agree with him, and I have strict orders to see that he is not disturbed. And under any circumstances, Mr. Danton, you have no right to force your way into the house without a search warrant.”

Which was so absolutely true that Jack felt extremely foolish.

“There is no question of a search Warrant,” he said. “I merely want to ask a few questions.”

“Those questions cannot be answered until—” the man hesitated, “until Mr. Singh is well enough to see you.”

Thus the adventure ended — lopsidedly, as he told himself, as he walked up the Street to catch a tramcar back to town.

He was turning the key to admit himself into his flat, when there flashed upon him the recollection of Lord Widdicombe’s story. The Kali Diamond. That was why the Indian association had been familiar. But he had no sooner thought of this connection than he realized its absurdity. If the Kali Diamond were in England, he could understand Barbara May’s activity and the reason why she was working hand-in-glove with the Indian Singh.

He tried all that night to find some logical and plausible explanation that would acquit Barbara May of any kind of complicity. And at the end he went to sleep with an aching head and a sense of despair.
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“Read this,” said the Commissioner next morning, when Jack reported himself to headquarters.

The Detective Inspector took the letter. It was written on a grey paper that was strangely familiar to him.

“DEAR Sir, (it ran)

“I think it is only right that you should know that Inspector John Danton is working hand-in-glove with a jewel thief, who recently stole Miss Diana Wold’s diamond plaque. He is not only working with her, but he is in love with her. The girl’s name is Barbara May, who was a guest of Lord Widdicombe’s on the night that the plaque was stolen. If you take the trouble to inquire, you will discover that she was a guest in every house where the plaques have been stolen.

“Yours truly,

“A CANDID FRIEND.”

“Posted in London,” said the Commissioner. “What have you got to say to that, Danton?”

Jack’s face turned red and white.

“It is monstrous,” he gasped.

“It is certainly unkind,” said the Commissioner drily. “Do you know Miss May?”

“Very well indeed,” said Jack stoutly, “and this is a disgraceful charge.”

“What is there disgraceful about it? What is the most annoying thing about it? The suggestion that you are in love with her?” asked the other with a twinkle in his eye.

“The whole thing is dastardly,” said Jack hotly, and the Commissioner nodded.

“Exactly,” he said. “Your job is to find the writer of those letters. Diana Wold, by the way, has been the recipient of a scandalous epistle — she got me on the telephone a little time ago — and told me about it.”

Jack examined the letter. The writing was obviously disguised, but it was the letter of an educated person.

“You were with the Widdicombes when the plaque was stolen?” the Commissioner went on. “Did you get any kind of a clue?”

Jack shook his head.

“No, sir,” Jack lied, and tried to keep his eyes steady.

“Humph!” said the Commissioner, “anyway, it isn’t your job. And, by the way, no word of these robberies is to be made public. We must keep the matter secret for reasons of our own.”

Though it was not Jack’s job, and he well knew it, he had an interest in the stealer of stones which the Commissioner could not guess, unless he gave credence to the malicious charge which the “Candid Friend” had made.

His first call that morning, after leaving Scotland Yard, was on Streetley’s, the jewellers, and he was taken into the office of the proprietor, an elderly, saturnine man, who gave him a cold welcome.

“You quite understand, Mr. Streetley, that I am not officially engaged in the case,” explained Jack, “but I have a personal interest, inasmuch as Lord Widdicombe is a friend of mine and I know Miss Diana Wold, who was the last person to lose her jewellery. It is common gossip that the plaques that have been stolen have been purchased from your firm within the last six months.”

Mr. Streetley nodded.

“That is true,” he said. “We are the biggest firm in London who sell and purchase cut diamonds, and we certainly have the most valuable selection of stones in Europe.”

“Can you account for the fact that these plaques have been stolen? There is nobody who has an especial grudge against your firm?”

Old Streetley smiled.

“I can’t see that they would be revenged upon us by stealing property which we have sold,” he said.

“Then you can offer no explanation?”

“None whatever,” said Mr. Streetley, and was evidently relieved that the interview was finished.

As he went. out of the big shop, Jack looked round for some sign of the man Smith, who was described as Streetley’s manager. If he was on the premises, he was not visible.

He was not satisfied. He remembered that a friend of his, a very wealthy stockbroker, had told him a month or two ago that he had bought his wife a plaque at Streetley’s. Probably she would be the next recipient of the burglar’s. attention.

He called him up on the ‘phone to find that he was not at his office. A second call he put through was more successful. Mr. Bordle was at home at his Park Lane flat, and to there Jack repaired.

“Come in, Danton,” said the other heartily, “my wife’s out of town. I’ve a touch of the ‘flu, and I’m bored to death.”

“And I am going to bore you a little more,” smiled Jack. “Do you remember some time ago, Bordle, you

told me that you were buying your wife some jewellery at Streetley’s.”

The other nodded.

“That’s perfectly true: I bought two plaques, one for my wife and one for my sister. I gave it to her as a wedding-present: she was getting married just about then. And the next time I get jewellery,” he added with a little grimace, “I assure you it will not be at Streetley’s!”

“Why?” asked Jack eagerly.

“Because they’re fussy,” said Bordle.

“We hadn’t had the jewel a month before they sent a man to ask if we would return it because they had made some mistake about the setting and they wanted to put it right. As far as I could see, the setting was perfect, and my wife at first refused to send it back — so did my sister.”

“They made the same request of her?” said Jack in surprise.

“That’s so,” said Bordle. “Anyway, we sent them back. They kept the darned things for nearly a month before they returned them, and so far as I could see, they had made no alteration whatever in the setting. They played the same trick with a fellow I know.”

“Asked for the plaque back?” said Jack in surprise. “How many plaques do they sell in the course of a year?”

“Hundreds, I should think,” said the other. “They’re the best people in London for that kind of work; they’re scrupulously honest, and they do not ask for a big profit, so they get a tremendous lot of custom. But why are you so interested?”

“If I tell you, you’ve to keep the facts as a secret,” said Jack; “they have not yet been made public,” and he explained the curious fate of all plaques which had been purchased at Streetley’s.

“Well, they won’t get mine,” said Bordle with a laugh. “It is in the strong room at my bank. But I must warn my sister, Carrie.”
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The Daily Telephone
 had an item of news the following morning which interested quite a number of people:

“It is an open secret that society has been greatly disturbed through the activities of an unknown letter-writer signing himself ‘A Candid Friend.’ The real secrets of society are well kept, and, until a few days ago, few people outside of an exclusive circle knew about this pestiferous correspondence, which has been going on now for nearly a year. Nobody has been spared the malignant attentions of this unknown scoundrel. In consequence, wives have been separated from husbands, whole families estranged, and there is at least one case of suicide traceable to the vicious writer of the letters. A painful feature is the apparent fact that the writer is himself a society man, and acquainted, and possibly on terms of friendship, with his victims. The police are sparing no effort to bring the miscreant to justice.”

That afternoon, Mason, the star reporter of the Daily Telephone
 , walked into his chief’s room, closing the door carefully behind him.

The editor looked up and nodded inquiringly.

“I’ve found a good story,” said Mason, “and I got on to it quite by accident. Do you know that for some considerable time — for three months I believe — there have been a succession of jewel robberies, and that properties of the value of eighty thousand pounds have been stolen from various country houses?”

The editor frowned.

“I have never heard of it,” he said, “there have been no police reports—”

“No, for some reason the robberies have been kept quiet. I rather fancy that the people who have been victimized suspect one of their own number.”

“The police have circulated no description of the missing property?” asked the editor.

Mason shook his head.

“I got the story from a man who was making inquiries at Lord Widdicombe’s place on quite another matter. One of the servants told him, and then begged him to say nothing because, apparently, they had all been sworn to secrecy.”

“That’s curious,” said the editor, leaning back in his chair. “It sounds like a good story to me. Have you particulars of the other robberies?”

“Three of them,” nodded Mason. “I have two or three reporters out making inquiries in other places, and I think, if we can get it confirmed from elsewhere, this ought to be a very big story indeed.”

He went back to his own room, and all that afternoon there came to him scraps of information that enabled him to piece together a story which promised to be sensational. In one respect he drew blank. Scotland Yard knew nothing of the robberies; or, if they knew, for their own purpose declined to make a statement. It was not remarkable, because Scotland Yard sometimes resents newspaper publicity about a crime which it is investigating. Publicity very often means the undoing of all the secret work, the cutting open of the net which is being drawn around the unsuspecting criminal. Mason did not expect much help from that grim stone building on the Thames Embankment. He relied more upon the searching inquiries which the reporters were making in half-a-dozen places.

By six o’clock that night he had the skeleton of a narrative sketched out, and reported to his chief.

“It is going to be a big story,” he said.

“The very fact that people are being shielded, that Scotland Yard has issued no warning to jewellers, seems to prove that this is a bigger thing than I at first anticipated.”

That night the editor, dining at his club, saw Jack Danton wandering disconsolately into the smokeroom, and buttonholed him.

“You’re the very man I want to see,” he said.

“Oh, lord,” said Jack dismally, “you’re not going to ask me who the ‘Candid Friend’ is?”

“Something more important than that,” said the editor. “We’ve got a big story in the office, and I want some sort of confirmation before I print it.”

He was not speaking the exact truth. The story would be printed whether it was confirmed from headquarters or not. The character of the mystery which surrounded the robberies was sufficient justification.

“What about those jewel robberies?” he asked, eyeing the other keenly.

Jack presented a blank face. The word had gone out from the Commissioner’s office that no word about the jewel robberies must be spoken.

“Jewel robberies?” he asked, with an heroic attempt to appear puzzled, “which particular robbery? Do you mean the smashing of Carter and Smith’s shop in Regent Street?”

“You know jolly well I don’t mean that,” said the editor. “I am referring to the extraordinary burglaries that have been committed at various country houses. A number of diamond plaques have been stolen, presumably by somebody who is a guest in the house.”

“I’ve never heard of them,” said Jack, shaking his head. “What wonderful fellows you newspaper men are: you get stories of crimes which Scotland Yard has never heard about — upon my word, I believe you commit them yourselves to make news.”

The editor was an old friend of his, and friendship has its privileges.

“I’d like to bet any amount of money that you’re lying,” he said. “Your air of innocence is one of the worst camouflages I have ever seen. I am going to print that story.”

“Print it, my dear lad,” said Jack wearily, “only don’t expect me, to read it. I never read your beastly paper, anyway.”

The editor chuckled, finished his coffee, and went quickly back to the office.

The pressure of a bell brought Mason.

“Have you any further facts about these diamond plaques?” he said.

“Sufficient to make a good story,” replied the other with relish. “Mrs. Crewe-Sanders lost a plaque only a. week ago, and Miss Diana Wold, the society beauty, lost another in exactly similar circumstances. I’ll go ahead.”

He went ahead to the extent of two columns with glaring headlines.

SOCIETY’S MYSTERIOUS ROBBER.

The Criminal Who Only Steals Diamond Plaques.

WHO IS THE THIEF?



It was an excellent story, excellently done, and at eleven o’clock that night, when the pages had been “plated,” and all was ready for printing, nothing seemed to prevent the Daily Telephone
 making a big scoop.

Before the plates were on the machine, however, there arrived at the Telephone
 office two important police officers, one of whom was the Commissioner. They were shown immediately to the editor’s room.

“We hear you’ve got a big story tonight,” said the Commissioner, “a pretty little fairy story about stolen jewellery.”

“That’s right,” said the editor with a smile. “Have you come to give us a few more details?”

“Not on your life,” said the Commissioner, as he sat himself on the other side of the editor’s desk, “only — you will not print that story.”

“Why not?” asked the astonished editor.

“There are many reasons, and one is the interest of justice. It is an old tag which I have trotted out before,” said the Commissioner calmly, “but I am trotting it out with greater emphasis than heretofore.”

“But why on earth not?” asked the editor.

The Commissioner took an envelope from his pocket, extracted a slip of paper, and pushed it towards the journalist.

“I hate to remind you that certain sections of the Defence of the Realm Act are still in force,” he said apologetically, “but here is an order.”

The editor read the slip with a frown.

“Damn!” he said.

The story of the jewel robbery did not appear.

That was not the only mystery circumstance attached to the theft. Diana had a woman friend in Cannes, and the day after the theft she despatched a long telegram describing the loss; two hours after she had sent the wire to the post-office it came back to her in an envelope, and written across the telegraph form in red ink were the words:

“This cannot be despatched.”

She got on to the telephone and demanded furiously from an important official the meaning of this extraordinary happening.

“I am exceedingly sorry that you should have been inconvenienced, Miss Wold,” said that gentleman suavely, “but, as a matter of fact, I stopped the message going myself.”

“But why?” she demanded.

“The police requested us to allow no reference to the robberies to pass over the wire — you see, we are anxious to catch the thief,” he went on soothingly, “and the greater secrecy there is, and the less that is said about this matter, the easier it will be for the police to make their capture.”

She hung up the receiver, wondering what on earth it all meant.
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Jack did not see Barbara May for three or four days, although he was in the Row every morning, cursing himself for his folly, but bitterly disappointed when she failed to appear. At last he could stand it no longer — he would see her; he would talk to her, and would not mince his words. At least he might dispel the cloud of suspicion which surrounded her, and if the worse came to the worst he might help her to evade the consequence of her mad acts. That she was a victim — the dupe of others — he was certain.

Barbara May had a little flat in Weatherhall Mansions, Victoria. He thought at first of ringing her up to tell her he was coming, but decided that on the whole there was a chance of her refusing to see him.

As he entered the vestibule of the residential Mansions the elevator was coming down, and he stepped aside as the door rattled back and two men stepped out. The first was the man he had seen at Bird-in-Bush Road; the second was he who had called himself Smith, and who had been described to him as the manager of Streetley’s. They were talking together in a low voice as they walked out, and neither man appeared to notice him. What did it

mean? He must have an end to this mystery; though he told himself, as the lift carried him up to the third floor, that he had no more right to inquire into Barbara May’s private life than he had to take out of the hands of the police-officers who were engaged in unravelling the mysterious robberies a case in which

he had no concern.

A trim maid admitted him, and showed him into a small and pretty drawingroom. A few minutes afterwards Barbara May came in.

“This is a great surprise, Mr. Danton,” she said. “I am very glad to see you. Is it anything serious?” she asked quickly, noticing the look in his face.

“It is rather serious, Barbara,” he said, and she flushed slightly. “I saw two men coming out of the elevator as I came in. Are they friends of yours?”

She hesitated.

“I don’t know which two men you refer to,” drawled the girl. “I had two men to see me to-day on a matter of business.”

“I refer to the man Smith — the manager of Streetley’s — and the man who lives in Bird-in-Bush Road,” he said bluntly, and he saw her colour change.

“You are being very mysterious, Mr. Danton,” she said after awhile, and her voice was quiet and even. She met his gaze without flinching. “Won’t you tell

me just what you mean?”

“I mean this,” said Jack quietly, “that wherever this strange thief in the night has stolen into people’s bedrooms and taken their jewellery, you have been a guest in the same house. I mean, also, that you sent away by post from the Widdicombe’s place a package containing a box which I had reason to believe held the diamond plaque of Diana Wold. That packet was addressed to a house in Bird-in-Bush Road, which is in the occupation of an Indian.”

He paused but she was silent, and he went on:

“Barbara, won’t you let me help you? I know you visited that house the day you came back from London, and I am worried to death about the whole business. I haven’t come here because I am a police-officer, I have come here because I am — a — a — friend. I will help you, even though it means my eternal disgrace and my being thrown out of the police service.”

He saw her face soften, and impulsively she laid her hand on his.

“Jack Danton, you are very good,” she said gently, “but I think you are wasting your sympathy. Anyway,” she went on after another interregnum of silence, “I could never accept such a sacrifice at your hands.”

“But won’t you tell me what it all means? Barbara, did you take Diana’s plaque?”

She did not answer.

“Tell me. For God’s sake, tell me. This thing is driving me mad.”

Suddenly she rose, and she was a shade paler.

“I cannot explain anything, Jack,” she said. “If you think I stole the jewellery, if you believe I am a thief, I must let you think so for a little while. You don’t think I am the ‘Candid Friend’ also, do you?” she asked with a little smile.

“No, no; I’ll swear you are not that. Barbara, are you in somebody’s hands? Are you being — are they using you as a tool? Can’t I help you?”

He grew almost incoherent in his anxiety.

She shook her head.

“You cannot help me at all, except — except—” her voice sank, and the words were almost whispered, “except by trusting me. And now,” she said briskly, “I am going to ring for tea and you are not to ask me any more questions.”

“Barbara,” he interrupted slowly, “is this mystery connected with the Kali Diamond?”

She went white, and put out her hand to grip a table for support.

“What do you mean?” she breathed. “Kali Diamond? I — I don’t understand, Jack,” and then, turning suddenly, she walked swiftly from the room.

A few minutes later her maid carne in.

“Miss May has a very bad headache, and she asks you to excuse her. Can I get you some tea, sir?”

“No, thank you,” said Jack rising unsteadily. His brain was in a, whirl; his thoughts so confused that he could not order them. He went out into the street like a man in a dream. Barbara May was a thief — a thief!
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Diana Wold was blessed with great possessions. She had a great house in Carlton House Terrace, an estate in Norfolk, a villa at Cannes, and a miniature palace on the shores of Lake Como. The loss of a couple of thousand pounds worth of jewellery did not worry her at all; it was, indeed, well worth the excitement the burglary had caused, and the interest which had come in consequence into her bored life.

Many men had wooed Diana and had found her as cold as stone and less responsive. Men had little or no attraction for her; her interests lay elsewhere.

Beautiful as she was indubitably, a consciousness of her charms awakened no desire to employ them until she came against the polished granite of Jack Danton’s personality. He was the one goodlooking man she had met who did not approach her with that possessive confidence which she had invariably found was the attribute of presentable men. He had neither courted nor flattered her, and when he had neglected her it had not been a studious, but a natural neglect.

She had known him when he was in the army, and before he had begun to serve the State in another capacity.

The war had matured him, made him something different to the rather gawky lad she had known when she was in short frocks; but even in those days he had never flattered her, never even asked her to dance with him, but his magnificent aloofness had not piqued her until now.

“Jack Danton treats me as though I were a very elegant piece of furniture,” she had said to Widdicombe as they came up to town together.

“There are times when I like to be regarded as human.”

“In other words, he doesn’t make love to you,” said Widdicombe bluntly. “Well, that must be a relief, Diana, and the poor fellow is saving himself a great many heartaches.”

She laughed softly.

“I don’t think Jack Danton’s heart is of the aching kind,” she said.

She expected him to call upon her when she was in town, and when he did not she wrote him a little note and asked him to come to tea.

He arrived to the second — his very punctuality annoyed her — he was so obviously paying a polite call that the girl was unexpectedly annoyed.

“Jack,” she said at last — with touch of asperity in her tone— “one would imagine to hear you talk that you had been reading a manual on the art of polite and meaningless conversation.”

“I’m sorry if I have been quiet,” he said in surprise.

“I expected you to be interesting,” she said almost tartly. “Can’t you tell me about murders and criminals, and bank robberies, and things like that?”

He stared at her and she laughed.

“Really, Jack, you don’t suppose that your occupation is a secret, do you? We all know you’re a policeman: that is why it is so fascinating to know you.”

He laughed awkwardly.

“I am sorry I can’t tell you about the amazing mysteries I have unravelled,” he said. “The fact is, I haven’t unravelled them. Police work is a very mundane, humdrum sort of a business, and the purple spots occur at horribly long intervals.”

“Why don’t you marry?” she asked suddenly.

“Marry — me?” he said astonished. “My dear Miss Wold—”

“And please don’t call me Miss Wold: you used to call me by my Christian name, and if you don’t do that I shall feel uncomfortable when I call you Jack.”

“Then I’ll relieve you from that embarrassment, Diana,” he smiled. “Why haven’t I married? Heaven knows. In the first place, I am a poor man and couldn’t support a wife; in the second place—”

“In the second place,” she repeated when he paused.

“Well, there is nobody who wants me particularly.”

“Is there nobody you want?”

“No,” he answered shortly.

She was looking down at the handkerchief she held in her hand.

“I don’t think that the question of money ought to come into marriage,” she said. “Why don’t you marry a rich girl? There are plenty of them about.”

“But none that I’m particularly in love with,” smiled Jack; “and anyway, Diana, I couldn’t marry a woman who was immensely wealthy and live on her;

it would be a hateful life.”

“That is your conceit,” she said, looking up. “If you were a rich man you would not think twice about asking a poor girl to marry you, and she wouldn’t think twice of accepting. You could do that, because such a marriage would give you a lordly feeling of patronage.”

Jack shook his head.

“I don’t agree with you; and anyway, I should never give a woman an opportunity of being particularly lordly or patronising where I was concerned.”

Diana Wold was annoyed: she had no desire to marry Jack or any other man, but she would dearly love to have added his proposal to a score of others that had come her way, and he was tantalizingly and maddeningly aloof. She almost hated him for that.

“Are you in love with Barbara?” she asked, and Jack started.

“That’s exactly the question the ‘Candid Friend’ asked the Commissioner.”

“Oh, do tell me about the ‘Candid Friend,’” she broke in eagerly. “Is it a man or a woman, and did he really say you were in love with Barbara? How wonderful! How clever of him!”

“I don’t think it is particularly clever, and one of these days I shall take the ‘Candid Friend’ by the arm and I shall lead her to the nearest police station, and she will cut an ignoble and ignominious figure in the bright steel pen,” said Jack savagely.

So he was in love with Barbara May, she thought. Her quick woman intuition had divined his secret. And, as she thought, a wave of anger swept over her.

She did not like Barbara May, and knew that the dislike was mutual. And if all her suspicions had justification, what an ironical situation would be created! Jack Danton would be called upon to arrest

the woman he loved! The very thought of this possibility brought a new interest into her jaded young life.

After Jack had gone she considered the situation in her beautiful little boudoir overlooking the Mall.

Barbara May’s address she knew. She had got to obtain admission to those apartments, and have time to make her search, and she was certain that she could discover evidence which would leave no possible doubt of Barbara’s guilt.
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Later in the evening, in answer to a telephone call, the chief of a private detective agency called upon her, and was shown into her study.

“I am going to be perfectly frank with you, Mr. Day,” said Diana after the visitor was seated. “I have reason to suspect that a girl friend of mine is the ‘Candid Friend’ of whom you have heard.”

“The anonymous letter-writer,” said Day in surprise.

Diana nodded.

“I do not want the police to interfere, as I am most anxious that she should not be exposed publicly,” said Diana sweetly.

“One hates the thought of a young girl facing the ordeal of police court proceedings, but at the same time I want to discover whether my suspicions are correct. In fact, Mr. Day, I want to search her flat whilst she and her maid are out.”

The detective pulled a long face.

“That’s rather a serious business, miss,” he said; “and it is interfering with the work of the regular police, which I do not like to do. You see, I am an ex-sergeant of the police myself.”

“I will compensate you for any risks you may run,” said Diana steadily, “and, at any rate, there is no reason why you should not make the necessary inquiries, and—” she paused, “secure me a key which will open the flat door. I am not asking you to help me in the search.”

“That’s different,” said the man, relieved; “and though, of course, I can’t get you the key of the flat, I daresay I could call here one day and leave a key by accident, which you might find would fit the lock, and I could also help you by discovering when the lady and her servant are out.”

“That is all I ask you to do,” said Diana. She opened the little bureau and took out a bank note. “This is for a hundred pounds, and is only on account, Mr. Day,” she said.

Mr. Day pocketed the note with every evidence of satisfaction.

On the Thursday, three days later, he called again, but made no reference to Barbara May or the Weatherhall Mansions flat. When he left she found a key on the table, and put it into her bag with a smile.

The next morning she was called by telephone.

“The person you are interested in has gone to Sunningdale to stay with Mrs. Merstham. She has taken her maid,” said a voice.

“Thank you,” said Diana.

She collected all the bureau keys she could find in the house; they might be useful, she thought, for if there was any evidence of her crime in the flat, Barbara May would certainly lock it up.

She walked into the vestibule of the Mansions, and, to her relief, the elevator had just gone up. She was able to walk up the stairs without the lift man seeing her. Yet it was with a beating heart that she opened the door of Barbara’s flat, walked in, and closed the door softly behind her.

From room to room she went, opening drawers, peering into cupboards, but without making a discovery until she went into Barbara’s bedroom. There were few articles of furniture in the room, which was a large and airy one, and the only locked drawer proved amenable to the attentions of one of the keys she had brought with her. But here she drew blank, to her disappointment, for the drawer contained nothing that was in any way helpful.

She was leaving the room disappointed, when it occurred to her to turn down the pillows of the bed. It looked as though she had failed again when, by accident, her hand touched the sheeted overlay and she felt something hard. To pull aside the sheet was the work of a second, and then she saw and gasped.

Neatly let into the mattress was a square space occupied by a cash box. She extracted this with shaking hands, and carried the box to a table near the window. It was locked, but the lock was of a flimsy character. The third of her keys fitted and the lid swung back. And as she took out the trays with which the box was fitted, she gasped, for each tray contained two diamond pendants!

Openmouthed, Diana examined the jewels; each bore a neat little linen label on which the name of the owner was written. She saw her own plaque, it was the third she examined. What should she do? She was in some dilemma. She could not carry the box to the police and say that she had made a search. That would look bad. Society would not view her actions very kindly, however noble her intentions might have been.

And then she had an inspiration. She replaced the jewels carefully on their trays, closed the lid of the box and locked it, and placed it back in the square hole that was cut in the mattress, covering this with the sheet and placing the two pillows neatly where she had found them.

In a few minutes she was driving back to Carlton House Terrace. It would be a lovely revenge!

She got on to Scotland Yard by telephone, and, as luck would have it, Jack was in his office.

“Will you come to me at once?” she pleaded. “It is very important.”

“I am awfully busy,” he excused himself.

“But this is tremendously important. It affects Barbara May.”

“I’ll come,” he said shortly.

She awaited his arrival, hugging herself with joy. There was in her composition a streak of malignity which Jack had yet to discover.

He found her sitting at a tea-table, and was a little brusque in his manner.

“I can’t stay to tea, Diana,” he began.

“You will stay to tea,” she said sweetly, “I have a lot to tell you, and I must have the right atmosphere, and the atmosphere for scandal is the tea-table.”

He seated himself reluctantly, waiting and wondering what her news would be.

“You are a police-officer, Jack?” she demanded, as she handed him his tea.

“I believe I am,” he replied curtly.

“You have taken all sorts of oaths and things, haven’t you? I understand that the police are bound, just as soldiers are bound, by promises to do their duty in any circumstances.”

He put down the tea.

“What is the idea, Diana?” he asked quietly.

“I have found the jewel thief,” she said.

His jaw dropped.

“I have found the jewel thief, and I can tell you where the jewels are,” she said. “And I am reporting this to you officially,” she added with emphasis. “The jewels are in Barbara May’s flat. They are contained in a steel box beneath her pillow, and it is your duty to secure a search warrant and verify my statement.”

He was stunned by the news.

“Where is Barbara?” he asked huskily.

“I really don’t know where Barbara is. I am not concerned in that respect. I am telling you, Jack, that the jewels are in her flat. You must report this.”

He rose unsteadily.

“l suppose I must,” he said, and she knew that he would do his duty.

The Chief Commissioner listened to the story unmoved.

“How does Miss Wold know that the jewels are in Miss May’s flat?”

“I don’t know, sir,” said Jack wearily. “I have reported the matter, and that is as far as my duty goes.”

“Very good,” said the Commissioner, pressing a bell; but since you have come into this case, you had better conduct a search yourself. I will get the necessary warrant for you, and I daresay you will be able to manage to get into the flat. Oh, by the way, as Miss Wold is interested in this matter, she had better be present when the search is made.”

“Is that necessary?” asked Jack.

“Absolutely,” said the Commissioner firmly. “This lady has brought an accusation against Miss May, and I must have the search made in her presence.”

It was a savage Jack Danton whose voice Diana heard over the telephone:

“The Commissioner wants you to be present when the search is made,” and she heard the tremble of fury in his voice and smiled.

“When will that be?” she asked sweetly.

“At once,” was the reply, and she heard the click of the receiver being hung up, and laughed softly.

She was waiting in the vestibule at Weatherhall Mansions, when Jack, accompanied by two detectives, arrived, and though she greeted him, he did not reply.

“You’re being very foolish,” she murmured as they went up in the elevator together. “I am not to blame. Is it unnatural that I should want to recover my stolen property?”

He did not reply.

By some means the police had secured a master key of the flat, and the door was opened, and Diana led the way to the bedroom.”

“First of all, Miss Wold,” said Jack, planting himself squarely in the doorway of the bedroom, “how came you to know that the property was here?”

“I know ‘from information received,’” she said maliciously, “that is the correct terminology, isn’t it?”

“Then perhaps you will show us where it is.”

“With pleasure,” said Diana.

She turned back the pillows, and pulled down the sheet.

“There,” she said triumphantly, and pointed to the black box.

Jack pulled it out with a groan, and placed it on the identical table where a few hours before she had rapturously examined its contents.

One of the detectives had a skeleton key, and the box was opened.

“There!” said Diana.

“Where?” asked Jack.

She stared.

The first tray was empty!
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Hastily she pulled out the tray. The second also was empty, and the third contained nothing but a typewritten slip of paper, which Jack read and passed without a word to the girl. The inscription ran:



“Sorry to disappoint you”



and that was all.

The reaction after that tense hour of agony through which he had passed was such that Jack laughed.

“Well, Miss Wold,” he demanded, “where is your plaque?”

“It was here an hour ago, I’l1 swear, she said furiously. “I saw it with my own eyes.”

“Oh, you saw it? So I gather you secured an entrance to the flat and searched it?” said Jack.

“I did,” she said. “It is no use glaring at me, Jack. I tell you the plaques were here a little more than an hour ago. I saw them with my own eyes, six of them.”

“And now we are looking at them with our own eyes,” said Jack sardonically, “and they are not there. I won’t tell you, Miss Wold, what I think of you.

You have tried to bring an innocent girl to ruin. You are despicable.”

Without a word she turned and left the room: her rage made speech impossible.

“Well, that’s that,” said Jack after she had gone. “And now I have to explain to Miss May how I came to her flat armed with a search warrant. Phew!”

He wiped his streaming forehead. And yet he was puzzled. He knew that Diana would never have brought the charge unless she were certain that the jewellery was there. The discovery of the slip at the bottom of the box was proof positive that something had been concealed therein, and had been removed before the arrival of the search party.

But Barbara May was out of London. She was staying with people in the country, and it could not have been the girl who took away the jewels — if they were ever there.

When he heard that Barbara May had returned to town he made it his business to call, but before he could frame his apology she stopped him with a smile.
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“I’ve heard all about it, Mr. Danton,” she said, “and I know that you were not responsible. Really, you should take Diana into Scotland Yard; she seems a

most admirable detective,” she added drily.

“I don’t want to put it on to Diana,” protested Jack. “I was a fool ever to carry the story to the Commissioner.”

“You had to do it,” she said quietly. “It was your duty, Jack, and I should have blamed you if you hadn’t.”

She laughed quietly.

“Poor Diana, it must have been an awful blow to her when she found I was not the jewel thief. Thank heavens!” she added piously, “no jewellery was missing from Ascot!”

They laughed together.

“A surprising , thing has happened, though,” he said more seriously. “Do you know that all the jewellery that was stolen during the past three months has been returned, even Diana’s?”

“Is that so?” she raised her eyebrows. “Returned to their rightful owners?”

He nodded.

She expressed no curiosity, and went on to talk about other matters. He thought she was looking ill: there were tired lines about her eyes, and her manner was nervous. She reverted to the subject of Diana just before he left.

“In proof that I have forgiven Diana,” she said, “I am going to her party tonight. Will you be there?”

He had received an invitation, which he had ignored. This was surprising news.

“Really, that is awfully sporting of you, Barbara,” he said warmly, “and if you go, I’ll go to.”

“You see,” she went on with a twinkle in her eye, “Diana has two diamond plaques and maybe there will be a chance of my getting the other. I’ve rather a

passion for plaques, you know.”

“Please don’t talk about it,” he said; “you make me feel very uncomfortable.”

Diana’s parties were invariably lavish entertainments. Jack expected the place to be crowded, but he had no idea of the exclusive nature of the invitation.

As he made his way up the broad staircase, at the head of which Diana, a radiant, beautiful figure in silver tissue, stood waiting to receive her guests, he rubbed elbows with Cabinet Ministers, great Ambassadors, eminent Peers, whose names figure prominently in the daily press….

“I am glad you came, Jack.” Diana offered him her little hand.

“You have forgiven me?”

“There is nothing to forgive,” he said, evading the question, for he had not forgiven her, nor would he.

“I see you haven’t,” she laughed lightly. “Now run along and find Barbara. She is looking beautiful tonight.”

He found the girl in a corner of the crowded ballroom, and disengaging herself from her friends, she came towards him.

“I want to speak to you,” she said in a low voice. “Come into Diana’s drawingroom. There’s nobody there, and she told me I might use it if I wanted.”

Diana saw them disappear and a hard look came into her eyes. She saw them only as lovers anxious to find some secluded place where they might enjoy one another’s association without interruption. She would have been a much-surprised woman if she had heard the first words which Barbara May addressed to the young man.

“Jack, I want you to do me a favour,” she said as she closed the door behind her. Her voice was urgent and worried.

“Why, anything I can do for you Barbara—” he began.

“But this is an unusual thing,” she said. “Jack, I want ten uninterrupted minutes in Diana’s bedroom.”

He could only gape at her.

“At twelve o’clock Diana allows all her servants to come down to the gallery overlooking the ballroom to see the dancing,” she said rapidly. “That is an

opportunity which I cannot afford to miss. I want you to stand at the foot of the stairs and keep watch. If anybody comes I want you to signal me.”

“But — but — how — ?” he stammered.

“There is an electric light switch on the second floor,” she went on rapidly. “It turns on the light outside Diana’s bedroom door. There is plenty of excuse for you being on the stairs. It is just outside the billiard-room, where nobody will be tonight. And you can always say that you were bored and wanted to knock the balls about.”

“But, Barbara, what does it mean? I don’t understand you. What do you want to do in Diana’s bedroom?”

“Will you help me?” she almost pleaded, her hands clasped together and a look of earnest entreaty in her eyes. “Don’t you realize that this is the 14th? No, no, I don’t mean that,” she said hurriedly. “You don’t understand, but will you do it for me?”

He thought a moment.

“Yes,” he said huskily. “I don’t know what you’re going to do, Barbara, but I trust you.”

She gripped his two hands between hers, and there was something in her face that made him tremble; then suddenly she bent to him and he felt the flutter of her lips against his. Only for a fraction of a second — and then she was gone.
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“Have you two’ people exchanged confidences?” laughed Diana, as they came back to the ballroom together. “I suppose you’ve been telling one another what a horrible pig I am.”

“We never mentioned you once, dear,” said Barbara, and Jack marvelled at her self-possession.

When he had followed her, and had overtaken her at the door of the billiard-room, all trace of her anxiety had passed. She was her old equable self. “Women are funny things,” thought Jack, and waited uneasily for the midnight hour to approach.

He saw the servants come one by one into the little gallery — trim maids, staid footmen, a matronly housekeeper, and two stout cooks, and then he caught Barbara’s eye and strolled out.

The ballroom of Diana’s house was the ground floor. On the first was her drawingroom, her study, and the billiard-room. Above were the bedrooms.

He strolled carelessly up the stairs, relieved that nobody saw him. One light burnt in the billiard-room and he switched on the remainder, took out a cue and laid it on the table. Then he went back to the landing in time to meet Barbara May. She uttered no word, just a friendly nod, and in a second she was flying up the stairs, leaving him in an

agony of apprehension. Five minutes passed, ten minutes, and then he saw a figure at the bottom of the stairs. It was Diana. He had time to turn on the switch when she saw him.

“Why, Jack, whatever are you doing?”

“I’ve come up to play a game of billiards, but I can’t find a partner,” he said.

He was in a panic. Barbara might come down at any moment.

“Billiards? You foolish man; why aren’t you dancing? And where is Barbara?”

“I expect Barbara is less foolish than I am,” said Jack. “I left her in the ballroom.”

“Come along, I will play billiards with you,” said Diana, and walked into the billiard-room.

He followed, closing the door behind him.

“Don’t close the door, Jack,” said Diana, “it is very hot in here.”

H¢ turned the handle and opened the door a few inches.

“Open it wide. Think of the proprieties,” she mocked him.

He threw the door open reluctantly.

“And I don’t really want to play billiards and neither do you,” said Diana, throwing down the cue she had picked up. “It is a hateful game. Jack, what is the matter with you? You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.”

He laughed nervously.

“I spend a whole lot of my time chasing ghosts,” he said. “Come along, Diana, play me one game.”

He wanted to manoeuvre her with her back to the open door. At some part of the game that must surely occur.

“No; I won’t play billiards,” she said. “I’m going up to my room to get an aspirin for poor Molly Banton. She has a splitting headache.”

“But she can wait,” he urged.

“So can you,” she bantered him.

His heart stood still as he heard her going up the stairs, and he waited. Presently he heard a cry.

“Jack, Jack!”

“What is it?” he asked hoarsely.

“Come quickly.”

He dashed up the stairs into the beautiful bedroom. Diana was standing by her dressing-table.

“Look!” she gasped. “Somebody has opened this safe. I’ve lost my other plaque!”

His mouth was dry, his tongue refused to speak.

“Lost your plaque!” he stammered, and all the time he was wondering where Barbara was concealed. She must have been listening at the head of the stairs when Diana went into the billiard-room, and had seized the momentary closing of the door as an opportunity for slipping past. He was relieved, so relieved that he could conduct the search of the room.

“Have you seen anybody come upstairs?” asked Diana suddenly, with growing suspicion.

“Nobody,” he said boldly.

“Jack, are you speaking the truth? Has Barbara been up here?”

Her eyes were fixed on his accusingly.

“No; I swear she hasn’t.”

“Why were you downstairs? You don’t play billiards, Jack. Where is Barbara?”

“In the ballroom, I tell you.”

“We’ll see,” said Diana determinedly.

They went downstairs together and her first question was addressed to the butler who was arranging a buffet in a little room off the ballroom.

“Miss May, madam? She’s gone home I saw her go about four minutes ago. She had to come into the ladies’ room opposite to get her cloak.”

“I see,” said Diana slowly, and turned to Jack.

“Will you please find Barbara May and save a scandal,” she said; and Jack immensely relieved to get away, needed no further bidding.

A taxi took him to Barbara’s flat, and the liftman told him that she had been in a few minutes.

He knocked at the flat door and rang the bell, but there was no answer. He saw through the transom that a light was burning in the hall, and knocked again.

It was Barbara who opened the door, but she made no pretence of being glad to see him.

“I can’t see you now, Jack,” she said, “will you please go away?”

“But I want to ask you something, Barbara.”

“Will you go?” she said in agony.

“I refuse to go,” said Jack doggedly; “there is some mystery here which I must unravel.”

“Please don’t,” she begged; but he pushed her aside and, striding down the passage, passed into her little sittingroom.

The sight that met his eyes struck him dumb. Sitting at a table were three men. One was the tall coloured man he had seen in Bird-in-Bush Road; the second was “Mr. Smith,” the jeweller; the third was a wizened little Indian in a white turban. He held in his hand the missing plaque, and with deft fingers he was wrenching aside the settings of a stone, the great

diamond in the centre.
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“What is the meaning of this?” demanded Jack hoarsely, and then the big man looked up and saw him.

“Don’t move,” he said. “Put up your hands.”

A Browning pistol had appeared as if by magic in his hand, and Jack obeyed.

“Take him, Smith, and put him in the next room; and if you make trouble, Mr. Danton, there will be worse trouble for you — believe me. No; let him stay here,” he said as an afterthought. “Put the bracelets on him, Jim.”

Before Jack realized what had happened, his hands were scientifically manacled.

“Sit down and don’t make trouble,” said the big man, “and believe me, Mr. Danton, it hurts me more than it hurts you.”

The girl had not appeared. Jack thought he heard her sobbing in the passage. Once he was disposed of the three men paid him no further attention.

“You’re sure?” said Smith.

“I am sure,” said the little Indian and held the stone in the palm of his hand.

The big man looked at his watch.

“One o’clock,” he said. “Jim, you might get on the telephone to Croydon: tell them to have an aeroplane out and ready for half-past four, and warn Paris to have landing lights for us. There’s no need to warn Milan. When shall we reach Baghdad?”

“Three days — two days with any luck,” said the other.

Jack listened openmouthed.

“It will be a close shave,” said the big man thoughtfully. “We can only pray that we have no engine trouble. Now, Singh, you’d better fix this plaque and get that matter settled.”

The man Smith took a long flat case from his pocket, and opened it, and Jack saw the glitter of many diamonds.

“Here’s one, a little bigger than the other. Can you fix it?”

He handed it to the Indian who picked it up with a pair of tweezers and placed it in the cavity from whence he had taken the big diamond. They watched him in silence, and presently he handed the plaque to the big man who passed it back to Smith.

“Take that to Miss Diana Wold tonight. Tell her we’ve caught the thief,” he added, and then, glancing at Jack, walked over to him. “I’m very sorry to treat you as I have done, Inspector,” he said with a twinkle in his eye, “but it will be some satisfaction for you to know that I am a Commissioner of the Indian Police.”

“The devil you are!” said Jack.

“The devil I am,” said the other, “and I can assure you I have had a very unhappy time.”

He stooped down, twisted a key into the handcuffs, and in a second Jack was free.

“I’m going along now, and I’ll leave Miss May to explain just what has happened.”

“Then Miss May was the jewel thief?” gasped Jack.

“She was indeed,” said the other; “the cleverest thief you’ve had in London for years. “And,” he glanced at Jack slyly, “the prettiest.”
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“I don’t know how to tell you the story, Jack — not coherently,” said the girl. “But it is all about the Kali diamond.”

“The Kali diamond?” repeated Jack in surprise. “Why, that was the stone that Lord Widdicombe was talking about,” he said. “It was once stolen and they had great trouble to get it back.”

She nodded gravely.

“It has been stolen since then,” she said, “and we have had even greater trouble. The stone isn’t a very valuable one, as you count diamonds; but on one of the facets there is a microscopic writing which is believed by the natives to be divinely inscribed. About six months ago an Indian jewel thief broke into the Sanctuary and stole this stone, and the theft was not discovered for some time, and then only by the High Priest of the Sect, who communicated with the police, knowing that there would be trouble if the stone was not exhibited and examined by the elders on the Day of Showing. The thief was traced; but unfortunately he had sold the stone and several others to a dealer who had sent them to Europe.

“The buyer was traced to London, and that is where I came in — for I have been in the Foreign Office Secret Service for three years.” She smiled up at his

astonished face.

“Secret Service? Then you are—”

“I’m a real detective,” she said demurely, “but don’t interrupt please. All the stones that the receiver brought to London were sold to one firm, the firm of Streetley. The buyer was discovered and he confessed. He had no idea that any of the diamonds were the famous Kali diamond. The Indian Commissioner who came to London brought with him Mr. Singh, who is not only a member of the Sect which owns the Kali diamond, but is a clever jeweller, who knows the diamond so well that he could recognize it immediately. The Kali stone is very much like every other stone, and it requires an expert eye to detect the difference.”

“That was the man who lived in Bird-in-Bush Road,” said Jack.

“He lived in a little quiet place in Peckham, and to him were brought all the stones that were stolen.”

“But why steal them at all?” asked Jack.

“We didn’t steal them all,” said the girl with a smile. “Streetley’s had used all the diamonds they bought in various plaques. They were large and beautiful and the very things to centre that kind of jewel. When they found that they had disposed of the stone, they sent to all the people to whom they sold jewellery, making some excuse for getting the jewels back. In many cases the plaques were returned; but in some cases the owners refused to part with the property they had bought, probably believing that Streetley’s had unwittingly given them more value for their money than they were entitled to. There was only one way to get the plaques back from these

obdurate people, and that was to steal them, and I was given that unpleasant task.”

A light dawned on Jack.

“So really you were acting as an official of the government?”

She nodded.

“It was a very close call,” she said gravely. “In ten days the stone has to be shown. They are taking it to India by aeroplane, as you probably guessed from what Mr. Smith — who, like yourself, is a Detective Inspector, by-the-way — had said. Every stone had to be examined carefully. It wasn’t necessary to make so thorough an examination of Diana’s second plaque, because that was the very last that Streetley’s had sold, and which we had not seen.”

“Then Diana’s story was true? The jewels were in the box under your pillow?”

She nodded.

“Yes, but your Commissioner knew all about it, too,” she said with twinkling eyes. “The moment he heard that Diana had made the discovery, he telephoned to Mr. Smith, who came to the flat, took away the jewels, and left an impertinent note behind.”

The Commissioner knew it all the time. No wonder he had kept Jack from the jewel thieves!

“I am afraid I’ve hurt Diana’s feelings,” said Jack ruefully. “After all, she had some reason for her belief.”
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It was on the following afternoon that Barbara May was announced and Diana rose to meet her.

“I have had my plaque back, Barbara,” “said Diana. “I presume the police found it? Jack is an admirable detective, and he knew just where it was.”

“And where was that?” asked Barbara.

“In your flat, my dear,” said the girl sweetly. “And he is not going to hush it up this time. I think it is only fair to tell you that I have written to every one of our friends telling them the true circumstances of the case.”

“In fact, that I’m a thief?” said Barbara quietly.

“That you’re a thief. It is an ugly word, but it doesn’t seem an exaggeration to describe you that way.”

“That’s mystery number one explained,” said Barbara with a sigh. “I’m very glad it is all over, and that everybody knows. Mystery number two ends simultaneously.”

“What is mystery number two?” asked Diana with a curl of her lips.

“The identity of the ‘Candid Friend,’” said Barbara. “When I drugged you — yes, I did drug you — though it is one of the nicest drugs in the world for the purpose and has no bad after-effects — I found your plaque, Diana, but I found something else. A bundle of letters written ready for posting.”

There was a deadly silence.

“Go on,” said Diana at last.

“They were written to various people and they were all signed ‘Candid Friend,’ and they were full of scurrilous, slanderous, beastly accusations against people who think you are their dearest friend.”

“That is a lie,” said Diana, white to the lips.

“It is true.”

“Prove it,” said the girl harshly.

“When I went down to Widdicombe’s place to stay,” said Barbara— “you know I am a Foreign Office detective, I suppose?”

Diana started.

“A Foreign Office detective?” she said incredulously. “That isn’t true.”

“Can’t you think of anything else to call me but a liar,” said Barbara wearily. “It is perfectly true, as you will discover. I was looking for a diamond, a certain diamond which the government was most anxious to recover. That is why I stole your plaque, and stole the plaques of everybody else concerned. But I had a double object in going to Widdicombe. I was pretty certain that you were the ‘Candid Friend,’ and I thought that when I made my search for your plaque I would also look around for letters, and these I found with no difficulty and took away.”

“That’s a lie, said Diana. “Nothing was missing from my box but the jewel.”

“I brought them back,” said Barbara May cheerfully, “after I had photographed them. I took down a portable apparatus and spent the whole of that night taking blue prints of your letters, and if it is true, as you say, that you have written to everybody telling them that I am a thief, then it will be my painful duty to write to the same people enclosing copies of the ‘Candid Friend’ letters that you wrote.”

Again a silence. “I haven’t written yet,” said Diana sulkily. “I intended writing.”

“Then, if you haven’t written,” said Barbara May significantly, “don’t.”

She gathered up her cloak and walked to the door.

“You might find something better to do, Diana,” she said. “Why don’t you get married — I am speaking to you as an old married woman!”

“What?” said Diana in amazement.

“Married?”

“I married Jack at the Registrar’s Office this morning,” said Barbara May, “and I will dispense with your wedding present.”
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“But you are going to marry him, Margaret?” There was an agitation in the voice of Rex Leferre that almost startled his sister: it certainly diverted for the moment the resentment that was growing towards her unpunctual fiance.

“What makes you say that?” she asked. “Does it mean that I am breaking off my engagement because Luke is a bad host and has kept us waiting ten minutes?” They were in the Palm Court of the Ritz-Carlton, and the remainder of the guests were mercifully occupied with their cocktails and gossip and were apparently unaware of Luke’s bad manners.

She stood apart with the young man who was her only relation, and no stranger seeing them would imagine them to be brother and sister. Rex was redhaired, weak-chinned, a fretful young man with a nervous trick of adjusting his dress tie every few minutes.

Margaret Leferre had the carriage and poise of the great lady. She was fair skinned, faultless of feature, grey-eyed — a model of cold dignity. She had never succumbed to the fashion in short hair: her own was braided about her head so that she seemed to be wearing a coronet of dull gold.

“I don’t know…” Rex was nibbling at his nails — he could not be cured of this ugly habit. “Only Luke is a good fellow — in a way. Rather a tight-wad—”

“What is a tight-wad?” she asked, her steady eyes on his.

“Well — I mean — he’s not terribly generous with his own money. He gives tips and things, but somehow I’ve never been able to get into the market in time to benefit…my own fault, of course.”

He tried to avoid her gaze, but she was the stronger character. “Have you been borrowing money — again?” she asked, and he wiggled uncomfortably.

“No — what rot! Only Danty and I had a scheme…” She looked round at that moment. Somehow she knew that the dark-eyed Danton Morell was watching them. Danton was rather a dear, and she had come to rely upon him. He seemed to sense her trouble now, and, detaching himself from the group of which he was a silent member, made his way towards her.

“Oh, shut up, Margaret — don’t talk to Morell about it — if you’re going to make a scene…” With a shrug he turned and left her as Danty came up.

Danty, that splendid man of the world, was amused at her fears. He was on the borderline of forty, a handsome, entertaining bachelor, and she had come to know him through Rex.

“No, I don’t think he has been borrowing — Rex is an improvident devil who will be broke for the next ten years. Then he will settle down and be terribly successful. Your young man is rather late.”

She knew instinctively that he did not like Luke Maddison: she had always known this. Luke (she told herself) was rather a prig in his way. He was “county” — was related to or friendly with almost every great family in England. Only once had he spoken disparagingly of Danton.

“Where did he spring from? I’ve never heard of him before,” he asked.

She might have told him that Danton had spent the greater part of his life in the Argentine, but she had stiffened at the disparagement of her brother’s friend — and hers. And then Luke had made it worse.

“He’s a rum bird. I shouldn’t be surprised if he wasn’t one of those light-fingered fellows who are known to the police — if one only made enquiries.”

“You had better make enquiries,” she said icily.

This was before she had taken the plunge and had sent an ecstatic Luke Maddison back to his house walking on air.

As she listened to Danton she was looking absently at the solitaire diamond ring which was the outward and visible sign of her engagement.

“…Rex is volatile and a bit unstable — sometimes there is nothing too bad he can say about Maddison. Sometimes nothing too good…hullo, here’s our blessed host!”

Luke Maddison came through the vestibule with long strides. He paused to strip his overcoat and take off his silk hat, which he almost threw at an attendant, and took one step towards the door. As he did so, his foot slipped sideways on the marble floor, and he would have fallen unpleasantly but for the hand that suddenly gripped his arm.

The man who held him must have been unusually strong, for he literally, and in the most effortless fashion, lifted Luke Maddison bodily and placed him on his feet.

Luke turned with a half-smile of dismay and found himself looking into a hard, lined face, the colour of teak — into two unsmiling eyes, expressionless.

“Thank you — awfully!” The stranger nodded. “It might have been a very nasty fall. I’m greatly obliged to you!”

“Not at all,” said the unknown.

He was in evening kit, a perfectly fitted man: you saw the ghost of an efficient valet behind him. Maddison saw lines in the face which were not entirely nature’s handiwork. He could not know that the two scars which disfigured the right cheek of his helper were souvenirs of an encounter with the late Lew Selinski of New York City. Lew used a knife when he was annoyed, and he had been very annoyed with the well-dressed man when he had left his mark upon his enemy’s face.

“I am glad I was here. Fortunately, I always wait in the lobby when I am expecting people to dinner. Good night.” He half turned away as though he objected to the attention he had called to himself, and Luke went in to his party full of apologies.

Two lives touched at the Ritz-Carlton that January night — touched and went looping away one from the other, to touch again in a moment of crisis. Rough roads they were: a bitter, heartaching road for one, a methodical hell for the less favoured, to be tramped with that cynical smile with which “Gunner” Haynes met every misfortune.

Luke Maddison saw life like that — a bewildering mass of crossing and parallel paths. If he fell into error it was in believing that his own was the straightas-a-ruler highway to which and from which all others inclined or diverged.

Eight generations of gentlemen bankers, all gently bred and belonging to the class which produces statesmen and commanders by divine right of appointment, were responsible for his wealth and his six feet of goodly looking humanity. He was fair, blue-eyed, straight of back, in his happier moments irresponsible. He was extravagant, a free spender of money and an idealist, which means that he was spendthrift of the material which keeps men in the City solid and comfortable.

Something of a gambler, he took chances at which his more conservative friends might shudder. Yet, as somebody said, “with half a million of gilt-edged securities on deposit, who could not gamble to a ten per cent margin?”

“Gunner” Haynes, whose strong arm had saved him from a fractured wrist or worse, had no collateral worth speaking about. His principal assets were an immaculate dress suit, a cultured voice, perfect manners, which more than overcame the handicap represented by his lean, dark, sinister face. He lived God knew where, but was to be seen at such of the best hotels as did not know him for an expert jewel thief.

They called him “Gunner” because of certain happenings in New York City. It was said, but never proved, that he was the man who bumped off Lew Selinski, that notorious gang leader, and shot his way through Lew’s gunmen to the safety represented by a cattle boat which sailed from the Hudson River an hour after the police reserves answered a riot call.

Nobody had ever seen him with a pistol in England; but the detectives who arrested him a year after his return to his native land fully expected gun play and came armed.

When he came up for trial, nobody came near him: not his pretty wife or his best friend, Larry Vinman. Larry was a prince of confidence men, young, goodlooking, plausible. There might be excellent reason why Larry should not wish to draw attention to himself by appearing in court; no reason why Lila should not write or do something.

She had a thousand pounds in hard cash; a good lawyer could have been briefed; but when the Gunner sent for her, she had left the lodging they had occupied. He never saw her again. A few months before his release from prison he heard that she had died in a workhouse infirmary.

The Gunner’s smile when he heard this was a grim one. He always smiled when he was hurt — and as he smiled now, his heart was one great throbbing wound.

So he came from prison, and in due course to the Ritz-Carlton Hotel, where Mr Luke Maddison was celebrating his engagement. Of Luke he knew nothing — what had brought him there was a jewel box which a rich American lady kept in the hotel safe all day and in her bedroom between 9 p.m. and 1 a.m. Gunner Haynes had taken a room on the same floor…

“I really am at your feet and prostrate,” said Luke, not for the first time in the course of the dinner. “The truth is, my car hit a taxicab sideways — it was the cabby’s fault — and up came an officious Robert and must take down all particulars very laboriously in his little book! Why don’t they teach policemen to write shorthand?”

“My dear, it doesn’t matter — really.” Margaret’s voice was a little weary. Everything and everybody was going wrong tonight. Even Danty was distressed about something and was not his usual self.

Luke was late; he had made an acrobatic entrance, performing wild gyrations in the arms of a strange gentleman. What had upset Danty? She had seen his face turn a sickly white when Luke came in. Rex was grumpy and silent, scarcely speaking to Lady Revellson on his left. And Luke had insisted on sitting next to her, after she arranged the table, with the result that everybody at the table was in his or her wrong place.

“If that fellow hadn’t been on the spot I should certainly have broken something — I couldn’t possibly have saved myself…it has been trying to snow and I must have got some caked on the sole of my shoe — I walked the last hundred yards or so. The car was caught in a traffic jam in Piccadilly Circus…”

“What was he like — in appearance?” Danton’s voice sounded a little hoarse, as though he were speaking from a dry throat.

“Who — the man who held me up?” And, when the other nodded, Luke went on: “A dark-looking fellow — I thought he might be a German…two scars across his right cheek — the sort of wound that duelling students love to acquire. I remember when I was at school in Bonn…”

Danton was not listening now. Two scars across the right cheek! Then he had not been mistaken. The question was, had the Gunner recognized him? It was seven years since they had met — Danton had been cleanshaven and rather tow-headed in those days. Millie Haynes used to call him ‘the gold-hair boy’ in the days of her fascination. He had grown a moustache and darkened his hair down since then — he no longer filled the police description of Larry Vinman. He made the change long after he had thrown over Millie and left her to drift to a workhouse infirmary. It had been rendered necessary by the success of a trick which had left an Australian squatter poorer by eight thousand pounds, and the subsequent activities of Scotland Yard’s confidence squad.

Gunner Haynes! He breathed a little faster. Down his back ran a cold shiver of apprehension. Suppose he had recognized his old friend…suppose he packed a gun…suppose he was waiting out there in the lobby…

Danty wiped his moist forehead, caught the eye of his hostess, and, with an appealing glance for permission, left his seat.

“Just remembered I had to telephone..,” he mumbled as he passed her.

He went down the broad steps into the palm court. The Gunner was not there.

He crossed the court into the lobby — empty. There were two lobbies, one in Haymarket, the other in Pall Mall. They were connected by a passage, and down this he went silently.

As he came to the second vestibule he saw his man and drew back. Gunner was stepping into the elevator and his back was half turned to the watcher. It was he…there was no question of it. Gunner Haynes! The lift door closed on him. Danton looked round. He recognized the quiet-looking gentleman who was lounging by the revolving door.

“You’re the hotel detective, aren’t you?” he asked. (When Danty Morell was plain Larry Vinman he knew most hotel detectives by sight and could guess the others.)

“Yes, sir — anything wrong?”

“That gentleman who went up in the lift — who is he?” The detective told him. It was one of the assumed names that the Gunner invariably used, and the heart of Mr Morell leapt.

“Like hell he is! No. 986 is his room, eh? He’s Gunner Haynes and he’s after jewellery. Get Scotland Yard — they’ll check him up in a second. But my name doesn’t come into this, do you understand?” He left the man busy at the telephone exchange and went back to the party, exulting.

It was too good a secret to be kept. Moreover, he loved an audience; he had the table’s breathless attention for five minutes.

“He’s got a room here, No. 986. I know the fellow rather well — I was very friendly with the District Attorney in New York and he showed me his portrait. One of the most dangerous men in New York — a gunman…I hope there is no trouble…I recognized him as soon as I saw him, but I had to go out and make sure.”

“What have you done?” Luke’s face was troubled. He was on the soft side, as Danty knew.

“Naturally I put the hotel detective on his track — I left him ‘phoning the Yard.”

Luke Maddison fetched a long sigh. “Poor devil!” he said.

Margaret shook her head at Danty helplessly. “You’ve spoilt Luke’s evening,” she said, and her fiance winced at the mild sarcasm.

“Not a bit, only — will you excuse me?” He was gone before the astonished girl could protest.

“How like Luke — and how everything fits into the scheme of this wretched evening!” she said.

“Where has he gone?” Danty was momentarily alarmed.

She shrugged milky shoulders. “What does one do? Bail him out? Give him money for his breakfast — something horribly philanthropic,” she said.

Luke went straight to the second vestibule and into the elevator.

“Where is No. 986?” he asked, as the lift went up.

The attendant stopped the lift on the fourth floor and pointed to the door. For a second only did Luke Maddison hesitate, the door handle in his grasp, and then he turned and walked into the room.

The occupant of the room was standing by the window, his back to the visitor.

“Well, sir?” He did not look round, and Luke realized that he was being viewed through the medium of a mirror which was sited on a bureau in an angle of the wall.

Luke closed the door behind him.

“If you’re Gunner Haynes, I advise you to clear out,” he said in a low voice. “If you’re not, I owe you an apology.”

Haynes swung round at the mention of his name. “Oh..,” he said. A pause, and then: “I am greatly obliged to you.”

“Have you any money?” Another pause.

“Yes — I have all the money I want. Thank you.” The Gunner was smiling, his underlip pouted. Something had amused him in his secretive way. “Thank you — I think I understand. I wasn’t quite sure if it was Larry. After big pickings, eh?”

All this was Greek to Maddison. He saw the Gunner pick up an overcoat from the foot-rail of the bed, and then the door was thrown open and a big man strode in, followed by two others. There was authority in his voice.

“Hullo, Gunner!” The Gunner nodded.

“Lo, Sparrow — you carry your age very well!”

The big man chuckled. “Don’t I?” His hands passed quickly round the hips of his prisoner. “Got a gat?” he asked, in the friendliest way.

“No, sir.” The Gunner was still smiling. “The legend that I carry a lethal weapon dies very hard. My condition of disarmament would earn three hearty cheers from the League of Nations.”

The big detective snapped handcuffs on his quarry; then he looked shrewdly at Luke. “This man hasn’t anything belonging to you, Mr Maddison?” he asked.

Luke was staggered to discover that he was known. “No — I am sorry to say,” he said.

“Mr Maddison — I’ll remember that name,” said the Gunner, and gave a friendly nod to Luke as they hustled him from the room.

“Poor devil!” said Luke Maddison for the second time that night, and went back to his party.

This time Margaret Leferre did not accept his apologies, and when he told her where he had been, her face grew as white as Danty Morell’s.

It was fully three weeks before that little rift was closed.
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The storm that swept down on London found at least two people unprepared. Luke Maddison was cheery. He had been formally forgiven — the marriage was to be quiet, and only a few guests were to be invited. He had only a few minutes before arranged his train reservations — no secretary should perform that sacred duty!

His heart would have sung a gay song even if every thick flake of snow burnt as it touched his face. The flower-girl shifted the strap of her basket from one shoulder to another and gazed with dismay upon the tumbling white fog that descended upon St James’s Street, blotting out every landmark. You could not see from one side of the street to the other. Almost instantly the ground was thick where the white flakes lay, But for their asthmatic engines one would not have known that such things as motor buses were passing.

Snow covered the violets in her basket, soaked into the thin shawl about her shoulders, and, even when she sought shelter in the doorway of a bank, followed her in gusty showers.

Two men brushed past her into the bank. She offered a bunch of flowers automatically. The younger of the two did not notice her; the middle-aged man with the trim moustache gave her a quick, appraising glance and stopped.

“Hullo, honey — busy?” She did not reply. He hesitated a moment, and then the door swung open and the impatient voice of the young man called him inside.

At that moment Luke Maddison came striding down the street, swinging a light cane. He wore no overcoat and his shoulders already carried a white blanketing.

Out of the corner of his eye he saw the girl shivering in the doorway, checked his stride and came up to her.

“My dear, you look cold! My heart keeps me terribly warm — and if you think I am making love to you, I’m not! I want a flower, and you shall have a present, and then you and I will drift away and we shall be dead to one another — born and dead in this freezy moment! Buy a wreath!” He took a banknote out of his pocket and dangled it before her eyes laughingly.

And then he had a slight shock.

She was pretty — which flower girls, outside of musical comedy, are not; her figure was frail, her skin flawless. Yet she was poorly dressed; bore in her person all the evidence of penury. “Here’s a better one.” He put the note in his pocket and produced another, scribbled a line or two on the back of it.

“That’s the name and address of my company — if, when you try to change it, the police say that it is stolen, refer them to me.” She did not answer, but looked from the note in her cold hands to its giver. It was for a hundred pounds! When she looked up he was gone.

The swing doors of the bank opened again and the two men came out. She crumpled the note in her hand, dismayed, exhilarated, and, in one respect, disappointed. It was then she saw the young man’s face. It was deathly pale and he was breathing quickly — this was noticeable, for the weather was cold.

“By God…that was a horrible coincidence, Danty — suppose he’d come in—”

“Shut up, you fool!” The elder of the two shot a glance at the flower girl. She was arranging her violets.

“But if he had…he said he was going out of town before the settlement.” He was trembling violently: the flower girl might have seen that if she were observant. Danty’s dark eyes roved the street for a taxi; they rested momentarily on the flower girl. She was pretty, but at the moment her face was vacant. More interested in her flowers than in unintelligible scraps of conversation, he supposed.

“Now, see here, Rex — there’s nothing to worry about. You could easily explain that Margaret…” His voice sank to an indistinguishable mutter of sound. The girl heard the word “settlement” used several times, and “carryover” and “account”. Also “Margaret” was mentioned twice, and “Luke”.

“…fix it, don’t worry!” Danty patted the other on the back. She decided that she did not like “Danty”. “Here’s a cab!”

The younger man signalled and sprinted out to the taxi. The other went at a more leisurely pace. He dropped something on to her flowers — a visiting card. “Come along about nine and have a drink,” he murmured.

She took the card before his eyes, glanced at the name and deliberately tore it up. He was rather annoyed when he joined his companion.

“Mr Danton Morell, 907 Half Moon Street,” she read. It was a name to remember. And then she saw a huge figure loom out of the mist of swirling flakes, and instinctively knew that he was going to speak to her. Why she should think this she did not know — he might very well be going into the bank.

He was big in every way. Until he ranged alongside her, his height did not seem extraordinary. Till his length was gauged, the breadth of his shoulders was not remarkable. He stood six feet four in his stockinged feet. His face was dark and broad and unattractive; he had a short, bull neck and a deep, rich, husky voice.

He walked slowly, almost lethargically, through the snow, his hands behind him, his hard felt hat on the back of his head, the ragged cigar, that was burning unevenly, gripped in his teeth.

The flower girl thought he was going to turn into the bank after all: instead, he stood squarely before her and looked down at her. The expression in those slits of eyes was blank. He might have his attention entirely absorbed by her; he might be trying to remember something.

And then he spoke huskily.

“You’re no Child of the Poor!” There was something so friendly, so good-humoured in his voice, that she laughed.

“Nor a wrongdoer, either,” she said demurely, and his big face folded into a delighted smile.

“You’re nearly the first that ever gave me the right answer,” he said. “Now I’ll ask you another — where in the City of London is that text carved in stone?”

The flower girl was almost scornful. “Why, over the entrance of the Old Bailey—’Protect the Children of the Poor and Punish the Wrongdoer.’”

He nodded. “You’ve won a butter-cooler, but you can have your pick of the board. Keepin’ to the general knowledge paper, who and what am I? For the correct answer you get a pint of peanuts and free admission to the Zoo.”

She looked at him with a certain demure solemnity that delighted him. “You are Detective Inspector Horace Bird — you are called The Sparrow.”

He doubled forward and his face went purple with silent laughter. “You’re free of the fair! Now let me do a little bit of classy detective work, like the well-known Mr What’s-his-name of Baker Street. Your name is Mary Bolford, you’re a reporter on the staff of the Daily Post Herald, and you’re doing a stunt called ‘A day in the life of a flower girl’. Don’t deny it! Your editor pointed you out an hour ago an’ asked me to keep an eye on you. How’s that for deduction? Come and have some tea and I’ll tell you the story of my life.” He shifted his cigar to the offside of his face, lifted the strap of the basket from her shoulder, and together they tramped through the slush down St James’s Street.

Even in the midst of their own discomforts, pedestrians turned their heads to look back after the enormous man with a basket of violets under his arm.

“I bet you’ll suffer for this,” he rumbled. “Wet through — no? I hope you are wearing warm undies. Why are undies indelicate and sable coats ladylike? Ask me. It’s one of the mysteries. Good afternoon, Tom.” He stopped a man who was trying to pass him quickly, his head bent as though to avoid the drift of wind-borne snow.

“Good morning, Mr Bird — cold, isn’t it?”

“It’s colder waitin’ outside the staff entrance of Hoyce & Drake, Tom. Pretty girl, eh, Tom? I’ll bet your wife wouldn’t think so. Don’t do it, Tom, or I’ll come along and blind you! — So long!”

“Horrific!” she murmured as the man hurried away.

“I have to be,” he said complacently. “It’s the only language they understand. What’s that word again — horrific? That’s a good one. Go straight in, Miss Bolford.” They turned into the tea shop and Mary Bolford smelt the warmth and hotcakeness of the place and sighed luxuriously.

“Order anything you like up to fourpence,” said The Sparrow. “I’ve only just had lunch, so you’ll excuse me if I stop at the tenth mince pie.” He seemed to pay no attention to the rest of the people in the long tea room, and yet— “That feller over there in the corner is Sam Larber, the con. man. Times are bad and suckers are scarce. There ought to be a cold weather fund for confidence men. It takes sunshine to bring out human foolishness. That girl who’s with him is Lisa Keane — she’s no Sister of Mercy! See that bald young feller who’s hidin’ behind the newspaper? I got him nine months at the London Sessions for knockin’ off motorcars—’knockin’ off’ means pinchin’ — excuse my French.”

“What do you think of this?” She unfolded a piece of crinkly paper and spread it on the marble top of the tea table.

“I don’t think of hundred pound notes — I dream of ‘em,” he said, and added, in his inconsequential way: “That’s because he’s goin’ to be married. I saw him holdin’ it up before your eyes and thought he was tryin’ to create a good impression. I was a bit hurt. Mr Maddison never struck me as bein’ a vamp. And then I suddenly knew what it was all about.”

She might be a reporter, but she was feminine. “Whom is he marrying?” she asked.

“A lady. That was her brother who was talkin’ to another gentleman in the doorway. Danty! — he’s no lady! What Rex loses on the swings he borrows from the roundabouts. The bookmakers have an insurance on his life — they hate the idea of anything happenin’ to their annuity. And when he goes into the City all the sharks file their teeth. He’s easy money — somebody else’s money. Is that libel or slander?”

“Both — if I printed it,” she smiled.

The waitress came — she drank the hot tea gratefully. Mr Bird sat munching cakes with great earnestness. A big plate of confectionery steadily vanished.

“I’m a big man and have to keep my spirits up,” he explained. “Mince pies are a kind of dope to me. After I’ve had a dozen I get sort of intoxicated and all my troubles disappear. After I’ve had twenty I go mad and tear up the pavement.” Mercifully he stopped at the seventh.

“What am I to do with this hundred pounds?” she asked. “I feel that I have obtained money by false pretences!”

“I saw a couple of good evenin’ dresses at Cecilia et Cie’s,” he said. “It’s a Modes et Robes shop in Bond Street — and if you ask me why modes ate robes I’ll say ‘desist!” There was one dress with spangles on it — wear that an’ you’d get a reputation for fastness that’d get you the first prize at Brooklands…”

“Who is Danty?” She was in a new world; had been in it exactly a quarter of an hour. She went on quickly. “I know his name — Danton Morell: he gave me his card.”

Mr Bird nodded.

“He would: he’s that kind of philanthropist. ‘Call round any evenin’ when the servants have gone to the pictures.’ Danty is clever. I’m one of the few people who know how clever he is. Some day I’ll take a stick to him and he’ll be in the market for a new head.” And then he began to talk about people — the shifting population of the West End. The men and women who came and went; the mild old gentleman who had a suite at the Cercle Hotel all the year round but spent his time travelling to and from New York playing cards with the lighthearted and gullible. Of strange men who did nothing for a living and had no visible means of support, yet stayed at the best hotels. He called them the Once-a-Year Men.

“They go after one coup and that keeps ‘em. They’re the highest-paid tale-tellers in the world. Kiplin’ and what’s-his-name Shaw? They never get the price that’s paid to these fellers.”

“I suppose you are always getting new experiences?” she said.

Mr Bird sighed. “I think I know all that is to be known about the dirty ways of crooks,” he said.

But he was wrong.

That night he was called to No. 342 Brook Street. Assisted by the white-faced Mr Danton Morell, he burst open the door of a bedroom, and there he found Rex Leferre, dead by his own hand. He lay on the floor, a revolver by his side: the quickeyed Danty saw the note scribbled in pencil on small sheets of paper torn from a telephone message block, and his hand closed over the paper. An hour later Margaret Leferre, pale and lovely in her silken negligee, read the message the detective had not seen.

“Margaret, darling, I have lost. For months I have been gambling. Today I took a desperate step on the advice of Luke Maddison. He has led me to ruin — money is his god. I beg of you not to trust him. He has led me from cine act of folly to another. God bless you. REX.”

She read the pitiful message again and again. Luke Maddison: the man she was to marry in a week!
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For two days Margaret Leferre moved in a world of hideous unreality. Strange people interviewed her: a tall, big-framed man, who was strangely sympathetic in his heavy way, a bank manager who talked wildly and incomprehensibly until Danty appeared and whisked him off.

One thunderous fact hammered night and day at her weary brain — Rex was dead by his own hand, and the man she was to marry, the man who, frantic with anxiety, was calling three times a day and being refused admission to her, was the cause.

Money was his god!

It was hard to adjust her views of him, harder still to comprehend the callous brutality that had sent a young soul wandering into the eternal night.

This engagement of hers had been a thing of natural growth: the families had been friends for years; she had known Luke Maddison since she was a child. There had been no sudden meeting, no violent kindling of a consuming flame — she hardly remembered the time she did not like him — but could not place her finger upon the month and the year when liking was love.

This was the real calamity of her situation if only she could realize it. She remembered now all that Rex had said of him — he was a ‘tight wad’…She had always thought Luke was generous to a point of imbecility. But that was the facet he presented to her — men knew better. She set her teeth and brought herself to asking a question of Danty, who had come strangely near to her in these ugly days.

Danty shrugged his shoulders.

“I am afraid it is a fact — Maddison thinks too much about money. I saw him the other day, and the only thing he said about Rex was how lucky for everybody it was that Rex was insured.” (Here he spoke the truth, for Luke had referred to the insurance as a protection against the girl being saddled with her brother’s debts.) “He is fanatical on the point. Naturally he doesn’t appear that way to you. You are his second obsession.” He saw her wince and went on quickly: “That is a horrible thing to say, but it is true — except that I am not so sure that at the moment you aren’t the first.” It was after this that her cold hatred of the man whose name she was to bear began to take definite shape. She could not know how much this almost insane resentment owed its growth to the ingenuity of her new counsellor.

Danty was clever — diabolically ingenious. He thought quickly, planned quickly, acted as he planned. The idea came to him on the night of Rex’s death. It seemed too fantastic for accomplishment. He allowed the whirling nebula of it to retain its shapelessness until he had sounded her. If she loved Maddison in the proper way, she would take a view charitable to his intentions; she would endorse, however halfheartedly, the conventional mercy of a coroner’s jury and put Rex’s letter in the category of his minor derangements. This would have dissolved the nebula of Mr Morell’s plan to nothingness. But he found Margaret in a mood to believe the worst, receptive, indeed eager. And then the nebula solidified into form.

“Money is his god,” was his text; he worked harder on that theme than he had ever worked in the days when he lived on the credulity of chance-found strangers.

All the tricks of his profession, all the eloquent persuasions which can be best exercised by innuendo rather than bald statement, all the craft of suggestion — they were exercised.

“At the moment, I should imagine he is so keen to marry you that he would sacrifice every penny he has. I honestly believe that if you asked him to assign you his fortune — as of course you could in your antenuptial contract…I mean, it is frequently done — he would sign without hesitation. He would hate it afterwards, and I dare say the honeymoon wouldn’t be over before he induced you to reassign every penny to him. I often wonder what some of these over-generous lovers would feel like if their wives refused to be so accommodating…”

She stared past him through the window. She was lovely; it was not the bold loveliness of Millie Haynes, who died in an infirmary, but something so delicate and unblemished that it caught his breath. He allowed his eyes to rove the field of her physical perfections. He was gambling on her strength of character — on Luke Maddison’s weakness. There was something of the weakling in Luke, or he was greatly mistaken — and Mr Danton Morell was seldom wrong in his appraisement of men.

“It is almost incredible,” she said slowly. “If I thought…” The nebula had not only solidified, it was shaped.

“About money being Maddison’s god?” His tone was one of surprise: he was almost hurt that this characteristic of her fiance was not as patent to her as to himself. “Good Lord! I could give you a dozen proofs…” He supplied, not a dozen, but sufficient. Danty’s inventive power needed the least stimulation.

“I know a man in Norfolk — one of Maddison’s best friends…Maddison was landed with a block of shares in an oil field that had practically run dry. One night he asked this fellow to dinner, and before the night was over had transferred nearly a hundred thousand perfectly worthless shares to a man who trusted him as…well, as you trust him! Another case — and this was common property in the City — was a man who…” The second lie came as glibly as the first. It was all very crude, and on a balanced mind must have produced no effect but scornful unbelief. A week before, had he dared presume upon the mushroom friendship, he would have found himself on the wrong side of the door. But Rex lay shrouded in a mortuary chamber, and a coroner’s officer was already gathering twelve good men and true to pass judgment on the mind that had willed a revolver to explode.

Danty saw the red lips grow straighter…

He had a servant who was a sometime confederate. Pi Coles had been a cardsharper until providence smote his hands with rheumatoid. He was an undersized little man, completely bald, with a face wrinkled with pain and age. To him Danty confided most of this thoughts — but obliquely, for he never mentioned names.

“It’s queer, Pi, how the mugs fall for any good story! Do you remember when you and I were on the same landing in Strangeways Gaol? Doesn’t seem eight years ago, and here am I in society, giving advice to people with hundreds of thousands — people who know the top-notchers!”

“You always was a gentleman, Larry — I’ve never known you when you didn’t dress for dinner,” said the sycophantic Pi.

“Not so much of the ‘Larry’,” warned Mr Morell.

He could sit in his comfortable room and muse on the favours which fate had shown to him. His position was not altogether unique — had not a famous confidence man once been the guest of an Illustrious Foreign Personage and been presented at one of the few European courts as a friend of Royalty?

It was the third day following the tragedy. The twelve good men and true were to be assembled that afternoon. It was not the happiest day in Danty’s life. A message came to him the night before from Luke Maddison, and there was something peremptory, almost unfriendly, in the summons; and what it was all about Danty knew too well, only he had hoped that his presence at the bank one snowy afternoon had been unobserved by the cashier.

Luke had his office in Pall Mall, an out-of-the-way place for a man engaged in financial transactions; but Maddison’s Bank had owned the site on which the modern building stood for two hundred years, and that modest room overlooking Waterloo Place had been the “master office” from those far-off days when they overlooked a country vista.

Luke had been at his office since eight o’clock, an hour before the arrival of the staff, and here his bearded manager found him, sitting at his table, his head in his hands, his personal letters unopened.

Maddison looked up with a start as the manager entered.

“Hullo!” he said awkwardly. “Is there anything wrong?” There were many things wrong from the point of view of Mr Stiles, that shrewd man of affairs. He laid a small sheaf of papers on the table and detailed the contents of the documents briefly.

“Here are four or five transactions that ought to be closed today, Mr Maddison. I am rather worried about them. The Gulanga Oil account should be settled. We made a very considerable loss there.”

Luke nodded impatiently. “Settle it,” he said. “No message from — from Miss Leferre?” It was a stupid question to ask, for he had a private ‘phone and he knew that any message that came from Margaret would be put through to him direct.

The manager shook his head gloomily. “A bad business, sir. I have not spoken to you about it because I realize how badly you must be feeling. The Northern and Southern have been on the ‘phone again this morning about that cheque — you remember they queried the signature yesterday?”

“Yes, yes.” Luke’s usually gentle voice was harsh. “Tell the manager it is all right.”

“I told him yesterday, as a matter of fact.” Mr Stiles was inclined to linger on a subject which was hateful to the other. In desperation Luke reverted to the question of the Gulanga Oil Concession, and for once Mr Stiles’ fatherly interest in the business irritated him.

“Of course, sir, I know that Maddisons is as sound as a bell of brass, but there is no getting away from the fact that we have been making rather heavy losses during the past six months, and I am afraid I shall have to call upon your reserves. Personally,” he went on, oblivious of Luke’s growing resentment, “I have always believed we made a mistake in not selling out to a joint stock concern. In private banking businesses the personal security plays too big a part for my liking—” Mercifully the house ‘phone rang at that moment.

Luke snatched up the receiver and listened with a frown. “Yes, show him in, please.” And, as he replaced the receiver: “I am seeing Mr Morell and I do not wish to be interrupted,” he said.

Mr Stiles made a little grimace. He had been all his life in the firm of Maddison & Sons, and he did not feel called upon to disguise his dislike of the caller. “There is something about that fellow that I dislike very much, Mr Maddison. I hope we are not going to carry his account?”

Luke shook his head and nodded towards the door.

Mr Danton Morell came into an atmosphere which he, sensitive to such matters, realized was charged with hostility. Nevertheless he was his smiling self, and laid his carefully brushed silk hat upon the table. Luke did not fail to notice that he wore a mourning tie, and that, for some reason, was a further strain upon his jangled nerves.

“Sit down, will you?” His manner and voice were brusque. “You were a friend of poor Rex?”

Danty inclined his head sorrowfully. “Yes, I was completely in his confidence,” he said. “I think I told you the day following his unfortunate—”

Luke cut short the recollection. “Were you so much in his confidence that you accompanied him to the Northern and Southern Bank three days ago when he cashed a cheque for eighteen thousand five hundred pounds?”

Danty opened his eyes wide in well-simulated surprise. “Why, of course,” he said. “Rex had made very heavy losses in the City, and advised him to see you. I understood you gave him a cheque for that amount—”

“Did he tell you that?” Luke’s blue eyes did not leave the man’s face.

“Certainly. Why, what was wrong? I saw the cheque myself.”

There was an uncomfortable pause, and then: “Did you see him sign it?” asked Luke deliberately.

Danty’s gaze did not falter. “I am afraid I do not understand you,” he said evenly. “I saw him endorse it—”

“My name was forged to it. I did not give Rex a cheque for that amount. I have been making enquiries. I find that he was heavily involved in a derelict West African gold-mining syndicate, most of the shares in which you bought for a song less than a year ago. He has been buying these shares on margin and they have been steadily dropping in value. On the day he paid you eighteen thousand five hundred pounds there came another demand for a larger amount.”

Danty’s heart sank, though he gave no visible evidence of his perturbation. This man knew more than he had dreamed could be known. Here was a crisis in Mr Morell’s affairs which might easily lead him to ruin and bring undone all those fine schemes of his.

“I do not exactly know what you are suggesting,” he said. “My interest in the company is a very slight one, and I was horrified when I learnt that Rex had been gambling in the shares. I give you the fullest permission to make any investigation you wish.”

Luke opened the drawer of his desk and took out a cheque. From where he sat Danty thought the signature was a tolerably good forgery. He had thought so when Rex had brought the cheque to him. It is the simplest thing in the world to forge a name, and so far as he had been able to judge there were no flaws in Rex Leferre’s essay in that dangerous game.

“You realize what is wrong with this cheque?” asked Luke.

The other shook his head. “Are you suggesting that I knew that cheque was forged?” he asked.

Before he could reply there was a tap at the door and Luke looked up angrily.

“Come in,” he said.

It was the apologetic manager. “I am sorry to interrupt you, Mr Maddison, but will you see Mr Bird of Scotland Yard?” In spite of his self-possession Danty half-rose from his seat. The Sparrow was the last man in the world he wanted to meet that morning.

Luke thought for a while.

“Just a moment.”
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He rose and opened the door leading to the corridor.

“I shall want to see you again about this cheque, Mr Morell,” he said.

“Why not see me now?” It was a challenge, but Luke Maddison could sense its insincerity.

“Mr Bird has come to see me on quite another matter,” he said. “In due course we will interview him together.” He closed the door on his visitor as The Sparrow was shown in through the other door. Mr Bird came heavily into the room and favoured every corner with a long scrutiny. He seemed disappointed — as though he expected to find something or somebody who was not present.

“Havin’ a visitor, Mr Maddison? I thought I saw somebody come in whilst I was waiting in the street outside.”

Luke nodded curtly. “Mr Danton Morell,” he said. “Do you know him?”

The Sparrow smiled. “As one knows the Lord Mayor — from a distance. I’m humble. You never find me bargin’ in on society. I’ve had one dress suit seventeen years an’ wear it twice a year — once for the Police Dinner and once to give the moths a cold.”

“Do you know anything about him?”

The Sparrow’s wide smile grew wider. “His name an’ address — an’ that’s as much as any policeman wants to know about anybody. Bad business, this young Leferre case, Mr Maddison. You don’t want to appear in it, I suppose?”

Luke looked at him, startled. “I? How on earth do I come into it?”

Mr Bird coughed. “Well, you do and you don’t,” he said. “I happened to search the body an’ the room. I found three loose cheques on the Northern and Southern Bank — that’s where you keep your private account, ain’t it? An’ this—”

Very leisurely he took out a fat and worn leather case from his pocket, laid it flat on the desk and rummaged in the inside. After a while he found what he was looking for — two folded sheets of paper, evidently torn from a school exercise book.

He smoothed these flat and Luke saw a succession of signatures, one under the other— “Luke Maddison — Luke Maddison.”

“Looks almost as though you’d been scribblin’ absentmindedly.” The detective’s shrewd eyes were on the young banker. “But at the same time I couldn’t imagine a business man like you doin’ anything so silly! If you’ll excuse the liberty. I called at the Northern and Southern Bank yesterday afternoon, but they were reticent—’reticent’ is a good word — an’ referred me to you. But by an underhanded an’ despicable trick I found that young Mr Leferre cashed a cheque the other day for eighteen thousand.”

Luke broke in here. “Yes — I gave him a cheque for that amount.”

The Sparrow was frankly sceptical. “Did you now? Maybe you’d like to show me the counterfoil of that cheque?” For a second Luke was taken aback.

“If there were any reason for doing so, I could,” he said coldly, “but I see no reason.”

Mr Bird was not abashed; he leaned his huge arms on the table, and when he spoke his voice was very serious.

“I’ve no right to ask — I’m not the sort of man who would attempt to pull a bluff on a gentleman like you. I’ll put my cards on the table. That cheque was met in notes and I want to know where those notes went. There’s a bird in London I want to catch. I’ve got one of the best little cages for him that was ever built, an’ whilst it’s empty so is my heart. If that cheque was a forgery it might get the deceased a bad name, but it would make it very easy for me to pull in a certain man for ‘uttering’ — I’ll tell you the truth, Mr Maddison: I want that man’s fingerprints so much that I wonder I don’t knock him down in the street an’ take ‘em!”

Luke’s eyes were averted: he gave no sign until the detective had finished. “I’m sorry I can’t help you,” he said. “The cheque was drawn by me and signed by me,”

Mr Bird rose with a sigh.

“You’re too kind to the criminal classes, Mr Maddison,” he said. “No wonder Gunner Haynes thinks you’re a good feller — six months he got yesterday for bein’ a suspected person. What a man! When I tried to pump him about your friend he wouldn’t let on that he knew him even.”

“Morell?” Luke was thrown off his guard, as he saw by The Sparrow’s grin.

“That’s the name. What’s the use of talkin’ at cross-purposes? He’s the—”

“I know nothing about Morell.” Luke was emphatic. “He was a friend of Rex — of Mr Leferre’s. I’d rather not discuss him.”

The Sparrow sighed again, gathered up the papers on which the unfortunate Rex had practised the signature, and stuffed them back in his pocket book.

“Nobody helps the police,” he said dolefully. “All hands are against the natural guardians of the Children of the Poor…I’ll be getting along.” He offered a limp hand and went heavily out of the room. The door had hardly closed upon him before the telephone bell rang, and for the first time since the tragedy Luke heard the voice of the woman he loved.

“Will you see me tomorrow, Luke?” Her voice was very low.

“Now, if I may — darling, let me come to you now!” But her level voice denied him.

“Tomorrow — after this ghastly business. Luke, did Rex owe you any money?” The unexpectedness of the question threw him off his balance, and when Luke Maddison was flurried he was invariably incoherent, for the same reason as others are incoherent in the circumstances — he thought too quickly for speech.

“Yes — but it isn’t worth discussing…he was heavily insured, you know, and I don’t think the policy is invalidated…” He heard the quick breath and grew panic-stricken.

“I was thinking of you…that there was no need to worry about his affairs…he owes me nothing practically.”

“Will you see me tomorrow?”

Before he could reply, he heard the click of the hook being depressed.
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“I see no reason in the world why the wedding should be postponed, Luke.” The hideous business of coroner’s inquisition was only a day old, and an accountant’s statement that the dead boy’s affairs were “involved” was accepted and no details were asked.

Margaret Leferre could not understand herself; her own calm astonished her.

Had she ever loved this suave man who stood before her, apparently agreeing, as though Rex were his dearest friend? Sometimes she was afraid that he would read her loathing of him in her eyes — she was amazed to find herself telling him now, with the greatest calmness and in a tone that was sadly sweet, that she saw no reason why the ceremony should be postponed.

“My poor darling!” He took her in his arms, and she did not resist. Rather, she raised her cold lips to his, and hated herself. But the Judas kiss was his, not hers that was a tattered comfort.

“There is nothing in the world I would not do to make life a little more smooth for you,” he was saying. “If money could buy you happiness I would beggar myself!”

She smiled faintly at this. Here was a man ready to betray his gods. He had ruined Rex; he had always hated him. She remembered half-forgotten phrases of his, little irritated comments upon Rex’s carelessness in financial matters.

He put her at arm’s length and scrutinized her a little sadly. The pallor and the soft shadows beneath her eyes gave her an unearthly loveliness.

“Naturally I’ve been worried sick…what a fool I was on the ‘phone to talk of insurances — it was indecent…I just didn’t know what to say—”

“Luke, are you awfully rich?” She was always staggering him with questions like that.

“Why — yes, I suppose I am. The bank isn’t doing terribly well — on the trading side…we are merchants as well, you know — but I have over half a million private fortune. I thought you knew.”

She smiled faintly. “I have never asked you. I’m worried about — poverty. We have been poor — desperately. My father left us nothing, poor dear…it must be wonderful to be so rich — to have command of money — never to be bothered about bills, never to feel the frantic urge to go out and earn something.”

He was regarding her in open-eyed astonishment.

“But I never knew…my dear, how awful! I thought you had an income?”

She shook her head. This time she was not acting.

“If money will give you a sense of security, and of course it will, I’ll…why, I’d give you control of every cent I have in the world—”

He saw her incredulous smile and was angry with himself, as though in that gesture of unbelief he detected some reservations, some gesture of insincerity in his offer. “Why not? Thousands of men put all their property in their wives’ names. It is a sane thing to do — it keeps a man steady and it will make us really partners. Wait.”

He was at the ‘phone — as eager, as enthusiastic as a boy pursuing some new and delightful idea.

“Luke…is that your lawyer you’re calling?” Conscience overwhelmed her with a sudden fear; she realized for the first time the enormity of her treachery and was terrified.

“Yes, Hilton — it is Luke Maddison speaking…you had the draft of the antenuptial contract? Well, include everything! You have the list of my securities?…Yes, all. And the cash in bank — everything…my interest in Maddison’s…no, I’m not mad!”

“You are!” She was standing by him now, her face white as death. The words came tremulously. “You’re mad, Luke — I didn’t mean it…” He smiled and kissed her, and there was something in his eyes that made her shrink back — something that recalled the words of Danton Morell.

“You are his first obsession at the moment!” She stood there, her hands gripped, her breath coming quickly and more quickly, and heard him override the protests which came from the other end of the wire.

Presently he hung up the ‘phone and turned to her, a smile of triumph on his flushed face.

“You are Maddison’s!” he said grandly. “Lock, stock and barrel, darling — and I am what old Bird calls a Child of the Poor.”

Even she could not realize that he was speaking prophetically.
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To what end was life moving for Luke Maddison? In his rosy dreams he saw nothing but the smooth path of it. For him there must come, in a cycle of pleasant inevitability, years that were to be made up of amusing house parties, Ascots, Deauvilles, Lidos. He would wander at will from St Moritz to Cannes, from Cannes to town; there would be a make-believe of business, with the indispensable Mr Steele mumbling his forebodings, but the bank would go on whether Luke was there or not.

He had trodden these ways before — but alone. Now he was to have his heart’s desire. It was almost unthinkable that she would be with him — all the time, in all the places, in all the seasons. Margaret Leferre stood for womanhood in excelsis. Not the weakling woman that had been so favoured of the poets: she was to be something more than a wife. Here was a comrade to be trusted. Towards her he felt a tenderness more poignant because of the shadow of sorrow in which she lay. She was definitely a charge now, some one to be protected, to be shielded.

On the morning of her marriage he went to his office at the earnest solicitation of his manager. There were certain documents which demanded his personal attention. He went with the greater alacrity since his lawyer had called at his flat that morning to protest hopelessly (since the deed was signed the day before) against the antenuptial agreement.

“Luke, I’m beginning to think that you’re the biggest kind of fool that I’ve met in my professional career…Yes, yes, I know that Margaret is the sweetest girl in the world and the most trustworthy — all the decency of the Leferres seems to have run to her side — but don’t you realize what an awful mess you may be making of things? Suppose she died without making a will — I know it’s a ghastly suggestion! I tell you I know it is — but suppose…”

“I’ll suppose nothing so horrible, Jack!” said Luke hotly. They were boyhood friends, he and the keen-faced young lawyer who overlooked his affairs. “I believe that a wife should have a share in her husband’s fortune—”

“A share!” snarled Jack Hulbert. “You dam’ fool, she’s got it all!” They came as near to quarrelling as ever they had done.

It did not soothe Luke’s irritation that Mr Steele was in his most pessimistic mood.

“We can cut our losses, but it is going to cost you a lot of money,” he said gloomily; “and after this, Mr Maddison, I hope you’re going to leave well alone. Speculation is all very well for—”

“I know, I know!” Luke’s nerves were a little on edge. “I quite agree to cut out speculation — the truth is, I was led rather against my will to take up these options.” He could not confess that his amazing lapse had been due directly to poor Rex. Mr Steele would hardly have believed that his shrewd young employer could have been led into dealings so remote from the normal business of the firm by a youth with no particular experience in the markets. Yet this had been the truth.

“What are our losses?” asked Luke.

Mr Steele had the exact amount. “Ninety-seven thousand six hundred and forty pounds,” he said impressively, and Luke smiled.

“I happen to know that I am worth considerably more than that,” he laughed. “In fact, Steele, I am a much richer man than I thought.” He ‘happened to know’ because, for the purpose of the ante-marriage bond, it had been necessary to make an equally exact schedule of his holdings.

“All right — send a cheque, I will sign it.” Mr Steele went out, and Luke made a rapid examination of the papers that remained to be signed.

He was meeting Margaret at the Registrar’s Office at two o’clock. Danty was to be there — he frowned at the thought, but had not objected. Danty, in some mysterious way, had ingratiated himself into Margaret’s confidence; perhaps, thought Luke, it was his close friendship with Rex which had made this not only possible, but almost inevitable. There was to be no bridesmaid; the second witness was to be Mr Steele. His hand was on the bell push to summon the manager to remind him of his duty, when the bearded man came in.

“Do you want to see a man named Lewing?” he asked.

“Lewing? Who is he?” From Mr Steele’s expression of disparagement he gathered that Lewing was not of any great account.

“He’s a queer customer,” said Steele. “I’d have sent him off, only he said that he came from Gunner somebody who evidently knows you.” For a moment Luke was puzzled. Gunner? He knew a man who was in the artillery…

Then in a flash he remembered Gunner Haynes. He had forgotten all about the unfortunate hotel thief whom he had tried to save — had not even read in the newspapers what had been his fate.

“Show him in.” The man who followed Steele into the room was tall and spare of build. His deepset eyes had in them a furtiveness that was almost animal. He glanced quickly round the room, and it almost seemed to Luke that he was pricing every article within view against the night when he might enter and take away such movables as would show him a profit.

“Mornin’, sir.” He held his head downwards and sideways, looking up from under his heavy and untidy eyebrows. “Like to speak to you private, sir,” he said in his husky voice.

Luke glanced at the manager and signalled him to leave the room. Mr Steele left with the greatest reluctance.

“Sit down, will you?” Not taking his eyes from Luke’s face, the visitor stretched out a hand and drew a chair to him. “Well?” The visitor sat down.

“Gunner’s got three moon for bein’ a suspected,” he said in a low, hoarse voice. “The Sparrer spoke up for him, but the beak handed out the three moon. The Gunner’s appealin’ to the Sessions.” Luke nodded.

“He has got three months hard labour and is appealing? I hope he gets off. Did he send you to me?”

Lewing nodded slowly. He had the appearance of a man who was lying and expected to be found out at any moment. “Yes. A few quid would do him a bit of good. He wants a mouthpiece. The Sparrer says he’ll get off — an’ the Sparrer knows.”

“Who is the Sparrow?”

A slow smile dawned on Mr Lewing’s face. “He’s a ‘busy’ — a detective. Bird by name—”

Luke nodded. He remembered Mr Sparrow, whose activities were apparently not wholly confined to inquests.

“I was inside meself — for breakin’ an’ enterin’,” confided Lewing, “but they couldn’t prove nothin’ so I got out. But me an’ the Gunner’s like brothers. He was in the next cell to me at Brixton an’ he told me to pop up an’ have a talk with you — a few quid would help him.”

Luke was puzzled. His acquaintance with the redoubtable gunman who called himself Haynes was a slight one, but it had struck him during their brief interview in the Ritz-Carlton, that the Gunner had the manners and certainly the vocabulary of a gentleman, and that this mean sneak-thief who was looking at him stealthily from the other side of the table was hardly the type of man in whom the Gunner would confide his commissions.

Luke felt in his pocket and took out a few pound notes. “I suppose you know Mr Bird very well?” he asked as he counted the money.

The man grinned. “The Sparrer? I should say so! He’s always goin’ on about the Children of the Poor — but he’s always laggin’ ‘em! He pretends there’s a lot of poor people who are sufferin’ because of the likes of—” He was about to say ‘me’ but changed his mind— “of fellers who go on the crook. That’s silly. If you can’t do work you’ve got to do something: you can’t starve. The last time the Sparrer started talkin’ to me about it I says: ‘Look here, Mr Bird, why don’t you go after the children of the rich an’ make ’em pay their whack to these children of the poor?’ He couldn’t answer me. He was dumbfounded. I’m always beatin’ people in arguments.” He seemed rather proud of this accomplishment; he was not without his vanities, even if he had to lie about his triumphs.

“Here is ten pounds. Give that to your friend. I can’t help him much more. I’d like to know what happens to him, and he can write to me here.” A dirty hand like the talon of a bird shot out and clutched the money into a ball.

“If you see the Dicky, don’t tell him I called — The Sparrer, I mean. Some calls him one thing an’ some another. An’, governor, if you ever want to see life or bring any other swells to see it, you might pop down to Rotherhithe one night. Ask for Harry Sidler — I got it writ down somewhere.” He fumbled in his waistcoat pocket and produced a dirty-looking card.

Amused, Luke took it and read: “HARRY SlDLER, next door ‘The Cap and Bells.’” Beneath was the inscription: ‘Best prices given for old iron.’

Lewing was staring at him, his teeth showing in a mirthless grin.

“Old iron!” he chuckled hoarsely. “That’s not bad! If you want to see the children of the poor — that’s the place to see ‘em!” He rose from his chair and with a nod stole across the room and vanished through the half-opened doorway. Vanished from life, thought Luke, but in this he was mistaken.
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That morning had been one of great mental distress to Margaret Leferre. Three times she had taken up the telephone to call Luke; three times she had put down the instrument. And then Mr Danty Morell had called. Almost she did not receive him.

She was in that state of mind when his appearance gave an ugliness to reality of which she would rather have remained unconscious.

Daybreak came to her after a night of dreams; horrid dreams of the dead Rex, of Luke, of lawyers gabbling through the esoteric terms of a marriage deed. And out of all these disturbing dreams one fact had emerged: she hated Luke — hated him with an intensity that overbalanced all reason. She tried to recall the time when he had meant everything in the world to her, when her pulse quickened at the sound of his voice and the day seemed a little brighter for his presence. Desperately, and for the sake of her own dwindling self-respect, she endeavoured to recapture those hours when he was as a very god to her. She tried to find excuses for him, and in doing so she was unconsciously fanning the flame of her resentment. She had grown to hate herself for the tremendous treachery she contemplated. It made matters no easier that she found herself committed to a conspiracy with a man who a few months before had been a stranger.

In this mood Danton found her. He was soberly attired: even in his black silk hat there was rather a suggestion of memorial service than wedding.

She began without preliminary: she was so far involved that there was no need for pretence.

“I can’t go through with this, Danton,” she said — she had never taken kindly to ‘Danty’, and after a few embarrassed attempts to carry off the familiarity she compromised with the more stately Christian name. “I have made up my mind to call up Luke end tell him. It is horrible — I can’t do it.” He was too clever to attempt a contest. Moreover, he had expected an eleventh hour penitence.

“Exactly what is horrible?” he asked. “There are certain horrible aspects of the affair which have rather depressed me. Naturally I cannot discuss those with you, but…well, it is rather horrible that you hate him and must sacrifice yourself. When Luke told me that the honeymoon was to be spent in Paris…I didn’t like it. Though why you should go on a honeymoon at all I don’t know. You remember the Fletcher girl who broke her leg as she was stepping into the carriage…naturally one hates suggesting things, but — I know a doctor who would certify a sprained ankle…”

She shook her head, but obviously she was thinking over this suggestion. She must have the climax of the drama at once. Must at the very door of the Registrar’s office tell Luke the truth about the marriage — or there must be no marriage. With the ink still fresh on the antenuptial contract she must tell him that she had deliberately set herself to ruin him. There must be no lingering — a quick finale whilst the hatred was hot within her, before some sentimental spirit of mercy undid the work and left her tied to a man she secretly loathed.

Danty saw her weakening. There was need to flog her animosities to fullest activity. He had a weapon to his hand: he had most carefully reserved this to the last.

“I suppose you wonder why I am so bitter about Maddison,” he said.

There was no reason in the world why he should suppose anything of the sort. He had left her with no doubt in her mind that he hated Luke for more reasons than she could remember. He was too skilful a strategist to have suggested that he regarded Luke Maddison as a rival. That would have removed him from the sphere of disinterested friendship and discounted every move he made, every argument he employed. And yet, with every day that passed, he found it more and more difficult to conceal his growing passion for her. She was so different from the women he had known, so far removed from the Millie Haynes type…a lady…one of the class against which he had warred incessantly. He had to school himself to maintain the role of platonic friend. A single false move would have brought him to disaster.

“I hate him because I loved Rex — and he will never leave Rex alone. The poor boy is not beneath the earth before he makes the most shocking accusation against him—”

“What?” She was on fire again.

“Forgery! You wouldn’t believe it possible, but Luke told me confidentially that a few days before Rex’s death he had forged a cheque for eighteen thousand. A stupid accusation, as I told him — for I was with Rex when the cheque was given to him by Luke Maddison.”

She sat motionless, her chin held up, a new light in her eyes.

“He said that?” She spoke in so low a voice that she was almost inaudible. “That Rex forged…but he couldn’t have! How beastly!” He saw her lip quiver and knew that it was his moment. Bending towards her, he began to speak, quickly, eagerly. He spoke of things which in other moments she would have instantly resented, and she listened unmoved: in her cold fury she became elemental…somewhere within her a weak, protesting voice told her that she should not listen, but it grew weaker and subsided into a murmur of unease.

At two o’clock she stepped from her car at the door of the Marylebone Registrar’s office, and Luke, waiting in the room of that official, turned to greet the palest bride that had ever entered those commonplace portals.

She spoke not at all, only answered the questions that were put to her. With a shudder she felt the ring slip upon her finger…

It was all over so quickly that she could not believe that the first act of her vengeance was played. Somebody put a pen into her hand, and a squat forefinger showed her the place where she must sign her name. For a long time she held the pen, and when she wrote it wavered in her fingers and the scrawled signature looked like nothing she had ever seen.

Leaving for Paris that night…the Meurice, or was it the Bristol? There was some confusion in her mind about these details…anyway, they did not matter if she kept her courage. The two o’clock wedding had been an inspiration. She went back to her house — Luke was coming to dinner — they left immediately after to catch the night boat from Southampton.

“Wife! It’s wonderful — unbelievable!” Luke’s voice was tremulous. They were alone in her pretty little drawingroom, and he was sitting by her side, his arm around her. She was very still and unyielding, but he thought that he understood this. Luke was bubbling over with excitement — he was like a boy who had received a new and wonderful present.

“I say, did you see that queer-looking man standing on the pavement as we came out? A fellow named Lewing — a thief of some kind. I wonder if he came to pick pockets? I’ll bet he did…touched his hat to me as I came out…” She was not listening, and, after he had gone, could remember nothing that he had said except something about Rex. It was indecent of him to mention the boy.

Danty rang her up, but she would not see or receive him. She must go through now without help. Luke was coming at seven. At six she called him on the telephone, and had one panic moment when she feared he had already left his flat and could not be found. When she heard his voice.

“Darling…isn’t it odd? I can’t believe it — I still think of myself as a crusty old bachelor—”

“Luke, I want you to do something for me.” She found her voice at last. “No — no, don’t interrupt…It’s a big thing. I don’t want to go away tonight…not for a day or two. I want to be alone…not to see you. My nerves are in a terrible state; I think I am on the verge of a breakdown.” As she went on, he listened with a growing sense of alarm and dismay. And yet he was not thinking of himself.

“I’ve been a selfish brute. Of course, darling, I quite understand.”

The conversation did not occupy five minutes of time; he could hardly realize what was happening, to what he was agreeing, before he was sitting at his writing table staring blankly at the telegraph forms by which he was to cancel so many pleasant arrangements.

Danty, waiting at Waterloo Station with a full view of the barrier, watched the mail-boat passengers filter through to the platform. He saw the barrier close and the red tail-lights of the train disappear into the darkness, and went home humming a little song, for Mr and Mrs Luke Maddison were not amongst the passengers.
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The General Manager of Maddison’s Bank was not a man who could easily be taken by surprise. He had the fatalistic qualities which are peculiar to all men engaged in the business of finance. The vagaries of markets, the incidence of bank rates and the fluctuations of trade left him unmoved. He had once been held up by an armed robber and did not so much as change colour.

Yet he stared with amazement and was physically incapable of coherent speech when he saw Luke Maddison walk through the outer office towards his private room.

“It’s all right, Steele,” smiled Luke. “You’re not seeing a ghost.”

Mr Steele recovered his speech. “I thought — um—”

“You thought I was on my honeymoon, but I’m not,” said Luke as he preceded the manager to his room. He stopped on the threshold at the sight of a burly figure disposed in the easiest armchair.

“Mr Bird called, and I was — er — I thought you wouldn’t mind if I saw him in your office.”

Luke Maddison was already shaking hands with his visitor.

“Thought you might turn up,” said The Sparrow cheerfully. “I noticed you weren’t on the honeymoon express.”

Luke laughed. “You were at Waterloo, I suppose?”

“Me and about fourteen crooks various,” said the detective, “but only two of us interested in the boat-train. All the rest were low, common luggage-pinchers, but they didn’t stay long. Me and him held on to the Paris Limited till it went out.”

“Who was the ‘him’?” asked Luke, but Mr Sparrow was not informative.

“Nothing wrong, Mr Maddison? Yes, know that your good lady is far from well, but nothing serious?” It was queer to hear Margaret referred to as a ‘good lady’, and Luke found himself laughing quietly.

“I’ve come up to see you about a cheap little lobcrawlin’ roustabout,” explained The Sparrow. “If it’s not asking you to betray a criminal’s confidence, I’d like to know what brought Lewing to you yesterday?”

Luke hesitated: he was loth to say anything which might get the man or his principal into trouble.

“He didn’t come for money perhaps — on behalf of the Gunner?” Mr Bird was watching him keenly. “I thought so. The Gunner’s appealin’, that’s true, an’ I think he’ll get away with it. I was discussin’ it in the exercise yard at Brixton Prison, and this Lewing must have been walking round and overheard. What did you give him?”

As nearly as he could recall Luke gave him the gist of the interview. The Sparrow was amused. “The Gunner wouldn’t talk to a man like Lewing. Haynes belongs to what the newspaper writers call the aristocracy of crime. If you’ll prosecute I’ll pull him in.” But Luke was in no sense agreeable to such a course. “All right — leave him. He’ll go around workin’ against the children of the poor till one day he’ll fall an’ I shall be on top of him.”

The phrase again attracted Luke’s attention, and he asked a question. The Sparrow pursed his thick lips. “People like you, Mr Maddison, don’t understand. Look out of your window now” — he pointed, and Luke walked to the window. “See that girl-typist or somep’n. Two pound a week. She’s one of a family of six (I’m makin’ all this up) an’ lives in Bermondsey. Every hand’s against her. You don’t think so? I’m tellin’ you. They rob her, they lay in wait for her. They crowd round buses an’ pinch her purse. Maybe some smart-lookin’ lad asks her to go to the pictures — then one evenin’ she’ll go to supper in a flash night club. See that man? Old feller? Brought up a family on nothin’ — he’s a workin’ carpenter by his bag. Do you know what they’ll do to him? They’ll get him tight, pinch his tools and turn out his pockets. That’s why I’m drawin’ so much a week: for protectin’ the children of the poor. Do you get that?”

“But I thought that thieves only went after the rich?” said Luke.

Mr Bird guffawed. “What have the rich got? Their money’s in safes. They’ve servants and telephones, and the law’s on their side. A thief would rather rob the poor than rob anybody. They’re helpless. I’ll tell you, Mr Maddison, you’ve no idea what the poor are like, and you’ve no idea of what the rats are like. I could take you to a place in South London where they live in herds — little wicked thieves — just like in books. Livin’ together in cellars and old warehouses. They’d hold you face down in the river mud till you were dead — that’s if they had twenty pounds to split between four of ‘em.”

Luke shivered. “It doesn’t seem possible.”

Mr Bird smiled broadly. “I hope you’ll never know how possible it is — what about that Lewing?” Luke shook his head, and The Sparrow, heaving himself from the chair, grunted his disapproval of such mercy. “He’s one of the worst. Breakin’ an’ enterin’, did he tell you? He’s got the heart of a worm — he wouldn’t break or enter anything more dangerous than a veal an’ ham pie! He’s a shore thief — I’ll tell you all about it one day.”

During the talk Steele had appeared in the doorway twice. He was obviously worried; frowned at Bird, and by such signs as Luke understood signified his desire for an early interview. The detective was hardly out of the office before Steele came in. “That cheque you signed yesterday for ninety-seven thousand — the bank manager says he wants to see you urgently. He wouldn’t tell me what it was about, after I had told him you were still in town.”

Luke frowned. “But it was on my private account,” he said.

“That is exactly what I told him. I explained that you were transferring that amount to the bank account, but he says he must see you.”

The bank was not very far distant, and ten minutes later Luke was in the manager’s office. He had first to receive the congratulations of that official and to explain his presence in town. Margaret was feeling better — he had telephoned to her early that morning, and her message was reassuring. “Now about this cheque, Mr Maddison.” The manager became suddenly businesslike. “You realize, of course, that it cannot be honoured?”

“What?” Luke looked at him incredulously and the manager laughed.

“Sounds queer, doesn’t it? Especially queer to me when I realize that I am talking to the head of Maddison’s Bank; but it is a fact. It is the merest formality, of course, but you as a banker will realize that banking is based upon formalities—”

“Will you please tell me what you mean?” said Luke impatiently. “I have six hundred thousand—”

“You had,” smiled the manager; “but you seem to forget, Mr Maddison, that you settled all your money and your securities on your wife!”

And then it dawned upon Luke Maddison that he was a penniless man. His smile grew broader, his chuckle became a roar of laughter in which the manager joined.

“That is the best joke I’ve heard.” Luke wiped his eyes. “Of course, I had forgotten. I will see Mrs Maddison” — he lingered on the words— “and ask her to oblige me with a cheque for the amount.”

“Early,” warned the manager. “You know, of course, that I must return this cheque unless I have her authority to pay?”

If Luke Maddison’s smile was a little contemptuous, he was justified by his own standards. He did not even trouble to see Margaret at once. Before lunch he remembered and telephoned. “I want to see you, darling,” he began.

“Why?” It was difficult to disguise the suspicion she felt.

“I want you to sign a little document,” he said gaily.

So that was it! Danty had warned her. Only she had never dreamed that she would be asked to renounce her marriage portion so soon.

“A document?”

“I want you to transfer some money to me,” he said. “It is the merest formality — I’ve discovered that I have rather less than I need.”

She thought quickly. “Very well, come to the house at three o’clock.”

He forgot that the bank closed at three-thirty and agreed. After all, it did not greatly matter if the cheque was returned. It was merely a transference from his personal account to the bank’s.

He was, true to his methods, five minutes late, and was shown into her little sittingroom. The first thing that struck him was that she was dressed. He had pictured her resting in her negligee — in bed even. She was not as pale as she had been. It was when he went to take her in his arms that he had his first shock.

“Don’t kiss me — please!” It was not a request: it was a peremptory command.

“Why — what is wrong, darling?” She shook her head impatiently.

“Please tell me what you want.” Her tone turned him cold. It was hard, almost antagonistic. He could hardly believe the evidence of his senses.

Stammering like a schoolboy, he told her in disjointed sentences of the situation which had arisen, and she listened and did not speak until he stopped.

“Ninety-seven thousand pounds,” she said. “A tenth of that would have saved Rex.”

He could only stare at her uncomprehendingly.

“It was rather dreadful to see a man make a god of money, Luke, and to know that for its sake he is willing to sacrifice even a young life…” To him her voice sounded like the clang of a bell; to herself it hardly seemed that it was she who was speaking. “And to accuse this poor dead boy of forgery — to add that infamy to the other!”

“I…you are speaking of me?” he said in a whisper.

She nodded. “Of you. I knew that you were coming to get your money back — that is why I did not go with you to France. I wanted it to happen here. Here, where I have friends and can meet you on even terms.” A pause, and then: “Luke…I am giving you no money. You gave it to me — it is mine. Not a penny can you have — not a penny!” She wished he would speak during the silence that followed. She wished he would rave, curse her, do all the things that were consistent with her picture of him.

But he said nothing. He was not even looking at her, but was studying the pattern of the carpet. Presently he jerked up his head.

“Goodbye,” he said, and turned on his heel.

She heard the door close on him, and then there came to her a realization that made her brain reel. She loved him.
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Luke Maddison walked into his office so calmly that Steele, who from his glass partitioned office saw him pass, did not dream of the devastating catastrophe which had shattered the life of his young employer. Steele glanced up at the clock and grunted his satisfaction. Evidently the matter of the cheque had been satisfactorily adjusted.

The house ‘phone rang and he took up the instrument.

“Will you come in?” Luke’s voice was even; not by so much as a tremor did he betray his emotion.

There was nothing remarkable to betray. He was astounded at his own amazing calm, and it was some time before he had discovered a reason for his abnormal serenity. He was living entirely in the present, not daring to look backward, indifferent to what waited on the morrow.

Steele, who had known him from a child, saw something in his face that he had never seen before, and was alarmed.

“Anything wrong, sir?” he asked anxiously.

Luke Maddison pursed his lips as though he were going to whistle.

“I don’t know…I haven’t quite got things into perspective. Sit down, Steele.” Again he pursed his lips, staring past his manager; and then, in measured, deliberate tones, he told the man just what had happened. It was not a moment for reticence, nor did he feel the necessity for covering up or excusing Margaret’s action. He was dealing with definite and final facts, and he set them forth with a sort of coldblooded precision, as he would have set forth the values in a prospectus.

Steele heard but at first could not comprehend the magnitude of the disaster. At last he made a little moaning sound, and this seemed to appeal to some latent sense of humour in Luke Maddison, for he smiled.

“You’ll have to do the best you can, Steele. I suppose one has friends in the City who would help, but I haven’t the faith to go to them — faith in anything…No, I’m not stunned, I’m destroyed. But I’m not feeling sorry for myself — I wish I could. That at least would bring me back to realities.”

“What are you going to do?” Steele’s voice was little above a whisper.

Luke Maddison shook his head. “I don’t know exactly,” he frowned. “What does one do in these circumstances? Go away and shoot lions! Isn’t that the usual course for brokenhearted men to take? I don’t know.”

Steele glanced at his watch and got up from the table. “I’m going to see the bank,” he said, with remarkable energy. “I think we can lodge those Artificial Silk shares against an overdraft.”

Luke made no comment. He heard the staccato explosion of Steele’s voice — the old man invariably got that way when he was excited. He was conscious that Steele had gone and shut the door behind him. For ten minutes he sat at the desk, looking straight ahead, trying hard to reestablish touch with life. Then he rose, took his hat from the stand, mechanically drew on his gloves and went down the private staircase into the street.

As he opened the door of his flat he heard the telephone bell ringing, and had time to stop the butler as he was going to it to answer.

“Leave it, will you, please?” he said.

The ‘phone was in his own little study leading from his bedroom. He lifted the receiver and put it on the table. Then, locking the door, he changed his clothes. He took the first garments that came to him; was unaware, till he was dressed, that trousers and coat were a bad match. Counting the money in his pockets, he found he had a little over fifty pounds. He grew thoughtful at this. Was that his or hers? It was a ridiculous problem, yet he battled it out for a long while; but all the time realities avoided him. He could only think of Margaret as A, himself as B. There was C, which stood for money — did this belong to A or B?

He threw the notes on the table, retaining the silver, and went out into the hall. He was taking down a light overcoat when the butler appeared at his elbow to ask the inevitable question.

“No, no, I’m dining out tonight.” And then, with the open door in his hand, he remembered. “I left some money on the table in my study. Take half for yourself and half for the cook — I shall not want you after this week.” He left the man petrified with amazement and dismay.

Why he gravitated to the Embankment he could never tell; it seemed a natural objective. He had no thought of suicide, no intention of finding that gross way to forgetfulness. Walking slowly by the parapet, he came to a halt before Scotland Yard and eyed that Gothic building incuriously. That big detective was there, The Sparrow — The Sparrow, who righted so many wrongs, could hardly disentangle the problem which deadened the mind of Luke Maddison. The children of the poor…he smiled mirthlessly. He was one of the children of the poor, the natural charge of that big man. To protect the children of the poor and punish the wrongdoer. Who had done wrong? Margaret? He tried hard to apportion all blame to her, to hate her…He shook his head and walked slowly back towards Blackfriars.

Opposite the Temple Station he rested again. There was a narrow street running up to the Strand — Norfolk Street, wasn’t it? And his lawyer had his office there. Why not see him and tell him all that had happened? It was the sane thing to do. But then Luke Maddison realized that he was not sane. He was the maddest being in the maddest world.

He went on towards Blackfriars and came to a halt before the tram station. There was a long queue of people waiting to board the cars which arrived empty and went rolling along the Embankment crowded with humanity. Husbands and wives, possibly; young men going back to sweethearts who loved them; girls who had faith in some men or other and were ready to make every sacrifice for them. To Luke Maddison every car that drew away was laden with happy people, their day’s work ended, the recreations and pleasures of the night before them. Old men, young men; girls looking trim and smart; young men smoking big pipes, with a newspaper under their arms; bespectacled students…they hypnotized him, these great, blazing tramcars. He watched men and women mounting to the top, tried to identify them through the glazed windows.

He was standing with his back to and his elbows on the parapet.

“Are you waiting for anybody?” The voice had authority, though it was quite kind. He looked up to meet the suspicious scrutiny of a City policeman. The City police do not like to see men lingering indecisively, one hand on the parapet, the swirling black river below — especially white-faced men, with a tense face and an almost horrified stare.

“N — no,” stammered Luke, “I’m — just watching.”

The policeman was looking at him curiously, as though he was trying to remember his face. “I’ve seen you before somewhere, haven’t I?”

“I dare say,” said Luke, and turned away abruptly.

He followed the homeward-wending crowd across Blackfriars Bridge. It was dark and cold, and he struggled into the overcoat which he had been carrying on his arm. He remembered somewhere in the Borough that he entered a little coffeehouse, redolent of burning lard.

At eleven o’clock it began to rain, a fine drizzle that very soon soaked through the light coat. He was walking aimlessly along York Road in the direction of Westminster. A man ahead of him was walking more slowly, a slouching man with his hands in his pockets and his coat collar turned up. Luke was wearing rubber soled shoes, and came up to the walker before he was aware of his presence. He saw the night wanderer lurch sideways with a snarl, stoop forwards as though he were going to run, and then something in Luke’s face or appearance checked his flight.

“Hullo!” he said huskily. “Thought you was a busy.”

Luke recognized him. “You’re Lewing, aren’t you?”

The man peered into his face. “Blimey, if it ain’ t Mr What’s-your-name? — Maddison! What you doing down here? You should have come and seen me down Tooley Street: this ain’ t my pitch.” Twice he looked back furtively over his shoulder.

“You thought I was a detective?”

The thin lips of the man twisted in a leer. “That’s what I said. No, I thought you was one of Connor’s lot. They chased me out of Rotherhithe tonight…said I’d been ‘nosing’ on ‘em. That’s why I’m round here. Connor’s crowd always thinks that someone’s been nosing if one of his gang’s dragged.”

“Nosing? You mean spying?”

“Giving ’em away to the police,” explained Mr Lewing. “Connor’s brother got caught the other night and they got a yarn down Tooley Street that I’d done it.”

Luke began dimly to understand.

“Come down here.” The claw-like hands of Lewing caught him and dragged him down a narrow, ill-lit street.

“I’m nervous tonight,” he said, and here he was speaking the truth, for his voice became a little whimpering gasp. “You’re a gentleman, Mr Maddison. You’d help a pore feller to get away. You know what Connor is — he’d knife you for twopence. Bumping off, he calls it — he’s an American; at least, he’s been in Sing Song…Sing Sing, is it? Anyway, it’s a stir.” [Stir = Prison — EW] A couple of quid’d get me out of London.”

“I haven’t got a couple of pounds with me,” said Luke. He was already weary of the companionship, and, but for being in his present condition, would never have submitted to being dragged into this foul little street.

“Perhaps I can call at your office in the morning?” Lewing’s voice betrayed his anxiety. And then, as he remembered: “I give that ten pounds to the Gunner—”

“You gave nothing to the Gunner,” said Luke coldly. “Mr Bird told me all about you.”

There was an embarrassed silence. “Anyway, I’d like you to stay with me, sir,” said the man. “I called you a busy just now, and you look like a busy. If any of them Connors see me with a busy they’ll—” They had just turned the corner into an even narrower street, and Lewing stopped suddenly. Four dark shapes, two on the pavement, two in the roadway, confronted them. Luke surveyed them curiously. They all seemed to have caps down over their eyes; each man had both hands in his pockets.

“Here, what’s the idea, Joe?” Lewing’s voice was a whine. “This gentleman is taking me round—”

The leader of the four laughed harshly.

“You’ve got to have a busy with you, have you?” he said with an oath. “You ain’t satisfied with nosing on us Connors, but you got to carry Scotland Yard strapped under your arm. That’s yours, Lewing!” To Luke it only seemed that the man had edged a little closer to Lewing as he spoke. Lewing coughed and fell groggily against Luke…

“Get the ‘busy’!” said a snarling voice.

Luke swung back, but not quite in time. He saw the glitter of steel and felt as though a hot iron had been drawn across his breast; and then a curious weakness came on him, and he leaned back against the wall and gradually slipped into a sitting position…His last conscious impression was the clattering feet of running men; four dark shapes vanished into a greater darkness, and he was left alone, with something that sprawled across the pavement, staring with unseeing eyes at the flickering light of the street lamps.
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At noon the next day Mr Danton Morell called with all the news procurable — and that was not much.

“He seems to have disappeared from London, but I shouldn’t be very much alarmed about that,” he said.

Margaret Maddison sat white-faced by her writing-table, playing with a pen.

She had not slept at all since Luke’s butler had wakened her at midnight to ask for information about his master. Early that morning she had weakened sufficiently to ring up Luke’s office, only to find that she had communicated her own alarm to Mr Steele.

“Naturally he wants to worry you,” said Danty with a little smile. “That’s part of his scheme. I dare say if you told old Steele that you were ready to give a cheque for—”

“I told Mr Steele that I’d give him a cheque for any money he wanted,” she said. Her voice was a little cold and hard. Danty grew alarmed. He was evidently on the wrong track; it was not easy to find the right one.

“Then, if I may say so, you were extremely foolish. After all, you know the man; you know exactly what poor Rex thought of him; you went into this with your eyes open—”

“I know.” She was impatient. “I would do it again, I think — perhaps in another way. I was rather — brutal.” She rose from the table and walked slowly across to the fireplace, took a cigarette from an enamelled box on the mantelpiece, lit it, only to throw it into the fire.

“I am worried, Danton,” she admitted. “I haven’t the stamina for hate. I haven’t even the illusion that I’ve done right.”

“Steele took your cheque, of course?”

She shook her head. “No,” he said it wouldn’t be necessary. I think Luke must have told him about everything. He was very sharp with me, almost rude.”

“Fire him,” said Danty promptly. “Don’t forget that you own the bank—”

“I do not own the bank,” she interrupted. “My lawyer rang me up this morning to say that by an omission the bank property was not included in the contract — and I am glad. Of course I shall transfer back to Luke every penny I have taken from him.”

“Are you mad?” He almost shouted the words.

She had not seen this Danton before, and she stared at him in amazement. He realized his mistake instantly.

“I’m terribly sorry,” he said, almost humbly. “I’m thinking of you; I’m thinking of how easily his disappearance may be a trick, as I’m perfectly sure it is. It is like you to want to give him back his money. But suppose you do, what then? You’re married to him; he’s hardly likely to give you grounds for divorce, and the net result of your generosity would be that you would be penniless, dependent on his charity for every farthing.” She thought for a long time on this, looking down into the fire. It was difficult to know what Margaret was thinking about: her face was set; the side view he had of her eyes told him nothing.

“I wanted to hurt him, and yet I was very frightened. If he had only said something, if he had only abused me…it was awful!” She closed her eyes as though to shut out the memory of Luke’s face.

“He’ll be back tonight,” said Danty cheerfully, “and then you’d better settle it amongst yourselves. I’m almost beginning to regret that I gave you any advice, and yet God knows I did not act from self-interest.”

“Why, of course not.” She held out her hand impulsively and he took it. He was now mastering the situation.

Yet he was puzzled, and all the way home he was trying to find a likely explanation for Luke’s disappearance. He had formed an estimate of Luke Maddison’s character, and his own prognosis of what would follow Margaret’s revelation was, frankly, that the man he hated would take one of two courses; he would either display an immense sanity and consult his solicitors, or he would go the way of Rex Leferre.

A newspaper placard attracted his attention; he tapped on the glass and stopped the cab to buy a copy of the journal. “Race Gang Murder”, said the contents bill, and Danty was interested in gang fights. The scene of the tragedy was unknown to him.

In his more humble days he had worked North London. The Borough and Lambeth were terra incognita.

“As a result of a stabbing affray, arising, it is believed, from a quarrel between members of rival race gangs, a man named Lewing was killed, and his companion, whose identity the police are anxious to establish, is now lying in a dangerous condition at St Thomas’s Hospital, suffering from a knife wound in the breast. The Flying Squad is combing South London to find the assailants, who are believed to be members of a dangerous criminal gang operating in the Borough.”

Danty tossed the paper on to the floor of the cab. It was one of those commonplace crimes which have no especial interest for the well-to-do classes, and just now he was on the verge of becoming one of that exclusive set.

It may be said that he had no exact plan as to what part he would play in the present situation. He could make money more easily with Luke out of the way, and with this fool girl Margaret controlling a fortune, than he could if he were working under the cold blue eyes of Luke, who hated him. He had not disguised the fact, when he discussed Rex and the forgery, that he believed Rex was more victim than instigator of the crime.

His disappearance was really a sensible relief. It was hardly likely that his relationship with Margaret could have continued if she were in love with her husband and were guided by him. All that Danty planned was that Luke should cease to be a factor; and he had planned well. Whether he took his profits in one shape or another was a matter of indifference, except — the growing fascination that Margaret was exercising over him. He never saw her, but there grew a stronger desire for another relationship than confidential friend. Once he had touched her hand by a well-timed accident. She had let her hand rest against his long enough to encourage the hope that he might go farther; but when he had followed up this opening she had left him in no doubt about her feelings. Margaret had the disconcerting habit of candour.

“I hope you aren’t going to be very silly, Danton, and imagine that you’re in love with me,” she said.

This was in the days when Rex was alive, and when her pulse beat a little quicker at the sound of Luke Maddison’s footstep.

Danty shrugged his shoulders. Women change; their charm is their inconsistency.

He stepped out of the taxi and turned to pay the driver.

“Morning, Mr Morell.” Danty brought his head round slowly. Where had The Sparrow come from? He had a most alarming trick of appearing from nowhere. As a matter of fact, Mr Bird had been standing in the roadway but had been momentarily screened by the taxi.

“I thought I’d like to have a little chat with you,” he beamed. “Seen anything of Mr Maddison?”

It was on the tip of Danty’s tongue to disclaim any acquaintance with Luke Maddison’s movements. “Not since the marriage,” he said.

“Maybe he’s gone away alone on his honeymoon,” said The Sparrow, smiling broadly. “I can’t keep track of these modern ways of going on. I suppose you haven’t been on a honeymoon for a long time, Mr Morell?” His keen, bright eyes, half hidden behind the puffy eyelids, fixed Danton Morell like a gimlet. Danty did not flinch.

“I’ve never been married,” he said.

He could easily have ended the interview by brushing past the detective and walking into the vestibule of the building — it was his error that he submitted to the cross-examination.

“A pleasure to come,” said The Sparrow brightly. “I was having a little talk with Gunner Haynes about you.”

In spite of his self-control, Danton Morell felt the colour leave his face. “Oh, were you?” he said defiantly. “And who is Gunner Haynes?”

“A low criminal,” said The Sparrow in melancholy tones. “I meet ’em — It’s my job. There’s a lot of things I like about the Gunner. First of all I like him because he never carries a gun, and secondly I do admire his memory! Got the memory of a horse, that old Gunner! He’s the sort of fellow that remembers the colour of the socks he was wearing the day the Armistice was signed. I shouldn’t be surprised if they were khaki. What colour socks did you wear that day, Mr Morell?”

There was something so deadly in that question that Danton held his breath. On Armistice Day he had been serving a sentence of eighteen months in Peterhead Gaol. Had the Gunner recognized and betrayed him? He had only to consider this possibility to find a reason for its rejection. If Gunner Haynes knew he was alive and get-at-able, he would tell no police officer. Very surely and expeditiously he would settle his own account.

“I can’t tell you what kind of socks I was wearing,” he drawled. “Are you interested in the hosiery business?”

Mr Bird nodded solemnly. “Especially grey socks,” he said; “grey woollen socks with a little broad arrow on the ankle.” It was in perfect good humour, and could not, by any effort of the imagination, be described as offensive. Before Danton could speak he went on: “I suppose you can’t oblige me with information? I’d like to know why Mr Maddison went away yesterday, and where he’s gone. I’m thinking of sending him a birthday present. How long are you staying in London, Mr Morell?” The question was asked abruptly; the eyes behind the heavy lids seemed to brighten when Danty answered.

“About a month.”

“I was thinking perhaps you’d be going next week.” With a little nod he turned and went off in his heavy, ponderous fashion. Danty looked after him, biting his lip. He had received a warning. Though he would rather have the warning from the police than the more ungentle warning which Gunner Haynes would have delivered.

He was still pondering the detective’s words when he was dressing for dinner that night. It couldn’t have been the Gunner — Bird was guessing, hoping to surprise a confirmation of his suspicions.

Margaret and he were dining together that night, and when she ‘phoned to him that afternoon he thought that she was cancelling the engagement, and had two convincing arguments to make her reconsider her decision. But she had merely ‘phoned to ask him if he had any further news.

She was infinitely more cheerful when he saw her that night; was reaffirmed in her old determination.

“You’ll hear from him tomorrow,” smiled Danty over the coffee. “He’s not the sort of man who gets very far away from the City of London, where the money is made!”

She sighed. “I’m afraid you’re right,” she said.

At that moment two eminent surgeons stood, one on each side of a bed in St Thomas’s Hospital. One of them folded his stethoscope and looked down at the unconscious patient with a little grimace.

“You haven’t found this man’s name, constable?”

The detective officer who sat by the bed shook his head. “No, sir.”

The surgeon turned to his colleague. “Pneumonia, undoubtedly, Sir John,” he said briskly. “The lung was badly pierced — the pneumonia symptoms were to be expected, don’t you think?” He beckoned to the third of the party, the house surgeon, who was attending another patient on the other side of the ward.

“This fellow will probably die tonight,” he said, almost brightly. “I don’t see what you can do except to make him as comfortable as you can. Rather a superior looking fellow to be a member of a gang.”

The unconscious man smiled and muttered a word.

“Sounded like ‘Margaret’ to me,” said the interested surgeon. “Pity you don’t know who he is, you might have notified his wife — I hardly think there’s time now.”
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It was the thirteenth day after the disappearance of Luke Maddison, and a day of fate for his wife, since it put a period to the long and agonizing hours of doubt and uncertainty, of self-reproach that at times approached self-loathing. Twice she had been on the point of acquainting the police, and twice had Danty stopped her.

It was a time of worry for Danty also, but from quite another cause.

What had puzzled, and, to some degree, comforted her, was the fact that Mr Steele, the manager of Maddison’s Bank, had shown no particular anxiety. She guessed, or knew, that Luke had told him of her act, for when she had offered her cheque it had been almost peremptorily refused. What she did not realize was that in the days before she became a factor in Luke Maddison’s life, and largely determined his actions, Luke was in the habit of disappearing into the blue.

Invariably it was from Spain that Steele had received a postcard notifying him of the imminent return of his employer. The country had a fascination for Luke Maddison. He spoke the language like a native. He was one of the few Englishmen who understood and enjoyed the punctillo of bull-fighting, and he loved nothing better than to retire to some lodging in Cordoba or Ronda, and, making that his headquarters, rove the countryside for weeks on end.

Steele was uneasy, but he had that hope left, that in this great crisis of his affairs Luke Maddison had gone back to the scenes of his happy holidays.

During all this period of waiting Margaret Maddison had kept to her house. She was not seen in the fashionable restaurants she usually patronized, and her few friends never doubted that she was on her honeymoon. Danty had advised that she should take the car and go by night to a remote Cornish village and stay there till what he described as the ‘scandal’ had blown over; but she was too worried about Luke to follow this counsel.

A telegram had come to her on this twelfth morning, and she had just ‘phoned to Danton Morell asking him to call, when her butler came in with a card upon a salver. Margaret read the name and frowned. Miss Mary Bolford? Who was she? “Tell her I’m not at home.”

“I told her that, madam,” said the man, “but she was rather cool about it. She said she knew you were in, and that she insisted upon seeing you.” Margaret looked at the card again. In the left-hand corner where the address is usually inscribed were the words: Daily Post-Herald. She realized the futility of denying the interview; was in some terror, being wholly unacquainted with the ethics of journalism, that if she refused to see Miss Mary Bolford that interesting reporter (as she guessed her to be) might invent an interview, with painful consequences.

“Show her up, please,” she said.

She expected something mannish rather, or at best a girl who had developed her intellectual side at the expense of her appearance, and she was not prepared for the pretty girl in the neatly-tailored costume who walked into the drawingroom, displaying none of the nervousness nor showing the apologetic manner which Margaret expected.

“Are you Miss Bolford?” asked Margaret in surprise.

The girl nodded her head and smiled.

“I’m a reporter: I suppose you gathered that from my card, Mrs Maddison?” Mrs Maddison! It was the first time she had been called by that name, and somehow it seemed to bring home to her the tragedy of those past twelve days.

“I told the butler to say I was out to everybody. I am not feeling very well, and I’m staying in town—”

“That’s what I’ve come about — may I sit down?” Margaret pointed to a chair, and the girl reporter settled herself comfortably. “I realize that you think we’re being terrible, prying into your private affairs, but that is our business,” she said, with almost offensive brusqueness. “Newspaper readers love a romance, whether it is happy or unhappy, and we have news that your honeymoon was interrupted and that your husband had to go abroad — or has he gone abroad? Mr Steele — that’s the manager of the bank — suggested that he had, without saying as much.”

Margaret did not speak for a second, and then: “My husband is abroad, yes.”

“Do you know where he is?”

Margaret was not prepared for so open an attack and for a second was nonplussed. “Yes, I think I do,” she said at last; “but I am not aware that that is a matter of public interest.” Mary Bolford looked at Margaret straightly and searchingly. She had rather nice grey eyes, and they were not at all hostile. The girl shook her head.

“I’m sorry, Mrs Maddison, but I think I can best help you, as well as help myself, if I am perfectly frank with you. We have a story that you quarrelled with your husband on your wedding day and that he—”

“Ran away?” suggested Margaret, coldly.

“Well, not exactly that. The truth is, I’ve a very good friend at Scotland Yard, and he came to me today to ask if we on the newspaper had any information as to Mr Maddison’s whereabouts. And of course we haven’t. Mr Bird was not terribly communicative — Mr Bird is Inspector Bird of the C.I.D.—”

“What is the C.I.D.?” asked Margaret, mechanically. She was fighting for time. The mere mention of the detective frightened her — if she stood in terror of anything, it was that kind of loose talk which is as loosely described as scandal.

The girl reporter explained. Again Margaret thought quickly. “Suppose I were to tell you that we quarrelled? Is that a matter of public interest, too?” To her surprise, she discovered that accidentally she had produced an explanation for Luke’s disappearance which might be accepted without question.

“Of course not! You must think I’ve an awful cheek to come at all. The last thing we want to do is to pry into a purely personal matter. If that is the explanation I can only apologize and make a graceful exit!” She rose briskly, but in those laughing brown eyes Margaret read sympathy.

“You see,” she went on, “if Mr Maddison had been called away on his wedding day to conduct some big financial deal, or from almost any cause other than — well, the cause you’ve given, it would have been a really interesting story. I’m terribly sorry, Mrs Maddison.” She held out her hand impulsively and Margaret took it.

“I think I’m rather sorry, too,” she said, and sighed.

And then Mary Bolford saw her face grow hard.

“I was sorry yesterday — perhaps I’m not as sorry today. That’s rather cryptic, and I hope you won’t attempt to interpret it.” She walked with the girl to the landing, and waited till she heard the door close upon her.

Danty had arrived during the interview; she had heard the butler show him into the small anteroom that adjoined the drawingroom. She opened the door.

“Come in,” she said.

“Who was that?” asked Danton Morell, a little anxiously. “Fenning said that it was a reporter. What has she come about?”

Margaret smiled wryly. “She was trying to find something romantic in my marriage,” she said. “I’m afraid even she’ll never find it — read this.” She opened a drawer of the desk, took out a folded sheet of paper and handed it to him. It was a telegram addressed to Margaret Maddison: “You can hardly expect me to come back to you. In a few months I will furnish you with sufficient evidence to enable you to secure a divorce. I am not entirely without money, therefore I am not entirely without pleasant consolations.” It was signed ‘Luke’ and had been handed in at Paris at eight-thirty that morning.

“That’s that,” she said. Her tone was light, but there was an agitation in her heart which she had not imagined possible. Consolations! And this was Luke Maddison, the idealist — a vulgar philanderer, who had fled to — consolations!

“I’m rather surprised that you got this,” said Danton gravely. “I shouldn’t have thought he would have troubled to wire.”

She shrugged her shoulders. “Steele probably knows his address, and may have telegraphed to him that the police were making enquiries—”

“The police?” Danty’s voice was sharp. “Who told you the police were enquiring?” She related all that Mary Bolford had told her, and saw his face grow troubled.

“The Sparrow — that’s the name they’ve given Bird. He hasn’t been here?”

She shook her head. He was very thoughtful; stood for the space of a moment rather tense, his eyes narrowed, his mind very far away. “What are you going to do?” he asked at last.

“Immediately? I’m leaving for Madeira on Saturday. The sea voyage will be good for me, and I shall be spared the experience of passing through — Paris.” Her lips curled at the word.

She saw he was perturbed, and instantly he blurted the reason. “I don’t think I could get away on Saturday—” he began, and she smiled.

“There’s no need for you to get away, Danton. I am going alone. I want to think things out, and an island’s a wonderful place for thought.”

He was dismayed, though he did not show his feelings. “How long will you be away?”

“A month perhaps,” she said. “I’m going to ask you to be an angel and to look after things for me — I will probably give you a power of attorney; you’ll make much better use of it than I made of Luke’s!” Had she been looking for it, she would have seen relief in his face. Danton was rather obvious beyond a certain point.

“I’ll do anything, of course,” he said.

The rest of their conversation was general, and he left very soon after. When he had gone, she opened the morning newspaper, more interested in the weather prospects than anything else. On the centre page of the Post-Herald she saw the photograph of a haggard and unshaven man. It had evidently been taken in a hospital bed. His eyes were closed; the photograph just showed the edge of the sheet a few inches under his chin.

“Do You Know This Man?” demanded the headline.

She glanced at the letterpress, and saw that it had reference to a murder that had been committed in South London, and that he whose picture was shown had been present, and had only escaped death by the narrowest of margins. Not even his dearest friend would have recognized Luke Maddison, for the photograph had not been taken until the eleventh day of his detention in hospital, and it had been taken in a very poor light.
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Mr Bird was discussing in a casual way the gang murder which had scarcely agitated Scotland Yard.

“I saw the photograph of that other bird in this morning’s paper,” he said. “Looks like the leadin’ man in ‘Saved from the Sea’ — that’s a great film, Superintendent: you ought to see it. Brought tears to my eyes, and I’m no light crier.” He knitted his brows. “Maybe it wasn’t that picture at all. Have you got the feller?”

Superintendent Kalley shook his head. “No, nor are we likely to. If we roused Lewing from the dead he’d swear he didn’t recognize the man who knifed him. This other fellow will be the same.”

The Sparrow pursed his lips. “I’d like to go over and take a look at this invalid — is he going to die?”

Kalley spread out his hands, thereby expressing his complete indifference. “God knows! But I wouldn’t advise you to break in on Gennett’s ‘manor’ — he’s rather touchy, and he’s got charge of the case.” Professional etiquette, therefore, kept Mr Bird from the casualty ward of St Thomas’s Hospital. He found, however, a copy of the statement that the dying man had made. It was brief and unilluminative.

“I do not know who killed Lewing. I was with him when he was stabbed, but I only know him slightly. I should not recognize any of the men; they were strangers to me and I did not see their faces.” Beneath this was a note in brackets: “This man refuses to give his name.”

The Sparrow read and was slightly amused. He did not like the inspector in charge of the case. “Gennett’s going to tie himself into knots over this — good luck to him!” Later that afternoon he met by arrangement Miss Mary Bolford, and they had tea together. For The Sparrow was of an age when he could with impunity meet the prettiest and the youngest of girls without exciting any other comment than the one he employed himself.

“We’re a regular Beauty and Beast show, me and you, Miss Bolford. How did you get on?”

“With Mrs Maddison?” Mary sighed, and shook her head. “I don’t know…it made me feel quite unpleasant. They quarrelled on the day of their marriage. Of course, I don’t know why.”

“Maybe the brother,” said the inspector. “You know what relations are—”

“But he’s dead.”

The Sparrow nodded solemnly, They were in one of the busiest teashops in the Charing Cross area, and all the time customers were coming and going. Mr Bird had secured for himself a small table in an alcove, and from here he commanded a view of the shop door. There was no special reason why he should take this trouble, for he neither expected friends nor enemies. He was, however, intensely interested in his fellow humans, and, moreover, he cherished a dream that some day a man badly wanted by the police — any man would do — and for whom they had searched in vain, would walk into his view. He was something of an optimist.

“Quarrelled, eh? That’s a warning to you, young Mary Bolford — never get married. I was only saying today—” She saw his mouth and eyes open in astonishment. He was staring at the door, and, turning her head, she looked.

A man had strolled into the cafe, his felt hat at the back of his head, his hands in his pockets. He was rather dour-looking, and yet his face was strikingly attractive.

“Well, well, well!” muttered Mr Bird. “This is where justice falls off the top of the Old Bailey and hits the man they couldn’t hang.”

“Who is he?” she whispered.

“A bad lad,” replied The Sparrow, under his breath. “Want to meet him?” She nodded, and at that moment the eyes of the stranger and the detective met.

A slow smile dawned in the saturnine face, and at the request of Mr Bird’s beckoning finger he came slowly across, took off his hat when he saw the girl, and, after a moment’s hesitation, sat down.

“Hullo, Gunner!” said The Sparrow, mildly reproachful. “Have you broke gaol?”

“I certainly have,” smiled Gunner Haynes, and, calling a waitress to him, ordered coffee.

“A friend of mine — a newspaper lady,” introduced The Sparrow. “Being a member of that unlawful profession, she can meet the best jewel thief in England without blushing!” She met the Gunner’s amused eyes, and smiled.

“In case you don’t know who I am,” said Haynes, ironically.

“They quashed that conviction?” And when the Gunner nodded, Mr Bird emitted a long and extravagant groan. “I’ve lost my faith in the Court of Appeal,” he said, despairingly. “I know exactly why you were in the hotel, whose sparklers you were after — there’s no justice in the world, Gunner.”

The Gunner stirred the coffee the waitress had brought, and laughed. It was a soft, musical laugh, altogether out of character with the man she saw. “You had a poor case, Mr Bird, and you’ll be the first to admit it. I’d like to meet that man that tried to do me a turn.”

“You were going to say ‘warn you’.” The Sparrow looked at him keenly. “Well, you can’t, because he’s on his honeymoon.”

“Maddison, wasn’t it? I remember the name. Is he the banker? You can answer freely, Mr Bird: I’m not going to touch him. He’s got a good mark in my book.”

“That’ll get him to heaven,” said Bird, sardonically, and then became his businesslike self. “What’s the game now, Gunner? Are you a reformed character? If you are, I’ll give you a ticket for the Prisoners’ Home of Rest.” But Gunner Haynes was not listening.

“Who did he marry — that pretty girl that was at the dinner that night, sitting at the head of the table? Gosh! she was lovely! Reminded me of—” He stopped dead, and she saw his face twitch, “ — somebody I knew. Good luck to them!”

“Wish them luck separately,” said Mary Bolford; “they parted on their wedding day.”

He looked at her quickly. “What did she do to him?” he asked, and in spite of herself Mary Bolford laughed.

“You’re assuming a lot, aren’t you? Doesn’t it strike you that he may have done something pretty awful?”

He shook his head. “That kind of man couldn’t do anything pretty awful — I’m telling you, young lady! I know men; I understand the good in them and the bad in them — I’ve lived on men all my life; my knowledge of their weaknesses and their strengths has been my only asset. I don’t understand women. And that’s where you’re wrong, Bird — I’m telling you this over the table — I wasn’t after that woman’s stuff, though I admit I was curious to see it. I was after a diamond bracelet as big as a legiron. There was an old fool staying there who was mad about an actress — or at least she called herself an actress, but I’ve seen her! He must have been a hundred — maybe a hundred and twenty. No, I’ve got money enough to live on.” He glanced slyly at The Sparrow. “Money enough to buy a machinegun and justify my title. Where’s this man Maddison?” He addressed Mary Bolford.

“Ask me,” snapped The Sparrow, his cold eyes upon the crook. “I’m the information bureau round here! If you want to tell the story of your life, I dare say Miss Bolford will fix it for you, but I didn’t bring you in here to make light conversation, Gunner.”

Haynes saw the little look of pain that came to the girl’s eyes, and laughed. “He’s right — of course he’s right,” he said. “Let me give you a word of advice, Miss Bolford.” His voice was strangely gentle; even The Sparrow looked at him a little astonished. “Never be afraid of hurting a crook’s feelings, because you can’t. A man who’s had ten minutes’ conversation with the police after his arrest, when they’re not certain where the stuff is hidden, has been insulted by experts!”

The Sparrow nodded gravely. “Before you get sympathetic with an exconvict,” the Gunner went on, “find out what he’s been in for — and, what’s more important, how many times he’s been in. It doesn’t matter what his crime is; if he’s been in twice you can cut him out as an object of pity — I’ve been in three times.” The eyes were smiling, but the mouth was strangely hard. He was looking at the girl all the time, drinking in her fresh, unspoiled beauty. He turned with a sudden jerk, raised his finger to the waitress and took the check. Then he rose, offering his hand to The Sparrow.

“Bird and I are in the same war.” He was talking to the girl. “Only we’re on different sides. My side always loses, but has most of the fun.” With a little jerk of his head he turned, walked slowly across the shop, and disappeared into the street.
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They put Luke Maddison in a private ward, and one morning they left a little temperature chart within his view, and he saw that his name was Smith.

“How long have I been Smith?” His voice was extraordinarily strong, remembering that only a few days before he had not been able to speak above a whisper.

The goodnatured nurse grinned cheerfully. “If we don’t know people’s names we call them Smith — preferably Bill,” she said. “But you’re going to be good, aren’t you, and tell us yours?”

He shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. Smith is a very good name, borne by some very nice people. If my name had been Smith I might have been a better man,” he added, whimsically.

Since they had moved him into the private ward the burly-looking policeman who had loomed out of his dreams, and seemed part of them, had been taken away.

That day they thought he was dying, a police magistrate had been summoned to take his deposition; but he had told nothing which was of the slightest consequence or value. Moreover, he had heard one detective say to another that he would not be of the slightest value as a witness at the inquest. So he could afford to lie and watch the hours pass, and the pale light of the sun move across the green wall, and night come and the lights.

From where he lay he could hear the distant jangle of the trams; came to know the bell of one, and marked its comings and goings. He did not think of Margaret for longer than a few seconds. Resolutely he put her out of his mind. Once he had an idea of sending for Steele, but the appearance of the manager would have betrayed his identity, and he was anxious to save the name of the bank — or was it Margaret?

Again and again he told himself that he would not raise his hand to save Margaret — but he knew that he was lying. It was for Margaret’s sake that he was content to remain Bill Smith.

They brought him newspapers, but he refused to read them. That was another reason why Bill Smith was so acceptable. If Maddison’s Bank had suspended payment, there was an extra good reason why he should never be Luke Maddison again.

He was curiously apathetic as to the state of the bank, curiously apathetic about almost everything and everybody. There was a time when he believed and hoped he was dying, and that in the final oblivion of things he would find the complete and absolute forgetfulness which his aching heart craved. But his heart was no longer aching. Presently the time would come when he would leave hospital, and then — ?

He was apathetic as to the prospect, too. What did anything matter? Perhaps he would sell flowers, like that jolly girl he had seen in St James’s Street one snowy day.

Or he might become a soldier; he was not too old, and he had been a member of the O.T.C. when he was at Eton. Or go abroad…he smiled faintly. “And shoot lions?” asked his own sarcastic voice.

He did not care really what happened after. It was his sixteenth or seventeenth day in bed — he was not sure which — when the sister came in.

“A friend of yours wishes to see you,” she said. “He says he knows you.”

Luke frowned. “A friend?” he repeated. “I’m sure he’s mistaken me for somebody else.”

“No, he particularly asked for you. He said the man who was stabbed; of course, I didn’t tell him your name was Smith, because it isn’t.”

“Oh, yes, it is, sister — I’m profoundly curious; let him come in.” Who was it? For one moment of lunacy he had pictured a penitent Margaret. He would have instantly laughed at the thought, except that laughing hurt his chest.

The man who came in he had never seen before. His shabbiness was relieved by a collar of such surprising whiteness that Luke guessed it had been bought for the occasion, as also had the violent necktie. He was a man with a very small face, sharp-featured; his heavily lidded eyes glanced furtively left and right before he came stealthily to the bed.

“All right, sister.” His voice was high and husky (Luke remembered that Lewing’s voice was that way, and wondered if this was a relative.)

“Is this your friend?” asked the nurse.

The man nodded.

“That’s him all right, miss.” The nurse disappeared, and the man bent over the bed. He smelt musty and unsavoury, as though his clothes had been stored in a damp place.

“Joe says that as you didn’t squeak he’s going to make things right for you.”

“Didn’t what?” asked Luke.

“Squeak. Don’t be funny! When you come out, see him.” He slipped a dirty piece of paper under the pillow, and Luke heard a well-remembered rustle, “There’s a fiver there for you. Joe says he’ll look after you.”

“God bless him!” said Luke, soberly, “for if ever there was a man who wanted looking after, it’s me!”
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The day before his discharge from hospital the sister asked Luke Maddison if he would like to see a barber. He fingered his bristly face, and his smile was almost one of boyish amusement.

“No, I rather like myself,” he said. “Can I indulge in the vanity of a mirror?” She brought a small hand-glass, and he saw reflected in the polished oval a strange, untidy-looking man with long hair and a shapeless beard. The face was still pale, the nose pinched, but the eyes shone as brightly as ever.

“Good Lord!” he murmured, and whistled.

“You’re not very pretty, are you?” said the good-humoured sister.

“I never was,” answered Luke, cheerfully. Then suddenly he frowned. “Is that infernal policeman coming back again?”

She shook her head. “No, he has given you up as a bad job. The inquest on that poor man was finished last week. Didn’t you read the newspaper?”

Luke hadn’t read the newspaper. “I can’t read,” he said; but she laughed at this.

So the inquest on ‘that poor man’ was concluded, and presumably the coroner had accepted his statement that he met Lewing by accident, and was walking with him when the assault occurred. A long time later he read the newspaper account, and saw himself described as “William Smith, of no fixed abode.”

“The man” (ran the paragraph) “is still in a critical condition, and witness said that it was unlikely that he could give evidence for a month, or that he could throw any light upon the murder.” That afternoon Luke spent, sitting in a chintz-covered armchair, looking out across the river. Opposite were the Houses of Parliament. It was curious that he knew personally at least fifty men whose presence in that building was indicated by the Union flag on the clock tower — fifty men, anyone of whom would come flying across Westminster Bridge to help him. But he did not require help.

He reviewed his position with the calm detachment of a third party. All the objectives in life had been wiped out by a terrific gunfire. He was homeless in the truest sense, for there was no place or being that stood for comfort or happiness. He was in the centre of horizons that showed no beacon light to indicate a destination.

In the acid bath of his experience ambition had been burnt out; the very desire for life had gone. He would have cheerfully and gratefully died.

It was curious that he seldom thought of Lewing’s death or of the knife-thrust that had brought him, on the point of dissolution, to an operating-room stinking of disinfectants. He had no grievance against the man who knifed him; was rather amused than otherwise to find himself unconsciously the victim of a vendetta in which he had no part.

He read again the slip of paper that the mysterious man had left with him.

“Go to Mrs Fraser, 339 Ginnett Street, Lambeth. She will look after you.” He chuckled faintly at this. So there was somebody in the world who wanted to look after him. It was rather funny.

The first time he had read this short message he had all but torn up the paper and thrown it away; until his last day in hospital he had not the slightest intention of interviewing the lady — she only came into consideration after he had exhausted all the possibilities of conduct. To go back to the office was impossible. He had a country house somewhere, but he dimly remembered having made this over to Margaret in the deed.

He could go abroad, of course, but that would cost money. He had not the slightest intention of touching again any of the strings which would lead him back to the old life. That episode had finished. There was interest and adventure somewhere in the world — who knew if it might not begin in the shabby purlieus of Ginnett Street?

He left the hospital on a sunny afternoon, and could walk out without assistance, for he had carried no baggage. He was strong enough to walk, for he had taken an appreciable amount of exercise on the terrace of the hospital; but he had lost weight, and his clothes hung loosely upon him.

Ginnett Street was not discovered without difficulty, but he found it at length: an unsavoury thoroughfare in the Borough. 339 was a greengrocer’s shop that stood at the corner of a narrower street, in which was a gateway leading evidently to a small yard at the back of the premises. The shop was not particularly inviting; faded bills pasted on the window announced that the best household coal and firewood were procurable. The interior was dirty and dingy. Behind the counter was a shelf where, in sloping compartments, were a number of dyspeptic-looking potatoes, whilst a few weary and rusty cauliflowers were displayed for sale in the window. In one corner of the shop was a heap of coal and a weighing machine — evidently the people of Ginnett Street purchased their coal by the pound.

He pushed open the door: a cracked bell clanged, and after a while there emerged through a door leading to the shop parlour a sharp-featured woman with brassy hair, who greeted him with all the superficial unfriendliness which he discovered was the normal attitude of the small tradesman in this neighbourhood.

“I am Mrs Fraser,” she said.

“I was told to call and see you—” he began, when she interrupted him quickly.

“Are you the man from the hospital — Smith?” Luke smiled and nodded. She lifted the flap of the counter. “Come in, will you?” Her tone was respectful, almost fawning. “I thought you wasn’t coming out till tomorrow.” She led the way into a frowsy little parlour and closed the door communicating with the shop carefully.

“It’s lucky I had the room done up for you today,” she said. “I’m a rare one for getting things done in time. Will you come this way, Mr What’s-your-name?” Curiosity impelled him to follow her. At the first sight of that dingy shop he had been tempted to turn back, to find a new foothold to life; but now he went after the woman almost gaily. For that was the ineradicable weakness of Luke Maddison: a consuming curiosity as to what would happen next.

At sometime or other there had been built a small annexe to the house; the floors were firmer, the doors seemed heavier. She opened one of these and showed him into a room, the comfort of which was rather staggering. He expected to see something particularly uninviting, and it is possible that, had this been the case, he would have declined the lodging and gone elsewhere. But the bed was neat, the sheets spotless; the furniture, though plain, was ample, and a small fire burnt in the grate. “To air the room,” she explained, almost apologetically, and led him to understand that this luxury was impermanent.

On the table were a few sheets of writing paper and a pen and ink. Their presence puzzled him, till the woman explained. “A Certain Person thought you’d like to write to your friends, especially as you didn’t write any letters from the hospital.”

“How the devil do they know that?” he asked in astonishment.

Mrs Fraser smiled cryptically. “He knows everything,” she said. Evidently He was a person to be reverenced. “You don’t want to have anything to do with that Lewing lot any more,” she said, and all the time she was speaking her pale eyes were fixed on his searchingly. “The police broke up that crowd last week, and good luck to ‘em! That Lewing would have twisted his own mother out of her insurance money!”

“A bad lad, eh?”

“If you’d done any jobs with him, as sure as death he would have shopped you — especially you being a gentleman born.”

“Let me put you right, Mrs Fraser,” said Luke. “I was not a member of Mr Lewing’s gang or any other gang—”

“I know. He knew that. But Lewing was always boasting about the people he could get hold of, and he was shouting the odds about you and how you could drive. Are you a driver?”

“A motorcar driver? Yes, I am a pretty good driver,” smiled Luke.

“Won races, haven’t you?” she asked, in her monotonous tone.

As it happened, Luke had won a private owner’s race at Brooklands, though he could not by any stretch of imagination be described as a racing motorist.

“I thought so,” she nodded. “Boasting, that was Lewing’s downfall…” Luke remembered a little conversation he had had with the dead man.

“He’s a friend of Gunner Haynes, isn’t he?” An extraordinary change came over the woman. She made a little grimace and blinked quickly, as though she had been confronted by a bright light.

“I don’t know anything about Mr Haynes,” she said, obviously on the defensive. “The least said, soonest mended. We’ve never had any trouble with Mr Haynes and we don’t want none.” There was something in her tone that told him beyond doubt that fear was the basis of her respect for the Gunner. He was “Mr” Haynes to her; she was obviously anxious to say nothing that might be construed as disrespectful. Luke wondered why.

She bustled off soon after to get him a cup of tea, and he pulled up a chair to the table. The writing paper was a great temptation; yet to whom could he write? He did not think of Margaret.

When a mouse gets into a beehive and is killed by the outraged occupants, they find him too heavy to move, and so they cover him with wax, and he becomes part of their dwelling: a great lump that once lived but now has no significance. He had embalmed and covered Margaret in the same way. She was just an obstruction, to the circumvention of which he had grown accustomed.

But Steele — ? What would Steele be thinking? And then for the first time there occurred a dreadful thought. Suppose Steele thought he had committed suicide?

Suppose the newspapers were full of stories of a “millionaire” — all people in his position were millionaires for newspaper purposes — and rivers were being dragged and descriptions being circulated? He turned cold at the thought.

Mrs Fraser came back with a cup of tea, which proved to be drinkable. He made a desperate effort to obtain the information he could have had by searching a newspaper file. She listened to his questions and shook her head.

“No, there’s no news. There was a murder up in Finsbury, and that fellow was hung who killed the old woman.”

“I seem to remember,” said Luke, carelessly, “when I was in hospital, hearing the nurses talk about a rich man who disappeared — his bank went broke or something…there was a talk of suicide.”

She pursed her lips and shook her head.

“I never heard of it; and I should have noticed that, because my poor mother lost all her money when the Webbick Bank went broke…”

He breathed more freely when she had gone. Possibly Steele had refrained from communicating with the police, except as a last expedient…

He drew a sheet of paper to him and dipped the pen into the ink.
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The last person in the world that Danty Morell wished to see was Inspector Bird.

If there was any compensation for that meeting in Green Park, it was that Mr Bird was accompanied by a very pretty girl, whose face was curiously familiar to the connoisseur of beauty.

Danton was strolling aimlessly along the marge of the pond, watching the ducks, his mind intent upon a scheme which he had formulated that morning. When he saw that The Sparrow had a companion, he hoped that the detective would have sufficient sense of decency to pass him; but apparently Mr Bird was deficient in this quality. He stood, a stout, stolid figure, his eyes twinkling through his puffed eyelids, a smirk of satisfaction on his face, as though he were meeting a long-lost friend.

“Morning, Morell — I’d like you to meet this gentleman, Miss Bolford.”

His tone was so friendly that Danty was momentarily taken off his guard. He smiled ingratiatingly.

“I think I’ve met you before—” he began.

“And you’ll meet her again;” boomed The Sparrow. “This young lady’s a reporter — ever been to the Old Bailey, Miss Bolford?”

She laughed. “Twice. I don’t want to go again.”

“You can go there too often,” admitted The Sparrow. “Once is too often with some people, eh, Morell?” Before the wrathful man could reply: “Any news of Mr Maddison?”

“He’s in Paris,” said Danty, shortly.

“Thought he was.” The Sparrow nodded. “When I see that servant of yours getting off the boat train I said to myself, ‘I’ll bet Maddison’s in Paris. I’ll bet he’s sendin’ lovin’ wires to his wife all the time that servant of yours is there.’”

“Do you know Mr Steele?” His head dropped on one side so ludicrously like a sparrow’s that Mary Bolford had to make an effort to keep her face straight. “Manager of Maddison’s Bank?”

“I’ve heard of him; I’ve met him, I think,” said the other curtly.

“Good fellow, but not talkative,” said Bird. The more you talk to him the less he says. He’s just like ten oysters singing the Hallelujah Chorus — maybe eleven. What he doesn’t know about the whereabouts of Mr Maddison he doesn’t say.”

“So far as I know,” said Danty in a loud voice, “Maddison is in Paris, having a very good time.”

“Not before the child,” murmured The Sparrow, closing his eyes in anguish. “I suppose he said so in his wire? I’m betting ten million pounds it wasn’t a letter.”

“You’d better ask Mrs Maddison,” said Danty, and would have walked on had not the detective’s hand detained him.

“There’s one thing I’d like to know — have you met the Gunner?”

He saw the man start.

“The Gunner?” he stammered. “Do you mean Haynes — the fellow who was charged the other day? He’s in prison, I understand.”

“You don’t read your newspapers.” The Sparrow shook his head sorrowfully. “Here’s Fleet Street spendin’ millions of pounds a year, thousands of honest industrious reporters workin’ like hell to get as much of the truth as makes good readin’, and you don’t read ‘em! The Gunner’s conviction was quashed — he’s floating around London somewhere.”

Danty had regained control over his features now, and his face was like a mask. “I’m really not interested in the criminal classes,” he said.

“I’ll bet you’re not!” said Mr Bird, admiringly. “I’ll give you a tip, Morell — avoid the wide, open spaces where men are men in the daytime and frequently dead at night. I never found the Gunner’s well-known gun, but maybe he knows just where to lay his hand on it. So long!” He watched Danton walking furiously along the path, and turned with a broad grin to his companion. “That man’s nearer to being a crook than I am to being a detective,” he said.

“He’s the man who asked me to call at his house after dinner and have coffee with him,” smiled Mary.

“I’ll bet he is! Why, of course!” said Bird. “I’d forgotten that little episode, outside the bank.” He scratched his chin. “Who was with him then?” he asked with sudden interest.

“A young man; I’d never seen him before, but you said he was a speculator or a gambler or something.”

The Sparrow’s lips pursed in a whistle. “They were in that bank together,” he said softly, “at about three in the afternoon, when a cheque was cashed for umpteen thousand pounds! Everything is very curious and mysterious.” But when she endeavoured to satisfy her own curiosity and solve the mystery, he was as uncommunicative as Mr Steele.

Danty strode on furiously, his smooth complacency disturbed. He had counted on the fact that the Gunner would be in prison for at least three months. And in three months much could be done. His big coup could be projected and brought to fruition, and he could be well out of the country, with enough money to last him for years, before Gunner Haynes started forth on his quest.

As he reached the Mall he stopped suddenly with a blank sense of dismay. Why had The Sparrow warned him? There was nothing to connect him with the arrest of the Gunner, unless — the police had betrayed him! So the Gunner knew…it was strange that Haynes had made no attempt to see him during all the weeks he had been at liberty. Danton Morell took comfort from that thought, and went on to keep his appointment.

Margaret was out when he arrived; he had to wait for an hour in her drawing room before she returned. That in itself was a bad sign. He had made the appointment, and did not dream that she would fail to keep it. He hinted as much when she came in, and recognized his mistake.

In these days Margaret was never in the same mood for ten minutes together.

She who had been so tractable and so easily influenced, who was ready to accept the most deadly charges against the man she had loved, without any attempt at independent investigation, was now particularly difficult to convince at all. He was constantly meeting new barriers, new reservations; had to combat, as it were, another nature which he had not even suspected. She was in her most austere mood this morning.

“You must have mistaken the time,” he suggested. “I said eleven o’clock—”

“I know you said eleven o’clock, but I was detained.”

He swallowed something. “Been shopping?”

She shook her head. She seemed to be more intent upon the book, the leaves of which she was turning, than upon Danton and his appointment. He saw it was a Continental Bradshaw. “I thought you were bored with Madeira? You’re not going away again?”

She did not answer. She had found the place she wanted, and her finger went down a column of figures. “I’m not going away,” she said; “I am sending a man into Spain — Mr Steele thinks that if Luke went anywhere it would be to Ronda, though of course he wouldn’t have had time to reach there yet.”

He stared at her in amazement. “Steele? Have you seen him?”

She nodded. “Yes.”

“But I thought he was rather rude to you the last time you spoke to him?”

A faint smile curled the finely moulded lips. “He was inclined to be rude to me today — but I persevered,” she said, quietly.

“But, my dear Margaret! You surely aren’t going to do anything as undignified as to run after Luke? After his wire and his barefaced admission of consolations—”

“Luke has not been in Paris,” she said evenly, “Mr Steele had a note from him this morning, saying that he had been in London, but would probably go off to Spain for a little time. He asked Mr Steele to send his Spanish chequebook to the Carlton in Madrid. Luke has an account at the Spanish National Bank which, apparently, he has only just remembered.”

There was a long silence. Danty was too wise to insist upon the authenticity of the Paris telegram. “You’re sending a man to Ronda?” She nodded. “But what can he do?”

“He can tell me when Luke arrives — then I shall go out to him.”

The man stared at her openmouthed. “You’ll go out to him?” he repeated incredulously. “Do you really mean that you’ve forgotten…Rex, and Rex’s letter?”

She was standing by her little writing-table, looking down at the pad, very lovely, very thoughtful, a slim, gracious figure of a girl.

“When Rex.,” she hesitated, “shot himself…he could not have been in his right mind. He must have been mistaken. It wasn’t possible that Luke could have done this thing. I’ve been thinking it over day and night.”

Danty could adapt himself to circumstances; but when those circumstances were centred in a woman’s caprice he found his task an almost superhuman one. “You disbelieve your brother, then?”

She raised her eyes slowly to his. “I even disbelieve myself,” she said.

“And me?” he challenged.

She hesitated. “I think you were very zealous for me,” she said, “and I probably led you into my way of thinking; and Rex was very fond of you.”

He smiled bitterly. “Is that all?”

“What did you expect?” There was genuine surprise in her voice. Danton Morell knew that it was not the moment to put his fortune to the test. He threw out his hands and smiled.

“I’m sorry — one is human; has human ambitions, human thoughts, human hopes.” Before she could check this, he went on: “I supposed I was prejudiced against Maddison. I always thought he was a weakling. I have still suspicions that he is. If one of us has prejudiced the other, it is I who have prejudiced you.” Instinct told him that he was saying the right thing, and that now for the first time he was attuned to her mood. But he had his own business to settle. “I was talking to you the other day about this Argentine Power Scheme I was organizing — you remember I showed you the report and the figures. You said you would like to take a few thousand shares.”

She nodded. “I wanted to talk to you about that—” she began, but he interrupted her.

“Well, I’ve had a cable this morning. I have been trying to persuade one of the biggest supporters of the scheme to stand out — I was virtually pledged to give him a big holding — and he has agreed. I can now let you invest a hundred thousand pounds—”

“I’m sorry” — her tone was so definite that he turned cold— “but I can’t even take the few thousand. I have handed to the custody of Mr Steele and Luke’s lawyer every penny I had from him — that is why I went to see Mr Steele.”



Chapter XVI


Table of Contents


Danty looked at the girl in horrified amazement. His consternation was almost comic.

“You’ve given back all the money he gave you?” he stammered.

She nodded, her steady eyes on his.

“Why shouldn’t I? I have enough to live on,” she said. “Mr Steele, as trustee of the fund, is making me a sufficient allowance.”

He could only gaze at her, dumbfounded. All his fine schemes had been blown away as a feather of steam is blown by a gale. She saved him the trouble of speaking and gave him time to recover himself, for she went on: “Luke has never been in Paris since he went away — some interested person must have sent that wire. I almost feel as though I willed it to be sent, to give me some excuse for the terrible way I treated Luke.” She smiled. “I should be awfully uncomfortable if I thought my money made any difference to you in your scheme, Danton. Happily, you’re a rich man.”

Danty nodded slowly. He had that morning received a warning letter from his banker, for he had been spending money and losing large sums at his favourite gaming-house in the faith that his financial position would soon be unassailable. With an effort he recovered his balance, and forced his voice into a tone of indifference. “I’m not sure that you’re wise. Did you consult your lawyer?”

She shook her head. “In matters of conscience one does not consult lawyers,” she said quietly.

It was difficult enough even to make intelligent conversation. Her attitude was a dead wall built across his easy path, and at the moment it seemed unscalable. He had to play for time now; his native cunning told him that, so long as he had her on his side, there was no reason why he should lose hope. He had dreamed of hundreds of thousands; he had been certain of tens of thousands; there was still an odd thousand or two for the picking, and possibly a greater haul if he played the game shrewdly.

“When do you expect to leave for Ronda?”

“In two days’ time,” she said, quickly — so quickly that he realized she had worked it out to the hour. “As soon as I am certain that Luke is in Ronda I shall go to him.”

“Exactly what will you say to him?” He could not resist asking this question, though he realized, even as he spoke the words, that he was guilty of a tactical error.

He saw her stiffen; that cold look came back to the beautiful eyes. “That is entirely a matter between Luke and me,” she said. “I have made this mess, I am afraid, and I must get out of it.”

In his desperation he blundered again. “You owe something to Rex’s memory,” he said. “I don’t know what you’re feeling about Luke, but there’s a fact that can’t be blinked. Luke could have saved your brother’s life; instead, when he found he was ruined, he hounded him still further into the mire. His god is money—”

“Yet he gave me everything,” she said, quietly; “and when I refused him money, he went away without a word. Don’t you realize, Danton, that had he gone to his lawyer, had he gone to the courts — had he done anything — I must have given him the money back, not because he had any legal right to it, but because I would not have dared to face a public enquiry. He may have been mean, he may have been terribly cruel, but I cannot right one wrong with another. That is the consideration which made me give back the money to Mr Steele,” she went on in a voice less tense, more agreeable, almost friendly. “We shall have to thresh out this business of Rex — It’s very ugly and hurtful, and I can’t think of it calmly even now. Luke may have some explanation; there may be a very excellent reason why he refused any further help to poor Rex. At any rate, it’s my job to find the truth.”

He was almost livid with a fury he could hardly disguise. His lips curled in a sneer. “It seems to me that the result of your reconciliation — I suppose that’s what it is coming to — will be to leave me in the lurch and put me wrong with everybody. Financially it may ruin me. Luke had a big influence in the City, and even now the mere suggestion that I was antagonistic to him is making a big difference.”

To his surprise she laughed. “Danton,” she said, almost gaily, “you’re making me feel a pig! You don’t imagine I would allow a friend of Rex’s to suffer because of the help he tried to give me?” Danton Morell was puzzled. Why was she so cheerful? And then he remembered — she would be in Ronda in a few days, would be united with her husband. The thought made him wince; he was beginning to understand how big a place this girl had made for herself in his life. It was not like Danton Morell to allow any woman a foothold in the cold thing he called a heart; but insensibly, and for some reason which he could not understand, she whom he had intended as a dupe had become a factor. It was almost unbelievable.

And with this came another realization that momentarily left him aghast. She was in love with her husband!

He had opened his lips to speak when there came a discreet knock at the door and the maid entered.

“There’s a gentleman wishes to see you, madam — a Mr Haynes.”

Had Margaret been looking at him, she would have seen Danty’s face go pale.

“He says he knows Mr Maddison slightly,” the girl went on, “and he wants particularly to see you.”

Danty gaped at her. “You didn’t tell him I was here, did you—” he began and saw the look of astonishment in Margaret’s face.

“Do you know him?” He nodded, and glanced significantly at the girl. “Just wait a moment outside, will you?” said Margaret, and, when the maid had gone and the door was closed: “Who is he?”

“He’s a man I don’t wish to see, and a man I don’t think you ought to see. He’s a criminal, the fellow who was arrested that night at the Ritz-Carlton. If you take my advice you’ll send him away.”

She hesitated. “If he knows Luke—” she began.

“He doesn’t — that’s just a trick to see you. He’ll probably want money, and he’s a pretty dangerous man.”

“Then you’d better be here when he comes,” she said, and saw by his consternation that this was not an acceptable suggestion. “I’d better see him,” she said. “Will you wait in the little drawingroom?” Margaret in that mood he could not combat; he agreed sulkily to her suggestion, and was in the little drawingroom when he heard the quick step of the Gunner pass the closed door.

Margaret was unprepared for the type that came into the drawingroom. The tanned, hawk face had a strength and certain refinement which she had not expected.

“Are you Mrs Maddison?” drawled the visitor, and she inclined her head slightly. “My name’s Haynes — the police know me as Gunner Haynes. I am a jewel thief amongst other things,” he said. His tone was as calm as though he were announcing himself the member of an honourable guild. “I met your husband once; he tried to do me a service — I should like to do him one, Mrs Maddison.” Again she nodded. “Mr Danton Morell is a friend of yours, isn’t he?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said coldly. “Why?”

She saw his lips twitch. “I was wondering…Mrs Maddison, would you think I was impertinent if I asked you why your husband left you?”

Her steady eyes met his. “Do you think you would be?” she asked, quietly, and saw that faint smile of his.

“I should be a little worse than impertinent. And yet, Mrs Maddison, I have a very deep interest in your husband’s affairs. I have many bad qualities, but disloyalty is not one of them. Your husband went out of his way to warn me, at a moment when he knew the police were coming to arrest me. If ever there was a white and wholesome man, that man is Luke Maddison. I ought not to have asked you the question, and I could not very well expect a satisfactory answer. The only thing I am anxious to know is this: have you any idea where your husband is?”

“Do you wish to find him?” she challenged.

He shook his head. “No, but I’d like to know exactly where he is. I have a very special reason for asking this. Is he in London?”

She shook her head. “He’s in Spain at the moment, but I’m afraid I cannot give you the address.”

“Mr Morell — is he in Spain? Pardon me, Mrs Maddison, but if I have a reason for asking you the one question, I have a doubly important reason for asking the other. Morell is the kind of man that no decent woman should know—”

She walked to the table and pressed the little onyx bellpush. This time he smiled. “That means you’re going to turn me out, and I don’t blame you. I’m afraid I’ve blundered this interview, which I intended should be very discreet and diplomatic. I particularly wished to know where Mr Maddison was—”

“I have told you,” she said, as the maid appeared in the doorway.

“As far as Danty Morell is concerned—” he began.

Her hand pointed to the door.

“I am not prepared to discuss my friends — even with the criminal acquaintances of my husband,” she said, and she heard him chuckling as he went down the stairs as though at a very good joke.

She waited till she heard the street door close, and went in search of Danty, but he was not in the small drawingroom. The maid told her he had left within a few seconds of Gunner Haynes’ arrival. Danty was not a man who took unnecessary risks.

She had some business to do in the West End of London, and as the afternoon progressed she ordered the car to drive her into the park. Near the Marble Arch she signalled to the driver to stop, and got out. She wanted the walk and the solitude that the park gave her. Here she could think more clearly.

She walked slowly along the asphalt path that runs parallel with the roadway. As she did so, she saw a car coming slowly along on the other side of the road.

It was an electric brougham containing two people: a beautiful-looking girl, fashionably dressed; by her side, his face half hidden under a broad-brimmed Stetson hat, a bearded man of striking appearance. Ahead of her was walking a stout-looking man, and by his side a rather pretty girl. As she overtook them she heard the stout man say: “Take a look at that swell woman! That’s Jean Gurlay — the biggest crook in London, my dear.” She recognized The Sparrow and his companion, and, not wishing to be seen by them, sat down on a garden seat, her eyes following curiously the electric brougham.

She saw the machine turn at Marble Arch and come slowly along by the side of the kerb, and she watched with a detached interest the beautiful girl and the bearded man, whose head was turned towards his companion. As they passed she heard the man say: “This is all very mysterious. What does it mean?” In an instant she was on her feet, pale and shaking; for she had recognized the voice of the bearded man. It was her husband!
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Life in Ginnett Street might be rather amusing, thought Luke Maddison.

It was his third day in his lodging, and he was not averse from his new life. He had discovered unsuspected physical weaknesses as he had made his way from the hospital, and was glad of a rest, the freedom from worry, the utter irresponsibility of this queer life into which he had obtruded.

Mrs Fraser did not bother him with her presence. She brought in a surprisingly interesting collection of books to read, supplied him with plain but very wholesome meals, and gave him the freedom of the house, though she suggested that he had better only go out at nights. He was mystified by the attention she was paying him, though he realized that she was acting on behalf of the unknown Connor.

Some of the mystery was cleared up on the third day, when she asked him a number of questions about Australia, a country to which he had never been. When he said as much she smiled cryptically.

“If that Lewing had had as much sense as you, and had kept his mouth shut, he might have been alive and well today. If he’d had the sense to keep his mouth shut, nobody would have known anything about you. But he was a rare one to boast, was Lewing, God rest him, always boasting what his crowd could do against our crowd, though he must have known that we had all the money.” Gradually it came out. Lewing had boasted of a man who was coming from Australia to work with his ‘crowd.’ Luke gathered that the new man had a fairly hectic reputation in the Dominion, but that he had never been convicted. “The moment Connor heard you were coming, he said: ‘That’s the man for us — get him.’ He reckons that Sydney bank affair was the cleverest job that’s ever been done.”

Now Luke discovered his identity, and began to piece together the little scraps of information he had had from time to time. If Lewing was not the brains, or the leader of the Borough gang, he was at least a person of considerable importance. It was he who had arranged for the Australian’s services, and apparently had recruited him by correspondence.

Luke learned that the gang warfare in South London had a special significance. The Borough gang were mainly river thieves, and several of the members had grown rich out of the cargoes they had broached.

“Now let us get this straight, Mrs Fraser. You’re under the impression that I’m an Australian criminal — when I say ‘you’ I mean your principals.”

“My how much?” asked Mrs Fraser, puzzled. Luke explained.

“Well, I’m not the man you were expecting,” he insisted. “The fact that I happened to be with Lewing the night he was killed means nothing — it was the purest fluke. I can certainly drive a car, but I’m afraid I can be of very little use to your friends, who, I gather, are on the wrong side of the law.”

She smiled cryptically at this. “What I like about you, Mr Smith,” she said, “is that you know how to keep yourself to yourself.”

It was late that night that he saw the redoubtable Connor. As he shook hands with the stranger he shuddered, for he had heard that deep voice before on the night when Lewing met his end.

“I shan’t want you for a day or two, Smith,” said Connor, brusquely. “Everything being done for you? That’s right.” His tone was commanding; it was the same voice that had challenged Lewing, but more cultured. Before Luke could explain who he was, or at any rate explain who he was not, the man had taken his departure. A day or two later came another surprise. There walked into his room as he was sitting at the table, a book before him, his head upon his hands — a pretty, fair-haired girl, who eyed him with a certain amount of amused interest.

“Connor sent me down to see you. Did your new clothes arrive?”

Luke shook his head and smiled. “No,” he said. “Am I getting an outfit?”

She looked at him critically. “And you want a barber. I’ll have one sent up to you tonight. That beard of yours wants trimming. Could you bear taking a little drive with me tomorrow?”

He laughed again. “I could bear worse things than that,” he said, wondering who she was or whence she had come.

She was well but not too smartly dressed, and he guessed that her attire was designed so that she should not attract too much attention.

“This is a hole you’re in!” she said, contemptuously, looking out on to the street. “It must be hell here. How these people manage to exist I don’t know.”

He said nothing to this; he had gained a working knowledge of these children of the poor; had watched in the earlier hours of the dawn the street doors open and discharge the workers; had seen the brave, drab wives battling to make sixpence do the work of a shilling. At eight-thirty their daughters, neatly attired, in flesh coloured stockings and cheaply smart coats, went forth to the City, to add theirs to the meagre family resources. The children of the poor! The victims of a thousand preying vultures! For the poor are robbed as the rich are never robbed. There existed a dozen gangs of little sneak-thieves, who would pick their pockets in omnibuses, snatch their bags, sneak into their houses when they were out, to collect a few pence worth of their poor belongings. He had seen one night a gang of three young ruffians attack a middle-aged workman, knock him down, and empty his pockets. He had heard of glib men who had come down this street, pretending they had been sent by some absent husband to fetch tools he had left behind; and once, to his great joy, he had seen a swift car rush through the street and discharge half a dozen detectives to the arrest of a bully who had lived on the waves of infamy.

The police gave them what protection they could. He had seen a wife-beater lying stark and unconscious on the pavement after a detective had used his rubber truncheon on him. But as a rule these human parasites that preyed upon the poor escaped unharmed.

The girl turned from the contemplation of misery.

“Meet me near the Guards’ Memorial in Green Park. I shall be in a car and will pick you up,” she said. She looked him up and down, admiration in her eyes. “You’ve got a good voice,” she said. “You’d pass for a swell.”

The clothes came that night; they fitted him remarkably well, and when the promised barber had finished his work, and Luke was arrayed in his new clothes, he was almost reconciled to the beard.

In the interest of his new, strange life he found it fairly easy to forget. The spirit of adventure was on him. Margaret belonged to a dim, almost unbelievable past. She was of the substance of dreams.

He went gaily to the rendezvous on the following afternoon, and was delighted to find how springy was his step. He had hardly taken his place in front of the Guards’ Memorial when he saw an electric brougham approach, and, catching the girl’s signal, stepped to the side of the road as the car stopped.

She was in excellent spirits. “It’s a great idea to let yourself be seen in a certain kind of car,” she said. “You don’t know what I mean? I’ll bet you don’t!” They crossed into Hyde Park, made a slow progress near the edge of the sidewalk, and he found himself enjoying the novel experience. She was very pretty, though older than he had thought. “Do you see that fat man over there? That’s The Sparrow. You want to keep away from him.” He started at the name.

“You mean Bird?” he stammered, and looked guiltily in the direction she indicated. He saw Mr Bird. He was walking with a very pretty girl, but the woman who was at that moment seating herself on one of the park benches he did not recognize.

As the brougham turned and came back on the other side of the road, she said suddenly: There will be a car waiting near the Cavalry Barracks. I hope you can drive?”

“Another car?” he asked in astonishment.

She nodded. “I want to try you out.”

He laughed. “All this is very mysterious,” he said.

The car was waiting for them, a closed light car of English make. There was nobody in attendance, but without hesitation she stopped the brougham and gave the driver instructions.

“Here it is,” she said. “Get in.” Luke sank into the driver’s seat and put his foot on the self-starter, and she came in after him, slamming the little door behind her. “Grafton Street,” she said, in a businesslike tone. “Pull up opposite the Kean Club.” He thought she was testing his driving ability, for he had to pass through three traffic blocks before he brought the machine to a standstill at the place she indicated.

“Now you understand,” she said, dropping her voice and speaking rapidly, “I’m going in to see my husband.” She looked him straight in the eyes. “If he makes a fuss I shall expect you to help me. If he doesn’t make a fuss, we’ll drive quietly away down Albemarle Street, make for Vauxhall Bridge and Tooting Common.”

“Your husband?” he stammered.

She gave him one quick look of suspicion. “That is what you tell the flattie if there is any fuss.” What a flattie was she did not explain, and was gone before he could ask her. He kept the engine running according to her instructions. She was gone some twenty minutes. Presently, looking out, he saw her turn the corner from Bond Street and walk with apparent unconcern towards him. As she stepped into the car, a man in his shirtsleeves darted round the corner, flew at her and gripped her by the arm.

She tried to wrench herself free, and before Luke realized what he was doing he had struck her assailant and sent him tumbling to the pavement.

“Drive!” she snapped, and mechanically Luke Maddison sent the machine leaping forward.

They crossed Oxford Street, down St James’s Street, through the park, and were over Vauxhall Bridge before he partly realized what had happened. “Why did that fellow grab you?” he asked.

“My husband — I had a row with him,” she said, calmly. And then: “I knew Connor was wrong,” she said, and whistled. “If I hadn’t had my wits about me and started that husband story, I’d have been halfway to Holloway!” He saw her look at every policeman they passed out of the corner of her eye, and his heart was beating faster as they came to the edge of Tooting Common, and at her command he stopped the car.

“We’ll get out here,” she said. “You can go back by bus, I’ll take a taxi. If Connor comes tonight, tell him I’ve got the stuff.”

She turned to go, but he caught her by the arm. “What stuff?” he asked, sternly. And then he saw the flat case she carried under her leather coat. “My God!” gasped Luke Maddison. “You stole that!”

There was amusement in her fine eyes as she nodded. “Of course I did, you poor simp!” A taxicab was passing and she hailed it.

Slowly his grip on her arm relaxed. He watched the taxi recede like a man in a dream, too stunned even to think. He could never remember that journey back to Lambeth. He had crossed Westminster Bridge when he saw a newsboy with a placard: “Daring West End Robbery.” He stood dead still, gazing openmouthed at the contents bill, and then he felt in his pocket and dropped a penny from his trembling hand into the newsboy’s palm…

He dared not look inside the newspaper until he was in a quiet street…

“DARING WEST END ROBBERY Bearded Man and Pretty Girl Rob Taffanny’s of £20,000 Diamond Necklace

“A daring robbery was committed this afternoon at Messrs. Taffanny’s jewel shop in Bond Street. At about 3.50 a well-dressed woman walked into the shop and asked to be shown some plain gold rings. Whilst the assistant’s back was turned, she must have broken a glass case with a rubber-headed hammer.

“When he came back, he found not only the woman but a valuable diamond necklace had disappeared. He flew out into the street and overtook the woman as she was entering a motorcar. He was immediately struck down by her companion, who is described as a man of great height, with a fair, well trimmed beard, dressed in a grey tweed suit…”

“That’s me!” groaned Luke Maddison, and almost swooned.
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Luke Maddison sat in his little room in Ginnett Street, his head upon his hands, his mind a great confusion. Mrs Fraser had not been in the shop parlour when he passed through, and was apparently unconscious of his return. But this was not the fact, he discovered, when, a quarter of an hour afterwards, she came in with a cup of tea.

He had the feeling that she was well aware of what had happened that afternoon, although she made no reference to his terrifying adventure until she seemed at the point of departure. “Connor says that the only danger is that some of the Lewing mob may put up a squeak.”

“What is a squeak?” asked Luke, and she smiled amiably and admiringly.

“What a one you are! But perhaps in Australia they don’t have these expressions.”

He leaned back in his chair. “Do you know what strikes me, Mrs Fraser?” he said, calmly. “That every person in this street who reads the description will recognize me? About a hundred people must have seen me walking down Ginnett Street—”

She shook her head. “I know everybody in the neighbourhood and what they’re doing,” she said, calmly. “The only man who saw you is old Joe who runs errands for me. Connor says you ought to cut that beard of yours and get another suit. I’ll take away the one you’re wearing, if you’ll change.”

“Into what?” he demanded, with some asperity.

“There’s a blue suit in the drawer; it came when you were out this afternoon,” she said, and went away.

For a quarter of an hour he sat and watched his tea growing cold, his mind vacillating between horror and amusement. He, Luke Maddison, was a thief, a gangster, an active member of an organization which had robbed Taffanny’s! He knew Taffanny’s rather well; he had bought Margaret’s engagement ring over the very glass counter that had been smashed. He was helpless — the idea of going to the police and betraying his associates never occurred to him. There was only one thing to be done and that was to steal away at the first opportunity. He had written for his chequebook to be sent to Ronda, and it was a simple matter to reach Spain. Was it, though?

With a gasp he realized that he had no passport. And without a passport it was impossible to reach Spain, of all countries, where every man and woman who passed across the frontier was closely scrutinized. If he had not dismissed his servant, it would be easy to creep back to his flat one night, pack a bag, and fade away into a continental limbo. But probably his solicitor had the key of the flat. A new hope awakened. Hulbert had an apartment in St James’s Street. He was a bachelor and accessible.

Luke dismissed from his mind his experience of the afternoon. That was something not to be thought of without a shudder — he was whistling cheerfully when Mrs Fraser came with a pair of bright, new scissors, to collect the grey tweed suit he had discarded, and to bring him a pair of brown shoes, so hideously bright that they dazzled him.

“Connor says you’d better leave your moustache,” she suggested.

“Where is Connor? Is he on the premises?”

She shook her head. “No, he ‘phoned me.”

“I didn’t know you had a ‘phone,” he said, in surprise.

Mrs Fraser smiled cryptically. “We’ve got lots of things here that people don’t know anything about,” she said.

She came back a little later with a tube of shaving paste, a brand new lather brush, and a razor which had evidently been purchased recently, for when he opened the case he found it still enclosed in oil paper. Shaving was a painful process in spite of this, but apparently the results were satisfactory, for when the woman brought him some food later she stood in the doorway and gaped her approval.

“Well, I should never have known you, Mr Smith,” she said, “and I’ll bet your best friend wouldn’t know you!” As to this Luke was perfectly convinced. What an extraordinary change a moustache made in a man’s appearance! To him it lent a touch of the sinister — he stood gazing, fascinated, at his reflection in the mirror.

Mrs Fraser seemed more inclined to be conversational than she had been before; asked him if he was married, and before he could answer, announced herself as a widow.

“At least, practically,” she amended the statement. “My husband got a lifer two years ago.” She was quite cheerful about this calamity, and Luke gathered that life had not run any too smoothly for the woman.

“He asked for it,” she said. “Shot a copper and nearly killed him; and naturally, Connor wouldn’t stand for that. Connor says a gun’s all right for the heads, but not for the unders. Fraser was that kind — flash! He tried everything—”

“Had he been in prison before?”

She smiled amusedly. “Why, of course! He did two stretches.” Luke did not ask what a stretch might be: he had a vague idea that it meant penal servitude.

“He did one stretch,” said the communicative Mrs Fraser, “for a swindle up in Manchester — he and Danty were in it—”

Luke’s jaw dropped. “Danty?” he said, incredulously. “Who is he?”

“He’s a con man — you must have heard of him. I think he’s straight now, but you can never tell. He lives up west, knows all the swells, and has got a flat in Jermyn Street. He and Gunner Haynes used to work together—”

“Gunner Haynes — you know him?” asked Luke, quickly. From her expression and tone he gathered that Haynes was a person of some importance in the hierarchy of the underworld.

“No, I don’t know him, I’ve only heard of him. But what do they call Danty now?” She frowned in an effort of memory. “I had it on the tip of my tongue — a swell name. Danton Morell — that’s it! Connor told me only the other day about him.”

The room seemed to swim before Luke Maddison’s eyes. Danton Morell — a confidence man, an exconvict? It was incredible! And then suddenly he had the stunning realization that Danty Morell was his wife’s best friend!

“What is he like in appearance?”

“Danty? I’ve seen him two or three times…” She described Morell in her homely language. There was no doubt at all that this was the man! More vitally necessary was it that he should escape from this environment and reappear as Luke Maddison. His vague plans became definite. He would leave the house that night, seek out Hulbert, and tell him the truth.

At nine o’clock that night he was preparing to leave when an unexpected difficulty arose. He was just about to turn out the light when Mrs Fraser appeared.

She closed the door behind her, and from her manner he gathered that something serious had happened.

“Two of the Lewing crowd are down below,” she said, in a low voice. “I haven’t had a chance to call up Connor; the ‘phone is in the parlour, and they came in before I knew what was happening.” She had something hidden under her apron, and when she withdrew her hand he saw that it was a small Browning pistol.

“Put that in your sky,” she said, urgently. “You don’t know what these fellows are after.”

“In my — ?” he began, bewildered.

“In your pocket,” she said, impatiently. “Do as you’re told.” Mechanically he took the pistol from her hand and slipped it into his hip pocket.

The one thing he did not wish to challenge was a scene with two members of the rival gang. It was vital that he should get away from Ginnett Street with the least possible delay, and if this pistol helped him it was welcome.

“They want to see you—” she began.

And than a voice from the foot of the narrow stairs.

“Come on, Smith!” There was menace in the tone. Mrs Fraser flung open the door.

“Wait!” she said, sharply. “Who do you think you are?” Luke heard a grumbling voice, and the slam of the door which separated the foot of the stairs from the parlour. And then, at the beckoning jerk of the woman’s head, he followed her down the stairs.

There were two men in the parlour. One stood with his back to the fire, the other significantly near the door that gave egress to the shop. They were respectably dressed, and Luke thought that, if he had seen them in the street, he would have thought they were decent artisans. There was certainly nothing sinister in either face. One was tall and rather stout, the other a slightly built man, who wore as his necktie the colours of a cavalry regiment.

The big man, who stood with his back to the fire, lowered his chin to his breast, and looked at Luke from under his eyebrows.

“Is this Smith?” he asked.

“That is Mr Smith,” said Mrs Fraser, primly.

“What’s the idea of your coming here and pretending you’re somebody you’re not?” asked the little man by the door with extraordinary rapidity.

His big companion silenced him.

“You shut up. I’ll do all the talking, Curly,” he said. “You did that job today, didn’t you, Smith?”

“I’ve done many jobs,” said Luke, coolly.

“You’re pretending you’re a fellow named Smith, whom our governor brought over from Australia — no, I’m not talking about Lewing; he was nobody. Swank killed him, and he’s well dead. But you’re not Smith.” He pointed a finger to the man at the door. “That’s Curly Smith.”

“I’ll say I am!” The little man was quivering with anger; he spoke with a shrill Cockney whine. “You’ve been using my name” — he qualified the name with a violent adjective.

The stout man by the fire rebuked him.

“There are ladies present,” he said, with such solemnity that Luke almost laughed at the incongruity of the reproach.

“The point is,” said the big man, who, Luke discovered, was named Verdi, “you was picked up when Lewing was chived, and you got yours, too, and naturally Connor thought you were the man that Lewing was supposed to meet off the boat in the London Docks. And instead of going to meet him, Lewing got cold feet, because he thought the Connor lot were after him for a squeak. But you’re not Smith, and I’ll take my oath you’ve never been to Australia.”

“Him!” Curly Smith was quivering with contempt. “That feller couldn’t get a living in Australia!” He suddenly tugged a newspaper from his side pocket. “Do you see what you’ve done for me?” he hissed, and thrust the paper under Luke’s nose.

Luke Maddison read the paragraph which the grimy thumb of the man stabbed.

“In connection with this robbery the police are seeking information concerning a man named Smith, who landed a few weeks ago from the Orient liner Pontiac.”

“Do you see what you’ve done?” repeated Smith, savagely. “You’ve got the dicks after me!” His hand strayed to his trousers pocket.

“Steady your mitt!” growled Verdi. “This bird’s got a gat — what do you think the old woman went up to see him about?”

Mrs Fraser flamed at the insult. “Old, am I, you fat snail! We’ll see what Connor says to that! He’ll be here in five minutes.”

Verdi glanced uneasily at the door. “Bluff,” he said. “Anyway, Connor can’t complain if we come round to make a few enquiries. We’re entitled to a bit of information.”

“Do you want to see me any more?” said Luke, and moved towards the door. Curly Smith stood squarely in his way.

“We want to know—” began Verdi.

“You know all you’re likely to know,” said Luke, curtly.

He took another step forward, but Smith did not move. Suddenly Luke’s hand shot out, gripped the little man and swung him across the room. It was not a moment to compromise or to argue; instinctively he knew he was taking the right line as he pulled the door wide open.

“Get outside, both of you!” he said.

Verdi shrugged his broad shoulders.

“That’s all right,” he said. “We don’t want any unpleasantness.” He was smiling when he came abreast of Luke; but Mrs Fraser had slipped to the other side of the table, and saw the life-preserver he carried in his right hand.

“Look out!” she cried shrilly.

As the deadly little stick rose, Luke struck for the man’s jaw, and he went over with a crash against the wooden partition which separated the shop from the parlour.

For a moment he was stunned, and in that time Luke had jerked the life preserver from the man’s hand (a leather cord attached to it was twisted round his wrist), and dropped it into his pocket.

“Come on, you.” He beckoned Curly Smith, and the little man sidled nimbly past him.

Verdi was on his feet by now, a little dazed, blinking with his pale blue eyes at the man who had knocked him down.

“All right,” he said, and went heavily after his companion.

Luke closed the door with some difficulty, for the fall of the man against the partition had thrown the door out of true. Mrs Fraser was very pale and her breath was coming quickly.

“I’ve never known them Lewings to do that before,” she said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if they didn’t start a fire.” They had taken this course once before, Luke learned to his horror and amazement — that explained the new annexe to the house. 339 Ginnett Street was obviously Connor’s headquarters. The place had never been raided — for the matter of that, it had never held a pennyworth of stolen property.

He learned now, in the burst of confidence which apprehension inspired, that although the rival gang was called Lewing’s, the dead man had had very little to do with its organization. There had been a coterie of irresponsible larrikins and shop thieves, and this had been the nucleus of a more important gang, of which Lewing, at the moment of his death, was the merest servant.

“He was just a little thief and a nose.” (this was an informer, Luke learned), said Mrs Fraser. “Why, he was in stir a few days before he was killed.”

Luke nodded. He remembered the occasion of Lewing’s first visit to him. He had been in Brixton Prison with Gunner Haynes, and had come in a fraudulent spirit to collect money on behalf of the Gunner.

“There’s going to be some trouble — the Lewings have never done this before,” repeated Mrs Fraser. “I must let Connor know about it — you going out?” Luke was going out, and never intended returning. This latter piece of information he did not pass to his hostess.

“Have you got any money? Oh, that reminds me.” The woman searched in a leather bag which she carried beneath her apron and produced a small package of notes. “Connor sent this — It’s fifty,” she said. “It’s only on account. That stuff has got to be cut four ways, and you’ll get your share. Connor’s always straight about money. You could trust him with a million pounds.”

“I don’t want this.”

“Put it in your pocket,” she commanded, and as he did not wish to prolong the conversation he obeyed. “Have you got any small money?”

“I have plenty,” he said, almost impatiently.

“Small money,” she insisted, and he had reason to be thankful for her insistence. He had not, and again she dived her hand under the apron and produced some silver and coppers. “If you try to pass fivers in this country you’ll get yourself into trouble,” she said. And then: “Are you Australian?”

“No,” said Luke.

She was troubled at this, but her face cleared up. “I expect Connor knows all about it.” Evidently the word of Connor was something more than law.

She accompanied him to the door of the shop. When she found it was raining she went back herself to get his mackintosh.

“Watch out for the Lewings,” she warned him, “and keep that gat in your pocket where you can reach it.” She fussed over him like a family nurse might; was not satisfied till he had taken the automatic from his hip and dropped it into the slip pocket of his waterproof.

Why was a pistol called a gat, he wondered. Probably it was an abbreviation of gatling, and was obviously an Americanism.

There was nobody in the street, but he took the precaution, on Mrs Fraser’s advice, of making a wide detour, and ten minutes later he was walking across Westminster Bridge. Parliament was sitting; the clock in the big tower pointed to twenty minutes to ten.

First he must see Jack Hulbert, that sane young solicitor of his. It struck him that there was a possibility that Jack might not be alone…The telephone of course! He stopped at the first public booth and put through a call. And here it was he was thankful to Mrs Fraser for her coppers.

The voice of Mr Hulbert’s servant answered him.

“I want to speak to Mr Hulbert,” he said, and to his horror the reply came: “Mr Hulbert is not in England, sir; he has gone to Berlin on a holiday and will not be back till next week. Who is it speaking?”

Luke for a moment was speechless; when the question was repeated he had an inspiration. “Can you tell me if Mr Luke Maddison’s flat is occupied — is his servant there?”

The tone of the man changed. “Who are you, and why do you want to know that?” he demanded.

Luke rang off without explanation. He might have told the man who he was, but he was chary of confiding in servants, and it was particularly undesirable that he should betray his presence in London to anybody except Jack.

And then a thought struck him and he called the number of his own flat. He waited for fully five minutes listening to the faint buzz of the call, and then the operator said: “I’m sorry, sir, there’s no reply from that number.” Luke made a slow way to the Mall, and walked slowly towards Buckingham Palace, oblivious of the rain, which was now falling in earnest. There was only one thing to be done, and by the time he reached the end of the Mall he had made his plans. He had often remarked jokingly how easy it was to burgle his flat. Recently there had been erected a new fire-escape at the back of the block in which he had his residence, and access to the yard where the escape touched earth was by no means difficult. He could climb the wall from the mews which ran at the back of the flat; he knew exactly how the window could be forced.
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Margaret Maddison was preparing for bed when the street bell rang. She opened the door of her room and listened: somebody was talking in the hall below; she heard her footman’s and a deeper voice, and then somebody said: “You’d better go up and tell the lady. I must see her…Scotland Yard.” She sent her maid down to find out what was the matter, and in a few minutes the girl came back.

“It’s an Inspector from Scotland Yard, madam. He wants to see you on a matter of importance.”

“Is it Mr Bird?” she asked, anxiously. Why she should be anxious at all she could not for the moment understand. Later she realized that it was the knowledge that Scotland Yard was a carrier of unpleasant news, and that possibly something might have happened to Luke, which sent her down to the drawingroom so quickly.

It was not Bird, but a stranger, who introduced himself as Divisional Inspector Gorton. “I’m sorry to bother you at this time of night, Mrs Maddison,” he said, “but we’ve had a report sent to us by the servant of Mr Hulbert, the solicitor — I believe he is your husband’s solicitor?”

She nodded, and drew a quick breath. “Is anything wrong — I mean, with Mr Maddison?”

“No, ma’am, It’s not serious — in fact, it may be nothing at all. But this valet of Mr Hulbert’s says that he had an enquiry from a strange man tonight as to whether your husband’s flat was occupied — he also said that you had the key of the flat.”

Margaret nodded. The key had been in her possession since a few days after Luke’s departure. His man had brought it; it was at that moment in her desk.

“I understand Mr Maddison’s abroad?”

“Yes, he is in Ronda,” she said, quickly. “You can have the key.”

Inspector Gorton hesitated. “I’d rather like you to come along with us, madam,” he said. “I promise you there’s not the slightest danger, but we do not like searching houses until there is a representative of the owner present.”

“What do you expect to find? — I’ll come with pleasure,” she said.

“You can wait outside in your car, madam…What do we expect to find? Well, there is a possibility that the man who called up intended burgling the flat, and we want to be on the safe side.”

She went upstairs and finished dressing, put on a raincoat, and accompanied the policeman into the street. A car was drawn up, with two or three men sitting in the back, and she was invited to take her place by the side of the driver. They came very quickly to the entrance of Luke’s flat.

“No, no, I’ll come up with you,” she said. “I’ve only been in it twice, but I’ll probably be able to help your find you way about.”

It was not a pleasant experience, walking into that familiar hall, looking at the dusty furnishings. The place was peculiarly Luke’s, had something of his aura, and it gave her a little pang to realize that Luke might never come here again.

“There’s a fire-escape here, isn’t there? Where does it touch?”

“The kitchen,” she said.

The inspector sent one of his men to search that apartment; then suddenly he sniffed.

“Somebody’s been smoking a cigar here, and smoking it recently,” he said.

Margaret, too, had smelt the faint fragrance. At that moment the detective sent to look at the kitchen came running back.

“The window’s been forced!” he said.

Again Gorton nodded. Evidently he expected to hear this. “Which is Mr Maddison’s room?” She pointed. A key was already inserted in the lock. The detective turned the handle. The door did not move: it was bolted on the inside.

“Out you come, son!” he said in a loud voice as he rapped on the panel. “It’s a cop!” He turned to the girl.

“You’d better go downstairs, Mrs Maddison — we’re going to break in this door!” Luke Maddison, standing on the other side of the door, listening, heard the words and gasped. His wife was there — the one person in the world who must not see him!
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With her heart beating a little faster, Margaret passed down the stairs. When she reached the street she found that the driver of the police car had summoned a taxi, which was drawn up behind the tender.

“Is anybody there, madam?” asked a police officer.

“Yes, I think there is,” she said, breathlessly. “At least, the inspector thinks so.”

“You’d better get into the cab, madam,” said the police officer. “I suppose Mr Gorton expects a bit of a fight.”

“Do you often have cases like this?”

“About every other day,” he said, cheerfully. “We’re one of the Flying Squads.” Apparently it was quite usual for the Squad to be called to buildings where suspected burglars were. They moved with the celerity of a fire-engine and were as alert.

Inspector Gorton waited until Margaret had left the building, and then he rapped again on the panel. “Open this door, my son.” The bolt was slipped back, the door flung open. The inspector saw a man with grimy face and disordered clothing standing in the doorway, and instantly he was seized.

Luke was taken aback. He had expected an opportunity of parleying, even of taking the detective into his confidence. Resenting the sudden seizure, he tried to shake off the detaining hands, and in the next instant was flung violently to the ground. Somebody passed their hands scientifically behind his coat.

“He’s got a gat,” said a voice.

The pistol was passed to Inspector Gorton.

“I can explain the gun,” said Luke.

“I dare say you can.” Gorton snapped back the jacket of the automatic and detached the magazine. “Loaded — you’ll get a ten stretch for this, my lad. Fan him, one of you: he may have another.” In two minutes Luke was searched.

“Where did you get this money?” asked the inspector.

“It was given to me—” began Luke, and there was a roar of laughter.

“What is this?” said Gorton, examining something in his hand.

That morning, before he had left on his fatal expedition, Mrs Fraser had handed him a little blue-covered book.

“A driving licence, eh? You weren’t by any chance driving a car today round about Bond Street, were you?”

Luke’s heart sank within him. And then he heard one of the detectives say: “That’s the fellow! He had a beard this afternoon. I saw him driving with a woman in the park.” He whispered something to Gorton and the inspector nodded. All the time Luke was thinking rapidly. That simple explanation of his was no longer possible. If he declared himself to be Luke Maddison, he must also explain what he had been doing since he disappeared. The realization of that came with shocking emphasis.

And he knew that below, Margaret was waiting and would recognize him instantly in spite of his moustache.

Ahead of him was the open door leading to the hall. To the right the little room he had used as a dressing-room. The window was right above the first landing of the fire-escape. Luke had a horror of fires, and it was his favourite amusement to plan out how he would escape from a burning building. If he could get to that room…

It did not seem possible.

Somebody spoke from the landing outside. It was the hall porter, who had called to discover what the commotion was about. The two detectives who were guarding the door turned their backs for a moment, and in that instant Luke Maddison leapt.

He was something of an athlete; he had played for his fifteen at college, and had nothing to learn about the art of avoiding a tackle. He dashed through the door of the dressing-room, banged it tight and shot in the bolt as the weight of the two men was flung against it.

This was no moment for caution. He flung up the window and his legs went almost ill the same motion. In another second he dropped into the darkness. He had calculated well. The steel platform of the fire-escape clanged under his feet. In another instant he was flying down the steps and was over the wall before the first of the detectives reached the head of the escape.

A man was lounging in the mews: he turned with a shout as Luke dropped. But Luke was off like the wind. His long stay in hospital had thrown him out of condition, but he had all the technique of a runner. As he emerged from the narrow entrance of the mews he saw a cab passing, and leapt on the running-board.

“Paddington,” he said, and swung himself deftly inside.

Evidently the driver was in some doubt as to whether he should continue. He went about two blocks and them pulled the car up by the side of the kerb.

“Where have you come from?” he asked. “I can’t take you, guv’nor. You look as if you were running away from somebody.”

“I was,” said Luke.

It was not a moment to argue. He threw a two-shilling piece into the man’s hand, turned down a narrow street conveniently near, and, doubling back, reached the main road. Here he found a taxi moving at leisure, and a driver who did not question his bona fides.

“Scotland Yard,” he said.

He had made a sudden resolution. He would go to The Sparrow, tell him the truth, and trust to that shrewd man to see him through his troubles.

The cab drew up at the entrance of Scotland Yard and Luke went swiftly down the declivity and into the gloomy entrance hall. A police officer on duty challenged him, and he stated his requirements.

“Mr Bird’s been gone for two hours, sir. I think he’s gone into the country. Would you like to see anybody else?”

Groaning inwardly, Luke shook his head. “No, I don’t think anybody else would be of much use to me,” he said.

“You wouldn’t like to see Mr Gorton? He’ll be back soon,” said the police officer, quite ignorant of the fact that the one person in the world whom Luke did not wish to see was that same Gorton.

He came out on to the Thames Embankment at one end of the yard as Gorton and his Flying Squad came in at the other. Turning left, he walked towards Waterloo Bridge. At Charing Cross Underground he made another attempt to get into touch with The Sparrow. There was a chance that the policeman was wrong and that Bird was still in town. He went to the telephone directory, but there were so many Birds that it was impossible to tell which was which. And then he remembered one of his initials — an unusual “Z” (Mr Bird’s middle name was Zachariah). He scanned the list again, and, going into the telephone booth, gave a number.

At first he thought his luck was in. “Yes, this is Mr Bird’s house,” said a voice, “but he’s out of town. Who is it speaking?”

“It is vitally necessary that I should get in touch with him as soon as possible,” said Luke urgently. “Can you tell me where I can find him?”

“Who are you?”

“Will you tell him it’s Mr Maddison speaking? I have been to Scotland Yard…”

He felt a sudden draught. The door of the telephone booth was ajar; an unconcerned man was standing near-by, and apparently had no interest either in him or his conversation. Luke shut the door again, and then, to his annoyance, found that whoever had spoken for Mr Bird had hung up her receiver. Still, that was a start. He almost felt a sense of relief as he came out on to the cold Embankment and pursued his way towards Waterloo.

He had not gone twenty yards before two men, walking quickly, overtook him and fell in one at each side. “Hullo, Smith! Connor wants to see you.” He had never seen the man before. His tone was offensive and peremptory.

“And who may Mr Connor be?” asked Luke coolly. “My name is not Smith, it is Maddison.”

“That’s all right, sir,” said the other more respectfully, “but Mr Connor does want to see you pretty badly.”

“Where is he?” asked Luke, after a moment’s thought.

“At the top of Savoy Hill — there goes the Squad.” A car flashed past at that moment; the red light disappeared along the Embankment.

“They call ’em busies, and they are busy,” said the second man, bitterly.

They did not go up Savoy Hill, but turned aside, passed one entrance of the Savoy Hotel and up a steep and narrow street. They turned again to the right.

“Where is Connor?”

“I’ll tell you in a minute, when I’ve got a light for my fag,” said the smaller of the two.

He struck a match, and Luke’s eyes instinctively went to it. That is all he remembered. He did not feel the pain of any blow, but dropped limply to the pavement under the impact of a rubber cosh.

His head was splitting when he came to his senses. He was lying on the hard floor of a jolting motor car…he discovered afterwards it was a tilting Ford wagon that bore innocuously enough the name of a respectable firm of greengrocers. The two men were squatting by his side; one was smoking, and they were carrying on a conversation in a low voice.

“…That’s what Connor told me,” said one. “But then, Connor thought this nut would put up a squeak.” Luke lay motionless; his head was throbbing, but he felt no other discomfort. Apparently, although he could guess there was a bump as big as an egg on his skull, it had not drawn blood.

The car stopped. There was the creak of a gate being opened, and it went forward again, jolting over uneven ground; presently it stopped, and the engine was shut off.

“Are you awake?” asked a voice.

“I’m awake all right,” said Luke.

“Then get out of this. Why was you so foolish, Smith?” A mild question from a man who, only ten minutes before, had stunned him.

He slithered out of the back of the car and came to his feet on soft, muddy ground. The cold night air made him reel; one of the men caught him by the arm and guided him into what looked to be a small cottage. To the right he saw the gleam of the river. A tug was moving, her green starboard light reflected in the water. So quickly was she moving that he guessed she was going downstream. He must therefore be on the Surrey side of the Thames.

He could see nothing but a high wall to his right, and far away a blood-red advertisement sign. The door banged on him. There was a smell of dampness, but apparently the cottage had some sort of furnishing, for he walked upon something that might have been a carpet, when a door was opened on his right and he was pushed in; he found himself in a room, not only furnished, but over-furnished.

Connor was sitting at a table shuffling a pack of cards. He looked up as Luke entered the room.

“Did you have to cosh him?” he asked, pleasantly.

The man who held Luke’s arm grinned. “He wouldn’t be sensible,” he said.

“Sit down.” Connor pointed to a horsehair sofa against the wall, and Luke was glad to accept the invitation. “Tried to put up a squeak, did you, Smith?” There was nothing unfriendly in Connor’s tone, but he did not cease shuffling the cards as he spoke. “I thought you were a man when you did that bust — yes, one of my lads saw you get into that flat, and saw you when you bolted. But you’re nothing better than a dirty squeaker. Went into the Yard and asked for The Sparrow, did you? Is he a pal of yours?”

“I know him,” said Luke.

Mr Connor nodded pleasantly. “And then you tried to get him on the ‘phone — what was the squeak about? Don’t trouble to tell me: I know. I never trusted you from the first, Smith — I don’t trust Australians.”

Despite his aching head, Luke could not but smile at this libel. “I shouldn’t think they trust you a great deal, do they?” he asked.

“Not much,” said Connor. He cut the pack into two, shuffled them scientifically, and all the time his eyes were on Luke. “So you know The Sparrow? That’s good. I’ll bet you know Danty, too.”

Luke started. “Danty Morell?” he asked. Why had Danty gone out of his mind? Why had he forgotten that Danty was the confidant of his wife — that his one desire, in seeking freedom from the sinister environment in which he found himself, had been to expose that confidence man?

“Know Danty, too!” Connor’s voice was almost admiring. “And Pi Coles?”

Luke nodded. “Yes, Coles — that’s his servant.”

Connor smiled broadly, and there were grins on the faces of the other two men. “Pi is his servant all right. You seem to know the whole darned shoot! I’m telling you, Smith, that a man that knows Danty and the Lewing gang, and calls at Scotland Yard to see his friend The Sparrow, isn’t a healthy fellow to have around the house.” There was a long pause, and then he added: “That’s why you’re not going to be around the house.” He looked up at one of the men thoughtfully. “When is high tide?”

“Four o’clock.”

Connor nodded. Again his dark eyes fell on Luke. “You a good swimmer?”

“Fair,” said Luke, coolly.

“We’ll give you a little dip tonight,” said Connor. “Put him in the cooler, Harry.”

The man who had struck him gripped Luke by the arm and pulled him to his feet. The throbbing was easier now; he did not reel, had recovered something of his strength; but this was not a moment for its exhibition.

Evidently the building was not an extensive one. It had been the weighing-room of a company that had once owned the wharf and small warehouse which Connor used as a headquarters.

Connor carried on a legitimate if unprofitable business. He was a dealer in certain building material, and barges came regularly, but at rare intervals, to this wharf and were unloaded. He bought and sold scrap-iron, cement, any commodity which offered an immediate profit. The wharf could be, and was, hired for a fee.

A few paces from the door of the sittingroom they came to another. Luke could not help wondering whether the little chamber into which he was thrust had been used before for the same purpose. It had no windows, but in other respects was curiously like a prison cell. It might have been employed for the storage of coal, but there was nothing in it now, not even a bed or a stool. In the light of the man’s electric torch he saw that the walls were of brick and whitewashed. Then the door slammed on him; he heard a bolt shot, and he was left alone with the unpleasant knowledge that it would be high tide in five hours, and that Mr Connor, in his amiable way, had planned “a dip” for him.



Chapter XXI


Table of Contents


Margaret had waited a long time for Mr Gorton to come out, and when he appeared he was in so great a hurry that he could only tell her the bare fact that he had found a man in the room and that he had escaped. It was the hall porter who supplied her with greater, and in some respects, less accurate, information.

“Yes, madam, the police found a man in Mr Maddison’s room…I caught a glimpse of him just before he got away. Goodlooking fellow with a moustache, and, according to the police, a pretty desperate burglar — they found a revolver on him. Perhaps you’d like to go up and see the flat, madam?”

Margaret hesitated. “Yes, I will,” she said, and the man took her up in the lift.

A detective had been left in charge of the disordered room; apparently she was expected, for he displayed some relief on her arrival.

“You don’t want me to stay, madam? Inspector Gorton told me that he’d like a list of anything missing, and he’ll come and see you in the morning.” He showed her the room where the “burglar” had been. Drawers had been pulled out, a desk had been broken open (Luke had lost the key), papers littered the floor.

“Mr Gorton doesn’t know even now what he was looking for,” said the detective. “There was a gold watch in one of the drawers, but he didn’t touch that. We know he was after the clothes.” He showed her a big suitcase into which clothing had been thrown pell-mell. There was a dress suit, half a dozen shirts and collars, a wad of pocket handkerchiefs, and a suit of pyjamas.

“But he must have spent a lot of time over the desk,” said the officer. “One of my mates said that he had something like a book between his shirt and his skin. He’d just felt it when he broke away and made his escape.”

“A book?” said Margaret, quickly. “How very odd!” And then her eyes fell upon an envelope on the floor, and she recognized it immediately. It bore the official stamp of the Passport Office, and Luke had had it in his pocket the day before the wedding, and had shown it to her in that half-shy and half-amused way of his that sometimes irritated her. It was his new passport, decorated, rather prematurely, with a portrait of his wife. He had opened it in her presence, and she had been rather annoyed because he had lightheartedly forged her name in order to present her with the document on her wedding day.

She picked up the envelope; there was nothing inside it — this, then, was the book which the burglar had stolen — why?

There were several sheets of notepaper on the floor. She picked up one, read it, and gasped. The date had been scrawled in on the top line, and it began: “My dear Hulbert, I am in a most terrible—” It was Luke’s writing! It was Luke who had been there that night. She found another sheet covered with smudged writing; this also was addressed to the solicitor, but the three scrawled lines were undecipherable. He had deliberately crossed them out. Evidently he had sat down to write a letter to Hulbert, had made two attempts, and then had changed his mind.

It was so like Luke: he could never resist the temptation offered by a sheet of notepaper — he must write to somebody, he had often told her. Luke had been here; Luke was the burglar. But why?

She turned to the detective, and it was on the tip of her tongue to make the revelation when he said something that struck speech from her lips.

“He must have been a pretty bad man, that fellow — one of our men recognized him as the chap who was driving a car this afternoon when Taffanny’s was robbed. He gave one of the shop assistants a punch in the jaw—”

“But that’s impossible!” she said, indignantly. “This man—”

“Ah, you’ve read about it in the papers — a bearded man. That’s right, madam, he’s taken his beard off this afternoon. Johnson — that’s the officer — saw him driving with a girl round the park.”

Again speech died on her lips. She remembered the bearded man; there had been something familiar in the back view of his head, and he had been driving with a notorious woman — a woman known to the police.

“They got her tonight,” said the communicative detective. “Mr Gorton’s pretty certain she’ll put up a squeak — I mean to say, she’ll tell who her companion was. From all accounts he’s a man who’s been seen about with her a great deal in the past year or two.”

She was stunned, bewildered; she could only shake her head in feeble protest. “It couldn’t have been the same man,” she said at last.

“Do you know him — the fellow who was here?” The detective looked at her keenly.

“No, no,” she said, hastily. “I only thought…it would be such an extraordinary coincidence.”

“I’ve got an idea Mr Gorton knows him.” The detective shut the door behind her as she walked out of the room. “I heard him telling the sergeant that he might be the fellow who was knifed the night a man named Lewing was killed. If that’s the case, he’s only been out of hospital a few days.”

She offered the officer some money: he refused it with great firmness, and escorted her to her taxi. She was reminded by the fare, when she reached her house, that she had been two hours absent.

Her maid was waiting up for her, and she sent her down to make some coffee.

Turning on all the lights in the drawingroom, she opened her desk and presently found a bundle of Luke’s letters; compared their beginnings with the two scraps of paper she had brought from the flat. There was no question at all: it was Luke’s writing. The “My dear” began characteristically in the middle of the page in every case.

It was Luke. And it had been Luke that afternoon in a car with that impossible woman! Luke who had assisted at the robbery of Taffanny’s!

She was not shocked; it was too tremendous a discovery to produce emotional phenomena of the commonplace kind. She accepted Luke Maddison, banker, burglar, hold-up man, companion of questionable ladies, with the calmness of a scientist who had happened upon a new and interesting discovery.

Here was an immense happening. To display anger or humiliation would be absurd. One has no regard for a sense of decency when fleeing from an earthquake and its tumbling walls.

She went to bed; and such is the serenity of a resolute mind that she slept dreamlessly. In the morning, while she was sitting at breakfast, came Inspector Gorton, and she listened calmly to his confession of failure.

“The fellow ran like a hare. He must have been a trained athlete,” he said. “I’m pretty sure now that he is the fellow who was knifed in a gang fight in South London. Lewing was killed.”

“Who was Lewing?” she asked.

Gorton shrugged his broad shoulders. “Nobody in particular, although he gave his name to a gang. The real leader of that crowd is a gentleman named Danty Morell — though he hasn’t taken any very active…”

She had put down her cup. He saw how white her face was. “Danty Morell? You don’t mean Mr Danton Morell who lives in Half Moon Street?”

Gorton smiled. “Perhaps I oughtn’t to have said that, but I thought Mr Bird had told you. You know Mr Bird? I hope you don’t know Mr Morell!”

“I know him very well,” she said; her voice was steady and she was smiling. “But you may rely on my discretion, Inspector — I feel almost like a Scotland Yard officer myself.” She had her hands folded in her lap so that he could not see how they were trembling.

“He may, of course, have turned over a new leaf,” said Gorton, uneasily conscious that he had said the wrong thing. “Some of these fellows do. I know there’s been no complaint against him at the Yard for a very long time. Morell isn’t his name, of course — I forget what it was, but The Sparrow — I mean Mr Bird — knows. Wonderful fellow, Danty! He can talk the hind leg off a donkey…they say he’s the cleverest confidence man that ever operated in Europe. Perhaps he’s made enough money to retire.”

Danton Morell! How had she come to know him? She tried to trace back the friendship. Of course, it was her brother — her poor brother, who had introduced him. Rex knew so many queer people. She trusted him — she had trusted Danty. She had believed him implicitly, believed him when he told her that Luke had hounded her brother to his death, believed him when he had produced that pitiable note written on two small sheets of notepaper — that at least was genuine, for she knew her brother’s writing.

She was viewing a new world, or viewing it from a new angle; and somehow she was able to cope with problems which the day before would have terrified her. Of that new gift she was unconscious — she could only feel the effect.

Gorton, who had had very little sleep on the previous night, accepted her invitation to join her at breakfast, though he confined himself to a cup of coffee and a roll. “You found nothing missing, I suppose? The officer I left in charge told me you’d been there looking round. Where is your good husband now, Mrs Maddison?”

She swallowed something. “In Spain, I think. I am going to join him in a day or two.”

“None of the wedding presents was at the flat?”

She shook her head. “We had no wedding presents,” she smiled.

He finished his coffee, folded his serviette and got up from the table. “Now I’ve got a very unpleasant job which I wish somebody else was going to do,” he said.

“You’re going to arrest somebody?”

He shook his head. “No, that wouldn’t be unpleasant — I enjoy putting these fellows behind bars; and the day I catch that enterprising gentleman who came to your flat last night will be one of the happiest I have known for years! No, this is something gruesome which would shock you, so I shan’t tell you.”

“I’m beyond being shocked,” she smiled.

“It’s nothing really,” said Gorton. “Only there was a very high tide last night, and the river police found the body of a man who had evidently been drowned in the night. I’m going down to see if I know him. From the description I had I shouldn’t be surprised if it was our burglar.”

She had said she could not be shocked. She was shocked now, and clasped her hands together so tightly that they hurt — it was only the pain that prevented her from fainting.
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During the hours which Luke Maddison had spent in his prison house, it was curious that he should think so little on serious topics. He was face to face with death in its most hideous aspect — it was impossible to mistake Connor’s intention — and yet for the main part his mind was occupied by the veriest trivialities. If he thought of Margaret at all, it was only in a detached and impersonal way, and to find an explanation for her presence with the police at his flat that night. She must have had the key; the police went to her — but why?

Then he remembered his conversation with Hulbert’s servant, who had obviously been suspicious, and must have communicated at once with the nearest police station.

He thought of the drive across London in that uncomfortable van, and spent quite an hour trying to locate exactly the building in which he was confined. Driving along the Embankment on his way to the City, he must have often seen the very wharf, the very building. He went to the City twice a week, to directors’ meetings, and he loved the Embankment in the early days of spring, when the green was bursting from the trees, and sunlight dappled the pavements with moving arabesques of shadow.

In such circumstances as his all a man’s past life should come before him. Luke made an effort to satisfy the convention, but grew bored after five minutes.

He wandered round and round his cell, feeling the walls in a grim spirit of humour, seeking for those loose bricks which inevitably occur in the prison houses of heroes. Not that he was any hero, he decided. He was a smash-and-grab man — liable to three years penal servitude, certainly to disgrace. He decided that it was not in any spirit of altruism that he wished to save Margaret’s name from being dragged into this sordid affair. It was because it would intensify his own sense of foolishness.

Exactly what would Connor do? He was almost curious to know.

There was a church clock close by; he heard it striking the quarters and the hours, and the last notes of three were still quivering on the air when he heard the sound of a key in the lock, the door was opened, and the two men who had been his captors invited him forth. Their tone was friendly, almost courteous.

He followed the first, and was followed by the second, into the room. Connor had evidently been sleeping on a folding bed. He sat on the edge of his untidy couch, rubbing his fingers through his hair and yawning prodigiously. On the table were four cups of steaming coffee and some sandwiches.

“Sit down, Smith. We’ve got to think out what we’re going to do with you,” said Connor, coming to his feet with a yawn. He drew up a chair to the table and fell into it; pulled a cup of coffee towards him and took a sandwich.

“Help yourself to milk and sugar.” He pushed a cup towards the prisoner. Luke was looking round the room interestedly. Stacked on a chair were four great bars of something white and crystalline, which he guessed was salt, and on the floor was a long length of heavy chain.

Connor followed the direction of his eyes.

“Want to buy a bit of salt?” he asked, good-humouredly.

His question seemed to tickle his two companions, for they chuckled deeply.

“I am not in the salt business,” said Luke with a smile. He sipped at the coffee; it was raw stuff, but the warmth of it was grateful, for the night was cold, and he had grown chilly in the bricklined room.

“What are we going to do with you, Smith, eh?”

Luke took a big gulp of coffee and leaned back in his chair with a laugh. “You can listen to a very interesting story,” he said, “and also you can earn yourself a thousand pounds.”

He saw a faint ghost of a smile come to Connor’s face. “Go on,” said that tousled man.

Then Luke told everything, but without referring to Margaret. He gave his name, his address, told how he came to meet Lewing, related the story of Lewing’s little fraud and of his meeting him on that night— “But what were you running away from?” asked Connor.

This was difficult to explain, for Luke had perforce to leave out the motive for his strange action. He could neither tell of his marriage nor of Margaret’s staggering conduct; and without these facts he felt he was being unconvincing. Nevertheless, with this handicap, he struggled on to a finish. Connor shook his head.

“I’ve heard all about you, Smith — there never was a con. man who couldn’t tell a tale. But if you’re a specimen of the Australian man I wonder you’re not starving! Drink up your coffee and have some more. I want to find a way of settling this business without unpleasantness.”

Luke finished the coffee and put down the cup.

“Now I’ll tell one,” said Connor, and his voice was no longer pleasant or amiable. “You’ve been to the police and you’ve tried to doublecross me. And now you think you’ll get out of it with a silly story!…Squeaker…police find you…” Luke heard only scraps of the talk: he was desperately sleepy. His head sank forward on his breast, and though he strove with all his will power to rouse himself, he could not so much as open his eyes. He did not even realize that he had been drinking laudanum.

“Hold him up,” said Connor.

One of the men caught Luke as he swayed sideways and lowered him to the floor. Connor pushed back the table and jerked his thumb in the direction of the salt. Two blocks were put on the floor under Luke’s legs, and with a knife one of the men scooped a deep depression in two of the corners. The other blocks were laid on top. Connor lifted the heavy chain, wound it carefully round and round the salt, fastening the last two links with a piece of wire.

They discussed their grisly work without emotion.

“…You want to be careful it doesn’t slip over his feet, Harry,” said Connor. “Tighten that chain a bit — not too tight, or you’ll break the salt.” At last it was finished, and Connor straightened his back.

“Get that old plank to lay him on,” he commanded, and the bigger of the two walked to the door and pulled it open. Connor saw him start back and his face wrinkle. “Who’s that?” he asked, sharply.

The man who was in the passage walked into the room at his leisure. Connor saw him, and showed his teeth like an angry dog.

“Hullo, Gunner! What the hell are you doing round here?”

Gunner Haynes looked from Connor to the unconscious man on the floor. “Ingenious, but not original,” he drawled, his thin lips curling in contempt. “You’re dropping him in the river, of course, and the water will dissolve the salt, the chains will drop off, and the verdict will be ‘Death from misadventure’. What a pity!”

“What’s the pity, Gunner?” asked Connor.

“That I happened to butt in,” said Haynes. “Who’s the victim?”

“There’s no victim,” said Connor, loudly. “This poor fellow is ill, and we’re taking him off to the hospital.”

The Gunner nodded. “I thought you might be pickling him,” he said, shook his head and repeated: “Ingenious, but not original. No marks of violence on the body, nothing to show that he didn’t drown, as people do drown, by accident. I’m sorry to have spoilt your amusement, but you’ll have to let him go.”

“Why?” asked Connor.

“Because,” said the Gunner, deliberately, “I’m in it! You don’t catch me as accessory before, after, or in the fact of murder. It’s not my graft, Connor. Remove that interesting apparatus.”

Connor smiled. His hand dropped quite naturally out of sight below the level of the table. “If you pull a gun on me,” said the Gunner, not a muscle of his lean body moving, “I shall shoot you through the stomach. It’ll take you five days to die, and it’s a very painful death by all accounts. I shall then go out and explain to the police why I shot you, and there will be no flowers from Scotland Yard.”

One of Connor’s assistants moved a step towards him. “Look here, Gunner—” he began, mildly enough.

Haynes’ fist shot out so swiftly that the man could not counter the blow. He went down with a crash. The Gunner stood motionless, watching.

“Both hands in sight,” said Haynes. “Lay ’em on the table, Connor.” He had no weapon in his hand, but none knew better than the livid man on the other side of the table how quickly the Gunner could draw, with what devilish accuracy he could shoot.

“What’s the fuss?” he growled. “This bird doesn’t mean a thing to you.”

“Unlace him,” smiled the Gunner. “I’m sorry to butt in, as I said before.”

“What did you come here for, anyway?” asked the other, savagely.

The Gunner looked up at the ceiling. “I forget exactly,” he said, untruthfully. And then: “Who is this man?”

“Man named Smith. He squeaked on me tonight, and then tried to carry it off with a tale about being a banker — he’s got a nerve! Luke something or other.” Gunner Haynes bent down and peered into Luke’s face. He recognized the sleeping man instantly. “Luke something or other, eh? Where did you pick him up?” As he spoke he beckoned one of the men. “Take that chain off,” he said.

The man glanced uneasily at his chief, but Connor nodded. “The trouble with you, Gunner, is that you will interfere with other people’s graft. If you want to know who he is, he did that job today in Bond Street.” He related “Smith’s” biography; Gunner Haynes knew that he was speaking the truth. He was puzzled, but not greatly. He had lived too long on the seamy and shadowy side of life to be surprised at anything. Men had lived double lives before; but this was the kind of double life which Haynes thought belonged to the realm of imaginative novelists. A banker who amused himself in smash-and-grab raids was wildly fictional — but possible.

There might be, he thought, a woman somewhere in the background. Where women touched life, the inexplicable became almost daylight-clear.

“What are you going to do with him?” asked Connor, as the man stooped and, with scarcely an effort, lifted the unconscious Luke on to the chair.

The Gunner did not answer the question. Instead, he propounded one of his own.

“Have you any slush in this place?” he asked, and saw a look of alarm come into the imperturbable face of the other. “Slush?” said Connor, quickly. “No — why should we? I don’t deal in that kind of stuff.”

“No forged French banknotes?” The Gunner shook his head in anticipation of the answer.

“What do you mean, Gunner?” A smile lit up the saturnine face.

“You asked me why I came here, and I’m telling you. They’re raiding your place tonight. I only got to know about it an hour ago. I thought I’d come along and tell you. I don’t know why, but that’s my nature — helping poor crooks!” He saw the three men glance at one another, and the alarm in Connor’s face was patent.

“We had a parcel over from Paris the other day,” he said, uneasily. “Harry, get it up.” He looked at the huddled figure of Luke.

“You’re making a big mistake about this bird,” he said. “You let him get into the hands of the police, and he’ll put up a squeak that’ll make you deaf!”

Stooping, the Gunner put his arm about Luke Maddison and lifted him bodily. He turned and strode through the door, down the narrow passage, and into the untidy yard. He had already located Connor’s van, and he was on the point of hoisting his burden into its interior when he heard a stealthy scraping against wood: It was the sound that a man makes when he is climbing…somebody was getting over the gate.

He sat Luke on the ground, propped him against a wall, and went noiselessly towards the entrance of the yard. Stooping to get a skyline, he saw the head and shoulders of two men above the gate. It was enough; he need see no more.

Returning as quickly as he came to the place where he had left Luke, he lifted him and went cautiously and gingerly down the slope towards the water. There would be a boat here. Presently his keen eyes discerned the dim shape of it, as it moved uneasily on the rising tide.

He had considered the possibility of leaving Luke to be discovered by the police, and had rejected that plan. He owed a debt to this man — he could not leave him to discovery and disgrace. If what Connor had said was true, Maddison, in his capacity of brigand, was as much wanted by the police as Connor himself.

He drew the boat to the broken stone causeway with the heel of his boot, and put Luke aboard by the simple process of laying him level with the edge of the wharf and rolling him on to the boat. It took a few minutes to balance him. As he himself stepped astride of the man, he heard the sound of voices in the yard, saw the flicker of electric lamps. Untying the painter, he pushed off with his hand, dragged an oar from under the reclining figure and paddled his way to midstream, keeping a sharp lookout for the river police.

He saw the launch coming downstream at full speed, and drove his boat into the shelter of two moored barges as the tiny steamer swung in a semicircle.

“A bit late,” muttered the Gunner.

He was free from detection now, unless he met another patrol, and, finding the second oar, he pushed Luke down between the two seats, and, sitting, rowed steadily downstream.

In an hour there would be daylight; already the eastern sky was whitening. The Gunner knew a safe landing near Rotherhithe; the tide was turning, and would, he judged, carry him to safety.

He judged wrong, and saw, before he had reached London Bridge, that he could not make his destination in the darkness. He took his decision quickly. Stooping over the side of the boat, he filled his hat with water and dashed it in the face of the slumbering man. Luke shivered and groaned, and the Gunner repeated his experiment. He heard the moaning voice of the man at the bottom of the boat.

“…My head…”

“Keep quiet!” hissed Haynes. “I’m taking you to London Bridge Stairs.” There was no answer, and the Gunner prodded with his heel at his uneasily moving ‘cargo’. “Do you hear me?”

“Yes, I hear you. What has happened?” Haynes did not reply, but pulled at his oars, and in a minute Luke heard the jolt of the boat striking against the stone.

“Can you get up?” The Gunner’s hand gripped Luke’s wrist and drew him to a sitting position. With the boathook he drew the little skiff against the steps and came to land.

It took five minutes before Luke could follow him. His knees gave under him, and he wanted all the support that his companion could give him. “Sit on the steps,” commanded the Gunner, and Luke obeyed. “Now try to stand.” For five minutes Luke sat crouched up, his face in his hands, and then the Gunner’s voice aroused him.

“There are too many people passing over the bridge to please me,” he said. “We had better get up before it’s light.” He assisted the half-unconscious man to rise to his feet. The Gunner’s grip was firm as they climbed the steep flight until they emerged flush with the footpath. The people who were hurrying across the bridge took little notice of them, and, gripping his companion by the arm, the Gunner led him down towards Tooley Street. And then he saw a slowly moving cab, and, hailing the driver, bundled Luke inside.

“My friend’s a bit under the weather,” he explained to the cabman with a smile. “Drive me to Lennox Street, Clerkenwell.”

There was a large block of model buildings in Lennox Street, and for years the Gunner had had his secret headquarters in a fairly large flat, as flats went, on the ground floor. It was a place to which he very seldom came, and of the existence of which the police were ignorant. Relatively, it was his pied-a-terre, jealously preserved for emergencies. He had slept there two nights before, and the woman who came in daily had made the bed. Upon this he laid Luke Maddison.

“They must have given you a pretty large dose,” he said. “I’ll make you some coffee.”

Luke shuddered. “Coffee — ugh!”

“Gave it you in that, did they? That’s probably why you’re not dead.” He pulled down the blinds before he lit the gas, and, going out into the little kitchen, he made coffee as only a man who had fended for himself on the Continent, and who had kept house in places as wide apart as Biarritz is from Munich, could brew that delicious beverage. When he came back Luke was sitting on the side of the bed, his head in his hands.

“A couple of aspirins ought to put you right,” said the Gunner, and went in search of the little white pellets.

Luke gulped down the medicine, and then for the first time became conscious of his benefactor.

“Aren’t you Gunner Haynes?” he asked.

Haynes smiled. “That is my name.”

“Where is Connor?” Again that cryptic smile.

“In gaol, I hope,” said the Gunner. “Now, Mr Maddison, are you well enough to talk?”

Luke looked up eagerly. “You know me, then?”

The man nodded. “I knew you the first time I saw you. There’s one thing I want to ask you — is it true, the story that Connor told? That you were in that smash-and-grab raid at Taffanny’s?”

Luke nodded. “I drove the car. I hadn’t the slightest idea what they wanted me to do or what it was all about until it was too late.”

“So you’re the bearded man?” mused the Gunner. “That certainly is amazing. I’m not asking you to explain—”

“I’ll explain as soon as my head stops splitting,” groaned Luke.

It was after two that afternoon when he woke from an uneasy sleep. His head was still thick, his mouth tasted like a limekiln, but after a cold wash at the kitchen sink he was near to his normal self; and over a cigarette and a cup of tea he told the story from start to finish, and this time reserved nothing.

The Gunner listened in silence, made no comment until he had finished.

“Did you tell Connor this story?”

Luke nodded. “Yes, except that naturally enough I didn’t speak about my wife and the money. Why do you ask?”

Gunner Haynes pursed his lips. “I don’t know. Connor is a pretty bad man. Your only hope is that he’s sent down for a stretch — by which inelegant word I mean a term of penal servitude. If he gets away with this police raid, supposing they find nothing on the premises — and like a fool I gave him plenty of warning — Connor is the sort of man who would investigate the most unlikely story if he thought there was a chance of money in it. And that is going to make your reappearance a rather difficult matter.”

He lit another cigarette and stared past his guest. “Tell me why your wife hated you — you rather glossed over that part of your yarn.”

Luke was silent for a long time. “I don’t think it’s very difficult to understand,” he said. “She thought I was responsible for the death of her brother. He shot himself.”

“But why did she understand that?” persisted the Gunner. “Allowing that Danty Morell is a very plausible gentleman, she would hardly take his bare word.” He thought for a moment, then asked suddenly: “When that boy shot himself did he leave any message behind?”

Luke shook his head. “I heard of none — nor was anything mentioned at the inquest.”

“Who found his body?” Luke considered.

“Morell was in the room and made the discovery.”

The Gunner nodded. “And immediately after that Mrs Maddison’s manner changed. Of course, you weren’t married then, but that is a fact, isn’t it? If that is a fact, it means that Danty carried some evidence to the young lady that was quite sufficient to make her play this trick—”

“I’m not blaming her,” began Luke.

He saw a flicker of amusement in the man’s eyes. “You are?”

“Well, not exactly,” drawled the Gunner. “I’ve given up blaming people. There’s no profit in it.” He flicked off the ash of his cigarette carefully into his saucer. “You can’t make a sudden reappearance; you can’t even get to Ronda and be sure you’ll get away with it,” he said. “You’ve got yourself mixed up with two bad gangsters — Connor and Morell.” He rose and paced up and down the small room, his eyes narrowed, his brow corrugated in thought. “It’s Connor that’s worrying me. If he’s held for trial, that problem is settled. By the time he gets out you’ll be able to laugh at him. If he isn’t, and suppose you come back from Ronda, he’ll be able to trace all your movements. Have you got your passport?” He saw Luke thrust his hand inside his shirt, and a look of blank dismay come to his face.

“I’ve lost it somewhere.”

Gunner Haynes’ lips clicked impatiently. “If you lost it at Keel’s Wharf, then you’re in the soup!” he said. “There’s only one thing to do, and that is to get your passport back. There’s another thing: I want to see the letter that that boy wrote before he shot himself.”

Luke shook his head. “I don’t believe he wrote a letter, and if he did it was certainly destroyed.”

Ten minutes later the Gunner left the house on his quest. His first call was at a police station near to Keel’s Wharf. He knew the inspector in charge, and between them was that curious camaraderie which it is so difficult for the ‘layman’ to appreciate — the understanding between the criminal and his ruthless enemy.

In point of fact, the Gunner met the divisional inspector as he was coming out of the station. “I hear you’ve had trouble at Keel’s Wharf,” he said.

The inspector looked at him with a smile in his keen eyes. “Is this hearsay or information, Gunner, or direct observation?”

“Come again,” said the Gunner, with elaborate innocence.

“Connor says you were on the wharf a few minutes before, and that if anybody was touting slush it was you. He said you came with a parcel, that he refused to entertain the deal, and that you got away by boat.” Now the police do not always speak the truth. It is a lamentable statement to make. They have to deal with liars and cunning men. But the Gunner trusted the man to whom he was speaking.

“I was on the wharf, yes,” he said. “As a matter of fact I came to see him about another matter altogether — you know that forgeries are not in my line. I heard the raid and got away by boat. I gather that you did not pull him?”

The inspector shook his head. “No; there was nothing there. Connor and his friends seem to be doing an extensive trade in salt. Do you know anything about that, Gunner?”

“If I did I shouldn’t tell you,” said Haynes, coolly. “So you didn’t drag Connor, eh? That’s a pity.”

The detective looked left and right and lowered his voice. “If you particularly want him dragged, you’ll tell me what I can drag him on—”

Again the Gunner shook his head. “You want me to give you a little information? I’m not that kind of bureau! Is Connor still at the wharf?”

The inspector nodded. “I think I’ll call on him. I haven’t seen you, Pullman.”

He came to the wharf and found Connor in a very cheerful frame of mind. If he was at all disconcerted to see Gunner Haynes, he did not reveal the fact. “You owe me four pounds,” said Connor. “That’s the price I paid for that boat which you pinched. You’re not staying long, are you? Because I’m expecting a lady visitor.”

“Who amongst your friends has this courtesy title?” asked the Gunner offensively.

“Nobody you know,” said Connor carelessly. “A lady named Mrs Maddison — who has recently lost her husband.”
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Gunner Haynes Looked At His Companion Oddly.

“You’re expecting Mrs Maddison, are you? Who is she?”

Connor took up a half-smoked cigar from an ashtray on the table and lit it. “A friend of mine,” he said. “What have you done with your pal?”

“Who is Mrs Maddison?” asked the Gunner again.

Connor tried to appear unconcerned. He had heard that steely tone before, and it was rather disconcerting. “She’s the wife of a friend of mine,” he said.

“Sit down,” said the Gunner, “and let’s talk.”

Reluctantly Connor pulled up a chair and sat. As he did so, Gunner Haynes walked to the door, closed and locked it. “Let’s talk,” he said again, and sat opposite the gangster.

“Look here, Gunner, I don’t want any trouble with you,” suggested Connor. “If there’s anything coming, you can take your corner. I don’t know whether Maddison was telling the truth, but if he was, then there’s big money in this. Naturally, I didn’t take any notice of the yarn he told when we were readying him; but after you got him away, Billy — that’s the man who’s working with me — said he’d seen something in the paper about Maddison’s wedding. I had a chat with one of the busies who came to fan this place, and he told me that Maddison’s flat was broken into last night by the man who drove the car. That tallied with all Maddison told me — and all I knew. This isn’t the first time I’ve seen a swell playing crook, but I’ve never had the luck to catch one before. This man will be money for jam.”

“You’re sure it is he, eh?” asked the Gunner, and, deceived by the mild enquiry, Connor went on with greater confidence.

“Sure! I sent a flash fellow up to Maddison’s office to see his manager — Steele, I think his name is. There’s a portrait of Maddison hanging up in the private room, which my fellow saw. He got the name of the photographer and tried to buy a copy. He couldn’t get that, but he was told where the picture had appeared in one of these illustrated weeklies, and he got a copy of that.”

Connor pulled open a drawer of the table and took out a periodical which had been folded over at a page. He pushed the paper to Gunner Haynes. “That’s him all right,” said Connor, with a confident smile. “I’d have known him with or without his moustache. Maddison went away the day after he was married. There’s a woman in it somewhere—”

“What a brain you’ve got!” interrupted the Gunner with mock admiration, and Connor scowled. Any reflection on his mentality infuriated him. It was his weakness that he believed himself to be the cleverest of his kind.

“Brain or no brain,” he growled, ‘there’s the picture, and that’s the man. I could shop him today, and he knows it. Naturally, if I have ten minutes’ talk to him I shall make him see sense, but if I can’t get him I thought I’d send a note to his wife. She’s got a bit of money—”

“What sort of a note?” asked the Gunner, and the man hesitated.

“Billy writes a better hand than me — I read in the paper the other day that all clever people write bad—”

“And some of the unclever ones, too,” said the Gunner.

He watched the man groping in the drawer, and presently his hand came out with two or three sheets of paper covered with pencilled writing. “I wrote it down, and Billy copied it and did the spelling,” said Connor. “As you’re in on this, Gunner, you’d better see what I’ve said.”

He pushed the note across, one hand still in the drawer, a fact which the Gunner did not fail to notice; as he stretched out and took the paper, his own hand came up and an automatic lay flat on the table, the barrel pointing to Connor’s diaphragm.

“Take your hand out of the drawer. If there’s any murder to be committed, I’d prefer to commit it myself,” he said.

Connor’s hand came up with great alacrity. “I’m surprised at you, Gunner — you wouldn’t trust your best friend.”

“You’re no friend of mine,” said the Gunner.

He found some difficulty in reading the scrawled words “Dear Mrs Maddison (the note ran), I should like to give you some information about your husband. I am afraid he has got into serious trouble, but I can get him out of it. He has fallen into bad hands through no fault of his own—”

The Gunner read the last sentence aloud and looked up, “That’s a bit of a snoodge,” said Connor coolly. “Naturally I want to wrap it up for him so that it looks as though I’m trying to help him.”

“Strategist!” murmured the Gunner, and went on with his reading, “It will be very serious if the police know what I know re robbery at Taffanny’s, but I think I can get him out of it, though it may cost a bit of money, which I’m sure you will not mind paying.” Haynes smiled sardonically as he came to this line. “Don’t take this note to the police, but bring it with you. If you go to the police, your husband will be in trouble. Come and see me after dark…” Here followed elaborate directions as to how the wharf was to be reached.

“That’s the letter, is it?” The Gunner pushed the paper across the table, “I thought you were a specialist, Connor? I’ve never known you put the black before.”

“This isn’t blackmail,” said Connor indignantly, “this is compensation for money wasted. Besides, he pretended he was an Australian fellow called Smith—”

“He pretended nothing of the kind. You jumped at the conclusion that he was Smith because he was in Lewing’s company the night your crowd knifed him,” said the Gunner quietly, “It’ll interest you to know that Smith never arrived in England — he was turned back at Plymouth; he is now on his way to Australia.” He took a cigar from his pocket, bit off the end and lit the long brown smoke. “Suppose Mrs Maddison goes to the police — they’ll catch you for ten years, Connor.”

Connor smiled uneasily. “Is that likely—” he began.

There was a tap at the door.

“Open it,” ordered Haynes.

Connor unlocked the door. One of his men was standing outside, and by his agitation he knew something was wrong. “The Sparrow’s here, with a lady,” he whispered hoarsely, and, watching him, the Gunner saw Connor’s face go grey.

“Do you hear that?” asked Connor breathlessly. “The Sparrow…she’s brought him.” He snatched the letter up from the table, made a ball of it, and threw it into the little fire. At that moment they heard the heavy footsteps of Inspector Bird in the passage.

The big man came in, a benevolent smile upon his large face, and behind him a pretty girl, whom the Gunner had met before.

“Why, Gunner, this is an unexpected pleasure!” rumbled The Sparrow. “Thirty-eight more of you, and you’d have a regular Ali Baba’s cave!” Haynes saw that the girl recognized him. He was already on his feet, and gave her a friendly little nod.

“How are you, Miss Bolford?” he said, and the sharp-eared Connor heard, as he intended he should hear. The last thing in the world he wanted was for the blackmailer to reveal the fact that he was expecting Margaret Maddison. He saw the look of bewilderment and relief that came into Connor’s face, and knew that he had taken the hint.

“I didn’t know you were running with this crowd, Gunner,” said The Sparrow. “Old friend of yours, Miss Bolford.” His finger shot out. “That’s Connor. You ought to know Connor, Miss Bolford.” And then, to the discomfited man: “This lady is on a newspaper, and she wants to get acquainted with all the bad and nearly-bad men in London. Raided last night, weren’t you?”

“They’re always raiding me,” grinned Connor, “and never finding anything, Mr Bird.”

The Sparrow’s eyes roved from one to the other. “How long have the crow and the hawk been living in the same nest? That’s puzzling me,” he asked. “Coming down in the world, aren’t you, Gunner? What are you doing here?”

“Slumming,” said Gunner Haynes coolly. “I like now and again to establish contact with the underworld.”

The detective’s face was wreathed in a sudden smile. “Hear him?” he asked admiringly. “Quite a classy line of conversation. There’s nobody like him.” This was the Gunner’s opportunity. He knew that Bird would keep occupied the discomfited owner of the wharf. He put on his hat carefully and moved toward the door.

“I’ll be getting along, Mr Bird. I presume you don’t wish to see me?” And then he saw a malignant gleam in Connor’s eye.

“So long, Gunner!” said the man loudly. “If you take my advice, give up carrying a gat: it will do you no good, and get you a lagging if you’re ever caught.”

“Carrying a gat, is he?” The Sparrow became instantly alert. “That’s a silly thing to do, Gunner. Got a licence?”

Haynes smiled. “I don’t carry a licence and you can search my clothing for a gat. You’ve no right to, but you can.” He spread out his arms and Bird’s hands passed over him quickly. Mary Bolford watched the deadly by-play and was fascinated.

“No gat there,” said The Sparrow. Then, to Connor: “What’s the idea?”

“I can tell you what the idea is.” The Gunner was at the door. “Our friend was anxious to do a trade in lethal firearms, and I wasn’t buying any. The only gun you’re likely to see today, Mr Bird, is in that table drawer.” The detective pulled open the drawer near where the man had sat, and Mary Bolford saw Connor’s face go green, for there at the bottom of the drawer was a silver-plated revolver. “I’ll leave you to it,” said the Gunner easily, and strolled out.

Before he passed through the little wicket gate leading to the street he took off his hat as carefully as he had put it on, and removed from its interior the automatic he had cached, and slipped it into his pocket.
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Margaret Maddison had spent a torturing two hours before the shabby messenger had brought her the note which told her at least that Luke was alive. At the bottom of the letter there was scrawled in a different hand — Connor’s own— “Come round about eight.” — this postscript he had not communicated to the Gunner.

The letter confirmed all she had feared. She sat motionless at her desk for half an hour with the copperplate communication before her, trying to formulate a working theory. Luke was in trouble — bad trouble. She accepted this fact as a starting point. In her mind she did not reproach him for the monstrous eccentricity which had brought him to his present position — rather she hated herself that in a moment of crisis she had deserted him and urged him into deeper folly.

A servant came into the room and spoke to her, but she was so absorbed that she did not notice his presence, and he spoke again.

“Mr Morell?” She came to reality with a start. She had not seen Danty for days, and her first inclination was to send a message that she was not well enough to be seen. And then a thought occurred to her, and she nodded.

“Ask him to come up, please.”

Danty came in, a sprucely dressed man about town, and bore in his smiling face no evidence of his embarrassment.

“Any news of Luke!” he asked, almost jovially. “I was on my way to the City and I thought I’d call in.” She was regarding him curiously. Danton the friend, and Danton the gang leader, were indistinguishable. It came almost as a shock to her to realize that her confidence in him had already evaporated before Gorton had told her the truth about this adventurer. In that moment she realized how complete had been his duplicity, yet in her desk was that fatal message from Rex. That at least must have been true. It was Danty who had arranged to send her the message from Paris which bore Luke’s signature.

Yet she felt no indignation, no resentment — Danton was an ugly fact, no less or more a fact because of its ugliness.

“I heard from a friend of mine that Luke’s flat was burgled last night. Did they get anything?”

“Nothing of any great consequence,” she said.

He saw her fold in some haste a letter that was in front of her, and put it in a little handbag that lay on the table, and he wondered what there was in that epistle which brought the colour into her cheeks.

“I expect Luke’s having the time of his life. Have you heard from him?”

She shook her head. “No, I haven’t heard from him.” And then, a little awkwardly: “Did you see that curious case in the paper this morning?” He thought she was trying to turn the conversation into other channels. It seemed a little gauche, but he did not suspect her object in asking the question — her embarrassment saved her from suspicion.

“There are hundreds of cases in the paper: which is the one?”

“About the man who was living a double life: a respectable merchant by day and a — a burglar by night.”

Danty smiled. He lived too near the criminal world to harbour any illusions about its romantic character. “That’s the sort of stuff you read in stories,” he said, “but I have known such cases. I’ve read about them, of course,” he added hastily. “There was a man in Liverpool who preached in a local chapel on Sundays and ran a forgery plant the rest of the week. I know another man — by hearsay, of course — who was the head of a prosperous shoe company in the Midlands, and one of the cleverest jewel thieves the police have ever had through their hands.”

She was looking out of the window, apparently uninterested. “Why do men do that sort of thing?”

Danty shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s a sort of field of adventure — there are precious few fields left. I wanted to talk to you about my South American Company, Margaret. I’m in rather serious trouble. I want seventy thousand pounds to finish the deal, to be exact seventy-six thousand pounds, and I’ve raised sixty-nine. I was thinking this morning that if Luke was here I could get all I wanted. He didn’t like me, but he was a very good business man.”

She was neither amused nor indignant at the cool request. For a moment she had a wild idea of supplying him with the money he required. He might prove a useful ally, if all Gorton had said was true. Then the danger of making a confidant of this unscrupulous creature became apparent. Danty was a parasite living on society: he would not fail to exact the fullest advantage from his knowledge.

She was confronted with the alternatives of seeking the aid of the society in which Luke had found a discreditable place, or of going to the police, who, she knew, were not respecters of persons, and would as lief send Luke to penal servitude as they would the gaol birds with whom he was in association.

“I’m afraid that is impossible, Danton,” she said quietly. “Why don’t you see Mr Steele? He is a business man.”

Danton shrugged his shoulders. “Steele! A servant — the man is without any initiative, and a word from you—”

She shook her head. “That I can’t give,” she said.

There was a silence after this; then Danton Morell began to speak easily about trivialities, and in a short time took his leave. At least, he thought, as he went down the stairs, he had satisfied himself that she was not definitely antagonistic to him.

That he was on his way to the City was true. There was a little City office where he occasionally met his humble associates. Since Lewing’s death, the gang which bore his name had lain very quiet. It comprised a not inconsiderable number of men, old and young, who lived on the river and its cargoes. Though Danty took no part in their operations, he had organized their work and reduced their methods to a system. His “corner” was a small one, for receivers paid badly. The work was dangerous and difficult, and sometimes weeks would pass before the gang could make a good clean-up. Bales of silk, chests of tea, pockets of rubber — nothing came amiss to the thieves; but the commodities they stole were hard to dispose of, and Danty’s share hardly paid the rent of his fiat.

A proposal put up to him that morning that he should take a more active part in the work was negatived by him.

“It is not my graft,” he said. “I’m not a Connor. You don’t imagine that I’ll come and live in Bermondsey, do you?”

The active leader of the gang, a short, thickset man who bore the name of Dick and apparently nothing else, did not receive the refusal without protest. “The boys say that Connor’s crowd are making big money, and that they ought to be making the same, Even if you didn’t stay in Bermondsey, and only came down occasionally, you might help.”

“You’re having all the help you’ll get from me,” said Danty impatiently. “What’s the sense of comparing Connor’s crowd with ours? Connor does land work, and that’s different. If your people hadn’t had my advice they’d spend their time in stir. Who was it made you buy an electric boat — it was I! Who arranged to supply you with lists of cargoes and the lightering contracts? You’re doing a small business because it’s the only kind of business you know. Do you think Connor would take anyone of your crowd and use him?”

“We could go into Connor’s trade and make good pickings,” insisted Dick doggedly. “Lewing would have been more use to us than you are.”

Danty was not easily cowed. He showed his teeth in a mirthless smile. “And Lewing’s dead! Do you know why! It wasn’t because he put up a squeak, but because he poached on Connor’s territory.” He sent the man away dissatisfied, folded the notes which Dick had brought as his share of a recent haul, and went to a respectable City club to lunch.

Every thief has his failings, and Danty was a gambler. He loved that part of the City which immediately surrounds the Stock Exchange; he would spend hours poring over the rise and fall of prices; he speculated heavily in every kind of share, and had seen the considerable fortune he had achieved by the crooked practice of his profession melt like snow in the sun. Rex Leferre had been a useful lieutenant. He had been the money-getter at a period when money was tight. He had served other purposes — paid with real money for blocks of unsaleable shares with which Danty was saddled. The time had come when Danton Morell must find a new source of revenue, or vanish for ever from his usual haunts.

It was his boast that he was the best confidence man in England; yet he was made to look a child in that place that has been the ruin of so many confidence men — the London Stock Exchange.

He stopped long enough in the City to discover many unpleasant truths. Shares which he held in considerable quantities were sliding steadily down the list. He met his broker, a coldblooded man, who laid before him a statement of account which made Danton Morell go cold.

Danty left the City in a state of desperation, and arrived at his flat at the same time as the lawyer’s clerk who served him with a writ for £140 from his tailor — the tenth writ Danty had received in the past month. Pi Coles, his “valet”, took his coat and hat.

“Any luck?” asked the little man, with the ease and familiarity of one who was addressing a friend.

“No luck, Pi,” said Danty, with a twisted smile. “But every cloud has its silver lining.” He did not realize that the silver lining in this case radiated from one called Connor. To do him justice, Mr Connor was unaware of the fact that he was destined to assist the head of a rival gang.
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Gunner Haynes and his guest sat in conference. Luke was still feeling the effect of the drug: his head throbbed at the slightest noise, and during the day he had consumed uncountable quantities of tea.

“There’s the situation,” said Haynes. “Connor knows who you are. Naturally, I am not blaming you for telling him, though you could not have expected him to believe you were a man of substance—”

“Not so very substantial,” smiled Luke. “You wired to my wife, you say?”

The Gunner nodded. “I sent a telegram in Connor’s name, putting off the appointment,” he said. “I should imagine it was not till night, because Connor would not risk detectives seeing Mrs Maddison go into his wharf. If she doesn’t tum up, Connor will naturally make a call on her tomorrow; but a lot of things might happen before then.”

“Suppose I saw Bird—” began Luke.

The Gunner shook his head. “I’ve no great love for the police, although I’ve a mighty respect for The Sparrow,” he said. “But I can tell you this, that if you were the Duke of Oojah they would have to pinch you for that raid on Taffanny’s. You see, your fatal mistake was to give the shop assistant a punch on the jaw. That made you a willing agent in the matter. If you’d stepped out of the car and given the lady into custody, and then explained your position, there would have been no harm except a few flaring headlines in the evening newspapers. But you didn’t. You became an accessory the moment you gave the shop assistant a punch and assisted your lady friend to escape. Anyway, whatever happens, you couldn’t escape a lot of unpleasant publicity — or your wife either. That seems to me the one thing you do not wish. No, I’ve got to find another way of getting you back into society.” His lips curled at the word; he was evidently secretly amused.

“But if Connor sees my wife tomorrow, what then?” asked Luke.

The Gunner considered this question for a little time. “He mustn’t see her. I think that can be managed. It is a pity The Sparrow arrived when he did — otherwise I should have had the solution in both hands. As it is, I don’t think we shall have a great deal of difficulty.” He knelt down at the side of Luke’s bed, groped beneath and pulled out the case of a portable typewriter, This he unfastened, and, putting the little machine on the table, he took a sheet of paper and began to type laboriously…

Connor, striding impatiently up and down his room, looking from time to time at his watch, heard a knock at the gate and ran eagerly to open the wicket. It was a small boy with a letter. Connor snatched it from the boy, slammed the wicket in his face, and went back to his room.

The letter was typewritten, and began without preamble.

“I’m afraid I can’t come to see you tonight. The neighbourhood is so dreadfully squalid that I fear my presence would be noticed by the police. Can you meet me by the edge of the Serpentine at ten o’clock tonight (about a hundred paces from the bridge: there will be nobody there at that time). But you must supply me proof that my husband is the man about whom you are speaking.” It bore no signature, but there was a postscript.

“P.S. I do hope you have not told a man named Haynes this story about Mr Maddison. He called today, but I would not see him.”

Connor smiled. The Gunner was certainly a quick worker.
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Margaret was dressing in preparation for her interview when the telegram came.

It was brief.

“Cannot see you tonight. Same time tomorrow night. Connor.” In a sense she was relieved, though she would have been glad to have ended the state of suspense in which she was living. She had a wild idea of taking with her a large sum of money, and with that intention had drawn a thousand pounds from the bank. She had revised this plan, however, and the money was now in her safe. If it was blackmail, and these people wanted paying, they could wait for a few hours. She did not know the neighbourhood into which she was going, but she guessed from its locality that it was not the place where an unprotected woman could carry a large sum of money with impunity.

As she put the money away she caught a glimpse of an envelope which gave her a little heartache. It contained poor Rex’s last scrawled message. Several times she had been on the point of putting that envelope into the fire, but something had prevented her. There was a time when she needed the simulation to her hatred which that pitiable note supplied. But that time had passed. The boy’s dead hand still lay on her, had wrecked Luke’s life, and might yet bring her to disaster. Now she must wait another twentyfour hours before she resolved her doubts.

She heard the doorbell ring, and presently came a tap on the door and her footman came in.

“A man wishes to see you, madam. I think he’s been here before — a Mr Haynes.” At first she did not grasp who was meant, and then in a flash she recalled the earlier visit. Here, at any rate, was a man who was friendly disposed towards Luke.

“Bring him up, please,” she said.

Now she recalled more vividly the previous interview she had had with him. He had told her that Danty Morell was a man whom no decent woman should know, and she had rung for the servant and had him shown out. But he was friendly to Luke, had spoken of some service which he had rendered to him, and here she would find an ally.

Haynes was not prepared for the kindness of the welcome. In a sense it was a little embarrassing. He had come not to give but to seek information. It was vitally necessary that he should not betray the fact that he had any communication with Luke.

“I’m afraid I was very rude to you the last time you came, Mr Haynes,” she said, as she sat down behind her little desk and signalled to him to sit. “You rather hurt my feelings about a—” she hesitated “ — a friend of mine, who isn’t so much of a friend as he was,” she smiled..

“That’s the best news I’ve heard for a long time,” he said. “I was a little impertinent. I remember I asked you why your husband had left you. I wonder you didn’t send for the police.”

She laughed at this. “Do you know where my husband is now?” she asked, and when he shook his head her heart sank. She had had a vague idea that this man might have come into touch with his benefactor.

“I can tell you where Mr Morell is now,” he said, with a twinkle in his eyes, “but that’s not going to help you very much. I’ve come to repeat my impertinence, Mrs Maddison. At the back of my mind I’ve got a notion I can help you and help your husband, who, I have reason to believe is in Spain.” He said this deliberately, his eyes challenging hers.

“But—” she began.

“I believe he’s in Spain. If a man’s in Spain he can’t be in London, can he? And if he’s a gentleman at large in Spain, taking long hikes through the country he can’t be burgling Taffanny’s or getting himself mixed up with Connor.”

“You know, then?” she interrupted quickly. “I was seeing that man tonight, but he sent me a wire—”

“I sent you the wire,” said Gunner Haynes coolly. “That engagement of yours has got to be put off indefinitely.”

“How did you know?” she demanded.

The Gunner smiled cryptically. “I’ve got a whole lot of sources of information that I’m not making public,” he said. “The point I want to make with you is this — your husband is in Spain. You’ve had letters from him, which unfortunately you’ve destroyed.” She understood now. Did he come from Luke? There could be no other explanation for his knowledge, and she put the question bluntly.

“I haven’t been to Ronda for years,” said the Gunner calmly. “And if I had, and met your husband, he wouldn’t know that I was coming to see you. Now, Mrs Maddison, I’m going to ask you that impertinent question all over again: exactly why did your husband leave you? — No, no, I don’t mean that. I know why he left you. But why did you suddenly leave him flat? I don’t know that; I’ll bet your husband doesn’t know that. Only you know — and Danty. I guess Danty knows.”

She was silent; but she realized at that moment just why she had not destroyed Rex’s last note. She had kept it to show Luke some day, and demand from him the explanation she should have asked for when it came to her. It was her justification — the only one she could have for her conduct.

“That is an extraordinary request for a stranger to make, Mr Haynes, and I don’t know whether to enlighten you or not.” She stood for a moment silent, and then, turning abruptly, walked out of the room. Haynes picked up his hat from the floor and rose, thinking the interview was at an end. But in three minutes she was back again with a little envelope in her hand.

“I’m telling you something that nobody knows but me and Mr Morell,” she said. “When my poor brother shot himself, this note was found in his room.”

She took from the envelope two telephone slips and passed them to him. Gunner Haynes read: “Margaret, darling, I have lost. For months I have been gambling. Today I took a desperate step on the advice of Luke Maddison. He has led me to ruin. Money is his god. I beg of you not to trust him. He has led me from one act of folly to another. God bless you! REX.” He read it twice, and then looked up. “Is this your brother’s handwriting?” She nodded. “Could you swear to it?”

“Yes, I’m sure it’s his. I’ve had hundreds of pencilled notes from him, and I couldn’t possibly be mistaken.”

“Who found it?”

“Mr Morell found it in Rex’s room. Poor dear Rex had a servant, a very trustworthy man, and he saw the note before Mr Morell put it in his pocket—”

“He didn’t read it, of course?” suggested the Gunner. “The servant, I mean?”

“I don’t think so. He only saw the note, and Mr Morell hide it.”

The Gunner had an amazing memory. He could from that moment have repeated every word in the letter — there was no need for him to take a copy, and he handed it back to the girl. “Naturally, you thought that your husband was responsible for the death of your brother, and that was why you — acted as you did.”

“He told you?” she challenged.

The Gunner neither denied nor agreed. He stood frowning down at the carpet, his hands pushed into his pockets, his underlip outthrust. “Queer bird, Danty,” he said after a while, and she realized that he was speaking as much to himself as to her. “He used to be a great hoarder of trifles — I wonder if he’s got over it. There’s something of a miser about Danty, though he could never keep money and never will. All crooks die poor.”

“Will—” she began, and stopped in natural confusion.

She saw a smile dawn slowly in his face.

“You were going to ask me, shall I? No, Mrs Maddison, I shall not die poor, unless I go mad. I’ll never have to work again — I’m a reformed character. That doesn’t mean,” he said quickly, “that I’ve got any notions that I have been following the wrong track. I’ve known that all my life. Five years ago a brother swindler traded me a block of shares in a copper mine. They looked to be worth about the value of the paper they were printed on, but luckily I didn’t throw them into the fire. Copper was found on the property whilst I was on remand the other day, and I’ve sold at a big profit. I shall only commit one more crime.” She would have smiled at this, but she saw something in his eyes which froze the smile on her lips. “Danty Morell has got to be punished one of these days — when I find proof,” he said slowly.

He took his watch from his pocket. “I’ve got rather an important engagement, so, if you don’t mind, Mrs Maddison, I’ll go. Don’t ask me to give any messages to your husband, because I don’t know where he is. If I did, I shouldn’t tell you.”

“Is he well?” she asked anxiously.

“Pretty well,” said the Gunner. He made no attempt to move, but stood twiddling his watchguard.

“He’ll want money,” he said suddenly, “and this sounds like the beginning of the confidence trick. I can let him have all he wants if there’s any need, but I think you’d better provide it, just to show your confidence in me.” He chuckled at this. “Sounds almost like Danty at his worst! If you have any hesitation, Mrs Maddison, don’t give it to me. I shall want about two hundred pounds, but three hundred would be better.”

She went out of the room and returned with a small pad of notes. “Four hundred will be better still,” she said, and he thrust the money into his pocket without counting it.

“Seems a pretty easy game. Pity I didn’t start earlier,” he said. “Danty’s the lad! There isn’t a finer tale-teller in the world.” He jerked out his hand, and she took it.

“I’ll be seeing you again, Mrs Maddison — perhaps some day when you’re going to Ronda you’ll let me travel on the same train, in case some of the real con men get hold of you!”
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At the appointed hour Mr Connor arrived, paid off his taxi short of the bridge across the Serpentine, and strolled down towards the water. The night was inclined to be rainy; a high, chill wind was blowing — it was not a night even for the most romantic of couples to spend on the brim of the Serpentine.

Mr Connor was not romantic: he was very much a realist. He could well understand Margaret Maddison’s reluctance to come to his wharf, and he blamed himself for the stupidity of such a suggestion. She might have come accompanied by the police, as the Gunner suggested she would; and that was exactly the way she would have arrived had she intended making a fuss.

He found a wooden chair leaning over upon another, and, straightening it, sat down. Here was the promise of an income for life. He could even bless the Gunner that he had interfered in his affairs at the most critical moment in the life of Luke Maddison. He looked right and left: there was nobody in sight. The police, he knew, did not patrol this path except at rare intervals.

Behind him was a stretch of grass which was separated from the pathway by a railing less than a foot from the ground. He was meditating upon all the prospects which his discovery had opened up, when a hand dropped on his shoulder and something cold touched the back of his neck.

“Shouting means shooting,” said a muffled voice behind him. “Don’t look round, kid!”

“What’s the idea?” growled Connor, who, to do him justice, was not so much frightened as annoyed.

“Stick ’em up, and let’s have a look at you,” said the stranger, laconically. “Now turn,” he said, and Connor obeyed.

His eyes had grown accustomed to the darkness, and, had his assailant’s face been uncovered, he could have been distinguished; but where the face should be was a black patch.

“Outrage by masked highwayman,” murmured the newcomer, as his disengaged hand passed quickly across the outside of Connor’s pockets.

“You needn’t have covered up your face,” Gunner; growled Connor. “I’d know you anywhere.”

The other said nothing; his hand went into the inside pocket of Connor’s coat and he jerked something free. Connor gripped at his wrist, but the barrel of the automatic hit him gently under the chin — not so gently that his teeth did not rattle.

“You came after the passport, did you? I was a can to fall for your letter. But it’s going to make no difference, Gunner, and you can tell the woman who sent you here—”

“You talk too much,” said the mask.

He put his hand in Connor’s hip pocket, took out the pistol it contained, and flung it into the dark pond. Connor heard the splash of the revolver as it hit the surface of the water.

“Probably saved you ten years,” said the hold-up man, cheerfully. “If there’s one thing I like, it is saving people from penal servitude.” He pushed his hand down into the trousers pocket of his victim and pulled out a handful of notes.

“Richness beyond the dreams of avarice,” he said, as he transferred the money to his own pocket. “Saving up to buy a car or something?”

“You’ll know all about this!” threatened Connor. “You don’t think I’m going to take it lying down, do you?” He heard a faint laugh, but so far removed from amusement did it sound that he shuddered.

“What’s to stop me finishing you?” asked the man in the mask. “The answer is nothing! I’m telling you, Connor, for your own good, not to raise a squeak about this little affair.”

“Maddison put you up to this, I suppose — but I’ll get him!” said Connor, between his teeth. “I’m not kidding you—”

“You talk too much,” said the other again, and, gripping his victim by the shoulder, he spun him round, so rapidly that Connor staggered.

Before he could recover his balance the stranger gave him a violent push that sent him sprawling into the water. By the time Connor had recovered, his man had disappeared.

It was not the kind of night to wander about in wet clothes, but they were nearly dry by the time Connor had made his plans. Too well he knew now why the Gunner had called that day — he had come for the passport, but the arrival of Inspector Bird and the girl reporter had made it impossible to secure the document he wanted.

Connor had half a dozen plans but rejected them all. And then he remembered the one man in London who could be of assistance to him. The fact that he was head of a rival gang made little or no difference to this opportunity. The idea had no sooner settled in his mind than he took up the ‘phone and called Danty Morell’s flat.

Here was one of the widest men in the world, with a brain even more cunning than his own — a man who had mixed with real swells, and had reputedly made enough money to retire from the crooked game, though he still maintained nominal direction of the Borough crowd.

Danty was in bed when the call came through, and, cursing all telephones, went into the passage in his bare feet to take the message. He was not sufficiently well acquainted with the gangster to recognize his voice, and Connor lost no time in introducing himself.

“What’s the game?” asked Danty suspiciously.

He knew there was bad blood between the two gangs, but so far had kept clear of offending either by the lukewarmness of his championship or the vehemence of his enmity.

“It’s a big thing, with big money in it. Can you see me right away?” asked Connor.

For fully a minute Danty considered the possibilities. “All right, come up,” he said, “but if you start a rough house here, you’ll be pinched.”

“Don’t make me laugh,” smiled Connor. “Why should I call you up to start a rough house — what’s the matter with the streets? You go on ‘em, don’t you?”

“All right, come along,” said Danty at last.

He was not particularly enthusiastic for a meeting, especially as he was aware that his house from time to time was under observation. He woke Pi Coles, and revealed the identity of the caller. The dumpy little man shook his head.

“Connor’s mustard,” he said. “I shouldn’t have much to do with him if I were you, guv’nor.” From time to time there had been red war between the two gangs, but Danty was so aloof from their operations that he could afford to take a disinterested view.

He never went south of the river until the feuds had died down, and it was perfectly understood that he was not to be the object of reprisals.

Danty had dreamed dreams of shaking loose all his old associations and forgetting that he had ever organized river thefts and drawn a small but steady income from the proceeds.

He was dressed by the time Connor called. Pi, his servant, who had spent a quarter of an hour looking out of the window, reported the man’s arrival in Half Moon Street.

“He’s alone, guv’nor,” he said, and most of Danty’s uneasiness was removed by this information.

Connor was in a friendly mood — which meant nothing. Friendliness of mood was part of his stockin-trade. “I’ve got a nerve to call you up, Mr Morell,” he said, “but something has happened and I think you’re going to help me. When I say ‘help me’,” he added carefully, “I mean help yourself. My crowd and yours are not always matey, but I hope that’s going to make no difference.”

Danty informed him with the greatest politeness that he was superior to the antagonisms of crowds. With his own hand he pushed forward a box of cigars, and Mr Connor lit one carefully and thoughtfully.

“I happen to know a lot about you, Morell, — everybody agrees you’re the widest fellow in London. You know Mr Maddison too, don’t you — he mentioned your name?”

Danty’s eyes opened. “Maddison?” he said slowly. “Why, do you know him?”

Connor grinned. “I’m not going to tell you any lies. I didn’t know him till last night.” Then, abruptly: “How much money has he got?”

The question took Morell’s breath away. “What am I, an enquiry agent?” he asked sarcastically. “He’s a rich man, that’s all I can tell you, and you probably know that yourself.” He might have added that Luke’s wealth was a genuine source of grievance at that moment.

He was curious to know why the gangster was interested in Luke, and how he had come to meet him, but for the moment Connor was not prepared to enlighten him. “The point is this, Morell: if this fellow’s rich, and we can get big stuff out of him, are you ready to split two ways?”

Danty did not answer. He certainly had no intention of committing himself to this man, who might be really friendly but as likely as not was preparing a trap for him.

“Well, I’m going to tell you,” said Connor, “because you’ve got to come in, whether you like it or not. If you’re in, there’s only one way the makings can be split, and that’s two ways.” He chuckled at his own joke.

“Perhaps you’ll be kind enough to tell me just what the graft is?” said Morell.

The other nodded. “That’s fair,” he said. “Do you remember Lewing being killed, and a fellow being knifed?”

“I remember,” said Morell.

“Do you know Taffanny’s was robbed two days ago, a man with a beard got away with a lot of stuff?” Danty nodded again. “Do you know that was the same man — the chap who was in hospital and the fellow who drove the car? And do you know that man was Mr Luke Maddison?”

Danty stared at him, his mouth wide open. “Forget it!” he said scornfully. “Maddison’s in Spain.”

The other chuckled. “In Spain, is he? I’ll tell you where he is. He’s hiding up with Gunner Haynes. And what’s more, his wife knows he’s on the run with the police after him.” Luke Maddison a thief, a man badly wanted by the police? The idea was so fantastical that Danty could not grasp it. And then Connor began to tell his story.

He did not explain the circumstances in which Luke had revealed his identity; but after his host had heard of the seeming treachery of Connor’s confederate, he had no difficulty in bridging over the gap.

“We were holding him to give him a towelling: when Gunner Haynes butted in and got him away. Naturally I didn’t take any notice of the yarn he told, until one of my men found a passport.”

“You wrote to Mrs Maddison, did you?”

Connor nodded. “We got a faked letter — I ought to be kicked for not knowing it was a fake. Anyway, the Gunner caught me in the park and got the passport away from me.”

Danty began to think quickly. He knew that this story was true, and that in some amazing way Luke had got himself mixed up in a gang war, and was now hiding from the police. The reason why the passport was so vital to him he could realize — that had been the real object of his burglarious entrance into his own flat. Once the passport was in his possession, it was a simple matter for him to melt away to the Continent, and with his disappearance from London vanished also every hope of bringing home to him his association with the Taffanny robbery. And Margaret knew — if not all, at least the vital part, of Connor’s story.

Here in his hand was the lever. To think, with Danton, was to act. He went out into the corridor to the telephone and rang up Margaret. She was certain to be in bed, but he would insist that she answered him. To his surprise it was her voice which replied.

“Is that Margaret?”

“Who is it speaking?” she asked quickly.

“It’s Danton,” he said. “Listen, Margaret, this is very important — did a man called Haynes call on you tonight?”

She hesitated. “Yes,” she said, “but I don’t think that is any business—”

“Listen, please,” he pleaded. “Did you give him any money? This is very important.” Again the hesitation. “Did you?” he repeated.

“Yes,” she said, “I gave him some money — not for himself—” She realized her error too late.

“For somebody else?” asked Danty eagerly.

He waited, and then heard the click of the instrument as she hung up the receiver. He came quickly back to Connor.

“He’s got the passport, and he’s got money, and that means he’ll leave for the Continent by tomorrow morning’s train. I want you to get a couple of your gang down at the station tomorrow morning; they’re to watch at the barrier and head back Maddison if he tries to leave England.” He shouted for Pi Coles, “Bring me my shoes,” he said; and, when the man had gone: “I’m going to see Mrs Maddison and get the first instalment of our pension, How much did you think you’d get from her if she had come over to your wharf?”

“I reckoned on a thousand,” said Connor, and Morell laughed thoughtfully.

“If this job is not worth a hundred thousand, it’s worth nothing,” he said,
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Somehow Margaret knew that the telephone message she had had from Danton would be followed up by a personal call, and she was not surprised when she heard the bell ring. She went to the landing.

“If that is Mr Danton Morell, will you please bring him up?” she said to the footman, who was hurrying to the door.

The first thing she noticed about Danty was a certain unkemptness which she had never observed before. Usually he was a most painfully tidy man; every hair of his glossy head was in place; his clothes were immaculate. But now his hair was unbrushed, he wore an odd coat and vest, and she formed the impression that he had risen hurriedly from his bed.

She sensed his hostility, and the new attitude he had taken to her, within a second of his entering the room, “Margaret, I am afraid I’ve got a very unpleasant duty to perform,” he said, almost jauntily. “It concerns this lunatic husband of yours. He seems to have got himself into a mess. What on earth made him do it?”

“Do what?” she asked innocently.

He smiled. “It’s no use pretending you don’t know, my dear girl. Luke has got himself mixed up with a gang. I don’t know what is the pull they have or who is the woman in it.” He added this maliciously, and was disappointed when she smiled.

“Your mind runs on women, Danton. Perhaps it was the same lady whom you discovered in Paris — you remember, your man telegraphed me about it?”

“I swear to you—” he began, but she shook her head.

“It isn’t worth while discussing that at all. What do you want now?”

Danton shrugged his shoulders. “Well, there’s a man called Connor, who seems to be pretty sore with you for not turning up tonight after you’d made an appointment. He said you’d promised him a thousand pounds—”

“I promised nothing of the sort, and I shouldn’t dream of giving him a thousand pounds,” said Margaret, and something made her add: “Or you either.” She saw him wince. She had not known until then how important a part money played in Danton Morell’s life.

“There’s no sense in getting up in the air about this,” he said. “It won’t help you or Luke to fight Connor. He’s one of the most powerful gangsters in London, and unfortunately he knows that the man who robbed Taffanny’s the other day was Luke. What are you going to do about it?”

“I have still no proposal,” she said.

“Connor wants money — a couple of thousand pounds. I’m very naturally anxious to save you from the disgrace, and as the man came to me to ask my advice, I thought the best thing I could do would be to act as intermediary. You’ve been paying the wrong man, Margaret. Haynes cannot help you — by the way, you don’t imagine the money you gave him tonight will ever get to Luke, do you?” When she did not answer, he went on: “It is nothing to do with me, and if you like to fight Connor that’s your business entirely. But—”

She interrupted him. “Do you suggest I should pay this two thousand pounds blackmail to your friend?”

“He is not my friend,” said the man testily, “and it is not blackmail. Apparently Luke borrowed the money from Connor.”

She laughed softly at this, her amused eyes on his. “How terribly unconvincing you can be, Mr Morell! Well, I’m going to tell you now that I’m not paying either you or Mr Connor. It will save us a lot of unnecessary argument.”

“Haynes advised you not to pay, eh?”

She shook her head. “No,” she said quietly, “Inspector Bird. I got on to him after you telephoned, and put a hypothetical case to him — he is coming here.” There was a sharp rat-tat on the door below. “I think that is he,” she said, and had all the satisfaction she required out of the pallor that came to the face of Danton Morell.

“You’re not going to tell him?” he asked agitatedly. “I mean, about my asking for this money…about Connor? It will all come out — you realize that? About Luke, I mean. His name will be plastered all over London as a friend of murderers and a jewel thief…” He tailed off incoherently, and she went out of the room to meet The Sparrow.

In the early hours of the morning Mr Bird was always in his most jovial mood. He had been at Scotland Yard engaged upon a case when Margaret had called him, and he seemed in no degree surprised, when he was shown into the drawingroom, to find the discomfited Danton Morell, standing guiltily and nervously with his back to the little fire that burnt on the hearth.

“Well, well, wonders will never cease. I haven’t been asked out to a party for years. Fancy meeting you, Danty!” he chuckled.

His heavy eyes surveyed Margaret. “If you think I’m going to lecture you about keeping bad company, you’ve got another guess coming, Mrs Maddison. I realize you’re a social leader, and naturally you do charitable work amongst the criminal classes. What’s the trouble, Danty — lost your uncle and want your train fare out of London? This isn’t your hypo — what’s the word, Mrs Maddison, hypothetical case? ‘What should you do if people asked you for money to keep a secret?’ that was the question, wasn’t it? Danty wouldn’t do such a low thing as that, would you, Danty? He’s never done anything except con work, and he’s a reformed character now. He’s given up thieving and gone into the Stock Exchange.”

“I’m not on the Stock Exchange,” snapped Danty, stung to an answer.

“Thought you’d gone on today,” said The Sparrow amiably. “I saw the flags out in the City. Must have been the King of Baluchistan getting the Freedom.” He looked enquiringly at Margaret, and understood the signal in her eyes.

“Well, Danty, we’ll not be keeping you much longer. Mrs Maddison and I have got a few private thoughts to exchange on the subject of blackmail. How’s Connor?”

“I haven’t seen Connor for months,” said Danton loudly.

The detective rubbed his big chin.

“That’s queer, Here am I thinking he called at your house tonight and that he’s waiting for you to come back. Getting old, I guess — we have these illusions at my time of life — always fancy we’re seeing crooks when they’re only stockbrokers, and not even that.”

It was a very uncomfortable Danton Morell that went down the stairs, too terrified to be angry. There was no cab in sight, but a car that looked suspiciously like a police tender was drawn up near the kerb a few houses away, and he hurried past this and was glad when he turned the corner out of the still bright glare of its headlamps.

Connor was playing euchre with Pi Coles when he came in. “Well, did you have any luck?” The man was too cheerful for Danty’s liking: he would have preferred a more despondent and unhoping note in his tone.

“I’ve got no money, if that’s what you mean — The Sparrow was there.”

Connor sat up, his narrowed eyes fixed upon his host. “That sounds like a damned lie to me,” he said, but Danty took no offence.

“He wasn’t at the house when I got there, but I’d hardly started talking before he turned up. She had sent for him.” This time Connor was convinced. His lips pursed as though he were whistling some inaudible tune.

“Did my name come into it?” he asked, after a moment’s thought.

“Yes, The Sparrow brought it in. He said he knew you came to this flat tonight and that you were waiting for me.”

Connor leaned back in the chair, frowning thoughtfully. “I wonder if that’s a lie too?” he said, speaking to himself. “It mightn’t be — he’s been trailing me for a week — not he but one of his bloodhounds. Did she squeak?”

Danty did not reply till he had hung up his coat.

“She didn’t and she won’t. I know her! She’s got a bug in her head that he’s an illused man, and she’s going to try to save him without letting the police know.”

Connor took a cigar from his pocket, bit off the end and lit it. He puffed slowly, his eyes on the ceiling, and then he said: “I’m out of this. I don’t go after women who’ve got the brains to call in the police. You go ahead, Danty, and I’ll take my corner. Twentyfive per cent is good enough for any man.”

Danty glared down at him. “I’m to do the work and you’ll take the profit, eh? Is that the idea? When did we float this company?”

Connor smiled broadly. “I brought the business: that’s my answer to you. I can’t afford to be mixed up in it now my name’s known and they’ve brought in The Sparrow. You can handle these swells, Danty, and you’re wide enough to keep yourself out of trouble.” He rose, reached for his coat and hat and moved to the door. In the doorway he stood for a little while surveying the other man. “Twentyfive per cent,” he said. “You’ll split that way or I’ll do a bit of splitting myself.”

Danty followed him to the landing. “Where does the Gunner live?”

Connor shook his head. “I’ll tail him up and let you know in the morning,” he said. “He’s got a quiet pitch somewhere.”

Danty went back to his flat and closed the door. Usually he did not discuss matters with Pi Coles, but this little man was shrewd and understanding. He had touched most illicit occupations, from larceny to felony, and was a surprisingly well educated man. He was one of those men, so infrequently met with, who had occupied his many visitations to prison in reading and study; for though he spoke with the vilest Cockney accent and his English was more or less negligible, he could speak French and Spanish fluently — the former accomplishment had served him remarkably well, for he had served a year in a French prison.

For the first time Danton showed his hand. He had not before been very communicative on the subject of Luke Maddison and his wife, but now he opened up. Pi Coles listened with the puckered face which was evidence of his close application. It was when Danton mentioned Gunner Haynes that he shook his head.

“I’d keep clear of him if I were you, guv’nor,” he said. “You know what happened?” He nodded significantly.

Danton knew a1l that had happened; but he flattered himself that he understood the psychology of the criminal mind. Such men as the Gunner forgave even the stealing of their wives. Probably Gunner Haynes, with his philosophical outlook, bore him little or no malice for that incident. Anyway, the girl was dead, and could never tell the story that might bring the Gunner at his throat. Wasn’t there anything he knew about him — something that he could hang over the Gunner’s head, some old crime in which they had both participated?

Danty was a miser of trifles; he was the sort of man who hoarded even unwanted souvenirs. In his bedroom was a safe where he kept the most precious of these. Letters tied together with bootlaces; old scraps of press cuttings relative to previous exploits; and, in an oblong blotting book, a little square of paper covered with scrawled writing, which he should have destroyed the night it came into his hands.

But he hated burning anything, or those mad letters of the girl whose heart he had broken would have been ashes years ago.

He found certain records, letters that the Gunner had written to him in the days when they were partners, but nothing that would incriminate him, nothing that he could use today. He closed the safe with a bang, and, locking it, returned to Pi, who in his absence had formulated a brand-new idea.

“You can leave the Gunner alone and get away with it, guv’nor,” he said. “Suppose this man Maddison is staying with Haynes, what’s to stop you getting at Maddison and leaving out Haynes altogether? And what’s the use of his wife to you, anyway? You’ve only to get Maddison away to the Continent with a chequebook, and you’re on easy street for the rest of your life.”

Danty listened and frowned. That possibility had not occurred to him. He went to bed at three o’clock that morning and did not fall asleep until seven. When he awoke, at midday, he found that Connor had sent a messenger with a letter. It was unaddressed, for that was Connor’s way, and, tearing open the envelope, Danty took out a slip of paper torn from a cheap notebook. It ran: “L. M. staying with G. H. at 974 Pennybody Buildings, Clerkenwell.”
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Margaret woke that morning with a fixed determination. She had fenced with the detective and once or twice had been badly pinked. He was too shrewd a man, too wise in the artless guile which passes in criminal circles for clever evasion, to be deceived by her. Her hypothetical case he demolished, and revealed with alarming clearness the figure and deeds of Luke. He did not say as much; he did not even connect the missing banker with the Taffanny robbery. All that he knew was that Luke Maddison had made a fool of himself, that somebody had got hold of the fact and was trying to blackmail his wife; but what shape that folly took, he regarded as being indelicate to enquire.

In sheer desperation, when she found herself cornered, and the facts which she was trying to conceal coming to light, Margaret had been forced to accept the suggestion of a woman, though she loathed herself for her new disloyalty. She spoke vaguely of an earlier attachment, but, since she was a bad liar, she carried no conviction. The very fact that she was not speaking the truth in reality saved her from closer questioning. The Sparrow jumped to a conclusion which was wrong.

“The only thing I can tell you, Mrs Maddison, is that, whatever happens, you’re not to pay anybody anything. If it’s Danty or Connor, or whoever it is putting the black on you, you’ve only to ring me up to stop ‘em!” He left with the definite assurance that she would take this step.

She had to force herself to go to bed that night, and will herself to sleep. She had a heavy day ahead of her and no plans definitely fixed. The Gunner had told her nothing except that he was in touch with Luke. Had he told her that he was trying to get him out of England? If he hadn’t, she had in some occult way received that impression.

Luke would make for Ronda, whither his chequebook had been sent. She must follow him — accompany him if possible. She went early to the bank and saw Steele.

He was — for Steele — in an optimistic frame of mind. Two or three undertakings in which the bank was interested had become flourishing. “One I had written down as a bad debt, and it looks like bringing in eighteen thousand a year,” he almost chortled the news. “I wish you’d let Mr Maddison know that: he’ll be delighted. I’d have sent him a wire to Spain, only I don’t know his address.” And then, realizing that her appearance at this hour was unusual: “Is there anything you want, Mrs Maddison?”

“I want to see my husband’s private account. You had it transferred to the bank.”

He took her into his private room, brought the passbook to her, and she ran her finger down the column. The last cheque drawn was a few days before his wedding. Since then, Steele told her, no cheque had come in. “I’ve been expecting some in. Mr Maddison is rather extravagant at times, and I’m surprised that he hasn’t cashed a cheque — although of course he’s got his Spanish account — but I should have thought he would wish to replenish that.”

“That is what I’ve come to see you about, Mr Steele,” she said. “I want you not to honour any cheque drawn by my husband for any amount over a thousand pounds.” Steele stared at her over his glasses.

This was the resolution she had reached as she lay in bed on the previous night. She had gone over every possibility step by step, had seen the likelihood of the blackmailers transferring their attention from her to Luke. At present Luke was safe, under the protection of the Gunner; but something might happen to remove him from this watchful, hawk-faced man. Somehow, for a reason which she could not understand, she trusted the Gunner implicitly, was sure that, whatever his record might be, he would do no harm to Luke.

“That’s an extraordinary request you’re making, Mrs Maddison,” said Steele, troubled. “It’s quite likely that Mr Maddison may want to make a big purchase — the last time he was in Spain he bought some property in Seville that showed a profit of fifty per cent the first year.”

She nodded. “I realize that, but I still make this request — in his name.”

“Very good, Mrs Maddison.” Steele scribbled some instructions on a slip of paper and pinned it to the ledger he had bought in. “I don’t know what’s in your mind, but I understood that you had transferred everything back to Mr Maddison—”

“It isn’t that,” she explained hastily. “It’s the possibility of—” But here she was at a loss; she could not offer any explanation which an intelligent man would accept, unless the whole story were revealed.

Her car was parked in Waterloo Place, and she was waiting whilst the commissionaire brought it, when, turning her head, she saw a man standing at the corner, and something about his attitude was familiar. He was still there when the commissionaire returned with the car, and she had to pass the loiterer. It was then that she saw his face and tapped at the window. He saw her too, and for once Gunner Haynes’ sangfroid deserted him and he looked uncomfortable. The car pulled up with a jerk; she beckoned the man toward her and he came reluctantly. “Will you drive with me, please?” she asked, a little breathlessly. “There are one or two questions I want to settle.”

He hesitated. “It won’t do you very much good, Mrs Maddison, to be seen driving with me.”

“Come in, please,” she ordered imperiously, and he stepped in and sat down by her side.

Through the microphone she gave an order to the driver.

“I want to see my husband,” she said, when this was done.

The Gunner shook his head. “I don’t think that’s going to be very useful to you. Too many people have seen him already.”

“What do you mean?” she demanded, and she saw Haynes’ face harden.

“I tried to get him away this morning by the early mail. Two of Connor’s men were there to head him off; I don’t know how they did it, but they’d persuaded a couple of dicks — detectives — to watch the barriers, and I didn’t dare chance it. I tried again at eleven o’clock and I didn’t have any better luck. Of course, Connor guessed, when I took the passport, what I was going to do.”

“When you took the passport?” she said in surprise. “When did you take the passport?”

The Gunner deftly slid round the question. “Your husband’s getting a bit on my mind and is interfering with my unlawful occasions.” There was a faint smile in his eyes as he said this.

“Were you waiting at the bank to see me?” He smiled again.

“As a matter of fact, Mrs Maddison, I didn’t even know you were there, and didn’t realize it was the bank. The truth is” — he seemed more uncomfortable still— “there’s a young lady who comes to this part of the world, and I occasionally take tea with her. I think she’s more interested in me as a criminal and a source of copy than in anything else.” He smiled wryly. “But I’m very grateful to have the opportunity of meeting a decent girl. She’s a newspaper woman, as they call ’em in America, and she covers some of these West End functions.”

Margaret laughed softly. It was the first time she had laughed for a very long while. “Poor Mr Haynes! I’m terribly sorry if I’ve robbed you of a tete-a-tete.”

He shook his head. “No, there was no possibility of her coming — It’s too late. And of course, there’s always the chance that that obese Sparrow might be with her.”

“You’re talking of Mr Bird — and the girl’s name is Bolford.”

He started. “Did you know?” he gasped, and then: “Oh, of course, she has met you. She told me once. No, there’s no romance in it, Mrs Maddison, just a congenial” — he shrugged— “friendship. I am thankful for small mercies.”

“Are you married?” she asked.

“I was,” was the short reply, and she did not feel encouraged to pursue her enquiries.

“Can I see my husband? I think I should, don’t you?”

He looked at her oddly. “Does it strike you as a possibility that he might not want to see you?” he asked bluntly, and saw the red come into her cheeks.

“I — I have blinded myself wilfully to that possibility,” she said.

“But he is in trouble, and a wife’s place is by her husband’s side,” he mocked, and for a moment she hated him. Then her sense of humour overcame her annoyance.

“Yes, we’ll put it like that. It sounds terribly trite, but most trite things are true.”

The Gunner was silent for a long time, but presently he sighed. “I’ve got an idea that whatever I’m doing is quite wrong, and that I ought to let you help him. Mrs Maddison, It’s going to be a very difficult thing to get this husband of yours away out of England. You’re going to say ‘aeroplane’ — I can see it in your eyes — but you can bet that Connor has got his people at Croydon, too. The only thing to do is to smuggle him away in a motorcar to a seaside place, hire a yacht and push him across the Channel. It’s not going to be easy, especially as he’s not terribly keen on your giving him any help at all.”

She pondered this as the car went slowly round the park. “I’ll take the risk of a snub,” she said, “if you’ll take the risk of offending him. Will you let me see him?”

Haynes nodded. “Yes, but you’re not going to take this expensive car, Mrs Maddison — into my neighbourhood, I mean. We’ll stop the car at Hyde Park Corner and get a taxi.” This they did. “The only thing that’s troubling me,” he said, as they were driving along Piccadilly, “is whether Connor has tailed me to my home. ‘Tail’ is slang for ‘trail’.”

“You think they followed you there? Didn’t they know where you live?”

“They know many places I live,” explained the Gunner whimsically, “but this is one they don’t know, or didn’t until this morning.” They paid off the cab two hundred yards from the model dwelling where Haynes had his home, and at that hour fortunately there were few people about, and certainly none who seemed to evince the slightest curiosity in the presence of this well-dressed woman. They had to pass through a little gateway to reach the asphalt square that formed the quadrangle of the huge block, and she saw the Gunner look back, and there was trouble in his face.

“They’ve tailed me all right,” he said grimly. “Did you see that motor-van on the street outside? The man at the wheel was one of Connor’s little friends. You won’t see him now — he’s gone. Connor uses motor-vans a lot.” As he was mounting the few steps which led to the landing from which his flat opened, a slatternly woman came out of a door opposite.

“I suppose it’s all right taking your wardrobe away, Mr What’s-your-name?” she said.

The Gunner spun round. “Took my wardrobe? What do you mean?”

“The men from the furniture place came about an hour ago — two chaps in green aprons. They had the key, so I thought it was all right.”

The Gunner asked no further questions: he opened the door and ran into the passage. The door of Luke’s room was open. He looked at the disorder, saw the bloodstained sheets, and turned to meet the white face of Margaret Maddison. “I’m afraid your husband’s gone,” he said, in such a matter-of-fact tone that she was deceived.

He closed the door behind him and led her into the little sittingroom. “He won’t be back till late, so I don’t think it’s worth while your staying.”

“How do you know?” she asked. “Why were you so worried when they talked about the wardrobe being taken away?”

“An old wardrobe that I sold,” said the Gunner. “It’s not worth while keeping stuff that isn’t much use to you.” He chatted with her pleasantly before he took her away, and, finding another cab, sent her home. She could not guess that he knew in his heart that the wardrobe had contained the body of Luke Maddison. Whether he was alive or dead he must find out. After he had left the girl Gunner Haynes went back to his room, rolled up the carpet, took up a floorboard, and, groping, found a box containing two small automatics. One of these he slipped in a specially constructed inside pocket of his coat; the other went into a small holster which buckled to his braces.

“I think there is going to be some trouble tonight,” said Gunner Haynes, addressing nobody in particular.
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Luke Maddison had only the most confused memory of what followed his incautious opening of the door. He had been sitting reading when he heard a knock, and saw nothing suspicious in the appearance of two men in green baize aprons and shirtsleeves.

“Is this Mr Haynes’ flat?” asked one. “We’ve come to take the wardrobe away.”

“You’d better return when Mr Haynes is here,” said Luke, thinking naturally that the Gunner had given instructions for the removal of a piece of furniture.

“If we can’t take it away we’d like to measure it,” said the man, who carried a notebook ostentatiously in his hand.

Luke Maddison hesitated. He knew nothing about wardrobes, or indeed of any of the domestic arrangements of the flat. But there could be no harm in acceding to this request. He turned his back upon the men for a second, and after that he remembered nothing distinctly.

His first conscious impression was of having his face roughly cleaned by a cold, wet sponge. There was a rank smell of tar in the air, and the room in which he was sitting seemed to be in motion. He thought at first that this was one of the many illusions he was experiencing, but when his eyes wandered round the apartment and saw the heavily timbered ribs of the room, the low wooden ceiling and the black, tar-painted floor, he realized that he was not dreaming.

“Am I on a ship?” he asked huskily, and heard a laugh.

He recognized the man who had the sponge in his hand as the artist who had once before wielded a cosh.

“Was it you…in the baize apron? I didn’t recognize you.”

“It wasn’t me this time, guv’nor,” said the man, who seemed chronically hoarse. “I wouldn’t have drawn blood — you ain’t hurt. Drink this.”

Luke drank the weak brandy and water that was offered to him, but would have preferred plain water.

“You’re a regular nuisance to us, you are, guv’nor,” said the man, dropping the sponge into a pail of water and wiping his hands on a grimy-looking handkerchief. “Now you take my advice and keep quiet. There’s a proper bed for you here, and you’ll find a pail of water in the stern. Nobody’s going to hurt you if you behave yourself.”

“Am I on a ship?” asked Luke again.

“Barge,” was the reply. “There’s nothing to be afraid of. The Gunner’s looking for you, but he won’t find you.” He turned to his silent companion, and only then was Luke aware that there was a second man in the cabin, if such a foul place could be dignified by such a name.

“We oughtn’t to have laid him on the bed. That was the give-away, Harry,” he said. “It was my fault, but we had to put him somewhere. You’re stronger than I thought, Maddison.”

Luke chuckled feebly. “I don’t remember that I put up a fight, Did I?”

“Put up a fight?” said the other. “I should say you did! It was when we got you in the bedroom that you started scrapping. Don’t you remember?” Luke remembered nothing. “The guv’nor’s coming aboard in a minute — we’re moored very near the wharf. If you’re a sensible man, Mr Maddison, you’ll do what he asks. There’ll be no funny business, now we know who you are.” He looked curiously at Luke. “A pal of Lewing’s, wasn’t you? That’s a funny game, mixing with a crowd like that. I’m surprised that a gentleman like you should have got yourself into that kind of trouble.” Luke did not reply. The two men went soon after, leaving the smoky lamp to illuminate the gloom.

A short flight of steps led to a heavy hatchway, which was closed. There was a kind of washing-place in the stern of the craft. There was no porthole through which he could see daylight, and a system of ventilation did not exist, Such air as came was admitted through three circular holes cut in the hatchway, and he suspected that over this was a canvas cover, for he could see no light.

Everything of value had been taken from him. His clothes were soiled with blood — he found his sodden collar in a corner of the cabin; and his head ached all the time. Nevertheless, he was beginning to feel hungry when the hatchway was pulled back and the legs of a man appeared on the first step of the ladder.

He discovered now why he had seen no light: there was evidently a small deckhouse above the hatchway, and he caught a glimpse of this as his visitor was descending. It was Connor, who greeted him with the air of a friend who had been badly treated.

“You’ve given us a lot of trouble, Mr Maddison,” he said, unconscious of repeating the words of his lieutenant; “and when people give me trouble they have to pay for it. I’ve come to have a little talk with you. You want to get away to the Continent, don’t you?” Luke did not answer. “Don’t be obstinate,” begged Connor, with a friendly grin. “I’m trying to help you. I’ve fixed up with a boat — the skipper’s a friend of mine — to take you to Rotterdam in the morning.” He took something out of his pocket which Luke recognized.

“Here’s your passport — my boys found that when they were rummaging round at the Gunner’s house. You take it from me, Mr Maddison, I am the best friend you ever had.”

Luke smiled wryly. “I gather that this is the trouble I’m going to pay for, isn’t it?” he asked.

“Spoken like a sensible man,” said Connor. “Yes, It’s going to cost you a bit, but you can afford it.” From his inside pocket he brought out a long envelope, and from this extracted three blank cheques.

“I want you to make these out yourself: one for two, one for three, and one for five thousand. It’ll look better that way, and look much better if the cheques are in your handwriting.”

“May I see them?”

The man passed the cheques to him and Luke chuckled again. “My poor conspirator!” he said mockingly. “I haven’t more than a hundred pounds in that account — or any other.”

Connor’s eyes narrowed. “Are you pulling one on me?” he asked.

“I’m telling you the truth,” said Luke, ‘though I can quite understand it sounds so strange to you that it seems a lie. This is on my private account, which is down to nothing — one of the last things I did before I — before I went away, was to transfer most of the money I had in this account to my own bank.”

“But you always used the Northern and Southern?” insisted Connor.

He was obviously perturbed by the discovery, as well he might be, for he had spent the afternoon searching London for the right ‘kites’. There is quite a brisk trade in blank cheque forms, and certain sources from which they can be obtained.

It had taken him some time to track Luke’s bank, a longer time to get the necessary forms, and his discomfiture was pardonable.

“Anyway, I’ve got no money,” said Luke, “so your labours are all wasted.”

“Yes, you have,” interrupted Connor. “Your missus transferred all your money back to you after you’d left.”

This was news to Luke, but obviously the man was not talking at random. “Who told you this?”

“A pal of yours,” said the other coolly.

“Danton Morell?”

Connor nodded.

“It would not have gone back to this account, anyway,” said Luke after a moment’s thought: “it would be in my own bank.” Connor understood humanity sufficiently well to realize that his prisoner was speaking the truth.

“But you’ll sign the cheques when I get them, won’t you, Mr Maddison?”

Luke shook his head.

“I’m not going to threaten you: I want this thing done in a gentlemanly way,” said Connor earnestly. “You’re a rich man, and a few hundreds more or less isn’t going to hurt you. Somebody’s got to get you out of the country, and the Gunner can’t. If you trust me, I’ll see you right, and I’ll never come to you for another penny — you know that I can’t put the black on you once you get away from England: that’s why I’m asking big money now. You’re a business man, Mr Maddison, and you’ve got enough sense to see that if I ‘blacked’ you after this I should be cutting my own throat. I’ve had a cabin made up for you forrard, and I’ll take your word that you won’t try to escape — and I don’t see why you should either, with the police looking for you. Is it a deal?”

“You’ll get not a bean out of me,” said Luke defiantly.

Connor looked at him long and thoughtfully. “All right,” he said; “you can stay here and starve till you change your mind.” For a second Luke was tempted to rush at him as he ascended the steps. A low tackle would bring him down; but Luke was still very weak: he sat passively till the hatch was pulled tight. It was dark on deck — but not too dark for Mr Connor, as he dropped to the little rowboat which was alongside the barge.

He did not go to his wharf, but made for some narrow steps opposite to where the barge was moored, and, making his way to the City, he hailed a taxi and was driven to Half Moon Street.

Danty was just going out when his visitor arrived, and Mr Danton Morell was not in a good mood.

“What was the idea of sending me that address?” he said. “I went down there this afternoon, and nearly ran into Gunner Haynes.”

“Then why the hell did you go?” demanded Connor.

“To see Maddison. I could have persuaded him to part. Maddison isn’t there. A woman in the buildings told me that the Gunner had locked up his flat and gone away. Where is Maddison?”

Connor lit a cigar before he replied. “I’ve got him — I think I was in a quarter here, wasn’t I, Danty? Well, I’m in three-quarters now, and I’m being generous. You’ve had your chance and you’ve missed it. What is he worth?”

Danty stifled his rising anger which was provoked by the tone of the man. There was no sense in getting on the wrong side of Connor, and the question of distribution might very well wait over for another and more propitious moment. “Half a million, I should think. Where is he?”

“Half a million, eh?” Connor ignored the question. “Would he stand a hundred thousand?”

The other man thought a moment. “Yes, he’d stand a hundred thousand if he could get it,” he said.

“He said he hadn’t got a bean.”

“He’s got money all right,” said Danty savagely. “It’s all in his own bank.”

Connor pondered this for a long time. “That’ll mean ten kites. Can you get them?”

Danty frowned. “What do you want cheques for?”

Connor closed his eyes wearily. “You’ve been so long out of the con game that you’ve forgotten your business,” he said offensively. “I want the cheques for him to sign, that’s all. Can you get them?”

Danty thought for a moment. “I’ve got a chequebook on that bank,” he said. “I had a small account there. But they won’t be any good: they’ll be able to trace the cheques to me. But I can get them.” He went to the telephone and called Margaret’s number. The servant who replied told him that she was out, which was just the news he wanted.

“When will she be back? It is Mr Morell speaking.” He half expected a message to the effect that Mrs Maddison would not be in to him at any time.

“Not till after lunch, sir.”

Danty hung up the ‘phone. “Wait here,” he said. “I think I know where I can get all the kites you want.” He knew a great deal about Margaret and her domestic habits — he had been deeper in her confidence than any other man. The butler was surprised to see him, but took him up to Margaret’s sittingroom without hesitation.

“I didn’t make myself clear, sir. Madam will not be back for another hour.” Danty smiled.

“I think you will find she returns a little sooner than that,” he said, almost gaily, “Anyway, I’ll wait for her.” The door had hardly closed upon the servant before he was at Margaret’s desk.

It was unlocked, and in one of the side drawers he knew she invariably kept two chequebooks. They were there, as he had expected: one half empty, one unused.

From the end of the latter he tore a dozen cheques, slipped them in his pocket and closed the desk, before he rang the bell.

“I don’t think I will wait: I’ll call back in an hour. My business isn’t so pressing, and I’ve just thought of some call I had to make.” Within half an hour of leaving he was back with Connor and laid the cheques before him. Mr Connor asked no questions, nor was there any necessity.

“You’re going to make him sign these? Shall I come along with you?”

Connor grinned. “I don’t think that’s a clever idea,” he said. “You’ll get your corner, Danty.”

He could not approach the barge in broad daylight, for he knew that he was under police observation. As soon as it was dark he slipped down the stream and clambered aboard the craft, carrying with him a basket of food and a vacuum flask full of hot tea. The light which he had left had burnt itself out. Luke was half sleeping on the bed that had been prepared for him, but the rush of cold, fresh air awakened him.

Connor switched on an electric lamp he was carrying, and put it on the floor, with one or two refills. “Here’s your food,” he said, “I’m sorry to have kept you so long, but I hope you’ve got more intelligence now than you had when I left you. And here are the kites: I’d like you to fill them in in your own hand.” Luke reached for the food and ate it ravenously. He was feeling hungry, and his vitality was at its lowest ebb. The hot tea probably revived him more than the food, and he was almost cheerful when he swept the last crumbs from his knees.

“Now, what are your kites?” he said. “Oh, cheques! You want me to fill them up and sign them — for what fabulous amount? You can make it a million if you like, but I can assure you that they will not be honoured. I think I told you before that all my money is in my wife’s name.”

“In that case we’ll have a little joke,” said Connor, not taking his eyes from his prisoner. “You’ll make each of these cheques out for ten thousand, and date ’em a week apart. If you want to stay longer than ten weeks you can date ’em a month apart; or, if you’d like to get away in a few days, you can sign one cheque for a hundred thousand pounds and you can write a letter to your bank manager telling him the kite’s got to be honoured.”

Before he had finished, Luke was laughing. “I’ve got a very keen sense of humour,” he said, “but it doesn’t strike me as being a joke for a banker to draw cheques on a debit account.”

Connor pulled up a stool and sat down. “Let’s have this thing right,” he said. “You know me, you know my name; I’ve put myself in for a ten years’ sentence, probably longer. I’d as soon hang as spend my life in Broadmoor, and that’s just the risk I’m taking, Mr Maddison. I’ll plug you and drop you over the side, or you’ll do as I ask. You’re a sensible man and I’m putting the case to you. I can’t let you go without the money.” He drew the stool a little closer. “I’ve been battling for years at this river work and gang work, and what do you think I’ve got to show for it? The lease of an old wharf that’s not worth a monkey; about a couple of thousand planted away in country banks, and the certainty that sooner or later one of my rats will squeak on me. I’ve got a chance now of getting away with big money — you’ve got a chance of clearing yourself. I’ll make a signed statement, giving the facts about the Taffanny smash — is it a bet?”

It was not the moment for heroics. Luke realized this very definitely. He had no doubt in his mind that, in the last extremity, Connor would keep his word, and there would be the end of all things. It was not a moment to snap fingers in the face of fate. Connor had put the situation on a business basis, and this was not the time to consider the niceties of business etiquette. If he drew a cheque and it were presented, he had no doubt in his mind that the cheque would not be met; enquiries would be set afoot, and possibly he would be traced.

“I think it is foolish to attempt to put in a cheque for ten thousand,” he said. “The amount is so big that, even if I had the money, Steele would be suspicious. I’m willing to make a compromise: I’ll give you a cheque for five thousand pounds. If that is honoured — which it will not be — your luck is in, and you had better clear before there are enquiries. Obviously no bank manager in his senses would payout a hundred thousand pounds without communicating with the man who drew the cheques.”

He saw Connor smile. “That’s the stuff I like to hear,” said the man. “That’s intelligent. Where are you supposed to be — in Spain, aren’t you?”

Luke frowned. “I suppose I am. Why?”

“We’ll draw this five thousand, and then you and me will go to Spain together. I’ll get you away tonight.”

The scheme did not even seem feasible to Luke, but he made no comment. He wrote and signed the cheque and handed it to the other. “And now,” said Luke, “I’d like a little fresh air. This place is stifling me.”

Connor hesitated. “Come up on deck, but if there’s any monkey business I may have to do something I shall be sorry for.” A few seconds later Luke sat on the edge of the hatchway, sucking in the cool, sweet air. The hatch was on the well of the barge, and this was covered with tarpaulin. He could see this by the light of a flashing electric sign erected on one of the towers that fringed the river. Opposite was a line of lights which stood for the Thames Embankment. A fussy little tug was moving slowly against the tide upstream; he heard the hoot and shriek of a train as it passed across one of the bridges. The lights of the West End painted the lowlying clouds a dull orange. The tide was on the turn; he heard the lap of it against the flat bow of the barge.

For ten minutes he sat in silence, then rose on to the deck and stretched his cramped limbs.

“If I promised not to leave the barge, or attempt to attract attention, would you leave the hatch open, Mr Connor?”

Connor’s laugh was his answer. “Don’t be silly! That word of honour stuff doesn’t mean anything to me.”

“I’m glad,” said Luke. “If you had accepted my word it might have been very embarrassing.” As he spoke, his hand shot out, and Connor went sprawling on to the hatch.

Before he could recover, Luke had reached the edge of the barge, and, without a glance, had plunged in and was striking out for midstream.

He heard no sound but the patter of footsteps on the hollow hatches, and then a voice giving urgent instructions. Connor must have a rowboat moored alongside, he decided. The tide had already swept him clear of the barge; it was running strongly, and there was nothing nearer to him than a line of moored lighters in the centre of the river. To make for these, however, would be to invite discovery. He struck back towards the shore.

As he did so, he saw a shape come round the bow of the barge. Connor had come in a motor-launch. It moved too quickly to be anything else. There was only one thing to do. He drew a lungful of air and dived towards the launch, swimming hard against the tide. He seemed to be under the water for an eternity; his lungs and head were bursting when he came to the surface, coming up just under the stern of the launch, so close that the whirling little propeller seemed to touch his hair.

Neither of the two men in the launch had seen him. He just caught the silhouette of their heads and shoulders peering over the side, and then he sank again.

He was lamentably weak; his effort could not be long sustained. He had to come again to the surface, and was relieved to see no sign of the launch. As he trod water he saw it, making for the lighters in midstream. He was now twenty yards from a barge moored to a wharf, and, striking out, he caught the mooring chain and recovered his breath before he attempted to reach land.

He was too weak to climb up to the barge; the only thing he could do was to complete his journey to the shore, and with infinite labour he succeeded at last, wading through mud up to his knees until he came to the blank face of a warehouse.

There seemed no escape here. Looking back over his shoulder, he saw the launch returning. Somebody was fanning the water with an electric torch, and escape seemed impossible.

It was at that moment he heard a hoarse voice hail him from the barge.

“Give us your hand.” He reached up and found it gripped. “Catch hold of the top of the pile,” whispered the voice cheerfully, and, groping upward, Luke found a hold, and, with a superhuman effort and the assistance of his unknown friend, dragged himself up on to a narrow strip of wharfage running before the warehouse and scarcely wide enough for two people to walk abreast.

“They didn’t see you, did they?” whispered the unknown, and, before Luke could reply: “Push round to the left. Follow me — there’s a watchman here; he’s asleep, but don’t make a row!” Luke Maddison found himself picking a way across a yard littered with paving stones and granite setts. He saw a long shed and the projecting shafts of vans. Somewhere near at hand were horses, for he heard one kicking in his stall.

He followed stealthily, past a little lighted hut, wherein the night watchman (as he hoped) was sleeping. After a while they came to a heavy black gate; the wicket door was unfastened, and through this they slipped, Luke’s rescuer closing the door softly behind him — apparently he had a key.

“I saw ’em looking for you, but I thought they was out for Connor’s lot.” He swore most foully for a few seconds. “These river busies are worse than the land busies.” By the light of a street lamp Luke took stock of his companion: a sharp, lantern-jawed man of thirty, with a Jewish nose and furtive eyes that never kept still. “You’re wet, ain’ t you? Come into Connor’s yard: he’ll give you a change.”

“No thank you,” said Luke hastily. “I don’t want anything to do with Connor.”

“You don’t want anything to do with Connor, eh? Well, you’re wise. Got any money?”

Luke felt in his pockets. “No,” he said.

The man uttered a grunt of disgust. “I thought at least I’d get a quid out of it. Where do you live?”

“I don’t know where the devil I do live,” said Luke irritably, and he heard the thin, whistling laugh of his companion.

“You’re a swell — I thought you was when I first heard you speak. Ever busted a safe? There’s one in that warehouse and nothing else. They told me there was a lot of stuff there. I’ve been three days getting in and out. The only way you can do it is to go through the stone yard. But I’ll bet there’s some stuff in the safe. Have you ever busted one?”

“Never,” said Luke, and added: “It’s one of the few things I haven’t done.”

“What were the busies after you for? Was you doing the lighter?” The man was under the impression that Luke was a fugitive from the river police, and he did not undeceive him. “It’s a pretty hard life,” said the other agreeably.

They were reaching now a more populous centre, and the little man, who said his name was Curly, stopped.

“You can’t go into the street like this: they’d pinch you in a minute. You’d better come home with me. But I can’t afford to keep you.” Luke was led through divers byways to the meanest street he had ever struck.

Although the hour was late, children were playing and screaming, women stood at the doors gossiping. Nobody took any notice of Luke and his companion, and presently they passed through a door, which Curly unlocked, along an evilsmelling passage and up an uncarpeted flight of stairs.

“Go in there and get your wet clothes off.” Curly opened a door, and, striking a match, lit a candle.

The windows were heavily screened with an old piece of horse-blanket, and the furniture of the room consisted of a bed with horrible-looking bedding, and precious little else.

Curly said he was going to see the landlord. He was gone some time, and when he returned Luke had overcome his repugnance to the soiled linen, and, having stripped and dried himself as well as he could on the one grimy towel that the room possessed, had crawled into the bed.

Curly threw down on a chair a pair of trousers and an old shirt, which had the advantage of being clean.

“That’s all can get for you,” he said, and picked up Luke’s sodden suit, eyeing it with approval. The boots also came under his scrutiny. “Silk shirt, eh? I thought you was a swell. I’ll get these dried for you.” He disappeared and did not return. Ten minutes later, in spite of his unsavoury surroundings, Luke was fast asleep. When he woke the sun was shining through the holes in the blanket. Rising, he put on the shirt and trousers, feeling uncommonly chilly.

There was noise enough downstairs; the howl of a crying child, a woman’s strident voice, and the deeper, bullying tone of a man. He opened the door, went out on to the landing and called. Presently the owner of the deep voice appeared.

“What’s the matter?”

“Are my clothes dried?” asked Luke politely.

“What clothes?” The man was interested, and came heavily up the stairs: a big, unshaven brute, puffy-faced.

“Gave Curly your clothes?” He kissed his hand loudly. “Say goodbye to ‘em, old man.” Luke stared at him aghast.

“Do you mean he’s gone away with them?” That apparently was what he did mean. He also informed his guest that he needed half a crown for the night’s lodging.

“And then there’s my trousers and shirt,” he said. “What do I get for ‘em?” He took a long time before he consented to add to the loan an old jacket and a pair of worn shoes that were two sizes too small. He could, he thought, “get a bit out of Curly,” from which Luke gathered he was going to share the proceeds of the stolen clothing. He added to his other beneficences a cup of tea and a thick slice of bread and margarine, and with this equipment the banker was turned out into the street.

Rain was falling heavily. By the time he had reached Lambeth Bridge he was soaked through. He made for the park, and, finding a chair, drew it into the shelter of a big, overhanging tree. For a long time he sat there, and then he reached a decision. Disgrace and prison seemed a little less unpleasant prospect than cold and hunger. He decided to go to the bank.

He did not know the time and asked a man who was hurrying past, without, however, eliciting the slightest response. He asked another man, who gruffly told him it was nearly twelve. He would find Steele in the office, and Steele meant comfort and food and decent clothing.

As he came out of the park gates somebody caught him by the arm and swung him round, and he looked into the unsympathetic face of a man who was obviously a detective.

“Begging, eh? I saw you speak to those two gentlemen.”

“I asked them the time,” said Luke.

“I dare say,” said the detective, tightening his lips. “Come a little walk with me.” Ten minutes later a door closed on Luke Maddison, and he found himself alone in a clean but very uncomfortable cell of a police station. In this experience he was not entirely unfortunate, for Connor had been trailing him, hoping that he might go to some part of the park where persuasion, peaceful or otherwise, could be attempted.
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No man wasted less time or effort than Gunner Haynes. His method represented the very economy of labour. He was satisfied that Connor had carried away his victim, but was wrong when he associated Danty Morell with the abduction.

He called upon Connor, but was told vaguely that the man had gone into the country. He did not attempt to seek an interview with Danty Morell, but after a day spent in a vain search of Connor’s wharf, made his way to Half Moon Street, watched the house until he saw first Danty and then Pi Coles leave. To get into Danty’s flat was a very simple matter — a key-blank, a piece of lamp-black, a quarter of an hour spent in Green Park filing the soft metal, procured him an entrance.

Once inside the flat, he proceeded at his leisure. He was not at all anxious at the thought of Danty’s return. His hatred of Morell was in one sense illogical. They had been friends and partners, though he had lost sight of the man and the partnership had broken off. He had no direct proof of the duplicity he suspected. Gunner Haynes had loved that feather-headed little wife of his, and when she had disappeared, never to become more to him than a record in a workhouse register, a tremendous part of his life had been cut away from him. He might suspect Danty as the cause of his agony: he had no clear evidence that the story the man had told was untrue.

Danty had said the girl had disappeared, and that he was as ignorant of her whereabouts as her husband. Yet, for all this, the suspicion in Gunner Haynes’ mind amounted to a certainty. He was a just man, and so long as that proof were missing, Danty Morell would come to no harm.

He made a quick but thorough examination of the two rooms. There were letters which had to be scanned, pocketbooks to investigate, drawers to be opened and searched, but in none of these did Haynes find the slightest clue to Luke Maddison’s present place of imprisonment. He did find the note which Connor had scribbled, giving the address where Luke was staying, but no more. There remained only the safe, which was not so much a safe as a steel cupboard fastened with a spring lock — the type that is found in most business offices. To open this was a matter of five minutes’ patient work.

There were four shelves, and each was crowded with letters, bills, and curious souvenirs which Danty had collected — the cupboard was in such disorder as only a man without method could create. On the third shelf he found a wooden box, the lock of which he forced. There were papers here — bundles of letters tied up with shoelaces, bits of old string — there was nothing romantic in Danty’s disposition.

The first bundle did not interest him. At the sight of the writing on the second his face went grey. He brought the box into the diningroom and sat down, read three of the letters, glanced at the others, and very slowly and deliberately tied them up again and put them back in the box. As he did so he caught sight of a scrap of paper exactly the size of that on which Rex had written his last message. He took it out…yes, it was scrawled in the same handwriting. But the message was unintelligible. It ran: “Danty Morell. The man is a common swindler. I was warned against him by—” And then in a flash he realized. He had an extraordinary memory, and could repeat almost word for word the complete message as Rex had left it.

“Margaret darling. I have lost. For months I have been gambling. Today I took a desperate step on the advice of Danty Morell. The man is a common swindler. I was warned against him by Luke Maddison. He has led me to ruin. Money is his god. I beg of you not to trust him. He has led me from one act of folly to the other…” That was it! Danty had found that the first and last of those scraps made a complete message; he had put the second in his pocket (it still bore marks of being screwed up).

It took him quite a long time to realize all this. His mind was numbed from reading the letters; he was almost stupid in his horror and hate. Mechanically he put the telltale slip of paper into his pocketbook, closed the lid…His wife’s letters must be burnt. He opened the box again, took them out, threw them into the fireplace and put a match to them. He stood watching and stirring them until they were black ashes, then he put the box back where he had found it and closed the steel cupboard.

For the moment Luke Maddison and his safety were subsidiary considerations. The only thing that mattered was Danty. The agony and appeal in those letters! Gunner Haynes caught a glimpse of his face in a mirror over the mantelpiece and for a moment was shocked. He had become suddenly old.

Danty did not return — he was glad. He turned out all the lights, closed the door behind him and went out into the street. He had hardly crossed to the other sidewalk before a cab drew up to the pavement and a man alighted. It was Danty. The gunman watched, but made no effort to intercept him. That would come later…there would be a great accounting.

He strolled into Piccadilly, moving like a man in a dream, and heard his name spoken twice before he turned with a start to look into the pretty face of Mary Bolford.

“I wondered if it was you,” she said, “and if you were contemplating some nefarious act. Of course you’re not!”

The Gunner drew a long breath. “To tell you the truth, I was,” he said gently. “I haven’t had the good fortune to meet you in this last week, Miss Bolford.”

She shook her head. “I’ve been very busy. I’ve accepted a job on an Australian newspaper, and I’m leaving London next week.” Her tone was jaunty, but he could detect a strain in the voice that was very flattering to him.

“Well, I’ve given you enough to write about,” he said. “Enough material, I mean.”

She sighed.— “Yes.” A little pause. “I shall miss you: I suppose if I told Mr Bird that he would be annoyed.”

“He’d be furious,” said the Gunner, a slow smile displacing the pained look she had seen in his eyes.

“You won’t come to Australia, of course, ever? I shall be there for seven years.”

“By what boat do you travel?” he asked, and, when she had told him: “There’s another mail leaving a week or so after. Do you sail from London?”

She nodded. “They wanted me to pick up the boat at Naples — we call there; but I rather want the sea journey. I’ve got what is called a lung — not a bad one: that is why I have taken work in Australia.” They had coffee together and in that flying time he thought neither of Luke Maddison nor of Danty Morell nor of the letters which were ash in the grate. When — he left her at eleven o’clock, he said: “If I can get my business through I may join your ship at Naples.”

She looked at him very gravely. “Do you really mean that?” she said. “And is Australia to be the scene of your next — ?” She hesitated for a word, but he anticipated her.

“I am going to be the rarest of phenomena — the reformed crook,” he said.

She sipped her coffee in silence. “Would anything help you to that end?” she asked, and Haynes nodded.

He did not put into words the thought that was in his mind and hers, but she understood. It was then that he gave her his first confidence, and she listened open-eyed, stricken dumb with amazement, to the true story of Luke Maddison.

“I’ve been searching for him all day,” he said, “and I haven’t even got a thread of a clue.”

“He isn’t dead?”

Haynes shook his head. “That is most unlikely,” he said. “The trouble is that the police cannot be told. I suppose the press shouldn’t be, either,” he smiled, “but things are — different — now, aren’t they?”

“Have you got the little piece of paper you found in Morell’s flat?” (He had omitted nothing from his narrative.) He passed it across the table to her. She read and nodded. “What was the rest of it?” He recited the full message almost word for word.

“I have seen Rex — in fact, I know a great deal about him,” she said. “Mr Bird was very confidential and told me about the forgery. I could have given him a lot of information, because I was standing in the doorway of the bank the day the forged cheque was cashed. It was the day Mr Maddison gave me a hundred pounds — I’ve still got it.”

They were talking of The Sparrow as they came out of the restaurant, and at the corner of Bury Street they met him. He looked disapprovingly at Gunner Haynes and frowned at the girl. “Getting a first-hand crime story? What’s doing, Gunner? Are you giving evidence before the Select Commission?” he asked with a sneer.

Gunner Haynes chuckled. There had been one of those periodical police scandals; somebody had been arrested who ought not to have been arrested, and there was the inevitable enquiry on foot into police methods.

“We’ve got to go so carefully nowadays that I wouldn’t arrest a man if I found him cutting his wife’s throat, without making a few enquiries,” said The Sparrow. “I’ll tell you how bad it is: they’ve just turned a tramp out of a police station, charged with begging, but only one witness — a policeman. So they hoofed him out. When we’ve got to consider the feelings of tramps you might as well turn Scotland Yard into a home for lost dogs. I mention the tramp because I was down at the police station just after they pushed him out. I suppose it’s happening all over London. You’re going to Australia, they tell me, Miss Bolford?” His keen eyes searched the Gunner’s face. “You’re not going too, are you, Gunner? You’ll miss those little tea-table talks, won’t you?” Mary Bolford turned red. She had never dreamed that those unrehearsed and informal meetings with Gunner Haynes had attracted the attention of this stout man.

“Both of you ought to be warned,” said The Sparrow soberly, “and I’m warning you! There never was a crook who could be anything but a crook. There never was a girl who married a man to reform him who didn’t finish by bolting with somebody better.”

“You’re in your most prophetic mood tonight, Mr Bird,” said the Gunner coolly. “Now tell us what’s going to win the Derby?”

The Sparrow grunted and went on with a little chuck of his head — a gesture of farewell. Haynes and the girl walked along Piccadilly till they came within sight of the Circus, and here they parted. As they lingered, he hand in his, he said: “You’ve saved a man’s life tonight, Mary,” and wisely she did not question him.
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It came as something in the nature of a shock to Margaret Maddison to discover how completely changed were her feelings towards the man with whom she had passed through stages of toleration to liking, and from liking to a sort of passive affection, and from that again, in the cataclysmic revolution of feeling that her brother’s death had brought about, to the bitterest loathing.

For the first time in her life Margaret was in love, and in love with something which was neither a memory nor an idea, but something which was to her as real as her own hand. She had gained that sense of possession which is the wife’s own sense, an understanding of her obligations. She could not afford to waste time in regrets at the amazing follies and wicked errors of the past: in the days that followed her mind was occupied with schemes for helping him out of the morass in which he struggled.

She did not hear from Gunner Haynes, although she stayed up until nearly two o’clock the next morning, having the telephone switched through to her bedside. Nor did the next day bring news. She was out when Danty called, and, having no occasion to go to her chequebook, she did not discover his theft.

The following morning brought The Sparrow — professionally. “Did you give orders that none of your husband’s cheques over a thousand pounds was to be cashed at the bank?” he asked. She nodded. “A young man brought in one for two thousand this morning. Very foolishly, Mr Steele didn’t call me up, and he got away before I arrived.”

“Was it in Luke’s handwriting?” she asked eagerly. “Where is he?”

The Sparrow could not supply information. “I thought he was abroad — is it usual for your husband to send people to the bank with cheques to cash? It seems queer to me.”

“The money was not paid?” she asked.

“No — Steele said if it had been for a thousand he’d have cashed it.” She was purposely evasive, and after the detective had gone she telephoned through to Steele. He had little to add.

“The man who brought the cheque seemed very respectable.”

“But did you ask him where he got the cheque?” she demanded impatiently. “Surely, Mr Steele, you weren’t satisfied—”

“I thought that you expected him to send cheques,” said Mr Steele.

She never realized how dense a man this middle-aged manager was.

After she had rung off she sat down to think. Luke had broken into his fiat to secure his passport and clothes. The passport was now in the Gunner’s possession — she must see that he had a change in case he arrived unexpectedly. She went herself to his flat, made a careful collection, packed such toilet articles as she thought he might require, including a case of razors, and had them taken down to her car.

It was the first wifely duty she had performed, and it brought her a pleasing sense of novelty. Even that faint pleasure brought to her a realization of the strain under which she was living, and the ever-increasing anxiety concerning Luke’s fate.

If she could have got into touch with Gunner Haynes she would have done so.

She would almost have welcomed the arrival of Danty Morell. She had a reminder of his earlier visit when she went to her bureau to make out household cheques. She took out the wrong chequebook and saw that some were missing. Putting through a call to the bank, she learned that the cheque presented that day was one of these.

Then Danton Morell was in the conspiracy!

Her first inclination was to send for Inspector Bird. But at all costs the police must not be called in. She turned the leaves of the telephone directory and searched for Danton’s number, was on the point of calling him when she came to a decision to see him herself.

She did not wait for her car, but, hailing a taxi, and leaving certain very definite instructions behind her, drove to Half Moon Street, and Pi Coles, who opened the door to her, stared in amazement at this unexpected vision.

“Come in, miss,” he said awkwardly. “The guv’nor’s inside.”

Danton heard her voice and was coming across the hall to meet her before the door was closed. “This is an unexpected pleasure, Margaret,” he said. “Is anything wrong?”

She did not answer until she was in his room. “Before I tell you why I’ve come,” she said, “I think it is only fair that you should know that I have left instructions that unless I am back in my house in three quarters of an hour my butler will ring up Mr Bird and tell him where I have gone.”

He frowned at this. “What’s the idea?” he asked harshly. “That’s an extraordinary way to behave — why the dickens shouldn’t you be back in three-quarters of an hour?”

“Where are the remainder of those cheques that you stole from my chequebook when you called the other day?” she asked.

She saw his face go red. “I don’t know what you mean,” he said loudly. “I stole cheques? What nonsense you’re talking—”

“You came into my house and you were in my sittingroom long enough to extract ten cheques. One of them was brought to the bank today, made out in Luke’s name and signed by him. On my instructions the cheque was not honoured.”

The colour left his face. “Not honoured..,” he stammered, and in his embarrassment he betrayed his share of the guilt.

“I’m less interested in the cheques than in my husband,” she said quietly. “Where is he?”

He strove vainly to recover his self-possession and forced a smile. “Really, my dear girl—” he began.

“You’ll address me as Mrs Maddison, if you have to address me as anything,” she said. “I want you to return those cheques; I want you also to tell me exactly where Luke is.”

“As far as I know, he’s staying with a convicted thief named Haynes,” the man answered roughly, and to his surprise she nodded.

“I thought so, too. I went down to see him — but he had gone. I think Mr Haynes was surprised to find that he had gone, and I’m only now understanding that Luke did not go of his own free will. Then I thought he may have wandered out by himself in order to escape association with Mr Haynes. But the cheque explains a great deal. Where is Luke?”

He shook his head. “I don’t know.”

“In that case I am going to do what I was trying to avoid,” she said. “I am going to the police, and I shall charge you with stealing the blank cheques, and leave it to Mr Bird to connect you with Luke’s disappearance.” She half-turned to the door, but he caught her by the arm.

“For God’s sake, Margaret, consider what you’re doing!” She saw he was really alarmed; his voice was tremulous, his whole air suggested panic.

“I swear to you I don’t know where Luke is — he was on a barge, where Connor was keeping him. The swine didn’t tell me that Maddison had signed a cheque. All he told me was that he jumped into the river and got away or was drowned — I don’t know which. That’s the truth. I knew nothing about it till Connor had found him. I swear to you this is the truth!”

“Where is Connor?” she asked.

“I don’t know. He was here this morning, and told me about Luke getting away. That is all the information I have. I didn’t believe him, and probably it’s a lie he told me.” He saw she was undecided and eagerly sought to turn her from her intention. He had no doubt that she meant what she had said.

She did not know what to do. “Could you find Haynes for me?”

“Find Haynes?” he almost shouted. “You don’t imagine I would communicate with that fellow, do you? He’s a dangerous man, Margaret—”

“Mrs Maddison,” she said coldly.

“He’s dangerous — you oughtn’t to have any dealings with him.” He did not attempt to deny the theft of the cheques.

“You don’t know where Mr Maddison is at all?”

He accepted the corrected relationship without demur. “No, Mrs Maddison, I’ve no idea. Connor’s been looking for him all night.”

When she returned home she found The Sparrow waiting for her on the doorstep. The sight of a large kit-bag at his feet surprised her, and when he carried it into the house and into the little study on the ground floor, she was to have a shock. She did not recognize the crumpled clothes he took from the bag.

“These clothes were found in the possession of a river thief, who was trying to sell them this morning,” he said. “He didn’t know that your husband’s name was stitched in the inside pocket.”

“My husband’s name?” she gasped, turning pale. “Where did he get them?”

“That’s what I want to know. The yarn he tells is that last night he picked up a man who was wet through and who had come out of the river, and took him to a house. We’ve since verified that, though from the description I’ve had it couldn’t possibly be Mr Maddison, who is still abroad, I presume?” Was there a note of sarcasm in his voice? She thought she detected it, and very wisely did not answer.

“The man said the clothes were given to him, but that, of course, is the usual yarn. I have reason to believe that they were stolen whilst the owner was in bed. Can you throw any light upon them?”

She shook her head. It was a pitiable confession, but she knew she could not even recognize an old suit of clothes worn by her husband. It was the suit into which he had changed when he broke into his flat.

“What do you make of that, Mrs Maddison?” She shook her head helplessly. “It couldn’t be a suit your husband gave away, because the date it was delivered is written on the tab, and it must have been new a month ago.”

He looked at her keenly. “There’s a lot of mystery about this husband of yours, Mrs Maddison, and I think you’re in some kind of trouble. I’d like to help you if I could.” She was going to speak, but he held up his hand to stop her. “Don’t tell me anything until I have told you just how much I know.” He ticked off the facts on the fingers of his hand. “I know your husband disappeared the day after your marriage. I know that there was a burglary at his flat, and that when the police arrived they recognized the man who had been concerned in a robbery that afternoon. I know that amongst the things stolen from his flat was a passport — I interviewed his servant subsequently, and he told me there was a passport in one of the drawers of the desk. Now, if there were any chance — and it seems one of those fantastic theories that writers make a lot of money from — that this man is Mr Maddison, the best people to help him are the police. I know him well enough to be sure he wouldn’t hold up Taffanny’s. If it’s a question of impersonation — we can be more than useful. Won’t you tell me, Mrs Maddison?”

She was silent. With a shake of his head the detective took his departure, carrying with him the suit of clothes and a deepseated conviction.

It was a curious coincidence that he should have brought those crumpled garments to the house, when, neatly packed away in a new suitcase in her bedroom, was the change of garments she had arranged for Luke. She was puzzled as to the arrangements she could make that would be most convenient. She decided ultimately upon leaving the suitcase at a railway cloakroom. The ticket could be sent to Luke as soon as he was discovered. She waited for night to come to carry this plan into effect.

The night brought its problems for Danty Morell. That afternoon, after Margaret Maddison had left him, he made a discovery which turned him sick with apprehension. He had lost his hold on Margaret; at any moment she might go to the police, and just then he was most anxious not to renew acquaintance with Scotland Yard. Things had gone badly with him; he owed a very large sum of money which had to be paid in the City on the following day; and now, with the added possibility of police intervention, his position was perilous.

Danton Morell was in some ways a careful man. However extravagant he might be, he had reserved for himself a fat nest-egg in cash which, in spite of all temptation, he had never touched. He had collected the money that day from two or three accounts which he ran in an assumed name. Nothing was needed now but to follow the line of retreat he had planned. There was a small aerodrome on the outskirts of London, from which exhibition flights were given. Danty had found it expedient to finance the small company which owned the airplanes, and by telephone he arranged his flight. This was facilitated by the fact that the company had recently acquired a big rebuilt monoplane which was capable of a long flight. Danty, who had decided upon Switzerland for his first hop, gave orders for the storage of petrol and necessities for the journey. He certainly did not anticipate taking a companion with him, but he was not the only panic-stricken man in London.

Danty made a very quick search for papers which, left behind, might have awkward consequences, and his first attention was directed to the little box in which he kept the most dangerous of his correspondence. He brought this into the dining room before he discovered that the lock had been forced. With an exclamation he threw up the lid, shook out the contents…The one packet of letters that he had been mad to keep was gone! And the little telephone slip, that also had disappeared.

His hands were shaking so that he could hardly hold the papers he was examining.

There was no need to speculate upon the identity of the man who had forced that box. The Gunner had been seen in the neighbourhood: Pi Coles had told him that, and it had been the Gunner who had made this search and found the documents.

Danty Morell saw death grinning at him; was hypnotized into sheer inaction; and, when there came a knock at the outer door, he leaped up from his chair, a shivering wreck of a man, not daring to open to the visitor. He calmed himself sufficiently to go to the door and demand who was there, and when he heard Connor’s voice he could have cried aloud for joy.

“What’s the matter with you?” asked Connor, when they were back in the room.

“I’ve had a bit of a shock, and I’m not particularly well. You know they’re after those kites?”

Connor himself was not particularly happy-looking. “I know. They’ve stopped a cheque I sent to the bank, and half the busies in London are looking for him. They know who it is, too — that’s the worst of it. You’re in this, Danty.”

“We’re both in it, aren’t we?” snarled the other. “I’m getting out of London tonight.”

Connor laughed raucously. “You’ve got a fine chance of getting out of London, unless you take a rattler.” And then, suddenly: “How are you going?” It was on the tip of Danty’s tongue to invent a method of escape, but just now he needed the association of Connor. Connor was not above using a gun at a pinch, and, moreover, hated Gunner Haynes.

“I’m going by aeroplane from Elford,” he said. “We’ve got the Gunner to thank for this. He squeaked.”

“He’s never stopped squeaking,” said Connor without heat. “Where do you land in your flying machine?” Danty told him his destination. “That’ll do for me,” said Connor. He looked at the papers on the table.

“Having a burn up?” he asked pleasantly. And then: “How much stuff have you got?” Here Danty lied. He could not tell the truth about money.

The conference was a brief one. They agreed to visit the aerodrome that evening and make final preparations for their journey. The journey through the suburbs into Outer London was a silent one; now and again Danty lifted the flap at the back of the hired car in which they were travelling, and peered along the darkening road.

“What’s the matter with you?” growled Connor.

“There’s a car, a two-seater, following us.”

“Why shouldn’t it?” demanded the other sarcastically. “Do you want the road to yourself?” A few minutes later, when Danty looked back, the little car had disappeared.

The preparations for the night’s journey were not easily made. The pilot had only just been communicated with. He was on a holiday in the Midlands.

“It’s a good job we came, or we might have been in Queer Street,” said Connor as they were driving back. “What time did you say you’d be here?”

“About midnight.”

“What are you looking for?” asked Connor ten minutes later. “The little car?” He pushed his companion aside and peered.

“There’s a motor lorry; has that got anything on us?” he demanded.

Danty said nothing. No man could know the terror that was in his heart. Behind him stalked the grim shadow of vengeance, and every second he expected to see the hawklike face of the Gunner peering into his from the darkness.

Danty did not go near his flat. He telephoned to Pi Coles and they met in the park, Pi bringing with him an overcoat and wrap which were to be Danty’s sole luggage. His servitor he rewarded liberally. There was nothing to do now but to pass the few hours which intervened before he left England for ever.

He telephoned to the hangar and learned to his satisfaction that the pilot had arrived. He would have liked to advance the hour of his departure, but he knew that for once he must keep faith — Connor was a dangerous man, and he had no desire to let two enemies grow in the place of one.

Once or twice, as he loafed about the less frequented streets of Pimlico, he had the impression that he was being shadowed; but when once he walked back in desperate boldness to interview the man who was following him, he found it was a perfectly inoffensive stranger to the neighbourhood who was trying to find a street and a number.

He had work to do — vengeful work — and he completed this in a teashop near Vauxhall Bridge. Making a wide detour, he reached the central post office and handed in the telegram addressed to Inspector Bird. It ran: “The man who was concerned in the Taffanny robbery was Luke Maddison. He is attempting to leave London tonight. His wife and Gunner Haynes are aware of the double life he has been living.” He signed it with his own name.

Late as was the hour, he knew that the telegram would be delivered. He went back to meet his companion in misfortune, feeling more cheerful than he had felt all day.
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It was nearly eleven o’clock that night when Margaret had the car brought to the door and Luke’s suitcase deposited. Her intention was to drive the car to the lower part of Villiers Street and send the chauffeur with the suitcase to the cloakroom. She came into the south end of the Strand, and the car had some difficulty in making its way through the returning theatre traffic, but after a long wait it turned down the steep street towards the Embankment, and at a signal from Margaret the chauffeur stopped the machine.

It was raining heavily; there were few pedestrians in sight, and those were hurrying to reach the shelter of the underground station. She pulled at the catch of the door to open it, that the chauffeur might more easily take the suitcase at her feet, when, out of the shadows, came a shabby-looking figure. He must have seen her difficulty, for he turned the handle and pulled open the door before the chauffeur could descend.

“Thank you,” said Margaret, and handed him the piece of silver she had ready to pay for the luggage-room attendant. As she did so she switched on the light. For a second she stared into the unshaven face and the grimy figure. “Luke!” she gasped.

He was stricken dumb with amazement, was unable to speak or move.

“Luke!” she said again. Then, as he shrank back, her hand shot out and gripped him by the coat. “Come in, for God’s sake!” she said breathlessly, and half-dragged him to her side.

At that moment the chauffeur arrived.

“Drive on,” she said hurriedly. “This is a — a friend of mine.” She only hoped that the man could not see the scarecrow who was seated at her side.

“Where shall I go, madam?”

“To — to the house,” she said.

As the chauffeur climbed back into his seat, a third figure appeared. He came running down the street like a man pursued, and, gripping the handle of the door, leaped on to the running-board as the car moved. She thought at first it was a policeman, but then passing a street lamp revealed the dark face of Gunner Haynes.

“Don’t make a fuss,” he said, as he blundered in, slamming the door behind him.

“I’ve chased your car from the Haymarket. Who’s this?” He peered forward and she heard him whistle. “Is that Mr Maddison?”

“Yes, It’s me,” said Luke, speaking for the first time.

His voice sounded pitiably weak. He had been turned out of the police station in the early part of the afternoon, and had not eaten since the morning. He made no attempt to explain his need, was too tired and weary to care very much. The soft luxury of the padded seats dulled him into lethargy: he was nodding almost before the car reached the Embankment.

“All right, don’t wake him,” said Gunner Haynes in a low voice. “He was arrested this morning; I’ve only just found out — one of my friends told me. The police are looking for him. Somebody sent a wire to The Sparrow — I suspect it was friend Danty.”

“Where are you taking him?”

“Home,” she said. She was wrapping a rug about the chilled figure in the corner of the car.

“You’ll have a policeman waiting on the mat. No, you’ll take him to Elford. What’s this?” He kicked against the suitcase and she explained, and heard him chuckle.

“You must be a thought-reader. That’s the very thing he’ll require — not tonight perhaps, but in the morning. We’re going to Elford. Do you know it? It’s three quarters of an hour’s run, and if we’re lucky we’ll reach there before two of the biggest rats that ever climbed out of Thames mud.” She leaned out of the window and gave directions to the chauffeur.

“Couldn’t we drive on to Dover and get on board the boat?” she asked urgently.

Gunner Haynes shook his head. “No, that won’t work. The Sparrow’s a good fellow, but he’d shop his own mother. And if, as I believe, Mr Morell, or whatever his present name is, has blown — has told the story of Taffanny’s, every boat will be watched. Besides, there isn’t one till daylight that we could possibly catch. There’s only one chance, and that is for Mr Maddison to appear in Spain, where he is supposed to be. I think that can be worked — unless Mr Danty Morell has got too far ahead of us.” He peered forward again. “You’ve got a fur coat on — that’s good. You can lend it to your husband. It’ll look rather silly, but nobody will see him.”

“What are you going to do?” she asked.

“I’m going an airplane ride tonight, and he’s going with me,” he said. “As for you, Mrs Maddison, your work is very simple. You’ll return to London; you’ll lie a little — I hope it won’t hurt you very much — and leave for Spain tomorrow. If I can’t get him there after I’ve landed him in France, I’m a Dutchman.”

There was a silence, and then: “I know a better way,” she said quietly. “I can go with him.” To her surprise, the Gunner did not combat that suggestion.

“Perhaps you’re wise,” was his comment.

They came at last to a dark and bumpy road, and here the car was stopped by the Gunner’s instructions. He got down and pointed into the darkness.

“Pull your car over there and shut off all your lights,” he said, and, when this was done and, with great trouble, the car had been manoeuvred over the rough ground and the engine had been shut off, he came back to the girl. “We’re here first,” he said. “I’m banking on Danty being cautious — look!” Lights were coming along the road from the direction of London. It was a car, which stopped a hundred yards away, and then after a while turned round.

“They’re walking the rest of the journey,” murmured the Gunner with grim satisfaction. “Wait here.” He walked back to the entrance of the untidy little aerodrome and slipped something from his pocket. He had not long to wait: Danty and Connor turned out of the road again.

“Is that you, Higgins?” asked Danty. “Is the pilot here—”

“Everybody’s here including me,” said the Gunner. “Don’t try any funny business, Connor: I’ve got you covered, and there’s a silencer on my gun. You’ll hear no more than a ‘plop’ and you’ll be in hell!” Danty said nothing. Haynes could almost hear him shivering with fear.

“Well, what next?” asked Connor.

“The next is a long walk back to the nearest town, unless you’ve had the intelligence to keep your car. If you’re clever you’ll run — I’m afraid you haven’t a chance,” he added, as he saw the red tail-light of the car moving rapidly away. “The police are controlling this aerodrome, and you’ve a snowflake’s chance of getting away.”

“You’re being a friendly little fellow and helping us: is that what you’re telling us to believe?” sneered Connor.

“Don’t talk — walk,” said the Gunner sternly. “I’m not in my best temper tonight. I’ve practically promised I wouldn’t kill you, but it won’t take a hell of a lot to make me change my mind.”

“All right, Gunner, we’ll go.” Danty found his quaking voice. “Come on, Connor. The Gunner wouldn’t put us in bad—”

“I found the letters, Danty,” said Haynes softly. “You know just how near you are to eternal rest, don’t you?”

Danty said nothing: he grabbed the arm of his reluctant friend and almost dragged him back to the roadway. They walked back rapidly the way they had come, and must have gone a hundred yards before Connor stopped.

“I’m not going to stand for this bird—” he began, when a voice behind him said: “Walk!” and he obeyed.

When he had seen them well on their way, the Gunner sped back to the car.

Luke was awake; they were talking together in a low tone, he and this strange bride of his, and Gunner Haynes thought it delicate to leave them and interview the pilot.

He found the machine waiting, with two weary mechanics and an impatient pilot, and to the latter he gave new instructions. The other argument he employed was a very effective one, for the airman agreed cheerfully to all conditions.

“I can carry three or ten,” he said. “There’ll be no difficulty about getting up. I’ve done this night trip hundreds of times.”

Satisfied on this score, Gunner Haynes went back to the car and interrupted the more than usually intimate conversation, “I’ve a little scrap of paper to give you when it’s light enough to read it, Mrs Maddison. It concerns the death of your brother — I’m sorry to be so brutal, but I think you ought to know that the man who ruined him was Danty, and—”

“I guessed that,” she said quietly.

It was still drizzling and the clouds were low, but neither of the three passengers evinced the slightest anxiety as, with a roar of engines, the big monoplane swept into the darkness, up and up, through the thick mist of clouds, until they emerged with the moon riding in a clear sky above them and billowing white clouds beneath.

Less than a week later, three people dined at the Cafe Ritz, in Madrid, and the dinner was in the nature of a farewell banquet to Gunner Haynes, who was going to Naples to join the Australian mail-boat.

“I shan’t be comfortable till I get on board the Barcelona express,” he said. “I’ve done many things in my life, but this is the first time I’ve played third to a honeymoon couple.”


The End
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Mr Joe Lewinstein slouched to one of the long windows which gave light to his magnificent drawingroom and stared gloomily across the lawn.

The beds of geraniums and lobelias were half-obscured by a driving mist of rain, and the well-kept lawns that were the pride of his many gardeners were sodden and, in places, under water.

“Of course it had to rain today,” he said bitterly.

His large and comfortable wife looked up over her glasses.

“Why, Joe,” she said, “what’s the good of grousing? They haven’t come down for an al fresco fête; they’ve come down for the dance and the shooting, and anything else they can get out of us.”

“Oh, shut up, Miriam,” said Mr Lewinstein irritably; “what does it matter what they’re coming for? It’s what I want them for myself. You don’t suppose I’ve risen from what I was to my present position without learning anything, do you?” Mr Lewinstein was fond of referring to his almost meteoric rise in the world of high finance, if not in the corresponding world of society. And, to do him justice, it must be added that such companies as he had promoted, and they were many, had been run on the most straightforward lines, nor had he, to use his own words, risked the money of the “widows and orphans.” At least, not unnecessarily.

“It’s knowing the right kind of people,” he continued, “and doing them the right kind of turns that counts. It’s easier to make your second million than your first, and I’m going to make it, Miriam,” he added, with grim determination. “I’m going to make it, and I’m not sticking at a few thousands in the way of expenses!”

A housewifely fear lest their entertainment that night was going to cost them thousands floated through Mrs Lewinstein’s mind, but she said nothing.

“I’ll bet they’ve never seen a ball like ours is tonight,” her husband continued with satisfaction, as he turned his back on the window and came slowly towards his partner, “and the company will be worth it, Miriam, you believe me. Everybody who’s anybody in the city is coming. There’ll be more jewels here tonight than even I could buy.”

His wife put down her paper with an impatient gesture.

“That’s what I’m thinking about,” she said. “I hope you know what you’re doing. It’s a big responsibility.”

“What do you mean by responsibility?” asked Joe Lewinstein.

“All this loose money lying about,” said his wife. “Don’t you read the paper? Don’t any of your friends tell you?”

Mr Lewinstein burst into a peal of husky laughter.

“Oh, I know what’s biting you,” he said. “You’re thinking of Four-Square Jane.”

“Four-Square Jane!” said the acid Mrs Lewinstein. “I’d give her Four-Square Jane if I had her in this house!”

“She’s no common burglar,” said Mr Lewinstein shaking his head, whether in admonition or admiration it was difficult to say. “My friend, Lord Belchester — my friend, Lord Belchester, told me it was an absolute mystery how his wife lost those emeralds of hers. He was very worried about it, was Belchester. He took about half the money he made out of Consolidated Grains to buy those emeralds, and they were lost about a month after he bought them. He thinks that the thief was one of his guests.”

“Why do they call her Four-Square Jane?” asked Mrs Lewinstein curiously.

Her husband shrugged his shoulders.

“She always leaves a certain mark behind her, a sort of printed label with four squares, and the letter J in the middle,” he said. “It was the police who called her Jane, and somehow the name has stuck.”

His wife picked up the paper and put it down again, looking thoughtfully into the fire.

“And you’re bringing all these people down here to stop the night, and you’re talking about them being loaded up with jewellery! You’ve got a nerve, Joe.”

Mr Lewinstein chuckled.

“I’ve got a detective, too,” he said. “I’ve asked Ross, who has the biggest private detective agency in London, to send me his best woman.”

“Goodness gracious,” said the dismayed Mrs Lewinstein, “you’re not having a woman here?”

“Yes, I am. She’s a lady, apparently one of the best girls Ross has got. He told me that in cases like this it’s much less noticeable to have a lady detective among the guests than a man. I told her to be here at seven.”

Undoubtedly the Lewinstein’s house-party was the most impressive affair that the county had seen. His guests were to arrive by a special train from London and were to be met at the station by a small fleet of motorcars, which he had pressed to his service from all available sources. His own car was waiting at the door ready to take him to the station to meet his “special” when a servant brought him a card.

“Miss Caroline Smith,” he read. On the corner was the name of the Ross Detective Agency.

“Tell the young lady I’ll see her in the library.”

He found her waiting for him. A personable, pretty girl, with remarkably shrewd and clever eyes that beamed behind rimless glasses and a veil, she met him with an elusive smile that came and went like sunshine on a wintry day.

“So you’re a lady detective, eh?” said Lewinstein with ponderous good humour; “you look young.”

“Why, yes,” said the girl, “even way home, where youth isn’t any handicap, I’m looked upon as being a trifle under the limit.”

“Oh, you’re from America, are you?” said Mr Lewinstein, interested.

The girl nodded.

“This is my first work in England, and naturally I am rather nervous.”

She had a pleasant voice, a soft drawl, which suggested to Mr Lewinstein, who had spent some years on the other side, that she came from one of the Southern States.

“Well, I suppose you pretty well know your duties in the game to suppress this Four-Square woman.”

She nodded.

“That may be a pretty tough proposition. You’ll give me leave to go where I like, and do practically what I like, won’t you? That is essential.”

“Certainly,” said Mr Lewinstein; “you will dine with us as our guest?”

“No, that doesn’t work,” she replied. “The time I ought to be looking round and taking notice, my attention is wholly absorbed by the man who is taking me down to dinner and wants my views on prohibition.

“So, if you please, I’d like the whole run of your house. I can be your young cousin, Miranda, from the high mountains of New Jersey. What about your servants?”

“I can trust them with my life,” said Mr Lewinstein.

She looked at him with a half-twinkle in her eyes.

“Can you tell me anything about this she-Raffles?” she asked.

“Nothing,” said her host, “except that she is one of these society swells who frequent such — well, such parties as I am giving tonight. There will be a lot of ladies here — some of the best in the land — that is what makes it so difficult. As likely as not she will be one of them.”

“Would you trust them all with your life?” she asked mischievously, and then going on: “I think I know your Four-Square woman. Mind,” she raised her hand, “I’m not going to say that I shall discover her here.”

“I hope to goodness you don’t,” said Joe heartily.

“Or if I do find her I’m going to denounce her. Perhaps you can tell me something else about her.”

Mr Lewinstein shook his head.

“The only thing I know is that when she’s made a haul, she usually leaves behind a mark.”

“That I know,” said the girl nodding. “She does that in order that suspicion shall not fall upon the servants.”

The girl thought a moment, tapping her teeth with a pencil, then she said: “Whatever I do, Mr Lewinstein, you must not regard as remarkable. I have set my mind on capturing Four-Square Jane, and starting my career in England with a big flourish of silver trumpets.” She smiled so charmingly that Mrs Lewinstein in the doorway raised her eyebrows.

“It is time you were going, Joseph,” she said severely. “What am I to do with this young woman?”

“Let somebody show her her room,” said the temporarily flustered Mr Lewinstein, and hurried out to the waiting car.

Mrs Lewinstein rang the bell. She had no interest in detectives, especially pretty detectives of twentythree.

Adchester Manor House was a large establishment, but it was packed to its utmost capacity to accommodate the guests who arrived that night.

All Mrs Lewinstein had said — that these pretty women and amusing men had been lured into Buckinghamshire with a lively hope of favours to come — might be true. Joe Lewinstein was not only a power in the City, with the control of four great corporations, but the Lewinstein interests stretched from Colorado to Vladivostock.

It was a particularly brilliant party which sat down to dinner that night, and if Mr Lewinstein swelled a little with pride, that pride was certainly justified. On his right sat Lady Ovingham, a thin woman with the prettiness that consists chiefly of huge appealing eyes and an almost alarming pallor of skin. Her appearance greatly belied her character, for she was an unusually able business woman, and had partnered Mr Lewinstein in some of his safer speculations. An arm covered from wrist to elbow with diamond bracelets testified to the success of these ventures in finance, for Lady Ovingham had a way of investing her money in diamonds, for she knew that these stones would not suddenly depreciate in value.

The conversation was animated and, in many cases, hilarious, for Mr Lewinstein had mixed his guests as carefully as his butler had mixed the cocktails, and both things helped materially towards the success of the evening.

It was towards the end of the dinner that the first disagreeable incident occurred. His butler leant over him, ostensibly to pour out a glass of wine, and whispered: “That young lady that came this afternoon, sir, has been taken ill.”

“Ill!” said Mr Lewinstein in dismay. “What happened?”

“She complained of a bad headache, was seized with tremblings, and had to be taken up to her room,” said the butler in a low voice.

“Send into the village for the doctor.”

“I did, sir,” said the man, “but the doctor had been called away to London on an important consultation.”

Mr Lewinstein frowned. Then a little gleam of relief came to him. The detective had asked him not to be alarmed at anything that might happen. Possibly this was a ruse for her own purpose. She ought to have told him though, he complained to himself.

“Very good, wait till dinner is over,” he said. When that function was finished, and the guests had reached the coffee and cigarette stage before entering the big ballroom or retiring to their cards, Mr Lewinstein climbed to the third floor to the tiny bedroom which had been allocated by his lady wife as being adequate for a lady detective.

He knocked at the door.

“Come in,” said a faint voice.

The girl was lying on the bed, covered with an eiderdown quilt, and she was shivering.

“Don’t touch me,” she said. “I don’t know what’s the matter with me even.”

“Good Lord!” said Mr Lewinstein in dismay, “you’re not really ill, are you?”

“I’m afraid so; I’m awfully sorry. I don’t know what has happened to me, and I have a feeling that my illness is not wholly accidental. I was feeling well until I had a cup of tea, which was brought to my room, when suddenly I was taken with these shivers. Can you get me a doctor?”

“I’ll do my best,” said Mr Lewinstein, for he had a kindly heart.

He went downstairs a somewhat anxious man. If, as the girl seemed to suggest, she had been doped, that presupposed the presence in the house either of Four-Square Jane or one of her working partners. He reached the hall to find the butler waiting.

“Excuse me, sir,” said the butler, “but rather a fortunate thing has happened. A gentleman who has run short of petrol came up to the house to borrow a supply?”

“Well?” said Mr Lewinstein.

“Well, sir, he happens to be a doctor,” said the butler. “I asked him to see you, sir.”

“Fine,” said Mr Lewinstein enthusiastically, “that’s a good idea of yours. Bring him into the library.”

The stranded motorist, a tall young man, came in full of apologies.

“I say, it’s awfully good of you to let me have this juice,” he said. “The fact is, my silly ass of a man packed me two empty tins.”

“Delighted to help you, doctor,” said Mr Lewinstein genially; “and now perhaps you can help me.”

The young man looked at the other suspiciously.

“You haven’t anybody ill, have you?” he asked, “I promised my partner I wouldn’t look at a patient for three months. You see,” he explained, “I’ve had rather a heavy time lately, and I’m a bit run down.”

“You’d be doing us a real kindness if you’d look at this young lady,” said Mr Lewinstein earnestly. “I don’t know what to make of her, doctor.”

“Setheridge is my name,” said the doctor. “All right, I’ll look at your patient. It was ungracious of me to pull a face I suppose. Where is she? Is she one of your guests, by the way? I seem to have butted in on a party.”

“Not exactly,” Mr Lewinstein hesitated, “she is — er — a visitor.”

He led the way up to the room, and the young man walked in and looked at the shivering girl with the easy confident smile of the experienced practitioner.

“Hullo,” he said, “what’s the matter with you?”

He took her wrist in his hand and looked at his watch, and Mr Lewinstein, standing in the open doorway, saw him frown. He bent down and examined the eyes, then pulled up the sleeve of his patient’s dress and whistled.

“Is it serious?” she asked anxiously.

“Not very, if you are taken care of; though you may lose some of that hair,” he said, with a smile at the brown mop on the pillow.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Scarlet fever, my young friend.”

“Scarlet fever!” It was Mr Lewinstein who gasped the words. “You don’t mean that?”

The doctor walked out and joined him on the landing, closing the door behind him.

“It’s scarlet fever, all right. Have you any idea where she was infected?”

“Scarlet fever,” moaned Mr Lewinstein; “and I’ve got the house full of aristocracy!”

“Well, the best thing you can do is to keep the aristocracy in ignorance of the fact. Get the girl out of the house.”

“But how? How?” wailed Mr Lewinstein.

The doctor scratched his head.

“Of course, I don’t want to do it,” he said slowly; “but I can’t very well leave a girl in a mess like this. May I use your telephone?”

“Certainly, use anything you like; but, for goodness’ sake, get the girl away!”

Mr Lewinstein showed him the library, where the young man called up a number and gave some instructions. Apparently his telephone interview was satisfactory, for he came back to the hall, where Mr Lewinstein was nervously drumming his fingers on the polished surface of a table, with a smile.

“I can get an ambulance out here, but not before three in the morning,” he said; “anyway, that will suit us, because your guests will be abed and asleep by then, and most of the servants also, I suppose. And we can get her out without anybody being the wiser.”

“I’m awfully obliged to you, doctor,” said Mr Lewinstein, “anything you like to charge me?”

The doctor waived fees out of consideration.

Then a thought occurred to Mr Lewinstein.

“Doctor, could that disease be communicated to the girl by means of a drug, or anything?”

“Why do you ask?” said the other quickly.

“Well, because she was all right till she had a cup of tea. I must take you into my confidence,” he said, lowering his voice. “She is a detective, brought down here to look after my guests. There have been a number of robberies committed lately by a woman who calls herself ‘Four-Square Jane,’ and, to be on the safe side, I had this girl down to protect the property of my friends. When I saw her before dinner she was as well as you or I; then a cup of tea was given to her, and immediately she had these shiverings.”

The doctor nodded thoughtfully.

“It is curious you should say that,” he said; “for though she has the symptoms of scarlet fever, she has others which are not usually to he found in scarlet fever cases. Do you suggest that this woman, this Four-Square person, is in the house?”

“Either she or her agent,” said Mr Lewinstein. “She has several people who work with her by all accounts.”

“And you believe that she has given this girl a drug to put her out of the way?”

“That’s my idea.”

“By jove!” said the young man, “that’s rather a scheme. Well, anyway, there will be plenty of people knocking about tonight, so your guests will be safe for tonight.”

The girl had been housed in the servants’ wing, but fortunately in a room isolated from all the others. Mr Lewinstein made several trips upstairs during the course of the evening, saw through the open door the doctor sitting by the side of the bed, and was content. His guests retired towards one o’clock and the agitated Mrs Lewinstein, to whom the news of the catastrophe had been imparted, having been successfully induced to go to bed, Mr Lewinstein breathed more freely.

At half-past one he made his third visit to the door of the sick room, for he, himself, was not without dread of infection, and saw through the open door the doctor sitting reading a book near the head of the bed.

He stole quietly down, so quietly that he almost surprised a slim figure that was stealing along the darkened corridor whence opened the bedrooms of the principal guests.

She flattened herself into a recess, and he passed her so closely that she could have touched him. She waited until he had disappeared, and then crossed to one of the doors and felt gingerly at the keyhole. The occupant had made the mistake of locking the door and taking out the key, and in a second she had inserted one of her own, and softly turning it, had tiptoed into the room.

She stood listening; there was a steady breathing, and she made her way to the dressing-table, where her deft fingers began a rapid but silent search. Presently she found what she wanted, a smooth leather case, and shook it gently. She was not a minute in the room before she was out again, closing the door softly behind her.

She had half-opened the next door before she saw that there was a light in the room and she stood motionless in the shadow of the doorway. On the far side of the bed the little table-lamp was still burning, and it would, she reflected, have helped her a great deal, if only she could have been sure that the person who was lying among the frilled pillows of the bed was really asleep. She waited rigid, and with all her senses alert for five minutes, till the sound of regular breathing from the bed reassured her. Then she slipped forward to the dressing-table. Here, her task was easy. No less than a dozen little velvet and leather cases lay strewn on the silk cover. She opened them noiselessly one by one, and put their glittering contents into her pocket, leaving the cases as they had been.

As she was handling the last of the jewels a thought struck her, and she peered more closely at the sleeping figure. A thin pretty woman, it seemed in the half-light. So this was the businesslike Lady Ovingham. She left the room as noiselessly as she had entered it, and more quickly, and tried the next door in the passage.

This one had not been locked.

It was Mrs Lewinstein’s own room, but she was not sleeping quietly. The door had been left open for her lord, who had made a promise to see his wife to make arrangements for the morrow. This promise he had quite forgotten in his perturbation. There was a little safe let into the wall, and the keys were hanging in the lock; for Mr Lewinstein, who, being a prudent, careful man, was in the habit of depositing his diamond studs every night.

The girl’s fingers went into the interior of the safe, and presently she found what she wanted. Mrs Lewinstein stopped breathing heavily, grunted, and turned, and the girl stood stockstill. Presently the snoring recommenced, and she stole out into the corridor. As she closed each door she stopped only long enough to press a small label against the surface of the handle before she passed on to the next room.

Downstairs in the library, Mr Lewinstein heard the soft purr of a motor car, and rose with a sigh of relief. Only his butler had been let into the secret, and that sleepy retainer, who was dozing in one of the hall chairs, heard the sound with as great relief as his employer. He opened the big front door.

Outside was a motor-ambulance from which two men had descended. They pulled out a stretcher and a bundle of blankets, and made their way into the hall.

“I will show you the way,” said Mr Lewinstein. “You will make as little noise as possible, please.”

He led the procession up the carpeted stairs, and came at last to the girl’s room.

“Oh, here you are,” said the doctor, yawning. “Set the stretcher by the side of the bed. You had better stand away some distance, Mr Lewinstein,” he said, and that gentleman obeyed with alacrity.

Presently the door opened and the stretcher came out, bearing the blanket-enveloped figure of the girl, her face just visible, and she favoured Mr Lewinstein with a pathetic smile as she passed.

The stairs were negotiated without any difficulty by the attendants, and carefully the stretcher was pushed into the interior of the ambulance.

“That’s all right,” said the doctor; “if I were you I would have that bedroom locked up and fumigated tomorrow.”

“I’m awfully obliged to you, doctor. If you will give me your address I would like to send you a cheque.”

“Oh, rubbish,” said the other cheerfully, “I am only too happy to serve you. I will go into the village to pick up my car and get back to town myself.”

“Where will you take this young woman?” asked Mr Lewinstein.

“To the County Fever Hospital,” replied the other carelessly. “That’s where you’re taking her, isn’t it?”

“Yes, sir,” said one of the attendants. Mr Lewinstein waited on the steps until the red lights of the car had disappeared, then stepped inside with the sense of having managed a very difficult situation rather well.

“That will do for the night,” he said to the butler. “Thank you for waiting up.”

He found himself walking, with a little smile on his lips, along the corridor to his own room.

As he was passing his wife’s door he stumbled over something. Stooping, he picked up a case. There was an electric switch close by, and he flooded the corridor with light.

“Jumping Moses!” he gasped, for the thing he held in his hand was his wife’s jewel case.

He made a run for her door, and was just gripping the handle, when the label there caught his eye, and he stared in hopeless bewilderment at the sign of Four-Square Jane.

An ambulance stopped at a crossroad, where a big car was waiting, and the patient, who had long since thrown off her blankets, came out. She pulled after her a heavy bag, which one of the two attendants lifted for her and placed in the car. The doctor was sitting at the wheel.

“I was afraid I was going to keep you waiting,” he said. “I only just got here in time.”

He turned to the attendant.

“I shall see you tomorrow, Jack.”

“Yes, doctor,” replied the other.

He touched his hat to Four-Square Jane, and walked back to the ambulance, waiting only to change the number plates before he drove away in the opposite direction to London.

“Are you ready?” asked the doctor. “Quite ready,” said the girl, dropping in by his side. “You were late, Jim. I nearly pulled a real fit when I heard they’d sent for the local sawbones.”

“You needn’t have worried,” said the man at the wheel, as he started the car forward. “I got a pal to wire calling him to London. Did you get the stuff?”

“Yards of it,” said Four-Square Jane laconically. “There will be some sad hearts in Lewinstein’s house tomorrow.”

He smiled.

“By the way,” she said, “that lady detective Ross sent, how far did she get?”

“As far as the station,” said the doctor, “which reminds me that I forgot to let her out of the garage where I locked her.”

“Let her stay,” said Four-Square Jane. “I hate the idea of she-detectives, anyway — it’s so unwomanly.”
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The chairman of the Bloxley Road Hospital for Women took his seat at the head of the table, with a grim nod of recognition for his colleagues, and a more respectful inclination of his head for that eminent surgeon, Sir John Denham, who was attending this momentous meeting of the Governors by special invitation.

Doctor Parsons, the chairman, pushed aside a little brown paper parcel which lay on his blotting pad, and which he saw, after a cursory glance, was addressed to himself. Presumably this contained the new vaccine tubes which he had ordered from the research laboratory. He cast a swift glance from left to right, smiling a little bitterly at the glum faces of the staff.

“Well, gentlemen,” he said, “Bloxley Road Hospital looks like closing.”

“Is it as bad as that, sir?” asked one of the surgeons with a troubled face, and Dr Parsons nodded.

“I suppose you didn’t have any luck, Sir John?”

Sir John Denham shook his head.

“I have been to everybody in London who is likely to help. It is little short of a crime that the hospital should have to close down, and that’s just how it stands, doesn’t it, Parsons?”

The doctor nodded his head.

“I’ve already shut two wards out of four,” he said. “We ourselves have had no salaries for a fortnight, but that, of course, does not matter. And the devil of it is that women are clamouring to get into this hospital — I’ve got a waiting list of nearly eighty.”

Sir John nodded gravely.

“It’s a terrible state of affairs,” he said. “Do you know Lewinstein?”

“Slightly,” said the doctor with a faint smile. “I know him well enough to cadge from him; but it was no go. Mr Lewinstein would get no credit from having his name on our subscription list, and he is rather out for credit. As a matter of fact, he did subscribe once before. By the way, talking of Lewinstein reminds me that Lord Claythorpe, a close friend of his, has bought his niece a £50,000 pearl necklace as a wedding present. It was in all the morning papers.”

“I saw it,” said Sir John.

“Really, I sometimes feel that I would like to turn burglar,” said the exasperated chairman, “and join the gang of that — what do you call the lady? — the person who stole that Venetian armlet that is being advertised for so industriously. She went down in the guise of a detective to Lewinstein’s house. Apparently she cleared out all the guests and bolted in the night, and amongst the things she took was an armlet belonging to one of the Doges of Venice, worth a fortune. At any rate, they are advertising for its return.”

“Whose is it?”

“Lord Claythorpe’s. His wife was wearing it. Like a fool she took it down to Lewinstein’s place. Claythorpe is a bit of a connoisseur, and they say he has been off his head since his wife came back and reported the loss.”

At that moment the telephone bell rang, and the doctor pulled the instrument towards him with a little frown.

“I told those people in the office not to put anybody through,” he said and lifted the receiver.

“Who’s that?” he said sharply, and the soft pleasant voice of a girl replied: “Is that Dr Parsons?”

“Yes, it is I,” said the doctor.

“Oh, I just wanted to tell you that I read your moving appeal for funds in the Morning Post
 today.”

The doctor’s face brightened. This little hospital was his life’s work, and the very hint of a promise that help was coming, however meagre that help might be, cheered him.

“I’m glad you were moved by it,” he said, half in humour and half in earnest; “and I trust that you will be moved to some purpose. Am I wrong in suspecting you to be a possible subscriber?”

There was a little laugh at the other end of the wire.

“You are appealing for £8,000 to carry on the hospital for another six months,” said the girl.

“That’s right,” nodded the doctor.

“Well, I’ve sent you £10,000,” was the surprising reply, and the doctor gasped.

“You’ve sent me £10,000!” he said hollowly. “You’re joking, I suppose.”

“Well, I haven’t exactly sent you £10,000,” said the voice— “that is to say, in money. I have sent you the money’s worth. I sent a parcel to you last night. Have you got it?” The doctor looked round.

“Yes,” he said, “there is a parcel here, posted at Clapham. Is that from you?”

“That’s from me,” said the girl’s voice. “I am relieved to know that you have found it.”

“What’s in it?” demanded the man curiously.

“A very interesting armlet which was, and probably is still, the property of Lord Claythorpe.”

“What do you mean?” asked the doctor sharply.

“It is the armlet I stole from him,” said the voice; “and there is a reward of £10,000 for its return. I want you to return it, and apply the money to your hospital.”

“To whom am I speaking?” asked Dr Parsons huskily.

“To Four-Square Jane!” was the reply and there was a “click!” as the receiver was hung up.

With trembling fingers the doctor tore the tape which bound the little parcel, pulled the brown-paper cover aside, disclosing a small wooden box with a sliding lid. This he pushed back, and there, in its bed of cotton wool, glittered and flashed the famous Venetian Armlet.

It was a nine days’ wonder. The daily Press, which for the past weeks had had to satisfy itself with extravagant weather reports and uninteresting divorce cases, fell upon this latest sensation with enthusiasm, and there was not a Sunday paper in the country that did not “feature” it in the largest of black type. For it was the greatest story that had been printed for years.

The securing of the reward was not to be so simple a matter as the Press and Dr Parsons imagined. A telephone message had acquainted Lord Claythorpe with the recovery of his jewel, and the doctor himself carried it to Belgrave Square. Lord Claythorpe was a thin little man, bald of head, and yellow of face. He suffered from some sort of chronic jaundice, which not only tinged his skin, but gave a certain yellowy hue to his temper. He received the doctor in his beautiful library, one wall of which, Dr Parsons noticed, was covered with the doors of small safes which had been let into the wall itself. For Lord Claythorpe was a great connoisseur of precious stones, and argued that it was just as absurd to keep your gems all behind one door as it was to keep all your eggs in one basket.

“Yes, yes,” he said a little testily; “that is the jewel. I wouldn’t have lost it for anything. If my fool of a — if her ladyship hadn’t taken it down with her I shouldn’t have had all this bother and worry. This is one of the rarest ornaments in the kingdom.”

He descanted upon the peculiar artistic value and historical interest of this precious armlet for the greater part of a quarter of an hour, during which time Dr Parsons shifted uneasily from foot to foot, for no mention of the reward had been made. At last Parsons managed to murmur a hint.

“Reward — er — reward,” said his lordship uncomfortably, “there was some talk of a reward. But surely, Dr Parsons, you do not intend to benefit your — er — charitable institution at the expense of a law-abiding citizen? Or, might I say, receive a subscription at the hands of a malicious and wicked criminal?”

“I am wholly uninterested in the moral character of any person who donates money to my hospital,” said Parsons boldly. “The only thing that troubles me is the lack of funds.”

“Perhaps,” said his lordship hopefully, “if I put my name down as an annual subscriber for?”

The doctor waited.

“Say ten guineas a year,” suggested Lord Claythorpe.

“You offered a £10,000 reward,” said the doctor, his anger rising. “Either your lordship is going to pay that reward or you are not. If you refuse to pay I shall go to the Press and tell them.”

“The reward was for the conviction of the thief,” said his lordship in triumph. “You don’t deny that. Now, you haven’t brought the thief along to be convicted.”

“It was for any information that would lead to the recovery of the jewel,” said the angry doctor; “and that is what I have brought you — not only information, but the jewel itself. There was some talk of conviction; but that, I am informed, is the usual thing to put into an advertisement of this character.”

For half an hour they haggled, and the doctor was in despair. He knew that it might mean ruin to take this curmudgeon into court, and so after a painful argument he accepted, with a sense of despair, the £4,000 which Lord Claythorpe most reluctantly paid.

That night his lordship gave a dinner party in honour of his niece, whose wedding was to take place two days later. Only one person spoke at that dinner party, and that person was Lord Claythorpe. For not only had he to tell his guests what were his sensations when he learnt the jewel was lost, but he had to describe vividly and graphically his emotions on its restoration. But the choicest morsel he retained to the last.

“This doctor fellow wanted £10,000 — the impertinence of it! I knew very well I was offering too large a reward, and I told those police people so. Of course, the armlet is worth three times that amount, but that is nothing to do with it. But I beat him down! I beat him down!”

“So I saw,” said the easygoing Mr Lewinstein.

“So you saw?” said Lord Claythorpe suspiciously. “Where did you see it? I thought nobody knew but myself. Has that infernal doctor been talking?”

“I expect so,” said Lewinstein. “I read it in the evening papers tonight. They’ve got quite a story about it. I’m afraid it’s not going to do you any good, Claythorpe. If Jane hears about it?”

“Jane!” scoffed his lordship. “What the deuce do I care for Jane?”

Lewinstein nodded, and catching his wife’s eye, smiled.

“I didn’t care for Jane — until Jane came and hit me,” he said philosophically. “Until I saw her four little squares labelled on my door, and missed the contents of my private safe. I tell you that girl is no ordinary crook. She returned the armlet to you because she wanted to benefit the hospital, and if she hasn’t benefited the hospital as much as she hoped I’d like to bet a thousand pounds to a penny that she’s going to get the balance from you.”

“Let her try!” Lord Claythorpe snapped his fingers. “For years the best burglars in Europe have been making a study of my methods, and three of them have got as far as the safe doors. But you know my system, Lewinstein,” he chuckled, “ten safes, and seven of them empty. That baffles ‘em! Why, Lew Smith, who is the cleverest burglar — according to Scotland Yard — who ever went into or came out of prison, worked all night on two empty safes in my cupboard.”

“Doesn’t anybody know which safes you use?”

“Nobody,” replied the other promptly; “and only one of the three contains jewellery worth taking. No; it’s nine to one against the burglar ever finding the safe.”

“What do you do?” asked the interested Lewinstein. “Change the contents of the safe every night?”

Lord Claythorpe grinned and nodded.

“In the daytime,” he said, “I keep most of my valuables in the big safe in the corner of my study. That is where I put such things as the Doges’ armlet. At night, before the servants retire, I take all the valuable cases out of my big safe and put them on the library table. My butler and my footman stand outside the door — outside, you understand — and then I switch out all the lights, open the safe in the darkness, put in the jewellery, lock the safe, pocket my keys, and there you are!”

Lewinstein grunted, though the rest of the table had some word of applause for the genius and presence of the little man.

“I think that’s rather unnecessary,” said Lewinstein, his practical mind revolting from anything which had a touch of the theatrical; “but I suppose you know your own business best.”

“You suppose rightly,” snapped Claythorpe, who was not used to having his judgment or his wisdom questioned.

“I can only warn you,” said the persistent Lewinstein, “that in Four-Square Jane you are dealing with a person who wouldn’t be stopped if you had fifty safes, and a policeman sitting on top of every one of them.”

“Four-Square Jane!” scoffed his lordship, “don’t worry about her! I have a detective here?”

Mr Lewinstein laughed a bitter little laugh. “So had I,” he said shortly. “A female detective, may I ask?”

“Of course not. I’ve got the best man from Scotland Yard,” said Lord Claythorpe.

“What I should like to know is this,” said the other lowering his voice, “have you any kind of suspicious woman in the house?”

“What do you mean, sir?” demanded Lord Claythorpe, bridling.

“Can you account for all your lady guests? There are a dozen here tonight. Do you know them all?”

“Every one of them,” said his lordship promptly. “Of course, I wouldn’t have strangers in the house at this moment. I have dear Joyce’s wedding presents?”

“That’s what I’m thinking about,” said Mr Lewinstein. “Would you mind if I had a little look round myself?”

There was a sneer on Lord Claythorpe’s thin lips.

“Turning detective, Joe?” he asked.

“Something like that,” said Lewinstein. “I’ve been bitten myself, and I know just where it hurts.”

Lewinstein was given the run of the big house in Belgrave Square, and that evening he made one or two important discoveries.

The first was that “the best detective from Scotland Yard” was a private detective, and although not a Headquarters’ officer, still a man of unquestionable honesty and experience, who had been employed by his lordship before.

“It’s not much of a job,” admitted the detective. “I have to sit with my back to the door of his study all night long. His lordship doesn’t like anybody in the study itself — what’s that?” he asked suddenly.

They were standing within half a dozen paces of the library door, and the detective’s sensitive ears had caught a sound.

“I heard nothing,” said Lewinstein.

“I swear I heard a sound inside that room. Do you mind staying here while I go for his lordship?”

“Why don’t you go in?” asked the other.

“Because his lordship keeps the library door locked,” grinned the detective. “I won’t keep you waiting long, sir.”

He found Lord Claythorpe playing bridge, and brought that nobleman along, an agitated and alarmed figure. With shaking hands he inserted the key in the lock of the heavy door and swung it open.

“You go in first, officer,” he said nervously. “You’ll find the switch on the right-hand side.”

The room was flooded with light, but it was empty. At one end of the apartment was a long window, heavily barred. The blind was drawn, and this the detective pulled up, only to discover that the window was closed and had apparently not been opened.

“That’s rum,” he said. “It was the noise of a blind I heard.”

“The wind?” suggested Lewinstein.

“It couldn’t have been the wind, sir, the windows are hermetically closed.”

“Well nobody could get in that window anyway, through the bars,” said his lordship; but the detective shook his head.

“An ordinary man couldn’t, sir. I’m not so sure that a young girl couldn’t slip through there as easily as you slip through the door.”

“Bah!” said his lordship, “you’re nervous. Just take a look round, my good fellow.”

There were no cupboards, and practically no places where anybody could hide, so the examination of the room was of a perfunctory character.

“Are you satisfied?” asked his lordship.

“Perfectly,” said the detective, and they went out, closing the door which Lord Claythorpe locked behind them.

By half-past eleven the guests had departed, all except Lewinstein, who was hoping that he would be admitted to the curious ceremonial which Claythorpe had described. But in this he was disappointed. His lordship entered the library alone, locked the door behind him and switched out the lights, lest any prying eyes should see where he deposited the jewel cases he took from the great safe in the corner of the room. Presently they heard the soft thud of closing doors, and he emerged.

“That’s all right,” he said with satisfaction, as he pocketed the keys. “Now come along and have a drink before you go. You’ll stay here, Johnson, won’t you?” he said to the private detective.

“Yes, my lord,” said the man.

On the way to the smoking-room where drinks had been served, Lord Claythorpe explained that he did not rely entirely upon the detective agency, that he had indeed notified Scotland Yard.

“The house is being watched, or will be watched, night and day until after the wedding,” he said.

“I think you’re wise,” responded Mr Lewinstein.

He tossed down a stiff whisky and soda, and, accompanied by his host, went into the hall where he was helped on with his coat. He was on the point of saying “Good night,” when there was a thunderous knock at the front door, and the butler opened it. Two men stood on the doorstep gripping between them a frail and slender figure.

“It’s all right, sir,” said one, with a note of exultation, “we’ve got her! Can we come in?”

“Got her?” gasped his lordship, “who is it?” And yet there was no need for him to ask. The prisoner was a girl dressed from head to foot in black. A heavy veil covered her face, being secured apparently under the tightly fitting little felt hat on her head.

“Caught her under your library window,” said one of the men with satisfaction, and there was a grunt from Johnson the private detective.

“Who are you?” asked his lordship.

“Sergeant Felton, from Scotland Yard, sir. Are you Lord Claythorpe?”

“Yes,” said his lordship.

“We’ve been watching the house,” said the man, “and we saw her dodging down the side passage which leads to your stables. Now then, young woman, let’s have a look at your face.”

“No, no, no,” said the girl struggling, “there are reasons. The Chief Commissioner knows the reason.”

Her captor hesitated and looked at his companion.

“I think we’d better get the superintendent in charge of the case before we go any further, my lord,” he said.

He took a pair of handcuffs from his pocket. “Hold out your hands,” he said, and snapped the glittering bracelets on her wrists.

“Have you got a strong room, my lord, where I can keep her till the superintendent comes?”

“In my library,” said his lordship.

“Has it got a good door?”

Lord Claythorpe smiled.

He himself unlocked the library door and switched on the lights, and the girl was pushed into the room and on to a chair. The detective took a strap from his pocket and secured her ankles together.

“I’m not taking any risks with you, my lady,” he said. “I don’t know who you are, but I shall know in a very short time. Now I want to telephone. Have you a telephone here?”

“There is one in the hall.”

The detective looked at the girl, and scratched his chin.

“I don’t like leaving her alone, Robinson. You had better stay with her. Remember, you’re not to take your eyes off her, see?”

They went out together, his lordship closing and locking the door behind them, whilst the man went in search of a telephone number.

“By the way, you can hear my man if he shouts, can’t you?” he asked.

“No,” said his lordship promptly. “You can hear nothing through that door. But surely your man is capable of looking after a girl?”

Lewinstein, a silent spectator of these happenings, smiled. He had no illusions as to the resources of that girl, and was anxious to see the end of this adventure. In the meantime, behind the locked doors of the library the girl held out her hands and the “detective” with her unlocked the handcuffs. She bent and loosened the strap, then moved quickly to the wall where the ten safes were embedded. Each she examined quickly.

“These are the three, Jimmy,” she said, and her companion nodded.

“I won’t ask you how you know,” he said admiringly.

“It was easy,” she said. “As soon as I got in here I gummed some thin black silk over the edges of each door. These three have been broken, so these three safes have been opened. We’ll take a chance on this one. Give me the key.”

The “detective” opened a little leather case which he had taken from his pocket, and revealed some queerly shaped instruments. Three times the girl tried, each time withdrawing the tool from the keyhole to readjust the mechanism of her skeleton key, and at the third time the lock snapped back, and the door swung open. “Got it first time,” she said in triumph.

She pulled out a case, opened it and took one fleeting look, then thrust the jewel case into a long pocket on one side of her dress. In twenty seconds the safe was emptied, and the girl nodded to her companion.

“Get the window open. Put the light out first. You’ll find it a squeeze, Jimmy. It’s easy enough for me.”

Outside the “detective-sergeant” was having trouble with the phone. He put it down and turned despairingly to his lordship.

“If you don’t mind, sir, I’ll run down to Scotland Yard. I’ve got a motor-bicycle waiting. I don’t seem able to get into touch with the superintendent. Perhaps you wouldn’t mind going into the room and keeping my man company for a little while.”

“Surely,” said his lordship indignantly, “your man is perfectly capable of carrying out his instructions without my assistance? I am scarcely accustomed?” He paused for breath.

“Very good, sir,” said the “sergeant” respectfully.

A little later they heard the “pop-pop” of his motor-bicycle as it left.

“We had better do what the sergeant suggests,” said Lewinstein, “we can’t do any harm by going in, at any rate.”

“My dear fellow,” repeated his lordship testily, “that police officer is quite capable of looking after the girl. Don’t you agree, Johnson?”

Johnson, the private detective, did not immediately reply.

“Well, sir,” he said, “I don’t mind telling you that I feel a bit uneasy about the lady being in the same room as the jewels.”

“Good lord!” gasped his lordship, “I didn’t think of that. Pooh! Pooh! There’s a policeman with her. You know these officers, I suppose, Johnson?”

“No, sir,” said Mr Johnson frankly, “I don’t. I’m not brought much into touch with Scotland Yard men, and they’re constantly changing from one division to another, so it’s difficult to keep up with them.”

His lordship pondered, a horrible fear growing within him.

“Yes, perhaps you’re right, Lewinstein,” he said, “we’ll go in.”

He put the key in the door and turned it. The room was in darkness.

“Are you there?” squeaked his lordship in such a tone of consternation that Lewinstein could have laughed.

There was a click and the lights went on, but the room was empty.

Lord Claythorpe’s first glance was to the safes. Apparently they were closed, but on three of them was a square label, and Lewinstein was the first to see and understand the significance of that sign.

“What is it? What is it?” said Lord Claythorpe in a shrill tremolo, pointing with shaking fingers to the labels.

“The visiting card of Four-Square Jane!” said Lewinstein.
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Chief Superintendent Dawes, of Scotland Yard, was a comparatively young man, considering the important position he held. It was the boast of his department — Peter himself did very little talking about his achievements — that never once, after he had picked up a trail, was Peter ever baffled.

A cleanshaven, youngish looking man, with grey hair at his temples, Peter took a philosophical view of crime and criminals, holding neither horror towards the former, nor malice towards the latter.

If he had a passion at all it was for the crime which contained within itself a problem. Anything out of the ordinary, or anything bizarre fascinated him, and it was one of the main regrets of his life that it had never once fallen to his lot to conduct an investigation into the many Four-Square mysteries which came to the Metropolitan police.

It was after the affair at Lord Claythorpe’s that Peter Dawes was turned loose to discover and apprehend this girl criminal, and he welcomed the opportunity to take charge of a case which had always interested him. To the almost hysterical telephone message Scotland Yard had received from Lord Claythorpe Peter did not pay too much attention. He realized that it was of the greatest importance that he should keep his mind unhampered and unprejudiced by the many and often contradictory “clues” which everyone who had been affected by Four-Square Jane’s robberies insisted on discussing with him.

He interviewed an agitated man at four o’clock in the morning, and Lord Claythorpe was frantic.

“It’s terrible, terrible,” he wailed, “what are you people at Scotland Yard doing that you allow these villainies to continue? It is monstrous!”

Peter Dawes, who was not unused to outbursts on the part of the victimized, listened to the squeal with equanimity.

“As I understand it, this woman came here with two men who pretended to have her in custody?”

“Two detectives!” moaned his lordship.

“If they called themselves detectives, then you were deceived,” said Peter with a smile. “They persuaded you to allow the prisoner and one of her captors to spend ten minutes in the library where your jewels are kept. Now tell me, when the crime occurred had your guests left?”

Lord Claythorpe nodded wearily.

“They had all gone,” he said, “except my friend Lewinstein.”

Peter made an examination of the room, and a gleam of interest came into his eyes when he saw the curious labels. He examined the door and the window-bars, and made as careful a search of the floor as possible.

“I can’t do much at this hour,” he said. “At daylight I will come back and have a good look through this room. Don’t allow anybody in to dust or to sweep it.”

He returned at nine o’clock, and to his surprise, Lord Claythorpe, whom he had expected would be in bed and asleep, was waiting for him in the library, and wearing a dressing-gown over his pyjamas.

“Look at this,” exclaimed the old man, and waved a letter wildly.

Dawes took the document and read:



You are very mean, old man! When you lost your Venetian armlet you offered a reward of ten thousand pounds. I sent that armlet to a hospital greatly in need of funds, and the doctor who presented my gift to the hospital was entitled to the full reward. I have taken your pearls because you swindled the hospital out of six thousand pounds. This time you will not get your property back.



There was no signature, but the familiar mark, roughly drawn, the four squares and the centred “J.”

“This was written on a Yost,”* said Peter Dawes, looking at the document critically. “The paper is the common stuff you buy in penny packages — so is the envelope. How did it come?”

[* Yost: a brand of typewriter]

“It came by district messenger,” said Lord Claythorpe. “Now what do you think, officer? Is there any chance of my getting those pearls back?”

“There is a chance, but it is a pretty faint one,” said Peter.

He went back to Scotland Yard, and reported to his chief.

“So far as I can understand, the operations of this woman began about twelve months ago. She has been constantly robbing, not the ordinary people who are subjected to this kind of victimization but people with bloated bank balances, and so far as my investigations go, bank balances accumulated as a direct consequence of shady exploitation companies.”

“What does she do with the money?” asked the Commissioner curiously.

“That’s the weird thing about it,” replied Dawes. “I’m fairly certain that she donates very large sums to all kinds of charities. For example, after the Lewinstein burglary a big crèche in the East End of London received from an anonymous donor the sum of four thousand pounds. Simultaneously, another sum of four thousand was given to one of the West End hospitals. After the Talbot burglary three thousand pounds, which represented nearly the whole of the amount stolen, was left by some unknown person to the West End Maternity Hospital. I have an idea that we shall discover she is somebody who is in close touch with hospital work, and that behind these crimes there is some quixotic notion of helping the poor at the expense of the grossly rich.”

“Very beautiful,” said the Chief dryly, “but unfortunately her admirable intentions do not interest us. In our eyes she is a common thief.”

“She is something more than that,” said Peter quietly; “she is the cleverest criminal that has come my way since I have been associated with Scotland Yard. This is the one thing one has dreaded, and yet one has hoped to meet — a criminal with a brain.”

“Has anybody seen this woman?” said the Commissioner, interested.

“They have, and they haven’t,” replied Peter Dawes. “That sounds cryptic, but it only means that she has been seen by people who could not recognize her again. Lewinstein saw her, Claythorpe saw her, but she was veiled and unrecognizable. My difficulty, of course, is to discover where she is going to strike next. Even if she is only hitting at the grossly rich she has forty thousand people to strike at. Obviously, it is impossible to protect them all. But somehow?” he hesitated.

“Yes?” said the Chief.

“Well, a careful study of her methods helps me a little,” replied Dawes. “I have been looking round to discover who the next victim will be. He must be somebody very wealthy, and somebody who makes a parade of big wealth, and I have fined down the issue to about four men. Gregory Smith, Carl Sweiss, Mr Thomas Scott, and John Tresser. I am inclined to believe it is Tresser she is after. You see, Tresser has made a great fortune, not by the straightest means in the world, and he hasn’t forgotten to advertise his riches. He is the fellow who bought the Duke of Haslemere’s house, and his collection of pictures — you will remember the stuff that has been written about.”

The Chief nodded.

“There is a wonderful Romney, isn’t there?”

“That’s the picture,” replied Dawes. “Tresser, of course, doesn’t know a picture from a gas-stove. He knows that the Romney is wonderful, but only because he has been told so. Moreover, he is the fellow who has been giving the newspapers his views on charity — told them that he never spent a penny on public institutions, and never gave away a cent that he didn’t get a cent’s worth of value for. A thing like that would excite Jane’s mind; and then, in addition, the actual artistic and monetary value of the Romney is largely advertised — why, I should imagine that the attraction is almost irresistible!”

Mr Tresser was a difficult man to meet. His multitudinous interests in the City of London kept him busy from breakfast time until late at night. When at last Peter ran him down in a private diningroom at the Ritz-Carlton, he found the multimillionaire a stout, redhaired man with a long cleanshaven upper lip, and a cold blue eye.

The magic of Peter Dawes’ card secured him an interview.

“Sit down — sit down,” said Mr Tresser hurriedly, “what’s the trouble, hey?”

Peter explained his errand, and the other listened with interest, as to a business proposition.

“I’ve heard all about that Jane,” said Mr Tresser cheerfully, “but she’s not going to get anything from me — you can take my word! As to the Rumney — is that how you pronounce it? — well, as to that picture, don’t worry!”

“But I understand you are giving permission to the public to inspect your collection.”

“That’s right,” said Mr Tresser, “but everybody who sees them must sign a visitor’s book, and the pictures are guarded.”

“Where do you keep the Romney at night — still hanging?” asked Peter, and Mr Tresser laughed.

“Do you think I’m a fool,” he said, “no, it goes into my strong room. The Duke had a wonderful strong room which will take a bit of opening.”

Peter Dawes did not share the other’s confidence in the efficacy of bolts and bars. He knew that Four-Square Jane was both an artist and a strategist. Of course, she might not be bothered with pictures, and, anyway, a painting would be a difficult thing to get away unless it was stolen by night, which would be hardly likely.

He went to Haslemere House, which was off Berkeley Square, a great rambling building, with a long, modern picture-gallery, and having secured admission, signed his name and showed his card to an obvious detective, he was admitted to the long gallery. There was the Romney — a beautiful example of the master’s art.

Peter was the only sightseer, but it was not alone to the picture that he gave his attention. He made a brief survey of the room in case of accidents. It was long and narrow. There was only one door — that through which he had come — and the windows at both ends were not only barred, but a close wire-netting covered the bars, and made entrance and egress impossible by that way. The windows were likewise long and narrow, in keeping with the shape of the room, and there were no curtains behind which an intruder might hide. Simple spring roller blinds were employed to exclude the sunlight by day.

Peter went out, passed the men, who scrutinized him closely, and was satisfied that if Four-Square Jane made a raid on Mr Tresser’s pictures, she would have all her work cut out to get away with it. He went back to Scotland Yard, busied himself in his office, and afterwards went out for lunch. He came back to his office at three o’clock, and had dismissed the matter of Four-Square Jane from his mind, when an urgent call came through. It was a message from the Assistant Chief Commissioner.

“Will you come down to my office at once, Dawes?” said the voice, and Peter sprinted down the long corridor to the bureau of the Chief Commissioner.

“Well, Dawes, you haven’t had to wait long,” he was greeted.

“What do you mean?” said Peter.

“I mean the precious Romney is stolen,” said the Chief, and Peter could only stare at him.

“When did this happen?”

“Half an hour ago — you’d better get down to Berkeley Square, and make inquiries on the spot.”

Two minutes later, Peter’s little two-seater was nosing its way through the traffic, and within ten minutes he was in the hall of the big house interrogating the agitated attendants. The facts, as he discovered them, were simple.

At a quarter-past two, an old man wearing a heavy overcoat, and muffled up to the chin, came to the house, and asked permission to see the portrait gallery. He gave his name as “Thomas Smith.”

He was an authority on Romney, and was inclined to be garrulous. He talked to all the attendants, and seemed prepared to give a longwinded account of his experience, his artistic training, and the excellence of his quality as an art critic — which meant that he was the type of bore that most attendants have to deal with, and they very gladly cut short his monotonous conversation, and showed him the way to the picture gallery.

“Was he alone in the room?” asked Peter.

“Yes, sir.’’

“And nobody went in with him?”

“No, sir.”

Peter nodded.

“Of course, the garrulity may have been intentional, and it may have been designed to scare away attendants, but go on.”

“The man went into the room, and was seen standing before the Romney in rapt contemplation. The attendants who saw him swore that at that time the Romney was in its frame. It hung on the level with the eyes; that is to say the top of the frame was about seven feet from the floor.

“Almost immediately after the attendants had looked in the old man came out talking to himself about the beauty of the execution. As he left the room, and came into the outer lobby, a little girl entered and also asked permission to go into the gallery. She signed her name ‘Ellen Cole’ in the visitor’s book.”

“What was she like?” said Peter.

“Oh, just a child,” said the attendant vaguely, “a little girl.”

Apparently the little girl walked into the saloon as the old man came out — he turned and looked at her, and then went on through the lobby, and out through the door. But before he got to the door, he pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket, and with it came about half a dozen silver coins, which were scattered on the marble floor of the vestibule. The attendants helped him to collect the money — he thanked them, his mind still with the picture apparently, for he was talking to himself all the time, and finally disappeared.

He had hardly left the house when the little girl came out and asked: “Which is the Romney picture?”

“In the centre of the room,” they told her, “immediately facing the door.”

“But there’s not a picture there,” she said, “there’s only an empty frame, and a funny kind of little black label with four squares.”

The attendants dashed into the room, and sure enough the picture had disappeared!

In the space where it had been, or rather on the wall behind the place, was the sign of Four-Square Jane.

The attendants apparently did not lose their heads. One went straight to the telephone, and called up the nearest police station — the second went on in search of the old man. But all attempts to discover him proved futile. The constable on point duty at the corner of Berkeley Square had seen him get into a taxicab and drive away, but had not troubled to notice the number of the taxicab.

“And what happened to the little girl?” asked Peter.

“Oh, she just went away,” said the attendant; “she was here for some time, and then she went off. Her address was in the visitor’s book. There was no chance of her carrying the picture away — none whatever,” said the attendant emphatically. “She was wearing a short little skirt, and light summery things, and it was impossible to have concealed a big canvas like that.”

Peter went in to inspect the frame. The picture had been cut flush with the borders. He looked around, making a careful examination of the apartment, but discovered nothing, except, immediately in front of the picture, a long, white pin. It was the sort of pin that bankers use to fasten notes together. And there was no other clue.

Mr Tressler took his loss very calmly until the newspapers came out with details of the theft. It was only then that he seemed impressed by its value, and offered a reward for its recovery.

The stolen Romney became the principal topic of conversation in clubs and in society circles. It filled columns of the newspapers, and exercised the imagination of some of the brightest young men in the amateur criminal investigation business. All the crime experts were gathered together at the scene of the happening and their theories, elaborate and ingenious, provided interesting subject matter for the speculative reader.

Peter Dawes, armed with the two addresses he had taken from the visitor’s book, the address of the old man and of the girl, went round that afternoon to make a personal investigation, only to discover that neither the learned Mr Smith nor the innocent child were known at the addresses they had given.

Peter reported to headquarters with a very definite view as to how the crime was committed.

“The old man was a blind,” he said, “he was sent in to create suspicion and keep the eyes of the attendants upon himself. He purposely bored everybody with his longwinded discourse on art in order to be left alone. He went into the saloon knowing that his bulky appearance would induce the attendants to keep their eyes on him. Then he came out — the thing was timed beautifully — just as the child came in. That was the lovely plan.

“The money was dropped to direct all attention on the old man, and at that moment, probably, the picture was cut from its frame, and it was hidden. Where it was hidden, or how the girl got it out is a mystery. The attendants are most certain that she could not have had it concealed about her, and I have made experiments with a thick canvas cut to the size of the picture, and it certainly does seem that the picture would have so bulged that they could not have failed to have noticed it.”

“But who was the girl?”

“Four-Square Jane!” said Peter promptly.

“Impossible!”

Peter smiled.

“It is the easiest thing in the world for a young girl to make herself look younger. Short frocks, and hair in plaits — and there you are! Four-Square Jane is something more than clever.”

“One moment,” said the Chief, “could she have handed it through the window to somebody else?”

Peter shook his head.

“I have thought of that,” he said, “but the windows were closed and there was a wire netting which made that method of disposal impossible. No, by some means or other she got the picture out under the noses of the attendants. Then she came out and announced innocently that she could not find the Romney picture — naturally there was a wild rush to the saloon. For three minutes no notice was being taken of the ‘child’.”

“Do you think one of the attendants was in collusion?”

“That is also possible,” said Peter, “but every man has a record of good, steady service. They’re all married men and none of them has the slightest thing against him.”

“And what will she do with the picture? She can’t dispose of it,” protested the Chief.

“She’s after the reward,” said Peter with a smile. “I tell you, Chief, this thing has put me on my mettle. Somehow, I don’t think I’ve got my hand on Jane yet, but I’m living on hopes.”

“After the reward,” repeated the Chief; “that’s pretty substantial. But surely you are going to fix her when she hands the picture over?”

“Not on your life,” replied Peter, and took out of his pocket a telegram and laid it on the table before the other. It read:



THE ROMNEY WILL BE RETURNED ON CONDITION THAT MR TRESSER UNDERTAKES TO PAY THE SUM OF FIVE THOUSAND POUNDS TO THE GREAT PANTON STREET HOSPITAL FOR CHILDREN. ON HIS SIGNING AN AGREEMENT TO PAY THIS SUM, THE PICTURE WILL BE RESTORED. — JANE



“What did Tresser say about that?”

“Tresser agrees,” answered Peter, “and has sent a note to the secretary of the Great Panton Street Hospital to that effect. We are advertising the fact of his agreement very widely in the newspapers.”

At three o’clock that afternoon came another telegram, addressed this time to Peter Dawes — it annoyed him to know that the girl was so well informed that she was aware of the fact that he was in charge of the case.



I WILL RESTORE THE PICTURE AT EIGHT O’CLOCK TONIGHT. BE IN THE PICTURE GALLERY, AND PLEASE TAKE ALL PRECAUTIONS. DON’T LET ME ESCAPE THIS TIME — THE FOUR-SQUARE JANE.



The telegram was handed in at the General Post Office.

Peter Dawes neglected no precaution. He had really not the faintest hope that he would make the capture, but it would not be his fault if Four-Square Jane were not put under lock and key.

A small party assembled in the gloomy hall of Mr Tresser’s own house.

Dawes and two detective officers, Mr Tresser himself — he sucked at a big cigar and seemed the least concerned of those present — the three attendants, and a representative of the Great Panton Street Hospital were there.

“Do you think she’ll come in person?” asked Tresser. “I would rather like to see that Jane. She certainly put one over on me, but I bear her no ill-will.”

“I have a special force of police within call,” said Peter, “and the roads are watched by detectives, but I’m afraid I can’t promise you anything exciting. She’s too slippery for us.”

“Anyway, the messenger?” began Tresser.

Peter shook his head.

“The messenger may be a district messenger, though here again I have taken precautions — all the district messenger offices have been warned to notify Scotland Yard in the event of somebody coming with a parcel addressed here.”

Eight o’clock boomed out from the neighbouring church, but Four-Square Jane had not put in an appearance. Five minutes later there came a ring at the bell, and Peter Dawes opened the door.

It was a telegraph boy.

Peter took the buff envelope and tore it open, read the message through carefully, and laughed — a hopeless, admiring laugh.

“She’s done it,” he said.

“What do you mean?” asked Tresser.

“Come in here,” said Peter.

He led the way into the picture gallery. There was the empty frame on the wall, and behind it the half-obliterated label which Four-Square Jane had stuck.

He walked straight to the end of the room to one of the windows.

“The picture is here,” he said, “it has never left the room.”

He lifted his hand, and pulled at the blind cord, and the blind slowly revolved.

There was a gasp of astonishment from the gathering. For, pinned to the blind, and rolled up with it, was the missing Romney.

“I ought to have guessed when I saw the pin,” said Peter to his chief. It was quick work, but it was possible to do it.

“She cut out the picture, brought it to the end of the room, and pulled down the blind; pinned the top corners of the picture to the blind, and let it roll up again. Nobody thought of pulling that infernal thing down!”

“The question that worries me,” said the Chief, “is this — Who is Four-Square Jane?”

“That,” replied Peter, “is just what I am going to discover.”
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Mrs Gordon Wilberforce was a large, yielding lady of handsome and aristocratic features and snow-white hair. It is true that she had not reached the age when one expected hair of that snowy whiteness, and there were people who told with brutal frankness a story that was not creditable to Mrs Wilberforce.

According to these gossips the lady had attended the salon of a famous beauty doctor, who had endeavoured to restore Mrs Wilberforce’s hair to the beautiful golden hue which was so attractive to her friends and admirers in the late eighties. But the beauty doctor had not had that success which his discreet advertisements seemed to guarantee. One half of Mrs Wilberforce’s hair had come out green, and the other a deep pinky russet brown. Thereupon, Mrs Wilberforce, with great heroism, had ordered the trembling hairdresser to bleach without mercy.

And in course of time she appeared in her family circle. She explained that her hair had gone white in a night with the worry she had had from Joyce.

Joyce Wilberforce distressed her mother for many reasons. Not the least of these was the fact that her mother did not understand her, and Joyce did understand her mother.

They sat at breakfast in their little morning-room overlooking Hyde Park, Mrs Wilberforce and her daughter, and the elder woman was very thoughtful.

“Joyce,” she said, “pay attention to what I am going to say, and try to keep your mind from wandering.”

“Yes, mother,” said the girl meekly.

“Do you remember that maid we discharged, Jane Briglow?”

“Jane Briglow?” said the girl, “yes, I remember her very well. You didn’t like her manner or something.”

“She gave herself airs,” said Mrs Wilberforce tartly.

The girl’s lips curved in a smile. Joyce and her mother were never wholly in harmony. It was not the first time they had discussed Jane Briglow in the same spirit of antagonism which marked their present conversation.

“Jane was a good girl,” said Joyce quietly. “She was a little romantic, rather fond of sensational literature, but there was nothing wrong with her.”

Mrs Wilberforce sniffed.

“I am glad you think so,” she said, and the girl looked up quickly.

“Why do you say that, mother?”

“Well,” said Mrs Wilberforce, “doesn’t it seem strange to you that this horrible burglar person should also be called Jane?”

Joyce laughed.

“It is not an uncommon name,” she said.

“But she is going about her work in an uncommon manner,” said her mother. “All the people she is robbing are personal friends of ours, or of dear Lord Claythorpe. I must say,” she went on with a little shiver of exasperation, “that you take your loss very well. I suppose you realize that a £50,000 necklace intended for you has disappeared?”

Joyce nodded.

“Purchased to deck the sacrifice,” she said ironically.

“Rubbish!” snorted Mrs Wilberforce, “sacrifice indeed! You are marrying Lord Claythorpe’s heir, and Lord Claythorpe was your uncle’s dearest friend.”

“He is not my dearest friend,” said the girl grimly in a sudden fit of exasperation. “Because one’s been brought up with a person, regarding him almost as a brother, that is no reason why one should marry him. In fact to the contrary. No one has yet accused me of being weak, but I should certainly lose all my self-respect if I allowed myself to be married off in this way.”

“It seems to me,” said Mrs Wilberforce, “that for a girl who has no other prospects of marriage, you are arguing with great passion. And shortsightedness,” she added.

“It isn’t a question of wanting to marry someone else,” said Joyce, after a perceptible pause, “it’s merely a question of not wanting to marry Francis.”

She walked across the room and picked up a silver-framed photograph of the young man under discussion.

“And I think I’m justified,” she concluded. Mrs Wilberforce was silent.

“After all, why shouldn’t I marry whom I choose?” said Joyce. “Don’t you realize that Lord Claythorpe is being horribly selfish and that this marriage is being designed for his own purpose?”

“I realize one thing,” said Mrs Wilberforce angrily, “and that is that you look like being pig-headed enough to ruin your own chances socially, and both of us financially. You know as well as I do, Joyce, that Lord Claythorpe is acting absolutely in accordance with your uncle’s will, and you cannot doubt that your uncle had your best interests at heart.”

“When uncle left his great fortune to me and made the provision that I should not marry anybody who was not the choice of Lord Claythorpe, the trustee of his estate, the poor dear old man thought he was protecting my interests, because he had a most childlike faith in Lord Claythorpe’s honesty. He never dreamt that Lord Claythorpe would choose his own idiot son!”

“Idiot!” gasped Mrs Wilberforce, “that is an outrageous statement. He’s not one of the intellectuals, perhaps, but he’s a good boy, and one day will become Lord Claythorpe.”

“So far as I can see,” said the girl, “that’s his only virtue. You can turn the matter about as you like, mother, but there the fact remains. Unless I marry Francis Claythorpe I lose a great fortune. Lord Claythorpe can well afford to give me £50,000 necklaces!”

Mrs Wilberforce smoothed her dress over her knees patiently.

“The provision was a very wise one, my dear,” she said, “otherwise you would have married that awful person Jamieson Steele, imagine, a penniless engineer and a forger!”

The girl sprang to her feet, her face crimson. “You shall not say that, mother,” she said sharply. “Jamieson did not forge Lord Claythorpe’s signature. The cheque which was presented and paid to Jamieson was signed by Lord Claythorpe, and if he repudiated his own signature he did it for his own purpose. He knew I was fond of Jamieson. It was cruel, terribly cruel!”

Mrs Wilberforce raised her hands in protest. “Do not let us have a scene,” she said, “my dear girl, think of all your money means to me. The years I’ve scrimped and saved to get you an education and put you in a position in society. Perhaps Jamieson was led astray?”

“I tell you he did not
 do it,” cried the girl. “The charge against him was made by Lord Claythorpe in order to discredit him and give him a reason for refusing his consent to our marriage.”

Mrs Wilberforce shrugged her ample shoulders.

“Well, there’s no sense in going into the question now,” she said, “let us forget all about it. Jamieson has disappeared, and I hope he is living a virtuous life in the Colonies.”

The girl shrugged her shoulders. She knew it was useless to continue any argument with her mother. She changed the subject.

“What is this about Jane Briglow?” she asked. “Have you seen her?”

Mrs Wilberforce shook her head.

“No,” she said, “but in the night I have been thinking things out, and I have decided that Jane knows something about these crimes. From all the descriptions I have had of this girl I can reach no other conclusion than that she has something to do with the burglaries.”

The girl laughed.

“Don’t you think Jamieson may also have had something to do with them?” she asked satirically, and Mrs Wilberforce tightened her lips.

“You have a very bitter tongue, Joyce; I am rather sorry for poor Francis.”

The girl rose and walked across to the window, staring out across the park, and Mrs Wilberforce eyed her anxiously.

“You are a queer girl, Joyce,” she said, “you are going to be married tomorrow, and tomorrow you will be a rich woman in your own right. One might imagine that you were going to be hanged.”

A maid came in at this moment.

“Lord Claythorpe and Mr Claythorpe,” she announced, and Mrs Wilberforce arose with a beaming face.

The youth who followed his lordship into the room was tall and lank. A small weak face on an absurdly small head, round shoulders, long and awkward arms — if Joyce did not look like a bride in prospective, this young man certainly had no appearance of being a bridegroom of the morrow.

He gave Mrs Wilberforce a limp hand and shuffled across to the girl.

“I say,” he said in a high-pitched voice, which ended in a little giggle, “awfully bad luck about losing those pearls, what?”

The girl looked at him thoughtfully.

“How do you feel about getting married, Francis?” she asked.

He shrugged his shoulders.

“Oh, I don’t know,” he said vaguely; “it really doesn’t make much difference to me. Of course, I shall have to explain to quite a lot of people, and there’ll be a lot of heartaches and all that sort of thing.”

She could have laughed, but she kept a straight face.

“Yes, I suppose I have disappointed a number of very charming friends of yours,” she said dryly, “still, they can’t all have this paragon.”

“That’s what I say,” said Mr Claythorpe, and then giggled again, his hand straying to his pocket.

This young man had no small opinion of his own powers of fascination, and was, by his own standards, something of a Lothario.

“What’s so jolly amusing,” he said with a little snigger, “is that not only the people one knows are upset, but quite a lot of unknown people. People, or girls I have quite forgotten are terribly distressed about it. You don’t mind if I show you a letter?” he asked mysteriously.

She shook her head.

He took an ornamental case from his pocket, opened it, and produced a heavily scented letter. He unfolded the thick sheet of notepaper, and read:



I have only just read the terrible news that you are being married tomorrow. Won’t you see me once, just once, for the sake of the happy day long ago? I must see you before you are married. I must take farewell of you in person. Believe me, I will never trouble you again. You used to praise my pretty face; won’t you see it again for the last time? If you will, put an ‘agony’ advertisement in ‘The Times,’ and I will meet you at the Albert Gate, Regents Park, at nine o’clock tomorrow night.



“That’s tonight,” explained the young man. “Who is she?” asked the girl curiously.

“The Lord knows!” said Mr Claythorpe with a cheerful smirk; “of course, dear old thing, I’ll have to see her. I put the advertisement in. You’re sure you don’t mind?”

She shook her head.

“I haven’t told the governor,” said the young man, “and I want you to keep it dark. You see he’s a bit old-fashioned in things like that, and he hasn’t got your broad outlook, Joyce. And for heaven’s sake, don’t breathe a word to Father Maggerley; you know what a stick he is!”

“Father Maggerley,” repeated the girl, “oh, yes, we’re lunching with him, aren’t we?”

“Personally,” the young man babbled on, “I think it’s a little indecent for a bride and bridegroom to lunch with the fellow who’s going to tie them up. But the governor’s frightfully keen on Maggerley. He’s even dining with us tonight, as well. I hope he doesn’t give me any good advice, or I shall have a few words to say to him.”

He braced his lean shoulders with a determined air, and again the girl had to suppress a smile.

She went up to her room soon after, and did not appear until the car had arrived at the door to carry them to Ciro’s. Father Maggerley, who was the fifth member of the party, was a tall aesthetic man, reputed to be very “high church,” and suspected of leanings towards the papacy.

It was not remarkable that the conversation turned upon Four-Square Jane. It was a subject in which Lord Claythorpe was tremendously interested, and as he listened to Mrs Wilberforce’s theories, his lined yellow face betrayed signs of unusual alertness.

“The police will have her sooner or later,” he said viciously, “you can be sure of that.”

Francis was bubbling over with good humour. The girl had interrupted him in the morning at the point when he was telling her news, which was no news at all, since he had imparted the information, not once but a dozen times in the course of the past week, that he carried in his pocket the wedding ring which was to unite them. He took it out and showed it to her, a thin circle of shining platinum, but Joyce was not enthusiastic over its beauties, and after a long exposition of his own good taste in jewellery, Francis rambled on to another and equally uninteresting subject.

For all that, the lunch was not without interest to Joyce. For again and again the conversation returned to Four-Square Jane, and, as Joyce had admitted to her mother that morning, she had a certain sympathy with this criminal because her activities had been directed towards people who were particularly loathsome from Joyce’s own point of view.

That night the amorous Francis set forth in a spirit of high adventure to meet his unknown adorer. He came to his father’s dinner table late, in a tremble of excitement, and blurted forth his version of the meeting.

“Do you mean to say you didn’t know her?” asked Lord Claythorpe disapprovingly.

“No, sir,” said the young man. “I couldn’t see her face. She was veiled. She was sitting in a car, and beckoned me from the sidewalk. I got in and had a little chat with her, and then” — with a fine air of unconcern— “she just put her arms round my neck, held me tight for a second, and then said, ‘I can stand no more, Francis; go.’”

“Very singular,” said the Reverend Mr Maggerley thoughtfully, “very singular indeed. Poor soul, possibly she will now seek a life of seclusion in one of our religious houses.”

“It was a stupid thing to do,” rapped Lord Claythorpe, “meeting a person you didn’t know. I am surprised at you, Francis, on your wedding eve.”

Mr Maggerley was probably more impressed by the incident than his patron. As he walked home that night, to his house in Kensington, he evolved a sermon from the incident — a sermon which could not fail to gain a measure of comment from the lay press. He reached his austere dwelling, and was received by a butler of solemn and respectful mien.

“Sister Agatha is waiting for you in the study, sir,” he said in a low voice.

“Sister Agatha?” repeated Mr Maggerley. “I don’t remember Sister Agatha.”

This was not remarkable, for there were many sisters attached to the various Orders in which Father Maggerley was interested, and it was impossible that he should remember their names.

He went up to his study wondering what urgent business could bring a sister of charity to his house at this hour. The light was burning in the study, but Sister Agatha was not there. He summoned the butler, and that gentleman was frankly nonplussed.

“It’s very extraordinary, sir, but I showed the sister in here, and I’ve been in the hall, or in view of the hall ever since.”

“Well, she’s not here now,” said Father Maggerley humorously. “I’m afraid, Jenkins, you’ve been sleeping.”

A thought occurred to him, an alarming thought, and he made a rapid inspection of the study. He was relieved to find that not so much as a newspaper had been moved, that his priceless Venetian glasses were untouched, so he dismissed Sister Agatha from his mind and went to bed.

The marriage of Mr Francis Claythorpe and Miss Joyce Wilberforce was one of the social events of the season. The big porch of St Giles was crowded with a fashionable congregation. The girl, looking paler than usual, came to the church with her mother, and was received by an uncomfortable-looking bridegroom and by Lord Claythorpe, who did not disguise his good cheer and satisfaction. Today represented to him the culmination of a long-planned scheme. Not even the grey envelope which was in his pocket, and which he had found on his breakfast table that morning, distressed him, although it bore the curious signature of Four-Square Jane. The letter read:



You are very mean, Lord Claythorpe. Today, by sacrificing the happiness of a young girl, you are endeavouring to bring riches to your almost bankrupt estate. You have betrayed the trust of one who had faith in you and have utilised the provisions of his foolish will in order to enrich your family. There is many a slip between the cup and the lip.



“Pooh!” said Lord Claythorpe on reading this. “Pooh!” he said again, and his son looked up over his cup and asked for an explanation. That explanation Lord Claythorpe peremptorily refused.

Francis Claythorpe moved forward to meet the girl and, contrary to the usual custom, walked up the aisle with her, and took his place at the altar rails. As he did so, the Reverend Father Maggerley entered from the side door and paced slowly to the centre of the church.

“The ring, Francis?” muttered Lord Claythorpe in his son’s ear, and Francis took a little case from his pocket with a satisfied grin.

He opened it and gasped.

“It’s gone!” he said in so loud a voice that everyone in the neighbouring pews could hear.

Lord Claythorpe did not curse, but he said something very forcibly. It was Mrs Wilberforce whose presence of mind saved a situation which might otherwise have proved rather embarrassing. She slipped her own wedding ring off, and passed it to the young man, and the girl watched the proceedings with a smile of indifference.

As young Lord Claythorpe fumbled with the ring the vestry door opened and someone beckoned to the clergyman. The Reverend Father Maggerley, with a little frown at this indecorous interruption, paced back to the door in his stately fashion and disappeared. He was gone some time, and there was a little murmur of wonder in the congregation when he reappeared and called Lord Claythorpe towards him.

And then to the amazement of the congregation, the whole wedding party disappeared into the vestry. It was a queer situation which met them. On the table of the vestry lay a long envelope inscribed— “Marriage Licence of the Honourable Francis Claythorpe and Miss Joyce Wilberforce.”

“I am exceedingly sorry,” said Mr Maggerley in a troubled voice, as he picked up the envelope, “but something unaccountable has happened.”

“What is it?” said Claythorpe sharply.

“This licence,” began the clergyman.

“Yes, yes,” snapped Claythorpe, “I gave it to you the day before yesterday. It is a special licence — there’s nothing wrong with it, is there?”

Mr Maggerley could not answer immediately.

“It was in my safe, in my own study,” he said, “I can’t understand it. Nobody has access to the safe but myself, and yet—”

“And yet what?” wailed Mrs Wilberforce. “Tell me, for heaven’s sake, what has happened?”

For answer, Father Maggerley took a slip of paper from the envelope, opened it and handed it without a word to Lord Claythorpe.

“That is all it contains,” said the clergyman, and Claythorpe swore under his breath, for instead of the licensce were the four familiar squares.

“Four-Square Jane!” he muttered. “How did she get this?”

Mr Maggerley shook his head.

“I can’t understand,” he began, and then he remembered Sister Agatha. Sister Agatha, who had arrived unexpectedly, who had remained in his study for the greater part of an hour, and had disappeared unseen by anybody.

So Sister Agatha had been Four-Square Jane!
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Peter Dawes, of Scotland Yard, and a very gloomy Lord Claythorpe sat in conference in the latter gentleman’s City office. For Lord Claythorpe was a director of many companies, and had interests of a wide and varied character.

The detective sat at a table, with a little block of paper before him, jotting down notes from time to time, and there was a frown upon his face which suggested that his investigations were not going exactly as he could have wished them.

“There is the case,” said Lord Claythorpe. “The whole timing was a malicious act on the part of this wretched woman, directed against me, my son, and my niece.”

“Is Miss Joyce Wilberforce your niece?” asked the detective, and Lord Claythorpe hesitated.

“Well, she is not my niece,” he said at last. “Rather she was the niece of one of my dearest friends. He was an immensely wealthy man, and when he died he left the bulk of his property to his niece.”

The detective nodded.

“Where does your interest come in, Lord Claythorpe?” he asked.

“I am her legal guardian,” said his lordship, “although of course, she has a mother. That is to say, I am the trustee and sole executor of her estate, and there were one or two provisions especially made by my dear friend which gave me authority usually denied to trustees?”

“Such as the right of choosing her husband,” said the detective quietly, and it was Lord Claythorpe’s turn to frown.

“So you know something about this, do you?” he asked. “Yes, I have that right. It so happened that I chose my own son Francis as the best man for that position, and the lady was quite agreeable.”

“Indeed!” said the polite Peter. He consulted his notes. “As far as I understand, this mysterious person, whom Mrs Wilberforce believes to be a discharged employee named Jane Briglow, after making several raids upon your property, reached the culmination of her audacity by robbing your son of his wedding-ring and then burgling the house of the parson who was to marry them and stealing the licence, which had been granted by the Bishop of London.”

“That’s it exactly,” said Lord Claythorpe.

“And what of the wedding?” asked Peter. “There will be no difficulty of getting another licence.”

Lord Claythorpe sniffed.

“The only difficulty is,” he said, “that the young lady is naturally prostrated by the humiliation which this villainous woman has thrust upon her. She was in such a state of collapse the following morning that her mother was compelled to take her — or rather, to send her — to a friend in the country. The wedding is postponed for, let us say, a month.”

“One other question,” asked the detective. “You say you suspect, in addition to Jane Briglow, a young man named Jamieson Steele, who was in a way engaged to Miss Joyce Wilberforce?”

“A fugitive from justice,” said his lordship emphatically. “And why you police fellows cannot catch him is beyond my understanding. The man forged my name?”

“I know all about that,” said the detective. “I had the records of the case looked out, and the particulars of the case were phoned to me here whilst you had gone upstairs to collect data concerning the previous robbery. As a matter of fact, although he is, as you may say, a fugitive from justice, having very foolishly run away, there is no evidence which would secure a conviction before a judge and jury. I suppose your lordship knows that?”

His lordship did not know that, and he expressed his annoyance in the usual manner — which was to abuse the police.

Peter Dawes went back to Scotland Yard, and consulted the officer who had been in charge of the forgery case.

“No, sir,” said that individual, “we have not a picture of Mr Steele. But he was a quiet enough young fellow — a civil engineer, so far as my memory serves me, in the employment of one of Lord Claythorpe’s companies.”

Peter Dawson looked at the other thoughtfully. His informant was Chief Inspector Passmore, who was a living encyclopaedia, not only upon the aristocratic underworld, but upon crooks who moved in the odour of respectability.

“Inspector,” said Peter, “what position does Lord Claythorpe occupy in the world of the idle rich?”

The inspector stroked his stubbly chin.

“He is neither idle nor rich,” he said. “Claythorpe is, in point of fact, a comparatively poor man, most of whose income is derived from directors’ fees. He has been a heavy gambler in the past, and only as recently as the last oil slump he lost a goodish bit of money.”

“Married?” asked Peter, and the other nodded.

“To a perfectly colourless woman whom nobody seems to have met, though I believe she is seen out at some of the parties Lewinstein gives,” he said.

“Do you know anything about the fortune of Miss Joyce Wilberforce?”

“Two hundred and fifty thousand pounds,” said the other promptly. “Held absolutely by his lordship as sole trustee. The girl’s uncle thought an awful lot of him, and my own opinion is that, in entrusting the girl’s fortune to Claythorpe, he was a trifle mad.”

The men’s eyes met.

“Is Claythorpe crooked?” asked Dawes bluntly, and the detective shrugged his shoulders.

“Heaven knows,” he said. “The only thing I am satisfied about is his association with Four-Square Jane.”

Peter looked at him with a startled gaze.

“What on earth do you mean?” he asked.

“Well,” said the inspector, “don’t you see how all these crimes which are committed by Four-Square Jane have as their object the impoverishment of Claythorpe?”

“I have formed my own theory on that,” said Peter slowly. “I thought Four-Square Jane was a society crook doing a Claude Duval stunt, robbing the rich to keep the poor.”

The inspector smiled.

“You got that idea from the fact that she gives the proceeds of her jewel robberies to the hospitals. And why shouldn’t she? They’re difficult to dispose of, and as a rule they’re easily retrievable if old man Claythorpe will pay the price. But you never heard, when she took solid money, that that went to hospitals, did you?”

“There have been instances,” said Peter.

“When it wasn’t Claythorpe’s money,” said the other quickly. “When it was only the money belonging to some pal of Claythorpe’s as shady as himself. The impression I get of Four-Square Jane is that she’s searching for something all the time. Maybe it’s money — at any rate, when she gets money she sticks to it; and maybe it’s something else.”

“What is your theory?” asked Dawes.

“My theory,” said the inspector slowly, “is that Four-Square Jane and Claythorpe were working in a crooked game together, and that he doublecrossed her and that she is getting her revenge.”

Lord Claythorpe had his office in the City, but most of his business was conducted in a much smaller office situated in St James’s Street. The sole staff of this bureau was his confidential clerk, Donald Remington, a sour-faced man of fifty, reticent and taciturn, who knew a great deal more about his lordship’s business than possibly even Lord Claythorpe gave him credit for.

After his interview with the detective, Lord Claythorpe drove away from the city to the West End, and went up the one flight of stairs which led to the little suite — it was more like a flat than an office and occupied the first floor of a shop building, being approached by the side door — in an absent and abstracted frame of mind.

The silent Remington rose as his master entered, and Lord Claythorpe took the seat which his subordinate had occupied. For fully three minutes neither man spoke, and then Remington asked:

“What did the detective want your lordship for?”

“To ask about that infernal woman,” replied the other shortly.

“Four-Square Jane, eh? But did he ask you anything else?” His tone was one of respectful familiarity, if the paradox may be allowed.

Claythorpe nodded.

“He wanted to know about Miss Wilberforce’s fortune,” he said.

Another silence, and then Remington asked: “I suppose you’ll be glad when that wedding is through, now?”

There was a significant note in his voice, and Claythorpe looked up.

“Of course, I shall,” he said sharply. “By the way, have you made arrangements about?”

Remington nodded.

“Do you think you’re wise?” he asked. “The securities had better stay in the vaults at the bank, don’t you think, especially in view of this girl’s activities?”

“Nothing of the sort,” replied Claythorpe violently. “Carry out my instructions, Remington, to the letter. What the devil do you mean by questioning any act of mine?”

Remington raised his eyebrows the fraction of an inch.

“Far be it from me to question your lordship’s actions; I am merely suggesting that?”

“Well, suggest nothing,” said Lord Claythorpe. “You have given notice to the bank that I intend putting the bonds in a place of security?”

“I have,” replied the other, “the manager has arranged for the box to be delivered here this afternoon. The assistant manager and the accountant are bringing it.”

“Good!” said Claythorpe, “tomorrow I will take it down to my country place.”

Remington was silent.

“You don’t think it wise, eh?” the small eyes of Lord Claythorpe twinkled with malicious humour. “I see you’re scared of Four-Square Jane, too.”

“Not I,” said Remington quickly. “When is this marriage to occur?”

“In a month,” said his lordship airily. “I suppose you’re thinking about your bonus.”

Remington licked his dry lips.

“I am thinking about the sum of four thousand pounds which your lordship owes me, and which I have been waiting for very patiently for the last two years,” he said. “I am tired of this kind of work, and I am anxious to have a little rest and recreation. I’m getting on in years, and it’s very nearly time I had a change.”

Lord Claythorpe was scribbling idly on his blottingpad.

“How much do you think I will owe you, altogether, with the bonus I promised you for your assistance?”

“Nearer ten thousand pounds than four,” replied the man.

“Oh!” said his lordship carelessly. “That is a large sum, but you may depend upon receiving it the moment my boy is married. I have been spending a lot of money lately, Remington. It cost a lot to get back that pearl necklace.”

“You mean the Venetian Armlet?” said the other quickly. “I didn’t know that you had the pearl necklace back?”

“Anyway, I advertised for it,” said his lordship evasively.

“Fixing no definite reward,” said Remington, “and for a very good reason.”

“What do you mean?” asked Lord Claythorpe quickly.

“The pearls were faked,” said the calm Remington. “Your fifty thousand pound necklace was worth little more than fifty pounds!”

“Hush! for heavens’ sake,” said Claythorpe. “Don’t talk so loud.” He mopped his brow. “You seem to know a devil of a lot,” he said suspiciously. “In fact, there are moments, Remington, when I think you know a damn sight too much for my comfort.”

Remington smiled for the first time — a thin hard smile that gave his face a sinister appearance.

“All the more reason why your lordship should get rid of me as soon as possible,” he said. “I have no ambition except to own a little cottage in Cornwall, where I can fish, ride a horse, and idle away my time.”

His lordship rose hurriedly and took off his coat, preparatory to washing his hands in a small washplace leading from the office.

“It’s getting late,” he said. “I had forgotten I have to lunch with somebody. Your ambition shall be gratified — be sure of that, Remington,” he said, passing into the smaller room.

“I hope so,” said Remington. His eyes were fixed on the floor. In throwing down his coat a letter had dropped from Claythorpe’s pocket, and Remington stooped to pick it up. He saw the postmark and the handwriting, and recognized it as that of Mrs Wilberforce. He heard the splash of the water in the bowl and Lord Claythorpe’s voice humming a little tune. Without a moment’s hesitation he took it out and read it. The letter was short.

“My dear Lord Claythorpe,” it ran, “Joyce is adamant on the point of the marriage, and says she will not go through with it for another twelve months.”



He replaced the letter in the envelope, and put it back in the inside pocket of the coat.

Twelve months! Claythorpe had lied when he said a month, and was obviously lying with a purpose.

When his lordship emerged, wiping his hands on a towel, and still humming a little tune, Remington was gazing out of the window upon the chimney tops of Jermyn Street.

“I shall be back at half-past two,” said Lord Claythorpe, perfunctorily examining a small heap of letters which lay on his desk. “The bank people will be here by then?”

Remington nodded.

“I am worried about this transfer of Miss Joyce’s securities,” he said. “They are safe enough in the bank. I do not think they will be safe with you.”

“Rubbish,” said his lordship. “I think I know how to deal with Four-Square Jane. And besides, I am going to ensure the safety of the securities. Four-Square Jane isn’t the kind of person who would steal paper security. It wouldn’t be any good to her, anyway.”

“But suppose these documents disappear?” persisted Remington. “Though it might not assist Four-Square Jane, it would considerably embarrass you and Miss Joyce. It would not be a gain, perhaps, to the burglar, but it would be a distinct loss to the young lady.”

“Don’t worry,” said Claythorpe, “neither Four-Square Jane nor her confederate, Mr Jamieson Steele?”

“Jamieson Steele?” repeated Remington. “What has he to do with it?”

Lord Claythorpe chuckled.

“It is my theory — and it is a theory, I think; which is also held by the police — that Jamieson Steele is the gentleman who assists Miss Four-Square Jane in her robberies.”

“I’ll never believe it,” said Remington. Lord Claythorpe had his hand on the door, preparatory to departing, and he turned at these words.

“Perhaps you do not believe that he forged my name to a cheque in this very office?” he said.

“I certainly do not believe that,” said Remington. “In fact I know that that story is a lie.”

Claythorpe’s face went red.

“That is an ugly word to use to me, Remington,” he said. “I think the sooner you go the better.”

“I quite agree with your lordship,” said Remington, and smiled as the door slammed behind his irate master.

When Claythorpe returned he was in a more amicable frame of mind, and greeted the two bank officials with geniality. On the big table was a black japanned box, heavily sealed. The business of transferring the sealed packages which constituted the contents of the box was not a long process. Lord Claythorpe checked them with a list he took from his case, and signed a receipt.

“I suppose your lordship would not like to break the seals of these envelopes?” said the assistant bank manager. “Of course, we are not responsible for their contents, but it would be more satisfactory to us, as I am sure it would be to your lordship, if you were able to verify the contents.”

“It is not necessary,” said Claythorpe, with a wave of his hand. “I’ll just reseal the box and put it in my safe.”

This he did in the presence of the manager, locking away the box in an old-fashioned steel safe — a proceeding which the bankers witnessed without enthusiasm.

“That doesn’t seem very secure,” said one, “I wish your lordship?”

“I wish you would mind your own business,” said Lord Claythorpe, and the bankers left, “blessing” the truculent man under their breath.

At six o’clock that afternoon Claythorpe finished the work on which he had been engaged, closed and locked his desk, tried the safe, and put on his hat. He glanced through the front window and saw that his car was waiting, and that it was pelting with rain.

“Which way are you going, Remington?” he asked. “I can give you a lift as far as Park Lane.”

“No, thank you, my lord,” said Remington, struggling into his mackintosh. “I am going by tube, and I have not far to walk.”

They went out of the office together, double-locking the stout door. Before leaving, Remington attached a burglar alarm which communicated with a large bell outside the building, and he repeated this process before the door was actually closed and double-locked.

“I want you to be here at nine o’clock tomorrow morning,” said Claythorpe to his subordinate. “Goodnight.”

The inclemency of the weather increased as the evening advanced. A howling southwest gale swept over London, clearing the streets of idlers and limiting to some extent the activities of the police patrols. The police officer who was on duty within a few yards of the building, and who was relieved at eleven o’clock that night, stated that he saw or heard nothing of a suspicious character. In the course of his tour of duty, he tried the door which led to Lord Claythorpe’s office but found it fastened. His relief, a man named Tomms, made an examination of the door at a quarter past eleven — it was his business to examine every door in the street to see that they were securely fastened — and, in addition, acting upon instructions received from Scotland Yard, “pegged” the door. That is to say, he inserted two small wedges of the size of match sticks, one in each doorpost, and tied a piece of black cotton from one to the other.

At one o’clock he tried the door again, and flashed his lamp upon the black thread, and found that it had been broken. This could only mean that someone had passed into the office between eleven and one. He summoned assistance, and roused the caretaker, who lived in adjoining premises, and together they went into the darkened building, and mounted the stairs.

Lord Claythorpe’s office door was apparently closed. It led, as the caretaker explained, directly into the main office. There was no sign of jemmy work, and the officers might have given up their investigations and found a simple explanation for the broken thread in the wildness of the night, when, flashing his lamp on the floor, one of the policemen saw a thin trickle of red coming from beneath. It was blood!

The police did not hesitate, but smashed open the door, and entered with some difficulty, for immediately behind the door was lying the body of a man. Tomms switched on the light and knelt down by the side of the body.

“He’s dead,” he said. “Do you know this man?”

“Yes, sir,” said the white-faced caretaker, “that’s Mr Remington.”

The police made a perfunctory examination.

“You’d better get the divisional surgeon, Jim,” he said to his comrade. “But I’m afraid it’s no use. This poor fellow has been shot through the heart.”

He looked round the apartment. The safe door was wide open and empty.

Half-an-hour later Peter Dawes arrived on the scene of the murder and made a brief examination. He looked at the body.

“Was he like this,” he asked, “when you found him?”

“Yes, sir,” replied the officer.

“He has a knife in his hand.”

Peter bent down and looked at the thin bladed weapon, tightly clenched in the dead man’s hand.

“What’s that, sir?” said Tomms, pointing to the other hand. “It looks like a paper there.”

The card in Remington’s half-clenched fist was loosely held, and the detective gently withdrew it. It was a visiting-card, and the name inscribed thereon was, “Mr Jamieson Steele, Civil Engineer.” Peter Dawes whistled, and then walked across to the safe.

“That’s queer,” he said, and swung the door of the safe closed in the hope of finding something behind it.

He found something, but not what he had expected. In the centre of the green steel door was a small label. It was a label bearing the mark of Four-Square Jane.
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Four Square Jane had committed a murder! It was incredible. All Peter Dawes’ fine theories went by the board in that discovery. This was not the work of a society crook; it was not the work of a criminal philanthropist; there was evidence here of the most coldblooded murder that it had been his business to investigate.

Summoned from his bed at three o’clock in the morning, Lord Claythorpe came to his office a greatly distressed man. He was shivering from sheer terror when he told the story of the securities which had been in the safe when he had left the office.

“And I was warned. I was warned!” he cried. “Poor Remington himself begged me not to do it. What a fool I am!”

“What was Remington doing here?” asked Peter.

The body of the murdered man had long since been removed to the mortuary, and only the dark stain on the floor spoke eloquently of tragedy.

“I haven’t any idea,” said his lordship. “I simply dare not let myself think. Poor fellow! It is a tragedy, an appalling tragedy!”

“I know all about that,” said Peter dryly. “Murders usually are. But what was Remington doing in this office between eleven at night and one o’clock in the morning?”

Lord Claythorpe shook his head.

“I can only offer you my theory,” he said, “for what it is worth. Poor Remington was greatly worried about the securities being in this office at all, and he begged me to get a caretaker, a commissionaire or somebody, to sit in the office during the night. Very foolishly I rejected this excellent suggestion. I can only surmise that, worried by the knowledge that so many valuable securities were in this inadequate safe, Remington came in the middle of the night, intending to remain on guard himself.”

Peter nodded. It was a theory which had the appearance of being a feasible one.

“Then you think that he was surprised by the burglar?”

“Or burglars,” said Lord Claythorpe. “Yes, I do.”

Peter sat at his lordship’s desk, tapping at the blottingpad with his fingers.

“There is a lot to support your theory,” he said. “From the appearance of the body and the weapon in his hand, it is a likely suggestion that he was defending himself. On the other hand, look at this.”

He took a crumpled envelope from his pocket and laid it on the table. It was stained with blood and the flap was heavily sealed.

“We found this under his body,” said the detective. “You will note that the envelope has been slit open by some sharp instrument — in fact, such an instrument as was found in Remington’s hand when the body was discovered.”

His lordship pondered this.

“Possibly he surprised them in the act of opening the envelope, and snatched it away,” he said, and again the detective nodded.

“I agree with you that that is also a plausible theory,” he said. “Had he a key of the safe?”

Lord Claythorpe hesitated.

“Not that I know,” he said. “Why, yes, of course, he had! I did not realize it. Yes, Remington had a key.”

“And is this the key?” Peter Dawes handed his lordship a long steel key which he had taken from his pocket, and Lord Claythorpe examined it intently.

“Yes,” he said, “that is undoubtedly one of the keys of the safe. Where did you find it?”

“Under the table,” said the detective.

“Are there any other clues?” asked his lordship after a pause, and this time Peter did not immediately answer.

“Yes, there is one,” he said. “We found in the dead man’s hand a small visiting-card.”

“What was the name?” asked the other quickly.

“The name was Mr Jamieson Steele, who, I believe, was a former employee of yours.”

“Steele! By heaven! That fits in with what I have been saying all along!” cried Claythorpe. “So Steele was in it!”

“It doesn’t follow because this card was found in Remington’s hand that the card belonged to the burglar,” said Peter quietly. “It is not customary in criminal circles for murderers to leave their cards upon their victims, as I daresay your lordship knows.”

Claythorpe looked at him sharply.

“This does not seem to me to be a moment when you can exercise your sarcasm at my expense,” he growled. “I tell you Steele is a blackguard, and is the kind of man who would assist this notorious woman in her undertakings. Of course, if you’re going to shield him?”

“I shield nobody,” said Peter coldly. “I would not even shield your lordship if I had the slightest evidence against you. Of that you may be sure.”

Lord Claythorpe winced.

“This is a heavy loss for you,” said Peter, who was ignorant of the contents of the safe. Then, noticing the other’s silence, he asked quickly: “You will, of course, give me the fullest information as to what the safe contained. And you can’t do better than tell me now. Was it ready money?”

Lord Claythorpe shook his head. “Nothing but securities,” he said, “and those not of a negotiable character.”

“Your securities?” asked Peter. “What was their value?”

“About a quarter of a million,” said his lordship, and Peter gasped.

“Your money?” he asked again.

“No,” hesitated Lord Claythorpe. “Not my money, but a trust fund?”

Peter sprang up from the table.

“You don’t mean to say that this was the fortune of Miss Joyce Wilberforce about which we were talking this morning?”

His lordship nodded.

“It is,” he said briefly. “It is a great tragedy, and I don’t know how I shall excuse myself to the poor girl.”

“You, of course, know what the securities were?” said Peter in a dry, matter-of-fact voice, as he sat down once more at the table.

In that moment he betrayed no more emotion than if he had been investigating the most commonplace of shop robberies.

“I have a list,” said Claythorpe, and for nearly an hour he was detailing particulars of the bonds which had been stolen.

Peter finished his inquiry at four in the morning, and went to his office to send out an all-Britain message.

It was not like Jane, this latest crime. It was certainly not like Jane or her assistant — if she had an assistant — to leave an incriminating visiting-card in poor Remington’s hand.

Peter Dawes was wise in the ways of criminals, both habitual and involuntary. He had seen a great deal of the grim side of his profession, and had made a careful study of anatomy, particularly in relation to murdered people. He was satisfied in his own mind that the card that was held in the lightly clenched fist of the dead man had been placed there after he had been shot.

He expressed himself frankly to his chief. “The card is evidently a plant to lead us off the track; and if it was put there by Four-Square Jane it was designed with the object of switching suspicion from her on to the unfortunate Steele.”

“Do you think you’ll catch Steele?” asked the chief.

Peter nodded.

“Yes, sir, I can catch him just when I want him, I think,” he said. “It was only because we didn’t want to take this man that we have let him go loose so long. He was a fool to run away, because the evidence against him was pretty paltry.”

Dawes had a large number of calls to make the following morning, and the first of these was on a firm of safemakers in Queen Victoria Avenue. He had the good fortune to find that the sales manager had been in control of the store for the past twenty years, and that he remembered distinctly selling the safe to Lord Claythorpe.

“That’s a relief,” smiled the detective. “I was afraid I should have to go all over London to find the seller. How many keys did you supply?”

“Two” said the man. “One for his lordship, and one for Mr Remington.”

“Was there any difference in the two keys?”

“None except the marking. Have you one of the keys here?”

The detective produced it from his pocket, but when the salesman put out his hand for it he shook his head, with a smile.

“No, I’ll keep it in my own hand, if you don’t mind. I have a special reason,” he said. “Perhaps you will describe the marking.”

“It’s inside the loop of the handle,” explained the salesman. “You will find a small number engraved there — No. 1 or No. 2. No. 1 was intended for his lordship, No. 2 for Mr Remington. The numbers were put there at Lord Claythorpe’s suggestion in order to avoid confusion. It sometimes happens that both keys are in use together, and it is obviously desirable that they should not be mixed.”

Peter looked at the inside of the loop and saw the number, then placed the key in his pocket with a little smile.

“Thank you; I think you have told me all that I want to know,” he said. “You are sure that there are not three keys?”

“Perfectly certain,” said the man emphatically. “And what is more, it would have been impossible to have got these keys cut, except by our firm.”

Peter went back to Scotland Yard to find a telegram waiting for him. It was handed in at Falmouth by the chief of the local constabulary, and read:



JAMIESON STEELE IS HERE. SHALL I ARREST? WE HAVE UNDOUBTED EVIDENCE THAT HE SPENT LAST NIGHT IN FALMOUTH WITH HIS WIFE.



“His wife?” said the puzzled detective. “I didn’t know Steele was married. Well, that lets him out as far as the murder’s concerned. The question is shall we pinch him for the forgery?”

He consulted his friend the Inspector, and the advice he received with regard to the arrest on the lesser charge was emphatic.

“Leave him alone,” said the wise man. “It does us no good to arrest a man unless we are certain of conviction, and the only real offence that Jamieson Steele has committed was the fool offence of running away when he ought to have stood his ground. I interviewed the bank manager immediately after that crime, and the bank manager swore that the signature was not a forgery, but was Lord Claythorpe’s own; and with that evidence before the jury you’re not going to get a conviction, young fellow!”

Peter debated this point, and at last decided to wire to Steele asking him to come up and meet him.

The papers were filled with the stories of Four-Square Jane’s latest exploit. This, indeed, was the culmination of a succession of sensational crimes. Her character, her eccentricities, the record of her several offences, appeared in every newspaper. There were witnesses who had seen a mysterious woman hurrying up St James’s Street a quarter of an hour after the crime must have been committed; there were others who were certain they saw a veiled woman getting into a car at the bottom of St James’s Street; in fact, the usual crop of rumours and evidence was forthcoming, none of which was of the slightest value to the police.

That afternoon the detective visited Lord Claythorpe. He found that gentleman in very close consultation with a grave Mr Lewinstein. To the credit of that genial Hebrew financier it must be said that, however optimistic might be the prospectuses he framed from time to time, he was undoubtedly straight. And Mr Lewinstein’s gravity of demeanour was due to a doubt which had arisen in his mind for the first time as to the trustworthy character of his lordly business associate. They greeted the detective — his lordship suspiciously and a little nervously, Lewinstein with evident relief.

“Well,” asked Claythorpe, “have you made any discovery?”

“Several,” said Peter. “We have been able to reconstruct the crime up to a point, and we have also proved that Mr Steele was in Falmouth when the murder was committed.”

A little shade passed over the sallow face of Lord Claythorpe.

“How could you prove that when you don’t know where he is?” he asked.

“We found where he was, all right,” said Peter with satisfaction.

“And you have arrested him, of course?” demanded his lordship. “I mean for the forgery.”

The other smiled.

“Honestly, Lord Claythorpe, do you seriously wish us to arrest Jamieson Steele, in view of the overwhelming evidence in support of his contention that the cheque was given to him by you, and signed by you?”

“It’s a lie!” roared Lord Claythorpe, bringing his fist down on the table.

“It may be a lie,” said Peter Dawes quietly, “but it is a lie the jury will believe, and I can’t believe that the outcome of such a prosecution will be very profitable to your lordship.”

Claythorpe was silent. Presently he looked up and caught Lewinstein’s eye, and Lewinstein nodded.

“I quite agree,” said that gentleman seriously. “I never thought there was much of a case against young Steele. He was a good boy. Why he got rattled and ran away heaven only knows.”

Claythorpe changed the subject, which was wholly disagreeable to him.

“Have you found anything else?”

“Nothing except this,” said Peter, taking a key from his pocket and laying it on the table before Lord Claythorpe. “Will you be kind enough to show me your key?”

Claythorpe looked at the other for fully a minute.

“Certainly,” he said. He disappeared from the room and returned with a bunch of keys, on the end of which lay the facsimile of that which lay on the table.

Peter took the key and examined it. He looked at the inside of the loop, and as he did so an involuntary cry broke from Claythorpe’s lips.

“A jumping tooth,” he mumbled in apology. “Well, what have you found?”

“I’ve found that your keys have got slightly mixed,” said Peter. “You have Remington’s, and the key found in the office after the murder is yours!”

“Impossible!” said Lord Claythorpe.

“It is one of the impossible things that has happened,” said Peter.

“Well, there’s an explanation for that,” Claythorpe began, but Peter stopped him.

“Of course there is,” he said. “There are a hundred explanations, all of which are quite satisfactory. I suppose you had the keys out together on the table, and they got mixed at some time or other, and you did not notice. I’m not suggesting that you can’t explain. I merely point out this fact, which at present has no bearing, or very little, on any aspect of the case.”

Lewinstein and the detective went from the house together. His lordship, left alone, paced the study restlessly. Then he sat down at his desk and began to write. He produced two large canvas envelopes from the drawer of his desk, and into one of these he inserted a square certificate. He examined it casually before he put it into the cover. It was a debenture certificate issued by the North American Smelter Corporation for five hundred thousand dollars, and there was a particular reason why he should not have this valuable and important document in his house. He addressed the envelope containing the cover to himself in London. This he crossed with blue pencil, and from a drawer took out a small box containing a number of unused stamps. They were not British stamps, but Colonial, including Australian, African, Indian, and British Chinese. He fixed two Australian stamps, and placed the envelope within another, a little bigger. This he addressed to the manager of a Tasmanian bank, with whom he had done some business. To this gentleman he wrote a letter, saying that he expected to be in Australia by the time this letter reached its destination.

“But,” the letter went on, “if by any chance I am not able to get to Australia, and I do not call for this packet within a week after its arrival, or notify you by cable, asking you to keep it for me, will you please send it back to me by registered post.”

That was a job well done, he thought, as he sealed the envelope. This incriminating document would at any rate be out of the country for three months. Should he register it? He scratched his chin dubiously. Registration literally meant registration. If people inquired as to whether he had made any important transfer by mail, there would be no difficulty in discovering, not only the fact that he had posted such a letter, but the address to which it had been posted. No, on the whole he thought it would be better if he sent the letter by ordinary post. He put on his hat and coat, and took the letter himself to the nearest post office. On his return his butler announced a visitor.

“Miss Wilberforce!” said his lordship in surprise, “I thought she was in the country.”

“She arrived a few minutes after you left, m’lord.”

“Excellent!” said Claythorpe. It was the last person he had expected to see, and he fetched a sigh of relief. It might have been awkward if she had arrived earlier — at any rate, it was a remarkable coincidence that she had come at all that evening.

He found her standing by his table, and went towards her with outstretched hands.

“My dear Joyce,” he said, “whatever brings you here?”

“I had a telegram about the robbery,” she said; and then for the first time he realized that he had not troubled to notify the only person who was really affected by the burglary.

“Who wired you?”

“The police.”

Still he was puzzled.

“But you couldn’t have had the wire till eleven,” he said, “how on earth did you get here?”

She smiled rather quietly.

“I did rather an adventurous thing,” she replied. “There is an aeroplane service between Falmouth and London.”

He could only stare at her.

“That was very enterprising of you, Joyce.”

“Tell me,” she said, “did you also wire about this robbery?”

“I’ve been waiting till I got the fullest details before I notified you,” said Lord Claythorpe easily. “You see, my dear girl, I have no wish to worry or frighten you, and possibly there was some chance that this wretched woman would return the securities, or at any rate give me a chance of redeeming them.”

She nodded.

“I see,” she said. “Then I can do nothing?”

He shook his head.

“Absolutely nothing.”

She pursed her lips irresolutely.

“Can I write a letter?” she asked.

“Sit down, sit down, my dear child,” he fussed. “You’ll find paper and envelopes in this case.”

At eleven o’clock that night, South Western District Post Office No. 2 was a scene of animation. Postal vans, horse vans and motors were pulled up level with the big platform which led from the sorting room, and a dozen porters were engaged in handling mail bags for various destinations. The vans conveying local London mails had been despatched to the various district offices, the last to leave being a small one-horse van carrying the foreign mails to the GPO. It was driven by a middle-aged attendant named Carter, and pulled out of the yard at a quarter to twelve.

The weather was a repetition of that which had been experienced on the previous night. The southwester was still blowing, the rain was coming down in gusty squalls, and the driver, muffled up to the chin, whipped up his horse to face the blast. His way led through the most deserted part of London’s West End — more deserted than usual on this stormy night. One of the main streets through which he had to pass was “up,” being in the hands of the road repairers, and he turned into a side street to make a detour which would bring him clear of the obstruction. He observed, as he again turned his horse into the narrow thoroughfare running parallel with the main road, that the street lamps were extinguished, and put this down to the storm. He was in the blackest patch of the road, when a red lamp flashed right ahead of him, and he pulled his horse back on its haunches.

“What’s the trouble?” he said leaning down and addressing the figure that held the lamp.

For answer, a blinding ray of light, directed by a powerful pocket lamp, struck him full in the face, and before he realised what had happened, someone had leapt on to the wheel and was by his side, clutching at the rails on top of the van. Something cold and hard was pressed against his neck.

“Utter a sound and you’re a dead man,” said a man’s voice.

A quarter of an hour later, all that stood for authority in London was searching for a dark low motor car, and Peter Dawes, sitting on the edge of his bed in his pyjamas, was eagerly questioning one of his junior officers over the phone.

“Robbed the mail? Impossible! How did it happen? Were they arrested? I’ll be with you in ten minutes.”

He slipped into a suit, buttoned his mackintosh, and stepped out into the wild night. His flat was opposite a cab rank, and in less than ten minutes he was at Scotland Yard.

“?the man said the thing was over so quickly he hadn’t a chance of shouting, besides which, the fellow who stood by his side threatened to shoot him.”

“What have they taken?”

“Only one bag, so far as can be ascertained. They knew just what they were after, and when they had got it they disappeared. The constable at the other end of the street heard the man shout, and came running down just in time to see a motor car turn the corner.”

Later, Peter interviewed the driver, a badly scared man, in the stable-yard of the contractor who supplied the horses for the post office vans. The driver was a man who had been in the Government service for ten years, and had covered the route he was following that night — except that he had never previously taken the side street rendered necessary by the condition of the road — for the greater part of that time.

“Did you see anybody else except the man who sat by your side and threatened you?” asked Peter.

“Yes sir,” replied the man. “I saw what I thought was a girl in a black oilskin; she passed round to the back of the van.”

“Where is the van? Is it here?” asked the detective, and they showed him a small four-wheeled vehicle, covered in at the top and with two doors which were fastened behind by a steel bar and padlocked. The padlock had been wrenched open, and the doors now stood ajar.

“They had taken out the mail bags, sir, in order to sort them out to see what was gone.”

Peter flashed his lamp in the interior, examining the floor and sides carefully. There was no clue of any kind until he began his inspection of the inside of the doors, and there, on the very centre, was the familiar label.

“Four-Square Jane, eh?” said Peter, and whistled.



Chapter VII
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I deeply regret that I found it necessary to interfere with His Majesty’s mails. In a certain bag was a letter which was very compromising to me, and it was necessary that I should recover it. I beg to enclose the remainder of the letters which are, as you will see, intact and untampered with!



This document, bearing the seal manual of Four-Square Jane, was delivered to the Central Post Office accompanied by a large mailbag. The person who delivered it was a small boy of the District Messenger Service, who brought the package in a taxicab. He could give no information as to the person who had sent him except to say that it was a lady wearing a heavy veil, who had summoned him to a popular hotel, and had met him in the vestibule. They had taken a cab together, and at the corner of Clarges Street the cab had pulled up on the instructions of the lady; a man had appeared bearing a bundle that he had put into the cab which then drove on. A little later the lady had stopped the cab, given the boy a pound note, and herself descended. The boy could only say that in his opinion she was young, and undoubtedly in mourning.

Here was new fuel to the flames of excitement which the murder of Remington had aroused. A murder one day, accompanied by a robbery which, if rumour had any foundation, involved nearly a quarter of a million pounds, and this tragedy followed on the next day by the robbery of the King’s mail; and all at the hands of a mysterious woman whose name was already a household word — these happenings apart from the earlier crimes were sufficient to furnish not only London but the whole of Britain with a subject for discussion.

Lord Claythorpe heard the news of the robbery with some uneasiness. Inquiries made at the local district office, however, relieved him of his anxiety. The mail bag which had been taken, he was informed, was part of the Indian mail. The Australian mail had been delivered at the General Post Office earlier in the evening by the service which left the district office at nine o’clock. It was as well for his peace of mind that he did not know how erroneous was the information he had been given. He had asked Joyce to breakfast with him, and had kept her waiting whilst he pursued these inquiries; for he had read of the robbery in bed, and had hurried round to the district office without delay.

“This is the most amazing exploit of all,” he said to the girl, as he handed her the paper. “Take this,” he said. “I have read it.”

“Poor Jane Briglow!”

“Why Jane Briglow?”

The girl smiled.

“Mother insists that it is she who has committed all these acts. As a matter of fact, I happen to know that Jane is in good service in the North of England.”

Claythorpe looked at her in surprise.

“Is that so?” he said incredulously. “Do you know, I’d begun to form a theory about that girl.”

“Well, don’t,” said Joyce, helping herself to jam.

“I wonder whether they’ll get the bag back,” speculated his lordship. “There’s nothing about it in the papers.”

“It is very unlikely, I should think,” said Joyce. She rolled up her table-napkin. “You wanted to see me about something this morning,” she said.

He nodded.

“Yes, Joyce,” he said. “I’ve been thinking matters over. I’m afraid I was rather prejudiced against young Steele.” The girl made no reply. “I’m not even certain that he was guilty of the offence with which I charged him,” Claythorpe went on. “You see, I was very worried at the time, and it is possible that I may have signed a cheque and overlooked the fact. You were very fond of Steele?”

She nodded.

“Well,” said Lord Claythorpe heartily, “I will no longer stand in your way.”

She looked at him steadily.

“You mean you will consent to my marriage?”

He nodded.

“Why not?” he asked.

“Why not, indeed?” she said, a little bitterly. “I understand that my fortune no longer depends upon whether I marry according to your wishes or not — since I have no fortune.”

“It is very deplorable,” said his lordship gravely. “Really, I feel morally responsible. It is a most stupendous tragedy, but I will do whatever I can to make it up to you, Joyce. I am not a rich man by any means, but I have decided, if you still feel you cannot marry my son, and would prefer to marry Mr Steele, to give you a wedding gift of twenty thousand pounds.”

“That is very good of you,” said the girl politely, “but, of course, I cannot take your verbal permission. You will not mind putting that into writing?”

“With all the pleasure in life,” said Lord Claythorpe, getting up and walking to a writing table, “really Joyce, you’re becoming quite shrewd in your old age,” he chuckled.

He drew a sheet of paper from a writing-case and poised a pen.

“What is the date?” he asked.

“It is the nineteenth,” said the girl. “But date it as from the first of the month.”

“Why?” he asked in surprise.

“Well, there are many reasons,” said the girl slowly. “I shouldn’t like people to think, for example, that your liking for Mr Steele dated from the loss of my property.”

He looked at her sharply, but not a muscle of her face moved.

“That is very considerate of you,” he said with a shrug, “and it doesn’t really matter whether I make it the first or the twenty-first, does it?”

He wrote quickly, blotted the sheet, handed it to the girl, and she read it and folded the paper away in her handbag.

“Was that really the reason you asked me to date the permission back?” he asked curiously.

She shook her head.

“No,” she said coolly. “I was married to Jamieson last week.”

“Married!” he gasped. “Without my permission!”

“With your permission,” she said, tapping her little bag.

For a second he frowned, and then he burst into a roar of laughter.

“Well, well,” he said. “That’s rather rich. You’re a very naughty girl, Joyce. Does your mother know?”

“Mother knows nothing about it,” said the girl. “There is one more thing I want to speak to you about, Lord Claythorpe, and that is in connection with the robbery of the mail last night.”

It was at that moment that Peter Dawes was announced.

“It’s the detective,” said Lord Claythorpe with a little frown. “You don’t want to see him?”

“On the contrary, let him come in, because what I am going to say will interest him,” she said.

Claythorpe nodded to the butler, and a few seconds later Peter Dawes came into the room. He bowed to the girl and shook hands with Lord Claythorpe.

“This is my niece — well, not exactly my niece,” smiled Claythorpe, “but the niece of a very dear friend of mine, and, in fact, the lady who is the principal loser in that terrible tragedy of St James’s Street.”

“Indeed?” said Peter with a smile. “I think I know the young lady by sight.”

“And she was going to make an interesting communication to me just as you came in,” said Claythorpe. “Perhaps, Joyce, dear, you will tell Mr Dawes?”

“I was only going to say that this morning I received this.” She did not go to her bag, but produced a folded paper from the inside of her blouse. This she opened and spread on the table and Claythorpe’s face went white, for it was the five hundred thousand dollar bond which he had despatched the day before to Australia. “I seem to remember,” said the girl, “that this was part of my inheritance — you remember I was given a list of the securities you held for me?”

Lord Claythorpe licked his dry lips.

“Yes,” he said huskily. “That is part of your inheritance.”

“How did it come to you?” asked Peter Dawes.

“It was found in my letterbox this morning,” said the girl.

“Accompanied by a letter?”

“No, nothing,” said Joyce. “For some reason I connected it with the mail robbery, and thought that perhaps you had entrusted this certificate to the post — and that in your letter you mentioned the fact that it was mine.”

“That also is impossible,” said Peter Dawes quietly, “because, if your statement is correct, this document would have been amongst those which were stolen on the night that Remington was murdered. Isn’t that so, Lord Claythorpe?”

Claythorpe nodded.

“It is very providential for you, Joyce,” he said huskily. “I haven’t the slightest idea how it came to you. Probably the thief who murdered Remington knew it was yours and restored it.”

The girl nodded.

“The thief being Four-Square Jane, eh?” said Peter Dawes, eyeing his lordship narrowly.

“Naturally, who else?” said Claythorpe, meeting the other’s eyes steadily. “It was undoubtedly her work, her label was on the inside of the safe.”

“That is true,” agreed Peter. “But there was one remarkable fact about that label which seems to have been overlooked.”

“What was that?”

“It had been used before,” said Peter slowly. “It was an old label which had previously been attached to something or somewhere, for the marks of the old adhesion were still on it when I took it off. In fact, there were only a few places where the gum on the label remained useful.”

Neither the eyes of the girl or Lord Claythorpe left the other’s face.

“That is curious,” said Lord Claythorpe slowly. “What do you deduce from that?”

Dawes shrugged.

“Nothing, except that it is possible someone is using Four-Square Jane’s name in vain,” he said, “someone who was in a position to get one of the old labels she had used on her previous felonies. May I sit down?” he asked, for he had not been invited to take a seat.

Claythorpe nodded curtly, and Dawes pulled a chair from the table and seated himself.

“I have been reconstructing that crime,” he said, “and there are one or two things that puzzle me. In the first place, I am perfectly certain that no woman was in your office on the night the murder was committed.”

Lord Claythorpe raised his eyebrows.

“Indeed!” he said. “And yet the constable who was first in the room told me that he distinctly smelt a very powerful scent — the sort a woman would use. I also noticed it when I went into the room.”

“So did I,” said Peter, “and that quite decided me that Four-Square Jane had nothing to do with the business. A cool, calculating woman like Four-Square Jane is certain to be a lady of more than ordinary intelligence and regular habits. She is not the kind who would suddenly take up a powerful scent, because it is possible to trace a woman criminal by this means, and it is certain that in no other case which is associated with her name was there the slightest trace or hint of perfume. That makes me more certain that the crime was committed by a man and that he sprinkled the scent on the floor in order to leave the impression that Four-Square Jane had been the operator.”

“What do you think happened?” asked Lord Claythorpe after a pause.

“I think that Remington went to the office with the intention of examining the contents of the safe,” said Peter deliberately. “I believe he had the whole of the envelopes on the table, and had opened several, when he was surprised by somebody who came into the office. There was an argument, in the course of which he was shot dead.”

“You suggest that the intruder was a burglar?” said Lord Claythorpe with a set face, but Peter shook his head.

“No,” he said. “This man admitted himself to the office by means of a key. The door was not forced, and there was no sign of a skeleton key having been used. Moreover, the newcomer must have been well acquainted with the office, because, after the murder was committed he switched out the light and pulled up the blinds which Remington had lowered, so that the light should not attract attention from the street. We know they were lowered, because the constable on beat duty on the other side of the street saw no sign of a light. The blinds were heavy and practically lightproof. Now, the man who committed the murder knew his way about the office well enough to turn out the light, move in the dark, and manipulate the three blinds which covered the windows. I’ve been experimenting with those blinds, and I’ve found that they’re fairly complicated, in their mechanism.”

Again there was a pause.

“A very fantastic theory, if you will allow me to say so,” said Lord Claythorpe, “and not at all like the sensible, commonsense point of view that I should have expected from Scotland Yard.”

“That may be so,” said Peter quietly. “But we get romantic theories even at Scotland Yard.”

He looked down at the bond, still spread out on the table.

“I suppose your lordship will put this in the bank after your unhappy experience?” he said.

“Yes, yes,” said Lord Claythorpe briefly, and Peter turned to the girl.

“I congratulate you upon recovering a part of your property,” he said. “I understand this is held in trust for you until you’re married.”

Lord Claythorpe started violently.

“Until you’re married!” he said. “Why, why!” He caught the girl’s smiling eyes. “That means now, doesn’t it?” he said.

“Until your marriage is approved by me,” said Lord Claythorpe.

“I think it is approved by you,” said Joyce, and dived her hand into her bag.

“It will be delivered to you formally tomorrow,” said his lordship stiffly.

Peter Dawes and the girl went out of the house together and walked in silence a little way.

“I’d give a lot to know what you’re thinking,” said the girl.

“And I’d give a lot to know what you know,” smiled Peter, and at that cryptic exchange they parted.

That night Mr Lewinstein was giving a big dinner party at the Ritz Carlton. Joyce had been invited months before, but had no thought of accepting the invitation until she returned to the hotel where she was staying.

A goodlooking man rose as she entered the vestibule, and came towards her with a smile. He took her arm, and slowly they paced the long corridor leading to the elevator.

“So that’s Mr Jamieson Steele, eh?” said Peter Dawes, who had followed her to the hotel, and he looked very thoughtfully in the direction the two had taken.

He went from the hotel and called on Mr Lewinstein by appointment, and that great financier welcomed him with a large cigar. “I heard you were engaged upon the Four-Square Jane case, Mr Dawes,” he said, “and I thought it wouldn’t be a bad idea if I invited you to dinner tonight.”

“Is this a professional or a friendly engagement?” smiled Peter.

“It’s both,” said Mr Lewinstein frankly. “The fact is, Mr Dawes, and I’m not going to make any bones about the truth, it is necessary in my business that I should keep in touch with the best people in London. From time to time I give a dinner-party, and I bring together all that is bright and beautiful and brainy. Usually these dinners are given in my own house, but I’ve had a rather painful experience,” he said grimly, and Peter, who knew the history of Four-Square Jane’s robbery, nodded in sympathy.

“Now, I want to say a few words about Miss Four-Square Jane,” said Lewinstein. “Do you mind seeing if the door is closed?”

Peter looked outside, and closed the door carefully.

“I’d hate what I’m saying to be repeated in certain quarters,” Lewinstein went on. “But in that robbery there were several remarkable coincidences. Do you know that Four-Square Jane stole nothing, in most cases, except the presents that had been given by Claythorpe? Claythorpe is rather a gay old bird and has gone the pace. He has been spending money like water for years. Of course, he may have a big income, or he may not. I know just what he gets out of the City. On the night of the burglary at my house this girl went through every room and took articles which in many cases had been given to the various people by Claythorpe. For example, something he had presented to my wife disappeared; some shirt-studs, which he gave to me, were also gone. That’s rather funny, don’t you think?”

“It fits in with my theory,” said Peter nodding, “that Four-Square Jane has only one enemy in the world, and that is Lord Claythorpe.”

“That’s my opinion, too,” said Lewinstein. “Now tonight I am giving a big dinner-party, as I told you, and there will be a lot of women there, and the women are scared of my parties since the last one. There will be jewels to burn, but what makes me specially nervous is that Claythorpe has insisted on Lola Lane being invited.”

“The dancer?” asked Peter in surprise, and the other nodded.

“She’s a great friend of Claythorpe’s — I suppose you know that? He put up the money for her last production, and, not to put too fine a point upon it, the old man is infatuated by the girl.”

Mr Lewinstein sucked contemplatively at one of his large cigars.

“I am not a prude, you understand, Mr Dawes,” he said, “and the way men amuse themselves does not concern me. Claythorpe is much too big a man for me to refuse any request he makes. In the present state of society, people like Lola are accepted, and it is not for me to reform the Smart Set. The only thing I’m scared about is that she will be covered from head to foot in jewels.”

He pulled again at his cigar, and looked at it before he went on: “Which Lord Claythorpe has given her.”

“This is news to me,” said Peter.

“It would be news to a lot of people,” said Lewinstein, “for Claythorpe is supposed to be one of the big moral forces in the City.” He chuckled, as though at a good joke. “Now, there’s another point I want to make to you. This girl Lola has been telling her friends — at least, she told a friend of mine — that she was going to the Argentine to live in about six months’ time. My friend asked her if Lord Claythorpe agreed to that arrangement. You know, these theatrical people are very frank, and she said ‘Yes.’” He looked at the detective.

“Which means that Claythorpe is going, too,” said Peter, and Lewinstein nodded.

“That is also news,” said Peter Dawes. “Thank you, I will accept your invitation to dinner tonight.”

“Good!” said Lewinstein, brightening. “You don’t mind, but I may have to put you next to Lola.”

That evening when Peter strolled into the big reception hall which Mr Lewinstein had engaged with his private diningroom, his eyes wandered in search of the lady. He knew her by sight — had seen her picture in the illustrated newspapers. He had no difficulty in distinguishing her rather bold features; and, even if he had not, he would have known, from the daring dress she wore, that this was the redoubtable lady whose name had been hinted in connection with one or two unpleasant scandals.

But chiefly his eyes were for the great collar of emeralds about her shapely throat. They were big green stones which scintillated in the shaded lights, and were by far the most remarkable jewels in the room. Evidently Lewinstein had explained to Lord Claythorpe the reason of the invitation, because his lordship received him quite graciously and made no demur at a common detective occupying the place by the side of the lady who had so completely enthralled him.

It was after the introduction that Peter had a surprise, for he saw Joyce Wilberforce.

“I didn’t expect to see you again today, Miss Wilberforce,” he said.

“I did not expect to come myself,” replied the girl, “but my husband — you knew I was married?”

Mr Dawes nodded.

“That is one of the things I did know,” he laughed.

“My husband had an engagement, and he suggested that I should amuse myself by coming here. What do you think of the emeralds?” she asked mischievously. “I suppose you’re here to keep a friendly eye on them?”

Peter smiled.

“They are rather gorgeous, aren’t they? Though I cannot say I admire their wearer.”

Peter was discreetly silent. He took the dancer in to dinner, and found her a singularly dull person, except on the question of dress amid the weakness of her sister artistes. The dinner was in full swing when Joyce Wilberforce, who was sitting almost opposite the detective, screamed and hunched herself up in the chair.

“Look, look!” she cried, pointing to the floor. “A rat!”

Peter, leaning over the table, saw a small brown shape run along the wainscot. The woman at his side shrieked and drew her feet up to the rail of her chair. This was the last thing he saw, for at that second all the lights in the room went out. He heard a scream from the dancer.

“My necklace, my necklace!”

There was a babble of voices, a discordant shouting of instructions and advice. Then Peter struck a match. The only thing he saw in the flickering light was the figure of Lola, with her hands clasped round her neck. The collar of emeralds had disappeared!

It was five minutes before somebody fixed the fuse and brought the lights on again.

“Let nobody leave the room!” shouted Peter authoritatively. “Everybody here must be searched. And?”

Then his eyes fell upon a little card which had been placed on the table before him, and which had not been there when the lights went out. There was no need to turn it. He knew what to expect on the other side. The four squares and the little J looked up at him mockingly.
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Peter Dawes, of Scotland Yard, had to do some mighty quick thinking and, by an effort of will, concentrate his mind upon all the events which had immediately preceded the robbery of the dancer’s necklace. First there was Joyce Wilberforce, who had undoubtedly seen a rat running along by the wainscot, and had drawn up her feet in a characteristically feminine fashion. Then he had seen the dancer draw up her feet, and put down her hands to pull her skirts tight — also a characteristically feminine action.

What else had he seen? He had seen a hand, the hand of a waiter, between himself and the woman on his left. He remembered now that there was something peculiar about that hand which had attracted his attention, and that he had been on the point of turning his head in order to see it better when Joyce’s scream had distracted his attention.

What was there about that hand? He concentrated all his mind upon this trivial matter, realising instinctively that behind that momentary omen was a possible solution of the mystery. He remembered that it was a well-manicured hand. That in itself was remarkable in a waiter. There had been no jewels or rings upon it, which was not remarkable. This he had observed idly. Then, in a flash, the detail which had interested him came back to his mind. The little finger was remarkably short. He puzzled his head to connect this malformation with something he had heard before. Leaving the room in the charge of the police who had been summoned, he took a taxi and drove straight to the hotel where Joyce Steele was staying with her husband.

“Mrs Steele is out, but Mr Steele has just come in,” said the hotel clerk. “Shall I send your name up?”

“It is unnecessary,” said the detective, showing his card. “I will go up to his room. What is the number?”

He was told, and a page piloted him to the door. Without troubling to knock, he turned the handle and walked in. Jamieson Steele was sitting before a little fire, smoking a cigarette, and looked up at the intruder.

“Hullo, Mr Dawes,” he said calmly.

“You know me, eh?” said Peter. “May I have a few words with you?”

“You can have as many as you like,” said Steele. “Take a chair, won’t you? This is not a bad little sittingroom, but it is rather draughty. To what am I indebted for this visit? Is our wicked uncle pressing his charge of forgery?”

Peter Dawes smiled.

“I don’t think that is likely,” he said. “I have made a call upon you for the purpose of seeing your hands.”

“My hands?” said the other in a tone of surprise. “Are you going in for a manicure?”

“Hardly,” said Peter dryly, as the other spread out his hands before him. “What is the matter with your little finger?” he asked, after a moment’s scrutiny.

Jamieson Steele examined the finger and laughed.

“He is not very big, is he?” he laughed. “Arrested development, I suppose. It is the one blemish on an otherwise perfect body.”

“Where have you been tonight?” asked Peter quietly.

“I have been to various places, including Scotland Yard,” was the staggering reply.

“To Scotland Yard?” asked Peter incredulously, and Jamieson Steele nodded.

“The fact is, I wanted to see you about the curious charge which Lord Claythorpe brings forward from time to time; and also I felt that some explanation was due to you as you are in charge of a case which nearly affects my wife, as to the reason I did a bolt when Claythorpe brought this charge of forgery against me.”

“What time did you leave the Yard?”

“About half an hour ago,” said Steele.

Peter looked at him closely. He was wearing an ordinary lounge suit, and a soft shirt. The hand which had come upon the table had undoubtedly been encased in a stiff cuff and a black sleeve.

“Why, what is the matter?” asked Steele.

“There has been a robbery at the Ritz Canton tonight,” Peter explained. “A man dressed as a waiter has stolen an emerald necklace.”

“And naturally you suspect me,” he said ironically. “Well, you’re at liberty to search this apartment.”

“May I see your dress clothes?” said Peter. For answer, the other led him to his bedroom, and his dress suit was discovered at the bottom of a trunk, carefully folded and brushed.

“Now,” said Peter, “if you don’t mind, I’ll conduct the search you suggest. You understand that I have no authority to do so, and I can only make the search with your permission.”

“You have my permission,” said the other. “I realise that I am a suspected person, so go ahead, and don’t mind hurting my feelings.”

Peter’s search was thorough, but revealed nothing of importance.

“This is my wife’s room,” said Steele. “Perhaps you would like to search that?”

“I should,” said Peter Dawes, without hesitation, but again his investigations drew blank.

He opened all the windows of the room, feeling along the windowsills for a tape, cord or thread, from which an emerald necklace might be suspended. It was an old trick to fasten a stolen article to a black thread, and the black thread to some stout gummed paper fastened to the windowsill; but here again he discovered nothing.

“Now,” said the cheerful young man, “you had better search me.”

“I might as well do the job thoroughly,” agreed Peter, and ran his hands scientifically over the other’s body.

“Not guilty, eh?” said Steele, when he had finished. “Now perhaps you’ll sit down, and I’ll tell you something about Lord Claythorpe that will interest you. You know, of course, that Claythorpe has been living on the verge of bankruptcy. Won’t you sit down?” he said again, and Peter obeyed. “Here is a cigar which will steady your nerves.”

“I can’t stay very long,” said Peter, “but I should like your end of the serial very much indeed.”

He took the proffered cigar, and bit off the end.

“As I was saying,” Steele went on, “Claythorpe has been living for years on the verge of bankruptcy. He is a man who, from his youth up, has been dependent on his wits. His early life was passed in what the good books called dissolute living. I believe there was a time when he was so broke he slept on the Embankment.”

Peter nodded. He also had heard something to this effect.

“This, of course, was before he came into the title. He is a clever and unscrupulous man with a good address. And knowing that he was up against it, he set himself to gain powerful friends. One of these friends was my wife’s uncle — a goodnatured innocent kind of man, who had amassed a considerable fortune in South Africa. I believe Claythorpe bled him pretty considerably, and might have bled him to death, only the old fellow died naturally, leaving a handsome legacy to his friends and the residue of his property to my wife. Claythorpe was made the executor, and given pretty wide powers. Amongst the property which my wife inherited — or rather, would inherit on her wedding day, was a small coalmine in the North of England, which at the time of the old man’s death was being managed by a very brilliant young engineer, whose name modesty alone prevents my revealing.”

“Go on,” said Peter, with a smile.

“Claythorpe, finding himself in control of such unlimited wealth, set himself out to improve the property. And the first thing he did was to project the flotation of my coal mine — I call it mine, and I always regarded it as such in a spiritual sense — for about six times its value.”

Peter nodded.

“In order to bring in the public, it was necessary that a statement should be made with regard to the quantity of coal in the mine, the extent of the seams, etc., and it was my duty to prepare a most glowing statement, which would loosen the purse-strings of the investing public. Claythorpe put the scheme up to me, and I said, ‘No.’ I also told him,” the young man went on, choosing his words carefully, “that, if he floated this company, I should have something to, say in the columns of the financial Press. So the thing was dropped, but Claythorpe never forgave me. There was a certain work which I had done for him outside my ordinary duties and, summoning me to his St James’s Street office, he gave me a cheque. I noticed at the time that the cheque was for a much larger amount than I had expected, and thought his lordship was trying to get into my good books. I also noticed that the amount inscribed on the cheque had the appearance of being altered, and that even his lordship’s signature looked rather unusual. I took the cheque and presented it to my bank a few days later, and was summoned to the office, where I was denounced as a forger,” said the young man, puffing a ring of smoke into the air reflectively, “but it gives you a very funny feeling in the pit of the stomach. The heroic and proper and sensible thing to do was to stand on my ground, go up to the Old Bailey, make a great speech which would call forth the applause and approbation of judge and jury, and stalk out of the court in triumph. Under these circumstances, however, one seldom does the proper thing. Remington it was — the man who is now dead — who suggested that I should bolt; and, like a fool, I bolted. The only person who knew where I was was Joyce. I won’t tell you anything about my wife, because you probably know everything that is worth knowing. I’ll only say that I’ve loved her for years, and that my affection has been returned. It was she who urged me to come back to London and stand my trial, but I put this down to her childlike innocence — a man is always inclined to think that he’s the cleverer of the two when he’s exchanging advice with women. That’s the whole of the story.”

Peter waited.

“Now, Mr Steele,” he said, “perhaps you will explain why you were at the Ritz-Canton Hotel tonight disguised as a waiter.”

Steele looked at him with a quizzical smile. “I think I could explain it if I’d been there,” he said. “Do you want me to invent an explanation as well as to invent my presence?”

“I am as confident that you were there,” said Peter, “as I am that you are sitting here. I am also certain that it will be next to impossible to prove that you were in the room.” He rose from his seat. “I am going back to the hotel,” he said, “though I do not expect that any of our bloodhounds have discovered the necklace.”

“Have another cigar,” said Steele, offering the open box.

Peter shook his head.

“No thank you,” he said.

“They won’t hurt you, take a handful.”

Peter laughingly refused.

“I think I am nearly through with this Four-Square Jane business,” he said, “and I am pretty certain that it is not going to bring kudos or promotion to me.”

“I have a feeling that it will not, either,” said Steele. “It’s a rum case.”

Peter shook his head.

“Rum, because I’ve solved the mystery of Four-Square Jane. I know who she is, and why she has robbed Claythorpe and his friends.”

“You know her, do you?” said Steele thoughtfully, and the other nodded.

Jamieson Steele waited till the door closed upon the detective, and then waited another five minutes before he rose and shot the bolt. He then locked the two doors leading from the sittingroom, took up the box of cigars and placed it on the table. He dipped into the box, and pulled out handful after handful of cigars, and then he took out something which glittered and scintillated in the light — a great collar of big emeralds — and laid it on the table. He looked at it thoughtfully, then wrapped it in a silk handkerchief and thrust it into his pocket, replacing the cigars in the box. He passed into his bedroom, and came out wearing a soft felt hat, and a long dark blue trench coat.

He hesitated before he unbolted the door, unbuttoned the coat, and took out the handkerchief containing the emerald collar, and put it into his overcoat pocket. If he had turned his head at that moment, and looked at the half-opened door of his bedroom, he might have caught a glimpse of a figure that was watching his every movement. Peter Dawes had not come alone, and there were three entrances to the private suite which Mr and Mrs Steele occupied.

Then Jamieson Steele stepped out so quickly that by the time the watcher was in the corridor, he had disappeared down the lift, which happened to be going down at that moment. The man raced down the stairs three at a time. The last landing was a broad marble balcony which overlooked the hall, and, glancing down, he saw Peter waiting. He waved his hand significantly, and at that moment the elevator reached the ground floor, and Jamieson Steele stepped out of it.

He was half way across the vestibule when Peter confronted him.

“Wait a moment, Mr Steele. I want you,” said Peter.

It was at that second that the swing doors turned and Joyce Steele came in.

“Want me?” said Steele. “Why?”

“I am going to take you into custody on the charge of being concerned in the robbery tonight,” said the detective.

“You’re mad,” said Steele, with an immovable face.

“Arrest him? Oh no, no!” It was the gasping voice of the girl. In a second she had flung herself upon the man, her two arms about him. “It isn’t true, it isn’t true!” she sobbed.

Very gently Steele pushed her back.

“Go away, my dear. This is no place for you,” he said. “Mr Dawes has made a great mistake, as he will discover.”

The watcher had joined the group now.

“He’s got the goods, sir,” he said triumphantly. “I watched him. The necklace was in a cigar box. He has got it in his pocket.”

“Hold out your hands,’’ said Peter, and in a second Jamieson Steele was handcuffed.

“May I come?” said the girl.

“It is better you did not,” said Peter. “Perhaps your husband will be able to prove his innocence. Anyway, you can do nothing.”

They left her, a disconsolate figure, standing in the hall, and carried their prisoner to Lannon Row.

“Now we’ll search you, if you don’t mind?” asked Peter.

“Not at all,” said the other coolly.

“Where did you say he put it?”

“In his pocket, sir,” said the spy.

Peter searched the overcoat pockets.

“There’s nothing here,” he said.

“Nothing there?” gasped the man in astonishment. “But I saw him put it there. He took it out of his hip pocket and?”

“Well, let’s try his hip pocket. Take off your coat, Steele.”

The young man obeyed, and again Peter’s deft fingers went over him, but with no better result. The two detectives looked at one another in consternation.

“A slight mistake on your part, my friend,” said Peter, “I’m sorry we’ve given you all this trouble.”

“Look in the bottom of the cab,” the second detective pleaded, and Peter laughed.

“I don’t see what he could do. He had the bracelets on his hands, and I never took my eyes off them once. You can search the cab if you like — it’s waiting at the door.”

But the search of the cab produced no better result.

And then an inspiration dawned upon Peter, and he laughed, softly and long.

“I’m going to give up this business,” he said. “I really am, Steele. I’m too childishly trustful.”

Their eyes met, and both eyes were creased with laughter.

“All right,” said Peter. “Let him go.”

“Let him go?” said the other detective in dismay.

“Yes. We’ve no evidence against this gentleman, and we’re very unlikely to secure it.”

For in that short space of time, Peter had realized exactly the kind he was up against; saw as clearly as daylight what had happened to the emeralds, and knew that any attempt to find them now would merely lead to another disappointment.

“If you don’t mind, Steele, I think I’ll go back with you to your hotel. I hope you’re not bearing malice.”

“Not at all,” replied Steele. “It’s your job to catch me, and my job to?” he paused.

“Yes?” said Peter curiously.

“My job to get caught, obviously,” said Steele with a laugh.

They did not speak again until they were in the cab on the way back to the hotel.

“I’m afraid my poor wife is very much upset.”

“I’m not worrying about that,” said Peter dryly. “Steele, I think you are a wise man; and, being wise, you will not be averse to receiving advice from one who knows this game from A to Z.”

Steele did not reply.

“My advice to you is, get out of the country just as soon as you can, and take your wife with you,” said Peter. “There is an old adage that the pitcher goes often to the well — I need not remind you of that.”

“Suppose I tell you I do not understand you,” said Steele.

“You will do nothing so banal,” replied Peter. “I tell you I know your game, and the thing that is going to stand against you is the robbery of the mail. That is your only bad offence in my eyes, and it is the one for which I would work night and day to bring you to justice.”

Again a silence.

“Nothing was stolen from the mail, that I know,” said Peter. “It was all returned. Your principal offence is that you scared a respectable servant of his Majesty into fits. Anyway, it is a felony of a most serious kind, and would get you twenty years if we could secure evidence against you. You held up his Majesty’s mail with a loaded revolver?”

“Even that you couldn’t prove,” laughed Steele. “It might not have been any more than a piece of gas pipe. After all, a hardened criminal, such as you believe I am, possessed of a brain which you must know by this time I have, would have sufficient knowledge of the law to prevent his carrying lethal weapons.”

“We are talking here without witnesses,” said Peter.

“I’m not so sure,” said Steele quickly. “I thought I was talking to you in my little sittingroom without witnesses.”

“Anyway, you can be sure there are no witnesses here,” smiled Peter, as the cab turned into the street where the hotel was situated. “And I am asking you confidentially, and man to man, if you can give me any information at all regarding the murder in St James’s Street.”

Steele thought awhile.

“I can’t,” he said. “As a matter of fact, I was in Falmouth at the time, as you know. Obviously, it was not the work of the lady who calls herself Four-Square Jane, because my impression of that charming creature is that she would be scared to death at the sight of a revolver. The card which was found in the dead man’s hand?”

“How did you know that?” asked Peter quickly.

“These things get about,” replied the other unabashed. “Has it occurred to you that it was a moist night, that the murderer may have been hot, and that on the card may be his fingerprints?”

“That did occur to me,” said Peter. “In fact, it was the first thing I thought about. And, if it is any interest to you, I will tell you that there was a fingerprint upon that card, which I have been trying for the past few days to?” He stopped. “Here we are at your hotel,” he said. “There’s a good detective lost in you, Steele.”

“Not lost, but gone before,” said the other flippantly. “Good night. You won’t come up and have a cigar?”

“No thanks,” said a grim Peter.

He went back to Scotland Yard. It was curious, amazingly curious, that Steele should have mentioned the card that night. It was not into an empty office that he went, despite the lateness of the hour. There was an important police conference, and all the heads of departments were crowded into the room, the air of which was blue with tobacco smoke. A stout, genial man nodded to Peter as he came in.

“We’ve had a devil of a job getting it, Peter, but we’ve succeeded.”

Before him was a small visiting card, bearing the name of Jamieson Steele. In the very centre was a violet fingerprint. The fingerprint had not been visible to the naked eye until it had been treated with chemicals, and its present appearance was the result of the patient work of three of Scotland Yard’s greatest scientists.

“Did you get the other?” said Peter.

“There it is,” said the stout man, and pointed to a strip of cardboard bearing two black fingerprints.

Peter compared the two impressions.

“Well,” he said, “at any rate, one of the mysteries is cleared up. How did you get this?” he asked pointing to the strip of cardboard bearing the two prints.

“I called on him, and shook hands with him,” said the stout man with a smile. “He was horribly surprised and offended that I should take such a liberty. Then I handed him the strip of card. It was a little while later, when he put his hand on the blotting pad, that he discovered that his palm and fingertips were black, and I think that he was the most astonished man I ever saw.”

Peter smiled.

“He didn’t guess that your hand would be carefully covered with lamp-black, I gather?”

“Hardly,” said the fat man.

Again Peter compared the two impressions.

“There is no doubt at all about it,” he said.

He looked at his watch. “Half-past twelve. Not a bad time, either. I’ll take Wilkins and Browne,” he said, “and get the thing over. It’s going to be a lot of trouble. Have you got the warrant?”

The stout man opened the drawer of his desk and passed a sheet of paper across. Peter examined it.

“Thank you,” he said simply.

Lord Claythorpe was in his study taking a stiff whisky and soda when the detective was announced.

“Well?” he said. “Have you found the person who stole the emerald necklace?”

“No, my lord,” said Peter. “But I have found the man who shot Remington.”

Lord Claythorpe’s face went ashen.

“What do you mean?” he said hoarsely “What do you mean?”

“I mean,” said Peter, “that I am going to take you into custody on a charge of wilful murder, and I caution you that what you now say will be used in evidence against you.”
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At three o’clock in the morning, Lord Claythorpe, an inmate of a cell at Cannon Row, sent for Peter Dawes. Peter was ushered into the cell, and found that Claythorpe had recovered from the crushed and hopeless man he had left: he was now calm and normal.

“I want to see you, Dawes,” he said, “to clear up a few matters which are on my conscience.”

“Of course, you know,” said Peter, “that any statement you make?”

“I know, I know,” said the other impatiently. “But I have this to say.” He paced the short cell, his hands gripped behind him. Presently he sat down at Peter’s side. “In the first place,” he said, “let me tell you that I killed Donald Remington. There’s a long story leading up to that killing, but I swear I had no intention of hurting him.”

Peter had taken a notebook from one pocket and a pencil from another, and was jotting down in his queer shorthand the story the other told. Usually such a proceeding had the effect of silencing the man whose words were being inscribed, but Claythorpe did not seem to notice.

“When Joyce Wilberforce’s uncle left me executor of his estate, I had every intention of going straight,” he went on. “But I made bad losses in the Kaffir market, and gradually I began to nibble at her fortune. The securities, which were kept in sealed envelopes at the bank, were taken out one by one, and disposed of; blank sheets of paper were placed in the envelopes, which were resealed. And when the burglary occurred, there was only one hundred-thousand pound bond left. That bond you will find in a secret drawer of my desk. I think Remington, who was in my confidence except for this matter, suspected it all along. When I took the securities from the bank, it was with the intention of raiding my own office that night and leaving the sign of Four-Square Jane to throw suspicion elsewhere. I came back to the office at eleven o’clock that night, but found Remington was before me. He had opened the safe with his key, and was satisfying his curiosity as to the contents of the envelopes. He threatened to expose me, for he had already discovered that the envelopes contained nothing of importance.

“I was a desperate man. I had taken a revolver with me in case I was detected, intending to end my life then and there. Remington made certain demands on me, to which I refused to agree. He rose and walked to the door, telling me he intended to call the police; it was then that I shot him.”

Peter Dawes looked up from his notes.

“What about Steele’s card?” he said.

Lord Claythorpe nodded.

“I had taken that with me to throw suspicion upon Steele, because I believed, and still believe, that he is associated with Four-Square Jane.”

“Tell me one thing,” said Peter. “Do you know or suspect Four-Square Jane?”

Lord Claythorpe shook his head.

“I’ve always suspected that she was Joyce Wilberforce herself,” he said, “but I’ve never been able to confirm that suspicion. In the old days, when the Wilberforces were living in Manchester Square, I used to see the girl, and suspected she was carrying notes to young Steele, who had a top-floor office at the corner of Cavendish Square.”

“Where were you living at the time?” asked Peter quickly.

“I had a flat in Grosvenor Square,” said Lord Claythorpe.

Peter jumped up.

“Was the girl’s uncle alive at this time?”

Lord Claythorpe nodded.

“He was still alive,” he said.

“Where was he living?”

“In Berkeley?”

“I’ve got it!” said Peter excitedly. “This was when all the trouble was occurring, when you were planning to rob the girl, and using your influence against her. Don’t you see? ‘Four-Square Jane.’ She has named the four squares where the four characters in your story lived.”

Lord Claythorpe frowned.

“That solution never occurred to me,” he said. He did not seem greatly interested in a matter which excited Peter Dawes to an unusual extent. He had little else to say, and when Peter Dawes left him, he lay wearily down on the plank bed.

Peter was talking for some time with the inspector in charge of the station, when the gaoler called him.

“I don’t know what was the matter with that prisoner, sir,” he said, “but, looking through the peephole about two minutes ago, I saw him pulling the buttons off his coat.”

Peter frowned.

“You’d better change that coat of his,” he said, “and place him under observation.”

They all went back to the cell together. Lord Claythorpe was lying in the attitude in which Peter had left him, and they entered the cell together. Peter bent down and touched the face, then, with a cry, turned the figure over on its back.

“He’s dead!” he cried.

He looked at the coat. One of the buttons had been wrenched off. Then he bent down and smelt the dead man’s lips, and began a search of the floor. Presently he found what he was looking for — a section of a button. He picked it up, smelt it, and handed it to the inspector.

“So that’s how he did it,” he said gravely. “Claythorpe was prepared for this.”

“What is it?” asked the inspector.

“The second button of his coat has evidently been made specially for him. It is a compressed tablet of cyanide of potassium, coloured to match the other buttons, and he had only to tear it off to end his life.”

So passed Lord Claythorpe, a great scoundrel, leaving his title to a weakling of a son, and very few happy memories to that obscure and hysterical woman who bore his name. Peter’s work was done, save for the mystery of Four-Square Jane, and even that mystery was exposed. The task he had set himself now was a difficult one, and one in which he had very little heart. He obtained a fresh set of warrants, and accompanied by a small army of detectives who watched every exit, made his call at the hotel at which Steele and his wife were staying.

He went straight up to the room, and found Joyce and her husband at breakfast. They were both dressed; the fact that several trunks were packed suggested that they were contemplating an early move.

Peter closed the door behind him and came slowly to the breakfast table, and the girl greeted him with a smile.

“You’re just in time for breakfast,” she said. “Won’t you have some coffee?”

Peter shook his head. Steele was eyeing him narrowly, and presently the young man laughed.

“Joyce,” he said, “I do believe that friend Dawes has come to arrest us all.”

“You might guess again, and guess wrong,” said Peter, sitting himself down and leaning one elbow on the table. “Mr Steele, the game is up. I want you!”

“And me, too?” asked the girl, raising her eyebrows.

She looked immensely pretty, he thought, and he had a sore heart for her.

“Yes, you, too, Mrs Steele,” he said quietly.

“What have I done?” she asked.

“There are several things you’ve done, the latest being to embrace your husband in the vestibule of the hotel when we had arrested him for being in possession of an emerald necklace, and in your emotion relieving him of the incriminating evidence.”

She laughed, throwing back her head.

“It was prettily done, don’t you think?” she asked.

“Very prettily,” said Peter.

“Have you any other charge?”

“None, except that you are Four-Square Jane,” said Peter Dawes.

“So you’ve found that out, too, have you?” asked the girl. She raised her cup to her lips without a tremor, and her eyes were dancing with mischief.

Peter Dawes felt that had this woman been engaged on a criminal character instead of devoting her life to relieving the man who had robbed her of his easy gains, she would have lived in history as the greatest of all those perverted creatures who set the law at defiance. Steele took a cigarette from his pocket, and offered his case to the detective.

“As you say, the jig is up,” said he, “and since we desire most earnestly that there should be no unpleasant scene, and this is a more comfortable place to make a confession than a cold, cold prison cell, I will tell you that the whole scheme of Four-Square Jane was mine.”

“That’s not true,” said the girl quietly. “You mustn’t take either the responsibility or the credit, dear.”

Steele laughed as he held a light to the detective’s cigarette.

“Anyway, I planned some of our cleverest exploits,” he said, and she nodded.

“As you rightly say, Dawes, my wife is Four-Square Jane. Perhaps you would like to know why she took that name?”

“I know — or, rather, I guess,” said Peter. “It has to do with four squares in London.”

Steele looked surprised.

“You’re cleverer than I thought,” he said “But that is the truth. Joyce and I had been engaged in robbing Claythorpe for a number of years. When we got some actual, good money from him, we held tight to it. Jewels we used either to send in to the hospitals?”

“That I know, too,” said Peter, and suddenly flung away his cigarette. He looked at the two suspiciously, but neither pair of eyes fell. “Now then,” said Peter thickly. “Come along. I’ve waited too long.”

He rose to his feet and staggered, then took a halting step across the room to reach the door, but Steele was behind him, and had pinioned him before he went two paces. Peter Dawes felt curiously weak and helpless. Moreover, he could not raise his voice very much above a whisper.

“That — cigarette — was — drugged,” he said drowsily.

“Quite right,” said Steele. “It was one of my Never Fails.”

Peter’s head dropped on his breast, and Steele lowered him to the ground.

The girl looked down pityingly.

“I’m awfully sorry we had to do this, dear,” he said.

“It won’t harm him,” said Steele cheerfully. “I think we had better keep some of our sorrow for ourselves, because this hotel is certain to be surrounded. The big danger is that he’s got one of his gentleman friends in the corridor outside.”

He opened the door quietly and looked out. The corridor was empty. He beckoned the girl.

“Bring only the jewelcase,” he said. “I have the money and the necklace in my pocket.”

After closing and locking the door behind them, they passed down the corridor, not in the direction of the lift or the stairs, but towards a smaller pair of stairs, which was used as an emergency exit, in case of fire. They did not attempt to descend, but went up three flights, till they emerged on a flat roof, which commanded an excellent view of the West End of London.

Steele led the way. He had evidently reconnoitred the way, and did not once hesitate. The low roof ended abruptly in a wall onto which he climbed, assisting the girl after him. They had to cross a little neck of sloping ledge, before they came to a much more difficult foothold, a slate roof, protected only by a low parapet. They stepped gingerly along this, until they came to a skylight, which Steele lifted.

“Down you go,” he said, and helped the girl to drop into the room below them.

He waited only long enough to secure the skylight, and then he followed the girl through the unfurnished room into which they had dropped, on to a landing.

In the meantime, Peter’s assistant had grown nervous, and had come up to the room, and knocked. Getting no answer, he had broken in the door, to find his chief lying still conscious but helpless where he had been left. The rough-and-ready method of resuscitation to which the detective resorted, shook the drugged man from his sleep, and a doctor, hastily summoned, brought him back to normality.

He was still shaky, however, when he recounted the happenings.

“They haven’t passed out of the hotel, that I’ll swear,” said the detective. “We’re watching every entrance, including the staff entrance. How did it occur?”

Peter shook his head.

“I went like a lamb to the slaughter,” he said, smiling grimly. “It was the promise of a confession, and my infernal curiosity which made me stay — to smoke a doped cigarette, too!” He thought a moment. “I don’t suppose they depended entirely on the cigarette, though,” he said. “And maybe it would have been a little more unpleasant for me, if I hadn’t smoked.”

An hour after he was well enough to conduct personally a search of the hotel premises. From cellar to roof he went, followed by two assistants, and it was not until he was actually on the roof that he discovered any clue. It was a small piece of beadwork against the wall which the girl had climbed, and which had been torn off in her exertions. They passed along the neck, and along the sloping roof till they came to the skylight, and this Peter forced.

He found, upon descending, that he was in the premises of Messrs. Backham and Boyd, ladies’ outfitters. The floor below was a large sewing-room, filled with girls who were working at their machines, until the unexpected apparition of a pale and grimy man brought an end to their labours. Neither the foreman nor the forewoman had seen anybody come in, and as it was necessary to pass through the room to reach a floor lower down, this seemed to prove conclusively to Dawes that the fugitives had not made use of this method to escape.

“The only people who have been in the upstairs room,” exclaimed the foreman, “are two of the warehousemen, who went up about two minutes ago, to bring down some bales.”

“Two men?” said Peter quickly. “Who were they?”

But, though he pushed his inquiries to the lower and more influential regions of the shop, he could not discover the two porters. A lot of new men had been recently engaged, said the manager, and it was impossible to say who had been upstairs and who had not.

The door porter at the wholesale entrance, however, had seen the two porters come out, carrying their somewhat awkwardly shaped bundles on their shoulders.

“Were they heavy?” asked Peter.

“Very,” said the doorkeeper. “They put them on a cart, and didn’t come back.”

Now if there was one thing more certain than another in Peter’s mind, it was that Four-Square Jane did not depend entirely upon the assistance she received from her husband. Peter recalled the fact that there had once been two spurious detectives who had called on Lord Claythorpe having the girl in custody. They were probably two old hands at the criminal game, enlisted by the ingenious Mr Steele. This proved to be the case, as Peter was to find later. And either Four-Square Jane or he might have planted these two men in an adjoining warehouse with the object of rendering just that kind of assistance, which, in fact, they did render.

Peter reached the streets again, baffled and angry. Then he remembered that in Lord Claythorpe’s desk was a certain bond to bearer for five hundred thousand dollars. Four-Square Jane would not leave England until she had secured this; and, as the thought occurred to him, he hailed a taxi, and drove at top speed to the dead man’s house.

Already the news of the tragedy which had overcome the Claythorpes’ household had reached the domestics; and the gloomy butler who admitted him greeted him with a scowl as though he were responsible for the death of his master.

“You can’t go into the study, sir,” he said, with a certain satisfaction, “it has been locked and sealed.”

“By whom?” asked Peter.

“By an official of the Court, sir,” said the man.

Peter went to the study door, and examined the two big red seals.

There is something about the seal of the Royal Courts of Justice which impresses even an experienced officer of the law. To break that seal without authority involves the most uncomfortable consequences, and Peter hesitated.

“Has anybody else been here?” he asked.

“Only Miss Wilberforce, sir,” said the man.

“Miss Wilberforce?” almost yelled Peter. “When did she come?”

“About the same time as the officer who sealed the door,” said the butler. “In fact, she was in the study when he arrived. He ordered her out pretty roughly, too, sir,” said the butler with relish, as though finding in Miss Wilberforce’s discomfiture some compensation for the tragedy which had overtaken his employer. “She sent me upstairs to get an umbrella she had left when she was here last, and when I came down she was gone. The officer grumbled something terribly.”

Peter went to the telephone and rang up Scotland Yard, but they had heard nothing of the sealing of the house and suggested that he should seek out the Chancery officials to discover who had made the order and under what circumstances. Only those who have attempted to disturb the routine of the Court of Chancery will appreciate the unhappy hours which Peter spent that day, wandering from master to master, in a vain attempt to secure news or information.

He went back to the house at half-past four that evening, determined to brave whatever terror the Court of Chancery might impose, and again he was met by the butler on the doorstep, but this time a butler bursting with news.

“I’m very glad you’ve come, sir. I’ve got such a lot to tell you. About half-an-hour after you’d gone, sir, I heard a ripping and tearing in the study, and I went to the door and listened. I couldn’t understand what was going on, so I shouted out: ‘Who’s there?’ And who do you think replied?”

Peter’s heart had sunk at the butler’s words. “I know,” he said. “It was Four-Square — it was Miss Joyce Wilberforce.”

“So it was, sir,” said the butler in surprise. “How did you know?”

“I guessed,” said Peter shortly.

“It appeared she’d been locked in quite by accident by the officer of the Court,” the butler went on, “and she was having a look through his lordship’s desk to find some letters she’d left behind.

“Of course, sir, everybody knows that Lord Claythorpe’s desk is one of the most wonderful in the world. It’s full of secret drawers, and I remember Miss Joyce saying once that if his lordship wanted to hide anything it would take a month to find it.”

Peter groaned.

“They wanted time — of course, they wanted time!”

What a fool he had been all through! There was no need for the butler to tell him the rest of the story, because he guessed it. But the man went on.

“After a bit,” he said, “I heard the key turn in the lock, and out came Miss Joyce, looking as pleased as Punch. But you should have seen the state of that desk!”

“So she broke the seals, did she?” said Peter, with gentle irony.

“Oh, yes, she broke the seals, and she broke the desk, too,” said the butler impressively. “And when she came out, she was carrying a big square sheet of paper in her hand — a printed-on paper, like a bank note, sir.”

“I know,” said Peter. “It was a bond.”

“Ah. I think it might have been,” said the butler hazily. “At any rate, that’s what she had. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘it took a lot of finding.’ ‘Miss,’ said I ‘you oughtn’t to take anything from his lordship’s study until the law?’ ‘Blow the law,’ said she. Them was her very words — blow the law, sir.”

“She’s blown it, all right,” said Peter, and left the house. His last hope was to block all the ports, and in this way prevent their leaving the country. However, he had no great hopes of succeeding in his attempts to hold the volatile lady whose escapades had given him so many sleepless nights.

Two months later, Peter Dawes received a letter bearing a South American postmark. It was from Joyce Steele.



“You don’t know how sorry I am that we had to give you so much trouble,” it ran; “and really, the whole timing was ridiculous, because all the time I was breaking the law to secure that which was my own. It is true that I am Four-Square Jane. It is equally true that I am Four-Square Jane no longer, and that henceforth my life will be blameless! And really, dear Mr Dawes, you did much better than any of the other detectives who were put on my track. I am here with my husband, and the two friends who very kindly assisted us with our many exploits are also in South America, but at a long distance from us. They are very nice people, but I am afraid they have criminal minds, and nothing appals me more than the criminal mind. No doubt there is much that has happened that has puzzled you, and made you wonder why this, or that, or the other happened. Why, for example, did I consent to go to church with that impossible person, Francis Claythorpe? Partly, dear friend, because I was already married, and it did not worry me a bit to add bigamy to my other crimes. And partly because I made ample preparations for such a contingency, and knew that marriage was impossible. I had hoped, too, that Lord Claythorpe would give me a wedding present of some value, which hope was doomed to disappointment. But I did get a lot of quite valuable presents from his many friends, and these both Jamieson and I most deeply appreciate. Jamieson was the doctor who saw me at Lewinstein’s, by the way. He has been my right-hand man, and my dearest confederate. Perhaps, Mr Dawes, you will meet us again in London, when we are tired of South America. And perhaps when you meet us you will not arrest us, because you will have taken a more charitable view of our behaviour, and perhaps you will have induced those in authority to share your view. I am tremendously happy — would you be kind enough to tell my mother that? I do not think it will cheer her up, because she is not that kind.

“I first got my idea of playing Four-Square Jane from hearing a servant we once employed — a Jane Briglow — discussing the heroic adventures of some fictional personage in whom she was interested. But it was a mistake to call me ‘Jane.’ The ‘J’ stands for Joyce. When you have time for a holiday, won’t you come over and see us? We should love to entertain you.”

There was a P.S. to the letter which brought a wry smile to the detective’s face.

“P.S. Perhaps you had better bring your own cigarettes.”


The End
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Frank Alwin lifted his manacled hands and gingerly pulled off his moustache. The sound of the orchestra playing the audience out came faintly through the heavy curtains which divided the stage from the auditorium. He looked round as the property man came forward with an apology.

“Sorry, sir,” he said; “I didn’t know the curtain was down. We finished early tonight.”

Frank nodded and watched, as the man deftly unlocked the handcuffs and took them into his charge.

Five minutes before, Frank Alwin had been the wicked Count de Larsca, detected in the act of robbing the Bank of Brazil, and arrested by the inevitable and invincible detective.

He stood on the stage absentmindedly as, one by one, the battens were extinguished and the nimble stage-hands struck the scene. Then he walked to the whitewashed lobby which led to the dressing-rooms.

A girl was waiting in her street clothes, for her tiny part had been finished an hour before. Frank, his mind fully occupied with other matters, had a dim sense of obligation. He had a keener sense that he had failed to surrender a great wad of paper money which he had filched from the property safe and which now reposed in his pocket. He smiled into the girl’s anxious face as he approached her and slipped half a dozen bills from his pocket. These he folded solemnly and pressed into her hand.

“For the che-ild, Marguerite,” he said extravagantly, saw the amazement in the open eyes, chuckled to himself, and mounted the stairs to his dressing-room two at a time. He was near the top when he remembered and cursed himself. He dashed down again to find she was gone.

Wilbur Smith, late Captain Wilbur Smith, but now just Wilbur Smith of the Treasury Department for Counterfeit was lounging in a big armchair in the actor’s dressing-room, filling the small apartment with blue smoke, and he looked up as his friend entered.

“Hullo, Frank!” he exclaimed. “What’s the matter? Didn’t the show go?”

“I’m an ass,” said Frank Alwin, dropping into a chair before his dressing-table.

“In some things, yes,” said Wilbur Smith genially; “in other things, quite a shrewd man for an actor. What particular asinine thing have you done?”

“There’s a girl—” began Frank, and the other nodded sympathetically.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t intend probing into your indiscretions. If you are that kind of ass, that doesn’t count against you.”

“Don’t be a fool,” said Alwin irritably. “It’s not like that at all. There’s a girl in this company… “ He hesitated. “Well, I can tell you. Her name is Margaret Bishop. She has a small part in the show.” The other nodded.

“I’ve seen her, a very pretty girl. Well?”

Again Frank hesitated.

“Well, the fact is,” he said awkwardly, “she came to me tonight as I was going on, and said she was in some kind of trouble — her people, I mean. And she asked me if I would lend her some money. It was only a few seconds before I went on. I promised her I would, and forgot all about it.”

“Well, you can find her,” said the other. “It isn’t that that is worrying me. Look here!” He thrust his hand in his pocket and threw a roll of bills on the table. “Stage money! I saw her waiting for me and completely forgot our conversation — so far forgot it that I acted the fool and gave her half a dozen of these by way of a joke.”

Wilbur laughed. “Don’t let it worry you,” he said. “I promise you that if she is arrested for passing fake money I’ll see her through.” He rose from the chair, and, walking across to the dressing-table, picked up the bundle of notes. It was a very thick bundle and the bills were of large denomination.

“That’s pretty good stage money,” he said.

Alwin stopped in the process of rubbing his face with cold cream to look.

“It isn’t the usual stage money, either. Why, you might think that was real stuff.” He wiped his hands on a towel, and, picking up one of the bills, examined it. “Watermark O.K. Now, what the devil does this mean? I’ve never had stage money like this before. That girl ought to be able to pass every one of those bills. Wilbur, I wish you would go down and see her. She lives on the east side somewhere; the stage-door keeper will give you her address.”

“Queer, isn’t it?” said Wilbur Smith thoughtfully, fingering a bill. “The realest-looking stuff I have ever seen, and — good God!”

He had turned the bill over and was staring at the back.

“What is it?” asked the startled Alwin.

The detective pointed to a little yellow design which had evidently been stamped upon the bill.

“What is it?” asked Alwin again.

“What do you think it is?” demanded Wilbur Smith in a strange voice.

“Well, it looks to me like the picture of an idol.”

The other nodded.

“You’re nearly right. It is a picture of the Golden Hades!”

“The who?”

“The Golden Hades,” replied the other. “Have you never heard of Hades?”

“Yes,” said Frank with a smile, “it’s a place you send people to when they’re in the way.”

“It is also the name of a deity,” said Wilbur Smith grimly, “a gentleman who is also called Pluto.”

“But why do you call it Golden — because of its colour?”

The other shook his head.

“This is the third Hades I have seen, but the others were in sure enough gold.” He picked up the bills and counted them carefully.

“Ninety-six thousand dollars,” he said. “Do you mean,” gasped Frank, “that these are—”

“They are real enough,” nodded the detective.

“Where did you get them?”

“I got them in the usual way from the property man.”

“Can you bring him up?”

“If he hasn’t gone home,” said Frank, and, going to the door, roared for his dresser.

“Send Hainz up.”

Fortunately, Hainz was intercepted at the door just as he was leaving, and was brought back to the dressing-room. As he passed through the door his eye fell upon the money on the table and he uttered an impatient “Tchk!”

“Why, I knew I’d forgotten to collect something from you, Mr. Alwin,” he said, “but being late for the curtain made me forget it. I’ll take these—”

“Wait a moment.” It was Wilbur Smith who spoke.

“You know me, Hainz?”

“Yes, sir,” grinned the man; “not professionally, but I know you well enough.”

“Where did you get this money?” The other stared.

“Money? What do you mean — his?” He jerked his thumb to the bills on the table.”

“I mean that,” said Smith.

“Where did I get it?” repeated the property man slowly. “Why, I bought those from a billman. I was running short of stage stuff and he had a lot. He was using ’em as a border for that movie picture ‘The Lure of Wealth’
 .”

“Where did he get them?” asked Smith.

“I don’t know — he just had ’em given to him.”

“Do you know where I can find him?” The man produced a dingy little notebook and read an address.

“I happen to know where he lives, because he sometimes does a bit of work for me,” he said.

When the man had gone Wilbur Smith faced his astonished friend.

“Get that paint off your face, Frank, and make yourself human,” he said goodnaturedly. “If you don’t mind, I’ll take charge of that money and we will go and have supper somewhere.”

““But what the devil does it all mean?” asked Frank Alwin.

“I’ll tell you while we are eating,” replied Wilbur Smith evasively.
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He had little to tell, as it proved, and as he frankly admitted half an hour later.

“The first time I saw the Golden Hades it was real gold,” he explained. “It had been stamped on the back of a thousand-dollar bill and had been dusted over with gold-leaf. Then it had the word ‘Hades’ in Greek beneath it, and that’s how I came to identify the picture; it is pretty easy to identify from any classical dictionary. The bill came into my hands in a very curious way. There was a poor woman down on the east side who worked as a help in one of the Brooklyn hotels. According to her story she was returning home one night when a man walked up to her and gave her a big package of bills and walked away. She got back to her room, switched on the light, and found that she had a hundred thousand dollars. She couldn’t believe her eyes, supposed somebody had been having a joke with her, and thought, as you thought, that the money was fake. She put it under her pillow, intending in the morning to take it to somebody who could tell real money from counterfeit. In the night she was awakened by hearing somebody in her room. She was about to cry out when a voice told her to be silent, somebody switched on the light and she discovered that there was not one, but three masked men standing about her bed.”

Frank looked at the detective.

“Are you stringing me?”

Wilbur Smith shook his head.

“This is dead serious. They asked where the money was, and she, speechless with terror at the sight of their guns, pointed to the pillow and fainted. When she recovered, the money was gone all except one bill, which they overlooked in their hurry. She brought this to the office the next day and told her story. The chief thought it was a lie and that the woman had stolen the money from the hotel where she was working, that she got scared, and prepared this very thin yarn to clear herself.”

“And was this so?” The detective shook his head.

“No,” he said, “I took up the case. There was no money missing from the hotel. The woman had a very good character, was, in fact, one of the poor but transparently honest types, and we’d no other course to pursue but to hand over the thousand dollars to her. That was the first time I ever met the Golden Hades.

“The second time,” he went on, “the circumstances were almost as remarkable. This time the notes, several of them, were in the possession of a man named Henry Laste, a confirmed gambler, who was picked up drunk in the street by a patrolman and taken to the station. I happened to be there and when the man was searched eight of these bills for a thousand dollars were found in his pocket. We got him sober and he told us a story that his wife had found the notes between the leaves of a book she’d bought. I got this information from him about eight o’clock in the morning,” Wilbur Smith went on slowly, “and started off for his house to interview his wife. He lived in a tenement house, and when we got to the door and knocked there was no answer. I was pretty interested in the business, and I knew there was something big behind it. I got the janitor to unlock the door with a master key.”

“And the woman was gone?” asked Frank. The detective shook his head.

“The woman was there,” he said simply, “dead! Shot through the heart, every room ransacked, drawers turned out, wardrobes stripped—”

“The Higgins Tenement Murder!” gasped Alwin. Wilbur nodded gravely.

“The Higgins Tenement Murder,” he said.

“And did you find any notes?”

“None. We wanted to charge the husband, but he had no difficulty in proving an alibi. He had been at a gaming house until five minutes before he was picked up, and had been in custody since one o’clock in the morning, and the murder had been committed at ten minutes past two. The shot that killed the woman passed through her body and through an alarm clock which stopped at that hour.”

They sat looking at each other in silence; the clatter and chatter of the restaurant jangled in the ears of Frank Alwin, and there came to him a sudden realisation of danger, mysterious, menacing and real

“I see,” he said slowly; “everybody who has handled those notes stamped with the Golden Hades has been—”

“Hold up,” the detective finished the sentence. “That’s just it, and that is just why I am going to stick with you through the night, Frank.”

They had been friends for many years, the leading man at the Coliseum-Majestic and his old-time schoolfellow, who had more crime discoveries to his credit than any man who drew a salary from the Department of Justice.

Frank Alwin himself had three strenuous years of wartime service in the Justice Department to his credit and had he not been a born producer, a brilliant actor, and a comfortably rich man, he might have made a reputation equally great to that which he enjoyed, in the same service as his friend.

“I don’t like it,” said Alwin, after a while. “It’s uncanny. Who was Pluto anyway?”

“He was the deity of the underworld, the one deity who is worshipped today by certain cranks. I suppose there is something about him that appeals to the modern demonologist.”

A waiter came to the table at that moment.

“Mr. Alwin,” be said, “there’s a phone message for you.”

Frank got up and the detective half rose to accompany him.

“Don’t worry,” laughed Frank, “they’re not going to kill me by ‘phone. Anyway, they couldn’t get the money, it’s in your pocket.”

Three minutes passed and he did not return. Five minutes went by and the detective grew uneasy. He beckoned the waiter.

“Go into the vestibule and see if Mr. Alwin is still at the ‘phone,” he said.

The man returned almost immediately.

“Mr. Alwin’s not in the vestibule, sir,” he said.

“Not there?” Wilbur Smith leaped to his feet, pushed the chair aside, and went into the vestibule. The hall porter said he had not seen Alwin go out, but he had been absent from the entrance for five minutes. He had seen a car waiting at the door which was gone when he returned.

Wilbur Smith ran into the deserted street. There was nobody in sight. The entrance stood between and at equal distance from two electric light standards, whose rays were so thrown that immediately before the entrance of the restaurant was a little patch of darkness. He saw something at the edge of the pavement, stooped and picked it up. It was Frank’s hat, battered and damp. He carried it to the light. One look was sufficient. His hand, where it had touched the crushed crown, was red with blood.
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Steps. Two steps — three steps — four steps — five steps — landing — turn. One step — two steps — three steps — four steps — five steps — six steps — landing — no, this was the end of the stairway.

A key clicked in the lock, and presumably a door opened, because there came a breath of cold and somewhat musty air; Then the journey was resumed.

Frank Alwin came to consciousness, or semiconsciousness, as they were carrying him down the steps. By some peculiar trick of the mind he began to count at “two,” without being conscious that the first step had. been descended. His head was aching, his face felt as sticky and uncomfortable as though somebody had spilt spirit gum down it, and his arm ached dreadfully. But the head was the worst. He had never realised how inspired was the coiner of phrases when he had described a splitting headache. It was as though his skull had been rent in two and the broken ends were grating. The agony seemed unendurable; he could have cried out with the pain of it, but subconscious reason bade him be silent. Whoever carried him was handling him with care. He felt himself laid upon a bed.

“Spring bed, damp pillow,” registered his mind.

Then alight was turned on, and the sensation, after the darkness, was almost as painful as his throbbing head. He groaned and turned over, and groaned again.

“Phew!” said a voice. “Look at my coat! Blood will never wash off and I’ll have to burn it. I think it was a fool’s trick, anyway, to bring him here. Why not leave him?”

“Because Rosie is right,” said another voice — a deeper tone with a growl in it.

“Rosie!” The first speaker laughed contemptuously.

Who was Rosie? wondered Frank Alwin through his pain. Was there a woman at the back of this extraordinary mischief? What manner of woman was she?

He remembered coming out of the restaurant because — because…. He couldn’t remember just why he had gone into the street. He had only the dimmest recollection of what had happened after. Anyway, he was here and he was alive — that was something. But they were talking of Rosie.

“I tell you Rosie was right,” said the growling voice. “This fellow Smith is the most dangerous man in New York — for us.”

“What about Peter Correlly?” said the first speaker, and there was a silence as though the second man, who spoke with such authority, was considering the matter, as apparently he was.

“Peter Correlly?” he repeated. “Sure, Peter Correlly is dangerous, but Wilbur Smith wouldn’t have him on to the same job. Besides, I think its too big a thing for Peter Correlly, anyway.”

There was another pause and the sound of somebody washing his hands. That some one was singing in a low voice. What is there about the sound of running water which inspires all men to song?

“But it’s all storybook stuff,” said the voice of the first man who had spoken, and the note of contempt still held.

“Rosie doesn’t think for a minute that Wilbur Smith will chuck up the job because his pal’s in danger? Anyway, how does he know that we haven’t finished him? Rosie talks about killing two birds with one stone, but we ain’t killed any birds yet. This nut hasn’t got the money and he’s alive!” There was a long pause.

“Yes,” said the growling voice, ““that’s so. Maybe we’ve got to alter our programme. You’re sure he said he gave the money to Smith? Maybe he didn’t know what he was saying.”

“He knew what he said all right,” said the first speaker. “Smith has the money and that alters things.”

Frank was trying desperately hard to catch hold of the past few hours or few minutes. When had he said he had given the money to Wilbur Smith? He had no recollection of the few moments of consciousness which he had enjoyed on the way to this place. Yet somehow he knew that the man was speaking the truth, and he groaned again. One of the men came across and looked down at him.

“Hullo, you!” he said in a growling voice. “Feel better?”

Frank unscrewed his eyes — that exactly describes the sensation — and peered up at his questioner. He might have saved himself the trouble, for the lower part of the man’s face was covered by a silk handkerchief, and Frank noticed stupidly that it was a Paisley design.

“You’re in luck,” said the man. “You ought to be dead by rights. You’re in a little place which was built specially for me — a swell apartment. Why, you can have a bath if you want one!”

Frank groaned again, and presently he heard no more.

The man with the handkerchief sat down, pulled the unconscious man to his back and lifted his eyelids.

“I thought he was dead for a minute,” he said. “He’s a bit soft. You didn’t plug him that hard, Sammy?”

The man addressed as Sammy laughed. He was shorter than his companion, quicker of foot, more wiry, and he stepped over to the side of the unconscious Alwin and examined his hurts with deft fingers.

“It’s nothing serious,” he said; “he’s lost a little blood.”

He rose and looked round the undressed brick walls of the room.

“A very desirable residence,” he said,” but I’m glad it’s him and not me that’s going to live here. Tom, if you and me and Rosie ever have to hide for our lives, this is about the last place in the world we ought to be. Yes, I know it has a bathroom and lots of books and plenty of grub, and it’s the sort of place where you could sit quiet for a year if you were clever. I thought it was a grand idea of Rosie’s when he first put it up. He planned the whole building, brought the workmen up from Mexico, sent them home again, and no human eye saw it being built — unless you call a Mexican human.” He chuckled. “But things have gone big since then, Tom. What looked like a little graft that nobody would take any notice of, is now the biggest thing we’ve ever struck. And God bless Rosie for it!”

“Rosie! Huh!” growled the other.

“Why, say! You were praising him up just now,” sneered the second man. “Which reminds me,” he said suddenly in a different tone of voice.

On the other side of the room from where he was sitting were two sea chests, one on top of the other. Their fastening was of a primitive character and he opened one, examining its contents with an approving eye. It was half full of books, papers, scrapbooks, wire table baskets, stationery racks and the paraphernalia of an office desk.

“Rosie wants this stuff sorted out,” said the man.

“Sorted out,” repeated Alwin, coming back to consciousness at these words. “Let him come and sort ’em out,” said the other. “What’s the hurry, anyway?” He considered a moment and then went on.

“I suppose we ought to do it. Rosie said there was a lot of stuff in these boxes that might be of use and a lot that might be damaging if it ever fell into wise hands. We could take it up to the Temple tomorrow night, then Rosie could persuade the mug to send them to his place.”

Alwin heard the snap of a watch-case and the grating of a chair being pushed against the wall. Then one of the men said briskly, “Well, it’s time — why doesn’t Rosie come!”

There was a sharp tap-tap at that moment which sounded to Frank as though it came from the ceiling. It was like the tap of a walkingstick on a tessellated pavement, and he wondered what was above the vaulted roof.

“Talk of the devil,” said the man called Sam. “Come on, Tom. He won’t come down here. What about this fellow?”

“Leave him for a moment, and leave the light. Let’s see what Rosie has to say.”

The door shut softly behind them, and with an effort Frank turned his head. He was in a large cellar. It was evidently the cellar of a house which had been newly built. It was oblong in shape, and the concrete floor was covered with matting. Unlike the cellar of fiction, it was clean and apparently well ventilated. It contained three beds, on one of which he was lying, the others being in the corners on either side of the door. There was a plain, fixed table, two wooden chairs and an armchair, and these, with the two chests, constituted the furniture of what one of the men had called his “apartment”.

In the corner farthest from the entrance was a door, which apparently led to the bath of which the man had boasted.

By a powerful effort of will Alwin dragged himself to the edge of the bed and, holding tight to the head-board, stood erect. His head swam, his knees felt as though they would collapse at any minute; he thought he was going to faint. He was sick and trembling, and his head was one wild, frantic ache. His first thought was to find some weapon which his captors might incautiously have left behind in a moment of forgetfulness, but this miracle did not happen. After a few painful moments he crawled back to the bed and lay down. The relief was such that he was satisfied to stay. He had put his hand to his head and discovered that some sort of rough dressing had been applied to the wound to his scalp and there was nothing now to do but to rid himself of this intolerable ache and to recover some of his lost strength.

He must have dozed off, for he was awakened by the door being opened and the two men entering. The man called Tom was grumbling about the boxes. Evidently Rosie had been insistent. Though they spoke of this mysterious personage in tones from which they did not attempt to banish their contempt, he was evidently of some importance.

“What about this guy?” said one of them suddenly, and Frank knew they were speaking of him.

“Give him till tomorrow night,” said the growling voice. “Let’s see what we can do with Smith.”

“Do you think we can do anything with him?”

“Who — Smith? Sure we can. He has the money — Rosie says so and Rosie knows.”

“That makes a difference. It complicates things to put this guy out of the reckoning. This is the third blunder Rosie has made in three months.”

They lowered their voices here, and Frank could not follow them. He gathered that they were examining the two black boxes which stood against the wall, for he heard them pant as they lifted one down to examine the box underneath. Presently they left, and he heard the thud of the door as they shut it behind them. And then there was silence.
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“I am sorry to disturb you.”

In the grey of the morning Wilbur Smith stood, hat in hand, at the door of a small apartment, and the elderly man who had opened the door, clad in an old overcoat which was worn over his pyjamas, gazed sleepily upon the unexpected visitor. “Here is my card.”

The man took it and read.

“Police!” he said, startled. “Why, what’s the matter?”

“There’s nothing wrong—”

“Don’t tell me that Margaret—”

“There’s nothing wrong in the sense that your daughter is to blame. I suppose Miss Margaret Bishop is your daughter?”

“Come in, sir,” said the man. The little room was furnished poorly but neatly.

“Is it about the money?” asked the man anxiously. “I didn’t understand it. You see, Margaret asked Mr. Alwin because he had been so kind to her in the past. I was amazed when she brought the money back. I didn’t know he was that rich. I thought there must be some mistake. Mr. Alwin has sent you?”

Wilbur shook his head.

“Not exactly,” he said; “but if you don’t mind I’d like to see your daughter.”

He waited in some anxiety and was relieved to hear the girl’s voice. Presently she came in, a little pale but looking pretty, he thought. She carried in her hand a bundle of notes.

“Is it about these?” she asked.

He nodded.

“Mr. Alwin gave them to me,” she said, speaking agitatedly. “I thought there was a mistake, but I didn’t think he would send—”

“He has not sent anybody, be assured of that. I have really come to see that you are safe,” said Wilbur kindly.

“As to the money, you need not worry. I shall want it for a few days. At the end of that time, if nothing happens, I will return it to you.”

“I hated asking Mr. Alwin at all,” said the girl, “but daddy has been troubled about money, and we owe a lot of rent. I tried everybody before I asked Mr. Alwin, and I think I should have sunk through the floor with shame if he had refused. It’s awful to ask,” she faltered.

“Don’t worry about that, please,” said Wilbur with a little smile. “I am only concerned about you, about the danger—”

“The danger?” she asked quickly. “What do you mean? You said something about my safety!”

He was examining the notes under the gas. They each bore the yellow stamp.

“These are the ones,” he said, and drew from his pocket the big bundle of notes which Frank had handed to him. The girl’s mouth opened in astonishment at the sight of so much money.

“You see, the numbers are consecutive. I had better take a note of these.”

He jotted some figures down on the leaf of his notebook and tore it out.

“Keep this for reference,” he said. “Those are the numbers of the bills I have taken, and, as I say, they will be returned to you — if nothing happens. In the meantime” — he drew his own notecase from his pocket— “you must tell me how much money you wanted to borrow from Mr. Alwin.”

He saw the blush that rose to the girl’s cheek, and laughed.

“You must take this as a loan from Frank Alwin,” he said, and winced at the thought that Alwin at that moment was probably dead. She named a sum in a low voice, and he extracted the bills and passed them to her.

*

When he got to his office that morning, after two or three hours’ sleep, he found a bunch of reporters waiting for him. Wilbur Smith had one way with the press, and it was the way of frankness, which he had found to pay ninety-nine per cent. — And the one per cent. didn’t matter anyway.

“Yes, boys, it’s perfectly true that Mr. Alwin has disappeared, and, so far as I know, has not been seen since last night.” (He had been on the telephone before coming to the office.)

“There’s a pretty big mystery behind his disappearance, and I have some sort of clue.”

“Is there any connection between this crime and the Higgins Tenement Murder?” asked a reporter, and the detective nodded.

“I don’t know how that story has got round, but there’s a lot of truth in it,” he said. “Alwin is a very good friend of mine, and you may be sure that I am not going to rest until I have tracked him and the men who took him away. Now, in case you get these facts all mixed up, I will tell you just what has happened,” he added, and related the story of his meeting the actor in the theatre, of their dining together and of Alwin going out to answer a telephone call and disappearing. He made no reference either to the money or to the Golden Hades.

That was a matter, he thought, which could be left over until a future date might provide the press with further material. For the moment he had no desire to warn this mysterious agency, by letting them know that he associated the crime and its predecessors with themselves.

Whatever his views were, however, they were somewhat altered when a voice at the rear of the little group of reporters asked:

“What about the Golden Hades, Smith?”

Wilbur looked up sharply.

“Who’s that?” he said, and a cub reporter was pushed forward.

“We received it at the office this morning,” he said, laying a letter on the detective’s table.

Wilbur opened it. Both paper and envelope were of the best quality, and the letter it contained was typewritten. It said:



Warn Wilbur Smith that, unless he wants his friends to die, he must let up on the Golden Hades.



Wilbur read the letter twice.

“When did this come?” he asked.

“About half an hour before I left the office. It was sent up on the tube to the city editor, who opened it and handed it to me,” explained the newspaper man. “What does it mean, Smith?”

Wilbur smiled.

“I should rather like to know myself, son,” he said. “So far, however, I am in the dark. I’ll hold this letter if you don’t mind — and even if you do mind,” he added.

“But this isn’t the first time you’ve heard of the Golden Hades?” persisted one of the reporters. “How much do you know, Mr. Smith?”

Wilbur looked at the young man squarely.

“That is exactly what the gang want to find out,” he said, “and that is just what I’m not going to tell you. This letter was only sent for that purpose. Maybe Alwin is alive and in their hands and they are holding him to ransom. Maybe they’ll kill him if I go any farther in the matter. But this you can bet on, that the object of sending that letter to your newspaper was to get you boys to dig out all I knew about the Golden Hades — and I’m not falling for it.”

He dismissed the pressmen and walked into the office.

Grey-haired Flint heard the story without speaking.

“It sounds like something out of a storybook,” he said when the other had finished, “and it’s certainly unusual.”

“It is right off all the usual lines,” said Wilbur Smith. “Why, compared with this the Black Hand is child’s play, and a Chinatown murder mystery is as simple as shelling peas.”

The chief rubbed his bristly chin.

“Do you know what I’d do if I were you’?” he said. “I’d get Peter Correlly on this job.”

“Peter Correlly!” said Smith quickly. “Why, of course! I never thought of him. I’ll phone him to come over and see me in the office.”

“Where’s the money?” asked the chief. “In my safe. I’ll show it to you.” Flint examined the wad of money carefully.

“Obviously your first job is to discover how this came into the theatre. You’ve seen the property man, you say?”

“Yes,” replied Smith. “I haven’t yet interviewed the bill man. He may be able to throw some light on it. I’m taking the money to the Treasury,” he explained as he wrapped and pocketed the bills, “because I’m anxious to trace the notes to the bank which issued them. Once that is done, I may be on the way to discovering the reason why this money made its appearance in such a queer way, and why the holder is in line for trouble the moment he slips the money into his pocket.”

He went back to his office to phone Correlly, then left the building.

The officer on duty at the door saw him hail a taxi and go off.

Three hours later his seemingly lifeless body was found in a vacant lot near Jamaica Street; and when they got him to the hospital and put him to bed, and Peter Correlly searched his clothes, the money had disappeared.
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Peter Correlly came back from a visit to the hospital where Wilbur Smith was lying.

“Gunshot wound right shoulder, two legs broken, a small fracture of the skull, concussion, and a few bruises about the body,” he reported. “The body bruises are not important, the shoulder wound is healing, and the only thing that troubles the doctor is the fracture. As it’s a skull fracture it may be pretty serious.”

“Has he recovered consciousness?” asked Flint, twisting his hands nervously on the blottingpad.

Peter Correlly nodded.

He was a tall, sallow young man with a perpetual stoop. His carriage suggested weariness, his apparent thinness deceived many good judges into the belief that he suffered from ill health. He was neither weak nor thin. He had the appearance of being chronically tired, but that only concerned the deluded people who were deceived by him. He was alert enough when he brought Madame Recamier to justice and exposed certain very foolish-looking society leaders who were disciples of that wicked old faker. That she took a name honoured in history to advertise her séances was not the least of her sins. He traced Eddie Polsco eight thousand miles after Eddie got away with Mrs. Stethmann’s bank balance by a series of twists, and Eddie never complained of Peter’s lethargy.

“I told you the whole of the story, Correlly,” said the chief, “and you know very nearly as much as Smith does. The possibility of running the gang to earth is now an imperative necessity. This crowd, whatever it is, has come right up against our department and thrown out a challenge which at all costs we must take up. That they waylay, half murder and rob an officer of the department of justice in broad daylight, argues a power and an organisation greater than even poor Wilbur Smith imagined.”

Peter nodded.

“I suppose I’ll have to take it up,” he said disconsolately, and Flint looked at him sharply.

“There are a lot of things about you, Correlly, that I don’t understand,” he said with acerbity.

“I don’t understand why a college man should come into the police force, anyway, but once he is in it I should have thought that he would have taken an intelligent interest in his work — show some enthusiasm, man!”

Peter stifled an obvious yawn.

“I am in this department,” he explained, “because it pays me money. That’s all there is in it, chief. It isn’t respectable to go poking your nose into other gentlemen’s business, and it isn’t the sort of thing that one would do in cold blood or for the fun of the thing. Yes, I suppose I’ll have to take up this case. Mr. Smith won’t be around for a couple of weeks — if he’s ever around at all,” he added lugubriously.

“Cheerful devil!” said his exasperated superior. “Get out and get busy!”

Peter Correlly slouched from the room, his hands in his pockets, and came to Wilbur Smith’s office, where he found a convenient chair, fell into it and went to sleep. People walked into the office, saw him, and tiptoed out again, and it was left to the irate Flint to discover him and rouse him with a vigorous shaking.

“Say, what is this, Correlly?” said the chief sternly. “You’re carrying this Weary Willie business a little too far. You’re supposed to be out tracking down men who have attempted to murder a brother officer.”

Peter blinked and stretched himself.

“Quite right, chief,” he said calmly, “but I’ve been up three consecutive nights in connection with this business, and I guess I’m a little tired.”

“In connection with this business?” said Flint, surprised. “But you were only called into it today!”

“I’ve been on it for over a week,” yawned Peter. “If I hadn’t been so infernally sleepy I should have been here in time to warn Smith. Anyway” — he looked at his watch— “there’s nothing doing for another quarter of an hour, when I’m going to interview a gentleman on the subject of miracles.”

Flint closed the door of the office.

“Now, son,” he said, “just tell me all you know.”

“I know very little,” confessed Peter, shaking his head sadly. “You see, I’ve got on to the case from another angle than Smith’s. I’ve also seen these bills with the Golden Hades stamped on the back. It happened about six months ago. I was looking for Tony Meppelli who stabbed a man at a dago picnic and disappeared. I had to live in a poor part of the town, so I rented a room, and found that I had, as a fellow boarder, a girl who works at a factory and also does a lot of spare-time work with her fellow employees. She’s a genuine Uplifter, though she’s hardly got two cents to rub against each other. No, she isn’t pretty or interesting, or anything except just a very serious, genuine kind of girl with a cheerful view of life — which is a most surprising thing to me, because, if there is anything in life that makes for cheerfulness—”

“Leave out the philosophy,” said the chief, “and come to the facts.”

“This girl’s name was Madison. Whether she was named after Madison Square or Madison Square was named after her, I didn’t discover. She was going out to some sort of party which the Uplifters were giving to the poor children of the neighbourhood. She had hardly taken a dozen paces from the house when a man turned towards her out of the darkness. Naturally, she was used to that kind of thing, and was able to take care of herself. She was preparing to say a few unfriendly words when he slipped a big packet into her hand, and with the words. ‘May the gods be propitious!’ disappeared into the night. It was quite dark and she did not see his face. All she could say was that he spoke in a very cultivated voice and was apparently a well-educated man. I happened to be coming down the stairs as she came in, and she told me about it. I thought she had been handed a brick or a bomb, because the Uplifters, being violent Protestants and doing their work in a neighbourhood which is just as violently Catholic, there was always the chance of an explosion.

“On my suggestion she carried the parcel into my room, or studio — I was there in the role of a poor but promising artist. I unwrapped the package, and to my amazement discovered that it was made up of four fat wads of bills, each for a thousand dollars. I looked at the girl and she looked at me, and then I had another look at the money.

“The first thing I saw when I detached a bill from the package was that on the back was stamped a neat little figure of an idol, as I thought, which had been dusted over with printers’ gold dust, and had been done in a rather amateurish fashion, since the edges were smudged and blurred.”

“And it was real money?” asked the chief.

“Real money,” said Peter. “I don’t see much of it, but I see enough to know the good stuff when it comes my way. The girl, of course, was delighted.. She was one of those simple creatures who believe in miracles. It appears that she had a great scheme at the back of her mind for building a big rest home for working girls in the country. The optimism of the untrained mind,” said Mr. Correlly, “is in itself—”

“Don’t moralise, Correlly,” growled Flint. “Get on with the story.”

“Anyway, she thought this gift had sailed from heaven to the East River. She settled right down to decide whether the dormitories should be washed in pink or blue. At any rate, she carried the money away into her room, and. I went out into the street, where there was room to scratch my head and think. I meant to return early that night, but to the distractions of the evening was added the unexpected arrival of Tony Meppelli on the scene. He was full of firewater and high spirits. I have observed that drink has this quality in common with enthusiasm—”

“Never mind about drink,” said Flint. “Get on with the story.”

“Well, we got Tony to sleep after a great deal of rocking,” said the unabashed Peter, “and, my job being over, I went back to my lodgings, to gather my possessions, and make a graceful retirement, intending to sleep that night in comfort.

“It was nearly one o’clock when I got home, and to my surprise I saw there was a light in the landlady’s parlour. That suited me fine, because I had to settle my bill. When I opened the door, however, I was immediately invited in by the Uplifter girl, who had been sitting there waiting for me. She told me that I had hardly left the house before a car drove up to the door, and an elderly man had alighted, carrying a black bag. ‘And who do you think it was?’ she asked in triumph. ‘It was the President of the First National Bank! He told me he had been roused from his bed by the gentleman who gave me the money, because he was afraid I might lose it, and he had come to take the money right off to the bank and give me a receipt for it. Here is his card.’

“She showed me the card with the name of the sure-enough President of the sure-enough First National Bank, and on the back of it was written a receipt for a hundred and twenty thousand dollars.” Peter paused.

“Well?” asked Flint.

“Well,” drawled Peter, “that’s the last she ever heard of her money, and the first and last time she ever saw that particular President of the First National.”

“In fact he wasn’t President at all?” suggested Flint.

“That’s about it,” replied Peter.

Flint bent his brows in thought.

“It is all very curious. Why give her the money at all if they’re going to take it away? Did you form a theory?”

“I never have theories,” said Peter. “They hamper my work. All I wanted were a few facts, and I did not get one until about a week ago—”

He stopped, and asked abruptly:

“Do you know a man named Fatty Storr?”

The chief nodded.

“Yes, I know Fatty. He’s an Englishman — a lanky, cadaverous-looking man — even a worse looker than you, Peter. He’s a chronic circulator of bad money. I haven’t seen him lately.”

“They call him Fatty,” said Peter without any trace of a smile, “because he is thin. That is the English form of humour which makes ‘Punch’ so exhilarating. You haven’t seen him lately because he has been in serious trouble, and an even more serious gaol, in New Orleans. A week ago, Fatty was seen on the street looking very bright and beautiful. His gay and gallant attire was convincing evidence that he was out on a strictly business proposition. He was seen to stop outside a store, extract a note from his hip, fold it and place it nonchalantly in his waistcoat pocket. He was then seen—”

“Who saw him?” demanded Flint.

“I saw him,” said the other calmly, “because I was watching him. That is invariably the best way to see people.”

“Then why didn’t you say so?” growled Flint.

“He walked into the store, made a small purchase and tendered a hundred-dollar note. Either there was some delay in the bill being cashed, or else Fatty detected some movement which he interpreted as being hostile to himself; at any rate he left the shop hurriedly and walked quickly away. Turning his head, he saw me and stopped walking.”

“Was he waiting for you?” asked Flint.

Peter shook his head.

“When I say he stopped walking I mean he started running, and Fatty can go. I lost him for a little while in a labyrinth of small streets and alleys, but eventually I picked him up. He protested his respectability and came back to the store. Fatty didn’t want to go in, being of a modest and retiring nature, but I persuaded him. ‘See here,’ he said, ‘if you saw me go into this store I might as well own up.’ We found the manager of the store and the note Fatty had passed. I took it in my hand,” said Peter slowly, “and, turning it over, I saw — the Golden Hades. ‘This is the man,’ said the storekeeper; ‘he went out without waiting for his change. Has he stolen the money?’ ‘Is that a phoney note?’ I asked. ‘No, sir,’ said the storekeeper, ‘that’s a good enough note.’”

“For the Lord’s sake,” said Flint in despair, “what is the story?”

“That’s just what I’m trying to find out,” said Peter. “The man who was genuinely astonished was Fatty. I thought he was going to faint when he found that he’d been trying to pass real money. I pushed him into the station, but before I got there he was hysterical and wailing about the hundreds of thousands of dollars that he had given to a small boy.”

“Then you’ve been on this job ever since?” asked Flint, in surprise.

“That’s about the size of it,” replied Correlly. ““You see, Fatty wouldn’t talk. He was mad to get out and find the boy to whom he’d given the notes. There’s no doubt whatever that he did pass on the notes when he saw I was chasing him, under the impression that they were all phoney. I was bringing him up here today to see Smith; in fact he ought to be in the office now.”

“Go and see,” said Flint. “If he’s here bring him in. I presume he is the gentleman you are interviewing on the subject of miracles?”

Peter nodded.

“Have you heard of anything more miraculous than Fatty Storr working hard to pass good money?” he asked.

Fatty certainly belied his name. He was a gaunt, untidy-looking man, whose finery had run to seed in the few days of his incarceration. A low forehead, from which his mouse-coloured hair was brushed back, libelled his undoubted intelligence. He sat with an officer on each side of him, and when Peter came into the room where he was waiting he looked up with a scowl.

“Look here,” he blustered, “you’ve kept me long enough in this blasted place. You ain’t got any right to do it, see? I’m a British subject, I am, and I’m writing to the English Ambassador about the way you’ve treated me, you skinny perisher!”

“Oh, Fatty,” said Peter reproachfully, “what abuse when I’m saving your miserable life! Come along and see the chief, and just pour out your young heart, for he is a family man and has children of his own.”

Fatty sniffed, and shuffled along before his custodian.

“Here’s the specimen, chief,” said Peter.

Flint favoured the prisoner with the nod of old acquaintance.

“You will observe the insufficient frontal development,” said Peter, “the indentation of the temporals and the oxycephalic character of the skull. From the occiput—”

“We’ll postpone the anthropological lecture to a later date, if you don’t mind,” said Flint. “Now, boy, let’s have a little truth from you. We’ve caught you with the goods.”

“What do you mean?” demanded the prisoner fiercely. “What goods did you catch me with? Good money, wasn’t it? You can’t pinch me for passing good money.”

“We can pinch you for being in possession of money, good, bad or indifferent,” said the chief, “if we’re not satisfied that you came by it honestly.”

“And, knowing you,” added Peter, “we realise that you are constitutionally incapable of getting money by the sweat of your brow, unless you perspire when you run away with it.”

“Now come on, Fatty,” said the chief, “unless you want to be tied in with murder.”

“Murder!” said the startled man.

“That’s right,” said Flint. “There’s a murder in that money.”

“You’re pulling my leg,” said the prisoner uneasily.

“Not a bit,” broke in the irrepressible Peter. “No, Fatty, the chief is giving it to you straight. There’s one, two, and possibly more murders attached to that money, although I didn’t know it when I pulled you in. Now there’s no question of kidding you to give us all the information you have; you know that we must
 have that information. You’re a sensible man, Fatty, and you’ve been through the mill. You know that neither the chief nor I would put one over on you by using the murder argument.”

“What do you want to know?” asked the man after a moment’s consideration.

“We want to know first of all how the money came into your possession, and what happened to it when I was chasing you.”

Fatty looked from face to face suspiciously. He was a shrewd enough fellow, and his wits, sharpened by years of strenuous encounters with the police, were keen to the point of intuition.

“All right,” he said at last, “I’ll tell you all I know. But I’m not going to give anybody away — not anybody in my way of business.”

The chief nodded.

“If you mean am I going to ask you where you get your phoney money from, you can set your mind at rest. I am not.”

“All right,” said the man, relieved. “Then I’ll tell you. First of all, I’ve got to explain that I get it from a man in a certain town. He gives it to me in wads of about two hundred bills. When I want money I send him a letter and he meets me at night some place outside New York, where there aren’t too many cops and where I’m not known. I’ve got to explain this to you, chief, because otherwise there’s nothing to the story. Well, I arranged for this gentleman to meet me about a week ago — in fact, the day before I was pinched.

“This is how we work it. I send him the real money, and, passing me by careless like, he slips the phoney stuff into my hands. We’ve got another arrangement too. If there’s anybody hanging about at the place where we’ve agreed to meet, we go on walking up the street or avenue or whatever it is, always keeping north. We do that so that we don’t miss one another.

“Well, this night I turned up, but at the place where I should have met my pal there was a cop! So I went on, walking up the street to the north. I must have gone about a mile but I didn’t see him. I think there were too many people about. I never saw so many guys loafing round at that time of night in my life,” added Fatty disgustedly.

“I shook them off at last and came to an empty stretch of road where there wasn’t anybody about and no houses only a blank wall, and that’s where I stopped. You see, I thought that maybe this friend of mine was shadowing me. I waited about five minutes, keeping my eyes skinned for the police, and suddenly I heard a noise behind the wall, a sort of twanging noise, and then something fell at my feet.”

He paused impressively.

“What was it?” asked Peter.

“It was an arrow, a short, stumpy sort of arrow, the kind of thing you see in a Museum. l picked it up, as I say, and then I saw there was a package tied to the end of it. I broke the string and walked to the nearest lamp to see what was in it. Then I saw the money.”

“It was all money, then, eh?” said Peter, and the man nodded.

“Of course I thought it was the slush, and that my pal was hiding on the other side of the wall. That was all I cared about. So I walked on and turned the corner, just in time to see two men beating up another.”

“This is the interesting part, I think,” said Peter slowly. “Somehow I guessed you would see two men beating up another.”

“I didn’t want to get into any of that kind of trouble, so I crossed the road—”

“Like the Pharisee of old,” suggested Peter.

“Don’t interrupt, Correlly, please,” said the impatient chief. “Go on, Fatty.”

“Well, then I heard my name called, and who do you think it was that called?” asked Fatty.

“It was your friend the ‘phoney’ merchant, of course,” said Peter, nodding his head. “He is a man named Cathcart.” A look of apprehension came into Fatty’s eyes.

“Don’t worry. I know it was Cathcart because he was picked up half dead by the police the following morning on the outskirts of Jersey City, and how he got there the gentlemen who had hammered him know best. Well, what did you do?”

“I beat it,” said the other laconically. “It wasn’t no quarrel of mine, and I didn’t want to mix myself up in the affair.”

“That disposes of one thing,” said Flint. “Now what did you do with the money?”

“I gave it to a boy. I’m telling you the truth. I caught up with him; he’d got a big satchel slung over his shoulder, like a mail bag. I pushed the stuff into the bag and told him to take it to his father. If I die this minute, that’s the truth!”

“Would you know the boy again?”

“Sure I’d know the boy again,” said the crook contemptuously. “Do you think I go about with my eyes shut?”

Flint looked at his subordinate.

“Well, Correlly, what do you think? Do you accept this man’s story?”

Peter nodded.

“I think so,” he said slowly. “But I warn you, Fatty, that it may be death to you to go around New York without an escort.”

The man looked uncomfortable.

“You’re trying to take a rise out of me,” he said.

Peter shook his head. He walked to the door and opened it, and called to the officer who had charge of the man. “Take him back to the station,” he said. “Let him go just as soon as he wants. Maybe you’d better wait till night. If you take my advice, Fatty, you’ll get out of New York just as quickly as you can.”

A slow, cunning smile dawned on the face of the man.

“I get you,” he said sarcastically; “but I’m just going to hang around New York till I get my hundred dollars back.”

“Imprudent man!” was Peter’s only comment as he closed the door behind the lanky figure.

“Now,” said the chief, “what are you going to do about it, Peter?”

“I’m going to wait for the next act in this surprising drama,” said Peter, “and—”

The next act began at that moment. The telephone rang and the chief took off the receiver.

“Who?” he asked, his eyebrows raised. Then, after a pause: “When was this? Where? Didn’t the manager know her?” And then: “I’ll send a man to fix it right away.”

He hung up the receiver and looked at Peter.

“Do you know Miss Jane Bertram?” he asked. “The banker’s daughter?” said Peter. “Yes, I know her, so far as the lowly may know any of the Four Hundred. Why do you ask?”

“Because,” said the chief deliberately, “she has just been arrested by the detective at Rayburn’s Stores.”

“Arrested?” said the astonished Peter. “Great heavens! They don’t arrest members of the aristocracy. What was the charge?”

“The charge,” said Flint, “was attempting to pass a counterfeit note for a hundred dollars.”
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The girl whom Peter Correlly saw when he arrived, in the attempt to straighten out the ghastly error into which the store detective had fallen, made up in vitality and vehemence all that she lacked in inches. Anger, or, indeed, the expression of any strong emotion, has a tendency to make most women ugly; but this girl, white with rage though she was, firm and straight as were the lines of her scarlet lips, outthrust as was the daintiest, roundest chin, had qualities of beauty which were wholly unfamiliar to the young man who stood before her, hat in hand.

To say that he stood was inadequately to describe his attitude. Rather did he droop in her direction. And she, looking up at his angularities, his tired stoop, had a first impression of a thin, yellow face, two weary eyes and a drawling voice which seemed too tired to continue the conversation which he began.

“The chief is extremely sorry, Miss Bertram, that you have been put to this indignity, and he has sent me down straight away.”

She nodded, tight-lipped, strangely and violently hostile to all the forces of law and order, and slowly and deliberately pulled on a glove — which she had a few moments before as slowly and deliberately pulled off.

“It is monstrous that I should be detained here one moment,” she said. “It is the sort of disgraceful thing which could only occur in New York. To hold me for a moment on the evidence of that man” — she pointed to a very dejected little man, who cowered under the fire of her scorn— “is laughable.”

“My dear lady—” began Peter.

“I’m not your dear lady!” she flamed. “I will not have your insolence and patronage tacked on to the other outrage. My father will be here soon, and we will go right along to the Police Department and lay a complaint.”

Peter sighed, and when Peter sighed it was less of an incident than an occurrence. He closed his eyes, and every line of his body testified to his unhappiness. Even the girl, flaming as she was, stared, and would have laughed in spite of her anger.

Peter turned to the officer in charge.

“You can release this lady. She is well known to us.”

If she was hesitating between being pacified or still further inflamed, this last speech decided her. For a moment she could find no words; her lips trembled, and then;

“How dare you say I am known to you — to the police!”

“Listen!” Suddenly Peter’s languor had gone. “This city contains pretty nearly two million democrats. They may not all vote the democratic ticket, but they are democrats according to the constitution in the sense that they’re as good as you. A mistake like this is bound to occur. You go into a store where you are not known, you pass a counterfeit note and you’re pinched. And who in the name of Hokey are you that you should not be pinched if you attempt to pass a counterfeit note? Why, I’d pull in the President of the United States if I found him in similar circumstances. But you carry on, Miss Bertram, as though you were something better than the common people and should have treatment which the lower class of human beings who occupy this city should be denied. If you think that’s American, why, you’re entitled to your opinion. I came here to release you. I treat you courteously, and you hand me the same kind of atmosphere that I’d get if I were raiding a pool-room.”

She looked at him, speechless, her mouth and eyes open.

“In Petrograd,” continued. Peter, “in the days when the Cars were going some, I guess the Carina would have fussed on something like you if Protopopoff had dropped in on her and said; ‘Mrs. Romanoff, you’re pinched!’”

Here was a policeman — a common or an uncommon policeman — standing before her, hands on hips, feet apart, glowering down at her and hectoring — yes, bullying — her, the daughter of one of the first business men in the city; if not a millionairess, the daughter of a millionaire; a social leader, and a veritable autocrat in her own three homes. When he stopped she answered — meekly, it sounded to those who had only heard the imperious note.

“I’m not asking for any better treatment than any other woman would receive. It was a stupid mistake for the storekeeper to make, but it is true that I have never been in that store, and I shouldn’t have gone in only I wanted to buy something for my maid’s birthday and she told me she had set her heart on a dress she had seen there. But I really don’t see why you should lecture me,” she said, with a return of something of her old tone.

“I am paid to lecture people,” said Peter calmly. ” ‘To protect the children of the poor and punish the wrongdoer.’ This—” he indicated the nervous little manager who had been instrumental in arresting the daughter of George Bertram— “is one of the children of the poor.”

She looked for a moment at the little man, and then her sense of humour overcame her annoyance and she laughed till the tears stood in her eyes.

“You’re quite right,” she said. “I have been rather foolish and bad-tempered, and I’m afraid I’ve given everybody a lot of trouble. Here’s my father.” She walked quickly across the room to meet him.

George Bertram was a man of fifty-five, trimly bearded, perfectly dressed, a man who gave the impression that he was everlastingly wearing new clothes. From the tips of his polished shoes to the crown of his polished hat he was a model of all that a tailor would like a man to be. His face, despite his fifty-five years, was smooth and unlined. His big, prominent eyes gave the keynote to his character, for they beamed benevolently. A mild, easy man, be was nevertheless a brilliant financier, who, from the moment he passed through the gunmetal grille of the InterState Bank to the moment he emerged to his limousine, had no thought in his mind which did not begin and end with the dollar mark.

“My dear, my dear,” he said mildly, “this is extremely unfortunate. How did it happen?”

“It was my own fault, father,” said the girl. “I just got mad when I ought to have been sane and explained to the storeman who I was.”

“But what did you do?” he asked, and when she had explained he looked at her with amazement.

“A forged note?” he said incredulously. “But, my dear, how on earth did you get a forged note?”

She laughed.

“From your bank, father. I called on my way up town.”“

“Let me see the note,” he said. The sergeant produced the offending instrument, and George Bertram examined it carefully.

“Oh, yes, this is a forgery,” he said. “Did you have any other money?”

She opened her bag and took out three or four bills.

“These are all right,” said the banker, “but there may be a lot more of this bad money in the bank. I’m surprised that Dutton should not have detected it. My cashier” — he addressed Peter— “is one of the cleverest men in the banking business, and it is simply incredible that he should have passed this bill across the counter without detecting it. You are sure you had no money in your bag when you came out?”

The girl hesitated.

“I think I did, now that you mention it, father.” She counted the notes.

“Of course I did — I had one note. Now where did I get that? Somebody changed a bill for me — wasn’t it …?”

Her brows met in thought.

“I don’t think it matters very much for the moment where you got it, Miss Bertram,” said Peter good-humouredly. “But if you can trace it back, I shall be glad if you can give me some information. I will call on you tomorrow.” She laughed. It was a pretty laugh, as Peter admitted.

“Please come,” she said. “I would like you to finish your lecture on the rights of democracy.”

“The rights… ?” repeated Mr. Bertram, puzzled.

“Oh, a little talk that Mr. — I do not know your name.”

“My name is Peter Correlly. You had better have my card,” said Peter.

“I’d be glad if you’d return it to me when you’ve done with it. I’ve only six and they’ve got to last me out. You see,” he said, as they strolled to the door, “I very seldom need any other introduction than a pretty little badge supplied to me by Police Headquarters.”

“You’re a very strange man,” she said, as she held out her hand at parting.

She was interested in him, and piqued by the knowledge that he was not particularly interested in her. He was a strange man with his queer drawl and his quotation from the Bible about the children of the poor? — and he had that rare quality of self-command which she, despite her own impetuous nature, admired.

“You won’t forget to come and see me?” she said at parting, leaning over the side of the car.

“You can improve my mind and morals.”

“It is only your mind that needs improving,” was Peter’s parting shot, and, looking back as the car sped on its way, she was annoyed to discover that he had not stood and gazed after her, but had turned his back and was slouching back to the store.

“As for you, Mr. Rayburn” — Peter addressed the storekeeper— “you’ve got out of a mighty bad fix. Anybody but a man suffering from myopia, or altogether batty, could see that that lady was not the kind who would pass phoney notes for the fun of it.”

“But, Mr. Correlly,” the storekeeper answered, “I’m always getting that sort of trouble, and my losses this year are simply colossal. I never saw Miss Bertram before, but she’s a customer of mine.”

“You said she’s never been to your store,” said Peter.

“That’s true, but I have a book store down town, in the name of Mendelsheim. I bought it from Mendelsheim’s son when the old man died. She’s a good customer of mine there — say, I hope you aren’t going to tell her I’m the boss, Mr. Correlly?”

Peter shook his head. “She has all the new books sent up to her, and she keeps what she wants. I wouldn’t have had this thing happen for a thousand dollars — no, not for ten thousand dollars. I’ve had enough trouble this year. Why, do you know that that book store of mine was burgled two months ago, and every book in stock was practically destroyed?”

“Breathe your sorrows into the ear of the sergeant,” drawled Peter. “Anyway, your story doesn’t sound good. None of the burglars I know have literary tastes until they’re jugged. Then they start reading books of sermons.”

“But it’s true, Mr. Correlly,” said the man. “I’d have thought you’d heard about it. You never saw such a mess in all your life. The books were thrown everywhere, every shelf was empty—”

“And the safe was open and the accumulated savings of a lifetime were gone?” suggested Peter.

“That’s the funny thing — the safe wasn’t touched.”

Correlly swung round. The bizarre in crime was especially interesting to him.

“Do you mean to tell me that the burglars who broke in to steal remained as rust and moths to destroy?” he demanded.

“I don’t know a thing about moths,” said the storeman hazily. “All I know is they did more damage than a fire, and I got nothing from the insurance people.”

Peter produced his notebook.

“Date?” he said laconically.

The man gave the date without hesitation. He had reason to remember it.

“Good,” said Peter, as he covered two pages with his new entry. Then: “Would you let me examine your books for the week before and after the burglary occurred?”

“Surely, Mr. Correlly,” said the other. “I’ll come along to your store at five o’clock this evening,” said Peter.

He went out in a very thoughtful frame of mind. He walked with long strides the mile and a half which separated him from the Northern Hospital. His inquiries brought satisfactory news.

“Yes, Mr. Wilbur Smith has recovered consciousness, and I do not think that the fracture is a very bad one,” said the surgeon in charge.

“Do you want to see him? I don’t think you’ll do him any harm.”

Wilbur Smith lay in a private ward, his head swathed in bandages. There was a gleam of satisfaction in his one undamaged eye when he caught sight of the lanky figure in the doorway.

“Hullo!” he growled. “Have you come to take my dying statement?”

“You look pretty wholesome for one who is no longer with us,” said Peter, pulling up a chair to the bedside. “Well, they got you.”

“Huh!” said Wilbur disgustedly. “I was the easiest thing that ever happened, Peter. They had two taxis planted waiting for me — I took the first.”

“It doesn’t seem possible that that sort of thing could be done in broad daylight right here in the heart of New York,” said Peter.

“That’s just where it was done,” retorted the other, “and it was dead easy. No taking me by unfrequented paths, no racing me away into the country, nothing to arouse the slightest suspicion, except that we were taking short cuts. Then suddenly the car turns into a garage, the gates of the garage are closed behind us, and I jump out. Before I can pull a gun I’m plugged. That is about all I remember.”

“Afterwards they deposit you in a vacant lot, far from the madding crowd,” said Peter. “I guess they thought you were dead. Did you see any faces?”

“None,” replied Wilbur definitely. “I have no recollection except of being in an empty shed and seeing a man come towards me from the far end with a can of gasoline in his hand. That was probably done,” he explained, “to allay my suspicions. While I am making up my mind what to do, and what it is all about — plunk!”

“They took the money, of course?” Peter nodded.

“And you are on the job?”

Peter nodded again.

“I have one or two new ends to the case,” he said, “and they’re all pretty interesting.”

He related what had happened to the Uplifter who had suddenly found herself possessed of a fortune beyond her dreams. Then he told the story of Fatty, and Wilbur Smith pursed his damaged lips.

“It’s a weird case,” he said, “the weirdest I ever knew. Honestly, what do you make of it?”

Peter walked to the door of the private ward and closed it. “I can’t say that it is altogether novel to me,” he said. “I’m referring particularly to the picture of Hades that is stamped on the back of the bills. That is sheer Devil Cult.”

“Devil Cult?” repeated the other in wonder.

“Sure, Devil Cult,” said Peter confidently. “There are dozens of them in the world — genuine devil-worshippers. You think I’m mad, but I can bring chapter and verse to prove that what I say is true. There was a cult in Italy exposed during the Camorra trial. There was a cult in the north of England — a regular religious sect, conducted without any obscenity and in a deep religious spirit. There are half a dozen cults in Russia, particularly in South Russia, each with its priests and ritual.”

“But—” began Smith.

“Wait a moment,” insisted Peter. “I want to tell you this, that it is an invariable feature of these devil-worshippers that they put into circulation the image of their deity. The North of England crowd always used to send their totem out printed on envelopes, the design being covered by the postage stamp. The Nick-worshippers of South Russia have the design burnt into the soles of their boots, and I think it was in Russia that the practice was instituted of stamping the object of their veneration upon the backs of paper money.”

Wilbur Smith was silent.

“You sound as though you were making it up, but I know you wouldn’t do that,” he said. “Where did you get your information?”

“Well,” drawled the other, “one lives and learns. I’ve been chasing fakers all my life; but even if I hadn’t, I could have procured quite a lot of information from any encyclopaedia on the subject of demonology.”

“Then you think—”

“I think there’s a cult in America, but it is working out quite differently from any other of its kind I have ever read about.”

“Any news of Alwin?” asked the man on the bed, incautiously turning his head and wincing with the pain of it.

“No news at all. I’ve an idea that they have Alwin.”

“I think he’s dead,” said Wilbur quietly. “Peter, I’m going to get out of this bed as soon as these darned ribs of mine will behave, and I’m going after the men who took Frank Alwin, and if it takes me the rest of my life I’m going after the man who plugged him — and believe me, I’ll get him!”

“You’re a savage, ruthless fellow,” said Peter with his characteristic sigh. “If you’d only devote your mind to thoughts of a better and brighter life—”

“Cut it out!” said Wilbur. “But come again. I want some more of that devil dope.”

“I’ll be able to give you a whole lot,” said the other, picking up his hat. “I’m seeing old Professor Cavan this afternoon.”

“Cavan? Who the devil is Cavan?”

Peter made a gesture of despair.

“The people you don’t know in this world would fill a pretty big directory. Do you mean to tell me you don’t know Cavan?”

“I mean to say that I have never heard of the man,” said the exasperated Smith.

“When did you hear about him?”

“Yesterday,” said Peter shamelessly, and made his exit. He shared the actor’s passion for getting off with a good line.
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After his captors had gone, Frank Alwin must have slept, and woke without a headache, and feeling ravenously hungry. He was sore from head to foot when he got up, and a little dizzy, but he was feeling infinitely stronger and better than when he had lain down the night before.

Evidently the men had returned while he was asleep, for on the table were a large box of crackers, a slab of cheese, and a bottle of beer. He had seldom enjoyed a meal more.

The boast of the bath was wholly justified. There was a big press full of linen and towels, and a cold bath was just the kind of tonic he wanted. Though he bad been searched his watch had not been taken away; it was going and pointed to twelve o’clock, It might have been midnight, for no ray of daylight entered the subterranean room. The one electric globe which the men had left on still burnt.

He spent the rest of the day exploring his prison and made a few interesting discoveries. A small opening from the bathroom led to a tiny, square apartment, which at first appeared to have no special function, nor to possess any kind of door. This last impression was erroneous. It was indeed furnished with a sliding door which was now run back. The ‘room” was four feet square and unlighted. It puzzled him why the door should have been open, until he discovered that what he thought was a storeroom in reality served as a big ventilating shaft. A current of fresh air came from above, and the underground cellar was only habitable so long as the door was open.

He remembered, too, his first impressions on being carried into the cellar, the closeness and stuffiness of the atmosphere, which must have freshened as soon as the obstacle to ventilation was removed.

He felt all round the wall, and presently came in one corner to a steel bar placed diagonally from wall to wall. He felt upwards and found another, and yet another. So, in addition to this being a ventilating chamber, it must also be an avenue of egress. Bracing himself for the effort, he began to climb upwards, counting the rungs as he mounted.

He started his climb in some doubt, because the first rung of the ladder was loose and had given under his feet, but the remainder were firm enough. After the twenty-eighth rung his groping hand felt into space, and, bringing it down gingerly, he located a small stone platform, on to which be climbed. It was triangular in shape and was just large enough to allow him space to sit. He felt along the angle of the walls and found a wooden door, big enough to crawl through, supposing it were open. In point of fact it was closed. He felt the keyhole. He knew instinctively that this was the only way out, and that any unaided effort of his to escape in this direction must be futile.

After a while he swung his legs over into the darkness and descended again to the basement. He was weak before he reached the cellar, and he lay down for an hour before be made any other attempt. He usually carried a bunch of keys in his pocket, but these had been taken away by the men who had captured him. A careful search of the cellar failed to reveal anything that looked like a key.

Late in the afternoon he made his second investigation, this time carrying with him the lower rung of the ladder which he had wrenched from the wall after an hour’s work. With this he attacked the door. It was a long and painful job, but he succeeded. He had light now — a dim, reflected light which came up from the open eaves of the building. He was in the ribs of the building, in the space between the sloping roof and the ceiling, and he could look down under the eaves, and see the green of grass. He stopped suddenly in his survey and listened. There were voices — the voices of the two men who had captured him. Hastily he made his way back down the ladder to the cellar, and was lying on the bed when the door opened and they came in. One carried a pie, the other two bottles of beer, which they placed on the table. The faces of both men were covered, as on the previous night.

“Hullo!” said one, and Frank recognised the man called Tom. “How are you feeling now?”

“I’m all right,” said the actor.

“I hope you remain so,” replied the other unpleasantly. “Here’s some grub for you.”

He put the packages on the table, threw a cursory glance round the room, then brought his eyes back to Alwin.

“Found your way to the wash-house, have you?” he said. “Now let me tell you” — his voice took a more serious and more menacing strain— “you’re in a jam, and if you get out without an In Memoriam notice you’ll sure be lucky. If every man had his due you’d be dead. And if Rosie — if a friend of mine hadn’t had a fool idea—”

“I won’t bother to tell you that kidnapping is a very serious crime,’” interrupted Frank.

“Don’t,” said the other briefly. “It’s not necessary. What ought to get you thinking is the chance of a more serious crime being committed. See here, Mr. Alwin,” said the man, speaking earnestly. “You have a pull with Smith: why don’t you persuade him to let up on the Golden Hades business? He’s still alive—”

“What do you mean?” asked Frank. “You haven’t dared—”

“Huh! Dared!” said the man in contempt. “Listen! We’re nearly through, and if Ro — if one of the gang hadn’t blundered, nobody would have been hurt. Smith knows a lot, and he’s going to make bad trouble for us if he starts poking his nose into the Treasury Department. Suppose you write to him and tell him you’ll explain everything when you see him, say you’re well and happy, and ask him to let up on us until you see him? It isn’t the bills we want, believe me — he hasn’t those any more! We just won’t have him digging any deeper. Now, Mr. Alwin, you’re a sensible man — will you write to him?”

Frank shook his head.

“I will not,” he said decidedly. “Wilbur Smith can look after himself, and he can look after you too. If you went after him and left him alive, you’ll be sorry!”

The cold eyes above the handkerchief mask surveyed Frank in a long, dispassionate scrutiny.

“All right,” said the man. “I never killed anybody in cold blood before, perhaps you’ll be the first.”

Without another word he turned away and walked over to the box which his companion was examining. They exchanged a few words, dropping their voices, and Frank only heard ‘nine o’clock, after the séance.”

He ate the meal, for he was hungry. Waiting till quietness reigned, he again mounted the ladder and continued his search. If there was any way out he could not find it. He tried the roof, using his bar, but the cross pieces which supported it were of iron and set too closely together to allow him to squeeze through, and though he did succeed in knocking off a shingle, he saw the futility of continuing.

There was another way of escape — the merest possibility, but one which he was determined to try. He worked that afternoon as he had never worked before in his life. His head was throbbing and every bone was aching when he dropped on the bed at seven o’clock in sheer exhaustion.

His chief difficulty was to prevent himself from falling asleep, and he was dozing when he heard a tapping above his head, and became at once wide awake. There was no sound at the door when he listened, no suggestion of footsteps on the stairs. He hesitated a moment, then, taking off his shoes, he made the ascent to the roof, crept through the broken door and lay with his ear pressed against the rough plaster-work of the ceiling of the room below. Hitherto he had hesitated to disturb this, knowing that detection was inevitable if any portion of the ceiling fell and if the room below was occupied, but now his curiosity overcame him. With a pencil which he found in his pocket he drilled through the soft fibre, pulling out little knobs of plaster until the hole was big enough to see through. He glued his eye to the aperture and saw nothing but a section of black and white tessellated pavement. He enlarged the hole, being careful that not a single crumb of plaster fell on the floor below. Now and again he stopped to listen, but there was no sound. He had made a gap in the ceiling as large as the palm of his hand when the sound of feet on the pavement below caused him to pause.

Now he had an excellent view. He saw a plain interior, along which Corinthian pillars, which he judged to be made of plaster, ran in two lines, from one end of the building, which was hidden from view by a long velvet curtain, to the other where, on a pedestal of marble, stood something hidden under a white cloth.

As he looked, the blue curtain parted and two men came in. They were clothed from head to foot in long brown robes, their faces and heads hidden under monks’ cowls. Frank Alwin looked at them in amazement. Their attitude was that of sublime reverence. Their hands were clasped, their heads sunk forward. Slowly they moved along and came to within a few feet of the pedestal. The first man — by far the taller of the two — sank upon his knees as the second man passed to the pedestal and, with an obeisance, lifted the cloth.

Frank started. As the cloth lifted, a blaze of light leapt from the altar, flooding the figure which was revealed. There was no mistaking that golden form sitting erect, a trident in its hand. It was the Golden Hades!
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Spellbound, Frank watched the two men standing in rapt attitude before the idol, and strained his ears to follow the weird ritual. He did not recognise the voice of the speaker. It was certainly neither of the two men who had been with him in the cellar. The voice was rich, tremulous with emotion, almost ecstatic.

“Hades, great God of the Underworld! Spouse of Proserpine! Giver of Wealth! Behold thy servants! Oh, mighty Pluto, by whose benefaction this man, who abases himself before you, hath grown to splendour of great possessions, hear him! And be favourable to him since he desires to share his wealth with the poor, that thy name shall be again established. Oh, Pluto, dread lord of Hell, give thy servant the word of thy approval!”

The taller man lifted his head and looked at the idol. Frank could only see the back of him; even had he been better placed, it was doubtful whether the face would have been visible, for the only light in this strange temple came from two electric candles which burnt on either side of the altar and reflected the glare from the hidden lights concealed in the altar itself.

For a few moments no sound was heard, and then there came a voice. It was a faraway voice, hollow and unnatural, and it seemed to come from the figure.

“Thy gifts are favourable in my sight, oh faithful servant! Thou shalt give to my chosen that which thou loveth best, and it shall be well with thee, and thy name shall be written in the Book of Hades in golden letters and thou shalt sit with me as a god in the days to come.”

The tall figure prostrated himself and remained prone for five minutes, then he rose, and together the men walked slowly down the aisle between the pillars and passed through the curtain out of sight. Frank found himself breathing quickly, the perspiration streaming down his unshaven face as he slipped noiselessly through the door, down the iron ladder into the cellar again. He had plenty of time, and had recovered his breath and was apparently asleep when the door opened and he heard a familiar voice.

These were not the men who had taken part in that strange ceremony — that he would swear. He lay perfectly still under a blanket. One of them tiptoed toward him. He needed all his self-possession to remain quiet, for he had no doubt at all that if it suited the purpose of these criminals, they would make short work of him. He gripped the iron bar which he had brought into bed with him, determined to make a fight if need be, but they seemed satisfied with their scrutiny.

“You were a long time coming, Tom,” said one voice, and the other answered under his breath. Frank thought he said something about a tube. Presently he heard a creak and a grunt, and gathered that they were carrying out the first of the two boxes. The door closed behind them and the key turned, for they were taking no chances. They brought the box through a second door into the open and deposited it in the portico of a tiny Greek temple of beautiful design, which stood in the midst of thickly wooded grounds. There was no sign of house or of any other human habitation. The men deposited the box, and one of them, taking off his handkerchief, wiped his perspiring face.

“Now, what about that guy down there?” He jerked his thumb to the side door leading from the portico to the crypt.

“He’s no use to us. Even Rosie agrees, and he’s pretty dangerous.”

They looked at one another in silence.

“I couldn’t kill a man in cold blood,” said the first speaker after a while, “but maybe if I gave him a punch or two he’d show fight — then it would be easy.” The other nodded.

“Come on,” said the first man, making for the door. “Let’s get the other box up, and then we’ll go down and settle with him after.”

With some labour the second box was carried to the portico and placed by the side of the first. They sat for fully ten minutes recovering their breath. The night was still and the sky was full of stars. The dim shadow of two trees, the ghostly shadows of the temple, added perhaps an unusual terror to the sombre task they had set themselves. They seemed reluctant to move.

“Rosie fixed the next batch for Philadelphia depot,” said one, as if to make conversation, and the other grunted. Presently the man called Tom rose and took something from his pocket — something which glistened dully in the starlight.

“Come on,” he said suddenly.

They made their way downstairs, unlocked the door of the crypt and entered together. Tom walked straight over to the bed, and laid his hand upon the blanket.

“Now then,” he said, “Get out of this, you—”

With a jerk he pulled back the blanket and disclosed nothing more human than a long, irregular ridge of papers and books. The man called Sam uttered an oath.

“He’s gone,” he said, and raced upstairs. The box under the portico was empty.
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It was a busy day for Peter Correlly — much busier, as it proved, than he had expected. When he suggested that he had not heard of Professor Cavan until the previous day he was; of course, exaggerating. What he meant was that Professor Cavan had interested him yesterday for the first time. Everybody knew the little man with the straggling, cobweb beard, the bald pate, the lank, grey hair, the big, steel-rimmed spectacles, and, greatest eccentricity of all in one who had turned professor, the comfortable bank balance.

The door had scarcely closed upon his visitor when Wilbur Smith, despite his abstraction, identified Professor Cavan. Yet his forgetfulness was excusable, since his mind was running on crime and criminals, and it was very difficult to associate this brilliant little scholar with the mundane affairs of crime detection.

“Cavan? Cavan?” thought Wilbur Smith, his eyes cast up to the ceiling. “Why, of course, he’s the classical man. Peter is going to discover all about Hades,” and he chuckled. If there was any man in the world who might know who Hades was, might help to elucidate the mystery which was puzzling the two cleverest men in the police force, it was John Octavius Cavan.

Both society and the learned professions had taken the little man to their bosom when he had arrived from the old world three years before this story opens. His erudition, his eloquence, plus his comfortable fortune, had been his credentials. He had been offered a chair in three universities and had declined — politely, eloquently, but positively.

He lived in an expensive apartment on Riverside Drive, with a butler, a footman, and a couple of maids and his prosperity gave the lie to the suggestion that the scholastic profession was without profit. Even Peter, who was not impressed by most things, was taken aback when, in answer to his knock, the door of the apartment was opened by an impressive butler — a typical English servant of stout build and polite manner.

He found the little professor sitting behind a big oak table, which was littered with papers, books open and books closed. When Peter was ushered into the room by the butler, the old man was writing, his head bent low over the table. He looked up, straightened himself, picking up Peter’s card and reading it again in a nearsighted way, then he pushed up his spectacles to his forehead and leaned forward with a smile. “Sit down, sit down, Mr. Correlly,” he said.

“James, put a chair for this gentleman. Would you like a cup of tea?”

“Thanks, no,” said Peter. “That is a dissipation which I haven’t acquired.”“

“What a pity!” said the professor, shaking his head. “What a great, great pity! It is the most wonderful stimulant in the world. That will do, James, you can go.”

When the door was closed he looked at the card again.

“Now, Mr. Correlly,” he said, “I understand that you have come to consult me on a matter of Greek mythology. In fact” — he looked up with a quizzical smile— “you want to consult me about the Golden Hades.”

Peter, excellent actor as he was, was taken aback. Nobody outside the office had mentioned the Golden Hades, which was, as he thought, a secret shared only by the heads of the police. The professor enjoyed the effect of his words.

“Come, come, Mr. Correlly,” he said. “I am not clairvoyant. I only read the newspapers very diligently. There was some reference to the matter in yesterday’s Evening Herald,”
 said the professor. “Apparently a letter was received by the editor of the newspaper—”

“I remember,” said Peter. “Of course, Mr. Smith had it.”

“That’s right,” said the professor, “according to the newspapers. Now, Mr. Correlly, what can I do for you?”

“I won’t ask you, professor, to tell me who Hades or Pluto was, because I’ve enjoyed the dubious advantage of a college education, and amongst the fragments of knowledge which I have carried away from that institution is a bowing acquaintance with classical history.”

The old man inclined his head.

“So I gather,” he said. Peter did not ask him how he had gathered the fact, but went on.

“I understand, professor, that you are acquainted with such of the ancient cults as have survived to, or been revived in, this present century.”

The professor nodded.

“I certainly have an extensive acquaintance with survivals,” he said, “and it is most extraordinary how many have come down, with their devotees, their priests and their rituals, even to the present day. For example,” he said, “in Norway there are still Troll-worshippers — the Troll being a sort of devil who has passed into the legendary of Scandinavia. In Russia we have quite a large number who practise secret rites to Baba Yaga — another mythological creature who, I think, is to be identified with the Creek deity Cronus. In England and America there are a number of disagreeable people, of unpleasant antecedents, who worship one of the other members of the Greek mythology.”

“When you say ‘worship’, what exactly do you mean?” asked Peter.

“I mean they worship these beings as reverently as the Parsee worships the sun.”

“And they endow them with supernatural qualities?” asked the incredulous Peter.

“Certainly,” replied the professor. “Now, take the case of your Hades. There are two or three groups of Hades worshippers. For some reason or other, Pluto, which is his other name, has a fascination beyond all the other gods.”

“And are there such people here in America, in the state of New York?”

“Absolutely,” said the professor, with a twinkle in his eye. “Some conscious and some unconscious. Do not forget that Pluto is the god of wealth.”

He chuckled.

“Let me ask you a plain, blunt question, professor,’” said Peter. “You’re well acquainted with the best people in New York: do you know any of them who are worshippers of Hades? Before you reply,” Peter hastily added, “let me tell you that for the moment I do not ask for their names.”

“I would gladly give you them if I knew them,” said the professor, “but happily, my activities do not lie in the direction of the study of eccentric cults. I merely know they exist because I have heard of them in a roundabout way; but where the congregation of the faithful is to be found — why, Heaven only knows!”

He rose abruptly and offered his hand.

“Goodbye, Mr. Correlly!” he said, and Peter, who had had no intention of going, found himself being ushered from the flat.

*

HE DINED with Flint that night in the chief’s favourite restaurant.

“I was hoping that you’d get Cavan to help you,” said the chief. “I’ve been talking with the District Attorney all afternoon — he came down to ask about the Golden Hades, and he’s a pretty worried man. Cavan would have been the greatest help because, as the District Attorney tells me, he is one of the shrewdest, cleverest all-round men he has ever met.”

“There was no chance to make any proposition,” said Peter. “I hardly got beyond the pleasant introduction before he hustled me out.”

“It’s a pity,” said the chief.

“Anyway,” Peter went on, “I don’t know what we could have put up to him that would induce him to help. He has plenty of money, and as likely as not he’s told us all he knows.”

“Have you found out who gave the money to the property man at the theatre?”

“I’ve cleared up two things that were rather worrying me,” said Peter. “Both the property man’s story and Fatty’s story are true. The billman was billing posters of a new film. It was about money, and the advertisers had arranged that round the central picture should run a border made up of treasury bills. That is to say, pictures of bills that looked in the distance like money. The billman went out from his office without taking the border. He had arranged for his son to meet him at a station where the poster was to be exhibited and to bring along his lunch. The boy came by appointment, and told his father that on the way he had met a man who had thrust something into the bag he was carrying. On examining this they found that the ‘something’ was a big bunch of money. The billman thought they were for the border. He did paste one line of thousand-dollar bills, which we are now soaking off. He took the rest of them home, thinking that they were such good imitations that they would suit Alwin’s property man, who had been asking for stage money.”

“Then Fatty’s story was true?”

“Perfectly true,” said the other. “Evidently the billman’s son was the kid that Fatty met when I was chasing him. And this I will say—” he went on, but stopped, his eyes fixed on the door. A girl was strolling leisurely to her table through the crowded restaurant, and in her wake came the preoccupied Mr. Bertram. But it was only for the girl that Peter had eyes. In evening dress her serene beauty was dazzling. Then she turned her head and saw him. She bowed, and Peter was on his feet instantly.

He saw her speak to her father, and George Bertram turned and bowed vaguely in their direction. Then she passed to the inner restaurant.

“Sit down, Peter, you’re attracting attention.”

It was only then Peter realised that he was still standing.

“That’s Bertram and his daughter, isn’t it? I gather that you fixed things this morning to their satisfaction.”

But Peter was watching the door. He was curious to know, for no particular reason that he could analyse, who were to be the other guests at the dinner party. He saw Willie Boys, very red of face and in a mighty hurry — Willie had never kept time in his life — he saw a woman he did not know but whom the Chief recognised as a society leader; and then:

“Why, look who’s here!” said Peter in admiration. The last of the party to enter was Professor Cavan — a little figure in evening dress, his coat thrown over his arm and a tall hat in his hand, he strutted through the restaurant, conscious that all eyes were on him and patently proud of the fact.

“I wonder if he would help if he knew,” said Peter half to himself, but speaking aloud. “Why don’t you ask him?” said Flint.

“I will one of these days,” replied Peter.

It was Flint’s practice to sit long over his meal; but it was Peter’s habit to miss the dessert because dinner was invariably too long. He made his excuses to his chief, took his hat from the cloakroom and went out into the street.

It occurred to him then that this was the restaurant from which Frank Alwin had disappeared. Such a kidnapping would have been impossible at this early hour. The sidewalks were filled with people, and a policeman stood a few yards away, his hands behind him, watching the traffic with a proprietorial air. A few yards from the entrance to the restaurant a Rolls was drawn up, and standing near the bonnet, talking over his shoulder with the chauffeur, Peter recognised the professor’s butler. He asked a question of the doorman and was told that the car was Professor Cavan’s. His curiosity impelled him to a closer inspection. The servant recognised him and touched his hat.

“Good evening, sir,” he said. “You’re the gentleman who called at the house? The professor is dining.”

“I know,” replied Peter. “This is a beautiful car.”

“Yes,” said the man, “it’s a Rolls, the best imported car in New York. You should get the professor to let you take a trip in her. She’s a very smooth running machine.”

Peter laughed.

“Why, I don’t know the professor well enough to beg a joy ride from him,” he said, “but it certainly is a handsome car.”

“The interior cost a small fortune to fit up,” said the man proudly. He opened the door of the limousine and stepped in.

“The light isn’t working. The professor snapped a wire with his umbrella, and we didn’t notice it until we came out tonight. But feel these down cushions—”

Peter, with one foot on the step, turned. A man came out of the shadow with unsteady steps.

“Hullo, Correlly,” he said boisterously. “Dear old boy, how are you?”

Peter turned. The man was obviously drunk. It was so unusual to be called by his surname — only Flint ever used it — that he was curious to know the man who was taking such a liberty.

“How’s dear old Smith?” said the man thickly, and slipped and would have fallen, but Peter caught him and held him in his arms, his drooping head upon the detective’s shoulder.

“Hold up, inebriate!” said Peter sternly. “You’re not allowed to sleep on the police.”

“How’s old Smith?” said the languid man, and his voice died down to a sleepy mumble, but Peter heard all that the man said. Thus they stood for a few seconds, the servant watching the scene with a certain amount of amusement.

By this time the attention of the policeman had been called to the encounter, and he strolled across.

“Take this man,” said Peter authoritatively. “I’ll give you a hand with him as far as the next block.”

“A lot of fuss over a drunk,” said the professor’s butler. He was a disappointed man. He had expected a much more exciting end to the adventure.

So had the drunk.

“Peter,” he was saying in the other’s ear. “if you had gone into the car you would have had a headache — I’m Alwin.”
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Peter took his prisoner to the end of the block, and, dismissing the policeman, called a cab. He pushed the other inside and followed him, and, when the cab was moving:

“Now, Mr. Alwin,” he said, “perhaps you’ll tell me what this is all about?”

Frank Alwin sat back in the cab and laughed almost hysterically.

“I’m sorry to weep on your shoulder,” he said, “but the fact is, I’ve been chased for the greater part of twentyfour hours and if I’m not drunk I am at least starving.”

Peter realised that this was not the moment for publicity, and he drove his charge to his own apartment and produced from a near-by restaurant sufficient food to satisfy the hungry man. Frank, lying on Peter Correlly’s bed, handed back the last tray with a sigh of satisfaction.

“Now I’ll tell you the story,” he said. For half an hour Peter listened, never interrupting, to the amazing narrative.

“It sounds like a lie,” he said, “and if anybody else told me I shouldn’t have believed it. Did you see the men’s faces?”

Frank shook his head.

“And you have no clue by which you could identify them?”“

“None, except that just as I was getting over the wall, one of the men made a grab at me and I hit at him with my bar. It just missed his head and caught his hand. I fancy it smashed his thumb by something I heard him say.”

He looked at Peter oddly.

“Out with it,” said Peter. “You’ve something on your mind — something you haven’t told me. What did you mean when you told me I should get a headache if I went into Cavan’s car?”

The unshaven man on the bed shut his eyes.

“Good night,” he said, and was almost instantly asleep.

*

CHIEF Flint had finished his dinner and had already called for his bill when Peter reappeared, laden with news.

“Nothing short of an electric battery would have kept that fellow awake,” said the disgusted detective. “Now just listen, chief, and I’ll tell you the only fairy story that I’ve ever believed in.”

He narrated, with his own irrepressible commentaries, the story as he had heard it. Flint was nonplussed.

“It is certainly like something out of a play. You don’t think he dreamt it?”

Peter shook his head.

“He’s not that kind of fellow. Alwin is different from other actors — he’s human. Besides, he spent two or three years in the Department of Justice during the war.”

“I’d forgotten that,” said Flint. “Now I remember they spoke very highly of him. Well, the Golden Hades should be tracked down, with three men like you and Alwin and Wilbur Smith on the trail. Here comes your dinner party.”

“Not mine,” said Peter, interested nevertheless, as Professor Cavan and Bertram, the banker, came from the inner room.

The professor was in excellent spirits, and if George Bertram was gloomy it was a gloom consistent with his general attitude towards life.

“Where’s the girl?” asked Flint. Peter was asking the same question himself, and the party waited at the main door of the restaurant some three minutes before she appeared. Peter made a little noise in his throat.

“Hullo!” he said, half to himself. If Jane Bertram had not been crying, then he had no knowledge of women. Her eyes were red, there was dejection in her gait, a certain listlessness, which told of her distress.

The party passed out together, and. Peter, leaving his chief without an apology, walked into the inner room and interviewed the head waiter.

“What’s the trouble, Luigi?” he asked.

“With the young lady?”

The little Italian smiled.

“Some love affair. It was with her father she quarrelled — only slightly, and then she left the table and did not come back. It did not matter much,” said Luigi philosophically; “the dessert was not the happiest effort of my chef.”

This was all the information Peter could get, and by the time he returned Flint had disappeared. He remembered his engagement with the girl and determined to keep it the next morning. That a girl should weep at dinner, especially an emotional girl and one who had already demonstrated her electric temperament, was not amazing, or even a matter for regret, unless she happened to be to you a shade different from all other girls.

It was just that with Peter, who, being neither impressionable nor ardent, could not be affected as other men were affected. To say that Peter had fallen in love with Jane Bertram at first sight is hardly to state the fact. It is true that the sight of the girl, whom he had only seen once before, and then in circumstances which did not arouse his passionate admiration, was sufficient to bring him to his feet, and that all the time he was speaking to Flint one half of his mind was running after her. But that was not love, that was just extraordinary interest.

Nor did Peter groan within himself because she was above his station or because her father was very wealthy, and therefore she was inaccessible. In fact, he did not regard her as being above his station; and he did not look upon her father’s wealth as anything more remarkable than if he were possessed of any other eccentricity, such as a weakness for yellow waistcoats or a fondness for caviar.

The Bertrams had three houses: one in New York City, which was seldom used, one on Long Island and an estate in New Jersey. It was to the latter house that Peter made his way on the following morning, having discovered that the family was in residence there.

George Bertram’s family consisted of himself and his daughter, and it is true to say that the household was in reality two households, since the girl, though on excellent and affectionate terms with her father, had a suite which occupied one wing of the building, whilst her father lived practically alone in the other.

As his car hummed up the long, treeshaded drive, Peter found himself wondering how far he could revive the unpleasant memories of her arrest. He was anxious to know the cause of her weeping, but doubted his ability to bring the conversation to that incident.

A liveried servant took his card. “Miss Bertram is expecting you, I think, sir,” said the man, “and told me to show you into the drawingroom. Will you come this way?”

Peter was not a little astonished, but followed in the man’s wake.

“A gentleman to see you, miss,” announced the servant, and the girl came forward and suddenly stopped at the sight of Peter. On her face was such a mixture of consternation and surprise — yes, and even fear — that Peter permitted himself to smile.

“You weren’t expecting me, I think?” he said.

“I — I—” began the girl, in confusion. “No, I was expecting — Do you want anything particular?” she asked suddenly.

Peter saw it was his turn to be concerned. In the brief time the introduction had taken place the girl had gone deathly white. She sat down, too, in the nearest chair so suddenly that Correlly was filled with a sense of dismay.

She recovered herself instantly and rose with a little smile.

“I asked you to come, didn’t I?” she said. “I’m sorry I’m such a fool, but I’ve had a bad headache all morning. Won’t you sit down?”

Peter found a chair and seated himself, feeling very uncomfortable. There was an unexpected hostility in her tone, and her face had suddenly become a mask from whence all expression had vanished. She was holding herself in consciously and for a purpose. What that purpose was the detective could not even guess. He decided to make the interview as short as possible; he would not have been Peter Correlly if he had not proceeded in his characteristically direct way.

“You’re mighty scared about something, Miss Bertram,” he began.

“Indeed, I’m not,” she said rather stiffly, sitting a little more erect. “What should I be scared about? Do you imagine that I’m afraid of your arresting me?”

“You’re scared about something,” said Peter again, and he spoke slowly; “and it’s a pretty big something, too.”

He pursed his lips and looked at her with solemn eyes. She met the glance bravely for a moment, then her eyes fell.

“Really, Mr. Correlly — that is your name, isn’t it? — I do not see why you should worry your head about matters which do not concern you in the slightest. I am very glad you called, of course, because I invited you, but it is rather embarrassing to me that you should be so — so—” she hesitated for a word, then added— “intimate”.

“You’re scared worse than anybody I ever knew,” said Peter, “and I’d just give my right hand if I could help you get rid of that feeling, that panicky fear which, I know, is sitting on you at this very moment.”

She looked up sharply, alarm in her eyes. A little frown gathered on her forehead, and for the first time a touch of colour tinged her cheeks.

“You’d give your right hand to help me?” she stammered. “How absurd!”

But her “how absurd!” was halfhearted. He thought he detected a plea in her voice.

“Of course I am not in trouble. How could you help me?” She looked through the window.

“I am expecting somebody very soon,” she said. “I hope you will not think I am inhospitable if I cut this interview short.”

He rose and crossed to her.

“Miss Bertram,” he said quietly, “I came up here today with no other idea than just to renew your acquaintance under more pleasant circumstances, and maybe to ask you a few questions. I don’t know you; I have only seen you for five minutes in my life, and I have no right at all, not even the right of a friend, to interfere in your private affairs. I have no authority to question you or to urge my confidence upon you, but I want to say just this: that there isn’t any kind of difficulty you may be in that I wouldn’t and couldn’t help you with.”

She rose quickly and walked past him to the window, turning her back to him.

“Go away now, please,” she said in a low voice, which shook a little. “I — I think you are kind, but, unfortunately, you cannot help me. Goodbye!”

Peter hesitated. a moment, then picked up his hat and walked to the door. His hand was on the handle when she called him. She was holding out her hand and he hastened to take it.

“Goodbye!” she said. “Perhaps when I am in really serious trouble I will ask you to—” She stopped and shrugged her shoulders. “What is the use?” she cried passionately. “My trouble is nothing — nothing! Besides, what does it matter, Mr. Correlly?” she went on.

He felt something of the tension under which she was speaking. “What does it matter? I suppose I shall have to marry sooner or later, and one man is as good or as bad as another — you know enough of men, Mr. Correlly, to know that.”

Peter nodded.

“So you’re going to be married? That explains it. Would it be an impertinence on my part if I asked who is the fortunate man?”

She looked at him and her lips curled.

“The chosen of the gods,” she said bitterly.

Peter drew a long breath.

“The Golden Hades?” he suggested, and she started back as if he had struck her, and again the pallor left her face.

“My God!” she whispered. “You know that?”

Without another word she brushed past him out of the room, and he waited until he heard the thud of a closing door, then he too went out. The car swept down the drive and passed a man who was walking up. It was Professor Cavan’s butler.

“Good Lord!” thought Peter, with a sudden spasm of dismay. “She’s never going to marry that old runt!”

“I hit his thumb,” said a cell in his brain, and Peter half rose to check the driver, but sat back again.

For, quickly as he had passed the professor’s butler, he had observed the bandaged hand.
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Three men sat in a private ward of the Northern Hospital and compared notes.

“Look here,” said Wilbur Smith, shaking his bandaged head, “we’ve got to keep you out of sight, Frank.”

Frank Alwin laughed.

“Don’t laugh,” said Wilbur Smith seriously. “The gang isn’t on to you, or you wouldn’t be walking around a live man. You know too much. It’s probable they imagine you know more than you do.” He turned to the other.

“Well, Peter, did you see Mendelsheim’s books?”

Peter nodded.

“The story’s clearing up,” he said, “but the devil of it is that, the more I go into the matter, the more Miss Bertram is implicated. You remember the Higgins Tenement Murder, when the wife of Laste the gambler was shot?”

They nodded.

“You remember that Laste said his wife had found these dollar notes in a book which was bought by her at Mendelsheim’s stores one afternoon, the store being burgled the same night? She was a great book reader, was Mrs. Laste, and she got this particular issue at bargain rates because it had had ink spilt on the cover. That is why the manager of Mendelsheim’s remembers the sale so well. It also helped me to trace the book back to where the ink was spilt, You remember I told you that that storekeeper, Rayburn, sent up all the latest novels to Miss Bertram, who chose what she wanted and sent the rest back? Well, the book which Mrs. Laste had was one of these. I have no doubt in my mind that it was in the cover of this book that the thousand-dollar notes were hidden. It is likely that she found a much larger sum than she told her husband, knowing that he would gamble away every cent.”

“What do you suggest?” asked Wilbur Smith bluntly. “That Miss Bertram put the money between the leaves of this book and sent it back to the store?”

“I have no theory,” said Peter. “I’m telling you the facts.”

He was a little irritable, which was unusual in him and was duly noted by the observant Wilbur.

“All I know is that these two events occurred within twentyfour hours — the return of the book purchased by Mrs. Laste, the burglary at the book store, and, less than twelve hours afterwards, the shooting of Mrs. Laste.”

“Two things we have to find,” said Wilbur Smith after consideration. “The first is the Temple in the garden, and the second is the mysterious individual who is called Rosie.”

“Rosie I’m trying to locate,” said Alwin. “When I was in Washington during the war I was brought into touch with Lazarus Manton; in spite of his name, he is a police captain or superintendent — I don’t know what they call them — at Scotland Yard. I’ve cabled him, because I have an idea that Rosie is English.”

“The obvious thing to do,” said Wilbur Smith, “is to watch the Philadelphia station. The words which Alwin heard when he was sitting tight in the box must have a special significance. You’re doing this, of course, Peter?”

Peter nodded.

“Watching Philadelphia is a mighty big proposition,” he said, “and although I’ve two men on the job I shouldn’t feel very confident if I had a squad.”

“Where have you posted them?” asked Smith.

“In the waiting-rooms,” replied Peter. “Locating the next demonstration of the Golden Hades at Philadelphia station is about as explicit and as useful as locating it in Greater New York. I’d give a couple of hours to the work in the busy time of the afternoon, but what are we looking for? Alwin can’t help us to recognize the men, and as we don’t know exactly what they’re going to do or what particular act we’ve to frustrate the task is hopeless.”

Nevertheless, it was the Philadelphia depot which produced the most important clue in this intricate and difficult case. Peter himself was on watch the following afternoon, sitting hunched up on a bench in such a position that he could look over and see the people who came in a never-ending stream from the arcade.

It was such a stream of humanity as ordinarily interested him more than anything else. He checked them in — the alert men, the tired men, the old men, the women and children. Some came at their leisure, others in frantic haste. There were women with parcels and women without parcels.

At such an hour the hall of the Philadelphia station was a microcosm of the great city. It was his sixth sense which directed his attention to a middle-aged man carrying a collection of parcels under his arm. The man came wearily to a vacant seat and flopped down, placing his packages by his side. Peter marked him for no especial reason, then turned his eyes again to the stairs. When he looked at the man again he saw that another man was sitting by his side. He only sat for a minute, then rose and strolled away. It was only a back view, but it was a back which was familiar to Peter, though for the moment he could not identify it. The man with the parcels looked at his watch, then threw a helpless glance around, and rose undecidedly.

Peter watched him as he moved towards one of the many exits, which would take him eventually to his platform. He watched him idly, having no particular interest that he could understand or analyse, and was not even stirred from his apathy when the man was intercepted near the exit by a girl. They spoke together fox a little while, and it appeared from the man’s attitude that the girl was a stranger.

Presently the man carried his parcels to a vacant seat, and, laying them down, proceeded to count them, the girl watching the process. Then he detached one, and with a smile handed it to her — and Peter still saw nothing extraordinary in the circumstance.

“He has been shopping and taken the wrong parcel from the store,” he thought. “Lucky girl to recover your property before it was too late!”

They parted, the man lifting his hat and passing through the exit, the girl turning and walking with quick steps up the stairway. She was halfway up before Peter decided to follow her. He did not know why he came to such a decision — probably the sixth sense again. He lost sight of her, and was on Seventh Avenue before he picked her up, walking rapidly away from the depot, looking neither to the left nor to the right. He was hesitating whether to follow her further, when a ear swung out of the centre of the road and drew up just in front of her. She opened the door and stepped in, and the machine sped on.

It was at that moment that Peter had an inspiration. His qualities as a sprinter were proverbial, and he had leaped on to the footboard of the car before it had gone half a dozen yards. “Sorry to trouble you,” he said coolly, “but I—”

He stopped dead. The girl was Jane Bertram.

She held a little parcel on her lap, a parcel from which she had ripped the cover as she entered the car, and under her hands was a great package of bills. Without another word Peter opened the door of the limousine and stepped in. He took the bills from her unresisting hands and turned the top one over. It bore the glittering stamp of the Golden Hades.

No word was spoken for the rest of the journey. Peter seemed deprived of speech. The girl sat, her hands clasped before her, staring steadily at the back of the chauffeur’s head. Only when the car was pulled up by a traffic officer at a busy street centre did she make a move, giving some instructions to the chauffeur through the speaking tube. The car changed its direction, running up Fifth Avenue, till she tapped at the window. She had thrust the money into one of the deep pockets in the side of the car, and apparently she was no longer interested in its fate.

“Let us walk in the park,” she said, and they paced along, still in silence. Peter hardly knew where to begin; the girl was evidently in as great a dilemma.

“Mr. Correlly,” she said at last, “how much do you know?”

“About the Golden Hades?” he answered. “I know quite a lot, Miss Bertram, but I am hoping that you will tell me more.”

She shut her lips tightly, as though she were afraid that she might involuntarily disclose the heartaching secret which was hers.

“I can tell you nothing,” she said. “What is there to be told? This money is mine — it is not an offence to carry money, even in New York.”

“It is an offence to carry money which bears that stamp,” said Peter sternly. “It is an offence to be associated with a sign whieh itself is assoeiated with a ruthless murder.”

She looked at him in horror.

“Murder!” she faltered.

“Murder? Oh, not murder!”

“Murder, and worse,” he said. “It was at the back of the Higgins murder, it was behind the kidnapping of Mr. Alwin—”

“But I don’t understand,” she said, bewildered. “I knew it was a folly. I know that the thing is wrong — all wrong — but not murder?”

Her agitation was painful to watch. She stood there, a pathetic little figure, a look of unutterable sorrow in her eyes, wringing her hands in an agony of despair. He laid his hand upon her arm, and at his touch she shrank back.

“Miss Bertram,” he said, “why don’t you let me help you? I want to help you more than I ever wanted to help any human being in this world. I am speaking to you as your own brother might speak to you — won’t you trust me?”

She shook her head.

“You can’t — you can’t!” she almost wailed. “It isn’t me, it isn’t me that needs help.”

“Who is it?” he asked. “I can’t tell you,” she said. “I wish I could, but I can’t tell you. It is horrible, horrible!”

He took her unresisting arm in his, and drew her by unfrequented roads from the curious eyes which were observing her.

“Tell me this,” he said at last, “how long have you known about the Golden Hades?”

“Two days.”

The detective nodded.

“It was at your little dinner party?” She looked at him quickly.

“Answer me, please. Was it at the dinner party?”

“I didn’t know, but I had an idea, and that night I found out for certain.”

“Was that when you discovered that you were — going to be married?” He hesitated before he asked the question.

She nodded, and it seemed as though the question of her marriage had faded into insignificance beside some graver issue.

“I am going back now,” she said suddenly. “Please don’t come with me. I think we are being watched.”

She shook hands with him and was turning to go, when she said:

“If I want you, Mr. Correlly, I will telephone. I have your number — it is on the card,” she smiled. “You remember the card you asked me to return?”

Without another word she went, and Peter followed her at a leisurely pace. He came out on to Fifth Avenue in time to see the back of the car disappearing, and made his way back to his office.

There was a letter on his table waiting for him, but he did not trouble to open it. He leaned back in his chair, elevating his feet to the desk, and thought and thought, and the more he thought the more puzzled he became, till at last he realised that he was departing from his practice and was building a theory, and he hated theories.

He stretched out his hand, and, taking up the letter, opened it. It was a brief note from Alwin. He had never seen Alwin’s writing before, or he would have opened it sooner. It ran: —



Dear Correlly — Just received this cablegram in reply to mine. What do you think of it?

Sincerely,

Frank Alwin.



He unfolded the cable form and read: —



THE ONLY ROSIE WE KNOW IS JOHN CAVANAGH, COMMONLY CALLED ROSIE CAVANAGH, WHO WAS RELEASED FROM GAOL FOUR YEARS AGO, AFTER SERVING TEN YEARS IN PORTLAND FOR FRAUD, CARRIED OUT THROUGH THE MEDIUM OF SPIRITUALISM. HE IS A WELL-EDUCATED MAN, AGED ABOUT SIXTY-FIVE; VERY SHORT; HAS ENCYCLOPAEDIC KNOWLEDGE OF GREEK MYTHOLOGY. THINK HE IS IN SPAIN, BUT AM INQUIRING.



Peter looked from the cablegram to the ceiling and from the ceiling to the cablegram, and a slow smile dawned on his face.
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Professor Cavan was cleaning Apostle spoons. He was in his shirt sleeves, which were pulled up, exposing his skinny arms. A big white apron was tied about his waist, and he was reciting to himself in a reedy whine the speech of the blind Oedipus. His goodlooking English butler sat on the edge of the table, pulling at a large cigar. His footman, who was smoking a rank pipe, was busy at the table repairing a rubber stamp.

“Rosie,” said the butler, “if you don’t stop that infernal row I’ll give you a crack on the head.”

“Let him sing,” said the footman, “let him dance; let him do anything but talk.”

The professor smiled.

“You boys would be in trouble if I couldn’t talk,” he said. “I doubt if there’s any man in this dam’ city who has my line of conversation.”

“And ain’t they proud of it!” growled the butler through his cigar. “Rosie, you’ve got a pretty good opinion of yourself and your oratory. If you were as clever as you think you are, you would never have seen the inside of an English jug.”

“If I’d never seen the inside of an English jug,” said Cavan, or Cavanagh, “I should never have met you, my lad. If we hadn’t sat together on the same bench, sewing mailbags for the honour and glory of the King of England, you would have been breaking safes at a hundred pounds a time, and been pinched twice out of every three times.”

“It’s very likely,” said the butler carelessly. “What would Sam have been doing?”

Sam, at the table, looked up.

“I should have been faking old masters and selling them,” he said. “It’s a nice, quiet way of earning a living, and I wish I’d never seen any other.”

“You’ve a lot to growl about. How often have I told you that if you want to make big money you must take big risks?”

“Not the kind of risks you take, Tommy,” said the other, and he shivered. “I’ll never forget that woman Laste.”

A frown gathered on the butler’s face.

“It was her own fault,” he said. “If she had pulled off my handkerchief she’d have recognised me. It was me or her. What do you say, Rosie?”

The professor viewed a glittering spoon critically.

“Well,” he said, with some caution, “I’m such an old gentleman that really it doesn’t matter to me what happens. I’d as soon go to the electric chair — a novel and a scientific method of dispatch which is wholly painless, according to such information as I can secure — as I’d spend the rest of my life in an American gaol. If I may say so, Tom,” he said apologetically, “you’re precipitate.”

“The whole thing was your fault,” interrupted the butler violently. “Didn’t you tell that fool banker to hide his money and the gods would take it and give it to the poor?”

Rosie nodded. “I didn’t tell him to put it between the leaves of his daughter’s books,” he protested. “I didn’t know that she was sending the books back to the store, did I? You should have let it go — there was plenty more coming.”

“We’ve all muddled it a bit,” said the man at the table gloomily. “It wasn’t Rosie’s idea that the money should be shot through the air from a bow — it was yours, Tom.”

“It was my idea that you should be there to get it,” said the other grimly.

“I’d have been there if I’d known where it was falling,” said the other, calmly resuming his occupation, “and I was on to the man as soon as I saw him running.”

The professor chuckled.

“A very good joke,” he said. “Deelightful! A person who trafficked in counterfeit bills. Very reprehensible!” He put down the spoon suddenly and looked up at the butler, twisting his head like an inquisitive hen.

“Do you know that I nearly got into very serious trouble? I only discovered it the other day.”

“What was that?” asked the butler, stifling a yawn.

“Miss Bertram asked me to change a thousand-dollar note, and I changed it, giving her—”

“Not the phoney money?” said the man on the table sharply. “You old fool, you didn’t do that?”

“Quite an accident, my dear boy,” said the professor airily, resuming the polishing of his spoons. “I explained it away satisfactorily.”

The man at the table rose.

“What you guys have got to understand,” he said, “and what doesn’t seem to have penetrated the bone under your hair, is that there’s a time to finish everything and clear out. I’ve seen some of the best men at the game caught by going after a little too much.”

Tom Scatwell looked at the other through narrowed eyelids. “I haven’t got what I want,” he said quietly, “and there’s no backing out till I get it. We’ve money — yes. It cost a devil of a lot to get it, but the money was worth spending. We’ve sunk thousands in financing Rosie and setting him up in his position as a society man — that limousine cost five thousand and the furniture in this apartment cost twelve — but that’s beside the point. We have the money, but there’s a bigger thing still. The old man is getting nervous — isn’t he, Rosie?”

The professor nodded.

“Sceptical, is a better word,” he said sadly. “He is uneasy and worried. He asked me last night if the gods did not interest themselves in anything except the spending of money. That was bad.”

“Some day he’ll open his mouth and blow the gaff,” said Tom Scatwell, “and then it’ll be home, dearie, home, for all of us. We must shut his mouth unless we all want to go to the chair. Oh, you needn’t look like that,” he went on, “we’re all in it.”

“My dear Thomas,” said the professor, “I am not in it, if you are referring to the crime of wilful murder. Violence is contrary to my principles and methods. Any split will tell you that I have never given the slightest trouble to any representative of the law, that I have not so much as hurt a child in the pursuit of any graft which attracted me. I am a faker,” he said with modest pride; “I admit it. I make money out of the occult, because the technicalities of the occult are at my fingertips. I had not the slightest idea two years ago, when George Bertram and I discussed the possibilities of the old gods exercising influence upon the modern world, that it would turn out as big a thing as it has.”

“Is he mad?”

It was the man at the table who asked, and the professor stroked his straggly beard.

“I don’t think so,” he said; “he is just impressionable — out of business hours.”

Tom Scatwell laughed quietly.

“Is a man who works a system at Monte Carlo mad?” he asked. “Are people who believe in ‘hunches’ mad? Are fellows mad who won’t sit thirteen at table, who refuse to go under ladders, or who cross themselves when they see a piebald horse? Maybe it’s madness of a kind. No, he’s not mad, but he’s got his soft side. With most men the soft side runs to women. Look at the hundreds of well-conducted, nicelooking, clean-talking business men who come into town every day, who discuss religion and art and all that stuff as sanely as Rosie would — and then get some woman or other to tell you the truth about them. And you’ll think they’re madder than Bertram. I know a man in this city” — he paused and shook his head regretfully— “if I wasn’t in a hurry I’d make him pay for my knowledge — a respectable half millionaire, with a wife and family, who is stark, raving mad over a flat-footed manicurist with a face that would stop a clock.”

There was a ring at the bell, and the man at the table rose, slipped on his brass-buttoned jacket and went out. He came back in a few minutes.

“The janitor’s brought the window man,” he said, and, as Rosie began to slip off his apron in a hurry: “Don’t worry — he’s a dago, he doesn’t count.”

“How did those windows get broken, Rosie?” asked Scatwell.

It was evident that he was the real boss of the household.

“Boys!” said Rosie briefly. “Three in one afternoon — it is disgraceful. And yet they say that New York is the best policed city in the world.”

“It took a pretty hefty boy to reach a third-storey window,” growled Scatwell. “I suppose the young devils used catapults.”

“It was an extraordinary occurrence,” said Rosie. “I was sitting at my table reading for the third time, that delightful volume of Gibbon’s — you should read it, Tom — the style is limpid, the construction faultless — when crash! went the window. I immediately leaped to my feet—”

“Oh, be short!” snarled Tom. “Nobody expects that you would leap to your head. Did you see the boys that did it?”

“I did not,” said Rosie, his dignity offended.

Scatwell slipped from the table and walked into the big sittingroom. A lean, dark-skinned man, with a mop of black hair and a chin which apparently had not felt a razor for a week, was working at the broken window. Scatwell was not easily shocked, but he could only look at the man in speechless amazement, so extraordinary was his resemblance to the man whom above all others he regarded as his most dangerous enemy. Presently he spoke.

“Hullo, Wopsy!” he said. ““How long are you going to be?”

The man grinned and shook his head. Fumbling in his blouse, he produced a stained and soiled card and handed it to the other. Scatwell read “This man does not speak English.”

“Italian, eh?” said Scatwell in that language. He had lain hidden for four long years in Naples and had not wasted his time. “Yes, signor,” replied the man instantly, “I have only been in the United States for a month. I came straight from Strezza to my brother, who has good work here. It is beautiful to hear my language spoken again. My brother mostly speaks American, and all his friends are the same.”

“You would like to make plenty of money?” asked Scatwell. The idea that had come to him was little short of an inspiration.”

“Yes, signor, I would like to make very big money and go back to my own home at Strezza,” said the man. “My wife has not come to this place, and I promised her I would go back to her in three years. Yes, I would do anything for money if it were honest, signor. You understand that I come of a very respectable family.”

“Have no fear about that,” said Scatwell in Italian. “But I would like to play a joke on a friend, you understand, and perhaps you could help me.”

He left the man at his work and walked quickly back to the pantry, where his two companions were, and shut the door behind him.

“Have you seen the dago? Have you had a good look at him?” he asked eagerly.

The other was surprised at his excitement.

“Yes, I saw him.”

“Did you notice anything about him?”

Tom hesitated.

“Nothing particular. Go and look at him, Rosie.”

The professor did not trouble to pull off his apron, but went out of the room and presently came back.

“Well?” asked Scatwell.

“Well,” answered Rosie, “I don’t see anything remarkable about him. Really, I don’t, my dear fellow.”

“Then look at him again, you bat,” said Scatwell. “Why, the man is almost the double of Correlly.”

“Correlly! Do you think it is Correlly?” asked Rosie in alarm. “Perhaps he’s come here disguised.”

“Don’t be a fool; I merely said he was like Correlly.”

“What if he is?” asked Sam.

“He’ll be very useful to us, and to me in particular,” said Scatwell. “Suppose we got him to cut that hair of his and doll himself up? Why, he’d pass for Correlly even at Headquarters.”

Mr. Samuel Featherstone put down his rubber stamp and strolled into the professor’s study to give the smirking workman the once over. He returned full of praise for Scatwell’s scheme.

“I don’t say that this fellow is like Correlly,” he said, “because I haven’t seen Correlly close enough to swear to him feature by feature. But” — he faced Scatwell squarely— “what is the idea?”

“Yes, that’s it,” said the professor. “We want to know what’s the idea, Tom. We don’t care to risk anything new — we’ve had enough and too much of this funny business, and I agree with Sam that the sooner we skip the better for us.”

“You can skip if you want to,” said Scatwell, “but you don’t skip before you’ve seen this through. I tell you that I’m out for the biggest stake of all, and I’ve half won.”

“There will be certain difficulties with the girl,” said the professor. “She won’t accept without hesitation the command of the — er — gods.”

“She’ll accept the command of her father,” said Scatwell, “and if I can get this Wop to work with me, it’s as good as done. Suppose she knows that her father’s mixed up in this Golden Hades fake, and that we can put him in the pen as an accomplice to murder? What do you think she’s going to do to shut our mouths, eh?”

“Where does Correlly come in?” asked the footman. “You’ll find out all about that,” replied the other vaguely. ““The point is, will the dago take on the job, and will you all stand by me if he does!”

“What the hell’s the good of asking a question like that?” snarled Featherstone. “We’ve got to stand by you, haven’t we? Go and put it up to him.”

The window repairer expressed his doubt — indeed, his suspicion.

“It may be a joke, signor, but in my country it is the sort of joke that would put me in the hands of the caribinieri.
 I do not like that kind of joke. I am a stranger to your country, but I know that your police would be very angry.”

“You’re not asked to do anything illegal, you boob,” said Scatwell. “You’ve nothing to do but to dress yourself in fine clothes and be seen about. If anybody speaks to you, don’t answer them. There’s a thousand dollars for you in this.”

Still the man shook his head.

“I don’t like it at all. Perhaps it would be better if you got somebody who speaks your language,” he said.

At fifteen hundred dollars, however, he wavered, and at two thousand he fell. He was quick enough to take up the idea once Scatwell had propounded the details. He listened and asked intelligent questions, but to the suggestion that he should live under the same roof as the three he turned a deaf ear.

“I see very well, signor,” he said, “that I cannot return to my brother’s house, because that would excite comment, and the people would talk. Maybe you could get me a little place to sleep, but here I would not stay, nor is it wise. Your joke would be no joke if I were seen to leave here.”

“He’s right,” said Rosie, “perfectly right. He could have the room that we hired for Sam when he was playing cabman for Wilbur Smith.”

Guiseppe Gatti — such was the name he gave — was conducted to the lodging, and the professor, having secured a photograph of Peter which was printed in a newspaper in the previous year, took the man’s measure with his own hand and procured the clothes.

Guiseppe insisted upon having his own barber, a compatriot whom he could trust, and when at ten o’clock that night there came a knock at the door, Featherstone opened it and nearly collapsed.

“Why, why!” he stammered. “Mr. Correlly!”

But the newcomer answered in Italian, and the dazed Featherstone led the visitor to Scatwell’s room.

“Say, look at him,” he said. “Rosie, who is this?”

Scatwell jumped up, his eyes shining.

“I knew I was right,” he said. “Why, that would deceive the police and even Smith himself. Stoop, Guiseppe, so. Hunch your shoulders over like this” — he gave an imitation— “and when you walk you’ve got to drag your feet a little.”

For two hours they coached him in the manners and mannerisms of Peter Correlly, and at the end of that time Scatwell pronounced him perfect.

“Suppose anybody speaks to me?” asked the man. “What shall I say?”

“Nobody will speak to you,” said Scatwell. ““If they do, you must not reply. Very soon I will take you to a young lady, and then to every question I ask you, you shall answer ‘Yes — y-e-s.’”

“Yis,” said the man.”

“A little more practice,” said the exultant Scatwell, ““and half of Bertram’s roll is as good as in my pocket.”
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It was on the next afternoon that Peter Correlly came face to face with Jane Bertram. She was her old self, bright and tantalising; she showed no trace of the grief which had crushed her on the previous day, and Peter marvelled not a little.

“How do you do, Mr. Correlly? I saw you this morning walking on Broadway, but you took no notice of me.”

“On Broadway?” said Peter. “I was not on Broadway this morning. In fact, I have scarcely left my office since last night.”

He observed that the professor was eyeing him with unusual interest.

“What is the matter, professor?” Peter smiled and put his hand to his chin, which was ornamented by a small square of sticking plaster.

“I cut myself this morning — is anything wrong with it?”

“No, no, Mr. — I’ve forgotten your name already. No, no, Mr. Correlly, I was merely looking at you but thinking of something else, something entirely different.”

Peter smiled and turned to the girl.

“I suppose you’re a very busy man, Mr. Correlly,” she said. “Not too — not too busy, I hope,” and there was a significance in her words — almost an appeal. Peter shook his head.

“Not so busy that I cannot interest myself in the affairs of my friends,” he said. “You will remember—”

“I remember,” she said hurriedly. She thought he was going to quote his telephone number, but in this she was wrong. There was nothing more to talk about, and it seemed to him that she wanted to end the interview, almost as though she found the strain of acting a part too much for her endurance. But the meeting had given her strength, had endowed her with just the quality of courage she required. They left Peter and came to the portals of the InterState Bank, and here she stopped.

“I’m going in to see my father,” she said, turning to her companion. “I do hope, professor, that you will add your voice to mine. You cannot believe — it is impossible that an intelligent man like you can believe — such abominable things!”

The little fellow spread out his arms in a gesture of helplessness.

“I can only believe what I know to be true, my dear young lady,” he said. “There are certain mysteries which are hidden from the ordinary human eye, which are visible only to those who are gifted …”

“By the gods?” she suggested dryly.

“By the gods,” he repeated in all solemnity.

She set her lips tightly.

“Then I take it that you will not help me cure father of these hallucinations?”

“If they were hallucinations, yes,” he said. “But, my dear young lady, they are not hallucinations. Your dear father is specially favoured, I assure you. Why, I myself” — he spoke solemnly and deliberately— “heard Pluto speak — yes, speak in clear, unmistakable language — to your father.”

She looked at him incredulously, and he met her gaze without flinching.

“Surely you’re joking?” she said. “You have heard an idol — a statue — speak?”

He inclined his head.

“When did Pluto learn English?” she asked.

“The gods know all languages,” replied the professor soberly.

With a shrug of her pretty shoulders she turned abruptly away, and the professor walked back to his apartments with a smile which did not leave his lips until he got home. He had much to report, and Scatwell listened with satisfaction to his subordinate’s description of the interview with Correlly.

“You’ve got to be careful, though, boys,” said the professor, pulling a short pipe from his tail pocket and lighting it. “If you make Correlly suspicious and his double is seen too much abroad, why, there’ll be some inquiries made, and the Wop will be pinched. Where is he now?”

“Gone back to his lodging,” said Scatwell. “He’s been gone an hour or so.”

“There’s one thing I want to tell you,” said the professor, remembering. “Correlly has cut his cheek, level with the left corner of his mouth, and he wears a small square of sticking plaster. You might put Tony on to that if you see him again. And what’s more, he’s much too well dressed. That fellow Correlly looks more like a tramp. You’ve got to be careful — a smart-looking Correlly will attract attention.”

Scatwell nodded.

“Sam, go round to Guiseppe’s lodging and tell him he’s not to come out except at night. And say, tell him to put a bit of sticking plaster on his left cheek. Show Sam where, Rosie,” and Rosie illustrated the exact position, size and shape of the patch.

Sam went forth on his errand to find Signor Guiseppe Gatti throwing dice against himself, wearing on his smooth face an expression of unutterable boredom.
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All the day the girl had been nerving herself for her supreme effort. The afternoon had passed with painful slowness. She had tried in vain to read the hours away. She heard. the whir of her father’s car and his light step in the hall, and went up to his room. How should she begin it? How much should she say? How far was he involved in this terrible business? She had rehearsed a dozen openings, but had rejected them all. George Bertram had been a good father to her. In his soft, amiable, vague way he had been all that a father should be, and she loved him dearly. He was a rich man and could afford many follies, but this was one he could not afford. She wondered if he were mad, and the thought made her wince. But there were other men who had ideas as strange, and they were sane enough.

She rang the bell, and Jenkins, her father’s English servant, who had been in the family for twenty years, answered the summons.

“Shut the door, Jenkins,” she said. “I want to ask you something about father.”

“Yes, miss,” said the man.

“You know I have never asked questions, about my father’s life, and it isn’t right that I should. But now, Jenkins, something very serious has happened, and I want you to help me. What is hidden in the inner park?”

The man shook his head.

“I’m sorry, miss, I can’t tell you that, because I don’t know,” he said. “There isn’t a servant in this house who has ever put a foot into the inner park. When Mr. Bertram bought this place nine years ago — that was a year before I came here — the inner park was all part of the estate. You could walk there — in fact, I’ve walked through it a dozen times. But two years ago, after we came back from Florida, where we had been for the winter, we found a high wall had been built right across the estate, and that’s how the inner park came into existence. You were at college at the time.”

The girl nodded.

“Mr. Bertram had the door put in, and since then none of us has ever entered the park to my knowledge. I believe he had a summerhouse built, or something of the sort, miss,” he went on, “but I haven’t seen it, or anybody else — at least, nobody that I know.”

“Did father forbid you to go into the inner park?”

The man nodded.

“Yes, miss, every servant in the house was threatened with dismissal; though Mr. Bertram is such a good master that he had only to say he didn’t wish us to go, for us to have obeyed him.”

“Don’t any of the gardeners go there?”

The man shook his head.

“No, miss, there’s about a hundred and fifty acres of land that just grows wild.”

She sat, chin on hand. “What do the servants say about it?” she asked.

“Well, miss,” said Jenkins reluctantly, “they say all sorts of things. Some of them say that Mr. Bertram has got—”

He stopped, more embarrassed than ever, and the girl laughed softly.

“That he has another establishment?” she said. “It’s not an unusual sort of thing for a rich man to have, but I think we can exonerate my father from that weakness.”

She learned very little that she had not already known, and went up to change for dinner.

It was not often that they dined together without company. Usually the professor, or one of her father’s business friends, had been invited. Of late, however, the latter seldom found a place at George Bertram’s board. Throughout the meal Bertram was preoccupied and nervous. Once he caught his daughter’s eye fixed on him, and dropped his own in confusion, as though he had been detected in an act of which he was ashamed.

There was scarcely any conversation, and after the meal was finished he was rising, as was his wont, to go to the study for the rest of the evening, when she stopped him.

“Father, I want to talk to you before you go off tonight,” she said.

“With me, my dear?” he said, in mild surprise. “Is there anything you want? I thought your account at the bank—”

“It isn’t money,” she smiled, “or clothes or parties or anything so feminine. It’s you, daddy.”

“Me, my dear?” He went very red. There was something remarkably childlike in this grown man. It was this quality that she had so often remarked which puzzled and distressed her.

“I want to talk about the Golden Hades,” she said calmly, feeling herself mistress of the situation.

“The — the — Golden Hades?” he stammered. “My dear, surely that is a matter — um — that is a matter which is a little beyond your range.”

“I think it is a matter which is also a little beyond your
 range, darling,” she said gently.

He never got angry with her. The worst that could happen happened now. He was reduced to that condition of mind which lies midway between righteous anger and self-pity, and which is graphically described as huff. He was never more than huffy with her, but huffy he was now.

“You are going against my wishes, Jane,” he said, with a bold but unimpressive attempt at sternness. “Yes, you really are. The other night I thought you were so sweet, I really thought the gods had spoken to you as they have spoken to me.”

A look had come to his face which made his hand some features almost ethereal. The girl watched him, her lips parted in speechless amazement.

“It is difficult for you to believe that the gods have chosen a husband for you, and that in your happiness I shall find my reward for my gifts to Pluto’s poor, but—”

“Wait, wait!” she interrupted. “The gods have spoken to you? Daddy, don’t you realise what you’re saying? You shocked me terribly when you told me so casually the other night that the gods had chosen a husband for me. When I asked you the next morning, and you spoke so seriously, so simply, about the tremendous sums of money you were throwing away—”

He laid his hand on her arm.

“By the dispensation of Pluto that money devolves into the hands of those whom the gods favour and who have most need,” he said, with rising enthusiasm. “Sometimes the money is given to the poorest of the poor; sometimes a messages comes that it must go into the hands of the tenth man I meet after the clock strikes a certain hour; sometimes it is shot to the heavens from a bow and falls wherever it listeth.”

She rose and., passing round the table, sat on his knee, her arm about his neck. “Yes, yes, daddy,” she said; “you told me something of that, and how the god has ordered you to leave a great sum at Philadelphia station.”

“No, no — not that. The god spoke of the seventh street—”

She could have laughed, but she could have cried as readily. “It was on the seventh street,” he went on solemnly, “in the temple of Mercury, the palace of Speed, where men are carried to the ends of the earth by fiery horses.”

“Yes, yes, I know, dear,” she said practically. “Philadelphia answers more or less to that description, and I know money was to be left there. What miracle was that money to perform?”

He looked at her doubtfully, as though he were not certain of her mental attitude, for he was childishly sensitive to ridicule. “It was to fall into the hands of one who needed it very greatly,” he said shortly. “Please do not interfere in these matters, Jane.”

“And yet it fell into my hands,” she interrupted quietly, “and I do not need it — not yet.”

“Into your hands?” He stared at her. She nodded. “I saw the money left. I was watching your messenger, and I took the packet from the man to whom it was given.”

“But — but,” he said, “I don’t understand.”

“It fell into my hands, and so far I have escaped with my life. Look!” She walked to the sideboard and opened a little box she had brought in with her when she came from her room. From this she took a thick bundle of bills and laid them on the table before him.”

“Surely the gods make no mistake?” she said. “They could not have come to me unless they were intended for me?”

His face flushed now with anger at the irony in her tone.

“Why did you take this money?” he asked harshly. “To save the life of the man it was intended for,” she said.

“To save—”

“To save the life of the man it was intended for,” she repeated.

George Bertram gazed at her in amazement. He was so astonished that his momentary spasm of anger was forgotten.

“Will you please explain yourself, Jane?” She stood by the table, her hands resting on its polished surface, and looked down at him.

“Father,” she said quietly, “I do not wish to be flippant, but there is a saying that those whom the gods love die young. It is certain they die quickly. Have you ever heard of a crime called the Higgins murder?”

He frowned.

“I remember the case,” he said. “Yes. But what has that to do with this matter?”

“It has this to do with it,” she said, “that that woman was murdered to secure the money which you sent out on its errand of mercy.”

“Impossible!” he gasped. “I—”

“A detective who secured another batch of your money was half murdered and robbed. I tell you this, that the money you sent out under the inspiration of Professor Cavan has left behind it a trail of brutal crime. Men and women have been murdered, beaten, and kidnapped, burglaries have been committed — in the name of the gods!”

He jumped up.

“I don’t believe a word of it,” he said, a little wildly. “You cannot shake my faith, Jane. These are things which are beyond your understanding.”

“I—” she began.

“Not another word!” he stormed. “You shall not shake my faith,” and he almost ran from the room.
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The girl followed more slowly, but by the time she reached the hall her father had disappeared. She went up to her room, locked the door, and changed from her dinner gown into a dark wool dress. The mystery of the inner park she was determined to solve. From a drawer in her dressing-table she took a little revolver, threw open the breech and loaded it.

With this in her pocket she turned out the light, opened the French windows of her bedroom and stepped out on to the balcony. There was a possibility that her father might remain at home, and the light was showing in his study when she began her vigil. She had waited an hour when it was extinguished. A few moments later she saw his dark figure traversing the path which led to the inner park. Swiftly she passed through her bedroom, down the stairs and out through the front door, keeping to the grass, which deadened. the sound of her footsteps and also brought her to the cover of the bushes.

She lost sight of him against the foliage, which hid half the wall, but heard the sound of his key being inserted in the lock of the door. Presently the door slammed, and she could walk boldly forward. She had already made many inspections of this barrier, but never before had she thought of disobeying her father’s injunction.

The wall was at least twelve feet high, and the door through which he had passed was small and narrow. However, she had, already made a reconnaissance and her preparations. Some fifty paces to the left of the door was a thick clump of alders. From this she drew a light ladder of ash and, setting it against the wall, reached the top without difficulty, pulling the ladder up after her and lowering it down on the other side.

Before she continued her search she made a survey of this unknown ground and came to the inner side of the door. From the door a path led into the unknown. This was all the information she wanted. It was very necessary that she should be able to find her way back to the ladder, and, once this was assured, she could go forward on her exploring expedition without trepidation.

The path was well defined, and the moon shed just sufficient light to enable her to find her way without the aid of the small torch she carried. She came upon the temple unexpectedly and was brought to a standstill by the sight of it. It was a perfect little building, evidently a replica of the Temple of Athene, and much more beautiful than she had ever imagined.

“Poor Pluto!” thought the girl, with the one gurgle of amusement she had indulged in since this grisly business had begun. “To be worshipped in the temple of Athene!”

There was nobody in sight, no light shone in the building, and apparently no guard was deemed necessary. She made her way noiselessly across the grass and up the shallow steps that led to the columned portico.

The big wooden door, big in relation to the size of the building, was ajar, and she tiptoed. her way in. She was fronting a heavy velvet curtain, but light came over the top. She stepped dose to it and pulled aside a fold.

She found herself looking up an aisle of pillars to an altar, where blazed a golden statue; but her eyes were fixed rather upon the two men who stood in adoration before the image. There was no difficulty in recognising the little man by her father’s side, despite the weird cloaks they wore. There was a beautiful, rich quality to his voice which would have distinguished him even in a crowd.

“Oh, Hades, Giver of Wealth!” he cried, his arms outstretched in supplication. “Give a sign to this waverer! Speak, thou Pluto, lord of the Netherworld, Patron of Fortune!”

The girl strained her ears, but no sound came, and the silence was oppressive. Then unexpectedly came a voice — a hollow, booming voice, which seemed to proceed from the statue itself. “Oh, stranger, remember thy promise! Thou hast vowed before me and before Proserpine that thou would’st give thy daughter to my chosen. The hour is at hand. Prosperity and happiness shall shine upon thee. There shall be a place at the table of the gods for thee, my servant.”

The girl’s heart was beating fiercely. She felt that if she did not get into the open air she would choke, and even as she moved her head swam. She tumbled down the steps and fell full length on the ground.

So this was the secret, this was how the inspiration came! Jane dragged herself to her knees, and though her legs were trembling under her she ran to the other end of the building. She expected to see the man whose voice had come from the Golden Hades, but there was nobody in sight. She stood, puzzled, and in the problem forgot the panic into which she had fallen.

If she had known that in one corner of the building, behind the plaster caryatides, was a ventilating shaft up which Alwin had climbed, she might have accepted the existence of that chamber as an explanation. But in truth the shaft had nothing to do with the phenomenon.

She thought quickly. There was something in the quality of Pluto’s voice which seemed familiar. It had sounded as though — as though … Then in a flash it came to her — it was the sound of a voice through an amplifier! But where was the microphone — it might be in the building but more likely it would be concealed outside — nearby was a small thicket. She decided to investigate it.

Cautiously she moved forward, taking care to make no sound, and, arriving at its outskirts, she slipped from tree to tree nearer into the heart of the plantation. She stopped every now and again to listen, but there was no sound; and then, just as her foot was raised to make another advance, she heard a loud buzz which so startled her that she nearly uttered an exclamation.

It was almost at her feet and was much too noisy for even the angriest and. biggest insect to have made. It was a signal. She caught her breath as this simple explanation came to her. Of course, the man in the temple would have to signal when his confederate was to speak, and in proof of her theory a voice quite close boomed “Thus said the Lord of the Netherworld—”

She had taken out her little torch, and now she flashed it in the direction of the voice. By a hollow tree stood a man, his back was towards her but she could see the wire from the microphone which he held. A twig snapped beneath her foot and with an oath the man thrust the instrument into the tree and turned to face her.

“Am I speaking to Pluto or to one of his satellites?” asked the girl ironically.

“Miss Bertram!” cried the man, and she recognised him.

“I see,” she said, “you are the professor’s butler, aren’t you?”

She still held him in the light. There was something about the calmness of this man, caught in the act of his treachery to her father, which brought a sense of dismay to her heart.

“Well, it’s no use bluffing,” he said; “you’ve caught me with the goods. Miss Bertram, I think now you know all there is to be known about the Golden Hades.”

“I know all there is to be known about you,” she said, “and tomorrow, if there is any law in this country—”

“Don’t let’s talk about the law,” he said coolly. “It won’t do any of us much good, especially your father.”

“What do you mean?” she demanded. “Just be a sensible girl and think you’ve dreamt all this,” he said; “and just go along as though you had never been behind the scenes. Carry out the instructions of the god.”

“And marry his chosen, I suppose?” she said, with a lift of her eyebrows.

“And marry his chosen,” he repeated with a nod, “which happens to be me.” She looked at him, speechless. “It will save you a lot of trouble and save your father worse,” he went on. “Now, Miss Bertram, you be sensible. You’ll have to be sensible, because you’re the only person who can keep your father out of this, and keep us out of trouble.”

“Even if I wanted to — and I don’t,” she flamed, “I would not help you — not any of you. My father is innocent of any of the crimes you have committed.”

“That you’ll have to prove, and you’ll find it difficult,” said the man.

“Even then I couldn’t save you,” she said. “There is a man on your track who will never let up until he has put you where you belong.”

“There is a man on your
 track,” drawled Tom Scatwell, with a little sneer, “who will never let up till he gets you.
 I am thinking of the same man — Peter Correlly.”

She peered at him through the gloom; she had long since switched off the light of her torch.

“But I don’t understand.”

“You don’t, eh? Oh, Rosie isn’t a fool!”

“Rosie?” she asked, puzzled.

“I’m talking about the professor. He isn’t a fool, I say, and although he is a mighty bad crook, he’s a great reader of men’s minds and the finest psychologist that you’re likely to meet. Rosie just saw how Correlly looked at you and diagnosed the case.”

She went hot, and was grateful for the darkness which hid her face.

“You’re mad,” she said. “You’re trying to insult me — I’m going back to my father.”

“One moment, Miss Bertram.” He laid his hand on her arm. “Whether Peter Correlly is in love with you or not makes no difference. That’s his business, and I guess I can attend to him — after we are married. Marry me you will, and marry me you must, whether you like it or not, unless you’re prepared to see your father in gaol, charged with murder. There will be a run on the bank when it gets out that be has thrown away the greater part of a million dollars on this tomfoolery — you understand me?”

“I understand,” she said, and turned back to the house.

Scatwell did not attempt to stop her.
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It was one o’clock in the morning when, summoned by telephone, Peter Correlly presented himself at the Bertram mansion. The girl opened the door to him, and after a glance at her white, set face, he knew that something unusually serious had happened. She took him not to the drawingroom, but to the library, and as he passed through the hall he saw a man descending the stairs whom he recognised as one of the foremost physicians of the city.

“My father has had a stroke,” she said quietly, “and the doctors think it may be months before he is well again.” Her eyes were red, her lips trembling as she spoke.

There was little that Peter could do save to murmur conventional regrets, so he said nothing.

“And I — I am in trouble, in great trouble, Mr. Correlly,” she said.

She seated herself in a low chair, crouching over the little fire which burnt on the hearth, and never once did she meet his eyes.

“You once told me that if ever I was in trouble I was to send for you, and that you would help me.”

“I’m glad you did.”

He stood leaning against the chimney-piece, with one elbow upon the mantel, and looked down at her.

“Tell me just what you can, and let me guess all that you don’t want to say. When did his seizure occur?”

“Nearly two hours ago,” said the girl in a low voice. “I think he was worried about — about me. You see, I had to tell him something tonight, Mr. Correlly, and it wasn’t easy for him or for me.”

“Had he been to the temple?” asked Peter.

She looked up quickly.

“You know of the temple, then?” she asked, and he smiled.

“I didn’t know it was here, but I guessed as much,” he replied.

She inclined her head slowly.

“My father has been in the hands of this gang for two years,” she said. “I — I had to tell him all I had learnt. There was a terrible scene.”

She did not particularise the gang, but he knew to whom she referred.

“Poor father! He has always been interested in the occult, and has written a little book on the subject. Did you know that?”

“I knew that,” said Peter simply.

“It was called The Underworld,”
 she went on. “I think it was this book which must have attracted the attention of the gang, and, through the professor, my father was entangled in this awful business. I don’t know who the professor is — to me he was always an amusing, simple-minded, somewhat vain little man, repulsive in many ways, but the very last man in the world I should have associated with anything crooked. I knew that father and he were very good friends, because he used to dine here almost every night, and I was rather glad, because father had very few friends and no hobbies. It gave me a sense of relief to know” — she smiled faintly— “that he was off my hands. They must have met when I was still at school, for when I came back here they were already inseparable — and the great wall across the park had been built.”

“I see,” nodded Peter.

“That’s how it came about that you had no knowledge of its building. That puzzled and worried me a little. I presume the temple is on the other side?”

“Yes, I had no idea of its existence,” she said, “nor had any of the servants of the house. It was built under the direction of the professor or of his fellow conspirators, and none but foreign workmen, were employed. I have only learnt this since — since I took the trouble to inquire.”

“Have you any idea how your father’s affairs stand?” asked Peter gently, and it gave him pain to see the girl wince.

“I don’t think that is a matter for anxiety,” she said. ”I do know that father is enormously rich. When mother died she left me nearly a million dollars, which is in the hands of trustees, so I am not worrying about the finances of the bank. Father could afford all the money he has thrown away on these villains.”

Strangely enough, this news brought a sense of the greatest relief to Peter, who had worried more about the condition of George Bertram’s fortune than about any other aspect of the case. Somehow it seemed to him that the name of Bertram, honoured for three generations, had better be associated with murder than with bankruptcy, and a bankruptcy which would drag thousands down to ruin with him.

“There is one thing I want you to tell me to relieve my mind,” he said, “and that is that the absurd suggestion that you should marry the chosen of the gods has been entirely dismissed from your mind with these revelations.”

To his surprise she did not immediately answer, nor did she meet his eyes.

“You don’t mean—” he said in astonishment.

“I mean that that marriage may have to go through,” she said, with a catch in her voice. “Mr. Correlly, don’t you realise that the idea of the marriage came from the gang, and that from among these the most presentable was chosen.”

“That I can guess,” he said, “but there are ten thousand reasons why any promise you or your father may have given should not be fulfilled. Good Heavens! It is an appalling idea!” Still she did not look up. “I shall need your help,” she said. “Tell me, is there any way by which my father’s name can be kept out of this terrible business?”

It was his turn to be silent. He knew that no pull was big enough to keep the name of George Bertram from the case, and she read his silence rightly.

“Don’t you see, Mr. Correlly, that I am entirely in the hands of these three men? It is my father’s word against theirs, and they can put him — oh, it’s terrible!”

She covered her face with her hands. “They can implicate him in the murders, if that’s what you mean,” said Peter, and she bowed her head in assent.”

“And you think if you marry one of them, I suppose the leader of the gang, that they will let up on your father? Why, Miss Bertram, you don’t know that gang of crooks! Anyway the matter isn’t in your hands, it’s in the hands of the authorities. It isn’t a question of the gang giving one another away, or being in a position to say whether or not they shall make a disclosure to the police. We have sufficient evidence—”

She shook her head, and for the first time met his eyes and looked him straight in the face.

“You’re wrong, Mr. Correlly,” she said quietly. “You have no evidence, you have only theories. Only my father can prove that they defrauded him and he — he—”

She stopped and brought her handkerchief to her lips. Two curiously unhappy figures they were — Peter, hunched up over the fire on one side, the girl with her chin on her hands on the other — and the thoughts of both followed identical lines.

“There’s a lot in what you say, Miss Bertram,” he said at last, “and it’s been worrying us. It is an amazing fact that up till now we have no evidence. Nobody saw Mrs. Laste shot, nobody saw the man who beat up Wilbur Smith or kidnapped Frank Alwin. There is a strong supposition, but that supposition will not carry us very far towards a conviction.”

He puffed away at his cigarette for five minutes, and there was no sound but the tick of a French clock on the mantelpiece.

“There’s a lot of truth in what you say, Jane.”

The girl started, and stared at him. Evidently he was unconscious of his lapse, and he went on. “We have known the difficulties all along — ever since we were fairly certain that we had the gang at our mercy. We’ve been hoping against hope to get the right kind of evidence, but so far the only person who is immediately under suspicion — is you.”

“Me?” she said, startled.

“I have evidence sufficient to convict you three times over,” he said, “and I know you were a perfectly innocent instrument in the hands of bad men. I know, too, that if it comes to a showdown, and unless they have some strong inducement to keep silence, the whole gang will implicate your father in the murders, and implicate him in such a way that it will be practically impossible to prove his innocence.”

Another silence, and then the girl rose.

“So you see,” with a gesture of despair, “for father’s sake I must further the interests of these men even if it means — marriage.”

She got the word out with difficulty.

Peter came up to his feet slowly. There was a smile on his lips, but a hard glint in his eye which fascinated her.

“Well, Miss Bertram,” he said, “I guess there are going to be a few more tragedies added to the credit of the Colden Hades.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean just this,” said Peter slowly. “There are three men in this gang — Rosie Cavan — that’s the professor; Tom Scatwell, another English crook, and Sam Featherstone. Maybe they had assistance to hold up Wilbur Smith and pressed a little local talent into their service, for Wilbur isn’t exactly popular with the criminal classes, but outside of these three there is no gang. Three men,” he said deliberately, “and unless matters take a much brighter turn than they promise, I am going to add three tragedies — three irreparable disasters — to the tale of devil work.”

For the moment she did not understand, and then with a little “Oh!” she stepped forward and laid both her hands on his arm, lifting her pale face to his.

“You’ll do nothing of the kind,” she said in agitation. “Do you hear? I won’t have you do it! I would rather stand the trial myself, I would rather my father took the responsibility, than that you should do such a wicked thing.”

In that instant she caught a glimpse of his mind and she knew its deadly purpose.

“You are not to do it,” she said. “Promise me you will not do it, please! Please!”

He laid his big paw on her two small hands and smiled down into her face.

“ ‘It is a far, far better thing I do now’—”

The little hand shot up to his mouth and stopped him.

“Peter!” and the word electrified him and left him breathless. “Unless you really want to break my heart, to fill me with everlasting shame that I was responsible for your risking your career and your life, you will put this thought out of your mind. Let them stand their trial.”

He could not speak, and she misunderstood the cause of his silence, and shook him with all the strength she could muster.

“There must be another way,” she said. “Please, please, for my sake! You called me Jane just now, and I know you like me.”

Suddenly she was gripped in his arms. “Like you!” he said huskily; “My dear, if they set your statue in the temple I would worship you.”

She laughed — a nervous, tearful laugh, and struggled to escape.

“You would be a devil worshipper, if you did that — Peter, won’t you promise me? Peter dear—”

He took the girl up in his arms and pressed his lips to her hot cheek.

“Maybe I’ll not shoot ‘em,” he mumbled in her ear, “maybe I’ll just poison ‘em,” and she laughed again, a little hysterically, for she knew she had won her battle.
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Tom Scatwell dressed himself with unusual care, rejecting waistcoat after waistcoat which the anxious professor brought. He was a goodlooking man of thirty-nine, powerfully built. That he was not in the best of tempers, the conciliatory attitude of Rosie showed. Even the sombre Mr. Featherstone, who never shrank from an encounter with his superior, made himself scarce.

What time will you be back, Tom?” asked Rosie.

“Mind your own business,” growled the man.

“Sam and I wanted to know,” said the professor apologetically, “because we have an engagement this afternoon at three, and we shouldn’t like to be out when you come in.”

“I’m not likely to be back before three or four,” said Scatwell.

“You have all the baggage packed?”

“Every bit of it,” said the professor. “When do you think we shall make the getaway?”

“Don’t worry about that,” replied the other.

“I’ll give you plenty of notice.”

“There’s a boat sailing today,” suggested Rosie.

“We shan’t take that — maybe we will go to Canada.”

Rosie watched him brushing his hair and brushing it again, changing and re-changing his tie.

“Tom,” he said presently, “I’m short of ready money. Could you give me a cheque?”

“How much do you want?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” said the professor in his vague way.

“Well, make up your mind,” growled Scatwell, looking at his watch.

“Are you expecting anybody, Tom?” asked the professor.

The man turned on him in a fury. “What’s worrying you, Rosie?” he snarled. “You’re as jumpy as a cat. Why the devil do you want to know? You go on like a man who’s expecting to be doublecrossed.”

The professor laughed, a tittering little laugh of amusement.

“Oh, no, Tom, not that,” he said. “That’s the last thing one would expect from you. If anybody dared suggest such a thing about you, Tom, I’d — I’d strike him down at my feet.”

“A hell of a lot of striking you’d do!” said Tom contemptuously. “If you want to know, I’m waiting for that dago — there’s the bell. Show him in here and leave me alone with him.”

He had put on his coat and was surveying himself in a long mirror when the visitor came in.

“Sit down, Guiseppe,” he said, in Italian. “You are late.”

“I had to wait for a taxi,” said the other in the same language. “I find it very difficult to have the courage.”

“Courage for what?”

“To call a taxi,” said the man. “I fear they will detect me and say: ‘Who is this poor Italian man who begs rides in my taxi?’”

“You’ve got the money, haven’t you?” said Scatwell. “Now listen. I am taking you away to a, big house in the country. There you will see a lady who will mistake you for somebody else.”

“This is a joke, yes?” demanded the other.

“This is a joke,” said Scatwell grimly.

“What shall I do?”

“You’ll sit quiet and say nothing,” answered Tom Scatwell. “You have merely to be seen and no more. If the lady speaks to you, you will say ‘Yes’.”

“Yes,” said the other mincingly in English.

Tom nodded his head, satisfied.

“Now, Guiseppe, my car’s at the door and we will go. In the car keep your face out of sight. You understand, I do not want you to be seen.”

“I understand perfectly, signor,” said the other, and led the way from the room, Scatwell followed. In the lobby the professor was waiting, an ingratiating grin on his face, an open chequebook in his hand.

Scatwell hesitated.”

“Can’t this wait?” he asked. “How much do you want?”

“Make it a hundred dollars, Tom,” pleaded the professor.

“Fill it in,” said Scatwell, and scrawled his name at the bottom of the cheque.

The door banged behind him, and presently they heard the whine of his car as it sped on its way. The professor watched the car out of sight, craning his neck through the window; when it had disappeared he took up the telephone and called a number.

“In twentyfive minutes,” was the message he sent. He went out into the hall and called “Sam!”

Mr. Featherstone came immediately.”

“What time does that boat leave?” asked the professor.

“At half-past eleven,” replied the other.

“Good! We’ve plenty of time. Have you booked the stateroom?”

“Of course I’ve booked the stateroom,” said the other, aggrieved. “I booked it with the Boston Agency in the name of Miller and Dore. Here are the tickets.” He produced a leather pocketbook.

“That’s all right,” said the professor quickly. “Now just fill up that blank cheque.”

“How much shall I make it for?”

“What is his balance?” asked the professor.

“About fifty thousand dollars.”

Make it about forty-five and be on the safe side,” said the professor. “I hate to leave the swine anything, he asked for trouble. Oh, the greed of these low crooks!” he deplored.

While Featherstone was filling in the cheque the professor was busy clipping his spidery whiskers.

“You’ve never seen me cleanshaven, have you, Sam’! I’m some sight — but you’ll have to endure me.” Featherstone went out with the cheque, and was back in twenty minutes with a roll of bills.”

“What about the safe deposit?” he asked, and the professor’s chin, covered with lather, shook.

“No, thank you,” he said. “That stuff has got the Golden Hades printed on it, and that’s the totem I don’t want to carry around just now. Forty-five thousand dollars is a lot of money, Sam. It ain’t all we deserve, but it’s enough to get away on, with the stuff we’ve sent to England. How do you like me?”

He turned a tiny, rosy face to the other.

“Good God!” said Sam, genuinely shocked. “So you look like that? Gee! I’ll never say a word against whiskers after this.”

The professor looked out of the window.

“There’s our taxi,” he said. “Where are the suitcases?”

“Ready,” said the other promptly. “Get ’em down; I’ll follow you.”

He had a last look round, a regretful look as he surveyed his by no means modest library, for Rosie Cavanagh was a genuine book lover. Then he too left the apartment, closing the door behind him. Five hours later, as the ship dropped over the eastern horizon with Sandy Hook a faint blur on her port quarter, the professor remarked, scratching his chin regretfully ,”I ought to have left a note for Tom.”

“You can carry politeness too far,” said Sam.

*

Whatever may be said to the discredit of Tom Scatwell, this credit is his, that he played big and played boldly. He was a man without pity, but ruthlessness calls for a certain kind of courage, which he possessed to the full. He had a premonition that the net was closing round him, that only by one master coup could he save all his carefully conceived plans from utter ruin.

Whilst his companion chattered incessantly all the way out to Bertram’s house, hailing such sights as might be novel to a friendly alien, or speaking of Italy and the life he had left behind him, Scatwell was silent, answering only in monosyllables. The talk of the man neither disturbed nor irritated him. It was empty, but soothing, and gave him a background against which he could work out his own designs.

As the car turned into the drive he gave his last instructions.

“You will stay in the car, which I shall stop at some distance from the house. When you see me coming back with a lady, you will get out of the car and stand near the door, but you will not speak or smile or do anything but stand where I tell you. You understand?”

“Yes, signor.”

Less than fifty yards from the house the car was stopped. Usually its driver had been Sam Featherstone, but today Scatwell had hired a man from the garage, and for him also he had instructions.

“Son,” he said, “you get down and stroll back to the gate. When I want you I’ll send for you.”

“You want me to leave the car here?” asked the man in surprise. “Suppose you need me—”

“Don’t argue, do as you’re told,” said Scatwell, “and if I’m wearing out your shoe leather you can put it in the bill,”

The man touched his hat. “Remember, Guiseppe, if you see me with a lady you step down.”

“Yes, signor,” said the man again.

*

Jane Knew — but how she knew she could not tell — that Scatwell would call that morning. Since breakfast time she had been pacing the long portico before the house, and she had heard the sound of the car’s wheels long before Scatwell came into sight. Now she walked slowly to meet him.

“I thought you would come,” she said, with self-possession at which he marvelled.

He stood, hat in hand, before her, a trifle nervous for the stake he played for was a big one.

“How is your father?” he began.

She stopped him with uplifted hand.

“Please do not talk about my father,” she said.

“This is hardly the time for polite inquiries, Mr. Scatwell. What is your proposition?”

He was embarrassed, and showed it.

“Shall we go into the house?” he said.

“We will talk here,” she replied. “What is your proposition?”

“It is a very simple one, Miss Bertram,” he said after a pause. “The game is up as far as we are concerned, and we want to get out of our trouble — and to avoid worse. I believe that the police are on to us, and I reckon I have forty-eight hours to get across the Mexican border. In fact, I’m on the way there now.”

“With your friends?” she asked.

He laughed. “In a case like this,” he said, “it’s every man for himself. I am going back to New York to draw my money from the bank, and then—”

He shrugged his shoulders.

“And then?” she said. “Everything depends upon you, Miss Bertram,” he said. “It is not my intention or my desire to go alone. In fact, I do not think I should get away alone. With you as my wife, it would be easy. I think you are the only person who has any real evidence, and, frankly, marriage would deprive the State of its principal witness if it came to a trial.”

“That I can see,” she said. “But supposing I agree, what other reward do I have than the dubious honour of bearing the name of a crook?”

He made a little grimace, as though her cold scorn had hurt him.

“I clear your father,” he said. “Miss Bertram, there is no evidence at all, either for or against him. If you will do as I wish, if you will promise to marry me, I will make a statement before a mutual friend of ours, which will exonerate your father—”

“A mutual friend of yours?” she said suspiciously. “Who do you mean?”

“I mean Peter Correlly,” he said. “I have brought him with me.”

He expected this statement to create a mild sensation, but he was unprepared for the effect of his words upon the girl. Her hand went up to her mouth, as if to check her cry of amazement. She went red and then white.

“Mr. Correlly?” she said unsteadily.”

“I don’t understand.”

“He’s here,” said Scatwell, well satisfied with the impression he had made. “But how can he take your statement and not arrest you? It isn’t true; this is a trap.” He half turned away from her.

“Come with me,” he said. “You needn’t be afraid. I won’t take you out of sight of the house. How Peter Correlly and I have fixed things doesn’t concern anybody but ourselves. As you are probably aware, the police of New York are not exactly angels.”

She was white with anger now.

“What do you mean?” she demanded. “Do you suggest that Mr. Correlly can be bribed? That is a lie, and you know it is a lie.”

“I suggest nothing,” he said hastily. “I am not giving you theories but facts.”

A wild panic seized her. Perhaps Peter would betray his service and help this man escape. That would be worse than the other dreadful remedy he had suggested, and she shook at the thought.

Then they came in sight of the car and the man stepped out.

“Who is that?” she whispered. Her eyes never left the face of the man by the car as the distance between them lessened.

“Peter!” she breathed, half to herself.

Thus they stood, the man by the car, the white-faced girl, and Tom Scatwell, eminently satisfied with the success of his plan.

“Now, Miss Bertram, in the presence of Mr. Correlly, I am keeping my promise. You know the statement I am going to make?” he said, turning to the man.

“Yes,” replied the other. It was like Peter’s voice and yet it was not, she thought. But she could swear to him — the tan of his face, the stoop of his shoulders, the humour of his eyes.

“I’m saying this,” Scatwell went on, “that Mr. Bertram had nothing to do with any of the crimes which were committed in the name of the Golden Hades. He is as innocent as his daughter. It was I who shot the woman Laste, it was I who kidnapped Frank Alwin, the actor, and then Wilbur Smith. In all three acts I was assisted by Rosie Cavan and by Sam Featherstone. Does that satisfy you?”

He turned to the girl. She could not speak. Her eyes were fixed on Peter’s face and she could only nod her reply.

“Now, Miss Bertram, are you prepared to carry out your contract?”

“Yes,” she said in a low voice, but could not take her eyes off Peter. How strange it was that he could stand listening unmoved to all this!

“In ten minutes I will have the car waiting for you,” said Scatwell.

“Why not now?”

Scatwell wheeled round, staring at Guiseppe Gatti.

“Why wait ten minutes?”

“Who — who are you?” asked Scatwell hoarsely.

“What a question to ask when you’ve just introduced me! I’m Peter Correlly.”

“Where is Gatti?” whispered Scatwell.

“There never was a Gatti,” said Peter calmly. “I came to your apartments to mend the windows I smashed the day before, because I wanted to see what you looked like when you were all at home. Anybody in New York will tell you that Italian is my long suit. I—”

He flung himself aside as a gun appeared in Scatwell’s hand. A bullet sped through the bushes, and before Correlly could pull his own gun the man had plunged through the hedge which fringed either side of the drive, and was lost to view.

Peter made no attempt to follow.

“I hope—” he began, and then three shots rang out in rapid succession, and he drew a long breath.

“Unless Wilbur Smith has lost his nerve,” he said soberly, “we ought to have heard of the Golden Hades for the last time.”

The girl collapsed into his arms. He was holding her, his cheek against hers, when Wilbur Smith and Alwin came slowly through the plantation, their smoking revolvers in their hands.


The Green Ribbon (1929)


Table of Contents



Chapter I



Chapter II



Chapter III



Chapter IV



Chapter V



Chapter VI



Chapter VII



Chapter VIII



Chapter IX



Chapter X



Chapter XI



Chapter XII



Chapter XIII



Chapter XIV



Chapter XV



Chapter XVI



Chapter XVII



Chapter XVIII



Chapter XIX



Chapter XX



Chapter XXI



Chapter XXII




Chapter I


Table of Contents


Walking up Lower Regent Street at his leisure, Mr. Luke saw the new business block which had been completed during his absence in South America and paused, his hands thrust into his trousers pockets, to examine the new home of the wealth-bringer.

On each big plate-glass window of the first and second floor were two gilt T’s intertwined, and above each a green ribbon twisted scroll in t form of a Gordian knot.

He grinned slowly. It was so decorous and unostentatious and businesslike. No flaming banners or hectic posters, no shouting lithographs to call attention to the omniscience of Mr. Joe Trigger and his Transactions. Just the two gilt T’s and the green ribbon that went so well with the marble doorway and the vista of little mahogany desks and the ranks of white glass ceiling lamps above them. It might have been a bank or a shipping office. He took a newspaper out of his pocket and opened it. It was a sporting daily and on the middle page was a four-column advertisement:

TRIGGER’S TRANSACTIONS

Number 7 will run between September 1st and 15th.

Subscribers are requested to complete their

arrangements before the earlier date.

Books will close at noon on August 31st and

will not be reopened before noon September 16th.

Gentlemen of integrity who wish to join

the limited list of patrons should apply:

The Secretary, Trigger’s Transactions, Incorporated

At the Sign of the Green Ribbon, 704 Lower Regent St., W.1.



He read the few words which occupied so large a space, folded up the paper, replaced it in his pocket and resumed his walk.

“Gentlemen of integrity” was the keynote of Mr. Trigger’s business. It was much easier to join an exclusive West End club than to enrol your name in Mr. Trigger’s card indexes.

He came to Piccadilly Circus and crossed over, glancing at the big clock in a jeweller’s window. Mr. Luke prided himself upon his perfect timing: he had a margin of five minutes.

There is a restaurant in Wardour Street which enjoys a very good supper trade, but attracts few patrons at the lunch hour, since lunchers prefer the noise and bustle of a busy diningroom rather than the discreet seclusion of a private room. There are no less than three entrances to his small establishment and Mr. Luke knew them all. He wasn’t quite certain of the room, however, but a waiter, who thought he was a fourth and expected member of the luncheon party, showed him the door of the apartment.

He went in without knocking, and three men, who were sitting over the little luncheon table, looked up simultaneously. One was a redfaced giant of a man, with broad shoulders and a mop of grey hair. The second was also a big man, sallow-faced and as gloomy as his sober suit. The third was fat and small, with the tiniest black eyes that ever looked from so expansive a face.

“Good morning and God bless this congregation,” said the visitor, closing the door softly behind him and dropping into the vacant chair.

“Rustem can’t come: his boat’s held up by fog in the channel. Why he doesn’t come overland is a mystery to me. If I had his money—”

“Listen, Luke, who the hell asked you to come in?” exploded the big, redfaced man.

“Nobody, Doctor,” said Mr. Luke.

He was lean and brown, a lithe and lanky figure of a man with smiling eyes and an air of boredom.

“Nobody asked me to come in. Hello, Trigger,” he addressed the fat little man. “How go the Transactions. That’s a posh office of yours. I nearly went in to get a folder. I thought you’d like to hear that I’d got back from the Golden South. Cheerio, Goodie! How are you? Goin’ to Doncaster or a funeral?”

The sallow-faced Mr. Goodie said nothing but looked pleadingly from one to the other of his companions.

“This room is private,” roared Dr. Blanter, his face purple with rage. “We don’t want any damned policemen here. Get out!”

Mr. Luke looked round the table. “Enough sin here to stock hell for years,” he agreed pleasantly. “What’s the conference about? Fixin’ up the Doncaster programme? What’s the swindle, Trigger! I like your new place in Regent Street — green ribbon appliqued on the window. True lovers’ knot — that’s an idea.”

Dr. Blanter, who by his attitude and speech proclaimed himself the dominant member of the party, succeeded in controlling a temper which was not always susceptible to control.

“Now, see here, Sergeant—”

“Inspector,” murmured the other. “Promoted for exceptional merit and devotion to duty.”

“I’m sorry, Inspector.” Dr. Blanter swallowed something. “I don’t want to make any trouble for you or for myself. You’ve no right whatever to force yourself upon me or any of these gentlemen. I don’t want to know you — policemen are all very well in their place—”

“They have no place, no home, nobody loves ‘em,” said Mr. Luke sadly.

“Been on vacation, Mr. Luke?” The stout Trigger sought to infuse a little geniality into the discussion.

“Yes, South America. Nice country — you ought to go there, Doctor.”

“I daresay,” Doctor Blanter forced a smile, “but I’m a busy man, old boy. I’m trying to get a living out of racing and so are these gentlemen—”

“I could get a living out of racing, too.”

Mr. Luke had a maddening trick of breaking into the conversation and spoiling the most carefully prepared speeches. “I could have had a thousand a year from you for not being too observant.”

“Have you ever found us — me out in any dirt?” demanded the doctor, his voice rising. “Have you ever known me to put a foot wrong? Look here, Luke, I’m getting a little bit sick of you and your interference. Tomorrow I’m seeing the Chief Commissioner and there’s going to be trouble!”

“Trouble? What have you been doing? Just mention my name to the Commissioner and all will be well.”

Dr. Blanter leaned back in his chair.

“Well, what is it? “ he asked, resigned.

Luke shook his head. “Nothing, just being a bogey man to scare naughty boys into being good boys. Thought you’d like to know I was around — active and intelligent. What’s going to win the Leger, Mr. Trigger?”

The stout little man forced a smile. There were beads of perspiration on his forehead which he did not attempt to remove. Possibly he did not wish to advertise his perturbation, though such an advertisement was unnecessary.

“Burnt Almond looks like the pea,” he said conversationally.” They’re pretty sweet on his chance at Beckhampton, and they know
 I shan’t have a bet on the race.”

“Wise man.” Luke nodded approvingly. “Betting is a curse. It has ruined more homes than the talkies.”

He got up laboriously from his chair.

“What is Transaction No. 7? One of Goodie’s?”

The sallow-faced man shook his head. “No, Mr. Luke; at least, I hope not. Mr. Trigger is too good a friend of mine to use — um — information I give to him for his — um — business.”

“He’s a ‘gentleman of integrity’ too, is he?” Luke smiled, moved at snail’s pace to the entrance, and stood there for a moment, the edge of the door in his hand.

“I’m around — that’s all,” he said and went out, closing the door noiselessly.

None of the three spoke until —

“Take a screw outside, Trigger,” said the doctor, and the fat man made a reconnaissance.

“He’s crossing the street.” Mr. Goodie was staring out of the window which commanded a view of the thoroughfare below.

“Lock the door; sit down. What the hell’s he come here for?” rumbled the doctor. “That fellow makes me sick!”

“Rustem hasn’t come back then?” asked Trigger. “His clerk said he’d be in this morning. Pity we didn’t ring him up.”

Dr. Blanter marked something and made a silencing gesture. “Now about this horse, Goodie—” he began, and thereafter they were not interrupted.
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There used to be a brass plate on the door of Mr. Rustem’s office inscribed:

Arthur M. Rustem, Solicitor, Commissioner of Oaths.

One day the plate was unscrewed and there was substituted one that was smaller and less imposing.

Mr. Rustem was on vacation at the time, was, in point of fact, staying at the Danielli, where he occupied a handsome suite commanding a view of the Grand Canal and the beauty which is Venice.

He had received the news in the form of a telegram which ran:



YOUR CASE HEARD IN COURTS TO-DAY. STARKER ARGUED CASE BRILLIANTLY BUT JUDGE ORDERED YOUR NAME STRUCK OFF ROLLS. REGARDS, PILCHER.



He was eating an ice cream on the Piazza of St. Mark when the telegram was brought to him by the hotel courier. He read it through without the least sign of emotion, and, calling for a telegraph form, wrote:

CHANGE DOOR PLATE TO A.M. RUSTEM. THANKS.”



He gave five lire
 to the messenger and went on eating his ice cream. He was not distressed by a happening which before now has driven philosophical lawyers to suicide.

It had been a foregone conclusion that the court would strike him off; he had been lucky to escape a prosecution. A great fuss to make over a miserable few thousand pounds extracted from a silly old woman’s estate. She was dead anyway, and her heirs were stuffy people in the Midlands who were so rich that it was indecent of them to make a fuss at all, especially as the money had been refunded. But there it was; the Law Society had adjudged him guilty of unprofessional conduct in making irregular investments with trust funds, and the brass plate must go.

He administered only one other estate and that was so unimportant that it was hardly worth while to a man who was worth considerably over a hundred thousand pounds and had an assured income of ten thousand a year. Why on earth he had allowed himself to fool around with the Apperston funds heaven knew.

A month later he came back to London, approved the plate on the door and passed into his luxuriously furnished office. Mr. Pilcher, his clerk, greeted him with a grin of welcome. Mr. Pilcher was a young man, a sharp, h’less young man, who wore an air of prosperity not usual in solicitors’ clerks. He enjoyed a good salary, made quite a lot of money on the side from betting, patronised Mr. Rustem’s own tailor; they shared a common hosier and went to the same barber, for Mr. Pilcher had taken his employer as a model and hoped one day that he would own an expensive car and be in so strong a 6nancial position that he could a6ord to be struck off the rolls without blinking.

“Had luck, Pilcher; I’d better transfer your indentures to Doberry and Pank,” was Mr. Rustem’s greeting.

He sat down and glanced at the urgent correspondence awaiting him.

Pilcher’s small and homely face twined into a contemptuous smile.

“What’s good enough for you, guv’nor, is good enough for me. I’m chucking the law.”

He pronounced it “lore.” Mr. Rustem had long since given up all attempts to purify his subordinate’s English.

“Chucking the lore, are you?” murmured Rustem goodnaturedly. “Well, you’re wise. There’s nothing in it and you stand to be shot at all the time. ‘Phone to Gillett’s and ask them to send a manicurist over — the blonde one — what’s her name? Elsie.”

“She’s on her ‘olidays,” said Pilcher, “but there’s a new girl — a peach.” He went to the outer office to telephone. Mr. Rustem frowned and smiled through his correspondence. He smiled rather readily, this very goodlooking man of forty. He did not look forty.

His olive skin was flawless and unlined. His black hair, brushed back from his forehead, was thick and polished. His linen was immaculate, his clothes perfectly cut — no man had even seen him wear the same suit two days in succession. It was generally believed that he was of Oriental origin: “Rustem” was distinctly a name that came from Southern Europe. He had many traits which were more peculiarly Eastern — as a linguist, for example he was unique in his profession.

Old Pervin, K.C. (that untidy cynic) once said: “Rustem could suborn witnesses in ten languages and blackmail in twenty.”

As a youth he had been the lifeboat of every big swindler in the country, securing acquittals in the face of overwhelming evidence. There was not a professional thief in Europe who had not, at some time or other, sat vis-à-vis
 this youthful looking man and “told him the strength.” He had defended murderers and sold their confidences to newspapers after they were well and truly hanged. His big safe had held stolen property worth thousands of pounds against its illegal owner’s release from prison. When Mrs. Lamontaine was acquitted of poisoning her husband, she came to Arthur Rustem’s office and he showed her the packet of arsenic he had taken after a private search from a secret draw in her desk. If the police had found this packet, she would have gone to the gallows. It cost Mrs. Lamontaine half the little fortune she inherited from her husband to buy his services and the other half to buy his silence, for she was ignorant of the fact that a murderess cannot be tried twice for the same offence.

Mr. Pilcher came back.

“The girl’s coming over,” He said. “She’s a bit refined — but she won’t last ten minutes with you, guv’nor.”

Mr. Rustem smiled at his tribute to his fascinations and turned to his papers.

“Edna Gray,” he tapped a letter, “that’s the girl who came into old Gray’s property, isn’t she?”

Mr. Pilcher nodded.

“She’s been up once — there’s one for you, Mr. Rustem. Pretty! Gawd bless my life, she’s a picture. And
 a lady! Young? About twenty-two, I should think.”

Mr. Rustem heard without a great deal of interest. Pilcher’s standards of beauty were notoriously odd: he had deceived his employer before by enthusiastic descriptions which were never quite realised in the flesh.

“I want to get rid of this Gray estate,” he said. “It isn’t worth more than a few thousand. She is sole heiress, isn’t she?”

Pilcher agreed. “I’ll get the schedule,” he said.

He came back with a foolscap folder and Rustem glanced through its contents. “Gillywood Farm — um. I’d forgotten that — but Goodie has fifteen years’ unexpired lease. Longhall House, where is that?”

“On the farm, don’t you remember? About ten acres. You tried to get old Gray to lease it with Gillywood, but he wouldn’t. He was born there or something.”

Mr. Rustem nodded and smoothed his little black moustache absently.

“She might lease it,” he suggested. “Mr. Goodie spoke about it the last time I saw him. Naturally he doesn’t want anybody there overlooking the training ground—”

“The gallops are hers, too,” interrupted the clerk. “About a thousand acres of downland. Gray only gave a five-years lease of ’em and that’s nearly expired.”

Mr. Rustem closed the folder and looked thoughtful.

“It’s curious that I should have forgotten all about it — but I’ve been so used to bossing the estate that I’ve almost forgotten it was the property of somebody else.”

In this sentence he epitomised his attitude toward all trusts.

“No, that must stay in our hands obviously. Pretty, is she?”

“As a picture,” repeated the other with relish. “Not a big girl — on the small side. English, too. I mean, though she’s lived in South America she’s not a bit foreign. And she’s got heaps of stuff. Old Gray was her uncle, wasn’t he?”

Mr. Rustem believed so. He was interested now. He knew little about the late Donald Gray, except that he lived in the Argentine and owned cattle ranches. Mr. Rustem had never met him — the English estate of the dead man had been handled by his late partner in the days when the law firm of Rustem was called Higgs, Walton, Strube and Rustem, and was a respectable business.

“Yes — she’s probably rich. These South American ranchers are millionaires, some of them. Pretty, eh?”

The arrival of the manicurist suspended the discussion, and Mr. Rustem was so engrossed in the mental discussion of the Grey estate that he made no effort to challenge her refinement.

“What makes you think she’s rich,” he asked when the girl from Gillett’s had gone.

Pilcher smiled. “She’s got a Rolls, suite at the Berkeley, an’ she’s so ‘aughty. You know what I mean. I tried to get friendly, asked her ‘ow she liked England an’ whether she’d come over to get a nice husband—”

Mr. Rustem stared at him coldly.

“Oh, you did, did you? What a lousy little pup you are, Pilcher! Got all fresh and friendly, did you? I suppose you didn’t ask her what she was doing that evening?”

Pilcher smiled: he was not hurt. Quite a number of people had tried to hurt the feelings of this young man without any conspicuous success.

“All wimmin are alike to me,” he said with easy contempt. “No, as a matter of fact, I didn’t. She’s one of these cold women. Hard as nails, I’ll bet you. No, I just passed the time of day.”

“Phone her and tell her Mr. Rustem has come back especially from the Continent to see her and ask her when it will be convenient for her to call.”

“Why not pop round and see her—” began Pilcher.

“Do as you’re told, you poor little rat,” said Mr. Rustem without emotion. Pilcher did as he was told, leaving Mr. Arthur Rustem to the consideration of a problem.

He had hardly time to marshal certain conflictions of interest before Pilcher was back, his mean face beaming.

“Coincidence. She’s—” He jerked his head towards the outer office.

“Miss Gray?”

Pilcher nodded.

“She’s got an old boy with her — foreigner.”

Rustem thought for a while.

“Will you ask her to come in?” he said.

Pilcher went to the door, opened it and closed it again. “What about the old boy?”

“If he wants to come in, he must come in,” said Rustem with admirable patience.

Pilcher disappeared and returned in a short while, ushering in the visitor with an elaboration of politeness which might have passed as an example of old world courtesy, but probably did not. Rustem stood by his desk, very sleek, very much the man of affairs, wondering whether that unfortunate dispute of his with the Law Society was the reason for this visit.

For once Pilcher had not lied. This lady was more than pretty — she was beautiful even to so discriminating and fastidious a connoisseur as Arthur Rustem. The suns of South America had not destroyed a complexion which was without fault, her figure was completely satisfying. He began to take a new interest in the Gray estate. A grave-eyed young woman, very self-possessed, utterly oblivious of the physical attractions of her agent.

“Mr. Rustem?”

Before he could do more than nod:

“I am Edna Gray, Donald Gray’s niece. My banker wrote to you from Buenos Aires and my uncle’s lawyer …”

Mr. Rustem had seen her seated, had glanced Pilcher out of the room. Now he himself sank into the deep chair and was giving her his profound and deep attention.

“Naturally I remember,” he said, in his best family lawyer style. “Your estates in England, Miss Gray, are not very extensive, but they are, I think, valuable, and you would be well advised to hold them, although I have received one or two tempting offers, especially in regard to the Gillywood Farm. I think the Longhall estate you might very well have—”

“I have come to see you about Longhall,” she said. “I intend living there and I understand that part of my grounds has been used by my tenant, Mr. Goodie.”

Rustem frowned. “Of course!” he nodded quickly. “I am afraid I am responsible for that. Mr. Goodie asked permission to use the barns and the stables—”

“That’s all right.” Her smile was quick and rather sweet. Her incisive and businesslike tone was not quite in tune with her romantic possibilities. “Only he can clear out now, because I want to go down there and put the place in order. Who has the keys?”

Rustem was staggered by the decisive note and thought it was a moment to assert himself.

“Mr. Goodie has the keys. I can get them in a day or two,” he said. He shook his head. “ But I am not so sure that you will like Longhall, Miss Gray. Have you seen the place?”

She shook her head. “It is rather a rambling sort of house, and, I am inclined to think, not very healthy. You would perhaps be better advised — I am speaking more as a lawyer than an estate agent—”

“But you aren’t a lawyer, are you, Mr. Rustem? “ There was nothing offensive in the question, unless her innocence was assumed. “I understood that you had left the practice of the law,”

He recovered himself quickly and smiled. “There was a little disagreement between myself and the Law Society, but nothing of any great consequence,” he said airily. “We have a rather old-fashioned code in this country, and it is very easy to step over the edge.”

He was angry with himself, to find that he was apologising to this pretty stranger, more angry that he, who invariably led all situations, and had held his own in some that were infinitely delicate, should find himself floundering behind. If she had been less pretty it would have been more easily borne; he would, at any rate, have been spared the confusion which was now his. She gave him little chance to recover.

“Where is Mr. Goodie now?”

“He has, I believe, gone to Doncaster,” said Mr. Rustem, a little ruffled. “I was to have met him yesterday, but my arrival in England was delayed by fog. Doncaster is a town in the north of England—”

“I know where Doncaster is,” she said. Again that smile came and went. “He has the keys? “ She looked thoughtfully at the carpet. “There’s a race meeting, isn’t there — of course, the St. Leger. I may go up and see him. Do you know where he’s staying?”

Mr. Rustem did not know where this young lady’s tenant was staying. His interest in Mr. Goodie was not to the extent of keeping track of his movements.

Edna Gray rose unexpectedly. She was nothing if she was not abrupt.

“I should like to see you next week, Mr. Rustem, about the estate, I mean. Perhaps you will take the question up with my lawyers.”

She opened her bag and took out a card, which she laid on the table. Before Arthur Rustem could recover from his surprise she had left him with a little nod, opened the door before he could reach it, and, picking up her companion, who had been sitting gazing soberly and solemnly at a royal calendar hung on the opposite wall, she passed out into Lincoln’s Inn Fields, so quickly that Pilcher, who was checking up a schedule in his little office, did not see her go.

Edna Gray stopped on the sidewalk and looked at her companion. He was a man of some age, dressed in sober black and a soft black sombrero which would have revealed his identity in Buenos Aires, but had an eccentric look in the streets of London. A patient, sad-eyed man, older than his years.

“Well, Mr. Garcia, he was right.”

Mr. Garcia looked blank.

“Are you sure? “ he asked almost pleadingly. “It is wrong, perhaps, my dear Edna, to jump at conclusions. This man on the boat — he was, I grant you, a very pleasant gentleman but he may have made a mistake — who shall not make mistakes? You must not jump to conclusions, my dear child.”

She smiled ruefully. “I can’t get to them any other way. He is not a nice man, very sleek, very — what shall I call him? — like one of the characters in a Dickens book, very oily and suave — and dangerous. I am glad he is not my lawyer.”

She had signalled the car; it drew up noiselessly to the curb and she entered, followed by the old man. “I am going down to Berkshire to look at this home of mine,” she said determinedly. “I am sure there is some swindle in it. And then I am going to Doncaster. Will you come?”

He shook his head and pulled nervously at his little white beard. “No, my child, I must go to Germany. I simply ache to see my dear Vendina. Perhaps they will let me buy him back,” he said wistfully. “It was madness to sell. But then they told me, my stud groom, my nephew, everybody, that I am impracticable and will end in bankruptcy, but the sum offered was too good for me to refuse.”

He sighed heavily, for Vendina, by Craganour out of Vendira, was something more than a thoroughbred three-year-old that he had bred and nursed from ugly foaldom to four-year-old maturity. He was (in the eyes of Alberto Garcia) the supreme colt in the world, and when he had been sold to a German stud-farm one half of his life had been blotted out.

“Sentimentalism is stupid — I am stupid. It is generally acknowledged.” He spoke slowly with only the slightest trace of a foreign accent. “I should have raced him myself.”

He looked sadly out of the window and shook his head at some unspoken thought. “Perhaps they will let me buy him back. Think , of it, Edna, not one letter have they sent to me about him. Is he well, is he ill, did he endure the voyage, were they astonished at his beauty when he arrived at the Heras? They are completely heartless, these German buyers.”

The story of the tragic sale of Vendina was familiar to the girl. From any other person in the world these everlasting references to his lost horse would have been tiresome and boring, but she loved this old man, her uncle’s closest friend.

“Have you seen Mr. Luke?” he asked, and she almost jumped, for she too had been thinking of that shipboard acquaintance.

“No, I haven’t seen him since we left the ship.” Then suddenly, “Will you come now: it is little more than an hour’s drive. They may have the keys at the house.”

He looked at her, almost frightened — All his life old Garcia had followed the dictates of his blood — he was pure Spanish on both sides of his house. “Mañana, mañana!”
 he murmured.

“Tomorrow is also a day, my little friend. You must not hurry me. I am an old man and I am not used to this — hustle is the word, is it not? I must go to Germany—”

In the end there was a compromise. They lunched together at the Carlton and left for Berkshire in the early afternoon.

When Edna Gray was very young she conceived a wholly unjustifiable aversion to lawyers and bailiffs. Learned writers on infant psychology would discover the foundations of her prejudice in the type of story she was permitted to read in the days of her childhood, stories in which innocent orphans and credulous widows were swindled out of their heritage by sinister men who had their musty offices in Lincoln’s Inn Fields, or surly and beetle-browed agents who, in the absence of the rightful owner of the lands, manoeuvred their employer’s property into their own possession. It was a type of story most favoured by her indolent governess, who was only too happy to conceal the limit of her competence behind the child’s own inclinations.

Edna did not like Nr. Rustem, had been prepared to dislike him even before that amusing man on the ship had expressed his opinion so libellously. She gave her impressions of the lawyer on the journey down.

“I’m sure he’s a horrible man,” she said. Old Garcia sighed.

“I did not see him — but I understand your prejudice. Alas! I myself am unreasonable about people. When that unpleasant Englishman came to take away my dear Vendina—”

She listened to the oft-reiterated story of Vendina’s sale. If she had not known otherwise, she would have thought that the old man had never bred any other horse. He had, as she knew, bred thoroughbreds all his life. But Vendina was different.

“He would follow me about like a dog. I could never bear the thought of his going into a racing stable, to be beaten by these terrible jockeys—”

“This must be the place,” she said, and slowed the car.

Gillywood Cottage was invisible from the roadway. Two high red walls, one of which, as she afterwards discovered, surrounded her own property, turned at right angles here and formed a lane which led to the cottage. The entrance to this lane was barred by a high steel gate which, to make sure of the complete seclusion of Mr. Goodie’s training establishment from even an adventurous dog, was covered with a thick wire netting.

She got out and pushed the gate; it opened, and she drove the car down the drive. At the end of fifty yards the drive turned sharply to the right and there was another iron gate, and beyond that, at a very little distance, the cottage, all white and green. This entrance was closed and locked, but there was a hanging bell, and this she pulled.

As she stood waiting, Edna looked round, puzzled. At the top of the high walls was another “run “ of wire mesh held in place by stout, steel uprights, evidently fixed in the brickwork. Looking through the bars of the gates, she saw that where the brick wall ended a fence of wire-netting began, so that the house was enclosed in a sort of huge cage.

Another curious circumstance which struck her was the heavy iron bars which covered all the windows in sight. It was more like a prison than a country house. Yet, she could admire the perfect order of the place, the weedless semicircle of gravel before the cottage, the trim lawn, the scarlet geraniums that filled green-painted tubs. To the left she saw the corner of the new stables, and beyond, the white escarpment of the quarried downs. Perrywig Caves must be there. Uncle Donald had often spoken of them, told her stories of their past mysteries. The green crest of the downs swelled over them; there were little tree-filled ravines, and, somewhere beyond, a human community, for she saw the top of a church spire.

A pleasant place. Longhall itself was out of sight behind the chestnuts which marked the southern boundaries of Gillywood Cottage. She saw the green door open and a man came towards the gate, but did not attempt to open it. He was big, bullet-headed, blue of jowl, a heavy, forbidding man who eyed her unfavourably.

“What you want?” He spoke awkwardly, like a man speaking in a foreign language.

“I am Miss Gray. I want to see Mr. Goodie — he has the keys of Longhall.”

He glowered at her stupidly, evidently he found her difficult to follow. Then he shook his head.

“No, Sen — Mister Goodie is not — she is in—” he paused to rehearse the word and she saw his lips moving. “Doncast-ro.”

“Doncaster?”

He nodded.

“Si — yes. Doncastro.” In an odd, uneasy way his face was familiar to her. She associated it with something that was ugly and a little terrifying. One fact she had learnt for certain.

“I am the owner of these lands.” She spoke this time in Spanish. “That is my house.” She pointed towards the chestnuts.

“The Señor Goodie has the keys of the house.” He blinked at her, but the expressionless face remained blank. “The patron is away, señorinetta; he has gone to buy horses in Doncastro. I am the servant of the house; I cannot speak with you.”

He walked back to the house and slammed the door. She stared angrily at its green-painted surface and went back to the car.

“Who is that man?” Garcia’s voice was unusually vigorous. “Surely I have seen him! Manuel Conceptione! A rascal who was on my estancia
 — did he seem Spanish?”

“He spoke Spanish,” she said. “I think he is a half-breed—”

“Manuel! He disappeared this year. I kicked him off the farm. A thief and worse! Here! Extraordinary.”

She had thought it a remarkable coincidence, but her mind was full of other matters at the moment. She drove the car round to the front of Longhall. The iron gates were closed but she could see the old house behind its curtain of trees. The place wore an air of neglect, weeds were growing in the gravelled drive and the grass was knee high on what she supposed was the lawn.

“I am going to Doncaster to get the keys,” she said finally.

She was rather like that; she would have started off to the utmost limits of Europe to get those keys. This glimpse of the home which was hers and had held her ancestors was necessary to fire her determination. She was rich enough to buy any estate in England, young enough for a week or two to make no difference, but too young to wait.

As the car turned back to the main road she heard an exclamation from the old man.

“Look, look!” Descending the slope of the downs was a string of horses. She counted twelve. They moved in single file and were making for the stables behind Gillywood Cottage.

“Stop, please!” She pulled up the car by the side of the road, and Garcia scrambled out.

“Beautiful — eh, Not good horses perhaps, but they have the blood! Ah, such loveliness!”

She stood by his side, watching.

“Those are Mr. Goodie’s horses, I expect,” she said. “Why don’t you come with me to Doncaster?” She chatted on until the last horse had disappeared behind a plantation.

Still her companion did not move, but stood staring at the trees which hid the walking horses.

“It was a mistake to show you any horses at all,” she laughed. “You must
 come to Doncaster.”

Without a word he went back to the car, and all the way to London he hardly spoke a word. Two miles from Gillywood Farm he peered out of the window.

“What place is that? “ he asked. It was a large, comfortable-looking inn, before which a motor charabanc was drawn up.

“The Red Lion,” she said humorously. “Do you want a drink? You will find there is no good Amontillado in Berkshire.”

He did not reply. The next morning when she called on him at his hotel to tell him she was leaving for Doncaster, she learned that he had left London on the night before for the country, taking with him a suitcase. So he passed out of sight and out of life. Edna never saw him again.
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Doncaster was full, and had been full since Monday evening. Every room in the few hotels that the town possessed had been booked since midsummer. An army of visitors had taken possession of such private apartments as were available, and every other house in the Thorn Road area was occupied by strangers to the town. Monday night saw the fair ground crowded with visitors who wandered between the roundabouts and the side-shows. The same crowd filled the marketplace on Tuesday morning and gathered in thick groups about the vociferous and eloquent tipsters who offered their wares to their credulous audiences.

It was Leger week in crisp September — the last of the classic races was set for decision; the week of fascinating handicaps. North met South on common ground. The trains from Newmarket were arriving night and day discharging their blanketed passengers. Most of the big houses had been hired for the week by the notables of England; little knots of people gathered in Thorn Road to see royalty emerge in its glittering limousine; the more popular streets were full of men and women hawking the local “butterscotch.”

To Edna Gray the town was a bewildering pandemonium. There was a sort of dourness about it and yet there was a charm: stark commerce in ill-fitting gala attire. There was no blending of citizen and visitor, any more than there could be between the great racecourse which she had passed and the gaunt pit gears that stood up upon Doncaster horizon.

She had not expected either the sauvities of London or the luxuries of Buenos Aires, but it was a little shocking to arrive in a town which could offer her no hotel accommodation, and where even garage for her car was hard to find.

Yet, by good fortune, she had secured not only a bedroom but the whole of a house for her use. The house had been let to a lordly owner, but he had — said the landlady—” disappointed.” The poor woman welcomed the lady and provided garage for the dusty Rolls and sleeping space for the elderly chauffeur.

Edna was one of the people who thronged the fair ground and in the morning made her way to the sales paddock, She was in her element, for she loved horses, and, to her own amusement, found herself bidding for a beautiful Diophon yearling.

Vainly she searched the hundreds of faces about the sales ring for Mr. Goodie. She would not have known him had she seen him, but instinct might have helped her — she had faith in her instinct. She herself came in for her share of scrutiny. She was more than ordinarily attractive and was moreover, a stranger to the great racing family.

She was twentyfour and looked eighteen. The South American sun had not spoilt the freshness of a complexion which owed nothing to art, though the red mouth seemed too good to be true. Even in her tailored dress she was something exotic.

When a buyer in the jargon of the ring said approvingly that she was “difficult to fault,” he did her no more than justice.

It was natural that she should think of Alberto Garcia — old Garcia who loved horses better than life, and to whom every new foal that came to his estancia
 was dramatically described as the newest gift of the saints. How he would adore all this, the brisk bidding that rose to thousands of pounds, the constant coming and going in the ring of these yearling thoroughbreds! She sighed. La Massillia was a long way off, and instinct failed her when she tried to distinguish the elusive Elijah.

She felt terribly lonely; she had never felt so lonely in the Argentine and she ached for the sight of a familiar face. Why had the old man gone “into the country” — perhaps this was “the country.” She looked round hopefully.

Strolling aimlessly down to the marketplace, never dreaming that relief was so near at hand, she stood for a moment on the outskirts of a crowd which surrounded a grotesque little figure wearing racing colours and a jockey’s cap.

“I’m givin’ yer the winner of the third race in the card … this ‘orse has been tried a certainty. This ‘orse will be worth a fortune to you. I ‘appen to know that it’s Trigger’s Private Transaction an’ when I tell yer that, people, you’ll realise you’re gettin’ for a shillin’ what costs the nobility ‘undreds an’ ‘undreds of pounds…”

“Liar! “ murmured a voice in her ear, and she turned quickly.

The brownfaced young man standing at her side was a good head taller than she. His face was long and rather melancholy; he had an air of utter weariness. Nevertheless, into his eyes at times came little ghosts of smiles that lit readily and faded almost reluctantly.

She stared at him unbelievingly.

“Yes, it’s me,” he said, almost sadly. “I know just what you’re thinking; you’re sad, and why shouldn’t you be? There are some people you can’t get away from. I’m one of ‘em.”

“Mr. Luke! “ she gasped, and he smiled plaintively.

“I know what you’re thinking,” he said sadly. “You’re thinking that on the Asturia
 you couldn’t move without falling over my feet. I’m the world’s hoodoo.”

“But what on earth are you doing here?” she asked.

She had seen him last on the deck of the big ocean line, leaning over the rail, staring moodily at the crowded quay. And yet he had been the most pleasant of fellow voyagers and the most useful. To meet him in mid-ocean and then to meet him here again in this sea of humanity, seemed almost like fate.

She felt an unaccountable shyness, and remembered, in an odd, inconsequent way, how, the first time they met — it was the day they left Buenos Aires — she had looked upon him as almost elderly. He looked quite young now and the eyes which turned to the noisy tipster were alive with laughter.

“Liars amuse me,” he said. “Good liars. This feller’s a bad liar. I am not amused.”

He took her by the arm in a proprietorial way which in any other man would have been offensive, and drew her from the crowd.

“Does he earn his living that way — by givin tips on horse races?”

He nodded.

“By his power of invention,” he said gravely. “He’s a novelist. Trigger! Good lord!”

“Who is Trigger? “ she asked curiously.

He scrutinized her swiftly before he replied.

“The king pippin of all the tipsters, the Mussolini of turf prophets. Notice the awe in that fellow’s voice? Trigger’s a phenomenon, and could belong to no other century than this. He’s the ninth wonder of the world. Green Ribbon Trigger. Gosh!”

He smiled swiftly as though at some secret thought, and then suddenly became grave.

“What are you doing in this arcadia? “ he asked. “Buying yearlings? I knew you were keen on horses, but somehow I didn’t expect to find you at Doncaster.”

She shook her head.

“I’ve come up to see a man.” And then, realising the possibilities of their meeting: “Do you know him — Mr. Elijah Goodie?”

His face became suddenly a mask. There was no definite movement of muscle that she could detect; only she was conscious of a subtle change.

“Elijah Goodie!” he repeated. “Li Goodie — the trainer?”

She nodded.

“A friend of yours?”

He had a brusque manner, but she was not offended. The sixteen days of their shipboard acquaintance had accustomed her to what she had at first regarded as impertinence.

“No, he’s a tenant of mine,” she smiled. He nodded quickly. “Of course he is. Lord, I might have told you about him. I did
 mention Rustem. Goodie is one of the same crowd. There he is!”

He gripped her by the arm and pointed to a man walking toward them on the other side of the road. He was a yellow-faced man of between forty and fifty. When she met him later she saw that his eyes were big and protuberant and were of the palest blue.

The girl would not have guessed that he was a trainer of racehorses from his garb or his demeanour. His suit was ill-fitting and black. The low, white collar he wore gave him almost a clerical appearance. His movements were slow and laborious. As they watched, he took snuff from a small silver box he carried in his waistcoat pocket, and this was a leisurely process.

“That is Elijah,” said her companion with a certain grim enjoyment. “Pretty, isn’t he?”

If there was one description which did not fit Mr. Goodie it was “pretty.”

She stood watching him until he turned the corner, passing down a side street, apparently to his lodging.

He occupied a small room in a very small house, cheeked every item on his bill and was regarded even by the most generous of Doncaster landladies as being “near.”

“Was that Mr. Goodie?” she said.

“You are impressed — other people have been. A cheerful man for a cocktail party, providing the cocktails were so strong that you didn’t notice he was there. Wonderful Mr. Goodie!”

Then, abruptly:

“Where are you lunching? On the course?”

She had not thought of going to the racecourse.

“If you will walk down town, I will fix everything for you,” he said, and although there was no reason in the world why she should walk down town with him, or be in any way dependent upon his help for “fixing” anything, she accompanied this masterful gentleman.

They went into an imposing building which, she discovered, was the Mansion House. He told her it was one of the few Mansion Houses in England. Leaving her in the hall, he disappeared and came back with a many-coloured ticket and a blue badge.

There was no Members’ Enclosure at Doncaster he explained; the exclusiveness was confined to Stands all of which bore strange and unfamiliar names. There was a County Stand, and a FitzWilliam Stand, and a Nobleman Stand.

“For the time being you are county,” he said as he gave her the blue badge. “Where is our ancient friend?”

She smiled at his impertinence.

“Mr. Garcia? I don’t know. He went into the country last night. I was hoping he would come up with me.” Then, with a sudden realisation of her helplessness: “Where can I lunch?”

He found a restaurant which was surprisingly empty.

“I don’t know Doncaster too well. I only know this restaurant because it was on this historic spot that I found Mr. Sepfield, of whom you never heard. He was eating a hearty breakfast as though he had never poisoned a wife and buried her under cement.”

He said this so calmly that she stared at him, but he was not joking.

“What are you, then?” she asked breathlessly.

“I am a detective from New Scotland Yard — if you find yourself swooning, put your head down between your knees; it is undignified but efficacious.”

“A detective!” she gasped.

“A detective inspector. He is almost the same thing, but more of a swell. Didn’t you notice all sorts of people turning down side-streets to avoid us? If you did, you must not take that as a poor compliment to your own personal attractions. I was the man they didn’t want to meet, partly because they don’t like me, and partly because I don’t like them.”

She looked at him, stupefied.

“You never told me you were a detective, I mean on the ship. You seem to be—”

She was at a loss to put her thoughts into words.

“A gentleman,” he said promptly. “I have cultivated the habit. No, I didn’t tell you because I thought it was unnecessary.”

“Are you here — on duty?” she asked.

He nodded, then looked at her seriously for a long time.

“I will tell you something that will amuse you,” he said. “I have never taken any human woman into my confidence and yet I am taking you. I don’t know why. I had a touch of sunstroke when I was in Rio — that may be the explanation. I got all queer and funny and wanted to fight the doctor. Yes, I am on duty; I am an interested spectator and something more. Did you see Trigger? You wouldn’t know him, but you may have noticed a big yellow Deville coupe looking like a million dollars.”

She had noticed the car, a shiny and radiant thing. It was impossible that it could have escaped her notice. It had filled the street in its lordly progress, lesser cars had made way for it; charabancs had drawn to the curb; even the clanging tramcars seemed to shrink aside, ashamed, as it passed.

“That was Trigger. Joseph Phidias Trigger. The J.P. at the beginning of his name will never be at the end.”

“The tipster?” she gasped.

He nodded slowly.

“A prophet — not without honour in his own country. He is a man who is keeping three thousand families in affluence, perhaps more. To be a client of Trigger’s is a cachet which will admit you almost anywhere except the country gaol — you must have a judge’s credentials for that. Trigger’s clients are hand-picked, microscopically examined, tested for flaws.”

She thought at first he meant that this stout man who had flashed past in the coupe controlled some disreputable organisation. Somehow she associated racing with a specialised form of ruffianism, and she was not alone in her illusion.

She expressed such a view and Luke chuckled.

“On the contrary: scions of noble houses, colonels in the army and out of the army, owners of country seats, eminent stockbrokers, honest and noble men all of them, and men of wealth and position; there is not one who is not renowned as an upright man sans peur et sans reproche
 .”

“I don’t understand.” She was shocked by the revelation: she half wondered whether he was laughing at her. “You are joking, surely?”

“You mean I am trying to pull your leg?” He shook his head. “No, I am telling you the truth. Do you know what deadly fear lies in the heart of every bluffing and genial bookmaker as he drives to the course to-day? It is that amongst the hundred and twenty horses that will be running to-day there will be a Transaction. That’s Greek to you. I will explain it.”

She listened entranced while he revealed the modus operandi
 of the Green Ribbon agency.

“The Green Ribbon is purely poetical. It is the only bit of poetry that Trigger knows. It was invented by an imaginative sporting writer to describe the race track — the green ribbon of the turf. Trigger has a number of clients. Those clients have a number of bookmakers in various parts of the country. To Trigger is sent from each a sheaf of telegraph forms backing a horse for from five to ten pounds. The name of the horse is not on the form. Trigger puts that in himself at the last moment. On the day of the race he despatches an army of commissionaires to the various towns and simultaneously these telegrams are handed across the counter. The wires usually arrive at the bookmaker’s office after the race is run.”

“But that’s cheating,” she interrupted.

“No, it’s not cheating. It happens every day. On the course the horse is not backed at all, and as the starting price is regulated by the amount of money invested on the course, Trigger’s Transactions usually win at a long price. He has taken years to choose clients who would not rob him They send fifty per cent. of their winnings to him, and naturally the temptation is to keep a bit back, but he has weeded out all the bad men. New clients are only accepted on the recommendation of the trusted few. Hand-picked, every one of ‘em, Even the commissionaires are hand-picked. He pays them six pounds a week and a noble percentage.”

“But if the horse is not backed on the course why should it worry the bookmakers?”

He explained that most of the course bookmakers did an extensive office business — that is to say, they had offices in Manchester or London or Leeds or one of the great centres.

“At the first hint of a horse being a Transaction his price is cut down.” Luke told her of one horse that dropped from 20/1 to 5/4 in a few minutes on the strength of such as suggestion.

“But, bless you, it never leaks out. There was a commissionaire once who betrayed his trust, and a horse that should have started at twelve to one became a hot and unbackable favourite on the course. Trigger has an interest in a dozen stables. Before now he has paid thousands of pounds for a horse, kept him a year, entered him in a selling race with his legs heavily bandaged, and the horse has come home by himself at a long price. Naturally, there being no money for him on the course, the people thought that the animal had deteriorated. When I say Trigger entered them, he entered them in somebody else’s name; it is always easy to find nominal owners.”

“Does he make a lot of money?”

Luke looked at her with a quizzical smile.

“Are you good at arithmetic?” he bantered. “Suppose two thousand clients put on an average of ten pounds — it is ever so much more than that — suppose a horse wins at ten to one. The net amount is two hundred thousand pounds, a hundred thousand of which goes to Mr. Trigger; and his horse always wins. There was once a race of seven runners at Folkestone. Every one of those seven runners was the property of Trigger. We can’t prove it, but we are pretty sure we are right. He had bought them the moment the entries appeared. He sent a man down to Folkestone to back three of them to make a market.

“A couple of thousand pounds wagered on the course brought those three to a fairly short price. The genuine pea started at very long odds and won in a canter. It was the only horse in the race that was fit to run. The others didn’t have a gallop for a week. He’s got half a dozen trainers who do as he tells them. He himself owns no horses in his own name. The Jockey Club would not allow it. Any trainer who took a horse of Trigger’s would be told that he needn’t apply for the renewal of his licence. Now, if you are finished, we will go up to the course and watch the Transaction materialise.”

“Does it run to-day?” she asked.

He shook his head. “Nobody knows. I am only guessing.”

He had resources which she did not suspect. Before she realised what had happened he had put her into a big car and they were travelling towards the racecourse. By this time she had resigned herself to his guardianship and, possibly because of his profession, felt a little safer in a strange world.

“The car is not mine,” he explained. “It belongs to my department. They probably pinched it from a plutocratic cat-burglar.”

She was interested in everything she saw: the endless procession of motorcars moving slowly towards the Town Moor, the thick stream of pedestrians on either sidewalk; the aeroplanes which buzzed overhead, advertising a popular newspaper; the hawkers who stood by the roadside offering packets of toffee. There were motor coaches in that mile-long procession, white with dust, coaches that had come from as far afield as Liverpool and Newcastle, tiny cars of low horsepower, whose engines went dead at exasperating moments, horse vans, resplendent limousines, ancient victorias — everything that went on wheels and was available.

“There is your boy friend,” said Luke, and nodded.

She saw an open car and in the back two men. The first she recognised as Goodie. The second, who was a head taller, was a stranger to her.

“Dr. Blanter,” said the detective. “He once doctored human beings, now he doctors bookmakers — amputates their bank balances and extracts their pocketbooks.”

“What is he?” she asked.

“He is what is known as a professional backer. He calls himself that at any rate. That is to say, he backs horses for a living, and would be broke if it wasn’t for Trigger. His trouble is mental — he can’t stop backing horses, even when he knows nothing about them. And yet he is a rich man.”

The strange profession of Mr. Trigger occupied her mind to the exclusion of everything else.

“But surely the bookmakers would not lose such enormous sums without doing something?” she asked apropos of nothing, though he guessed to what she was referring.

“If it happened every week,” he said, “they’d go sick, but it doesn’t. Trigger never runs more than eight or nine Transactions in a year. This time it is sure to be nine, because the seventh is already advertised. There is generally a month or two between each. He gives the books a breathing space. And, besides, most of his clients are incorrigible bettors and probably have a bet every day of their lives; it is very difficult for them — the bookmakers, I mean — to detect when the blow is coming, and more difficult to cut off their clients. By which I mean to refuse to have any further business with them.”

From time to time he glanced at the race card which he had brought in the car.

“I wonder if the Transaction is Ennisby — the horse is in Goodie’s stable. He won a race in the North three months ago and took a fortune out of the public pocket. No, not out of the bookmaker’s. After all, the bookmaker is merely an agent who passes on to the winner the money he has taken from the loser. The fewer winners he has to pay the bigger his profit.”

He gazed seriously at the massive doctor. He was talking in a deep voice to his companion, who sat with closed eyes; Mr. Goodie might have been asleep or might have been intensively receptive.

“He is a queer-looking fellow. By the way, his friend, Rustem, very seldom comes racing.”

“Is Mr. Rustem—”

“He is of the gang,” nodded the other. “Little Arthur is their legal adviser, and a pretty good one, too. That is why Trigger has never made a false step or, as the dear doctor says, put a foot wrong. The fact that they are at liberty proves that,” he added after thought.

The car crawled round the open spaces before the stands at a painfully slow pace. Luke helped her to alight, pushed a way through the crowd and in a few minutes she was walking across the wide paddock, already crowded with racegoers. A man lifted his hat to the girl and spoke to Luke with that easy friendliness which is part of the racecourse atmosphere.

“What is pulling the trigger to-day, Mr. Luke?” he asked. “There’s a rumour he’s got something hot running. Goodie has one in the second race, but it hasn’t arrived. It’s a pretty good horse, too. I saw him win at Ripon.”

“It won’t be that one,” said Luke.

A few minutes later he was stopped again.

“Have you heard a rumour of the Transaction to-day?” The question was asked and answered.

Edna was amazed at the important part this extraordinary tipster played in the daily life of the turf. She had always thought of racing in terms of beautiful horses and very kindly gentlemen who were associated as stewards. She knew, of course, that people bet, often bet beyond their means, but it was the first revelation of the enormous part which gambling plays in the national life of England. That morning had given her a view of an inner world of racing which had nothing to do with stud farms and was far removed from those learned discussions on breeding which she had heard over her uncle’s dining-table. The racecourse was a kind of frenzied stock exchange where prices fell and rose and were attached to “stock” which, a minute or two after it had been bought, might be either valueless or pay magnificent profits.

She strolled into Tattersall’s by herself at Luke’s suggestion.

“Nobody will hurt you or be rude to you; although you will hear quite a lot of bad language. I hope that it will be unintelligible to you,” he said. “The safest place in the world for a woman is the racecourse, and I will give you ten pounds for every man you see drunk in Tattersalls’!”

It was her first visit to an English racecourse. She had expected to find rows of top-hatted bookmakers dressed in extravagant checks and wearing enormous watch guards. She found a few who were noisy, but none who might not have been duplicated from any first-class carriage that carried city men to work. Some looked so aristocratic that she could not believe they were bookmakers at all. There were very few poorly dressed men in the ring, quite a number of clergymen, who, she discovered were Irish priests.

Luke joined her after a while. “It is extraordinary!” she said, shaking her head helplessly. “Who are these people? Where do they come from?”

Luke looked round and nodded towards three men who were talking earnestly to the most aristocratic of the bookmakers.

“Give a guess,” and tell me what their professions are.”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. They wouldn’t be very rich people, would they?”

“One of them is the head of — —” he mentioned the name of a great financial house. “Another is the Earl of the Trayce; the third man who is now approaching them, and who looks rather like a duke, is the chief of the Cotton Trust, and is worth five millions. If you get a little closer to him you will hear him bargaining for thirteen to eight about a six to four chance. If I know Mr. Glowburn he won’t get it.”

The race started before she could extract herself from the ring. She heard only the great roar as the horses came to the distance, saw a flicker of silk caps pass above the heads of the people who fringed the rails, and the race was over.

Luke made an excuse and left her, and she saw him going towards Tattersall’s ring. He came back to where he had left her.

“I want to discover the price of this horse. Practically unbacked on the course — a weed from a northern stable who has won at a hundred to six! If that’s not a Trigger Transaction I’m a Dutchman!”

He was right. Somewhere in London the name of the horse the astute Mr. Trigger had sent to two thousand clients was known. A frantic effort was made to reach the course in time, telephone and tic-tac man signalled a warning thirty seconds after the race had started — which was thirty seconds too late.
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“That’s that,” said Mr. Luke, grimly. “The date in the advertisement was a fake to put everybody off. Let’s come and see the horse sold.”

He was a washy-looking chestnut, owned and trained by a north country trainer. Consulting his book Luke found that he had only run once and that as a two-year-old. Bidding at the sale ring rose to twelve hundred guineas before the plater was bought in by the owner.

“That was one out of the bag, “ said Luke cryptically. “The fellow who is supposed to own him has never had twelve hundred guineas in his life! There’s the owner.”

He pointed to the rotund Mr. Trigger walking complacently across the paddock. He smoked a very long cigar and was as obviously at peace with the world as he was satisfied with himself. Blanter and Goodie were standing by the rails, deep in consultation, and presently Trigger joined them.

“They advertised this coup for some period following Thursday. The advertisement was quite unnecessary as a bringer-in of new business; they get most of their clients by recommendation — you can’t keep pace with the beggars,” he added ruefully.

“You seem to have a personal grievance. Are they doing anything wrong?” she asked.

He shook his head.

“The actual tipping of horses and the winning of races is not only right but commendable. No, it’s their method which interests me and the Jockey Club. In this case their conduct is probably unexceptionable. The horse that won was purchased as a yearling for two thousand guineas, ran once as a two-year-old, and nothing has been seen of him since — he has been laid by for this little ramp, just as other horses have been laid by. Trigger and his gang have learned the real secret of successful racing — which is patience, and patience, and then patience!”

As she looked at the group it disintegrated. Trigger and the doctor walked at a leisurely pace towards Tattersalls; Mr. Goodie was left by himself, chewing a half-smoked cigar. He was a picture of gloom and melancholy as he stood with his back to the railings, his thumbs in his waistcoat pockets, his eye fixed upon the ground.

“I want to meet him — will you introduce me?” she asked. Luke hesitated.

“Yes, of course. I was wondering whether it would be wise for me to appear in the role of friend, but they have probably had me watched ever since I came here, and anyway it will be all to the good that they should know you are in touch with the police.”

He walked with her towards Goodie, who did not look up, even when they stood before him. Yet Edna’s rare instinct told her that the man had been watching them from under his lowered lids all the way from the paddock.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Goodie. I want you to meet Miss Edna Gray.”

Goodie looked up slowly, withdrew one of his thumbs from his waistcoat pocket and offered a limp hand. A closer view of him was even less attractive than she had thought. The yellow face was covered with a network of lines; it was like a yellow apple that had been left to shrink and dry. It was difficult to tell his age — he might have stood as a model of some ancient man who had outlived the oldest of his generation. There was a peculiar look in his eyes — a sort of resentment, which she thought at first was for her companion, but afterwards found was habitual in him.

“How d’you do, Miss Gray?” He spoke slowly; his pale, unwinking eyes seemed to search her mind.

“I heard you were coming home. You wanted the keys? I have telegraphed to Mr. Rustem to send them to you — he is staying — um — the week at my little place. I’m sorry you’re going to Longhall — um — I am indeed. I’m afraid the place is overrun with — um — rats. It’s difficult to keep them down near a stable, Miss Gray. You will find them a great plague.”

He paused, licked his pale lips, never taking his eyes from her.

“They are big rats, extraordinarily fierce. One of my stable men was attacked by a drove of them last week.”

She nodded.

“I like rats, “ she said calmly, and Luke, hardened man as he was to all surprise, gasped.

Only for a second was Goodie taken aback.

“You will have a great — um — opportunity of studying them,” he said. The butt of the cigar which was in the corner of his mouth was unlighted; he made no effort to remove it when he spoke to her, but rather talked through it; and never once did he move his eyes from hers.

“My house man told me you had called. I am sorry I was not at home. Did you see my horses?”

It was so unlike Goodie to indulge in small talk that Luke was a little staggered. Yet, if he knew the man, not one word of what he was saying was purposeless.

“We caught a glimpse of them returning from the downs,” she said, suspecting nothing as she added: “I took Mr. Garcia down with me. He’s a breeder of racehorses. He was delighted to see an English—”

“String,” suggested Mr. Goodie.

He nodded slowly, “Mr. Garcia, a breeder of racehorses . I am glad,” he said. I hope you will get your keys safely, and anything I can do for you, Miss — um — Gray, you may command me. As I say, the rats—”

“I’m looking forward to the rats,” she said. She shook his limp hand at parting.

As they walked across the crowded lawn Luke said:

“You really don’t like rats, do you?”

“I loathe them,” she said, with her quick smile, “but I refused to be intimidated. He doesn’t want me to take over Longhall and I’m determined to live there.”

He stopped and stared at her.

“You’re going to live
 there — in that house near Goodie’s?”

She nodded.

“By yourself?”

“Of course — with servants.”

For the first time she resented his interference in her affairs, but it was only a momentary spasm of antagonism and passed instantly.

“Why shouldn’t I, Mr. Luke?”

“Because I jolly well say you mustn’t!” said Luke emphatically. “I thought you wanted to see the place out of curiosity, and that you were letting it. I didn’t dream you thought of living there. Do you know what Goodie was before he was a trainer of racehorses—”

Before she could answer they heard a scream behind them; there was a quick movement of the people, and both turned simultaneously to witness the strangest sight that had ever been seen on a racecourse.

In some manner a dog had gained admission to the paddock: a long, hungry-looking wolfhound.

There was one horse in the ring, walking round with his attendant, and the dog, who had darted across the course through the paddock gates, leaped into the ring behind the horse’s heels. The terrified beast lashed out, must have grazed the hound’s shoulder. Turning with a snarl, he leaped straight at the horse’s throat. In a second the horse went up on his hind legs, beating ineffectively with his hoofs, screaming with terror. Then into the ring sprang a man — Goodie. In two strides he had reached them, and, gripping the great dog with one hand and the horse’s bridle with the other, with a quick jerk of his wrist he flung the hound into the middle of the ring and the dog lay there motionless. The horse, his shoulder streaked with blood, backed away, screaming and kicking, but Goodie had him firmly by the bridle and in a few seconds was joined by the trainer of the horse. As for the dog, it did not move.

“Dead,” said Luke laconically. “Goodie broke his neck! That old fellow’s got the strength of an ox.”

Edna stared at this unimposing man as he stooped under the rail of the ring and pushed his way through the throng.

“How amazingly brave!” she said, awestricken.

“That’s his job,” said Luke. “Before he was a trainer of racehorses he trained wild beasts — went into the cage with lions; eventually owned his own travelling menagerie. That’s why you’re not going to Longhall.”

This time she was really annoyed.

“You’re proprietorial, Mr. Luke,” she said, shortly.

“That’s my weakness,” he said, “Come on the stand, if you haven’t had enough excitement for one day.”

She had made up her mind to leave Doncaster on the following morning, and it was hardly worth while quarrelling with the man who had been very good to her and whom perhaps she would not meet again.

They climbed the interminable stairs in silence, and joined the company at the top of the stand. From here she enjoyed an uninterrupted view of the racecourse, and he drew her attention to knots of men in the far distance.

“Playing pitch and toss,” he explained. “It’s not so prevalent as it used to be — they used to gamble for hundreds of pounds. They never see a single race and are wholly uninterested in winners or losers.”

He pointed out the various landmarks, but she was more fascinated with the dense, moving throngs that packed the enclosures.

The second race was signalled and the horses were going down one by one to the post, when she climbed up to the highest tier of the stand. Over the wall she looked down into the street below, saw the balcony of the Deaf and Dumb Institute crowded with little boys, taking an excited interest in the unusual festival.

As she glanced idly to the left, she saw a big car swing round from the London road and come to a halt before the stand entrance. It was white with dust, and the two occupants, muffled in their leather coats, were indistinguishable. They got down stiffly, but as one opened his coat and pulled off his leather cap and goggles, she saw with astonishment that it was the immaculate Mr. Arthur Rustem, more dishevelled than she might expect to see him.

His companion she could not recognise; he was a smaller man, and apparently a subordinate. She fixed her race glasses on his face and had no difficulty in identifying him. It was the objectionable young man at Mr. Rustem’s office — the clerk. Turning towards the entrance, Rustem disappeared from view. She went back to Luke and told him what she had seen.

“Rustem here? He doesn’t usually go racing.”

He put up his glasses and searched the paddock, and as he did so he saw the leather-coated Mr. Rustem threading his way through the people. The three men he sought were in the farthermost corner of the paddock. Dr. Blanter, the stout little Trigger and Goodie. He saw the trainer turn to meet the approaching figure of the lawyer, and the little group closed in, head to head. It must have been something vastly important that Rustem had come to communicate, for through his glasses he saw Dr. Blanter’s face distorted with anger.

Trigger, who was the scout of the party, looked round every few seconds, as though in search of possible eavesdroppers. When a group of racegoers came near them they moved a little farther along and continued their discussion. Once Luke saw the trainer pointing up towards the stand.

“I’ve got a hunch they’re speaking about us,” he said. “Do you see them?”

She nodded.

“I wonder if he’s brought my keys? “ she asked innocently as she put her glasses down.

“Your keys! Can you see Rustem coming up to Yorkshire—” He broke off.

Three of the men were coming rapidly across the paddock and presently passed out of sight. Running to the top of the stand, Luke looked over the wall. The big, dust-covered car still stood at the entrance, and Pilcher was walking up and down the pavement, smoking a cigarette. The three came out. There was another little conference on the sidewalk. Pilcher reached into the car and took out a small attaché case, and immediately the others climbed into the car, which, with a roar of engine, swung round and went back the way it had come.

“Going back to London, I wonder why?” said Luke thoughtfully. “And why have they left Pilcher?”

“Do you know him?” she asked, in surprise.

“I know everybody,” said the detective.

When he looked over again Pilcher had disappeared. He might have boarded one of the tramcars that were running into the town.

“I wonder what’s the hurry?” Luke was evidently perturbed and worried, and she could only wonder what exactly was his mission at Doncaster. It was very unlikely that Scotland Yard, which is never overstaffed, would detach an important officer to watch the operations of Trigger’s Transactions.

“They may come back tomorrow. Probably something went wrong with the Transaction. It’s important, whatever it is.”

He drove her to her house before the last race, and when he offered to take her out to dinner and show her round the fairground, she could find no excuse for refusing.

She had tea in the sittingroom she had hired, and in the course of the meal the landlady told her with every evidence of satisfaction, that she had had another “let.”

“A gentleman had taken the downstairs bedroom and sittingroom. “Still, it’s only two, miss,” she complained, “and I’ve had as many as ten in the house for t’Leger week.”

Edna was no more interested in the “let” than she was in the landlady’s account of her daughter’s illness, which accompanied the clearing up of the tea-things. The girl had some pleasant work to do: she had brought big furniture catalogues from London, carpet and curtain designs, and spent an hour in the most delightful occupation a woman can devise — planning the furnishing of her house.

Edna Gray had been a shorthand-typist at the age of seventeen, when her mother died; she had lived frugally on a small wage, and was entirely without prospect. She knew she had an uncle somewhere in South America but he had had no definite existence for her until that surprising cable of his came, asking her to join him.

For six delightful years she had lived the life of her dreams, in the saddle every day, the mistress of a luxurious house; and on the death of her uncle, became his sole heiress. She was a rich woman now and could afford to redesign her life. Longhall she had visited as a child, and retained not too pleasant memories of its sombre magnificence. And now it was hers — that beautiful old Tudor house and its thousands of acres. It had been old Donald’s wish that she should return to England on his death, and in a sense it was an easy request to fulfil, for she had very few friends in South America.

Her uncle had lived an insular life, and the girl had seldom come into Buenos Aires except for periodical visits to her dressmaker or the theatre. Mr. Garcia was almost her only friend, and it brought no great pang to cut herself adrift from that life she had lived on the estancia.
 In England were several old friends who might be picked up, acquaintanceships which might ripen into friendships, interests which her wealth could command.

When she was dining with Luke that night, she told him her plans.

“You’re going to own racehorses, are you? Well, you might do worse — if you can afford it. I won’t risk the snub which would come my way if I asked you how much money you’ve got. Besides I happen to know it is a quarter of a million, and that you’ve got thirteen thousand a year to play with, and possibly a great deal more in a few years’ time. But you’re not going to live at Longhall.”

“Why? “ she asked defiantly. “Because I don’t want you to,” he said. “It may seem rather an inadequate reason, but it is all I can give for the moment, because my real objection rests on a theory which has not been proved — at least, not to anybody’s satisfaction but my own. You went there, did you? Did you see the bars on the windows and the iron gates and the mesh-net fencing? And do you know why the new stables that Goodie bought are unoccupied, and why he had to build another lot half a mile from the house, on the slope of the downs? And have you seen Perrywig Cave? That is on the property he rented from you. It has two iron gates, and is popularly supposed to be haunted by the ghost of a lady who was murdered there about twenty years ago.”

His look was a challenge, but his eyes did not waver, nor did he smile.

“I am serious — the villagers thereabouts will tell you that on certain evenings the screams of that unfortunate lady curdle their blood. Wonderful expression that, ‘curdle their blood.’ One of those perfect illustrations which could only be thought up by simple and pastoral people.”

He paused.

“Well? “ she asked, the challenge more definite. “Have you heard the screams of the unfortunate lady’?”

“I have heard them,” he said simply, “and it was not pleasant.”

She began to laugh, quietly at first, and then her merriment overcame her and she laughed aloud.

“Ghosts!” she said scornfully. “Rats!” and added hastily: “ I am not being rude, I am merely referring to the little brown ghosts that are supposed to haunt Longhall. I don’t believe in them and I don’t believe in your ghost either. Is that why you don’t want me to go down?”

Luke spread butter on a piece of toast with great deliberation.

“Partly,” he said.

“Well, I’m going.” She tapped the table with her little fist. “I don’t believe in ghosts or rats or anything. I’m going to live in Longhall because my grandfather, and his father, and generations of Galliwoods lived there — I don’t know how they’ve come to turn it into Gillywood.”

He looked at her for a long time without speaking.

“In that case you’d better let me come along and search the place for you before you take over,” he said. “I’m a great hunter of rats, human and rodent. And I’d like you to let me give you some advice about servants.”

Her mouth opened in surprise at this staggering suggestion.

“You ought to have a butler and a footman and a handyman, whatever women you have about the place. I’m very serious. It’s a terribly lonely situation, and menservants have got to be carefully chosen. Just now there’s a plague of criminals wandering around England with false credentials.”

“Why should you do this?” she asked.

“I get a commission on their salaries,” he said flippantly.

He walked with her back to the house, and they arrived at the same moment as a telegraph boy got off his bicycle before the house, looked at the address on a brown envelope by the light of his lamp.

“Miss Gray?”

She felt rather than saw the detective’s start.

“Who knows you’re here?”

“The manager of the Carlton Hotel,” she said solemnly. “ I sent him a wire, telling him I should be back tomorrow and asking him if Mr. Garcia had returned to London. Why?”

“I’m just interested,” he said.

He had many habits which she was not quite sure she liked, but was equally uncertain as to whether they were objectionable. He rarely shook hands; his parting gesture now was to pat her shoulder gently.

“Good night. I’ll give you the winner of the Leger tomorrow.”

“I may be gone early in the morning,” she said. And then, as a thought struck her:

“Where are you to be found?”

He was staying at the principal hotel, the Woolpack, a name which was as quaint as it was easy to remember.
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Edna’s landlady opened the door to her and showed her up to her sittingroom. A little fire had been lit, a welcome and comforting luxury, for the night was very chilly.

She opened the telegram and read. Mr. Garcia had not returned. Perhaps, after all, he had gone on to Germany and was already reunited with his beloved Vendina.

She sat for a long time before the fire, reviewing the odd day, which had started at the sale ring and had ended in a tête-à-tête
 dinner with a man who was almost a stranger to her and whom she had certainly never expected to meet again.

She was dead tired when she went to bed at eleven o’clock, and fell into an uneasy sleep. She dreamed that she was riding a horse across the broad pampas, and a great dog, with an ugly yellow face, had leaped up at her. She woke up suddenly, as one does from nightmares, a little tremulous. She switched on the light and looked at the clock; it was half-past two.

Then she heard a faint sound in the sittingroom which opened from her bedroom. She sat up in bed and listened. There it was again — the scraping of a chair against the floorboards.

It could not be half-past two yet; the clock must be wrong. She looked round for her handbag, in which, earlier in the day, she had put her little diamond-studded watch which never lost a second in a month. The bag was not there; and then she remembered she had left it on the table in the sittingroom.

She slipped her feet into her mules and, drawing on a dressing-gown, crossed to the door and turned the key in the lock. As she did so, she heard a quick scurry of slippered feet, and at the moment she turned the key another door slammed.

Cautiously and more than a little nervously, Edna went into the sittingroom and turned on the light. Her bag was where she had left it, but it was open and empty, its contents strewn upon the fable. She saw the watch: the thief had overlooked that. She thought the intruder had gone away empty-handed until she remembered that, just before she had gone to bed, she had put in the bag the telegram she had received from London. That had gone; she found the envelope but it was empty.

Going to the sittingroom door, she locked it. The fire was out, but she rekindled it with wood that had been left in the coal scuttle in preparation for the morning, and sat down, very wide awake, to puzzle out this extraordinary occurrence.

Was she still dreaming? Had she imagined it all? Even as the thought occurred to her, she saw something under the table and, stooping, picked it up. It was a man’s soiled washleather glove.

So it was not a dream! But if it weren’t … She shrugged away the thought that she had been in any personal danger. Doncaster would be full of petty thieves just now; but why should any thief be so petty — and so stupid — as to leave behind a diamond-studded watch worth the greater part of two hundred pounds, a gold and emerald cigarette case worth another hundred, and take only a very prosaic telegram addressed to her by the manager of a London hotel?

The excuse that he was disturbed in his work would not hold. He had had ample time to turn out the contents of the bag and examine them; to slip the money and jewellery into his pocket would not have taken a second. This midnight thief had time to take the telegram from its envelope, possibly read, and certainly carry away, the message.

The heat of the fire made her drowsy again, and she went back to bed and slept until the rattling of the diningroom door woke her, and she went out, with an apology, to admit a grumpy housemaid.

“You needn’t have locked the diningroom door, miss. There’s a key of your own. I have to come in mornings and make t’place tidy.”

After a bath and a hot cup of tea Edna’s inclination was to laugh at the events of the night. Luke called while she was in the middle of breakfast, and accepted her invitation to join her, though he admitted calmly that. he had already had a very hearty meal.

Edna told him of what had happened in the night, and he was distinctly not amused.

“Do you remember what was in the telegram?”

She repeated it almost word for word.

“And they didn’t take the money or the watch? That’s queer. Is anybody else staying in the house — I mean, any other boarder?”

She remembered then the young man who had appeared so providentially, from the landlady’s point of view, the night before. Luke went down to make enquiries and came back in five minutes with the information that the lodger had left early that morning, having most generously paid the satisfied landlady four days’ rent. He had carried his attaché case to the station and had taken his departure at the extraordinary hour of half-past six.

“A train leaves Doncaster for London at six forty-five, and that’s the way Mr. Pilcher went.”

“Pilcher?”

He nodded. “The landlady described him faithfully. Working-class Yorkshire people have no illusions and are not given to flattery. Yes, it was our friend Pilcher—”

“The man who came into my room—”

“Was our friend Pilcher,” repeated Luke. “He occupied the front room, was sitting up when you returned last night, and through the window saw the telegraph boy hand you the telegram. If the boy had arrived earlier it would have saved you a fright, for he would have opened the telegram and replaced it on the hall table. My impression is that he was waiting for that telegraph boy.”

“But why should he? There was nothing in it. If he had come to my room and asked me for it I’d have given him it.”

The detective helped himself to a small sausage from the central dish and dissected it with great care.

“Why did Rustem make that journey from town?” he mused, without looking up from his plate. “It couldn’t have been to place his mean-faced clerk in lodgings with you, because he didn’t know where you were lodging. And anyway, Pilcher could have come up by train. And why have they all gone back to town? Not to count their legal gains and rightful loot, because King Trigger is still in Doncaster. He has a room next to mine, and there is nothing in his trunk, his suitcase or his pockets which supplies a reason why he shouldn’t be.”

“How do you know?” she asked.

“He’s a gentleman who eats well and sleeps rather heavily. Where has Mr. Garcia gone?” he asked abruptly.

She told him all she knew.

“He has probably gone to Germany; he has been aching to go ever since he arrived.”

“Was Vendina a very good horse?” he asked.

She could speak of the perfect Vendina with an enthusiasm she had borrowed from the old man. “I don’t think it was ever raced. But both Mr. Garcia and his stud groom told me that it was the greatest horse that was ever foaled in South America. The Germans paid an enormous price for it — fifteen thousand pounds, I think it was. My uncle used to say it was the most beautiful foal he had ever seen. Poor Mr. Garcia was rather silly about it — wouldn’t have it touched with spur or whip. That is why the horse never went into training. Alberto hated seeing horses hurt, and for that reason would never go to a racecourse.”

Luke sat for a long time, looking down at his plate.

“Racing is a queer game,” he said at last.

“You speak feelingly,” she smiled.

He shook his head.

“I’ve never had a shilling on a horse in my life. I like ’em too much.”

“Horses?”

“No, shillings. I’m Scottish. As a matter of fact, I was born in London and I’m not so mean as I sound, but I don’t bet because it doesn’t amuse me, and because I have a little income of my own, and am never tempted by necessity. Are you going racing to-day?” he asked.

It was her intention to return to London that morning, she said, and he considered her answer as though it were of the utmost importance.

“What will you do when you get back to town?”

She had no very definite ideas for her immediate plans. The world was a flower garden which offered many choice blooms for the picking.

“I want you to promise me something. Don’t go to Longhall alone.”

Her lips twitched.

“I’m not being funny or melodramatic,” he said earnestly; “I’m merely asking you as a friend. I want you to do something as a great favour to me. Will you ring me up at Scotland Yard — I shall be in town tomorrow myself — and when you go down to view this property, let me go with you?”

“Am I under police protection? “ she smiled.

In a sense, he said, he thought she was.

“I don’t know that you’re in any particular danger or need protection, but I would like to bring a man down to vet the place. He’s an authority on certain things, and together we might be of some help to you. As for going back to London—” he shook his head.

“If you’re advised by me you will see the Leger. It’s one of the greatest races of the year, and you know enough about the course now to get along without my assistance. I’ll see that you have a reserved carriage to London, and possibly I’ll come back with you.”

She was amused. “You might at least ask if I want you to come back with me, but I’m beginning to realise that you’re not terribly conventional. All right, I’ll see the race. It will be something to tell Mr. Garcia.”

That afternoon she looked upon the greatest throng she had ever seen assembled. It was a fine day, and all England was represented in the overfilled public enclosures, and Yorkshire itself lined the rails ten deep. She detected something electric in the atmosphere she had missed on the previous day, and saw history made in a thrilling finish when a 50/1 chance squeezed home by a short head. The view was perfect from the top of the stands. Luke could not get up in time, but had a good view of the race he told her from the sloping lawn.

He was moving towards the stands to meet the girl when someone touched his arm, and he turned to meet the ingratiating smile of the little man who looked like a jockey run to seed. He was not over clean; the shabbiness of his attire certainly did not advertise his wealth.

“You remember me, Mr. Luke — Punch Markham?”

Luke knew Punch very well. The little man had had the misfortune to pass under his official review and had been sentenced to three months’ hard labour for obtaining money by false pretences.

“I’m going straight now, Mr. Luke. It’s not a paying game, going straight. I come up from London stowed away on a charabanc. That’ll give you a laugh! Got under the driver’s seat. It wasn’t half hot — it was right over the engine. That’s a new one on you, Mr. Luke, stowing away on a charabanc! An old owner of mine gave me a free ticket on the course for old time’s sake. They ain’t forgot I had one of the best little horses in the country under my charge. Haven’t seen anything of old Goodie, have you? I’ve been looking for him all over the place, trying to touch him for a quid — and I’m entitled to it, too.”

“Why are you entitled to anything, Punch, from that eminent trainer?” asked Luke, not averse to the least scrap of information about Elijah Goodie.

“Eminent trainer,” said the little man scornfully. “ I could train his head off. Lions and tigers, yes, but horses — no. Though I admit he’s done wonders with that foal I sold him — the Blandford foal, Mr. Luke; you know it? Won a race at Stockton the other day.”

“Field of Glory?” said Luke, and the little man nodded.

“That’s him. I’ll bet they won a packet on him. It wasn’t in Goodie’s stable, but Goodie’s got him now. You never know who owns horses in that crowd. I sold him for sixty-five guineas. He was bred by a farmer in Ireland — —”

“Don’t give me his history, Punch; I’m in a hurry.”

“He’s the only horse I know that had odd feet — three big ‘uns and one little ‘un. That’s why the farmer sold him — said he was a freak. Goodie never found it out. I plastered his hoof round with cobbler’s wax — it’s a fact, Mr. Luke. The games I have got up to.

“None of your villainous reminiscences.” He put his hand in his pocket and took out a ten-shilling note.

“I’m throwing this in the gutter, Punch. This half-sovereign only means the difference between drunk and sober.”

“I’ll swear I never drink nowadays. Can’t afford it. It’s as much as I can do to get enough to eat,” said Punch, his grimy paw closing on the bill. “You’ve been a good feller to me, Mr. Luke. I always say that coppers aren’t as black as they’re painted, and busies are generally white when, you get down to their better nature.”

Luke did not stop to listen to the encomia. He had seen the girl come through the narrow passageway leading from the paddock, and joined her.

“A wonderful race,” he said. “It would have done Trigger’s heart good to have had that fellow on the wire — fifty to one. He would have had. the Green Ribbon office painted red. And now, young lady, I ‘m ready. There’s a good train coming down from Leeds: it stops at Doncaster, and I have reserved a compartment.”

“Who was that little man you were speaking to?” she asked.

She had reached the stage of friendship with him when she could gratify her curiosity without apology. On the way to the station he told her Punch Markham’s history. He had been a good jockey and a successful trainer, but had had too many friends. One day the stewards had evinced an interest in the running of one of his horses. Punch had duly appeared before the august Stewards of the Jockey Club and had had his licence withdrawn; he was lucky to escape being warned off. He made a living by buying and selling horses; was one of the most famous horse doctors in England, and it was generally believed that he had something to do with one or two big turf swindles, though in these he probably played a minor part. He was not greatly trusted, even by the people who employed him.

“You get quite a lot of people of that kind connected with the turf, but against those you’ve got to set the thousands of decent men and women who would never dream of breaking even a bye-law of the turf. You never hear about those, but they are the backbone of the game. You’re bound to have wrong ‘uns who live on racing. Money is pretty easy for the rogue to get.”
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On the journey back to town Edna had an opportunity of studying the man who had erupted into her life so violently and unexpectedly. He was not like any police officer she had imagined. His English was good, his voice gentle and cultured. She who, in the days when she was a stenographer, had met many types, and rather prided herself upon her ability to place even the most obscure, was a little baffled by this man. He sat in a corner of the carriage, his eyes closed, and she scrutinised him coldbloodedly. He was not very goodlooking, though she admitted to herself that he was attractive. In repose his face was sad; his mouth drooped; his long, thin nose seemed to grow longer. He had good eyes, and, except for the touch of grey at his temples, looked youthful. He was not her idea of a police officer at all.

In the course of the journey he mentioned casually that he spoke Spanish, and, thinking he was bluffing, she asked him a question in that language, to be instantly answered in faultless Castilian. Languages, he confessed, came easily to him, and he spoke three or four.

“Not so many as brother Rustem — he’s strong on the Oriental side. Greek and Arabic are his mother tongues — came from somewhere in Macedonia originally. I’ve never forgiven the Turks for not making him one of their high-class atrocities. He’s not your lawyer any more, of course?”

“Why of course?”

“Because he’s been struck off the Rolls. Didn’t you know?”

“You told me on the ship.”

He nodded.

“So I did! I knew I’d done somebody a shot in the eye, but I thought it was Goodie. I wasn’t aware you knew Goodie. Don’t trust Rustem. And—” He hesitated.

“What? “ she asked.

“Well—” it was the first sign of diffidence he had shown— “he’s rather a lady-killer.”

He found himself on slippery ground and floundered in his effort to make a recovery.

“I am not suggesting that he’ll — er—”

“Make love to me? ‘Why shouldn’t he? Really Mr. Luke, you’re a little too protective!”

He grinned sheepishly at this, and even had the good grace to change colour in his embarrassment, to her intense amusement. She could forgive him. He left her at King’s Cross Station, but not until she had promised to notify him when she made her visit to Longhall. When she reached the hotel she found a long telegram awaiting her; it had been handed in at Southwest Berlin.



WILL YOU PLEASE PAY MY BILL AND SEND MY BAGS TO FRIEDMANNS AGENCY, FRIEDRICH-WILHELM-STRASSE 719, BERLIN. AM GOING BAVARIA FOR SHORT HOLIDAY. MY BEAUTIFUL VENDINA IS WELL AND REMEMBERS ME. ADIOS. ALBERTO.



Mr. Garcia had a playful habit of signing himself by his Christian name.

So he had gone to Berlin, after all! That was a little load off her mind.

She went up to her suite and found a dozen letters awaiting her, and opened one little box, expecting to find that it contained the keys of Longhall. It was, however, a sample of cigarettes sent by an enterprising tradesman. Now that old Mr. Garcia had gone, she was spending her first night alone in London, and it was rather a boring experience. She bought a seat for a theatre, and would have been glad to have had the moral courage to come out halfway through the performance.

It was wonderful, being rich in a city where she had suffered privations. Yet, as she drove back to the hotel, she looked at the girls climbing on to the buses with something like envy. A sensible proportion of them were also stenographers working for two pounds ten a week, and tomorrow would see them flowing in endless streams across the bridges on their way to innumerable offices. But tonight they had homes to go to, and people to look after them, and families that were interested in their movements and plans.

She went to bed that night feeling vaguely dissatisfied, and strangely missing the curious companionship of Doncaster.

She felt better in the morning, breakfasted in her sittingroom, and was debating on which furniture store she should make a start, when the page brought her a card.

“Mr. Arthur Rustem? Show him up, please.”

Mr. Rustem came smiling and bowing into the room. He might have stepped from a fashion-plate, he was so daintily attired.

“You were at Doncaster. Don’t deny it, my dear young lady, I saw you.” He waved his finger waggishly, was not only friendly, but dear-friendly.

“You have very good eyesight, Mr. Rustem,” she said coldly.

“I saw you — through my glasses. I rather doubt whether you could have picked me out from the thousands of people who were on the top of the stands.”

He changed the subject discreetly.

“Anyway, I knew you were at Doncaster. I saw our dear friend, Mr. Goodie. A good, hardworking man, who is just struggling into prosperity, and happily has made a little money recently. I say ‘happily,’ because I like to see “a good man get on.”

“Have you brought the keys, Mr. Rustem?” She was not inclined to discuss the worldly prospects of Mr. Elijah Goodie.

“Certainly.” He pulled up a chair, unbidden, and sat down; took from his pocket a flat box and laid it on the table.

“Here are the keys of the ancestral home,” he said, almost gaily. “The question is, my dear young lady, whether you prefer living in that damp and lonely house — I don’t know any house more isolated — to accept the very handsome offer which, by a curious coincidence, I received this morning from a client of mine, who wishes to buy the property for” — he paused impressively— “twenty thousand pounds! I think he’s a little mad to offer such a sum—”

“Who is your client? “ she interrupted. “Mr. Goodie or Mr. Trigger? Or is it Dr. Blanter?”

Mr. Rustem blinked at her, quite unprepared for this sudden attack. Then he shook his head, sadly.

“I’m afraid, Miss Gray, you have been listening to mischievous gossip. I’m not going to mention any names, but there are certain disappointed people, if I may use the expression certain revengeful people, who have had their knuckles rapped owing to misrepresentations—” Is this a roundabout way of describing Inspector Luke?” she asked.

“No, no, “ he answered hastily,” I have nothing whatever to say against Inspector Luke, a most intelligent man and quite a charming and an educated man. I wouldn’t like it to go forth that I had said anything derogatory to Mr. Luke. But there are mischievous people—”

“I am not selling Longhall, Mr. Rustem,” she said quietly. “I think it will save a great deal of discussion if I make that clear.”

“You’re being offered exactly twice its value.”

“If I am offered four times its value it makes no difference. I am going to occupy Longhall, and at the expiration of the lease I shall probably take over Gillywood Cottage and the downlands.”

He sat staring at her, drumming his white fingers on. the table, and then he forced a smile.

“If you are determined, it would be stupid of me to offer you any further advice,” he said. “Possibly you are right. I have a great faith in woman’s instinct. So far as I can I will make things easy. I will go with you when you pay the house a visit, and give you every assistance I can.”

“It isn’t at all necessary for you to come. I have already arranged for an escort,” she said. There was a certain quiet malice in her smile. “Mr. Luke, who knows the neighbourhood very well, has promised to show me round. Are those the keys?”

She took the little box and opened it and he watched her curiously. She certainly was lovely, and he admired her spirit; but at the same time he had a very pressing duty to fulfil.

“I’m very glad you raised the question of the lease, Miss Gray. I handed all the documents to your lawyer, and he pointed out to me that Mr. Goodie’s lease expires at the end of this year, and not, as I thought, in a few years’ time. That is to say, you can exercise your option of determining the lease at the end of the year; otherwise it goes on for the full term of fifteen years. I’m afraid I gave Goodie my personal assurance that he would not be turned out, and that you would be the last person in the world to wish to ruin a man who is past middle age — one might almost say, in the evening of his life. And, knowing this” — he fished in his inside pocket, drew out a folded paper and put it on the table before her— “I have drawn up a provisional extension, which will give him a year or so to look round for another place in the event of your deciding to evict him. It is a mere formality.”

He unscrewed a fountain-pen and pushed the paper towards her. “You will see I have written in pencil where you sign.”

He heard her laugh and looked up.

“Really, Mr. Rustem!” she said reproachfully. “You don’t expect me to sign all sorts of odd papers that are sprung on me at a minute’s notice? Or do heiresses do that kind of thing in the blessed innocence of their hearts?” She shook her head. “Send it to my lawyer.”

He was pained, folded up the paper with great deliberation and dignity, and replaced it in his pocket, screwed on the top of his fountain-pen, and, rising, took up his hat and gloves.

“You rather hurt me.” There was a suggestion of tremor in his voice. “In all my professional career it has never been suggested that I have tried to take advantage of a client’s innocence—”

“In fact, Mr. Rustem,” she said, her eyes bright with laughter, “The only suggestion that has ever been made against you is that you employed your clients’ money for your own personal enterprises.”

It was war, then, he saw, as he faced her. Somehow he had never expected any other end, though her flippancy had come in the nature of a shock. Perhaps he did not know the little stenographer who had battled with life for three hard years before the miracle happened and a glimpse of an old letter had reminded Donald Grey that he had one relative in the world and that he was feeling very old and lonely. Mr. Rustem saw only a very beautiful and very rich young lady, who was embarrassingly self-reliant. She was not a bit like the gentle heroine of his dreams, for Mr. Rustem indulged himself in romantic fancies.

“Very good, my young friend.” All the gentleness had gone out of his voice. “ I see you’ve been hopelessly prejudiced against me and against my — clients. It’s a great pity. I have advised you not to go to Longhall—”

“I’ve already advised that, but for quite a different reason.”

It was very like Luke to come in without the formality of knocking at the door, that he should be in the room, the door closed behind him, and halfway to the table, and that neither of the occupants should have heard his entrance.

The girl looked round, startled.

“I offered the same advice to Miss Gray,” said Luke again; “but she seems to be set on it, and I suppose she’ll live there in peace with her neighbours, her late lawyers, and the Triggers and Blanters of life. If I have anything to do with it, it’s a cinch. I’m going to do a lot to make Miss Gray comfortable at Longhall.”

He was looking at, and speaking to, Rustem with drawling deliberation. “It may mean that I shall have to shift a lot of people to where the dogs won’t bite them — quite high-up people, Rustem, who think they are so safe that they wouldn’t take an insurance at decimal one per cent.”

He saw Rustem change colour; the threat had gone home; and she imagined that, behind that smile of his, he was in a white heat of rage. He stalked to the door without a word, and it was characteristic of him that he closed it very gently after him.

Edna broke the silence.

“Do you ever knock at the door when you come into a lady’s room? “ she asked.

In his exasperating way he ignored the question. “What did he want, besides bringing the keys? He got them this morning, by the way, from Goodie, who brought them up himself.”

“He wanted me to sell the estate.”

He nodded.

“Did he offer much?” and, when she told him he whistled. “They are pretty keen — I wonder why? The downs are not the best in Berkshire, although they enjoy a certain amount of privacy, which a trainer doesn’t get at places like Wantage.” He scratched his ear thoughtfully.

“Have you heard from Mr. Garcia?” She showed him the wire, and he handed it back to her without a word.

“There’s something in the wind and I don’t quite know what it is. Mr. Green Ribbon Trigger has sent out a special circular to all his clients, asking them to utilise the next month in opening new accounts. Thorough! That fellow’s got every government department skinned to death!”

He took from his pocket a sheaf of papers and extracted two. “Here’s the hurry-up call. Every client is asked to double the number of his bookmakers. And here’s a supplementary and confidential list, showing the financial position of every big bookmaker in England and the best method of approach. Here are a few hints on opening accounts under family name — which are nothing but fictitious names. Trigger, as I remarked before, has brains. They’re going for something colossal. Trigger is probably working two or three hundred accounts himself for this special coup.”

He whistled softly to himself, his eyes fixed on the girl, his mind obviously many miles away.

“They’ll offer you fifty thousand before they’ve finished,” he said — a true prophecy, for he had not been gone ten minutes when the phone rang and Rustem’s voice spoke from the other end of the wire.

“Are you alone, or is our annoying friend still there? By the way, my client has increased his offer. He’s an antiquarian with a taste for Tudor buildings. He’s willing to pay a colossal figure — forty or fifty thousand pounds—”

“Longhall is not for sale,” she said, and hung up the receiver.
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There were certain peculiar features about the present situation. Luke sat in his room and turned them over in his mind. Three months before, as he knew, Goodie had complained to the local authorities of the water shortage, and had begun negotiations for the purchase of a training establishment in Wiltshire. He had found touts on his training ground, and was anxious to hire or buy the Wiltshire property because of the freedom he would enjoy in this respect.

Why, then, had Gillywood Farm and the overlooked downs become so precious to him that he was willing to pay up to fifty thousand pounds? Was it the possibility of having Edna as a neighbour? Had Longhall a special mystery of its own? Or did this training establishment of his hold a secret which he feared she would surprise?

The most obvious of the secrets was no mystery to Inspector Luke. He had made investigations at close quarters and had made a discovery, and, in its making, had had the shock of his life. He was a pretty brave man, but he would not have attempted to force Li Goodie’s house by night. He knew the secret of the abandoned stables, why they had been rebuilt at such a distance from the cottage. Need the girl know That was a problem he had not settled to his own satisfaction.

At any rate, it could wait until after he had made a personal inspection of Longhall and seen for himself all the possibilities for trouble. That there would be trouble was inevitable. He wished to reduce any real danger to the girl to a minimum.

Though nominally his headquarters were at Scotland Yard, his office was in a block of business buildings a stone’s throw from that institution. He had a small staff of his own; a record department which was distinct from that at headquarters. He had been lent to the racing authorities for three years, and had been pursuing inquiries which led him into strange and fascinating by-ways. He, who thought that the underworld had nothing new to show him, learned of grafts beyond the ken of the average Yard man. In his secret records were the names of innocent little stable hoys, of austere, eminent men, of tiny and fairly innocuous confederacies, of other larger and more dangerous gangs, who preyed not upon the public but upon bookmakers. In his lists were the names of not a few policemen.

He did not deal with the recognised criminals who visited racecourses as they visited fashionable weddings. They were the incidentals, birds of passage who did not belong to racing, but came and went, and he left their care to that picked body of police which frequents all racing assemblies, looking for familiar faces.

In his card indexes were the names of every known employee of the Green Ribbon. The commissionaires, the clerks, the very charwomen who cleaned the offices in the morning were tabulated, and his agents had sounded most of them. They, however, were the mere hands and feet of the organisation; the brains were represented by the fat little man who sat in a room panelled in rosewood, behind him a big steel bank safe let into the wall and protected by doors of six-inch steel.

The clerks did not even know the names of subscribers. Trigger employed nothing but girls; paid them each a salary which would make the average secretary’s mouth water; chose them with greater care than the candidates for the Civil Service are chosen. Each girl had her desk and her card index, but every card bore, not a name, but a number. That number was stencilled on every envelope that was sealed, before the sealed envelopes were taken to Trigger’s office.

It was he who produced, from long, steel trays in his safe, the stencil plates bearing the corresponding number; it was he who fitted them into the addressing machine; and it was he alone who worked that machine. He posted the letters himself, carrying huge batches of them in a car from post office to post office, dropping a few in every pillarbox he passed. The operation usually meant three hours’ driving, but it was one of the things he had to do himself. His clients were, as Luke said, hand-picked and tested. Half their winnings came to him the week after a horse had won, in linen-hacked envelopes, green of hue, and registered. Every client had a supply of those envelopes, and all such letters came to his private office their contents being checked by him and noted in his private index. Before and after a coup he would work eighteen hours a day, sometimes sleeping in the office. All the money came in cash, and what happened to it Luke had never discovered. Large sums were paid into Mr. Trigger’s banking account, and this was necessary because his running expenses were extraordinarily heavy.

It was certain that the accounts he kept for the purpose of Inland Revenue were faked. The real amount of his profits was never discovered. When a coup was projected it was Mr. Trigger who stamped the name of the horse on every telegram, put the telegrams, twenty or thirty of them, in sealed envelopes ready for the morning of the race. These envelopes were carried to all parts of the country by his commissionaires; the seals were broken at a post office, sometimes in the presence of a second commissionaire, unknown to the first, and the telegrams passed across the counter. The second hatch of helpers were called inspectors. They had their headquarters in another office in London, and never met the uniformed men of the Green Ribbon until they met them at the telegraph office.

Luke suspected the presence on every racecourse of a small gang of watchers, whose business it was to read the messages of the tic-tac men who signalled from a distant telephone the news which passed daily between London and every racecourse.

Once, news of a coup had leaked out through a faithless commissionaire, was ‘phoned to London to the agency which makes it a business to transmit bets to the course, was instantly ‘phoned through to the nearest point, which was a mile from the racecourse. From here a chain of signallers would have passed on the news to the ring; but hardly had the word “Trigger “ been signalled when somebody lit a smoke bomb a hundred yards from where the telephonists were signalling. Instantly there was an impenetrable veil between Tattersalls and the telephone, and the warning did not arrive.

The fat little man was a general, a corps commander. He left nothing to chance, and left nothing important to his subordinates.

In the course of the next few days Luke met the girl twice, each time by accident. Although she had not seen the house, she was already choosing furniture; more, he suspected, as a gesture of her determination to take up residence at Longhall than for any other reason. Then one morning he had a ‘phone call from her, telling him that she was going down to see the property. She picked him up in her car and they headed for Berkshire.

“I thought you were bringing a friend? “ she said.

He nodded. “ I have telephoned to him to be there waiting for us,” he said. “He lives at Reading, which makes it simple.”

“Another detective?” she asked, and he hesitated.

“In a sense, yes.”

She had heard from Garcia again: a telegram from Munich, inviting her to join him in a “long tour of this delightful Europe.”

“The old gentleman is going gay,” said Luke flippantly. “You haven’t seen Rustem?”

She shook her head.

“Nor any of his boy friends?”

“I saw Doctor Blanter; he has been lunching in my hotel, and he seemed particularly interested in me.”

“You bet he is. That’s the only bad man of the party.”

Luke was very serious.

“He’s had more escapes of being struck off the medical register than Rustem had of being struck off the Rolls; only Rustem was unlucky. All greedy people are unlucky. Blanter was a doctor — is a doctor still. He was mixed up in one or two affairs and found it convenient to sell his practice. He is a brilliant toxicologist — knows more about poisons than any man in England, and when he isn’t racing he spends his time in his laboratory — he’s got a beauty on the river near Maidenhead — a palace of a place; with rosaries and boathouses and statues of Venus and all the comforts of home.”

She laughed gently at this. If the truth be told, she had missed his companionship, and was annoyed that even a hint of indispensability should attach to any of her friends. And he amused her. So few people are consistently amusing without also being a little boring.

“You’ve been buying furniture?” he accused her.

She admitted she had.

“Only old oak, and not a great deal of it,” she said. “I am determined to live at Longhall, and now I must, if it’s only to put my furniture there. And I have three excellent servants. I shall be seeing them today. Isn’t it queer how people gossip? I don’t suppose I’ve told more than two people that I’m opening my house in the country, and I’ve had half a dozen servants call to see me. I’ve a splendid housekeeper, a cook and two very pretty parlourmaids who haven’t the least objection to living in the country. I’ve told them to be there today to see the place and to give the housekeeper a chance of learning her work.”

“Marvellous! “ said the other. “As an organiser you’ve got Trigger beaten to a frazzle.”

They passed slowly through the village, beyond which lay Gillywood Farm, and they glanced at the forbidding entrance of Mr. Goodie’s establishment.

“Like a prison, isn’t it?”

“It is very sinister,” she agreed. “Do you know, it gives me quite a thrill!”

“I hope you won’t get the wrong kind of thrill,” he said grimly.

The iron gates of Longhall were open. They passed up a weedy drive, and when they came into view of the house the car stopped at her signal. There was a group of people about the door — four women, and, at some distance, a gaunt-looking man.

“The two pretty ones, I presume, are the parlourmaids; the elderly ladies are the housekeeper and the cook,” said Luke. “All dressed in black. You’d think they’d lost a job instead of finding one.”

As he walked with her towards the waiting women, the oldest dropped a little old-fashioned curtsey; but Edna felt that her companion, rather than herself, was the chief subject of their curiosity, for they scrutinised him with an interest which would not have been excessive had he been a member of the royal family about to dedicate Longhall to the service of its owner.

He strolled across to the gaunt man, and, exchanging a few words, brought him back to Edna.

“This is Mr. Lane. If you don’t mind, I’d like him to go around with us. You had better keep your servants outside until we’ve seen the house — anyway, I don’t think you’ll find they are particularly anxious to go in ahead.”

“Do you expect a bomb to explode or something?” she asked scornfully.

“I expect to see rats,” was the calm answer.

She shivered; she had forgotten about the rats, believed them to be the figment of Mr. Goodie’s imagination. But she was to be disagreeably surprised. Luke turned the key of the door and swung it open.

“If you don’t mind, Mr. Lane and I will go first,” he said. He took one step across the threshold and stopped. She noticed that, as he did so, the four women stepped back apprehensively. She heard the rustling of tiny feet, saw two terrified little figures fly up the broad stairway, saw three or four more make a dart for the fireplace, and, failing to find an exit, fly across the room to the open door. Edna went pale; she hated rats, and there were rats in plenty here.

Luke turned with a grin to his companion.

“All right, Lane, bring ’em in.”

The gaunt man went out of the house and came back in a few moments with three little terriers, leashed together. In the meantime Luke had walked through to the back and opened every door and window.

“You wait here. I’m going to de-rat the house.”

Edna, standing outside the doorway, heard the excited yelping of the terriers and the scamper of their feet on the bare boards.

In half an hour Luke came down.

“Come in,” he said. “I think most of them are gone.”

“They’re still in the house, though,” she said fearfully. “There may be one or two, but I shouldn’t think so. They were turned loose in the house this morning for your special benefit. I should imagine Goodie has been searching Berkshire for weeks to make a show. Lane is an experienced rat-catcher: that’s why I brought him down. He’ll stay in the house for two or three days and make absolutely sure that the beasts do not belong to the place. He says they’re all foreigners — quite a number of field rats amongst them.”

As she passed from room to room there was grisly evidence of the terriers’ activities, and when she came to what she instantly decided would be her own bedroom she found the rat-catcher leashing up his dogs again.

“I’ll make a thorough examination of the house, Miss Gray,” he said, “but I don’t think I shall find many nests. This isn’t the kind of place they’d live in, anyway. There’s nothing for them to eat — they’ll be up at the stables if they’re anywhere.”

It was with some difficulty that Edna persuaded the four women to come into the house. The two younger girls flatly refused.

Luke, an interested and amused audience of the little discussion which followed, beckoned the new housekeeper.

“Who told you there were rats in this house?” he asked.

The woman looked at him uneasily.

“It looked like a house where there might be rats, sir,” she said.

“Who told you?” he asked again. “Who told all you people that the house would be full of rats and that you’d better keep outside?”

“Nobody.” It was the new cook who spoke, a husky-voiced woman. “What is your name? “ Luke challenged the housekeeper.

“Linton, sir.”

“Linton, eh? It used to be Carr, didn’t it? And what do you call yourself? “ He addressed the cook.

“Mrs. Kohler.”

“It used to be Klein. I suppose one name’s as good as another. You other girls I’ve only two records against, one for shoplifting — that’s you” — he pointed to the prettier one, who turned red and white— “and you, I think, were mixed up in the Hallam Street affair, weren’t you?”

The pallid girl, incapable of words, nodded. Edna was speechless with amazement.

“Now you can all go home,” said Luke gently; “pay your own fares, and don’t bother Miss Gray again, or I shall be coming after you to find out where you got all those wonderful characters you brought this young lady. You can tell the gentleman who sent you — I think it was Mr. Rustem, every one of you called at his office before you went to interview Miss Gray — that he needn’t trouble to send the other four or five he has interviewed. One of my officers has checked them up. Good morning.”

They moved like four black sheep towards the gates.

“But why — who are they? “ stammered Edna. “Why did you—”

“They were specially chosen for you — a stupid move on the part of Rustem, because they’d have all been scared stiff at the first sound of the bogey — all except Mrs. Klein, who has the soul of a baby-farmer, and is probably due for the sca6old one of these bright days.”

“But how did you know about them? You haven’t been watching me?”

“Only by proxy,” he said airily. “One has to keep an eye on one’s friends. London is a very risky place. But really I knew all about these girls from the observation I have kept on Rustem. Now what are you going to do, young lady? Are you determined to come down to this ancient ruin, or are you going to be a sensible girl and buy a house in Mayfair or a flat in Piccadilly, and settle down to a hectic life?”

“ I’m coming here,” she said definitely. “The more I see of the house the more determined I am. It’s a lovely place.”

“Then let us vet the grounds,” said Luke. They walked through the rank grass at the back of the house. There was a courtyard here, and the wall which separated Longhall from Gillywood Farm was not more than fifty yards away. Longhall was built in the very corner of the estate, or, rather, in the narrow part of a pear-shaped area of downland. Luke went very carefully along the wall as though he were looking for defects. There was a stout wooden wall door immediately behind the centre of the house. The turf below was scraped and torn. He saw signs of oil on the lock. Evidently this doorway, which gave communication between Gillywood and Longhall, had recently been used.

“Do any of your keys fit this?”

She took them from her bag and he tested them all, without finding one that fitted. He made a note in a pocketbook.

“That lock must be changed.”

Here, as in the immediate vicinity of Gillywood Cottage, the wall was topped by a four-feet width of tough wire-netting, which had obviously been recently put up.

“Goodie plays a lot of tennis, doesn’t he?” he asked drily. He found a rotting ladder, mounted gingerly to the top of the wall and took a survey of the land beyond.

To the right, and close at hand, were the disused stables; a little to the left ran the southern wire fence. It ran back for three or four hundred yards, then turned right to enclose Gillywood Cottage from the back. Fifty yards away was a big cement mound, which apparently had no utility and certainly added nothing to the beauty of the heath. On the face of the quarry wall a mile and a half away he saw two dark openings, which he knew to be Perrywig Caves, famous in history and associated with difficult smugglers and an indubitable murder. Between the caves and the house was a large, straggling plantation. To the right of this, a bright red building, which was Mr, Goodie’s stables.

The place was not unfamiliar to him; he had explored it thoroughly. Some day he would get behind the barred gate of the cave to discover what treasure it held. There were dark passages in Goodie’s past upon which the light of day had never been thrown, Even Scotland Yard, with its matchless system of espionage, was compelled to rely upon vague and distorted material for facts. When three people independently tell an identical story, the three being unknown to one another that story becomes a fact on which Scotland Yard can move — no three stories alike had ever been told about Goodie. In his secretive and shadowy way he had touched the fringe of great crimes without being identified with their perpetration.

Luke knew him to be a strong, merciless man, but had never suspected his one weakness and his supreme ambition. He knew nothing of the library which filled the upper floor of Gillywood Cottage, or the typewriter at which Mr. Goodie sat in the quiet hours of the night, preparing his magnum opus.
 Luke did not know, but he suspected, that the trainer never spent a night away from his cottage, and that he came back every night from Doncaster and returned in the early hours of the morning.

“Well, what did you see? “ asked the girl impatiently, for he had been a long time at his survey.

“Land, and yet more land. Fences, and more fences. New stable buildings, and a concrete heap which meant nothing to me. You’re going to stay here, are you?”

“Not tonight,” she smiled; “but I’m certainly coming here to live.”

“Then I’d better hunt up a bailiff for you,” he said. “He’ll take all the arrangements about the land off your hands, and will be invaluable when you settle in the house.”

He was as good as his word. In the course of the next few days he sent to her hotel half a dozen women servants to choose from, a butler, a footman, and the rat-catcher, Mr. Lane. He reintroduced this gentleman by telephone.

“He’s had quite a lot of experience as a land steward. He’s an ex-member of the Berkshire Constabulary and a pretty tough fellow in a fight.”

“Whom is he going to fight?” she demanded.

“Almost anybody — you never know,” said Luke vaguely. “Honestly, I recommend him. The butler is an ex-police officer—”

“Are you trying to turn my house into a police station?” she asked.

“There are few nicer places,” he said.
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She was satisfied with the servants he sent. Obviously he had taken a great dea1 of trouble, and she was grateful enough to him, and had reason for greater gratitude when their services came to be proved.

For the next two weeks she was an almost daily visitor to the house. Furniture went down in a procession of vans; Longhall resounded with the tap-tap of the carpet-layers’ hammers, glaziers and plumbers filled the place, and under the direction of Lane, lawns and flowerbeds were evolved from the chaos of what had once been a beautiful garden. Wild and dishevelled hedges became trimmed and uniform; dingy windows became crystal clear; the unsightly wreckage of a barn at the back of the house vanished in a night. The fascination of Longhall grew and grew; and one day she came with all her trunks and her new maid, and, pretending that her bedroom did not smell faintly of one kind of paint, and the central heating of another, she entered into possession and gave a house-warming party consisting of one guest.

“You ought to have asked the vicar; one always does on these occasions. By the way, are you Anglican or Holy Roman?”

She refused to make the revelation.

She had seen nothing of Goodie, but from her bedroom window, a large room facing south and west, she could see every morning his horses in silhouette passing along the top of the downs; and as day followed day, the mystery of the green and white cottage, just visible through the trees and the wire fences, became more and more absorbing an interest.

It worried her a little to realise how completely dependent she had come to be upon the detective. He permeated her life, could not be shaken off — nor had she any desire to shake him off. His manner towards her never varied; he was the same familiar dominating man she had known on the Asturia
 and had met in the marketplace at Doncaster. He never stepped across the border line towards any greater intimacy, and he gave her a hint of his mental attitude toward her when one day he to1d her that he looked upon her as his young brother. She did not know whether she was pleased or annoyed by this relationship which he had thrust upon her. As a working arrangement, however, it was very satisfactory.

She was in London two or three days in the week and sometimes met him for lunch. She liked meeting him, because he had always something to tell her, some little bit of gossip about his favourite obsession, the Green Ribbon organisation.

Trigger had produced a most unexpected “transaction” in peculiar circumstances. There was a race at the First Autumn Meeting at Newmarket, one of those events for which horses are entered as foals, and, as is usual in these circumstances, only a field of three turned out to contest the prize. Two of them were well-known public performers; the third, who was a three-year-old, had only run once, and then moderately, in the spring of the year. Long odds were laid upon the fancied horse, who had run remarkably well in the St. Leger; the second favourite was 8-1 against, and the unknown quantity, for some unknown reason, was quoted at 100-6. It should have been 100-1. And the despised outsider had won very easily. It was a Trigger’s Transaction, and what gave the event unusual significance was the fact that, immediately after the race, the other two competitors were found to have a high temperature, and it was generally believed in racing circles that they had been “got at.” There was no breath of suspicion against the winner, who was owned by the impecunious son of an Irish peer.

“Nominally owned, that is to say,” said Luke. “The Honourable Henry hasn’t got two bobs to rub together. The horse certainly belongs to the gang. Both the sick horses were well when they reached the course, but both were seen to kick and jump when they were being led round the ring half an hour before the race started. Which proves nothing — undoubtedly the winner is very useful, and may very easily have won on his merits, for the time was very fast. But Trigger’s advisers were making sure. That was easy, with only three runners. Trigger hasn’t left his office for three days; he has been sleeping on the premises and having his meals sent in — he’s got a very cosy little suite which connects with his office by a small electric lift. I’m looking forward to this afternoon: I’ve an appointment with him.”

They were lunching at the Ritz, which in itself was a source of uneasiness to the girl. She knew that police officers were not exorbitantly paid and was growing uncomfortable with his repeated hospitality. He took her to the most expensive restaurants. It was impossible that she should offer to pay, and her one attempt to assert her independence had been cut short by Luke in his iciest manner.

It was now that he told her (he had mentioned the fact before, but she had forgotten) that he had an income of his own apart from his police. pay. His father had left him shares in a mineral water factory of all things; he had built it up from the lowliest beginnings, and had lived to see Luke’s Lemonade in yellow and purple letters shouting from every ‘bus side.

“It’s a vulgar sort of wealth but it’s the same kind of money as you get from Government stock — at least, it looks the same. And it’s as good as yours, anyway, for all your wealth comes from slaughtering poor dumb animals and turning them into cold storage beef.”

He would have left the service years before, had not the turf duty come along; it was too interesting to miss.

He escorted her back to the hotel where she was staying the night, and strolled down Lower Regent Street to keep his appointment.

A smart-uniformed commissionaire ushered him into a panelled waiting-room, and, presently coming back, conducted him to Mr. Trigger’s sanctum. It was a large room overlooking Regent Street, and money had not been spared in its furnishing. Mr. Trigger sat in his shirtsleeves, though the day was by no means hot, behind a rosewood table which was covered with dictagraphs, telephones and the paraphernalia of writing. It amused Mr. Luke to see a small bronze statuette of Napoleon placed so that it immediately faced the owner of the office.

“Sit down, Mr. Luke.” The little man bustled to his feet, pushed forward a morocco-covered chair, and waited until his visitor was seated before he himself sat down. “I’m that busy I don’t know which way to turn.”

He had a Cockney voice, but he was a smiling, jovial little man, with a frank, rather honest face. Luke liked him. He was at least human. He would have made a success of any business, though he could not discover one for which his peculiar qualities better fitted him.

“I know what you’ve come to see me about. It’s this Kalamoo affair.”

He mentioned the name of the outsider which had beaten the two sick horses at Newmarket.

“Well, I’ll tell you straight, Mr. Luke, I don’t know anything about horses. I wouldn’t know one from another. They’re just horses to me. And if they’ve got horns they’re cows!” He chuckled at this and pushed a cigar box towards his visitor.

“All I know is that this is the headquarters of Trigger’s Transactions. I get a horse from the most reliable source I know, and I send it out to my clients and collect the dough. I don’t know whether the horse is a good horse or a bad one. He’s only a name to me. I hate racing; I wouldn’t go on a racecourse if you paid me — except that I have to go there sometimes. Give me golf! There’s a game.”

He pointed proudly to a microscopically small silver cup which occupied a place of honour on the ornate chimney-piece. And he was speaking the truth: of that Luke was sure. He was less interested in racing than Luke was interested in aviation. It was not he who invented the coups — he merely exploited them.

“I’ll tell you the truth, Mr. Luke — I don’t know whether a horse has got a chance or whether it hasn’t. I’ve never bought a book of form in my life, and if I did I wouldn’t be able to understand it. I do nothing that’s contrary to the Rules of Racing. I know that because I’ve studied ‘em. I don’t communicate with stable boys or jockeys or trainers or anything. I’m just a human machine, so to speak.”

“Somebody knows about horses — I mean, some of your friends.”

The fat little man shrugged his shoulders.

“Naturally! I’m not going to give you any madam, Mr. Luke. You know as well as I do that the doctor and Mr. Goodie are in this business, and Mr. Rustem has got a sort of share. They manage the horse part of it. It’s an open secret. These gentlemen have devoted their lives, as it were, and to use a poetical term, to the noble sport of horse-racing, and what they don’t know about horses isn’t worth finding out. I don’t want to know. I take in the money and put it in the bank—”

“All of it?” asked Luke.

Mr. Trigger smiled reproachfully.

“Come, come, come, Inspector! What a question to ask a business man! I put it in the bank, as I say, and I take out money that I have to pay, and that’s the end of the business as far as I’m concerned.”

“Have you ever met the owner of Kalamoo?”

“I’ve never met any owners,” said Mr. Trigger cheerfully. “I daresay I’ve got a few amongst my clients, but I don’t meet ‘em. My job is to see that the staff do their work — the best paid staff in London, Mr. Luke. None of these girls gets less than a fiver a week; most of ’em get ten. They come at eleven in the morning and they’re off at five in the afternoon. I’ve got a beautiful lunch room and lounge for them upstairs.”

“You don’t employ any men?”

Mr. Trigger smiled again.

“Am I mad? No, men talk. These girls don’t know anything about horses, either — and they don’t talk. My messengers are all old army men. I never employ a fellow who hasn’t held the rank of sergeant-major. I’ll tell you something that’ll make you laugh. I only employ religious men as messengers — fellows who’ve been in the R.A.T.A. You don’t know what that is? The Royal Army Temperance Association. Fellows who’ve done a bit of preaching. I never employ a single man; I like ’em married, with a family dependent on ‘em, so that they can’t afford to lose a job; and I only take ’em when they’re so old that nobody else would employ ‘em, and even then I check ’em up. When they open my envelopes to put ’em into the telegraph office they know they’re under the eye of an inspector — or they think they are. Organisation — that’s my job.”

“And you do it remarkably well, Trigger.”

Mr. Trigger beamed complacently. “I am a pretty useful man,” he agreed. Then, in a more serious tone:

“So you see, Inspector, it’s no use asking me about any of these horses or the owners, or why horses run or why they win. That’s not my job at all. I’ve people doing that for me, and I’ve got to rely on them.”

Luke nodded towards the wall behind where the little man sat. “ You wouldn’t like to open that safe and show me all the pretty things inside? “ he asked.

Mr. Trigger chuckled with delight. “You’d be disappointed — you would really. There’s nothing there. A few trays of stencil plates for that addressing machine” — he pointed to a large cabinet in one corner of the room— “a small box of movable rubber type, and that’s all. I’ll show you round the office if you like.”

He got up, put on his coat and went out into the large room where the long lines of girl clerks were sitting, each at a desk which was equipped with a clock and a date pad.

“The general correspondence room is upstairs,” explained Trigger. “Naturally we get thousands and hundreds of thousands of people who want to be in on our transactions. We take about four in a thousand. We only take the recommendations of our true, tried and trusted clients — and we give them a good look over before we cut their names on a stencil plate.”

Each girl had a card index, which bore no name, but the numbers of the clients. Before each were bundles of stamped and addressed telegraph forms, each little bundle held together by a clip.

“They came in this morning; they’ll be transferred to my safe this evening. The girls’ job is to make a note of the amount of money that’s been invested. In some cases clients use codes, but I’ve got a copy of their codes, and attached to each of those little bundles will be a card showing the amount every client is betting. After the race the girl checks up the amount he has won and the amount due to us. It’s method.”

Luke passed along the line of desks, and scarcely received notice from the busy recorders. They were of an infinitely superior type to those usually met with in a City office. In the winter season, when the Green Ribbon transactions no longer operated, they were granted a two months’ holiday on full pay, and free transportation to any part of the world they wished to visit. Trigger mentioned this startling fact casually.

“We’ve sent girls to South Africa before now, but mostly they want to go to the Riviera. Otherwise, we give them a bonus instead of railway fare. Every ten girls work under a captain.”

Luke knew of the organisation but had never seen it close at hand. He was full of admiration for the little man, who had taken the least promising of professions and won such an unique position.

Whatever was dark and sinister behind Trigger’s Transactions he knew nothing about, though he would have been a fool if he had not suspected that his partners “assisted luck.” Trigger took him up to his private suite, which, to Luke’s astonishment, was plainly furnished.

“I have no visitors, and I only sleep here when I’m pretty hard pressed,” he said. “A pretty lot of girls, aren’t they? But I’ve never taken one out or supper, and the only girl that ever tried to give me the glad eye I fired on the spot. Business is business, love is love, and they don’t mix. I have nobody here that doesn’t belong to the Transactions. Not Mr. Goodie, or the doctor or anybody.”

Luke went away from the palatial office, very little wiser than he had been when he came. Not that he had expected much information of the kind he required. He had, he was sure, a line to the little organiser. He was the one man in the confederacy who could never be convicted. This was an important conclusion to reach, because he could now afford to drop direct observation of the Green Ribbon Agency, and concentrate upon the two men who supplied the raw material which Mr. Trigger turned into gold.

He excluded Rustem. That sleek man was an agent and a tool, initiated nothing, except perhaps a scheme for the evasion of unpleasant consequences. Dr. Blanter was a heavy drinker, and an habitué of certain night clubs, not of the most savoury character. That night he went to the most hectic of them. At ten minutes past twelve the police raided the club and removed the visitors to a police station.

Usually, ladies and gentlemen who find themselves in that unhappy position are treated with the greatest consideration; they are not searched, and they are given a certain amount of freedom in the waiting-room until their friends come to bail them out. On this occasion, however, the police were most thorough.

Dr. Blanter, protesting violently, was completely searched, his articles of value and his keys taken from him, and he was locked in the detention room. It was three hours before he was released and his valuables handed back to him. By this time he had cooled down and made no fuss; indeed, that three hours had been the most unhappy of his life. He saw behind the raid and his detention something more than an offence against the licensing laws.

It was four o’clock when he got home, and there was nothing in the orderly appearance of his bachelor Hat to suggest that for two hours it had been in the uninterrupted possession of four skilled and expeditious men who had searched every drawer, every cupboard, read every letter, diary and written word that the flat contained, But for Luke it was a blank evening.
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The long string of racehorses walked slowly and stiffly up the slope of the downs, and disappeared over the crest. Behind them, riding at a distance Edna saw Li Goodie. He rode alone on a big, black horse, his chin on his breast, his eyes half closed. To Edna, watching through a powerful pair of prismatic glasses, he seemed to be asleep, but there was no more wide awake man in Berkshire that day than Elijah Goodie.

He reached the gallop, and sat alone whilst his head lad gave the boys instructions. It was probably the only stable in England where English was seldom spoken: the majority of the riders were half-coloured. He changed them every two years, and from time to time found himself engaged in a battle with the Labour Ministry, for permits for foreign employees were difficult to obtain.

They had a club house of their own, went to London in batches, under the charge of one of their English-speaking members. They never went to the village, and the nearest Catholic church was twenty miles away. They rode like cats; there were two of them at least who would have shone on an English racecourse, but he never permitted them to take a jockey’s licence or ride in public.

In all cases Goodie’s horses and Goodie’s coups were ridden by the best of the English jockeys, who knew nothing of their charges’ merits until they were leaving the paddock gate. The formula was invariably the same:

“You’ll get five hundred pounds for winning this race.”

If this didn’t come, the jockeys knew that the horse was not seriously expected.

Goodie sat, gloomily watching the horses flying across the downs towards him, galloping two and two. All passed him save one, and he became very alert when that solitary figure appeared on the skyline. It was Field of Glory, the Stockton winner: a racing machine that moved in effortless style, covering an extraordinary amount of ground with every stride. He flew past where Mr. Goodie sat, and, reining round his horse, the trainer trotted after the rider. It was five minutes before he came up to him.

“Well? “ he asked.

The swarthy lad who rode him grinned. “ An aeroplane, senor. He goes better and better every day.”

Goodie grunted something, dismounted, and, going up to the horse, patted his neck. He walked round him, feeling every leg.

“Cover him up and walk him back to the stable, Jose,” he said in Spanish. “A bargain for eight hundred pesos, eh, Jose?”

“Dios
 !” said the man, and rolled his eyes.

“ Eight hundred pesos — sixty-five English pounds,” ruminated Mr. Goodie. It was a minor weakness of his that he loved to boast of his bargains, even when they were not bargains. He looked at the horse for a very long time in silence, then, mounting his hack, he ambled back to the cottage. Edna saw him coming, put down her glasses and withdrew further into the room, where she could observe him without herself being observed.

She saw him throw a glance in the direction of the house, and then his chin went forward on his breast again. Mr. Goodie was thinking, not of horses or of women, but of the stored manuscript which was half completed but which perhaps would never see the light of day. For he was engaged in the incredible task of writing a true autobiography, and this was a very urgent reason for the wire cage in which he lived.

He went upstairs to his study, unlocked the safe and took out the last sheets of his manuscript. He read them over closely, and, though he rarely smiled, he smiled now at the thought of Luke; for in the book of which these pages formed part, he had set forth, without apology or excuse, the story of deeds which were afterwards to give him immortal notoriety.

That he should write these memoirs at all was an act of madness, an aberration in which vanity and the desire for dangerous living played their appointed part. But the understandable reason was his loneliness. His book was his one companion; throughout the dark hours of the night they would sit together, the written page and the yellow-faced man, leering at one another knowingly.

As one of the maidservants had said in Edna’s hearing, life in this sleepy hollow was “not exactly lively.” She fought against even the disloyalty of the thought that she was a little bored by her seclusion, and had a grandmotherly talk with herself, in which she pointed out her youth and the desirability of a more cheerful existence than she was living. But she was
 a little bored, though she rode every day, and went to town at least twice a week.

She had to fight against the inclination to stay on another day at the hotel, or to see a play which in her heart of hearts she knew she did not want to see, but which was an excuse for London. She was entirely without friends, and felt no inclination to make any. She saw the vicar and his wife, an acidulated woman, and her daughters, who lived a mile from her. They called and talked about nothing in particular. She returned the call and thanked God it was all over.

It irritated her that she missed Luke. She had occasion to write to him once, and was staggered to discover that she didn’t know his initials. She was emboldened to call him up on the telephone and demand them.

“M. M., but I only use one,” he said.

“What does M. M. stand for?”

“I refuse to make any statement. It’s a guilty secret that I’ve kept for years. Can’t you guess?”

And then an inspiration came to her.

“Not Matthew Mark? “ she gasped.

“Mark,” he said loudly. “I’ve forgotten I was ever called Matthew, and I’ve not forgiven my parents even for the Mark.”

She came back from London one night, tired and a little irritable. It was not, she told herself, because Mr. Luke was out of town when she called him up. (He knew she was coming to London, had made a tentative engagement with her, and yet had not thought it worth while to excuse himself.)

She had brought back a car full of books, had spent the whole afternoon in a wild orgy of buying. They would at least decorate the new shelves of her little study.

At nine o’clock she decided she was tired and would go to bed, but at a quarter past nine, when she was in bed, she decided that the last thing in the world she wanted to do was to sleep. She got up, put on a dressing-gown, and, after trying vainly to read the most alluring of the books she had bought that day, she walked to the window and looked between the curtains. In the glorious moonlight the scarred face of the downs showed whitely. She could even see the little black patches which were the entrances of Perrywig Caves. Turning out the light, she pulled back the blinds and drew a chair to the open window. It was a warm, almost sultry night in early October; a night for dreaming, if one could think of anything more interesting than Matthew Mark Luke. The absurdity of the name struck her afresh, and she laughed softly.

Mark must be definitely put in his place. Unfortunately he had anticipated her, and had put himself in an impregnable position. He wasn’t a person to be dropped — he might very well anticipate her here. As she sat musing, she heard a door slam. It came from the direction of the cottage. Presently, against its whitewashed wall, a man came into view. By now she could recognise Mr. Goodie at a distance. He moved softly towards the big concrete mound that had excited Mr. Luke’s curiosity. She heard the grating of an iron door swinging on its hinges, and heard him murmuring something, and then a low whistle.

He disappeared behind a clump of bushes, but presently came into view. He was walking at the farthermost corner of the fence, carrying something in his hand, and behind him were two great dogs, with long, switching tails. Moonlight plays strange tricks, and it seemed to her that those two dogs were of an enormous size; bigger than bloodhounds, bigger than the biggest Newfoundland she had ever seen. They padded the lawn at his heels, now in the shadow, now clearly visible; two great black dogs, walking side by side, their noses to the ground. One of them bounded to the left; he had probably seen a rabbit. She heard Goodie’s snarl, and, as the beast came shrinking back, the crack of a whip.

The figures grew fainter and fainter. They were making for Perrywig Caves, and she went in search of her field glasses. There was a slight mist on the ground which made it impossible to see very distinctly. An hour passed before they came into sight again, and this time the dogs were ahead of him, and stood waiting for him to open the gate. A cloud had come over the moon, and as he stepped to the farther fence she could see nothing. The slamming of the cottage door proclaimed his return. She saw one of the beasts a little later; it came nosing along the wall and passed out of sight. She heard it sneeze, and then caught a glimpse of it as it ran towards the farthermost side of the concrete mound.

She drew the curtains and got into bed, and fell into a restless sleep. Twice she woke and looked at the clock, and found in each case that less than an hour had passed. Then, settling down, sleep came to her. Hardly had a sense of unconsciousness come when she was wide awake. A scream came into her dreams. She sat up in bed, her whole body trembling. It came again — the high, howling shriek of anguish; such a scream as might have come from a torture chamber. Her blood froze within her; she was incapable of movement. A third time it came; a pitiful, sobbing wail of sound. She forced herself out of bed, staggered to the window and pulled back the curtains.

The sound had come from the direction of Perrywig Caves, but how near or far it was she could not tell. As she stood staring out…

“I hope you’re not frightened, miss?”

The voice came from underneath the window, and she jumped. The man who was standing there was wrapped to his chin in a greatcoat, but she recognised the voice and knew it was Lane, the steward, before he gave his name. Under his arm the faint light showed the gleam of a gun-barrel.

“What was it?” she whispered, and in her relief she had a wild desire to raise his salary.

“I don’t know, miss. I’ve been up since four, and I heard nothing till just now.”

“Why have you got that gun?”

“I thought there might be some poachers about.”



He walked forward in the darkness towards the wall, and after a while came back.

“I had a new lock put on that door — a Yale. You’ll find the key in your library. I wouldn’t advise you to open that door, miss — day or night.”

“What dogs are those?” she asked.

“Dogs? Oh, you saw them, did you? He’s been out, has he — Goodie, I mean? Did he have his dogs with him?”

“He went towards Perrywig Caves,” she said, and to her surprise the man answered coolly:

“I wondered if he might. Rum time for training racehorses, isn’t it, miss?”

“What kind of dogs are they?” she asked again.

“I’m blest if I know,” said the man. “I’ve heard about them but never seen them. He keeps them in a sort of underground kennel. That’s why I think you’d better not go through that door: they’re pretty dangerous. He can manage them because he’s an animal trainer.”

All this conversation was carried on in a low tone, but evidently it had reached one wakeful person, for she heard a back door open and the voice of Panton, the butler.

“Is that you, Jimmy?”

“That’s me,” said Lane. Panton came into view. She saw him put something into his pocket and wondered what he had been carrying.

“I’m sorry, miss. I thought I heard somebody calling.”

“You must be a light sleeper, Panton,” she said. It was rather amusing, this three-sided conversation, she leaning out of the window, shivering (she did not realise how cold she had been till she got back to bed), and the two men below.

They moved round the corner of the house, whispering together, and she went back into the room and slipped into bed with an unaccustomed sense of luxury and happiness. While she was trying to analyse that sense of happiness, the figure and voice of Luke obtruded through all her reasoning. Luke, who had furnished her with two strong guards who were alert to every whisper. She fell asleep, and when she woke it was nearly ten o’clock and the sun was pouring through the half-drawn curtains.
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Dr. Blanter took the unusual course of calling at Scotland Yard to lodge a complaint. He was intensely annoyed that, after seeking the highest officials, he was handed down from one subordinate to another, until he found himself sitting vis-à-vis
 the imperturbable Mr. Luke.

“Perfectly disgraceful, I agree with you, Doctor, “ said Luke, a frown of disapproval corrugating his brow. “I don’t know whether I’ve heard anything so monstrous. They took you from a night club, they put you in the detention room, searched you — which, of course, is the ordinary routine, though it’s not usual in such cases. I can only suggest that the officer in charge thought that, overcome by the horror of your position, you might lay violent hands on yourself.”

“Don’t try to pull my leg, Inspector,” growled Dr. Blanter. “You know that’s not what I’m complaining of. I’m complaining of this fact — that whilst I was held in the cells, three or four of your busy fellows came along to my flat and searched it. You can’t say they didn’t, because a neighbour of mine on the other side of the courtyard saw them at it; he thought they were burglars and called the police.”

“Do you mean to tell me they didn’t pull the blinds down? “ asked Luke, in horror. “The careless devils!”

“I’m going to take this matter to the House of Commons.”

“I should,” said Luke firmly, “and to the House of Lords. It’s a much more respectable place.”

“If the police can search my house without a search warrant—”

“They may have been burglars, after all,” suggested Luke. “Your kindly neighbour was probably right. And where was the admirable but bibulous Stoofer?”

He knew the big brute of a man who acted as bodyguard and “minder “ to the doctor. It was no secret that the master and man got drunk together — the doctor had been evicted from his one respectable club for introducing his servant as a guest.

“Tight, was he? “ suggested Luke, when the doctor made no reply. “Did the police come when your neighbour telephoned for them?”

“They didn’t,” snapped Dr. Blanter. “You know pretty well why they didn’t come. I’m not going to stand it. If you’ve anything against me, come into the open and charge me.”

“With what? “ asked Luke blandly. “Give me a suggestion; tell me anything I can charge you with, and I’ll oblige you with the greatest of pleasure. I know nothing definite against you, doctor.” He leaned his elbows on the table and looked straight at the big man’s face.

“I know, of course, that you’re a blackguard and a beast and the biggest lag in London, that you’ve been guilty of offences which, if the Medical Association could have proved their case and the police could have found a few witnesses who weren’t bribed or suborned, would have put you into Dartmoor for seven years. But I know nothing definitely against you.”

The man’s face had gone from red to purple, from purple to a sickly yellow.

“I’ll break you for this!”

“I don’t think so,” said Luke, in a gentle, even voice. “You and I are alone, and I’m telling you just what you are. I know you’re in every swindle that is exploited by the Green Ribbon; I know that you haven’t, in the whole of your gross body, a single spark of pity or human kindness. If you had, you could never have taken that dead girl and dropped her into the mill-pond.”

He was referring now to one of the darkest episodes in Dr. Blanter’s life, the one case which, if it could have been brought home to him, would have sent him to penal servitude for life.

“I know that you’d cut my throat with no more compunction than you’d cut a pig’s — but I can’t prove it. And since I can’t prove it, you’re a free man. Am I far enough in the open for you?”

Blanter swallowed the lump in his throat. His big hands, resting on the table, were shaking with fury, and not, as Luke well knew, with fear; for fear was not in the man.

“At the back of my mind,” the detective went on, “I have a, feeling that you’re concerned in a pretty ugly crime, and I don’t know what it is.”

And then Luke remembered a grisly little present that a detective officer had given him that morning. He put his hand in his waistcoat pocket and took out a small piece of chalk and passed it across the table.

“Here’s a little souvenir, a mascot,” he said.

Blanter glowered down at it.

“It’s the piece of chalk that was used this morning at the execution of the Highbury murderer. They made a mark with it for his feet on the trap. Keep it for luck. We’ll find another little bit of chalk for you when your turn comes.”

This time he had hit home, got right under the skin of the giant. Blanter’s big jaw dropped, and into his eyes came momentarily the yellow flag of fear. He stared down at the chalk, his face twisted in an expression of repugnance and horror, and rose, pushing back his chair.

“Take it. Show it to Goodie — he’s yellow too.”

Luke walked to the door and pulled it open.

“Get out,” he said briefly and without a word or a look Dr. Blanter walked past him, and Luke pulled open the window to air the room. He was inclined to be a little extravagant in moments of great emotion.

It was not his own room; he was occupying for the time being the office of a superior, who came in to complain testily of draughts.

“Did you see his nibs?”

“I not only saw him but scolded him,” said Mark Luke.

By the time he reached his own bureau he was little doubtful as to whether he had not said too much.

He had no illusions about Dr. Blanter. He was a man who would stop at nothing, and it was not the question of his promotion that was worrying Mr. Luke so much as the question of his life. He rang the bell for his clerk.

“There’ll be a box of poisoned chocolates come here in a day or two,” he said. “ Send them to Superintendent Kersin.” He never had liked Kersin.

But Dr. Blanter had a soul above poisoned chocolates, and at that very moment was planning something particularly ingenious for the discomfiture of the man who, for the first time in his life had frightened him. Blanter had a beautiful house near Maidenhead. It commanded, not only a backwater, but the island which formed this. A sprawling, one-storied house that stood behind a shaven lawn, studded with bright flowerbeds; and it was thither that he made his way after this interview with Luke.

That piece of chalk!

He shivered and closed his eyes. He was shaken — he who boasted that fear was the one word he could not understand in any language. When his nerves were ajar, as they were frequently for other reasons than fright, he found one sure sedative: a gleaming motorboat that was housed in the big white shed at one corner of his lawn. He had hardly reached the shed before he was in the boat and steering for the open river. He could think now, and think sanely. Luke had drawn his bow at a venture, and put into words all that gossip had whispered. What was Luke’s vulnerable point? He must have one. If he knew as much as could be known about the doctor, Blanter knew something of Luke: knew, especially, that he enjoyed an independent income, and that dismissal from the force, even if it could be manoeuvred, which was extremely unlikely, would not bring ruin. He knew of the detective’s friendship with Edna, but those whose business it was to collect information had reported that “there was nothing in it.” He was not the type of man who would fall in love. Who’d marry a copper, anyway — damned, sneaking policeman in plain clothes?

He was much calmer when he brought the boat back to the shed and handed it over to his boatman. He ate a large dinner, and joked heavily with the three young lady guests who had arrived in his absence. By the time coffee and cigars came he had reached the stage of serenity which a good dinner and agreeable company invariably brought. He did not think again of Luke till the early hours of the morning, and, as he thought, his mind instinctively ran down the long rows of bottles that covered one wall of his laboratory.

“Too dangerous,” he said aloud, and on this note fell asleep.

He was up early in the morning, almost as soon as the sun rose through the mists of the river, and was in his laboratory half an hour later. But the bottles held no inspiration, and the little powders and the tiny phials in the locked cupboard did not help him.

He sat down on a stool before the bench and stared glumly at the wall. Suppose this fellow had fallen for the girl … It was worth another enquiry, he decided.
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There is a popular delusion about jockeys, that they earn too much money on the turf and spend too much in the West End of London. Tommy Dix, who was called a veteran without taking offence, lived a typical jockey’s life. He had a fast Bentley and a good bed; and when he wasn’t riding or walking, or explaining to owners why their five-furlong horses could not stay a mile and a half, or telling trainers that they ought to have known without being told, that their horses couldn’t act on the hard going or the soft going, whichever was the going at the moment, he spent his life in one or the other of these two articles of commerce.

He went to bed every night at ten, and was riding gallops every morning at six, if the gallops were near where he lived, and an hour later if they were some distance away. To leave Newmarket at five in the morning, ride half a dozen horses across Salisbury Downs, get to a race meeting, ride two or three more in their legitimate and competitive exercises, and return home to Newmarket the same right, was an ordinary’s day’s occupation. Sometimes he went to the pictures, sometimes spent a weekend in town and did a theatre; but usually he lived in a breezy house, where the windows were open summer and winter, slept like an angel, took one meat meal a day — a lean lamb chop — and thrived on it.

His only diversion was a night spent in a Turkish bath, where the exigencies of his profession demanded that he should ride at a weight less than nature had allotted to him. He knew Mr. Goodie, had ridden for him, and came down to Berkshire one Sunday morning to ride in a fast gallop, his mount being the horse Field of Glory. Only Mr. Goodie saw the trial. Field of Glory won by a neck from an uncommonly ordinary lot of platers, and, when Tommy had dismounted, Mr. Goodie met him.

“Is that good enough to win the Cambridgeshire? “ he asked.

Tommy looked at the horse and then at Mr. Goodie.

“What weight has he got?”

“Seven seven,” said Mr. Goodie.

“And is that the weight I was riding him at?”

The trainer nodded.

“You haven’t a chance in hell,” said Tommy inelegantly.

He was a little puzzled. On his way to the starting-point he had felt under the saddle, but there were no lead weights in the pocket. Trainers sometimes do not take jockeys into their confidence and, knowing something of Goodie’s reputation, Tommy expected to find the pockets packed with lead. His own riding weight was 7.3; the saddle might have been a little heavier — suppose he rode at 7.10, the horse still had no chance.

Mr. Goodie waited till the jockey’s car was a blur of dust on the road, and then he ordered Jose to take off the saddle. Jose, being a strong man was able to do so. It was a specially made saddle, with sheet lead beneath the seat; the exact weight that Tommy Dix had carried in the gallop was ten stone.

It was all one to the jockey who was engaged to ride the horse in the Cambridgeshire, for there are more jockeys riding losers than winners in every race. He made a halfhearted attempt to get off riding, but Mr. Goodie had written to him keeping him to his contract. The Jockey Club is rather fussy about jockeys accepting engagements which they do not fulfil.

Tommy drove back to London, and, passing through the suburbs, stopped at the house of an eminent bookmaker. It is a lamentable fact that jockeys know bookmakers and are frequently on speaking terms with them.

“How did he go?” asked the bookmaker.

“He’ll win a good seller,” said Tommy. “That’s one you can lay.”

Tommy had one great fault — he was talkative, and all Newmarket and most of sporting Fleet Street knew that Field of Glory, albeit a winner of the Stockton Handicap was not a considerable quantity when the question of the Cambridgeshire Handicap arose for discussion.

“I think he will improve on that gallop,” wrote Mr. Goodie to Tommy the next day. “The horse is just coming to himself, and next year may be anything.”

Tommy read the letter and said something rude. There had been another spectator of the gallop that Sunday morning. Edna Gray had ridden out on her hack, taken a wide sweep through a lane and come on to the downs in time to see the start. She knew very little about racing; the only opinion she formed was that one of the stable boys who were riding was extremely capable. This was an unconscious compliment to Tommy Dix.

She saw the horses pull up at the distance, and, turning her back, rode in the opposite direction, descending a steep, and, if she had only known it; perilous path that brought her past the face of Perrywig Caves. She reined in the horse to look at the big aperture. Peering in through the heavy gate, she strove to penetrate the gloom, but could see nothing except the suggestion of a wall of rock which seemed to be the end of the cave, although she knew by repute that it was possible to travel “miles” underground through the labyrinthine passages which honeycombed the downs.

She touched the horse with her heels and rode on for a few paces. Suddenly she reined in the hack. There was evidence here of picnickers; the remnants of a meal had been flung down behind a bush. There were orange peel, chicken bones, a potato or two, and the remnants of a salad. Evidently the picnickers had come well equipped, and must have cooked their meal near by, for the potato is not a vegetable that al fresco
 lunchers carry with them.

Again she went on, her horse stepping gingerly on the loose surface of the slope. Once he slipped and she thought he was going to fall, but to her relief she came to level ground without mishap.

Luke had promised to come down to lunch that Sunday, but probably would forget all about the engagement, and not even apologise for his lapse. She was agreeably surprised to find him sunning himself before the house in a deep wicker chair.

“So you heard the ghost, did you?” he greeted her, without attempting to rise. He really had the worst manners of any man she knew. “Well, are you coming back to town like a sensible lady?”

He rose lazily as she came up to him.

“The rats, I hear, have disappeared. Messrs. Rustem and Goodie wasted a lot of time and money and energy for nothing. Are you coming back to town?”

“Why should I?” she asked.

“Because this is a very lonely life for an attractive young lady, and because I’ve done a very stupid thing.”

He followed her into the lounge, and had the grace to put the cushions in a chair for her.

“It’s amazing to hear you make such a confession,” she said. “What have you done?”

“Some unknown person called me up on the ‘phone yesterday and asked me if I knew you. When I said that I did, he said something particularly foul about you. It was, of course, the sheerest invention, and was said with a purpose. Like a fool, I raved at him. It was what he wanted, of course, and he had cut off before I realised what a stupid ass I’d been.”

She stared at him.

“I don’t understand.”

“To be caught by a simple trick like that! I’m ashamed of myself,” he said.

“But what does it mean? I still don’t understand. What foul thing did they say?”

“That’s neither here nor there,” he said. “ The point was that the man at the other end wanted to know whether I cared sufficiently about you to go raving mad at the first word of abuse — and he knows.”

Before she could speak he went on.

“When I say ‘cared sufficiently about you,’ I do not mean that I’m desperately in love with you. It merely means that I’m crazy about you. There is a subtle distinction between the two emotions.”

“I hope there is,” she said coldly. “Are you staying to lunch?”

“I refuse to be snubbed,” said Mark Luke. “As I told you before, I regard you as my younger brother. One is fond of younger brothers — at least, some younger brothers.”

“I don’t think it is necessary to pursue this rather embarrassing topic, is it?” she asked, angry with him, more angry with herself that she had betrayed her annoyance.

“It is, up to a point.” It was impossible to quench Mr. Luke. “For example, if this gentleman thinks he can hurt me by hurting you, it’s rather important that you should be put out of reach. Dr. Blanter is the one man I cannot allow you to meet.”

She turned swiftly on him, making no disguise of her anger now.

“You could have put that a little more tactfully, couldn’t you, Mr. Luke?” she asked wrathfully. “He may be a very undesirable sort of man, but if I have given you the right to determine whom I shall meet and whom I shall not, I have done so unknowingly, and I am sorry that I have put you in a false position. You’ve been very good to me and I appreciate it, but I rather hate your way of assuming that you’re responsible for my life. It’s not embarrassing, it’s irritating.”

He did not answer; he was looking at her very seriously. Then, after a long interval of silence, he said: “I suppose it is. My manners aren’t of the best. I’m sorry.”

Instantly she felt penitent, but controlled herself to hide her contrition.

She had gained a little victory, but not without casualties. In some subtle way his attitude had changed towards her. She thought he had no attitude but one, but here she was mistaken. Throughout lunch she strove vainly to get back to the old footing, which was infinitely preferable to the more correct and respectful attitude he adopted now. In the end she accused him of sulking, and he laughed.

“I hope not, but you never know with a man: they’re such vain creatures and can sulk so easily. Have you seen any more of your dogs?” She shook her head.

“Take a closer look at them when you see them again,” he said, “and don’t be frightened.”

“Dogs do not frighten me.”

He stayed an hour after lunch, and never had she thought it possible to find in him such a capacity for small talk. When he went away he left her with a sense of dissatisfaction — dissatisfaction with herself, with him, with Longhall, with her present mode of living, and with the long evening to come. She rang for her maid.

“Pack my suitcase and telephone to the Carlton for a suite, and tell the chauffeur I am going to London tonight.”

It was the first time she did not notify her movements to Mr. Luke. She realised this with a start, not because of the omission, but dismayed by the consciousness of her habit.

London on a wet Sunday evening is a dull place even in a bright and sparkling hotel. There was not even the excuse of a theatre to take her out. She went to sleep that night, thoroughly miserable, and could have cried if she had dared to admit to herself an excuse for tears.



Chapter XII


Table of Contents


Luke was working in his office the next morning when his clerk came to tell him that a man had called.

“Looks like somebody who wants to touch you, sir.”

“Bring in this ambitious person, “ said Luke.

He swung round in his swivelled chair to meet the dilapidated little man who stood apologetically in the doorway, his greasy old cap in his hand.

“Hullo, Punch! Come in.”

He nodded to his clerk to withdraw. Punch had gone several degrees down the scale of respectability since Luke had seen him at Doncaster. The toes of his boots gaped; he was unshaven, and had obviously slept in his clothes the previous night, and probably many other previous nights.”

I walked up from Newbury, Mr. Luke. Couldn’t get a brief to get on to the course. If I had, and I’d found anybody with a couple of bob, I should have backed the winner of the Cup. Old Goodie was there, but when I asked him for the price of a drink he told me to go to hell. If I’d seen Trigger I’d have got it. Trigger’s not a bad feller. I did a couple of jobs for him when he was in a small way, and he’s always paid well—”

“You’re not going to tell me the story of your life, Punch,” said Luke. “What do you want?”

The man licked his cracked lips.

“I’ve had nothing to eat since yesterday.”

“And nothing to drink since this morning.”

The man shook his head vigorously. “ I’m on the wagon, I am indeed, Mr. Luke. More than a hundred thousand pounds have passed through my hands through booze, and it took me until a month ago to realise it. That’s what I wanted to see you about. It isn’t going straight, it’s going sober, and I know you’re the sort of gentleman who wouldn’t think twice about helping a feller if he thought he was willing to help himself.”

“You’ve had a few chances, Punch.” The man nodded.

“Yes, I have,” he said bitterly. “That’s why I’m having no chances now. Almost anybody’s willing to help a man once, even twice; it’s when he gets a regular sponger, as I have been, that he’s finished — can’t even raise the price of a meal. I’m not blaming anybody except meself. Nobody believes me when I tell ’em I’ve gone sober.”

Luke looked at him thoughtfully.

“I wonder if I could trust you,” he said, and interrupted the little man’s protestations with a gesture. “Anyway, I’m going to take a chance with you, Punch, and if you let me down I’ll never let up on you!”

He took out his pocketbook and found two five-pound notes.

“ Go out, have a bath, burn your clothes and get a respectable suit and a lodging. Report to me this afternoon; and keep your mouth shut about me.”

The man was incoherent, and ready to fly out on his mission, yet must stop to retail a little gossip.

“Field of Glory is no good for the Cambridgeshire. Tommy Dix rode him in a gallop yesterday morning. I saw one of the travelling lads at the station this morning, and he told me. I can’t see how he could be any good for a race like the Cambridgeshire and I don’t understand why he won the Stockton Handicap. I sold him for sixty-five quid—”

“Yes, yes, that’s a bit of ancient history. Report at four o’clock.”

Punch went out of the room, voluble to the last.

After he had gone, Luke took from a locked drawer three large blue folders marked “Green Ribbon.” He added a few notes to the dossier of Mr. Trigger, and, reading for the twentieth time the meagre particulars he had of that gentleman, could find little in the details of his known life that was in any way reprehensible.

Dr. Blanter’s dossier was a much more important affair. It contained newspaper cuttings of two inquests, particulars of a hearing before the Medical Association, and a score of letters, half of which were anonymous, the majority written by illiterate people. A current record of the doctor’s movements lay before him, but gave him little news that was of any value.

It was generally believed at Scotland Yard that the doctor had associations with several organised cliques of criminals, “clique” being a word preferable to “gang” to describe the loose associations of men, most of whom were operating individually, yet were bound together by some common object or interest, and could be relied upon to act in concert if occasion arose.

Blanter was a liberal paymaster, and he had also at his command a little army of men and women who had been in his employ at some period or other — the staffs of queer little night clubs which he had financed, and establishments of a less reputable character. He was known to be a man who could be depended upon to provide funds for the defence of those who had been brought within the reach of the law, and in one way and another he had accumulated a formidable reserve, upon which he could call in his necessity.

Luke, at any rate, did not underrate the importance of this man, and had taken certain precautions. Dr. Blanter was not unaware of the fact that he was shadowed. He had the instincts of a man who has lived dangerously near the edge of the law, and, moreover, he had a wholesome respect for the intelligence and perseverance of Scotland Yard.

Early 0hat Monday morning he arrived at his town house in Half Moon Street, to find a long telegram transmitted to him from an agent in South America. He read it through once and memorised every line of it — this was one of the tricks of which he was very proud — and destroyed the telegram. A few minutes later, after considering the various merits of four possible candidates, he called up a young lady who lived in Bayswater, and she answered him rather snappishly, for she had been aroused from her sleep.

“It’s the doctor speaking,” he said. “I want you, Maggie. Come round and see me at half-past eleven.”

“I’m so sorry, Blanter; I didn’t know it was you,” she apologised. “I’ll be with you on the tick.”

This young lady rejoiced in the name of Ruby de Vinne for stage purposes; it had been given to her by a fanciful press agent who had a bowing acquaintance with typography. It was her pleasure to describe herself as an actress, and certainly on occasions she had played a part. In one play she had said: “What will the prince think of you now, my lady?” and in another, addressing the leading man of a musical comedy, she had said, in a refined Cockney voice: “Tell us all about your adventures in China,” which had given the leading man an excuse for bursting into song.

Dr. Blanter called her Maggie because that was the name her parents had given her. She came at eleven-thirty to the second, a dark and pretty girl, who had once had the word “vivacious” explained to her, and had never forgotten its significance.

“Oh, doctor, you gave me such a start. I thought it was my boy come back from Germany. He’s playing at the Admiral Palast in ‘Aller’s Revue, and he stops the show. They’ve asked me to go out—”

“If you shout at your boy as you shout at me over the ‘phone, I don’t wonder he stays in Germany,” said the doctor with good humour. “And you’re still rather weak on your h’s, Maggie darling. Haller is pronounced Haller even in Berlin. I’ve got a job for you.”

She nodded. She had done work for the doctor before, and retained pleasant memories of the reward. There was nothing mean about the doctor; people who had “done jobs” for him, would be happy to go on doing jobs for the rest of their lives.

“You speak Spanish, don’t you?”

“Like a native,” she said promptly.

“Well, you know a word or two — that’s all I want. And, what is more important, you’ve been on South American tours once or twice. Cabaret work, wasn’t it?”

“I was starred,” she answered promptly, “or at least, the troupe was starred, and I was the leader of the troupe.”

“Now listen to me.” The doctor shook the ash of his cigar into the silver bowl. “Just forget that you were ever in a troupe, that you’ve ever been on the stage, and remember what I’m telling you. You went out to Buenos Aires with your father, who is a retired colonel, and while you were there you were introduced to Edna Gray. Her uncle — well, I’ll give you full particulars of where she lived and what she did. I’ll tell you the hotel she stayed at, and her dressmaker — as a matter of fact, you might have been introduced to her at her dressmaker’s. She came into town every three months, and it is quite possible you might have met her there. This young lady is staying at the Carlton Hotel. I want you to get in touch with her — meet her by accident; she usually lunches there when she’s in town, and she’s in town now. Make friends with her, but don’t overdo it. Get her to go with you to a theatre — I’ll get a box for the Pavilion revue whenever you want one. How are you off for clothes?”

Miss de Vinne was very well off for clothes just then.

“Don’t take her to any of the flash places. Lunch her at the Ritz or the Berkeley. Be careful of your h’s, and, whatever you do, don’t slop over. See me again this afternoon, after you’ve studied these particulars.”

He took a sheet of paper from a stationery rack, and in his copperplate hand wrote down a few facts for her to memorise.

“There’s your part,” he said humorously. “We’ll talk it over at tea. I’ll give you Fifty pounds for your expenses, and when that’s gone you can have another fifty.”

Miss de Vinne was what she described as “a quick study,” which is not remarkable, remembering the brevity of the parts she had played. She returned that afternoon word perfect, and not only survived the oral examination of her employer, but, as he graciously admitted, completely satisfied him.

“There’s another point I want to make to you, and this is important. She’s got Luke hanging around her — they came back to England in the same ship, and probably that’s how he got to know her.”

“Luke?” she said, in a changed voice. “You don’t mean the busy? He knows me. He had me up at the Yard over that Pyrock affair, and I was as innocent as a baby in arms, doctor. He kept me there for six hours, asking me questions until I didn’t know whether I was on my head or my heels.”

“You’ll have to arrange it so that you don’t meet him, and if you do you will bluff it out. I don’t know what terms he’s on with the girl, whether he’d tell her. Anyway, your job is just to manoeuvre an invitation to Longhall.”

“What’s ‘manoeuvre’ mean?” asked Maggie, and he explained with great patience.

“Wouldn’t it be a good idea if I sent up my card to her?”

“That reminds me,” said the doctor. “ Your name is not Ruby de Vinne, your name is Maggie Higgs, which is your real name.”

She was not at all pleased with this descent.

“Do you think it sounds genteel enough? I mean, I ‘m supposed to have been abroad.”

“Even foreign travel doesn’t change your name to de Vinne,” said the doctor acidly.

The introduction was not difficult to arrange. Edna went to the theatre that night; between the first and second acts came out into the vestibule, when there suddenly appeared before her a radiant figure, her arms aglitter with many bracelets.

“Isn’t it Edna Gray? “ asked the vivacious young lady.

“I’m sure it is!” Edna was amused and puzzled. “Yes, that is my name.”

“You don’t remember me? And why should you. I only met you once. Do you remember Madame Rugatti’s in Buenos Aires — you’d just come in from your uncle’s place, you remember, and you were awfully tired.”

Edna shook her head, still smiling.

“I don’t remember,” she said; “but I often came in to Buenos Aires feeling very tired.”

“How delightful to see you!” glowed Maggie Higgs. “ I’m in London for a month or two, and I was just praying to meet somebody I knew. I’m all alone here; papa’s gone back to India to join his army.”

This was a slight error, but was overlooked, in Edna’s warm pleasure at meeting somebody who at least liked her well enough to wish to renew an acquaintance. They chatted for a few minutes, and then the curtain bell rang and they went back to the theatre. After the show was over Edna found the girl waiting for her in the lobby.

“Where are you staying? … May I drive you there? My car is here.”

They supped in the restaurant, and, on parting, had made an appointment to meet the following day. Maggie went back to Half Moon Street and reported jubilantly. The doctor listened with pursed lips and a frown on his forehead.

“It’s a pity you lunched in the public dining room. You’d better tell her tomorrow that you’re moving into the Carlton. Take a suite, and have your meals in private.”

At about that moment a young man in evening dress was telephoning through to Mr. Luke.

“Do you remember Ruby de Vinne, sir? … Yes, Maggie something or other — Higgs, is it? Yes, that’s the name. She’s got acquainted with Miss Gray. They were at the theatre and had supper together. De Vinne went on to Blanter; she’s there now. Any instructions?”

“Pick her up in the morning,” said Luke with out emotion. “If Maggie shifts her lodgings to the Carlton, take a room there and mark the account for me personally. On second thoughts, you’d better tail Maggie home.”

At two o’clock in the morning Miss Higgs drove back to her pretty flat in Bayswater, unescorted. At least, she had the happy impression she was unescorted.

Dr. Blanter was having breakfast the following morning when his servant came to tell him he was wanted urgently on the telephone.

“Tell ’em to go to the devil,” growled the doctor, who had had a bad night. “Who is it?”

“Mr. Luke, sir.”

The doctor dropped his knife and fork and went into his study.

“That you, Blanter? Luke speaking.”

“Well? “ snapped the doctor.

“Keep Higgs away from Miss Gray, will you, unless you get any satisfaction out of illusions.”

Dr. Blanter breathed heavily through his nose.

“I don’t know what you mean,” he said after a pause.

“Who is Higgs?”

“Don’t argue — I’m telling you,” came the icy reply, and the click of the receiver as Luke hung up.

The doctor went back to his breakfast a very thoughtful man.

Edna waited in vain for the visitor who was due to arrive at eleven o’clock. They had planned a shopping excursion and a lunch, but half-past eleven came, and then twelve, and no sign of the visitor. She was puzzled and more than a little annoyed. Without liking this new friend who had been thrust upon her, she had anticipated a pleasurable day in the company of another woman.

Just before lunch a telegram came from Germany. Mr. Garcia had decided to make a leisurely trip through Southern Europe, and asked that she should write to him at the Argentine Consulate in Constantinople. If he had wired his itinerary, or given her any address to which she could have telegraphed, she would have packed her clothes and joined him. Instead, she went back to Longhall late in the afternoon, and found that the country offered less diversion to a woman without occupation than town had done. She had serious thoughts of returning to the Argentine and shaking the dust of England from her feet for ever.
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A young and attractive woman without friends is an anomaly. Edna Gray began to realise that her decision to live in the least residential portion of the county of Berkshire was a mistake. The loveliness of the country, the vistas of rolling green, the splashes of colour which had grown, as if by magic, at the hands of her gardener, who had carte blanche
 the lovely quietude of an old house, and the comforting sense of responsibility which she derived from its management — all these things were weighed down by her isolation.

She had lived in lonely places before, but it had been a bearable loneliness, since it was inevitable. In this thickly populated island, with all the amenities at hand which her youth and her position could bring her, it was a little freakish in her that she could cut herself off from human society.

Thus she argued, though she told herself that London was within two hours’ car ride, and that she had no particular desire to meet anybody. She rode every day, and generally in the afternoon drove about the country in one of those tiny cars which had once excited her derision but which now she found a particularly useful method of transportation.

There was an uneven and badly tended road which led by a circuitous route to the crest of the downs. She had even found a way across the down itself, and the tiny machine stood up bravely to the strain she imposed upon its chassis.

But a horse was her chief joy. She would ride for hours, without any exact destination. Twice she found herself on a new training ground, where strings of horses were at exercise.

Returning from her ride one morning, she had an experience which she was to remember. She had found her way down to the level grassland, a gentle slope which avoided the beaten track down which she had come on the previous Sunday. It led her round the face of a grassy bastion, and she was turning for home when she saw two men digging. They were sulky-looking, middle-aged men of the labouring class, and they had already made a great pile of chalky earth which had been flung up on each side of the trench. She brought her horse nearer, wondering what was the reason for the excavation. The two men looked up at her as she rode past, and answered her cheery greeting with a grunt.

The hole had been dug on Mr. Goodie’s land, and she rode on, giving little thought to the matter. Building methods were mysteries to her; why gangs of men dug holes in the ground, or threw up embankments, was never apparent to her until the finished work advertised its utility.

Lane came to her that evening with some accounts for settlement.

“Has Nr. Goodie notified you he’s doing any building on your land, Miss Gray?” he asked. “I see a couple of his labourers have been very busy for three days excavating at the foot of the downs. I don’t know what are the terms of his lease, but I should say he couldn’t erect any buildings without your permission.”

She smiled at this. Her position of authority never ceased to amuse her.

“I’ll go into it, Mr. Lane,” she said, but had no intention of doing anything of the sort. The evening brought an explanation. It was nearly dark; she had made a long ramble through the country, and very foolishly had taken, as she thought, a short cut along what was known as the downs road, but which was little more than a track used by farmers’ wagons. It was growing dark when, with consternation, the engine stopped. She got down and understood the cause before she examined the petrol gauge. Very foolishly she had forgotten to fill up.

Her situation was by no means desperate. She was within three miles of her house, and she had a good sense of topography. She abandoned the car and continued the journey on foot. It was nearly dusk by the time she began the descent of the southern slope. And then she became aware that between the road and the downs was a motor vehicle of some kind. By the position of the headlamps she guessed it was a trolley.

She had hardly noted this fact when she saw something walking towards her, and heard the clink of a horse’s hoofs as he struck a stone.

Edna moved from the shadow of the plantation.

There was no reason why she should be afraid. Possibly it was one of Goodie’s farm hands, leading a cart horse. But, though she was not by nature nervous, she felt her heart beating a little faster and a cold shiver ran down her spine.

They were visible now — a man leading a horse — but the man was Goodie. She recognised his hunched shoulders, the droop of his head. They passed her not half a dozen yards away and went on towards the place where she had seen the labourers digging a hole, and where, even in the dim light, she could see piles of chalky soil. Horse ‘and man stopped and, peering through the gathering darkness, she saw that the horse was standing on the edge of the pit. And then she saw Goodie take something bulky from his pocket. She thought he was putting a bridle on to the horse, and she was so interested that she forgot to be nervous.


“Plang!”


It was a noise like the slamming of an iron door. She saw the horse fall heavily and disappear from view, and her heart started racing again as she realised what had happened. The horse had been shot. That pit, dug with such labour, had been prepared for this eventuality. For no reason at all she began to tremble, and for a second thought she was going to faint; the mere realisation was sufficient to enable her to fight off the weakness. She began to move away almost on tip-toe, walking faster and faster, and only just conquering the irresistible inclination to break into a run. She made a circuit to avoid the van, but she passed close enough to see what it was: a great motor horse-van, which at the moment was unattended, and this she passed at a distance of twenty yards and gained the road.

By the time she reached the house she was nearly hysterical with excitement and panic. Luckily none of the servants saw her come in, and she was able to reach her bedroom without making a fool of herself (as she described it afterwards).

When she grew calmer and could think consecutively, she was ashamed of her terror. Save for the darkness, there was nothing mysterious about the happening. Owners of horses occasionally do shoot their charges; possible this was some pet of the old man’s and he could not bear any other hand to send it to oblivion.

From her bedroom window she searched for the trainer, but could not find him. At nine o’clock she could still see the horse box standing where she had passed it, its lights burning dimly. It had gone in the morning. When she rode out in the early sunlight, after sending her chauffeur to collect her abandoned car, she saw two labourers filling up the hole.

She continued her way to the crest of the downs, and then, unexpectedly, as she turned on to the level plateau, she came face to face with Goodie. Sitting on his hack, moodily surveying the glorious landscape, he turned his yellow, inscrutable face and met her eyes, and for the first time since they had met at Doncaster he spoke to her.

“Good morning, Miss Gray.”

She answered him civilly.

“Didn’t scare you last night, did I?”

She nearly jumped from the saddle, she was so startled.

“I didn’t see you; my man did. I had to shoot an old hack of mine, and I thought I might as well do it when nobody was around. There’s generally a lot of picnic parties on the downs, and I hate shooting horses anyway.”

His eyes never left hers.

“One of these days I hope you’ll sell this place, Miss Gray,” he went on in his monotonous voice. “I’ve got so used to it that I shall hate leaving it. You must come up and see my horses gallop some morning. They’re not much — I mean they’re not very good horses, though I have one or two that can go a bit. They tell me you’re thinking of going into ownership? I never tout for clients, but if you like to send a couple of horses to me you may be sure I shall look after them well and give you a winner occasionally. I have one that I’d like to sell you now.”

She was staggered to hear revealed a plan which she had confided only to Luke.

“I am afraid my ownership plans are rather vague,” she said. “I really don’t know how to begin about it.”

He licked his colourless lips and looked past her.

“I’ve got a horse you could buy for a thousand pounds; it’s worth much more, and I believe the owner wants to sell — Field of Glory. I thought of coming up to see you about it, but then I never tout for clients. He’s a pretty good horse, by Blandford; his dam was a good winner in Ireland. You might do worse than have your colours carried in public.”

She shook her head.

“I know so little about racing—” she began, and the ghost of a smile puckered his face.

“If trainers had to wait for owners who know something about racing, they’d starve,” he said.

“This horse is in the Cambridgeshire, and he might win it. I don’t say he will, but he might. I tried him the other morning; I think you saw the trial? You might think it over, Miss Gray.”

He jerked his chin at her, wheeled his hack round and cantered away towards his horses that were walking in a circle at the far end of the gallop.

Edna Gray was puzzled, though she told herself, as she rode back, that there was nothing unusual in a local trainer, who was also a tenant, offering her an opportunity for ownership.

She had occasion to talk to Luke on the phone that day, and she mentioned casually her conversation with Goodie. He was interested.

“If he offered you Field of Glory for a thousand pounds you had a chance of making a bargain, but I’m very glad you didn’t seize it,” he said.

“It belongs to a man in the Midlands, a publican — or at least, it’s supposed to belong to him. I pretty well guess why Goodie wants to transfer the horse to you!”

“Then let me pretty well understand it,” she said, but he did not accept her invitation.

After she had rung off she realised she had forgotten to tell him about the shooting incident, and afterwards the event faded from her mind.

In the days that followed, Luke neither wrote to nor communicated with her in any way, and she passed through a brief phase of active dislike of him. Then, towards the end of the week, when she was weary to death of her loneliness, he made his appearance unannounced and unheralded. His reception was a cool one, but he had expected no other, and her attitude became almost icy when she learned that she was not the object of the visit at all, but that he had come down to see her steward. Indeed, he did not go to the house at all until she invited him there.

“I hate these mysteries, Mr. Luke. If I hadn’t been in the lower meadow I shouldn’t have known you were here at all.”

“Don’t be testy,” he said, with a return of his old time manner. “I had to see Lane about a matter which is really nothing whatever to do with you.”

A quick retort was on her lips, but she was blessed with a sense of humour, and laughed.

“You’re an exasperating man and a very bad-mannered one too! You should have come to see me first. Are you staying the night? I will arrange for rooms—”

“There is an inn along the road — the Red Lion, I’ve already parked my bag there,” he said.

“You could have stayed here.”

He overlooked her inconsistency. “I prefer the Red Lion. My hostess doesn’t bark at me or think I’m presuming on her acquaintance. Besides, you’re going to be very furious with me when you know that I’ve robbed you of a girl friend.”

“A girl friend?” she said, bewildered.

“Maggie Higgs. She’s a third-rate vaudeville artiste, and that’s the nicest thing that can be said about her. Blanter sent her to you to get acquainted — by the way, did she call herself Maggie Higgs or Ruby de Vinne?”

A light dawned upon the girl.

“That was why she didn’t come, then?”

He nodded.

Strangely enough, she was not angry with him, did not even resent his interference, and she accepted without question his unflattering description of the girl.

“How very odd! Why did Dr. Blanter want her to know me?”

He did not answer this, and possibly would have found some difficulty in offering a theory. He had one, nebulous enough, but not at the moment to put into words.

“I would like to look round your estate, if I may,” he said. “I haven’t been over it for a long time.”

He intended walking, but she had the horses brought out, and rode by his side through a gate from the stable yard on to the land behind the house. They were within fifty yards of one of the wire fences, following a rough cart track towards the downs. The cottage was out of sight behind a clump of chestnuts, but they had a good view of the new stables lying on the lower slope of the downs. There was nobody in sight, which was not remarkable, for the day had turned chilly and a few drops of rain had fallen. Usually there were a few picnic parties about on Sundays, and in the summer months the little ravines were full of holiday makers.

She mentioned casually the evidence she had had of one such party near Perrywig Caves, and he was interested.

“You went up there, did you? That is on Goodie’s land, isn’t it? I think you will find he leases that part of the downs.”

“Why is the cave closed?” she asked.

“You mean with a gate? It looks a little, sinister, doesn’t it? But, as a matter of fact, I believe the big cave has been used as a storehouse for hundreds of years. There’s a cut road that leads up to it, and Goodie stores his forage there. I have never been inside them, but I believe the main cave is pretty extensive. It is a natural warehouse.”

They could see now a sprinkling of stable boys moving about the main yard.

“Why does he have only Spanish boys?” she asked, and he chuckled.

“There’s nothing particularly menacing in that. We English are a queer people: we think every foreigner is a potential murderer, and there are quite a lot of people who believe that Goodie employs these lads for their villainous qualities or because they’re so naturally vicious, being of foreign origin, that they would condone the most horrible crimes. He has them because they do not speak English. The curse of the English racing stable is the lad who writes and secretly posts letters to professional backers and tipsters, giving them particulars of recent gallops. The Jockey Club try to keep this down, but it is almost impossible. Their wages are low, and a head lad can pick up a tidy income by supplying information to the right people. Of course, it’s against the rules of the Jockey Club, and both the stable lad and the person to whom he writes would be warned off if the fact came out. Happily for all concerned, the truth very seldom escapes; more happily still, stable lads and head lads are such rotten judges that their information isn’t as profitable to the people who buy it as you might think. All they know is about their own horses; they’re not aware of the fact that other stables are equally confident of winning races.”

He knew the ground much better than she; led her in a semicircle to the foot of a rough road which sloped up to the entrance of the caves. There were two of them, and two miles away was a third, believed by some, though it had never been proved, to communicate with the main cavern. They dismounted, tied their horses to a tree and went the rest of the journey on foot. At the mouth of the cave Luke made a careful test of the gate. The square bars were three quarters of an inch in width, and the gate hung upon hinges set in the solid rock. He tested the gunmetal locks, and reached to the lower staple which fastened the second piece of the gate to the rocky floor, but it was immovable. The floor was of earth, as far as he could see, and covered by furrow-like marks.

“A rake of some kind. That’s odd.”

He peered into the dark interior of the cave.

“And there’s the rake.” He pointed, but she could not see. “Just behind that rocky buttress. I can see three or four teeth of it.”

He turned away and looked down the steeper slope towards the bridle path which she had descended.

“Where did you find the remains of the picnic?” he asked. She looked vainly for signs of the debris. There had been no heavy rain, and yet every scrap had gone. She could not make a mistake as to where she had seen the bones and the orange peel: it was at the foot of the slender ash tree, and part of the remains had been caught in a bush. But when they went down to make an examination there was not a sign of the litter.

“Somebody has been tidying up,” he said flippantly.

Remounting their horses, they rode up to the top of the downs. It was growing dark, and heavy banks of clouds were sweeping up from the southwest. They came back to Longhall only just in time, for they were hardly in the house before the rain fell in sheets.
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Over dinner he gave her the gossip of the racecourse. Goodie had won a race, a little plate, and the horse had been well backed, but was not a “transaction.” It would have started at an outside price, but the doctor had plunged on it. He was a great gambler, and had been known to lose a hundred thousand pounds in one week at Monte Carlo, and even to win as much.

“He’ll bet on anything; that’s why he’s nothing like as rich as the noble Trigger and Goodie—”

“Is Goodie rich?”

“I should think he’s a millionaire twice over! All his money is invested in South American securities, and it’s pretty clear where he’s going to settle down when this country becomes too hot for him.”

He had not quite got back to the old Luke she knew, There was still a reserve which she could not penetrate, a politeness which was, she ruefully admitted, foreign in him, and much more objectionable than his more casual manner.

A little after ten, just before he left, a telegram was ‘phoned through from London. It was from Garcia, had been handed in at Constantinople and told her he was contemplating a motor trip across the desert to Palestine.

Rain was falling heavily, and she insisted on taking him to the Red Lion. On the whole, not an unpleasant evening, she thought, and yet not entirely satisfactory, for she was as far from understanding him as she was from understanding herself.

She did not hear the bell ring in the middle of the night; it was not until Panton, the butler, knocked on her door that she woke.

“What is it? “ she asked.

“It’s Mr. Luke, miss. He wants to see you very urgently.”

She switched on the light, dressed hurriedly and came down. She found Luke in the diningroom. He was wearing a mackintosh and his hat was sodden with rain. He had walked two miles through the storm.

“Is anything wrong? “ she asked anxiously.

He closed the door of the diningroom.

“Do you know this?”

He took from his pocket a small book; it was bound in limp leather with gilt edges. The book was vaguely familiar. She took it from his hand and turned the cover. And then she saw on a flyleaf, written in Spanish: “To my dear friend Alberto Garcia, on his 63rd birthday.” It was a volume of Spanish poetry that she had bought in Buenos Aires, and the writing was her own.

She looked at him bewildered.

“Yes, I gave it to Mr. Garcia.”

“How did it come to be in the bookshelf in my sittingroom? “ he asked. “Did Garcia ever stay at the Red Lion?”

She shook her head.

“Not that I’m aware.”

“I’ve made myself very unpopular at that hostelry,” he said grimly. “ I wakened up everybody who might know — unfortunately, the proprietor and his wife are away on holiday and most of the staff are new.”

He had gone to bed, he said, but could not sleep, and, getting up, had searched the little bookshelf in his sittingroom for something to read. It was an uninteresting collection of books, mainly religious volumes and the dogeared editions of Victorian novelists. Then he had found this book and turned the pages idly, and only by accident had discovered the inscription on the flyleaf.

“I knew Garcia couldn’t have been here since you’ve been in residence, because he’s been abroad.”

She laughed.

“But is the matter so very urgent that you should wake four sleepy people in the middle of the night? — Not that I mind in the least.”

She rang the bell.

“We’ll have some coffee — and take off your wet coat. Apart from the fact that you’re ruining my beautiful new carpet, you look most uncomfortable.”

Panton, half-dressed, took her order and removed Luke’s coat and hat to the hall.

“Yes, it is a bit urgent,” he said. “Have you got Garcia’s address in Constantinople?”

She considered.

“Only the Argentine Consulate.”

“They were able to put me in touch with him. Do you mind if I get on the ‘phone and send a cable to him? “ he asked.

He scribbled the message on the back of an envelope, and, going out into the hall, succeeded in getting “telegrams” after the usual exasperating interval. The girl went upstairs to complete her dressing. She was wide awake now, and at the back of her mind was an uneasiness which had not yet become panic.

She finished her dressing, turned out the light, and drew back the curtains to air the room. As she did so she saw a light in the distance. It was coming across the meadows from the direction of the downs, and it was a light carried by somebody who was running. There was no mistaking that fact: it jerked to and fro erratically. There is always something rather terrifying about somebody running for no accountable reason, and she felt a little shiver run down her spine. She went out on to the landing and called softly to Luke. He had finished his ‘phoning and came up to her, taking two stairs at a time.

“What is it?” he asked.

She told him and he returned with her to the bedroom. The light was nearer now and steadier. She saw it halt at the corner of the wire compound, heard the clang of a gate as it closed and the snap of the lock. It was too dark to distinguish the man who carried it, for the rain was incessant and formed a misty screen between them; but as he came nearer …

“That’s Goodie and he’s without his dogs. They wouldn’t go out on a night like this, anyway.”

The light passed towards the house and they heard the cottage door close.

“What is the matter with his lordship, I wonder? “ asked Luke thoughtfully. He glanced at the luminous dial of his watch; it was a quarter to three. “Where does Lane live?”

“He has a cottage on the road,” she said.

“I suppose you can’t get him on the ‘phone?” She had had a house telephone fixed and one connection was with the steward’s cottage.

“I’ll get on to him you don’t mind.” He went into the butler’s pantry, where the little exchange board was erected, and after a long interval she heard the murmur of his voice talking to Lane. When he came back to the diningroom she had poured out the co6ee which Panton had brought. She noticed that the butler too had dressed.”

“There was no need for you to get up, Panton.”

“It’s all right, miss,” he smiled. “I’ve always been an early riser.”

Edna waited till the door closed upon him.

“What is happening?” she asked.

“That is just what I’d like to know.”

Luke took up the little volume, looked at the inscription again and put it back on the table. He asked her how far Lane’s cottage was from the entrance to Gillywood Farm, and when she told him that it was less than a hundred yards he was satisfied.

“What did you tell Lane?”

Here he was rather evasive.

“I’m terribly sorry about waking you so early and, it may be, without reason at all. I’m probably jumpy — I get that way sometimes.”

Then, with a smile:

“Tell me all about the horses you’re buying. Have you made a start—”

She heard the insistent tinkle of the telephone in the pantry, but before she could get up he was out of the room. When he returned there was a frown on his forehead.

“It was Lane,” he said. “As he was dressing he saw two men canter past his house. He recognised one as Goodie, and the other was probably Goodie’s house man, the Spaniard. He said they came from the direction of Gillywood Cottage and they were evidently in a hurry. Goodie had an electric storm lantern; he put it out opposite Lane’s cottage. Apparently the girth of Manuel’s saddle had slipped, for they stopped and he dismounted to fasten it. After that they went flying up the road towards Gareham.”

Ten minutes later Lane presented himself at the house and was brought into the diningroom.

“I saw Goodie quite plainly,” he said. “I won’t swear to the other fellow, but he was a fairly fat man. But I could tell Goodie’s hack in the dark — a grey Basuto pony.”

Luke nodded.

“Get back where you can watch Gillywood Cottage and report when they return. Don’t let them see you.”

Lane went out, stopping only to swallow the hot coffee which the girl had given him.

“It’s all very exciting and mysterious,” she said. “but what does it mean?”

“That’s what I’d like to know,” answered Luke with a troubled look in his face. “This is the worst hour in the day for guessing.”

There was a room on the top floor at the gabled end of the house which commanded a view of the road along which Goodie had gone, and also a fairly comprehensive view of the eastern downs. Fortunately, it was unoccupied, and from this post of observation Luke kept watch. The field glasses he borrowed from the girl were fairly useless, for the night was completely dark.

He had been watching for three-quarters of an hour when Edna, whom he had left below, came up to him, bringing some fresh coffee.

“Did you see anything?”

“Nothing,” he said.

He had hardly spoken the word when, far away on a shoulder of the downs, he saw the flicker of a light. It lasted for a full minute and then went out.

“What is that? It can’t be a car: there’s no road there,” she said.

“You know the country around here pretty well — where would that be?”

She mentally constructed a rough map of the surrounding country.

“That must be somewhere near what they call here the east cave. There’s a legend about here that it is connected with Perrywig Caves, but nobody has ever found a way through. The entrance has been closed with a light fence by the Urban District Council — sheep get in there and are lost. And — look!”

The light had appeared again, and he focussed his glasses on it. He could see no more than that it was stationary, had probably been placed on the ground. It was impossible to see by its light any human figure, even through the powerful glasses. Presently it went out, and when it appeared again it was some distance from the place where it had originally appeared.

“He’s going toward the road,” said Luke. “I presume he’s coming back.”

It was long past four o’clock when the sound of horses’ hoofs on the road came to him. By this time Luke had taken a post of observation whence he could see without betraying his presence.

The sound of the hoofs came louder and louder through the hiss of the rain, and then the horsemen passed, their horses at a walk. He could just distinguish Goodie, who rode just a little ahead of his companion, his chin on his breast, a characteristic pose of his when he was riding. Luke went back to the diningroom, slipping on his wet waterproof in the hall.

“I’ll wait till daylight and. then I’ll borrow one of your horses and do a little investigating myself,” he said. “Something important must have happened — I wonder if a horse has broken loose?”

She nodded.

“That occurred to me. One of Mr. Goodie’s horses got out of the stable last week; it took the whole day to find him.”

He suggested that she should go to bed, but she scoffed at the idea.

A quarter of an hour after Luke had settled down to wait for daylight, Lane came to make his report. Goodie’s big touring car had left in the direction of London. Goodie was driving himself and Manuel had closed the gates behind him.

“Then it isn’t a horse that’s got loose — something much more important than that,” said Luke.

“Shall you go back to London?” asked the girl.

He shook his head.

“No, this is the centre for an hour or two at any rate.”

Just before six the horses were brought round. Edna suggested she. should ride with him, and as the rain had ceased she could do so without discomfort. Banks of cloud obscured the sky and the light was still bad when they set out. They followed the road until she indicated a gap in a ragged hedge which fringed the road. Horses had passed through the gap before; they could see the marks of their hoofs coming and going, and could follow the direction that Goodie had taken, until they struck the grassland, where no traces were left.

The general direction that Goodie and his companion had followed was towards the little cave. She pointed out its position. with her riding whip. Another proof that they were on Goodie’s trail came when they struck the corner of a cultivated patch, part of some farm land, where the hoof marks were so clear that they could be read at a distance from the saddle.

The entrance of the cave was invisible, though the light was better. It lay behind a little hillock in the hollow between this and the downs proper. It was so small that the entrance would have taken him some time to find.

It was about five feet high and little more than a yard broad.

“The gates are pulled down!” she said.

It was a flimsy affair, made of thin stakes wired together, and it hung drunkenly from one of the hooks on which it had been fastened. Obviously it had never been intended to use these gates at all. There were no hinges; it had been secured at four places to the rocky wall of the entrance by iron staples, one of which was broken off. The fractured staple was an object of great interest to Luke who examined it carefully, and dragged it back to fit the fractured end which still remained in the wall.

Climbing past the obstruction, he made a careful scrutiny of the rocky floor of the cave, picking up one stone after another until he found a piece of rock which he carried out into the light of day. With the aid of a torch he made a superficial examination of the cave. The farther it went the lower sank the roof, until it was impossible to stand upright and he was forced to crawl on hands and knees under rocky shelves, until the difficulty of the way made him retrace his steps.

He came out to find an anxious Edna peering through the aperture of the cave, and realised that his inspection must have taken longer than he thought. It was not easy to replace the broken gate, for the thick strands of wire that bound the stakes together required considerable strength to twist them into their original shape.

They rode back to the house, and Luke was so preoccupied that he scarcely spoke a word. After he had sent Edna’s chauffeur to the inn for his car:

“Have you got a private extension to your ‘phone other than the one in the hall, or is that the only instrument in the house?” he asked.

She had an extension to her sittingroom, He went there, closed the door behind him, and for half an hour was a very busy man.

He found her in the hall, standing by the open door, looking out upon the dreary garden, for rain was falling again.

“What is it? “ she asked quietly. “There’s something very wrong. Can you give me a hint?”

He shook his head.

“I’m only guessing, and I may be guessing wrong,” he said. He thought a moment, then: “I am bringing a man down here; he’ll be staying with Lane. I tell you this in case you see a stranger with a not particularly prepossessing face. Do you remember a man who spoke to me at Doncaster, a shabby gentleman named Markham — Punch Markham?”

She nodded.

“I want him down here to keep an eye on Goodie’s horses. He’s rather a talkative person, and I’ve given instructions that he’s not to come anywhere near you or bore you with stories of his past triumphs and his vanished wealth! What I want you to do, if you will, is to allow him to use your telephone. There isn’t one anywhere near here, and it may be necessary for him to get in touch with me.”

He drew on his raincoat, which the butler had dried in the kitchen, went into the diningroom and brought out the little volume of poems.

“I’ll take this with me if you don’t mind. By the way, when Garcia came here, the first time you visited the house, did he carry this book in his pocket?”

She thought.

“It’s quite likely. He was very attached to it. I know that, because Mr. Garcia was rather a careless man, and once, when he lost the book, advertised an extravagant reward for it — don’t you remember? It happened on the ship.”

He did not recall the incident, but then, he was not so much interested in Edna Gray and her friend as he was at the moment.

“As I say, you’ll find Punch rather a bore,” he said at parting, “but I’ve told Lane to keep him away from you as much as possible. By the way, can you mount him?”

She could do this without inconvenience, for she had two hacks and a couple of hunters in her stable.

“You’ll find him useful,” he said, when she told him this. “He’s a wonderful horseman and he’ll keep your fat beasts from getting too fresh. In that case don’t hesitate to use him — let him take your horses out for exercise. That, I think, would be a capital idea. You can fix it with your groom.”

Luke was in town before lunch and went straight to his office. He found the two detectives he had asked for waiting, and gave them instructions. By three o’clock that afternoon he had his news bulletin from Gillywood. Goodie’s car had returned from London, or whatever had been its destination, and, an hour after its arrival, a closed car had come pelting down the road and turned into the entrance of Gillywood Cottage. Lane, the watcher, had seen its occupant — Dr. Blanter. The doctor had stayed for two hours and had gone back the way he came. At midday a second car turned into the drive, and again its occupant had been recognised, or at least it had been possible to furnish a description — which enabled Mr. Luke to place him. This time it was Rustem. His visit was briefer, and when he went away, according to Lane, he was looking very worried. Something was agitating the gang, but apparently nothing had happened which called for the attention of the placid Trigger.

More than ever Luke was convinced that Trigger was operator and no more. He would be fully occupied. The Green Ribbon Agency was departing from all its traditions. A hurry-up call had gone to every subscriber, and one of the notes sent out by the systematic Joseph found its way that evening into Luke’s hands. It ran:



It is the usual practice of the Green Ribbon Agency that Trigger’s Transactions should be few and far between. Hitherto we have not sent out more than eight or nine horses in the course of a year. There are circumstances which make it necessary, in the interests of our clients, that that number should be increased. We have information about half a dozen horses which cannot fail to win, and especially do we urge clients again to increase the number of their bookmakers with the object of having a special bet on the Cambridgeshire. We remind clients that even bookmakers who have closed their accounts will be willing to lay a horse two or three days before this race, believing they can cover themselves at the last. The next Trigger Transaction runs almost immediately. Clients who have not sent their stamped and addressed telegraph forms should forward them without the slightest delay.



Why was the Green Ribbon overcrowding itself at this moment? To Luke’s mind there was only one explanation: Blanter and his friends intended rushing as many “transactions” into the remaining months of the season as they could handle. They were doing this because something had scared them. They foresaw the end of their operations.
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This in fact was what had happened. Dr. Blanter met the little “organiser of victory,” as he sometimes described himself, at their favourite Wardour Street restaurant.

“You’re asking for trouble, doctor. We can’t handle a horse a week, or a horse a fortnight. You’re killing the goose that lays the golden eggs, and that’s a fact.”

“We’ve got to do it,” growled Blanter. “I want to get the money in, and I’ve got the horses to do it with.

The little man shook his head glumly.

“There’s only one way we’ve ever made money, Doctor,” he said, “and that is by being patient. I don’t know much about racing, but from what I’ve heard half the fellows go broke at the game because they won’t wait. I’ve got to work the staff day and night to get out a horse a week.”

“Well, work ’em day and night,” snapped the doctor. “And don’t try to rattle me, because I’ve enough worry without yours.”

Mr. Trigger smiled.

“I’ve got no worry,” he said. “I’ve got more money than I’ll ever spend, and nothing that you can do will scare me. I told Luke the other day—”

“Has he been to see you?” asked Blanter quickly. “Why the hell didn’t you tell me?”

“Because it wasn’t worth talking about,” said Trigger coolly.

He gave a brief account of Luke’s visit, and Blanter’s suspicious eyes never left his face.

“Is that all that happened? “ he asked. “You’re not keeping anything back, are you? I’ll tell you this — I don’t completely trust you, Trigger.”

Again the little man smiled.

“You trust me with your money. I’ve got an idea, Doctor, that if you trust a man with your money you’d trust him with your soul! No, there’s nothing underhand about me. I’ve told you all he said, and all I told him. I’ve done as much for the sporting papers and shown them round the premises. In fact, I’m quite ready to give them the run of the office, There’s nothing I do that isn’t gentlemanly and straightforward.”

Blanter scowled at him.

“You think that if it comes to a fight you’re out of it, do you?” he demanded. “Well, get that idea out of your thick head. You’ve made money, out of everything we’ve done; we’ve trusted you to handle our money, and we’ve taken your word that the share you’ve passed on to us is all we’re entitled to. If there’s any kind of trouble, Trigger, you’re in it, and I’ll damn well see that you’re in it! So don’t get any silly ideas about being safe and gentlemanly.”

Trigger looked at him with round-eyed interest, but said nothing; he was apparently impervious both to insult and suspicion. His early troubles had perhaps inured him to both. Certainly he showed not the least evidence of antagonism in the course of that interview.

Presently they began to talk business.

“I shall want thirty thousand pounds. Lord Lathfield’s stud is for disposal, and I think we can get something out of it,” said the Doctor.

To his amazement, Trigger shook his head.

“Listen, Doctor; we’re running this plant on sound lines. You and the others draw what you want, but we’ve always made it a rule that no big sums are to be paid out till the end of the season.”

The doctor’s face went red with anger.

“If I make a rule I can break it, can’t I?”

“You didn’t make the rule,” said the other coolly. “We all made it. It was Rustem’s suggestion, and Goodie agreed. We’ll have a board meeting if you like, but I’m not handing over thirty thousand pounds on my own responsibility — stud or no stud.”

He drank his unfinished glass of Vichy and rose.

“I’ve got some work to do,” he said, and left abruptly.

It was the first sign of revolt, and it sobered the doctor. He went home and got Mr. Rustem on the telephone, and the ex-lawyer obeyed the summons he received with every sign of reluctance. He put down the ‘phone and rang the bell for his clerk.

“I’m going round to see the doctor, and if anybody wants me tell them I’ll be back at five.”

Pilcher pulled a face.

“I had a date at five,” he complained.

“Put her off,” said Mr. Rustem coldly.

His interview with Dr. Blanter could not have been a pleasant one: he came back, ruffled and in an unusually bad temper.

Blanter was the big mind of the organisation; but Rustem was the more subtle. He had an animal-like instinct for danger, saw signs which were not visible even to the man who inspired his apprehension. The doctor had set him an impossible, a ridiculous task, and Rustem had said as much, without being relieved from the duty which had been imposed upon him. He dismissed Pilcher and put through a telephone call to Berlin. The man he sought was not there, and he had to sit, fuming with rage, for two hours, till, on his third call, his object was achieved. He spoke for twelve minutes, and he spoke in French, for his correspondent was an Alsatian, who had found the return to liberty of his native land a little irksome, and had removed to a more tyrannical atmosphere, where he could live his life without the irritating attentions of the French police.

It was nearly nine o’clock when his telephoning was finished. Mr. Rustem went home and ate a leisurely meal, waiting for the evening to pass. At half-past eleven he gave Edna Gray’s telephone number and was connected in five minutes. Edna’s voice answered him, and it was clear, from her anxious tone, that she had received the telegram.

“Is that Fraulein Gray? “ He spoke thickly, with a tolerably good imitation of a German speaking a foreign language. “I am Dr. Thaler. I have just come from Berlin. Have you heard from my poor friend Garcia?”

“Yes,” said Edna’s voice, “I have just had a telegram from him. Is he very ill?”

“I fear desperately,” said Rustem. “As we would say … “ He said something in German which was unintelligible to the girl. “I would like to see you, but unfortunately I must leave London by the night train for Ireland. He is anxious that nobody but yourself should know of his illness.”

“Is there any hope? “ she asked, with a catch in her voice.

“I fear not,” said Rustem. “A week, perhaps two … he is not a young man. I have arranged that my brother shall meet you at the Friedrichstrasse station.”

“I will leave by the first train in the morning,” she said.

When Mr. Rustem came away from the telephone he looked less worried. He went to report personally to Dr. Blanter, and discovered that the doctor had left in a very great hurry for the country. Edna read the telegram again; it had been handed in at Berlin.



AM VERY ILL. DR. THALER, WHO IS GOING TO LONDON, WILL CALL YOU UP. PLEASE COME AND SEE ME AT ONCE, AND I BEG OF YOU NOT TO LET ANYBODY KNOW YOU ARE COMING. THIS IS MOST IMPORTANT, FOR I HAVE A GREAT SECRET TO TELL YOU. — ALBERTO.”



He gave the name of the principal hotel in Berlin. She was distressed and puzzled. Her last news had been that he was travelling in Asia Minor, though it was quite possible that he had never left Constantinople and had returned, possibly to seek medical advice, to the German capital.

She made preparations to leave early in the morning, but by the time she had summoned her chauffeur to give instructions she had changed her mind. She would go to London and sleep in town — it would be less fatiguing, starting out in the morning on her long journey.

Her maid packed a trunk hastily whilst the butler telephoned to the hotel to reserve a room. She left an hour after midnight, very wide awake. She had not gone ten miles when she felt the brakes go on, and the car jerked itself to a standstill. The night was dark, a drizzle of rain was falling, and she could see nothing, even when she let down the window and looked out.

‘What is it?” she asked.

“There are two cars blocking the road,” said the driver. They could see the red light of one, and suddenly the headlamps of another were switched on. Only for a second, then they were extinguished. She heard the whirr of the engine as it backed to the side of the road. Dimly she saw a small house behind the hedge, and as the car came abreast of the first of the machines she saw, on the top of the bank, two men. Their backs were towards her and it was impossible to see their faces, for they were kneeling on the ground.

“Looks as if there had been an accident,” said the chauffeur, “but they don’t seem to want any help.”

She drove on and quickly forgot the happening. The car had to stop at an all-night filling station, which gave the chauffeur an opportunity of referring to the incident.

“One of those gentlemen looked to me like Mr. Goodie,” he said. “He always wears a brown raincoat with a sort of cape over the back. I didn’t see any signs of a collision, did you, miss?”

She had seen very little; the sudden glare of the headlamps had temporarily blinded her, and she had had only the dimmest view of the men as her car passed on.

She reached London in the early hours of the morning, and was glad to get to bed. The night porter at the hotel had arranged to get her ticket, and at half-past ten she was at Victoria station, superintending the registration of her baggage.

“Whither away?”

She recognised the voice and spun round. Mr. Luke was gazing at her very sombrely. He looked tired, and he was entitled to, for he had had less than three hours’ sleep on the previous night.

“I’m going abroad,” she said, “to Berlin.”

“So the labels tell me,” he said, politely. “This is rather unexpected, isn’t it?”

She hesitated.

“Yes — I do unexpected things. I thought you’d discovered that.”

“Did Mr. Garcia send for you?” he asked, and she looked up at him quickly.

“Is he ill? I mean, is it a very urgent matter?”

She sighed impatiently.

“You’re making me break a promise—”

“You were asked to tell nobody you were leaving? “ His voice was sharp and commanding. “Don’t get annoyed with me, Miss Gray. I’m most anxious to know all the particulars about your visit to Germany.”

“Am I under police surveillance?”

“For the moment you are.” His manner was brusque to the point of rudeness, but she was not offended, for some reason which she could not explain to herself.

“ I had a telegram from Mr. Garcia last night; he is very ill and asked me to go over and see him. He’s staying at the Adlon. The German doctor, who came to London last night, called me up—”

“At what time?”

“About half-past eleven,” she said.

He nodded.

“There’s no ‘train comes from Germany at half-past eleven; the German mail train arrives either in the morning or in the evening. Can you remember what the wire said?”

She told him as nearly as she could remember.

A porter came to remove the baggage, but Luke checked him.

“Wait a moment.”

He led the girl out of the hearing of the passengers and the crowd of porters.

“I want to ask you, as a very great favour, not to go to Germany,” he said.

“Why not? “ she asked.

“I can’t afford the time to go with you, and I haven’t another man at hand. Don’t tell me it’s not necessary I should go. I am asking you as a very great favour.”

“But Mr. Garcia—”

“I promise you Mr. Garcia shall be looked after, and if it really is necessary you can go this evening. It only makes a few hours’ difference.”

He was so earnest, so insistent, that she could not deny him. He drove back with her to the hotel and told her just where his theories had led him. When, on the top of this, he suggested she should go to Kempton with him that day, it seemed the most callous and coldblooded proposition she had ever heard.

“I want you to go to Kempton for several reasons,” he interrupted her objections. “In the first place, it is necessary you should be seen with me today of all days; in the second place, I want to see if two of my friends will be present. And I particularly want to be with you today.”

She smiled.

“I won’t take that as a compliment.”

“Don’t,” he said.

When he came to the hotel for her he had all the necessary baggage, and was in holiday mood. The rain had cleared off; it was a glorious autumn day, with a nip in the air that set young blood a-tingle, and she could almost forget the worry and bewilderment of the morning, and her anxiety over Garcia’s illness. She was very fond of the old man, yet between youth and age there cannot be that absorbing friendship which colours life and all that makes up life.

They parked their car near the entrance, and he led her down on to the lawn. It was early for racing, and there was only a sprinkling of people. The men he sought were not there, but he saw them three minutes later in the Paddock: Goodie and the doctor, head to head, with Rustem an almost detached third. They were in the far corner of the paddock when Luke sighted them, and from the shelter of the stand by the parade ring he fixed his glasses on the trio. The trainer and the big doctor were talking intently; they were gesture-less, earnest, seemingly unperturbed.

It was Rustem who supplied the clue to the importance of that conference. He paced restlessly from side to side, his hands now in his pockets, now behind his back. Luke could see his face only occasionally, and even then his glasses only gave him a hint of the man’s agitation.

“You came up last night, didn’t you? I didn’t know you were in town till I rang up your house early this morning.”

“I’m still worried about Mr. Garcia, and if he wanted me—”

“He didn’t,” said Luke promptly. “He’s not in Berlin. I’ve been on to the police president, and what the Berlin police don’t know about Berlin isn’t worth looking for. The baggage you sent out is still at an agency at Friedrichwilhelmstrasse and has not been sent for.”

“But Dr. Thaler—”

He shook his head.

“I don’t believe in that Dr. Thaler. For some reason they wanted you to go to Berlin, and I can pretty well guess what that reason was. I don’t know whether Mr. Garcia is ill or well, whether he’s in Constantinople or Vienna, but he’s certainly not in Berlin.”

“ He was
 there,” she insisted, but he evaded the challenge.

“I don’t know. There are some things about this business I don’t like very much. Here’s the first horse in the ring: you ought to back it.”

He pointed to a big chestnut, walking sedately behind his attendant through the parade ring, and consulted his card.

“Ginny — who is Ginny? That is one of the trainers I don’t know.”

A passing friend elucidated the mystery. Mr. Ginny was Irish, one of two brothers; one had his stable in Ireland, the other in the north of England. Luke made a closer inspection of the big chestnut as he walked round the ring. It was a three-year-old, and three-year-olds were in the majority amongst Trigger’s Transactions.

He left Edna standing by the ring and went in search of information, returning just as the jockeys were beginning to mount.

“Do you back horses?” he asked her in his abrupt way. “If you don’t know a bookmaker I’ll introduce you to a few and you can make a lot of money — I wouldn’t suggest it, but I know you can afford to lose a little.”

He took her back to the ring, and under his instructions she backed Red Dahlia to win her £500.

“Which is Red Dahlia?” she asked, bewildered.

He explained that it was the chestnut.

“I’m pretty certain this is a Transaction — in fact, so certain that I’m going to pass the word along. I’m rather curious to see what happens. This horse has never run before; it’s a three-year-old weight-for-age selling plate, and he gets an allowance because he has never won a race. Nobody knows whether the horse is trained by the English Ginny or the Irish Ginny and I’ve just met a man who swears that he’s seen the horse working on the Curragh.”

As the horses galloped down to the post, Luke went and whispered the warning. In two minutes a 10/1 chance had dropped to 6/4. He had his reward when he saw the doctor stroll into the ring. Apparently the cry of “Six to four the field “ had no significance for him. He went up to the nearest bookmaker, and Luke moved to within earshot.

“What do you bar?” he asked.

“Red Dahlia,” said the bookmaker, and the doctor’s jaw dropped.

“Six to four?” he squeaked incredulously.

Then, turning, he met Luke with unamused gaze.

“Is this your little joke, Luke? “ he asked.

“My little joke,” nodded the detective. “Doctor, you’re losing your nerve — that’s the first time you’ve ever given it away that you’re in on the Transactions — Red Dahlia is one of them, isn’t it?”

The big man was quivering with rage, could find no speech. He swung round, muttering something under his breath, and pushed his way through the crowd that was gathering at the rails.

“You’re a lucky woman,” said Luke when he joined the girl on the stone stand of the lawn. “You’ve got ten to one about a horse that will start at odds on.”

He was no mean prophet. Before the gate went up, Red Dahlia was unbackable. He did not get too well away, but his rider did not bustle him; he went forward readily when he was called upon, and at the turn into the straight lay third. His jockey took no chances; although a tempting opening was made for him, he declined the invitation, well knowing that it was one of the tricks of race-riding for jockeys to offer an opening and close on the innocent who accepts it. He took his place on the outside, and two furlongs from home, though he was lying third, it was any odds on his winning. At the distance he moved forward with the greatest ease, and, galloping down the leaders, won in a hack canter by three lengths.

By the rules of the race he had to be sold after winning, and Luke joined the throng about the sale ring. He expected the colt to fetch a big price, but was quite unprepared for the figure it reached. It was not till Goodie had nodded his head to the auctioneer and brought the price up to 2,800 guineas that the hammer fell.

“That will take a little of the gilt off the gingerbread, “ said Luke. “I’m sorry for his punters, but I particularly want to rattle the gang at this moment. That horse is probably worth five thousand guineas. It isn’t often Goodie bids for successful platers, and I presume he’s going to take him down to Gillywood.”
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As They drove from the course they saw the doctor’s big French car turn in the opposite direction. He was alone; Goodie had probably gone before him, for he never stayed on any course after the horse in which he was interested had run.

“Now, young lady, I don’t know what to do with you.”

“I think I’ll go back to Longhall,” she said.

He agreed to this.

“It’s easier to keep an eye on you at Longhall than it is in London,” he admitted, and she looked at him open-eyed.

“Why is it necessary to keep an eye on me at all? Do you imagine that something dreadful is going to happen to me?”

He scratched his nose irritably.

“I’m blest if I know. If I could only be sure of one thing — I’ve been trying to puzzle out all the secrets of this case, if it is a case. Why they were so anxious that you shouldn’t go to Longhall isn’t much of a mystery. Goodie didn’t wish to be overlooked — do you realise the isolation of his gallops, that nobody else but you and I ride up on those downs? But it’s the other thing that puzzles me — Mr. Garcia’s book, and those telegrams from Germany, which may be genuine and may be a fake.”

“You’ve got a suspicious mind,” she said.

He nodded.

“You mean I think the worst? I suppose I do.”

“ What’s the worst you think of me?” she was bold to ask, and he looked at her steadily.

“The worst I think of you is that you’re worried sometimes whether I shall overstep the little barrier between us and make love to you. But worse than that, you sometimes wonder whether the fact that you are a lady with a quarter of a million of money doesn’t weigh with me.”

He saw the colour come into her face and chuckled.

“I got home there! “ he said. “The money part of it, no; the other part, yes,” she said defiantly; “and I’m sorry I drove back with you — you’re very unpleasant.”

“You’ll either have to drive me back or leave me to walk, “ he said good-humouredly, and changed the subject.

“I’m keeping an eye on you because evidently you’re considered an important person, if all I believe about Blanter is justified. This attempt to get you to go to Germany — well, there may be anything behind that. The whole thing was obviously organised. Dr. Thaler, who called you up, and who was probably our dear friend Rustem — he speaks German like a native — arranged the wires. I’m having a search made in the German post office for the original of the telegram that came to you. It is easier to trace the sender of a wire in Germany than in any other country.”

He was surprised that she accepted the idea of police supervision without protest. He never would have made the suggestion but for the Berlin wire. It was as clear as daylight that they wanted her out of the way. Whether they contemplated anything more sinister than a wild-goose chase across the Continent on the trail of a will-o’-the-wisp Garcia, he did not dare to think.

He saw her off from her hotel, and arranged to take her to the Cesarewitch on the following Wednesday. This time the car carried an extra passenger seated by the chauffeur; a singularly wideawake Scotland Yard man.

Luke had plenty of work that night. It confirmed what had amounted to a certainty in his mind, that Red Dahlia was a Transaction. On the night Trigger sent out his horses his staff worked overtime, and when Luke passed up Lower Regent Street that night he saw that the green shades were drawn down, and that the main office was a blaze of light. He had other sources of information, however, and they reported before nine that they had received the usual telegrams and that the horse had won.

They were remarkable people, these clients of the Green Ribbon: retired officers, men occupying good positions in the City and in the services; doctors, lawyers, almost every profession was represented on the secret book of clients which Mr. Trigger kept in his safe. There was behind Trigger’s Transactions a curiously solid and stolid army of respectability and unimpeachable integrity, and that was the strength of the little man’s position. In the first place, they were extraordinarily reticent, none of them proclaiming openly that he owed a sensible proportion of his income to systematic betting. Trigger, moreover imposed a vow of secrecy upon his clients.

This tipping agency, strange as it might seem, was a veritable godsend to thousands of men and women with small incomes, and having positions which entitled them to the confidence of the most suspicious class in the world — the bookmaking fraternity. No bookmaker will stand heavy losses continuously from one client. They were “cut off “ with monotonous regularity, their accounts closed, and they were told brusquely to do their business elsewhere. But competition in the bookmaking world is keen, and there were some ten thousand bookmakers to choose from; new accounts could be opened with great ease by people writing from a good address and having nothing to fear from the investigation of certain commercial enquiry agents.

Luke had an idea that Trigger did not entirely depend upon his unpleasant acquaintances but that he had other sources of information. He was a shrewd, farseeing man, and he would have seen the red light long ago, and would have been organising, in his quiet way, a less dangerous alternative to Blanter and his friends.

The detective made his rounds, calling at certain night clubs, not all of them of the best class, picking up a word here and a scrap of information there. The last call he made was at a place off Wardour Street which for some time had been under his observation. It was perhaps the most exclusive of the little clubs, certainly the most luxuriously furnished and appointed, and its habitués were men and women who did not need the attraction of a jazz band.

It was here, in one of the silken alcoves, that he found Mr. Rustem, and the eye of Mr. Rustem was bright and his speech a little thick. He was sitting at a small table by himself, which was unusual in a gentleman whose penchant for feminine society was fairly well known. He was drinking absinthe, and as Luke entered was dripping water on two lumps of sugar that he held in a tea-strainer over the glass. At the sight of Luke he dropped the strainer with a clatter and jumped to his feet, blinking at the detective, his sallow face a shade paler.

“Well, what is it? What is it? “ he asked. His voice was strained and high; the hand that went to his lips trembled.

Excessive indulgence in absinthe may have been the cause of the ex-lawyer’s agitation, for it was not the first time that Luke had met Mr. Rustem in similar circumstances, and he could not remember that his appearance had produced such an effect. However, he sat down and pulled up a chair to the table. A dozen curious eyes were watching; his identity was very well known at the Starlight Club, and there was quite a number of people who were relieved to see him turn his attention to the drinker of absinthe.

“What’s the matter with you? You’re all to pieces. Has Blanter let you down?”

Rustem forced a smile.

“Blanter!” he said scornfully. “Good God! There’s nobody in the world can let me down, Luke! You fellows at Scotland Yard think you know it all, but there’s a little left over for lawyers, you know, old boy. People don’t turn me down, they crawl to me; they come slithering into my room, old boy, begging me to get ’em out of trouble.”

Luke had an idea that here, so far as Blanter was concerned, the wish was father to the thought. Something had upset Rustem very badly; he was a nervous wreck, could hardly hold the glass steady when he raised it to his lips and jerked down the opalescent fluid.

“Have a drink, Luke? It’s licensed hours, so you needn’t get rattled. I saw you at Kempton to-day. Did you have a bet — oh, I forgot, you never bet. Nice little girl, that, Luke, eh? The Argentino, I mean — Miss What’s-her-name?”

“How’s the doctor? “ Luke ignored the invitation.

“The doctor — pooh! “ Mr. Rustem snapped his fingers. “Bluster and bluff, old boy!” He leaned over to Luke and his voice dropped to a confidential tremor. “I’m nearly through with that crowd. They’re too hot for me, old boy. Do you see what l mean? I’m all for the law — habit of a lifetime, Luke. Mind you,” he added hastily, “I don’t want you to think they break the law, because they don’t. But they might do. I couldn’t stand that.”

“It would break your heart, wouldn’t it?” said Luke. “By the way, did they ever prosecute you over that old lady’s estate?”

Rustem, stiffened with drunken dignity.

“Prosecute, my good fellow? Don’t talk nonsense! The whole thing was cleared up and explained. Would I rob a woman of a beggarly few thousands? I’ve got a hundred and fifty-four thousand pounds of my own.” He spoke impressively. “A hundred and fifty-four thousand — why should I rob anybody? I mean, it’s ludicrous.”

He found some difficulty in pronouncing the last word. Luke was merciful. He beckoned the waiter and ordered a drink. Rustem at the moment was a gentleman to be cultivated.

“The Transaction came unstuck yesterday?” he suggested.

Rustem shrugged his elegant shoulders.

“A low business, a vulgar business,” he said, “tipping horses. Why one might as well be a bookmaker! I mean, that’s one of the things I kick against. And it didn’t come unstuck; the price was bad, thanks to you, you wicked old devil.”

He was becoming playful. Luke examined the bottle of absinthe; the cork was on the table and had evidently been extracted that evening; the bottle was nearly empty.

“Listen! “ He looked round with extravagant caution. “ You don’t bet, do you? Well, you’re a fool. Field of Glory will win the Cambridgeshire. It’s money for nothing — I’m not a betting man, but I’m telling you to get a fortune on it. And for God’s sake don’t tell Blanter that I told you.”

“Is that the next Transaction?”

“In a way. Not the usual wires, you know, but everybody told days before. They can afford to do it. They can get a good price; it takes a lot of money, spread all over the country in little sums to bring a horse from thirty-three to one to tens. You can get twenty-fives now. It’s money for nothing, Luke, and don’t forget I told you.”

He leaned back, looking at the detective with eyes which were a little uncertain which way to look. He pulled out his watch awkwardly.

“A quarter to twelve. Do you know where I’m going?” He spoke very emphatically. “I am going to the Turkish baths and I shall be there till seven o’clock in the morning. I hate the beastly places, but I must go. And tomorrow, old boy, I am going to Edinburgh to see a client — well, she isn’t exactly a client, but a dear little thing who’s appearing in ‘Rosy Rosy ‘ … Want you to do me a favour — come with me to the baths.”

Luke smiled and shook his head, but the man was insistent.

“I only want you to go with me to the baths — don’t want you to come in.”

He rose unsteadily, put a five-pound note on the table and did not wait for the change. Rustem was very popular with night club waiters. Partly to humour him and partly to discover if there was any other information available at the moment, Luke drove with him to a well-known Turkish baths establishment and left him at the door. Rustem was a little unsteady, and found some difficulty in standing without the support of his companion’s arm; but, drunk as he was, he could pull out his watch again and peer at it shortsightedly.

“Twelve minutes after twelve, and don’t forget it!”

Luke watched him till he was out of sight. What was happening? Why had this man emphasised the hour at which he had left him? Why did he go to a Turkish baths when he hated the beastly places? Obviously because he wished to produce on some future occasion, a complete alibi. He was going to Edinburgh for the same purpose. It was something to think upon.

Mr. Rustem, sober, carried out the plans of Mr. Rustem of the hectic night. He left the baths at ten o’clock and caught the first available train for Edinburgh. Another curious circumstance, Luke discovered, was that the revue “Rosy Rosy “ was not in Edinburgh at all but in Blackpool.
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Luke thought a lot that day of Garcia and his beloved Vendina, and at a bloodstock agency in Pall Mall he secured a list of all the important stud establishments in Germany, and sent them identical letters. He was indeed a nuisance to his clerk that day, for he hardly ceased dictating correspondence from the moment he came in till night, and the wearied typists banged their troubles on their typewriters with savage relief.

There was need for the precaution he had taken with regard to Edna. The detective he had sent to Longhall got him on the ‘phone and reported the arrival in the neighbourhood of quite a number of strangers. He had recognised one, a piece of bad luck for the victim, for he was a convict on licence who had failed to report. The others were unknown. Two had taken rooms at the Red Lion, the landlord of which was coming back that evening from a holiday jaunt on the Continent.

Luke was worried. It was not certain that the strangers had any criminal intention. Most likely they were touts who had come down to watch the gallops. There was a lot of talk about Field of Glory; he had dropped in the betting from 33s to 25s, and on such occasions professional backers and those who get their living from betting send their trained observers, or come themselves, to watch the horses at work. They would have very little opportunity, for Goodie had a rough way with trespassers.

He went down to the biggest and most important of the sporting clubs and had tea with a leading bookmaker.

“As a rule there’s no market on the Cambridgeshire at this time of the year, before the Cesarewitch is run,” said the man of figures, “but this year there’s quite a lot of betting; more than most people expected. There are half a dozen horses genuinely fancied, and being backed by the right people, but I haven’t heard that there’s any heavy money for Field of Glory.”

He explained what Luke knew, that a bookmaker will lay a horse to lose an appreciable sum in an antepost betting race, and not attempt to lay off a penny until the race day approaches and the situation with regard to a dozen horses becomes clarified. It was then that covering would begin.

“As a matter of fact, these pre-race books do not show any profit and you can only afford to lay horses because it is certain that less than half the field will run. The money you lay the wrong ‘uns is so much money to the good — from our point of view. I know nothing about Field of Glory, except that he won a race in the north, and, according to some of the jockeys, is very moderate. You know that old Goodie has sent down Red Dahlia, the horse he bought in at Kempton the other day; there’s going to be some sort of gallop on Sunday with jockeys up.”

There was great jubilation at the comparative failure of the Saturday’s “Transaction.” No bookmaker objects to paying out over an odds-on chance. Some of the big offices had been badly hit in the course of the year. One had “stood” £300 worth of bets on a horse that started at 33/1. Great bookmaking firms, despite all stories to the contrary, do not like paying out £10,000 over a small race, or any race. But these men who lay the odds are great optimists. They believe the time must come when the Trigger luck would turn.

“Though there’s not much chance of it,” said Luke’s informant. “Sometimes he runs two in one race, both with very nearly equal chances — he does that to neutralise any bad luck that’s going in, the course of the race. Of course, one of the Stakes loses, but that the punter can well afford, because the other wins and the prices about it are generally good.”

He hazarded an opinion as to the profits of the Green Ribbon Agency.

“Dr. Blanter loses enormous sums in mug punting — when he backs his fancies he’s the biggest fool in the world. You wouldn’t believe it, but a few weeks ago I laid him an even ten thousand pounds on a horse which I knew was only running to get a bit of weight off.”

One of Luke’s properties was a tiny house in a small street off Knightsbridge. He lived alone, but had so surrounded himself with labour-saving and electrical gadgets that he boasted he could cook his breakfast in his sleep. It was one of those tiny houses which had been jealously furnished. He had certainly spent more on its interior embellishment than the house had originally cost. Two women came daily to clean the place — seemingly an unnecessary extravagance, since there could hardly be enough work to occupy one for a full working day. But there was method in Mr. Luke’s eccentricity. Both women were the wives of local constables; they were in his house no more than a hour and a half a day, and gave him the seclusion and privacy which he desired. It meant also that when he was away his “housework” went on as usual, for he kept a duplicate set of keys at the local police station.

The visitors who had come to his house that evening had not apparently used those keys. A small jemmy had forced a back window, and the rest was easy. Luke had not taken a step into the narrow passage of his little habitation before he realised that something was wrong.

He turned the switch but no light came. His electric torch showed him that the lamp bulb had been removed. Doors were open; every drawer of the desk in his little study had been pulled out, and the contents were sorted into a heap on the top of the desk. Each paper, notebook and document had obviously been carefully scrutinised. A heavy blanket taken from his bed had been fastened by nails across the window of the study and apparently the intruders had known his movements, for they had worked at leisure. Was that the reason Rustem had so carefully insisted on impressing his movements upon the detective? It was unlikely; Rustem was many things, but not a burglar.

Luke was quite prepared to believe that Rustem was innocent on this occasion. This was the work of skilled men. They left nothing behind, not even a fingerprint that he could find on a superficial search.

He went from room to room — only two had been thoroughly and systematically combed: the bedroom and the study. It was not an unusual experience; he had had his rooms looked over when he had been away on a case, but this was the first time his house had been burgled. One or two articles of value had been taken; some pieces of silver, worth about ten pounds, that he had had in the drawer of his desk and an old silver watch which he used as a desk clock.

He was not amused; Mr. Luke was, in fact, humanly annoyed. He saw in this act Dr. Blanter’s “retort” to a much more skilful examination of his belongings.

Sitting down at his desk, he turned over the papers one by one, striving to recall what the drawers had contained of any moment. He kept no records of his cases here, and he was not in the habit of jogging his memory with notes which could be of the least value to the people who had inspired this raid.

Mechanically he notified the local police, and when the divisional detective inspector arrived, with an assistant, they made a much more complete inspection of the burgled premises.

“They haven’t taken fifty pounds’ worth of stuff,” said Luke; “and I shouldn’t think they’ve gained a penn’orth of information.”

He put his bedroom in something like order, and not even troubling to make fast the window through which the burglars had gained access to the house, he went to bed.
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The Cesarewitch is to all handicaps what the Derby is to the classics, the supreme and paramount prize of the year, the race of all races on which the attention of the punting public is concentrated. Edna Gray drove down to Newmarket in the early morning. It was a bright, coldish day, and a mist was still lying in the hollows when her big car flew along the deserted road.

She had left Longhall very soon after daylight. Luke had ordered a room for her at the Rutland Arms, and had arranged to have a couple of hacks waiting to take her on to the heath to watch the early morning work. It was a little after eight when her car swung into the cobbled yard of the Rutland, and half an hour later she was cantering up the High Street towards the racecourse side of the town. An exhilarating experience. Newmarket, beloved of the Stuart kings, was astir; the High Street was alive with people, and along the side of the road they passed string after string of horses on their way to their morning work.

“There’s Goodie.” Luke pointed to a solitary horseman moving across the heath. “He arrived half an hour before you — he never sleeps away from home.”

It was a memorable morning for the girl. She saw racing in a new light; not as a medium for gambling, but as a great industry. Newmarket thought horses, talked horses, and, if it dreamed at all, it was of horses. Generations of trainers and jockeys had lived and died in this town; kings and great lords had given their names to the courses — even the flag above the judges’ box had an historical importance. Here was a vast, free heath, and the great ramparts and ditch which the Iceni had built — the ancient city of the Iceni was still called Exning. Briton and Roman had raced their hairy steeds over its undulating surface. A king had seen his jockey reprimanded and had left Newmarket in a huff, never to return. Harvey had strolled across this pleasant heath and had theorised upon the circulation of the blood. Milton had lived here. Cromwell had stabled his horses in the town and had exercised them on the heath; and Buckingham had stolen away on his secret mission to Spain along the road which leads through Six Mile Bottom.

Luke was an authority on Newmarket; knew its history, could tell innumerable stories of its patrons. They breakfasted together after she had changed. He had procured a pass for the Members’ Enclosure and tried to interest her in the great race of the day. But the names of the horses were as Greek to her, and when she found that Trigger and his confederacy would not operate, she lost interest.

It was revived long before thirty horses cantered down past the stands, crossed the heath diagonally and disappeared through a gap in the Ditch.

It was an amazing race; to her, who thought of the sport as an amusement, it was incredible that one half the race was run out of sight of the thousands of spectators who packed the stands. Yet so it was; not until the field came into view a mile and a quarter from home, a mass of tiny shapes, their colours almost indistinguishable, did the race become a reality.

Across the flat they came, a dark mass of horses growing more and more distinct, and stretching from the rails to the middle of the course. When the field reached the bushes the roar of the crowd grew. First one and then another showed; and then, on the extreme outside, a crimson and white jacket began to move forward. The roar became a pandemonium of sound as the crimson and white forged ahead into the dip, and, challenged left and right by two horses she had not seen before and which came out of the ruck, passed the winning post a length ahead of his nearest opponent.

“That’s the Cesarewitch,” said Luke. “The winner must have started at forty to one, for nobody is smiling!”

He drove back with her and she dropped him in London, where she spent the night. She was dead tired when she went to bed, and dreamed a confused dream of jockeys and horses, of red and white winning posts, of white rails, of kings and their strangely garbed courtiers.

In the week following the Cesarewitch Luke was a very busy man. Step by step he had sought to trace the movements of Garcia, but foreign Governments are slow to respond to the urgent requests of Scotland Yard. Germany had supplied within three days copies of all the telegrams which had been despatched from Berlin and Munich. In every case they were typewritten and signed with the name of Alberto Garcia.

Edna could not help him very much: she had no specimen of the old man’s handwriting. What made the matter more puzzling was that the telegrams did not cease. She found one waiting for her on the day she returned from the Cesarewitch. It was addressed to her at the Berkeley, where she spent the night. If it puzzled her, it convinced Luke. She had not stayed at the Berkeley before; how did the man who was telegraphing from Lausanne know that she was neither at Longhall nor at the Carlton.

He sent round for a copy of the wire and added it to his dossier. Lausanne could easily be reached, and within half an hour he was speaking to the Chief of Police of the Swiss city. Within twentyfour hours he learned that, although the hotel registers had been searched, the only Garcia was a young Portuguese student who was staying at a pension
 .

From Punch Markham, now installed in Berkshire, he received a great deal of information which did not interest him, and a few items which did. Punch had thrown himself into his work with the greatest enthusiasm. He not only touted Goodie’s horses, but did a little private spying on Goodie himself. He also had a private grievance, which he came to London to ventilate.

“Look at this, Mr. Luke!”

“This” was a discoloured eye, and the little man was tremulous with wrath. “That’s not the way to treat a man. Goodie’s head lad done it! I admit that nobody wants their horses touted, but there’s a gentlemanly way of getting rid of them.”

He had gone up to see a gallop, having heard a whisper that Field of Glory was to be tried. As a matter of precaution he had literally dug himself in, enlarging a hollow which he had found on the downs, from which he could observe the horses. Before they arrived, however, two men appeared, and it was obvious to Punch that they were searching the gallop for an unofficial observer. When they were close on him he tried to bolt, but they caught him. One of the riders, whom he described as a big man, and whom Luke had no difficulty in recognising from the description as Manuel, had galloped after him, and, stooping as he came up with his quarry, had lifted Punch bodily from the ground with one hand and hit him with the other.

“Goodie’s got something up his sleeve, I’ll bet you,” said Punch; “and my own opinion is that he’s sent Field of Glory away to be tried somewhere else. And if he wins the Cambridgeshire I’ll eat him! He was a good colt — there ain’t a bad Blandford — but he broke down as a yearling, and I had to patch him up to sell him. You can take it from me, Mr. Luke, that that horse won’t win no Cambridgeshire. Why old Goodie’s being so careful I don’t know. But that Goodie couldn’t be open and above-board, not if he tried! If I could only get into the stable—”

“You’d hear nothing,” said Luke. “None of the boys speaks English.”

But the little man was not satisfied, and his enthusiasm for discovery was unabated. Luke did his best to damp that enthusiasm, for nothing is quite so dangerous as a zealous amateur detective.

The detective was leaving his office soon after six that night, had closed down his desk and was slipping into his overcoat when he heard a knock at the door. He was alone in the office; his clerk had left half an hour earlier, and his chief assistant was away in the country, following the veriest hint of a clue. Luke looked round; the knocking was repeated. It was an agitated knock; somebody was in a hurry.

“Come in.”

The door opened and a man came in, closing it behind him. It was Rustem; his face was the colour of dirty chalk, and the hand he held out to Luke was trembling. For the first time since he had known him, Mr. Arthur Rustem had the appearance of untidiness. He looked as if he had been sleeping in his clothes all day.

“What the devil’s the matter with you?” asked Luke in astonishment. The ex-lawyer forced a smile.

“I’m not particularly well — nerves, old boy.” His voice quivered.

“Sit down. Are you poisoned or something?”

“That’s a good joke — ha, ha!” Mr. Rustem’s voice was hollow, his laugh entirely mirthless. “No nerves — just nerves. People been following me about—”

“That’s sounds like an incipient stage of lunacy,” said Luke with a smile.

“What are you doing tonight Luke? I mean couldn’t we have a chat together about various oddments? I’ll tell you candidly, I’m all shot to pieces.”

“Have you been hitting the hop?” asked Mr. Luke coarsely, and Mr. Rustem shook his head with great vigour.

“No, no. Dope? Good God, no! I haven’t come to that, old boy. It’s nerves, that’s all. I wondered if we could go out and have a bit of dinner somewhere and have a little chat. There’s another thing I wanted to see you about. I hear the Police Orphanage is in want of funds, and I wondered if they’d accept a thousand pounds—”

Luke shook his head.

“Leave it in your will,” he suggested. “It’s much better and less embarrassing. No, we don’t want money at the moment — at least, I’d rather you didn’t give it. What’s the matter, Rustem — conscience?”

The lawyer jumped to his feet.

“No,” he said loudly. “Conscience? What have I got to worry about? Naturally I’ve done a lot of things that I probably wouldn’t do again if I saw as clearly as I do at the moment.”

Luke thought quickly.

“All right, come along and dine — as a great concession I’ll allow you to pay for the dinner.”

There was something wrong, and very wrong indeed. The man literally clung to him as they went down on to the Embankment; and all the way to Soho he kept up an incessant chatter of conversation about nothing that really mattered. He was not wholly coherent; sometimes his speech sounded like a badly worded telegram without punctuation, and was quite as incomprehensible.

Luke was alert. Something had happened, and something very important; and he realised, before the dinner was half through, that Rustem had nothing to say that was of the slightest moment. Once more he was establishing an alibi. He lingered over dinner, trying to make the meal last as long as possible, until, from sheer compassion, Luke suggested he should accompany him the rounds of the little clubs.

“It will do you no good being seen with me, otherwise I shouldn’t suggest your coming,” he said candidly. “Your disreputable friends will think that you are putting up a squeak. Heaven knows, there’s no man in London who can squeak more effectively than you.”

But the opinion of his sometime clients did not seem to weigh very much.

It was in the little club where they had met before that they happened upon the important Mr. Trigger. He was sitting in the identical alcove where Rustem had been discovered, and before him was a glass of colourless liquid. He smiled genially at Luke, but did not smile at all at the detective’s companion.

“Sit down, won’t you, and have a drink? I’m drinking lemonade myself, and I suppose that gives you a laugh. I don’t drink hard liquor.”

He shot a swift, sidelong glance at Rustem.

“It would be a good idea if some of my friends followed my example,” he said.

Rustem was frankly knocked off his balance at this meeting with his partner, and had not even the enterprise to protest against the innuendo.

“If I didn’t come over here for a little recreation,” Mr. Trigger went on, “I think I’d go potty!”

“And when you say ‘recreation ‘ you mean lemonade? “ smiled Luke.

He liked this little man, found in him an amusing foil to the more sinister side of his organisation.

“Lemonade and watching people,” said Mr. Trigger. “There are more crooks come here than you’ll meet at the Old Bailey, Mr. Luke.”

Again that swift sidelong flash of his round, blue eyes towards Rustem.

“You a member, Mr. Luke? Then you and me are the only two honest ones! Not that I have come to this club to meet crooks: I meet one or two at board meetings occasionally.”

This time the challenge could not pass.

“If you mean me—” snarled Rustem.

“If there’s anybody else you can think of I’d be glad to hear you name ‘em! “ said the little man calmly. Suddenly he shifted round in his seat to face his angry associate.

“I’m telling you — and I’m saying it before Mr. Luke — that at my board meetings I don’t want to discuss anything that’s not business; and business with me is money and telegrams and organisation. If I get a horse from a reliable source I send it out to my clients. I don’t want to know nothing about that horse, except that he’s got four legs and a head that he can get in front of all the other horses when they’re passing the post. I don’t want to know what makes him put his head in front, and I don’t allow anybody at my board meetings to tell me. I wouldn’t have my name associated with anything that’s dirty, underhand, or unsporting.”

Dimly Luke visualised the scene which had provoked this outburst. There must have been a meeting that day, and somebody, probably Rustem, had begun to discuss matters which were outside the actual business of which they had met; and this little man had silenced the discussion, and had in all likelihood crushed Blanter.

“You’re a hell of an honest man!” snapped Rustem.

J. P. Trigger smiled.

“I’m better than honest, I’m safe,” he said, and in the sentence he epitomised his philosophy. He finished his lemonade, paid the waiter double the amount he was asked for, and got up.

“I’ll leave you two gentlemen: you’ve probably got something to talk about,” he said politely and without sarcasm. “But I’ll tell you this, Mr. Luke. If that man” — he pointed a podgy finger at the scowling Rustem— “says that I know anything about anything except business, he’s a liar. Not that I’m afraid of him squeaking—” (Luke thought it rather inconsistent that he should suggest there was anything to squeak about) “ — he’s too yellow to let go of the tiger’s tail. I can be safe, but he can’t be, because he knows.”

On this cryptic note the great J. P. Trigger waddled out of the club, his bowler hat set at a rakish angle over one eye, a large cigar stuck at an angle in one corner of his mouth.

“Tricky little swine!” growled Rustem. “That a gutter-bred brute like that should talk…”

He checked himself, as he had checked himself a dozen times that evening. The fear of revelation, and the fear of all the consequences which might follow silence, battled for decision. Mr, Arthur Rustem, who for ten years had dominated the criminal world, was not the Arthur Rustem Luke had known. He was cowed and frightened, and with good reason, for the ruler was now ruled: he had surrendered his independence to a stronger will, and had not the courage to break with the man who threatened to destroy him. Luke made several ineffectual efforts to bring him to the subject of Dr. Blanter; he even recounted casually certain lurid stories of the doctor’s past. It was unnecessary, since Rustem knew much more than the detective, and had defended him on his one appearance in court.

Luke did not get rid of his companion till nearly eleven o’clock. Rustem staggered a little when he reached the open air, but pulled himself together and, taking formal leave of the detective, turned into Wardour Street. He had not gone far when a car drew slowly up to the kerb, keeping pace with him, and then he heard a voice call him. He looked round in a fright, and saw the red face of Blanter’s servant, who was driving the car.

“Step in — the governor wants you,” he called hoarsely.

Rustem hesitated but obeyed. The car drove quietly across Coventry Street and into Haymarket — which was not in the direction of Half Moon Street. Through the Admiralty Arch into the Mall they passed, and then the car drew up and the driver stepped to the sidewalk.

“Don’t get out — I want to talk,” he said.

Rustem thrust his head and shoulders through the window opening.

“That’s for luck, “ said the man, and slashed him across his bare head with a rubber truncheon.

Rustem never remembered what happened between this and his awakening in Perrywig Caves.
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Luke went back to his office at Scotland Yard to read the telegrams which had arrived in his absence but there was nothing which interested him quite so much as a telephone message which had come through from Punch. It ran:



“Have got the whole strength of the story. Must see you at eleven o’clock tomorrow. Will try to get you at your house at half-past ten.”



It might easily be that, in his eagerness, Punch had got hold of the wrong story altogether. On the other hand, the man had a instinct for news of a certain kind. What the “story” was and whom it concerned, Luke could only guess. He ‘phoned through to Lane, but Lane could give him no information.

“He’s been out since nine. He’s got something very hot, but he won’t tell me what it is. I think it must be about Goodie.”

Big Ben was striking midnight when Luke turned out of his office and walked leisurely towards his home. There was reason for the leisure, for the first of the fogs had descended upon London, and, though it was not thick, it was sufficiently dense to make the finding of a taxicab a difficult business. In Trafalgar Square, however, he found a cab crawling by the side of the kerb, and, since he was tired and admittedly lazy, he overruled the driver’s fears and crawled up through Piccadilly Circus into Piccadilly. At Hyde Park Corner the fog was, as he anticipated, a little more dense, and he paid the taximan and piloted himself across the road, reaching the gate of the park. At Knightsbridge the fog was so thick that the street lamps were represented by a lighter type of fog.

Turning into the little street where he lived, he felt along the railings till he came to his house. Taking out his key, he felt for the keyhole. To his amazement, his fingers touched nothing. The door was wide open, and, when he had closed it behind him and switched on the light the passage was blurred with a yellow mist.

His study was in the back room; the door of this also was open. Putting out his hand, he switched on the light. There was no sound or hint of movement, and, as the light threw no menacing shadows he changed his automatic from his left to his right hand, pushed open the door still farther and stepped in.

The room was empty except —

There was a long divan near the window, and on this lay a man, covered by a rug. Luke stood looking for a long time before he approached the figure and gently drew back the rug that covered the head. He knew old Garcia, had met him on the boat, and recognised him instantly. He was wrapped. up in an overcoat and was fully dressed except for his shoes.

The detective only needed to take one glance at the face. Garcia was dead.

He went to the table, and, taking up the telephone, lifted the receiver. No tinkle came from the bell in the corner of the room, and when he went out to make an examination in the passage, he found that the wires had been neatly cut.

Luke made a quick scrutiny of the room. Nothing had been touched on his table; there was no evidence that any of the drawers had been disturbed. He left the house, closing the door behind him, and went in search of a policeman and a telephone booth. He found both at the same moment, and after he had ‘phoned through to the local station and to headquarters he joined the constable and they returned to the house.

It was half an hour before the divisional surgeon and the local inspector arrived, and in that period the detective had made several important discoveries. He had found the dead man’s boots, neatly placed beneath the table, and a rough search of the body produced several scraps of evidence which had some bearing on the case.

The first of these was a folded copy of a German newspaper, the B.Z. am Mittag,
 a journal published in the afternoon and enjoying a large circulation. It was dated two or three days previous. There was also a copy of a detective story such as travellers use to beguile their journey. In an inside pocket was a bill bearing the heading of a firm of watchmakers in Munich. There were no other documents, and the body bore no visible mark of violence.

It was not until the early hours of the morning that the police surgeon reported the result of his examinations. There were no marks of violence on the body, but on the left arm there were half a dozen small punctures such as a hypodermic needle might make.

“Did you find any kind of dope in his pocket?”

Luke shook his head.

“No.”

The contents of the pockets lay on the inspector’s table at the police station: a watch and chain, a cigarette-case, a pair of reading glasses in a case and about a thousand marks in German money.

“He’s been dead at least six hours, and probably more,” said the surgeon. “He hasn’t the appearance of a drug addict — has he been under treatment?”

Luke told him as much as he knew of the dead man’s immediate past. The detective had made a close examination of the house, and it was clear that whoever had entered had used a key. It was not till then that Luke remembered that there had been two spare keys in the drawer when the first burglary had been committed.

He had thought of ringing up the girl and telling her what had happened, but there was no reason why he should wake her from her sleep with the ghastly news, and he determined to go down himself the following morning and break it to her personally. Long before then, however, something happened which put Garcia’s death out of his mind.

The fog had been terribly thick along the Embankment, and the City patrols had made their way with some difficulty along the deserted pavement which fringes the river. At twelve o’clock, almost at the moment Luke had been leaving Scotland Yard, a City police officer had heard the “rap-rap” of an automatic and had groped across the dark roadway to discover the reason. He had met nobody, seen nothing; he reached the opposite sidewalk and began systematically to cover the ground. It was a considerable time before he located the reason. He saw a figure lying in the gutter.

Luke went to Scotland Yard to make a detailed report, and was met by the hall man.

“Do you know a man named Markham, Mr. Luke?”

“Punch Markham? Yes.”

“The City police have just found him on the Embankment — shot dead.”

Poor Punch had been shot at close quarters; his coat was signed by the flame of the explosion. The only thing found in his pockets that had been of any value to the City detectives was a small address book in which Luke’s name had appeared.

Luke paid a hurried visit to the City, and for the second time that night interviewed the police surgeon.

“It is a pretty simple case,” said that official. “Either of the shots would have killed him.”

“Was it self-inflicted?” The surgeon shook his head. “It couldn’t have been from the position of the wounds. No, it is murder all right. A foggy night and the Thames embankment were very favourable conditions.”

The only evidence immediately available was that of a street cleaner who had seen a man pacing up and down the pavement near the place where the body was found. He took very little notice of him and was unable to furnish any details, except that he wore a wrist watch and examined it by the light of a small pocket torch. As a matter of fact, the street cleaner had thought he was a City detective, and that certain business premises were being watched that night.

Luke went home, changed his suit, and, brewing himself some hot coffee, went out into the misty morning determined upon a bold step. Detectives take many risks, none greater than the risk of offending important people and drawing upon themselves an official admonition.

Dr. Blanter might be called important; he had, at any rate, influential friends; and after its failure to secure a conviction against him Scotland Yard had moved warily, fearing always an outcry against persecution. By the time he reached Half Moon Street the servants were up. One was shaking the dust from a mat at the door.

“The doctor’s in bed, sir. I don’t think I can disturb him.”

“Go up and tell him my name,” said Luke curtly.

He was shown into a small drawingroom and spent the moments of waiting profitably. His wait was not a long one: the doctor made his appearance within five minutes, very alert and wide awake.

“ Do you want me, Luke?” he asked brusquely.

“Where were you last night? I want an account of your movements.”

Ordinarily this peremptory demand would have aroused the doctor to a fury, but instead he answered readily.

“I was here all the evening. I went down to the country yesterday afternoon and got back to town late.”

“What time did you go to bed?”

Blanter looked first at him and then at the ceiling.

“About ten o’clock; it may have been a little later. Yes, I think it was half-past ten. I heard half-past ten chiming as I went up to my room.”

Luke fixed his grey eyes on the doctor’s.

“Then why was it, when I called you up at ten minutes to ten, that your servant told me you were out? “ He saw the bland smile on the doctor’s face, and knew he had made a mistake.

“My dear fellow, my servant couldn’t have said anything so stupid, because it was his night off and he didn’t return till this morning. I was alone in the house. Not an unusual experience: I am told some of the most respectable people in London live entirely alone.”

“I live entirely alone,” said Luke. “ I occasionally have visitors. I had two last night — one alive and one dead.”

The doctor raised his eyebrows.”

Indeed,” he said, with polite interest.

“This isn’t another little bluff of yours, Mr. Luke?”

“It’s not a bluff, as you know. One alive and one dead. Alberto Garcia, with a few German newspapers, German money, and a bill or two in his pocket to give point to the story that he’s been in Germany and has been sending the telegrams sent by your agent. Within a few minutes after my discovery, somebody found a man called Punch Markham, dead in the gutter on the Thames Embankment. He had been shot by somebody who met him by arrangement — it was obviously the same person who broke into my house. This poor devil had arranged to telephone to me at half past ten, and that was the hour when I was burgled.”

“It was also the hour I was going to bed,” sneered Blanter. And then, leaning forward across the table, his big face puckered into a frown: “Come straight with this, Luke. Are you accusing me?”

“I’m suspecting you,” said Luke coolly.

“Why should I kill Garcia and this other man — I seem to have had a very busy evening yesterday!”

“The motive isn’t very clear. If I can find the motive I shall find the murderer. Just remember that, will you, Blanter?”

He went out of the room and beckoned the man who was standing on the opposite side of the road before he returned to the doctor.

“What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to search your house.”

“Have you a warrant?”

Luke produced it.

The house was not much larger than Luke’s own, and the search had not progressed far before certain unusual things were revealed. The rooms on the ground floor were more or less tidy and clean though there were layers of dust everywhere. Upstairs the rooms were almost unfurnished. The doctor’s bedroom was reasonably comfortable, but the rest of the house was like a pigsty. He met and interrogated the servant: a big, broad-shouldered man who must have rivalled the doctor in his strength. He reeked of drink, and evidently was a very privileged person. Luke had heard of this factotum of the doctor’s, knew that he had been in Blanter’s service for five or six years.

The detectives were leaving after a fruitless search when, turning to the servant, Luke asked casually: “ It’s a long time since you had cheese on Wednesday, isn’t it?”

The man blinked, changed colour and stammered.

“Eh? I don’t know what you mean, guv’nor.”

When they were clear of the house Luke was still grinning.

“I don’t see the joke — I mean, about cheese on Wednesday,” said the other detective.

“I hope you never will,” said Luke. “It’s queer how people betray themselves over quite little things. The moment I saw that bird I knew he was an old lag, though I can’t place him. He’s not only an old lag, but he’s been in Dartmoor. A few years ago, when the diet wasn’t as varied as it is to-day, convicts were given cheese on Wednesdays; and somehow you never forget what happened in a convict prison.”

“Have you ever been in one?” asked the other.

“Only as a temporary visitor,” said Luke.

He could not find time to get to the country, and telephoned the girl, asking her to come up. When she arrived he went round to her hotel and broke the news to her.

“I think I can save you the grisly business of identifying poor Garcia — fortunately, he was on the boat with us and I knew him very well by sight.”

She was terribly shocked, wept a little, being human.

“I can’t understand it,” she said, when she had recovered. “Then he was in Germany all the time?”

Luke shook his head.

“No, he’s not been in Germany at all.”

He had sent in search of Rustem, but Mr. Arthur Rustem was neither at his office nor at his expensive flat. There was a possibility that he had gone abroad and instructions were sent to all the port officers to turn him back on the excuse of passport irregularity.

Edna had only seen Punch once since she had been in residence. He had been living with Lane. She had loaned him a pony and she had seen him riding up to the downs, and on the occasion he had come to the house she had been out.

“I saw him yesterday morning again. He was riding very near the place where the horse was shot.”

“Where which horse was shot?” he asked, quickly. She told him of her little adventure in the dark, and he was greatly interested; he made her draw a plan showing the exact spot where the horse was buried.

He questioned her as to the date of the shooting, and she rang the bell for her chauffeur. It was the day she had sent her big car into Reading to have some repairs effected. The chauffeur came, a methodical man with a large notebook which he used as a sort of diary, and definitely fixed both the day and the hour, because he had returned to the house with the car immediately after she had gone up to her room.

“It must have been that day, miss. The next day was the night we went to town and saw the accident on the road.” Luke had heard of no accident and asked for further information. He did not interrupt until the girl had finished. He was pacing up and down the room, his hands behind him, long after the chauffeur had been dismissed.

“Can you put me up for tonight? I don’t think I want to go to the Red Lion,” he said.

“I’d like to go right away if you’ll let me. I’m dead with tiredness, and if I could only sleep for an hour or two at Longhall, I think I might be able to go on for another thirty-six. I’ve got to be fresh and bright for Cambridgeshire day.”

She looked at him openmouthed.

“You’re not going to the races, with all these terrible things …”

“I certainly am going to the races,” he said, callously as it seemed to her. “Field of Glory is a ten to once chance, and I particularly wish to see Mr. Goodie in the moment of its triumph.”

She shook her head.

“I don’t understand it. I, of course, couldn’t go. Poor Mr. Garcia! It’s the most terrible tragedy! I dare not allow myself to think about it.”

He had no friends or relations, she told him. He was a fairly wealthy man, and when he asked her how his estate was disposed she answered frankly.

“I think he’s left everything to me,” she said. “He told me he would years ago, and he referred to it again on the boat. He wasn’t murdered?”

Luke hesitated; he did not rule out that possibility. “I don’t think so. The doctors are under the impression that he died a natural death.”

He questioned her about the old man’s practice. Had he ever taken drugs of any kind? She repudiated this instantly.

“He had a horror of drugs — never even took medicine. He invariably went into Buenos Aires for osteopathic treatment when he was not feeling well. I know that the day he arrived in London he sought out the nearest osteopath and had treatment.”

They drove down together to Longhall, and Luke slept shamelessly all the way and was hardly awake when he fell on a bed in the guest room to continue his slumber.

By nine o’clock that night he was very much awake and alert, and spent a solid hour at the telephone. At eleven o’clock Lane called for him, and they went out together, after arranging with the butler to wait up for his return.

It was three o’clock m the morning when he came back to find a sleepy-eyed girl dozing in her chair. His boots and clothes were covered with dust, and Lane was in no better case. If she expected him to tell her where he had been, or to satisfy her natural curiosity, she was to be disappointed. He told her that he had a successful night, but in what way he was successful he would not say.

When he came back to London he learned from his immediate superior that a complaint had been lodged against him with the Chief Commissioner.

“By Blanter, of course? Unprofessional conduct, bullying, third degree, impertinence…”

“A little of each,” said his chief. “ The Commissioner has left me to deal with it. We’ll let it stand over for a day or two. Are you going to Newmarket?”

Luke nodded.

“Blanter you’ll never get,” said the superintendent confidently; “he’s much too clever. One is always reading about these master criminals, but the police never meet them, and for the excellent reason that they’re not caught. The moment a man’s pinched he ceases to be a master and goes back to the working classes! Blanter has never been caught.”

“We will give him a new experience,” said Luke with equal confidence.

The doctor was an energetic and a tireless man. An inquiry put through to Maidenhead disclosed the fact that the Maidenhead property had been sold after two days’ negotiation. He had sold it at a bargain price, which was significant, for Blanter was a good business man and would never get rid of a property except at a profit, unless he was in a hurry; and he was in the greatest hurry he had ever been in his life.

Mr. Trigger was to learn something of that urgency. He had a call from the doctor, and Blanter’s demands were both exorbitant and difficult to fulfil. Only Trigger knew that they were not impossible.

“Be reasonable, doctor. I can’t find you two hundred thousand pounds at a minute’s notice. The money is invested as fast as it is made — you know that — and we can’t divvy up before the end of November.”

“You’ll get that money, Trigger; you’ll get it in American currency. It has got to be here ready for me when I call.”

The little man leaned back in his chair and met the menace of the doctor’s eyes without flinching.

“If the Transaction comes off there’ll be no difficulty, of course,” he said. “Otherwise I shall have to sell stock at a loss. What’s the hurry?”

Blanter did not explain. That was not his way. He was used to implicit obedience, and his first inclination was to fly in a rage at the opposition which was being shown to him. Second thoughts prevailed. He had already sensed this antagonism on the part of his once willing agent. He had perfect command of his emotions when he so willed, and, sitting down in a big chair, he lit a cigar.

“Don’t let’s quarrel,” he said. “If you want to know what the hurry is, it’s Mr. Luke. So far as I’m concerned, the Green Ribbon has had my last horse. It won’t hurt you, because you’ve got plenty of money, and I suggest that you liquidate your business, sell the offices and retire—”

“Listen, doctor.” The little man leaned his elbows on the blottingpad and tapped the desk to emphasise his words. “Trigger’s Agency existed before you’d ever heard of it — what’s more, before I’d ever heard of you except as a mug punter who’d been before the coroner and had a narrow squeak. It will go on existing without you. I never asked you how you got the horses that I operate, what you did with them or how you persuaded them to win. That’s not my business. If you’ve done anything illegal I know nothing about it. So far as I know, Field of Glory is going to win the Cambridgeshire on Wednesday, and I have advised all clients and have had a record of their bets. Why it should win or why it shouldn’t win I don’t know, and don’t want to know. There are other sources of information besides yours — other stables and other horses besides Goodie’s. If you’ve done anything illegal that’s your affair and not mine. Mr. Luke I regard as a fair-minded man, and I’m certainly not scared of him.”

He got up from the table, walked round to the other side of the desk and stood, looking down at Blanter.

“A man named Garcia was found dead this morning. I’ve seen it in the evening newspapers. And a little racing tout named Punch Markham was found dead in the City.”

“Well?” said the doctor, when he paused.

“I’m only asking you for the sake of asking. They’ve nothing to do with our business, have they?”

And then the doctor made a false move.

“Suppose they were?” he said.

Trigger did not reply, and he repeated the question.

“I’d walk straight out into the street, get a policeman and pinch you,” said Trigger slowly. “If I thought that little chat which Rustem started and which I stopped had anything to do with murder, I’d shop you, as God’s my judge!”

The doctor rose slowly to his feet, a commanding and terrifying figure in his cold fury. Only Mr. Trigger was not easily terrified.

“What do you think would happen to you?” he asked with deadly softness.

Trigger smiled.

“might have to explain to the Coroner why I shot you stone dead!” he said.

He had his hand in his jacket pocket, and for the first time Blanter saw the bulge of the levelled barrel

“I never take a chance with you, Blanter, and I’m not taking one now. You can clear out, and if there’s any money to divide after this Transaction you’ll get it.”

Dr. Blanter found himself in Lower Regent Street, a dazed man. He might have respected J. P. Trigger if he had been capable of respecting anybody.

When he got to Half Moon Street he found his servant sitting in his study, smoking one of the doctor’s best cigars. The doctor’s decanter was on the table and a glass half filled with whisky and soda. Stoofer rose only to help the doctor to a drink before reseating himself, and Blanter took no exception to the familiarity.

“Did you see Goodie?”

“No,” said Blanter.

The corner of Stoofer’s ugly mouth lifted.

“He’s got no more brains than a rabbit,” he said. “He asked me what the new box was for — he seen me drivin’ it on the North Circular — that old devil certainly misses nothing.”

“Why were you driving it on the North Circular Road?” asked Blanter carelessly.

“Tryin’ out the engine. The ‘bus was inside too — she was delivered yesterday and I had a bit of practice fitting her wings — where do we take off?”

“At Goodie’s place. I wish he was in Sussex — that would be easier — but it’s lonely enough. Will the ‘plane hold two?”

Stoofer sneered at him. “Four,” he said. “It’s a pretty machine. When I was in the air service, if anybody had told us we could get a plane with detachable wings, they’d have been laughed at!”

The friendship between the doctor and this uncouth servant of his was notorious. They had certain crudities in common, and Stoofer had been more nearly concerned in certain black incidents of Blanter’s past than Luke knew. Had he read the Blanter records again, he would have learned that the man who was concerned with the doctor in the worst charge that had been brought against him, and who eventually received a sentence of five years, was the same man who now lived luxuriously at Blanter’s expense. He had been convicted as “John Ernest,” which were his Christian names.

When Mr. Stoofer was very drunk it was his practice to teIl his employer that it was in his power to give him a “lifer.”

“I suppose the Cambridgeshire business will go through?”

He poured himself out a liberal portion of whisky as he asked himself the question.

“Goodie isn’t worrying, now we’ve got that white-livered Turk on the chain. He was the danger.”

“What are you going to do with him?” asked Stoofer.

The doctor was noncommittal.

“We’ll see. Have you fixed everything for tomorrow?”

Stoofer nodded.

“I got a French chauffeur and I’ve hired the lorry. You may not want to use ‘em.”

“And I may,” said Blanter shortly. “I’m relying on you, Stoofer — the timing, I mean. I don’t want to take a chance. If anything happens—”

He shrugged.

“Nothing’ll happen,” scoffed the man. “Shall I go down to the cellar and get another bottle, or will you?”

“As you’re my servant it would be a good idea for you to earn your money,” said the doctor good humouredly. Nevertheless, it was he who went. In the course of the next twentyfour hours he would have to rely a great deal upon this brute of his, and it was advisable to keep him in good humour.
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Car journeys passed very quickly to Luke, because he had a great deal to think about, and it seemed that he had hardly stepped into his car outside the entrance of New Scotland Yard than he was passing through and raising his hat mechanically to the Ditcher for, if he did not bet, he had a punter’s superstition.

Though the weather was none too propitious, the town was crowded and cars bowled down the broad road to the stands three abreast. His own stopped at a little gate and he slipped into the paddock, unobserved, to find it already crowded, though the numbers were not in the frame for the first race.

In point of interest the Cambridgeshire Handicap takes second place to the Cesarewitch, but this year there were half a dozen horses genuinely fancied, and, with the heaviest betting that the race had known for many years, public interest was unusually keen.

Luke had half an hour’s conversation with certain officials of the Jockey Club, and by the time he came out of the little room the attendance in the paddock had doubled in size. He did not see the first race, but visited in turn every man he had posted at the exits from the enclosures. Goodie he had seen, a solitary figure in his favourite position, the most distant corner of the paddock. It was whilst Luke was visiting his ‘sentries’ that Blanter’s big Rolls arrived, and the doctor climbed out and came through the paddock gate.

“That’s the car: watch it — if necessary throw it out of action.”

He did not underrate Blanter’s ingenuity. He was dealing with an extraordinary genius, who had devoted great powers to base uses. Nevertheless, they were great powers. Blanter never failed to cover his tracks — that had been the history of him all his life. He was such a good general that it was certain he would prepare a way of retreat. He had said to Luke almost the first time he had fallen under suspicion: “I can foresee every move you make, and you can’t foresee mine. That’s where I’ve got you, Luke, and where I’ll keep you.”

Before the Cambridgeshire the paddock was uncomfortably crowded and it was impossible to get anywhere near the horses. Strolling into the ring, Luke learned that Field of Glory was one of the strongest favourites the race had known. He stood nominally at 5/2, but it was impossible to get a bet about him. The detective heard bookmakers refusing bet after bet with a laconic: “Can’t offer you a fair price.”

There is no parade of horses at Newmarket, no bands or flowers, nothing but plain racing. The horses went down to the nine-furlong post in ones and twos and threes. Presently Luke saw a beautiful bay horse loping down by himself.

“That’s the winner. He looks as if he could pull a ‘bus and win,” said a voice at his elbow.

Certainly there was no horse in the field which carried his bloom or moved in such effortless style. His long stride covered an immensity of ground. Luke glanced at the number-board and saw that it was drawn No. I, the best position in the race.

He went on to the lower steps of the stand to watch the race. There was a long delay at the start; horses weaved in and out, two refused to go near the gate, and a third took it into his head to bolt in the opposite direction. The field must wait until he was overpowered and brought back. Slowly the horses were manoeuvred into line, and then:

“They’re off!”

Ten thousand voices said the words at once; it sounded like the boom of a cannon. Right across the course, like a regiment of cavalry charging, they flew, and at the distance it was almost impossible for any but the most skilful observer to tell which was in front. Luke had glued his eyes to the bright green cap of the horse on the rails. He was galloping with the greatest freedom. It was clear to him, as it was to thousands of trained watchers, before the field came into the dip, that Field of Glory, going easily on the stand side, was not only in front but could never be caught. He passed the post, pulling up, a winner by three lengths.

Luke ran back into the paddock to the far side of the unsaddling enclosure and waited. He saw Goodie walk slowly into the space reserved for the winner, and presently the jockey of Field of Glory appeared above the heads of the crowds and the horse walked into the enclosure. Goodie caught him by the bridle and held him while the jockey dismounted and unsaddled; then together they went into the weighing-room with Luke at their heels. He could not see the doctor, but did not doubt that he was somewhere near.

The jockey had seated himself on the scales when Luke passed a slip of paper to the clerk, who read it.

“You object to this horse, Mr. Luke?”

“I object to this horse,” said Luke, “on the grounds that he is not Field of Glory, but a horse imported from the Argentine, named Vendina, who was purchased from the late Senor Garcia for stud purposes in Germany.”

Goodie’s face was a mask: he displayed no evidence of emotion whatever.

“A stupid charge,” he said heavily. “The matter will go before the stewards, I presume? I shall be handy.”

He walked out of the weighing-room, a detective at his elbow. No effort was made to stop him till he was outside, and then the detectives closed on him. The watchers did not see the doctor until he appeared from the direction of Tattersalls, walking along the line of cars. The fact that the chauffeur was not on the seat of Blanter’s car was responsible for their carelessness. A big French machine that was pulling out passed the doctor and for a moment blotted him out of view. When it had passed he had disappeared. It was not until the French car was well clear of the gates that they realised what had happened. Blanter had had two cars parked; he had slipped into the second machine as it had come abreast of him and had half a mile start.

Luke, who came out at that moment, and learned the truth, did not even stop to curse the detectives who had been fooled, but, jumping on the running board of the police car, which was already moving, he went in pursuit.

The big Frenchman was almost out of sight. There was no chance of signalling the Cambridgeshire police who were doing duty on the road. The car swung towards London, a quarter of a mile ahead of Luke, and was going almost as fast as he. They had passed the fork of the Cambridgeshire road and were moving for Six Mile Bottom when the cunning of Blanter was revealed. A big motor lorry which had been standing on the grass verge backed on to the road so as to block it. It was done so cleverly that at first Luke thought it was an accident; but it was a little too clever, for the trolley had not moved till the doctor’s car had passed. One of the detectives in the police tender jumped up by the side of the driver.

“You’re under arrest! Pull your lorry straight, or I’ll take my stick to you!”

By the time the lorry was straightened, Blanter’s car was out of sight. There was another obstruction: a big motor horse van, coming towards Newmarket, but this pulled aside to allow them to pass.

Blanter had seemingly forgotten one danger: the possibility that the level-crossing gates at Six Mile Bottom might be closed. They were in fact shut when the car came up, and they only opened again when the police tender was within a hundred yards of its quarry. Both cars flew along the road, Luke gaining steadily. It was at the juncture of the Royston and Newport roads that the police tender overtook and passed the French machine, and pulled up with a jar of brakes.

Luke did not recognise the driver; he was a stranger, and obviously foreign. Running round to the side of the car, the detective jerked open the door.

“Step out, doctor.”

But the car was empty.

On the floor lay a race card. He took it up, and saw something written on a blank page. The handwriting was jerky; it was evidently intended for him, and it ran:

“I expected this. Sorry to disappoint you.”

Luke placed the driver of the car under arrest and rushed back to make enquiries at Six Mile Bottom. It was here that the man must have escaped, and probably caught the train that had been responsible for the closing of the gates. To his amazement, he learned that nobody had got out of the car, that the train did not stop at Six Mile Bottom but was a through express.

“I’ll swear the car was empty, because I looked into it,” said one of the railwaymen. If the car had been empty at Six Mile Bottom where had this man made his escape? There had been time for the car to slow, or even stop, whilst Luke was ridding himself of the obstructing lorry. But where would he have gone? There was no house; the country was open. Blanter was not the sort of man who would fly to the woods.

He came back to the course to find the rings seething. The horse had not been disqualified, and the decision of the stewards was suspended. Goodie had been removed to the town police station and had made no protest.

He interviewed the trainer in his little cell, but had little satisfaction from him. Goodie refused to talk, or offer the least assistance. He was seemingly uninterested in the fate of his partner, and not greatly concerned about his own. Luke took him back to London, handcuffed, and lodged him at Cannon Row for the night.

The position was still a little obscure, and there was a possibility, as his timorous superior did not fail to point out to him, that Goodie might still acquit himself of the charge. The Jockey Club had taken the usual course of suspending a decision, as they were bound to do until proof had been adduced. A logical act, but one which led to a great deal of confusion amongst ready-money bettors, who were thus deprived of drawing their winnings on the first or the second.

“I’ll get proof enough,” said Luke. He would have sent his best man to take possession of Goodie’s house, but here arose one of those technical difficulties which so often hamper the administration of justice. Goodie’s house was under different police jurisdiction. There had been some trouble between Scotland Yard and the local constabulary, and though the Yard was within its rights in sending a man, it was decided to leave the matter in the hands of the local police.

And then a thought occurred to Luke and he got into touch with the Berkshire C.I.D. It was in consequence of that communication that the house was not even visited by the authorities that night.

One thing could be done. Mr. Trigger was summoned to headquarters and asked to give an account of himself and his Transactions. As had been expected, he had the most complete documentary proofs that he was not concerned except in the sending out of horses, that he had no communication whatever with the doctor except on that subject.

A second search of the doctor’s house was made and a police officer left in control. That Blanter would attempt to go to London Luke did not for one moment expect; what he was more likely to do was to make for an unlikely seaport and get a passage to the Continent. The recognised ports were notified as a matter of course, but it was improbable that the doctor would attempt to leave from Dover or Harwich. At any rate, for one relief he was thankful: with Goodie in prison and Blanter in flight, the danger to the girl was, he thought, reduced to an inconsiderable factor. Here, however, he was unduly optimistic.

Nothing had been seen of Rustem; possibly he had retired to his place of retreat, which, for some reason never thoroughly explained, was Edinburgh.

Pilcher was almost tearful when he protested that he knew nothing of his master’s whereabouts except that he had said it was unlikely he would be in the office on the day of his disappearance. That the man was speaking the truth was confirmed by enquiries at Rustem’s flat. If he had fled the country he would at least have taken with him the £2,000 which was found when the police forced the drawers of the desk in his study.

There had been many misguided excuses made for the local police. It was pointed out that they did not immediately occupy Gillywood Cottage because no specific charge had been made against its owner, and certainly not the charge of murder which was subsequently preferred. Furthermore, the cottage was situated a long way from headquarters, and at the moment no detective officer was available. Certainly it seemed unlikely that, having made his escape, Blanter would make for a spot where he might well suppose a police caretaker would be found.

The apologists would have saved themselves a great deal of speculation if they had overheard Luke’s conversation with the Berkshire police chief on the subject of dogs.

It was about eight o’clock in the evening when the watchful Lane saw a big motor horse box come along the road. It passed the entrance to Gillywood Cottage and disappeared in a southerly direction. A motor horse box returning to one of the many training establishments within range of a few miles was not an unusual spectacle on the evening of a big race meeting. Lane thought nothing of it; he did not see the lights extinguished, or the big truck turn off the road.

Though it had all the appearance of a horse box, it held no horses, and a big man had been sleeping half the journey in the compartment usually reserved for the stable lad. The driver got down and jerked open the door.

“Here you are, guv’nor,” he said.

Dr. Blanter got down laboriously and stretched his legs. He had been a long time cooped up in that narrow cell, for the “box “ had gone through Newmarket, taken a wide detour and come back through Cambridge.

If Luke had enquired he would have found that it had been waiting between Six Mile Bottom and Newmarket since two o’clock that afternoon, just as the obstructing trolley had been waiting. He had never dreamed that an innocent-looking van going towards Newmarket could contain his prey, yet that had been the case. By the simplest of tricks Dr. Blanter had escaped immediate arrest. He had come back here, not because he regarded the cottage as a place of refuge, but believing that in the excitement of the day Luke would do exactly what he had done — relax his vigilance over Edna Gray. Moreover, the wide downs and the grassy valley offered solitude for the assembling of the tiny aeroplane which the van held, and a favourable taking-off place for the long journey which would begin at dawn.

Goodie’s house might be, and probably was, in the possession of the police. But of one thing he was sure: Rustem would not have been found or have told his story. Blanter was not concerned; his own fate was sealed, unless he made his escape from England. He had no doubt in his mind, however, that he would succeed. And the police would have found the big cats, too. He bared his teeth in a smile at the thought. How could these bucolics deal with that problem?

The presence of the motor van would pass undetected until the morning, and in the night Stoofer could do his work. For Stoofer had spent certain years of the war, and six months after, as an aircraft fitter. It was indeed he who had suggested to the doctor an infallible method of escape.

The broad, even meadows which ran along the base of the downs were admirably suited for the purpose. It had always been the doctor’s idea that this should be his jumping-off place. Big a man as he was, he was light of foot. The groom working in the stable yard of Longhall neither saw nor heard the shadow that passed. Blanter made a careful reconnaissance of the house. There were, he knew, two menservants — three if Lane were included. He knew, too, that they were ex-police officers, specially chosen by Luke, and the reason for the detective’s anxiety he could guess.

After a long search of the dark courtyard he found at last what he sought — a ladder — and, lifting this from its supporting peg, he planted it against the wall near the open window of what he knew was the girl’s bedroom. It would have been his own room if he had succeeded in buying the property, for it was Blanter on whose behalf Mr. Rustem had negotiated.

And then he heard a sound which made him stiffen. He crouched back against the wall.

From where he stood he could see the angle of the stable, and the glow of its reflected light, spread fan-wise across the tiled floor of the yard. It was Edna’s voice he heard, speaking to the groom. Evidently she had come out at the front of the house, and had passed across the lawn to the stables. She was ordering her hack for the morning.

He crept along till he came to the angle of the wall and looked round. He could see the back of her; she wore a long ulster coat which she must have slipped on as she came out of the house, and she was bareheaded. A horse started to kick in the stable, and the groom went out of hearing. For a little time the girl stood, watching, and then turned back towards the house. She changed her mind, and, turning to the left, walked to where Blanter stood in hiding. She did not see him, but the ladder was silhouetted against the sky. He heard her utter a little exclamation, and made his decision. She felt a huge hand suddenly close over her mouth and an arm pass round her waist.

“If you make a sound I’ll throttle you, my girl!” said a whisper in her ear.

She struggled madly to escape from this clutch, but his arm was like steel and the hand on her mouth immovable. Suddenly he felt her sag in his arms, and the weight of her told him that her swoon was genuine. He heard the slam of a door and looked round cautiously. Then came the clatter of heavy feet on the yard, and he carried the girl to the angle of the wall, and, peeping round saw the groom disappearing in the direction of the house.

He lifted her without effort, passed quickly before the stable door, and through the side gate. She was still unconscious when he reached the van. The man who had been drinking tea from a vacuum flask sprang up.

“You didn’t get her?” he asked exultantly. “ My God, that’s a bit of luck, Doctor! Here, I’ll carry her.”

“You needn’t,” said Blanter curtly. They passed over the dark ground and they were nearing the foot of the downs when he heard her moan and felt her move in his arms. Setting her down, he felt in his pocket and took out a small case.

What he had to do could be done in the dark. The sharp pain in her arm brought her to consciousness. She moaned a little. They stood in silence, watching her, till her head drooped again.

“There’s nobody in the cottage, guv’nor,” said the man under his breath. “I went in and had a look round.

“How did you get in?” asked the other sharply.

“I picked the lock of the wire door — the one in the corner. It was easy.”

“Did you leave it open?”

“No, I just left it on the latch. Why?”

He heard the doctor breathing quickly. “Nothing,” he said. “Come along.”

He stooped to pick the girl up, and did not put her down until they came to the iron-barred gate which covered the mouth of Perrywig Caves. This the doctor unlocked and they passed through together, the gate closing softly behind them.

“If you feel in one of those holes in the side of the rock, you’ll find a lantern. Don’t put it on till I tell you.

The cave ran straight for about fifty yards, then turned gently at right angles. Here was another gate, also to be unlocked.

“You can put on the light now.”

The cavern in which they found themselves was twice the height of an ordinary room. There was a high-powered car here, covered with a cloth; and around the wall was a series of rough chambers cut out of the solid rock. Blanter put the girl down with her back to the wall, and, strolling to one of the recesses, flashed the lamp in the sleeper’s eyes.

“Wake up, little Arthur,” he said pleasantly.

The huddled figure which lay on a bed of straw woke with a start and stared, blinking, at the man whom, of all men in the world, he feared.

“Hullo, doctor!” he said, with a pathetic attempt at geniality. “There’s something medieval about this, isn’t there, old boy?”

As he moved his leg there was the clank of a chain. It was fastened to a leglet about his ankle and the other end of a staple fixed in the rock.

“A little bit medieval, I think you’ll agree; and all because of a baseless suspicion—”

“Don’t talk,” said Blanter coldly. “I want to give you the news. They’ve caught Goodie and they’re after me and you.”

The white-faced man rose unsteadily to his feet. The chain was a very long one, which gave him almost the run of the main cavern.

“What is the charge? “ he asked.

“I don’t know what it is, but I’ll tell you what it will be,” said Blanter, carelessly. “Wilful murder — we’re all in it, Rustem, except you.”

“Not me, not me! “ said the prisoner, waving his hands hysterically. “ I knew nothing about it. I told you—”

“I said, ‘except you,’ “ he said. “You wouldn’t be in it because you’d be the chief witness for the state. Which is unfortunate for you!” The doctor’s voice was gentle, almost caressing.

“I’ve brought you a little friend. But she’s not here to keep you company — disabuse your mind of that idea.”

Then Rustem saw the girl.

“Miss Gray!” he said, in horror.

“You may call her Edna, “ smiled Blanter. “I’ll give you permission. After you’re gone, she’s going to amuse us — Stoofer and me. Stoofer and I have identical ideas on the subject. If we’re going to be hanged we might as well run the gamut of offence!”

Rustem stared at him in a horror that he did not attempt to conceal. He was a thief, a swindler, by all codes a villain, but —

“You can’t do that, doctor! My God, you can’t do that!”

Even as he spoke he knew that this gross man was capable of deeds as vile. In that old case in which Blanter had been involved, and for which Rustem had defended him, there had been details which had turned him sick.

The doctor looked at him, amused. Across his face was a broad, leering grin. Arthur Rustem was a coward, physically and morally, and yet at this moment, when he knew that death was at hand, he felt no qualm of fear. He suddenly realised, though there was no apparent reason for his understanding, that the girl had recovered consciousness and was listening. Her head still drooped forward in a way that reminded him of Goodie. It was a ludicrous comparison; he would have laughed, but if he laughed he would become hysterical, and if he was hysterical he was lost. He knew the doctor, knew him better than any man living, knew exactly with what coldblooded indifference the man would encompass his end.

The doctor took a small bunch of keys from his pocket and held one up.

“We will release you from your medieval surroundings in a minute or two. I shall want to anklet my little friend over there. It is a new anklet — the last was broken by your predecessor.”

“By ‘release’ I suppose you mean — ?”

“Exactly,” said the doctor. “You’re too dangerous, Rustem, and you’re rather a fool too. I think it will be better for all concerned, though we shall be sorry to lose you,” he added, with mock sympathy.

“Wait a moment.”

Rustem saw his hands go into his pocket and interrupted the action.

“A long time ago, Blanter, you told me about kelacine. You said that if ever you went out, that was the way you would go.”

The doctor smiled.

“Marvellous man — marvellous memory!”

He took out his little case, opened it and selected a tiny flat phial.

“I’m very glad you’re so sensible and not giving me a lot of trouble. I have anticipated your wishes — Tincture Kelacine was exactly the medicine I had prescribed.”

Edna, wide awake now, watched the drama being played, frozen with horror. Rustem she recognised; the long chain about his ankle explained many things.

There was furniture in the cavern, and apparently near at hand was a water supply, for the doctor disappeared through an opening and came back with a glass half-filled with water, some of which he spilt on the ground.

“What is the effect of this dope?” asked Rustem.

The doctor did not answer: drop by drop little colourless beads were falling from the mouth of the phial.

“One minim produces paralysis,” he said slowly; “two or three drops, according to your constitution, death. I am giving you six — or rather, you are taking six of your own free will.”

“Make it sixty,” said Arthur Rustem coolly. “I would like it over very quickly.”

Again the doctor smiled.

“Spoken like a gentleman,” he said, and emptied the contents of the phial into the glass. Stoofer, the servant, watched, fascinated. Edna could just see past him, saw Rustem take the glass with a trembling hand. He held it up to the light.

“Do you mind unfastening my anklet first, I’d hate to die in chains.”

Blanter looked at him quickly, took a key from his pocket, and, stooping, turned it. A snapping sound and the anklet hinged back.

“Thank you.”

Rustem was politeness itself; but for his quivering hand, none might imagine that he laboured under any stress of emotion.

“Now, before I go, I’ll tell you a secret.” He was watching the big man closely. “ If I had escaped this, I intended going into a monastery.”

He spoke with great deliberation. Blanter’s eyebrows went up and his big mouth opened.

It was a grimace which invariably accompanied his intense amusement, and was invariably followed by his deafening laughter. Nobody knew this better than Rustem. As the big mouth opened, with a quick jerk of his wrist he dashed the contents of the glass into the man’s face. Blanter staggered back; his hand reached to his pocket; and then, with a squeal of agony, he fell to his knees, his face blue.

His servant rushed forward and caught him by the arm. In that second Rustem made his leap, he gripped the girl by the arm and jerked her to her feet.

“Run!” he snarled.

The gate was unlocked. He crashed it back, hoping it would close itself. The outer gate, he knew, was locked, but he had snatched up the key which the doctor had dropped, and with trembling hands he turned it in the lock. He heard feet stumbling behind him, had not the courage to stop and lock the gate, but ran.

“Do you know the way to your house?” gasped Rustem.

Between fear and weakness she could hardly keep on her feet. She could only gasp something which was unintelligible to the man.

Somebody was running behind them — the servant probably. It seemed impossible to the girl that she could last out. The house was a terrifying distance away, the ground so uneven that she stumbled with every few steps.

Rustem looked over his shoulder, and, to his horror, saw the looming figure of the doctor. They had reached the corner of the wire compound when she stumbled and fell against the wire. It swung away from her and she realised it was the door. Rustem had seen the avenue of escape and ran in after her, slamming the gate behind him, but it did not fasten.

She flew ahead, heard the sound of a struggle behind her and fled towards the cottage. Then something rose in front of her, and she stood stock still. The scream that rose to her throat was never uttered; she was paralysed with fear, for four green eyes looked out of the blackness, and suddenly she heard a hideous howl from the Things before her which made her blood turn to ice.

Panthers! Two great black panthers! She knew what they were — and then her senses left her, and she went down to the ground in a heap. Something else was engaging the attention of the two beasts — a shouting, panting huddle of men. Again that scream from the panther’s throat. One leaped forward, and Dr. Blanter turned to meet the charge. Twice he fired, and then there was an unearthly howl of pain and the second panther leaped. As he struck, a rifle exploded near at hand, and then another. The black beast slid wearily from his mangled victim by the side of his dead mate.
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It was a bad dream, Edna Gray decided, and tried to sit up on the couch where she was lying. Her head was swimming; she was curiously weak, and she sank back again. Somebody was washing her forehead and neck with eau-de-Cologne; she hoped for the sake of the proprieties, that it was her maid.

“You keep quiet, young lady.”

It was Luke’s voice. When she opened her eyes again he was sitting on a stool by the side of the couch, looking singularly old, as a man might pardonably look when he had shot at a panther in the dark and was not absolutely certain whether the bullet would hit the beast or its victim, was not even sure that the prey of the beast was not the woman he loved.

It was two o’clock in the morning when she became quite sensible and demanded the story.

“No more hysteria,” he warned her.

“It wasn’t hysteria, it was nerves,” she said indignantly.

“I came down; it was a whim of mine; — one of those inspirations, I suppose, that every clever police officer has. I didn’t dream I was going to shoot a panther, or pick up a bedraggled female in a dead faint.”

His tone was flippant, but she realised something of what he had endured.

“Yes, they were Goodie’s panthers; that is why he lived in a cage. He bred them; they had the run of the compound, which included the house. They lived in an underground vault, which was probably at some time the vault of a church in which your illustrious ancestors laid their old bones. That is why I didn’t want the police to go there, until I’d dealt with these beasties. They never came out in the day time, but by night they were a very effective guard against burglars! Goodie didn’t realise the effect they’d have on horses, and had to move them to new stables, well away from the smell of the big cats.

“Goodie had a lot of secrets in that little cottage, including an autobiography, which I’m going to read with great enjoyment. He swears there’s nothing in it that could convict him; but we may alter all that.”

She told him of the cavern, but he had heard that from Rustem before the ambulance had taken him to hospital.

“Yes, I know, that’s where they kept poor old Garcia. He recognised the horse that he thought was in Germany, in the string with Goodie’s other horses. He came down here to make sure, and stayed at the Red Lion. Rustem must have had him watched and, when he realised the secret was out, there was a consultation.

“You remember Rustem came in a hurry to Doncaster? It was to tell the gang that Garcia was staying in the village and had recognised the horse. Rustem told me that he discovered that and went up to Doncaster to tell the others. In some way they got hold of Garcia that same night, and imprisoned him up in the cavern. Probably he made an attempt to escape, for they had a chain fixed to the wall; I think you’ll find it’s a fairly recent innovation.

“They seem to have treated him as well as they could; you remember the remnants of luncheon which you saw near the mouth of the cave? In some way or other Garcia got the leg iron off, made his way through the cave, and, by a miracle, found the passage which led to the smallest of the caves. He broke down the flimsy gate with a stone, and for days lay, in hiding.

“His escape nearly put the cat amongst the pigeons., He knew that Field of Glory was not Field of Glory at all, but Verdina, from the Argentine. I don’t know how they found him, but he was run to earth and taken to a little cottage, the property of Goodie. He was there transferred to the doctor’s car and taken either to Maidenhead or to Half Moon Street — I think the former place.

“I don’t think he was ill-treated; I believe his death was due to natural causes, or else to the administration of the dope which they shot into him with the idea of keeping him quiet until they could smuggle him out of England.

“Rustem arranged all the telegrams which came from Germany. The person they were scared of was you.”

“Me?” she said, in amazement.

He nodded.

“At first they didn’t want you to be there because you overlook their ground, and Goodie thought that you’d find out about the panthers and raise Cain with the local authorities. Then you became important because you were the only person in the world, or in England at any rate, who could supply information about Garcia. The third danger turned up in poor Punch.

“He must have seen the horse and known it was not the colt he sold. It was easy to identify: one foot was smaller than the others. The night this discovery was made, Goodie took the real Field of Glory and shot it. They were going for their last coup, on the Cambridgeshire, and the best authority tells me that if they’d won they’d have cleared half a million pounds. They had to get rid of Punch, and he played into their hands.

“It was an idea of the doctor’s — Rustem didn’t tell me this, because he doesn’t know — one of his freakish, mad whims, to leave the body of Garcia in my room. It was easy for him to get in because he had a key, and the foggy night helped him. It was whilst he was there that Punch telephoned through, as he promised to do at half-past ten. Dr. Blanter knew the game was up; Punch stood between him and an immense fortune. He made an appointment with the man, asked him to meet him on the Embankment. He would have known that on that night the fog on the Embankment was thicker than any other part of London. I don’t think Punch knew the doctor, even by sight. He must have been shot down at close quarters.”

“Have you arrested Dr. Blanter or has he got away?”

“In sense he’s got away,” said Luke, and she shivered.
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“Guilty,” said the jury.

Goodie looked round the court with expressionless eyes.

“And do you find the prisoner, Arthur Ralph Rustem, guilty or not guilty of obtaining money by fraud?”

“Guilty,” said the jury.

“And do you find the prisoner, Joseph Phidias Trigger, guilty or not guilty, of fraudulent practice?”

“Not guilty,” said the jury.

Mr. Trigger stepped down from the dock.

They say that Goodie expected seven years, and was relieved to get five; that Rustem expected three and was annoyed to get the same sentence as his confederate.

“The truth is,” he said, speaking from the darkness of the motor police van that carried them to Wandsworth Prison, “we’re extraordinarily lucky not to be standing on the drop, as Stoofer will. You are, anyway. Five years …”

Goodie heard him sigh.

Then, in a brighter tone, Rustem said: “If we get the usual reduction of sentence for good behaviour we shall be out in time for Ascot.”

The warder in charge listened with grim amusement. It was a time when prisoners might talk.

“That girl Gray, now — she married Luke on the day we were sentenced. I call that indecent.”


The End
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“Do you like me well enough to let me use your name?”

Garry Anson stared at the beautiful woman who put this tremendous question so casually.

“To use my name? I don’t quite know what you mean, darling.”

Wenda Panniford shrugged a shoulder impatiently. It was an odd little trick of hers. The beautiful grey eyes sought his for a moment, and then fell.

It was a fortnight before Ascot, and the garden of Daneham Lodge was at the height of its splendour.

They had been pacing the level, shaven lawn, talking of flowers, when the question of Willie Panniford arose. Willie was a source of worry to Garry Anson. He liked the big, blustering fool, drunk or sober; had speculated without profit for a very long time as to what Wenda could see in this husband of hers, and what charm Willie had had that had induced her to throw herself away upon an impecunious Scottish baronet.

He had taken a pride in his faith that he knew Wenda till then — she was almost a complete stranger to him at the moment.

“Honestly, I don’t understand, Wenda. What do you mean, use my name…?”

“Willie is jealous of you. He is ready to believe almost anything about you. If I went to him this moment and told him” — again the jerk of her shoulder— “you know.”

“You mean he would believe it? What a—”

“Don’t be stupid, Garry!” Her voice was a little sharp. “Why shouldn’t he? We’ve known each other since we were children; we’ve always been close friends. Willie isn’t terribly clever. He believes things now without any particular reason; why shouldn’t he believe — I nearly said ‘the worst’?” She smiled faintly. “Would it be the worst?”

Garry Anson was still dazed. The tanned, goodlooking face was blank with amazement.

“You mean that I should let my name be used as corespondent? My dear, I like you too much to allow your name to be dragged through the muck and mire of a divorce case.”

She sighed, again impatiently.

“Never mind about my name, Garry — your altruism is sometimes offensive. Do you like me well enough to make that sacrifice — and all that would be involved?”

He ran his hands over his crisp, brown hair.

“Of course I like you well enough. The idea is monstrous. Isn’t there any way of patching up — ?”

“You’re terribly anxious for me to go on with Willie.”

There was a tremor in her voice; chagrin, pain, anger — he could not tell which; never dreamed, indeed, that he had done more than hurt her, and was panic-stricken at the thought. For Wenda Panniford was to him the one woman in the world.

“Of course, if you want it. I’ll do anything. It would be horrible for you, but naturally I wouldn’t hesitate a moment, and when it is over possibly you would care to marry me—”

He saw a look of astonishment come into her eyes, and blundered.

“You needn’t, of course; that isn’t obligatory — I mean, there’s no reason why you should!”

“Of course I’d marry you. Why—” She checked herself. “You love me, don’t you, Garry?”

He loved her very dearly, but realized at that moment with stunning force that he did not love her quite like that. They had been like brother and sister all these years, close comrades, sharing one another’s secrets — at least, she had shared his. Perhaps she realized the starkness of his embarrassment, for she went on quickly:

“Are you going to Hurst Park today? Willie is going with us. I’ll see you there — I expected you would be in Chester; it was a great relief to find you here.”

“But listen, darling.” He was recovering something of his balance. “Is Willie being too frightful? I know he drinks, and that he’s an awful lout in some ways, but there’s a lot of good in old Willie—”

“Don’t let us discuss Willie,” she said shortly. “We’re leaving for Italy on Tuesday. When we come back I want a really serious talk with you.”

And then she changed the subject, and talked about the old General who had died that week.

“Of course, that is why you didn’t go to Chester. I had forgotten. Poor old man! Did he leave a lot of money, Garry?”

“Buckets full,” smiled Garry Anson. “There’s Molly!”

A girl was waving from the other side of the lawn.

“I’ll see you at Hurst Park.”

In another moment she was out of sight. Garry continued his restless pacing of the lawn, his thoughts in turmoil. Wenda — of all people in the world! He knew things were not going too well in the Panniford household, but he had not dreamed that they were as bad as Wenda had revealed.

As he walked slowly back to the house he caught a glimpse of Hillcott, smoking a surreptitious cigarette, on the far side of a heavily laden lilac bush; but by now he was so accustomed to Hillcott’s acts of indiscipline that he never even thought of calling him to account. Indeed, Hillcott made no attempt to conceal the fact that he was taking a quiet loaf at a moment when he should have been engaged in pressing Garry’s trousers. He was butler, valet, had once been cook, to Garry’s establishment; cherished a bitter loathing for all housemaids, and profound contempt for society at large; for Hillcott had once been a burglar, had suffered a term of confinement in one of His Majesty’s prisons, and had come to harbour in Garry’s service, through the War. He had been Garry’s batman, was now almost the keeper of his conscience.

“Lady Panniford coming to breakfast?” asked Hillcott with that easy familiarity which Garry had long since ceased to chide.

“No, she isn’t.”

“Pity,” said Hillcott. “We’ve got mushrooms — picked them meself.”

“Which means I shall be dead before nightfall.”

“You never know,” was Hillcott’s only retort.

Hillcott interpreted the news he had read in the morning papers, and kept up a running fire of comment on men, women and horses, and, requiring no encouragement, came unexpectedly to the subject of Sir William Panniford.

“Heard about his lordship?” he asked, setting a plate for fruit.

He frequently so referred to Sir William; whether in sarcasm or a misunderstanding of courtesy titles Garry was never sure.

“What about him?” he asked carelessly.

“Got soused down at the Boar Inn last night with a lot of clodhoppers — the question is, can a gentleman get drunk on beer? I’ve been having an argument with a groom.”

Garry eyed him sternly.

“You’ll oblige me by not discussing my friends, Hillcott,” he said.

“If you don’t like my style you’d better get another servant, Captain,” said Hillcott stiffly. “I’m a human being and I’m entitled to me opinions.”

“I doubt very much if you’re human, but you’re certainly not entitled to express your opinions to me about my friends,” said Garry furiously, “and you can leave at the end of the month.”

“That’ll do me,” said Hillcott.

Hillcott either gave notice or received a notice regularly once a week, but little came of it. He was amiability itself when he brought out Garry’s field-glasses to the car and, uninvited, placed himself by the side of the driver. Garry gave him up; he spent his life giving up Hillcott.
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Peter Hipplewayne spotted Garry as he was crossing the course from the members’ motor enclosure, and intercepted him.

“You runnin’ your horse?” he asked.

Garry Anson had no great love for this man, found it at times a little difficult to be civil to him.

“Yes; why?”

Peter fingered his weak mouth and smiled. He was terribly sure of himself, was self-consciously clever, and therefore was a little objectionable.

“Just asked you,” he said laconically.

He stood for a while, gazing down the wide track.

“I thought of giving Ediphos a run,” he said, “but I can’t beat yours.”

Garry gently released the detaining hand.

“I wonder if I can beat yours?” he asked. “On the book you have an outstanding chance, and I doubt if I shall win.”

The other man looked down at him slyly.

“Then why not row in with me?” he asked. “With your horse out of the way, mine is a certainty — you’ll get three to one to your money, and it will be a case of putting it down and picking it up.”

There was nothing sinister in a suggestion that an owner should not run his horse but should back another — if that was Peter’s suggestion.

“All right — I’ll not run him.”

Mr Hipplewayne closed his eyes wearily.

“Don’t be silly — of course you’ll run your old hair-trunk. Otherwise I’ll have to take rotten odds about my own.”

Garry’s eyes glittered. If Peter’s skin had been a little thinner he would have sensed the gathering storm of wrath.

“What is the idea — that I should run mine and stop him?” he asked.

Peter nodded coolly.

“Why not? It is done every day of the week, old man. Are you pretending you don’t know that?”

Garry turned away.

“We won’t discuss it,” he said and the other man caught his arm.

“What a righteous fool you are, Garry! All right! You can’t get money at this game if you’re too straight.”

“There never was a turf crook who didn’t die broke,” said Garry quietly and saw the young man frown.

“‘Crook’ is not a word I like,” he snapped, and lagged behind.

An hour later Garry was absorbed in one of those minor problems which concern the racing man and, momentarily, he was oblivious of the externals of life. He had watched Rataplan being saddled; now he stopped at the public entrance of the paddock to see the claret and white hoops go flying past on the way to the post.

It was not an important race; the value of the plate was less than three hundred pounds; but his commissioner had gone into the ring with instructions to put on a monkey at the best price — and five hundred pounds was a considerable bet for Garry. He assured himself uneasily that he could afford to lose five hundred — if anybody could afford to lose that amount. Yet was he not going beyond the limit and margin of safety?

Here was a line of thought, uncomfortable in itself, and yet a pleasing relief from the more pressing problem of Wenda. Phew! Every time he recalled that interview of the morning he felt a little chill — but a chill which made him hot under the collar.

Garry strolled under the veranda outside the weighing room, past the unsaddling enclosure, and was turning through the iron gates when Wenda called him. He turned, with unaccustomed embarrassment, to meet her.

Lady Panniford was lovely, had always been lovely as long as Garry could remember her. About her there were two definite schools of opinion: those who thought she had the perfect face and those who swore by her more perfect figure. She was almost as tall as Garry, golden-haired, blue-eyed, flawless of skin. She gave insignificance to even attractive women who had the misfortune to be near her. The girl who was with her at the moment was both conscious and careless of this inequality. She was doomed by relationship to appear with and to attend her sister-in-law.

“You came, then?”

Garry was conscious of the lameness and futility of the remark.

“I’ve come to back your horse, darling,” Wenda smiled.

But there was a challenge in her smile. It said, as plainly as words:

“There is one subject we will not discuss — today!”

“I’ve just seen Peter Hipplewayne; he told me to back Ediphos,” she went on. “So dear of Peter to try to make me some money. But it is favourite, and I hate favourites.”

“Then it should win,” said Garry, “and if you’ve backed mine you are going to be disappointed. Hullo, Molly, darling!”

He became aware of Molly — as one became aware of almost every woman whose lot it was to appear in Wenda Panniford’s company.

“Where’s Willie?” he asked, and might have saved himself the trouble.

Willie Panniford was at the members’ bar. He generally met somebody who wanted to go to the bar, a hunting man or a man of his old regiment, or somebody he had met in Cairo, or anybody else who wanted to go to the bar.

Wenda took his arm and led him down towards the rails. Molly followed obediently. She had a sense of humour and a growing consciousness of advancing age. Twenty-one is more certain of itself than eighteen. Wenda was finding it increasingly difficult to cope with Molly. Men were taking an interest in her. Some people thought she was clever. Almost everybody except Garry realized that she was passing from the stage of girlish prettiness to the maturer beauty of her years.

Wenda drew him out of the range of Molly’s hearing.

“I told you we were going to Rome on Tuesday, Garry,” she said, “but I forgot to ask you something this morning. Do you mind if I delay sending you a cheque for another week or two?”

Garry laughed:

“Wenda, darling,” he said, with a mock seriousness, “if I don’t get my share of it now I will issue a writ. Of course I don’t! I wanted you to keep the whole of the income from that little nest-egg; you know that.”

The blue eyes smiled gratefully at him.

“You are good,” she said. “Two hundred and fifty pounds doesn’t mean anything to you, but it means an awful lot to me just now.”

She held twenty thousand pounds’ worth of five per cent stock. Garry’s one provident act, in a moment of financial panic, had been to make her an official trustee for this sum. His betting was a little too heavy; he knew the time would come when racing must play a less important part in his life and when his betting book would be locked away in a drawer. He had discussed his plan with Wenda. She had agreed to hold the bonds against his need and for her service receive half their revenue.

“Be an angel and write to me,” she said; and then, as a thought occurred to her: “I wasn’t terribly sympathetic about the General, was I?”

This was the second reference she had made to General Anson’s death. He was puzzled to know why. She had known his uncle and had heartily disliked him.

“He was a fine old man,” said Garry, “and I admired him tremendously. Here’s your boy friend.”

Henry Lascarne was coming across the lawn in search of her. He was making one of his rare visits to a racecourse and had probably come under protest. Certainly nobody but Wenda would have induced this tall, correctly tailored young man to descend from his Olympian heights to the vulgarities of Hurst Park.

“Are you seeing the racing down here, Wenda?”

She looked back at the crowded stands; from their post on the sloping lawn they commanded a fairly good view of the course, could see the horses lining up at the gate and were almost exactly opposite the winning post.

“Let’s stay here. Do you mind, Henry?”

“I’ll go on the stand,” said Garry, and left them.

“Not exactly polite—” began Henry.

His nose had a queer way of wrinkling up when he was contemptuous — and he was mainly contemptuous.

“Garry’s manners are deplorable,” she said gaily. “We will wait here.”

She was a little tense, more than a little excited, Molly noticed — Molly noticed everything.

“They say he’s betting like smoke,” said Lascarne.

“Who — Garry?” Wenda put down her glasses and turned an amused face to him.

“Why shouldn’t he? He’s terribly rich.”

“I wonder if he is?”

It was the first doubt she had ever heard expressed concerning Garry’s prosperity, and her eyes opened a little wider.

“Of course he is! He’s probably enormously rich. Why don’t you bet, Henry? It would be very human of you.”

Henry Lascarne smiled. “Racing is a fool’s game and only blind idiots engage in it,” he said.

He had all the assurance of twentyfour.

“I’ve seen more fellows ruined on the turf than — than—”

“On the Stock Exchange.”

It was Molly who spoke.

He did not like Molly, being well aware that his dislike was reciprocated; and he was all the more irritated because that reference to the Stock Exchange had struck home. There had been a big Wall Street slump and Henry Lascarne’s securities had depreciated in value by over a hundred thousand pounds. It was true that he could bear the loss, for Lascarne had left his son the greater part of two millions, even after the death duties had been paid. But he hated losing money.

“If I may be allowed to say so—”

“Which you are,” said Molly calmly.

“ — it is absurd to compare legitimate investment—”

“They’re off!”

Henry Lascarne was annoyed. Things were always happening on a racecourse which interrupted him in his more profound and imposing moments.

He took his glasses from their case and focused them reluctantly upon the field. The horses were moving swiftly along the back stretch, a compact bunch of varicoloured jackets. He could not distinguish Garry’s colours, and had only the dimmest idea of what they were, although he had had them described to him a dozen times.

“Which is Garry’s horse? I can’t see it.”

Wenda’s voice was impatient, trembled a little; the hands that held the glasses were trembling too and her failure to pick out any horse was understandable.

Molly was not using glasses. Her keen, grey eyes had found the claret and white hoops as soon as the field had settled down.

“He’s on the rails, about third, I think,” she said.

“And he’ll finish first.”

She turned quickly: Garry had come down from the stand and was behind her.

“Will he, Garry — will he?” asked Wenda eagerly.

Again her shaking hands went up, and again she failed to control her race-glasses.

“He’s won it there,” said Garry. “The only danger is Ediphos, but I don’t think—”

He was suddenly silent, nor was his voice raised in the roar which greeted Rataplan as it cantered past the post two lengths ahead of its nearest opponent.

“How wonderful! How wonderful, Garry!”

Wenda’s eyes were shining. “I had a hundred pounds on it. What was the price?”

Garry stared at her. Only a few minutes before she had excused herself paying him two hundred and fifty pounds? “But, darling, you’re not betting in hundreds?”

She shook her head, a little impatiently.

“Don’t be silly, Garry. Of course I hadn’t a hundred to put but somebody did it for me. Isn’t it wonderful?”

“Very!” Garry’s voice was troubled and she misjudged the reason.

“Don’t be absurd, Garry. You backed this horse yourself; and when some nice man told me he’d put a hundred on for me—”

“I’m not worried about that; I shouldn’t have won that race — I think there’s going to be a devil of a lot of trouble about it.”

“Trouble?” said Wenda quickly. “Do you mean there’s a chance that your horse will be—”

“Disqualified? No. But Ediphos should have won. He wasn’t trying. I didn’t realize it till they were nearly home.”

“Ediphos?” She frowned. “That was the horse Peter said would win. Of course it was trying! Peter wouldn’t tell me—”

Garry nodded.

“Peter would sell his own aunt! He is rather a tricky young gentleman — who has tricked once too often. If the stewards didn’t see what happened in the race they’re blind — and these stewards are never blind.”

He had seen Ediphos nicely placed as the field turned the bend into the straight; and then he had seen the horse drawn back and deliberately put behind the two leaders in such a position that he could not possibly be extricated at the crucial moment of the race.

The knowledgeable racing folk were discussing it openly as they streamed into the paddock. Garry heard one pillar of the turf say:

“I’ve never seen anything more disgraceful…”

At the entrance of the paddock he met the owner of Ediphos and, making an excuse to Wenda, he took him aside.

“There is going to be a row over this race.”

“A row — what sort of a row? You won it, didn’t you?” asked Peter truculently.

“You didn’t win it — that’s the trouble,” said Garry grimly. “You’d better prepare yourself for an inquiry.”

“Oh, nonsense!”

But the pink face had gone white.

“I gave the jockey orders to come away when he could…”

“I’m just telling you that it’s absolutely certain the stewards will send for you.”

“Nonsense!” said the other, again.

Later in the afternoon Garry met a Press friend in the paddock and learned that the running of Ediphos had been the subject of inquiry and that the matter had been referred to the Stewards of the Jockey Club.

He did not see Wenda again until the last race had been run and then he met her on the way to her car. Willie Panniford was leading the little party, a tall, fattish young man, not in the best of tempers.

“Beastly place, this,” he complained loudly. “Why the devil I ever come racing I don’t know. What a brute you are, Garry — to have a winner and tell nobody!”

“I told Wenda—” began Garry, when a warning glance stopped him.

“You told her what? She said you never mentioned the horse.”

“Darling, your understanding is rather dull this afternoon,” she said sweetly. “I told you that Garry thought his horse might win. He wasn’t very definite about it, were you, Garry?”

Garry was never definite about his horses winning. He had lost all his earlier enthusiasm for communicating his good things to the world, as the result of bitter experience. When an owner confides to a friend that his horse will win and it doesn’t, he is apt to be reminded that the man to whom he imparted the information would have backed the real winner if he hadn’t been ‘put off.’

Willie was in his noisiest mood.

“Nice business, racing, I must say! Did you hear about that fellow Hipplewayne? Stopped his horse — deliberately stopped him, old boy! A disgraceful thing to happen — Hipplewayne is no good! By God, they ought to warn the beggar off right away!”

“Willie, darling” — it was Wenda’s urgent voice— “you’re talking very loudly — and very stupidly.”

He glared round at her. Willie had found the bar very companionable that afternoon.

“If I’m not allowed to express my views—”

“Not in public!” she smiled.

Willie went, grumbling, to his car, cursed the chauffeur for keeping him waiting, swore at the policeman who held him up to let the other traffic pass. Garry imagined he could still hear his voice when the car was out of sight.

He found his little Rolls, and the voluble Hillcott discussing something vital with the chauffeur.

“Well, Hillcott, had a good day?” he asked, handing his glasses and raincoat to the man.

“Not so bad,” said Hillcott. His tone was friendly, his manner more so. “I backed yours and had a saver on Ediphos — what a ramp!”

“It was very stupid,” said Garry.

“I saw old Panniford—”

“When you talk of Sir William Panniford I wish you’d give him his title, Hillcott.”

“How did he get it?” asked that irrepressible little man.

Garry did not argue with him. Hillcott climbed in by the side of the chauffeur and the bonnet of the car headed for Ascot and Daneham Lodge.
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‘The Calendar’ usually arrived on Monday morning, when Garry was living in the country. It was addressed to his house in Knightsbridge and his housekeeper was somewhat dilatory about sending on his correspondence.

He tore open the cover and looked at the first page. There was the announcement.

‘The Stewards of the Jockey Club held an inquiry into the running of Ediphos at Hurst Park, and, having heard the evidence, warned Mr. P. H. G. Hipplewayne off Newmarket, Ascot and the courses under the jurisdiction of the Jockey Club.’

Garry put down The Calendar with a sigh.

“What a fool!”

This meant social death to Peter, resignation from his clubs, ostracism. It was a final and dreadful pronouncement; there was no appeal against it.

Wenda was in Italy. He had had a note from Molly that had amused him. Molly was a shrewd observer, had a quaint knack of description. He was fond of her — he realized this in moments when the One Woman did not occupy his thoughts. Sometimes he remembered that it was Molly who had christened her the One Woman and he wondered if Molly was being friendly or sarcastic.

With Wenda in Italy he could breathe a little more freely. He hated himself for his disloyalty. It had been an act of hysteria on her part — pique at some folly of Willie’s. She couldn’t have meant it — not Wenda.

He had never been in love with her; had grown up with her beauty and her friendship and had not resented her marriage with Willie Panniford. Willie was one of the catches of the season, by common agreement. Only his lawyer and his agent knew how little of a catch he was. People who disliked Wenda, and there were a few, said she was a bitterly disappointed woman when she discovered that the Scottish baronet had little more than a few thousands a year and that his many acres were heavily mortgaged. If she were, she had never expressed her disappointment.

Garry believed that the marriage was a love match. He did not understand how anybody could love Willie, but he was enough of a philosopher to realize that if men and women did not marry until they found mates that were approved by their mutual friends, there would be few marriages in this world.

Willie drank a lot, blustered a lot, was a good and amusing fellow in the club smoking-room, thunderously hearty at a hunt breakfast, a good man to hounds, a champion player of squash rackets — and a bore. Every morning he religiously read the leading articles of the Morning Post, and views and opinions there expressed became his views and opinions for the day and were delivered as such. He believed that industrial troubles could be settled if Labour leaders were put against the wall and shot — this was his infallible solution for all political difficulties. Sometimes it was hard for Garry to believe that Molly was his sister — she was, in point of fact, his half sister, for his father had married twice.

Wenda he had placed upon a pedestal; he worshipped her, was dominated by her views and opinions, and was absurdly hurt if she ever failed to fulfil his exalted ideas of her.

Many things had happened when Wenda was in Italy. The old general’s will had been read and Garry’s forecast as to the distribution of the Anson property was justified. He had been left two thousand pounds and a small cottage in Devonshire. The bulk of the property had gone to Garry’s cousin, Jack Anson, a struggling naval officer with a pretty wife and an astonishing number of small children. It was like Garry that he should be delighted.

When, a week following the publication of the will, Garry’s horse Rangemore won the Newbury Cup, it was annoying, as well as amusing, that the newspapers should confuse his name with his cousin’s and, in announcing the victory of Rangemore, should put up the headline: “Luck of Garry Anson,” and make copious references to his mythical inheritance. He did not even trouble to correct the misconception.

Another rather alarming letter came from Rome. Willie was being even more trying; matters were ‘impossible.’ Wenda’s letter was written in a fever, almost indecipherably. It left Garry Anson a very troubled man.

The scandal of the divorce did not worry him at all. The prospect of being victimized aroused no sense of resentment. He owed something to Wenda — a life’s friendship had its obligations. And he adored her…He frowned at the thought. He could not see himself her husband. The thing had to be faced, if Wenda really meant half she had written. It would mean retirement from England for a year and a revolution in his plans. Minor matters would have to be readjusted. Hillcott, for example…He hated the thought of losing Hillcott; hated worse the idea of giving up Daneham Lodge. Obviously he could not live next door to Willie Panniford.

He had to talk to somebody. John Dory was in town, but would hardly be sympathetic. Oddly enough, Hillcott became the recipient of his veiled confidences. It was whilst that irrepressible Cockney was laying out his clothes one morning that Garry spoke.

“Hillcott…I suppose you realize that one of these days I shall be married?”

Hillcott looked at him sideways.

“It happens to the best of us,” he said smugly.

He had never confessed to having a wife, but Garry would not have been shocked to learn that he had several.

“In which case I shall dispense with your invaluable services.”

“As soon as you like,” said Hillcott, unmoved. And then: “Is it likely to be soon, sir?”

It was ridiculous, but Garry found it an effort to nod.

“Congratulations!” said Hillcott in his blandest and friendliest tone. “I’ve always thought that was a match, if I might be so bold as to say so.”

Garry looked at him stonily.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said.

“The young lady, sir,” said Hillcott patting the crease in a pair of trousers. “The young lady you’re going to marry — Miss Molly.”

Garry felt a sudden wrench at his heart and knew something that he had known for so long without realizing his knowledge. Molly!

Garry Anson was irritated, worried, felt a curiously illogical resentment towards Molly. He did not dare think of Wenda.

His days were fully occupied in the weeks that followed. Almost every other morning he left Daneham Lodge before six and was on the Salisbury downs at eight, watching his horses at exercise. Chief interest now centred upon Rangemore, a long-striding bay who had two good races to his credit.

He sat on his hack, watching the horses coming across the downs, and Wray, his trainer, rode at his side. At one moment the downs were empty; then, over the crest of a distant rise, four little specks came into sight, increasing in size as they flew towards where he was sitting. They thundered past, Rangemore leading. Wray grinned his approval.

“You’ve got the Ascot Stakes in your pocket, Mr. Anson,” he said.

Garry nodded. He had carried other races in his pocket to many courses — and found his pocket picked by a better horse.

“Isn’t there an animal called Silver Queen?” he asked.

The trainer rubbed his nose irritably.

“Silver Queen! She won’t see the way this one goes.”

Garry smiled.

“You’re a little optimistic, aren’t you? She’s a flier.”

Mr. Wray pursed his lips thoughtfully.

“Yes. Anyway, it’s not certain that she runs. She’s being got ready for a race in France. Her owner is a Frenchman or Belgian, and he’s out of the country just now and won’t be back till Christmas.”

“They’ll run her at Ascot all right,” said Garry.

He turned his hack homeward and cantered over the downs, riding stirrup to stirrup with Wray, and that shrewd trainer was thoughtful.

“I always try to forget that there is such a horse as Silver Queen,” he confessed, when they were sitting at breakfast in his airy diningroom. “She’s a smasher, there’s no doubt. But then, so is Rangemore. I wonder if she’s entered in any races before Ascot?”

He sent for The Calendar and the two men searched the entries together.

The Calendar, or, to give it its full title, The Racing Calendar, is a sober sheet, which few but racing men ever see. It has the staid appearance of a church newspaper, its price is a prohibitive and eccentric one, for it is published weekly at one shilling and ninepence. To the non-racing man or woman it is a dull publication, containing column upon column mainly made up of the names of horses and their owners, and unrelieved by any light speculation. To the follower of the turf it is the oracle which dominates, guides and records the doings of a world within a world. Wars may be waged; political parties may rise and fall; dreadful crimes may be enacted — you search the pages of The Calendar, year after year, decade after decade and find no reference to any such unimportant happenings.

Horses have been named; colours have been registered; partnerships have been entered into; the Jockey Club has amended its rules; entries are open for races which will be run in three years’ time by horses that are not born. That is the beginning and the end of world events for the editors and readers of The Calendar.

John Dory came to dine with him that night. Dory was very practical. He was a bald, severe man, who might have been a Chancery lawyer or a successful doctor, but was in truth one of the biggest bookmakers on the turf.

“I hate to see a man betting as you’re betting, Garry,” he said. “You can’t keep it up. This is the game where even millionaires go broke.”

“I’ll not go broke,” smiled Garry. “When I reach the limit—”

He snapped his fingers.

“You’ll get out!”

“Don’t sneer, John; it doesn’t become your gentle nature! Yes, I’ll get out. I’ll hate to, but there you are.”

John Dory chose a peach with great care, and peeled it, not raising his eyes from the plate.

“You’re a mug,” he said, “and mugs always get into trouble.”

“I’m an experienced and knowledgeable owner,” said Garry complacently.

“That is the delusion most owners have,” replied Dory; “but I won’t depress you. How is Lady Panniford?”

“Wenda is very bright. She is coming home next week.”

“For Ascot? Good.”

There was no enthusiasm in Dory’s tone.

“You don’t like Wenda?”

“Your Wenda and I are Mr. John Dory and Lady Panniford to one another — she has an amazingly effective habit of keeping me in my place.”

Garry laughed.

“You don’t understand her,” he said. “There’s nobody in the world like Wenda! Nobody with her sense of humour, her straight outlook. How she came to marry Willie, heaven knows!”

Dory raised his eyes.

“Don’t you know?”

Garry stared at him.

“I? Why should I know?”

Dory shrugged his broad shoulders and returned his attention to the peach.

“People wonder why you didn’t marry her yourself.”

Garry Anson felt himself changing colour. The conversation was drifting dangerously and for some reason he wished to combat the gossip which linked his name to Wenda’s.

He leaned over the table, his face serious.

“You don’t understand friendships of this kind, John. I’ve known Wenda as long as I’ve known anybody. We grew up together, were children together, played under the same oak. Between her and me there is something stronger, something greater than the bond of marriage or the bond which philandering weaves—”

“Poetical,” murmured John.

“Don’t be a fool! Of course I’m not poetical. That would have spoilt everything — marriage, I mean. And probably she would never have forgiven me if I’d asked her.”

John Dory said nothing; he had few enthusiasms, and none of them was for Wenda Panniford.

He finished his peach in silence, went to the and rescued The Calendar from under a heap of papers. For a long time he studied its pages and when he did speak it was not of racing.

“Do you know the most beautiful girl I’ve seen for years?” he asked.

Garry looked up from the book of form he was studying.

“No — have I met her?”

“Molly Panniford,” said John, and went back to his Calendar.

Was it a conspiracy — an ill-conceived joke to thrust Molly upon him?

“Why the devil do you say that?”

Hillcott came in at that moment.

“The Pannifords are coming home next week, sir. I’ve just been over to their house — Lady Panniford’s had a new safe put in the wall.”

“How do you know?” asked Garry.

“Seen it,” replied Hillcott, as he began to clear the table. “What a safe!”

“You’re an authority, aren’t you?” Garry returned to the study of his book.

“In a way,” said Hillcott. Then, after a long pause: “I’ll be glad to see Miss Molly back. That’s a nice young lady if you like.”

Garry Anson looked up and leaned back in his chair. John was watching him from out of the corner of his eye.

“Of course she’s a nice young lady!”

His tone was a little sharp.
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‘We met young Hipplewayne in Florence. Isn’t it dreadful about him? Being warned off, I mean. And oh, Garry, he has got so much money that there was no need for him to do anything so awful. He was very nice about you and told me that you had warned him. He is naturally supremely miserable, drinks a great deal more than is necessary for him — he and Willie are quite good friends — and gambles a tremendous lot on cards. Wenda will be in England by the time you get this letter. I am staying over in Paris bring her dresses across for Ascot. Willie is staying to look after me! Isn’t that funny? But perhaps you don’t see the funny side of it.’

Molly was a good correspondent. She had constituted herself the chronicler of the family. Garry had an uneasy feeling sometimes that her very conscientiousness and industry were subtle reproaches.

He had thought a great deal about Molly and was almost shocked when he met Wenda at Victoria and casually mentioned Molly’s name, when:

“Molly? Oh, yes, she’s all right. She’s so terribly right she gets on my nerves.”

“She’s rather a dear—” he began.

Wenda’s glance stopped him.

“She’s a Panniford.” There was a note of bitterness in her voice. “And I should think they are not particularly adorable as a breed.”

And then, quick to realize the impression she made, she went on quickly, with a smile:

“How is the great Rangemore — the horse of the century? What an extravagant man you are, darling! You spend your life finding exaltable subjects!”

“Such as — ?”

She shrugged her beautiful shoulders.

“Such as poor me.”

He was driving her down to Sunningdale and they were speeding along the Great West Road when she asked, after a long interregnum of silence:

“John Dory is a friend of yours, isn’t he?”

“Yes,” he said, in surprise. “Do you know him?”

“In a way.” She was vaguely antagonistic.

“But you don’t like him?”

She smiled.

“Don’t be absurd, Garry! Does one like bookmakers?”

“But John was at a public school—” he began.

“Stuff! The prisons are full of public-school men. Somebody was telling me so the other day.”

Again she relapsed into silence, which she broke as they were breasting the hill at Egham.

“Henry is coming down to spend the Ascot week with us and I’ve rather made a muddle of my invitations. I thought Willie would be back, but he insists upon staying in Paris with Molly and unfortunately he won’t be at Welbury when Henry comes down — could you put him up?”

Garry scowled and laughed.

“He bores you. I think he’s rather amusing. But he can go to an hotel—”

“Of course he can stay at Daneham. I’ve about six spare bedrooms and nobody ever accepts my hospitality,” said Garry. “I’ll send him a telegram if you like; though why he shouldn’t stay at Welbury, with a house full of servants, heaven only knows!”

Wenda fetched a quick little sigh.

“I don’t know…Willie’s so difficult. And perhaps I’m a little too correct. Molly is so prudish, which is an ugly word that I don’t very much like.”

Again she looked at him.

“I haven’t congratulated you — you’re a lucky man.”

“You haven’t seen my betting book,” he laughed.

He had begun the journey in a fever of apprehension. Would she speak again of the divorce? Every moment he expected her to return to the subject. For the first time in his life he was relieved to drop her at the door of Welbury House.

When he got home he gave instructions to Hillcott to prepare a room for Henry Lascarne and the little man sniffed.

“Him, eh? It’ll be a change for old Lascarne to get into good racing company,” he said.

Henry Lascarne, arriving on the following night made the acquaintance of a new type of manservant and was not impressed.

He was still less so when, strolling into the lounge next morning, he was an auditor of a sharp exchange between the odd butler and the postman, who had come to the wrong door with his letters.

“What’s the matter with you? What’s wrong with the front door?” demanded Hillcott.

The postman sorted his letters sourly.

“Gone to sleep, all of you?” He handed over the letters. “One registered — sign for it.”

Hillcott took the letters and scrutinized each one deliberately.

“That’s no way to talk, my lad,” he said, scribbling his name on the registered receipt.

Conscious that he had been kept waiting for a quarter of an hour, the postman exploited his grievance.

“Don’t these London servants get up in the mornin’? My wife’s out in the garden every morning at five,” he said bitterly.

Hillcott looked at him thoughtfully.

“So would I be if I was married to you,” he said.

Insult or not, the postman lingered, being human and having certain human weaknesses.

“Do you know anything?” he asked confidentially.

“Everything.” Hillcott was never modest.

“I mean about today. Is the governor’s horse goin’ to win the Ascot Stakes?”

The postman asked this anxiously.

“Don’t ask questions: buy a paper,” said Hillcott in loftiest manner.

The postman went down the garden path, declaim against the nerve of ‘handymen.’

Hillcott looked round, saw Henry, and paused in his task of examining postmarks.

“Clodhoppers,” he said tersely, and added: “Nothing for you.”

“No. My letters will go to Welbury House. Hillcott, will you send my things over after breakfast?”

Hillcott did not disguise his relief.

“Leavin’ us?” he asked; and when Henry nodded: “That’s a pity. Thought we was goin’ to have company.” And then, as a thought struck him: “You needn’t go there for breakfast, you know. They always come here on the first morning of Ascot.”

This was news to Henry. “A sort of ritual?”

Hillcott looked at him. “Ritual” was a new word, and he disliked new words.

“No, ‘abit,” he said.

An odd fellow — an objectionable fellow. But rather the sort of man one would have expected Garry to employ.

“Where is Captain Anson?” asked Lascarne.

“Playin’ golf on the lawn,” said Hillcott. “He’s playin’ against himself — he’s winnin’. Here you are — do you want a paper?”

He practically threw The Times at the horrified guest.

Molly was coming across the lawn, her arms full of newly cut flowers. If there was a ritualism at Daneham Lodge this was it. Every year since the days when she was a little girl and Garry was rather a lank, awkward youth, she had brought him flowers, at first shyly, in later years as a matter of course.

She came into the room and stopped for an amused second, watching them — she could almost sense Henry Lascarne’s resentment.

“Good morning, Hillcott!”

“Morning, miss.” He turned with a grin.

He jerked his head significantly and a little derisively in the direction of Henry, picked up the doormat and went out.

Mr. Lascarne greeted her languidly.

“Hullo, Molly! You’re an early riser. Did you and Willie get home last night or this morning?” he asked.

He was more than ordinarily interested in the movements of Willie at that period.

Molly went over to the desk, took the old flowers out of the vase and began to replace them with fresh blooms. She had a trick, very irritating to Henry, of thinking a long time before she answered the simplest question he asked her.

“This morning — one a.m. We caught the four o’clock from Paris.” She looked at him, a smile in her eyes. “How did you sleep in this house of sin?”

He shrugged.

“Oh, quite well, really.”

“How curious!” she mocked.

“It really was very good of Anson to have me here,” he said, hastening to amend a speech which lacked grace.

He came across to her.

“I say, Anson’s terribly fond of Wenda, isn’t he?”

It was an assertion rather than a question. She felt he was asking for confirmation.

“Terribly fond of her?” she scoffed. “My dear, she’s the world’s only woman!”

He smiled at this; this loosely framed young man rarely smiled.

“I can understand that—”

She looked at him.

“You can understand what?”

“I mean, I think she’s most charming.” He blundered. “It’s a great pity she’s—” He stopped.

“Married to Willie?” she suggested, and left him a little breathless by the brutal directness of her speech. “Go on, say it!” she laughed. “Don’t spare a sister’s feelings. I certainly think it’s a pity they’re married. At the same time, it’s easier to get rid of a husband than a boy friend!”

Lascarne looked at her, aghast: it was not the words the surprise that Molly should use them.

A new Molly — new to him, at any rate. He always thought of her as a schoolgirl.

“You are not suggesting that Anson—”

“No, I’m not.”

He was justifiably annoyed.

“One of these days you will let me finish what I’m trying to say,” he snapped and she laughed at him.

“Henry, you so seldom say anything that’s worth finishing.”

She heard somebody come into the room and turned quickly.

“Garry!”

Garry Anson was looking at her thoughtfully, gravely. So serious was he that Molly was surprised into a laugh.

“Why, Garry, you’re looking at me as though I was an unwelcome intruder.”

She was a stranger to him: he realized this as he looked. A new individuality, somebody he had never seen as he was seeing her now. She was lovely; she had not the mature beauty of her sister-in-law, but something sweeter, something more delicate.

He met her joke with a laugh which was almost artificial.

“Hullo, darling!”

He kissed her gently; he had always kissed her; why did he feel such a fool now?

“I see you’ve met our lodger.”

He jerked his head towards the slightly amused Henry.

“It was very good of you to put Henry up,” she said.

Garry poured out a glass of water from the carafe. His hand was shaking a little and he wondered why.

“Would you believe it — he wouldn’t stay the night in the same house as Wenda! What is this generation coming to?” he scoffed.

Henry stiffened.

“It was Wenda’s idea, and I think a very sensible idea,” he said.

He was somewhat prim, and primness, added to a certain latent pomposity, can be ludicrous. It was so now. Molly had an insane desire to shriek her laughter, but she restrained herself.

“Shut up!” said Garry scornfully. “You couldn’t compromise anybody who was grown up — and if Wenda’s not grown up I am a babe in arms!”

Hillcott came in laboriously with the doormat he had been shaking on the well-swept garden path. Presently the gardener would come along and voice his woes and his wrath; but Hillcott lived for the moment.

“Did The Calendar come?” asked Garry.

Hillcott pointed at the table.

“You’re looking at it,” he said.

Garry picked up the folded Calendar and opened it.

“Go and hurry up breakfast.”

Molly was arranging flowers on the writing-table.

“Could you live without The Calendar?”

Henry had heard about The Calendar before. It was a mysterious publication which interested the oddest kind of people.

“What is it?”

Garry smiled grimly.

“There are only two Calendars, Henry — the Newgate Calendar and The Racing Calendar — the losers of the past and the losers of the future.”

He smoothed out the crumpled pages.

“Are you going to the races?”

Henry inclined his head graciously.

“I hope so.”

“Good,” said Garry. “I’ll give you a winner.”

Henry Lascarne’s nose went into the air.

“I don’t bet.”

“Good — I’ll give you two.”

“In fact,” Henry hastened to exculpate himself from an suggestion that he was attached to this social evil. “I don’t know one horse’s name from another.”

“You’re going to have an interesting week,” said Garry.

Lascarne looked round. Hillcott had gone and, remarkably enough, had closed the door behind him. This was not a weakness of Mr. Hillcott, who was tremendously interested in all the happenings of the household and never closed an avenue of information. He did not deliberately eavesdrop, but he made eavesdropping a possible accident. Nevertheless, in spite of the closed door, Mr. Lascarne, who was a little uneasy about Garry’s servant, lowered his voice.

“I say, who is that fellow of yours?” he asked.

Garry stared at him.

“That fellow of mine — ?”

Molly explained.

“He means Hillcott.”

“Oh, Hillcott!” Garry kept a perfectly straight face. He always found it difficult to be serious when he was discussing Hillcott; he found it more difficult now that he saw Henry’s concern. “Why, what’s the matter with him?”

Lascarne hesitated.

“Well, he’s rather unusual, isn’t he?”

Garry nodded, and then sympathetically:

“I know what you mean — he’s damned impertinent. Have you noticed that, too?”

“Well — er — yes,” hesitated Henry.

“That’s right.” Garry nodded again. “He’s not a good servant — that’s why I keep him. He’s a souvenir, a sort of war relic. Other people brought home odd bits of shell and put ’em on the mantelpiece, and cartridge cases and turned ’em into dinner gongs. I brought back Hillcott. I’m not so sure he shouldn’t be in the National War Museum.”

And then the look of perplexity on Henry’s face broke him down and he laughed.

“A war relic?” repeated Lascarne. “I don’t quite—”

“Of course you don’t. I mean, he was my batman — my servant. You don’t quite approve of my gambling? It is not my worst habit — he is!”

“Was he a butler before the war?” asked Henry.

Garry shook his head.

“No, a burglar,” he said calmly, and Henry jumped, for he was on the lawful side of life, being an immensely rich young man, to whom all men who threatened the rights of property were without the pale.

“A burglar?” he gasped.

“Yes. You know the kind of creatures that we racing people associate with,” said Garry. “The lowest of the low! Don’t you know that racing is wicked? Don’t you know that any three or four toughs who get together and start a fight become officially a race gang? We racing people love burglars. If we can’t get a good burglar for a butler, we get a pickpocket.”

“You’re pulling my leg,” said Henry.

“Of course he is!” scoffed Molly. “Don’t you know Garry better?”

Henry ran his fingers through his long hair.

“Anyway, he’s not a very bright—” He hesitated to criticise the servant to his host, for he was a well brought up young man and a considerable sum had been spent upon his social education.

“Butler?” suggested Garry. “No, he isn’t. But I believe he was a scintillating burglar.”

The object of their conversation came in at that moment. Hillcott had a distressing habit of drawing attention to his presence with a low, sibilant hiss. He hissed now and since his eyes were fixed upon Henry, it was obviously that young gentleman’s attention he wished to hold.

“The telephone,” he said. “Will you speak here or in the ‘all?”

Henry looked round helplessly.

“In the hall,” he said, and walked to the door.

“It’s Lady Panniford,” Hillcott called after him; and now Garry was really annoyed.

“Hillcott,” he said sharply, “how often have I told you not to mention the name of the person who is calling anybody in this house?”

Hillcott looked round, hurt, a little indignant. Slowly he began to untie the string of his green baize apron.

“I don’t seem to be givin’ much satisfaction here, Captain, do I?” he said truculently. “I think I’ll hand in my notice. Nothing I’m doin’ is right.”

Garry shot out an accusing finger.

“It’s not your turn to give in your notice,” he said sternly. “Tie up your pinny. You’ll leave at the end of the month.”

Hillcott flamed with indignation.

“You gave me notice last time!” he said.

Garry considered this domestic problem for a little time.

“Did I? I don’t remember. Very well, I’ll accept your notice.”

Molly waited till Hillcott had strutted from the room, and her laughter followed the annoyed little man.

“What a child you are, Garry!”

But he did not heed her.

“I’m sure he gave me notice. He’s so darned unfair, that fellow.”

She looked at him, still amused; then the smile died out of her eyes. She was faced with a much more important problem than the eccentric relationship between Garry and his servant.

“What do you think of Henry?” she asked.

He looked round at her, startled.

“Does one think of such things?” he asked.

But she was not joking. And then:

“What does he do for a living?”

“Nothing,” replied Molly, adding inconsequently: “He’s at the War Office.”

It was very difficult for Garry to think of Henry Lascarne. There are people in the world who have no value to us, however valuable they may be to themselves, and to others. ‘Set’ is a glib name for an association of people with more or less identical interests. It keeps them in separate compartments, and usually one set is ignorant of the identity, the habits or the pleasures of the other.

Garry belonged to the racing set, a big brotherhood of men who touched all manner of interests but were essentially of the turf. To them, racing was the beginning and the end of all recreation and amusement. They had no politics, paid only cursory attention to the doings of the outside world, were conveniently conservative, drank a little, hunted a little, played around a little at fashionable night clubs, but were immensely bored with the pleasures which satisfied other men.

Henry’s set was distinctive but, as far as Garry was concerned, unintelligible. Henry read and understood poetry, could play golf, was interested in amateur theatricals, collected cameos, and was a pseudo-authority on Russian art.

“He’s rather rich, isn’t he?”

Molly nodded.

“That worried me — a little,” she said.

He frowned.

“Why should Mr. Henry Lascarne’s prosperity ruffle the brow of pretty Molly Panniford?” he said grandiloquently.

Again he saw that odd look in her eyes.

“Pretty, am I?”

“Darling, you’re lovely,” he smiled, heard the quick intake of her breath, and:

“You’re an odd one, Garry,” she said.

“Why? Because I think you’re lovely? Darling, I’m sure hundreds of people think that.”

“Thousands,” she said sardonically; but when he tried to pursue the conversation she turned it.

He opened The Calendar, read down column after column, until he came to the acceptances for the Northumberland Plate, and amongst the non-acceptors he saw a name that set his heart chortling.

“Good Lord!” he said happily. “Silver Queen hasn’t accepted!”

“Has she been asked?” said Molly, busy with her flowers.

“Don’t be silly — I mean the horse. She hasn’t accepted for the Northumberland Plate, which means that I shall win it.”

He dropped the paper on the writing-table, remembering something he wished to ask her.

“Why were you so late getting into town last night?”

Molly shrugged.

“We missed the twelve o’clock train,” she said. “Willie went to the buffet.”

She hated herself for her disloyalty. There was so much more she could have told, she might reasonably permit herself this one act of betrayal. She could have told how near they were to losing the late train, of Willie staggering up the long quay of the Gare du Nord, assisted by porters, and being hoisted bodily into the train, of the rather unpleasant scene on the boat coming over when, in his most quarrelsome mood, he fell foul of an innocent fellow-passenger and narrowly escaped a fight. Willie was like that: a genial fellow on the first bottle, a brute thereafter. Garry only suspected as much. He had never plumbed the deeps of Willie Panniford’s weaknesses.

“What a mug! Can’t Wenda do something?”

It was curious that Molly never thought of Wenda with sympathy except when she thought of Wenda and her brother together.

“Can you stop a man drinking who wants to drink?” she asked.

Garry was puzzled.

“But why the devil should he want to drink? He used to be the most abstemious fellow. Has anything happened to him lately?”

She shook her head. He walked across to her, caught her by the shoulders and looked down into her face.

“Molly, you’re being mysterious.”

“No, I’m not,” she said in a low voice.

“He’s got the best woman in the world for a wife,” said Garry slowly. “Wenda couldn’t make a man unhappy.”

He felt a curious sense of insincerity as he said this. Did he believe all he was saying? Was Wenda such a paragon? All his life he had built up a mental statue of Wenda Panniford. A radiant, glorious thing, worshipful, almost unhuman.

She was eyeing him closely.

“You adore her, don’t you?”

He came from a reverie which was not too pleasant, at last, guiltily.

“I believe I do.”

He remembered at that odd moment a fact he had forgotten for many years.

“I once wrote a poem about her. Did she ever show it to you?”

Molly shook her head.

“No, but I expect she’s got it. She’s a great hoarder.”

He looked his disbelief.

“Well, she does hoard a little,” insisted Molly.

“God bless her for it!” said Garry. “And if you ask me why, I won’t tell you.”

“You can’t expect any woman to be enthusiastic about her sister-in-law,” said Molly. “Garry, you’re a darling, but—” She looked up. “You think you know Wenda?”

She felt his change of attitude.

“What do you mean?” he asked coldly.

“You think she’s everything that’s wonderful,” said Molly quickly, breathlessly, as one who was taking a plunge into chilly and unknown waters. “You think she’s big and generous—”

“Generous! What has she got to be generous about, poor darling? Has Willie got a lot of money?”

Nobody knew better than Molly how little money Willie had.

Willie had never quite forgiven his father for dividing his fortune into equal parts, one for the son and one for the daughter; forgave him less when his own patrimony had been squandered and there was nothing left to him but his bare Scottish acres, the rent from his farms and the other items which went to make up his meagre income.

“She has — Wenda has, I mean.” Molly, realizing she was on the defensive, grew nervous. “I mean, Wenda has a lot of money.”

“Are you sure?”

“She has dividends and things,” said Molly defiantly. “I’ve seen the warrants. She’s always well off on quarter days.”

“Are you sure?” he asked again, and her heart sank.

The one thing in the world she did not wish to do at this moment was to annoy Garry.

“Now you’re angry with me. I was an idiot to talk about her.”

She was turning away when he caught her hand.

“Darling, you’re a cat,” he said with a smile.

Perhaps she was. She was prepared to admit as much, and be even worse than a cat, if she could only —

“Molly, my dear,” he went on, “I don’t like to hear you I talk about Wenda in that way. Honestly, it rather hurts me, because I’m very fond of you. Do you know — terribly fond of you.”

She looked at him steadily.

“Are you, Garry?”

He nodded.

“So fond of me that you hate me talking about Wenda?”

“Now you’re hurt with me.”

He regained the hand she had drawn from his.

“Not really,” she said.

She walked over to the table, picked up and examined his letters.

“Yes, you are. I’m lecturing you, and nobody likes being lectured…Yes, darling, it’s a big post — begging letters mainly.”

She smiled.

“‘The luck of Garry Anson.’ I saw it in the newspapers when we were in Italy.”

He frowned.

“Oh, the old general’s death? But you knew all about that before you went.”

“How much did he leave?”

He had almost forgotten.

“Five hundred thousand, I think, and the Hereford property. A nice old boy, but he didn’t like me.”

She stared at him, open-eyed.

“If he didn’t like you why did he leave you his money?”

“Leave me his money? Who told you he left me his money?”

She slid down from the table and faced him. Was that shadow, then, to lift — the nightmare that had oppressed her since she heard the news to be dispelled?

“The newspapers said I had the money, but they were all wrong. I thought you knew?”

She shook her head.

“I don’t want that kind of money, anyway,” said Garry cheerfully. “Dead man’s money, live man’s worry. Give me a horse with twenty-one pounds in hand — that’s my idea of a legacy.”

“He didn’t leave you anything?” she gasped.

“Not a bob.”

Her heart was racing. She had never dared hope for this. She was being selfish, wickedly selfish. With that money Garry would have been a rich man. He was not poor now; she salved her conscience with the thought. But with that money — so many things would have happened that it were better should not happen.

“But, my dear, everybody believes you came into the money — we read about it in Florence, ‘Luck of Garry Anson’ — that was the headline. Wenda sent you a telegram from us all, congratulating you. Didn’t you receive it? Of course you did, Garry! You answered, ‘Thanks, darling.’”

He was trying to remember; and then he found the solution of the mystery.

“Oh, Lord! It was the day after I won the Salisbury Cup with Rangemore. I thought that was what the telegram was about.”

She regarded him with mock pathos.

“Then you aren’t half a millionaire? Oh, Garry, and I’ve been so respectful to you!”

He had never seen her like this, never realized her peculiar humour. She was lovely to look upon, altogether a delightful companion. He could wish to find a subject to carry on this conversation indefinitely. She had a soft voice, rather musical, a little husky; the most pleasant of grey eyes. He didn’t know Molly, hadn’t known her at all until now. The amusing child of yesterday was a most agreeable woman of today. And then there flashed into his mind the knowledge of an obligation which had become suddenly ugly; and at the thought of it his heart went cold.

“Here’s Wenda,” said Molly.

It seemed to him that she dropped her voice; there was a suggestion of intimate understanding which made him absurdly happy.
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Wenda Came through the french windows that opened on to the lawn, part of the garden itself in her flowered dress. She was lovely — there was no getting away from that fact. Here was temptation to depart from lines of sanity — and decency, Garry made this mental addition.

It was the very beauty of her that made the scheme all the more revolting to him. He looked past Wenda to Willie, stumping his way across the lawn, a scowl on his face, his walkingstick slashing viciously at a flower which offended him. Willie was the sort who was offended by objects which expressed placidity.

Garry looked from Wenda to Willie, from the flower to the weed, redfaced, thick-necked, sour. He stood, looking into the room, his hands thrust in the pockets of his jacket, his thick lips curled in a sneer, as he watched the greeting between his wife and Garry Anson.

He was a little afraid of Garry, hated him more than a little. He would sit up at nights over interminable whiskies-and-sodas and imagine ugly possibilities, wherein Wenda and Garry were involved; he could see himself shooting Garry in peculiar circumstances and appealing to a sympathetic jury for acquittal. Willie’s soul was cut to a mean pattern. He was a great eavesdropper, a listener at doors, a surreptitious opener of letters and was not above employing a private detective.

He had had the report of one of these agencies in his pocket for the greater part of three months; could have confronted Wenda at any time, but lacked the requisite courage. And it required courage to face Wenda in one of her cold rages. She had a command of language, could hurt cruelly, knew all his weaknesses and the tender surfaces of his vanity. So he kept the crushed and soiled letter in his pocket, glowered over it secretly and let his hate for Garry Anson grow.

He watched them now, saw Garry’s lips peck her cheek.

“You might think they were just friends,” he growled to himself. “A bit of camouflage, that!”

All women were actresses. Wenda was talking.

“It was so nice of you to put Henry up last night,” she said. “I simply couldn’t cope with him. My maid is down with flu, Mrs. Johnson is away and I hadn’t the slightest idea what time Willie was arriving.”

Willie’s nose wrinkled unpleasantly. He could have added a cutting rejoinder, but the moment was not propitious.

“You’ve got a prudent wife, Willie,” said Garry. “I jolly nearly went over to Welbury and slept there myself.”

“Then you jolly nearly had an unpleasant shock,” smiled Wenda. “I shouldn’t have opened the door to you.”

Willie hunched his shoulders impatiently.

“Can I have a whisky-and-soda?” he asked huskily.

Wenda looked at him and sighed helplessly.

“Before breakfast? Don’t be stupid, darling.”

“I can do almost anything before breakfast except eat,” he snarled.

He picked up and examined one of Garry’s putters critically and laid it on the table. Here was a moment for a gesture or a word of defiance, yet the awe she inspired in him was such that he could only add a justification. That was his trouble, he told himself a hundred times: he treated Wenda too well. When he should be furious with her he was more often only apologetic.

He was apologetic now.

“I’ve had a terrible head from that crossing,” he said. “I didn’t have a drink all day yesterday — did I, Molly?”

Molly looked at him without reproach.

“Not one,” she said, but there was a little too much emphasis on the last word to encourage him further.

Hillcott came in.

“Get Sir William a drink, will you?”

“A whisky-and-soda, Hillcott,” said Willie.

Hillcott nodded.

“I know what you want,” he said.

Here again Willie Panniford might have asserted himself. It would at least have filled up a very awkward gap in the conversation.

Garry was getting very uncomfortable. For the first time in his life he was not at home with Wenda. Everything was rather awkward. He found himself trying to make conversation.

“Why did you stop over in Paris?” he asked Molly.

She had had to collect Wenda’s clothes and bring them over. Willie (she did not explain this) had had some mysterious business which made a day and a night in Paris vitally necessary.

“You’re going to be the best-dressed woman, are you, darling?”

Garry turned to Wenda; he was safe on the subject of clothes. She smiled at this.

“Heaven knows I can’t afford to be, Garry.”

Hillcott came in and put a silver tray, with bottle and glass, on the table at Willie’s elbow, made that odd hissing noise which he invariably employed to attract attention and shuffled out.

“In fact,” said Wenda, almost gaily, “we’re broke — aren’t we, Willie?”

“Never mind, my dear.” Garry’s gaiety was a little artificial. “We’ll win a fortune today, and tomorrow I’ll run away with you.”

Willie raised his heavy eyes at this.

“Some people don’t have to run very far,” he said and choked as he said it.

“That’s a very cryptic remark, Willie,” said Garry quickly.

“Willie’s always cryptic after a bad crossing.”

Wenda nodded to Henry Lascarne, who lounged into the room, at that moment. Sir William Panniford was on his feet, pouring out his drink.

“That isn’t terribly clever, Wenda,” he said, a little breathlessly, astounded at his own daring. “I mean, I can stand a joke against myself if it’s clever.”

“A joke against you doesn’t have to be clever,” said Wenda coldly.

He brooded on this, did not speak again except when he heard Henry say what a relief it was to get away from War Office, army forms and statistics. The word made Willie shiver. It was what that infernally unpleasant sergeant at Vine Street had asked him to say on one occasion when he had been pulled up for driving a car erratically.

Then he heard something which made him prick up his ears. It was about money and Willie was tremendously interested in money.

“Eh, what’s that? You owe Wenda a hundred? What for?”

Garry had taken five twenties about Honeywood at Newbury and he had the money in his pocket. When he betted for his friends it was invariably in ‘ready.’

“The last time you and I went racing you had a fiver on it but it lost,” he said. “I told you I’d back it the next time out.”

“If you want to back horses, back them for me. She’s always winning money.”

He picked up the open newspaper.

“Is your horse going to win the Stakes today?” he asked.

Garry nodded. Here he was on a subject which he could discuss without embarrassment. To his mind, there was no doubt about Rangemore winning the Ascot Stakes. The trainer’s letter he had received that morning was emphatic, and at that moment he was waiting to see the jockey.

He had not gone down on to the course to see the horse do his canter and was waiting expectantly for Andy Lynn to make his usual call and report.

“I think he’s a certainty—”

The loud booming of the breakfast-gong interrupted him and Hillcott came in, beckoned him mysteriously, and imparted the information that the milkman had not called and that there would ‘be only one egg apiece.’

Usually Garry had looked forward to this Ascot breakfast of his with the greatest enthusiasm. He loved to have Wenda at his table, could tolerate Willie, and find satisfaction in the patronage he extended to Molly the child. But Molly wasn’t a child; was entitled to her share of intelligent conversation, and for the life of him he could think of nothing to talk about. It was as embarrassing as carrying a doll to a favourite godchild and discovering her reading something advanced in the shape of novels.

Willie was truculent; to say that he was unpleasant would be to put it mildly. Evidently he was emboldened by the success of his first essay in insubordination and, as almost mechanically his glass was emptied and filled, he became more and more impossible. Garry was relieved when Hillcott summoned him into the hall with one of his odd gestures. He was about to rise when Wenda stopped him.

“Did I hear Hillcott say it was the trainer? Ask him if he heard anything about today’s racing.”

He looked at her, startled. “I say, you re not betting, are you?” he asked.

She laughed, one eye on the glowering Willie.

“What a question to come from you! Why?”

“Well…something Willie said.”

She made a little face.

“I really bet very little — and only on your horses, darling.”

“Why do you bet at all?”

She shrugged.

“I want money.”

“What do you want money for?”

It was a fatuous question. There was a note of acerbity in her voice when she spoke.

“Don’t be a fool. Why does anyone want money. Money is the only kind of independence a woman knows.”

“But Willie gives you—” he began.

“Willie gives me, you give me—” In her irritation she raised her voice. “How would you like to be a charitable institution? Do you depend on what people ‘give’ you?”

Once more he had said the wrong thing. Molly was looking at them curiously.

“Poverty is a horror to me,” she went on. “Never to be able to say I’m going to do this or that without asking somebody for the money to do it. I’d rather…I don’t know what I wouldn’t do!”

“You can’t make money betting, my dear,” he said lamely enough, but by now she had recovered her good temper.

“We can’t all be interior decorators, or have hat shops, or write for the Sunday papers. What would you suggest?”

Hillcott was at the door, beckoning urgently. Willie now had gone to the sideboard and was fumbling with an unopened bottle.

“Do you know, sometimes you give me the impression that you dislike me, darling,” Garry said in a low voice. “I suppose I am rather exasperating — I’m rather a lecturer — I told Molly so this morning.”

“Garry, you’re a darling.” Her voice was light and her smile gay, but there was something very hard in her eyes. “Go along and see your trainer — and tell me all the news.”

He found Andy Lynn and the trainer waiting for him in the study. Andy had done ‘riding work’ in the morning and was in his jodhpurs and his high-necked sweater. Ascot or Alexandra Park — they were all one to him and every race just a race, whether it was a selling plate or the Derby. He was a jockey who lived a normal jockey’s life: in bed by nine every night, on the downs by seven in the morning and after a meagre breakfast dashing off by car, sometimes hundreds of miles, to the day’s meeting. He starved himself cheerfully; earned his ten thousand pounds and lived on dry toast and lean mutton chops. He was a brown-skinned, thin little man without illusions and without any great respect for the people who employed him, or the horses he rode. A really good horse only comes once in a while to a jockey. He spent his life in the unpleasant task of proving that the swans of his enthusiastic owners were the commonest of geese. He had learned subtlety and the exercise of that peculiar form of deception which is half flattery and half truth.

“Good morning, Mr. Wray,” he shook hands with the trainer. “Good morning, Andy. Well, how did the horse go this morning?”

“I never saw him look as well,” said Wray. “He strode out like a lion, didn’t he?”

Andy Lynn nodded.

“He certainly went well. He gave me a feel this morning that he could pull a bus and win. Everybody on the course was talking about him.”

He could be enthusiastic without an effort, for he was speaking the truth.

Garry chuckled.

“That’s not too good,” he said. “One doesn’t want all the world talking about him.”

But Wray was not perturbed.

“I don’t know, captain, they’ll go six to one the field. There are half a dozen horses fancied. Mind you, if you bet like you sometimes do — you’ll have to take five to two to your money.”

Lynn was examining a copy of Racing Up To Date which he had taken from his pocket.

Garry nodded.

“Right you are! We’ll have a dash. Can you do the eight?”

The jockey grinned.

“I was in the baths all last night — I got off a pound. I’m not having any breakfast this morning.”

“That’s one egg saved! All right. It looks like a good thing. You’re on the odds to fifty, Andy, and you too, Mr. Wray. I don’t see what is to beat us. What is it?”

Lynn was shaking his head and examining the form book. “What about the filly?” he asked and Garry took the book from his hand.

“Which filly?” The jockey’s thumb was against the name of a horse. “Silver Queen? Is she running? She is marked as a doubtful starter in this morning’s papers.”

“They think she’ll walk it,” said Lynn.

Garry was thoughtful.

Silver Queen had come to be one of his nightmares. Rangemore had met her in several races and they had run consistently to form. With Silver Queen in the field he could not regard his horse as a certainty. For some reason he had expected her to be an absentee from the Ascot Stakes and now he realized why she had not “accepted” for the Northumberland Plate.

It was a more serious problem than it appeared, for Garry had lost a great deal of money lately and had had warning after warning from John Dory which both irritated and depressed him. He was not a rich man. He had a fixed income which enabled him to live comfortably, to this had been added a legacy which had given him a margin to indulge himself in his favourite sport, and the margin was rapidly disappearing.

The Ascot Stakes is a valuable race and, garnished with a bet, he might be relieved of all his immediate trouble. Between him and success loomed this vision of Silver Queen, one of the best stayers in England.

“That’s why they didn’t accept for the Northumberland Plate. Are you sure she’s running?”

Wray was certain.

“I was talking with her trainer this morning. He can’t get in touch with the owner but he’s running her.”

Garry’s face was glum.

“Then she’ll beat us.”

“I don’t know — with a bit of luck—” he began, but Garry shook his head.

“When I back horses, I don’t bet on my luck but on my judgement. To have a betting chance I’ve got to be able to win this race with the luck against me,” he said, and found the wise jockey in agreement with him.

“I don’t like it,” said Andy. “She looks well, too, that Silver Queen. I’ve never seen her so much on her toes. They tried her last week to give Merry Mite a stone and she won pulling up and wouldn’t have blown a candle out. Harry Dark was riding in the gallop and he told me about it.”

The prospect was less rosy and Garry stood undecidedly, fingering the pages of the form book.

“Please yourself, Captain Anson. If it was my horse, I’d let him take his chance,” suggested Wray.

“If he was my horse,” said Andy, “I’d give him an easy race today — finish fourth or fifth — and win the Northumberland Plate with him. I can’t see him losing it.”

The suggestion was a striking one, but it was not unusual. Even the straightest of men do not ask their horses to attempt the impossible. The difference between winning and losing is that little extra call which is made upon a horse and which may ruin him for racing in the near future. Ahead was the Northumberland Plate and the certainty that, with Silver Queen out of the way, he would win not only a nice stake, but any bets he made.

Garry was rather shocked at the bluntness of the suggestion. It had been hinted to him before. Usually the trainer will take the responsibility out of the owner’s hands by telling him that his horse hasn’t an outstanding chance, but that ‘the race will do him good,’ and at that moment there came to him the realization of his powerless condition.

If he wagered a large sum on the horse today he might find it very difficult to meet the settling on the following Monday morning; he could not afford to guess. The idea of not trying at Ascot was nauseating, and yet other owners had not been so squeamish. He thought of the unfortunate man who had been warned off and who was now loafing about in Italy, avoided by his old friends and living the life of a social outcast. But that was ridiculous! That man had pulled his horse. Rangemore would not be pulled, he would just be — It was difficult to salve his conscience.

“Is there no chance of buying Silver Queen?” he asked.

Wray shook his head.

“Not a chance. The owner is on the Congo shooting; he’s a rich Frenchman, a Mr. Bucelle, and money’s no object with him.”

Lynn rightly diagnosed the state of his employer’s mind.

“I don’t know what you’re worrying about, captain. You’ll get a strong market for the Northumberland Plate and you could back Rangemore to win a fortune,” he said.

“Of course, I needn’t run him today—” began Garry.

“Then you’ll have everybody waiting for him at Newcastle,” interrupted Lynn, “and you’ll get seven to four to your money — if you’re lucky!”

Garry was rattled. He had never felt so uncertain about anything in his life and was, if the truth be told, more than a little unbalanced by the suddenness of the problem.

“All right,” he said breathlessly. “I’ll leave it to you.”

Wray heaved a sigh of relief. He had his own doubts, but the business of a trainer is to be outwardly sure.

“In that case,” he said, almost cheerfully, “I should have a good bet on Silver Queen if I were you,” but Garry’s expression arrested any further suggestions.

When they had gone he stood drumming his fingers on the writing-table, trying to readjust his standards at a moment’s notice.

This was the fact beyond any dispute; he had given instructions for Rangemore to be stopped at Ascot; he was thief, a cheat; no other description was possible. He — Garry Anson — was no better than the crooked little owners who battled for a living on the turf. In the eyes of the world, with his opportunities, he was worse than they.

He heard a step in the passage and turned to meet Wenda. She had come out alone. Her lips were trembling with anger. He guessed the cause.

“What’s the trouble, darling?”

She sighed impatiently, took a cigarette from the box on the table as she passed, and dropped into the big settee.

“Willie,” she said laconically. “He is impossible! He’s reduced Molly to tears — and that takes some doing. No, don’t go, Garry.” She put out a detaining hand to stop, him. “Please don’t. He would only be rude to you, too. He was saying the most appalling things.”

“About me?” he smiled.

“About everybody. He reached the limit when he talked about young Hipplewayne.”

Garry went suddenly cold.

“What did he say about young Hipplewayne?”

She shrugged one beautiful shoulder.

“He said that all owners of racehorses were as bad as he, that racing was crooked, and that even you would stop a horse if it paid you to. Can you imagine anything more horrible than that?”

Garry looked at her for a long time, and then:

“No,” he said slowly. “I can’t imagine anything more horrible than that.”
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It Was right. Willie, that drunken lout, had said no more in his uncharity than was true. Garry Anson realized, with a horrible, sick feeling in his heart, just what he was going to do. He was as bad as Hipplewayne — worse.

Wenda was looking at him curiously.

“I didn’t want a row, but I had to say something when he accused you of being a thief. I am afraid there was a bit of a scene. I hope Hillcott was not shocked.”

Garry smiled faintly.

“I wish you hadn’t,” he said.

He was embarrassed, awkward, felt immeasurably a hypocrite.

“People say those things about all sorts of owners,” he said, trying to get a note of lightness into his tone and falling dismally. “I’m afraid the turf isn’t very popular with Willie.”

“I’m afraid nothing is very popular with Willie just now, and I the least of all.”

He frowned at her; he was, she noted, genuinely concerned.

“Are you unhappy?”

She shook her head.

“Not particularly. Willie isn’t offensive — not often.”

“The fool!” he growled. “He’s throwing away something a man would give his head for.”

She smiled up at him and took the cigarette from her red lips.

“Me — or am I flattering myself? He’s a dear, but he’s going through a phase.”

“Another woman?”

She shook her head.

“I don’t know and I don’t want to know.”

He looked at her thoughtfully for a long time without speaking.

“If you knew you wouldn’t tell me. He’s not jealous of me really?”

She put the cigarette between her lips and puffed steadily.

“No, my dear, I think he’s just jealous — of me.”

And then a thought struck him, a thought that had been at the back of his mind for quite a long time.

“Does he know anything about our little financial arrangement?”

“No.” Her tone was short, almost brusque.

“I don’t mind your telling him,” he said.

“No, he needn’t be told that. He wouldn’t understand.”

Garry paced up and down the room, his hands thrust in his pockets. Willie was a problem, would always remain such, but a different kind of problem from Wenda; yet in the end he might be a problem so intensified by Wenda’s mad schemes that he would become insuperable. Was Willie jealous of him? The thought was frightening. Or —

He turned suddenly.

“He isn’t jealous of Henry—” he began.

She stared at him.

“That boy is always around, you know.” He stopped. “I suppose he’s quite a decent fellow, though he’s not the kind of decent fellow that I like.”

“Don’t be silly,” she said scornfully. “That boy! No, curiously enough, he isn’t. If he’s jealous of anybody, I suppose it’s you.”

Garry shook his head.

“It’s a pity, isn’t it?”

She raised a warning hand.

“Don’t tell me for the umpteenth time that it’s a pity I haven’t children, or that I ought to be raising a young family to keep Willie’s mind occupied! It would be rather a big price for giving Willie an occupation — I think I’ve told you that before. Darling, you’re wonderful, but you’re rather old fashioned. You don’t know much about women, do you?”

Garry shook his head.

“Less and less,” he said.

She had upset all his ideas of women; he said so. There was a note of triteness in the assertion; he had said it before.

“My father had funny ideas about ‘em. He used to say that women were men with a different code of honour; that they made their biggest sacrifices for things that didn’t matter — not for their children or their husbands, but for something that wasn’t worth two hoots.”

She had thrown away her cigarette; he offered her another, and struck a match, watching that beautiful face with a puzzled, uneasy self-consciousness which was strange in him. “Your father was a very unpleasant old gentleman,” she said. “Are you worth two hoots?”

It was coming now. He had avoided so carefully a repetition of that conversation which had been weighing on him like a thundercloud and now he had offered her an opening. He cursed himself for his own tactlessness.

“Why?” he asked lightly. “Would you make remarkable sacrifices for me? I wonder!”

She nodded slowly.

“You’re wondering, are you? Well—” she rose from the sofa and shrugged her shoulders “ — you haven’t shown much curiosity, have you?”

“About what?”

Again that odd movement with her shoulder.

“Well, about me and all the marvellous things I think about.”

Garry smiled blandly.

“Curiosity brought scandal to the Garden of Eden, darling,” he said.

“But it made the Book of Genesis very interesting, Garry.”

She sat on the end of the settee and looked at him searchingly. He chuckled at this.

“What are you offering me?”

“Well, an apple a day, you know—”

“That’s what the serpent said,” said Garry. “But it didn’t keep the doctor away.”

Again that hard, penetrating look.

“I’m beginning to doubt whether prosperity is a good thing for you,” she said.

“I’ll tell you some day.”

She walked out of the door into the passage and bent her head, listening. Willie’s loud voice still sounded. She closed the door softly.

“I suppose you’ll get married — now?”

“Why now?”

“Molly’s rather fond of you,” she said.

She did not look at him as she said this, but threw the remark away as though it had no importance. Probably in her mind it was no more than a piece of banter; but it struck home to him. Was it sarcasm? Did she mean it?

He felt the blood come into his face. She was ridiculously, childishly embarrassing. Molly! Of course that was absurd! He was beginning to give a new importance to Molly, but that she should envisage him as anything but a middle-aged man, who took an almost paternal and certainly patronising interest in her career, was unthinkable. He was of that age, in the neighbourhood of thirty, when people under twenty are the veriest children.

“Did you hear what I said?”

Then she had meant it!

“Molly is very fond of you.”

Garry swallowed.

“Everybody is — my popularity is a public scandal.”

“Why don’t you marry?” she challenged.

She reached out her hand and he took it.

“The ideal woman is married already.”

“Or run away with somebody?”

“You, darling?” He almost scoffed.

He tried to keep the conversation to a frothy level and failed dismally, and was conscious of his failure.

“Well, how does that idea strike you?” she asked.

He heard the door open, and turned. Molly was standing, regarding them with grave and understanding eyes. She moved down into the room behind her lumbered Willie, red of face, rather untidy of hair, chewing at a cigar which he had lit on one side only.

“Come along, Willie.” Wenda walked to the windows that led to the lawn. “We shall be late.”

“What’s the hurry?”

When Willie had had a little too much to drink he had a disconcerting habit of shouting. He shouted now. He walked across to Garry and thrust his inflamed face almost into his host’s.

“I’m going to give you a tip, Anson. You’re a bit of a tipster, aren’t you?”

“Why ‘Anson’? You’re getting very formal of a sudden, Willie.”

Willie Panniford’s thick lips curled in a smile.

“It’s about time we had a little formality, I think,” he growled.

It was Molly who made an attempt to turn the conversation.

“Your Mr. Hillcott’s been over to Welbury quite a lot lately, hasn’t he?”

“Really? What’s the attraction?”

Molly smiled.

“The new housemaid’s name is Emily.”

“You’d better keep your silver locked up, darling.”

Willie’s guffaw was a prelude to something offensive.

“I don’t understand a gentleman employing a burglar. It seems a queer thing to do.”

“But Hillcott’s such a nice burglar,” said Wenda sweetly, and her husband turned on her with a sneer.

“Yes, a very useful go-between.”

Garry saw her stiffen.

“What do you mean — a go-between?”

“You know what I mean,” said Willie offensively. “You understand English, don’t you? There’s a lot going on here that I don’t understand.”

“Naturally,” said Garry dryly and, undeterred by his savage look, took Willie Panniford gently by the arm and led him to the door. “Go home, you quarrelsome old devil, and dress.”

Panniford wrenched his arm free.

“What I mean to say is, I’m not such a fool as I look,” was his parting shot.

It was difficult to believe.

As he stood in the doorway, Wenda brushed past. Molly was waiting for him, her back against the desk, her hands holding the edge.

“Willie is rather—” he began.

“Isn’t he?” She was very cool, very self-possessed. She must have grown accustomed to Willie; his fury, his absurd boorishness no longer distressed her apparently. It was difficult to believe that he had reduced her to tears, that morning. Certainly they had left no trace.

She was looking at him steadily. He grew uncomfortable under her gaze.

“Well, Molly?”

“Garry, some things aren’t worth while. Do you realize that?”

If he did not understand her, it was because he did not dare. He had an insane desire to stand well with this child who was no longer a child; he was frantically anxious to preserve any good opinion of him she had, or to establish one more exalted.

“I don’t quite—” he began.

She nodded.

“Yes, you do! There are things that aren’t worth while, and people who aren’t worth while, Garry. Unfortunately, they are the sort who get everything.”

“Do you mean Willie?” he asked and was hurt by the look of reproach which she gave him.

“I’m going to change. I’ll see you in your box — or possibly we’ll come back and you can have the honour of driving me in your car; and if that isn’t throwing myself at your head, I don’t know what is.”

He walked with her along the crazy pavement through the garden, and met John halfway. John Dory was resplendent in his grey topper and his perfectly fitting morning suit. He was just what a bookmaker doesn’t look like in pictures.

She passed him with a smile and a nod; she rather liked this brusque man, who could be so uncomfortably frank and never attempted to disguise either his likes or his dislikes.

“I wanted to see you, Garry.”

They watched the girl out of sight, and John, taking the arm of his friend, paced him towards the house.

“About Rangemore?”

John Dory nodded His round, placid face looked unusually pink that morning. Garry remarked on it.

“A thick night?” he asked.

The other shook his head.

“No, a thick morning. A little trouble — purely domestic.” Garry Anson had never met the pretty shrew who was Mrs. John Dory, but he had heard stories of the unenviable state of the Dory household.

“Are you backing Rangemore?”

Garry shook his head.

“No, not for a bob.”

John deposited his hat carefully on a side table and stripped his gloves with maddening deliberation.

“You are not backing your horse — why?”

Henry Lascarne came in at that moment. He did not see the bookmaker, was possibly too preoccupied with the scene he had witnessed at breakfast.

“Pity, isn’t it?” he began. “About Willie, I mean. He has a couple of drinks and always goes back to the same subject.”

“Yes; that is because he always goes back to the same bottle,” said Garry shortly.

He was not anxious to discuss Willie Panniford before his visitor, of whose presence Henry became suddenly aware.

“Have you ever met a bookmaker?” asked Garry, and introduced him. “He’s never met one before.”

John offered his hand.

“Really? Congratulations!”

There was a look of consternation on Henry Lascarne’s face. He had seen bookmakers from a distance; knew that they were noisy people who lived on the blood of people who backed horses. That he should meet one socially came rather in the nature of a shock.

“Ask him what’s going to win,” suggested the amused Garry. “He’s an authority on the thoroughbred racehorse.”

John smiled.

“He’s pulling your leg. I don’t know two horses; apart; they all look alike to me. I know they are horses and if they’ve got horns they’re cows.”

Garry was wondering how he should get rid of the young man, when Hillcott arrived and solved his problem.

“I’ve sent your clothes over to Welbury.”

Henry regarded him coldly.

“I’m dressing here,” he said.

“You said ‘after breakfast,’” said Hillcott loudly. “Your case went over ten minutes ago by one of the domestic servants.”

“Tons of time, Henry,” said Garry soothingly. “Five minutes’ walk — good for the figure — or you can have the car.”

When he had gone, and Hillcott, who lingered, had been dismissed:

“I don’t understand this. Aren’t you backing Rangemore?” asked Dory.

Garry shook his head.

“You’re running it?”

“Yes, Rangemore’s running.”

John Dory sat down, and bit off the end of a cigar. He was very thoughtful.

“I met your girl friend — sorry! The last time I said that you were very annoyed.”

“You don’t like Wenda Panniford?”

Dory considered this as he lit his cigar.

“Why do you dislike Wenda?” Garry asked again.

The other carefully laid the match stalk in an ashtray.

“Why does one like or dislike people? Possibly it is that our auras clash. I am very sensitive to auras. Sounds silly, doesn’t it? But I can tell you that when a man comes up to me and is absolutely confident about a horse he is backing, I know—”

“A blessed gift for a bookmaker!”

“She is very lovely.” It was quite a lot for John Dory to concede. “And she is one of the best-dressed women I have ever met. She doesn’t like me, but that’s nothing to do with it. There are quite a number of decent people who don’t like me.”

“Isn’t Wenda decent?” asked Garry irritably.

“As far as I know — admirable. I just don’t like her — that’s the truth of it. It’s a silly conversation — how did it begin? Oh, yes, I met Lady Panniford and she had fifty pounds on our horse.”

“Good Lord!” Garry was concerned. “Is she betting in fifties?”

Dory was annoyed with himself.

“I’m talkative — forget that I told you. No, she seldom has more than a fiver, and she always wins, anyway.”

“You can cancel that bet.” Garry went to his desk, picked up the telephone but put it down again. “No, I’ll send a note — I don’t want all the girls at the exchange to know my business.”

He took out the one solitary sheet of notepaper from the rack.

“Ring that bell for me, John, will you? One sheet of notepaper, and that one grimy!”

He scribbled rapidly and read aloud as he wrote.

“‘Darling, I’ve cancelled your bet. My horse isn’t trying—’”

John Dory, pacing the floor restlessly, stopped as if he had been shot.

“You’re not sending a note like that? Are you mad?”

Garry chuckled.

“Don’t be silly — it’s to Wenda.”

The bookmaker snorted his protest.

“Why send, any note at all? I’ll cancel her bet with the greatest of pleasure.”

“She may put some of her friends on to it.”

Garry licked down the envelope.

“But you can’t write things like that, my dear chap.”

Garry scribbled a postscript.

“What have you written?”

“I have asked her to burn this note unless she wants to get me warned off. Is that all right?”

John Dory could only regard him with pained amazement. Personally, if he had had to mark down the one person in the world to whom such a note should not have been written, that person would have been Wenda Panniford. He felt towards her something more than the antagonism he reserved for uncongenial souls.

All the years he had known Garry and all the years he had been dimly acquainted with Wenda, he had disliked her. Yet, strangely enough, in the early days of their acquaintance she had given him no cause for dislike. Her attitude had never been worse than one of gentle patronage. But it was not this he resented; it was no new experience to be treated like a superior servant. It was part of the convention of his profession that the impecunious aristocracy, who so often bilked him, should adopt this attitude towards the bookmaker they shamelessly robbed. There was something deeper than a pique founded on slights, real or imaginary.

“The trouble with you is mental, Garry. You judge all people by yourself. I tell you again that you cannot afford to send that sort of note—” He stopped suddenly.

Looking round, Garry saw Lascarne and hailed him.

“Be a messenger, Henry; take this note over to Wenda, will you? I presume you are on your way?”

Henry took the letter. He was peeved; evidently something had annoyed him and Gerry, who understood the eccentricities of Hillcott, did not inquire too closely as to the cause.

John’s eyes followed the young man across the lawn until he disappeared round a clump of rhododendrons which hid the road.

“You are what I call a clever mug, Garry,” he said. “I have only met two men like you and they both died broke.”

“Thank you for that encouraging remark.”

John nodded.

“I am not trying to be encouraging or discouraging. I wouldn’t have sent that letter to my dearest friend.”

“Well, Wenda falls into that category,” said Garry a little stiffly.

“Do you mind if I am very frank, Garry?”

“Are you going to talk about Wenda?”

“I am not. I am going to talk about that letter you sent, or rather the contents of that letter.”

Garry Anson picked up The Calendar and dropped on to the sofa with a look of resignation.

“You’ve been racing for years,” said John. “You know the game and how it is played. There are certain people who’d rather get a crooked bob than an honest quid.”

“You’re not complaining?”

Dory shook his head.

“Me? No. I make money out of ‘em. I like ’em tricky — they always lose in the end. It’s the mug I’m afraid of; he’s sometimes right. Now tell me, how did you gallop this horse of yours?”

Here was a more congenial topic.

“I galloped him at a stone with Lanceford and Redmoss.”

The bookmaker gasped.

“Did he beat Lanceford at a stone?” he asked.

“He lost him!” smiled the other.

“Well, what are you afraid of?”

“The Frenchman,” replied Garry emphatically, and John Dory laughed contemptuously.

“The Frenchman! Your ancestors weren’t afraid of Napoleon Bonaparte. Silver Queen! There can’t be a pound in it one way or the other.”

Garry threw down the paper and rose.

“But when I bet there are to be no ifs — I can’t afford to take a sporting chance.”

“There is never a time when you couldn’t afford that, Garry,” said the other sharply. “Are you losing?”

“I’m not going too well.”

“I was wondering about that.” Dory took a notebook from his pocket. “Do you know what you’ve lost to me in the last two months?”

“A lot of money.”

“Eight thousand six hundred. And you haven’t been betting with me alone.”

Garry moved uncomfortably.

“You’re trying to depress me.”

There was a silence, and then John Dory asked the question that had been at the back of his mind for a long time.

“Did you ever do what you said you were going to do, years ago — put some money by that you couldn’t touch for betting?”

Garry stared at him.

“Good Lord! You’ve got a better memory than I! I don’t remember telling you I was going to do that. Yes, I did.”

The other man heaved a sigh of relief.

“Thank God for that! You bought a lot of bearer bonds — or you were going to. You put them in trust, I suppose?”

Garry deliberated this.

“Yes, I put them in trust.”

He was reserving something. Dory, was too sensitive to reservations to overlook this fact.

“You can’t touch the money?”

Garry shook his head.

“No, not till I’ve finished with betting for good — and that’s going to be pretty soon.”

The bookmaker’s hand fell on his shoulder.

“Well, there’s no need to play the fool, Garry, eh? Let the horse run it out if it’s only for the stake.”

He could not guess the turmoil of Garry Anson’s mind. It was a subject not to be pursued. Every word was a reproof. Garry’s irritation grew with the knowledge that all this man said was sane and well-founded, that even by the rough and ready code of the ring he was despicable. Yet he needed approval very badly, and he was not getting it. Instead, here was a bookmaker, one of the class regarded as the backer’s natural enemy, sitting in judgement on him. He was very fond of John, but he wished he could be left alone to fight out this problem and settle it — by himself.

What a lot of fuss about stopping a horse! They were stopped every day — not perhaps deliberately stopped, but run in races of a higher class than they could win, sent out on the racecourse with a jockey whose instructions were “not to knock them about.”

“I’m bound to win the Northumberland Plate with him. I couldn’t lose my money in that race.”

“Back him today.” Dory was inexorable.

“No.”

Garry dropped down in a chair, weary of the battle, and John Dory lowered over him.

“What’s the matter with you, Garry? You’ve never done these monkey tricks before — why start now?”

“What tricks?”

“You’ve never stopped a horse. You’ve run ’em when they haven’t been quite cherry ripe — and you’ve run ’em when they’ve been so badly handicapped that they couldn’t win. But you’ve never stopped one.”

Garry snapped round on him.

“I’m not stopping this one. Well…I suppose I am. What about it?”

Dory shook his head wonderingly.

“Garry, you’ve — well, you’ve rather shocked me.”

The younger man laughed.

“Marvellous! I’ve shocked a bookmaker!”

If there was scorn in the words John Dory did not notice it.

“You’re a pal of mine. Ordinary people couldn’t shock me. I’ve had shocks on a racecourse — how do you think I lost my hair? But I’ve never been shocked by seeing the best man I know thieving.”

Garry sprang to his feet.

“Thieving?”

“Sounds a bit ugly, doesn’t it? But it’s thieving. I’ve nothing to gain by telling you this. I can lay your horse and win a lot of money. All the wise fellows who’ve been watching the gallops will be falling over themselves to back it, and the little fellows who come down by charabanc will be losing their bobs too. You can’t send notes to all those birds and tell them you’re not trying!”

He took a newspaper from his pocket, turned the pages quickly and found the sheet.

“Read that paragraph. It’s from the best sporting writer of the day.”

Garry took the paper and began reading where John Dory’s finger was pointing.

‘And now I come to the horse which above all has claim to our respect — Rangemore. The public have two great incentives to back this horse. The first is the knowledge of Rangemore’s own sterling qualities — by Swynford out of Fyne. There is no more honest animal in training. He deserved his victory, in the Newbury Cup and the two miles of the Ascot Stakes is his best distance. He should be backed, as he is the property of that popular owner, Mr. Garry Anson and people who back his horses know they are on a trier. He is the type of man who is an acquisition to the turf. The majority of owners are straight, but Garry Anson could not do a crooked thing…’

Garry put the paper down on the table.

“It shows how little these writing fellows know,” he said.

He had weakened on his plan. It was his last gesture of bravado.
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Long Lines of charabancs were crawling with painful slowness through Windsor Park and the town of Staines was jammed with large cars, going at snail’s pace towards the bridge; where the Ascot Road turns off by Virginia Water the block was even greater.

All the world was converging upon Ascot. Polished limousines, ancient Fords, hired cars stood wing to wing in every road and side road leading to the course. The broad heath was already crowded, the stands black with sightseers. Every one of the hundreds of boxes held its gay little party.

Garry Anson’s house was set on rising ground. He had a view, the merest slit of a view through high chestnuts, of the road which runs before the grandstand; and he watched the slow procession for a long time without speaking. He was not a vain man, but that newspaper paragraph had touched him on the raw.

“Will you see Lynn?”

He looked round. Hillcott was standing in the doorway, nonchalantly manicuring his nails with a matchstick.

“Is he here?” he asked, startled, for at that moment the jockey was in his mind.

“Should I have asked you to see him if he wasn’t here?”

“Lynn’s riding, of course?” said John.

Garry nodded.

“Show him in.”

“Shall I go?”

Garry shook his head.

“No, wait. You’re in it, and you may as well see the reformation completed.”

Lynn came in. Hillcott lingered in the doorway, head bent, anxious to acquire any information which might be going.

“About this horse—” began Garry, saw his servant and jerked a dismissal. Mr. Hillcott went reluctantly and resentfully.

“About this horse—” began Garry again.

“I came to see you about it, Captain Anson,” said Lynn. “I’m a bit worried — in fact, that’s putting it mildly.”

He looked suspiciously at John, and Garry smiled.

“All right, you can say what you like in front of Mr. Dory. Why are you worried?”

Lynn shook his head.

“I don’t know how I’m going to ride him. I’ve been thinking out a dozen ways, and I can’t find one that’s satisfactory. Rangemore always pulls himself to the front before the field has gone half a mile. If I start trying to hide him up they’ll know all about it on the stands. He’s a very difficult horse to drop out.”

“Well, don’t drop him out,” smiled Garry.

Andy Lynn did not quite understand that this was an instruction.

“I couldn’t do it, honestly,” he said. “You know the horse, Mr. Dory — he isn’t the sort you could put in behind something. The moment some horse in front of him fell away or laid off, he’d pull himself through and I couldn’t stop him. He always runs his own races, and that’s the kind of race he runs.”

“Let him run his own race today,” said Garry, and Lynn’s eyes opened.

“You’re trying with him? That’s a load off my mind! I think you’re right, too, I’ve been working it out, and he’ll just about win.”

Garry pulled a wry face.

“I don’t like that ‘just about win’; I like ’em to win with a bit in hand. All right, tell Mr. Wray that I’ve changed my plans.”

Lynn nodded.

“He’s a bit nervous, too. He was saying that you’ve never done this before, though he needn’t have told me that. And I was a bit worried, too, because I suggested it. I must be mad — at Ascot…”

Garry slapped him on the shoulder and half pushed him towards the door. He wanted to be through with his interview; he required neither commendation nor the implied reproach of Lynn’s approval.

“No, I’ve never done it before, and it’s too late to start now. I’m sorry I ever thought otherwise.”

Lynn paused in the doorway.

“I shall win the last race—”

“You said that before,” said Garry. “Win the second — that’ll amuse me more. Thank you.”

He turned to John when the man had gone and made an extravagant gesture.

“John, you’ve saved my soul.”

“Don’t be a fool,” growled John Dory. “I’ve given you a bit of advice that’ll cost me a lot of money. Now what about Lady Panniford?”

Garry stared at him.

“Lady Panniford? What has she—”

“If I remember rightly, you sent her a little epistle a few minutes ago,” said Dory dryly.

Garry whistled. “So I did. I’d forgotten all about it. I’ll send Hillcott over with a note.”

“Ask her to destroy the other,” said the cautious John; and Garry laughed.

“It’s burnt already,” he said.

He rang the bell and Hillcott came in with suspicious alacrity.

“There’s no paper on this desk — notepaper, I mean. Go and get some.”

As the man turned, he had an idea and whistled Hillcott back. If the truth be told, Garry’s attitude towards his servant was almost as unconventional as Hillcott’s attitude towards him.

“Wait.”

He took out a pocket case, opened it and extracted a banknote. For a moment he sat, his pen poised, frowning.

“A pen’s no good. Where’s a pencil?”

Hillcott fumbled in his pocket and produced a greasy stub.

“Here you are.”

Garry wrote rapidly on the back of the banknote, folded it into an envelope and handed it to the servant.

“Rush this over to Lady Panniford,” he said. “Don’t lose it and don’t pinch it.”

Hillcott held out his hand with great dignity.

“Talking about pinching — my pencil!”

Garry watched him across the lawn, and, after he had gone:

“What have you done, Garry?”

“I wrote and told her it was a joke, and that she could back my horse — for a little.”

“What was the paper you wrote on?” asked John curiously. “It looked to me like a fiver.”

“It looked to me like a hundred,” said Garry.

John chuckled helplessly.

“You’re crazy.”

“I owed her that,” said Garry. “I won some money for her at Newbury on Saturday — in fact, I meant to give her the note before she went.”

John gathered up his glasses and hat.

“How much do you want on your horse today?”

“Not a shilling. I think Silver Queen will beat me. I may change my mind — I don’t know; I’m just like that about it. I can’t afford to lose money just now.”

“Tell me when you can afford to lose money, and I’ll come and stay with you,” said the sardonic John.

Hillcott arrived at Welbury in time to hear the rumbling of a passing domestic storm. Willie was a great shouter; he had no reticence; servants were non-existent, their opinions did not worry him. He came from a long line of Scottish lairds to whom servants were part of the furniture. Wenda, flushed and angry, was in the hall when Hillcott arrived. She opened the note and read it. The note puzzled her. The printed inscription on its other face to some extent calmed her fury. She went upstairs and, without knocking, walked into Willie’s room. He was adjusting his cravat before the glass.

“I suppose you know Hillcott was here just now and heard your big, bellowing voice?”

“I don’t care a damn whether he heard it or if your lover heard it!” he roared.

She was ice cold.

“To which particular lover do you refer?”

“I’m talking about Anson. You know damned well who I mean. I’ve got proof…”

“I wish to God you’d produce it,” she said. “What a boor you are, Willie!”

“You prefer the genteel Garry, I suppose — and he’s rich, eh? That’ll be a good match for you, Wenda. By God, you know on which side your bread is buttered!”

“What is your proof?” she asked again.

“You’ll find out in time.” He turned again to the glass. “You can get out of my room. I’m supposed to have a little privacy, aren’t I?”

“I’m going over to Garry’s.”

“Naturally,” he snarled. “Go and get him to sympathize with you — brutal husband and all that sort of thing. You’ll go a little too far one of these days, Wenda, and then you’ll know all about it.”

Wenda left the room, slammed the door behind her and went downstairs.

Molly was not yet down. She waited for a second in the hall indecisively, then, crossing the garden, unlatched the little iron gate which led to Garry’s garden. As she came up the flagged path she saw John Dory disappearing towards the road, heard the whirr of his car as he went on his way.

Garry was sitting on the end of a sofa, reading a small brown book of form. He looked up as she came in.

“You’ve got rid of Dory, thank heaven!” she said. “I do dislike that man.”

He put down the book.

“Why, darling? You don’t owe him money, do you?”

“Did he say so?” she asked quickly.

Garry laughed.

“Don’t be silly. I was joking. You’re looking very beautiful!” And then he saw the envelope in her hand. “I see you got my expensive note.”

She nodded.

“Yes, that’s why I came. What was the idea of the first, Garry? Why the mystery?”

“What mystery?” he asked.

“Why did you say your horse wasn’t going to try?”

She slipped the banknote into her bag.

“I was only joking. I changed my mind.”

He had not been joking. She looked at him steadily, but this was not the moment for cross-examination.

“Aren’t you dressing? It won’t be very long before the first race. I thought I’d take you with us.”

He shook his head.

“You’ll be crowded. My little Rolls will just hold me and my thoughts. Where’s Willie?”

Wenda shrugged her shoulders.

“He’s picking me up.”

She glanced back across the park. There was no sign of Willie, and if the little time she had was to be utilized she must come straight to her subject.

She sank down on to the settee and caught Garry’s hand

“I want you to be awfully patient with him today, however ungracious he is,” she said. “That’s one of the reasons I came over to see you.”

Garry shifted uncomfortably.

“Oh, he really is suspicious about me?” he asked awkwardly and when she nodded: “What a stupid fool!”

“Do you remember what I asked you once before?” She dropped her voice.

Too well he remembered. Instinct told him there would be a repetition of the question.

“Would you?” she asked.

“Would I what?”

She made a little movement of impatience.

“Would you let your name be used? Don’t tell me you don’t want to drag my name through the mud — you’ve already told me that. Garry, will you?”

He tried to speak, but could not. Something in him inhibited the agreement which was coming. And why did Molly suddenly appear as an all-powerful factor in his life? It was absurd, a piece of romantic sentimentality which was foreign to his nature.

“We could go away somewhere till this was all over, and then settle in the country, at your place in Hereford.”

“But I haven’t a place in Hereford,” he protested. “I wasn’t me who came into the half million — it was Jack Anson, my cousin.”

She took one step back.

“But the papers said—”

“My dear, the papers, as usual, got it all wrong.”

She was bewildered. If he had struck her in the face he could not have given her a greater shock. She had never doubted that the old general would leave his money to his nephew. The fact that there was a second nephew she had dismissed as unimportant.

Before she could speak, a shadow fell across the threshold and Willie blundered in. His face was black with anger; he was breathing heavily, like a man who had run a long distance.

“How long are you going to keep me waiting?” he demanded roughly. “I say, old boy, you can come over to Welbury and see Wenda whenever you like; she needn’t spend so much time here, I mean.”

He stopped, out of breath, and when he had recovered:

“It’s not at all necessary. I don’t like this hand-holding sort of business, Anson — to be perfectly candid with you.”

Wenda turned on him in a fury.

“Don’t make a fool of yourself,” she said, and he laughed bitterly.

“I’m letting other people make a fool of me — that’s my role — silly Billy. I’m not blind or deaf.”

“Oh, shut up, Willie!” said Garry wearily.

“It’s got to come out, and it might as well come out now.” Willie Panniford almost shouted the words. “Adelphi Hotel, eh? Does that sound familiar?”

He stepped close to where Garry stood, his fingers working convulsively.

“Not particularly,” said Garry coolly.

“You don’t happen to know the lady and gentleman who were staying together as Mr. and Mrs. Sundridge at the Adelphi Hotel?”

Molly had followed him into the room and now she uttered a cry of protest.

“You keep out of this!” snarled Panniford. “You don’t deny it, Anson? You were with Wenda last March in Liverpool — before you went abroad!”

Garry could only look at him.

“Liverpool! Good God, what a place to commit adultery!”

“You don’t deny it — you were the man?”

So the moment had come. Garry Anson’s decision had been made for him. This was what Wenda wished him to say, the moment which Wenda had planned. There was Molly, looking at him, calm, self-possessed and apparently unconcerned; watching him with a searching glance in which there was no suspicion but a great deal of curiosity.

“No, I don’t deny it.” He found his voice at last.

“That you were the man!” Willie’s arm shot out and his fat finger pointed. “And Wenda was the woman?”

Garry nodded. Then came an interruption which momentarily paralysed him.

“It’s a lie!” Wenda’s voice was shrill and angry. “It’s a lie! How dare you say that, Garry?”

He could only shake his head and throw out his hands helplessly.

“All right, it’s a lie, if you want me to say it’s a lie. I don’t care — whichever way you like.”

Willie Panniford leapt at him. Garry twisted aside, caught his assailant and thrust him back.

“Willie, for God’s sake don’t make a scene!” Wenda almost wailed the words.

She walked swiftly to the garden door and stood waiting.

“Are you coming?”

“All right, I’m coming.” Willie Panniford mumbled the words. “I’m through with you, Anson. I never want to see you again. If you come into my house, if I ever find you there…by God, I’ll kill you!”
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Garry Anson stood in the pleasant little room long after the party had gone out of sight. It was Hillcott’s voice that roused him to a sense of reality.

“That’s our whisky talking,” said Hillcott. “What trousers are you going to wear?”

As the glittering procession passed up the centre of the course a band crashed into the National Anthem and every head was bared. Garry, standing on the steps leading to the box, watched the scarlet outriders, the gracious figures bowing in the draped landeau, and went slowly up to his box.

He was a very unhappy man, more unhappy because there were two distinct causes for distress. He had passed Wenda in the paddock — or would have passed her, thinking that that episode was all over and done with, but not caring to risk the direct cut. It was a day of surprises. She called him to her and was her old amiable, pleasant self.

“Willie’s tamer now,” she said coolly.

“Did I make a fool of myself, too? It was rather an amusing morning,” he said sardonically.

“You needn’t look round,” said Wenda. “Molly isn’t hiding behind me. I’ll talk to you later. If you see Willie, don’t hit him! Honestly, he’s very penitent.”

“Where is Molly?” he asked bluntly.

“With her brother,” said Wenda sweetly. She never failed to emphasize that relationship.

He saw Wray in the paddock, and the trainer was looking more cheerful than he had been when they left.

A pleasant place is Ascot. The Royal Enclosure and the paddock are great club grounds where friends meet, and, where even the presence of a few thousand total strangers does not destroy the sense of privacy.

Rangemore came on to the course from his stable, and was put into a box. Garry looked him over and failed to fault him. There was not a superfluous ounce of flesh on him, and he had grown big on his work. He was one of those phlegmatic and kindly dispositioned horses that have little interest beyond their manger.

“He’ll never be any fitter,” said Wray. “And if Silver Queen is better than he is, then she’s a smasher.”

He saw Willie in the distance and neither approached nor avoided him. Herein he was wise, for the account which Wenda had given of Willie’s sudden accession of amiability was mainly fictitious, but he was more mellow than he had been in the morning, so that when she called out of the box into the narrow corridor behind, he was at least receptive.

“Unless you do what I’ve asked you I’m going home,” she said.

Willie scowled awfully.

“I’ve done nothing to apologize for, and I won’t. And as for lunching with the blighter — I’ll go and eat on the balcony.”

Wenda nodded.

“Very well, I shall go home and go straight back to London. And that’s the end of things, Willie, so far as you and I are concerned.”

It was a threat often employed, and as often effective. Willie became the suppliant.

“I only asked for an explanation,” he protested. “I mean to say, I’m human, Wenda. I certainly lost my head a bit, but I’m terribly fond of you, and I said — well, damn it, I’m jealous. It’s a compliment to you, really.”

“I’m not asking you to apologize to me. You’ve offended me beyond forgiveness,” she said.

He wriggled unhappily. What a fool he had been to tell her that he had employed a private detective to watch her! That had come out in one of his ebullitions of temper, and he had been cursing himself ever since. He was always putting himself in the wrong with Wenda; that was a normal condition. He was too fond of her — that was his trouble. He told himself this as often as he told Wenda.

“Well, there was a woman staying in the Adelphi—” he began.

“I won’t even discuss it,” she said.

Willie went on another tack.

“Anson admitted it. He said ‘I was the man and you were the woman.’ I mean to say, Wenda, when a fellow says—”

“You know Garry,” she interrupted. “He was just being exasperating. Probably it was his idea of humour,”

But Willie was not convinced.

“It’s a queer thing for a fellow to say. I mean, I wouldn’t admit I was staying with a woman, if I wasn’t — or even if I was.”

She snapped round at him.

“I don’t care what you would say or what you wouldn’t say.”

Somebody passed within earshot, and she was silent for a moment. Then:

“Where does this ridiculous story about Liverpool come from?”

“Well, a fellow I know said he saw you there going into the hotel; and then I put two and two together and made inquiries — it’s the sort of thing that one does in a moment of impulse. You know me, Wenda — my cursed impulses have got me into trouble before. I remember once—”

She was not to be led astray by the red herring of reminiscences.

“You’ll see Garry at once — at once, Willie — you understand what I mean?”

“All right.”

He was sulky, and when he was sulky he was tractable.

“The last thing I want to do is to make you look cheap. You know what it is — a couple of drinks on an empty — well, before breakfast—”

“Here he comes,” she interrupted quickly. “I’m going to talk to Molly. Remember, Willie, this is your very last chance.”

She slipped into the box as Garry came into view, leaving her husband standing, a not too attractive or inviting figure. Garry returned his nod with a grin.

“Hullo, Willie! Are you sober?” he asked.

Willie made a face.

“I say, I’m sorry about that business this morning, Garry.”

Garry nodded.

“You are sober! You wicked old devil!”

“I’m terribly fond of Wenda—” began Willie lamely.

“Yes, I’ve noticed it! I hope she roasted the soul out of you.”

“I can’t do any more than apologize to you,” snapped the other.

“My dear fellow, I don’t give a damn what you say about me. You’re a so-and-so to talk like that about Wenda. Forgive if I’m a little bit emphatic on the point, but I’m very fond of your wife. And take that look off your wicked old face! You know what I mean.”

“All right, I’m sorry,” mumbled Willie. “There’s no need to rub it in.”

He took the offered hand reluctantly.

“Go into the luncheon room and have a soda-and-milk,” said Garry. “I’m going to back my horse.”

“Don’t put anything on for me, old boy,” said Willie.

It was a pathetic attempt to be jovial.

“Here’s your friend.”

It was John Dory who was hurrying up the narrow corridor, book in hand. He signalled Garry into an empty box and turned the pages of his book rapidly.

“I’ve got you twelve hundred to two five times,” he said, “fourteen to two twice, thirteen hundred to two three times. That’s about all you want. It’s more than I thought you wanted — two thousand quid!”

“What is the price of the horse now?”

John lowered his head, listening, and out of the babble of sound that came from Tattersalls ring his trained ear caught one familiar voice.

“Jackson’s offering five to one. That means you could get eleven hundred to two half a dozen times. It’s a very strong market.”

Garry jerked his head.

“Go and get it to a thousand pounds,” he said, and his companion gaped at him.

“Garry, that’s not you,” he said, troubled. “You’ve never had three thousand pounds on a horse — it’s not a certainty.”

“What is?” asked Garry recklessly. “Go along, John; we’ll have a flutter.”

Dory hesitated.

“They’re backing Silver Queen — she’s a strong nine to two chance. Why don’t you save on her?”

Garry shook his head.

“No, this is my swansong,” he said.

He heard the thud of hoofs on the turf and swung back to the edge of the box and watched the horses as they cantered down to the post.

“There they go — Terrace, Waterfield, Silver Queen — she looks well, by God! I’ve never seen her look better.”

And then he saw his own claret and white hoops.

“There goes mine. What’s the matter with Rangemore, eh?”

John looked and admired. He had never seen a horse so full of himself.

“He goes to the post like a winner,” he said cautiously.

“Will he come back like a winner?” asked Garry.

He slapped his friend on the back.

“Go and get that money on — you’re neglecting your business.”

He looked over the narrow partition. Two boxes away he saw Henry Lascarne and beckoned him. Henry came at his leisure.

“Well, Henry, are you excited?”

“Quite intriguing,” said Mr. Lascarne. “But the bookmakers are awfully noisy!”

“Are they?” said Garry, in mock surprise. “Well, tell them to shut up.”

“I don’t know any of them,” said Lascarne. And then, lowering his voice: “I say, what’s the matter with Willie? He’s like a bear with a sore head.”

“That’s putting it very nicely,” said Garry.

“He said things about Wenda. I wanted to knock him down.”

Garry patted him on the shoulder.

“Thank you — for wanting to.”

“Wenda, who’s the very soul of—” the rhapsodical Lascarne went on.

“Yes, yes. You’ll miss the start.”

Garry was in no mood to rhapsodize on the subject of Wenda.

Stepping out into the passage, he saw Molly coming towards him. She was passing with a nod when he stopped her.

“Are you annoyed with me?”

She looked at him thoughtfully.

“Is there anything you wouldn’t do for Wenda?” she asked.

“What do you mean?”

She was passing on, but he caught her by the arm and drew her into the box. There was no privacy here, for the corridor was lively with passing box-owners.

“Just tell me exactly what you mean by that,” he asked.

Looking across the partition he saw Wenda’s eye fixed on them.

“What do you mean by ‘Is there anything I wouldn’t do for Wenda?’ What have I done for her?”

“You know,” she said quietly. And then: “Why did you admit you were the man?”

He scratched his chin.

“I’m blest if I know. I felt that way.”

“Because Wenda asked you.”

He stared at her.

“No,” he said quickly.

“Because she asked you. You’re not a good liar, Garry. And then she changed her mind.”

He did not attempt to contradict her now.

“Why did she change her mind?”

Molly shook her head.

“I don’t know. What were you talking about before we came?”

He frowned.

“I’m blest if I know. Willie, I think—”

Molly smiled faintly.

“Did you tell her that you didn’t come into the Anson money?”

He nodded.

“There’s your answer,” she said quietly.

His jaw dropped.

“What a horrible thought, Molly, darling!”

She nodded.

“I know; I’m less than the dust. But that is why she changed her mind. When she came to you she thought you were a millionaire; and if you had been a millionaire she’d have gone on with it, admitted she was the woman in the case; there would have been a divorce, and—” She shrugged her shoulders.

He was horrified at the suggestion.

“You must hate her,” he breathed, and her voice was so low that he could hardly hear her above the babble of sound.

“Yes, I do.”

“In the name of heaven, why?”

“You’d hate me if I told you.” Her eyes came up to his.

“Have you any personal reason? Is it something to do with Willie?”

“You’ll miss the start and I shall too,” she said, and turned abruptly away.

He saw her reappear in Wenda’s box a few seconds later.

They were lining up at the post. The grey filly, Silver Queen, was a little fractious, refused to face the tapes, had to be coaxed and driven up to her position, only to whip round and lose it again instantly. And when she was in her place, two other horses had their backs to the tape and it seemed impossible that they could ever be brought into line. Then, just as the impossibility became apparent, Silver Queen came round with a jerk and the tapes flew up. There was a roar from the crowd.

Garry watched the field sweep past towards the bend and heard his name called.

“One moment. I want to see them round that turn.”

He glanced back over his shoulder. It was Wenda.

“Hullo, darling!”

“Sorry to be a nuisance,” she said.

“That’s all right; they’ve got two miles to go and nothing much will happen in the next ninety seconds.”

“There was a postscript to your letter on the banknote, saying you wanted to see me,” she said. “In the hullaballoo of Willie’s stupidity I forgot to ask you what it was about.”

He had forgotten the postscript.

“Oh, yes. I may want to see you tonight. That’ll be awkward, won’t it?”

She shook her head.

“Willie’s going back to London. He’s dining with the Arkwrights.”

There was a little pause.

“Why do you want to see me?”

“I’ll tell you after the race.”

She came into the box and looked over his shoulder.

“What is happening, Garry? I can’t tell one horse from another.”

“Mine’s leading from Lord Kelly’s horse,” said Garry. “There’s a long interval, then comes Silver Queen, Waterfield, Pathan, that thing of Basil’s, the Belgian horse — what do you call him? — Fleur du Sud…he’ll win nothing.”

She watched him in silence, and then:

“Garry, dear, have you backed your horse for much?”

“A modest fortune, darling,” he said lightly, and heard her sigh.

“I hope you win.”

“I have a little hope in that direction myself,” he said. “I say, Wenda” — she was close to him, her chin against his shoulder. He was still looking through his glasses as he spoke.

“Yes?”

“Did you really think I’d come into the old general’s money?” he asked.

He dared not look at her lest he found confirmation of Molly’s theory.

“Well, it was in the papers, Garry.”

“Yes, I know; but you weren’t awfully disappointed when you found I hadn’t inherited…you know?”

“Of course not.” Her voice was a little strained, her intonation forced. She heard his sigh of relief.

“Of course you weren’t — money has never meant anything to us.”

“Who said it had?” she asked quickly.

“Nobody, only — naturally you’d be a bit disappointed for my sake.”

“He left you nothing…?”

“Not a bob.”

“The old beast!”

“Darling, there was no reason why he should.”

The field was going into Swinley Bottom. Silver Queen was moving like a winner. Rangemore was there, but Garry’s eyes were for the grey, and for the jockey who sat motionless on her back. The bell clanged as the field came into the straight. To Garry’s practised eye there could only be one of two results. The Belgian horse was being driven hard; the whip came up and fell, and yet he did not quicken.

John had come into the box.

“The Belgian stays for ever,” he said.

“The race will be over before then,” said Garry.

John Dory’s lips were against the ear of his friend.

“There’ll be no tax on most of these bets of yours,” he said.

“Why not?”

“I’ve had to do them that way — some of the dodgers lay the best prices.”

Garry frowned.

“I don’t care very much for the tax, but I’m not very keen on dodging it…”

The Belgian had dropped back, beaten; ‘shut up like a knife,’ Garry described it. Waterfield was going, well, but nothing so well as Silver Queen. She looked as if she could go to the front whenever she wanted.

He heard the bull roar of Willie’s voice.

“What’s that horse in front, Garry? I don’t see yours anywhere—”

“Mine’s the one in front, you fool.”

Silver Queen was lying on the inside; Rangemore a length or a half a length in front of her.

“You’re winning, Garry!” It was Molly’s shrill, excited voice.

Up the straight they came, neck to neck and head to head, grey and bay racing side by side. Both jockeys were now at work on their horses. Nearer and nearer the post and they flashed past, seemingly locked together.

“You’ve won it, Garry!” John Dory’s voice was hoarse. He knew better than any man how much depended on the race. “You’ve won it! It’s a hundred to one on yours.”

Garry shook his head slowly.

“I’m beaten,” he said. “I know that angle. Just beaten — but eaten.”

Molly came flying into the box.

“Garry, you’ve won it — I’m sure you’ve won it!”

“I’ve lost,” said Garry quietly. Then the number went up. “Number nine,” somebody cried. Silver Queen had won by a short head.
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Garry Put down the glasses that he had turned towards the judge’s box. He saw an official hold up a square signal “SH” intended for the information of the men on number board.

“Short head, eh? Nearer than I thought. Silver Queen! Good filly that. But mine ran as game as a pebble.”

He did not recognize the sound of his own voice. Dory with difficulty found his.

“Yes, yours ran gamely enough,” he said huskily.

Garry nodded. Rangemore was game. That was the consolation of a cataclysmic moment.

Wenda came up to him and slipped her arm through his; there was something mechanical in the movement; he had a sense of unreality, as though they were both playing a part in which neither believed.

“Oh, Garry, what bad luck!”

“Is it, darling? Poor old Rangemore! She was just good for him. Her dam never foaled a bad one. All that stock is game.”

Every word he uttered was an effort, yet he was sincere enough and she could only wonder and in her wonder was some contempt, that he could find praise for the horse that had beaten him.

Willie had had a fiver on the winner; a friend of his told him to back Silver Queen and he was elated with his success. The possible consequences to Garry did not give him a moment’s uneasiness.

“Run along, Molly.” Wenda’s voice was very sweet and matronly: she patted Molly on the shoulder gently, and Molly hated that form of caress at any time.

“Must I?” She was momentarily rebellious.

“Don’t be trying, darling,” said Wenda. “I want to talk to Garry.”

If the truth be told, she was dreading the interview.

“Is it something that a young girl shouldn’t hear?” asked Molly mockingly.

Wenda’s smile was charming; it did not charm the girl.

“Darling, you’re getting more like Willie every day!”

Molly laughed.

“Oh, Wenda, how can you! Willie adores you,” was her parting shot.

Wenda was apparently amused.

Now they were alone together in the box, and he was even more unhappy than she.

“Do you want to see me tonight?” she asked.

“I think I may. I’ll tell you after the last race,” said Garry.

In his heart he was certain that the interview was inevitable, but he would not let himself believe that his ill-fortune could go unretrieved.

For the moment she was relieved. The postponement of the inevitable clash was at any rate welcome.

“I’d better come over to you. Will you be alone?”

“Dory will be dining with me,” he said.

“About ten o’clock?” she suggested.

“Yes. You’re sure it isn’t going to make trouble for you, darling?”

“With Willie?” She smiled.

“Anyway, I may not want to see you.”

“That isn’t very polite.” And then, dropping the note of flippancy: “I was rather hateful this morning, wasn’t I?”

“A little incomprehensible, darling,” he said.

She drew a long breath.

“I was panic-stricken. I do things like that in a panic. You must have loathed me…I’ll explain some day.”

He looked into the next box, where Dory sat, hunched over his book.

“Tonight, perhaps. Can you get rid of that man?”

“John? Yes. He and I are going to have a painful going through my accounts. Do you want me, Molly?”

Molly had appeared at the entrance of the box.

“Willie’s getting rather restless,” she said. “I know that doesn’t impress you, Wenda, but he is!”

When the women had gone he called John over to him.

“Come and feed.”

John Dory was in his glummest mood.

“I feel responsible for all this,” he said.

“What’s your name — Silver Queen?” asked Garry scornfully. “I wish I could buy her — what a game ‘un!”

“Your horse ran gamely enough.”

“Didn’t he?” breathed Garry. “I’ve never seen a better race or had a worse one!”

He took John’s arm and led him down the corridor.

“Know what’s going to win the next? Straight from the horse’s mouth!”

For the rest of the day Garry moved amidst a confusion of sound, in a sort of mental haze, behaving normally, answering those questions that were put to him intelligently, being sane in all respects save in his choice of horses. John Dory was afterwards to tell him that he was betting like a drunken sailor.

He was conscious of a curious aloofness on the part of Wenda, conscious, too, that Molly always seemed to be near him, anxious, rather repressed. Once or twice she seemed on the point of speaking to him, but changed her mind. Between the last two races she led him down into the broad, leafy square where a band of Guards was playing, and made him sit down.

“Garry, you’ve lost a lot of money, haven’t you?”

He smiled at her. It seemed to him like a foolish grin.

“I’m afraid I have, but what is money when one has good health and the brightest prospects?”

His triteness jarred on himself. He had lost heavily and at a moment when he could not afford to lose. But there was something more than financial loss at the back of the sustained uneasiness of his mind: a sense that something big was slipping away from him; a sense of lost opportunities. He felt curiously irritated with Molly; he could not understand himself.

Molly was just being sweet and wonderful and trying hard to bring him back to normality. Why should he be annoyed with her?

It was after she had left him to join Wenda, who was signalling to her urgently from the steps leading from the boxes, that he realized with a shock just the cause of that irritation. It was Molly he was losing. His consternation was almost laughable; there was nothing to lose. She was just a nice little girl — no, not a nice little girl, a woman now — and she was very sweet and altogether adorable, but — well, she was Molly, the Molly he had known for so many years, and who had suddenly got away from childhood, ducked under his patronage and could meet him on level, if not superior, terms.

John, coming in search, found him the solitary occupant of a garden seat facing the empty bandstand, for a race was in progress and the band were human.

“Are you betting on this, Garry? It’s the race Andy Lynn told you he would win.”

Garry shook his head.

“God knows I don’t want to advise you to bet, but this is a certainty. The price is short, but I have taken fifteen hundred to a thousand about it for you.”

“I don’t want it.”

“Then I’ll stand it myself.”

“No, no, I didn’t mean that. What does it matter? I’ll have it. My bet will stop the horse winning: the luck is so diabolically out that I couldn’t possibly win.”

They walked out on to the lawn. Over the heads of the crowd they saw the jackets flashing up the straight and Garry stood uncomprehending and silent amidst the uproar as the field passed the post.

“Well, you’ve won that anyway! Let’s go home. Are you taking anybody with you?”

Garry shook his head.

They passed slowly through the main entrance on to the road, waited a few minutes and then Garry’s car came up with Hillcott sitting beside the driver. Other racegoers might wait hours for their cars, but Hillcott was a great wrangler and a deceiver of the Berkshire police; in many ways he was invaluable.

As the car went down the hill towards the railway station (they were obliged to make a wide detour) Garry said.

“I wonder if I asked Molly to come back to tea?”

“You didn’t; she is with Lady Panniford. I saw her just before I picked you up. What is it to be, Garry?”

Garry awoke from an unpleasant reverie with a start.

“What is what to be?”

“Are you through with racing, or are you just temporarily through?”

Garry considered this problem. His mind was now clearer.

“Half an hour ago I should have said I was through with racing, but that’s stupid; it’s in my blood, and I can’t get it out, and although I’ve been bent, I’m not broke, except for immediate ready money. No, I shall race tomorrow and get some of these cobwebs out of my mind. At the moment I feel very sorry for myself. I’d burst into tears for tuppence!”

The bald, burly man by his side smiled sardonically.

“Have a good cry, it’ll do you good!” he said. “You started wrong today, Garry, you know that?”

“Started wrong? What do you mean?”

“You started as I started — with a row. I don’t know who it was with but it was a row. Mine was with my lady wife, who was not as much of a lady as she might have been. Panniford?”

Garry shrugged his shoulders.

“I was a fool to quarrel with Willie.”

“So you quarrelled, eh? Well, that’s always a bad start for a day’s racing. Racing is like golf — it’s a mental exercise. You require perfect equilibrium, a contented mind, a pleasant outlook. If you haven’t that, you are finished for the day. You cannot win. You’d better stop betting right there and then until your mind can walk the tight rope again.”

It was a warm day and the maid had laid tea in the shady corner of the lawn, where the shadow of the house fell. Garry sank into the deep basket chair, took the tea that was handed to him, stirred it absentmindedly.

“I was talking to one of the Stewards, Lord Forlingham,” began John.

“You’re getting on, Mr. Dory — you know all the top people!”

“Forlingham is a decent fellow. He was talking about you.”

“That doesn’t make him decent.”

“Nevertheless, he was talking about you,” said the patient John. “He was saying what a pity it was you weren’t married.”

It was ridiculous, but Garry was annoyed.

“I wish Forlingham would confine himself to his Shorthorns and his oppressed tenantry,” he said rather avidly.

“Don’t be silly; he’s a really nice fellow. He likes you, Garry. If you ever come before him you will have a friend at court.”

Garry sat bolt upright.

“Why should I come before him?”

Dory put down his cup of tea and shook his head reproachfully.

“Have you lost your sense of humour? That was a joke. I have to explain most of my jokes, but that one didn’t need an explanation.” Then, in a different tone: “Garry, you’ve got some money, haven’t you? Twenty thousand pounds, isn’t it?”

Garry nodded.

“Who has it?”

“A friend,” said Garry.

“Lady Panniford?”

“No!”

He wondered why he should deny it. Perhaps it was the knowledge that John Dory, hated Wenda and that the admission would provoke some comment that he would resent.

“Exactly how much are you worth, reckoning that twenty thousand pounds, with all your bills paid and your debt settled?”

Garry considered. He had a villa in Florence, a few outside interests which added up and made up a little; his stable — he made a rough and unflattering calculation. Daneham Lodge had a monetary value; there were some pictures his father had left him, which, for sentimental reasons, he had never sold. They were stored at the bank.

“I suppose about thirty-five to forty thousand.”

“You can live on that — without betting.”

Garry looked at him slowly.

“I suppose I could; of course I could! But I could not—”

He stopped suddenly. He was going to say ‘I could not marry on that.’ Why on earth should he marry, anyway? There was nobody in the world —

“But you could not marry on it?” John went on as though Garry had spoken the words. “I’m not sure. I know lots of people who are married on a hundred pounds a week and live very comfortably. And quite a lot are married on ten pounds a week and they live very happily. I suppose you could earn something if you were put to it? If it came to that, I would give you a partnership.”

Garry laughed silently.

“I should always be robbing the firm, or be afraid of robbing the firm. Honestly, that side of racing has no appeal for me. No, there is nothing to worry about financially, and happily there is no need for selling Daneham or cutting out the racing game. What I shall have to do is stop betting, confine myself to two-pound wagers, keep a horse or two — certainly old Rangemore — and live as an impecunious gentleman should live.”

There was a long silence. John poured himself out another cup of tea, stirred it thoughtfully.

“Has Panniford got any money?” he asked abruptly,

“Willie? Good Lord, no! He had a lot some time ago, but he did it all in.”

“Has Molly any?”

Garry looked up sharply.

“Molly Panniford?” He had not considered this. “Yes, I believe she has. In fact, I know she has. She had her share of her father’s fortune and she had a big legacy from her grandmother. Why do you ask?”

John took out a cigar, bit off the end and lit it carefully.

“I was just curious.”

He got up from his chair.

“Come on, show me your flowers and I’ll tell you their names. I’ll bet you four hundred pounds to a shirt button that you couldn’t do that.”

Garry Anson was almost cheerful when the time came to dress for dinner.
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There Was little cheer in the gloomy house whose chimneys he could see above the elms from his window. Wenda had returned from the races snappy and bad-tempered. There had been a brief but one-sided exchange between Molly and herself, and then Willie, instead of going to London, had come home to get his suitcase and he had not made matters any easier. He had had a fortunate day.

“There is a touch of Midas in me, old boy,” he said to Henry Lascarne, offering him the sixth cocktail. “I haven’t backed a loser. I thought Mr. Garry Anson looked a little green about the gills, didn’t he, darling?”

He turned to Wenda who was lying on the couch. She did not answer.

“I think so!” Willie chortled. “It’s a joke, isn’t it? Here’s a fellow who is so cocksure that he knows all about racing and he comes a mucker, when a poor old mug like Silly Willie rakes it in! I must have won three hundred today, darling.”

“Then you can pay me back that hundred you borrowed in Paris,” said a quiet voice from the shadows.

There was no sentiment about Molly where her brother was concerned.

“Don’t be stupid, darling. Those beastly bookmakers don’t pay until Saturday. What a miser you are, Molly! You are simply rolling in money — money that should have come to me if that dithering old Maggie McLeod hadn’t gone off her head.”

“Oh, shut up, Willie!” snapped Wenda. “We all know Molly is very rich and you are very poor, but I don’t want to be reminded of it too often, and I am sure Henry doesn’t.”

Mr. Lascarne moved uncomfortably. This young man also hated to discuss finances, especially in the presence of his host, who had on three unhappy occasions borrowed respectable sums of money against mythical dividends that were shortly accruing.

Willie had changed his clothes and his big Bentley was at the door. He often went to London to dine with the Arkwrights, “the Arkwrights” being a pleasant fiction. Colonel Arkwright and his wife had been happily separated for a number of years and Mrs. Arkwright had a beautiful little flat near the Albert Hall. She did a little entertaining and generally her chief and only guest was Willie. An attractive lady, who despite the passing of years had succeeded in retaining an untroubled face and a mop of goldish-yellow hair, she had learned at an early age that life was a comedy to those who think and a tragedy to those who feel; and since she associated comedy with the red-nosed men on the stage and she abhorred tragedy of all kind, she had schooled herself steadfastly neither to feel nor to think, and she was, in consequence, an ideal companion for Willie.

Henry went up to his room to escape another invitation to a cocktail. He had changed into a dinner jacket but had forgotten to put in his cigarette case. He was feeling in his morning coat and the suit he had worn that morning, when he missed something. Rapidly his hands went over his pockets. It was not there. He turned a shade paler. He remembered having it that morning, or was it the night before, when he had come down to Daneham Lodge?

Yes he remembered now, he had put the pocketbook into the inside pocket of his grey overcoat. That was where he had seen it last. He went hurriedly down the stairs into the hall, opened the door of the cupboard where they were hanging and searched both his coats. The pockets were empty. He could hear Willie’s voice booming dogmatically and he walked softly out into the servants’ hall. Willie’s valet was also his gardener. He was drinking a glass of beer and apparently Henry’s arrival had interrupted an intimate and interesting conversation, for silence fell upon the assembly on his appearance.

“No, sir, there was nothing in your pockets when I brushed your coat. I’m always careful to feel because sometimes gentlemen leave money. You’re sure you brought it down, sir?”

Henry was perfectly sure he had brought it down.

“Perhaps,” said the valet-gardener, “you have left it at Daneham, sir? I’ll call up Hillcott, if you like. I hope there was nothing valuable in it.”

The implied reflection upon Hillcott and his well-known antecedents passed Henry by.

“No, no, I’ll go over there myself a little later,” he said hastily.

Panniford’s voice sounded in the hall. Mr. Lascarne waited until the door closed; and his hesitation was food for the humble speculation of his silent watchers.

When he returned to the drawingroom Wenda was alone, Molly having gone up to her room.

“Aren’t you going to dress?” he asked, and then solicitously: “I hope your headache is better?”

“Yes,” shortly. “Where did you go?”

“I missed something — I went to look for it.”

There was something in his tone that arrested her attention.

“Missed something? What was it?”

“A wallet,” he started to explain haltingly, and in the end blurted out the truth.

She looked at him, horrified.

“Henry, you must have been mad! What a stupid thing to do, to carry it about with you!”

“I know it was senseless of me, but I don’t suppose it’s far away.”

“Are you sure you had it at Daneham?”

Molly’s arrival interrupted the conversation and shortly afterwards Wenda went up to change.

At dinner there was an atmosphere of strain which Molly had noticed before when she was dining alone with Wenda and this young man. The conversation was artificial and painfully manufactured. In an effort to lift it from the banal she talked about Garry, but found her advances in this direction coldly received.

“Garry is a fool!” said Wenda impatiently. “It was just greed putting all that money on a horse! He can’t afford it and when these wretched bookmakers send their bills in he is the sort of man who will pay them!”

“Of course he’ll pay them, Wenda,” said the girl, amazed. “What else could he do?”

Wenda lifted a white shoulder and turned the talk in desperation to Willie’s fitness to drive a high-powered car.

“Some day he will have a dreadful accident and, of course he will be certified as drunk, because he is always drunk!”

Wenda put brutal things brutally, but Molly was past wincing.

“What time do you expect him back?” asked Henry.

Usually she answered this polite question politely; tonight she was in no mood for subterfuge.

“Some time tomorrow. He will probably come down with the Arkwrights, or at least one of them.”

“Why don’t you leave him?”

Molly put the question so calmly that Wenda did not realize its outrageousness.

“Leave him? Willie? What are you talking about?”

“Why don’t you leave him?”

“How am I going to live?”

Molly smiled.

“I don’t think there would be any difficulty about that, would there?” she asked. “If Willie would not help—”

“You would, I suppose?”

There were two spots of red on Wenda’s cheeks. She was shaking with fury. She wanted just this excuse to let forth all the anger and resentment she had kept suppressed.

“Is this an inducement, or a bribe, or what? If you want Willie I will leave him. When you want to live your own life, Molly, you can go. You are of age, you can afford it, you can even hire somebody to chaperone you.”

“That isn’t very necessary,” said Molly quietly. “I was really trying to be very nice. I think Willie is abominable, almost impossible to live with.”

“Why do you stay here?” snapped Wenda, and Molly smiled.

“You’ll never guess,” she said.

“To be near Garry?”

“Yes.” Molly was not embarrassed. “I like being near Garry — he is such good fun and so decent. Garry couldn’t do any of the low things that” — she paused— “that I have seen people do. No, that’s not the real reason why I want to stay. I want to be near Willie for a little while — and near you.”

Their eyes met in a long challenge. Wenda was the first to withdraw.

“You are silly, Molly!”

Her laugh was not very convincing.

After dinner she and Henry went into the darkening garden. Molly watched them from her window. Through the trees she saw the glimmer of light that told her where Daneham Lodge was. Why did Garry want to see Wenda that night, she wondered? He had sent a message over. Hillcott had not been content with delivering the note, but had repeated the substance of it. There was little that was written at Daneham Lodge that Mr. Hillcott could not have recited.

She saw Wenda come back by herself, heard her footsteps on the stairs, and then the door of her bedroom closed.

Wenda, too, had remembered her engagement. She drew the blinds, switched on the lights and went to the head of her bed. There was a small picture by the side of it. She pressed a spring and it opened out. Behind was a circular steel safe. She twisted the combination, pulled open the thick door and, thrusting her hand inside, took out a bunch of documents which she threw on to the bed. She stood for a few minutes, sorting them out and placing them in a neat little heap. One paper had not left her hand: it was the hundred pound note that Garry had sent to her that morning. She read the message again. How stupid of Garry to write on the back of a banknote! Thank heaven it was in pencil and it could be rubbed out before she paid it into her bank. She opened four imposing certificates from which a number of coupons had been detached, read them, folded them carefully and replaced all the papers in the safe.

The one paper she had sought for was not there. She had known before she made the search that Henry had had it. She wished to heaven that she had taken the thing and burnt it. She slammed the door of the safe, turned the combination savagely and replaced the picture.

When she came out on the landing Molly was there. The girl’s eyes were surveying her critically.

“Have you been crying?” she asked.

“Don’t be a fool! Of course I haven’t.”

Wenda brushed down the stairs without another word and went in search of the gloomy Henry.

It had not been a pleasant meal at Daneham, but it had not been unpleasant. The shadow of settling day had lain on the table and was not to be dispelled.

“Have ye cast up yer accoonts?” asked Garry in a pitiable attempt to be Scottish.

“I will do that after dinner. Nobody will ever sympathize with you, Garry, because nobody will ever know what you have lost.”

“Oh, you mean the tax dodgers?”

At this period the betting tax was in force, a tax which was bitterly resented by the racing fraternity; and when a law is resented by any large body of men it is inevitable that there shall be evasion.888

Some of the men who used to bet in Tattersalls to big figures became suddenly dealers in small amounts. What they did was to reckon pounds as shillings; a five-pound bet was a thousand. Lynx-eyed inspectors, who examined every book, were powerless; they could only charge the tax on the fifty pounds, when they were pretty certain that the taxable in amount was twenty times as much. It was all very reprehensible and more or less dishonest but as John said philosophically: “What would you?”

“If ever I had to show those bets—” began Garry.

“What could you have to show them for?” said the other. “Unless you are writing a book on racing reminiscences. No, Garry, you must take things as you find them. But it makes bookkeeping very complicated!”

The diningroom window was open. Henry, crossing the lawn, saw the two men at the table and signalled Wenda, and they passed noiselessly to the iron and glass door, that gave admission to Garry’s study. The door was closed. Henry saw somebody moving about and guessed it was Hillcott. He tapped gently, motioning Wenda to cover. Hillcott came to the door after an intolerably long time, opened it and surveyed his visitor without favour.

“Oh, it’s you, is it?”

“Hillcott, I want to see you. Did you pack my things this morning?”

Hillcott brightened visibly. Mr Lascarne had a reputation for nearness. He had gone that morning without leaving behind him any visible evidence of his satisfaction with the service that Hillcott had rendered.

“Yes, sir, I looked after you.”

“Do you remember seeing a red pocketbook about so big in my room?”

“About so big?”

Hillcott indicated with his grimy forefingers something that was the size of a portfolio.

“No — smaller.”

Hillcott shook his head.

“No.”

“You didn’t see it in a pocket or somewhere?” asked Henry anxiously.

Hillcott shook his head.

“You couldn’t miss it — it’s red.”

All hope of pecuniary consequence had vanished from Hillcott’s mind.

“I’m colour-blind,” he said loudly. “I’ll tell the guv’nor you’re here.”

“Wait, wait,” said Henry. “The maid didn’t find it?”

Hillcott turned with great dignity.

“I’m not on speaking terms with the housemaid, but I’ll lower myself to ask her.”

He waited till he was alone, then began a rapid search of the room. He turned over cushions, felt in the pockets of armchairs, looked carefully along the window-seat where he had sat and Wenda, who had come to the door, watched him.

“Have you found it?” she asked in a low voice.

“No.”

“How stupid of you, Henry!”

“I’m terribly sorry—” he began.

“Why did you keep a thing like that?”

He turned with a wail.

“I kept it as a memento.”

“It was absolutely unpardonable of you — hush!”

There came an interruption from the passageway. It was Garry’s voice, clear and distinct.

“Wenda! Don’t be absurd! Wenda couldn’t do a mean thing. If an angel from heaven told me she could, I shouldn’t believe it!”
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There Was the sound of a closing door. Wenda stepped out of the room into the garden, and was hardly out of sight before Garry came in.

Lascarne had picked up the first paper he could lay his hand on. It was The Calendar, and the sight amused Garry.

“Hullo! Improving your mind?”

Lascarne grinned awkwardly.

“The Racing Calendar! An extraordinary paper, isn’t it?” He looked at the headline. “Price one and ninepence. Who edits it?”

“The Recording Angel,” said Garry dryly. “I hope your name will never appear in it.” And then, at the other’s superior smile: “You don’t think it could? Don’t be sure. A lot of people who have no interest in racing have figured in that interesting publication. It hasn’t pleased them, but it has happened, and nobody is more surprised than themselves.”

Henry was turning the pages one by one, looking a little baffled at the serried columns that confronted him.

“This is all Greek to me,” he said.

“I wish it was Greek to me,” said Garry ruefully. “I should have a pretty good knowledge of the classics! Anyway, I won’t corrupt your young mind by attempting to translate. How are all the good people? Have they recovered from their strenuous day? By the way, Willie made money, they tell me? What a thing it is to be a mug!”

“Yes, Willie made money.”

Henry folded the paper and dropped it back on to the table.

“I knew there was something I wanted to tell you. Wenda asked if you would excuse her coming over tonight. She has a headache.”

“Oh? That’s all right. Sorry she’s under the weather.”

“She said she would come over tomorrow before the horse racing begins,” went on Henry.

“Not the dog racing? Oh, I see. Poor old girl! Tell her there’s no great hurry. I’ve got a bit of a headache myself, but it’s not the kind that aspirin can cure. How is Willie?”

Henry hesitated.

“He was rather a brute before he went to town, as a matter of fact.”

“Brute, was he?” said Garry. “Quite normal again?”

“He got into one of his sour moods — about you, as a matter of fact. I don’t know that I ought to tell you this; it sounds as if I’m being rather underhand—”

“Don’t let that worry you. Was he very bad — I mean to Wenda?”

Henry hesitated. If he had told the truth, Wenda was more ‘bad’ to Willie than he had been to her.

“Not really. He was being rather absurd. He said you were broke and were selling off your horses. Of course, that’s ridiculous—”

“Not so ridiculous as it sounds. He was pretty well informed. I don’t know where he got his information, but I can guess.”

Garry turned his head as John Dory came in to collect his glasses and hat. He nodded curtly to Lascarne.

“I’m going home. I’ve had rather a strenuous day.”

“Don’t go yet. You’ve met my bookmaker, haven’t you, Henry? You’d almost think he was a gentleman, wouldn’t you, the way these fellows get themselves up!”

It had struck Henry, who had a very imperfect knowledge of bookmakers, that Dory was rather well dressed.

“I always thought that bookmakers wore a sort of—” He moved his hand vaguely over his coat.

“Oh, quite,” said John; “but the moths got into mine, so I sent it to the cleaners.”

“It must be a queer sort of job,” said Henry curiously. “I suppose you meet some odd people?”

John looked at him coldly.

“Only after dinner, old boy.”

And then, to Henry’s consternation, Hillcott came back.

“She ain’t seen it,” he announced loudly.

“Who ain’t seen what?” asked Garry.

“Oh, it’s all right,” said Henry hastily. “It’s nothing at all.”

“But what is it?” asked Garry.

“Oh, something I thought I’d left behind.” He was rather agitated.

“A red wallet, about so big,” explained Hillcott.

Garry shook his head.

“I haven’t seen it.”

“It’s absolutely unimportant.” Henry Lascarne was almost terrified in his desire that the search should be dropped.

“If it’s unimportant you’ll find it,” said Garry good humouredly. “Where is Willie now?”

Lascarne wiped his moist brow, and, looking at him with a cold, discerning eye, John Dory could only wonder at the cause of the agitation.

“He drove up to town before dinner.”

Garry remembered.

“You must be having quite an uneventful evening.”

“Everybody’s going to bed, I think,” said Lascarne. He was standing by the door. “Terribly dull, this Ascot week. Much more fun coming down for a game.”

“Marbles?” growled John.

Garry was looking at the cushions on the sofa.

“We must find this wallet of yours, though.”

“I wish you wouldn’t.” He almost walled the words. “It’s not worth troubling about, really. There’s nothing in it except a few odds and ends — absolutely valueless. Goodnight.”

“Give my love to Wenda,” said Garry. “Hullo, darling!”

An unexpected apparition had appeared in the doorway. It was Molly; she was out of breath, as though she had been running.

“Where’s Wenda? Isn’t she here?”

“Here? Of course not,” said Garry, in surprise.

Molly turned to the young man.

“Where is she?”

“At Welburn, I suppose,” said Henry uncomfortably.

“I thought she was with you. I saw you both in the garden.”

“I left her there,” said Lascarne. “She said she was going to bed.”

“Well, she hasn’t gone to bed.” The tone was unusually sharp for Molly, “She’s been awfully depressed and nervy since she came back from the races.”

“Did she lose a lot of money?” asked Garry.

“No, she won. Usually that cheers her up.”

Garry chuckled. He walked over to her and gently shook her.

“You’ll probably meet her on the road. You can see in the dark, can’t you pussy?”

“She’s probably strolled over to the orchard,” said came. “Come on, Molly. Goodnight.”

He went out, but Molly did not follow him.

“Is anything wrong?”

“I don’t know,” said Molly.

She was obviously worried.

“I wish Willie hadn’t gone to London.”

“Is it about me, or something to do with me?” asked Garry.

“No,” she said softly. “I’ll phone back and tell you. I’m probably making a lot of fuss about nothing.”

Garry walked to the door and looked out into the darkness after her.

“I wonder what it’s all about.”

“Lady Panniford was coming over, wasn’t she?” asked Dory.

“Yes,” said Garry, “but she’s got a headache. Well you’ve been quick — what’s the total?”

John opened his book and shook his head.

“Four thousand seven hundred pounds. You were betting like a drunken sailor.”

Garry laughed softly.

“Shall I see you tomorrow?”

“I don’t know — possibly. Generally speaking, my racing career is finished.”

“Rot!”

“I mean it.”

Then John remembered something which he had intended to tell his host during dinner.

“I met Ferguson, the trainer of Silver Queen, tonight. I met him in the hotel, just before I came here. He has wired the news to the owner, who’s shooting on the Congo.”

John Dory laughed helplessly.

“Fancy a fellow having a big winner, not knowing it and probably not backing it!”

“Having a big second, knowing it and having backed it is worse,” said Garry dryly.

John paused irresolutely, trying to find topics of conversation, obviously loath to leave his friend on a despondent note.

“I heard a rumour about your selling your horses,” he said.

Garry nodded.

“So did Willie. Yes, I offered them to Harrigan — he’s a talkative fellow. The whole bilin’ lot! I want to keep Rangemore if I can; he’s too good to lose — but the rest must go.”

John thought it would not be a bad idea to throw up racing for a time, and said so.

“For all time, John,” said Garry.

“That’s one of the resolutions you ought to sleep on,” said John.

Hillcott came in with a big carton of cigarettes and began to replenish the silver box. Garry glanced round.

“I see you’ve got some stationery, Hubert?”

Hillcott nodded complacently.

“What sort of day did you have?” he asked, in his friendly way.

“Rotten,” said Garry.

Hillcott looked at his employer and then at John Dory.

“You can’t both win, can you?”

“That,” said John, “is one of the well-known laws of the Medes, or possibly the Persians.”

“I had a couple of bob on his horse,” said Hillcott. “Bless your life, I never win anything. There’s a sort of curse on me, you know. If I have a winner he’s disqualified. I don’t believe in horses or jockeys or anything!”

“You’re an atheist,” said Garry, intent upon his betting book.

“No,” said Hillcott malignantly. “I believe in the totalizator.”

“That’s what I call an atheist,” said John Dory, nodded to Garry, took up his hat and went out.

Hillcott was busy at the table. Garry thought he had gone, till he heard the inevitable sound of something being dropped on to the floor; then he looked round.

“I don’t know whether I shall be able to keep, you after this month, Hubert — I’m broke.”

“You don’t keep me,” said Hillcott indignantly; “I keep myself. You mean pay my wages?”

Garry nodded.

“That’s the worst of the capitalist classes,” said Hillcott; “they think wages is charity!”

“I beg your pardon,” said Garry politely.

“Granted,” said Hillcott.

He went to the iron door and locked it, looked up at the lights and yawned.

“I’ll put the things away and go to bed if you don’t mind. Want me to put the lights out?”

“You mean, do I want to sit in the dark?” asked Garry “No.”

Hillcott went out, wishing him happy dreams. It was his inevitable goodnight.
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To Be completely ruined is so crashing and so stunning that the very shock of the blow might destroy all sensation. To be consciously and nearly ruined is not so pleasant a sensation.

Garry went over his bets for the tenth time, totted up the amount on a sheet of paper, again mentally reviewed his financial position and gave a reluctant agreement to his own stability.

It was going to be a very dull life without racing — and without Molly. He could not do all the things he would like to do now; he was no longer his own master. For a man is only just as independent as his banker allows him to be. It is true, there was nobody to say ‘Go thither’ or ‘Come hither’, but there were certain coldblooded figures in a book which said as plainly as words: “You won’t be able to do this, you can’t do that.”

It was an ugly, uncomfortable feeling. Garry had sufficient intelligence to know that tens of thousands of his fellow creatures, no, hundreds of thousands, had his sensations in a more acute form and his discomfort without any of the saving factors in his own situation.

He did not hear the first tap at the door, but the second time it was repeated, more loudly and impatiently, he looked round. Through the blur of the ground glass he saw a figure, and went to the door and unlocked it. It was Wenda. She gave one frightened glance behind her and came in.

“Shut the door, please!” she said breathlessly.

He stared at her in wonder; she was so unlike her usual self. She had lost something of her poise, something of her old command over herself and over all who came into contact with her. Her face was whiter than he remembered; she was a little haggard; the mouth was down-drawn.

“My dear, what has happened?” he said, concerned.

And then, for a second, he had a panic sense that she was going to tell him something he did not want to know and did not wish to hear. He was relieved when she snapped:

“Nothing — nothing at all.”

“You’re looking ill,” he said.

Truly she had the face of a woman in pain.

“I don’t want to discuss myself at all,” she said petulantly. “Isn’t it possible to discuss something else for a second, Garry?”

The ‘Garry’ was forced; the friendliness in it was so completely artificial that it had no meaning. He could almost hear her mind dictating the term.

“You’ve not had a row?” he said.

She dropped her head to the side, a quick, nervous, angry gesture which he remembered having seen before and having thought rather cute. It was neither cute nor pretty now.

“Willie’s gone to town — you know that.”

She walked swiftly to the end of the sofa, and again it was with an obvious effort that she turned to face him.

“What did you want, Garry?”

“What do I want?” He had almost forgotten that he had asked her to come over to him.

“Of course! Don’t be so tiresome, darling. You know asked to see me…well, here I am!”

“It’ll do some other time,” he said. “Henry told me you had a headache. Did you see him, by the way?”

“No, I didn’t.” Her voice was sharp, defiant.

He noticed her tone and frowned. He himself was worried.

“My dear, what’s the matter? Something has upset you — what is it?”

“Leave me alone.” She almost hissed the words, half turned away and came back to face him with a jerk. “What is all this talk about selling your horses?” she asked.

He nodded.

“It’s true.”

“You mean that you’re broke?”

“Not dramatically ruined, thanks to you, darling, but broke,” said Garry.

He tried to keep his tone light and gay, and failed dismally.

“I lost four and a half thousand today,” he said. “That was exactly four and a half thousand too much!”

She drew a long breath.

“How stupid of you, Garry!” she said, dropping on to the settee and drumming her long, white fingers impatiently on the end. “If you can’t afford to lose you shouldn’t bet.”

He opened his mouth in astonishment, and then laughed.

“Where have I heard that dear old phrase before?” he asked. “It’s not very original, is it, darling? I suppose people have been saying that sort of thing right throughout the ages, from the time the old knights rode for a purse of ready money—”

“I’ve lost a lot of money myself,” she interrupted, “on the Stock Exchange. It’s awfully unfortunate this should happen now.”

She spoke nervously, jerkily, was galloping along to a predetermined destination and would not stop till she had reached it.

“Naturally I’m sorry, Garry, that you’ve lost so much…if I can help you—”

He stared at her blankly.

“If you can help me? What on earth are you talking about, Wenda?”

She did not answer.

“Darling, your manner is extraordinary Was it this wretched affair this morning? Was I stupid? I mean that stupid row with Willie about the Adelphi Hotel. I didn’t know what you wanted me to say — I thought you wanted me to pretend it was true, and like a true gentleman I owned up!”

“Don’t,” she said harshly.

This was a new Wenda, one he had never seen before, who was entirely novel to him; one of the many new Wendas he had met with and had been shocked by in the past few weeks.

“Wenda, darling, have you been having a row with Molly? You look dreadful.”

She came up to her feet.

“For God’s sake leave my appearance alone!” she breathed. She must have seen the shocked look in his face, for instantly her manner changed.

“I’m sorry, Garry…give me a cigarette.”

As he went to the table to get a box:

“Is anybody here?” she asked.

“No — John Dory’s gone back to the hotel,” he said.

She lit the cigarette and smoked in silence for a while, her eyes avoiding his seemingly absorbed in some inner problem which distressed her. Then:

“Well, what did you want to see me about?”

He noticed, curiously, that from time to, time she glanced back towards the curtained window and the locked door, and her chin dropped as though she were listening. He had scarcely formed the sentence which was to break an embarrassed silence when she raised her hand.

“Listen! Is that somebody in the garden?”

As he walked to the door:

“Wait!” she whispered and vanished into the corridor.

There was nobody outside; the garden was entirely empty. He waited for a while, heard no sound but the distant melody of a nightingale, then he closed the door and called her.

“There’s nobody there. Who did you think it would be?”

“Lock the door.”

He went back and locked it, half amused, considerably worried by her agitation.

“Willie’s gone to London, hasn’t he?”

She nodded.

“Yes; you needn’t be afraid of Willie.”

He laughed at this.

“You know, darling, that’s almost offensive.”

He waited until she was seated again and had lit another cigarette in place of that which she had thrown away, and then:

“I’ll be businesslike — I’m chucking racing.”

She looked up at him quickly.

“So it’s true, what he said — what they’re saying about you?”

“I don’t know what they’re saying,” said Garry ruefully “but it’s true that I’ve reached the point where I’ve got to stop. I knew I should sooner, or later. I told you so.”

There was a little pause.

“So I shall keep the promise I gave you and I shall give up racing for good.”

“I think you’re very wise,” she said politely. “Well?”

She did not make it easy for him. He had never found an interview so entirely embarrassing.

“Well, some time this week I’ll ask you to arrange with your bank to let me have back my little nest egg,” he said, “and I’ll endeavour to find a more profitable interest than racing.”

He stood back with an extravagant gesture. “There’s a nice little speech!”

She nodded.

“It’s very nice, but I don’t know what you mean.”

He did not grasp the significance of her words.

“I mean I shall want my money, darling.”

Slowly she turned her head and their eyes met.

“What money?”

The words were metallic; they expressed neither surprise nor complete ignorance. They were intended to mean just what they did mean, a complete and defiant denial.

Momentarily he was knocked off his feet, and thought she did not understand him.

“Darling, the money…you know…the twenty thousand pounds.”

He sat down by her.

“You know, I bought four bearer bonds of five thousand each and I asked you to keep them for me and not to let me have them until I’d finished with racing and came to you with a solemn promise that I wouldn’t bet again. You remember?”

Her eyes did not waver; they searched his coldly. Then she spoke, slowly and with the greatest deliberation.

“I remember your handing me bearer bonds for twenty thousand pounds — yes.”

He sighed his relief.

“Well, darling?”

“But that was a gift to me — you know it was.”

If she had struck him he could not have been more greatly shocked, more utterly paralysed.

“Wenda, I don’t understand you. I told you to keep half the interest — why, we’ve talked about it lots of times in the past five years.”

She shook her head.

“I’m terribly sorry, but I’ve always regarded it as a gift. I still regard it that way.”

He came to his feet like a man in a dream, staring down at her, like something unreal. And was there anything in the world more unreal than Wenda at that moment, any object of life so grotesquely conceived or fashioned as the thing she had created out of herself?

“I’m not dreaming this, am I?” He laughed. “You’re trying to pull my leg.”

She shook her head. It was coming to him now; all that blurred sense of unreality was dispersing like mist that hid the view, and the ugly shape of her mind was becoming sharply defined.

“You don’t mean this?” His voice was tremulous. “It’s impossible! Good God, Wenda. I’d give you the money rather than that you should talk like this! I’d, lose it a hundred times rather than lose you.”

She did not speak. Like a dog throwing the water from himself he shook his head.

“I don’t want to talk about it any more tonight,” he said. “You’re not normal, and I’m a bit off my balance, too. Wenda, darling, I’m sorry I asked you to come over.”

Wenda got up, brushed a speck of cigarette ash from her dress.

“I’m not,” she said. “It’s terribly embarrassing, but evidently it had to be got over.”

Her tone was so cool and matter-of-fact that he could only gape at her.

“You really mean, then,” he said slowly, “that the money I handed you five years ago was a gift — a personal gift to you?”

“That is how I took it,” she nodded.

“I said to you: ‘Wenda, take charge of this money. When I chuck racing I’ll come to you for it,’ and you agreed. And I never had an uneasy thought about it — why should I?”

“I don’t remember your saying that.”

His anger was rising now. Angry with Wenda! It didn’t seem possible.

“Then why did you send me half the first year’s interest?” he demanded, and saw he had hit her.

“I don’t want to discuss it and I’m not going to be cross-examined.”

Suddenly he stepped up to her, grasped her by the shoulders and drew her round so that she faced him.

“Are you in your senses? I want the money, Wenda. Have you lost it? Has Willie had it?”

“I’m not going to answer any questions.” She struggled to escape. “You gave me the money.”

She drew herself free from him. His hands relaxed.

“As a matter of fact I have lost it.”

“You can look me in the face and tell me that! It’s incredible! Wenda, who put you up to this?”

Again he had gripped her; and again she wrenched herself free.

“It’s none of your damned business! The money was mine and I could do what I liked with it.”

The world was tottering about him. It was unbelievable; and yet, for some reason, there was in his despair, his fury, is bitter disappointment, one golden thread of satisfaction. Later this came to him with greater force, but even in this cataclysmic moment he caught the faint glitter of it.

“Have you lost all sense of right and wrong, Wenda? Give me some line to get hold of. I’m losing more than money. Tell me something — excuse yourself. Don’t stand there brazen and horrible. I’ve worshipped you all these years; you’ve been the biggest thing in my life. You’ve been fond of me, haven’t you? It hasn’t only been the money, has it? Why, this morning you practically asked me to take you away! You wanted me to go to that place in Hereford.”

Even as he looked at her, her lips parted in a slow smile.

“The place in Hereford!” Her voice was hard. “I had a narrow escape, didn’t I?”

Now he knew. That was the truth, then — all that Molly had said was true. Wenda thought he had come into the Anson money and when she found he had not, she had changed her mind. That was the reason for the sudden volte face, the amazing and inexplicable change of mind. She made no attempt to conceal her thoughts; she was frankly unashamed, felt no discomfort at his discovery of her character.

She had never cared for him; had never even valued his opinion of her, except that it should be one which might yield her profit.

It was too horrible to be true. He had once read a story about such a woman, and had tossed the book aside as too fantastic for belief. And here was the real story, the real woman, the woman who could not be — and was. Not even unique, so far as he knew, but, if unique, a living reality, She was not Wenda any more, not the beloved, nor the trusted friend; just a plain citizen against whom he must ask the law’s protection.

The idea was so monstrous that he could have laughed. Monstrous or not, it was true. Wenda Panniford was a name which must appear on a printed statement of claim; a vulgar writ must be issued in the High Courts of Justice. His mind was working that way when he said:

“I don’t know what proof I have that I gave you the money in trust, but I’m pretty sure I have proof of some kind.”

“Surely you’re not going to sue me, Garry?” she asked ironically.

“I shall do everything that’s possible to get that money.”

His voice was shaking; he lacked a few hard qualities essential in a ruthless creditor.

She threw away the half smoked cigarette and lit another.

“I don’t think you’ll sue me,” she said with a smile.

“Don’t you? Then you’re going to have a shock.”

Her eyes narrowed.

“You’ll have a shock yourself if you threaten me.”

He swung round on her.

“Good God, Wenda! You’re a thief! Don’t you understand what you’re doing?”

“You’re not so damned honest yourself!” she came back at him. “You were pulling your horse this morning, only you hadn’t the courage to go through with it!”

Here was a slap in the face that he had not expected; worse because it was true. He had no answer; he could not even protest that he had changed his mind to his own confounding.

“I’ll ask my lawyers to write to yours tomorrow morning,” he said.

He was trying to be businesslike and falling.

“You’ll be sorry if you do,” she breathed.

“We’ll see what you say in court.”

It was all very banal and childish, but it was a moment when the best balanced and sanest of men may be excused their excesses.

“My word is at least as good as yours,” said Wenda. “It may be better than yours.”

He realized that he was not quite as sure of himself as he had been and that the real pain of this interview was the blow to his vanity. He was hurt beyond anything he had ever imagined. Giving up racing was a wrench; it was a joke now. Vanity! Nothing more or less. He did not love Wenda, was relieved to an incalculable degree that he could not now be called upon to go through with that mad scheme of hers. Vanity — just that.

It was not an idol that had been tottered from its pedestal, but a pleasant and a flattering mirror that had been taken down.

“I’m sorry you’re taking this so badly, Garry. You’re not a good loser, are you?”

“I’ve never had anything stolen before,” he said brutally, and saw a flush come into her face — it was his first touch.

“You’d better forget that word,” she said harshly.

They, had heard the sound of many cars passing along the road outside and now they heard one that stopped. Then came a tinkle of the door bell. She gathered up her wrap and moved swiftly to the garden door.

“See who it is,” she whispered.

He went out into the hall. Hillcott had gone to bed, and even if he were awake, he would never dream of coming down, especially as he knew his master was about. Garry fastened the chain, snapped back the lock of the door and pulled it open. To his surprise it was John Dory.

“What on earth do you want?”

“I’ve got a bit of news.” John’s voice was eager, shaking. He, too, had been through some phase of exciting discovery. “What do you — what do you imagine—”

“Wait here, will you? I’ve got somebody inside,” said Garry in a low voice; and there was no need for his visitor to ask who that somebody was. “I’ll be back in a second.”

Garry went wearily to end the interview, but the study was empty; the open door leading into the garden told him why. Stepping outside, he had a glimpse of a dim figure melting into the shadows. He came back to the library, slammed the door and called John.

Mr Dory was not an excitable man; he accepted the most impossible situations with the greatest equanimity. Nothing rattled him; nothing visibly pleased him. But now he was in one glow of enthusiasm. He came bustling into the room.

“I have a great bit of news for you. The most amazing thing has happened!”

Garry sank wearily into a chair.

“Yes, I know that,” he said grimly.

“You’ve heard about the horse?”

The other looked up.

“The horse?” he said dully. “What horse?”

“The filly — Silver Queen.” John’s voice was eager. “What’s the matter with you, Garry? Have you lost your senses? The winner of the Ascot Stakes I’m talking about. Have you heard the news?” And, when Garry shook his head: “By God, your luck’s in!”

Garry Anson smiled wryly.

“Is it?” he asked. “I’m delighted to hear it.”

John pulled up a chair; he was brusque and businesslike, and yet there was in his narrative the dramatic fancy of a romanticist who was building up his story to a crashing climax.

“The office phoned me through from London tonight. As a matter of fact I was in bed, and nearly didn’t come down. You remember Buselle, the owner of Silver Queen, the fellow who was shooting in Africa?”

Garry nodded.

“Yes, I remember.”

John Dory took a step backward. Here was his drama.

“He died last Thursday — sunstroke.”

Garry stared at him.

“Died last Thursday? Well, what’s that got to do with me? I’m terribly sorry, though I didn’t know the poor chap.”

“Don’t you see?” asked John impatiently. “Silver Queen is automatically disqualified!”

Garry tried hard to grasp what all this meant. Disqualified…and Buselle was dead, poor chap! What bad luck! He said this aloud.

“Bad luck be damned!” said Dory impatiently. “It makes over twenty thousand pounds difference to you — twenty-two thousand with the stake.”

Garry passed his hand before his eyes.

“Do you mind telling me this all over again?” he asked.

John nodded.

“The nomination of Silver Queen became void on his death. The horse wasn’t qualified to run, and the race goes automatically to Rangemore.”

Garry nodded slowly at each sentence. Now it was that Dory became aware of the change in his friend. His depression, then, was due to some other cause than loss of money.

“What’s the matter?” he asked.

Garry shook his head.

“Has something upset you?”

“Yes, but I don’t want to discuss it.”

Dory’s eyes were fixed on his friend keenly.

“Garry, you’ve had a smack in the eye from somebody.”

“Yes, I think that describes it pretty accurately,” said Garry. “I’ve had a smack in the eye. Help yourself to a drink, John, and don’t ask questions.”

Dory went across to the decanter, poured a little whisky into a glass, and grew reminiscent.

“I had a facer myself this morning before I came down,” he said. “One of the most unpleasant half hours that has ever disfigured my matrimonial career.”

Garry remembered. There had been a little trouble, “purely domestic’.

“Is it discreet in me to ask what the bother was about?”

“A woman who owes me a lot of money wrote a very unpleasant letter to my wife about me,” said John; “and when I say ‘very unpleasant’ I am stretching euphony to its utmost limits.”

“Why should she write that way? You must have done her a pretty bad turn.”

John Dory shook his bald head.

“On the contrary, I’ve done her many good turns. She hates me for quite another reason — have you ever noticed, when people owe you money, or have done you a dirty trick, how they loathe you?”

“What?” Garry’s startled face came up. “But why?”

“Because of their own meanness,” said John. “We don’t hate people for what they are, but for what we are. As a matter of fact, she and I were quite good friends; before I was married I was rather keen on her. She sent to my wife a letter I had written to her in these days.”

Garry made a face.

“Women do queer things.”

“They certainly do,” said John.

He brought round two foaming tumblers and handed one to Garry.

“It’s a lesson to me — never write letters to people who don’t burn them.”

He sat down on the sofa and held the glass to the light. Then a thought struck him.

“By the way, that silly letter you wrote to Lady Panniford — that’s burnt, I suppose?”

Garry said nothing.

“Of course, it’s all right with Lady Panniford,” said John. “You’re a friend of hers. Suppose you found her out in some mean little trick — I know you’re going to tell me that’s impossible, but suppose you did, and she had a terrible grudge against you for that reason? And suppose she had a letter, like the fool letter you wrote to her about stopping your horse…”

“I wonder what she’d do,” said Garry, after a long pause.

Dory smiled and raised his glass.

“I’ve given up wondering,” he said. “The ladies — God bless ‘em!”

He drank the contents of the glass at a gulp.

Garry did not drink his. Long after John Dory had gone, he sat twiddling the full glass between his fingers.
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He Slept fitfully, was awake enough at dawn. Through the trees he could see the chimneys of Welbury. What should he do? Pshaw! She would have burnt it. Wenda had been panic-stricken because she had lost the money. There was no harm in Wenda. You couldn’t imagine her doing anything quite as beastly as making use of the letter, even supposing it still existed.

The proper thing to do would be to see her and have a talk, make the best of things…and get back that letter. He winced at this, but he was wincing at his own cowardice. Why should he compromise with somebody who had been so incredibly base? Of course he had no intention of suing her. The matter must end where it was; there must even be a semblance of friendship between them. He could not betray Wenda; still less could he betray his own folly.

By an odd coincidence, Fenton, his lawyer, came down that morning. Garry had been negotiating for the purchase of a nine-acre meadow adjoining his own property. He had planned a little farm and had already paid a respectable sum by way of earnest money.

Fenton arrived just before breakfast, a bright man perennially young, who kept up a running, staccato fire of comments on all phases of human activity. He was a lover of racing, invariably spent one day at Ascot and had only two regrets in life; one that he had never smoked, the second that he was no longer allowed to drink champagne.

They strolled together in the garden whilst Hillcott was laying breakfast.

“I’ve been going into the question of this property you’re buying,” he said. “A man I know very well says that in wet weather—”

“I’m not completing the purchase,” said Garry. “I suppose there’s no chance of getting the deposit money back?”

“Not an earthly,” said Fenton. “You can regard that money as well and truly done in. I think you’re wise not to buy the land. What made you change your mind?”

Garry hesitated.

“I had a bad day yesterday.”

“The devil you did! Not really bad?”

Garry nodded.

“Any man who has more than two pounds each way—” began Fenton.

“Oh, shut up!” said Garry. “If you start moralizing before breakfast I shall be ill.”

Fenton glanced towards Welbury.

“I saw the baronet in town last night, so well and truly pickled that he might have been a mere esquire. How’s the beautiful lady?”

Garry remembered that Fenton had never liked Wenda. It was curious how men of the Fenton and Dory mentality had always shied at this entrancing woman.

“We’re not particularly good friends at the moment.”

“Lovers’ tiff, eh?”

Fenton was a worldling. Nothing shocked him. He thought the worst of most people and was generally right. Platonic friendships moved him to derisive amusement. He had no faith in the philosophy of Plato, remembering that the philosopher was not without his own little affairs.

Then Garry began to talk about his future and, realizing for the first time how badly hit he was, Fenton became serious. The strip of lawn they paced was the one section of Garry’s demesne that Wenda could see from her bedroom window. She had been sitting at the open casement when they came into view. She recognized Fenton immediately, and stiffened. Garry had lost no time, then. She was panic-stricken for a moment. Garry must have proof — he said he had and she did not doubt his word. She had written to him, and must at some time or other have mentioned the money he had placed in her care.

He might recover the money; that was very important to her. But more so was the possibility that the case would go into court, and that she would stand revealed to hundreds of thousands whose opinion meant nothing to her, yet from whose tacit approval she drew the very reason for her existence.

Fenton she knew and disliked as she disliked most of Garry’s friends. If she had stopped to think she would have remembered that Fenton always came down to Ascot for the second day’s racing; and she knew, too, about the contemplated purchase of the meadow; but she could not take reasonable views at this moment. All she saw was Garry in the witness box, testifying against her; the flaming headlines in the evening newspapers. She could have repaid a portion of the money; some of it was irretrievably lost. For one wild moment she thought of, going over to him and throwing herself upon his mercy…But it would be a lot of money to surrender. Fifteen thousand pounds remained of the twenty, and the thought of losing it was like a knife stab.

Molly knocked at her door and came in.

“I’m going over to see Garry,” she said.

“I think Fenton’s with him,” said Wenda, steadying her voice.

Molly nodded.

“Yes, I saw him from my window. That’s one of the reasons I’m going over. He’s such a jolly little man. Are you coming?”

Wenda shook her head.

“I don’t want to see Garry. He was abominably rude to me last night.”

Molly opened her eyes wide.

“Last night? Did you see him last night?”

“Yes I did,” defiantly. “He asked to see me. He — he wanted to borrow money.”

Molly Panniford’s brows met.

“Wanted to barrow money from you? But how stupid, Wenda! He knows you have no money — and why should he want to borrow it?”

“Because he’s broke,” said Wenda viciously.

She wanted to hurt the girl, and had the secret satisfaction of knowing that she had succeeded.

“Broke?” said Molly quickly, “Do you mean to say that he lost so much money yesterday — oh, no, Wenda, that’s impossible. And why should he borrow money from you? He knows jolly well you haven’t any. Why, he’s been helping you!”

“Nonsense!” said Wenda loudly. “Helping me? If that’s he impression he’s been giving you…”

And then, as Molly was leaving the room:

“Darling, will you do something for me? I don’t often ask you, do I?”

“What is it?” asked Molly.

“Don’t go over to Garry’s this morning. It will make it rather difficult for me.”

“Stuff!” said Molly unromantically, and was gone.

Afterwards Wenda was glad the girl had disregarded her wish. At least she would learn what was happening at Daneham. Perhaps Garry would tell her — no, he wouldn’t do hat. Garry would be foolishly loyal, even to his shattered ideals.

After Molly had gone she went down into the garden, crossed the lawn and passed into the shade of the orchard. Beyond this lay Garry’s grounds, separated from Welbury only by a shallow dip. As she stood she saw the two men approaching, and drew back behind the trees. It was one of those quiet, windless mornings that precede a day of rain, when every sound seems amplified.

Garry and the lawyer were pacing slowly side by side along the narrow gravelled path which fringed his lawn. For a little while they were silent, and then, just as they came abreast of her, she heard Fenton say:

“I doubt if we can get the money back, but at any rate I’ll have a good shot at it…I suppose you have correspondence of some sort…”

Wenda breathed heavily and again she was in a panic. If Garry had consulted his lawyer there was no sense in trying to resume the old relationship. She knew him, easygoing and simple — up to a point. In some respects he was ruthless.

She remembered a feud he had had with a man who had once been his friend. There was just that touch of hardness about Garry which terrified her sometimes — she was terrified now.

She went straight back to the house, up to her room and locked the door. She waited for Molly to return. A quarter of an hour, half an hour passed and then, acting on an impulse, she unlocked the safe and took out a letter and a banknote. She must rub that message off the back of the note, she decided. In the meantime…

She stood, undecided, by her writing-table; and then, suddenly, she almost tore a sheet of paper from the rack, wrote a brief note and stuffed that and the letter inside an envelope. She relocked the safe, went downstairs, and found the gardener. She was trembling violently, found it difficult to articulate. The man, looking at her curiously, wondered first if she was ill, then decided she had been drinking. He had definite views about the drinking habits of the upper classes.

She gave him instructions which dumbfounded and bewildered him. He had the simple minded confidence about exalted people who lived behind gates and doors and were protected from approach by uniformed custodians. She dismissed him at last and he was gone before she realized the full measure of her perfidy. Not that she regarded the treason of it; it was the inevitability which gave her a shock. There were no telephones or places of call at which the man could be stopped and the note retrieved.

She hated Garry — really hated him. She had never realized that before. All these years she had despised him but had liked him, and now she hated him. Why? She was afraid of him — afraid of the revelation he could make, the ignominy which would be hers; but more particularly there was this concrete consideration — fifteen thousand pounds, a fortune for anybody who has never owned fifteen thousand pounds.

She searched her desk in the drawingroom for a piece of indiarubber and went up to the bedroom, locked the door, and again took out the note. But the words defied erasure.

She was thunderstruck, angry again. The harder she rubbed the more the writing smudged. There was the rather dreadful alternative of putting it by indefinitely or burning it. Safer to burn it, said caution — a piece of sane advice which she instantly rejected. Destroy a hundred pounds with a match? The idea revolted her.

She threw the rubber down, locked away the banknote and came out of her room face to face with Molly ascending the stairs.

“Hullo!”

Molly was quite offhanded. There was nothing in he manner of tone that even suggested that Garry had confide the story of their quarrel.

“I didn’t see Garry for more than a minute. He’s got Fenton there.”

“Is Garry having a lawsuit?”

“I don’t know.”

Wenda’s voice was cold.

“Are you coming to the races?” asked Molly and Wenda started. Ascot was finished as far as she was concerned; but she had made no other plans for the day. Willie would meet her at their box.

“Yes; I’ll change.” She spoke awkwardly.

“Why change? There are hours yet. Are you going over to see Garry this morning?”

“No.”

Molly looked at her oddly.

“Have you had a row?”

“Don’t be stupid. Where is Henry?”

“Feeding the chickens,” said Molly flippantly. “I don’t know. I met him down the road. He asked me if there wasn’t a Saxon church somewhere in the neighbourhood. What is a Saxon church? I didn’t know Henry was religious.”

“Where is he now?”

Suddenly Wenda was boiling with impatience.

“I don’t know…I suppose he meant a pre-Norman church. Isn’t there one somewhere on the road to Windsor?”

Wenda brushed past her down the stairs and went out into the garden, shading her eyes from the white glare of the sun.

Big clouds were rolling up from the west; there was promise of an unpleasant morning, and possibly a soaking day. Henry she saw at last ambling through the orchard, and called him to her.

“We’re going to the races, Henry. You haven’t forgotten?”

“Of course I haven’t forgotten,” he said, a little dumbfounded. “I say, must we go into Anson’s box?”

“You don’t like him?”

He shook his head.

“Not terribly. There’s something unpleasant about that fellow, and he’s a Socialist — ugh! I mean, it’s odd, isn’t it, making a friend of a bookmaker, for example?”

“I don’t want to see Garry today. I’ve had a little trouble with him and he’s been offensive to say the least. The Willmotts aren’t coming, and they’ve offered me their box. We’ll go there — it’s the other end of the tier.”

Henry sighed his relief.

“Nothing will please me better,” he said.. “To tell you the truth. Wenda, I was rather dreading today. It’s good fun, Ascot…I mean, one meets a lot of people…I mean, the racing’s a bit of a bore…I mean…”

What he meant she could guess.

Molly accepted the new arrangement with equanimity. Something had happened, something especially vital. She had the curiosity which is human and which is peculiar to neither sex, but wedded to this was a certain blind faith in the omniscience of Garry.

It was not unusual to drive straight to the course without calling at Daneham Lodge, except on the first day of Ascot. There was little association between the two houses. What there was had, in the past few years, been a little strained, due mainly to Willie’s growing hostility.

Garry Anson’s first intention had been to give racing a miss, to draw a line there and then under his turf adventures; but the day had opened fortunately. Fenton, his lawyer, had got into touch with the owner of the land on which Garry had paid a large deposit and that gentleman was only too willing to return the money. He had had a better offer.

“Money for jam,” said Garry gaily.

His lawyer sniffed.

“And for the bookmakers?”

“They must live,” said Garry.

He rang up John and told him to meet him in his box, and drove over to the course. It was Hunt Cup day, the roads were thick with traffic, and he progressed at snail’s pace. It was annoying for him and immensely embarrassing for Wenda that their cars moved for a hundred yards almost side by side, slowly overtaking and passing one another, only in turn to be passed. This incident amused Molly; it infuriated Mr Lascarne. He regarded the whole thing as a plot on the part of Garry to annoy him, and he was relieved when they reached the open road and the tormentor disappeared.

Garry’s intention was not to bet. But on this day of all days he needed something to hide up ugly memories and to drive away all thoughts of that poisonous interview of the night before. He met a man in the paddock, an officer in his old regiment and a brother owner.

“You ought to back mine in the first, Garry. He’s never been so well as he is today.”

Ordinarily Garry would have wagered a tenner; today he was in a queerly exhilarated mood which refused to be analysed. He told himself it was because he was done with a desperate business, because Silver Queen had been disqualified; told himself everything except the truth, which was that the road was clear for Molly. Steadfastly he refused to face the possibility that Molly might have views of her own that did not run with his…

He went across the crowded Royal Enclosure to the rails and took fifteen hundred pounds to three hundred about his friend’s horse. A ludicrous bet, as John told him across the rails a few minutes later.

“I could have got you ten to one.”

“Get it to two hundred,” said Garry.

John realized it was no moment for argument. He carried out the commission and had the satisfaction of seeing the horse Garry had backed win cleverly.

They lunched together, he and John Dory, in his room behind the boxes.

“We’re not exactly a festive party, but I don’t suppose you mind that.”

They dawdled through the lunch, talking of horses and men, of Garry’s future plans, and the possibilities of the horses engaged in the Hunt Cup. When they parted Garry strolled back to the paddock. He was standing by the ring watching the Hunt Cup horses being led round, when somebody touched his shoulder. He turned; it was an attendant.

“Would you come to the weighing-room, sir?”

Garry was puzzled. He had no horse running. Wray had gone home that morning to Wiltshire.

He followed the man to the one-storeyed building which housed the officials of the track, and found one of the secretaries waiting for him.

“Oh, Captain Anson” — his voice was a little constrained— “the stewards would like to see you.”

Garry frowned.

“The stewards? What on earth do they want to see me about?”

Then it occurred to him that some question might have arisen over the disqualification of Silver Queen. He followed the secretary into the room, where three men were standing. He recognized them as the stewards of the meeting.

“Sit down, Captain Anson. Close the door, Willoughby.”

They seated themselves at a table at one end of the room.

“Rather a serious complaint has been made,” said one. “It is to the effect that your horse Rangemore was not trying in the Ascot Stakes.”

Garry stared at them.

“Not trying?” he said incredulously. “You saw the race!”

The senior steward nodded.

“Oh, yes, we saw the race. The point is this, Captain Anson: when you came to the course yesterday morning was it your intention to win with Rangemore, or had you some other plan?”

Garry was momentarily staggered.

“I don’t quite understand what you mean—” he began.

“Let me put the matter plainly. A complaint has reached us, supported by evidence which is beyond question, that you told your friends yesterday morning that your horse was not trying — in fact, you wrote a letter to that effect.”

“To Lady Panniford?” said Garry quickly.

He saw the stewards look at one another.

“Was that the lady’s name?”

“There was no signature. After racing today we will hold an inquiry. Is your trainer here?”

Garry shook his head.

“In that case we’d better have the inquiry tomorrow morning,” said the second of the stewards.

A day of bewilderment followed, a night of futile discussion. John came over and was told everything.

“She must have sent the letter to the stewards. It seems incredible, but it’s the only explanation. She sent it anonymously.”

“Why not ask her?” suggested John.

Garry took up the phone and called Wellbury. He was told that Lady Panniford had gone to town and had gone with her.

“She couldn’t possibly have done it. It’s too ridiculous,” said Garry, for the twentieth time. “Wenda’s a — well, she’s not that kind of a person.”

“It was the letter you wrote?” said John thoughtfully, and whistled. “I was always afraid of that.”

“Afraid!” scoffed Garry. “How could you be afraid? Could any man in his senses imagine that a woman would do such a thing? Anyway, it’ll be easy, though a little embarrassing, to explain. We backed the horse.”

John Dory wriggled uncomfortably in his chair.

“That’s the devil of it,” he said. “We can’t prove we backed the horse. None of those bets is on record and the books can’t be altered, even if we could get them altered. I hope the stewards will not be sufficiently intelligent to go into that side of the question. The point is, what made her do it?”

“Wenda?” Garry shrugged his shoulders. “I’ve come to the conclusion that I do not understand women, and Wenda least of all. Anyway, she wouldn’t have sent it — there must be another explanation.”

It was twelve o’clock, an hour and a half before racing started, that the inquiry opened and, like all inquiries of the kind, was conducted expeditiously. Wray gave evidence; the jockey told his vague story — but the chief witness did not appear.

The evidence was so scrappy and unconvincing that Garry had no doubt in his mind that the charge would be disposed of then and there. To his amazement and consternation he was called into the stewards’ room after the last piece of evidence had been given and was met with grave faces.

“This is a very serious charge, and we do not feel competent to deal with it summarily,” said the senior steward. “We are referring the whole matter to the Stewards of the Jockey Club, for their action.”

Garry went out of the room with a sinking heart. The Stewards of the Jockey Club were the final turf tribunal; and somehow he had a feeling that, by the time they heard the case, the evidence would be straightened out and would weigh heavily against him.
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Days Passed, a week, before the fateful summons came. Wenda he could not reach; she was staying with some friends in the country. He had a wild idea of taking Molly into his confidence; but why should he burden her with his troubles?

The next issue of The Racing Calendar contained the ominous item:

‘The Stewards of Ascot inquired into the running of Rangemore and, not being satisfied with Captain Garry Anson’s explanation, reported him to the Stewards of the Jockey Club.’

The announcement was taken over into the evening newspapers, deserved in one a scare headline.

Molly must know now. He braced himself for her shock, and might have spared his nerves. Molly had been called away to Italy. She had an old governess, living in Florence, who had been taken ill, and Molly was flying off on the Rome express, ignorant of this development.

He was relieved more than he would have imagined when he learned this.

John Dory came over, incoherent with dismay.

“You never told me, Garry, that things were going this, way. I understood from you that the stewards were satisfied with your explanation.”

Garry shook his head.

“Apparently they weren’t. There’s the answer.” He pointed to the paragraph in the newspaper.

“It’s horrible,” said John, pacing up and down the room tragically.

“Anyway, you should have been prepared for this. I told you—” began Garry.

“I know I know,” said the other impatiently; “but thought you were in one of your gloomy moods. I don’t what they can do, what proof they can have—”

“The proof is my letter to Wenda. It wouldn’t be sufficient in a court of law, but it might very easily convince the stewards. It’s pretty bad, because somebody has been making a fuss about the stewards only dropping on little owners and little trainers.”

“Where’s the meeting to be held?”

Garry shrugged his shoulders.

“Does the place of execution matter?” he asked. “At Newmarket, I suppose. The stewards only sit at Newmarket and London, except that they sit at York and Doncaster during the race meetings — are you interested in the geography of the situation?” he asked, a little irritably.

John Dory did not answer. Then:

“What does Molly say about it?”

“She has said nothing about it because I gather she hasn’t heard — she had to go off to Italy; an old nurse or governess or something is dying.”

“The whole thing is diabolical!” exploded John. “In the first place it’s a lie that you weren’t trying—”

“It is and it isn’t,” said Garry quietly. “You know the line, ‘A lie that is half the truth is ever the blackest of lies.’ Unfortunately it is a fact that I had no intention of letting Rangemore go for the Ascot Stakes. It is a fact that I intended keeping him for the Northumberland Plate. That’s the A B and C of it. If I were wholly innocent or wholly guilty, it wouldn’t be so difficult; but I’m guilty in intent — I shall tell the stewards the truth.”

“About Rangemore and your not trying?” asked John incredulously.

Garry nodded.

“I’ve had enough of lies and half lies. I’ll tell them exactly what happened.”

Dory went to the sideboard, poured himself out a stiff whisky and soda and held it up to the light.

“Why did she do it?”

“Wenda?” Garry shrugged again. “Who shall fathom the heart of a woman?”

“You had a row with her, I suppose? In fact, I know you did. Just pique, eh? It was a pretty big thing to do for spite wasn’t it? I don’t understand it.”

“Then don’t come to me for an explanation,” said Garry.

“She’ll give evidence, of course,” said John thoughtfully. “She’ll have to. They’d hardly convict you on that letter. What about the second one you wrote, on the back of the hundred-pound note?”

“That’s my only hope,” said Garry. “I have notified the Bank of England and they’re keeping a look out for it. Unhappily I don’t know the number. There’s only one thing John, I want to ask you: if Molly comes back before this case is on, or even after it is heard, I don’t want her to know that Wenda was responsible.”

“Why on earth not?” asked the astonished Dory.

“I just don’t wish her to know, that’s all,” said Garry shortly.

It was not solicitude for Wenda’s fine feelings which urged him to this decision. It was the thought of the conclusions that Molly might draw from this drastic act of vengeance on Lady Panniford’s part that terrified him. Would Molly believe that his relationship with her sister-in-law had been innocent? Or would she think, as she was entitled to think, that only some colossal act of injustice on his part could have brought about her denunciation?

To the outside world it would seem like the act of a slighted woman, a woman who had loved too well and who had been brutally affronted by the man for whom she had made the greatest sacrifices.

And yet there was some consideration for Wenda that prevented him telling the truth about the money, either to Molly or to John Dory. A man will more readily admit that he has been wicked than that he has been a fool; and of his own folly Garry had constant reminders. The tragedy of it all was that there had been no need for him to ask her for the bonds she held in trust. He had won heavily an the second day of Ascot and, most unexpectedly, he had learned that the old general had left him a substantial sum. A codicil of the old man’s will had been overlooked and had been found amongst his papers. It did not materially affect his fortunate cousin who had inherited the bulk of the property, since the legacy took the shape of shares held by a New York bank, of which the executors had been ignorant until the paper had been found.

He was a fairly rich man, could continue his racing if he wished; and although the loss of twenty thousand pounds was no fleabite, it was not one which would have crippled him financially. And here, with money to his hand, with all the essentials to the fulfilment of what had once been a vague but was now a definite dream, the flaming sword of fate barred him from the paradise he had created in his imagination.

Two or three days later he received a letter from the Secretary to the Jockey Club, telling him that the inquiry postponed owing to the absence of an important witness. It was the first intimation he that Wenda had gone abroad.

She went in something of terror. She had been stampeded by the demand of the stewards that she should appear before them and support the letter. She had never dreamed that would be necessary, or even that she would be identified as the sender of this damning note. It was only then she realized that she had sent the letter under cover which bore her stamped address! It was a stupid, unpardonable mistake to make. She was furious with herself, but the mischief was done. She answered the polite request of the stewards to appear before them with a hurried note, saying that she had been called abroad, and left for Paris.

She reached Florence the day Molly had planned to return, persuaded her to remain at their little villa and was careful to censor all the English newspapers which came to the house. She hoped that in her absence this matter of Rangemore would be settled, and was disagreeably surprised to receive another request unerringly addressed.

“What are these people writing to you about, Wenda?”

Molly picked up an envelope incautiously left on the table.

“Oh,” said Wenda, embarrassed, “about my box at Ascot. I forgot to pay for it before I came away.”

“Stuff! You didn’t have a box,” said Molly scornfully. “And anyway, you have to pay cash on the nail for it. Garry told me.”

Molly was incurious and not at all suspicious. She knew Wenda and her furtive ways and her peculiar habit of lying when lying saved the trouble of explanation. Not for a second did she associate Garry with these communications, which now came at regular intervals. Her own theory was that Wenda who, she knew, was a notorious bilker of bookmakers, into serious trouble with one of them and had been reported to the Club. If that was so, there was no reason to wonder why her sister-in-law was up early enough to sort the letters before Molly had a chance of seeing them.

Henry came out to them in August, complaining of the heat and the mosquitoes. Apparently his duties in Whitehall were not very onerous and he had a lot of time to himself. He and Wenda used to go up to Montecattini to drink the waters and Molly had a lot of time to herself; time she occupied in writing letters to Garry.

‘…Tell me if you’ve won any more races. Wenda is so terribly brusque when I discuss you that I gather your little feud continues. What is it all about? Why don’t you come out here for a week or two? It is painfully hot and dull, but there’s a lovely swimming pool in the gardens. Wenda is going to Rome for a few days and you needn’t meet her. There’s a most excellent hotel less than a kilometre from here…Henry adds to even the dullness. He spoke for half an hour without stopping on the iniquity of prohibiting the sale of plovers’ eggs. Apparently, since they have been absent from the restaurant he has eaten nothing…Willie threatens to arrive at any moment, but I doubt if he’s got past Paris. There’s a lot that’s very nice about Willie, but it takes a lot of discovering!…’

Garry wrote a long letter in reply, but made no mention of the cloud that was hanging over him. The inquiry had been postponed again and again; there was some talk of dropping it and the matter might have been shelved, only a small owner was hauled up before the stewards for a similar offence — a man named Woburn, who had been caught, so to speak, red-handed. It was a particularly flagrant case, the charge in some respects resembling that which was hanging over Garry. The man was warned off and the question of shelving the Rangemore case was now beyond possibility.

On one point the Jockey Club is especially sensitive, and that is the suggestion of favouritism in meting out punishment to small people and overlooking the delinquencies of the great. There was never any hope that the case would escape examination. An unusual note appeared in The Racing Calendar.

‘Owing to the difficulty in securing the support for documentary evidence in the case referred to the Stewards of the Jockey Club by the Stewards of Ascot, the hearing is postponed until a later date.’

Garry had sold several of his horses and had sent Rangemore to the stud. He was debarred from attending race meetings, but he had no desire either for the sympathy of his friends or for the curious glances of the outside racing public.

It was late in August that he heard Wenda was on her way home. He received a notification from the Club’s secretaries, informing him that the case would be heard on the first day of the Doncaster Autumn Meeting and that his presence was required at twelve o’clock noon at that venue.
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It Was a chilly September morning. Garry’s car came leisurely along the Great North Road, crept round the edge of the racecourse and pulled up before the entrance to the stands. He had timed his arrival accurately; it was a quarter to twelve when he reported himself to the secretary of the Club.

Early as he had been, somebody had arrived before him. In spite of the hasty closing of a door, he caught a glimpse of a woman in the secretary’s office.

“Lady Panniford has arrived, I see.”

“Yes, she came back yesterday morning. It’s rather a trying time for you, Captain Anson.”

Garry nodded.

“A little trying,” he admitted. And then, suddenly: “Is Lady Panniford alone?”

“Yes,” said the secretary, in surprise.

Garry hesitated.

“I was wondering if she had brought her — her sister-in-law. I shouldn’t think she would, though.”

The other man shook his head.

“No, I met her at the station. She came alone.”

If it was an unpleasant experience for Garry it was no more cheerful for the stewards. Lord Forlingham, the junior steward, came into the chilly room where the inquiry was to be held, warmed his hands at the fire, glanced up at his secretary, who was arranging his papers and could think of nothing more illuminating to say than that it was very, cold, to which there was a polite agreement.

“It’s a long way from Ascot. Good heavens, it doesn’t seem as if it happened in the same year,” said Forlingham.

He was a thin, spare man, with a deep, sepulchral voice; prim, staid, old-fashioned and a pillar of the church, he had stringent views on the morality of the time, to which he was never tired of giving expression.

Lord Forlingham lived in a little castle of his own, a righteous area in a desert of iniquity. He had certain definite views which never varied. He believed that people who made wars should fight them, that strikers should be shot, that all women were like his mother, which happily they weren’t, that cars were an abomination and telephones the invention of the devil.

The senior steward, who joined him, was a worldling who found the world rather amusing. Sir John Garth believed the best of everybody, without having any foolish illusions. A man of the world to his fingertips, he had figured in many discreet affaires and in consequence was extraordinarily human,

The third of the stewards, a tall, cleanshaven man, shared his humanity but not his patience. Lord Innsbrook had been intended for the Bar, in which profession he would have shone, but the war had taken him to his natural profession. A clean, shrewd man impatient of subterfuge, he and Garth were the type that Garry would have chosen if he had had to pick the rulers of the turf.

“I was saying it’s a long way from Ascot,” said Lord Forlingham, who seldom said an original thing, and said most things twice, “Good heavens, it seems like last year.”

Garth nodded, hung up his hat, walked to the table, turned over some papers and looked over the half curtained window at the gathering crowd in the paddock outside.

“Why has this case been held over?” asked Lord Forlingham.

Sir John shook his head sadly.

“My dear chap, this matter has been referred to at least three times in the past two months,” he said, with some asperity. “The case was held over because the principal witness was in Italy and showed no urgent intention of returning.”

Forlingham fingered his thin chin.

“You can’t expect a lady—” he began.

“You can expect anything of a lady except punctuality,” said Garth.

Lord Forlingham pondered this.

“The original communication we received was anonymous, wasn’t it?” he asked.

Garth smiled. He had answered the question identically worded, some half a dozen times.

“Yes, it was anonymous,” he said.— “She didn’t put her name to the covering letter, but we traced it easily enough. Very foolishly, if she intended to remain anonymous, she had written on her own notepaper. She was very sick about it when we insisted she must come and give evidence, and we had a devil of a lot of trouble to get her across. After the Woburn case we had to go into this thoroughly. She’s back now, is she?”

“She’s in my office,” said Mr Rainby, the secretary, looking up from his papers.

“Good,” said Garth, relieved. “I wondered if she’d turn up. If she hadn’t we should have had to drop the case altogether; there’d have been a great newspaper hullaballoo, but I don’t see what else we could have done.”

Forlingham pursed his lips.

“I should have thought the letter would have been sufficient,” he said, though he might have known that it was much too important a case to decide on a letter.

“A beastly business,” said Innsbrook, with some disgust. “There’s a lot behind it we don’t know anything about. I can’t quite see Lady Panniford’s object.”

Garth, with his odd knowledge of men and women, smiled largely.

“I’ll bet it’s something outside of racing,” he said. “There’s a little bit of the needle in it.”

Lord Forlingham frowned.

“A little bit of the—” He paused expectantly.

“Needle,” said Innsbrook brusquely. “He doesn’t understand the vulgar tongue. He means spite, old man.”

Forlingham’s mouth opened. He scented a scandal.

“Oh, has she been his…I mean, have they been…”

Garth patted him on the back.

“Keep the party wholesome, old boy,” he said. “This is a meeting of the stewards, not the judges of the Divorce Court. She used to be a great pal of Garry’s.” He addressed Innsbrook. “What a stupid fool that fellow has been!”

“You can’t get over the letter,” said Forlingham.

He held on to this point of the letter; it was the one aspect of the case which he perfectly understood.

“I knew Anson’s father very well,” said Innsbrook.

“So did I,” interrupted Forlingham. “Capital man to hounds. Garry has always been as straight as a die.”

Garth stared gloomily out of the window.

“It’s very unpleasant.”

Forlingham murmured something about the letter, and the senior steward drew back a chair and sat down.

“You’ve got the letter, by the way?”

Rainby sorted the telltale note from his correspondence and passed it over. Garth read it again and swore softly under his breath.

“Well, let’s make a start. There’s only an hour before racing,” he said.

The secretary pressed a bell.

“I suppose we shall have to see Lady Panniford?” protested Forlingham, but the senior steward frowned at him as the attendant came in.

“Ask Captain Anson to step inside, please,” he said, and, when the man had gone: “Certainly. Lady Panniford is the one person we have to see.”

They were doing an unpleasant job and Innsbrook voiced the opinion of the stewards when he said:

“This sort of thing makes a bad impression on the public. A man as well-known as Anson. I honestly can’t understand it.”

Garth, who had long since given up trying to understand why people did odd things, made an expressive gesture. He had been too long in the racing game to be surprised at anything, though he would have admitted that the thought of Garry Anson being crooked had never occurred to him.

“How well off is he?” he asked.

Innsbrook made a face.

“I don’t know. You never know how rich people are nowadays, what with taxation and death duties and heaven knows what. His mother left him a lot of money, I think his father was fairly well off and he’s the only child. But do people do crooked things because they want the money, or because they want the fun of catching the other chap out — the other chap being the bookmaker?”

Garry came in, outwardly calm, inwardly quaking. Garth motioned him to a chair. His smile gave Garry some encouragement; his attitude was friendly, almost paternal. But Garry Anson knew his class too well to be deceived. These men would be polite till the last dread moment, as judges are polite to prisoners whom they will eventually, consign to death.

Sir John Garth sorted out the various statements before him. One of them was Garry’s. He fixed a pair of pince-nez on his nose, and looked across them at the waiting young man.

“Now you know why we’ve called you here?” he said, in a businesslike tone. “It is a matter that has been reported to us by the Stewards of Ascot and it concerns the running of Rangemore in the Ascot Stakes — the race which you eventually won on the disqualification of Silver Queen.”

Garry nodded.

“The Stewards of Ascot,” Garth went on, “received a complaint on the day after the Ascot Stakes that your horse wasn’t trying, and that was supported by a letter which you had written, or which it was stated you had written. I will give you an opportunity of seeing it; possibly you may wish to deny its authenticity, though I don’t notice, from the report of the Ascot Stewards, that you made any such denial when you were before them. You know, of course, that there is such a charge?”

Garry nodded again.

“Yes, I knew that,” he said. “When the case was before the Stewards of Ascot, they were a little vague as to who the writer of the letter was. The witness was not named.”

Garth looked at him steadily.

“You don’t know who it is?”

Garry hesitated, and was silent.

“You didn’t tell anybody you were not trying with your horse?” asked the senior steward.

“One would hardly do a stupid thing like that if one weren’t trying,” said Garry.

Nobody recognized sooner than Garry how feeble was his evasion. But he was desperately anxious, more anxious than the unconscious Lord Forlingham, to keep Wenda’s name out of the case unless the matter was absolutely forced upon him by a direct accusation. Even now, at the eleventh hour, he hoped that the stewards might accept his explanation, and that the necessity of calling Wenda might be avoided.

“Now listen to me, Captain Anson,” said Sir John quietly. “I have the letter here, written in your own handwriting on your own paper. It is addressed to a lady. I don’t propose to call that lady unless it is absolutely necessary — one wants to keep women’s names out of these things if one can.”

“Yes,” said Garry. His anger was rising. “The lady hasn’t kept my name out of it, I gather.”

Lord Forlingham, staring at the ceiling with his hands clasped on the table before him, moved a little uncomfortably.

“I’ll read the letter,” Garth went on, and took up the paper.

“Darling, I have cancelled your bet. My horse isn’t trying. Love, Garry. PS — Please burn this note unless you want to get me warned off.”

Garry inclined his head.

“Well, what exactly does that mean?” asked Innsbrook.

The young man rose from his chair and came slowly towards the table where the three stewards were sitting.

“I don’t know how far frankness is going to help me,” he began hesitantly. “I don’t even want to tell a lie, even a minor lie, if there is such a thing.”

“Frankness will help you a let,” said Garth, “the right kind of frankness. You’re not sworn, you know. We don’t even put you on your honour. Well?”

Garry licked his dry lips.

“I wrote that letter. It was a mad sort of thing to write. I wrote it to a lady who was a dear friend of mine — how shall I put it? I don’t quite know. She was one in whom I had absolute and complete trust.”

Garth said nothing for a while, and then:

“What did it mean, that letter? What exactly did you mean when you wrote it?” he asked.

“Well I meant all I said at the time.” Garry found himself getting breathless. “I’m not going to tell you it was a joke, even a joke in bad taste. I told her it was, but it wasn’t. Honestly, I meant to stop Rangemore in the Ascot Stakes, and win the Northumberland Plate with him. As far as my original intentions were concerned I’m guilty. I’m being perfectly honest with you.”

“Well, we appreciate that, Anson,” said Garth. “We are not here to consider your intentions, good or bad, except in so far as they relate to the act. If we had to go into the question of intentions in racing we should have our time pretty well occupied. It’s not what a man intended doing, it’s what he does on a racecourse that counts.”

“Did you change your mind about stopping the horse?” asked Innsbrook.

Garry nodded.

“What made you change your mind?”

“The advice of a great friend of mine,” said Garry. “He knew what I was going to do. When he heard, he was horrified.”

“When was this?” asked Forlingham.

“Round about breakfast time on the Tuesday, that is to say the first day of Ascot,” said Garry.

“What procedure did you follow?” asked Garth. “Did you tell your jockey to stop the horse, or your trainer—”

“No,” said Garry quickly.

“On your honour?” asked Forlingham.

Innsbrook turned impatiently to his friend.

“He’s not on his honour. I don’t think that’s a matter we need pursue. If Captain Anson had told his jockey or trainer to stop the horse, I should be very much surprised if he incriminated his servants now.”

Garth jotted down a note on the pad before him.

“When you changed your mind and decided to run the horse,” he said without looking up, “what did you do to correct the impression you had given to the lady? You had already told her you weren’t trying. You wouldn’t let her go to the races under the impression that she couldn’t back your horse?”

Garry realized that vaguely, in some indefinite way, the senior steward was trying to provide him with an excuse, with an alibi, with some channel by which he could retract the more serious charge he had brought against himself.

“I sent her a message,” he said, “a few lines I scribbled on the back of a hundred-pound note.”

Garth stared at him.

“I owed the lady this money; I won it for her at Newbury.”

“Why not on a piece of writing paper?” asked Forlingham.

He was the type of man who asked obvious questions, but was none the less dangerous for that.

“For some reason or other there wasn’t any writing paper on my desk that morning,” said Garry; “and even if there had been I should probably have done the same thing. It was a sort of” — he shrugged— “whimsical impulse, I suppose you’d call it. It’s not the first unusual thing I’ve done in my life.”

“Did you take or do you know the number of the note?” Garth asked quickly.

Garry shook his head.

“No, it was paid to me by a bookmaker at Newbury. When I’m betting for my friends I always bet in ready money.”

There was a whispered consultation between the stewards, Garry looked round the bare room, studied the portrait of the great sportsman above the fireplace, then his eyes rose along the polished surface of the long table, striving in a hundred ways to bring his mind to a normal level. He had never realized how trying this ordeal would be. The hand he brought up to his mouth shook.

“Well, what did you write on this note?” asked Garth after the conference had finished.

Garry drew a long breath.

“I said, as far as I can remember, that she wasn’t to take any notice of my previous letter, that she was to back Rangemore. I thought it was going to win.”

Sir John Garth pursed his lips.

“Of course, that would put a different complexion on story.”

He did not add ‘if it were true’ nor, to do him justice, did he mean that.

“Have we got anything about the second note?” asked Innsbrook.

The secretary shook his head.

“Nothing.”

“Oh yes there is,” said Garth quickly. “There is a reference to it in the statement by John Dory.”

Rainby, with an apology, searched his papers and produced a foolscap sheet, which he passed across to the senior steward.

“I’m very sorry. Of course there is.” He pointed out the passage, which Garth read carefully.

“You realize,” asked Innsbrook, “this means that we shall have to bring the lady before us?”

“I’m afraid you must,” said Garry curtly.

He walked back to the chair and sat down. There glowed within him a sudden intense anger directed towards Wenda. For no especial reason the realization of her perfidy, her sheer wickedness, had come to him. Wenda, for whom he had done so much, on whom he had spent so much, this trusted friend of his, had robbed him and now, to cover up her treachery, would ruin him. And yet, behind his resentment was that odd feeling of relief he had experienced before. There was no question of divorce, no question of linking himself for life to a woman of her character. Garth was reading a typewritten sheet of paper.

“You say, in the statement you made before the Ascot stewards, that you backed your horse?”

Garry nodded.

“Well, that’s a simple matter to prove,” said Garth. “If you weren’t trying you wouldn’t back it, would you? Who did you back it with?”

Garry was as cold as ice now. This was a key question; and on the way the stewards received his answer depended his future.

“I backed it with John Dory,” he said.

Innsbrook knew Dory; indeed, most of the big men of the turf had had transactions with John.

“He’s not here, but we have a statement from him,” he said. “He underwent an operation for appendicitis yesterday.”

“Yes,” said Garry, without enthusiasm.

It was lucky for everybody concerned that nobody had seen him dining with John the previous night in a little restaurant in Soho.

“He’s a personal friend of yours, I believe?” said Innsbrook, and laughed. “We shan’t be shocked if you say yes. Some of the best men racing count bookmakers amongst their friends — in fact, I went to school with two men who are now standing up in the ring. But he is a personal friend?”

“Yes, sir,” said Garry.

“And the only proof we have that you backed the horse are his books — the books of a personal friend?”

There was a note of dryness in his voice that Garry did not like.

“I suppose he backed the horse with other people,” he said. “I don’t know how he arranges these things.”

Garth gently shook the sheet of foolscap that he had been reading.

“You know, I suppose, that Mr Dory states he is unable to tell us the names of the people with whom he backed the horse?”

Too well Garry knew; it had been the subject of the overnight dinner discussion.

One in that room had an understanding of the situation.

“I presume that his explanation would be that he was betting with people who were evading the payment of the betting tax,” said Innsbrook. “He doesn’t say so in his statement, but we understand that such things happen.”

Garry did not answer.

“You realize how important it is that you should produce evidence that you backed the horse?” asked Garth.

“I can produce evidence that I received over eight thousand pounds from Dory at the end of the Ascot week.”

Garth shook his head. “Yes, but that proves nothing except that you won on that week. You were backing other horses, I suppose?”

Garry assented.

“If you were backing other horses and received money, that proves nothing except that you were a successful punter in a general way. Dory would be your agent — I mean, he wouldn’t stand the bets himself?”

“Yes, he was in a sense my agent,” said Garry after consideration.

Lord Forlingham had at least seen a point which he could exploit.

“It comes to this,” he said, in a deep sepulchral voice, “that you can’t give us any detailed and convincing proof that you ever backed Rangemore?”

“Only the proof that Mr Dory can supply,” said Garry quickly.

“And he doesn’t come here to give evidence,” said Garth with a smile.

Innsbrook leaned forward. He had the quick, incisive style of a successful counsel; he was the one man at the table of whose justice Garry had no doubt, but of whose perspicuity he stood in some fear.

“You’ll agree, Captain Anson, that if there is anything fishy about this transaction Mr Dory’s appendicitis is rather convenient?” he asked.

Garry smiled.

“It could be put that way.”

Very much it could be put that way, he thought ruefully, and wondered if the indiscreet John had been seen by some friend of the stewards overnight; by the stewards themselves, since it was likely they had come up by the early train and had spent the previous evening in London.

“Your story is this,” said Garth, “that on the morning of the Ascot Stakes you intended stopping Rangemore, and afterwards repented and backed it. You further say that you backed Rangemore with Mr John Dory and that you are unable to tell us the names of the other bookmakers with whom his bets were placed; that you had no intention of pulling your horse when you arrived on the course, although you had previously informed Lady Panniford that you weren’t trying, is that a fair summary of your evidence?”

Garry nodded. Again that whispered consultation.

“We’ll have Mr Wray in,” said Garth.

The secretary pushed a bell and an attendant opened the door and received his instructions. It was no surprise to Garry that Wray was to be called. He had been before the Ascot stewards and he was in as unhappy a position as his master. He had been suspended for the best part of a month. Recognizing the possible injustice of such an act, however, the stewards had granted him permission to continue training, to Garry’s heartfelt relief. That was the trouble about racing: you could not fall alone, must drag down with you the partners in your errors and even the confidants to whom you confided your intentions.

“Mr Wray has trained for you for some years?” asked Garth.

“Yes,” said Garry. “He’s a very decent fellow, as straight as a die. I hope the stewards will believe me when I say that Mr Wray had no knowledge whatever of my intentions.”

“Though he would have had if you’d carried them out,” said Innsbrook. “I’ve known Wray personally for many years; in fact, he used to train for me. I see you’ve scratched your horses — you’ve sold some of them?”

Garry nodded.

“You’re giving up racing, whatever the result of this inquiry?”

Garry hesitated.

“No; I hope to go on racing for many years,” he said, “but that is a matter for you gentlemen to decide.”

Wray came in, nervous, his florid face a little paler. He nodded to Garry, smiled at Lord Innsbrook, and, receiving no answering smile, allowed his features to droop dismally.

“Good morning, Mr Wray,” said Garth. “This, as you know, is an inquiry into the running of Rangemore in the Ascot Stakes. What do you know about it?”

Wray drew a long breath.

“Nothing, sir, except that the horse did his best but wasn’t quite good enough. I’ve known horses to do that sort of thing before. You bring ’em out in the morning fit to run for their lives, and in the afternoon—”

“Yes, yes,” said Garth impatiently. “We know something and what they do. We also know that when the jockey who is riding them receives instructions — you gave no instructions to the rider except to win?”

“That’s right, sir,” said Wray.

“Did you hear of any suggestion made by Captain Anson that the horse should be pulled?” asked Forlingham.

“No, my lord,” said Wray loudly.

“Or,” added Garth, “that he should be given an easy race at Ascot and go out for the Northumberland Plate?”

Mr Wray was not a good actor. His amusement at the suggestion convinced nobody.

“Good gracious, no, sir! I never heard of such a thing. Captain Anson would never dream of such a thing!” he said scornfully.

But Garth was impressed neither by his heartiness nor by his scorn.

“Now, Mr Wray, are you sure you never heard Captain Anson suggest that the horse should be pulled in the Ascot Stakes?” he asked sharply.

“No, sir. Captain Anson is incapable of such an action.”

Innsbrook leaned over the table, his thin hands clasped.

“Mr Wray, you saw Captain Anson on the morning of the race, didn’t you?” he asked, with the suavity of an examining lawyer.

“Yes, I believe I did, my lord.”

“Did you go to his house?”

Wray looked up at the ceiling and considered.

“Yes, now that you mention it, my lord, I did. After the gallop. That’s right, I went in and saw the Captain. He had some people over to breakfast—”

“Never mind about that, unless you went to breakfast?” said Garth.

“No, sir,” Wray shook his head. “I never have breakfast — just a cup of tea and a bit of toast when I get up. I always find that if you’ve got a lot of riding to do in the morning—”

“Well, some time after breakfast,” said Innsbrook impatiently. “You saw him then?”

“After the gallop, my lord,” said Wray. “I went in and told him how well the horse was moving. He was delighted — oh, he was delighted! He said: ‘I’m going to have a big bet on that horse, Mr Wray.’”

“Was anything said about the Northumberland Plate?” asked Garth.

Again Mr Wray considered elaborately.

“Why, yes, sir, yes, sir.” I said: “He’ll win the Northumberland Plate with his penalty.”

“Is that all?” asked Garth. “He said nothing about stopping the horse?”

Mr Wray was amused.

“No, sir — oh, no, sir. Captain Anson said: ‘I’m going to have a big bet on Rangemore and you’re on the odds to fifty.’ I said: ‘You’ll win the Northumberland Plate with him, now they haven’t accepted with Silver Queen.’”

Even as the words left his lips he tried to arrest them and now he stopped in consternation. He had said the one thing which he should not have said. Garry recognized this and his heart sank.

Garth leaned back in his chair, his grey, eyebrows met in a frown.

“Oh, I see.” His voice was very soft. “You thought Silver Queen might have beaten you in the Northumberland Plate, and yet you didn’t think it would beat you in the Ascot Stakes? The horses carried exactly the same weights in both races; the distance was exactly the same. Why should you be so sure you’d win the Northumberland Plate with Silver Queen out of the way, and yet be equally sure that you’d win the Ascot Stakes with Silver Queen running?”

Wray was panic-stricken, incoherent. There was nothing he could say.

“I didn’t think of it beating us anywhere,” he stammered.

Lord Innsbrook smiled.

“You were afraid of Silver Queen beating your horse in the Northumberland Plate,” he nodded, “and you were rather relieved when you found it wasn’t running — and yet you weren’t afraid of it beating you in the Ascot Stakes?”

There was no answer to this. Mr Wray was not quick witted. He was only conscious of his terrible error, only desirous of flying from the room and hiding himself in some place where Garry Anson’s reproachful glance could not follow him. In truth, there was nothing reproachful in Garry’s smile. This was fate, an inevitability. Wray was merely an instrument of the inscrutable, malignant power which was dragging him down.

Garth heaved a sigh.

“Mr Wray, in your desire to help Captain Anson you’ve said a little too much.”

“I knew I’d say something,” said Wray despairingly. “The Captain is as good a master as ever I’ve worked for, and I’ve trained for you, my lord; and I’ll swear on my oath the horse was trying!”

Garth looked at Garry.

“Do you want to ask any questions?”

When Garry shook his head:

“All right, Mr Wray.”

The trainer went hurriedly from the room.

Sir John Garth looked at his watch.

“We’ll have the jockey in,” he said. “The man’s riding in the first race, but I don’t suppose his examination will take long.

“I told him to get himself weighed out in good time,” said the secretary as he called in the attendant.

“Where did you say Lady Panniford was?”

“In my room.” And then, to the man who stood in the doorway: “Send in Lynn, please.”

“We’d better see her after,” said Garth.

Forlingham rolled his head protestingly.

“It’s very painful asking a lady of her position awkward and possibly embarrassing questions,” he said. “Can’t it be avoided?”

“I’m afraid not,” said Innsbrook, slightly amused.

“The only thing I’d like to say—” began Lord Forlingham, but the arrival of Andy Lynn cut short the statement he was to have made.

Andy was in breeches and boots, and under his light overcoat he wore the claret and white hoops of a lady owner. He was nervous, as all jockeys are nervous who make their appearance before the supreme tribunal. Was there not an historic occasion when one, on being told he could go, opened a bookcase and tried to walk into it?

He stood now, his hands behind his back, holding his silken cap, his fingers nervously twiddling at his whip, his keen eyes searching the faces of the three men who sat in judgement.

“Lynn, you rode Rangemore in the Ascot Stakes?” asked Innsbrook.

Andy licked his dry lips.

“Yes, my lord,” he said.

“What were your orders?”

“My orders, my lord?” Lynn coughed to clear his husky throat. “My orders were to jump off in front and make the running. If I couldn’t do that, to lie up with the leaders and take a steadier somewhere round Swinley bottom. I was to keep to the rails if I could and wait on Silver Queen in the straight and get first run on her.”

He spoke rapidly, without punctuation, repeating faultlessly the speech he had rehearsed.

“You had no other orders?”

“No, my lord,” said Lynn.

“Who gave you those orders?” asked Innsbrook.

“Mr Wray, the trainer, my lord.”

“You carried them out?”

Again Lynn coughed.

“As best I could, my lord. Silver Queen was always going better than my horse in the last four furlongs and I had to take up my whip to keep Rangemore going. He was dying under me in the last furlong, but came on again under the whip and I was beat a short head — it ought to have been a length, but Silver Queen pecked a few strides from the stick — the post, I mean.”

All this in one breath. He stopped and breathed heavily.

“Now listen to me,” said Garth. “Did you ever receive orders from Captain Anson or anybody else to stop Rangemore?”

The jockey shook his head.

“No, sir.”

“You know what I mean — did you have orders not to win on him at Ascot?” asked Garth deliberately, spacing each word.

“No, sir, I did everything I could—” began Lynn, but the senior steward stopped him with a gesture.

“That is not in question,” he said. “Both his lordship and I saw the race when it was run, and we are quite satisfied that as far as you are concerned you were trying. The horse was running clear of everything except Silver Queen and was under the whip for the last two furlongs. I saw where you had hit him when they brought him into the unsaddling enclosure; the marks were very clear. What I want to ask you is this, Lynn: was it ever suggested to you that you should stop this horse?”

“No, sir, never.”

Garth looked at his friend on the right; and Innsbrook leaned forward, his long fingers rubbing nervously.

“Did you see Captain Anson before the race?” he asked.

Lynn knew Lord Innsbrook by repute. He had never been before the stewards, but he had been warned that this was the one steward of all that demanded caution.

“Yes, my lord, I saw him at his house in the morning. I saw him twice.”

“Twice?” said Garth quickly. “Did he send for you the second time?”

“No, sir, I called in,” said the jockey.

Lord Forlingham was interested.

“Did he tell you on the second occasion — the second time you called — that he’d changed his mind and was going to try with the horse?”

Lynn hesitated for a fraction of a second. Forlingham did not observe this, but the other two men noticed the hesitancy and exchanged glances.

“No, my lord,” said the jockey. “He never said anything much either time. He said that I needn’t waste to ride the horse at Gosforth Park, because I’d have a penalty. I’ve never known the Captain to stop a horse in my life—”

Garth raised his hand to arrest the eloquent tribute.

“Do you wish to ask this man any questions, Captain Anson?”

“No, sir,” said Garry, and the jockey went hurriedly out as from a place accursed.
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To Wenda Pa17Iford, sitting in the little office of the secretary, every minute seemed an hour. One by one she heard the witnesses called, and waited with some apprehension for the moment when she would be summoned.

She had never dreamed that all this fuss would be made, or that an inquiry by the Stewards of the Jockey Club carried with it the unpleasant atmosphere of a law court. It was mean of Garry to demand that she should give evidence at all. The secretary had told her that there was a possibility that her presence would be dispensed with. Then he had dropped in for a second to warn her that Garry wanted her evidence taken before the Stewards. How like Garry to humiliate her!

She wished she had never sent the letter. She would have given a great deal to have got it back.

Willie knew only a little of what had happened. He had gathered from the newspapers that Garry was in some trouble, but as to the part his wife had taken he was absolutely ignorant. To do him justice, he would have been horrified if he had known that Garry was to be charged on evidence she had supplied.

As for Molly — by a miracle she had kept the truth from the girl, had gone out of her way to deceive her into believing that the inquiry had been indefinitely postponed. She wondered whether there was a reporter in the room, and whether her evidence would be given to the world. She asked one of the minor officials who came in and was relieved to learn that the proceedings were secret; not even the names of the witnesses were officially made known.

She hated racecourses; she hated racing; most of all she hated Garry Anson. Suppose, in revenge, he did sue? So far he had made no move. She had not even received a letter from his lawyer. Perhaps he was waiting to discover how the case would go; and if it went against him she would have another ordeal to face. But would anybody take his word against hers — the word of a man who had been in trouble for pulling his horses against Wenda Panniford’s?

She was frank enough with herself to admit that there were quite a number of people who would not hesitate to accept Garry’s most extravagant statement against her own. For Wenda was not especially popular, even in her own set. She had hated the long journey, wished she had induced Henry Lascarne to come with her. Though, if the truth be told, he had not offered to be her companion; had, in fact, anticipated any request on her part by telling an unconvincing story of a conference at the War Office where his presence was urgently needed.

Even in that moment of fury and anxiety, Wenda could see the humorous side of an important conference at which the presence of Mr Henry Lascarne was desired.

Suppose the worst happened? Suppose Garry sued her? She could represent his action as a piece of malice born of the service she had rendered to justice.

She was turning this matter over when she heard the door close behind the jockey.

“We will have the lady in,” sad Garth. “You might explain to her that she’s not on oath.”

Garry rose and walked to the table. He was making one last desperate effort to avoid the presence of Wenda.

“May I ask, sir, how you can reconcile your own observations — you saw the race and heard the evidence of the jockey — with the suggestion that the horse was stopped? Naturally, I don’t want Lady Panniford to be brought into this case if it can be avoided, and if it’s possible for you to reach a decision favourable to myself without the necessity of calling upon her for evidence. You’ve heard the trainer, you’ve heard the jockey. You yourself, sir, said that you saw the horse and he had been marked—”

Garth shook his head.

“We’re not trying the horse, Captain Anson, or the jockey. It’s quite conceivable that you may have given instructions which were not carried out. The offence lies with you. There are such things as betting jockeys who disobey orders for their own advantage. We are men of the world and we understand that such things happen and that jockeys do bet.”

Garry made a gesture of despair and went back to his seat as the door opened and Wenda walked slowly into the room. She was wearing a dark dress that gave a certain spiritual value to her pallid face. She did not look at Garry, but stood for a moment, waiting, until the Club secretary put a chair for her; then she sat down, her hands folded primly in her lap, her eyes meeting the curious scrutiny of Sir John Garth without faltering.

It was an awkward moment. Lord Forlingham was visibly embarrassed, avoided looking at the witness throughout the rest of the inquiry with such persistence as to suggest that to see her would be to commit a mortal sin.

Garth picked up the letter from the table and held it towards her.

“Do you know this letter?”

She nodded.

“It came into our possession. It was one written by Captain Anson to you. We will not discuss at this moment how it came to us.”

He looked at Garry. It was a challenge and a request, and Garry smiled.

“Captain Anson was a great friend of yours?”

“A very great friend,” said Wenda in a low voice.

“This method of address — er—’darling’ — it means nothing, of course. Everybody uses the word nowadays.”

He heard a shocked murmur from the worthy Forlingham, smiled to himself and went on.

“The letter was written to you in confidence?”

“I should like to make this clear,” said Garry, “that my relationships with this lady have been of the most correct nature. We were like brother and sister. I think it is only fair that this point should be emphasized.”

“That’s very generous of you,” said Wenda, not looking round.

“Generous to me,” said Garry sternly. “I wish to retain just a little self-respect!”

“Good for you!” said Garth, but said it under his breath.

“About this letter, Lady Panniford,” he said aloud. “He wouldn’t write anything like that as a joke — I mean, he never has done such a thing?”

She shook her head.

“No, I was surprised to get it,” she said.

“I don’t know whether you bet or not — ?”

Yes, Wenda betted. She admitted the fact modestly.

“Did you back the horse?”

“I’d already backed it.” If her voice was low, it was very clear. “Captain Anson saw the bookmaker, Mr Dory, and asked him to cancel the bet.”

“It’s perfectly true,” said Garry. “I did cancel the bet.”

“This letter,” — Garth held up the incriminating document— “was brought to you by a friend? Someone who spent the night at Captain Anson’s house and was going on to Welbury Manor — that is where you live?”

She nodded.

“He brought it across in the morning before the races.”

“Did you receive any other letter?”

There was an expectant pause.

“Yes, there was a note from Captain Anson saying that he wanted to see me that night,” said Wenda steadily. “His servant brought this to the house just before I went over to see him.”

“Nothing more than that?” asked, Innsbrook, eyeing her keenly.

She shook her head.

“Lady Panniford,” said Garth, “Captain Anson says that he sent you a message, written in pencil on the back of hundred-pound Bank of England note — money that he had won for you.”

She smiled incredulously.

“You say that isn’t true?”

“Yes.”

“This letter,” Garth pursued, “purporting to be written on a banknote, said the earlier letter was a joke.”

“No.” Her voice was a little louder.

“And he told you that you could back the horse?”

She shook her head.

“You didn’t receive it — the hundred-pound banknote?”

“No,” said Wenda.

Her voice was clear, loud, defiant.

But Garth was not to be shaken off.

“In Mr Dory’s statement here,” he went on, “he says: ‘I was present when Captain Anson wrote to Lady Panniford telling her to back his horse. This letter was written on the back of a hundred-pound note with a pencil which he borrowed from his servant.’ You still say that you didn’t receive this banknote?”

Wenda’s smile was one of bland amusement.

“Why should he send me a hundred pounds?”

One man was listening to her, amazed; if there had been occasion for speech he would have been speechless. He could not believe it possible that Wenda could sit there, with the face of an angel and tell lie after lie, each designed to drag him deeper into the mire.

“He said he had backed a winner for you at Newbury,” said Garth.

Wenda shook her head.

“He never told me anything about it,” she said.

Garry found his voice.

“Good God—”

A look from Innsbrook checked him.

“I’m sorry.” Garry’s voice was shaking. “I don’t mind what she says. Nothing really matters very much. Still, it’s incredible that she can sit there—”

“Captain Anson.” Innsbrook stopped him again.

“I’ll ask you once more,” said Garth. He never took his eyes off the woman. “And I do wish you to realize that Captain Anson’s whole future probably depends upon your answer. Did he send you a subsequent note, telling you that the first letter was a joke and that you were to back his horse?”

“No!”

The answer came like the note of a clarion.

Sir John Garth looked at her in silence, and when he eventually spoke his voice was very grave.

“Lady Panniford,” he said, “it strikes us as rather remarkable that you should have gone out of your way to denounce Captain Anson to the Stewards. He was a very old friend of yours. Naturally, we are not concerned with your motives, but we do like to know, when we are to judge between two witnesses, what personal bias there is on one side or the other.”

Wenda’s chin went up.

“I didn’t know you were judging between two witnesses — you have his letter. We were good friends; I admit I have a personal bias. He behaved very dishonourably to my husband and myself.”

Garry was looking at her in amazement. Here was something new.

“I don’t want to say any more than that,” she said.

Garth waited, but she said no more.

“Do you wish to ask the lady any questions?” he asked.

“I wish she would say more than that,” said Garry with rising passion. “I would like her to tell you in what way I have behaved dishonourably to her and her husband, unless, of course, her powers of invention are exhausted.”

“That is hardly a matter for us, is it?” asked Innsbrook coldly.

Wenda was gone, and as the door closed behind her a great weight and the ugliness of the ordeal seemed to drift away. Garry Anson knew just how badly the inquiry had gone for him. He was dealing with three men who would be ruthless in their administration of the racing law. Nothing he could say could make any difference.

Nevertheless, he clung desperately to one hope, which he voiced when Garth asked him if he had any witnesses to call.

“No; I’ve got my servant here,” he said, “but he’d only bore you. And he’s not very convincing — I believe he’s an exconvict.”

Garth nodded.

“Yes, we knew that,” he said significantly, and Garry smiled.

“Of course, she’s told you.”

Wenda would not have lost that opportunity.

“No, I’ve no witnesses and no defence beyond the inherent probabilities of the situation.”

They talked together along the table and then Garth asked him to go out. When the door closed on him, Sir John rose, shook his head, and reached in his pocket for a cigarette.

“It’s a case exactly on all fours with the Woburn case,” said Innsbrook, and Garth was obviously undecided.

“You can’t make fish of one and fowl of another,” said Forlingham. “There’s the letter.”

Innsbrook ran his fingers through his short hair.

“The jockey was probably lying and old Wray certainly was. There’s the letter, as you say. If he’d brought proof that he backed the horse…”

“I don’t know,” said Innsbrook. “The story of the hundred pound note almost convinced me. That woman’s a—”

“I wonder what she’s done to him?” said Garth, speaking more to himself than to his companions.

Innsbrook threw his cigarette into the fireplace.

“It’s the Woburn case all over again,” he said, “and on the Woburn case we must judge.”

Garry came back and as soon as he caught sight of Garth’s face he knew all and more than he wanted to know.

“Captain Anson, we are agreed,” said Garth harshly. “You have committed a very serious offence and we must decide on the evidence upon which we can rely — the letter which you admit you wrote. I’m terribly sorry…you’ve been very foolish; but we feel, in the interests of the turf, there is only one course to be taken.”

Garry knew too well that course, and nodded.

“You are warned off Newmarket Heath and all courses under the jurisdiction of the Jockey Club.”

As he turned and walked to the door, Garry Anson heard the sound of the saddling bell. It was the knell of his hopes, his ambitions and his faiths.
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He Came Out into the paddock like a man in a dream, did not even see the waiting Hillcott, who followed him through the crowd and out into the road, where the car was waiting. Hillcott spoke no word; one glance at Garry’s face had told him all he wanted to know. He swung himself up by the side of the driver; the car turned and made for London.

Warned off! Garry repeated the words a dozen times without fully realizing what they meant. He had heard them before, but they had applied to odd and unpleasant people, the Hipplewaynes of life.

Warned off! Social death! Men he knew would cross to the other side of the street to avoid the embarrassment of meeting him. The secretaries of his clubs would write politely, asking him to put in his resignation. A score of hospitable doors would be closed to him. Life, as he understood life, was ended.

He only dimly sensed at that moment the enormous tragedy by which he had been overtaken. He was blotted out, as much an outcast as a leper. It almost seemed as if he had been deprived of his citizenship and was a man of no country.

He was too shocked even to resent the part which Wenda had played, too bitterly hurt for resentment. This was the end of things. He was one of the living dead; must be born again in a new social sphere, create new friends and keep from them the story of his past; take a new name perhaps Did Hipplewayne do that?

It was amazing that such a thing could happen, that here: that here in lawful England three men should have the power to sit down and make him taboo; and yet that was what had happened. He did not resent this either; it was part of the game. He knew the rules; they had been broken in intention and there was nothing for him to do but to stick it.

He hardly noticed the passage of the miles, and was driving through the suburbs of London almost before, as it seemed, the journey had well begun.

He drove to an hotel. He had to see his lawyer and he sent Hillcott down by train to Sunningdale. He learned for the first time that Molly was back in London; she had returned that morning.

How Hillcott secured these items of information he had never discovered. Possibly it was servants’ gossip. Hillcott was very friendly with the pretty housemaid at Welbury.

“Where is she staying?” he asked.

“Search me,” said Hillcott. And then: “Here, Captain, why didn’t they let me go in and give evidence?”

“What?” said Garry, startled out of unpleasant thoughts “You give evidence?” He smiled. “Haven’t I enough trouble?”

“I could have told them something,” said Hillcott.

“They’ve probably heard it before,” said Garry. “Now, off you go to Daneham. I’ll be down late tonight. You’ll find Mr Dory there,” he said, as a thought occurred to him. “Ask him to wait.”

So Molly was in London! He winced at the thought. The news would have to be broken to her before she read it in the papers. He called, up Wenda’s flat but had no answer. Then he tried the hotel where the Pannifords sometimes stayed and learned that Molly had just left for the country. If the country meant Ascot, he would see her that night.

The room he had overlooked Hyde Park. He looked out over the browning foliage of the trees and by one of those curious coincidences which are part of the laws of chance, he saw Wenda and had no difficulty in recognizing her companion. They were pacing slowly along a gravelled path, she and Henry Lascarne, talking earnestly and he guessed that he was the subject of the conversation.

He had a brief and not too pleasant interview with his lawyer, settled up the question of the land sale and gave him instructions to go on with the disposal of Daneham Lodge.

“It’s disgraceful that you weren’t allowed to be represented by counsel,” said Fenton.

“Stuff!” said Garry. “If you allowed lawyers at these inquiries they’d never end and the wrong man would always get the verdict.”

“What are you going to do?” asked Fenton curiously.

“Get away out of the country grow oranges in California, or cattle in Alberta.”

Fenton considered this soberly.

“I know a man who has a ranch for sale—” he began.

“Don’t be silly,” interrupted Garry. “I was speaking figuratively. No, I shall go on to the Continent, and in the years ahead you will meet a strange, old-looking gentleman in rusty black, babbling about Rangemore and Ascot, and you’ll know it is poor old Garry Anson who has gone off his head!”

He drove down to Ascot leisurely. There were so many things to do, most of them unpleasant. He had to see Molly — facing realities, he put his worst trial first. He had to clear up affairs at Daneham and leave that pleasant place, never to return.
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Molly Had arrived at Welbury half an hour before her sister-in-law. All that day she had been trying to get in touch with Garry and had called up the house from London half a dozen times, only to hear that he was out. She had learned only that morning that there was trouble over the running of Rangemore; a man she knew had told her on the journey between Paris and Calais. And she had arrived home in a state of apprehension.

Wenda came back with a face of gloom, pleaded a headache and retired to her room. Henry, who came down with her, was absolutely uncommunicative.

The girl began to get frightened, rang up Daneham Lodge again and to her joy was answered by Hillcott.

“Hillcott, where is Captain Anson?” she asked breathlessly.

“In town, miss. He’s coming down tonight.”

“What is this in the newspapers, about there being an inquiry into the running of Rangemore?”

Hillcott did not answer for a moment; when he spoke it was with the directness of his class.

“Yes, that’s right, miss — warned off.”

She could only stand, speechless.

“Hillcott…it’s Miss Molly speaking — what did you say?”

“Warned off, miss.”

“Not Captain Anson!” She almost, walled the words.

“Warned off,” said Hillcott again, with a choke in his voice and she heard the click of the receiver as it was hung up.

She could not comprehend, dared not believe. Hillcott might be drunk. He was especially sober when he came back to the room where John Dory was sitting, a paper on his knees. He made some rough attempt to tidy up the table, and then suddenly, flinging down the newspapers in his hand:

“I’d like to have had a word with ‘em! They wouldn’t let me go in — blimey, they knew something!”

John Dory looked up from his paper and surveyed the servant gravely.

“I expect they were a bit afraid of you,” he said, but Hillcott was impervious to sarcasm.

“So they ought to have been!” There was a tremulous note of pride in his voice. “I’ve had to deal with real judges! And I’ve got ’em in a trance!”

John nodded, a smile in his eyes.

“I’ll bet you did! When they came round I suppose you got the usual?”

Hillcott considered this.

“A bit of time, but it was all me own.”

He walked down to where Dory was sitting.

“Do you know what I’d have said to the stewards?”

John put down his paper with a sigh.

“You’d better tell me, or I’ll be guessing wrong,” he said.

Hillcott struck an attitude designed to be dramatic.

“I’d have said: ‘I understand human nature, and if you believe a—’” he gulped “—’a lady like that before a man like this, you want your ‘eads shaved.’”

John Dory passed his hand over his shining pate and shivered.

“It must be a rather unpleasant sensation,” he said. “Anyway, they wouldn’t have given you a medal for that.”

He picked up the newspaper, stared at it for a long time without reading a line, and then:

“Where did you say you left Captain Anson?”

“Hyde Park Hotel,” said Hillcott. “He said he’d be down by ten.”

Dory frowned, as though it were he who was recalling the unpleasant memories of the morning.

“How did he take it?” he asked.

Hillcott smiled.

“Like I used to take it — smiling! I used to say to the judge — he came a little closer and grew confidential — I used to say to the judge, ‘You can’t ‘ang me.’ and that’s true — they can’t ‘ang you.”

John chuckled.

“But they can mess you about, eh? That’s true.”

“Jockey Club?” said Hillcott scornfully. “Why, there ain’t a jockey that’s a member of it! They wouldn’t join it! They’re going about under false pretences all the time.”

He heard the tinkle of the bell and went resentfully forth. It was Molly.

“Hillcott,” she quivered, “what you told me just now — it isn’t true…is anybody here?”

“Mr Dory.”

She came quickly into the room and there was agony in her eyes.

“Is it true?” she asked in a low voice.

There was no need for her to be more explicit; he knew exactly what she was talking about.

“I’m afraid it is.”

He looked round for Hillcott; but Hillcott had not returned to the room.

“How dreadful! What will it mean?”

John Dory shrugged his shoulders.

“He’ll probably go abroad,” he said.

She caught a quick breath.

“You mean that he’ll have to resign from his clubs and all that sort of thing?”

The burly bookmaker nodded and patted her gently on the shoulder.

“Well, that’s rather dramatizing the situation, but yes. It’s desperately unpleasant and that’s putting it mildly. Here, young lady, you sit down.”

He caught her by the arm and lowered her gently to the settee. Her face was white, her lips colourless. But she shook off his hand impatiently.

“But how could they? The horse won — or nearly won.”

John nodded.

“Yes, but unfortunately Garry wrote a letter — but anyway, you know all about that.”

She looked up quickly.

“A letter?” she said in surprise. “You mean about the race…but he didn’t write that the horse was not trying to win?”

“I’m afraid he did,” said Dory.

“But he must have been mad!” she gasped.

Somebody showed them the letter. That was it, then — some friend of his, to whom he had written, had betrayed him! It seemed almost impossible that such a thing could happen, but she knew something of human nature. Was it Hipplewayne, she wondered? But Hipplewayne had never been a friend of Garry’s, and anyway he was not a man with whom Garry could have had any confidences.

“To whom did he write?” she asked.

John Dory looked at her in amazement.

“Don’t you know?” he asked incredulously.

She shook her head, her confused mind ranging the circle of mutual acquaintances for the culprit.

“He wrote it to Lady Panniford.”

“To Wenda?” Her voice was little above a whisper. “She…she didn’t show the letter?”

Again he nodded.

“Was she there today? Is that where she’s been — to Doncaster? She didn’t give evidence?”

She was half crying.

“Oh, she couldn’t!”

“Have you spoken to her?” asked John.

The girl shook her head wearily.

“No. She’s been in her room, resting, since she came back. I knew she’d been in the country somewhere — she told me that, or rather, sent a message to that effect.”

“How did you come to know about this?” asked John.

He poured out a glass of port and handed it to her. She sipped it before she realized what she was doing, then passed the glass back to him.

“No, thank you.”

“How did you know about it at all?” he asked.

“I saw a paragraph in the evening paper, saying there was an inquiry into the running of the winner of the Ascot Stakes,” she said. “I’d heard something about it on the way from Paris. Then, when I got here, I got on the telephone to Hillcott and he told me. You’re absolutely sure about Wenda?”

He was perfectly sure. He explained that he himself could not go before the stewards and that he had invented an appendicitis.

“There wasn’t much I could have done for him if I had been there — I might have made the case look a bit blacker.”

She sat there, clasping and unclasping her hands, her head shaking helplessly.

“I can’t — I can’t believe it! I simply can’t believe it. It’s like a horrible dream. What has he done to her that she is so malignant?”

“What has she done to him?”

There was a meaning in his voice. She looked at him quickly.

“What do you mean?”

“That’s my experience,” said John Dory. “There’s no surer way of making some people hate you than by lending them money or doing them a good turn. They loathe to be under any obligation.”

Too well she knew that Garry had done Wenda many a good turn; but at the moment she was incapable of logical thought.

She heard the whirr of a car outside and sat up. The front door opened and closed, and she heard the sound of Garry’s voice and went blindly to meet him. She gripped him by the coat, incapable of speech, her white, tear-stained face eloquent — too eloquent for Garry’s peace of mind. He caught her in his arms.

“Shut up and don’t be silly!” he said tenderly.

Hillcott was behind him, an interested, almost cheerful spectator.

“Get me a drink.”

Garry led the girl to the sofa and sat down.

“Dry them blinkin’ eyes,” he said gaily and with his handkerchief mopped the tears from her cheeks. “Molly, you ought to be ashamed of yourself.”

It was a long time before she could speak coherently.

“Oh, Garry, you won’t do anything stupid, will you?”

“Shoot myself or something?” he chuckled. “Not likely.”

He looked round at John.

“How’s the appendix. Look at him, Molly! He had an operation today. That was the only laugh I got at the inquiry.”

“How could they, Garry?” she quavered.

He held her at arm’s length and looked at her. There was a gay tune whistling in his heart; all the burdens and problems of the day had by magic smoothed themselves away.

“Now, darling, they were very fair,” he said, “very unimaginative and very English. It was all very dull! They couldn’t go behind the letter; and that was the beginning and the end of it.”

“I can’t think about Wenda,” she said.

“You’re a fortunate girl,” he said dryly. “I wish I couldn’t.”

“Garry, what have you done to her?”

“Ach! Don’t let’s talk about it.”

He reached out his hand for the drink which Hillcott ha brought to him.

“What’s this, Hubert?”

“The stuff that mother likes,” said Hillcott. “If ever a man had an excuse for a souse, you’ve got it.”

“You haven’t,” said Garry, and pointed to the door. “I don’t want one.”

Garry looked round the room curiously. It was as if it were not his own, a strange room in a strange house.

“Does anybody want to buy a nice cottage, with or without Hillcott?” he asked.

Molly looked at him in consternation.

“Oh, Garry, you’re not going to sell Daneham?”

Garry waved his hand extravagantly in the manner of an auctioneer.

“Pleasantly situated amongst pines, gravel soil, four aces of old-world garden, etcetera, etcetera.”

She would have bought it. It was on the tip of her tongue to say so, and such was the perfect sympathy between them at that moment that he could read her thoughts.

“No, you don’t want to be saddled with a place like this,” he said. “But I shall have to do something.”

“What do you want to do?” asked Dory, lighting a cigar.

“There’s only one thing I’d like, and I’ve never wanted so much to do it — to be on the top of a stand and watch the field come into the straight. I’d like to go back on everything I’ve said and sleep in some place where I could hear horses kicking at their boxes in the night. That’s what I want to do. What I shall do is to go abroad somewhere — a villa in Italy — delightful! No horses, no—”

He felt a lump come in his throat and laughed at his own weakness.

“I think I’m being immensely, sorry for myself.”

He heard the tinkle of a bell and looked round.

“Who the devil’s that?”

Then Molly remembered.

“It’s probably Henry Lascarne; he came over with me.”

“Good Lord! You shouldn’t have left him outside.”

Garry flew into the passage. It was the opportunity the girl wanted.

“Mr Dory, do you mind if I see Garry alone for a minute?” she said in a low voice.

He understood, was foolishly pleased and when Garry returned, holding an embarrassed Henry Lascarne by the arm, was thinking out a good excuse to leave.

“What the devil do you mean by staying outside?” demanded Garry.

Lascarne cleared his throat.

“I’m very sorry about this business—” he began, and even Garry’s gesture did not stop him. “Wenda’s terribly upset — isn’t she, Molly?”

“Why ask me?”

She was showing the nearest approach to anger that Garry had ever seen; her voice trembled, the colour came back to her face.

“I don’t really know what it means,” Lascarne ambled on. “Something pretty awful, isn’t it?”

Here was John Dory’s excuse. He strolled across to where the lank young man was standing.

“Do you play rummy?” he asked.

Henry gaped at him.

“Cards? No, I’m not very good at cards.”

John sighed patiently.

“Would you like to see Garry’s stamp collection?”

Henry considered this. He wasn’t really interested in stamps, and said so.

“Nor in goldfish?” asked John and then, grabbing the alarmed Lascarne by the arm: “Come along,” he said, “I’ll show you my appendicitis!”

The door of the diningroom closed on them. The amused Garry turned to the girl.

“You’re not to worry about this business, Molly. I know you can’t help worrying. I can’t either. But at any rate make it the minimum of worry. You mustn’t think about it. I’ll clear things up, then I’ll get out.”

She was close to him now, her head sunk.

“Garry, there’s something I want to say to you,” she said in a low voice. “I don’t want you to go to Italy…or anywhere, amongst strangers…with nobody to look after you I mean…without taking somebody with you…Not anybody you love very much, but somebody you like, who can do things for you and won’t bore you…You know…?”

He caught her face gently between his two hands and lifted it.

“I mean…you haven’t got to be…in love with them,” she went on breathlessly, “or think you’re going to spoil their lives and say no because of that…What would spoil their lives would be leaving them to fret and worry. Do you understand?”

He understood; his eyes told her.

“I knew you would. You’re probably hating me for this…I’ve given you something new to worry about. But I’ve got an idea, Garry, it isn’t the first time a woman has proposed to you, is it? I’m not being sympathetic, Garry, or — or noble, or anything like that; I’m being selfish and taking advantage of…well, you know…to get something I want.”

Garry looked at her, and the love in his eyes was balm and stimulant and everything she wanted at that moment. Without a word he kissed her, walked with her to the door and stood waiting till she had vanished into the night.

That would be worth a fight, something worth battling for, something to give an incentive to the slackest of men.

He heard John come back into the room, but scarcely noticed him, heard his flippant and wholly imaginary message from Henry.

“What’s the matter, Garry?”

“Nothing…only I’ve just found something worth living for.” And before John could ask the question which he had no intention of asking, he poured himself out another drink. “Well, it’s been a very interesting day,” he said, in a matter-of-fact-voice.

“What decided it? Was my statement any good?”

Garry grinned at this.

“About as good as a pain in the neck! You nearly got me warned off without Wenda’s letter. Why the devil did you back the horse with people who couldn’t show the records of the bets?”

Dory groaned.

“I’ve explained that so many thousands of times — Garry.” Garry, who was sitting at the writing-table, looked round. “How’s the old bank balance?” asked John carelessly.

“What little there is is good,” smiled his friend.

John did not know of the legacy that had come to him. He had found no opportunity of telling of his good fortune; indeed, the matter had only been definitely and irrevocably fixed the previous week.

“I suppose you’re pretty well squared up on your winnings and the sale of your horses, with a balance on the right side?”

Garry nodded.

“Thank the Lord for that!” said John. And then, as a thought occurred to him: “Have you touched the little nest egg?”

Garry looked at him in amazement. He had forgotten all about the money that Wenda had held.

“The money you put aside,” said John.

Garry shook his head.

“No, I haven’t touched it.”

“Is it all right?” asked John.

“Of course it is,” said Garry loudly.

“Who holds it?”

“My dear fellow, I wish you wouldn’t ask questions.”

Garry’s anger surprised himself. The question aroused too many unpleasant ghosts for his happiness.

“Sorry I asked you,” said John soothingly.

There was a long silence.

“Don’t forget I owe you five and a half thousand — I took eleven to two to a thousand pounds for you on the Leger. You remember I told you?”

Garry shook his head.

“You wicked old devil!” he said. “You invented that on the spur of the moment because you think I’m broke. Well, I’m not. No, I’m not going to take money from you.”

John Dory protested.

“I said if the horse was all right on the day of the race I’d back it for you.”

“You never mentioned any horse,” said Garry; “and the winner of the Leger has been second favourite for a month. No, you’re not going to make me a present of five and a half thousand — God bless you for the thought!”

“Make you a present!” John laughed hollowly. “Don’t be silly! Whoever heard of a bookmaker making presents?”

And then, as Garry continued to smile and shake his head, he threw up his hands in despair.

“Why did this happen?” he asked irritably.

“Let’s forget it,” said Garry.

“Is there nothing I can do—”

“There’s nothing you can do,” said Garry. “I’m warned off. You can’t warn me on again! Warned off! It’s like a nightmare. It’ll be in The Calendar—’The Stewards of the Jockey Club held an inquiry into the running of Rangemore in the Ascot Stakes, and, having heard the evidence, warned Captain Garry Anson off Newmarket Heath and all the courses—’”

“Shut up, for God’s sake!” said John harshly. “It was my fault. I made you back the darned thing.”

“Your fault? You’re drunk!” said Garry. “No, it was the letter. Wenda swore she never had the second note. That settled me. Fine old English gentlemen, they couldn’t disbelieve a lady.” He drew a long breath. “I’d have given something to have had a criminal judge on that inquiry!”

“Do you mind if I ask you something?” said John, after another interregnum of quiet. “This isn’t a case of spite because you’re — well, because you’ve dropped her?”

Garry shook his head.

“No, that would be easy to understand. But she was never mine to drop. We have never been anything but the best of friends. No, John, this is a case similar to the one you told me about — it’s hatred because she’s played me a dirty trick, hates herself for doing it and hates me worse because she hates herself.”

Dory stared at him. Suddenly he understood.

“Your money!” he said. “She had it and she’s gone back on you!”

“No!” said Garry loudly.

“She had it — she was the person who was holding it, and when you asked her for it she turned you down!”

“She lost it,” said Garry, “Don’t let’s talk about it; it’s very unpleasant—”

“Lost it!” scoffed Dory. “She never lost anything in her life! When she loses she doesn’t pay — she’s on the back of my book for six hundred.”

“Your book?” said Garry incredulously. “You mean she owes you six hundred pounds?”

Six hundred pounds was a modest estimate, as John Dory knew, but it was sufficient to open Garry Anson’s eyes.

“Her name is Mrs Never-pay,” he said bluntly. “She’s a monkey woman.”

Then, seeing his friend’s expression.

“You know how they catch monkeys, don’t you? They put a bit of fruit in a gourd with a narrow neck; the monkey puts in his hand — I mean his paw — grabs the fruit, and his fist is so big that he can’t get it out. He hasn’t the sense to drop the fruit, and he’s caught. He won’t let go — she won’t let go! She’s got your money — phew!”

He strode tragically to the table, picked up an empty whisky decanter and looked at it thoughtfully.

“She must be a remarkable creature.” Garry was speaking half to himself. “The pluck of it — to say: ‘I’ve got your money and I’m not going to give it to you.’ Could you do that?”

John turned with a start.

“No, but I’ve known backers do it,” he said feelingly. “Can I have another drink?”

“Surely. Ring for it. And all these years to pretend! Well, John, there’s the enemy.” He slapped his knees and rose to his feet. “What am I going to do?”

“What have you done?” asked John.

“I threatened to sue her. Of course I couldn’t have done that. But she probably got into a panic and sent the letter to the stewards. That’s the only explanation I have for her behaviour.”

John was looking at him thoughtfully.

“There was nothing — how shall I put it? — between you?” he asked tentatively.

Garry laughed.

“That’s a pretty original phrase! No, she’s a — well, whatever she is, she’s a virtuous woman. I don’t believe that Liverpool story of Willie’s. If I’d only taken the number of that banknote!”

“Do you think it’s gone back to the bank?” asked John.

Garry considered this.

“Why shouldn’t it? She could easily have rubbed out the message.”

Another possible solution came to Dory, who placed no great value on the reform of ex-criminals.

“Do you think our friend Hillcott slipped it out of the envelope?”

“Hillcott? Rubbish!” said Garry scornfully. “No, I trust my old burglar pal. Besides, I saw it in her hand.”

That hundred-pound note puzzled him. Knowing Wenda as he did now, he had been baffled by her attitude. She was a woman to whom money meant so much more than it meant to any other person he knew. That she should have burnt it was unthinkable, and he had at the back of his mind a dim conviction that she had made no attempt to pass it again into circulation.

“I was probably a fool not to call Hillcott as a witness before the stewards,” he said, sitting down at his desk.

“That’s what I say.”

It was Hillcott’s smug voice. He had come in, as was usual in his case, without knocking, without making his presence known. Hillcott was not above acquiring first-hand information on most subjects by any means which suggested themselves to him.

Garry looked at him for a long time thoughtfully. It was extremely doubtful if the stewards would have accepted Hillcott’s unsupported statement that he had given the note into Wenda’s hands, particularly as she had already conveyed to the turf authorities the man’s doubtful antecedents. But there was another possibility…

“Hillcott, do you remember my writing a letter on the back of a banknote on the first day of Ascot?” he asked.

Hillcott nodded. He remembered the circumstances very well, had retailed the story, not to Garry’s housemaid, whom he loathed, but to his cronies who, curiously enough, comprised the household staff of Welbury Hall.

“Yes. I lent you the pencil,” he said.

Garry’s eyebrows went up.

“Of course you did!”

Fumbling in his pocket, Hillcott produced two inches of dingy wood.

“Here it is — the very one!”

He held it up for inspection.

“I’ve had it for years. In fact, I’ve marked my shirts with that pencil for four years.”

John stared at him.

“Marked your shirts with it?”

“On the collar,” explained Hillcott. “You know what happens to a shirt at the laundry, don’t you? You send out a new shirt and get back an old camisole.”

Garry Anson reached out his hand and took the pencil.

“And you mark them with that pencil?” he said slowly. “Let me see it.”

“They don’t cost much,” said the informative Hillcott. “You can buy ’em for sixpence. I pinched that one from the milkman.”

Garry wetted the end of the pencil, rubbed it on his finger and gasped.

“Well, what do you think of that?” he asked breathlessly.

John walked across, examined the blue mark on the finger and was still unenlightened.

“What about it?”

“A copying pencil,” said Garry slowly. “Do you see?”

Hillcott smirked.

“That’s right — indelible,” he said. “That’s why it’s lasted so long.”

The full significance of the discovery dawned upon John Dory.

“Good Lord! Then the message on the back of the note wouldn’t rub out!”

That was the thought that filled Garry’s mind. He had neither seen nor handled a copying pencil since he was a child, but his thoughts flashed back to a certain incident when le was a schoolboy and had marked a library book, to his own undoing.

“If she couldn’t rub it out,” he said slowly, “the note has not gone back to the bank.”

He heard a gasp from Hillcott. The tremendousness of the man’s conclusion had rendered him speechless and he was making ineffectual and grotesque signs.

“What’s the matter with you?” asked Garry, in astonishment.

“If it’s not gone back to the bank,” Hillcott found his voice, and a very hollow voice— “I’ll bet you it’s in that tinpot safe of hers!”

“Safe?”

Garry knew Welbury House very well. He had never seen a safe there and indeed there was very little that either Willie or his wife had that was of such value that it could be put behind closed doors.

“What safe?” he asked.

“She’s got a safe in her room,” said Hillcott, almost tremulously.

“In her bedroom?”

The little man nodded.

“That’s right, in her bedroom.”

“How do you know?” demanded Garry sternly.

Hillcott was visibly embarrassed.

“I’ve seen it,” he said.

Garry ran his fingers through his hair, bewildered.

“You’ve seen it? You mean you’ve been in Lady Panniford’s bedroom?”

Hillcott inclined his head gravely. It was, he felt instinctively, not a moment for jest.

“The ‘ousemaid showed me round the ‘ouse,” he said “Lady Panniford wasn’t there.”

“I should hope not!” said Garry indignantly. “Well?”

“I seen it,” said Hillcott. “Mind you, I’ve seen that sort o: thing before — hundreds of ‘em, you might say thousands of ’em — jag jog jig jug!”

Garry stared at him. John Dory was momentarily suspicious.

“What do you mean by that?” asked Garry.

“Bag beg bog big,” said Hillcott.

The two men exchanged glances. John nodded.

“I’m afraid he has looked upon the wine when it was red,” he said.

“Are you drunk?” demanded Garry.

Hillcott closed his eyes wearily.

“I wish you meant it,” he said. “No; I’m talking about the safe. It’s a Weiler. There’s hundreds of ’em in country houses They’re fireproof and rainproof. A burglar doesn’t have to open ‘em, he just breathes on ‘em.”

He gave an illustration; it was annoying to John, who stood nearest to him.

“They’re easy, are they?” asked Garry.

“Easy?” said the scornful Hillcott. “They’re not easy, they’re childish! They’re combination safes. Jag jug jig jag, bag beg bog big, sit sot set sat—”

A light dawned on Garry.

“I see what you mean — a combination safe of thee letters.”

Hillcott nodded.

“You’ve only got to try thirty combinations and you’re bound to get it open. You can always hear when you’ve struck the first letter — it makes a sort of little click. A feller I know used to take a stereoscope — one of them things doctors have to listen to your chest—”

“A stethoscope,” suggested Dory.

“Something like that. You put it against the safe and you can hear when you’ve found the first letter. Personally, I can hear it without.”

“Did you ever open one of these in your professional career?” asked John.

Hillcott smiled pityingly.

“You might as well ask me if I’ve ever opened a cupboard door. Yes, I’ve opened a dozen, but I never had the luck to find anything in one.”

A long silence followed, Garry looking thoughtfully at John.

“That’s all right, Hubert,” he said. “Bring some more whisky.”

Hillcott was visibly disappointed. The conversation had taken a most interesting turn; he thought events might have developed on fascinating lines. He picked up the empty decanter and strolled out. He did not close the door — Hillcott never closed doors or any other avenue of vicarious information. Garry crossed the room after him, pulled the door shut and came back to where John was standing.

He knew all that his friend was thinking; there was no need to go into any elaborate preamble.

“What do you think?” asked Garry.

Dory pursed his lips.

“It’s a pretty desperate idea,” he said.

“It’s a pretty desperate situation,” said Garry.

“Is she staying here the night?”

Garry nodded.

“Is Willie here?”

“I don’t think so. I have a dim recollection that somebody said he was in London, or had gone to London. Lascarne, of course, is staying there — he’s the only man in the house, and what a Hercules!”

He dropped into a deep chair. John could almost see his mind working.

“What was it Molly called her?” he mused. “Hoarder! I think I understand Wenda a little. She could no more destroy that hundred-pound note than I could smash a looking-glass.”

“Do you think it would be there, in the safe — wouldn’t she keep it at her bank?”

Garry shook his head.

“I don’t know. I shouldn’t imagine she’d take it to the bank — Good Lord, of course she wouldn’t! She’s told me half a dozen times that she wouldn’t keep money in a bank vault. She has an idea that the manager has a duplicate set of keys and goes down and examines the contents of all the deposit boxes. Wenda has queer ideas about people.”

Garry bit his lip thoughtfully.

“I don’t know…I don’t even know which is her room. But Hillcott does!”

“Are you sending him to — um — do the job, if you’ll excuse the expression?”

“Good Lord, no!” scoffed Garry. “Send Hillcott? That’d be a dirty trick.”

“No more than she deserves,” suggested John.

But Garry was not thinking of Wenda’s fine feelings: his mind was on Hubert, who had had two convictions and would certainly get penal servitude for the next.

“I don’t suppose he’d do it, anyway,” said John.

“Do it!” Garry laughed. “He’d jump at it. It’s any odds that he’s spied out the land already. It would be second nature to him.”

“If you don’t send Hillcott you’ll do it yourself?”

Garry nodded. The idea was already taking definite and exciting shape in his mind.

John Dory drew a long breath.

“Well, I’m not a very good burglar—” he began.

“You’re a bookmaker,” said Garry, “which is the next best thing!”

“ — but I’m very good at holding ladders.”

John Dory was trying to be cheerful and made a dismal failure of it. At a signal from Garry he rang the bell and Hillcott came back with a full decanter.

He moved at his leisure, anticipating the demand for information which was coming to him. He lingered long enough for Garry to make the plunge.

“Hillcott.” He called the man over to him. “Which is Lady Panniford’s bedroom?”

There was a mysterious look of scepticism in Mr Hillcott’s eyes.

“Don’t you know?” he asked. “In the left wing, looking towards the lawn. It has two casement windows; there’s a little dressing-room built out in front. There’s a gardener’s ladder hanging against the potting shed — it’s easy!”

“What did I tell you?” breathed Garry. “He’s reconnoitred the house from roof to basement!”

Hillcott purred, then suddenly felt he had to justify himself.

“It’s a matter of habit, you see — not that I ever thought of doing anything wrong, Captain. I’d no more dream of going wrong—”

“Your sentiments do you credit, Hillcott,” interrupted Garry. “Where is the safe located?”

“It’s in the wall, between the bed and the window,” said Hillcott eagerly. “You put your hand round the window to open it.”

He stepped back and looked at Garry.

“I could work out the combination in five minutes — I used to know ’em by heart.”

He looked at John Dory furtively, then at his employer.

“Do you want me to do a bust?” he asked in a hoarse whisper.

“A bust?”

Hillcott waggled his head impatiently.

“Well, a burglary, to use a more vulgar expression.”

Garry chuckled.

“No, Hubert, bless you! I’ll do all the busting that’s necessary.”

He walked quickly to his desk and sat down, pulled out a sheet of paper and unscrewed a fountain pen.

“Come over here; I want to get this right. Come along, John, you’re in this too. Anyway, now that the totalisator’s come you’ll have to learn a new trade.”

He drew a rough sketch plan from memory.

“Roughly, here’s the front of the house,” he said.

Hillcott, leaning over his shoulder, prompted him.

“There’s another bedroom there,” he pointed. “There’s the landing, and that sticking out bit is the dressing-room or bathroom. There’s the window — there’s another one there. There’s the bed — a very nice bed, too, though personally I like a bed to be a bed and not covered with cupids and whatnots.”

Garry sketched the marvellous bed.

“And there’s the safe.” Hillcott pointed. “Put an ‘e’ against it for ‘easy’. It’s about so high from the floor.” He indicated his throat. “You can’t see it; there’s a little picture that hides the door of the safe.”

“A picture of what?” asked Garry.

“Young women,” said Hillcott. “It’s farcical — they’ve got no clothes on. The frame works on a hinge — it opens like that.” He waggled his hand to and fro.

“Supposing she’s got a gun?” said John.

“Don’t be silly!” said Hillcott outrageously. “If she had a gun she’d only shoot herself. Women can’t use firearms, as all the world knows. Now, listen, Captain, I could do this job for you sweet.”

Garry shook his head.

“No, you’re not going near the place.”

“It’s not a job for an amateur,” said Hillcott.

“I’m not an amateur, I’m a professional bad man,” said Garry grimly. “Now tell me where that ladder’s kept?”

It was kept, as Hillcott explained, in a potting shed behind the hedge, and he drew Garry’s attention to the fact that he had not drawn the hedge.

“Now, Hillcott, you know nothing about this.”

“Naturally,” said Hillcott complacently.

“You’re not coming into it at all.”

Hillcott smiled.

“Don’t worry about me; I know how to talk to a judge.”

“I know,” agreed Garry. “That’s what I’m afraid of. If anybody goes to prison it will be Mr Dory or me — probably both.”

John blinked hard.

“That’ll be very interesting.”

“You won’t go to prison,” said Hillcott. “If you do, ask to be sent to Parkhurst; the food’s better.”

John Dory lit another cigarette; his hand was shaking slightly.

“What is it like at Brixton? I’d rather be in town.”

Hillcott, who had very little sense of humour, accepted the inquiry literally and was explaining the relative values of prison dietaries when an idea struck him and he turned to Garry.

“I know what you’re going after — that hundred!” And, when Garry nodded: “I’ll go and watch and see when the lights go out,” he said.

“Now listen, Hubert! You’ll stay here with the housemaid and establish an alibi. Ask her to sit up with you.”

“I’d sooner do six months!” said Hillcott loudly.

“You’re out of this, Hubert — you understand?”

“What do we want in the way of clothes?” asked John.

The novelty of the situation was brightening up an otherwise dismal prospect.

They would want, explained Hillcott, rubber overshoes and gloves, preferably thin gloves to work in. Gloves were an essential part of the burglar’s equipment: they left no fingermarks. And a small torch was necessary. There was one upstairs, he remembered. And also a pair of thick socks.

“To put on your feet?” asked the interested John.

“Put ’em on the top of the ladder, so that you don’t make a noise against the brickwork. But for the Lord’s sake don’t forget to bring ’em back — they’ve got your name on!”

“Do we want a jemmy?”

Hillcott made faces to express his derision.

“A jemmy! Why, a paperknife ain’t necessary! I’ll go and see if I can work out the combination — jag jug jog jig, beg big bog bag, din dun don den…”

“Look at my hand,” said Garry, when he had gone. It was trembling.

“That’s not too good,” said Dory.

“I’ll get over that in a minute,” said Garry. “It isn’t the fear of burgling a house, it’s the thought that I can go tomorrow to Garth and Innsbrook and stop that notice.”

“Tomorrow? When is The Calendar published?”

“In the afternoon.”

“The warning-off notice will be there—”

“It won’t!” Garry almost shouted the words. “If I have to kill somebody it won’t!”

Then came Hillcott, unbidden, carrying in his hand a little red pocket book. For a moment Garry thought that it might contain some secret instrument for the accomplishment of his purpose.

“I forgot all about this,” said Hillcott.

“What is it?” asked Garry curiously.

The man was turning the thing over in his hand, rubbing off against his cuff the dust that covered one side of the book; a reprehensible practice of Hillcott’s, but one which Garry was prepared for the moment to overlook.

“Do you remember old Lascarne—” he began.

“Mr Lascarne — yes,” said Garry. “I don’t have to exercise my memory very hard. He was here tonight.”

“Do you remember old — Mr Lascarne losing this, the week he was here at Ascot?”

Garry frowned.

“Why, of course. You looked for it and couldn’t find it. I’ll give it to him tomorrow. Where did you find it?”

“In the cupboard under the stairs.”

As Hillcott handed the book across, something fluttered to the floor.

“What’s that?”

“A bill,” said Hillcott.

Garry looked at him sternly.

“I suppose there’s nothing in this pocketbook you haven’t read?”

“Nothing at all,” said Hillcott. “Otherwise” — this with great unction— “how was I to know it was old Lascarne’s?”

Garry opened the bill and looked at it uncomprehendingly. It was an hotel bill — a Liverpool hotel — and it was made out to Mr and Mrs Sundridge. Even then he did not understand. And then dimly he remembered the scene in that very room on the morning of the first day of Ascot, and Willie’s accusation, and Wenda’s indignant denial. Here was the bill…in Henry Lascarne’s pocketbook.

“Well, I’ll be—” began Garry.

For the moment he forgot the projected burglary.
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Fate Had given him a tremendously powerful weapon, a weapon he would not scruple to use if the occasion arose.

Under the direction of Hillcott he equipped himself for the evening’s work. Hillcott refused to be left behind; he, also, was a holder of ladders and might be — probably would be — invaluable on the field of action.

The thin gloves were most difficult to come by. Garry ransacked his bureau to find two pairs. Eventually Hillcott got them from the cook — two pairs of cotton gloves, one white, one a genteel grey. They had been bought in Ostend.

“It’s funny, you wouldn’t think the old girl had ever been out of England, would you? She went on a two days’ excursion—”

“Spare me details of the cook’s follies,” said Garry.

He tried on the gloves; they were too big but would serve. Hillcott had found a couple of electric torches and there were rubber goloshes in plenty. Garry reduced the lights in the study to one and then they crept out into the garden.

The easiest way would be through the garden itself, which adjoined Welbury; but Hillcott counselled the road.

“There’s nobody about at this time of night,” he said. “The village copper goes home at nine. His wife’s expecting a baby. The patrol sergeant went by a quarter of an hour ago — I saw the light of his bicycle.”

They walked in single file along the dark road. On the right, midway between the two houses, was a narrow lane; as they passed, Garry threw up the light of his torch, more to test it than for any other purpose.

“Don’t go flashing that about,” began Hillcott sharply. “Is there anything there, sir?”

Garry had stopped. Parked in the lane he had seen a car.

“That’s a pretty big fellow,” he said. “Come and have a look, John.”

It was not only big but new, an Italian car of imposing performance, with an enormous radiator that glittered in the rays of his torch. It was brand new; the paintwork shone like lacquer. It could not have come from the makers’ hands more than a few days before. Throwing his torch on the speedometer, Garry saw that it had covered less than a thousand miles.

“Who on earth leaves a brand new Isotta in a dark lane with all its lights out?” he asked. “Who’s got an Isotta round here, Hillcott?”

Hillcott had never seen, it before, could not even guess its ownership. Garry was puzzled. He walked round the machine; three large suitcases were strapped on the roof grid. There was a heavy overcoat on the driver’s seat.

“That’s odd,” he said, and came back to the main road.

Before he had time to discuss the mystery of the car he saw a figure walking slowly towards it. He was in the middle of the road, and recognized the shape and movement of it.

“You two get back and try the garden entrance,” he whispered. “I’ll go on. I think he spotted me.”

“Who is it?” asked John.

Garry signalled him to get back and he himself went on, lighting a cigarette. Lascarne stood in the middle of the road, waiting for him. He wore a light overcoat turned up to his ears, for the night was chilly.

“Hullo! Taking a stroll?” he asked. “I’m just off to Ascot.”

“I thought you were spending the night here.”

“Don’t be absurd, my dear fellow. I couldn’t stay the night — Willie’s in town. I’m walking over to collect my car at Ascot. I say, I’m terribly sorry about this business.”

“I think you said that before,” said Garry.

For the moment he had forgotten ‘this business’, and he certainly had no wish to be reminded of Stewards and Racing Calendars and the consequences of his Ascot indiscretion.

“Wenda’s terribly upset. She’s gone to bed.”

“Willie’s in town, is he?” asked Garry, more to change the subject than from any interest in Willie’s movements.

“Yes; he’s coming down tomorrow. What are you doing out so late?”

It was a bold question, coming from Henry. Mr Lascarne was, as a rule, entirely incurious about other people’s business.

“Good for the figure, Henry, a little walk after supper.”

He passed on, but Lascarne’s voice brought him back.

“I say—” he was awkward and embarrassed “ — I hope you don’t mind me saying this…but if things aren’t going too well with you — I mean financially — you can — er — call on me for anything you want — I mean…money…”

He was so embarrassed, so obviously sincere, that Garry warmed to him. Henry Lascarne was the last man in the world he expected would offer him help; it was another of those curiously unexpected things that happen in real life.

“That’s terribly good of you, Henry; but really, I don’t want money.”

“I know I’m not a friend of yours,” Lascarne stumbled on. “I mean, I’m not exactly—”

“I know what you mean.” Garry patted him on the shoulder. “I’m awfully grateful. But honestly, I’m rolling in wealth.”

He would have gone on, but Henry again interrupted him.

“I mean, I’m not giving you something for nothing. I should charge you interest and all that sort of thing, because it’s business.”

Garry’s laugh stopped him.

“Don’t spoil it, Henry. I’m leaving you with a feeling that you’re a generous old soul and you insist on representing yourself as a usurer.”

Henry puzzled him; but then he realized that Henry had always puzzled him.

He was nearing Welbury House when he heard the sound of a car coming towards him and wondered if it were the new one he had just passed. The noise it made, however, was familiar. The car slowed as it passed him and he saw its tall light disappearing into the drive of Welbury House. Here was a new complication, for he had recognized the car as Willie’s.

Going ahead cautiously, he turned into the drive and had another surprise, for he found the car parked on the grass verge in the shade of a big chestnut. The radiator was hot. Why had Willie left it here? There was a big stable yard into which it was usually driven.

Garry went farther along, keeping a sharp lookout for the man, but did not see him. The house was in darkness. Wenda’s room he could now distinguish, thanks to Hillcott’s plan. There was no light in her window or in the lower part of the house.

Willie had a room in the farther wing, with a private entrance. Garry moved noiselessly to the far wing, but found no evidence that the owner of the house had reached his apartment. He went on to the lower garden and here he found John Dory and Hillcott and held a whispered council of war.

“It almost looks as if Panniford had come down from London to collect something and he’s going away immediately. He’s left his car in the drive near the gate.”

“Everybody’s leaving cars about tonight,” said Dory irritably. The adventure was getting on his nerves.

“We’ve got to take the risk, anyway,” said Garry. “Where’s that ladder?”

They found it after a brief search. It was chained to the wall, but then, as Hillcott explained in a whisper, ladders are very often chained to walls without really bothering the people who needed them. With the aid of an ingenious instrument he carried, he wrenched out the staples and the three men lifted the ladder to the ground. Getting it through the complications of a kitchen garden, through the lych gates, around peculiarly acute angles of walls, was a difficult and hair-raising business. Hillcott seemed to have the eyes of a cat. He went ahead, with one hand steadying the end of the ladder, which the two men carried and, thanks to his guidance, they were able to reach the lawn without mishap, though John Dory had twice blundered into a frame, happily without hurt, for the glass lid of it was raised.

There was still no sound from the house and no sign of life or movement. Hillcott drew the socks on to the end of the ladder and himself raised it and placed it gently in position. One of the casement windows was ajar. Again he repeated to Garry the exact location of every article of furniture in the room.

“Up you go,” he whispered and Garry began the ascent.

His heart was beating wildly; he was almost sick with excitement; his mouth and throat were dry; the hands that gripped the side of the ladder were trembling. Worse than this, his legs were curiously powerless; he could hardly drag his feet from rung to rung.

Halfway up he stopped to get breath and to gain resolution and quietude of mind, then, he continued to the top, pushed open, the casement, lifted the catch noiselessly and, with his head whirling, groped one leg into the room and gently lowered himself to the floor.

There was, in this room of Wenda’s, a curiously lovely fragrance that was so faint as to be almost imperceptible, yet so distinct as to overpower him. He stood in the shadow of the curtains listening. There was no sound but the loud thumping of his own heart. At that moment he would have given all he possessed to be safely in his own study.

And then there came to him a realization of what it would mean to him if he found what he had set out to find and that thought steadied and nerved him.

Still no sound. He put out his hand gingerly and groped along the wall. Presently he found the outline of a picture frame. He pulled at its edge, as Hillcott had directed. It swung back like a door and beneath he touched a cold steel knob.

He listened again; there was no sound. Wenda was sleeping heavily. It was odd to think that she was here, within reach of him, the woman who had betrayed him, who had lied him to ruin, sleeping peacefully…It was unbelievable, unrealizable.

He threw a pinpoint of light from his torch on to the dial beneath the knob of the safe and began working out combinations, listening for the clicks which would tell him he had found the first letter. Hillcott’s hearing must have been more acute than his, for he heard nothing. He tried twenty combinations and was growing desperate. Then, suddenly, a voice said:

“Who’s there?”

It was Wenda. He stood still, hardly daring to breathe.

“Who’s there?” asked the voice again, and he heard the creak of the bed as somebody moved.

He edged nearer to the window, when suddenly came a click and a flood of light. Wenda, her dressing-gown wound round her sat on the other side of the bed, staring at him.

“Garry!” she gasped. “Garry!”

He saw her eyes go swiftly to the bolted door, then they came back to him. Then they fell upon a little clock on a shelf near where he stood. He noticed mechanically that it was an alarm clock and that the alarm hand was pointing at four. Why did Wenda want to wake at four, he wondered vaguely.

“Good God! Garry! You! What are you doing here? You’ve been trying to open my safe!”

It brought his mind back to his objective and to his own position. He felt uncomfortably foolish.

“Yes, I’ve been trying to open your safe.”

It was a futile rejoinder, but there was no other that suggested itself at that moment.

“What do you want?” she asked.

What did he want? Even that important detail had gone out of his mind.

“Money,” he said.

Her brows met.

“Money?”

He nodded.

“A certain hundred-pound note.”

He was feeling more sure of himself, less of a fool.

“Oh, I see,” she nodded. Then the corner of her lips curled. “I never had it. I’d forgotten that little fiction of yours…how ridiculous!”

“It doesn’t make me laugh,” said Garry.

There was a little pause; he saw the colour coming back to the pale face. It was not embarrassment but anger which moved her.

“Get out of here before I call somebody.”

She reached for the telephone. Garry could afford to smile.

“It’s all right, my dear; you needn’t bother to phone — the wires are cut. I have forgotten nothing.” He pointed to the wall. “Open that safe.”

“Are you mad?” she gasped.

“No, I’m very sane. I want that safe opened and I want to see what’s inside it,” he said.

He was cool enough now. She had lost the first round of the fight, and knew it.

“If you don’t get out of here I’ll call Willie,” she said. “It is monstrous—”

“I shouldn’t call Willie if I were you. It is much easier to open the safe. Just think how foolish I shall look if the thing I expect to find there isn’t there at all!”

Again she looked at the door and now her manner changed.

“Oh, Garry. don’t be a fool! You’re drunk! just imagine how ridiculous you’d look if I sent for the servants and a policeman. Whatever induced you to do a stupid thing like this? Come over and see me in the morning — and talk things over.”

Garry shook his head.

“I’ll talk things over here and now. By morning that note will be burnt. It would break your heart, but you’d do it. I want a hundred-pound note with a message written on the back.”

He could speak with assurance, almost with certainty. He knew now that the note was there, would have wagered his life on it. Wenda would never have parleyed if the safe had been empty. She was fencing for time, could even in her rage simulate the old attitude of geniality and friendship. How much of a simulation it was she showed him immediately, when her tone changed.

“I’ll see you dead before I give it to you!” she breathed, and his heart leapt.

“A word will open this safe. Give me that word,” he said.

She was clasping and unclasping her hands, her bright eyes never leaving his.

“Oh, Garry, don’t be so melodramatic! Now go home and be sensible.”

“I want to search that safe,” said Garry, “and I’ll not go until I do.”

“Then you’ll stay here until I send for the police,” she said furiously.

His answer was to strip his gloves and throw them on the bed.

“Send for them. I’m sorry now I cut the wire.”

He looked round the room. It was quite a charming room. Hillcott had said so, and he was a man of taste. Wenda did not hide her fury now; she almost sprang towards him.

“You beast…you…”

“Will you open the safe?”

“I’ll be damned if I will!” she breathed. “You should have sent Hillcott to do this work — he wouldn’t have wakened me. I should have left it to the alarm clock—”

“What’s happening at four this morning?” he asked.

She drew back as though she had been struck.

“I — I don’t know what you mean,” she faltered.

“I notice your alarm clock is set at four.”

“I never use it…it’s been like that since I had it.”

He lifted the clock and was about to turn the hands when she snatched it from him.

“How stupid you are! Garry, you’re behaving like a man in a play.”

She looked towards the safe.

“You don’t imagine you’d find anything here, do you? I paid the note into the bank.”

“Did you rub out the message?” he asked.

“Of course I did.”

No simulation now. She was being quite frank to all appearance.

He shook his head.

“The message was written in copying pencil and it couldn’t be rubbed out — I suppose you discovered that for yourself.”

“Will you go?” she said. “If Willie knew you were here—”

“Call him,” he suggested and she took hold of herself, checked the exasperation that was near to panic.

“You’re blackmailing me!”

“Yes, I’m blackmailing you.”

He took from his pocket a little red cover.

“Do you see this?”

She looked at it; for a moment it had no meaning.

“What is it?”

“Something to go into your safe when it is opened,” he said slowly and deliberately. “A pocketbook containing an hotel bill. The Adelphi Hotel, Liverpool…Mr and Mrs Sundridge. Somebody kept it as a souvenir and lost it.”

Her face had gone a shade paler. Knowing all that he knew a few days later, he could never understand what she found in that bill so discreditable that its possession by himself was unbearable to her. Was there an especial romance in this, or was it that she wished to clear up the one incident that might bring her into court and disturb the serenity of the life she had planned?

She walked swiftly past him, turned the knob deftly and surely and he watched.

“Sin — s-i-n” he repeated. “Hubert didn’t think of that.”

She was going to put her hand into the deep recess that was revealed when the circular steel door swung open, but he caught her by the wrist.

“I’ll look.”

He pulled out paper after paper. Almost the first things he found were the bearer bonds that she had lost. He stuffed them in his pocket and continued his search. Then his fingers closed on something crisp and he drew out a banknote and could have shouted with joy when he saw the blurred message written on its back.

“What have you got to say?” he breathed.”

“Here’s the twenty thousand you lost and the message you never received.”

He looked at the note again.

“You tried to rub it out, but you couldn’t.”

“Give me that book.” Her voice was hard, unemotional.

His heart was full of sorrow for her in that moment of her humiliation.

“Wenda, how could you do it? How could you do it?”

“Give me the book.”

He took the bonds from his pocket and turned them over.

“There’s fifteen thousand here. You used the other five. You thought you might as well hang for a sheep as for a lamb. Wenda, you fool, if you’d wanted money—”

“If I wanted money!” Her pent fury, burst forth in a torrent. “Who are you…what are you to sit in judgement on me? I hate you! I’ve always hated you! You had no right to give me the money. You knew I was poor, that I hated poverty, that I’d got a sot of a husband; you tempted me the only kind of temptation that a man like you could offer me! Now give me the book and get out!”

He held up his hand suddenly to cheek her. He had heard a sound outside, the creak of a floorboard.

“Where does Willie sleep?” he said in a low voice.

“He’s in London—” she began impatiently.

“He’s not in London; his car passed me on the road. I saw it in the drive as I came up.”

Her mouth opened in consternation.

“You’re trying to frighten me…you’re lying!”

“Don’t be absurd.”

He caught her by the arm and drew her to the window. From where they stood he could see the dim lights of the car twinkling through the overhanging leaves of the trees.

“It’s there.”

He could hear her quick breathing.

“How long has it been there?”

“Over half an hour. The radiator was hot when I passed.”

“But—”

The palm of his hand went over her mouth. His lips went close to her car.

“I saw the door handle turning. Is it locked?”

She nodded.

“Wenda! Open this damned door, will you? You’ve got a man there — I know you’ve got a man there!”

It was the roar of Willie’s bull voice.

“Open the door or I’ll break it in!”

The door shook furiously. Wenda looked from the door to a small table by the side of the bed. For the first time Garry noticed that her open dressing-case was there and that on a chair near by were her folded clothes.

“What am I to do?”

He thought quickly.

“There’s nothing for you to do. It’s up to me.”

To her horror he walked straight to the door, turned the key, slipped back the bolt and flung it open. Willie came staggering in. He was in dishevelled evening dress; his tie had worked round under his ear, his hair was untidy, his red, inflamed face distorted with fury.

“Ah, Garry!” He almost screamed the words. “Garry Anson, eh…I guessed it!”

Molly came in, her face as white as death, drawing on her dressing-gown as she came.

“What is it? Oh, Willie, what is it?”

She stared at Garry, unbelievingly and then at Wenda; and then her eyes wandered to the open safe; and Garry, watching her, saw her smile and knew that she understood.

“You want to know what it’s all about do you?” quavered Willie. “That’s what it’s all about!” He pointed to Garry. “I’ve known this has been going on for some time…now I’ve caught you!”

“Don’t make a fool of yourself,” said Garry.

“You thought I’d gone to London, eh, didn’t you? You thought I was out of the way — you came to make it up, I suppose?”

He drew near threateningly, but Garry did not move.

“If I had a gun I’d shoot you…you swine!” He glared at his wife. “As for you, you little brute, you lying, deceitful…!”

He lurched drunkenly towards her. Garry caught him by the lapels of his coat and swung him round.

“Willie, when you’ve recovered from your hysteria you will see that a burglary has been committed.” He pointed to the safe.

“Don’t tell me a lot of—”

“Shut up! Do you want all the world to know what a fool you are?” said Garry and pushed him bodily towards the evidence of burglary.

He staggered up, blinked at the open safe door and then at the stockinged top of the ladder against the window.

“Burglary?” he rubbed his head stupidly and then glowered down at Garry. “What are you doing here?”

“I’m being a good neighbour,” said Garry lightly.

It was here that Wenda found her voice.

“Are you satisfied?” she asked.

“What’s he doing here?” Willie pointed a shaking forefinger at the intruder. “That’s what I want to know.”

“If it comes to that,” said Garry, “what is John Dory doing here?”

He walked to the window and whistled. John Dory, who had stood on the lawn undecided whether he should fly or stand his ground, came to the foot of the ladder.

“Just step up and meet a friend of mine, will you, John?”

John came up with visions of prison and solitary cells dangling before his eyes. His first words when he reached the window level, were:

“Well, I’m in it too! I suppose we’ll get ten years for this.”

“You saw the burglar, didn’t you?” said Garry loudly. “You remember, we found the ladder against the window and we came over to see what help we could give.”

Willie’s fury had died out. He lumbered across the room to where Wenda was sitting and laid his heavy hand on her shoulder.

“Sorry, old girl,” he mumbled.

Garry took Molly by the arm and led her to the door.

“You get to bed. I’ll not be seeing you in the morning; I’ve got a long journey ahead of me, but you will dine with me tomorrow night and we’ll fix things.”

He kissed her and Wenda permitted herself to smile sourly.

“Replenishing your fortunes, Garry?” she asked avidly.

Garry nodded.

“Something like that,” he said.

Willie went away, at his suggestion, to interview the police — it had been Hillcott’s idea to cut the telephone wires, on the whole a very excellent idea. Garry waited until the drone of Willie Panniford’s car had died away and then he held up the little red book. She would have snatched it from him, but Garry had another request to make — a letter that he had brought with him, addressed to the stewards. For possibly it needed this confession to support the evidence of the banknote and with amazing readiness she signed the document.

“I’m terribly sorry, Garry, that this happened as it has. I think I told you once before that I get panic-stricken — I’m afraid you’ll have to put it all down to panic and hysteria and all the odd things that women plead in extenuation of their most desperate deeds!”

She was flippant, almost gay and he wondered why.

“You’ll marry Molly, of course? I always thought you would — I hope you’ll be happy. I suppose you don’t want me to give you a receipt for this book?”

There was a touch of the sardonic in her voice. “All you need do is to say ‘thank you’”

“Why ‘thank you’?” she asked innocently.

“I’ve saved your fair name.”

She laughed at this. “I’m sorry you haven’t got all your money back, but really my friendship was worth five thousand pounds. I’ve taught you something about women that you didn’t know before. As for Henry — well, I’m awfully fond of Henry. By the way, have you seen his new car — that beautiful Isotta?”

Garry walked to the door and paused.

“Why did you want to be wakened at four?”

She waved him out.

“Curiosity brought trouble to the Garden of Eden, Garry,” she said and he remembered a certain morning at Ascot and shuddered.

They were waiting for him below, Dory, with the socks in his hand, impatient to be gone, Hillcott a little bored. They went back to Daneham Lodge through the garden. It was nearly three o’clock before they finished celebrating the great event and then Garry’s chauffeur brought the Rolls round.

As they moved down towards the road, a car reared past. Garry had a glimpse of it — a brand new Isotta, with three big cases piled on top. It was half past four…Wenda had not gone back to bed again and the alarm that was to call her at four o’clock for an important engagement was unnecessary.

Garry heard all about it from Molly when he came back from Doncaster. He stopped in London to collect The Calendar, which was wet from the printers’ hands.

“They must have gone straight to the Continent, she and Henry. Willie was heartbroken for nearly an hour. There’ll be a divorce, of course and then I hope Mrs Arkwright will make an honest man of him. But I do wish I knew where Wenda had gone — it would be so embarrassing to meet her when we’re on our honeymoon, Garry.”

“Look at this.”

He picked up The Calendar from the table and paraded it triumphantly. It was the same sedate publication she knew, but with a difference. On the front page was a blank space, where evidently a notice had been expunged at the last moment.

“The printers had to saw off the tops of the type with a chisel,” said Garry. “It was my warning-off notice. I’m going to have that Calendar framed!”


The End
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Table of Contents


They were all in this business — Dick Allenby, inventor and heir-at-law; Jerry Dornford, man about town and wastrel; Mike Hennessey, theatrical adventurer; Mary Lane, small part actress; Leo Moran, banker and speculator; Horace Tom Tickler — alas, for him! — was very much in it, though he knew nothing about it.

Mr Washington Wirth, who gave parties and loved flattery; old Hervey Lyne and the patient Binny, who pushed his invalid chair and made his breakfast and wrote his letters — and Surefoot Smith.

There came a day when Binny, who was an assiduous reader of newspapers that dealt with the more picturesque aspects of crime, was to find himself the focal point of attention and his evidence read by millions who had never before heard of him — a wonderful experience.

Mr Washington Wirth’s parties were most exclusive affairs and, in a sense, select. The guests were chosen with care, and might not, in the manner of the age, invite the uninvited to accompany them; but they were, as Mary Lane said, ‘an odd lot’. She went because Mike Hennessey asked her, and she rather liked the stout and lethargic Mike. People called him ‘poor old Mike’ because of his bankruptcies, but just now sympathy would be wasted on him. He had found Mr Washington Wirth, a patron of the theatre and things theatrical, and Mr Washington Wirth was a very rich man.

He was also a mysterious man. He was generally believed to live in the Midlands and to be associated with industry.

His London address was the Kellner Hotel, but he never slept there. His secretary would telephone in advance for the Imperial suite on a certain day, and on the evening of that day, when supper was laid for his twenty or thirty guests, and the specially hired orchestra was tuning up, he would appear, a stout, flaxen-haired man in horn-rimmed glasses. The uncharitable said his flaxen hair was a wig, which may or may not have been true.

He was perfectly tailored. He spoke in a high, falsetto voice, had a trick of clicking his heels and kissing the hands of his lady guests which was very Continental.

His guests were hand-picked. He chose — or Mike chose for him — the smaller theatrical fry; members of the chorus, small part actresses, an obscure singer or two.

Once Mike had suggested a brighter kind of party. Mr Wirth was shocked.

‘I want nothing fast,’ he said.

He loved adulation — and had his fill of it. He was a generous spender, a giver of expensive presents; people living on the verge of poverty might be excused a little flattering.

You could not gate-crash one of Mr Washington Wirth’s parties, invitations to which came in the shape of a small oblong badge, not unlike the badge worn by the ladies in the Royal Enclosure at Ascot, on which the name of the invited guest was written. This the recipient wore; it served a double purpose, for it enabled Mr Wirth to read and address each of his guests by her name.

Mary Lane was well aware that the invitation was no tribute to her own eminence.

‘I suppose if I had been a really important guest I shouldn’t have been invited?’ she said.

Mike smiled goodnaturedly.

‘You are important, Mary — the most important person here. The old boy wanted to know you.’

‘Who is he?’

Mike shook his head. ‘He’s got all the money in the world,’ he said.

She laughed. Mary Lane was very lovely when she laughed.

She was conscious that Washington Wirth, albeit occupied with the cooing attention of two blonde lovelies, was watching her out of the side of his eyes.

‘He gives lots of parties, doesn’t he?’ she asked. ‘Dick Allenby told me today that they are monthly affairs. He must be rich, of course, or he wouldn’t keep our play running. Honestly, Mike, we must be losing a fortune at the Sheridan.’

Mike Hennessey took his cigar from his mouth and looked at the ash. ‘I’m not losing a fortune,’ he said. Then, most unexpectedly: ‘Old Hervey Lyne a friend of yours, Mary?’

She denied the friendship with some vigour. ‘No, he’s my guardian. Why?’

Mike put back his cigar deliberately.

The orchestra had struck up a waltz. Mr Wirth was gyrating awkwardly, holding at arm’s length a lady who was used to being held more tightly.

‘I had an idea you were connected,’ he said. ‘Moneylender, wasn’t he? That’s how he made his stuff. Is Mr Allenby related to him?’

There was a certain significance in the question, and she flushed.

‘Yes — his nephew.’ She was a little disconcerted. ‘Why?’

Mike looked past her at the dancers.

‘Trying to pretend they enjoy it,’ he said.’ They’re all getting gold-mounted handbags tonight — you’ll get yours.’

‘But why do you ask about Mr Lyne?’ she persisted.

‘Just wondering how well you knew the old man. No, he’s never lent me money. He wants gilt-edged security and I’ve never had it. Moran’s his banker.’

Mike was one of those disconcerting men whose speech followed the eccentric course of their thoughts.

He chuckled.

‘Funny, that, Mary. Moran’s his banker. You don’t see the joke, but I do.’

She knew Leo Moran slightly. He was by way of being a friend of Dick Allenby’s, and he was, she knew, a frequent visitor to the theatre, though he never came ‘back stage’.

When Mike was being cryptic it was a waste of time trying to catch up with him. She looked at her watch.

‘Will he be very annoyed if I leave soon? I’ve promised to go on to the Legation.’

He shook his head, took her gently by the arm, and led her up to where Mr Wirth was being delightfully entertained by three pretty girls who were trying to guess his age.

‘My little friend has to go, Mr Wirth,’ he said. ‘She’s got a rehearsal in the morning.’

‘Perfectly understood!’ said the host.

When he smiled he had white, even teeth, for which no thanks were due to nature.

‘Perfectly understood. Come again, Miss Mary Lane. I’ll be back from abroad in three weeks.’

She took his big, limp hand and shook it. Mike escorted her out and helped her into her coat.

‘Another hour for me and then I pack up,’ he said,’ He never stays after one. By the way, I’ll bring on your gift to the theatre.’

She liked Mike — everybody liked Mike. There was hardly an actor or an actress in London who had not agreed to take half-salary from him. He could cry very convincingly when he was ruined, and he was always ruined when hard-hearted people expected him to pay what he owed them.

A lovable soul, entirely dishonest. Nobody knew what he did with the money which he had lost for so many people, but the probability is that it was usefully employed.

‘I don’t know what’s the matter with our play,’ he said, as he walked with her along the corridor to the elevator. ‘Maybe it’s the title — Cliffs of Fate — what does it mean? I’ve seen the darn’ thing forty times and still I don’t know what it’s about.’

She stared at him, aghast.’ But you chose it!’ she protested.

He shook his head. ‘He did.’ He jerked his thumb back to Mr Wirth’s suite. ‘He said it made him feel a better man when he read it. It’s never made me want to go more regularly to the synagogue!’

He saw Mary depart, fussed over her like a broody hen. He liked Mary because she was real in a world of unreality. The first time he had taken her out to supper he had offered her a few suggestions on the quickest method by which a young actress might reach stardom, and her name in lights, and she had answered him sanely and yet in a way that did not entirely wound his vanity — and the vanity of a fat man is prodigious.

Thereafter she went into a new category: he had many; she was the only woman in the world he really liked, though, it is said, he loved many. He strolled back to the hectic atmosphere of the supper-room — Mr Wirth was presenting the bags.

He was unusually gay: usually he drank very little, but tonight…Well, he had promised to drink a whole bottle of champagne if anybody guessed his age, and one of the three pretty girls had guessed thirty-two.

‘Good God!’ said Mike, when they told him.

As soon as was expedient he took his patron aside.

‘About time these people went, Mr Wirth,’ he said.

Mr Wirth smiled foolishly; spoke with the refeenment which wine brings to some. ‘My deah, deah fellah! I’m quate ceepable of draving myself to deah old Coventry.’

Certainly this was a new Mr Wirth. Mike Hennessey was troubled. He felt he was in danger of losing a priceless possession. It was as though the owner of a secret gold mine, from which he was drawing a rich dividend, were hoisting a great napping flag to mark its site.

‘What you want,’ he said agitatedly, ‘is something cooling. Just wait here, will you?’

He ran out, saw the head waiter, and came back very soon with a little blue bottle. He measured a tablespoonful of white granules into a wineglass and filled it with water; then he handed this fizzling, hissing potion to the giver of the feast.

‘Drink,’ he said.

Mr Wirth obeyed. He stopped and gasped between the gulps.

By now the last guest had gone.

‘All right?’ asked Mike anxiously.

‘Quite all right,’ snapped the other.

He seemed suddenly sober. Mike, at any rate, was deceived.

He did not see his friend to his car, because that was against the rules. Mr Wirth, wrapped in a heavy coat, the collar of which was turned up, his hat at a rakish angle over his eyes, made his way to the garage near the hotel, had his car brought out, and was getting into it when the watcher sidled up to him.

‘Can I have a word with you, mister?’

Mr Wirth surveyed him glassily, climbed into his seat and shifted his gear.

‘Can I have a word—’

The car jerked forward. The little interviewer, who had one foot on the running board, was sent sprawling. He got up and began to run after the car, to the amusement of the garage workers; car and pursuer vanished in the darkness.
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The trailer lost his quarry in Oxford Street and wandered disconsolately onward. A sort of homing instinct led him towards Regent’s Park. Naylors Crescent was a magnificent little side street leading from the outer circle. It was very silent, its small, but stately, houses were in darkness.

Mr Tickler — such was his peculiar name — stopped before No. 17 and looked up at the window. The white blinds were drawn down and the house was lifeless. He stood, with his hands thrust into his pockets, blinking at the green door that he knew so well, at the three worn steps leading down, and the hollow steel railway that masons had fixed into the stonework to allow the easy descent of an invalid chair.

Inside was wealth, immense, incalculable wealth, and a stupid old man on the verge of the grave. Outside were poverty and resentment, the recollection of the rigours of Pentonville Prison, a sense of injustice. Old Lyne slept on the first floor.

His bed was between these two high windows. That lower window marked the study where he sat in the daytime. There was a safe in the wall, full of useless old papers. Old Lyne never kept money in the house. All his life he had advertised this habit. A burglar or two had gone to enormous trouble to prove him a liar and had got nothing for their pains.

There he was, sleeping in luxury, the old rat, under featherweight blankets specially woven for him, under a satin coverlet packed tight with rare down, and here was he, Horace Tom Tickler, with a pinch of silver in his pocket.

But, perhaps he was not there at all? That was an old trick of his, to be out when everybody thought he was in, and in when they thought he was out.

He walked up and down the quiet cul-de-sac for nearly an hour, turning over in his mind numerous schemes, mostly impracticable, then he slouched back towards the bright streets and coffee stalls. He took a short cut through the mews to reach Portland Place, and the most astounding luck was with him.

A policeman walking through Baynes Mews heard the sound of a man singing. It was, if his hearing gave a right impression, the voice of one who had gone far in insobriety, and the voice came from a tiny flat, one of the many above the garages that lined each side of the mews. Time was when they were occupied exclusively by chauffeurs, but the artistic and aristocratic classes had swamped these humble West End habitations, and most of the new population of Baynes Mews were people who came home from parties and night clubs, their arms filled with gala favours, some of which made strange and distressing noises.

There was nothing in the voice to indicate anything more startling than normal inebriety. The policeman would have passed on but for the fact that he saw a figure sitting on the step of the narrow door which led to the little flat above.

The officer turned his torch on the sitter and saw nothing which paid for illumination. The little man who grinned up at the policeman was, as the officer said to his sergeant later, ‘nothing to write home about’. He was redfaced, unshaven, wretchedly shabby. His collar might have been white a week before; he wore no tie and his linen, even in the uncertain light of the lamp, was uncleanly.

‘‘Ear him?’ He jerked his head upward and grinned. ‘First time it’s ever happened. Soused! What a mug, eh? Gettin’ soused. He slipped me tonight, an’ I’d never have tailed him — but for this bit of luck…’Eard him by accident…Soused!’

‘You’re a bit soused yourself, aren’t you?’ The policeman’s tone was unfriendly.

‘I’ve had three whiskies and a glass of beer. Does a man of the world get soused on that, I ask you?’

The voice upstairs had died down to a deep hum.

‘A friend of yours?’

The little man shook his head.

‘I don’t know. Perhaps; that’s what I got to find out. Is he friendly or ain’t he?’

The policeman made a gesture.

‘Get out of this. I can’t have you loungin’ about. I seem to know your face, too. Didn’t I see you at Clerkenwell Police Court once?’

This officer prided himself on his memory for faces. It was his practice to say that he could never remember names, but never forgot faces. He thought he was unique and his remark original, and was not conscious of being one of forty million fellow citizens who also remembered faces and forgot names.

The little man rose and fell in by the officer’s side.

‘That’s right.’ His step was a little unsteady. ‘I got nine munce for fraud.’

He had in truth been convicted of petty larceny and had gone to prison for a month, but thieves have their pride.

Could a man convicted of fraud be arrested on suspicion because he sat in the doorway of a mews flat? This was the problem that exercised the mind of the constable. At the end of the mews he looked round for his sergeant, but that authority was not in sight.

A thought occurred to him. ‘What you got in your pocket?’

The little man stretched out his arms.

‘Search me — go on. You ain’t entitled to, but I’ll let you.’

Another dilemma for the policeman, who was young and not quite sure of his rights and duties.

‘Push off. Don’t let me see you hanging around here,’ he ordered.

If the little man argued or refused he could be arrested for ‘obstruction’, for ‘insulting behaviour’, for almost anything. But he did nothing. ‘All right,’ he said, and walked off.

The policeman was tempted to recall him and discover the identity of the singer. Instead, he watched Mr Tickler until he was out of sight. The hour was a quarter to two in the morning. The patrol marched on to the point where his sergeant would meet him.

As for Mr Tickler, he went shuffling down Portland Place, looking in every doorway to find a cigarette end or cigar butt, which might have been dropped by returning householders.

What a tale to tell if he could sell the information in the right quarter! Or he could but the ‘black’ on the singer. Blackmail gets easy money — if there is money to get. He stopped at a stall in Oxford Circus and drank a scalding cup of coffee. He was not entirely without funds and had a bed to go to and money for bus fares, if the buses were running. Refreshed, he continued his way down Regent Street and met the one man in the world he would willingly have avoided.

Surefoot Smith was standing in the shadow of a recessed shop window, a stocky man, in a tightly buttoned overcoat. His hat was, as usual, on the back of his head; his round face, ruddier than Mr Tickler’s, was impassive. But for the periodical puffs of smoke which came from his big briar pipe he might have been a statue carved out of red brick.

‘Hey!’

Reluctantly Tickler turned. He had been quick to identify the silent watcher. By straightening his shoulders and adding something of jauntiness to his stride he hoped to prevent the recognition from becoming mutual.

Surefoot Smith was one of the few people in the world who have minds like a well-organized card index. Not the smallest and least important offender who had passed through his hands could hope to reach a blissful oblivion.

‘Come here — you.’

Tickler came.

‘What are you doing now, Tickler? Burglary, or just fetching the beer for the con. men? Two a.m.! Got a home?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Ah, somewhere in the West End! Gone scientific, maybe. Science is the ruin of the country!’

Rights or no rights, he passed his hands swiftly over Tickler’s person; the little man stretched out his arms obediently and smiled. It was not a pretty smile, for his teeth were few and his mouth large and lopsided. But it was a smile of conscious virtue.

‘No jemmy, no chisel, no bit, no gat.’ Surefoot Smith gave Mr Tickler absolution.

‘No, Mr Smith; I’m runnin’ straight now. I’m going after a job tomorrow.’

‘Don’t waste my time, boy,’ said Surefoot reproachfully. ‘Work! You’ve read about it. What kind of thieving do you do now? Whizzing? No, you’re not clever enough.’

Tickler said a bold thing. The lees of wine were still sizzling within him. ‘I’m a detective,’ he said.

If Surefoot Smith was revolted he did not betray his emotion. ‘Did you say “defective” or “detective”?’ he asked.

He might have asked further questions, but at that moment a torch flashed twice from the roof of the building he was watching. Instantly the roadway seemed to be covered by the figures of overcoated men converging on the building. Surefoot Smith was one of the first to reach the opposite sidewalk.

A loud rapping on the door told Mr Tickler all he wanted to know: The place was being raided — a spieling club, or maybe worse. He was grateful for the relief and hurried on his way.

At Piccadilly Circus he paused and considered matters. He was quite sober now and could review the position calmly; and the more he thought, the more thoroughly he realized that he had allowed opportunity to slip past him.

He turned and walked along Piccadilly, his chin on his chest, dreaming dreams of easy money.
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Mary Lane looked at the plain gold watch on her wrist and gasped.

‘Four o’clock, dear!’

There were still twenty couples on the dancing floor of the Legation Club. It was a gala night, and they kept late hours on these occasions.

‘Sorry you’ve had such a tiring evening.’ Dick Allenby didn’t look sorry; he certainly did not look tired. There were no shadows under the laughing grey eyes, the tanned face was unlined. Yet he had not seen his bed for twentyfour hours. ‘Anyway, you rescued me,’ he said as he called a waiter. ‘Think of it! I was alone until you came. When I said Moran had been and gone I was lying. The devil didn’t turn up. Jerry Dornford tried to edge in on the party — he’s still hoping.’

He glanced across to a table on the other side of the room where the immaculately dressed Jerry sat.

I hardly know him,’ she said.

Dick smiled. ‘He wants to know you better — but he is distinctly a person not to know. Jerry has been out all the night — went away just before supper and has only just come back. Your other party was dull, was it? Funny devil, this man Wirth. It was cheek of Mike Hennessey to invite you there.’

‘Mike is rather a dear,’ she protested.

‘Mike is a crook — a pleasant crook, but a crook. Whilst he is at large it is disgraceful that there is anybody else in prison!’

They passed out into the street, and as they stood waiting for a taxi Dick Allenby saw a familiar figure. ‘Why, Mr Smith, you’re out late!’

‘Early,’ said Surefoot Smith. He lifted his hat to the girl. ‘Evening, Miss Lane. Shockin’ habit, night clubs.’

‘I’m full of bad habits,’ she smiled.

Here was another man she liked. Chief Inspector Smith of Scotland Yard was liked by many people and heartily disliked by many more. The taxi drew up. She refused Dick’s escort any farther and drove off.

‘Nice young lady that,’ said Surefoot. ‘Actresses don’t mean anything to me — I’ve just come from Marlborough Street, where I’ve been chargin’ three of ’em — at least, they called themselves actresses.’

‘A little raid?’

‘A mere nothing,’ said Surefoot sadly. ‘I expected to find kings and only pulled in prawns.’

‘Pawns,’ suggested Dick.

‘Small fish, anyway,’ said Surefoot.

That he was called ‘Surefoot’ was no testimony to his gifts as a sleuth. It was his baptismal name. His father had been a bookmaking publican, and a month before his child was born the late Mr Smith, obsessed with the conviction that Surefoot, the Derby favourite, would not win, had laid that horse to win himself a fortune. If Surefoot had won, the late Mr Smith would have been a ruined man. Surefoot lost, and in gratitude he had named his infant child after the equine unfortunate.

‘I nearly came up to your workshop the other day and had a squint at that gun of yours — air-gun, ain’t it?’

‘A sort of one,’ said Dick. ‘Who told you about it?’

‘That feller Dornford. He’s a bad egg! I can’t understand it — your gun. Dornford said you put in a cartridge and fire it, and that charges the gun.’

‘It compresses the air — yes.’

Dick Allenby was not in the mood to discuss inventions.

‘You ought to sell it in America,’ said Mr Smith, and made a clicking noise with his lips. ‘These ride murders,’ Surefoot went on. ‘I mean takin’ fellers out into the country in a car and shootin’ ‘em. Would it be possible here? No!’

‘I’m not so sure.’ Dick shook his head. ‘Anyway, it’s nearly half past four and I’m not going to talk crime with you. Come up to my flat and we’ll have a drink.’

Surefoot Smith hesitated. ‘All right; there’s no sleep for me tonight. There’s a taxi.’

The taxi stood in the middle of the road near an island. Smith whistled.

‘Driver’s gone away, sir.’ It was the club porter who offered the information. ‘I tried to get it for the lady.’

‘He’s asleep inside,’ said Smith, and walked across the road, Dick following.

Surefoot peered through the closed window of the cab, but saw nothing.

‘He’s not there,’ he said, and looked again.

Then he turned the handle and pulled open the door. Somebody was there — somebody lying on the floor, with his legs on the seat.

‘Drunk!’ said Smith.

He flashed his torch on the figure. The face was visible, yet indistinguishable, for he had been shot through the head at close quarters; but Smith saw enough to recognize something which had once been Mr Horace Tom Tickler and was now just a dead, mangled thing.

‘Taken for a ride!’ gasped Surefoot. ‘Good God! What’s this — America?’
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In Five Minutes there were a dozen policemen round the cab, holding back the crowd which had gathered, as crowds will gather at any hour of the day or night in London.

Fortunately, a police surgeon had been at Marlborough Street attending to a drunk, and he was on the spot within a few minutes.

‘Shot at close quarters by a very small-bore gun,’ was his first verdict after a casual examination.

In a very short time the ambulance arrived, and all that was mortal of Horace Tom Tickler was removed. A police officer started up the engine of the taxi and drove it into the station yard for closer inspection. The number had already been taken.

Scotland Yard had sent a swift car to find the owner, a taxi driver named Wells.

Dick Allenby had not been specifically invited to the investigations, but had found himself in conversation with Surefoot Smith at crucial moments of the search, and had drifted with him to the police station.

The man had been shot in the cab; they found a bullet-hole through the lining of the roof. The body, Smith thought, had sagged forward to the ground and the legs had been lifted in the approved gang style.

‘He was probably still alive when he was on the floor. The murderer must have fired a second shot. We’ve found a bullet in the floorboard of the cab.’

‘Have you found the driver?’ asked Dick.

‘He’s on his way.’

Mr Wells, the driver, proved to be a very stout and thoroughly alarmed man. His story was a simple one. He had got to the garage where he kept his car a little before 2 o’clock. The door of the garage was closed and he left the cab outside. This was evidently a practice of his, for the cleaner came on duty at 6 o’clock and prepared the cab for the day’s work. He could leave it outside with impunity, because taxis are very rarely stolen; they are so easily identified and so useless to the average car thief that they are very seldom ‘knocked off’. His garage was in a yard off the Marylebone Road.

So far as he was concerned, he had a complete alibi for, after leaving the cab, he had gone to the nearest police station to deposit an umbrella and a pocketbook which had been left by a previous passenger. A policeman had seen him leave the car, and to this policeman he had shown the lost property, which he had afterwards deposited at the station. It was a very lonely yard, and, unlike such places, was entirely without inhabitants, the garages forming part of a building which was used as a furniture store.

It was seven o’clock when Dick drove home to his flat at Queen’s Gate. It was curious that the only impression left on him was one of relief that Mary had not walked across the road to the cab and opened the door, as she might have done, and made the hideous discovery. The car had been parked outside the club twenty minutes before the discovery; the driver had been seen to leave the taxi and walk towards Air Street.

The earliest discovery that had been made was that the taxi flag was down and a sum of seventeen shillings was registered on the clock. This gave the police approximately the period between the murder being committed and the body being found.

Late that afternoon Surefoot Smith called on Dick Allenby.

‘Thought you’d like to know how far we’ve got,’ he said. ‘We found a hundred one-pound notes in this bird’s pocket.’

‘Tickler’s?’

‘How did you know his name was Tickler?’ Surefoot Smith regarded him with suspicion.

Dick did not answer immediately. ‘Well, the odd thing is, I recognized him when I saw him. He used to be a servant of my uncle’s.’

‘You didn’t tell me that last night.’

‘I wasn’t sure last night; I wasn’t sure, in fact, until I saw the body lifted out. I don’t know very much about my uncle’s business, but I understand this man was fired for stealing, about six or seven years ago.’

Surefoot nodded. ‘That’s right. I’d come to give you that bit of information. I saw old Lyne this morning, but, bless you, Scotland Yard means nothing to him. Your uncle, is he?’ He nodded again.

‘Congratulations!’

‘What did he say?’ asked Dick, curious.

‘If you think he broke down, I am here to put you right. All he could remember about Tickler was that he was a scoundrel, and anyway we knew that. A hundred one-pound notes! If there had only been a fiver amongst them it might have been easy.’ He cleared a space on a crowded bench and perched himself on it. ‘I wonder who the fellow was who took him for a ride? American, I’ll bet you! That’s what’s worrying me — science coming into crime!’

Dick laughed. ‘According to you, Surefoot, science is responsible for all crime.’

Mr Smith raised his eyebrows inquiringly. ‘Well, isn’t it? What’s science done? It’s given us photography to make forgery easy, planes to get thieves out of the country, cars for burglars. What’s radio done? I’ve had four cases in the last six months of fellows who used radio to rob people! What’s electricity done? It helps safe smashers to drill holes in strongrooms! Science!’

Dick thought there was very little evidence of applied science in the taxi murder, and said so. ‘It might have been committed in a horsedrawn carriage.’

‘The driver couldn’t have left a horse,’ was the crushing retort. ‘I’ll bet you this is the first of many.’ He reached out and put his hand on the oblong steel box that lay on the bench near him. ‘That’s science, and therefore it’s going to be used by criminals. It’s a noiseless gun—’

‘Was the gun last night noiseless?’ asked Dick.

Surefoot Smith thought a moment, and then: ‘Have you got any beer?’ he asked.

There were a dozen bottles under one of the benches. Dick had many visitors who required refreshment. Surefoot Smith opened two and drank them in rapid succession. He was a great drinker of beer, had been known to polish off twenty bottles at a sitting without being any the worse for it — claiming, indeed, that beer intensified his powers of reasoning.

‘No,’ he said, and wiped his mouth with a large red handkerchief; ‘and yet we have seen nobody who heard the shots. Where were they fired? That cab could have been driven somewhere into the country. There are plenty of lonely places where a couple of shots wouldn’t be noticed or heard. You can go a long way in a couple of hours. There were rain marks on the windscreen and mud on the wheels. There was no rain in London; there’s been a lot just outside of London.’

He reached mechanically under the bench, took out a third and fourth bottle and opened them absentmindedly.

‘And how did you find my noble relative?’

‘Friend of yours?’ asked Surefoot. Dick shook his head. ‘Well, I can tell you what I think of him.’

Mr Smith described Hervey Lyne in a pungent sentence.

‘Very likely,’ agreed Dick Allenby, watching his beer vanish. ‘I’m hardly on speaking terms with him.’

‘This fellow Tickler — you had a few words with him, didn’t you, about five years ago?’

Dick’s eyes narrowed. ‘Did Mr Lyne tell you that?’

‘Somebody told me,’ said Surefoot vaguely.

‘I kicked him out of my flat, yes. He brought rather an insulting message from my uncle and supplemented it with a few remarks of his own.’

Surefoot got down from the bench and brushed himself carefully.

‘You ought to have told me all this last night,’ he said reproachfully. ‘It might have saved me a bit of trouble.’

‘I also might have saved myself four bottles of beer,’ said Dick, slightly irritated.

‘That’s been put to a good use,’ said Surefoot.

He examined the odd-looking air-gun again, lifted it without difficulty and replaced it. ‘That might have done it,’ he said.

‘Are you suggesting I killed this fellow?’ Dick Allenby’s anger was rising.

Surefoot smiled. ‘Don’t lose your temper. It’s not you I’m up against, but science.’

‘It certainly is a gun,’ said Dick, controlling his wrath; ‘but the main idea — I don’t know whether you can get it into your thick head—’

‘Thank you,’ murmured Surefoot.

‘ — is that this should be put to commercial use. By exploding an ordinary cartridge, or nearly an ordinary cartridge, in this breech, I create a tremendous air pressure, which can be just as well used for running a machine as for shooting a jailbird.’

‘You knew he’d been in jail?’ asked Surefoot, almost apologetically.

‘Of course I knew he’d been in jail-two or three times, I should imagine, but I only know of one occasion, when my uncle prosecuted him. If I were you, Surefoot, I’d go to Chicago and learn something of the police methods there—’

‘There ain’t any,’ interrupted Surefoot decidedly. ‘I’ve studied the subject.’

As Surefoot Smith walked towards Hyde Park he observed that all other events in the world had slumped to insignificance by the side of the taxicab murder. Every newspaper bill flamed with the words. One said ‘Important Clue’; he wasted his money to discover that the clue was the first news that a hundred pounds had been found in the dead man’s pocket, a fact which had not previously been revealed.

The antecedents of Wells had been investigated during the day and he had been given a clean bill by a man whose chief desire was to find the most damning evidence against him.

Smith was due at Scotland Yard for a conference at four o’clock. He hated conferences, where people sat round and smoked and expressed extravagant views on subjects they knew nothing about. But on this occasion, the first time for many years, he arrived promptly and had the satisfaction of finding that his four colleagues were as barren of ideas as he. They knew — and this was no discovery — that there was a possibility that this was a new type of crime which might become prevalent. Desperadoes had before now stolen cars, but had confined their operations to minor out-of-town burglaries.

There was one scrap of news. A policeman patrolling Portland Place from one of the mews behind had identified the body as that of a man to whom he had spoken at a quarter to two, and this tallied with Smith’s own knowledge, for at two o’clock he had seen Tickler walking down Regent Street from the direction of Portland Place.

Curiously enough, though a familiar phenomenon to police investigators, the policeman had said nothing about the drunken man in whose voice Tickler had been interested. Nor, in his report, had he given so much as a hint of that part of the conversation which revealed his knowledge of a man against whom he had had a grudge, and who might conceivably have had as deep an animosity towards him.

‘This tells me no more than I know,’ said Surefoot, putting down the report. ‘Except that it is not true that Tickler ever had nine months; all his sentences were shorter. Who killed this poor little hound? He was broke, or nearly broke. I saw him stop to pick up a cigarette from the sidewalk just before he came up to me. Who picked him up in the stolen cab, and why?’

Fat McEwan leaned back in his well-filled chair and blew a trumpet of smoke to the ceiling.

‘If there were such things as gangs you could guess it in at once,’ he said despairingly.’ But there are no gangs. This man wasn’t even a nose, was he, Surefoot?’ Surefoot shook his head. Tickler had never been that. ‘Then why the dickens should he have been killed? Tell me that.’

This was a fair summary of an hour’s discussion. Surefoot Smith went down to his little office entirely unenlightened. He found a number of letters, and one that had been posted at Westminster and had been delivered that afternoon. The envelope was dirty; his address was scrawled in an illiterate hand. He tore open the envelope and took out a sheet of paper, obviously extracted from a memorandum book of the cheaper kind. In pencil were the words:

‘If you want to know who killed poor Mr Tickler you’d better go and have a talk with Mr L. Moran.’

Smith looked at the letter for a long time, and then: ‘Why not?’ he asked himself aloud.

There were a great many things about Mr Moran that he could never quite understand.
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Faith Needs the garnishing of romance as much as hope requires the support of courage. Mary Lane had faith in her future, courage to brace the hope of ultimate achievement.

Otherwise she was without the more important and disastrous illusions which do so much to create rosy prospects and unhappy memories.

She knew that some day she would be accepted by the West End of London as an important actress, that her name would appear in lights outside a theatre, but she never dreamed vain dreams of sudden fame, though, in the nature of things, fame is as sudden as the transition of a sound sleeper to wakefulness.

Some day the slumbering public would open its eyes and be aware of Mary Lane. In the meantime it was oblivious of her existence — all except a few wideawake dramatic critics. These very few, having a weakness for discovery, continuously swept the theatrical sky in search of nth dimension stars which would one day (here the astronomical analogy became absurd) blaze into the first dimension. Occasionally they ‘found’; more often than not they made themselves ridiculous, but covered their failure with well-designed fun poked at themselves and their own enthusiasms — which is one of the tricks of their business.

It was only a halfhearted discovery so far as Mary was concerned. She was a brighter speck in the nebula of young actresses. She might be (they said) a very great actress some day, if she overcame her habit of dropping her voice, if she learned how to use her hands. Mary strove diligently, for she was at the age when dramatic critics seem infallible. She did not dream unprofitably; never lay awake at night, imagining the eruption of an agitated management into the dressing-room she shared with two other girls.

‘You’re understudying Miss Fortescue, aren’t you? Get into her clothes quickly; she’s been taken ill.’

She did not visualize newspaper columns acclaiming the young actress who had found fame in a night. She knew that understudy performances, however politely received, are as politely forgotten, and that a girl who grows famous in an evening steps into oblivion between Saturday and Monday.

On the second morning after Washington Wirth’s party, she had a brief interview with Mr Hervey Lyne on the subject of her allowance. It was not a pleasant interview. None of her interviews with Mr Lyne had ever been that.

‘If you go on the stage you must expect to starve!’ he snarled. ‘Your fool of a father made me his executor and gave me full authority. Two hundred and fifty a year is all that you get until you’re twentyfive. And there’s nothing more to be said!’

She was very pretty and very angry, but she kept her temper admirably.

‘Thirty thousand brings in more than two hundred and fifty a year,’ she said.

He glared in her direction; she was just a blotch of blue and pink to his myopic vision.

‘It’s all you will get until you’re twentyfive — and then I’ll be glad to get rid of you. And another thing, young lady: you’re a friend of my nephew, Richard Allenby?’

Her chin went up. ‘Yes.’

He wagged a skinny forefinger at her. ‘He gets nothing from me — whether I’m alive or dead. Understand that!’

She did not trust herself to reply.

Binny showed her out and was incoherently sympathetic.

‘Don’t worry, miss,’ he said in his dull voice; ‘he ain’t himself this mornin’.’

She said nothing, hardly noticing Binny, who sighed heavily and wagged his head mournfully as he shut the door. He was by way of being a sentimentalist.

Ten minutes later she was talking vehemently over the telephone to Dick Allenby. His sympathy was more acceptable.

People used to say about Hervey Lyne that he was the sort of character that only Dickens could have drawn, which is discouraging to a lesser chronicler. He was eccentric in appearance and habit; naturally, so, because he was old and self-willed and had a vivid memory of his past importance.

Everybody who was anybody had borrowed money from Hervey Lyne, and most of them had paid it back with considerable interest. Unlike the late ‘Chippy’ Isaacs, as mild and pleasant a gentleman as ever issued money on note of hand, Hervey was harsh, unconscionable and rude. But he was quick.

The young men of yesterday who had given champagne suppers and had bet in thousands on their horses, were sometimes in difficulties to find ready money, and generally they chose Hervey first because they knew their fate sooner than if they applied to Chippy.

Hervey said ‘No’ or ‘Yes’, and meant ‘No’ or ‘Yes’. You could go into Hervey’s parlour in Naylors Crescent and either come out in five minutes with the money you needed or in two minutes with the sure knowledge that if you had stayed two hours you would not have persuaded him.

He gave up lending money when the trustees of the Duke of Crewdson’s estate fought him in the Law Courts and lost. Hervey thought they would win, and had the shock of his life. Thereafter he only lent very occasionally, just as a gambler will play cards occasionally — and then for small stakes — to recover something of the old thrill.

His attitude to the world can be briefly defined: the galley of his life floated serenely on a sluggish sea of fools. His clients were fools; he had never felt the least respect for any of them. They were fools to borrow, fools to agree to enormous and staggering rates of interest, fools to repay him.

Dick Allenby was a fool, a pottering inventor and an insolent cub who hadn’t the brains to see on which side his bread was buttered. Mary Lane was a fool, a posturing actress who painted her face and kicked her legs about — he invariably employed this inelegant illustration — for a pittance. One was his nephew, and might with tact have inherited a million; the other was the daughter of his sometime partner and might, had she been a good actress, have enjoyed the same inheritance — would enjoy it yet if he could arouse himself from his surprising lethargy and alter his will.

His servants were complete fools. Old Binny, bald, stout, perspiring, who pushed his invalid chair into the park and read him to sleep, was a fool. He might have taken a kindlier view of Binny and left him a hundred or so ‘for his unfailing loyalty and tireless services’, but Binny hummed hymn tunes in the house and hummed them a key or so flat.

Not that Binny cared. He was a cheery soul with large eyes and a completely bald head. A bit of a sluggard, whom his thin and whining wife — who was also the cook of 17 Naylors Crescent — found a difficult man to get out of bed in the mornings. Valet, confidential servant, messenger, butler, chair-pusher and reader, Binny, alert or asleep, was worth exactly three times as much wages as he received.

Old Hervey sat propped up in his armchair, glooming at the egg and toast that had been put before him. His thin old face wore an expression of discontent. The thick tinted glasses which hid the hard blue eyes were staring at the tray, and his mind was far away.

‘Has that jackass of a detective called again?’

‘No, sir,’ said Binny. ‘You mean Mr Smith?’

‘I mean the fool that came to ask questions about that blackguard Tickler,’ stormed the old man, emphasizing every sentence with a blow on the table that set the cups rattling.

‘The man who was found in the cab — ?’

‘You know who I mean,’ snarled the old man. ‘I suppose one of his thieving friends killed him. It’s the sort of end a man like that would come to.’

Hervey Lyne relapsed into silence, a scowl on his face. He wondered if Binny was robbing him too. There had been a suspicious increase in the grocery bill, lately, Binny’s explanation that the cost of food had gone up being entirely unacceptable. And Binny was one of those smooth, smug, crawling slaves who wouldn’t think twice about robbing an employer.

It was about time Binny was changed. He had hinted as much that morning, and Binny had almost moaned his anguish.

‘It’s going to be a fine day, sir, for your outing.’

He stirred the contents of the teapot surreptitiously.

‘Don’t talk,’ snapped the old man. There was another long silence, and then: ‘What time is that fellow calling?’ he asked harshly.

Binny, who was pouring out the tea at a side table, turned his big head and gazed pathetically at his employer. ‘What feller, sir? The young lady came at nine—’

Hervey’s thin lip curled in silent fury. ‘Of course she did, you fool! But the bank manager…didn’t you ask him to come—’

‘At ten, sir — Mr Moran—’

‘Get the letter — get it!’

Binny placed the cup of tea before his employer, rummaged through a small heap of papers on an open secretaire and found what he sought.

‘Read it — read it!’ snapped the old man. ‘I can’t be bothered.’

He never would be bothered again. He could tell light from dark; knew by a pale blur where the window was, could find his way unaided up the seventeen stairs which led to his bedroom, but no more. He could sign his name, and you would never suspect that a man more than half blind was responsible for that flourish.

‘DEAR MR LYNE’ (read Binny in the monotonous voice he adopted for reading aloud),’ I will give myself the pleasure of calling on you at ten o’clock tomorrow morning.

‘Yours faithfully,

‘LEO MORAN.’

Hervey smiled again. ‘Give himself the pleasure, eh?’ His thin voice grew shrill. ‘Does he think I’m asking him here for his amusement? There’s the door bell.’

Binny shuffled out and came back in a few seconds with the visitor. ‘Mr Moran,’ he announced.

‘Sit down — sit down, Mr Moran.’ The old man waved a hand vaguely. ‘Find him a chair, Binny, and get out — d’ye hear? Get out! And don’t listen at the door, damn you!’

The visitor smiled as the door closed on a Binny who was unconcerned, unemotional, unresentful.

‘Now, Moran — you’re my bank manager.’

‘Yes, Mr Lyne. I asked if I could see you a year ago, if you remember—’

‘I remember’ — testily. ‘I don’t want to see bank managers: I want them to look after my money. That’s your job — you’re paid for it, handsomely, I’ve no doubt. You’ve brought the bank statement?’

The visitor took an envelope from his pocket, and, opening it, brought out two folded sheets of paper.

‘Here—’he began, and his chair creaked as he rose.

‘I don’t want to see them — just tell me what my balance is.’

‘Two hundred and twelve thousand seven hundred and sixty pounds and a few shillings.’

‘M’m!’ The’ in ‘m’ was a purr of satisfaction. ‘That includes the deposit, eh? And you hold stock…?’

‘The stock held amounts to six hundred and thirty-two thousand pounds.’

‘I’ll tell you why I want you—’began Lyne; and then, suspiciously: ‘Open the door and see if that fellow’s listening.’

The visitor rose, opened the door and closed it again. ‘There’s nobody there,’ he said.

He was slightly amused, though Mr Lyne’s infirmities prevented him from observing this fact.

‘Nobody, eh? Well, Moran, I’ll tell you candidly: I regard myself as a remarkably able man. That’s not boastful, it’s fact which you yourself could probably certify. I trust nobody — not even bank managers. My eyesight isn’t as good as it was, and it’s a little difficult to check up accounts. But I have a remarkable memory. I’ve trained myself to carry figures in my head, and I could have told you to within a few shillings exactly the figures that you gave to me.’

He paused, stared through his thick glasses in the direction of the man who sat at the other side of his desk.

‘You’re not a speculator or a gambler?’

‘No, Mr Lyne, I am not.’

A pause.

‘H’m! That fool Binny was reading to me a few days ago the story of a bank manager who’d absconded, taking with him a very considerable sum. I confess I was uneasy. People have robbed me before—’

‘You’re not being very polite, Mr Lyne.’

‘I’m not trying to be polite,’ snapped the old man. ‘I’m merely telling you what has happened to me. There was a scoundrelly servant of mine, a fellow called Tickler. The fellow who was killed…’

He rambled on, a long, long story about the minor depredations of his dishonest servant, and the man who called himself Moran listened patiently. He was very relieved when he had taken the thin, limp hand in his and the door of No. 17 Naylors Crescent, closed behind him.

‘Phew!’ he said. He had a habit of speaking his thoughts aloud.’ I wouldn’t go through that again for a lot of money.’

Binny, summoned from the deeps by a bell, came in to find the visitor gone.

‘What does he look like? Has he an honest face?’

Binny thought profoundly.

‘Just a face,’ he said vaguely, and the old man snorted.

‘Clear those breakfast things away. Who else is coming to see me?’

Binny thought for a long time. ‘A man named Dornford, sir.’

‘A gentleman named Dornford,’ corrected his master. ‘He owes me money, therefore he is a gentleman. At what hour?’

‘About eight o’clock, sir.’

Lyne dismissed him with a gesture.

At three o’clock that afternoon he ambled out of his sittingroom, wrapped in his thick Inverness coat and wearing his soft felt hat, allowed himself, growling complaints the while, to be tucked into his invalid chair, and was pushed painfully into the street; more painfully up the gentle slope to the park and into the private gardens, entry to which was exclusively reserved for tenants of Naylors and other terraces. Here he sat, under the shade of a tree, while Binny, perched uncomfortably on a folding stool, read in his monotonous voice the happenings of the day.

Only once the old man interrupted. ‘What time is Mr Dornford calling?’

‘At eight o’clock, sir,’ said Binny.

Lyne nodded, pushed his blue-tinted glasses higher up the thin bridge of his nose and folded his gloved hands over the rug which protected his knees from errant breezes.

‘You be in when he comes, d’ye hear? A tricky fellow — a dangerous fellow. You hear me, Binny?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Then why the devil didn’t you say so? Go on reading that trash.’

Binny obeyed, and continued with great relish the story of London’s latest murder. Binny was a great student of crime in the abstract.
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Jules Barely Deserves description because he plays so small a part; but as that small part was big enough to put one man in the shadow of the gallows, he may be catalogued as a plump, sallow-faced young man with perfectly brushed hair, who was invariably dressed as though he were on his way to a wedding reception.

He was a sort of attache to a South American Legation, and a freelance of diplomacy generally. In more suspicious countries he would have been handed his passport with extreme politeness, and his departure from Southampton would have been watched by the bored detective whose business it is to superintend the shipment of oddities.

He was always important and profound; never more so than when he sat at the bay window overlooking St James’s Street, stroking his little black moustache thoughtfully and speaking with just the slightest trace of an accent to Jerry Dornford.

Everybody knew and liked Jerry, whose other name was Gerald. He had all the qualities which endear a wastrel to the monied classes. He was, of course, a member of Snell’s, as was Jules. He was, indeed, a member of all the important clubs where gentlemen meet. He paid his subscription, never passed a cheque which was dishonoured, had never been warned off or posted as a bankrupt. A tall man, with a slight stoop, brownish hair very thin on the top, deepset eyes that smiled in a worn, tired face.

Jerry had lived very fast. Few of his creditors could keep up with him. He had been a corespondent, and again a corespondent, and was single, and lived in a little flat in Half Moon Street, where he gave small parties; very small. He retained his membership of exclusive racing clubs — bookmakers lived in the hope that he would one day settle with them. He had certain very rich relations who would certainly die, but were not so certain whether they would bequeath their undoubted wealth to this profligate son of Sir George Dornford.

On the other hand, why shouldn’t they?

He was in desperate need of money now. Jules knew how desperate; they had few secrets from one another. Whenever the little party in Half Moon Street was as many as four, Jules was the third.

‘What is this fellow’s name?’

‘Hervey Lyne.’

‘Hervey Lyne? Yes, I know him. A very odd man’ — reminiscently. ‘When my dear father was Secretary of Legation he borrowed money from Lyne. But I thought he had retired from business. He was a moneylender, wasn’t he?’

Jerry’s lips twisted in an unpleasant smile.

‘Financier,’ he said laconically. ‘Yes, he’s retired. I owed him three thousand for years; it’s four now. There was, of course, a chance that the dowager would leave a packet, but the old devil left it away, to the other side of the family.’

‘And he is pressing you?’

Jerry’s jaw set.

‘Yes,’ he said shortly.’ To be exact, he is getting a judgement in bankruptcy, and I can’t stop him. I’ve been dodging Carey Street all my life. Things have looked very black at times, but there’s always been something that turned up.’

There was a long and gloomy silence. Jules — he had another name, but nobody could remember it — stroked his little black moustache more quickly.

‘Two thousand — that would stop the action, eh? Well, why not? There is nothing to it. I do not ask you, like the fellow in the storybooks, to go to the War Office and rob them of their plans. But I do want something, for a gentleman who has himself been working on the lines of your friend. To me it seems a very large sum to pay for so small a thing. Naturally I do not say that to my gentleman. If he desires to be extravagant and my friend would benefit — well, why not?’

Jerry Dornford made a wry face at the street below. When he was asked to work for money he never forgot that he was a gentleman — it was rather a disgusting thing he was now asked to do, but he had contemplated things even more distressful. He had, in fact, found every solution to his difficulty except suicide.

‘I’m not so sure that it can be done, anyway,’ he said.

Two men came into the smokeroom. He looked up quickly and recognized both, but was interested particularly in one.

‘That’s Fate,’ he said.

‘Who are they?’ asked Jules.

He knew the second of the two, who was a member, but the first man, middle-aged, rather rotund, fair-haired, was a stranger to him.

‘That’s my bank manager. Incidentally, he’s Lyne’s banker too, a fellow named Moran — Major Moran, he loves to call himself. A Territorial fellow.’

Jules shot a swift glance in the direction of the men, who at that moment were seating themselves at the table. ‘A great rifle shot. I saw him at Bisley. I was there with one of our generals, watching the shooting.’ He turned his black eyes to Jerry. ‘Well, my friend?’

Jerry breathed heavily through his nose and shook his head. ‘I’ll have to think it over,’ he said. ‘It’s an awful thing to do.’

‘More awful to be a bankrupt, my friend,’ said Jules in his caressing voice.’ Resignation from all clubs…Poor old Jerry, eh? You are going into the Mike Hennessey class. You don’t want to be that.’

‘Why Mike Hennessey?’ asked Jerry quickly, and the other laughed.

‘An association of ideas. You go often to the Sheridan, eh? I do not blame you…a very charming girl.’ He nodded. ‘Association of ideas, eh? Allenby also likes the young lady. Queer how all things fit in, like the pieces of a puzzle. Think it over, my dear Jerry, and ring me up at the Grosvenor.’

He snapped his fingers towards a club waiter, scribbled his initials on a bill and strolled towards the door, Jerry following.

They had to pass Moran and his friend; that bluff, jolly-looking man looked up, nodded with careless friendliness and caught Jerry’s sleeve as he was passing.

‘I’d like to see you one day this week, if you’re not busy, Jerry.’

Jerry never forgot he was a member of Snell’s and a gentleman. He never forgot that Mr Leo Moran was a sort of glorified bank clerk, who had probably had his education at the State’s expense; and, knowing all these things, he resented the ‘Jerry’. It added to his irritation that he knew why Mr Moran wanted to see him. It was outrageous that one couldn’t lunch in one’s club without being dunned by people like this.

He pulled his sleeve away from the detaining finger and thumb. ‘All right,’ he said.

He would have been more offensive if this man had not been a guest at the club and, more important, if it were not in Moran’s power to make things extremely uncomfortable for Mr Gerald Dornford.

As he and Jules were passing down the stairs…’The swine! Who brought that kind of chap into the club? Snell’s is getting impossible!’

Jules, who had a weakness for the rococo qualities of Italian opera, was humming a favourite aria of Puccini’s. He smiled and shook his head. ‘It takes all sorts of people to make a world, my friend,’ he said sententiously. He flicked a speck from his immaculate coat sleeve, patted Jerry on the arm as though he were a child, and went swinging up St James’s Street towards his mysterious Legation.

Jerry Dornford stood for a moment hesitant, then walked slowly down towards the palace. He was in a jam, a tight jam, and it wasn’t going to be so very easy to get out. He obeyed an impulse, called a taxi and drove to near Queen’s Gate, where he alighted, paid his fare, and walked on.

Dick Allenby lived in a big house that had been converted into flats. There was no attendant on duty at the door, and the elevator that took him up to the fourth floor was automatic. He knocked at the door of Dick’s studio — for studio it had once been, before Dick Allenby had converted it into a workroom. There was no answer, and he turned the handle and walked in.

The room was empty. Evidently there had been visitors, for half a dozen empty beer bottles stood on a bench, though there was only one used tumbler visible. If he had known something of Surefoot Smith, he might have reduced the visiting list to one.

‘Are you there, Allenby?’ he called.

There was no answer. He walked across to the bench where the odd-looking steel box lay, and lifted it. To his relief he found he could carry it without an effort. Putting it down again, he walked to the door. The key was on the inside; he drew it out and examined it carefully. If he had been an expert at the job he would have carried wax and taken an impression. As it was, his early technical training came to his aid — it had once been intended that he should follow the profession of engineer.

He listened; there was no sound of the lift moving. Dick, he knew, had his bedroom on the upper floor, and was probably there now. Dornford made a rapid sketch on the back of an envelope — rapid but accurate. He judged the width of the key, made a brief note and replaced it as the sound of somebody coming down the stairs reached him.

He was standing examining the empty beer bottles when Dick came in.

‘Hello, Dornford!’ There was no great welcome in the tone. ‘Did you want to see me?’

Jerry smiled. ‘I was bored. I thought I’d come up and see what an inventor looked like. By the way, I saw you at the theatre the other night — nice girl that. She was damned rude to me the only time I spoke to her.’

Dick faced him squarely. ‘And I shall be damned rude to you the next time you speak to her,’ he said.

Jerry Dornford chuckled. ‘Like that, eh? By the way, I’m seeing the old man tonight. Shall I give him your love?’

‘He’d prefer that you gave him something more substantial,’ said Dick coldly. It was a shot at a venture, but it got home. Gerald the imperturbable winced. It was odd that up to that moment Dick Allenby had never realized how intensely he disliked this man.

‘Why this sudden antagonism? After all, I’ve no feeling about this girl of yours. She’s a nice little thing; a bad actress, but a good girl. They don’t go very far on the London stage—’

‘If you’re talking about Miss Lane I will bring the conversation to a very abrupt termination,’ said Dick; and then, bluntly: ‘Why did you come up here? You’re quite right about the antagonism, but it’s not very sudden, is it? I don’t seem to remember that you and I were ever very great friends.’

‘We were in the same regiment, old boy — brother officers and all that,’ said Jerry flippantly. ‘Good Lord! It doesn’t seem like twelve years ago—’

Dick opened the door and stood by it.

‘I don’t want you here. I don’t particularly want to know you. If you see my uncle tonight you’d better tell him that: it will be a point in my favour.’

Jerry Dornford smiled. His skin was thick, though he was very sensitive on certain unimportant matters.

‘I suppose you knew this fellow Tickler who was killed the other night?’ he began.

‘I don’t want even to discuss murders with you,’ said Dick.

He went out of the room, pulled open the door of the lift and shot back the folding iron gate. He was angry with himself afterwards that he had lost his temper, but he never knew the time when Jerry Dornford did not arouse a fury in him. He hated Jerry’s views of life, his philosophy, the looseness of his code. He remembered Jerry’s extraordinary dexterity with cards and a ruined subaltern who went gladly to his death rather than face the consequence of a night’s play.

As he heard the elevator stop at the bottom floor he opened the window of the workshop to air it — an extravagant gesture, but one which accurately marked his attitude of mind towards his visitor.
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The Bank Was closed and Mr Moran had gone home, when Surefoot Smith called to make his inquiry.

Surefoot knew almost everybody who had any importance in London. Indeed, quite a number of people would have had a shock if they had known how very completely informed he was about their private lives. It is true that almost every man and woman in any civilized community has, to himself or herself, a criminal history. They may have broken no laws, yet there is guilt on their conscience; and it is a knowledge of this psychology which is of such invaluable aid to investigating detectives.

The nearest way to Parkview Terrace led him across the open end of Naylors Crescent. Glancing down, he saw a man coming towards him and stopped. Binny he knew to be an inveterate gossip, a great collector of stories and scandals, most of which were ill-founded. At the back of his mind, however, he associated Hervey Lyne’s manservant with the banker. Years before, Surefoot Smith had been in control of this division, and his memory was extraordinary good.

‘Good afternoon, Mr Smith.’

Binny tipped his wide-brimmed bowler hat, and then, after a moment’s hesitation:

‘May I be so bold to ask, sir, if there is any news?’

‘You told me you knew this man Tickler?’

Binny shook his head. ‘An acquaintance. He was my predecessor—’

‘I’d have that word framed,’ said Surefoot Smith testily. ‘You mean he was the fellow who had your job before, don’t you?’ And, when Binny nodded:’ Then why didn’t you say so? Didn’t you work for Moran?’

Binny smiled. ‘I’ve worked for almost every kind of gentleman,’ he said. ‘I was Lord Frenley’s valet—’

‘I don’t want your family history,’ said Surefoot Smith. ‘What sort of a man is Moran? Nice fellow — generous? Free spender?’

Binny considered the matter as though his life depended upon his answer. ‘He was a very nice gentleman. I was only with him six months,’ he said. ‘He lives just round the corner, overlooking the park. In fact, you can see his flat from the gardens.’

‘A quiet sort of man?’ asked Surefoot.

‘I never heard him make much noise—’began Binny.

‘When I say “quiet”,’ explained Surefoot Smith with a pained expression, ‘I mean, does he gad about? Women, wine, and song — you know the kind of thing I mean. I suppose your mother told you something when you were young?’

‘I don’t remember my mother,’ said Binny. ‘No, sir, I can’t say that Mr Moran was a gadder. He used to have little parties — ladies and gentlemen from the theatre — but he gave that up after he lost his money.’

Surefoot’s eyes narrowed.

‘Lost his money? He’s a bank manager, isn’t he? Had he any money to lose?’

‘It was his own money, sir.’ Binny was shocked and hastened to correct a wrong impression. ‘That was why I left him. He had some shares in a bank — not his own bank, but another one — and it went bust. I mean to say—’

‘Don’t try to interpret “bust” to me. I know the word,’ said Surefoot. ‘Gave little theatrical parties like that fellow What’s-his-name? Drinking and all that sort of thing?’

Binny could not help him. He was looking left and right anxiously, as though seeking a means of escape.

‘In a hurry?’ asked the detective.

‘The big picture comes on in ten minutes; I don’t want to miss it.’

Surefoot was not impressed. ‘Now what about this man Tickler? Did he ever work for Moran?’

Binny considered this and shook his head. ‘No, sir, I think he was working for Mr Lyne when I was with Mr Moran, but I’m not certain.’ And then, as a thought struck him: ‘He’s on the radio tonight.’

Surefoot was staggered. ‘Who?’

‘Mr Moran. He’s talking on economics or something. He often talks on banking and things like that — he’s a regular lecturer.’

Surefoot Smith was not very much interested in lecturers.

He asked a few more questions about the unfortunate Tickler and went on his way.

Parkview Terrace was a noble block of buildings which had suffered the indignity of being converted into apartments. Leo Moran lived in the top flat, and he was at home, his man told Surefoot when he came to the door. In point of fact he was dressing for dinner. Smith was shown into a large and hand — some sittingroom, furnished expensively and with some taste.

There were two windows which commanded a view of Regent’s Park and the Canal, but it was the luxury of the appointments which arrested Surefoot’s interest.

He knew the financial position of the average bank manager; could tell to within a few pounds just what their salaries were; and it was rather a shock to find even a two thousand, five hundred a year manager living in an apartment which must have absorbed at least eight hundred, and displaying evidence of wealth which men in his position have rarely the opportunity of acquiring.

A Persian carpet covered the floor; the crystal chandelier was certainly of the more exquisite kind that are not to be duplicated in a department store. There was a big Knolle couch (‘Cost five hundred,’ Smith noted mentally); in an illuminated glass case were a number of beautiful miniatures, and in another, rare ornaments of jade, some of which must have been worth a considerable sum.

Surefoot knew nothing about pictures, but he was satisfied that more than one of those on the wall were valuable.

He was examining the cabinet when he heard a step behind him and turned to meet the owner of the flat. Mr Leo Moran was half-dressed and wore a silk dressing-gown over his shirt,

‘Hullo, Smith! We don’t often see you. Sit down and have a drink.’ He rang the bell. ‘Beer, isn’t it?’

‘Beer it is,’ said Surefoot heartily. ‘Nice place you’ve got here, Mr Moran.’

‘Not bad,’ said the other carelessly. He pointed to a picture. That’s a Sisley. My father paid three hundred pounds for it, and it’s probably worth six thousand today.’

‘Your father was well off, was he, Mr Moran?’

Moran looked at him quickly. ‘He had money. Why do you ask? You don’t imagine I could have furnished a flat like this on two and a half thousand a year do you?’ His eyes twinkled. ‘Or has it occurred to you that this is part of my illicit gains — moneys pinched from the bank?’

‘I hope,’ said Surefoot Smith solemnly, ‘that such a thought never entered into my head.’

‘Beer,’ said Mr Leo Moran, addressing the man who had appeared in the doorway. ‘You’ve come about something, haven’t you? What is it?’

Surefoot pursed his lips thoughtfully. ‘I’m making inquiries about this man Tickler—’

‘The fellow who was murdered. Do I know him, you mean? Of course I know him! The fellow was a pest. I never went from this house without finding him on the kerb outside, wanting to tell me something or sell me something — I’ve never discovered which.’

He had a rapid method of speaking. His voice was not what Smith would have described as a gentleman’s. Indeed, Leo Moran was very much of the people. His life had been an adventurous one. He had sailed before the mast, he had worked at a brass founder’s in the Midlands, been in a dozen kinds of employment before he eventually drifted into banking.

A rough diamond, with now and again a rough voice; more often, however, a suave one, for he had the poise and presence which authority and wealth bring. Now and again his voice grew harsh, almost common, and in moments he became very much a man of the people. It was in that tone he asked: ‘Do you suppose I killed him?’

Surefoot smiled; whether at the absurdity of the question or the appearance of a large bottle of beer and a tumbler, which were carried in at that moment, Moran was undecided.

‘You know Miss Lane, don’t you?’

‘Slightly.’ Moran’s tone was cold.

‘Nice girl — here’s luck.’ Surefoot raised his glass and swallowed its contents at a gulp. ‘Good beer, Lord! I remember the time when you could get the best ale in the world for fivepence a pint.’

He sighed heavily, and tried to squeeze a little more out of the bottle, but failed.

Moran touched the bell again. ‘Why do you ask me about Miss Lane?’

‘I knew you were interested in theatricals.’

‘Another bottle of beer for Mr Smith,’ said Moran as the valet answered his ring. ‘What do you mean by theatricals?’

‘You used to give parties, didn’t you, once upon a time?’

The banker nodded. ‘Years ago, in my salad days. Why?’

‘I was just wondering,’ said Smith vaguely.

His host strode up and down the floor, his hands thrust into the silken pockets of his gown.

‘What the devil did you come here for, Smith? You’re not the sort of man to go barging round making stupid inquiries. Are you connecting me with this absurd murder — the murder of a cheap little gutter rat I scarcely know by sight?’

Surefoot shook his head. ‘Is it likely?’ he murmured.

Then the beer came, and Moran’s fit of annoyance seemed to pass.

‘Well, the least you can do is to tell me the strength of it — or aren’t you inquiring about the murder at all? Come along, my dear fellow, don’t be mysterious!’

Smith wiped his moustache, got up slowly from the chair an adjusted his horrible pink tie before an old Venetian mirror.

‘I’ll tell you the strength of it, man to man,’ he said. ‘We had an anonymous letter. That was easy to trace. It was sent by Tickler’s landlady, and it appeared that when he was very drunk, which was every day, sometimes twice a day, he used to talk to this good lady about you.’

‘About me?’ said the other quickly. ‘But he didn’t know me!’

‘Lots of people talk about people they don’t know,’ began Smith. ‘It’s publicity—’

‘Nonsense! I’m not a public man. I’m just a poor little bank manager, who hates banking, and would gladly pay a fortune, if he had one to pay, for the privilege of taking all the books of the bank and burning ’em in Regent’s Park, making the clerks drunk, throwing open the vault to the petty thieves of London, and turning the whole damn thing into a night club!’

Gazing at him with open mouth, genuinely staggered by such a confession, Smith saw an expression in that sometime genial face that he had never seen before: a certain harshness; heard in his voice the vibration of a hidden fury.

‘They nearly kicked me out once because I speculated,’ Moran went on. ‘I’m a gambler; I always have been a gambler. If they’d kicked me out I’d have been ruined at that time. I had to crawl on my hands and knees to the directors to let me stay on. I was managing a branch at Chalk Farm at the time, and I’ve had to pretend that the Northern and Southern Bank’s something holy, that its directors are gods; and every time I’ve tried to get a bit of money so that I could clear out, the market has gone — !’ He snapped his fingers. ‘I don’t really know Tickler. Why he should talk about me I haven’t the slightest idea.’

Surefoot Smith looked into his hat.

‘Do you know Mr Hervey Lyne?’ he asked.

‘Yes, he’s a client of ours.’

‘Have you seen him lately?’

A pause, and then: ‘No, I haven’t seen him for two years.’

‘Oh!’ said Surefoot Smith.

He said ‘Oh!’ because he could think of nothing else to say. ‘Well, I’ll be getting along. Sorry to bother you, but you know what we are at the Yard.’ He offered his huge hand to the banker, but Moran was so absorbed in his thoughts that he did not see it.

After he had closed the door upon his visitor Moran walked slowly back to his room and sat down on the edge of the bed.

He sat there for a long time before he got up, walked across the room to a wall safe behind a picture, opened it and took out a number of documents, which he examined very carefully. He put them back and, groping, found a flat leather case which was packed with strangely coloured documents. They were train and boat tickets; his passport lay handy and, fastened to his passport by a thick rubber band, a thick bundle of ten-pound banknotes.

He locked the safe again, replaced the picture, and went on with his dressing. He was more than a little perturbed. The casual reference to Hervey Lyne had shaken him.
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At 10 o’clock that night quite a number of radios would be shut off at the item ‘The Economy of our Banking System’, and would be tuned on again at ten fifteen for a programme of light music relayed from Manchester.

Binny read the programme through and came at last to the 10 o’clock item.

‘Moran. Is that the fellow who saw me yesterday?’ asked the old man.

‘Yes, sir,’ said Binny.

‘Banking systems — bah!’ snarled old Lyne.’ I don’t want to hear it. Do you understand, Binny? — I don’t want to hear it!’

‘No, sir,’ said Binny.

The white, gnarled hands groped along the table till they reached a repeater watch, and pressed a knob.

‘Six o’clock. Get me my salad.’

‘I saw that detective today, sir — Mr Smith.’

‘Get me my salad!’

Chicken salad was his invariable meal at the close of day. Binny served him, but could do nothing right. If he spoke he was told to be quiet; if he relapsed into silence old Hervey cursed him for his sulkiness.

He had cleared away the meal, put a cup of weak tea before his master, and was leaving him to doze, when Lyne called him back. ‘What are Cassari Oils?’ he demanded.

It was so long since Binny had read the fluctuation of the oil market that he had no information to give.

‘Get a newspaper, you fool!’

Binny went in search of an evening newspaper. It was his habit to read, morning and night, the movements of industrial shares; a monotonous proceeding, for Mr Lyne’s money was invested in gilt-edged securities which were stately and steadfast and seldom moved except by thirty-seconds.

Cassari Oils had been one of his errors. The shares had been part of a trust fund — he had hesitated for a long time before he converted them to a more stable stock. The period of his holding had been two years of torture to him, for they flamed up and down like a paper fire, and never stayed in one place for more than a week at a time.

Binny came back with the newspaper and read the quotation, which was received with a grunt.

‘If they’d gone up I’d have sued the bank. That brute Moran advised me to sell.’

‘Have they gone up, sir?’ asked Binny, interested.

‘Mind your own business!’ snapped the other.

Hervey Lyne used often to sit and wonder and fret himself over those Cassaris. They were founder’s shares, not lightly come by, not easy to dispose of. The thought that he might have thrown away a fortune on the advice of a conservative bank manager, and that when he came to hand over his stewardship to Mary Lane he might be liable — which he would not have been — was a nightmare to him. The unease had been renewed that day by something which Binny had read to him from the morning newspaper concerning oil discoveries in Asia.

In the course of the years he had accumulated quite a lot of data concerning the Cassari Oilfield, most of it very depressing to anybody who had money in the concern. He directed Binny to unearth the pamphlets and reports, and promised himself a possibly exasperating evening.

Eight o’clock brought a visitor, a reluctant man, who had rehearsed quite a number of plausible excuses. He had the feeling that he, being the last of the old man’s debtors, was in the position of a mouse in the paws of an ancient cat, not to be killed too quickly; and here, to some extent, he was right. Hervey Lyne received him with a set grin which was a parody of the smile he had used for so many years on such occasions.

‘Sit down, Mr Dornford,’ he piped. ‘Binny, go out!’

‘Binny’s not here, Mr Lyne.’

‘He’s listening outside the door — he’s always listening. Have a look.’

Dornford opened the door; there was no sign of the libelled servant.

‘Now, now.’ Again he was his old businesslike self, repeating a speech which was part of a formula. ‘About this money — three thousand seven hundred, I think. You’re going to settle tonight?’

‘Unfortunately I can’t settle tonight, and not for many nights,’ said Jerry. ‘In fact, there’s no immediate prospect of my settling at all. I’ve made arrangements to get you four or five hundred on account—’

‘From Isaac and Solomon, eh?’

Jerry cursed himself for his stupidity. He knew that the moneylenders exchanged daily a list of proposals which had come to them.

‘Well, you’re not going to get it, my friend. You’ve got to find money to settle this account, or it goes into the hands of my collectors tomorrow.’

Jerry had expected nothing better than this.

‘Suppose I find you two thousand by the end of the week?’ he said. ‘Will you give me a reasonable time to find the remainder?’

To his surprise he was speaking huskily — the imperturbable Jerry, who had faced so many crises with equanimity, was amazingly agitated in this, the most crucial of all.

‘If you can find two thousand you can find three thousand seven hundred,’ boomed the old man.’ A week? I wouldn’t give you a day — and where are you getting the two thousand from?’

Jerry cleared his throat.

‘A friend of mine—’

‘That’s a lie to begin with, Mr Gerald Dornford,’ said the hateful voice. ‘You have no friends; you’ve used them all up. I’ll tell you what I’ll do with you.’ He leaned over the table, his elbows on the polished mahogany. He was enjoying this moment of his triumph, recovering some of the old values of a life that was now only a memory. ‘I’ll give you till tomorrow night at six o’clock. Your money’s here’ — he tapped the table vigorously—’or I’ll bankrupt you!’

If his sight had been only near to normal he would have seen the look that came into Jerry’s face, and would have been frightened to silence. But, if he saw nothing, he sensed the effect of his words.

‘You understand, don’t you?’

Some of the steel went out of his tone.

‘I understand.’ Jerry’s voice was low.

‘Tomorrow you bring the money, and I will give you your bill. A minute after six o’clock, and it goes to the collector.’

‘But surely, Mr Lyne’ — Jerry found coherent speech at last—’two thousand pounds on account is not to be sniffed at?’

‘We shall see,’ said the old man, nodding. ‘I’ve nothing else to say.’

Jerry rose; he was shaking with anger. ‘I’ve got something to say, you damned old usurer!’ He quivered with rage. ‘You bloodsucking old brute! You’ll bankrupt me, will you?’

Hervey Lyne had come to his feet, his skinny hands pointing to the door.

‘Get out!’ His voice was little more than a whisper.’ Bloodsucker…damned old usurer, am I? Binny — BINNY!’

Binny came stumbling up from the kitchen.

‘Throw him out — throw him on his head — smash him!’ screamed the old man.

Binny looked at the man who was head and shoulders taller than he, and his smile was sickly.

‘Better get out, sir,’ he said under his breath,’ and don’t take no notice of me.’ Then, in a louder, truculent tone: ‘Get out of here, will you?’ He pulled open the street door noisily. ‘Out you get!’

He struck his palm with his fist, and all the time his imploring eyes begged the visitor to pardon his lapse of manners.

When he came back the moneylender was lying back, exhausted, in his chair.

‘Did you hit him?’ he asked weakly.

‘Did I hit him, sir? I nearly broke me wrist.’

‘Did you break his wrist or anything else of him?’ snarled Hervey, not at all interested in the injuries which might have come to the assailant.

‘It’ll take two doctors to put him right,’ said Binny.

The old man’s thin lips curled in a sneer. ‘I don’t believe you touched him, you poor worm!’ he said.

‘Didn’t you hear me—’began Binny, aggrieved.

‘Clapping your hands together! Liar and fool, do you think I didn’t know that? I may be blind, but I’ve got ears. Did you hit the burglar last night — or when was it? You didn’t even hear him.’

Binny blinked at him helplessly. Two nights before somebody had smashed a glass at the back of the house and opened a window. Whether they succeeded in entering the kitchen or not it was impossible to say. Old Hervey, a light sleeper, heard the crash and came to the head of the stairs, screaming for Binny, who occupied a subterranean room adjoining the kitchen.

‘Did you hit him? Did you hear him?’

‘My idea was to bring in the police,’ began Binny. ‘There’s nothing like the lor in cases like this….’

‘Get out!’ roared the old man. ‘The law! Do you think I wanted a lot of clumsy-footed louts in my house…get away, you make me sick!’

Binny left hurriedly.

For the greater part of two hours the old man sat, muttering to himself, twisting and untwisting his fingers one in the other; and then, as his repeater struck ten, he turned to the radio at his side and switched it on. A voice immediately blared at him…

‘Before I discuss the banking systems of this country I would like to say a few words about the history of banking from the earliest times….’

Hervey Lyne sat up and listened. His hearing, as he had said, was extraordinarily sensitive.
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Dick Allenby Never described himself as being engaged, and the telltale finger of Mary Lane bore no ring indicative of her future. He mentioned the fact casually as he sat in her dressing-room between the last two acts of Cliffs of Fate and he talked to her through a curtain behind which she was changing her dress.

‘I shall be getting a bad name,’ he said. ‘Nothing damages the reputation of an inventor more readily than to be recognized by stage-door keepers. He admits me now without question.’

‘Then you shouldn’t come so often,’ she said, coming through the curtain, and sitting before her dressing-table.

‘I won’t say you’re a matter of life and death to me,’ said Dick, ‘but very nearly. You’re more important than anything in the world.’

‘Including the Allenby gun?’

‘Oh that!’ he said contemptuously. ‘By the way, a German engineer came in today and offered me, on behalf of Eckstein’s — they’re the big Essen engineers — ten thousand pounds for the patent.’

‘What was the matter with him?’ she asked flippantly.

‘That’s what I wondered,’ said Dick, lighting a forbidden cigarette. ‘No, he wasn’t drunk — quite a capable bloke, and terribly discerning. He told me he thought I was one of the greatest inventors of the age.’

‘Darling, you are,’ she said.

‘I know I am,’ said Dick complacently. ‘But it sounded awfully nice in German. Honestly, Mary I had no idea this thing was worth so much.’

‘Are you selling it?’ She turned her head to ask the question.

Dick hesitated. ‘I’m not sure,’ he said. ‘But it’s this enormous accession of wealth that has brought me to the point of your unadorned engagement finger.’

She turned to the mirror, patted her face gently with a puff, and shook her head. ‘I’m going to be a very successful actress,’ she said.

‘You are a very successful actress,’ said Dick lazily. ‘You’ve extracted a proposal of marriage from a great genius.’

She swung round in her chair. ‘Do you know what I’m in dread of?’ she asked.

‘Besides marriage, nothing, I should think.’

‘No, there’s one prospect that terrifies me.’ She was very serious. ‘And that is that your uncle should leave me all his money.’

He chuckled softly. ‘It’s a fear that has never disturbed my night’s rest — why do you say that?’

She looked at him, biting her lip thoughtfully. ‘Once he said something about it, and it struck me quite recently that he loathes you so much that out of sheer pique he might leave it to me, and that would be dreadful.’

He stared at her. ‘In Heaven’s name, why?’ he asked.

‘I should have to marry you,’ she said.

‘Out of sheer pique?’

She shook her head. ‘No; but it would be dreadful, wouldn’t it, Dick?’

‘I think you’re worrying yourself unnecessarily,’ he said dryly. ‘The old boy is more likely to leave it to a dogs’ home. Do you see much of him?’

She told him of her visit to Naylors Crescent, but that was old news to him.

They were talking when there came a tap at the door. She half rose, thinking it was the call boy; but when the knock was repeated and she said ‘Come in’, it was Leo Moran who made an appearance.

He favoured Dick with a wry smile. ‘Instead of wasting your time here you ought to be sitting at home, tuning in to my epoch-making address.’

‘Been broadcasting, have you?’ smiled Dick.’ Do they make you dress up for it?’

‘I’m going on to supper.’

This time the knock was followed by the singsong voice of the call boy, and Mary hurried out. She was glad to escape: for some reason she never felt quite at ease in Mr Moran’s presence.

‘Have you seen this show?’ asked Dick.

Moran nodded.

‘For my sins, yes,’ he said. ‘It’s the most ghastly play in London. I wonder why old Mike keeps it on? He must have a very rich backer.’

‘Have you ever heard of Washington Wirth?’

Leo Moran’s face was a blank.

‘Never heard of him, no. What is he — an American?’

‘Something unusual,’ said Dick. ‘I was reckoning up the other day; he must have lost ten thousand pounds on this play already, and there’s no special reason, so far as I know, why he’s keeping it running. Mary’s the only woman in the cast who’s worth looking at, and she’s no friend of his.’

‘Washington Wirth? The name’s familiar.’ Moran looked at the wall above Dick’s head. ‘I’ve heard something about him or seen his name. By the way, I met an old friend of yours tonight, Surefoot Smith. You were present when that wretched man Tickler was found, weren’t you?’

Dick nodded. ‘The fool treated me as though I were an accomplice.’

‘If the fool you are referring to is Surefoot Smith, he treated me as though I were the murderer,’ said Dick.

‘Did you give him some beer?’

Leo Moran opened the door, looked down the deserted corridor and then closed the door quietly. ‘I was hoping I should see you here, Dick. I want to ask you a favour.’

Dick grinned. ‘Nothing would give me greater joy than to refuse a favour to a bank manager,’ he said.

‘Don’t be a fool; it has nothing to do with money. Only—’He stopped, and it seemed as if he were carefully framing his words. ‘I may be out of London for a week or two. My leave is due, and I want to get into the country. I wonder if you would collect my letters at the flat and keep them for me till I come back?’

‘Why not have them sent on?’ said Dick, in surprise.

Leo Moran shook his head impatiently. ‘I have a special reason for asking. I’m having nothing sent on. My man is going away on his holiday, and the flat will be in charge of Heaven knows who. If I send you the key, will you keep an eye on the place?’

‘When are you going?’ asked Dick.

Moran was vague on this point; there was no certainty whether his leave would be granted. Head office was being rather difficult, although he had a most capable assistant and could have handed over at any moment.

‘I want to go at once, but these brutes in the City are just being tin-godlike. You’ll never know how near human beings can approach divinity until you’ve had dealings with general managers of banks,’ he said. ‘When you approach them, you make three genuflections and stand on your head, and even then they hardly notice you! Is it a bet?’

‘Surely,’ said Dick. ‘You know where to send the key. And I’ll take a little cheap advice from you, now you’re here.’

He told him of the offer he had received for the gun. There was no need to explain what the gun was, for Leo had both seen and tested it.

‘I shouldn’t take an outright offer. I should prefer to take half on account of a royalty,’ he said, when Dick had finished.

‘Are you going to your flat soon?’

‘Almost immediately,’ said the other. ‘Mary has a supper engagement.’

‘With Mr Wirth?’ asked Moran with a smile.

‘I thought you’d never heard of him?’ said Dick.

‘His name came to me as I was speaking. He’s the fellow who gives these supper parties. I used to give them myself once upon a time, and Dead Sea fruit they are! But if you’re going back I’ll walk with you, and renew my acquaintance with your remarkable invention.’

Leo Moran would have been much more popular but for the fact that there was invariably a hint of sarcasm in his most commonplace remarks. Sometimes Dick, who liked him well enough, thought he had been soured by some big misfortune; for, despite his geniality, there was generally a bite to his remarks. Dick forgave him as they walked along the Strand for all that he had to say concerning Jerry Dornford.

‘There’s a wastrel!’ said Moran.’ I can’t tell you why I think so, because I’m interviewing him tomorrow on bank business.’

Though the evening was warm, a fog had formed, which, as their taxi approached the park, increased in density. It was clearing off as they passed through Knightsbridge.

‘As a matter of fact,’ said Dick, ‘you’re making me do something it has been on my conscience to do all the evening, and that is, go home and look at that gun. Like a fool, I charged it before I came out. I was about to make the experiment of trying to shoot a nickel bullet through a steel plate, and like an idiot I left it loaded.’

The fog was very patchy, and was so dense that the driver had to feel his way along the kerb as they approached the house where Dick had his workshop.

The little lift was in darkness, and even when Dick turned the switch no light came. As he moved he trod on something which crashed under his feet.

‘What the devil was that?’ asked Moran irritably.

Dick struck a match. He saw on the floor the remains of a small light bulb which had evidently been removed from the roof of the lift.

‘That’s odd. Our janitor is a little careless,’ he said, and pushed the button that sent the elevator up to the top floor. He took out a key and had another surprise, for a key was already in the lock, so tightly fitted that it could not be turned one way or the other.

He twisted the handle; the door gave.

‘There’s somebody been playing monkey tricks here,’ he said.

Turning on the light, he stood stock still, momentarily incapable of speech. The bench on which the gun had stood was empty. The gun was gone!
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He Recovered His voice at last.

‘Well, I’ll be…!’

Who could have taken it? He was staggered, so staggered that he could not be angry. Pulling back the door, he examined the key and, with the aid of a pair of powerful pliers, presently extracted it. It was a rough and ready affair, badly filed, but evidently it had fitted, and had done all that its owner had required, for the lock had turned back.

It was when the unknown had tried to relock the door and take away the key that he had failed.

Dick walked to where the gun had been and glared down at the bench. Then he began to laugh.

‘The brute!’

‘It’s a very serious loss to you, isn’t it?’ asked Moran.

Dick shook his head. ‘Not really. All the plans and specifications are in the hands of a model-maker, and fortunately I applied for a provisional patent for the main features three days ago.’ He stared at Moran. ‘The question is, who did it?’ And then his jaw dropped. ‘If he doesn’t know how to handle that thing, and isn’t jolly careful, he’ll either kill himself or some innocent passerby!’ he said. ‘I wonder if he knows how to unload it?’

He pulled out a chair and sat down, and with a gesture invited his visitor to sit. ‘I suppose we ought to tell the police. Now, if old man Surefoot is at the Yard…’

He consulted an address book and gave a number. After a long parley with a suspicious girl at the Scotland Yard exchange, he found himself connected with Smith. In a few words he explained what had happened.

‘I’ll come up. Is there anything else missing?’

‘No — the beer is intact,’ said Dick.

When he had hung up the receiver he went into his little larder and dragged in a wooden case.

‘Surefoot will be glad; he loathes science. Don’t make a face like that, my dear chap — Surefoot’s clever. I used to think that beer had a deadening effect on people, but Surefoot is an amazing proof of the contrary. You don’t like him?’

‘I’m not passionately attached to him,’ said Moran. He looked at his watch. ‘If you don’t mind, I’ll leave you alone with your grief. It’s hard luck — is it insured?’

‘Spoken like a banker!’ said Dick.’ No, it isn’t. Leo, I never realized I was a genius till now — it’s like the things that you read about in thrillers! You see what has happened? Our friend came here in the fog, but to make absolutely sure he shouldn’t be seen he took out the light in the lift, so that nobody should spot him on his way down. The door is lattice work, and if the light had been on he could have been seen from any of the floors, supposing somebody was there to see him. I presume he had a car outside; he put the gun into the vehicle and got away. Probably we passed him.’

‘Who would know you had the gun?’

Dick thought for a while. ‘Mary knew; Jerry Dornford knew — Good Lord!’

Leo Moran smiled and shook his head. ‘Jerry wouldn’t have the energy, anyway; and he wouldn’t know where to market—’

He stopped suddenly. ‘I saw him the other day at Snell’s Club, with that poisonous little devil Jules — the fellow who is supposed to have been concerned in pinching the French mobilization plans.’

Dick hesitated, reached for the telephone directory, found the number he wanted and dialled it. The line was engaged.

Five minutes later he tried again and heard Jerry’s voice.

‘Hullo, Dornford! Got my gun?’ asked Dick.

‘Your what?’ asked Jerry’s steady voice.

‘Somebody said they saw you walking out of my house with something under your arm this evening.’

‘I haven’t seen your infernal house, and I’m not likely to see it after your rudeness this afternoon!’ Click! Jerry Dornford had hung up on him.

I wonder,’ said Dick, and frowned as he slowly replaced the receiver.’ I can’t believe he did it, though there’s nothing bad I wouldn’t believe about him.’

‘Do you think it was your German friend?’ asked Leo.

‘Rubbish! Why should he offer me the money? He would have given me a draft right away this afternoon if I’d wanted it. No, we’ll leave it to old man Surefoot.’

‘Then you’ll leave it to him alone,’ said Leo, and buttoned up his overcoat.

He went to the door and turned back.

‘You’ll not go back on your promise, about clearing my letters? It all depends on what happens tomorrow how soon I go, and the first intimation you’ll get will be when you receive my key.’

‘Where are you going?’ asked Dick.

Leo shook his head. ‘That’s the one thing I can’t tell you,’ he said.

Sitting alone, surveying the empty bench, Dick Allenby began to realize the seriousness of his loss. If he was bewildered by the theft, the last thing in the world he expected, he was by no means shattered. He tried to get Mary on the phone, but thought better of it. It would be selfish to spoil her night’s amusement. Better start again. He was working at his drawing-board on a new plan, and had already conceived an improvement on the older model, when Surefoot Smith arrived.

He listened while Dick described the circumstances of his return; examined the key casually, and seemed more interested in the marks that the machine had made, visible against its dusty surroundings, than in anything else.

‘No, it’s not remarkable,’ he said when Dick so described the theft. ‘Dozens of inventions are stolen in the course of a year…yes, I mean burgled. I know a company promoter who floated a business to sell cameras, he had his house burgled and the plans of the inventions stolen a week before the company was put on the market. I’ve known other promoters to have police guards in their houses day and night.’

He walked round the room and presently related the sum of his discoveries.

‘The man who took this was taller than you.’ He pointed to a bench near the door, the contents of which were in some disorder.’ He rested the gun there while he tried to operate the lock, and that bench is higher than this. He wore gloves; he must have handled this cylinder and there’s no fingerprints on it. Who’s been here lately?’

Dick told him.

‘Mr Gerald Dornford, eh? I shouldn’t think he’d have the nerve. We had some trouble with him once; he was running a little game in the West End. I might look him up, but it would be asking for trouble. I hardly think it’s worth while putting him under observation,’ said Surefoot. ‘Are you going to call up the Press and tell them all about it? They’ll make a story of it— “Sensational Invention Stolen”.’

‘I didn’t think of doing anything so silly.’

‘Then you’re wise,’ said Surefoot.

He looked helplessly around; Dick pointed to the beer case under the bench.

‘In a way, and without any offence to you, Mr Allenby, I’m glad to see it go. All these new inventions are coming so thick and fast that you can’t keep track of them.’

‘Which reminds me,’ said Dick, ‘that this thing was loaded.’

Surefoot was not gravely concerned. ‘If somebody gets shot,’ he said calmly, ‘we shall find out who did it.’

He was less interested in the robbery than in the killing of Tickler. ‘It’s a puzzle to me. I can’t understand it. I wouldn’t mind if it hadn’t been in that cab. It’s the Americanization of English crime that’s worrying me. These Americans have got our car trade, they’ve got our tool trade; if they come here and corner our murder market there’s going to be trouble.’ He stopped suddenly, stooped and picked something from the floor. It was a pearl waistcoat button. ‘This sort of thing only happens in stories,’ he said as he turned it over. ‘The fellow was in evening dress, and rubbed this off when he was carrying the gun. As a clue it’s about as much use as the evidence of the old lady in every murder case who saw a tall, dark man in a big, grey car.’

He looked at the button carefully. ‘You can buy these at almost any store in London. You don’t even have to buy ’em — they give ’em away.’ He made a careful scrutiny of the floor but found nothing new. ‘Still, I’ll put it in my pocket,’ he said.

‘It may have been Leo Moran’s,’ said Dick, remembering. ‘He wore a white waistcoat. He and I came back together.’

Surefoot’s nose wrinkled.

‘This! It would have been diamonds and sapphires. Ain’t he a bank manager? No this is the button of some poor depositor. I shouldn’t be surprised if it was somebody with an overdraft! What do you think of Mr Moran?’ He was looking at Dick keenly.

‘He’s a nice fellow; I like him,’ said Dick.

‘There are moments when I don’t but, generally speaking, I do. Who’s Sisley?’

‘Sisley?’ said Dick. ‘You mean Alfred Sisley the painter?’ Smith nodded. ‘Oh, he’s a very famous impressionist.’

‘Expensive?’ asked Surefoot.

‘Very,’ said Dick. ‘His pictures sell for thousands.’

Surefoot rubbed his nose irritably. ‘That’s what I thought. In fact, he said as much. Seen his flat? It looks as though it had been furnished for the Queen of Sheba, the well-known Egyptian. Persian carpet, diamond lampshades…’

‘You’re talking about Moran’s flat? Yes, it’s rather beautiful. But he’s got money of his own.’

‘It was his own when he had it, anyway,’ said Smith darkly, and left on this cryptic note.

He had left Scotland Yard with some reluctance, for there was visiting London at that period one John Kelly, Deputy Chief Commissioner of the Chicago Police, and one of America’s foremost detectives. Earlier in the evening Surefoot had discussed the Regent Street murder.

‘It sounds like a “ride”,’ said Kelly, shaking his head, ‘but I guess that kind of crime will never be popular in this country. In the first place, you’ve no big men in your underworld, and if you had, your police force and Government are pull-proof. It reads to me like an “imitation murder”. I suppose you’ve got bad men here — I only know one English gangster. They called him London Len. He was a bad egg — bumped off half a dozen men before a rival gang got after him and got him on the run. He was English-born — so far as I’ve been able to trace he wasn’t in the country five years.’

London Len was an ‘inside man’ — he got himself into positions of trust, and at the first opportunity cleared the contents of the office safe.

‘Quick on the draw and ruthless,’ said John; ‘but he certainly wouldn’t give a man a hundred pounds and leave it behind when he shot him!’

Now that he was abroad on this foggy night, Surefoot decided to interview a certain forgetful constable, and before he left the Yard he arranged to meet the man at Marylebone Road station. He found the police officer, waiting in the charge-room, rather proud, if anything, that he had recalled the one fact that he should not have forgotten.

Surefoot Smith listened to the story of the little man who had been found sitting on the doorstep of an apartment in Baynes Mews, and of the inebriated songster.

‘It’s funny I should have forgotten that—’ began the policeman. ‘But as I was shaving this morning I thought—’

‘It’s not funny. If it was, I should be laughing. Am I laughing?’

‘No, sir,’ admitted the police officer.

‘It’s not funny, it’s tragic. If you’d been a rabbit wearing uniform, you would have remembered to tell your superior officer about that incident. A poor, harmless, lop-eared rabbit would have gone straight to his sergeant and said “So-and-so and so-and-so”. And if a rabbit can do that, why couldn’t you?’

The question was unanswerable, partly because the bewildered young constable was not sure whether ‘rabbit’ had any special esoteric meaning.

‘And you’re taking credit,’ Surefoot went on inexorably,’ for thinking — I repeat, thinking — as you were shaving this morning, that you ought to have told somebody about meeting that man in the mews. Do you use a safety razor, my man?’

‘Yes, sir,’ said the officer.

‘Then you couldn’t cut your throat, which is a pity,’ said Surefoot. ‘Now lead me to this place, and don’t speak unless I speak to you. I am not suspending you from duty, because I am not associated with the uniformed branch. There was a time when I was associated,’ he said carefully, ‘but in those days police constables had brains.’
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The crushed policeman led the way to Baynes Mews and pointed out the door where he had seen the figure of Tickler sitting. The door did not yield to Surefoot’s pressure.

He took from his pocket some skeleton keys which he had borrowed at the station without authority, and tried them on the door. Presently he so manipulated the key that he succeeded in snapping back the lock. He pushed open the door, sent a ray of light up the dusty stairs, and climbed, breathing stertorously, to the top. He came upon a landing and a barrier of matchwood, in which was a door. He tried this and again had recourse to his skeleton key.

Without a warrant he had no right whatever to invade the privacy of an English home; but Surefoot had never hesitated to break the law in the interests of justice or the satisfaction of his curiosity.

He found he was in a large bare room, almost unfurnished except for a big, cheap-looking wardrobe, a table, a large mirror, and a square of carpet. At the back of the room, behind the matchboarding partition, was a washplace. Singularly enough, there was no bed, not even a couch. On the wall was an old print representing the marriage of Queen Victoria. It was in a dusty maple frame and hung groggily. Mr Smith, who had a tidy mind, tried to straighten the picture, and something fell to the floor. It was a white glove which contained something heavy; it struck the floor with a clump. He picked it up and laid it on the dressing-table. The glove was of kid, and it held a key — a large, old-fashioned door-key.

What was remarkable about this key was its colour; it had been painted with silver paint.

Surefoot looked at the key thoughtfully. An amateur had painted it — the inside of the business end had not been touched; the steel was bright and evidently the key was often used.

He brought it beneath the one naked electric globe which served to illuminate the room, but found nothing new about it.

Putting the key in his pocket, he continued his search without, however, discovering anything more noteworthy, until he found the cupboard. Its door seemed part of the matchboard lining of the room, to the height of which it rose. There was no handle, and the keyhole was so concealed in the dovetailing that it might have passed unnoticed but for the fact that Surefoot Smith was a very painstaking man.

He thought at first it was a Yale lock, but when he tested it out with the aid of a big clasp-knife, which contained half a dozen tools, he found it was a very simple ‘catch’. The cupboard held a complete dress suit, including silk hat and overcoat. On a shelf was a number of plain but exquisitely woven handkerchiefs, socks, folded dress ties and the like.

He searched the pockets but could find no clue to the ownership of the suit. There was no maker’s tab on the inside of the coat, or concealed in the breast pocket. Even the trousers buttons were not inscribed with the tailor’s name.

He examined the dress shirts; they were similarly unidentifiable. He found nothing more except a large bottle of expensive perfume and a locked box. This he forced under the lamp, and found three wigs, perfectly made. One was wrapped in silver tissue, and it was either new or had been newly dressed.

‘Bit odd, isn’t it?’ said Surefoot Smith aloud.

‘Yes, sir,’ said the constable, who had been silent until that moment.

‘I was talking to myself,’ said Surefoot coldly.

He made another round of the room, but without adding to the sum of his knowledge.

He replaced everything where he had found it, except the key and the glove. After all, there might be a perfectly simple explanation of his finds. The man may have been an actor. The fact that Tickler had been sitting on his doorstep, listening to his drunken song, meant little, and would certainly carry no weight with a jury.

On the other hand, if the explanation was so simple, Surefoot Smith was in a position of some embarrassment. Against his name, if the truth be told, were many black marks for unauthorized entry. This might very well be the cause of another.

He went out into the mews, locked the door, and walked silently into Portland Place, followed by the policeman. And Surefoot Smith did not forget that the constable might be a witness at any inquiry before the Commissioner.

‘I think that is all, officer,’ he said, ‘but I am not blaming you for failing to report. Things like that,’ he went on, ‘slip out of a man’s mind. For instance, I left my house yesterday and forgot to take my pipe.’

The officer murmured his polite surprise. He was a little mollified, and was sufficiently intelligent to understand the reason for this change of attitude.

‘I suppose it’s all right, sir, going into that place without a warrant?’ he said.’ I’m asking because I’m a young officer, new to the force—’

Surefoot Smith surveyed him soberly.

‘I went,’ he said, with great deliberation, ‘because you reported a suspicious circumstance. You told me you had reason to believe that the murderer might be hiding in that loft.’

The constable gasped at this atrocious charge, gasped but was speechless.

‘So that, if there’s any trouble over it,’ said Surefoot, ‘we’re both in it. And my word’s better than yours. Now go home and keep your mouth shut — it won’t be hard for you.’ He could not resist the temptation to gibe. ‘In fact, I should say you were a pretty good mouth-shutter.’

The key and the white glove he locked away in a drawer of his desk at Scotland Yard. There was nothing remarkable about either article. Surefoot Smith would indeed have been glad to sacrifice his finds for one packet of cartridges, the bullets of which corresponded to those extracted from the unfortunate Tickler. In his mind, however, he was satisfied that there was some connexion between that flat in Baynes Mews and the murder of the little thief. The finding of the dress clothes signified little; it might only mean that someone, for reasons best known to himself, wanted a place where he could change without going home. Such things happen in the West End of London, and in the east or any other end of any other large city.

The absence of the bed rather puzzled him, but here again it simply removed one explanation of the flat being used. Yet, if he could have foreseen the future, he would have known that he had in his possession a clue more valuable than the science of ballistics could have given to him.
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Mary Lane’s PARTY was a very dull one. She was one of ten young people, and young people can be very boring.

Three of the girls had a giggling secret, and throughout the meal made esoteric references to some happening which none but they understood. The young men were vapid and vacuous, after their kind. She was glad to get away on the excuse of a matinee.

Mary lived in a large block of flats in the Marylebone Road.

These three small rooms and a kitchenette were home and independence to her. She seldom received visitors, rarely men visitors, and never in any circumstances invited a guest so late at night. She was staggered when the liftman told her that ‘a gentleman had just gone up to her flat’.

‘No, miss, I’ve never seen him before. It wasn’t Mr Allenby, but he says he knows you.’

He opened the door of the lift and walked along the corridor with her. To her amazement she saw Leo Moran, who had evidently rung the bell of the flat several times, and was returning to the elevator when they met.

‘It is unpardonable of me to come so late, Miss Lane, but when I explain to you that it’s rather a vital matter I’m sure you won’t be angry with me. Your maid is asleep.’

Mary smiled. ‘I haven’t a maid,’ she said.

The situation was a little embarrassing: she did not want to ask him into the flat; nor could she talk to him in the passage. She compromised by asking him in and leaving the front door open.

Moran was nervous; his voice, when he spoke, was husky; the hand that took a large envelope from his inside pocket was unsteady.

‘I wouldn’t have bothered you at all, but I had rather a disconcerting letter when I got home, from — an agent of mine.’

She knew Moran, though she had never regarded him as a friend, and felt a sense of resentment every time he had come unbidden to her dressing-room. Since she received her allowance from old Hervey, she had it also through the bank of which Leo Moran was manager.

‘I’ll be perfectly frank with you, Miss Lane,’ he said, speaking quickly and nervously. ‘It’s a matter entirely personal to myself, in the sense that I am personally responsible. The one man who could get me out of my trouble is the one man I do not wish to approach — your guardian, Mr Hervey Lyne.’

To say she was astonished is to put it mildly. She had always regarded Moran as a man so perfectly self-possessed that nothing could break through his reserve, and here he was, fidgeting and stammering like a schoolboy.

‘If I can help you of course I will,’ she said, wondering what was coming next.

‘It concerns some shares which I purchased on behalf of a client of the bank. Mr Lyne signed the transfer, but the other people — that is to say, the people to whom the shares were transferred — have just discovered that it is necessary also that your name shall be on the transfer, as they were originally part of the stocks left in trust to you. I might say,’ he went on quickly, ‘that the price of this stock is exactly the same, or practically the same, as it was when it was taken over.’

‘My name — is that all you want? I thought at least it was something valuable,’ she laughed.

He put the paper on the table; it was indubitably a stock transfer; she had seen such documents before. He indicated where her name should be signed, and she noticed above it the scrawl of old Lyne.

‘Well, that’s done.’ There was no mistaking his relief. ‘You’ll think it’s awful of me to come at this hour of the night. I can’t tell you how grateful I am. It simply meant that I had paid out money of the bank’s without the necessary authorization. Also, if old Mr Lyne died tomorrow, this transfer would be practically valueless.’

‘Is he likely to die tomorrow?’

He shook his head. ‘I don’t know; he’s a pretty old man.’ Abruptly he held out his hand. ‘Good night, and thank you again.’

She closed the door on him, went back to her kitchenette to make herself a cup of chocolate before she went to bed, and sat for a long time at the kitchen table, sipping the hot decoction, and trying to discover something sinister in his midnight visitation. Herein she failed. If Hervey Lyne died tomorrow? By his agitation and hurry one might imagine that the old man was in extremis. Yet, the last time she had seen old Hervey, he was very much in possession of his faculties.

She was at breakfast the following morning when Dick Allenby called her up and told her of his loss. She listened incredulously, and thought he was joking until he told her of the visit of Surefoot Smith.

‘My dear — how terrible!’ she said.

‘Surefoot thought it was providential. Moran thought nothing.’

‘Was he there?’ she asked quickly.

‘Yes — why?’

She hesitated. Moran had so evidently wished his visit to her to be a private matter that it seemed like betraying him.

‘Oh, nothing,’ she said. And then, as an afterthought: ‘Come round and tell me all about it.’

He was there in half an hour, singularly unemotional and cheerful, she thought.

‘It really isn’t as dramatically important as it sounds,’ he said. ‘If it has been stolen, as Surefoot thinks it has, with the idea of pinching the patent, the buyer will be shrewd enough to make a search of the registrations at the various Patent Offices. I had an acknowledgement from Germany this morning that it has been entered there.’

He was interrupted by a knock at the outer door and she opened it to admit a second visitor. It was not usual, she explained apologetically to Dick, that she should receive guests so early, but Mike Hennessey had telephoned, asking whether he might come.

The first thing she noticed when Mike came into the room was his embarrassment at finding Dick Allenby there. A genial soul was Mike, big-faced, heavy-featured, sleepy-eyed, constitutionally lazy and lethargic in his movements. He was never a healthy-looking individual, but now he looked positively ill, and she remarked upon the fact. Mike shook his head.

‘Had a bad night,’ he said. ‘Good morning, Mr Allenby — don’t go: I’ve nothing private; only I wanted to see this young lady about our play. It’s coming off.’

‘Thank Heaven for that!’ said Mary gratefully.’ It’s the best news I’ve had for months.’

‘It’s about the worst I’ve had,’ he grumbled.

‘Has Mr Wirth withdrawn his support?’

It was nearer the truth than she guessed. Mr Wirth’s weekly cheque had been due on the previous day, it had not arrived and Mike was taking no chances. ‘The notice goes up tonight that we finish on Saturday,’ he said. ‘I’ve had the luck to let the theatre — I wish I’d taken a better offer that I had last week.’

He was even more nervous than Moran had been; could not keep his hands still or his body either. He got up from the chair, walked to the window, came back and sat down, only to rise again a few moments later.

‘Who is this old fellow Wirth? What’s his job?’ asked Dick.

‘I don’t know. He’s in some sort of business at Coventry,’ said Mike. ‘I thought of running up there today to see him. The point is this’ — he came to that point bluntly—’tomorrow night’s Treasury, and I haven’t enough money in the bank to pay the artistes. I may get it today, in which case there’s no fuss. You’re the heaviest salary in the cast. Mary: will you trust me till next week if things go wrong?’

She was staggered at the suggestion. In the case of other productions Mike’s solvency had always been a matter of the gravest doubt, but Cliffs of Fate had been under more distinguished patronage, and the general impression was that, whatever else happened, the money for its continuance would come in.

‘Of course I will, Mike,’ she said; ‘but surely Mr Wirth hasn’t—’

‘Gone broke? No, I shouldn’t think so. He’s a strange man,’ said Mike vaguely.

He did not particularize his patron’s strangeness, but was satisfied to leave it at that. His departure was almost as abrupt a gesture as any he had performed.

‘There’s a pretty sick man,’ said Dick.

‘Do you mean he’s ill?’

‘Mentally. Something’s upset him. I should imagine that the failure of old Wirth’s cheque was quite sufficient; but there’s something else besides.’ He rose. ‘Come and lunch,’ he invited, but she shook her head.

She was lunching at home; her matinee excuse at the overnight party had been on the spur of the moment. She wondered how many would remember it against her.

Dick went on to Scotland Yard, and had to wait half an hour before Surefoot Smith returned. He had no news of any importance. A description of the stolen gun had been circulated.

‘But that won’t help very much. It’s hardly likely to be pawned or offered for sale in the Caledonian Market,’ said Surefoot. And then, abruptly: ‘Do you know Mr Washington Wirth?’

‘I’ve heard of him.’

‘Have you ever met him? Great party-giver, isn’t he?’

Dick smiled. ‘He’s never given me a party, but I believe he’s rather fond of that sort of amusement.’

Surefoot nodded. ‘I’ve just been up to the Kellner Hotel. They know nothing about him, except that he always pays in cash. He’s been using the hotel for three years; orders a suite whenever he feels inclined, leaves the supper and the orchestra to the head waiter; but that’s the only thing they know about him — that his money is good money, which is all they want to know, I suppose.’

‘Are you interested in him?’ asked Dick, and told the story of Mike Hennessey’s agitation.

Surefoot Smith was interested.

‘He’s got a bank, has he? Well, he may be one of those Midland people. I’ve never understood what makes the corn and coal merchants go in for theatricals. It’s a form of insanity that’s getting quite common.’

‘Mike will tell you all about it,’ suggested Allenby.

Mr Smith’s lips curled.

‘Mike’ll tell us a whole lot,’ he said sarcastically. ‘That fellow wouldn’t tell you his right hand had four fingers, for fear you brought it up in evidence against him. I know Mike!’

‘At any rate, he’s got a line on Wirth,’ said Dick.’ He’s been financing this play.’

Since he could find nobody to lunch with, he decided to take that meal at Snell’s, which had all the values of a good club except that there were one or two members who were personally objectionable to him. And the most poisonous were the first two he saw at the entrance of the diningroom. Gerald Dornford and Jules had their little table in the window. Jules favoured him with a nod, but Jerry kept his eyes steadily averted as Dick passed.

They had, in point of fact, only just sat down when Allenby had arrived, and in his furtive way Jules had been avoiding the one subject which his companion wished to discuss. He spoke of the people who were passing in the street, recognizing every important car that passed; he talked of the military conference which was in session just then, of the party to which he had been the night before, of anything but —

‘Now what about this gun?’ said Jerry.

‘The gun?’

Jules looked at him blankly, then leaned back in his chair and chuckled. ‘What a good thing you came today! I wanted to see you. That little project of mine must be abandoned.’

‘What do you mean?’ gasped Jerry, turning pale.

‘I mean that my principals, or rather the principals of my principals, have decided not to go any further in the matter. You see, we’ve discovered that all the salient points of the gun have been protected by patents, especially in those countries where the invention could be best exploited.’

Jerry looked at him, dumbfounded. ‘Do you mean to say that you don’t want it?’

Jules nodded. ‘I mean to say there’s no need for you to take any unnecessary risks. Now let us discuss some other way of raising the money—’

‘Discuss be damned!’ said Jerry savagely.’ I’ve got the gun — I took it last night!’

Jules stroked his smooth chin and looked at his companion thoughtfully. ‘That’s awkward,’ he said. ‘You took it from the workshop, did you? Well, you can hardly put it back. I advise you to drive somewhere out of London and dump it in a deep pond. Or, better still, try the river, somewhere between Temple Lock and Hambleden.’

‘Do you mean to tell me,’ Jerry’s husky voice was almost hoarse—’that I’ve taken this risk for nothing? What’s the idea?’

Jules shrugged. ‘I’m sorry. My principals—’

‘Damn your principals! You gave me a specific promise that if I got the thing you’d give me a couple of thousand.’

Jules smiled. ‘And now, my dear fellow, I give you a specific assurance that I cannot get two thousand shillings for the gun! It is unfortunate. If you had procured the invention when I first suggested it, the matter would have been all over — and paid for. Now it is too late.’ He leaned over and patted the other gently on the arm as though he were a child. ‘There is no sense in being foolish about this matter,’ he said. ‘Let us find some other way of raising the wind, eh?’

Jerry Dornford was crushed. He knew Hervey Lyne sufficiently well to realize that, had he produced the two thousand pounds, the old man would have grabbed at the money and given him the extra time he had asked. Hervey could never resist the argument of cash.

He could have grabbed the smiling little so-and-so opposite him and thrown him out of the window. There was murder in his glance when he looked into the round, brown eyes of his companion. But Jerry Dornford never forgot that he was a gentleman, and as such was expected to exercise the self-control which is the peculiar and popular attribute of the wellbred man.

‘Well, it can’t be helped,’ he said. ‘Order me a drink; I’m a bit upset.’

Jules played an invisible piano on the edge of the table.

‘Our friend Allenby is at the third table on the right. Would it not be a good idea,’ he suggested,’ to go over and say: “What a little joke I played on you, eh”?’

‘Don’t be a fool,’ interrupted Jerry roughly. ‘He called me up last night and asked me if I had it. He’s put the matter in the hands of the police. I had a visit from Smith this morning.’

‘So!’ Jules pursed his red lips. ‘That is a pity. Here is your drink.’

They sat for a long time over their coffee, saw Dick Allenby leave the club and cross to the opposite side of St James’s Street.

‘Clever fellow, that,’ said Jules, almost with enthusiasm. ‘He doesn’t like me. I forget the name he called me the last time we had a little discussion, but it was terribly offensive. But I like him. I am fond of clever people; there is nothing so amusing as cleverness.’

Dick had hardly left the club before a telephone message came through for him, and this he missed. It was Mary Lane, and at that moment she needed Dick’s advice very badly. She called his flat again; he had not returned. She tried a second club, where he sometimes called in the afternoon, but again was unsuccessful.

She had been writing out the small cheques which her housekeeping necessitated, when the strange message had arrived. It came in the hands of a grubby little boy, who carried an envelope which was covered with uncleanly fingermarks.

‘An old gentleman told me to bring it here,’ he said in his shrill cockney.

An old gentleman? She looked at the superscription; her name and address were scrawled untidily and she guessed at once that it was Hervey Lyne who had sent the letter.

The boy explained that he had been delivering a parcel at No. 19, and had seen the old gentleman leaning on his stick in the doorway. He wore his dressing-gown and had the letter in his hand. He had called the boy, given him half a crown (that must have been a wrench for Hervey), and ordered him to deliver the letter at once.

She tore it open. It was written on the back of a ruled sheet of paper covered with typewritten figures, and the writing was in pencil.

‘Bring Moran to me without fail at three o’clock this afternoon. I saw him two days ago, but I’m not satisfied. Bring police officer.’

Here was written, above, a word which she deciphered as ‘Smith’.

‘Do not let Moran or anybody know about P.O. This is very urgent.’

The note was signed ‘H.L.’.

The little boy could give her no other information. She would have called up Hervey Lyne’s house, but the old man had an insuperable objection to the telephone and had never had one installed. She looked at her watch; it was after two, and for ten minutes she was making a frantic effort to get in touch with Dick.

Surefoot Smith she hardly knew well enough to consult, and she had a woman’s distaste for approaching the police direct.

She called up Leo Moran’s bank; he had gone home. She tried his club, with no better success. Moran had left his flat that morning, announcing that he had no intention of returning for two or three weeks. He had gone on leave. Curiously enough, the bank did not tell her that: they merely said that Mr Moran had gone home early — a completely inaccurate piece of information, she discovered when the first man, who was evidently a clerk, was interrupted and a more authoritative voice spoke:

‘This is the chief accountant speaking, Miss Lane. You were asking about Mr Moran? He has not been to the bank today.’

‘He’s gone on leave, hasn’t he?’

‘I’m not aware of the fact. I know he has applied for leave, but I don’t think he’s gone — in fact, I’m certain. I opened all the letters this morning.’

She replaced the receiver, bewildered, and was sitting at the window, cogitating on what else she should do, when to her joy the telephone rang. It was Dick, who had returned to Snell’s Club to collect some letters he had forgotten, and had been told of her call.

‘That’s very odd,’ was his comment when he heard about ‘the note. ‘I’ll try to get Smith. The best thing you can do, angel, is to meet me outside Baker Street Tube Station in a quarter of an hour. I’ll try to land Smith at the same moment.’

She got to the station a little before three, and had to wait for ten minutes before a taxi dashed up and Dick jumped out. She saw the bulky figure of Mr Smith in one corner of the cab and, getting in, sat by him. Dick gave instructions to the taxidriver and seated himself opposite.

‘This is all very mysterious, isn’t it?’ he said.’ Let me see the letter.’

She showed it to him, and he turned it over.

‘Hullo, this is a bank statement.’ He whistled. ‘Phew! What figures! The old boy’s certainly let the cat out of the bag.’

She had paid no attention to the typewritten statement on the back.

‘Over two hundred thousand in cash and umpteen hundred thousand in securities. What’s the idea — I mean, of sending this note? I suppose you couldn’t find Moran?’

She shook her head.

Smith was examining the letter carefully. ‘Is he blind?’ he asked.

‘Very nearly,’ said Dick. ‘He doesn’t admit it, but he can’t see well enough to distinguish you from me. That’s his writing — I had a rude letter from him one day last week. Did you find Moran?’

Mary shook her head. ‘Nobody seems to know where he is. He hasn’t been to the bank today, and he’s not at his flat.’

Surefoot folded the letter and handed it back to the girl. ‘It looks as if he doesn’t want to see me yet awhile, and not at all if we don’t bring Moran,’ he said.

They drove into Naylors Crescent, and it was agreed that Surefoot should sit outside in the cab whilst they interviewed the old man. But repeated knockings brought no answer. The houses in Naylors Crescent stand behind deep little areas, and out of the one next door a head appeared.

‘There’s nobody in,’ he said. ‘Mr Lyne has gone out in his chair about an hour ago.’

‘Where did he go?’ asked Dick.

The man could not say; but Mary was better informed. ‘They always go to the same place — into the private gardens of the park,’ she said. ‘It’s only a few minutes’ walk.’

The cab was no longer necessary; Dick paid it off. They were about to cross the road when a big, open car swept past, and Dick had a momentary glimpse of the man at the wheel. It was Jerry Dornford. The car was old and noisy; there was a succession of backfires as it passed. It slowed down a little at one point, then, gathering speed, disappeared from view.

‘Any policeman doing his duty will pinch that fellow under the Noises Act,’ said Smith.

Presently they came in sight of the chair. Binny was sitting on his little collapsible stool, a paper spread open on his knees, a pair of gold-rimmed glasses perched on his thick nose. The gate into the gardens was locked and it was some time before Dick attracted the man’s attention. Presently Binny looked up and, ambling forward, unlocked the gate and admitted them.

‘I think he’s asleep, sir,’ he said, ‘and that’s a bit awkward. If I start wheeling him when he’s asleep, and he wakes up, he gives me hell! And he’s got to be home by three.’

Old Hervey Lyne sat, his chin on his chest, his blue-tinted glasses firmly fixed on the high bridge of his nose. His gloved hands were clasped on the rug which was tucked about his legs.

Binny folded his paper, put it in his pocket, folded his stool and hung it on a little hook on the chair. ‘Do you think we’d better wake him up?’

Mary went nearer. ‘Mr Lyne,’ she said. She called again, but there was no answer.

Surefoot Smith, who was standing at some distance, came nearer. He walked round the back of the chair, came to the front and, leaning over, pulled open the old man’s coat. He closed it again; then, to Mary’s amazement, Surefoot Smith caught her gently by the arm.

‘I think you’d better run away for about an hour, and I’ll come and see you at your flat,’ he said.

His voice was unusually gentle. She looked at him, and the colour went out of her face. ‘Is he dead?’ she breathed.

Surefoot Smith nodded; almost impelled her towards the gate. When she was out of hearing: ‘He’s been shot through the back. I saw the hole in the cape as I came round. Look!’ He opened the coat.

Dick saw something that was not pleasant to see.
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The Ambulance Had come and gone. Four men sat in the dead man’s study. Binny was one; the other, besides Surefoot Smith and Dick Allenby, was the divisional inspector.

Smith turned to the grey-faced servant. ‘Tell us just what happened, my boy,’ he said.

Binny shook his head. ‘I don’t know…awful, ain’t it, him going like that…’

‘Were there any visitors?’

Binny shook his head again. ‘Nobody, so far as I know.’

‘Where was he at one o’clock?’

‘In this room, sir, in the chair where you’re sitting,’ said Binny. ‘He was writing something — put his hand over it when I came in. I didn’t see what it was.’

‘It was probably a letter to Miss Lane,’ said the detective. ‘Does he often write notes?’ Binny shook his head. ‘When he does write them do you deliver them?’

Binny shook his head again. ‘No, sir, not always. Poor Mr Lyne was very suspicious. His sight wasn’t very good and he’d got an idea that people was listening at the door or reading his letters. He’d call anybody off the street to take a note when he sent one, which wasn’t often.’

‘What visitors has he had lately?’

‘Mr Dornford came last night, sir. There was a bit of a quarrel — over money, I think.’

‘A bad quarrel?’ asked Smith.

Binny nodded. ‘He asked me to throw him out — Mr Lyne did.’

Surefoot jotted down a note. ‘And who else?’ Binny looked serious. ‘Mr Moran came two days ago.’

‘That’s right sir. Mr Moran came to see him about banking business, and Miss Lane came — I think that’s the lot. We don’t often have people call.’

Again Smith scribbled something. He employed a weird kind of shorthand, which was indecipherable to Dick, who, from where he sat, had a view of the notes.

‘Tell us what happened today. Do you usually go out in the afternoon?’

‘Yes, sir, but at lunchtime Mr Lyne said he wouldn’t go out. In fact, he told me not to bother about the chair, that he was expecting some visitors at three o’clock. About two o’clock he changed his mind and said he’d go out. I pushed him into the park gardens and sat down and read a case to him—’

‘Do you mean a police court case?’

‘That’s right, sir. He likes reading about moneylenders’ actions against people who owe them something. There was a case this morning—’

‘Oh, you mean a Law Courts case — any kind of case, in, fact?’ Binny nodded. ‘Did he say anything in the park?’

‘Nothing at all, sir, of any consequence. He’d been sitting there a quarter of an hour and he asked me to turn up the collar of his coat; he was feeling a draught. I sat down and read to him until I thought he was asleep.’

‘You heard no sound?’

He thought for a moment. ‘Yes, there was a bit of a noise, from a car that went past.’

For a moment both Smith and Dick had forgotten Gerald Dornford’s car, and they exchanged a glance.

‘You heard nothing like a shot?’

Binny shook his head.

‘Nothing more than the noise from the car,’ he said.

‘Did Mr Lyne speak at all — groan, move?’

‘No, sir.’

Surefoot settled his elbows on the table.

‘This is the question I want to ask you, Binny: How long before we found Mr Lyne was dead did you hear him speak?’

Binny considered.

‘About ten minutes, sir,’ he said.’ A park-keeper came along and said good-afternoon to him and, when he didn’t answer, I thought he was asleep. That’s when I stopped reading.’

‘Now show me the house,’ said Smith, rising.

Binny led the way, first to the kitchen, from which opened a bedroom.

His wife was away in the country, living with relations, he told Surefoot, but that made little difference to Lyne’s comfort, for Binny did most of the work. ‘To tell you the truth, sir, my wife drinks,’ he said apologetically, ‘and I’m glad to have her out of the house.’

The kitchen was none too tidy. Surefoot Smith saw something on the floor, stooped and picked up a triangular piece of glass from under the table beneath the window. He looked up at the window, felt the puttied edge.

‘Had a window broken in?’

Binny hesitated. ‘Mr Lyne didn’t want to say anything about it. Somebody broke the glass and opened the window a couple of nights ago.’

A burglar?’

‘Mr Lyne thought it was somebody trying to get in. I didn’t send for the police, because he wouldn’t let me,’ he hastened to exculpate himself.

They went upstairs to the front room. There was only one large room on each floor, though both could be divided into two by folding doors. The top room had been Lyne’s bedroom, but presented no particular features. A divisional inspector and two of his men would conduct a leisurely search through the possessions and papers of the dead man — Surefoot had taken the keys from the old man’s pocket. He had already made a casual inspection of the safe without discovering anything of moment.

They came back to the study. Surefoot Smith stood for a long time, staring out of the window, drumming his fingers on the leather-covered top of the desk. When he spoke it was half to himself.

‘There’s an American going back to New York tomorrow who might tell us something. I’ve a good mind to bring him down to a consultation.’

‘Who’s that?’ asked Dick curiously.

‘John Kelly — he’s chief of the detective force in Chicago. He might give us an angle, and then again he mightn’t. It’s worth trying.’ He looked at his watch. ‘I wonder if there’s any news of Moran — I’m going to look at his flat. I suppose there’ll be someone there?’

‘If there isn’t,’ said Dick,’ I can help you. He told me he was going away and that he intended sending me the key, so that I could forward any letters that arrived. If you don’t mind I’ll walk round with you.’

The caretaker of the flats gave a surprising piece of information. Mr Moran had left only an hour before.

‘Are you sure?’ asked Dick incredulously. ‘Didn’t he leave this morning?’

The man was very emphatic. ‘No, sir, he’s been out all morning, but he didn’t actually leave till about half past three. You’re Mr Allenby, aren’t you?’ He addressed Dick. ‘I’ve got a letter to post for you.’

He went to his little office and came out with a stamped addressed envelope which contained a few lines, evidently written in a hurry, and the key of the flat.

‘I’m just off. Those brutes have turned me down.’

‘Who are the brutes?’ asked Surefoot.

Dick smiled. ‘I presume he’s referring to his directors. He told me he was going on his holiday whether they agreed or not.’

When they entered the flat there was evidence of Moran’s hurried departure. They found, for example, a waistcoat hanging from the edge of the bed, in which was a gold cigarette case, and about ten pounds in cash. He had evidently changed his clothes quickly and had forgotten to empty his pockets.

Another peculiar fact, which both Surefoot and Dick remarked, was that the window overlooking the park had been left open.

‘Do you notice anything?’ asked Surefoot.

Dick nodded, and a little chill went down his spine. From where he stood, by the open window, he commanded a view, not only of the private gardens, but of the actual spot where old Hervey Lyne had been killed.

Surefoot searched the floor near the window but found nothing. He passed into Moran’s elegant bedroom and made a rapid search. He pulled open the wardrobe door and something fell out. He had time to catch it before it reached the floor. It was a Lee-Enfield rifle; a second lay flat on the wardrobe floor and, near it, half a dozen long black cylinders.

Surefoot snapped open the breech and smelt. He took the rifle to the window, placed the stock on the sill and squinted down the barrel. If it had been recently fired then it must have been recently cleaned, for there was no sign of fouling. He tested the other rifle in the same way; and then he took up one of the cylinders.

‘What are those?’ he said.

Dick looked at them carefully. ‘They’re silencers,’ he said. ‘But Moran is very interested in rifle shooting, especially in any new brand of silencer. He’s consulted me once or twice, and has frequently urged me to take up the making of silencers. You mustn’t forget, Smith, that Leo Moran is an enthusiastic rifleman. In fact, he’s been runner-up for the King’s Prize at Bisley, and shooting was about his only recreation.’

‘And a pretty good recreation too,’ said Smith dryly.

He searched the wardrobe and the drawers for cartridges, but could find none. The magazines of both rifles were empty. There was no sign of a discharged shell anywhere in the flat.

Smith went back to the window and judged the distance which separated the room from the place of the killing. ‘Less than two hundred yards,’ he suggested, and Dick Allenby agreed.

Moran had not taken his valet. Surefoot got his address from the housekeeper and sent him a telegram to report at once.

‘You’d better go along and see the young lady. She’s probably having hysterics by now—’

‘It’s hardly likely,’ said Dick coldly, ‘but I’ll see her. Where are you going?’

Surefoot smiled mysteriously; though why he should make a mystery of the most obvious move, it was hard to say.
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The Bank Premises were closed when he reached them; he rang a bell at the side door and was admitted. The accountant and the chief clerk and two or three other clerks were on duty. He interviewed the accountant in his office.

‘I know nothing whatever about Mr Moran’s movements except that he applied for leave and it was not granted. I know that, because the letter from the head office did not come addressed to him personally, but to “the manager”, and was opened by me. I got him on the phone and told him; he said nothing except that he wouldn’t be down today.’

‘Have you reported this to your head office?’

No report had been made. It was not a very extraordinary happening. Bank managers do occasionally decide to stay away from business; and, as it happened, there had been no inquiries by phone from headquarters, and the fact had not been mentioned.

‘It will go in, of course, in the daily report,’ said the accountant. ‘To tell you the truth, I was under the impression that Mr Moran had gone up to the City and had interviewed the managing director; so that when I heard he was taking his leave I naturally supposed that he had persuaded head office to change its mind. Has anything happened to Mr Moran?’ he asked anxiously.

‘I hope not, I’m sure,’ said Smith with spurious solicitude. ‘Did he bank with you?’

‘He had an account at this branch, but carried only a small balance,’ explained the accountant. ‘There was a little trouble about speculation a few years back, and naturally, I suppose, Mr Moran did not run his main account through us, not wishing the directors to know his business. I can tell you for your private information that he banks with the Southern Provincial. I know that, because once, when his account with us was low, he paid in a cheque on that bank to put it in credit. May I ask, Mr Smith, what is the reason for this inquiry?’

In a few words Surefoot told him of the murder.

‘Yes, we carry Mr Lyne’s account. It is a fairly large one — not as large as it used to be — he is a moneylender and has a lot of money out.’

Smith looked at his watch. ‘Is it possible to see any of the directors at headquarters?’

The accountant was doubtful, but he put through a telephone call, only to return with the information that all the directors had gone home.

‘If Mr Moran doesn’t turn up in the morning—’

‘He won’t,’ said Surefoot.

‘Well, if he doesn’t, I’d be glad if you saw the head office. I really ought not to be giving you any kind of information, either about Mr Moran or about any of our customers. Just one moment.’ He went behind a desk and consulted a clerk. After a while he came back. ‘I might tell you this, whether I get into trouble or not, that the late Mr Lyne drew sixty thousand pounds from the bank yesterday — that is to say, the cheque came in to us and was cleared last night. It was a bearer cheque and passed through some bank in the Midlands. I can’t give you the exact details, but I’ve no doubt head office will give you the authorization.’

When Surefoot returned to Scotland Yard he found a group of officers in his room. They were saying goodbye to John Kelly, who was leaving at midnight for the United States.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said, when he heard Surefoot’s idea. ‘Nothing would have given me greater pleasure than to have got in on a murder case. I read it in the evening papers. Have there been any developments?’ Surefoot told him what he had learned at the bank and the American nodded. ‘You might do worse than look out for a man called Arthur Ryan,’ he said. ‘I know that he’s in England — I’ll send you some photographs of him taken when I was in Chicago. That was part of his graft, running banking accounts, switching somebody else’s money from one to the other. You’d never guess he was that kind of bird.’

Surefoot was forced to resign, with regret, the invitation to an informal farewell dinner. The Chief Constable was waiting for him, a little impatiently, for his dinner hour was more formal.

‘We’ll have to circulate a description of Moran,’ said the chief when he had finished, ‘but it must be done without publicity, or we’ll be getting ourselves into all sorts of trouble. The fact that he keeps a couple of rifles in his room means nothing. Even I know him as a rifle shot. So far as we are aware, there is nothing wrong at the bank, and the only circumstance connecting him with the crime is the old man’s note. Have you got it?’

Mary had handed the note to the detective, who produced it from his pocket and spread it on the table.

The Chief Constable nodded.

‘The fact that he wants to see Moran again — had he seen him before?’

‘Two days ago, according to Binny, the servant — not for two years, according to Moran,’ said Surefoot slowly, and the Chief looked up.

‘Moran said he hadn’t seen—’

Surefoot nodded.

‘That’s just what he said. I asked him casually the night before the murder when he had seen Lyne last. He said two years ago. This is absolutely definite. Now, why did he say he hadn’t seen him when he had? And why did old Lyne, when he sent that note, say “Bring Moran,” and immediately follow this by asking for a police officer to be in attendance? There’s only one explanation — that he’d discovered something about Moran and intended either to confront him or threaten him with police action. Moran applies for urgent leave from the bank, and this isn’t granted. He doesn’t come to the bank, and I think we’ll find, when I make inquiries at their head office, that the directors know nothing about his being away. Moran had the handling of the old man’s account, and if there was anything wrong it meant prison for him; probably the only person who could say whether anything was wrong was Lyne himself. He dies — somebody puts a bullet in him — half an hour before Moran leaves London. That’s circumstantial, but better circumstantial evidence than most people are convicted on. If you want anything clearer than that, lead me to it.’

He continued his inquiries throughout the evening, and about a quarter of an hour before the curtain came down — the penultimate curtain, as it proved — on Cliffs of Fate, he called at the theatre. Mike Hennessey had gone home, as his manager dramatically described, ‘a broken man’.

‘He’d set his heart on this play, Mr Smith—’ began the little manager, but Surefoot silenced him.

‘Nobody could set their hearts on a lousy play like this,’ he said. ‘It doesn’t appeal either to the intelligent or the theatrical classes.’

He went through the pass door to the stage, and down a long corridor to Mary’s dressing-room. Dick Allenby, as he had expected, was with her. She looked tired; evidently the old man’s death had been a greater shock to her than either Dick or Surefoot Smith could have expected.

‘Oh, yes, the play comes off; but things aren’t so bad with poor Mike as he expected. His cheque turned up and he was able to pay the company and, I hope, himself.’

She could tell him nothing about Hervey Lyne, but she was very informative about Leo Moran when he began to question her. He heard the story of his midnight call — it was news to Dick also.

‘But, Mary, I don’t understand. He wanted you to sign a transfer—’

‘Did you notice the name of the shares?’ interrupted Surefoot.

This she had seen but could not remember. Surefoot, who knew a great deal about the City and had been in many financial cases, suggested that it must be a foreign stock. It is the rule on certain foreign Stock Exchanges that shares cannot be transferred by a trustee without the approval and signature of the beneficiaries for whom he is acting.

‘There’s nothing fishy about that,’ said Surefoot thoughtfully. ‘Even if he was a buyer, old Lyne wouldn’t have put his name to a transfer unless he had his money’s worth.’

Surefoot could do little more that night. Lyne’s documents were being carefully examined and tabulated, and the place of the murder was roped off and guarded, a precautionary measure justified when, at midnight, the surgeon’s report came through.

Hervey Lyne had been killed by a bullet which passed through his heart from behind. Actually no bullet was found in the body, and Surefoot gave orders that at daybreak every inch of the lawn where the murder was committed should be searched for the spent bullet. By nine o’clock he was in the City, awaiting the arrival of the great men of the bank. As he had expected, no leave had been granted to Leo Moran, against whose name there was a black mark in the bank’s books.

‘He was a very capable manager, and very popular with our clients; otherwise, I doubt if we should have kept him after his speculations. We know nothing against him whatever, except of course, this act of indiscipline.’

‘If he’s gone away he has simply taken French leave?’ asked Surefoot.

‘Exactly,’ said the managing director, ‘and that is a very serious offence. We believe he is in Devonshire — at least, that is where he said he was going.’

Surefoot smiled. ‘He’s not in Devonshire — I can tell you that,’ he said. ‘He left by a specially chartered plane from London at twenty minutes past four yesterday afternoon for Cologne. Another plane was waiting to take him to Berlin, and there we have not as yet traced him.’

The managing director looked at him openmouthed. Surefoot thought he turned a little pale.

‘Berlin?’

He could hardly believe it. One could almost see his mind working. Leo Moran’s branch carried very heavy accounts, and a branch manager who disappears suddenly, and in suspicious circumstances, might not have gone empty-handed.

‘I shouldn’t imagine anything is wrong.’ He was very much perturbed. ‘Beyond the fact that he speculated — and, of course, one never knows to what length a gambler will go — he was a very honest, high-principled man. He had, I know, dreams of making a great fortune, but then we have all passed through that stage without doing anything dishonest.’

He pressed a bell.

Nevertheless, I will have an immediate examination of the books, and I shall send down our two best inspectors. We must replace Mr Moran at once.’

Surefoot had managed to get a very accurate description of Leo Moran, but could find no photograph of him. He should not be difficult to trace; he was almost completely bald, which fact, however, he could disguise, if he had reason for disguise at all, with a wig —

Surefoot stopped in his reasoning and frowned. A wig! He remembered the three wigs he had found in a little room over the garage in Baynes Mews; and he recalled, too, the name of Mr Washington Wirth who lived in the Midlands…Sixty thousand pounds had gone from Lyne’s account on the previous day through a Midland branch bank.

He asked for and secured authority for obtaining complete information regarding any account that was in Moran’s branch and, armed with this, he went back to the bank and interviewed the chief accountant.

‘I happen to know the state of Mr Lyne’s account up till a few days ago,’ he said. ‘By error he wrote a note to his ward on the back of the statement.’

He produced it from his pocket, and the accountant examined it. ‘I’ll just check this up,’ he said. ‘This would not of course, show the sixty thousand pounds which was debited the day before yesterday.’

The accountant was gone a long time, then came back to the little office where the interview was being held, and put the statement on the table. By it was a sheet of paper, on which he had scribbled a number of figures.

‘This statement is entirely inaccurate,’ he said. ‘It seems to be dated three days ago, but it does not in any way represent Mr Lyne’s account. It shows, for example, over two hundred thousand pounds on deposit account; the actual amount on deposit is less than fifty thousand — forty-eight thousand seven hundred to be exact. Most of this has been transferred to the current account at some time or other, the actual cash remaining in that account being about five thousand pounds.’

Surefoot whistled softly.’ Then you mean that the difference between the real condition of affairs and this statement is about two hundred thousand pounds?’

The accountant nodded. ‘The moment I saw it I knew it was wrong. As a matter of fact, I paid a great deal of attention to this particular account, and I have twice suggested to the manager, Mr Moran, that he should write to Mr Lyne, pointing out the low state of his balance. As I say, we don’t worry very much about moneylenders’ balances, because very often they put all their available cash into loans.’

‘What about these stocks?’

‘They’re quite all right, with the exception of thirty thousand pounds’ worth of Steel Preferred which were sold four months ago on Mr Lyne’s instructions. The money received for that is in another account.’

‘Did you receive any letter from Lyne, in answer to yours?’

‘In answer to the manager’s?’ corrected the accountant. ‘No, sir. I wouldn’t see them anyway. They’d be on Mr Moran’s file, where you’ll probably find them.’

Smith considered the matter.

‘Did Mr Moran see Lyne last Tuesday, about ten o’clock in the morning?’

The accountant smiled. ‘If he did, he didn’t tell me. Last Tuesday morning?’ He considered. ‘He didn’t come in till about midday. He said he’d had an interview of some kind, but what it was I don’t know.’ And then, very seriously. ‘There’s something radically wrong, isn’t there, and Mr Moran is in it? I’ll give you and the bank any help I can. As I said before, I know nothing whatsoever about these transactions. Would you like to see Mr Lyne’s account? Very large sums have been going out in the past eighteen months, generally on bearer cheques. That is not unusual with a moneylender’s account. It is customary to deposit promissory notes or acceptances against these withdrawals, but I understand that Mr Lyne has never done this.’

He came back with a ledger, which Smith examined with an expert eye. Money had gone in sums of ten, fifteen, twenty thousand, and invariably through a Birmingham bank.

‘Only one of these large cheques has been made payable to an individual,’ said the clerk, turning a leaf and pointing to a name. ‘It was whilst Mr Moran was on his holiday—’

Smith looked, and his jaw dropped. The name was Washington Wirth.
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He Stared at the entry for a long time.

‘Can I put through a call to his bank in Birmingham?’ he asked.

In a few minutes he was connected. The Birmingham bank manager confirmed all that he already knew. He did not know Mr Washington Wirth, though he had seen him once in his hotel. Apparently, when Mr Wirth opened his account, he was suffering from some complaint which confined him to bed and made it necessary that the blinds should be drawn. The manager’s chief clerk who interviewed him had taken his signature, and that was the last that had been seen of him. He had an arrangement by which he could draw cash against cheques at three other branches of the bank, one at the London office, one at Bristol and a third, which had never been used, at Sheffield. He invariably notified the Birmingham branch by telegram that he was drawing money twenty hours before the cheque was presented; and although huge sums passed through his account he had very little to his credit at that moment.

Surefoot Smith sent a detective to Birmingham with a number of specimen signatures, and instructions to bring back Wirth’s.

Whoever was the giver of these midnight parties was certainly the man to whom large sums of money had been paid out of Hervey Lyne’s account — possibly his murderer. He called Dick and, finding him working at his new model, told him as much as he thought was necessary of his discoveries.

‘You’re his next of kin and I suppose you ought to know,’ he said.

Dick was staggered when he learned the amount of money that was missing. ‘You haven’t overlooked the possibility of Mr Wirth being Hervey Lyne himself, have you?’

‘I’ve thought of that,’ said Surefoot. ‘The fact that he couldn’t move without an invalid chair means nothing; that’s one of the oldest fakes in the world. The cheques were undoubtedly signed by him. I’ve seen the last one; in fact, I’ve got it here.’

He took it from his pocket. Turning it over, he saw what he had not noticed before — a scrawling pencil mark on the back.

The mark was faint; it had evidently been written by one of those patent pencils which occasionally function and occasionally do not. Even so, an attempt had been made, which was partially successful, to rub off the inscription. With the aid of a magnifying glass the detective examined the writing and presently deciphered it.

‘Don’t send any more Chinese e….’ Evidently the writing had wandered off the back of the cheque on to the blotting-paper where the old man wrote. ‘Now what the devil does that mean?’ asked Smith irritably. ‘There’s no doubt about it being his writing. What does “Chinese” mean? And who took the trouble to rub it off?’

He scratched his head in exasperation. ‘I ought to have asked the clerk if he’d got any Chinese bonds.’

Dick lunched with Mary Lane and passed on to her all that the detective had told him. He was telling her about the cheque with the inscription on the back when he heard an exclamation, and looked at her in amazement. Her eyes and mouth were wide open; she was staring at him.

‘Oh!’ she said.

Dick smiled. ‘Do you know anything about Chinese bonds?’

She shook her head. ‘Tell me all over again, and tell me slowly, because I’m not particularly clever.’

He repeated the story about the faked account and the big cheques that had obviously been drawn to the credit of Mr Washington Wirth. Whenever she could not understand she pressed him for explanations, which he was not always able to give. When he had finished she sighed and leaned back in her chair. Her eyes were bright.

‘You look terribly mysterious.’

She nodded. ‘I am mysterious.’

‘Do you think you know who killed that unfortunate old man?’

She nodded slowly. ‘Yes; I wouldn’t dare name him, but I really do think I have what the police call a clue. You see, I lived in Hervey Lyne’s house when I was a little girl, and there are some things I’ve never forgotten.’

‘I’ll tell Surefoot—’ he began.

‘No, no.’ She was very insistent. ‘Dick, you mustn’t. If you make me look foolish I’ll never forgive you. My theory is probably utterly silly. I’ll make a few inquiries before I even hint at it.’

‘In fact, you’re going to be a detective, darling,’ said Dick. ‘By the way, poor old Lyne’s will has been discovered. I’m his heir. The will is full of restrictions. For example, if I marry anybody outside my own nationality and religion I lose something, and if I reside out of England I lose something, and if I don’t give his dog a good home I lose something more — his dog has been dead sixteen years, by the way — but, generally speaking, he’s very generous and gives me about forty thousand pounds free of death duty—’

‘Really!’

She was staggered at the old man’s munificence; genuinely relieved, too, that in a moment of caprice he had not carried out the threat to disinherit his unpopular nephew.

Surefoot Smith did not know that the will had been found until he got back to his office and, calling up Dick to congratulate him that afternoon, was annoyed to find that his news was old. ‘As you’re an interested party you’d better come down to the Yard right away. I’ve the bank accountant here and he’s got something to say that will interest you.’

Dick arrived to find the accountant looking rather bored in his shabby surroundings. Evidently the office arrangements at Scotland Yard did not impress him. He certainly shifted frequently in the hard-seated kitchen chair which had been placed at his disposal. On Surefoot’s table were a number of typewritten sheets of paper.

‘This is the point,’ said Smith impressively, pushing the sheets for Dick to see them. ‘This gentleman, Mr—’

‘Smith,’ said the accountant.

‘That’s very awkward,’ said Surefoot gravely. ‘Have you got any other name, such as Huxley or Montefiore?’

‘Just Smith,’ smiled the accountant.

‘Very awkward indeed,’ said Surefoot. ‘Most Smiths adopt another name. This is his name,’ he went on to explain. ‘Our friend here’ (he studiously avoided calling his brother Smith by that name, and never afterwards did he employ it to describe the accountant) ‘says that the statement that was sent to Miss Lane was not typed at the bank or on any bank typewriter. He proved this conclusively from my point of view by giving me specimens from all the typewriters used at the bank. A very good bit of detective work, though I don’t see that it carries us much further forward because if, as we believe, Moran has been bilking these funds, he probably typed the statements at home. The blanks or forms are not difficult to get?’

The accountant shook his head.

‘Oh no; they are printed by hundreds of thousands—’

‘Could anybody outside the bank secure them?’

The accountant thought it was possible.

‘It comes to this, then,’ said Surefoot, ‘that you’re satisfied this statement was not typewritten in your bank?’

‘Or by any bank machine,’ said the accountant. ‘Every branch office uses a’ — he mentioned the name of an American make of machine—’and always the same type face is used, the same colour ribbon, the same carbons. The ribbon here is purple; we invariably use black. I didn’t realize that till I made inquiries. The type face is entirely different.’

He suggested the make of machine on which the statement had been written, and this afterwards proved to be correct.

Surefoot could not remember having seen a typewriter at Moran’s flat. After the accountant had gone, he accompanied Dick to Parkview Terrace and made a more careful search.

They found a portable typewriter, though it was unusable.

Remembering the flat in Baynes Mews, Smith was not greatly depressed by his failure to discover the machine. It was possible, and even likely, that if Moran was the tenant of Baynes Mews, he would also have other places of call. In London there might be two or three flats engaged in false names (that in Baynes Mews had been engaged in the name of Whiteley), which Moran used for his own purpose — supposing it was Moran.

‘Have you any doubts?’ said Dick.

‘I’m full of doubts,’ said Surefoot. ‘Some of ’em may be set at rest when I find Jerry Dornford. You remember, after we left Naylors Crescent and were going over to see the old man, Dornford passed in a car that was raising a noise like hell? And do you remember he slowed down just about opposite the place where the old man was sitting?’

‘Well?’ said Dick, when he paused.

‘Well,’ said the other, indignant at his denseness, ‘didn’t he have a gun of yours?’

‘Good God! You don’t think that Dornford killed him?’

‘Why shouldn’t he?’ asked the other truculently ‘He owed Lyne money, and Lyne had threatened to put him into the court unless he paid on the very day of the murder. If you know Dornford’s reputation as well as I do, you know that that’s the one thing he’d want to avoid. He prides himself upon being a gentleman, though his father was a horse dealer and his mother — well, I won’t talk about her! Bankruptcy means being kicked out of all his clubs. A bird like that would do almost anything to avoid social extinction — is that the right word? Thank you very much.’

‘Where is he?’

‘That’s what I’d like to know,’ said Surefoot grimly. ‘He hasn’t been seen since we saw him!’
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Surefoot Smith Was one of those individuals who never seem to do any work. He was to be seen at odd hours of the day, and sometimes in odd places of the West End. It seemed that he was able to dispense with sleep, for you were as likely to meet him at four o’clock in the morning as at four o’clock in the afternoon.

He had a villa at Streatham.

‘He’s the type of man,’ Dick Allenby once described him, ‘who was foreordained to live with a married sister.’

In addition, he had a room in Panton Street, Haymarket, and not the more fashionable part of Panton Street either. In all probability this was his real home, though the Streatham villa was not such a myth as his colleagues chose to imagine it.

Thieves knew him and respected him; the aristocrats of the underworld, who were his special prey, avoided him with great care, but not always with conspicuous success. He was the terror of the little cardsharping gangs; confidence men hated him, for he had put more of their kind in prison than any two officers of Scotland Yard. He had hanged three men, and bitterly regretted that a fourth had escaped the gallows through the lunacy of a sentimental jury.

His pleasures were few. Beer was more of a necessity than a dissipation; for how can one sneer at a man who consumes large quantities of malted liquor necessary for his well-being and happiness, and find anything commendable in the physical wreck who seeks, through copious potions of Vichy water, to combat the excesses of his youth?

In the privacy of his Panton Street room, he worked out his problems in a way peculiar to himself. He invariably wrote on white blotting-paper with a pencil, and seldom employed any other medium except when he was called upon to furnish a conventional report to his superiors. He invariably covered both sides of his blotting-paper with writing which nobody but he could read. It was a shorthand invented thirty years ago by a freakish schoolmaster, and the only man who had ever learned it thoroughly was Surefoot Smith. He had not only learned it, but improved upon it. It was his boast that no human being could decode anything he ever wrote; many had had the opportunity and tried, for after Mr Smith had finished with his blotting-paper it was passed on to junior officers for a more proper use.

He worked out Leo Moran’s movements chronologically so far as they could be traced. One portion of the day previous to the murder had been clearly marked. Moran had broadcast a lecture on banking and economics. Surefoot Smith smiled at a whimsical thought. He would not die without honour, if he was the detective who brought about the first execution of a broadcaster.

After his lecture he had gone to the Sheridan Theatre; thence to Dick Allenby’s flat. After that, home, where he had found a letter — Surefoot Smith conceded him the truth of this — which sent him in search of Mary Lane.

What had he been doing on the morning of the murder? Possibly the accountant had called him up and told him that his leave was not granted. Mr Accountant Smith had not said as much, but then between bank employees there was a certain freemasonry, and one didn’t expect, or was a fool if one did, that they would tell everything about their comrades, even if they were comrades suspected of forgery and murder.

Surefoot Smith allowed also the element of self-preservation to enter into the accountant’s evidence. He himself might not be free from blame; the success of the forgery might be due in not a little measure to his own negligence. Everybody had something to hide — and possibly the accountant was no exception.

One thing was certain; the plane had been ordered at a moment’s notice. That was not the method by which Moran intended leaving the country.

What was the stock to the transfer of which he had been so anxious to get Mary Lane’s signature? Without a very long and careful search it was unlikely that that question would be answered.

Jerry Dornford’s disappearance presented a problem of its own. His man in Half Moon Street said he was not worrying; Mr Dornford often went away for days together, but where, the man could not say, because Mr Dornford was not apparently of a confiding nature. If the valet guessed, he guessed uncharitably. Here was a man also without money, and almost without friends. He had one or two who had country houses, but inquiries of these had produced no result. The servant remembered the names and addresses of a lady or two, but they could throw no light on the mystery.

Dornford owned an estate in Berkshire. Part of it was farmland, which produced enough income to pay the interest on the mortgage; and if the mortgagees did not foreclose it was because a sale would bring only a portion of the money which had been advanced. There had been a house on the property, but this had been sold to a local golf club many years before, and all that remained of Gerald Dornford’s possessions were about three hundred acres of pine and heather.

Here was a man who certainly could not afford two or three addresses.

The bullet had not been found, though the turf had been taken up, to the distress of the park authorities, and the ground sifted to the depth of a foot. There was a possibility that it might have passed at such an angle that it fell into the canal or against the opposite bank. It all depended on what angle the shot had been fired from. If Surefoot Smith’s first theory held ground and the old man had been killed by a bullet fired from a rifle on the upper floor of Parkview Terrace, the bullet should have been found within a few feet of where the chair had stood. If it had been fired from Dornford’s car, it could hardly have passed through the body and reached the canal.

Smith was in constant touch with Binny, but the man could give no further information. He had not heard the whiz of the bullet as it passed him, not even heard its impact, and offered here a perfectly reasonable excuse, that the noise of Dornford’s car would, had it coincided with the shot, have deadened all other sound.

It was four o’clock on a Saturday afternoon, and Surefoot Smith, who had spent most of the night on his feet, found himself dozing in his chair, a practice which for some reason he regarded as evidence of approaching senility. He got up, washed his face in the bathroom washbasin, and went out into the Haymarket, not very certain as to the way he should take or in what direction he should continue his investigations.

He crossed Piccadilly Circus and was standing aimlessly watching a traffic jam at the corner of Shaftesbury Avenue, when somebody bumped into him. His unconscious assailant was moving on with a muttered apology when Surefoot crooked his finger in his overcoat.

‘What’s the matter with you, Mike?’

There was reason for his surprise. In twentyfour hours the appearance of Mike Hennessey had changed. The big face had grown flabby; heavy pouches were under his eyes; his unshaven face was a sickly yellow. Was it Surefoot’s fancy, or did he turn a shade whiter at the sight of him?

‘Hullo!’ he stammered.’ Well…now…isn’t that curious, meeting you?’

‘What’s the matter, Mike?’ asked Surefoot.

It was his habit to suspect criminal intentions in the most innocent of men, and his very question was accusative.

‘Eh? Nothing. I’m sort of walking about in a dream today…that play coming off and everything.’

‘I’ve been phoning you all the morning. Where have you been?’

Mike started. ‘Phoning me, Mr Smith — Surefoot, old boy? I’ve been out of town. What did you want me for?’

‘You weren’t at home, you weren’t at the theatre. Why were you keeping out of the way?’

Mike tried to speak, swallowed, then, huskily: ‘Let’s go and have a drink somewhere. I’ve got a lot on my mind, Surefoot, a terrible lot.’

There was a brasserie in a side street near the Circus, where beer could not be legally supplied until six o’clock. Nevertheless they made for this spot and the head waiter bustled up with a smile. ‘Do you want to have a little private talk, Mr Smith? You don’t need to sit out here; the place is like a morgue. Come into the manager’s office.’

The manager’s office was not a manager’s office at all, except by courtesy. It was a very small private room. ‘I’ll bring you some tea, Mr Smith. You’ll have coffee, won’t you, Mr Hennessey?’ Hennessey, sitting with his eyes shut, nodded.

‘What’s on your mind?’ asked Smith bluntly. ‘Washington Wirth?’

The closed eyes opened and stared at him. ‘Eh? Yes.’ He blinked at his questioner.’ I think…well, he won’t be in the theatrical business any more, and naturally that’s worrying me, because he’s been a good friend of mine.’

He seemed to find a difficulty, not only in speaking, but in breathing. His chest puffed up and down, and then: ‘Is that what you wanted to see me about?’ he asked jerkily.

‘That was just what I wanted to see you about. He was a friend of yours?’

‘A patron,’ said Mr Hennessey quickly. ‘I looked after him when he was in town, I didn’t know very much about him except that he had a lot of stuff — money, I mean.’

‘And you didn’t ask him where he got it, Mike?’

‘Naturally,’ said Hennessey, avoiding his eyes.

The head waiter came at that moment with a tray which contained two large bottles of beer, a bottle of gin, cracked ice and a siphon. ‘Tea,’ he said formally, put it down, and left them.

Surefoot Smith was in no sense depressed as he broke the law.

‘Now come across, Mike,’ he said, not unkindly. ‘I want to hear just who this fellow Wirth is.’

Mike licked his dry lips. ‘I’d like to know where I am first,’ he said doggedly. ‘Not that I could tell you anything, Surefoot — not anything for certain. What’s my position? Suppose I thought he was somebody else and said: “Listen — you either help me, or I’m going to ask questions.’”

‘Yes, suppose you blackmailed him?’ interrupted Smith brutally.

Mike winced at this. ‘It wasn’t blackmail. I wasn’t sure — do you get my meaning? I was putting up a bluff. I wanted to see how far he’d go.’ And then suddenly he broke down and covered his face with his big, diamond-ringed hands, and began to sob. ‘Oh, my God! It’s awful!’ he moaned.

Other men would have been embarrassed; Surefoot Smith was merely interested. He laid his hand on the other’s arm. ‘Are you in on the murder? That’s the question?’

Mike’s hands dropped with a crash on the marble-topped table. His ludicrous, tear-stained face was a picture of bewilderment. ‘Murder?…What do you mean — murder?’ He almost squeaked the question.

‘The murder of Hervey Lyne. Didn’t you know?’

The man did not answer; he was petrified with terror. ‘Lyne…murdered!’ He croaked the words. It was amazing to believe that he was the one man in London who did not know that a mysterious murder had been committed in Regent’s Park on the previous day, because the newspapers were full of it. Yet Surefoot felt that this was a fact. ‘Murdered…old Lyne murdered? My God! You don’t mean that?’

‘Of course I mean it. What do you think — that I’m trying to make you laugh?’

Mike Hennessey was silent; speech was frozen in him. He could only sit regarding the detective with round eyes from which all expression had died. Mike had a weakness for weeping, but he also had an unsuspected strength of will. When he spoke at last his voice was completely under control.

‘That’s shocking. I didn’t read the newspapers this morning.’

‘It was in last night’s,’ said Surefoot.

The other shook his head. ‘I haven’t read a newspaper since Thursday morning,’ he said. ‘Old Lyne! He was Miss Lane’s guardian, wasn’t he?’ He was fighting for time — time to get the last weakness in him crushed, and to build himself the reserve that would prevent his collapse. ‘No, I’ve read nothing about it. It’s curious how you miss things in newspapers, isn’t it? I’ve been so worried over this theatrical business that I’ve practically taken no interest in anything else in the world.’

‘What work did you do for Wirth?’ Surefoot’s voice was cold. He had dropped his friendly manner, was even without interest in the unopened bottle of beer. ‘Did you draw money from the bank on his behalf?’

Mike nodded. ‘Yes, I’ve done that for him — big sums of money. Gone to his bank and met him afterwards by appointment.’

‘Where?’ sharply.

‘At various places — railway stations; the Kellner Hotel mostly. He generally drew a big sum when he had his parties, and I used to hand it over to him before the guests came. He said he was a merchant in the Midlands, but to tell you the truth, Surefoot, I’ve always had my doubts about that. Still, he didn’t look a crook, and some of the strangest mugs are rolling in money. Why shouldn’t he have been? He’s not the first jay that put up money for a theatrical production, and not the last, please God!’

‘Which bank did you draw it from?’

Mike told him. It corresponded with the information which Surefoot already had.

‘He generally gave me a letter to take to the bank manager, asking him to cash the cheque. I’ve been to Birmingham and Bristol and—’

‘That’s all right.’ Smith leaned heavily on the table. ‘Who was he — Washington Wirth?’

Mike shook his head.

‘Honestly I don’t know. If I die this minute I don’t know. I got in touch with him after my last bankruptcy proceedings had appeared in the newspapers. He wrote to me and said how sorry he was that a clever man like me had got into trouble, and offered to finance me.’

‘A written note?’

‘Typewritten. I’ve got the letter in my flat somewhere. He asked me to meet him at the Kellner. That was before the parties started, when he had a smaller suite. I went. The only thing I knew about him was that he wore a wig and that he wasn’t what he appeared to be; but I’ve never pried into his business—’

‘That’s a lie,’ said Surefoot. ‘You just told me that you blackmailed him.’

‘I didn’t really. I put a bluff up on him. I knew he wasn’t what he pretended to be; I had to guess what he really was.’

He was lying: of that Surefoot Smith was perfectly certain. ‘Does it occur to you that you’re in rather a tight place if this man is ever arrested? I have reason to believe that he has misappropriated money, the property of the late Hervey Lyne, and I have also reason to believe that he killed the old man — and that’s murder. You don’t want to be mixed up in murder, Mike, do you?’

Michael Hennessey’s face was contorted with anguish. He was almost incoherent when he spoke.

‘I’d help you if I could, Mr Smith — but how can I? I don’t know the man — I swear I don’t know the man!’

Smith peered into his face. ‘Do you know anything about Moran?’

The big mouth dropped. ‘The banker?’ he stammered.

‘Do you know anything about the faked balance sheet which was sent by accident to Miss Lyne?’ For a second Surefoot thought the man was going to faint.

‘No — nothing; I know Moran — I know Wirth too.’ He stopped, was silent a little while. ‘Suppose I found him — Wirth — what’s my position then?’

Surefoot stood up. ‘Your position is just the same whether you find him or whether we find him,’ he said roughly. ‘You don’t seem to know what you’ve let yourself in for, Mike Hennessey. Here’s a man been murdered — two men have been murdered — probably by the same hand. Tickler was killed for knowing too much. It might be safer for you if I put you inside.’

A smile dawned on Mike’s face.

‘Am I a child?’ he asked. He had got back his old poise. ‘How did I get out of the gutter — by taking notice of threats? Don’t worry about me, Surefoot.’

‘There’s a lot more I’ve got to say to you,’ interrupted the detective, ‘but just wait here till I telephone.’ A momentary look of alarm came to the man’s face. ‘Don’t worry; I’m not going to pinch you. I shouldn’t want any assistance to do that.’

There was a telephone booth in the outer room, and he called Scotland Yard urgently. ‘Chief Inspector Smith speaking. I want two of the best men on duty to pick me up at Bellini’s. I’m with Mike Hennessey, the theatrical man. He’s to be under observation day and night from now onwards, and no mistakes must be made. Do you hear?’

They heard and obeyed. A quarter of an hour later, when they strolled out through the narrow side street to Piccadilly Circus, two young men followed them, and when Mike called a taxi and drove off, a second taxi carried the watchers.

Mike Hennessey was not at the theatre when the curtain rang down finally on Cliffs of Fate and, although the termination of this drama meant a search for new work, there was not one of the cast who did not breathe a sigh of relief when the curtain finally fell.

Dick was reading the evening newspaper when Mary came into the dressing-room. The story of the Lyne murder was splashed over the front page; it included an interview with Binny and a talk with the park-keeper.

‘I knew Mr Lyne very well by sight,’ said James Hawkins, who had been a park-keeper for twentythree years. ‘He always came into the gardens in the afternoon, and generally had a little nap before he was taken home. I’ve spoken a word or two with him, but he was not a gentleman who encouraged conversation. Mostly his attendant, Mr Binny, used to sit and read to him. I saw Mr Binny reading that afternoon, and went up to him and said: “What’s the good of your wasting your breath? The guv’nor’s asleep.” Little did I think that he was dead! This is the second murder that we’ve had in the park in thirty-five years…’

Dick put down the paper when the girl came in, and prepared to make himself scarce.

‘Sit down. I’m not going to change yet; I’m tired.’

‘Well, have you found your man?’ he asked flippantly.

She did not smile. ‘I think so,’ she said.

‘Have you read the account?’

‘I’ve read it — every ghastly line of it.’

‘Well,’ he challenged her, ‘is it Binny or the park-keeper?’ And then, realizing that flippancy was in the circumstances a little callous, he apologized.

‘I don’t know how it is, but I can discuss this murder as though it were of somebody I’d never heard of. The poor old man loathed me, and I’m sure if he could only have made up his mind who would have taken better care of his fortune than me, he would have left the money to him like a shot! By the way, Binny has a theory of his own. I had a talk with him today. He favours Jerry Dornford; mainly, I think, because he doesn’t like Jerry.’

‘Has Mr Smith told you all the clues he has?’ she asked.

She had evidently paid no attention to Binny’s theory.

‘No, I can’t say that he has. He’s rather stuffy when it comes to his own business.’

‘Do you think he would tell me?’

He looked at her in amazement. ‘My dear Mary—’ he began.

‘Don’t “dear Mary” me, or I shall be very rude to you,’ she said. ‘Do you think he would?’

She was quite serious and he changed his tone. ‘If he thought you could help him I’m sure he would,’ he said. ‘He’s promised to call here tonight and tell me the latest developments. Would you like me to ask him?’

‘I’ll ask him myself,’ she said.

Surefoot arrived very late and very ruffled. He was entitled to his annoyance, for at half past seven that night a penitent young detective had called him on the phone and had confessed failure.

‘You missed him?’ roared Smith. ‘Two of you? What’s the matter with you?’

‘I’m sorry, sir, but he must have known he was being tailed, and he dodged into the Tube at Piccadilly. I’d just turned my head and he was gone—’

‘Turned your what?’ sneered Surefoot. ‘All right; scour London and pick him up. You know his address. He’s got to be found.’

He came to the Sheridan, full of bitterness about the new generation of detectives.

‘They expect everything to be done for them. They rely on science instead of their eyesight,’ he fumed.

‘Here’s a detective for you.’ Dick indicated the girl, and to his surprise Surefoot showed no sign of impatience.

‘I should say she’s got more sense in her little finger than those gentlemen have in their big useless, bodies.’ He looked at her thoughtfully.

‘I’m going to ask you something, Mr Smith,’ she said. ‘Would you tell me all you know about this case? I think I may help you.’

Again Dick Allenby was amazed that the big man did not treat the offer as a joke. He looked at her owlishly, opened his big mouth, closed it again, rubbed his head-going through his repertory, noted Dick mentally.

‘Why shouldn’t you?’ he said at last. ‘Do you want him to know?’ He jerked his head towards Dick.

She hesitated. ‘If you don’t mind. If you do we’ll turn him out.’

She was dressed for the street by the time the detective had arrived, and suggested that they should go to her flat. They went up in the lift together. Her flat was the last in the corridor. She went ahead of them, and stood stock still, showing an alarmed face to the two men. The door was wide open!

‘Did you leave it open?’ asked Smith.

Surefoot pointed to the lock; the marks of a powerful jemmy showed where the door had been forced. The lock itself was hanging on one screw. He went ahead, switched on the lights, without result.

‘It’s been turned off at the fuse box. Where is it?’ She indicated the position, and after a little fumbling there was a click, and light showed along the short passage.

‘He fastened the door after he got in, but couldn’t fasten it when he left.’

Smith picked up two small wooden wedges from the floor. He went out again into the corridor, the end of which was formed by a half wood, half glass door leading to the fire escape.

He tried this and, as he expected, found it open. A flight of iron stairs led into the darkness below. He sent for the liftman, who could give no information at all. On a Saturday night most of the people who lived in the flats, he said, were out or away for the weekend, and there had been no strange visitors that he could remember.

Surefoot went ahead down the passage into the flat, saw a door wide open, and entered Mary’s bedroom. It was a scene of indescribable confusion; every drawer of every bureau had been taken out and emptied on the bed and roughly sorted, They found the same in the diningroom, where the little desk, which she had locked before she went out, had been broken and its contents piled on to the table.

Mary gazed with dismay on the scene of destruction, but was agreeably surprised when she found that a small box which had been in her desk drawer, and which had been wrenched open, still contained the articles of jewellery she had left there. They were valued at something over four hundred pounds, she told the detective.

‘Then what on earth did they come for?’ she asked.

On further inspection Smith found that even the waste bin in the kitchen had been turned bottom upward and sorted over.

One valuable clue he discovered: a small kitchen clock had evidently been knocked off the dresser and had stopped at eleven-fifteen.

‘Less than an hour ago — phew!’ Surefoot whistled softly. ‘In a devil of a hurry, too. Now tell me who knows this place — I mean, who’s been here before? Forget all your girl friends, but tell me the men.’

She could enumerate them very briefly.

‘Mike Hennessey has been here, has he? Often? I’ve seen all the rooms, haven’t I?’

‘Except the bathroom,’ she said.

He opened the door of this well-appointed little apartment, switched on the light, and went in. The intruder had been here too; the washbasin was half-filled with discoloured water. ‘Hullo! What’s that?’ Smith’s eyes narrowed. Level with the washbasin, and a little to the right of it, the enamelled wall of the bathroom bore a red smear. The detective touched it; it was still moist. He looked at the tessellated floor. There was nothing, but on the edge of the white bath the smear occurred again.

Behind the door was a clothes hook, and here also there was a trace of red.

‘He came in here first,’ said Surefoot slowly. ‘He had to wash his hands and as he turned on the tap, his sleeve brushed the wall. There was blood on it but he didn’t notice. He took his coat off and threw it on the edge of the bath. Then he changed his mind and hung it up.’

‘Blood?’ Mary stared at the gruesome stain. ‘Do you think he hurt himself getting in?’

‘No, we should have seen it on the floor or in the passage. Besides, the glass door of the corridor wasn’t broken — I wonder where he got it?’ Surefoot considered all the possibilities in the shortest space of time. ‘It beats me,’ he said.

Surefoot Smith went into the kitchen to reexamine the clock. He was no believer in coincidences, had seen the stopped clock too often featured in works of fiction to believe implicitly the story it told. But his inspection removed all doubt; the clock had not stopped, but was still ticking; the jolt had merely thrown the pin connecting the hands from its gear, and no clever clue-maker could have done that.

Mary had followed him into the kitchen, and watched him silently whilst he was making the examination. ‘Now will you tell me?’ she said quietly.

Surefoot Smith gaped at her. ‘About — ?’

‘You said you would tell me what you have discovered about Mr Lyne’s murder.’

He perched himself on the edge of the kitchen table, and briefly told her all he knew.

To say that Dick Allenby was surprised was to put it mildly. He regarded every Scotland Yard detective as reticence personified. Surefoot Smith was notoriously ‘dumb’, and here he was talking freely to the girl, and, if he showed any embarrassment at all, it was the presence of Dick himself which provoked the inhibition.

Mary Lane sat with her hands clasped in her lap. She frowned.

‘Got anything?’ asked Surefoot anxiously.

And then he must have caught a glimpse of the astonishment in Dick Allenby’s face, for he scowled at him.

‘You think I’m being foolish, Mr Allenby? Get the idea out of your mind; I never am. Every woman has just the kind of mind that every detective should have and hasn’t. No science in it — not that I mean to be disrespectful, Miss Lane — just plain commonsense. Got it?’

He addressed the girl again. She shook her head. ‘Not quite,’ she said. ‘I know why they burgled my flat, of course.’

Surefoot Smith nodded. ‘But you can’t quite understand how they came to think it was here?’

Dick interrupted. ‘May I be very dense,’ he asked politely, ‘and inquire what this is all about? Didn’t know what was here?’

‘The bank statement,’ said Mary, without looking up, and again Smith nodded, a broad grin on his face. ‘I guess that’s what they came for, but I can’t understand how they knew.’

Surefoot chuckled. ‘I am the clever fellow that gave it away,’ he said. ‘I told Mike Hennessey this afternoon that a bank statement had been sent to you. I didn’t tell him that it was in my pocket, and I could have saved him a lot of time and trouble. It’s a great pity.’ He ran his hand irritably through his hair and slid off the table. ‘Those bloodstains now — they look bad,’ he said, and loafed out of the room with the other two behind him into the bathroom. ‘That’s his sleeve — that’s his hand, but too blurred to get a print. The man who came here wasn’t hurt, and probably wasn’t aware that he was bloodstained. Look at the top of that tap.’

He pointed; there was a distinct smear of blood on the top of one of the taps.

Surefoot Smith took out his torch and began to examine the passageway. It gave him nothing in the shape of clues; but when he went outside the fireproof door and inspected the door itself, he found two new traces of blood, one on the iron railings and one just below the glass panel of the door.

‘I’ll use your phone,’ he said, and a few minutes later was talking volubly to Scotland Yard. Every railway station was to be watched; all ports and airports were to be warned. ‘Not that he’ll attempt to get out of the country. It’s curious how seldom they do,’ he explained to the girl.

His offer to send up a man to be on guard outside the door she refused immediately, but he insisted, and in such a tone that she knew it would be a waste of time on her part to press her objection.

On his way home he called at old Lyne’s house to interview Binny. That worthy man was in bed when he knocked, and showed considerable and quite understandable reluctance to open the door. No police had been left on the premises; Surefoot had been content to remove all documents to Scotland Yard for a closer scrutiny and to seal up the bedroom and the study.

Binny led him down to the kitchen, poked together the dying remnants of the small fire and dropped wood on it, for the night was a little chilly.

‘I wondered who it was knocking — it brought me heart up into me mouth,’ he apologized, as he ushered the visitor into the tiny room. ‘I suppose, Mr Smith’ — his voice was very anxious—’the old gentleman didn’t leave me anything? I heard you’d found the will — mind you, I’m not going to be disappointed if he didn’t. He wasn’t the kind of man who worried very much about servants; he used to say he hated having them about the place. Still, you never know—’

‘I haven’t read the will thoroughly,’ said Surefoot, ‘but I don’t seem to remember finding your name very prominently displayed.’

Binny sighed.

‘It’s been the dream of my life that somebody would die and leave me a million,’ he said pathetically. ‘I was a good servant to him — cooked his food, made his bed, did everything for him.’

The detective pushed over a carton of cheap cigarettes and, still sighing, Binny selected one and lit it.

‘There’s one way you can help me, I think,’ said Smith. ‘Do you remember Mr Moran coming here?’ Binny nodded. ‘Do you know what he came about?’

The man hesitated a moment. ‘I don’t know, sir. But I have an idea it had something to do with his balance. Mr Lyne was a very curious old gentleman; he never wanted to see anybody, and when he did he was always a bit unpleasant to ‘em.’

‘Was he unpleasant to Mr Moran?’

Binny hesitated. ‘Well, I don’t want to tell tales out of school, Mr Smith, but from what I heard he did snap a bit at him.’

‘You listened, eh?’

Binny smiled and shook his head. ‘You didn’t have to listen, sir.’ He pointed to the ceiling.

‘The study’s above here. You can’t hear what people are saying, but if a gentleman raises his voice as Mr Lyne did, you can hear him.’

‘You know Moran?’ Binny nodded, ‘Do you know him very well?’

‘Very well, sir. I worked for him —

‘I remember, yes.’ Surefoot Smith bit his lower lip thoughtfully. ‘Did he speak to you after his interview with the old man?’

Again Binny hesitated. ‘I don’t want to get anybody into trouble—’

‘The trouble with you, Binny, is that you can’t say “yes” or “no.” Did you see him?’

‘Yes, sir, I did.’ Binny was evidently nettled. ‘I was taking in a letter that had come by post as lie went out. And now, Mr Smith, I’ll tell you the truth. He said a strange thing to me — he asked me not to mention the fact that he’d been, and slipped me a quid. Now I’ve told you all I know. I thought it was funny — but, bless your heart, he wasn’t the first man to ask me not to mention the fact that they’d called on Mr Lyne.’

‘I suppose not.’

On a little table near the wall was a small paper parcel, loosely wrapped. Surefoot Smith was blessed with a keen sense of smell; he could disentangle the most conflicting and elusive odours. But putty was not one of them; it had a pungent and, to Surefoot Smith, an unpleasant aroma. He pointed to the parcel.

‘Putty?’

Binny looked at him in surprise. ‘Yes, sir.’

‘Have you been mending windows?’ Surefoot looked up.

‘No, sir, that was done by a glazier. I broke the scullery window myself this morning. I didn’t like to call anybody in, so I did it myself.’

‘The trouble in this house is that you’re always having windows broken,’ said Surefoot Smith. ‘Why didn’t you report to the police the attempt to break into this house — Oh, I remember, Mr Lyne didn’t want it.’

When he went outside he made a more careful examination of the premises in the darkness than he had ever done by daylight. He went to the trouble of going to the back of the house, along the narrow mews, and here he saw how easy it was for a burglar to obtain admission. The back of the house was not protected, as most of its fellows were, by a garage block, and the door and window were approachable for anybody who could either scale the wall or force the door into the back courtyard. Was it a coincidence that this attempt had been made to gain admission into Lyne’s house on the night of — ?

Surefoot Smith frowned. It must have been the night that Tickler was murdered. Was there any connexion between the two events?

He went back to Scotland Yard to receive reports, and found that his inquiries had produced no result. Berlin could tell him no more about Leo Moran, and there was absolutely no news at all of Gerald Dornford.

He opened the safe in a corner of his little room, took out the glove and the silver key, and laid them on the table. That key puzzled him. Was there any special reason why its owner should have gone to the trouble of painting it so elaborately and yet so carelessly? Any plater would have made a better job of it.

The glove told him nothing. He took from the big drawer of his desk a large sheet of virgin blotting-paper and began to work out again the sum of his problem.

Tickler had been killed; old Lyne had been killed, possibly by the same hand, though there was nothing to connect the two murders. Leo Moran was, to all intents and purposes, a fugitive from justice, a man against whom could be made out a prima facie charge of felony. His disappearance had coincided, not only with the death of Lyne, but with the discovery that Lyne’s bank account had been heavily milked.

Was he in Berlin at all? Somebody was very much interested in the recovery of the bank statement, had gone to the trouble of burgling Mary Lane’s flat to recover it — who? One man at any rate knew, or thought he knew, that the statement was at Mary’s flat, and that man was Michael Hennessey.

Mike’s conduct that afternoon had been consistent with guilty knowledge. He knew, at any rate, the true identity of Washington Wirth. The gentleman called Washington Wirth was a murderer, possibly a murderer twice over.

In disjointed sentences Surefoot wrote down his conclusions as they were reached; crossed out one and substituted another; elaborated some simple proposition in his mysterious shorthand, only to cross through the wriggly lines and begin all over again. He made a little circle that represented Mary, another for Dick Allenby, another for Gerald Dornford, a fourth for Leo Moran. At the bottom of the page he put a fifth circle for Lyne. How were they connected? What was the association between the four top circles and the fifth?

Between them he placed a larger O that stood for Michael Hennessey. Michael touched Washington Wirth, he touched Mary Lane and possibly Moran. He crossed out this last conclusion and started again.

Gerald Dornford touched Dick Allenby; he could draw a straight line from Dick Allenby to the murdered man — a line that missed all and any intermediary.

He got tired after a while, threw down the pencil, and sat back with a groan. He was reaching for the key when the light went out. There was nothing very startling and nothing very unexpected about that: the bulb had been burning yellow for two or three days, and obviously required replacement.

Surefoot Smith, in his lordly way, had demanded a fresh bulb, and the storekeeper, in his more lordly way, had ignored the request. Without warning, the bulb had ceased to function.

Surefoot was rising to his feet to reach for the bell when something he saw stopped him dead. In the darkness the key was glowing like green fire. He saw the handle and every ward of it. And now he understood why it had such an odd colour — it had been treated with luminous paint.

He picked it up and turned it over. The under side was dull and hardly showed, for it had not absorbed the rays of the light.

Surefoot went out into the corridor and summoned an officer, and a little later a bulb was discovered and fixed. He examined the key now with greater interest, jotting down notes upon his already overcrowded blotting sheet. He was beginning to see daylight, but only dimly. Then the telephone rang; he lifted the receiver and listened: then he called the officer on duty at the door. ‘If you see Mr Allenby, send him up.’

He looked at his watch; it was twenty minutes past twelve, and he could only wonder what had brought Dick to Scotland Yard at such an hour. Possibly his gun had been recovered.

‘I wondered if you were here,’ said Dick, as he came into the office and closed the door behind him. ‘I should have telephoned, but I was scared they wouldn’t put me through to you.’

‘What’s the trouble?’ asked Surefoot curiously.

Dick smiled. ‘There isn’t any real trouble; only I’ve been — or rather, Mary has been — called up by Hennessey’s housekeeper for information about the gentleman.’

‘Hasn’t he come home?’ asked Smith quickly.

‘He wasn’t expected home,’ said Dick. ‘The lady called up from Waterloo Station; she’s been there since nine with a couple of Mike’s trunks. He was leaving for the Continent by the Havre train, and had arranged for her to be there to meet him with his baggage. She waited till nearly twelve, got worried, and apparently called up several people who knew Michael, amongst them Mary. Fortunately, I was just leaving the flat when the woman telephoned.’

‘Have you been to his house?’

Dick shook his head. ‘It wasn’t necessary,’ he said. ‘He had a furnished flat in Doughty Street; he paid his rent and closed up the place tonight. Obviously he was making a getaway in rather a hurry. He didn’t start packing till this afternoon.’

‘After he’d seen me,’ said Surefoot. He scratched his chin. ‘That’s strange. I can quite understand his wanting to get away — as a matter of fact, he wouldn’t have got any farther than Southampton; I had already notified the ports.’

‘You’d have arrested him?’ asked Dick, in amazement.

‘There’s no question of arrest, my friend,’ said Surefoot wearily.’ It isn’t necessary to arrest everybody you want to stop going out of England. Their passports can be out of order, the stamp can be upside down — there are a dozen ways of keeping the money in the country.’

‘Did Hennessey know this?’

Surefoot did not answer immediately. ‘I can’t understand it,’ he said slowly. ‘Of course he didn’t know. That wouldn’t have prevented him catching the train.’

There was a knock at the door, and a pleasant looking man, whom Dick recognized as a chief inspector, came in. ‘The Buckinghamshire police have got a case after your own heart, Surefoot,’ he said. ‘A regular American gang murder.’

Surefoot became instantly alert. ‘A gang murder, eh? What kind?’

‘They call ’em ride murders, don’t they? Somebody has taken this poor devil for a ride, shot him at close quarters, and thrown him out on the sidewalk.’

‘Where was this?’

‘On the Colnbrook by-pass, this side of Slough. A big car passed, picked up the man lying across the footpath with its lights, and the driver reported to the police. He couldn’t have been dead more than half an hour when the police got to him.’

‘What’s his description?’ asked Surefoot.

‘A big made man of forty-five,’ said the other, ‘wearing a green tie—’

‘That was the tie that Mike Hennessey was wearing this afternoon!’
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Mike Hennessey Looked very calm, almost majestic, in death; most easily recognizable. Surefoot Smith came out of the sinister little building and waited while the police sergeant turned the key.

Dick was waiting at the station. He had had enough of horrors for one night, and had not attempted to join in the identification.

‘It’s Mike all right,’ said Surefoot. ‘The murder was committed at ten-seventeen — there or thereabouts. The time is fixed by the big car that found the body, and a motorcyclist who lives in this village reported to the police that he saw a small saloon car standing by the side of the road near where the body was found. I make out the two times as being between ten-fifteen and ten-twenty, and, allowing for the fact that the big car didn’t overtake any other car on the Colnbrook by-pass, that puts the time at ten-seventeen. The murderer’s car might have turned round and gone back. It could, of course, have gone right through the village of Colnbrook, avoiding the by-pass, and I should imagine that is what happened. And now, my friend,’ he said seriously, ‘you realize that this was the gentleman who called at your young lady’s flat? His coat must have been covered with blood without his realizing the fact until, in searching the bathroom, he touched the wall with his sleeve. He took off his coat, washed his hands, and that’s that.’

‘But surely some garage man will be able to identify the car if there was so much blood lost? The interior must be a shambles.’

Surefoot nodded.

‘Oh, yes, we’ll find the car all right. There were three stolen last night that answer the description. I’ve just been through to the Yard and found that one has been discovered abandoned in Sussex Gardens.’

A swift police car took them back to Paddington, and Surefoot Smith’s surmise was confirmed. The abandoned car was the one which the murderer had used. There was grisly evidence enough that the man had met his death in its dark interior — of other evidence there was none.

‘We’ll test the wheel for fingerprints, but Mr Wirth will have worn gloves.’

‘That lets out Moran, doesn’t it?’ said Dick.

Surefoot smiled. ‘Where is Moran? In Germany, we say — he’s as likely to be in London. You may get to Germany in a few hours and get back in a shorter time. It may not have been Moran who left at all.’

‘But why?’

Dick Allenby was bewildered, more than a little alarmed for Mary Lane’s safety, and said as much. To his consternation, Surefoot agreed. ‘I don’t think she should stay in that flat. She may have other evidence, and now she’s begun to theorise she might be dangerous to our friend.’

He accompanied Smith to the police station whither the car had been taken, and found the usual scene of impersonal activity. There were photographers, fingerprint experts, car mechanics examining the speedometer. The owner of the car, who had been found and brought to the station, was a methodical man: he knew exactly the amount of mileage that was on the dial before the car was stolen, and his information helped considerably.

It seemed to Dick Allenby that he had spent the past fortnight examining bloodstained cars in police yards. There was a touch of the familiar in the scene he witnessed; the staring electric globes at the ends of lengths of flex, the peering police detectives searching every inch of the interior.

There was blood on the seat and on the floor; a trace of it on the gear lever. One of the detectives pulled a cushion from the driver’s seat…

‘Hullo!’ he said and, looking over his shoulder, Dick saw a flat silver cigarette case, that was passed to Surefoot’s hand.

Smith opened the case. It was empty. There was an inscription on the inside, easy enough to read in the light of the bulb.

‘To Leo Moran, from his colleagues in the Willesden branch.’

Surefoot turned it over and over in his hand. It was an old case; there were one or two dents in it, but it was polished bright, and either was frequently used or had been recently cleaned. Surefoot held it gingerly by the help of a sheet of paper, and had it carefully wrapped.

‘We might get a fingerprint on that, but I don’t think it’s likely,’ he said. ‘It’s a little odd, isn’t it — being under the cushion?’

‘He might have put it there and forgotten all about it.’

Surefoot shook his head. ‘It’s not his car, it was pinched. As I say, it’s odd.’ He did not speak again for some time. ‘I mentioned the fact that the young lady has the bank statement. Mr Hennessey passed the information on in the course of the ride, or before. The killer settled with Hennessey — by the way, he was supposed to be driving to Southampton to catch his boat. The car stopped at a filling station at the end of the Great West Road; Hennessey got out and telephoned to his flat — presumably to his housekeeper to send on his baggage. The murderer got rid of Hennessey as quickly as he could, rushed back to town and burgled Mary Lane’s flat. Obviously he was somebody who had been there before—’

‘Like Moran,’ suggested Dick.

Surefoot hesitated.

‘He’ll do as well as anybody else,’ he said. ‘He was looking for the bank statement. He couldn’t have known that his coat was covered with blood, until he went into the bathroom, and saw either himself in the mirror or a stain on the wall. I’ll tell you something more: he’s lived in America. How’s that for deduction?’

‘How on earth do you know that?’

‘I don’t,’ said the other calmly; ‘it’s deduction — in other words, guesswork. It’s a typical gang killing though — taking a man for a ride and throwing him out of the car after he’s been shot. Nobody seems to have heard the gun go off, but if they did, they’d think it was a motor bike. They scorch down the by-pass.’

He drove home with Dick, and was very voluble. ‘Hennessey was in the swindle from the start. He knew who Wirth was, knew that Wirth was forging cheques, and took advantage of his knowledge to blackmail the other man.’ Then abruptly: ‘I’m going to show Miss Lane the key and the cheque.’

It was the first time Dick had heard about the key.

By the time Surefoot Smith reached Scotland Yard, all the grisly relics of the murdered man had been collected and laid on his table. There were a notebook, a few odd scraps of paper, about twenty pounds in cash, a watch and a key-ring, but nothing that was particularly illuminating — except the absence of any large sum of money. Obviously, Hennessey did not intend to make his jump for the Continent on a capital of twenty pounds. Surefoot guessed that the murderer, profiting by the previous discovery of money in Tickler’s pocket, had relieved him of what might have been very incriminating evidence.

He looked over the papers. One was a page torn from a Bradshaw, with pencil markings against certain trains. Surefoot guessed that Hennessey’s plan was to make his way to Vienna. The second paper was the more interesting. It was a sheet torn from a notebook, and contained a number of figures.

Surefoot had a remarkable memory, and he recognized at once that the figures represented those balances which had appeared in the statement. Evidently the paper had been handled many times.

Smith was puzzled. Why had Hennessey taken the trouble to jot these notes down in pencil and keep them? Obviously he knew of the bank statement, had possibly concocted it; but here he would have some other data than this scrap of paper.

If the bank statement was an invention, as undoubtedly it was, there was no need to keep this note. Either the man would invent the figures on the spur of the moment, or else he had some book record of the defalcations and the amount that should have stood to old Lyne’s account.

Early the next morning Smith telephoned to Mary Lane, who had spent an uneasy night. She was not even stimulated by the knowledge that there was a police officer in the corridor outside her flat, one at the foot of the fire escape, and another patrolling in front of the house.

‘Come round by all means,’ she said, and was relieved to know that she was seeing him, for she wanted advice very badly.

The morning had brought no news to Surefoot. The inquiries he had made had drawn blank. A search of Mike Hennessey’s flat gave him no clue that was of the least value. Of papers or documents there was none; an old bank book told him no more than that three years before Hennessey had been living from hand to mouth.

He was rather despondent when he came into Mary’s flat. ‘It almost looks as if science has got to be brought in,’ he said gloomily, as he produced a small packet from his pocket and laid it on the table. ‘Maybe you’re it!’

He opened the washleather wrapper and disclosed the key. Then from his pocketbook he took out a cheque and laid it on the table. She examined the faint pencil marks carefully and nodded. ‘That’s Mr Lyne’s handwriting,’ she said. ‘I think I told you that when I was a girl I lived in the same house; in fact, I kept house for him, in a very inefficient way. He was rather trying to live with.’

‘In what way?’ asked Surefoot.

She hesitated. ‘Well, in many ways — domestically, I mean. For example, he had the same tradespeople for over forty years, and never changed them, although he was always quarrelling with them or disputing the amount he owed them.’ She looked at the key, turning it over and over in her hand. ‘Would you think I was terribly vain if I told you I thought I could find the man who killed Mr Lyne?’

‘I think you would be very silly if you tried to do it on your own,’ said Smith bluntly. ‘This fellow isn’t one you can monkey about with.’

She nodded. ‘I realize that. Will you give me a week to make inquiries?’

‘Don’t you think you’d better tell me now what your suspicions are?’

She shook her head. ‘No; I’m probably making a fool of myself, and I have a very natural desire to avoid that.’

Smith pursed his thick lips. ‘You can’t keep these—’ he began.

‘I don’t want them,’ she said quickly.’ You mean the cheque and the key? Would it be asking you too much to give me a replica of the key? If I find the lock it fits I’ll telephone you.’

He looked at her in surprise. ‘Do you think you can find the lock?’ She nodded. Surefoot Smith sighed. ‘This is like doing things in books,’ he said, ‘and I hate the way they do things in books. It’s romantical, and romantical things make me sick. But I’ll do this for you, young lady.’

Two days later she received a brand-new, shining key, and set forth on her investigations, never suspecting that, day and night, she was shadowed by one of three detectives, whose instructions from Surefoot Smith had been short and not especially encouraging.

‘Keep this lady in sight. If you let her out of your sight, your chance of ever being promoted is practically nil.’

It was the third day after the murder of Mike Hennessey that Cassari Oils moved. They had hovered between £1 3s. and £1 7s. for five years, and they represented £40 shares. The field was situated in Asia, and had produced enough oil to prevent the company from collapsing, but insufficient to bring the shares back to their normal value.

Mary read the flaming headline on the City page, ‘Sensational Rise of Cassari Oils’, and suddenly she recalled the name on the share transfer. She telephoned Surefoot Smith.

‘Those were the shares which you transferred to Moran, were they? That’s interesting. What did they stand at last night? I haven’t seen the paper.’

The stock had jumped from 25s. to 95s. overnight. When Surefoot Smith put a call through to the City he was staggered to learn that they stood at £30 and were rising every minute. He drove up to an office in Old Broad Street which supplied him with particulars of financial phenomena, and discovered the reason from an unconcerned stock-jobber.

‘They struck big oil about three months ago, and they’ve been sinking new wells. Apparently they found inexhaustible supplies, but managed to keep it quiet until they’d cleared the market of every floating share. The stock is certain to go to a hundred, and I can advise you to have a little flutter. There’s no doubt about the oil being there.’

Surefoot Smith had never had a flutter in his life, except that he invariably had half a crown on some horse in the Derby which he picked with the aid of a pin and a list of probable runners. ‘Who’s behind this move?’ he asked.

The jobber shook his head. ‘If I tried to pronounce their names I’d dislocate my jaw,’ he said.’ They are mostly Turks — Effendi this and Pasha that. You’ll find them in the Stock Exchange Year Book. They’re a pretty solid crowd; millionaires, most of them. Oh no, there’s nothing shady about them; they’re as solid as the Bank of England, and this isn’t a market rig. They haven’t a London office; Jolman and Joyce are their agents.’

To the office of Messrs Jolman and Joyce, Surefoot Smith went. He found the place besieged. He sent in his card and was admitted to the office of Mr Joyce, the senior partner.

‘I can’t tell you very much Mr Smith, except what the newspapers can tell you. There aren’t a large number of shares on the market — I’ve just told a friend of mine who thought of running a bear, that he’s certain to burn his fingers. The only big holder I know is a man named Moran — Leo Moran.’



Chapter Eighteen


Table of Contents


Leo Moran! It was no news to Surefoot Smith that this man was interested in the stock, apart from the shares he had acquired from Mary. There was a touch of trickiness about Moran; that was his reputation both in the bank and amongst his friends. From what Surefoot had gathered, and from his own knowledge of the man, he was capable of quixotic and generous actions but, generally speaking, he carried shrewdness a little beyond the line of fairness. Murderer he might be; forger, as Surefoot believed, he certainly was. The constant of his character was an immense self-interest. He was a bachelor, had no family attachments and few interests besides his shooting and the theatre.

This was a supreme gamble, then — Cassari Oils. Before Surefoot Smith left the stockbroker’s office he discovered that Moran was, at any rate on paper, a millionaire. On one point he was puzzled: though Moran had bought steadily, and his operations had covered the years of defalcations, he had spent no very large sum, certainly only a small percentage of the money he was making. The man probably had other speculative interests, but these for the moment were impossible to trace.

Smith went home to his rooms off the Haymarket, and was surprised to find a visitor waiting for him on the landing.

‘I haven’t been here two minutes,’ said Mary. ‘I got on to your assistant at Scotland Yard, and he told me that you might be at your flat.’

He unlocked the door and ushered her into his untidy sittingroom. ‘Well, have you found anything?’

She shook her head and smiled ruefully. ‘Only my limitations, I’m afraid,’ she said, and sat down in the chair he pulled forward for her.

‘You’re giving it up, eh?’

She hesitated. ‘No.’

It required an effort of will to say’ no’, for she had awakened that morning with an intense sense of mental discomfort and a realization of the difficulties which beset her. She had been half inclined to send a penitent note enclosing the key to Surefoot, but confidence — not much, but some — had come to her with breakfast, and she had decided upon this, what was to her, a bold move.

‘I realize what I have undertaken,’ she confessed. ‘Being detective is not an easy job, is it? Especially when you don’t know things.’

Surefoot smiled. ‘The art of being a detective is to know nothing,’ he said oracularly. ‘What do you know? If you know anything less than I do, you haven’t heard of the murder. On the other hand, it is possible you may know a great deal more.’

‘You are being sarcastic.’

He shook his head. ‘I don’t know the word, Miss Lane. What is it you want to know?’

She consulted a little notebook she took from her pocket. ‘Can you give me a list of all the big cheques that were cashed and the dates? I particularly want to know the dates. If my theory is correct, they are made out on the seventeenth of the month.’

Surefoot sat back in his chair and stared at her. ‘That’s a bit scientific,’ he said, a little resentfully, and she laughed.

‘No, it is horribly like a mystery story. But, seriously, I do want to know.’

He pulled the telephone towards him and called a number. ‘Funnily enough, that is a bit of information I’d never thought of getting,’ he said.

She felt that he was somewhat nettled that he had been remiss in this respect, and she was secretly amused. ‘But then, you see, Miss Lane,’ he went on, ‘if I’d been at the Yard I would probably get it for you — hullo!’

He had got through to the bank. It took some time before the accountant, with whom he eventually got in touch, was able to supply him with the dates.

The cheques were made out on the 17th of April, the 17th of February, the 17th of December, the 17th of May in the previous year — Surefoot jotted down a dozen of them. Hanging up the receiver, he pushed the paper across to the girl.

‘I thought so!’ Her eyes were very bright. ‘Every one of them on the seventeenth!’

‘Marvellous!’ said Surefoot.’ Now will you tell me what that means?’

She nodded. ‘I’ll tell you in a week’s time. I’m going to do a lot of private investigation. There’s one thing I wanted to speak about, Mr Smith.’ Her voice was troubled. ‘I don’t know whether I am imagining things, but I have an idea that I am being very carefully watched. I’m sure a man was following me yesterday. I lost sight of him in Oxford Street; I was looking in a shop window in Regent Street and saw him again. Rather an unpleasant-looking man with a fair moustache.’

Surefoot Smith smiled. ‘That is Detective Sergeant Mason. I don’t think he’s much of a good looker myself.’

‘A detective?’ she gasped.

Surefoot nodded. ‘Naturally, my dear young lady, I am taking great care of you. You might as well know that you are being shadowed, not because you are under suspicion, but because for the moment you are under our protection.’

She heaved a sigh. ‘You don’t know how relieved I am. It was rather getting on my nerves. As a matter of fact, I don’t think I should have come to see you at all but for that.’

‘What about the seventeenth?’ asked Surefoot. ‘Don’t you think it would be wise for you to tell me what your suspicions are about?’

She shook her head. ‘I’m being mysterious and rather weak,’ she said.

The mystery certainly irritated Dick Allenby, who could never be sure of finding her at home. He had a talk with Surefoot and sought his help. ‘She’ll be running into all sorts of danger,’ Dick complained ‘Obviously this man will stop at nothing. He may still think that she has the bank statement.’

‘Have you seen the young lady at all?’ Surefoot opened another bottle of beer dexterously. He was sitting on a bench in Dick’s workroom.

‘Yes, I’ve seen her. She wants me to lend her Binny.’

‘Lend her Binny?’ repeated the detective. ‘What does that mean?’

‘Well, he’s in my employ now. She says she wants inquiries made about a former servant of Hervey Lyne’s who’s living in Newcastle under an assumed name. She wants Binny to go and identify the woman. I saw Binny about it, and he remembered her. She left soon after he arrived. She was a fairly old woman. Apparently she had a dissolute son who was a pretty bad character. Binny doesn’t remember him, but Mary does. The old lady, who must be nearly ninety, is living in the north, and Mary wants him to go up to make sure that she hasn’t made a mistake.’

Surefoot Smith looked at him glumly. ‘She told me nothing about it. Binny works for you now? I suppose you own the house. What are you going to do with it?’

‘Sell it,’ said Dick promptly. ‘In fact, I’ve already had a offer.’

There was a knock at the door; the caretaker came in with a telegram for Dick. Surefoot saw him open it, watched him idly, and saw his jaw drop as he read it. Without a word he passed the telegram across to Smith. It had been handed in at Sunningdale, and ran:

‘Re patent air-gun reported stolen from you. Machine answering description circulated has been found at Toyne Copse lying at the bottom of a hole beneath body of a man believed to be G. Dornford, of Half Moon Street. Please report immediately Sunningdale police station to identify property.’
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He and Surefoot went down to Berkshire together. He had no difficulty in recognizing the rusted steel case which had once been a delicate piece of mechanism. He left it to Surefoot Smith to make other and more grisly identification.

Surefoot returned after visiting the place where the body had been found, and he had further and convincing information. Jerry Dornford’s car had also been discovered less than a hundred yards from the place where he had died. The car had evidently been driven over the heath land and concealed in a small copse.

‘It’s Dornford’s own property, and I don’t think there will be much difficulty in reconstructing the accident which put him out,’ said Surefoot. ‘He had an evening newspaper in the car with him; it’s dated the day of old man Lyne’s murder.’

‘Poor devil! How was he killed — or was it a natural death?’ asked Dick.

Surefoot shook his head. ‘An accident. The gun was loaded, wasn’t it? Well, you’ll be able to take the thing to pieces and tell me if it’s still loaded. I should say it wasn’t. Dornford stole the gun: there’s no doubt about that. He either got scared or couldn’t sell it, and decided to take it into the country and bury it. Very naturally, he chose a bit of land which is his own property. He took a spade with him — we found that. When they found him he was in his shirt sleeves. He had evidently dug the hole and was in the act of pushing in the gun when it went off. The bullet went through his body; we found it in a pine-tree that was immediately in the line of fire. In his pocket we found a demand for the payment of a loan, from Stelby’s, who did most of old Lyne’s work. We also found a few notes that are going to make it pretty uncomfortable for somebody called Jules, when we can trace him.’

‘I can help you there,’ said Dick, who knew and rathe disliked the sleek young man.

They came back to town late in the evening, and Surefoot was rather depressed. ‘I always thought that Dornford had something to do with the murder, and put him down as a “possible”. But it’s pretty clear that he couldn’t have done it, unless there were two bullets in the gun, or unless he understood the mechanism.’

Dick went in search of Mary that night to tell her the news. He had never liked Gerald Dornford, but there were moments when he thought that his dislike was not so actively shared by the girl; but here he did her an injustice. A woman’s instinct are keener than a man’s, and she had placed Jerry in the definite category of men to be avoided.

She did not get back to her flat till late that night, as he discovered after repeated rings, and it was an unusually exhilarated voice that answered him when eventually he reached her. ‘I’ve had a marvellous day, Dick, and I’m going to surprise our friend tomorrow — no, not tomorrow, the next day.’

He tried to break the news gently about Jerry, and was surprised and a little annoyed to find his sensation was discounted. ‘I read it in the evening newspaper. Poor man!’ she said.

Dick Allenby spent a disturbed night. He was getting very worried about the girl and the risks she was taking. When he rang her in the morning she had already gone out, but when he saw Surefoot that gentleman did much to allay his anxiety. ‘I’ve got the cleverest shadower at Scotland Yard following her night and day; you needn’t worry.’ And then, curiously: ‘She hasn’t told you what line she’s following? The only thing I can find from my men is that she’s chasing round the suburbs of London, and that she’s doing a lot of shopping.’

‘Shopping?’ repeated Dick incredulously. ‘What sort of shopping?’

‘Pickles mostly,’ said Surefoot Smith, ‘though she’s been after ham, and she took over an hour in the City the other day buying tea. She’s being scientific.’

If the truth were told, Mr Smith found it increasingly difficult to avoid being very annoyed with his mysterious collaborator. He hated mysteries.

Mary had gone a little outside of her usual orbit of inquiry that day. She left early for Maidstone and spent the greater part of the morning talking with a country shoemaker, an ancient and prosy gentleman with a poor memory and a defective system of bookkeeping. She got back to London about five, feeling tired; but a hot bath and two hours’ rest revivified her. She was bright and fresh when she put on her coat and went out again.

It was ten o’clock; the sky was overcast and a sprinkle of rain was falling when she signalled a taxi and drove to King’s Cross. She found the disconsolate Binny waiting on the platform. Although the night was warm he wore an overcoat and a muffler, and was a typical picture of misery and loneliness when she came up to him. The detective who had followed her watched them talking, and was slightly amused, for he had been told something about the object of this northward journey of Mr Lyne’s handyman.

If he was amused, Binny was sceptical. ‘I don’t suppose I’ll remember her, miss. People change, especially oldish people. She was only in the house about three weeks after I took on the job.’

‘But you would recognize her?’ insisted the girl.

He hesitated. ‘I suppose I would. I must say, miss,’ he protested, ‘I don’t like these night journeys. I was in a railway accident once, and my nerves have never got over it. What with poor Mr Lyne’s death and all the newspaper reporters coming to see me, I’ve got in such a state that I don’t know whether I’m on my head or my heels.’

She cut short his personal plaint with a repetition of her instructions. ‘You will go to this house and ask to see Mrs Morris — that is the name she has taken, possibly because her son has been getting into trouble—’

‘Visiting the sins of the parents upon the children I’ve heard about; visiting the sins of the children on the parents is something new.’

‘If it is Mrs Laxby you are to send me a telegram, but you must be absolutely sure it is Mrs Laxby. You’ve got the photograph I gave you?’

He nodded miserably. ‘I got it. But ain’t this a job for the police, Miss?’

‘Now, Binny,’ she said severely, ‘you’re to do as you’re told. I’ve got you a nice sleeping car and it will be a very comfortable journey.’

‘They turn me out at four o’clock in the morning,’ said Binny; and then, as though he realized he was probably going a little too far with one who had such authority, he added, in a more cheerful tone: ‘All right, miss, you leave it to me; I’ll send you a telegram.’

She left the platform a few minutes before the train pulled out, and took another taxi. The detective who followed her had no doubt that she was going back to her flat, and contented himself with giving instructions to his driver to follow the taxi in front. Taxidrivers are not necessarily good detectives, and it was not until the cab he was shadowing had set down an elderly man at a temperance hotel in Bloomsbury that he realized he was on the wrong trail, and doubled back to the flat to pick her up.

She had not returned and, in a sweat, he began to cast round before reporting his failure to his very unpleasant superior.

It was a quarter past eleven when he saw the girl walking quickly in the opposite direction to which his cab was moving.

He recognized Mary, jumped out of the cab, paid the driver, and followed through the rain on foot.
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Unconscious of the fact that she had been shadowed, Mary Lane reached her objective. She was in a small paved courtyard which was made faintly malodorous by the presence of an ash-can that had not been emptied for a week.

She moved cautiously, finding her way forward step by step with the aid of a tiny torch which she had taken from her handbag. At the end of the courtyard was a small door, flanked on one side by a window.

For a little while she stood on the doorstep, listening. Her heart was beating faster; she was curiously short of breath. Her early morning resolution to abandon her ridiculous quest came back with a stronger urge. It was absurd of her, and a little theatrical — she told herself — to continue these excursions into a realm in which she had no place. Police work was, in its most elementary phase, men’s work.

The quietness of the night, the sense of complete isolation, the gloom and drabness which the falling rain seemed to emphasize, all these things worked on her nerves.

She took from her bag the replica key that Surefoot had had cut for her and, finding the keyhole, pushed in the key. The truth or futility of her theory was to be put to the test.

For a moment, as she tried to turn the key, it seemed that she had made a mistake, and she was almost grateful. And then, as she slightly altered its position, she felt it turn and the lock snapped back with a loud ‘click!’.

She was trembling; her knees seemed suddenly incapable of supporting the weight of her body; her breathing became painfully shallow. Here her experiment should have ended, and she should have gone back the way she came, but the spirit of adventure flickered up feebly and she pushed open the door.

It opened without sound, and she peered into the dark interior fearfully. Should she go in? Reason said ‘No!’ but reason might be womanly cowardice — a fear of the dark and the bogies that haunt the dark. She pushed the door open wider and went in one step. She flashed the torch around and saw nothing.

Then out of the darkness came a sound that froze her blood — the whimpering of a woman.

Her scalp tingled with terror; she thought she was going to faint. It came from below her feet, and yet from somewhere immediately before her, as though there were two distinct sounds. The beam of light she cast ahead wobbled so that she could not see what it revealed. She steadied her arm against the wall and saw what looked like a cupboard door. To this she crept and listened.

Yes, the sound came from there and below. It was the entrance to a cellar. She tried the cupboard door; it was locked.

And then there came to her an unaccountable fear, greater than any she had experienced before — there was danger, near, very near; a menace beyond her understanding. She turned and stood, petrified with horror. The door was slowly closing. She leaped forward and caught its edge, but somebody was pressing it, and that somebody was in the room, had been standing behind the opened door all the time she had been there.

As she opened her lips to scream a big hand closed over her mouth, another gripped her shoulder and jerked her back violently, as the door closed with a crash.

‘Oh, Miss Lane, how could you?’

The mincing tone, the falsetto voice, the artificial refinement of it were unmistakable. She had heard that voice at Kellner’s Hotel when she had met Mr Washington Wirth. She struggled madly, but the man held her without difficulty.

‘May I suggest, my dear young friend, that you keep quiet and save me from the necessity of cutting your darling little throat?’

Behind the spurious courtesy of that hateful voice lay a threat, horribly, significantly sincere. She knew him now: he would kill her with as little compunction as he would slaughter a rabbit. It was not perhaps expedient to carry out his threat immediately, and her only hope of salvation lay with her wits. With a moan she went limp in his arms, and he was so unprepared for this that he nearly dropped her and dropped with her, for the sudden collapse almost threw him off his balance. Clumsily he laid her down on the stone floor.

She heard his exclamation of anger and, after a while the jingle of keys. He was unlocking the cupboard door.

Noiselessly she rose and felt for the door knob. It turned without a sound, and in a second she had flung open the door and was racing across the courtyard. He was too late to stop her, and she was in the deserted side street before he recovered from his surprise. A few minutes later she had reached a main road; ahead of her she saw two policemen, and her first instinct was to fly to them and tell them of her adventure. She hesitated; they would think she was mad, and besides —

‘Hullo, Miss Lane! You gave me a fright.’ It was the detective who had been following her all the evening, and he did not hide his relief.

‘Where on earth did you get to? I’m Stenford from Scotland Yard. Mr Smith told me that you knew I was trailing you.’ She could have fallen on his neck in her gratitude — she was horrified to discover that she was hysterical. She gasped her story; he listened, incredulous. ‘Have you got the key?’ She shook her head: she had left it in the door.

‘I’ll take you home, Miss Lane, and then I’ll report to Mr Smith.’ He was a young detective, full of zeal, and he had hardly left her at the door of her flat before he was racing back to conduct a little investigation on his own before reporting the sum of his discovery to Surefoot Smith.

Mary made herself a cup of tea and sat down to steady her nerves before she went to bed. The flat seemed terribly lonely.

Odd noises, common to all houses, kept her jumping. She realized that she would not sleep that night except in other and less nerve-wearying surroundings, and was reaching for the telephone when its bell rang sharply — so unexpectedly that she jumped.

It was the voice of Surefoot Smith, urgent and anxious. ‘That you, Miss Lane? Listen — and get this quickly! Go to your front door and bolt it! You’re not to open the door until I come — I’ll be with you in ten minutes.’

‘But—’

‘Do as I tell you!’

She heard a click as he rang off. She was in a panic. Surefoot would not have been so alarming unless her situation was a perilous one.

She went out into the hall. It was in darkness. She knew that she had left a light burning. Acting on blind impulse, she darted back into the room she had left, slammed the door and shot home a bolt. As she did so a heavy weight was flung against the door, the weight of a man’s body. There were no arms in the room — nothing more formidable than a pair of scissors.

Crash!

The door shook; one of the panels bulged. She turned quickly and switched out the light. ‘I have a revolver and I’ll fire if you don’t go away!’ she cried.

There was a silence. She flung up the window. She must be a good actress or die. ‘Mr Smith! Is that you? Come up the fire escape!’ She screamed the words.

Again the door crashed, and she had an inspiration. She took up the telephone.

‘Get the police station — tell them a man named Moran is trying to break into my room — Leo Moran — please remember the name in case anything happens….’

She left the receiver off and crept to the door. Stealthy feet were moving along the corridor; the sound became less audible and ceased.

Mary Lane sank down on to the floor and this time there was nothing theatrical in her faint. It was the frantic knocking on the door and the voice of Dick Allenby that brought her, reeling, to her feet. She drew the bolt to admit him and the detective. She had hardly begun to tell her story when she fainted again.

‘Better get a nurse,’ said Surefoot. ‘Phew! I never expected to find her alive!’

An agitated Dick, engaged in bathing the white face of the girl, was not even interested to ask how Surefoot learned of the girl’s danger. Mr Smith’s officer had found him at his club and the two men had arrived simultaneously.

‘I got a phone call from the detective who was shadowing her, giving me the story she had told. I told him to go straight back to her flat and stay there till I came. About half an hour later the simpleton called me up and said he’d searched the place and found nobody. Can you beat that? And then I got cut off, so I called Miss Lane — I should have called the nearest police station, but I worked it out that I’d be at the flat before they could deal with the matter. My officer called you at your club and got you?’

Mary had opened her eyes, and a few minutes later was sitting up, very white and shaken, but calm enough to tell her story. Throughout that night Scotland Yard officers combed London and the suburbs for their man. ‘May be accompanied by a woman’, the official warning ran, and there was added a description of the wanted pair.

On the advice of Surefoot, Mary moved into an hotel. It was a quiet hostelry near the Haymarket. Surefoot had an idea that no harm would come to the girl now that Mr Washington Wirth’s secret was out. He might kill her to avoid the embarrassment of identification, but now that she had spoken she was no longer a menace to his security.

‘I hope so, at any rate,’ she said ruefully. ‘I’m a failure as a detective.’

Surefoot sniffed. ‘I’m a bad man to ask for compliments,’ he said. ‘Beyond the fact that you’ve found our man and proved it, and apart from what I might call the circumstance that you’ve discovered how the forgeries were wangled, you’ve been perfectly useless!’

On the night of the girl’s adventure Surefoot had cabled to his friend in New York for particulars of the English gangster who was at large in England. He went further and arranged for the New York Police Department to cable the photograph of the man to Scotland Yard. A description would have been sufficient. There was no mistaking. The day the photograph was received, Surefoot had gone to call on the directors of Moran’s bank. A very careful audit had been made of the bank accounts, but no further defalcations had been unearthed.

He was leaving when the general manager, who had placed the facts before him, remarked: ‘By the way, I suppose you know that Moran’s service in the bank was interrupted when he went to America? He was there three or four years. We have reason to believe that he was engaged in some sort of speculative business — he never gave us any particulars about it.’

‘That’s odd,’ said Surefoot. He did not explain where the oddness lay.

‘He has also a large interest in Cassari Oils, which have had such a sensational rise,’ said the manager. ‘I only discovered this a few days ago.’

‘I’ve known it for quite a long time,’ said Surefoot grimly, ‘and I can tell you something: he has made nearly a million out of the stock.’

The man’s eyebrows rose. ‘So there was no need for him to be dishonest?’

‘There never was,’ said Surefoot cryptically.

In these days Dick Allenby was a busy man. As principal heir to his uncle he had an immense amount of work to do. The late Hervey Lyne had certain interests in France which had to be liquidated. Dick took the afternoon boat express to Paris. Between Ashford and Dover there had been a derailment on the day before, and the passenger trains were being worked on a single line. There was very little delay occasioned by this method of working the traffic, except that it necessitated the boat train being brought to a standstill at a little station near Sandling Junction.

The Continental train drew slowly into the station and stopped. There was another train waiting to proceed in the opposite direction. As they were going to move Dick turned his head idly, as passengers will, and scrutinized the other passengers.

The Pullman car was passing at a snail’s pace. The long body drew out of view and there came another coach and in the last compartment at the end of the car, a man was sitting in the corner, reading a newspaper. As the trains passed he put the paper down and turned his head. It was Leo Moran!
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Leo Moran!

It was impossible to do anything. The train was gathering speed and its next stop was Dover. Surefoot must be told. He might get through by telephone to London, but doubted if he had the time without missing the boat. Fortunately, when he arrived at Dover Harbour Station and came to the barrier where passports are examined, he recognized a Scotland Yard man who was scrutinizing the departing passengers. To him he explained the urgency of the matter.

‘He didn’t come through this port,’ said the detective, shaking his head. ‘The train you saw was the one connecting with the Boulogne-Folkestone route. I’ll get through to Mr Smith at once. I’ve had a very full description of Mr Moran for a long time, and so have the officers at Folkestone — I can’t understand how they missed him.’

Smith was not in his office when the call came through, but it was relayed to him almost immediately. Officers were sent to meet the train, but on its arrival there was no sign of Moran.

Surefoot afterwards learned that it had been held up at South Bromley Station, and that a man had alighted and given up his ticket, carrying his own baggage, which consisted of a light suitcase, to a station taxi.

He had evidently acted on the impulse of the moment, for when, late that night, the taxidriver was interviewed, it was learned that Moran had been driven to another station within a few miles of Bromley, and had gone on to London by train.

A call at his flat produced no result. The porter had not seen him. Surefoot put a phone call through to Paris and spoke to Dick. ‘You’ve got the keys of this man’s flat, haven’t you?’

‘Good Lord! Yes, I’d forgotten them. They’re in my workroom. See the housekeeper. You will find them…’

Smith was less anxious to find the keys than to establish the fact that Leo Moran had not returned. He would naturally call at Dick’s place to retrieve the keys, and with this idea in his mind Smith put Dick Allenby’s apartments under observation. But Moran did not come near. Either he knew that he was being sought and had reason for keeping out of the way, or he had some other establishment in London about which the police knew nothing.

The second inquiry which Surefoot Smith conducted was even more profitless. At the moment, however, he concentrated upon Moran. The register of every hotel in London was carefully scrutinized.

Mary Lane knew nothing about the discovery, and when Surefoot Smith saw her that evening he made no reference at all to the man Dick Allenby had seen. He made it a practice to call once or twice a day for, although he was satisfied that there was no immediate danger to the girl, and that every reason for menacing her had disappeared now that the murderer of Hervey Lyne was identified, he took no chances. Men who killed as ruthlessly as ‘Mr Washington Wirth’ were capable of deeper villainies.

Mary’s hotel was an old-fashioned block set in the heart of the West End and in one of the most pleasant backwaters. It furnishings were Victorian, its equipment a little primitive. As a reluctant concession to modern progress its ancient proprietor had installed gas fires in its bedrooms — it had been the last hotel in London to adopt electricity for lighting.

The servants were old and slow; its proprietor still regarded the telephone as an unwarranted intrusion upon his privacy. There was one instrument and that part of the office equipment.

It had its advantages, as Mary found. It was quiet; one could sleep at night. Strange guests rarely came; most of its patrons were part of the great shifting family that had made a habit of the hotel for years and years. Her room was pleasant and bright; it was on the street, and had the advantage of a narrow balcony which ran the full length of the building — a theoretical advantage perhaps, for nothing happened in that quiet street which made a balcony desirable.

Mr Smith called the next evening, and was unlucky. If he had been a few minutes earlier he would have followed a sturdy figure that mounted the broad stairs and stood patiently whilst the hotel porter unlocked the next door to Mary’s bedroom, before ushering Mr Leo Moran into the room he had engaged.

He had not signed himself Leo Moran in the hotel register, but he had good and sufficient reason for the omission. He was plain Mr John Moore from Birmingham.

He ordered a light meal to be sent up to him, and when that had come and had been cleared away he locked the door of his room, opened a brief case and, taking out a number of documents and a writing pad, became immediately absorbed in the task he had set himself.

There was nothing flimsy about this hotel; the walls were thick; otherwise, he might have heard Surefoot Smith offering astounding theories concerning a certain fugitive from justice.

Surefoot’s visit was not a very long one and, following her practice, the girl read for an hour. Her nerves were calmer; she had got over the shock of that ghastly night. She had asked Surefoot to allow her to go back to her flat.

‘I’ll give you another week here,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘I may be wrong, but I have an idea I can liquidate this business in that time.’

‘But now that I’ve recognized him, and the police have circulated his name and description there’s no reason why he should do me any harm,’ she protested.’ I’m perfectly sure that it was not revenge but self-preservation—’

‘You can’t be sure of anything where that bird is concerned,’ interrupted Smith. ‘You’ve got to allow for the fact that he’s a little mad.’

‘Is he the man the American detective spoke about?’ she asked curiously.

Surefoot Smith nodded. ‘Yes, he’s been over there for a few years, and he was associated with some pretty bad gangs. The curious thing is that, even in those days, the stage had a fascination for him. He used to give hectic parties to theatrical people, and even appeared on the stage himself, though he wasn’t a very great success. Out of his loot he financed a couple of road companies — it’s the same man all right.’

Mary was getting weary of the restrictions imposed on her; resented the early-to-bed rule which the doctor had prescribed. She lay in bed, very wakeful, heard ten and eleven strike and was no nearer to sleep than she had been when she lay down.

Some time before midnight she fell into a doze, for she did not remember hearing twelve o’clock strike. She must have been lying, half asleep, half awake, for an hour, when something roused her to complete wakefulness. She shivered and pulled the clothes over her shoulders, and at that instant became wide awake.

The french window, which she had lightly fastened, was wide open; a draught of chill air swept through the room, the door of which was half open. She had locked it from the inside — she remembered that distinctly.

As she stood by the side of the bed a man’s figure appeared in the doorway, silhouetted against the dim light of the passage outside. For a second she stood, petrified with fear and astonishment. Then she recognized that stocky figure, and the terror of death came to her, and she screamed.

The man stepped backwards and disappeared. She flew to the door, closed it with a crash, and turned the key. Switching on the light, she rang the bell urgently and repeatedly; closed and latched the french windows, and sat quaking, until she heard a knock at the door and the voice of the night porter, the one able-bodied servant of the hotel.

Slipping into a dressing-gown, she opened the door to him and told him what had happened. His expression was one of profound incredulity. He did not say as much, but she realized that he thought she had been dreaming.

‘A man, miss? Nobody’s passed me. I’ve been in the hall since ten.’

‘Is there no other way he could have got out?’

He thought a moment.

‘He might have gone by the servants’ stairs. I’ll find out. Have you lost anything?’

She shook her head. ‘I don’t know,’ impatiently. ‘Will you please call Superintendent Smith at Scotland Yard? Tell him I want to see him — that it’s very, very important.’

She went back to her room, locked the door, and did not come out again until Surefoot’s reassuring voice accompanied his knock. She opened the door to him thankfully, and he stepped in. Before she could speak, he called back to the porter who had brought him up.

‘There’s a bad escape of gas somewhere in this house,’ he said.

‘I noticed it, sir.’

The porter went prowling along the passage and came back. ‘It’s coming from the room next door,’ he said.
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Surefoot Knelt and brought his face close to the floor. The smell of gas was overpowering. He tried the handle. The door was fastened on the inside. Repeated knocking produced no response. Stepping back he threw the whole weight of his body against the frame. There was a crash and he fell headlong into the room. The place was so full of gas that he was almost asphyxiated and only staggered out with difficulty.

Going into the girl’s room, he soaked a towel in water and clapping it over his face, ran through to the room and flung open the window. Then, turning his attention to the man who lay on the bed, he put his arm around him and dragged him into the passage.

The man was still breathing. One glance he took at the purple face, and in his astonishment almost dropped the inanimate figure. Leo Moran!

By this time the hotel was aroused. A doctor, who lived on the same floor, came out in pyjamas and an overcoat, and rendered first aid, whilst Surefoot went back into the room.

He switched on the light. The gas was still hissing from the burner on the hearth and he turned this off before he opened the window wider. He saw now that elaborate preparations had been made for this near tragedy. There was sticking-plaster down each side of the window. He found it also over the keyhole, and the space between the bottom of the door leading into the bathroom had been stuffed with a towel. Near the bed was a half-glass of whisky and soda. Evidently Moran had been writing. Surefoot took up a half-finished letter. He saw it was addressed to the general manager of the bank for which he had worked.

‘DEAR SIR,

‘I am back in London, and for reasons which I will explain to you, I am living under an assumed name at this hotel. The explanation which I will give I think will satisfy…’

Here the writing ended in a scrawl, as though Moran had been suddenly overcome.

There was a closely typed foolscap sheet on the table, but this Surefoot did not see immediately.

He looked round the room; the first thing that struck him was that the door of a large cupboard stood wide open and on the floor of the cupboard, which was empty, were two muddy footprints. Somebody had been hiding there. Outside it had been raining heavily; the prints were still wet.

He went outside and found that Moran had been carried into another bedroom, where the doctor and the porter were engaged in applying artificial resuscitation. Returning to Moran’s room, he remembered the typewritten sheet which lay on the top of other documents and picked it up. He had not read half a dozen words when his jaw dropped in amazement, and he sat down heavily in a chair: for this typewritten statement was a murder confession.

‘I, Leopold Moran, am about to say farewell to life and, before going, I want to make a full statement concerning the killing of three men. The first of these is a man named Tickler.

‘In some way he had discovered that I was robbing the bank. He had been blackmailing me for months. He knew that under the name of Mr Washington Wirth I was giving parties, and traced me back to a room over a garage which I used to change my clothes and have used on other occasions as a hiding place. He came into this room and demanded a thousand pounds. I gave him a hundred in banknotes and then persuaded him to let me drive him down to the West End in a cab that was standing in the mews. As he got into the taxi I shot him, closed the door and drove him down into Regent Street, where I left the taxi on the rank.

‘The next day I had an interview with Hervey Lyne. He was growing suspicious. I had forged his name to large sums of money and when, at his request, I called on him, I knew that the game was up. I had tried to bribe Binny — his servant — into helping me to keep the old man in the dark, but Binny was either too honest or too foolish to fall in with my suggestions. Binny is one of the straightest men I’ve ever met. I think he was a fool to himself, but that is neither here nor there.

‘I knew Hervey Lyne was in the habit of going into Regent’s Park every afternoon and he always chose a spot where I could see him. On the afternoon in question, realizing that I could see my finish, I shot him from the window with a rifle to which I had fastened a silencer. What made it so easy was that a noisy car was passing at the time. Afterwards I sent a man to Germany under my name and myself stayed in England.

‘I was afraid of Hennessey, who was also blackmailing me, and I had to silence him. I drove him into the country, and killed him on the Colnbrook Bypass. Before he died he told me that Miss Lane had the bank statement. That night I entered her house and made a search for it, but found nothing.

‘All the above is true. I am tired of life and am going out with no regret.’

It was signed ‘Leo Moran’.

Surefoot read the confession carefully and then began a search of the room for the goloshes. There was no sign of them.

He found Mary Lane in her room, fully dressed. ‘You didn’t see the face of the man who tried to get into your room?’ She shook her head. ‘Did you recognize him in any other way?’

She thought she had and told him. As far as he could judge, there was a quarter of an hour between the appearance of the man and the arrival of Surefoot: time enough, if it were Moran, to lock himself in his room. He was reaching this conclusion when he saw something on the floor that glistened. Stooping, he picked up a key. It lay very near to the open window. Going back to Moran’s room, he scraped away the plaster that covered the keyhole, put in the key, and turned it. There was no doubt now in his mind.

Moran was still unconscious, though the doctor said he was out of danger. Surefoot had sent for two detectives and, leaving the banker in their charge, he went back to the Yard. At one o’clock in the morning three Scotland Yard chiefs were called from their beds and hurried to headquarters. To these Surefoot showed the confession. ‘It’s as clear as daylight,’ said his immediate chief. ‘As soon as he is conscious, shoot him into Cannon Row and charge him.’

Surefoot said nothing for a moment, but again examined the foolscap sheet. ‘It wasn’t typewritten in the room, was it?’ he asked. ‘Perhaps there is such a thing as an invisible typewriter, but I’ve never seen one. And there was no typewriter in the room. And the door was locked on the inside and the key was on the floor in Miss Lane’s room. And the tape over the window was on the outside, not on the inside. That was a little error on somebody’s part.’

He put his hand in his pocket and took out a small bottle containing an amber liquid. ‘That’s the whisky that I found in the glass on his writing table — I want it analysed.’

‘How was Moran dressed when you found him?’ asked one of the chief inspectors.

‘He had everything on — including his shoes,’ said Surefoot. ‘And what is more, he was lying with his feet on the pillow — it is not the position I should choose if I were committing suicide. All very rum and mysterious and scientific, but it doesn’t impress me.’

The Chief Inspector sniffed. ‘Nothing impresses you, Surefoot, except good beer. What’s your suggestion?’

Surefoot thought for a while. ‘Moran’s been out this evening — the hall porter saw him come in an hour before he was discovered. The whisky and soda was sent up to his room — the whisky in a glass and the bottle unopened — an hour before that, on his instructions. I’ve been through the documents I found on his table, and if there’s one thing more certain than another, it is that he had no intention of committing suicide. He has come back to buy a lot of outstanding shares in Cassan Oils and to open a London office for the company. He didn’t want to call attention to the fact that he was back — it might have upset his plans for getting the shares he wanted. I found all that in a letter he has written to a Turk in Istanbul. I took the liberty of opening it. And he was seeing the general manager of the bank tomorrow — that doesn’t look like suicide.’

‘Well?’ asked the three men together when he paused.

‘He didn’t try to commit suicide. Somebody got into his room whilst he was out — it was easy, for there are two empty rooms that open on to the balcony — and after getting in he hocussed the whisky and hid himself in the cupboard. When the dope took effect he came out, picked up Moran from the floor, and laid him on the bed. He then stuffed up the ventilation of the room and turned on the gas. Then he got out of the window on to the balcony and made the door airtight and went out through Miss Lane’s room — he probably mistook the room for the one through which he had gained admission to Moran’s. He must have dropped the key and was coming back for it, when Miss Lane screamed.’

‘How did he get out of the hotel without the night porter seeing him?’

Surefoot smiled pityingly. ‘There are three ways out, but the easiest is down the service stairs and through the kitchen. There is a coffee cook on duty, but it would be easy to avoid him.’ He underlined with his thumb nail a few lines of the confession. ‘Notice what a good character he gives to Binny. That was a silly thing to do — a child in arms would know that only Binny could have written that statement.’

‘Binny — the servant!’

Surefoot nodded.

‘He’s got several other names,’ he said. ‘One of them is Washington Wirth. There’s the murderer!’
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The Police Chief looked at Surefoot in amazement.

‘Binny? You mean Lyne’s servant?’ asked the senior.

‘That’s what I mean,’ said Surefoot calmly. He dived into the inside of his pocket, took out a flat envelope, and produced from this the transcript of the long cable and a blurred photograph. ‘This came over the wire,’ he explained. ‘It’s a picture of the man — London Len was one of his names — who is wanted by the police of New York and Chicago. He worked with three gangs and was lucky to get away with his life. Listen to this.’

He put glasses on his broad nose and read from one of the cables.

‘This man speaks with a very common English accent. He is believed to have been a valet, and his modus operandi is to obtain a situation with a wealthy family and to use the opportunity for extensive robberies. On the side he has worked with several booze rackets, is known to be concerned in the killing of Eddie McGean, and is suspected of other killings.’ He twisted the photograph round so that the inspectors could see it. ‘It’s not pretty. It was taken at police headquarters in New York. If you don’t know Binny, I’ll tell you that is the bird! Even his best friend would recognize him.’

Chief Inspector Knowles examined the photograph and whistled softly. ‘I know him. I saw him the day you had him up at the Yard, questioning him. Why should he kill the old boy?’

‘Because he’s been forging his name. It was Miss Lane who put us on to the track, though I was a dummy not to see it myself. All these forgeries were committed on the seventeenth of the month, and she knew, having lived with the old man, that that was the date he paid all his tradesmen’s bills. He was in the habit of writing messages on the back of his cheques, mainly of an insulting nature. The one we deciphered said:

‘“No more Chinese e — .” Miss Lane knew that the old man lived under the impression that tradesmen spent their lives swindling him. It was his belief that nothing but Chinese or imported eggs were sent to him. To keep his egg and butter man up to the scratch, he used to make a note on the back of the cheque when he paid his bill. That was his practice with all tradesmen — Miss Lane has seen most of them: shoemakers, tailors, provision merchants of all kinds. And do you know what they told her?’

Surefoot leaned forward over the table and spoke slowly, tapping his finger on the desk to emphasize each word.

‘They told her that two or three years ago Lyne stopped paying by cheque — and paid cash! Binny either used to go round and settle, or send the money by postal order. Do you know what that means? It means that Lyne was going blind, and that the cheques he was signing for the tradesmen were cheques going into Binny’s private account. What made it easier for Binny — which is his real name, by the way — was that the old man would never admit that his sight was failing, and in his vanity claimed that he could read as well as the next man.

It was easy for Binny, on the seventeenth of the month, to put cheques before his master and pretend they were in settlement of the tradesmen’s bills, when in reality they were filled in with pencil for the correct amount. I’ve seen some of them, and under the microscope you can see the pencil marks and the original amounts for which they were drawn. It was easy to rub them out after the signature had been obtained, and to fill them in for the amount Binny happened to require at the time.

‘He must have got wind that these investigations were going on, for he went after Miss Lane, and she saved herself by pretending she thought it was Moran. It was that which probably saved her life. When Binny heard her say on the telephone that Moran was trying to break into her room, he thought he’d leave well alone, and quitted. If he’d had any intelligence, he would have known that all her inquiries incriminated not Moran, but him! But that’s the way of ’em — if criminals had any sense they’d never be hanged.’

The Chief Inspector pushed the photograph back across the table. ‘Where was the murder committed — the murder of Lyne, I mean?’

Surefoot shook his head.

‘That’s the one thing that puzzles me. It’s possible, of course, that he did the shooting just at the moment Dornford’s car passed. The “confession” that he prepared to throw the crime on to Moran — he was a mug to say so many nice things about Binny — almost suggests that this is the case. All the other crimes in this document were committed by Binny in the way he described.’

He went back to the hotel to see Moran. There were other aspects of the case which needed elucidation. Mike Hennessey’s death puzzled him. If the manager was blackmailing Binny, there was motive enough. But what could Mike Hennessey know, except that the servant of the day was the magnificent Washington Wirth by night? And why should he blackmail the man who was providing him with a generous income?

There was a very special reason for killing Hennessey: of that he was sure. Before he left the Yard, Surefoot tightened the cords of the net about the man he wanted. Binny had not been seen since the night Mary Lane sent him to Newcastle on a fictitious errand so that she could try the key of the pantry door of Hervey Lyne’s house.

The illuminated key was a mystery no longer. Sometimes Mr Washington Wirth came back from these little parties of his rather exhilarated. It was necessary that he should change his clothes in the room above the garage, and once or twice, in changing them, he had left his key behind. Possibly he was a methodical man, and was in the habit of putting the key on the table. Its phosphorescent quality was added so that, even if he switched off the light, he would not forget this necessary method of gaining admission to Lyne’s house.

On the night of Tickler’s murder he had forgotten the key and was compelled to break a window to get into the scullery — this had been Mary’s theory. She had recognized the key; as a child she had seen it every day. She had sent Binny to the north to give herself the opportunity of testing out her theory. She had nearly lost her life in doing so, for Binny was no fool: he had left the carriage and gone back ahead of her to his lair.

The detective found Leo Moran conscious, but a very unhappy man, for the after-effects of gas poisoning are not pleasant. All that he told Surefoot confirmed what that intelligent officer had already discovered from a perusal of his private correspondence.

Surefoot showed him the ‘confession’, and read portions of it to the astonished man.

‘Murder!’ said Moran scornfully. ‘What rubbish! Who has been murdered?’

When Surefoot told him: ‘Hervey Lyne? Good God! How perfectly dreadful! When did this happen?’

‘The day you went away,’ said Surefoot.

Moran frowned. ‘But I saw him the day I went away, from my window. He was sitting under the tree in the park — when I say “the tree” I mean the tree he always used as shade. I’ve seen him there dozens of times. Binny was reading to him.’

‘What time was this?’ asked Surefoot quickly.

Moran thought for a while, then gave an approximate hour.

‘That must have been ten minutes before he was found dead. It was too far away for you to see whether he was talking?’

Moran nodded. ‘When I saw him, Binny was reading to him.’

Here was unexpected evidence. Moran was probably the only man who had watched that little group in Hervey Lyne’s last moments.

‘Where was he sitting — Binny, I mean?’

‘Where he usually sat,’ said Leo Moran instantly. ‘Facing the old man, practically on a level with his feet. I was watching them for some time.’

‘Did you see Binny walk round to the back of the chair?’

The other hesitated. ‘Yes, he did — I remember now. He walked right round the chair. I remember being reminded of how gamblers walk round a chair for luck.’

‘You saw nothing else — heard nothing?’

Moran stared at him. ‘Do you suspect Binny?’

Surefoot nodded.’ It isn’t a case of suspicion, it’s a certainty.’

Again the sick man taxed his memory. ‘I’m sure I’m right in saying that he went round the chair. I didn’t hear anything — you mean a shot? No, I didn’t hear that, nor did I see Binny behaving suspiciously.’

Surefoot skimmed through the ‘confession’ again. ‘Do you know Binny?’

‘Slightly. He worked for me; I dismissed him for stealing. I lost a number of small items.’

Smith put his hand in his pocket and took out the silver cigarette case that had been found under the cushion of the car in which Mike Hennessey had ridden to his death. The banker stretched out his hand eagerly. ‘Good Lord, yes! I wouldn’t have lost that for a fortune. It’s one of the things that were missing. How did you get it?’

In the man’s present condition Surefoot decided it was not the moment to tell of the other horror which had been fastened upon him. ‘I thought it might be,’ he said, pocketing the case. ‘It was obviously an old one and certainly not the kind you would put where I found it. It had been polished up for the occasion, too.’

‘What was the occasion?’ asked Moran curiously, but the detective evaded the question.

Moran spoke quite frankly of his own movements. ‘I was a fool to go off so hurriedly,’ he confessed,’ but I was rather piqued with my directors, who had refused me leave. It was very vital I should be in Istanbul whilst the board of the Cassari Company was being reconstructed. I have very heavy interests in that company. It is now one of the richest oil companies in the world. And, by the way, Miss Lane is a rich lady; the shares I bought from her could not be transferred to me under the Turkish law without yet another signature. Legally I have the right to that; morally I haven’t; so the stock she transferred, I am transferring back at the price I paid. Which means that she has more money than she can spend in her lifetime. ‘He smiled.’ And so have I, for the matter of that,’ he added.

There was nothing more to be gained from Moran, and Smith left him to sleep off his intolerable headache. Scotland Yard had phoned that Dick Allenby was on his way back from Paris by plane. He reached England at dawn and found a police car waiting to take him to Regent’s Park.

As the car drove into Naylors Crescent he saw Surefoot Smith and three plain clothes officers waiting outside the house.

‘Sorry to bring you back, but it’s necessary that I should make another search of this house, and it’s very advisable you should be present.’

‘Did you find Moran?’ asked Dick impatiently.’ You got my telephone message—’ Surefoot nodded. ‘Did he tell you anything about Binny?’

‘Binny’s told me quite a lot about himself,’ said Surefoot grimly. ‘I haven’t interviewed the gentleman, but he left a very illuminating document.’

Dick opened the door of the house and they went in.

Although it had only been unoccupied for a very short time, it smelt of emptiness and neglect. Hervey Lyne’s study had been tidied up after the detective’s search. Every corner had been examined, the very floorboards and hearthstone lifted by the police in their vain effort to find a clue. It was unlikely that this apartment would yield any fresh evidence.

They went into the kitchen, where Mary Lane had her unpleasant adventure. Smith had visited the place an hour or two after Mary’s escape, had passed through the cupboard door down a flight of steps to the coal cellar. The truckle bed he had found there on his first visit had been removed.

‘The strangest thing about Binny is his wife,’ said Surefoot, ‘Why he should attach himself, or allow himself to be attached, to this poor drunkard is beyond my understanding. He must have smuggled her away the night Miss Lane came here, and where she is at the moment I’d rather not inquire.’

Dick had already expressed his opinion on this matter. He thought it was probable that the woman was not Binny’s wife at all. Hervey Lyne invariably advertised for a man and wife. To gain admission to the establishment Binny would not have been above hiring a woman to suit his purpose. This theory was rather supported by the fact that ‘Mrs Binny’ occupied a small, separate room. That she could have been a source of menace to the murderer was unlikely. The evidence of tradesmen had been that she was invariably in a state of fuddle, and that the cooking was done by Binny himself.
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The Invalid Chair in which the old man had been found dead occupied a place under the stairs, and to Dick’s surprise the detective gave instructions to have it taken into the front room study. Surefoot had always had an uncomfortable feeling that he had not paid sufficient attention to the chair. What he had learned in the past few days made a further examination essential.

Immediately opposite the door of the study there was an alcove in the wall of the passage, and he saw now that this served a useful purpose. Obviously Lyne was in the habit of getting into the chair in the study. Against the lintel of the door, at the height of the wheel’s hub, were several scratches and indentations where the hub had touched the wood. But for the fortuitous circumstance of the alcove being so placed, it would have been difficult either to take the chair into the room or bring it out. Surefoot put a detective into the chair and made the experiment of drawing him into the street. The width of the conveyance was only a few inches less than the width of the front door opening and again he found marks on the door posts where the hub had touched. Without assistance he pushed the chair into the street. The wheels fitted into the little tramlines which Lyne had had placed for the purpose. The slope was so gentle that it was as easy to pull the laden chair back into the house.

The experiment told him very little. On the day of the murder he had examined every square inch of the vehicle. He ordered it to be put back in the place where it had been found and then continued his search and examination of the house.

‘What do you expect to find?’ asked Dick.

‘Binny,’ was the terse reply. ‘This fellow isn’t a fool. He’s got a hiding place somewhere, and I wish I knew where to look for it.’ He looked at his watch. ‘I wonder if I could persuade Miss Lane to come along?’

Dick Allenby took a taxi to the hotel, a little doubtful whether after the excitement of the night she would be either physically fit or willing to come to this house of gloom. He found her in her sittingroom, showing no evidence of the strain she had experienced. Her first question was about Binny.

‘No, we haven’t found him,’ said Dick. His voice was troubled. ‘I’m getting terribly worried about you, Mary. This fellow would stop at nothing.’

She shook her head. ‘I don’t think he’ll worry me again,’ she said. ‘Mr Smith is right: Binny will take no risk that doesn’t bring him profit. As long as he thought he could get the bank statement from me or stop me speaking and telling what I had discovered about the cheques, I think I must have been in terrible danger.’

‘How did he know you were making inquiries?’

‘He knew when I sent him up to the North,’ she said.’ That was a crude little plan, wasn’t it? I underrated his intelligence and he must have been following me when I was visiting the tradesmen. I had an idea once that I saw him. It was the day I went to Maidstone.’

She showed no reluctance in accompanying Dick back to the house. On the way she told him that she had seen Leo Mora in the night and that he was out of danger. There had been time when the doctors had been doubtful as to whether he would recover.

They reached the house. Surefoot was in the little courtyard at the back. She followed Dick down the few steps that led to the kitchen. She shuddered as she recalled her midnight visit to this sinister little apartment. Even now, in the light of day, it had an unpleasant atmosphere due, she admitted to herself, rather to her imagination than to unhappy memory. There was the ‘cupboard’ door wide open now and the little door into which she had fitted the replica of the silver key. The kitchen and the adjoining scullery seemed amazingly small. She realized that this was due to the fact that her earliest recollections of the house belonged to childhood, when small rooms look large and low articles of furniture unusually high.

Surefoot came in as she was looking around and nodded a greeting.

‘Remember this, Miss Lane?’

‘Yes.’ She pointed to the inner kitchen, looking very deal with its lining of white tiles.’ That’s new,’ she said, and walked in.

The place puzzled her: she missed something, and try as she did she could not recollect what it was. Some feature of the room as she remembered it, was missing. She did not mention, her doubts, thinking that memory was playing tricks — a way that memory has.

‘You know what this is?’ asked Smith. He had found it in the kitchen drawer: a curious looking instrument rather like a short garden syringe, except that at the end was a rubber cup. ‘It’s a vacuum pump,’ explained Smith.

He wetted the edge of the rubber cup, pressed it on the table and, drawing up the piston, lifted the table bodily at one end. ‘What’s the idea of that? Have you ever seen it before?’ She shook her head.

Surefoot had found some other things: a small pot of dark-green paint and a hardened mass wrapped in oily newspaper. ‘Putty,’ he explained. ‘I saw it when I was here before. Do you know what it was used for?’ He beckoned her and she followed him into a dark passage.

The bulb that had been switched on gave very little light, but Surefoot took a powerful little torch from his pocket. He walked up to the door, stooped and, sending the bright light along the inside of the thick door panel, said: ‘You see that, and that?’ She saw now a deep circular indentation. ‘It was filled with putty and painted over. I thought it was a nut-hole until I started picking out the putty.’

‘What is it?’ she asked wonderingly.

‘It is the mark made by a spent bullet,’ said Smith slowly. ‘The bullet that killed Hervey Lyne. He was shot in this passage.’



Chapter Twenty-Five


Table of Contents


‘IT’s ALL BASED on deduction so far,’ said Surefoot, ‘but it is the kind of deduction that I am willing to bet on, and that is saying a lot for me: I don’t waste money. Binny had known for some time that the old man was suspecting him and things were getting desperate. He had to do something and do it pretty quickly. The old man was getting suspicious about his bank account. He couldn’t have suspected Binny or he wouldn’t have told him to send for Moran. Lyne hated bankers and never had an interview unless he couldn’t help it. When Binny was told to send for the bank manager he was in a hole. There was only one thing he could do and that was to get a confederate to pose as a bank manager and that confederate was—’

‘Mike Hennessey!’ said Dick.

Surefoot nodded.

‘I haven’t any doubt about that,’ he said. ‘When we searched Hennessey’s clothes we found a paper containing the identical figures that were on the statement. This could only mean that Binny had supplied him with the figures and that Mike had had to commit them to memory in case the old man questioned him. Obviously the paper had been continuously handled. I was extremely soiled and had been folded and refolded.’

They were in the kitchen and providentially Surefoot had found a big sheet of blotting-paper, which he spread on the table, and on which he elaborated his theory as he spoke.

‘Moran was never notified and never asked to call. It happened by a coincidence that he was not in his office at the time of the interview. He was, in fact, consulting with the agents of the Cassari Oils. At the time fixed for the appointment Mike came. Hervey Lyne had never seen the bank manager, and even if he had he would not have recognized him, for he was nearly blind. He must have said something or done something which left the old man unsatisfied. Lyne was very shrewd. One of his hobbies was working out how he could be swindled and it is possible that he had a doubt in his mind whether the man who called on him was Moran; and he may have heard the real Moran on the radio that night.

‘We shall never know what it was that made suspicion a certainty. It may have been something he overheard in the kitchen: there were times when Binny and his so-called wife had unholy rows — I got this from the servants in the next house. He picked up the first piece of paper he could find — it happened to be the bank statement — and wrote the message to you.’ He nodded at Mary. ‘I do not think there is any doubt that he was sure that the man who had called that morning was not Moran, and that he suspected Binny of being the villain of the piece and that is why he asked that the police should be sent for. Binny got to know this. Whether the old man charged him at the last moment or said something, we shall only know if Binny tells the truth before he is hanged.

‘Binny must have made his plans on the spur of the moment. After he dressed the old man to take him out, he stepped behind and shot him with an automatic — I dug out the bullet from the floor. It is possible that he had no intention of taking him out, but after he found there was very little blood and no sign of a wound, he decided to take the risk. The blue glasses Mr Lyne wore hid his eyes. He was generally half asleep as he was being pushed into the park. Binny got away with it. He even asked a policeman to hold up the traffic to allow the chair to pass.’ Surefoot Smith sighed and shook his head in reluctant admiration. ‘Think of it! Him sitting there dead, and Binny as cool as a cucumber, reading the news to the dead man.’

‘Is there a chance of Binny getting out of England?’ asked Dick.

Surefoot scratched his nose thoughtfully. ‘Theoretically — no, but this man is a play-actor, meaning no disrespect to you, Miss Lane. I don’t believe in criminals disguising themselves, but this man isn’t an ordinary criminal. At the moment he is in London, probably living in a flat which he has rented under another name. He may have two or three of them. He is the sort of man who would be very careful to make all preparations for a getaway. He’s got stacks of money, a couple of automatics, and the rope ahead of him. He isn’t going to be taken easily.’

‘I don’t understand him,’ said Dick, shaking his head. ‘Why these theatrical parties? Why Mr Washington Wirth?’

‘He had to have some sort of swell name and appearance. I’ll tell you all about the theatrical parties one of these days. He never got the right people there, with all due respect to you, Miss Lane. He wanted ladies wearing thousands of pounds’ worth of diamonds. He worked that racket in Chicago: got a big party and held them up, but he never caught on in London and never attracted the money. And you’ve got to allow for vanity, too. He liked to be a big noise, even among little people, again with all due respect to you, Miss Lane.’

He picked up the vacuum pump and looked at it. ‘I’d like to know what this is for. I think I’ll take it along with me.’

He slipped it into his pocket. They went out after locking all the doors — Dick and the girl to the hotel, and the indefatigable Mr Smith to his Haymarket flat.

An hour passed in that house. There was neither sound nor movement, until an oblong strip of glazed brickwork began to open like a door, and Binny, wearing rubber overshoes, came cautiously into the kitchen, gun in hand. He listened, went swiftly and noiselessly into the passage, up the stairs from room to room, before he came back to the front door and slipped a bolt in its place. Returning to the kitchen, he laid his gun on the table, and passed his hand over his unshaven chin. His unprepossessing face creased in a smile which was not pleasant to see.

‘Vanity, eh?’ he said.

It was the one thing the detective had said that had infuriated him.

Binny stood by the table, his unshapely head sunk in thought, his fingers playing mechanically with the long-barrelled automatic that lay at his hand.

Vanity! That had hurt him. He hated Surefoot Smith; from the first time he had seen him he had recognized in this slow ponderous, unintelligent-looking man a menace to his own security and life. And he had offended him beyond all pardon! Whatever anybody could say about this amazing man, his love of the theatre was genuine. Association with its people was the breath of his nostrils. His first defalcations were made for the purpose of financing a play that ran only a week. He himself was no bad actor. He would require all his skill and genius to escape from the net which was being drawn about him. He went back through the narrow door into a room that was smaller than the average prison cell.

It was narrow and long. On the floor was a mattress where he had slept, and at the foot of the ‘bed’ was a small dressing-table, beneath which were two suitcases. He took one of these out and unlocked it. On the top lay a flat envelope containing three passports, which he brought into the kitchen. Pulling up a chair to the table, he examined each one carefully. He had made his preparations well. The passports were in names that Surefoot Smith had never heard of and there was no resemblance to him in the three photographs attached to each passport.

Fastened to one by a rubber band was a little packet of tickets. One set would take him to the Hook of Holland, another to Italy. He could change his identity three times on the journey.

From a bulging hip pocket he took a thick pad of banknotes: French, English, German. He took another pad from a concealed pocket in his coat, a third and fourth, until there was a great pile of money on the table.

For a quarter of an hour he sat contemplating his wealth thoughtfully; then, going back into his little hiding place, he carried out a mirror and a small shaving set and began carefully to make his preparations.

Vulgar grease paints, however convincing they might look on the stage, would have no value in the light of day. He poured some anatta into a saucer, diluted it and sponged his face carefully, using a magnifying mirror to check the effects.

For the greater part of two hours he laboured on his face and head; then, stripping to his underclothes, he began to dress, having first deposited his money in satchels that were attached to a belt, which he fastened round his waist. The contents of the two cases he turned out, for he had examined them very carefully the day before. He could not afford to carry any other baggage than the two automatics and half a dozen spare magazines, which he disposed about his person.

He chose the lunch hour, and then only after a long scrutiny of the street from the study window. Someone might see him, but the chances were that everybody would be busy preparing or serving the meal, and it was the hour, too, when no tradesmen were delivering, and the only risk was that Surefoot Smith had left somebody to watch the house.

He unbolted the front door, turned the handle, and stepped out. As he reached the Outer Circle he saw something that made him set his jaw. A slatternly-looking woman was walking unsteadily on the opposite side of the street. He recognized her as his miserable companion of the past four years, the halfwitted drunkard who had shared the kitchen with him. She did not recognize him, and it mattered little even if Surefoot saw her. Binny had turned her out the previous day with instructions to go back to Wiltshire, where he had found her, and had given her enough money to keep her for a year.

He plodded on, looking back occasionally to see if he were followed. He dared not risk a bus. A taxi would be almost as dangerous and to drive a car in his present disguise would be to attract undesirable attention.

In the Finchley Road there was a block of buildings, the ground floor of which was shops. Above these was a number of apartments occupied by good middle-class tenants. The corner of the block, however, had been reserved for offices, and this had a self-operated elevator. Binny went into the narrow passage unchallenged, pressed the button, and had himself carried on to the third floor.

Almost opposite the lift, at an angle of the wall was a door inscribed: ‘The New Theatrical Syndicate’. He unlocked the door and went in. The office consisted of one medium-sized room and a small cloakroom. It was furnished plainly and had the appearance of being very rarely used. Except for a desk and a table there was no evidence of its business character.

He shot a bolt in the door, took off the coat he wore, and sat down in the comfortable chair. In one of the drawers there was a small electric kettle, which he filled in the washroom. He brewed himself a cup of coffee, and this, with some biscuits from a tin box, in the second drawer, comprised his lunch.

The getaway was going to be simple. His real baggage was in the cloakroom at Liverpool Street. Everything was simple, and yet —

Binny could have written a book on the psychology of criminals. He was a coldblooded, reasoning killer, who never made the stupid errors of other criminals. It was a great pity that he had made the appalling mistake of going back to find the key and had attracted the girl’s attention. Otherwise, Leo Moran would have been dead and there would be no proof that the confession, which Binny had typed out so industriously, was not true in every detail.

He had planned it all so carefully: he had intended dropping the key just on the inside of the locked door and had put it in his pocket and forgotten it. A little slip that had messed up his artistic plan. Reason, which had determined his every action, told him to slip out of London quietly that night and trust to his native genius for safety. But that something which is part of the mental make-up of criminal minds clamoured for the spectacular. It would be a great stunt to leave London with one crushing exploit which would make him the talk of the world.

In his imagination he could see the headlines in the newspapers.

SUREFOOT SMITH LEFT DEAD AND THE MURDERER ESCAPED

SUREFOOT SMITH, THE GREAT CATCHER OF MURDERERS, WAS HIMSELF CAUGHT

The fantastic possibilities took hold of him. His mind began to work, not towards safety, but in the direction of pleasing sensationalism, and he did not realize that the charge of vanity which he so resented was being justified with every mental step he took towards vengeance.
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Dick Allenby and Mary were lunching at the Carlton, and they were talking about things which ordinarily would have absorbed her.

‘You’re not listening,’ he accused her, and she started.

‘Wasn’t I?’ She was very penitent. ‘Darling, I was thinking of something else. Isn’t that a terrible confession? I don’t suppose any other girl ever listened to a proposal of marriage with her mind on a nasty old kitchen in an unpleasant little house.’

He laughed. ‘If you could bring that mind of yours from the drab realities to the idyllic possibilities, I should be a very happy man.’ And then, curiously: ‘You mean Hervey Lyne’s house? What’s worrying you?’

‘The kitchen,’ she said promptly. ‘There was something there, Dick — I can’t think what it was — something I missed, and it’s worrying me. I have a dim recollection that the poor old man told me he was having the kitchen rebuilt. I remember him saying what a wonderful fellow Binny was, because he was superintending the operations and saving him a lot of money.’ She fingered her chin.’ There was a dresser,’ she said thoughtfully. ‘Of course, that’s gone. And a horrid little sink of brown earthenware, and—’ She stopped suddenly and stared at him, wide-eyed. ‘The larder!’ she gasped. ‘Of course, that’s what it was! There was a larder and a door in the wall leading to it. What’s happened to the larder?’

He shook his head helplessly. ‘I haven’t been terribly interested in larders,’ he began, but she arrested his flippancy.

‘Don’t you remember Mr Smith said as we were leaving the house that he was sure Binny had a hiding place somewhere? I am sure that’s it — on the right-hand side as you go in.’

Dick Allenby laughed. ‘On the right-hand side as you go into the kitchen there is a solid brick wall,’ he said, but she shook her head.

‘I’m sure there’s something behind it. I remember now, when I went into the courtyard to try the key I noticed that there had been no change in the exterior. There must be a space there. Dick, Providence is with us.’

She was looking towards the entrance. Surefoot Smith was there, very disconsolate. He caught her eye and nodded.

Obviously she was not the person he wanted to see, for he continued his scrutiny of the room. She caught his eye again and beckoned him. He came forward reluctantly.

‘You haven’t seen the Deputy Assistant Commissioner, have you? I’m lunching with him — he’s paying for it. He said half-past one.’ He looked at his watch. ‘It’s nearly two. We’ve pinched Binny’s wife, by the way; one of our men picked her up on the Outer Circle, but she’s got nothing to say.’

‘I’ve found the hiding place!’ Mary blurted the news, and Surefoot Smith became instantly alert.

‘Binny’s?’ he asked quickly. ‘In the house you mean?’

She told him breathlessly of her theory. He slapped his knee. ‘You’re right, of course — the vacuum pump. I wondered what he used it for. If there was a door — and it was an easy job to make a door on glazed brick — he couldn’t have had handles, could he? The only way he could get it open would be by sticking the vacuum on the surface of the brick to give him a grip. I’ve got the pump at the Yard, and the Commissioner can wait.’

He went out of the room, and half an hour later Hervey Lyne’s little house was surrounded. Surefoot came into the hall gun in hand, went quickly into the kitchen and examined the white wall. There was no sign of a door. He fastened the vacuum to the smooth surface and pulled but, to his chagrin, nothing happened. The strength of two detectives failed to move the door. He moved the position of the pump from time to time, and at the fifth attempt he was rewarded. The slightest pull drew a brick from the wall. It ran on a steel guide, and dropped over in front, leaving an oblong aperture which was hollow.

He put his hand inside and felt a steel handle, which he turned and pulled. The door swung open and he was in Binny’s hiding place. The disordered heap of clothes on the floor, the shaving mirror thrown down on the bed, told their own tale. There was greater significance, however, in the saucer he found in the sink. It was still yellow with the anatta colouring which Binny had used.

Surefoot Smith looked at it for a long time, and then: ‘I think there’s going to be serious trouble,’ he said.

Surefoot Smith hurriedly turned over the clothes and articles which had been emptied from the suitcase, but he found nothing to give him the slightest clue to Binny’s intentions. One thing was certain: he had been in his hiding place and had heard all that had happened that morning. Surefoot had the door shut and himself listened to conversation in the kitchen and, although he could not catch every word, he was satisfied that Binny had heard enough.

The anatta in the saucer was a very slight and possibly useless clue. It told him to look for a yellow-faced man, and this might or might not be a useful guide to the searchers.

The fugitive had left nothing else behind. Surefoot searched diligently, crawling over the floor with his eyes glued to the tiled flooring for some sign of crepe hair. He expected this stage-mad murderer to have attempted some sort of theatrical disguise, but his search failed to reveal anything that left a hint as to what that disguise might be.

The only piece of incriminating evidence which Binny had left behind was the sealed magazine of an automatic and, since this could not have been overlooked, the detective surmised that the magazine had been left because the man was carrying as many as he conveniently could.

Another discovery, which, at an earlier stage, would have been invaluable, was a soiled white glove, obviously the fellow of that which Surefoot had found in Mr Washington Wirth’s changing-room.

‘You never know,’ said Surefoot, as he handed over the glove to his subordinate. ‘Juries go mad sometimes, and a little thing like that might convince ’em — keep it.’

The larder had evidently been used as sleeping-room. Although the bed was on the floor, and the apartment itself was bare, Binny had often found this a convenient retreat. Very little daylight came through the small window near the ceiling, and apparently he kept that closed most of the time; it was covered with a square of oilcloth.

Before he left Surefoot tried the experiment of having the clothes packed in the suitcase. He found, as he had expected, that there was only sufficient to fill one. He was satisfied, too, that some of the clothes he had found had been recently changed by Binny, and the conclusion he reached was that one of the suitcases had contained the disguise which the murderer wore when he left the house.

He sent his men on missions of inquiry up and down the street, but nobody had seen Binny leave — he had chosen the hour well. Later he widened the circle of inquiry, but again he was unsuccessful.

He found Mary Lane and her fiance waiting patiently in the lounge of the Carlton, and reported his discoveries. ‘If only I’d thought of it before!’ she said ruefully.

Surefoot Smith’s smile was not altogether unpleasant. ‘Either you or I or all of us would have been dead,’ he said grimly. ‘That bird carries a young arsenal, and your bad memory probably saved us a whole lot of unpleasantness.’

‘Do you think he was there?’

He nodded. ‘There’s no doubt about it.’

‘He’ll get away, then?’ asked Dick.

Surefoot rubbed his chin irritably. ‘I wonder if that would be a good thing or a bad thing?’ he said. ‘He may try to leave today — all the ports are being watched, and every single passenger will be under inspection. The only person who can pass onto a ship leaving this coast tonight is a baby in arms — and we search even him!’ He drew his chair closer to the table and leaned across, lowering his voice. ‘Young lady,’ he said, and he was very serious, ‘you know what rats do when they’re in a corner — they bite! If this man can’t get out of England by walking or shooting himself out, he’s coming back to the cause of all his trouble. I’m one, but you’re another. Do you know where I should like to put you?’

She shook her head, for the moment incapable of speech. She was shocked, frightened a little, if she had confessed it. Binny was on her nerves, more than she would admit. She felt her heart beating a little faster, and when she spoke she was oddly breathless.

‘Do you really think that?’ And then, forcing a smile: ‘Where would you put me?’

‘In Holloway Prison.’ He was not joking. ‘It’s the safest place in London for an unmarried woman who’s living around in hotels and flats; and if I could find an excuse for putting you there for seven days I would.’

‘You’re not serious?’ said Dick, troubled.

Surefoot nodded. ‘I was never more serious in my life. He may get out of the country; I don’t think it’s possible that he will. If Miss Lane had not remembered the larder I shouldn’t take the precautions I’m taking tonight. The doors out of England are locked and barred, unless he’s got an ocean-going motorboat somewhere on the East Coast, and I’ve an idea that he hasn’t.’ Then, abruptly: ‘Where are you staying tonight?’

Mary shook her head. ‘I don’t know. I think at the hotel—’

‘You can’t stay there.’ He was emphatic. I know a place where you could stay. It wouldn’t have the conveniences of an hotel, but you’d have a decent bed and security.’ There was a new police station in the northwest of London, which had married quarters above it, and one of these was occupied by a woman whose husband, a detective sergeant, had gone to Canada to bring back a fugitive from justice. ‘I know this woman; she’s a decent sort, and she’ll give you a bed, if you wouldn’t mind sleeping there.’

She agreed very meekly. Indeed, she had a sense of relief that he had found such a simple solution.

Surefoot Smith had a queer sixth sense of danger. He had been concerned in many murder cases, had dealt with scores of desperate men who would not have hesitated to kill him they had the opportunity. He had known cunning men and a few clever criminals, but Binny was an unusual type. Here was a killer with no regard for human life. Murder to him was not a desperate expedient — it was part of a normal method.

There was a long conference at Scotland Yard and new and urgent instructions were sent to all parts of the country insisting upon the dangerous character of the wanted man. Ordinarily the English police do not carry firearms, but in this case, as the messages warned a score of placid chief constables, it would be an act of suicide to accost the wanted man unless the police officer whose duty it was to arrest him was prepared to shoot.

Scotland Yard has a record of all projected sailings, and neither from Liverpool nor Greenock was there any kind boat due to leave in the next thirty-six hours. Binny’s avenue of escape must be the Continent. Strong detachments of CID men were sent to reinforce the watchers at Harwich, Southampton and the two Channel ports and at the airports. And yet, when these preparations were completed, Surefoot Smith had a vague feeling of uneasiness and futility.

Binny was in London, and he was too clever a man even to think of leaving, unless he was ignorant that his hiding place had been discovered. There was no reason why he should n be. It was hardly likely that he had a confederate.

At five o’clock Surefoot made an exasperating discovery: he was strolling in Whitehall when he saw a newspaper placard:

‘WANTED MURDERER’S SECRET HIDING PLACE.’

He bought a paper and saw, conspicuously displayed on the front page, a long paragraph headed: ‘Secret Chamber in Hervey Lyne’s House.’ Surefoot swore softly and read on:

‘This afternoon Inspector Smith of Scotland Yard, accompanied by a number of detectives, made a further search of the house of Hervey Lyne — the victim of the Regent’s Park murder. The police remained on the premises for some time. It is understood that in the course of their investigations a little room, which they had previously overlooked, was discovered and entered, and unmistakable evidence secured that this secret chamber had been used as a hiding place by the servant Binny, for whom the police have been searching…’

Surefoot Smith read no further. It was a waste of time wondering who had given away the information to the Press. Possibly some young detective who had been engaged in the search and who was anxious to pass on this sensational discovery. To bring home this indiscretion was a matter that could be left till later. In the meantime Binny knew if he were to read the newspapers.

Oddly enough, Binny did not see the paragraph, and had already made up his mind as to the course he would pursue.

At eight o’clock that night Surefoot called at Mary Lane’s hotel and escorted her to the plain but very comfortable room he had secured for her. He had a talk with the inspector on duty, but asked for no guard. She was safe. Binny would be a bold man to show himself abroad, and he certainly would not walk into a police station.

At half-past nine that night Surefoot returned to Scotland Yard and read the reports which had come in. The boat train from Liverpool Street had been carefully combed. There was no sign of Binny or anybody who might have been Binny. Every passport had been examined before the train pulled out and, as an act of precaution, the railway platform had been cleared of friends who had gathered to see off the passengers before the officer in charge had given the station master the ‘All right’.

A similar course was being followed at Waterloo, where the police were watching and searching the trains for Havre. It was too early to hear from the seaports.

Binny was an expert chauffeur. It was hardly likely that he would get out of London by train if he intended leaving London.
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The Detective Left the Yard a few minutes after eleven and, turning to his left, walked towards Blackfriars. To Surefoot Smith that long ribbon of pavement which runs without a break from Scotland Yard to Savoy Hill was a garden of thought. At headquarters somebody with a florid mind had christened it his ‘Boulevard of Cogitation’. Summer or winter, rain or fine, Surefoot Smith found here the solution of all his problems. Men had been hanged, swindlers had be sent down to the shades, very commonplace happenings had assumed a sinister importance and, by contrast, seemingly guilty men and women had had their innocence established the course of Surefoot Smith’s midnight recreation.

There were very few pedestrians at this hour of the night. The courting couples, for some strange reason, chose the better lighted river side of the road. Cars flashed past occasionally, and once an occasional night hawk shuffled along the kerbside in search of a stray cigarette end.

Near one of the entrances to the Embankment Gardens a saloon car was drawn up by the kerb. Glancing inside, more from habit than curiosity, Surefoot saw the figure of a woman sitting in the back seat, and continued his stroll. He paced on, turning over the question of Binny in his mind.

The greater problem was solved; the more dangerous and delicate business of effecting the man’s arrest had yet to be accomplished. He was uneasy, which was not usual. Surefoot Smith was a great dreamer. He visualized the most fantastic possibilities, and because he allowed his thoughts the fullest and widest range, he was more successful than many of his fellows. For there is this about dreaming, that it throws the commonplace possibilities into sharp relief, and it is in the commonplace possibilities that most detectives rely.

He turned on his tracks at Savoy Hill and walked slowly back towards the Yard. By this time the reports would be coming in from the coast, though it was still a little too early for any but Southampton, where an extra vigilance was being exercised. A German-American liner, which was due at that port that night, was taking in passengers for Hamburg, and this event had necessitated sending a second batch of watchers to the port.

He saw the car still standing by the side of the road. It was likely that the lady had sent her chauffeur on some errand while she waited in the car. As he drew near her he saw that the woman was standing by the open door of the vehicle — a middle-aged lady, he gathered by her plumpness.

To his surprise she addressed him in a high-pitched voice.

‘I wonder if you could fetch a policeman for me?’

A staggering request to make of one of the recognized heads of Scotland Yard.

‘What’s wrong?’ asked Surefoot Smith.

She stepped aside from the door.

‘My chauffeur,’ she said.’ He has come back rather the worse for drink, and I can’t get him out of the car.’

A drunken chauffeur is an offence to all good policemen. Surefoot opened the door wide and peered in.

He saw nothing, heard nothing, felt nothing. His consciousness of life went out like a snuffed candle.
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His Head Was aching terribly. He tried to move his hands and found movement restricted. He did not realize why for a long time.

The car was moving with great rapidity, far beyond the legalized speed limit. There were no lights. By the whir of the wheels he guessed he was on a newly-made road. It was queer that this fact should have appeared so important to him. He could remember nothing, knew nothing, except that he was lying curled up on the floor of a car which was moving rapidly and smoothly. Then he stopped thinking again for a long time, and was glad of the unconsciousness which obliterated that throbbing head of his.

The car was now bumping over an uneven surface. It was that which roused him to consciousness. He blinked up, tried to raise himself, felt gingerly along his wrists and recognized the shape of the handcuffs — his own; he always carried an unauthorized pair in his coat pocket. Unauthorized, because they were not of the regulation type — they were American handcuffs, which were so much easier to put on — a tap on the wrist and the D swung round and was fast.

Somebody had handcuffed him. Somebody had tied his legs together with a scarf. He could feel it, but he could not reach the knot. And then he remembered the woman and the car and the drunken chauffeur who was not there.

The car was bumping painfully. It seemed to be passing over a ploughed field or, at best, a cart track. It was the latter, he found when the car stopped. A little while later the door was pulled open; he saw the outlines of the ‘woman’ and knew exactly who ‘she’ was.

There was a little cottage a few yards away; one of those monstrous little boxes of red brick and thing that disfigure the countryside. His coat collar was gripped and he was jerked out into the road, falling on his knees.

‘‘Get up, you—’, hissed a voice, and what followed was not ladylike.

He was half dragged and half pushed towards the cottage, the door was flung open and he was thrust into a dark interior.

It smelt of drying mortar and plaster and new wood. He guessed it was unfurnished. He waited awhile. The door was locked on the inside and he was again urged forward into a room so completely dark that he knew the window was shuttered. He fell on the floor. It was amazing that he walked at all with his legs bound, as they were, with the silk scarf.

As he lay there, a match spluttered, there was a tinkle of an oil lamp chimney being taken off, and presently the room was illuminated by the soft glow of a kerosene lamp. The only articles of furniture in the room were two sofas, a chair, and a kitchen table and there was no sign of electric light. Wooden shutters covered the window, as he had suspected. There were neither hangings nor curtains of any description, and the table was innocent of cloth.

His captor pulled the chair forward, sat down, his hands on hit knees, and surveyed him. Surefoot would never have recognized this yellow-faced old woman with a grey wig and a long fur coat. The wig was now a little askew — it gave him a comical but terrible appearance.

He was sensitive to ridicule, took off the wig and hat with one movement and appeared even more grotesque with his bald head and his yellow face.

‘Got you,’ said Binny huskily. He was grinning, but there was no merriment in that smile. ‘Mr Surefoot Smith is not so sure on his feet after all.’

The jest seemed to amuse him; and then, as though conscious of the attitude which the situation demanded, he assumed that affected mincing tone which had belonged to Mr Washington Wirth. ‘I built this little place a couple of years ago. I thought it might be useful, but I haven’t been here for a long time. I’m leaving the country. Perhaps you would like to buy it, Mr Smith? It’s an excellent retreat for a professional gentleman who wishes to be quiet, and you are going to be very quiet!’

From his pocket he took an automatic and laid it on the table beside him. Then he stooped down, lifted Surefoot and sat him in a corner of the room. Bending down, he unfastened the sagging silk scarf about his ankles and jerked off the detective’s shoes, throwing them into another corner of the room. He hesitated a second, then loosened Surefoot’s collar.

‘You are not hurt, my dear Mr Smith,’ he remarked. ‘A rubber truncheon applied to the back of the neck does not kill. It is, I admit, very uncomfortable. There was once a copper in Cincinnati who tried that treatment on me. It was two months before I was well enough to shoot him. You didn’t know of my little retreat?’

Surefoot’s mouth was dry, his head was whizzing, but he was entirely without fear, though he realized his case was a desperate one. ‘Oh yes, I did, Binny,’ he said. ‘This place is about a hundred yards from the Bath Road near Taplow. You bought the ground four years ago, and paid three hundred and fifty pounds for it.’ For a second Binny was thrown off his balance. ‘This house was searched last week by my police officers, and is now under the observation of the Buckinghamshire police. You have got another cottage of a similar character in Wiltshire.’

‘Oh, indeed?’ Binny was completely taken aback. He was rattled too. Surefoot saw this and pushed home his advantage.

‘What’s the good of being a fool? We have got no evidence against you for murder. The only evidence is that you had forged Hervey Lyne’s cheques. The worst that can happen to you is a seven stretch.’ Again he put his finger upon the one great doubt which obsessed the man. ‘You may get an extra year for this,’ said Surefoot, ‘but what’s a year? Get me some water. There’s a kitchen just behind this room. Let the tap run: the water was rusty when I was here last week. There’s a tin cup on the dresser.’

The instinct to obey is stronger than the instinct to command. Binny went out and returned with the tin cup and put it to the detective’s lips.

‘Now take these, handcuffs off and we’ll have a little talk. Why didn’t you bring Mike Hennessey here instead of—’ He realized his colossal error as soon as the words were spoken.

Binny stepped back with a snarl. ‘Don’t want me for murder, eh? You doublecrossing busy! I will show you what I want you for.’

His hand moved towards the gun on the table. He picked it up and examined it carefully. ‘I have always wanted to tell you where you get off, Smith—’ he began.

‘Your wish has come true,’ said Surefoot coolly. ‘But you’d better work fast.’

‘I’ll work fast enough,’ said the other grimly. He slipped the gun into his pocket, picked up the scarf, and relied his prisoner’s ankles. He then took off his fur coat and relieved himself of his woman’s garments. From a theatre trunk he retrieved an old suit, which he put on.

Surefoot Smith watched him interestedly. ‘I gather you have some hard work to do?’ he said.

‘Pretty hard,’ said the other, and added significantly: ‘The ground here is fairly soft. You don’t get down to clay till you’ve dug six feet.’

If he expected to terrify his captive he was disappointed. ‘Why not let me do it?’ said Smith. ‘You’re fat and out of condition. Digging my own grave is a hobby of mine.’

For a second Binny seemed to be considering this suggestion. ‘No, I’ll do it,’ he said, ‘fat or not fat.’

‘Why bother?’ Surefoot’s voice was almost airy. ‘As soon as I am missing they’ll search here and in Wiltshire. I gather your object is to leave no trace. You’re not sure now whether we could convict you for murder, are you? If you kill a police officer you’re certain to be hanged. Every man in Scotland Yard will turn out to find evidence against you. People who were sleeping in their beds will swear that they saw you cosh me.’ He libelled the best police force in the world without shame. ‘You might get away with Hennessey,’ Surefoot went on, ‘and old Lyne and Tickler, but you couldn’t get away with me. They’ll come along and search this ground, which, if I remember rightly, is grass-grown, and unless you do a little bit of artistic turfing they’ll find me and that will be the finish of you.’

Binny paused at the door and turned with an ugly grin on his face. ‘I used to know a copper who talked like you, but he talked himself into hell, see?’

He went out and closed the door behind him.

Surefoot Smith sat, thinking very hard. He made an effort to break the single link that bound the two cuffs together. It was certainly a painful process, probably impossible. By drawing up his legs and separating them at the knees he could reach the trebly knotted silk scarf. It was difficult, but he succeeded in loosening one knot, and was at work on the second when he heard the man returning along the bare boards of the passage.

Binny was finding his task more difficult than he had anticipated. His face was wet with perspiration. He groped in the trunk, took out a bottle of whisky and, removing the top to a long drink.

‘Is it courage or strength you’re looking for?’ asked Surefoot.

‘You’ll see,’ growled the other, glaring down at the helpless man malignantly. The butts of two automatics stuck out of his trousers pockets. Surefoot eyed them longingly.

Binny was halfway to the door when a thought struck him, and he turned back and examined the knots of the scarf. ‘Oh, you’ve undone one, have you. We’ll see about that.’

Again he searched the trunk and found a length of cord. He slipped it round the link of the handcuffs and knotted the cord firmly behind the detective’s neck, so that his hands were drawn up almost to his chin.

‘You look funny — almost as if you were praying!’ remarked Binny. ‘I shan’t keep you long.’

He went out of the room on this promise.

Sprawling there helplessly, Surefoot heard the hoot of cars as they passed. He was, he knew, about a hundred yards from the main road, but it was a road along which, day and night, traffic was continually passing.

The possibility that the Buckinghamshire police would search this little cottage was very remote, unless somebody at Scotland Yard had a brainwave that this was the most likely place to which the prisoner would be taken. But Scotland Yard might not even miss him. He was an erratic man; when he was engaged in an important case he would absent himself from headquarters for days together, leaving his chiefs fuming. The search would not begin until Binny was well out of the country.

He watched the smoky oil lamp burning; the flame had been turned on too high and one side of the glass chimney was smoked. Binny was out for a getaway; he would leave no traces. Even the murder would not be committed in the house.

Half an hour, an hour passed, and he heard the heavy feet of the man coming for him, and knew that the hour was at hand.



Chapter Twenty-Nine


Table of Contents


Scotland Yard Had missed Surefoot Smith in the sense that the negative reports which had been taken to his room had not been read or attended to. The fact that they were negative would have justified the officer on duty accepting the situation, but for the peculiar conscientiousness of a young police officer who reported to the station at Cannon Row, which is part of Scotland Yard, that a blue saloon car, driven by a woman, had disregarded his stop signal at the junction of Westminster Bridge and the Embankment, and had driven on the wrong side of the road. He called on it to stop and, when that failed, had taken its number.

Ordinarily the question of a technical offence of this character would have been left over till the morning, but whilst he was making his statement a Member of Parliament came into the station to report the loss of a blue saloon car, which had been taken from the front of his club in Pall Mall. It had been standing on a rank, against all traffic rules, and he had actually been a witness of the theft.

‘It was a man dressed as a woman,’ was his startling conclusion.

‘What makes you think that, sir?’ asked the inspector in charge.

‘As he got in, the top of the car, which has a very low body, knocked his hat off. It was a baldheaded man with a yellow face like somebody suffering from jaundice.’

The inspector sat bolt upright. All England was looking for a baldheaded man with a jaundiced face, and in a few moments the wires were humming.

Again it was a traffic policeman who supplied information, and again it was Binny’s anxiety to make a quick run out of London that betrayed him. Near Heston, he had narrowly escaped collision with a bus at a main road junction and the car skidded. The policeman walked across the road to examine the licence of the driver, whose engine had stopped. The policeman distinctly saw a stout woman driver, but before he could ask a question the engine had been restarted and the car moved on. This must have happened in the second period of Surefoot’s unconsciousness.

It was not until an hour and a half after the inquiry had been sent out that the traffic policeman’s report was received. By this time a ‘hurry up’ call for Surefoot had failed to locate him. Moreover, he had left on his table at Scotland Yard a half-finished sheet of notes.

Now Surefoot never in any circumstances left his notes behind him; and another significant fact was that he had not handed the key of his room to the officer at the door, a practice which he invariably followed, however hurried might be his departure.

His habit of taking a walk was common knowledge. He had been seen walking towards Savoy Hill. The policeman on duty at the foot of the hill had also seen him turn back. Then somebody remembered the blue car that had been standing by the side of the road.

By the time these inquiries had been completed every detective in Scotland Yard had been assembled on the instructions of the hastily summoned chief.

‘He may be heading for the coast. What is more likely is that he’s on his way to one of those houses of his,’ said the Chief Constable. ‘Get the Buckinghamshire and Salisbury police on the phone and, to make absolutely sure, send squad cars right away to both places.’

One of the first people who had been interrogated was Dick Allenby. It was known that Surefoot was a friend of his, and Surefoot was an inveterate gossiper, who loved nothing better than to sit up till three in the morning with a friendly and sympathetic audience. Dick Allenby’s arrival at the Yard coincided with the departure of the first squad car for Salisbury.

‘We may be chasing moonbeams,’ said the Chief Constable; ‘very likely old Surefoot will turn up in about a quarter of an hour, but I’m taking no unnecessary risks.’

‘But he’d never get bluffed,’ said Dick scornfully.

The Chief shook his head. ‘I don’t know. This fellow has had a pretty hectic experience in America, and it won’t be the first person he has taken for a ride in this country.’ Of one thing he was sure — that the threat of a revolver would not have induced Surefoot to get into that car. He looked at his watch; it was half-past one, and he shook his head. ‘I wish the night were over,’ he said.

From that remark Dick sensed all that the other feared.

Surefoot Smith had less than half a minute to do his thinking and to decide on one of the dozen plans — most of them impracticable — that were spinning in his mind.

The door opened slowly and Binny came in. He wiped his forehead on a big handkerchief he took out of his pocket, and sat down. ‘You will come a little walk with me, my friend,’ he said pleasantly.

He took the bottle from the table, swallowed a generous drink, and wiped his mouth. Stooping, he untied the scarf that bound Surefoot’s ankles, and the cord, and jerked him to his feet.

Surefoot Smith rose unsteadily. His head was swimming, but the terrific nature of the moment brought about his instant recovery. Binny was standing by the door, fingering his gun. He had fixed to the end of the barrel an egg-shaped object, the like of which Surefoot had never seen before, and he found himself wondering how Dick Allenby, who was interested in silencers and who had asserted so often that a silencer could not be used on an automatic, because of the backfire, would reconcile this freakish thing with his theories.

Surefoot walked to the table and stood, resting his manacled hands on its deal surface.

‘Saying a prayer or something?’ mocked Binny.

‘You don’t want anybody to know I’ve been here, do you? You don’t want to leave any trace and that’s why you don’t kill me in this room?’

‘That’s the idea,’ said the other cheerfully.

‘If you had a few hundred people rushing in this direction and asking questions, that would spoil your plan, wouldn’t it?’

‘What’s the idea?’ he demanded.

He took one step towards his prisoner, when Surefoot lifted the lamp and flung it into the open hamper. There was a crash as the glass reservoir broke, a flicker of light, and then a huge flame shot up towards the ceiling.

Binny stood, paralysed to inaction, and in the next moment Surefoot had flung himself upon the man. He drove straight at Binny’s face with his clenched hands. The man ducked and the blow missed him. Something exploded in the detective’s face; he felt the sting of the powder and heard an expelled cartridge ‘ting’ against the wall.

He struck again, striving to bring the steel handcuffs on to the man’s head. Binny twisted aside, but did not wholly escape the impact of the shock. The gun fell from his hand on to the floor.

The room was now a mass of flames; the fire had licked through the thin plaster of the wall and the laths were burning like paper. The atmosphere was thick with acrid smoke, the heat already intolerable.

Again Surefoot struck and again Binny dodged. Surefoot had kicked the pistol out of reach — kicked it into the mass of flames that were spurting from the bottom of the canvas-covered trunk. The door was open and Binny darted out of the room, trying to close it after him, but Smith’s shoulders were in the way. Jerking the door wider, he stumbled into the passage and hurled himself at the murderer.

The only hope was to keep at close quarters. Binny had another pistol, had it half out of his pocket, when Surefoot pinned him against the hot wall and, bracing his feet, exerted all his strength to crush him there. In this position it was impossible to hit the man. In the half-light he saw Binny reaching out towards the front door and edged him nearer to facilitate his task. As the door was flung open and the air came rushing in, the hum of the fire became a roar; flames were flung out like red and yellow banners whipped by the wind.

Binny was trying to pull himself clear of the hands that held him by the singlet; striving desperately to pull out his second gun. His breath was coming in shrill whistles; he was frightened, had lost all his old reserve of courage. He wriggled desperately to escape the pressure of the heavy figure that was jammed against him, and at last, by a superhuman effort, he succeeded, and darted through the door, Surefoot behind him.

His gun was out now and he fired. The detective hurled himself on his man and brought him down. He was up in a second and was running towards the back of the house.

The flames were coming from the roof. The countryside for a hundred yards was almost as light as day. Surefoot, handcuffed as he was, flew in pursuit; and then suddenly Binny turned, and this time his aim was deliberate. Surefoot Smith knew that there was no hope now. The man who covered him was a dead shot, and was within half a dozen paces of him.

In desperation he sprang forward. His feet touched air, and he was falling, falling…

He heard the shot, wondered dimly if this was death, and was brought to the realization that he was still alive by the impact of his body at the bottom of the hole into which he had fallen. He realized at once what had happened: Binny had been busy all that night preparing this hiding place for his crime, but had missed falling into the hole.

He struggled to his feet, bruised and aching, heard a second shot and looked up. There was a third and fourth. An authoritative voice was challenging somebody. Then he heard his own name called, and shouted. A man’s face loomed over the edge of the pit. It was his own sergeant. They brought him up to the top.

‘He won’t get away,’ said the detective to whom Surefoot addressed a gasping inquiry.

‘Which way did he go, and where’s his car?’

He was weary, aching from head to foot, bruised and scratched, but for the moment he had no thought of comfort.

‘Feel in my hip pocket; I think he left the key of these handcuffs.’ They unlocked the irons and took them off, and he rubbed his bruised wrists. ‘Have you found his car?’

Binny’s saloon had not been located. The last time Surefoot had seen it, it was at the door of the cottage, but evidently, during one of his absences, the man had taken it to a hiding place. There was a small garage attached to the cottage — a tiny shed — but this was unoccupied.

By the light of the burning house they picked up the tracks. They crossed the grassland to the left of the cottage and must have passed over the very place where Binny had dug the grave.

Thereafter they were difficult to trace, but obviously they went straight across the field in the same direction as the man had taken. A quarter of an hour later they picked up unmistakable evidence that the car had been left standing near a small secondary road. The gate was wide open and the tracks of the vehicle were visible on the soft, wet earth. He had not made for the main road again, but had turned up to the road to Cookham, where traffic would be practically non-existent at this hour of the night and the chances of observation nil.

The solitary police officer on duty at Cookham had seen the car pass, but had not observed the driver. He had turned on to the toll bridge, but at this hour of the night the toll gate is left open. The Bourne End police had seen several cars without taking particular notice of them. He could have taken the Oxford Road across the railway crossing, or he could have followed the river to Marlow.

Surefoot Smith rejected the suggestion that he should go home and rest, leaving the chase to the Flying Squad and the Buckinghamshire police; he rejected it violently and with oaths.

‘This fellow can’t go far, dressed as he is,’ he said, ‘in a singlet and trousers — I pulled most of his shirt off. He’s going to hold up somebody, or burgle a house and get a new outfit. You realize what this man is, don’t you? He’s trained in the gang methods. He will not stop at murder — you are not dealing with an ordinary English criminal.’

They were not kept waiting long for proof of this. Deciding upon the Marlow road as being more likely to offer opportunities for this desperado, they came upon a policeman pushing a bicycle. It was raining heavily, and his helmet and cape were dripping wet.

‘A blue car passed here five minutes ago,’ he said.

The police car sped on. Just outside of Marlow they found the vehicle they were seeking; it was empty.

At three o’clock in the morning a car passing along the Oxford Road was stopped by a policeman, who stood in the middle of the roadway with outstretched arms. Driving the car was a well-to-do farmer from Oxford. He was inclined to be truculent at this stop.

‘I am sorry to bother you,’ said the police officer,’ but we are searching for an escaped murderer, and I want a lift to the other side of High Wycombe.’

The farmer, rather intrigued, was not at all displeased, probably a little excited, to find himself a participant in a man hunt, and the policeman got into the uncomfortable rear seat of the car. It sped on through the Wycombes.

‘I’ll tell you where to drop me,’ said the officer.

On the other side of High Wycombe there is a fork road which leads to Princes Risborough.

‘Turn here,’ said the officer.

The driver expostulated — he had to get back to Oxford. ‘Turn here,’ said the police officer, and something cold touched the nape of the farmer’s neck. ‘Do as you’re told.’

The policeman’s voice was peremptory. The gun in his grimy hand was eloquent. The farmer almost jumped out of his seat with astonishment. He was not wanting in courage, but he was unarmed.

‘What’s your game?’ he asked. He was still unsuspicious that the man behind him was anything but a policeman.’ You’re not allowed to do that sort of thing.’

‘Get it out your nut that I’m a copper,’ said Binny. ‘The man whose clothes I’m wearing is lying in a ditch with a break in his bean. Drive where I tell you and save a lot of argument.’ The driver turned the car in the direction indicated. They went along a new road, a portion of which was under construction. There were red lamps and a watchman’s fire. Dimly the farmer realized that the man behind him was the wanted murderer, and the realization chilled him.

They were in a country which even at high noon is a little deserted. It was a silent desert now. All the time Binny was watching left and right for a suitable place for his purpose.

Presently they passed by the side of the road a wooden building that had the appearance of a barn, and he ordered the driver to stop and turn back. There was an open gate by the side of the barn, and through this they drove.

‘Stop here,’ said Binny. He pushed open the door of the saloon. ‘Now get down.’

He took the torch which had been part of the unfortunate policeman’s equipment, and flashed it on to the door of the barn. It was unsecured by lock or hasp. He pulled open the door with one hand, covering his prisoner with the other.

‘Go inside,’ he said, and followed.

Half an hour later he came out again, wearing the farmer’s tweed suit and his high-collared waterproof jacket. He listened for a second at the door before closing it, got into the car and backed on to the road. There was still a considerable danger of his being stopped. A solitary man driving a car would be suspect, no matter whose clothes he was wearing, and the present solution to his difficulty was merely a temporary measure.

If he could find one of those night trucks that run between London and the provinces it would serve him better. These express lorries carried two and often three men. He had to trust to luck.

Detection was certain if he took a direction which led him away from London. In the few hours that remained before the dawn he must work his way back to London. He had three bolt-holes; had the police found them all?

He drove through Aylesbury and worked right. He had an extraordinary knowledge of topography, and was aiming to reach the Great North Road and approach London from that direction.

As he passed through a village, a policeman came out of the shadows and held up his hand. For a second Binny hesitated; his first impulse was to drive on, but he was none too certain of the immediate locality, and the chances were that if he did not stop now he would find a ‘barrage’ a few miles farther on.

Binny had studied the police situation very carefully. He knew that the police would close London in a ring by the establishment of these barrage posts, and that he would be liable at any moment to come upon a place where a lorry was drawn up across the road. He knew too of the canvas belts, heavily spiked, which are thrown across the roadway, with disastrous consequences to the non-stop motorist.

He took his foot off the accelerator and brought his car to a standstill.

‘Let me see your driving licence,’ said the police officer.

Binny stiffened. He had relieved his victim of all his portable goods, but a driving licence was not amongst them. Motorists have a trick of carrying this important document in the glove compartment of their car. If it were not there…

He slipped his gun out of his pocket and laid it on the seat by his side before he opened up the flap of the compartment and began a search. His heart jumped as his fingers touched the familiar shape of the licence. He handed it out and the policeman examined it by the light of his lantern.

‘Is this Dornby or Domby?’ asked the officer.

‘Dornby,’ said Binny promptly.

It was as likely to be that as the other. The officer handed back the licence without a word.

‘You haven’t seen anybody driving a blue saloon, have you — a man dressed in singlet and trousers?’

Binny chuckled.

‘Well, I wouldn’t be able to tell the colour of the saloon, and I certainly wouldn’t see what the driver was wearing. Why? Do you want somebody?’

‘There’s been a murder committed,’ said the policeman vaguely. ‘We only had a vague idea as to why the “arrest and detain” notice should have been issued. Goodnight, Mr Dornby.’

Binny drove on. The policeman had not looked into that yellow face, but the next policeman might. They were pretty slick at Scotland Yard, he decided, and wondered how these isolated police posts should have been notified. He looked at the licence. John Henry Domby was the name, of Wellfield Farm. He memorized this, put the licence in his pocket, and went on.

He had now reached a point where he could avoid villages, for he would soon be striking the North Road, where most efficient barrages would be established, especially when he reached the Metropolitan Police area.

He came at last to the long, winding road that runs from London through Doncaster to the north. Left or right? That was the problem.

He debouched on to the highway through a narrow lane with high banks. It was near a turn of the road. He heard the whir of a car, saw the glow of headlamps, and turned sharply to the left.

The car that came round the corner was hugging the left of the road. The driver saw Binny’s vehicle almost too late to avoid a collision. He swerved to the right, the car skidded on the slippery road, turned completely round and, striking a telegraph post with one of its wheels, hung drunkenly over the side of the ditch.

Binny pulled up to avoid a second collision, for the wrecked car was now immediately in front of him, and only by jamming on his brakes did he bring his own car to a standstill a few inches from the other. He heard the chauffeur shout, the door was jerked open, and a woman scrambled out in the glare of the headlights.

Binny stared, hardly able to believe his eyes. The woman standing in the downpour was Mary Lane!
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Security can be very irksome, especially when it is wedded to a lumpy bed in an ill-ventilated room. The sergeant’s wife had given her the second-best bedroom, which was, by most standards, a comfortable apartment. Mary felt desperately tired when she put out the light, but the moment her head touched the pillow all her weariness and desire for sleep had left her. She lay for half an hour, counting sheep, making up shopping lists, weaving stories, but grew wider and wider awake. At the end of that time she got up, turned on the light and slipped into her dressing-gown.

She thought the mere act of rising would make her sleepy, but she had been mistaken. She was seized with a longing for her own comfortable quarters at the hotel, and began to dress.

She could easily make an excuse to the sergeant’s wife, who had gone out for the evening and would not be back till after midnight. There was no telephone in the quarters, but Surefoot Smith had made her free of the station, and she knew she had only to go downstairs and see the night inspector and he would put her in touch with the detective.

She felt horribly ungrateful but, so far as she had been concerned, she had come to this safe retreat without any enthusiasm. The danger from Binny was probably exaggerated — Surefoot himself had told her that the man could have no further interest in her now that the hue and cry was out.

Scribbling a note to her hostess — a note which contained more lame excuses for her eccentricity than were necessary — she put on her coat and went down to the charge-room.

The inspector to whom she had been introduced had gone out, visiting the patrols. Evidently he had not impressed upon the sergeant-in-charge the necessity for keeping a watchful eye upon the visitor, and he received her explanation for her return to the hotel with polite interest, until she mentioned the name of Surefoot Smith. Then he became very attentive.

‘He’s not at the Yard, miss. As a matter of fact, there’s been some trouble there. We’ve had a special warning to look out for him.’

She opened her eyes in astonishment.

‘Look out for him?’ And then, quickly: ‘Has he disappeared?’ The sergeant did not forget that reticence is the first duty of a policeman, and became evasive. ‘Is it something to do with Binny?’ she insisted.

‘Well, yes.’ He hesitated before he became more communicative. ‘He’s the man wanted for the murder of the old man in Regent’s Park. Yes, they’ve got an idea at the Yard that Binny’s got him away somewhere. Rather a queer idea that a murderer can get away an inspector of the CID, but there you are!’

She sensed, without realizing, the eternal if gentle rivalry between the uniformed and the un-uniformed branches of the Metropolitan Police.

‘How could an inspector be lured away? It sounds silly, doesn’t it? Personally, I believe it’s all bunk, but there you are! We’re on the lookout for both of them.’

She asked him to get her a taxi, and again he was reluctant. Sergeants in charge of station houses have no time to find taxis for visitors; but she was evidently a friend of Surefoot Smith’s and he stretched a point in her favour, telephoned to a cab-rank, and five minutes later she was driving through the rain to Scotland Yard.

She left just as the squad cars were going out in search of Surefoot, and she interviewed the Chief Inspector. He offered her very little information and a great deal of fatherly advice about going to bed. He evidently knew nothing whatever of Surefoot’s plan to protect her, and was a little embarrassed when she asked if she might stay at Scotland Yard until some news was received.

‘I shouldn’t worry if I were you, Miss Lane,’ he said. ‘We’ve got police barrages on all the roads for thirty miles round London, and I’m very certain that Surefoot will turn up. He’s an erratic sort of individual, and I wouldn’t be surprised to see him walk in at any moment.’

Nevertheless, she was determined to stay, and he had her taken to Surefoot’s own room. It was a quiet room, and now that the first excitement of the night was over she realized how tired she was and ho foolish she had been to leave even an uncomfortable bed. She sat at the table, resting her head on one palm, found herself nodding and, after a while, passing into that uneasy stage of semiconsciousness which is nearly sleep.

She woke with a jump as the Chief Inspector came in. ‘Young lady, you go home,’ he said. ‘We’ve found Surefoot; so far as I can make out, he’s not very badly hurt.’ He told her briefly what had happened.

‘Binny has escaped. Surefoot’s theory is that he’s breaking north. Have you ever noticed that a fugitive from justice invariably turns north? It’s a fact — at least, nearly a fact. Now you go home, Miss Lane, and I’ll send an officer round to your hotel in the morning with the latest news.’

‘Is he coming back to London?’ she asked. ‘Mr Smith, I mean?’

The Chief smiled. ‘If he had half the intelligence he’s supposed to have he’d got himself admitted to a nursing home. No. We’ve formed a sort of headquarters barrage this side of Welwyn. Chief Inspector Roose is in charge, and Surefoot is going across for a consultation. He’s all right — your friend Mr Allenby is with him.’

He had a taxi called and she drove to her hotel. She must have been asleep for two hours, she saw as she passed Big Ben and heard two o’clock strike. She was wider awake than she had been at any period of the night.

The hall porter who admitted her was searching for her letters when she stopped him. ‘Is there a place where I can hire a car?’ she asked.

He looked at her in astonishment. ‘Yes, miss. Do you want one tonight?’

She hesitated. The Chief had said that Dick and Surefoot were at Welwyn, but he had not said where. At first she supposed that they had taken up their quarters at the local police station — she was rather hazy as to what a barrage meant. But there would be policemen on the road, stopping cars, and they would direct her to where the two men could be found.

Why she should go at all was not quite clear even to herself. It was a desire to be ‘in it’, to be close to the big events which touched her own life so closely, to see with her own eyes the development of the story in which she had been a character. She could find plenty of excuses; none that she could have stated convincingly. ‘Yes, get me a car. Tell them to come round as soon as they can.’

He gave her the key of her room and she went upstairs, and presently the porter came up after her, bringing some coffee he had made, for by night he was not only custodian but cook.

Leo Moran had been removed to his own flat, he told her, but mainly he talked, with a certain amount of pride, about the reporters who had been ‘coming and going’ since the discovery of the gassed banker. She had hardly finished her coffee before the car came and, dressing herself a little more warmly, she went down and gave the driver instructions.

As the car drew out of the suburbs into the open country, Binny and his flight assumed a new significance. She was not sorry for him. If she was a little frightened, it was not of the man, but at the thought of the vast machinery that her brain had put into motion. The moment she had heard of that scrawled note on the back of the cheque she had solved the mystery of Binny’s defalcations, and when she had heard that all the forgeries were dated the seventeenth of the month — the day that the old man invariably paid his tradesmen’s bills — she was sure.

And now, because she had remembered the shape and appearance of the key of a kitchen door, because she had added cheques to key, eighteen thousand London policemen were looking for this baldheaded man. That was the frightening thing; not Binny and the menace of him, but the spectacle of these great winding wheels moving to crush a malefactor.

To Mary Lane, Binny was hardly as much an individual as a force. She thought the car was speeding a little dangerously on the wet road. Once she distinctly felt a skid, and gripped the armrest tightly.

They could not have been more than a few miles from Welwyn when, rounding a turn, she saw a car come into the road ahead, and went cold, for she realized that, at the speed they were travelling, it was almost impossible to avoid it. Her car swerved and turned giddily; she felt a crash, and was thrown violently to her knees as the vehicle canted over.

She reached up at the door, and by sheer physical strength flung it open and scrambled out on to the wet road. The chauffeur was already standing by the bonnet, staring at the car stupidly. ‘I’m very sorry, miss,’ he said huskily.’ I’ll have to telephone for another car from town. Perhaps this gentleman will take you into Welwyn.’

The second car, in avoiding which the accident had occurred, was behind them. Mary walked towards it as the driver got down from his seat. His coat collar was turned up, and she could not see his face.

‘Had an accident?’ he asked gruffly.

The chauffeur came forward.

‘Will you drive us into Welwyn?’ he asked. ‘I’ve smashed my near side front wheel.’

‘You’d better wait with the car. I’ll drive the lady; it’s only a couple of miles ahead,’ said the other. ‘Go on, miss, jump in; I’ll drop you in the town and send back a breakdown gang for the car.’

This arrangement apparently suited the chauffeur, and Mary followed the motorist and, when he opened the door of his car, entered without any misgivings. He walked round the back of the car, got in by the other door, and sat by her side. She could not see his face; his collar was still turned up. As he started the engine and moved on she thought she heard him laugh, and wondered what there was amusing in the situation.

‘It’s very good of you to take me,’ she said. ‘I’m afraid the accident was our fault.’

He did not reply for a moment, but at last: ‘Accidents will happen,’ he said sententiously.

They went two or three hundred yards along the road, and then suddenly the car turned left. She knew roughly the position of Welwyn, knew enough at any rate to realize that they were going away from the town.

‘Haven’t you made a mistake?’ she asked.

‘No.’ His reply was short and gruff, but it aroused in her no more than a sense of resentment.

From the second road they turned into a third, a narrow lane which ran roughly parallel with the main road. It skirted some big estate; high trees banked up one side of the lane, and a wire fence cut the estate from the road. The car slowed, and as they came abreast of the white gate, stopped. The driver turned so that the headlights searched the gate and revealed its flimsy character. Without hesitation he sent the car jerking forward, crashing one of the lights and sending the gate into splinters.

Beyond was a fairly smooth gravel road, and up this the car sped.

‘Where are we going?’ A cold chill was at the girl’s heart; an understanding of her danger set her trembling from head to foot. Binny did not reply till they had gone a hundred yards. He found an opening between the trees on the right, set the car in that direction, and jolted on for another fifty yards. Then he stopped. ‘What is the meaning of this?’ she asked.

‘You’re a very nice young lady, a very sweet young lady. Charmed to meet you again in such romantic circumstances.’

As she heard that mincing, affected voice she almost fainted. Binny! The horror of her discovery came to her with full force, as he went on: ‘Friend of Mr Allenby’s — fiancee, aren’t you, young lady? And a friend of my dear friend, Surefoot Smith.’

She reached out for the door handle and tried to rise, but he threw her back.

‘I’ve had several ideas about you. The first was that nobody would stop me if they saw me driving with a lady. Then it struck me that I was being optimistic. The second thought that occurred to me, my dear, was that you might be of great assistance to me. And the third thought, my sweet young thing, was that, if the worst came to the worst — they can only hang you once, you know, whatever you do. Not that they will hang me,’ he went on quickly, ‘I’m too clever for them. Now we’ll get out and see where we are.’

He leaned over her, pushed open the door and, catching her by the arm, guided her to the ground.

Just before she had left the hotel the porter had handed her a bundle of letters. She had thrust them into her pocket, and as she stepped from the car she remembered them. She drew one from her pocket and dropped it on the ground.

Binny had retained the torch he had taken from the policeman, and with the aid of this they found their way through the plantation. ‘You and I will find another car.’

He chatted pleasantly, and even in her terror she could find time to wonder how he could return to the character of Washington Wirth. It was grotesque, unbelievable, like a bad ream.

‘I am a man of infinite resource,’ he went on, never releasing his grip of her arm.’ For hundreds of years they will talk about Binny, just as today they talk about Jack Sheppard. And the wonderful thing about it is that I shall end my life quietly, as a respectable member of society. Possibly be a town councillor or a mayor in a colonial town — a pleasing prospect and a part that I could act!’

It was at this point she dropped her third letter. She must husband her trail; the supply of letters was not inexhaustible. She dropped her fourth as they started to cross the corner of a field. All the time he kept up his incessant babble.

‘You need have no qualms, my dear young lady. No harm will come to you — for the moment. Whilst you are alive, I am alive! You are a hostage — that is the word, isn’t it?’

She made no reply. The first feeling of panic had worn off. She could only speculate upon what would happen at the last, when this desperate man was in a corner and she was at his mercy.

Before them loomed against the night sky the outlines of a big house. They came to a lawn surrounded by an iron fence and, walking parallel with this, they reached an open gateway and a paved yard.

Once or twice there had been a lull in his monologue. He had stopped to listen. It was a very still night; the sound of distant rumbling trains, the whine of cars passing along the highway came to them distinctly. He was apparently satisfied, for he made no comment. Now, as they passed into a tiled yard, lie stopped again and listened, turning his head backwards. As he did so he saw the flash of a light — only for the fraction of a second, and then it disappeared. It seemed to come from the plantation they had left. He had left his car lights burning — was that it? He moved left and right a few paces, and did not see the light again.

The possibility that there were gamekeepers in the wood now occurred to him. It was obviously a covert of some kind, the lower part of the fence was made of wire netting.

He never once released his hold of the girl. She felt the tenseness of the moment and held her breath. Then, without a word, he guided her into the yard, and now she observed that he used his torch with greater caution. There were stables here; two of the half doors were wide open and hung on broken hinges. There was no need to make any further investigation; the house to which the stables were attached was unoccupied.

They came to what was evidently a kitchen door and found a small, weather-stained notice.

‘Keys at Messrs Thurlow, Welwyn.’

There was a long casement window at the back of the house. Binny pushed the barrel of his gun through two panes, groped for the catch and, finding it, pulled it open. ‘Get in—’he began, and at that moment he was caught in a circle of blinding light.

From somewhere in the yard a powerful light was turned on him, and a voice he hated said: ‘Don’t move, Binny!’

It was Surefoot Smith. For a second he stood, paralysed, his arm still clasping the girl’s. Suddenly he jerked her before him, his arm round her waist. ‘If you come anywhere near me I’ll shoot,’ he said, and she felt the cold barrel of a gun glide along her neck.

‘What’s the good of being silly, Binny?’ Surefoot’s voice was almost caressing. They could not see him in the glare of the light that he or somebody held. ‘Stand your trial like a man. It’s fifty-fifty we’ve got nothing on you.’

‘You haven’t, eh?’ snarled Binny. ‘That dog doesn’t fight, Smith. You take your men and clear them out of this place. Give me an hour, and I’ll leave this baby without hurting her. Come any closer and I’ll blow her head off — and then you’ll have something on me. It won’t be fifty-fifty either.’

There was a long pause, and the girl heard the low voices of men in conversation. ‘All right,’ said Surefoot at last. ‘I’ll give you an hour, but you’ll hand over the girl right away.’

Binny laughed harshly.

‘Am I a child? I’ll leave her when I’m safe. You go back to where you came, and—’

That was all he said. The silent-footed man who had worked round behind him struck swiftly with a rubber truncheon. The girl had only time to swing herself clear before he crumpled and fell.

The chauffeur of the wrecked car had been in luck. Hardly had Binny disappeared before another car came into sight, and the chauffeur begged a lift into Welwyn. Less than a mile along the road they ran into a police barrage and he told his story. He gave valuable information, for he had seen the light of Binny’s car turn from the road.

‘Practically you were never out of sight, from the moment you left the plantation,’ said Surefoot. ‘The broken gate gave him away, and he left the lights of his car burning. It was easy, even without the trail of letters you left. Very scientific, but we didn’t need them!’

The arrest and conviction of Binny had a demoralizing effect on Surefoot Smith. On the day this wholesale murderer stood on the trap in Pentonville Prison, Surefoot departed from the rule of a lifetime, refused all beer and drank spirits. As he explained to Dick Allenby:

‘If ever there was a day to get soused — that was the day!’


The End
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Curiosity being one of the besetting sins of John Morlay, it was impossible that he should pass the entrance to the lodge or fail to witness the signs of activity which were there to hold and detain the attention of the idle. He saw Little Lodge through a narrow gap in a trim box-hedge — a little too narrow for the curse-mumbling workmen who were carrying in a wardrobe and were expressing their views accordingly. Yet the gap was not accidental.

Behind, folded back, he saw a pair of even narrower ironwork gates; beyond those, a little shaven lawn, something that might have been a lily-pond, and a tiny house.

It was a pseudo-Queen Anne manor, so small that it might have been built by some plutocrat to give his young and pampered daughter the joys of a practicable doll’s house. It was very red, had little iron lanterns at the door, and trim windows with chintz curtains.

This was Little Lodge, discoverable only to such explorers as John Morlay, who preferred by-ways to the roaring, smelling high road. And this was not even an ordinary by-road, but a cul-de-sac from a rambling blind alley that led nowhere. There are scores of such places in and around Ascot.

Obviously a new tenant was moving in — or was it a new proprietor? He followed the workmen staggering with their load up a gravelled path, recently weeded. The baby lily-pond was full of ridiculously clean water. A gardener leaned on the crossbar of his mowing-machine, wiped his brow automatically, and greeted John with that odd mixture of respectfulness and freedom which servants employ to strangers who might, for all they know, be their new employers, and, on the other hand, might be nobody worth so much as giving a “sir” to.

“There were seven million tadpoles in that pond,” he said extravagantly.

“I only counted six million,” said John, and the man was baffled. “I’ll meet you halfway — six and a half.” Mr. Morlay was in his most generous mood.

“When I came here this grass was so high,” the gardener attempted again. His hand wavered between his waist and his knees.

“That’s nothing,” said John. “I often get lost in the grass round my house. Who are these people — some new tenants?”

“Them?” The man jerked his head towards the open doorway. “No, bought it. Old Lady Coulson lived here for years. Always wore green hats for Ascot. You remember her?”

John felt that the inquiry called for cogitation. “No,” he said at last. “How many green hats did she wear?”

The man looked at him suspiciously.

“A countess has got it now,” he said reflectively.

“One of the hats? Oh, you mean the house.”

“A young countess,” said the gardener. “I ain’t seen her. She’s coming here from school. There’s a maid and a cook coming down, and a woman in for the day — I’m tempor’y.”

“Temporary what?” asked John, interested.

“Gardener. Two days a week.” He shook his head. “You can’t do it on two days a week; you’ve got to have a man pottering about all the time. There’s no greenhouse — nothing. What about the winter? You’ve got to pot ’em out—”

“Pot what out?” asked John.

“Flowers.”

John Morlay looked round.

“What flowers?” he asked.

The gardener drew a long breath, then emitted a string of names such as one might choose at random from a seed catalogue. When he had finished, breathless, John suggested buttercups. The gardener looked at him as at an enemy, and resumed his mowing, if, indeed, he had ever started mowing.

The visitor strolled over to the door, looked down the passage, on which a strip of grass matting had been laid. There was a smell of new paint. A white-coated workman in the hall dropped six feet of wire to survey him. Turning, he walked slowly round the house. It was, he decided, a delightful, unreal little place, the very home for a countess — a young countess — and he wondered which of the many countesses he knew or had heard about was the fortunate proprietor.

He became aware that there was another man in the garden — a tall, broad-shouldered, shabby-looking old man, with a grey, forbidding face. He was scowling at the house from the garden adjoining; hesitating, like one who expected to be ordered away, before he took courage to come slowly towards the visitor.

“Any chance of a job here, guv’nor?”

His voice was harsh and loud.

The other surveyed him curiously. Over the shoulder of his shabby jacket he carried a soldier’s haversack; his boots were big and broken, the trousers frayed at the heel; his collarless shirt was open at his sunburnt throat. John recognized the style of the suit, knew the shabby grey material; the clothes did not fit at any part of the man.

“I’ve no job for you, my son,” he said. “How long have you been out?”

The man blinked at him; his unshaven face puckered for a moment in an expression of supreme resentment.

“Hey?”

“How long have you been out?”

The man turned his eyes to the garden, to the house, to the sky, to everywhere except John.

“I don’t know what you mean,” he said.

“How long have you been out of gaol?”

“Six months” — defiantly. And then: “Are you a busy?”

“A sort of one,” said John with a little smile. “What were you in for?”

The man was eying him steadily now.

“That’s my business. You’ve got nothing on me, guv’nor. I haven’t got to report or anything. I’m not even on ticket-of-leave; I’ve served my sentence.” The man’s voice grew strident. “Every day, every hour of it. See? No remission, nothing. They treated me like a dog — I treated them like dogs — that’s me!”

As they were watching, two of the furniture men came past one of them was carrying an oil painting. It was difficult, from the glimpse John had of it, to distinguish either its portrait or its artistic value. He saw vaguely that it was a young girl, dressed in blue. Her hair was yellowish, and there was a bunch or a bowl of flowers or a bouquet or something near her hand.

The exconvict shuffled his feet uneasily. It was obvious that he was anxious to be gone. The habit of years held him, to be questioned further by authority. Morlay, recognizing the symptoms, dismissed him with a “Good day”, and he went stalking across the lawn into the lane.

Morlay waited for a while before going back to the house, approved of everything, and came back to the gardener.

“Countess who?” he asked.

The man shook his head.

“I haven’t got it right — it’s foreign — Eyetalian. It begins with an’M’.”

“Thank you for telling me so much,” said John.

He made his way across to the narrow gateway, stepped to the side to allow the workmen to pass, and went out into the pleasant cul-de-sac. At the end was the big furniture van he had noticed before. He had come up to this when he saw a car stop and a woman alight; middle-aged, rather plump. He thought she might be the housekeeper, but the gardener had not mentioned a housekeeper, and, anyway, John’s curiosity did not extend to the domestic staff.

He strolled back to the main road, looked up and down for Peas, presently spied him in the distance, and went to meet him.

Romance coloured this dull spot, and romance was the young countess. This Lady of Ascot was probably one of those butterflies who would flick into view for the race week, entertaining gaily, and then, drawing down the white blinds and locking the front door, would flit away to Deauville and the Lido until fashion beckoned her back to her little mansion, all aired and repainted for her arrival.

Peas, walking rapidly towards him, brought him to the rough realities of life.

This youngish-looking sub-inspector from Scotland Yard seldom rejoiced in but rather bore with patience the name of Pickles. He was more generally known as “Peas”, and for a curious reason. He was redhaired, and that made it worse, for it was a natural transition from Pickles to Mustard Pickles, and thence to Mustard. So generally was he called by this name that quite staid people like UnderSecretaries of State fell into the vulgar error of referring to him as “Inspector Mustard”.

From the standpoint of the criminal community the name had a special significance, and he was helped to a reputation, not wholly unfounded, of being a cunning and a dangerous man.

“That Mustard is hot,” they said, and so he became, in their strange rhyming argot, “peas in the pot”, which was reduced, by their as strange economies, to “Peas”.

Peas had come down to Ascot at the request of the Berkshire police to investigate a commonplace ladder larceny, and had invited John Morlay’s companionship partly because he needed an audience, partly because John Morlay’s big car was a convenience.

Though it wanted a little time to the period when every house in Ascot would be occupied, there was in residence quite a number of important people, including a belted earl whose young wife had a weakness for sapphires. She had sapphire rings and clips and bracelets of an incredible value, and she “travelled” them, as they say in theatrical circles.

One night when she was entertaining a select party to dinner some person or persons unknown put up a ladder, mounted to her bedroom, smashed the safe which was on the right-hand side of her bed, and took three precious cases of stones. The intruder would have escaped unobserved, but a maid entered the bedroom. She did not at first see the intruder, and, when she did, saw little that would help in identification, for a black silk stocking covered the face. The girl opened her mouth to scream, but a hand “like a vice”, as she dramatized it, caught her by the throat and “strangled her scream”.

She read fiction of an exciting kind, and knew the clichés of violence by heart. She fainted. She said she was “choked into insensibility”, but obviously she fainted. And any nice-minded girl is entitled to faint in such alarming circumstances.

Peas interviewed her. He was a thin, freckled man, who was over forty, but seemed too young for his job. The maid resented his questions, and complained to her employers that he had no manners, and that, instead of getting on with the matter of the burglary, he had wasted his time in inquiring into her personal and private affairs. As, for example, who was her young man? what was his trade? did he live at Ascot? and had he ever been to the house?

“The girl is quite respectable,” protested her mistress.

“So far as I am concerned there isn’t anybody who is respectable,” retorted Peas wearily.

He was rather ruffled by the time he came up with Mr. Morlay.

“It’s the usual ladder larceny,” he said, “with the usual bat-headed servant-gel who bursts into tears the moment you ask her whether’s she’s walking out with a feller she’s known for years or one of those flash pickups that do all the good work for a gang. Where’s that Ford of yours?”

“In the royal stables,” said John. “I would have put it away in a vulgar garage, but somebody recognized you. ‘Isn’t that the great Mustard Pickles?’ they said. ‘We can’t allow his friend’s car to mix with common flivvers—’”

“Laugh and the world laughs with you,” said Peas complacently. “When you consider my natural ability, it’s a crime to send me on a case like this.”

John Morlay had never discovered whether Peas’ extravagant claims to excellence were part of a rather ponderous jest, or whether he really believed that nature had been more than usually prodigal when she had fashioned his mentality. You either liked Peas very much or you loathed him. It needed a sense of humour to find him tolerable — John Morlay had that, and more.

“There’s nothing in the case that a child of six couldn’t understand.” Peas sniffed as they went in search of the car, which was standing in the garage of a small hotel. “It might trouble a local bumpkin, but not a man with my experience and reputation. It’s the same crowd that has been working country houses for weeks. There’s no sense in explaining the matter to you, Mr. Morlay, because you’re not a regular—”

“By the way, I saw a man in the neighbourhood who is obviously an exconvict,” interrupted John, and told of his meeting.

Peas listened and shook his head.

“Don’t know him — anyway, it wouldn’t be an old man. I’ve got an idea that the bird who did this job is working solitary.”

Peas knew Ascot very well, he confessed, as they were driving back to Town; but as he claimed to know all places and all men very well, his companion did not at first take the statement seriously.

“I know all the old crowd,” said Peas, “but there’s a lot of new villas goin’ up — people moving out and movin’ in. I don’t know this Countess Fioli—”

“Countess Fioli!”

The ear swerved. Mr. Morlay had an unpleasant habit of communicating his emotions to his steering-wheel. “Good lord! I know her — slightly.”

“Don’t drive to the common danger,” said Peas. “It’s a curious thing, but nothing ever upsets me when I’m driving. If a feller was to jump up from the side of the road and shoot at me I wouldn’t bat a lid—”

“Stop talking about yourself for a minute, Peas. Is she the countess who is taking that new house?”

Peas nodded.

“She’s a schoolgirl — leavin’ in the middle of term, which is bad. Schools don’t like kids to leave in the middle of term. She’s comin’ up next week — her guardian or something has bought the house, and that’s all there is to it — there’ll be another bright little home for Diamond Dan or Sapphire Saul to burgle, and more work for the Intelligence of Scotland Yard.”

“Meaning you?”

“Name three men in Europe with my brain,” said Peas complacently.
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Sometimes there drifted into the offices of Morlay Brothers suspicious people — and their suspicions were probably well grounded — who desired that other people, less suspicious but more sinful, should be kept under observation, their comings and goings reported, and their lives and doings so faithfully recorded that on a certain day a judge and a jury should be presented with vital facts which would confuse the watched and vindicate the watcher. Sometimes these visitors got as far as John Morlay himself, and that goodlooking young man would listen solemnly to the preliminaries, and then, when the narrative had reached its most delicate and intimate stage, would interrupt regretfully.

For Morlay Brothers, though they might undoubtedly and truthfully be described as private detectives, dealt only with the commercial credit of people, and were mainly interested in their operations between ten o’clock in the morning and six o’clock in the evening. Which are the least culpable hours of the day. They dealt with the “long firms”, which are the bane of the manufacturer’s existence; with swindling traders and suchlike unromantic wrongdoers; and for fifty years Morlay Brothers (the original fraternity long dead, and the grandson of one reigning in their place) had confined themselves to this lucrative and usually colourless branch of criminal detection.

John Morlay was sitting in his office overlooking Hanover Square, forgetting that there was such an obese village as Ascot, and with the mysterious lady of Little Lodge completely escaped from his mind, when Selford, the ancient guardian of his privacy, came sidling into the room.

“Want to see that Mr. Lester?” he asked.

John Morlay could truthfully have said, “No”. Instead, he made a little grimace.

“Shoot him in,” he said.

One’s first impulse when Julian Lester was announced was to invent a lie; then his inevitability became so poignantly apparent that the first inclination went by the board.

Not that John disliked him. Julian could be amusing and provocative. At the same time, there were many other visitors he would have preferred. Julian was a little too tailor-made, his manners a trifle too precious. It was a wholly inexcusable prejudice, but John Morlay hated his jewelled sleeve-links and his pearl tiepin and his habit of laying his glossy hat upon the table as though it were some rare piece of bric-à-brac. He glanced first at the clock and then at his engagement tablet, and saw with satisfaction that in a quarter of an hour he would have an excuse for saying, “Outside, Eliza!” which was his vulgar way of dismissing friends and semi-friends.

Julian came in, looking as though he had stepped out of the proverbial bandbox. He put his silk hat in exactly the spot John Morlay expected, and skinned his gloves slowly. The two men presented a contrast in good looks. John Morlay, lean-faced, brown-skinned, and blue-eyed; Julian, a normal development from the pretty-boy stage, his olive face smooth, a shiny little black moustache neatly balanced on a lip that pouted a little.

“Sit down,” said John. “You’re looking happy — whom have you swindled?”

Julian pulled up the knees of his trousers and sat down, and then, seeing the smile on the other’s face:

“You can snigger — you’re a rich man, John, and I’m a poor devil with a tailor to pay.”

John Morlay pulled a drawer of his desk, took out a box, and snicked open the silver lid.

“Thank you, no. I never smoke cigars. May I have one of my own cigarettes? Thank you.”

Every movement of the man was deliberate. John watched him, half irritated, half smiling, as he took out a silver cylinder from his pocket and produced a black amber holder and fitted his cigarette with loving care.

“And what brings you to this part of London? There’s a horse show in full swing, Ascot at hand, and a dozen social engagements claiming you,” he said.

“Sarcasm is wasted on me, my dear fellow.” Julian flicked a speck of tobacco ash from his knee, “I have come to see you on business.”

“The devil you have!” said John, his eyebrows going up in astonishment.

Julian nodded soberly.

“Of course it’s quite confidential, and all that sort of thing, John, and I realize that I shall have to pay. I don’t know what your charges are—”

“Don’t bother about the charges, but I warn you I am not in the divorce business, nor in the counterespionage business.”

Julian drew a long breath, sent one ring of smoke after another upward, and watched them break against the white ceiling.

“I am a bachelor,” he said. “And, what is more, I am a very careful bachelor. I find life sufficiently complicated without that — um — er — those — er — interludes.”

He pulled steadily at his cigarette, his eye upon the Adams cornice above John Morlay’s head.

“Do you know the Countess Marie Fioli?” he asked unexpectedly.

John gaped at him.

“I know of her, yes — in fact I was talking about her a couple of days ago; but I’ve never met her.” The other man smiled.

“Really, my dear fellow, you must have a heart of ice. When I took the trouble to catch your eye at Rumpelmeyer’s just before Christmas, and even introduced you—”

John Morlay’s eyebrows rose.

“That child? Good lord! Why, she is a babe.”

“Eighteen,” said Julian patiently, “and leaving school this week — in the middle of term. Irregular, but in many ways desirable.”

He drew delicately at his cigarette.

“My sainted mother was married at seventeen; my lamented father was eighteen when he married. Youthful marriages are not phenomenal in our family.”

John sneered.

“Your lamented father was lamentably rash!” he said. “You are a living proof of that! And do you intend that Marie Fioli shall marry at eighteen?”

Julian waved his cigarette airily.

“I have not definitely decided,” he said. “There are a few mysteries to be cleared up. She is charming.”

“I remember her,” said John thoughtfully. “She was amazingly pretty.” And then, as an idea occurred to him: “You haven’t come to see me about her?”

Julian nodded.

“I’m a poor man, John, as I think I’ve already told you. My income is exactly three hundred pounds a year, and I earn a little more by scribbling for the better-class reviews. I have no parents to engage themselves on my behalf in finding a wife, and, what is more important, pursuing the delicate inquiries which are part of a parent’s duty.”

John leaned back in his chair and laughed offensively.

“I am getting a glimmering of what is known as your mind,” he said. “You wish me to stand in loco parentis
 and discover whether the lady’s fortune is sufficiently substantial to make her worth your while?”

To his surprise the young man shook his head.

“The extent of her fortune doesn’t matter,” he said. “It is pretty sure to be a considerable one. In fact, I have every reason to believe that, even with the milking that it’s had, there remains enough to keep my young lady in comfort.”

“And my young lady’s young man,” said John sardonically. “Tell me what you mean by ‘milking’. Has somebody been robbing her?”

Julian rose, walked to the window, and looked gloomily down into Hanover Square, his hands in his pockets.

“I don’t know — it is all very odd. The old woman has bought her a place at Ascot — cost about five thousand. Naturally, I haven’t seen the deeds, so I don’t know whether it is bought on Marie’s account or the old lady’s.”

“Which old lady?”

Julian returned to his place by the desk, carefully extinguished his cigarette and replaced the holder before he went further.

“You probably have never heard about Mrs. Carawood?” And, as John shook his head: “You wouldn’t. She keeps a ladies’ mantle establishment — . in fact, she keeps a dozen, in various parts of London. Carawood’s Ladies’ Secondhand Mantle Stores.”

John nodded; he had seen the name.

“Nineteen years ago Mrs. Carawood was a nursemaid in the employ of the Countess Fioli, a widow who had a house at Bournemouth, and who was, I know, a member of a very noble family. The Countess Fioli died. I have been unable to trace any will whatever. The only thing that we are certain about — I have pursued a few inquiries already” — he said this a little apologetically— “is that soon after the child was left in her care Mrs. Carawood became a wealthy woman. Four years later she opened her first store, and thereafter added one to the other, until she now has a chain of shops throughout London, all of which bring in, I should imagine, a considerable sum of money.”

“Deplorable. And the child?”

“I must admit,” said the other reluctantly, “that she has looked after Marie very well. She sent her to a good preparatory school, and afterwards to the best collegiate school in England. In fact, she is devoted to Marie, or seems to be — and, by Jove! she ought to be devoted! She was obviously using the money left to this poor little girl of mine—”

“Why obviously?” interrupted John. “Quite a number of people with little capital have floated shops and created successful businesses. And let us get this right: is she engaged to you? I refer to the young lady about whom you are speaking so possessively.”

Julian hesitated.

“No, not exactly.”

“Why shouldn’t Mrs. Carawood have made money honestly? Lots of people do”

“Not this kind of woman.” Here Julian was definite. “She is almost illiterate; can just read and write, and you will understand her mentality better when I tell you that her favourite forms of literature are those twopenny novels which are issued weekly for the delectation of servant girls.”

There was an awkward pause here.

“What do you want me to do?” asked John at last. Julian was a little uncomfortable.

“I don’t quite know,” he confessed. “I want exact data, more exact than I have been able to get, as to the money — how it is invested—”

“In the business apparently,” said the other dryly.

“I want to be sure of that. Obviously, my dear fellow, I cannot afford to marry until I am sure that—”

“That she has enough to keep you.” John Morlay was brutal; he was also a little irritable. “I’m afraid your commission is out of my line.”

Julian shrugged his shoulders, rose, and took up his hat and gloves.

“I feared that might be the case,” he said. “But please do not misunderstand me. Marie is a lovely girl, and even if she were as poor as — as — well, as I am — it would make no difference to my affection. Only, it would be unfair to marry her unless I could keep her in the style and — you know what I mean.”

“Pure altruism — I know.”

John saw him out and was amused.

When he was alone he found it difficult to concentrate his mind upon the three bills of lading which had been occupying his attention that morning. An owner of a secondhand wardrobe store who bought beautiful little houses at Ascot excited the interest and suspicion of his commercial mind. Taking the telephone directory, he found Mrs. Carawood’s name against one — shop 47 Penton Street, Pimlico. Evidently this was her headquarters, for none other of the stores seemed to be connected. He had no engagements that night, and had arranged to go to Marlow on the morrow. But he had not the slightest intention of visiting Penton Street as he walked across Hanover Square towards St. George’s Church. For the life of him he could never account for the impulse which made him hail a taxicab and direct the driver to that quiet street in Pimlico where Mrs. Carawood had her head office.

It was a smaller shop than he had expected. The window, tastefully draped, held no more than three dresses to tempt the passerby. A shopgirl in neat black received him, and told him Mrs. Carawood was not at home.

“If your business is private,” she said, “I had better call, Herman.”

Before he could stop her she had passed round a wooden screen at the back of the shop, from which there presently emerged a tall, lank youth wearing a green-baize apron. His red hair was long and untidy, and a pair of steel-rimmed spectacles gave him an appearance of comic ferocity.

“Mrs. Carawood, sir? No, sir, she is not in. She’s gone down to Cheltenham to see m’lady.”

He said this with a certain pride and relish, lingering over the title as though he were loth to remove himself from the reflected glory of it.

John Morlay’s eyes had taken in the store. He now saw that it was impressively fitted. The walls were panelled with oak, it boasted a parquet floor, and most of the models hung in cases behind plate-glass. At one end of the store was a carved wooden partition, and towards this Herman was glancing from time to time, and at first John Morlay thought that the story of Mrs. Carawood’s absence from Town was a conventional fiction.

“Perhaps you’d like to come into the office, sir?” said the youth. He looked again towards the screen, and John realized that the boy had only been making up his mind to take this momentous step.

The “office” was a space behind the partition, and consisted of a desk, before which was a chair, and bookshelves. The lower of these contained what were evidently Mrs. Carawood’s account books, while on the upper were crowded hundreds of paper-covered volumes, which he realized at a glance were that peculiar brand of fiction which the owner favoured.

Herman found a second chair and invited the visitor to sit.

“Mrs. Carawood always goes down to Cheltenham just now — before term ends. She has to make arrangements about m’lady coming home.”

John smiled.

“By ‘my lady’ you mean the Countess Fioli?” he said.

Herman nodded vigorously.

“You’re a friend of hers, sir?”

“Well…” Jack hesitated; “I wouldn’t call myself that. I know the young lady slightly.”

Herman beamed.

“It’s the likes of that young lady,” he said, “who shows that old Fenner is wrong.”

“Who is Fenner?”

Jack was surprised at the cordiality of his reception, and only learned later that to Mrs. Carawood’s factotum a friend of “my lady’s” was something almost godlike.

“Fenner? Why, he’s a socialist.” Herman’s lip curled. “He’s a talker, and educated, and all that sort of thing.”

“Does he speak badly of my lady?” asked Morlay, secretly amused.

Herman shook his head.

“Not him! That’s the only good thing about Mr. Fenner, he runs down kings and lords, but he never says anything wrong of my lady.”

The unknown Fenner had his points, then.

The visitor turned the conversation towards Mrs. Carawood and her shops. She had, he learned, some five or six, and they were “doing well”. Also he discovered that she had left for Cheltenham that afternoon — Herman gave the exact hour of the train.

“Mrs. Carawood is a great reader?” asked John, his eyes on the shelf.

Herman smiled seraphically.

“Every one of them she’s read,” he said, and touched the tattered covers with a tender hand. “And every one I’ve heard!”

“You mean you’ve read?”

Herman shook his head.

“No, sir, I don’t read or write,” he said simply. “But after closing-hours Mrs. Carawood reads to me.”

“Does Mr. Fenner approve of that?” smiled John Morlay.

“It don’t matter whether he do or whether he don’t,” said Herman. “He says it puts ideas in me head, but that’s all right — what’s wrong with ideas?”

John Morlay walked slowly back towards Victoria, puzzled. And then he did a thing which was more inexplicable to himself: he called a taxi, drove to his flat, and, packing a suitcase, made his way to Paddington and caught the dinner train to Cheltenham. He had conceived a sudden desire to see Mrs. Carawood — or was it “my lady”?
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Mrs. Carawood passed under the familiar grey arch of Cheltenham Ladies’ College, turned to the left and towards the circular stone stairs.

The “crocs,” were beginning to arrive from the houses, long double lines of girls in blue, their flaming house colours worn in the shape of ties. She had passed the Cranmore croc. in the street, and had seen two senior girls bicycling to “Coll,” wearing the Mendip necktie, and they were at once invested with a special glamour, for Marie’s house was Mendip — the first house in the college for all field sports.

The college porter, hurrying past, recognized her.

“Good morning, Mrs. Carawood — have you seen her ladyship?”

“No, Mr. Bell.” The stocky, dark-faced woman almost smiled. “I came down by the late train yesterday. Is my lady well?”

Her voice had a Cockney twang to it; the college porter, who liked her, yet thought her “a bit common”, felt that, for all the respect due to a parent or guardian, he was dealing with a social equal, if no worse.

“She was all right when I saw her yesterday,” said the porter. “Are you taking her home?”

Mrs. Carawood shook her head.

“No,” she said, rather shortly, and went on her way.

At the top of the staircase a prefect, with the shield of office hanging like a medal from her blouse, showed her through a doorway and to a pine seat. She was in the gallery that surrounded Hall on three sides. At one end was a stage draped with heavy blue curtains. In the centre a table with a silver reading-desk and a bowl of flowers on top. An organ was playing softly, and already the girls were filing in, each going to her place until the floor-space and all the galleries were filled.

The visitor looked upon a sea of white blouses and neatly brushed heads. Last to enter were the seniors, sitting at the head of the congregation. A girl prefect came into Hall, whispered to a mistress, and went out. Mrs. Carawood’s eyes glowed at the sight of the slim figure until it had vanished from sight. Then, over her shoulder, she looked at the door.

Marie appeared, flushed and breathless, came silently to the pew, and sat down by the woman’s side. Their hands met in a clinging hug, and then cheek touched cheek for a moment. Through a door by the side of the platform came the senior prefect, prayer-book in hand, and behind her a majestic woman, in academic gown, her cap under her arm, a lady with a grave, rather tired face.

From the opposite gallery John Morlay watched the pair. He had been one of the first of the visitors to enter Hall, and had taken his place in the solitude fully a quarter of an hour before the first line of girls had filed in noiselessly to their places.

The woman he recognized as the visitor to the house at Ascot. She was in the region of fifty, swarthy of face and yet not unpleasant to look upon. There was something of the gipsy in the romantic Mrs. Carawood. Her black hair was untouched with grey, and at this distance, where the lines about her eyes were invisible, her face was singularly smooth.

The girl, when she came, rather took his breath away. He had retained a memory of a slim and pretty schoolgirl, but in the months which had passed since his first and only meeting with her, a subtle maturity showed. It would be, he thought, ridiculous to describe her as a woman; it would be equally absurd to speak of her as a child. Nature had modelled so delicately that figure and face were in some manner transformed. She had been boyishly slim, with a certain awkwardness of movement and gesture; he had been conscious of long limbs and an almost masculine grip of hand. There were harmony and grace in her movements now; the gaucherie of childhood had come to be a rhythm; the round, firm cheeks had delicate shadows.

All through the short service which followed her appearance his eyes did not leave her. When the golden head was bent in prayer and all other eyes were downcast, his were fixed upon these odd companions, the woman in her severe black dress, the girl in her white blouse. And the longer he looked the more revolting seemed the coldblooded scheme of Julian Lester. There was a new ugliness in the commission which this exquisite young man had offered. There and then John Morlay dissociated himself from his “client”.

After the simple service was over the two passed down the stairs together into the corridor; and then Mrs. Carawood became aware, even in the soft ecstasy which always filled her when she was in the girl’s presence, that a man was standing watching them, a tall, goodlooking man with a smile on his lips.

“The Countess Fioli, is it not?” he asked, hat in hand.

The girl stared at him for a moment and then laughed softly.

“Oh, I remember you — you are Mr. Morlay.”

John Morlay was staggered.

“Mr. Lester introduced you at Rumpelmeyer’s.”

The frown that had gathered on the woman’s face slowly disappeared, and John thought he detected a sigh of relief. They walked towards the porter’s gate together, and then, with a quick kiss and hug for her guardian, and a nodding smile to John Morlay, the girl passed through the doorway.

For a second there was silence, and then, looking at Mrs. Carawood, he saw her staring at the doorway through which Marie had vanished, and there was in her face so concentrated a devotion that even he was astounded. He saw a light in her eyes, a certain tenseness in her mien, which spoke eloquently of the emotion which even that brief interview had aroused.

“You are very fond of your little — friend?” said John softly.

With a start she turned to him.

“Fond of her?” Her voice was husky. “Why, I should think so! She’s like my own.”

“Soon she will be leaving school, won’t she?” Mrs. Carawood nodded.

“Next week,” she said. “She’s going into residence.”

There was almost a note of pomposity in this — an exaggerated self-consciousness.

“Rather young, isn’t she, to set up housekeeping at Ascot? Or is she going to Italy first?”

The woman’s eyes met his and he saw in them the dawn of suspicion.

“No,” she said shortly. And then, as if repenting of her brusqueness: “I don’t know what I shall do with her yet. She is very young.”

“Too young to marry,” stated rather than asked the other.

He was not exactly supporting his client’s case; but then, he did not regard Julian Lester in that light. He was ridiculously anxious to discover whether Mrs. Carawood favoured the suit of the elegant young man, and he had his answer when he saw the cloud in her face.

“Much too young,” she said emphatically. “Marie has no wish to leave me.”

There was no further excuse for lingering. With a lift of his hat he turned away, and she watched him from the entrance until he had turned a corner and was out of sight. Then she saw the porter.

“Who was that gentleman, Mr. Bell?” she asked. “The man who was talking to you?”

She nodded.

“He’s Mr. Morlay. He came down here two years ago over some fraud that had been worked in the staff. He is a sort of detective…”

Her trembling hand went up to her mouth; the dark face turned grey. The porter was speaking, yet she did not hear him.

“A detective!” Her heart beat painfully as her lips formed the words. “A detective!”

The wonder which was in John Morlay’s mind would have been intensified if he had been a witness of her agitation.
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He strolled down into the broad parade, with its avenue of elms and its pleasant shops, and pissed the morning looking into windows at objects he did not see, his mind completely occupied by a vision of beauty which had swept him off his feet. He had remembered in a dim way that the girl was pretty, but she was now at an age when the changing lights and colours of youth are focused to perfection. Women meant very little to him; if he was not wholly absorbed with his work and his sport, little had come into his life to divert him to the pleasanter paths.

“I was a fool to come here, and a fool to see her,” he said, and the faded old lady to whom he found himself addressing his remarks edged away in alarm.

John discovered that he had been sharing with her a view of a shop window entirely devoted to the more intimate garments of femininity.

All the way back to Town he was turning over the problem which Julian Lester had unconsciously set him. He was a shrewd judge of human nature, and if there was one thing more certain than another in his mind, it was that Mrs. Carawood was an honest woman. There was no reason in the world why the girl should have been left with any money at all. If a search had been made for the will of her late mother, it was equally certain that Julian would have made deeper investigations to discover the properties which had fallen into the hands of Mrs. Carawood.

It was late when he got back to Town. He had dined on the train, otherwise he would have dressed and gone out. Instead, he put on an old smoking-jacket and a pair of slippers and settled down with a book to pass the hours that separated him from bedtime.

But no book, however exciting, could have held his attention that night. Presently he put it down and began to get in order the possibilities of Mrs. Carawood’s conduct. So doing, there was a ring at the outer door, and his one manservant entered to announce the last person in the world John Morlay wished to see.

“Sorry to interrupt you, dear old man,” said Julian, as he came in with his mechanical smile, and he evidently felt an apology was necessary for his resplendent evening-dress. “I’ve been dining with the Weirs,” he said. “I called you up to ask you, but you were out. Your clock right? Ten, eh?”

He had laid his coat carefully on the end of the settee, and sat down as carefully in the most comfortable chair the room held.

“You went to Cheltenham, they tell me! Good egg! I thought from your deucedly unpleasant manner you weren’t going to take up this case.”

“My deucedly unpleasant manner betrayed the t rut h,” said Mr. Morlay, “because I’m not!”

Lester’s eyebrows rose.

“You aren’t helping me?” he asked in dismay.

“I will help you to this extent,” said John slowly. “Mrs. Carawood is, I am convinced, a perfectly honest woman. If Marie Fioli has any property, it is as safe in her hands as if it were in the Bank of England.”

Julian smiled.

“Really, my dear fellow, for a man with your vast experience of human nature—” he began.

“My vast experience of human nature,” interrupted his host, “has so far enabled me to detect a crook, male or female, whenever I have met them. If this woman isn’t an honest woman, then I’m greatly at fault.”

“Did you question her?” asked Julian.

John Morlay filled his pipe and grinned.

“Oh, surely! I put her to the torture, and she admitted she was honest! Of course I didn’t question her. I met her by accident. The accident was of my own devising.”

“Did you see Marie?” asked the other eagerly. “Yes,” John nodded, “I saw Marie.”

“What do you think of her?”

“I think she’s..,” he hesitated, “very, very sweet. Moreover, I think she’s much too good for you, Julian.”

Julian was not by any means disconcerted. All his life people had been rude to him.

“Very likely,” he said with a laugh. “Everybody’s too good for everybody, if it comes to that, my dear man. And, after all, John, I did not employ you to discover her superior spiritual qualities—”

“To be exact,” John interrupted him again, “you did not employ me at all. A whim took me to Cheltenham — I tell you I am not taking up the case.”

Julian sighed.

“Then I must get somebody else,” he said in aggrieved tones. “I really think you’ve treated me rather badly, John. People say you are so terribly clever in worming out other people’s secrets that I thought you’d jump at this job. If it is a question of fees—”

“It isn’t a question of fees at all,” said John; “it is a question of principle. I do not take that kind of case, in the first place — secondly, I do not spy upon young girls and their guardians. Why don’t you see Mrs. Carawood and ask her point-blank where the girl’s money is invested?”

“Because she’d tell me a lie — and her suspicions would be aroused. What an absurd question to ask me!”

“I suppose it is.” John pulled at his long upper lip thoughtfully.

“You won’t touch the case?”

“Not with a twenty-foot pole,” said the other emphatically, and Julian sighed again.

“If you were a lady’s man I should think you were in love with Marie,” he said banteringly.

“I’m not a lady’s man,” said John shortly, and opened the door for his visitor.
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There was one word which ran through Mrs. Carawood’s head day and night. A detective! She pondered the matter in the quiet of her pretty little room above the shop in Penton Street. The panic which the discovery evoked had not yet subsided, but she was capable of reasoning now. On one thing she was determined: this young man must be won to her side, must be a friend rather than a menace. How was this to be brought about?

He liked Marie. For one fleeting second she had seen the admiration in his eyes and sensed the straightness of the mind behind that mask of a face. And yet she knew that he had gone to Cheltenham especially to see Marie. Who had employed him? There were no living Fiolis to interest themselves in the girl. For one terrifying moment this thought had occurred to her.

If others could pay detectives to ferret out her secrets, might she not also pay to guard them? On the Monday her lawyer told her something about the house of Morlay, and spoke glowingly of John’s integrity and high principles. Such a man would not hound her to moral destruction. Suddenly her mind was made up. She would walk into the lion’s den and meet her danger halfway.

To say that John Morlay was astonished when her name was brought in to him would be to understate his emotions. He pushed aside the work on which he had been engaged and went halfway across the room to meet her.

“This is an unexpected pleasure, Mrs. Carawood,” he said.

Her lips were dry; for some time she could not speak.

“I’ve come — on business, Mr. Morlay,” she said jerkily.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” he laughed, as he pushed a chair towards her. “I only see unfortunate tradesfolk when they’ve been hopelessly swindled.”

She shook her head.

“I haven’t been swindled — I don’t think there’s anybody in the trade who could catch me,” she said.

From her tone he gathered she was satisfied with her business qualities.

“No, I wanted to see you about…”

She paused, and he sat waiting.

“About my lady.”

“The Countess Fioli?”

His interest quickened as she nodded.

“She’s in no kind of trouble, is she?”

“No, my lady knows nothing about business. It’s — it’s something else.”

He did not speak, and presently she went on.

“I’m my lady’s guardian — you probably know that. She was left to me by her mother when she was only a few weeks old.”

“You’re a widow, aren’t you?”

She nodded.

“That’s it; I’m a widow. I’ve got no man of my own I can trust; I can’t even tell my own lawyer what I want to tell you, Mr. Morlay. Just now I feel the need of a man’s help.”

She paused again. Her scheme, which had seemed so fine before she had left her house, was becoming a lame, unconvincing thing.

“I want somebody to watch her interests,” she said rapidly. “Somebody I can turn to when there’s any trouble coming along. I wonder if you would help me?”

He was staggered by the proposal. The last thing in the world he expected or desired was the post of deputy-guardian to the Countess Marie Fioli.

“I don’t quite understand what you mean, Mrs. Carawood,” he said. “Perhaps I am a little dense—”

“No, you’re not dense, you understand all right,” she said doggedly. “If other people can employ you to make inquiries about her—”

“Nobody has employed me to make inquiries about Marie,” he interrupted. “I certainly was curious, having heard so much about her.”

She knew instinctively that he was quibbling, and guessed, with her quick native wit, that such employment had been offered him, and that he had refused it.

“I put it badly, I suppose. I’m not an educated woman,” she said a little helplessly. “But I don’t see that I’m asking you anything that a gentleman could not do. Perhaps I’m mad, but I want a protector for her. I can pay, Mr. Morlay; I am not a poor woman.”

John Morlay leaned back in his chair, watching her.

“I think I understand now,” he said. “You wish me to act in a protective capacity. It is not unusual for rich people to employ detectives for that purpose, but unfortunately I am not that kind of detective.”

Her saw her face fall, and went on:

“I should be honoured and proud to act in an honorary capacity if you would allow me, and if it would not be distasteful to your young lady.”

“That means you will help, but you don’t want paying?” she asked eagerly.

“That is just what it means,” he smiled, but she shook her head.

“I want it to be a business arrangement. I can’t let you do it for nothing,” she said. “I shouldn’t feel that I had a—”

She hesitated, seeking a delicate expression.

“A hold on me?” he helped her. “But how do you think your lady would like the idea of having a paid friend?”

That view had not occurred to her, and for a moment she was taken back.

“Marie wouldn’t mind,” she said, “if it pleased me. Will you do this for me 3”

It was a wild, lunatic idea, and one which, in his calmer moments, he would have rejected without a second’s thought. But Mrs. Carawood’s urgency disturbed his judgment. He hesitated for a second, and then:

“I will do anything I can,” he said. “Now tell me just what my duties will be.”

On this the woman’s mind was made up.

“She’ll be living at Ascot for a few months — I’ve bought a house for her. I don’t expect you to live there, but she won’t be at Ascot all the time, and I want you to go around with her when she’s in London. I don’t know exactly what will happen, but I’ve a feeling here” — she pressed her big hand on her breast— “that there is trouble coming for Marie — and for me. And I want somebody I can rely upon to be there to help me meet it when it comes.”

It was an amazing proposal; little less than that he should give up his time to chaperoning a young lady with whom he was only slightly acquainted. All that was sane in him rose in revolt at the preposterous suggestion. Then, to his own astonishment, he heard himself agreeing to this fantastical scheme, and realized that he found pleasure in the prospect.

All the way back to her store Mrs. Carawood was rehearsing almost word for word the interview that she had had. She herself had some glimmer of doubt; but for the moment she was elated that she had countered the peril of discovery, and had brought to her side as an ally one who, she knew instinctively, might well be the most dangerous opponent.

When she reached Penton Street she found the inevitable Mr. Fenner engaged in the inevitable argument with her assistant.

Mr. Fenner was a carpenter with anarchistic leanings; a dapper man, whose hair was neatly parted so that it fell over his forehead like a brown wave breaking upon a barren shore. He had the voice of a public orator and a manner of gloom. He was a loather of aristocracy and a lover of the proletariat, though there were members of his party who took leave to doubt his sincerity. Every evening, when his work was done, excepting on those occasions when the demands of the toiling masses claimed his presence on open-air platforms, it was Mr. Fenner’s practice to call at Penton Street. There were excuses enough for his presence. His skilful hands had laid the parquet flooring and covered the bare walls with panelling. He would have refused all payment for his work, but that Mrs. Carawood was firm on the point, even going to the length of ordering him to leave her shop.

“Good evening, Mrs. Carawood,” said Fenner “It’s a pity you didn’t come before. I was just giving Herman my views on the capitalistic classes.”

“Leave Herman alone,” said Mrs. Carawood.

“And if it comes to capitalists, Fenner, you were telling me last week that you had six hundred pounds saved in the bank.”

“That’s not capital, that’s savings,” said Mr. Fenner calmly. “It’s wrung from the tyrants with the sweat of me brow.”

“Uh, huh!” Herman had a sepulchral laugh. Mr. Fenner turned his pained eyes on the scoffer, but made no retort.
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John Morlay, the day following that on which he had received his appointment, came to the shop after business hours, and would have turned away, but that he saw a gleam of light through a gap in the blinds. His ring was answered immediately, and, in the surprise of his arrival, Mrs. Carawood did not put away the book from which she had been reading. He remembered only then Julian Lester’s contemptuous reference to her weakness, and a glance at the title confirmed in part the story of her literary taste.

In some confusion she snatched the book from the table and thrust it among the papers on the shelf.

“You’re a great reader, Mrs. Carawood?”

“Why, yes, I am,” she said, “but not the kind of books you’d read, Mr. Morlay.”

“I don’t know that I’m any wiser for that,” he smiled. “There was a time when I was rather keen on bloodcurdling romances.”

“Did you grow out of it?” she asked, so naively that he could have laughed.

“I don’t think one ever grows out of a love of adventure,” he said.

He had come on no particular errand, unless it was (and this he would never confess to himself) a desire to hear more about Marie. But he was diffident of raising the subject, nor did she help him. Herman disappeared into the kitchen and came back with a teatray. Mrs. Carawood drank tea at all hours, she said apologetically, and this was one of John’s pet weaknesses also. Presently he arrived, rather directly, at the real object of his visit.

“I’ve been wondering, Mrs. Carawood, if you have any plans for your young lady’s future?”

She shook her head, and at that moment her face became troubled.

“No — it is worrying me a little,” she said. “I suppose m’lady ought to do something. It isn’t good to be idle. She’s a wonderful writer; perhaps she’ll make a book.”

“I sincerely trust she won’t,” he laughed. “You mean write a book?”

She flushed and nodded, and he hated himself for the joke that had brought a little hurt to her. She was very sensitive about her lack of education — a small but natural vanity that was a little pathetic. It took a long time before he could lure her to talk about the girl, and then he learned of Marie’s childhood, of her phenomenal intelligence, and of the beauty that had made old ladies and gentlemen turn in the street and ask whose child she was.

“She had a perambulator that cost twenty pounds,” said Mrs. Carawood proudly, “all lined with real Russian leather, with a little hood over the top. It was lined with pink because she was a girl and because…”

She talked on and on and on, and John listened without any slackening of interest. He felt that he could not know too much about this radiant creature who had come into his life with such dramatic unexpectedness.

“Are you married, Mr. Morlay?” she asked suddenly.

“No, I’m not. Is that a disadvantage?”

She was looking at him steadily.

“You’re a gentleman, of course — I trust you,” she said. “Perhaps people will say I’m foolish to bring Marie into the company of a young man like you, but she’s very young, and you are a gentleman.”

“That’s the danger,” he said flippantly.

This challenge of hers brought him face to face with a truth which he had studiously avoided looking upon.

“I suppose you mean, Mrs. Carawood, that you don’t want me to fall in love with the Countess Fioli?” He put the question jestingly, yet, try as he did, he could not find any amusement in the idea. “Well, I promise you this: if I do, I shall come along and tell you about it before I tell her.”

“It’s natural people should fall in love with her,” she nodded. “I don’t mind that a bit. Only—”

“Only you have a big responsibility. I quite appreciate that, and I’ll promise you that, even if I fall head over heels in love, I shall remember that she is — um — a client.”

Mrs. Carawood sighed deeply. This was the one thing she had intended saying when she had come to him, the one thing she did not have the courage to put into words lest she offended the man who, she felt, was best qualified to stand as Marie’s friend in the hour of her need.

John Morlay went back to his rooms uneasy in mind. In the space of a few days the whole tenor of his life had been changed, his directions re-angled. He felt that Fate had spun the wheel a little unfairly without consulting him, and this he resented, but not for long. For his prow was set to the bright light on the rim of the horizon, which was Marie Fioli.
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Cheltenham lay behind Marie and there was a little pang in her heart, and a natural inclination towards tears, as that vital phase of her life receded with every revolution of the carriage wheels.

It was a different homecoming from the riotous end-of-term journey to Town, and she felt depressed, not because of the life she had left behind, but of that which lay ahead.

She sat alone in a corner of a first-class carriage, a bundle of newspapers by her side, and with no inclination to read the events of the previous day, or to ponder upon the beautiful ladies whose portraits and poses filled the illustrated pages of the weeklies.

As the train was running into Gloucester she took a letter from her bag and read it, half smiling, half frowning, at its unusual contents. John Morlay she remembered well enough. He was a type of man not likely to fade from the mind of susceptible girlhood. She had remembered him after that brief introduction in a crowded teashop. She remembered him more distinctly by reason of his fugitive appearance in Hall. She had wondered what had brought him there, and the letter partly explained.


Dear Countess Marie
 [it ran],


I have to break to you a piece of news (if Mrs. Carawood has not already broken it more gently than I can) which will either annoy or amuse you. I have received, with great satisfaction and no little trepidation, the appointment of guardian angel, escort, and official friend of the family, to your ladyship. I don’t think it is right to say “your ladyship”, because in England we very boorishly deny that courtesy to the foreign aristocracy, and I only employ the term to advertise my humility and sense of unworthiness.



I am to meet you at Paddington on your arrival, and I shall be hovering about you like an unquiet spirit during your stay at Ascot. Whither thou goest I shall go — within reasonable limits. The prospect may seem a little distressing to you, but I am the type of guardian angel who knows his place. I hope I am not going to be an awful nuisance, and I am depending upon you to tell me if I am ever in the way. I will chaperon, you to parties — being a staid and middle-aged man; I will, if necessary, and partners being deficient, which is extremely unlikely, dance with you, and to this end I am practising myself a new and perfectly ridiculous step in the secrecy of my office. You may imagine me, behind locked doors, pirouetting with a chair, to the scandal of such of my faithful servants as observe my gyrations through the keyhole.



Let me also break it to you that I am a detective; and lest you be thrilled as well as startled, I will add with haste that I do not arrest people, am not interested in murders, robberies (except of a peculiar type), or deeds of violence. I am a commercial detective with a passion for mathematical formula, and my chief assistants, alas! no Baker Street doctor, but the multiplication-table and the rules of simple addition.



Mrs. Carawood thinks you ought to have a man to look after you, and has engaged me for the pleasant task. I am in a sense a hired servant. You may therefore call me John, as you would call your footman, but you need not call me Mr. Morlay, as though I were your butler. Of one thing you may be certain — that I shall not pry into your guilty past, nor examine your fingerprints, nor connect you in any way with the unsolved mysteries of years gone by.



Sincerely yours,



John Morlay.


She had read the letter many times. It amused her, as he intended it should, but it had not alarmed her. She knew something of Mrs. Carawood’s peculiar nervousness where she was concerned. And John Morlay was rather nice. He was more than rather nice, he was very nice. He was rather goodlooking too. Marie wondered whether, in the manner of other girls whose romances had been confided to her, she would fall in love with her guardian.

When the train drew into Paddington Marie’s carriage stopped immediately opposite the place where John was standing. It had been raining, and he wore a short trench-coat that reached to his knees, and looked immensely tall.

“Here I am, on duty, and feeling very foolish,” he greeted her as he took her hand with a little chuckle. “I’ve never felt quite so important in my life and never quite so self-conscious. In fact” — he looked down at her laughing face with great solemnity— “the only way I could bring myself to my duty was to pretend that you were a box of gold consigned to the Bank of England and on which the thieves in London had designs. The carriage waits, my lady,” he added gravely, and her joyous laughter rubbed the last touch of nervousness from him.

“You have begun rather well, Mr. Morlay — or are you John?”

“John for the nonce,” he said. “Butlers do not wait at railway stations. Shall I drive you straight to Pimlico, or would you like some tea?”

“I was going to suggest tea. I am a great eleven-o’clocker,” she said. “We collegians had privileges.”

She did not tell him that it was the privilege of drinking milk at eleven, but he knew that.

The car carried them to Hyde Park, where a refreshment kiosk had just opened, and they had their noonings under a big green tree.

“You’re a great friend of Mrs. Carawood’s, aren’t you?” she asked.

“We are like brother and sister,” said John solemnly.

“But seriously, you must be, or she would never have trusted me with you.”

“I think she’s a pretty good judge of character,” said John, with a complacency that made her smile. “Honestly, Contessa—”

“Will you regard me as a parlourmaid and call me Marie?” she asked soberly. “They called me Moggy at school, but I don’t think we’ve known each other long enough for that.”

He shook his head.

“Marie let it be. And John I shall be. There is a Biblical touch about John which must appeal to a young student of divinity. And I’m sure you are a student of divinity — I have never met anybody who looked more like one.”

In spite of the badinage it had been a nervous business for John. He was surprised at himself. In all the years of his life he had never been guilty of such flippancy. He remembered a staid and middle-aged City merchant who, when the Armistice had been proclaimed, had stood on his head before the Royal Exchange, and he felt rather as that gentleman must have felt when the enormity of his conduct was brought home to him. He told her about this acrobatic gentleman and she nodded.

“I feel like that now,” she said. “The world is so terribly real, and there are so many things to be frightened at, that I can’t realize that a week ago today at this very minute I was engaged in writing an essay upon William the Silent! It isn’t an exact parallel,” she went on quickly, “except that everything, including myself, is so unreal — but you are the most unreal of all!”

“Do you know Julian Lester?”

She looked at him quickly.

“Yes — why? Of course I know Julian Lester,” she scoffed. “He introduced you to me. He is a cousin or something of a girl-friend of mine, and he is rather nice. Don’t you think so?”

“Very,” said John, without enthusiasm. “Does he write to you?”

If he had thought a moment he would never have dared to ask the question. He saw the big violet eyes open in surprise.

“Yes, of course he does.” And then, with just a hint of coldness that made him wriggle: “Are you being Friend John or Detective Morlay?”

“I am asking you in my capacity of inquisitive busybody,” he said gravely. “You see, Marie, I’ve got to know who are your friends and who aren’t; otherwise, I shall be hitting the wrong man on the head with the large club which I am purchasing for the purpose and which I shall carry about over my shoulder from this day henceforth.”

She was really beautiful, he thought. He had had no idea how lovely she was. The sunlight belonged to her; the zephyrs of summer were one with her joyous soul. He had never yet met her type, though he had seen many fair women in northern Italy who approached her colouring. For the next quarter of an hour he was content to sit in silence, listening to the growing volume of college gossip. She was full of her school, of this mistress and that, of dormitory adventures, and those important happenings which make up school life. It was with the greatest reluctance that he paid the bill and escorted her back to the car.

And then, as they came nearer to Penton Street, he noticed that she grew quieter, and a more serious note was in her voice.

“Do you really know Nanny very well?”

“Mrs. Carawood? No, I don’t know her very well. I met her first on the day I came to Cheltenham.”

The girl sighed.

“She’s a dear, and she’s been wonderful to me! Do you know, Mr. — John — I sometimes think that I am not so rich as people imagine me to be.”

“What makes you say that?”

She shook her head.

“I don’t know,” she said vaguely. “Only once or twice Julian has told me — not exactly told me, you understand, but hinted — that I’m awfully rich. He gave me some advice about investments, and of course I know nothing about them. And then he suggested I should ask Nanny whether any of my money was in stocks — I forget the name of them.”

“But why don’t you think you’re rich?”

“Because Nanny would have told me,” said the girl quietly. “My own belief is that I have not a lira! And that all the good times I’ve had she has given me because she loves me.”

Her voice shook a little, and John was silent.

“Does that worry you very much — being poor, I mean?”

She shook her head.

“Only in one way. I should like to have done something for her. She has worked so hard. This villa at Ascot is the maddest extravagance, but I dare not tell her so. I feel that if it were not for me she could sell her silly old shops and do no more work for the rest of her life.”

“Did you suggest that to her?”

“Only once,” admitted Marie; “and I think she was a wee bit hurt. I don’t know why. I suppose it would make a big difference to me if I weren’t rich.”

“A very big difference,” said John, and his tone was so emphatic that she looked round at him in surprise.

There was reason enough; for the first time in his life John Morlay was blushing.
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Mrs. Carawood was an enigma, even to her business associates. Penton Street, although it was her headquarters, was by no means the best of her stores. She had an establishment near Hanover Square and another in Upper Regent Street and others in every important suburb of London.

She had started as a secondhand wardrobe dealer, but, except at one branch, that trade was a thing of the past with her. She catered for what they call in America the “Miss”, and had as her principal clients thousands of working girls who, through the Carawood Stores, were able to dress fashionably at less than a quarter of the cost of their more affluent sisters. No style ever came into the West End that was not instantly repeated in Mrs. Carawood’s stores. A sixteen-guinea party frock that lured shoppers in the region of Bond Street was available at three pounds, and even less, in Brixton. She had specialized in this class of client, and she made handsome profits and no bad debts. Having discovered her clientèle, she wisely refused to cater for an older generation.

The wholesalers knew her as a buyer who drove a hard bargain. Her assistant-managers knew her as one who scrutinized books with extraordinary rapidity and accepted no excuses. Nobody really knew her; even those who remembered her opening her first shop, identifying themselves with, and taking credit for, her subsequent success, could furnish no details about her life or her private personality.

She lived over her shop in Penton Street, though she might have enjoyed any of the luxuries which flatland has to offer. She was a great reader of exciting books and of those newspapers which offer the most lurid details of contemporary crime. There was that streak of romance in her which found no other expression. She was, as the boy Herman knew, a great dreamer, and would sit for hours at her desk in a sort of rapt trance, her lips moving to frame the words which only her mind heard. Herman, on such occasions, never interrupted her.

To this lank boy she was the very goddess of wisdom; he credited her with a genius which had no counterpart in history.

There was no time for dreaming now that Marie was back. Mrs. Carawood’s schemes, the autumn fashions for misses, even the problem of the Lewisham branch, the profits of which had seriously fallen with the advent of a new manageress, were now matters of no importance.

The engagement of John Morlay had to be excused, but Marie made that easy.

“It’s a grand idea,” she said solemnly. “Would that other parents and guardians followed your shining example, Nanny!”

“He’s a gentleman, and I trust him,” said Mrs. Carawood, “and it gives me a feeling of comfort to know I can call upon him if…” She hesitated.

“Darling, if what?” smiled the girl. “If men desperate with love carry me off, or if bandits hold me to ransom?”

She saw a look in the woman’s face which made her change her tone.

“Nobody is likely to — to be unpleasant to me, are they, Nanny?”

“No,” said Mrs. Carawood shortly.

“I haven’t a wicked enemy, or a long-lost uncle, or anything like that, have I?” bantered the girl. Mrs. Carawood’s face went a dusky red.

“No, my lady, of course not,” she said loudly. “Who put that idea in your head?”

“Nobody — I’m joking. Honestly, I don’t mind Mr. Morlay; he’s very nice — much nicer than Julian. Julian is very charming and silky, but he lacks something. In my sweet, girlish innocence I don’t exactly know what it is, but I think it’s the something we used to call ‘pep’ at college. It’s very comforting to have a man like John Morlay around, a sort of father, brother, and kind uncle all rolled into one.”

There was a long pause.

“Nanny, what was my father like?”

Mrs. Carawood started.

“Your father, my dear?”. Her voice had grown husky. “Why — what a question to ask!”

Marie laughed softly.

“It’s not unnatural, is it? I meant to ask you that last term. Have you got a photograph of him?”

Mrs. Carawood shook her head.

“No, I never saw him — he died before you were born, before I went to your dear mother’s house.”

Marie leaned over the back of a chair, looking out into sunlit Penton Street.

“I wonder what he was like,” she mused. “I know it’s unnatural of the modern child to wonder such things about their fathers, but I’ve discovered, Nanny, there’s a streak of the Victorian in me.”

The term puzzled Mrs. Carawood, and the girl explained.

“Queen Victoria was a good woman,” said Mrs. Carawood, so sedately that Marie laughed.

“You’re Victorian too — let’s wear poke bonnets and go shopping!”

Then she came back to the subject of her father.

“It’s queer to think that he may not have been able to speak English,” she said. “Was he a Roman? I hope he was! I have been trying to picture what my ancestral home was like. It must have been a very cool, dark and gloomy casa
 , with stucco crumbling and all the rooms a little damp in the winter, and millions of coats of arms everywhere!”

“It was probably bigger than your little house at Ascot,” said Mrs. Carawood.

She was distressed about something. The girl’s instinct told her that behind the bright smile was a quiver of pain, and she was instantly penitent. If the truth be told, it was very rarely indeed that Marie Fioli ever gave a thought to her ancient family and their departed glories. She was very much a child of her generation, and her interests were normally modern.

Mrs. Carawood had an architect’s drawing of the house at Ascot, and a little portfolio full of pages torn from illustrated catalogues which gave a fair idea of the furniture she had acquired for its embellishment.

Marie knew nothing of her guardian’s reputation for reticence, or she might have realized how very little she herself knew about Mrs. Carawood. The woman never spoke of her business activities, of the stores, of her early struggles, of profits or losses, or the worries incidental to the management of a chain of shops. Mrs. Carawood’s desk behind the screen was always a model of neatness. The drawers, as Marie discovered when she went in search of notepaper, were locked. Never once had she discussed the girl’s own affairs, or given her the slightest hint as to her financial position.

Marie had all the money she required, a separate banking-account, into which Mrs. Carawood paid a respectable sum every month.

Her attitude towards Marie was unfailingly affectionate. Only rarely did she become the servant and address the girl as “M’lady”, with a certain pomposity which would, in other circumstances, have been amusing. Only once had Mrs. Carawood shown any sign of anger or disapproval, and it was so unique an experience that Marie was shocked. It was the evening of the day she had returned from Cheltenham. She had spent the afternoon shopping with her guardian, and had returned to the shop to spend the evening. The inevitable Herman, who slept on the premises, had been packed off to the pictures by his employer, and they were alone in the house together.

Mrs. Carawood had gone upstairs to Marie’s room to unpack her boxes and review her wardrobe, and Marie, left to her own devices, had been writing letters to the friends she had left behind at Cheltenham. She heard a bell ring and went to the side door, although Mrs. Carawood had specifically warned her that in such an event she was to be called.

There was no light in the hall, and after a vain attempt to find the switch she opened the door. A man was standing there.

“Is that you, Mrs. Carawood?” he asked in a low voice. “He left this tonight, and said he wanted an answer in the morning. I’ll call about eight.”

“I’m not Mrs. Carawood,” said Marie, “but I’ll give her the message.”

The man was taken aback for a moment.

“All right; be sure to give it to her, miss, and tell her what I said.”

She closed the door and took the envelope into the sittingroom. It was addressed in an illiterate hand to “Mrs. Hoad”, and in one corner was written the word “Urjent
 ”.

Mrs. Hoad? The man had evidently made a mistake. She went to the door and looked up and down the street, but he had disappeared. Perhaps there was an address inside. She looked at the letter irresolutely, and her finger was under the gummy flap when she heard a gasp and turned to meet the startled eyes of Mrs. Carawood.

“What’s that?” asked the woman sharply.

She snatched the letter from Marie’s hand, took one glance at the inscription, and stuffed the envelope into the pocket of her dress.

“Don’t open letters, Marie — never do it again.”

Her voice was harsh, almost threatening.

She turned without a word and walked out of the room.
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Inspector Pickles was a notorious dropper-in. Socially he was the world’s least success. He never kept an appointment, even with his superiors. If he happened to be anywhere in the neighbourhood of a man on whom he had promised to call, he dropped in, usually at the most inconvenient moment.

That was not the case when he strolled into John Morlay’s sittingroom one evening and found Mr. Morlay studying an Almanach de Gotha
 . Peas threw a contemptuous eye upon the little book, which contains a complete record of Continental nobility, drew up a chair, put his hat on the ground, and sat down.

“There’s no sense in studying form,” he said. “If you want to know what’s going to win the Royal Hunt Cup I’ll tell you — I had it from the owner. It was tried last week — a certainty.”

Peas had one weakness: he was a follower of erratic and temperamental racehorses. The weakness was more moral than financial, for he was a shrewd judge of a horse, and made a comfortable income despite the rules and regulations which forbid police officers to bet on racehorses.

“This is a book of human form,” said John, closing the volume, the Almanach de Gotha
 .

“Personally, I believe in Old Moore. He’s a bit wrong sometimes in his predictions, but I’ve never known him to be a minute out with the changing of the moon.”

Uninvited, he helped himself to a cigarette. “That fellow was nearly caught last night.”

“Which fellow’s this?” asked John, filling his pipe.

The fellow the newspapers call the Lone Cat — these newspapers have got some blood-and-thunder ideas, haven’t they?”

“Oh, the burglar? There’s probably a dozen of them operating.”

Peas shook his head.

“There can only be three. One of them’s inside and another’s in hospital. We’ve got rid of all the other possibilities by the process of elimination.”

“A grand expression,” said John.

Peas blew four smokerings in rapid succession.

“It may be a woman,” he said. “That would give the newspapers something to howl about — the Lone She-Cat.”

“Why do you think it’s a woman?” asked John curiously.

“He was nearly caught by the night watchman at Cratcher’s in Bond Street,” explained Peas. “The watchman was hiding, keeping him under observation, and when he jumped out unexpectedly and tried to grab the fellow, he screamed.”

“Men scream.”

Peas nodded.

“That’s what I said. But the watchman swears he had some sort of perfume on him.”

“Men have perfume,” insisted John, and again Peas nodded.

“That’s what I said,” he repeated. “In fact, I said everything you’ve said or are likely to say. Anyway, the fellow got away — slid down a drainpipe. They thought he’d been disturbed without taking anything, but this morning they found that a showcase had been forced and a big, square sapphire taken.”

“That’s the end of that,” said John, and Peas sighed heavily.

“The public don’t understand,” he explained. “They knew I’m on the job, and they must realize that if anybody could catch him I am the man. But what happens? There’s articles in newspapers saying, What are the police doing?’ They’re printing lists of burglaries and the money the burglars have got away with. They’re unsolved mysteries, according to the Press, but what’s the truth? A man busts a shop in Bond Street today; you hear no more about him, but in three months’ time he’s pinched in Liverpool, gets a stretch, and nobody knows anything about it.”

“What about the woman?” asked John.

Peas looked at him thoughtfully, pursed his lips as though he were indulging in an inaudible whistle, and then, most unexpectedly:

“Do you know Mrs. Carawood?”

John Morlay’s eyes opened wide in astonishment.

“Mrs. Carawood? Yes. She’s — well, in a sense she’s a client of mine.”

Peas nodded.

“Pretty rich woman, isn’t she? I should imagine so.”

John laughed.

“You don’t suppose she is the cat-burglar?”

To his surprise, the other man did not reject the suggestion.

“The point is, she’s got a lot of money — more money than you can make out of the old-clothes business. She’s got a sideline, and I’d like to know what it is.”

“What sort of a sideline do you suggest, if you reject the burglary theory?” asked John sarcastically.

“She goes to Antwerp about twice a year. That’s a queer place for a wardrobe lady! On the other hand, it’s not a queer place for anybody who’s selling stones—”

“Rubbish!” John interrupted indignantly. “I don’t know whether she goes to Antwerp br not, but if she does I am perfectly sure there’s a good reason for it. It’s a preposterous idea.”

“It’s not even an idea,” said Peas oracularly; “it’s merely a tentative inquiry into a possibility. A word thrown out, as it were — a question. Ever noticed a question-mark? It’s a hook — you throw it out and you get something back. That’s one of my own brainwaves. I’ve often thought of writing to the newspapers about it.”

“They’d be delighted,” said John, but sarcasm was wasted on Inspector Pickles.

“I’m a man of very considerable experience,” he said. “I doubt if there’s anybody at the Yard who knows quite as much about what I might term the inside of crime as I do. The worst matter I ever handled was a frightened little blonde girl, all timid and modest and blushing. She poisoned her brother, and got away with it; she poisoned her husband, and got away with it. If I’d been on the job a little earlier there’d have been less competition in the peroxide market but unfortunately they left the case in the hands of my so-called superior. She’s now married to a rich Argentine, and does a lot of good work for the Young Women’s Christian Association. That’s life.”

“What is?” asked John tartly.

“Everything,” said Peas.

He walked to the wall and examined one of his host’s pictures.

“Oil painting, and probably done by hand,” he said.

He had said it forty or fifty times before. It was, as Morlay knew, his way of saying nothing. Presently he turned.

“This Carawood has got a string of stores through London. She lives very simply, as far as I can find out, with an illiterate boy she’s sort of adopted. How did she come to get the Countess Fioli?”

“What do you mean—’come to get’?” asked John irritably. “She’s the young lady’s guardian; she was left in charge of her on the mother’s death.”

Again Peas pursed his lips.

“It’s no business of mine,” he said, “but it’s all very odd and unusual. I like the young lady. I’ve seen her twice or three times — in fact, I saw you pick her up at Paddington — by which I do not mean ‘pick up’ in the common or colloquial sense. She’s got a house at Ascot that cost a bit of money to buy, and will cost a bit more money to run.”

And then, in a way which was peculiar to Peas, he switched back to an impersonal discussion of the cat-burglar.

“Ordinarily, cat-burglars do not alarm or disturb Scotland Yard; but what does irritate and distress them is the appearance of any unusual criminal in London — unusual in the sense that he cannot be identified or even associated with the known masters of his craft.”

There was a certain sameness about the methods of this new man which enabled the police to associate one crime with another. His methods were unusual: he had neither lookout nor confederate, and invariably used a key where other men would have used a jemmy.

“Have you any kind of clue at all?” asked John.

Peas nodded.

“I’ve got one, and I’m working on it, but I’ve not put it on paper for other people to pinch the credit of it. If I’m right, the thing is so simple that nobody will guess how the criminal works until I step into the box and tell the tale. When I say ‘simple’ I mean ‘elementary’.”

He smiled, and Peas so rarely smiled that John Morlay stared at him in amazement.

“This bird doesn’t climb, believe me! ‘Cat-burglar’ is an honorary degree.”

Then abruptly he turned the conversation again. “Are you going to the party?”

“Which party!” asked John.

“The house-warming at Ascot. You’ll be invited.”

“How on earth do you know!”

“I know everything,” said Peas.

John was busy the next morning. He had received by telephone a tentative suggestion that he should go with Mrs. Carawood and the girl to Ascot, and was staggered when he learned that the house-warming party had not been a figment of Peas’ imagination. It was to be on the Saturday before Ascot week. Marie was going into residence right away. He made an appointment with her; she had some shopping to do on the following morning, and he spent a rather wearisome forenoon standing in the background whilst Mrs. Carawood and Marie bought china and plate and silver and the oddments which go to the making up of a well-ordered house.

He could not help noticing that expense was no object to Mrs. Carawood. She never quibbled about a price; the purchases she made were on the side of extravagance.

To his annoyance, Julian turned up, having trailed them from shop to shop. He had been, he said, to see his publisher. John remembered vaguely that he was writing a book on some mysterious subject, and had been so engaged for as long as he could remember.

If John Morlay was ill at ease on the shopping expedition, Julian was very much at home. He was a little precious; there was in him a touch of femininity which made the selection of beautiful things a real pleasure to him. John Morlay retreated further and further into the background, and finally took his leave in a huff, and was hurt when the girl made no attempt to persuade him to go on to lunch.

He himself lunched at a little club off St. James’s Street, and by a coincidence found himself sitting at the same table as the very publisher Julian had interviewed that morning.

“Did Julian find those people? He was using my office telephone for half an hour this morning, and finally got ’em through your office. That fellow’s an infernal nuisance.”

“I’m inclined to agree with you,” said John, and then, remembering the book: “You have the privilege of issuing that stout volume of his t”

The publisher smiled.

“I’m not so sure that it will be a stout volume. It isn’t even a slim one yet. He’s a little bit too precious, is Julian — he has a passion for data, which he has spent years in collecting. He’ll never get back a tenth of the money he has spent on it.”

“What is it about the art of dressing?”

“I’m blessed if I know what it’s about,” was the surprising confession. “It started by being a History of English Castles. The last time I heard of it he was concentrating on dungeons, and showed an inclination to wander off into an authoritative volume on penal establishments. He promised me the book four years ago, and I haven’t seen a page — he’s so infernally secretive about it. Happily, he doesn’t want any money, and there’s no reason in the world why he should.”

“He’s a poor man, isn’t he?” asked John curiously, and to his surprise the publisher shook his head.

“He’s a very rich man — and he’s as mean as he’s rich. I honestly believe he only uses my office because he can get free telephone calls. He was in there about two months ago, when the American market broke. That’s why I know that he’s a rich man, because he couldn’t lose thirty thousand pounds in one day and still go on as if nothing had happened, if he weren’t rich. And he’s not only rich, but he wants to be richer. He’s going to marry some terrible swell with money — at least, he dropped a hint to that effect. Do you know who it is?”

“I know one terrible swell he isn’t going to marry,” said John grimly.

He had evidence of Julian’s meanness on the Saturday week, when that elegant man called him up and asked him if he could drive him to Ascot. To do Julian justice, he made no secret of his thrift. Whilst they were driving down, he explained why he had begged a ride. He had engaged his chauffeur at a remarkably low wage on the understanding that he was not to be called upon to do Saturday or Sunday work.

“If I take him down to Ascot it would cost me the best part of two pounds,” he said, “to sap nothing of petrol, oil, and wear and tear.”

“You mean devil!” breathed John.

“Don’t be absurd, my dear fellow. If you have a passion for throwing things away, pick up a few pebbles, preferably somebody else’s pebbles, and throw them. Why throw money? A pound ought to earn its keep, and if it doesn’t it has lost its raison d’être
 . You don’t mind driving me down; it costs you not a cent extra, and you are, so to speak, helping forward the cause of economy. If I didn’t save on little things I shouldn’t be able to offer professional people like yourself big fees for your services. I could not afford to have prepared this inimitable volume.”

“About dungeons?” suggested John.

Julian smiled.

“You’ve been talking to Kent, who is a man entirely without reticence. No, it’s not on dungeons, but I think you’ll find it fascinating. Kent tells me it will not make any
 money for me — he is never tired of rubbing in that ghastly fact — but it will immortalize me. My name will probably live in history.”

“You would achieve the same result if you got yourself hanged for a picturesque murder,” said John.

Julian shook his head, accepting the suggestion in all seriousness.

“I don’t know anybody well enough to murder,” he said.

They waited some time for the level-crossing gates at Sunningdale to open. Julian came back to the subject of his commission.

“It is a pity you didn’t take it on. I could have trusted you completely,” he said. “Possibly there is nothing about Mrs. Carawood to find out. I sincerely hope not, for everybody’s sake.”

“What you hope is that there’s plenty of money left?”

Julian nodded, unabashed.

“I don’t want you to think that I’m marrying Marie only for her money,” he began.

“You’re not marrying her at all, my sweet friend,” said John, a little shortly. “In the first place, she doesn’t like you, and in the second place, I loathe you — keep to your literary pursuits.”

Julian’s smile was very complacent.

The little house at Ascot was very tiny indeed. If the white-panelled hall was spacious, the drawingroom and diningroom were the sufferers. Marie met him at the door, escorted him through the house, babbling incessantly. She was like a child with a new toy; had acquired some of the dignity of the chatelaine; dragged him into the kitchen, showed him the larder, the electric range, the cupboards, and the innumerable labour-saving gadgets which Mrs. Carawood had installed for her; led him up a winding stairway to an exquisite bedroom and a bathroom that was a dream.

“It’s all too marvellous! I’m going to live here all the year round, and I’m having the most wonderful garden—”

“What else are you going to do besides live here?” asked John quietly.

The light left her eyes, and he hated himself.

“I don’t know — I’m wondering about that. I was trying to talk to Nanny about it this morning. She doesn’t want me to stay here at all, only for a few months in the summer; then I’m to go abroad. But I’ve got to do something, John. I’m going to buy a typewriter and learn to work it. Julian says he’ll let me do his book, and he’ll pay me for it—”

“You’ll live riotously on whit Julian pays you,” said John unkindly. “Hasn’t Mrs. Carawood any scheme at all?”

She shook her head.

“No — she hates the idea of my doing any work at all. She says it’s quite unnecessary.”

There were french windows opening from the bedroom on to a tiny balcony. They strolled out here and looked down upon the little garden, and across, through a gap in the firs, to a wide stretch of common-land, with furry hills beyond and the golden skies of evening. There was quietness here, the sweet fragrance of pines, the scent of newly cut grass.

“You mustn’t get satisfied with this,” he said, after a long pause. “All this loveliness, I mean — just getting up in the morning, reading the newspapers and playing golf and tennis, going up to Town and being fitted, and coming back and going to bed. You’re meant for something better than that.”

She sighed quickly and nodded.

“I’ve thought of several things—” she began.

“Not nursing,” said John sternly; “not cooling the fevered brow of pain, and not being on the committee of Mothers Help societies, or interesting yourself in Poor Brave Things.”

“What can
 I do?” Her tone was a little impatient, resentful.

“Work,” he said. “Let Mrs. Carawood take you into her business. Learn something about clothes.”

“I suggested that; she was horrified. I honestly think she was upset about it. There’s nothing for me to do — except get married.” She looked at him quickly. “What do you say to that?”

Mrs. Carawood showed Julian into the room behind them at that moment, and saved him the embarrassment of replying.

Julian always did the right and obvious thing. He could grow ecstatic when ecstasy was called for. He was quietly and profoundly impressed. All he said about the house to Mrs. Carawood satisfied her. His attitude in the face of beautiful nature was one of rapt contemplation.

Julian had social excellences which had never before oppressed John Morlay. He was an exquisite in dress; his white dress-bows were invariably tied so perfectly, his linen was so amazingly modern, his white’ dress-waistcoats always seemed a decade ahead of his contemporaries, that John invariably felt gauche and ill-dressed in his presence. Ordinarily this amused him. That night, for the first time, he felt at a disadvantage.

Julian had a line of conversation which matched his crystal and diamond shirt-studs, in that, whilst it was unobtrusive, it was yet vitally part of the occasion. He knew people; oddly interesting writers and painters; and, more fascinating still, he could give first-hand news and gossip about those disreputable appendages to society whose doings, wickednesses, and brilliancies were matters of hearsay.

John was silent for the greater part of the meal, and presently found himself talking to Mrs. Carawood. She was no great conversationalist, seemed more conscious than ever of her educational defects. John did most of the talking, and presently wore down his more brilliant companion and extended his audience to Marie.

One thing he was determined to discover, and that was the truth about the Antwerp trips of Mrs. Carawood. There might be a very simple explanation. Skilfully he turned the conversation to the late war, to Belgium, Brussels and the northern towns.

“Do you know Antwerp at all, Mrs. Carawood?”

She looked at him quickly, hesitated, then:

“Yes, I’ve been there.”

“To Antwerp, Nanny?”

Evidently this was news to Marie.

“Yes, my dear — I have been — on business. A wholesale dressmaker has a store there. They copy the French models; they sell very cheaply.”

“That seems a queer place to have a fashionable dressmaking establishment,” said Julian.

“Why?” asked Mrs. Carawood coolly. “One of last year’s best models was designed by a fisherman in Aberdeen.”

Julian was startled to silence by this incongruous picture which she conjured. The conversation divided again. Head to head, Julian and the girl grew more and more confidential, and John Morlay found Mrs. Carawood less and less interesting.

Presently the girl leaned across the table.

“Nanny, can Julian give me a present?”

“A birthday present,” murmured Julian. Mrs. Carawood half frowned.

“I don’t see why you shouldn’t.”

Her voice was a little metallic. In her attitude John read a dislike of the young man, and his heart warmed towards her.

“It’s a little ring — a dress ring,” apologized Julian. “I saw one the other day in that place that was burgled in Bond Street — Cratcher’s.”

“Marie’s birthday is three months past,” said

Mrs. Carawood.

“She couldn’t have worn it at school,” protested Julian.

The elder woman looked at John as though seeking guidance.

“Well, I suppose so,” she said. “I don’t like you wearing jewellery…I suppose it’s the sort of present that anybody could give you?” She hesitated. “I mean, it doesn’t signify anything—”

“It doesn’t mean I’m engaged, darling,” laughed the girl, and then: “Yes, Julian, you have my permission to measure my finger.” She stuck it out straight in front of her. “I have a weakness for emeralds.”

Julian winced.

“This isn’t exactly — um — a precious stone,” he said. “It’s one of those old Italian signet-rings—”

“Made of polished Aberdeen granite, to match the fishermen,” said John viciously. “You can take it, Marie — it will be quite inexpensive.”

Julian showed an unaccustomed asperity of tone.

“That is terribly amusing,” he said.
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Before they returned to Town that night, Mrs. Carawood took John aside and asked, a little anxiously, for criticisms. There were very few he could honestly offer. He thought the footman in grey cloth with silver appointments was a little excessive, and she admitted that she herself had thought he was “too much”. It was almost impossible to fault this little house.

He left Julian reluctantly, and cursed the urgent cablegram from New York which had broken his weekend and sent him back to Town. He had promised to return on the Sunday morning, but his work kept him till late in the afternoon, and by the time he had finished it was, he decided, too late to go into the country.

To be at a loose end on a Sunday night in London is a dreadful experience. He called up Inspector Pickles, who was on duty at Scotland Yard, and, at his invitation, drove down to the Embankment and joined him. He found him in his shirtsleeves, sitting at a table on which were spread out, like cards in a game of patience, half a hundred photographs. The majority of them were of men; they all bore a number, and most of the faces were singularly unpleasant to look upon, for they had been taken by prison photographers, who in some mysterious manner had got the worst out of their clients.

“Pretty lot, aren’t they? They’re the known ‘cats’. Every man has had a conviction for burglary; some have had three. That fellow” — he pointed— “has had six. He’s still inside.”

“Are you still worrying about your Lone Cat?”

Peas nodded.

“Worrying partly about him and partly about the fences,” he said; “the man who’s handling this stuff must be in a pretty big line of business, and we don’t know anything about him.”

“You wouldn’t, would you?”

“We should, indeed,” said Peas emphatically. “Every big fence is known at Scotland Yard. We may not have enough evidence to convict them, and it may be to our advantage to leave them alone and not attempt to pinch them. There are quite a few who know we know them, but they’ve got an idea that they’re so clever, or so useful to the police, that they’ll never be pinched, which is silly.”

John Morlay knew very little about criminal work.

“What sort of people are these receivers of stolen property? I mean, what position do they occupy? Are they tradesmen—”

“There are a few jewellers,” said Peas, “one or two of them with quite good shops and doing a regular straight trade. There are a few who run marine stores, but these are usually for the little hooks. I know two dealers in secondhand wardrobes—”

John’s laugh interrupted him.

“She’s a receiver now, is she?”

“Who, Mrs. Carawood? No, I wasn’t thinking about her. By the way, we checked up her last Antwerp visit. She goes to buy clothes, mainly silks. We’ve got confirmation of this through the Customs.”

He was gathering together the photographs one by one and fastening them into little packages with elastic bands.

“So she’s no longer under suspicion?” bantered John.

“She’s very much under suspicion,” said Peas. “What’s more, she’s under my suspicion, which is worse than being on the books of the Yard. In fact, she’s the most suspicious person I have met with for a long time.”

He looked at his watch and pressed a bell on the table.

“In ten minutes I’ll be off duty,” he said. “Would you like to see how a real detective works — and when I say a ‘real detective’, I mean a master of the game?”

“In other words, you,” suggested John.

“Who else?” asked Peas.

To the attendant who came in answer to the bell he handed the photographs, having deposited them in an envelope, and after a telephone conversation with an individual whom he addressed as Arty, and who, John gathered, was the detective officer who was relieving him, he put on his jacket, fished his hat from a wastepaper-basket, and they went out into the warm dusk of the Thames Embankment.

“It’s curious you should harp on this Carawood woman,” he said, as they turned westwards. “I have made up my mind to clear up that little mystery tonight. I think the boy might tell me something.”

He explained, unnecessarily, the composition of Mrs. Carawood’s household.

“The boy seems honest enough,” he said. “And this fellow Fenner, who’s always hanging about there, seems a fairly respectable fellow. It’s rum that a woman who is in charge of a young lady of title has no friends except in that class.”

“Where are we going now?” asked John suspiciously.

“To Penton Street. I want to have a talk with that boy.”

John shook his head.

“I’ll go with you as far as the door,” he said, “but I’m afraid I shan’t be able to see how a great detective works, after all. I could not very well stand by silently and hear you question my client’s servants.”

“Anyway, I shan’t get anything out of him,” said Peas. “He isn’t clever enough to make a fool of himself. But he might give me a hint. He knows a great deal more about that lady than he has ever told me.”

“Have you spoken to him before?”

“Half a dozen times,” said Peas.

It was news to John Morlay that the woman was an object of such interest to Scotland Yard. He knew something of the methods employed by that institution; he knew that it was quite a common occurrence for the Yard to spend a considerable amount of time and labour in the pursuit of inquiries which led nowhere, and which in the end did no more than establish the innocence of some suspected person.

It was dark when they got to Penton Street, a wilderness of a thoroughfare, entirely deserted at this hour of the night. Opposite the store they stopped.

“I think I’ll leave you to make your inquiries, and walk home,” said John. “I don’t think you’ll get a great deal out of the boy, and all that you hear will be to Mrs. Carawood’s credit.”

Peas was about to cross the road when a small motorcar came into the street, made for the shop, and drew up with a jerk. A woman stepped out. John Morlay recognized her instantly as Mrs. Carawood, and apparently she was alone.

“Got a car, has she, and
 drives it!” said Peas. “Astonishing woman, that!”

As she walked across the pavement the side door opened immediately, remained open for a while, and then Herman came out, closed the door carefully, and, getting into the car, drove it away.

“So much for your quiet little talk with Herman,” said John.

He was puzzled by the sudden appearance of the woman he had left behind at Ascot, and who certainly had had no intention of coming to Town when he left. It was news to him, too, that she owned or drove a car. It must have been kept at some garage in the village. Even Marie had no knowledge of this possession.

“I wonder what brought her up from Ascot?” said Peas thoughtfully.

“It’s not unusual for people to come back from the country on Sunday night,” suggested John, but the detective shook his head.

He made no further comment, but switched the conversation, in that abrupt way of his, to the deterioration of the neighbourhood; once this had been almost a fashionable street, before the flat-makers and -dwellers had turned the mansions into tenements. He was an authority on Pimlico, knew all about its swampy origin, and the enterprising builder who had created this little corner of London within living memory.

There was no sign of Herman returning, a fact upon which Peas was remarking when they saw the side door of the shop open and a woman come out cautiously, looking left and right. It was probable that she did not see the two men, for the moon was full, flooding one side of the street with its queer, mysterious light, and they stood in the shadow; unless she expected to find them there, a cursory glance would not have detected them.

John was staring at her, his mouth wide open. A well-dressed woman had gone into that shop, and a shuffling scarecrow had emerged. Even in the bad light he could see she was almost in rags. An old bonnet was on her head, a bedraggled skirt swept the ground.

She moved quickly, turned the corner down a side street, and disappeared.

“What do you think of that?” asked Peas hollowly. “Does that beat the storybooks, or doesn’t it? She’s got up like a rag-picker — did you notice it!”

John nodded.

“Are you curious, or am I going on this job alone?”

“I’ll go with you,” said John, who followed him quickly across the street and turned into the narrower thoroughfare.

She was in sight; they came nearer to her, and, partly by moonlight and partly by the more direct rays of the overhead electric standards, they could examine her costume more thoroughly. She wore an old dolman; the dragging skirt was too big for her; the bonnet was a monstrosity. She looked, as Peas had said, like one of those poor, vagrant creatures that one finds sleeping in odd corners at night.

Turning into the main road, she hailed a cab. The door banged, the cab moved on and was out of sight by the time Peas had found another. They picked her up near Hyde Park Corner, followed her along Piccadilly, through the Circus, and finally through the deserted City and over Tower Bridge. The cab went some way towards Rotherhithe and stopped, and Mrs. Carawood got out. The pursuing cab passed her, and, looking back through the little window in the hood, Peas saw her turn down a narrow lane. He stopped the cab, jumped out, and followed, reaching the end of the lane in time to see her disappear into a small house.

It would be unfair to describe the street as a slum. The houses were tiny, obviously in the occupation of working-class tenants. The door through which she had disappeared was No. 17, and this Peas noted for future reference.

Strolling back, he found that the cab which had brought Mrs. Carawood had turned round and was waiting some little distance away on the other side of the street. He noticed something else: a big limousine drawn up just behind where Mrs. Carawood had stopped. Peas strolled up to it.

“Whose car is this?” he asked.

“Sir George Horbin’s,” was the reply.

Sir George Horbin was a great physician, and a Harley Street specialist.

“What’s he doing in this neighbourhood?” asked Peas.

“A case,” said the chauffeur carelessly.

He suddenly threw away his cigarette, jumped out, and opened the door. A dapper man came up to the car, sprang in with the laconic instruction “Home”, and the car drove off.

“They do themselves well down in Rotherhithe, don’t they?” said Peas.

He looked round, trying to remember whether there was a hospital or infirmary in the neighbourhood, but saw nothing that bore the least resemblance to these public institutions.

As they walked along the street and crossed the entrance to the narrow lane, they saw Mrs. Carawood come out from No. 17. She stopped for a moment to talk to a man, and then came rapidly up towards the main street. The two men strolled on, stopping to watch her as she crossed the road and entered the cab. They followed her back to Penton Street and waited after she had entered the store.

They had not long to wait. Ten minutes passed, and the little car she had driven came back to the side door and Herman alighted. He opened the door with a key, and a few minutes later Mrs. Carawood came out. She had discarded her rags and was dressed as she had been when she arrived.

“The garage must be pretty close,” said Peas. “The boy’s been waiting there until she ‘phoned him. I shouldn’t think he knows much about this dressing up.”

They watched the red light of the little machine till it disappeared from view.

“I don’t think we’ll talk to Herman tonight,” said Peas. “I’m going over to Rotherhithe single-handed, and if I don’t solve the mystery of the lady in rags I’ll give up police work and write detective stories.”

Early on the Tuesday morning John drove himself down to Ascot for breakfast. It was the opening of the race week; he was resplendent in top hat and morning coat, for Mrs. Carawood had bought a box for the meeting.

Until he reached the house John imagined himself to be well and fashionably dressed. One glance at the immaculate Julian put him in his place.

“Isn’t he lovely?” said Marie. “I’ve been admiring him all the morning. Why he should dress that way for breakfast only Julian knows. There are hours to pass before racing.”

“He’s certainly pretty,” agreed John, but Mr. Julian Lester was neither embarrassed nor abashed.

When they were alone he enlarged upon the perfection of the weekend. He had had Marie alone on the previous evening, and he thought an understanding had been reached.

“By ‘understanding’ do you mean an engagement?” asked John, cold at the thought.

“Not exactly that. By ‘understanding’ I merely mean that Marie and I take the same view of life.”

“God forbid!” said John. And then, remembering the adventure of Sunday night: “Did Mrs. Carawood go to Town?”

“No, she went out to see some friends in the neighbourhood. I didn’t ask her who — she is the sort of lady one doesn’t cross-examine. She may have been doing a little — urn — business.”

And then, taking the other by the arm, he led him across the lawn.

“Honestly, John, the situation is a little bit serious as regards Marie. Do you know, the poor child has not the slightest idea how her money is invested, or whether she has any at all. In fact, she’s told me that she thought she hadn’t got a bob and was dependent on the charity of this woman.”

“In those words!” asked John.

Julian made a little grimace of impatience.

“Of course she didn’t! I was merely giving you the gist of her statement.”

“Why are you so keen about the money?” asked

John bluntly. “You’re a rich man.”

Julian Lester turned quickly.

“What do you mean — a rich man?” he demanded. “Who told you that? I am not rich, I am comparatively poor. Anybody who thinks I’ve got money is making a mistake.”

His voice was tremulous; it was almost as though he regarded the very suggestion that he was wealthy as an insult.

“You’re a weird devil,” said John; “but I’m really not interested whether you’re Croesus or Lazarus. What is your understanding with Marie?”

“Don’t bully me, my dear chap. There is no understanding between Marie and me, except — well, we have certain tastes in common; we have — er — affinities.”

John laughed hollowly.

“There’s nothing comic about an affinity.”

“There is if it’s a comical affinity,” said John rudely. “You were saying that the matter is serious. If it’s so serious, why don’t you go straight away to Mrs. Carawood and ask her what she means by sticking to Marie’s money? You might even ask her how much it is, so that you’ll know whether it is worth while pursuing your little scheme.”

Julian sighed.

“All this is very vulgar and more or less unintelligent,” he said. “I thought you were the sort of fellow who could help a man of the world in a crisis like this.”

To John that week, which promised so much, was a rather dull and insipid affair. There was a beauty in Ascot, in the loveliness of perfectly dressed women, in the excitement of the races, but all these were watered down by the presence of Julian. Julian had a Royal Enclosure badge, and was the only member of the party possessed of this privilege. He knew almost everybody who was worth knowing; pointed out to Marie the famous and the merely celebrated, and, wonder of wonders, secured for her a badge for that holy of holies on the second day of the meeting.

John Morlay had no inferiority complex. The social side of life had made no appeal to him, and he did not care whether he saw racing from the top of the six-shilling stand or from the Jockey Club Enclosure. He was not, however, only irritated, but for the moment thrown off his balance by this emphasis of his lowliness. He might, had he taken the trouble and made his application, have secured the little oblong pasteboard to pin to the lapel of his coat, for he was a member of a good club, had made his bow at several levées — he had twice been decorated during the war — and no obstacle would have been placed in his way.

Julian had a trick of making quite nice people feel that they were just outside the pale, and he never lost an opportunity, by oblique reference and cleverly designed tilts to the conversation, of emphasizing the fact that John was a commercial detective engaged, at some unknown sum, for the protection of Marie Fioli.

Julian was an ever-recurring problem to him; became almost interesting in the light of certain disclosures. So many people knew this man-about-town, but almost every acquaintance knew him from a different angle. He had well-defined sets of friends, and the circles of his acquaintances were so perfectly adjusted that they never impinged one upon the other. He knew the heavy industrial set; he had a place in a certain racing set; he had quite a secluded circle of friends in the House of Commons.

He had, too, an amazing knowledge of industrial conditions; could talk as glibly about falling imports as he could about the staying-quality of Santoi blood. John almost respected him. If he was an adventurer, he had adventured with the greatest thoroughness and with an amazing regard for detail. One mutual acquaintance told him that Julian had started without a penny in the world, and that the income from his father’s estate had been largely fictitious, a fact more readily understandable since the exact character of his parentage was a minor mystery.

One curious little story about Julian fixed him definitely in John Morlay’s mind. Though he was undoubtedly of Christian parentage, he had posed as a Jew for nearly a year, and had attended certain festivals, kept certain fasts, and behaved like an orthodox son of Israel.

“At the time,” said John’s informant, “he was running round with the da Costas, one of the richest Jewish families in Portugal.”

So far as John could discover, this opportunism had brought very little grist to Julian’s mill. His passion for money was common knowledge; he dreamed in millions and grudged spending in pennies. Any profession or occupation which brought big money instantly attracted him. He had been tested for film work and had been found wanting. He had written a play which nobody had produced.

“Altogether a rum bloke,” said his friends.

He was so patently and frankly influenced by Marie’s wealth rather than by her own natural sweetness that his attentions to her were impersonally inhuman, and John could find amusement in his artless gallantry when, on the Thursday night of that week, Marie expressed a view, which completely coincided with his own, and he could have hugged her for her intelligence.

“Julian has gone to Town. He’s left me his present, but I’m not to open it till tomorrow morning — we’re pretending it’s my birthday.”

“A present? Oh, you mean the granite slab?”

“You mustn’t be rude about it. I’m sure it’s beautiful, because Julian has such exquisite taste. Poor Nanny, she hates my having it, and if I wanted to please her I’d take the ring straight into the kitchen and throw it into the fire. But really, Julian is wonderful. He’s so openly and unashamedly mean — and oh, John, he’s so terribly interested in my financial position. We’ve discussed it until I’ve threatened to go to Nanny and get a balance sheet! It’s wonderful to be loved for oneself alone.”

They laughed at this.

“Do you think he loves anybody?” asked John. “I realize I’m being a cat, but do you?”

She shook her head.

“No. I’m sure if one were married to him he’d be awfully nice, and we’d have perfectly lovely dinners, because his taste in food is wonderful; and he wouldn’t hit one or run away, except with somebody worth twice as much, and if I’m as rich as he hopes it’s almost impossible to find the likely lady.”

“Are you — fond of him at all?” asked John awkwardly.

“Of Julian? I adore him,” she said extravagantly. “As a matter of fact, I’ve seen the stone. I admired it when we were walking down Bond Street. A little red bloodstone, with tiny gold markings. But naturally I’m going to be very surprised when I see it in the morning. It was the day before the burglary. Did they lose much?”

“I can give you exact particulars of their losses,” said John promptly. “An oblong-shaped sapphire, held by four diamond claws. It was worth two thousand pounds. The underwriters are clients of mine.”

“Tell me what it feels like to be a detective?” she asked, and was genuinely interested.

He laughed.

“You’d be bored if you knew how mundane my job was. I must introduce you to Peas. His other name is Pickles. There’s a real detective for you! The best man at Scotland Yard — he admits it!”
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Mrs. Carawood seemed relieved at the departure of Julian, and was almost jovial at dinner. She had indulged in the rare luxury of a gamble, and had backed a horse on the advice of a friend.

“Who was that?” asked Marie, in surprise, and Mrs. Carawood smiled.

“Fenner came racing. He’s an authority on everything, including horses.”

“Was that the man in the red tie?”

“A socialist,” she said grimly. “He believes in dividing everybody’s property with him, but not his property with anybody else.”

They were late going to bed; it was nearly one o’clock when John put out his light and got into bed. It was warm; clouds had come up during the evening, and occasional spots of rain had been falling since nightfall; and now, as he lay in bed, he heard the distant rumble of thunder.

He was a light sleeper, and as the storm broke over Ascot it needed less than the first crash of thunder to bring him wide awake. The room was lit at irregular intervals with the flicker of lightning. He pulled back the curtains and looked out. Rain was coming down with tropical intensity. A ribbon of light ran across the sky and almost immediately a blinding flash struck down, and he backed instinctively. It must have been very close, for the crash of thunder came almost simultaneously.

He looked at his watch; it was a quarter past two, and he was wide awake. In spite of the open window, the room was airless, and, turning the handle of the door, he pulled it wide open to allow the draught to cool the room. As he did so, he heard a cry. It was repeated — a cry of alarm, which came from the direction of Marie’s room. He hesitated, not knowing what to do. She had probably been wakened by the storm and was frightened. Then he heard the fumbling of a knob and the door of Marie’s room was flung open.

“John!…Nanny!…Who’s that?”

“It is I,” said John. “Is anything wrong — are you frightened?”

“Yes,” she breathed, “but not of the storm—”

“Is anything wrong, darling?”

It was Mrs. Carawood’s voice.

“Yes…somebody’s been in my room.”

John drew a dressing-gown around him, ran up to the top landing, where the girl was standing. As he did so she switched on the light, and he saw how white she was. The storm still rattled and crashed above them; the hiss of the rain was terrifying. But now none of the three was conscious of the lightning or thunder.

“I woke up suddenly.” She was speaking in little gasps. “There was a man in my room…near my dressing-table. He had come over the balcony and through the windows…they were open. I cried out, ‘Who’s there?’ and he seemed to vanish.”

“Have you lost anything?” asked John.

She shook her head.

“I don’t know,” she said, and tried to smile. “A night’s sleep, my peace of mind, and my faith in detectives.”

He went into her room and turned on the light. As far as he could see, nothing had been disturbed. The costly little toilet set on her table was untouched. Marie came in behind him.

“The ring!” she said suddenly. “It’s gone!”

She looked under the dressing-table and behind it, but the little red box which had held Julian’s present had disappeared.

“Where did you put it?”

“There,” she said, pointing to a corner of the dressing-table.

“Are you absolutely sure, darling?”

She nodded.

“Yes, I am very sure,” she said quietly. “It was there at half past one.”

“But you went to bed before twelve, Marie.”

She glanced at Mrs. Carawood, then looked away.

“Yes, I know; but I didn’t go to sleep.”

She was unusually grave. It would take something more than the shock of finding a burglar in her room to account for her manner. She had recovered from that unpleasant surprise very quickly, and had been on the point of laughing at her fears when she had come back into the room. It was the loss of the ring which was worrying her, and why that should be the case John Morlay could not understand.

“You wouldn’t recognize the man again?”

She shook her head.

He went out on to the balcony. A ladder had been raised against the railing and was still there. Mrs. Carawood, who followed him, pushed the ladder so that it fell on to the lawn.

“They must have been looking at this house for a long time. That ladder is kept at the back of the greenhouse,” she said. “They knew just where to find it.”

The effect of the burglary upon her was more profound than it was in the case of Marie.

“Why should they come here?” she asked. “They know there’s no jewellery in the house, and that it’s a waste of time—”

“Don’t bother about it, darling. Let’s go downstairs and make coffee. I think the storm is passing.”

If it was, then it passed slowly. The house was shaking for half an hour as they sat in the little diningroom and sipped the coffee which Mrs. Carawood had made.

Marie had been curiously affected by the happening. It was difficult to raise a smile. She sat looking down at the polished table, her fingers lacing and unlacing, her brows gathered in a frown.

“I suppose Julian will be upset,” said Mrs. Carawood, “though it wasn’t a very expensive ring, if it’s the one you were describing.”

The girl gave a little sigh and looked up.

“I shall get it back,” she said. “I’ve just decided that.”

“I shouldn’t be too sure of that,” said John. “It is very difficult to recover stolen jewellery. I wonder if that bird has been anywhere else tonight?”

“I shall get it back.” She nodded, and for the first time smiled. “I’ve got a — what is the word? — hunch! I think when the burglar sees that ring and reads the touching inscription, he will put it in an envelope and post it back to me, and when we come back from the races tomorrow there it will be on the hall-stand.”

“Are you being clairvoyante?” he asked.

“I’m being sensible,” she said; “and you don’t know how difficult it is to be sensible!”

Dawn was breaking through the scattered storm-wrack when they went to their beds. John slept dreamlessly until the sound of pebbles falling on the floor of his bedroom woke him in time to see
 one of the small panes of the window crack into a large and picturesque star.

“I’m so sorry,” said a voice below.

It was Marie.

“I’ve been shying stones through your window for ten minutes. Come down and be helpful.”

It was twenty minutes before he joined her on the lawn below. The sun was shining; the sky was clear; there was the promise of a perfect day.

“Come and walk in the orchard.”

There was an acre of land beyond the lawn where apple, plum, and pear trees grew thickly together.

“According to the gardener we grow these for the wasps,” she said.

She slipped her arm through his and they paced through the long grass between the trees.

“I want you to do me a very big favour, John.”

“It is done,” he said promptly.

“Forget all that I said last night about the ring coming back. By the way, the lady at Mirfleet — that’s three houses away — lost a valuable pearl necklace last night, so he didn’t come only for my ring.”

“Have the police been notified—” he began.

“Have the police been notified!” she scoffed. “Since seven o’clock there’s been a procession of important-looking detectives, disguised as policemen in plain clothes, tramping across the lawn. They’ve almost left a trail. And your friend Peas — by the way, isn’t his name Pickles?”

“Has he been here?”

“Whilst you slumbered I interviewed them,” she said solemnly. “I gave them exact details, which they all wrote down in their books. It was whilst they were interviewing me that the robbery at Mirfleet was discovered, and I haven’t seen them since.”

“Who sent for the police?”

She hesitated.

“I don’t know; Mrs. Carawood, I think. In fact, it must have been she. She didn’t go to bed last night, and was down at five. She may have told a local policeman and he passed on the grim tidings. At any rate, this place has been like Scotland Yard since ten minutes past seven.”

And then, seriously:

“I didn’t tell them my theory — I mean, about the ring coming back. Will you promise not to?”

He laughed at this.

“Why, of course! It won’t come back, because burglars aren’t sentimental. If the man who took that ring can get fourpence for it he’ll sell it; that is how burglars are made. If you really think it’s coming back, you’d better not tell Julian it has been lost.”

“I’ve already told him,” she said quietly. “I rang him up. He was awfully nice about it.”

“Did you tell him you thought it would come back?”

She shook her head.

“You’re an odd girl.”

“I wonder if I am?”

She released her arm and stood back from him, her hands behind her, watching him gravely.

“There’s another favour you can do me,” she said, after a while. “Can you persuade Mrs. Carawood to tell the servants not to call me ‘my lady’? Poor darling. I know she’s drilled them and instructed them, so that they can do nothing else, and I dare not hurt her feelings. But perhaps you could drop a hint — say it’s never done at Ascot, or anything you can think of. Don’t tell them the Italian aristocracy are not entitled to that form of address, because she’ll fight you for it!”

“Do you like Julian really!”

She shook her bead.

“No, I don’t. When I say I adore him, that is a figure of speech. One adores people and dogs and pictures and flowers without having any personal affection for them. They’re cute or interesting, and so they become adorable.”

“Do you like me!”

He asked the question bluntly, and felt more foolish than he had ever felt in his life. She nodded.

“Do you — um?”

“Do I adore you? No, I don’t. You’re one of the most unadorable men I’ve ever met.”

“I’ll ask you another question: do you believe in May and December marriages?”

She laughed for a long time; he thought she was never going to stop.

“No, John, but I think I have a weakness for April and July marriages. And don’t call yourself December; it’s a kind of vanity to pretend that you’re old — and now we’ll have breakfast.”

He would have liked to continue the talk on this level of friendship, but she was most practically hungry.

After breakfast he strolled out to find Peas, and, after a long search, discovered him at the canteen of the police barracks. Opposite the grandstand there is a neat little red building which for three hundred and sixty-one days in the year is empty; but for four days is packed tight with Metropolitan policemen who are drafted to the district to keep order, and assist in the control of traffic. Peas was drinking beer and eating large chunks of bread and cheese.

“They wanted me to go up to the officers’ quarters,” he said, “but the men are good enough for me. I’m naturally democratic. Every policeman to me is a comrade, and they respect me for it. They don’t like people who give themselves airs.”

“You’re giving yourself so many airs at this moment that I wonder the other people can breathe,” said John, and hooked him out into the courtyard.

Peas could give him little information. There had been a burglary; a very valuable pearl necklace had been stolen — and the ring.

“It beats me why he should break into your house,” said Peas. “These burglars don’t do things without a lot of careful reconnaissance work, and he must have known that there wasn’t five hundred pounds’ worth of jewellery in the house, nor, as far as I can gather, a hundred. The only theory I can raise is that he mistook your place for another one, and even that isn’t feasible.”

“Was it the same man, do you think?”

“Undoubtedly,” said Peas. “We found exactly the same foot impressions on both lawns. The ground was pretty soft from the rain, and he left a couple of footmarks that are as plain as daylight. The only thing we know about him is that he’s got a small foot, almost like a woman’s, and that he wears cotton gloves when he’s working. He left one of them behind at the foot of the ladder, and as a clue it’s about as useful as what somebody told the man next door. He worked with a car; we found the wheel tracks and oil drippings, and a witness who saw the car with lights burning pass by the side of the station road. They didn’t take the number, and if they had it would have been no more use than housemaid’s knee. It was probably a stolen car.”

He looked curiously at John.

“Mrs. Carawood pretty well this morning?”

“I haven’t seen her,” said John. “She was up most of the night and went to bed again.”

Peas nodded.

“She didn’t tell you anything about her trip to Rotherhithe? And naturally you didn’t ask her?”

“She said nothing. You don’t like her?” said John.

“I like her more than I’ve liked a woman for a long time,” was the surprising reply. “I’ve got an admiration for that lady.”

“As a citizen or a criminal?” asked John flippantly, but Mr. Pickles would not compromise himself.

He had a little secret of his own, and it seemed to John that once or twice he was on the point of betraying his mystery. Pickles was so constituted that he could not exist without an audience, and an approving audience at that. He must have found it very difficult to keep that secret of his; nevertheless, he kept it.

They went to the racecourse to lunch, and watched an afternoon’s sport which was more than ordinarily interesting to John, whose card had been marked by an owner friend, to his profit.

He had forgotten that little conversation of his with Marie in relation to the theft, until they were walking into the hall. She stood aside as the door opened, and then, with a little cry, ran in and took a packet from the hall-stand.

“When did this come?” she asked the servant.

“This afternoon, miss.”

She tore open the paper cover; inside was a red leather case, which she snapped open.

Lying on a white velvet bed was a pretty bloodstone ring. He gazed at it in amazement.

“Well?” she said triumphantly.

“Is this the ring?” He was incredulous.

She nodded.

“My dear, your ring’s come back?”

Mrs. Carawood had not realized the miracle.

“The ring came back, and here’s the note. Written in pencil and in an illiterate hand, as I feared.”

She read the message on the dirty sheet of paper:


Dear Miss. Very sorry to take your present.


Marie was looking at the ring, turning it from side to side.

“Aren’t you going to wear it, darling?” asked Mrs. Carawood, as Marie slipped it back in its case.

“No, Nanny,” she said quietly, “it doesn’t go with my dress, and I shall never have a dress that it does go with. I don’t think I ever intended wearing it.”

John took the case in his hand and examined it. The ring he guessed to be worth from twenty to twentyfive pounds. It was a reproduction of an old Venetian jewel, a lovely piece of workmanship, pleasant to contemplate.

Then she began to laugh again, and this time there was a hint of hysteria in her amusement.
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John Morlay went back to Town that night feeling a little uneasy and baffled, as one who had caught a glimpse of a picture without seeing it long enough to understand subject or treatment.

Saturday and Sunday were busy days for him. He had a great deal of arrears of work to make up, and he was at his desk at eight o’clock on Monday morning when Mrs. Carawood was announced. He greeted her now as an old friend, pushed up his best chair for her, and was prepared to gossip pleasantly over his delightful holiday week.

She was restless, ill at ease; the hard-worn hands that lay on the table moved incessantly. Presently she got up and stood by the window, looking down into the square, seemingly dividing her attention between the world outside and the business which had brought her out so early that morning.

It was not an easy business to explain, he judged. He had met her in this state of uncertainty before. She fenced around and about the object of her visit, and John, who recognized the universal symptoms, and had come to know something about this remarkable woman, was prepared for a confidence which hitherto she had denied him.

“It’s about Marie, as usual,” she said. “I am very worried about her just now.”

“Because of the burglary?” he asked.

She shook her head.

“No. That was very unfortunate, but it’s the sort of thing that might happen to anybody. Mr. Morlay, you’re a terribly busy man, aren’t you?”

“Yes, I am just now,” he confessed, indicating the piles of correspondence which awaited his attention.

“You couldn’t afford — I mean, I couldn’t pay you enough to give your whole time to Marie?”

For a moment he was tempted to say that he was prepared to throw up every business interest he had to be with her.

“I don’t trust men,” she went on. “I know them too well. But I trust you. You’re fond of her, aren’t you?” Her keen eyes were searching his face.

“Yes,” he said quietly, “I am very fond of her.”

It required an effort in her to put the next question.

“Are you in love with her, or do you just imagine you are?”

He looked at her straightly.

“Yes, I love her. I’m old enough to know just how I feel.”

She drew a quick breath.

“She likes you. I think she’s very fond of you…I’d like nothing better…but there are all sorts of things to be considered. I’ve been lying awake half the night, worrying. Suppose she had no money — not a penny in the world!”

He shook his head.

“That would make no difference.”

“Does the title mean anything to you?”

There was something that was half challenge and half defiance in her tone. John Morlay laughed.

“My dear Mrs. Carawood, this country, particularly just now, is filled with princesses and ci-devant
 duchesses. It’s lovely for Marie to be a contessa
 , but it means no more to me than if she were just Miss Jones.”

She sighed heavily.

“I believe you too.”

Yet she was disappointed in him, a little chagrined, he felt, that he did not share her reverence for an ancient title.

“You’re a gentleman; you mix with people of the world, and you think differently to me,” she said. “I suppose that’s how modern folks look at things — I’m old-fashioned. I haven’t told Marie I was coming,” she added quickly, “and I’m not going to tell her what I’ve spoken to you about; but if — if you felt like that, and if she were willing, I don’t think I should object.”

He realized how much of an effort it cost her to make this statement, and wondered what had been the determining factor. Not the burglar; no attentions of Julian. Only a few days ago, it seemed, she had said emphatically that Marie was too young to marry, and now she was actually choosing a husband!

John found himself curiously agitated. When he spoke his voice trembled.

“It would be wonderful if she felt as you do,” he said. “The question of money doesn’t matter; I have sufficient.”

She nodded quickly.

“I know — Mr. Morlay. I’ve been inquiring about you. I know all about your family; I can pretty well tell you how much money you have invested. I had to do that, and, as you know, there are agencies in London who do that kind of work. As soon as I decided that Marie ought to be married quickly…” She stopped.

“How quickly!” asked John.

Again that impatient sigh.

“I don’t know. Soon, I think. Do you know Mr. Pickles? He’s a detective — a real detective. You know what I mean, Mr. Morlay.” She was confused. “A police officer.”

“I know him very well.”

“He has been making inquiries at my store — asking my boy questions. Do you happen to know why?”

John could answer in truth that he knew no reason.

“I don’t think you should worry about that, Mrs. Carawood. The police are naturally inquisitive. They were rather keen to know why you went to Antwerp…”

He heard a little cry and looked up. She was standing by the window, and her face was the colour of chalk. He saw the rise and fall of her bosom, thought she was going to faint, and leaped to his feet. She must have guessed what was in his mind, for she waved him away.

“What were you saying?” she asked huskily. “Why I went to Antwerp? Why, to buy dresses — that’s easily proved. They can come round and see my invoices.”

“What does it matter?” he asked.

She shook her head impatiently.

“It’s nothing. I sometimes have these attacks.”

She dropped into a chair, facing him. The hands she clasped on the desk were shaking. Her face was ghastly. He went to the filter in the corner of the room, poured out a paper cup of water, and brought it to her. She drank it eagerly and smiled her thanks.

“It’s really nothing. Do you mind if I stay here a little while until I’ve quite recovered? Is there a back door out of these premises?”

“Yes,” he said, surprised.

“I wonder if one of your clerks could bring a taxi there. I’ll go home. I don’t want to go out of the front, because I might collapse and make a scene. If it happens there, nobody can see me.”

“Shall I get a doctor?” he asked anxiously.

“No, no. A taxi is my best doctor.”

John sent one of his girl clerks in search of a cab, and gave her instructions to accompany the woman home. When he returned, she was standing by the open window, looking down into the square. The colour had come back to her dark face; the sick, sallow look had gone.

“I’m sorry I made a fool of myself, Mr. Morlay,” she said. She had recovered some of her old brusqueness. “When a woman’s past fifty she gets these funny swoons. When are you seeing Marie?”

“Tomorrow?” he suggested, and she nodded.

“She’s coming to Town tomorrow. You can call and take her out to tea. Honestly, I don’t know really how she feels about you, but she’s got a nice feeling — I know that. She’s very young, but she’s older than most girls of her age, and clever. That’s not the word I want…shrewd. She’ll take your name, of course. In a way I’m sorry, but in another way I’m glad.”

“Sorry to lose the title?” smiled John. “Well, you needn’t worry about that. She’ll be Lady Morlay one of these days.”

He was the heir of his bachelor uncle, the third baronet of his name.

This was one piece of news that the agency had not discovered for Mrs. Carawood, and she brightened visibly, plied him with questions about the social position of baronets’ wives, and seemed to regard him with a new kind of respect.

In the midst of her questions the clerk came to tell her the cab was ready, and she went blithely down the back stairs into the mews behind the building. John watched her driven away before he returned slowly to his room, and to the contemplation of a happiness which seemed too good to be true, too remote ever to be realized.



Chapter XIII


Table of Contents


He took his lunch early; the clock was chiming the half-hour after twelve when he went out into Hanover Square. He did not at first notice the man who was standing on the kerb, and whom he passed before he realized he had seen him before. He looked back over his shoulder; the man was staring after him. Yes, there was no doubt about it. John turned back.

“Hullo, my friend! You’re a long way from Ascot — didn’t I see you in a certain garden a few weeks ago?”

The exconvict looked sick and wan. His unshaven face seemed more drawn than it had been when John had met him last.

“This is a free country, ain’t it? I’ve as much right here as I had at Ascot. You’ve got nothing against me. You can’t pinch me for loitering…or under the Act…You can take me to the station and search me — you’ll find nothing in my pockets unless you put it there.”

He spoke rapidly, defiantly, yet with a vague suggestion of fear. There was something of the hunted beast about this man that touched John Morlay.

“I’m not going to pinch you or take you to the police station, or charge you or do anything so silly,” he said. “Can I do anything for you?”

“If you mean money, no. I’ve got plenty of money, and got it honest. Did you come out of there?”

He pointed to the door of John Morlay’s office.

“Yes.”

“Do you live there?” he asked suspiciously.

“I work there; there are several other firms that have their offices in that building. There’s a lawyer, an exporter, and, I believe, an accountant. Why?”

The man licked his colourless lips and looked furtively left and right.

“You didn’t see a lady in there, did you? Well, a woman, a bit younger than me. Dressed up to the nines…dark-faced…”

He was peering at the other as he asked the question. John Morlay realized he was describing Mrs. Carawood, and instinct made him lie.

“No. Is she a friend of yours?”

“I don’t know…Well, to tell you the truth, I ain’t certain it’s her, only she looks very much like her. I’ve never seen anybody so much alike. She was standing upstairs by that window up there.” He pointed to the open window of John’s room. “I just happened to see her, and she saw me, too, and drew back.”

Now the mystery of Mrs. Carawood’s sudden terror and agitation was solved. It was not the reference to Antwerp; she had seen this man.

“I see her go through the door, and I said to myself: ‘She looks like so-and-so,’” the man went on, “and I thought I’d hang around till she come out, and then I looked up and saw her.”

“If that was the room. I can put your doubts at rest,” said John. “It is my office, and the lady who was standing by the window was the Duchess of Crelbourne.”

“A duchess, eh? A dark-faced woman…lady, I mean?”

John nodded.

“Yes; I’ve known her for years.”

The man scratched his chin.

“Then I’m wasting me time. It’s funny…I could have sworn it was somebody…”

He humped his shoulders, and without a farewell went shuffling on.

He had money, but not plenty of money; money to keep body and soul together, not money for the brandies that were more than food to him. He could have lived comfortably and quietly on his allowance, but quietness was not his idea of comfort. The old methods had changed since he had gone inside. It wasn’t so easy to get into a house and away with a few odd scraps of silver as it had been in the early ‘nineties. He had spent the last two or three days wandering about London, looking for easy cribs. A new science of thieving had been introduced; even the slang and the argot of the new profession were strange to him. There were active young men who called themselves dancers, and whose graft was to get into first-floor flats and get out quickly with such overcoats, wraps, and movables as could be whisked away in half a minute. In his young days he could have climbed as well as the best of them, but now that was impossible. The doctor had said that any minute his heart would go “phut”, and he carried in his pocket a precious life-saving phial which he had not yet been obliged to use.

He hated the world; hated most the woman he thought he had recognized. A duchess, eh? He had never seen a duchess before. She looked very much like anybody who wasn’t a duchess…

John had a very thoughtful lunch, and was in half a mind to go on to Penton Street and interview Mrs. Carawood. Why had she been afraid of this shabby convict? What association was there between them that the very sight of him struck terror to her heart?

He wished he could confide in Pickles; but Pickles was dangerous: you never knew how far your confidences would go with him. He was absolutely unscrupulous, would violate any oaths of secrecy and vows of silence if by such violation he could do his job a little better or a little more easily.

Julian came in just as he was finishing lunch. Mr. Lester was a member of the club, which, however, received very little of his patronage. It was just a shade too bourgeois for Julian’s refined taste, and the spirit of adventure was entirely absent. There were no bloated capitalists willing to engage their money in interesting if uncommercial propositions. It was a club of the well off rather than the rich, but the food was extraordinarily cheap, and when Julian was not the guest of somebody, which was very rare, and had to pay for his own luncheon, he came here.

As he caught sight of John he crossed the diningroom with long strides.

“I say, what an awful thing to happen to poor Marie! A burglar! And can you imagine the beggar returning the ring? What is coming over the criminal classes?”

“I’m not an authority upon the criminal classes,” said John; “and if you’re sitting at this table with the idea of enjoying a tête-à-tête
 you’re going to weep into your serviette, for I’m leaving in a few minutes.”

“Churlish,” murmured Julian.

He was his bright, debonair self, wore a carnation in the lapel of his morning coat, and irradiated cheerfulness. He confided that he was going to Wolverhampton that afternoon to get material for his book.

“What on earth can you find in Wolverhampton that can appeal to your arty-crafty mind?” asked John in astonishment.

“You’re very rude; I haven’t an arty-crafty mind. I’ve a terribly well-trained mind and a selective mind and an educated taste.”

“In spite of which,” said John, “I don’t see what Wolverhampton has to offer. I’ve nothing to say against Wolverhampton; I have some very good clients there; but it seems a very strange place for you to select. What do you collect — engine boilers?”

Mr. Lester evaded the question. He wanted to talk about Marie, but received no encouragement. He was most anxious to know what impression his present had made.

“It caused a sensation,” said John. “People came out of the Royal Enclosure and stood in queues for hours just to see it. Never have fifteen pounds’ worth of synthetic platinum and a petrified gumdrop created such an impression.”

“Twentyfive pounds,” said Julian proudly. “It is vulgar to sneer at a man because he cannot afford to make valuable presents. It isn’t the gift—”

“It’s the spirit,” interrupted John. “Why are you so original?”

Mr. Julian Lester was really not annoyed. He was genuinely imperturbable, having that sense of superiority which is particularly enjoyable. The day had gone well with him: he had bought a fairly large number of shares, and this at a moment when the market was painfully depressed, and in less than a week those shares had shown him some fifty per cent profit.

He carried at the end of his watchguard a small, gold-covered book, in which from day to day he jotted down with complete accuracy the state of his bank balance. On the gold cover was engraved “Five hundred thousand”. It was his watchword, his bright, beckoning beacon, his goal, the summit and apex of his endeavour. That five hundred thousand dominated almost every movement, every action, and every thought of his life. When those figures were engraved his bank balance stood at less than a hundred pounds. The book itself had been a present; the engraving had been done for nothing by a jeweller friend. Even the refill within the covers advertised the excellence of a soda-water and could be had for the asking. Sometimes the balance was high, sometimes it was low; but even as it varied, rising and falling, the upward curve was maintained. There had been a terrible dip in the days of the big Wall Street slump, but even this had been liquidated.

Julian had started with nothing. When the half-million, total was reached he would retire from the field of endeavour. He had many qualities of body and mind which made his goal possible of achievement. There was always a chance of the halfwitted heiress, the favourite dream of every spendthrift, and no less a favourite with the thrifty Julian, though he had long since abandoned all hopes of rescuing the millionaire’s daughter from a watery grave. It was characteristic of him that to support this dream he had learned to swim.

Complacent as he was, he was quick to recognize defeat, which he invariably accepted with philosophy. Marie Fioli did not at the moment represent failure, but there was a very big question-mark against her fortune, and until that matter was settled one way or the other his plans were compromised.

Julian never took an unnecessary risk or made an unnecessary effort. Whilst Marie was worth while he would continue, hoping for the best — the best being something which would push up the total in his little gold book to within reach of the magical figures. He was not a fool; five hundred thousand pounds meant there or thereabouts. It might be a little less or a little more, but it had to be near enough to shake hands with half a million.

Nobody knew Julian thoroughly. Not three people in England had ever heard of the beautiful little villa near Florence which he had bought a year before, and which he had designed as the scene of his retirement. He did not dream in palaces but in revenues. His idea of enough was more than twice enough.

His dreams might not come true; they might end disastrously. He faced that possibility with the greatest courage, and developed a method of insurance against failure. It was an expensive method, and involved the purchase of a little house on the Solent, and a course of study which was all the more tiresome because Julian’s heart was not in it.

But he was thorough — a rigorous, mirthless taskmaster to himself. He was — though he was not conscious of this fact — the cleverest man of his type that Europe had produced in a decade.

He went up to Wolverhampton with his writing-pad and his expensive little camera. He developed and printed his own photographs. Julian’s most profitable sideline was very simply worked. The monumental tome which was yet to be written, and would never be published, was called The Art of the Locksmith.
 He had studied his subject most minutely. He had the entrée to every great factory in Britain, and the confidence of managers who were rarely confidential with anybody. But he was a writing gentleman, tremendously interested in their craft, knew almost as much about it as they, was ready to be surprised and astonished. He learned the mysteries of every new locking arrangement, photographed keys, and sometimes was even allowed to take casts of them. Sometimes he took impressions when he was not allowed, but only he knew this.

Some long time after, Julian boasted that he could have opened every door in the Midland and Southern Bank, including the new burglarproof, fireproof, and every-else-proof strongroom, photographs of which appeared in the illustrated newspapers.

Nobody suspected Julian of being athletic, yet he could climb up a rainpipe with the agility of a monkey. He had a knowledge of precious stones which the oldest inhabitant of Hatton Garden might have envied. He could take a flawless blue-white diamond and with a silk handkerchief wipe off the almost invisible and certainly indelible inkstains at each of its corners and restore it to its natural yellowness. He could look across the room and price the ring on a woman’s finger, and detect the flaws in a seemingly flawless necklace of pearls.

He knew, too, that pearls had an identity, that, even separated from celebrated necklaces, they could be recognized by the experienced dealer. He never touched pearls. He had taught himself to cut a diamond, cleave and polish it, and so change its shape that the woman who had worn it for years would not have recognized it.

Nevertheless, he preferred the more gentle method of acquiring a sufficiency; a method which would make the little house on the Solent and the painfully ‘expensive motorboat quite unnecessary instruments of transit.

The uncertainty about Marie’s fortune was very distressing. That had to be cleared up speedily; and as soon as he had got back to Town and developed the photographs he had taken, and filed them for future reference, he set himself the task of reducing Marie Fioli’s wealth to terms of reality.

Julian had an apartment in Bedford Square. He called it “an apartment” in the American fashion, though it was little more than a self-contained flat. There was a modest luxury in its appointments. That parent of his to whom he invariably referred as his “lamented father” had been a traveller, and had acquired, in the course of his wanderings, much that was treasurable. There were rich cabinets from the Orient, silken carpets from Ispahan, rare embroideries from China, and, more to the point, many precious mineral specimens which Julian kept in a glass-sided case, and which had been, on many occasions, an excuse for the invitation of people who were likely to be of service to him.

One o’clock was striking when he let himself into the building where his rooms were situated. Mounting the dimly lighted stairway, he paused on the second landing, took out a key, and opened the door. All his movements were naturally noiseless, and, save for the soft crack of the door as it parted from the lintel, he made no sound.

That crack, however, had warned somebody. As he pushed open the portal he saw for the fraction of a second the gleam of a light through the half-opened door of his bedroom, facing him as he entered. Only for an infinitesimal space of time did the light show and then there was darkness.

Julian Lester had many faults, but lack of courage was not one of them. He closed the door and softly shot the bolt, then, turning to the left, went into his study and switched on the light. From the drawer of his desk he took an automatic pistol, and, going back to the tiny hall, lit its one lamp. The bedroom door was closed, but he knew it could not be locked and, turning the handle, flung it open as his fingers groped for the light switch.

“Put up your hands, my friend.”

The white-faced man who crouched back against the wall before the menace of the levelled gun blinked at the light as it came on, but made no attempt either to move or to raise his hands.

“Can’t put up my hands, governor,” he said huskily. “Gotta bad heart…”

He looked old, terribly old, with his lined and furrowed face, his deepset eyes and their shaggy, overhanging grey brows. His face twitched spasmodically as he stared incuriously into the muzzle of the weapon.

“It’s a cop! I’m not making any trouble,” he said. “You couldn’t give me a chance, could you, mister? I’ve only just come out of Dartmoor from a lifer…you don’t want to send an old lag back to that place, do you, mister?”

His voice was a whine of supplication, and Julian looked at him in disgust. His clothes were old and grimy; he wore odd boots — there was something about him that momentarily revolted the young man.

“How did you get here?” he asked.

The open bedroom window made the question unnecessary. The man gabbled a glib explanation, and Julian listened coldly. He had all the first-class professional’s contempt for the bad amateur. He made the burglar march before him to his little drawingroom, but nothing had been touched, and the probability was that the two had arrived almost simultaneously, the burglar through the window and Julian through the door.

“I’m starving—” began the burglar.

“What is your name? I suppose it’s a ridiculous question to ask.”

“Smith,” said the other, and Julian smiled crookedly.

His first impulse was to send for the police. But the novelty of the situation tickled him. It was his first experience with a burglar, and Julian had something of the cat in his nature.

He sent the man before him into the little kitchenette. His daily help had left a light supper for her master, but Julian had supped well and cheaply with a chance-met friend.

“Sit down and eat,” he said.
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The man hesitated and sat down. For a starving man he ate sparingly, and there was obviously little truth in the story of his starvation.

Julian wondered what John Morlay would do in the circumstances. Of course he would send for the police and have the wretched man removed instantly. Julian guessed that he might do something of the same kind at the conclusion of the interview, but he was not quite sure yet.

“Did a ‘lifer’, did you? That means twenty years, doesn’t it?” he asked.

Smith nodded.

“What crime did you commit?”

The man looked at him for a moment from under his shaggy brows, and then:

“Murder,” he said, with a coldblooded calmness which made Julian shiver. “I was doing a burglary and shot a policeman — by accident,” Smith went on rapidly, seeing the bad impression he had created. “A lot of liars took the witness-stand and swore my life away. They’d have hung me, too, only somebody got up a petition.”

“Ugh!” said Julian with a shudder.

And now his mind was made up.

“Finish your meal and get out of here,” he said curtly.

Apparently the man was relieved at this end to his adventure, for he sprang up from his seat with alacrity.

“I..,” he began, and then Julian, watching him, saw his face become contorted with pain. The white skin grew dark and red, and then a queer blue, which seemed to find its deepest tint about his lips. Frantically he groped in his pockets and brought out a small phial, nipped out the cork with his chattering teeth, and, pressing the neck of the bottle to his blue lips, swallowed before he collapsed again into his chair.

Julian looked at him in amazement and no little fear. Presently the unhealthy white came back to the cheeks.

“Heart,” gasped the man. “I get like that at times. I have to carry this stuff around or I’d croak.”

He found the cork, jammed it into the half-empty bottle, and put it back into his pocket with trembling fingers.

“I’d like to do something for you, sir,” he said. “You’re the first man that’s ever shown me a kindness.”

It was the old lag’s conventional compliment, calculated to soften a heart of stone, and the inexperienced Julian, who knew little of convict ethics, swallowed the bait and felt a warm glow of complacency.

“If you would go straight, there are plenty of people who would gladly help you.”

The burglar shook his head.

“You think so, sir, but it ain’t the case,” he said. “They’re always down on an old lag. Give me a little honest work to do…”

He went on, but Julian was not listening. Of a sudden there was born in his mind an interesting scheme. A man like this might be useful in certain emergencies. At worst he could be a valuable cover for some work Julian had in hand.

“Where are you living? Where can I get in touch with you?”

The man told him eagerly, and Julian wrote down the address on the back of one of his cards, and then, putting his hand in his pocket:

“Here’s ten shillings for you. I may put work in your way. Come and see me — no, don’t do that! I will send for you.”

He ushered his visitor not only from the room but from the building.

On the whole Julian was rather pleased with himself. He had performed an act of humanity, and it had cost him nothing but ten shillings and a meal, which would have been wasted anyway. In the night he had some misgivings, and, getting out of bed, examined the drawingroom cabinets carefully. But nothing had been taken, and he went back to bed fortified in his rectitude.

He was a man of affairs, was on several fashionable committees, one of which was the Help League, which attended to the needs of the poor and offered them the matured advice of worldly men and women in moments of crisis. It had not been long enough in existence for the poor to realize that attached to the advice was no pecuniary benefit, and for the moment there were dozens of “cases” distributed among the committee for help and judgment. Julian spent the hour before lunch deeply engaged in the woes of mothers of families whose husbands were in prison, and in a spirit of benevolence (he had offered very good advice indeed) he went to lunch with the secretary of the association.

His own business brought him back to Bedford Square at three o’clock. A little sharp-faced man was pacing up and down in front of the house awaiting his return. Julian greeted him with a nod and led the way up to his rooms.

“Well, Martin?” he asked. “Have you any further news for me?”

“Yes, sir,” said the man, producing a small notebook. “I called at the shop and made friends with the boy Herman.”

He proceeded to give further details of no great importance. Julian left little to chance and believed in having two strings to his bow. This representative of a well-advertised inquiry agency had been employed long before he had carried his suggestion to John Morlay.

“Very good. You had better keep at the boy and see what you can find. You understand that I want to know as much about Mrs. Carawood — how she began, where her money came from, and suchlike — as you can learn. In addition to the fees I am paying your agency I will give you a very handsome present for yourself if you can find these things out.”

“You can trust me, sir,” said Martin optimistically. “Before a week’s out I’ll be twisting that boy round my finger.”

“I hope so,” said Julian dryly. He had his own views about the tractability of the bespectacled Herman.

This fellow, he thought, would probably be as useful as John, and, considering the matter, he was rather glad that the representative of Morlay Brothers was out of the case.

It was eleven o’clock in the morning. Mrs. Carawood was making a tour of her shops. From the deeps, somewhere behind or beneath the store in Penton Street, came the sound of a voice singing in a nasal falsetto. The delivery was spasmodic, keeping time to the “huk-huk” of a handsaw.

“Love, love, love can nev-er die,

Love, love, love can ne-ver die,

Tum, Tum, Tumpti-umpti-i,

Love can never die.”

From time to time Herman turned his head in the direction of the music, a pathetic look upon his face. But the song went on.

“Why don’t you give the saw a chance!” he demanded truculently.

“I’m surprised you don’t like my singin’,” said Mr. Fenner mildly. “I’m supposed to be a bit ‘armonic.”

“Who supposes that besides you?” asked the youth.

Mr. Fenner tut-tutted.

“You don’t know what ‘armonic means, do you?” he asked, in the tone of superiority which he invariably adopted when he was informative.

Herman suggested it meant a certain wheeziness of chest, and said so. Mr. Fenner closed his eyes in patient resignation.

“‘Armonic,” he said, with cold deliberation, “means ‘armony. ‘Armony means music, hence the word ‘armonium.”

Herman scratched his head. Harmonium had a familiar sound. There was some evilsmelling stuff in a bottle which could be and was used for the purpose of removing stains from ancient dresses. It made his eyes water, but never made him sing. Mr. Fenner was always using words which were more than Greek to this youth, for Herman had spent the early days of his childhood dodging school, and there were times when he had listened, dazed, to Mr. Fenner’s eloquence without understanding a single sentence.

Fenner wiped his hands on his apron.

“Mrs. Carawood gone out?” he asked.

There was a hint of grievance in his tone. He had taken a holiday from work to carry out a number of minor repairs, the necessity for which he alone could discover.

“She’s gone round to one of the other shops,” said Herman, resuming his brushing. “Have you finished the door?”

Fenner nodded.

“Very nearly. Just got to plane it down a bit and put on a dab of varnish.”

He looked speculatively at the busy Herman.

“Here, Comrade.”

“Yuh?” said Herman, not turning his head.

“There ain’t any other job I could do, is there? I’ve got the whole of the day to myself and I’d like to keep myself occupied. If I ask Mrs. Carawood she’ll say there’s nothing.”

“Then I don’t suppose there is nothing,” said Herman, “if Mrs. Carawood says so. Are you thinking of livin’ here?” he demanded.

“No sauce, Comrade,” warned Fenner. “Come and see the door.”

Herman looked into the store. The girl assistant had gone out to lunch.

“I can’t leave the shop,” he said.

“There’s a bell on the door, ain’t there?”

Mr. Fenner was insistent. He needed moral support in the diabolical subterfuge he had planned. This was no less than a scheme to take a door from its hinges on the excuse that it needed re-hanging (which in truth it did not) for he found the only real happiness that had come to his life .under the roof of this dark-faced woman who repelled most people, but to him was the epitome of beauty and goodness.

Herman, however, had an excuse for not accompanying the carpenter. Even as he turned reluctantly the door opened and a man walked briskly in.
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Herman came slowly back into the shop.

“Hullo!” he said ungraciously.

“Good morning, Herman.”

“Not so much of the ‘Herman’,” said the youth, red of face. “Do you want to buy a dress, because there’s nobody here to sell it.”

“My dear fellow—” began Mr. Martin, the inquiry agent.

“Don’t you ‘dear fellow’ me,” replied Herman loudly.

He looked round. Fenner had discreetly disappeared.

“And don’t try to sell me any safes to keep my money in, because I’ve got no money. And don’t ask me whether Mrs. Carawood wants to buy a safe, because I’ve told you she doesn’t want to buy a safe.”

Martin smiled broadly.

“She’s just the lady who does want to buy a safe,” he said. “Don’t you see how dangerous it is for a lady to keep her money in a box under her bed?”

“I didn’t say that,” said Herman, redder and louder still. His glare was ferocious. For a second Martin thought he was contemplating some violent assault.

“I merely come as a business man,” he began, in a tone designed to mollify and disarm, “to offer Mrs. Carawood a safe for keeping her valuables on easy terms.”

“She doesn’t get any valuables on easy terms,” retorted Herman violently. “She earns all the money she gets.”

He walked to the door and flung it open.

“You come here spyin’ and nosin’ round, trying to kid me to give you information. You’re a burglar — that’s what you are. For tuppence I’d send for the police.”

“I’d like to see Mrs. Carawood.”

Herman pointed majestically to the street.

“Wait for her outside,” he said.

It was two days since Mr. Julian Lester’s new agent had strolled into the shop, curiously enough at the hour when both Mrs. Carawood and her woman assistant were out, and by artful suggestions and cunning questions had discovered certain intimate particulars regarding that lady’s methods of business. She had a banking account: he knew that; and he had even discovered the extent of her balance. More to his purpose, he had learned, through the inadvertent betrayal of the youth, of the big black box under the bed, a box which was kept locked, and the key of which never left Mrs. Carawood’s possession. For two days Herman had lived in an agony of remorse, sensing instinctively the extent of his betrayal; not daring to tell the woman he loved better than life that he had been found wanting. And now the remorse which was within him had concentrated into a fury of insane rage. Herman looked round for a long-handled brush and advanced towards the Judas. Mr. Martin did not wait for proof of his unpopularity.

He had withheld the news from Julian, but now there was no need for further mystery. He could not gain more information from this source, and he hurried to. Bedford Square and met the young man as he was coming out. Julian turned back with his agent.

“Well, what is your news?”

With some elaboration the detective told him all he had learned and much that he had guessed.

“She’s got nearly twenty thousand pounds cash at the bank, and a turnover of a couple of thousand a week. I believe she’s got shares at her bank, but so far as I can find out she has no documents of any kind.”

“They’re not at the bank?” asked Julian.

“No, sir, they are in the box. The boy wasn’t so easy as I thought he’d be, but he let it out by accident. I pretended I was selling a line of safes, and he spilt it without trouble. It’s a black boa — I tried to get him to let me see it, but he wouldn’t fall so far. It has two locks, and she carries the keys at the end of a chain which she wears round her neck. The bedroom door is always locked, and the box itself is seldom opened, except when the young lady comes to Town.”

“Did he tell you that?” asked Julian quickly.

The man hesitated.

“He didn’t exactly tell me that, but I had to piece together the bits and pieces, and that is what I make out. There is one thing I wanted to say, sir: I don’t think I’d better be seen with you. When we were talking together yesterday in the street I saw Mr. Morlay pass and I’m sure he saw us.”

“Probably,” smiled Julian; “but he already knows that I am making inquiries.”

Mr. Martin was curious; it was his business to be curious.

“Excuse me, sir; you haven’t told me very much about Mrs. Carawood. What is it you want to find? It would be a much easier job for me if I knew what you were after…I mean, if I saw your hand.”

“My hand?” Julian laughed. “Oh, you mean if I took you entirely into my confidence?”

“I don’t know what you think the woman has been doing,” Martin went on, “but the only fact I have really discovered is that she keeps her valuables in a box under the bed. You couldn’t get her convicted for that.”

“I suppose not,” said Julian, and then, after a moment: “I’ll take you this much into my confidence, Martin. I have reason to believe that this woman is hiding certain vital facts concerning a — er — young lady, the Countess Marie Fioli. The Countess is, I believe, a very rich lady, though she is ignorant of the fact. It is very necessary for me that I should know her” — he paused again, and added— “financial position.”

Martin understood.

“I see, sir.”

“That’s the long and the short of it,” Julian went on. “For certain reasons I cannot afford to wait or to make leisurely inquiries. I have to come to a decision quickly—”

“I get you, sir. You want to know whether there’s another man who doesn’t care whether she’s rich or poor.”

It was a tactless thing to say, but Julian was not easily perturbed. This association with private inquiry agents was distasteful to him; but the situation was critical, and he was prepared to sacrifice a great deal to gain immediate information. Here might be the opportunity of his life. Despite his many grievous sins, he was not a bad man; he was not essentially a good one.

He liked Marie as much as he was capable of liking anybody, and if he married her he would deal with her kindly and considerately: would manage her affairs with the most scrupulous honesty, and, secure in the possession of a competence, would find some other mission to occupy his spare moments.

He sent the man away with a modest sum on account and, passing into his bedroom, re-brushed his hair, rearranged his tie, and examined himself critically in the cheval glass. Marie was in Town, and good impressions must be maintained.

He wondered, as he travelled towards Pimlico, whether there had been anything in his bantering suggestion that John Morlay was in love with the girl. It had been a shot at a venture; he hardly believed it possible that people could be in love in the old storybook fashion, and certainly John was not the kind of man who would be likely to succumb to the fascinations of a pretty face. The girl’s fortune meant nothing to Morlay. Of that he was convinced, for John was well to do, had inherited a considerable sum from his father, while the profits from his business were notoriously large.

Julian dismissed the possibility without a second thought. When he reached the shop in Penton Street he found Herman still ruffled from his encounter, but for him the youth had a seraphic smile.

“No, sir, Mrs. Carawood’s out.”

“Has she gone to Ascot to bring the Countess to Town?”

“No, sir,” was the reply. “Mr. Morlay has gone to bring m’lady. He’s engaged to her.”

“Engaged — Mr. Morlay?” He was incredulous.

“Do you mean Mr. John Morlay?”

Herman nodded vigorously.

“Yes, sir — a very nice gentleman.”

“But why on earth—” began Julian, and then checked himself.

The news was indeed overpowering. John Morlay had given an impression of pure disinterestedness, had spoken of Marie as a babe, and had been, in a sense, slighting in his reference to her. Julian Lester was wise enough not to pursue his inquiries, for Herman’s diplomacy was patent.

“Do you mean that Mr. Morlay is engaged to be married to the Countess?”

Herman laughed scornfully.

“Married — good lord, no! He’s engaged to look after her.’’’

“Phew!” said Julian, and in his relief could forgive the ignorance of this youth.

If Herman would not talk of Mrs. Carawood he was voluble on the subject of m’lady. And he was not difficult to draw out.

“Know my lady? I should say I did! Why, Mrs. Carawood brought her up in this shop when she was a little baby and I was a kid running errands. That was before Mrs. Carawood had all these stores. Everybody round this neighbourhood knows m’lady,” he added surprisingly. “She’s one of the best-known young ladies in London.”

Julian wondered exactly what plans were being made for Marie’s town life, and asked questions.

“M’lady’s going to have an apartment of her own, and a maid of her own too. But she always comes here when she’s in London.”

“She is very rich, isn’t she?” asked Julian carelessly, and Herman frowned.

“That I can’t tell you, sir. I don’t see how you can be a countess without being rich,” he added.

It was at that moment that Mrs. Carawood came in, looking unusually pretty in her rather youthful hat and the bright-green coat, which she almost immediately took off. In her less worried moments she had an acrid humour of her own which never found expression except in the familiar environment of her own store.

She seemed more real to Julian in this store, where she had a trick of calling him “sir”, than in the house at Ascot, where she addressed him by his Christian name. That she was a woman of the people it did not need any great amount of acumen to discover. There was the slightest Cockney twang in her tone, and her manner had something of the sparrow’s pertness.

“Good morning, sir.” She looked inquiringly at Julian. “Did you come to see Marie about the ring? It was returned.”

“I know that,” said Julian. “I came to see Marie.” She looked at him suspiciously — resentfully, he thought.

“I wanted to have a little chat with you about her. I was thinking the matter over this morning, and I said to myself: ‘It will pay you to tell Mrs. Carawood exactly how you feel towards her little girl.’ Now that she’s left school, Mrs. Carawood, what are you going to do with her?”

Again the steady glance.

“Me do with her, sir? I can only advise my lady. She is a great person and can do as she likes, you know. It will be different now she’s a woman. And young ladies aren’t very anxious to take the advice of their old nurses.”

“But suppose she did take your advice, what would it be?”

She eyed him steadily for a moment, and then:

“I should advise her to marry somebody she loved, sir, and not somebody who was after her for her money.”

She had given him an opportunity which he was too clever a strategist to lose.

“But how can they be ‘after her money’, Mrs. Carawood? Nobody knows that she has any money.”

“I know,” she said.

“A few thousand perhaps,” he suggested offhandedly, “but that would hardly influence a fortune-hunter.”

“Few or many, she marries the right man,” she said. “I think I said that when you were at Ascot, Mr. Lester. The right man is the one who doesn’t want to know how much easy money is coming his way. And now, if you will excuse me…”

Julian found himself dismissed, and enjoyed the experience.
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Mrs. Carawood was admittedly a very difficult woman to deal with. She accepted favours from none; drove hard bargains relentlessly; and had a reputation among wholesalers in London which many a more important buyer might have envied.

No sooner was Julian out of the way than, after a few minutes’ deep and evidently unpleasant thought, she asked Herman:

“Is Mr. Fenner gone?”

“No, ma’am, he’s downstairs, working on the door.”

“Bless my life! The man has taken long enough to build a house,” said Mrs. Carawood.

Summoned from the lower regions, Mr. Fenner presented himself.

“Have you finished that door, Fenner?”

“Yes, Mrs. Carawood, just done it.”

“Good!” She unlocked a drawer of her desk and took out a small cashbox. “Now you must be paid for your trouble. How much do you charge me?”

Mr. Fenner closed his eyes.

“There’s friendship and there’s business,” he began oracularly. “There’s people that’s grasping, there’s people that’s generous—”

“You’ll not be either grasping or generous with me, Fenner,” interrupted Mrs. Carawood, sitting back in her chair and regarding him with a friendly eye. “How much do I pay you?”

“For fixing a door?” said Fenner indignantly. “For a mere dab of varnish, so to speak—”

“Don’t be a fool, Fenner. I’d have had to pay somebody else, and I’m not going to make use of my friends. And hurry up, because m’lady may be back at any moment.”

“What are friends for?” demanded Mr. Fenner, in his best platform manner. “They’re to be used as and when required.”

He nodded to the wooden partition behind which the woman was sitting.

“What about me putting up a little room instead of that screen?”

She laid down her pen with a sigh.

“Fenner, you don’t suppose I’m going to let you work for me for nothing, do you? Herman!”

Herman had strolled into the store.

“Mrs. Carawood is calling you, Comrade,” said Fenner, ever ready to help.

“I wish you’d get out of the habit of calling Herman comrade,” said Mrs. Carawood sharply.

“Ain’t we all comrades?” protested Fenner. “I was addressing a meeting of the proletariat last night, and I says to them—” He saw the look of distrust in her face and was chilled.

“Proletariat!” she said scornfully. “Have you been amongst that kind of people again?”

He could do no more than make a gesture of protest and feel nervously at his bright-red necktie, for, however short Mr. Fenner might be on the principles of socialism, he was scrupulous in the observance of its outer forms. He was a socialist largely because the science offered him a platform and an opportunity of hearing himself speak. He would have been as vehement a reactionary had capitalism given him similar opportunities.

At this point Herman supplied a piece of information.

“M’lady’s coming back today, Mr. Fenner.” Fenner made a sound of disparagement.

“I wish she wasn’t ‘M’lady’. That’s what I wish. Oh, these class distinctions!” And, oblivious of Mrs. Carawood’s glare, he went on: “Men an’ women was born equal. Was Adam a lord? Was Eve a duchess? Was—”

He caught the woman’s eye and wilted.

“One of these days I’ll throw something at you, Fenner!”

“It’s artificial, Comrade,” said Fenner feebly. “It strikes at the very root of social brotherhood! I was only telling the proletariat up at our branch last night that to get rid of class distinctions you’ve got to get rid of class privileges, you’ve got to get rid of titles, you’ve got to get rid of money?”

“Do you ever get tired of hearing yourself make speeches, Fenner?” she rasped.

“No, Comrade, I can’t say that I do,” he admitted.

“Of course you don’t,” she said scornfully. “And as to m’lady giving up her title, wasn’t she born with it? It’s like asking you to give up the use of your tongue. Anyway, you needn’t be around, Fenner, when she’s here.”

Mr. Fenner retired to his last ditch.

“Titles don’t mean nothing to me. They’re all part of the capitalistic system. Armies — bah! Navies — bah! I hate the sight of a uniform.” He adjusted his red necktie savagely. “Fancy a grownup man labelling himself! It’s sickening! But, believe me, Mrs. Carawood, the proletariat ain’t fools!”

“I don’t know ‘em,” said the woman, “but I bet there’s as big fools in that crowd as there is in any other.”

He still lingered, made certain warning gestures to Herman, who retired under the impression that Mr. Fenner wished to discuss money matters. Fenner cleared his throat.

“What are you doing, ordering my boy about?”

“A personal matter, Comrade,” he said huskily, and sat down near the suspicious woman. “Mrs. Carawood, for ten years I’ve known you.”

She lifted a warning hand, but he went on.

“I’ve got to say it. Ten years I’ve known you. And in that time have I been drunk? Have I misconducted myself? No, I’ve been faithful and true. I don’t want your money.. Money is repugnant to me — it’s capital. Besides, I’ve got a bit saved of my own.”

She rose slowly, that smile on her lips which softened every hard line of her face.

“You’re not a bad fellow, though you do talk a lot. But I’m not marrying any more.”

“You’re young, in a manner of speaking, Mrs. Carawood,” he pleaded; “and you’ve neither chick nor child.”

“And I don’t want any,” she said. “It’s no use. I like you; you’re a straight, decent man. I don’t mind your being a socialist because I don’t know what it means.”

“I could explain in ten minutes,” he said eagerly.

“You’ve been explaining for ten years, and the only thing I know about it is that it turns your tie red.”

He picked up a paper-covered book from the desk. “What’s that, Mrs. Carawood?”

She turned and snatched the book from his hand. “Keep your hands off what don’t concern you, Fenner,” she said sharply.

But Mr. Fenner had seen the title.

“‘Only a Shop Girl
 : A stirring story of love and sacrifice.’ You like them kind of tales, Mrs. Carawood?”

“Read ’em ever since I was a girl,” she said briskly.

“There’s art and taste in ‘em, I admit. Mind you, there’s nothing like reading to improve your mind,” he said, with a certain complacent carelessness. “I’ve read several bits by ‘Erbert Spencer and John Stuart Mill. Philosophy — very good, very neat. You don’t read that kind of book, Mrs. Carawood?”

“No — I don’t even read these for myself; Herman likes to hear ‘em. He can’t read.”

Mr. Fenner was shocked.

“Terrible thing, lack of education. Your young lady, now — Cheltenham Girls’ School, wasn’t it t”

“College — Ladies’ College.”

“Ah! Class again. Tut, tut — what’s ladies but women t What’s women but units in the conglomerate mass of the proletariat? She’s highly educated — speak French?”

“French! She can talk German and sing Italian.”

“All high-class singing seems Italian to me,” he confessed. “And Oxford University too — what’s girls coming tot Giving ’em a little too much scope, don’t you think t”

“Aren’t they proletariats too?” she sneered. For a second he was taken aback.

“True, true. I believe in women having the same chance as men — if they can get it.”

Daringly he took down one of the books from the shelf.

“The Temptations of the Duchess
 . You was always a bit romantic, I’m thinking, Mrs. Carawood.”

He was touching her now on a very tender point, did he but know it. All the colour and beauty of life were stored in those thin volumes.

“I was. There have been times, Fenner, when I wanted to get out of the clothing business and walk in marble halls, so to speak.”

“I know,” said Mr. Fenner. “It’s the feelin’ that drives people to the pictures.”

She took him by the shoulders gently and pushed him into the middle of the shop.

“I like to see you now and again, Fenner, but don’t you ever do any work? You’re wasting your time, and I hate to see a man wasting time.”

Here he had an explanation to offer, and one which was, by all tests, satisfactory. His employer was ill. Mrs. Carawood knew the old man. He had a yard in Penton Street. A sour old gentleman with an acid tongue. She was concerned to hear of his sickness.

“I’ve worked for him, man and boy, sixteen years. Somehow, I haven’t got the heart to go into the yard now he’s away. A great old pal of mine, he is. ‘Tom,’ he says to me about a week ago — he always calls me Tom — Tom,’ he says, ‘you’ve been trying fourteen years to convert me, an one of these days I’ll convert you. Tom,’ he says, ‘I don’t know much about socialism and I ain’t likely to while you’re its mouthpiece. There’s many a good religion spoilt by bad preachers.’ I don’t know what he meant.”

“Maybe he thought your arguments were silly,” suggested the woman, looking for the twentieth time at the clock on the wall.

“He couldn’t have meant that — he wasn’t delirious then,” said Mr. Fenner.

She was not listening to him — Marie was coming through the shop.
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John Morlay sat down to take account of himself. For three days his duty had been light, and there had been little or no call for his attendance on his lovely charge. A normal man, he told himself, would have welcomed the respite, for his work at that moment was heavy. There were callers to be interviewed, accounts to be investigated, the movements of a long-firm swindler to be traced; and if some madness had not come to him he would have learned with relief from day to day that Marie’s time had been fully mapped out.

Yet he was irritated, and every ring of the telephone bell made his heart jump. He had certainly spent one happy evening with Marie, when he had escorted her to a theatre. What the play was about he never remembered, but there was music in it and dancing-girls, and somebody sang a song which most of the street boys were whistling.

Moreover — and this symptom alarmed him — he had found himself at extraordinary hours wandering along Penton Street. Once, at five o’clock in the morning, he had passed under her window, and the mere fact that he did not feel unutterably foolish was discreditable to his innate sense of humour. He always had an excuse to himself for these excursions. A long-forgotten suggestion of his doctor that he should take a good walk before breakfast was one, but there was no reason in the world why he should be standing on the opposite side of the street, looking at the light in her window, when the clock was striking twelve on the second night after her return from Ascot.

Here, however, his sense of humour triumphed, and he went back to his flat, chuckling irritably at himself. He wondered what the dead-and-gone Morlays, those sedate and dignified men, would have thought of their descendant. They were men whose love-affairs had run a smooth and conventional course, and in his most extravagant moment he could not imagine either Uncle Percival or Uncle Jackson mooning like a lovesick calf before an old-clothes shop.

He had made three calls in the hope of catching a glimpse of her, but on each occasion she was out. Once she had gone with Mrs. Carawood to a concert; once, he learned, to his intense annoyance, that Julian Lester had taken her to his cousin’s to tea. He had begun to loathe Julian with a ferocity beyond understanding. He was little less than obscene in his sordid pursuit of the girl.

John Morlay was sitting with his head in his hands, his work neglected, when the aged clerk announced a visitor.

“A monk?” said John, in amazement. “What the dickens does he want? Show him in.”

As the visitor came through the door he had a dim idea that he had met this greybearded figure in the rough habit of a religious order, a rope girdle about his waist, his head and his feet bare save for sandals. And then he remembered.

“Father Benito, isn’t it?” he said, as he offered his hand.

“This is indeed fame,” said the Father dryly. “No, Mr. Morlay, I won’t sit down, if you will forgive my distracting habit of restlessness — I will not keep you long.”

Father Benito was a member of the Franciscan Order, whose sermons had attracted large and fashionable audiences to a Franciscan church in Mayfair. His attacks on certain sections of society had made him famous, as John reminded him. The Father made a little face, and his kindly eyes were filled with laughter.

“That’s one of the penalties of sincerity,” he said. “One gets talked about. In this world of sham and make-believe the sincere must inevitably be conspicuous. And before I go any further, Mr. Morlay, I want to tell you that I haven’t come in the exercise of my mission, but on a personal affair. I spoke to Sir John Calder last evening, and he suggested that you were the man who could best advise me.”

John smiled.

“I never expected to find a Franciscan among my clients,” he said.

For a second the Father said nothing, and then he asked a question that took the detective by surprise.

“Do you know the Countess Marie Fioli?” he asked.

John stared at him.

“Why, yes, I know her fairly well.”

“Do you know Mrs. Carawood, her — guardian?”

John nodded, wondering what was coming next. Father Benito pondered for a while.

“The business which has brought me here is rather a delicate one. I am, as you realize, in the world and yet out of it. Matters which might seem of the highest importance to the average man mean nothing whatever to me. Nevertheless, my vows do not release me from a certain obligation to society. I am troubled and worried more than I thought was possible by this—” He seemed at a loss for words to describe the cause of his disquiet.

“Are you worried about Countess Marie?”

“Yes, in a sense,” said Father Benito, after a pause. And then he made a statement which brought John Morlay to his feet, wide-eyed.

“You don’t mean that!”

Father Benito nodded.

“It is incredible! And yet, of course, I must accept your word. You are sure?”

Forgetful of his restlessness, the Reverend Father pulled a chair up to the desk, and for half an hour he spoke with scarcely an interruption from John. Once the telephone bell rang, and John Morlay went out of the room and instructed his assistant to put through no further calls. For the rest of the time the men talked in a low tone, and in the end John accompanied the robed figure to the door.

“I will put the matter into your hands and be guided entirely by you,” said Father Benito at parting. “I feel you ought to know this. I am glad I have told you — happier because I feel that the girl’s interests are safe in your hands. That is the thing that was worrying me — the possibility that poor little Marie might, through no fault of her own, be irretrievably hurt. I should not have forgiven myself if that had happened.”

All that afternoon John Morlay struggled with the new problem which had been set him; a problem which, a week before, would have been dismissed after a second’s thought; and, at the end of his self-examination, he reached only one conclusion — that, whoever was hurt, Marie must be saved.

His mind was occupied by the thoughts of her when the telephone bell rang and her fresh voice hailed him.

“Guardian angel, I want you to take me out to tea.”

He almost flew down the stairs to obey her summons.
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Mr. Fenner, that patient swain, was beginning to feel some misgivings. He called in at the shop one afternoon, primarily to give news (which had not been sought) of the condition of his employer, who had been sinking rapidly for many days but still retained ‘a tenacious hold on life.

“Change and decay,” said Mr. Fenner gloomily. “If the old man pops off I’ll have to find another job. I couldn’t stand the yard after he’d left for better or worse, as the saying goes. It’s very hard, Herman,” he said, sitting down.

“Have a cushion, Mr. Fenner,” said the sympathetic but mistaken Herman.

“I’m not referring to the seat. And, Herman, don’t call me ‘mister’. ‘Comrade’s’ quite good enough for me.”

Herman thought it was a bit familiar.

“A lot of people don’t like it,” said Mr. Fenner, and the recollection of the unpopularity of the title seemed to afford him a certain satisfaction. “Personally, I prefer it. My old governor—”

“Does he call you ‘Comrade’?” asked the interested Herman.

“Only when he wants to be nasty,” said Mr. Fenner. “He’s not a bad old boy. As a member of the employing classes, of course, he’s out with the washin’, but as a human being I respect him; I must admit it. That’s the curse of political strife, Herman; you’ve got to have two ideas about a person.”

He was glancing steadily at his own reflection in a long panel mirror which faced him.

“Would you call me a goodlooking man, Comrade?” he asked, eying himself thoughtfully.

“You?” Herman was incredulous.

“Yes, me.”

The youth looked at him suspiciously.

“Is this a catch?” he asked.

“No, I’m asking you, comrade to comrade,” said Mr. Fenner with some asperity.

Herman shook his head.

“I don’t know. You never struck me as being goodlooking — I’m talking about your face.”

“Well, there’s nothing else to talk about, is there?” snapped Mr. Fenner. And then, in a milder tone: “Would you call me — well — say, intellectual-looking?”

“What’s that?” asked Herman puzzled.

“Do I look as if I was brainy?”

But here again Herman could not help him. He did not know how brainy people looked. Mr. Fenner mastered his annoyance.

“Good Gawd! You’ve seen the picture-papers, haven’t you!”

“I only look at the murderers,” said Herman simply. “Mr. Fen — I mean Comrade — do you know, I could commit a murder? I could! If anybody did anything to Mrs. Carawood I’d murder ‘cm! And stand by and see ’em roll all over the floor in agony!”

The socialist carpenter listened aghast at the bloodthirsty picture.

“You never would have the heart, Comrade,” he said in a hushed tone. “Mind you,” he added, after reflection, “I’d go a long way in the same direction for Mrs. Carawood.”

“Or m’lady?” suggested Herman.

This required deliberation. M’lady was different. She did not evoke the same emotions in the tender bosom of this public man.

There came an interruption to this exchange of confidences. The door opened slowly and an immaculate young man stepped in, closed the door behind him, and nodded with a smile to the girl attendant. Julian Lester had reached a momentous decision.

The appearance on the scene of John had upset his calculations. If, a week before, he could not afford to wait, still less could he afford now, for when Marie had referred to the representative of Morlay Brothers there had been something in her voice which the shrewd young man had accurately diagnosed.

Mrs. Carawood made her appearance. She had seen, from her sittingroom window, Julian alight from his taxicab. Mr. Fenner watched their meeting with a jealous eye.

“Who is this guy?” he asked, agitated. “He seems very familiar!”

Oblivious of the passions he had aroused, and only dimly conscious of the figure which flung itself out of the shop through the side entrance leading to the much-repaired door, Julian came straight to the point.

“No, Marie’s not in, Mr, Lester. She has gone out with Mr. Morlay.”

“Indeed!” He stroked his moustache thoughtfully. “I never seem to see her these days.”

“You’re very interested in her,” said Mrs. Carawood, her cold eyes upon him.

“Naturally. She is a very romantic figure.”

“I don’t know about romantic—” began Mrs. Carawood.

“Of course she’s romantic,” said Julian, almost brusquely. “It is romantic that a member of a great Italian family should have been brought up by an Englishwoman who has been both nurse and guardian to her. If I understand aright, she has been in your charge ever since she was a few days old?”

“That is so, sir.”

“And her mother made you her guardian?”

She recognized his hostility. She would have been a dull woman if she had not. It came as a shock to her. She had been friendly with him, guessing just how far he would go to serve his own interests. That he should ever throw off that amiable mask was unthinkable. But Julian was in the position when the mask had to go.

“Marie has been very strange lately,” he said.

“I don’t know whether she has been prejudiced against me, or whether something has happened that I know nothing about. I decided to come to you direct. You are her guardian?”

His tone and manner were that of a cross-examining counsel.

“Yes, her mother made me her guardian,” she said slowly and deliberately.

“You have some sort of deed? Some documents, I suppose?…There was a will P”


Mrs. Carawood did not answer.

“There was a will? You have a copy of her mother’s will perhaps?”

“I have no copy of her mother’s will.” She found her voice at last. “No documents — nothing. She gave her into my charge and asked me to look after her because she had no other relation in the world.”

He saw her suddenly look over his shoulder, and in another minute she had dashed past him and was opening the door to Marie. The girl was helpless with laughter. John Morlay, who followed her into the store, seemed to be the cause, for he carried in his hand, and with no apparent sense of loss of dignity, a ridiculous doll she had reserved for the ornamentation of her room at Ascot.

Julian watched them, heard snatches of her narrative. They had been to a thé dansant
 , and John Morlay danced like a perfect angel. The doll, had been presented to her by the manager of the club, who was also a perfect angel.

It was not the atmosphere for revelations, and a man with a thinner skin than Julian Lester would have postponed his dénouement. But he had a duty to perform, was piqued by the consciousness of his loss, and, in some indefinable way, blamed the dark-faced woman for his discomfiture. Marie came towards him.

“Why, Julian, I haven’t seen you for days!”

She was very prim and politely friendly.

“It seems years,” he said, taking her hand with a smile. “Where is the ring?”

He saw her chin go up.

“It is at Ascot.”

“Did you like it?”

“I wrote and told you so,” she said.

Julian glanced down at the doll.

“Shades of Morlay Brothers!” he said ironically. “I wonder they don’t turn in their graves.”

“The last and the most severe of them was cremated,” said John.

Then he took the other’s arm and walked him to a quiet corner of the shop.

“A week or so ago you did me the honour to ask me to act for you,” he said. “I observe that you have an excellent substitute.”

“What do you mean?” asked Julian, raising his eyebrows in surprise.

“Yesterday I saw you talking in Oxford Street with Martin of the Universal Agency.”

Julian Lester laughed.

“Why, John, you really are a detective!—”

“I only want to tell you this,” said John, choosing his words carefully: “in all the circumstances, your interest in Mrs. Carawood and in Marie strikes me as rather bordering on the er—”

Julian supplied the word.

“Impertinent?” he asked.

“I didn’t want to use that word,” said John. “Now, I’m a blunt sort of fellow, Julian, and you’ll have to forgive me if I’m a little plain-spoken at this moment. What do you really expect to discover about Mrs. Carawood?”

“I will be equally frank.” Julian glanced round; the girl was behind the screen with Mrs. Carawood and out of hearing. “I expect to find that Mrs. Carawood has defrauded, or is defrauding, or is in a position to defraud, Marie. I will go further and say that I have searched Somerset House for a trace of the will, and I have not been successful. The Fiolis are an eccentric family. They lost a lot of money in a bank smash fifty years ago, and it was a known fact that they distrusted banks and carried their money in bulk. My suggestion is that when Marie’s mother died, she handed over to Mrs. Carawood a very large sum. The sole object and intention of my investigations has been to discover where that money is kept, and the extent of the fortune. I have another object, and that is to force Mrs. Carawood to give an account of her stewardship.”

John nodded.

“Is that necessary — now?” he asked, and the face of the other flushed. There was no need for John Morlay to be more explicit. “Do you still think that there is a possibility of Marie accepting you, supposing you offered yourself as a possible husband?”

Julian was thrown off his balance for a moment. “Is she likely to accept you?” he asked crudely. “Is that what you mean — that you have, to use a vulgar term, cut me out? Perhaps you’re right. But, even if that is so, the principle which guides me remains unchanged. You may consider me as a disinterested person working in your interests — is that a very convincing view?”

John shook his head.

“It doesn’t convince me,” he said.

Julian laughed.

“Then let me act in Marie’s interests; and in Marie’s interests I’m going to have the truth.”

“And where will you find the truth?”

The answer was dramatic. Herman came staggering into the shop at that moment with a big black box, and laid it on the table. Julian gasped, for he recognized it from its description, even to its two brass locks.
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Marie beckoned the two men.

“Come and look,” she said. “Nanny is going to expose the awful little creature I was when I was so high!”

Mrs. Carawood murmured something that they could not hear.

As the two heads, golden and black, bent over the opened box, John Morlay felt his heart beat a little quicker, and a lump came into his throat.

He took the photograph that the woman held out to him. It was a picture of a beautiful child, obviously Marie in her babyhood days.

“That’s when she was four. And that one is when she was thirteen.” She handed him another.

Julian’s eyes never left her.

“One moment, Mrs. Carawood,” he said.

John turned at the sound of his voice; it held a note of hardness which was ominous.

“Perhaps you will now tell us, and tell John, who, I think, will be specially interested, what else is in that box?”

The lid slammed down with a crash. John Morlay’s eyes caught his and held them.

“This is not the time, Julian,” he said in a low voice.

“Pardon me, this is an excellent time,” said Julian firmly. “A few days ago an agent of mine, whom, frankly, I engaged for the purpose, searched the Bournemouth Herald
 and found this paragraph printed twenty years ago.”

He took a case from his pocket, opened it, and extracted a newspaper cutting, which he read.

“The Countess Fioli, who recently died at her home in Westgate Gardens, was reported to be extremely wealthy. The Countess, who never had a banking-account, was believed to have kept very large sums of money in the house — money which up to now has not been traced or discovered.”

“Well,” demanded John coldly, “what does that prove!”

“It explains why Mrs. Carawood became suddenly affluent, could afford to become the proprietress of a number of very expensive stores.”

The woman had been listening, white-faced, shaking, but now she found her tongue.

“It’s a lie!” she cried hoarsely. “I worked for every penny I’ve had!”

For a second Marie did not understand the purport of the accusation; but now she was at her nurse’s side.

“How dare you!” she gasped in a low voice, her eyes burning.

“I understand your anger,” Julian was not outwardly ruffled. “It does you credit, Marie. But where is the money? And where is the will — if there is a will? There!” — he pointed to the box— “you have a packet of documents relating to the Countess Marie. Let me see them.”

Mrs. Carawood shook her head slowly, and her voice was a whisper.

“You shan’t see them!” she said. “You shan’t! You shan’t!” And then she fell swooning forward on the box.

Mr. Julian Lester’s fortitude had supported him in many very trying circumstances. He had need of all his self-faith to sustain his present unpopularity. Yet it was neither the few scathing sentences that John Morlay had flung at him on parting, nor the howling tempest of youthful rage which might have expressed itself in serious damage to his person, had not John providentially checked the savage Herman, which disturbed him.

He was oppressed by his helplessness in the first place, and by a sense of the injustice which had been done to him in the second. He was perfectly convinced that he was right and that everybody else was wrong. Yet, instead of being hailed as the disinterested friend of Marie, and one whose only desire was to help her, and bring to an end the machinations of a designing woman, he had been greeted with obloquy and subjected to the vilest abuse.

He was perfectly sure that he was justified in the conclusions he had reached, but the sensation of helplessness only came to him after he had consulted his lawyer. Julian had many useful friends: he knew doctors, from whom, when he mentioned carelessly his various mild ailments, he could receive treatment; lawyers who, in the comradeship which the atmosphere of a comfortable club engenders, would give him advice which, had it been offered in their own musty offices, would have cost him money. One of these, a great authority upon the law of inheritance, had raised a blank wall against further investigation.

“You have no standing, my dear fellow. You are not even related to the girl, and if you went into court to ask for an order you would be very promptly hoofed out!”

“But suppose I were engaged to her?”

“That wouldn’t give you any right at all. If you were married to her that would be quite a different matter.”

There was, he explained, a very tedious and expensive process of law by which Mrs. Carawood’s title to guardianship might be examined; but when he mentioned a figure as the approximate cost Julian shivered.

“No,” said his comfortless friend, “you can’t even get an order to view the contents of the box. My advice to you,” he added humorously, “is to get into touch with one of the correspondence schools, take six lessons in burglary, buy a jemmy, and make your investigations unofficially.”
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It was a very remarkable suggestion, because, at the back of Julian’s mind lurked the figure of a lined old man whose address he had inscribed in his book — the old burglar he had found in his flat one night.

At first, when he reviewed the possibilities, he dismissed this as altogether too absurd for thought. But slowly and insidiously the idea returned. It was not a job that he would undertake himself. Julian never risked watchdog or armed guard, and Herman had the character of both. No, for the first time he would employ an assistant. Such things had been done before, and he could pay the man well enough to be satisfied that there was no risk of betrayal. His busy mind went over all contingencies, and the more he thought of the scheme the more certain he was that it had advantages which no alternative plan could offer.

He scribbled a note, went out himself to the district messengers’ office and despatched it. He must take his chance of the letter falling into wrong hands, and, anyway, he was committed to nothing that could possibly be injurious to himself. With this comforting thought he settled down to wait for a reply.

There was plenty to occupy his evening. The West Canadian Bank had been “smashed”, presumably by an expert crew, who had got away with nearly a quarter of a million in bill currency. Julian read enviously. This was big work — real work. Those men were masters. He read the details carefully. The robbery was three days old before news of it was allowed to leak out.

At nine o’clock a bell tinkled, and, laying down his paper, he opened the door and was met by the smirk of the evil-looking Mr. Smith.

“Come in,” he said, and, cap in hand, the man followed him into his little study. “Sit down.”

Julian pointed to a seat which was remote from the desk, as though the atmosphere which the man brought with him was in itself contaminating. “Well, how are you doing!”

“Starving, sir,” growled the man. “You can’t get honest work with them ‘busies’ tailing you up all the time.”

“Busies? Oh, you mean detectives? Do they follow you around?”

“That they do, sir,” said Smith glibly. “The moment you get work they come and tell your boss that you’re an old lag, and then you’re out on the street again.”

It was one of the fictions which had deceived cleverer men than Julian, but he was not impressed. His work on the Help Committee had brought him into touch with many of the lower world, and he had learned how far from the truth it was that the police hampered even the oldest of lags in securing employment.

“I’ve got a little job for you,” said Julian.

He spoke the words really before he had made up his mind to commit himself to the dangerous course he had planned.

The man’s face fell momentarily.

“I’m a bit too old for hard work,” he protested. “I’ve spent the best years of my life in gaol, mister. You can’t expect me—”

“I think this is a job which you might do without any great exertion,” said Julian slowly. “There is a hundred pounds for you, and it will take you less than an hour.”

He saw a gleam of interest come into the burglar’s eyes.

“You understand,” said Julian, “that what I am going to tell you has nothing to do with me. It concerns a friend of mine who has been blackmailed.”

The man nodded.

“Put the black on you, have they!” said the man, interested. “Well, any gentleman can get into that kind of trouble. I’ll help you if I can, sir—”

“It is not I, I tell you; it is a dear friend of mine. I am not even sure that his statement is accurate. He may be fooling me; there may be nothing in it. But, according to his statement, a woman named Carawood has letters which are likely seriously to damage him, especially just now, when he is contemplating marriage.”

“Where does she live?” asked Smith.

“The address is Forty-seven Penton Street. Will you write that down?”

He pushed a pencil and paper towards the man, and he wrote with much labour.

“That’s in Pimlico. Is it a house?”

“It’s a shop,” said Julian; “a secondhand clothing stores. According to my information, these letters are kept in a black box under the woman’s bed.”

“That’s easy,” said the other contemptuously. “Does she keep a dog? It wouldn’t matter if she did, though. What men has she got sleeping in the house?”

“Nobody but a boy. She herself…well, we could arrange that she would be out on the evening — I suggest next Thursday — and the boy would give you no trouble, because I seem to remember Mrs. Carawood telling me that he went to bed very early. He sleeps at the top of the house. Mrs. Carawood’s room is on the first floor; so far as I can gather, the door on the left when you reach the landing. The box has two locks—”

“Locks! Locks are nothing!” interrupted Smith. “It’s easy, I tell you, governor. If it had been in a safe it might have been an all-night job. But a box! What letters am I to bring?”

“Bring all the documents you find. Put them in a bag and leave them outside my door, and then go away. I will give you fifty pounds before you start and fifty pounds after the job is finished. You will find the money under the mat outside my door, and here is a key to the outer door. Please understand that I shall be watching for your arrival, and if you come without the bag there will be no money there for you.”

The man looked at him keenly.

“You’re taking a bit of a risk, ain’t you, mister?” he asked.

Julian did not want to be reminded of the risk he was taking. He was already framing in his mind an alibi and an excuse. If the worst came to the worst, his word would balance the word of a convicted murderer, he thought. And it was worth the danger. Though he himself might gain no material advantage from possessing this information, he would have justified himself in the eyes of Marie.

“I am taking the risk for a friend,” he said gravely; “but I am trusting you not to betray me.”

Mr. Smith protested his loyalty with great vehemence.

And here came the peculiar kink of Fate that determined the future career of Julian Lester. He was pouring out a drink for the man, and Smith grew garrulous and friendly at the sight of refreshment.

“Not whisky…brandy, sir — God bless you and thank you! Yes, you can trust me on this job — I’ve been a good man in me day. Lord, if I only had me health and strength and a couple of good pals!”

“What would you do?” asked Julian.

“I’d have hundreds of thousands this day week.” Smith was speaking with great earnestness. Evidently he believed what he was saying.

“Hundreds of thousands — rubbish!”

“It ain’t rubbish — it’s gospel. It’s the sort of thing you wait for for years and it never comes along — a fortune.”

“How do you know about it?”

He handed a cigar to the man, but Smith would not smoke.

“It’s me ‘eart,” he said. “Why, a week ago I was nearly dead. A specialist come to see me from the West End. You don’t believe that, but it’s true. Ask anybody in the lane where I live.”

“What about the money?”

Smith had a curious story to tell. He had been in Hanover Square, watching somebody…a woman. She hadn’t been the woman he thought she was, but a duchess.

“A busy told me — the busy had an office in the building he wasn’t a real busy, but a sort of private detective—”

Julian sat bolt upright in his chair.

“A man named Morlay?”

“That’s right…I saw the name painted on the side of the door — Morlay Brothers.”

“Well?”

After Mr. Morlay had left him he was standing staring into the hall of the building when a car drove up and two men got out, carrying between them a heavy leather bag. They went in and up the elevator, but not before he had recognized one of them — Harry the Valet. They had occupied adjoining cells and worked in the same shop at Dartmoor. And Harry the Valet had told him about a big bust they were going to do. Harry was an American and the greatest bank-smasher in the world.

“The moment I see him I knew they’d done the job,” said Smith. “That’s their way — they take a respectable office weeks before, and practically live there after the bust. I’m glad Harry didn’t know me — I’d ‘a’ been dead by now.”

Julian listened breathlessly. Smith knew nothing of the Canadian Bank robbery had not read the newspapers.

“Harry told me you can always hire a furnished office with a safe. Sometimes they’ll buy up an old business for the sake of the name. That’s what they’ve done there. In a month, when everything’s blown over, they’ll skip. It’s a joke, eh?…The police lookin’ for them everywhere and there they are under their noses! If I was young I’d have that stuff.”

Julian’s brain reeled. He almost forgot the mission on which he had sent the man as soon as he was out of the house.
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“Can I see you very early?”

It was Marie’s voice on the telephone. John Morlay had got up from his breakfast wondering who would call him at half past seven in the morning.

“Good lord! Aren’t you sleeping?”

“I want to see Julian,” she said.

“You’re the only person in the world who has that passionate desire. ‘Why bother?”

“Nanny’s had a terrible night.” Her voice was shaking. He guessed that she had not had a great amount of sleep.

“But surely Julian isn’t going to help you, darling?” he said. “If you like, I’ll
 call on you.”

“I want to see him,” she insisted. “I’m going to stop this persecution of Nanny.”

He hesitated, and she asked, with a touch of impatience in her voice, if he was still there.

“Darling, I’ll fix it for you to see Julian. You want me to go with you, of course?”

“Only to his rooms. I want to see him alone,” she answered surprisingly.

They met by appointment at the end of Penton Street. Mrs. Carawood had gone to sleep, Marie told him, and he thought that she looked as if she would be all the better if she followed her guardian’s example.

“I feel very inadequate about Julian,” he said ruefully. “The moment called for a display of violence on my part, and I was a little inept.”

“I am glad you were,” she said.

He was surprised that she had no word of abuse for the man who had caused Mrs. Carawood such pain. She spoke of him very calmly, almost dispassionately.

“In a way I’m rather sorry for him, but I’ve got to make it clear that his interest in me and in my affairs has got to drop.”

“You’ll find Julian rather a limpet.”

She shook her head.

“I don’t think so,” she said, with such confidence that he was startled.

As they drove along, she asked suddenly:

“How long is it since I left school f It seems a thousand years. And that little house at Ascot is a mansion that has been in the family for generations!”

He asked her a question about Julian, and she reassured him.

“No, he has never made love to me. In some ways he’s been terribly nice. He hasn’t even disguised the real object of his interest. He has not held my hand or tried to kiss me or done anything that you could possibly object to in your capacity of guardian angel.”

It was agreed that John should wait on the landing outside Julian’s flat whilst she went in to interview him; but Julian upset this plan when, attired in a flaming dressing-gown, he opened the door himself and invited them in with a cordiality that was staggering.

“I know I’ve been a beast, but that doesn’t matter. Come inside, and I’ll make amends — step in, Morlay!”

He closed the door on them.

“If you’ve come to demand an apology, it is given before you ask! I was led astray by my reverence for capital, and even as late as last night I was still concerned with the question as to whether you were a wealthy heiress or the pitiful victim of a bad woman’s machinations.”

“That sounds like a scene title,” said John, admiring the man in spite of himself.

“It is,” admitted Julian unblushingly. “I have an extraordinary memory for phrases.”

He led them into the cosy sittingroom where, the night before, he had interviewed Mr. Smith. The windows were open; the sunlight streamed through; it seemed as though the apartment had taken on something of his own gaiety.

“You’re devilishly cheerful,” said John.

Marie thought so, too, and wondered whether he would be as happy when the interview had finished.

“Why shouldn’t I be? Life is opening up for me. By the way, John, are there any vacancies in that office building of yours?”

John Morlay was staggered by the question.

“Are you going into business?”

“I thought of finding a quiet place where I could write,” said Julian.

“A couple of months ago you could have had an upstairs suite. It was leased to a concern which is now, I believe, on the verge of bankruptcy, and they’ve sub-let it—”

“Can I see you, Julian — alone?”

Marie interrupted this amiable business conversation.

“Certainly.” Julian opened the door of the small diningroom. “You’ll find a book or two. There’s no lock on the door, so if she screams for help you can be thoroughly and expeditiously heroic.”

“I’m terribly sorry, Marie,” he said, when they were alone. “I’ve made a fool of myself over this business, and I promise to reform. But if I can prove that what I said was right, and that you’ve been steadily robbed—”

“You’ll prove nothing. If you are making investigations you will drop them immediately,” said the girl quietly.

Julian smiled.

“I have your interests to consider—” he began.

“You have your own interests to consider,” said Marie.

She took from her bag a small, red leather case and handed it to him. He frowned, looked at the case, and opened it.

“My ring,” he said. “You’re returning it?”

She nodded.

“That’s rather unkind, isn’t it? I suppose the old woman—”

“You won’t call her the old woman; you’ll be quite polite about her; you’ll not see her again, and your agents will not make any further inquiries. You’ll not see me again, and if you take my advice you will leave England in the very near future.”

He was looking at her through half-closed eyes, for he detected a menace in the voice.

“Exactly why does this happen?” he asked.

“You remember you gave me the ring and asked me not to look at it till the morning? Well, I looked at it when I went to bed — and that was not the ring.”

She was a little short of breath, expected him to break in with protests, but he was silent.

“The ring I saw was a big, oblong sapphire, with four diamond claws. It was the sapphire that had been stolen from Cratcher’s a few days before. You made a blunder and left the wrong case with me. They’re both the same size and both identically marked. You discovered this when you got back to Town, and you returned to Ascot, took the stolen ring from my dressing-table, and returned your real present the next day by post.”

Julian did not speak. His face was a mask. He did not even change colour, though his lips were set a little more tightly than she had remembered seeing them set before.

“That is why I say you ought to go out of England. I’m probably doing the wrong thing. I ought to go to the police and tell them what I’ve found out.”

“And are you going!” The words were metallic.

She shook her head.

“No. I don’t know what makes you live this kind of life, but it’s not my business to judge you, Julian.”

“Does Morlay know!”

“Of course he doesn’t!” she said scornfully. “He wouldn’t be such a scare-cat as I am.”

Julian drew a long breath.

“Thank you,” he said simply. “I will carry out all your instructions, though it may be a week or two before I can get abroad. I have all sorts of liabilities to liquidate.”

She held out her hand and he took it.

“I may see you again. Bear with me if I have to call, but I shall not bother you — or that admirable lady, Mrs. Carawood.”

He remembered, after she had gone, that he had given very definite instructions which would very considerably bother Mrs. Carawood. He tried all that day to get in touch with Smith, and then, in an impish spirit of mischief, he decided that he would satisfy his curiosity after all and carry out the plan which he had outlined to Smith.

In the meantime he had a great deal of work to do. He identified the office where Harry the Valet carried on a spurious business, and journeyed down to Balham to interview the late proprietor of the office, a disillusioned inventor of mechanical toys who had taken the office full of hope, and after his failure had handed on the liability of his lease to the agreeable American gentleman, who was willing not only to hire the office but to buy the furniture as it stood.

“I didn’t sell the furniture, because I hoped to start again, but I’m afraid I must.”

“That,” said Julian, the opportunist, “is the very thing I came to see you about. I am in the market for office furniture.”

The upshot of it was that the late occupant of the office produced a file of bills, and amongst them was the invoice for the Rexor Safe. The serial number was written on the invoice. Subsequently it was written on Julian’s cuff. He knew the ways of safemakers, and that afternoon journeyed to Sheffield and interviewed the general manager of the Rexor Company, who welcomed him as an old friend, for Julian had, had many interviews with him, and had promised an article on the progressive character of the works, a promise which was doomed to remain unfulfilled.

“Curiously enough,” said Julian, just before he was leaving, “I got a safe of yours the other day, and I’ve only one key to it.”

“Do you know the number t” asked the manager.

Julian Lester went back to London with a duplicate key.

The next day he made a personal reconnaissance of the place. The two men who rented the office came at nine. They were respectable-looking young gentlemen who wore horn-rimmed spectacles and carried umbrellas, and they arrived separately and from opposite directions. They were developing a confectionery business, and immense quantities of succulent sweetstuffs were delivered, and apparently never disposed of.

Behind the house Was a mews, and an outbuilding easily reachable — a balcony…a projecting parapet…it looked extremely easy. The pity was that the nights were so short.

Julian found a lock-up garage in the mews that was to let. The owner demanded a fabulous sum in advance, but Mr. Lester paid it cheerfully, produced a powerful sports car, made arrangements for its cleaning, and personally fed it with oil and juice.

He saw the two men when they left the office in the evening, and wondered which was Harry the Valet. There had always been a Harry the Valet in the underworld, and in a vague way he wondered why this should be. Possibly there was an original Harry the Valet, who was the devil of a fellow at his job, and his imitators had chosen the name out of sheer vanity.

There was quite a lot in the newspapers about the Canadian Bank. Two men had been arrested on suspicion at Southampton. Julian wished the police had chosen another venue. The exact amount of money stolen was in the neighbourhood of a hundred and eighty thousand pounds. Through a private source he ascertained that the hue and cry which had been circulated by the police contained no numbers of banknotes, but gave a bald description of the denominations of the bills. The newspapers told him that Inspector Pickles was in charge of the case.

Pickles was very much in charge. John, meeting him by accident, learned the secret history of the robbery. It had been an inside job. A night watchman was suspected — he had vanished since the robbery.

“It’s an American job. Harry the Valet’s in it, I should think,” said Peas. “He’s not in Paris; his pals say he’s in Berlin, which means he’s in London. If these birds get away with that money you can come to me and say: ‘Peas, you’re past it.’ I don’t suppose they’d ever have done the job if they knew I was taking the case. How’s Mrs. Carawood? Has she been to Rotherhithe lately? And how’s poor Mr. Hoad?”

“Who the devil’s Mr. Hoad?”

“He doesn’t call himself Mr. Hoad; it’s sometimes Smith and sometimes Salter. He had a bad heart-attack the night we went down there, and somebody had enough money to pay a big fee to call in the best West End physician.”

“In other words, Mrs. Carawood?” said John.

Peas nodded.

“I think so. He’s some relation probably, but she didn’t want him to know she was well off; hence those rags. These so-called mysteries don’t mean a darn’ thing when you get a first-class mind at work on ‘em.”

“What about the Canadian Bank affair?” asked John.

“That’s not a mystery,” said Peas calmly; “that’s a plain burglary without violence.”
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The days that followed her interview with Julian held for Marie Fioli hours of sheer joy and a happiness deeper than any that had yet come into her life. Cheltenham and its school seemed a million miles away. She lived in a new life with a new people. Once, when they were out together, John sought to turn the conversation to the direction of Mrs. Carawood.

“Oh yes, the poor darling! She is
 romantic. And I don’t even want to laugh at her. Do you know, John, I often think that Nanny gets a real pleasure out of saying ‘M’lady’ to me. And she’s so practical in every other way!”

Mrs. Carawood was unique; he had never met her parallel. She was two persons, lived two lives. Marie was the one reality in her world of make-believe; the one tangible aristocrat that had come into her life.

“She told me the other day that ever since she was a little girl,” Marie went on, “she had loved these stories of dukes and duchesses, of marble palaces and princely entertainments. She never reads a book that hasn’t a lord or a lady in it.”

It was when they spent an afternoon at the Queen’s Hall that Marie told him of the strange visitor who had come to the store that morning.

“Do you know Father Benito?” she asked. “He’s such a wonderful-looking man! Very tall and bearded. I think he belongs to some religious order, for he wears a monk’s robe.”

“I know him — yes,” said John quickly. “What did he want?”

“He came to see Mrs. Carawood about something — a dress he wanted to buy for a niece. Personally, I thought it was a very flimsy excuse, and that he had some other reason.”

“Did you see him?” asked John apprehensively.

She nodded.

“Mrs. Carawood brought me down to see him. He said he had heard about me from people who live in the neighbourhood. He does a lot of work in the poorer part of Pimlico.”

“What else did he say?”

She shook her head.

“Nothing of any great importance. Poor dear Nanny seemed awfully nervous when he was there, and quite relieved after he had left.”

John guessed well the object of Father Benito’s call, and he shared something of Mrs. Carawood’s relief when he learned that the visit had been of so commonplace a character.

That he himself was under some sort of observation he could not guess.

That day Julian had a visit from Martin, and the inquiry agent was received a little coldly.

“Have you got Morlay on this inquiry?” was the first question the man asked. “Because, if you haven’t, I should say he is doing a little private work on his own.”

“What do you mean?”

Martin had a tale to tell. He had been at Somerset House in the Central Record Office that morning and had seen one of John Morlay’s cleverest assistants.

“He’s Morlay’s research man, and so far as I could make out he was after that will.”

“But there is no copy at Somerset House,” said Julian.

“No — he must have found that out too.”

So John Morlay was interested in the fortune of Marie! Perhaps the impeccable John was not in as good a position as he pretended. Julian was amused. He would have been more actively interested but for a new and an absorbing preoccupation.

*

Mrs. Carawood put down the book. There was a long pause, in which the ticking of a clock sounded with startling clearness.

“I’ve often wondered what sort of a chap your husband was,” said Herman suddenly.

“My husband?”

He nodded.

“Was he romantic, like you?”

“No.” She spoke slowly. “I think he made me romantic, though.” She ruminated on this, and he did not break in upon her thoughts. “Life isn’t easy, Herman,” she said at last.

“It wasn’t for me till I came your way. But I bet you missed your husband when he passed away.”

She nodded slowly.

“Yes, I missed him,” she said. “We’re all missed in one way or another, Herman,” she went on, and then changed the subject. “You look tired tonight. You must go to bed early.”

He glowed at her in his doglike way, telling himself how wonderful it was for a little gutter lad to have someone notice that he looked tired, to have someone worry because he was hot during a heat wave when everyone was hot. It was very strange, very wonderful, very happy!

“Mrs. Carawood, you are funny, somehow,” he jerked out.

“Funny? How!”

“Being kind…Do you know, I’d do anything for you!” It was difficult to say it; so much more so than to think it.

“Then I wish you’d wash yourself without me standing over you sometimes,” she said, with grim humour.

“I will, Mrs. Carawood! I’d jump off the roof! I’d murder people — I’d kill ‘em, and watch the blood oozing out, and see ’em wallow in gore, and roll on the floor—”

“Herman!” Her voice was forbidding. “I shall think you’ve been drinking if you talk like that! Murder somebody! You keep your mind on dusting my shelves, and not breaking things when you wash up — there’s no need for you to roll people in gore! There’s somebody at the front door.”

It was Mr. Fenner, who entered with an air of solemn mystery. He was dressed in his Sunday suit, with a black band on the sleeve. The gold watchguard across his waistcoat was the one touch of gaiety. He sat down before she invited him, with a weighty and impressive air.

“I hardly expected you tonight, Fenner,” she said. “So soon after the funeral.”

“I expect you felt you wanted cheering up, Comrade,” put in Herman.

Mrs. Carawood frowned at him.

“Don’t start that comrade nonsense again, Herman; I don’t like it.”

“You told me, didn’t you?” asked Herman, looking guilelessly at Fenner, who pursed his lips and nodded.

“Well, perhaps I did, Herman, perhaps I did, in the warmth of an expansive moment. But you’d better give it up. Mrs. Carawood don’t like it. Mrs. Carawood’s word is law.”

Leaning back comfortably, he gazed at the ceiling through half-closed lids. It was his way of focusing his own attention.

“Perhaps I’ve overdone the equality business a bit in the past, after all, Mrs. Carawood. As I was saying to one of the chaps today, ‘There’s racehorses and carthorses,’ I says; ‘there’s them that has one spear of life and them that has another. The conglomerate mass of humanity consists of individual particles, each having its own function to perform.”

Mrs. Carawood groaned.

“Fancy talking like that in a heat wave! What’s the matter? Did the poor old man convert you before he died, as he said he would?”

“No, Mrs. Carawood. Nothing shall tear me from my principles. They are always there, shining like stars in the daytime. You can’t always see ’em but they’re on the job.”

He paused effectively before he launched his surprise.

“The old man left me his business.”

“Mr. Fenner, you don’t mean it!”

She thought of that rough old man, guessed at the cynical smile on the dead face, and understood.

“Yes, he did. A nice little business, Mrs. Carawood, and could be doubled and trebled, if only you could get people to put their backs into it.”

She did not attempt to conceal a smile.

“What are you laughing at?” he asked.

“Those stars!”

He regarded her suspiciously.

“But, really, I’m very glad for your sake. What are you going to do about it? He worked hard, the old man…”

“I’ve hardly thought yet. But, mark you, this makes no difference to my principles — none at all. A thing like this broadens a man, that’s what it does. Experience teaches the wise. Herman, I want to talk to Mrs. Carawood.”

He said this with a certain amount of importance, and the obedient Herman went out.

Fenner sat up straight and addressed her confidentially.

“That puppy been round again?”

In these terms did he speak of Julian Lester. “No; Marie saw him at his house.”

“If he comes round here again,” said Mr. Fenner ferociously, “I’ll wring his neck!”

He watched her wistfully as she took up a sock (it was Herman’s) and began to darn a hole in the heel.

“I don’t need anyone to defend me, Fenner, but I expect we shan’t be seeing so much of you now that you’ve come into this money?”

This sounded promising to him, almost a deliberate opening.

“It was that very thing that brought me to your door tonight, Mrs. Carawood. May I smoke a cigarette?”

He took out a packet of ornate design from his pocket, examining the picture with interest.

“‘Turkish Joys!’ Smoked by the ladies, of the Sultan’s harem according to what the packet says. I can’t understand them Turks. I should never want more than one wife if I got the right one.”

“You never know what you’ll come to,” she warned him, smiling. “Experience broadens you, as you said just now. You, never smoked cigarettes before. I used to like to see you sitting there with your pipe. Some day, I shouldn’t wonder, we’ll see you with a wife, and then you’ll want another, and another — you’re such a changeable man!”

He put down his cigarette carefully and looked at her reproachfully.

“There’s one woman in the world for me, Mrs. Carawood. If she’d say the word I’d be the happiest man on earth. I’d think I was in heaven.”

“But you’re greedy. Surely it’s enough to have a nice little business left to you without wanting more.”

“You know what I want. I’d give anything…Look here, what would you say to having a nice little car of your own to ride in every time you thought you’d like a breath of fresh air? How does that strike you?”

“I have a car, but I prefer buses. You called them the chariots of the proletariat last week, didn’t you?”

He knew she was mocking him, but refused to be discouraged.

“But supposing you had a nice little car — and a maisonette, and — Mrs. Carawood, how about a ‘honeymoon in Paris?”

As she examined him with amused eyes, she remembered, with a little self-scorn, how, not many days ago, her fears had bred a weakness which had caused her to regard him with far greater seriousness than she was now willing to admit.

She was spared the necessity of answering — the sound of Marie’s feet on the stairs came simultaneously with the squeal of brakes outside the shop. If the girl had been watching for John Morlay’s arrival, there was no coincidence in the dual appearance of both.

She caught sight of Fenner, puffing at his Turkish Joy, and reclining with ostentatious ease in his chair. “John, I’ve told you about Mr. Fenner, haven’t I? He’s a dreadful socialist!”

“Up to a point, Mr. Morlay,” said Fenner airily. “Up to a point!”

“I suppose we’re all socialists up to a point. What is your point, Fenner?”

“I believe in a fair day’s work for a fair day’s pay and no miking,” answered Fenner.

Mrs. Carawood almost fancied she heard a queer, cynical chuckle as though the old man looked on at his convert.

“Miking? Oh, slacking, you mean? That’s a new word to me. But you’re quite right you’re a carpenter, aren’t you?”

Fenner coughed.

“Well, not a carpenter exactly, now. I’m a master man, if you understand me. I don’t know that there’s much in it, with wages at one and sevenpence an hour—”

“Listen to him!” said Mrs. Carawood scornfully.

She held Marie’s hand tenderly, her eyes searching her face. In an instant Fenner and John and all that the room and the world held had vanished. And yet it was of John Morlay she was thinking.

“Is everything — nice?” she asked.

“Lovely. We are going back to Ascot this weekend, aren’t we?”

Mrs. Carawood nodded.

“I would go anywhere with you,” she said in a low voice.

John watched and listened, as he had watched and listened so often when these two were together. Father Benito was right.

The girl caught his eye; she was ready to go.

“I must be getting along myself, too, Mrs. Carawood.” Fenner shook hands with his hostess — a liberty he had never permitted himself before.

John offered him a seat in the car, but this he declined.

“I think not, thank you,” said Fenner. “I can get a taxi.”

He gave a sidelong glance at Mrs. Carawood to see the effect of his magnificence upon her. She was unimpressed.

She went out into the street to watch the car pass out of sight, and then came back with a sigh and locked the shop door.

“We’ll have the light now,” she said. “It’s getting gloomy. I’m sure there’s going to be a storm.”

“Did you hear that Fenner, Mrs. Carawood?” asked Herman, as he switched on the light. “Him and his taxis! I’m tired tonight.” He yawned. “Last night it was like sleeping in an oven, and it’s not any cooler tonight.”

“It’ll cool down after the storm has broken. Be off to bed now, and don’t forget your prayers.”

“I don’t know as I believe in prayers. Last winter I had a bob on Aston Villa and prayed for them to win, but they didn’t.”

“Why should they, just to please you?” she demanded as she sat down. “You’re like a lot of folks, Herman, always expecting God to do parlour tricks for you. A woman I knew used to pray to God to help her to get her washing dry.”

“Well, what’s the good of praying at all, then? People like us only want little things.”

She looked at him thoughtfully; then she smiled.

“Whatever you do is a big thing, if you do it right. But things like washing…Well, maybe I’m wrong, Herman. Maybe Mrs. Gallimore praying to get washing dry is the same as me praying for…what I think are big things. But if we get on religion, we’ll be up all night. Good night, Herman.”

“Good night, Mrs. Carawood.”

At the door he turned again.

“Mrs. Carawood, when m’lady’s married to Mr. Morlay, she won’t be a lady any more, will she?”

She seemed startled for a moment, and then a queer look came into her eyes.

“Why, of course she won’t. I never thought of that!”
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It was some time before she took up her pen, bringing her mind to the book before her. She turned back the pages in the ledger to where, in very small handwriting, as though she were ashamed to set them down, she had entered her own personal expenses. She kept a very exact account and checked her expenditure ruthlessly. Marie had no place in the ledger.

She looked up as a faint sound reached her ears, glancing towards the passage door, half expecting to see Herman. The door remained closed, and she turned back to her book, reading over the entries, each one of which told a story of someone’s need and her own well-used power to relieve.

The quietness settled down, the rustle of the leaves as she turned them was the only sound which broke the stillness. She started violently as a stealthy creak came from the passage, and lifted her head alertly.

There was a second or two of silence, then another stealthy sound, which brought her to her feet, trembling a little. Her eyes dilated as she watched the door move slowly inwards.

“Herman!” she cried sharply. “Don’t be such a fool, trying to frighten me!”

The door opened wide and a man stood framed in the doorway; a man white-faced, with queer, tormented eyes, his skin stretched tight over gaunt cheekbones, his mouth twisted in a perpetual sneer. His hat was pulled low over his forehead, his coat buttoned up to the neck despite the heavy heat.

Her lips fell apart, and she struggled voicelessly for breath. At last:

“Joe!” she gasped hoarsely. “My God, Joe!”

The man called Joe Smith stared at her, his loose mouth wide open. He had not expected to see her there, and was startled to terror at the sight of her. And then he came in and shut the door. Standing there like a ghost, he smiled at her a horrible, twisted smile.

“You…I’ll be damned you!”

She could not speak.

“Thought I was dyin’, didn’t you? Come over to see me in rags, pretendin’ you had no money! ‘My God, Joe!” he mimicked. “I don’t wonder you’re knocked out a bit to see me. You Mrs. Carawood?”

She nodded.

“You’ve had money from me regularly. You had it when you were in Broadmoor and when you came out of prison. How did you know I was here? I thought…”

She leaned on the table, shaking.

“You thought! Yes, I know you and your thinking of old! You always was a thinker! You thought I was in the house in Rotherhithe till I was carried out feet first, didn’t you? But I’m not. I’m here — home with me loving wife!”

She stared at him dumbly, trying in vain to realize all that his coming meant — eighteen years of work, eighteen years of dreaming, of planning, and unceasing effort to build up happiness, to bury the ugly past, and now…wrecked in a moment, crumbled like one of her dream palaces, dragged down into the mire from which she had struggled so long and so gallantly to rise.

She gave a little sob and sank into a chair, her arm across her eyes as though to shut out the sight of her ruined hopes and the fearful future.

“Oh, God! How awful!” she wailed.

“Awful, ain’t it?” he retorted, and broke off, his head darting round spasmodically as heavy, steady footfalls went by the window and the shadow of a helmet passed slowly. “A copper!” he breathed.

She looked up with a wild hope in her eyes.

“Joe, you’re not wanted by the police?” she cried.

She had no pity in that moment. She could think only of the horror, the degradation, the beastliness his coming threatened to bring back into her life; the fleeing from justice, the humiliation of hiding, the thankless slavery from which she had escaped in these happy years of freedom, the more wonderful because of the sordid misery which had preceded them. If anyone had to suffer, had not she suffered enough? She darted to the door.

“I’m not wanted!” he said huskily. “I’ve been released by His Gracious Majesty, and finished my time. Go and fetch the copper if you like. I’ve got papers to prove it. Discharged — free as air!”

The man’s laugh froze Mrs. Carawood’s blood, but something told her that he was speaking the truth, and she turned back from the door. The policeman’s steps died away in the distance.

“Has he gone?” he asked, with that convulsive sidewise jerk of the head.

She nodded. He collapsed into a chair, and a dull growl of thunder rumbled overhead.

“The sound of a copper’s feet makes me sweat!” he muttered.

“Don’t think about it.” She shuddered.

She had her ugly memories too — memories she had shut out resolutely — until now.

“I’ve had nineteen years to think about it,” he said. “How he looked as he lay there in the moonlight, with his face all over blood.” He shuddered, despite his boast. “The swine, interfering with me! What was it to do with him, anyway? I wasn’t touching his stuff when he come on me.”

“He — he was a policeman, and you were a burglar.”

“Yes; he’s dead an’ I’m alive!” he rejoined brutally.

She clasped her hands tightly together.

“Anyone would think you liked to remember it,” she breathed. “Oh, don’t talk of it! Somebody may hear you, Joe.”

“And what if they did I They can’t harm me. I’ve paid. My own wits saved me. If I’d not been a brainy man, I’d never have been able to sham loony and get the better of the doctor. I was marked mad for a year an’ then they sent me on to Dartmoor — sane.”

A flash of lightning zigzagged into the room, illuminating his dreadful eyes as they looked at her hungrily.

“Do your friends know about me?”

She shook her head. All the time she was trying to think.

“No, thank God! I’ve lived it down — I’ve lived my own life and got on top where many a woman would have sunk.”

He staggered across to her as her voice died away, and stood over her with the old, brutal gesture of command that seemed farcical to her now.

“Got anything to eat?”

“Yes yes, I’ll find you something,” she said, and paused, aghast, trying to calm herself, as the door opened to admit Herman, in his shirt sleeves, his braces hanging down behind, as though he had flung his clothes on hurriedly.

He looked harmless enough as he peered in through his glasses, but the man eyed him apprehensively. “Who’s this?” the demanded.

“The boy—” she began.

He did not answer, staring at the boy. His face was drawn and twisted with pain, and he clawed at his throat with one hand, while he fumbled in his pocket with the other. He brought out a little leather-covered box, and took from it a phial of thinnest glass which he smashed between thumb and finger, inhaling as he did so. They watched as he fought for his breath in evident agony, and saw him slowly recover.

“Angina, they call it,” he said. “That’s why they let me out. Put that medicine where I can see it, and give it to me if I look queer. It’s the new stuff…they gave it to me at the hospital this morning…better than that muck I had to drink. These shocks…” His eyes wandered again to Herman.

“What is it, Mrs. Carawood?” asked the boy breathlessly. It seemed almost as if one of his novelettes was being enacted before his eyes, as if he had suddenly become an actor in one of them himself.

“Mrs. Carawood!” sneered the man.

“That’s my name, Joe,” she said. “Let the boy go away before you talk, please. Herman, go back to bed. This is a gentleman I knew years ago.”

Herman had mechanically taken the little leather-covered box and put it in the middle of the mantelpiece.

“But, Mrs. Carawood, he looks…queer. I don’t like to leave you. Shall I fetch Mr. Fenner?” he asked in a low voice as she urged him to the door.

“No, no. It is quite all right. He’ll be going in a minute.”

“A gentleman you knew, eh!” laughed the man when the boy had gone. “And I’m your husband!”

It was terrible to watch his head jerking this way and that, nervous of the shadows; she could see him quiver as the rain hissed against the window, yet his fears seemed only to react in a fury of resentment, as if they were another grudge he owed the world.

“Don’t I know?” she asked bitterly. “Don’t you think I know?”

“That lad isn’t yours, then? He called you Mrs. Carawood.”

“No, he isn’t mine. He’s a poor little chap I saw at a police court one day. He’s a good lad to me, as good as one of my own.”

“You could keep a kid out of Borstal. Did you ever come to see me at Dartmoor?” he snarled. “Did you, eh?”

“No…I know I didn’t.”

“No; you thought you’d seen the last of me, and you was glad. And you haven’t seen the last of me. And now they call you Mrs. Carawood. What’s the meaning of that — another husband, eh?”

“No, one husband was enough. It’s true I didn’t want you to get off—”

“What?” He half rose, threateningly.

“But I lied to save you. I’d always done my best for you just because you were my husband. I’d slaved for you. I stuck to you all through that awful life, always shadowed by the police, dodging from place to place, getting a few things together only to have you pawn them…and I was glad when it seemed the end had come.”

“You—”

“I prayed they’d hang you,” she said defiantly, and added, almost to herself: “That was asking God to get my washing dry, I suppose.” She looked up at his working mouth. “But I didn’t help to hang you — I lied to save your neck. And now you’ve come back,” she ended, dropping to a note of dull despair. She sat with her head hanging, unheeding the lightning, the long roll of thunder, and the increased torrent of rain.

“Now I know!” he exclaimed. “You wanted me hanged — Mrs. Carawood!” His hand gripped her arm until she winced. “You shall suffer for that, my girl!” he swore. “Tomorrow them gold letters come down, and ‘load’ goes up in place of them. Now you’ll go and get me some grub, or you’ll pay…as you paid before — remember?”

How well she remembered! She almost staggered as she went to obey him. She had to fight to keep her courage, to remind herself that she was a different woman now, not to be intimidated. She was in his power, inasmuch as he could go into the street and scream out the truth, but she was no longer the trembling girl she had been. A few hours in which to think clearly, and she would find some way out. Perhaps she could see John Morlay and ask his advice…

“That kid of yours!” came the hoarse voice. “You had one, after I went in?”

She shivered.

“Yes — a little boy.”

“They told me as you’d had one. You never thought a loving father might want news?”

“He died. Only a week old. Could you expect anything else, with all my troubles?” she returned breathlessly.

“Oh, you and your troubles! Where’s my supper?” he burst out, and as she went she wondered if she had indeed lied when she had assisted his defence of insanity, or whether long residence among madmen had not made the lie a truth. There was that about him which made him terrible apart from the hideous memories he recalled.

She must keep him quiet for the present, until she could come to some decision. She piled a few things hurriedly on a tray and carried it in to him.

“I’m sorry there’s only bread and cheese, Joe. I’ll run down to the ham-and-beef shop, if you like. I dare say they’d let me have something at the back door.”

“You’re not going to leave this place,” he said suspiciously. “I don’t want none of your sneaking on me!” Then he laughed suddenly as he remembered that he was free, and not all the police in the world could drag him back. “Bread and cheese is good enough,” he remarked, and began to eat it wolfishly.

The lightning, flashing in through the thin blind, played over his face in a ghastly flicker, piercing the softer glow of the electric light; the thunder set his nerves jangling, though he swore in an attempt to hide it. Only then did he remember his mission — the black box and the letters. He put down his fork.

“I got something to ask you—” he began.

And then he started at the sound of a motor-horn, a sound Mrs. Carawood knew well. She leapt to the door and looked through the rain-smeared glass.

“Quick, behind the screen, Joe!” she cried.

“Who is it?” he asked obstinately. “Why should I hide? Don’t I tell you I’m a free man?”

“You don’t know — perhaps the pardon’s not quite right — just a minute…” She was incoherent, and her fear infected him. “Joe, for God’s sake! It’s safer.”

The old instinct to hide got the better of him, and he disappeared.

Mrs. Carawood opened the door wide — it was Marie…she had returned.

The woman’s lips moved.

“Oh, God,” she was praying wildly, “I don’t ask for much…but for this once…do a trick for me!”
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Her heart nearly stopped beating as Marie moved about the store in her search. When the girl’s frock brushed against the screen she resisted an hysterical impulse to scream.

“What — what is it?” she asked, fighting against her faintness. “Is anything wrong?”

It was a matter of a lost theatre bag — rather important, because it contained the theatre tickets and a handkerchief or two, and some twenty pounds and a letter that John Morlay had written to her which nobody in the world but she could possibly understand.

“What’s this little box, Nanny?” asked the girl, taking up the case from the mantelpiece.

“Put it down!” cried the woman urgently. She could not let her fingers touch what had been in his pocket. “It’s — it’s medicine.”

The girl laid it down obediently, turning to her in surprise.

“Are you ill, darling? Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked.

But Mrs. Carawood was on her knees by the table, underneath which the little silk vanity-bag was lying.

“Here it is,” she said, giving it into the girl’s hands.

But Marie was not looking at the bag: she was regarding Mrs. Carawood with alarmed eyes.

“I’m not ill the least bit, m’lady, except for the heat. Perhaps when we get that week in the country I’ll feel better…”

John, too, was looking at her searchingly. Something was wrong — badly wrong. She looked ghastly, and he had seen what Marie had missed — the unfinished supper on the table. There was a queer medicinal smell in the shop and he saw the glitter of broken glass on the floor. Marie was talking to the woman, trying to extract from her the cause of her distress. Gently Mrs. Carawood pushed her towards the door.

“I — can’t talk — I mustn’t keep you. You’ll be late for the play.”

She knew she was acting badly, that John’s keen eyes had taken in the supper-table; but she could not do better while that sinister figure crouched behind the screen. She was horribly conscious of him; desperately anxious — the irony of it! — to have the girl out of the place. Every moment she lingered seemed an age.

“Isn’t there some woman we can find to look after you, Mrs. Carawood?” asked Morlay. “You certainly don’t seem fit to be left alone.”

“I’ve got Herman here; he’s not gone to bed yet.” She was lying wildly. “It’s only tiredness, really, m’lady. I was just thinking of going to bed.”

At last they were persuaded. With a sigh of heartfelt thankfulness she induced the girl to leave her, though even at the last minute, as she patted a displaced curl before the mirror, Marie delayed.

Mrs. Carawood leaned heavily against the door, watching the tail-light of the car grow smaller.

Joe came from behind the screen, furtive, a little shrunken, a little older, he seemed. He stared at her silently, his jaws working as he ground his teeth, a habit he had acquired when he dared not speak, dared not do things.

“It’s a lady and gentleman who buys clothes from me, Joe,” she explained desperately.

He moved towards her, bent of back, his fist upraised. His eyes gleamed menacingly.

“Don’t lie to me!” he snarled. “That’s another of your penny-novelette ideas.”

She made a valiant effort, trying to speak indifferently.

“I’m not lying, Joe. She’s a countess—”

He took a sudden step forward, twisted her round, his grey face thrust forward to hers. There was a smile of triumph in his lack-lustre eyes. Gripping her by the shoulder, he rocked her savagely backward and forward.

“Shall I tell you who that fine young lady is, eh?” His voice was a whistle of sound. “She’s your daughter — yours and mine!”

If he had not held her in that cruel grip she would have dropped. Her knees weakened, and she saved herself with difficulty from slipping down.

“Don’t be a fool, Joe,” she said thickly. “I — I believe living in Dartmoor has turned you mad!”

He shook her violently until her head reeled.

“Don’t I know my own flesh and blood?” he squeaked. “She’s the living spit of what you were at her age. Her voice and her laugh and everything! You to a ‘T’! Don’t you think I know? I’ve thought of you all these years the same as she is now!”

She tore herself away from him.

“You’re mad! They’ll have you up for libel, talking like that. Her mother was a countess.”

“Mad, am I? You wicked old liar! How much have you made out of it! Why have you done it? That’s what beats me!”

Still she fought desperately, though she knew now the game was up; but it was in her to fight. She had fought for her womanhood during her life with him; she had fought for her motherhood after she was rid of him; she would fight now.

“Joe, it’s turned your brain, getting free,” she said breathlessly. “You mustn’t get these ideas. I have all sorts of people come in here buying and selling things. You don’t think every one of them is your daughter?”

It was the last wall of her defence; the last desperate, hopeless effort to fight back heartbreaking defeat. She wanted to go down with her gaudy banner flying, but heartbreaking defeat was facing her, starkly.
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“That girl that’s gone out is my daughter.”

Joe Smith dropped his hand down on the table with a crash that set the plates rattling. It was Joe, the old Joe she knew, unchanged by prison, by suffering; unsoftened by the generosity she had shown towards him.

“That’s our kid and I’m going to have a word with her this minute. Brought up in the lap of luxury while her father’s been in Dartmoor. M’lady indeed! And that young feller with her — I could tear your head off your body when I think where the money has gone that I ought to be having all the time. Two pound a week — an’ you spending hundreds on that little…”

He was at the door when she caught and held him, shivering almost with pity as she felt the bones through his coat, and thought of what life had done to him. He was undoubtedly ill. Perhaps he would be softened, perhaps he would think kindly if she showed him the care he had never known, never understood, never wanted. She surprised him by speaking gently.

“Joe — supposing I admit it, what then?”

Her eyes were no longer on him. Through the door she could see the tail-light of the car still where it had been when she had turned away from it, stationary, blurred by the torrents of rain. Just when it was most needed to work well, the engine had failed. As she clung to the man she prayed wildly for more tricks — more tricks!

“What then? There’s no need to admit it. I knew it as soon as I heard her laugh. Let go of me — I’m going to introduce my daughter to her dear old dad!”

The car started. The small red light gradually decreased in size until it became a mere pinpoint and vanished.

“They’ve gone,” she cried, and staggered back into the shop, feeling her way blindly towards a chair. “I’ll — talk, Joe. I’ll tell you anything you want to know if you’ll only be quiet. I’ll help you — give you anything I’ve got…”

“You’ll have to,” he growled, as he seated himself, and once again that feeble hope of conciliating him came to her. Surely, if she explained — if she showed him her ambition — she could make him see with her eyes. She would put up with anything…

“Joe, I’ll tell you all about it. Try to understand. Yes, she is our child — I never had a little boy at all. Only her — only Marie! And when I knew she was coming to me, I was frightened of what she would become — I didn’t want her. I thought of the dreadful life. It had been dodging and hiding, always hard-up, never safe, never anything safe or secure in our lives, was there?”

He made a grunting sound, but she saw that she had secured his interest, though he watched her warily, suspiciously, ready to detect any deviation from the truth, any attempt to deceive him.

“It was dreadful to think I might bring a thief or a murderer into the world, and I wished I had the courage to kill her when she lay there so weak that just a pinch with my fingers would be enough. But I couldn’t. I hated the very thought of her before I saw her, and then when she cried and looked so little…I felt ashamed of having been frightened, and I loved her as much as I’d feared and hated her before. But I determined to bring her up different, cut her right away from you and all you stood for.”

“What right had you to take a kid away from her father?”

The glare in his eyes frightened her.

“I was thinking of you, Joe — how you used to tell me, when we first married and you were trying to go straight, that it was impossible for you. Don’t you remember? You said you’d got to steal and fight because it was in your blood your father had died in gaol and there was no hope for you. Joe, I don’t believe it! I believe if you’d never known about that father of yours you might have been a good man. It seems strange now, but we were happy for a few weeks, when we lived in the country and you ran straight. Don’t you remember — when we had the cottage at Cheam, and you grew mignonette all up the path?”

He was silent, startled out of his own atmosphere, put down into something different, something he had forgotten.

“Then that father of yours would come out of gaol and drag you back. And I loved you through it all…for a long time…”

She thought she had succeeded in touching him. Perhaps he was sorry for her, sorry for the hopelessness of his own life; if so, it was not for long.

“So you can see, Joe, when you were gone, I had only her to love. You know what a hard girlhood I had had, in the Foundlings’ Home, starved of beauty and love, starved of romance—”

“Romance! That was your downfall,” he muttered. “Always dreaming instead of doing things.”

“Was I?” She lifted her head proudly.

Here in this shop was her monument of achievement, the vindication of her dreaming and romance — here, and in the girl who had just ridden away.

He examined her intently. This was a new woman to him. These years had changed her.

“That’s how it all came to me,” she resumed. “I thought if I brought her up in our station it would come out some day. Questions would be asked; either I’d have to say she was a — an illegitimate child, or yours. I’d have to tell her. And she’d try to run straight, but every time one of those little temptations we all get came to her, instead of being able to fight it, she’d say to herself, What’s the good? I’m born to it. My father’s in Dartmoor.’ And so I covered my tracks, and hers—”

“You didn’t cover them well enough to escape me,” he snarled, and she realized that she had not succeeded in softening him.

“I’d never mixed with educated people before,” she went on, “though I’d been well trained at the orphanage. Then I went to work for the Countess Fioli, and I got an insight into their lives. All the beauty, the loveliness of it, their pretty ways, the soft way they spoke and ate, and the gentleness. It was that attracted me, Joe. I suppose because I’d never been used to it. They were good to us at the orphanage, but never gentle. And you…there was no gentleness about you, was there?”

She spoke bitterly, resignedly; she had dreamed in those far-off orphanage days, and those days when she had been in service and escaped into bright worlds through the little paper-backed books her scarce pennies bought. She had dreamed of a Prince Charming — and married Joe Hoad, the burglar’s son.

“Can’t you see the things I wanted for my baby? Not only to free her from you and her terrible relations — a child learns what its parents are, and copies them,” she went on. “Haven’t I seen it here in these streets? Decent parents, decent child; bad parents, weak child who goes wrong in the end, like Herman. But they’re all right if you take them away where there’s no badness to copy, and — oh! I wish you could have lived with the Countess like I did, and seen her gentleness and sweetness…”

She stopped. He was staring at her morosely.

“Marie was seven months old when I went to the Countess Marie Fioli at Bournemouth. She was out to nurse, and I told the Countess about her. Her own little one had died, and she was pining away herself. After a time, she let me have Marie with me just for a month, and then she gave me her grand pram — white kid it was, with coronets on it. I used to wheel it along the front — she was very good, sending me out for airings when she was so ill herself — and, not having been long from Italy, not many people knew much about her, though there was a lot M of gossip. Most thought Marie was her baby — all the other nurses did. I suppose they couldn’t understand anyone so kind as to let a maid have her little one with her in the house. And then she died. She wasn’t rich at all, as they said. She left me a hundred pounds for faithful services to her, there was a little money for a convent where she had been brought up in Rome, and that was all. There was a lot of gossip at the time in Bournemouth, because they said she’d left piles of money to her baby. And then we went away, Marie and I — and I called her m’lady!”
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He laughed harshly.

“You poor fool! You crammed your head with novelettes till they turned your brain,” he said. “Even then I can’t see where you got your money.”

She was too weary to feel contempt for him.

“I got it as everybody worth anything gets it — by hard work. I’d got my start; there I was luckier than most. I started in a small way, through a few ladies’ maids I knew, and put Marie out to nurse while she was a tiny baby. Then it grew — the money, I mean. I never had an idle moment; but her schooling ate it all up — first a little girls’ school at Bexhill, where she mixed with a lot of nice children, and then Cheltenham you couldn’t get anything better for a girl.”

He glowered at her.

“You spent on her the money you ought to have been spending on me! Damn you, why didn’t you write and tell me where you were? If I hadn’t been put on this job I’d never have seen you again — died in the gutter maybe.”

“I wanted to forget you,” she said deliberately. “It was for her sake chiefly. It was a case of choosing between you, and I weighed it up. You’d brought all the trouble on us — I don’t say it was all your fault; it was much to do with your bad upbringing. But Marie had done nothing, only come into a world where I didn’t want her. And so I chose her and let you drop out. It wasn’t possible to think of both of you. To some women, I suppose, being a wife is what counts, but I don’t seem to have been cut out for a wife you knocked that out of me. But I was cut out for a mother — a mother first and last.”

For too many years she had looked back with horror to her life with him, shuddered at the thought of him. He was a broken man, but an impassable gulf stretched between them which no pity could bridge, and his distorted brain, distorted with years of brooding, sensed the finality of her words.

“And she was so sweet!” she breathed. “When she came here all the neighbours thought she was a nurse-child, and I let them think. It helped me so…to see her all that I wished I could have been, to give her all that I never had, to have something to serve — serve willingly, and look up to. There were times when I felt I could let everything go, and not fight any longer…it was lonely…”

“And how about me, shut up there like I was? Wasn’t I lonely too? You didn’t ever think of me?”

She shook her head. How should she have thought of him except with horror? What had he ever done to merit her compassion? Her eyes grew absent as she lived again in retrospect the years of aching loneliness, without even the consolation of her own child’s love, though the thought of m’lady had been a constant beacon light to her, holding her up when moments of weakness or weariness dragged her down.

“I couldn’t think of both of you. I told you that before,” she said dully. “It was m’lady first, the rest of the world nowhere. Oh, and it was worth it! It seemed such a wonderful thing I’d done—”

Her voice died away; she looked at him questioningly, wondering if she had appeased him, if he would hold his hand. But his next words showed her the futility of her attempts.

“She’s going to marry that swell?” he asked broodingly. His queer, pale eyes burned into hers.

“I don’t know he’s a gentleman. I hope she does. I’ve prayed for it — she’s safe when she’s married to a man like that. No one can touch her then, because he’ll stand between her and trouble.”

“And he’s got money?”

She nodded.

“Yes, I think so.”

He stood up and started to shuffle about the shop.

“He can pay for her,” said Joe Hoad briefly.

Her first feeling was of blank astonishment, the words were torn from her. A fierce clap of thunder, climax of the storm, seemed to burst almost overhead and emphasize the blow of that curt statement, the more resolute for the comparative restraint with which it was uttered.

“Joe, you wouldn’t tell him? You wouldn’t try to force yourself upon him?” she cried, unable to hide her horror, even though it might only add to his determination to do the thing.

“Of course I shall tell him,” he rejoined, devouring the sight of her suffering. She was not so proud now. “I’ll get all that I can out of him, and he’s got to be generous, or I’ll make it hot for him. I know him now — Morlay! He’s a busy! Good God — that’s what he is! I’d sooner see her dead.”

“I’ll give you money, Joe,” she promised feverishly. “Plenty of it. I’ll get it tomorrow.”

“Of course you will. You’ve got to. Don’t go making a favour of it. You’ve left me to rot for all these years; d’you think you can go on riding the high horse?”

She moistened her dry lips helplessly.

“And you’ll tell him everything — that you’re Marie’s father and that you killed a policeman in cold blood because he’d been after you?”

“Shut up!” he roared, his face and hands twitching as he glared at her.

“Well, that’s what you’ll have to tell him, if you tell him anything. And do you think he’ll help you then? Oh, you can’t undo everything — you can’t ruin her life!” she exclaimed, unable any longer to appeal to his self-interest, coming irresistibly back to the one thing that mattered, the one person to be considered.

“If she’s worth anything, she’ll be glad to look after me. I’m her father, ain’t I?”

She watched him fearfully, realizing the danger of angering him. Perhaps tomorrow would bring renewed safety. They had set him free as cured, turned him loose as a sane man, but perhaps the shock of that freedom had really made him mad, and they would take him back again. She must keep him quiet, until she could get advice. In the morning, in the daylight, everything would be easier, and less terrible.

“Joe,” she said nervously, “perhaps I was wrong not to think about you, not to forgive you. You’ve seen her now. Didn’t I do well? Aren’t you proud of her now?”

“All her! Where do I come in?” he growled.

“Where I do — nowhere!” she cried passionately. “What do we matter? What do parents matter, anyway? It’s the children that matter. She’s got the best of both of us in her, a pure flame lighted from us both. You can’t die while she lives. She’s yours. Isn’t she worth sacrificing something for, as I’ve sacrificed all these years to work for her? Joe, you couldn’t tell her and spoil it all!”

“That’s the very thing I’m going to do,” came his answer, and she realized with sick horror just what she had to deal with. “I’m going to tell her, because, as you say, she’s mine. She’s got to pay for all she’s had. She owes it to me!”

“Oh, you’re wrong this idea of owing,” she said wildly. “Children don’t owe — they’re owed! Hundreds of them are in the world today through grownups thinking only of themselves. Don’t you think we owe them the very best we can give them?”

But they spoke different languages.

“She owes me her life, and she’s going to pay,” he said stubbornly. “I’ll teach her! M’lady, indeed! I’ll soon knock some of the nonsense out of her — and out of you, too, you snivelling old fool! When I think of all you’ve done for her, that you might have done for me — wrapping her up in luxury, and me — me there!”

His voice broke with rage on an almost shrill note. For a moment he crouched and then sprang at her with a force that almost threw her to the ground. “All these years…all these years!”

It seemed to her that the end of her troubles had come, for his fingers were sinking into her throat, and she was choking…everything went red before her eyes, and the steady beat of the rain outside became a deafening roar. Through her mind rushed the peril in which her death would leave m’lady, ghastly pictures.

She could not struggle any longer; she could not even pray. She had a vague impression that the door opened before the pressure on her throat relaxed, and she sank down heavily into darkness, the blood roaring in her ears.

It was Herman. He had returned to his room to sit listening uneasily to the rumble of voices below. The storm died away, and after one resounding peal of thunder the quiet grew burdensome, the downpour of the rain against the window intolerable, deadening any sound of voices from below which might otherwise have reached him.

Unable to bear the suspense, he crept downstairs in his stockinged feet, to hear the sound of her voice and know that she was safe, to be at hand if she was in danger. He heard the man’s last shrill cry of rage, and the strangled sound which came from her as his fingers closed on her throat, and, with his heart beating thunderously, he flung open the door and went in.

Gripping the man by the shoulders he flung him backwards. The convict staggered to his feet, glaring.

“Get out!” he said savagely.

“What has he done to you?” Herman’s voice was tremulous.

Mrs. Carawood’s eyes opened. Taking up the fight again, she remembered that even Herman must not know the truth.

“It’s all right, Herman.” She struggled up. “He — didn’t mean anything, I fainted.”

“Why, he was throttling you!”

“You leave my wife alone!”

The boy heard; looked from one to the other, dazed.

“Your wife — sir?”

He turned imploringly to the woman. She inclined her head helplessly.

“It’s all true, Herman, what he says,” she said in a low voice. “M’lady — Marie is my daughter — not a real lady…silly…I’ve worked all these years for her — and now he’s going to ruin everything. She’ll curse me tomorrow — oh, Herman, she’ll hate me! I wish I was dead!”

The man had seated himself. Looking round for a cushion and not finding one, he dragged down a frock from the nearest stand and, crumpling it up, put it behind his back. Then he jerked his thumb towards the boy.

“Clear out,” he ordered. “I’m going to sleep here tonight. Cut it, both of yer. I want some sleep.”

Thankful to escape, to put off what must be for a few hours at least, Mrs. Carawood went towards the door, her step heavy, her face haggard and old-looking. Marie would not be home that night. John was taking her on to the house of a school-friend. Thank God for that! It seemed to Herman that she had aged many years since the beginning of the evening.

Her steps grew faint as she passed upstairs, and then were softly audible overhead as she entered her own room.

Herman stood irresolute. He did not like to leave the intruder there. Mrs. Carawood had fought, and was temporarily defeated. He was the poor reserve in this losing battle.

“What are you standing there for?” demanded the man. “Clear out, d’yer hear?”

“It’s — it’s you to get out,” returned Herman, resolute though trembling. “You’re going to break Mrs. Carawood’s heart, and…nobody’s ever been good to me but her…”

Tears were near then: he choked them back as the man staggered to his feet.

“Get out!” He pointed the way. “Get out, or I’ll do for you! I’m Joe Hoad that killed the copper on the Blackheath Road — and I’d do it again for two pins!”

“You can’t be, or you’d have been hanged!” gasped Herman. “I’ll fetch the police. I believe you’ve escaped from an asylum — you’re raving mad.”

The man’s face was convulsed as he struggled for words; his trembling fingers pointed at the boy, and through purplish lips came words Herman could scarcely hear as he sank back in his chair.

Herman watched him, fascinated, as he clutched at his heart, his eyes rolling as he fought for breath. One shaking hand was stretched towards the mantelpiece as he struggled to rise, choking out a few spasmodic words.

“…box…phial!”

Herman started towards the mantelpiece, the natural instinct to help anyone in pain carrying him a few steps.

“Quick!” came the strangled voice. “Quick, you fool, or I’ll croak!”

The boy turned and saw him lying there in the chair, his breath coming in shallow gasps. He took another two strides to the mantelpiece and lifted the box. The man’s eyes suddenly focused again and his hand seemed to be motioning feebly to him .for help.

Herman’s heart was thumping madly and his knees trembling.

“You you had no pity for her,” he whimpered, and nerved himself for the supreme act.

Between finger and thumb he crushed the little phial as he had seen Hoad crush it before, and there escaped a minute spot of something pungent. In the box were three more phials. He looked across to where the man was breathing, unconsciously now. Herman held his own breath as he crushed the phials one after the other, and flung the little box into the fireplace with a sob.

The sound of the box falling had an echo as Joe slid to the floor limply. Herman remained still, listening intently. There was no sound from upstairs, no sound outside, but the quiet drip of water. Herman switched out the light, opened the door of the shop. He had to draw back the bolts.

Tiptoeing back to where the body lay, he dragged it through the open door into the street. Rain fell heavily — there was nobody in sight.

He tiptoed over to the body, peering through his glasses at the huddled heap.

“Damn you!” he whimpered. “You’re dead an’ in hell an’ I’m glad!”

He returned and bolted the door.
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There was a sound of footsteps on the pavement outside. The footsteps stopped; a policeman gazed at a figure lying on the pavement.

“Here, come along out of this!” he said, shaking the man roughly. “This is no place to sleep!”

The arm which he seized dropped stiffly when he released it. Startled, he bent closer, touched the cold face, the still pulse. The next moment his whistle was shrilling…

Nothing untoward was discovered at the inquest. By the papers found on his body it appeared that Joe Hoad or Smith had been released from Dartmoor on the completion of his sentence. The doctor said that he was suffering from angina pectoris which was likely to kill him at any moment. Tucked away in an inside pocket were ten new notes for five pounds each. These the police might have traced to Mr. Julian Lester but for a great deal of prudence and foresight on Julian’s part.

There were evidences that he had been drinking a little, quite enough to hurt a man in his state of health, and the theory was that the little phials of amyl nitrate, without which he was warned never to move a step, had been stolen from him, or lost while he was drunk.

An intelligent jury had brought in a verdict of “Death from Natural Causes”.

Mrs. Carawood won a reputation for sentimentality and generosity that she did not want when she had him buried at her expense instead of by the parish.

That night:

“He’s dead — that’s all that matters,” said Herman, and the coldbloodedness of the youth made her gasp.

They were sitting in the livingroom, no longer caring to remain in the shop when business was over. The gas hissed harshly — the electric light did not extend beyond the shop — Herman having turned it too high in his desire to dispel every shadow lurking in the corners.

Mrs. Carawood shook her head. Her eyes were red with weeping. The neighbours, who whispered and peered about the shop, wondered to see the levelheaded Mrs. Carawood so upset about the death of a casual burglar.

“I’m sorry for him now, Herman, and it’s all rather a mystery to me.”

“There’s no mystery, Mrs. Carawood. He’s dead,” said Herman, looking round nervously. “He’s better dead.”

This time Herman glared defiantly at the shadowy places of the room. If he lurked there, he of the dreadful eyes, here was a challenge that he might take up or leave. Nothing happened.

Mrs. Carawood touched the boy’s hand gratefully. She was unnerved by the sleepless nights, the reaction from the horror and pain which had preceded them. His stout refusal to deplore what had happened was almost comforting.

“Let’s go to bed,” she said. “We’ve neither of us had much rest these last few nights. Thank God, m’lady’s in the country! I wish I could have talked the thing over with Mr. Morlay; he would have understood.”

They each took a candle and put out the gas. Mrs. Carawood had her foot on the first stair when the latch of the shop door rattled, and their eyes met in sudden fear. She was the first to recover.

“It’s nothing,” she said; “some neighbour. It’s early yet. Go and see who it is.”

She stood in the doorway while he, blowing out his candle and putting it down, went over to the electric switch above the spot where that huddled body had lain, and hurriedly put on the light. His fingers fumbled a little as he drew back the bolt and opened the door. With chattering teeth he recognized the visitor.

“Can I see you, Mrs. Carawood?” came a voice as the man walked into the shop.

It was John Morlay. He had come up from Ascot — he contrived to spend most of his afternoons there.

“Is anything wrong!” she asked.

“Nothing.”

He was almost too cheerful. She would have sent Herman away, but he asked the boy to stay, and she waited with a sense of foreboding. Yet he could know nothing.

“I had to see you tonight,” he said. “I rather think you have something on your mind that might very profitably come off.”

There was a little pause, and then:

“I know all about Marie. There is only one living member of the Fioli family — Emilio Benito Fioli. They call him Father Benito in London.”

“You know?” she gasped, and John smiled.

“Yes; Father Benito came to hear about Marie, and he was worried. He knew that his sister had died childless. Curiously enough, he knew that you had a daughter. It was easy to guess the rest, Mrs. Carawood. Now tell me.”

Haltingly she told him the truth, right up to the moment when she had gone to bed that night, all the courage of her long fight, all the depth of her love for her child, revealed in the faltering sentences.

And to John Morlay, accustomed to hearing of people too wicked to wish to rise out of the mire, or too weak to rise if they wished it, she seemed something of a miracle. As she ceased speaking, he turned to Herman.

“And after that?”

“I told him to clear out,” said Herman huskily. “And he didn’t?”

“No, he told me to get out, or he’d do for me…And then he came over queer, and — and…he asked me to give him the medicine.”

John’s eyes were on the boy’s face.

“Well?” he asked.

“Well, I didn’t.”

There was an air of defiance about the lad’s words, almost of challenge. Mrs. Carawood was shivering, and looked at John fearfully.

“He said he had angina,” she whispered, “He hadn’t long to live…just long enough to ruin me, and Marie.”

John sat with knitted brows, his hands clasped. In a sense the boy was a murderer.

“If you had given him the phial it would have been of no use, I should imagine,” he said.

There was a moment’s silence, Herman blinking through his glasses at the visitor.

“It’s queer your coming tonight,” said Mrs. Carawood, after a pause “because when he came I could think of no one that I could go to for help but you. And now…I’m worrying…”

“About the Countess Marie Fioli?” he queried, without the suspicion of mockery in his voice.

She nodded.

“Does anyone know?”

“We two — and you, and Father Benito. I understand now why he came to the shop. He thought I was doing something fraudulent. I suppose I was. We four.”

“The Father will not speak — Herman will not speak. It must be our little secret. There is another man who knows. I saw him tonight. He is a police officer, but he will not bother you. We followed you to Rotherhithe.”

She shrank back, her face a dull red.

“They told me he was dying, and I had the best doctor sent to him. He lodged with a man, a good fellow I have helped ever since he came from prison. I made an allowance to him — the only thing I was afraid of was his knowing that I had money. I was in terror he would trace me. That day in your office…”

John Morlay nodded.

“Yes, I realized that,” he said. “Marie must not know. There is no necessity.”

She did not ask why. There was something else troubling her; something that she had not put into words.

“I’ve been a vain, wicked woman, I suppose” — there was a stifled sob in her words— “but I did it all for her. And now I know how badly I have treated her. Some day she will marry—”

Herman nodded. This solution was the only solution.

“That’s right, Mrs. Carawood! I told you so the night — he came here. She’ll change her name.”

Mrs. Carawood shook her head.

“Her husband must know—” she began.

“He knows,” said John Morlay, and, as she raised her eyes to his. “I think the matter can be settled very soon.”

“Would you…after all you know? Her father…you couldn’t do that, Mr. Morlay!”

“I want to do that,” he said. “I’ll be the happiest man in the world if she will agree. I haven’t asked her — yet.”
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There is a moral axiom that when thieves disagree honest men come by their own. Which may or may not be true.

Inspector Peas was self-admittedly an honest man. The two gentlemen who alarmed and horrified the West End of London by engaging in a shooting-match were admittedly thieves.

They rushed the wounded men to the hospital, and Peas went down and sat by the side of one of them for two hours, listening to delirious ravings and the most shocking language that had ever polluted a casualty-ward.

He recognized Harry the Valet, but the other man was a stranger to him, and, so far as he could gather, they had doublecrossed each other; there had been a fight which started in an office in Grosvenor Square and extended into Regent Street.

They didn’t speak about the fight; the main topic of their incoherent conversation was their mutual treachery.

Peas got on the telephone to his immediate superior and reported.

“There’s no doubt both these men were in the Canadian Bank affair. They’ve got the stuff; it’s been cached somewhere, and one or the other has got away with it. I am going to have a look at the office.”

The office told him nothing more than an overturned chair, a wall spattered with ink, and a broken inkwell could suggest. There was a safe, wide open and empty. There was also a fine manilla rope fastened to an office table and dropping through the open window. Now he understood why both men had accused the other of staging a fake burglary.

There was a big hole in the plaster of one wall, where the first bullet had struck. He examined the safe carefully, and sent for a photographer, hoping that luck would be on his side and that a fingerprint or two might help towards the elucidation of the mystery. Though there was little mystery in it. It might be an outside job; there might possibly be a third member of the gang who had “shopped” both Harry the Valet and his disreputable friend. But such an idea would have occurred to them also, and they spoke of no third party.

He pulled up the rope; it was light, pliable, strong. A man could carry it wound round his waist under an overcoat and never attract attention. He wondered whether the Lone Cat had been miaowing in the neighbourhood, and, because he did not exclude that possibility, he went down to the mews and made some inquiries. Nobody had any information to offer; none of the people who slept over the garages had noticed anything remarkable. Throughout the night cars had come and gone, but that was not unusual.

He reported to police headquarters and gave his theory, then went back to the hospital and resumed his vigil. He learned of a new member of the confederacy, a man who might be found in a certain bar near the Place de l’Opera in Paris. It was a slender clue, but one obviously to be followed. At a quarter to eleven the next morning he was at Victoria, carrying a suitcase. The train had hardly pulled out of the station when a man walked along the aisle of the Pullman recognized him, and greeted him cheerily.

“Good morning, Mr. Lester!”

He was glad to have a companion. Julian sat down in the seat opposite to him, with that inscrutable smile of his on his face.

“Where are you gadding to?”

“A little trip to Paris,” said Peas airily. “I spend a great deal of my time wandering about the Continent — a knowledge of foreign languages is a great thing, Mr. Lester.”

He had a working but limited knowledge of French. He could speak a dozen sentences in German, but Peas always took a generous view of his own accomplishments.

“I’m going to Switzerland. This country is overtaxed,” said Julian.

He passed a dainty gold cigarette-case to Peas. “I’ve got my book to write.”

“Aren’t you coming back?”

“For a few months every year,” explained Julian. “The devil of it is that I have a cottage on the Solent. It cost me a lot of money to buy, and I’ve one of the fastest motorboats in Southampton you don’t know anybody who wants a bargain? If you do, I wish you’d let me know.”

It was natural he should talk about the Canadian Bank robbery.

“The papers say that these two men who were shooting each other up in the West End were suspected of the crime,” he said.

“I shouldn’t think so.” Peas shook his head. “You mustn’t believe all you read in the papers, Mr. Lester. I know a few things which, naturally, I can’t tell you.”

“Naturally,” agreed Julian, and rather ponderously Peas turned the conversation to another subject.

They had a very pleasant trip to Dover.

“I can get you passed through the Customs without any trouble if you like,” said Inspector Pickles.

Julian thanked him, but it was unnecessary. He was leaving by the Simplon, and was exempt from baggage-examination at the quay. There being a shortage of porters, Peas helped him ashore with his two big suitcases, one of which he carried, and deposited it at the end of the platform where the Simplon stood waiting to pull out.

He never saw Julian again, and few of Julian’s old friends ever met him thence onwards.

If he forgot Mr. Lester, Mr. Lester never forgot him. One of his happiest memories was that of a sub-inspector of Scotland Yard carrying ashore a suitcase packed tight with the proceeds of the Canadian Bank robbery.

Before he left, Julian wrote a letter to John Morlay. It was beautifully written and expressed. He hoped John’s life would be happy; he would always remember their friendly association.

In his letter to Marie, Julian was beautifully tender. He did not reproach her, but told her there were some things which were beyond endurance. He would go away quietly to some new country, and try to forget the one woman in the world who had left a fragrant memory which time would never eradicate. All this, and a great deal more.

The paper on which the letter was written was slightly perfumed.
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It was a glorious summer day; no cloud broke the blue of the sky, and as they passed slowly against the tide from lock to lock, the girl, stretched in the well of the boat on a heap of cushions, was very silent.

Green lawns, gay with flowers, ancient gardens with their clipped yews and trailing roses, white palaces and gay bungalows slipped past them.

West of Hambledon Lock, John turned the nose of the launch to a leafy backwater and brought the boat to the bank.

“If you took a course in domestic economy, prepare to prove it now,” he said, as he lifted out a big hamper and laid it on the grass.

“I can make tea — if that is what you mean,” she said.

She was still very grave, he thought, and wondered why.

“You are worrying about Mrs. Carawood?” She shook her head.

“No…I am wondering about myself. I’ve got…what was it your cousin called it — a new angle to life!”

“That sounds frightfully impressive,” he smiled, watching her struggle with a patent oil-stove. “I’ll light that for you.”

But she waved aside his offer of assistance.

The cups and plates had been washed in the river, the hamper repacked, and he was lying on the grass, a cigarette between his lips, when abruptly she came back to the subject.

“I’m like a river—”

“A fresh and sparkling brook,” he murmured. “Anything that has been running on without a thought of its destination,” said Marie soberly.

“And now you’re coming to the sea?”

She shook her head.

“No…to a sort of desert where I disappear.”

“Or dissipate. And where do these melancholy notions come from? I suggest that your young digestion is out of order.”

She sat up suddenly.

“John, I’m a beggar,” she said dramatically, and he turned his head sharply towards her.

“Why do you say that?”

“I’m a beggar — a poverty-stricken countess. I have no money and I never had money.”

He sat up in turn.

“Why do you think so?” he asked.

She shook her head.

“It has come to me — a sort of inspiration. I woke up last night and realized it. John, I want you to tell me the truth.”

He tried to fence but failed, as he knew.

“I am not in Mrs. Carawood’s confidence—”

“I don’t care whether you are or whether you’re not,” she insisted, “you know. John Morlay, will you tell me the truth?”

He was silent.

“Am I rich or poor?”

John drew a long breath.

“You’re not rich,” he said.

“And all the good things I have had — Mrs. Carawood gave them to me?”

He nodded, and saw her face soften, and the eyes grow tender.

“The darling — the dear, unselfish darling.”

She was biting her lip to keep back the tears, and for a long time neither spoke.

“What must I do now, John? I can’t live on her — I must work. What a silly little fool I was not to think of this before! And I have had glimmerings of intelligence…suspicions. John, what am I to do?”

His voice sounded strange and unreal to himself when he answered:

“You must get married, Marie.”

She looked at him, unstartled.

“But — that isn’t work. And there isn’t anybody…I mean, there is nobody I care for.”

John Morlay’s heart sank.

“That’s very unfortunate,” he said, and his words seemed ridiculously commonplace. “I hoped—”

She turned her eyes upon his and for a second he saw wonder and doubt.

“I used to think that people who fell in love at first sight needed the attention of a mental specialist,” he said huskily, “and that people who didn’t marry other…people exactly the same age were heading for destruction. I’ve changed my view.”

She was looking at the river, seemingly absorbed in a log of driftwood that had floated into the backwater.

“It isn’t fair to expect a girl who has a picture of Prince Charming in her heart to be satisfied with dry-as-dust substitutes, is it?”

She shook her head.

“I don’t know; I have never harboured a Prince Charming, but if I had…”

He waited.

“…if I had he would be — very nice; rather tall and not too goodlooking…and just a little bit stupid.”

His hand went out and touched hers; she did not draw away. And then his arm went about her.
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There was an air of festivity in Penton Street. Though its womenkind had been denied a view of the bride, save those — and they were many — who had made the journey to St Asaph’s, the wedding rightly belonged to the street.

Mr. Fenner, strolling homeward with Herman, had a sense of importance, as was natural in one who was intimately associated with the events which had led to the perfect culmination. He was attired magnificently, and, even if bright brown boots do not accord with a shining silk hat, Herman, uncomfortably respectable himself, thought he had never seen Mr. Fenner looking so gentlemanly.

This employer of labour had given his men a day’s holiday on full pay. They had refused the holiday on half-pay and there had been some unseemly haggling. But the matter had been settled to the satisfaction of all, and as he strutted past the closed gates of his “yard” he could afford the royal glow of power which enveloped him. They turned into the shop through the side door. Mr. Fenner took off his hat, and, putting it carefully down, surveyed it for a long time.

Herman looked at the ragged cigar he was endeavouring to smoke, and threw it into the fireplace.

“Well, Herman,” said Fenner oracularly, “we’re getting into Society. An inquest and a wedding in a fortnight. Don’t you like that cigar? Try one of mine.”

“This is one of yours,” said Herman unpleasantly.

“That inquest is going to be a mystery to me for some time,” said Mr. Fenner in his profoundest manner. “I was talking to a colleague of mine at a meeting of the Master Builders’ Federation, and he said it licked him.”

“I don’t see any mystery about it.” Herman’s voice was strange and irritable. “The chap was a thief and had been discharged from Dartmoor.”

Fenner was not convinced.

“But why outside of this shop?” he demanded.

“If he’s got to go and die, why not anywhere?” asked Herman savagely.

He pulled, from his pocket a shining gold watch and examined it.

“What’s that, Herman?” Mr. Fenner was curious. “A watch. M’lady gave it to me,” said the proud Herman.

“Gave it to you? Today?” — incredulously.

“Yes. It’s a wedding-present,” said Herman. “The first one I’ve ever had. Ain’t it a grand thing? It’s twenty-seven and a half minutes past four — now it’s twenty-eight minutes. I never knew that time was so exact. Didn’t she look lovely, Mr. Fenner?” He clicked his lips in an ecstasy of admiration. “I wouldn’t have missed that wedding for the world.”

“Did you see me talking to Lord Pertham?”

“That baldheaded bloke?” said Herman, interested. “Was he a lord?”

“Can’t you tell a lord when you see one?”

Mr. Fenner was reproachful. “There’s something about a lord that’s — well, he’s different!”

“Oh, I remember,” Herman nodded, “the bloke with a white shirt. Big fat fellow?”

Mr. Fenner closed his eyes.

“That was the butler,” he said resignedly.

Herman recalled guiltily that he had shaken hands with this magnificent fellow.

“Yes, Lord Pertham and me had a bit of a talk about the prevailing condition of the labour market,” said Fenner with relish. “Would you believe it, his lordship has been obliged to give up building on his estate at ‘Ighgate ‘Ill because of the way them builders are going on? It requires legislation, Herman.”

“Does it? Well, I suppose you’re right. My word, what an awful lot of long words you know, Mr. Fenner!”

“I know one or two,” said Fenner complacently.

A car had pulled up at the door and Mrs. Carawood got out. She looked surprisingly attractive. It was as though the magic hand of Nature had smoothed every line from her face.

“I’m going to change my things,” she said. “Did you enjoy yourself, Fenner?”

Mr. Fenner indicated his gracious approval.

“It was very neat,” he said. “Art and taste everywhere.”

“I saw the art, but I didn’t so much as nibble a sandwich.” Mrs. Carawood shook her head. “It would have choked me.”

Mr. Fenner closed the door upon her, looked at Herman, and coughed. He had something on his mind. For the moment the youth had no desire for confidences. He had pulled up a chair before the empty fireplace and, with his hands on his knees, was staring into the polished grate.

“Herman, do you mind if I talk to you on a private matter!”

Herman started.

“It’s about Mrs. Carawood. She’s been a widow for a good many years, but women never get quite used to being alone. Do you agree with me or do you not?”

“What’s the good of asking me?” snarled the young man.

“Well, I can tell you, they don’t. I’m very fond of Mrs. Carawood.”

“Who isn’t?” demanded Herman scornfully.

“What a help for a man with social ambitions!” Mr. Fenner’s voice was hushed. “Mrs. Carawood would make a handsome hostess. Now, suppose I wrote an’ asked Lord Pertham to come to dinner?”

Herman was shocked.

“You wouldn’t have the cheek,” he said awestricken.

“What do you mean?” demanded the climber.

“We’re all equal, ain’t we? What’s he better than me?”

Herman was not prepared to advance a view.

“I invite him to dinner — what happens?” Mr. Fenner continued his hypothesis.

Herman shook his head vigorously.

“I’ll bet he wouldn’t come. I’ll bet you anything he wouldn’t. If he did he’d find you wasn’t married, an’ go home.”

“Well, suppose I had a wife?”

“You goin’ to get married?”

Herman was amazed. He had never regarded the master man as a candidate for matrimony.

“I’ll give you anything up to a five-pun’ note if you drop a hint to Mr. Carawood.”

“What kind of a hint?” Herman was on his guard.

“Well, suppose you happen to remark like this,” said the diplomatic Fenner, “just careless. ‘Here, Mrs. Carawood, have you noticed anything about Fenner?’”

“Mr. Fenner,” corrected the youth.

“Mr. Fenner — yes, Mr. Fenner. ‘No,’ she says, quite upset.”

“Would she be upset?” asked Herman.

Mr. Fenner thought that it was extremely likely.

“Well, I’m not goin’ to tell her,” said Herman emphatically. “You don’t suppose I’d upset Mrs. Carawood?”

“Suppose she ain’t upset.” He hastened to wipe out that picture. “Suppose you just say: ‘Yes, Mrs. Carawood, I can’t help feeling’ — just like that—’I can’t help feeling he ain’t long for this world.”

“You going away?” asked the interested Herman.

“I don’t know how I keep my temper with you, Herman,” said Mr. Fenner wildly. “I mean that I’m pining away.”

Herman shook his head.

“You ain’t pining away, you’re getting fat!”

“Well, you say it to her,” snapped the suitor.

Herman shrugged his shoulders.

“All right,” he said, with exasperating indifference. “I don’t mind. I’ll mention it”

“And say, ‘Mrs. Carawood, you ought to have a man in the house. Somebody with a bit of common sense, somebody you could introduce to your friends, somebody easygoing and gentlemanly.”

Herman was palpably relieved.

“I see — not you, you don’t mean?”

Mrs. Carawood came downstairs in time to save his life.

Herman’s memory was not his strongest point and he was conscious of his defect. Moreover, it was desirable that his mission should be fulfilled to the letter in the presence of his instructor.

“Mrs. Carawood, don’t you think Mr. Fenner’s pining away?” he asked.

Mrs. Carawood looked from one to the other in astonishment.

“No don’t,” she admitted.

“Well, don’t you feel lonely at nights without a man in the house?” asked Herman.

Mr. Fenner made frantic signals commanding discretion, but these Herman ignored. Mrs. Carawood had seen the signals and understood.

“Ah, I see,” she said. “Fenner!” She shook her finger solemnly at him. “Now, if you’re going to stay here, make yourself useful. Bring that table over here, Herman, and go and get the cloth.”

“What’s up, Mrs. Carawood?” asked Fenner in surprise. “Are you going to give a party?”

“M’lady’s coming to have a cup of tea before she goes, that’s all,” said Mrs. Carawood shortly.

Fenner stroked his moustache.

“Oh, I’d like to say goodbye too.”

“Well, you can go to Fenchurch Street at seven-thirty-five and say goodbye to her there,” said Mrs. Carawood, whose directness of speech would have abashed any man but Fenner. “I’m always glad to see you at other times, but today I want to be with her — alone,”

Still Fenner lingered.

“I suppose you haven’t thought over the matter I discussed the other day?” he asked.

“I haven’t had much time to think, Fenner, but if I had—”

“If you had — ?” he asked when she paused.

“I’d have put that idea out of your mind long ago. You’re a nice man, Fenner. I’ve told you that before. But I’m not marrying — any more. I’ve got nothing to give to a husband, and that’s the truth.”

“Maybe, as the song says—” he began.

“I haven’t come to my time of life to worry about what the song says. Now, Fenner, be sensible. You’ve got twice the interest in life you had. You’ve got plenty to do and plenty to occupy your time without taking a wife.”

“I suppose I have,” he said dejectedly. “I don’t think I’ll wait and help, Mrs. Carawood. I think I’ll go away for a bit like that man in the book you read about the other night. I sort of set my heart on this. Yes, I’ll go away. I’ll travel. I haven’t been to. Brighton for years. Maybe when I come back—”

“I shall never change my mind, Fenner,” she said, shaking her head, “not if you are away years and years.”

“I shan’t be away more than a couple of days,” he assured her. “I’ve got a meeting with the Masters’ Federation over this new demand of the carpenters. Perfectly sickening, I call it. Blackmail! That’s what it is. Goodbye, Herman.”

“You going?” asked Herman conventionally.

There was a bitter smile on Mr. Fenner’s face.

“Yes, I’ve got my congé
 .”

“Well, don’t lose it,” was the cheerful farewell.

After Fenner’s departure, Mrs. Carawood stood for a long time in thought. A new chapter: of life was opening, the old and ugly narrative of the past was closed, or nearly closed.

“Herman,” she said at last, “bring down that black box from under my bed.”

Herman went out and presently returned with the box and put it on the table. She unlocked it and took out an envelope. Watching her, Herman moved into the shop discreetly. Mrs. Carawood took a paper out of the envelope and, sitting down, read:


Marie Louise Hoad…Father, Joseph Hoad, plumber. Mother…
 She knew the mother!

She struck a match and burnt the paper slowly.

“Herman!”

He came hurriedly to her.

“Yes, Mrs. Carawood.”

“Herman, there’s a parcel on my dressing-table — I’ll want it in a minute.”

“What am I going to do when you give up the shops?” he asked. He had only learned that morning that the business had been sold, and in the midst of the wedding-festivities that knowledge had overclouded his mind.

“You’re coming to live with me, Herman.”

His face lit up.

“You don’t say!” he gasped.

“And you’re going to be educated,” she said with a smile.

“I can spell my name now,” he said eagerly, and then his face fell; “but I don’t think they’ll ever make much of me, Mrs. Carawood. I’m a bit of a fool. When I see other young fellows able to read the football news and write their own bets I feel ashamed of myself.”

“It’s education that makes a gentleman or a lady. Education and surroundings,” said Mrs. Carawood.

Here he was puzzled.

“I can’t quite see how a young woman can educate herself into a lady, Mrs. Carawood. She’s got to be born. Of course I know she can be, because — well, I know that she can—”

“Being a lady or gentleman is a matter of wanting to be nice and living with people who want you to be nice and knowing how to be,” said Mrs. Carawood.

“But suppose — well, suppose a lady has got — well, a rotten father — wouldn’t his rottenness come out in her? That’s what puzzled me.”

“You only take out what you put in, Herman. If there’s an empty bit of your mind and you fill it with poison, it’ll poison the other bits,” she said.
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Marie came to the little shop in Penton Street, no longer “M’lady”, and the imponderable change in her status gave her, for some reason which she could not define, a peculiar satisfaction.

“I’ll go alone, John — come later,” she asked, and John Morlay understood.

The tea-table was set when she came into the shop, and at first she did not see Mrs. Carawood. And then with a little sob she had run into the open arms and had felt herself crushed against the heart of the woman who had dared so much.

“My dear!” gasped Mrs. Carawood, her face streaming. “You’ll want a cup of tea!”

“No, no, I don’t want anything except to sit and talk with you. I’m going very soon. Were you proud of me, Nanny?”

Mrs. Carawood took the girl’s face in her hands and gazed hungrily into the tearful eyes.

“Proud of you?” she said in a low voice. “You’ll never know how proud!”

“You’ll have no one to fuss over when I’ve gone, Nanny.” Marie tried to smile, but it was a dismal failure.

“M’lady, you know…” But she could not speak.

“No more sending me money for holidays and clothes — you’ve to use all that for yourself.”

“My dear, one minute.”

Mrs. Carawood turned and opened the door of her livingroom.

“Herman!”

His voice answered her.

“Bring that parcel I told you about.”

Herman came instantly, smiled a greeting to the girl, and laid the little package on the table.

With trembling hands, Mrs. Carawood opened the case and revealed a row of pearls, white against the dark-blue velvet.

“It’s a little thing part of the money that was left over from your dear mother.”

Marie caught her breath.

“Nanny? For me! Pearls — oh, Nanny, how beautiful! Why did you do it?” Her tears were falling fast now.

“They aren’t very big, m’lady, but they’re pretty, almost as pretty as my dear girl.” She took Marie’s hand in hers and kissed it. “You’re going to be very happy, Marie.”

“I’ve always been happy — you’ve been like a mother to me.”

She found it difficult to speak at all.

“I’ve done all I could. Let me have a good look at you.” She gazed raptly at the beloved face. The girl caught her eyes and was almost frightened.

“You’re all of my dreams, all — all — there’s nothing in life, there’s nothing in the hereafter that hasn’t you in it — baby!”

Marie could smile now.

“Baby! How dear that sounds!”

“It slipped out.”

“Let it stay out, Nanny.” And, as the woman’s arms closed round her: “That’s lovely and peaceful! I wish you had a girl of your own, Nanny, you’d be such a wonderful mother. No, I don’t; I want you to have me and me alone!”

Mrs. Carawood nodded.

“There’s a bit in the Bible, m’lady, in Isaiah ‘As one whom her mother comforteth, so will I comfort you.’ You’ve got a good man; care for him and — his children, my love, as I — as I love you.”

She kissed her tenderly.

“I feel that you have given me all the love that any mother could have given me,” said the girl in a low voice. “Tell me, Nanny, am I anything like my mother?”

Mrs. Carawood shook her head.

“You’re more beautiful, m’lady. Shut your eyes tight!”

The girl obeyed.

“Pretend — pretend.” Mrs. Carawood’s voice was hardly audible.

“What shall I pretend?”

“Say — say—’Mother!’”

For the first time and the last time in her life Mrs. Carawood heard that word.




The End
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On the western outskirts of Sheffield — the Sheffield of 1875 — there was a dingy red factory that had seen the bankruptcies of at least three concerns which had been housed within its high walls. In this year it was occupied by the staff of a Mr Wertheimer, who produced nothing that was of commercial value, and was rather secretive about what he hoped to produce at all. He called himself and his partner, known and unknown, “The Silver Steel Company”, which, as Baldy said subsequently, was a contradiction in terms.

On a certain wintry night a young man dropped a rope ladder from one of the walls and came gingerly to the ground. His name was Kuhl, he was a Swiss from the Canton de Vaud, by profession an engineer, and by disposition an admirer of attractive ladies.

He picked his way across the uneven ground towards the road and was met halfway by two men. A woman, driving into Sheffield, saw the three talking by the side of the road where a closed wagonette, drawn by two horses, was standing. The men were talking loudly and gesticulating at one another. Looking back over her shoulder, she saw what was apparently a free fight in progress, and whipped up her horse.

She did not inform the police because, as she said, it was none of her business, and, besides, fights were pretty frequent in those days and in that part of the world.

Later she informed Sergeant Eltham, but could give no satisfactory account of how the fight finished.

This Sergeant Eltham was a police officer who never ceased to apologize for being seen in public without his uniform. But for this it might almost have been forgotten that he had ever worn a uniform at all, since he was the most astute of the “plain clothes men” that ever went on the roll of the Sheffield Police Force. He was tall, broad-shouldered, bushy-bearded, bald. Wrongdoers, who did not like him and never spoke of him except in the most lurid terms, called him “Baldy” or “Whiskers” as the fancy seized them.

He was a man who was seldom at a loss even in the most baffling situation, but he confessed to being beaten when the Silver Steel Company called upon him, for the second time in three months, to ask him to solve the mystery of a lost employee.

He came into Alan Mainford’s surgery one cold night in December to drink hot rum and water and gossip about people and things, as was his practice. The sergeant was a bachelor living with a widowed sister, and his recreations were few. Dr Mainford often wondered what he did to pass the time before the beginning of their friendship — it had its genesis in a violent toothache which Alan ended summarily and in the early hours of the morning with a No. 3 forcep and a muscular forearm.

“I don’t know about these Silver Steel people, doctor,” he said.

He had a deliberate method of speaking and a weakness for long words, was known as an orator at social functions, held important office in the Order of Oddfellows, and was a Buffalo of the highest grade.

Alan smiled as he filled his pipe.

He was a goodlooking young man, who sacrificed a certain amount of confidence amongst elderly patients because he shaved clean, a habit that made him look even younger; so that people often referred to him as a “bit of a boy”, and expressed their firm determination of never allowing him so much as to bandage a cut finger. He had hardly lost the tan of India, spent more time out of doors than his brother professionals, kept a couple of hunters in the Melton country and might, had he desired, have found an easier and a more lucrative practice in more pleasant surroundings, for he enjoyed a good income and had expectations which must inevitably be realized.

“What don’t you know about the Silver Steel Company?” he asked.

Baldy shook his shiny head. “In the first place, silver is silver and steel’s steel,” he said. “It’s ridiculous and absurd to mix ’em up. In the second place, they’re foreigners. I don’t like foreigners. Give me the true-born Briton!”

Alan chuckled. “You are what Mr Gladstone calls ‘insular’,” he began, and Baldy snorted.

“Gladstone! Don’t talk about that man! He’ll ruin the country one of these days, mark my words! Now, Dizzy—”

“Don’t let’s talk politics. Go on with your foreigners.”

Baldy sipped his rum and made a little face.

“Sheffield’s full of ’em lately. There’s this Silver Steel lot and there’s Madame What’s-her-name over in—” He snapped his fingers in an effort to recall the location. Baldy could never remember names, that was the most colossal of all his weaknesses.

“Anyway, there’s her, and that German lot that are experimenting at what-do-you-call-the-place? Taking the bread out of our mouths.”

“We’re probably taking the bread out of their mouth, too,” said Alan good humouredly. “Don’t forget, Baldy—”

“Say Eltham, or say sergeant,” pleaded the other. “Baldy is low.”

“Well, don’t forget that Sheffield is the centre of the steel world and people come here from all over Europe to pick up wrinkles. What are the Silver Steel people doing?”

“The Lord knows,” said Baldy piously. “Turnin’ silver into steel or vice versa — a Latin expression. Only a little factory, and all the workmen sleep in cottages inside the walls — the cottages were built by a feller in Eccleshall who got sixty pounds apiece for ‘em. Foreigners all of ‘em. Can’t speak a word of English. Works guarded by men with guns. I’ve seen it with my own eyes! I’ve warned ’em about that.”

Alan picked up a small log and put it carefully on the top of the glowing coals in the grate.

“It’s a secret process, I expect,” he said. “Sheffield is packed tight with mysterious factories trying some newfangled scheme.”

Baldy nodded. “With electricity, according to what I hear. It doesn’t seem possible. Electricity is lights and cures rheumatism. I had a penn’orth at the winter fair. You hold two brass handles and a feller pulls out a piston and you have pins and needles all up your arm. I don’t know how it’s done, there’s a trick in it somewhere. But what’s electricity got to do with steel? It’s absurd, ridiculous and confusing. It’s against the laws of nature, too.” There had been, he explained, some rum things happening at the Silver Steel works. One of the workmen went for a walk on a Sunday night and had not been seen since. Then a month later another workman, who had learnt enough English to correspond with a Sheffield young lady, had climbed over the wall and gone to see her “clandestinely”. He had not been seen since, except by a woman who saw him in the company of two men.

“Fightin’, accordin’ to this witness, a woman named…bless my life, I’ll forget my own name next! Anyway, he’s gone. And why not? According to Mr What’s-his-name, who owns the works, this man lives in Switzerland among the Alps. Who would live in Sheffield if he had an Alp to go to?”

“I know Wertheimer,” nodded Alan. “One of his men had a hand crushed and I attended him. What do you suspect about the missing men — foul play?”

“Foul grandmothers!” snorted Baldy. “Gone home — that’s all. Run away with gels. This feller was writing to a girl — a Miss — dear me! I’ve got it on the tip of my tongue! She went away the same night. Nobody knows where. It’s the old story — marry in haste and repent at leisure.”

“Who is Mr Dyson?” asked Alan.

Baldy frowned. “Dyson? Don’t know him. Who is he?”

“He’s an engineer, I think. I met him at the works. An enormously tall man. He’s been in America and seemed to know Wertheimer.”

“Dyson — I know him. A long un! He’s all right — a gentleman. He’s with the railway. Got a pretty sharp tongue, too.” Baldy mixed another glass of grog, using his own bottle — he insisted upon this act of partnership. “Too many foreigners — not enough good Yorkshiremen in Sheffield. What’s the use of foreigners to us? Nothing.”

Alan was interested in the missing men and asked questions.

“I don’t know any more than that. I’ve got too much work to do to bother about ‘em. There’s a regular outbreak of burglary in this neighbourhood and I pretty well know the man that’s doing it. When I say ‘man’, I ask pardon of my Maker, for this chap is no man. He’s a monstrosity. He oughtn’t to be on the face of the earth.”

“In fact, he’s no gentleman,” laughed Alan. “I am going to turn you out, Baldy. Don’t scowl — It’s a term of affection. I’m off to bed. And perhaps tonight a few expected babies will postpone their arrival until I’ve had a spell of sleep.”

No maternity case brought Alan out of his warm bed. The hammerings on his door that woke him were the hammer blows of fate. He went out into the raw night to face new and tremendous factors which were to change and reshape his life.
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Dr Alan Mainford was at the age when even a night call from an unknown patient had in it the stuff of adventure. Dixon brought round the pony trap and offered a few bitter comments on the weather, the hour, the difficulty of harnessing the cob by the light of a lantern which the wind blew out every few minutes, and, above all, and most insistently, the futility of obeying every summons that comes out of the night.

“The old doctor used to say. ‘If they can’t last till mornin’ I can’t save ’em tonight’ — that’s what the old doctor used to say,” he said darkly.

Dixon was stocky and bow-legged, as became a groom. On the finest summer morning he would have been disgruntled, for it was his habit to complain.

“The old doctor—” he began again.

“Blow the old doctor!” said Alan.

“He’s dead,” said Dixon, hurt and reproachful.

“Of course he’s dead — your grousing killed him.”

Dixon never liked the word “grousing”; it was an army word and outlandish. He resented Alan’s three years of service as an army doctor, did his best to hide from the world that his employer had ever had that experience. It was a tradition of the medical profession in the year 1875 that army doctors were without quality, and Dixon had been brought up in the traditions of the profession.

Alan took the reins in his hand and looked up and down the dreary street. Snow and sleet were driving down from the northwest; the gas-lamps were dim nebulae of foggy light.

“Thank Gawd I rough-shod him yesterday,” said Dixon, his mind, as ever, on the impatient and rather annoyed animal between the shafts. “Mind that hill near the Cross — he’s fresh tonight, poor little feller.” He held the horse’s head as Alan stepped up into the trap, wrapped a leather covered rug waist-high about him and sat on the driver’s seat.

“All right — let go his head.” The cob slipped, recovered, found his feet and his gait and went swiftly down the white-covered road. Wet snow beat into Alan’s face, blinding him. Clear of Banner Cross the street lights vanished, and he drove into a black void which the faint light of his trap lamps did little to illuminate.

Happily, the cob knew the road, knew, in his peculiar way, every hedge, every isolated house. Where the road turned sharply he checked of his own will; he fell into a walk at every sharp rise and picked his way cautiously down every declivity.

Alan dreamed his waking dreams, which were in the main as fantastical and unreal as the shadows about him. He dreamed of a day when the railroad would run to the least village; perhaps there would some day be road locomotives on the lines of traction engines and steam rollers, but less cumbersome and cheaper. Perhaps a time would come when every man would have his own little engine which ran at incredible speeds — twenty miles an hour possibly — along every highway.

He hoped Mrs Stahm’s servants would be able to give him tea or coffee — the latter for choice. The Germans made good coffee, or was she Swedish? He had seen her often, riding in the foreign-looking victoria with her coachman and her footman on the box, a dark-eyed, inscrutable woman of uncertain age. Nobody knew her; his small circle of friends used to speculate upon her identity and wonder what brought her to the outskirts of Sheffield and the loneliness of Brinley Hall, until they learnt that she was the widow of a Swiss engineer who had invented a new steel which was yet in its experimental stage. Apparently she lived near to the scene of the experiments, not because her interest in her husband’s invention was academic or sentimental, but because she herself had had something of a scientific training. Young Dibden, whose father was senior partner of the firm that were trying out the invention, spoke of her with respect.

“By gad, she’s clever! A woman, too…! You wouldn’t expect a woman to know anything about the chemistry of steel, but she does. Got the process from A to Z…told Furley that he was old-fashioned…what was the word? Archaic! But she’s odd — deuced odd. None of the women likes her — they loathe her. She doesn’t ask ’em to tea and they don’t ask her. She makes ’em shiver, and by heavens she makes me shiver too!” Alan grinned into the dark night. Would Madame Stahm make him shiver? He saw humanity from his own peculiar angle. Men and women could be majestic and terrifying and all the things that impress, but usually they were never really interesting until he was called in to see them: rather pitiful creatures who had shed their majesty and were neither impressive nor awe-inspiring.

The cob went at a steady gait, clop-clopping through the snow covering of the road. Once he shied at something Alan could not immediately see. Snatching up the pony, he brought him to the centre of the road and, as he did so, he saw the figure which had startled the animal: the shape of a man trudging through the street. He shouted abusively in a harsh voice. Alan heard the word “lift”, but he was giving no lifts that night. There were some queer people in this neighbourhood — burglaries had been numerous; it was not a night to invite any unknown pedestrian to share the trap.

His gloved hands were stiff and numbed with cold when he turned the cob’s head towards the two stone pillars that flanked the drive. It wound up through an avenue of anaemic-looking trees to the big house. No lights showed in any of the windows.

Stiffly he descended, gathered up the reins…

“I’ll take the horse.” Alan almost jumped. The voice came from the darkness of the porch. Now he was dimly aware, not only of the figure in the dark porch, but that the door of the house was open. The hall was in darkness.

The man spoke again in a language which Alan did not understand. It sounded like one of the Scandinavian tongues. A second man came shambling into the open and went to the cob’s head.

“He will stable the horse and look after him, doctor. Will you come this way?” Suddenly the lantern he was carrying threw out a strong yellow beam. Electricity was in the days of its infancy, and this was the first handlamp that Alan had ever seen — the famous Stahm lamp that was an object of curiosity for many years afterwards.

They passed into the hall, and the heavy door closed behind them.

“One moment — I will strike a lucifer and light the gas,” said the guide.

Mainford waited. A match spluttered, and in a second the hall was illuminated.

The guide was a man of forty. He was well, even foppishly dressed. The long, yellow face was framed in side whiskers; there hung about him the nidor of stale cigar smoke.

“Before you go up, doctor,” — he stood squarely between Alan and the broad staircase which led to the upper part of the house— “let me tell you that Madame is not ill — not ill as you would say that a person is ill, eh?” English was not his native tongue, Alan realized. Though his accent was pure, the construction of his sentences, no less than his choice of words, betrayed him.

“She has storms in her brain; fears of death groundless. She is too clever. In a woman that is terrible. For a long while she will go on, but sometimes there comes to her a sense of…bafflement. There is no such word, eh? But you understood. Good! A wall confronts her. She screams, she tries to climb up, she tries to burrow beneath, she tears at the stones with her pretty fingers. Absurd! Wait, I say, and the wall she will vanish. Mind” — he tapped his narrow forehead— “always mind will triumph! In such times the nasty little man can soothe her. You know him? I am sure you know him. Ach! Such a man! But the good Lord makes them in all shapes and sizes.” He went on, hardly stopping to find his breath, and all the time his long, white hands gesticulated every emphasis.

“What is the matter with her now?” asked Alan, a little bewildered to discover that “Madame” was not ill. It was a cool greeting after a six-mile drive on a stormy night. He did not trouble to wonder who this man was, or in what relationship he stood to his patient. Such matters did not greatly interest him. The name of his companion and his profession he was to learn immediately.

“Hysteria — no more. It is alarming, but I would not have sent for you. Madame thinks she will die. A doctor and a priest and the nasty little man. The priest, no! She shall not die, but she shall be ill if I do not bring her relief. I am Baumgarten — engineer. Dr Stahm was my master — I his disciple. Eckhardt was also his disciple. He is dead. All thieves die sometime. He died in America of consumption. There is a God!” Abruptly he turned and walked up the stairs, Alan, carrying the bag he had taken from underneath the seat of the trap, following. Who was Eckhardt? Why the malignant satisfaction that he had died so painfully? Eckhardt was a thief; what had he stolen?

At the head of the stairs was a wide landing. The walls were hung with tapestries; there was a suggestion of luxury, of immense wealth, and with it went an air of neglect and decay. There was a certain mustiness about the house which betokened a total disregard for fresh air or ventilation. Two of the tapestries hung crookedly; Alan saw that they were supported en loops of string from tenpenny nails driven into the panels.

“This way, my dear sir.” Baumgarten opened a recessed door and they passed, not into a bedroom, as Alan had expected, but into a great drawingroom. Though from the centre of the black ceiling hung a gas chandelier, where three yellow flames were burning within glass globes, it was almost as if he had walked into the outer dark. The walls, the carpets, the curtains were papered or draped in black. The furniture, when he could pick it out, was upholstered and lacquered in the same gloomy hue. The only relief to this manufactured gloom was the woman in pale green velvet who sat on the raised dais at one end of the long room, and the white-clad nurse who stood by her side, watching Alan with a relief in her eyes which she did not attempt to disguise.

It was not on the patient, but on the nurse, that Dr Mainford’s attention was riveted. In her simple uniform she looked like some exquisite creature of the Renaissance with her dull gold hair which the nurse’s bonnet could not hide, and her slim, perfectly poised figure. The exquisite moulding of her face, the red rose lips, the firm little chin, the ivory whiteness of her skin, left him breathless.

He knew most of the nurses in Sheffield, but this was a stranger to him.

“Well, well, well.” It was Baumgarten’s impatient voice. “There is madame to be seen, is it not?” And then, almost with a wrench, Alan turned his attention to the woman in green. It was difficult to believe that she was human. Her face was an enamelled white, the dark eyes stared ahead of her; she seemed oblivious of her surroundings, of his presence, of anything that was earthly.

From her face, plastered thick with powder, he could not judge her age. It was only when he saw the hands, tightly clenched on the arms of her velvet chair, that he judged her to be over fifty. She sat, stiff, motionless, bolt upright, her chin raised, her face expressionless. About her neck was a great circle of green stones. From their size he was satisfied they could not be emeralds; but here he was mistaken. A big emerald ring glittered on one finger. About each arm was bracelet upon bracelet, until she glittered from wrist to elbow.

Alan experienced a queer sense of embarrassment as he went to her and tried to take her hand. The clutching fingers could not be pried loose from their grip. He pushed up the jewelled circles, found her pulse and took out his watch. The pulse was faint but regular.

“Are you feeling ill?” he asked.

Madame Stahm made no answer, and he looked at the nurse inquiringly.

“She has been like this for nearly an hour,” said the girl in a low voice. “I have tried everything. It looks like a cataleptic seizure, but Mr Baumgarten says it is not unusual and that she will recover in time. She was taken ill last night at about seven,” she went on. “It was dreadful!”

“Screaming?” She nodded. He heard her quick sigh.

“Yes…dreadful. Mr Baumgarten was alarmed. But the attack passed off, and he thought it was over. At eleven o’clock it came on again, worse.” She did not take her eyes from his when she spoke, and he saw in them the shadow of fear, which is very rarely met with in the eyes of a woman of her profession.

“What is your name?” he asked.

“Jane Garden. I am from St Mary’s Hospital in London. I’ve been here a month.” She glanced past him towards Baumgarten, who stood motionless, his head bent, a frank and unabashed listener.

Alan stooped and looked at the woman’s eyes. They were set; the pupils were pinpointed, and he made a little grimace.

“It is either hysteria or drugs—” he began.

“Neither — fool!” It was the green woman who almost snarled the words, and he was so startled that he dropped the stethoscope he was fitting.

She did not move, did not even turn her eyes in his direction. Only the thin lips moved.

“You have no sense, no brains! You see only material things! You do not examine the soul! I project myself into the infinite, and you say ‘hysteria’! I walk with Stahm and his shadow, Eckhardt, and you say ‘drugs’! I live in the shades, I go out of the world, and you feel my pulse and listen to my heart and say; ‘Ah, well, she is mad.’”

And then the dead figure came to life. He saw the bosom rise as she inhaled a deep breath; the eyes moved slowly in his direction. The figure became suddenly alive.

“Who sent for this man? Who sent for him?” She almost screamed the words.

“I sent for him,” said Baumgarten calmly. “You said you were dying, you asked for a doctor, a priest and the ugly man. Here is your doctor. The ugly man is coming — the priest, no.” She began speaking rapidly to him in a language which was neither Scandinavian nor German. One word gave him the clue. They were talking in Russian. Both Baumgarten and Madame Stahm were Russian by birth, he discovered later.

The first part of her speech was obviously a flood of abuse; but gradually her voice and manner grew calmer, and the thin lips curled in a smile. When she turned to the doctor and spoke her manner was entirely changed.

“Most stupid of me, doctor,” she said, so graciously that he was staggered. “I have these — what is the word? — fits! Hysteria? It is possible. But drugs — I do not think I have taken drugs — no, Baumgarten?” He shook his head slowly, his eyes upon her.

“That is the truth,” she said. “Now you shall feel my pulse.” She held out her hand almost gaily, and Alan’s fingers closed upon a wrist that pulsated so strongly that it might not have been the same woman he had examined a few seconds before.

“It is hysteria possibly. I am a great trial to all my friends. But then, what woman is not? You are psychic, doctor?” It was a word not very commonly used, and he frowned.

“Psychic? Do you mean seeing spooks and things?”

“Spooks and things,” she repeated with an ironic little smile. “Eh? That is your idea of the psychic? Well, perhaps you are right, doctor. My nerves are bad.” She turned abruptly to Baumgarten. “The ugly man, is he coming?”

Baumgarten looked at his watch. “He should be here,” he said, and went out of the room.

Madame Stahm regarded her professional caller with a quizzical smile. “You do not know my nasty little man, I suppose? Or does everybody know him? He is a seer. People do not believe so, but he has divinity!”

Alan for the moment was not interested in psychic things, or even ugly men who had divine qualities. He was intensely practical. “Don’t you think you should undress and go to bed?” he said. “I can give you a bromide draught which can be made up at the chemists — there is one at the village two miles away.”

She laughed a low, amused laugh.

“You say I take drugs, so you give me more, eh. That is funny!”

“Rest will be very good for you,” he said.

The nurse started from her contemplation of Alan. “It will be very good for you,” she urged. “You remember, I suggested a sleeping draught—”

“A sleeping draught, ach!” Madame Stahm snapped her jewelled fingers. “No, will have my ugly man and he will rest me. Jane doesn’t like my ugly man.”

There was no need for the girl to confirm this — her face told the story. The squeak of the door handle made Alan Mainford turn, and then he saw Madame’s seer.
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He was a queer, incongruous figure of a man. His height could not have been more than five feet; the big, dark, deepset eyes were the one pleasant feature in a face which was utterly repulsive. They were the eyes of an intelligent animal. The forehead was grotesquely high, running in furrows almost to where, at the crown of the head, a mop of grey hair rolled back. The unshaven cheeks were cadaverous, deeply lined and hollow. There was a ferocity in the overthrust jaw as the little man moved it from side to side. His thick, rough coat was soddened with sleet, his boots left little pools of water on the black carpet. He wore home-knitted mittens, and in one hand clutched an ancient violin case.

“Delighted!” murmured madame. “You are a good man to come. I am in need of your inspiration. Play, play, play!”

The little man was glaring malignantly at Alan. “You couldn’t stop and gimme a lift, mister?” he demanded resentfully. “I must trudge through the muck and the mire. I called to tha’, but no, he goes on — him ridin’ — me walkin’!” Alan’s eyes had wandered to the nurse. She stood rigid, and in her face was a look of horror that helped to tell a story he intended knowing before he left the house that night.

“Play!” The order was imperious. The little man squatted down on a chair and opened the case on his knees. He took out an old violin and a bow and cuddled the fiddle under his chin.

Then he began to play, and all the time those animal eyes of his were fixed on Jane Garden’s face. He played a queer obbligato and he was extemporizing every note. There were moments when he defied every law of harmony, when he became so musically illiterate that Alan, who was no music-lover, winced. There were times when he achieved a breathtaking peak of beauty, when the very soul of humanity trembled on the taut strings of the instrument.

And always he looked at Jane, and it came to Alan Mainford that this man was playing her as though she were a piece of music, translating thought, discordant fear, jarring uncertainty, wild despair, into the terms of melody.

“Play me, ugly man! Leaf her! You hear, play me!” Madame’s voice was an angry wail. It was true then — that was what this ugly little devil was doing — playing souls.

He saw the violinist turn his eyes to the older woman and the pace of the music quickened, became distorted, wild, dreamy and strident. Then, suddenly, in a discord that set Alan’s teeth on edge, the music ceased.

“Out of me head!” The ugly man pronounced his boast loudly. He was pleased with himself, triumphant was the better word. His deep chest swelled, he wiped his streaming forehead with a brightly coloured handkerchief, and the thick lips were unlatched in a grin.

“Out of me head! You’re an educated man. I’m self-learnt — but I got more cleverness in me than you! Next time I say give me a lift, you give it!” He had become suddenly a bully, overbearing. Alan, who had reason for being annoyed, was amused; for all this bluster was for the benefit of Jane Garden. The little ugly man was showing off.

“I can sing, recite, do a dance,” he went on. “I bin before public in real theatres. I can whistle like a bird—” He pursed his lips and of a sudden there was a blackbird in the room, singing with the joy of life and the unborn spring in its little heart. Alan listened, fascinated.

“No more, you have done well, my dear little friend.” Madame arrested a further demonstration. “Here is the money.” She thrust her hand into a bag that hung from her wrist. They heard the jingle of gold and then she held out two sovereigns to the whistler. He accepted the gift with an odd air of condescension: it was as though he was the donor and she the recipient.

“You are a truly great man,” — her tone was almost caressing. “Some day you shall be the greatest man in the world. I love you, because you are so ugly and dirty. Tomorrow — or on Sunday — I will send for you. Goodbye.”

He hesitated, his dark eyes again sought Jane Garden. “I don’t walk back, missus. You ain’t going to let a poor old man walk back?”

“I’ll give you a lift as far as the city,” said Alan, still amused. “I didn’t know you were coming to this house or I would have picked you up.”

The little man’s lips curled in a sneer. “I daresay you would,” he said.

And then Alan caught the girl’s eyes, saw the urgency of the summons in them, and went across to her. To his amazement she was breathless, hardly able to speak.

“I want you to get me away from here,” she said in a low tone. “Can you — will you”?”

“But how — ?”

“I don’t care how you do it. I know you can’t take me away tonight, but can’t you send for me tomorrow and give me some instructions about Mrs Stahm’s treatment? They won’t let me go near Sheffield — please!”

Mainford thought quickly. Both Madame Stahm and Baumgarten were watching him closely. It almost seemed as though they had expected her to approach him.

“I’ll send the trap over for you tomorrow, Nurse Garden,” he said in a loud voice. “The test won’t take very long, and I think that it should—”

“Send the trap over?” repeated Madame sharply. “Why?”

He looked at her steadily. “Because Nurse Garden is not particularly well, and I would like to make a blood test,” he said.

“It can be made here,” said Baumgarten quickly.

“It will be made just where I want it to be made!” Here was the imperious army doctor speaking, authority in his tone.

There was a brief and embarrassing silence.

“I’m afraid I can’t spare the nurse,” said Madame Stahm acidly, and quailed under Alan Mainford’s cold gaze. He had that effect upon some people; this woman might not be a coward, but she was incapable of resisting authority.

“Is there any reason why she should not go into Sheffield?” he asked.

“None at all,” snapped Madame. “But I think a sick patient is entitled to be consulted before a nurse is taken away from her.”

Alan smiled. “You are consulted, Madame Stahm. I will send the trap for this young lady at three o’clock tomorrow afternoon. Either my groom will drive over or my friend Sergeant Eltham, who is an expert driver, will call for her.” It was a threat; nobody in that room mistook the significance of Alan’s alternative suggestion. He heard a low grumble behind him, like the growl of an animal, and out of the corner of his eye he saw the little man’s face pucker in anger.

“Very good,” said Madame Stahm hastily. “There is no reason why the nurse should not go, though it will be very inconvenient. Mr Baumgarten will pay you your fee, doctor. I shall not require you again.”

Alan bowed. “That is for you to decide, Madame Stahm. But I would advise you, if you have another such attack as you had today, not to let your prejudice against me stand in the way of calling me in. You have a very bad heart, but I suppose you know that?”

She glared down at him malignantly from her raised seat. “It’s a lie!” She spoke with difficulty. “I have goot health — goot health! You shall not say that I am sick because I have visions…you said this to anger me? Tell me, doctor, you said this to anger me, and I will forgive you.”

“You have a bad heart,” repeated Alan quietly. “Your pulse is not at all as it should be, and you have certain facial symptoms which are rather alarming. I repeat, don’t let the fact that I have annoyed you stop you from calling me in if you cannot get another doctor.” He nodded to the girl, made another little bow to Madame Stahm and walked out of the room, followed by Baumgarten. At the door he turned to look back at Jane. She had already disappeared, but the ugly little man had made his way to Madame Stahm’s side and was talking to her eagerly in a low voice. She nodded, nodded again, shook her head and smiled.

“Have no fear, little friend,” she said. “You shall have all you desire.” As the man came towards them, Baumgarten, with some ostentation, opened a purse which he took from his trousers pocket and put a golden sovereign and a shilling in Alan’s palm.

“That, I think, is a generous fee,” he said, a little pompously. And then his voice changed. “Do you think she’s ill — yes? Really, with her heart?” He tapped his own anxiously.

“I think so,” replied Alan.

He was not anxious to discuss the symptoms of his patient with the mysterious Mr Baumgarten and made his way down the stairs into the dimly lit hall.

“One question, doctor — Do you know a dull, stupid man — a Swiss — who has a factory; the Silver Steel Company, eh?”

“No,” said Alan shortly.

The cob and the trap were standing at the door and Alan mounted to his seat. He had just taken up the reins when there came a sound that made his blood run cold. It was a long, muffled shriek, that ended in an agonized wail, and it came from somewhere in the house.

“What was that?” he asked quickly.

“It is the railway whistle, my friend,” said Baumgarten’s voice. He could hardly see him in the darkness. “You are nervous!”

“That was no railway whistle,” said Alan, and waited, listening, but the scream was not repeated.

He had forgotten all about the little man until he began clambering up on the opposite side and fell into the more comfortable seat.

“Give me some of that apron, will you?” he growled. “Haven’t you got any heart for an old man?…Ought to be ashamed of yourself.” Alan unwrapped the driving apron which he had drawn around himself; slipping one of the leather loops round the iron batten at his side, he passed the rest of the cover to his unwelcome passenger. A touch of the reins and the cob was heading down the drive.

He was half annoyed, half amused with himself. Why on earth had he taken this line with Madame Stahm? He had deliberately tried to frighten her, and he had most certainly antagonized her beyond forgiveness, though this was a matter of no account.

He was amused to find himself acting in the role of champion to distressed nurses, but there was something behind that girl’s terror, something peculiarly sinister in the atmosphere of the house. He had not hesitated; the only uneasiness he had in his mind was whether he should leave her there for another night. All the time he had been in that queer habitation he had a sense that it was overtenanted.

He was conscious of the presence of men whom he did not see, and had a feeling that strange and unfriendly eyes had watched him all the time he had been there…

That shriek — it was a shriek; it could not have been anything else. Was Mrs Stahm passing through another hysterical crisis? The little man at his side fidgeted uneasily, grumbling under his breath.

“You’ve got too much of the apron.” He tugged at it savagely. “Do you want to make me ill so as you can cure me? I wouldn’t have you for a doctor! I hate the sight of doctors. They go round telling people they’re sick when there’s nowt wrong with ‘em.”

“Why did you come out at this hour of the night?” asked Alan, ignoring the abuse. “Is it a practice of yours?”

“Mind your own business,” snarled the other. “I go out any hour of the night I like — do you see?”

“If you’re not civil I’ll stop the trap and throw you out,” said Alan angrily.

“It’d take a better man than you—” began the other, when the young doctor pulled his horse to a standstill.

“Get out and walk,” he said curtly.

“See this?” The little man stretched out his arm. In the reflected light of the lamp Alan saw, dangling from his wrist, a snubnosed revolver, evidently fastened by a strap to his wrist.

“That’s a shooter, young man. You know what a shooter is — hold hard, don’t hit!” He had seen Alan’s hand go back, and the bullying tone became suddenly a supplicating whine. “You wouldn’t hit an old man, would you? Mind you, I could throw you out of this trap as easy as cutting butter! But I don’t want to get into any trouble with you or with anybody else. I’m an old man, and all I want is peace and quietness.”

“Then sit quiet,” said Alan savagely. He flung the apron back over the man’s knees and tchk-ed to the cob. “And shut your mouth,” he added.

The latter injunction was instantly disobeyed.

“I don’t wonder you’re surprised seeing me here,” said the little man. “But I go out when I’m sent for. And they send for me all hours of the day and night — women! They take a liking to me — they go off their heads about me. There was a girl in Sheffield—” He told a story to which Alan found it difficult to listen with patience.

“Madame is a lady bred and born,” he went on. “That woman knows me better than I know myself. I heard what you said, mister — I play her! I can play anybody! I see inside ’em and put it into the fiddle. There ain’t another man in England could do that. There ain’t another man in England who can recite like I can recite. I’ve been on the stage.” He went on in this strain for ten minutes, and then abruptly broke off and asked: “What do you think of my girl?”

“Your girl?”

“That’s what I said,” said the other; “the young nurse lady; the one you’re going to operate on tomorrow.”

“I’m not operating on anybody tomorrow, but if you mean the nurse, will you explain what you mean by ‘your girl’?” asked Alan in a cold fury.

The little man chuckled continuously, beating his knees in the ecstasy of his humour.

“She’ll be mine,” he said at last. “I don’t say she is at the minute. Notice her looking at me as if I was a snake? I’ve seen dozens of ’em do that, and how have they ended up?”

“I don’t particularly want to know,” said Alan.

But his passenger could not be snubbed.

“There’s a lady bred and born coming to live near me. Her husband’s a gentleman, but she’s coming to live next door to me, and for why? Because she’s off her head about me — and a lady! You ought to see her, mister — young—” He smacked his lips and became physically descriptive.

Alan was not easily revolted. He was not revolted even now. He listened with a sort of resentful amazement to the boasting of this little blackguard, and if once or twice he had the temptation to hit him on the head with the butt of his whip he restrained himself.

“Where do you work?” he asked, more to turn the conversation than to elicit the information.

“Work? What — me? I’m a master man. I don’t work for nobody. I’m independent. I can earn my living in a dozen ways. My woodcarving is better than any woodcarving you’ve ever seen. I can frame pictures, I can make a cabinet — there’s nothing I couldn’t do. Some of these lah-de-da-dy swells in Sheffield think they’re clever, but I’ve forgot more than they knew. You’re not going to drop me here, are you?” Alan pulled up the cob before his house. “Take me on to Darnell, mister. It’s only a couple of miles.”

“Walk,” said Alan laconically.

“I’m an old man,” wailed his dogged passenger. “You wouldn’t let an old man walk through the slush and the snow on a night like this? It’s not human!”

“You’re not human either. Get down!” Out of the shadow of the porch before Alan’s house came a burly figure.

“Hullo, doctor! You’re the man I wanted to see.” It was Sergeant Eltham, and at the sound of his voice the little man slipped from the trap on the offside and vanished into the night.

“Thought you had somebody with you? He went quickly enough — not so quick that I didn’t see him,” said Sergeant Eltham. “What kind of persons are you picking up at night, doctor?”

“Do you know him?” asked Alan, in surprise.

“Know him?” scoffed Baldy. “I should say I did know him! The cleverest burglar in the north of England, the nastiest little brute in the world.”

“What is his name?” asked Alan, suspecting another demonstration of Baldy’s weakness, but for once Sergeant Eltham had the name on the tip of his tongue and could pronounce it.

“His name is Charles Peace,” he said.
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Charles Peace? The name meant nothing to Dr Mainford. “He’s certainly a nasty fellow. Come in and have some coffee. What are you doing in the middle of the night?”

“I’ll tell you later.” The sergeant stopped to stamp the snow from his feet on the doorstep, and heaved a sigh of relief as he came into the snug warmth of Alan’s study.

“Have a look to see that you haven’t lost your watch,” he said. “Peace is as good a pickpocket as he is a burglar. There’s nothing he can’t do, from shove-ha’penny to murder. Did he give you any trouble?” Alan laughed.

“A little bit,” he said. “I nearly threw him out of the trap.”

“I’m glad you didn’t try.” Baldy was very serious. “That man has got the strength of ten. I went for him once in Sheffield, and it took seven policemen to get him to the station, and then we had to frog-march him.”

Alan was not convinced. “He didn’t give me that impression. He showed me a revolver when I threatened him.”

“A revolver, eh?” said the other quickly. “By gum, I wish I’d known that, I’d have pinched him. I’ve always heard he carried a pistol, but I never found one on him. How did you come to meet him?”

Briefly Alan told the story of his visit to Madame Stahm, though he made no reference to the beautiful nurse or to the shriek he had heard. When he had finished, Baldy nodded. “Yes, I know all about his fiddle playing. Personally, I know nothing about music and harmony, but I’m told he plays on the stage. In fact, he has been on the stage. Did he tell you anything about wild beasts?”

“Wild beasts?” repeated the startled young doctor. “Is he an animal tamer, too?” he asked ironically.

To his surprise Baldy nodded. “He can tame wild elephants! I’ve seen him go into a lions’ den at Wombwell’s menagerie and take a bone from under the nose of a lion. His father was in the animal training business, and so was Peace — that’s why he’s a good burglar: dogs never bark at him.”

“Are you serious?” asked Alan, pausing as he poured out the coffee which the sleepy-eyed Dixon had brought in.

“It’s the truth,” said Sergeant Eltham. “Dogs never bark at Peace. You can get the most savage retriever and chain him in a kennel outside your door, and Peace will come in in the middle of the night, pat the dog and send him back to sleep. He plays the piano — in fact, there’s nothing he can’t do in the musical line. And they tell me he can make up poetry.” Out of curiosity Alan repeated some of the man’s boasts of conquests, and was amazed when Baldy confirmed the little man’s claims.

“You wouldn’t think it possible, but it’s a fact. I could tell you some pretty bad cases — decent women who’ve left their homes for him. He’s lame — did you notice that? And one of his fingers was shot off when he was a boy, and his face — good Lord! Well, you’ve seen him!”

“He’s a pretty old man, isn’t he?” Baldy shook his head.

“No, sir. Peace can’t be much more than forty-three. He looks seventy, but round about forty is his real age. Did he cry to you about being a poor old man? He always does.” He told Alan something of the man’s record. He had started as a pickpocket, gone on to be a burglar.

“I pinched him twenty years ago, when he burgled a house in this city. He got a stretch of four years, but that wasn’t his first conviction. He got one dose of six years at Manchester, and then went back and got another. In fact, he knows more prisons than any bad character I’ve ever met with.” Alan listened, fascinated.

“He’s been out three years now,” explained Baldy in answer to his question. “I don’t often see him, except when I’m making inquiries about a job, and then he’s got an alibi tied to his left ear! Funny you met him tonight. What was he doing at Mrs Stahm’s? That’s the puzzle.” The sergeant ran his fingers through his long beard. “She’s very kind and charitable, by all accounts. I think somebody ought to see her and warn her.”

Alan shook his head. “I don’t think that’s necessary,” he said quietly. “Madame Stahm has a pretty good idea of the kind of man he is. Now, tell me what you want to see me about.”

Baldy sat for a little while, ordering his brief narrative. “Do you remember that fellow I spoke to you about — the foreigner, who disappeared from the Silver Gilt works?”

“Silver Steel,” suggested Alan.

Sergeant Eltham brushed aside the correction impatiently. “Whatever it is. Well, it appears he hasn’t turned up in Switzerland. His relations have written to Mr What’s-his-name—”

“Wertheimer?”

“That’s the feller — asking for the allowance he used to make to his sister. What’s more, the first man that ran away hasn’t been seen at his home since he disappeared from Sheffield. I’ve got a few facts about the business that you might like to know, doctor. You’ve been a good friend of mine, and your brain and education have helped me when I’ve been stuck before.” He opened his book, turned the leaves slowly to refresh his memory, closed the book and slipped it in his pocket, and began.

“Over in Switzerland there was a man, whose name I can’t exactly remember and can’t read, who got an idea he could make steel that wouldn’t rust. Which, on the face of it, is absurd and ridiculous. This Professor What’s-his-name had a lab — what’s the word? It begins with an L.”

“Laboratory?” suggested Alan.

The sergeant nodded.

“That’s the thing. He was pretty high up in science and he built or borrowed or rented this lab… — the word you said — and got a lot of young professors to come in and help him. They didn’t quite make what they were looking for, but they got near enough to it for them to see that they were near the secret. Then one of the young men who were helping the old man bolted to America, and took away with him all the papers and calculations and the likes of that, thinking that he could invent the thing himself and get all the money there was for inventing it.”

A light dawned on Alan Mainford. “Is the professor alive?” he asked.

“No,” said Baldy. “This feller running away so much upset the old man, Professor What’s-his-name, that he took sick and died. Another assistant carried on the work, but the widow of the professor was so suspicious that she kicked him out, and he came to England and started experimenting on his own. That is the man at the Silver Steel works.”

“Wertheimer?”

“That’s him, Wertheimer. In the meantime the feller that went away to America and opened a sort of lab… — whatever it is — on his own, died. The man at the Silver Steel works heard about this, sent to America and brought over two or three of the head men who had been working for the American fellow, and two out of the three have already disappeared. Wertheimer (don’t say I can’t remember names) is very upset about it, because he was sure that both these men had the secret of the new steel, and would have worked it out for him if they had remained. What is worrying him is that they may have gone over to this very woman you’re speaking about.”

“Madame Stahm? Why, of course. Eckhardt was the man who ran away—”

“That’s his name,” said Baldy, as triumphantly as though he had himself remembered it. “Eckhardt!” And Wertheimer was the dull, stupid man about whom he had been questioned. “I’m going to drive over to see the lady tomorrow,” Baldy went on, “and I was wondering if you could lend me your trap.”

“I’ll lend you my trap, and you can bring back the nurse who is there, a Miss Jane Garden,” said Alan quickly. “Have any inquiries been made at Dibdens, where Mrs Stahm is having her experiments made?”

Baldy nodded. “Yes, according to Mr — the Silver Steel man — he’s been into that. He’s had a chat with Mr Dibden himself, and neither of the two men are employed at the works. My own theory is that they’ve gone off with girls — they’re foreigners, and naturally they run after women.”

“I know a few Englishmen who do that,” said Alan dryly. “Your friend Peace—”

“Don’t call him my friend.” Baldy raised his voice protestingly. “There’s a dirty little skunk if you like! I remember once he fell into the river; he couldn’t swim, but, bless your heart, I said to the people on the bank: ‘Don’t worry about him: he’s born to be hung, and a man who’s born to be hung can never be drowned.’ It’s a funny thing — have you ever noticed it as a medical man?”

“I can’t say that I have,” said Alan, yawning. “But I still don’t know why you go out in the middle of the night to pursue these inquiries of yours.”

“The Silver Steel man came round and knocked me up. I’ve been with him for two hours, and I was so wide awake when he’d gone that I popped round to see if there was a light in the surgery.” Alan dozed off that morning with an uneasy consciousness that there was a vital something that he had forgotten to tell the sergeant. In the first hour of waking he realized that that something was — the scream in the night.
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Baumgarten waited until the sound of the trap wheels had passed beyond his hearing, closed the half-open door through which he had watched the departure, and went swiftly upstairs to Madame Stahm. Madame was alone; she had dismissed the nurse, and was half sitting, half reclining in her big throne chair. She saw something in the man’s face that brought her bolt upright.

“What is wrong?” she asked.

“Did you hear it?” His black eyebrows made an inquiring arch. “If you did not, our doctor did.”

“Lamonte?”

“The ventilator must have been left open. I will go and see. Tomorrow we shall have the police here, and that will be extremely awkward.”

She was galvanized to life by the words and came instantly to her feet.

“The police?” she said shrilly. “You are mad! And if they come it will be your fault. You are careless, Peter.” He said no word, but, passing down into the hall, took the lantern from the table and descended a flight of stone stairs, through an underground kitchen and along a passage, the end of which was barred by an ironclad door. He unlocked this; beyond was a chamber that had once been a wine cellar, a large, low-vaulted room, lined with iron shelves. He stopped here to light a gas bracket and went on through another door to a smaller cellar.

It was part of a much older building. The stone-vaulted roofs were supported on pillars that seemed over-massive in that confined space. Again he lit a gas bracket and looked round. A table, a chair and a bed practically comprised the furnishing of the room. On the bed lay a man, and from beneath the blanket ran a thin, steel chain which was fastened to a staple in the wall.

The man on the bed lay on his back, his white, disfigured face upturned. He glared at Baumgarten as he approached.

“Why did you make that noise, you pig?” demanded Baumgarten without heat.

The man blinked at him. “I am cold, and there are rats here,” he said thickly. “I must have been dreaming.” He stretched out his hand, took a mug of water from the table and drank eagerly, supporting himself on his elbow.

“It is very cold,” he said again. “You must give me some more blankets.”

“I will give you something else to warm you.” Baumgarten showed his white teeth in a smile from which mirth was absent. “You are fortunate to be alive, my breaker of oaths!”

The man on the bed passed his thin hand over his face wearily, and turned on his side. “I took no oaths; I am not a traitor,” he said. “I was little more than a workman — you know that, Herr Baumgarten. It is true that I worked for Eckhardt, but would Eckhardt give me any of his secrets? It is true that I worked for Wertheimer, but does he tell me his formula? A hundred and fifty francs a week, Herr Baumgarten — that is my salary. Is it the pay of a genius to whom you trust formulas?”

“You’re a liar,” said Baumgarten dispassionately. “Every month you sent a thousand francs to your bank in Lausanne. We shall make you talk, my friend.”

The face of Lamonte puckered with rage. “Your whip — no. Some day I shall talk, Baumgarten, before an English judge — and I shall tell them of the man who was here before, and who left a message written on the wall…ah, you did not know that. Where is he — you devil!” Suddenly he leaped from the bed. Baumgarten had just time to throw himself out of reach before the chain about the man’s ankles caught him and flung him to the stone floor.

Peter Baumgarten was no coward. He could meet violence with violence, but this news the man had given him threw him off balance.

“My friend, you had him here; what did you do with him?” screamed the prisoner, straining at the chain. “You murdered him — you and that hag! I will have you on the scaffold with a rope round your necks!”

“Your friend is in Switzerland.” Baumgarten was practically breathless, panic stricken by the discovery of his secret. “He was very foolish; he could have had a lot of money. Instead, he preferred to be a traitor.”

“He is dead,” wailed Lamonte.

“He is alive — I swear it. He went from here a very sick man, but he is alive.” Here he spoke the truth, for the prisoner this cell had held was alive and on the Continent in the mental hospital for which his sufferings had qualified him. “Go back to bed. Be sensible. We have not hurt you. What is a little whip? You are the better for it. Tell us all that Eckhardt told you, and you will be a rich man and free.”

The man crawled back to bed with a groan and pulled the blankets over him. “I know nothing, I can tell nothing,” he said.

Baumgarten went out, extinguished the light and locked the doors behind him. He found Madame sitting as he had left her. “Well?” she asked.

He shrugged his shoulders.

“I am worried about this man. His mentality is stronger. We cannot present him to the alienist and say: ‘His mind is deranged; do not believe anything he says.’”

“He may die,” she said indifferently.

“I hope not.” Baumgarten’s voice was curt, emphatic. “What use is it to you or to me, Clarice, if we have millions in our hands, and after be locked up behind an iron door, with an English judge eating his eggs and bacon and saying: ‘I think I will send these people to the gallows today,’ hein? That is no end for a gentleman! All the money in the world is not worth it. We have already gone too far, spent too much, chasing this miracle dream of ours.”

“You’re a fool, too,” she snapped. And then, after a moment’s thought: ‘The little man would kill him.’

“Peace?” He laughed. “You do not know that man, madame! He could not kill Lamonte — he must dramatize his every action. If Lamonte were part of a drama — yes. But if you took him down to a cold cellar and said: ‘Kill this man,’ he would be horrified. He is highly moral, a little religious.”

She stared at him in amazement: “Peace I am talking about,” she said.

He nodded. “That is Peace. I mean, this dirty little man has a peculiar moral standard. Strange that you have not noticed that. It is the standard of sentiment, a little elastic, but very real. And yet, he is loathsome; and I feel that I could put my foot on him every time I see him.”

She smiled to herself. “He is very admirable. Some day he will be very useful.”

“To calm your nerves?” He could not resist the sneer.

“To save us all,” she replied.



Chapter VI


Table of Contents


While Alan was shaving next morning, he sent Dixon round to find the police officer, but Baldy was out on one of those mysterious missions which made up his life. He would see him later in the day, when he brought Jane Garden back; and here a new train of thought started. Jane Garden was a problem which had to be solved, and the solution of this particular difficulty did not immediately present itself.

This ugly burglar Peace had excited his curiosity and interest, and these were big enough to overcome the natural revulsion he felt towards the man. He was something of a humanist, and had all the detachment of the scientific observer. He could regard the little man as foul beyond tolerance, and yet could find the same interest in him as he discovered in the obscure diseases which came under his notice at rare intervals.

Alan, despite his youth, had retained and enlarged the practice of the old doctor from whose executors he had acquired it. In the main it was an upper middle-class clientele, and none of these could be expected to give a first-hand impression of the little nondescript. It was not until he began his charity calls in the poorer suburbs that he learned that Peace was quite a well-known character, had a reputation none too savoury, but on the whole was reluctantly admired by his law-abiding friends and neighbours.

Peace himself lived in a poor class district, and was by all accounts a great lover of animals: his canaries and parrots were famous in the neighbourhood. He was believed to be a man of superior education, and was credited with gifts to which, to Alan personally, he had made no claim.

If these poor people looked askance at him at all, their distrust was based on other causes than his anti-social activities. There were mothers of daughters who did not call his name blessed; but if he was hated in such quarters as these he was also feared. Alan confirmed the stories of his extraordinary strength. He was a frequent attraction at local singsongs, and was believed to have not only written his own lyrics but composed the music.

Nobody loved him; nobody even liked him; the most that could be said of him was that he was respected. Hereabouts his boastfulness was not regarded as such, but rather as a statement of fact offered by the only person who could be an authority.

By a coincidence, Alan came upon some of his handiwork: a wooden crucifix, carved from cedar, and, despite certain crudities, a beautiful piece of work. In another house the mention of the man’s name produced an ingenious mechanical toy, which he had made for a child. Alan had a chat with a doctor who did most of his work amongst this particular class.

“A terrible little beast,” said the other medico, and, speaking as doctor to doctor, he explained why. “He’s done time, too, but his neighbours don’t know that.”

“Would it make any difference?” asked Alan, and to his surprise the other doctor was emphatic.

“Good heavens, yes! The respectable poor are terribly proper, and would have nothing to do with a man who’d been in the jug, as they call it.”

Alan was again to hear of Peace, for when he got back from his afternoon calls, which he did on foot, since he had lent the cob and the trap to Baldy, he found that gentleman waiting for him.

“I’ve brought the young lady. She’s gone upstairs to her room — is she staying here?”

“For a little while.” Alan had made this eleventh-hour arrangement with his housekeeper, and had scrawled a hurried note to the girl telling her his plans.

“A very nice young person,” said Baldy. “Very nice. That Madame What’s-her-name wasn’t too pleased to see me, doctor, although she seemed to be expecting me.”

Alan started guiltily, “Good heavens, yes! I’d forgotten that I half threatened her with you — at least, I said I’d probably send you out to bring back Nurse Garden. The spirit of prophecy was on me, Baldy!”

Sergeant Eltham closed his eyes in resignation. “Don’t call me Baldy,” he murmured.

“Sorry. She wasn’t pleased to see you, eh? What do you think of her?”

Baldy pursed his bearded lips. “She may be, and she may not be,” he said cryptically. “I’m not sure. She must have been a fine woman when she was young, but, of course, she’s a foreigner, and that makes all the difference. She’s got a rough side to her tongue, doctor; when I started inquiring about the missing men she let me have it in French, German, Russian, Eyetalian, Spanish and Chinese — at least, that’s what it sounded like. When she got back to English she started to tell me what she was going to do when she saw my superintendent. Naturally, I shook in my shoes: I always do when I’m threatened.”

“Whom did you see?” asked Alan curiously. “Baumgarten?”

“I wouldn’t remember the names even if I’d heard ‘em,” confessed Baldy. “I saw a couple of menservants, and tough-looking customers they were. And, of course, I saw the lady and the nurse, but I didn’t see her till I was going. And I saw three or four rough-looking loafers walking about the grounds. They might have been gardeners, but they didn’t look like it. Well, the long and the short of it is, doctor, she knows nothing about the missing men, and has never employed them. She said Mr What’s-his-name of the Silver Steel Company was a thief and a dull man and other abusive epitaphs—”

“Epithets,” suggested Alan.

“Well, whatever it is. Rum-looking woman, not my idea of something to come home to. I saw that other woman this morning — the farmer’s wife, Mrs How-d’you-call-him — the woman who saw the fight the day the man disappeared. She said one of the men who was talking to this young feller on the night that he disappeared was a little man with an ugly face. Recognize the description?”

“You mean Peace?” Baldy nodded.

“I’m taking her round tonight to see if she can identify him. Of course, Peace will swear he wasn’t anywhere near the spot — he’s the man who invented alibis. He’s poisonous.” He took his leave soon after to go in search of the farmer’s wife. Mrs Haggerty, the housekeeper, had laid tea and had brought in the pot and the muffin dish when Jane Garden came down the narrow staircase through the hall and into the little study.

Alan looked at her and gasped. She wore a dark, closely-fitting taffeta dress, with a little white lace collar, and her deep gold hair was uncovered. Beauty sometimes owes some of its quality to the frame in which it is set. Alan always said that a nurse who was not pretty in uniform must be very plain without; but the radiant beauty of this girl was enhanced by the severity of her ‘civilian’ attire.

There was a new light in her eyes; her face was transformed. The haggard fear which had sat on her on the previous night had departed, and there was now an assurance in her poise and a radiance in the smile that parted her red lips.

“Well, doctor, you certainly got me away! What are you going to do with me?” she said almost gaily.

“You’re not going back to Madame Stahm’s?”

She shook her head. “Never,” she said emphatically. “I may return to London; I expect the institution that sent me will be very angry that I left Madame in a hurry, but I must risk that. Is there no place in Yorkshire where I could find work?”

“Must you work?” he asked.

She nodded. “Yes,” she said quietly. “I have to earn my living, and it’s the only way I know.” She sat down and, at his invitation, began pouring out the tea.

“What was the trouble at Brinley Hall?” he asked.

She did not reply immediately. She handed him his cup, sliced a muffin upon his plate, and then.”

“Everything,” she said. “The atmosphere was terrible — sinister. That’s a dramatic word, but I can’t think of anything better. And all those dreadful men—”

“Are there many there?”

She hesitated. “About ten, I think,” she said, to his surprise. “Madame Stahm has a private laboratory in the grounds. Some of them work, some of them are servants; one is always meeting them in the house, and they’re rather — well, embarrassing.”

“Baumgarten — what of him?” She dropped her eyes quickly.

“I don’t know. He’s not very nice — rather friendly — too friendly — and he’s absolutely all-powerful there; he rules the house and rules Madame Stahm, although he pretends all the time that he’s a sort of upper servant. Actually he is her secretary. I don’t know what correspondence she has, but he seems to be with her all the time, except when that horrid little man Peace is there—”

“Does he come often?” asked Alan quickly.

“Very often. He’s an amazing little creature, isn’t he? I confess that the sight of him makes me sick here” — she laid her hand on her diaphragm. “He’s the only man in the world I couldn’t be alone with without screaming. But Madame Stahm is never tired of him, says he’s a genius—’God-gifted’ is her word. What makes him more terrible is the delusion he seems to hold that he is irresistible to all women.” She gave a little shiver, and her pretty face puckered into a grimace. “He must belong to absolutely the lowest grade of mankind. I’ve seen the type in hospitals, but never quite so bad as he. His face in itself is extraordinary. He can make it change so that you would never recognize it — from hideous to more hideous!” And then her sense of humour overcame her disgust, and she laughed softly. “He asked if he might take me out one afternoon.”

“Asked whom?” demanded Alan, aghast.

“Madame Stahm — and she gave permission! Not immediately, but in future. She told me it was one of the rewards she was holding out to the little man, and practically commanded me to grant his request. I told her I would sooner go walking with a large family of snakes, but that only seemed to amuse her.”

“He goes there very often, does he?” said Alan thoughtfully. “That will be news to Baldy.”

“Who is Baldy? Oh, you mean Sergeant Eltham? Isn’t he wonderful? He must have pointed out fifty people or places on the way back, and didn’t know the name of any! Am I staying here tonight?”

“Yes. It’s quite proper,” said Alan hastily. “My housekeeper sleeps on the premises—”

“Don’t be silly,” she interrupted. “I’m supposed to be a trained nurse, and I’ve been alone in a house all night with a lunatic!”

Usually Alan Mainford took his time when he made his evening calls, but this night he found himself hurrying one after the other, skipping unimportant cases where ordinarily he would have called if only to gossip, and he was back in the house within an hour, and found, to his disappointment, that she was just going to bed.

“And I’ll sleep well tonight. No screams—”

“Screams?” he said quickly. “What do you mean?”

She was annoyed with herself. “I shouldn’t have said that. But there were screams — hideous noises sometimes. I thought it was Madame Stahm shouting in her sleep, but once I heard it when I was talking with her, and she was so agitated that I knew she had heard the sound before.”

“What did she do?” asked Alan.

“She sent for Baumgarten and talked to him vigorously in Russian; and when I say ‘vigorously’ I mean — vigorously! The night you left — you heard it?”

He nodded. “It was dreadful, wasn’t it? It made my blood run cold.” She was looking a little white and peaked again, and Alan summarily ordered her off to bed. He sat for a long time turning in his mind the problem of Madame Stahm, weaving about her the most fantastic theories, none of which was perhaps as fantastic as the truth.

Thought passed quickly to dream. Alan jerked up his head with a start, and was conscious of coldness. The fire was out; the clock on the mantelpiece pointed to half-past two. With a yawn he walked upstairs, opened the door of his room, and stepped in. A soft voice from the darkness said: “Is this your room, doctor? I’m so sorry.” With an incoherent apology he shut the door and went into the back room that his housekeeper had prepared for him.

He carried his embarrassment into his dreams.
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At Brinley Hall Madame Stahm sat at a black-lacquered table, resting her elbows on its polished surface, her long chin in the palm of her hand. At the far end of the table Baumgarten half sat, half sprawled.

“Twelve o’clock. The doctor’s cart was to bring her back.” Madame Stahm spoke in Russian.

Baumgarten sat up and stretched, flicked a speck from his immaculate evening coat and yawned.

“And I, my dear Clarice, told you that she would never come back.”

A deep frown gathered on Madame’s brow. “Another spy to combat,” she said, her eyes glowering. “And a woman! They are the worst!”

Baumgarten yawned again. “She is no spy. She is frightened, partly of the beast, partly of the noises, but mainly of the beast, I think. You were very stupid to let her see him.”

Madame shrugged. “She is a spy, she has been listening at doors. I have found her in my bureau when she was not supposed to be there. If she does not come back—” She looked at the jewelled watch that lay on the table before her.

“She will not come back — have no fear.”

“She could have sent a message—” began the woman.

“The doctor could have sent the message, but he did not. We are a long way out. If these barbarians had telephones we could speak to Sheffield. To be sure, I will myself go to the doctor, but I know exactly what he will tell me — that he has taken a blood test of the beautiful nurse and that she is unable to continue her work for a week or two.”

Madame Stahm brooded for ten minutes. “I did not send for her—” she began.

“I sent for her, yes,” said Baumgarten calmly. “If you die without medical attention, what will people say? They will say: ‘Baumgarten, to whom this dear, good lady has left all her money, must have poisoned her.’ The English are ready to believe anything of foreigners.”

Again that brooding silence. “The little man would bring her back,” she said.

Mr Baumgarten smiled, and stroked his long face reflectively. “Indeed? You overrate the beast. He can do many things; he is very strong, cunning and wicked. I myself have never met a worse man. He can play divinely and bring you out of your tantrums, Clarice, and that in itself is wonderful. He can do other things that require violence. How shall he bring the girl here? Shall he hit her on the head, lift her into a wagonette, and will your doctor do nothing? Beware of that young man, Clarice. He is clever and he is a soldier. Mr Dibden, who knows him, tells me he is the cleverest revolver shot in the country. Also he has killed his man. That to me is very important. Kill one — the rest are so easy, even though the one be a marauding Somali. Also he heard the noise.”

She shrugged. “So you said.”

“I told you the truth,” said Baumgarten coolly, “because I could not afford to have another night of nerves and screamings and teeth-grindings. I did not emphasize the fact, but he heard.” Another ten minutes passed by, the silence broken only by the periodical puffs of his cigar.

“Was there any result?” she asked.

He shook his head. “The result was negative — for the moment. I am not so sure that Lamonte knows nothing. He was with Eckhardt in America. One thing he told us, and that is important, that Eckhardt had a friend in Cleveland, an engineer, a man who is now in Yorkshire, and has been in communication with Wertheimer. Eckhardt and this man spent many evenings together, especially when Eckhardt was ill. This gentleman is an engineer by profession and a draughtsman. He took notes. He is apparently the kind of man who would take notes methodically. Also — and this I learned from our friend — Dyson (which is his name) has offered to help Wertheimer on certain conditions which that treacherous dog has not granted. He could only bargain if he had something to bargain with. Also certain observers of mine, who have shadowed him, say that Dyson boasts that he has in his narrow head a secret that would revolutionize the world. That can only be the formula.”

“Is it possible to get his notes?” asked Madame Stahm. “Who is this man? What does he do for a living? Where does he work?”

Baumgarten sighed wearily. “I have told you a hundred times, Clarice, that you are so not of this world that you refuse to hear me. He is an engineer; his name is Dyson; he lived or worked in Cleveland, Ohio—”

“But if he has the documents they can be found.” Her voice had risen to a shrill treble, a certain symptom of her growing excitement, which the man did not fail to notice.

“If you keep calm and quiet I will tell you more, but if you are going to scream and clench your hands and be mystic, I am going to bed.” She was breathing deeply through her nose, and that, too, was symptomatic of the grip she had taken on herself.

“It is a waste of time to find his notes if he carries the vital information here.” Baumgarten tapped his forehead. “We are prepared to make him an offer, I suppose?”

“Of course,” impatiently. “What are you doing about this, Peter?”

He shrugged his shapely shoulders. “I don’t know. It is all in the realms of conjecture. Dyson has a very charming wife, a pretty woman who drinks a little — which means she has vulgar tastes. She is a woman, I should imagine, on whom the beast would make a great impression.”

A look of disgust wrinkled Madame Stahm’s face. “Ach! Who but you would think that, Peter?”

“You might,” he said calmly. “I am paying compliments to your little horror — you should be grateful to me! Always he tells me that he is attractive to women, and I believe him. There are stories about him in the city. I speak often with the workmen, and I have discussed him. Your little man is irresistible.” She struck the table with the flat of her palm.

“Bring him now,” she said imperiously. “Let him be sent for. Have the horses harnessed in the victoria, and let him be brought at once.”

There was an amused look in the tired eyes of the Russian. “Manana!” he said. “Tomorrow is also a day, beloved.” He rose from the table and stretched himself, his arms outflung tautly. “I don’t like your doctor — he is too intelligent, and he doesn’t like me, which is unfortunate. He will give you trouble, especially if the nurse arouses him. He is in love with her.

“Glouposli!”

“It is not rubbish,” said Baumgarten.

He walked behind her, dropped his hands on her thin shoulders and swayed her to and fro.

“Beloved, while there is money left shall we go back to a country of clean snow and blue skies? These English are a peculiarly unimaginative people. They hang men rather too readily, and women too. They have no emotion, no sentiment, no romance. Think of it, Clarice — in a day and a night we could be in the shadow of the Matterhorn!”

“Never!” she stormed. “Never! Until I recover the work of John Stahm’s life, and the secret they stole from him, I will never rest. If you are too soft for this work, go, Peter. I am not afraid of prisons and ropes. I will go on to the end.”

“Very well.” Baumgarten was calmness itself. “If you stay, I must, for I adore you! I will do as you desire — everything, except engage myself to work with the nasty little man. There I cry ‘Never!’ He offends me, socially and aesthetically. There is nothing in him that is not — what is the English word? They have a fine one — ah, squalid. He is squalor, he is foul, he is something to be decently burnt and turned into clean ashes.”

He heard her low, amused laugh. “He is divine,” she said, with a little gurgle of laughter, “beyond price. Also extraordinarily useful, Peter, as you have proved. He may be more useful yet.”

In the morning Baumgarten sent a messenger to Peace. He was not at home; he had left on the previous night for Manchester, a city in which he took a very great interest, though it had sent him to penal servitude for twelve years. None the less, the lure of the cotton city never failed. In every moment of financial crisis Manchester was the city.

Charles Peace limped to the railway station, took a third-class ticket to the northern city, and spent a profitable and instructive two hours of the journey arguing theology. For Charles Peace held strong and orthodox views, though it was his boast that he believed in God and the devil but feared neither.

He went away with the amount of his return fare and a golden sovereign in his pocket; he came back with a small bag filled with miscellaneous articles, some of which he put into the fire. Most precious of all the loot was a new and beautifully fitted concertina, and throughout the day of his return his neighbours heard strange melodies issue from the Peace house, for he was improvising a hymn, making up the lyric as he went along. It was all about love and heaven and beautiful white angels, and dear little children waiting to receive their earthly parents. Mr Peace had lost a child; it had been born and died whilst he was in prison. But to him it was a dream child, surprising and dazzlingly lovely. He often wept over the baby he had never seen, and composed poetry about him; for he was a sentimentalist and easily moved by a vision of angels playing harps. He himself was always on the lookout for a harp, for he was certain he would excel upon it, but never found one.

“There’s no instrument I can’t play,” was his boast.

Since there was no harp, a concertina was an effective substitute.

When he sat back in the chair tilted against the kitchen wall, manipulating the keys under his fingers, his eyes closed dreamily, he could almost imagine harp-like qualities in the wailing harmonies that the little leather bellow blew.

“I value that concertina,” the owner of the burgled house was telling a sympathetic policeman. “I paid a lot of money for it.”

“Have you lost anything else?” asked the police officer.

The other compiled a list of spoons, clocks and portable silverware. Mr Peace could have compiled a fuller list and have claimed greater accuracy, for all the articles which had been lost lay snug in the coal cellar, and that night would be fenced for a tenth of their value.

He had no friends, this lone wolf. His dowdy wife feared him; his stepson hated him; the child of his marriage was petrified in his presence. He had a quick and heavy hand for wife or child, though he could be generous. Sometimes he would be unaccountably flush with money; golden sovereigns would jingle in his pockets; the bar of his favourite public-house would yield him a sycophantic audience.

“There’s no instrument I couldn’t play, sitha. Piano? I can an’ all. Trumpet, bugle, organ—”

“Harp?” suggested somebody at random.

The ugly face grew uglier. “We’ll say nowt about religion, lad. I’m religious.” He was particularly religious at that moment, for he had escaped arrest by the skin of his teeth, and by luck was without his six-shooter.

Subsequently he told a chaplain that he ascribed his escape from justice to a direct answer to prayer. He prayed for things and got them, he said, and related how he once paid his address to a sweetheart, who had received them coldly, and after an evening spent in supplication he had changed her attitude to him in twentyfour hours.

Madame Stahm, who never prayed, sent for her faithful servant, and he, hiring a car, drove out to her in the dark of the night, smoking a cigar which was wholly distasteful to him, but which seemed consistent with his importance.

A plain clothes man saw him as he left the outskirts of the city, and reported his movements to headquarters on a dial telegraph. Baldy, who was at the station, took the report and sniffed at it.

“Let him go,” he said. “If there’s any burglary in that direction, pull him in, and ask the patrol to pick him up on his return.” Baldy Eltham was taking an unusual interest in his pet abomination. Curiously enough, Peace at that moment was especially interested in Sergeant Eltham.
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A remarkable woman was Madame Stahm: she was indefatigable, tireless.

Baumgarten, who, curiously enough, never spoke good German, called her the Wonderfrau. She could live on the minimum of sleep; she ate no more than would have kept a canary alive; and, except for these hysterical outbreaks of hers, did not know a day’s sickness. She had an unusual knowledge of mechanics, was a particularly brilliant chemist, though she had taken no degree in the subject, and during her married life had acquired some of her husband’s uncanny instinct which is nine-tenths of inspiration.

She was a wealthy woman, too, could afford, as Baumgarten reminded her at frequent intervals, to drop this quest of hers and, retiring, live an amusing and comfortable life. But the attainment of the goal which her husband had set forth to reach was her life’s passion. Without it, life could have no meaning.

Her interest in Peace was no affectation. There was in her a leaning towards the bizarre, and there was this creditable factor in her perversity, that she saw through the ugly coating of things and detected qualities which were hidden from the normal eye.

“Dirt? Show me dirt, and I will show you the most delightful chemical constituents,” was her favourite saying.

Baumgarten was a man of vision, but could never see, in the slouching little man with the repulsive face, more than something slightly removed from the baser form of animal life. He conceded to him a genius for music, for Baumgarten was not musical, and he was fair. For all he knew, the little man was a prodigy.

He received Peace in the bare anteroom that led off the square stone hall, and the visitor came in, rubbing his mittened hands.

“It’s cold here,” he croaked. “Ain’t you got a fire here anywhere?”

“Attend to me!” Baumgarten barked the words. He never attempted to disguise his antipathy to the man he employed. “Madame wishes to ask you questions and to give you some work. You may earn ten or twenty pounds — more than you will ever make from a burglary.”

Peace scowled at him. “I don’t know what you mean by burglary. That’s a nice word to use to a respectable man, I must say! I wouldn’t have come out if I thought you was going to jaw me! Twenty pounds! A friend of mine makes hundreds — thousands!” He carried under his arm a bundle wrapped in a piece of calico, obviously torn from a bed sheet. “I’ve brought her something that’ll surprise her — look at this!” He unwrapped the bundle and showed a small violin of an unusual shape. Most unusual feature of all, it had only one string.

“I invented it. When you hear it you’ll be surprised. It will cause a bit of a stir in London when they hear it, though I’ll have to learn ’em how to play it. I’ve learnt some of the biggest fiddlers in England — do you know what they call me? ‘The Second Paganini.’ I’ve got playbills to prove it. ‘Charles Peace, the Second Paganini.’ I’ve had some of the highest people in the land come up to me and say: ‘Why don’t you go on the stage, Mr Peace?’ I can prove that too.”

“I daresay you can,” interrupted the other impatiently. “But I am not interested in fiddles, nor does madame desire music. It is on another matter I wish to speak to you before you see her. She will ask you to do something in Sheffield — possibly to take somebody away. Nothing you must do without first consulting me — you understand? You must take no steps until I have gone over every detail of your plans.” Peace shifted his movable jaw restlessly, his deepset eyes on the Russian.

“Is she here?” he asked suddenly.

“Madame — oh, no, you mean the Nurse Garden?” The little man nodded. “No, she has gone — the Sergeant Eltham came yesterday and drove her into Sheffield to see the doctor.”

“Sergeant Eltham…a bald man with whiskers?” Peace scratched his chin uneasily.

“Do you know him?”

A moment’s hesitation. “Yes, I know the old hound! He swore my life away — stood up in the witness box and perjured himself so that I wonder the roof didn’t fall in. They say these London detectives are liars, but this man could teach ’em something! Ain’t she coming back, the nurse?”

“She is staying with Dr Mainford.”

The jaw of the little man thrust out. “That puppy! Said he’d throw me out of the trap, and I could have put him across my knee and broken his back! Nobody knows how strong I am. I once took a six foot navvy and threw him over a hedge, and I’ve got people to prove it. There was a lord who bet I couldn’t carry a twenty-score pig for half a mile, and I done it for a mile, and nobody would have thought, to look at me, that I’d—”

“Yes, yes — you are wonderful, but that is not the point. This young woman must not be hurted — hurt — you understand? Whatever madame says.”

Peace looked at him cunningly through half-closed eyes. “You tell me what I got to do and what I ain’t got to do? Suppose I tell her ladyship what you’re telling me, you’d get into a bit of a row, wouldn’t you?”

If Baumgarten had followed his natural inclination he would have taken the long-barrelled pistol that he could see in the drawer of his desk and wiped out of existence the man who was an offence to him. “You may tell madame if you wish. She already knows my views. Now you may see her. You need not bring your fiddle, for she does not require music.” He led the way up the stairs, Peace following, carrying, in spite of his instructions, the one-string fiddle and its bow.

It was into a smaller room, which he had never seen before, that he was ushered.

Madame sat at her secretaire, wearing a padded gown. She was smoking a brown cigarette, a remarkable spectacle. Peace had never seen a woman smoking before, though he had seen men indulging in the offensive practice of cigarette smoking.

“Sit down, nice man,” she said. “Give him the stool, Peter. He will look so odd! What have you there?”

Peace handed the fiddle to her with a smirk. “He said you wouldn’t want to see it.”

She examined the homemade instrument curiously. “I have seen such things in Russia,” she said, as she handed it back, and the little man’s face fell.

“I invented that out of me head—” he began.

“I have seen it in Russia, my man. It is very interesting and some day you shall play it for me.” She swept the secretaire clear of papers and rested her elbows upon it, staring at her visitor thoughtfully.

“Sergeant Eltham — do you know him? Is he important?”

“He is a liar,” said Peace promptly.

“All policemen are liars,” said madame. “I am not interested in their moral characters. But is he of great importance?”

“He is nobody,” said Peace. “He’s only a copper, a sergeant. Would he be only a sergeant if he was clever? Suppose he had my brains, where would he be? Chief Constable of England — that’s where he’d be, sitting in a grand office in Parliament, ordering people about.”

“Nobody has your brains, little man,” she cooed.

“Nor his modesty,” muttered Baumgarten, and Peace shot him a baleful glare in his direction.

“And Dr Mainford — what of him? Is he clever?”

“A whippersnapper,” said Peace. “I could break him in two across my knee. I’ve got the strength of ten men.”

“Is he well known?” she persisted patiently. “Suppose he went away, said nothing to anybody, would he be missed very much?”

“There’s hundreds of doctors in Sheffield,” said Peace. “They’d go to somebody else.”

“That is not what I want to know.” She drummed her fingers irritably upon the mahogany writing desk. “Is his — what do you call it? — practice very large?”

Here Mr Peace was at sea. He knew nothing of practices, had only the vaguest idea of the system under which doctors work.

“I told you it was useless to ask him this,” interrupted Baumgarten, a touch of asperity in his tone. “The man can only tell you what he knows, and he knows nothing.”

The face of the little man went livid. Baumgarten had touched him on the raw. His colossal vanity was hurt. To question his omniscience was to commit a deadly offence. “Know nothing, don’t I?” he spluttered, but she calmed him again.

“I see that you have not studied the doctor, and why should you? Now, my friend, listen.” From a pigeonhole she took a slip of paper. “You can read, of course?”

“I went to the best school in England—” began Peace.

“Here are some names and some addresses. They are friends of the man Wertheimer. The first one is the young woman to whom he has paid his addresses.”

“Courting her?” She nodded.

“They are engaged perhaps — I am not sure. He writes to her regularly. Do you know Manchester?”

Peace leered at her. “Do I know me own right hand?” he asked,

“I see you do,” she went on. “She lives there. She is young and romantic. Possibly she keeps all his letters — where I do not know. The bureau, under her pillow, near to her heart — God knows! You are a clever little man; I have always said so. You are adorable. I am your friend and your disciple, isn’t it — is that not so? You will make inquiries in your own way. You are too clever to be told. Possibly a servant will tell you where the young lady keeps her letters. I would like those.”

He eyed her suspiciously, a little resentfully. Nobody must think ill of him or regard him disparagingly. “Anyone would think I was a burglar, the way you’re talking!” he complained, and she smiled at him.

“How absurd! Of course you are not a burglar; you are a very clever man, and you are a wonderful spy. In Russia you would be a great man, earning thousands of roubles.”

Peace considered the matter. He was a little ruffled. The polite fiction of his integrity had to be maintained. Burglary was vulgar and low, but spying — He could dramatize himself into any role. Already he was slinking through the snowy streets of St Petersburg in pursuit of Nihilists.

“Can you do this for me, my dear friend?”

He hesitated. “I know a man,” he said slowly, “a common man who does a bit of burglaring. I ain’t seen him for years, but he’d do anything to oblige me. I saved his life — jumped into the river when he’d gone down for the third time and brought him out. They wanted to give me a medal, but I got away — never even so much as left me name.”

“Modesty again,” murmured the irrepressible Baumgarten.

“There is another thing I want to speak to you about,” madame went on quickly, to check the little man’s snarling retort. “You remember the girl — the nurse? You wanted to take her for a walk. You remember you asked me?”

“I’d have treated her like a lady,” said Peace vehemently. “I always treat ladies as such. I’d have took her into the best public-house and given her nothing but wine. Nobody’s ever said I wasn’t a gentleman—”

“Yes, yes, yes, that I know. But she has run away from me, to the doctor. I think he is her lover.”

The man’s face became distorted with rage. “If he does any harm to that young girl I’ll smash his head in!” he growled. “I can’t abear seeing women treated cruel.”

She was secretly amused, but did not show it. She knew something of Mr Peace and his private reputation; knew, though he was not aware of this, that he had so beaten his wife that her face was permanently disfigured; knew other unwholesome facts which did not accord with this profession of chivalry.

“You are quite right,” she said. “It is admirable of you! You have the heart of a chevalier, my little man. She is in bad hands. I would like to bring her back to me. She may tell stories about us — about you, for example. This doctor is a busybody, very arrogant and unscrupulous. Also he is a friend of your Sergeant Eltham. That is very bad for us all.”

“I’ll get her back,” interjected Peace excitedly. “It’s just come to me how I can do it! That’s how my mind works, my ladyship. Other people think hours and days and months — it comes to me of a sudden! I’ll follow her round when she goes out for a walk; I’ll talk to her. She can’t shake me off. Then I’ll have a handsome pony chaise and ask her to go for a ride and bring her here.”

“Very clever,” said Baumgarten. “And suppose the doctor is out walking with her?”

“I’ll settle him,” said Peace with an ugly grin. “You mark my words, mister.” Baumgarten and the woman exchanged a glance. He shook his head slightly, and he saw agreement in her eyes.

“That will not be good, I think. We must try some other plan. But in the meantime these letters — I must have them. There is twenty pounds for you — ten pounds today and ten pounds when the letters come. The girl in Manchester, I mean. Afterwards you must try this man.” She pointed to the second name on the list. “He is a friend also of Wertheimer. Do you know Mr Dyson?”

“I know everybody in Sheffield,” said Peace, and ignored the sarcastic click of Mr Baumgarten’s lips. “Dyson? He’s got a greengrocer’s shop in—”

“He is an engineer on the railway,” said madame. “He has a very attractive wife.”

“Leave it to me,” said the little man.

That satyr smile of his sickened Baumgarten, and he was a man with a strong stomach.

“I will tell you about him later,” said madame. “First” — her finger went to the top of the list— “this girl. Here is the address. I do not know what kind of house it is, but that you will find out. If anything happens you will not, of course, speak of me.”

“Don’t worry.” Peace would have taken the slip of paper, but she held it under her hand.

“Have you a book? I will write it for you.”

“I can write,” he said gruffly.

He was very touchy on the point of his education.

She watched him whilst laboriously he copied the name and address in a little notebook with a stub of pencil. He wrote as a child writes, letter by letter, muttering each as he set it down.

“That’s good writing.” He showed her the illiterate scrawl triumphantly. “There’s people been to Oxford and Cambridge that couldn’t write better than that.”
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Half an hour later Peace left the house, driving back through the silent country lanes and the deserted streets of Sheffield with a sense of importance that he had never experienced before. He was going to prove himself an expert craftsman.

He was in bed by four o’clock, up again at eight in his dingy little work room, littered with gluepots and frame mouldings. He selected his tools with the greatest care, and left by the last train that night for Manchester with a pleasing sense of his own exalted value.

Nor had the day been spent idly. Dyson he located and observed: a tall, thin, querulous man, who spoke occasionally with an American accent, in the manner of Englishmen who have lived in the United States. Peace wondered what the wife was like, and hoped that she was a lady. He had a weakness for real ladies who wore rings and silk dresses and scented themselves lavishly.

He reached Manchester late at night, and was slipping through the barrier when a commanding voice hailed him.

“Hi, come here!” He turned with a scowl, and, recognizing the military-looking man in the long ulster as a member of the Manchester police force, he went towards him with an ingratiating smile.

“What are you doing here?”

“Why, inspector, who’d have thought of seeing you? This is a joyful surprise!”

“You look happy about it,” said the other sarcastically. “You were in Manchester two nights ago.”

Peace shook his head. “No, sir, I was here last week; I’m doing a bit of business.”

“Somebody cracked a nice little crib in Victoria Park. Was that the business?”

The eyes of the ugly little man opened, his big mouth drooped. “Me, sir? I’m going straight now! No more of the narrow path that leadeth to destruction, as the Good Book says. No, sir, I’ve got a trade of my own — I’m picture-framing, making a living. What I say is, thank Gawd I’ve got a trade in my hands! People come to me and say: ‘Charlie, come and help crack a crib,’ but I’ll have nowt of it. I’ve seen prison for the last time, inspector. It’s a mug’s game.”

“How long are you going to be in Manchester?” interrupted the sceptical police officer.

Peace hesitated. “A couple of days. I’m trying to get a contract from one of the big firms.”

“Where will you be staying?”

This time without hesitation Peace gave an address: one of the three lodgings he used, but not that at which he had stayed on his previous visit.

“Come into the station inspector’s office,” said the police officer abruptly.

He pushed the man ahead of him until they came to a tiny, ill-lit room with a desk and a couple of chairs.

“Now let’s have a look inside that bag of yours,” he suggested.

Meekly the little man opened the big carpet-bag he carried, and the inspector pulled out a few articles of clothing. Beneath these was an assortment of picture frame mouldings and such tools as were proper to the craft Peace was following.

“That’s a nice, handy-looking chisel. And what do you want a centre bit for?”

“I’m a joiner,” said Peace. “There’s a gimlet there, too.” The inspector looked at the chisel; it was broad, sharp, an instrument of tempered steel that could be used for the carving of wood, but would also make an effective jemmy to force a window. But there, also, were the samples of mouldings. Peace never travelled without them. They were the articles which cancelled out the instruments of his trade, his sure defence in case of arrest on suspicion.

The inspector threw the tools back into the bag and did not attempt to disguise his disappointment.

“Have you got a shooter?” he asked.

“A what, sir?” Peace was amazed and hurt. “You don’t mean firearms, do you, sir? Good Gawd, I’ve never heard of such things! I wouldn’t dare carry one, I’d be afraid of it going off.”

The tall inspector in the ulster looked at him straightly. “If anything’s cracked while you’re here, Peace, we shall pull you in. By the way, what are you calling yourself now, Ward or Peace?”

“By my own name, sir — Charles Peace, the same as I was christened by according to law and the Gospel.” He hurried with his bag from the station, got on to a ‘bus and was driven two miles. He lodged in a dingy little house in a street remarkable for its griminess. Not until he was in the privacy of his own room, with the blinds drawn down, did he take off his hard felt hat and remove from the webbing that held it the snubnosed little revolver with the leather wristband. He broke the pistol, carefully examined the old-fashioned pin fire cartridges, and put the revolver under his pillow.

He did not go out that night, but spent the evening carving the head of a cherub; he had begun the work in Sheffield and designed it as a present for the lady of Brinley Hall, or, alternatively, for the pretty nurse. He was an opportunist, though he had never heard the word.
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Long after he had left, Madame Stahm sat at her writing desk, chin in hand, discussing certain urgent matters with her secretary. She seemed to be impervious to fatigue, and Baumgarten, who was cast in more normal mould, had learned to snatch what sleep he could in the middle of the day, in preparation for these midnight and early morning conferences.

“We are so near to everything, it is madness,” he said, for the fourth time.

“Inspiration will come,” said the other. “And then…”

“This doctor — what will you do with him?”

“Dr Mainford?” She shrugged her lean shoulders. “I don’t know. If he is troublesome—” She did not complete the sentence.

“You must find another method.” Baumgarten was firm on this. “This doctor is not like the others. He has friends; he knows the police station, who will miss him. He is well born, too. It is not easy, Clarice. Do you think you are wise in trusting this little devil of yours?” He stopped suddenly. Madame had raised her finger to enjoin silence. He, too, had heard the sound, a curious swish as if somebody had brushed against the wooden panels which lined the room.

“What was that?” she asked in a low voice.

“Rats, I think. The house is full of them,” said Baumgarten.

He looked uneasily towards one ancient, panelled wall.

“It came from there, didn’t it?” Again she put her finger to her lips, and they were quiet for a few minutes. The sound was not repeated, “Did you not say there was a passage behind that panel?”

“There is a passage behind most of the panels,” said Baumgarten sourly. “The place is honeycombed with them! It is a very old house — one of the men found a tunnel in the garden; it leads heaven knows where. I will have it blocked up one day.” They listened again, but there was no sound.

Suddenly a thought occurred to Baumgarten. He hurried from the room, ran down the stairs, through the kitchen, unlocked the door of the cellar and passed through the door of the cell. That, too, was locked, and almost he turned back, reassured. Then a thought struck him, and he went into the cell.

A light was burning, though he distinctly remembered turning it out when he had gone down to give the prisoner his evening meal. The bed was humped up. At first sight it seemed as if somebody was in it, but a closer glance showed that there was nothing more substantial than the bolster and the bed — the prisoner was gone! But where? He looked round. There was no place he could possibly be hiding; the walls were of solid stone. He looked under the bed. There was nobody there — Then he saw in a corner of the floor a square aperture. A grey flagstone had evidently been lifted. He pulled aside the bed, struck a match and looked down. Six feet below he saw the floor of a small passage. He had no light, and less inclination to explore. He did no doubt that the sound he had heard was the man threading his way between the panelling and Madame Stahm’s bedroom, A new surprise awaited him when he reached the hall. The door was wide open.

Somebody had gone out in the brief space of time it had taken for him to reach the cellar and return; somebody who had probably been watching him. A panel swung idly on the wall where it had appeared solid. One of the worm-eaten panels was a secret door.

Flying up the stairs two at a time, he burst into Madame Stahm’s presence.

“He’s gone!” he said. His voice was unsteady, his hands shaking. “Now, madame, I think we must decide — prison or the Continent.”

She did not answer. Her dark eyes were fixed on his. “We will go to neither place,” she said. She shivered, brushed her correspondence towards the pigeonholes and closed the flap of her desk, locking it with two keys.

“Send somebody to remove the bed and the chain — and let Weiss and Bermans go out in search of him — they must take riding horses.”

“But suppose Lamonte—” he began.

“He will go straight to Wertheimer — and Wertheimer will do nothing. He would not dare. He would do no more than use his information to buy reconciliation with me. Now, go and do as I say!” He hurried to convey her orders. When he came back she was staring gloomily into the little fire that burnt on the hearth. She looked around with a start as he came in.

“Yes? You have done this? Good! Now listen. I am worried about the girl Garden. Could you not see her, Peter? You have finesse, you could tell her I am ill — dying, if you like.”

He made a grimace at this. “The doctor would come with her. How would you explain if I said I did not want the doctor? Besides, he has written, saying that she is not in a fit state to work. I’ll see her if you wish. What is Mainford’s address?” She had to unlock her bureau to find her book and read it to him. He repeated, writing it down on his white shirt cuff.

“That man is our worst enemy,” were her parting words.

Baumgarten could have laughed. He had met so many worst enemies that one more or less did not seem worth while bothering about. Worst enemy of all might be Lamonte…

All that day Alan Mainford had turned over and over in his mind the superlatively important question of Jane Garden’s future. He had made several calls at nursing institutions and the local hospitals, without finding the employment which he felt her abilities deserved. He had been surprised to discover the importance of her qualifications. If his practice were larger…

He coquetted with this idea, trying to convince himself that he was justified in the extravagance of employing a private nurse on the off-chance of his own patients requiring her. It was not an unusual practice: he could name three doctors who maintained their own nursing staff; and he became enthusiastic as he reconciled himself to the extravagance.

He put his suggestion to her at dinner that night, and she took the view that he had expected of her.

“Will there be enough work for me to do?”

“Frankly, I don’t know,” he said. “Of course, I shall have to find some lodgings for you.”

She nodded. “I’ve been thinking about that. Would you let me the coachman’s flat over your second stable?”

He stared at her. “Why, that’s a hovel!”

She laughed. “No, it isn’t; there are three nice rooms there — there’s even a bathroom. Dixon was telling me that the old doctor — of whom, by the way, he never speaks except with awe — kept four horses and two grooms. It’s the second groom’s rooms I want. I’ll have my own front door; I needn’t bother to come near the house, and I know I shall be awfully comfortable. Some girls at St Mary’s had a room over some stables in Devonshire Mews, and they made a very charming home of it.”

Here was a way out of one difficulty, though he was dubious as to its possibilities. To tell the truth, he had never explored the rooms of the second groom. The old doctor, whose practice he had bought, was something of an aristocrat, and from what he knew of the conveniences of his own house, Alan was certain that the rooms would be at least habitable. He said he would see them in the morning, and gave a tentative agreement, haggled for an hour over the rent she would pay — a delightful hour — and altogether had a pleasant evening.

He could get her to say very little about the life at Brinley Hall. She came here against a sense of loyalty to her late employer. She was very vague about Baumgarten and about his employer. Apparently she knew nothing about the business side of Madame Stahm’s life, except that she went three or four times a week to Sheffield, where, at the works of Dibden and Payne, two small outbuildings had been equipped and set apart for her experiments. Dibden and Payne had lien upon the patent — if it ever materialized.

At a quarter past ten the maternity case which Alan had been expecting for three days arrived urgently, in the shape of an agitated, perspiring young father, who almost dragged Alan into the street. He had not far to go, and, as he was to discover, arrived some two or three hours before his presence was necessary.

In one respect his coming was providential. The slatternly nurse, who was not a nurse at all but a woman who engaged herself in these delicate functions, was slightly the worse for drink, and her uselessness became more apparent as the night progressed. He scribbled a note and sent it round to Jane Garden, and in half an hour she appeared, cool, immensely capable, able to deal not only with the case but with the inebriated lady she was replacing, and who eventually had to be thrown into the street and handed to the paternal care of the police. At two o’clock a howling morsel of humanity qualified for the English census. He left Jane to look after the woman and walked home.

Very capable, very sweet, very wonderful. He mused upon the phenomenon as he walked slowly homewards. She had dropped beautifully into her appointed place. It was true that the people he was attending could not afford the services of a highly trained nurse, but this was in the nature of an experiment, and from his point of view the experiment had already succeeded.

He was not a bit tired when he unlocked the door and went into his house. He took his casebook from the shelf, entered up and amplified the particulars of one or two interesting cases he had visited that day, and had just finished when he heard a knock at the door. Whoever it was did not ring, but hammered with a fist on the panel. Somebody in a hurry, for he or she knocked again, frantically.

He jumped to his feet. Something must have gone wrong with the woman he had just left. He strode into the passage and pulled open the door. A man fell forward into his arms. The weight of him and the force of the fall almost threw Alan off his feet. Recovering, he caught him round the armpits, dragged him into the surgery where he received his patients, and laid him on the floor before he struck a match and lit the gas.

The man was grimy, unwashed. Despite the coldness of the night, he wore only shirt and trousers. It was raining outside, but there was no sign of moisture on his shoulders, and this was accounted for later when outside the house was discovered the big, brown blanket that had covered him, and which had dropped off as he fell forward. His unshaven face was drawn and blue. On one side of his head were the marks of an old wound that had not properly healed, and across his bony face were three red weals.

Alan looked at the grimy, emaciated hands and felt the pulse. It was so faint as to be almost imperceptible. His feet were bare, blue with cold and streaked with blood.

Going into his little dispensary, he filled a hypodermic syringe and shot its contents into the man’s forearm. He made no sign, lying apparently lifeless.

The doctor was puzzled. Who was this stranger? Whence had he come? Leaving the man on the floor, he ran through the kitchen into the stable yard and called Dixon. When he returned the man had recovered consciousness. He was staring up at the ceiling from wide-open eyes.

“Are you feeling better?” Slowly the wreck turned his eyes on him and muttered something in a cracked voice which Alan could not distinguish. He bent down and listened. Again the man spoke, in French.

“This cannot go on. I cannot endure…” Alan heard a heavy footstep in the hall. At first he thought it was Dixon, but when over his shoulder he saw the burly figure of Sergeant Eltham: “You’re the very man I could have prayed for.”

“What’s this?” Eltham had over his arm a big blanket. “I saw your door was open and found this outside. I wondered if Mr Peace had been doing a little burglary. Hullo! Has he been run over?” Briefly Alan told him what had happened and how the man had come. The wreck on the floor had subsided into unconsciousness.

“Do you know him?”

Baldy shook his head. “No, he’s a stranger to me.” He threw the rug over the man’s feet. “We ought to get him to hospital. What’s the matter with him?”

“Exhaustion, and he’s got a scorching temperature.”

Baldy lifted the thin hand and examined the wrist curiously. “He’s had the darbies on. Look!” Round the wrist was a raw, red mark. They found its fellow on the other wrist.

“That’s funny.” He pulled up the trousers leg, and here the marking was unmistakable. The flesh had been rubbed raw round the bone of the ankle. The two men looked at one another.

“What do you make of it?” For a little while the sergeant did not speak; then, with a cry, he thrust his hand into his inside pocket, and, taking out a photograph, examined it intently, looking from the man’s face to the picture in his hand.

“By God, It’s him!” he gasped.

“Who?” asked Alan.

“The man who disappeared from the Silver Steel works a couple of weeks ago!”
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“It’s him all right,” said the agitated sergeant, bending down and scrutinizing the wasted face. “Look, doctor.” He handed the photograph to Alan, who identified the original the more readily because he had seen him when his eyes were open.

“I don’t know his name—” began the sergeant.

Alan looked at the back of the photograph, where some particulars had been scribbled.

“Lamonte, isn’t it?”

“That’s right, Lamonte. Now, where did he come from?” Baldy examined the wounded feet of the man. “A long way, a devil of a long way. Look at his trousers — the mud’s still wet. He must have had this blanket over him. I’ll go out and find a policeman, and we’ll get a stretcher and take him to the hospital.” He blundered out of the house, and came back in five minutes to find Alan forcing brandy down the throat of the unconscious man.

“He’s pretty bad, isn’t he?”

“Very bad,” said Alan gravely. “I don’t think there’s a possible hope for him. He has acute pneumonia, amongst other things, and his heart’s just about finished.”

At that moment Lamonte opened his eyes and stared about him, wildly. “I have told you everything — everything there is to be told,” he said shrilly. “I can tell you no more — I know no more — I am a workman; I do not know the technique…”

“What is he saying?” asked Baldy urgently.

Alan was scribbling down the words, and roughly translated them.

“Listen to everything he says,” urged Baldy. “Don’t make any mistake, doctor. This may mean hanging dues for somebody.”

The man did not speak again. He lay very quietly, scarcely breathing. Once he murmured something indistinguishable. Then, there was a little grimace of pain and he lay quiet, and it seemed to Sergeant Eltham, as he watched the poor, stricken thing, that all the anguish that was in the thin face suddenly smoothed itself out into a marvellous serenity.

The ambulance came; two policemen clumped into the passage and stood, watching, at the door. “Ought we to move him?” asked the sergeant anxiously.

Alan nodded. “He’s dead,” he said.

Henri Lamonte, sometime technical engineer in the employ of the Silver Steel company, had gone, carrying his great and painful secret with him.

*

Jane Garden came into breakfast the next morning, looking as fresh as though she had risen from a perfect night of rest. There was little or nothing for her to report. The baby’s grandmother had arrived and had taken charge.

“A very normal case,” she said.

Alan speared a piece of bacon from the dish.

“I had a case that was not quite so normal,” he said grimly, and told her of the coming and passing of Lamonte. “In fact, I’ve had a hectic night and feel like a wet rag trying to walk a tight-rope,” he said. “I suppose you’ve never seen this fellow?” Baldy had inadvertently left behind the photograph of the man, and Alan had propped it on the mantelpiece so that the sergeant could not miss it when he called again. She rose and took it down, looked at it for a long time, then shook her head.

“No, I’ve never seen him — I have never met him in madame’s house. Didn’t you sleep at all?”

He had gone to bed at four, and had been awakened by Dixon at eight. “You must tell me how you manage to look as you do without sleep,” he bantered her.

She explained that she had slept all the previous afternoon. Apparently at Brinley Hall madame was never active until nearly midnight, unless she were going to the city. The affairs and routine of the household had been adjusted to meet Madame Stahm’s activities, and the afternoon sleep was part of the general routine.

“I promised I would go back tonight. There is a little trouble in that household. They’re terribly poor, aren’t they?” Alan nodded.

“That kind of trouble is fairly general in Sheffield,” he said, “though, as a town, we’re progressing at such a tremendous rate that we shall be a city before we know where we are!”

She sipped her tea, looking at him. “It isn’t the poverty. Apparently the wife is a little flighty — do you mind the scandals of the poor? When he had recovered from his hysteria, the father wasn’t as happy about the child as you might have expected, remembering it is their first baby. She has a friend to whom he very much objects to and is very much afraid of — guess who it is?”

He looked up, startled. “Not Peace?” he said in amazement.

She nodded. “Charles Peace.” Then, with a twinkle in her eye, she added: “Squire of dames!”

After breakfast came Baldy, acting for the moment as coroner’s officer. He served a notice upon the doctor.

“We’ve fixed the inquest for three o’clock tomorrow, doctor. The old boy wanted to have it in the morning, but I knew you’d be busy.”

“Have you found out anything about Lamonte?”

“A lot of things,” said the sergeant. “I had Mr What’s-his-name of the Silver Steel Company over—”

“It’s a wonder to me that you can remember Silver Steel. You mean Wertheimer, of course?”

“That’s the fellow. He knew him at once. Terribly upset he was. He’s wondering what happened to that other fellow of his who disappeared.”

“Does this upset your theory that Lamonte ran away with a girl? You remember that there was a girl missing?”

“A mistake on my part,” said Baldy, unabashed. “She’s gone away to see some friends in the country. I knew that, but I didn’t tell anybody. This fellow from the Silver Steel cried — actually cried, doctor. Broke down when he saw this fellow. Foreigners often cry; they kiss one another too — men! I’ve seen it done at Victoria Station in London. It oughtn’t to be allowed.”

“What else did you learn?”

“He’d come a very long way. One of our mounted men saw him trudging through the snow — thought it was a woman with a shawl round her. That was just outside the town. The mounted man was at a crossroads and wasn’t sure which way he had come, and didn’t trouble to inquire. That’s mounted men all over! The moment you put a policeman on horseback he seems to lose his intelligence. I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again.”

“What else did you discover?”

The sergeant consulted his notebook. “He’d been thrashed. There were marks on his body. There were marks also on his face. The police surgeon says they’re whip marks, too. The thing’s a mystery to me.”

Alan thought for a long time, then he asked slowly: “Do you connect Madame Stahm with this man’s death?”

Sergeant Eltham opened his mouth and eyes. “Good heavens, no!”

“I’ll tell you something,” said Alan, and related in greater detail the story of his visit to Brinley Hall and the scream he had heard.

Baldy tugged at his beard. “It might have been a railway whistle—” he began.

“That was the halfwitted explanation offered to me by one who knew better,” said Alan acidly. “No, if I were you I’d make inquiries. See Madame Stahm and Baumgarten — you’d better write those names down: you’ll never remember them — and if you can find any excuse, search the house.” Baldy demurred at this. It was a high matter, to be undertaken only by his superiors. For his own part he would not like to interfere or even to suggest such a thing. It was a terrible thing to accuse a woman, even if she was a foreigner, and the police just then were not popular. All these views he offered.

“The police never are popular — don’t be silly,” said Alan tersely. “If you’re clever, you might even associate your friend Charles Peace with the death. Do you remember, you told me a small man was one of the two people who were seen attacking Lamonte?”

“It was not Peace,” said the other. “He wasn’t in town. He went to Manchester the night before last. Why they don’t pinch him the minute he arrives at the station I can’t find out. I’ve got a friend of mine — an inspector — and I always notify him when Peace goes to Manchester, but nothing ever happens. And while he’s there there’s generally a burglary or two.”

“There’s probably a few when he’s not there,” smiled Alan. And then, more seriously: “What does the police surgeon think about Lamonte?”

“Starvation, exhaustion, ill-treatment,” said Baldy. “It’s murder within the meaning of the Act. If we caught the fellow that did it he’d be meeting Mr Marwood — nice fellow, Marwood. You’d never think he was a hangman, to talk to him. He’s a true blue Tory, and what he says about Mr Gladstone would make your hair curl.”

The politics of hangmen did not interest Alan, and he said as much. He spent the brief time between the departure of Eltham and the beginning of his “round” in drafting a rough report for the coroner. Baldy had promised to convey Alan’s suspicions of Madame Stahm and her household to his superior officer. Whether he did so or not, no steps were taken to explore that avenue. In all probability Sergeant Eltham had not pressed the point with his chief, for he made no secret of the fact that he regarded the suggestion as fantastical.

Throughout his rounds that morning Alan was considering the possibility of pursuing an independent line of investigation, and had half made up his mind to call on Madame Stahm, when he returned to the house for lunch. His housekeeper opened the door to him.

“There is a lady to see you. She is in the waiting-room — Madame Stahm.”

“Indeed and indeed!” said Alan, a little staggered. “The mountain has come to the prophet, eh?” And then, in a low voice: “If Miss Garden wakes up, do not let her come down until Madame Stahm has gone.”

Madame Stahm had a trick of enthroning herself in the most prosaic surroundings. She sat on a high chair that was in the very centre of the room, her magenta silk frock outspread, her hands primly folded in her lap. She carried with her the atmosphere of a court and greeted Alan with a quizzical smile, which was not without its queenly consideration.

“The invalid has come to you,” she said gaily. “The lady with a bad heart, eh? But I have a good heart for you, doctor. My poor Jane, is she better?” There was a hint of sarcasm in this which was not overlooked by Alan.

“Much better,” he said. “So much better that she is in bed!”

Madame Stahm smiled. “Young ladies who are out all night, attending maternity cases, must sleep sometimes. Her blood was too bad to look after me, but not too bad to look after the mother of little brats — it is too unkind of you, doctor.”

He returned no answer to this. Evidently she had made a very judicious use of the time she had been waiting; also his housekeeper was a little loquacious. “You have had a terrible case here, I am told, last night, eh? How trying to be a doctor!”

“A man who died in this room,” said Alan untruthfully. But, if he had hoped to impress Madame Stahm with a sense of tragedy, he was disappointed.

“It is a very nice room to die in,” she said.

“Did you know Lamonte?”

She frowned at this. “Lamonte? The name is familiar. My husband had a workman named Lamonte. It is very common in Vaud. All names there are French. They become German when you cross the mountains into the Oberland, and Italian in the Trentino. In Basel they are German.”

“Madame Stahm,” Alan was smiling, “you haven’t come here to discuss the ethnological divisions of Switzerland, have you? Do you know anything about the death of Lamonte?”

She lifted her shoulder. “I? How absurd! Why should I know? The poor man was killed by an accident, I understand. I knew nothing about him till your housekeeper spoke to me. You do not like me, Herr Doctor? You think I am a bad woman, eh? You think I killed Lamonte — cut his t’roat or something? Absurd! Presently you will say that I am in love with Peace, that ugly little man. You are unreasonable, my dear frien’, because you are prejudiced. You are like that funny policeman who does not remember names. You think I am bad because I am foreign!” She had a very musical laugh when she was amused, and she seemed amused now.

“I came here, first” — she ticked off the items delicately on her fingers— “first, to ask after my dear Jane. Naturally, I am attached to the girl, and I have her good name to think of. You are a doctor, a man of the world; is it good that a young woman should live in your house, where you have no mother, no sister, aunt, Gott knows what, to look after her? Two, I came because I owe you an apology. I was very, very rude to you. I was angry with you. Peter Baumgarten told me I should be ashamed, so I came to apologize and ask you please to continue seeing me.”

Alan shook his head. “That is not why you came. Lamonte was alive when he reached here; he was able to speak. You want to know what he said.”

A look of blank astonishment was his answer. “Why should I care what he said? How does it interest me, my friend, what any man in the delirium of death may say? When people are dying they are not sensible; they say wild things. Is it not true? You are a doctor and you know.” She waited a while, but Alan was silent, and she went on. “He might have spoken about me — why should he not? If he was one of my husband’s employees, it would be very likely. He might also speak about Mr Wertheimer, for whom he worked, or Mr Eckhardt, whom he joined in America, or about you, doctor — what would it matter? Nothing. If he said anything—” She paused expectantly.

“What he said you will read in the account of the inquest which will be published in the Sheffield Telegraph.”

“Why not at the court?” she asked.

“Will you attend?” he asked, and instantly realized the mistake he had made.

There was triumph in her smile. “Then I am not to be called as a witness? And he said nothing about me at all! Not even in his dying delirium. My dear doctor, you are almost simple. I shall never dare trust your advice again!” She had learned all she wanted to know. As she rose, pulling on her gloves and adjusting her bonnet before the square of looking-glass, she was still smiling. “You must not think I am a wicked woman, or blame me for everything. If I had lived here in those days you would have said: ‘This woman made the Bradfield flood’ — and that wouldn’t be true! No, no, there are quite a number of my acts which are innocent.”

When he took her to the door, her victoria was there, with its footman standing, rug on arm, to assist her into the carriage. “You will come and see me, doctor, and bring me all the news, eh? My friend Baumgarten likes you — and bring my little nurse, We are lonely without her. But she must come back without scandal to her name, you understand?” There was a malicious little smile on her lips as she drove off.

Alan went into the house and had a lot to think about during his frugal lunch. He did not see the mother and the child until late in the evening, and then found another patient. The husband of the woman sat in the tiny, stone-flagged kitchen, nursing a bruised face. It was the anxious wife who asked Alan to see him, for she feared some permanent injury to an eye. The eyesight was unaffected, however, though the flesh surrounding the priceless organ was blue and purple.

“Had a fight,” mumbled the man. “He hit me when I wasn’t looking…up at the railway station. I waited all day for him to come back.”

“Who is ‘him’?” asked Alan. “Peace?”

The man looked up with a scowl. “You heard about it, too, did you. I won’t have him near my house.”

“You’re a fool — leave him alone,” said Alan, “especially while your wife is ill. If she runs a temperature I’ll have her taken to the infirmary.” The man winced at this. Like all his class, the very proximity of the workhouse was in itself a disgrace.

The woman’s mother had arrived, and there was no necessity for Jane Garden to return to her nursing, he decided. He arrived home in time to stop her going out.

They had an uninterrupted evening, when he taught her ecarte. She was an apt pupil, but the game for him had less interest than the player. He realized this night that he was desperately in love, and when, on the following day, she suggested she should go round the shops, trying to find a few simple articles of furniture, he insisted on placing at her disposal the very considerable quantity of his own household goods that was stored in the town.
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Medical men loathe inquests: they are time wasters of the worst kind, and there is always the possibility that the ordeal may be interrupted by the too zealous questionings of a juryman. For it is a peculiar delusion of coroner’s juries that something is being kept from them.

The inquest on Lamonte, however, was a brief affair, the verdict being an open one. There was not sufficient evidence to justify a verdict of wilful murder, and the jury, after the way of all juries, played for safety, and returned one of those curiously obscure pronouncements which mean nothing.

He did not see Charles Peace, though he had reason to know he had returned.

Baldy told him that Peace had been stopped on his departure from Manchester and his bag searched, for during his stay there had been two flagrant burglaries. In one case a house had been broken into, a desk forced and all its contents taken away. Curiously enough, although there were many valuable articles in the house and within the burglar’s reach, he had taken nothing.

The second burglary was a more serious affair; nearly five hundred pounds’ worth of property, mainly silver, had been stolen. The search of Peace and his few belongings at the station had revealed nothing. Indubitably he had been engaged in legitimate business, for he showed orders that he had given and paid for, to a wholesale manufacturer of mouldings. No trace of the stolen property could be found.

If the police had gone to the booking clerk they would have discovered that the man had taken two tickets from Manchester to Sheffield, and that the second was for a boy who passed the barrier well ahead of Peace, carrying a heavy parcel under his arm.

“Don’t you pretend you know me, boy,” warned Peace. “When we get to Sheffield you just follow me home, and there’s a golden sovereign for you.” In this way the stolen property passed under the nose of a strong force of police that were gathered to intercept the burglar at the station, and the three plainclothes officers who awaited the arrival of the train at Sheffield.

Peace sat in the bosom of his family that night, tuning his fiddle and discoursing upon his favourite subject, which was Charles Peace.

“I’m too clever for ‘em. If they had people like me in the police force there’d be no crime. I’d fill the prisons, but they wouldn’t be prisons like they are now. All the screws would have to treat men like men, and the prisoners would have beds to sleep on and good food to eat, and they’d be able to smoke and read the newspapers, and their families could come and stay with ’em for a few days every month.”

His worn wife said nothing. She was sewing a garment by the shaded light of a paraffin lamp.

“Hear what I said?” he snarled.

“I hear you, Charles,” she said meekly.

“Well, say something,” he said savagely. “Don’t sit there like a stuffed image! I don’t know why I’ve come home to this place at all. I could have the best home in the land if I wanted it. All the lovely women are off their heads about me. Not ugly old devils like you, but lovely ones — put that in your pipe and smoke it!”

“I’m sure, Charles,” she said with a sigh.

“There’s a lady bred and born out there” — he pointed vaguely— “who says I’m God. What do you think of that?”

“I think it’s blasphemy,” she said, and in his whimsical mood he agreed.

He had certain deep religious convictions, and though he did not believe in the hereafter, or think that he would develop such a belief, be bad a keen desire to be on the safe side. He bad moments of enthusiastic frenzy, when he composed hymns and prayers, and on one occasion went to the length of asking a prison chaplain to publish some examples of the latter activity, “for the good of the world”.

He packed his family off to bed; be bad some private work to do, he said. This was no new experience. His private work took him out late at night. Twice he had not come back for six years, and at odd intervals there had come to them letters written on blue paper, bearing the superscription of various of Her Majesty’s prisons. They usually began:

“Dear Wife and Children, this comes hoping to find you quite well as it leaves me, thank God.” Usually the letters were filled with pious and praiseworthy promises as to his future, and plentifully sprinkled with samples of more intensive piety, for they were written for the prison chaplain to read and for the prison governor to censor. A man who expresses penitence, gives nobody any trouble, calls warders ‘sir’ punctiliously, and is ready and willing to pass on a little private information that he had acquired from his fellow prisoners, has a better chance of getting his ticket than one who is unregenerate.

At half-past one Peace slipped the key of his house into his pocket, fastened the revolver inside his high-crowned hat, and, pulling on a new ulster he had bought, went out to the rendezvous where Madame Stahm’s victoria, drawn by two dashing bays, was waiting for him. He covered himself up well, and shrank back inside the hood, though, if he had had his wish, he would have made the journey in daylight under the admiring or astonished eyes of the multitude. Some day he would have a pair of horses, but the carriage would be a bit different. He invented a new victoria as he drove through the night, for he could not resist improving on the best. He would turn a carriage like this into a little room where he could change his clothing when the necessity arose; he would have candle lamps to read by, and indiarubber tyres — why not? If bicycles had indiarubber tyres why should carriages run on steel? He had once tried to ride a bicycle and had fallen off. It had a very high, big, wheel and a little wheel behind it, and you wore frogged tunics and little round caps — nobody knew why. There were several in Sheffield; it was a nine days’ wonder, people said, and would pass away. Peace thought it would last, that everybody would have bicycles, and was laughed at for his pains.

When he had got into the carriage he had tucked away a small packet of letters under one of the cushions. You never knew what the police were going to do. He had been searched twice that day, and maybe they were watching him when he came out of the house and were following him. He lifted the leather flap of the little window at the back of the hood, but saw no lamps in view. They weren’t clever enough to follow him. That was the trouble with the police: they hadn’t his intelligence.

He reached Brinley Hail behind the sweating horses in an incredibly short space of time, retrieved his letters and went importantly into Madame Stahm’s bureau.

The first question she asked him was if he had been followed.

“They’d have to come fast to follow me, my lady, behind them horses of yours.”

“Did you get what I sent you for?”

He took out the letters and laid them down. “All the rest was bills,” he said.

He had also found six five-pound notes, but he did not mention these. He would sell them on the morrow for two pounds apiece to a fence who would send them to the Continent.

“Give me the letters.” She was impatient and almost snatched them from his hand. Turning them over, she scanned them one by one, her brow furrowed.

“These are not what I want,” she said. “The girl’s name isn’t Emily.”

The man’s face fell. “I did what you told me to do. You gave me the address — I got it here.”

He fumbled in his pocket for his book, and she gave it one glance. “Thirty-nine, you fool. You’ve written ‘fifty-nine’. You went to the wrong house.”

“My friend must have made a mistake—” began Peace.

“Don’t exasperate me, little man. Your friend! Why should you be afraid of my knowing? Of course it was you!” The crestfallen man was staring at the notebook. There were almost tears in his eyes.

“It was a hard crib, too,” he whined. “Took me all day to find the servant girl, and the best part of a night to do the place. I thought it was funny. There was nothing in the letters about love — I read ’em careful, too!”

She mastered her fury with an effort. “It is lamentable, but you must try again. These letters have no value whatever. They are stupid letters from a woman to another woman.”

“There was no young lady stayin’ in the place,” began Peace.

“Then why did you go there?” she snapped. “I told you there was a young lady living in the house.”

The man bridled. He had been called a fool, touched in his tenderest place, that sensitive vanity of his. “All I can say is, missus, you’d better do the job yourself,” he growled. “I’m not used to havin’ females call me names.”

Baumgarten, who, as a rule, took no attitude sympathetic with Peace, tried to pour oil on troubled waters. “It was an error anybody could make, Clarice,” he said suavely. “Our friend here made a pardonable mistake. I might have done the same, so might you.” Madame recovered an appearance of calm. She caught and heeded the warning in her ‘secretary’s’ tone.

“Yes, yes, it is stupid of me, but my heart was set on this thing. I am sorry, little man. You shall be paid just as if you had given me what I wanted.” If she had read the mind of Charles Peace she could have made no stronger appeal.

“Not me — I don’t take a penny till I give you the letters. Thirty-nine, was it? I know the layout of the whole street, but I’ve got to get into Manchester some other way. I’ll go down to London and take a train to Manchester, and get out at the station before where they examine the tickets. And I’ll come back the same way. If I say I’ll do a thing, I do it! That’s me! It’s not money that makes me — It’s pride!” She let him talk about himself for a little while and then she gave him news, and incidentally unfolded a part of her plan.

“The woman I spoke to you about, and the tall man, are moving to Darnall. There are two empty houses in a terrace there; she has taken one. Would it be a good idea if you moved into the other, supposing I paid your rent and the expenses of moving?”

The idea appealed to Peace. He was by nature a restive soul, and had never lived long in any place. Darnall was an old haunt of his and a place of pleasant associations. Moving meant nothing more than exchanging one brick box, with all its inconveniences, for another. And there was adventure in it — human adventure, which was very pleasing to him.

He had never seen Mrs Dyson, and could therefore create the image of her in his mind. It made the early morning journey to London pass in a very little time, and carried him into the outskirts of Manchester almost before the journey seemed begun.

There was no time to scrape acquaintance with any of the household staff of the house in Seymour Grove. He must take his chance.

He reached Whalley Range in the dusk of the evening, and reconnoitred the house. Luck was with him: he saw a light appear in one of the upper windows, and a girl of twentyfive or twenty-six pull down the blinds. By the light of the lamp her shadow was thrown against the white window blind, and he saw that she was writing. This was luck with a vengeance. Greater luck was his when, later, he saw a man call at the house. He was in there half an hour, and both came out together. Peace gathered, from what he overheard, that the man was some relation.

As they passed him where he crouched behind the bushes in the garden, he heard the girl say something in a foreign language. The man with her laughed and then she said in English, “I don’t like leaving the house empty, even for an evening. Papa will not be home till midnight.” Empty? That meant no servants. And so it proved. The back door was easily forced. He reached the bedroom, broke the bureau and took the letters. They were tied together with blue ribbon. Subsequently he discovered, to his disgust, that they were written in French. At least, he supposed they were French. He had looked forward to reading them: he had that kind of mentality.

Carefully buttoning them into a pocket on the inside of his coat pocket, he came out of the back door, passed up a side passage and into the front garden.

There was on that beat an officious police constable who was not particularly popular with such of the lower orders as lived in the neighbourhood. Peace, who could see in the dark, saw the uniformed man from a long distance, and crossed the road. The policeman crossed to meet him.

“Hallo! Where are you going?”

“Home, sir.” It was a great mistake for him to say ‘sir’. The policeman, a shrewd man, sensed a member of the criminal classes.

“Where have you been?”

“I have come from Manchester; I’m going back.”

“Let’s have a look at you.” The constable caught him by the lapel of his coat, not too gently, and at that moment Peace struck out with all his strength, and with all the concentrated hatred he had in his heart for authority. The blow caught the policeman under the jaw, and he went down like a log.
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In an instant Peace ran.

He turned down a side lane, clambered over a fence, crossed a field and came on to the main road. He saw a horse ‘bus coming along and swung himself on to the step, clambered up the iron rungs of a perpendicular ladder on to the top.

If the policeman had recognized him, or could describe him, it might mean a stretch for him. He reached a station where he knew the trains would stop, and, learning that a fast train for Sheffield was due in a few minutes, he concealed himself on the dingy platform, got into an empty carriage and hid himself under the seat.

To take a ticket would be fatal. Booking clerks and ticket inspectors would be able to describe him, and whether he was journeying to London or Sheffield, but particularly if he was going to Sheffield.

The train was evidently an express. After a while he came out of his place of concealment and began examining the letters. Then it was he had his disappointment, for the most amorous passages were as Greek to him.

The signals were against the engine driver outside a station five miles northwest of Sheffield, and the train slowed down and stopped.

The opportunity was too good to be lost: opening the carriage door he dropped on to the permanent way, climbed down a steep embankment, and, after half an hour’s tramping through snowy fields, reached a deserted highway.

It was a coincidence that the only man who saw him that night was Sergeant Eltham, and Baldy’s not too friendly greeting took a load off the little man’s mind.

“Didn’t I see you outside the Norfolk Hall this afternoon?”

“Yes, sir,” said Peace promptly.

“Why did you run away?”

Peace replied glibly. His alibi was established; and he had need of it, for Police Constable Cock had circulated a fair description of him, which did not come to Sheffield, however, until the following morning.

Peace was pulled into the station as a matter of routine. He could triumphantly produce his arch-enemy to testify that he was in Sheffield that afternoon.

“And when I come to think it over,” said the disgruntled Baldy, “I’m not so sure that it was him! The little devil answered so quick that I ought to have known he was kidding me. Anyway, he didn’t arrive at the railway station, and so far as I know, he didn’t leave for Manchester. That Peace is as artful as a waggon load of monkeys!”

When Baldy accosted him that night, near the Town Hall, he was standing on the edge of the kerb, running his hands up and down his long trousers’ pockets, listening to the musical jingle of golden coins.

“I’m not so sure I saw you outside the Norfolk Hall—” began Baldy.

“Then you should be sure,” snarled the other. “You shouldn’t go making statements if you ain’t prepared to stick to ‘em. You saw me and I saw you.”

Sergeant Eltham swallowed something. “They tell me you’re moving — going over to Darnall?”

“I don’t like this neighbourhood. It’s low.”

It had been agreed that if he succeeded in getting the letters he would send a message notifying Madame Stahm, and that Baumgarten should come over and collect them. This was not to Peace’s liking. He wanted to parade his success and his efficiency before the woman who had condemned him. But her orders were imperative. There were very excellent reasons why he should keep away since the death of Lamonte.

He met Baumgarten at a little wayside inn a few miles out of Sheffield, and the packet was handed over. Baumgarten took one look at the letters and his eyes sparkled.

“Can you read it, mister?” And, when the other nodded: “Read us a bit — a courting bit!” said Peace eagerly.

“My friend” — Baumgarten tapped him on the shoulder benignly— “you require no lessons in the art of writing love letters.” The little man almost purred at the compliment.

Madame Stahm very graciously consented to receive him a week later. He had to come with three picture frames and go through the formalities of being a tradesman calling for orders, a proceeding which, for some reason or other, irked him. He was a very vain little man. Nothing pleased him better than to be described as a gentleman; nothing drove him to such fury as a suggestion of his illiteracy. If he could play her emotions, no less could she play him.

An ingenious woman was Madame Stahm. She would sit for hours, dreaming great schemes, ingenious schemes, unbelievably clever in their intricacy. She had thought a lot about Jane Garden and the doctor, and she had woven into her fanciful stories this crude, ugly man.

Thoroughness was her keynote. She had not been content to discover the antecedents of the girl and her history so far as the hospital could supply it; she went farther afield, made inquiries in the little Midland village where the girl had been born. Jane’s mother and father were dead. They had been an unhappy pair, and had separated a few months before Jane’s birth. Mr Garden had married beneath him, a pretty girl from a travelling circus. There was some talk of a former lover — the whole matter had to be thrashed out in the divorce court; but the evidence was not sufficiently convincing to secure their complete separation.

The villagers talked, as villagers will continue their gossip, long after the turf had been laid upon the two people mostly concerned.

Madame was fascinated by the news she garnered and pressed her inquiries farther, and all the time that ingenious brain of hers was seeking a recipe as to how the material she had gathered could be cooked into a meal that would be most unpalatable to the man she hated without any reservations — the doctor, who had defied her, had threatened her by inference, and who guessed her ghastly secret.

Her plan took definite shape the day Peace arrived. That he should come into it at all was due to the fortuitous circumstance of his arrival. She gave him the reward she had promised him; generously increased it; found a malignant delight in adding to her kindness by translating one of the letters that he had stolen; and then brought the conversation to Jane.

“I don’t like stuck-up people. She’s too stuck-up for me,” he said. “And she’s only a bit of a girl, too. I like women of the world, and they like me. I’m not good looking, m’lady, but I’ve got a way with me.” He continued in the same strain, and she did not interrupt him. When she did speak she brought the conversation back to Jane. Anyway, his idea that they should be better friends was very impossible, and for many reasons.

“Like what?” he demanded resentfully.

She told him, and he nearly jumped out of the chair.

For two hours they sat together, talking eagerly. Baumgarten, who looked in once or twice, withdrew as quickly as he appeared, glad to escape from the atmosphere Peace brought with him.

It was past dark when the victoria carried Charles Peace back to Darnall. The carriage always dropped him in a lonely place near the village; he hated this idea, but madame was adamant. His mind was now completely occupied. The Dysons had moved in; he had had a first glimpse of the lady and approved of her. He found no difficulty in making the acquaintance of the woman and her acid-tongued husband.

Men were always more difficult than women, for men never trusted him, and some women trusted him too much. The acquaintance had become as much of a friendship as the lanky Dyson would permit. The American woman found him ugly but fascinating.

It was a week after his visit that Jane Garden met the little man, and it was a curious fact that she never spoke to Alan of the meeting. She would have passed on, but the man spoke to her, and out of sheer civility she stopped. He had something to say to her, something that could not be said in a public place. He was very respectful, rather sad. She found herself pitying him.

And then he mentioned a name she had not heard for years, and her marrow froze. She had an hour to spare; Alan was away and would not be back until the evening. She went with the ugly man into the new Frith Park which had just opened.

And here he told her what he swore he had never told a soul, and as she listened she grew sick at heart, and once would have fainted but for a supreme effort of self control.

At the gates of the park she left him. He wanted to see her again in a few days, but she shook her head.

“I don’t want to see you. I never want to see you again,” she said breathlessly. “I hate you — my God, how I hate you now”

A cab was passing and she hailed it and drove back to Alan’s house. He saw how white she was when he came in, and thought she was ill.

“I really do think you ought to have a rest. That job with Madame Stahm must have taken a lot of vitality out of you.”

“I’m all right — I’m quite all right,” she said.

She spent her evenings in her room, sewing the chintzes she had bought for her new home. To Alan it seemed she had suddenly become a new person, a Jane Garden he did not know, and he was puzzled to explain the change of attitude. He asked her point-blank one morning what the trouble was; she answered him a little shortly, and he decided not to interfere. She certainly had her own troubles, her own life. A little pang of jealousy grew out of this consideration. Did any man form part of her own life? he wondered. But she would have told him: he was sure of that.

Once, when he spoke of Peace, she changed the subject abruptly, almost rudely.

He was talking about the woman whose child had been born and whose husband was still nursing a grievance against her, and out of this arose the reference to Peace.

“Please don’t talk about him — it is horrible,” she said in a low voice, and he saw that the hands that held the needle and chintz were shaking.

He could diagnose this as nerves: it could be nothing else. Trained nurses do not take too prim a view of the ugly things of life. The mystery of her attitude was to remain unsolved for a long time and develop into a greater and more horrible mystery.

She was younger than he had thought, had begun her nursing experiences before she was sixteen.

“I had to work,” she explained. “I lived with an aunt who wasn’t particularly fond of me, and there were certain other complications.” What they were she did not tell him.

The death of Lamonte brought to Alan a considerable amount of correspondence, and he was glad of her assistance in such odd hours as she could give him, for her French was perfect. Lamonte had relations, who wrote either to him or to the police. For some reason or other the police decided to turn over all the correspondence to Alan as it arrived, and the thing became a little wearisome; the more so as most of the relations seemed interested in only one subject — the amount of money the dead man had left.

She made an admirable secretary; wrote in a beautiful hand. He almost regretted that he had chosen the nurse’s role for her. Except for this strange sense of restraint, this invisible barrier which had grown between them, the time which followed was ideal, though he was very little in her society.

He could not remember the time when she had not been an essential factor in his life, someone to think of when he woke, some sure guide to his dreams. He had a trick of paying little compliments, directly or by inference. They used to amuse her in the first days of their acquaintance, and pleased her, too. Now they seemed to worry her, and he either stopped paying them or felt self-consciously foolish when he saw their effect.

Yet she came to him with all her difficulties and by implication emphasized her dependence on him. But always there was that aloofness which distressed him, so that once he asked her bluntly about her health, and, more bluntly still, if he was boring her. Her emphatic “No” to the last question kept him happy for a week.
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Letters came for her: how or when they were delivered he could not guess. They did not come by post. Once he saw a ragged little messenger leave the front door hurriedly and, entering the house, surprised her reading a note. She was standing by the window, her face in profile, her fine eyebrows bent, and he saw by the rise and fall of her bosom that something had agitated her.

“Anything wrong?” he asked.

Quickly she crumpled the letter in her hand and put it behind her.

“Nothing — nothing,” she said.

He could not ask her particulars about her correspondence. A reference to the letter later in the day seemed to cause her distress. She went out in the afternoon and came back looking like death.

“In the name of heaven, what’s wrong with you?”

“Nothing.” She was almost defiant.

Then came his astonishing discovery. He had been called to a distant case, and was driving back late one afternoon, when Dixon decided to take a short cut through a lane, the road surface of which was bad, but which undoubtedly cut off a long and tiresome angle. At one point of the lane, set back in the hedge, was a gate leading into a field. He was dimly conscious of seeing two people standing by the gate, but not until he was abreast of them did he recognize them. The woman was Jane. The little man, who was leering into her face, was Charles Peace!

His heart nearly stopped beating. For a moment he had a wild inclination to jump from the carriage and go back and demand an explanation, but he checked himself.

She came home three-quarters of an hour after he arrived, and she offered no explanation, nor did he ask for one. He was baffled, bewildered, in some degree horrified. That this girl, refined and delicate, should find in Peace an acceptable companion was unthinkable.

Patiently he waited, day after day, for Jane to take him into her confidence; but apparently she did not think it was necessary. Whether she had seen him he could not guess. She certainly gave no sign, never once by a word betraying the least uneasiness.

Peace! It was incredible. A foul little burglar, a man whose name was a byword even amongst the lower sort…Was there any truth in this story of an ultra-human fascination? He rejected the idea as unbelievable.

Other people had seen them together. One of his patients called him back as he was leaving the house. “Oh, by the way, that nurse of yours — Miss Garden…the girl who came here for two days…don’t you think she ought to be told?”

“Told what?” asked Alan curtly.

“I saw her the other day in Frith Park with a most dreadful little man. I believe he is a well-known character in these parts. And Mrs Hackitt also saw them together on another day. She ought not to do a thing like that.”

“I think Nurse Garden is quite capable of looking after herself,” said Alan, and offended a wealthy patient almost beyond forgiveness.

There must be a reason for it. Was it something connected with Madame Stahm and her establishment, some secret that Peace had unearthed? The more he thought, the more confused he became.

It hurt him that she did not volunteer some statement about this peculiar friendship of hers. How could she reconcile her vehement declarations that she hated him with these fugitive meetings? She never saw him except by day. Sometimes she would snatch an hour from a case she was nursing to meet him at a convenient but isolated place, and always Alan knew when these meetings had taken place. She was graver, more laconic of speech, less able to concentrate her mind.

Sometimes he thought she was labouring under great mental agony, and once he bluntly suggested that she had something on her mind and that it would be to her advantage to tell him. The suggestion was received coldly, and he realized that if their friendship was to continue he must make no further reference to this amazing acquaintance of hers.

It worried him a great deal, even though there was something impersonal in the friendship she maintained with the disreputable little blackguard. She was so serene, so infinitely sane, and his loyalty to her was such that the commonplace explanation did not enter into his calculations. No intelligent woman could fall under the spell of the little picture-frame maker. He could believe anything but that.

He discovered that even when she did not meet him, Peace dogged her footsteps. He was seen waiting outside houses where she was nursing, and was moved on by the police. Baldy was puzzled, and came to Alan for an explanation.

“I run the rule over him in the street, but I couldn’t find any burglar’s tools in his pocket, but there’s the fact: he has been watching that house for two days. I think I am entitled to pull him in.”

Alan shook his head. “I shouldn’t if I were you.”

Baldy looked at him oddly. “There’s no truth in that story — ?” He hesitated.

“What story?” asked Alan.

“That he’s hanging around — well, Miss Garden?”

Alan thought for a long time, then said: “No,” but not very convincingly. “I’ll tell you what I think, Eltham,” he said. “This man must know a friend of Miss Garden’s, somebody she does not wish to offend. The little devil is using this as an excuse for speaking to her.”

“Has he annoyed her at all?” asked Baldy quickly. “I’ll put him inside if he has.”

“She has not complained,” replied Alan. “So far as I know, he has said nothing to offend her.”

Sergeant Eltham rubbed his shining head in perplexity. “I can’t understand it — he bought her a present—”

“A what?” said Alan, startled.

“A present — a silver ring with an imitation stone. He bought it all right: one of our plainclothes men saw him. He bought it for her, and gave it to her that afternoon, and she chucked it into the road. My man saw her throw something away, and after she’d gone Peace was looking for it, but my fellow found it — a silver ring with a glass sapphire.”

“I give it up,” said Alan.

“It must have given him a pain to buy it, anyway,” said Baldy. “All that his lady friends get are the things he pinches and can’t sell.”

“Miss Garden is not a lady friend,” said Alan coldly, “and it’s ridiculous to refer to her as such.”

It was during this more acute period of anxiety that Alan Mainford renewed an old and not a very welcome association. The renewal was brief, and ended for the moment abruptly.

He had worked through a number of attending patients, and now he struck the little bell on the side of his desk. It was the signal for the next, and, he hoped, his last morning patient.

The man who walked in, fingering nervously the brim of a high-crowned bowler hat, looked the picture of health and embarrassment. He had waited for a long time outside the house before he had dared enter; waited whilst patient after patient had passed into and from the consulting room. And now he obeyed the summons.

“Well, what is the matter with you?” asked Alan pleasantly.

And then he frowned.

“I’ve seen you somewhere.”

“Yes, sir — Carton, sir.” The man’s eyes never left him.

“Carton? Good Lord! You were my servant in my army days, weren’t you?”

“Yes, sir,” said Carton, and coughed.

“Wasn’t there a question of a watch being lost — my watch, in fact?”

“There was, sir,” said Carton very respectfully. “It is the one act of my life that I have never stopped regretting, sir. Yielding to a sudden temptation, and having a sick wife—”

“You weren’t married,” said Alan promptly, and his visitor shuffled his feet uneasily. He had hoped that Dr Alan Mainford, in his new and engrossing practice, would have forgotten those petty details of a former life.

“When I say ‘wife’, sir, I mean sister-in-law. I can only tell you, I’ve never forgotten my debt to you, and some day I’m going to pay you back.”

“And in the meantime?” suggested Alan.

Carton coughed again. “There’s a chance of getting a job and going straight, sir,” he said. “A gentleman in the north of England wants a parlour-man — he is a titled gentleman.”

“In that case he should have two parlour-men,” said Alan sardonically. “You haven’t come to ask me to give you a good character, have you?”

“Carton obviously had. This gentleman’s very particular, sir. It would make a big difference to me if you could speak for me.” He gave with every confidence the name and address of his future employer.

Alan was staggered by the audacity of the request. “I remember quite a lot about you now. You’ve been in prison, haven’t you?”

The man nodded.

“How many times?”

Mr Carton looked up at the ceiling thoughtfully. “About twice, sir,” he said vaguely.

“Once for leaving the house where you were employed with the lady’s jewels?”

“They weren’t real jewels, sir,” Carton hastened to correct a bad impression. “Most of ’em were imitation. I took them away to show my — my sister-in-law — she was very keen on jewels — and I lost ’em on my way back, and hadn’t the nerve to face the missus.” All this very glibly, like a man who had well rehearsed his speech.

The young doctor leaned back in his chair, an amused smile in his eyes. “And now all you want is for me to write to your gentleman and say that you’re ‘honest, sober and trustworthy’? I’m afraid it can’t be done, Carton. I am willing to forgive you the little incident of the watch, which was not very valuable—”

“I got eight shillings for it,” interposed Carton.

“That’s too bad! Your respect for me must have dropped to zero! No, it can’t be done, Carton. But I’m glad you called to see me. In these days of strain and hysteria it is delightful to meet somebody who has all his nerve! That will do.”

Still Carton lingered. “You don’t want a servant yourself, sir?” he suggested.

Alan waved the stem of his pipe towards the door, and Mr Carton, with a courteous little bow, went out, a shabby but undefeated man, for he had a friend in Manchester who, for a small consideration, would prepare the most glowing testimonials, all written in different hands upon headed sheets of notepaper, and with every letter went a guarantee that the alleged writer was either dead or living abroad.

As he crossed the street he was looking round for oncoming traffic when he collided with a little man, who scowled at him and demanded in florid language where he thought he was going. He hardly noticed his offensive acquaintance, the only impression that was left on him being that his collision-partner was repulsively and extremely ugly. They stopped in the middle of the road, at some danger to themselves, to argue responsibility, and were parted by a swift-trotting butcher’s cart.

“That’s a man I never want to meet again,” said Carton, addressing his remarks to the first person he met when he reached the pathway.

If he could have foreseen the future he would have said this with greater fervour.

Alan was in some dilemma. He recalled now every incident of the man leaving him. He was treacherous — an unregenerate thief. Nothing was more certain than that he would get his job with forged references — Dr Mainford recalled the circumstances of Carton’s prosecution, and he remembered that forged characters had figured in the evidence.

Yet he was loth, as all decent men are loth, to make life any harder for those who have been under the iron heel of the law. He took up his pen, hesitated for a long time, and then wrote a brief note to the gentleman whose name Carton had given him. He could not let his former servant engage himself in a decent household without being an accessory before the inevitable crime.

It was a thankless task, as he discovered a couple of weeks later, when he received a haughty letter from the employer, saying that he was perfectly satisfied with Carton’s references and with Carton himself, and that it was a pity that he (Alan) had allowed his prejudices over ‘an unfortunate affair’ to take such strong expression. Alan wondered exactly what was the unfortunate affair that Carton had represented to his new boss.

He dismissed the matter from his mind, and never saw his ex-butler again until that fatal night when he drove him from Banner Cross to the railway station.

On the day he saw Carton and wrote the letter he received another visitor; and this one was a little more disturbing. He sent in his card: it bore the name of a Leeds agency, though in what particular commodity the agency dealt was not specified. A young, rather confident man, the caller came quickly to the point. Was a Miss Garden staying in the house, and could he tell him anything about her antecedents?

Alan was too taken aback for the moment to reply. “I don’t understand you. What do you mean?”

“Do you know anything of her past?” asked the caller coldbloodedly.

Alan got up from his chair. “Who sent you — Madame Stahm?” he demanded wrathfully.

“I merely want to know—”

“Get out!” He left hurriedly. An inquiry agent!
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The winter passed; spring came, and the spring of 1876 was a particularly busy one for doctors.

Jane Garden had found her niche. Within a week of furnishing her little home over the stables, Alan had placed her in charge of a serious case in a wealthy family, and thence onwards she hardly spent a week in her little home before she was again sent off on yet another case.

Alan saw her every day, since she was attending his own patients, and in the spring she contrived to spend several Sundays with him, driving through the country.

He saw Madame Stahm very frequently: she was almost a daily visitor to her experimental plant. There were rumours that the new formula she was applying had given successful results, though as yet the product could not be made in commercial quantities. Silver Steel had boldly made an announcement, and had given a date when their manufacture would be on the market; but in neither case had the samples satisfied the experts.

He saw Peace very rarely, heard a little about him from Sergeant Eltham, who, however, seemed less interested in the little man since he and Alan had discussed the odd friendship which Peace was cultivating with Jane Garden.

One blazing hot day in July he saw the little man, dressed in his Sunday best, and with him a woman whom Alan did not remember having seen before. She was young, about twentyfive, fresh-coloured and rather plump. Her face was bold and with no particularly intellectual expression.

It was a Friday afternoon in a country lane, and his attention was first directed to them — he was resting under the shade of a tree whilst his groom fixed a broken piece of harness — when he saw the little man vault a fence with no effort and collect a handful of flowers. They were not difficult to acquire, for Peace had chosen a nursery garden, and presently the irate voice of the owner or foreman demanded angrily what the intruder was at, and a minute afterwards the lawful custodian of the flowers, a slight young man, came running across the field.

“Put those flowers back where you found them!” he demanded.

By this time Peace was on the lawful side of the fence, but the man had jumped it and was confronting him.

“Put them back!” The florist caught Peace by the collar. In another second he was hurtling through the air, across a fence, which must have been four or five feet high, and fell with a crash into a glass frame on the other side. Alan got down quickly, thinking the man had been killed, but he scrambled up, his face streaming with blood.

“You dirty little brute, why did you do that?” asked Alan furiously.

If ever he saw death, it was in the horribly distorted face of Charles Peace.

“I’ll serve you the same.” The woman screamed and grasped him by the arm, but, shaking her off, he leaped at Mainford. This time, however, he had to deal with a trained athlete and a boxer who had won his way into the Indian Army finals. Alan stepped aside and like lightning brought his left to the man’s throat. He spluttered, gurgled, almost went on to his knees, but he was beaten. He had no heart except for a winning fight; he was incapable of taking one hard blow. From the frenzied murderer he became, of a sudden, the whining supplicant. The change was startling, more than a little revolting. Even the pink-faced woman by his side stared at him openmouthed.

“What did you hit me for? I’ll have the law on you for this!” he whined. “A big bloke like you hitting a little feller like me!” But Alan was attending to the dazed young man who had been thrown over the fence. Except for two or three cuts on his face he was unhurt.

“If you take my advice you will charge this man. His name is Charles Peace; he is an exconvict with three convictions.”

Peace heard him and let out a howl of anguish. “Don’t do that, mister! Don’t let him do that! I’ll pay him for his trouble.” He took a handful of coins from his pocket and pressed two or three into the reluctant hand of the injured man. “You oughtn’t to have told him that, doctor — you really oughtn’t. It’s throwing my trouble in my face — I don’t think its right!”

“What’s not right?” asked the woman.

It was the first time she had spoken. Her voice was a trifle thick; her eyes were glassy. Alan took a very uncharitable view of her condition.

“It’s all right, my dear. This gentleman knows me. He’s a doctor — one of the greatest doctors in Sheffield. If ever you get ill you send for him!” And then, to Alan, pleadingly: “I’m always saying this about you, doctor, and you go and take my character away because you’re a rich man and I’m a poor man. There’s no justice — there really isn’t — no justice at all.”

It occurred to Alan then that this woman knew nothing of his real character, and had probably not heard the unflattering description of her swain. And it appeared that the little man was most anxious that she should not know, for, taking her arm, he hurried her on out of earshot.

“Three quid,” said the young man, dabbing his bloodstained face with a handkerchief. “He’s got plenty of money — I suppose he’s done a burglary.”

“Do you know him?”

“Charles Peace? Yes, I know him,” said the other. “And he’ll know me — I shall carry a mark of his for a year or two. If I’d had an axe I’d have killed him.”

“Who is the woman?”

“She’s the wife of an engineer. They live next door to one another at Darnall. People say…” He told Alan what people said, and did not err on the side of charity to Mrs Dyson, as her name proved to be.

“They’re as thick as thieves,” said the florist. “I’m always meeting ’em together, and other people tell me she goes out with him to music-halls. Her husband’s a gentleman, too. What any woman can see in that little fellow…” He left nothing to the imagination.

Alan went back to the victoria that he had recently bought, and drove on to his next patient. He wasn’t greatly interested in Mrs Dyson, or, indeed, in any of the numerous amours of this surprisingly ugly and unspeakably nasty man. For his part he did not ruminate as to what women saw in men. His experience had taught him the futility of any such speculation.

Peace, except in one important particular, had almost passed out of his life. Mrs Stahm had become a confused memory. The dead man, Lamonte, was forgotten, even by the jury that had inquired into his death.

He took Jane to the theatre that night, and in the course of the evening remarked upon the shortness of memory.

“I belong to that period, too,” she smiled.

“You aren’t forgotten: you’re very much in the glowing present,” he said quietly, “and you’re becoming just a little too dominant for my peace of mind.” She shot one quick glance at him, and he saw her colour come and go, but she made no comment until they were walking home after the theatre.

“Am I really worrying you?” she asked.

“Not a scrap.”

“Seriously, I mean. Do you think I ought to do anything?”

“Yes, I think you ought to marry me.” He tried to be nonchalant, but his voice broke.

She did not answer. He thought she quickened her pace a little.

She could have gone through the house to her own rooms, but she left him at the door, taking the carriage way.

“You’re not leaving me like that?” he asked breathlessly, and held her hand. “I love you — you know that.”

“Do you love Charles Peace?” she asked in a strained voice.

“Charles Peace? For God’s sake, what do you mean?” He heard her breathing heavily.

“I am his daughter,” she said, and, tearing her hand from his, she fled round the corner of the house out of sight.
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Alan Mainford stood, petrified with amazement. For a second he could not move.

He had read the words “rooted to the spot” before, and they had had no significance for him; but now he knew exactly what the imaginative writers had meant.

Recovering his normal activity, he ran after her, flew up the wooden ladder and reached the landing just as she slammed the door.

“Open the door, Jane.”

“Go away.” He heard the break in her voice; she was too near to tears for his comfort.

“Open the door or I’ll break the lock!”

The key turned, and he went into the darkened room. She had flung herself on the small sofa, her head upon her arms. He gripped her by the shoulders and pulled her upright.

“Now just tell me what you mean about that piece of nonsense. Is that what has been worrying you all this time?”

“I’m his daughter — isn’t it terrible? Isn’t it horrible!” she sobbed. “I’ve known it for months.” Now he understood and a great load rolled from his mind.

“Is that why you have been meeting him?” She nodded.

“Who told you he was your father?” She would not answer, and he shook her gently. “Who told you this lie?”

“He did. It’s true, my dear — he knows everything. It couldn’t be anything but true. He went by the name of Fenner…Auntie always spoke of the ugly man who was my father, taunted me with it. I knew he was with a circus, but I didn’t dream…” Her voice broke.

He got from her, sentence by sentence, the story of her youth; of the two parents, who, utterly unsuited to one another, had finally parted; of the scandal; of the abortive divorce case.

“He may have read it.”

“He couldn’t have read it. He knows the man’s nickname — everything.”

Alan sat by her side, biting his lips. That the story was a lie he was certain. Who could have primed the little devil with all the details? Then it flashed on him — Madame Stahm. “Did you ever tell madame the story of your life?”

“No. She wanted to know all about my parents, but I would never tell her. I remember she was very much annoyed and said that she could easily find out if she was curious enough.” He got up and began to pace the room, his hands in his pockets.

“That’s where it’s come from — Madame Stahm! She has managed to get the story somehow, and has told this little beast, giving him dates, names, particulars, everything.”

She looked up at him. “You don’t think it’s true?”

“Of course it isn’t true!” he scoffed. “Look at yourself in the mirror and tell me if It’s true! Orchids grow on muck-heaps, but they’re odd kinds of orchids. I’m going to find out the truth about this.” He called that night on a brother doctor and arranged for him to see his patients.

Early in the morning he left for Warwickshire. Jane was not at home when he returned, and he was glad, for he had not finished his investigations. They carried him to Leeds, and to the office of the private inquiry agency which had sent its representative to call upon him.

The agency proved to be a very reticent organization until Alan threatened to make a police court matter of it.

They had been engaged by a client, a lady. (They were discreet to the point of refusing her name, but Alan could guess that.) They had pursued their inquiries, had interviewed the girl’s aunt— “A difficult woman,” said the investigator.

“Very. I interviewed her myself this morning — a cat of cats.”

“I’m inclined to agree with you,” said the investigator.

From this lady they had learned everything they wanted, coloured a little maliciously. The dead scandal had, so to speak, been wrapped in wet moss and its roots still sprouted.

He got back to Sheffield, picked up the girl at the house where she had been attending an elderly lady, who required a companion rather than a nurse, and in the drive home he told her the result of his inquiries.

“It was a lie from beginning to end. Peace was primed to tell you this foul story, and how like madame to invent it! I owe her that one. As for Peace, I owe him a very important duty.” She did not ask what it was, nor, when she retired to her lodgings, why he seemed so anxious to get rid of her.

In the hall of Alan Mainford’s house was a square, polished board, and, resting on double hooks, were a number of hunting crops. He tried them all, chose one, and ordered the complaining Dixon to bring the victoria to the door.

For three hours he searched various public-houses. It was in Darnall, in a low beer-shop, that he found his quarry and beckoned him out into the street.

Peace was without fear in some respects. He could face the violence of the law and its officers with equanimity. But here he harboured the illusion that it was he who had triumphed and the law which had failed. Now he was face to face with his master, a man physically equal and morally ascendant.

“I want to talk to you, Peace.” They walked along the road in silence, the little man eyeing the hunting crop apprehensively. At a lonely spot Alan stopped.

“Is Miss Jane Garden your daughter?”

“That’s no business—” began the man.

“I want the truth from you. If you lie to me, I’ll beat the soul out of you — I may even kill you. Is Jean Garden your daughter?” A sudden silence. Alan stood back; the thong of the whip whistled through the air.

“No!” screamed the little man. “I was kidding her — that’s a joke.”

“Madame Stahm’s joke or yours?”

“I don’t know nothing about Madame Stahm.” Then, as the crop came up: “It was the lady’s idea…a little joke.”

“If It’s a joke, laugh, you swine!” snarled Alan, and the lash fell.

With a scream, Peace backed against the hedge. His hand dropped to his right hand pocket. The pistol was half out when Alan struck again and he fell with a sob to the ground.

“I’ll never forgive you for that, Peace!” Alan spoke between his teeth. “You’re such an ignorant brute that you don’t know how beastly you’ve been.”

“And I’ll never forgive you either, master” — the little man’s face was white with fury. “No man’s ever hit me — twice you’ve done it. Nobody’s done it, nobody’s dared do it, not screws or anyone! One of these days I’ll kill you for it.” And then Alan, who was as great a psychologist as he was a surgeon, delivered his moral coup de grace. He knew this man through and through. If he had not known him, Peace would certainly have killed him in his time.

“Some day,” he said slowly, “you will be brought into my surgery, or into the hospital where I operate, and I shall remember your threat.” He had touched the real weakness of the man. Peace fell on his knees and clawed at his arm.

“For God’s sake don’t say that, master! It’s cruel…It’s wicked! Supposed I had an accident…got shot…you wouldn’t do that? You’re a doctor, you mean mercy. Tell me you wouldn’t do that!…It’ll haunt me, mister. There ain’t a braver man than me, not in the whole world, but that’s what I’m always frightened of. That’s why I never touch a doctor’s house. I never stole a penny from a doctor in my life. You wouldn’t do it, master! You couldn’t be so wicked! The Lord would strike you dead if you did it!” He was almost sobbing when Alan jerked him to his feet.

“Behave yourself, Peace. And take that blow as quits.” The man jerked his head up and down. He was incapable of speech for a moment. When eventually he did speak, his voice was the old familiar whine.

“That settles it — everything. I’ll write to the young lady and tell her.” The letter came to Jane the next morning. It was hand-delivered by a little girl whom Alan recognized as Peace’s daughter.

“DERE MISS, — it was a jok i never ment abut been yor farthur i maid it up so fergif mi prisumson and parden yor hum bel survint.

“Dere Miss, yor farthur i dunt no nore eard of him it was a jok maid up so plese furgif yor obent servint becars i ony ment a jok.

“Yor servint and humbel, CHAS. PEACE.” The girl read the scrawl and, with Alan’s assistance, deciphered it.

“Thank God it was a joke!” she said fervently.

“‘Jok’ is the word you want,” suggested Alan.

It was on that day that Peace, after a heated exchange with Mr Dyson, ended his tirade with the memorable words: “You don’t deserve to have an educated man for your friend!”
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Mr Arthur Dyson, the neighbour of Mr Peace, was dyspeptic, short-tempered, secretive. It was his misfortune that he suffered from a superiority sense, which made him a little unendurable, and certainly had not popularized him either in the surveyor’s office at York or in his new post.

Possibly the superiority was based upon his foreign experience, which is one of the most oppressive forms of vanity. Though he was not a talkative man, there were moments when he would hold forth on the advantage of American institutions over British, or, alternatively, the appalling character of the American people. He was the type of Englishman in whom foreign travel creates new standards for disparagement.

He was insular, narrow, rather querulous, but above all, secretive. The people who met him, or who worked with him, knew as little about him as his neighbours, or, for the matter of that, his wife.

He never ceased to regard her as a social inferior, and it was generally believed that he had married beneath him. If he had a hobby at all, it was steel. This was a period when almost every other man that was to be met in Sheffield had the germ of a patent in his head, or sketched on paper; patent processes, patent converters, methods of extracting silicon, methods of tempering, strange, weird and possibly expensive ways of manufacture; and in the little club which he frequented, inventors were as thick as a smoky atmosphere.

He would sit there, pulling at a thin cigar, listening with a knowing smile to the arguments which waged furiously, or be one of the throng which crowded round a table when some triumphant inventor exhibited a model converter that had “come to him” in a flashing moment of inspiration.

Mr Dyson said very little. He could have said a great deal. It gave him a tremendous amount of satisfaction to know just how much he could say if he so willed. He could tell the stupid engineers, ironmasters and chemists something that would strike them dumb with amazement. He could produce from its hiding-place a phial of pinky-white crystals that would revolutionize the steel industry. And in good time he would.

For the moment he was rather uncertain as to his legal position. He was a cautious man, with a powerful respect for the law. He was all for respectability, desiring the good opinions of his fellows, and this was probably his greatest weakness. For few people are respected by anybody, and honesty is a negative quality. He was regarded as a safe man, quiet and well spoken. His acquaintances said of him that he was ‘quite the gentleman’, which, indeed, he was.

His home life was a continuous strain. His wife, twenty years his junior, was twenty degrees lower in the social scale. He had, he told himself, been deceived by the apparent social equality of all Americans, and had not a sufficient acquaintance with the country and its customs to differentiate between the grades of society which were so subtly but surely separated in the ‘seventies.

If he had lived fifty years later he would have occupied a new detached villa, for which he would have paid by instalments. He would have been a member of a golf club, and owned a small car. But the gradations of English society in the ‘seventies recognized only two classes: the upper and the lower. The lower middle class was slowly emerging from its parent stem and had not yet split into its multitude of branches and twigs.

It irritated him that he should live, because of his limited means, in a poor-class neighbourhood, the tenant of a cheap house, and have as his neighbours common and illiterate working men. Victoria Terrace epitomized a social dead level. That he should have next door but one — happily separated by empty premises — a horrible little man who followed the trade of picture-frame maker and had, by all accounts, a most unwholesome past, was a source of irritation. He resented Mr Peace; he bitterly resented his wife’s friendship with him. Intermittently he hated the ugly little man who came sidling in at teatime to have a clean cup set for him. Worst of all, Peace was obviously trying to ingratiate himself into Mr Dyson’s good graces.

He was foul; kept secreted in a pocket a greasy packet of postcards which somebody had brought from Paris. Judged by a later standard, they were no more than indelicate, but the prim male in Mr Dyson was revolted by the frills and the nudes and the leering smiles of his neighbour as he exhibited them.

“I can’t understand how you have that man in the house — faugh!” he said, and opened the window ostentatiously. Mr Peace had paid one of his evening calls.

“He’s cute,” said Mrs Dyson, “and a gentleman,” she added. “I wish I could say the same of you.”

“Gentleman — huh!” Mr Dyson put on his carpet slippers and his worn smoking jacket, and took down the meerschaum pipe which he kept on the mantelshelf, and which was reaching a stage of ripe brownness.

“I like him; he’s very clever; and when a man’s clever you can forgive anything,” said the woman. “A clever man doesn’t depend on weekly wages. He’ll always earn big money — and spend it.”

Dyson looked at her with a cold and unfriendly eye. “Do you get enough to eat, woman?” he asked.

“Just enough,” she retorted, “and I earn it. I’m a hired help, but I get no wages, and I’ve got the job for life!”

“You can go when you’re tired of it,” he said loftily.

“I’ll go just when I want to go” — she did not raise her voice— “I’m a slave here. You never take me out; I haven’t had a dress for six months.”

“Ask Peace to buy you a dress.” It was an unfortunate remark. He dodged just in time, and the saucer crashed into splinters on the wall behind his head. In an instant he was on his feet.

“One of these days I’ll give you a beating that you won’t forget!” he stormed.

She went out of the room and slammed the door behind her, and was gone a long time. Half an hour passed; he put down the book he was reading and went out into the garden behind. His wife was leaning on the separating wall, talking to the abominable little man. Peace had a big, green parrot perched upon his forefinger, and she was laughing loudly at its antics. He called to her; she barely turned her head in his direction. Mrs Dyson could be very trying.

Peace fascinated her. His repulsive ugliness was almost an attraction. He was a mine of information (mainly wrong) on all sorts of subjects, about which the average man had no knowledge. He could sing; he was an excellent mimic; he could do things with his face that held her in an almost hypnotic stupor. He could recite long scenes from Shakespeare, play tunes of his own composition. One afternoon Mr Dyson returned home early and found his wife sitting on the sofa, listening raptly to a violin obbligato performed on a fiddle with one string. Even he was held by the wild melody, and did not interrupt. When the tune was finished and Peace was smirking his acknowledgments of her ecstatic praise, the storm broke.

“Get out of here before I throw you out!” He gripped the little man by the arm.

Peace very gently pried the fingers loose without an effort.

It was the first exhibition he had given the long man of his amazing strength, and Mr Dyson was impressed, and his manner became milder. Perhaps he thought that the quality of the little man’s music raised him from his lowliness, brought him nearer to the exalted plane on which moved an engineer — a qualified professional man. He was quite affable the next night, and of his own free will invited Peace in to tea. His surrender set a disastrous example. When Mrs Dyson announced her intention, a little defiantly, of going to Sheffield to see some pictures at a gallery with her neighbour, he did not demur. Thereafter the trips were made without any notification to him.

He was pleased, too, with the almost reverent way the little man had framed some photographs of his. He told an acquaintance: “This man Peace is not so bad. He’s very common, of course, but he’s rather amusing.” The man who finds vulgarity amusing takes two steps down.

She came back occasionally from these trips a little incoherent of speech and flushed of face, too ready at the first hint of reproof to pick up the thing nearest to her hand and throw it at the tall man. Except from the annoying hurt to his dignity, he was glad to see her go out, because he was a great dreamer.

He would go into his bedroom, lock the door, and, opening a bottom drawer, take out a blue octagonal bottle of liniment, corked and sealed. It was not exactly what it seemed. By pulling, the whole base of the bottle came away, and in its centre was a small white phial, also corked and sealed, full of little crystals which rattled musically when the phial was shaken.

He used to muse on this, turning it over and over in his hand, dreaming of a palatial London house, carriages and horses, and a box at the opera. He had other dreams: of a wasted man who died in Cleveland, telling his story with feverish and disconcerting rapidity. Mr Dyson had learned his French from the dying man. The exercises of his youth, the confusion of irregular verbs, had suddenly become a language, so that he could follow the story that Eckhardt told, could even understand the intricate processes which he described.

Eckhardt had taken a great liking to Mr Dyson, had probably mistaken his dull silences for wisdom. It had been a fascinating page of life for Mr Dyson. The golden gates of romance had come ajar and he had had a peep at shattering visions. In this little phial was all the glamour of buried treasure hunts, of hidden goldfields, without any of the fatigue and expense of the seeking.

In his dreams Mrs Dyson had no part. She was a chattel, a difficult servant, and no friend. If he ever wanted to take that step he could divorce her. She was degrading him by her association with a man like Peace…But Peace was quite amusing. An ugly little beast, but amusing. Some days he loathed the man, would hardly speak to him in the street, would brush past him with long strides and a gruff “I haven’t any time.” There were scenes in the Dyson household; oppositions of quivering fury; dramatic gestures; a sprinkling of bad language; much broken crockery. He threw a hammer at her and bruised her shoulder. For a week afterwards he had his meals out, and never drank a cup of tea until he had poured out a little in a saucer for the cat, for Mrs Dyson had talked darkly of prussic acid as a solution to her married misery. And he gathered that she had no intention of committing suicide.

Dyson was proceeding slowly to the realization of his dreams. He had visited Mr Wertheimer, a slim, volatile man who did most of his talking with his hands; so full of energy that he ran where he could have walked, and leapt where he could have run. A clever man, without that divine spark of genius essential to complete success.

Mr Dyson used to spend evenings in the little cottage built within the walls of the Silver Steel factory and talk of Eckhardt, who had once been a personal friend and a daily companion of Wertheimer’s. And whenever the little Frenchman led the conversation in a dangerous direction, Mr Dyson would temporize.

He released his information cautiously, item by item. They had known one another for three months before Wertheimer had even a hint that the dead man had discussed the formula with his visitor.

Eckhardt never had a chance of proving his crystals. He was taken ill before the new crucibles were laid down; and, of course, he had no money — not a dollar. The men who intended financing him were ruined in the war — they were on the Confederacy side. Step by step he roused Wertheimer’s interest to fever pitch, and then one day he revealed the fact that Eckhardt’s secret was in his hands.

“He has made the steel! Look at that!” From his pocket he took a thin strip of steel that had the appearance of silver.

Wertheimer seized it excitedly and carried it to the light.

“You have tested it? It is good?” he almost shouted, bending the strip backwards and forwards. “You will give me this, that I may test it — ?”

Dyson shook his head. “No fear,” he said. He almost snatched the strip from the reluctant hand of his host. “I am not a fool. You could analyse that. No, that stays with me.” Thenceforward began a haggling over terms. Wertheimer did not speak for a week. Mr Dyson sat in his lonely sittingroom with a pencil and paper, working out terms that would be advantageous to himself.

Peace was a being transfigured in these days; wore his best suit almost every day, and a flower in his buttonhole; was shaved by a barber and had his shoes polished by a public boot-black. He was in love and exalted in his passion. He also had his dreams: he would take Mrs Dyson to Manchester, open a magnificent shop for her, spending as much as a hundred pounds on stock. Owning a shop was, for Peace, the banner of respectability. He had opened many, legitimately and illegitimately; had plans in his head for an eating-house. This probably followed a successful burglary of a Sheffield provision store, the perpetrator of which was never discovered.

(“Peace,” said Baldy Eltham emphatically, “though it’s a new lay with him. Two cases of butter, four hams and a side of bacon. How he got ’em away is a mystery to me. There was no money in the desk, and he couldn’t open the safe.”)
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Madame Stahm had employed the Leeds inquiry agents for many other purposes.

The list of her suspects now covered two sheets of paper. She had traced not only the associates but the servants of the traitor Eckhardt. Apparently the man had worked at Birmingham for a year before he went to America, and she was obsessed with the notion that one of these was privy to the very secret she was striving to unearth. Moreover, she had succeeded in insinuating an agent of hers into the Silver Steel works, and from him received bi-weekly reports. They were very comforting to madame. She expressed her jubilation to her secretary.

“Wertheimer has failed. Yet I have an idea that the formula has been in his hands and that he hasn’t had the sense to understand it. This girl of his in Manchester has studied science. Their correspondence has become more and more vital, and I would like so much to know what he has told her.”

“You can’t make a second attempt,” suggested Baumgarten.

“Why not?” she demanded. “The girl’s father is a diamond dealer. The police hardly noticed the loss of the letters; they thought the burglar was after a packet of stones which was in the house. They say that he was disturbed, and think that he took the letters under the impression that amongst them was the packet of diamonds. Why shouldn’t he try again? There would be nothing in the house of any value, so there would be no extra guard. I must know what this man is writing to her.”

Baumgarten bit off the end of a cigar and lit it. “We have not seen our dear Charles for quite a long time. Has he made any report about the Dysons?”

A glint of laughter came into the hard eyes of Madame Stahm. “Not yet. He is making no progress at all, except in the wrong direction. He has fallen in love with Madame Dyson.”

Baumgarten leaned back in his chair and laughed softly. “The rat!” he said. “Has it become serious?”

“As serious as it can become. They write each other letters, they meet secretly, the husband is jealous, our Charles is boastful, but I have learned nothing of Eckhardt which is of importance.”

Baumgarten sharpened a pencil with maddening deliberation. “If the husband is jealous does that seem to you very promising, my friend? Is it not from the husband all information must be obtained? And if he is antagonizing Herr Dyson, he seems to be defeating our ends. Does that occur to you?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “Peace has been through their house while they were away; he has examined all their papers, and could find nothing directly or indirectly connected with Eckhardt and his experiments.”

“Perhaps there is nothing to discover. Who knows?”

That Peace was madly in love, not for the first time in his life, was ludicrously true. That he should choose the man who had flogged him as the recipient of his confidences seemed amazingly impossible.

He came into Alan’s surgery about eight o’clock one night, when the last of the patients attending had gone. Alan’s first inclination was to kick him out, but the little man, with his ingratiating smile, his cheerful buoyancy and his staggering friendliness, carried too many moral guns.

“I want to see you, doctor. You’ve always been a good friend of mine” (Alan almost reeled under this shocking accusation) “and I’m in trouble. I always say ‘Go to a doctor if you’re in trouble, not to a parson.’ Doctors are men of the world, parsons know all about heaven and hell and sim’lar fancies, but they know nowt about life.”

Alan pointed to a chair. “Sit down, you unspeakable little blackguard,” he said, and Peace grinned and obeyed.

Apparently he was tickled by this method of address, for, when it soaked into his mind, he rocked with silent laughter for fully a minute. When he had recovered: “It’s about a fancy matter. As a matter of fact, it’s a lady. She’s one of the most lovely women I’ve ever seen, or you’ve ever seen, doctor. There ain’t a woman in England, not at Queen Victoria’s court or on the theatrical stage, that can hold a candle to her. And she’s gone off her head about me.”

“You mean she’s mad? I can well understand that,” said Alan, wilfully dense.

“She loves me and I love her; but her husband can’t stand me.”

“That is remarkable,” said Alan.

Sarcasm was wasted on Peace. He was entirely devoid of any sense of humour, and it struck Alan afterwards that if he had grown mirthful over the gross insult he had offered him when he came into the surgery, it was because he had regarded the description of himself as being grotesquely wide of the mark and overstated.

“This lady — and she is a lady, bred and born—”

“Is she the woman I saw you with?” interrupted Alan brutally. “The woman who was slightly the worse for drink?”

“She drinks very little,” said Peace gravely, “and only then for pains in her inside, so you might say its medicine. You can’t deny, doctor, that she’s got beauty and grace.”

“I do deny it rather emphatically,” said Alan. “But don’t let that arrest the smooth flow of your ecstasies.”

“I don’t know what that means,” said Peace, a little shortly, “but there she is. And me and her don’t know what to do. We thought of running away to America, where she comes from — Cleveland, Ohio: it’s near New York.”

“And leaving her husband?” Peace nodded. “And leaving your wife?”

“She’d be better off without me,” said Mr Peace comfortably. “I’m only a lot of trouble to her. She’d be happier in the workhouse.” The coldblooded relegation of his responsibility to the ratepayers took Alan’s breath away.

“I’ve given up thieving and burglaring,” Peace went on. “I’ve seen the error of my ways, doctor. I lay awake at night, thinking. Suppose I died in my sin?”

He said this impressively. Alan could supply an immediate rejoinder. “I expect the police are worrying about your not dying in your sins! Well, what do you want me to do?”

“I want you to lend me a hundred pounds to pay me fare to America — me and my love,” said Peace, and the effrontery of it left Alan helpless.

“Have you asked Madame Stahm?” he demanded.

Peace shook his head. “I want another hundred pounds from her.”

Alan eyed him steadily. He was no longer finding the interview funny. “I suggest an easy way of getting a hundred pounds,” he said. “Mr Wertheimer offers that amount for any information that will lead to the arrest of the people who kidnapped and killed the man Lamonte.”

Peace stared at him blankly. “Never heard of him.”

“You helped to kidnap him. I’m not suggesting that you killed him, but you’ll be an accessory before the fact, Peace, if we ever find the murderer. I suggest to you that you see Mr Wertheimer, claim the reward, suffer a few years’ imprisonment, and come out and live a virtuous life — in America, for preference.”

Peace shook his head. “I’ve never heard of the man. I wouldn’t hurt a fly meself. You won’t lend me the money? I thought you wouldn’t.”

“How right you were!” chuckled Alan. “Is that all you want to see me about?”

“That’s all.” Peace put on his old cap and shuffled out of the surgery without any adieu.

Why had he come at all? Not to borrow money. He could not have had a hope of being successful. And if he hadn’t come to borrow money, what was the reason for this visit? the psychologist in Alan Mainford examined the situation and found understanding. This little man was genuinely in love. All the extravagant claims he made for Mrs Dyson he believed and reaffirmed. It so obsessed him that he had to talk about it. When events were on his mind he felt impelled to translate them into words for the benefit of an audience, sympathetic or unsympathetic. He was so much in love with this dreary, commonplace woman that he resented the commission that Madame Stahm sent to him, even though it carried a reward greater than any she had ever paid him before — that very hundred pounds which would transport him to a land where his record was not known.

He met Baumgarten at the rendezvous and complained.

“The Manchester police are after me like a bird after seed,” he grumbled. “I dare not stick my nose there. I’m watched day and night. The government know that I’m one of the most dangerous and cleverest criminals in England.”

“Are you afraid that whilst you’re away somebody will steal your lady love?” asked Baumgarten tactlessly, and Peace turned on him in a fury.

“Nobody could ever take a lady away from me!” he stormed. “If you think you can, try it! They worship the ground I walk on. I’ll smash your face in if you say they don’t! You’ve never been doted on — you don’t know what it’s like. Women dote on me, and I’m a gentleman to them always!”

Baumgarten reported to his employer. “This man is getting dangerous. Let me meet him one night and put him out…I could kill him so easily, and it would be fun!”
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Peace went to Manchester by a new route. He travelled by carrier’s cart to Leeds, a long and a tiresome journey which occupied the greater part of the day. Avoiding the main stations, he picked up a slow train, travelled through the night, and reached Liverpool in the early morning. He came from Liverpool by an express that stopped at one station, and stepped out at Manchester Central under the very eyes of the watchful detectives without being recognized.

They saw only an old sailor man who, in place of one hand, showed a stump and a steel hook. He had a seafaring cap on the back of his head and a growth of grey beard. As he crossed the station, labouring under the weight of a big, white kit-bag, nobody could have imagined that he was anything but what he appeared — one of the hands of a ship that had been paid off at Liverpool. His face was stained a dark brown, as though by a tropical sun, though in reality he owed his rich brownness to the well-applied matrix of a walnut, rubbed on his face between Liverpool and his destination.

Hiring a cab, he drove to a new address, one that he had never used before, and that evening set forth on what was to be the first serious adventure of his life.

Police Constable Cock, who patrolled a beat at Whalley Range, was a man with many enemies. He was, as has been said, officious, and, to a certain class, offensive. Zeal in the performance of his duty had brought him into conflict with the large class which lives on the edge of a criminal career.

There were three brothers who lived in a little hut in a nursery garden; steady men, except when one of them was in drink. Cock, who patrolled near their dwelling place, was their bete noir. He had had them in court, and they in turn had offered the usual threats as to what would happen to an officious police constable if he continued to stick his nose into their business.

Of a truth, their business was honest. They were hardworking men, who tied lettuces and picked raspberries in the fields, and went to bed early and rose with the dawn. Of their existence Peace had no knowledge.

He was not concerned with private feuds that night when he dropped over a back wall and made his way to the house that he had burgled before. He had only one desire, and that was to get back to Darnall and to the woman who had enslaved him and who was now showing a distressing coolness.

It was an August night, rather cool. Rain had fallen, and that was all to the good, for it emptied the streets of possible witnesses by the time the moon “came out”. The house from the back was in darkness. He saw no light in the kitchen, but when he made an attempt to force the door, as he had done on a previous occasion, he found it was bolted, and had recourse to the pantry window, that never-failing avenue to illicit gains.

He had an extraordinary memory for detail, observed unerringly that the grandfather clock had been moved from one side of the passage to the other, and that the stairs, which on his previous visit had had a red carpet, were now covered with a carpet of a greenish hue.

The girl’s bedroom was locked, but that presented no difficulty. In five minutes he was in the room, and by the shaded light which a candle lantern cast had cleared the bureau of correspondence.

There was no interruption; he closed the door behind him, went quickly down the stairs, unbolted the back door and let himself out. Very cautiously he came to the front of the house, walking on the grass to avoid the noisy gravel. Although he could see or hear nothing, and there was no apparent danger, he moved stealthily from one cover to another.

There was, it appeared, justification for this, for presently he heard voices, and, peeping over the hedge, saw two policemen and a civilian talking together three houses down the street, and on the opposite side of the road. He saw one of the policemen go into a garden, presumably to test the door. There was no time to be lost; he vaulted over the wall.

As he did so he saw a policeman crossing the road to meet him and increased his pace. He heard the scrunch of heavy boots, and a hand gripped him and pulled him round.

“I thought so!” said an exultant voice. “You’re the little dog that gave me a punch on the jaw!” Peace wrenched back, trying to free himself. The policeman was groping for his whistle. Exerting all his strength, he tore himself away. But the man was at his heels.

Peace spun round with a snarl. Before him he saw the drab vision of Dartmoor, the loss of liberty, the loss of the woman…obliteration…a life sentence.

His revolver came up. There was a crashing report…another. The policeman staggered. Leaping over the wall, Peace ran quickly round a house, crossed a fence at the back, over a field. He had no remorse, no compunction. He had shot a natural enemy, killed him perhaps, and it did not disturb his night’s sleep.

He was back in Sheffield by the following afternoon, having taken a circuitous route. But the real cause of his delay was his efforts to get rid of the walnut stains on his face. In this he was partly successful — Sergeant Eltham saw him in town and noticed nothing peculiar about him.

There was no search for Peace, and for a good reason. When he opened the newspaper that evening he read that three brothers named Harbron had been arrested for the crime and would be charged with murder. The news promised a novel and not unpleasing experience.

“I am going up to Manchester to hear that trial,” he said.

Life was becoming a little difficult for him. Madame Stahm was more and more exacting; but her chief offence lay in her vanished interest in Peace the musician. No longer did she call him from his bed to soothe her nerves. Once he had taken his fiddle with him, and had been expressly asked not to play. He was cut to the quick, was almost in tears when he left that grim house.

Mrs Dyson, too, was hurting him, had grown conscious of her power and was avoiding him, giving as an excuse the jealousy of her husband. Peace had tried to make friends with him, had waylaid him in odd places, forced his attentions upon the thin man, and had been rebuffed rudely. And when he had tried to speak to this bold pink-faced woman she had met his advances coldly, and her studied politeness developed into recriminations. She could storm like a fishwife, arms akimbo, wagging her head in her fury.

“How dare you tell my husband you’ll take him out and show him the sights!” she demanded shrilly. “My husband is a gentleman!”

“Ain’t I a gentleman?” demanded the little man, tremulous with rage.

“He’ll be a rich gentleman, too. He could buy Darnall lock, stock and barrel. He’ll be worth millions…” Peace was desperate. Out came that snubnosed revolver of his; his face was working convulsively, his lips flecked with foam. He had the appearance of a savage dog of an uncertain breed. They screamed at one another like two furies before she went in and slammed the door behind her.

He was losing ground, becoming unimportant. It worried him, set him gnawing his knuckles in the little kitchen which he had turned into a workroom. Not once did he think of the dead policeman and three agonized men awaiting trial for their lives for the crime he had committed. If he read about them, as he did in the newspapers, he took an impersonal interest in the event, and found the satisfaction which is only to be had by the man who has exclusive knowledge, and knows all outside conjectures to be hopelessly wrong.

He had read of the inquest and the account of the police court proceedings, had noticed certain discrepancies which he felt like rectifying. One witness said he saw a dirty little tramp near the scene of the murder. Peace was furious, knowing that it was he who had been seen. But these were the merest sidelights of interest: he concentrated his attention upon the woman who had loved him, spent his nights prowling round the house, peering into windows, overlooking the couple as they sat at their meal, hurtling notes at her, some of which never reached their objective.

He did everything he could to bring her back to him. The heart of the man was wrung with grief in those days. He set his parrot and his canaries on the wall, where she could see them; left in her path significant souvenirs of their secret rendezvous; and when he learned that she was preparing to move away he grew frenzied, attacked the husband in the street and threatened him. The dyspeptic Mr Dyson, in genuine fear of his life, applied for a warrant. When Baldy came to serve it, his quarry, warned in advance, had gone. It was Madame Stahm who offered him seclusion and sanctuary.

But one night spent in that big house was enough for Peace. He came back to his old haunts secretly. He saw the woman go out and dogged her footsteps, watched the preparations for their departure and decided to trail them.

One night Mrs Dyson went out and left by train for an unknown destination. Peace came back like a lost soul to the house she had left. He was watching it, brooding on it from a secluded hiding-place, when a cab drove up and a man alighted. Evidently he instructed the cabman to wait farther up the road. He talked to the man for a while, and in the light of the lamp Peace recognized the visitor.

Wertheimer!

He became suddenly the bond slave of Madame Stahm, and for once pleasure accorded with duty, for Wertheimer went straight to the Dysons’ house and was instantly admitted by a servant, who had evidently been waiting for the arrival of the cab.

A slight mist was rising. If it grew thicker it would be to the advantage of the little mall. He slipped round the back of the house and made a brief survey of the situation. The kitchen door was unlocked. The Dysons had an occasional servant, but she was a daily girl.

Slipping off his shoes, he walked into the kitchen, opened the door carefully and listened. He heard the murmur of voices in the front room. To all appearance from the front of the house this room was in darkness. He discovered later that the heavy curtains had been drawn across the windows. The door of the drawingroom was closed and he heard Wertheimer’s excited voice: “…Proof, my friend, proof…Always you are telling me, but never you give me proof.”

“Wait a minute!” He heard the high-pitched voice of Dyson and his step as he crossed the room.

Peace had time to shrink under the stair when the door opened and the man came out. If he went to the kitchen and turned his head he could not fail to see the intruder. Fortunately, he went upstairs, was gone a few minutes, returned again and closed the door behind him, a little carelessly, for the catch did not fasten, and after a while the door moved slightly ajar. Peace crept nearer.

Through this narrow aperture he saw the two men. The room itself was in disorder; the pictures had been taken down in preparation for the Dysons’ departure to another house. They sat at the bare table, and the long man, who towered grotesquely above his companion, held in his hand a large phial which was heavily sealed and bore a white label. It contained something which rattled metallically when he shook it.

“Now, I’m telling you,” said Dyson. He had a slight American accent. “Eckhardt gave me this a week before he died.”

“Why didn’t you say so before?” demanded the agitated voice of Wertheimer.

“I wasn’t going to show my hand. I made you an offer — you have to trust me—”

“I trust nobody,” said Wertheimer, “nobody, nobody! Why should I? She has taken my men, and she has killed them — I know. Am I a fool? Am I stupid? Do I not see? I can trust nobody. If you had told me you had the crystals—”

“I told you yesterday.”

“May I have the bottle?” demanded Wertheimer.

Peace saw the tall man draw the phial back.

“No, you can’ t. I’d look foolish if I let you have the phial. All you’d have to do would be to analyse it, and where should I be? I can give you all the information you want — temperatures, everything. He told me that before he died and I made a note of it, here!” He tapped his narrow forehead.

Wertheimer was half convinced. He looked hungrily at the little bottle which contained all that he had sought for so many years. The crystals were agglomerate, he guessed. There would be half a dozen or more chemical elements that must be separated.

“You have tried to sell to Madame Stahm?”

“I won’t deal with her.” Dyson’s voice was raised haughtily. “Eckhardt told me about her, and I promised him. I’m the sort of man that never breaks a promise. There’s my price, Mr Wertheimer: I want sixty thousand pounds cash, which I’ll undertake to put in a bank and not touch. I’ll also undertake that if this process does not give you what you want, the money shall be refunded. I can’t say fairer than that.”

Sixty thousand pounds! Peace gasped. Sixty thousand…! His head swam at the colossal figure. That bottle was worth all that money! Beads of sweat broke out on his forehead as the significance of this conversation slowly began to dawn upon him.

He made up his mind quickly. If Wertheimer agreed and carried the bottle away with him, he would take it. If the bottle remained in the house he would take it. Madame Stahm must know.

Dyson crossed the room to close the door. Peace shrank back down the passage and waited in the kitchen, listening to the murmur of voices. There was no need to take any risk. When the door opened, somebody would say something which would tell him all he wanted to know. He had not long to wait: the parlour door opened again, and he heard Wertheimer’s voice: “…not so much money at the bank, but it is procurable. You will see me on Saturday, when I shall arrange.” So the phial was to remain in the house.

Peace slipped out through the kitchen door and regained his place of observation at the front of the house. He saw Wertheimer come out and drive away, and ten minutes after the front door opened and Dyson, in a heavy ulster, came out and walked swiftly in the direction that his visitor had taken.

Peace waited till he was out of sight and worked his way to the back of the house. But now the kitchen door was closed and bolted. With the agility of a monkey he swung himself up to the top of the kitchen roof, pushed up a sash and was in the house and the Dysons’ bedroom in a few minutes.

He was handicapped by having made no preparations for a search. There was a street lamp which afforded a certain amount of light. He dared not put a match to a candle for fear Dyson came back or somebody saw him. He began his search of the untidy bedroom in the half dark, groping beneath pillows, under mattresses, in drawers and cupboards, fumbling through packets and finding nothing.

None of the drawers was locked; that was an ominous sign. Would the long man have taken the bottle with him? It seemed possible. Indeed, it amounted to a certainty, he decided.

He crept out of the house the way he had come, closed the window noiselessly behind him, and dropped from the kitchen roof to the ground.

Where had Dyson gone? He was not a man who went abroad at night, though he was a member of a political club. All that night Peace hung about, waiting for the tall man’s return. When he came, and Peace saw his companion, he knew that for the night no attempt could be made. Walking by Dyson’s side, and looking absurdly small, was the bearded Baldy. He was talking loudly. Peace heard his name mentioned as he melted into the darkness.

It was nearly two o’clock in the morning when he pulled the rusty bell at Brinley Hall. He had had a long and tiring walk; he was hungry; jealousy and cupidity had intensified his natural ferocity. Baumgarten, a man of keen mental perceptions, sensed the mood of the man when he admitted him, and did not attempt to be facetious.

“Madame is in bed.”

“Then Madame had better get up,” said Peace loudly. “And I want some food and a quart of beer.” Peter Baumgarten was more intrigued than annoyed. He showed his visitor into a small diningroom and, ringing the bell for a servant, gave orders for a meal to be served.

“What brings you out so late tonight, Mr Peace?”

“Mr Peace, eh?” sneered the little man. “That’s not the way you talked to me the last time I was here. Are you going to wake the old girl?”

“Madame Stahm has been informed that you are here. If she wishes to see you she will see you.” They brought in a folding table and opened it before the uncouth figure who sat huddled in a chair. Baumgarten went to his desk; this was his own bureau.

“I’ve got something private to tell her. She knows me. I don’t come out here in the middle of the night for nowt.” He was in his ugliest temper. Baumgarten had never seen him in such a mood before, and wondered what would be the effect one upon the other of this truculent little man and Madame Stahm. All day long she had been moody, difficult to deal with. She had had a fit of hysteria following Baumgarten’s very sane revelation that already she had spent more money in pursuing the phantom steel than she could hope to recover in her lifetime.

Whilst he was pondering this matter she swept into the room. Usually she was careful about her appearance, fussed over her toilette for hours. The very fact that she came into the room wearing her oldest dressing-gown was in itself a danger signal.

“What do you want?” she demanded of Peace. He glowered up at her, his jaws munching. “Do you think you can come here when you wish, little murderer?”

He thought of a dozen retorts, but offered the only one that was likely to produce a sensational reaction. “That Dyson has got a bottle of crystals that he’s selling to Wertheimer for sixty thousand pounds.”

There was a dead silence.

“Crystals? What do you mean?” Her voice and her manner changed instantly. “Now, little man, don’t be cross with me. I do not like to be wakened up in the middle of the night. What crystals?”

He enjoyed his sensation. “A fellow gave them to him in America — Eck — something.”

“Eckhardt!” Baumgarten and the woman spoke together. Peace nodded.

“That’s what the long fellow said. Eckhardt lived with him.”

“I know that,” said Madame Stahm. “He is offering them for sixty thousand pounds…has he sold the crystals to Wertheimer?”

“No, he hasn’t,” said Peace. “Wertheimer ain’t got the money. After they’d both gone out I got into the house and searched the bedroom, but there was nothing there; no drawers locked, or cupboards or trunks or anything, I didn’t lose any time, me lady. When I heard what they were talking about, said I to meself: ‘That bottle goes to Madame Stahm.’”

She leaned over and patted his hand, her face, beaming. “Good man! And you got them?”

“No, I keep telling you I didn’t get them,” he growled. “This fellow must have had ’em with him. I waited till he came back, but Baldy was with him, and Baldy carries a shooter.”

She said something very quickly to Baumgarten in Russian, and he replied in the same language.

“Now tell me everything, my dear little friend — every word.”

Peace had one remarkable gift: his memory was stenographic. What he told his attentive audience now was a faithful record of the conversation he had overheard, adding nothing, subtracting nothing. The woman pinched her lower lip, deep in thought, her eyes fixed upon the carpet.

“He had it all the time, then,” she said slowly, “waiting for the moment. That is why he has been negotiating with Wertheimer. He would not come here because Eckhardt made him promise — Eckhardt is a devil, a beast!” Baumgarten said something else in Russian and she nodded. “You can get him? You can watch him day and night.”

“No, I can’t,” growled Peace. “There’s a warrant out for me. I dare not go near the place. If I could get them to withdraw that it would be easy.” Evidently she knew about the warrant. There must have been something in the newspapers about it.

“You are a little fool to threaten people and to produce your ridiculous revolver in public. You are too free with that revolver. Some day it will bring you to the gallows.”

He was in no mood to be told his faults. Rather, he desired a little praise for his enterprise and acumen. He said as much.

“Of course you have been wonderful,” she soothed him. “But that bottle of crystals, my friend, that we must have.” Again Baumgarten spoke in Russian, and she replied at some length.

“Very good,” she said. “You can stay here, my little dear. I will have a bed made for you, and you shall go out again and find me the bottle and the crystals, and you shall be a rich man.”

Peace lay in a bed of unparalleled luxury that night, but he did not sleep. Where had Dyson hidden the phial? He was almost certain that the man had not taken it out with him, that it was still somewhere in that room, in a place easy of access.

What had he seen in the room? In one of the drawers he had found an octagonal bottle of liniment; it was securely corked and sealed, a bottle of a popular remedy which could be bought at the chemist’s and obviously had not been opened. He had found a set of surveyors’ drawing instruments, an old tobacco jar. There could be no panels in the wall; the room was papered and the walls were of the thinness one expects in that class of house. Behind the pictures? Or in the box mattress?

No, it was somewhere where he could slip it away in an instant, recover it in an instant. He had not been upstairs more than a minute. He had followed Wertheimer out of the house in almost as short a space of time, and even then he had had leisure to lock and bolt the back door.

Peace tossed from side to side all through the night, long after dawn came, thinking over and revisualizing every object he had seen in the room, and an idea began to take definite shape in his mind — he resolved to put his theory to the test that night.

He had many friends in Darnall, friends he met frequently, who gave him information as to the activities of the police. One of these he had charged to see Dyson and bring them to withdraw the charge against him.

To say that his neighbours were ignorant of his true character is paying small tribute to their intelligence. Mr Dyson might suspect, but surely the shrewd Mrs Dyson knew. Peace was a boaster, a man who could not keep that glib tongue of his from wagging. Mrs Dyson, in fact, had no doubt as to the truth about the man long before the break came.

Peace managed to convey word to a crony and met him in a field. He gave detailed instructions to the man, who was all too willing to be his agent. At eleven o’clock that night, when most of the shops were closed, there came a knock at the Dysons’ door and the tall man answered it. He recognized the neighbour.

“Well, what do you want?” He was a man superior to his environment and never lost sight of the fact.

The caller told a glib story. One of his children had been taken ill, and he wanted to know if they had any Selby’s Liniment in the house.

“No, we haven’t,” said Dyson brusquely, and shut the door in the caller’s face.

That ruffled man went in search of Peace and told him, and Charles Peace grinned. Now he knew that his guess had been a shrewd one. The bottle contained no liniment, was not even a bottle in the strict sense of the word. There was an aperture in its base, into which a smaller phial might fit. He had seen such things used by people who smuggled narcotics from the Continent. That was where the precious crystals were.

When he went to sleep it was broad daylight, but he slept long and soundly, for he had the contented mind of one who had overcome great difficulties.
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There came to Alan Mainford’s surgery that day, at the usual visiting hour, an abnormally tall man. He had the superior manner of one who desired to be regarded as an equal, and Alan had too large an acquaintance with the type to look upon him as being in any way singular.

His complaint was a prosaic one; a fish-bone had lodged in his attenuated throat, and if he had been enduring a major operation without the employment of anaesthetics he could not have made a greater fuss. Lying on a couch, which his long legs overlapped, he demanded caution, care, particulars of the instruments to be used, the amount of pain to be inflicted, the danger to be faced, the possibilities of complications and after-effects — all this preliminary to the insertion of a mirror and forceps. When the actual extraction began he writhed, gripped Alan’s arm, almost swallowed the mirror. Finally Alan went in search of Jane Garden. She was in her room, enjoying a day’s rest.

“I’ve got two yards of childhood on my sofa. He’s got a fish-bone in his throat. Will you come and help me? Perhaps your presence will shame him into behaving like a grownup man.” She put down her book and followed him down the wooden steps into the yard.

But her presence had little effect upon the patient, except to increase his alarm, when she was introduced as “Nurse Garden.”

“My God, is it as bad as that?” he asked, hollowly. “Do you think you ought to see another surgeon, doctor?”

“I’ve brought this lady here,” said Alan wearily, “in the hope that you’ll be so heartily ashamed of making a fuss in a woman’s presence that you’ll let me do this simple little job — it isn’t even an operation.” It was a quarter of an hour before he grabbed the end of the bone and brought it to light.

“Thank God that’s over!” said the visitor, mopping his brow. “Dyson’s my name. I’m an engineer up at L.N.E. I’m not used to English surgeons; I’ve been in America for some time. The surgery is more up-to-date there.”

“Do they swallow fish-bones in America too?” asked Alan innocently.

“I don’t know whether they swallow fish-bones,” said the other stiffly, “but they know how to take them out. What is your fee?”

“I shall charge you nothing,” said Alan; “the experience has been worth the money.” His visitor evidently had little sense of humour. He also had no regular medical attendant, he confessed. What was very apparent was that he had been very frightened and very much shaken by this little inconvenience, Alan bade him sit down for a little while before he went out, and brought him a brandy and soda.

Under the influence of the stimulant he relaxed, and though he was not usually a talkative man, and his pomposity was a little irritating, he became quite interesting on the habits and customs of the native-born American.

“In Cleveland I had a wonderful home. It’s quite different here. A slum, sir, with the most dreadful people for neighbours. There is no accommodation in Sheffield for a gentleman of limited means: he must either herd with the swine or go out into the country, which is extremely inconvenient, although naturally I should have a free pass over the railway. Are you interested in steel?” Alan was not interested in steel.

“I have a slight interest in a patent converter,” began Mr Dyson.

Alan laughed.

“It’s difficult to meet anybody in Sheffield who hasn’t a slight interest in a patent converter,” he said. “You can’t get into the Patent Office for the crowd. Everybody in Sheffield is inventing something, if it’s only an excuse for not paying their doctors.”

“If—” began Dyson, his hand moving towards his pocket.

“That was a tactless remark, but I am not your doctor; and it is notorious that the good Samaritan had no pay for his service. All the bad Samaritans, one presumes, charge double.” He had Mr Dyson at sea here. Just as he was going, the tall man — he must have stood six feet six in height — asked casually: “I suppose you wouldn’t know — no, of course, you wouldn’t.”

“I wouldn’t know a converter from a crucible, if that’s what you were going to ask me.”

“No, I was not,” said Mr Dyson testily. “You’ve told me you know nothing about steel — that is sufficient. The man I was going to mention is a person called Peace.”

“What — Charles Peace?” Alan’s eyebrows rose.

“Do you know him?”

“In a sense I know him,” smiled Alan. “I had the satisfaction of horsewhipping him the other day, and on a previous occasion I had the great pleasure of knocking him down in the presence of his fair but inebriated lady friend.”

Dyson blinked at this. “You knocked him down? Was that about…?” He gave a date, and Alan, considering, nodded.

“Did he throw a man over the fence into a glass frame?”

“Oh! You saw it, too, did you?” asked Alan.

“No, sir,” said Mr Dyson. He had become suddenly very stiff. “The lady — um — was not his lady friend, as you call it, she was — um — my wife.” He coughed. Alan was momentarily embarrassed. “When you say she was — um — inebriated—”

“I mean, of course, that she was overcome by the heat,” said Alan.

The tall man considered this for a long time, staring gloomily at the carpet. “She is a good wife, but a little — um — wilful. It is a great mistake to marry, as it were, beneath one. Classes should not mix. I am moving my home in consequence. It is — um — very unfortunate.” He paused again. Alan was at a loss for words, excuses, pleasing lies. He also maintained a silence which had in it the quality of discretion. “But she was not inebriated. Good morning.”

“An extraordinary man,” said Jane, when he rejoined her in the sittingroom.

“A friend of a friend of Peace, he said, but not, I gather, a personal friend of Peace. Mr Dyson — I’ve got an idea I’ve heard about him. He’s so tall he had to have a special desk built for him.”
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In the evening business took Peace to Banner Cross, and here he had a shock.

Almost the first person he saw when he reached that suburb was Mr Dyson. There was no mistaking that lanky man; he towered above all other pedestrians. Mrs Dyson was trotting at his side, a subdued but rather dignified Mrs Dyson, conscious of her coming wealth and position, fearfully anxious perhaps to end a friendship which was proving as dangerous as it was distasteful.

They turned abruptly and went into a house. The “To Let” signs were still pasted on the windows. This was where they were moving, then. Peace noted the house, and, making his way to the region of Darnall, met his wife and made secret arrangements for moving his home to Hull. Obviously he could no longer stay in that neighbourhood unless the warrant against him was withdrawn.

The Dysons’ house at Darnall was dark, untenanted. Somebody told him that the moving had not begun. He went round to the back, found the kitchen window open and got inside. The furniture was packed up ready for removal. The bed in the front room had been taken to pieces, and was a disordered litter of iron laths and rolled mattresses. He saw that the dressing-table had been moved, and his heart sank. Pulling open drawer after drawer, his fears were realized; the contents had been taken out. The bottle was probably in Dyson’s pocket at that moment.

If he could see the woman, have a few words with her, his quest might be simplified. But he dared not show his face in daylight — not in Darnall.

He slept in the town that night and was at Banner Cross early in the morning. He even went into the house to reconnoitre before the furniture van arrived. After a few hours it came. Mr Dyson had a day off from the office, arriving genteelly by cab. Peace waited till the man had gone in, then made his bold move. The woman heard her name called and turned with a frightened start.

“What are you doing here?” she quavered. “You wicked man…don’t you know there’s a warrant out for you?”

“There’ll be a warrant out for you, me lady,” he said unpleasantly. “I want you to help me — get him to go to the police and withdraw that summons.”

She looked round fearfully; her husband was not in sight, but there were curious spectators, some of whom must have recognized Peace. She had made a solemn vow to her husband that she would never see the man again. “I can’t; he wouldn’t do it.”

“Suppose I show him the letters?”

Her eyes opened wide. “Have you got them? You said you burnt them!”

Peace grinned. “It doesn’t matter what I said, I’ve got them all right. Suppose I show him those little notes that the grocer’s boy brought, eh? That’d make him sit up! And you too. See me tonight.”

“I can’t,” she said desperately. “Be reasonable, Charles.”

“Don’t call me Charles; my name’s Mr Peace,” he said bitterly. “After all I’ve done for you, the music I’ve played for you, the things I’ve told you, the money I’ve spent on you!”

“We’re going away tonight,” she said quickly. “Come back in a week’s time. Our livingroom is at the back. If you whistle I’ll hear you.”

“What are you going away for?” he asked suspiciously.

“We’re going to London. Mr Dyson has a holiday.”

Should he tell her about the bottle? The idea occurred to him but was instantly rejected. In her present mood she would certainly betray him, and Dyson would find some other hiding place.

She was terrified now lest her husband should see her and almost pushed him away just before Dyson came to the door to look for her.

“Who was that man?” He was a little shortsighted and had not recognized Peace.

“The milkman,” she said glibly. “He wanted to know if he could supply us with butter and eggs.” Whether she was telling the truth about going away for her holiday, Peace did not trouble to investigate. His curiosity was calling him to Manchester. The trial of the Harbron brothers was to start on the following Tuesday. Mr Peace promised himself a new sensation. It was characteristic of him that when he arrived in Manchester, though he was unchallenged at the station, he should go immediately to the Central Police Office and report his presence.

“I’m up here on business, sir,” he said to the inspector.

“What business?” asked that sceptical official.

Peace told the truth.

“Want to go into court and hear the trial?” said the amazed inspector. “Don’t you get enough experience out of your own trials, Peace — we’ve had you here twice, haven’t we?”

“Yes, sir, twice for a sixer. I was innocent, but I bear no malice. One thing they do teach you in prison, sir, is Christian charity. I’m a different man now, sir — I’d rather have me right hand cut off than take a penny that didn’t belong to me.”

“Where’s your harp, angel?” asked the brutal cynic. “No, I’m afraid I can’t get you a ticket for the public gallery: you’ll have to take your place and get admission with the others. You’ll be doing a little burglary, I suppose, to pass the long winter evenings?”

Peace smiled sadly. “In the evenings,” he said simply, “I knit!” Which was true. Most of the socks he wore were of his own manufacture. The inspector had something facetious to say about fancy needlework, but he was in a good humour and that was everything.

Peace watched the opening of the trial with professional interest. He knew all the routine of it, though he had never seen a murder trial before or noticed that the Clerk of the Court used the phrase with which the trial opened.

“Gentlemen of the jury, the prisoner whom you have in charge pleads not guilty and puts himself on God and his country.” He wondered if he, when he stood in exactly the same place as the two anxious looking men were standing (one had been discharged), would put himself on God and his country. He rather liked the phrase and repeated it to himself. Yet…

Suppose a man were an atheist? They’d no right to bring religion into it without a prisoner’s permission. And suppose he were a foreigner, how about his country then? Peace invariably argued matters like this.

The men in the dock interested him: big, ungainly fellows, obviously distressed by their position. He was curious to know what circumstances had brought them there. It was a great lark, sitting up in the gallery, elbows on the ledge, chin resting on the back of his mittened hands, watching two men being tried for a murder which he had committed! He felt no compunction, no pity, no uneasy stirring of conscience.

He was impatient to know how the police had pieced together this charge against them. Lies, of course — the police always lied. They were never happy unless they were getting some poor bloke into quod. But what kind of lies?

He sat immobile whilst the opening counsel eulogized the devotion and patriotism of the dead policeman. How did the prisoners come into it? He learned very soon. There had been a police court case against them; they had threatened the dead man in the hearing of landladies and barmaids and casual drinkers at the pub which they frequented. They were poor men: two of three brothers, who lived in a hut planted in the middle of a fruit garden owned by a nurseryman. Nobody had seen them shoot the man, but there were the footprints.

A pompous and completely self-satisfied inspector produced the boots. Peace knew that thousands of men were wearing boots of a similar pattern, with exactly the same number of nails, but the jury were impressed. He was highly dramatic, this police inspector; described his deductions, how he rushed into the hut where the prisoners were sleeping, how, with great prescience, and before he knew anything about the footprints, he had taken the prisoners’ boots away; and the jury were more impressed.

The judge was nervous; a new man to Peace, obviously inexperienced. He had not even the courage of other people’s convictions, for he vacillated, disagreed with both counsel in turn, and offered conclusions which were acceptable to neither.

Day after day Peace listened, until there arrived the fatal moment when the black cap was spread on the judge’s head, and, in sober terms, he sent one of the brothers to the scaffold and one to freedom.

“I don’t believe he done it.”

The member of the public who offered this opinion to his fellow occupant of the public gallery was Mr Charles Peace.

“I think,” said the man to whom he addressed the remark, “they all ought to have been hung — all three of ‘em. There’s too many Irish in Manchester.” He was a typical member of the great proletariat.

Peace was very impressed and moved, for he had never seen a murder trial before. The inspector, who happened to be in the court, met him as he emerged and asked him his impressions.

“I don’t think he done it, sir,” said Peace again.

“Can you suggest who did?” asked the other sarcastically. “You wouldn’t like to say that you did it, would you?”

Peace shook his head. “Human life is sacred to me, sir,” he said. “I’ve never hurt a fly.”

“I’d like to hear what the flies say about that before I believe you,” said the officer.

Which, as Peace said, was ridiculous, for flies can’t talk, unless their buzzing is a language.
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His stay in Manchester had not been unprofitable. There were others who were less fortunate. The man who sat next to him on the first day confessed to him over a pot of beer and some bread and cheese that he was on his beam-ends. He was a very respectable-looking man, smooth-faced, deferential, nicely spoken. He had been a butler in a noble family at St Anne’s. Butler — like, he put this interpretation upon his employment. He had, in fact, been a parlour-man to a wealthy Liverpool shipbroker, who, in some mysterious fashion, and for services which were rather obscure, had received the honour of knighthood. He had left because he couldn’t stand her ladyship.

All this he said over the first lunch. At the second Peace heard more of the truth. The handyman had left in a hurry, and his exit had been accelerated by the toe of the broker’s boot. There was a little silver missing, not enough to justify a prosecution. There was a weeping housemaid and a furious mother to be appeased.

The broker knight very generously said that the girl could come back and resume her employment after it was all over.

Peace had no patience with liars, and, once he had discovered a discrepancy, was not satisfied until he had the stark truth. But he liked the man; he was well spoken, a gentleman; more of a gentleman than Mr Dyson. He might be extremely useful.

Peace pigeonholed him for future reference, asked questions about the house, the quantity and quality of the silver, the method of safeguarding the household treasures. Was there a dog? The pantry window, now — did it have all those silly bars in front of it? All of which the ex-servant answered to Peace’s satisfaction, but added information which was less entertaining.

“The governor’s a great pistol shot,” he said. “The walls of the library are covered with prizes — a left-handed shooter. I’ve seen him hit a sixpence when it was tossed in the air. He’s got seven revolvers in the gun-room, all of them presented to him…” Peace changed the subject and lost all interest in the broker knight and his indubitable treasures.

It was on his advice that Carton — that was the name he gave — came with him to Sheffield.

“I know Sheffield — I used to work for a gentleman.”

“He must have come to Sheffield when I wasn’t there,” said Peace sarcastically.

Until this moment Peace had been very reticent, and spoken scarcely at all of himself. On the journey, warming to the companionship and sympathy of his newfound friend, he told the story of his life, his loves, and some of his adventures. He explained his importance, hinted at wealthy friends; but always the subject came back to the chatelaine of a newly rented house in Banner Cross.

“I’ve only got to lift me finger and she’d leave her husband tomorrow. She’s always saying ‘Charles, take me away.’ Wants me to open a shop in Liverpool. A lady, mind you. There ain’t a prettier girl in England.”

“This girl I was telling you about—” began the ex-butler.

“It’s funny how women dote on me,” Peace went on. “There was a girl in Hull that used to follow me about the streets like a dog. I had to stop her. I said: ‘It’s not ladylike.’ When I got up in the morning she’d be sitting on the step, waiting for me to open the door. She was one of the most beautiful creatures you ever saw; rather a stout girl with red hair. I never did like thin women.”

“This girl I was telling you about—” the butler began again.

“I’ve broke up more homes than any man you could name,” said Peace. “I’ve never wanted to — I’m a Godfearing man. There’s a woman up in Manchester who committed suicide because I wouldn’t talk to her — as pretty as a picture, she was, and her husband was a titled gentleman. There’s a ladyship down in Sheffield that cries if I don’t go and see her.”

“This girl I was talking about—” said the butler for the third and last time.

“It’s something in a man,” said Peace. “It’s not his looks or his age or his height, It’s his spirit.”

“I daresay,” said the butler, relapsing into baffled silence.

When Peace reached the house of call where messages were left for him, he received an urgent summons to attend upon his wealthy employer. He had only five minutes to reach the place where the victoria was waiting, but he might have been more leisurely if he had foreseen the slowness of that drive. A heavy fog had settled on the countryside, and the horses moved at a walking pace almost throughout the whole of the journey.

He did not go to the Hall. Halfway from Sheffield a big cottage stood back from the road. To Peace’s knowledge it had been unoccupied for four years and was reputedly haunted, since its previous owner had hanged himself in an outhouse.

Before this habitation the victoria stopped.

“The lady’s in there,” said the coachman, speaking with some difficulty, for he had a very slight knowledge of the English language.

Peace got down grumbling, opened the gate, walked down the flagged path and knocked at the door. It was Baumgarten who admitted him.

“You’re late, my friend,” he said, and closed the door. Then, taking the little man almost affectionately by the arm, he led him into a large front room, which smelt musty and was only half furnished.

“Madame Stahm will be down in a little time,” he said. “She has taken this cottage to be nearer to the works. Also” — he looked Peace straight in the eyes “to make a home for a little friend of ours who may find it convenient to be a long time absent from Sheffield.”

“Me, do you mean?” asked Peace in surprise.

Baumgarten nodded. “We have heard of your sufferings and the trouble you have had with the police, my poor friend.” His sympathy was entirely spurious, but Peace, for all his peculiar perceptions, was impervious to sarcasm, and seldom recognized it. On the other hand, he was ready to accept even oblique tributes to his importance. “Madame bought the house for a few hundred pounds. There are provisions here; these will save you the trouble and risk of going to the shops. If you could think of a man who would act as servant here without exciting the suspicion of the police, that would make it easier.”

“Don’t talk to me about servants,” said Peace, roughly. “What’s the lay? You mean I’ve got to stay here till things blow over? Suppose the police came?”

“This is the last place in the world they would think of searching.”

The little man looked around uneasily. “I don’t see through all this gammon,” he said. “The police warrant is nothing. I’m going to get the lady to withdraw the summons. What can they charge me with? Nothing!”

“The police warrant is unimportant,” said Baumgarten. “What follows may be another matter. We are prepared for all emergencies. Above this floor” — he pointed upwards— “is a little attic. Nobody would dream there was an attic there at all. You might hide there for years and nobody would suspect. If you had a friend who could act as servant it would be all the easier — I am thinking only of your convenience.” The nimble mind of Peace went immediately to his newest acquaintance — Carton, the ex-butler. But such a man could only be trusted to a limited degree; to what extent must he be taken into his confidence?

“What do you want me to do — is it the bottle? That’s easy. I’ll do that job any night, and I’ll defy the best copper in Sheffield to say it was me. I don’t want a servant for that, do I?”

There was a rustle of silk skirts in the hall. “Here is madame,” said Baumgarten.

She came: in, radiant, both hands outstretched. Peace had never received such a welcome in his life, and was embarrassed.

“My little friend, you don’t know how we have wanted you! Have you brought your fiddle? No? That will do some other time. Sit down. Do you like your new home?” The words gave him a new interest in the cottage — a proprietorial interest that was novel and pleasing.

He looked around him. He had never occupied such a house as this. It was too big, too much fresh air in it perhaps, and for this reason the prospect of settling in an establishment of this size was not particularly alluring.

Also, his mentality was such that he could only appreciate that which was hardest to come by. He could spend a night stealing trumpery articles of jewellery and find a great contentment in exaggerating their value, deceiving nobody but himself. The gift horse became almost automatically a thing of flaws.

“My wife wouldn’t like it—”

“Oh, la! Your wife! Do I ever speak of your wife, little friend? To me you are singular; you have no bonds or chains. This is for you alone.” She turned to Baumgarten. “Did you tell him?”

He shook his head. “Only that this would be a good place to hide.”

“But why he should hide?”

“No,” he said shortly.

She sat down opposite Peace and leaned towards him, dropping her voice. “Those crystals you spoke of, they are life and death to me! I must have them, you understand? Yes, yes, I know you are so clever that you would take them from under his nose and nobody would be the wiser. But you must take them — you understand? You must go to every length.”

“What’s that?” asked Peace, puzzled.

“You must, if necessary, kill him,” she said calmly, “but that bottle must be put in my hands before the end of the week. Also, this man has a small piece of steel. That also I must have.” She leaned back. “For this I shall pay you two thousand pounds,” she said.

Two thousand pounds! The little man’s head reeled. To him the limit of extreme wealth was a hundred. He had never possessed as much at anyone moment, though he had stolen property of twenty times the value.

“Two thousand sovereigns in a bag — almost as much as you can carry, little man. That is the price I will pay. This small house” — she made a gesture of contempt— “that also you can have; it is of no value to me. There must be no ifs or buts or whys or whens. By Saturday those crystals must be had. Listen, my ugly dear; there is a man in Sheffield, a bad man, a fool. On Saturday he will have money to buy these things, and we shall lose them. You remember the factory where you found poor Lamonte — alas! he is dead.”

“I didn’t kill him,” said Peace quickly. “I hit him a clip on the jaw, but that didn’t do him any harm.”

“Let us forget that. You remember the place?”

He nodded. “I know Wertheimer’s place. You want me to go there?”

She shook her head. “Not yet. It may be necessary. I may want you to go over that wall. But if you’re clever and quick it will not be necessary.”

He rolled his ugly little head from side to side. “I’ll get that bottle for you — tomorrow, perhaps. They’ve moved their house — the Dysons.”

“Yes, I know that. They have gone to Banner Cross. At the moment he is not attending at his office — this man Dyson. He is waiting whilst Wertheimer arranges the money. He never goes out of the house, but spends his time in his room, where he has a double-barrelled shotgun.”

“How do you know this, ma’am?” demanded Peace in amazement.

“Do not let us talk about how I know, or why I know,” she said impatiently. “That is the truth. At all costs you must get what I want. Tonight you must go out and make inquiries — only to inquire; you must not do anything premature.”

He sought an explanation. “Premature” was a foreign word.

“Before the right time, I mean. And the right time is not tonight. Have you a friend you can trust?” Peace hesitated. He trusted nobody. Carton was down on his luck, and it tickled his vanity to be in the position of a patron who could offer him work. He, Charles Peace, with a butler! He chuckled at the picture he conjectured.

“All right, your ladyship. I might as well stay here now, I suppose?”

“There is food in the house — biscuits, canned meat, flour, everything. You can live here even with the house shut. But then the police would search it. It is very necessary you should have a servant.” The mention of the servant reminded him that he would have to return to Sheffield. It was a long walk, but walking would be almost as quick a method as driving on a night like this. At the same time, locomotion might be a difficulty, and he made a tentative suggestion to Baumgarten, and to his surprise, though the scheme entailed considerable outlay, it was accepted.
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After Madame Stahm and Baumgarten had departed he set out alone, carrying a candle-lamp, and picked up Carton at an agreed rendezvous. To him he put the plan and an offer of employment. The wages he could not specify.

“I don’t care what they are,” said the ex-servant, “so long as I get food and lodging. I haven’t enough to pay for either.” Peace left him, after arranging that they should meet later. Going on to Banner Cross, he reconnoitred the position. There were no lights in the darkened house, but, creeping close to the window, he listened and heard voices, both raised in acrimony. What they said he could not distinguish. Then apparently Mr Dyson did not spend all his nights in his own room, and he would hardly carry a shotgun round the house.

He examined the fastening of the kitchen window and made a survey of other means of entry. Satisfied, he went back to the town, joined his chilly companion and with him trudged out to their new home.

“There won’t be much walking,” said Peace. “I’ll be having my own carriage and pair next week — mark my words!” On the way the ex-butler became more expansive, unreeling yet another length of his picturesque past. He had been in prison at Strangeways for obtaining a berth with forged references; he had also been in Chatham and Maidstone prisons.

“You’re a low character, then?” said Peace virtuously.

The man said he liked Chatham Prison, and added inconsequentially that he was a Kentish man.

It was difficult to believe that this smooth-faced, nice-spoken gentleman who walked by Mr Peace’s side was an exconvict, a gaolbird. Peace was a little shocked and more than a little relieved. On the way he outlined his plans. He was doing some work of a very secret and important character. It was quite honest, but the police wouldn’t like it, and so it might be necessary for him to lie up in the cottage for a few days. “You’ll be there, looking after the place, to answer the door and say that the owner hasn’t moved in yet. If you sell me I’ll shoot you stone dead.”

“I’ve always been honourable in dealing with any friends who trusted me!” said Mr Carton indignantly.

“Perhaps you never had any friends who trusted you,” said Peace, and was painfully near the mark.

He would be useful as a cover on the night when Peace made his attempt. He had already conceived alternative plans, one of which he was sure would be successful. In the afternoon he gave his ‘servant’ further details and Mr Carton realized that the secret mission in which he was to assist had all the appearance of a vulgar burglary.

Peace could draw a plan remarkably well, and he reduced the topography of Banner Cross to paper.

“Here’s the house, and there’s the field opposite, where you’ll stay and watch out. If you see a slop, you whistle. I’ll get to you, whatever happens, and give you the bottle. You stick it in your pocket and make your way back to the cottage. If I’m caught and searched, there’ll be nothing on me, see?”

“What bottle? a beer bottle?” asked Carton, mystified.

Peace eyed this disturber of his romantic dreams with some malignity. “A medicine bottle about so big. And don’t ask questions. People who work for me ain’t expected to ask questions. And don’t try to shop me. I killed a feller once — he shopped me. The police don’t know that.” He loaded his revolver with great deliberation under the awed eyes of his assistant.

“You’re not going to use that, are you?” said the man, in alarm. He had all the normal criminal’s horror of firearms. Peace took his perturbation as a compliment.

“I keep it in case of accidents. If I go up, I go up for life — I’d sooner be hung. That’s why the police are frightened of me; that’s why they never tackle me! Go down to Scotland Yard and see my record; you’ll see on it ‘Dangerous; carries firearms’ — that’s me. When I’m in prison it’s ‘Mr Peace this,’ and ‘Mr Peace that.’ Even the screws daren’t offend me. I escaped once.” [This was partially true. He succeeded in getting out of his cell, but not from the prison building. — EW] “I tell you, it makes a few screws tremble in their shoes when they hear Charlie Peace is inside—”

“I’ve heard about you,” said the man respectfully.

“Of course you have! I’ve done two sixers and a four. I’ve been in every prison in England. They don’t keep me long, they like to push me off to another governor. I give too much trouble. I’ve heard screws say: ‘You have him, I don’t want him!’”

“It’s the same with me,” said Carton, in a moment of reckless emulation, but this self-testimony to his bad qualities was coldly received.

“Don’t talk so much about yourself,” snarled Peace. “I hate a chap who’s always boasting!” He was reconciled to his new home, and had shown the man over the house with all the aplomb of a proprietor. Also he had inspected the windows and found them good. There were folding shutters, and, in addition, the curtains which covered them were heavy and lightproof. Over the front door was a transparent circular fanlight, which Peace, curiously enough, called a transom, a word generally used in America to describe that form of illumination. He had never been to America, but had probably got the word from a fellow convict during his sojourn in Dartmoor.

There were no curtains to this, and he spent an evening making it impossible for light to shine through. Every window in the house was covered. An inspection of the attic, which was to be his place of refuge in case of danger, revealed that it was admirably approached through what looked to be a cupboard in one corner of the upper room. From here a flight of stairs led to the attic proper. It had no window, but in the roof was a circular skylight which could be raised or lowered, and was not visible from the road. A hinged wooden lid, which could be buttoned or bolted, covered this from the inside presumably as a protection against burglars, but providentially from Peace’s point of view, since he could have a light in his oddly shaped apartment.

There was plenty of space. A bed had already been erected; the mattresses and blankets lay on the ground. For some reason or other it had received recent attention from the former owner of the cottage. The walls had been newly papered, and he found carpenters’ tools here, which he appropriated. The hammer and nails, which were subsequently found, were on a shelf too high for him to detect.

He spent some time arranging the entrance to the lower bedroom so that it had the appearance of a cupboard, and he was again fortunate, for he found in one of the bedrooms a number of old dresses that had been left behind by the previous occupant. These he hung on strings behind the door at the foot of the stairs, so that when the door was opened it had all the appearance of being a very ordinary clothes closet, and the illusion could, he saw, be heightened.

He took a rough measurement, went out into the kitchen and came back carrying the coal-cellar door. It fitted exactly, and he propped it up against the wall for use in an emergency.

Carton made tea and they discussed their plans for the night. Peace was something of a general; he had certainly the gift of direction; and though Carton was apparently a stupid man, he could repeat instructions without a flaw after an hour’s tuition.

“But I don’t understand what’s in that bottle. Is it drugs?”

“It’s a curio,” said Peace, “worth nothing to anybody but the owner. I wouldn’t pinch it, but this man’s given me a lot of trouble. He’s a fellow that had a warrant out for me. It’s highly valuable, but you couldn’t sell it — and you’re getting a twenty-pun’ note for the job.”

Carton was impressed. “You’re not going to take a shooter, are you?”

“Mind your own business,” growled the other. “I’m taking you, and if you’re a shooter I’m a Dutchman!” He had his own private affairs to set in order. His family did not worry him very much, for he had moved them into Hull, where an eating-house had been opened for them. Hannah, his wife, had to be financed through some circuitous channel which would betray neither his identity nor his location. He sent two five-pound notes by post, enclosed in a half sheet of paper, “From a true friend.” Hannah would know him by this strange title. The bank notes came from the pocketbook of a wealthy-looking man who had come on to the platform at Manchester to see off some relations. Evidently one was his daughter, going on a holiday or to school. When he took out his pocketbook with a flourish, extracted a crinkly note and handed it to the girl, Peace made a mental note. He went along the platform to get a paper, and was reading it as he passed the prosperous owner of the pocketbook. So absorbed was Peace in his reading that he ran into the gentleman. He apologized humbly — the owner did not miss the money until he was home again. Peace had slipped the pocket-case into Carton’s pocket until they had passed the station barrier, when he retrieved it — all without the knowledge of his companion.

The numbers of the notes had probably been taken and circulated — that would be bad luck for Hannah. But, anyway, she hadn’t pinched them, and “From a true friend” was surely an alibi?

He had a daughter, but this young lady did not occupy any considerable portion of his thoughts, no more, indeed, than did his lady wife. He could have wished that he had entirely obliterated Mrs Dyson, but she persisted. She had given him some quality that he had never known before. There was a fragrance and a beauty in her association that had been foreign to him, and the thought that he was losing her was his only sorrow.

Yet he was a dreamer of dreams, could visualize himself returning at some distant day, immensely wealthy, respected by his fellow citizens, riding perhaps in the mayor’s carriage, and exchanging jokes with goodnatured inspectors of police who had been mere constables in his day. Perhaps giving a dinner at the Grand.

Though the constables might age into portly officers, Mrs Dyson and he remained the same, in these visions of his, though she was perhaps a little more etherealized.

She would ride by his side, holding his hand in hers, as she did that day when they drove out into the country for the first time together. A clammy hand, hers, but it was the kind of hand that Peace could not imagine on any lesser woman. She had qualities the thought of which made him shiver. He hoped he would see her tonight, that she would listen to one last appeal.

Just before they left the cottage an idea struck him, and, excusing himself, he went back to the room where he was to sleep that night, shut the door, and, kneeling reverently by the bed, said his prayers. God and Mrs Dyson became oddly associated in that confused supplication. Peace felt all the better for his spiritual efforts.

He had a collection of prayers, written down on little sheets of paper, which he claimed he had composed, but which were obviously memorized from innumerable prison church services. Once he said he was called upon to preach to his fellow prisoners, but he never repeated that assertion.

He stopped to drink a little weak brandy and water, and stepped out into the murk, where his shivering companion was waiting. It was not cold enough to justify the teeth-chattering of Carton.

For a long time they walked in silence, then Carton spoke nervously.

“I suppose there’s no danger tonight?”

“Depends on what you call danger,” said Peace tartly. “What are you worrying about? Nobody’s going to touch you — you’re not going into the house to meet a man with a double-barrelled gun, the same as I am. You’re not going to risk your life, as I’ve done hundreds of times, and only got fourpence-ha’penny for me trouble, which happened to me in Durby, and in a house you’d think was full of money — fourpence-ha-penny!”

“I’ll bet you laughed!” said Carton.

Peace scowled at him. “Why should a man laugh when he expects hundreds of pounds and only gets fourpence-ha-penny?” he demanded angrily, and there was logic in his wrath.

Carton did not understand him, and was already under the spell of terror that the man exercised. He wished he had never ‘taken up’ with this dangerous creature, that he had tried a new trick of making money that he had worked out when he was last in prison. It was too late now. A straight-out burglary — the thought made him cold.

Inside jobs he understood, but to go in from outside, to explore a strange house where people were sleeping that might wake — that was a nightmare. And the shooter…

Suppose Peace used the revolver, that would be hanging dues for everybody. He had sat through the Manchester trial and seen the black cap go on…He broke into a cold perspiration.
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Two thousand pounds! That was the golden vision that swam before the little man as he trudged through the drizzle. Two thousand pounds! An incredible sum. There were lords in the land who hadn’t that much. He was going to get it, Dyson or no Dyson.

His confederate would perhaps take the punishment. He did not like Carton, he decided. He was a coward, full of complaints. One concession he made to him. As they reached the outskirts of the town he allowed his companion to take a ‘bus directly to Banner Cross. Peace could not be seen in Sheffield; he must go by a more circuitous route to avoid the unpleasant possibility of meeting a policeman.

Before they parted he gave very elaborate instructions as to where they were to meet. Peace had his own plan. The first thing he must do was to establish the reason for his return — his personal feud against Dyson must be his excuse. He hoped he would see somebody who knew him, so that he could discuss that aspect. If he could get the small bottle without being detected, there must be a good reason for his being in the neighbourhood. If the worst came to the worst, the police warrant would bring him no more than six months’ hard labour, and he could do that on his head. But that must be his excuse.

There would have been no necessity to explain to the neighbours in Darnall why he was returning. The Dyson affair was common property. Women stood at their doors and shook their heads when she passed, and looked at one another with meaning glances when she was near. She was a terrible example of a so-called lady, for all respectable women to study as one studies the habits of unpleasant insects.

Two thousand pounds! Suppose you put two thousand sovereigns in a row, how far would they reach? Over a thousand inches…twenty-six yards. He stopped under a lamppost in a deserted lane and paced off twenty-six yards. It wasn’t as far as he thought, but still, it was far enough.

That night Dr Alan Mainford had an interesting experience. There arrived with dinner a letter from an irate but apologetic baronet broker. He was irate for a very excellent reason, apologetic because, as he wrote: “I’m afraid I was a little rude to you when you wrote warning me about Carton. He seemed such an excellent servant, and I thought you were a little bit uncharitable, the more so since I hadn’t written to you for a reference. My agent tells me that it was he who wrote. Carton let out your name by accident as having employed him, and seemed so anxious to impress him that you had gone abroad. The man is a dreadful blackguard…”

“Is that letter very amusing?” Jane had snatched a few hours to dine with him.

“Well, it is in a way,” he said. “I had a servant when I was in the army, a terrible rascal, and in a fit of mental aberration he gave my name as a reference to this man’s agent — after I had warned him not to do so.” He tapped the letter. “I wrote and told the innocent employer all about him and got kicked for my pains. I hadn’t heard about the beggar since then, but I’ll bet he doesn’t give my name as reference in his next place!”

“In ordinary circumstances you wouldn’t hear of him again,” she said, “but you’ll probably see him in a day or two. Those things always happen.” She was a true prophet. Alan was called out immediately after dinner to attend a patient who had had a relapse. He could do very little, and when that little was done he walked home — he had sent the victoria away under the impression that his stay would be a long one.

The streets were thronged with people, in spite of the fact that the night was raw and distinctly unpleasant. Most of the shops were open, and although it wanted six weeks to Christmas, the shopping season had begun.

He stepped aside to allow three long-skirted girls with linked arms to sweep along the narrow pavement, and as he recovered the sidewalk he came face to face with the one man in the world he did not expect to see. Carton’s jaw dropped.

“Why, why, Captain—” he said.

“You infernal villain!” said Alan good-humouredly. “What are you doing in this town?”

“I left me last job, sir,” said Carton glibly. “Couldn’t get on with the people. Her ladyship used to drink, sir—”

“First you rob them, then you libel them. Are you working here?”

“Yes, sir; I’ve got a good job to go to. I hope, sir, you’ll let bygones be bygones. Some day I’ll pay you back for that watch. It’s a funny thing, sir, I passed your house about ten minutes ago, saw the brass plate on the railings and wondered if I’d call. I’ve always said, sir, you were one of the kindest men I’ve ever had to deal with—” Alan motioned him past with a jerk of his head. The meeting tickled him, a point for Jane Garden the seer.

When Alan reached home he found a letter waiting for him. It was written in a clerkly hand which he did not recognize, and was couched a little more pompously than most letters are. It was addressed from Banner Cross Terrace, Eccleshall Road, and ran:

“SIR, — You may recall the circumstance of meeting me when I called at 1038 your establishment with a bone in my throat, which you, sir, with the skill peculiar to the English medical man, removed both expeditiously and painlessly.

“I am living now at the above address, and I should be happy if you would at the first moment available to your good self make it your business to call upon me with reference to a distressing disorder of the mind. Business and domestic troubles have tended to disturb my mental equilibrium, and I think it would be wise of me if I took time by the forelock and anticipated a serious breakdown rather than enlisted your skill to remedy its consequences.

“Your obedient servant,

“ARTHUR DYSON.”

Arthur Dyson? The name was familiar, but Alan could not place him for the moment. And then he remembered the tall man and the fish bone. He read the letter again; it was perfectly punctuated, pedantic and self-important. He looked at his watch; it was seven o’clock. He had dined early; in fact, his dinner always had something of the character of a high tea when Jane slipped away from her duties to take the meal with him. Invariably she had to return early in the evening to attend her patient. He sent a message to Dixon, who complained bitterly to the stable boy, his assistant, that this man had no hours, no systems, none of the comfortable values of the old doctor.

To Dixon Dr Mainford was always ‘the new man’, though he had been in practice for two or three years. Not that Dixon disliked him: he had complained as persistently of the peculiar habits of the old doctor, and had compared them unfavourably in turn with an earlier employer.

He climbed into his heavy coat, jammed his top-hat down on his head, and brought the victoria round to the door.

There was no reason in the world why Alan should go out that night, for Dyson was not an important patient, not even a patient at all. But, remembering him, he was interested in the long man; the type rather fascinated Alan Mainford, Two patients unexpectedly arrived, and it was half-past seven before he stepped into the victoria with a pleasant sense of anticipation, and never dreaming that he was driving straight to the heart of squalid tragedy.
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A greengrocer’s cart brought Peace the greater part of his journey. He was a great beggar of lifts, always giving his great age as his excuse. Though he was but forty-four, he could pass for sixty-seven, and had successfully imposed upon prison officers in this way.

The assumption of age gave him great advantages. People were sorry for him; tradesmen would place their carts at his disposal; in prison he was given the lighter tasks, though he was stronger than any of the ruffians that occupied the wards. He could always obtain admission to the prison hospital. The pity he excited was one of his strongest assets.

He arrived at Banner Cross before his companion and loafed around in the hope of finding somebody he knew. The rain had cleared and it was a moonlit night, which did not particularly please him. He peeped into the Banner Cross Hotel, a public house that stood on the corner of the block where the Dysons’ house was situated, but saw no familiar face.

He was hoping for two things: first, that he would see Mrs Dyson and enlist her help; secondly, that he would find somebody who knew him to whom he could supply a motive for his visit.

He had been there half an hour when he saw, on the opposite side of the road, the hesitant figure of Carton, and crossed to speak to him. He pointed at some gardens behind a low wall.

“You stay there. If you see me coming out of that house and walk away quietly, you go back to the cottage. But if I run, I’ll come over this wall; you can either pretend you’re one of the public chasing me, or you can walk down the road, get into a ‘bus and go back to Sheffield. If you lose the bottle I give you — I’ll follow you wherever you go and cut your throat — d’ye hear me?” The man’s teeth were chattering again.

“It doesn’t look like a place for a burglary,” he said.

“Never mind what it looks like,” said Peace roughly. “You understand what I’ve told you?”

“There’s a man over there…under the lamppost,” shivered Carton.

“I’ll look after him. When I’ve got his back turned to you, nip over.” He crossed to where the man was standing beneath the lamp. He was a stranger to Peace, but evidently belonged to the neighbourhood.

“Looking for anybody, mate?” he asked.

“Yes,” said Peace, “I’m looking for some friends of mine. They’ve moved in to a house about here. Know any strange people who’ve come here lately?” The man didn’t.

“A lady — a great friend of mine.” Peace took some letters and photographs from his pocket and handed them to the man. It was crudely done, but the purpose was defeated, for the stranger could not read. Peace looked over his shoulder: Carton had taken advantage of the stranger’s attention being held and disappeared.

“That’s what I’ve come here for — to find her,” he said; “he shan’t have her — I’ll shoot her first.”

He found little difficulty in working up his enthusiasm for Mrs Dyson, and the semblance of a man broken by jealousy.

But the man, apparently, had no interest in love affairs, and with a muttered excuse turned and walked away.

There was no sign of Mrs Dyson. Peace drew nearer to the house. He looked for a light upstairs; there was none. By the side of the house ran a passage, on the left hand side of which were some outhouses. Softly he passed through the alleyway to the back of the premises, and saw a light in one of the upstairs rooms. A figure was moving. He recognized Mrs Dyson, and his heart thumped.

There was one signal he always gave — he gave it now. Twice he whistled softly. The second time she heard it, for he saw her turn with a start towards the window and peer out into the darkness. She might have seen him in the moonlight. The light went out. She was coming downstairs.

He would have to wait for hours, till they were all asleep, unless — He heard the sound of her clogged feet on the pathway, and then out of the darkness she came, and he sensed her antagonism before she spoke.

“What do you want?” she asked shrilly. “There’s a warrant out for you — you know that. How dare you come here!”

“Drop your voice, will tha?” he growled. “I want you to get him to withdraw that warrant. I want to be friends with you both.”

“Friends with you!” she cried contemptuously. “My husband’s a gentleman; he wouldn’t dream of knowing scum like you. You know what he wrote to you — he means it.”

Peace always carried the little card that had been flung so contemptuously over the garden wall when he was at Darnall. He carried it now. “Charles Peace is requested not to interfere with my family.”

“Listen, Kate—”

“Don’t call me Kate. I’m Mrs Dyson.”

“Listen — and keep your mouth shut, or I’ll strangle you!” She shrank back with a little scream as he advanced towards her.

“Help me, and I’ll make a lady of you; give you everything you want. I’ve got thousands of pounds coming to me. Get your husband to withdraw the warrant: that’s why I’ve come here. I’ve come here for no other reason. If anybody sees you here, that’s what I’ve come for, I don’t want to show you up, but I will, me lady. I’ve got letters from you that’d look fine if they was read in court.” She heard the back door open, and raised her voice for the benefit of her invisible audience.

“I don’t want to see you, I don’t want to know you. You’re not fit for my husband to wipe his boots on. You’re a low, common—” His hand went out and gripped her. It was a fatal mistake, for she screamed.

“Who’s that?” A voice came from the darkness. Dyson! Peace flung her off and turned to fly, but the long-legged man caught him and gripped him by the collar. He had the advantage of height. Peace struck blindly at him, and the two men went rolling together on the ground; fighting like a fury to throw off the weight of the man, Peace reached for his revolver.

“Stand back!” He had wriggled free, but his assailant came on. The crack of the first explosion sounded thunderously. The man stumbled and fell. Peace fired again and fled.

He had one thought — the bottle. He doubled back to the house, along the passage and through the door; in a few seconds he was in the bedroom. Pulling open the drawers, he saw the liniment bottle in the second, fumbled with its base, then, with a croak of joy, slipped out the phial it contained and dropped it into his pocket.

He came out into the street, saw men running, and, flying across the road, leapt the wall.

Carton was waiting for him. “What was that I heard — a shot? You didn’t shoot anybody?” he whispered. “Oh, my God! You didn’t kill anybody?”

“Take this!” Peace thrust the bottle into the man’s pocket. “Get back over the wall — nobody will see you. Go straight to the cottage and wait for me. Remember what I told you, Carton.” In another instant he had disappeared into the darkness.

Carton ran in the shadow of the wall through the garden before he came through a gateway into the road. It was well for him that he did this, for the flight of the murderer had been observed. A police whistle was blowing. What had happened?

Carton crossed to the public house and drank a stiff brandy. Men came in and out with the news. A man had been killed — shot dead.

“I’ve seen him myself. He’s laying up there in a back yard…go and have a look.” Fortified by the brandy, Carton followed the advice.

Killed — murdered! The horror of it appalled him; the danger turned his blood to water. He made his way through dark passages, guided by the stream of men and women who had been attracted by the shooting, and found himself in a back yard.

There it was — a lank, sprawling figure. From the house came the screams of an hysterical woman. Somebody said: “Peace — Charlie Peace.” Mrs Dyson had screamed his name.

A policeman was already there, making elaborate notes which he was never afterwards to decipher. The book in his hand was shaking, and there on the ground was Arthur Dyson, ludicrously dead.

A surgeon came and made an examination. The policeman, recovering from his dumb inertia, ordered the crowd to disperse, but there was no authority in his voice, and Carton lingered on, held to the spot by a gallows complex.

Then he heard a voice and turned with a start. It was Alan Mainford; he was talking to the surgeon, and frowning down at the limp figure stretched on the earth, a dark pool near his head, his face mercifully hidden from Carton. He heard Alan ask: “When did it happen?” and a dozen voices volunteered.

The surgeon looked up sharply.

“Can’t you get all these people away?” he asked the policeman, and only then were the morbid onlookers dispersed.

Outside Carton saw a victoria standing by the side of the road, and guessed it was Alan’s. He waited, too. The instructions of Peace were forgotten, or, if remembered, voided by the horror he had seen with his own eyes. Go back to the cottage…? To be killed perhaps…savage little beast. No, Carton could not face that. To stay in a lone house with him, miles from everywhere, at his mercy, or face inquiring detectives and pretend to be at his ease. Stealing spoons and forks, indulging in more pleasant villainies, a forged character or two — that was nothing. This was murder. He had seen the dead man and the blood, and heard his wife’s maniacal laughter.

He put his hand in his pocket, touched the bottle and drew out his hand quickly.

People who passed him were talking about Charles Peace. They all knew him; every man had seen him. They were eager to discover or invent an acquaintance with this celebrity.

“A little fellow about so high,” said one man. “He used to work with me in the Millsands Mill…that’s where he hurt his leg…a lame little fellow, but you’d hardly notice it.” What a celebrity the man was! Carton could have said something, if he could have spoken a word. But his mouth was dry. He went back into the Banner Cross Hotel and had another drink, swallowing it down quickly for fear Alan went away without his seeing him. What he could say to him he did not know, but Alan was a gentleman and an officer, and Carton had served seven years in the army and had acquired the habit of faith in military authority. Officers were still godlike to him, and Alan had been an officer — only a medical officer, it is true, but still an officer, whom one had to salute and before whom one stood to attention.

What was he to say to him? He did not know. He would just wait till he came out and then say — something.

Three police officers arrived in a trap, the horse in a muck sweat. The policeman who drove him got down and covered him with a rug. Carton watched, fascinated.

The men who came by that cart would think nothing of taking him, putting handcuffs on his hands and driving him off to the police station, discussing their private affairs, and, leaving him in a cell, go home to their wives as though nothing had happened. It was just their ordinary business. And the screws would come in one morning, followed by a bearded man, who would shake hands with him, and say.”

“I’m very sorry I’ve got to do this, and I hope you don’t bear any ill will.” Marwood always said the same thing to all condemned prisoners, and if they asked him whether the rope would hurt he used to say: “I’ll make it easy for you.” Suppose he didn’t make it easy for them? There was no opportunity for reproaching him.

Carton’s mouth was dry again. He had to hold his chin to keep his teeth from dancing against one another. Then he saw Alan come out, and impulsively went towards him.

“Oh, sir!” he said.

Alan looked round and stared at the man. “You again?” he said. “What the devil are you doing here?”

Carton tried to speak. “I’ve got some relations here,” he managed to stammer at last. “Ain’t it awful, sir?”

“Did you hear anything — the shots fired?”

“No, sir; I was along the road,” lied Carton. “I’ve got to get back to Sheffield now — to the station.”

“Don’t let me detain you,” said Alan. And then: “Have you got your fare back? There’ll be a bus along in a minute.” The man shook his head. “Get up with Dixon — I’ll drop you.” He slipped and scrambled up to the seat beside the driver. Dixon, perched in the middle, moved his box a little to the right, eyed the shivering man with no particular liking, and did not offer him a share of the apron.

All the way back to Sheffield the man was living with murder and the scaffold and bearded Marwood. Every minute Marwood was shaking hands with him, and saying how sorry he was, and hoping he would forgive him his unpleasant duty.

Near the station the victoria drew up, and the man, weak-kneed, got to the ground somehow and made his desperate appeal. “I want to get to London, sir. I’ve got no money. I’ve no right to ask you, but, as God’s my judge, I’m going to go straight. I know just where this life is taking me.” He was sincere. Alan realized that the sight of the murdered man had affected him terribly. He took a golden coin out of his pocket.

“Goodbye, sovereign,” he said flippantly. “You know my address, if you’re honest.” The man took the pound and quavered his thanks. Then a thought struck him. He took the bottle out of his pocket. “I found this, sir…in the road. I think somebody dropped it.”

Alan took the phial and examined the contents casually. “It doesn’t look particularly valuable. I should throw it away.”

“No, sir, I’d keep it. I’m sure it’s valuable.” Carton was strangely agitated. “Perhaps somebody will miss the bottle and advertise…I found it on the road — in the gutter.” He took off his hat and ran in the direction of the station. Alan Mainford did not see him again for a long time.

When he got home he put the phial at the back of a shelf in his poison cupboard and forgot it.
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Peace reached the cottage in the early hours of the morning. The clouds which had gathered at midnight had cleared again, and it was as bright as day. Twice he had to hide behind a hedge to avoid detection by a mounted police patrol. Two o’clock was striking — he heard a church clock which must have been miles away in the still morning air — when he unlocked the door of the cottage and went in.

The place was a pit of gloom; there was neither light nor sound in the house.

Peace growled under his breath. Carton had not come back. He had probably passed him on the way. A man like that would be frightened of his own shadow and would hide at the sound of every footfall. He wouldn’t dare play false. Peace had considerable faith in his own frightening qualities.

He lay down on his bed in the dark, waiting for his companion’s return. He wondered if he had hurt Dyson. He wouldn’t have shot him at all if the man had left him alone, if that woman hadn’t screamed. He was finished with Mrs Dyson. She was a bad woman, unworthy of him. He had been wasting his time with her.

He was half dozing when he heard a sound which brought him to his feet — a key being stealthily inserted in the front door. He went swiftly into the passage, revolver in hand. He saw a figure silhouetted against the moonlight, and it was not Carton.

“What do you want? Stand or I’ll fire!”

“All right, all right!” It was Baumgarten’s voice. “Put up your pistol, my friend. You’ve done enough shooting tonight.”

“Have you heard?” asked Peace eagerly.

“All Sheffield has heard,” said Baumgarten dryly. “Why did you kill him?”

Peace gaped at him in the darkness. “Kill him? Is he dead?”

“Yes. Come somewhere where we can put on a light.”

“You can put it on anywhere in the house,” said Peace, struck a match on his trousers, and, lifting off a glass chimney, lit a paraffin lamp.

Baumgarten looked old and tired. He was wearing riding breeches and gaiters, and carried a whip in his hand.

“Is your horse outside?” asked Peace, in alarm.

“Don’t be a fool — no, I’ve tied him up in the orchard at the back. Why did you kill him?”

“I had to,” said Peace doggedly. “I didn’t want to, but he grabbed at me and I had to shoot.”

Baumgarten fingered his chin thoughtfully. “You’ve got the crystals?” And, when Peace nodded, his eyes lit up. “Are you sure?” he asked eagerly. “Let me see them.”

“I haven’t got ’em with me. A friend is bringing them on — the man who was working with me. I didn’t want to have them ill my pocket and be caught with them.”

Baumgarten stood, slapping his gaitered leg gently with the whip, his lower lip protruding, his brows knit. “Can you trust this man? Why didn’t you bring them here yourself?”

For the first time doubt came to Peace. Had he made a mistake? “He wouldn’t dare play with me. He’s a frightened rat and—”

“If he’s a frightened rat he will not come back here. Murder is a serious thing, my friend.”

“So’s other things!” growled Peace. “So’s keeping a foreigner locked up in a cell and beating him to death! Don’t you go telling me what’s serious — or I’ll tell you something!”

Baumgarten winced at that; his nerves were getting a little frayed. Just now he was looking longingly at an avenue which led to his pleasant villa at Interlaken. “Yes, I suppose so. I will wait for the man to come.”

“Have you brought the money?”

“No,” said Baumgarten, and Peace knew that he lied. But the little man was fair: he was not entitled to the money till the goods were delivered. They waited an hour — two hours. By this time Peace was patently uneasy.

“I’ll go now,” said Baumgarten, getting up and stretching himself.

He had paid two visits to the orchard to see that his horse had not shaken off the rug he had thrown over it.

“I’d better get home before daylight. You stay here; keep all the doors locked; a policeman sometimes comes in to try them — and the windows. It doesn’t matter about the shutters being closed.” He rode off soon after. Peace heard the clip-clop of the horse’s hooves for a long time.

He was in no mood for sleep. He must know what had happened to Carton.

Would the man have betrayed his hiding-place? If he had, the police would have been here by now. All through the day he waited, not daring to show himself abroad.

They would be scouring the countryside for him, and his description would be circulated. That would not be the first time he had been wanted urgently, but never for so important an offence.

Only one man came near the house. He saw two mounted policemen riding abreast, coming along the road. They stopped before the cottage and one dismounted, opened the gate and came in. Peace heard him trying the door and the windows. Apparently he went all round the house before he came back and, joining his companion, mounted and rode off.

The little man had a big carpet bag in which he kept his belongings, and when he had learned that he had to make this his headquarters he had asked Baumgarten to arrange for it to be brought to the cottage. He found it in the attic, and opening it, made a selection.

It was no exaggeration to say that Peace was a master of disguise, in spite of the unpromising basis upon which he had to work, for it seemed impossible that a face so marked, so out of the ordinary, could be changed. Again he had recourse to his walnut disguise; he stained his face and hands a deep, sunburnt brown, and brushed carefully into his hair some of the contents of a little bottle containing a dark solution. Shaving himself carefully, he put on a beard almost hair by hair, and with such meticulous care that the operation took him more than two hours. A pair of blue trousers, a blue jersey, bearing in red letters the name of a steam packet, almost completed his disguise.

One artistic etcetera remained. Removing his left shoe, he drew on a second and third sock, and over these he wound a calico bandage. When this was done, he produced from the bag a crutch. It was made in three pieces and screwed together.

This time he would not take the iron hook. People in Sheffield knew that too well. The coldness of the weather excused the woollen gloves. The crutch and bandaged foot hid his one detectable affliction — his lame leg.

In the dusk he stepped out of the house, his crutch under his arm. Whilst nobody was in sight he could walk, and for this purpose he had provided himself with a carpet slipper, ordinarily three sizes too large for him. This he took off and concealed in his pocket whenever a cart or a pedestrian came into sight.

He reached a cross roads and waited for a likely conveyance. It came in the shape of a milk-cart, carrying two full churns into the town. The crutch and the bandaged foot were his passport, and he reached the very centre of Sheffield without the least discomfort. It would be more difficult getting back.

The first thing he saw, as he stumped along the street, his crutch under his arm, was a small crowd gathered before a hoarding on which a man was pasting a bill. He stopped and read:

“MURDER

“One Hundred Pounds Reward.

“WHEREAS on the 29th of November Mr Arthur Dyson, C.E., was murdered at Banner Cross, Sheffield, having been shot in the head in the presence of his wife by Charles Peace, who escaped in the darkness of the night, and is still at large, NOTICE is hereby given that a reward of One Hundred Pounds will be paid by Her Majesty’s Government to any person other than a person employed in a police office in the United Kingdom who shall give such information and evidence as will lead to the discovery and conviction of the said Charles Peace.”

He read it, fascinated. Later, when the bill was amplified as the result of the coroner’s verdict, it was so familiar to him that he did not even stop to read it.

His disguise was perfect, but he took no risks, not venturing into any of the public-houses where he expected to find Carton, but contenting himself with a furtive peep into the bar. He went the complete round without finding any indication of the man, and was giving up the search when it occurred to him that he might inquire at the lodgings which Carton had taken on his arrival.

He went to the house and had a shock: the landlord did not recognize him.

“Your brother, is he? Well, all I can tell you is that he’s a swindler. Tried to get away without paying his rent, he did! My son’s a porter on the station, and he sees him get into the London train, and says he to himself: ‘I wonder if he’s paid the old man his rent?’ and with that he goes up to him.”

“When was this?” quavered Peace, in the deep voice he had adopted.

“Night before last. Anyway, my son got five shillings out of him.”

“Gone to London, has he?” the heart of the little man sank like lead.

“It’s my belief,” said the landlord, ‘that he was in with this fellow Charles Peace. I wouldn’t be a bit surprised.”

“Who is Charles Peace?” asked the bearded little stranger.

“A murderer,” said the other emphatically; “and they’ll catch him — you mark my words! And Carton too.” Peace ambled down the street, his mind a violent, bubbling sea of hate. Carton had gone away, had he? And taken the bottle. But perhaps he was only scared. He was a frightened cur of a man who would fly in terror, though there was no danger to him. That was the only hope.

In the street he heard his name spoken at every few yards. The town was being scoured; every lodging-house had been raided. Near Fargate he saw Baldy Eltham, looking surprisingly smart in uniform.

To reach home he had to take a cab for part of the way, and there was a long and dreary wait till a carrier’s cart came in sight and dropped him at the crossroads near his new home. The carrier was actually passing the cottage, but Peace asked to be dropped, indicating that he lived in another direction.

There was one relief for him. Carton had not told the police. Peace had an old timetable in his bag, and this he studied. The man must have driven straight from Banner Cross and caught the last train to London. He wouldn’t have had time to tell all he knew. That was it! He was frightened; he hadn’t Peace’s nerve. On this comforting thought the little man fell asleep, without even attempting to remove his disguise.

He improved upon and perfected it the next day. When Baumgarten called towards evening, it completely deceived him. The visitor looked at the little man with a new respect, but he was very grave. Madame had taken a very serious view of the murder, and would not in any case be associated with Peace. He brought fifty pounds in gold. If the crystals arrived, the reward would come in addition.

“There’s no sense in me keeping meself locked up here,” said Peace. “Nobody would know me. All want is a little pony cart and a pony. I asked you for that the other day, and you said ‘Yes’, but where is it? There’s a stable out at the back, and it would save you coming here, too.”

It struck Baumgarten as an excellent idea. He promised to bring the matter up again. Without consulting Madame Stahm, he bought a pony, cart and harness and left it outside the cottage that same night.

Peace was almost jubilant. His instructions had been carried out; the cart was loaded with fodder, and he led the pony down the lane by the side of the cottage into the stable he had prepared for him.

Thereafter, farmers and labourers in the neighbourhood became familiar with the sight of the bearded, seafaring man, who drove his pony and cart. When the bearded, seafaring man disappeared, and his place was taken by a groom who wore steel spectacles and a cavalry moustache, they hardly remarked upon it.

The low pony cart served his purpose admirably. It made it impossible to detect his height, and the smartly-fitting livery coat he wore changed his entire appearance.

To the world Charles Peace had disappeared as though the ground had opened and swallowed him. Even more effectively had Carton vanished; no news came from him; he did not reappear in Sheffield. Generally it was believed that he had gone abroad. One theory was that he had left for Hull the same night.
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Ordinarily Peace did not read the daily newspapers: he reserved his reading for Sundays, and devoured every line that dealt with crime. The police court proceedings, fashionable trials, divorce news — he read them and re-read them, gloating over every detail. But now he was an assiduous subscriber to the Telegraph. Every item of news concerning the Banner Cross murder be examined and memorized.

A great many of the stories set down were purely apocryphal. He called them lies, and added various adjectives. There was not a word about the crystals: that was a relief, not only to him, but to the troubled people at Brinley Hall. Madame Stahm had her boxes packed ready for flight. Baumgarten had already transferred the greater part of his account to a Swiss bank. As the days progressed and no police inquiries came their way they decided to remain.

The inquest was reported in full, and again there was no mention of the missing phial. Mrs Dyson knew nothing of it. Peace never expected she would, but thought that the man might have had a confidant. He had, but there were excellent reasons why Wertheimer should not mention his negotiations. He could not have raised the money; he had no desire that the world should know that such a valuable secret existed. He himself attended Dyson’s funeral, and later that night called on the sorrowing widow. It was easy to discover that she knew very little about her husband’s business. She was, in fact, very voluble, since the occasion called for stimulants.

“Do you remember, madam,” said Wertheimer, in the first moment they were alone, “what your poor, dear husband did with the little phial of crystals I left with him? I called one evening, you remember, to discuss certain matters with him — possibly you were out; I think you were — and I left him a sample of a new oxide.”

She shook her head. “Don’t bother me, mister,” she said wearily. “I haven’t seen anything. What do they look like?”

He described them. “Go up to his room and look,” she said, and he went up with a bounding heart. He searched drawers, cupboards and boxes, but found nothing. There was in one of the drawers a curious bottle of liniment, the bottom of which was apparently hollow, but he saw in this no more than an honest attempt by a manufacturer to cheat the purchaser in the matter of quantity.

He was so long and so thorough in his search that she came up to him and demanded irritably whether he expected to stay there for ever.

He followed this up by a visit to Dyson’s office. There was a locker there, where he had kept a few personal belongings. His desk had been cleared and the contents put aside; these were available for inspection, and though Wertheimer had no authority his right to examine was not questioned.

He was puzzled and alarmed. Dyson at the last moment might have changed his mind about disposing of the crystals to Madame Stahm. He decided upon taking a bold step; he wrote to that worthy lady, humbly, flatteringly, begging the privilege of an interview. To his surprise and gratification it was granted.

He drove himself out to Brinley Hall one afternoon, prepared for all eventualities.

In each pocket he had a loaded derringer. Madame received him graciously, however, cut short all the polite preamble and came down to business. She demanded perfect frankness about his negotiations with Dyson (he was staggered here, for he had never dreamed she knew), and when he gave his confidence he learned in return that the worst had not happened. Dyson had neither offered the crystals nor had she bought them.

They parted excellent friends and potential partners. His treason was forgotten and forgiven. He also had one or two things to forgive, and made no inquiry as to the fate of the lamented Lamonte. It was unfortunate that such things should happen, but such was life.

On his way back he passed a little pony cart driven by a very stiff-looking groom who wore spectacles. He had never before seen a groom wearing spectacles, which practice was essentially the prerogative of the indoor or learned classes.

Another week passed. Peace read the account of the inquest both in the daily and the weekly newspapers. He learned that he had been seen in London and at Portsmouth, and that a man answering to his description had been arrested in Newcastle.

“Every limping man is a suspect,” said the newspaper.

Charles Peace was grateful for the hint.

The pony cart enabled him to travel far afield. He went to Mansfield one day, put his horse up at a livery stable and journeyed on to London. He had to find another bolt-hole. Besides which, his family were in trouble with the eating-house at Hull, and he must bring them to a new nest.

He spent three days in London, a bearded seaman with a bandaged foot, and finally decided to take a house in Peckham. It was a two-storeyed villa in a poor neighbourhood, but it was distinctly better than any house he had ever occupied. It had bow windows, and there was a certain touch of respectability in the steps which led to the front door, and in the area and basement. He paid a month’s rent down.

The house, he said, was for his nephew and his sister-in-law, who were arriving from Wales.

By the time he had finished negotiations, his wife and family had left Hull secretly and apparently unnoticed. Police methods in 1876 were loose and inadequate. Nobody seemed to bother about Mrs Peace and her plans, though it was certain that sooner or later a careful watch on her would bring the observers to the much-wanted Charles.

Peace had plenty of money. In the course of a brief meeting with his wife in London he gave her sufficient to furnish the house, and insisted that one article of furniture should be a piano.

Returning to Mansfield, he retrieved his pony and trap and drove back to the cottage. That was the first of many excursions. The image of Mrs Dyson had eclipsed an earlier love. With the disappearance of the faithless Kate, the tender memories of an older attachment came back to the little man, and he sought out the lady, whose name was Thompson.

The excitement over the murder had died down. He was getting tired of his country life, and had made up his mind to drive by easy stages to London, when a letter came to him. He found it thrust under the front door when he returned from a visit to Sheffield. It bore the London postmark and was addressed to “Mr Gray”, the name by which he had decided to be known when he took possession of the cottage.

He turned it over and over in his hand. It was not in his wife’s writing or in his daughter’s, and yet the postmark was “London, S.E.” He tore open the flap and took out a single sheet of paper. There was no address on the top, and it began abruptly:

“I haven’t told a soul, but I can’t stand things like that. I’m doing well now and am going straight. I gave the bottle to Dr Mainford. He lives in Sheffield. He was in the army with me. I said I’d found it in the road.”

That was all — but it was enough to make the little man grow in stature. The deep, dog eyes sparkled with life. Alan Mainford — that puppy! There was going to be a lark here. He grew almost young at the thought of adventure. Charles Peace, wanted for murder in Sheffield, would go into Sheffield and do another job right under the nose of the police. Nobody else would dare do it, only Charles Peace. Or perhaps he wouldn’t have to ‘do’ the house at all. Suppose he tried one of his little tricks — the sort of trick that only Charles Peace could think of and have the nerve to carry out.

He cogitated on the matter, strolling up and down beneath the bare, wind-blown branches of the little orchard at the back of the cottage, stroking the beard that wasn’t his.

Alan Mainford returned from his early visits one morning and learned from his housekeeper that an elderly gentleman had called on a strange errand.

“He said he had lost a phial of valuable chemicals, sir, on the night of the murder at Banner Cross, and that he’d heard you’d found them. Of course I knew nothing about it.”

Alan had forgotten all about the phial. “Good Lord, yes! I remember.” He went to his poison cupboard and fished out the little bottle. “What sort of a man was he?”

“He looked like a sailor, sir. He had a very bad foot; it was all bandaged up and in a sling. What he said was that the chemicals were the only things that were good for his foot. He said that if you could find them and leave them for him, he’d call tomorrow or send his groom.”

“A sailor with a groom sounds a little curious to me. I’d like to see the gentleman. If he calls again you can tell him I have the crystals, and I shall be happy to hand them to him if he will prove his ownership.”

A groom with steel spectacles and a cavalry moustache called and received the message without betraying his natural annoyance. “The gentleman’s very ill with a bad foot,” he said, with an indignation which was not simulated. “I’m surprised at the doctor keeping my governor’s property.”

“That’s what he says: if the gentleman will call he will hand the bottle over to him.”

“He’s got it, has he?”

She nodded. “Yes, I saw it myself,” said the garrulous woman. “It’s kept in the poison cupboard. So, if your gentleman will call—”

“He’ll call, ma’am,” said Peace grimly, and drove home with a light heart.
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He didn’t want any more shooting. He certainly did not wish to meet Alan Mainford with no other defence than his fists. But doctors are called out late at nights, and the house would be patently empty and easy.

Yet it was not an easy place to burgle. It stood on a main thoroughfare, with a police station not a hundred yards away. There was traffic of sorts day and night, and at the back of the house a stable building which was apparently doubly occupied.

Peace did not know then that Miss Garden had her lodgings there, but he knew that the groom slept over his stables and that a stable boy slept in a loft.

In the middle of the paved yard was an ornamental lamppost, an eccentricity of the old doctor, and, more eccentrically still, remembering it was a private lamppost, its gas burner was lit every night and extinguished every morning.

The house was detached; there was no way of gaining access except from the front or the rear. The only windows at the side were out of reach, and a ladder would be instantly detected by the passers by.

Leaving his horse and trap in a neighbouring stable, he watched Alan go out hurriedly one night, carrying a small black bag, and hardly waited until he was out of sight before he attacked the front window. Luck was with him, for there was no pedestrian within a hundred yards. He was inside and had closed the window down within a few seconds.

He found himself in the waiting-room. He had taken a very careful note of the topography, and, crossing the passage noiselessly, reached the small dispensary, a narrow apartment which had been formed by putting up a party wall that cut off a portion of the surgery and consulting room. He had hardly closed the door behind him when there came a knock at the front door, which was repeated. To his alarm, he heard the housekeeper go along the passage and turn the key. He had counted upon her being asleep.

“Is the doctor in?” asked a well-known voice. Baldy Eltham! Peace looked round for a way of escape. The room was at the side of the house. There were no windows, the light being supplied by two powerful gas burners. Nor was there any key or bolt on the inside of the door. His only escape was along the passage and either out of the front door or by the way he had come.

“I’ll wait,” said Baldy’s voice. “My other tooth is aching like the devil. I want the doctor to give me some of that stuff he put in the other night. I could go right in and find it — I know exactly where it is — in the poison cupboard.” The hair on the back of the little man’s neck stood up. He drew his revolver from his pocket and clicked round the cylinder.

“The poison cupboard’s locked, Mr Eltham,” said the housekeeper’s voice. “You’ll have to wait till the doctor returns. He won’t be very long — the baby was born before they sent for him.”

The heavy foot of Eltham sounded in the passage. He gripped the handle of the dispensary door, turned it and opened the door a few inches. Peace crouched down near the floor, rested his pistol hand on his knee. He had extra cartridges in his pocket, but he would have no time to reload. He held six in his left hand in case…

One slipped and fell to the floor. It made a clatter which the man outside must hear.

“Well, perhaps I’d better wait.” The door slammed and his voice retreated — but not far enough. He had gone into the snuggery, which was no more than a big recess behind the stairs. Peace pulled his lantern from under his coat, turned the slide and examined the room quickly.

That must be the poison cupboard — the white one. He tried it. It was locked. And here he had another shock: the cupboard was made of steel, and the lock was really a lock. To force it open would not be a very difficult task, but it would be a noisy job, and a little too risky.

He was considering what to do when he heard a key in the street door lock, a light step in the passage, and Alan’s voice. “A false alarm. The other doctor was there before me. Hallo, Baldy! What’s the matter with you?”

“Toothache, doctor.”

“We’ll settle that,” said Alan’s voice.

It was now or never. Pulling the door open quickly, Peace stepped into the passage. The doctor had not come into sight. Noiselessly he opened the front door and slipped out, leaving it ajar.

“What the deuce is that?” said Alan. He had caught one glimpse of the vanishing figure.

“What’s wrong?” asked Baldy.

Alan ran to the door, pulled it open and stepped into the street. There was no sign of the intruder. “Somebody was in the house. Have you been into the dispensary?” He saw the open door.

“I haven’t been in, but I opened and shut the door.”

“Are you sure you left it shut?”

“I’ll swear to it with a prayer-book in each hand,” said Baldy.

Alan went in and lit the gas. Nothing had been moved or disturbed. With a final glance round he was turning out the gas, when a bright object on the floor caught his eye. Stooping, he picked it up.

“Here’s a pin-fire cartridge.” Baldy almost snatched it from his hand and examined it carefully.

“Pin-fire?” he said slowly. “A revolver cartridge, of the same calibre as the bullet that killed Arthur Dyson. You know the name of the man who was in here, don’t you? If you don’t, I’ll tell you — it was Charles Peace.”
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The police kept their secret well. None of the general public knew that the presence of Peace in Sheffield was as much as suspected. The search that was made of the town was thorough; it was also futile. Before dawn every questionable resort, every common lodging-house, every one of his old haunts had been combed and sifted.

Baldy came to breakfast, weary-eyed, baffled. Every railway station for twenty miles in every direction was being picketed and watched.

“The nerve of the fellow, to come back here! And to think I nearly went into that dispensary! He couldn’t have got out.”

“And you mightn’t have got out either, except on a stretcher,” said Alan. “On the whole I’m glad you changed your mind about going in.”

“Why did he come here?” asked the sergeant. “There’s nothing to steal.”

“Don’t be rude, Baldy. Why shouldn’t my house be burgled? It’s simply full of valuable property. Seriously, I’ve got over a thousand pounds’ worth of old silver in the house, and it must have seemed easy to him. My theory is that he watched until I went out last night, got in through the waiting-room window — if you look you’ll see where It’s been forced up — heard your knock at the door, and nipped into the dispensary.”

“Why the dispensary?” asked Baldy, and Alan groaned.

“Because it was the only place he could go. The door is exactly opposite the waiting-room door. It is the last place he would have chosen. There is no way out except by the door.”

“What nerve!” said Baldy, with reluctant admiration. “To come back to Sheffield—”

“Has he ever been away?” asked Alan quietly.

“He’s away now,” said the sergeant, “but he’ll be lucky to get right away! He won’t put his nose in Sheffield for many a day.” But here he was wrong.

Alan did not for one moment connect the phial of crystals with this unpleasant visitation. The caller who wanted to retrieve his property passed out of his mind.

Two or three days later, Jane Garden came home for a long rest. She had been continuously working almost since the day this strange partnership had been formed. Christmas was approaching, and she planned a visit to the south coast.

“Why not follow the example of your late employer and see some white snow and blue skies?”

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“Madame Stahm has departed for Switzerland, lock, stock and barrel, with all her personal staff, her Mr Baumgarten, her furniture, hangings and tapestries. In fact, the Hall is for sale.” She hardly credited the news.

“Madame will leave nothing behind in England,” he went on, “but some forty thousand pounds which she has foolishly spent in her fruitless attempts to make a new kind of steel. She will also leave a bad impression and a disconsolate minstrel boy. Mr Charles Peace never had such an appreciative audience.” The rumour was that she had formed some sort of business alliance with her arch-enemy, Wertheimer. At any rate, they had been seen together at one of the leading lawyers’ offices three times in a week, and it was accepted that a working arrangement had been signed, sealed and delivered.

“And I think she’s wise. She had some sort of connection with that little beast. Possibly he knows a little too much about her, and she is wise to go before he’s arrested and opens his mouth.” He told her of the midnight intruder, and was frank about it. “I’m telling you,” he said, “because, if I didn’t, our dear housekeeper would make a song about it. That woman ought to have been a reporter: she can keep nothing to herself.”

Jane was staggered when she heard the story. “Here? Peace? Alan, It’s impossible!”

“I should have thought so, but it isn’t. He’ll not come here again, so you can sleep sound at nights!” He might not believe that Peace had left Sheffield. He was dangerously confident that the little man would not repeat his foray, but here he underrated the audacity of one who boasted that he believed in God and the devil and feared neither.

Two mornings after the burglary an unexpected visitor called upon Dr Mainford, and on seeing him Alan almost gasped.

“What are you doing here?” he asked.

Carton grinned. “I came up to bring down one of our young gentlemen who goes to school near here, sir,” he said. “I thought I’d call in and pay you the money I owe you.” He took a sovereign from his pocket and put it on the table.

“An unexpected windfall for me — I hope you got it fairly, Carton?”

“I’m going straight, sir. All old lags say that, but I’m telling the truth. I’ve got a good job, and I’ve told the governor all about my past. It took a bit of courage, but I did it.”

“Good luck to you! And keep the sovereign as a souvenir of our unpleasant acquaintance!”

The man shook his head with a smile. “No, thank you, sir; I’ve always looked forward to the day when I’d pay you back.” There was a note of anxiety in his tone when he asked: “Has anything more been heard about Peace?”

Alan was almost inclined to tell him of his recent experience, but thought better of it. “He hasn’t been caught.”

“People think he’s in London,” said the man in a troubled voice. “I hope he isn’t. Not that I’m likely to meet him — I live on the outskirts. That was a lesson to me.”

“Were you with him that night?” asked Alan quietly, and when Carton did not answer he thought it wise not to press the question.

He was saying goodbye to the man when a thought occurred to him. “You remember that bottle of chemicals you left with me? I wish you’d take it away. I’m afraid I shall lose it, and I’d like to hand the responsibility on to you — not that there’s very much responsibility attached to it.”

The man shifted awkwardly, cleared his throat. “If it’s a bother, sir, I’ll take it.” He had often wondered whether the doctor had thrown the phial into the dustbin. Alan unlocked the poison cupboard, took out the bottle and brought it from the dispensary.

“Here you are,” he said.

Carton took it gingerly and dropped it into his pocket. The very motion brought back a too poignant memory of another occasion when some one else had given him that bottle to dispose of.

Jane came in just before the man went, and Alan told her the story of the phial, but it had no special significance for her.

When he had gone, she chatted about her patient, and, as a thought struck her: “I saw such an odd-looking man, a groom, today. He was driving a pony cart. A queer-looking man with steel spectacles and a moustache.”

“What did he do that was odd?”

“He looked at me,” she said, and he laughed uproariously.

“That wasn’t odd, it was the most perfectly natural thing to do. I look at you. I’m never tired of looking at you. Where did this terrible happening occur?”

“Outside Mrs Elford’s house. I had a feeling he was following me in the pony cart, but probably he was only waiting for somebody. It looked rather like a doctor’s trap, but I’ve never seen the man before. It was his eyes that were so strange; it may have been my imagination, but they seemed to glare at me.”

“To look at you is praiseworthy; to glare at you is unpardonable. Find me this groom and I’ll poison him,” said Alan. “I think I know the pony cart — I’ve seen it several times. Sometimes it’s driven by the groom, and sometimes by a rather nice old gentleman in a square felt hat. I’ll look out for him and tell him not to glare. By the way, I was wrong when I told you that Madame Stahm had gone — she did not leave until yesterday morning. Apparently she has been staying in a Sheffield hotel for a week.”
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The first intimation received by Peace that his patroness was departing had come with the arrival of Baumgarten in the red dusk of a wintry evening. Peace listened incredulously.

“She’s going away?” And then, with righteous indignation: “What about me?”

“To be exact, she has gone away,” said Baumgarten. “She crossed the Channel yesterday, and I am leaving this afternoon. Madame is not well; she is very unhappy; she has lost money, and people who might have helped her have been stupid. It was stupid to trust a man you had not met till a week before; it was stupid to shoot when you might have threatened.”

“What about me?” demanded Peace again. It was easy to act the wrathful, illused man. “After all I’ve done and the risks I took! I wouldn’t have taken ’em for anybody else in the world.”

Baumgarten sat down at the discoloured table — it had once been white, but Peace was an untidy eater — and laid down a heavy leather wallet, opened it and poured out a stream of shining gold.

“There is a hundred pounds there. Recover for us the crystals, and there will be two thousand in addition. Have you a good memory, my friend?” Peace nodded. “You know Madame’s name and how it is spelt? Yes, I remember, you do. You know my name and how it is spelt? Add the two names together. Madame and I are to be married. Remember, Madame Stahm-Baumgarten, and our address will be the National Bank, Berne. Write it down, commit it to memory, and destroy the paper.”

“I never forget anything,” said Peace. “I’ve only got to read a scene in Shakespeare twice and get the words in me head, and I never forget it.”

“A letter will find madame, or, better still, a telegram. If you find the crystals, send a telegraphic message, telling me where I can meet you, and I will be with you in twentyfour hours. If you do not find them” — he shrugged— “this is the end.” He waved his hand to the shining heap on the table. “And now, I will go.”

“I hope you have a pleasant journey, sir,” said Peace, and held out his hand, but Mr Baumgarten apparently did not see it.

Peace gathered up the gold, counted it and adjusted it in ten little heaps, and then in five larger heaps, and then balanced the hundred coins one on top of the other, finally wrapping them in paper so that they made rouleaux of twenty each.

These he secreted in various odd pockets and belts.

In a sense the departure of Madame Stahm was a relief. He intended leaving the cottage and putting it into the hands of an agent to sell. It would be worth three or four hundred pounds. He drove into Sheffield, interviewed an estate agent, who was most agreeable to carrying out his instructions.

“You can either sell it or mortgage it,” he said. “If you will let me have the title deeds, I will see what is the best arrangement.” It was on the tip of the little man’s tongue to say that he had no title deeds, but instinct told him that that would be a false move on his part. He searched the house for them, thinking they were left behind, and resolved to write to Madame Stahm to supply the missing documents. She had given him the cottage — Baumgarten had said so. A gentleman’s word ought to be his bond.

He would stay at the cottage a little longer, for he had not given up his quest.

Though Alan was unaware of the fact, Peace haunted the house, gaining an extensive knowledge of the doctor’s movements.

He found another interest — the presence of Jane Garden. He could put only one construction upon the friendship between Alan and the girl, because he knew no other variety of friendship. That whippersnapper must be very fond of her, he mused; and who wouldn’t be? She wasn’t as fine a creature as Mrs Dyson. He thought she was rather namby-pamby, and namby-pambyness in a woman cancelled out most of her attractions. But she was a goodlooker, a high-stepper — and a lady. That factor had an irresistible appeal to Peace. He worshipped gentility.

If the truth be told, he had been none too pleased with the impish role which Madame Stahm had assigned to him on a certain occasion. His vanity rebelled against the suggestion that he was old enough to be the father of any woman of attractive age and appearance, and he was almost glad when the deception had been revealed.

Yet, for all her beauty, Jane Garden had something of a neutral quality in his mind. His gross daydreams took baser shapes. Her rare and delicate beauty was beyond his appreciation, for he progressed by comparisons. Kate Dyson was prettier than Thompson; Thompson was prettier than that girl in Hull. Between the most ravishing beauty in his drab life and Jane Garden was an unbridgeable gulf.

But she had a rare figure and good teeth. Peace, who had few serviceable teeth, set great store by this gift of nature. She lived in a little house over the stable. At first he could not believe that any man who called himself a gentleman could allow a lady to live over a stable like a common groom; but apparently she did not feel the disgrace of it. She would have been surprised and alarmed to know how often those doglike eyes of Charles Peace watched her running up the wooden steps to her room in the course of the next few weeks.

There was a small walled enclosure where stable refuse was thrown. Peace found this a convenient hiding-place one night, when Alan and the girl went out together. It offered no great opportunity to the little man, for the housekeeper had been nervous since the burglary, and had brought in a stalwart nephew to keep her company when she was in the place alone.

Dixon also was out. It was a boisterous night. Creeping from his hiding-place, Peace took the long pole which hung on one of the stable walls under a protecting ledge, and extinguished the lamp, replacing the pole where he had found it. He was curious to see what kind of a hovel the girl had for a home, and, passing swiftly up the steps, he tried the door, and, when that failed him, a narrow window which was within reach. He clambered into a room, pulled down the dark blinds and lit a candle end. He was surprised to discover how cosy and pleasant it was, and continued his leisurely inspection.

There was a possibility that he might find something to his advantage, but there was nothing in either of the two rooms that it would have paid him to take away, even if it had been wise to do so.

He extinguished his candle end, pulled up the blinds and let himself out of the door. As he crossed the yard he could see through the kitchen window the faint light of the room where the housekeeper and her nephew were sitting. But the place was too small to burgle whilst anybody was awake inside.

He tried the flanking wall of the house, hoping for an inspiration. The roof was no use. This was going to be a very difficult job. He was meditating upon ways and means when he saw the victoria pulling up at the house, and hastened to his hiding place.

Usually Alan and the girl went indoors, but tonight they walked around through the gateway into the yard.

“Hallo!” he heard Alan say. “The light’s blown out. One minute — I’ll light it for you.” He walked across the yard, found the lighter’s pole. and, after several attempts, set light to the methylated wick at the end, and, pushing up the governing tap, relit the lamp. “There’s always that profession for me if medicine fails,” he said, as he hung up the pole. “Are you sure you won’t have supper?”

“No, I’m going to bed — I’m tired.”

Alan glanced up at the stable building. “Dixon won’t be back till late. I hate leaving you there alone. If anything happened to you, Jane, I think I’d go raving mad.”

She laughed softly. “What can happen to me except a good night’s sleep?”

“I wish to heavens they’d find this man. He’s getting a little on my nerves.”

“You mean Peace?”

“Yes.”

She laughed again. “How silly of you! He wouldn’t hurt me.”

“He’d cut the throat of his own mother if it served him,” said Alan.

The hidden man smirked as at a compliment.

“Good night!” He heard a kiss, and her light feet on the steps. It was funny that they should part with a kiss, like two people who were only just courting.

He caught a glimpse of her on the landing at the top, waving her hand, and heard the door close. That house would never be burgled, he told himself as he drove homeward. The young doctor was too wide, and it was dangerous. He’d probably have a gun or a pistol in the house-bound to have, he being an old army man. And there in that house was a fortune — that was the maddening thing about it. If he could only lay his hands on that phial! If he only had a friend there! If he could get round the housekeeper, or have a talk with the girl! He only wanted a chance of meeting her and talking her over. Women would do anything for him.

Peace had no doubt at all about his powers of fascination. His mind went back again and again to the girl and Alan. Sloppy, that’s what it was. Going on like two school kids. He couldn’t understand it. If “anything happened” to her, Alan had said…

His lips curled, then suddenly drooped. A splendid idea dawned in his brain — a wonderful idea. It was one of the grandest ideas he had ever had. He almost shouted for joy as he whipped up the pony into a gallop, and he pottered about the house for the greater part of the night, singing, in his not unpleasant falsetto, a song which he himself had written and composed. It was called: “If the Angels Should Take Me Away”, and it was about heaven and mothers and lonely lovers.

This was to be a job after his own heart, a job that required planning and timing and rehearsing.

He snatched a few hours’ sleep, and prepared the house for certain contingencies; fed and groomed his pony, and washed down the trap with water that he drew from a well at the back of the cottage. There was an air of gaiety about the equipage that drove into Sheffield. This time he did not bait the horse, but walked him slowly round and round until he stopped by the side of a dark road within view of Alan’s house. He waited half an hour, saw the doctor come out and drive away. Leaving the pony unattended, he walked across the road, and, taking a letter from his pocket, slipped it into the letterbox, knocked a sharp rat-tat and hurried away.

The housekeeper, who carried the letter to Jane Garden, did not mention the fact that it had been put in the letterbox, although it had been brought by hand.

Jane opened the envelope and read the ill-written scrawl.

“If you please, miss, Mrs Elford has been taken very ill again. Can you come at once?

“Yours truly,

“MARY SMITH.”

It looked like a letter that a servant might have written. Mrs Elford had been one of her patients — the last she had attended — and she had left her a picture of robust health. She could not suspect that the little man, who, unknown to her, had been collecting information about her for days, was well aware that she had nursed Mrs Elford.

It was only a short journey; she decided to go on foot. Peace, watching the house, saw her come out and his heart sang within him. Turning the pony, he followed her at a distance, overtaking her just as she was turning into the gate of a house.

“Excuse me, miss!” She heard the urgent voice and looked round. “Is that Nurse Garden?”

“Yes,” she said, wondering.

“Mrs Elford isn’t there. She’s gone out into the country, on the Chesterfield Road. I was sent to bring you to her.”

Jane hesitated. “Does the doctor know?” she asked.

“Oh, yes, miss.” Beyond the fact that he had a high, squeaky voice and was a seemingly inoffensive old man with a beard, she scarcely noticed the driver, and got into the trap without further demur. Peace urged on the pony, and she noticed, as a curious fact, that he avoided the main exit from the town, and took a bumpy side road which eventually joined the main road where Sheffield proper ended and the country began.

She was a little puzzled. Mrs Elford was a woman who told her all that she knew, and she had never made any reference to relations who lived outside of Sheffield.

“Who wrote the note?”

“The cook, miss,” said the driver.

She asked him one or two questions, and when he again turned off to a side road she thought they were near their destination. What Peace was doing was to avoid the crossroads where police patrols sometimes met.

“You’re going a long way round,” she said when they were again on the Derby road.

“The pony don’t like traffic, miss. He’s a bit shy, so I keep him to the quiet lanes.” They drew up before the cottage, and Peace drove the pony up the side path to the back of the house. He apologized for keeping her waiting while he unharnessed the horse and put him in the stable. This done, he led her back to the front of the house, unlocked the door and flung it open. The place was in darkness.

“Are there no lights?” she asked, and for answer found herself roughly pushed into the passage. She stumbled and nearly fell. Before she could recover herself the heavy door was closed with a crash, and a voice which struck terror to her soul, said.”

“You’ll have all the lights you want, my girl. Get in there and keep your mouth shut, or you’ll be sorry.”



Chapter XXXI


Table of Contents


“Miss Garden has been called away,” reported the housekeeper. “Mrs Elford was taken very ill tonight and sent round for her.”

Alan stopped himself in the act of hanging up his overcoat. “Mrs Elford ill?” he said incredulously. “Did she send for me?”

“No, sir, the letter was for Miss Garden.”

He looked at her blankly. “But I saw Mrs Elford this afternoon and she was perfectly well.” He went over the case in his mind. Though there was a possibility of a relapse, it was extremely unlikely. He put on his coat and hat again and went out. The house was no great distance from his own, and in ten minutes he was pulling the bell at his patient’s residence. Mrs Elford was in the drawingroom, said the maid, evidently surprised to see him.

“Is Nurse Garden here?” he asked.

“Nurse Garden, sir? No. The missus is quite well.”

“Let me see her,” said Alan sharply.

He was shown into the drawingroom. Mrs Elford was sitting by the fire, a newspaper on her lap. “No, I didn’t send for the nurse, doctor. Why should I? I haven’t felt as well for a long time.”

“There must be some mistake,” he said, and hurried home.

His housekeeper had made mistakes before, but now she was emphatic.

“Where is the letter that came for Miss Garden?”

“It’s in her room, I think.”

“Let me have the key.” He ran across the yard, flew up the steps, and, opening the door, lit the gas. The letter and envelope were on the table. He took one glance and his heart almost stood still. He knew that writing; Jane should have known it. It was unmistakably the hand of Charles Peace.

“Do you want me, doctor?” Dixon heard him running down the stairs.

“Yes; harness the bay and put him in the trap.”

“Anything wrong, doctor?” Dixon came pattering down to the stables.

“Miss Garden’s gone away, and I’m rather worried about her. Send the boy round to Sergeant Eltham’s house and tell him I want him urgently. If he can’t find him, we’ll go to the station.” He returned to the house and closely questioned the frightened woman. She had nothing to tell him, except that she had found the letter in the letterbox and there had been a sharp rat-tat preceding it. She had looked out — this Peace had not noticed — but could see nothing except the lights of a trap on the other side of the road some distance away.

Then there flashed upon the doctor an earlier experience of Jane’s: the groom with the steel-rimmed glasses and the pony cart, who had followed her. There was a hundred to one chance that there might be something in this.

Going up to his bedroom, he unlocked a drawer and took out a long-barrelled Service revolver, a relic of his army days. He broke the breach and loaded it. Peace would be an unfortunate man if he met Dr Alan Mainford that night.

Putting the revolver into his overcoat pocket, he came downstairs again. He could guess what had happened. Somebody had picked up the girl near the Elfords’ house, in which case he would continue in the same direction she had taken, which was towards the south. Peace would hardly double back through the town, where the trap could be identified and traced.

If Madame Stahm were still in England there might be an explanation for the disappearance. He would have driven straight out to Brinley Hall and searched the place from basement to attic. But the Hall was shut up, its presiding genius had departed.

This could only be the work of Peace.

Baldy Eltham came in half-dressed. He had been sleeping after a day and a night’s search for a wanted man. Alan told him the story briefly, and by this time the trap was at the door.

“You’d better call at the Central Station. It’s going to be difficult to get any more men out on the job. The reserves are dead beat. You think it was Peace in the pony trap, do you? I’ve seen the man half a dozen times — wears a sort of dark green livery coat and a top hat with a cockade. I can’t see any likeness to him, though. He’s a cunning devil, and we know he does disguise himself.”

They were only a few minutes at the station and then went back to the road in which Mrs Elford’s house stood. They found a policeman who had seen the cart, and remembered seeing the nurse. Jane wore a long veil for a bonnet, and this was flying out behind her when the cart had passed the officer.

“We’re on the right track, at any rate. We’ll make for the Derby road.” They drove as far as the crossroads, and here they had a check. Since the general alarm had been sent out for Peace, a mounted officer had been on duty day and night at this point. He had taken careful note of all the traffic, which was not considerable at this time of the night, but he had seen no trap answering the rough description they gave.

It was curious, but quite usual, that although the pony cart had been seen by a dozen different people, no two agreed as to its colour or shape. Baldy thought it was a dark blue; an officer at the station was equally sure it was varnished brown.

“We’ll go on as far as Brinley,” said Alan, and sent the long-striding bay flying along the hard road. There were very few habitations, and these he noted as they passed.

“Who lives in that cottage?” He pointed with his whip.

“I don’t know. It’s been empty some time, then a gentleman took it some months ago — a Mr Gray.” Brinley drew blank, and here they had definite negative news. The place had been under observation by the county constabulary, and the man on duty almost opposite the entrance gates was very definite that nothing had entered or left that night.

“The gates were padlocked anyway, and there’s no other way of reaching the house,” he said.

Alan stopped at the local inn to water and rest the horse.

It was one o’clock in the morning when they got up into the trap and began their return journey.
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Peace eyed the girl critically and admiringly. She was pale, but she showed none of the signs of fear he expected. She was looking at him intently, trying to pierce his disguise and reconstruct the evil face she knew. She saw now how perfectly he had hidden every characteristic feature — except those glowing, animal eyes of his. Those she would have known anywhere in any disguise.

“What are you going to do?” she asked.

“I’m going to keep you here for a day or two, and see if we can persuade that doctor of yours to do me a little favour. Now, listen, miss. I’ll do you no harm. I’ll swear it on the Bible. I’m a gentleman. You do what I tell you and nowt will come of this. If you don’t — well, I can only be hung once!” There was some relief in this news. She was being held as hostage, then; he had no personal venom against her.

“Remember the time when you and me met, lass?” he asked. He sat astride a chair, his arms resting on the back, feasting his eyes upon her. “I said to her ladyship: ‘That’s a nice nuss you’ve got,’ and I said to her: ‘What about me taking her out for a stroll and showing her the sights of Sheffield?’”

She wished he wouldn’t look at her so continuously. She turned her own eyes away, hoping to induce a relaxation of his scrutiny, but when she looked again he was still regarding her with that same steadfast, desiring stare. “The doctor’s sweetheart, ain’t you? I heard him talking to you the other night. You didn’t know I was there, but I was. Charles Peace is everywhere. A hundred pound reward for me, me girl, but they’ll never take me. I’m too clever for them. Listen to that!” He thumped his waistcoat and she heard the dull chink of money.

“The doctor! I could buy him up! Do you know what he did to me? Took a whip to me! And do you know why he did it? Because of my little joke about being your father.” He chuckled. Mr Peace was in high spirits.

“What do you want of the doctor?” she asked.

“What do I want of the doctor?” he repeated. “Well, for one thing I want him to give me a little bottle of stuff that he’s got in his poison cupboard. I tried to get it the other day.”

She opened her eyes wide. “The phial of chemicals that Carton gave him?”

He nodded eagerly. “Have you seen it, miss?”

“No,” she said. “But the doctor hasn’t got it.”

He smiled at this. “Don’t you tell me no lies! I know the doctor’s got it. I tell you it’s in his poison cupboard. I’d have had it, too, if that flat-footed copper hadn’t come in.”

“He hasn’t got it,” she insisted. “Carton called two or three days ago, and the doctor gave it to him.”

He grinned again. “That’s comic, that is. Carton called, did he? Why, he wouldn’t dare put his nose in Sheffield. I’d snuff him out! He knows what Charles Peace is.”

“I tell you he called,” she insisted desperately. “He came to pay back a sovereign the doctor had lent him to take him out of Sheffield on the night of the Banner Cross murder.” It was strange and terrible to think that she was sitting at that moment vis a vis the very murderer, the loathsome little man with a price on his head, and the scaffold looming before him.

Peace was impressed.

“You tell me the truth, my girl, or look out for yourself! If they catch me, I hang, and they can’t hang me twice, can they, whatever I do? I could murder you, and they could still only hang me once — if they caught me. Not that I’m going to murder you — don’t be frightened, love. You’re better-looking than Kate, and you’re a lady. I’ve always been partial to ladies. Now just you tell me about Carton, and don’t tell no lies. A lady shouldn’t tell no lies.”

“He came to see Dr Mainford,” she repeated, “to pay him back the money. The doctor drove him from Banner Cross to the station on the night of the murder. But perhaps you know that?” He didn’t know it, but this story fitted in with the remarkable rapidity of Carton’s movements, which had enabled him to catch the last train to London.

“The doctor told him he still had the phial, that he was afraid of losing it, and asked him to take it back. He took it back.”

“Where does Carton live?”

“I don’t know — he’s in London somewhere.”

He looked at her suspiciously. “I don’t believe it. You’re telling me this because you think I’ll let you go.” He got up from his chair and, walking across to where she sat by the table, took her chin in his hand and lifted up her face to his.

“You’re better-looking than Kate Dyson,” he said. “You’re a beauty.” The touch of her soft throat set him aquiver. The dark eyes glowed like dull fire. To show fear now would be fatal: she pushed his hand aside gently.

“Mr Peace, why do you stay in this neighbourhood? You know there’s a reward for you, and that the police are looking for you?”

“They don’t know I’m here.”

She nodded. “They know. You left one of your cartridges behind in the doctor’s dispensary.” He stared at this.

“I dropped a cartridge, did I? Yes, I did an’ all! Well, anybody might drop a cartridge. Who said it was mine?”

Was she talking too much, she wondered. She must risk that, make him think of his danger, of anything but her. “Sergeant Eltham said it was the same kind of cartridge that had killed Mr Dyson — they know you’re here; they’ve been searching the town for you. Why don’t you go away?”

He grinned at this. “Searching the town? And where was Charles Peace? Driving through the town as bold as brass! I got a policeman to hold my pony’s head tonight — that’ll make you laugh. A policeman looking for me, and he held the reins and I gave him sixpence for his trouble. No, nuss, you’re staying here. I’ve got a nice little room for you, right up in the roof; you lay snug there till the morning and then you’ll write a letter to the doctor and I’ll get it sent to him.”

She got up. “Which is the way?” she said.

A room to herself gave her at any rate a fort to hold, flimsy or strong. He took up the lighted lamp. “Go first,” he said, and she went ahead of him up the stairs, through the bedroom. “Open that door.” She thought it was a cupboard, filled with old dresses, and he was flattered.

“I did that. Nobody would think there were stairs there. Push through the dresses, lass, and turn to the right.” She went up before him, stooping her head to avoid contact with the sloping ceiling.

“Here’s your room. You stay here quiet.” He could not take his eyes off her. “I’ll leave you the lamp. There’s another downstairs. I’ll take the key out of that door.” He leered at her. “Nobody’s going to hurt you, lass, though I’d get no more for it. They can only hang a man once if he commits twenty-six million murders!” She said nothing, and heard his retreating footsteps with heartfelt thankfulness.

There was a chair, a small washstand and a bed in the room. The water jug had been newly filled. She poured out a glass and, raising it to her lips with a trembling hand, drank eagerly.

The place was stuffy, airless. She looked round for a window, but there was none. Listening at the head of the stairs, she heard him go down to the ground floor.

His heavy boots sounded hollowly on the bare boards. There was no time to be lost: she began to draw the bed across the room. The castors squeaked a little, and she paused, listening for some sound from below. She heard a voice singing: it was Peace, and he was singing a hymn!

Desperately she pulled at the bed. It ran readily across the floor, and she clamped the head of it against the closed door. But she knew a strong man could push it aside, and she must find something to keep it in position. The opposite wall was too far away, the articles of furniture too few to jam the door tight.

Searching the room, she found a hammer and a paper of nails lying on a shelf.

Workmen had been here, and evidently the tool had been overlooked because of the height of the shelf. Then to her joy she found that the thick shelf was movable, and lifted it down. Fitting one end against the rails at the back of the bed, she began nailing the loose end into the floor. She had never used a hammer before, but her very terror gave her skill. She heard the clatter of feet on the stairs below, and worked frantically.

He was shouting at her, but she did not desist. It was a bungling job. If she had not used twice as many nails as were necessary she would have failed. His fist came hammering at the door.

“What’s the row? What are you doing?” He tried to open the door. The bed moved a fraction of an inch, but the board held in its place.

“Open the door and let me in!” he howled. “I gave you a chance. Now you’re going to get what you asked for, my girl.” She waited, breathless, exhausted, leaning on the end of the bed and lending her weight to take the strain he was imposing on the barrier.

“Got the bed here, have you?…” He poured out a volume of foulest threats. She, who had seen the worst of humanity, had never till then plumbed the depths of its vileness.

Presently he became calm.

“Open the door, miss. Don’t be silly — I wouldn’t hurt a hair of your head. You can trust old Charles Peace. I’ve never harmed a lady in my life. Don’t get my temper up, miss — it’ll be all the worse for you. I’ll let you go. Will you open the door?”

“No,” she said.

He expected her to scream, to be crying, to be broken by terror. The steadiness of her voice took him aback and to some extent calmed him.

“What’s the use of being silly, miss?” he wheedled. “You can’t sleep if I’m hammering on the door all night, can you? Put the bed back in its place and I’ll let you have the key.”

“Put it under the door,” she said.

A long pause.

“Here it is, miss. Put your fingers under.” But she was not to be caught.

Another interregnum of silence.

“You don’t think I can’t get in, do you? Charlie Peace could go through a steel door: he’s done it millions of times! I’ll have the panels out of that before you can say Jack Robinson, and when I get in, me lady, you’ll be sorry you was born.” He went downstairs again, and was gone a long time. He came back, and she heard the rasp of metal cutting wood, and after a while the bright end of a bit showed in one corner of the panel. Then the end of a thin saw thrust through, and as it did she struck it, breaking it off short. He howled his imprecations at her, threw his weight against the door, and for a moment she thought that the barrier would give way.

Again he went down, and was absent for an even longer time. He was searching the house for a hatchet, and when he failed to find one, continued his search in the stable. He found an axe with a rotten handle. It took him some time to improvise a new one with the help of a stable yard broom. Then she heard him coming up, and waited.

“Are you going to open the door?” She did not answer.

Crash! The panel split under the impact of the axe head.

“Get aside if you don’t want to be hurt!” he yelled, and struck again.

Not only the panel but the supporting frame splintered. There was an aperture wide enough for a man to scramble through. Beating down the jagged edges of the wood with the back of the axe, he wriggled through on to the bed.

The beard was gone, though stray hairs still clung to the bristle on his cheeks.

Here was Charles Peace in all his ugliness, in all his menace. She could not mistake the message of his eyes, but she stood calmly in the centre of the room waiting for him.

Peace saw a woman subdued, ready for surrender, her hands hanging limply by her side. He never suspected the hammer that the folds of her dress concealed.

“Got you, me lady! You remember what I told you? They can only hang me once. You’ll write that letter, and be glad to write that letter. You’ll do it because you love me. Women get used to me — they dote on me…worship the ground I walk on.” He was coming towards her stealthily, catlike, his long fingers curved like the paws of a wild animal. “I like the looks of you,” he went on huskily. “I’ve never seen a young lady I liked so much…you brought it on yourself…they can only hang me once.”

With incredible swiftness she struck, turned sick as she heard the thud of the blow. Peace went down on his knees and sprawled forward on the floor, blood on his temple.

She dropped the hammer and leapt on to the bed. She had seen the cover that hid the skylight, and guessed that there was a window beyond. In a second she was on the bed, unbolted the cover and dropped it. She pushed up the circular window with such force that it fell back on the slates. She must have a light of some kind.

The man was moving on the floor. She flew across the room and took the lamp, and, hastily snatching up a chair, planted it insecurely on the bed and mounted.

Peace was rising to his feet. She had not a second to lose. She pushed the lamp high over her head, and with a superhuman effort drew herself up on to the sloping roof. It was terribly steep; she could not possibly keep her foothold and the lamp, she thought. Her shoes slid on the damp tiles, and she kicked them off one by one, and, setting her teeth, scrambled up to the roof ridge.

It was a still night. The lamp flickered but did not go out. Somebody must see her — there must be neighbours.

The dark bulk of the man’s head and shoulders came through the broken skylight. He was half mad with rage, and at the sight of him she screamed again and again. He scrambled up after her; his hands had almost grasped her dress when his nailed boots slid on the tiles and, but for their tripping the gutter, he would have fallen to the ground.

She made another attempt. She was screaming now — somebody would hear her.

In his rage was terror. The nearest house was a mile away, but there might be somebody passing along the road. Something was coming. She saw two bright lights appear round the bend of the road, heard the beat of horse’s hooves and waved the lamp frantically. At that moment Peace reached up and gripped her knee. She kicked herself free, but he grabbed at her ankle.

He made another attempt to reach the roof tree some distance from her, and began working his way along. He had not seen the cart, but suddenly he heard the sound of men’s voices, and, looking down, saw the trap at the door and somebody leap out. There was only one thing to do, he slid down the roof towards the back of the house and caught the gutter in his hands. There was a crack; the cast-iron gutter broke, and he dropped into a bush. As he ran round the corner of the house he drew his revolver and fired point-blank at the man who barred him.

It was Baldy, and as he staggered back to avoid the consequences of a second shot, Peace flung past him. He reached the front garden when a pencil of flame leapt from the other corner of the house and a bullet whizzed so close to his face that he thought he had been hit. Screaming with terror and rage, he turned and fired at the second man, and an answering shot came back instantly.

There was only one hope: he dashed through the gate, banging it behind him.

The restive horse was prancing at the sound of the shots. Peace was in the driver’s seat in a second; the whip flopped down, and the maddened beast leaped forward.

Alan was not concerned about the escape. He was looking anxiously at the dark figure on the roof. The lamp had gone out: it had slipped from her hand and smashed; the fragments were at his feet.

“Is that you, Jane? Are you all right? Can you hold on until I get up?”

“Yes, I’m frightened, but I’m quite all right,” came her reassuring voice. “But I can’t get back the way I came.”

“Is it possible to force the door or the window?” Baldy, searching at the back of the house, found a ladder that reached to the height of the roof, and ran up. It was a nervous task in the darkness of the night, bringing the girl to earth. She was trembling in every limb; felt physically sick; and sat for ten minutes on the high stone doorstep of the cottage, her head on her hands, whilst Baldy went round and put the pony in the little cart.

By the time he was ready she had recovered.

“I feel I ought to faint. I suppose it’s because I’m not what Mr Peace calls a lady.”

“You’re sure he didn’t hurt you?” Alan was beside himself with anxiety.

She smiled. “That is the one thing I’m quite sure about,” she said.

All the way back to Sheffield he was cursing his bad marksmanship.

“The light was bad, and I’m out of practice, I suppose. There is no other excuse.” He would not allow her to go to the stable that night. Peace was quite capable of returning. He sent her up to his own room, and sat up for the rest of the night, waiting for Sergeant Eltham to report.

Alan’s trap and his distressed bay had been found abandoned in a field near Mansfield, and the horse was being taken care of locally.

“There goes eighty guineas’ worth of good horseflesh,” said Alan; “the brute!” He was not speaking of the horse.

The trains from Mansfield were being watched all down the line. A man answering the description of Peace had been seen near the station, but nobody seemed to have noticed whether he got on the train or not.

All day long false clues abounded, and the usual innocent citizens were placed under arrest or observation. For the second time Peace had entirely vanished. There was some interest when the body of a man was taken out of the Trent, and in many particulars the description tallied with the wanted murderer.

“We’ve sent a man down to identify him,” said Baldy, “but bless your heart, it’s not Charlie! There’s an old saying and a true one — a man who is born to be hanged will never be drowned—”

“I’m so tired of hearing that,” said Alan. “He may probably never be arrested, but leave me the hope that he’ll get drunk and fall into the canal!” At the first opportunity he saw Jane Garden alone. “You are staying in this house permanently, Jane,” he said firmly. “And what’s more, you’re going to figure in the newspaper. ‘After a brief honeymoon, Mr and Mrs Alan Mainford returned to their well-known surgery.’”

She smiled faintly at this; then a look of alarm came to her face. “Do the newspapers know — about last night?”

He shook his head. “For some reason or other the police are not anxious to advertise the fact that they have had Charles Peace as a close neighbour,” he said drily.
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A letter arrived at Berne, via the National Bank. It was in a strange handwriting, and the composition was more literate than was usual.

“DEAR MADAME” (it began), “I am Charles Peace, who you know served you faithfully and suffered cruelly in your loyal service. Dear Madame, I am in a terrible position owing to the way I have looked after your interests, and I can’t get any money because of the title deeds of the cottage. Dear Madame, could you send the title deeds to me in the name of Grey, and I can get them transferred to another gentleman who will pay me well for them, because I am in very sad circumstances and starving to death because of the way I looked after your interests, turning out in the middle of the cold nights to play the fiddle when you was feeling poorly, and all the trouble I got into with the police because of you know who being killed by accident which was not design, which I had no intention of killing the man, because nothing is further from my thoughts than taking human life which is sacred according to the Bible I honour. Dear Madame, if you will send the title deeds to a friend of mine, Mr Thompson, 5 East Terrace, Evelina Road, Peckham, London, he will see that I get justice done to me which I have never had since I was a boy owing to the perjury of the police which as you know are always ready to swear away a man’s life for a few shillings. And that nurse turned against me. She is a low woman as you can’t deny when I tell you she is carrying on with the doctor and brazen about it. She has sweared my life away and your life away too, and the doctor tried to murder me and the police tried to murder me by firing arms at me which it is against the law for the police to carry firearms and they have kept it quiet or the Government would have had his coat off his back. It’s a bad day for England if police carry firearms because they are not trained to use them and all sorts of accidents would happen as you will see from the piece of newspaper I have put in this letter when the Home Secretary said in the Houses of Parliament that the police must not use firearms and it is against public policy. I had to come away from Sheffield for my life and left behind the money which you so humbly gave me, and I am now destitute and starving and God knows what will become of me. But He looketh after the fallen sparrows and comforteth them. If you have Bibles in Switzerland you will see this. God knows how I shall live through today and tomorrow. I am weak with want of food, so, dear madame, please send me the title deeds before the end of the month because you are my last hope and if the police take me, which they’ll be clever to do, I shall have to tell them everything about Mr Lamonte and the goings on at the house which I have seen with my own eyes and can bring witnesses. Is there any justice? No, there is none. Oh, God, who seest thy servant inflicted by thy enemies, lift up thy hand and help thy humble servant.

“Yours obediently and respectfully,

“CHARLES PEACE.

“J. THOMPSON.”

Mr Peace, remembering in time that, being a foreigner, Madame Stahm was probably a Roman Catholic, had drawn a neat crucifix with emanations.

Madame Stahm read through this epistle, glanced at the newspaper cutting, and handed the letter back to her husband. “Tell him to go to the devil,” she said.

Mr Baumgarten would have addressed himself to this task with considerable pleasure if he had not glanced at the back of the second foolscap sheet and seen the postscript:

“DEAR MADAM, — The cristals are safe. The doctor gave them to Carton and I am looking for Carton. You will hear from me by return of post.”

“Do you believe him?” asked Baumgarten.

“Do you?” she challenged.

He pursed his lips.

“I don’t know. I think I do. Possibly it would be safest to send him a little money — a thousand francs.”

She was not especially eager to send money to anybody. “We haven’t heard from the reptile for a year — more than that, Peter. If the crystals could be recovered they would have been in his hands by now.”

“Nevertheless, my dear, I should send him a thousand francs,” said Baumgarten.

He could afford to be judicial in the matter, because it was not his thousand francs.

Mr Peace received the letter addressed to Mr Thompson, because at the moment he was Mr Thompson. He was not starving: he was eating a large steak in a comfortably furnished room. He had taken kindly to his new life in London, as his wife had been pleasantly complaisant. There was a Mrs Thompson in addition to a Mrs Peace, who called herself Ward. She had appeared out of the blue, a bold throw-back to pre-Dyson days, an especially well-favoured lady in the matter of looks, being blonde and winsome; more to the point, comfortable, in the sense that she and Mrs Peace — the real Mrs Peace, who lived in the basement — were on the friendliest terms.

The little man with the dark face was popular in the neighbourhood; attended a local church; made and mended kites for small boys; manufactured toys of all kinds and distributed them gratuitously. He had a kindly word for everybody. His neighbours said of him that he was quite the gentleman, which had been said before by witnesses who had a better opportunity of testing his gentility.

On the whole he was pleased with himself, though there had been one or two irritating circumstances that had occurred since his arrival in London. For example, the man Harbron, who had been sentenced to death for the murder of Police Constable Cock, had been reprieved by a pusillanimous Home Secretary. By this reprieve he had robbed Peace of a permanent illustration that justice sometimes miscarries. He could cite the case if ever misfortune overtook him; if necessary, plead guilty to the crime to prove his point. He felt that the reprieve robbed him of some importance, and was glad that he had not followed his inclination, which was to go to Manchester when the petition for reprieve was being circulated and put his name to it. He would have done this, because he was quite certain that the petition would produce no effect. Petitions never did. The petitions he had sent to the Home Secretary from Dartmoor, Chatham, Wakefield, a dozen prisons; the heartrending appeals he had made to the official heart, and which probably had never gone beyond the cunning governor of the prison, were proof of this. The world was full of injustice: he used to enlarge on this theme when he had company at No. 5 East Terrace, for he often gave musical evenings and played on a Spanish guitar, to the delight of his guests.

There were people who thought he had once had something to do with the law, he was such an authority on the subject, and this surmise was so near the truth that he never denied it.

They were broadminded people in Peckham; they did not object to the touch of colour in his blood, for how else might he attain to that swarthy complexion? He was not above admitting relationship with African kings. Generally it was believed that he was a much-travelled and widely-read man. He was thinner than he had been, wore glasses on occasions, and the deep wolf eyes had acquired a benevolent glint.

People liked Mrs Thompson very much; they did not like the faded Mrs Ward, who was believed to be a poor relation of the Thompsons. Mrs Thompson was pretty, had fair hair and a good figure. If she had any drawbacks it was her weakness for strong drink. Therein she followed the example of other ladies, whom Peace had known, and who also found consolation and forgetfulness through the same medium.

‘Mr Thompson’ was an active man. He did a great deal of night work; sometimes left home as late as ten o’clock and did not return till the morning. The number of petty burglaries in New Cross, Lewisham and Camberwell showed an alarming increase. Scarcely a week passed but there was an account of them in the Sunday newspapers.

Peace folded the thousand-franc note with a grunt of satisfaction and put it in his waistcoat pocket.

“What’s that?” asked his pretty companion.

“Ask no questions and you’ll hear no lies,” said Peace.

It was true, as he had said, that he had not lost hope of finding Carton. In point of fact he had seen the traitor, but too late to accost him. It was on London Bridge station; their two trains stood parallel on either side of one platform. The train in which Peace was moved out first, and as he was passing the last carriage he saw a man, smoking a pipe and reading a newspaper. It was Carton: there was no doubt about it. It was a Woolwich train, he noted, and for a week after he hung about the station in the hope of seeing his sometime partner again. Luck was against him, and though he paid many visits to the station at the same hour, he caught no further glimpse of the villain who, rightly or wrongly, he decided had betrayed him. It was not outside the range of possibility that Carton had also seen him.

He spent quite a lot of time in Woolwich and Greenwich, hoping to pick up his quarry; but Carton had vanished. He was in London, and in southeast London.

Peace had infinite faith in his luck. All would come right. He added to the petitions he offered to his Maker one very important item: that he should meet Carton and that Carton should be reasonable.

He had had one or two good hauls at railway stations, absentmindedly picking up other people’s baggage and carrying it away; but he was checked in this new branch of activity when he witnessed a clever arrest for this particular crime, and realized that a special staff of detectives had been turned on to watch the luggage thieves. It was too dangerous, especially in London and in daylight. He went back to the easier business of housebreaking; made one or two coups that were quite valuable, and one or two that proved very troublesome and yielded little profit.

He had established contact with a fair-dealing fence in East Greenwich, but he was too wily a man to be content to dispose of his stolen property through one channel, and he made new connections in places as wide apart as Poplar is from Hammersmith.

Once, returning from an unsuccessful foray in the early hours of the morning, he had been stopped by a policeman and summarily searched in the street. Fortunately, he carried no housebreaking tools. There was an early morning coffee shop in a side street near New Cross, where you could leave a bag and be sure that no prying eyes would search it. His indignation at this outrage against the liberty of the subject expressed itself in a complaint personally presented to the nearest police station.

The delinquent officer would have been reprimanded, but Peace generously pleaded for him and excused his zeal on account of his youth.

Thereafter this particular policeman always touched his helmet when Mr Thompson passed. Peace got more satisfaction out of this than he would have done if a gold medal had been pinned on his bosom for spotless integrity.

Sometimes his operations carried him far afield. He liked to indulge in travel, and on a certain Sunday morning he was sniffing the air of Brighton as he strolled leisurely along the front, when a newly-married couple on their honeymoon drove past. The girl turned with a little cry. She couldn’t be mistaken.

“What is it, darling?” asked Alan, looking back.

He saw that her face had gone white.

“Aren’t you well?”

“No, no. Only I thought I saw somebody I knew — somebody who is dead.” She lied recklessly, for she remembered that spiteful snubnosed revolver which never left the little man’s pocket, and it was the second day of her honeymoon and she wanted life and many bright years with the man who sat at her side.

He had a trick of reading her thoughts, and when they got back to the hotel from their drive: “You saw Peace?” he said, and she nodded. “On the front?”

“Yes, darling. He was walking — I am sure it was he. Don’t go and look — please, please!”

“I do not intend joining any more search parties after that little villain,” he laughed, “but I think the police should know.” He sent a note round to the inspector, who was at first sceptical, and then, when he had interviewed Jane, very much alive to the possibilities of a capture.

Mr Thompson had not seen the girl and was quite oblivious of the recognition. Later in the afternoon he was having tea in a flamboyant restaurant, when he heard somebody say: “Did you hear that Charles Peace has been seen in Brighton? It’s a fact — a bobby told me.” Peace paid his bill and left the restaurant at his leisure. He went back to London via Shoreham and Littlehampton. He was alarmed and worried. Who had recognized him? His curiosity was piqued, and curiosity was a vice in a man who needed no embellishment of his viciousness. It couldn’t be an inhabitant of the seaside town, because he had never been there before. It must have been a visitor, and he remembered seeing on the bookstall at the station a visitors’ list. He had thought at the time what a joke it would be if somebody had put in ‘Charles Peace’.

A few days later the bookstall clerk at Brighton station received a request for a copy of the visitors’ list, two penny stamps being enclosed. Mr Thompson settled himself down to an enjoyable evening, scanning the long columns of names.

Presently he found what he wanted: “Mr and Mrs Alan Mainford.” There were two surprises here. He looked up over his glasses at his companion.

“He’s made an honest woman of her after ail.”

“Who?” asked Mrs Thompson.

“A certain party,” said Peace. “I used to keep company with her, but she drank too much for me.” So he had married the nurse, and they were the people who had given him away.

For all they cared he might have been in a police cell now, facing the certainty of the gallows. A cold rage possessed him. Honeymooning…she probably had to marry him in a hurry. He brooded on this, became an assiduous collector of south coast visitors’ lists and located them at Bognor. Peace took an afternoon train, arrived at Bognor after dark, with no especial plan of campaign in his head, but with a general bias towards wickedness.

It was a poky little place, with scarcely any front, and few people were visible, for the sky was overcast and a chill wind blew down from the northeast. He knew their hotel, and he kept watch opposite the entrance, and later in the evening saw them both come out and drive away. He waited till midnight, but they did not return, and he made friends with an outside porter.

“Mr and Mrs Mainford? Oh, they’ve gone away to London — left two hours ago.”

“I didn’t see any baggage.”

“That went on to the station before them.” Peace trudged in search of a lodging, and on his way threw into the sea the small bottle of vitriol that he had purchased at a local chemist’s.

Gloat over him, would they? Laugh at him, sitting in the condemned cell and waiting for Marwood to come in? Everybody knew what Marwood did: it was the talk of the prisons, common gossip. Every man discharged from a convict prison told the same story. There was Marwood, stocky, broad-shouldered, bearded, the dangling straps in one hand and offering the other.

“I am very sorry I have got to do this, but it’s my duty and I hope you will forgive me,”

And the prisoner saying: “Will it hurt?” and Marwood saying he would make it very comfortable for him.

That was the kind of morning this nurse wanted to give him. His heart was bitter with hate. All the way up to London the next morning he thought out ingenious methods by which they could be brought to ruin. Suppose they had a baby? They were bound to have one some day, and in the morning they’d wake up and find it gone, and a note in the cradle saying: “Charles Peace never forgives.” Probably he’d throw it in the river or under a steam-roller, or they might never know what happened to it. He’d give it to gipsies. And you know what gipsies did to children.

He had wasted two good days at a time when the thousand francs were nearly exhausted, and the profits from his evening excursions were abnormally low.

On a Saturday evening he liked to frequent some busy marketing place. His old profession came back to him readily, and his fingers were as nimble as ever they were. He could take a purse out of a woman’s back pocket and she’d never know she’d lost it. He made one or two good ‘gets’ — fat purses, crammed with the week’s wages, which women had taken out to provide for the weekend marketing. Working women mostly. It was his practice to justify himself, and his main justification was: “This’ll teach them a lesson,” though what the lesson was he never explained, even to himself.

He was in High Street, Deptford, one night; he had worked Broadway, and had turned into the crowded market street, which looked full of possibilities. He saw a stoutish man walking in front of him, smoking a pipe, which he filled from a silver tobacco box, and the tobacco box went into the man’s side jacket pocket. It wasn’t worth much, but every little helped. Peace passed him, glancing away towards the street and dropped his hand into the other’s pocket nonchalantly. His fingers had closed on the box when his wrist was gripped.

“Hi! What’s the game?” He turned and stared at his victim.

“Oh, my God!” said Mr Carton, his jaw dropping.

In a moment Peace had recovered his presence of mind. “Come down this side street; I want to talk to you,” he said.

Carton obeyed meekly. He, too, was conscious of that revolver which never left Peace day or night. He lived in terror of Peace and his ruthlessness; more dangerous now, with the rope hanging over his head.

“That is a very pleasant surprise, I must say.” They had reached a dark, narrow and ill-lit street, and Peace had stopped him against a wooden gate that formed the entrance to a back yard.

“I — I didn’t have time to see you,” stammered Carton. “Lord! You’re changed, Mr Peace. I couldn’t believe it was you at first. What have you done with your face?”

“Never mind my face. Where’s that bottle?”

Carton licked his dry lips. “It’s like this—” he began.

“Where’s that bottle? Don’t shilly-shally about. I’m a desperate man, Carton. I’m starving because of you. Where’s the bottle?”

“It’s up at the house.” The man blurted out the truth.

“What house?”

“Where I’m working.”

“Where is that?” There was a second’s hesitation, which was a second too long.

“In Lewisham.”

“You’re a liar. What’s it doing there?”

“The doctor gave it to me,” said the man earnestly. “I didn’t want it. I asked him to take charge of it because it was valuable. I might have thrown it away but I wouldn’t do a dirty trick like that on you, Mr Peace, so I asked the doctor to look after it, and then when I went up to Sheffield to pay him some money lowed him, he handed it to me back. I knew sooner or later you’d turn up, and I dursn’t get rid of it, so I gave it to the governor to mind.”

Peace drew a long breath. “If I did the right thing, do you know what I’d do to you? I’d shoot you right through the heart. If I wasn’t a Christian man who never took life, which the Maker of all things giveth to us, I’d kill you, you hound!”

Carton was shaking with terror. He saw a tragic end to an evening which he had hoped would finish more pleasantly, for he had a young lady, contemplated matrimony in three rooms with the use of a kitchen, and all his pleasant dreams were to be wiped out — unless— “I can get the bottle for you. The governor’s away on holiday just now, and I don’t exactly know where it’s kept; but I swear to you, Mr Peace—”

“My name’s not Peace. Don’t call me that. Call me Ward. And don’t swear — take not the Name in vain, Carton. Was you brought up as a heathen or wasn’t you? Where do you live?” Courage came to Carton with a vision of the fresh-faced girl he was to meet that night.

“I shan’t tell you,” he said doggedly. “If you want to shoot, start shooting!” A certain reckless courage came struggling through his fear. His voice grew loud. A man and a woman, passing on the opposite side of the street, turned and stopped in anticipation of a fight — a form of entertainment which costs nothing to see and provides a topic of conversation for a week.

“Shut up, will you!” hissed Peace. “Who’s going to shoot you? I’m a reasonable man, and you’re a reasonable man. I forgive everybody who’s done me harm. When can you get the bottle?”

“In a couple of weeks,” said the man sullenly.

“You needn’t be afraid of me knowing who your boss is,” said Peace. “I could go up and tell him the kind of man you are, all about your low life and the time you’ve had—”

“And perhaps you’d tell him about yourself?” said Carton, exulting in his newfound courage. “That would do you a fat lot of good, for him to know you was Charlie Peace!”

Mr Peace restrained himself with an effort. “I tell you I wouldn’t go to him and split on you.”

“It wouldn’t matter if you did,” said the other defiantly. “When I took this job I told him everything, except that I’d made friends with a murderer.” Peace winced at this. That any man should be ashamed of his acquaintance with him was an unpardonable effront. “Where do you live?” he asked again.

“Find out,” said the other.

“I’ll find out,” growled Peace. “There’s nothing I couldn’t find out. I’ll track and trail you wherever you go. I’ll search every house in Greenwich” — he was looking at the man— “and Blackheath — ah, that’s where you live, my boy! I’ll track and trail you there, and I’ll never leave you!”

“You can go to hell,” said Carton, shook off the detaining hand, and stalked majestically back to the High Street.
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Peace waited until he had turned the corner, crossed the High Street quickly, and, taking cover behind two stout women who were moving in his direction, kept the man under observation.

There was a possibility — a grave possibility that if Carton was too much terrified he might blab. The man walked on. He had already located his shadow, and took a bold step. A policeman was standing under the railway arch, jotting down notes in his book. Carton walked up to him.

“Excuse me, sir, could you tell me where Evelyn Road is?” The policeman pointed. The accusing finger moved in the direction of the alarmed spy. Peace turned and walked quickly away. He was taking no chances.

Carton might have been pointing him out; on the other hand, he might have been bluffing. Peace had often gone to a policeman to impress somebody who was suspicious of him.

From a safer place of observation he watched. The constable and Carton parted.

The ex-butler was moving in his direction. Peace waited in the cover of a side road for his former companion to appear. He waited ten minutes; there was no sign of Carton. But it was too late: the man had slipped into Deptford Road Station in time to catch a Greenwich train.

That was where he lived then — Blackheath! He cursed himself for not having given the man an address to which he could send the crystals. Probably it was true that he couldn’t get them. And now, if he found them, how could he pass them on to their lawful owner? That was a mistake: Peace was magnanimous enough to acknowledge it to himself. The next time he met Carton he must adopt another attitude.

For weeks afterwards he haunted Blackheath, always by night; but Carton stayed indoors after dark: he knew that that was the only time his enemy would be abroad.

He had spoken the truth: his employer was away in France, and the phial was locked up somewhere perhaps in the safe.

The little man’s luck was out. Again he was stopped by the police and this time taken to a police station and searched. It happened in Peckham High Street on a Saturday night. There had been some complaints about pocket-picking, and special plainclothes officers had been detailed for observation. Peace had time to drop the purses which would have convicted him behind a barrel of meal outside a corn chandler’s. When he was arrested he was volubly innocent. He had money, plenty of money, in his pocket, for he had emptied the purses as fast as he had taken them. There was nobody to identify one sovereign from another, or one hard-earned florin from its neighbour.

“The papers are going to hear about this,” said Peace, quivering with indignation as he was escorted to the door. “Here am I, a respectable householder, dragged through the streets by a lot of common coppers and boys hooting at me! How can I go to chapel tomorrow and face my fellow-men and my Maker?”

“It’s very unfortunate,” said the tactful inspector, “but you must understand, Mr Thompson, that there has been a lot of pocket-picking on Saturday nights in this neighbourhood, and we’ re here to protect the poor as well as the rich.”

“And punish the wrongdoer,” said Peace. That’s the text— “Protect the children of the poor and punish the wrongdoer.” The inspector, startled to discover that he had been quoting Scripture with the same unconsciousness as Moliere’s gentleman spoke prose, offered his personal apologies.

“If you like to make a case, and submit a written statement to me, I will see that it goes forward to the proper quarter,” he said. “Our men are only doing what they think is right, and they were under the impression that you behaved in a suspicious manner. The woman said she brushed against you—”

“A common woman like that! I wouldn’t even brush against her,” said Peace. “I’m a gentleman, as I can prove.” He went home, bristling with wrath, and arrived at East Terrace in time to hand his wife two sovereigns to do her Saturday’s marketing before the shops closed — Sunday morning marketing he would never countenance.

“Mind where you keep that two pounds,” he warned her as she went out. “There’s a lot of pickpockets down by Rye Lane.” He gave up his night searches for Carton and went out to look by day, choosing Sunday. He sauntered from morning till night up and down the strip of asphalt pavement which fringes Blackheath, and it was on the third Sunday that he found his man. He was walking with a young lady who was beautifully attired, and from their attitude one to the other he gathered that they were something more than friends.

“Old enough to be her father,” he muttered.

All the afternoon he dogged them, through Greenwich Park to the Observatory, down the hill to the Naval College, and along to the church gates. Here were eating houses, where you could buy a good tea with shrimps for sixpence.

He waited patiently until they had satisfied their gross appetites, picked them up when they boarded a horse tram, and followed them through Greenwich to the foot of Blackheath Hill, where they alighted. He had gone up to the top roof of the tramcar, though it was not at all outside weather. He waited till their backs were turned, stepped off the noisy vehicle while it was in motion, and followed them up Blackheath Hill, past a police station with which he was to be better acquainted some day.

At the top of the hill they parted. Carton kissed her, raising his hat in a gentlemanly way as he did so.

“Old enough to be her father,” said the disgusted Peace.

She wasn’t a bad little piece, either. He had a good look at her as she passed him.

He liked the way she walked, and wondered what her name was. Then he turned to follow his quarry, who strolled along, twirling a lah-de-da walkingstick; — an elaborate piece of acting on the part of Carton, for, whilst Peace was observing the girl, the ex-butler had recognized him and knew that he had been followed.

He had made acquaintance with a footman at a house in St John’s Park. He knew the family were out that day, because he had been invited to tea. It was too late for tea, but not too late to deceive Mr Peace. Unconcerned, he strolled through the gates, mounted the steps and pulled the bell, and, as luck would have it, it was his friend who opened the door to him.

“Hallo! You’re late. I thought you weren’t coming.”

“Do you mind me stepping in? There’s a man been following me all the afternoon.”

The footman closed the door on him. “Do you owe him money?” he asked naturally. “Or is he a girl’s father or something?”

“I owe him a bit of money.”

“Come on down in the kitchen,” said the footman.

Peace made a note of the address: No. 2 St John’s Park. It looked a good house, too — a place you could ‘do’ without a lot of trouble. There were menservants, but they did not matter. It was the woman servants that gave all the trouble, screaming and squawking all over the place.

He came up two nights in succession to reconnoitre the house. Yes, it was easy enough, but where would the bottle be kept, supposing Carton had been speaking the truth? Apparently he himself didn’t know. He resolved to get in touch with the man, but that was more easily planned than accomplished. Again he waited on the Sunday, but this time he took another post of observation — the foot of Blackheath Hill. He reasoned, knowing something of his fellow-men, that Carton would reverse his walk and start from the Blackheath Hill end and finish through the park, and he was not wrong.

Carton saw him when he mounted the tram, and, excusing himself to his young lady, climbed up on to the top.

“What are you following me about for?” he demanded truculently.

Peace was unusually mild. “If I knew where I could write to you, or what name you was going under—”

“Carton is the name I’m going under,” said Carton. “It may seem a bit funny to you, a man going under his own name.”

“I know where you live, but I’m not going to call on your governor. All I want to know is, speaking as man to man, where does he keep that bottle?”

“It’s in the safe, or else it’s in one of the drawers of his desk. He’s a gentleman in the City — keeps a lot of papers in his desk. They’re always locked up. I shouldn’t think it’s in the safe, because I remember his opening a drawer and putting it in the desk when I gave it to him.”

“That’s all I want to know,” said Peace. “Why the trouble? Why the lack of harmony? I’m not going to ask you for it; I’m not going to wait till this man comes back; I’m just going to take it. It ain’t much to ask you to leave the kitchen door unfastened, is it?”

“You can go on asking me,” said the exasperated Carton, “till you’re blue in the face, till you choke yourself, till you drop dead on this very tram, and then I wouldn’t do it. If you want to get into the house, get in, but don’t ask me to help you. That’s my last word to you.” He got up abruptly and went downstairs. His indignation seemed real. But there was, working at the back of Carton’s mind, a counter plan, which involved a supreme act of treachery, though he owed nothing to Peace but considerable disquietude of mind.

He had been promoted to butler at the modest establishment which he managed. It was nearly half a mile away from the house at St John’s Park; it was on the same police beat, and as butler and dispenser of culinary favours he was friendly with the policeman, even with the sergeant, who sometimes dropped in to drink a forbidden glass of beer.

The sergeant either dropped in or popped in on Saturday night. There was a subtle distinction between the two acts. On the Monday night a sergeant popped in, which meant that he was not really on duty, and was at liberty to pay a friendly call, and with him Carton discussed the vulnerable character of certain houses on the heath.

“There have been a few burglaries, but none up here,” said the sergeant, “or next to none.” To Carton’s credit it must be said that he had taken the sergeant and the divisional inspector into his confidence regarding his own past, and the friendliness of the police force may be better understood from this fact.

“You know what I am, sergeant.” They were sitting alone in the kitchen, but Carton lowered his voice. “I’ve been an old lag, but I know a better game. A lot of other old lags don’t believe I’ve turned over a new leaf, and I get to hear things. It’s not for me to give away people I’ve worked on the same landing with, but you’re either on the side of the law or you’re against it. Correct me if I’m wrong.”

“There never was a truer statement,” said the sergeant earnestly, and added: “Have you heard anything?”

“I’ve heard a lot.” Carton was very deliberate. “From information received — no names, no pack drill — I’ve got an idea there’s going to be a job done at St John’s Park. Number Two is the number, but I can’t tell you when.” The sergeant jotted down the information in his notebook. “I don’t want to be brought into this—”

“Naturally,” said the sergeant; “and you won’t be brought in.” They shook hands solemnly when they parted.

Did Peace have some premonition of coming danger? For the next six months he shunned Blackheath, confining himself to small burglaries in the middle-class districts that surround Dulwich.

He had made a survey of the West End, where at one time he thought good pickings could be found, but had learned, almost at a glance, the insuperable difficulties which confronted a single-handed worker. The place was too well lit; the mewses which form the backs of the big houses were too densely populated. It was impossible to get in with the servants. He confined himself to the ‘cook-parlourmaid houses’ in the vicinity of Lordship Lane. But there was too much electroplate there, and many of the imposing silver bowls that decorated front drawingrooms were so thin that you could bend them with your finger. There was a lot of German silver about, too, and German silver is so called because it is not silver and was made in Birmingham.

Always at the back of his mind was that house on Blackheath, which had been rigorously watched and guarded for three months, and which was in a condition of normal unprotection now.

The sergeant was gently reproachful. “You made me look a bit of a fool, Carton, but I know your intentions were good,” he said.

“I tell you I’m right,” said Carton, stung to self-defence. “And what’s more, sergeant, when you capture this fellow you’re going to catch a man that’ll make you famous.”

“Nobody would make me famous,” said the sergeant, who had been long enough in the force to have lost his illusions. “The inspector’ll get a bit of the credit, but Scotland Yard will get most of it. You wouldn’t like to tell me who it is?” For one second Carton was tempted to tell the truth, and then he remembered the revolver.

“No, I wouldn’t. But I can tell you he’s armed — never goes about without a shooter.”

The sergeant laughed. “There’s not many of them about, since Charles Peace got out of the country,” he said, putting into words the prevalent police delusion.

Carton said nothing. He felt hurt at the inactivity of Peace. Had he lost his nerve, or was he suspicious? This thought made him sweat. He took to meeting his young lady in unusual places, which involved a considerable outlay in railway fares.

Every small man he met in the street was Peace; every noise he heard at night was the stealthy footstep of an armed and resentful burglar. Peace became an obsession to him, kept him awake at night, robbed him of sleep and comfort. His young lady noticed and remarked on the change.

“You’re not half as loving as you used to be,” she complained, and hinted that there were as good fish in the sea as ever came out, which Carton had known all along.

Relief came unexpectedly, violently. Peace came to Blackheath, with no intention of burgling unless there was a fog, and there was no fog. He decided to make a third reconnaissance of the house. It was very quiet, and he passed into the garden and round to the back of the house without difficulty. He could hear no sound…such an opportunity might never offer again.

He did not realize then that the back of the house was visible from the avenue which connects Blackheath with St John’s Park; and, even if he had, the complete quietude of the night — it was nearly two o’clock in the morning — would have encouraged him..

He took a jemmy from his pocket and made an attempt upon a window. It yielded readily and without sound. He found himself in the drawingroom, and, lighting a small dark lantern, his own invention, he made a quick survey of the valuables. There was no sense in devoting all his attention to a search for the crystals.

He took such articles as came to his hand, slipped them into his pocket and made his way to another room, where there was a desk. He had hardly started on this when he heard the sound of voices on the lawn outside. A policeman had seen his light from the avenue, and, summoning a brother constable, was crossing the lawn.

Peace saw them and heard the front door bell ring. He thought he could still escape unobserved and, stuffing his jemmy into his trousers’ pocket, he jumped to the ground and ran. He misjudged the distance.

The man at the front of the house came round to intercept him. He made a dive at the little man, but Peace fought him off. Turning, he doubled towards the bottom of the garden, the policeman at his heels. Suddenly Peace turned and his hand shot out. He was holding a revolver, clearly seen in the moonlight.

“Keep off, or by God I’ll shoot you!” snarled Peace.

The policeman’s reply was not heroic. “You’d better not,” he said.

Before the words were out, Peace fired — once, twice, three times. By a miracle the constable was not hit. He leaped at his man, and Peace fired again. With his left hand he struck at the burglar, knocking down the pistol hand with his right. There was a fifth shot: this time it took effect, passing through the policeman’s arm.

Nevertheless he would not release his grip of his prisoner, and flung him to the earth. The policeman doubled up his arm, gripped the revolver, still strapped to the burglar’s wrist, and struck him on the head with the weapon. Then, turning him face down, he held him till assistance came.

Peace was in a fury. He spat venom at his captor, but presently consented to go quietly, and, escorted by three officers, including the wounded man, trotted down Blackheath Hill with his captors.

Carton had heard the shots and had leaped out of bed. One, two, three, he counted, then a fourth, and a fifth, and no more. He was terrified, but he must know the truth. Drawing on his clothes and shoes, he raced out of the house on to the moonlit wilderness of the heath.

If it was Peace! He ran on, breathing strenuously towards St John’s Park, and arrived as the prisoner and the three officers came out through the gate. He saw half-clad servants following at a distance and learned the truth.

“An ugly little man. He looked like a nigger…Shot a policeman.”

“Dead?” gasped Carton.

“No, he’s only wounded. Come along, I’ll show you the blood on the grass.” People always seemed to be showing Carton blood on the grass, blood that Peace had shed. He declined the invitation.

Returning to his house, he dressed more completely and walked down to Blackheath Hill, hoping to find an officer he knew. It happened that a friend of his was on duty at the desk, and showed him, with some pride, the revolver with the strap attached. He recognized it instantly as Peace’s pistol.

“Would you like to see him?” asked the sergeant. “The inspector has gone up to the house, and if you promise not to let on I’ll give you a squint at him.” He took a key and opened a heavy door, and Carton found himself on familiar ground: the corridor of the cells. Stopping before one of the closed doors, the sergeant moved a peephole aside and beckoned his companion.

At first the shaking man hardly dared look. At last he summoned up his courage and put his eyes to the observation hole. A man lay on the hard plank, a thin blanket over his legs. There was no doubt about his identity — it was Peace, and he was sleeping as calmly as if he were in his own bed. That in spite of the wounds which lay under the heavy bandages about his head.

Carton tiptoed out into the Charge room.

“Never let on I showed him,” said the sergeant again. “He’s a tough customer. Thank God there are not many like him!”

“What is his name?”

“Ward — that’s the name he gave. Usually they are Smiths, but this one’s Ward. Ever seen him before?” It was on the tip of the man’s tongue to tell the truth, but such was the terror that Peace inspired that the words would not come. He’d get a long stretch for burglary and would be out of the way for years. Shooting a copper, too — that was serious. Better he went down for that than for the Banner Cross job. Carton might be dragged into that — you never knew what lies Peace would tell.

“Ever seen him before?” asked the sergeant.

“No,” said Carton.

He went back to his house, treading on air; up the steep hill, across the heath he swaggered. Going into the kitchen he brewed himself a cup of tea, found notepaper and envelopes and wrote to his young lady.

“Meet me at the usual place on Sunday,” ran the letter. “The gentleman I spoke about that I didn’t want to see me because he wanted me to marry his daughter, which I would never do, because you’re the only true love of my life, has gone away for good.” There were five pages more, one of which was entirely covered with crosses.

Carton was nearing fifty, had been the inmate of several prisons, had narrowly escaped penal servitude, but his sentiment endured; and anyway, crosses are almost a relaxation to draw.
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Peace woke in the morning, blinked round the cell and swung his feet to the ground. John Ward — that was his name. No address. If they wanted to find out where he lived, let ’em find out. That was what they were paid for.

The gaoler brought him in coffee and bread and butter.

“I’m entitled to two ounces of bacon,” said Peace, “and I want my rights.”

“You’ve been in before, have you?”

“That’s nothing to do with you. I’m entitled to two ounces of bacon—”

“A prisoner on remand is entitled to a little extra,” said the gaoler patiently. “But you’re not on remand. You’d better wait till tomorrow; you’ll be on remand then all right, and you’ll be eating government food for a good many years, you old so and so.”

Peace scowled at him. “As a bird is known by his note, so is a man by his conversation,” he said reproachfully.

The gaoler’s reply was unprintable.

The prisoner sipped the weak coffee, munched at the bread and butter and calmly surveyed the situation. There was a solicitor he had consulted in reference to the cottage property. He must communicate with him without delay. Hannah must know and Mrs Thompson, who had enough money to last her for a few months, must surrender a little — all of it if necessary.

Shooting with intent to murder — that was the charge. He might get a seven for that, or perhaps less. It depended on the judge. He hoped this man Hawkins wouldn’t try him. Hawkins’ reputation ran through the gaols of England. He was inhuman, without even the lesser bowels of compassion. Men like Hawkins made criminals; every criminal agreed on this. He had a dog in court, which he kept under his feet all through the trial, which in itself was unlawful. How could judges expect poor, hardworking people to keep the law if they broke it themselves?

He wrote a note to his solicitor and got it sent off by police messenger; later he made a brief appearance before a magistrate and was remanded. There was a lot of interest in the case. The court was crowded, more crowded than it had ever been before when he had made an appearance at the bar of justice. He was an important man. How much more important would it be if they knew they had got Charles Peace! But Sheffield was far away, over a hundred and fifty miles.

That would have stirred them up a bit — Charles Peace in court! Instead of which he was John Ward, and if he was fullied he’d probably get seven years at the most five, perhaps — and then he could be ill and be released on ticket.

There was nobody in the police court who recognized him. They hardly would: he was a master of disguises…He wondered if Jane Garden would know him. Then he remembered that she had seen and identified him at Brighton. It must have been the girl: that doctor hadn’t brains enough to see something under his nose.

*

Alan Mainford put down the London newspaper he was reading.

“John Ward!” he said. “That name sounds a little familiar.”

Jane Mainford looked round from the chrysanthemums she was arranging. “Who is John Ward, and what has he been doing?”

“He’s been shooting a policeman.”

She shivered. “How dreadful! In Sheffield?”

He saw the look of anxiety in her eyes and laughed. “No, it’s in London. You were thinking of Mr Peace.” He looked up at the ceiling with a perplexed frown. “I seem to have an idea at the back of my mind that he did call himself Ward at one time. I must ask Baldy when I see him.”

“Have they arrested him?” she asked.

“Yes, he was charged on remand yesterday morning at Greenwich. He seems to be a particularly ferocious kind of fellow; in many ways the description tallies with Peace, except that they say this man is half a negro.”

She looked at him openmouthed. “Half a negro? That’s how he was when I saw him at Brighton. His face was so dark when I saw him in full light that I wouldn’t have recognized him. It was only because I saw him in profile as the carriage was overtaking him that I knew him.”

Alan considered the possibilities. “Rubbish! It isn’t he. I’ll never be surprised if the little devil comes back to Sheffield.”

“Oh, don’t!” she begged, and he was all penitence.

She was very quiet for the rest of the day. In the evening, when they were sitting together, she said: “I’d like to be absolutely sure. He’s so much on my mind, Alan. I wake up in the night sometimes, terrified!”

“Peace? Do you mean the man who has been arrested at Blackheath? Well, that is very easily settled. The trial comes on next week. I’ll go down to London and see him at the Old Bailey. I know the Associate there.”

“I wish you would,” she said. “I have a very special reason for not wishing to dream about ugly people.”

“That isn’t a reason, that’s a superstition,” he laughed. “But I’ll set your mind at ease. I’ll see if I can get old Baldy to go down with me.” He looked at his watch, and at that moment there was a knock at the outer door.

He was like clockwork, that man. Baldy was very cheerful: he had obtained a committal against a gang of coiners that day, and he was very cock-a-hoop.

“They’ll go before Mr Justice What’s-his-name, and that means we shan’t see ’em for a long time,” he said.

“Do you know Ward — John Ward?”

Baldy knew several. “There’s a John Ward who kept that what-do-you-call-it public-house on the Eccleshall Road. There’s another John Ward whose father was manager for What’s their name?”

“I’m talking about a criminal.”

Baldy mused on this. “I’ve got an idea I’ve heard it before,” he said. And then he slapped his knee. “It’s one of the names that Peace used,” he said, and husband and wife exchanged glances.

“Read this.” Alan handed him the newspaper. Baldy, adjusting his newly purchased glasses, read slowly to the finish.

“That’s not Peace,” he said. “He never looked like a negro. If they’d said ‘just ugly’ it might have been he.”

“Mrs Mainford saw him at Brighton. She said he had a dark skin then.”

Baldy shook his head. “No, he’s abroad, in Switzerland. Didn’t he send me a postcard with an insulting message on it, addressed to ‘Baldy, Sheffield Police Force’?”

“Somebody else may have posted it.”

“That’s impossible,” said Sergeant Eltham. “There was a picture of the Alps on it.”

“You can even buy those in London.” But the sergeant took the very confident view that Peace had left England by the machinations of some wealthy friend, and that he might no longer be regarded as an active factor in criminal circles.

“Bless your life, Peace has any number of imitators! There was a feller down at Northampton who did everything that Peace did, including disguising himself. There was that man, What’s-his-name, at Bristol — the feller who got ten years — you might have sworn he was Peace. They’re imitators; they’ve got no brains.”

“I’m going down to London to the trial to make sure, and I’d like you to come along with me.” Baldy, however, did not like London, and excused himself. It was too noisy a place, and he had a personal feud with Scotland Yard over the question of a police reward which had been denied him and wrongly credited to a member of the London detective force. “If Scotland Yard says he’s Peace, you can be sure he’s not. If they say he’s not Peace, you can take the coroner’s warrant down and pinch him.”

“Will this man get a heavy sentence?” asked Jane.

“Ten years to life,” said Baldy indifferently. “Shooting a policeman, you know, is not only an offence against the law of the land, but a crime against nature. They ought to hang ’em for it — one of these days they will. By the way, doctor, I’ve found out who the cottage belongs to — that Swiss woman, Madame Stahm. She put it in the hands of an agent. Peace tried to sell it — did you know that? That fellow!” He shook his head in wonder. “No, we shall never see Peace again. He’ll be elected Lord Mayor of Switzerland or something. He’d kid the hair off a baby’s head.”
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He voiced an opinion which was pretty general. Mr Peace was preparing for his trial, and the fatal news came to him a week before. It was to be Hawkins! The name did not send shivers down his back, but it aroused him to a pitch of indignation that such men should be appointed to judge and try their fellow creatures.

By judicious inquiry he discovered the great judge’s age — a warder procured the fact from the prison library. Peace had marshalled all his reserves: every penny of money had to go to his defence. Hannah was ordered to sell and sell and sell, to collect debts of dubious authenticity, to borrow money. The main point was that he must be saved. His solicitor, at his own suggestion, briefed a barrister who had just then come into fame.

“Montagu Williams — I don’t think I know him,” frowned Peace. He had heard of him at any rate.

His consultation with his lawyer was a memorable one. For a quarter of an hour the speechless barrister sat whilst Peace laid down the system of defence. “The point you’ve got to make is this, mister — you’ve got to say to this judge: ‘What? Are you going to send an old man like that to his grave?’ — just like that.” Peace gave an imitation of sorrowful, pleading anguish.

“I’m afraid I can’t say it just like that.” Mr Williams’s eyes twinkled.

“Well, somehow like that,” said Peace. “And another thing is this: if he knows that I’m an old man, he’s not going to give me a long stretch. He’s going to say: ‘Poor old devil! He ain’t got long to live, anyway!’ Do you see my meaning?”

“I follow your reasoning, yes.”

“What you’ve got to say is this:” — again Peace grew dramatic and declamatory: ‘My Lord, you see before you an old man of sixty-seven, tottering on the verge of the grave’ — rub that in! ‘He’s got no time to live, my Lord and gentlemen of the jury, so why pass a terrible sentence on him? Why not give him a year? He’s penitent. I give you my word, gentlemen of the jury, he’ll go straight.”

“That, I’m afraid, I’m not allowed to do,” said Mr Williams. “Sixty-seven. Are you sixty-seven?”

“Sixty-eight,” said Peace. He was then approaching his forty-fifth birthday. “That’s the point you’ve got to make — about me age. Get me a short sentence. What’s the good of ’em giving me ten years? I shouldn’t live to serve it. Do you see what I mean? You know what Hawkins is — you might touch his heart.”

“That’s all very well,” said counsel, “but what age was the policeman you fired at? Was he so old that it didn’t matter if he died or not?”

Peace made an impatient ‘tchk!’ “You’re not on his side, are you? You’re on my side. Never mind about the policeman — he’s alive and well. I could have killed him seven times over. I’m one of the best shots in the land. But did I? No. When I shot him it was done by accident. He pushed my hand and the pistol went off. Didn’t he admit it with his own mouth that he hit me on the head with my own hand and my own pistol?” Counsel left the consultation room not very considerably assisted. He had tried his best to bring home to Peace the seriousness of the crime. Peace had harped upon the desirability of a light sentence.

“Never mind whether I’m sixty-eight or not. I’ll look ninety when I get into the box.” He tried to dodge the sessions and find a lighter judge; was found in a fit, foaming at the mouth, in his cell. This was a day or two before the trial. The unimaginative prison doctor tested the foam and found it was soap.

“It’s the first time he’s ever used it for any purpose,” said the chief warder unkindly.

Peace came feebly into the dock of the old Bailey, gazed pathetically at the judge, and was allowed a chair. If he did not look ninety, he looked the years that appeared upon the bill of indictment. His pathetic survey embraced the jury; he looked at them with a doglike pleading in his eye, and shook his head slightly, as a beggar shakes his head when he is appealing for charity.

“I have never seen such a lousy, uneducated lot in my life,” he said to the warder on his left when he sat down. “There’s not one of them that can sign his own name, I’ll lay!” His comments on the judge were unprintable in the columns of a family journal.

So that was Hawkins — granite-faced, hard-eyed, iron-lipped! What a dog! What an unfeeling hound of a man! It was going to take the mouthpiece all his time to get him off with three. Not less than five, that lawyer said, maybe seven. It’d be an outrage to send an old man of sixty-seven to quod for seven years. He wondered how judges slept in their beds at night, inflicting suffering and pain on their fellow creatures.

“It’s hard to believe, mate,” he said sotto voce to the warder, indicating with a nod of his head the great judge, ‘that him and me was produced by the same Maker.”

“I expect he thinks so too,” said the warder.

“You’re all as bad as one another,” growled Peace, folded his arms and appeared to fall asleep.

Now and again, when a police witness was giving testimony as to what happened that night on Blackheath, he opened his eyes, shook his head and murmured: “Lies! All lies! They can’t speak the truth!” Once his counsel had to rebuke him sharply.

He was not too pleased with Mr Montagu Williams. He didn’t seem to be enough on his side, and when it came to the speech for the defence, what a defence it was!

He could have done better himself. Messing about with all sorts of fancy ideas instead of getting down to the point that you oughtn’t to give a man of sixty-seven a long sentence.

No wonder the jury came back so quickly with its verdict. And yet, did he expect any other than the verdict of “Guilty? It was hardly likely; but he was a magnificent actor. At the word ‘Guilty’ he staggered, looked, bewildered, from face to face, stepped forward, broken in voice and attitude.

“I haven’t been fairly dealt with,” he sobbed. “I declare before God that I never had the intention to kill him. All I meant to do was to frighten him, so I could get away. If I’d wanted to kill him I could have done it, but I never did. I really didn’t know the pistol was loaded. I hope, my lord, you’ll have mercy on me. I feel that I’m that base and bad that I’m neither fit to live nor die. For I’ve disgraced myself, for I have disgraced my friends.” His voice quavered, “I’m not fit to live among mankind. I’m not fit to meet my God. So, oh, my lord, I know I’m base and bad to the uttermost, but I know, at the same time, they have painted my case blacker than what it really is. I hope you will take all this into consideration and not pass upon me a sentence of imprisonment which will be the means of causing me to die in prison, where it is very possible I shall not have a chance amongst my associates to prepare myself to meet my God, that I hope I shall meet. So, my lord, do have mercy upon me!” he wailed, wringing his hands over the edge of the dock at the imperturbable man whose mask of a face never changed. “I beseech you, give me a chance, my lord, to regain my freedom and you shall not, with the help of my God, have any cause to repent passing a merciful sentence upon me. Oh, my lord, you yourself do expect mercy from the hands of your great and merciful God. Oh, my lord, do have mercy upon me, a most wretched miserable man, a man that am not fit to die. I am not fit to live; but with the help of my God I will try to become a good man. I will try to become a man that will be able in the last day to meet my God, my Great Judge, to meet Him and to receive the great reward at His hands for my true repentance. So, oh, my lord, have mercy upon me, I pray and beseech you. I will say no more; but oh, my lord, have mercy upon me; my lord, have mercy upon me!” [This is an actual verbatim report of that extraordinary outburst from the dock, the most superb piece of acting that has ever been seen in a criminal court — EW.]

The judge moved, rested his arms on the desk before him, his cold eyes fixed on Peace. Briefly, mercilessly, he sketched the character of the man before him. He saw the soul of Peace, naked. Not three years, not five years…

“Notwithstanding your age, therefore, I feel I should fail in my duty to the public if I did not pass upon you the extreme sentence of the law for the offence of which you have been convicted, which is that you be sent to penal servitude for the rest of your natural life.” Peace accepted the sentence more calmly than he had taken the verdict. He had shot his last bolt; he could do no more. Natural life! That meant natural life — all the days of his living in prison; no hope of release. It was final — final for all except for Peace.

“There ain’t such a sentence,” he told the warder on his way to Pentonville. “It’s against the law, and I’m sending a letter to our Gracious Majesty about it.”

There was a merciful release for him at hand. As he paraded round the swing on his first morning in Pentonville, he saw a group of police officers and civilians in the centre. Two men walked out, and somebody called him by name, “Ward!” and urged him into the centre of the ring. He came face to face with Alan.

“Do you know this gentleman?” asked somebody.

“Yes,” said Peace boldly; “he’s the man who tried to poison my wife by giving her arsenic in her beer.” Only the solemnity of the moment checked Alan’s laugh.

“Do you know him, doctor?”

“Yes. His name is Charles Peace.”
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That day Hannah, his wife, was privileged to see him at Pentonville. She had not had the opportunity before he was removed from Newgate. He saw her in the usual office, spoke a few commonplaces, of the necessity of raising further money. No king levied tribute upon his subjects more ruthlessly than Peace upon his family.

When she was going: “Here,” he called, “send a telegraph message to Mrs Mainford.” He gave her the address and made her repeat it. “Mrs Dr Mainford. Send this telegram the moment you get outside the prison, or I’ll never forgive you. This is what you say: ‘Deepest sorrow to tell you your husband, Dr Mainford, was run over in the street today and is dead.’”

“Is he?” asked Hannah..

“Never mind about ‘is he’!” snarled Peace. “Can you remember that — the address? Send it. Maybe she’s going to have a baby.” The telegram never reached Jane, partly because an official of the prison stopped the woman in the lobby and terrified her into promising that such a message should not be sent, and partly because Hannah could never have remembered it; and if she had remembered it she couldn’t have sent it, for she could neither read nor write.

Whether she sent it or not was a matter of indifference to Peace, who knew as well as anybody the limitations of her intellectual equipment. He had the satisfaction of devising the shock. There was a certain relief in being Charles Peace again, the famous Charles Peace, the Charles Peace that everybody was talking about and writing about and thinking about. How they’d talk in Sheffield! They’d come from miles to see him. There’d be crowds at the station; they’d have to get the soldiers to keep the court cleared. He wished they had an Assize Court in Sheffield: it robbed him of some of his glory to be transferred to Leeds. Who would be there?

He procured a copy of the inquest proceedings and re-read it carefully. Kate Dyson — she was in America. Would they bring her back? That would cost a lot of money — hundreds of pounds. Fancy spending hundreds of pounds to bring that (whatever she was) from America! It was wasting the public money. In such matters he was a rigid economist.

Carton! He bared his gums at the name. If that man came into court he’d jump over the dock and strangle him. They’d never pry his fingers loose from the traitor’s throat. He was pretty strong; he always was powerful in the arm. That would be a sensation if you liked — Charlie Peace strangling a man in court in front of judges and juries and everything.

He knew now the part that Carton had played in trapping him. It wasn’t his house at all. His solicitor had asked at the preliminary police court proceedings if there was such a man working for the owner of the house, and had been told “No”.

By various methods Peace came to learn who his actual employer was. He had sold him, horn, hide and hoof, to the enemy. A man he had befriended, looked after. He went back in his mind to recall the services he had rendered the traitor, but could remember no more than that he had paid his fare from Manchester to Sheffield — or was it half the fare? Anyway, he had helped him. He could bring Carton into the case, perhaps get him put in the dock with him. He consulted his London solicitors about this, but they shook their heads.

“He has never been mentioned. He could not be arrested on your word.”

“Why not?” asked Peace indignantly.

The solicitors were tired of arguing with him.

He passed hours planning vengeance on the ex-butler, and in the face of his shocking perverseness could find excuses for Alan Mainford. After all, Alan Mainford was a gentleman bred and born, whilst Carton was just a (whatever he was).

He spent quite a lot of time in a voluminous correspondence with the Home Office, demanding that certain photographs which he had kept as a pleasant souvenir of his association with Mrs Dyson, and which had been taken from him at Blackheath Road station, should be restored to him. There were letters, too, if they could be called such; notes she had written to him, all rather cryptic, all having a peculiar significance which, he asserted and she was to deny a little unconvincingly, was discreditable to her honourable name.

Mrs Dyson was enjoying the dignity and honour of a cataclysmic widowhood. She must be brought down to her place. The notes would prove it; the photographs might prove it. Face to face with justice, she might, under pressure, volunteer to prove it.

“The beginning and end of the argument,” said his solicitor, “being that if he could prove that she and he had a love affair, then the murder of her husband was the merest trifle.” They did not like Peace at Pentonville. In every sense he was a nasty man, crude, undisciplined, lacking even the rough polish of civilization. He confounded fear with disgust, and preened himself upon his importance.

He wrote a letter to Alan (the spelling has been rectified):

“DEAR SIR, — I am that wretched and unhappy man, Charles Peace or John Ward, who you know, and which had never done wrong to you but always spoken highly of your merits. Dear Sir, you and your dear wife, who I love as my own child because she’s so dear and true as any woman can be, which you’re lucky to get her, as I have always said, you know I am under misfortune, that my very life is being sworn away by people who are jealous of me though I’ve never done anything and am a poor old man of sixty-eight with one foot in the grave, they still persecute me for righteousness’ sake, as it is written in the Bible. So I ask all my friends to rally round me especially those who are not my friends but will take pity upon my helpless state knowing that some day an account will be rendered of them according to their works. Dear Sir and Doctor, be kind, let your noble heart speak, forgive bygones and suchlike misunderstandings. Your word would go a long way to the judge and the gentlemen of the jury (so called) if you could speak for me or send me a few pounds, my wife is starving, I have given her everything I have and she is being hounded by the police as you well know they do if they’ve got a down on anybody which they have for It’s Charles Peace this and Charles Peace that, and never taking the trouble to find out if I did it.

“Dear Sir Alan Mainford, life is short and time is on the wing, and no man knows what tomorrow bringeth forth, no not one, and if we help our enemies then, dear sir, there is a heavenly crown for us, but if we spit upon our enemies bad luck will follow us hither we go and whither. A few shillings will not hurt you, but especially if you can come and say a few words about how I’ve always been the first to help others. Oh, dear sir, perhaps you will have a son of your own, please God you may, and what will happen to him, says you, if he’s in the same position as Charles Peace (John Ward)? Oh, how terrible that would be for his mother! So do help, for many can help one but one cannot help many.

“Your obedient servant,

“CHARLES PEACE,

“JOHN WARD.”

“Do you know,” said Alan, “I’m inclined to send the drivelling old devil a ten pound note?”

“He’d hate you if you sent ten. He’ll not forgive you if it isn’t a hundred,” said lane quietly, and it was a pretty accurate diagnosis. A great weight had been lifted from her mind when the identity was established.

On his return Alan told her of the message Peace had dictated — the prison authorities had got into touch with him immediately, in case he wanted to prepare his wife. She was not shocked but a little sad.

“Isn’t there something in him, some brilliant mind-atom, that might have placed him among the great geniuses of the world? Even in his vileness there is an odd novelty which in a perverse way is charming.”

“I’m glad you see it like that,” said Alan, astounded.

He saw it like that himself a day or two later, when he heard some private gossip about Peace. Peace had learned that Carton was leaving his employer and was opening a fish shop on Black heath Hill. The news drove him into paroxysms of jealous fury. From his point of view it was the act of an upstart, venturing into the kingdom reserved for greater men with greater minds. Always to Peace the shopkeeper was the aristocrat of the lower classes. He thought of no finish to the most magnificent of his dreams but that it would end in a magnificent store of which he would be the proprietor. A patron of pretty shop girls, with a new kind of shutters that rolled down and rolled up. He would come to business every morning in a small brougham, drawn by two proud and high-stepping horses. If he ever made any wonderful promise to any woman of his acquaintance, the culminating and crowning argument was that she should be set up in business with a shop of her own.

Carton in a fried fish shop, and married to that young girl in magenta silk! Carton living away from his place of business, in three rooms with the use of the kitchen! It was not to be endured. He spent time that he might have given to his defence, writing a letter to Carton, so vile in tone and expression that it never got beyond the office of the prison censor…

Here he was on his way to Sheffield, wearing convict garb, handcuffs on his wrists; a warder beside him, one in front of him, blinds drawn at every station and let up after the train steamed out. A whole compartment to himself. For many reasons it was not a pleasant journey for the warders.

Pollard, the rising man at the Treasury, was sent down to prosecute. The defence was hastily organized by the shrewdest of local solicitors, who was neither in awe of Pollard nor abashed by the immense character of his task. Whatever discouragement there was, was supplied by the prisoner.

Peace was in his most truculent and arrogant mood. His reception had fizzled out, owing to the earliness of his arrival. It was not even necessary to have soldiers to keep people out of the court, which was, however, uncomfortably crowded. There were no familiar faces to be seen as yet — yes, there was: he saw a veiled woman.

“You wouldn’t think she’d have the face to come here,” he said to the warder at his side; “the sauce of it!” They’d brought her all across the Atlantic Ocean, thousands and thousands of miles, from Cleveland, Ohio! She’d better have stayed away. There was a showing up coming for her, if she only knew it. Modesty? She didn’t know the meaning of the word. If he was her he’d run a thousand miles rather than stand up in that box and hear the things that she was going to hear, if his solicitor did his duty. He rather suspected all solicitors and counsel: they were too friendly with one another. He had seen the prosecuting counsel and the defending counsel shake hands at the Old Bailey. That wasn’t right. They had probably made it up before they came into court, what they were going to say. A nice state of affairs!

There was Baldy, leaning with his back to the wall of the court, eyeing him with a benevolence which would not have been out of place in a rose grower showing a championship exhibit. That’s what he was! Charles Peace, the champion of Sheffield.

Peace could never interpret, though he received unerring reactions. He could not put into words Baldy’s attitude of mind, but he knew the effect that attitude produced in itself, and could express it.

Who else? The doctor wasn’t here, but there was a bench of magistrates, with a stipendiary in the middle. He didn’t bother much about this stipendiary; by all accounts there wasn’t a great deal to him.

The stipendiary was inclined to have preconceived notions. He was obviously anxious to shift the case from his own court to a superior tribunal. He started by being a little in awe of the Treasury counsel, and ended by being respectful to the solicitor for the defence. He was neither strong nor weak, good nor bad: he was adequate for the occasion. Peace was held on a coroner’s warrant, and it was not absolutely necessary that he should come into the magistrate’s court at all.

The doctor was not here: Peace made sure of that. Nor the nuss — nor Carton. Carton ought to be sitting up here, and so ought her ladyship, Madame Stahm, and that long-faced foreigner. He wished they’d let him have his fiddle in prison. He wondered, if he asked the magistrate, whether he could get it. But no, that would disturb the other prisoners. Being tried for his life, he ought to have just what he wanted. That was the law.

He listened while his lawyer pleaded for an adjournment, battling with the Treasury counsel, and, if the truth be told, with the stipendiary too. The case was shockingly presented; no amateur could have done worse than the Treasury. The rules of evidence were flagrantly ignored. The magistrate allowed reference to previous charges to be made — the very presence of Peace in the dock, wearing convict’s uniform, would have been sufficient, if he had been tried fifty years later, to quash the trial.

There was something farcical about it. Everybody knew he was guilty, and wanted to get to the point where someone in authority would say so. They resented as a waste of time taking any point that might properly be offered in the man’s defence. Peace was a little deaf — whether naturally so or conveniently does not matter. He interrupted occasionally, but, generally speaking, his attitude towards the first witnesses was one of indifference. It was when the veiled woman went into the box that he sat up.

Let her show her face, not hide herself so that nobody could tell what she was saying and what she meant. He whispered excitedly to his solicitor, pleaded and gibbered.

Would the lady remove her veil? The lady removed her veil. Peace shook his head. No, she wasn’t what she had been. Put her beside Thompson, and what was she? Put her beside that nuss, and she was just a common drab. He felt very superior to her; he had never felt so superior before. He was fighting for his life. As for Mrs Dyson, who had come all these thousands of miles to testify against him, she was fighting for her reputation, which was much more precious to her than anybody’s life.

She was very emphatic where she could be, very evasive where she had to be; glossed over extremely awkward questions with a complete loss of memory. Peace her lover? The idea was absurd. She had always looked upon him as rather a vulgar little man, not to be compared with her husband, who was a gentleman in every sense of the word.

There was a wrangle between bench and advocate on the production of letters. The stipendiary, with one eye upon the Treasury, would have none of them. That dogged solicitor would not be denied. He was persistent, unimpressed by this particular majesty of law, thrusting spear-points of logic towards a vacillating bench, which burst a few bubbles and ruffled a few tempers. In the end he had his way.

There were the letters written, said Peace, by the woman to him; appointments made, assignations arranged. She had never written the letters; they were forgeries.

Her attitude seemed to say: “Here is a man charged with murder. Why shouldn’t he also commit forgery? How can you doubt me, who have never been charged with murder? Forgeries, all of them!” That she was lying, nobody doubted. That between these two people there had been criminal knowledge, the most callow or the most charitable must believe. The Treasury believed it. Mr Pollard was a little pompous; in a wearisome way, majestic.

There had been an earlier passage of arms between him and Peace, and once, when the prisoner interrupted, the Treasury counsel rose in his might and became the legal pedant, explaining to the justices just what they could do. They seemed to know.

Peace went back to London, depressed. The dice were loaded against him; he was not having a fair deal. He hadn’t a chance. He told the warders this. The warders agreed.

“Anything to keep the little beast in an amiable mood.”



Chapter XXXVIII


Table of Contents


He was remanded to Pentonville, for he was still in the custody of the governor of that prison, and would remain so until he was committed to another gaol.

In the intervening period he conceived a great idea. That he should be hanged was little matter. To be buried in gaol — that was an ugly end to a man of affairs. He questioned the chief warder about it. What happened to a man who died in prison? Did his relations have his body?

“Certainly they do,” said the chief warder.

“But suppose a man is being tried for murder, and he dies before he’s sentenced, do his relations have his body?” There was a point of law raised here. Offhand, the warder thought they would have the right to claim all that was mortal of him and dispose of it reverently and decently, until the judge uttered the fateful words: “And your body shall afterwards be buried in the prison in which you were last confined.” The fleshly part of him was a responsibility for his relations. Peace split hairs.

“Suppose a man died just before the judge came to that bit — eh? That’s a tickler for you! I’ll bet nobody’s ever thought of that before.” He grew quite animated. “I’ve set posers to judges that they couldn’t answer. And lawyers — I’ve got ’em all tied up! Just ask your bloke what he thinks of that.” He was very pleased with himself, that he had set a difficult case. He had forgotten the matter the next morning, having made definite plans for the disposal of his own body. There would be an inquest at the Duke of York, and a quiet, mournful procession to the cemetery. Spectators would take off their hats as it passed, and drop a silent tear. Mothers would bring their children and say: “There goes Charlie Peace. You remember that, my boy, when you grow up.” To have the cause of your death and the state of your mind amicably settled over a pot of ale — that seemed a very attractive proposition. Peace considered the matter from every angle and found it good.

The whining coward in him was too apparent to be true. It belonged to the pageantry of his misfortune, was never revealed, except publicly and within the hearing of reporters. He was too much without fear to be as contemptible as he seemed to be; his whining, his sycophancy, his nauseating supplications were all parts appropriate to the roles he played. Largely they were as mechanical as the beggar’s whine or the milkman’s howl.

A five-pound note came to him from Sheffield. Alan Mainford made no attempt to disguise the fact that he was the donor, for though he sent no letter, the money was enclosed in a sheet of his notepaper. Peace shed tears and wrote an incoherent letter of thanks. To his wife he also wrote: “If you can get up to see this man Mainford, he’s a doctor, and you pitch it strong, you might get £50 out of him. Dear wife, if anything happens to me, you go on writing to him about every three months. Remember, dear wife, that the rich must help the poor. Did you sell my violin and have you got the money I told you about? Dear wife, ask Mrs Thompson to see her husband and get some money. And, dear wife, don’t go gossiping about my business. I’m not dead yet.” He put a P.S. to this letter: “Don’t send the money until you hear I’m fullied.” He had reason for this warning. On the morning of the 22nd of January, with handcuffs on his wrists, he was taken from Pentonville Gaol by cab and hurried into a third-class carriage on the milk train, the earliest train. He gave more than ordinary trouble on the journey, exasperating his custodians to the last point of endurance.

Just before the train reached Darnall he asked to have the window down. The warders were not averse. Apparently he had been grumbling, but had quietened down. Their attention was distracted for the briefest space of time, and Peace seized the opportunity. Like a cat he leaped for the narrow opening of the window. The warders spun round just in time to catch him by the ankle. They held him as long as they could; pulling frantically at the communication cord.

The man leaning out of the window strove desperately to get a firmer grip. Peace was lying head downwards, flying rather, spreadeagled away from the train. And then the warders’ grip loosened and he fell by the side of the line, turning over and over. They got the train stopped at last and the warders flew back along the rails to where the inert figure lay. That he was dead, neither doubted. One may suppose they were a little relieved, whatever reprimand might come to them.

Peace lay in the snow, unconscious, bleeding from the head. One of his ribs was broken. A slow local train came to a standstill behind the express; they lifted him into the guard’s van and covered him with rugs. He missed the big crowd that was waiting for his reappearance; they waited in vain. He lay in a cell, moaning, weeping and cursing. He cursed very hard.

He gave Sheffield another sensation, which brought the stipendiary, his brother magistrates and the Treasury counsel a considerable amount of discomfort. It produced a macabre setting for the second hearing that was in the atmosphere of the crime and the criminal.

No more would he sit in the dock, noisily protesting against reporters sketching his picture. He knew his rights there, could frustrate the lese majeste which expedient journalism practised. Now he came to his own. Enfeebled with age and debility, doubly underlined by the eerie setting of his own misfortune. Dosed with milk and brandy, he appeared to sleep through the night, but denied that he had as much as closed his eyes in slumber.

They brought him out of his cell the next morning for the second hearing. The court was the corridor before his cell at Water Lane Police Station. Candles were lit to illuminate the gloom. The lighting and the composition of the picture was a subject for Hogarth, the central figure being a man swathed in blankets, huddled up in a chair, who said he wished he was dead, and at times appeared to be dying, but was never far from his arrogant self.

Fully committed for trial.

“Please don’t put your feet on my table,” said the stipendiary plaintively.

Here they played out the second scene of the first act, with Mrs Dyson present to deny, to forget and sometimes to affirm with too great heartiness. Some events she could remember to the day, the hour, the minute; other events which, if they had developed, must be discreditable to herself, she could not recall within a year or two, if she could recall them at all.

There was the usual passage between the cold and shivering stipendiary and the razor-sharp solicitor for the defence. Always in the end the stipendiary leaned back in his chair and looked helplessly for sympathy from his colleagues, very few of whom knew what it was all about.

Peace was for calling witnesses then and there. They were prepared to be called.

He cared nothing for the routine of preliminary examinations. He wanted justice — that was all he wanted — and he was very cold; he wanted to sit before a fire and take the chill out of himself.

They committed him to take his trial and put him back into the cell. He went, groaning. A few minutes later he called in his solicitor and offered emphatic views about the line his defence should take. He had a retinue that a distinguished person might envy when they removed him to Armley Gaol by easy stages. The prison van must move slowly; he must have a soft mattress beneath him.

That night there were two happy men in Sheffield: a chief warder and a warder from Pentonville Prison, who went back to London alone. “Thank God they won’t hang him in London!” said one, and the other may or may not have said: “Amen!”

“I saw him before he went away,” said Baldy. “I don’t know whether he’s hurt or whether he’s acting. In my opinion you couldn’t hurt him. You remember Carton? Peace says that it was he who fired the shot and he shielded him. He told me a rigmarole story about some crystals that Carton was trying to get for a foreign woman, and he’s given me a long list of burglaries that he has committed. By ‘he’ I mean Carton.

“He said Carton put him up to abducting your lady—”

“By ‘he’ you mean Peace.”

“I gather he doesn’t like Carton. He’ll have some difficulty in bringing him into it.”

“That’s what I say,” said Baldy. “Carton isn’t a Sheffield man anyway, and you wouldn’t kill a rat on Peace’s evidence.”

Alan leaned back in his chair. “I don’t know. I suppose it’s all right. The man’s a murderer, a most unscrupulous little beast, but, of course, he won’t get a fair trial. The jury will go into the box with the express intention of hanging him; they’ll know every detail of his career; and when the judge asks them to disabuse their minds of what they’ve heard before, he might as well be asking them to forget that they’ve a pain in the stomach, if they have one. The only evidence against the man is Mrs Dyson’s. There’s nobody else. And Mrs Dyson is admittedly a — well, a prevaricator. Any lawyer could prove that. She’s another on whose evidence you wouldn’t hang a rabbit!”

Baldy listened in amazement. “If ever a man deserved death—” he began.

“Yes, yes, I know,” nodded Alan. “And if ever a bottle deserved to be kicked into oblivion as a public nuisance, it is one filled with asafoetida. It was designed to hold whatever was put into it — an Eastern scent, rare wine, slime from a stagnant pool. Have you ever thought what might have happened to Peace if somebody had taken him by the ear and led him out of the circumstances where he looked after the animals, and sent him to a school, put him in a dentist’s chair and saw to his teeth, whacked him when he didn’t clean his hands, and gradually instilled into him the healthy education that I had? Do you realize what he would have been?”

That was indeed a little beyond Baldy, who was accustomed to dealing with facts and stark realities.

“There it is,” said Alan. “He’ll go up before a judge, posture and whine, strike attitudes, and the end of it all will be that he will hang by the neck until he’s dead, and that will be the last of him. Nothing can save him. There’s no doubt, no mercy, no hope. But you couldn’t convict him, strictly on the evidence. It’s his word against Mrs Dyson’s — that and no more. The other evidence hardly counts. And who can believe her? Who would believe her on the facts as stated? And they do not require more than superficial examination. Yet on her word Peace will die — rightly, as it happens; wrongly from the strict point of view of equity.”

Alan’s ears should have burnt. At that very moment Peace was talking to a warder who was attending him.

“There’s people I’ve helped,” he groaned. “I’ve given away hundreds. There’s a woman in Switzerland that owes me two thousand — a foreigner. Down in Sheffield there’s a doctor called Mainford who wouldn’t be anywhere if it wasn’t for me. I got him the house he lives in; he wouldn’t have known his missus, only I introduced ‘em. She used to go down on her knees an’ ask me to take her away, but I wouldn’t. Nuss Garden she was — a whippersnapper. But now I’m down she don’t know me! That’s gratitude, because I’m old and poor and helpless — mind my head, you clumsy lout!” He wrote letters. Caesar was no more assiduous in correspondence than Peace.

They were weird-looking letters, scrawled, ill-spelt, full of phrases that had neither beginning nor end. Taken as entities, they were objective. Always he required something, and what that something was he never left any doubt in the mind of the person to whom they were addressed.

He wrote to his wife, a letter full of instructions for raising money, and signed himself her affectionate and unhappy husband. Almost by the same post he wrote to his lady friend, the blonde, vivacious Mrs Thompson, and begged her not to forget the love they had for one another. He signed it “Your ever true lover till death.” Was it by accident that he put his own name and followed it with the name he had borne when they lived under the same roof?
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Leeds Assizes opened on the 30th of January, 1879, and the grand jury voted a bill of indictment against Charles Peace, alias John Ward, joiner or carver or gilder. They put his age as forty-seven. This saved his counsel from a lot of unnecessary instructions.

Here was Charles Peace, on the last grand lap of his course. A man of tremendous importance, all eyes focused on him.

Carton got a holiday, came up to Leeds with the greatest assurance, secured admission to the court, and at the last moment funked it, not daring to meet the accusing eye of the joiner or carver or gilder, who stood indicted in that he did kill and slay Arthur Dyson by shooting at him with a revolver. He sneaked out of court, and, finding an eating-house, ordered his breakfast, for he had been travelling the greater part of the night. When he attempted to get a place in the public gallery later in the day he was told that the court was full. He was not sorry.

Though the weather was bitterly cold, and powdery snow had fallen, there was an immense crowd about the Town Hall. It was rumoured that Peace would be brought to Armley Gaol under a strong escort of hussars, that an attempt would be made to rescue him. By whom was never suggested. He had no friends; he was no leader of desperate gangs; in all the thousands that filled the court or looked around it, there was not one but was impatient to see the end of the trial come and Peace stand up to take his medicine.

How would he take it? What would he say? Would he whine, grovel, as he did at the Old Bailey? Would he hurl imprecations at the witnesses, defy the judge? That was the only thing that mattered — the end of it. Not the bald result, but the spectacle it might afford.

Nobody spoke a word for him. There were joking admirers, who knew nothing about him, or had any cause for admiration. He was dead and damned too, if public opinion could control the hereafter.

“If, when I saw him in the yard at Pentonville,” said Alan, “I had walked up to him and said ‘You are Charles Peace’ and shot him dead, that would have been a logical and praiseworthy disposal of the matter.” Alan snatched a day to witness part of the trial, but did not stay long. It was imperative that he should be within call in Sheffield. He tried to keep the subject from Jane, but she discussed it very calmly.

“He’ll die before his time — that is all. There is nothing really tragic in that. The tragedy is his life, but of that he is probably quite unconscious. Don’t worry, darling. I’ll even read an account of the execution and not be hurt by it.”

“I won’t test your philosophy,” said Alan.

The judge was a new man to Peace — Lopes. “Never heard of him.” He was better than Hawkins. Anybody was better then Hawkins. Suppose there was a verdict of guilty and they scragged him? That’d be a smack in the eye for Hawkins, who wanted him to live in prison all his life and die there.

He was more comfortable about his new counsel: a gentleman, every inch of him. The junior counsel was another gentleman. And he didn’t mind the Treasury man, who put the case fairly — up to a point. Of course, it was his job to make it hot for the prisoner: that was what he was paid for. Peace prided himself upon being a sensible man. He didn’t put it like that fellow Pollard put it, but he brought up the escape, which had nothing to do with the business. When Lockwood got up and told him off and the judge approved, Peace felt that he was getting his money’s worth.

The same old dreary procession of witnesses. He was expecting Mrs Dyson to be called last. He sat up in the windsor chair, and observed with interest when her name was called early on in the proceedings. There she was as brazen as ever. She was getting fatter, too. He eyed her critically. Really, it was a wonder the woman wasn’t struck dead. And they wouldn’t let her be asked questions about the letters; that was an injustice — he boiled at it. Some legal quibble, one of those lawyer tricks. The letters hadn’t been handed in, so they couldn’t be talked about. Of all the injustices!

He depended on those letters and photographs. Mrs Dyson was ‘couldn’t remembering’ all over again. How she twisted and turned, and how that memory of hers turned blank at the snap of the finger! She couldn’t remember when she moved to Darnall. Peace laughed aloud. Nobody took any notice of him. It might have been 1875 or ‘76 or ‘74 or ‘73.

“I cannot tell…I cannot tell.” Peace wanted to stand up and shout at her, ask her if she’d been drinking again, if she remembered that night at the Duke of York.

But that Lockwood got over her artfulness. He managed to get the letters in somehow. They were forgeries; she had never seen them. He leaned back in his chair, looking from one warder to the other, and shook his head in resignation.

Once he was amused; it was when she admitted that she had left a public-house ‘slightly inebriated’. He repeated the words to a warder. Somebody near heard him say “A lady!” Throughout the trial he was reasonable. Smothered comments on witnesses, a reference to one as a villain…It was over at last — speech for the prosecution, speech for defence. He ceased to be the practical man of affairs. Everything right and proper — inevitable. Part of the speech for the defence pleased him very much.

He said “Hear, hear!” very loudly, and was surprised that the applause was not more general.

The charge to the jury. The inevitable and invariable appeal to men who were steeped in every detail of the case to forget that they had ever heard anything about it; to be impartial, which is the eminent quality of Englishmen. Peace listened blankly to the charge, seemingly unmoved.

The jury were out twelve minutes, and they were agreed upon their verdict. The prisoner at the bar was guilty of murder.

Peace stood up, blinking round the court. He was overcome by the grandeur of the moment, and when the Clerk of Arraigns asked him what he would say why the court should not pass sentence according to law, he replied: “It’s no use saying anything.” Which was one of the most intelligent things said in the court that day.

That was all. The black cap on the judge’s wig. Where had he seen that before?

At the Harbrons’ trial, of course. It looked different when you were looking at it from the public gallery. A little point falls over the front of the wig. The clerk hadn’t put it on straight; it had a rakish angle to it. The judge in his scarlet robes said what it was proper to say. He had had a patient trial; every argument that could be used in his favour had been used by counsel, to whose superlative genius he paid tribute.

This was the way he, Charles Peace, must go. He was to be taken hence to the place whence he came; thence he would be taken to the place of execution, and there he would be hanged by the neck until he was dead, and his body would afterwards be buried in the precincts of the gaol wherein he was last confined. The judge expressed the hope that the Lord would have mercy upon his soul.

Somebody said “Amen!” Peace stood irresolutely, fumbling at his cap. The warder touched him on the arm. They always did that at every trial. They turned to go to the place whence they came, and thence to a place of execution.

Peace said nothing. What was the use of saying anything? There was no despair in that remark, just cold intelligence. It meant ever so much more than his supplication before Hawkins, Justice.

A great crowd gathered outside to see his removal to the place whence he came, but they were disappointed. A few people hooted, which seemed a little superfluous. They were hooting Peace because he had been a wicked man and had shot a man who was not so wicked. One man had been shot, the other man was going to be hanged, just to level things up. And Mrs Dyson would go across the Atlantic to proper oblivion.

Charles Peace was to die, the judge was to die, the two counsel for the prosecution and the two counsel for the defence, two of them painfully, were all to die, and the only one of them to be remembered was this ugly little blackguard, foul of mind and speech and thought, yet hiding in his toad head a jewel that none could appraise.

On the way to Armley he asked if he could read what the papers said about him on the following morning.

“I don’t think you’d better see that,” said the warder.

“Why not?” demanded Peace. “They’re not going to leave me out altogether, are they?” You never quite knew where you were with him. Sometimes the soiled rag of his mind lifted like a curtain and gave you a flashing vision of the radiance behind. Then the nasty, soiled thing fell down again, and you saw him materially as he was — a nasty little man.

Quite a number of newspapers glorified the law on the following morning and spoke learnedly of Nemesis and justice. They forgot to mention the fact that he played the fiddle…Nobody seemed to think that was a point in his favour.

So went Charles Peace on the first stage of his last lap, to the place whence he came, and all England was satisfied, and said: “Hanging’s too good for him.” As if hanging was too good for anybody.
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In the dark of the morning, a policeman patrolling the vicinity of Armley Gaol saw a man slouching slowly along. He passed the policeman, and a quarter of an hour later the officer observed him coming back again and challenged him.

He was a wild-looking man, unshaven, white-faced, sack-eyed. He wore a rough pea jacket, the collar turned up to his ears, and a pot hat. Most remarkable feature of his attire was a pair of kid gloves.

“I’ve got a friend inside” — he shivered in the cold wind which swept round the corner of the prison— “going to be hung…Charles Peace.”

The policeman eyed him with an interest. “Charles Peace, a friend of yours, eh? Well, what are you doing around here?”

The man shook his head helplessly. “I can’t keep away — that’s the trouble,” he said. “Went off to London and had to come back. Couldn’t sleep…thinking of him in the condemned cell…My God, it was awful!”

The policeman thought the matter over, and found an explanation.

“So you thought you’d like to be near him, did you?”

The man nodded quickly. And then the man behind the constable asserted itself. He had a wife who nagged him all the time for news of Peace. If a policeman did not know, and a policeman, moreover, who had the gaol on his beat, who would? “Have you been in to see him?” he asked.

The man shook his head. “No, I haven’t been in to see him, and I’m not going. I don’t want to see him…awful, ain’t it — him living there, and he’ll be dead in a week!”

“Three clear Sundays,” murmured the policeman.

“Awful, awful!” quavered the walker of the night. “I’ve been here since three. I walk round and round, or as near round as I can get — until I’m ready to drop. He’ll be sleeping — yes, he will; you don’t know Charles. I see him sleeping the day he was pinched at Blackheath. With my own eyes.”

“What’s your name?” asked the policeman suspiciously.

“Carton — that’s my name. I’ve got a good job in London, and a young lady, and a business of my own…master man. The landlord’s done up the shop free of charge. The counter was there. Fried fish…and stewed eels. There’s a lot of profit in it.” He glanced fearfully up at the walls of the gaol. “Where’s the condemned cell, sir?” he asked. “It’ll be in one of the main wards. I suppose? A feller told me the execution place was just about there.” He pointed. “I hear a young builder has got the job of putting up the scaffold.”

“Don’t you worry your head too much about hanging, my boy,” said the policeman paternally. “We’ve all got to come to it sooner or later — I don’t mean hanging, I mean passing away. You’ll go mad if you think about things like this, it’s worse than penny dreadfuls.” The next night he saw the same man and spoke to him. In the meantime he had reported the matter to his superior and had received certain instructions. Carton was told just where he could walk and where his perambulations were forbidden.

“You wasn’t at the trial?” said the policeman.

Carton hesitated. “No,” he said; “my body wasn’t there, but I was there! My body ain’t inside that prison, but I’m there!” He was looking even more unkempt than he had been when the policeman had seen him before. “He wouldn’t be here at all but for me — It’s awful! It can’t be worse to have murder on your hands…to wake up every morning from your sleep and say: ‘There’s a man in that condemned cell, waiting to be hung, and I put him there’. He’s having his breakfast with two warders looking on’; and going to bed every night and saying: ‘Well, in three or four nights’ time I shan’t be going to bed at all’; and waking up every morning and seeing the light come in, and saying: ‘I’ll only see this about three more times.’ — And I did it! That’s what you can’t understand and nobody else can understand. I didn’t like him, and never shall like him, and he didn’t like me. But that’s nothing — there he is.”

He pointed his gloved finger towards the gaol. “I’ll bet he’s sleeping. I’ll bet he’s giving more trouble than any man inside! I’ll bet he don’t care a half, or a hundredth part, of what I care, or feel anything like I feel!”

The policeman thought over this matter, and reached the conclusion that we all had our troubles to bear. Carton apparently had other troubles, and he mentioned them casually. He had detected his young lady surreptitiously walking out with another man, a young clerk from Penn’s Ironworks. And after he’d taken the shop and had it painted blue, and purchased the apparatus for fish-frying! A nice thing!

The story of this wanderer of the night came by obvious channels of transmission to the prison officials, and in some mysterious fashion, remembering that all news of the outside world was shut from him, to Peace himself. He derived considerable satisfaction from the knowledge.

“And so he ought to be,” he said, referring to the man’s misery. “After what I done for him! Took him in when he hadn’t got a friend in the world, and looked after him — and what did he do to me? He put the police up to me — got ’em to swear my life away. He’s more of a murderer than I am, because I didn’t intend killing anybody and he did intend doing me in!” He had grown a little gloomy, but was not more tractable than he had been. To the warders who watched him day and night he was a source of constant anxiety. They suspected his ingenuity, which might at any time put into his hand a weapon which would enable him to cheat the hangman.

One cause of his depression he revealed to the visiting clergyman. “People have forgot all about Charles Peace now,” he said.

He was conservative, something of a ritualist, and demanded, sometimes with acerbity, all the material and spiritual etceteras to which his position entitled him. The chaplain’s visits were part of his rights. He went farther afield and sought the spiritual counsel of a Sheffield pastor to whom he was known. Because he was at heart an actor, and the circus blood in him still tingled, he must have the lines and properties which his setting demanded.

He was not a hypocrite, not even an opportunist. He was, in his crude way, an artist.

One morning he swung his legs out of bed, a light in his dog’s eyes, a bright idea working confusedly in his mind.

“You’d better go back to bed,” said one of the watchers. “It’s only four o’clock.”

“I’m going to write,” said Peace, and dressed himself.

Write he did with a vengeance; for in the night there had come to him the spectacle of Harbron, working in a convict prison, under a life sentence for a murder he did not commit. Only Peace could know his own mind, but to those who have studied him it was not penitence, not a belated sense of justice, nothing, indeed, but a passion for the grand gesture and the knowledge that his act would set tongues wagging all over the world, which produced his confession.

For confess he did. To the minister who called that day; to the Home Secretary in more elaborate manner, illustrated by sketches of his own design, he told the story of Cock and the shooting.

All the penitent things he should have said he did say, but crowded them into the smallest possible space. His chief interest was to recall details exactly, and here in some respects he failed.

He would have let William Harbron die without compunction. The sufferings of this innocent man never disturbed his mind for a second. The grand gesture produced all he anticipated. The loss to him was that he could not read the newspapers and revel in the newfound sensation.

One sensation remained for him. Three days before the end, an application was made for permission to visit him. He was consulted, and, on seeing the name of his visitor, grew pleasantly excited.

“It’s the woman I was talking to you about,” he said exultantly. “All the way from abroad she’s come — what did I tell you? They never forget old Charlie Peace.”

The interview took place in the room proper for the purpose. Madame Stahm, in her stiff silk, sat at one end of the table, the bearded little convict at the other. She was very bright, beautifully human.

“I have come all the way from Switzerland to see you, my little friend. I heard you were in trouble, and from the newspapers I have seen that you have very few friends.”

“After all I’ve done for people!” said Peace. “It’s worse than Judas Iscariot, my lady!”

“I also am going to die,” she said with a smile. “The doctor has given me six months — three months perhaps, if I was so silly as to take this journey. But three months or six months, what does it matter?”

Peace was interested. “I shouldn’t believe no doctors if I was you, my lady,” he said. “A couple of bottles of medicine’ll put you right. I used to take sarsaparilla.”

She laughed softly. “One doctor, two doctors, six doctors — they all tell the same lie!” She did not speak English as fluently as she had done, had found some difficulty in finding the right word. “Well, I have come, I have seen you, and I say ‘au revoir’. Somebody in Switzerland will think of you whilst she thinks at all! My love to you, little man!” She kissed her fingertips daintily, this gaunt woman, and rose.

Peace went back to his cell, cursing monotonously. “If I’d only remembered it, and she’d stopped jawing about herself, I could have got hundreds of pounds out of her. As a matter of fact, I’m here because of her. Die? She won’t die.”

Somebody else did. They found him stiff and cold, propped against the wall of the prison, his head hanging drunkenly. It was on the morning, just before the big crowd began to assemble on the snow powdered road. The policeman who had met him before had missed him for a day or two, but recognized the pilot jacket and the gloved hands folded helplessly in his lap.

“His name’s Carton,” he said to the doctor who was called. “Is it suicide?”

The doctor shook his head. “No, not so far as I can tell at the moment. It seems to me to be a case of exhaustion, possibly alcoholism.” The policeman had never heard the word and sought a translation.

“Booze,” said the doctor coarsely.

The policeman had a romantic mind. “Might it be broken heart?” he suggested.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” said the doctor.

Peace took his time over his toilet that morning. One of the warders, his nerves on edge, asked fretfully how long he was going to be. Those deep eyes of Peace transfixed him; the restive jaw moved from side to side.

“What’s the hurry?” he asked. “Are you being hung or me?” He was all for his rights. He was entitled to his leisure, to his smoke, to the best breakfast he could procure, to a glass of brandy if he wanted it. He was the most important person in Leeds. No king, no eastern potentate, could command such ceremonial. Politeness from governors, reverence from chaplains, attention from all the world. All England was standing still, its face turned towards the grim gaol at Leeds.

Reporters were flocking from the four corners of the kingdom; newspaper presses were waiting, the centre of small armies of distributors. At tens of thousands of breakfast tables people would be saying: “That rascal was hanged this morning.” Peace was conscious of this fact; he had already composed the speech which he would make to the reporters, and which would be printed all over the world. A speech necessarily charged with piety, because the situation demanded an acknowledgment of his penitence. It was the convention of executions that the condemned man should also offer advice to those whose feet were straying towards evil, and that he should cite himself, with a melancholy pride, as an awful example of the place to which wrongdoing brings a man. He would maintain all the best traditions.

So he thanked the governor and the warders, remarked on the coldness of the morning and the dullness of it, and hoped all his enemies would be forgiven, and mentioned a few he hadn’t forgiven himself.

A man came into the cell, a man with a beard; stocky, not too well dressed, but obviously The Man. In one hand he carried a body strap; the other hand, rather podgy, was extended.

“I’m very sorry that I’ve got to do this, but it’s my duty,” he said.

Peace nodded approvingly, and Marwood, the hangman, waited; but the inevitable query did not come. Peace did not ask if it would hurt. He had always strongly disapproved of that question, and was true to his principles.

“I have to do this, and I hope there’s no ill-feeling,” said Marwood, busy with the body strap about the little man’s waist.

“That’s all right,” said Peace…

The speech to the reporters was over. He mounted the scaffold with a firm step, because that was also part of the convention.

And here he was at the end of the path, upon a trap that slightly sagged beneath him, with a cloth upon his face and a rope round his neck. He had been taken hence from the place whence he came, and he was now at the place of execution.

Everything according to plan and in order. He was hanged by the neck until he was dead.

On the afternoon of that day a prosperous hop merchant in Blackheath, rummaging through his desk, found a small bottle of crystals, frowned at them, rattled them, took out the cork and smelt them.

“I don’t know where these came from,” he said to his wife. “No, my dear, don’t throw them on the fire: they may explode. Give them to the maid and tell her to pour them down the kitchen sink.”


The End
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I


There was a man named Harry Stone (also called Harry the Valet), who was a detective until they found him out, which was about three months after he had entered the C.I.D. of a police force in Rhodesia. He might have been prosecuted, but at that time this particular police force was not at all anxious to expose the dishonesty of its officers, so that when he got away by the night mail to Cape Town they took no trouble to call him back.

Harry went south with about three hundred ill-gotten pounds in the hope of meeting Lew Daney, who was a good trooper and a great, if unfortunate, artist. But Lew was gone, had been gone a very long time, was indeed at that moment organising and carrying into effect a series of raids more picturesque than his essay against the National Bank of Johannesburg, and considerably better organised.

Harry broke back again to Rhodesia by the Beira route, and through the Massi-Kassi to Salisbury, which was a misfortune for him, for Captain Timothy Jordan, Chief of the Rhodesian C.I.D., did him the honour of making a personal call on him at his hotel.

“You are registered as Harrison, but your name is Stone. By the way, how is your friend Lew Daney?”

“I don’t know who you mean,” said Harry the Valet.

“Tiger” Tim Jordan smiled.

“Be that as it may,” he said, “the train leaves for Portuguese territory in two hours. Take it!”

The mystified Harry did not argue. He was mystified because he had never come across Tiger Tim Jordan, though he had heard of that dynamic young man and knew most of the legends concerning him by heart.

Tiger, being rather a wealthy man, could afford to be conscientious. He made a very careful study of the photographs of undesirables that came his way, and made a point of meeting all the mail trains in, and superintending the departure of all the mail trains out, most of which contained somebody he had no desire should further pollute the fair air of Southern Rhodesia, and Harry’s photograph had gone to Salisbury in the ordinary way of business.

At Beira Mr. Stone boarded an East Coast boat that plied between Durban and Greenock. He had tried most things once or twice, but there had been several happenings in London that made it desirable that the ex-detective should seek a port of entry not under the direct scrutiny of Scotland Yard, which though it was extraordinarily busy at that time, could spare a few officers to watch incoming liners and give a hearty welcome to returned wanderers who would rather have been spared the reception.

A few days after Harry had hired a respectable lodging in Glasgow, Chief Constable Cowley of Scotland Yard called a conference of his chief inspectors.

“This is the second big hold-up in three weeks,” he said. “It is the same crowd working, and it has only failed to get away with big money by sheer bad luck.”

He was referring to the scientific busting of the Northern Counties Bank. A night watchman and a patrolling police-cyclist had been shot down in cold blood, and a vault had been opened. The robbers had got little or nothing for their pains. A big block of currency had been moved the day before, “on information received.”

“One of the crowd squealed,” said Cowley. “It couldn’t have been for the reward, for he never claimed it — I suppose it was a case of needle. With the information the police had, it was criminal that they let the gang slip.”

The Northern Counties Bank crime was followed immediately by the Mersey Trust affair, which involved two hundred thousand pounds’ worth of bar gold.

“The most beautifully organised job I’ve ever known,” said Cowley, with the enthusiasm of a connoisseur. “Everything perfectly arranged. If the purser of the Ilenic hadn’t been putty-headed and delayed the delivery of the gold for an hour because he’d mislaid the documents, they’d have had it!”

“I gather, sir,” said Chief Inspector Pherson, who was ponderous even when he was not sarcastic, “that you have read the accounts in the daily Press?”

Cowley rubbed the back of his head irritably.

“Naturally,” he said.

Scotland Yard was annoyed, for none of the local police forces had so much as consulted headquarters.

“Why Scotland Yard?” asked the Chief Constable of Blankshire. “Haven’t I a C.I.D. of my own? What nonsense!”

He was a military chief constable, a C.B.E. and a D.S.O.

Cowley said that he had more esprit de corps than prenez garde, which was probably a prejudiced view.

Chief Constables of counties are not compelled to call in Scotland Yard. Scotland Yard must not interfere with local police administrations. Their advice was not sought either in the case of the Northern Counties or the Mersey business. As the Chief Constable of Northshire said:

“If we can’t do this job ourselves we ought to be boiled. We’ve got our own C.I.D., and I’m all for trusting the Man on the Spot. I remember some years ago when I was commanding a brigade in Poona…”

The five men who sat around the big table at Scotland Yard, examining local maps and such data as had been unofficially collected, had never been to Poona, and none was likely to command any brigade, unless it were a fire brigade.

“Number three is coming,” said Cowley. “This in my opinion is a series; there are signs of long preparation and the most careful planning. Who is the artist?”

The “artist” was Lew Daney, and nobody thought of him because at the moment he was unknown to the police force, though there was an ex-detective who knew him rather well.

On the day that Harry Stone decided that, Scotland held nothing for him but incredulous business men — he was working a gold mine swindle — the third coup was thrown, and succeeded.

The Lower Clyde Bank had its palatial premises in the City of Glasgow. Between the hours of 9 p.m. on a foggy Thursday night and 4 a.m. on an even foggier Friday morning. No. 2 vault was opened and cleared. It contained about a hundred and twelve thousand pounds in English currency, but, what was more important, the vault held the sum of ten million reichsmarks deposited by the Chemical Bank of Dusseldorf, being their contribution under their working arrangement with the North British Chemical Trust. It was made up of ten thousand notes of a thousand marks, and was contained in two steel boxes, each containing five thousand notes in packages of a thousand.

There were two night watchmen, McCall and Erskine. They had disappeared. It was their failure to repeat the hourly signal to police headquarters which had brought the police to the bank.

Not until three hours later were they found in a lift which had been stopped between two floors, the mechanism of the elevator having been put out of action by the smashing of the selector bar. They were both dead — shot at close quarters.

Only one man could have given evidence that would have been of the slightest value to the police. Harry Stone had had the good luck that evening to find a well-to-do-Scotsman, in whom from 7 p.m. to 2 a.m. the fires of romance burned brightly. He had listened breathlessly to the story Harry told of the hidden gold mine that lay in the folds of the Magalies Berge (from which nothing more golden than tobacco had ever come), and he had taken Harry home to his handsome flat, and Harry had drawn maps — for Harry was a man of education, spoke three languages and could draw an unlimited number of maps if it paid him to do so. His plans embellished his story so convincingly that he almost had the cheque in his pocket. Being an artist, he did not rush things, said “good night” to his host at three o’clock in the morning and walked home.

He saw a big car snailing by the sidewalk; it stopped and he passed it by. Then, walking quickly towards him, he saw a man and caught one glimpse of his face out of the corner of his eye, Somebody he knew — who was it? He walked half a dozen paces and then turned. The first man had been joined by another, carrying a bag. A third came running across the street. They all seemed to disappear into the car together as the machine turned and sped swiftly away.

Lew Daney! He had had a moustache when Harry knew him. He whistled. Lew had done a bust! It was not healthy to be around the scene of any of Lew’s exploits. He had a gun and was not averse to using it. Harry had no desire to be pulled in by the police and questioned about one of Lew’s more lurid adventures.

He was relieved to reach his home. He read all about the crime in the early editions of the evening newspapers next day, and was staggered by the haul. He was as staggered by the attitude of his prospective financier, for the well-to-do Scotsman, who had been so sympathetic and so enthusiastic about that secret mine in the folds of the Magalies Berge, was strangely sane and sober and sceptical in the cold forenoon, and had no disposition to sign a cheque or to do anything save have Harry thrown out of his office.

Mr. Stone went south. There was a way of making money out of his knowledge. He did not dream of going to the bank, or to the police, or to any unprofitable source of reward. Lew Daney’s haul had been a big one; he would cut in on it. But first he must find Lew Daney, and that would be a business demanding the greatest patience.



II


Harry the Valet had been established in London for a fortnight when Mary Grier came from Scotland with a third-class return ticket, a pound for expenses, a small notebook in which to keep a very careful account of how the pound was spent, and three cheques, for different amounts, to settle a claim which had been made on Mr. Awkwright by a firm of outside brokers.

“You can tell him you’re my niece and that I’m not right in my head,” Mr. Awkwright had said with the greatest calmness.

“He’s a swindler, anyway — all these outside brokers are — and if he thinks that there’s no chance of getting the lot he’ll take what he can get in settlement. Don’t produce the cheque until he agrees to settle, and beat him down to the lowest one if you can.”

Mary had settled these accounts before. It was an ugly and unpleasant business, but jobs are not easy to get, and, generally speaking, Mr. Awkwright was a good employer.

Three hours after she arrived in London she interviewed the broker. He held her hand in quite a fatherly way and tried to kiss her. She came from the office a little flushed, rather breathless, but with a receipt for a hundred pounds in full settlement of a debt of four hundred, and she did not even have to lie; Mr. Awkwright’s pathetic letter supplied the necessary invention.

Mary thought neither less nor more of men because of an experience which was not unusual. She had that sort of pale prettiness which seems very lovely to some men. She was slim and neat of figure, could walk and stand well, had a flair for dressing inexpensively and gave a four-guinea costume the illusion of Savile Row tailoring.

She was a little annoyed, but she did not feel “soiled.” Men had tried to kiss her before, men of all ages and conditions. Mr. Awkwright’s occasional guests, for example; they used to come upon her in the library, close the door with the greatest carelessness, and slip their arms absentmindedly round her shoulders.

And they were respectable men, including a London solicitor.

Only one had ever treated her with complete respect.

She hated this debt settling that Mr. Awkwright practised in his extreme meanness, but she was growing more and more philosophical.

She went back to the little temperance hotel in Bloomsbury where she had taken her lodging, to get the letter she had brought over from Scotland. In the reading-room she found a copy of a morning newspaper, and studied the shipping list.

The Carnarvon Castle was due that morning, and probably had already arrived. Mr. Awkwright had given her a list of four hotels where his nephew would be likely to stay. They were all very expensive. His nephew, said Mr. Awkwright sourly, invariably chose hotels which he could not afford. By luck she tried the Carlton first, and saved herself several unnecessary twopences.

Captain Timothy Jordan had arrived. Could she speak to him? A little delay, and then:

“Hallo!” said a not-unpleasant voice. “Is that you, Colonel?”

Mary Grier smiled. “No, I am a mere private,” she said. “Is that Captain Timothy Jordan? I am Mr. Awkwright’s secretary.”

“Oh Lord, Uncle Benjamin’s? Where are you speaking from?”

She told him.

“I knew it wasn’t Scotland,” said the voice. “Is he in town?”

Mary explained that Mr. Awkwright was at that moment at Clench House.

“I have a letter for you. Captain Jordan. Mr. Awkwright told me to see you and find out when we could expect you in Scotland.”

“In a few days,” was the reply. “And when may I expect you at the Carlton? You are Miss Grier, aren’t you? You are ‘rather attractive and a great expense.’ I am quoting my sainted uncle, who has written about you. Come and lunch.”

She hesitated. She was very anxious to see this nephew of her employer. Mr. Awkwright had spoken very freely on, the subject of ungrateful relations.

“I am not sure that I have the time,” she said. “It might be very embarrassing.”

“If you come down don’t forget to ask for Timothy Jordan; there are two of the great Jordan clan in this hotel — ask for Timothy and refuse all substitutes!”

“Timothy Jordan,” she repeated, and heard a little sound behind her.

She turned and saw a man standing in the corridor, his back to her, evidently waiting to take his turn at the one telephone which the hotel possessed. She could not see his face. A derby hat was at the back of his head; the collar of his overcoat was turned up. When later she passed him, he manoeuvred so that he still presented a back view to her.

Harry Stone was more surprised than alarmed to hear his enemy was in London. After all, Tim Jordan might be a great man in Southern Rhodesia, but he was just a man on the sidewalk in the Haymarket. Still, there might be certain unpleasantnesses if he were recognised, particularly as Harry had that morning located the one man in the world he wanted to meet, and that man’s name was Money; pounds to spend, dollars and francs to gamble with at Monte Carlo, marks to keep him in luxury in the Tyrol.

He waited till Mary disappeared, then he went to the ‘phone and gave a number. It was some time before the man he asked for came to the instrument.

“It’s Harry Stone speaking,” he said in a low voice. “Could I see you some place tonight?”

There was a long silence. The man at the other end did not ask unnecessary questions. “Sure,” he said. “How are you, Harry?”

“Fine,” said Harry glibly. “I cleaned up a bit of money before I left the Cape. I am leaving for Australia next week and I’d like to have a chat with you before I go.”

“Where are you speaking from?” — after another long pause.

Harry gave the name of the hotel and the telephone number, Lew Daney considered this.

“Pack all your things and clear out of there tonight. I will put you up. You can send your things to a railway cloakroom. You know London?”

“Pretty well,” said Harry.

“Meet me at ten tonight at Hampstead. Go past the Spaniards about two hundred yards towards Highgate. I will be waiting for you on the sidewalk.”

Harry Stone hung up the receiver, very satisfied with the beginning of his adventure. He had considered a long time before he adopted this method of approach. Lew was not the kind of man to come upon suddenly; he was a killer, and though he was not named in the flaming reward bill as the murderer of the two night-watchmen, there was a reward of five thousand pounds on his head.

Harry packed his suitcase that evening, carefully oiled and loaded a snubnosed revolver, and went out. As he passed through the hall, he saw the pretty girl he had seen that morning. She was evidently leaving the hotel, for her box was packed and waiting. He was interested in her: she was a friend of Tiger Tim’s. He wondered how near a friend. He would like to get better acquainted with her — it would be a great joke to get back on Tiger through his girl.

He deposited his suitcase at King’s Cross Station and went by Tube to Hampstead. He would have to be careful. If Lew knew he had been recognised outside the bank…but this was London, not South Africa.

He reached the rendezvous and found himself alone. It was a miserable night; a drizzle of sleet was falling and the asphalt pavement was slippery. He glanced at the illuminated dial of his watch; it was five minutes to ten. Would Lew doublecross him? That was not Lew’s way.

Two cars passed, moving swiftly, and then a third came crawling along by the side of the pavement. Harry Stone took the revolver from his pocket and slipped it up his sleeve. The car stopped opposite to where he stood — an American saloon.

“Is that you, Harry?”

It was Lew’s voice.

“Step inside.”

He opened the door and sank down on the seat by the side of a former confederate and one who had shared a cell at Pretoria Central in the days when the prison was a little overcrowded.

“I knew your voice the moment I heard it.”

Lew sent the car forward at a moderate pace.

“Doing well, are you. Harry? Made a big clean up?”

“About twenty thousand—” began Harry.

“You are a liar,” said the other calmly. “I know you! If you had made twenty thousand you would have bought the Ritz. You wouldn’t be staying in a punk hotel in Bloomsbury. Did you leave your bag at the station?…Good!”

Harry the Valet, a quick worker, began his tale.

“I thought I would like to have a chat with you,” he said. “I’ve got a big scheme that wants a little money. You are quite right, I am broke — and I thought perhaps you might be able to stake me. The boys told me you’ve done pretty well.”

He heard a low chuckle from the man at the wheel.

“Which boys? There are no boys in London who know anything about me, Harry. You know I have done well. And how well!”

“Only what I’ve been told—” began Harry.

“You know just what you’ve seen! I recognised you that night in Glasgow, boy. You are out after the five thousand pounds’ reward, or do you want bigger money than that?”

Harry said nothing.

“We’ll go to my place at Barnet and have a little chat,” Lew went on. “I am a sensible man, Harry. I don’t kick at trouble when it comes along, and you are trouble. And I have never been a greedy man. I have got six hundred thousand pounds — all in currency, and all where I can put my hand on it, so the question of splitting with you won’t trouble me any. There is enough for you and me and the rest of the crowd. They are out of the country, by the way, and they don’t know as much as you. They don’t even know I am Lew Daney.”

“Where have you cached the stuff?” asked Stone boldly.

It was a question which invited a lie or an offensive rebuff, but Lew Daney told him the amazing truth. He described the location of the treasury place with the greatest frankness and in the greatest detail. So clear was the description that he might have drawn a plan of the spot. Harry listened incredulously, and it only dawned upon him that the man was speaking the truth when he realised that he had nothing to gain by lying.

After all, he need not have kept the appointment.

They were in the open country now. The car was moving at a leisurely gait. Suddenly Lew switched off the headlamps and ran on his sidelights. “I don’t want to attract too much attention,” he said. “We’ll be getting on the new road in a minute, and there’s a cop at the crossing.”

They passed the policeman and moved smoothly along the concrete surface of the wide road, always keeping close to the kerb.

A little light suddenly glowed in the dashboard immediately opposite to where Harry was sitting.

“Do you mind?” asked the other coldly. “I want to keep you illuminated. I don’t suppose you’ve been such a fool as to come out without a gun.”

Harry looked down; one of Lew’s hands was on the driving wheel; the other rested on his lap, holding the butt of a long-barrelled automatic, and the muzzle covered the passenger.

“You’ll be surprised to know I have told you the truth. And you won’t be surprised to know that I told you the truth because I am going to make it impossible for you to tell the truth to anybody else! There is no cut for you, Harry. You are going to be what I would describe as another of London’s undiscovered murder mysteries. Been looking for me, haven’t you? I’ve been looking for you! I have got your record — squealer! You have squealed in prison and out.”

He glanced at the driving mirror at his right hand. There were no lights in sight behind him, none before.

Five minutes later a big car, bound for Cambridge, passed a car stationary by the side of the road. Nearby was a broad stretch of water. The car was there for half an hour, and during that time the one man interested was extremely busy.

Near the margin of the lake were a number of pleasure boats, lying keel uppermost on the bank. To launch one was not a very difficult business. To paddle it out two hundred yards from the shore with the aid of a floorboard was not so easy, especially since a very heavy burden lay in the stern. The hardest job of all was to pull the boat ashore and restore it to its keel uppermost position.

The rower came back to the car, and was relieved to find no cyclist policeman standing by its side. He wiped his wet face with a scented silk handkerchief — Lew Daney had always been something of a dandy — and, sitting down at the driving wheel, he turned the car northward and went on into the night.
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Tim Jordan made a call at Scotland Yard which proved to be a waste of time. That morning he had collected all the back numbers of newspapers he could secure, and had made a careful study of the Lower Clyde Bank murders, and he had a theory.

It was his misfortune to meet an “office man” who was not particularly interested in crime except in so far as it appeared in a statistical record. “I’m afraid, Captain Jordan, I can give you no information. The Chief Constable went back to Glasgow yesterday.”

“Have you a record of Lew Daney?” urged Jordan. “I know just how you feel, having an interfering outsider butting into your business, but if this isn’t one of Lew Daney’s jobs I’m a Dutchman! He is wanted in Johannesburg for a similar, crime — without murder — and the methods are identical.”

The office man sighed. “Yes, yes…I’m sure. Write his name down, will you? I’ll put through an inquiry to the Records Department.”

Altogether a disappointing morning.

Somebody saw Tim come impetuously through the swing doors of the Carlton, and go up the broad stairs three at a time.

Captain Jordan was in no especial hurry; no life and death appointment awaited him; he was, in point of fact, on his way to change his shoes.

“That,” said the observer to his companion, “is the Tiger Man!”

“How very dramatic! Is he in a circus or something?” asked the bored young lady who was with him.

He explained Captain Timothy Jordan’s peculiar position.

“He’s a policeman in Rhodesia. The natives say that he walks like one and hunts like one…a terribly clever fellow…Did I ever tell you the story of the storekeeper who was murdered at Manandalas?”

He was an African millionaire, a person of some consequence; she forced a hypocritical interest and listened.

Tim Jordan was changing. He had landed less than thirty hours before, had an appointment with his tailor, his banker, his solicitor, a dinner engagement with his old colonel, and supper with a man and his wife whom he had met on the boat.

He wished it was with the girl whose voice he had heard on the telephone. He was annoyed with her for leaving his uncle’s letter without presenting herself for inspection. Yet he was very happy to be in London, and sang at the top of his voice, which was not a good one. In the midst of his vocal adventures came the page boy.

“Jelf! Who’s Jelf?”

He frowned down at the slip of paper that was put before him, and then remembered.

“Shoot him up, will you?”

Jelf came, an undersized man, rather furtive, and just as respectful as anybody would be who wanted a job.

“Who told you I needed a chauffeur?”

The little man wriggled uncomfortably.

“I used to work for Mr. Van Tyl, and I heard you were coming to England, sir, and thought you might like to use this car of mine. She can do eighty.”

“Mr. Van Tyl?”

Tim knew twenty South African Van Tyls, and none of them well.

“He knows you, sir, and he said you were coming from Africa, and that you liked a fast car.”

“How did you know when I would arrive?” asked Tim.

“I got your name from the shipping company.”

Captain Jordan laughed.

“All right,” he said. “You deserve something for your enterprise. Let’s see that old car of yours. Have it here” — he looked up at the ceiling— “at seven o’clock on Wednesday. Do you know Scotland?”

“Very well, sir,” said the man eagerly.

“Well, I’m leaving at six in the morning, and if your car is up to the description, I will hire you. Why did you shave off your moustache?”

The man was startled.

“I — I beg your pardon, sir?” he stammered.

“You had a moustache until quite recently. You shaved it off. You’ve fingered it twice since you’ve been here. Have you always worn glasses?”

“Always, sir,” said the man, “but my sight’s very good.”

Tim looked at him for a long time, considering.

“All right. You’re probably a crook, but that doesn’t matter. Why do you fellows imagine that you can disguise yourselves by ringing the changes on your upper lips?”

“I’m not a crook, sir,” began the man. “I’ve got a character —

“I am sure you have,” interrupted Tim. “Bring the machine at the time I said.”

Later in the day he saw it and approved.

He came back from his dinner party that night a little disappointed, for people one meets on board usually lose seventy-five per cent. of their glamour when they are met on dry land, and the dinner had been a bore.

“There’s a lady waiting to see you, sir.”

“A lady?” he said, and then a thought struck him. “A Miss Grier?”

“No, sir, a Mrs. Smith.”

He looked past Tim, and the woman who had been sitting in the lounge rose and came towards them. She was tall, goodlooking, handsomely dressed. He judged her to be somewhere about the thirties.

“Do you want to see me?” he asked.

She nodded, looked at the porter who stood by, and then:

“Could I see you in your room?” she asked in a low voice.

It was a pleasant voice, deep and rich. Tim hesitated. A man didn’t see strange women in is private sittingroom at eleven o’clock at night.

“I don’t want to be seen talking to you,” she said. “It is very important”.

He smiled. “All right. You will lose your reputation. Come along!”

They went up by elevator. He opened the door and ushered her in. It was she who closed the door he had left ajar.

“You are Captain Jordan of the Rhodesian C.I.D., aren’t you? My name is Lydia Daney.”

He stared at her.

“Lew Daney’s wife?”

She nodded.

“The wife of the man who did the Glasgow job,” she said coolly. “I thought you’d like to know that.”
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Tim Jordan stared at the woman.

“The devil you are! It was Daney, then?”

She nodded.

“He’s in London somewhere. I’m trying to find him. Do you mind if I smoke?”

She took a jewelled cigarette case from her bag, opened it, and Tim supplied her with a light.

“I am the legal, wedded wife of Lew Daney,” she said. “It may surprise you that he has ever done anything legal in his life — but it’s the fact.”

“Why do you come to me?” he asked bluntly.

She shrugged her shoulders.

“I knew you were in London. Lew has often spoken about you. As a matter of fact, he spoke today.”

“He’s in town?”

She nodded.

“He was. And a Miss Grier was in town — a Miss Mary Grier.” She spoke slowly.

He remembered now…the girl on the telephone.

“She came from Scotland.”

Mrs. Daney blew a ring of smoke to the ceiling, and did not take her eyes off it until it broke.

“She is secretary to an old gentleman in Scotland, and the romance of Lew’s young life.”

There was a touch of acid in the last phrase.

“And that’s the reason for the squeal?” he asked.

She nodded slowly.

“That’s the reason for the squeal,” she repeated. “I’ve stood a great deal from Lew. He’s been pretty generous about money, though I’ve had my hard times. But when a man is cool enough to tell his wife that he’s in love with another woman, and makes her a cash offer for a divorce — that’s how respectable Lew is getting — the question of money fades out, Captain Jordan.”

“The girl came down to see him — ?”

She shook her head. “No. If you believe Lew — and he’s the world’s worst liar, though now and again he tells the truth out of sheer malice — she doesn’t even know the stir she’s created in his young heart. She’s met him — somewhere. A case of love at first sight — and he’s fifty if he’s a day!”

“Has she been in Africa?”

She shook her head.

“Get that idea out of your head, that Lew is an African worker. He went to the Cape when things were too hot for him. He has been planning big things in this country for years. Africa was an interlude. He wasn’t there a year. And he was in love before he went; he told me that. And he means it, Captain Jordan. He’s got a way of talking when he means things that you can’t mistake if you know him.”

She finished her cigarette — it was one of those Russian things that are half mouthpiece — threw it into the fireplace and took another.

“I’m not going to give you the history of my life, but there are many reasons why Lew should play square with me, and I have decided that he had better go.”

“To the scaffold, in fact?” said Tim grimly.

She nodded.

“To the scaffold, in fact,” she repeated. “It doesn’t sound that I’m sane, but I feel very coldblooded about it.”

She rose, still smoking, and paced up and down the room.

“Do you know a man called Stone?”

“Harry the Valet?” Tim nodded.

“He’s in London — I hope.”

“Who are the other members of the gang?” interrupted Tim.

Her gesture was expressive of her indifference. “I don’t know. I never questioned him about them. He shifts his workers — never stays long with the same crowd.” She threw the second cigarette, unfinished, into the fire.

“That’s all,” she said. “You can go to Scotland Yard with the information, but if you send them to me, I’ll make them look foolish. From what I’ve heard, you like a little hunt of your own. Well, you’ve got a chance. I may change my mind tomorrow and tell Lew I’ve told you, in which case you will be well advised to keep under cover. I shall probably be dead, but there’s no reason why you should be.”

“Thank you for those cheering words,” said Tim, and led her to the door.

He sat up for two hours, thinking the matter over. There was very little he could take to Scotland Yard; he did not even know where the woman was to be found. The whole story might be a lie; he was the more inclined to view it critically because it confirmed his own theories.

The early hours of the morning brought Jelf and his fast car. Tim looked it over, and for the second time approved. He climbed into the driver’s seat.

“Do you know the road from Glasgow to Kinross?”

“Like a book, sir. I’ve taken parties up there in the summer —

“All right, let’s go,” said Timothy Jordan. And then: “Do you know Clench House, by any chance?”

The man shook his head.

“I’ve got an idea it’s near Rumble Bridge, sir, but I’m not sure. There’s a lot of big houses in that country, and some of the best aristocracy live there.”

“The person I’m weekending with is not an aristocrat — not by a darned sight,” said Tim Jordan grimly.
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They called the place Clench House because, by repute, Ben Clench was visible from the little hill behind. It lay between Kinross and Glasgow and had several histories. There had been a castle here; you saw the footings of it in the firs a quarter of a mile north of the house itself. Archaeologists had varying theories. Local historians who prepared guidebooks for the use of the unlettered Southerner allowed their imagination the fullest rein, and brought Bannockburn into it.

It was a big, ugly building behind a stone wall, gaunt-faced, depressing, and made lopsided by a monstrous garage which had once been a chapel by all accounts.

It boasted its own private graveyard. There were huge mounds beyond the orchard and a solid-looking mausoleum of granite, bearing a Gaelic inscription, which the weather of centuries had effaced.

Mr. Awkwright never ceased to complain of the place. He was a thin, complaining old man, lined of face, very rich, very mean, and he hated Scotland. He hated England as intensely; France came into the category of unpopular countries, as did Holland, Egypt, Monte Carlo and Italy.

He had never lived anywhere else. He had in his youth married a Miss Brodie, and through her claimed Scottish descent, wore the Brodie tartan (without any title to the distinction), ate porridge with a wry face, would have attended church if there had been a church of his persuasion to attend, and compromised with family prayers twice daily.

He found it difficult to keep servants, but not so difficult to keep Mary Grier, who was his secretary. Young ladies, and pretty young ladies of education, with no visible means of support, are easier to find than cooks. And Mary was held by a bond more enduring than a contract. She did not leave Mr. Awkwright’s service for the same reason that a convict did not leave a prison. She had been sentenced to service. Perhaps for life.

Stocker did not come to prayers, because he was in the house but not of the household. He was one of the permanencies that Mr. Awkwright had taken over with his lease. He could not discharge him without discharging himself from his residence, which he had hired furnished at a ridiculously low figure from the London agents of Mr. Ledbetter, the absentee owner.

Mr. Ledbetter spent most of his time in warmer climates. He was, said Stocker the butler (quite unnecessarily), a great traveller. Stocker was a big man, on the fat side, with a large, fat face and blue, unintelligent eyes. He had been, he said, with Mr. Ledbetter since he was so high. He said most of these things to Mr. Awkwright’s pretty secretary.

Mary smiled.

“Your knowledge is extensive and peculiar, Stocker,” she said.

He nodded gloomily.

“There’s very few people in the world I don’t know, miss, including crowned ‘eads. I’ve spent me life making studies of human beings, though I don’t call Mr. Awkwright a human being.”

Mary was taking tea in the big, chilly drawingroom alone.

Mr. Awkwright had gone into Glasgow to consult his harassed stockbroker. He was a petty punter, speculating in margins to infinitesimal sums. In addition he was interested in the sport of thoroughbred horse-racing, and had complicated bets with a Glasgow bookmaker, never losing more than a few shillings a day, and more often winning.

He used to spend his evenings after family prayers working out the form of horses that were due to run the next day, his calculations being supplemented by private information, for he received on an average six private wires or special letters from gentlemen who, for a small consideration, conveyed the cream of stable intelligence to a select list of clients. There was little that happened in the racing world which he did not know.

This was one of his illusions.

Mary remembered something she had heard in the bus driving back from the station.

“Stocker!” She called him back as he was leaving the room. “Is Mr. Ledbetter a philanthropist?”

He frowned.

“A what, miss?”

“Does he give things away?”

Stocker smiled.

‘No, miss, he’s a very careful man, is Mr. Ledbetter.”

“Then how is it that Mr. Awkwright can hire Clench House for such a ridiculously low figure?”

Stocker came slowly back.

“He’s particular, miss. He’d sooner take a low figure from an old gentleman like Mr. Awkwright than a big figure from some of these harum-scarum young people who come up for season and turn a house into a bear garden. Who’s that young gentleman coming today, miss?”

Mary got up with a feeling of guilt.

“Oh, Captain Jordan. I promised to see to his room —

“It is all ready, miss. From Africa, isn’t he?”

“Yes. He’s Mr. Awkwright’s nephew.”

“In the Army, eh?” said Stocker. He rubbed his hand across his massive chin musingly. “It’s funny, but soldiering never appealed to me, miss. I had a young brother, in the Grenadier Guards, but he deserted.”

The girl shook her head.

“No, he’s in the police — the South African Police. He’s a sort of Commissioner.”

“Fancy!” said Stocker.

It was a favourite expression of his, and stood for amazement.

“Fancy, miss! In the police, eh? I’ll bet that’s a good job. I’ve never been to Africa. A young cousin of mine named ‘Erbert Smith got a job in a tea field or whatever they call it —

“Plantation,” she suggested.

He nodded.

“Fancy being in the police. I’ll bet he’s a clever gentleman?”

Mary wasn’t quite sure about this. There were moments when Tim Jordan was the most brilliant of Mr. Awkwright’s nephews; there were times when he was a spendthrift and a wastrel. It depended very much upon the mood the old man was in when he discussed him, and the amount of money Tim required to meet his mess bills and the etceteras of his existence.

She gathered from Mr. Awkwright that he was a sort of favoured pensioner, a dependent whose extravagance was leading his devoted uncle to ruin. She was to learn later that Mr. Awkwright was officially the guardian of the young man of twenty-eight, the executor of his father’s will, and, until he was thirty, his paymaster. It was one of those eccentric wills that elderly men make, and Tim Jordan had submitted to the indignity with exemplary patience.

Mary discovered this within an hour of knowing him. He came in a mud-spattered speed car as she was going up to dress for dinner.

Mr. Awkwright telephoned subsequently that he would not be home that night, and gave specific instructions as to the attitude she should adopt towards the visitor.

“There’s no need to sit up late; he’s quite capable of looking after himself. And you’re not to discuss my affairs, Mary. You understand?”

She sighed. “Yes, I understand,” she said.

“And don’t answer any questions he puts to you about yourself.”

Mary listened meekly, and went back to the dining-hall, where the young man was smoking his first after-dinner cigarette.

“May I ask you as a special favour not to let Mr. Awkwright know that you have told me the story of your gallant exploits?” she asked.

He smiled delightedly.

“Is that how it struck you? I suppose I am a boastful person. And I thought I was going to be so bored at this horrible place.”

He was a personable young man; the hair at his temples was slightly grey (he had told her all about the lioness that came on him through his bungalow window). His skin was brown and clear; his eyes were bright with laughter. Tim Jordan found life a most amusing business. “When I saw this mausoleum,” he went on, “my heart sank! And then out of the yawning mouth of the tomb, came light! I am going to stay here three months.”

“You are going when you said you’d go — on Saturday,” she said. “May I impress you again that I am one of the servants of the house, and the last instruction I received from Mr. Awkwright was that in no circumstances was I to indulge in any familiarity. So far you’ve been very, very good.”

He lit another cigarette and looked up at the raftered ceiling.

“It’s rather like living in the parish hall, isn’t it? What a devil of a place to spend your life! I suppose you get it cheap? Uncle Ben must be worth a million pounds — don’t look so incredulous; he’s enormously rich. And I’m the only one who doesn’t care two hoots where he leaves the money. Have you met any of his wife’s relations? They’re ghastly! She was a Brodie — has he told you that? Have you ever seen him dance the Highland Fling? He can be most abominably Scottish. All these Southern people who claim the Highlands as their home get that way. They have pipers who walk around the table — has he got a piper?”

Mary shook her head.

“He wouldn’t pay him. But I’ll bet he has bagpipe selections on the gramophone!”

He was the sort of man you knew at once or never knew. When he arrived he had taken her by the hand, kissed her, very coolly, claiming her as a cousin, and had done things which in other men would have been intolerable.

He looked over his shoulder at the watchful Stocker.

“Are you looking after my chauffeur?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” said Stocker. “His room is ready, but I haven’t seen him. After he put the car away he went down to the village.” Tim Jordan favoured him with a delightful smile.

“Then,” he said, “you can put yourself away, my friend! If I want any more coffee, I’ll ring for it.”

Stocker retired.

“I can’t abide servants who stand behind me,” explained Tim. “Ever since a certain day in Umtali — but I’m boasting again. Now tell me all that my dear relative has said about me.”

“There is such a thing as loyalty to one’s employer,” she said, and he chuckled at this.

“Don’t let a little thing like that stand in your way. He’s a rum old bird. I suppose he’s told you that I am a poor relation? He generally does. Be respectful to me — I’m very rich — perhaps not as rich as the late Mr. Croesus, but reasonably wealthy.”

“When are you going back to Africa?” she asked.

“Never,” was his reply. “I’ve left the service. I haven’t broken it to Uncle Ben, but he’ll know in good time. I’ve got a flat in London, and I’m going to live the life of a young man about town. I went to Scotland Yard today and tried to persuade them to take me on as a commissioner. They put me straight away into the refrigerator, and I haven’t thawed since.”

He looked at her coldly. “By the way, do you know a man called Daney?”

He thought she hadn’t heard the question, and repeated it. She was staring blankly at the panelled wall. “No, I have never heard of him,” she said steadily.

“That’s curious, because—”

He stopped, got up and moved noiselessly to the door. With a quick movement he pulled it open, Stocker was standing there.

“I was just coming in, sir—” he began.

“Just stay out,” said Tim. He was thoughtful after that, but with little inducement went on to speak about himself. “I want to settle down to the real business of life, which is finding bad men and discovering why they’re bad.”

“In other words, you want to be a detective? How fascinating!”

“Don’t be sarcastic,” he warned her. “I have been very successful in Africa. My reputation stands at a premium. I have all the qualities of a good police officer —

“Do they include modesty?” she asked.

He shook his head. “No; modesty is a stupid affectation.”

“Quite a lot of people suffer from it,” she suggested.

He smiled, “Not me!”

This girl puzzled him. He thought that he had known her from the moment he had met her, as she, he guessed, knew him. But every hour in her society brought a new question-mark against his judgment. Behind her self-possession and poise he had imagined the respectable capability of the trained private secretary, but there was something more than that. She was — he pondered an exact description. “Deep” was one word, but it carried too sinister a meaning. She gave him an impression which, as a police officer, was not unfamiliar, that she was living one life and concealing another. Only, she was successful, and his earlier “clients” had failed miserably to sustain the deception.

He was an adept in the art of cross-examination.

“Yes, I have a family — a mother and a sister.”

“In Scotland?”

She regarded him carefully. “No, not in Scotland. They have a house outside of London. Mother is an invalid. I saw her when I was in town.”

Her lips pressed tightly together when she had finished. He knew that she had told him just as much about herself as she intended. Then suddenly, as she leaned across the table to strike a match for him, he saw something…

“That was a pretty bad cut,” he said. She drew her hand back quickly and pulled down her sleeve. The scar ran from a few inches above her wrist to somewhere out of sight. He saw her face go red and white. “Yes — I cut it,” she said breathlessly. “A knife slipped when I was…cutting bread. Have you any more questions?”

“I’m sorry,” he said, and really was. The pink came back to her cheeks and she smiled. “Mr. Awkwright told me not to answer any questions,” she said with a touch of her old flippancy. She looked at the solemn-faced clock on the mantelshelf. “I’m going to bed soon. Will you look after your chauffeur?”

“Tell me one thing,” he said as she rose. “Why do you bury yourself with my fossilised relative? There must be lots of jobs —

“I suppose there are,” she interrupted.

She went to the door and came back. “Do you know Mr. Awkwright very well?” she asked.

He had to confess that he had only met the old man three times in his life.

“No — practically I know nothing about him, except that he was married twice and had a child who died. I know that he’s as mean as a stage, miser—”

She stopped him. “There is a lot about him that is rather wonderful,” she said.

Mary went to bed soon after ten o’clock. Captain Jordan’s room was three from her own, and she was falling to sleep when she heard his light footsteps pass quickly along the corridor, and the soft thud of his door as it closed. She dropped into sleep and woke again, it seemed instantly, though hours had passed.

She sat up in bed, her heart beating quickly. Something had wakened her, something that had made a bad dream which she could not remember.

She listened; there was no sound. It must have been imagination, she thought, and, recovering her breath, she slid down into the bed again. The window was slightly open; it was misty outside, and above the mist the moon was shining. She could see smoky wisps of fog coming slowly through the open casement, and was half inclined to get up and close the window. And then —

She heard distinctly a noise at her door, a confused, scrambling noise. “Who is there?” she asked.

She heard it again — not a tap, a sort of scratch and a groan.

Springing out of bed, she switched on the light, ran to the door and pulled it open. As she did so, a man fell almost into her arms.

She saw his face in the half-light, ghastly white. And then she saw, under the hand that was clasping his throat, the blood welling, and screamed.

She tried to hold him up, but he went sliding through her arms to the floor. She heard a quick patter of feet in the corridor outside, and Tim Jordan came in. He went down on his knee by the side of the man.

“How odd!” he said, in his quick, staccato way. “Jelf…my chauffeur!”

The man was fully dressed; his boots were wet and muddy.

“Can we get a doctor?” she faltered.

He shook his head.

At that moment the man opened his eyes; his gaze wandered for a while from one to the other. Finally it rested on the horrified girl. His lips parted.

“He did it!” he whispered. “The man we saved you from!”

Tim saw her wilt and caught her as she fell. He carried her out of the room and gave her into the charge of one of the women servants. When he got back to Jelf the man was dead.

Stocker, in shirt and trousers, came running in from his room below. From him Jordan borrowed an electric torch and followed the trail of blood, which ran the length of the corridor.

The trail stopped at a little door deeply recessed in the wall.

The door was unlocked and led to a private stairway, and eventually into the stable yard at the back of the house. Jordan went back to his room, dressed quickly, and followed the blood trail. It passed through an open gateway into the garden, and here it was lost in the wet soil.

Something glittered in the light of his lamp. Stooping, he picked it up. It was a small gold cigarette case, and it was open. Inside was an inscription: “To Lew, from his wife.”
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Examining the case carefully by the light of the lantern he carried, Tim saw that one of the inner linings was loose, and inserted the point of his knife. It came back, a thin gold leaf that was hinged. Inside there were half a dozen sets of figures which he could not distinguish in the lining. At the bottom of the case was a word, “treasure.” All the writing was beautifully engraved.

He fastened back the false side of the case, slipped it into his pocket and returned to the house to make a more careful examination. The figures were now obvious, in all about twelve lines.

Stocker arrived with hot coffee in time to see Tim drop the case into his pocket.

“Did you find anything, sir?” he asked. “What a terrible thing to have happened!”

“Where is Miss Grier?” asked Tim.

“She’s gone into a spare room. One of the maids told me she was dressing. Did you know the man, sir?”

There was a note of anxiety in his voice for which the tragedy of the evening might have accounted.

“I’ve never seen him before I engaged him a couple of days ago,” said Tim.

Stocker scratched his chin thoughtfully.

“I suppose he didn’t by any chance make any kind of statement?” he suggested rather than asked.

“None.”

“The girl who was outside the door thought she heard him speaking,” insisted Stocker.

“Which girl?”

“The servant girl — the first one to get down.”

“He said something which was quite indistinguishable,” said Tim. Was he mistaken, or did he hear a little sigh from the stout man, and see in his eyes evidence of his relief?

“Poor Mr. Awkwright will be in a sad state when be hears about this,” he said. “He doesn’t like unpleasantness, and I wouldn’t be surprised if this sent him to bed for a week.”

“How long has Mr. Awkwright been living here?”

Stacker looked up at the raftered ceiling.

“Off and on for about four years. He took the place, went away for six months and came back again. Why, sir?”

Tim did not satisfy his curiosity. He nodded a dismissal, but Stacker lingered on; “Excuse me asking, sir, but you were the first person on the spot when this thing happened — could you tell me whether Miss Mary had her door unlocked?”

Tim stared at him.

“I don’t know. Why do you ask?”

“I was just wondering,” said Stacker.

He looked past Tim and made a movement forward.

“Can I get anything for you, miss?”

“Nothing, thank you, Stacker.”

Mary Grier had come into the room, very cool, very self-possessed, and, if you could forget the pallor of her face, quite unmoved by her awful experience.

She sat down on the opposite side of the refectory table where Tim was sitting, took a cigarette from the little silver box by her elbow, and lit it. The hand that held the match did not tremble, Tim noticed.

“Yes, I think I will have some coffee, Stocker,” she said.

Tim waited till the man was gone.

“You knew Jelf?”

She shook her head. “I don’t remember him,” she said. “I don’t think that I have ever consciously seen him.”

“What did he mean when he talked about the person from whom he rescued you?”

She blew a spiral of smoke across the table.

“He meant just what he said,” was her quiet reply. “About three years ago I was attacked by a man, on the Kinross road. I think he was drunk.” She held out her arm and bared it. “He had a knife.” She touched the long cicatrice gently. “I told you I did this by accident, but it wasn’t true. I hadn’t the least desire to recall a very unhappy incident. If those two men hadn’t been near I should have been killed, I think.”

“And one of them was Jelf?” he said, in surprise.

“I don’t know,” she answered, and spoke truly. “It was nearly dark. The man who picked me up and brought me back to the house was — was the only one I really saw.”

“Who was the man who attacked you?”

She looked down at the glowing end of her cigarette.

“I’m afraid I can’t tell you. He was a stranger.”

“Did you inform the police?” he asked.

There was a moment’s hesitation. “No; I didn’t want to get my name in the newspapers. But I should have been much happier than I am.”

He looked at her in astonishment.

“It didn’t strike me that you were particularly unhappy.”

“Neither am I,” she smiled.

“And it was the same man tonight who killed Jelf — ?” began Tim.

“For God’s sake don’t talk about it, Captain Jordan!” she said.

Her voice broke, and he saw now something of the terror which that mask of hers hid.

“I don’t want to talk about it — I won’t talk about it! And if you ask me questions I’ll go out of the room.”

He stretched out his hand and caught hers. “Then I’m not going to ask questions,” he said.

Stocker came in at that moment and served the coffee, and there was silence until he had taken his departure.

“He was very anxious to know whether your door was locked.”

She nodded. “I know; he’s very keen about that — my locking my door.”

“Why?” he asked.

She lit another cigarette; this time her hand was trembling.

“It’s horrible — horrible!” she said in a low voice. “Have the police come yet?”

“They won’t be very long,” he said. “They were on their way soon after I telephoned them.”

She looked up at him quickly, and was about to speak, but apparently changed her mind.

“You were going to say — ?”

She shook her head hesitantly, and looked at him again — a long, searching scrutiny.

“I suppose you’ll think that what I’m going to ask you is rather extraordinary…you’re a police officer and you won’t understand…No, I won’t ask you!”

“I think you’d better,” said Tim quietly. “When the police come you want me not to repeat what the man said — Jelf, I mean.”

Her eyes opened a little wider.

“How did you know that?” she gasped, and he laughed.

“My well-known instinct. And, anyway, it would be awkward for you if I repeated what a man said in his delirium. Perhaps some day you’ll take me into your confidence.”

Again she opened her lips to speak, but closed them firmly again. Then, after a pause: “Perhaps I will,” she said.

One thing struck him as being curious: she made no further reference to Mr. Awkwright or to the effect this dreadful happening might have upon him. Awkwright was an elderly man; even a few years ago he had seemed decrepit; and such a shock might have the most serious consequences..

If the truth be told, Tim Jordan was in some awe of this old man, who had never shown him the least affection or friendship. Indeed, he had not concealed from his ward that he regarded his “guardianship” as one of the trials of his life.

Tim knew little about him, except that he was a secretive, suspicious man, who had odd and petty recreations — he had been a small gambler all his life. Yet he was a careful-living man, and a shrewd investor when real investments had to be made.

The police arrived as Mary was finishing her third cigarette, and there was an unpleasant hour during which she answered questions which seemed irrelevant (quite a number of them were), and reconstructed, for the enlightenment of the officers, the tragedy she had witnessed.

Jelf’s body went away with the police. The doctor who came with them described the wound as having been caused by a knife used with considerable strength. The murderer must have come upon his victim from behind and stabbed him before Jelf had a chance of putting up a defence. There were no marks either on his hands or on any other part of his body.

Tim went to the door to see the last police car go, and then returned to the diningroom to find Mary lying across the table with her head on her arms, half asleep. He packed her off to bed, sending one of the maids with her, went up to his own room, had a bath, and was back in the dining-hall by five.

“No, thank you, sir,” said Stocker when it was suggested he should go to bed too. “I sleep very little, and it’s past five o’clock. These servants will be fit for nothing, and I had better wait up and look after things. May I suggest that you take a few hours—”

“Certainly you may,” said Tim cheerfully, “and as I’ve given you permission I shan’t return the rude answer which would otherwise be inevitable! No; as soon as it gets light, I’m going out to look round.”
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It proved to be a misty morning, but he had no difficulty in following the trail he had traced overnight. One thing was certain: Jelf knew the house. He had found the private way in to the main floor, which he must have opened with one of the two skeleton keys that were found in his pocket when his clothes were searched.

Another discovery was that Jelf had in his possession some five hundred pounds in banknotes, so there seemed no pressing reason why he should have accepted the job of chauffeur.

Near to where he had found the cigarette case Tim discovered a bloodstained silk handkerchief, and remembered that the “chauffeur” had had this rather conspicuously displayed in his top left-hand pocket. Here might be an explanation of the discovery of the gold case. The man had pulled out the handkerchief and pulled the case with it. It had contained three or four cigarettes, but no other clue than the engraved figures.

He could find no trail beyond the road, but, walking fifty yards, he came to a chained wicket gate which led into the cemetery. A very low wall surrounded this, and after searching up and down in a vain effort to pick up the trail, Tim jumped over the wall and wandered through the weed-grown patch amidst the mounds and crumbling stones that stood to the glory of departed generations.

He had heard about the mausoleum, and had seen it from a distance. It was a granite hut with a stone roof. How old it was he could not guess. On one side was an effaced inscription crudely cut and wholly indecipherable. The doors, however, had been more recently fitted. They were about five feet high and two and a half feet wide, and were of gunmetal. There was a brief inscription in raised letters:

“THOS. BRODIE, ESQ. AGED 70. UNIVERSALLY RESPECTED.”

On the arched top of the door was a smaller inscription;

“THESE DOORS WERE ERECTED BY THE GRANDSONS OF THOS. BRODIE IN 1925, AS A MARK. OF THEIR RESPECT FOR THE MEMORY OF A GOOD MAN AND A GREAT BENEFACTOR.”

The end of the tomb where the bronzed doors were was that which faced inward from the road. It must have been a family tomb; generations of Brodies must have been buried there. Tim began to understand the peculiar attraction of this gaunt house for Mr. Awkwright, a Brodie by marriage.

A high wall separated the graveyard from the grounds about the house, and, save for the wicket and the free-and-easy method of jumping the wall, there seemed to be no other entrance.

He was walking away when something attracted his attention, and, stooping, he picked up three sodden cigarettes. They were made by a London tobacconist and were not of a kind that can be usually bought at any tobacconist’s shop. Moreover, they had this interest for Tim, that they were exact fellows of the cigarettes he had found in Jelf’s case. They lay together as if they had been deliberately thrown down. None of them had been lit, and on each of the three he detected the little depression made by the elastic band which bisected one half of the cigarette case.

Jelf had dropped them there; he had been in the churchyard on the previous night.

Tim began a search for bloodstains, and walked the whole length of the wall, scrutinising every stone, without success.

As he walked slowly back to the house a girl came through the mist to meet him. It was Mary Grier.

“Of course I didn’t go to bed!” she said scornfully. And then, in a more serious tone: “Did you find anything?”

“Nothing,” he said, “except these.”

He showed her the cigarettes and told her of the case he had found. She made no comment.

“You haven’t found any — anybody, have you? I mean, there is no trace of the murderer?” she asked anxiously.

“No; he got away. The police are investigating in every village. It’s too early for them to report, but I should imagine they’d find him.”

“I hope they won’t find him,” she said in a low voice, and was turning away when he caught her by the arm.

“Why do you say that, Mary?”

She forced a smile.

“I don’t know…hysteria, I suppose! Or possibly I have a criminal mind — I once stole seventy pounds! Don’t smile — I did — seventy pounds in banknotes out of a steel box. I was desperate — you don’t know how desperate I was!”

She was overwrought, so near to hysteria that her emotion might be mistaken for the real thing; and he knew she was telling the truth. Once she had stolen seventy pounds, and the knowledge of this was an obsession. It had to be blurted out now, when her nerves were on edge and she was near to breaking point.

“You stole seventy pounds, did you?” he chuckled. “That’s nothing — I once stole a thousand! We’re fellow criminals, Mary, and neither of us has been found out—”

“I was.” The words came jerkily. “Almost as soon as it was stolen…and there was no escape for me. I wasn’t even called upon to lie.”

She was breathing quickly, and when he took her arm he found she was shaking.

“Let’s walk,” he said authoritatively, and as she went by his side obediently, “I told you to sleep, and you didn’t, and that is why you’re jumpy. It is a fine morning — let us eat something!”

Nearing the house, she told him more calmly that she had telephoned the news to Mr, Awkwright, and that he was returning at once.

“I don’t think I’ll have any breakfast,” she said. “It’s very early….I really will try to sleep.”

He left her at the foot of the broad stairs that led out of the cold, gloomy hall.

“I think the young lady’s very wise.”

Tim turned with a start; he had not seen Stocker in the shadows.

“Oh, you do, do you?” he said, and his tone was not of the friendliest. “Where did you spring from?”

“I came in after you, sir. You’ve been to our churchyard.”

“How do you know?” asked Tim sharply.

He could not have been seen from the house for the mist was still thick.

“I followed Miss Mary when she went out, and I saw you,” said Stocker coolly.

“Why did you follow her?”

The stout man smiled.

“After what happened in the night, sir, I didn’t think it was very safe for the young lady to be wandering about a lonely road by herself, and I took the liberty of going after her.”

There was no reply to this, Tim felt.

“Were you here some years ago, when Miss Grier was attacked on the road by a man?”

Stocker nodded.

“Yes, sir, I have always been here during the tenancy of Mr, Awkwright. I remember it very well, sir. I gave the young lady first-aid.”

“Did they ever find the man who did it?”

“I can’t remember,” said Stocker, with a beaming smile, “but I rather imagine he escaped.”

“Mr. Awkwright gave you orders to look after her, eh?”

“No, sir, Mr. Awkwright has never expressed a view on the matter.”

At seven o’clock came Mr. Awkwright himself, a pallid, trembling old man with a harsh voice, eyes that glared suspiciously from Tim to the watchful Stocker, and a manner that was constitutionally antagonistic to all humanity.

“What’s all this, what’s all this?” He spoke rapidly and with unexpected vigour. “Bringing a chauffeur here, Jordan, and getting him murdered…in my house! What’s the meaning of it? It wasn’t necessary for you to come here at all: I wrote to you and told you it wasn’t necessary. You could have seen my lawyers in town. If you hadn’t come this wouldn’t have happened. Where is Miss Grier?”

“She’s lying down, sir,” said Stocker.

“Get her — I want her; I have some very important letters to write.”

“And she has some very important sleep to get,” said Tim coolly. “Dictate ’em to me. I write a fairish kind of shorthand.”

The old man scowled at him, hesitated, and then: “Come into my study,” he said.

Tim followed him along the corridor into the untidy room.

Its only title to the description the old man gave of it was that here he studied the form of thoroughbred racehorses.

Tim was puzzled. Benjamin Awkwright was acting; he was certain of it from the moment the old man had come into the house and begun snapping his questions and comments. Why was he acting? What had he to conceal? All this bullying, hectoring manner of his was put on for the occasion; the real Mr. Awkwright was betrayed by the white face, the quivering hands, and the pathetic droop of his mouth.

“Sit down, Jordan,” said the old man, and dropped into his own comfortable desk chair with a groan. “I’m sorry this thing has happened, but it can’t be helped. I suppose you’ve no idea who killed your man?”

“None,” said Tim.

“Did it happen in the house?”

Tim shook his head.

“No; on the road. It seems a senseless sort of murder. I haven’t told the police, but before he died Jelf said that he had been stabbed by the same man who attacked Miss Grier.”

“What?”

Old Awkwright came to his feet, glaring at the young man.

The colour of his face had become suddenly livid. In his wide-open eyes was a horror he could not conceal.

“That’s a lie!” he quavered. “She didn’t tell me that — and she would have told me!”

As suddenly as he rose he collapsed over the desk. Tim thought he had fainted, but he waved away all offers of assistance.

“I’m all right,” he mumbled. “Indigestion….Sit down, sit down, Jordan.”

He seemed to have shrunk. His face, entirely colourless, appeared even more shrivelled.

“Tell me all about it. Don’t mind me, Jordan. I’m rather upset this morning. At my age…being called out of bed with this dreadful news.”

Tim Jordan told the story briefly, and the old man listened without interruption.

“You know nothing about this man Jelf?” he quavered at the finish of Tim’s narrative. “Who he was, where he came from? Why did you engage the man? Why did you bring him here? It’s the sort of thing you’ve done all your life. You haven’t considered me in the least…thoughtless, selfish!”

He was working himself up to a fury, but behind his anger was fear, an anguish of mind which he could not conceal. Tim recognised, too, the antagonism that the old man had always shown to him.

“I wish to God I’d never seen you or heard of you!” he went on violently. “Why did your father burden me with your affairs? I’m going to put an end to it. My lawyers will settle with you!”

Tim was staggered by his vehemence, though he could understand that his guardian was temporarily knocked over by the dreadful thing which had happened in his house.

The old mouth drooped even more pathetically.

“I hate this country, I hate this house. God hasn’t been good to me! Life has been a curse to me…”

Tim made his escape, and the broken old man did not notice he had gone.

He strolled out into the garden, if garden it could be called, walked along the front of the house, and came to the big door of the chapel garage. It was detached from the house, a high-walled building with mullioned windows that once had held priceless specimens of stained glass. The structure was a very old one; the granite walls had weathered and in places were covered with ivy.

He walked all round the building and came back to the big door, where to his surprise he found Stocker.

“A queer old place, sir.” Stocker beamed at him. “It goes back to the twelfth century, so they say. There used to be a castle here….” He became descriptive.

“What is inside?” asked Tim, stopping the flow of garbled history.

Stocker put his hand in his pocket, pulled out a key and, thrusting it into the lock, turned it and pulled open one of the leaves of the two doors. Tim walked in. He had expected to find an untidy litter of old tyres, petrol tins and spare parts, but the interior of the garage was in a remarkable state of orderliness.

There were two cars — a big roadster, covered by a waterproof sheet, and a smaller machine — and a powerful-looking farm tractor on caterpillar wheels.

“Where is Jelf’s machine?” he asked.

“He took it to the village, sir, Mr. Ledbetter is rather particular about strange cars being garaged here. We once had a fire, or nearly had a fire, as the result of a chauffeur’s carelessness.”

“Whose car is that?” Tim pointed to the big roadster under the cover.

“Mr. Ledbetter’s, sir. He does a lot of motoring when he’s at home. The smaller one belongs to Mr. Awkwright.”

“And the tractor?”

Stocker smiled.

“That is ours, sir. We intended farming some land — we have got about a hundred acres — and Mr. Ledbetter purchased the tractor, and then changed his mind.”

Tim examined the powerful machine carelessly. Behind the driver’s seat, and hanging to the back of the car, was a coil of steel rope. The machine had done very little work: there was no sign of clay or mud on the caterpillar; and he questioned the butler.

“No, sir, it has never been on the field. I wanted Mr. Ledbetter to sell it, but he’s rather peculiar; he never sells things he has purchased. In fact, he has refused a very large offer for the house — much more than it’s worth. I notice you’re looking at the padlock and chain. That is another of Mr. Ledbetter’s peculiarities. He doesn’t like things used until he has decided how they can be used.”

“So that if you wanted to take the tractor out you couldn’t?”

“We never wish to take the tractor out — I know nothing of agriculture.”

Tim came out of the garage, apparently unimpressed. Unless Mr. Ledbetter had been in the house very recently, Stocker was lying; for on the solid stone floor there was a distinct mark of a track which had been recently made.

Tim Jordan had hoped to leave Clench House a few days after his arrival, but the death of Jelf involved an inquiry, at which he had to give evidence.

He saw very little of Mary the first day. The three of them dined together almost in silence, Mr. Awkwright glowering at the girl every time she attempted to make conversation. After dinner he took her away to his study, and Tim gave up hope of seeing her again that night; but just as he was thinking of going to bed she returned, looking very tired. Looking at her closely, he saw that she had been crying. She might have used all manner of methods to hide the fact, but they did not deceive him.

She had something to say to him; he realised that she had come back for that purpose when she moved her position from the end of the table and sat opposite to him.

“Captain Jordan, Mr. Awkwright says that the inquiry will be ended, as far as you’re concerned, the day after tomorrow, Are you going back to London?”

“Yes,” he said, in surprise, “but I thought I should be here a week.”

She shook her head. “Mr. Awkwright thinks that it can be arranged for your evidence to be taken.”

“Does he want to get rid of me?” he asked bluntly.

“Don’t you want to go?” she countered. “You ought to be very happy! If I could only—” She stopped suddenly.

“If you could only go? Why don’t you?”

She drew a quick breath. “Don’t be absurd. Why should I want to go?”

She took out of the little bag which lay before her a slip of paper. “When you get back to London will you have your solicitors see Mr. Awkwright’s and arrange the transfer of your money? He is very anxious to—” She hesitated for a word.

“Get rid of me?” he suggested, and she smiled faintly.

“Something like that.”

She looked at him for a long time.

“Are you going to tell me?” he asked gently, and she started.

“Tell you what? There is nothing to tell.”

“There’s a lot to tell,” he said; “but at the moment you feel you can’t, eh?”

She rose abruptly. “I wish you’d go back to London,” she said. “I’m serious. You can’t do any good here, and I feel your presence is worrying Mr. Awkwright.”

“Worrying you?” he asked.

There was a little pause.

“Yes” — almost defiantly. “It does worry me a little.”

“But why?”

She either could not or would not answer this.

“Are you expecting another murder?”

It was a stupid question to put — a little cruel. The effect upon her was remarkable. Her face went whiter than it had been.

“How can you say that?” she asked, and, turning quickly, almost ran out of the room.

Tim Jordan was puzzled. He had an uncomfortable feeling that he had suddenly turned over a stone and seen all manner, of strange, creeping things that the imagination of man had never conceived.

What was the girl doing in all this? Who was the man who had once wounded her? Stacker could tell, but he recognised the futility of questioning the butler. It would be better, perhaps, to follow her advice and take his belongings to the nearest inn, for he realised that it was not so desirable that he should return to London as it was that he should leave the house.

The inquiry would take two or three days, but he would be able to contribute very little to the sum of information which the police had, and already they were in possession of the vital facts..

That night when he went to bed he locked the door, which was an unusual proceeding on his part. But there was no interruption to his slumbers. When he woke the sun was shining through his window, and, dressing, he went downstairs and out through the garden on to the road.

On the previous afternoon he had handed over to the police the gold cigarette case, but he had only done this after he had been into the village, discovered a photographer, and had the inscription carefully photographed. He had made no mention of the cigarettes he had found in the graveyard; they were his own private clue. He had made up his mind to work independently of the official investigators, but was still in some dilemma as to where and how he should start.

He examined the enlarged print he had secured, but found no inspiration there. When he came back to the house after his walk, Stocker had laid a solitary breakfast on the long refectory table. That stout man was very cheerful.

“Have you found anything, sir?”

It irritated Tim that the man should assume he was in search of information.

“Why should I find anything?”

“I thought you were unusually interested in the case, sir. Naturally, being a police officer, you would be interested. My own opinion is that the murder was committed by a tramp. There have been some pretty bad characters about here lately.”

“That’s fairly obvious, isn’t it?” said Tim dryly. “One of them was a murderer. Did you know Jelf?”

“Jelf? You mean the unfortunate man? No, sir, I have never seen him before. In fact, I didn’t see him at all. He spoke to one of the kitchenmaids, and took his car down to the village before I could see him.”

“You didn’t by any chance go into the village?”

“No, sir.”

Tim smiled.

“If I told you that you were seen a few hundred yards from here just after dark, quarrelling with Jelf, what would you say? You were seen by two people. I think it is only fair to tell you that that is the information which the police have and which they communicated to me last night.”

Stocker was in no sense perturbed.

“Was that the fellow?” he said coolly. “I certainly did have a slight disagreement with a man I met quite by accident. He was rather drunk. I thought he was a local. So that was Mr. Jelf!”

Visibly he was not put out by the news, but Tim detected a sort of tightening-up of his caution. There was an indefinable change both in his attitude and in his speech. He still preserved the appearance of carelessness. Actually, Tim saw, he was alert, with all his defences set against surprise.

“It only shows you how perfectly innocent people can be implicated,” he said. “The man knocked against me as I was walking back to the house — I invariably take a little constitutional before turning in. I tried to avoid him, but he was intent upon picking a quarrel. I admit he annoyed me. I probably said things to him which in the circumstances I now regret. Eventually he went on his way, and I returned to the house. So that was Jelf!” he repeated for the third time. “I had never connected him with the unfortunate man who was murdered.”

“What time was this?” asked Jordan.

Stocker looked up at the ceiling.

“It must have been nearly eleven o’clock. It was just after you had gone to bed,” he said.

When the police came later they interrogated Stocker, and seemed satisfied with the explanation he offered. It had some support from other information they had received. Jelf had spent the evening at a little public-house, where he drank, spirits and was indeed inclined to be quarrelsome.

The day was a particularly dull one for Tiger Tim Jordan.

He lunched alone and did not see Mary Grier until late in the afternoon. She spent most of the day behind the closed door of Mr. Awkwright’s study. Apparently he was a man who had a great deal of business, for Tim heard a typewriter going every time he paced past the study window in the hope of catching a glimpse of her.

The Chief Constable came with the police, and Tim was told there would be no objection made if he left, providing he was prepared to return to give evidence at the adjourned inquest.

Jelf had given him a London address, which his employer had passed on to Scotland Yard, but here they drew blank. It was a little furnished room in South London, which the man had not occupied for a week. A search of his few belongings gave no other clue to his identity.

Tim was coming away from the telephone in the hall when he saw the girl. She was hurrying towards the foot of the stairs, and was apparently not particularly anxious to see him, for she would have passed on with a nod, but he stood squarely in her way.

“When am I going to see you?” he asked.

“I don’t know; I am rather busy.”

She was looking very tired, and he had not the heart to force his company upon her, but returned to the solitude of the drawingroom. He had not been there very long when Stocker came in.

“There’s a ‘phone message for you, sir.”

“Is it the police?”

“No, I don’t think so, sir. The lady wouldn’t tell me her name.”

“A lady?”

He got up quickly and went out into the hall. Somebody asked him in a low voice if he was Captain Jordan, and when he replied in the affirmative: “Can I see you?”

“Who is it?” he asked. The voice was familiar, but for the moment he could not place it.

“Mrs. Daney. Could you come along the Glasgow road? You’ll find my car waiting for you. I think I have something very interesting to tell you.”

He hesitated.

“All right,” he said at last, ‘I’ll be with you. How far must I go before I meet you?”

“Not far,” said the voice, and there came the click of the receiver as she hung up.

Jelf’s car was in the hands of the police, but the garage proprietors, realising Jordan’s predicament, had offered to hire him a car whenever he wanted one. He telephoned them, and in ten minutes a car was at the door. He had to go five miles, and on the outskirts of a little village he came upon a big coupe drawn up on the verge of the road. He stopped his own machine, got out and walked the fifty yards which separated them.

Mrs. Daney sat at the wheel. Even in the hard light of day she was a pretty woman, though she was much older than he had thought at their first meeting.

She opened the door.

“Come inside,” she said.

She glanced back through the window at the back of the hood. “Your chauffeur will wait?”

He nodded.

“A man has been murdered here — a man called Jelf, isn’t it? Do you know him? His real name is Jaffrey.”

“How do you know?” he asked quickly.

“Because I have seen him.” Her voice was perfectly calm. “It was rather beastly, but the police let me see him. I told them I might be able to identify him. Walter Jaffrey. He was one of my husband’s gang. He was in the Mersey job. Lew quarrelled with him. Jaffrey couldn’t go straight and Lew fired him. He used to be in charge of the getaway car. I warned Lew against him.”

“Why have you come up here?” he asked bluntly.

“I am rather anxious to meet Lew,” she said. “I want to give him one more chance. I knew that where Mary Grier was. Lew would be.”

“Are you suggesting that your husband killed this man?”

She smiled contemptuously and shook her head. “Ask Mary Grier who killed him. She knows!”



Chapter 3


Table of Contents



I


“Do you really hate her as much as that?” he asked.

She looked at him for a while and then laughed. “I don’t hate anybody very much — except Lew, and I couldn’t tell you why I hated him without giving you material for your reminiscences that you wouldn’t be able to use — not if they were published by a respectable newspaper.”

She leaned forward, touched a spring in the dashboard, and a little panel dropped. Behind he saw cigarettes in a deep crystal receptacle. Evidently this lady smoked incessantly, for her store was a large one. She took a cigarette, lit it and snapped back the panel, Tim stretched out his hand.

“I’m sorry.” She touched the spring again. “Help yourself.”

“May I take two?”

“Twenty-two if you wish. They’re not the ordinary brand, so don’t look at them so critically. They cost quite a lot of money. Lew is rather lavish in these matters.”

He put one in his cigarette case and lit the other. They were exactly the same brand as he had found in the graveyard and in the case he had picked up on the road.

“I’m going through with this business of Lew,” she went on; “not really because I’m jealous, but because he’s humiliated me. I tried to kill him once, but the gun misfired. When you meet him he’ll tell you all about it.”

He was looking at her with interest. She was pretty, a little hard, immensely sophisticated; her eyes had the colour and the hardness of sapphires. She was expensively dressed, and paid for it; she had a perfect figure. The car in which they sat was a Phantom Rolls of the newest type. On one ungloved hand sparkled a blue diamond which he calculated at ten carats, and worth 2,000. Suddenly; “How much do you know?” she asked.

“About what?’

“About Mary Grier. By the way, is she pretty?”

“Haven’t you seen her?” he asked, in surprise.

She shook her head.

“I am not really curious about her. Is she pretty?”

“Yes,” he said, with enthusiasm, and she laughed softly.

“Do you know a lot about her?”

“No — practically nothing.”

“You’re Tiger Tim Jordan, aren’t you? Lew used to be very interested in you; he heard a lot about you in Africa, and avoided you. I’m not so sure he ever came into your country.” She looked at him with calm, amused eyes. “You’re in love with her — how amusing! You and Lew in love with the same woman!”

She leaned back in the cushioned seat and laughed softly.

“I’m glad,” she said. “That will give you a little zest — forgive me if I talk somewhat pedantically. I had a University education, and English was my long suit. I’m almost tempted to tell you, but on the whole I think I’d better leave you to make your own discoveries — perhaps you’ll get more fun out of it!”

Then suddenly her calm, insolent tone changed to one of great earnestness.

“Have you any idea at all why Jelf came up here? You brought him up as your chauffeur, but I gather from what I read in the Glasgow newspapers that you knew nothing about this man. His name is — well, I’ve told you that. Why did he want to come to Clench House? That is worrying me a little bit.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that he wouldn’t have come to Clench House if he thought Lew was within a hundred miles — but it wasn’t Lew who killed him. Lew shoots; that’s his weakness — a quick draw and a straight shot. He never uses a knife. It must be the other man.”

“Which other man?” asked Tim.

She did not speak for a while; she was staring straight through the windscreen, oblivious of his presence.

“I’m going to Glasgow,” she said suddenly, and gave him the name of her hotel. “Will you get me on the wire if anything happens?”

When she looked at him he was smiling.

“You’re amused?”

“Very,” he said. “Perhaps you will explain why I should go to any trouble to keep you posted — you, who are the wife of a man wanted for murder and robbery?”

“Perhaps you will explain,” she mimicked, “why I am taking all this trouble to keep you informed and to save your life? You can take the smile off your face, because I’m serious. I’ll tell you. I came to you in London in a fit of pique. I was hating Lew, and I wanted to get even with him. I had heard a lot about you, but I had no idea you were so” — she hesitated for a word— “nice, shall I say? I’m rather an impulsive person: I like people or loathe them the first time I meet them. I rather like you.”

Those blue eyes of hers looked straight at him. There was a queer little smile on the hard mouth.

“So I killed two birds with one stone.”

“I being the second bird?”

“Exactly,” she said.

She leaned across and pushed open the door.

“Now you can go.”

As he moved she stooped and caught him by the arm.

“You can kiss me if you like,” she said.

He chuckled.

“Get thee behind me, Satan!”

He got down on to the road and slammed the door.

“Scared?” she mocked.

“Frightened to death,” said Tim. “On you go to Glasgow before you turn my head!”

She waved her hand to him.

“Goodbye, Sir Galahad!”

He stood in the roadway, watching the car until it was a speck on the long stretch of road. Then he went back to his hired car, and he was a very thoughtful man.

It was a new experience to him. Women had betrayed their men before, but betrayed them in a fit of screaming rage. That kind of squeal was part of a policeman’s day’s work. But he had never before come upon the coldblooded betrayer, the woman who, calculating all the consequences, and in no fit of anger, but coolly and deliberately, planned to send her man to the scaffold. His offence must have been very great. Yet jealousy could not wholly explain her attitude.

There was only one possible explanation, namely, that she was working in conjunction with the man she professed to hate, and was using that pretext to get into Tim Jordan’s confidence.

He knew little of Lew Daney, except that he was a brilliant workman. It would be unusual for a man of his type to draw attention to and cast suspicion upon himself in connection with so serious a crime as the killing of Jelf.

When he returned to the house he put a trunk call through to London, and found Chief Constable Cowley, whom he knew slightly. To him he stated most of the facts of the case.

“The Jelf murder? No, we haven’t been called in. We’ve had his fingerprints down here and identified him. He’s a man named Jaffrey; he had two convictions and was a clever cracksman.”

“Do you know Lew Daney?” asked Tim..

He heard a gasp of surprise.

“Lew Daney? Is he back in England? The last we heard of him he was in South Africa. I know Lew all right,” added the Chief Constable grimly. “By the way, did you meet him in South Africa?” And, when Tim answered in the negative: “Or his wife? A pretty girl.”

“Yes, I’ve met her,” said Tim dryly.

“Then keep her well away from you!” said Cowley. “Or you’re going to be involved in something more serious than a divorce case. She’s got a playful habit of betraying her husband for six months in the year and being terribly penitent about it for the other six. And the people she betrays him to are usually very sorry for themselves.”

He gave a brief description of Mrs. Daney which was not particularly flattering to her private character.

Tim went up to his room to write in the newest details of the case. It was his practice to keep a sort of casebook; in this he would enter the most minute details in connection with any crime which interested him, even though he might not himself be engaged in its investigation.

Mrs. Daney baffled him. But she brought contact with the unknown, and in this case the unknown was her own private life and her peculiar association with the mysterious Lew Daney.

He had intended to ask Scotland Yard to furnish him with a photograph of the man and further details about his life, but this omission did not make a great deal of difference, for not only were Scotland Yard without the photograph and particulars he required, but they themselves had spent many years of fruitless inquiry to secure the data.

Happening to glance out of the window as he was blotting the last page of his notes, he saw Mary Grier walking alone in the garden. He was turning from the window when he thought lie saw something move behind a high box hedge at the other end of the garden. He looked carefully, and presently saw a thin spiral of smoke come up. He was downstairs in a few seconds, and in the garden. Mary was out of sight from where he stood, but the box hedge was within a dozen yards, and crossing quickly and noiselessly, he came round the corner….

It was Stocker. From the corner of his mouth drooped a long cigar; his hands were thrust unprofessionally into his pockets, and on his large face was a deep frown. He started as Tim came into sight, took his hands out of his pockets and removed his cigar.

“Having a little smoke before dinner, sir,” he said good-humouredly.

“And keeping an eye on Miss Grier?” suggested Tim.

The man nodded. “And keeping an eye on Miss Grier,” he repeated. “I don’t like the young lady to be out of the house alone when night’s coming on.”

“Is this Mr. Awkwright’s idea?” asked Tim.

The butler shook his head. “No, sir, it’s my idea. May I smoke?”

Tim nodded, and Stocker returned the cigar to the corner of his mouth.

“I’m a pretty good watcher,” he said. “I ought to have been a detective.”

“We shall have to make you one,” said Tim, catching his humour, but Stocker shook his head.

“I don’t think so, sir. I’m too honest to join the police.”

“You’re talking like an old lag,” said Tim, and Stocker beamed.

“That’s good — so I am. If I was a detective,” he went on, “I’d spend my life doing good. Fancy me saying that, sir! What I meant was, I’d give a tip to people who were doing the wrong thing.”

“You had much better pinch them,” said Tim, amused.

“Do you think so, sir? I doubt it. What I was thinking of at the moment was law-abiding people — police officers and what not.”

“You’d give me advice, would you? And what would it be?”

Stocker took the cigar out of his mouth, looked at the ash critically and returned the stub to between his teeth.

“I’d advise them to be very careful of the kind of yarns they hear. Because a lady drives a big Rolls-Royce she isn’t necessarily a — lady! The particular female I have in my mind, sir, is about as safe as a wildcat.”

“You followed me this afternoon, did you?”

“Fancy your guessing that!”

His face was a mask; but for the twinkle in his eyes one might not have suspected his sarcasm.

“In a sense I did follow you. I was on the luggage grid of the car you hired, and a very uncomfortable ride it was!”

“Why did you follow me?” asked Tim quietly.

Stacker’s eyebrows went up, and he sighed.

“A breath of fresh air does nobody any harm. I took the liberty, sir, of stealing a ride.”

“You know the lady, do you?”

“By reputation,” said Stocker. “Excuse me, sir, but I’ll just go and see what the young lady is doing.”

“I’ll save you the trouble,” said Tim.

He found the girl at the far end of the garden. The evening was chilly; she wore a heavy cloth coat, and apparently resented his intrusion into her solitary meditations, for she gave him no encouragement to stay, and, after an abortive attempt to make conversation, announced her intention of returning to the house.

He fell in by her side.

“Why are you so infernally unfriendly?” he asked.

“Am I? I don’t intend to be.”

“What is really the trouble?” he demanded. “Is it the — man?”

She looked at him quickly.

“Which man?”

It was not the moment to seek her confidence.

“Any man,” he said recklessly. “Me, Stocker, Awkwright—”

She smiled faintly.

“Poor Stocker! Does he come into it?”

He tried to detain her in the hall, but she made an excuse and went up to her room, and he prepared for another evening if loneliness, and was agreeably surprised, when he came down lo dinner, to find Mr. Awkwright sitting at the head of the table, with the girl on his right. Mr. Awkwright was morose, a little snappy, but before the dinner was halfway through he had thawed a little, and condescended to speak about his hobby; for he made no secret of his strange weakness.

Tim was amazed to learn how much this old man knew about horses and jockeys, the peculiarities of trainers, the eccentricities of certain well-known thoroughbreds. From where Tim sat he commanded a view of two doors, one leading to the hall, the other into the servery; and throughout the meal he had an opportunity of watching the butler.

Stocker, in his duty moments, was a highly trained servant. He had all the benevolence of the old family retainer, and conveyed a sense of comforting efficiency. Once or twice Tim tried to catch his eye, but failed. Stocker’s stolid gaze was always fixed elsewhere, though Tim could have sworn that the man had been watching him.

He had set the finger-bowls and plates, and put the fruit on the table, and was turning away when Mr. Awkwright called him.

“Stocker, who was that strange man in the burial field this evening?”

Stocker came round quickly.

“I didn’t see any strange man. What was he like?” he asked sharply.

It was so unlike his usual tone that the girl looked up at him in surprise. Instantly he regained his old manner.

“One of the detectives, I expect, sir.”

“There have been no detectives here this afternoon,” said the girl.

“Or Captain Jordan.”

“Rubbish!” said the old man impatiently. “Don’t you think I should know Captain Jordan if I saw him? This man came in a small car, got out near the gate and jumped over the wall. He was near the big tomb.”

Stocker’s eyebrows met in a frown.

“How long was he there, sir?”

“Not five minutes. He went back to the car and drove on past the house. I saw him from the bay of my window.”

“Tall?”

“Yes, he was tall. I thought it was the fellow who was staying with you last autumn — your friend from London.”

Tim saw the girl’s head jerk up and her anxious eyes meet Stocker’s.

“You didn’t see the car by any chance, did you, sir?” asked Stocker. “Was it a two-seater?”

The old man nodded impatiently.

“I suppose it was.”

Stocker was no longer smiling. Throughout the rest of the meal there was no evidence of his mechanical geniality. His face was tense; behind those dark eyes he was doing some rapid thinking, Tim decided. Who was the mysterious visitor of the butler’s in whom Mary was more than ordinarily interested?

Clench House was beginning to get on his nerves; but even as he situation grew more and more confused, so grew his determination to stay and see the thing through.

They came to coffee. Mr. Awkwright became almost garrulous as he pursued his favourite topic. As for Mary, she said not a word, but sat very upright, her hands on her lap, her eyes seldom raised from the table. Once or twice Tim noticed the old man’s eyes stray to her, and there was in his expression a hint of anxiety.

Tim had asked for some more coffee, and the butler was placing a clean cup for him, when there was a commotion in the hall outside, a hubbub of noise, dominated by one harsh, strident voice.

Stocker was on the side of the table farthest from the door. He had to make a complete circuit before he reached it.

Swiftly he moved, but not fast enough. The door flung open, and there staggered in a tall, gaunt woman. Her face was flushed, her speech was thick. She stood with her hands on her hips, scowling at the company.

“Well, here you are!” she almost shouted. “And here I am. Don’t come near me, Stocker, or I’ll break your face!”

Her voice was harsh; there was a suggestion of Cockney in it. From her physique Tim supposed that she was quite capable of carrying her threat into effect, and indeed, when Stocker gripped her by the arm, she wrenched herself free and struck him a blow o0n the chest that sent him backwards.

Mary, pale as death, had risen and faced the woman, her hands behind her gripping the edge of the table. Old Awkwright was standing, bent forward, his lined face working.

“You didn’t expect to see me, did you? I’ve come to tell you I’m finished! I’m going back to London by tonight’s train! It’s a dog’s life I’m living! You, young woman, do your own dirty work, d’ye hear? I’ve had enough of it. I’m going—”

At that moment Stocker leapt at her, grasped her by the shoulder with a powerful grip, and with his other big hand covered her mouth. He lifted her as though she were a child, half carried, half flung her from the room, and slammed the door behind them. Tim heard the muffled screams of the virago and made for the door, but suddenly his arm was caught.

“Don’t go — please don’t go! Stay here!”

Mary was clinging to him; her pitiful face was the colour of chalk.

“Help Mr. Awkwright.”

The old man had sunk down into his chair and was lying across the table, his head on his arm. Tim thought he had collapsed, but at the girl’s words he raised his face and turned it slowly in the direction of the closed door. The noise outside had subsided, but Stocker did not come back.

“A drunken pensioner of mine,” said the old man, in a high, shaky voice. “Now, Mary, I think we will have family prayers. I don’t think my nephew has assisted at our homely little service….”
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It was in the study that these three strangely different people knelt at their most unreal devotions. To Tim it seemed like an odd sort of dream.

The girl followed him into the hall at the conclusion.

“Thank you for being so nice,” she said under her breath.

“Are you going to tell me?” he asked in the same tone.

She shook her head.

“Is there any especial reason why you should keep other people’s secrets?”

“It’s my secret,” she answered. “Come into the diningroom. The maids will have cleared away, and we can smoke.”

“And talk?” he suggested.

“And talk,” she nodded, “but we will keep to safe subjects.”

He could only admire the amazing grip she had on herself. The colour had come back to her cheeks; she could laugh at some little jest of his as though she had not a care in the world. “You’re wonderful.”

“Am I?” The red lips curled. “I’m glad I’m wonderful to somebody. You’ll carry a curious memory of us back to Africa, Captain Jordan.”

“My name is Tim,” he suggested.

“Tim? Yes; it is more familiar than most names, isn’t it? But you will try to think well of us?”

“I’m not going back to Africa. As a matter of fact, I am taking a suite at the Carlton and I’m staying there until London bores me. When London bores me I’m coming to Clench House.”

She shook her head.

“Oh, yes, I am,” he went on. “There is a real mystery here — probably half a dozen.”

She smiled at this.

“Every day brings a new one?”

“Almost,” he said.

She spoke prophetically, for after she had gone he went up to his room, to make an important discovery. The window was wide open. When he switched on the light he saw that every drawer in the bureau had been pulled out and the contents thrown on the bed. His suitcase had been broken open, though there was no necessity, but the thief had probably thought it was locked.

He rang the bell, and when the maid eventually came — the service at Clench House was not very good — he sent for Stocker.

“I think Mr. Stocker is away, sir,” said the little Scottish maid who answered the summons, “but I’ll see.”

A few minutes after she left Stocker came in. He was a little dishevelled; his white shirt front was crumpled and stained, and there was a scratch on his face which he had treated with iodine within the last few minutes.

Evidently he expected to be questioned about the woman, for he began: “She’s a drunken—”

And then his eyes fell upon the disorder. “What’s this, sir?”

“That’s what I want to know. It must have happened when we were at dinner.”

Stocker went to the window and looked down.

“There’s a ladder here,” he said. “Have you lost anything?”

“I can’t tell you yet.” Tim was looking round the room, and after a while he missed something. It was his notebook.

“Is there anything valuable in it?” asked Stocker anxiously.

“Nothing. Just an account of this Jelf business.”

The butler opened the doors of the long wardrobe, looked under the bed, and, showing a surprising agility, got through the window and descended the ladder to the ground.

“Do you want a light?”

“I’ve got one, sir.”

The beam of an electric lamp played on the ground. Tim saw him cross the lawn, following some trail. After a while he came back and ascended to the room.

“He was looking for something. It wasn’t an ordinary ladder larceny. Do you notice all your pockets are turned inside out? Are you sure you’ve missed nothing else?”

Tim shook his head.

“What’s this?”

Stocker picked up a newspaper cutting from the dressing-table, read it, and passed it without a word to Captain Jordan.

“The only clue the murderer left was a gold cigarette case, inscribed ‘To Lew from his wife.’ It was found by a visitor who happened to be staying with Mr. Awkwright.”

“Did you find a cigarette case?” demanded Stacker.

“Yes; I handed it to the police.”

“‘To Lew from his wife,’” repeated Stocker, and pursed his lips. “That’s queer!”

“Do you know him?” asked Tim.

Stocker did not answer.

“Your name wasn’t mentioned. He wouldn’t come here. I’ll take my oath he hasn’t been in the house before. Let’s try the other rooms.” Then, as a thought struck him: “Did you leave a light on when you came to dinner?”

Tim nodded.

“Oh, that explains it! Of course, he knew you were the visitor by your suitcases. Excuse me, sir.”

He went down to the domestic quarters. Tim met him in the hall. “One of the maids says that a man asked her who was staying at the house. She didn’t know your name, but she told him you were Mr. Awkwright’s nephew. That must have been while we were out this afternoon, Captain Jordan. What was the cigarette case like?”

Tim described it. It was evidently not unfamiliar to Stocker, for, when the description was finished: “That sounds like it,” he said.

“Let me put it to you fairly and squarely, Stocker: do you know Lew Daney?”

“There are very few people I don’t know,” said Stocker, with his broadest smile, “and there are fewer people that I ever talk about.”

“Stocker, have you any idea, who the man was who ransacked my room?”

“Not the least idea in the world — and for once in my life I am telling the truth,” said Stocker.

At eleven o’clock that night the house was silent, and Tim, who had read all the Scottish newspapers and a month-old illustrated journal, went up to bed, and never felt less like sleeping. He did not undress, but, drawing the heavy curtains, he switched on the light and lay on the bed. The maids had tidied his room, repacked his belongings, and Stocker had even provided a spare suitcase to replace the one which had been destroyed.

London and the Carlton were very attractive prospects to him at that moment. He wanted to get away from this dull, grim place of death, and if it were not for Mary…

He swung his legs over the side of the bed and sat up with a grin. He was not an impressionable man. Women had come into and gone from his life without leaving any very definite impressions. Some of them had been beautiful; most of them interesting; but none had had quite the same effect on him as this secretary of Uncle Benjamin’s.

It was a strange life she was living; but weren’t there thousands and tens of thousands of girls similarly circumstanced, who were living in greater discomfort of mind and body? Service meant — service, with all its attendant discomforts and humiliations, and Mary Grier, he told himself, was in no different position from that of any other girl who depended for her livelihood upon the caprices of a crotchety employer.

He heard the hall clock strike the half-hour, and was even wider awake than he had been when he came upstairs. Slipping into his shoes, he took a small, flat electric torch from the top of the bureau, pulled on an overcoat and a hat, and, going softly out of the room, lit his way down the stairs to the main door. To his surprise, it was neither locked nor barred, though Mary had told him that this was one of the most rigid of Mr. Awkwright’s rules.

He opened the door, went out and closed it behind him. It was a bright night, rather chilly; the sky was clear and full of stars. At the back of the house from the road he could see no lights. It would be rather awkward, he realised, if Stocker came down and locked and barred the door in his absence. It would mean either that he would have to arouse the household or spend the night in the open. The latter experience, however, would have no terrors for him. He did not feel in the least tired, and when he had lit his pipe he had a feeling of contentment which he had not experienced since he had come to Clench House.

He strode along the road, passing the house on the right. He saw the grey gleam of granite where the old churchyard was; beyond that on the right ran a thin plantation of trees, separated from the road by a shallow ditch. It was, he had gathered from the girl, part of Mr. Awkwright’s demesne. It seemed much more dense by night that it had by day.

About a hundred yards from the stone wall of the yard a narrow cart-track ran from the road through the wood to the low hills beyond.

He took his flashlamp from his pocket and sent the light along the lane. There was nobody in sight. Acting on an impulse, he turned off and followed the track through the wood.

It ran straight for a hundred yards to where the trees finished, then turned left. Beyond lay a stretch of land which at some remote time must have been under cultivation, for he could see where the ancient furrows ran.

No sound broke the stillness except the screech of a distant owl. He put his light on the field and startled a hare that had been crouching in the furrow at his approach. For a little time it lay quivering, its big, dark eyes staring at the light, and then, with an odd sound, turned and leapt into the darkness.

He came back to the cart track, and had turned again into the wood when at the other end of the lane he saw two dim lights show, and heard the purring of a motorcar. He stood, waiting. The lights disappeared; in their place shone the red tail-lamp of a machine that was backing towards him.

It might be a police car, he thought, for just now the county police were very active, though there seemed no reason why they should park so far from the house. Then the red light went out and he heard a door close softly.

By the time he came up to the car its occupant had gone. It bore a London number and was a coupe of an expensive make.

The machine was covered with dust, and there was mud on the wheels. He put his lamp inside, but found nothing that gave him the least clue to the identity of the owner.

He hurried to the road; the driver had vanished. Walking back, he examined the machine again. Evidently it was not a police car. He looked at the speedometer and found that it had registered twelve thousand miles, though there was nothing to indicate the extent of its more recent journey.

This was only a minor piece in the jig-saw puzzle of Clench House. The bigger piece might be that drunken woman who had come into the house that night, and had been so unceremoniously ejected by Stocker; though for the moment the most baffling of all things was Mary Grier herself.

What was the mystery of that cut on her arm? Where had she met Jelf before? Who was the “other man” who had killed the chauffeur? Then it struck him that the other man might have been this very mysterious driver who had arrived in the dead of night and hidden his car in the wood.

He quickened his pace; as he did so he heard the whirr of a motorcar engine coming from the grounds of the house. Keeping close to the wall, he moved forward cautiously. Then he heard a voice; it was Mr. Awkwright’s.

“Wrap yourself up well, my dear. Have you got a rug, Stocker?”

“Yes, sir,” said Stacker’s voice.

The motorcar door slammed, and through the open gate of the drive came the big car which he had seen in the garage.

Stocker was at the wheel, a cigar between his teeth. He could not distinguish either Mary Grier or the old man. The car swung round and passed him, its speed increasing. For a moment he was tempted to run back to where the stranger’s car was parked, and follow, but changed his mind.

Stocker, Mr. Awkwright and Mary Grier — where was the mysterious fourth?

He went down the drive, keeping to the untidy grass verge, and, turning a corner, came into view of the gaunt garage.

Near at hand was the flight of stone steps up which the dying Jelf had staggered. He went up cautiously; the door at the head was locked.

There was another car, he remembered, a smaller one, which the girl drove. He might take the liberty of following, so far as he could follow, the people who were making this strange excursion at such an hour. The garage doors would be locked, he thought, but there was just a chance that Stocker had omitted this precaution. He felt at the big door, and was surprised when it yielded to his tug.

As he opened it he saw, for the fraction of a second, a gleam of light inside. It showed only for the briefest space of time.

Somebody was in there, and that somebody knew he was at the door. He threw the door open wider and, torch in hand, slipped inside.

“Is anybody there?” he called. “I’m Captain Jordan—”

He heard an exclamation and switched on the lamp. The beam caught the lower part of a pair of striped trousers. Before he could raise the torch it was struck from his hand, and his assailant made a rush for the door. Tim leapt at him and got him by the collar. At that moment the man struck at him, and by a lucky chance caught him under the jaw. Tim Jordan staggered back, but before he could recover himself his assailant had gone and the door was slammed behind him.

Tim pushed at the door, but it was immovable. With the aid of a match he found the torch he had dropped. Luckily the bulb had not broken. He examined the door to discover how the lock was manipulated. There was no knob he could turn, no method by which the door could be opened from the inside.

His situation, however, was not especially serious, for he guessed that in a very short time Stocker would come back with the old man and Mary.

With the aid of his light he made a brief inspection, and the first thing he saw was a heavy overcoat lying across the smaller car, evidently left by the intruder. His second discovery came a little later; the heavy padlock attached to the chain which held the tractor immovable lay on the ground. Either the stranger had a key, or the lock had been picked.

In one corner of the garage was an extending ladder, which he had noticed before, possibly used for cleaning the windows.

He planted this against the wall and, mounting, succeeded in unfastening one of the windows. Returning to the floor of the garage, he took up the coat and, carrying it up the ladder, threw it from the window, through which he managed to wriggle.

Luckily for his peace of mind, he had noticed that the chapel was entirely surrounded by a broad garden bed, and he dropped on to the soft earth without mishap.

The coat could wait; he threw it over a bush and went in pursuit of the burglar. As he reached the road he saw the car come out of the lane and drive off the way Stocker had gone.

He was cursing himself now that he had not obeyed the impulse he had had to put the machine out of action until he had satisfied himself as to who was the owner.

Whilst he was looking he saw the tail-light swerve violently to the right and then to the left, and the car finally stopped.

Tim Jordan was something of a runner; he sprinted towards the machine and had covered half the distance which separated him from his quarry when he saw a flicker of light and there came back to him the crash of a shot. In another second the car moved on.

No bullet had come back; it was not at his pursuer that the man had fired. Tim dropped to a walk, and presently came up to where the car had stopped, for he saw the erratic tracks of its wheels. There was nobody in sight, and, puzzled, he turned back.

He was nearing the end of the graveyard when he saw somebody moving in the shadow of the wood, and sent his light in the direction. The sight he saw was so unexpected, so startling, that he nearly dropped the torch. The figure was that of a tall man, white-faced, haggard, a fringe of beard on his chin. He wore only a pair of trousers and a dark shirt. His hair was dishevelled. Two dark eyes glared at Tim.

“Hallo, who are you?”

“Put that light out — put it out!” screamed the man, “Damn you — !”

Tim saw the glitter of steel as the man struck, and flung himself aside only just in time. Before he could recover himself the man with the knife had darted into the wood.

Tim leapt the low ditch and went after him. And then his light went out. To follow an armed man through a dark wood was taking too great a chance. Hastily he unscrewed the head of his torch and gave a twist to the bulb, but no light came.

To return to the house for another lantern seemed a futile thing to do, yet it was the only course he could follow. He got back on to the road and, keeping to the centre, ran to Clench House. The front door was unfastened. He went in, switching on the light as he darted up the stairs to his room, and a few minutes later was racing back to the wood, this time with a gun in his pocket. As he had expected, his search proved fruitless. The midnight assassin had disappeared.

Tim Jordan could reconstruct the scene he had witnessed.

The unknown burglar had found himself confronted on the road by this weird figure, had swerved to avoid him and had been forced to stop. He had been attacked by the wild man, and had shot in self-defence. On one point Tim was now certain: the bearded man was the murderer of Jelf.

Returning to the house, he recovered the coat and took it up to his room. It was a heavy camel-hair coat, well worn. In the inside pocket he found a tailor’s label, and, reading this, he gasped. It gave the name of the tailor, and underneath in marking ink: “L. Daney, Esq., 703, Jermyn Street.”
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He went carefully through the pockets. There was a pair of stained leather gloves in one, and in the other a carton of cigarettes, half filled, and a box of wooden matches. The inside pocket produced a more important clue: he found a folded paper and a small pocketbook. He opened the paper and whistled. It was a page torn from his casebook — the page on which he had copied out the inscription on Lew Daney’s gold cigarette case.

So this intruder was the man who had entered his room on the previous night and searched his belongings for something — and what that something was he now knew. It was the case.

He opened the pocketbook, which was almost empty, and took out its contents one by one. The first thing his finger touched was a key of remarkable thinness. It was distinguished from every other key he had seen by the fact that the thumbpiece was of black enamel. It was obviously the key to a safety lock. There was a card on which was written: “Mary Grier, Clench House, 14th October, 1929.”

The most interesting discovery, however, was a Press cutting, which was the third and only other object in the case. The printing seemed familiar. He looked at the back of it, and saw that, as he had already decided, it was a cutting from the Hue and Cry, the official police organ. It was just a slip, evidently one of many names which had appeared in a column of print.

“Wanted for fraud: Harry Stone, alias Hector Winter, alias Harry Levere, known also as Harry the Valet. Information should be given to the Chief Constable at Scotland Yard or should be laid at any police station. Description—”

The paper had been cut here, but this was not the remarkable feature of the cutting, for written across, in flowing script, were the words: “Dead 23rd March.”

Harry the Valet! And then he remembered the man who had had that name in South Africa, the fraudulent policeman whom he had run out of the country. It might not have been the same man; it is a very common nickname, and he could himself recall at least three famous Harrys who because of their profession had been nicknamed “the Valet.”

So Harry the Valet was dead! Why was the owner of this pocketbook so definite as to the date? Why, indeed, had he troubled to carry around with him this Press cutting?

He returned the articles to the pocketbook and locked it away in his drawer. As he did so he heard the sound of car wheels, and, switching out his light, he drew back the heavy curtains and looked through the window. Two dim lights showed at the entrance to the drive; they passed slowly out of sight towards the garage. He replaced the curtains, put on the light again, and, going out into the dark corridor, found the switch and illuminated the passage.

He was standing in the lighted hall when Mary came in, followed by Mr. Awkwright; she stopped stockstill at the sight of him. She was pale, hollow-eyed, and she regarded him with a look of mute hopelessness that went straight to his heart.

Mr. Awkwright closed the door behind him, took off his heavy wrap slowly, and never once did his eyes leave Tim Jordan’s face.

“We’ve been for a drive,” he said loudly. “We often go for a drive at night — eh. Miss Grier?…Gets the cobwebs out of your head.”

His voice was high and squeaky; he looked pathetically old.

“Thought you were in bed, Jordan,” he went on, and, with a nod, walked past Tim and up the stairs.

Mary Grier did not move. She waited till the old man was out of sight.

“Why aren’t you in bed?” she asked in a low voice. “Have you been out?”

He nodded.

“You were the man standing in the drive? I saw you as we passed.”

“I was not the man standing in the drive; I was, as a matter of fact, standing outside the drive,” he said. “What is the trouble, Mary?”

“Nothing.”

She put one foot on the stairs and stood in that attitude for a second.

“Come into the diningroom,” she said. “Stocker will be back soon; he will make some coffee.”

He followed her into the diningroom, waited until she had turned on the lights, then went in after her. She closed the door.

“Did you follow us?” she asked.

He shook his head.

“What were you doing out?”

“I also wanted a little fresh air,” said Tim coolly. And then, more seriously: “Doesn’t this place get on your nerves, Mary? It’s getting on mine.”

“I’ve ceased to have any nerves.” Her voice was almost brusque. “Don’t worry about me — go back to London.”

He laughed. “Almost that sounds like a warning.”

“It is,” she said, her lips pressed tightly together.

“Is there any danger — if you will allow me to be melodramatic?” he asked.

She nodded. “Yes, but I think it’s over for the time being.”

She heard Stocker’s step in the hall, and went out and spoke to him. As she was walking back to the table, Tim asked: “Do you know your neighbours very well?”

She stopped.

“Not very well. Why?”

“I thought I saw one of them tonight,” he said, “a particularly unpleasant gentleman with a little beard. Quite young, I should imagine.”

She stared at him.

“Did he speak to you?” It was obviously an effort for her to ask the question.

“He had a knife,” said Tim.

She said nothing for a moment, and then: “Really?”

Walking to the table, she pulled out a chair and sat down.

The hand that reached for a cigarette did not tremble. He marvelled at her iron nerve, for, if there was one thing more certain than another, it was that she was under a strain which was almost at breaking point.

“You meet odd people in Scotland,” she said. “Who was he?”

He looked at her for a long time, and then, slowly: “He was the man who killed Jelf, I think.”

She lifted her eyes to his quickly. “In that case I suppose you will tell the police?”

“I’m wondering — you once stole seventy pounds, didn’t you?”

She nodded.

“I thought it was a little joke when you told me the first time, but I realise that you were speaking the truth. You stole it from Uncle Benjamin?”

She nodded again.

“It was for a good cause,” she said.

Behind the cynical flippancy of the comment was hysteria, a long-suppressed nerve-storm which would burst forth at any moment and on the least provocation. Yet her eyes were unclouded, her poise serene. She was very much mistress of herself, to all appearance.

“Now I think you’ll have to go back to London,” she said.

Her voice was just a little shaky.

“I’m afraid I must.”

He took his eyes from her, let them wander about the room, to give her the opportunity of renewing control.

“I’ll go back to the Carlton. They’ve offered me rather a nice suite, and just now I am rather weakening for luxury. I couldn’t sleep very well — that’s why I went out.”

He must lie convincingly, or he would have a shivering, quivering, sobbing woman on his hands, and the thought was terrifying.

“The beds are excellent and the air is grand, but the absence of the fauna of my native land is getting on my nerves.”

“Leopards,” she asked, “or tigers?”

“Leopards.”

He glanced at her out of the corner of his eye. Her lower lip was trembling, and he could understand that that night there must have been placed upon her an additional and an intolerable burden.

“Let us keep the conversation above the level of petty larceny,” he said.

Stacker came in with a glass of water, which he placed before the girl. She drank eagerly; the hand that lifted the glass shook, but neither he nor Stocker made any comment. Did Stocker see it at all? He was watching Tim all the time, and in his gaze there was a new suspicion, that was tinctured with menace.

“All right, Stocker,” she gasped, and put down the glass.

“Bring Mr. — Captain Jordan his coffee. Do you mind drinking it alone? I’m going to bed.”

She got up from the table and without a word of farewell walked out. Stocker stood, watching.

“All right, Stocker,” said Tim, but the man made no move.

“Excuse me, sir.”

Tim looked up.

“Were you in the garage tonight by any chance?”

Tim nodded.

“Yes, I was in the garage.”

“Did you open the door?”

“No, it was open. I went in and the door shut behind me.”

“It was open, eh?” Stocker fingered his big chin thoughtfully. “Might I be allowed to ask, sir, who opened it?”

“I should like to know. I have a rough idea, but I’m not certain. There was a man in there when I arrived. I saw his lantern, and went in after him. But he got away before I could pinch him.”

Those suspicious eyes of Stocker were searching his. “Do you know who he was, sir?”

Tim shook his head. “No. You’re very interested?”

“Naturally, sir. I’m in charge of the whole of this house, and responsible to Mr. Ledbetter for any losses,” said Stocker suavely. “You didn’t see the man?”

“No, but I think I can tell you who he was.” Tim was watching him now as closely as he had been watched. “A man named Lew Daney.”

Not a muscle of the butler’s face moved. “Lew Daney — I didn’t know he was in Scotland.”

“You know him?”

A little inclination of Stocker’s head was his answer. “By reputation. He’s a bad character from all accounts. Why do you think it was Mr. Daney?”

Tim gulped down his coffee and got up from the table. “Come upstairs,” he said.

The butler followed him to his room and Tim switched on the light. “He left that overcoat behind.”

Stocker just looked at it, but made no attempt to examine the garment. The impression Tim received was that he had recognised it immediately.

“I’m going to tell you something, Stocker.”

The young man sat down on the bed, and motioned the butler to a chair, an invitation which he ignored.

“There’s something odd about this house, and you know how odd it is. I know nothing about your Mr. Ledbetter, but I suppose he has a representative in London —

“Messrs. Kean, Colfax, Mortimer & Greene, of Lincoln’s Inn Fields,” said Stocker instantly, “if you will excuse the interruption.”

“Daney has been here before, and somebody else has been here — the man who stabbed Miss Grier, and whom you know; a white-faced man with a little beard. I am a policeman, Stocker, and I’m naturally suspicious of most people, and I’ll tell you frankly I’m suspicious of you. I don’t believe the story you told, that you only quarrelled with Jelf because he was tight. I believe you know who committed that murder. It was our white-faced friend with a beard, wasn’t it?”

Stocker shrugged his shoulders. “When I tell you I don’t know, sir, I mean that. I may have my suspicions, as you have — was there anything in the pockets?”

He was looking at the overcoat. For a second Tim hesitated, then, getting up, he unlocked the drawer, took out the pocket case and shook the contents on the table.

“May I look, sir?”

Oddly enough, he did not pick up the key first, as Tim expected him to do. He looked at the card, and then at the cutting. “Harry the Valet,” he repeated.

“Harry Stone. Do you know him?”

He shook his head.

“No, sir, I don’t know him, though I have an idea I’ve heard about him.”

He turned the cutting over. “He’s dead. Do you know that writing — is it Lew Daney’s?”

Stacker did not reply; he carefully replaced the three articles in the pocket case and pushed it along the table, away from him. “I don’t know anything about Mr. Daney’s handwriting,” he said.

His voice was strained; there was a curious look in his eyes which Tim had not seen before. The suspicion was gone; in that look of his was a hardness which wholly transformed his face.

“I have not spoken yet to the police,” said Tim, “because I’m rather tempted to take up this case unofficially. I come up to Clench House to stay a few days with Mr. Awkwright. A man comes to me in London and offers himself as chauffeur, and produces a car, which we have since discovered was not his own, but had been hired from a London garage. On the night of his arrival he avoids you. Later you are seen quarrelling with him, and much later he is murdered.”

“By me?” asked Stocker dryly.

“I’m not suggesting that. I’m willing to believe that you knew nothing about the murder, though the police may take a different view. You knew Jelf, of course. His name was Jaffrey. He was an associate of Lew Daney, and for some time a member of his gang.”

Stocker smiled grimly. “It sounds as if Mrs. Daney had been talking.”

“Did you know she was up here?” asked Tim Jordan quickly.

The man nodded. “Oh, yes, I knew she was up here, sir. I think I told you before that I took the liberty of riding out on your luggage grid. A very dangerous woman, if I may be allowed to say so, and one I should avoid if I were you. Captain Jordan.”

He stretched out his hand towards the pocket case, but changed his mind; and then, with a brusque nod, walked out of the room.

For an hour Tim sat on his bed, trying to piece together five little scraps of mystery, one of which was the seventy-pounds theft of Mary Grier which had turned her from a paid secretary into the slave of Benjamin Awkwright. For that was the explanation of it all. This old man had her under his thumb, and could command her obedience in most things.

He undressed slowly and went to bed. It was an odd pathological condition of his that he could sleep and yet remain awake. There was one sense of his which he called his secretary bird; that strange little bird that keeps watch over the sleeping crocodile and arouses him in moments of danger. Though he was fast asleep, he knew that the door had opened and who it was that had come in. Yet he did not move till Mary Grier shook him gently by the shoulder, and then he was wide awake.

“I’m sorry,” she said breathlessly, “but I’m afraid…there’s somebody in the grounds…outside my window.”

He was out of bed in an instant. Pulling on his dressing-gown, he went to the window and looked out. There was nobody in sight.

“Are you sure—” he began.

The words were hardly uttered before he saw a figure cross the drive and disappear into the gloom.

“I couldn’t sleep. I was looking out of the window,” she whispered, “and then I saw him. He was walking on the grass.”

“Is it anybody you know?” She shook her head. “Stocker?”

“No, no, it wasn’t Stocker. A taller man.”

“Which way was he going?” She pointed. “Towards the garage? Then he’s just come back. Listen!”

They heard the faint pulsation of a motorcar and the whine of an engine, growing less and less audible.

“He’s awa’,” said Tim.

They were standing together by the window when suddenly she clutched his arm.

“Look, look!”

Another figure had appeared, moving erratically towards the house; somebody who swayed from side to side as though he were drunk. He staggered forward, his hand on his head, and then Tim recognised him, and went racing down the stairs and, pulling open the front door, caught the man by the arm and led him inside.

It was Stocker, though he was difficult to recognise under the mask of blood which covered his face.

“All right,” he muttered, and collapsed into a chair.

Tim saw that attached to the man’s wrist was a long leather thong, and at the end of that a revolver. His clothes were grimy and covered with sand and mud where he had fallen.

Mary flew upstairs, came back with a bowl of water and a towel, and together they bathed the wound. Tim made a quick examination and could find no evidence of fracture, but the cut extended for four inches and had an ugly appearance.
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It was Mary who telephoned for the doctor, who came half an hour later, stitched and dressed the wound, and confirmed Tim’s diagnosis. Whilst he was doing this, with the assistance of a maid whom Mary had wakened, she went to the door to wait for Tim, who had gone out to make an investigation. He came back with certain interesting items of news.

“For some reason or other Stocker decided to spend the night in the garage. He had the sense to realise, which I hadn’t, that this fellow would come back for his overcoat. I found a Windsor chair and a couple of cigar-ends. Stocker had evidently had some difficulty in keeping awake, and may have been asleep when the man came in.”

She looked at him, bewildered.

“Came back for his coat? Who?”. Briefly he told her of his adventure earlier in the evening. “But who was it?”

“Lew Daney,” he said, and she was silent. “Do you know him?”

This time she accepted the challenge. “Yes, I know him,” she said quietly. “He was the man who rescued me when I was — when I was attacked. He and Jelf were together, and I would have been killed if it hadn’t been for him.”

“Have you seen him since?” asked Tim.

She nodded.

“Yes, once in London. I was doing some business for Mr. Awkwright, and he sent me some flowers. Then he called me up on the telephone and asked me if I would meet him and go to a theatre with him. I didn’t. But that night, when I was returning to the hotel, he met me outside.”

Tim hesitated to put the question that was on his lips. He had no right whatever to ask her, but —

“Did he ever make love to you, Mary?” he blurted, and she looked at him in amazement.

“No — how absurd! He is ever so much older than I. He was very nice, very kind:”

“Would you recognise him again?”

“No,” she said quickly. “He saved my life, and I owe him something. Identify him, you mean? No, I wouldn’t do it! I’ve heard since that he was — a bad character, and I was terribly sorry for him.”

“A murderer,” said Tim quietly, and she nodded.

“Yes, I know. And yet I wouldn’t identify him. I suppose it’s the criminal in me.”

“You’ve got that seventy pounds’ obsession!”

She gave him a wry smile. “I shall never be allowed to forget it,” she said bitterly. “Even you—”

And then he did something that he had not had any intention of doing: he slipped his arm around her and drew her to him. For a moment she lay against him, her eyes half closed, her breath coming quickly. Her cheek was against his chin, and his lips were seeking hers when she wrenched herself free of his arm and fell back against the wall.

“No, no. Please don’t do that…it isn’t really fair.”

The doctor made a timely appearance. Tim saw him to the door, locked it upon him, and returned to find that Mary had gone.

In his little sittingroom Stocker half reclined on his bed, very much awake. The man had a grim sense of humour.

“Excuse me, sir, but there used to be a Latin saying about ‘Who shall watch the watcher?’” he said.

“There still is,” said Tim. “Did you recognise the man who hit you?”

Stocker grinned unpleasantly.

“No, sir, I didn’t see him. If I had, he’d have been dead. I must have dozed off, for the first thing I remember was somebody stumbling over my legs. I was in the garage all night.”

“Lew Daney, by any chance?” suggested Tim, pulling up a chair to the bed.

“Maybe,” said the other. “He didn’t leave his card.”

Tim lit a cigarette for the man and one for himself. “I nearly did a dirty trick on you tonight, Stocker. While you were half conscious I almost took your fingerprints — but a latent sense of duty prevented me taking advantage.”

“I’ll save you all the trouble, sir,” said Stocker. He blew a, spiral of smoke. “I’ve been inside twice, but not in the last fifteen years. Once for burglary, once for fraud. You’d have found out that Stocker was my real name.”

“Does Mr. Ledbetter know?”

Stocker smiled.

“Oh, yes, sir, he knows. I told him everything when he engaged me. Yes, sir, I’m an old lag — you knew that when you saw me. There are lots of us in the country, doing honest work.”

“How long have you been in charge of this house?”

“About eight years,” said Stocker, “which is eight years out of my life that I can’t afford.”

“Did you know Jelf?”

Mr. Stocker became very frank.

“Yes, I knew him. But you’re speaking as a man and not as a police officer, are you. Captain Jordan? If you talk that way I’ll tell you a lot.”

“That’s the way I’m talking,” said Tim.

“Jelf and I were in jail together. He didn’t know that I was here. He’d never been anywhere near Clench House before. And I’m telling you this straight, Captain Jordan: I know Lew Daney. He was very good to me many years ago, and I knew that Jelf was a member of his gang. Lew worked three-handed on the Glasgow job. One of the men was shot by the night-watchman — the police don’t know that, because Lew took the gun away with him. They didn’t think it was serious, and the fellow was able to walk into the car that Lew had waiting, and get away with the crowd — but he died a quarter of an hour later. That’s what Jelf said. Then he quarrelled with Lew over something, and Lew bounced him out with a couple of thousand pounds for his trouble. Jelf was always a bit nosy, and he wanted more information than Lew would give him — that’s what Jelf told me.”

“You’re in it too, aren’t you? You were the third man?”

Stocker smiled.

“Me, sir? Bless you, no! I’m out of that sort of game. But I hear most of the things that are going. Mr. Ledbetter is one of the best employers a man could have. He gives me no trouble; I have the run of the place, and I make a few pounds on the side, so why bother about going crooked? This place is a little home from home for a man like me. I’m telling you all this—”

“Because you’re a very quick thinker,” said Tim, “and you’re not quite sure in your mind whether I did get your fingerprints. I should learn all these things you are now telling me from the Record Department at Scotland Yard.”

The man chuckled, and winced and put up his hand to his bandaged head.

“I’d give something to get that fellow.”

“Was it Daney?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t seen Daney for years, and, anyway, I couldn’t have seen him tonight. And, besides, Daney wouldn’t frighten Miss Grier—”

He stopped, like a man who realised that he had said a little too much.

“Why wouldn’t he?”

Stocker was silent for a while.

“Well, apparently, sir, he saved this young lady from being stabbed. He and Jelf were up in this neighbourhood, by a coincidence—”

“There are too many coincidences about this business,” said Tim.

Stocker looked at him thoughtfully. “There are a few,” he said. “And now, if you don’t mind, sir, I’ll try to go to sleep.”

“Did you have instructions from Daney to look after Miss Grier?”

“I’ve not seen Daney for years, sir,” said Stocker, and turning over on his side, ostentatiously closed his eyes.

Whatever plans Tim might have had were disturbed in the morning, when a telegram reached him from his London solicitors, asking him to call. He drove into Glasgow and took the night mail to London. At the Carlton he found a respectable pile of correspondence awaiting him, but he ignored this until he had seen his lawyer.

That gentleman detained him for an hour, and at the end of that time informed him that he would be required in London on the next day and probably on the day after.

“We’ve looked through your affairs. Mr. Awkwright has kept them in excellent order. You’re a comparatively rich man. Captain Jordan.”

“I can’t be too rich,” said Tim. “Just now I’m thinking in terms of a nice house in Brook Street, with sunken bathrooms and beautifully effeminate decorations.”

“I’m afraid you’ll have to stick to the Carlton for a year or two,” said the lawyer.

“Do you know anybody at Scotland Yard?” asked Tim suddenly.

The solicitor knew a number of people, including, by great fortune, the Chief Constable. Tim left with a letter of introduction to Mr. Cowley, and found that great man disengaged.

Cowley was stout, redfaced, lethargic. Nobody would judge from his appearance that he was the cleverest crook-catcher in England. He spoke slowly, drank beer in large quantities, and never seemed to be doing any work in particular.

“Glad to meet you, Captain Jordan. I’m afraid we treated you rather rudely the first time you came to the Yard, but we keep a special department to deal with amateur detectives, and the thickheaded man who saw you had no idea that you were a ‘regular.’ Jelf? Yes, we’ve got his record, and Lew Daney’s.”

He pressed a bell, and, to the attendant who came: “Go up to the Records Department and get these particulars.”

He scribbled a few words on a sheet of paper, and after the man had gone: “We’ve not been called in to the Clench House affair, and I doubt if we shall be. It looks a queer mix-up. Jelf worked with Daney, and I’m pretty sure was in the Glasgow job, which means that Daney is somewhere in the neighbourhood. Have you met his wife?”

Tim said he had, and the big man chuckled.

“That woman’s squeals have kept my secretary more busy than any other human being in the world. Unfortunately, she never squeals at the right moment. It’s when Lew has disappeared, and she thinks he’s gone philandering on the Continent, that she’s most talkative, and she’s never told me anything worth two cents.”

Briefly he sketched the life of Daney; a man of education, a skilled artificer, who had worked for three years in a Wolverhampton safe factory, and knew more about locks and the picking of them than any man in the world.

“They say he could make a safe or a strongroom single-handed if he was left to it.”

“Is he an engraver?”

Cowley nodded.

“That’s his hobby. Some of the pictures he’s done are worth money. He’s an all-round clever fellow, is Lew. And I’ll tell you something, Captain Jordan: that man isn’t a hundred miles from Clench House.”

“What does he look like?” asked Tim.

“I’ll tell you when the documents come down.”

Curiously enough, the dossier which the messenger brought did not add very much to his knowledge. There was no photograph, and the fact that the man had not been through the hands of the police robbed the data of much of its value. The description of him was vague, and might fit almost every other man one met in the street.

“The only thing I can tell you about him that is not here is that he’s very rich,” said Cowley. “In fact, I should think he’s one of the few crooks in the world who has made thieving pay. He was out of the country for a year, in South Africa, but you know that. Queer you didn’t meet him.”

Cowley came with him down the stairs to the portals of the Yard, those doors that are never closed day or night.

“We have only a watching interest,” he said. “Even in the Glasgow robbery case we haven’t been consulted. But if Daney was the man, and he’s in this Jelf affair of yours you want to go slow. He’s the only recognised gunman who operates in this country. He’s as clever as a monkey, and as dangerous as the devil! Unless you’ve some particular interest, I should lay off Mr. Daney — and keep away from his wife!”
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Tim remembered this injunction with a smile when he got back to the Carlton and went through his letters; for the second he opened was from that lady. She had apparently a flat in Penson Court, an expensive block near the Green Park, and the letter was a brief but urgent invitation to call on her at the earliest possible moment. The letter had been written on the day he arrived in London.

Either Mrs. Daney was kept well informed as to his movements, or she was a good guesser. In spite of the injunction of the police chief he decided to satisfy his curiosity, and after lunch he made his call.

His taxi was stopped halfway up Lower Regent Street by the traffic, stopped again in Piccadilly Circus and yet again in Piccadilly at the end of Bond Street. He was looking idly through the window when he saw a car, one of many, turn from Bond Street into Piccadilly.

It was moving slowly, and he glanced without curiosity at the interior. What he saw made him sit bolt upright. He recognised the woman instantly. It was the drunken lady he had seen at Clench House; but now she was fairly well dressed, possibly sober, and certainly cheerful, for she was laughing heartily at some jest of the young man who was sitting at her side, that same young man with the pale face and the straggling beard, but now well dressed and with a smile upon his intelligent face.

He turned his head in Tim’s direction and their eyes met.

There was no sign of recognition, and the car passed on. Tim glanced back though the tiny window behind the cab, and knew that it would be useless to attempt to overtake this strange couple. He was staggered and baffled. He could not have made a mistake; he never forgot faces, and that this was the drunken virago who had invaded Clench House, and that the man was the wild creature who had stabbed at him with a knife on the road outside, was beyond any doubt.

One thing he saw, that the car had travelled a long way. The colour of the body was indistinguishable in its grey covering of dust. He was more than a little perturbed by the time he reached Penson Court. Mrs. Daney lived in one of the most expensive suites, he noted, for the lift stopped on the second floor. He followed the uniformed page down a softly carpeted corridor to a mahogany door, which opened almost immediately the page pressed the bell. A neatly liveried girl led him into the drawingroom, furnished in the modern style, sparsely but luxuriously.

“I will tell madam you are here, sir,” said the maid.

“You don’t even know who I am,” smiled Tim.

The girl nodded. “You’re Captain Jordan. Madam has been expecting you since this morning.”

“Madam” came in almost immediately. She was wearing a dove-grey negligee, and though grey is not a colour usually affected by women over thirty, it had the effect of softening certain hard lines of her face which Tim had dispassionately recorded on their last meeting.

“Sit down, Jordan.” She waved her hand to a settee. “I was afraid you hadn’t come back from Scotland. How did you leave your Mary? Don’t be cross — I’m really not as jealous of the girl as I was. I’ve been rather unkind about Lew. When I’m feeling sore with him I don’t mind what lies I tell. He’s been such a darling to me that I’m wicked to treat him as I do.”

Tim listened and did not attempt to hide his amusement. This was the Mrs. Daney for whom Cowley had prepared him; a penitent Mrs. Daney. A curious woman, quite unreal to him.

“We’re going abroad. I’ve sent him a wire.”

“Do you know where he is?”

“I sent the wire,” she repeated.

And then a light dawned on him.

“Of course, in the agony column!”

She was a little disconcerted.

“Well — yes. When Lew and I have a tiff, and he goes away, and I don’t know where he is, I send him a message through the papers. But don’t look for it, Mr. Smarty, because Lew and I have a code, and he knows just where to meet me, and you wouldn’t find out in a thousand years, whether it was at Boulogne or Constantinople! And tomorrow there’ll be a message for me, saying ‘O.K., I’ll join you.’ You needn’t look for that either.”

She paced up and down the room, one elbow on the palm of her hand, a long, gold-tipped cigarette between her white fingers.

“The first time I saw you I fell for you,” she said calmly, “but now you don’t mean any more to me than the paper on the wall! I’m telling you this in case you came here with any funny ideas.”

“I’m full of funny ideas,” said Tim, “but they don’t go in the direction of making love to you. I’m going to the police—”

“You’ve just come from there,” she said. “You were at Scotland Yard this morning. I was driving along the Embankment and saw you come out.”

“Do you know where your husband is at this moment?”

She shook her head.

“He was in Scotland a few days ago — he left his overcoat in my charge. When you see him you might tell him.”

She frowned. “His overcoat? Where did you find it?”

He realised he might be acting very rashly, but he told her. When he came to the part where he described the attack on Stocker, she gasped.

“Lew wouldn’t do that. Why should he?” she said quickly. “He wouldn’t beat up Stocker — don’t ask me any damned silly questions — of course he wouldn’t! Something’s gone wrong up there. Stocker told you nothing, of course? He wouldn’t. It must have been the lunatic — he lives about five miles away. Have you found his house? It’s a little cottage up on the hills. The woods lunatic — I mean the man who tried to murder the Grier girl. Lew saved her life, and that’s how he got soft on her.”

“The mad man is in London,” said Tim. “I’ve just seen him, with a woman.”

“In London? Where?”

“To be exact, in Piccadilly. The woman—”

“She’s his keeper, Mrs. Smits. They don’t count, anyway.” Her eyes narrowed. “You’re sweet on that girl, aren’t you, Jordan? You’d better watch out!”

He laughed. “Since I’ve been back in this country I’ve done nothing else but watch out,” he said. “And whom am I to watch out for — Lew Daney or the crazy gentleman?”

“Both,” she said. “I wonder what you’ve done to Lew? Did you ever pinch him in South Africa?”

He shook his head.

“I never saw him.”

“He went out with a girl from one of the theatres,” she said. “I tried my best to get him arrested at Cape Town, but I’m glad I didn’t. That’s Lew’s weakness. He’s mad about Mary Grier — it least, he was. They don’t last more than six months for Lew, is a rule. He’s a devil! How long are you going to be in London?”

He told her.

“I’ll get on the wire to you tomorrow morning. No, I’m not an American, but I was in New York for two years in the Follies chorus. That’s where I met, Lew. I’ll ‘phone you and tell you if everything is all right.”

“By which you mean if Lew is ruined and you are taking your jaunt abroad,” said Tim. “Now what I would call right is if he were safe inside Cannon Row police station.”

She smiled contemptuously. “That kind of man doesn’t go into police stations,” she said.

Her whole mood had changed; he left her a very depressed and worried woman, and half expected that she would call him in the course of the day. But he did not hear from her until the next morning, when a ‘phone call got him out of bed at seven o’clock.

“I’ve heard nothing.” Her voice was shrill and agitated. “There’s not a line in the papers — he’s never done that before.”

Why she troubled to ‘phone him he could not imagine. Possibly she would have found it as difficult to supply an explanation. Mrs. Daney’s nerves were on edge.

“Will you come and see me this afternoon?” she asked. “Or I will come to the Carlton?”

Before he could answer she had hung up on him. He got out of bed and rang for his morning tea. It was an early hour to be awake in London, where he had no business at all, and nothing to fill some of the long and irksome hours which separated him from Mary Grier.

He was finishing his breakfast when the telephone bell rang again.

“Trunk call from Scotland,” said the exchange.

He waited. It was Mary; he recognised her voice.

“Is that you, Captain Jordan? Is it possible for you to come immediately? Can you fly here?”

“What’s happened?” he asked quickly.

He could hear her rapid breathing, and then: “Mr. Awkwright has disappeared,” she said.

An hour later a taxi aeroplane went up from Stag Lane and headed north. It came down at Catterick to renew its supplies before continuing its journey. Tim reached the aerodrome soon after two o’clock, and found the girl waiting for him in her little car. As they drove the ten miles which separated them from Clench House she told the bare facts.

She had left Mr. Awkwright working in his study. He had recovered a little from the distress into which the murder had thrown him and had returned to his favourite occupation. The book of form he had been reading, and certain obscure calculations worked out on a sheet of paper, were lying on his desk when Stocker went in. Stocker, finding the old man’s room untenanted and the bed untouched, had gone in search of his employer.

The lights were burning in the study. The windows were closed and bolted when he entered the room. In addition to the book and the papers on the desk there was a small revolver, which the old man invariably brought out when he was working alone.

Mr. Awkwright had a swing chair which tilted backwards to an alarming angle. This was found overturned on the floor, but there was no other sign of disorder. Stocker, making a quick search of the room, discovered one thing missing. Every night before he retired to bed, or to whatever was his occupation, he left a small, square electric hand-torch at the old man’s elbow, to enable him to find his way up to bed in case the lights were switched oft. The lantern was missing.

He had gone immediately and roused Mary, and together they had made a search of the grounds. It had been raining overnight, and the gravel path and drive had been laid economically upon a clayey subsoil, which left marks of feet on its putty-like surface. There was no trace of Mr. Awkwright’s footprints. He had been wearing slippers. In one corner of the room was the pair of snow-shoes which he wore whenever he went out. These had been untouched.

“Have you sent for the police?” asked Tim.

She shook her head. “No. He’s got a habit of going away rather suddenly and without any warning.”

For the first time Tim learned of Mr. Awkwright’s racing weakness. He would often go overnight to Ayr.

“But there are no races at Ayr,” insisted Tim.

She was terribly pale and worried. He had never seen her quite so agitated.

“I nearly telephoned to the superintendent, but I was afraid of making Mr. Awkwright look foolish.”

He followed her into the study. She had left the room as she had found it. Mary pointed out the absence of the lantern; more significant, the fact that the lights were found burning when Stocker entered the room. Old Awkwright was economical to the point of meanness.

Tim examined the desk. There was a book of form, and he had no difficulty in recognising the character of the calculations.

“Did you hear any noise at all in the night?”

She hesitated. “Yes, but then I am always hearing noises in this place.”

“What did it sound like?”

“It sounded like somebody falling. My room is immediately under the study.”

Stocker had kept very much in the background since Tim’s arrival. He was a very agitated man when he came into Captain Jordan’s presence.

“I know nothing except what the young lady has told you. The chair was overturned where you see it now.”

“Were you in bed?” asked Tim.

Stocker shook his head. “No; the pain of my wound kept me awake. I was. sitting in my pantry till three o’clock.”

“You heard nothing?”

“Nothing at all.”

Tim made a circuit of the house but again failed to detect any signs of footprints, until he was near the garage, when he saw a set which were obviously Stocker’s. When he taxed him with having been there since overnight, the butler admitted that he had made a little investigation on his own.

“I walked on the grass,” he said, when he was asked why his footsteps had not shown. “I’ll tell you this. Captain Jordan: I’m taking no more risks with the bird who gave me this!” He touched his bandaged forehead gingerly.

“Do you think the same man took away Mr. Awkwright?”

Stocker did not immediately reply. “I can only tell you this much,” he said. “Whoever beat me up and kidnapped the old gentleman, it was not Lew Daney!”

His voice was vehement; there was in his tone a tense note of excitement.

“Why are you so sure?” asked Tim.

Stocker looked past him. “Because,” he said slowly, “Lew Daney is my brother — didn’t his wife tell you that?”
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Tim stared at him.

“Your brother?” he said incredulously.

Stocker nodded. “Dane Stocker — that’s his name. They called him Daney when he was a kid, and that’s why he’s known as Daney now. You probably realise, Captain Jordan, that the man who saved Miss Grier was Daney. He was up here on a visit at the time, he and Jelf — no, I’m not pretending I don’t know Jelf.”

“When did you see your brother last?”

Stocker looked at him steadily. “I’m not going to tell you that. After all, he is my brother and it’s not my job to put him away.”

“In the last two months?” suggested Tim.

The man shook his head. “I’ve got no information to give you, Captain Jordan, but I’m idling you this again, that Daney wouldn’t hurt a hair of old Awkwright’s head. It was only for the sake of the young lady. Daney is a killer. If you ever get him he’ll go for the nine o’clock walk. He’s the only real killer in this country.”

He said this with a certain amount of pride, which sounded odd to Tim Jordan’s ears.

“I don’t mind telling you, the first idea I had when Jelf was killed was that Daney had come up after him, for he was a squealer who had tried to doublecross him. They were in the Glasgow job together, and he wasn’t satisfied with his share. Not that he ever got his share,” he said with satisfaction.

“Did you get yours?” asked Tim bluntly.

Stocker smiled. “I wasn’t in on that, Captain Jordan. I think I told you I’m running straight. Ever since I’ve been in Mr. Ledbetter’s employ I’ve kept my hands from picking and stealing.”

He said this with an unctuousness which Tim had noticed before.

He telephoned to the police, and they came over and conducted a thorough search of the house. Mary explained the peculiar habits of her employer, and they seemed inclined to accept her suggestion that Mr. Awkwright had made one of his eccentric journeys. He had left once before in the middle of the night, and had been away for six days, she told them.

“When are you going back to London?” she asked, after the police had gone.

“Do you want me to go?”

She shook her head. “No — I want you to stay. There’s something dreadful happening in this house. Captain Jordan — well, Tim, if you like. I dread every night coming. And Stocker is worried, too; he jumps at every sound.”

Stocker was indeed behaving in rather an extraordinary fashion. They saw very little of him that day; one of the women servants said he was sleeping in his room.

At dusk there arrived from Glasgow a small covered motor-van, which was backed into the garage. Tim witnessed its arrival by accident; he was returning from a long walk, and saw the van being housed under the eyes, of Stocker. It was brand-new from the makers’ hands, and Stocker explained that it had been on order for a month.

“We had one but it was smashed up,” he said.

Tim said nothing, but later got on the ‘phone to the car agent who had supplied the machine, and learned that it came out of stock and had been purchased on the previous day by Stocker, who had paid cash on delivery.

He made the van an excuse for going into the garage, and noticed that a corner of the tailboard was broken off — the manufacturer’s driver had not calculated on a brick projection inside the garage, a sort of internal pier, with which he had come into collision. Stocker took the damage very philosophically.

“If you worried about careless chauffeurs they’d break your heart,” he said.

He saw Tim looking at the tractor.

“That puzzles you, don’t it, sir? Mr. Ledbetter is like that. He buys all sorts of odd machines and then sells them. There was a time when I had about six cars in here, none of which he ever used. We were going to farm the land, but nothing came of it.”

“You’ve got the chain on the wheels, I see?”

“Yes, sir.” Stocker did not look at him. “I can’t understand why that fellow took it off the other night. Probably he was going to pinch it, but you couldn’t very well sell a tractor.”

“What’s that?” asked Tim.

He pointed to the raftered roof. For the first time he had seen the big hook that was attached to one of the beams near the end of the garage.

“I’ve never known what that’s for, sir,” said Stocker. “They say that in olden times they used to use this old chapel for hanging people. Maybe that was why they fixed the hook.”

Nothing happened that night. It rained heavily, and Tim suspected, without being sure, that Stocker had spent the night patrolling outside the house, for there were the marks of muddy feet on the carpet in the hall.

A depressing day followed, broken only by the arrival of a police inspector, who came to discover whether anything further had been heard of Mr. Awkwright.

Tim and the girl were sitting at lunch. They were being waited on by one of the maids. Stocker was lying down; he sent a message that he wasn’t feeling very well. It was a gloomy meal. Mary was unusually silent. The atmosphere of the place was beginning to get on Tim Jordan’s nerves.

“I think I’m going to take you up to London,” he said suddenly.

“Why? I couldn’t possibly go until I heard from Mr. Awkwright, and I don’t want to go to London.”

He was surprised at her vehemence.

“It’s preferable to Clench House on a day like this,” he said.

She shook her head. “I must stay until—” She stopped. “Do you think anything serious has happened to Mr. Awkwright?”

Before he could reply, Stock er made an unexpected appearance. He motioned the maid out of the room.

“I’ve just heard from Mr. Awkwright,” he said. “He wants you, Miss, and Captain Jordan to meet him at St. Enoch’s Hotel.”

“He telephoned?” asked Tim, in surprise and relief.

“Yes, sir. There’s no doubt it was he. He said he’d be there at five o’clock, waiting for you in the vestibule.”

Tim heard the girl’s sigh. “Thank God!” she said softly.

He drove her into Glasgow, and at five o’clock they were waiting in the hall of St. Enoch’s, The reception clerk had not heard of Mr. Awkwright; certainly he was not staying in the place, but this did not surprise Mary. Mr. Awkwright invariably chose the cheapest lodgings, and made use of hotels, and incidentally their stationery, when he wanted to make an appointment.

They waited for an hour, but there was no sign of Awkwright; and at half-past six Tim drove the girl back to Clench House through a blinding rainstorm.

There was only one servant in the house — the cook. She explained that Stocker had given the rest of the servants a half-holiday. They looked at one another, Tim and the girl.

“Where is Mr. Stocker?” he asked.

The cook did not know; she thought he might be in his room.

Tim found the butler’s room locked. There was no reply to his knocking, and after some time he found a key that opened it. The room was untenanted. The drawers had been pulled out from the bureau and had been emptied. There were signs that Stocker had cleared out all his belongings in a hurry.

“That is why he wanted us to go into Glasgow — to give him a clear field,” he said.

He went out of the house to the garage. The door was unlocked. He switched on the one light which the building boasted, and examined the interior. The new van had gone, but what struck Tim as remarkable was the fact that the tractor, which had stood against the farthest wall, was now near the entrance. The chain which had fastened the wheels lay on the ground. There was evidence that the tractor had been used that afternoon.

Something on the floor attracted his attention. He found an electric torch in the house and examined the stain. It was blood — three little patches, the size of half-crowns.

He made another discovery: in one corner of the garage was a japanned tin box, which had been opened. It contained a number of medicines, and was obviously one of those first-aid cases which are kept in most households. Two bandages must have been taken out and used, for he found the blue papers in which they were wrapped screwed up into a ball near where the case was. Iodine had been used — the bottle lay on the floor, broken.

He went back to Mary and told her what he had found. She was as mystified as he.

“That crack on his head was healed,” said Tim thoughtfully. “He may have hit himself again, but that would hardly account for the bloodstains on the floor.”

A little later he had information about Mr. Stocker’s erratic movements. The cook had a small boy, who had seen Stacker make several journeys to the graveyard. That the boy had been a witness was due to the fact that he was in disgrace with his mother, and had gone out of the house to avoid chastisement, and had taken refuge from the rain in a small shed which commanded a limited view of the old tomb.

Tim had the youth in and questioned him, but he could give no other information than that he had seen Stocker disappear into the graveyard, and in each case his visit had lasted about ten minutes. The last time he went in he had carried a coil of rope on his arm, but he had not brought it back.

The boy had one other important item of information to offer: he had heard the rumble and roar of the tractor being moved, and twice had heard a backfire.

Tim got on to the police, and was able to trace the movements of the van. It had been seen passing through a small village, and had been followed by a coupe moving as slowly.

“It is all very odd,” said Tim. “The coupe worries me; that rather looks like our mysterious friend. The police wanted to know whether they should circulate a description of the van, but I don’t think that we can do that. Stocker has every right to take out his employer’s property, and I don’t feel like barging into his affairs until I know a little more. Anyway, my dear, you can lock your door tonight, and whether you like London or not you go there tomorrow night.”

He was up at dawn and made his way to the graveyard. The secret of that grisly place was the granite mausoleum with its new inscription. He examined the gunmetal slab carefully, tried to force it backward, but it was as solid as its granite surround.

He was turning away when something in one of the “0’s” attracted his attention. It was a narrow slit about half an inch long, and not more than a sixteenth of an inch in width. He opened a penknife and thrust the blade inside. And then its significance flashed on him, and he raced back to the house, returning with the thin key he had found in the overcoat pocket.

It fitted perfectly, and turned with a click, but nothing else happened. He pressed his shoulder against the slab, but it was as immovable as ever.

Then by accident his fingertips rested on one of the letters — the “T” in the first word. It sank inward until it was flush with the gunmetal surround. He tried the next letter, but it did not yield. One by one he pressed every letter. In the second word the “R” yielded to his touch. “Treasure!” That was the code word, and was made up of one letter from each word on the inscription. As the last yielded to his pressure he heard a click, and, pushing at the slab, it swung back.

Before him was a narrow flight of stairs leading down out of sight. He closed the door, went back to the house to’ procure a torch, and, returning, continued his investigations.

He was careful not to close the bronze door behind him, putting a piece of wood to prevent it fastening, though this, he found, was unnecessary, for at the back of the slab was a small steel handle which enabled the door to be opened from the inside.

Down, down he went. He counted thirty steps before he came to the rocky bottom.

He was in a big, vaulted chamber. Along each side ran three tiers of stone shelves. There was no mistaking their grisly character, though at some remote period the ancient dead must have been taken away. At the far end of the chamber was a rusty iron grille, which was ajar. Beyond this was a high, narrow passage, which he followed. It seemed interminable in length. He guessed he had travelled over a hundred yards when it turned abruptly to the left and then to the right again. Again it went straight, again terminated in an iron-barred door which was open.

He was now in a big vault. Flashing his lamp up, he saw, a long way above him, what must be, he decided, the stone flags of the garage. One in particular held his attention, for it seemed to be hinged at the end and to form a trap. The edges of the stone were bevelled, and he could form some idea of the thickness of the garage floor.

The vault was not entirely empty. There were two long boxes, fastened by staples. He opened one of these, and saw something wrapped in oiled paper. This he removed, revealing a small American machinegun. Beneath this lay another. There were about six in the vault and, piled up against the wall, some twenty boxes of ammunition. In another box he found a number of spare ammunition trays.

Flashing his lamp along the floor, he saw definite marks where square boxes had stood until recently, and now he began to understand the secret which Clench House held.

He measured roughly the size of the boxes, and was puzzled. How could they have got the machineguns here, and the vanished boxes? The passage was much too narrow; it was humanly impossible to carry objects of that size and shape through those narrow passages.

But the mystery of Clench House was a mystery no more, and the identity of Mr. Ledbetter was revealed. This was Daney’s house, which he had furnished, and let at a ridiculous figure to any respectable tenant, leaving Stocker in charge to guard the treasure that was hidden in this vault, and to stop inquiries that a curious or suspicious constabulary might make as to the identity of Mr. Ledbetter.

At the far end of the vault was another iron grille, and a broader passage, which ran for a dozen yards before that also turned abruptly to the left. And here he came upon a curious discovery: running by the side of the wall was a flight of stone steps, unguarded by rails. They ran up to the misty darkness above, and terminated somewhere near the roof.

He was about to mount when his foot touched something, and, looking down, he saw an electric torch. The lens was smashed and the japanned casing was broken. It looked as if it had fallen from a height.

Awkwright’s! He recognised the lamp from the description the girl had given to him. Carefully he made a search of the floor. There was a dark stain near the foot of the stairs; another group of stains level with the fourteenth step.

Cautiously he mounted, a nervy business, for the absence of a rail and the worn character of the steps made this movement a little dangerous. The treads became more even as he reached the higher level. They terminated in a stone platform.

On his left was a rough wooden panel, attached to which were two powerful springs. He tugged at this and felt it give. Exerting all his strength, he gave a jerk and it flew open, almost knocking him from his precarious foothold.

Tim stepped through the hole and found himself in Mr. Awkwright’s study.
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He was hardly in the room before the door opened and Mary Grier came in. She stopped, aghast, at the sight of him.

“Where on earth did you come from—” she began, and then her eyes fell upon the open panel, and she gasped. “How did you find that?”

She came quickly to the dark opening, and would have stepped through, but he stopped her. “Stay where you are — it’s a little dangerous,” he said.

He tried to close the panel and tugged. At first he thought it was fastened, but he was to discover that the operation of the spring which held it in its place when it was closed was sudden and a little dangerous; for as he tugged for the second time the panel closed with a crash, and he had only time to pull away his hand.

He pressed the panel, but not until he jerked at it with his shoulder did it fly open.

“That is what happened to Benjamin Awkwright,” he said quietly. “He must have tilted back in his chair and fallen against the panel. It opened, and he must have taken the lantern to investigate. I found it at the bottom of the stairs.”

She could only stare at him.

“Have you found him?”

He shook his head.

“No,” he said, and explained the result of his investigations.

“My theory is that he got down the stairs, passed through the passage and up into the mausoleum. I should imagine it’s quite possible to open the door from the inside,” but I haven’t attempted to prove this.”

“But where would he have gone?” she asked.

Here Tim Jordan could offer no suggestion.

They went into the garage together, and he began a careful search of the floor. Presently he found what he expected — an iron ring set in one of the end flags. He had not seen this before, because the position of the tractor had hidden it. Searching in the cab of the tractor, he pulled out a long steel rope, a little thicker than piano wire, and attached to this a steel block and tackle. He took the ladder that stood in one corner of the garage, and, setting it against the wall, mounted it, carrying the block, which he slipped into the big hook he had seen attached to the rafters above. Descending, he moved the ladder away and, starting up the tractor, drove it slowly backward until it was within a few feet of the wall.

Getting down, he attached one end of the wire cable to the tractor’s coupling, and the hook at the other end to the ring in the stone floor. Slowly he started the tractor forward. The wire came taut, and the stone trap rose slowly until it was held in position by the next flagstone.

He came back to the black hole and stared down.

“That is the treasure house,” he said, “and that is the way the goods were lowered by Daney, and taken out by his brother, Mr. Stocker.”

“His brother?” she said incredulously.

“So he told me, and I’ve no reason to doubt it. I shouldn’t imagine that Daney would trust anybody short of a brother.”

The tractor served, in fact, as the motive power for a crane that lifted this slab, which otherwise it was impossible to move, and enabled them to get heavy things into and out of the vault.

“Stacker could not have known of the steps from the study, or he wouldn’t have gone out of doors into the graveyard every time he wanted to get into the vault. One thing that puzzles me is why he bothered to carry a coil of rope. Single-handed, it must have been a very heavy job.”

“What was in there?” she asked.

Tim smiled.

“The gold of the Indies,” he said. “Something over a quarter of a million pounds, mostly in German money.”

She looked at him, openmouthed.

“The money that was stolen from the bank?” she gasped.

“And more besides,” he said. “There have been quite a number of robberies in which Daney has been concerned, but we’ve only heard of the spectacular ones. This man is probably the most dangerous criminal they’ve ever had in this country, or in England, and the machineguns are rather significant. Daney is a big man in his line of business, and probably will be bigger. We shall see the gangs come to England yet, unless he is caught.”

She shook her head helplessly.

“I don’t understand it. I met him once — he was most kind—”

“And very much in love with you,” said Tim quietly.

She looked at him, frowning.

“Are you serious — in love with me? But how stupid! I only saw him once.”

“I have reason to believe that he is very much in love with you, Mary, and I think you ought to know that. It is no offence to be in love with you — that I can say in all sincerity. On the contrary, it is the easiest thing I know.”

He stood on the edge of the open trap and looked down.

“We’ll not close it. The police must be informed, and I’m afraid Clench House is going to be untenable for you. You’ll have to come to London with me.”

She half shook her head.

“I don’t want to go to London — not now.”

“Why not now?”

“I mean, until Mr. Awkwright is found,” she said quickly.

Mr. Awkwright was found for her within a few minutes.

They were met halfway back to the house by one of the maids.

The telephone had been ringing. Some police officer wanted to get into touch with Tim Jordan. It was the superintendent.

“Is that you, Captain Jordan? We’ve found Awkwright. He’s in the hospital mortuary at Hamilton.”

Tim was silent tor a moment.

“How did he get there?”

“A doctor in Hamilton heard a ring at his bell. When he went to the door he found the old gentleman lying in the porch of his house. He was still alive, but was obviously near to his end — he had a fractured skull. Some attempt had been made to bandage him.”

“What time was this?”

“Late in the afternoon — just before dark. It had been raining all day, and there was a heavy ground mist, and nobody seems to have seen the old man. He could not possibly have walked to the doctor’s place, but must have been left there by somebody.”

“I think I understand,” said Tim after a moment’s thought. “Will you come over? I have made one or two interesting discoveries which I think the Glasgow police may like to know.”

He told him briefly what he had found.

“There’s no doubt in my mind that this is Daney’s headquarters and that all the loot from Glasgow was brought here. It’s now on its way south, and I’ll be able to give you a description of the van that carried it, and of the man who’s driving it.”

Within two hours a long line of cars was standing before Clench House, and in the diningroom the chief of the Glasgow and the county detective forces were checking their information.

Nobody knew Daney, but in response to an urgent ‘phone call to Scotland Yard, Chief Constable Cowley was sending an officer by aeroplane with all the data and information in his possession, and had already issued warnings to the chief constables of England.

The interrogation of Mary Grier was a brief one. She could give them little information that they had not already. Tim saved her the gruesome task of identifying the dead man by driving to Hamilton, and attending the first preliminary inquiry, which was hardly opened, and evidence of identification taken, before it was adjourned.

The doctor in whose house the old man had been found was a very helpful man. He insisted upon driving Tim back to Clench House, and offered him the use of his car, a powerful roadster.

“If you’re going to London you’ll be doing me a service,” he said. “I’m going there next week by train — I hate long journeys on the road.”

Tim had almost decided to go by train himself, but the offer of the car decided him. Dawn was breaking the next morning when he knocked at Mary’s door, and an hour later, after breakfast, they started out for their long run.

He wanted to know her better; perhaps he wanted her to know him. It may have been that the prospect of the long companionship which a road journey would involve was the deciding factor. They sped through the morning mist into bright sunlight, and for the first hour of the journey neither spoke.

It was Tim’s intention to do the trip in one day, and the car gave every hope of his succeeding.

Except for monosyllabic answers, Mary Grier did not speak until long after the border was passed. They had emerged from a grimy town in Lancashire, and had again reached the open country, and air that was free from smoke, when she said; “You’re a relation of Mr. Awkwright’s. Do you know whether he left a will?”

Tim shook his head.

“So far from being a relation, I am not even remotely connected with him. My father was a friend of his, that is all. Was he a very rich man?”

“I think so,” she said. “He must have left a will.”

Then, after a long pause: “It is going to be terribly difficult, even if he did.”

“Why?” he asked in surprise.

But she offered no explanation.

“What are you going to do?” he asked.

She shook her head. “I don’t know.”

“Is it absolutely necessary that you should go on working?” he asked, and, to his surprise, she answered that it was not. “Have you an income of your own?”

She hesitated. “I think so.”

“Did Mr. Awkwright promise to leave you any money?”

She nodded. “Yes, he said he would leave me a hundred thousand pounds,” she said simply, and he stared at her.

“Good Lord! A hundred thousand pounds!”

“He said so.”

It was on the tip of his tongue to say “Why?” but he refrained.

Soon afterwards they stopped for the second time since they had set off, and after Tim had superintended the refilling of the tank, he went into the diningroom of the little inn, where she was drinking tea and making a halfhearted attempt to eat a sandwich.

“I’m going to say something that is intensely selfish,” he said, as he settled down to a much more substantial meal.

“What is it?” she asked.

“I hope, if he has left you that hundred thousand pounds, you won’t settle down into being one of those wealthy spinsters who litter the hotels of Europe.”

She smiled faintly.

“Why shouldn’t I?”

“Because I know somebody who loves you,” he said, and she turned her eyes away from his quickly.

He reached out and took her hand, but she drew it away.

“I don’t want you to say that.” She was a little breathless. “Life is terribly difficult for me now…don’t make it harder.”

“Drink up your tea,” he said steadily. “I’m finished. I am a brute to talk to you like this.”

Their progress after this was not so smooth. Engine trouble developed near Crewe, the engine missing on two cylinders, and they crawled into Grantham as it was getting dark.

“I should have taken the Holyhead road,” confessed Tim, “but that wouldn’t have helped the engine any!”

He handed the car over to mechanics, and after dinner he and the girl strolled out into the streets of Grantham, and, for want of something better, turned into a cinema. It was half-past ten when they came out, after a rather dull evening, and they walked slowly back to the hotel.

“Do you think Daney did this?” she asked unexpectedly.

“Killed Mr. Awkwright? No. I’ve no doubt at all what happened. He went down those infernal stairs, missed his step and fell. Stocker found him when he was removing the treasure, and out of sheer humanity took him on the van to the nearest doctor. You remember I told you about the bandages that were missing from the first-aid case? That also explains the coil of rope. It was partly to bring the old man up from the vault, and partly to enable Stocker to pull him dear of the trap before he put the tractor into reverse.”

She sighed heavily.

“There’s a curse upon Clench House.”

“Yes,” said Tim, “and its name is Daney — Daney, who has never hesitated to kill. And though he is innocent as far as poor Mr. Awkwright is concerned, and, I believe, as far as Jelf is concerned, the money in that vault has been responsible for both deaths. Jelf came up with me for the purpose—”

They had been walking in the road. Suddenly Tim gripped her arm and dragged her to the sidewalk. A car without lights came flashing past. Tim turned, and as it came into the circle of light thrown by a street lamp, he recognised it.

“It’s the van!” he cried. “Stacker’s van!”

As he spoke, another car went past — Daney’s coupe, white with dust, but unmistakable.
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Like a trailing shadow went Lew Daney’s car behind the van. In a few seconds both had passed out of sight, and Tim recovered from the amazement which had momentarily paralysed him.

A cab was passing; he called it, and they drove to the nearest police office. Only a subordinate official was in charge, and he apparently had had no warning about the van; but whilst Tim was explaining the chief of the detectives came in, and in a few words Tim told him what he had seen.

“We had the warning late this afternoon. By some mistake it wasn’t sent on to us,” said the inspector. “I’ll get all the surrounding towns on the wire — can you describe the car again?”

Tim dictated a short description of the van and the car following.

“They will be easy to pick up on the Great North Road,” said the inspector. “The only difficulty is to get in touch with the patrols.”

Two hours later Tim left the girl in the sittingroom he had engaged, and went back to the police station, to learn that nothing had been seen of either the van or the coupe.

“They’ve probably left the main road. I’ll call you, Captain Jordan, if anything turns up.”

It was past midnight when Tim went back to the hotel, to find the girl dozing before the fire that had been lit in the sittingroom, for the night was a cold one. He told her the news and sent her off to bed, and in spite of the lateness of the hour got through on the telephone to Scotland Yard.

He was fortunate to find Cowley in his office, and the Chief Constable listened without comment until Tim had finished.

“We have no effective check on them until they enter the London area, and that ought to be somewhere about daybreak if they keep straight on. I’ll have a check barricade at all the main entries. I should think they would come in from the Essex side. You didn’t see the man in the car?”

“Daney? No,” said Tim. “If I did I shouldn’t have recognised him. I only saw him once.”

He had said good night and was putting down the receiver when Cowley called him back.

“By the way, the Scottish police say there were originally three cases of machineguns, and one of these must be in the van — they photographed the cellar floor, and the negative shows the place where the third case stood. It is exactly the same size as the others.”

“That’s interesting — and yet Stocker doesn’t seem that kind of man, although he is Daney’s brother.”

“Daney’s grandmother!” came the contemptuous reply. “Daney never had a brother. If he told you that, it was a desperate invention to keep suspicion from him. Stocker is one of the three men who robbed the Glasgow bank. He was custodian of the treasure, and Daney’s right hand man. It looks as though they’ve all been doublecrossing one another, and Stocker’s got away with the stuff. I wouldn’t be in his place if that was Daney’s car following him.”

When Tim returned to the sittingroom Mary Grier, who had been making preparations for departure, had gone. He went to the door of her room and tapped good night, then went to his own bed.

The strain of the day’s driving and the excitement of the evening had left him wide awake. He was no more capable of sleeping than he was of writing poetry. He spent two hours falling into light dozes, and every time he woke and looked at the clock the hands seemed to have scarcely moved.

He got up at half-past three, lit the fire in his bedroom and, drawing up a chair, sat down and tried to read. Just before he fell asleep he thought he heard a light footstep pass the door, but, coming awake again and not hearing it repeated, decided he had been dreaming. He woke, stiff and cold, when the chambermaid brought him his hot water and morning tea, and he was not in the best of moods when he met Mary in the private sittingroom.

She, on the contrary, looked as fresh and was as bright as he had ever known her. She indicated the letter on the table. “You’ve had an early caller,” she said.

He picked up the letter. It had been delivered by hand; the address was pen-printed and so was the letter inside. It began abruptly without any formal address; ‘Keep your nose out of other people’s business, Jordan, or you may lose it. “You’re on a holiday — enjoy it, and don’t mix business with pleasure. — L. D.”

He looked at the letter in amazement. “Was it here when you came in?”

Mary nodded. He rang the bell, and when the waiter came he was to have a fresh shock.

“It must have been delivered in the night, sir. The chambermaid found it on the table when she came to clean the room and put it on the mantelpiece. I returned it to the table when I laid it.”

Tim took a pencil from his pocket and scraped the fine dust of the lead on the paper, carefully rubbing it across the surface with a piece of cottonwool. There was no trace of fingerprints; the envelope was destitute of any kind of clue as to the identity of the writer.

“Lew Daney, I presume. Then he must have come back. But how on earth did he know I was here?”

They speculated throughout breakfast on the happening, and then Tim went down to get out his car. It was in one of twelve lock-up garages, and he had seen it safely housed overnight when it had returned from the mechanics’ hands. It was in the lock-up which immediately faced the stable-yard and the arched entrance into the street. He inserted the key, turned it and pulled open the door, then stood for a minute, stockstill.

His car had gone, and in its place was the mud-spattered coupe he had seen chasing the van through the streets of Grantham.

“Well, I’m damned!”

The garage keeper was gaping at the machine.

“That’s not yours, sir.”

“It certainly isn’t mine,” said Tim grimly. “Do you mind telephoning — no, I’ll do it myself. Help me get this car out.”

They pulled the coupe into the cobbled yard. Tim pulled open the door and began a careful examination. The first remarkable object he saw was a big, irregular stain on the beige-covered cushion. He felt it gingerly with the tips of his fingers. It had, however, not been recently made. Oil, or — . It wasn’t oil, he could swear; but that it was blood seemed too melodramatic an explanation.

Leaving the man in charge of the machine, with instructions not to allow anybody to approach it, he went into the hotel, briefly explained the situation to the girl, and telephoned through to police headquarters. Then he returned to the abandoned coupe.

The only thing that distressed him about the theft of his car was that it was not his own. The garage keeper had called his night man, who frankly admitted he had slept between one and five, and had heard nothing. The ancient gates of the yard were never closed.

The only information of any value came from a barmaid at the inn, who slept above the archway, and who had spent a wakeful night owing to toothache. She had heard a car go in at about a quarter to three, and soon afterwards another car go out of the yard. She had not thought this was unusual, for motorists had a habit of arriving at Grantham at all hours of the day and night. She was perfectly certain she had heard one car go in before the other went out.

Tim examined the coupe. There was precious little room inside for any big packages, but it was obvious that something heavy had been stored, for the dashboard was scratched, a window had been broken, and the leather of the hood showed two deep depressions, as though the corner of a box had rested against it.

So Daney was not travelling light. Were the two men working with one object, and was there another treasure house in Scotland that Daney had cleared at the same time as his assistant?

At the back of the seat was a carry-all, and in this he made an important discovery: a round ammunition tray, fully loaded, and obviously part of one of the automatic rifles. In transferring the contents of the coupe to Tim’s car Mr. Daney had evidently overlooked this. In the circumstances, Chief Constable Cowley’s warning was not without its value.

By the time he had finished his examination the police had arrived, but they contributed nothing to the sum of the discoveries. No policeman on night duty had reported seeing the car, though it was quite possible, Tim thought, that, since they had not expected to see the car again in Grantham, they had taken very little notice of the machines that had passed them before dawn.

Why had Daney troubled to come back and change the car? The mechanics applied a test to the coupe, but could find nothing wrong with it: the engine was running smoothly, and the petrol tank was three-parts full.

“I think the explanation of that is simple,” said the inspector. “He knew the police would be looking for this particular car, and they wouldn’t be looking for a car like yours. And I should imagine that that explains the note. He didn’t know that you were here until he opened the first garage — a child could pick the lock with a hairpin — and found it was yours. By the way, how did he know that? Did you leave anything in the car?”

Tim thought, and remembered that he had left an empty suitcase which had his name painted on it.

“That explains that,” said the inspector; “though he needn’t have taken that trouble, for your name is chalked up in the entrance hall of the hotel — and the number of your room.”

He went in to make inquiries without very much doubt that his solution was correct.

“There is no night porter; the night garage man does that work, and he was admittedly asleep. Daney broke in to get food: the larder was burgled, and he took away a couple of loaves of bread, a ham and some bottles of beer. I expect he’s finding it difficult to feed himself. He must have seen your name on the slate, and wrote his letter — which, by the way, is on hotel notepaper. You’re lucky that he left it in the sittingroom and didn’t pay you a personal visit.”

“He’s a bit lucky, too,” said Tim, showing his teeth.

Then he had told the full story to the troubled girl: “I’ll have to hire a car,” said Tim. “I think after all this I’ll buy one of my own!”

Hiring presented no difficulty, though the machine he secured was not good enough to take them to London. He decided to push on immediately to Stamford; but again the march of events came across his path and arrested all progress.

The car he hired was an ancient specimen of the noisiest type of American machine, but it went fast and was fairly comfortable, and he was reconciled to the distressing noises it made before they were clear of Grantham.

It was nearly nine o’clock on a fine morning, sunny when the car mounted to the crest of hill roads, patchily misty in the dips.

How far would Daney have got? He made a calculation that the man had had nearly four hours’ start, quite sufficient to get him to London — if the car did not fail him, and if he followed the direct road. Once in London, it would be almost impossible to trace him.

Mary Grier had gone back to the silence of the previous morning, and scarcely spoke. She sat stiffly in one corner of the car, pondering that insoluble problem of hers, a problem that was now more acute than ever it had been before.

They had climbed a hill, and were coming down on the other side when Tim saw ahead, standing in the middle of the roadway, a man with his arms outstretched, signalling the car to stop. He slipped from his pocket an automatic, and dropped the hand that held it between his closed knees. The car slowed and the man came up, and Tim saw that he was a harmless farm labourer, and, putting up the safety catch, dropped the gun back into his pocket.

He was a man in a state of excitement; his face was red, his eyes wide. He babbled something at the chauffeur, and then Tim opened the door of the limousine, and got out.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“There’s an accident up there.” The man pointed ahead. He was breathless with running. “I seen it as I was coming down Parks Hill towards quarry. I happened to look over quarry, and I seen this van — smashed right through the wood railings — I always said there’d be a bad accident there.”

“When did this happen?” asked Tim.

The man thought it was quite recently, there was still smoke coming up from the wreckage.

A van! Tim motioned the man into the seat by the driver and ordered the car on. It went down the dip and up another rise, and when the man signalled back the car stopped. Tim saw the gap in the wooden fence. Beyond that was a gently shelving slope which ended with a railing, again broken. Tim looked down. Fifty yards below, on the weed-grown stones of a disused quarry, lay the wreckage of Stocker’s car.

Mary would have followed him, but he ordered her back to the car. Making a wide circuit, he descended a rough flight of steps carved in the quarry floor. Yes, it was Stocker’s van and —

Then he saw. Stocker had been thrown clear of the wreck. He lay apart, on his back, his arms outstretched, and on his face was a quizzical smile. No victim of a motorcar accident this: he had been shot twice through the head at close quarters, and must have been dead long before the car left the road and hurtled to destruction down the quarry face.
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Every pocket in the man’s clothes had been turned inside out. There was no need to conduct a search: the man who had killed him had been thorough in that respect.

Tim climbed back to where he had left the car, and drove on to the nearest village to report his find. The van was quite empty: he made sure of that before he left. None of the boxes that it carried was to be found in the wreckage. Tim would have been surprised if they had been.

When they got to Peterborough: “I think a train is indicated,” said Tim. “Our journey is a little too exciting, and there is a fast London express in a quarter of an hour.”

She had been shocked when she learned of the murder, and had sat for the remainder of the journey frozen stiff with horror. Now for the first time she spoke of it.

“He was shot — you’re sure of that? Not—” she hesitated.

“Not stabbed — no. Why do you always think it was he?” he asked quietly.

She started.

“Who?” The colour came and went in her face.

“The man who wounded you — who killed Jelf.”

She went white again. “I — I didn’t think it was he,” she stammered. “It couldn’t have been….He hated Stocker, who struck him once.”

Then, in an instant, in that odd way of hers, she recovered from her panic. “I’m being hysterical, and I’m half asleep,” she said. “I think the train is the best suggestion you’ve made for many days!”

They had taken their seats, and the guard’s whistle had blown, when a man moved swiftly along the platform, past their carriage window. Tim, more interested in the morning newspaper which he had just purchased, was conscious that his fellow passenger had looked at him hard for a second. By the time he could turn his eyes in the direction of the stranger he had gone.

“Who the devil was that?” he asked.

She looked up from her paper.

“Who the devil was who?”

“That man who passed.”

She shook her head.

“I didn’t see anybody.”

“I didn’t see him — I felt him. And yet in an absentminded way I must have seen him. He had a brown check coat.”

The train started at that moment, and Tim returned to his paper. The man in the check coat came to his mind once or twice on the journey. When they were a little way outside of London, he strolled through the train, but failed to see anything that looked like a check coat.

London brought a situation of some delicacy. Mary Grier had her mother and her sister living there, and when he put his proposal to her he expected it to be turned down without hesitation. To his surprise, and after a moment’s thought, she nodded.

“Yes, I’ll stay at the Carlton. I think — I hope I can afford it. I don’t want to stay with mother. She’s a darling, and so is Anne, my sister, and I’d sooner be with them than — almost anybody. But that is where—” She hesitated again— “if anybody wanted me they would expect to find me.”

“The ‘anybody’ being — ?” suggested Tim, but she ignored the question.

“The Carlton is so eminently plutocratic that nobody will dream of looking for me there. It won’t be necessary to notify—” She stopped short. “Yes, of course, poor Mr. Awkwright’s lawyers must know. But I’ll call on them; I’ve brought all his papers down.”

He saw her comfortably installed in a room on the same floor as that on which his own suite was, and drove to Scotland Yard to find Chief Constable Cowley in conference. The moment his name was sent in, Cowley came out to escort him to the board.

“You’re the very man we wanted to see. Your car has been found, by the way, abandoned three miles south of Newark, quite unharmed, though it seems to be missing on two cylinders.”

“It always has been,” said Tim unjustly. “Have you found Daney?”

Cowley shook his head. “At the present moment we are trying to fix a date with his wife, but this has been made a little difficult by the fact that she packed all her belongings — she hired the flat furnished, by the way — and disappeared suddenly this morning, which can only mean that she’s got a rendezvous with Lew Daney.”

Tim went back to the hotel, and in the solitude of his sittingroom worked out the possibilities of the situation. He had dealt with many crimes, but they had not been town crimes. He was in a new atmosphere, in a new world, and he was fascinated not only by the problems which Clench House and its mysteries presented, but also by that element of personal danger which he sensed rather than recognised.

If he had only met Lew Daney in the flesh, matters would have been simplified. Here was a man who might be the greatest criminal of his time: an organiser brilliant in methods and ruthless in action. Somewhere in England were bolt-holes to which he could go at the first hint of warning, and Mrs. Daney had already joined him in one of them. Obviously, to trace the woman was the first step.
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The lady who called herself Mrs. Daney had as much right to that name as to any other she had adopted. “Gill” Daney was a lady who had lived expensively all her life. To Tim Jordan she had been unusual. He had never quite met her type, but her own circle accepted her as the normal product of her opportunities. They knew her and her antecedents; they were aware that all her life she had been collecting expensive jewellery, that she knew to a penny the value of diamonds, could judge them, and price them unerringly. And on diamonds she had very early on set her faith. Big diamonds, saleable ones; jewellery with a minimum of setting and a maximum of stone. She had perhaps the most valuable collection of any woman of her class.

She liked Daney; she was a little frightened of him, too, but found a secret pride that she had established over him an ascendency which had been more permanent than was the case with any other woman.

Once she had feared him, and had run away in a blind panic after one of her spasmodic betrayals. But he had forgiven her, and she felt more secure than ever.

That she had not heard from the man, not even through the columns of the Press — their usual method of communication in these circumstances — less alarmed than annoyed her.

On the night that Stocker came to his end she had a telegram. It was very brief.

‘Be at Severn tomorrow afternoon. Urgent.’

The telegram was unsigned; there was no need for signature.

She knew Severn, had spent a happy month there, where she was known as Mrs. Colton, the wife of an Indian engineer. It was a delightful little cottage between Amersham and Beaconsfield, in the loveliest part of Bucks. It might have been a model house, if details of its construction had ever been published, for Lew had designed it himself so that it might be run without servants. It had every electrical appliance, and he had spent a considerable sum of money in bringing the cable from the main supply. He maintained no staff, the garden being kept in order by contract with a neighbouring florist, and the only caller was the postman who brought the inevitable circulars, and the tradespeople who came vainly in search of orders.

This house held important secrets in the steel safe embedded in the wall of the principal bedroom, for Lew had one weakness: he was a great writer of memoranda, had had dreams, if the final burst came and luck went against him, of publishing an autobiography which would startle the world and entitle him to a foremost place in modern criminal records.

It was that vanity which is part of the equipment of all important criminals. He kept on his person notes which would have been fatal to him had he been captured.

The night he had met Harry the Valet and revealed to him the secret of Clench House and its treasure, playing with him as a cat plays with a mouse, and showing him a promised land before a bullet extinguished all hope of attaining to its joys, had been one of the peculiar expressions of this egoistic criminal.

To Mrs. Daney’s credit, she had never shown the least curiosity concerning Lew’s private affairs. She was only concerned with that aspect of them which directly and immediately affected her; his prosperity, his success, the amount of reward that accrued from his adventures, all these things were important because they meant money and additions to the jewels which she kept at her bank.

She was fond of Lew, sometimes absurdly jealous of him. That was the human side of her. She also ate and drank. She never troubled her head about her own future; that lay in the strongroom of the bank. The possibility of Lew being captured and sent down for a long term of imprisonment meant very little. It would be an occasion for an emotional display. But such a possibility interested her only in so far as it involved her own safety and comfort. She had her vanities, too. She disliked Tim Jordan intensely.

She went by train, not to Amersham or Beaconsfield, but to Watford. There she hired a taxi and drove to the house. The cabman brought her two suitcases to the door, and she waited mi the doorstep until he had gone before she opened the door and went in.

The ventilation of the house was so perfect that although it had been untenanted for eight months, there was no smell of mustiness. There was very little dust. In half an hour this domesticated woman had put the place in order, and had found time to visit the garage, which ran the length of the house and could be approached either from the front or from the rear.

Lew’s big emergency Spanz looked as speckless as on the day he had left it. In the pocket of that car were two envelopes, and in each envelope was a passport made out in different names. Business letters addressed to the owner; all that was necessary to establish Lew’s identity if the need came about for a sudden getaway.

She closed and locked the dustproof doors from the inside and went back into the house through the little door which communicated with the kitchen. She believed, though she did not know for sure, that Lew had two other places like this, one on the Scottish border; and one in Somerset. He had spoken of them casually, but had not told her their location, and she had asked no questions, which was one of her charms for Lew Daney.

She knew nothing of the car pit, except that it existed, or the false bottom of it and what might lie underneath hidden from view. Lew thought of everything, and, though she was not aware of the fact, he had chosen this particular site because from its flat roof it commanded a view of four roads.

She spent the afternoon burning the accumulation of mail which lay, a great heap, in the passage under the letter slit.

She was not a great reader, except of a certain type of newspaper which gave her, as she put it pithily, “all the dirt.”

Lew had not said what time he would come, and she took no trouble to prepare for him. She got for herself a meal from the innumerable tins and jars which stocked the underground larder, and which even included fresh bread that had been in the house for at least nine months. She cleared this away, put the dishes in the electric washer and settled down to her tapestry work.

It was ten o’clock when she heard a car stop before the house, turn slowly in through the open gates and stop before the garage. She switched out the light and looked past the edge of the blind. The door of the garage was opened and the car moved in. She went to the private door into the kitchen to receive her husband, but he did not come that way. She heard his foot on the doorstep and, running through the dark passage, opened the door.

“Come in, honey,” she said.

And then a hand gripped her by the throat and silenced the scream.

“I’m going to give you something to tell Jordan about,” said a menacing voice, and for the first time in her life the fear of death came upon the woman and she sagged suddenly in his arms.
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Tim Jordan had one of the dullest nights he had ever spent in London. Mary went to bed early with a headache, and he was reluctant to leave the hotel. He had seen very little of her. She had spent most of the afternoon with Mr. Awkwright’s solicitors, and if she had learnt anything about the will of that eccentric man she did not communicate it to Tim.

Early next morning the solicitor called again, and she went out with him. He read carefully every account he could gather of the Stocker murder, but no new clues had come to light. One theory, pur forward by a Midland paper, caught his attention: “It is possible that the murderer hid the proceeds of the robbery before he abandoned the car. There seems little doubt that he made his way back to London by train.”

Tim remembered the man in the check coat, and wondered whether his vague suspicions were not justified. Nothing had been heard of Mrs. Daney, and the news from Scotland Yard was blank and uninspiring.

He came back to his room about eleven o’clock and tried to write a few of the twenty letters he should have written. There was urgent need, as well as opportunity, for the African mail left on the following day. But for some reason he could not concentrate his mind upon his work. He had that irritating sense of being an outsider in the game which he loved best.

Scotland Yard was a wonderful institution. He would have been a super-philosopher if, standing at a distance from Scotland Yard, he could admire its operations, in a detached way — detached that he could be annoyed where apparently it had failed obviously.

He did not realise that Scotland Yard is the master of London and the servant of the provinces; that it cannot move outside of its own area without invitation. He knew nothing of the jealousies which existed, or, it would be fairer to say, the espirit de corps of local bodies which had such faith in their own powers of detection that the calling-in of Scotland Yard seemed an unnecessary gesture, not particularly flattering to themselves.

He emptied a box of matches on to the circular table, and slid them out in odd little diagrams to represent the march of events. Here were Clench House and the chauffeur who had died so suddenly and so senselessly. Here was Stocker, amiable, in urbane butler and caretaker for an absent owner. A most plausible figure; not even Tim had suspected him of being the real custodian of stolen loot hidden in a house which was immune from suspicion because of its tenant.

Here was the mysterious young man with the little beard, who fled across the countryside, knife in hand, hacking and stabbing. Here was Mrs. Daney (it took four matches to make Mrs. Daney), an incredible person, ready to betray her husband to the scaffold on the most absurd suspicion. Here was old Awkwright, dead, of something that might have been an accident but was as likely to be murder.

He put three matches shaped like a gallows; that was Daney.

Far away from its contamination, with six matches he made a star — and there was only one star in all the human firmament for Tim. And she, he hoped, was sleeping quietly, three rooms down the corridor. She was perhaps the most mysterious of all; the heiress to a hundred thousand pounds, if old Awkwright had not changed his mind; a girl with no time for loving; sane, practical and very human. And very lovely.

Lew Daney now…he enlarged the scaffold and added a match for a rope, artistically arranged the falling trap and put a figure on it. Now, Lew Daney —

The telephone-bell tinkled and he stretched out and reached for the instrument. It was the voice of the operator.

“There’s an urgent toll call for you. Captain Jordan. Will you take it?”

“Shoot it along,” he said.

There was a click, and then the line broke a word in half….

“Jordan? Is that you, Captain Jordan?”

“That’s me. It’s Mrs. Daney, isn’t it?”

“For God’s sake come at once…a little cottage called ‘Severn,’ between Beaconsfield and Amersham….”

Behind her voice, and booming through it, came a succession of irregular thuds; the sound of somebody hammering on a door. With her last words he heard a crash.

“Captain Jordan!” she screamed. “Help…it’s.—”

The word she was trying to say was strangled in her throat.

He heard the receiver fall and crash against the wall, then somebody replaced it, but until the hook dropped under its weight he heard the gurgling screams of this choked woman.

Chief Constable Cowley had given him his private telephone number, and he was on to him in a few minutes, and told him the story.

“We can do nothing officially, but I’ll send you a man and a squad car. After all, we want Daney as much as anybody, and I’ll take the chance of a snub. Don’t waste time — he’ll be at the door of the Carlton almost as soon as you’re there.”

Tim hung up, and, flying into his bedroom, pulled on a heavy pair of shoes, and taking from a drawer an automatic, put it into his pocket.

Was it “Seven” or “Severn” she had said?…Beaconsfield would be the nearest point, he discovered when he made a quick examination of the map, realising at the end of it that he was wasting his time, for the police would know.

He found a small torch, pulled on an old hat and raced down the stairs. True to Cowley’s promise, he was hardly at the swing door of the hotel before the squad car pulled up. There was a man in the driver’s seat and another behind, who pushed open the door for him, and introduced himself as Sergeant Wheeler.

“I’ve located this place—’Severn,’ isn’t it, Captain Jordan?”

He switched on the light, and with extraordinary dexterity manipulated a folding map.

“It’s an Ordnance map, and the house is marked…here it is.” He pointed. “I couldn’t find out the owner, and hadn’t time to telephone. It’s the sort of place that Daney would use as a holt-hole.”

“The Chief Constable has been talking to you, has he?”

“Yes. As a matter of fact, I have been looking for Mrs. Daney all day. You’re sure it was she?”

“Absolutely certain,” said Tim emphatically.

Wheeler whistled musically to himself for some time. “They’ve always quarrelled like a cat and a dog. Once we nearly caught him in consequence.” Then, without warning: “Do you know a man called Harry the Valet?”

“I know him, yes. He came into my view in South Africa.”

Wheeler nodded.

“The Chief Constable was telling me something about that, Captain. We’ve got an inquiry about him.”

“What has he been doing?” asked Tim, only mildly interested.

“Nothing,” was the surprising reply. “It’s a lawyer’s inquiry. His great-uncle has died in Australia and left him about three hundred thousand pounds. But he’s not been seen since the day Miss — what’s her name? The young lady that was with you at the Carlton, in suite 907?”

Tim laughed. “You mean Miss Grier?”

“That’s right — the day she was in London. He was staying at the same hotel as the young lady. He went away that night and has not been seen since. We had the good luck to find a man who had worked with him in one or two swindles, and he supplied us with a list of places where we could very likely pick him up, but we’ve drawn blank so far.”

“That’s not very astonishing, is it?”

The sergeant whistled again.

“It is, really. When we know our man we always get him. Undiscovered crimes are committed by people we don’t know. That’s the case against us in a nutshell. As a rule Harry isn’t very difficult to find. He runs a gold-brick agency; his long suit is the super-confidence trick, and, generally speaking, the provincial police help us more with this type of crime than with any other. But since the night he left the hotel in Bloomsbury where the young lady was staying, he has vanished.”

They were flying through Acton in an amazingly short space of time after having left the Carlton.

“Aren’t you taking a bit of a risk,” asked Tim, “tackling this man single-handed?”

“Who — Daney? Bless your heart, he won’t be there! Didn’t you tell the Chief over the ‘phone that the woman gave away the location of the place? He must have heard that. No, the only chance we’ve got is of finding that he’s left something behind in a hurry which will give him away. You’ve also got to remember that the whole thing may be a hoax. We may be barging into somebody else’s house who has never heard of Daney. That lady friend of his isn’t above putting us on a blind; besides which, we’re not entirely alone,” he chuckled and looked backward.

Following his example, Tim saw a car within fifty yards of theirs and travelling at as high a speed.

“We’ve got four men there, and you’ll be surprised to learn, knowing the pacific character of the English police, that they’ve got guns. There are quite a number of things about the English police that would surprise you if you knew,” he added a little maliciously.

Scotland Yard is always on its defence, always anticipating criticism which, more often than not, is never offered.

Before they reached Beaconsfield they struck right. The driver evidently knew the country as well as he knew London. Up and down hills they flew, through tiny sleeping villages, once through a quaint old-world town with its ancient town hall set upon pillars.

“Amersham,” said Wheeler briefly.

The driver shouted something over his shoulder.

“We’ve come too far. We’re taking a short cut left.”

They seemed to make a complete circuit of the town and struck another long, hilly road. Ten minutes later the car slowed and stopped before a neat gateway set between flanking yew hedges.

“Here we are,” said Wheeler, jumping out. “‘Severn’.”

He went quickly up the gravel walk to the main door. The house was in darkness. The second car had come up and disgorged three or four men, who, without instructions, made their way left and right until the house was surrounded.

“There’s nobody here,” said Wheeler.

He pressed the bell and heard the faint tinkle of it.

“Let’s try the garage.”

The garage door was closed. He flashed his lamp on the gravelled drive, but it was non-informative. Picking up a stone, lie threw it at what he judged to be the main bedroom window.

It broke the glass with a crash, but no indignant voice demanded an explanation.

Wheeler brought a small leather case from his car, and taking three pieces from its interior, screwed them together.

“We’ll do a little burgling. It’s one of the things that make us unpopular.”

Tim pointed to the porch.

“If you’ll give me a leg-up I think I can get through that window,” he said. “It may be easier.”

Wheeler stooped and offered his knees and his clasped hands and in another instant Tim was on the flat porch top, feeling inside to loosen the catch of the window, which was ajar.

He was in a bare, unfurnished room. By the light of his torch he found the electric switch and flooded the room with light.

He stepped out on to the dark landing. There was no sound in the house. To his left was the doorway of the principal bedroom.

The first thing he saw was a woman’s hat lying in the middle of the floor. Again he found the switch and illuminated the room. There were signs here of a struggle. The bed and mattress were thrown on the floor; in the fireplace he found a woman’s shoe with a broken strap. Somebody had made a desperate resistance here. Then he saw the overturned telephone, and, looking back at the door, he saw that the lock was smashed.

It was to this room that the woman had fled and sent her warning; into this room her assailant had followed her.

“There’s a lot of the gorilla in Daney,” said Wheeler, viewing the mute evidence of the struggle. “Turn over that pillow, Johnson. Any sign of blood? No? All right, give it a thorough search.”

He raced down the narrow stairs into the hall below, and ran from room to room. Tim went on his own to search the kitchen, and came back almost immediately.

“There’s an iron door leading into the garage,” he said.

“That’s been left open. There’s an old car there that seems to have done a lot of travelling. Evidently there was another one, but that’s gone.”

They examined the fastening of the garage doors and flung them open, but found no new clue. Where was the woman’ They searched the house from garret to coal-cellar, and then began a patient search of the garden and its one outhouse, but there was no sign of Mrs. Daney.

“Stocker could tell us something if he was alive,” said Tim, “and one of the things he could tell us is how many of these bolt-holes Lew Daney has, furnished ready for a quick get away. How many Clench Houses are therein England, tenanted by unsuspecting people, who do not realise that literally they’re living over a volcano?”

Wheeler nodded. “That’s Cowley’s theory, too,” he said. “Mr. Awkwright, from what I’ve heard — excuse me if he was a relative of yours — was rather mean, and there’s a chance that Daney may have got the old man to take some other house at a dirt-cheap price — a house near London. Can you suggest anybody who might know the old gentleman’s private business — Miss Grier, for example?”

Then Tim remembered that Mary had once mentioned to him that Mr. Awkwright rented a little property near London, to which, however, he very seldom went. It had been over a dull dinner one night, when he had been trying to make conversation; he had asked her idly how Mr. Awkwright had managed about maintaining a household staff. She had told him that Stocker went with him sometimes. That could only mean one thing — that the house was Daney’s. It couldn’t have been “Severn”; she had spoken of it as “a dreary old place,” and that description did not fit.

Vividly it came to him that she had shivered when she mentioned the London habitation of Mr. Awkwright’s, and had changed the subject very quickly.

“Miss Grier will be able to tell us a lot, I think,” he said.

“Get her on the ‘phone,” suggested Wheeler, but Tim hesitated.

“It seems a shame to wake her up,” he said, and Wheeler smiled grimly.

“It seems a greater shame to let Daney go. Evidently he’s taken a straight road for his bolt, and I’d like to know what that road is, because, unless I’m very much mistaken, we shall find the body of Mrs. Daney lying on the side of it!”

Tim got through to the exchange, cut short the cold demand as to why he had left his receiver off, and had himself put on to the Carlton. The telephone operators there had received distinct orders that no message should go through to the girl. She had given these instructions herself after she had gone to her room.

“I’m afraid you’ll have to wake her up; it’s rather important,” said Tim, and gave his name.

He waited for a long time.

“There’s no reply from 907,” the operator said at last.

“Ring again,” ordered Tim. “Or, better still, put me through to the porter.”

The porter was more informative.

“Miss Grier, sir? She went out half an hour after you left. A young gentleman and a lady called for her.

“She went out?” repeated Tim incredulously. “What were the names of the people who called?”

“Mr. Awkwright,” came the staggering reply. “A young gentleman with a little beard.”

Tim nearly dropped the receiver in the shock. “Did she say she was coming back?”

“No, sir, she said nothing. She took a suitcase with her. They drove away in a Daimler. The young lady didn’t seem to want to go: she stood on the pavement outside for a long time, talking. It was the other lady who made her go.”

Tim’s face was very white when he turned to the detective and repeated the conversation. Wheeler listened in silence, then: “I think the best place for both of us is in London, Captain Jordan,” he said quietly.

Tim came back to the Carlton with a heavy heart. The porter could only repeat what he had already told him. Tim went up to the girl’s room and had a quick look round. Evidently she had been sleeping, for the bedclothes were disordered. She had dressed in a hurry and, what was more, had packed in a greater hurry. When he reached his own room there was one item of comfort. He found, thrust under the door, a letter scribbled in her own hand.

‘I’ve got to go away’ (it ran). ‘I hope I may come back in a few days, but if I don’t I want you to forget that we ever met. My mother’s address is 7, Selwyn Avenue, on the North Circular Road. I tell you this because I know you will be kind to them if the necessity arises.’

It was signed “Mary,” and underneath; “love you very dearly.”

He read the letter through again and again without grasping its purport. There was a knock at the door, and Wheeler came in.

“You promised me a drink,” he said. He was a fresh-faced man, absurdly young for his rank, and was that new type of detective that carries with him the flavour of a public school education. “Is that a letter from Miss Grier?”

Unmindful of the postscript, Tim handed it to him, and Wheeler read it, twisting his tiny moustache.

“I think it is about time we did something drastic,” he said.
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Throughout the night the flying squad went from garage to garage, looking for a grey Daimler. It was not a search, as Wheeler pointed out, that was entirely free from danger, for admittedly Tim Jordan knew practically nothing about the girl and her private associations. There was neither crime nor sin in Mary’s friends calling late at night, demanding that she should accept their hospitality in preference to an hotel, especially when she was in the dubious position of being the guest of a young man with whom she had been acquainted for only a very short space of time.

The search, however, went on, but without success. Wheeler’s first impression was that it had been a hired car, but the colour of the machine precluded that. It was a much smaller car than those which are usually hired, and this should have made it much easier to detect, because a Daimler, with its characteristic radiator, can be recognised even by the tyro.

If Tim was gratified he was also a little puzzled by the energy if the police in a case which, they admitted, was not regarded as important. Wheeler enlightened him.

“By this time every garage in London knows we are looking for a grey Daimler — and so we are. But we’re also checking up on every machine that might be Daney’s. On the face of it it’s almost impossible to believe that he would be such a fool as to trust to a garage. But odd accidents happen in our business, and it is the unlikely which always occurs.”

Tim had given a very complete description of the pale young man with a beard and his hardfaced woman companion. He had no case against the man, unless he was prepared to make laborious depositions concerning the attack upon him near Clench House; and even then the law would require certain corroboration which he could not offer.

Obviously, the hotel porter had been wrong. The young man had announced himself as a friend of Mr, Awkwright’s, or had in some way used the name of Awkwright to persuade the girl to come down. When he considered this he had to confess that there must have been a very much stronger inducement to make the girl leave the hotel that night and write such a letter as she had.

Early the next morning he made a call upon Mary Grier’s mother. She lived in a small house near the North Circular Road, a pretty woman who obviously had tremendous faith in her daughter.

“Mary tells me very little of her business,” she said, “but she is so capable that I never worry about her. She’s been terribly good to us. In fact, Captain Jordan, without her I don’t know what we should have done. Ever since she was sixteen she’s been supporting myself and her sister.”

The house was simply but pleasantly furnished. In the drawingroom Tim saw a picture of the girl — the first he had seen — and the sight of it gave him a little pang.

Driving back to the hotel, he opened the newspaper which he had brought with him and at which he had not even glanced.

In the middle of the front page he read an interesting set of headlines:

DO YOU KNOW HARRY THE VALET?

EX-CROOK INHERITS HUGE FORTUNE BUT CANNOT BE FOUND

POLICE SEARCH FOR HEIR

“Harry Stone, alias Harry the Valet, is well known to the colonial, continental and English police. It is a dangerous thing to say, because Harry the Valet has inherited a very large fortune from a great-uncle — one of those convenient uncles who go to Australia, amass fortunes and die, leaving them in unexpected directions.

“But the truth about Harry the Valet and his deplorable antecedents must be told, because it is the only way he can be traced. For Harry the Valet is, by reason of his peculiar profession, both shy and retiring.

“Our Glasgow correspondent says he is well known in that city, where he was trying to sell a gold-mine to a simple but unconfiding Scotsman, and in consequence a charge was made against him and a warrant obtained — a warrant which has not yet been executed. He was in London a few weeks ago, and the name of the hotel where he was staying is known to the police. But suddenly, and as if by magic, he vanished as from the face of the earth.

“Late last night the police recovered a suitcase which he left at a railway cloakroom on the night of his disappearance. It has never since been claimed, and as the case contains such articles as a traveller would certainly require, it is supposed that he has not left England.

“Will Harry please communicate either with the police (who, although they are not ready to forgive his offences, yet will help him towards a substantial fortune), or to Messrs. Dothing, Dothing & Cleep, of 111, Austin Friars.”

Tim smiled as he read, though he was in no laughing mood.

He had met Harry once and knew him by reputation. It would not be long before he made his appearance, risk whatever term of imprisonment was due to him for his known and unpunished misdeeds, and would, he imagined, spend a few riotous years dissipating his patrimony.

He had been back in his hotel a few minutes when the bellboy knocked at his sittingroom door.

“A lady and a gentleman to see you, Captain Jordan,” he said.

“What name? Did they send up their card?”

“No, sir; they said they particularly wanted you to see them on a matter of very urgent business.”

Tim thought a moment. “Show them up,” he said. “You can tell them before they come that if they’ve anything to sell I’m not in the market!”

He had many callers, men, and women too, who wished to interest him in a dozen and one schemes. That little world which hovers between the honest and dishonest, and expresses itself in high-flown and impossible schemes, had sent several representatives to him since his return. They interested him, and added to his store of knowledge. He was beginning to realise how little he knew about his fellow-creatures, and especially those fellow-creatures whose task it was to relieve mankind of its superfluous wealth.

He was scribbling a note in his diary when the door opened and they came in.

“Sit down, will you?” he said.

He heard the door close and then looked up, and instantly was on his feet. The smiling young man with the beard, who stood on the other side of the table, he knew instantly, and as readily recognised the woman, whom he had once seen, her arm akimbo, standing in the doorway of the diningroom at Clench House, drunken and defiant.

“Good morning, Captain Jordan.” The young man’s voice was silky, suave, the voice of a man of refinement and education. “We meet in rather more pleasant circumstances than on the last occasion.”

Tim had recovered his self-possession, and was eyeing the young man steadily.

“The last occasion being — ?”

“On the road outside Clench House. I’m afraid I was rather rattled. In fact, I don’t mind telling you I was in a blue funk.”

“Were you in a blue funk when you met Jelf, the chauffeur?”

The young man glanced at the woman; he was still smiling. “Jelf, the chauffeur, Martha? Who is this?”

“He never met Jelf,” said the woman harshly. “Be careful what you’re saying, mister.”

The bearded youth nodded. “I think I am inclined to agree with dear Martha,” he said. “Be careful what you’re saying, mister.” He chuckled softly. “May I sit down? Thank you.” He drew up a chair and sat. The woman remained standing, nor did he suggest that she should take a chair. “You know me, of course?”

Tim shook his head. “By sight, yes. I haven’t the slightest idea who you are.”

“My name is Awkwright — William Awkwright. You knew my father.”

Tim could only stare at him. “Awkwright! I didn’t know Mr. Awkwright had a son.”

Still smiling, Willie Awkwright turned to the woman.

“I am correct, am I not, Martha? The late Mr. Benjamin Awkwright was my father?” She nodded, and he addressed himself again to Tim. “It’s a wise child, you know….Yes, I am afraid I am the last of that ancient line. In me is the blood of the Brodies, the Awkwrights and other noble and historic families.”

Again he turned for confirmation.

“I am right, am I not, Martha?”

“Of course you’re right, Willie!” she said loudly. “I’ve got birth certificates and everything to prove it. We’re going to see the lawyers this morning to fix up about the old gentleman’s property. I didn’t want Willie to come and see you, but he says you’ve got some money invested in Mr. Awkwright’s affairs.’”

“No,” said Tim, “I have no money invested in Mr. Awkwright’s affairs, whatever they may be. But you rather stagger me. Why have I never heard of you?”

Willie Awkwright looked inquiringly at the woman. “Why has he never heard of me, Martha?”

“Because the old devil hated his own son — that’s why. His own flesh and blood—”

“You came here last night,” said Tim, “and induced Miss Grier to go away with you. I suppose you know that the police are searching for her?”

“Let ’em search!” said the woman loudly. “Yes, we did come and she went away, and, what’s more, she’s staying away. A nice state of affairs, a married woman staying at an hotel with a young gentleman—”

“A married woman?” gasped Tim.

Willie Awkwright smiled.

“Mary Grier is my wife — didn’t you know that?” he asked.
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Tim sat down quickly. His mind was in confusion. Through all the indignation, doubt and dismay there stood the horrible realisation that Awkwright was speaking the truth.

“Yes, we’re married,” said Awkwright. Again that mysterious smile of his. “She is not what I would describe as a good wife; in fact, Captain Jordan, she’s a very bad wife. She has no respect for me. She hates me, and once” — he looked at the woman— “Shall I tell him, Martha?”

“No,” she said quickly.

“I think I’d better.” His voice was very gentle. “Once she tried to poison me. That is a revelation to you, Captain Jordan?”

Tim’s eyes narrowed. “Tried to poison you, did she?” His voice was sympathetic, and the woman looked at him with sudden suspicion. “Did you ever train dogs to follow you round?”

The young man stared at him. “Why, yes; how did you know that?” he said eagerly. “Two black dogs—”

“Willie!” The woman’s voice was harsh and menacing. “Don’t tell him any more. You were a fool to come here.”

But he was not listening to her. “Two dogs — black dogs. Horrible things, that slunk behind trees, and, when you went back for them, disappeared. She trained them — I always said it was she. I’m delighted to meet somebody who has seen through her.”

“What about wireless?” asked Tim gently.

“Yes, yes, she used that.” His voice was shaking; those eyes of his no longer smiled. “At night, when you weren’t suspecting her…she would send the rays right through you. Isn’t it marvellous, Martha? He knows.”

She was by his side now, towering over him, her pale blue eyes fixed balefully on Tim. “Why are you exciting him?” she asked. “He’s very delicate. You ought to know that. He lived in the Argentine for years.”

A light dawned on Tim. “The Argentine! Of course; that was where he learned to use a knife—”

“The natives taught me,” interrupted the young man proudly. “They call the knife—”

“Shut up, will you!” snarled the woman. “Don’t you see he’s stringing you?”

“I’m going to string you some more,” said Tim. “Where is Miss Grier?”

“Mrs. Awkwright,” said the woman.

“I don’t care whether you call her Miss Grier or Mrs. Awkwright — where is she? I’m going back with you to get her.”

“Oh, you are, are you?” The woman’s jaw was set. “What right have you to come between husband and wife, young man?”

“I’ve every right to come between a girl and a maniac,” said Tim. He was sorry for his brutality, for the young man’s face puckered in a grimace of pain. “I’m sorry, but I mean just what I say. This boy has got persecution mania. He’s as mad as a coot.”

“He’s as sane as I am!” howled the woman. “Absolutely as sane as you and me — a damned sight saner than you!”

Tim nodded slowly. “I see. Of course, there would be rather a difficulty in the matter of his inheriting his father’s money, wouldn’t there? You’re both a little unfortunate, you and Harry the Valet. I’ll tell you what I’ll do, Mrs.—”

“Never mind about my name,” said the woman.

“I’ll call you Mrs. Martha. That’s one of your names, at any rate. I’ll strike a bargain with you. Let me go back with you and collect Miss Grier, and I’ll not make myself unpleasant when the question of this boy’s sanity comes up for discussion. I gather that you want your share of the loot, and although it’s criminal in me I’ll put no obstacles in your way.”

“He’s trying to take my wife, Martha.” Willie Awkwright had become suddenly agitated. “You’re not going to allow him to do that, are you? After all, I was legally married to her, and she’s promised to stay at the flat if I don’t—”

“Will you shut up!” The ferocity in her tone silenced the youth. “Have you got another room?”

Tim walked to his bedroom and opened it. She went in, locked the outer door, put the key in her pocket, examined the windows, and, returning, beckoned the young man in. “You stay here, Willie, until I have had a talk with Mr. Jordan,” she said.

He went obediently, and she closed the door on him.

“Now, mister, I’m going to talk to you plainly. The old man made Mary Grier marry Willie. He thought it might bring him back to sanity. He’s been that way since he was a kid, and I’ve been looking after him. She would never have done it, but she’d made a fool of herself—”

“Stole seventy pounds,” said Tim quietly.

She opened her eyes at this. “Has she told you?”

“No — go on.”

“They were married before a Scottish parson, but on the way back from the church he went all wrong, and Mr. Awkwright and I had our work cut out to save the girl from death. She’s never lived with him since, except that now and again she has seen him. The sight of her pacifies him. He really is very fond of her. Now there’s a lot of money coming from the old man,” she said with brutal frankness; “and when you said I wanted my share, you were right. I’ve lived in hell with this young man for the past eight years, and I’m entitled to some more reward than I’m getting.”

“Where is Miss Grier?” asked Tim.

“Mrs. Awkwright,” corrected the other. “You can’t alter that until they’re divorced. And let me tell you this, young man: if they put this boy into an asylum she’ll never be divorced. You know what the laws are. And if you’ve got any ideas of marrying her, you’d better get them out of your mind. I’ve been an attendant on weak-minded people all my life, and he’ll live till he’s eighty. There is only one chance for you, and that’s why I thought it was a good idea to come and see you, though at first I was all against it. Give the boy a chance of getting his money — I’ll fix the divorce for you. You said just now if I’d let the girl come back you’d do this — would you?”

Tim shook his head.

“It sounded easy then. What you ask me to do is to conspire with you to break the law.”

He paced up and down the room, his hands thrust in his pockets, his chin on his breast. It was a terrible temptation. Whether he broke the law or not, Mary Grier must be saved from this horror which was hanging over her. He asked the woman a blunt question, and she shook her head.

“They’ve never been alone together. I wouldn’t take that risk.”

“Where are you staying?”

Martha showed her uneven teeth in a smile. “Don’t be funny.”

“But I shall know before the will is proved.”

“Lots of things may happen before the will is proved,” she said significantly, and he recognised the threat. She was looking at him thoughtfully. “I’ll tell you something, Captain Jordan,” she said slowly. “The divorce won’t be any difficulty at all. He WAS married before he married Miss Grier — to a half-breed girl outside of Buenos Aires. Married by a priest. I could prove that; you’d have to search the Argentine, and you’d never get deuce without me.”

“What happened to the girl?”

The woman smiled cryptically.

“She’s alive,” she said. “Anyway, she was alive when Willie married Miss Grier. Just alive.”

As he continued his restless pacing he saw the woman cast an anxious eye at the door behind which the young man was, and she dropped her head in a listening attitude.

“It was he who stabbed her, I presume?”

She nodded. “The old man never liked the boy to be far from him. After he came back from the Argentine his father always managed to get a little cottage near where he was staying — we had a cottage in the woods near Clench House.”

“And where are you now?” asked Tim again.

She shook her head. “It’s no use trying to tap me, Captain Jordan. I tell you, I’ve had enough of this job of mine. It’s getting on my nerves. Twice he’s made an attempt to kill me, and that sort of thing isn’t funny!”

“What is your plan?” he asked.

“To get probate — that’s the word, isn’t it? And as soon as that’s arranged, and he’s given me what he ought to give me to hand over the share that Miss Grier’s entitled to, and have him put into an institution.”

“That’s pretty coldblooded,” said Tim. “What is Miss Grier entitled to?”

“A quarter of the property. The old man promised her that after Willie had attacked her. He’d have killed her, too, only for a man named Daney, and another man who happened to be in the neighbourhood. I don’t know what they were doing in the woods, prowling about at that time of night, but it was a good thing for Mary Grier that they were there, or he’d have killed her.”

“Give me twentyfour hours to think this over,” said Tim, “and promise me in the meantime—”

“You can trust me. And you might tell those police pals of yours that there’s no need to watch me or make any inquiries about the Daimler. It belongs to Willie. And they needn’t try to trail me home, either, because the place I go to from the lawyers won’t be the place I’m staying.”

“Can you take a message for Miss Grier?”

She hesitated. “Yes, if you’ll tell her nothing that I’ve told you about the earlier wife.”

He scribbled a hasty note to the girl, sealed it and handed it to the woman. She went to the door, called Willie, and he came out, still with that bright smile of his.

“You’ve been to Africa, haven’t you, Jordan? A nice place, Africa—”

“Say goodbye to Captain Jordan.”

The woman went to the door and opened it.

“Did they ever show you anything like this in Africa?”

Tim saw his hand go up like lightning; something whizzed past his head; he heard a thud behind him, and, turning, saw a knife quivering in the wall. The young man at the door was convulsed with silent laughter.

“Don’t be frightened. If I had wanted to kill you I couldn’t have failed.”

He walked across the room, jerked the knife from the wall and slipped it into some hidden sheath. In another second this extraordinary pair had gone, and Tim was standing, looking at the broken plaster, and wondering whether Mr. Willie Awkwright really did try to miss him.
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Tim had a problem to which no ready solution offered. His training and character made the acceptance of the woman’s suggestion impossible. But here was the stark fact: Mary Grier was bigamously married to a man who was undoubtedly a murderer and as undoubtedly a dangerous maniac. He had seen the look in the young man’s eyes and had instantly diagnosed his disorder aright.

So that was old Awkwright’s secret, the explanation of those mysterious midnight trips which had followed the arrival of the drunken Martha at Clench House.

Mary, in desperation, had once stolen seventy pounds, an act of madness for which she had paid heavily. This was the price this mean old man had exacted for her obedience. He had deliberately sacrificed her coldbloodedly and handed her over to his unbalanced son, well knowing what the consequences might be.

Tim’s heart went cold. He hated this old man, dead though he was. His duty was plain: it was to notify the authorities that the legatee under Awkwright’s will was unfit to administer the estate. But to do that whilst Mary was still in the power of the man and his keeper was to expose her to a danger he dared not think upon.

Of one thing he was certain: the grey car would be under observation, and there was just a chance that the girl might be traced. He got on to Cowley, and reported as much of the conversation as he dared.

“I know they’ve been to see you,” said Cowley, and he was not surprised. “One of my men is on the track of the car, and has just ‘phoned through that it is in Lincoln’s Inn. They’re calling on a lawyer.”

“I particularly want to know where they’re living,” said Tim.

“You particularly want to know where Miss Grier is,” said Cowley dryly. “There’ll be no difficulty about that.”

But he was too optimistic. At four o’clock that afternoon the grey car was collected by a chauffeur and driven to a West End garage — Willie Awkwright and the woman had left the building by another door, and had gone away in a taxicab.
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In every county, in almost every town, the visitor will be pointed out a building, completed or uncompleted, which is known locally as somebody’s “Folly.” Mr. Jennings’s Folly, which is perpetuated on the country side of New Barnet, concerned a builder who had amassed a large and convenient fortune by building small and inconvenient houses.

It had occurred to Mr. Jennings one bright day that what was needed more than any other type of building was the country flat. He argued that flat-dwellers were of a race apart and were lonely and miserable when they were put into houses. He had conceived the idea of raising in the very heart of the loneliest part of New Barnet, and in a more or less inaccessible spot, his country flats.

They differed from no other kind of flat except in their location. Originally there had been a restaurant, and the owner of the flats had provided the service. But unfortunately nobody wanted to live in them. The rents were too high; the location was not particularly brilliant; and when, on the death of the eccentric Mr. Jennings, they came into the market, they were purchased for a song by a gentleman who furnished the lower floor flat, had one self-contained suite converted into a garage, and had built two drives, so that he might approach the building from two directions. He spent almost as much money on his improvements as he spent on the whole of the building; but he was a farseeing man. It was necessary that some of the four suites that were left should be occupied.

Stocker had once mentioned casually to Mr. Awkwright that there was “a regular bargain in the way of furnished London flats,” and Mr. Awkwright had fallen, for he needed not so much a place for himself as an isolated habitation for that son of his, from the thought of whom he was so constantly seeking escape.

There were never any other boarders: the remainder of the flats were locked up and never opened. Applicants who desired the privilege of viewing a possible habitation found a small notice, telling them to apply to a local house-agent, who told them automatically that the flats were let.

To Lew Daney this place had always been “Nine.” It had been one of the chain of escape depots that he had established before he began his Merseyside operation.

The flat which had been engaged by old Awkwright — who had only once seen the place — was in reality two small suites which had been converted into one. Mary had occupied the largest room in the combined flat since her arrival. She had in reality command of the whole section of the suite, for Martha and her charge lived in the other wing.

She had spent a heartbreaking day, vainly attempting to forget ugly and exquisite facts which returned again and again to her mind, and which could never be wholly excluded, for they hovered behind her thoughts, however humdrum they might be.

It was late in the afternoon when Martha tapped at the door, and she drew the bolt and admitted her.

“He’s asleep,” said the woman. “Thank God it doesn’t take much to tire him! Here’s a letter for you.”

She took it out of her bag and Mary looked at it wonderingly.

“Who is it from?” she asked.

“From the man at the Carlton.”

“Captain Jordan?”

Martha nodded.

“Have you seen him?”

“Yes, we’ve seen him.”

“Did Willie see him too? But you ought not to have done that. He knows all about—”

“He knows much more now,” said Martha grimly. “I had to tell him a few things.”

The girl turned white.

“That I was — that I was married to him?”

Martha shrugged her broad shoulders.

“Why not?” she asked coolly. “There’s nothing terrible about being married, is there? Anyway, I had to stop this young fellow-me-lad. He had had the description of the Daimler broadcast, and I was pulled up three times on my way to town. Thank God it’s registered at the garage and not at this address! He’s in love with you — I suppose you know that?”

The colour had come back to the girl’s face.

“Yes, I hope he is,” she said, and Martha sneered.

“A nice thing for a married woman to say! Don’t let him know.” She jerked her head towards the door.

“Was he — quiet?” asked Mary.

“Yes, he was quiet enough at the lawyer’s. I was scared he wouldn’t be. But he did his knife trick with Jordan — and I’d searched him carefully before he came out. He’s as artful as a monkey.”

“Was Captain Jordan hurt?” she asked quickly.

“Don’t be a fool! I’ve seen the will; the old boy left you nothing.”

“Didn’t he?” Mary Grier was indifferent.

“The will merely said that it was his wish that his son should settle the sum of a hundred thousand pounds on his wife as soon as the estate was settled. It’s funny how the old man would never admit that Willie was incapable of looking after his affairs.”

Mary Grier walked to the window and stared across the bleak fields and then down into the little paved courtyard at the back of the building. It was raining. She saw a man in a heavy waterproof cross the concrete yard, disappear into a small outhouse, and come back with a bucket of coal. She saw him only for second before he vanished out of sight.

“Who lives downstairs?” she asked.

Martha’s eyebrows rose.

“Is there anybody living downstairs? There’s always been a flat furnished, but I’ve never seen anybody there. Who was it?”

She went to the window and, pushing it up, leaned out.

“I told you I heard his car come in last night,” said Mary.

“Perhaps it’s your friend Daney.” Martha was looking at her with malicious interest. “You seem to attract ‘em, my dear — madmen and crooks! His wife was broadcasting that he was in love with you. I’ll go down and find out if you like. I’ve seen the man.”

“How do you know his wife was broadcasting this silly story?” demanded the girl.

“Stocker told me. Have you seen him lately?”

“He’s dead,” said Mary.

The woman’s jaw dropped.

“Dead?” she said incredulously; and briefly Mary Grier told her what had happened on the Great North Road.

The hardfaced woman was shaken. It was clear how her mind ran when she said quickly: “He didn’t have anything to do with it. He was with me all the time, and he never uses firearms. I knew Stocker was a crook, but I didn’t know what kind. So that was it — Daney’s headquarters! That explains a lot of things. I always suspected something was wrong. Willie got away the night they robbed the Lower Clyde Bank, and I was searching for him in the woods till sunup, and I saw the big car come from the direction of Glasgow and turn into Clench House, and wondered what was wrong.”

She peered out of the window again.

“It might be him,” she said. “I hope Willie doesn’t see him. Daney hit him that night he went for you, and Willie never forgets things like that. He was talking about him the other day.”

“Talking about whom the other day?” Willie Awkwright stood in the doorway. “I heard you, Martha. Willie never forgets….That fellow hit me in the jaw, the brute! Is he here?”

That animal instinct of his helped him where reason would have failed. He crossed quickly to the window and looked out.

“There’s a man living downstairs. Is that Daney? I wish it were!” The eyes sparkled. “Daney?.. A terrible fellow….I read about him in the newspapers. He has killed people — uses firearms. Do you remember, Martha? Here!” He touched his jaw tenderly as though he still felt the effects of that old blow.

“You go back to your room, Willie. I thought you were sleeping.”

“I can’t sleep. There’s a woman screaming somewhere in the house, and she frightened me.”

Martha looked at him sharply. Like so many “naturals,” his senses were amazingly acute. His hearing was almost microphonic; his eyesight was such that he could distinguish objects which were beyond the view of normal-sighted people.

“A woman screaming? Don’t be silly. There’s no woman in the house except Mary and me.”

Willie looked at the girl slyly.

“You haven’t been screaming, darling?”

He reached out his hand to take hers, but she drew back.

“There never was a wife so unkind as you,” he said, with gentle reproach; “and I’m so fond of you.”

His hand fell upon her arm, and he smiled as she hastily put it behind her. Then suddenly he began to speak in Spanish, a trick of his, and the woman answered him haltingly in the same language. Whatever she said persuaded him to go back to bed.

Martha was gone a quarter of an hour, and when she returned: “Did you hear any screaming?” she asked.

Mary shook her head.

“None,” she said. “I think it is his imagination.”

“He’s got wonderful hearing,” insisted Martha. “Every time Big Ben strikes he hears it.”

She was not satisfied, and later that night descended to the ground floor and knocked at the door of the occupied flat.

There was no answer. She pressed the bell; apparently it had been disconnected, for no sound came to her. Still dissatisfied, she went out of the block and walked round it. She could not, however, see any sign of light, and returned to Mary to report the negative result of her investigations. Even as she was speaking she heard the sound of a door closing.

“That was somebody came out of the downstairs flat,” she said, and, running through to the front room, looked down into the forecourt. A car was standing in front of the dilapidated railings. She saw the figure of a man pass swiftly into its interior. It moved off quietly and was soon lost to view.

“I wonder if it is Daney, and I wonder if there is a woman,” said Martha thoughtfully.
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Captain Tim Jordan had bought a small English car that day, and had spent a fruitless afternoon in the company of Sergeant Wheeler, making calls. He must have visited every block of residential flats on the north side of London, without, however, gaining the slightest clue to Mary Grier’s hiding-place.

He came back down Finchley Road and turned into Avenue Road, a very weary man. The car that was running ahead of him set its own pace. As they turned out of the park through Clarence Gate, the driver of the car he followed put his hand through the window and signalled a stop.

Tim had already noticed the machine, a powerful Spanz, and now he noticed something else. The arm that came through the window was covered with a brown check sleeve. He said nothing to Wheeler, who had asked him to drop him at the corner of Baker Street — he lived thereabouts — but when the sergeant had left him he accelerated and went in pursuit of the Spanz. Hundreds of people must wear brown check overcoats, and yet, when he had seen that coat at Newark out of the corner of his eye, he had remarked upon it as being unusual; and that this was the same coat he could swear.

The Spanz turned right into Oxford Street and into Hyde Park. At Hyde Park Corner it made the circle and moved through Pimlico, Tim on its tail. They came eventually to the Great West Road. Tim wondered why he could not have reached this thoroughfare through the North Circular. At the end of the first section of the road the machine turned on to the Bath Road. It was nearly eleven o’clock when it passed through Slough, and, skirting the Trading Estate, turned up the narrow lane towards Burnham.

Tim was now at a more respectful distance. He could hardly lose sight of the machine, and there was no need to keep so close. He kept its tail light in sight as it sped through Bourne End and over the railway crossing towards Maidenhead. Again it turned abruptly, and went back in a circle the way it had come, reaching the hill road and turning again towards Woburn.

Then, mysteriously, it disappeared. Tim reached a stretch of straight road, but there was no car in sight. He stopped his car short of the railway, for the gates were closed against him, and he was held up here five minutes. He had scarcely crossed the railway before he decided that he would turn back on his tracks.

He sent the car round, and flashed on his headlamps to facilitate the operation. One ray caught something that threw a bright reflection. It was something that was hidden by a fence and a clump of bushes. Stopping the car, he got out and went on foot to investigate It was the Spanz. Its radiator was still hot. It had been backed up a side lane and in through the drive of an empty house, or, if not an empty house, a house whose occupants were at that moment asleep. There was no sign of its driver.

Making his way back to his own car, he switched off the lights and, opening a gate which led to a field, he backed the machine behind a tree. The man must return to his car, and he sat down and waited.

The mysterious behaviour of the driver might have a perfectly natural explanation. He might be making a furtive call on somebody who did not desire publicity.

Tim sat on the gate and waited. Half an hour, an hour passed, and then he heard the swish-swish of footsteps on the gravel sidewalk, and, slipping down to the ground, drew into the shadows. A man passed him and disappeared behind the fence where the Spanz was. Presently Tim heard the purr of its engine, and ran across the road just as the big car came jerking out.

“Hallo! Can I help you?”

A reflected dashboard light caught the man’s face. He could see Tim plainly enough. For a second their eyes met.

“No, thank you,” said the driver gruffly, turned his head aside, and swung the big car back towards the railway crossing.

He was hardly over the level-crossing before the gates closed.

Tim hesitated, walked slowly to his car and started it up. He was at that moment a very thoughtful man.

His four wheels were on the road, and he was considering whether he should turn left or right, when he heard the shrill blast of a whistle, and then another, and putting his car in the direction of the sound, he came upon a policeman, who was standing on the sidewalk, whistle in mouth.

“Go over to the telephone exchange and get the station, will you, sir, and tell them that the Cookham Bank has been robbed.”

Tim did as he was requested, and returned to find that the officer was reinforced by two others. He introduced himself, but learned no more than they knew, which was that a window of the bank had been forced. The thief, in making his escape, had touched an alarm, which was still ringing when they reached the bank: a tiny, square building, standing, quite isolated, on the corner of a field. It was the loneliest and smallest bank Tim ever remembered seeing.

The manager had heard the alarm, and joined them while they were still speculating as to the extent of the bank’s loss.

He reassured them on that point very quickly.

“There is less than five hundred pounds in the bank,” he said, and I doubt if they’ve got that. Only a big gang with an up-to-date kit could open the vault, and it wouldn’t be worth their while.”

“A man was seen leaving the back of the bank premises,” said one of the policemen, and turned to Tim. “He didn’t pass you, did he?”

Tim was saved from the necessity of answering by the bank manager opening the door. They followed him in, and found that the burglar, whose method had been on the primitive side, had done no more than wrench open a few desk drawers. He had left evidence of his presence in a paying-in slip taken from me of the racks. Across the back he had written in pencil:

“What a poverty-stricken bank! I’ve wasted my time.” It was signed “L.D.”

“Why he came at all is a puzzle to me,” said the manager.

It was no puzzle to Tim. He made a few inquiries, offered his own evidence, which was that he had passed a car moving in the opposite direction — a car he was able to describe — and drove the manager back to his house.

“We’ve never had a burglary before — what made Lew Daney come to a place like Cookham?”

“You’ve heard of Lew Daney, have you?”

“Oh, yes, we’ve heard of him. We’ve been warned about him. All the banks know Lew Daney. He chose the wrong day. If he’d opened the vault tomorrow he could have got away with five or six thousand pounds. There are some big building operations going on here, and we cash the wages cheques. He must have been disturbed, for he made no attempt to get into the vault.”

This was another of the bank manager’s theories.

Tim said nothing. He had his own views, which he was not prepared at the moment to expose. He was beginning to see light, he decided, as he came at his leisure towards the Bath Road. He was following the Burnham route, and had reached the foot of Hedsor Hill when a car swept down from the narrow lane on the left, passed behind him, and, as he changed down his gear, came abreast. It was the Spanz. He had no sooner recognised it than three pencils of flame leapt from the driver’s scat, a bullet smashed the glass of the windscreen, and another passed under his chin and ripped his collar from his throat.

Involuntarily Tim turned the steering wheel to the left, and stopped with a crash of glass as his radiator plunged into the steep bank. The Spanz was going all out, and vanished round the bend of the hill.

The bank robber had been waiting for him all this time, waiting patiently, and had nearly been rewarded. It was the nearest thing to a Chicago gang attack that had ever been seen in England.

Tim’s knees were a little unsteady when he got out of the car to examine the damage to the radiator. Fortunately it was little: the nearside lamp had been smashed and the radiator had been bent, but when he started the engine he found it was undamaged.

He crawled up the hill, avoided Burnham and followed the straight track that led him to the Bath Road. At Slough he stopped and made inquiries. A big Spanz had been seen and its number taken for exceeding the town limit.

“It was doing seventy if it was doing anything,” said the inspector on duty, “and that’s a bit thick even in the middle of the night, for there is always a lot of traffic on the Bath Road and a fool trick like that might have caused a bad accident.”

There was no necessity to jot down the number of the car: Tim had already made a note of it. When he reached London he took the liberty of calling up Cowley, who was in bed, and explaining very fully what he had seen.

“Daney’s wife is now the key of the situation,” he said. “She may be dead. On the other hand, if she’s alive she’ll probably be more sincerely willing to squeal than ever she’s been before.” The Chief thought for a long time. “Meet me at eleven o’clock tomorrow at Scotland Yard,” he said. “Don’t go out of the hotel until eight o’clock tomorrow, by which time I’ll arrange to have you shadowed. The Spanz will be a clue to tracing him, but if he’s any brain in his nut he’ll abandon that car tonight.”

Here the Chief spoke prophetically: the big car was picked up on the Thames Embankment, within a hundred yards of Scotland Yard, at four o’clock that morning; and in the meantime its owner had been busy.

He was a man of infinite resource; he was, moreover, blessed with an imagination, and on the previous day he had had one of the most terrifying experiences of his career. Tim did not know this; it was one of the things that Scotland Yard knew but did not tell.

A man had walked into the London agents of a German bank and had offered fifty thousand-mark notes, requesting their equivalent in English money. But every bank in England was mi the lookout for thousand-mark notes, and their owner was automatically suspect. The proceeds of the robbery of the Lower Clyde Bank had been mainly in notes of this denomination.

The teller had asked the man very politely to wait while he went in to see the manager. When he returned the caller had vanished.

It was not a very clever thing to do, thought Scotland Yard, and guessed that Daney was getting short of ready money.

The teller’s description of the man was vague. When the Big Five discussed the matter it was agreed that it might not be the super-burglar himself who had attempted to pass the notes, but some agent of his.

This happened before Tim Jordan had made his revelation 10 Mr. Cowley.
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There is in London a permanent section of society which is loosely described as “the underworld,” but which the police, a little flippantly but accurately, talk about as “the regulars.”

They are men who know intimately almost every county jail in England, and can tell you the dietary and advantages or disadvantages of each. They are larcenists, kite men, con. men and their assistants, housebreakers, burglars, professional swindlers and the higher grades of the begging-letter fraternity.

The police know them; they know the police. Between the law and the lawless is a camaraderie which it is difficult for the law-abiding citizen to understand. Yet it is upon this camaraderie that the success of the police in their restless war against crime depends. For just as out-of-work actors delight in the failure of plays which throw other men out of work, so do momentarily innocent criminals rejoice in the failure and envy the success of their more fortunate fellows.

Johnny Time was by profession a tale-teller. He had had several convictions, mainly for obtaining money on worthless cheques. He lived at honest intervals on selling in market squares and at street corners a compound which was designed to cure the severest cold in a night; and the curious thing was that his remedy was efficacious, and he might, but for the inherent laziness which is the foundation of all criminal careers, have enjoyed a comfortable and honest income as a result of his oratory.

Johnny Time operated in the north of England, mainly in Manchester. He was a newcomer to London, in the sense that Scotland Yard knew very little about him. There was a floating criminal population of which it was difficult to keep track, and though there were local C.I.D. officers who knew Johnny and his graft, his presence in London was never discussed in the higher councils of the police service.

Johnny was broke. He had come out of Strangeways Prison after eighteen months’ service to the State; he had collected what money he could gather, and had shaken the dust of Lancashire from his feet. He was Cockney born and bred, and it is curious that one of his kind should have been so successful in a city which has no particular use for Londoners.

He was down and out, and had reached the indignity of booking a bed in a Rowton House, when he found his new governor. The man who stopped him as he came out of the Bunch of Grapes public-house in Tabard Street was, for the rough purpose of classification, a gentleman to Johnny Time.

He spoke well, he dressed well; he was about Johnny’s own age and build; and the first impression that the exconvict had was that he was being made the victim of police persecution — in other words, that the man who had accosted him was a detective.

A few minutes’ conversation disabused Johnny of this suspicion. The “gentleman” spoke briefly and to the point. He knew Johnny’s antecedents, including the letter-of-credit swindle which was the high-water mark of Johnny Time’s art and, incidentally, had produced the longest sentence he had ever served.

There was a car waiting at the corner of the dark street, and he drove his new recruit clear of the town, and whilst driving slowly and along unfrequented roads he revealed himself as a man who needed a partner.

“Never mind who I am,” he said, in answer to Johnny’s natural inquiry. “You can call me Smith — Mr. Henry Smith. The point is, will you take the job? I’ll pay you fifty quid ready to get yourself some clothes, and I’ll pay you a pony a week—”

“I’ll be able to give you me address in the morning,” said the gratified Johnny.

“I don’t want your address. I’ve got a little card here with six places where I can pick you up. It’ll always be at the same time — eight-forty-five at night — and each place will be different. I shall want you to pass some money for me—”

“Snide?” asked Johnny dubiously.

“Don’t be a fool. No, this is real money, and in big sums. I may send you to Paris and Berlin. We’ll see how you go.”

Bright visions began to float through Johnny’s mind. The man must have been a thought-reader.

“If you doublecross me I’ll find you in time, and I’ll put you out. Don’t make any mistake about that, Mr. Time — I’ll put three bullets in your stomach, and that’ll be the end of you. I’m not telling you this to frighten you; it’s the friendliest thing I’ve done. If you go straight with me I’ll make a lot of money for you — thousands — and I’ll pay you after every job. If you squeak on me you’ll get the same medicine as if you bolted.”

Prisons are the home of great legends. The legend of Daney transcended all others. Johnny Time asked a question.

“No, I’m not Daney. I’m one of his men. He’s got a dozen working — I’m Mr. Smith. Remember it, and forget it!”

Johnny had been very successful. It was a slow and laborious business, changing foreign money into English, and it was perhaps a great mistake to venture the fifty notes with the Lombard Street office of the Deutsche Bank.

“Near as a touch I got pinched. I’d better lay low for a week or two,” said Johnny Time.

His employer thought the matter over. “Have you ever been to Berlin? Well, get ready to start soon,” he said. “Stay at one of the best hotels. I’ll send the stuff over in small packets, and as fast as you change it you send back English or American notes. You’ll not get a new lot till the money returns to England.”

Before he had left his employee he had changed his mind. Johnny had a new card, with new instructions as to where he was to be picked up. Those instructions were more fateful to him than he could realise.

He was paid handsomely that night, for between changing the money he had produced two works of art to the entire satisfaction of “Mr. Smith.”
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Johnny Time was a cautious man, but even cautious criminals can be talkative in their mysterious way. He talked mysteriously of his new employer, carried in his pocket convincing evidence of his generosity.

Just about this time a Scotland Yard man pulled in Johnny in connection with a letter-of-credit fraud which was being worked in the City. Johnny went virtuously to be examined and reexamined, conscious of his innocence. He was ready to advance his own theories as to the authorship.

At the end of the interview a third detective who was present, but who had said very little, asked him a few questions on a matter which was unpleasantly near him.

“Somebody’s been trying to pass thousand-mark notes in the City,” he said. “The description I have is very much like you, Johnny.”

“What’s a mark?” asked Johnny.

“Don’t overdo it,” said the detective kindly. “You know what a mark is. I’ll take my oath you know what a thousand-mark note looks like. You’ve probably got a few in your ‘sky.’”

Johnny spread out his arms invitingly. “Fan me,” he said. “Go on, fan me!”

The detective did not accept the invitation. “I’m going to tell you something, Johnny. The man who’s got these notes did a big job in Glasgow, and there is a reward of five thousand pounds for his arrest.”

“I don’t know nothing about—” began Johnny.

“I know the reward doesn’t tempt you. You’ve got a soul above it. And what’s five thousand pounds to a man paying your income tax? But it’s easy to earn, you know, Johnny. You’ve only got to say to me ‘So-and-so and so-and-so,’ and the money’s as good as paid into your account at the Bank of England.”

Johnny was interested, but did not say so. There is honour amongst thieves, if you get the right kind of thieves. Johnny was not that kind, and had never met one that was. Outwardly he was vacant. “I’ve read about him now I come to think of it, Mr. Smallwood,” he said. “It was in one of these penny papers. Got away with a lot of stuff, didn’t they?”

“Quite a lot,” said Detective Smallwood; “and they won’t miss it. There isn’t a bank in Europe that will take ten thousand marks from one man without asking a lot of questions. I know you’re the man who tried to pass them.” Johnny protested. “Anyway, we won’t go into that. But if you happen to have any information that will help us to nail him, you need never do another day’s thieving. In other words, you need never work another day of your life. Think it over.”

Johnny thought it over all the way back to his new lodgings.

He had all along known that his employer was one of the big mob, and that kind of man wasn’t above murder. Yet it would not be difficult to catch him in his car, and, what was more important, get out of range before he started shooting. The police could block the car on four sides and bring it to a stop, and all Johnny had to do was to betray the rendezvous. £5,000 was a lot of money.

He went into a public library, but found nothing about the bank robbery. Being thorough, he made his way to Fleet Street and turned up the files of a newspaper. The busy hadn’t been lying, either: the £5,000 was a real reward.

By careful searching from day to day he discovered that the man’s name was Daney. They had not known that at first, apparently; it had cropped up later — quite recently, in fact.

Daney…he puzzled his brains. He didn’t know anybody called Daney; but, then, he wouldn’t. Only the people of his own crush were familiar to him. He did remember, however, that the last time he was in jail there was a fellow-prisoner who had spoken ecstatically of Lew Daney, had enlarged upon his magnificence.

All that night Johnny considered the matter, then took a bus to Scotland Yard, and for two hours spoke frankly both to Mr. Smallwood and to his superior. Tim Jordan was an interested listener.

“Somewhere near Barnet, is it? That’s queer. I’ve just unearthed a block of flats called Jennings’s Folly. Have you heard of them?”

Cowley shook his head.

“Every block of flats is somebody’s folly. Why people don’t live in houses with nice gardens is a wonder to me.”

Tim said nothing, but that night he determined to put this strange and isolated habitation under observation.

It was dusk when Johnny Time came out of the Yard on to the Embankment. He stood, hesitating whether he should turn into Whitehall and get a bus homewards, or whether he should walk down to Savoy Hill and meet a friend of his who was operating in the Strand. He elected to go to Savoy Hill.

He had an engagement with Daney on the following night, but Smallwood had undertaken that he should not be again required to come to the Yard, and that the concluding arrangements should be made at a little public-house off Holborn.

Johnny Time was a happy man. The Chief Constable had delivered a long homily on what he should do with his money when he got it, to which Johnny had listened respectfully but without interest. He had his own ideas and they included a trip to Paris, a flat in Shaftesbury Avenue and innumerable pleasant adventures.

He had nearly reached the corner of Savoy Hill when a coupe came from behind him and drew up at the kerb.

“That you, Johnny?”

Mr. Time started. It was the voice of his employer.

“Hallo!” he stammered.

“Step in, will you?”

The door was flung open. Johnny faced the levelled barrel of in automatic.

“Don’t shout or make a fuss or try to get away, or I’ll settle you.”

Johnny looked helplessly round. There was a policeman within a dozen yards, controlling the traffic at the corner of Savoy Hill; but somehow he had not the nerve to move.

“What’s the idea, Mr. What’s-your-name—” he began.

“Step in.”

Johnny stumbled on to the step and sank on the seat by the side of the driver, breathing heavily. The man leaned across and shut the door.

“How are they all at Scotland Yard?” he said, as the car jerked forward along the Embankment.

“As a matter of fact,” said Johnny, eager to establish his innocence, “I was called in over a snide case. They thought I was in it.”

“I know all about that. You were there yesterday. That wasn’t why you went today, Johnny. Have you got the card in your pocket?”

Johnny produced it mechanically. It was the card on which was written the week’s rendezvous.

“I told you not to carry it about with you, didn’t I, but to keep it at home? Why did you bring it to Scotland Yard?”

“I sort of had it,” said Johnny vaguely. “Where are we going?”

“You’re coming home with me for a little talk.”

They drove for a long time without a word being spoken. Johnny at last delivered his thoughts and his defence.

“You don’t think I’ve been to Scotland Yard about you, do you, guv’nor?”

“I did think so.” The man at the wheel chuckled. “You went to a newspaper office yesterday — that’s where I saw you. I was wondering what you were looking for, and I came up behind you. Five thousand pounds reward! Naturally I’ve been hanging about Scotland Yard all day. A lot of money, five thousand pounds?”

“To them that want it,” said Johnny Time virtuously. “Speaking for meself, all the money in the world wouldn’t make me shop a man.”

“That’s fine,” said the other.

When they reached Barnet it was pitch dark. A high wind had blown out a gas lamp near the house. The car went down the long concrete drive which led to the cellar basement very cautiously.

Mary Grier, through the window of her darkened room, saw the faint dashboard light as the machine came into view. Then it disappeared. The drive ran behind the wall of the garden.

She knew nothing of the garage which lay under the concrete paving of the courtyard.

She was a prisoner; the door was locked on her, the windows were tightly fastened, except one, which was barred. The hardfaced Martha was out, and presumably her charge was also under lock and key.

Before she had left Martha had been very frank.

“He’s in one of his bad moods today, but that will pass off by Friday. Then you’ve got to turn up at the lawyer’s with him. As soon as he’s got the stuff—”

“The stuff?” repeated the girl.

“The money,” said the woman impatiently. “We’ll fix him. That’ll be the end of your troubles, young lady.”

A light dawned on the girl.

“I see — that is why I am here. I am to prove his sanity?”

“Something like that. If he turns up without his wife, who is mentioned in the will, his lawyers will start making inquiries, and before you know where you are the estate will be put into—” She fumbled for the word.

“Chancery?” suggested the girl.

“That’s it. I’ve seen the lawyers today, and the questions they asked me! Do you know a man named Stone?”

The girl shook her head.

“That’s another fellow with a fortune waiting for him. A regular crook. They asked me whether you knew him.”

“Why should I know him?” asked the girl in astonishment.

“You were staying at the same hotel as him when you were in London. The same lawyers have got both cases and they have been making inquiries. I suppose you were the Mary Grier? Yes, I know you were.” She named the hotel, and Mary nodded. “I’ve got to keep you locked up tonight for your own sake. He’s pretty bad, but he’ll do no harm. He can take all his tantrums out on himself.”

For a long time Mary sat at the window. Far away was a railway line, and at intervals she saw little streaks of light pass slowly across the, country and vanish. Sometimes two trains would come from opposite directions and pass. It was her only recreation — that and the dashboard light which passed in ghostly silence to the cover of the wall.

She took off her clothes and got into her night things. She heard ten o’clock strike, and then eleven, and weary and chilled, she crept into bed.

She lay for a long time, thinking of all that had happened in the brief time Tim Jordan had come into her life. Then wearily she turned over, and, as she did so, looked at the window.

For a moment her heart stopped beating. Dimly she saw the figure of a man outlined against the window. He was standing on the narrow parapet which ran at the floor level, and he was feeling cautiously at the window-sash. Instantly she recognised him and sprang out of bed, her legs almost giving beneath her.

It was her husband.

“Go away! Please go away!” she called.

She saw him shake his head. Then without any warning his fist came through the pane and the glass scattered about her.

“It’s all right.” His voice was calm and reassuring. “I got bored with my room.”

He was coolly and deliberately pulling the jagged ends of the glass from the sash and dropping them into the courtyard beneath. Presently he had the sash cleared, and with amazing agility wriggled through. She was dumb with horror and fear, and when he spoke to her she was speechless.

“That old devil left me all alone…great thing being thin, isn’t it? You can wriggle through things. A lot of people wouldn’t have dared walk along that parapet. I was nearly over once.”

He walked to the door where the switch was and turned on the light. His face was deathly white, his large eyes terribly bright.

“What a place!” he said contemptuously, looking disparagingly round the room. “When we get the money you’ll have a glorious home, Mary — marble, the finest silks of the Indies, wonderful Persian carpets….”

He came near to her and slipped his arm round her. She grew stiff with horror.

“How long have we been married, angel? It must be years, and I’ve never spent ten minutes alone with you.”

He took her face in his hands — they were icy cold — turned it up to his, feasting his eyes upon her.

“You’re lovely!” he breathed. “I dream about you. Did the old woman tell you?”

She had to summon to her aid all her reserves of nerve and strength. Gently she pushed him from her.

“Let’s get out of this room,” she said, and her voice sounded strange to her. “It’s stifling here. I’m not clever enough to unlock the door,” she smiled.

“You don’t want to be clever, you want strength — the strength of a lion.”

He examined the lock.

“The key’s on the outside,” he said. “She always leaves it there — afraid of losing it.”

He turned and beckoned her, lowering his voice. “There’s a woman in this house. I heard her scream. Have you heard her?”

She nodded. “Yes.” Her voice was quavering. “I think we ought to find her, don’t you?”

He looked at her for a long time. The door had gone out of his mind.

“I don’t want anybody but you,” he said.

Desperately she walked past him to the door. “If I had the strength I could break this,” she said, and her words, as she had intended they should, led his wandering mind back to the lock.

He picked up a chair, and with two blows smashed the panel, and thrust his arm through. She heard the snap of the lock as he pushed the door open.

“There!” he said. “I could have done that in my own room, but she left me nothing. She’s even got the bed screwed to the floor. A wicked old devil! Some day I’ll cut her throat. It’ll be rather a lark.”

There was a light burning on the bare landing.

“That’s my room.” He pointed to a door on the opposite side.

He turned the key and threw the door wide. But she was already halfway down the first flight of stairs.

“Mary!” he called to her furiously. “Come back, you little beast! Where are you going?”

Blindly she was flying down the stairs, hardly conscious that her feet were bare and that she wore nothing but a nightdress and the dressing-gown she had snatched up when she went to the window.

“Come back!” he screamed.

She had reached the ground floor before she realised she was there. She might have escaped by the front door, but he would have overtaken her. She came down another flight into a stone-flagged passage. Along this she fled. At the end was a door which was ajar. She turned, fumbling in the darkness for the lock. Then, as he flung himself at the door, her fingers touched a bolt and she shot it home.

She was in some underground room that smelt of petrol and oil. There was a car here: she could smell the warmth of it.

Groping blindly forward, she touched its wing and its polished body. Behind the car was a heavy wooden door, the entrance to the garage. She felt for the lock but could not find it. And all the time the madman was hammering on the door through which she had come, raving and screaming at the top of his voice.

Feeling along the wall, she discovered by accident a switch, and turned the lever. Instantly the garage was flooded with the light of an overhead lamp. She saw the knob of the patent lock, turned it and pushed, and the door moved open. Then she swung round for one last survey of the barrier which lay between her and the vengeful maniac, and saw something which froze her with horror.

Lying on the garage floor was a dead man. An old rug lay over the lower part of him; his chest and head were bare.

Through his half-closed eyes he seemed to be glaring at her, and with a scream she ran out into the open, flew up the steep incline and came to the road.

She had run half a dozen yards when somebody stepped out of the shadow of the hedge and caught her by the arm. She screamed and fought at him with all her waning strength.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” said a voice, and she dropped limply into his arms, for it was Tim Jordan.
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The first time Mary recovered consciousness she was in a car of some kind, and she was wearing a thick overcoat, the sleeves of which were much too long for her. She did not remember much of that, except that somebody’s arm was round her shoulder.

That impression faded out into oblivion, and when she woke again she was in bed: a very narrow bed in a plain room with distempered walls. There was a woman in nurse’s uniform who was writing on a pad which she held on her knee.

Mary lay very still; presently the door opened and Tim Jordan came in. He looked at his watch, then at the bed, but was unaware that she was conscious, until she called him. He went quickly to her side.

“You’re in the Cottage Hospital,” he said. “There’s nothing very much wrong with you, except that you’ve had a pretty bad shock. How are your poor feet?”

She smiled at the incongruity of the question, and then became painfully aware that it had its reason.

“No, they’re not very bad,” he said; “cut a little. Do you feel strong enough to answer questions? The police are most anxious to get exact information. Did you come from Jennings’s Buildings?”

She nodded.

“I think so.” Her voice sounded very hoarse to her.

“Now can you tell me quickly what had happened? You’ve been here over an hour, and we’ve done nothing.”

In truth there was very little that could be done, a fact which Cowley had emphasised on the ‘phone.

“It boils down to this,” he had said. “This girl has run away from her husband, and that is hardly a case for police investigation. If she can tell you that there was anything irregular happening in Jennings’s Buildings, we can act. Even if this man is insane we’ve no authority to deal with him unless we find him wandering in the street.”

Her head was clearer now, and she was able to tell him of her husband’s visit and her own escape. An odd trick of memory had blotted out the recollection of the most grisly incident of that wild flight, and it was only when he was questioning her as to the character of the garage that she remembered and shuddered.

“Oh!” she gasped. “The dead man!”

He stared at her.

“Which dead man?”

“He was on the floor…dreadful!”

It was some time before she was calm enough to tell him.

Cowley might be sceptical as to his power to interfere between man and wife, but he had taken the precaution to detach local officers to attend at the hospital, and to these Tim told the girl’s story.

“Miss Grier may, of course, be imagining all this. The nurse says she’s hysterical. But I think it’s worth looking into.”

His car brought them back to the darkened front of Jennings’s Buildings. All that the police knew about the place was that there were two families in occupation, and that one of these had occupied the lower floor in the name of Scrummit.

Tim pressed the lower bell for a long time, but received no answer. He was pushing at the bell which communicated with the upper floor when the door was pulled open wide.

“Who’s there? Is that you, boy?”

Though he could not see her he knew the voice.

“Is that the woman in charge of young Mr. Awkwright?” he asked.

“That’s me. Who is it?”

Her voice was strident, but there was a note of fear in it.

“It isn’t Captain Jordan, is it?…Have you seen him — Mr. Awkwright? Wait a minute, I’ll put on the light.”

She went back into the hall for that purpose, and they followed her in. When the lights came on Tim saw that she was dressed as though she had just come in from the street. Her grotesquely youthful hat was pushed to the back of her head, and the expensive fox skin about her throat was unfastened.

“He’s gone,” she said, “and Miss Grier — Mrs. Awkwright. Will you come up?”

They followed her up the uncarpeted stairs.

“Look,” she said when she reached the landing, and pointed to the broken door. “He must have done that — God knows what else he did. I think he must have got through the window to her. There was no sign of blood.”

Her teeth were chattering; he saw that she was in a panic of fear.

“He may have fallen into the courtyard. I’ve been knocking at the door of the people downstairs, but I can’t make them hear, and I don’t know how to get into the yard.”

“How long have you been back?”

“Ten minutes,” she said. “I went to a theatre. He could only have got out through the window.”

They made a quick search of the room. Tim saw the girl’s clothes, and directed that they should be made into a bundle and taken to the hospital.

“She’s there, is she?” asked Martha eagerly. “Is she hurt? Did he get her…?”

“I found her outside.”

“Did you see him?”

Tim shook his head.

They passed down the stairs again. The entrance to the lower flat was on the main floor, but repeated knocking brought no answer.

“There’s another door at the back,” said the woman. “I think it leads to the basement.”

This was also closed and bolted.

“We’ll try the garage,” said Tim Jordan, and they went out through the front door, found the concrete slope and eventually came to the garage doors. They were fastened with a patent lock, but one of the detectives, producing a key blank that fitted the slit, covered it with lamp-black and secured the markings of the wards.

He took it back to the house, and in an extraordinarily short time had filed a key. The first attempt failed to open the door. He returned to the house to make another filing, and on the second attempt the key turned in the lock and the big door swung open.

The garage was empty of cars; but in the centre of the floor lay something covered with a piece of sacking.

“That’s the dead man,” said one of the detectives quietly.

He pulled back the sacking and revealed the face. Tim Jordan gasped and stared.

Mary Grier’s marriage had been violently dissolved, for the face which looked up at them was the face of Willie Awkwright.
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For a long time there was a deep silence in that house of death.

“There’s something wrong here,” said one of the detectives. “Did the young lady say it was her husband?”

Tim heaved a sigh and wiped his streaming forehead.

“It couldn’t very well have been, could it?” he said. “According to Miss Grier’s statement he was on the other side of that door, beating upon it, when she left the garage.”

He went to the door and tried it: it was unlocked and pushing it open, he came to the narrow passage which the girl had described. Following this up, he came to yet another door, and this too was unfastened. He flashed his lamp inside and walked in. It was a kitchen.

Lew Daney’s methods were almost stereotyped. His getaway was invariably from kitchen to garage.

There was nothing here except a stove and evidence of a meal cooked by an amateur: greasy plates, with the remains of eggs and bacon, a glass and an empty beer bottle were on the table. He passed through to the next room, which was a kind of servants’ hall, rather dingy and untidy. From this led a flight of stairs to a small hall running parallel with the entrance passage of the house. Leading off were three rooms, all plainly furnished and all bearing evidence of recent occupation.

One room particularly interested him. The windows were shuttered; the furniture consisted of a bed, a couple of chairs and a dressing-table. On the latter he found a sprinkling of face powder and a small tube of lipstick. There was a stale fragrance of an exotic perfume in the room. It had been used by a woman, and he found further evidence of this in one of the drawers of the bureau: a pair of silk stockings tied together. These were the only articles of clothing he found. Not so much as a toothbrush remained to betray the identity of the person who had lived here.

Turning on the lights, he and two of the detectives carried out a second and more systematic search of the room, whilst the third went to the nearest telephone box and ‘phoned to Scotland Yard,

The search of the room revealed nothing except a box of automatic cartridges which was unopened, and which Tim found in the pigeonhole of a roll-top desk in what was evidently the diningroom. He was handing these to the police when he remembered Martha, who was waiting on the floor above. He sent one of the men up to break the news to her, but the man came back with the announcement that she had disappeared…

“I’ve got an idea she followed us into the garage, Captain Jordan. At any rate, somebody’s left the door wide open, and I’m pretty sure we closed it.”

Soon after this a doctor came with an ambulance and made a brief examination of the body. Awkwright had been shot twice at close quarters — through the back. “The murderer must have come on him from behind and shot him down without warning.”

Wheeler was the first of the Scotland Yard men to arrive on the spot. He was emphatic in one view, which Tim shared.

“Two men have been killed here tonight. The first of these was the man Miss Grier saw — obviously it was not her husband; he was alive when she left the garage. The two bullets that killed Awkwright were on the other side of the little door at which he was hammering — I’ve just found them. He was making too much noise for our friend with the gun, and was killed without mercy. Who was the man on the floor? We’ve got to find him.”

“And the woman,” suggested Tim.

“Which woman?” asked Wheeler.

“Obviously Mrs. Daney has been here, and she’s been a prisoner in the shuttered room.”

Wheeler examined the place.

“Anyway, she left without any kind of struggle. There’s no sign of violence. The bed is made, and the chest of drawers has been emptied at leisure. She has not attempted to get away in a hurry. The lipstick is an old one, nearly finished; one of the stockings is laddered and the pair had been put aside to burn.”

“Laundry marks?” suggested Tim.

Wheeler smiled.

“You don’t know very much about women,” he said. “Stockings are the one article they seldom send to the laundry. No, they’re completely useless as a means of identification — stockings always are.”

In the early hours of the next morning Wheeler interviewed the girl. She was quite recovered, and heard the news of her husband’s death calmly. When he asked her a question she shook her head. “No, it was not he on the floor — how could it be?”

He suggested that her memory might be at fault, but again she shook her head, “No, I was quite sane. It was another man — I am perfectly sure of that.”

She could give only a vague description of the car she had seen in the garage, but she did supply them with an important clue. She had risen very early every morning since she had been an inmate of Jennings’s Buildings, and spent most of her time by the window. In the early hours of the previous morning she had seen a Rolls coupe come into view from behind the wall and disappear at the limit of her line of vision.

“A Rolls coupe?” repeated Tim thoughtfully. “There’s a familiar sound to that. Who was driving?”

She had not seen the driver. She was not even certain that the car had come from the house.

“There’s only one place it could have come from, and that’s the garage. Did you see it return?”

“No,” she said.

She supplemented this information with a more significant fact. The dickey seat of the coupe had been half open as though it were packed with baggage. It had been between six and seven in the morning when she had seen the car. It was a particularly handsome one and looked as though it were new.

Tim nodded at Wheeler.

“That is Mrs. Daney. I know the machine; I saw it in Scotland.”

Wheeler made a noise of impatience.

“I wish to heaven you’d told me that, Captain Jordan. I could have put through a garage inquiry. It may not be too late now; she must have stored the machine somewhere. There aren’t so many ladies’ Rolls coupes knocking around that this one could be overlooked. Was the car in any kind of hurry?”

“No,” said the girl.

“H’m!” said Wheeler. “That doesn’t sound like a woman making her escape. It sounds more as if…You didn’t see the baggage? It might have been a bundle so far as you could tell, Miss Grier?”

“It might have been anything,” said the girl. “I only know the seat was half open because it spoilt the lines of the car.”

A description of Martha had already been broadcast, and the early editions of the evening Press appealed to her to report to police headquarters. There was reason enough why that appeal should be ignored. Tim, working through the lawyers, learned that the young man had had a considerable balance at his hank, and that the whole of this, amounting to about eight thousand pounds, had been drawn out on the previous day by Martha. Not a penny of this money could be discovered in the house or in the pockets of the murdered man.

More than this, only a very few of her belongings were found in the building. Evidently Martha was also prepared for a quick getaway in case her plans should miscarry.

The lawyer was informative. “She must have made a pretty penny out of her guardianship,” he said. “Old Mr. Awkwright was unusually generous, and as he insisted that the young man was perfectly sane he offered no obstacles to his handling the very considerable estate which his mother had left him. Martha had good pickings, and that is probably the reason you will find it difficult to get in touch with her. I often pointed out to old Mr. Awkwright how dangerous it was to allow this boy to have a big fluid balance at the bank, but he was very touchy on the question of young man’s sanity.”

Tim got to the Carlton that afternoon, a very tired man. He had just come out of his bath and was closing the curtains his room before retiring when a telegram was brought up him. He had sent and received answers to a number of wires that day, and he opened it, imagining it was a reply to one he had sent. He read the message in bewilderment. It ran:

‘Am returning to town tomorrow. Would like to see you.’

It was from Mrs. Daney and was dated from Paris.
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She came to him on the following afternoon, her cool, debonair, beautifully groomed self, and met him without embarrassment.

“I’m afraid I gave you a lot of trouble that night I ‘phoned you,” she drawled. She stood before the mirror in his sittingroom, examining herself critically in the glass. “The truth is, Lew is absurdly jealous, and he had discovered an old attachment of mine. And then, of course, he was very annoyed with me for talking so much to you.”

Tim was regarding her, if not with admiration, at least with interest. “By Lew I presume you mean your dear husband?”

She nodded. “Naturally, he was very angry about my ‘phoning you that I was at Severn, and I agree that was unpardonable. But I was terrified. He gets into the maddest rages. But we made friends that night—”

“Is that why he kept you a prisoner at Jennings’s Buildings?”

She looked at him for a while without answering. “Don’t be absurd. I wasn’t a prisoner; I could have one whenever I wanted.”

“Is that why you screamed?”

He saw her lips tighten into a straight line.

“You’re imagining things,” she said. “I went away of my own free will a few days ago—”

“To be exact, two days ago. You had just time to get to Paris and send me a wire. Now, Mrs. Daney, perhaps you’ll tell me about the two dead men?”

“The two — dead — men?” The hand that was resting on the table trembled. “I don’t understand that.”

“The two dead men in the garage. One has disappeared and one has been found — young Mr. Awkwright.”

Her look of blank astonishment satisfied Tim that this was news to her.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I was never at — what’s the name of the place — Jennings’s Buildings?”

He was staggered by her volte face, but could applaud her quick wit. There was only his word that she had ever confessed to having been at the place. Nobody had seen her there. There was no evidence whatever which could associate her with Jennings’s Buildings.

“I’ve been travelling round the country in my car — I left Lew the day after we had our little fight. And then I went to Paris — as you say, two days ago.”

Tim chuckled.

“You’ve got a quick mind, Mrs. Daney,” he said. “You knew we could trace the hour of your arrival at Paris. You went from Jennings’s Buildings. Now, who was the man?”

She looked out of the window, her face immobile.

“Tell me about it,” she said. “I love horrors. Mr. Awkwright, you say? That must be young Mr. Awkwright, the mad boy. Who was the other man?”

She was eager for information, but thought it expedient to appear indifferent. The story of the two dead men had shocked her, and frightened her too. It was as clear as daylight to him that she knew nothing whatever about these deaths; that they must have occurred after she had left the place. The impression he had was that there had been obtruded into a suave scheme, in which no tragedy had a part, something that was shockingly disturbing.

“I’ve worried you?” he challenged her.

She shook her head slowly. “Nothing worries me, and, anyway, I don’t believe you. You’re a copper, too, and they lie easily.”

“Why did you scream?” he asked. She ignored the question. “Did he beat you up?”

She looked round at him quickly, her eyes narrowed. “If ever I’m beaten up I won’t scream, I’ll kill!” she said. “I haven’t exactly the temper of an angel. Who was the other man?”

“I don’t know. I thought you’d help me. Was there another man there?”

She did not answer this.

“Perhaps young Awkwright killed him,” she said. “That fellow’s crazy. He killed Jelf — I suppose you found that out after you read it in the newspapers?”

He was watching her closely, and could see the struggle she was making to disengage her mind from the mystery of the garage. Unconsciously he helped her.

“You tell me he was jealous of a man—”

“Who — Lew? Why, of course he was jealous. An old flame of mine. I could have married him.”

She was looking at the table, avoiding his eyes, and taking a tighter hold of herself, he guessed.

“Do you know Harry Stone?”

She looked up quickly.

“Harry the Valet?” She nodded. “I’ve met him. Why? He’s an old friend of mine; he’s the man that Lew’s been so jealous about.”

“Have you seen him in London?”

She tried to look him straight in the face, but failed.

“I’ve met him once or twice,” she said. “I had a letter from him the other day. He’s been ill. Lew got hold of the letter and raised hell about it.”

“Harry the Valet’s been ill, eh?”

She nodded.

“He said he’s coming into a fortune, and that if he dies he’s going to leave me a lot of money.”

“All, perhaps?” said Tim.

Again that quick, suspicious look at him.

“I don’t know about all, but quite a lot. When Lew read the letter he was mad. He thought a man wouldn’t leave all that money to me unless — well, you know how people like Lew must think. I don’t know what to do about it; that’s why I came to see you. I think the advice of a man like you means so much.”

She snapped open her bag, took out a long envelope and extracted a folded sheet of paper.

“He sent me this and asked me if I would keep it or send it to my lawyers.”

Tim took the paper, looking at the woman, and she did not flinch. The document was simple: it left “all of which I may die possessed to Millicent Jane Lessford.”

“Who’s she?”

“I’m she,” said Mrs. Daney steadily.

He looked at the document again.

“I don’t find any mention of Daney.”

“It doesn’t happen to be my name,” she answered coldly.

“A nom de mariage?”

“I don’t know what that means, but I guess it’s something unpleasant. Whatever it is, the answer is ‘yes’.”

He looked at the signature and at the names of the witnesses.

“The two charwomen who came in to clean the flat,” she explained.

Mr. Stone’s full name was written with a flourish. It was a characteristic signature. Tim had a memory for writing, and he had seen Stone’s name signed just like that on a charge sheet — the very charge sheet which had led to Harry the Valet’s dismissal from the Rhodesian Police Force.

“It almost might be his,” he bantered her.

She smiled. “Oh, it’s his all right, poor fellow!”

“What’s the matter with him?”

She shook her head.

“I don’t know. He wouldn’t tell me. Something on his mind that was worrying him.”

“Then you saw him?” asked Tim quickly.

She nodded. “I saw him two days ago; that’s why I went to Paris. We came back together.”

“He was coming to claim his fortune, perhaps?” asked Tim dryly.

“Why should he? They want him on two charges. Until he can get those squared he’s not going to walk into the hands of the police.”

He waited for something else to come, but she seemed at the end of her explanations.

“So that’s why you’ve come, to establish the fact that you’ve been left Harry the Valet’s money in the event of something happening to him?”

She shrugged her shoulders. “I mentioned that in passing. I really called to see you, sweetie.”

Her eyes twinkled good-humouredly, and when she smiled Mrs. Daney was a very lovely woman.

“Get thee behind me, siren,” he said pleasantly. “I don’t want to give Lew any further cause for jealousy. Poor Lew!”

“What’s he poor about?” she asked sharply.

“Losing such a charming and loyal wife at the very moment she is on the high road to prosperity. And now I think you’d better trot off to Scotland Yard; they want to ask you a few questions.”

She gathered up her bag with a little smile.

“That doesn’t worry me at all,” she said. “Giving ideas to bat-headed policemen has been my occupation for years.”
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She left Tim puzzled, and yet not completely puzzled. She did not know, then; it was impossible that she should.

He had had her record from Scotland Yard. She had never been convicted, but she had been on the verge of conviction, had even faced an Old Bailey judge ten years before, and had escaped a verdict of guilty through the sheer sentimentality of an Old Bailey jury — and sentimentality in an Old Bailey jury is the rarest of all qualities.

It is impossible in London, or in any big city, to be wholly unobserved. You may be seen but forgotten. Some slight accident, like a shining watchguard, or grey trousers combined with a green overcoat, may indelibly impress an unobservant and forgetful mind. The stimulation of interest will set memory working.

Nobody ever knows how much Scotland Yard may be interested in a case. It is customary to note, in the event of an important and picturesque murder, that the chiefs of the Yard are in consultation either on the spot or in the room overlooking the Thames Embankment, where the Chief Constable has his office. Their movements, their doings, their thoughts and words are liberally canvassed. The photographs of the heads of Scotland Yard appear in the newspapers, and when the case ends, either with the arrest of the murderer or with the failure in trace his movements, the public may well suppose that the chiefs of the Yard relapse into a sort of dozy quietude, only to be awakened by the next sensational event which stirs popular imagination.

But those conferences go on day and night; not about murderers, often about the most trivial of crimes. Investigators go forth and return with their reports; the dossier of the case grows and becomes a second dossier; and nobody outside that stately building has any knowledge or any conception of the activity which is continuing inside.

The dossier of Harry the Valet had grown considerably, and the juxtaposition of a green overcoat with grey trousers had been the basis of a great many inquiries. The clerk at the cloakroom, the housekeeper at the hotel, the busy valet who was also boots and light porter at the same establishment, all contributed their quota, but all insisted upon the grey trousers and the green coat.

The memory of a taxidriver was roused to their recognition.

A policeman on Hampstead Heath had seen the green and the grey pass beneath a street lamp, and remembered it distinctly, although it was a long time ago. Then one day a prisoner serving the first period of a three years’ sentence at Wandsworth Prison said he would like to make a statement.

It came to Scotland Yard, and since all convicted persons are liars and will seize upon any excuse to relieve the tedium of their monotonous lives, Chief Constable Cowley read the statement, scratched his head and said something coarse. And yet —

“Look up the record. When was this man convicted, and what was the night of the burglary?” he said.

“This man” had broken into a house in the broad road leading from the Spaniards to Highgate. He had stolen a little silver and had been recaptured a week later owing to the indiscretion of a lady friend.

They brought his record, and Cowley examined it.

“He’s telling the truth: it was the night that Harry disappeared,” he said.

Briefly, the statement was to the effect that he was leaving the burgled premises when he saw a man standing on the sidewalk, evidently waiting for somebody. From his build he guessed he was a detective, and the moment he had seen him had dropped down out of sight behind a newly-planted box hedge. It was thinly planted, as these young hedges generally are, and through the twigs he could see the man. Presently he had seen a car move slowly up. Its lights were dim, but, low as they were, he too could identify the green coat and the grey trousers. The man had stepped into the car, which had driven slowly off. He had heard two men speaking as the car passed him, but what they had said he could not remember or had not heard.

The man who was waiting was without baggage of any kind.

It might seem remarkable that “this man” should consider it worth his while to make any statement at all upon so unimportant a happening; but it must be remembered that prisons are hotbeds of gossip, and inquiries judiciously spread within their grim walls are very productive of results.

Tim was sitting in his room at the Carlton when a ‘phone, message came through from the Yard..

“Come along and see me, will you?” said Cowley. “And I’ll try to induce you to take a more charitable view of Scotland Yard.”

Tim protested that his view of Scotland Yard was an exalted one, but here he was exaggerating a little. He shared with all police chiefs who were not in immediate association with the Yard a good-humoured contempt for the legend of its infallibility. If the truth were told — and he was the first to admit it — he had come to England with the idea that his experience and training would be of the utmost value to this moribund system of investigation.

His respect had not been enhanced by their prompt refusal to accept his services. He admitted this ruefully later, when he saw in the Chief Constable’s office and examined the interesting data which were spread in front of him.

“I’ll hand this to you,” said Cowley, “that you have supplied what I would call the twist of the investigations. Now, here are Harry the Valet’s movements. He left the hotel — here’s the exact hour and minute — he went to a station office and left his suitcase, he made his way to Hampstead Heath and to this spot. He was here at ten thirty-seven, and was picked up by Lew Daney’s coupe. At this point” — he produced a sketch map— “the car was seen by a passing motorist at eleven seven. It was standing by the side of the road.”

The sketch map bore a cross, and near the cross was a little blue, irregular circle.

“There’s a lake there,” said Cowley. “You can hire boats, and on high days and holidays take speedboat runs. Our car was seen later here” — he pointed with a pencil to a place on the sketch map marked C. “The driver was alone, and there was a very peculiar circumstance which will be significant to you. The driver would not have been seen near the Welwyn crossroads but for this fact: the road was slippery; he was coming at a pretty good lick, and apparently didn’t see the policeman’s signal; he put on his brakes to avoid a car which was coming along the crossroads, and did a beautiful skid that turned him round twice and left him head on to the way he was going.”

“The policeman walked across to him, but before he reached the car it had moved on. The policeman swears there was one man, so something had happened to the other, and it could only happen at one place.” He pointed to the cross near the lake.

“If we had had all these facts in our possession soon after it occurred, we might have got our man. But nobody wanted to find Harry the Valet, or account for his disappearance, until this inheritance turned up. And then he took a lot of tracing. What do you say to Scotland Yard now?”

“My hat is off to it,” said Tim. “Have you traced him beyond?”

Cowley shook his head. “No; we’re now dealing with the county police, and various county police, and unless the driver had a smash or broke his neck there would be no record of it; besides which, he had reached the Great North Road, and that is a pretty busy thoroughfare at all hours of the day and night.” He folded the map and put it back in its envelope. “So Mrs. Daney has turned up, with a duly attested will! That’s interesting. That little outfit is going to want money soon.”

“It has plenty. One can hardly suppose that they will dissipate—”

“They’ve lost every penny. We’ve found most of the stuff at Jennings’s Buildings. We found the guns and about a hundred thousand pounds in the false bottom of the car pit at Severn. Another very considerable sum has been recovered from Clench House. That also was hidden under the stone flooring. The flag was easy to raise, and yet he did not take it away. Does that strike you as odd?”

“It would have done, but it doesn’t,” said, Tim cryptically. “Now, where do we go from here, Chief?”

“We’ve gone already,” said Cowley grimly, “with grappling-irons and drags, and I have an idea we are going to find something pretty ugly.”

The ugly thing was not found that day or the next. Indeed, it was not found by the police at all, but by a commotion-making speedboat that brought something momentarily to the surface. The driver of the boat saw it before it sank again, and refused to see it any more when the police eventually brought it to the clean light of day.
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Tim Jordan went back to the Carlton, a little staggered by the confirmation of all his suspicions. He found time to call at the nursing home whither Mary Grier had been taken, and was a little alarmed to find that she had driven out, alone as he thought, but was relieved afterwards to learn that a man from the Yard had gone with her.

Cowley came up to see him.

“Here’s the end of one long road of investigation,” he said. “The point is, do you think Mrs. Daney knows? Personally, I don’t. Yet something pretty odd has happened in the last week, something that has got me guessing.”

“Have you seen her?” asked Tim.

The Chief smiled. “You don’t imagine she was living at the address she gave you, do you?” he asked, with a note of sarcasm in his voice. “No, she’s around somewhere, and I’m hoping to pick her up. I wish I’d given you the power of arrest — made you a special constable or something. It’s going to be rather difficult.”

“More than ordinarily?” asked Tim.

Cowley nodded.

“Yes. This man flies — didn’t you know that? In theory we can check up every aerodrome and every aeroplane in England. But every big field with a barn may be an aerodrome, and you can buy light aeroplanes as easily as you can buy light motorcars — there’s even a secondhand market in them! And don’t forget that part of the proceeds of the robbery of the Lower Clyde Bank was a number of French notes, which are absolutely untraceable. I reckon that he must have the best part of twenty thousand pounds in real money, and with twenty thousand pounds he can do a lot. I shall be surprised if he hasn’t done something already. He may have resources beyond any we know.”

He explained that for years Daney had been establishing depots in Scotland and England, and that in each of these he had probably cached a considerable sum against a moment of emergency.

“They may not be gigantic sums, but they’re pretty certain to be large. One of these days I’ll write a short history of Daney and get kicked for describing him as a master criminal. But that is the fairest description that will ever be given him.”

“Do you think he’s operating a ‘plane?” asked Tim.

“There’s no doubt about it,” said the Chief emphatically. “How did Mrs. Daney leave England, and how did she return? She could have done the journey by train and boat, though as a matter of fact the cross-Channel services are being very closely watched just now, and it’s humanly impossible that she could have made the trip by sea and rail. Two of the men at Dover know her by sight; the man at Folkestone pulled her in a few years ago on suspicion of being concerned in one of Lew’s more spectacular jobs — the one that drove him to South Africa. No, she could not have made the trip by train, so we may suppose that, if not in the London area, at least in the home counties, our man has a nice little jumping-off place, and that’s the place we want to find.”

They had tea together, and Cowley added considerably to Tim Jordan’s store of knowledge concerning police methods. Before he left he uttered a warning.

“If you’re a sensible man and you’ve any desire to live a long life and die happily, you’ll keep to your hotel after sunset,” he said. “There is one man he is anxious to get, and that man is you. And you know why.”

The story of the gruesome find in the pond on the Circular Road had achieved no other publicity than the fact that the body of a man had been recovered from the water. The crime of the moment, and that which was fascinating evening newspaper readers, was what was known as “the garage mystery.” An enterprising reporter had connected the death of young Awkwright with that of his father, and the mystery of both tragedies was being exploited at length.

Cowley got a newspaper from the elevator attendant as they were going down, and the two men stood in the hall, reading the account.

“It’s nearly right,” said Cowley as he handed the paper to the other. “Are you going out?”

“I’m going down to the nursing home—” began Tim.

“I can save you the trouble,” said Cowley. “I’ve had that young lady brought to town.” He smiled at the young man’s visible consternation. “No, she’s not under arrest or anything so dramatic, but she may have seen something at Jennings’s Buildings without realising she’d seen it. If she’s in a position to identify our slippery friend she is in almost as great danger as you are — 307, Welbeck Street is the address, and you’ll find one of my men on duty outside the house.”

Mary was the sole occupant of a little sittingroom, and apparently was the healthiest young lady that had ever occupied space in a nursing home. She was, however, she admitted, still a little shaky. He thought she might be averse to talking over her unpleasant experience, and avoided the subject until she herself began to talk about Jennings’s Buildings.

She had never seen the occupants of the lower flat, and Martha had never described them. She had heard the scream, and her description confirmed Mrs. Daney’s interpretation.

“It sounded more like somebody who was angry than somebody who was frightened.”

“A shrieking virago, in fact?” said Tim, and she nodded.

She was shocked rather than distressed at the death of her husband. “I think he has always been a little mad. Mr. Awkwright told me a lot about him after I had been married.”

He learned something of the circumstances under which that marriage was planned and carried out.

“It was inexcusable. I did take seventy pounds. I had already asked Mr. Awkwright if he would lend me the money. Mother was in a desperate state. She had the bailiffs in her little house, and my younger sister was being sent back from school because her fees had not been paid. I don’t want to say anything against Benjamin Awkwright, but I have a feeling that he deliberately tempted me. He had never left money about before, but from the moment I told him I was in such need I was constantly finding it under blottingpads, in the open drawers of his desk, and at last, after a frantic wire from Mother, I did this awful thing.

“I was mad with anxiety. But I’d hardly got the money into an envelope before he missed it and point-blank accused me. I could only give him the money back, and then I went through four hours of hell. I saw myself being prosecuted, and Mother in the workhouse. It was in the evening of that day that he made his suggestion. He had a son who needed a wife. He told me the son was ill, and that he only wanted a companion. It was news to me that he had any children.”

“Did he tell you the boy was mad?”

She shook her head.

“No, I — I found that out afterwards, on the way back from the ceremony. Mr. Awkwright said that if I married him he would get my mother out of all her trouble and give me a substantial sum — it was, as a matter of fact, about three hundred pounds — to enable her to carry on. He knew so much about Mother’s circumstances that I realise now he must have read my correspondence with Mother. All letters went to his study to be included in his postbag, and it was a very simple matter for him to open an envelope if he, were so mean — and I’m afraid he was, terribly mean. I don’t say I jumped at the offer, but I accepted it instantly. I didn’t know what it meant, though, if I had stopped to think, I should have realised that a rich man wouldn’t force his secretary to marry his son unless there was something very peculiar about him. That’s the end of the story so far as my marriage is concerned. I was never alone with him for more than five minutes. He terrified me. Wherever Mr. Awkwright lodged he had a smaller cottage or an apartment which was occupied by his son.”

It was obvious from what she told him that Stocker, who was Mr. Daney’s right-hand man, knew nothing of this domestic arrangement until, in a fit of dementia, and whilst Daney, Stocker and Jelf were in the woods one night, the madman had attacked her, chasing her through the plantation, knife in hand.

It was then that Stocker came into it. Daney was notoriously an impressionable man; he had seen the girl when she lay unconscious on the ground, and had raved about her. That was his way. Probably he had exaggerated his sudden passion in order to annoy his wife.

The girl could tell him very little of the redoubtable Lew. She had seen him twice, and yet had not seen him; she had met him by chance in the dusk near Clench House. He had always been most kind and considerate, had even gone to the length of offering to pay for a divorce. Probably there was some reason for Mrs. Daney’s anger with her husband.

Tim left the nursing home when he was told point-blank by the matron that he had already exceeded his permissible stay by an hour. He drove back to Jennings’s Buildings, hoping to find Cowley or Wheeler there, but discovered a policeman on duty who knew him not, and offered neither encouragement nor permission to enter an area which was barred to the general public.

When be got back to the Carlton he met Cowley coming out.

“I want to see you,” he said. “Come down to the Yard.”

They drove along the Embankment together, and the Chief led the way up to his room. “Read this.”

He took from a locked drawer a telegram. It had been handed in at Ostend, and was signed “Crimms.”

“That’s our man permanently stationed at Ostend,” said Cowley.

Tim read: ‘This morning at seven o’clock body of man found on sand dunes between Westende and Nieuport. He had been shot at close quarters and revolver was found near his hand. From papers in his pocket and letter which he left his name is apparently Harry Stone.’

“Harry the Valet?” gasped Tim.

“Harry the Valet,” repeated Cowley grimly. “A providential death, eh? With Mrs. Daney holding the last will and testament of that interesting legatee! My people have been on the ‘phone and had the letter transcribed. I need hardly tell you that it is addressed to Mrs. Daney.”

He touched a bell, and to the attendant who came: “Ask Inspector Smith if he has got the letter found near the body on the Belgian coast.”

For a moment after the man left the room they were silent.

“So that’s it!” said Tim, and whistled.

“That’s it,” repeated Cowley. “I’m most anxious to read this letter; it hadn’t come through when I left the office. By the way, have you ever heard of Johnny Time?” Tim shook his head. “He’s a small forger, who has once or twice got into big gangs, but mainly confines himself to writing references and characters for chauffeurs who have none worth speaking about. I had an idea you had met him.”

Then Tim remembered. “Why, of course! He was the fellow who was going to give this man away. He had made an appointment to see you—”

“Which he didn’t keep,” said the Chief. “Johnny Time has made many appointments with us that he hasn’t kept. In fact, eighty per cent. of the informers who come here bursting with information fade out before they make their critical statement.”

At this moment the attendant came back and put a sheet of typed foolscap before the Chief Constable. Cowley unfolded his glasses, fixed them on his nose and read:

“‘My darling girl—” he began.

“That is our Mrs. Daney.”

‘I am sorry to bring so much bother upon you, but the truth is, life cannot go on without you. You are true to your husband, and for that I respect you, but this long suspense is breaking my heart. I have recently inherited a lot of money, as you know, and I have forwarded to you my one and only will, in which I leave you everything. I hope it will do more good to you than it has done to me….’

“Here follows,” said the Chief, skimming the lines, “a brief, picturesque and wholly untrue story of his life, and of the police persecution which drove him to his career of crime. Do you want me to read it?”

“Not very much,” said Tim.

“We shall have the original here tonight or by the early morning,” said Cowley. “You’ll be interested in this postscript:

“I advise you to go to Captain Tim Jordan, of the Rhodesian Police. He will give you advice, for he is an honest man, and though he treated me badly in South Africa I bear him no malice.’

“For which I thank him,” said Tim.

Cowley locked away the copy in his desk.

“The stage is now set for the last interesting act,” he said, “and I hope there will be no casualties.”

“Are there likely to be?”

Cowley nodded.

“We’re dealing now with a tremendous moment in this man’s life. One death more or less is not going to worry him. He is a gunman, and he will be guided by that good old criminal motto: ‘You can only be hung once.’ It is dark, and I’ll send a man home with you.”

“It isn’t at all necessary,” said Tim. “I can get a cab in Whitehall.”

“You’ll get a cab here.” Cowley pressed a bell. “And you’ll wait in this office until it’s ready for you. I’m taking no unnecessary risks tonight. Go back to your hotel, have a bit of dinner, and meet me at Victoria. We’ll take the night boat to Ostend and clear up the one little mystery which is baffling us both.”
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Tim came back to the Carlton just as the palm court was filling with diners. He went up by elevator. His room was a dozen paces along the corridor. He unlocked the sittingroom door, stepped in and automatically put out his hand for the light switch. There was a click but no light. He tried the second; again the switch turned without producing any result. Fused, probably, he thought.

There was another light switch near the door of his bedroom.

He walked across the darkened floor; his hand was raised to find the switch, when the open door on to the corridor, through which the only light in the room was coming, closed with a bang. Somebody was in the room.

Tim dropped his hand to his hip pocket, but as his fingers closed on the butt of his automatic a white line of flame stabbed the darkness. The report was thunderous and deafening. He was conscious that something had chipped off the tip of his ear, and though he had no pain he put up his hand and felt it become wet.

As his gun came out, something struck him on the cheek and sent him crashing against the wall. In a second he had recovered and grappled with the man.

He could see nothing; he was fighting blindly and savagely against an assailant who was not dependent upon his fists. With that blow against the wall his pistol had dropped from his hand, and as he struggled he felt with his feet to locate it.

Overbalancing, he fell with a crash against the fender. At that moment the man who was struggling with him shot twice blindly, and wrenching open the door of the bedroom, closed it behind him.

Tim staggered to his feet, stumbled across the room, and after a minute succeeded in opening the door. The passing sommelier saw his bloodstained face and almost dropped the dishes he was carrying.

“Get a light here, quick,” said Tim.

The man dashed into the room, and by a lucky chance chose a small table-lamp which stood on Tim’s desk. It was the only one from which the bulb had not been removed. The lights were intact in the bedroom, and Tim was able to take stock of the damage.

A piece had been nicked out of the top of his ear; his face was badly bruised, and he had a cut above the left temple which produced an alarming amount of blood, but was not, he saw, very serious.

A quick inquiry traced the movements of his assailant. He had been seen coming from Tim’s bedroom, a gentleman in faultless evening attire, carrying a light overcoat over his arm. He wore a top-hat, and, as he went down the stairs leisurely, he lit a cigar. On the lower floor nobody had noticed him. The spectacle of a well-dressed man at the Carlton was not unusual. He had passed through the palm court into Pall Mall, and thence onwards all trace of him was lost.

A doctor dressed the two wounds and gave conventional advice; but Tim had other ideas than of going to bed and remaining quiet. He ‘phoned Cowley at his home and told him what had happened.

“I expected that,” said the Chief. “You were foolish to go home without one of my men. I’ll see that you’re not left without a—” He hesitated for a word.

“A keeper?” suggested Tim. “No, I don’t think I want one. He’s miles away by now.”

“Don’t you believe it!” warned Cowley. “He knows by now that you’re alive, and that’s just the thing you mustn’t be for his convenience and safety.”

It was no idle warning. Tim ate a hasty dinner, packed his suitcase, and, calling a cab, directed the driver to take him to Victoria. The cab circled Trafalgar Square, passed the Admiralty Arch, and was halfway up the Mall when a big car overtook them, and, coming abreast, edged them into the kerb. The taxidriver let flow a stream of violent protest, and jammed on his brakes. As he did so, the man in the driver’s seat fired four shots into the interior of the cab. Before the startled onlookers or the policeman on point duty could intervene, the big car straightened and flew along in the direction of Buckingham Palace and disappeared.

Though Tim was unhurt there was a casualty: a motorcyclist who had been following the cab had been knocked over by the big car and was lying unconscious by the side of the road. He was not badly hurt, though his machine was smashed.

Tim would have been detained by the police, but he explained the urgent nature of his business with Cowley, and whilst he was so explaining a man pushed his way through the crowd and spoke to the constable in a low voice. He took Tim by the arm and led him aside.

“It’s all right, Captain Jordan. I’m from the Yard. So was the man who was following you. He is a cyclist detective. Mr. Cowley gave orders that you were not to be let out of sight. There are half a dozen of us between the Carlton and Victoria.”

It was within a few minutes of the time when the train was due to leave that Tim hurried into the station. It was not until the train was pulling out that he was able to conclude the story of his adventure.

“Our friend is not clever, but he’s a good workman,” said Cowley. “He’s not on the train, but I shall be very much surprised if he isn’t waiting for us at Ostend — or even at Dover.”

When they arrived at that port, an hour and a half later, Cowley had a consultation with the Scotland Yard men who day and night watch this Channel port. Nobody answering the description of the assassin had gone on to the ship, but before it left harbour a very careful search was instituted, and the Jean van Roebuc was combed from bow to stern, to the inconvenience of many people who had retired for the night.

As the boat steamed slowly out of the harbour Cowley made a confession. “I’m scared,” he said. “Have you ever been scared, Jordan? If you say you haven’t you’re a liar.”

“What are you scared about?”

Cowley shook his head.

“I don’t know. We are reaching the climax of a very big case, and the man we’re trying to put in the dock is not going to worry very much about your life or mine. And, curiously enough, though I hold a pretty important position and am officially without fear, I am very conscious that I have a wife and family who may appreciate the funeral the force will give me, but will find that that isn’t very much compensation for the loss of a good husband and a kind father!”

“You’re joking,” said Tim.

Cowley pursed his lips.

“In a sense I am. But I do think that before we get our man there is going to be very serious trouble indeed. I don’t expect he’ll get away with it, but he may. I have telegraphed the Chief of Police and every important coast town from Dunkirk to Ostend to look out for aeroplanes, and I happen to know that there are twenty or thirty places where a man can land in the dark. There’s a pretty wide beach of firm sand, and the tide will be well out at three o’clock. If he has a confederate he can be dropped and the aeroplane flown back to England before daybreak. If he hasn’t one, it would be a fairly simple matter to taxi the aeroplane into the sea.”

In the chilly hours before the dawn Tim was wakened and went on deck in preparation for landing. Of the men who were gathered on the wharf side half of them were members of the Belgian detective force, and the chief of these greeted Cowley warmly. They had worked together during the war and were old friends.

“There’s nothing mysterious about this suicide,” said M. Poiccart. “We cannot trace where he lived in Ostend, but he must have been here some time. We found in his pocket an old copy of the Independance Belge and a French newspaper—”

“Both of which could have been bought in London. An artistic touch, but not very convincing. You’ve got the revolver?”

“At the office,” said the Belgian. “We have tested it, and as far as we are able to judge it is the pistol with which the suicide was committed. One chamber has been discharged. I am unable to tell you any more, my dear friend, because you particularly asked that the body should not be moved. I have left it on the dunes, and put a few police officers on duty to see that it is not interfered with. The only thing I have done is to take his fingerprints, as you requested, and you may see these at the office.”

“I think I have got a facsimile set in my pocket,” said Cowley.

At the central police station the fingerprint card was laid on the table before the Chief Constable, and he compared this with a smaller card which he took from his pocketbook. Tim, who had some knowledge of the fingerprint system, saw immediately that they were identical.

“Humph!” said Cowley. “There’s no doubt about that. What a stupid fool the fellow is! Has he never heard of the fingerprint system, or did he imagine he could pull off a swindle like this without the police taking the trouble to make inquiries?”

“It is not suicide?” asked the interested Poiccart.

The Chief shook his head. “No, it’s just murder, and it wasn’t committed in Belgium. The body has already been seen by a young lady; it was lying on the floor of a garage in Barnet.”

As soon as it was daylight he drove out with two carloads of police to the place where the body lay, and made a brief inspection of the gruesome thing that was spreadeagled on the sand.

The Chief stood for a long time, looking down at the dead man, then shook his head.

“So passes poor old Johnny Time,” he said. “A poor little thief who butted into the big game, and has got the worst of it. Shot at close quarters, probably in the car that took him to Jennings’s Buildings. Transported by aeroplane dressed in Harry the Valet’s clothing. Our friend must have made a very careful planning of this, Jordan. You’ll notice the men are about the same height.” He hurried to the Belgian police chief. “Nothing has been seen of an aeroplane?”

“Nothing at all, Monsieur Cowley. We have had our patrols along the coast since three o’clock. The sound of an aeroplane was heard, flying very high, and it may of course have come down. Unfortunately, if it landed on the sands it would leave no trace, for the sea has come in since. Actually it has not been seen, and it might have been the German night mail, which passes along the coast and turns inland at Zeebrugge.”

After giving directions for the disposal of the body, the men drove back to the hotel where Cowley had booked two rooms.

“The next move is with Mrs. Daney, and I wonder whether she’ll take it,” he said.

Later in the morning came the English newspapers by aeroplane from London, and Tim read them with interest, for at eleven o’clock on the previous night Scotland Yard had released a very full account of what had been found in the pond and all that it signified.. Cowley was on the telephone to London several times that morning, and he had many consultations with the Belgian police officials. He reported the result of his talk to Tim.

“There’s no sign of this fellow in London, and the aeroplane which was heard at half-past two in the morning was not the mail. It passed over Margate a little before two, when one of the inland antiaircraft detachment was having a searchlight practice. The machine was picked up, but dodged out of the light. It was not an official ‘plane, or an air liner, and so far they haven’t been able to trace its port of origin — not that that means much. There’s a tremendous amount of smuggling going on now; silks in particular are coming in by the bale; and this may be one of the smuggler planes. The coast stations were warned, but there has been no report that the ‘plane returned — which means, young fellow, that you’re not to go walking on the dunes without a couple of Mr. Poiccart’s gentlemen!”

It was when the tide went out early that afternoon that the mystery of the lost ‘plane was unravelled. Fishermen reported that the tail-piece of an aeroplane had been sighted a mile and a half from shore. Here the sands slope very gradually, and at low tide there was little more than a dozen feet of water. A tug was immediately dispatched to salve the ‘plane, and this did not prove as difficult as had been anticipated. It was dragged ashore partly by the tug and partly by the fishermen.

The machine was intact, except for a broken propeller, and an expert who examined it gave it as his opinion that it had probably been sent taxiing into the sea from a point immediately opposite where it was found.

A careful examination of the sands supported this view. The real clue, however, came when Tim made a careful search of the fuselage. Strapped under the seat he found a small leather case. The lock was forced open, and inside were a number of gold-mounted toilet fittings bearing a monogram.

“That’s Mrs. Daney’s. She must know something about flying, too. He’s had a dual control fixed,” said Cowley. “So they’re both here!”

It was quite understandable that the small case could be overlooked in the dark. Probably Mrs. Daney had another case containing her jewels, to which she paid more especial attention.

The word flashed from town to town, from Aachen to Bruges, and the machinery of Belgian police investigation was set in motion. Somewhere in the country were two people, one of whom was a triple murderer, and the other on the face of it his accomplice. Every hotel received an immediate official notification and description of the wanted pair.

“They could, of course, dodge into Holland. It’s only a car drive. But I have an idea they’ll be hanging round,” said Cowley. “They can’t move except by car or train, and where they are at this moment they will remain — and they’re in Ostend: of that I’m sure.”

Knocke, the frontier port, reported that no car had passed into Holland except a number which daily made the trip from one country to the other. The French frontier patrols made a similar report. Bruges drew blank. Brussels, however, was another matter. It is a vast city, and here the process of search would necessarily be slower.

“I shall stay on another day,” said Cowley. “I’ve wired for extradition papers and they should arrive tonight.”

Tim took his constitutional before dinner along the dunes, and was amused but irritated to find that he was the centre of a small crowd of policemen, in plain clothes, but so obviously policemen that the good citizens of Ostend were under the impression he was a dangerous criminal taking an airing.

He dined with Poiccart and Cowley in the sittingroom they had engaged at the hotel. The season had not begun, only one or two hotels were open, and this, explained Poiccart, made a much simpler business to comb the town. There were, however, quite a large number of pensions, which, whilst legally they were compelled to report the arrival of any stranger, might for the consideration which the fugitives would offer them overlook this rather important injunction.

It was eleven o’clock when the two police chiefs retired, and Tim sat down to write a letter. The hotel was silent; the only sound that came to him was the hush-hush of the incoming tide as it swept across the level sands of the plage.

His bedroom opened from the sittingroom. He was halfway through his letter when he thought he heard a sound. He rose and listened; he heard it again — the faint creak of a stealthy footstep. Noiselessly he crossed the room and turned off the lights. Then, with a gun in one hand and an electric torch in the other, he approached the door. Suddenly he swung it open and flashed on the lamp.

“Hands up!” he said, and gasped.

For a moment he did not recognise the dapper figure in mechanic’s overalls who stood at the foot of the bed.

“Who are you?”

“All right,” said a mocking voice. “Don’t shoot, Captain. I heard you had my jewel case here, and I thought I’d come and get it.”
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“Do you mind turning that torch off?” Mrs. Daney went on. “It hurts my eyes.”

“I’m sorry about that,” said Tim sardonically.

He backed out, the woman following, into the sittingroom.

“You can turn on the lights,” he said. “If you attempt to open the door I won’t be responsible for my actions.”

“Don’t worry,” said Mrs. Daney. She walked at her leisure to the switch, and when the room was lit came back to the table and sat down. She looked rather pale; there were heavy shadows under her eyes, and though she retained her old insolence of manner she was a badly shaken woman. “Can I have a cigarette? I haven’t got one. By the way, is the jewel case here?” she asked, as he handed her his case.

“It’s in the hotel. You should have tried the strongroom. How did you get in?”

“Through the window,” she said laconically. “You’ve got a balcony, and there’s another balcony above, and an iron post. It’s easy. In the old days, when Lew was doing small stuff, I used to help him.”

“How did you pass the detectives?”

She smiled contemptuously. “Don’t make me laugh! Those hams! I’ve been staying in the hotel all the time — that’s the funny thing. You’ve searched every hotel in town but you haven’t searched this!”

“And your boy friend?”

She did not answer; her eyes were staring past him. “He and I have been very good friends, off and on, for years. He wasn’t the best of men, but there was a lot about Lew in the old days that was very wonderful. You wouldn’t believe me if I told you that I was once in love with Lew — give me a light.”

He struck a match and held it for her. The hand that held the cigarette was shaking.

“Romantic, eh? Just like the stuff you get in books — mush! I adored him, that’s all. We’ve always had our fights, but they generally ended up nicely, and he was big and generous to me.”

“In other words, you really were in love?” said Tim when she stopped.

Mrs. Daney nodded. “That’s about the size of it: I really was in love. I didn’t know how much until — well, that doesn’t matter,”

“Why didn’t they report you at the hotel? Are they working with you?”

She shook her head. “I have been in residence here for a fortnight off and on. I’ve been taking trips to Brussels and Paris, but I’ve kept on my room, and naturally they didn’t regard me as a newcomer. I speak very good French, and that’s the nationality they think I am.”.

She smoked in silence, for a time. Tim’s eyes wandered to the telephone, and she read his thoughts.

“You needn’t call Cowley yet awhile,” she said. “I want to get calmed down.” Another long pause. “Who was that man — the man on the dunes?”

“A man named Johnny Time,” said Tim, and she nodded.

“I thought it was. He was a kite man, wasn’t he?”

“By which you mean a forger? Yes.”

“He wrote two rather nice letters which..,” she caught her breath, “which came to me from Lew. I worked that out a few hours ago. Naturally I thought they were from Lew, they were so cleverly worded, and it might have been his writing. Of course, when I saw the newspapers this morning I knew all about it. He didn’t know I’d seen the newspapers. That’s the funny thing about him: he has lapses, and does things that Lew would never have done. That’s because he snuffs the coke.”

“A drug-taker, is he?” said Tim, interested.

“He was,” she corrected him, as she carefully tapped the ash from her cigarette into a tray. “And when he can’t sleep he takes veronal — shovelfuls of it. I told him one day he’d make a mistake, and he did. But he saved me a lot of trouble.”

Tim half rose from his chair.

“Sit down,” she said. “I went in to kill him after I’d read the paper, but nature had got there first.”

“Where is he?” asked Tim.

He reached for the telephone.

“If you call Cowley I’ll not tell you anything. My nerves are all like that!” She made an expressive gesture. “I couldn’t stand Cowley at this moment. I rather like you, Tim Jordan. Give me another cigarette.”

He handed her one and lit it for her.

“That’s better. I suppose cigarette smoking’s a kind of dope, but it’s nice. I hadn’t any idea that Daney was dead, but I think I know what happened. Daney was always a little scared of Harry the Valet; he had played him one or two tricks; and he knew that Harry was in London. As a matter of fact, Harry found him and rang him up. We’ve got to guess what happened, but I’m a pretty good guesser. Lew picked him up on Hampstead Heath, and I haven’t the least doubt that Lew was going to put him amongst the memorial notices. Harry shot first.”

She paused and swallowed hard; the unshed tears glistened in her eyes.

“I don’t know what Lew told him, but probably the whole strength of Clench House and where the money was. He used to do things like that — he had a sort of cat and mouse complex. He’s done it to me once or twice….But Harry shot first. I put that all together when I read this morning’s newspaper and saw that Lew’s body had been taken out of the lake. Of course, Harry went north to get the stuff. He knew the secret of the little tomb and all about the store under the garage. He must have got it from Lew’s papers — apparently he stripped him before he dumped him in the water — all particulars about the various depots Lew had made throughout the country. He knew how to get into the place where the money was.

“Lew kept a diary and carried it around with him. It was one of the many fool things he did. I suppose he’d written a lot about me, so it wasn’t hard to catch me at Severn, as he did. I had a week of hell with that man before he showed me the letter from Lew, telling me that I was to keep quiet and do whatever Harry told me. Like a simp I believed it — thought Lew was hiding abroad and that Harry was acting for him. I didn’t reach this stage without a lot of fight. I think Harry would have put me out if it hadn’t been for his natural instincts as a gentleman.”

She smiled faintly.

“Where is he?”

“I’ll tell you later. I went in with a gun to get him this morning when he lay in bed, but nature and veronal had worked a little quicker. Is there anything I can clear up for you?”

“Did you know about the killing of Johnny Time?”

“No, nor of young Awkwright. I was gone by then. Harry couldn’t dispose of the money. He’d got a grand scheme for leaving the stuff to me, dying off, and for me being his heiress.

“I didn’t exactly know how he was going to work it — I didn’t dream he’d kill some poor devil in cold blood, but that’s what he did; and he killed young Awkwright because he couldn’t keep quiet. The will is genuine enough — it’s written in Harry’s hand. You won’t have any difficulty in proving that.”

Tim reached for the telephone and this time she did not protest. She went on smoking, staring moodily at the wall.

“It was a bad break for Harry,” she said when he had finished his conversation with Cowley. “You’ll find him in one of the servants’ rooms on the top floor. He spoke French, too. We’ve been here several times; he was supposed to be my chauffeur and courier.”

“He’s dead?” asked Tim.

She nodded. “You knew who he was, of course? You recognised him somewhere, I guess? That’s why he was so anxious to put you out. We left England a few hours after you had gone to the Continent. He had a little aerodrome of his own — he had served in the Flying Corps in East Africa, and Lew and I did a lot of flying. It was all very awkward for Harry. He had Lew’s secrets but didn’t know how to work them. He knew nothing about Stocker till he came face to face with him.”

Cowley came soon after, and the two men took her down to the police station and there detained her. Throughout the next day she was questioned, but did not budge from her story.

Harry the Valet was dead — really dead this time, and by an accident. There was the chemist who had supplied him with the veronal; there was ample proof that he was a drug addict; a lack of all signs of premeditation.

“I don’t know what charge we can make against this woman, either here or in England,” said Cowley. “She was his associate, but can prove, I think, that she acted under duress. I’m rather sorry for her.”

“Sorry, are you?” said the man from the Carlton dryly. “Do you realise that Harry the Valet left something over half a million, and that the will he made to fool the authorities still holds good, and that the person who inherits that money is the lady with whom you are sympathising?”

Tim Jordan left Belgium by the first available steam packet.

He was anxious to get back to Mary Grier. And naturally.


The End



The Coat of Arms or The Arranways Mystery (1931)


Table of Contents



Chapter I



Chapter II



Chapter III



Chapter IV



Chapter V



Chapter VI



Chapter VII



Chapter VIII



Chapter IX



Chapter X



Chapter XI



Chapter XII



Chapter XIII



Chapter XIV



Chapter XV



Chapter XVI



Chapter XVII



Chapter XVIII



Chapter XIX



Chapter XX



Chapter XXI



Chapter XXII



Chapter XXIII




Chapter I


Table of Contents


Officially they called the big, ugly barracks at the top of Sketchley Hill the Sketchley Poor Law Institution. Locally it was the Asylum. Only the oldest inhabitants could remember the furious controversy which had accompanied its building. Every landed proprietor within miles protested against the outrage; there were petitions, questions in Parliament, meetings en plein air when resolutions were passed demanding that the Government should stay its desecrating hand; but in the end it was built. And to the argument that it was a monstrous act of vandalism to erect an insane asylum with the loveliest view in Surrey, the officials concerned answered, reasonably enough, that even mad people were entitled to a pleasant outlook.

That was years ago, when the Old Man was a boy, walking moodily through the bracken and planning odd and awful deeds. Authority caught him young, before any of his fantastic dreams were realized. Three doctors asked him irrelevant questions (as it seemed to him), called at the infirmary and drove him away in a pony-cart, and answered him courteously when he asked if Queen Victoria knew about the trouble his younger brother was.

Here he lived for many years. Kings and queens died, and there were wars. On the white ribbon of the Guildford road the light carts and traps were superseded by swift-moving carriages that moved without horses. There was a lot of discussion about this up at Sketchley. New arrivals professed to understand it all, but the old man and his ancient friends knew that the people who explained the miracle were mad.

He had enormous, heartbreaking desires to go beyond the red brick walls and see and hear the world he had left behind, and when these came — as they did at intervals — he usually found himself in bed in a strange, silent room, where he remained until he grew content with the grounds and the ward and the nigger minstrel entertainments of the local world in which he lived.

Outside apparently nothing had altered much. There were some new houses over by Blickford, but Sketchley was, as he knew, unchanged. From his dormitory window he could see the gables of Arranways Hall. For forty-five years he looked through the window and saw those gables, and the smoke going up from the twisting chimneys in the winter, and the line rhododendron blooms in the spring. The church beyond was the same, though nowadays it had a flagstaff on which a Red Cross ensign was flown.

Then one night there came to him a terribly strong call for the lonely loveliness of Sketchley woods and the caves where he had brooded as a boy, and the sheer-walled quarry with the deep pond at its foot. It was a most powerful, tugging desire that could not be denied. He dressed himself and went out of the ward and down the stairs, taking with him a heavy hammer which he had stolen and concealed all that day.

The officer on duty in the hall was asleep, so the old man hit him with the hammer several times. The guard made no sound from first to last. Probably the first blow killed him. Taking his keys, the old man let himself out, crossed the grounds quickly, and passed through the lodge gate. He came to the cool woods of Sketchley in the early hours of the dawn, a wild old man with blood on his beard, and he sat on the very edge of Quarry Pit and looked down at the calm waters of the pool below.

And as he looked, he saw his old mother standing on the pool’s edge, beckoning…

Mr. Lorney, of the “Coat of Arms”, was not inclined to join in the hunt. He was a large man, broad-shouldered, bald, stern of face, harsh-voiced, a driver of men. He had no enthusiasm, little sense of public interest.

He had newly come to Sketchley, and received and returned the antagonism proper to a foreigner. The big inn he had bought was something of a white elephant, and that did not improve matters.

He played the races consistently and scientifically; was a student of sporting sheets, an authority on form, and an occasional visitor to Metropolitan racetracks. Yet, oddly enough, he never discussed the sport with his customers, nor did he neglect his business.

He planned to cater for the better-class weekend custom, to make a roadhouse of this rambling Tudor inn, and to that end had furnished expensively and with considerable taste, had rescued and revitalized old gardens, had created lawns where untidy pastures had been, and had used so much paint upon the “Coat of Arms” that Sketchley smelt of it.

He had no time for escaped madmen, refused to enrol himself as a special constable, and became unpopular with his officious neighbours, who appeared in caps and armlets and carried overgrown truncheons.

The reporters who flocked to Sketchley found excellent accommodation but little news. Not that they suffered from his dumbness. Hundreds of thrilling columns described the search of the woods, the mystery of the unexplored caves beneath the woods, the clues, the personal narratives of terrified countryfolk who had seen the old man shuffle past in the dead of night, talking strangely to himself.

Then there was the dead keeper and his funeral; his history; the premonition he had had, and which he had confided to his friends. Front-page stuff for a week; feature stuff for page six; half-column stuff, paragraph stuff, and, at the end of a fortnight, no stuff at all, for the newspaper public is an exacting public, and demands that its stories shall move swiftly to a logical end, and there was no logical end to the Sketchley mystery.

“The sooner they forget all about it the better,” said John Lorney. “We don’t want people to think of Sketchley as though it were a murder hole. We want people to come down and camp in the woods, and if they’ve got their minds on the old man and his hammer all the time this’ll be a grand season for visitors!”

The hardware merchants of Guildford did a thriving trade in new locks and bolts and window-fastenings. You seldom saw men and women abroad at night; even daring lovers went no farther than Hadleigh Copse, which was within running distance of the main road, where a bus passed every quarter of an hour.

Then the scare subsided, and people came out at night. The old man, of course, was dead or had gone away. On the night of his disappearance there had been seen the inevitable grey roadster, moving swiftly along the London road. This friendless old man, who had never received a visitor, suddenly acquired rich and powerful friends. Lovers strolled deep into the heart of Sketchley Woods. Daring young people began the re-exploration of the caves — and then the old man appeared again.

It was the night that Tinsden House was burgled and a thousand pounds’ worth of silver plate vanished between two o’clock and four. A labourer whose wife was ill had gone on to the road for a smoke. It was a moonlight night, and as he paced up and down, waiting for the arrival of the doctor, he saw a figure move from the cover of a hedge and, crossing the road, vanish into a plantation. He moved towards the man, thinking he was a poaching friend.

“Hullo!” he called.

Then the figure turned his head, and he saw him distinctly: a bent old man, white-haired, white-bearded, his eyes “glaring”…

When the doctor arrived he had two patients on his hands.

Sketchley bolted its doors and fastened its windows after that. Detectives came from Scotland Yard and from Guildford. Chief Constables conferred importantly. And even as they sat in conference another big house was entered and another haul was made. This time it was the driver of the mail van between Guildford and London who saw the shabby figure standing by the roadside.

Inspector Collett, who came down from headquarters, made an examination of the old man’s record, but could find nothing in the books of the asylum that helped him to elucidate the mystery.

“He was either a first-class burglar when he was young, or he has learnt a lot in the asylum,” he said. “Oh no, that isn’t impossible; I remember a case…”

The fourth burglary was at Arranways Hall, an act of sacrilege. Lord Arranways heard a sound, and, getting up, passed into his young wife’s room.

“I thought I heard a window break,” he said in a low voice. “I’m going down to see.”

“Why don’t you call the servants?” she asked, a little fearfully.

She got out of bed and, slipping into her dressing-gown, followed him into the dark corridor and down the broad stairs. He whispered to her to go back, but she shook her head. He crossed the silent hall and threw open the library door. As he did so, somebody darted out of the shadows into the bright visibility of the open french windows. He had a glimpse of white hair and flowing beard, and his revolver jerked up. There was an explosion, the sound of smashing glass.

“Why did you do that?” he asked angrily.

As he fired she had knocked up his arm. There was the wreckage of a chandelier and a smother of ceiling plaster on the floor to prove it.

“Why on earth did you shoot at the poor old man?” she asked calmly.

He was middle-aged, irascible; the glamour of his second honeymoon had worn off. Marie Arranways could be very irritating.

“Or can you shoot burglars at sight?” she went on.

“The fellow was probably armed,” growled his lordship. “Damned silly thing to do!”

She smiled, and walked ahead of him to the open french windows. There was no sign of the old man. Half-dressed servants came rushing down the stairs. A hasty examination of the room was made. There were two gold cups, presented by King Charles the Martyr to the seventh Earl of Arranways, and one of these was gone.

Eddie Arranways sulked for a week.

The old man was live news again, and, because of his peculiar atmosphere, world news. Carl Rennett, sometime police captain, duly returned from a fruitless world chase, read the story of the old man, examined carefully and minutely the details of his burglaries, and, packing his grip, left for England.

The cold and blusterous day Rennett’s voyage finished at Southampton was a great day for John Lorney, for a horse called Sergeant Murphy won the Grand National Steeplechase and completed a double event which brought forty thousand pounds into the banking account of the landlord of the “Coat of Arms”.

Captain Rennett went straight to Scotland Yard and presented his credentials, a letter of introduction from the Department of Justice at Washington, and the Chief Constable listened whilst the American explained just why he had come.

“We’ll give you all the facilities possible,” said the Chief, “but, as you probably know, Scotland Yard has no jurisdiction outside the Metropolitan area, and the matter is more or less in the hands of the local police. Their theory — and it is one we share — is that the old man must have learnt the business from some other inmate of the institution. He has no criminal history so far as the records show, but he is undoubtedly a great hoarder. That is one of the forms his lunacy took. We have been in touch with the best-known receivers, and, so far as we can discover, not a single piece he has stolen has been on the market. He is probably stealing for the sake o’ stealing, and it is likely that we shall find his hoard intact.”

“Where is it cached?” asked Rennett.

Chief Collett smiled.

“That’s a pretty foolish question,” admitted Rennett. “I suppose it is in one of the caves under the wood?”

“They’ve never been thoroughly explored,” said the Chief Constable. “There are four or five strata, probably more — one layer under the other. If the old man dies, as he is likely to, the stuff may never be found. On the other hand, he may do something eccentric which will bring him into our hands. The country is terrified — I mean that part of the country.”

He looked at the big American with a twinkle in his eye.

“You’re an authority on burglaries?”

“That’s my speciality,” said Rennett calmly. “I suppose the letter from Mr. Adelton told you that? Yes, I’ve even written a book about them.” He smiled good-humouredly.

He drove down to Sketchley that afternoon, and throughout the journey his mind was occupied by one problem. Bill Radley he expected to find in the Guildford area, but would his sleek partner be with him?
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Lord Arranways had not been fortunate in his first marriage. It had ended dramatically, almost tragically, when he was Governor of the Northern Provinces.

The Indian Secret Service is admirably efficient and can arrange most things, but it found it a little difficult to explain why one of the Governor’s goodlooking A.D.C.’s was found in his pyjamas in the Residency garden with a bullet through his shoulder, and why Lady Arranways had fled in her night things to the house of his military secretary, an hysterical woman, half mad with fear.

His lordship resigned his governorship; a divorce was arranged, with the wounded A.D.C. cited as corespondent. Almost before the hurt was soothed Eddie Arranways met the Canadian beauty and was married again within two months.

He was a tall, rather faded man. He was goodlooking, could be fascinating. Marie Mayford was flattered as well as fascinated. She too was caught on the rebound after an affair which had left her a little scared. She was very much in love with her husband at first. She discovered the second man in him almost before the honeymoon ended. He was querulous, suspicious, rather sorry for himself. He brooded over the humiliation of his first marriage, and too obviously anticipated no better result from his second. He questioned her every movement; called for an account of every hour of her time; left her, apparently to make long journeys, and arrived unexpectedly in the early hours of the morning. She was shocked, outraged, and once turned on him in a fury. If he had been penitent there might have been some hope for them, but he had a weakness for justifying himself.

“You’ve got to make allowances for me, my dear. I’ve had a pretty dreadful experience. Here was a woman I trusted—”

“I’m not interested in your first marriage,” she said in a cold fury. “If I had an opportunity of meeting the first Lady Arranways and discussing the matter with her, I should probably find that she had received the same treatment as I am receiving.”

He was hurt at this, and when he was hurt he sulked.

Dick Mayford, her brother, came down to Arranways and patched up the quarrel.

“She is a little unreasonable, Dick,” Eddie Arranways complained. “You know the horrible time I went through in India — naturally it’s left its mark, and it will be years before I get back to normal. I admit I’m suspicious. Why shouldn’t I be, after my perfectly horrible experience? Marie is hard, a little unforgiving, and she absolutely refuses to take my point of view. The other day a fellow broke into the house — that old man — and I took a shot at him. She was furious with me.”

Dick grinned.

“Of course she was furious with you. If you’d killed that poor old devil you’d have been the most unpopular man in England. Good lord, Eddie, you’re a Justice of the Peace, and you know you’re not allowed to shoot a man because he pinches a two-hundred-pound cup! You’re mediaeval! You’re living about three hundred years after your time. Your ancestors would of course have pinched the poor old man and put him in a dungeon with a large assortment of rats, or cut off his head or hung him on a gallows. But this is the twentieth century, old boy.”

Eddie accepted much from his brotherin-law which was unacceptable from any other course. There was a reconciliation and very ceremoniously he marked the occasion by presenting Marie with an onyx and gold cigarette-lighter with her monogram in diamonds. She was touched by his awkward penitence, or the semblance of it.

Two months later, when Eddie was called to Washington to confer with an old colleague, she learned through her maid that he had commissioned a firm of detectives to watch her and prepare an account of her movements against his return. Dick Mayford’s qualities as fixer were severely taxed in the weeks that followed.

It was Dick who suggested the trip to Egypt, and for the greater part of that holiday Eddie’s behaviour was faultless, and the old pleasant relationships were revived. It was at the races in Cairo that his lordship met a very agreeable young man, Mr. Keith Keller, the son of a rich Australian. Keith had been educated in England. He was dapper, young, amusing, beautifully valeted, extraordinarily goodlooking, but above all respectful. He did not seem greatly interested in Marie. He was, he confided to Lord Arranways, very much in love with a girl in Australia, who was coming to Europe in the fall. He knew a little about racing and a great deal about Lord Arranways, though his lordship was not aware of this. To all his excellent qualities add this, that he could listen without interruption and could express wonder and suggest admiration at the proper and appropriate moments.

He read the 360-page report which Eddie had written on the subject of Indian land tenure from cover to cover, and, what was more, understood it. He listened for three hours after dinner at Shepheard’s Hotel whilst Eddie enlarged upon the irrigation scheme he had put before the Council, and which the Council had so summarily and so stupidly rejected. He had heard about the divorce, and, when Eddie touched on the matter, offered proper comment in a hushed tone.

Dick Mayford was rather amused. Lady Arranways was interested. One night, after a second-rate opera performance, Eddie asked the young man if he would escort her ladyship to the hotel. He had met a brother diplomat and they were going to the club together. Mr. Keller drove her home, one hand on the driving-wheel, the other in hers. She didn’t know exactly why she was not annoyed. Perhaps she too was amused.

When, just before they reached the hotel, he kissed her, she did not protest. Eddie had been very trying that night.

He went up with her to their suite. He did not stay long. Before he left he kissed her again, and left her a little breathless.

They came home by easy stages, and Mr. Keller was a member of the party. They arrived in Rome at the height of the spring season. Venice was rather dull and silly; a white mist lay on the lagoon. They spent two nights at the Danielli and went on to Vienna.

One afternoon, when Marie left the Bristol, she saw a man standing on the sidewalk. He was chewing the unlighted stub of a cigar. A tall, rather stout man, with horn-rimmed spectacles. She only noticed him as she passed in the car, but later she saw him again, in the Ringstrasse, and pointed him out to Dick, who was with her.

“He looks like an American.”

“What does an American look like?” asked Dick flippantly. And then, in a more serious tone; “How long is Keller staying with us?”

“Why?” she asked.

“Has he attached himself to the party?”

She shrugged one pretty shoulder.

“Eddie likes him, and he’s rather amusing.”

Then she changed the subject.

“I’ve had a letter from the Pursons, and it’s all about the old man.”

Dick frowned; he had forgotten the old man.

“Do you remember that detective who came down to Arranways? What’s his name — Collett?”

Dick nodded.

“The fellow who expected the old man to do something tremendously eccentric?”

She nodded.

“He’s done it,” she said. “The Pursons’ plate has been returned! When the servants came down one morning they found that a window had been forced and all the stolen property laid out neatly on the diningroom table. Somebody saw the old man walking on the edge of the wood that night, carrying a heavy bag. Isn’t it the most amazing thing you ever heard! I hope to heaven he’ll put back the Arranways cup. Eddie never lets a day pass without telling me that I’m responsible for its loss.”

“Is Keller coming back with us to England?” asked Dick bluntly.

She half turned to look at him.

“Why?” Her voice was cold; those lovely eyes of hers were a little hard.

“I was just wondering,” said Dick.

“Why don’t you ask him? I don’t know what he’s going to do. For heaven’s sake, Dick, leave all that nonsense to Eddie.”

“Where did you go yesterday afternoon?” he persisted. “You went out with him.”

“And the courier,” she added. “We went to a restaurant on one of the hills. I don’t know the name of it. There’s an hotel there. Eddie knew all about it — in fact Eddie suggested it. We met him there.”

Dick nodded.

“You met him at half past four; I heard him make the appointment. But you left the hotel soon after one, and you can get there in half an hour.”

She sighed impatiently.

“We drove through the Prater. We stopped for coffee somewhere, and then we went on to Schonbrunn and saw the gardens. Have you any other questions to ask? We had the courier with us.”

“You dropped the courier in the Prater and you picked him up there nearly two hours later,” said Dick quietly. “Now don’t look like that, darling I wasn’t spying on you, only I happened to be in the Prater with a man from the American Embassy: I saw you drop the courier and spoke to him. Don’t be a fool, Marie.”

She did not answer.

Eddie was very difficult in Vienna; he was maddeningly unreasonable in Berlin. He quarrelled with everybody except Keith Keller.

He lived in a state of perpetual annoyance, and he had a certain justification, for in Berlin something happened. Marie lost a diamond bracelet, one of her wedding gifts. She had been to the theatre, had supped and danced at the Eden, and gone back to the hotel at one in the morning. She had put the bracelet with other articles of jewellery on her dressing-table, and in the morning it was gone. Her window was open at the top; the door was locked, and she was, as Eddie knew, a very light sleeper.

Three members of the criminal police came up from Alexanderplatz and conducted an investigation. There was no sign that the room had been entered from the outside, and the only possible way a thief could have got in was through the bathroom, the window of which opened into a deep well. There was also a door from the bathroom into the corridor, but this, so far as Marie could remember, was locked. Eddie was furious, although the wedding gift was not his but her father’s.

“I can’t understand it! I really can’t understand it, Marie,” he said. “You couldn’t possibly have had the bracelet when you went to your room. Why should a burglar just choose that and leave all the other stuff?”

“I don’t know. Ask the police.” She was a little pale; her good-humour had momentarily failed her. “I won’t swear that I remember taking it on, I was very tired. I may have dropped it while I was at the Eden.”

But the police had already made inquiries in that direction. Eddie grumbled through every meal.

“Worth a couple of thousand pounds…sheer carelessness. Can’t you remember, my dear?”

On the morning they left Berlin she went out to order some flowers to be sent to the ambassador’s wife, and when she had concluded this errand she walked down Unter den Linden, turned into Wilhelmstrasse, having no definite objective, but desirous only of being alone.

Glancing idly across the road, she saw a man whom she instantly recognized. It was the tall, stout American she had noticed in Vienna. He still wore the same old brown suit, still clenched between his teeth the unlighted stub of a cigar. He was walking slowly, looking neither to left nor right, seemingly absorbed in thought. She stopped, watched him pass, and turned back towards the hotel. Glancing back over her shoulder as she turned into the Linden, she saw him. He had crossed the road and was following her at a distance.

She spoke to her brother about it. Dick Mayford was unimpressed.

“Americans are everywhere,” he said. “Oh, by the way, Eddie has a new theory about your bracelet.”

“I am getting a few theories about Eddie which I’m afraid are not as new as they should be,” she said shortly.

Eddie’s theory was, in reality, Keith Keller’s theory. Keith had been down to the Alexanderplatz, and had inspected the criminal museum and had had a talk with its genial custodian, who was an encyclopaedia of information on criminal methods.

It was quite simple, explained Keith, for a clever thief to take a bracelet from a woman’s arm. He had seen photographs and had had ocular demonstration performed for his benefit.

“I remember a fellow standing by you when we got up and danced at the Eden. A tall, rather dark-looking man. I thought he had coloured blood in him. Do you remember, when you took off your shawl—”

“I don’t remember anything,” she said, a little sharply.

Marie Arranways was worried. Though she could recall taking off her bracelet, she was not quite sure whether it was on the night it was lost or on some previous night. There is a certain timeless mechanism in the process of disrobing. When you do the same things night after night for years…

At dinner Eddie revived the hateful topic. “When you locked your door that night, do you remember where you left the key—”

“For God’s sake talk about something else!” she said.

Eddie did not speak to her again until the day they arrived in England.
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Keith Keller had no plans, he confided to his host. He had nothing to do but to occupy the time which separated him from the arrival of his fiancée. He had no friends in London. Nevertheless, he had decided to go to a London hotel, but Eddie would not hear of this.

“My dear fellow, I should be very wanting in hospitality if I did not ask you to come to Arranways for a week or two,” he said a little pompously. “I shall have an opportunity of showing you the railway scheme I put before the Viceroy — it would have been of incalculable value to the Northern Provinces, but the fact that it would have cost a few lakhs of rupees…”

Keith Keller was one of the most intelligent young men he had ever met, and one of the most respectable. He was not at all interested in Marie, seldom spoke to her except when politeness demanded some rejoinder. He spent most of his days in the library with his host. He was a quick reader, and could assimilate facts with remarkable rapidity. He agreed with every conclusion the late Governor of the Northern Provinces had reached in the course of a 242-page report. He could trace with a pencil the line the projected railway should have taken, and if he mildly differed from his lordship as to whether the railway should traverse the Sakada Pass or the Sibhi Pass, it was only, as he admitted when his lordship explained the advantage of the latter route, that because of his stupidity he had not fully grasped the importance of the railway passing through the fertile Chah valley.

Dick Mayford went down to the “Coat of Arms” to renew an old acquaintance and to drink real beer. He hardly recognized the house in its new furnishings. “More like a club than a pub,” he said flippantly. John Lorney favoured him with one of his rare smiles.

“We’re getting a good class of people down here now, in spite of the old man,” he said. “Haven’t they caught him yet?”

John shook his head.

“No, and they never will.”

He looked round the lounge and lowered his voice.

“There isn’t any old man,” he said. “This burglar is putting back the stuff he has stolen for some reason we don’t understand. He is a man who lives, or has lived, in this neighbourhood and knows it pretty well. For some reason or other he’s tried three times to get into the ‘Coat of Arms’; at least, the old man’s been seen three times on the lawn here, and I suppose he wasn’t trying to hire a room.”

“When was he seen last?”

Lorney considered. “He hasn’t been seen since your party left England.”

Dick stared at him. “But wasn’t there some property put back — the Pursons’ property?”

Lorney nodded. “That was the night before you left.”

“But her ladyship had news of it in Egypt.”

“I don’t know anything about that,” said the grim landlord of the “Coat of Arms”, “but if you see Mr. Purson he’ll tell you. Did you read about it in the papers?”

Dick shook his head. “No. Mr. Purson wrote to her ladyship.”

“Letters take time to travel. No, he’s not been seen since you’ve been away. They tell me an attempt was made to get into the Hall, but nobody saw the old man.”

He took a swab and wiped the spotless counter-top needlessly.

“A young gentleman came back with you. I don’t remember him.”

“Mr. Keller?”

“A goodlooking young fellow,” said Lorney. “I saw him driving with her ladyship this morning over towards Hadleigh.”

“Mr. Keller,” repeated Dick, and left the matter at that.

“I’m sick of the old man. With a lunatic asylum within a mile of the village, I can’t keep a servant more than a week at a time,” complained Lorney. “They get frightened out of their skins.”

A stout woman came painfully across the floor of the lounge, a pail in one hand, a brush in the other. She nodded genially and familiarly at Dick, and Lorney groaned. “That’s one servant you don’t lose,” said Dick.

“No,” said Lorney, “she’s a permanency.” He chuckled.

“What is her position?”

“She’s a charwoman. She’s everything in turn,” said Lorney. “I fire her half a dozen times a week, but she never goes — thank God! There are times when I’d be absolutely without a single servant or waitress if it wasn’t for Mrs. Harris.”

He heard a sound, lifted the flap of the counter, and, coming quickly out, almost ran across the floor of the lounge and disappeared through the door that led to the lawn. He came back in a few minutes, accompanied by a pretty girl. She was, Dick judged, about eighteen; a slim, lovely child, hardly yet a woman. Lorney carried her grip in his hand, and was talking volubly. They went up the stairs to the gallery above and disappeared down the passage. Dick finished his beer and waited. Presently Lorney came back.

“Who’s the lady?”

“A visitor.”

“She seemed almost an old friend.”

“I knew her uncle,” said Lorney. “She spent a week here last year. She’s at school in Switzerland — Miss Jeans.”

He glanced back over his shoulder to the gallery as though he expected to see her.

“Her uncle was very good to me many years ago, and it’s a great pleasure to be able to look after her. She has no father or mother.”

Dick looked at him curiously. Here was another side of the character of this forbidding man, a sentimental side.

“Mr. Lorney!”

The two men looked up. Anna Jeans was leaning over the balustrade. “May I come down?”

“Surely, miss.”

He went to the foot of the stairs to meet her. “This is Mr. Richard Mayford.” She smiled quickly. “From Ottawa,” she said, and Dick raised his eyebrows.

“Yes, we came from Ottawa many years ago. Do you know the city?”

She nodded.

“Yes. I went to school there when I was a little girl, and everybody knew the Mayfords. You’re Lord Arranways’ brotherin-law, aren’t you?”

Five minutes later they were pacing the lawn, exchanging reminiscences of a city that neither remembered very clearly, and Mr. Lorney watched them from the porch, his head on one side, a curious little smile on his hard mouth.

Marie did not know Miss Jeans, and was only mildly interested in Dick’s enthusiasm.

“As lovely as that, is she? They grow that way in Canada. What is she doing here?”

“She’s on vacation — she’s at a pension in Switzerland. She’s going to a college or something. She’s such a kid! Yet I’ve never met anybody who was quite as intelligent.”

Marie looked at him oddly.

“This sounds a little alarming,” she said lightly.

She was very cheerful that day, very tolerant of Eddie’s complaints and dissatisfactions. The lost bracelet came up for discussion at dinner; it invariably did. But there was an especial reason to-day. It had been found by the French police in the possession of a receiver who dealt extensively with the Continental capitals.

“It will cost about three hundred pounds to recover it. That’s all the receiver gave for it. Of course, they’ll never trace the thief — probably one of these infernal Society women who hang around hotels.”

He looked round at Keith and beamed at him benevolently through his spectacles.

“I’ve got a word of advice for you, my friend,” he said pleasantly.

Keith’s face was a mask.

“Then it will be pretty good advice.”

“Leave horse-racing alone,” said his lordship. “Your father may be as rich as Croesus, but the bookmakers will get every penny from you. And don’t be led astray by this infernal landlord of the ‘Coat of Arms’. He’s made a lot of money, but he’s probably hand in glove with some of these racecourse touts, and as sure as you’re alive you’ll lose every penny.”

“Why this highly moral dissertation?” asked Mane.

“I met Dane, from the Berlin Embassy. He said he saw your friend at Hoppegarten racetrack, betting like a drunken sailor — I’m using his expression.”

Keith smiled.

“Those are my wild oats — let me sow them,” he said solemnly. “The paternal purse is bottomless.”

Dick saw the swift glance that Marie threw at the young man, saw her eyes drop again to her plate, and for some unaccountable reason had a momentary feeling of depression.

“Marie tells me that there’s a fascinating guest at the ‘Coat of Arms’.”

Eddie could be heavily paternal.

“Eh?” Dick started. “Oh yes, Anna Jeans…a Canadian. Or, rather, she’s lived in Canada.”

Eddie shook his head.

“Think well, my friend,” he said cryptically, and in that remark Marie read the story of a fascinating A.D.C. who was found with a bullet in his shoulder, and a wildly screaming woman who flew to the house of the military secretary for protection. That was the eternal background to Lord Arranways’ thoughts.
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Anna Jeans played tennis most proficiently. She played golf; she rode. In the week that followed Dick’s costume was mainly riding-breeches and top-boots in the morning, and flannels in the afternoon. She played the piano rather well — Dick remembered that he had once had an aspiration to become a concert singer.

Keith Keller went over to the “Coat of Arms” for tea, and met her. Marie thought she was rather lovely. Keith did not like the type.

“What type do you like?”

They were strolling back through the plantation to the Hall. His hand readied down and took hers, but she disengaged herself quickly.

“Eddie’s around,” was all she said.

Eddie, in truth, was at the other end of the plantation. He saw nothing except the two young people walking towards him. When he met his wife, she was looking rather bored, and his newfound friend was explaining just why Arranways should not have been built near the road, but away back in the middle of the park.

“Exactly,” said Eddie. “That is my contention.”

Mr. Keller knew it was his contention; he had listened for hours whilst his lordship had enlarged upon the lunacy of his Tudor ancestors, who had decided to build the great house so near to the post-road that in the old days the guards of the coaches which plied between London and Guildford could throw their mailbags over the wall. He had listened and profited by his listening. Mr. Keller had a remarkable memory, which seldom failed him. He had, too, a trick of reproducing other men’s arguments without robbing them of their credit.

In the days that followed he haunted the library, assimilated every printed allusion of his host; for Lord Arranways had a passion for private publication, and one shelf was filled with calf-bound reports, recommendations, views and theses, official and unofficial.

His diplomatic career had not been wholly successful. They said of him at the Foreign Office, as they said at the India Office, that he suffered from notions. Eddie was engaged at the moment in preparing an authoritative work on Indian reform, and was bearable because in the main he was invisible in the daytime, and so tired at night that they saw very little of him.

Dick spent a lot of time at the “Coat of Arms”. At weekends it was rather overcrowded, and the big paved yard a little too full of cars. But in the midweek, when the revellers went back to town, it was rather a haven of peace for Dick, for there was none to dispute his claim to the tennis-court, and in the evenings after dinner, when he called in, Anna Jeans was there to accompany him in the songs he generally began but never finished.

There came a night when the household of Arranways Hall went to bed rather early. Dick returned at eleven to find one servant waiting for him. Half an hour later there was only one light in the house, and that the light in Dick’s room. The old man who stood in the shadow of the plantation watched and watched until the light disappeared. He waited half an hour and then moved stealthily, and, availing himself of every patch of shadow, he came round to the back of the house.

The clouds which had obscured the moon had rolled away, and it was almost as clear as daylight when he crossed the strip of lawn which separated him from his objective.

With remarkable agility for a man of his years, he hoisted himself up to a windowsill, holding fast to the gnarled brandies of the ivy which ran up the side of the house, and, gripping the bag with his teeth, he drew himself up hand over hand till he swung himself over a stone balcony. Facing him was a long narrow casement window, in which were laid four colourful escutcheons. Taking a small chisel from his pocket, he worked steadily, noiselessly and patiently. It was the way he had come before — the only window in the Hall to which, for some reason, no burglar alarm had been fixed.

Presently he pushed, the window opened, and in another instant he was inside. He stopped to close the casement gently, and waited, listening. He heard a sound and drew back into the alcove. A door in the corridor opened and a man in pyjamas looked out cautiously. Keith Keller did not so much as glance towards the window: he was peering along the dark passage towards the head of the grand staircase. He went back into his room and closed the door without a sound. The old man waited, his hand fingering the hair of his long, white beard.

He was going to move, when he heard another noise. Somebody was in the passage walking slowly towards him. It was a woman. She came into the diffused, mysterious rays of the moonlight…Lady Arranways. Over her nightdress she wore a tightly fitting dressing-jacket that reached to below her knees. In one white hand she held a lighted cigarette.

She stopped and looked back the way she had come; then she went to Keller’s door and knocked gently. Instantly the door opened. The old man heard a whisper of voices and she went in. He stood motionless, heard the door close, and the faint click of the key in the lock. Then, moving from his hiding-place, he shuffled along the corridor of the silent house, seemingly oblivious of the treachery he had witnessed.
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Tom Arkright, a labourer at Waggon Farm, claimed that he was first to give the alarm, but Mr. Lorney’s car stopped before the lodge gates at least ten minutes earlier than the arrival of the village policeman on the scene.

Arranways lay close to the road, behind a moderately high wall. Its pseudo-Tudor facade was unscreened by trees or shrubs, and even on a moonlight night the flicker of flame would have been seen half a mile away. Smoke was bellowing from its windows when Mr. Lorney raced up the short drive, having forced the gates, and hammered at the door.

Dick Mayford was a light sleeper, heard the sound — more to the point, sniffed the rancid odour of burning wood — and, being unable to locate it, ran down to the door and opened it.

“I think I can find the room,” said Lorney as he went up the stairs two at a time. “It’s the sixth from the porch.”

Lord Arranways was in the corridor by now. A servant in his shirt and trousers made an appearance, and they gathered round the door.

“Who’s here? Keller, isn’t it?” Arranways was breathless. “Dick, run and wake Marie and tell her to get downstairs. There’s nothing to be alarmed about.”

He called to the servant: “Set the alarm bell going.”

The ting-a-ling of it came almost immediately, for the alarm bell was near to the man’s hand.

Lorney wrapped a scarf round his hand and smashed at the panel. It split, and another blow sent it flying. Smoke bellied out. He groped through the hall, felt for the key and turned it.

“Wait here,” he said, “and keep the door shut behind me.”

He made his way into the room through blinding yellow smoke. Somewhere to his left front there was a flicker of light. He saw the man on the floor, and, stooping, jerked him upright.

Mr. Keller was not wholly unconscious. Something white was lying on the floor by the bed. As Lorney dragged him past, Keller muttered:

“Don’t tell them…she’s in my room.”

The landlord of the “Coat of Arms” was a man of the world; he had no illusions, few ideals. His grim jaw was set a little more squarely when he came out into the corridor.

“Get him away quickly,” he said huskily.

Keller had half collapsed, on the floor, was on his knees with Arranways bending over him.

“There’s nothing in the room, is there, Keller?” he asked anxiously. “Your dog or anything?…No, I sent it to the kennels, didn’t I?”

“Nothing,” muttered the man, “nothing at all. Get me away, will you?”

Dick came running back at this moment, Marie was not in her room; she had probably heard the alarm bell go and was in the hall below, or, better still, outside. Over Dick’s arm was a warm coat that he had grabbed when he had left the room.

“Get down to the hall.” Arranways’ voice was authoritative. “Come along, Lorney; there’s nobody else on this floor.”

He shouted to the disappearing footman: “See that all the servants are out!”

He hurried away, never dreaming that Lorney was not following. The landlord of the “Coat of Arms” stood rigidly by the door, waited till they had turned out of the passage on to the landing, then, opening the door, went swiftly into the room.

Was he in time? He had suffered something, waiting there. All his senses were keyed for the slightest sound. Whether the woman were ruined or not, he would not leave her there.

No sooner were they out of sight than he was in the room and, stooping, picked the frail figure from the floor and carried her into the corridor. She was unconscious; her face in the moonlight was as white as death.

As he turned to make for the stairway, Arranways came into view, a tall, angular figure, his dressing-gown flapping as he ran.

“Come along, Lorney” — impatiently. “There’s nothing—”

He stopped like a man shot.

“Whom have you got there?”

His voice was odd and strange. There was no need for him to ask: he had recognized the figure in Lorney’s arms as that of his wife. Suddenly his voice became as breathless as that of a man who has run beyond his distance.

“Where did you find her?”

“At the end of the corridor, under the window,” said Lorney steadily. A little silence.

“I didn’t see her.”

“I did,” said Lorney harshly. “At least I saw something. She must have come out of her room in a panic and run in the wrong direction.”

“Who’s that?” Dick had come up and lifted the unconscious girl from Lorney’s arms.

“My God — Marie! Where did you find her?”

“Never mind where I found her.” Lorney almost snarled the words. “Get her out of here. This place is going up.”

They ran along the passage, down the stairs into the open. Arranways snatched the coat which Dick had laid on the hall balustrade and put it round the woman.

All Sketchley was standing in the grounds, watching, awestricken, the destruction of the old house. Servants and such labourers as could be recruited were passing in and out of the house, carrying furniture, pictures, and such articles as could be found instantly and brought to safety. “I’ve got my car here. I think I’d better take her ladyship down to the ‘Coat of Arms’. Nobody’s staying there except one young lady.”

Arranways nodded. He climbed into the back of the tonneau, but it was her brother who held Marie Arranways.

As the car came out of the open lodge gates Dick thought he saw a figure standing on the verge of the road, a stout, spectacled man, whose face was oddly familiar to him. It was the man Marie had described in Vienna.

“Where’s Keller?” asked Arranways suddenly. His voice was hard; he did not look round as he spoke.

Lorney, at the wheel, talked over his shoulder.

“One of the servants said they’d taken him down to my place,” he said.

Marie was conscious by the time they reached the cosy lounge of the “Coat of Arms”, and Dick handed her over to the care of a maid. He heard Lorney bellowing for Mrs. Harris.

“I think I saw her at the fire.”

“She would be there!” growled Lorney. “These damn’ cockneys! She’d get up in the middle of the night to see a man dig a hole in the ground!”

He had been into Guildford, he said, and had passed Arranways, when something made him look back and he had seen the smoke and the flames at Keller’s window. It must have been burning for some time, for when he went into the room the fire had got a good hold.

They went back to the Hall on foot, he and Dick. Lord Arranways joined them ten minutes later, and stood in silence watching the destruction of the house where he and ten generations of Arranways had been born. The village fire-brigade was valueless. Motor engines were on their way from Guildford, and came, to find the supply of water totally inadequate, and to join the helpless throng that watched the flames roaring up through the roof.

Day was breaking when the little party walked slowly back to the “Coat of Arms”. In the three hours they had been watching Arranways had hardly spoken a word. Dick thought it was the loss of his home which distressed him, but when he tried to commiserate with his brotherin-law on the disaster Eddie Arranways laughed bitterly.

“There are some things I can’t rebuild,” he said cryptically, and Dick’s heart sank, for in those words he found the echo of all his own suspicions.
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Anna Jeans had a will of her own and a character of her own. Within twentyfour hours she was standing out from Dick’s world of attractive womanhood. She seldom agreed with him, which was at first irritating and always disconcerting.

Dick was a goodlooking young man, and had matured into an age when goodlooking young men demanded service from palpitating maidenhood. He had a trick of arriving late for appointments, and had grown used to finding the lady he was taking to dinner or a theatre rather meek about, it.

He made an appointment to ride out with Anna to see the Mailey ruins, and came down to his waiting hack a quarter of an hour late, to discover that she had left exactly a quarter of an hour before. He was a little indignant, hurt, and, when he overtook her on the steaming hunter he had borrowed, reproachful.

She looked at him with amusement in her grey eyes, and was unrepentant.

“I have two sisters,” she said. “One is time and the other’s tide, and we made an arrangement when we were quite young that we would wait for no man. When you’ve finished apologizing for being late we’ll go on.”

He apologized, and there the matter ended, for “sulk” was a word in the dictionary to Anna Jeans.

“I slept through it,” she said, when he spoke of the fire.”

“Lorney should have wakened you—” he began.

“Don’t be silly. Why should I want to see a house on fire? Mrs. Harris gave me the most graphic details. It must have been dreadful for your sister.”

He thought she said this a little dryly, and looked at her quickly.

“It was dreadful for all of us,” he said, a little stiffly. “Fortunately I am rather a light sleeper, and I heard Lorney banging on the door.” And then, abruptly. “How long are you staying here?”

“A few weeks.”

“Why do you come here at all?” he asked.

She shot him a quick, sideways glance.

“In the hope of seeing you,” she said. “I have admired you ever since I was a child. It must be rather wonderful to be worshipped in secret. That’s me, Richard! Once I see a man and like him I never let up!”

For no reason at all he went red. Possibly she had touched some secret vanity of his.

“Honestly, why?”

“Partly because I like Mr. Lorney,” she said, “and partly because my life is dominated by a sinister old man who lives in Lincoln’s Inn. He lives in a dark and dismal office, and when he says, ‘Go to school’, I have to go to school, and when he says, ‘You must spend a part of your holidays at the Coat of Arms’, I spend them.”

“The old family lawyer?” said Dick, and she nodded.

“The old family lawyer,” she repeated.

She half slewed round in her saddle. “Haven’t I told you the story of my life? That’s too bad…”

She prattled on for the remainder of the journey. Dick hardly had a word to say for himself until they were on their way back to the inn. “I don’t like Romeo,” she said suddenly, and apropos nothing.

He frowned.

“Who is Romeo?”

“I don’t like Romeo,” she went on, “even when he’s in the twee-est of pyjamas and throws me Mr. Lorney’s favourite rose — there’ll be an awful trouble when he finds that’s been picked. It was very romantic. I was looking my best at seven o’clock this morning, wearing a perfectly ravishing neglige. In the circumstances one can’t blame the young man. But is he so young? There’s a tiny bald coming at the back of his head. Men have go awfully well covered if you look down at them.”

“Keller?” said Dick, in surprise.

She nodded.

“I think that’s his name. Does he wear pale green slippers?”

“Why don’t you like him?”

She shook her head,

“I don’t know. I think it must be that overworked quality one reads about, woman’s instinct. He thinks I’m rather bold, because I caught the rose and threw it back at him. But I don’t like him, do you?”

Dick was silent. At the moment he cordially disliked the young man from Australia.

“He’s goodlooking, don’t you think? Oh, did you see the old man? Mrs. Harris says he was about last night. Won’t you take me out some day to the woods, and we’ll explore the caves. I’d love to meet him. They say he’s quite mad. He killed a man with a hammer, but of course he wouldn’t kill me if you were with me.”

“Do you ever take anything seriously?” asked the young man, a little piqued.

She looked at him appraisingly.

“I take you very seriously,” she said; “more seriously than I have taken any man who has made love to me.”

“I haven’t made love to you,” he protested indignantly.

“You’ve never had a chance. You can’t make love to people on a tennis-court, and real romance dies on horseback. No, if it had been the moon shining instead of the sun, I’d have made a perfect Juliet this morning — and if it hadn’t been Mr. Keller.” When they were within half a mile of the “Coat of Arms” she became serious again, talked of Mr. Lorney and his kindness. He had been a great friend of her uncle (which he knew). When she was a tiny girl she remembered seeing him at the lawyer’s. Unfailingly he remembered her birthday and sent her presents. She thought that he had been under some obligation to her uncle, who had been her guardian until she was about three, but whom she did not remember.

At long intervals she had seen Lorney, and it was only two years ago that she had spent her holidays with him, A brusque man, rather forbidding, invariably kind to her. One of his peculiar qualities was his loyalty to his friends, even his newly made friends, and they were few.

Mrs. Harris, who was a little afraid of him, was nevertheless one of his sincerest admirers. She had been to church with him. He wore a surplice and sang in the choir. He was a moderately good bass, and coached the crow-voiced village youth into something that resembled melody.

“I don’t think he likes Mr. Keller,” she said, to the surprise of Dick, who did not know that the two had ever met. “When he’s on the tennis-court Mr. Lorney never takes his eyes off him. I caught him the other day scowling at him. When he finds out that Romeo has stolen his best rose I shudder to think what will happen.”

Keller was in the lounge when they came in, his neat, well-creased self, a sleek young man. Dick looked for the bald patch but could not find it.

“Hullo! Been riding?” Keller asked unnecessarily.

He nodded at Dick and walked towards the girl with a smile.

“I’ve seen you before this morning,” he said, and held out his hand.

Anna’s smiling eyes were on his. She made no attempt to meet his advance.

“Will you be lunching in the diningroom?” she asked.

“Yes,” said Keller quickly. “Then you’ll see me three times,” she smiled, and ran upstairs. He followed her with his eyes till she was out of sight.

“Who is she?” he asked, and then: “Have you seen Eddie? I say, what happened to me last night? I can remember nothing till I woke up in bed. Lorney’s given me one of the most uncomfortable rooms in the house. I’ll have to get it changed—” By this time he had no listener: Dick had strolled back on to the lawn.

Mr. Keller was not easily rebuffed, was not even annoyed. He smiled goodnaturedly, walked to the bar, where the visitors’ book was kept, and was turning over the leaves, when the landlord of the “Coat of Arms” came in.

“Good morning, Boniface. Who is the lovely lady?”

Mr. Lorney ran his hand over his shining skull and looked at his visitor steadily.

“I’m putting you in Number Three this morning, Mr. Keller,” he said. “The maids gave you an uncomfortable room, I’m afraid.”

“Who is the lovely lady?” asked Keller. “Has she got any people here?” He tapped the book. “Miss Anna Jeans from Lausanne, Switzerland — is that she?”

“Miss Jeans is staying here, yes.”

“Who is she?”

“She’s a visitor, sir.”

Lorney’s tone did not encourage any further question. “Are her people here?”

Mr. Lorney rested his elbow on the counter and looked at the young man.

“So far as I know, the lady has no people, if you mean parents,” he said brusquely. “I knew her uncle many years ago, and I know her lawyers. She usually comes down here to spend part of her holidays. Are there any further particulars you’d like to know?” His tone was offensive. Mr. Keller’s ready smile operated.

“You might introduce me,” he said.

“I understand you’ve already introduced yourself,” said Lorney. “I found a rose of mine on the path. We don’t put notices up telling visitors not to pick the flowers, because as a rule we only entertain decent people at this hotel.”

Keller overlooked the rudeness of the tone, had spent his life ignoring unmistakable insults.

“How long have you had this hotel?” he asked. “I suppose it’s the English equivalent of a roadhouse, isn’t it?”

“I’ve been here two years and nine months. I’ll give you the exact day I took possession, if you’re interested. The ‘Coat of Arms’ cost me four thousand six hundred pounds. I spent five thousand pounds in renovations and furnishing. My exact profit I can’t tell you, but I’ll ask my bookkeeper to get it out for you. Is there anything else you’d like to know?”

Keller chuckled.

“That’s not the way to keep your clients, my friend,” he said. “I shall have to teach you to be a little more polite.”

Lorney’s glance did not waver.

“They tell me you’re a very rich gentleman from Australia. I hate to lose a customer like you, but I’m afraid I shall.”

He pressed a bell, and Charles, the antediluvian waiter of the “Coat of Arms”, came shuffling in.

“Show Mr. Keller his new apartment. If there’s anything he wants let him have it. Change the furniture if he asks for it. We must do everything we can to make Mr. Keller comfortable.”

Mr. Lorney could be unpleasant. Even Lord Arranways found him so, until he discovered that Lorney had taken considerable risk in diving into the smoke-filled library at Arranways and rescuing, amongst other things, a dispatch-case containing his lordship’s notes on a new scheme of Indian government.

But for the trouble which lay on him like a cloud, Eddie Arranways would have been enchanted with the “Coat of Arms”. It was an older building than Arranways had been; indeed, it had been one of the innumerable hunting-boxes which John o’ Gaunt had established in various parts of the country. Every hundred years or so some new proprietor in his enthusiasm had added a wing or built an annexe.

It was a house of low-ceilinged passages and ancient, oak-panelled rooms. Mr. Lorney’s predecessor had put a broad balcony round one wing of the house, and had given access to the grounds from this by means of a broad wooden stairway.

Mr. Keller strolled the length of this, mentally and with satisfaction noting the rooms which opened on to this high stoep.

Keith Keller left little to chance. He had not been in the “Coat of Arms” very long before he knew every room to which entrance could be had from the balcony.

Marie Arranways’ was heavily curtained. Eddie’s french windows were wide open, and as he strolled past he saw that the room was empty. Dick’s was at the farther end, which was rather a nuisance, for Dick was a light sleeper and would wake at the slightest sound. Rather dangerous, too, he thought. Any illicit visitor might gain admission to the rooms from the lawn.

Mr. Lorney had already arranged, though this his guest did not know, to cover the entrance with a barbed door, but this plan was still in suspension.

He spoke to the pretty chambermaid — pretty chambermaids had a habit of gravitating towards him — and heard the story of the old man. He was not greatly impressed by local legends, but was sufficiently interested that afternoon to walk up the road until he came to the barrack building on the top of the hill.

The sight of the building brought him a queer little sense of uneasiness, and as he was in the habit of instantly analysing and finding cause for all depression, he lost no time in locating the germ of thought which had brought him discomfort. There was a girl of St. Louis…He made a wry little face at the thought, and dismissed her from his mind. It had been an unpleasant experience, and he had been unfairly blamed. She had never been particularly well balanced. Pretty, of course; that was essential to the complication. Very adoring; one who cried rather readily. The brief remembrance of her quivering lips was a little hateful.

He had never dreamed there was anything wrong until, one night at dinner, she screamed dreadfully and struck at him with a knife. Which had been very embarrassing for Mr. Keller, for there were inquiries, and other women were involved, and he had found it expedient to leave St. Louis very hurriedly.

It had not been an unprofitable adventure, for this weak girl had found means to liquidate a marriage settlement which her father had fondly believed could never be touched, and Keith Keller carried the bulk of that settlement with him in hard cash.

He walked back to the “Coat of Arms” at his leisure, and was halfway down the hill when he saw coming towards him the one person around whom his thoughts had fluttered all that day. He quickened his pace.

Anna Jeans made no attempt to avoid him. She greeted him with a wave of her walkingstick and would have passed on, but he stopped.

“You’re the one human being in the world I wanted to meet this afternoon,” he said. “Where are you going?”

She looked at him straightly, both her hands clasped on the top of her stick.

“That just depends,” she said. “I did intend walking over the hill to Thicket Wood, but if you’re going to offer your escort, and I can’t possibly dissuade you, I’m going back to the hotel.”

“That’s very offensive,” he smiled.

She nodded. “I was hoping you would see that,” she said, and went on.

Keith Keller was piqued, his interest in the girl stimulated Women did not treat him that way. He stood for a long time looking after her, then went back to the hotel, his mind concentrated upon the game he could play so well, and which he had invariably won.

All that day he did not see Marie. and only once caught a glimpse of Eddie Arranways. He came into the diningroom that night a little bored, and, for the first time in his relationship with the Arranways, troubled. Without invitation he sat at Dick’s table and tried to make conversation.

“I saw a couple of grips in the hall. Who’s the new visitor?”

“You’d better ask Lorney,” said Dick brusquely.

He also was a little irritated. He had promised himself a tete-a-tete dinner with a more agreeable companion than Keith Keller, but had come down at half past eight to learn that Anna Jeans had already dined and had gone to her room.

“From the shape of them I should think they belonged to an American. Do they have many Americans down here?”

Mr. Keller was not readily snubbed.

Dick beckoned the waiter.

“I’ll have my coffee in the lounge,” he said.

It was a very dull evening for Mr. Keith Keller, He read every publication to be found in the rack; he sought ineffectually to make conversation with Mrs. Harris, who at night took her turn at serving in the bar; and wandered about the house in the hope of finding the pretty chambermaid, who at least would have been a diversion.

He went to bed at eleven o’clock, read for half an hour, and then, extinguishing the light, stepped noiselessly on to the balcony in his slippered feet. There was nobody in sight. He moved to Marie’s window. The top transom was open, but the doors were closed and curtained. He listened; there was no sound. Softly he tapped at the window, but received no response. Then he heard somebody moving in Dick’s room, and slipped back to his own.

Perhaps she would come to him. He got into his pyjamas and went to bed, read for a quarter of an hour, and, again extinguishing the light, left his door ajar.

He dozed for a while; when he woke up he felt a cold draught blowing from the window and with a curse got out of bed and clicked over the fastening. He was hardly in bed before he was asleep. A quarter of an hour later, when the church clock was striking three, a dim figure came slowly up the stairs that led from the lawn, passed silently along the balcony, stopped at Keith Keller’s door, and cautiously felt the handle.

Dick heard a sound and came out on to the balcony. He saw something moving on the last step of the stairs.

“Who’s that?” he called sharply, and the man turned.

Dick had a fleeting vision of a bowed figure with a white, unkempt beard. He flew along the balcony, but by the time he reached the foot of the stairs the old man had gone.
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Anna Jeans had the good fortune to be educated. She had secured no notable diploma, and her college reports had been written without enthusiasm. But she had lived in a household which outwardly had the appearance of being as near domestically perfect as the most exacting could desire. Whatever relative took control of her life, her dead parents had paid handsomely for her support, and had chosen wisely (as far as could be ascertained); and she had passed into one of those decorous homes where you can hear the hall clock ticking from any room in the house.

The owner of the house, a middle-aged gentleman, grey-haired, benevolent, soft spoken, she seldom saw, except at dinner. His wife, prim, angular, with the face of a faded angel, she saw more frequently. They were the happiest couple in Ottawa. People often said this to Anna. And how nice for her to share the serenity of that quiet and uneventful sanctuary!

When she was very young she agreed ecstatically; as she grew older and more understanding she received the congratulations with a polite acknowledgement. They had never quarrelled, but they talked at each other gently, sweetly, poisonously. Strange new characters loomed out of these dark backgrounds. There was, for example, “That Girl” — Mr. Olroyd used to smile when his wife mentioned her. It was a fond, impenitent smile. And there was a “Louis” that he spoke about at times, lingering lovingly on the word, and sometimes he would say “the coon” and mean Louis. And little red patches came to Mrs. Olroyd’s pale, thin cheeks and her knuckles showed white when she gripped the lace edge of the tablecloth. And yet she would smile readily and give back dart for dart.

It took Anna a long time to understand — and then she wished she had not understood at all. Something had happened at Emerald Lake years and years ago. Louis was a sort of guide. (“A gentleman — it is absurd of Robert to call him a coon — as white as you or I…naturally he looked dark because he lived in the great open spaces,” said Mrs. Olroyd privately.)

“That Girl” came from the great open spaces of New York City. She was a stenographer.

(“I knew her father very well…a charming girl. Why Lena talks about her as a chorus girl heaven knows…never been on the stage in her life, and a perfectly nice girl.” Thus Mr. Olroyd.)

“That Girl” and Louis were only two amongst many subjects for mysterious reference. There was a “mortgage” (granted or refused, Anna never discovered), and the matter of the trip to St. Paul. Honey ran thinly upon the acid edge of badinage when the trip to St. Paul came under discussion. In some way Mrs. Olroyd had behaved guiltily and Mr. Olroyd had not behaved at all.

Anna sat on a stone balustrade overlooking the tennis-court and brought the Olroyds into the conversation, and John Lorney listened respectfully. “I’ve heard of ‘em. Your Uncle Frederick thought he had found a great home for you — I’m glad he didn’t know the truth.”

She laughed. “Stuff! It was a lovely home. Only…well, it made me understand that everything isn’t all that it seems. I suppose if you could get right inside other people’s lives they would be dreadfully different. Even the Arranways. My! She scares me, she is so — what is the word? — it begins with an ‘a’. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. Austere! That’s the word! She freezes me. And yet I suppose she’s as human as I am.”

The landlord of the “Coat of Arms” laughed. “Surely! She’s a very nice lady in some ways. A bit of a fool, but rather nice.” She stared at him.

“A fool? She didn’t seem that way—”

“I shouldn’t have used the word. She’s not as wise as she might be.”

She thought there was a hint of dryness in the words and looked at him curiously. She realized something.

“She’s a good woman?” she insisted, and when he seemed at a loss as to how he should answer that:

“Don’t be silly, Mr. Lorney. I’m twenty-one, and I know everything that a mother’s scared to tell her daughter! Isn’t she?”

“I know very little about her—” he began.

“Is Keller her lover?” she asked bluntly, and when his face fell in the grimace of one who was really shocked she laughed again.

“Darling Mr. Lorney, don’t look as though you were meeting your first precocious child. I am a graduate — more or less — of a university, and took honours in biology! Is she his mistress?”

“No!” He said this loudly.

Wisely she did not pursue her inquiries. “Mr. Standing said I was to make a friend of you. Do you like Mr. Standing? Are all lawyers as vague as he is? I spoke to him for an hour before I came here and he never once said ‘yes’ or ‘no’. He’s a dear, and takes snuff, and he’s ashamed of it…”

Mr. Lorney, leaning against a sundial, listened and admired. A year had brought about an amazing change in her. When she came before she had been a leggy colt of a girl with a weakness for leaping hedges. Now she was very much the young lady of fortune.

“Mr. Standing said you were to send all my bills to him, and you were to let me have any money I wanted. Isn’t that okay?”

He nodded.

“That’s quite all right,” he said. “In fact, okay!”

He felt at his strong arms, frowning at her thoughtfully.

“You don’t like Keller, miss?”

Obviously he expected definite support for that view, and was surprised when she shrugged.

“I don’t know. He’s rather goodlooking, isn’t he? Of course, he’s a dreadful young man, but dreadful men are much more interesting than very good men; don’t you think so? There’s a girl I know — she’s working in Toronto now on a newspaper. She says there’s only one kind of news and that’s bad news. There’s only one class of interesting person, and that’s a bad person. She says you get three lines for the death of a saint and a whole front page for a gangster shooting.”

“I don’t know what that proves.” Lorney was puzzled.

“It proves that I don’t really dislike a man because he’s — well, dangerous.”

He looked at her glumly.

“I don’t like Keller,” he said. “Maybe I’m out of the ordinary. I shouldn’t wish you to like him either, or to think that you’d met that kind of man at the ‘Coat of Arms’.”

“Is he?” she asked directly.

“Is he what?”

“Is he the lover of Lady Arranways?”

He had to check himself to prevent his saying yes. She wondered why he should take so much trouble to protect the woman. She knew that for some reason or other he had been on the point of blurting out the truth. She was not really interested. She analysed her attitude of mind as one of unhealthy curiosity, and again changed the subject and asked a question which everybody in the hotel had asked him that morning.

“I don’t know,” he said. “A tramp or somebody. Don’t you worry about the old man; he’s dead years ago. Reporters came down last Christmas and tried to revive him.”

The hotel car drew up before the porch and a stocky man got out, carrying a grip. Lorney stared at him until he disappeared into the lounge.

“Who is that?”

“I don’t know. He looks like a man who was here a year ago. Will you excuse me?”

He walked rapidly across the lawn into the lounge. The stranger was tall, stout, cleanshaven; his iron-grey hair was brushed back from his forehead. He turned to peer at Lorney through a pair of black, shell-rimmed spectacles, and a slow smile dawned on his face as he held out his huge hand.

“Captain Rennett, isn’t it?”

Of course it was Rennett. He had recognized him instantly. Mr. Lorney rarely forgot faces — or figures, and here was a burly figure not to be quickly forgotten once it had been seen.

A very dominant man was Captain Rennett. He was Authority; the authority of the uniformed policeman on his beat, of the station sergeant at his desk, of the chief of police in his bureau. Processions of lawbreakers in St. Louis had passed in review under those cold grey eyes and had quailed when they saw the light of recognition in them.

“I thought I’d come down and see you. I’ve been around Europe twice, and I have not found anything like this ‘Coat of Arms’ of yours, Mr. Lorney.”

He took a cigar from his waistcoat pocket, bit off the end and lit it.

John Lorney had often wondered what had happened to him. He had disappeared very suddenly — paid his bill to the waiter and had vanished. It was at a time when there were three chiefs of Scotland Yard living at the “Coat of Arms” and spending their spare time investigating the mystery of the old man who came and went incomprehensibly at night, breaking into houses, not to steal, but to restore. Captain Rennett was evidently a thought-reader, for he laughed. “Thought I went away in a hurry, didn’t you? Well, I did. I came down to get a line on this old man, but it struck me that those Scotland Yard people might wonder why I was butting in.”

“They were rather flattered, as a matter of fact,” said Lorney. “They don’t often have an American detective watching their operations. You should have come sooner; we had a fire.”

Rennett nodded.

“Up at the Hall. I heard about it. Too bad. Burnt out?”

“Yes, burnt right out. The people are staying here.”

“Lord Arranways?”

“The whole family — and one.”

“One?” repeated Rennett. “Who’s the one?”

“I don’t think you know him. He’s a gentleman staying with the Arranways.”

“He’s been on the Continent with them, hasn’t he?”

He could never quite eradicate the policeman in his voice.

“I believe that is so,” said Mr. Lorney coldly.

“A gentleman named Keller, isn’t it?” Then, sensing the resentment in the other’s attitude, he chuckled.

“That’s the trouble with me: once a policeman, always a policeman. Say, I can’t even ask a man the way to the railway station without giving him the impression that unless he tells me he’s going down to the dungeon.”

He took his cigar from his mouth and looked at it thoughtfully.

“They’ve given me a grand room. It’s like being back home,” he said. “I guess they were surprised to see me again. That old man!”

He shook his head.

“Say, did you ever hear of a burglar who broke into a house to put back property he’d stolen a year before?”

Mr. Lorney admitted that the experience was a novel one.

“He interests me,” said Rennett. “A touch of romance, eh? I’d like to meet that bird.”

John Lorney was amused.

“Would you? There are quite a lot of people who’d like to meet that bird — and I’m one of them!”

Rennett was puzzled, and looked it. The rare evidence of emotion he showed had always impressed John Lorney as being a little over-acted. It is a common experience with reticent and secretive people that their expressions are a little exaggerated.

“Here’s the case.” Rennett emphasized each point with a forefinger on the palm of his huge hand, as though he were stating some police problem to a subordinate under instruction. “There’s a series of burglaries in this neighbourhood; half a dozen houses are entered, valuable property is stolen. In almost every case the old man has been seen near the scene of the robbery—”

“Or somebody thought they saw him,” said Lorney. He at any rate did not disguise his contemptuous amusement.

“They saw him or thought they saw him,” agreed Rennett. “That’s beside the point. The last burglary is still under investigation, and the old man appears again, this time not stealing, but restoring all the stuff he’s taken, and putting it back exactly in the same place he found it. In one case, where the sideboard had been removed, he put it on a chair where the sideboard had stood. That’s new to me, Mr. Lorney.”

“New to everybody,” said Lorney wearily. “It’s all novel to you, Captain Rennett, but I’ve been sitting in this house for the past year, and I’ve heard it discussed by guests who came down out of curiosity, by police officers who might have come down out of curiosity for all the good they did, by the people of the village in the public bar, by the parson up at the church—”

“And you’re fed up on it, eh?”

“You can afford to take a busman’s holiday and find a lot of fun in it.”

“Busman’s holiday’? I get you! Sure it’s a busman’s holiday. Well, I’m not due back in St Louis till the autumn, and I’d sooner be here than floating around Paris.”

“You might find the old man yourself,” said Lorney.

“Why, yes, I might. Don’t laugh.”

Rennett looked up at the gallery which ran round two sides of the big lounge. There was a piece of tapestry hanging on the wall, which he saw was good. The place had been newly furnished. Then he remembered.

“Oh, Mr. Lorney, have you got that lady working for you still?”

“Lady?” He could not remember any particular lady who had worked at the “Coat of Arms”. “You don’t mean Mrs. Harris?” he said incredulously.

Captain Rennett did mean Mrs. Harris. He liked Mrs. Harris. She was, he said, life to him. She was the first genuine Cockney he had ever met, and, though he had seen processions of charladies pass through his own home, she remained not only a novelty but a joy. “Life to you, is she?” said Lorney bitterly. “Well, I’ve never got a thrill out of her.”

He looked round. The lounge, to his practised eye, was in a condition of disorder. From where he stood he saw dust on the polished tables.

After Rennett had gone up to his room he sought information as to the whereabouts of his indispensable servant, the one constant of the establishment. Servants came and went; the proximity of the asylum, the terror of the old man’s name, sent London servants back home, and there was not in the village itself the right material for service.

The one pretty chambermaid that the “Coat of Arms” boasted gave him news that turned him pink with wrath.

“She’s gone into Guildford?” he spluttered. “Why?”

Charles, the waiter, volunteered an explanation.

The lady had sent her on an errand. She had taken Mr. Lorney’s own car, which was used for urgent purposes, and she was expected back at any moment. He went back to the lawn, but Anna was gone.

She was not on the lawn or in the little plantation which ran into the grounds of Arranways. It was with a feeling of relief that he saw Keller, even though the divot which flew from his putter gave him a momentary pain.

“If you want to drive, Mr. Keller, I wish you’d use a driver on my lawn,” he said, as Keller strolled towards him.

“I don’t want to drive and I don’t want to putt. Is there anything to do in this damned place? Where’s that girl you were talking to? I saw you both from the balcony, but by the time I got down she was gone.”

“I’ll have her paged.”

Lorney’s sarcasm amused the young man mildly.

“I haven’t thanked you for saving my life, have I? They tell me you lifted me bodily and carried me into God’s bright, clean air.”

“To be exact, I didn’t do anything of the kind,” said Lorney shortly. “His lordship carried you out.”

A look of alarm came into Keller’s face.

“Did he? Out of the room?”

“I brought you out of the room and handed you over to his lordship and Mr. Mayford.”

“Did he go into the room at all?” asked Keller quickly.

“No, he didn’t.” Lorney had fallen in by his side, and they paced slowly towards the porch in silence for a time. Then Keller asked:

“Who — er — found her ladyship? You?”

Lorney nodded.

Keller stopped and faced him squarely.

“Where?” he asked.

“In the corridor outside her room.”

The young man was eyeing him keenly.

“Really? Outside her room, eh? How did she get there?”

Dick Mayford was in the lounge when they arrived. His goodlooking young face hardened at the sight of the man from Australia.

“‘Morning, Dick. How is Marie?”

“Lady Arranways is quite well, as far as I know.”

Keith Keller smiled.

“‘Lady Arranways’, eh? We’re getting very formal.”

He jerked his hand towards John.

“My brave rescuer!” he mocked. “Funny, eh? Don’t you think it’s funny, Lorney?”

“I didn’t see anything funny about it.”

Keller’s amused eyes were on him as he swung the putter at an invisible ball.

“You know the old Chinese custom: if you save a man’s life you have to keep him for the rest of it. Let me have a drink.”

Lorney looked at the clock.

“It’s out of hours. I’ll send it to your room.”

Watching them, Dick Mayford saw the colour rise to Keller’s cheeks.

“We do these things much better in Australia,” he said loudly.

“I don’t know Australia.”

Lorney was arranging the papers in the little lounge rack.

“You should go there.”

He dropped his putter on a chair and loafed up the stairs. Halfway to the landing he turned.

“Send me a drink to my room and a smoke.”

“Cigarettes?” asked John.

Keller made a face.

“Good God, no! Cigarettes! I hate the beastly things. Send me a good cigar, or one that looks like it.”

His room was on the landing, and neither man spoke till the door closed behind him.

“What do you think of him, Lorney?”

“A very agreeable gentleman. He’s from Australia, isn’t he?”

“So he says,” said Dick, and Lorney nodded.

“They’ll miss him in Australia,” he said.

Dick Mayford walked to the door, looked out and came back to the lounge John Lorney was behind the counter, sorting out checks.

“Lorney, I’m going to ask you a very straightforward question. When you went into Keller’s room during the fire, was anybody there — besides Keller?”

It required more than an ordinary effort to ask the question On the reply tremendous issues depended.

John Lorney looked up and met his eyes.

“No, sir, there was nobody there.”

“Are you sure?”

“Perfectly sure.”

He sorted the checks into a neat heap and came out of the bar, his hands in his pocket: a man who expected cross-examination and had one story to tell.

“Where did you find Lady Arranways?”

Lorney looked at him for a long time before he answered.

“In the corridor, lying against the wall.”

“You told his lordship that it was under the window.”

“Against the wall under the window,” said the landlord steadily.

Dick smiled grimly.

“You’re a very good fellow. You will probably be asked the same question by Lord Arranways. I’ll be glad if you will — well, tell him nothing that will upset him.”

He went out in search of Eddie, who had spent the past thirty-six hours hovering about the wreckage of Arranways, ostensibly concerned in placing the rescued furniture and art treasures under cover. He was apparently so occupied that lie had no other thought than the safeguarding of his property Dick, however, who knew him, realized something of the despair and hate that was in his heart.

He was talking to the fire chief when Dick arrived. Eddie had a unique collection of Eastern daggers and swords. He had got them together during his stay in India, and they included pieces which were beyond price. It was a disquieting coincidence that when Dick arrived he had in his hand the knife of Aba Khan, that historic weapon which had once laid the Punjab under fire and sword. It was a long, slender blade, as flexible as a cane, as razor-sharp as it was on the day Aba slew with it the woman who had brought dishonour on his house, and by that one stroke loosened the swords of the Rajput to havoc and slaughter.

He was explaining in his nice, pedantic way to the fireman, who was wholly uncomprehending of the finer points of the story.

“…the Rajah was married to a very beautiful lady, but unfortunately she was in love with another man, whom Aba Khan killed before her eyes with this very knife, before he plunged it—”

“Come to lunch.” Dick was brusque and practical.

Lord Arranways returned the knife to its velvet sheath and handed it to the fireman.

“I think you had better send this and the others down to the ‘Coat of Arms’,” he said. “There are sixteen altogether.”

Dick took his arm and they walked slowly towards the inn. Clouds had driven up; a strong, gusty wind was bending the tops of the trees, and the first spots of rain fell as they reached the shelter of the porch.

“Have you seen Marie?”

Arranways shook his head.

“No. She’s in her room. She didn’t come down to breakfast.”

“She’s awake, isn’t she? Why didn’t you see her?”

Lord Arranways did not answer, and Dick’s heart sank.

“Have you had a row?’

“I tell you I haven’t seen her,” said Eddie impatiently. “I think it’s best.”

Dick followed him up to his room and closed the door behind them.

“Why do you think it’s best? What’s the trouble?”

Arranways walked to the window, his hands thrust into his pockets, and stared out at the gathering storm.

“I don’t know what to think…I’ve been through this before, you know, Dick. The symptoms are rather familiar.”

The brother of Lady Arranways made his last bold effort.

“What are you suggesting about Marie — that she was in that fellow’s room? Don’t let’s fool about with words. Just tell me plainly what you think.”

Arranways hesitated.

“I don’t know. She had smoke and grime on her nightdress; she couldn’t have got that in the passage. She must have been right in the middle of the fire. Lorney found her there and carried her out. I’m not a fool.”

He was not a fool, but he was not sure. He was morally certain, but you could not make a devastating accusation upon moral certainty. It might satisfy and nourish an acute sense of self-pity, and be sufficient excuse for a desolate outlook; but to say in plain English to the brother of your wife, “Your sister has been unfaithful,” required more moral courage than this gaunt man possessed.

He fell back upon gloomy generalities and what were to him historical precedents, presented his case and demanded that it should be destroyed rather than produce the facts and call for analysis.

He had, too, a gentleman’s repugnance for “scenes”, particularly of the unheroic kind. In the circumstances there was only one mood to assume. He gloomed at Richard Mayford, was hurt and sceptical; his raised eyebrows were notes of interrogation to every statement or suggestion which was laid before him.

“Why should she be in the corridor, and in the corridor outside Keller’s room?”

“She probably lost her head,” suggested Dick.

The eyebrows went up and sank.

“Well, one does lose one’s head. I remember being awakened by a fire and trying to climb down a rainpipe, though I could have walked out of the front door easily,” said Dick rapidly. Let’s have it out, Eddie. Are you accusing—”

“I am accusing nobody. I am merely saying that it is all upsetting.”

He wasn’t sure, Dick noted mentally. If Eddie were convinced, there would be real trouble. He was a jealous man, and this was a phase of his jealousy, a dangerous, possibly a devastating phase.

“Lorney says—”

“I’m not prepared to believe any statement Mr. Lorney makes without confirmation. If Marie had been lying under the window, as he said she was, I should have seen her the first time.”

“I thought you liked Keller?”

Arranways shot a swift glance at his brotherin-law.

“I like him, yes. He’s been very attentive, very respectful, but if a man is running after another man’s wife one does not expect him to show his true self, Dick. The man’s a blackguard. He’s acting all the time.”

He was getting a little breathless, white about the lips.

“Let’s leave it at that,” said Dick quickly— “at suspicion — until there’s proof. He’ll do nothing. You’re inclined to believe Lorney, aren’t you?”

“Do you believe him?” demanded his brotherin-law.

“Implicitly,” said Dick, and was terrified at the difficulty he had in framing the word.
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There was trouble at the “Coat of Arms” that morning. Charles, the waiter, livid with rage, sought his employer in the little parlour behind the bar. He was a man between fifty and sixty, hardfaced, broad-shouldered and a little ugly — uglier now for the angry red mark on his face.

Lorney listened to the incoherent recital. “What else did you do?” he demanded.

“Nothing.” The man almost shouted. “The glass slipped down the tray and spilt. It went over his trousers; I admit I ought to have been a little more careful. Before I knew what had happened he gave me a punch on the jaw that nearly knocked me over.”

“I’ll talk to him,” said Lorney.

“Talk to him!” The man was trembling with fury. “If I hadn’t got a wife to think about I’d have beaten his head off!”

John Lorney looked at him sharply. “You’ve got something else to think about. I’m giving you a chance, Green. You’ve had five convictions, haven’t you, and nobody else in the world would employ you? I’m letting you work and paying you well. I’ll talk to him, I tell you. I don’t allow any guest in my house to strike a servant If he does it again I’m not asking you to keep your hands down, but I don’t think he’ll do it again.”

He intercepted Keller as he was strolling out of the lounge.

“A bit handy with your fists, aren’t you, Mr. Keller?” he asked, and his tone was not pleasant,

“Eh?” Keller stared at him and laughed. “Oh, you’re thinking about your flat-footed waiter? Know what the brute did? Spoilt a perfectly new pair of trousers.”

“It’s a wonder he didn’t spoil your perfectly new face,” said Lorney “That man was a middleweight when I knew him first — not a good middleweight, but a professional. I shouldn’t do it again if I were you.”

Lorney did not see the return of his most difficult and yet most indispensable servitor. The stout woman who rode up to the back door of the inn in his neat little limousine got down with difficulty, Mrs. Harris had bad feet.

She was a broad, moist-faced woman, with a pair of eyes that held the ghost of laughter, and a double chin which testified to her benevolence. She waddled through the kitchen entrance and came into the lounge, taking off her cloak but retaining the ancient bonnet that perched on top of her head. She was hot and tired, and sat down in the best lounge chair to recover her breath.

Marie Arranways saw her from the balcony above, took a swift look round and came down the stairs. “Have you got the money?” she asked in a low voice.

Mrs. Harris beamed, removed the long pin that held her bonnet to her sparse hair and took it off. In the crown of the bonnet was a thick pad of banknotes, which Marie took eagerly and slipped into her bag,

“The bank wouldn’t let me have it at first,” said Mrs. Harris. “Not even when they read your letter did they like me taking it. I never had so much money in me life,” she added, as she stuffed her cloak in a small unused cupboard behind the bar. “It was a bit on my mind, you know — the money, I mean — with all these burglars about.”

“You haven’t told anybody where you’ve been for me?”

Mrs. Harris beamed. “Me? No, miss, nobody ever hears anything from me. They know I’ve been to Guildford, which is practically nowhere.”

“But not to the bank?” said Marie quickly

She had spent a worrying morning. Suppose this old woman told Eddie that she had been sent to Guildford to draw four hundred pounds, and Eddie questioned her? There was really no reason on earth why she should draw money. And if Eddie inquired still more closely, as he did sometimes, and asked her to account, for certain recent withdrawals…She hadn’t even a lie ready.

“Were you at the fire?” she asked.

Mrs. Harris smiled benevolently, as with laborious slowness she went in search of dusters, also kept secretly behind the bar.

“Yes, I was at the fire — inside the grounds.”

Lady Arranways looked at her thoughtfully. “I don’t remember much about it,” she said. “In fact, until I found myself in bed here I had no idea what had happened.”

Mrs. Harris was amazed and gratified. She was a born purveyor of news and rose eagerly to her task.

“Oh, Mr. Lorney saved you,” she said. “He carried you out, and you was only in your nightdress! Bit of luck for him, wasn’t it — I mean saving you?”

“Did you hear where he found me?”

Mrs. Harris coughed.

“He picked you up,” she said.

“Yes, I know—” impatiently: “but where?”

Mrs. Harris coughed again.

“Well, they say it was in the corridor.”

The girl heard with dismay that note of politeness which is scepticism.

“Of course, there’s a lot of talk and wagging of tongues,” Mrs. Harris went on “You can’t stop ‘em.”

“What are they waggling their tongues about?” asked Marie coldly.

It was a delicate question. Mrs. Harris evaded it delicately.

“You can’t stop the riffraff.”

Marie smiled. If one worried about what servants thought — if, for example, she lay awake at night, speculating upon the opinions of her own maid, life would be impossible.

All the previous day she had lain in bed, her head aching intolerably, trying to remember, trying to recall…How mad she had been! How insanely careless! Nobody but an imbecile would have lingered on and taken the risk that she had taken. Perhaps the fire had already started; perhaps the fumes had overcome her. One thing she did remember: a man lifting her from the floor as easily as if she had been a child.

She seemed to remember hearing Eddie’s voice.

She must have recovered consciousness, for Dick told her she had spoken quite rationally in the car that took her to the “Coat of Arms”, but she could not quite remember, not surely remember. Little bits, yes; but the real connected narrative, and all the characters that stuck out of it or touched it, that was not to be recovered.

She had been found in the corridor. Mrs. Harris had said it with an unconscious sniff that was half derision, half apology.

What did Eddie know? That was worrying her.

She was fond of Eddie; he meant a lot to her. And the other man? She had a subconscious feeling that she was being examined, and looked round over her shoulder. Eddie was standing at the top of the stairs, his eyes fixed upon her. This was the first time they had met since the fire and she braced herself for the ordeal.

“Good morning, Eddie.” He came slowly down the stairs and nodded an acknowledgment of her greeting.

“Have you quite recovered?” he asked. His voice was dry. When he took up a newspaper and opened it with an air of unconcern his hands were shaking.

“It was rather a jar, wasn’t it?” she said, and her voice sounded strange to her. “Has everything gone?”

He looked at her over his newspaper. “The walls are standing, and the room where the fire started — Keller’s room; that’s curious, isn’t it? Even the floor is intact.”

Mrs. Harris, wiping glasses behind the counter at a rate which did not seriously interfere with her capacity as an attentive audience, smelt trouble brewing.

“I’m terribly sorry,” said Marie.

It seemed a futile thing to say, but she wanted time, must fence with him, must not allow him to get to closer quarters.

“They saved my daggers and the miniatures,” said Arranways. His hand was steadier now. “And most of the pictures were saved by the villagers.”

Mrs. Harris leaned forward over the bar and spoke eagerly.

“I brought out two, but nobody’s asked me if I’ve got a mouth.”

This hint he did not hear, or ignored. “I suppose we had better stay here for a few days,” he said, “until we get thirty-one ready.”

“It’s quite comfortable,” she protested, “and we ought to have a longer preparation if we’re going back to thirty-one, don’t you think?”

So far she had not given him the opening he sought. He found one clumsily.

“I haven’t seen Keller this morning,” he said. “I suppose he’ll be going back to town?”

Lady Arranways half sat, half lay on one of the lounge chairs, an unopened newspaper on her knees.

“I really don’t know. I suppose he’ll please himself.”

For a second he glowered at her. “Yes, I should think he does quite a lot of that,” he said, and she forced a smile.

“Why don’t you tell him to go, if he’s a bore?”

“This is a public hotel,” said Arranways. “He can stay if he wishes. But if he does stay on I think we ought to go back to town.”

She put the newspaper down. Here was a challenge to be accepted or fought. She decided to fight. Acceptance was surrender.

“Why?” she asked. He frowned at her. He had indeed expected a ready acceptance, and a disentangling of his problem in the quiet of that gloomy house of his in Berkeley Avenue.

“Doesn’t it strike you that way?” he asked.

She shook her head. Lorney came in very briskly at an opportune moment.

“I’m going to town, Mr. Lorney. You needn’t keep my room.”

Lorney looked inquiringly at her ladyship.

“Not me, Mr. Lorney,” she smiled. “I’m staying here for a few days longer. I haven’t thanked you for all you did for me last night.”

She must deliver her own challenge then and there or lose the opportunity for ever. Then, deliberately, her eyes upon her husband:

“Where did you find me?”

Arranways was looking at the landlord of the “Coat of Arms”.

“I found you in the corridor near the window.”

She stifled a sigh of relief, for Eddie had almost seemed as if he accepted the story.

“I just remember waking up and smelling the smoke,” she said lightly. “I ran out of my room to wake everybody, and I suppose I fainted.. stupid of me. I don’t usually do that sort of thing. I’m terribly grateful.”

She took a cigarette from her gold case.

“Give me a light, will you, please?”

“Have you lost your lighter?”

He had given her one on her birthday, gold and onyx. It was odd that he should feel irritated, but to Eddie Arranways a present which came from him had an additional value.

“How did the fire happen?”

“Somebody dropped a lighted cigarette — at least, that’s the assessor’s opinion,” said Eddie coldly. “I thought Keller did not smoke cigarettes.”

She smiled sweetly. “He may be a secret smoker, or it may have been a cigar that was dropped in the wastepaper basket.”

Arranways said nothing. He watched her as she strolled out into the porch. The rain, which had pelted down for half an hour had cleared, and the storm had passed.

A cigarette in a wastepaper basket! How did she know it was in a wastepaper basket in Keller’s room? He had said nothing about that, and she was not so domestic that she made any personal scrutiny of the guests’ rooms. There had been a fire before at 31 — in Marie’s room, from the same cause: a cigarette dropped on the edge of a curtain.

“It’s a curious thing, Mr. Lorney,” said Mrs. Harris when the lounge was empty again, “that my poor dear father had a fire at his place of business—”

“I shouldn’t be surprised if your poor dear father has a tire at his present place of business,” said Mr. Lorney unpleasantly. Then he heard his name called. Arranways was coming down the stairs again.

“One thing I forgot to tell you, Lorney. One of my gamekeepers saw the old man last night near the house.”

“We ought to have shot him,” said Lorney. “I suppose he bolted? They generally do.”

“But the point is that Arranways was entered the night before last by somebody, and a gold cup which was stolen two years ago was returned.”

Lorney looked at him openmouthed. “You don’t mean that, my lord?”

“It was on the hall table when I came down. I wonder you didn’t see it. That’s about four thousand pounds’ worth of property he’s put back in a year.”

“And people ask,” said John Lorney with quiet sarcasm, “if he’s mad! As a matter of fact, I don’t believe the old-man story. I believe that poor old gentleman died the night he escaped, and that if these stories from the village are true, somebody is mixing a little quiet play-acting with a little burglary.”

“You’ve never seen him?” asked Arranways. John shook his head. “You didn’t see him at all on the night of the fire?”

“I shouldn’t have seen him unless he were in the house,” said Lorney. “I left Guildford a little after midnight, and I certainly met nobody on the road. It’s a funny thing, I was thinking of the old man as I passed the asylum. There’s a guard on the lodge gate now, and he was standing outside smoking — he comes down sometimes to the ‘Coat of Arms’ — and I stopped and talked to him. And we talked about the old man, because, everybody talks about the old man; he’s become a legend.”

He turned with a snarl to the openmouthed Mrs. Harris, leaning her elbows on the counter.

“Will you stop listening, please, and get on with your work?”

“You didn’t see anything of him?”

“No, sir, and nobody ever will,” said Lorney quietly. “It’s what one of the reporters called bucolic bunk. I don’t know any better description.”

Lord Arranways turned irresolutely towards the stairs, put one foot on the lowest step and stopped. He very badly wanted to ask a question, but did not wish to give it the importance which it might assume if he asked that the ubiquitous Mrs. Harris in the background should be dismissed. That he might be asking questions which were immeasurably disloyal to his wife did not for the moment occur to him. At any rate, that aspect was of smaller importance than the vital need that his doubts should be set at rest.

“You’re quite sure about the story you told me of what happened at the fire, Mr. Lorney?”

Mrs. Harris’s left ear seemed to lift a little.

“Perfectly sure, sir.”

“Perfectly sure,” murmured Mrs. Harris almost before Arranways had disappeared round the corner of the landing.

John Lorney turned on her with a scowl.

“Do you want to be fired?” he asked.

“I shouldn’t mind.” Mrs. Harris accepted the possibility with great calmness, for she had a grievance. “Everybody who helped to get things out of the fire last night was paid, wasn’t they? You paid ’em yourself. Nobody’s asked me—”

“You got nothing out of the fire, so don’t pretend you did.”

For answer Mrs. Harris’s hand came down with a bang on the mahogany top of the counter.

“Oh, didn’t I?” she said loudly and Indignantly. “Two naked young men… the frames must have weighed a ton.”

“Pictures?” He frowned at her suspiciously. “I don’t believe it. Nobody saw you—” He broke off and nodded to Captain Rennett, who strolled through the lounge and passed out of the door leading to the billiard-room.

“He saw me,” said Mrs. Harris in triumph, “He wasn’t standing a dozen yards from me when I put the pictures down against a tree.”

“Who — Captain Rennett — the American?”

“I don’t know whether he’s American, but he saw it.”

“He wasn’t here last night,” said John sternly. ‘You won’t make money by lying, Mrs. Harris.”

“He was here. I saw him with my own eyes,” she spluttered wrathfully. “And Mr. What’s-his-name saw him.”

“Which Mr. What’s-his-name?”

“The young gentleman, the brother of her ladyship.”

“Mr. Mayford?”

At that moment Dick Mayford came into view, and John went out to him,

“Did you see Rennett at the fire?”

“If you’ll tell me who Rennett is,” began Dick, and then, quickly: “You don’t mean that rather stout-looking man? Yes, he was at the fire.”

“But he only arrived this morning,” said Lorney, bewildered. “When I spoke to him about the fire he pretended he was hearing of it for the first time.”

“He was here last night,” said Dick quietly. “And I’ll tell you another thing, Lorney: he was in Rome when we were there, and in Paris, and in Vienna and Berlin. That man has been a shadow to our party for the last month, and I’m wondering exactly why.”

“He was at the fire?” asked John.

Dick nodded slowly. “I’ll tell you something more, Lorney, that I haven’t told his lordship. He was watching Arranways before the fire. When I came in to dinner I saw him, and I wish like hell I knew what brings an American detective from St. Louis to Sketchley in the county of Surrey, and what is his interest in the Arranways!”

John Lorney considered the matter.

“I don’t understand Captain Rennett,” he said at last. “He was here a little more than a year ago, but only for a few days. I had a feeling he was watching me. I came upon him in all sorts of queer places — in Guildford when I was shopping there And he was curious about the people who were staying at the house, though there were very few at the time.” Another long pause. “I like him. I wish I could get annoyed with him but I can’t but then, I like most Americans.”

“Have you seen Lady Arranways?” asked Dick suddenly.

“On the lawn, I think.”

“Is Miss Jeans about?” He meant to ask this with a casual air, as though the whereabouts of Miss Jeans were not a matter of very great importance.

“She’s in her room, I think. Did you wish to see her, sir?”

“Well — no. Only she said she was going into Sketchley Wood this afternoon. I wondered if it was quite safe.”

John Lorney smiled. “You’re thinking of the old man who lives in the caves?” he asked, and Dick grinned sympathetically.

“No — not exactly. But — er — don’t you think it is rather undesirable to take risks—”

“An old friend of yours, Miss Jeans?”

The sarcasm was now unmistakable.

“No — you know jolly well she isn’t,” said Dick, and again was interrupted.

“It is not the old man, but the young man, who worries me,” said Lorney grimly. “That young lady is in my charge — but you know that.”

Dick looked at him curiously.

“You’re a queer devil, Lorney,” he said, “of course, I’m glad you’re looking after her. I would do anything in the world for her. But you must have some pretty odd people here — girls and men.”

Lorney nodded.

“Yes, but the young people who come here weekending have their eyes open. I watch ’em — don’t worry. If I see a kid come down here and she’s nervous and decides she wants to go back home the same night — she goes. Or she sleeps with a maid in the dressing-room. I don’t stand for certain things, Mr. Mayford.”

Dick went up to his brotherin-law’s room and found him writing. His mail had come down that day and he was punctiliously answering letters. Eddie never employed a secretary. In the dim past a secretary had cashed an unauthorized cheque, and Lord Arranways was the type of man who learned by one experience. He was looking old and drawn and his voice had that sharp note of irritability which invariably accompanied his crises.

“Marie? I don’t know. I’ve only seen her for a minute; she was in bed all day yesterday.”

“I thought you were going to town?”

“I am — later. Marie is staying on.”

He leaned back in Ins chair and frowned up at the younger man.

“Do you remember the bracelet Marie lost?”

Dick nodded, wondering what was coming. “It was found, wasn’t it?”

“Yes — and now we’ve traced the man who sold it to the Australian receiver — Keller!”

Dick Mayford gasped.

“Impossible! Marie couldn’t have given it to him-there was no need—”

“She did not give it to him — he took it.”

The full significance of this statement did not immediately come to the young man.

“But it was taken in the night from her bedroom. The door was locked—”

He stopped suddenly.

“You see? And look at this.”

Eddie Arranways pulled open a drawer and took out a little petrol-lighter. Dick recognized it even without seeing the tarnished monogram.

“I gave this to Marie as a sort of peace-offering — and a birthday present. She always kept it in her dressing-gown pocket. The fire chief’s theory is that this started the fire; dropped into the wastepaper basket from the edge of the table and opened as it fell. It was found in Keller’s room.”

Dick was silent.

“I am glad you don’t suggest that Keller may have borrowed it. I spoke to Marie’s maid before she went to town, and she said she put it into Marie’s dressing-gown pocket. That dressing-gown was lying on the bed. How did the lighter come to be in Keller’s room?”

Dick Mayford had all the mental struggle of one who was arguing against his own convictions.

“You can’t be sure. It might have got there in a dozen ways. She may have lent it to him. The servant may have been mistaken. Why don’t you ask her? That seems the simplest way.”

Eddie Arranways smiled contemptuously.

“How many lies have I heard already? One or two more wouldn’t confound her. She’d be as quick with her own excuses as you are to excuse her.”

Yet he himself needed conviction and was appealing now for a decision that would settle his mind, but only on the one side, and Dick Mayford was not prepared to put a seal of assurance on this gaunt man’s suspicions.

“Any truth would sound like a lie to you just now, Eddie,” he said.

Lord Arranways made no answer He was rather disappointed in Dick. He needed at that moment the most tremendous approval, and though he could understand it was not to be expected from the brother of his wife, yet he could have wished that Dick were more philosophical, more imbued with that sense of justice which was, he imagined, his own dominant quality, so that he could at least determine his future action with a complete faith in the rectitude of his view.

“What about this bracelet business?” asked Dick. “I think Marie ought to know. She may not have taken it after all It may have been stolen before she went up to her room.”

“I think you’d better tell her. I’m not quite balanced over Keller.”

When Dick Mayford came out of the room he caught a glimpse of the man they had been discussing. Keller drew back quickly into his room and shut the door. Just at that moment he was not anxious to meet any of Marie’s relatives. Like a fool, he had arranged to see her at a very inconvenient hour. As he had lounged on to the balcony he had found Anna Jeans sitting in a big chair, a book on her lap. His attempt at even the shortest tete-e-tete was unsuccessful. She put down her book and got up.

“What’s the hurry?” he asked; picked up the book and glanced at the title.

She did not reply, but went into her room and closed the French windows behind her. Keith Keller found her conduct pleasing. She was just the tiniest bit afraid of him, and that was flattering and rather encouraging. Indifference in any woman was hateful to him.

He went leisurely down the stairs on to the lawn. At the end of it was a summerhouse on a revolving base. It could be turned to receive or avoid the sunlight, and at the moment it was so turned that the broad entrance of it was invisible.

Marie was waiting for him, and without a word handed him a pad of banknotes. She sat in a deep cane chair, her eyes fixed on him, a little frown puckering her forehead.

“I’ll send you a cheque for this when I get back to town,” he said, and slipped the notes into his pocketbook. “Do you know that I didn’t see you all day yesterday?…That was a narrow squeak!”

“I wonder why I did it?” she asked.

He smiled. “Love, darling” — and she laughed.

“That’s a pretty way of putting it.” Then the smile vanished and the frown deepened. “You are the type of man I have always loathed,” she said, speaking her thoughts aloud. “A bounder. It’s a horrible word — only bounders use it, but there is no other.”

“Who is that?” he asked. “Me, darling?” She nodded.

He took the case from his pocket again, looked inside and replaced it. The gesture seemed to amuse her.

“Do you know, I really believed that story yon told me in Egypt about your big station in Australia?”

He looked at her sharply. “What do you mean? It’s true—”

“You haven’t a station,” she said calmly. “When I was in town I met the Agent-General and took the trouble to inquire, not out of any malice, but just — well, curiosity. Mr. Keller, who owns the big station, is seventy years old.”

“My father—” he began lightly, but she stopped him.

“Mr. Keller’s only son happens to be the Agent-General himself,” she mocked. “Unfortunate, isn’t it?”

For the moment he was thrown off his balance.

“There are two or three families of Kellers,” he floundered.

“Oh, don’t be absurd! It doesn’t matter whether you are very rich or very poor.”

He turned the conversation to less dangerous channels.

“If I could only remember what happened the other night! I was half doped with smoke. Your damned cigarettes, old lady!”

She made a little grimace. “I can’t remember myself,” she said. “If I could be sure that Eddie—” She stopped.

A look of alarm came into Keller’s eyes. “Do you think he knows?”

She shook her head. “I’m not certain. Have you seen him?”

He thought for a moment.

“No.” He was perturbed, and she found a malicious pleasure in his agitation.

“You are frightened,” she said. “Did I ever tell you he nearly killed a man in India?”

His chuckle was wholly forced. “I have been killed by so many people,” he said flippantly, “and I thrive on it. There was once man who followed me halfway round the world until he got tired of it.”

“A husband?” she asked curiously.

He shook his head.

“In this case it was a fatherin-law — a very unpleasant man. Oh no, there was nothing unsavoury about it. I was married to a very dull young lady, rather attractive, but mentally unbalanced. She was that way when I married her.”

She looked at him speculatively. “It sounds rather like the middle of a very ugly story. What happened?”

He shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know. She became quite impossible, tried to kill me. As you say, it was very ugly.”

She took a cigarette out of her case and lit it. He, looked furtively towards the “Coat of Arms”, and the gesture did not escape her. “Must you go?” she asked politely. For a man with his experience, he was easily rattled.

“Yes; I promised to meet a fellow—”

“You don’t know anybody here except Dick and Eddie, and I have a feeling that you are not on speaking terms with either.”

He had walked out of the summerhouse and was standing outside, one foot on the raised floor. From that position he could see across the lawn, past the inn, to the putting-green and the plantation. He commanded, too, a view of the long balcony, and had seen a figure come out and look over, as if searching for somebody. It was not he whom Anna was looking for — rather, he guessed, it was for Dick Mayford.

“You can go.”

Marie’s tone was peremptory; there was a touch of contempt which hurt him. He was very sensitive, desired to be thought well of, even by those whom he treated worst. It was symptomatic of his peculiar vanity that when she gave him the opportunity to go he must linger on. He was the type of moral coward who must leave a good impression behind him, and one of the things that pained him when he thought of St. Louis, where he had left many promising friendships, was the poor opinion in which he must be held.

“You bore me. You can go,” she said again.

“You want to see somebody, don’t you? ‘A fellow’! When are you going to town?”

He was vague about this. His eyes still searched the balcony. Would she come down the outside stairs or go through the lounge?

“You’re not in a very good temper to-day, darling.” He tried to keep the tone light, but she knew he was acting, and that he was preoccupied with some other and more vital matter than her state of mind. Then she saw him start, and, getting up, walked out on to the lawn.

They stood in silence when Anna Jeans came into vision and passed beyond the hawthorn bushes. “Is that it?” she asked scornfully. “I didn’t realize you were so susceptible.”

There was a strange note in her voice which should have warned him. “I should be careful if I were you. Dick is rather attached to her, and it would be awkward to have both members of the family thirsting for your blood.”

He forced a laugh.

“Who, the Jeans girl? Don’t be silly; she’s only a kid. Very amusing and all that sort of thing, but not—”

“Not your kind, of course.”

She was dangerously sweet. It he had seen the devil in her eyes he would have discovered a Marie Arranways he did not know.

“I think I had better get back to the house,” he said. “It would look rather odd, our being together. Thank you for the money.”

“How much have you had from me?”

He looked at her, startled.

“Don’t be beastly.”

“About fifteen hundred pounds, isn’t it? I let you have four hundred in Vienna and three hundred in Rome. I’ve got a thousand pounds more — that’s all I have.”

He stared at her, and his consternation was so undisguised that she laughed.

“Somebody told you I was very rich — that woman we met at the Excelsior — but I’m not. Eddie has plenty of money, but I’ve only a very small allowance.”

He was looking at her searchingly. She was not lying. It was a staggering blow to Keith Keller. He had never doubted that if the worst came to the worst and Arranways made a fuss…

“Whatever I do from now,” she said, “I do with my eyes open.”

He swallowed something.

“Money doesn’t make any difference to me—” he began, and for the second time she laughed.

“That doesn’t sound very convincing Go along — I want to see Eddie.”

He went with an alacrity which was rather hurtful.

She went slowly up the stairs to the balcony and looked round for him, but by that time he was out of sight. Then she turned for the interview which she had dreaded and so far had successfully avoided.

Her husband was sitting on a chair by his bed, and on the coverlet were spread a number of curious-looking knives, his treasured collection, which the waiter had just brought up to his room. He looked over his shoulder as she opened the window and came into the bedroom.

“Are you feeling better?” he asked politely.

“Much better.”

She pulled out a chair and sat down.

“Eddie, what’s the matter with you?”

“Nothing.”

He was still fingering the knives, his mind apparently concentrated on them.

There was a very long silence, which she broke.

“You don’t know very much about women, do you?”

“I know a little more than I want to know,” he said, without turning his head.

“I was thinking about your first wife,” she said. “That might have been only a flirtation — she may have been terribly fond of you — as I am.”

He looked round at this, a smile on his thin lips.

“As you are?” he repeated. “That’s delightful hearing. And do you think it is possible for you to have a flirtation with a man and still love me?”

She nodded.

“How far can flirtations go?”

When she did not answer:

“Does it remain a flirtation when, let me say, the lady leaves her cigarette-lighter behind in the man’s room, or when she gives him an opportunity of taking a bracelet she has left on her dressing-table?”

She stared at him with wide-open eyes, incapable of comment.

“The man who sold your bracelet was Mr. Keith Keller,” said Arranways steadily. “The police have succeeded in tracing the sale to him.”

“Impossible!” she gasped.

Eddie Arranways smiled sourly.

“Quite impossible, if you were in your room alone and the door was locked, and there was no other way of getting into your apartment; but quite possible — in other circumstances!”

She made a brave attempt to carry off the matter.

“How absurd you are, Eddie! You’re not really jealous of Keith Keller? If I took you seriously…I mean your accusations, I wouldn’t stay with you another minute! Who said he sold the bracelet?”

“There’s no doubt about it,” he answered brusquely. “I don’t want to make a fuss. Keller had better get back to town, and of course we drop him.”

If he had been perfectly sure he would have wondered at her calm. She showed no evidence of agitation. Her voice was even. She could smile.

“That won’t be any great loss,” she said, almost gaily. “He is getting on my nerves — or perhaps you are, with your ridiculous suspicions.” A pause, then: “Why don’t you prosecute him? I should be perfectly willing.”

Again that wry little smile of his. “There are quite a number of reasons why I shouldn’t prosecute him,” he said carefully.

She opened the windows and took one step outside on to the balcony, just in time to see the man about whom she was thinking disappear through the plantation. He was walking quickly, as though he were in a hurry to overtake somebody who was ahead of him.

Marie Arranways drew a long breath.

“I shall be in my room if you want me,” she said.

Her husband’s reply was hardly audible. Mr. Keller’s hurry was unnecessary, for the lady whose society he desired at that moment had not left the “Coat of Arms”.
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You can like people and appreciate their good intentions and yet resent the thoroughness of their service. Anna liked John Lorney. He was a domineering man, rough of speech, not gently bred. But she liked him and would have liked him more if he had taken his duties as chaperon a little less seriously. She had a life of her own, associations which secured her processions of picture postcards from the pleasure centres of Europe, ecstatically and incoherently worded. Mr. Lorney, handling her morning mail, used to wonder who “Ella” was, and who was “Boy”, and was “Ray” man or woman? He was not superior to reading (so far as he could decipher them) the messages scrawled in the limited space. She lived in a world he did not know, and contact with her revealed nothing of her other life.

Her visit to Sketchley was an act of obedience. She loved the place and she liked the bald Mr. Lorney, but wondered exactly how he had come to be so great a friend of her dead uncle. Being no fool, she knew enough and had seen enough of the “Coat of Arms” to realize that it was no family hotel. Smart people came here — there were two famous golf-courses near enough to excuse their excursions — smart men and smartish women, Very few married folk.

It was pleasing to know that the master of the establishment had her in his special charge, but that did not wholly justify his treating her as though she were a small child.

“Not going far, Miss Anna, are you?” The watchful John looked up from checking up his day-book as she passed through the lounge.

“I am going through the woods to the quarry,” she said.

He looked up over his shoulder to the gallery above as though he expected to see somebody.

“Mr Mayford was asking after you,” he said. “I’d go along with him it I were you — I don’t like your going out into the woods alone.”

She looked at him suspiciously. This was not the first time he had suggested Dick Mayford as a companion. She liked Dick enormously, but to have him flung at her head…

She was of the age which leaps unerringly to the conclusions which best fit a transient prejudice.

“I rather want to be alone,” she said with some acerbity, and was sorry when he nodded gravely.

“Surely,” he said.

She was sorry, but she was also a little angry. At her age it is irritating to be under an obligation to anybody or to be answerable for one’s actions even to the highest authority, and John Lorney had only the mild authority of a delegate.

She walked sedately through the plantation, slowing her pace, skirted Coppins Acres, a pale yellow spread of growing mustard, and came to the edge of the woods. Here were big and ancient oaks, growing amidst green hillocks, and a quietude which was denied the public, who came to the woods by more popular approaches. It was part of the Arranways estate, through which a right of way had been given for centuries by the lord of the manor. At intervals rustic seats had been set, and at some time in the past the old possessors of the land had hewn “rides” through the forest, for now and again the path crossed straight and narrow clearings stretching for miles on either side.

It was peaceful here, and she slowed to the gentlest pacing, having need of quiet, for at the moment there were two distinct causes for irritation, and the most poignant was the unaccountable absence of Dick Mayford. She had expected to find him waiting, for, though she had made no appointment, she had told him exactly the time she would be leaving the “Coat of Arms”, and that should have been sufficient for any young man who had allowed himself to show an interest in her.

The path now began to meander, and, turning one of the abrupt corners, she saw Mr. Keller and stopped dead. He was walking quickly towards her, fanning himself with his hat. It was too late to turn back; prudence suggested she should not attempt to pass him. She compromised by standing still and waiting.

“Hullo! I missed you. I’ve been sprinting through this infernal wood trying to overtake you.”

“Did you see Mr. Mayford?” she asked, not without malice.

“No, I didn’t see Mr. Mayford,” he smiled, “but I heard him. He’s at the inn with Eddie — Lord Arranways. Which way are you going?”

“Back to the ‘Coat of Arms’.”

She felt that it was not the moment to be deliberately uncivil.

“The woods are rather dull to-day, aren’t they?”

She turned and he fell in by her side.

“I’m not dull,” he protested, “and I’m not dangerous. Why are you frightened of me?”

“Frightened of you? How ridiculous! Why should I be frightened of you?”

For answer he slipped his arm in hers. His assurance was such that for the moment he commanded her, and passively she allowed the arm to remain for a few paces. If he had resisted her attempt to disengage herself she might have controlled the situation, but he offered no such resistance, and began to talk of Australia and of the bush…She found him entertaining, surprisingly unlike what she had imagined. Mr. Keller did that sort of thing rather well; it was part of his equipment — indeed, the greater part of it. He could be very serious and rather learned and always interesting.

They sat down together on one of the seats and watched the squirrels; and all the time Mr. Keith Keller was examining her defences with the eye of a strategist. There was nothing to be gained by gentle wooing; here was romance, a certain amount of reason and shrewd intelligence; but it had been his experience that an appeal to reason required tangible support. He was quite sensible to her change of attitude, and knew the danger of waiting until the impression had worn off, or until the counter-values of Dick Mayford had been balanced against his own.

“I wonder if you know how lovely you are?”

He came back abruptly from the Australian desert to Sketchley Woods.

She was not alarmed. It was not the first time young men had grown extravagant in their ardour. Being human, she had been kissed by agitated youths, and had had her small thrills, her triumphs and her minor heartaches. She did not like Keller (she told herself this many times), but he was young, rather goodlooking, and she guessed him to be something of an artist She was curious and in a degree flattered. Here was a man who, if her surmises were accurate, could inspire great ladies to love. To feel uneasy at such a declaration would be to confess to a lack of self-confidence and Anna was very confident that she could deal with any situation which might arise. It is the illusion from which ruin comes…

Marie Arranways saw her come flying down the path, white-faced, dishevelled, and was not astounded, for she knew the reason, had watched tensely the uncompleted drama. She had not come into the woods to spy, but she had seen. There was a path which ran on the shoulder of the hillock, and she had had a clear, uninterrupted view. If Keller had looked up he would have seen her.

Anna flew up until she came to the end of Coppins Acres, and then she stopped, smoothed her untidy hair and took hold of herself. John Lorney, standing under the portico, a half-smoked cigar between his teeth, saw her stroll unconcernedly across the lawn. She saw him, changed direction and moved to the stairs leading to the balcony. He went out to intercept her.

She was pale; there was a queer look in her eyes, and something had happened.

“Have you been running, miss?”

“Yes.” She was breathless.

“You haven’t been frightened, have you?”

She shook her head, and involuntarily looked back.

“Have you lost your hat, miss?”

“Yes…I took it off. I must have left it behind on one of the seats.”

She walked quickly past him and ran up the stairs. John Lorney turned and watched her till she was out of sight. The cigar between his teeth had gone out. He did not attempt to relight it, but went back into the lounge and rang the bell for Charles.

“Go up to Keller’s room and see if he’s there.”

“He’s not; I’ve just been up,” growled the ill-favoured waiter. “He went out into the woods an hour ago.”

John Lorney threw away his stub and took another cigar from the box behind the counter. Presently he saw Keller coming at a leisurely pace from the direction of Coppins Acres, and he waited squarely to meet him. As the young man came closer he saw that he carried a straw hat in his hand.

“Does this belong to any of your guests?”

“Where did you find it?”

John Lorney took the hat, his eyes not leaving the other’s face.

“On the ground. It rather looks like Miss — what’s the girl’s name? Miss Jeans?”

“Did you see her?” asked John.

“I saw somebody. It may have been she.” He showed his teeth in a smile. “Have you ever noticed her eyebrows?”

“I don’t understand you. What do you mean — her eyebrows?”

Keller did not explain, but with a laugh went up the stairs to his room. When he got to the landing he leaned over the balustrade.

“I’ll get you to cash a cheque for me tonight,” he said. “Take a good look at her eyebrows the next time you see her.”

“What’s the idea of that?” asked Charles when Keller had gone “Eyebrows? That’s a funny—”

“Mind your own business,” said Lorney shortly.

He looked at the hat in his hand, hesitated a moment, then went up to Anna’s room and knocked at the door.

“Who is it?”

“It’s Lorney, miss. I’ve got your hat.”

There was a momentary hesitation, then the sound of the door being unlocked and an arm came round.

“Give it to me, please.”

He put it in the outstretched hand and the door was slammed in his face and locked again. She had said barely half a dozen words, and she had said them with some difficulty, for she was crying — he was sure of that. He went thoughtfully back to the lounge, to his little room behind the bar.

Eyebrows? There was such a leer of satisfaction on Keller’s face when he had said this. What was the mystery?

John Lorney sat at his desk twiddling a little green bar-check, then suddenly he looked up at the wall before him and understood.

There was a knock at the door and Charles came in.

“Mr. T. B. Collett is on the ‘phone, sir. He wants to know whether he can have a room tonight?”

“T. B. Collett?” repeated John Lorney slowly. “Why, surely.”

He wondered what was bringing that amiable Scotland Yard man to Sketchley at that moment.



Chapter X


Table of Contents


The Chief Constable of the C.I.D. is an imposing official. Chief Constable Landy was not of himself imposing. He was tall, very thin, and cadaverous. He wore impossible neckties and spoke in a tone of great weariness and complaint. Yet police officers who went into his presence stood stiffly to attention and said “sir” whether they were officers of high or low degree — all except T. B. Collett, who was neither policeman nor Commissioner, belonged to neither the executive nor the administrative branch. He ranked as chief inspector, but nobody ever called him “chief”. He had once acted as Chief Constable in the absence of Landy, and calmly accepted the homage he invariably neglected to pay to the rightful holder of the office. He had an office as comfortably furnished as a Commissioner’s yet he did not appear in the list published by all works of reference on Scotland Yard. Officially he was liaison officer between the Yard and foreign police forces. He had been stationed in India. He carried a warrant card, and, unlike Commissioners, had the power and authority to arrest. He lived in the Records Office in his spare time and wrote confidential memoranda which nobody at Scotland Yard ever read, but which were carefully docketed at the Home Office.

Landy once said that T. B. Collett was not so much a law as a custom, by which he meant that he was not codified but had come to be. T. B. himself claimed that he had a roving commission amongst pigeonholes.

Nobody disliked him: nobody was jealous of him, which was a most remarkable fact. In truth, he stepped warily, avoiding many corns, and even when (most outrageously) he took on the Thorne-Lees murder case without any authority, and personally conducted Mr. Abe Lees, that little lay preacher, to the Pentonville scaffold, his intrusion into the field of investigation was not resented. Somebody else got the credit for that, for T. B. never appeared in court.

He had spent many years of his life in India, which accounted for his teak complexion, and he was engaged in a peculiarly delicate matter, affecting a reigning rajah who had fallen into a grievous error on a visit to the Metropolis, when the Chief Constable sent for him.

“Do you remember going down to Surrey to check up some burglaries?”

T. B. nodded. His eyes got a little brighter.

“The Old Man? Lord, yes! That was an interesting case. If the local constabulary hadn’t been so stuffy that would have developed into a grand case. I understand the gentleman is now engaged in putting back all the property he has pinched?”

The Chief Commissioner nodded.

“Do you remember a man named Rennett, who was down there when you made your little investigation?”

“Rennett — yes. The American. One of the police chiefs of St. Louis — a capable fellow. He’s the man who caught Lena Geraldi and the Hensons—”

“Do you know anything about him?”

T. B. looked up at the ceiling. “I have met him, of course; at least, I have seen him. He made a lot of money out of stock speculation. Married his daughter to a man of title — an Englishman, one of those innumerable knights who grow like fungus out of every honours list. Let me think.”

He was silent for a little while.

“Yes, that was it. His daughter went off her head. Somebody told me about it. That Washington man we had over here last year. Rennett retired from the police and left St. Louis.”

“He is at Sketchley now,” said Landy, and sighed.

T. B. thought for a while.

“There’s nothing in that,” he said. “Sketchley is a beautiful little village, and American visitors rather like it.”

“Perhaps the old man has brought him back?”

T. B. pulled up a chair and sat down uninvited.

“The old man,” he mused. “It’s quite likely…The Sketchley caves have almost drawn me there. There are three or four strata of them, probably a dozen. I’ve often thought I would like to go down and do a little quiet archaeological hike. Cave-dwellers lived there thousands of years ago. There must be quite a nice collection of bones.”

“You’ve got an unpleasant mind,” said the chief. “The old man would know the caves — he lived in the neighbourhood. Why don’t you go down and look around? He’s been seen quite recently. One of the papers said he was responsible for the fire at Lord Arranways’ place.’

“Was he seen then?” asked T. B. quickly.

“So they say but those Sketchley people are always seeing him”

T. B. leaned across the desk, pulled open a drawer, fumbled inside and produced a cigar-box, and eventually a cigar. The owner of the box watched helplessly, making only a feeble gesture of protest.

“It wouldn’t be a bad idea. That Indian business is just plain blackmail, and one of your own thugs could deal with it. There is no honour and glory to it. The India Office want it kept very quiet — no scandal. With half London talking about it — the half that matters! Where is his lordship now — Arranways, I mean?”

“He’s still at Sketchley, and the lady too — at the ‘Coat of Arms’.”

“That’s a comfortable pub, and Lorney’s the only intelligent man in miles.”

T. B. fumbled in his pocket.

“Let me supply you with a match,” said the chief politely. “We give them away with our cigars.”

T. B. Collett puffed noisily, looked at his watch.

“I’ll go down tonight,” he said.

“Be careful of Arranways,” Chief Landy warned him as he was leaving the room. “He is a touchy devil. He did some shooting out in India, but you know all about that.”

T. B. sniffed contemptuously.

“I know everything about everybody,” he said. “He’s married again — one of the Mayfords — a pretty girl. No trouble there?”

“If there is, you know it,” was the Chief Constable’s parting shot.

For three hours Anna Jeans had sat in her room deliberating, raging, planning. She would leave tomorrow. Lorney had failed her, she told herself unreasonably. It was his business to see that nothing of the kind happened. That attitude of mind did not last long. John Lorney had done all he could to prevent her going alone into the woods; it was not fair to blame him.

Should she tell him? But what was there to tell, except the inevitable consequences of two sentimental people sitting in a very beautiful wood and discussing in the abstract the mysteries of love? For it had reached that stage when Keller had taken her into his arms. It wasn’t unexpected — of course it wasn’t unexpected. She knew it was coming; she could have avoided it; but she was so absolutely certain she could control the moment. And she hadn’t controlled it; she had had to fight desperately, to plead, to humiliate herself by showing a half willingness, to demand a privacy which a public path did not offer, and then to break from his arms and run. It was ugly, beastly!

She took a bath, changed everything she wore to rid herself of the contamination of his touch. If she told Lorney — or if she told Dick… No, she couldn’t tell him. He would kill Keller…Why should he? He was probably as bad himself, if the truth were known.

When she was sufficiently calm the philosopher in her gained the upper hand. The evil in Keller was determined by her own attitude to the man. She did not like him, she hated his attentions; therefore what he did was evil.

Three confusing hours she spent examining life with an insufficient understanding to draw any accurate conclusion. In the meantime a new guest had arrived at the “Coat of Arms” Mr. Lorney had gone out himself to carry in his grip.

T. B. Collett looked round the cosy lounge with an air of approval, handed his raincoat to Charles, and complained that there was no fire in the grate.

“Typically English summer weather,” he said. “Dull this morning, lovely this afternoon, and now a March squall and a northeast wind — God, what a country!”

“Have you come for a holiday, Mr. Collett?”

“Life is one long holiday to me, Mr. Lorney,” said Collett. “No I’m here on business. What’s the news of the old man?”

Lorney smiled. “I’ll find somebody who is interested in fairy tales — I’m not,” he said.

Collett had tea in the lounge, and in spite of the bad weather climbed into his raincoat and went out alone, ostensibly to see the ruins of Arranways Hall, actually to interview certain people who, if they did not believe in fairy stories, certainly believed in the existence of the old man, and had every reason. For T. B, Collett had brought down from London, written on a card, the names and addresses of three people who had recently seen this apparition, and he had secured this information from the local constabulary, who, for once in a while, were as amiable as they were sceptical.

Collett went the rounds, calling at a farmhouse on the edge of the wood, at a labourer’s cottage at the far end of the village, and on an eminently truthful curate who lodged in a cottage owned by an ancient widow in the Guildford road. The old man had undoubtedly been seen; all the witnesses agreed. It was the night two thousand pounds’ worth of gold plate, which had been stolen eighteen months before, was restored to its owner intact. It had even been polished and wrapped in silver tissue.

The owner of the big house which had benefited by this visitation was the last on Collett’s list, and he found that gentleman very voluble, very inaccurate, and with only the haziest recollection of how the restoration had been carried out. He had heard a noise in the night and had come down. No, no, that wasn’t it; he had fallen asleep in his diningroom over a glass of wine…Anyway, there was the gold plate on the table when his servants came down in the morning.

Mr. Collett made discreet inquiries and discovered that the gentleman who had benefited by the nocturnal visitor not infrequently fell asleep over a glass of wine, and indeed over many glasses of wine, and that on this particular night he had been to a hunt ball, had returned at two o’clock after the plate had been put back, and was not aware of the fact until he was told in the morning.

But the other witnesses were explicit; their times matched. The old man had been seen at three points, and he was on foot. Collett checked up the times, verified his directions, and concluded that the movements of the eccentric burglar were consistent with his having come from Sketchley Woods.

He had brought down with him the only existing plan of the caves, and before he returned to the “Coat of Arms” he engaged an elderly man who in the summer months acted as a guide on a tour of inspection.

He came back to the inn to find that the bar was closed and most of the lights in the lounge extinguished. Mr. Lorney was a careful man and a saver of current. Midweek was never a very busy time at the “Coat of Arms”. He intercepted Charles, the waiter, hurrying to the diningroom where two people were sitting, perfectly happy in their loneliness.

“Is Lord Arranways here?”

The man scowled at him, recognizing in him an ancient enemy. Apparently the recognition was not mutual, for T. B. Collett made no sign that he was renewing an old acquaintance.

“His lordship’s gone to town — went this afternoon — an’ took his key with him,” said Charles brusquely, and shuffled into the diningroom, the tray he carried wobbling in his hand.

T. B. smiled to himself and wondered just why John Lorney had employed an old lag in this responsible position. He might have had greater cause for wonder at Mr. Lorney’s eccentricity when Mrs. Harris appeared in black taffeta with a more or less clean apron and a white cap that lobbed over one eye. But he knew Mrs. Harris of old and the place she occupied in the household. A loquacious woman, never gave him the least particle of information, Mrs. Harris was one of the minor joys of T. B. Collett’s life.

“You’re still here?”

She beamed at him. Mrs. Harris was a policeman’s daughter, and never missed proclaiming her relationship with the law.

“Who is dining here?” he asked.

“The young lady and Mr. Mayford.”

“And who is the young lady?”

She shot a quick glance at him.

“If you look into the diningroom you’ll see two people. One of ‘em’s the man and the other’s the young lady.”

“But who is she?” asked Collett good-humouredly. “Come, come, Mrs. Harris, you’d make a mystery out of a firegrate. Is it the young lady I saw this evening?”

“Very likely, sir. I don’t know where you’ve been castin’ your eyes this evenin’.”

“Has Lady Arranways gone to town?”

Mrs. Harris stared at him blankly.

“I don’t know anything about her ladyship’s doin’s, and it’s no good asking me questions. You’re as bad as that American gentleman.”

“Rennett? Oh yes, of course, he’s here. Where’s he? I’m sorry, I mustn’t ask questions! But I want to see him.”

“He’s out at the moment.” She looked quickly at the diningroom door, waddled round the counter to his side, and, lowering her voice; ‘“What have you come down here for, Mr. Collett? Has anything happened in the police line?”

“Something is always happening in the police line,” he said good-humouredly, “I’ve come down to see my old friend.”

“The old man?” She frowned. “I don’t believe in him, do you?” Nevertheless, she looked fearfully at the door, “Round here they’re scared about him, but you know what these country people are — frightened of their own shadows!”

He saw her look past him, and judged from her hasty retreat behind the bar that Lorney was somewhere about. Raising his eyes, he saw the landlord on the landing above. He came down the stairs with a light step for so heavy a man, and in his hand he earned something which attracted the detective’s attention.

“What is the idea, Lorney? Are you going to a fancy-dress ball?”

Lorney smiled as he exhibited the long, slender velvet-sheath knife he carried.

“One of Lord Arranways’,” he explained. “His lordship collects these things.” He turned it over on his hand, eyeing it curiously. “Ever heard of Aba Khan? I didn’t until to-day. Lord Arranways told me about it.”

He drew the knife from its sheath and felt the edge gingerly.

“You could shave yourself with that,” he said.

Collett took the weapon from him.

“The knife of Aba Khan! It’s got quite a history. Even I know something about it. He killed his wife with it, didn’t he? What are you doing with it?”

Lorney explained that a number of knives had come over from the Hall and had been put into Arranways’ room. This had been left on a table in the hall by some mischance, probably by Arranways himself, for he was rather a careless and absentminded man.

“I came down to get the key of his lordship’s room.”

He went behind the counter and took a key from the board.

“Isn’t he here?”

“He went to town,” said Lorney. “He may be coming back tomorrow. I want to put this nasty thing with the others.”

Collett sheathed the blade and passed it back to the landlord of the “Coat of Arms”, and he had a sense of relief when the weapon had left his hands.

He waited until Lorney returned and hung up the key, and then, taking the landlord’s arm, he led him out of earshot of the too-willing eavesdropper who was polishing glasses behind the door.

“There has been some trouble down here, hasn’t there — with the Arranways?”

“Who told you that?” asked Lorney.

“The usual little bird,” said T. B. lightly. “Who is it? This young fellow they brought from the Continent — Keller?”

Lorney shrugged his shoulders.

“I know very little about it,” he said. “These villagers never stop gossiping till they’re dead.”

Collett was looking at him through half-closed eyes.

“You saved her life when the house was burned down, didn’t you? Where did you find her?”

Lorney’s cold grey eyes came back to meet the detective’s.

“Have you left the police force, Mr. Collett?” he asked politely.

“Why?” demanded the other.

“I have noticed,” said Lorney, in his precise way, “that when high officers of Scotland Yard retire on their pensions, they usually take up private detective work. I don’t know very much about it, but I understand that their principal job is to find information about wives for husbands and about husbands for wives.”

Collett stared at him for a moment, then laughed softly.

“I’m still in the force. You’re perfectly right, Lorney; it’s none of my business. If a call comes through from London for me, I’ll be in my room.”

He went slowly up the stairs, and on the top step paused and looked down.

“What is the name of your waiter?” he asked innocently.

“You know his name as well as I do,” said Lorney. “And you know all about his past. I’m trying to give him a straight job. Have you any objection?”

This burly man could be very offensive. But T. B. was less offended than admiring.

“Right again, Lorney The snub was deserved. Thank God I thrive on snubs!”
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In the diningroom Dick Mayford faced a girl who throughout the meal had spoken in monosyllables. When Charles had brought the coffee and had retired he came directly to the point.

“Something happened to you this afternoon, Anna — in the woods. I saw you coming back—”

“If you’d seen me going out it would have been a little more enterprising on your part,” she said with a little catch in her voice.

“What happened?” There was no answer, and he repeated the question.

“Nothing,” she said, “nothing that concerns you.” Then suddenly she leaned across the table. “I used to wonder how people could kill other people. I could never understand it…Every time I read of a murder it was as though it was something that happened in some horrible world which is not our own. But I understand now.”

Her voice was low, tremulous. He became breathless at the intensity of it. Then he found his voice, but it did not seem like his own.

“Keller? What did he do? How far did he go?”

She shook her head.

“You needn’t worry about me — not that way, I mean.”

She was looking down at the tablecloth, drawing uncouth, meaningless figures with a pencil that the waiter had left on the table.

“It was rather terrifying, because he was so — commanding. I had to think very hard, or I should have been just what he wanted me to be.”

Dick was very pale, his lips surprisingly dry. Because he loved her he did not believe she was telling him everything.

“Did you speak to anybody about it?” he asked jerkily. “To Lorney?”

“No…only you. It isn’t worth thinking about, is it? But it was rather a bad slap to my self-confidence, and that makes it rather hard. I thought I had some quality personal to myself that could keep him at bay, something godlike.”

She laughed, but there was no amusement in it.

Charles came lumbering in.

“Someone on the ‘phone for you,” he said in his sepulchral tone.

Dick blinked at him and came back to reality.

“Who is it?”

“I don’t know,” said Charles. “It sounded like his lordship’s voice.”

The girl looked up.

“He’s gone to town, hasn’t he? I wanted so badly to talk to you about him and about—”

“About my sister?” he said bluntly. “I suppose you’ve heard things?”

She went red.

“I think you’d better take your call,” she said, and followed him out into the lounge.

The telephone for the use of the guests was inconveniently situated in the long corridor that connected the lounge with the kitchen. She waited. there until Dick came back. He looked troubled.

“Eddie’s at a little village a few miles from here, and what the devil he’s doing there I don’t know,” he said. “I must go over and see him.”

“Then he is not in town?” she said in surprise. “What is he doing?”

He was not so much concerned about Eddie as about her, for he looked at her helplessly and from her to Charles, a curious spectator.

“Can’t you do something — go somewhere?” he blundered. “I mean, I don’t want to leave you here.”

“Don’t be stupid.” She was unreasonably angry with him. “Why shouldn’t you leave me here? I’m certainly not going with you. I shall leave for London.”

Dick looked round.

“Where is Mr. Lorney?”

“He’s about somewhere, sir,” said Charles vaguely. “He don’t tell me where he’s going.”

They had an awkward and embarrassing parting. Anna went up the stairs without a word. Dick waited, fingering his hat, until she was out of sight, and then he remembered one of the many things he had intended asking her, but by that time it was too late.

The first door in the corridor was Keller’s. She had to pass that to reach her own apartment, and was grateful that she could hear no movement from within. She opened the door of her own room and closed it behind her; the apartment was in darkness, and she was reaching out for the switch when a soft voice said; “Don’t put the light on.”

She nearly dropped with fright.

“Who is it?” she asked, though the question was unnecessary.

She knew quite well who it was, for she could see him silhouetted in the fading light against the long french windows.

“I had to see you, Anna. I’m terribly sorry for what happened this afternoon — I just lost my head, that’s all. You didn’t tell that youth, did you? God, I’ve been waiting hours for you to come up!”

“If you don’t go out of this room I’ll call Mr. Lorney,” she said tremulously, and hated herself for her weakness.

As she reached out her hand for the switch she found it caught and was pulled roughly towards the man, who evidently saw much better in the dark than she. He was holding her with both hands, gripping her arms and drawing her towards him. She ought to do something — scream. Something more was called for than the nominal resistance she was showing now His hands had slipped past her arms, were locked together behind her body and she was pressed against him .. he was curiously, not unattractively perfumed.

“I adore you!” he said in a low voice. “There has never been a girl in the world like you!”

With one hand he held her tightly, with the other he pulled up her face to his and kissed her.

She was paralysed, capable of no more than straining away from him. His hand left her face. She heard the snap of the key as he turned, and struck at him. It was a lucky blow that sent him sprawling, and in another second she new to the window and tugged at it. It opened with a crash, and she flew on to the balcony, down the stairs and along the lawn path to the portico. A man was standing there; she brushed past him into the lounge.

“What is wrong?”

Lorney came from behind the bar, caught her in his arms and shook her gently.

“There’s a man in my room!” she managed to say.

Lorney flew up the stairs and flung open the door of the bedroom. It was empty, he found, when he turned on the light, but the trench windows were wide open. One of the rugs on the floor was rucked up as if it had been kicked aside.

“A burglar who uses scent,” said a pleasant voice behind him, and he turned.

It was T. B. Collett, who had seen him from the far end of the corridor and had followed him. He sniffed again.

“I don’t like men who use perfumes; there’s something odd about them.”

“He must have gone through the window,” said Lorney, and the other nodded.

“So did the young lady, one presumes. She went out of the window because the door was locked.” He jiggled at the key “And it must have been locked, or she could have come down into the lounge. If she found a man in her room she would hardly try to pass him, so we must suppose the door was locked. But she’ll tell us all about that. Who was the man?”

“I’m going to find that out,” said Lorney quietly. “I have an idea.”

He went quickly down to the lounge. The girl was sitting in one of the big Italian chairs which were part of the new decorations.

“You didn’t recognize the man, miss, did you?”

She looked from Collett to Lorney, and shook her head; and Collett, at any rate knew that she was lying.

“No, he frightened me, that’s all. It was silly of me to make such a fuss.”

She was self-possessed; her voice was steady. She could not control the colour in her cheeks, though; of this fact Collett made a mental note. she had had something more than a scaring — hers had been a fearful experience, which she would remember all the days of her life.

John Lorney, who knew and thought a great deal about her, being very sensible of his obligations, realized with a little pang of dismay that the child he had known was gone. Young people pass through phases, the beginning and end of which are so blurred and indefinite to escape detection. Here was the abrupt ending to a phase, patently visible.

“How did you get into the room?” she asked suddenly. “The door was locked.”

“Do you know the man?” asked John Lorney, ignoring her question.

“No!” The word was louder, rather defiant.

She got up from the chair but found it much more difficult to stand than she had realized.

“I’ll give you another room,” said John “one next to my own.”

He rang the bell without waiting her agreement, and when Charles came sent an order to the maid to have her belongings removed. She was grateful, though she pretended indifference. John helped her up to her new apartment and left her with Mrs. Harris and the chambermaid; then he went in search of Keller.

He found him writing letters in his room, and Keith Keller was very self-possessed.

“I’ve been here for the last hour,” he answered, “writing letters” — he smiled blandly— “to some old friends in Australia.”

“Somebody went into Miss Jeans’ room — was it you?” asked Lorney harshly.

Keller swung round in his chair and looked up at the big man with a smile.

“It was not me — whoever it was, he showed good taste, even if he wasn’t very discreet. The old man perhaps — your mystery burglar. Didn’t Miss Jeans recognize him?”

“How do you know Miss Jeans saw him?” asked Lorney.

Keller smiled.

“Somebody saw him, or there wouldn’t be all this commotion. Do you think he’s here? Perhaps you’d like to look under the bed?”

He stubbed his cigar into an ashtray and took another from a box on his writing-table.

“You’re a little agitated, Mr. Lorney. By the way, did I ever ask you whether you noticed the young lady’s eyebrows—”

But Lorney had gone and slammed the door on the question.

As he came down to the lounge he heard the sound of Collett’s laughter. It was a little shocking that anybody could laugh at that moment. He found the cause. Captain Rennett had come in from one of his solitary rambles.

“These American sleuths one reads about—” Collett was saying.

“Ah, stop your kidding! There’s no space in the magazines to read about anything but Scotland Yard and the men who’ve made criminal history — you can take that any way you like.”

This Lorney heard and passed through the bar to his sanctuary.

“What are you looking for, Captain Rennett?”

“Why, I’m just interested in that old man, and I love this country. Sketchley’s the England of the pictures — thatched cottages, old gardens, bosky dells — say, what the hell does that ‘bosky’ mean?”

Collett drew up a chair to the table where the American detective was sitting.

“I don’t believe you. Do you mind me calling you a liar inferentially?”

Rennett shook his head. “No man calls me a liar and lives — consider yourself dead — inferentially,” he said. “No, there’s nothing else to it—”

Collett interrupted him. “There’s a lot else to it,” he said. “It was the fact that you were here that brought me down — not the old man. Certainly I’m unofficially investigating the movements of that spook, but you’re the magnet and the lodestone that disordered my office arrangements and brought me to Sketchley. I’ve been checking you up. By the way, do you know Lord Arranways?”

“I’ve seen him,” said Rennett.

“You’ve been chasing him round Europe for the last month or two. You were in Paris when he was there, and Rome, Vienna, Berlin — why have you been following him?”

Rennett smiled slowly. The deepset eyes behind the lenses gleamed good-humouredly.

“Well, one follows people round the Continent and round the world without knowing one is doing it,” he said. “No, sir, I’ve no interest in Lord Arranways. He is just a name in the British peerage, and hardly a name.”

Collett was eyeing him keenly. “Does Lady Arranways interest you?”

“No, sir.” Again a shake of the grey head. “Married ladies do not interest me, even beautiful married ladies. I am too old for that sort of mush. I’m just loafing around.”

“Why did your grips arrive here on the night of the fire? Why were you seen at the fire — I’m talking about the fire at Arranways Hall — and why did you arrive the next morning, pretending you’d never heard that Arranways’ place had been burnt down?”

Rennett took the cigar out of-his mouth and looked at it thoughtfully.

“Who’s the squealer?” he asked humorously. “Charles, I guess, or that old lady, Mrs. Harris. I’ll tell you — I was at the fire. I was passing through Sketchley on my way to London, and I slept in London that night and came down the next morning. If you want to know why, it’ll take me an hour to tell you.”

“Have you met Lady Arranways?”

“I’ve seen her,” replied Rennett.

“Have you met Keller?”

“I’ve seen him at a distance. That’s the young man with the party? Listen, Mr. Collett, can’t you believe that I’m just one of those eccentric middle-aged Americans who’ve nothing to do with their time?”

T. B. shook his head.

“An American middle-aged gentleman who has nothing to do with his time is, I admit, eccentric. But a detective officer who’s had twenty, and probably thirty, years’ police experience doesn’t go trailing a party round the Continent to keep himself in practice. He’s had just enough of that kind of amusement to last him a lifetime, and he’s been paid for doing it.”

Rennett got up slowly and deliberately looked at his watch.

“I guess I’ll go out and make a few investigations into the criminal activities of Sketchley,” he said, “just to keep myself in practice!”

He nodded a farewell, walked leisurely to the rack, and taking his hat, passed out into the night.
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When Lorney came back to the lounge he found the detective working feverishly at a crossword puzzle. John Lorney passed him, but was called back.

“Who is Keller? I haven’t seen him.”

“He’s an Australian,” said Lorney.

“Attached to the Arranways’ party, isn’t he?”

A pause.

“He was.”

“He isn’t now, eh? suppose there’s no truth in these stories that reach one in London — about trouble in the Arranways family?”

“I’m not interested in other people’s business,” said Lorney shortly.

“He isn’t the trouble, is he?” persisted the other. “I’d like to see him.”

“His room is No. 8,” said Lorney pointedly, and T. B. chuckled.

“I’ll tell you what he’s like: he’s an attractive young man who uses a highly perfumed pomade. I’m nearly right, aren’t I?”

Lorney paused, one foot on the stairs, and looked round.

“I don’t know whether he’s attractive or not. You’ll probably see him tonight. I’ll tell you this much, Mr. Collett — I don’t like him.”

Somebody appeared at the head of the stairs. It was Lady Arranways, and Lorney stopped short and stepped aside to allow her to pass.

T. B. Collett had not seen her before. He had seen pictures of her in the illustrated newspapers, but she was more beautiful than these. A pale, cold, lovely woman, who hardly glanced in his direction as she passed across the floor of the lounge into the little drawingroom beyond.

“Lady Arranways, I presume?” he said in a low tone when she was out of hearing.

Lorney nodded.

T. B. looked at the floor thoughtfully.

“I think I’ll go out for a little stroll,” he said.

“You’ll probably find Captain Rennett in the village.”

“I don’t know that I want to see Captain Rennett for the moment.”

Lorney followed him to the door, watched him as he disappeared across the darkening lawn, and came back to find Lady Arranways.

“Who is that man?” she asked.

“He’s a high official at Scotland Yard, my lady — a very good fellow, Collett.”

“What does he want?” she asked quickly. Her mind went immediately to the bracelet.

“He’s down on holiday. I don’t think he’s got any particular business,” said John.

“Lord Arranways didn’t send for him?”

She realized a little late that in her agitation she was betraying her tear.

“No, my lady, he doesn’t know Lord Arranways — at least, he’s never met him according to what he says — though I never believe police officers.”

She sat down in the chair which Rennett had vacated, took up an illustrated paper and turned the pages idly. Lorney stood waiting for dismissal.

“Have you seen Mr. Keller?” she asked without looking up.

“He’s in his room, my lady, writing letters.”

“About the fire, I suppose?”

She was still studying the pages.

“It must have been rather a shock to him.”

“It must have been a shock to you,” said John bluntly.

She looked up now with a smile. “Yes, but women are made of sterner stuff! You took him out of the room, didn’t you, Mr Lorney? He really didn’t say there was nobody else there?”

John did not answer, and she interpreted his silence rightly.

“You brought him out first. You had to screen me because I suppose Lord Arranways was in the corridor and servants and people?”

“Yes, my lady.”

She made an impatient little gesture. “Don’t say ‘my lady’. Let’s be human beings. And when my husband was safely out of the way you came back for me?”

“Yes,” he said quietly.

“And Mr Keller knew I was there?” When he hesitated; “Are you sure?”

“Yes,” said John “As I was drawing him past you, he said: ‘For God’s sake don’t let them know she was in my room.”

She pondered this, her lips curling.

“In my room? Like that?” Then she looked up at him quickly. “I don’t think we’ve deceived anybody, Mr. Lorney.”

“I don’t think we have,” he said ruefully. “Your story that you dropped the cigarette-lighter in the room was rather lame, wasn’t it?”

She leaned back in the chair and studied his face more earnestly.

“Why are you taking all this trouble?” she asked.

John Lorney shrugged.

“I don’t know — sentiment.”

“You’re rather sorry for me, aren’t you?” she said, smiling faintly.

“No — just sentiment.”

“You’ve been wonderful to me. I don’t know how I shall ever repay you. We used to think you were rather straitlaced, you know. We used to call you — you won’t be offended? — we used to call you Parson Lorney.”

“Because I sing in the choir? Well, I don’t pretend to be a religious man, only I like church music, and a year ago when the parson asked me to help—”

She waved the explanation aside. “You’ve no really decided views about me, have you?”

John Lorney looked round. The lounge was empty, nevertheless he lowered his voice.

“Yes, I have very decided views about you,” he said “I think you’re a damned fool. There’s no ‘my lady’ about that.”

She got up from her chair with a sigh.

“There are two people in this house who think the same — three perhaps.”

“It isn’t very respectful—” began John.

“Don’t be silly! Of course I’m a damned tool.” There was a little pause. “I don’t quite know how much of a damned fool I am — it is coming to me by degrees, and it is rather terrifying.”

“There’s nothing for you to be terrified about — it you don’t lose your head,” he said bluntly.

She considered this; then she asked; “Did his lordship take his luggage?”

“No, my lady, only a suitcase. He decided not to give up his room after all. He said he might be back in a day or two.”

She looked at him thoughtfully, biting at her lower lip. “Did he take those ghastly knives with him?” she asked after a pause.

“No, they’re still in his room,” he said, surprised at the question “They’re lying on his bed.”

One fact he had noticed throughout the conversation: her voice was harder, a little sharper than he had known it. She was feeling some strain, and feeling it intensely. He watched her as she lit a cigarette. Her hand was shaking. He had the impression that she did not wish to be alone, for twice she called him back. The second time it was with a question which startled him.

“He’s rather keen on this girl, isn’t he?”

“Who — his lordship?”

“No, no” — impatiently. “Mr. Keller. This girl you have here — Jeans — are they very good friends?”

“They’re not friends at all,” said John shortly.

“He was in her room tonight!” He was startled at the unexpected vehemence in her tone, at the very crudity of the statement. She herself was the first to recognize how unmistakably she had betrayed her cold fury, and had neither the words nor the self-possession to carry off the situation.

“Was he, indeed?’

“I shouldn’t have said that, but I — I saw…I was on the balcony. The beast!”

She dropped her cigarette, and before he could reach it she put her foot upon it.

“I’m sorry. I’m rather rattled, and I’m saying very foolish things. She’s probably a great friend of his. It was unpardonable of me to tell you this.”

“What did you see?” he demanded.

She shrugged. “I don’t know…Very little. There was a sort of a struggle and she came flying out, just as she came running from the woods this afternoon. I saw what happened there! You’re in charge of her, aren’t you? She’s a ward in Chancery or something?” Then she took a hold of herself and laughed softly. “I’m being very vulgar and stupid, Mr. Lorney. You must forgive me. The fire got on my nerves, and the other thing — you know more about the situation than anybody, and you’ll probably understand. I think you must be my only friend…I don’t know why you’ve lied to my husband about me, and why you’ve done so much to hide up my…well, you know.”

He came and stood squarely before her. “I’ll tell you why I did that in a sentence. I’m paying you back for something you did for me. I said it was sentiment, and that’s what the sentiment is — gratitude! What happened this afternoon in the woods? I mean between Keller and this young lady, I want to know.”

She had seated herself again, but made no pretence to read the paper that rested on her lap.

“Not what the world calls ‘the worst’” — she tried to speak lightly— “but very nearly. She got away.”

“Oh!” He stared at her blankly.

“You’re not going to make trouble, Mr. Lorney?” She put her hand on his arm. “Please! He’ll be going tomorrow and so shall I. Will you promise?”

John Lorney ran his hand over his bald head.

“I had a pretty accurate idea that something like that had happened.”

“Anyway, she’s old enough to look after herself.” Her tone became suddenly impatient. “You can’t act as nursemaid to your guests.”

He smiled grimly. “I’ve acted as nursemaid to a few of ‘em,” he said, “but that’s neither here nor there. If Keller is leaving in the morning it doesn’t matter.”

He stopped suddenly. Keller was coming down the stairs, a smiling, self-assured man. He had changed into evening-dress. His studs and sleeve-links glittered a little too brightly, his dinner-jacket fitted him too closely at the waist. Ignoring John, he waved a cheery greeting to the woman who sat stiffly upright in the big high-backed chair.

“All alone? I had no idea you were down. — Here, wait a minute, I want a drink.”

This to the disappearing John.

“Funny devil, that.” He stared at the door, which was still swinging, where Lorney had disappeared. “He’s not my idea of what a landlord of a roadhouse should be.”

“Is this a roadhouse?” she forced herself to ask.

“Is it?” He chuckled. “This is the rendezvous of the London week-enders. That fellow’s got the manners of a pig. I suppose he’s not used to having people of our class staying here.”

“What is your class?” she asked.

He felt the antagonism in her tone, was conscious of the tenseness of the moment, but was a sufficiently good actor to maintain his appearance of normality.

“I didn’t know you were here, or I’d have come down sooner,” he said. “I haven’t left my room since seven o’clock.”

“Haven’t you?”

She didn’t look at him, and was lighting another cigarette; she was not as completely successful as he in her pretence of indifference.

He came behind her, put both his hands on her shoulders, and she drew herself up. If he noticed the gesture of revulsion he did not comment on it.

“And you were sitting here all alone! What a selfish brute I am! Poor little girl!” He looked round. “Why the devil did that man go without giving us a drink? The bar closed, nobody in attendance — what a hole this is!”

“Are you sure you’ve been sitting in your room since seven?” she asked.

He looked at her sharply.

“Unless I’ve been walking in my sleep, yes.”

He rang the bell, and neither spoke till Charles came in.

“What would you like?” asked Keller.

“I want nothing,” she said listlessly.

“Let’s have some champagne.”

He met the waiter’s baleful glare with a little smile.

“Champagne — I suppose you’ve read about it?”

“Yes,” said Charles, “‘in our wine list—’19 Moet’?”

“That will do fine. Bring two glasses.”

The door swung on Charles.

“Are you tired?”

He was still behind her and could not see her face.

“No, not very.”

Keller drew a chair to the other side of the little table at which she sat. “I was wondering whether I’d run over to Paris for a day or two. You’re going over, aren’t you? When are you arriving?”

“When are you leaving Paris?” she asked, and this time he accepted the challenge.

“Darling, you’re being trying,” he bantered. “I don’t want to stay in Paris for more than a week, and then I’m coming back here.”

“Is Miss Jeans going to Paris?” she asked.

Charles came in with a bottle, and fussed about the bar in search of glasses and the wire-cutter. Until the cork popped and the glasses were filled neither spoke. When the man had gone:

“Now what’s the matter?” he demanded. His voice had a metallic quality she had not observed before. “You’ve seen something or heard something. What has happened? What do you mean about Miss Jeans going to Paris? Come on, let’s get to facts!”

“Don’t shout,” she said.

“Well, drink up your wine and don’t be a fool.” This was a new Keller, one she had never known before. It was difficult to become accustomed to him. He himself realized that the transition had been a little sudden. “There’s nobody in the world like you.” He laid his hand on hers. “Don’t make a tragedy out of nothing.”

“I’m not making any tragedy,” she said. “I’ve been put in my place — and that’s a little disturbing.”

He pushed a wineglass to her. “This girl—”

“I don’t want to know anything about her,” she said quickly. “There’s no need for you to tell me. I was in the woods this afternoon. I saw everything. And I was on the balcony tonight when she ran out of her room…What a nothing I am, what a weakling!”

She tried to rise, but he stretched out his hand and gripped her arm brutally, pulling her down.

“Don’t be hysterical, for God’s sake! That’s not going to do any good. You saw that, did you? And naturally you think I’m keen—”

“I don’t want to know, I don’t want to hear!”

He was standing behind her now, his hands on her shoulders, shaking her gently.

“Don’t be a fool! You saw everything — well, what was it? A little flirtation. You’re not a child in arms. It’s stupid to be jealous of her — a kid like that. She was keen on the flirtation, and she’s rather keen on me—”

He stopped suddenly. He saw the swing doors move and Lorney came in, and his hands went back to his pockets. It was Marie Arranways’ opportunity. “I’m going to town early in the morning, Mr. Lorney. Will you tell Mr. Mayford, and have me called at seven?”

Keith Keller was astounded when she turned a smiling face to him and offered her hand.

“Good night. I hope we’ve given you an amusing time,” she said. “I don’t think you will have another!” She nodded to John. “Good night, Mr. Lorney, and thank you. I don’t know why you did it.”

They watched her till she was gone, then Keller turned an inquiring face to the host of the “Coat of Arms”.

“She doesn’t know why you did it? Did what?” And then he remembered. “Of course! I’m getting dull. You’re the gentleman who lied to her husband! Give me a real drink, will you? Who is the new man who arrived this evening?”

“That’s a gentleman named Collett.” Lorney was behind the bar, handling the brandy bottle. “Collett is a detective from Scotland Yard. I understand from one of my servants who spends her days with her ear glued to keyholes that there has been some trouble over a diamond bracelet which was lost on the Continent. He probably came down about that.”

Keller stared at him, his face a shade paler. “A diamond bracelet?” he said anxiously. “What do you mean? Whose bracelet?”

“I have no other information to offer you, sir.” He smacked the glass down on the counter.

“Where has Mayford gone?”

“I don’t even know that, sir.” Keller sipped at the brandy-and-soda. “And there is another fellow — I saw the two talking together.”

Lorney shot a quick glance at him.

“He is an American gentleman.”

Keller looked up across the glass.

“American? What part of America does he come from?”

“St. Louis,” said John.

“What is his name?”

“His name is Rennett — Captain Rennett.” Lorney heard the crash of glass and looked round. The tumbler had fallen on to the parquet floor and was shattered.

“Rennett!” Keith Keller’s face was white, and in his eyes was a fear that he could not disguise. “Rennett!” he repeated thickly. “In this house… staying here!”

Lorney nodded.

“Do you know him?”

The man licked his dry lips, and stretched out a shaking hand impatiently.

“Give me a drink.” Lorney heard his restless feet crush the broken glass on the floor.

“Does he know the number of my room? It doesn’t matter if he does — change it! You’ve got some rooms over there?” He gesticulated towards the new wing which Lorney had recently added to the “Coat of Arms”.

The landlord looked at him steadily. “Yes, we’ve some rooms in the new wing. It will be pretty lonely, and you won’t be so comfortable.”

“Anything will do.”

He drank the brandy at a gulp and laughed. Rennett — good God! Under the same roof as he and not knowing it!

“A stout man with horn-rimmed glasses?”

“That is the gentleman. A friend of yours?” asked Lorney sardonically.

“He’s more than a friend, he’s a relation,” said the other.

He looked round the room, noted the panelling, the neat little coat of arms on every section; admired the wide sweep of frieze, the ancient gallery which ran round two walls of the room.

“A nice place you’ve got here, Lorney. It must be grand to be anchored in a lovely spot like Sketchley, with no worries, no troubles, nobody to tell you what you’ve got to do and when you’ve got to do it. Your own master! Fine, eh?”

John Lorney was looking at him, but made no reply.

“I think I’ll go up to town tomorrow,” Keller went on, “and probably cross to the Continent. You won’t see me for a very long time, if at all. Oh, by the way, can you cash me a cheque?”

Lorney was all attention. “It’s against the rules of the house, as I told you this morning, but I’m willing to cash you a cheque — a small one.”

Keller strolled to the little table and sat down, took out a chequebook and began to write leisurely with a fountain-pen.

“I don’t think you like me very much,” he said.

“To be frank, I don’t.”

“That’s a pity.” The man was his old, flippant self once more. “I gathered you didn’t from the fact that you expressed no regret at my going. That’s too bad! Where is your bank?”

“My bank is in London,” said Lorney.

“Mine is in Bristol.”

Keller blotted the cheque carefully and tore it out.

“You might give me yours in exchange for this. I’m going to town and I can cash it there.”

Lorney took the cheque from his hand, scrutinized it for a long time.

“Is this a joke?” he asked.

“No.”

“I said a small cheque,” said Lorney.

“My credit is very good — you don’t realize how wealthy I am,” smiled the other.

Lorney folded the cheque and put it into his pocket.

In one corner of the lounge was a large bookcase, which was kept stocked with some of the latest works as well as some of the more popular of the classics. Keller strolled across.

“I saw a book here I’d like to take up to my room.”

“They’re for the use of guests,” said Lorney.

He was standing behind the bar, both hands on the counter, and his eyes never left the younger man. He saw him take down a volume and examine the title.

“For the Term of His Natural Life,” read Keller. “That sounds pretty ugly.”

Lorney nodded.

“Yes, it’s a story about the old Australian convict prisons,” he said. “It’s very interesting — you know Australia?”

“Beastly places — prisons,” said Keller. “And they haven’t improved much since this book was written.”

“You’re an authority on the subject, I presume?” Lorney was sarcastic, but his audience was impervious to sarcasm.

“Almost. There is hardly a phase of Australian activity that I’m not familiar with. We’ll discuss it one of these days.” He seemed to take a delight in the older man’s antagonism.

“You’re going to town tomorrow aren’t you?” asked Lorney.

“I may return,” said the other.

“There will be no room for you, Mr. Keller — I’m being perfectly straight with you.”

“In other words, you don’t want me here?” smiled Keller.

“In other words, I hate having you here, and you don’t want me to explain why, do you? I brought you out of the fire: if I hadn’t seen something with my own eyes you would have left a fellow creature to burn to death.”

Keller was laughing as he turned towards the stairs. He laughed no more when Lorney’s hand closed firmly round his arm and drew him back.

“I am a pretty good host, Mr. Keller, and I do all I can to oblige my customers, but when my clients wander into other people’s rooms I’m inclined to be a bit tough. Don’t do that again.”

Keller drew himself free. If he was still smiling it was because he was an actor.

“The girl with the eyebrows?” he asked “I wonder if you know what I mean?”

“I think I do. Eyebrows or no eyebrows, keep to your own room in future. I’ll come up later and tell you where you’ll be safe from Rennett.”

The shot went home.
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Ten minutes later Keller, standing at his door, called loudly for a waiter, and Charles went up to him and, coming back, drew a bottle of brandy from the bar.

“That fellow can put it away,” he said, and was peremptorily snubbed.

“Look after your own business. If he puts it away, as you call it, he’ll pay for it. When you’ve given him that, go and find Mrs. Harris; I want her to attend to the bar.”

Mrs. Harris came complainingly. She had been on her feet all day, and they were very tired feet. Yet she could summon up interest in the care of the bar. In the days of her youth she had been a barmaid at one of Spiers and Ponds’ railway restaurants. She had in her life been everything except a soldier: that was rather a standing jest than a boast.

Rennett, returning later, found her in the little cubbyhole with its backing of mirrors and bottles, and demanded a cigar. He was an old acquaintance of Mrs. Harris; she was one of the few people he had met in England who had excited his sympathy, and one of the very few people in the world who were capable of amusing him.

He lounged up to the bar and selected a cigar from the box which she handed to him.

“This village is like a morgue after nine,” he said.

Mrs. Harris was puzzled, until he explained just what a morgue was, and then she was in complete agreement with him. She had a Cockney’s contempt for rural practices.

“They go to bed very early, and they’re up in the morning before the cows come out,” she said.

She saw him looking up, and thought he was admiring the beamed roof.

“Nice old-fashioned house, ain’t it? You can’t walk down a passage without banging your head against a beam — it’s so artistic.”

She volunteered a great deal of information which was no information to Captain Rennett, and the talk drifted to the old man. Here she was voluble but contemptuous. Nothing frightened Mrs. Harris except the proximity of the insane asylum, and she admitted that she could not pass that establishment at night without her heart coming into her mouth. Rennett smiled grimly. For his part, he could not pass an insane asylum without his heart breaking.

The return of Lorney put an end to the confidences. John Lorney was unusually brusque tonight; more of a “bear”, according to Mrs. Harris, than she could remember for some time, Even Rennett found it difficult to make conversation with him. He remarked upon the dullness of the village at night.

“Yes, it’s pretty quiet here.” Lorney looked at him oddly. “But we can’t give you a fire every night, you know.”

Rennett smiled.

“I missed that.”

“Did you? Quite a lot of people think they saw you there.”

“I was in London,” he said.

The landlord of the “Coat of Arms” signalled Mrs. Harris that he had no need of her company at the moment, and she went, grumbling under her breath, resenting the curtailment of her rights as an audience.

Rennett was expecting something, too. He waited, his unlighted cigar between his finger and thumb.

“Let’s have a little heart-to-heart talk, Captain Rennett,” said Lorney quietly. “This isn’t the first time you’ve been down here, is it?”

“I came here a year ago,” said Rennett.

“And you made some inquiries here? I only heard of them by accident.”

Captain Rennett smiled broadly.

“I’m sorry, but inquiring is a habit of mine.”

John Lorney was watching him closely with his cold eyes.

“Mr. Mayford told me the other day you turned up at Rome when he and his lordship were there. You made some inquiries there, and you went to Paris and Vienna and Berlin, where the Arranways were staying; and then you turned up on the night of the fire — well, we won’t argue that point; let us say the morning after the fire — at any rate, a day or two after their return from the Continent.”

There was a twinkle of good humour in Rennett’s deepset eyes.

“This sounds almost like a repetition of a little conversation I had with your friend Mr. Collett.”

“I’m not worrying why you followed them about the Continent,” said John Lorney. “What really puzzles me is why you came here a year ago.”

Rennett lit his cigar with great deliberation. “That puzzles you, does it? How does the theory of an accident strike you?”

Lorney shook his head. “It doesn’t, eh? Well, maybe it was design.”

“The Arranways weren’t here at the time,” said Lorney, and the American nodded.

“Sure they weren’t. I had never heard of the Arranways, and certainly I wasn’t interested in them.”

“You came down to see somebody — somebody you expected to find here — and you were disappointed.”

It was a challenge. “Yes, sir, I did come down to see somebody. I had certain news in America. Now I’ll be as frank with you, Lorney. There’s no mystery about it at all: when I was in America I read of these old-man burglaries — I’m an authority on burglaries. My years of experience tell me that when a professional burglar goes to work he leaves a mark as plain as his handwriting. The man I came to interview was that burglar.”

“A professional interest, eh?”

“Why, yes.” The American nodded slowly. “You see, Mr. Lorney, I’m a man with quite a lot of money locked up in corporation stock. I had left the police; I had nothing to do except to loaf around.” A little pause. “I have no children.” There was a longer pause. “I had a daughter; she died some months ago in a — well, in an insane asylum. I never thought I should say, ‘Thank God she’s dead!’ but I do say it.”

He sighed deeply, relit the cigar, which had gone out.

“That’s why I came back; sort of stimulated my interest in my job, which was to find the man who killed her.”

He said this simply, without emphasis, but there was a menace in the very simplicity of the words that made a shudder run down John Lorney’s spine. Here was the deepest, the most relentless malignity.

Rennett looked at his cigar and glanced round the lounge.

“Is there any place where I can talk?”

“Come into my office.”

Lorney showed him through the bar into the little room behind, and closed the door when his guest had passed through.

“Sit down. Will you have a drink?”

The man shook his head.

“I’m going to tell you something that the English police don’t know: the name of the man who has committed the burglaries, and who in my opinion is the old man.”

Lorney waited.

“His name is Bill Radley, a man who has been a criminal all his life. I don’t know very much about him, except that he’s a pretty square fellow. When I read about the burglaries, of how he took only gold plate, and always made his entrance into the house through the front — and only one burglar in a hundred goes that way — I identified him. There were one or two other little tricks of his which made him unmistakably Bill Radley.”

“There is no Bill Radley living in this village,” said Lorney, more than ordinarily interested. “Not in my time — the same families have lived around here for generations.”

The American shook his head once more. “No, sir, I know that. Anyway, I didn’t want to find him; I wanted to find his partner — a younger fellow called Barton, or Boy Barton — that’s the name he had in Australia. They call him Boy Barton because he looks like a kid — or did, though he’s much older than he appears to be.”

“A burglar, too?”

“No, sir, he hasn’t the guts for that. He was the leg, the well-dressed young man who got himself in good with bank managers and was shown over the premises. He laid out the robbery; Bill did it. They were caught about five years ago, when they were robbing the Karra-Karra Bank. Boy Barton, who is yellow, pulled a gun on the police and shot, and that’s why they got ten years.”

“Then they are still in prison?” said Lorney.

Rennett smiled.

“That’s where they ought to be, I guess, but these two men escaped on their way from the criminal court to the gaol. I’m not interested in what became of Bill Radley — get that in your mind, Mr. Lorney. So far as I’m concerned he’s dead. But Boy Barton got across to the States and eventually struck St. Louis, where he called himself Sir Boyd Barton Lancegay, which sounded good to me. He met a nice girl, fell in love with her, or said he did, and I guess the silly old man who was her father got an idea he’d like to see his daughter called ‘Lady’, and helped push the marriage through. I gave her fifty thousand dollars when she married, bought a nice house and furnished it, and went around with my head in the clouds. Well, sir, I came down to earth after a year, but by that time it was too late to do anything. Boy Barton drove his wife into an insane asylum, and skipped after forging bills on me for — well, the money doesn’t matter. That’s the story, Mr. Lorney. Maybe you knew a bit of it?”

“No — I knew nothing. Where is he now?”

Rennett shrugged.

“Somewhere around, I guess.”

“Did you find him?” persisted Lorney.

The other man did not answer for a while.

“Yeah, I found him. Saw him by accident in Egypt and followed him around.”

“I see. So your coming here a year ago was an accident? You thought Radley was here because the burglaries tallied with his methods. And it wasn’t he after all?”

“No, sir, it wasn’t he after all,” replied Rennett. “Still, I’m not sorry I came. Mr. Collett’s a little curious. I’ve satisfied him up to a point. Naturally I haven’t told him about Radley or about Boy Barton. That’s my own affair, and I’m hoping you’ll respect my confidence, Mr. Lorney.”

John Lorney smiled. “The walls of this room are plastered with confidences, Captain Rennett,” he said.

They walked out through the lounge on to the portico. The rain had ceased; the moon was visible at intervals behind the scurrying clouds.

“I guess my story isn’t too exciting,” said Rennett. “If you lifted the roof off the ‘Coat of Arms’ you’d find plenty of queerer ones.”

Lorney did not answer. He made an excuse, left his companion and walked noiselessly along the lawn to the foot of the stairs leading to the balcony. From here he commanded a view of the windows. One showed a light dimly behind the blue shade — Lady Arranways’.

Keller’s room was in darkness. He walked farther along till he could see the french windows of the end room. He thought at first that there was no light here, but presently he saw a thin yellow line as the wind disturbed the curtains, and, satisfied, he walked back, to find that Rennett had disappeared.
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Anna was not in bed. She had been packing in a desultory, unmethodical way. She was too angry for method. She would go back to London in the morning — she was frightened. It was a long time before she confessed as much. Keller was something new to her — Man in the raw; and she had no confidence in her ability to deal with him. Young men had curled up under her scorn; men of maturer years had grown confused and babblingly apologetic. She had grown up very confident in herself, and life had seemed a pretty simple game to play. There were certain rules which produced certain reactions. It had been all set and standardized, and it was shocking to discover that there were people who ignored the rules and refused to conform to what were, to her, established practices.

It was unthinkable, for example, that any man who had been repulsed violently and hatefully should persist, as Keller had persisted. It frightened her, these tremendous departures from the code which she understood.

She had a mad impulse to write to him, and for an hour she scribbled on innumerable sheets of notepaper, exposing her philosophy and creed, reproving him, possibly reforming him. She had the evangelical seal of youth, was all for making bad men better. But behind all her abjurations and admonitions — she realized this suddenly — was the vanity of her years. She was not so much putting him in his place as putting herself in a place which no human being could possibly reach.

Being a product of modern society, she knew almost everything. There was a section of her letter which was distinctly psycho-biological. Anyway, the writing of it skimmed off the froth of her fury, and brought her to flat thinking.

She had torn the letter very carefully in little bits, when she heard a tap on her door, and her heart stopped for a beat. The door was locked; she had shot home the bolt. She waited, trembling; and the knocking was repeated. She crept to the door and listened.

“Are you asleep? May I come in?”

It was a woman’s voice — Lady Arranways’. Anna unlocked the door with a shaking hand.

“Are you ill?”

Marie Arranways was genuinely concerned.

“No, I’m all right,” stammered Anna. “Do you mind if I lock the door?”

“I’d rather you did. What is the matter? You look so white. You had rather an unpleasant experience, didn’t you?…Do you mind if I smoke?”

Anna took a cigarette from the gold box which was offered to her and lit both cigarettes. “Don’t trouble. I’ll make a chair of the bed.” Marie Arranways sat for a time looking at the girl. “I saw everything that happened this afternoon,” she said.

“Did you?…In the woods?” Marie nodded. Anna’s face went red and white and red again.

“Wasn’t he a beast?” she said breathlessly. “I hardly knew him.”

“Did you tell anybody? — Dick?”

The girl shook her head. “No. I didn’t want that kind of trouble. He was in my room tonight—”

“I know. I saw that too; I was on the balcony when you came out.” The little clock on the writing-table ticked loudly through an embarrassed silence. “Is he a friend of yours?” asked Anna, almost apologetically. “I mean, have you known him a long time?”

“Not a very long time.” Marie was swinging her feet idly, still watching the girl. “But he’s a very great friend — or, rather, he was a very great friend. I suppose that’s common gossip?”

It was a challenge. “I have not heard,” said Anna untruthfully. “Of course, I knew he was staying at your place. What is he? I mean, where does he come from?”

“He’s an Australian — no, he was born here in England. He’s lived in Australia. You didn’t tell anybody? — Dick, Mr. Lorney?”

“Nobody,” said Anna emphatically. “Naturally I wouldn’t. A girl doesn’t want that sort of — I mean, it would have been horrible, wouldn’t it?”

Lady Arranways had a question to ask; she had come specially to be informed, and all the time was trying to frame her inquiry in a way which would neither hurt nor offend.

“How long was he here with you?” she asked. “I mean, when he was in your room? I didn’t know when you went in.”

“Only a minute — not that, I think.” Anna was quick to realize all that the question implied. “He kissed me, I think. I don’t quite remember what happened. Then I broke away.”

“Oh!” said Lady Arranways, and drew a deep breath. “You’re very young, aren’t you? You’re the last person in the world I ought to go to for advice. But I wonder what you would do, supposing you had been a fool… a real fool, and you had a letter pushed under your door…like this.”

She took a note from her pocket, opened it and hesitated.

“I don’t know whether I ought to show you this, but I’m trusting you a lot.”

Anna took the note. It was written on the “Coat of Arms” paper in neat, regular calligraphy. Mr. Keller’s handwriting was a source of pride to him.

‘I shall want £3000 on Saturday. I am leaving for the Continent, and I shan’t trouble you again. Do you advise me to see Eddie?’

“Hasn’t he any money?” asked the girl in astonishment. “He told me he was terribly rich…in the woods, when we were talking. He has a ranch or something. Three thousand — that’s an awful lot of money! Are you going to lend it to him?”

Marie Arranways folded up the letter and put it back in her pocket.

“He knows I haven’t three thousand pounds, but he expects me to get it from my husband.”

Anna stared at her uncomprehendingly, and then the significance of the letter flashed upon her.

“Why. it’s blackmail!”

Marie nodded.

“I think that describes it. Very unpleasant, isn’t it? I don’t quite know what to do. When a woman has been as mad as I have she is caught.”

Her face grew tense, her voice was vibrant with helpless anger. “God Almighty, that such a brute should live! The humiliation of it!”

She had slipped from the bed and was standing stiffly erect, her hands clasped. Then with a sudden effort, she smiled.

“I’m a fool, aren’t I? I wanted to know whether you’d been as big a fool.”

She took the girl by the shoulders and, stooping, kissed her lightly on the cheek.

“That’s quite enough heroics from me,” she said. “Do you mind if I go out on to the balcony? You’ve got that door locked too — I think you’re wise.”

As Anna turned the key a gust of wind blew the door open and the curtains streamed into the room. Marie Arranways stepped out on to the balcony and suddenly drew back.

“There’s a man there,” she said in a low voice.

“Where?” Anna felt her heart racing.

“At the far end — look.” Fearfully the girl peeped out, and at first saw nothing. Then, at the end of the long balcony, she saw a figure moving. The balcony ran round the front of the house, terminating immediately above the portico. As they looked they saw the shape disappear behind the angle of the wall.

“Was it…?” asked Anna in a whisper.

“No, it wasn’t Keller. It was a much bigger man. I thought at first it was Mr. Rennett. I don’t know why I should think that, because I couldn’t see very distinctly.”

They watched for five minutes, but the figure did not reappear.

“Hadn’t we better fasten and lock the window?” asked the girl in a shaking voice.

“I wanted to go to my husband’s room,” said Marie. “There’s something there I…something of mine I want to bring away. The inside door is fastened; probably the balcony door is too, but I must try.”

She went out into the dark, and Anna waited for some time, but she did not return. Presently she heard Marie Arranways’ voice.

“It’s all right, thank you. I’m going to my room. Good night.”

Anna closed the french windows, bolted them top and bottom and turned the key before she pulled the curtains that hid from view whatever terrors the night held.
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Mr. Collett, returning from an apparently aimless tour through the deserted village, saw a man cross the road before him. He was moving quickly, too quickly for an innocent wayfarer. Collett increased his speed and came up to the place where the man had disappeared across a stile which was set in a gap in the hedge. It was the end of a footpath which skirted the grounds of the “Coat of Arms”, and was one which was ordinarily used by the servants of Arranways Hall as a short cut to the main road.

A plantation of young trees stretched left and right; they had been planted apparently without method, and with no other design than to screen the grounds from observation.

Collett crossed the stile and, going down on his hands and knees, peered along the pathway. The rising ground and a fringe of wood beyond deprived him of the artificial horizon he sought. He walked quickly farther along the path and came at last to the meadows beyond the trees. There was nobody in sight. The man he had seen was probably behind him, hiding in the plantation; and no man would hide unless he had some guilty reason. A poacher, probably. T, B. Collett, being a high official of Scotland Yard, was not concerned with petty larceny, but, being what he was, he was curious.

He took a flashlamp from his pocket and shot its beams around, though he realized that at the first gleam of his lamp the man he sought would have gone flat to the ground and be hidden in the long grasses. This was exactly what did happen, for his quarry at that moment lay flat behind a low bush and was watching with amused interest the erratic beams of the little lamp flashing left and right.

Collett, recognizing the hopelessness of his search, went back to the road and continued his way to the “Coat of Arms”. He was at the lych gate which marked the private path to the hotel when he saw somebody walking quickly towards him. The somebody stopped as he caught sight of the detective.

“Who’s there?” he called sharply. “Don’t come any nearer!”

There was an abject fear in the shrill voice that amused T. B.

“It’s all right. My name’s Collett.”

“Oh, is it? Sorry…my name’s Keller. I was just taking a stroll to Coppins Acre. If you don’t mind, I’ll walk back with you. Anyway, I was late.”

The words came out before he could stop them. “You had an appointment, did you?”

“Well, not exactly an appointment.” Keller’s laugh was a little insincere. “A sort of a date. One of these village girls promised to meet me. What is the time?”

The clock of Sketchley parish church struck ten. “You’re with the Arranways party, aren’t you?”

Keller hesitated, “Not exactly. I’m a sole member of the Keller party at the moment.” He chuckled at his own joke; and then: “Collett? Oh yes, you’re Mr. Collett from Scotland Yard. I heard you were down. What are you looking for — the old man?”

“Partly; partly for a holiday. Who was the village girl?”

Keller was taken aback by the blunt question. “You don’t expect me to tell tales out of school, do you? It was rather a stupid adventure. One doesn’t usually do that sort of thing.”

They came into the hall lounge together. Mrs. Harris was dozing behind the bar, and had to be wakened.

“I think they’ve all gone to bed, sir,” she said, “except Captain Rennett. He’s not in yet. Her ladyship’s lying down; I’ve just took her up some milk.”

“Is she in her room?” asked Keller quickly.

Mrs. Harris was reproachful. “A lady don’t go to bed except in her room, sir,” she said.

“Has she been there all the evening?” asked Keller. He had lost some of his colour. “That’s queer.”

Behind the locked door of his own room he took a slip of paper from his pocket; it was exactly the same hotel notepaper on which he had written his peremptory demand for £3000; and as he had slipped that under Marie Arranways’ door, so had somebody pushed this beneath his half an hour later. It was written in a pencilled scrawl, and he read it through twice, replaced it in his pocket and sat down, his chin cupped in the palm of his hands, thinking.

He heard a sound of stealthy feet on the wooden floor of the balcony, and sprang up, his knees curiously weak. The steps passed his window, and he wiped his moist forehead.

He would go to town tomorrow; wait for Marie to bring him the money. He took the note from his pocket and read it again. Yes, he would go tomorrow. Sketchley was too nerve-racking, England too dangerous.

He unlocked a drawer of the bureau and took out a black-barrelled.45 automatic, fitted a magazine into the butt, loaded the barrel carefully and put up the safety catch. If they tried their tricks with him there’d be trouble, he boasted to himself, and he had need of all the confidence such an assurance could give him.

He thought he heard footsteps on the balcony again, and listened. It might be Marie; perhaps she wanted to talk about the note — or it might be the girl. He admitted to himself that he was keener on Anna Jeans than he had been on any woman he could remember. Twice she had fought him off; but women were like that: you could never be quite sure what impression you had made, even though to all appearances they hated you. He remembered a girl in Brisbane…

Switching out the light, he drew aside the curtains and peeped out. He could see the railings of the balcony silhouetted against the faint grey of the moonlit grounds, but there was no sign of man or woman.

He wouldn’t go to Paris; he would go to The Hague. He could write a few letters from there. Holland was a good jumping-off place, anyway. Liners to South America; a direct mail route through Europe…

He listened again, crept to the window and peered out. A woman…Marie Arranways was coming from the direction of her husband’s room, and had to pass his. Should he go out and speak to her — ask her for an explanation of the note? Perhaps she wanted to see him. Before he could make up his mind she was gone.

He had to confess that his main feminine interest was Anna Jeans. Marie was charming; one of those grand English ladies he’d read about, not differing in essentials from ladies not so grand — indeed, women who might not be described at all as ladies with any degree of accuracy. She had been an experience, a romance; she was now big business.

There was one thing to be said for a refined and educated woman: she took her conge without making too much trouble about it. She had been on the point of developing hysteria, but had mastered it. He had admired that restraint in her. They weren’t always ready to break off with a well-acted smile. For example, there was a girl in Sydney…The trouble she had made was nobody’s business.

He took up a siphon, found it empty, and rang the bell. Nobody answered. Impatiently he rang again. Nothing happened. Flinging open the door in a sudden rage, which betrayed to himself the jaggedness of his nerves, he walked along the passage to the balcony overlooking the hall. He saw Charles aimlessly and uselessly dusting a table.

“I’ve rung twice. Why the devil don’t you answer?”

“You know that your bell’s out of order,” growled Charles. “What do you want?”

Keller gave his order and went back to his room, locking the door behind him. Keller loathed the hardfaced waiter. He was probably lying, and had deliberately ignored the bell.

The man came up in a few minutes and put a new siphon on the table.

“Can’t Lorney get a decent waiter?” demanded Keller viciously. “Does he have to search the gaols to find somebody for your job?”

Charles said nothing, but there was in his eyes a hatred before which the weaker man quailed. Keller poured himself out a stiff dose of brandy, diluted it from the siphon and drank it almost at a gulp.

He heard the sound of car wheels on the broad drive. Who could be coming so late? Lorney, perhaps. He was only mildly concerned.

Mr. Lorney had heard the car too and had gone out, switching on the portico light. The Rolls which drew up he did not remember having seen before. It was in fact Arranways’ town car, and he it was who got out when Lorney opened the door. “This is a pleasant surprise, my lord.” He was a little staggered to see Dick follow his brotherin-law.

“I’ve finished my business in town, Mr. Lorney, and I shall be staying here tonight,” said Arranways briefly. “I took the key of my room away with me: I hope that wasn’t inconvenient to you?”

When the landlord of the “Coat of Arms” had gone off to give instructions to the chambermaid on duty, Dick repeated what he had already said with even greater emphasis.

“I’ve got to know,” said Arranways. “I’ve been through all this before, Dick, and I can’t stand it again. I’ve got to know for certain.”

“Is there no other way of learning besides personal observation?” asked Dick. “You’d have been better in town, Eddie.”

He had sped through the night to the little village ten miles from Sketchley, and had found Eddie pacing up and down the room he had engaged. He had only been there an hour, having all manner of fantastical and maddening schemes for surprising the guilt of the woman who had betrayed him All day he had brooded; he was on the verge of madness when Dick had arrived. For he had imagined too long the scene of his confrontation of Keller and Marie Arranways; had imagined them in circumstances which sent his head whirling with hate, and had varied his ugly dreams so that they covered every conceivable and inconceivable possibility.

Eddie Arranways had this in common with many men and women, that the exercise of their imagination was confined only to unpleasant things. “What are you going to do when you find what you expect to find?” demanded Dick.

Eddie was looking very old and grey tonight. There were lines in his face which Dick did not remember having seen before. He smiled crookedly.

“That depends entirely upon the state of my mind,” he said. “If I were convinced, I’d go away somewhere — sink my identity and disappear. It will be either that or a scandal in the courts.”

Dick was startled. “Disappear? What rubbish! A man like you — a public man — couldn’t just disappear!”

Lorney came back: the room was ready and he accompanied his lordly guest upstairs.

“Shall I tell her ladyship you have returned?” he asked.

Lord Arranways was emphatic. “That is the one thing I want you not to tell either her ladyship or anybody. Where is she?”

“I think she has gone to bed.”

“And — Keller?” He said it with an effort.

“He’s been in his room some time. He’s leaving tomorrow. I’ve had your knives put into an empty drawer of this bureau, my lord,” he added, “and the miniatures are in my safe.”

Arranways nodded.

“Thank you, Lorney.” And with a grim little smile: “Has anything startling happened since I’ve been away? Has the old man made an appearance, for example?”

“No, my lord.”

“You understand, Lorney, if her ladyship does come down you’re not to mention the fact that I’m back. I can rely upon you?”

He looked dubiously at the landlord, then shook his head.

“No, I don’t think I can rely on you! You told a damnable lie — a very gallant lie, but a damnable one none the less, Lorney. You did not find her ladyship in the corridor on the night of the fire, did you?”

John Lorney looked him straight in the eye. “I found her ladyship in the corridor on the night of the fire.”

“And she was not in Keller’s room?”

“She was not in Keller’s room,” repeated Lorney.

“You’d go into the box and swear that?”

“Into ten boxes and swear it ten times,” said Lorney gruffly.

Eddie Arranways leaned against the bureau and folded his arms, his eyes searching the man before him.

“I can’t understand, anyway, why you should lie. Her ladyship means nothing to you, I suppose? She hasn’t given you money?” He saw the contemptuous curl of John Lorney’s lip and was answered.

“I’m sorry. I’m rather distracted tonight, Mr. Lorney. Will you have me called in the morning — if I am here!”

He did not attempt to elucidate this cryptic remark, but Lorney thought he understood.

He passed down the bar into his private office, shut the door behind him and examined the cheque he had taken from his pocket, refolded it and locked it in his safe. Mr, Keller was certainly not deficient in nerve. When he returned to the lounge he saw T. B. Collett sitting in one of the deep chairs, a map on his knees, which he was examining attentively.

“I’ve took him up a siphon,” said a sepulchral voice. He looked round; it was Charles. “I didn’t write it down on the check, that’s all,” said Charles.

“Who are you talking about — Mr. Keller?”

“Yes, sir.” He swallowed something. “A ‘gaolbird’, that’s what he called me! The likes of him wouldn’t give a man a chance to get straight. Once in gaol always in gaol. He’d put me back tomorrow if he could.”

Lorney snarled round at him, “Keep gaols out of your mind, will you, my friend! You talk too much. If I didn’t know you were incapable I should say you thought too much. Is he in bed?”

“Who — Keller? No. He came out of his room a few minutes ago and told me to bring him up another bottle of brandy, and the names he called me… He’s properly pickled, that feller! Do you know what he said, Mr. Lorney? He said when he owned the ‘Coat of Arms’ he was going to take me and kick me out. He’s not buying the place, is he?” Charles was anxious, and with reason.

“He’s drunk!” Lorney barked the words. “Don’t take any notice of what drunken people say. You’ve been at this game long enough to know that, haven’t you. Well, Mr. Mayford, can I get you anything?”

Dick had appeared, ill at ease. “No. What time do you shut up?”

“Well, for guests, any time they go to bed. For the public, at ten.”

“That’s for my benefit,” said Collett, looking up. “Those are the regulation hours, Mr. Mayford.” He had introduced himself earlier in the evening. “Lorney is very anxious to let a police officer know that the licensing regulations are carried out to the letter.”

Dick was too worried to be amused. It seemed to him that over the “Coat of Arms” that night hung a cloud. He had an uneasy sense of panic, would have given his modest fortune to be safe in his little London flat.

A bell rang behind the bar. Lorney looked at Dick quickly and then at the indicator. Then, to Charles, who came forward:

“All right,” he said. “It’s Mr. Keller; I’ll attend to him.”

Keller’s room was visible from the lounge. Collett saw the landlord knock at the door and go in. He came out almost immediately, pausing at the door.

“You’ve had as much drink as you want, Mr. Keller,” he said harshly. “Very well, go to some other place. I shall be glad to get rid of you.”

As he came down after slamming the door, his hands were in his pockets, and there was a scowl on his face. He stamped through the bar, pushed open the door of his private office with his shoulder, and disappeared. “There is a man who is very much annoyed,” said Collett.

“And he is entitled to be,” said Dick Mayford. He beckoned Charles. “Go up to his lordship’s room and see if you can do anything for him,” he said.

“You’re Lord Arranways’ brotherin-law, aren’t you?” said Collett, “I thought he was in town?”

“He came back tonight,” said Dick shortly. He was not in the mood to discuss Eddie, and he had a feeling that this sharp-eyed detective was enticing him to talk about Arranways and its drab secret.

At that moment Lorney came out of his office, stepped to the bar and, leaning his elbows on the counter, glowered at the two men.

“What’s the trouble with our friend?” asked Collett.

He looked at his watch; a few minutes before the half hour after eleven had struck, and he set the hands of his watch, which was a few minutes slow. “The trouble with him is the trouble with every soak, and especially every brandy soak. He’s never heard that word ‘enough’.”

He looked aside as Charles came into view. “His lordship’s not in his room. I thought I saw him on the lawn.”

Lorney’s face went red.

“Who the devil sent you in—” he began.

“I did,” said Dick. “It’s all right, Mr. Lorney. I wanted to know if Lord Arranways wanted anything. On the lawn, was he?”

“I thought I saw him at the foot of the stairs right opposite his balcony window. I nearly went out—” The scream which interrupted him sent a shiver down Collett’s spine. It was repeated; the shriek of a woman in deadly fear. And then into view fled Marie Arranways, her face deathly white. She was wearing a cream neglige — at first Collett thought it was a Spanish shawl with red flowers on it, and then he understood the dabs of red and the bloody hands she held extended as she stumbled down the stairs. Dick caught her in his arms. “What is wrong? What is this?”

“There — there!” she whimpered, and pointed a shaking finger upwards. “He’s dead…Keith Keller, lying on the balcony…dead!”

She collapsed in Dick’s arms. In an instant Collett went up the stairs three at a time. He threw himself at Keller’s door and flung it open. The room was in darkness; he switched on the lights. It was empty. One of the balcony doors was open, and he ran out.

To his left, and at his feet, he saw a still figure huddled against the wall, and turned his flashlight on it. It was Keller. He lay on his back, his white face upturned, and from his breast protruded the handle of a knife — later Collett was to know that it was the knife with which Aba Khan had snuffed out the life of the woman who betrayed him.
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Keller was dead: there was no doubt of this.

Lorney had followed into the room and was behind him as the beam of the flashlamp travelled.

“Are there any lights here?” There were lamps in the ceiling of the balcony. Lorney went into the house and turned them on. He hardly noticed. Dick trying to restore the woman to consciousness.

When he reached the balcony again Collett was standing at the head of the steps staring down into the darkness intensified by the bright glare of the lights on the veranda.

“Who is there? Come up,” he commanded. A figure emerged from the gloom and slowly mounted the iron steps. “Hullo, Rennett! Where have you been?”

Rennett was calmness itself. He looked down at the dead man with a critical and professional eye. “Dead, eh? Well, he got his!”

T. B. Collett was watching him keenly. “Let me see your hands, Mr. Rennett.”

“Sure thing.”

Rennett’s great strong hands were bloodless.

“You were wearing gloves when you went out. Can I see those?”

Rennett smiled. “Some observer, Mr. Collett! Sure I was wearing gloves, but I took them off. The night was a little warm, and I must have dropped them when I pulled my handkerchief out of my pocket. I only missed them a few minutes ago — in fact, when I helped Lord Arranways get his car out of the garage—”

“Where is he — has he gone?” asked Collett quickly.

Rennett nodded. “He was taking his machine from the garage when I came along, and he asked me to help him pull it out…said he was going back to town. I offered to look for his chauffeur, but he was in a hurry. I didn’t want to get my hands messed up pulling out a car. That’s when I missed my gloves.”

Collett jerked a command over his shoulder to John Lorney.

“Get Mr. Mayford,” he said. “Have one of your women look after that lady. I’ll come down and speak to her later. And get me a clear line to Scotland Yard. Ask for forty-seven extension. How many lines have you got?”

“Only one,” said John,

“Then send somebody for the local doctor — and I suppose the local copper is necessary.”

“Can I be of any help to you?” asked Rennett. Collett, who had been kneeling by the side of the body, got up, dusted his knees carefully, and looked squarely at the American.

“No, sir. And you know just why, Mr. Rennett; for the moment you’re under suspicion.”

“And why should I be under suspicion?” drawled the other.

“Because he’s your son-in-law,” said Collett. “He married your daughter and treated her pretty badly. He was the swell with the title, wasn’t he? I guessed so,” he nodded. “What’s his name?”

“His name is Barton. In Australia he was called Boy Barton,” said Rennett readily. “He’s wanted for prison-breaking, amongst other things.”

“You’ve been looking for him for a long time, haven’t you?” asked Collett,

“I’ll discuss that with you at another moment,” said Rennett without heat or agitation. “All I’m telling you now is his name: Randolph Charles Barton. A cable to the American police will help you check him up.”

Collett looked at him thoughtfully. “Yes,” he said, “you can help me, but it must be done voluntarily; I can’t force you without a warrant. Will you let me have that suit you’re wearing, for examination?”

“Sure,” said the other. “You think I killed him and you want to look for bloodstains, eh? Well, I’d better wait along until somebody comes, so that you can watch me change.”

Collett took a small knife from his pocket and opened it.

“Do you mind?” he said, and slit the sleeve near the cuff for half an inch. From this he cut diagonally a tiny piece of cloth. “That may cost me the price of a new coat, Mr. Rennett. Will you go away and change right now?”

Rennett was more interested than annoyed. “Tagging the coat, eh? I’ve never seen that done before. I’ll pass the idea on to the boys at home.”

He walked slowly along the balcony into his room as Dick Mayford appeared.

“Your brotherin-law has just left here in a car. Do you know where he’s going, or have you any idea of his movements?”

Dick was staring, horrified, at the ground, and for a moment Collett almost forgot the grisly evidence of tragedy that lay at his feet.

“Dead?” whispered Dick. “Oh, my God!”

“Don’t touch that knife!” said Collett sharply, as the other leaned over and made as though to finger the handle. “Do you know it?”

Dick hesitated. “Yes, it — it is one of Lord Arranways’. But anybody could have had access to it. It is the dagger of Aba Khan.”

Collett smiled grimly. “That gives the story a touch of romance which will be very acceptable to the evening newspapers,” he said. “The knife of Aba Khan! Yes, I know all about it — in fact, I had it in my hands an hour ago. What did your sister say, Mr. Mayford?”

Dick shook his head. “Nothing; she’s quite incapable of speaking coherently. I gather she came out on to the balcony and found him lying—”

“Came out on the balcony in her lingerie — why?”

“I don’t know why,” said Dick irritably. “It’s a warmish night, and I suppose she came out and saw him—”

“She didn’t get covered with blood seeing him. She didn’t get blood on her hands just seeing him, either,” said Collett gently. “She must have touched him — been very near. However, that can wait. Who’s this?”

A head and shoulders had come out of the door at the farthermost end of the balcony, and a tremulous voice asked if there was anything wrong. Collett himself walked towards her, keeping between the girl and the prostrate figure. There was hardly need of this precaution, for she withdrew to her room as he made the first move.

“Is anybody ill?” asked Anna. She wore a gown over a nightdress, and apparently had just risen from her bed.

“Yes, somebody’s been taken ill, Miss — Jeans, isn’t it? Did you hear anything?”

She shook her head. “No, not lately. A few minutes ago I thought I heard someone trying my door, and I got up.”

“Did you see who it was?”

She hesitated. “Not clearly. I — I think it was a man who’s staying here.”

“You’re sure you weren’t dreaming this, young lady?” She was terrified by his seriousness. “What has happened?” she asked again. “Who was the man?”

“I think it was Mr. Keller,” she said at last.

“What time do you think this happened?” Here she could speak with some accuracy. She had been wakened by the sound of the turning door handle, and had got out of bed. Looking through the curtains, she was certain that she saw Keller, and had heard him say something in a low voice. Then, soon after he had walked away, she had heard the clock strike the half-hour after eleven.

“You heard nothing else — the sound of a fall?”

She nodded.

“Yes, I — I thought he was drunk and had fallen down. That was immediately afterwards, and after that I heard the clock strike half-past eleven.”

“That is most interesting,” said Collett. “You could swear to that? You heard a fall, and then the clock strike half-past eleven?”

“Something has happened — something terrible!” she burst out. “You wouldn’t be asking questions like this if people were ill. Who is it — Mr. Keller?”

“I’m afraid it is,” said Collett quietly. “I hope he wasn’t a great friend of yours?”

“No, he wasn’t a friend. I hated him — I mean, I didn’t like him. Is he dead?”

“Yes, he’s dead.” He thought a moment. “If I were you, Miss Jeans, I don’t think I should advertise the fact that you disliked this man.”

She shrank back, her eyes wide with fear. “He wasn’t — killed… murdered?”

T. B. nodded. He went back to the body as Lorney returned.

“The policeman will be here in a few minutes. I’ll have the garage man come up and see that nobody comes near him. They’ll bring in the C.I.D., of course—”

He stopped and whistled. “Blagdon!” he groaned. “If he’s not dead he’ll be on this job.”

He did not like Superintendent Blagdon. And Mr. Blagdon returned his dislike with interest. “Is there anybody else on this floor likely to come out?”

Lorney shook his head. “No, Mr. Collett; the only people are, or were, his lordship, Lady Arranways and Miss Jeans…She ought to be told,” he said suddenly.

“She knows. I’ve just seen her. Thank you, Mr. Rennett.”

Rennett had changed completely. Over his arm he carried a coat, vest and trousers, which he handed to the detective.

“I shall want the suit that every man in this house is wearing, including the waiter’s,” said Collett.

He went down the stairs ahead of the two men. Marie Arranways was sitting bolt upright in the big, throne-like chair which was a feature of the lounge, one of the maidservants standing by, making sympathetic noises.

“Now, Lady Arranways, will you tell us what happened?”

Marie shook her head.

“I don’t know. I thought I heard something fall, and came out on to the balcony. Then I saw him lying…on the ground…and I knew it was he…I tried to help him, but—”

She shuddered and covered her eyes. Her hands were still red with the blood of the man she had loved. Collett noticed this and signalled to the maid.

“Take her ladyship upstairs and help her change,” he said. “I shall want that wrap: bring it down with you.”

His call came through from the Yard and he made his report.
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“At or near 11.30 last night Randolph Charles Barton, alias Keith Keller, believed to be an Australian criminal, was found dead on the balcony between Rooms 8 and 9 of the ‘Coat of Arms’ Hotel, Sketchley; licensee, John William Lorney. Barton, or Keller, had been stabbed to death. A superficial examination by Dr. Hubert George Lather, M.B., of Sketchley, produces the report subjoined.

“There were staying in the house at the time the members of the staff on the schedule subjoined. There were present in the house, as far as can be ascertained, the following guests: The Earl of Arranways, the Countess of Arranways; Mr. Richard Mayford, brother of the Countess; Miss Anna Jeans, Canadian born, a student at Lavalles Pension, Lausanne; and Captain Rennett. The waiter referred to in the schedule as Charles has a criminal record, and has been three or four times convicted. The garage man, William Sidney Seves, has made one appearance at a police court, charged with being drunk in charge of a motorcar. No other person with a known record was an inmate of the house at the moment. The Earl of Arranways, who was present at a quarter to eleven, left in his motorcar, TXL 7575, presumably for London.

“Barton, or Keller, is believed to be a man with a particularly unpleasant record in relation to women. This reference is made with the object of emphasizing the importance of the last guest, Captain Carl Rennett, late of the St. Louis Police Department, whose daughter the deceased married and is believed to have treated badly. (Check up.)

“The murder was first brought to notice by the appearance of Lady Arranways in the lounge. She came from the landing above in a state of great distress. She was wearing a cream neglige at the time, and on this were a number of bloodstains. There was also blood on her hands.

“Rumour (unconfirmed) is that there was between the deceased and Lady Arranways a very strong friendship, and it is suggested that there was also criminal relationship. There had been a strained atmosphere in the Arranways household since the night of the fire which destroyed Arranways Hall. Lord Arranways has shown considerable signs of agitation, and from remarks overheard by servants, suspected the relationship before mentioned. He had in his room a collection of Oriental knives, one of which was the knife found in the body of the deceased. This knife is called the sword of Aba Khan, and is an antiquity. (Check up.)

“Lord Arranways was concerned in India in a shooting case while he was Governor of one of the provinces. He is a man of austere, rather severe character, with a distinguished record, but in his private life he is a man of the deepest animosities, and it is now confirmed that he was no longer on speaking terms with Keller.

“He left the ‘Coat of Arms’ early this afternoon, or late in the morning, presumably for London, but appeared again less than an hour before the murder, and went to his room. A servant (the aforementioned Charles) was sent to see if he could do anything for his lordship before he retired. He returned, reporting that Lord Arranways was not in his room. He further stated that he saw Lord Arranways at the foot of a flight of steps leading down to the lawn — that is to say, 29 feet from the place where the body was found. A few moments after the body was discovered, it was stated by Captain Rennett that Lord Arranways had left the hotel in his car.

“The guest Anna Jeans contributes very little, except to fix the time of the night when she heard Keller fall. The dead man was last seen alive by Mr. Lorney. Keller had rung for more brandy, and Mr. Lorney had told him in my hearing that he could have no more drink. The deceased was universally unpopular, both amongst the servants and his fellow guests.

“In regard to Anna Jeans, this girl, as noted, is a student at an establishment in Lausanne. She lived most of her early life in Canada, of which dominion she is presumably a citizen. Keller paid marked attention to this young lady; she was seen running from the direction of Sketchley Wood yesterday, hatless and in some agitation. Keller followed later, carrying a hat, which he handed to Mr. Lorney. She is an educated girl, with a bright, vivacious manner, quite self-possessed. Her age, I understand, is 19.

“Rennett, who was seen near the scene of the crime at the hour of its committal, was requested to supply me with his clothes for analysis, and these have been sent to the County Analyst at Guildford, It is understood that, as the local police have not asked Scotland Yard for assistance, I am taking merely a watching interest in this case.

“I took charge when the murder was discovered, but was immediately superseded by Assistant Superintendent Blagdon, who is the uniformed officer in control of the C.I.D. He countermanded certain instructions which I gave as per schedule attached. I offered Mr. Blagdon every assistance that lay in my power, but this was declined. He has requested me to ascertain the whereabouts of Lord Arranways and to bring him back for interrogation, and I forwarded this request by telephone.”

The written report bore T. B.’s famous signature. He sent it up by cyclist messenger, and resigned himself to the role of more or less silent spectator. This required an effort, because he was not by nature taciturn; but Superintendent Blagdon was an irritating and provocative man. He was very tall and very stout, and so conscious of his dignity that he was pompous.

“You quite understand, Mr. Collett,” he said as they sat over a cup of coffee at five o’clock in the morning, the sole occupants of the lounge, “that I’ve had thirty-five years’ experience in this sort of thing.”

“A murder every week?” suggested Collett.

“Not a murder every week.” Mr. Blagdon, trying to blend dignity with reproach, was a little testy.

His face was normally very red. He had a yellow moustache and pale blue, protruding eyes. His hair, which was thin, was parted elaborately in the middle and fell back like the curves of a V from his forehead. “We don’t have murders every week. This is Surrey — not London, not New York, and not Chicago.”

“Nor Detroit,” murmured T. B. “Never forget Detroit, Mr. Blagdon.”

“It’s England,” said Blagdon, a tremulous patriot to whom Empire Day was a holy festival. “It’s dear old law-abiding England—”

“What foreign country does London belong to?” asked T. B. innocently.

“I’m not counting the metropolis. But, as I was saying, in thirty-five years you learn things that Scotland Yard can’t tell you. After all, Mr. Collett, criminal investigation is like any other kind of work. A country carpenter is as good as a London carpenter any day of the week.”

“Except Sundays,” interrupted T. B. “London carpenters rather shine on Sundays, but perhaps you didn’t know that. Yes, I quite agree with you, Mr. Blagdon. I think the matter can be left in your able hands.”

Mr. Blagdon inclined his thick head gracefully.

“We’ve got our ways, you’ve got yours. Now, for example, Mr. Collett,” he went on, “I understand that you’ve damaged or injured a coat belonging to Captain Rennett — a very nice and agreeable man, and a perfect gentleman, although an American. Now we wouldn’t allow that. It interferes with the rights of the citizen. It destroys his property. It is arbitrary and high-handed.”

“To say nothing of being high-hatted,” said T.B.

His smile, did this officer of justice realize it, was concentrated malignity. You might come between T. B. and his wife, if he had one, or his best friend, or his anticipated pleasures, but it was not good to come between T. B. and a case. And here was the Case of Cases, with all the pieces ready to be put in place, and he was powerless to interfere; for the C.I.D. belongs to the metropolis, and may not either air its views or direct the investigations of the county constabulary.

T. B. was something more than a good detective: he was a good reporter. His report to headquarters was masterly. To secure that information he had delved into unsuspected sources: interviewed chambermaids; discovered an unknown Boots who had a passion for listening at doors; wheedled Mrs. Harris; bullied Charles; straightforwardly questioned John Lorney. He had the bones of the case all ready for setting up. And here was a flat-footed country copper — it wouldn’t bear thinking about.

“…For a long time I’ve always scorned and scouted the theory of the old man,” Superintendent Blagdon was saying when T. B. brought his mind back to the speaker. “I’ve scorned and scouted it because I don’t believe in mysteries. No policeman ever does. I think that’s your experience, Inspector?”

“Chief Inspector,” corrected Collett. “No, it isn’t my experience. I live on mysteries, and I thrive on them — they are meat and drink to me.”

Blagdon smiled indulgently. “To me,” he said, “they are just penny dreadfuls and novelette nonsense! I’ll give you an example. Four barrels of beer were stolen from Simmonds’s Brewery. In the night they were in the yard, in the morning they were gone. There was a mystery for you!”

“A burglar broke in and drank ‘em,” suggested T. B.

Mr. Blagdon eyed him unfavourably. “‘The Mystery of the Lost Beer’, the newspapers called it,” he went on. “Now I had a theory…”

T. B. listened patiently, and presently brought the conversation back to that matter of minor importance, the murder of Keith Keller.

“As I was saying,” Mr. Blagdon found himself saying again, “I’ve always scorned and scouted the idea of the old man, but there must be something in it. It’s not unlikely that living in this neighbourhood is a man who is impersonating the escaped lunatic, or it may be the escaped lunatic himself.”

“He would now be about a hundred and one years of age,” suggested the sceptical Collett, “and rather groggy on his legs. The average age of burglars of the first class is thirty-three. They grade down to forty-five when they stop climbing rainpipes.”

“The old man is not quite so old,” said Blagdon gravely. “The first thing I did, when I took this case on, was to order a thorough search of the caves. That, I think, will tell us something. I’ve also been on to Captain Laxton — the man who trains bloodhounds.”

“You must tell the Press that,” said Collett. “They’ll be delighted! What are you going to do with the bloodhounds when you get them? And how are you going to feed them? They turn up their noses at anything short of blue blood.”

“I don’t know very much about them,” admitted Blagdon, “but the people who train them ought to know, and I’ve asked them to send somebody down. I may tell you, Mr. Collett, that I’ve got great faith in bloodhounds. There was a child lost in these woods a matter of six years ago, and she was traced into those very caves by a dog — I’m not saying that in this particular case it was a bloodhound.”

“I’m glad you didn’t.” Collett, usually the most enduring of men, was getting a little on edge. “I remember the case well,” he said. “It was the child’s dog who had accompanied her and was standing at the mouth of the cave barking. So it wasn’t bloodhounds and the child wasn’t traced. But otherwise there’s no argument against the employment of trackers for this occasion.”

Collett looked up at the greying windows. “It’s still raining. That rather upsets your bloodhounds’ scent, or does it make it better? Has everybody gone to bed? Where’s Lorney?”

“Lorney’s been round to make a search of all the outhouses. He’s got a little farm just behind here, and a barn.”

“And he found nobody?”

“Nobody,” admitted Blagdon. “All I want to get from him is a few lines to work on.”

“You’ll get those from anybody,” said Collett. “Tomorrow morning you can get enough lines to start an exchange. Everyone in the village will supply you with a clue. There will be some who saw a man passing the window at one o’clock, two o’clock, three o’clock, and four o’clock in the morning. Others will have seen a grey touring car, driven by a tall, dark man. You’ll even find a tramp in the woods who saw a mysterious stranger dodging behind the trees. A line? You’ll get a fishing-net!”

He leaned forward earnestly and clasped the stout officer’s knees, and Mr. Blagdon with great decorum gently brushed him off.

“Why don’t you call in the Yard? We’re no smarter than your people, but we’ve got such extraordinary sources of information. We’ve got the pick of the world. I told you this man Keller is an escaped convict. Rennett knows him. You wouldn’t have known that—”

“Mr. Rennett would have told me just as readily as he told you.” The superintendent shook his head. “No, no; down here, when we put our hands to the plough—”

“You do everything except plough,” said Collett savagely, and no longer the courteous gentleman from London. “You’re marvellous good fellows; I admit that. I’d rather get drunk with your men than with a bunch of aldermen. But they want intelligent leading, and you’re not intelligent, Blagdon. You’re damned unintelligent! I hate telling you this, but I know you won’t believe me.”

Mr. Blagdon guffawed gently. He knew T. B. Collett and was not offended. “Mr. Collett, you will have your little joke,” he said complacently. “No, no, we don’t want any so-called experts from Scotland Yard. Let Scotland Yard solve its own murders — there were three last year that were never cleared up — and leave us poor fellows to grope in our ignorance towards the light, as it were.”

“If you only meant that!” groaned T. B. “But you don’t think you’re groping. You think there’s a floodlight and six baby spots directed from heaven to help you find something which is making faces at you.”

“Perhaps you know the murderer?” asked Mr. Blagdon, stung to the quick.

“Of course I know the murderer!” scoffed Collett. “And I know something else — the old man. He’s a personal friend of mine. You must come in some afternoon to tea and meet him.”

He stalked away with this, and when he heard Mr. Blagdon’s gentle laughter following him he could have added to the murders of the night.
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In spite of the early hour he found Charles scrubbing the balcony floor to remove the unpleasant evidence of murder. Charles was weary, complained bitterly of his lost sleep, was more voluble about Keller’s unpopularity than was discreet in him; and Mr. Blagdon was one of the principal causes of the waiter’s discontent. “He’s been questioning me all night, and even though I told him I’d been in stir — in fact, Mr. Lorney told him — he’s been going on as though he’d found it out by accident and I’d been hiding it up!”

Blagdon had taken one of the rooms as an office. There was a policeman on guard outside of it. T, B. saw the superintendent going in and out, and with every appearance he seemed to gain in importance.

Collett was dozing in an armchair when the big man burst in upon him. His eyes were bright and he was quivering with excitement.

“I’ve been searching Keller’s room,” he said, “and I’ve made a few important discoveries which I think you might be interested in. Will you come into my bureau?”

T. B. followed him into the room he had commandeered. On the table were neatly arranged a number of envelopes.

“Method,” said Mr. Blagdon simply. “In this envelope are the things I found in Keller’s pockets; in this are the documents I found in his room. Putting the two together, I think I’ve got a pretty clear case.”

He sat heavily in a deep office chair, clasped his hands across his middle and began:

“Keller, whose real name is Barton, was convicted five years ago of burglary under arms. His companion was a man named William Radley—”

“I told you all this when you came on the scene,” said Collett wearily.

“If you will allow me,” said Mr. Blagdon, with old-world courtesy. “Keller has been mixed up in several affairs which can only be described as” — he was at a loss for the right word to describe them; T. B. came to the rescue— “unsavoury. That was the word on the tip of my tongue. Thank you, Mr. Collett. There’s no doubt he’s carried on with high and low. Now here’s the first discovery.”

He opened an envelope, took out a folded sheet of typewriting paper and spread it before Collett. It was written in blue pencil in that type of calligraphy which is known as backhand, that is to say, the characters sloped from left to right.

‘Dear Boy’, the letter began, ‘I am still waiting in London for an opportunity of seeing you. I came down to Sketchley the other night, wearing the usual beard, and I put back a bit of plate I pinched a year ago. I know you think I’m mad. Perhaps I am. One of these days I’ll tell you why I’m doing this. But I want to see you badly. Can you come up to London? I might be able to tell you something to your advantage. Somebody is on your track and is going to get you. I dare not come to Sketchley again. Write to me in the name I gave you, G.P.O. You and I have been through some queer times together in Australia, and I’m anxious we shouldn’t repeat our experience. I don’t want to see the inside of an Australian prison again, and if you’ll see me I promise you that I won’t.’

The letter was signed W.R.

“That, I think,” said Mr. Blagdon. “is William Radley or Bill Radley…”

“Most Williams are called Bill,” said the patient Collett. “May I look at the letter?”

He carried it to the light, and after a long examination returned it to the triumphant superintendent.

“Where did you find this?”

“In Keller’s room. When I say ‘Keller’—”

“You mean Boy Barton,” said T. B. “I realize that. But where in his room?”

“In the chest of drawers, between two shirts.”

T. B. nodded. “Did you find anything else in that drawer?”

“Nothing,” said Blagdon, and T. B. showed his teeth in a smile.

“I didn’t think you would.”

“I now come to another point,” said Blagdon, and opened the flap of a second envelope. From this he took a chequebook and a piece of folded paper.

“I found both of these in his pocket. This letter throws an illuminating light—”

“As most lights do,” growled T. B, “Get on with it!”

“ — upon the relationship between Keller and Lady Arranways.”

Another scrawled pencilled note, which began without preliminary:

‘Meet me at Coppins Acre at 10.30, and I will bring the money. — Marie.’

“Marie,” said Blagdon impressively, “is Lady Arranways — Marie is her name.”

T. B. said nothing.

“Now look at this.” Blagdon opened the chequebook and pointed to the last stub. “Somebody knew Barton and was blackmailing him.”

T. B. glanced at the counterfoil. It was made out in favour of John Lorney and was for £10, 000.

“Why did Barton give Lorney ten thousand pounds? There can be only one explanation, my dear fellow. Or perhaps two.”

“There may be three or even four,” snarled T. B. “Blackmailers do not receive payment by cheque — at least, that is my experience. Possibly they do in this part of the world. I’ll satisfy your mind on the subject. The ten thousand pounds was a cheque which Barton drew and handed to Lorney, asking him to cash it for him. Lorney’s story, and it’s quite feasible, is that he regarded this little flourish as a piece of braggadocio on the part of Keller, or a drunken whim. He said that he didn’t feel it was worth while arguing with a man who was evidently trying to impress him with his enormous wealth, and he put the cheque in his pocket and eventually into the safe.”

Blagdon stared at him. “But how on earth do you know about this?”

“Because I searched the body before you arrived,” said T. B. calmly. “I saw this letter, I saw the chequebook, I questioned Lorney and I questioned Lady Arranways. She did not leave the ‘Coat of Arms’ from dinnertime onwards. At half-past nine, the hour of the rendezvous, she was in her room. Both Charles and the chambermaid saw her there. May I see that letter of Radley’s again? That, I admit, is a very interesting find.”

He took the paper, held it up to the light and found there was no watermark.

“Interesting,” he said again. “I shouldn’t be surprised if you had quite a number of clues in the course of the day. Is there any news of Lord Arranways?”

Blagdon shook his head. “None. He hasn’t arrived at his town house, and naturally I’ve asked Scotland Yard to watch the airports and the usual seaports. There is no question whatever that he was the murderer, but I must look round on every side and leave nothing to chance. My theory is that he surprised his wife and Keller together on the balcony and stabbed him; and he would have killed his wife, but she made her escape. I have not the slightest doubt that she was in the man’s arms when his lordship struck, and that accounts for the blood on her clothes.”

T. B. looked at him thoughtfully. There was something of awe in his face.

“Wonderful!” he said. “And I suppose you have been interrogating Lady Arranways on those lines?”

“Naturally,” nodded Blagdon. “She refuses to give any information — at least, she says that my story is nonsense, but they always start that way and end up by telling the truth. It is possible to arrest her as an accessory, but I don’t want to take that extreme step.”

T. B. grinned. “And you’d have some difficulty in persuading a magistrate to sign a warrant for her arrest, I think. Did you examine Keller’s blottingpad?”

“Not yet,” said Blagdon hastily.

“You should do so. When people are a little drunk and find themselves scribbling on a blotter, they usually write the word which is uppermost in their minds or which is obsessing them at the moment and you will find the word ‘eyebrows’ written about twenty times.”

“Eyebrows?” frowned Mr, Blagdon.

“Just eyebrows — not highbrows; just plain hairy eyebrows. I thought you would have seen that.”

“What does it mean?” asked Blagdon.

T. B. looked round. “I’m going to tell you something I wouldn’t tell anybody else in the world — I haven’t the slightest idea what eyebrows means. I hate letting you into my secret, because the first thing a Scotland Yard man wishes is to be regarded as omniscient. Did you make any inquiries about Barton’s or Keller’s bell that goes out of order and comes on again with surprising irregularity? Did you know that Lord Arranways inadvertently took his key away with him this morning?”

“What have these things to do with the murder?” demanded Blagdon. T. B. Collett put his thumb to his nose and twiddled his fingers insultingly.

“That’s what you’ve got to find out, Blag!” he said.

A most undignified exhibition, Mr. Blagdon thought, and common, to say the least of it.

There was one thing about Collett that made him extremely unpopular with his own chief. He was a sensationalist, and very often in his earlier report of a case would wilfully suppress, amplify, or distort some statement in order that he might come out later with the flesh-creeping truth. He would write official reports in the most coldblooded and official manner, with schedules subjoined and reports herewith; but in the course of his statement, more often than not, he would gloss over some very important fact with all the skill and aplomb of a cheating writer of detective stories.

Conscious as he was that he had slurred over one or two important matters in his report, he comforted his conscience with the reflection that Scotland Yard was not immediately concerned with the case, and was not entitled to know anything anyway.

He had passed through the hour of sheer weariness, when his eyes almost refused to remain open, and was as bright and clearheaded as though he had had twelve hours’ sleep. T. B.’s theory was that one need never sleep at all if one knew how to utilize the drowsy hours and retain a thread of consciousness during their progress.

Certainly there had been quite enough events in the night to keep him awake. There had been, for example, the arrival of Blagdon in a Staff car. Mr. Blagdon had stalked into the lounge tremendously, and, raising his hand, had said in a loud voice:

“Nobody must leave this house until I have questioned them.”

As some twenty or thirty people had entered and left between the time of the murder and the hour of his arrival, his injunction was theatrically effective but had no especial value, and in the confusion which followed his arrival a fire had started in what was known as the Picnic Wood, a section of the Arranways estate rented by the proprietor of the “Coat of Arms”. All attention had been directed to what was an innocent camp-fire. The people who lit it had vanished when the county police arrived on the spot. Indeed, the fire itself was almost out.

Mr. Blagdon had spent the first hour of his arrival countermanding all the instructions which T. B. had given. He had lashed Mr. Collett into such a pitch of impotent fury that sleep would have been impossible. In fact, the only doze he enjoyed was whilst Superintendent Blagdon was explaining to him the subtle difference between the county police method and the Scotland Yard method.

T. B. had no authority, no right to make independent investigations, but by six o’clock he was talking to the telephone exchange and getting a fair amount of information from the night-duty man. To do this he must describe himself as “Chief Inspector Collett of Scotland Yard”, and give the impression that he was in control of the case.

Mr. Blagdon was very bitter about this habit of T. B.’s, and subsequently wrote a twelve-page report which was sent in triplicate to the Chief Constable at Scotland Yard, the Assistant Commissioner (A), and the Chief Commissioner.

Collett went out in search of Dick Mayford and found him pacing the lawn, his hands clasped behind him, a haggard look on his face. He had been questioned all night, and the difference between the interrogations of Collett and Mr. Blagdon was very marked. Collett was maddeningly insistent upon acquiring little and apparently unimportant details, whilst Mr. Blagdon demanded more tremendous facts, such as, “Who do you think committed the murder?”

Dick could not tell the detective the hour at which Eddie had called him up on the previous night; and was a little irritated when Collett supplied him with the information.

“Now, can you remember this; how long were you speaking to your brotherin-law?”

Dick considered.

“About five minutes.”

“The actual length of the call was seventeen minutes,” said Collett.

“Does it matter?” asked Dick wearily. “I’m perfectly sure the length of my conversation was less than five minutes.”

T. B. nodded. “I agree, about tour minutes, I should imagine. The telephone operator listened in once or twice, just to discover if the conversation was still going on. Apparently telephone users have a habit of laying down the receiver without ringing off. A reprehensible practice, out of which one would suppose, the public had been educated.”

“What else?” asked Dick impatiently.

“Lord Arranways said he was coming over to Sketchley. Did he say he was spending the night here?”

“No, we were talking mostly about another matter.”

“Will you be good enough to tell me what the other matter was?” asked T. B. “It is rather important.”

Dick hesitated.

“Well, I’ll tell you, because one of these beastly servants is pretty sure to have told you already. Lord Arranways was a very jealous man; for some reason or other he was jealous of Keller, and most of the conversation consisted of questions from him as to what my sister had been doing all the afternoon, whether she had met Keller, and stuff of that kind.”

Collett rubbed his chin. There were certain inherent possibilities.

“There is one thing I’d like to ask you, and this is rather important. When you assured Lord Arranways, as I’m certain you did, that your sister had not seen Keller, or that, if she had seen him, it had been a perfectly innocent meeting, did he believe you?”

Dick was startled. “Why do you ask that?” he asked slowly. “As a matter of fact he didn’t believe me; indeed, he annoyed me very much. He almost contradicted some of the things I said, and I was going to ring off when he asked me to come over to see him.”

T. B. nodded. “That explains quite a lot. Have you ever noticed, Mr. Mayford, the vulgarizing effect of jealousy? If I were one of those magazine detectives who write monographs I’d spread myself on that subject. Jealousy and fear are the two emotions that turn men and women into primitive beasts. They are the two most effective class-levellers. They bring refined and austere men and women to the level of the guttersnipe. Unless I’m mistaken, your brotherin-law was a guttersnipe last night.”

“I don’t understand you,” said Dick, bewildered. “He behaved most rationally when he came over, though I realized he might—” He stopped.

“Do something eccentric?” suggested Collett.

“No, that he might go away again without giving the least warning. This jealousy of his was on his nerves; he was liable to do almost any stupid thing — except, of course, murder,” he added quickly.

“Were you surprised when you heard he’d gone without saying goodbye to you or giving you the least notice of his intention?”

“No, I wasn’t,” said Dick stoutly. “It was the sort of thing I expected him to do. Anyway, he was leaving early in the morning; he gave instructions that his car should be put where it was accessible.”

Collett strolled back to the “Coat of Arms”. The lounge was empty; he went upstairs and traversed the corridors, then down a narrow back stair into the kitchen. Charles was sitting at the plain deal table, sipping hot tea. He scowled up at the detective as he came in.

“I don’t want to answer any more questions, Mr. Collett,” he growled, “I’ve had enough for one night, and I’m going to have a sleep, whether Lorney likes it or not.”

Collett sat down at the other side of the table.

The cook, who came in, lingered at the door, hoping for drama. Collett saw her out of the corner of his eye and ordered tea.

This hardfaced waiter was a familiar kind to him: a dull, criminal type that progressed from one little larceny to another, enjoyed brief snatches of liberty and longer stretches of imprisonment. Prison was the only habit they formed, the nearest they ever approached to living a methodical life. Shifty-eyed, loose-lipped, a sullen man whose heart smouldered everlastingly with the old hate against society which he could not extinguish and the inchoate ambitions he could neither define nor attain.

“Mr. Collett, I’ve had a hard time in my life and I’m going straight. If I knew anything about this murder—”

“Of course you know nothing about the murder. You couldn’t know about anything unless you saw it, you poor sap!” said Collett pleasantly. “No, Charles — or whatever your name is — I never for one moment imagined you took an intelligent interest in other people’s crimes. The only thing I want to ask you is why you were speaking for twelve minutes to Lord Arranways last night, what did he say to you, and when you went up to his room — however, let’s settle the first matter.”

“On the ‘phone?” asked Charles cautiously. “I didn’t say very much. His lordship asked me where Mr. Mayford was, then asked me if I’d bring him to the wire.”

“Nothing else?” asked Collett.

“I’d go in the witnessbox and swear—”

“Does it matter what or where you’d swear? You said nothing else?”

The man shook his head.

“That little conversation in which he asked you to fetch Mr. Mayford lasted exactly twelve minutes. What else did you talk about?” The man was silent. Suddenly: “Turn out your pockets. Put whatever you’ve got on the table.”

Charles rose to his feet and bubbled his resentment:

“You’ve got no right—” he began.

“Listen, my friend! Nobody knows better than you that I have the right to pinch you under the Prevention of Crimes Act, or that I’ve a right to take you down to the nearest station and hold you until I’m certain you’ve had nothing to do with this murder. But I’m not pinching you; I’m asking you to be obliging.”

The man emptied his pockets. There was very little in them except a bunch of keys, which, he explained, were the keys of the pantry and other service rooms in the house. He laid two five-pound notes on the table; they were new, and as yet they were unsoiled by contact with the other contents of the pocket where they had rested.

“Where did you get these?” T. B. unfolded them and laid them flat on the table.

“A friend of mine—” began Charles.

“Don’t let me have any of your fairy stories. You have no friends, and if you had they would never lend you money, and if you didn’t know them well enough to borrow money your face would be your misfortune.”

“Lord Arranways gave ’em to me.” This confession came after a long silence.

T. B. turned over the notes. On the back was the rubber stamp of the bank which had issued the notes the previous day.

“He gave them to you last night?” The man nodded sullenly. “Where did you meet him last night?”

“In his room — Mayford sent me up to see if I could do anything for him. I was going up, anyway.”

T. B. looked at him thoughtfully. “The story you told when you came down,” he said at last, “was that he was not in his room. You saw him, you thought, on the lawn at the foot of the stairs. That was a lie?”

Charles averted his eyes. “I don’t know about ‘lie’,” he whined. “That’s where I saw him last.”

“What information did you give him that was worth ten pounds? I take it that he was paying you for keeping an unfriendly eye on her ladyship — is that the truth?”

Charles made no sign.

“And you reported to him all that you saw, or imagined you saw? And that was the gist of your conversation on the telephone before you told Mr. Mayford that his lordship wished to speak with him. You needn’t deny it, because the exchange clerk has told me. You can sit down.”

Charles preferred to stand. He shuffled uneasy feet, started to leave the room, but was called back again.

“I’ll make you talk if you won’t talk of your own free will,” said T. B. between his teeth. “What did you say to him?”

The man licked his dry lips. “Well, I’ll tell you, guv’nor. I told his lordship that Keller had been seeing her all the afternoon. I don’t know whether he had or whether he hadn’t, but that’s what he wanted to know. And you’ve got to tell that kind of man what he wants to know. He wouldn’t believe you if you said anything else.”

“In fact, you made it up?” said T. B. sternly. “Lady Arranways hadn’t been seeing Keller all the afternoon, but you thought that was the kind of information he wanted, so you gave it to him? What happened then?”

Charles looked left and right, everywhere except at the man who sat at the table.

“I’ve never had a chance in my life—” he began, but T. B. cut him short. “Never had a chance, eh? That’s original! Of course you didn’t have a chance! You were born with the brain of a rabbit and the soul of a yeller dog, and that naturally hampered you. But otherwise you’ve had all the chances that civilization gave to you. You were educated at the public expense, and the prisons supplied you with the best kind of literature, free, gratis and for nothing. But that’s beside the point. You’ve been a spy of Lord Arranways since he’s been here. How did you get the chance?

“I’ll tell you how you got it — by seeing easy money in the offing and volunteering information, which was at first genuine and then had to be manufactured. After he paid you the ten pounds he went out, down on to the lawn. That is where you saw him last?”

“I wasn’t telling a lie,” broke in Charles. “The room was empty, and I did see him on the lawn—”

“You don’t know what a casuist is, do you?” snarled T. B. “Well, that’s what you are! Lord Arranways, I presume, was rather agitated?”

“He was a bit upset,” admitted the other.

T. B. grinned mirthlessly.

“‘A bit upset’ doesn’t quite describe it, I should imagine. All right, my friend, you can go.”

“I’m having my breakfast,” said Charles.

“Have it in the pigsty,” said T. B. savagely. “If Mr. Lorney doesn’t keep pigs, take it into the stables.”

His own tea came at that moment, and he sat thinking rapidly for five minutes, his eyes fixed upon the cup.
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Charles had neither shocked nor surprised him. He was an habitual criminal, which explained everything. There is nothing romantic about any kind of criminal; for the man who has been in prison time after time, generally for the same or a variation of the same offence, may not be treated as an ordinary member of society. He is part of the world’s waste, the dirt that is swept behind walls at irregular intervals. He knows neither gratitude nor loyalty.

Charles was true to type. Lorney wouldn’t know this, and Lorney might be shocked, for he was, he confessed, a sentimentalist, and sometimes glowed with the thought that he had taken this gaolbird out of the gutter and given him the comfort which had been denied to him in his unregenerate days.

Charles had a wife and child, the bull point of every cadging criminal. It was T. B.’s experience that all criminals had wives and children, most of whom were a charge to the State.

He went out, hoping to find Dick on the lawn, but was disappointed. Nor was he in his room. Though the morning was far advanced the house had a deserted appearance. The curtains were still drawn before Lady Arranways’ window, but as he walked along the lawn, glancing up at the balcony, he saw one of the doors open and Anna Jeans appeared. She did not recognize him at first, until he gave her a cheery greeting, and then she remembered his voice and came down to him. She was dressed more for town than for country, and he supposed that she was leaving that morning. Blagdon, he thought, might have other views on the subject.

“It wasn’t an awful nightmare, was it?” she asked. “He really was killed…how dreadful! Is he…?” She glanced fearfully towards the “Coat of Arms”, and T. B. shook his head.

“No, he’s been taken away Don’t sentimentalize over cold flesh. Miss Jeans. If there is any reason why you should regret the sudden stoppage of Keller’s activities and his general scheme of living, why, you’re entitled to regret it. He’s no more dead now than he was when he was killed, or than he will be in fifty thousand years’ time.”

She felt herself go cold at his brutal viewpoint. Later she was to find something admirable in his logic.

“You’re the London detective, aren’t you?”

He nodded. “Yes, but I’ve nothing to do with the case. You’re going to town, I presume?”

“Did somebody tell you?” she asked quickly.

“You told me,” he smiled. Then, more seriously: “I shouldn’t set my mind on leaving this morning if I were you. Superintendent Blagdon, who’s in charge of the case, may find it inconvenient to lose a witness.”

She looked at him blankly. “But I’m not a witness,” she said, “except that I’m in the house. I knew Mr. Keller and had good reason for disliking him.”

“You told me that last night. I shouldn’t tell Blagdon if I were you.”

She liked him now; there was something very pleasant and friendly in his eyes. She liked his soft, drawling speech and his lean, brown face. But most she liked the almost Latin gesticulations that went with his words.

“Are you going to be very kind and tell me everything you know about Keller?” he asked, and, when he saw her stiffen: “I’m not in charge of the case — probably will never be in charge. At the moment the investigations are in the hands of an intelligent officer named Blagdon, who was born locally and has lived locally, and knows almost every farmhouse by sight. I admit that I’m asking you out of curiosity, but I also may be able to help you.”

She believed him, and as they walked slowly up and down the lawn she told him hesitatingly the beginning and the end of her friendship with Keller. It was an embarrassing story to tell, and yet for some reason she felt no real embarrassment. When she hesitated at one delicate moment he finished the sentence for her, and found very welcome euphemisms for certain of the man’s crudities.

When she finished he said:

“Well, that lets you out.”

She looked at him openmouthed. “Lets me out? But nobody suspected!—”

“On the contrary, Blagdon had a very strong theory that there might have been what he called a lovers’ quarrel, and that, maddened by your insane jealousy, etcetera, etcetera, etcetera.”

She could not believe him.

“You don’t really mean…?”

“I’m joking, but Blagdon wouldn’t be, and that’s why you shouldn’t think of going to town today. It is fair to assume that the person who killed Keller hated him. You have lost no opportunity of announcing the fact that you disliked him.”

“But it’s horrible!” she burst forth. “To think that I would ever dream of hurting him!”

T. B. waited till she was calm again, and then explained to her some of the phenomena of murder cases.

“It’s a curious fact that when you start diving into an affair of this sort you come into a world of eavesdroppers that nobody ever suspected. Insignificant people who mean nothing in your life, and who have no identity, become important witnesses. I’ll give you an instance. Leading out of the diningroom at the ‘Coat of Arms’ is a small pantry. There’s a hatch in one of the panels through which dishes are passed. Last night you were dining tete-a-tete with Mr. Mayford. In the small servery was a snubnosed country girl who has never done anything more intellectual in her life than wash dishes. As possible sources of information I don’t despise snubnosed country girls who wash dishes; in fact, there’s no servant in the house that I haven’t interrogated. This young lady, whom you may never see, and, if you see, will never recognize, told me that you were talking to Mr. Mayford about murder, and how you understood why murders are committed.”

She gasped. “So I did! I remember now. I was telling Dick Mayford what had happened in the wood. And she heard?”

“She lapped it up,” said T. B. vulgarly. “She hadn’t told Blagdon, because Blagdon knows nothing of her existence. He is superior to gossip, and has a weakness for that kind of witness who saw the murder committed and, if possible, took a photograph of the deed. But the snubnosed young lady may at any moment hunger for a little importance and come to him with her tale, and nothing is more certain than this, that if you go away today she will be provoked into talking.”

Anna looked at him wonderingly. “It is very odd that you should want to protect me, Mr. Collett — you’re a police officer.”

“Yes, I’m a police officer who knows who committed the murder. By the way, when this man Keller was talking to you, did the word ‘eyebrows’ come into the conversation?”

There was a garden chair near and she sat down quickly. “How could you have known that?” she asked breathlessly. “You weren’t there?”

He shook his head.

“No, I wasn’t there. Did it?”

“Yes; he said he was interested in my eyebrows, and I thought that was just nonsense to take my mind off — well, off him. The queer thing was, Mr. Collett, that he was terribly interested and not merely pretending. I am sure of that now. He looked at them for an awful long time, and then he began to laugh, and as he laughed I felt on safer ground. If a man has a sense of humour, even though it’s your eyebrows that are amusing him, there is some hope of keeping him at a distance.”

The Scotland Yard man invaded Mr. Blagdon’s bureau a little later to discover how far he had reached in his investigations, and whether his suspicions were yet directed definitely at the girl. He made a little grimace of dismay when he saw, standing before the superintendent’s table, the very girl of whom he had been speaking. There was a look of triumph in Blagdon’s eye.

“Come in, Chief Inspector. The very gentleman I want to see. It is only fair that you should know that this young lady has an interesting story to tell. Are you aware that Miss Jeans expressed a wish last night to murder this man Keller? How does that strike you?”

“I can’t imagine anybody who knew him who didn’t want to murder him,” said T. B. “He was, in fact, the most murderable victim I have ever heard about.”

Mr. Blagdon shook his head seriously.

“I’ll discuss this with you later.”

He pushed a sheet of foolscap towards the girl and offered her the dry end of his pen. “Sign there, if you please,” he said. The girl signed painfully. When she had gone Blagdon passed him the paper.

“Read it.” T. B. glanced through the statement and handed it back. “It’s about as valuable as the left toe of a gouty foot,” he said. “For this is unsupported evidence by a nasty-minded witness who confesses that she was listening in the hope of hearing tender passages between May ford and the young lady.”

“I can have Miss Jeans up and ask her a few questions on the subject—”

“And get hell from the judge,” said T. B. “You know very well you’re not allowed to ask questions incriminating any person. If she denies she said it, you’re sunk; if she admits she said it, it’s evidence in her favour.”

Blagdon bit his lip, thrust his hands in his pockets and leaned back, scowling horribly.

“It’s a pity I wasn’t here when the murder was committed,” he said. “I think the first thing I should have done would have been to make a very careful examination of that young lady’s hands and her clothes.”

He shook his head mournfully and repeated that it was a great pity he wasn’t there.

“It’s a monstrous pity you weren’t,” said T. B. “The killer might have murdered you too, and the matter would have gone into the hands of Scotland Yard. But as you weren’t here, and I was, I think it is only due to you that I should say that I saw Miss Jeans immediately after the murder. She had most obviously got out of bed a few moments before I saw her. Neither her clothes nor her hands showed the least evidence of blood. I will stake my own professional and international reputation that she had no more to do with the murder than the cat on the tiles. I’m telling you this to keep you straight and because I like you — God forgive me! And when it comes to examining clothes, have you had the report of the County Analyst on Rennett’s suit?”

“It’s just come through; the result is negative,” said Blagdon.

“And the other clothes?”

“They were not collected — I didn’t think it was necessary.”

“Not even the waiter’s?”

Blagdon looked up at him, startled.

“The waiter? You mean the fellow called Charles? You don’t suppose he had anything to do with it, do you?”

T. B. pulled up a chair to the table. “Give me a cigar,” he said arrogantly. Blagdon felt with some reluctance in his pocket.

“I’ve only got two,” he said.

“I’ll smoke them one at a time,” said T. B., taking the first. “Remind me that you have the other. I’ve told you, in a moment of condescension, that Charles has a criminal record. I’ll tell you something more: he hated the dead man like poison. Keller knew the waiter’s antecedents — he had got into the habit of calling him gaolbird. Now let me remind you of what has been happening in the past few years in this very area. Being a local copper, all this will be news to you. First of all there was an epidemic of burglary; gold plate was stolen and hidden away — not, as we believed, sold to the usual fence. We now know that it was stored. A year later the old man is seen in the neighbourhood of houses to which stolen property has been restored. How do you read that, Mr. Blagdon? To me it’s as clear as white paint on a nigger’s nose.”

Mr. Blagdon was cautious. He treated such a question as though there were a catch in it, and usually there was when T. B. was the questioner.

“That, Mr. Collett, supports the theory that this old lunatic is still in the land of the living. Nobody but a madman would play that kind of prank. He was obviously not the burglar—”

“It obviously was a burglar, a trained, professional burglar, who stole the property. Now what is your theory?”

“The view I hold,” said Mr. Blagdon oracularly, “is the one that has already been expressed in the Press, namely, that the burglar hid his loot in the caves of Sketchley Woods and the old man came upon it, either killed the burglar or frightened him away, and then proceeded to restore the stolen property. It is the only possible explanation.”

T. B. nodded. “You are supposing that on each plate, cup, vase, goblet or what not, were not only printed the name and address of the owner, but the exact position from which it was stolen? For one of the features of these restorations has been that the property has invariably been put back in the place where it had been taken from. Therefore, the man who pinched it was the man who restored it. That’s clear to the meanest intelligence.”

“It’s perfectly clear to me,” said Mr. Blagdon, changing his ground gracefully.

“That’s what I meant,” said T. B. “You see nothing else in these peculiar happenings?”

Mr. Blagdon saw many other things, but for the moment could not recollect them, and wisely refused to argue.

“As to this murder, it was an inside job. The old man or the old woman had nothing whatever to do with it.”

“Who’s the old woman?” asked the unsuspecting Blagdon.

“I refuse to insult you any further,” said T. B. “Anyway, you and I agree on that point: it was an inside job—”

“Look here; perhaps you’ll explain this.” Mr. Blagdon pulled open the drawer of his desk and took out a large sheet of foolscap paper which was folded over something. This he turned back and showed an irregular patch of material that looked like calico. It had once been white, but now it bore stains that were unmistakably those of blood.

“This piece of material was found on the edge of the lawn, just beyond the rhododendron bushes,” said Mr. Blagdon impressively. “It was found by one of my own men.”

T. B. examined the material carefully.

“Where is the other? Have you got it?” he asked.

“The other?” Blagdon was puzzled. “Another piece of cloth, exactly this shape and size…” He looked up at the ceiling. “No, I’m wrong. There would only be one.”

“What is it?” asked the other curiously.

“A piece of calico,” said T. B., “very badly stained with blood.” He lifted it to his nose and sniffed. “Petrol, of course.”

“Why ‘of course’?” demanded Blagdon truculently. “My dear fellow, you’re being as mysterious as that fellow in the books — what is he called? Bless my heart, I’ll forget my own name next!”

T. B. grinned. “I could almost tell you how that piece of calico came to be found behind the rhododendron bushes, and what happened immediately before it dropped there.”

“How very interesting!”

Mr. Blagdon could be sarcastic. From his pocket T. B. took a small folding magnifying glass and searched every half-inch of its surface.

“Looking for fingerprints?” asked Blagdon sardonically. “Sherlock somebody,” he said suddenly. “That was the name. He used to use a magnifying glass. Many a good laugh I’ve had over the way he used to fool the Scotland Yard men.”

But T. B. refused to be incited. “Exhibit A is rather interesting,” he said at last. “I shouldn’t be surprised if this leads to something. An act of bravado, if ever there was one!”

He put the piece of cloth back in the paper and refused to explain his cryptic comment.

In the grounds he found a gardener working and made a few inquiries. He had been under the impression that the visible boundaries of the “Coat of Arms” ran from the edge of the Arranways’ plantation to a belt of trees on the easterly side. The north and south boundaries were obviously formed by the main road and a wire fence which cut for a few yards into Arranways’ park. He found, however, that there was a tongue of land which marched parallel with the Arranways’ property, and, on the south or road side, the meadows of a neighbouring farmer. Through this little peninsula wound a gravelled path, and visitors who kept their eye off the boundary wire might well suppose themselves enjoying Lord Arranways’ hospitality.

The land ran through a lovely little glade and widened into a tangle of bush and rocky boulder that sloped upward to the rise of Sketchley Hill. He had a magnificent sense of topography, and without error he approached the spot where the fire had been seen just before the dawn. He came upon it at last, a round circle of grey and black ashes. With his walkingstick T. B. raked the ashes carefully from one side to the other. Tramps might have camped here, but the policemen who had been sent to investigate the blaze had said they had seen nobody.

It was a beautiful little spot, and evidently this particular patch of ground had been used for camp-fires before, for the big red stone boulder which overhung it was black with ancient smoke. It was, in fact, the home picnic ground which guests of the “Coat of Arms” had used for years.

Slowly and diligently T. B. searched the ground, but found nothing except a curious little serpentine trail of burnt grass which stretched for some distance from the actual centre of the fire.

On the rock were a number of blackened initials, scrawled evidently by picnic parties with the charred ends of wood. In the grass he saw a tin plate, also a relic of picnic days.

There was another attraction for the visitors: seeing a gleam of water, he went towards it, and found a stream falling from the rock above into a little brook that wound through the undergrowth.

He was turning away when, on the gravelly bottom, he saw an object which bore no relation to the natural rurality of the place: an oblong cake of soap. He went gingerly down the little bank and retrieved it. Now, soap wastes at a rate familiar to almost every person who uses it. It had upon it that white film which is peculiar to its disintegration, and it had been a new cake — which was, to T. B.’s mind, significant. Moreover, it had been in the water less than twelve hours. He looked around for a towel, but could not find one. Making his way back to the fire, he became suddenly aware of the presence of another person, a woman, who stood watching him from the gate. It was Lady Arranways, and there was something about her which inhibited flippancy. He liked her, for some unknown reason, and was all the more sympathetic because of her sophistication — he could not bring himself to use “guilt”.

“You’re still searching?” she said, when he came within speaking distance. “That was a banal remark, wasn’t it? There is no news of my husband, I suppose?”

“Not when I left the hotel, Lady Arranways.”

“What have you got there?” He was wrapping something in his handkerchief. “It’s a cake of soap, isn’t it?”

“I always take a cake of soap with me when I go out into the country,” he said with a smile. “I’m rather fussy about my complexion.”

“There’s no other news, is there, Mr. Collett? I mean about this dreadful thing?”

He guessed from a glance at her that she had had little sleep that night. If all that was said of her was true she would have been an abnormal person to have slept within a few yards of where her lover was killed. Yet she was very self-possessed, could discuss the crime almost coldbloodedly, though, so far as Keller was concerned, impersonally.

A little way along the path was a bench, and she sat down, obviously expecting him to follow her example. They talked around and about the crime and discussed every possible murderer — except her husband.

“The old man, now. You’ve been living in this neighbourhood, Lady Arranways; do you believe in this apparition?”

To his surprise she did not reply immediately. “I don’t know…so many people have seen him. My maid and her brother, who was in my service. They were very emphatic and quite honest, unimaginative people. You know that some time ago he broke into Arranways? He would have been dead if I hadn’t knocked up my husband’s hand.”

T. B. nodded.

“I remember that.” He grinned. “It had a prosaic sequel, hadn’t it? Lord Arranways was summoned for owning a revolver without a licence.”

She had forgotten this, and smiled faintly.

“You’re in charge of the case, aren’t you? You’re working with Inspector Blagdon?” she said suddenly. T. B. explained his position without disparaging his country colleague.

“I’m rather glad I’m not, as a matter of fact. I can do things that, if I were in charge, would be wholly reprehensible. But I think it’s going to remain with Blagdon until the end of the chapter, so I can indulge myself as a freelance and get more fun out of the case than he will get.”

“Fun!” She shuddered; and then, with a sigh: “I suppose really it is good fun, hunting murderers, or anything else, if it’s your business to hunt.” She looked at him curiously. “What can you do that ordinarily would be—’reprehensible’? Was that the word you used?”

T. B. looked at her for a moment. “Well,” he drawled, “for example, I can ask very direct questions of people who are remotely associated with the crime. I can ask you, for instance, to tell I me the truth about Keller and of your friendship with him. I shall never be in a position to use it against you, and even if I were I swear I wouldn’t.”

She did not respond to his suggestion, but sat, her hands clasping her knee, her face turned from him.

“The truth is quite a useful weapon for an innocent person,” T. B. went on, “even though it’s an ugly truth. To a guilty person it has a handle that is as sharp as the blade. I don’t know what’s going to come out of this inquiry, how far Blagdon will go, how much he knows, and in what direction he is probing, but if I knew just the truth about that matter, Lady Arranways, I could help you considerably.”

There was still no answer. “And now I’m going to earn your everlasting loathing,” he said, and asked bluntly: “Was Keith Keller your lover?” To his surprise, she nodded, though she did not look round.

“Your husband was jealous, naturally, if he suspected. Do you know who Keller is, or was?” She nodded again. “That, I suspect. Lady Arranways, is the worst part for you,” he said gently. “But Keller doesn’t differ very much from any other man. The man the woman knows is not the man the man knows, or the world knows. Sometimes, of course, he’s all three, and the woman who gets him is lucky; but in ninety-nine cases out of a hundred she’s getting a shining light behind which is hidden a fairly gross figure. He tried to blackmail you, of course? I’ve seen the letter he had in his pocket.”

“I didn’t write any letter,” she said quickly. “I told you and I told Mr. Blagdon—”

“I know you didn’t write it,” he interrupted. “Of course you didn’t, but whoever wrote that letter knew that Keller had asked for money from you. Was it much?”

She told him the figure, and T. B. whistled.

“It was blackmail without a shadow of doubt,” he said. “Now I’m going to ask another unpleasant question. Were you in Keller’s room on the night of the fire?”

Her face was not turned away now. She was looking at him gravely. “Yes,” she said.

“And Lorney knew? He was the fellow that rescued you and Keller?”

She nodded.

“And he didn’t say anything? That man’s a sportsman!”

“I don’t know why he did it,” she said. “He tells me it was gratitude, but I’d hardly been civil to the man. He’s been splendid to me and he has nothing to gain. You wouldn’t think a man like that could be so chivalrous—”

T.B. had leapt to his feet with an exclamation, and brought his fist into his extended palm.

“Of course! That is the missing link!”
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She was bewildered, and showed it.

“It’s nothing. I’m terribly sorry I was so dramatic, but I’ve been very dull all day and now I’ve suddenly got very bright.”

He pointed to a wide dead tree, the stump of which stood greyly among the young firs.

“If I put my hand inside that hollow tree I wonder what I should find?” he said.

She was startled at the sudden transition. “What would you expect to find?”

“A few odd buttons,” he said, and she wondered whether it was a jest or whether, behind his humour, was something that was very true and very unpleasant.

“Now, Lady Arranways,” he said, as they walked briskly to the hotel grounds, “I want you to be guided by me — that’s a pretty tall order, but I don’t think I’ll lead you far wrong. I don’t want you to take a step or move from this hotel without consulting me. If Blagdon sends for you again, as he may, and asks you a lot of questions, I want you to tell me what those questions were and what you answered. I don’t know whether the murderer is going to be found; if he is, I shan’t be the divine instrument. The first thing to do is to find your husband. You’ve no idea where he is, and you can’t explain why he’s gone?”

She hesitated.

“There is a sort of explanation. He told Dick that if he found things were” — she hesitated— “well, as they really were, he was going to disappear, that he couldn’t stand any further…”

Her voice broke; her lower lip was trembling.

“I’m very fond of Eddie,” she said in a low voice. “You may think that’s a remarkable statement in all the circumstances, but I am — very, very fond of him.”

She dabbed her eyes with her handkerchief, and by the time they reached the lawn she was calm again.

“But that isn’t the explanation, Mr. Collett, because he wasn’t in the house long enough to make any further discovery, if there were any to make. Nobody could have told him anything to my detriment, could they?”

T. B. evaded the question. There was the explanation ready-made. Charles, the waiter, had earned his money, had told his story-some of it true, perhaps, some of it sheer invention.

“Was it possible to get into his room?”

She had an immediate answer to this, for she herself had tired, she said, and been unable to enter the apartment. She insisted upon this.

“Possibly Miss Jeans repeated what I said to her — that I had found what I wanted; but that was a white lie! I didn’t want to explain.”

He was looking at the hole in the hollow tree. “Have you a mirror? And could I borrow it?”

She had one in her bag. He went to the tree, and, taking from his pocket a small electric torch, switched it on permanently and held it gingerly inside, its light pointing down. Then, using the mirror, he took an observation for some time. Apparently it was not successful, for he handed the glass back to her.

“There is nothing there — at least, nothing that interests me very much.”

“Not even buttons?” she smiled.

“Not even buttons,” he repeated. He shook his head. “And that was what I was looking for — buttons! It was a little too obvious, wasn’t it?”

She laughed, she who had thought she would never laugh again.

“If you’re as clever as you are mysterious, Mr. Collett, you must be the most brilliant mind in Scotland Yard.”

“I am,” he said modestly.

Marie Countess of Arranways had found a new friend, and found that friend on the most unexpected social plane. Mrs. Harris had few enthusiasms, but a brief association with aristocracy had gone to her head. Of the latter circumstance Marie Arranways was happily ignorant. She did not know how valiantly Mrs. Harris stood in kitchen circles for the rights of women to love as their hearts dictated, but she did find her mysterious tappings on her door, and her more mysterious warnings, a little alarming until she came to give them their right value.

Throughout that day the business of the “Coat of Arms” was at a standstill. Groups of curious and morbid villagers stood at the entrance of the drive, gazed blankly and found satisfaction in their very vacuity.

The star officer in charge of the case sent long and confidential messages to his headquarters, superintended measurements, interviewed servants, guests, Mr. Lorney himself.

“This man,” said John Lorney to T. B. Collett, “is driving me mad! He wanted me to tell him exactly the amount of liquor behind the bar and the number of cigars at the beginning, of the evening, and how they tallied with the quantities that remained when the murder was committed. Why?”

T. B. purred. “You don’t understand scientific detective work, Lorney. You may be sure the superintendent has something at the back of his head. After all, matter must occupy space.”

Rennett had received permission to go to London, and had left on the nine o’clock train. It was rather an amazing concession, thought T. B., and at the first opportunity he asked the stout man his reason for allowing one who was at any rate an important witness to pass out of his sight. Mr. Blagdon was polite and heavily reproachful. It was, he said, his business, and he didn’t relish interference. He even suggested that it would be very satisfactory to him and to the local authorities if Mr. Collett went back to town. T. B. had had a little sleep and was very fresh in every sense of the word.

“I understand you’ve been questioning Miss Jeans, and I think it is necessary I should repeat my warning to you. The girl is perfectly innocent, knows nothing whatever about the murder, and I understand her lawyer is coming to Sketchley tomorrow, and he won’t make it any easier for you if you’ve asked the wrong sort of question.”

Blagdon sniffed. “The fact that she’s bringing her lawyer is a bit suspicions, isn’t it?” he said. “That’s how it strikes me. Innocent people don’t want lawyers. This girl had a quarrel with Keller in the afternoon. So far as we know, they may have been lovers. Charles Green, the waiter, says that he has seen them together, walking in the woods, hand in hand—”

“Charles Green, the waiter, is an incorrigible liar!” snapped Collett. “What’s the matter with you, Blagdon? This morning you were talking about arresting the man on suspicion because of his character. What has happened now to make him your boy friend?”

It was beneath Mr. Blagdon’s dignity to answer. For T. B. Collett it was not an idle day. He began a persistent search that carried him to every limit of the hotel grounds. It set him digging in places where newly disturbed earth invited investigation. He had solved the eyebrows mystery, at some expense to himself, for he had spent two hours that afternoon in Guildford, telephoning to places as far distant as Switzerland is from Ottawa.

T. B. had money of his own, and had need of it, for the auditors of Scotland Yard scrutinize every item of expenditure and query most of them. But this case had developed into a personal hobby. He had no desire to hang anybody; he was satisfied that any dramatic denouement should be for his own satisfaction and not strictly in the interests of justice. Scotland Yard had aided and abetted him so far as it was able, but —

“For God’s sake don’t interfere with the locals, or there’ll be a kick coming to me that will certainly get back to you!” said his chief on the wire.

At the “Coat of Arms” was a detective about whom neither Mr. Blagdon nor Collett knew. He was an amateur, and had studied crime at close quarters. This was Charles Kluger Green. By nature Charles was anti-social. Collett’s view of him was accurate; he had no desire to reform; he had a great wish to secure the most supremely comfortable time at the least cost and labour to himself. All his life he had lived meanly and stolen meanly, and found prison a serene relief from all his problems, His wife and child were no myths — they existed in triplicate. Once he had gone through the formality of marriage, but he had found this a useless expense.

His limited education, his shallow mentality and the limitations of his opportunities had restricted his horizon. He hated being a waiter, because it was hard work — it meant getting up in the morning and doing all sorts of odd and menial jobs. He didn’t mind work in association with others — gang work, in gaol, work in the shops, where one was industrious when the guard’s eye came roving one’s way and systematically idle when relieved of supervision. So far from being grateful to John Lorney, he hated his employer, who to him was the essence of all the warders, gaol guards and taskmasters concentrated into one individual.

He had ten pounds in his pocket and nearly thirty pounds hidden in his room. He had learned in the early part of his service that the most careless of guests was apt to miss jewellery but rarely missed money if you were content to extract a very small amount from a very large sum. There had once a missing brooch. The fuss over that brooch had to Charles been nauseating, and he had replaced it before the police came. By his code he had every right to steal that brooch, for the woman from whom he had taken it was no better than she should have been.

But he learned his lesson; his pilfering had become systematic and intelligent. Odd people came weekending to the “Coat of Arms”, men with more money than sense, who played golf violently and drank violently. Charles had often had to assist such as these to bed. He had filched a pound here and a pound there, but had avoided banknotes, because banknotes have numbers which can be traced. He was sick of his job, anxious for an opportunity to “blue” the swag he had accumulated, and a few nights before the murder had made up his mind to leave the “Coat of Arms”. But the fire at Arranways Hall had given him a little additional capital, and the events which followed had opened up new prospects. Every criminal is a blackmailer; he may be a plain burglar, larcenist or thief at large, but blackmail, skilful or unskilful, offers the largest reward with the least danger.

Mr. Blagdon had taught him his importance; Collett had brought home to him his danger. Worrying the matter out in his none too agile brain, and with the example of Keller before him (for Charles had heard of the £3000 demanded by that ruthless man), he had sought a likely victim.

Lady Arranways was too much in the limelight. He hinted to Anna, when he took her lunch to her room, that he might be useful. He knew all about the incident in the wood. Blagdon knew it, and therefore the world knew it. Anna promptly sent for John Lorney. Her nerves were on edge; she was very sharp with him, a little unreasonable.

“I’m sorry, miss, I can’t get you away, though I don’t see any reason why you shouldn’t go tomorrow,” he said, almost humbly. “This man Blagdon is driving everybody crazy, trying to get evidence for the inquest.”

She told him of the waiter’s suggestion and expected an outburst, but Lorney was very calm. “I shouldn’t take very much notice of him. He’s looking around for easy money.”

Going downstairs, he sent for Charles to his private office and questioned him quietly. The waiter was deceived.

“I’m getting sick and tired of all this, Mr. Lorney, and I’d like to go,” he said boldly. “Anyway, I’ve done nothing. I merely asked the young lady if I could help her—”

“Help her where — into gaol? Could you help anybody?” asked Lorney. His face was very white, his voice tense. Charles got nearer to the door.

“You can go when you want. I’ve done my best for you, but I should have known what kind of return I should get from scum! I’ll tell you something, Green; you’ve been two or three times to Mr. Blagdon in the course of the day carrying stories. I don’t know what the stories were, but they couldn’t be anything else but lies. If you worry this young lady again, or Lady Arranways, or any of the guests n this place, do you know what I’ll do to you?”

Charles had lost his fear. He stood up to his employer, an ugly animal of a man.

“You’ll do a hell of a lot to me—” he began. He got no farther. Lorney’s fist struck him under the chin and he went down in a heap. In another second he was dragged to his feet, his head dazed and reeling, and flung into a chair.

“Don’t try any of that tough stuff, Green!”

Lorney’s voice was low, almost a whisper. “You can leave tomorrow morning. And I’m going to tell you something: before you leave the ‘Coat of Arms’ your box is going to be searched. There’s been stealing in this place. I haven’t complained about it; I didn’t think it was fair to connect you with it — but I’m not going to let you go without giving you a bit of trouble. Now you can get out.”

He opened the door, jerked the man to his feet, and pushed him through the bar into the lounge.

Collett was a witness of the scene. He waited till Charles had barged through the service door, then he crossed leisurely to the bar and ordered a cigar.

“Trouble?” he asked.

“A little. Anyway, I was getting rid of him. Why Lord Arranways chose a rat like that to spy on his wife, God knows!”

“Jealous people do stupid things,” said Collett. “Was that the trouble — I mean with Charles?”

Lorney shook his head. “No — I didn’t mention the ten pounds.”

The other man snicked off the end of his cigar. “I don’t know whether I ought to have told you about it, but I thought you ought to know.”

Lorney was standing stiffly erect, his palms resting on the counter.

“How long is this circus going on?” He jerked up his head, and Mr. Collett knew that he referred to that indefatigable ringmaster, Mr. Blagdon.

“He’s sleeping just now,” said Collett. “I should imagine he’ll leave tomorrow, but he’s most anxious not to go without taking somebody in irons with him. Do you share his view — that Lord Arranways knifed this man?”

“No,” said Lorney. “If he had killed him he would have walked straight out into the open with the knife in his hand. That sort of man is a murderer but never a fugitive.”

T. B. smiled. “You’re a philosopher. Lorney. Do you exclude Lady Arranways?”

“She couldn’t have committed the murder.”

“Blagdon has definitely reached the conclusion that she did,” said Collett. “In fact, he was consulting with Colonel Layton, the Chief Constable, who was over this afternoon, whether her ladyship should be placed under arrest; but as he’s already lad a similar consultation over Rennett, I shouldn’t imagine that his boss is taking very much notice of him.”

“I suppose, Mr. Collett” — Lorney leaned his elbows on the counter and looked up at the detective— “you’re rather sorry you’re not in charge of the case?”

Collett had to think twice before he answered. “No, I’m rather glad,” he said. “I’ve discovered a sentimental streak in me that makes me, in the circumstances, much happier as a watcher.”
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Some time later came Charles, in a surprisingly apologetic mood which did not seem quite to accord with the lump on his jaw.

“I’m sorry I got your goat, guv’nor, but all this murder business is rattling my bones! You’ve been a good boss to me and you gave me a chance, and my wife and children—”

“Forget about your wife and children and get on with your work,” said Lorney shortly. “Do you still wish to go tomorrow?”

“No, sir,” said Charles eagerly. “I’m comfortable here, sir: it’s not like the old life. I never knew what peace was till I come here, sir…”

In Charles Green’s mind had dawned a tremendous project. There is a saying in the English language that one might as well be hanged for a sheep as for a lamb, and it is an aphorism which has added sensibly to the volume of crime in all parts of the world where this saying is known and quoted,

Charles, with an accumulation of niched goods hidden in all sorts of crannies, had visions of a conviction, of an unsympathetic judge speaking of base ingratitude and increasing his sentence so that it was commensurate with his indignation. He had seen a new life at the “Coat of Arms”, a life that he had never understood, and had never observed except furtively through plate-glass windows. He had had a distant view of men and women with money and jewels sufficient to maintain him for the rest of his life — never before had he met them at close quarters. The world, he had learned, was a place of splendid possibilities, and this discovery had at first depressed him, because he saw no way by which he could breach the wall that separated him from glittering Easy Street. Here was a moment when the normal life of the “Coat of Arms” had ceased, when the very hours of rising and sleeping, rigidly enforced by Lorney’s regulations, had become indefinite periods.

It was part of his business to clean up Lorney’s office. The mollified landlord, who at this moment required no further disturbance, called him in after lunch to sweep and dust. It was the opportunity for which Charles had not dared to hope. He toiled feverishly to finish his legitimate work. The bottom drawer of the desk was locked; he tried it twice, but — it did not budge. The drawer was steel-lined, and it fastened with a patent lock, and contained many useful and therefore valuable objects — the key of the big wall safe, for example, unless Lorney no longer kept the key in this minor strong place. Mr. Charles Kluger Green had cast an envious eye on that safe before. Here the bejewelled ladies who came for weekends deposited their treasures, and from Friday till Monday Lorney hired a man from the village to sit in the lounge at night between the hours of closing and opening. There was money there, too; Charles had seen stacks of notes and a black japanned box which probably contained objects of greater value.

He was not clever, but he had the cunning of his kind. That afternoon he had a long talk with Mr Blagdon, and the genial superintendent, who was predisposed to trust him, listened to the glib story he had to tell.

“But if you know where Lord Arranways is,” said Blagdon, “why don’t you give me the address? I’ll communicate with him.”

Charles shook his head. “I can’t, sir. He’s gone to a place where you couldn’t reach him.”

“But he must have read about this murder. It is in all the evening newspapers.” There was one at hand; the account was adorned with Mr. Blagdon’s portrait.

Charles shook his head. “He’s in a place where he couldn’t see a newspaper, sir.”

Mr. Blagdon surveyed him sternly “I suppose you know that I can compel you to tell, by law?”

“I don’t care what you do, sir,” said Charles. “I’m only a poor man, and I’ve got a bad record. I’m trying to go straight for the sake of me wife and children, but I wouldn’t betray his lordship, not after what he’s done for me, for all the gold in the world.”

He had a suggestion to make. Mr. Blagdon considered this favourably. He promised to see Charles in an hour’s time.

Collett, a witness of these comings and goings of the waiter, was puzzled. He tried to pump Blagdon, but the “super” was more secretive than ever, and not a little antagonistic. Just before dinnertime Blagdon received definite instructions and sent for Lady Arranways to come to his bureau. He had with him a shorthand clerk, and Marie Arranways braced herself for the ordeal. And an ordeal it proved, for Blagdon, casting aside all the rules which govern the interrogation of suspected persons, came to the point brutally. He knew all that it was necessary to know about her relationship with Keller, and he recited this when she rose from the chair on which she had been sitting.

“I am not going to stay here,” she said. “You have no right whatever to make these charges against me.”

“Lock the door,” said Mr. Blagdon.

“If you do I’ll scream.”

“I have instructions to interrogate you, and I’m going to do it.”

Blagdon, who was red in the face, made no attempt to disguise the gross animal he was. The door clicked. Marie Arranways picked up a chair and sent it crashing at the window. Dick was on the lawn and came racing up, and, ahead of him before he reached the window, Collett.

“If you don’t go away I’ll arrest you!” stormed Blagdon. Collett’s answer was to put his hand through the broken pane, unlatch the trench window and pull it open.

“What’s the trouble?” he asked.

“This man has insulted me!…locked the door on me!…” She was incoherent.

“By God, if you interfere with me, Collett, I’ll put you under arrest!”

The superintendent had lost his head completely; he was never so much at the mercy of the man who stood before him as he was at that moment.

“Take your sister away. And you can go.” He nodded to the police clerk.

“Fetch Sergeant Raynor and Sergeant Clarke,” wheezed Blagdon.

“You’ll be sorry if he does,” said Collett sharply.

When Simpson was out of hearing; “What have you done, you damned fool? Do you realize you’re out of the force, with the coat off your back and your pension gone?”

“This woman is the murderer!” Blagdon almost screamed the words. “That’s why Arranways left in a hurry. He knew his wife was guilty and he went away to shield her and to draw suspicion on himself. She stabbed him! She went to her husband’s room and got a knife. I’ve not been sitting around doing nothing, Collett. I’ve had a talk with Miss Jeans. She told me that she saw this woman just before the murder. She told her she was going to her husband’s room to get something. That something was a knife.”

Collett looked at him for a moment.

“It was never in her husband’s room.” Blagdon gaped at him. “Who spun you this yarn? Is it one of the fairy stories the waiter has been telling you? God! And you call yourself a policeman!”

He heard a scramble of feet on the iron stairs. Simpson had carried out his instructions. Two helmeted sergeants made their appearance on the balcony and stood awaiting instructions, their unfriendly eyes on Collett.

“You want to have me arrested? Now go on — do it,” said Collett. “I came here to save you from making a fool of yourself. I didn’t quite succeed, but you’ve now got a chance of finishing the job.” Sulkily Blagdon dismissed three disappointed men. “I’ve given you a chance, Blagdon,” Collett went on. “Go back to Guildford and make your investigations from there. You’re all wrong. You started wrong, and you’ve gone in every direction except the right one.”

“Do you know the murderer?” rasped the other.

Collett nodded. “Yes, I know the murderer — at least, I’m pretty sure I know him, or her, as the case may be. I suppose it won’t satisfy you unless I leave you that loophole?”

Blagdon paced up and down the room, his hands n his pockets. He was still red with fury, but he was a little afraid, too. “If this were America I’d have had the truth out of those people hours ago,” he said.

Collett smiled. “It isn’t America, and if it were you wouldn’t have had the truth. You’ve got antiquated ideas.”

“I can read the American newspapers—”

“That’s news to me. But if you do read them the copies are ten years old. Now come straight with me, Blagdon, and I’ll help you. What has this infernal gaolbird been telling you?”

The man was calmer now, “I refuse to discuss the matter with you, Mr. Collett. I shall make a report about your conduct—”

“Lady Arranways will make a report first. Don’t make any mistake about that. You can’t play these monkey tricks with women who’ve probably got a dozen friends in Parliament. If she kicks, Blagdon, then you’re finished. You haven’t a dog’s chance against those fellows in Westminster when they start worrying ministers. The best thing for you to do is to tell me exactly what you want to know, let me see her, and I’ll promise to give you a written and an accurate report.”

But this Blagdon would not do.

Collett saw him stalking through the lounge after dinner, tried to be friendly and was brusquely repulsed. He made no further attempt to question Marie Arranways.

On Collett’s advice she spent most of her time with Dick Mayford, and as Dick and Anna Jeans were at the moment inseparable they made a party of three, sat together in Lady Arranways’ room and had dinner served there. Strangely enough, Charles did not grumble at extra labour; he was deferential, most agreeable, volunteered information about the wine-list, and was so unlike his surly self that Dick remarked upon it.

As he was serving the second course Marie remembered something.

“Will you tell Mr. Lorney that I shall be leaving for town tomorrow morning very early, and ask him if he’ll be up, because I shall want my jewellery from the safe?”

“Yes, my lady,” said Charles.

“You were lucky to save it from the fire, weren’t you?” asked Anna, in his hearing.

“It was in the library safe and wasn’t injured in the slightest,” said Marie carelessly. “Eddie wanted to send it to the bank, but the matter must have gone out of his mind.”

Charles half-closed the door and stood outside listening, but she said no more about the jewellery, or, what was more important, its value. He had forgotten this loot, and his project became all the more exciting, for Blagdon had sent a message to him, agreeing to the suggestion the waiter had made in the afternoon.

It was now all a matter of timing. The key time was 9.25. There was a larger party to dinner than usual, for certain officials had come over from Guildford, amongst them Blagdon’s chief, a grey-haired man with no particular love for his subordinate, Collett gathered. “You’ve had trouble with ‘Reddy’, haven’t you?” asked Colonel Layton in the few minutes in which T. B. had an opportunity of talking.

“Bless you for that name. Colonel!” said T. B. “Yes, there was a little bit of trouble. He’s bull-headed.”

The Colonel sighed. “I wanted to bring the Yard in, but we’ve got a Police Committee in this county! Do you know what a Police Committee is? It is very much like the Drainage Committee of a City Council, except that it doesn’t know anything about drainage. It’s a pretty bad murder, and I’m worried — we’re having a complete comb-out of Sketchley Woods tomorrow, and we’re exploring the caves to lay that old-man ghost. Not my idea, Collett — a brilliant brain on the Police Committee suggested it. I’m only a Chief Constable, and I never have ideas.”

Mr. Blagdon came into view at that moment and the conversation was skilfully changed.

“I hope, sir,” said Blagdon, when he had the Chief Constable alone, “that you didn’t say much to Collett? He’s rather an arrogant man and very jealous, as I explained on the telephone. I have been on the wire to a couple of the Police Committee, and they quite approve of the steps I took, or, rather, should have taken but for this man interfering. Did you telephone the Chief Constable at Scotland Yard and tell him what I told you?”

“You’re not cross-examining me, are you?” asked the Colonel coldly,

The reference to the Police Committee had been a little too pointed for his equanimity. Mr. Blagdon was apologetic. He saw himself the successor to the office which the Colonel held. It was an open secret that the Police Committee and the Colonel were not en rapport.

“I’ve made an arrangement tonight which I think will put an end to a great deal of this mystery and bring Arranways into the open. There’s not the slightest doubt that he is the murderer…”

The Colonel listened patiently. He had listened five times that day to the eager voice of the Assistant Superintendent telling him that he was equally without doubt that the murderer was Rennett, Anna Jeans, Lorney, and Lady Arranways. He had the kindness not to reproach Mr. Blagdon with his versatility.

“It’s a little bit of a risk you’re taking. I’m not so sure that we aren’t encroaching on the ground of Scotland Yard. We can’t send police officers into the metropolis—”

“I’m not sending a police officer except the driver of the car,” said Blagdon triumphantly. “You could hardly call this waiter a police officer, could you, sir?”

The last diner came into the lounge, settled himself in one of the remaining easy chairs, and Charles became a figure of feverish activity. He knocked at the door of Lorney’s office.

“Can I see you a moment, sir?” Lorney was sitting at his desk, his back to the waiter. Charles closed the door behind him and glanced at the clock ticking on the small mantelpiece. The hands pointed to twenty past nine. Five minutes later the waiter came out, and as carefully closed the door again. Under his arm he carried what seemed to Collett to be a little black-japanned deed box, and the detective wondered where he was taking it as he disappeared through the service door.

He saw Blagdon look at his watch and frown.

There was something electric in the atmosphere, a tension which Collett, sensitive to such phenomena, could sense without understanding. And yet there was nothing especial happening at this moment; the climax of the case, he thought, would come in the morning, before Blagdon made his departure.

For nothing was more certain than that he would never leave the “Coat of Arms” except with a prisoner of some sort.

He went over to where the Colonel was sitting. “Are there any fireworks tonight, Colonel?” he asked. “On the level?”

Layton shook his head.

“I don’t know. Reddy had some wild scheme, but what it is I’m not at liberty to say. At any rate, it doesn’t affect anybody here at the moment.”

Then he looked at Collett curiously.

“Do you feel it too?” he asked. “A sort of sensation that something big is going to happen?”

Collett nodded. Out of the corner of his eye Blagdon had watched the conference, and lost no time in joining the two. It was part of his nature that he never saw two acquaintances speaking but he thought they were saying something disparaging of himself.

“Now I don’t mind telling you, Collett,” he said, “I shall have Arranways here tonight. That’s a surprise for you”

“Where is he?” asked T. B. Mr. Blagdon, who did not know, shook his head wisely. “That I’m not prepared to tell you. He’s in London — not exactly in the Metropolitan Police area,” he added hastily, foreseeing complications— “and I shall have him back here by” — he looked at his watch again— “eleven-fifteen.”

“I shouldn’t have thought he was in the country,” said T. B.

“Rubbish! How could he have got out?” said the other scornfully. “The ports have been watched, the garages have been notified — it is humanly impossible that he could have left England, and—”

T. B., looking at him, saw his jaw drop and his wide blue eyes open wider. He was staring at the door. He had reason to stare, for Lord Arranways was standing in the portico surveying the company, and peeling his gloves with the greatest deliberation.
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In three strides Blagdon was up to him. “My name is Superintendent Blagdon,” he began, “and I’m making inquiries into the murder of a man called Keller.”

Arranways looked at him from head to foot. “Really?” he said coolly. “You’ll be interested to know that I have come to make inquiries into the murder of a man named Keller.”

He saw T. B. and nodded.

“You’re Mr. Collett, aren’t you? I heard you were in the case—”

“Mr. Collett is not in the case. I am in complete control,” said Blagdon loudly. “I want you to explain, Lord Arranways, why you left this house last night and where you have been today.”

Lord Arranways smiled faintly. “It’s very difficult to explain why I left the ‘Coat of Arms’, but it’s quite easy to tell you where I’ve been. I’ve been to Paris. I flew there early in the morning and I’ve flown back late tonight.”

Blagdon looked at him, aghast.

“That’s impossible. You were in London. You telephoned to Charles, the waiter—”

Lord Arranways’ eyebrows met.

“Did I?” he repeated slowly. “I’m not aware of the fact, and I haven’t been to London.”

They stood, a little group by themselves, near the entrance. The other men in the room had withdrawn out of earshot, realizing the seriousness of this little conference.

“I have reason to believe that you were in London today,” said Blagdon, but with less confidence. “You communicated with the waiter, who is now on his way to town in a police car to interview you.”

“Hell!” It was T. B. Collett. “You’ve sent that man up in a police car?”

He looked round.

“Where’s Lorney?”

He called him by name, but there was no answer. T. B. Collett flung up the flap of the counter, dashed through the bar and tried the door. The door of Mr. Lorney’s office was locked.

“Are you there, Lorney?”

He listened intently, and heard a groan. Standing back, Collett lifted his foot and sent it crashing against the lock. The door flew open. The room was in darkness, but there was enough light from the bar for him to see the figure slumped by the desk, the bald head streaked with blood.

He shouted to Blagdon, and together they drew the unconscious Lorney into the lounge and laid him on the floor, packing a cushion under his head. There was a jagged cut in his head, and it was impossible to discover whether this was the full extent of his injury. T. B. saw that his pockets were turned inside out.

He ran back into the office and switched on the light. It needed only a glance to tell him the story. The door of the big wall safe was open wide, and the safe itself was empty. Mr. Charles Kluger Green had begun his great adventure.

The doctor who had accompanied the Colonel to Sketchley made a careful examination.

“No concussion,” he reported, and dressed the wound.

He had not completed his task when Lorney recovered consciousness, and the first face he saw was the face of Marie Arranways.

“Your jewels, my lady,” he said thickly.

“Don’t worry about those,” she said. “Who did this? — Charles?”

“I think so. I heard his voice, and then I don’t remember very much more about it.”

He spoke with difficulty; his head was throbbing, and when they brought him up to his feet he swayed like a drunken man. The doctor was for putting him to bed immediately but he rejected this course.

Blagdon was staring glumly at the injured man. Then, with a gesture of despair, he turned to his chief. “I’ve been stung,” he said. “The cleverest of us make mistakes. There’s no doubt in my mind now that damned waiter murdered Keller!”

“Where is he?” asked Collett quickly. “Just tell me where the police car is going.”

Blagdon thought, and scratched his chin.

“Well, I don’t exactly know, except that it’s going to London, to a place in the New Kent Road. I told the driver to put himself entirely under the instructions of the — the—”

He could not find a word to describe the missing waiter.

T. B. grinned fearfully. “So it comes to this, that he can go where he darned well pleases. He’s got the use of a fast car, and the driver has to carry out his instructions?”

Lorney, sitting in a window chair as the doctor completed his bandaging, felt a soft little palm slip into his, and, opening his tired eyes, saw Anna.

“I’m terribly sorry.”

He took the hand and patted it.

“Why are you so terribly sorry, my dear?”

She was looking at him in wonder.

“I don’t know. Yes, I do.” She glanced at the doctor. “I’ll tell you… when I can see you alone.” She was stroking his hand, her eyes wet with tears, and on her face a look he had never seen before, a look that almost broke his heart.

Blagdon was in some ways a capable man. The telephone exchange were working double shifts. In a quarter of an hour the site of every police barrage had been notified to stop and hold the police car, but to his amazement there was no news of its passage. It must pass through one of three villages on its way to London, and in every case the village policeman was on duty in the streets and had seen no such car pass. Blagdon tried the other roads. The man might be making for the coast. Here again he drew blank.

“It’s rum. I don’t understand it.”

It was rather pathetic, the helpless way he almost clung to T. B. in his bewilderment. “I’ll tell you another queer thing, Collett. Young Mr. Mayford, who very kindly went off in his car in pursuit, hasn’t been seen either.”

T. B. looked round. “Where is Lord Arranways?”

“He’s gone upstairs with his wife. Do you want him? It appears he only read about the murder his afternoon in the French newspapers. He said he had been on his way to Turkey or somewhere.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “It’s all my fault. I asked Scotland Yard to watch the seaports. I meant to ask them to watch the airports as well — I think I told you I had — but I forgot. You can’t think of everything, you know, Mr. Collett. In a case like this—”

T. B. patted him on the back sympathetically, “Of course you can’t think of everything,” he said, and if there was something subtly offensive in his remark Mr. Blagdon did not recognize it. They had helped John Lorney back to his little sittingroom and made him comfortable on the sofa. Anna, for some reason, expressed a desire to stay with him. Collett found her there when he went in, and pulled up a chair by the side of the sofa.

“Anything very valuable in that black box of yours? Money?”

Lorney did not answer immediately.

“About a thousand pounds,” he said. “I like to keep a wad of ready by me; you never know when it may be useful.”

He spoke slowly, painfully. T. B. ignored the reproach in the girl’s eyes, and asked: “Anything else?”

Lorney turned his head slightly.

“Yes,” he said, “there was something else — a document that I wouldn’t like him to see.”

“And you wouldn’t like anybody else to see it, I suppose?” said Collett.

“No, I shouldn’t; though it doesn’t matter so much now.”

Collett glanced from one to the other and smiled.

“How did she know — the eyebrows?”

Lorney did not answer the question directly.

“I wish to God she’d never known!”

“Why?” asked Anna in a low voice.

Lorney jerked his head towards Collett and winced.

“He knows,” he said.

Again Collett smiled.

“Like Mr. Blagdon, I know very little. I guess a lot. I am willing even to be touched by the Blagdon disease and find that I really know nothing at all when it comes to a showdown.”

It was not from a sense of curiosity that he wanted to interview Arranways. He had reached the point where curiosity was almost wholly satisfied. There would be an inquest the next day, and this crime would take on a new complexion, and would be resolvable by the yeses and noes of unreliable witnesses. And much would depend on whether or not Lord Arranways was called to testify. His wife would certainly go into the box, for she had found the murdered man. Arranways might be called to say that the knife was his property. Charles was an important witness, and would not be available.

He walked up and down the lounge, waiting for Arranways to put in an appearance. It was Marie who had taken him away.

“Will you come upstairs for a minute, Eddie?” she had said, and he had followed her into her room. “Why did you come back?” she asked when they were alone.

“I read an account of the murder, and of course I came back,” he said.

“Why?”

He looked at her thoughtfully. It seemed that he had grown older since she had seen him last, and yet older in a strangely benevolent way. His tone was neither cold nor caustic; his greeting, when he first saw her, had been friendly, and there had been a smile with it.

“I’ll tell you,” he said at last. “I came because I I thought you’d killed this man. I still think it is possible that you did.”

She stared at him. Before she could speak he went on:

“And if that was the case, of course I had to come back, because I should regard myself as responsible. Did you kill him?”

She shook her head, and he heaved a deep sigh.

“Thank God for that! Ever since I read the news I have been terrified!”

“I ought to have killed him,” she said after a pause. “You know that, and you know why. I’m not going to indulge in any cant, Eddie. He was my lover — that’s the wicked truth of it. You knew it, of course?”

He nodded.

“It was a sort of madness, but even that is not an excuse for disloyalty. In the end I hated him…He tried to blackmail me, but that wasn’t the reason. He’s dead — I’m glad he’s dead!”

There was a long interregnum of silence.

“Is there any suspicion as regards yourself, Marie?”

“I don’t think so. This man Blagdon, of course, is a stupid brute.” She made a little grimace. “He thought so, and probably does still.” She searched his face. “I’m terribly sorry, Eddie. I don’t want to be forgiven, even if you felt like forgiving. All I want to do is to put back the time to before I met him, and that is impossible, so…” She shrugged her shoulders.

He was trying to say something, something which it was difficult to put into words. Presently he stumbled towards the revelation of his mind.

“I’m not very worried about it now — I mean about you and Keller. One has horrible moments of imagination, but I’ve even got over those. The responsibility is entirely mine, according to my—”

He stopped short. “When this is all over will you try again — with me, I mean? I’ll give you what the Americans call an even break.”

She could not believe her ears. He saw her bosom rise and fall, heard the quick intake of her breath and took both her hands in his.

“I’m terribly sorry,” he said, repeating her words. “Will you try it again?”

She shook her head.

“I don’t think I dare,” she said.

“You’re thinking of me” — he smiled; “my self-pity, my vanity, my perfectly useless reports, my pomposity. Well, I suppose I can’t get rid of them all at once, but will you help? After all, by your code you owe me something: will you pay it?”

She nodded. He kissed her on the cheek. “Now,” he said, “I think I’ll go down and tell my little story to this redfaced man — what’s his name? Blagdon. I seem to remember him.”

Mr. Blagdon was not there to see or be seen. He was in his shirtsleeves in the hot telephone booth, yelling scepticism across the wire.-”They must have passed! You’ve been asleep! Is there another road they could have taken? Find out and ‘phone me.” He came back, carrying his coat and wiping his dripping face, and was met by an urgent police officer who had been on duty at the door.

“Who? Mayford? Where is he — outside?”

He flew out into the open. Dick Mayford was sitting at the wheel of his car. In the seat behind lolled a groaning figure. Blagdon immediately recognized him as the driver of the police car.

“Get him out; I think his leg’s broken, or, if it isn’t broken, it’s badly twisted,” said Dick. “There’s been an accident. I think the steering-gear went wrong. I’ve been half an hour getting him into the car. I couldn’t very well leave him in the dark; he’d have been run over.”

Half a dozen men came and lifted the unconscious driver and bore him inside.

“Where is Green — Charles, the waiter?”

“I don’t know,” said Dick. “He didn’t tell me. All he said before he lost consciousness was that the steering-gear went wrong. He was flung out—”

“But where is the car?”

Dick turned down his thumb.

“It has gone over a bank of some kind. I didn’t bother about that. There’s no sign of it, anyway.”

“Good God!” said Blagdon tremulously, and repeated this ejaculation at intervals. “Send for Mr. Collett.”

It was his first confession of surrender.

T. B. was brought out and the situation explained.

“Was it far away?”

“Not more than a mile. It’s in Sketchley Woods, near that steep road that leads down to Landale.”

“The quarry road?” said Collett quickly. “Then I think I can tell you what’s happened to the car — and to Mr. Green!”

Half a dozen men crowded in Dick’s machine and flew off into the night. It was more than a mile, nearer two, when the car slowed. Here was a sharp turn of the road, and at this point the accident had occurred. A battered tree where the police car had struck marked both the cause and the place of the disaster. It was dark, but the two headlamps that were requisitioned showed a big gap in the stout fence that ran parallel with the road. Beyond this he land sloped, at first gently, then abruptly. “Be careful,” warned Colonel Layton. “There is a deep quarry beyond.’ The skidding car had torn up the earth, broken a young sapling and smashed through a second tree as though it were paper.

“Don’t go any further,” said Collett. “That’s the quarry edge! How can we get down to the bottom, Colonel?”

Here Blagdon, for the first time in many years, proved himself useful. He guided the party down a narrow zigzag path, and presently they came to a placid sheet of water that lay under the sheer quarry cliff. There was no need to ask what had happened. The end of the car was showing above the water a few feet from the quarry face.

“There used to be a raft here somewhere,” said Blagdon, and stumbled through the undergrowth in search of it.

They heard him shout, and went over to him. He had found the old raft and unchained it. There were no paddles, but they were able to propel themselves with the assistance of a walkingstick against the cliff face, and after five minutes’ cautious movement they came up to the black mass.

The front part was under water; half of the rear wheel and the back of the machine were visible. There was no sign of Charles, the waiter.

“Something is floating on the water!” T. B. pointed.

It was a black, square object, and after five minutes’ probing and fishing it was retrieved. It. was the tin box that Collett had seen under the waiter’s arm as he left the bar. It was very light, and when he shook it he heard nothing more than the rustle of paper.

“It’s airtight and watertight, fortunately for Mr. Lorney. I think this is his property.”

He turned a light on the lid. The white initials “J. L,” supported him.

“Nothing can be done here,” said Layton. He was feeling through the water with the end of his stick. “There is nobody in the driver’s seat or near it. If this man Green hasn’t escaped he’s probably somewhere underneath, I’ll have a gang down here in a couple of hours, and we’ll drag the pool.”

They climbed up to the road and went at their leisure to the “Coat of Arms”. It was T. B. who restored the box to its owner.

“I suppose the jewels were loose? He’d have them in his pocket. You might see if your documents are intact, Mr. Lorney.”

Lorney looked at the box helplessly.

“I can only do that if you’ll be kind enough to break open the bottom drawer of my desk, I’ve a duplicate set of keys there — Green took all I had in my pocket. Wait a moment.”

He put his hand in the inside pocket of his waistcoat and took out a small key.

“That will open it,” he said, The bottom drawer was unlocked and the small key-purse found. Lorney got up and sat down by his desk, unfastened the box with a shaky hand. There were a number of banknotes fastened together with a rubber band, and beneath them a long white envelope.

“What are you going to do — destroy that?”

Lorney looked at the girl, and she shook her head.

“No, not if it’s my birth certificate. I want some other proof of my identity than the fact that you and I have exactly the same eyebrows!”

Collett looked from one to the other. It was a fact well known to him that the one feature of human physiognomy which is repeated from generation to generation is the character, the colour and the “drawing” of eyebrows. There was no question of it when he saw them together.

“Your daughter, eh?”

“My daughter,” said Lorney.

His voice was a little harsh, his face set and stern. And then suddenly he looked up at the detective.

“What do you think, Mr. Collett? Is it a pity she knows, or is it a good thing? Have you found Charles?” he asked suddenly.

He had heard of the accident from one of the officers who had been left behind.

“No, we haven’t found Charles, and we certainly shan’t find him alive.”

“Is it a good thing she knows?” asked Lorney again.

“I think so.” T. B. had taken his decision. “If it’s left to me, it’s a very good thing.”



Chapter XXIII


Table of Contents


Mr. Rennett and Mr. Collett dined together in town the night before Rennett left for America. They dined in a private room because they had agreed to bare their hearts to each other; and because they were both law-abiding men, who owed a duty to society and had wilfully avoided the fulfilment of that duty, they needed each other’s immoral support.

But it is highly probable that the reason behind that dinner was that neither of the two knew all, and they hoped, by exchanging their barefaced confidences, and making their reprehensible admissions, that they would each fill certain tantalizing gaps. “You and I ought to be in gaol,” said T. B., “you especially, because you’re an older man than I am and therefore wiser, and also because you’re an American and therefore so much brighter!”

The coffee had come and the waiter had gone. They sat opposite each other, their elbows on the white tablecloth, the air blue with their cigar-smoke. “You’re trying to be offensive to me, but I refuse to be drawn,” said Rennett. “I can tell you the first part. Bill Radley, whose other name is John Lorney, and Keller, whose other name was Barton, were sentenced together in Australia for a burglary. Bill was an expert burglar, the best of his kind; a man who never carried a gun, and, so far as one can give him that description, a burglar of great respectability.”

“For which I honour him,” murmured Collett.

“They escaped together. Barton came to America, after trying to betray his companion. Radley made his way back to England. Radley is a man of character. He knew that he was likely to be a criminal all his life, and when a daughter was born to him — his wife died at the same time — he determined to bring her up in ignorance of her father’s character. A portion out of every robbery went to form a trust fund for the child. As he grew in prosperity that fund was increased. Anna Jeans Radley — that is her name — was brought up by a decent Canadian family, believing that her father and mother were dead and that Lorney was an old friend of her father’s or her uncle’s — I forget which.

“Lorney engaged a lawyer in London to look after the girl’s interests, and he instructed this lawyer, who knew something of the truth, that when the girl grew up she should come down to the inn and see him.”

“You’re anticipating matters,” said Collett. “How did he get the inn?”

The other man nodded slowly.

“I’m no storyteller. All I know is that when Radley came to England he had a little money — probably had it cached. He drew this out, and with the object of living a respectable life he bought the derelict inn, the ‘Coat of Arms’, paid the first instalment and settled down, as he thought, to make a respectable living. But the place was in a state of disrepair. Money was going out all the time. The instalments on the purchase became due and he couldn’t meet them. In desperation he went back to his old game. He was the burglar, later known as the Old Man. When the legend of the Old Man became common in the countryside he thought it was a good idea to wear a beard, if only to scare away the people who might intercept him.

“You know all about that — he took plate, hid it at the ‘Coat of Arms’, and was about to convert it into cash when he had a stroke of luck. He played the races and won forty thousand pounds.”

“On a double,” said Collett.

“I think that’s the term,” agreed Captain Rennett. “I heard about these burglaries, and because I’d been studying the methods of the two men since my poor girl’s tragedy I came to the conclusion that this man must be Radley, and that if he was here Boy Barton couldn’t be far away. I came and discovered that Radley was very much on his own. Later I met Barton by accident.

“Radley had started putting back the stuff he had stolen — by the way, the bones of the real old man were found in the quarry pool when they were dragging for Charles Green, but you know that.

“One of the things that puzzled me since the fire at Arranways Hall was why Lorney took so much trouble to protect the good name of Lady Arranways.”

“That is simply explained,” interrupted Collett. “She saved his life — knocked up the hand of her husband when he was about to shoot him. I should think gratitude is one of Lorney’s virtues. Go on.”

Rennett was glooming down at the tablecloth, and his thoughts were not pleasant.

“Then Boy Barton came,” he said at last. “It was a shocking discovery for Lorney, for the recognition was mutual. Barton saw the advantage, started in to blackmail his old partner, gave him a cheque for ten thousand pounds which he demanded should be cashed. What was worse, he started making love to Lorney’s daughter, and the daughter was the one holy thing in John Lorney’s eyes.

“Barton knew the secret. He was something of a a physiognomist, and as good as told Lorney that he knew Anna was his daughter. Whether it was the blackmail or the love-making I don’t know. Lorney decided to settle this man, and settle him for good. But you know that — I’m vague about the rest.”

“Arranways had forgotten to put away one of his knives,” said Collett. “Lorney found it; I saw it in his hand. He said he was going to put it back in his lordship’s room, and took down a key. I happened to know that Lord Arranways had gone away with the key in his pocket, so the movement was a blind. What he did do, when he was out of my sight, was to put the knife in a long pocket which he had in the inside of his jacket, and come back and hang up the key.

“The second clue I had,” Collett went on, “was when I learned that Keller was killed on the stroke of the half-hour, A minute after that, Lorney was standing at the door of Keller’s room and apparently speaking to him. At that time Keller must have been dead. Therefore Lorney must have killed him. He went upstairs, probably without any thought of murder, saw this man coming away from the door of his daughter’s room, and killed him on the balcony. There was blood on his hands. I remembered afterwards that when he came downstairs he had one hand in his pocket. Later, our brilliant friend Blagdon found that bloodstained pocket, carefully cut out and left as a clue to lead the police astray.

“There must have been blood on Lorney’s clothes. If I’d been in charge of the case I couldn’t have saved him: the clothes would have gone for analysis and the blood would have been discovered. But Blagdon would have none of that, and in the night, during the period of confusion following Blagdon’s arrival — and, believe me, there was some confusion! — Lorney changed his clothes, took the old suit, cut off all the buttons so that they might not be found and identified in the ashes, and, soaking the clothes with petrol, set them afire. I have still to discover the buttons. That is, I think, as nearly as possible the complete story of how two eminent detective officers conspired to shield a murderer from justice!”

“It’s a pretty good story,” agreed Rennett. “And, talking of justice, there’s something poetical about the fact that Blagdon is getting all the credit for discovering that the murderer was Charles Kluger Green.”

“It doesn’t hurt him,” said Collett, “He’s dead. And so is Blagdon as far as I’m concerned.”

He poured out a glass of part, poured one for himself. They clinked glass to glass.

“Here’s to us,” said Mr. Collett, “The wisest men in two hemispheres. I’m certain about one hemisphere, anyway!”


The End
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Tony Perelli was not yellow, either by his own code or judged by standards more exacting. It was yellow, to squeal to futile police, but not yellow to squeal to one’s own crowd, and squeal loudly, about injustices suffered. It was yellow to betray a pal, but not yellow if the pal had not acted square or if he himself was yellow; even then it was yellow to tip off the police about his delinquencies. The honourable thing was to take him to some lone place and “give him the works”.

Horrified farmers who in the grey of morning found stark things sprawled on the edge of their lands might grow hysterical about the brutality of it, but there it was; justice in a sense, the sort of justice that the west and the middle west understood and countenanced too frequently.

For instance, “Red” Gallway.

Red bad been most things that were wrong and done most things that were indictable, He had been Peterman (which is a euphemism for safe — breaker), con man, hold — up man and keeper of questionable establishments. He came from this strenuous and not too affluent stew of professions into the business of booze running, which gave him wealth beyond his dreams, a comfortable existence, immunity from arrest, and the comradeship of square shooters. Success made him big in the head; he became talkative, a little quarrelsome; crowning offence, he began to sniff the white stuff.

Angelo Verona, the sleek chief of staff, expostulated.

“Say, Red, I’d cut out that stuff. Tony won’t stand for coke in this outfit.”

Red’s ugly face twisted in a sneer. “Is that so?”

Angelo nodded, his grave, brown eyes on the weakling.

“Cocaine never did any good to anybody,” he said. “Yeh! It makes you feel bigger than the Wrigley Building for a while, but when the effect passes you’re just a hole in the ground. And the first time they get a guy down at Headquarters to quiz him, why, he falls apart.”

“Is that so?” said Red offensively.

“That — is — so,” nodded Angelo.

Red ran around with a friend — Mose Leeson, sometime machinist from Gary. The men had mean appetites in common, felt more at home in the squalor and dinginess of certain poor areas than in the splendour of lakeside restaurants.

To Leeson was due the credit of a discovery which had an important bearing upon the life of Tony Perelli.

Mose was poor and a sycophant. To him Red was the biggest of Big Shots, a man in the automobile and silk shirt class. He gave to his more fortunate friend the reverence of subject to monarch. It was over a drink at the firm’s speakeasy that Mose, gross of mind and body, offered information and a proposal.

Red shook his head.

“Chink girls don’t mean nothing to me, Mose,” he said. “Listen! There’s a girl up town who’s nuts about me! Joe Enrico’s daughter, but I don’t look at her twice. That’s me, Mose.”

“Sure,” said Mose.He looked twice at Minn Lee, and then more. He used to meet her on the stairs of the shabby apartment house where he had his home. She was Chinese and lovely. Small of stature, slim of body, with tiny, white hands that fascinated him. She was lovely, with slanting brown eyes and a rosebud of a mouth. Skin — like satin. When you saw it, you felt it. Her hair, not the blue — black of the Oriental but a sheeny black.

He used to give her a crooked grin. Then he tried to speak to her and found no difficulties. She was very simple and sweet and all too ready to talk. Her name was Minn Lee. Her husband was an artist, and a sick artist. She herself made fashions for catalogues.

Mose was staggered by her frank earnestness, and found no opportunity or opening for a more personal approach. Later, when he suggested supper at a swell place up town, she was more astonished than offended.

“But my husband is ill,” she said. “I could not possibly leave him alone.”

“Aw, listen, baby! I’ll fix it to have a woman come in and sit with him…”

She shook her head. When he fumbled for her hand it was not there — nor she.

After that she avoided him. He suspected that she watched out for his leaving the house before she went abroad to the market. To test this he left the house early one morning and waited at the end of the block. Presently he saw her and stood squarely in her path.

“Hey, angel-face! What’s the idea? Keepin’ out of my way?”

She was too honest to deny the charge, and tried to dodge past him, but he grabbed her.”Wait a minute!”

He might have said much more, but a bony fist thumped him in the small of the back, and he spun round to stare into the merciless blue eyes of a man he had reason to detest. Sergeant Harrigan of the Central Office was laconic, offensively to the point.

“Hey, you! Leave that little Chinese girl alone, and tell me the story of your life, will you? That bit of your life that began at five last night and finished when you went to bed.”

Minn Lee slipped away like a frightened pigeon and was lost in the crowd.

“Why, Mr. Harrigan, I just don’t know what you mean.” The voice of Mose became a plaintive and monotonous whine.

“Somebody stuck up a gentleman near Grant Park, took three hundred dollars and a watch from his pocket, and left him stumped on the sidewalk.”

“Why, Mr. Harrigan, I went to bed at ten—”

“You’re a liar. You were seen near the Hippodrome at midnight. And you were seen near Grant Park at nine o’clock.”

There was a search of Mose Leeson’s squalid little room and a personal search of Mose. All that day he alternated between police headquarters and the clinic to which the robbed and injured citizen had been taken. There was no identification, and Mose went free that night — relieved and wrathful.

Minn Lee heard all about it and was troubled. The dying artist who wailed at her from his neat bed demanded querulously what the hell she was thinking about and why she was making a meat soup for him and the day Friday. He had never had religion until he was ill. On the contrary, he favoured the more advanced school of thought which so heavily discounted the sacred symbols of divinity that they hardly had excuse for persisting. But since he had been sick he had ordered her to destroy certain drawings, notably the cartoon which caricatured so amusingly the Chicagoan’s ideas of heaven. And all those nude studies of his, and certain appalling obscenities which had decorated the walls.

Minn Lee was neither glad nor sorry. These crude drawings meant nothing to her one way or the other. She recognized facts, but did not colour them nor tone them down. John Waite was a bad artist; she never thought that in his soul were the seeds of immortality. His perspectives were flat, his colour work was muddled, he had no sense of line, and even his drift towards vorticism, the last resort of all bad painters, had convinced nobody.

He was her man, that was all. Life and fate had linked them. There was reason enough for an infatuation which had the semblance of love, no reason at all for veneration. Yet she did not love him and did respect him. And he was dying. The German doctor had said so. Three months, maybe four. A priest came nowadays, a kindly man who was not shocked by the presence of Minn Lee, spoke to her humanly. He said three months too. There was a movement towards getting the painter to the coast, but nothing came of it. He protested vehemently against charity — he who had lived for years on an allowance made to him by the invalid mother he had brought to ruin. And when he was vehement he coughed and coughed and went on coughing all through the night.

The priest used to call twice a week. On the top floor he had another very sick man, who was also very old — Peter Melachini, sometime musician. He was not poor, but was as determined as any to die in the hovel which was his home. The slatternly wife of the plumber on the first floor told Minn Lee that old Peter was under the powerful protection of a Big Shot in the booze world.

“Can you beat it, Mrs. Waite? This guy offered to put Mr. Melachini in a grand house on the coast an’ pay everything! But the old man wouldn’t — no, ma’am, he said he’d stay right here in the city where he got born. He’s crazy! A grand house on the coast an’ everything!”

The Big Shot made occasional calls. Lithe, dark — faced men, nicely tailored, would suddenly appear in the street. Peering at them through dingy windows, the street grew pleasantly excited. Gunmen! Sure thing. Say, what an awful life — shoot’n’ up folks, hey? They got as much as a hundred bucks a week. Yes, sir!

Then a dark car would sweep into the street and three men alight. One went first into the house, then the Big Shot himself, followed by the rear guard. He went straight up to Melachini’s room, taking the basket of fruit from his henchman’s hands.

“‘Lo, Peter — here’s the works, boy.”

They had been in the same orchestra at Cosmolino’s — Tony Perelli liked the old man. They were both Sicilian bred, both from a village outside Palermo.

Minn Lee met the Big Shot on the stairs. He was not tall, but carried himself with a certain dignity. His face was fleshy, his dark eyes held a spark of impish humour. He was heavily good — looking, perfectly fitted. About his waist was a belt with a diamond buckle. He smiled at Minn Lee, and she half smiled back. Looking over her shoulder after she had passed him, she saw him turn his head upward as though to take another look at her.

She saw him again in almost the same place, and he stopped and spoke to her. He was very polite, very kind, saw life from an amusing slant and made her laugh. He did not indulge in clumsy compliments, nor did he attempt to touch her hand.

The next day flowers and fruit came to the sick room. On the fruiterer’s label was written, “From Tony Perelli”, in a flourishing hand.

A Big Shot — my, what a Big Shot, breathed the plumber’s wife. He’s got the swellest apartment in Chicago. Motor — cars, a country house an’ everything. One of the Booze Lords, with a casualty list on what remained of his soul as long as Michigan Avenue, yes, ma’am!

Again Minn Lee was not shocked. People did odd things. In a way a booze racket was more decent than John Waite’s peculiar art. Only she never made comparisons. The third time she saw Tony Perelli was when he called. Waite was asleep, and she admitted the visitor — a little uneasily into the tiny sitting — room.

“Sleeping? Fine! I saw the doctor. He said your man should go to the coast. That crazy old Peter should go — but the hell he will! Listen, Mrs. Waite, if it’s money—”

She shook her head.

“No, Mr. Perelli — he cannot take money because he cannot honourably return it,” she said. She used the word “honourable” very often.

John Waite died a week later — died very quietly and unobtrusively, and when she had buried him and explained to the officials why her name was not Waite also, and had paid his immediate debts and had written to his mother, she set about finding work. It should have been easy for one who had a degree from Columbia University, and who had once earned as much as twenty — seven dollars and fifty cents in one week by drawing gowns for a ladies’ magazine that no lady had ever seen, but she chose the easier way. There was a Chinese restaurant that needed girls. She wrote a business — like application to Che — foo Song, the proprietor, but before the answer came Mose Leeson called with a proposal.

The old Italian had died, and had been removed to a swell funeral parlour. On the night he went to Carmel, Tony Perelli came to gather the dead man’s belongings, and especially his family treasures. They were to go back to Sicily to a grandson and a grand — daughter.

Nobody saw Perelli, for he came on foot with his bodyguard before, beside and behind him. He passed swiftly into the house and glanced at Minn Lee’s door as he went on his way.

The house was noisy tonight. On the second floor Laski the Polak, who had ambitions to be the world’s champion trap — drummer, was making deafening and frilly sounds on his drum, to the distress and wrath of every tenant. Some say that his drum killed John Waite; it may have made death a sweet alternative.

If he could have seen the girl standing with white, drawn face in the grip of Mose Leeson…

Mose was caveman by instinct. Experience helped him in the faith that women need to be carried off their feet.

“Honey, you can stand on what I say. I’ll give you a swell time. I’m saying it! I’m nuts about you…”

She struggled; she had to struggle. Tony Perelli heard the thin scream as he came down the stairs and tried the door. It yielded to his hand, and he went in.

“What do you want — wop?”

Mose was white — hot mad; his unpleasant face twitched convulsively as it was thrust into Perelli’s.”Beat it!”

Tony Perelli’s voice was metallic, passionless.

“Beat it, eh? Sure I’ll beat it — but not for no damn’ Sicilian!”

His fist shot out; missed Perelli. The people in the other apartments heard only what sounded like a louder and more irregular beat of the drum.

Tony held the smoking pistol waist — high, but there was no need for a second shot. Mose had got his. He held for a second to the bedrail, then slipped down to the floor.

Minn Lee looked gravely from killed to killer.

“Get your coat and come away.”

Perelli’s orders could never be mistaken for requests. She obeyed and went out with him along the street and into his waiting car. The men he left behind would deal adequately with Mose Leeson. There would be no fuss; the situation was far from being unusual, and would develop normally. A car driver found his body lying on the prairie in the snow; the newspapers said “Another Gang Shooting”, and that was the end of it.

In the meantime Minn Lee had gone to the home of Tony and became accustomed to being addressed as Mrs. Perelli.
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From the broad balcony with its Venetian balustrading Tony Perelli could look down upon the city which he was to rule. He loved Chicago, every stone of it.

Chicago was home and kingdom. The endless trails of cars which passed up and down the broad avenue beneath him bore his subjects to their daily work — his subjects and his partners. Beneath every one of those shiny roofs was a man or woman who kept “the best” in their cellars. Visitors who came to dinner would have the best brought to the table — the best in gilt-necked bottles, the best in sparkling decanters.

It was against the law that the best should be made or sold at all; every furtive case or keg smuggled into the cellars stood for lawlessness, every purchaser contributed to the smuggler who purveyed it and the gunman who protected it. Rather than that they should be denied the satisfaction of parading the best upon their tables, they tacitly agreed that any person interfering with its delivery should be shot and flung from a moving car on to the roadside. They would have been horrified at the suggestion, but they paid for the shells that wiped these vexatious people from the face of the earth, and unconsciously subscribed to the flowers that went to their funerals.

Perelli went back to the glorious salon which was at once breakfast — room, lounge and drawing — room. Sniffing and superior critics who had seen it likened it to the entrance hall of a super cinema theatre. They spoke of it as vulgar and garish and tawdry. It was in truth an exact replica of the most beautiful room in the Palace of the Doge.

Kiki, his Japanese servant, had brought his coffee. Minn Lee, in obedience to the routine he had established and which later he was to relax, would not be visible before the afternoon. Angelo had recently rented an apartment in a fashionable area, and would not appear till later.

He looked at his watch. Eight o’clock. Not too early for a caller. He had heard the purr of the signal bell and knew exactly who that caller was.

Red Gallway was never quite comfortable in this environment; he was even less comfortable this morning, because he had a grievance and found it difficult to maintain the overnight fury into which he had been worked.

“Sit down. Red. Tell me all that is happening on the West Side, huh?”

Red swallowed something.

“It’s what’s happenin’ in Chicago that beats me,” he said huskily. “I gotta know somep’n’, Perelli — if I don’t know I’ll start somep’n’ — see?”

Perelli regarded him from under his long lashes curiously. He might have favoured some unusual animal with a similar scrutiny.

“Start something? Fonny! You make me laff! Start something. Well? Start!”

Red moved uncomfortably in the chair on which he sat.

“That guy Leeson — Mose Leeson. Him and me was friends, Perelli. Somebody bumped him. Say, I’d like to meet that guy.”

Antonio Perelli smiled.

“I bumped him,” he said simply.

There was an awkward silence.

“Well?”

Red’s face was twisted ludicrously.

“Say — that’s no way to treat a regular feller… friend of mine… me and Mose is like brothers.”

“Then you should be in mourning,” said Perelli calmly, “for your brother is dead.”

“Why?”

Red jerked out the query with an effort. There was no reply.

“Say, what’s the idea? Mose was a right man. He has been useful to me.”

Protest of some sort was called for.

“I thought I would.”

Tony Perelli was perched on the wooden settle before the organ which stood in one corner of the room. He picked up the coffee by his side and sipped thoughtfully.

“Yes — I thought I would. I guess when I feel that way I just do what I want.”

Red licked his dry lips. Inwardly he quaked and raged alternately.

“Well, it don’t seem you’ve done right by me, Perelli — tha’s all.”

Tony nodded. “Yeh! I sympat’ise. It is very understandable. Have you been to hospital? No? A friend of yours is there — Antropolos the Greek. He is feeling very sore. Somebody beat him up last night. Why, you ask? I see that you do not. He was beaten up because he sold coke to one of my boys. Hey! That is good news or bad?”

The other man did not answer.

“They shall not drink, they shall not sniff the coke, or do things which make their ‘eads go fonny and their ‘ands go so — !” His outstretched hand trembled artistically.

“I guess I can look after myself—” began Red.

“Sure you can. And who cares if you don’t? But you are not paid to look after yourself. You are paid to look after me and my boys. If your ‘and shakes and your ‘ead goes zooey, that is bad, and if you talk when you booze that is worse, but worst of all is this, that a hop — head will spill his friends’ secrets to buy more hop. So that is all.”

“Listen—”

“That is all. Cut out that white stuff or quit.”

Red rose to his feet. “That’s O.K. by me,” he said. “I’ll quit!”

Again that swift, sly smile.

“Sure. Quit!”

Dull in most respects. Red recognized the menace in that last word and wilted.

“Listen, Tony. I’m a guy that doesn’t like to be pushed around — say, I’m not a child, and don’t you forget it! If two guys can’t get together they oughter quit. Tha’s all.”

Tony nodded.

“That’s all,” he said.

So Red went, his head buzzing with plans, for he now knew certain ends of the booze racket that he had not known before, and would never have known but for Tony Perelli’s instruction. He sought out a member of the gang with whom he was on terms of sympathy, and over lunch at Bellini’s poured into his ears the story of his grievances.

Victor Vinsetti was a well — dressed young man with restless eyes; he seemed everlastingly expecting to find somebody behind him. His own views he rarely expressed, but he was a good and ready listener. And so he listened.

He learned of Red’s little quarrel, and of Mose, and how easy it would be to run a separate racket, get booze in over the frontier, cut it and find a market. And how, with a few good boys to persuade the speakeasies, one could come to fortune in a ludicrously short space of time. Vinsetti listened interestedly, because he himself had held such opinions. As for himself, he had formed his own plans.

“So you see, Vic,” said Red at long last.

“Sure, I see — but it’s not so easy, Red — and anyway, you’re a bonehead to talk like you’re talking.”

“Mose was a square shooter—”

“Mose was just nothing and then not,” said Vinsetti calmly. “He’s dead, and it’s no loss to the United States or the cause of Pure Government. He was just a vote. Next election you can poll twice and he’ll be alive. No. I wonder what Perelli thinks about it?”

He pondered this whilst Red surveyed him curiously. For Vinsetti was a near — big shot, reputedly wealthy. And rumour did not lie. Vinsetti was an “outer”. He was prepared to give the lie to tradition that once you were “in” you could never “get out”. His cabin was reserved on the Empress of Australia, for he planned to leave via Canada; his share stock had been liquidated and was now currency. Already he had negotiated for a seashore house at San Remo. Red’s frankness was a little alarming — and at Bellini’s, where every other waiter was a spy.

That night he saw Perelli.

“Red’s sore,” he said, “and he’s talking. He stuck me in Bellini’s with a whole bellyful of aches.”

“I don’t want no trouble,” said Tony Perelli. It was at once his slogan and alibi.

But Red, all lit up, was for bad trouble. Brilliant ideas were flowing in upon him. Through an intermediary he sought Mike Feeney, Baron of the South Side. He got no further than Shaun O’Donnell, who was Mike’s chief of staff by appointment and brother by marriage.

But Shaun was the real leader, the brains of the outfit. (“That’s the worst thing that’s ever been said about Mike Feeney’s crowd,” Perelli was to say on a subsequent occasion.) Shaun was small, thin, irritable, too quick on the draw for some, too mouthily offensive for others. He listened to Red’s proposals coldly and gave him no encouragement.

“Red, you’re no darn’ good to us or nobody,” he said with rude frankness. “You’re a hop — head and you booze. I’m telling you, boy. We got no room in this outfit for guys who sniff. Perelli’s a this and that, but we don’t want no trouble with him. If you break into his territory we’ll help you with the Best Stuff.”

“Mose—” began Red.

“Mose can stay plumb in hell where he b’longs,” said Shaun.

The next day nothing much happened. The temperature of Red Gallway’s feet went down some forty degrees, and in the dusk of a wintry afternoon he sidled into police headquarters and demanded an interview with Chief Kelly. He wanted to make a complaint about a policeman. He said this very loudly, because police headquarters was in Perelli’s area, and inside and out there were watchful eyes and attentive ears.

Nobody but Red would have gone to police headquarters; they would have followed the usual procedure of getting it on the wire and fixing an appointment for a secret meeting. Red, who, when he was lit up, had no finesse, took the bold step, and a quarter of an hour after he arrived he was talking to the grim — faced chief of detectives.

His version would have been that he spoke cleverly, avoided mentioning names. The only thing he was certain about was that his life was in danger, and after he had spoken for a little while Mr. Kelly was even more certain than he on the subject.

Red was not clever, he was not particularly well guarded. Actually he did not spell out names and dot the i’s. He told Kelly nothing he did not know. The chief knew by bitter experience that if he held the man as a witness and put him on the stand before a jury, he would retract every word he had spoken, that if he were to sign a written statement he would swear with the greatest fervour that that statement had been secured by a trick, or by bullying, or by threats of physical violence, or whilst he was unconscious as the result of such physical violence.

The chief knew just how Mose had died and why. He knew the names of the men who had taken his body away, and the number of the car they had used. The latter was easy; they had found the car, a stolen one, abandoned.

Red would have continued talking all through the night, but the chief was busy, and he hated one — sided conversation that told him nothing.

“Do you want me to keep you inside?” he asked.

Red was indignant. “What, me? I guess I can look after myself. No, sir! I’m going out to Chicago to — morrow. I’m through. I’ve got some friends out east who’ll stake me to all the money I want.”

There was a stage in Red’s intoxication when ha acquired rich supporters; he had reached this.

He went out on to the street with three shadows behind him. Two of them were police officers.

“Don’t lose sight of that bird,” was the chief’s instruction.

He had not gone a block when two men fell in with Red, one on each side of him.

“Say, what the—” began Red, when they locked their arms affectionately in his.

“You squawk and you go dead,” said one of them pleasantly.

He stuck a snub — nosed belly gun into the side of the prisoner.

“Step out, you — !”

The detectives walking behind were new to the game. They saw only the arrival of two close friends of their quarry, and when the three came abreast of a waiting car and got in, their man in the front seat by the driver, they did no more than look around for a taxi. Before one drew up to them the car had gone ahead and was out of sight.

Red did not quite realize what was happening. You may sober a man who is suffering from alcoholism, but one who is lit is not so readily brought back to normality. The only thing he was perfectly certain about was that the man sitting immediately behind him in the car was pushing something hard against the back of his neck, and was chatting pleasantly across the seat with the driver. They were talking about a ball game, and argued hotly whether Southern California would beat Notre Dame or vice versa. The driver was all for Notre Dame, gave reasons why it should win, reeled off long lists of previous victories and performances, and offered to bet a hundred dollars on the team of his choice, which the man sitting immediately behind him instantly took.

“I’m all for Notre Dame,” said Red.

“You shut your mouth,” said the driver, “and keep it shut. I wonder your throat’s not sore, the time you’ve been squawking to the bulls.”

“Me squawk?” protested Red indignantly.

The gun muzzle at his neck thumped painfully into the back of his head.

“Shut up.”

They left the town behind; dreary stretches of country ran past on either side, with an occasional house. Presently they came to a little plantation by the side of the bumpy road. The driver stopped.

“Step out,” he said, and Red stepped.The drug had worn off. He was shaking from head to foot.

“Say, what’s the big idea?” he quavered. “I’ve done no squawking. You take me right back to Tony…”

With a man on each arm he lurched across the rough ground, past the first outlying trees.

“You’re not going to bump me off, are you?” His voice was a thin whine. “Listen — I’ve done nothing.”

The man behind him thumbed back the hammer of his revolver and fired. Red went down on his knees, swayed. He heard neither the first nor the second shot. The executioner put the gun in his pocket and lit a cigarette. The flame of his match did not quiver.

“Let’s go,” he said.

He took the place that Red had occupied, and half — way back to town the argument of Southern California against Notre Dame was resumed.

The driver saw the squad car, above the whirr of his own engine heard the squeal of its siren. He Jerked the car round and stepped on the accelerator.

“Get the typewriter — it’s under the seat.”

The other man crawled over his shoulder. He came across the partition to the help of his friend. They let down the back flap and poked out the muzzle of the machine — gun.

“The coppers must have got Kelly on the wire,” said the executioner, who had seen the shadows that were following Red.

The car was getting closer.

“Let her have it,” he said, and the machine — gun man pressed the trigger.

Rat — a — tat — a — tat — a — tat — a — tat!

The windscreen of the pursuing car was smashed. It swerved slightly, then came up. Three pencils of flame shot out. The machine — gun fired again. The driver of the car behind made a wild swerve and the burst missed.

“Hell!” said the man with the machine — gun, and again rested the barrel on the back of the car, steadied it with his hand, then slid gently to the floor.

The gun poised for a moment, then fell backward on to the road. There was a sharp report; the police car had struck the weapon, and one of the tyres had ripped off. The assassin looked back through the flap.

“Ditched,” he said. “Go to it, Joe.”

He took a little electric torch from his pocket and flashed it on to the figure huddled on the floor. In the centre of his forehead was a big, red, ugly hole. The man climbed back to his place beside the driver.

“That bet of yours is phoney,” he said. “Billy has got his.”

All the way back to town they talked of the coming ball game, and the inert thing behind them rolled and rocked with every corner they took.
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Vinsetti was no ordinary gangster, held no ordinary position. For two years he had been the suave ambassador, the plenipotentiary travelling from coast to coast, the go — between who crossed and recrossed the lakes to Canada. At times he had been a high — grade negotiator, and settled differences which threatened to develop gruesomely if gang leaders kept their promise.

He was a good — looking young man, had a reputation for gallantry, and harboured the illusion of invincibility. There was certain justification for this.

But he made the mistake of engaging himself in Canada to a young lady who did not accept her ultimate dismissal with good grace. One day, when Vinsetti went across to Toronto to fix a delivery of whisky, a lawyer’s emissary slipped a writ into his hand. He was sued for breach of promise, and even more than that. Vinsetti had no cosmopolitan sense of law. It was a matter to be fixed and he looked around for a fixer, choosing a disreputable lawyer who accepted his fee, made one half — hearted effort to secure a withdrawal of the action, and, when he failed, forgot all about it. The consequence was that Vinsetti was cast in heavy damages, and on his next visit to Toronto was arrested. He paid because he had to pay; but that was not the worst; he ceased to be abuying agent, suffered a very considerable cut of his revenue.

“I don’t want no trouble,” said Tony Perelli when the matter was discussed. “You’re in bad with these Canadian guys. I don’t want people working for me who are rubbered on the street.”

“I don’t see how it affects you,” said Vinsetti, inwardly boiling.

Tony stroked his little moustache and studied the pattern of his silky carpet.

“Maybe not,” he said. “Maybe that girl didn’t squeal before the judge, and say you was in a whisky racket and was making a million dollars. Maybe she didn’t say you was working with Antonio Perelli. That’s bad.” He shook his head. “You go east, Victor mio, there’s plenty to do, plenty money, plenty fon. I am not sore — it is a bad break, but I am not sore.”

He patted Vinsetti’s shoulder gently.

That evening, sitting alone with Minn Lee, he opened his heart to her. He sat by her side on a silken divan in that big saloon of his; the golden gates were wide open, and the delicately scented apartment lay bathed in the soft radiance of amber lamps.

“That guy is too fond of women, and making love and such nonsense.”

“Is it nonsense?” she asked, and he smiled.

“To you, my sweet peach blossom, no, but where in the world is another you, hey?”

He dropped her little hand on her lap, strolled across to the big organ that stood in one corner of the room, and played continuously for an hour, and she listened, entranced. He was a beautiful musician, a violinist of considerable ability, but the organ was his passion. He would sit for hours, extemporizing, bringing into his fancy little scraps of Italian opera that he remembered. Italian opera was the beginning and end of art for Tony Perelli. He loathed jazz, although he danced extraordinarily well.

For an hour Minn Lee sat, in her new satin robe, legs crossed like a little Buddah, her hands folded meekly, her head bent. When Tony came back to her and lounged on the sofa by her side, he spoke again of Vinsetti.

“That boy is too clever; yet he is very useful. It was a bad break, but everybody must have a bad break sometimes. Perhaps he is yellow — I do not know. Victor lives too softly — that takes the devil out of a man. But he doesn’t drink, and he doesn’t talk, and he’s got a swell way with swell people.”

Victor’s lapse was overlooked a few days later when he negotiated with Chief Kelly for the release of a man who was being held — unjustly, as it happened — for an offence under the Mann Act. The individual so held was of immediate value to Tony, and his release was something of a triumph for the lieutenant.

“I should have held that guy,” said Chief Detective Kelly, when he and Harrigan were discussing the matter.

“There’s got to be a lot of give and take in this business, chief,” said Harrigan. “My own opinion is that Perelli worked his release because he was afraid of us fastening another crime on him — they found Red Gallway this morning, by the way — plugged through the back.”

Kelly nodded.”That was always coming to him. A loud speaker, that bird; sooner or later he would have blown wise. It’s a waste of time, but you might see Perelli.” He scratched his chin irritably. “No, I guess I’ll see him myself.”

“There’s a new lady up at his apartment.”

Kelly nodded. “I know — Minn Lee. Mrs. Waite, or whatever her name was. If there’s any honour amongst thieves, Perelli has it all. He’s got the tightest bunch of hoodlums in the town. We’ve never had a squeal from any of his regular gang.”

Harrigan looked at him oddly.

“There’s one who’ll come across sooner or later,” he said, lowering his voice.

Kelly pursed his lips.

“Vinsetti — I wonder? If there was a chance of it, Perelli would know first, and if Perelli knew first—”

He smiled.

Harrigan bit off the end of a cigar and lit it.

“He’ll never take the stand — none of them will — but he’s copper — hearted and he’ll give us the dope on a whole lot of things that’ll be mighty useful for the file.”

Again Kelly shook his head, and again he said:

“I wonder? Do you see Vinsetti often?” he asked. “You might put him right on one point. Perelli knows he’s quitting and it’s pretty unhealthy when a man takes a powder on Perelli. Perhaps if he knows this he’ll come across. We’ll give him protection — put him right on board the boat. Anyway, the gang wouldn’t start anything in Canada — the laws are still working there.”

Harrigan spent the next two days fixing up an accidental meeting with Victor Vinsetti, and he failed for the excellent reason that Vinsetti had seen Minn Lee and was aflame.

Certain things to Minn Lee were honourable and certain things dishonourable. It was dishonourable to deceive your man; it was honourable to betray all for his sake. Vinsetti’s calls were reported, all he said, all he did, all that he proposed. In his queer way Perelli was flattered by the attention she excited. He grew ecstatic over her loyalty, for she had told him simply, as one relating everyday events, not in a spirit of boastfulness, nor coyly, nor yet to inspire his pleasant jealousy.

Vinsetti had spoken about many things: Love, for example, devotion, the splendour of life in Europe. But he had said other things which were disturbing to Antonio Perelli’s sense of dignity. For example, those houses in Cicero — she had never heard of them before, was not shocked even now. If she had gone into Che — foo Song’s restaurant, where Chinese girls danced — well, there was not much difference between Cicero and the smoke-laden atmosphere of the Stars of Heaven Restaurant.

No, she was not shocked; a little startled, just a little hurt; for this man had suddenly become as a god to her.

Tony was both shocked and hurt; when he met Vinsetti the next day, his manner was curt, and at the end of the business interview —

“When Minn Lee wants to see you she will get you on the wire, Victor,” he said. “You’re a swell fellow but you talk too much… Oh no,not of love, but of Cicero, eh? You made a grand hit — but not with me, Victor.”

Looking into his eyes, Vinsetti saw the red light, and yet those eyes were kind and good — humoured, and that thick mouth of Tony Perelli’s was curled in a grin.

But the red light was there; Vinsetti sensed it.

You might quarrel with Tony Perelli, lash him to a fury, but if the subject of the quarrel did not make contact with the basic facts of life, when the trouble was over you went on just as you were. Your offence and his were forgiven and forgotten. Within a certain fenced area the quarrel might become a battle royal and no harm come of it, but outside the boundary line was death, quick, merciless — expedient.

Expediency governed every move, every action, every thought. Let any man impinge upon the safety line, open or threaten to open one stronghold door, and he vanished in the dark. As yet Tony Perelli’s quarrel with him was purely domestic. His dignity had been hurt; he had been lowered in the eyes of his woman. He would destroy no man for that. Still, Vinsetti saw the red light and became cold and cautious and watchful. He had the mind of a diplomat, and the most powerful weapon in the diplomat’s armoury is to impress upon his antagonist the sense of the reactions most flattering to him. So Vinsetti sulked, pretended more to being the guilty lover than the treacherous comrade, and after a while it seemed that the situation came back to normal. Not so with Vinsetti. Perhaps he had seen too much: he had certainly imagined more than was good for his peace of mind.

Tony was unusually generous. There was something of the cat in him; he preferred to strike brusquely and without warning. Now he warned. The next time Vinsetti called at the apartment, Perelli made a suggestion.

“There will be no vacation for you this year, Victor,” he said. “I guess I’d sell that reservation on the Empress of Australia — why waste money?”

Just that, no more. No recriminations, no reproaches, no cold fury at this unforgivable act. For the man who takes a powder on the gang is outcast, and if he is detected after he has made his getaway, all manner of troubles await him. Notifications go forward through a strangely active police that the man is a criminal; foreign ports are barred against him; he may land only to be arrested, and possibly deported, and a man so deported would go back, as he knew, to waiting guns.

Perelli had an espionage system which was well — nigh perfect. He had clerks in the banks who furnished him with particulars about his own people. He knew to a cent their balances, would be instantly informed about the transfer of money or stock to another country, and particularly did he keep tag of cheques drawn in favour of tourist agencies or steamship companies.

Vinsetti was one of the few men who kept a banking account. As a rule gangsters do not trust banks, rather putting their faith in safe deposit boxes. Tony could keep watch, therefore, on the more intimate side of Victor Vinsetti’s life. He knew all about the letter of credit that the bank had sold him. His chief offence was that attack at Cicero. Somebody had tipped off Mike and his friends, and here was the natural sequel. Three men alone knew of the forthcoming visit — certainly not the trader in Canada, who had no idea that his lucrative customer was Tony Perelli. It was a great pity about Vinsetti, Angelo agreed, for he was a wise boy and an asset; one must have fellows who could dress well to deal with those honest and respectable villains who supplied the raw material of Mr. Perelli’s trade. As a liaison officer between the outfits he was unrivalled. Vinsetti could walk into any territory and get away without so much as a smell of powder. He was persona grata with Joe the Polak, Mike Feeney and various other members of the various organizations. He was discreet, could be relied upon to keep his word, was the gangman’s idea of a square shooter. It was, as Angelo Verona said, a great pity.

Events were moving in one inevitable direction. Perelli’s activities were multifarious; he had fingers in all makes and shapes of pies, some legitimate, some distinctly illicit. He kept rigidly aloof from the ordinary criminal classes. He neither financed nor benefited by vulgar robbery with or without violence. The monies of men who fell victim to his vengeance or suspicion were invariably found intact. Sometimes enormous sums were discovered in the pockets of the dead men left derelict by the roadside. He kept faith with seller and buyer; his word was his bond, and he even resented the practice of sending the booze he supplied to the analyst. His wages bill was enormous, his turnover colossal. Though he maintained a small army of accountants and clerks, he carried all the details of his transactions in his head. Greatest of his gifts was a sixth sense which warned him of danger. When that alarum sounded in his mind he accepted no excuses, but obeyed the warning blindly. Generally the reason he gave for some swift act of retribution was not the real reason. Red had been killed ostensibly for a visit to the police station. He died not because of the immediate but because of the future danger.
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If Perelli punished ruthlessly, his rewards were on the side of munificence. He spent fifty thousand dollars in furnishing Angelo’s new apartment — a bungling recruit to gangdom who had saved his life he sent back to Sicily a rich man; he was too awkward a gunman to retain, too brave a man to be dismissed.

Vinsetti? Perelli thought a lot about Vinsetti. He was independent, had lost his old enthusiasms, possessed a grievance. Vinsetti had a very sensitive reception and received in full the tonal disharmonies of Perelli’s mind. Through one agent he wrote, cancelling his berth on the Empress of Australia, and through another agent booked the same accommodation in another name. Which was exactly what Tony Perelli thought he would do.

The fascinations of Minn Lee had not dissipated: Victor Vinsetti sent her flowers, wrote little notes to her, very clever little notes, and poetical. Tony read them smilingly.

“Victor is a swell writer — ask him to call again, Minn Lee… Sure I don’t mind! I lak it… he’s a swell feller and very fonny.”

So Minn Lee wrote in her neat schoolboy hand, and Vinsetti came and drank tea with her, and sometimes Tony was there, but more often he was not.

There might be urgent need for Victor Vinsettivery soon. He shone as an arbitrator. The two big gangs were edging across neutral ground into one another’s territory.

Feeney’s crowd supplied a large number of speakeasies on the north side with hard liquor and beer. Mike ran a couple of breweries and was a millionaire. There was a sort of no — man’s — land on this battlefield, where both gangs operated side by side. The proprietors of the speakeasies might buy safety from one side or the other. There was no “you take ours or none” in the tactics of either party. Then suddenly Mike changed front, claimed the territory as being exclusively his own and passed out the customary warnings, which were followed by the customary reprisals. One of Perelli’s good customers had his establishment wrecked and was himself beaten up. He hastened to Angelo with the story of rapine, and Angelo reported.

“Let Victor see this mick,” said Perelli. “Who did the beating?”

They told him it was one Death House Hennessey, a notorious strong — arm man who had operated with his personal gang. He was a sub — contractor of violence very often employed by Shaun O’Donnell when the Irishman did not wish to be identified with a foray or found it expedient to detach details from his main bodyguard.

“Give Hennessey the works,” said Perelli, “but let Victor see Feeney or O’Donnell.”

Victor went down to a certain hotel near North State and interviewed the irritable little Irishman. Shaun O’Donnell was not amenable to reason; he was truculent and breathed vague threats. Vinsetti, in his best diplomatic style, sought a modus vivendi, but Shaun, who had never heard the expression, and, if he had, would have disapproved of it, was adamant.

“Listen, Vic — that territory has always been ours and you can tell Mister Perelli that it stays ours. We stood for his muscle, but now the Polaks are crowding us we gotta tighten up. You’re a swell feller, Vic, and me and Mike would go the coast to oblige you, but fair’s fair.”

There were other negotiations, and in the course of these Shaun said:

“I wonder a guy like you stays around with the Perelli outfit. Mike ‘n’ me would be glad to see you with a place in our organization. I know!” (when Vinsetti protested). “You’re all plumb scared of Perelli, but suppose we was tipped off about some place where we could find him, hey? That guy treats men like dogs.”

Crude temptation, but Victor pondered it. And in the meantime Death House Hennessey got the works.

A car drove up to the door of his little house and somebody rang the bell. Hennessey opened the door and peered into the night…

A distant motor — cyclist policeman heard the rattle of machine — gun fire and streaked towards the sound. Death House Hennessey was slumped over the balustrade of his porch with twenty machine — gun slugs in his physical system.

Shaun O’Donnell accepted the fact philosophically. It meant nothing in his life that a subcontractor had gone. There were others who charged less. Still, it was a peg on which to hang «n attack on Perelli. He personally paid for Hennessey’s funeral and attended the lying in state. Perelli sent a wreath, and such was his power that the men who hated him, and who knew that he had encompassed the death of the man to whose pious memory the flowers paid tribute, dared not displace them.

To Minn Lee he spoke freely; he kept fewer secrets from her than from any woman who had entered and vanished from his life.

“In this racket, sweetheart, there are four points to the compass, and a guy that goes half — way between north ‘n’ west gets nowhere on his own feet. Victor is a swell talker, but he ain’t talked over Shaun O’Donnell, and another of my speakeasies was broken up last night. And yet Victor does not say ‘Go to it!’ All he says is ‘Wait, wait,’ and, by gar, I wait and see my business go to hell!”

Victor had reason for saying “wait”. He saw Tony and reported negotiations, and the big shot listened patiently.

“Sure that’s fine!” he said. “Maybe I will wait till Shaun O’Donnell gets an old man and has sense, huh? For ten years maybe! This mick must settle or he gets the works, Victor — I’m saying it! There is too much talk — let Ricardo speak.”

Ricardo was his favourite machine — gun chopper; a man who had fought in the Great War and had three decorations and twenty killings to his name.

“I will wait a little longer — yes,” said Perelli, “and then…”

He drove out to Cicero that afternoon, and was sitting in his own restaurant, sipping coffee, when three cars drove slowly past and swept the restaurant with machine — gun fire. Perelli lay flat on the floor in a confusion of smashed glass and falling plaster, and decided that he could not afford to wait: he must move, and move quickly.

The attack had not been improvised: it was the result of careful planning. Vinsetti was one of the very few who knew that he was going to Cicero on that particular day — Victor had actually planned the trip, the object of which was to meet a Canadian shipper.

He made enquiries. Mike Feeney and Shaun had left on the previous night for New York; their alibi was a little too cleverly established.

He saw Victor on his return and was very voluble about the narrowness of his escape. To have made light of the matter would have been a mistake. Vinsetti would have been alarmed, and who knew what a frightened rat might do?

Victor was alarmed, nevertheless. He sent an urgent message to Kelly, and had an interview with the chief, giving him a little information but promising more. Then Vinsetti did a curious thing — it was one of those bizarre acts of his that were peculiar to the man. He called at his lawyer’s and made a will, one clause of which ran;

In the event of my dying by violence and on the coroner’s verdict that murder has been committed I direct that the sum of one hundred thousand dollars shall be act aside from my estate as a reward to the person who shall secure the conviction of my murderer and his execution.

In the afternoon he called upon Minn Lee. She had ‘phoned an invitation to tea at Tony’s suggestion.

“You may stay in your suite, little darling,” he said, “for I have much business to finish with Victor.”

Vinsetti called at 4.30. A quarter of an hour later Kelly came. This was the arrangement which had been agreed. In truth the detective arrived outside the entrance of the building five minutes after Vinsetti went in, and filled the idle time by watching some men load furniture on a truck. Two big chairs, a davenport, a coat — hanger and a table were loaded and pulled away as Kelly entered the building and made for the elevator.

Angelo opened the door to him.

“Victor’s gone,” he said. “He only stayed a minute — came to see Minn Lee, chief, but she’s got a headache.”

“Where is Perelli?” He was on the sun balcony, and was sent for.

“Vinsetti came in here fifteen minutes ago and could not have gone,” said Kelly unpleasantly.

“If he is not here he could have gone,” he said.

“There are two ways out, chief — one at the back of the block — Victor usually goes that way.”

“I’d like to search this apartment.” Kelly was frankly and rudely sceptical.

“Sure!” Tony Perelli was all smiles. Vinsetti was gone — how, whither, was a mystery.

Kelly knew of the back exit and had had a man stationed there, but Victor Vinsetti had not passed.

Two days later they found his body floating in the lake. He had been shot dead at close quarters, and in his pocket were eighty sodden notes, each for a thousand dollars.

They hauled Perelli down to police headquarters and quizzed him.

“I hope you get the guy that bumped poor Victor,” he said. “There’s too much of these killings.”

He attended the funeral, riding in an armoured car just behind the funeral coach.
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Vinsetti was something of a litterateur. He kept a big diary, which, to the disappointment of Chief Kelly, and to the infinite relief of at least one person, contained no vital information.

On a visit to Hollywood he had made this illuminating comment:

The gangster’s life has no continuity. It is a series of short stories written round the same funeral parlour… New characters appear on the stage and vanish, almost before they have established their identity… The story of gangland is punctuated with shootings by machine — guns, and most of the punctuation marks are full stops.

The diary was in Italian, and Chief Kelly, reading a translation, enlarged his philosophy but did not extend the volume of his files.

Minn Lee saw gangland from her own peculiar angle. She met men and women who came and went, and sometimes reappeared. The women were pretty, rather loud of voice, expensively gowned and jewelled. They seemed perfectly happy in their environment, which perhaps was an improvement upon the life they had previously known.

Tony was kind to her, much kinder than John Waite had been. He showed her consideration, a pleasing tenderness and a large understanding.

Once a girl came from Cicero to lunch with them. Her attitude towards Perelli was familiar, and yet the familiarity was tinged with a certain reserve which might have meant respect or fear, and probably had in it something of both. She was pretty in a coarse way, had a sable stole and elegant rings.

She drank incessantly throughout lunch, and her conversation was more or less Greek to Minn Lee. She knew the place, too; looked round it with a proprietorial smirk, appraised Minn Lee in one sweeping, searching glance, and thereafter ignored her; except that toward the end of lunch she leaned over and took Minn Lee’s hand and examined the big ring.

“You want to be careful of that baby,” she said. “It’s a bum cut, and the stone slips out of its setting.”

Looking up, she caught Tony’s glance and dropped the girl’s hand as though it were red hot. But Minn Lee was no fool. The woman had worn this ring, and in her crude way was acquainting its new proprietor with the important fact.

Any reserve Tony might have maintained was shaken down by this incident. He began to ask questions about the jewellery the visitor was wearing, where it had come from, how much it had cost. It was a little embarrassing, both for Minn Lee and the person to whom the queries were addressed.” Apparently they had been given to her by various “boys”. She named Vinsetti.

“Because he’s dead?” asked Perelli quietly. “Tell me the names of some live men who gave you those things.”

She was confused, went red and white, tried to carry off the situation with a laugh and a wisecrack, but Perelli drove through all her flippancy. “You should be very careful, Enid,” he said, that metallic tang in his voice. “You have a good job, yes? And receipts are falling very severely.”

She came back with a whine about the vigilants and the difficulties of finding the right people — a tactful move apparently, for Perelli changed the subject with an abruptness which would have been offensive to any other woman.

He would not speak about her to Minn Lee.

After she had gone:

“She is nobody — just trash,” he said. “Once she stayed here, but she was too fresh for me, and she laughed at my music, because she has no brain — just a face and a line of flip talk, and she bored me. I hate people who bore me, little Minn Lee.”

She smiled quietly at him. “I wonder if I ever shall?” she asked.

He took her hand and kissed it. “When I am very, very old,” he said. “That is possible. When I do not like lovely things and lovely voices and all that is good for the eyes.” He took her head in his two hands. “Are you ‘appy?” And, when she nodded, he lifted her on to his knee, and, taking her in his arms, nursed her like a child without speaking; and in the comfort of that caress his mind was soothed and expanded, and he could give undivided, dispassionate attention to the problem of Shaun O’Donnell and the Feeney crowd. For they were getting on his nerves.

Mike Feeney was big, awkwardly built, atypical mick of a man, who had started life as an excavator, and, having secured control of a trade union, had multiplied its membership to an amazing extent by the simple process of beating up every man who refused to join. To his credit it must be said that he had secured concessions for his members, for he was one of the initiators of the pineapple method of persuasion. A pineapple is a bomb, and a bomb placed on the porch of an employer who refused to accept the conditions which Mike and his executives dictated usually brought about a change of heart in a very short time. If it did not, then the next bomb was more destructive. Few employers waited for the second pineapple; none stood out for the third.

The booze racket offered golden opportunities. He had all the machinery for terrorization. His speakeasies appeared overnight — queer little dives, some of them, elaborately furnished others. He supplied them with booze; his gun squad grew in importance. He opened gaming houses, pool rooms, muscled in to the handbook industry, which is a euphemism for bookmaking.

His sister, Mrs. Shaun O’Donnell, played an important part in the organization. She was a driving force, and, through her husband, the executive of the outfit. Almost as tall as her brother, big — boned, gaunt, red — faced, with hands like raw meat and a nose which was long and permanently red, this big — footed lady had once, so it was said, fought a man and beaten him. Nobody ever questioned this. Mike Feeney in his cups boasted of it.

With all the money in the world, she was the worst — dressed woman in Chicago. She affected naming violets, impossible reds, wore diamonds as big as nuts, set in gold brooches the size of coffee saucers. Her voice rasped and rasped, and when she spoke the Feeney crowd stirred uncomfortably.

Perelli she hated for his very masculine qualities. To her he was always “the wop dude”. She called him other names, for she did not approve of those houses at Cicero. When her history comes to be written it will be found that she urged on her husband to inaugurate rival establishments.

She ruled her husband rather than her brother, which was remarkable, for Shaun had a temper of his own and the brain of three Mike Feeneys. For the rest, she was as remorseless as any; sent men to their death and never thought of them again. It was she who organized an attack on Tony Perelli.

“We surely scared that peterman,” she said to her husband. “If you had the heart of a man you’d go and get him, after what he said about me to Mrs. Merlo. Maybe it don’t mean nothin’ to you, having your wife called ‘Romeo’s nightmare!’ But if that don’t mean something insulting I’m a crazy woman! Go get that wop, Shaun!”

Shaun snarled round at her.

“You’re in a hell of a hurry to get rid of me, ain’t ye?” he snapped. “You keep outa this, Bella.”

She had been named by an unimaginative parent Floribella.

News of the beautiful Chinese girl who wasstaying at Perelli’s apartment reached her, and feminine curiosity took her calling. She towered above little Minn Lee like an ugly derrick above an Easter lily. For once in her life she was human. Perelli was amazed to learn that she had left a good impression upon the girl. As for Mrs. O’Donnell —

“That baby’s too good to live in a place like that with a dirty little Sicilian around. Gee! He’s getting fat, Shaun. You couldn’t miss him unless you was drunk.”

Shaun said nothing. He had his own plans, and was not to be rushed.

His wife brought back one piece of information.

“Perelli’s got a new man from New York, one of them Five Points people — Con O’Hara, do you know him?”

Shaun knew him; Mike Feeney knew him better, and had good reason for disliking him.

“He’s a gun, and a slick one — nothing yellow about Con. He never stops talking, and I guess that means that he’ll just have about time to see the city before he passes on.”

That week Perelli gained another recruit. There was a man in Boston who was a booze importer and a highly respected member of the community. Through another friend he heard of a Harvard boy’s misfortune and wrote to Tony.

“I don’t know whether you’ll he able to do anything for this fellow, but he comes of a good family, speaks two or three languages, and is the kind of man you might find useful.”

So Jimmy McGrath came to Chicago with a letter of introduction, and a sense of humiliation which was all the more bitter because it was deserved. He had been expelled from a great university for a theft which was both mean and stupid, and which in his sober moments he could not understand. The college authorities accepted inebriation as the admission of another and even more serious offence. It was certainly no excuse. Jimmy scribbled a hurried note to his New England mother, went into hiding in New York, and, after a futile month spent in searching for work, accepted the rail fare and the letter of introduction which brought him to the Venetian magnificence of Tony Perelli’s apartment.

He was tall, tow — headed, good — looking, nervous. Perelli liked him from the start, though he was puzzled as to how he could place him. There were the makings here of a big shot. He had a well — ordered mind, and would certainly become a capable organizer. But a big shot must be blooded. Here, too, was a substitute for Vinsetti, but again he must qualify. Tony’s rule was inflexible; a man must have blood on his hands before he was initiated into the inner mysteries. It was not his sense of drama but his sense of safety which dictated this condition. A man must be “in” — up to his neck. There must be no member of the outfit so guiltless that he could take the stand without fear or knowledge of guilt.

You were either in or out.

There was a farm in the country where members of the gang rusticated. It was a sort of club, and it had its own shooting — range. Perelli sent the boy down with Ricardo, champion of all machinegun choppers. “Give him the keys,” he instructed, and by”keys” he meant the freedom of this drab little world.

Ricardo reported a week later that the pupil showed no promise.

“He hasn’t the nerve for it,” he said. “You’d better find him something easier first, Tony.”

So Jimmy McGrath was brought back to Chicago and “was given the keys” of that territory which Perelli ruled so efficiently. He met gangsters, men on the one side or the other, and a few who were on neither but were in danger from both. For some reason or other he liked Shaun O’Donnell, and, more wonderful still, O’Donnell liked him and took him to his apartment off North Place and introduced him to his wife.

“One of Perelli’s mob, ain’t you?” she asked disparagingly. “Say, why do you go and get yourself fixed up with them Sicilians?”

“Leave the kid alone — that’s his trouble,” said Shaun. “You going to be Tony’s fixer, Jimmy?”

Jimmy was puzzled.

“Well, I guess I’m going to be anything that he makes me,” he said.

Shaun looked at him thoughtfully.

“He’ll be wanting a fixer now that he’s humped off Vinsetti.”

“His best friend — that’s the kind of yellow dog he is,” interrupted Mrs. O’Donnell.

Shaun explained.

“Vinsetti ran around and fixed things. He saved Perelli a lot of trouble.”

He might in truth and in justice have said that he himself had been relieved from many an embarrassing situation by the intervention of the fixer.

There was a fourth man at the luncheon, a gloomy Italian who was introduced as Mr. Camona. Exactly what role he played in the complicated business of Shaun’s activities Jimmy did not know. The man spoke little and then only in monosyllables. Throughout the meal he ate and drank, and when he was not eating and drinking he stared blankly out of the window and seemed immersed in his thoughts. If he spoke at all it was in very bad English. Later, Perelli was to give the man’s history. He was a Sicilian, who had been smuggled into the United States without a passport.

Mike Feeney controlled a number of alky cookers, men and women who distilled denatured alcohol, later to be doctored and bottled and sold to people who could not afford the best, and certainly got as near the worst as made no difference. Camona had been a bandit, had certainly suffered imprisonment in Italy, and was a fugitive from justice when he was imported into Chicago. His job had to do with the organization of the alky cookers. Incidentally, he had served in the Machine Gun Corps of the Italian Army and was a useful recruit to Mike Feeney’s corps of killers. Either Camona or the driver of the car which carried him was at fault one evening. Tony was driving back from the opera with two of his trusted gang. He had turned into a side street off Michigan Avenue when another car drew level.Tony dropped to the floor as a hail of machine — gun bullets came through the window. One of his companions was not so fortunate, and went down with a bullet through his neck. It was all over in a few seconds. Four alert eyes saw a drooping moustache behind the sights of the machine — gun.

Tony drove the wounded man to hospital and came back to his apartment, very calm and unflurried. Minn Lee, who was waiting up for him, had no idea what had happened, though she supposed it was something serious, for Tony ordered her peremptorily to bed.

Camona lived in a little apartment house on the south side. He arrived home at two o’clock in the morning, was putting his key in the door when a man walked up behind him, laid a pistol against the back of his head, fired, walked back with the greatest unconcern to the waiting car, and was whisked off before the nearest police patrol was within sight.

“Good work. Con.”

Perelli congratulated his newest recruit at breakfast the next morning, and Con O’Hara, stocky, classily tailored and interminably talkative, grinned at the compliment. It was his first solo job.

“Clean, Tony — that’s my speciality, I never give a guy more than one, and after that his name’s ‘was’. I could have got him on the street, but there was a broad saying good night to her feller. I see him go up the stairs and nicked out me thirty — eight—”

“Sure, sure.” Tony had little patience with people who dramatized their actions. “You’re a swell feller.”

Jimmy learned the news from the afternoon editions and was shocked. Here was a man with whom, two days before, he had sat, a living, breathing entity, with a history and a future, and who was now nothing but an object of curiosity to certain police officers and a name on a sprawling headline.

“Who do you think did it?” he asked Tony.

“I did it, Jimmy.” Perelli’s eyes never left the boy’s. “Sure. That guy tried to stop me last night. He poked a machine — gun on me — the nerve!”

“Were you in the car that was fired at?” asked Jimmy incredulously.

He had read of the shooting on Michigan Avenue, but no names had been mentioned.

Perelli nodded.

“Sure.”

“Are you certain it was Camona?” Jimmy was unconvinced.

Tony Perelli laughed softly. He was tickled by the effect of his confession.

“That’s the way it is, Jimmy — killing and killing! I don’t want to kill nobody, but what are you to do when these guys come after you? There’s no law for us, Jimmy: we’ve got to be our own police and our own executioners. If a guy gives you the works you’ve got to give it him back, and if he gets you then the other boys have got to see you right. That’s the way it goes. Suppose I go to the police, eh, and say: ‘Mr. Camona poked a machine — gun on me,’ what do all them lawyers say. Jimmy? ‘Proof! Where’s your proof?’ And the only proof I’ve got is my eyes and something here” — he tapped his breast. “In this racket one of two things happens: you bump or you’re bumped. And you see why, Jimmy. The law’s not with us. We can’t take a guy before a judge and say, ‘He’s done me dirt,’ or ‘He owes me this and he won’t pay me,’ and we can’t get injunctions against fellows who come into our territory, and we can’t advertise and say, ‘Our brand of hooch is better than anybody else’s.’ The only law we know is what we get from lawyers and the coppers. A copper don’t mean anything after he’s on our pay roll.”

“Killing a man seems pretty awful — in cold blood.”

Perelli shook his head. “Killing a guy in hot blood — that’s awful, because nine times in ten you make a mistake, and you kill somebody you wouldn’t kill, that you didn’t oughta kill. Look at the war, Jimmy — I was in that. Killing guys we didn’t know — regular fellers, some of them. They’d done nothing wrong, but we just sailed in and killed them and they killed us. There’s no sense to it. But when we bump off a man there’s a reason, and when we do it it’s been worth doing. The things you do in hot blood are generally foolish, and the things you do in cold blood are the worth — while ones.”

So Jimmy had his first lesson in the ethics of gangland, and, being young, he was impressed.

“Keep next to Shaun O’Donnell,” Perelli instructed him. “Maybe you’ll be our fixer one of these days.”

McGrath told him of the conversation he had had with Shaun.

“Fine,” said Perelli. “Him and me thinks alike. Maybe you’ll take Victor’s place, and that will mean big money for you, Jimmy.”

In his heart of hearts he knew that nobody could take Victor Vinsetti’s place. Vinsetti had started steeped in the traditions of this strange underworld, with a complete and exhaustive knowledge of its code, founded on actual contact with its members.

One by one Jimmy met the executive of the gang. Angelo, with his lazy smile and his caustic sense of humour, he liked. The blustering Con O’Hara impressed him less favourably. At last he met Minn Lee. He had heard of her, and was curious to see how far rumour accorded with the truth. Her loveliness swept him off his feet. Whatever natural beauty was hers became enhanced by the setting. Tony spent money lavishly upon her. He had imported from the East silks that were worth a little more than their weight in gold. Literally he had changed the tapestry coverings of his furniture to show her colouring to greater advantage. Jimmy came away from that first interview conscious that an empty space in his soul had been filled. He was in love with Minn Lee from the first moment he met her. Thereafter he came very frequently, and Minn watched this development gravely. The one man in the world had come into her life, and that man was Tony Perelli — there could be no other.

Minn Lee looked toward tomorrow, knowing how dread a day that may be. She had inherited from her one European parent a philosophy that went well with the Oriental in her.

Tony asked her one day if she loved him, and she was so long answering that his self — esteem — a very vulnerable point of him — was made raw.

“I suppose so; I think so; yes,” she said.”Perhaps I don’t know what love is. These girls who come in here, they talk about it as though it was a face massage, a new picture. I can’t talk about it. You frighten me, that’s all I know.”

He looked at her, a question in his frown, in the set of his face, in the cold scrutiny of his eyes.

“You love me, huh? Suppose I had a guy waiting in the hall and I said to you, ‘Minn Lee, go out, he is waiting there with his choppers, and the first one who goes through that door will be killed.’ Would you—”

She laughed. Very rarely she laughed, and when she did, it was the low laugh of the European, not the high, shrill giggle that he had heard from Chinese girls.

“I would go, yes, of course.”

His breath came quickly. “You would be killed, Minn Lee, huh?”

She nodded. “That’s nothing,” she said.

“For anybody else would you do that?” She thought, her brows puckered.

“No,” she said at last. “For nobody else.”

A broad smile lightened his fleshy face, hibrown eyes sparkled.

“That’s love, then, you little fool! You lovely darling!”

He took her in his arms and kissed her for a long time.
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Tony Perelli thought a lot about his newest recruit. He liked Jimmy, as far as he was capable of liking anybody — but he thought too much about him. Jimmy became a sort of amusing irritation. Always Tony was planning some place for him in the organization, and he never seemed to fit. He hadn’t the balance for a fixer, or the knowledge.

He wasn’t yellow, but he seemed incapable of murder. Not that Tony called it murder to dispose of an unfriendly rival or one who had designs upon his own life.

He seemed to fit into Tony’s apartment, was attentive to Minn Lee, obviously in love with her. Not that Tony minded that: he regarded it as something of a compliment that a college boy should approve and confirm his choice.

What could he do? Once or twice he had an inclination to slip a grand into Jimmy’s hand and pack him off by the 20th Century to New York. He could do this, for Jimmy was not “in” as a gangster might be counted in. He knew no secrets, was privy to no more than the confession which Tony had made as to his responsibility for Vinsetti’s death; and somehow Tony rejected the idea that this boy would ever give evidence against him even if he were able to do so.

Kelly was taking an interest in the boy, which was in a sense unfortunate. The Detective Commissioner was clever; Tony never underrated his intelligence or his gifts as a man — catcher. Shrewd, cold, remorseless, and yet with a streak of kindliness which very few people suspected.

He had a trick of calling unexpectedly and usually at the most awkward moments. He came into Tony’s apartment late one afternoon and saw Minn Lee, not for the first time. He liked this girl; there was a lot that was fatherly in Kelly, and he had, too, a sardonic sense of humour that found satisfaction in the knowledge that Minn Lee it was who had lowered herself when she accepted the patronage of the gangster.

“Having a grand time, Minn Lee?” he asked.

Tony grinned.

“Is she having a grand time? Say, that baby started living when she came here.”

“And when does she start dying?” asked Kelly, not taking his eyes off the girl.

Tony made a grimace. Death — natural death — was a repugnant subject. He, who lived all the time in the shadow of a gun, who knew not from day to day or from hour to hour whence a deadly enemy might spring and a fatal bullet leap, had a horror of illness with possible fatal consequences.

“Ah, ‘ow you talk, chief! Here is life and happiness. Why do you worry my little girl with your talk of death?”

Kelly looked round at him with a crooked smile.

“Worrying you more, I guess,” he said. “Who’s this new kid you’ve got running around with your hoodlums?”

Tony was ostentatiously puzzled. “I don’t get you—”

“You get me all right — McGrath.”

“Oh, Jimmy!” Tony smiled indulgently. “He’s a friend of a friend of mine. He comes from New York.”

“Why couldn’t he stay in New York and take a correspondence course in murder?”

Tony shook his head reprovingly. “An awful word,” he said. “Murder! There are too many murders in Chicago. Sometimes I wonder if the police are doing their duty, and then I think, ‘Well, my friend Mr. Kelly is on the job and all will be well, and the hoodlums will be caught and go to the chair.”

“And that makes you sleep comfortable, I guess?” said Kelly, and repeated his question.

“What shall I do with Jimmy? I don’t know. He is a good boy, a swell boy. He is no good for rackets — too much of an American gentleman. I guess I’ll give him somp’n’ to do in Canada.”

“Is he the new fixer?” asked Kelly.

“Fixer?” Tony was blankly bewildered.

“You’ll want a new one since you bumped off Vinsetti.” Kelly never minced his words. “I was wondering who would take his place.”

Mr. Tony Perelli was shocked.

“Since I bumped off Vinsetti, chief?” His voice was a pained reproach. “Say, where d’you get that? Vinsetti, my best frien’? No, chief, it was Mike Feeney’s gang got him — I’m giving you the straight of it. That bum Shaun O’Donnell gave him the works.”

“Will you go on to the stand and testify that?’’ asked Kelly quickly.

Tony smiled.

“I am telling you because you, Mr. Kelly, are my frien’, not because you, Mr. Kelly, are a cop. I know things but can prove nothing, and if I could prove something would I be a squealer?”

Kelly knew that trouble was brewing between the rival factions. Perelli’s position was growing stronger from day to day. His rivals were being wiped out as effectively as words may be wiped from a slate. Feeney still stood as the most formidable of the gang leaders opposing him, and Feeney meant Shaun O’Donnell.

He tried to get in touch with him, but failed. Making contact with a rival gangster, the inventor of the hand — shake murder, was a little difficult, for had not Tony Perelli on a certain night greeted Emilio Moretti with a firm grip of one hand and shot him with the other?

To Perelli’s credit it can be said that he wanted peace. He would pay a big price in cash for harmonious working. He had a sincere distaste for killing. He desired that the war he waged should be fought with the minimum number of casualties, and if money could have brought that happy state of affairs, or any concession other than the loss of territory, he would have bought these conditions at almost any price.

With the little gangs he was ruthless. They kept no faith: took his money one day and muscled in on his joints the day after. For these tiny problems there was only one solution: the little gangsters came and went and none saw their going. Charred bodies were found in the woods; men bound with wire were fished up from the bottom of the river; one was shot dead in the crowded vestibule of a theatre. They had all gone their ways, little dust — heaps, easily flattened — Mike Feeney was a dump of slag, not easily removed.

Third — hand contact could be made with the gang. Jimmy met Shaun O’Donnell and lunched with him. Shaun liked the boy, was secretly amused at his enthusiasms, saw no harm in him, and certainly no danger.

Shaun listened gravely to the boy’s naive essay in diplomacy. When Jimmy had finished he shook his head.

“There’s nothing to it, kid,” he said. “Meet Tony! Where — in his gold parlour, the same as Vinsetti did? No, sir!”

“But I swear to you that Tony wants to settle outstanding differences.” Shaun blinked at this.

“That’s a grand way of describing first — degree murder,” he said. “Sure he wants to settle, and we want to settle too. But we want to do the settling — our guns are as good as his. No, kid, keep out of it. You’re a swell guy and you don’t properly belong to this racket or any other. And you might tell that bum mick, Con O’Hara, to keep that woman of his away from Tony Perelli. Con’s due for the works. We’ve put a cross on him, and he knows it, but all the same, tell him what I told you.”

He looked at Jimmy for a long time. “Why don’t you get out of Chicago, boy?” he asked. “If it seems good to you, running alongside of a racket, believe me, you’re all wrong. Before you know where you are they’ll pull you in, and that’ll be the end of you. You’d better go home.”

Jimmy shook his head. He was bound now to Chicago by bonds which were not to be broken. Whatever might be his fate, Minn Lee was worth the risk.

He sat for hours in the little room he rented, thinking about her, and in moments of complete sanity marvelled and was shocked at himself that he, with his puritanical upbringing, his ultra — European ideals, should be so completely dominated by a girl who was at best a half — caste, and whose history was, by all his standards, unsavoury.

Yet he could not bring himself to think of her as anything but as he saw her, and as from day to day and from hour to hour she impressed him.

It was a puzzling, baffling sort of existence, this gang life. There were so many ramifications to Tony Perelli’s business, so many complexities. Interest overlapped interest; men he had regarded as being henchmen of Perelli, and whom he had never thought of as being anything but loyal adherents to the big man, were, he was to discover, allied to other groups, and their allegiance to Tony the most temporary of associations.

Perelli had partners in specific enterprises, gave those partners protection and shared their gains, and when the enterprise was finished, so, too, was the alliance; and the men with whom you hobnobbed and dined and wined would be waiting to drop you when opportunity offered.

The regulars of the gang, the Angelos and Molos, knew of this arrangement, but Jimmy accepted these alliances as permanent.

There was a nice Italian boy called Salvini, whom he frequently met at Tony Perelli’s apartment. He played the violin rather well: Tony had been ecstatic about the quality of his art. Then he had ceased to come, and when he enquired, both Angelo and Perelli answered vaguely that the work was finished. What the work was Jimmy did not ask. One day he was driving on the Burnham road and saw a crowd gathered around a small sedan, A squad car came howling and jangling past and pulled to a stop behind the stationary machine, scattering the crowd in all directions. Jimmy also pulled up and went forward through the crowd. He arrived as the police lifted an inanimate figure.

The face was terrible to see, yet Jimmy recognized Salvini and almost swooned with horror.

He hurried back to the big apartment and found Tony choosing favours for a party he was giving that night. As soon as they were alone he blurted out the news. Perelli listened without comment, unmoved; there was nothing remarkable in that. When Jimmy had finished he nodded.

“Sure it was Salvini,” he said, “and his own car, Jimmy. That is how it goes. That guy hadn’t got the sense to stay quiet. And I spoke to him, Jimmy — I took all that trouble. I said: ‘Salvini, when this racket is finished maybe I’ll bring you into my organization, but not yet.’ And what did he do? He went shooting his mouth over Chicago about my business and the Federal officers raided one of my breweries, and it cost me twenty grand to get it open again.”

Jimmy looked at him terrified. “But you — you!” he gasped. “Wasn’t he one of your men?” Tony shook his head. “You — you didn’t — ?”

Perelli shook his head again. “Not me, Jimmy. I don’t do such things. But I guess one of the boys got sore with him, and that’s all there is to it. What could we do — bring a suit in the courts to stop him talking? Wouldn’t Chicago laugh if I put the bulls on him? No, Jimmy, that happened just right. There’s nothing to it.”

He dismissed the murder airily.

Yet there was a definite line between the gangs. Mike Feeney’s executive was on one side, Perelli’s on the other. Certain definite territories that might not be invaded, certain no — man’s — lands where unceasing battle went on for the possession of this or that strategical point.

Perelli had a monopoly of slot machines — gambling devices which produced a huge profit. Sometimes they would be raided, torn from their place and thrown, broken and smashed, into the street; and after that, dark — faced little men would wander with apparent aimlessness, looking for somebody and conscious that they were being looked for. The end would come with three staccato reports, later the howl of a squad car, the flashing by of an ambulance, and a dishevelled man sitting in Kelly’s private room undergoing a grilling.

There was no lack of droppers. You could buy them at a price from New York, Detroit, St. Louis or Philadelphia; expert, two — handed gunmen, who shot with deadly accuracy and never lost their heads in the presence of a pursuing crowd.

Tony seemed to have the pick of them, but his agents watched with unceasing vigilance lest a better man were recruited by the other side — and woe to the recruit!

The business side of the organization was amazing. They had laboratories, where spirit was tested by expert analysts. Liquor came by car and ship and train and even aeroplane. The actual trading side of the organization was so complicated that only an expert accountant could have kept track of it.

One day, when Jimmy was having tea at the most fashionable hotel in Chicago, he was hailed by a strident voice, and Con O’Hara came towards him, beaming. A noisy man, this Con O’Hara, bursting with confidence; something of a brute, a boaster, though he had with it all a sense of humour which came in rare flashes. “Meet Mrs. O’Hara, Jimmy.” Jimmy looked at the girl and gasped. He had seen her following O’Hara, but had imagined she was on her way up to her room. Never did he dream of connecting her with the stout, uncouth killer. She was fair, tall and slim; she had the face of a Madonna; the clear grey eyes of a child, red lips that needed no artificial aid…

“Glad to know you, Mr. McGrath — I’ve heard a whole lot about you.”

He wished she hadn’t spoken: that lazy, vulgar voice of hers sounded incongruous.

“Sit down, baby.” O’Hara pulled out a chair. We’re going round to the stores, and Maria’s going to make a grand look like two cents.”

He beamed at her, was obviously in love with the girl whom he called, without any especial authority, Mrs. O’Hara.

“You said you were going to take me up to see Mr. Perelli.”

Her pout was theatrical — baby stuff, thought the disillusioned Jimmy.

“Sure I’ll take you, but Tony’s out this evening. She’s crazy to meet him,” he explained to Jimmy.

“I’d like to meet Mrs. Perelli — the Chinese girl.”

Con’s nose wrinkled.

“She’s noth’n’, kid, just a little Chink. Pretty? Well, maybe she’s that, but she’s not my idea of pretty.”

She was looking with a steady, appraising eye at Jimmy, and he knew that she approved without being particularly interested in him. She liked Chicago, but not quite so much as New York. It was a grand city, but when all her friends were in Brooklyn — well, one felt lonesome.

She must have heard a great deal about Jimmy from Con, for she paid him none of the respect that might be due if she had imagined he held an important position in the organization. She didn’t pity him, either, because Maria Pouluski had not exercised that emotion.

Walking out of the hotel. Jimmy came, most unexpectedly and surprisingly, upon Tony Perelli. He was walking towards Michigan Boulevard and he had his four killers with him, two before and two behind, and Jimmy suspected there were another four on the opposite sidewalk. Though he was not aware of the fact, Perelli very frequently made these excursions on foot, sometimes to transact a little business of the most trivial character, sometimes to buy presents for Minn Lee, but always to obtain the exercise which he found necessary.

Jimmy had learned enough of Perelli’s likes and dislikes not to overtake him. He followed the great man at a respectful distance. They turned right into the Boulevard, and Jimmy noticed that the four guards closed on their leader. They had not gone more than fifty yards when a closed car, driving near the kerb, slowed just ahead of the party…

The reports were deafening. A machine — gun bullet ricochetted so close to Jimmy’s face that the “wham” of it almost hurt him. One of the guards was on the pavement. Three others were shooting two — handed at the car, which made a sudden swerve and came to a halt in the centre of the road.

The fast — moving traffic stopped or dodged in time. There was a scurry of policemen; one leaped on to the running — board and pulled out the youth who was driving. He was dazed; blood was streaming down the back of his ear; his face was the colour of chalk.

The other two men were huddled on the back seat of the car. Tony’s gunmen were experts.

Tony came back from police headquarters a very angry man, and it was unusual for him to display temper. One of his best droppers had been killed, and the fact that two of the attackers were now lying under tarpaulins, awaiting identification, was no satisfaction to him.

“They were Feeney’s men all right. Shaun O’Donnell — yeah?”

Minn Lee was putting iodine very tenderly on a scarred knuckle.

“That’s how it goes, Jimmy,” he said more quietly. “This morning Shaun sent a message to me asking for a little peace talk. This afternoon he sent his torpedoes to make me more peaceful,eh? And he has been speaking against Minn Lee very badly. Oh, Jimmy, the things he has said about Minn Lee!” Jimmy stared at him.

“Why?” he asked hotly. “Minn Lee’s done no harm to him.”

“That’s how it goes, Jimmy.” Perelli nodded. “Presently I’ll have a talk with you.”

“Presently” was very soon. He led Jimmy out to the balcony that overlooked Chicago in the glory of a gorgeous Italian sunset.

“You will see O’Donnell, Jimmy. I think he will come if you telephone.”

“But what can I do—” began Jimmy.

Tony silenced him with a gesture.

“Say you want to fix things. You want to ask him how far he’ll go. You can get him on the telephone and say you want to make everything right with me, but that I don’t know you’re ‘phoning. I don’t want any trouble, Jimmy, and you’re the guy that can fix everything.

Shaun O’Donnell was a most difficult man to meet. There was none more slippery, more shy of company and the unprotected streets. Though Jimmy McGrath was not aware of the fact, he had seen more of Mike Feeney’s aide than any man in gangland.

It took him two hours to reach O’Donnell by ‘phone and his reception was not encouraging.

“If it was anybody but you, Jimmy, I’d tell ’em to go plumb to hell,” he said. “He’s making you a fixer, eh? Why, last week he was telling the world you were dumb.”

“Couldn’t we meet somewhere?” asked Jimmy.

There was a silence.

“Perelli doesn’t think I had anything to do with that shooting to — day, does he, Jimmy?”

There was an unusual note of anxiety in Shaun O’Donnell’s voice.

“Why… yes.” Jimmy hesitated. “I guess he does, Shaun.”

The very honesty of the answer took Shaun O’Donnell off his guard.

“O.K. I’ll meet you. Come along to the corner of Michigan and 48th at ten o’clock to — night. Bring nobody with you, Jimmy — I’m trusting you. I don’t think anything will come of it.”

Jimmy duly reported the result of the talk and Tony clapped him on the back.

“Jimmy, you’re swell,” he said. “You go along in your little sedan, get out and wait on the corner till Shaun comes. Con can sit on the floor of the car where he can’t be seen. And maybe you won’t want Con.”

Jimmy listened, his head in a whirl. “How’s that?” he asked dully. “What do you want me to do?”

Perelli’s eye was cold and glittering. He took from his pocket a neat little Colt, passed it, butt foremost, to Jimmy.

“Stick it under your armpit. Jimmy, and give him the works — good and plenty.”

There was a complete silence. Jimmy’s face was white.

“What do you want me to do?” It did not sound like his own voice.

“It isn’t what I want you to do, it’s what I’m telling you to do,” said Perelli steadily. “You’re going to bump off Shaun O’Donnell.”
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Jimmie McGrath found himself unlocking the door of his room without realizing how he came to be there. He was moving mechanically, thinking not at all. The world had become a monstrous unreality; the living people who thronged the streets and occupied the wild tangle of motor traffic, that moved and stopped obediently at the green and the red traffic lights, were of another kind to himself. They had homes and relatives and interests. Thousands of them were dressing for dinner at this moment; millions were relaxing in the security of their apartments and houses, having no worries beyond the domestic problems which beset every household…

He belonged to a people apart. They were human beings; he was something entirely different, a potential murderer, the cold — blooded assassin of a man who had trusted him, and probably had never trusted another. Well, he must get over that. Jimmie showed his teeth in a painful grin.

Shaun O’Donnell trusted him, and he was going to shoot him. He couldn’t believe it. He wrote the words down on a sheet of paper: “Shaun O’Donnell trusts me, and I am going to murder him”, and even then he could not find the reality of this bizarre situation. He tore the paper into little pieces and, dropped piece by piece through a blazing gas — ring, saw then fall, pitiful, charred morsels, on the enamelled cover below. That was how he was going into the fire — white, comparatively, and that was how he was coming out — the charred, ugly embers of a man.

That he might be killed himself did not concern him. He sat with his head on his hands, thinking it over and over; had wild ideas of warning Shaun. It was simple. A lift of the telephone, a number — and then what? Tony Perelli would know all about it. News of that kind travels like an electric spark throughout the underworld. The big secrets on which the police speculate are no secrets below ground. Of course Perelli would know that he had been betrayed, and there was only one punishment for that.

Yet it was not the fear of punishment which held Jimmie back: it was a perverse sense of loyalty to a man he liked, to the new clan he had joined, which revolted him, yet demanded his implicit obedience.

This was the end of it, then — the end of Jimmie McGrath. If he killed Shaun O’Donnell, the Feeney gang would put the cross on him. He would be marked for death — he laughed at the thought. No fear here, either. If he killed Shaun he deserved death: that was the beginning and the end of it. Tony would give him protection, would send him out of Chicago till some grander crime, directed against the Feeney crowd, wiped out all memory of lesser offences.

He was desperately sorry for Shaun, but, for some curious reason, not particularly sorry for Mrs. O’Donnell, who had treated him so well and civilly. Somehow he did not think of her as a dependent woman; he could imagine in her none of the romance and tragedy of widowhood. He thought of her only as a cog in the machinery of Mike Feeney’s organization. You might fear her but not be afraid of her.

There came a knock at his door, and he jumped out of his chair. He went out into the little hall and opened the door. Con O’Hara was there; he was dressed in a new grey suit, a hard felt hat was on the back of his head, and in his large face was stuck a fragrant cigar.

“Busy, kid?” he asked.

Jimmie opened the door wider and invited him in with a gesture.

“Livin’ alone, eh? Say, these apartment houses ain’t fit for a dorg! Tony talks about putting you into a swell apartment.”

He looked round the gaunt room disapprovingly.

“Not fit for a dorg!” he repeated.

And then he sat down at the table opposite Jimmie, looking at the boy with half — closed eyes.

“All set for to — night, kid?”

Jimmie shrugged. He wanted to appear unconcerned, called upon all his reserve of vanity to aid him in this affectation of indifference.

“Sure.”

“You come round to the garage and take my flivver, and don’t pull a rod on the man you’ll find sitting down on the floor, because that’ll be me. Feeney’s crowd are Big Eyes. They’ll be watching the car go out, and if I’m sitting there with you they’ll know all about it. The first thing that’ll happen to us will be a roadster coming alongside, and a typewriter working double time!”

Con O’Hara was a shrewd, understanding man.To give this loud — mouthed braggart his full measure of credit, he was absolutely without fear. He had been a dropper since his boyhood, had killed his man in his teens. To — night’s work meant nothing unusual; nothing at any rate to stir his pulses in anticipation.

He had met Jimmie’s type before: had superintended the blooding of many boys, had seen them swagger to their villainy and cringe, found them white and black and occasionally yellow. There was nothing yet to suggest that Jimmie was yellow. All these preliminary pallors and tremblings and breathlessness were inevitable to the occasion.

“Say, don’t let it worry you, Jimmie.” He took out his cigar and blew a cloud of smoke to the dingy ceiling. “Why, it’s noth’n’. Everybody’s got to die sometime, ain’t they? Say, to read them God — awful newspapers, you’d think that if a guy hadn’t been bumped off he’d have lived for ever! Ain’t that the fact? Did you ever think, Jimmie, what you may be savin’ a feller by putting him out? All the sickness an’ the pain an’ everythin’!”

Jimmie made a gesture of impatience. “I don’t want to think about it — that’s the truth.”

“Of course you don’t want to think about it,” soothed Con.

He gave some instructions, dictated a little timetable, and swaggered out to report to his superior the result of his visit.

Tony was not at home; he and Minn Lee were driving somewhere in the country. Perelli often drove out in his armoured car for no other reason than for a little recreation. He had no set times,no regular routes. After several attempts to ambuscade him Feeney had given up hope of writing finish to the feud through this method.

Angelo, as usual, was in the apartment, checking documents that had come from Canada. Angelo Verona was something more than confidential clerk to Tony Perelli. By all he was regarded as the legitimate successor to the leadership of the gang. Oddly enough, he was not a Sicilian. What his real name was nobody quite knew; they accepted Verona both to identify him and to establish his birthplace. He was clever, combining strategical sense with considerable business ability.

The Feeneys and the O’Donnells of life respected and feared him. Shaun used to say that he was the most dangerous member of the Perelli crowd. Angelo was a brilliant two — handed gunman, a machine — gun expert, and an authority upon alcohol. As a rule he took little part in the outside fighting, confining himself to, and taking part in, all that happened within the orbit of Tony Perelli’s personal leadership.

If Shaun O’Donnell spoke of him in complimentary terms, Angelo had no respect at all for O’Donnell. He did not like Irishmen. He liked Con O’Hara less than any Irishman he had ever met.

“Is the chief around?” asked Con, finding the most comfortable chair in the apartment and dropping into it, as he produced another cigar and bit off the end.

Angelo looked up from his work.

“He does not like you to call him ‘chief’, Con,” he said quietly.

He had the quick, staccato speech of a man who is conscious of speaking a foreign language and is anxious to get every sentence pronounced as quickly and as correctly as possible. Yet Angelo had been born in America, and, except for the brief domestic period of his life, had spoken no other language.

“I’ve seen the kid,” said Con.

Angelo, busy with an account, grunted something.

“That boy will never make a dropper in a million years, Angelo.”

“Is that so?” Angelo was politely interested. “The kid being — ?

“Jimmie McGrath. But Tony needn’t worry about to — night. Say, I’ll handle Shaun—”

Angelo leaned back in his chair, and his thin smile was offensive.

“I surely get all the news from you. Con,” he said. “What’s all this stuff about Shaun? Say, you ought to be a newspaper man! Why don’t you go down to the Tribune office and give them the dope on it?”

Con’s frown was heavy and black. “I suppose I can’t talk with you, huh? What’s the matter with all you guys, Angelo, pretending there’s nothin’ doin’ when there’s sump’n’ doing?” Angelo’s dark eyes transfixed him.

“There’s nothin’ doing in this outfit that’s worth talking about,” he said emphatically. “I was reading in a book somewhere that the best thing about a torpedo was that it made no noise, and that’s a pretty good kind of torpedo. Maybe in New York people like to hear themselves talk, but around here, Con, we behave as though there was a mike in every corner of the room, all leading down to police headquarters.”

Con’s lips curled.

“Police headquarters! Listen, you fellers—”

“Us fellers know them fellers,” said Angelo, emphasizing every word.

Tony came in at that moment, alone. Minn Lee had gone to her room. He nodded lazily to Con, and, walking over to where Angelo was sitting, talked to him in a low voice and in Italian. Tony often chose that language for his more confidential communications, and these were the only occasions when Angelo responded in his mother tongue.

It was a practice which irritated Con. It made him feel out of things.

“Say, what’s the idea of leavin’ me out of it?”

Perelli turned his insolent gaze on his servant.

“Did anybody tell you you were in it, Mr. Con O’Hara?” he asked.

“Well, I happen to be here—” began Con.

“And who invited you here? Maybe you think this is a speakeasy where you can drop in just as and when, Con?”

“I come in to tell you about Jimmie,” said Con, his vanity hurt. “Say, I’d rather do that job without Jimmie. That kid looks like falling apart.”

Perelli walked slowly towards the man, standing before him, his hands on his hips, his head tilted on one side.

“Did I ask you anything about what you’d rather do?” he demanded. “This is Jimmie’s killing. If he gets this fellow without your gun, let him get him. You’re there to help Jimmie, in case he gets nervous and Shaun pulls on him. It isn’t a question of taking him — he’s taking you along. Get that, Con O’Hara.”

Con’s face was dark and sulky. He was an injured man.

“That’s O.K.,” he grumbled. He tried to find an excuse for remaining and producing an atmosphere less hostile, and failing, went forth ignominiously in silence.

For a long time after he had gone neither of the two men spoke, and then:

“It is wrong to send that boy, Antonio,” said Angelo in Italian. “If you wish to give him experience, let him try a job less important.” Tony shook his head.

“He’s not ‘in’ yet,” he said. “That’s the only way to get him there. Till Jimmie’s got to watch every step, till he knows that every one of Mike Feeney’s gunmen is looking and waiting for him, he just won’t know what this racket is.”

Angelo shook his head. “I disagree. We’ll let it stay at that,” he said. “You’re going to break a good workman.”

Tony did a lot of city travel. He had depots and offices, laboratories, breweries, and places less easy to write about, that required his occasional personal attention, and since there were many of them, hardly a day passed when he did not leave his apartment. Usually the hours between six and nine were the dullest of the day for Minn Lee, and the arrival of Jimmie had brought her an appreciable relief from the tedium of the early evening.

Jimmie’s visits to the apartment had been fewer lately. She liked Jimmie, in a sense was fond of him. He stood for something entirely outside any experience she had had since she had left college. He and Commissioner Kelly stood for an Americanism with which she was no longer brought into actual contact. When Kiki, the Japanese servant, came to her room to tell her that Jimmie was waiting in the saloon, she felt a little lightening of the heart, and, putting down the embroidery on which she was working, she hurried out to meet him.

“Why, Jimmie, I thought you were never coming again—” she began, and then she saw his face.

It was white and set. There was a new coldness in his eyes.

“Aren’t you well, Jimmie?”

He shook his head.

“I’m O.K., Minn Lee. Thought I’d call m and have a little talk with you.”

She smiled and indicated a chair.

“A long talk, Jimmie,” she said. “Tony will not be home until ten o’clock.”

He drew a long breath. By ten o’clock many things would have happened, the whole course of his life changed.

He found it difficult to begin, but at last stumbled into an opening.

“If anything happens to me, Minn Lee… I want you to know that you’ve made a whole lot of difference… You’ve been something terribly big in my life, Minn Lee… that sounds mushy and insincere, but it’s God’s truth. I guess folks would think I’m crazy to feel about you like I do. I know such a lot about you and about Perelli… You’re not married, are you?”

She shook her head.

“Why, of course, I knew that,” he went on, “but it doesn’t matter. I couldn’t give you anything. I’m just a poor, weak, amateur hoodlum.”

He laughed bitterly.

“I guess I’m being sorry for myself.”

There was a silence here.

“What do you mean — if anything happens to you, Jimmie?” she asked quietly, and he forced a smile.

“Well, you know what this racket is,” he said. “Here to — day — and gone to — morrow.”

“Why should you be gone to — morrow, Jimmie?” Her grave eyes did not leave his face. “Is something terrible happening to — night?”

He opened his mouth to reply, changed his mind, and shook his head.

“No. That’s all, Minn Lee.” He rose abruptly to his feet.

“Are you going?” she asked, in surprise. He nodded. He had found it sufficiently difficult to control his voice; it was almost impossible now. He walked swiftly towards her, took one of her hands in his and for a moment fondled it before he pressed it to his lips. In another instant he was gone.

The garage was only a few blocks away; he went there afoot, asking for Con’s car, but not in Con O’Hara’s name. For garage purposes Con O’Hara had a distinct name. One of the hands pointed out the machine and took no further notice.

His heart was beating painfully as he walked up to the door and pulled it open.

“The other door, you bonehead!” hissed a voice, and he saw the figure of Con O’Hara crouching on the floor, and over his bent head a black cloth.

He slammed the door close, walked round the machine and got in on the steering — wheel side. It was very dark; the main road was wet and slippery. He drew out of the garage, turned left and moved at a leisurely pace, coming to Michigan Boulevard in five minutes.

A car passed him. Somebody switched a spotlight full in his face. He was momentarily blinded.

“What did I tell you, Jimmie?”

Con O’Hara removed the cloth which covered him.

“They were looking for me.”

“Why you?” asked Jimmie. It was the first rational question he had asked the man.

“Me or anybody,” said the other impatiently. “If I’d been sitting up there by your side, do you know what would have happened? They’d have poked a machine — gun on to us, and that would have been farewell Chicago.”

They reached the outskirts of the city and were to undergo another test. A second car came slowly towards them, a light struck Jimmie right in the face and held. He ducked his head to avoid the glare, passed out of the circle of light, blinded.

“That’s Shaun,” said Con in a low voice. “Mike Feeney doesn’t know he’s meeting you, or we wouldn’t have gone far, believe me kid! Take your time, Jimmie — you’ve got all of it!”

They came at last to the rendezvous, a deserted little boulevard, from which ran at right angles a street filled with middle — class houses. The corner block was unbuilt on, and was surrounded by a plain fence. Jimmie drew the car to the sidewalk. His heart was thumping so madly now that he could hardly breathe. He put his hand into his pocket; the gun was there, and he thumbed back the hammer, and, drawing out the weapon, laid it on the seat by his side.

There was nobody in sight, except a car or two that went whizzing townwards.

Would Shaun come by car? If he did there would be trouble. Jimmie hoped he would come that way, attended by gunmen, with a machine — gun and every form of frightfulness to wipe out the monstrous affront of his murder.

Whatever happened, Shaun must be killed. Though it break his heart to do this, the enemy of Perelli must be blotted out of existence.

“Can you see anything, kid?” Con’s muffled voice came up from the floor.

“Nothing.”

He looked through the little window at the back of the car. A woman was walking along towards them; she carried a heavy basket. She was obviously a help at one of the houses. She passed; and then Jimmie saw a figure walking quickly towards them along the sidewalk, keeping in the shadows. Nearer and nearer it came, and the boy almost swooned when he recognized the man.

He stepped out of the car, his legs giving beneath him, his hand gripping the gun which he held behind him.

“Is that you, Jimmie?”

Shaun O’Donnell came quickly towards him.

“Listen, kid: I can only give you a few minutes. There’s trouble in town, and—”

Jimmie tried to steady his gun. He jerked it in front of him and fired. The first shot missed. He fired again. Shaun O’Donnell was reaching for his revolver, staggered back against the fence.

“You — !”

Three shots thundered in rapid succession almost in Jimmie’s ear. Con O’Hara fired coolly, scientifically, unerringly. Shaun O’Donnell slumped down by the fence. Somewhere a whistle blew.

“Beat it!” snarled Con, and leapt for the car.

He took the wheel. Jimmie sat beside him, a huddled figure, incapable of movement or thought.

Shaun O’Donnell was dead… he had killed him… lured him to his death… the blackest of treachery…

“Oh, my God!”

The car was flying. Con O’Hara had once been a racing motorist, and his machine was tuned for speed.

As he drove, he talked.

“I got him. Kid, you missed him. Say, you fell apart. I’m not blaming you, Jimmie. You ain’t got my experience, nor my nerve either. Don’t worry, kid. Sit tight and take a drink of that stuff you’ll find in the pocket. Say, did you see him drop? First shot. That baby was right under the heart, Jimmie. Say, when I pull a rod on a man, that man don’t take no interest in noth’n’ but dying.”

Jimmie sat, staring through the smeared glass of the window. Murderer… Jimmie McGrath, murderer!
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The news flashed through Chicago — Shaun O’Donnell had got his. And it was news of the first importance, for Shaun was a big shot amongst little shots; a power; a man to whom lesser gangsters turned, if not for comfort, for very material assistance. A big shot in this sense, that at his word men died quickly and often in painful circumstances.

It was Shaun who had taken Perelli’s boyhood friend so daringly that it was the talk of their world. Perelli and this man, whose name was Amigo, had been sitting together in the latter’s apartment, and the host had been brought out to a telephone call. He was never seen again till they found him in a thin plantation near the Burnham Road, nor easily recognizable, for he had been shot and buried in quicklime. Tony remembered that till it was convenient to forget: friendships must not interfere with business.

And here was Shaun dead, and his wife displaying an unexpected aspect of femininity in a fit of hysterics, crying and screaming blue murder, and Detective Harrigan’s car at the door, waiting to take her to the Brother’s Hospital, where Shaun lay beyond any other help than that which the hastily summoned priest could give to him.

The little priest stood with Harrigan by the bedside of the unconscious man. The mud — stained cyclist patrol who had found the body and brought it in was an interested spectator. Curiously enough, in all his years of service, he had never been brought vis — a — vis a gang shooting.

The interne, white — coated, cool, very capable, a little indifferent, conscious only that he was to be relieved at midnight and had a date with a girl at the Blackstone, where the Medical Association were having their dance, could afford to wait with patience for the inevitable end.

Harrigan, the first to hear the news, had certain futile duties to perform, and their futility was emphasized by the whispered question of the priest.

“Have you any idea who did this?”

The interne heard the whisper and looked round, smiled and nodded.

“You needn’t whisper, talk just as loud as you like: you’re not disturbing him, because he can’t hear you. He’ll be conscious again, but not for long, I guess.”

The priest drew a long breath. He, too, was meeting this form of dissolution for the first time. He was young, Rome — trained, an idealist and new to Chicago. His ideals were only capable of attainment given certain reactions in his flock — those reactions were neither audible nor visible. He spoke English with a slight accent; some day was to go back to Rome and the tranquillity of a bishopric, for he was of noble birth, expensively educated and marked for advancement.

“These crimes, I cannot understand them!” He was puzzled. “Every week I read in the newspapers of somebody who is killed this way. It is dreadful! This is a gang shooting?”

Harrigan nodded slowly.

“Yeh. He was one of Mike Feeney’s crowd.”

The priest looked at the dying man.

“I met him. Father Romani introduced him. Shaun O’Donnell? Of course, he was an altar boy at the Holy Name Cathedral.”

“That’s so,” said Harrigan.

A curious fatality pursued these boys who had started so promisingly in the cloistered quiet of the great cathedral.

“Where did you find him?” asked Harrigan, addressing the interested policeman, who woke up with a start.

He had found him on the corner of Atlantic and 95th. He himself was two blocks away when the shooting started and had come up in time to see the sedan melt into the darkness. He had run to the nearest ‘phone and got headquarters on the wire.

“He said nothing?” asked Harrigan.

The policeman thought he had said “Jimmie”. He was certain he had cursed a little “in a kinder drowsy way”.

Harrigan thought it was a queer place for a bumping and wondered how Shaun had come to be there without his guard and his killers, why he had stopped his own car two hundred yards down the road and had driven out of Chicago without a single attendant. He frowned as he considered all the possibilities of the case, and wondered aloud if Mike Feeney had put him on the spot.

It seemed a new phrase for the priest.

“Put him on the spot?”

“Sure, father,” nodded Harrigan, and then the priest remembered that he had heard of such fatalities.

“Sent to his death by his own gang? Horrible! But why?”

Harrigan shook his head again and answered patiently.

“Sometimes it is the price they pay for peace,” he said. “Gang leaders can’t always control their own men, and if one of them starts to shoot up a rival gang, the leader can either take on his quarrel or put him on the spot — send him to some place where the other gang can get him.”

The young priest whispered:

“A human sacrifice!”

“It would be, father,” said Harrigan, with a frosty smile, “if they were human, but these—” His gesture towards the bed was very expressive.

Shaun was moving. They could hear the faint sound of his voice. The interne looked up quickly and beckoned with a jerk of his head — his hands being occupied.

“You won’t have much time,” he said in a low voice.

Harrigan sat down on the side of the bed and bent over.

“Hullo, Shaun. You know me, boy? Pat Harrigan. Captain Pat Harrigan…”

He saw a gleam of intelligence in the tired eyes.

“You are all jake, boy! I have been a good friend of yours, Shaun… Sure I have. Looked after your mother the first time you went to stir, didn’t I? You are going to tell me who did this, aren’t you?”

A whisper from the wreck on the bed. Harrigan bent his ear and nodded.

“Sure, I’ve sent for your wife. I rushed my own car for her. They never gave you a chance, Shaun. They put you on the spot, didn’t they?” He paused expectantly.

Shaun O’Donnell understood, but there was no answer.

“Come clean with it, kid. It wasn’t Feeney? Two of the Perelli gang, wasn’t it, Shaun?”

The eyes were fixed in a stare, and Harrigan’s voice became more urgent.

“You’re not going to God with a lie on your lips, are you? Wasn’t it Con O’Hara bumped you? Shaun, for God’s sake, don’t go out without tellin’ the truth! Perelli’s gang got you? Con O’Hara, wasn’t it?”

He waited, waited…

True to the gang tradition, Shaun did not speak. The police meant nothing. Their promise of vengeance meant nothing. He was silent not because he did not trust the police, not from any mistaken sense of honour. He had no faith in policemen, because he knew that his own police would settle all accounts and his own executioners would move expeditiously and unerringly to avenge him. He relied on a higher authority than the authority of the established law. In his dimming consciousness he knew that the machinery of revenge would be working, and working swiftly.

Harrigan read the signs in the eyes. He turned to the priest and beckoned him forward.

“That’s how they are — dumb!” he said bitterly, and knelt, looking at his watch as he did so. Shaun did not keep him waiting very long.

Mrs. O’Donnell came too late to the hospital to do any more than make preparations for her husband’s funeral. If she had wept she did not weep now. Her instructions were practical to the point of heartlessness. It may have been that this gruesome business of designating the exact quality of silver casket that should receive all that was mortal of Shaun O’Donnell, and the injunction that it should cost no more than so much, were an anodyne to the stark desolation of her soul.

The interne, dressed for his party, listened, amazed, to the discussion that took place in his office. She had with her three of Mike Feeney’s most trusted chiefs and an effeminate youth who wrote shorthand in a book with a red leather cover with gold edging. She left the hospital with the three men and drove back to her apartment with them.

The most important of these, “Spike” Milligan, weedy — looking, hatchet — faced, sandy — haired, with the appearance of a well — furnished bank clerk, by nature more deadly than a ring snake, turned to the more pressing business of reprisal. Mike Feeney was in Indiana, superintending certain important negotiations. Milligan had got him on the long distance wire and Mike was speeding back through the night.

“It was Jimmie McGrath and Con O’Hara,” said Mrs. O’Donnell. “You saw them coming back, didn’t you, Spike?”

Spike nodded.

“I knew Shaun was going to see Jimmie,” she went on. “He didn’t often tell me where he was going, but he told me that, and I tried to get him to stay home. Perelli sent Jimmie because he blew Shaun trusted him. Those two men have got to be fixed before Mike gets back.”

“That’s what I say,” said Spike.

The other men nodded.

“Jimmie’s nothing — just yeller—”

“But he ain’t going to get away wid it,” said Spike. “O’Hara’s got an apartment on North State. He’s living there with his woman.”

“But Perelli—” said one of the others.

“Ain’t one of you boys got enough guts to get him?” Mrs. O’Donnell spat the question.

Spike looked thoughtfully at his well — manicured finger — nails.

“That’s not easy, Mrs. O’Donnell.” There was a note of apology in his tone. “The other two, why, they don’t think that anybody’s seen them — they’ll be easy. I’ll get Con and Jimmie if they’re not on the run.”

The woman’s hard face set into an ugly mask of hate.

“I’d fix Perelli if he’d see me,” she said between her teeth.

There was a long, long silence, and then she rose abruptly from the table.

“Go and get these boys,” she said, and the “droppers” went out to their mission.
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The reactions of Jimmie McGrath were peculiar and unexpected. He was quite cool, his mind perfectly ordered, when he said good night to Con O’Hara and walked the rest of the way home.

He had taken his step and there was nothing else for him to do but to wait. He was beyond pity either for Shaun O’Donnell or for himself. There was blood on his hands — the blood of a friend. He was a cold — hearted midnight assassin. He had not understood these shootings till now. They had been beyond his comprehension. He had never been able to put himself in the place of the killer, and now he was a killer himself. He was numb to grief or remorse. It was as though a local anaesthetic had been applied to his sense of right and wrong. Just numb. The more sensitive places of his mind wess beyond feeling.

He went upstairs to his room, unlocked the door, put on a light, bolted the door behind him and washed his hands. He was terribly thirsty, drank glass after glass of water. He took off his coat and vest, loosened his collar, and, kicking off his shoes, lay down on the bed, pulling the coverlet over him, and switched out the light.

Sleep should have been denied him, yet he slept immediately, and was heavy in dreamless oblivion when a tap came to his door. He wasawake instantly and off the bed. His gun was on the table where he had left it. He took it up, his heart thumping painfully. Again came the knock, and then a voice he recognized — it was Angelo’s.

“Open the door, Jimmie.”

He drew back the bolts and Angelo came in.

“Sleeping, eh?” He was frankly surprised. “Put on your shoes and coat.”

“Does Tony want me?”

Angelo shook his head slightly.

“He doesn’t want to see you, but we have got another place for you to sleep tonight. This one ain’t so good, Jimmie.”

Jimmie McGrath felt his throat go dry.

“Do they know—” he stammered, “about Shaun and — and me — ?

“Sure they know,” said Angelo coolly. “Con was seen driving back to town with you.”

Angelo looked at his watch.

“Step on it,” he said curtly.

Jimmie fumbled his feet into his shoes, drew on his coat and, slipping his gun into his pocket, followed the other man out of the room.

“Put out the light and lock the door,” commanded Angelo, and Jimmie obeyed the first instruction.

He was trembling violently. His breath came in short, shallow gasps. He felt like a man who had been running for a long distance.

They went downstairs into the street. A little way along a car was drawn up and loitering on the sidewalk were two men. He did not speak to them, nor did Angelo. They left them behind.

A quarter of an hour later Jimmie found a new lodging in a small hotel near to Tony Perelli’s apartment.

“Don’t open the door to anybody. I’ll send somebody early in the morning and then you can have breakfast brought in. Tony will want to see you.”

“Where is Con?”

“Home,” said Angelo impatiently.

He was not in the mood to answer questions. He had himself been pulled out of bed to secure the new recruit to the murder squad, and was anxious to return to that comfortable place.

He waited outside the door until he heard the bolt snap home, and went down the elevator.

Perelli owned this hotel and Jimmie was safe for the night.

Spike Milligan did not go immediately in search of Jimmie McGrath. He accepted the harder task first. Con O’Hara’s apartment was located. There was a light in the window and it was to be seen from the street. Spike went to the nearest drug store and called him on the wire.

“Say, is that you, Con?”

Milligan knew O’Hara — they had been members of the same gang in New York.”

“It’s Spike speaking.”

“Yuh?” came Con’s cautious voice.

“Say, Con, I want to see you. Shaun O’Donnell got his tonight and it looks as though this outfit is breaking up. Say, what’s the chance of comin’ over?”

Con O’Hara was not clever, but he shared with the lower animals a certain instinct of danger.

“Sure, there’s a chance. See me in the morning, Spike. I’ve got a touch of grippe, and I ain’t been out all night.”

“What’s the matter with tonight?” asked Spike.

“What’s the matter with the morning?” asked Con.

A little pause, and then: “Maybe, I’ll call in and see you and take a chance—”

“You don’t know what chance you’ll take if you call on me tonight, kid,” said Con, and there was a significance in his tone not to be overlooked.

Spike Milligan did a bit of quick thinking. Was O’Hara in or was he just one of these floating guerillas loosely attached to the Perelli crowd, that Tony sometimes employed? Spike knew the day and hour of Con O’Hara’s arrival in Chicago. The balance of probability was that Con was still a free — lance killer, as yet unprotected by Perelli’s organization.

“This guy won’t be hard to get,” he said, “and there’ll be no rap coming.”

He was a little terrified of Mrs. O’Donnell — all the crowd were. To go back to her and report a failure would be to invite trouble. He made to where he had left his “torpedoes” and after a hasty consultation they moved towards the block where Con O’Hara had his residence.

To get into the apartment was a simple matter. There was a janitor, who was also the elevator man. The front door was open day and night. As they came in sight of the building they saw something else: a closed sedan came slowly from the direction of the city and pulled up within fifty yards of the entrance. The head lamps were dim and became dimmer, and nobody alighted.

Spike halted in the shadows and grinned. To walk into that building was to invite himself to an insignificant funeral, for the honours of the day would go to Shaun. They went back to the place where his car was parked and drove towards Jimmie’s house. If there was a car waiting here, there was nothing left for him to do but to return to his employer.

They drove past the building; there was no sign of car or guard. A hundred yards away Spike alighted, walked slowly back, and crossing the road, reached the closed door of the apartment house. To open the door was easy enough: he had lodged at the place himself and after his interview with Mrs. O’Donnell he had gone home and got the key.

The passage was dark. He went softly up the stairs to the third floor and knocked gently at Jimmie’s door. There was no reply. He knocked again, listening intently. If Jimmie had moved in his bed, he would have heard him, but there was no move, no creak of mattress or sound of stealthy footstep. He turned the handle, and when he found that the door was not locked he knew that the room was empty. Jimmie had not completely carried out instructions.

Spike switched on the light and looked round. The bed had been slept on, but not in; he read all the signs with a skill born of practice. Perelli had got him away. And then a sudden, queer premonition of danger sent a chill down his spine. If Perelli had got his killer away, it was because he knew somebody was going after him.

He turned off the lights and went softly down the stairs, his pistol arm stiffly extended, sensitive to every sound. Spike’s thumb was on the back — drawn hammer of his Colt, the trigger tightly pressed. He had but to release his thumb and whosoever stood within the range of his gun died.

Turning the knob of the front door, he opened it and stopped. Immediately opposite, at the foot of the steps down which he must pass, was the sedan he had seen near Con O’Hara’s house. He stood, thunderstruck, for a fraction of a second and then something hard and painful thumped against his spine.

“Step lively, Spike,” whispered a voice behind him.

He was pushed out on to the top step, and simultaneously two men came out of the car, one walked up to him and took away the gun from his hand, slipping his thumb under Spike’s to lower the trigger gently. “What’s the idea?”

His throat was dry, his voice husky. He glanced up and down: no sign of his own torpedoes; they would be waiting for him two blocks away unless they had seen the car drive up. Maybe they were too dumb to see that. The man behind him closed the door softly. “You’re going a ride. Spike,” he said. He was pushed into the car by the side of the driver. The machine moved on.

“Say, what’s the idea?” said Spike again, “I was taking a message from Shaun to Jimmy.”

There was a chuckle from the seat behind him. “Now maybe you can take a message from Jimmy to Shaun!” mocked the voice. The car gathered speed, and Spike could do no more than sit and wonder just where they were heading for. Each gang had its favourite spot.

All thought, imagination, hope, human volition went out deafeningly. The driver slowed the car and drew up at the sidewalk. The man who had fired put down his pistol, and, leaning over, flung open the door, lifted the dead man by the shoulders and heaved him on to the road, the car swerving scientifically to avoid its wheels’ contact with the sprawling figure, and then the machine circled and went back the way it had come.

The killer lit a cigarette.

“Might have got him outside to do it,” grumbled the driver. “It’ll take all night to clean up this coat of mine.”

“Forget it,” said the killer,

“Or burn it,” said the other. “Say, what are furnaces for?”
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Mike Feeney came back from Indianapolis more worried than vengeful. There was nothing foolish about this slow — thinking man, and, although perturbed and not a little terrified by the savage outburst which greeted him when he met his sister, he saw the situation, as every good racketeer must see it, from the aspect of Big Business.

“Spike didn’t come back.”

“Sure he didn’t come back.”

He was relieved to be given this opportunity for asserting the superiority of his tactics.

“It was mad you were to send the three men to get O’Hara and Jimmie! Wouldn’t Perelli be expectin’ it? Arrah! Stop, will ye?” he roared, as she raised her voice again. “There’s only one way to fix Tony and I know it. Them boys will get theirs. I’ve said it, so stop your yellin’, will ye?”

He sat down sulkily to a huge breakfast, a tired, harassed, ill — tempered man, for beyond and behind the immediate cause of his fury was the fear of death which comes to all men living as precariously near to the edge as he. Trying to recall all his associations with the Perelli crowd, he considered what were his points of contact with them.

Angelo… ?

He was friendly with Angelo, who had sought a fusion of interests, a merger that would have given Feeney control of a certain definite area. Mike was staging a birthday party at Bellini’s, and Angelo had half promised that this should be a day of truce and that Perelli himself would come and talk heart to heart with his rival. It was to be an important gathering, with a sprinkling of judges to give tone and emphasize the note of propriety usually absent from such gatherings. By his own peculiar code and method of reasoning he dissociated himself from that enmity of Perelli’s which had brought Shaun to his inevitable end.

He breakfasted alone. His position was a serious one. There was no one to take Shaun’s place; there were many matters to consider, his line of action to decide upon. His own life was dependent upon the decisions he took…

Tony Perelli did not breakfast as early that morning.

When the sun was high, he sat at the organ seat, his fingers wandering over the keys aimlessly, his mind occupied with music to the exclusion of all other matters. Minn Lee sat on the lower step of the dais, working with stitches of microscopic precision the Chinese dragon she had been embroidering ever since she came to Tony’s apartment. It was an amazingly complicated dragon, and she fashioned it without the guidance of a pattern. A thing of delicate shades, already beautiful… Tony was proud of it and would stop in the middle of dinner and send for her to exhibit it to the admiration of the guests.

He stopped playing, swung his legs leisurely over the organ seat.

“You like that?” he asked.

She nodded.

He had come to set great store by her judgment, or perhaps he demanded the approval of his audience, and there was no audience like Minn Lee.

“Gounod,” he said. “What a pity the damn’ fool wasn’t born an Italian! But he was educated in Rome. You wouldn’t think I knew that?”

She looked up at him with that faint, inscrutable smile of hers. It meant just a little more than was apparent.. “You know everything. Tony.”

He smiled complacently. Minn Lee was the only person in the world who could make him purr.

“Of music — yes,” he said. ‘Perhaps if I’d stayed in the orchestra at Cosmolino’s I’d have been a swell musician, but I was ambitious. I became a cook! I was always an artist.”

This was nearly true.

He had never really been a cook, but found a perverted satisfaction in claiming his origin as being something more lowly than it was. None suspected Antonio Perelli of an inferiority complex, yet such was the fact. No man was more conscious of his social defects than this lord of the underworld. Once he had killed an ex — schoolmaster, a member of the old Dominic gang, who had twitted him about his handwriting and questioned his literacy.

Angelo Verona came in, very tired, not in the best of moods. He had been out since early morning, checking in a supply of the real stuff that had come through in the night. He slipped off his gloves, pulled off his overcoat, dropped it on the settle, took a bundle of papers from his pocket, and laid them on the table with an inquiring look at Minn Lee.

“Do you want me, Angelo?”

“Si,” he replied.

Tony stooped and pulled the girl to her feet.

“Run away, little Chinese angel: you come back by and by.”

Near the door the girl turned. Had Tony forgotten his promise? she wondered.

“You said you would come and sit in my room—” she began.

“I said I would see you by and by.” His voice rose to a shout. “Damn it! Can’t you hear me?”

That was like Tony — the Tony she had half learned. She smiled again, and, turning obediently, left them. When she had gone:

“Well?” asked Perelli.

Angelo reported briefly.

“That tram’s through from Canada. One box car was opened and half the booze was gone.”

Ordinarily the news that a portion of his shipment had been hijacked would have been sufficient to arouse in him a raging tempest of fury. Tony was a bootlegger. Never in his life had he utilized his forces to steal other men’s goods. By his understanding he was a square dealer. Every case of the liquor he imported, every beaker of alky was bought with real money. Hijacking was the long suit of the Feeney gang. Nothing was sacred to them. They would steal a shipload of other people’s liquor in a night, had even broken into bonded warehouses with the connivance of certain officials, and removed large quantities of the stuff without paying a cent. If Angelo had expected an outburst he was agreeably surprised.

“Half the liquor’s gone, eh?” said Tony. “I know all about that. It was the police in Michigan. I told them to help themselves.”

Angelo smiled grimly and consulted his notebook.

“Well, they have! And I paid five hundred dollars to the railway clerk. Two thousand dollars to that prohibition officer: he’d ‘a’ stopped it going out of the yard else.”

Tony said it was worth it. He didn’t want trouble — that was his slogan. He didn’t want trouble with the police, with the Federal authorities, with Feeney, or with any other gang.

“We’ll start trucking it tomorrow,” said Angelo. “It’s all the best stuff.”

Tony glanced casually at the list. He noted one or two familiar names, and uttered a warning as he turned to the organ again.

“Be careful, Angelo,” he said, “that Judge Cohlsohn gets that good champagne. Last time he got apple juice and he raised hell! I don’t want no trouble with them Supreme Court judges. An’ watch out for Feeney’s crowd.”

He nodded and repeated: “Watch out!”

Angelo smiled. He was young and confident. To him the blow which had befallen Feeney’s relative and henchman was one from which the Irishman would never recover. Feeney was finished — the nibbled core of a greatness that was never too great.

“Forget it,” he scoffed. “Feeney will be like a cat on wheels now that Shaun’s got his. Shaun was the brains of that outfit.”

Tony smiled. He had other views, and it was typical of him that he did not express them even to a man who was as near to being completely in his confidence as any.

“That’s the worst thing that’s ever been said about Mike Feeney,” he said.

He sat at the organ and played a few notes of “Rigoletto”. He played softly and with feeling. “Rigoletto” soothed him, gave him something of gaiety. To Angelo the man was an enigma, outside the range of his experience, beyond understanding. He brought the conversation to another matter which was concerning him.

“O’Hara is a loud speaker, ain’t he?”

Tony turned his head lazily.

“He is Irish, and he is from New York — he can’t help it,” he said.

Piqued by his indifference, Angelo said:

“He’s got some swell woman.”

The music stopped suddenly and Tony swung round on the organ seat. Here was a matter very vital. Women carried the colour of romance; they were the flowers in life’s garden.

“Eh?” His eyes were alight, and Angelo groaned.

He himself had little or no interest in women. He loathed their intrusion into business. He was systematically offensive to them, Minn Lee alone being the exception. To Minn Lee his attitude had been curiously gentle — curious to those who knew Angelo Verona. He had gone out of his way to make life more agreeable for her. And now— “I was a bonehead to talk about women,” he said. “That’s your trouble. Tony. Why can’t you keep your mind on business for a few years and then take a holiday? About this stuff for the judge—”

But Tony Perelli was not to be put off. “She is really pretty — this O’Hara woman? It is funny you should have noticed her. I do not think I remember you ever speaking of women before. And if you say she is pretty — ?”

“Ain’t they all?” asked Angelo wearily. “What’s prettiness anyway? It’s only a face.”

“Nize?” asked Tony, his eager eyes still fixed on the other.

“It depends,” said Angelo Cautiously.

“Blonde?” said the other, and Angelo folded up his note — book deliberately.

“What made me talk about her I don’t know,” he said in despair. “It’s the first time since Minn Lee has been here—”

“Leave her out.” Tony’s voice was sharp. “Tell me about this girl. Is she smart — soignee?”

Angelo shook his head. “What the hell that is I don’t know,” he said. “All I can tell you is that she’s tough but she’s classy. She’s the kind that you see here three days a week.”

But Tony pressed for detail. He had an uncanny perception for the extraordinary, and he knew that Mrs. O’Hara was something out of the ordinary run. But he had one doubt.

“O’Hara — that pig — how could he get a fine girl?” he demanded. “He is fat, he is noisy, he is ignorant.”

“If you start wondering what girls see in guys,your mind is going right off your business,” said Angelo, and looked at his watch. “O’Hara will be here in a few minutes. I had him on the wire this morning. Spike tried to see him in his apartment last night. Say, I’m glad that torpedo’s dumb. He’s a fool, and a fool can’t be trusted to do the wrong thing all the time — sometimes he’s on the spot by accident.”

With a shrug of his shoulders. Tony turned back to his organ. He heard the door shut on Angelo — and five minutes later the shrill tinkle of a bell. Kiki was putting his breakfast on the table: thin slices of brown toast, a grapefruit and black coffee. Tony was abstemious in his diet. He dreamt of returning to the sylph — like proportions of his early youth.

“See to the door, Kiki,” he said, and presently he heard a loud voice in the hall outside, and smiled.

O’Hara! It wasn’t possible that he should possess anything in the world that Perelli desired.

Con came into the apartment, looking spruce, shaven, jocular. He was conscious of a piece of work well done. He saw Tony at the organ and was rather amused. He despised the artistic side of Perelli’s nature; his love for the organ was almost tantamount to effeminacy in the eyes of this dull gangster.

He had never stood in awe of Tony, felt a definite superiority to him. He had a Celt’s misplaced disparagement for the Latin races — a disparagement more frequently found in those nearest of kin to the Latins than in the more sober and more modest Nordic strains. Listening now uncomprehendingly to the aria, his bull voice pierced the music.

“That’s funny,” he chuckled. “Playin’ the organ like somep’n, in church. You had a guy singin’ here yesterday. Foreign, wasn’t he? And devil a word did I understand of it!”

Tony surveyed him coldly. Con was tolerable when he kept to his own plane. As a critic of music he was ludicrous; as a critic of Tony he placed himself outside the pale.

“That man sang at the Scala in Milan,” he said, but his information was without significance to his hearer.

“Gee! Them talkies is everywhere, ain’t they?” he said admiringly. “That guy certainly made me laff!”

“It amused you?”

If Con had been better acquainted with Tony he would have seen the red light. It was not in this mood that Con O’Hara should have made his call. Tony had a genuine grievance. He had read four newspapers that morning and each journal had told the same story.

“Yuh. But I’m the sort of guy who gets a laugh out of most anything,” said Con.

They both heard the mournful wail of a siren. Tony got up and, going to the balcony, looked down into the street. It was a police car speeding along Michigan Boulevard.

“Yuh,” said Con. “They are busy this morning. Them bums ain’t got nothin’ else to do except to whoop around! Pardon me.” He stretched out his hand to take a piece of toast from the rack.

Tony’s steel knife blade missed him by the fraction of an inch. Con drew back his hand with an oath and stared at the man who had dared to swing a knife to his finger. His eyes narrowed, his ugly, full face grew taut.

“What’s the big idea?” he asked slowly.

“I am not asking you to breakfast, my friend,” said Tony coolly. “If you are hungry, I will ring for Kiki to give you something to eat. Have you read the newspapers this morning?”

He indicated the pile that lay on the table where his breakfast stood.

Con O’Hara did not read newspapers. They were, he said righteously, too full of lies for his liking, but Tony was insistent, and thrust a Tribune into his hand.

“On the top of the page, please look.”

Con read aloud with some difficulty, for he was no great scholar.

“‘Shaun O’Donnell, booze racketeer, dies at hands of gunmen. Dead gangster Mike Feeney’s chief aid. Put on the spot, Detective — Commissioner Kelley thinks… ‘“ He laughed. “Put on the spot! Say, that’ll make Feeney mad!”

Tony nodded. He had not killed Shaun to irritate his brother — in — law; life was too serious a matter to bother about the unimportant reactions of human brings.

“Go on,” he said, “if you can read.”

O’Hara scowled at him and, taking up the newspaper again, spelt out the news.

“‘Last night at twelve, Patrolman Ryan, of the Maxwell Street Station, heard shots, and, running ‘ — the direction, found the body of Shaun O’Donnell. He had been shot in — Hell, wasn’t I there?”

Tony smiled.

“Yes, I believe you were there. That is why it is so very interesting — for me!”

The thick lips of Con O’Hara curled.

“The kid gave him one or maybe two, it doesn’t matter much, because I was out of the machine with my rod up before the first shot was fired. I don’t waste no time, Tony. It was all over and we was headin’ for Michigan Avenue before that bull was in sight.”

Again Tony Perelli smiled.

“That was fine! And he was dead?”

“Was he dead!” scoffed the other. “Listen, when I pull a rod on a guy, his front name’s ‘late’!”

Perelli leant back in his chair, chewed at a golden toothpick.

“And yet,” he said suavely, “he was alive when he was found.”

There was a silence painful to Con O’Hara.

“How’s that?” he asked incredulously.

“He was alive,” said Tony, “and taken to the Brothers’ Hospital, and Harrigan saw him there. G’wan — laff!”

O’Hara was taken aback. He had skimmed the newspapers without reading them carefully, or he would have anticipated this reproach that had come to him, and he might have been more ready with his excuses.

“It was that college kid,” he said, “I told you I didn’t want to take him along. Say, that boy fell apart the minute he pulled his rod. I’ve never missed my man.”

Tony’s smile was most amiable.

“I see. You missed him, but you killed him, and that was why he was alive at one o’clock in the Brothers’ Hospital with Mr. Harrigan saying: ‘Come clean for your old mother’s sake.’”

It was shocking news to O’Hara; an accusation of inefficiency in his own expert art. Killing was bread — and — butter work for him. He lived in comparative affluence on the strength of his ability to draw in the flash of an eye and shoot surely as soon as the muzzle of his gun was out of his pocket.

Tony was looking at him oddly.

“You come to me from New York — a swell killer from the Five Pointers. ‘In New York we do this — in New York we do that.’ In Chicago, sweetheart, I send you out to do a leetle, simple thing, and what do you do?”

O’Hara had his alibi ready:

“That kid got me… got me rattled,” he began.

“Sure he got you rattled,” interrupted Perelli. “Swell feller, eh? All brains!”

The man turned on him, ugly with rage, and Perelli, an excellent judge of character though he was and one who knew just where to stop, could not forbear another gibe.

“Well, he’s dead now,” growled the man.

“Sure.” Tony showed his teeth in a delighted smile. “Everybody dies some time. But when I mark a man he is not to die of old age! That is all.”

“Now listen—”

“That is all.” Perelli arrested further excuses. “I am not annoyed, but Mike Feeney will be calling. I’ve been expectin’ him all morning.”

Even as he spoke the telephone on the tablebuzzed. O’Hara reached for the receiver, but Tony took it from his hand.

“Not you. Con. You would go to answer the call of one man and find yourself talking to another!”

It was Mike Feeney, incoherent with anger, so lurid, so violent, that his words blasted on the delicate diaphragm. He was talking in the presence of his sister, Perelli guessed.

“Mr. Perelli is not at home—” he began, and there came a burst of profanity that made Perelli’s delighted smile widen. “Don’t use such language, Mister Michael Feeney! I may be all those things, and yet the lady at the Central might not like to hear you saying them. I tell you… I don’t… Listen, you silly Irish! I don’t know anything about Shaun O’Donnell. In the Tribune it says you put him on the spot… Oh, my friend, you are like a German opera. I tell you I do not know… I swear to you by the blessed Mother of God” — he crossed himself— “I do not know. O’Hara? Don’t be silly!”

“Tell him from me—” began Con, but Tony shot one glance in his direction, and continued offensively.

“That New York man is too big a fool; I wouldn’t trust him to kill a cat. He’s one of these guys who shoots out of his mouth. Listen, Mike! Oh, listen!” And then his voice turned to a snarl. “You and your bunch of micks have been musclin’ in on my territory — yes, you have! Shaun was the guy who shot up one of my speakeasies the other night, an’ who hijacked a carload of liquor from the Erie yards — yuh, I know!

I don’t want no trouble. I told you what you’re doing — we’re ruining one grand business’ Yuh? I meet you at the corner of Michigan and 25th? An’ where do I go from there? To the undertaker’s parlour? Say, you’re not goin’ to put me on the spot? Why don’t you come here?”

Con, listening, became agitated.

“Don’t you trust that guy—” he began, but Tony silenced him with a scowl.

“All right, all right. I’ll meet you — opposite the Tribune building. That’s O.K. by me. There’ll be a machine — gun covering you. I’m saying it. Sure I want to talk. And we’ll come back here. You an’ me, without rods. O.K. Eleven o’clock.” He hung up the receiver and pressed a bell on the table.

“Now listen, I’m tellin’ you somep’n’—” began O’Hara as Angelo came in hurriedly.

“I am meeting Feeney,” said Perelli curtly. “Arrange that I am covered.”

He spoke in Italian.

“Feeney?” Angelo’s eyes opened wide.

“Don’t look like an imbecile,” said Perelli impatiently. “Fix it! I’ve got to meet this man. There’s no trouble comin’ today. Tomorrow, yes, the day after, sure! But today, no. I will meet him. It will be very interesting!”
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O’Hara listened impatiently to the staccato rattle of their Italian tongues. His sense of importance was impaired. His vanity was a tender plant growing in strange soil. Once or twice he tried to break in, but failed to impress his presence upon either of the men. He was conscious in his dull way that he was in his place — where he had been put. Just a servant of no great importance, he, Con O’Hara, a lieutenant of the Five Pointers.

“Say, I’m in this, ain’t I?” he walled, but they did not notice him. “You don’t know when you’ve got a good guy. Hey, Tony, you’re not treating me square.”

When he was annoyed his voice rose to a roar: it was a bellow now.

Angelo turned his languid attention upon him, favoured him with a sustained and insolent stare.

“Do you want to see your woman?” he asked. “She is in the hall, waiting for you.”

O’Hara did not see the look in Tony’s eyes, or he might not have grinned so complacently. He was very proud of Maria, anxious to show her off, with certain reservations.

“I’ll be right along,” he said, as Angelo went out of the door.

“Your woman?” Tony’s voice was very friendly, soft, almost caressing. “You have a woman, eh?”

O’Hara smirked.

“Sure. Ain’t I a human being?”

Tony was looking at him thoughtfully.

“Nize, huh?”

O’Hara lifted his eyebrows in simulated surprise.

“Ain’t you never met her, Tony?”

Nobody knew better than he that they had not met. To say that O’Hara dreaded such a meeting would be untrue; that he had felt a little uneasy at possible complications was nearer the mark. He knew Perelli by repute: he had a reputation and a past that was thickly studded with affairs in various hues of drabness. O’Hara, as a gangster, was a business man. He held to the traditions of the leaders who had made him — that women belonged to out — of — business hours.

“No, I have not seen her,” said Tony gently.. “She is pretty, eh?”

O’Hara nodded and grinned.

“She’s dandy,” he said.

It was the first sign of real enthusiasm Perelli had seen in his new henchman.

And then it occurred to O’Hara to ask a question that had been on the tip of his tongue for some time.

“Say, Tony, I can’t understand you runnin’ around with a Chink.”

The smile left Perelli’s face. The flush that had been excited by this new interest faded to his natural colour, which was something between brown and grey.

“I don’t speak that language — Chink!”

He had ceased to be a friend. He was the master again. O’Hara felt the menace in his tone and wilted.

“Listen,” he said hastily. “I’m not sayin’ anything against Minn Lee. She’s a swell — lookin’ kid.”

The smile returned to Perelli’s face. It was a surer way to gain his goodwill by praising his possessions than by flattering his own qualities.

“Sure,” he nodded. “But not so nize as yours, eh?”

O’Hara did not say as much, but he thought so. A Chinese was a Chinese to him, something so definitely foreign that he could not place himself in the same category.

“Bring her in,” suggested Tony.

O’Hara hesitated.

“Would you like to meet her?” he asked, and when Tony signified that desire the old hesitancy came back.

Why did Perelli want to see her? He was wholly absorbed in Minn Lee and never betrayed the least wish to meet any new woman. O’Hara had seen him at parties with the loveliest girls present, entirely oblivious of their charms and their attractions.

He gave a note of warning, which, he thought would be sufficient. “She’s crazy about me,” he said.

“She must be,” said Tony, but the sarcasm was wasted on the other. “Go on, bring her in.” He half turned. “I’ll go,” he said, but O’Hara caught him by the arm.

“Here, wait a minute I I’ll bring her. On the level, Tony.”

His challenging eyes met his chiefs.

“Sure, on the level.”

Perelli was amused. He read into this uneasiness a tribute to his own power of attraction, and was flattered. Probably a very dull woman, he thought, and yet that uncanny instinct of his…

“We are very fond of one another,” said Con slowly, “and there’s going to be trouble for anybody who tries to muscle in.”

“That is bad news.”

His remark was too subtle for the other to distinguish.

“Who’s going to muscle in?”

“Well, I know what you Wops are,” growled O’Hara, and Tony showed his teeth.

“Wops — that is a nize word. Perhaps you can think of something better if I give you plenty of time.” He brought his hand down on the other’s shoulder. “Swell fellow, Con. I make plenty of money for you.”

As Con O’Hara went out, and the door closed softly behind him, Perelli’s smile became a mask of concentrated malignity. He spat out a few words in Italian that were not so much uncomplimentary to Con O’Hara as to his relatives.

From his pocket he took a tiny gold bottle, pressed a spring and a fine powder of scented spray bedewed the lapels of his fashionable coat.

In a way Perelli was a fop. He loved beautiful things, fine scents. He imported the rarest perfumes for his own use. He washed his hands in rosewater, and Angelo, a born economist, once calculated that Perelli’s daily bath cost him twenty dollars. He was facing the door when Con came back, but his eyes were for the woman who followed him into the room.

Perelli was a man who dreamed about women, and never once had he met a type that was comparable with the supreme creature of his imagination. And now he had met her. Blonde, perfectly featured. He guessed her to be a Pole and was right. She was of the height, she had the figure, the gesture of his lady of dreams, and from that moment there was no other creature in the world for him but this woman who called herself O’Hara but was in fact Maria Pouluski.

He stared at her as though she were a materialized spirit and in a dream he heard O’Hara’s harsh voice: “Meet Mr. Perelli, Maria.”

The hand that rested in his was small and soft, the fingers long and tapering. He held it for a moment and then, bending, kissed it. If her voice was harder than he hoped to hear, it did not shatter the illusion. There was music in it of a kind, a certain sugary sweetness which belonged to the polite conventions.

“I have heard a whole lot about you, Mr. Perelli,” she said.

Con was looking at them both. His big, round forehead was screwed up in a frown.

“Sure, I’m always talkin’ about you — ain’t I, kid?”

He had talked a lot about Perelli, but not all of it was complimentary; some of it was distinctly unflattering. He had spoken of Tony as an equal. Now she was to see him graded.

The girl was uncomfortable at his silence, but greatly flattered by all she read in his eyes. Maria Pouluski was a quick thinker. She saw opportunities and possibilities that had been beyond all her dreams. Con had talked about him, yes, but she could remember only one thing: “That guy must be worth ten million dollars, twenty maybe.” And here was the man, staring at her, like one of those admirers who used to call at the stage door and want to take her to supper.

“I’d like to know Mrs. Perelli,” she said. “She’s a Chinese lady, isn’t she?”

Tony turned his head slowly in the direction of his gunman, and smiled grimly.

“Chinese lady, you hear that, Irish? She didn’t say ‘Chink’. She said ‘Chinese lady’. Will you remember that, please?” He turned to the girl. “Yes, she is fifty — fifty, Chinese — American.”

He put out his arms and for a moment she thought he was going to embrace her, and her heart missed a beat. She had no illusions about Con. He was slow in all movements except with his gun. He could draw and shoot so quickly that none could follow the movement of his hand.

But Perelli was loosening the coat from her shoulders.

“Let me take this,” he said, held it up for a moment and looked at it with smiling contempt.

O’Hara was getting restless, watching him with growing anger.

“We’ll step out now, if you’re ready, Maria,” he said loudly, but Tony ignored him.

“You like Chicago?”

She nodded.”It certainly is a swell place.”

“Better than New York?” he asked, and again looked at the coat on the settle. “We have beautiful stores, good furs, sables on chiffon. Exquisite. We will do some shopping one day.”

O’Hara stood, undecided: how far could hospitality justify this blatant invitation? He did not know Tony well enough to resent this friendliness. Wops were notoriously polite, given to empty promises that meant nothing.

“Perhaps,” Tony went on, “we shall see some sables.”

Her gurgling laugh was music to his ears. “Sables! Say, what are you handing me?” She, too, was conscious of Con’s disapproval and she turned to him for support.

“Your friend, Mr. Perelli, is a swell kidder. Why, I have only had that model—” She looked at the coat.Until that morning she had been rather proud of it. Now it was inexplicably shabby. She saw where it was worn on the sleeve. The model was only a year old.

Con O’Hara felt it was the moment to justify himself.

“That coat set me back two thousand dollars,” he said deliberately.

Tony laughed.

“Two grand! I pay that for the fur collars!”

Angelo came in and Tony caught his eye; the Irishman was too busy and too ostentatiously looking at his watch to notice the signal.

“Gee, look at the time!” He was a bad actor. “Come on, kid. We shan’t make that appointment.”

“You are wanted on the wire, Con.”

Angelo was unusually polite. Not often did he address O’Hara by his Christian name.

“Me?” incredulously. “Who is it? Nobody knows I’m here… Can’t you put it through here?”

Angelo looked at him and made a mysterious signal.

“Police Department,” he said under his breath. “That’s what it sounded like. Maybe they know you’re here.”

“Kelly knows everything,” said Tony.

O’Hara hesitated. The one thing he did not want to do was to leave his wife alone in the salon with Perelli. He looked from her to Tony, helpless with doubt.

“Don’t keep that man waiting,” said Perelli. “You stay here, Mrs. O’Hara — you shall see Chicago from my balcony.”

He looked at Con through half — closed eyelids.

“Why are you waiting?” he asked sharply.

The girl understood: spurs for Con. She, at any rate, had no illusions. This matter was progressing in such a direction as she could wish. She was curious to discover what method of approach there would be. She hardly noticed that her husband had left the room.

There was much to admire in this great salon: the paintings were exact copies from the Doge’s Palace, the white marble arch of the balcony and the slim Venetian pillar that supported it.

“It’s a swell dump, Mr. Perelli; almost like a church. I ain’t seen one like it since I left—” She did not particularize the city, the state or the continent where she had seen a cathedral interior. She stepped out on the balcony and suddenly an arm was put round her. Tony’s hand was under her chin and her head was forced back, and their lips met. She was unprepared for this. A swift worker. She struggled a little; he did not hold her long enough to give her indignation scope, but she breathed with difficulty when he released her.

“You’ve got a nerve! You’ve never seen me before!” she said breathlessly.

“You like this place?” he asked eagerly. “Swell, eh? Where do you live, Maria?”

The man was aflame. His eyes burned her. The pressure of his hands on her shoulders hurt.

“Where do you live?”

Struggling from his grasp, she walked backward from him.

“We’ve got an apartment off State,” she said.

“Four rooms and a bath!”

“Well, it’s good enough for me!”

“Nothing’s good enough for you!”

He caught her again. Her lips were too conveniently placed for any reluctant woman.

“You’ve got a nerve to kiss me like that!” she whimpered. “If Con saw you do this—”

“Con!” he exploded.

He swung her round fiercely, still gripping her shoulder, lowered his face to hers, searching her eyes.

“If Con knew! I will do it before him and want nothing better!”

He was trembling, his voice was slurred. Never in her life had Maria Pouluski made so instant, so terrific an impression. She was thrilled, a little terrified.

“Are you crazy?” she gasped. “He would kill you—”

He laughed. Somebody said that Tony Perelli had too keen a sense of humour to be dangerous. To know him well was to discover that he was never quite so deadly as when he was amused.

“If he killed me I would be crazy,” he said, and suddenly released her and snatched from his little finger a ring with a glittering bluish — white stone. “Look. Take this!”

She gaped at the jewel, tried to draw back, but he seized her hand and forced it upon her finger.

“Take it!”

Did he mean it? She was in a panic lest he was fooling her.

“I couldn’t… Oh, it’s lovely!”

Five thousand dollars, much more. On her finger it seemed the size of a nut, a big, white, glittering, beautiful thing that flashed all the colours of the spectrum.

“It’s yours,” said Tony. “Perhaps I will give you another one like it.”

She gazed down at the ring, awe — stricken.

“Oh, momma!” she breathed. “Isn’t it swell!”

“To — night I give a party,” he spoke rapidly: Con might be back at any moment. “All the best people will be here, huh? You shall come — and Con.”

“Well, Con says—” she began.

“Con! Con!” impatiently. “You’ll come.”

“If Con—” she began again.

“Yeah, he’ll come.” Tony nodded and looked at the door. “You’ll sleep here — there are plenty of rooms: seven, eight nobody uses. I will give you a suite near my study.”

She made one last desperate effort to regain a similitude of respectability.

“You ain’t going to talk to me like that, Tony Perelli,” she said. “Staying here… !” She had sunk down into the luxurious couch. “Say, don’t think because you’ve got all the money in the world… You’ve got a damn’ nerve!”

“Sables on chiffon,” said Tony urgently. “I pay fifty dollars for a pair of stockings — a hundred. Do you want money?”

Impetuously he drew a handful of bills from his pocket. For a moment she was frightened.

“God Almighty! What do you think I am?”

She was in his arms again, his mouth devouring hers, and then a sound in the hall outside brought him to his feet.

Con came in, glowering suspiciously. For a moment he stood at the door, surveying them.

“What’s the idea?” he asked slowly. “Headquarters didn’t want me at all.” His dull gaze was fixed on Maria. “What’s the matter with you?” he growled.

There was reason for the question. Her face was flushed, her eyes unusually bright. He came back to an atmosphere of mystery, but a mystery that even he could solve.

She forced a laugh, and thrust out her hand.

“Look what Mr. Perelli gave me.”

He looked at it and then slowly raised his eyes to Perelli’s.

“Oh, he gave you that, did he? Why?” Tony Perelli supplied the answer.

“I give her two more if I wish. She is your wife, that’s why.” He slapped O’Hara on the back — he was a better actor than the Irishman. “This is a swell feller, Maria. I’ll call you that, You must call me Tony, eh? He shall be in my place. I can trust him — nobody else. He is a big shot, sure!”

O’Hara was mollified. He was a very simple man. The prospect of immediate gain meant more to him than most things. He could fortify himself by his faith in the woman he called his wife, and yet —

“That’s all right by me.” He surveyed Maria critically, a little menacingly.

A telephone bell rang and Tony Perelli went across to the table to answer it.

Slowly O’Hara came to the woman.

“Did that Wop get fresh with you?” he asked in a low voice. “Try to kiss you or anything?”

“Why, no, Con! I’d like to see him start!”

Her surprise and indignation would not have deceived most men. Con was half convinced.

“That guy goes plum crazy over a skirt,” he said, “if it’s the right kind. Not everybody’s his kind. You ain’t! Say, he’s mad about Minn Lee—”

“That’s good news,” said a soft voice, and he looked round.

Minn Lee had come quietly into the room and was standing at his elbow.

Agreeable drama for Maria. She looked at the slim little figure appraisingly. Some of these Chinese women could be pretty — there was a girl who went to the public school in Brooklyn and another girl she had seen in one of these Chinese restaurants in New York — but here was one not entirely Chinese. It puzzled her. She was a little too dumb to analyse the subtle difference between Minn Lee and all the Chinese women she had met. But there it was, to be felt if not understood. Something so obvious that it defied analysis.

Tragedy for Minn Lee. She had been watching Tony at the telephone, his eyes fixed on the girl. She knew that look; more important, she knew his type. That was a curious circumstance, for Tony had only vague notions of what pleased him, could never define exactly his fleshly requirements.

O’Hara beamed at the girl: here was relief from a strain which was becoming intolerable. “Maria, meet Mrs. Perelli,” he said. Maria took the little hand in hers and, in the manner of her kind, was fulsome and unreserved in her flattery. Minn Lee’s dress was beautiful — she said so. Minn Lee was unusually lovely that morning — she said as much.

Minn Lee, eyeing her gravely, realized that the inevitable woman had arrived. She could be philosophical in all matters but this. Perhaps there was in her heart some desperate hope that she might turn the trick by her own values. Had she been judging another woman’s struggle to retain her man, she would have offered an exact prognosis of the course this love disease would follow.

Tony watched and swelled with gratification: two marvellous women — they were fighting for him. Not visibly, not so that a dull clod of a man like O’Hara could see or hear the clash, but clearly and unmistakably in Perelli’s eyes, and when Maria drawled, “I do admire your wife, Mr. Perelli,” he knew the battle had opened.

“Pretty, eh?” he smiled and laid his hand caressingly on Minn Lee’s shoulder. “Madame Butterfly, huh?”

Maria looked at him blankly.

“Is that so? Why, then I have heard about Mrs. Perelli—”

O’Hara came clumsily to her rescue:

“Don’t be dumb, kid. Madame Butterfly is adame in a book.”

“Madame Butterfly was Japanese.” Minn Lee came to the rescue of both, explained the mythical madame’s place in literature… “Puccini — Tony will play.”

“Maybe to — night,” Tony jumped in quickly.

He was watching Maria.

“What do you think of her? Cute, eh? Show Maria your rings, honey.”

Obediently the girl put out her hand, and Perelli took it, indicating with his stubby forefinger all the evidences of his generosity. Rings, bracelets — he catalogued them, giving their price with assumed carelessness.

Maria listened dumbfounded, staggered by the figures he quoted. Minn Lee said nothing. She heard her possessions appraised, her sable wraps, her new ermine coat. Tony was frank even on the subject of more intimate wear, for which he paid fabulous figures. And she had all the money in the world.

Maria looked from the Chinese girl to Tony, from Tony to the stocky Irishman, from the Irishman to this gorgeous apartment and all that it stood for: social advancement, power, money. And she made her decision.

She had never made a decision that required less consideration, had fewer “ifs” or “buts” to it, and O’Hara’s price as a gun fighter and leader she had already discounted. Shrewdly she lined him up and placed him just where he belonged. He was a big wheel in the machine, but here was the driving power. She looked at the ring on her hand furtively. White stone; four carats or a little more; fifteen hundred dollars a carat — six thousand dollars. She had staked her claim.

Hardly she listened to what Tony was saying: Minn Lee had two sable wraps and all the money in the world. That was the way Tony Perelli treated his women; he was just like that — a woman could take anything she wanted from him. All the time she was conscious that his sly eyes were glancing sideways at her.

O’Hara heard and in a confused way understood. Men had been complimentary to Maria before, and he had been flattered. His reputation was such that they had never stepped over the line. Besides, it was the unwritten law that skirt was never to interfere with business. Women were chattels in his world. He had had his interest in the “houses”, had split profits from them. One could have isolated affections, as a man with a stable of horses might have his pet amongst them and feel a genuine regret when circumstances made him sell or slaughter it. It was the uniqueness of this complication which disturbed him more than any active feeling of jealousy. “We’ll be steppin’ out,” he growled.

Tony suddenly became aware of his presence. “I want you. Con,” he said. “Go, get that Jimmie boy. Your wife can stay till you come back. Minn Lee, you show Mrs. O’Hara the Winter Garden — that’s where we have our parties,” he explained to her.

“Some other time, I guess,” grumbled the Irishman. “Mrs. O’Hara’s got an appointment. Snap into it now!”

For a moment Tony seemed likely to assert his authority.

“Oh, well. Au revoir.” He took Maria’s hand. “You will come to the party?”

She caught Con’s eye and it said “no”.

“I’m not so sure that I can—” she began.

“You come and you stay here. Minn Lee, we shall give Maria that suite on the Avenue.”

It was a command. Again she sought encouragement from Con and did not find any.

“We only live eight blocks away,” she hesitated.

Tony smiled.

“You will stay with us.”

“I don’t like sleepin’ in strange apartments,” interrupted O’Hara.

Perelli surveyed him coldly.

“Sing Sing was like ‘ome to you?” he sneered.

There was trouble coming. Maria sensed it. The Chinese girl stood in the archway that led to the balcony. She knew it too. Trouble — tragic trouble. No new experience for her.

She smiled mechanically as the woman approached her, half turned with a little gesture to display the view.

To Con O’Hara here was an opportunity to assert his point of view. Tony was pulling at his cigar, watching the women thoughtfully, apparently oblivious of the man’s presence until he stepped up to him.

“I’d like a word with you.” He lowered hisvoice so that it would not carry to the balcony. There was a menace in the tone.

An ordinary man might have quailed before it, but Tony Perelli was not an ordinary man. He knew exactly what this husband had to say, but there were certain things about him which were irritating: the faint odour of stale whisky and cheap perfume, for example. Slowly he brought his eyes from the balcony to the man who confronted him.

“Don’t come so close, my frien’,” he said softly.

“Get this straight.” O’Hara’s blunt forefinger waved warningly in his face. “There’s going to be no—”

“You are crowding me.” Tony’s voice was almost a caress.

He did not budge, but O’Hara edged closer. His face was within a few inches of Tony’s.

“You leave Maria alone—”

Perelli took the cigar from his mouth and, with such deliberation that the man could not realize what he was doing, pressed the lighted end against O’Hara’s face. The Irishman leapt back with an oath. It burned horribly. His hand went up to his cheek to brush away the ashes.

“Don’t crowd me,” said Perelli.

For a moment O’Hara was paralysed with rage, but even in his fury he saw that Perelli’s disengaged hand was in his pocket, and there came to him for the first time in his life a sickening sense of fear.

“You are a hell of a guy in Chicago,” he said breathlessly, “but Con O’Hara has told a whole lot of big shots where they get off!”

Tony shook his head. He was smiling. “I never tell anybody where they get off,” he said smoothly. “I put them off. If I want your woman I’ll take her. You understand? I don’t want no trouble. Widows are safer than wives, even wives who are not married. Don’t be a fool.” He patted the other on the shoulder. “You’re a swell feller — a nize feller. I look after you.”

O’Hara was commanded; he fell back into the ranks of the subservient. He was hurt, but he could show this guy that a little thing like that didn’t mean a lot to a right feller. And it was easier to accept the situation as it was interpreted for him than to analyse the causes. He forced a laugh.

“That’s all right by me,” he said, and turned, beckoning Maria. “Good — bye, Mrs. Perelli. Glad to have you know my wife.”

He had the illusion of having bridged an embarrassing moment with a certain amount of dignity.

He pushed Maria into his car and sat down in the driver’s seat beside her. Not until he reached his house, and his blue — chinned chauffeur had relieved him of the machine, did he become aware of her presence, and not until they were in their apartment, behind a locked door, did he speak.

“There will be no party to — night,” he said.

“Is that so?” she answered politely.

“That — is — so.” He was emphatic.

She shrugged her pretty shoulders.

“That’s O.K. by me, Con, but you’ll have to tell Mr. Perelli—”

“Don’t worry what I’ll tell Perelli,” he snarled. “You ain’t going to any party to — night.”

He called Tony on the wire.

“Say, Tony, you’ll have to excuse Mrs. O’Hara to — night — she’s sick.”

“I’ll have a doctor here,” said Tony’s cold voice. “Bring her. And I asked you to get Jimmie. Where is he?”

“Listen—” began O’Hara, but the click of the receiver at Tony’s end terminated the conversation.

He had his own affairs to occupy the day. Reprisal was not coming immediately from the Feeney gang. Preparations were going forward to give Shaun O’Donnell his grand exit to Mount Carmel, and whilst the preliminaries of this holy event were being fixed, it was the unwritten law that there should be a truce.

He went to the address where he knew Jimmie was staying and found that, contrary to all instructions, McGrath had gone out. He found him walking disconsolately along Michigan Boulevard, without escort, seemingly uncaring for the risk he ran, although, as Con knew, the danger was not very great.

He saw the boy walking ahead of him and, stepping up behind, slapped him on the back. Jimmie jumped round, white to the lips, his face twitching.

“Say, what’s the matter with you?” scoffed Con, consciously superior to such an ignoble emotion.

“Nothing, only—”

“Tony wants you. What’s the matter with you, Jimmie?”

Jimmie shook his head.

“I don’t know. Tired, I guess. I didn’t sleep very well.”

Con was amused.

As they strolled towards Perelli’s apartment he revealed his own reactions to such adventures. They might have been reduced to the philosophy of Lady Macbeth.

“These affairs must not be thought about this way — so it would drive you mad.”

Jimmie listened, unhearing. He saw only the pained, puzzled look in Shaun O’Donnell’s eyes that he had seen all the night, would see to the end of his days — the mute reproach of a murdered friend.
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Minn Lee said very little after their visitors had gone. She sat stitching at the embroidery frame, her mind apparently intent upon her work. Tony lay on the couch, the stub of a cigar in one corner of his mouth, a newspaper in his hand.

“She is lovely,” said Minn Lee suddenly, apropos nothing. “Very lovely.”

He put down the paper, looked at her and sat up, swinging his legs to the ground. There was no need for him to ask her of whom she was speaking.

“Yeah, she is swell,” he agreed.

Another long pause and then: “You going to the opera to — night, Tony?”

He shook his head. “To — night is ‘Das Gotterdammerung’. I would rather go to the Zoo than hear Wagner!”

Her eyes were fixed on his.

“Maybe you will stay with me some time tonight?” she asked. “I never see you. And I don’t know where you go.”

He got up, coming towards her, and surveyed her thoughtfully.

“Leetle darling,” he said softly, “how often have I said; ‘Think if you must think, speak if you must speak, but never let your thoughts and your tongue come together.’ Silly little devil!”

He pinched her cheek and she flinched.

“That hurts?” he asked, and she nodded. He pinched harder.

“And that?”

“You know,” she said, and her very meekness infuriated him.

“Why don’t you cry when I hurt you, you heathen?”

He sat down in a chair near her, so near that by a slight movement she was sitting at his knees.

“Do you know what I am afraid of?” she asked.

“What every woman is afraid of — another woman,” he said.

In an hour his whole attitude towards her had undergone a revolutionary change. All the time she had known him he had not given even an indication that he was not completely devoted to her. If she had been wholly western this amazing volte face would have terrified her, but she was Eastern, understood men well enough to accept ugly miracles.

“There is another woman?”

His gesture was half serious, half humorous.

“To me all women is another woman,” he said lightly.

Another pause.

“You used to stay with me nights — once.”

He sighed impatiently.

“I was fond of Quaker oats — once. Now I eat puff rice. Some day I go back to Quaker oats.”

He meant that this answer should definitely end all discussion, but she was not to be silenced.

“I get a little scared sometimes,” she said with a little catch in her voice. “About you, Tony. When you go out I never know if you will come back.”

“‘Itherto I ‘ave,” he said curtly.

“That night they shot at you — I thought I’d die—”

“What is more important, I thought I would,” he said, “but I didn’t. An’ where is Cammono, an’ Scales!, an’ clever McSweeney who shot me — all in ‘ell! That is theologically accurate.”

And now she put into words for the first time the plan she had formed.

“Can’t we get away from Chicago?”

He looked at her oddly, “Sure — you can go by the Twentieth Century. You have time to make the reservations.”

“I said ‘we’,” she began.

He got up and pulled her urgently to her feet. “We is not me. You are just you, understand? Nothing but. You are like the furniture. I like you — you are pretty, charming and lovely to my eyes, but so are all the things in the apartment. Yet they do not say ‘we’, huh? They do not say: ‘Tony Perelli, take us to Europe wit’ you,’ huh?”

He took her face in his hand and kissed her on the mouth. He kissed her again and then struck her gently on the cheek. “Damn’ fool!”

She smiled, became herself again, but her brightness was forced and he knew it. “Who is coming to — night?”

“You shall see them when they arrive. It will be a lovely party.”

“Will there be women?” she asked.

“I said it would be a lovely party.” — curtly.

“She is coming?”

There was a vehement protest in her voice.

He nodded. There could only be one ‘she’ — Maria Pouluski. Yes, she was coming. Sick, eh? O’Hara had better be careful.

“Sure.”

“Why can’t she stay away? She has her own man.” The voice of Minn Lee trembled.

“Did you see her own man?” he sneered.

“Sure I saw him.”

“Well, wouldn’t you go to a party if he was your man?” he demanded.

“Jimmie says—”

He turned his head at this.

“Oh, Jimmie! You like that college boy? He’s nize?”

She nodded. “Yes, he’s nice. He’s like a little baby to me.”

Something in her tone arrested his attention.

“Yuh! You take him in your arms like a little baby!” He caught her up to him savagely. “And you kiss him, eh?”

He was a little breathless. Even in the exhilaration of his unfaithfulness he could feel the sharp pain of jealousy. Because of it perhaps. The pasha in him was not ready to let her go to another man. She was still his property, not to be surrendered.

So he held her with savage force against him and she could recover the illusion of her power over him.

“Like a little baby! Huh! Such things I have ‘eard!”

He thrust her away, holding her at arms’ length, searching her face suspiciously.

Jimmie?

He could not feel sore with Jimmie. And yet there was something he could not fathom.

“Why do you look at me like that?” he asked.

He heard the tinkle of the bell and released her slowly.

It was Con O’Hara, and with him the boy who at that moment occupied his thoughts. He gave Jimmie one swift, comprehensive glance. The boy was pale, peaked, nervous. Here was somebody to be gentled. He had taken it worse than he had anticipated. Tony had had his report the night before. Naturally Jimmie had fallen apart. It was his first killing. But he was staying apart — that was a little disconcerting.

“Hullo, Jimmie boy!”

Jimmie gave him a nod.

“I met him on the Avenue,” said O’Hara, and glanced significantly at Tony.

If that look was intended to warn Perelli that his new recruit was a failure, the warning came too late.

“I wanted to talk to you. Tony,” said Jimmie in a low voice.

To Minn Lee he offered a wintry smile that came and faded instantly.

“Run away, sweetheart.” Tony put his arm round her, guided and pushed her towards the door. “Me and Jimmie has got something to say to one another.”

She turned, faced Jimmie. She had also something to say. “Can I see you before you go?”

“Sure,” answered Jimmie.

Could she see him before he went? Why? What had she to tell him? Here was a matter for cogitation.

“Sit down,” Tony said.

Jimmie was wandering restlessly to and fro. “I guess I’ll walk around,” he said.

Tony smiled.

“That carpet set me back ten grand, but what’s the use if you don’t walk on it? Go to it, Jimmie.”

“He wants to have a little talk,” said O’Hara confidentially.

Tony nodded.

“Sure. My ears are very good. I heard him say so quite well.”

But O’Hara was snub — proof.

Jimmie found it difficult to start.

“I made a damned fool of myself last night—” he began.

Tony slipped his arm in the boy’s and paced towards the balcony.

“That was nothing, boy. You’re a swell feller. Don’t worry. Who ain’t made fools of themselves in this outfit?”

He waited. Jimmie had drawn himself clear and was walking up and down alone, his hands thrust into his pockets, his chin on his breast.

Presently… hesitantly…

“You see, I knew Shaun — rather liked him — and when, I pulled on him… he looked at me… kind of hurt… you know, like killing a dog you’re fond of…”

Tony soothed him.

“I know just what you feel, kid, but it’s nothing.”

“If Con hadn’t been there,” the boy went on, “I guess I’d have got myself bumped off rather than do it.”

Con beamed at this testimonial to his solid support.

“But I fixed him good, chief — he was eager to impress— “I’m not the kind of guy to let you down. I see the kid was nervous—”.

Tony snapped round at him.

“Yuh? I listen to you, Con, plenty — in a minute. Yes, Jimmie?”

“I haven’t slept… I’ve been seeing him all night… His eyes… looking like—” He stared at something he saw but was seen by no other in the room.

O’Hara felt it was the moment to offer a comment. “Aw, can it! You ain’t yeller, are ye?”

This time he could not mistake Tony’s mood. The Sicilian’s face was white with anger.

“You’re dumb — be it!” He patted Jimmie on the back very gently, very encouragingly. It was the gesture of the elder brother. “You’re O.K. with me, Jimmie. Sure, I know how you feel. You’re a college boy, huh? All that raw stuff don’t look good. But we gotta do it, Jimmie. I don’t want no trouble — I’d work this booze racket without hurting a fly if they’d let up on me. There’s no sense to it, Jimmie, killin’ and killin’ and killin’. Who the hell wants to kill anybody? But they won’t leave you be. You get all set and workin’ fine an’ dandy, smooth an’ friendly an’ everythin’, and then one of the North Side guys comes musclin’ in, and you’ve gotta tell him where he gets off.”

“Say, that is the straight of it,” broke in Con. “If youse hadn’t bumped him, he’d ‘a’ bumped you. I wised you up to that before we stepped out on it.”

Perelli’s patience was deadly.

“Con, I don’t like guys who talk such a hell of a lot, especially when I’m talking. Have you seen Kelly yet?”

“Don’t worry about the cops,” said the irrepressible Irishman, “they don’t mean a damn’ thing. Let me talk to Kelly.”

Jimmie heard the siren and saw Tony step on to the balcony and look down.

When he came back: “Let you talk to him — he’ll let you: that’s his car. Ever meet this man?”

“Kelly? Ah — ha.” Con was smiling. “No. Listen, chief, they’re all alike—”

“Don’t call me chief, damn you!” He turned to Jimmie. “Listen, Jimmie. You’ve got brains in your bean. Get this and get it quick: don’t let this guy ball you up. Just say as little as you can.”

Jimmie was aghast.

“He’s not going to ask me questions? He doesn’t know it was me?”

“He won’t unless you tell him. Don’t stand for his bluff.”

“I’ll talk to him,” Con nodded.

Perelli’s eyes narrowed.

“You will, eh? Con, you’re a grand spieler; I like you. You’re swell, but don’t talk, and don’t get fresh. This ain’t New York — this is America!”

Assistant Commissioner Kelly came slowly into the room. To Jimmie he was Fate and Nemesis. A tall, broad — shouldered man, with hard inscrutable eyes that shone behind horn — rimmed spectacles, he brought with him an atmosphere which was strange and wholesome and menacing.

He was The Law, derided, held in contempt, non — existent if you believed in the Tonys and the Shaun O’Donnells of life. Yet it existed, and this man brought it with him, a dim and terrible reality.
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The Detective Commissioner looked round from one to the other. His gaze was leisurely; there was a certain reluctant amusement in his eyes as though he saw a funny side of the situation.

“‘Morning, chief,” Tony saluted him with a beaming smile.

“Having a party?” Kelly asked the question innocently. He was looking at Jimmie now.

“A little early for a party,” said Perelli brightly, and the chief nodded.

“I went to a party this morning” — his voice was dry, almost harsh; no longer was he amused. “There was me and the coroner and Shaun O’Donnell. Me and the coroner did all the talking.”

To Tony’s face came an expression of the deepest sadness.

“Poor old Shaun! Ain’t that too bad! When I read the papers and saw he’d gone, why, I was just beaten. It spoilt my morning.”

Again that curt nod of Kelly’s.

“It spoilt his,” he said drily. “Is this boy McGrath?”

Tony introduced them, though the introduction was unnecessary.

“Mr. James McGrath — of Harvard. A college man,” he added.

Kelly knew well enough what was the social standing of Jimmie McGrath.

“Expelled in his first year for theft from another freshman. Is that right?” He jerked the question to the boy, sullen, silent, wholly terrified.

“You seem to know it all,” he said, and hardly recognized his own voice.

“He’s making a fresh start, chief,” Tony volunteered the information, and Kelly’s lips curled.

“Huh? If I ever laughed, I’d laugh! Fresh start! What’s he doing — painting lilies on bottles? That’s not what you’re doing, is it, kid?” Jimmie did not answer. “It wasn’t what you were doing last night, was it?”

Jimmie took in a quick breath. “I don’t know what you’re aiming at,” he said huskily.

The detective was concentrating his attack upon the boy. Perelli had expected nothing less. He might suspect Con O’Hara, but Con could wait.

That Irishman listened with growing impatience. He might be suspected, might glorify in the suspicion, but it hurt him to be ignored.

There was another reason for his impatience: Jimmie was on the verge of a collapse and on the least excuse he would fall apart. Con had no illusions. Why did not this granite — faced man tackle him? He had been lined up before, knew the ways of policemen, knew the bluff of them; if the truth be told, knew their limitations. It was years since he, as an unimportant gangster, the newest recruit to the bad men, had been beaten up in old New York station house where later a police captain, one Becker, was to answer inconvenient questions from a sceptical district attorney.

“How long have you been in this racket?” asked Kelly.

Jimmie shifted uneasily.

“Which racket?” he began.

“It’s O.K., Jimmie,” Tony’s silky voice broke in. “The Chief knows we’re runnin’ booze. Chicago never voted dry. He has been with me three months, Mr. Kelly. A nize boy—”

“Did you know Shaun O’Donnell?” asked Kelly.

“Yes, I’ve seen him.”

“Did you know him?” persisted the detective. Jimmie nodded.

“You used to go to Bellini’s and lunch with him, didn’t you? Knew him pretty well?”

Jimmie hesitated.

“Yes, I knew him.”

“The boys tell me he and you were good friends. You used to play around, didn’t you?”

Jimmie McGrath set his teeth: he did not want to be reminded of that.

“Yes, I knew him,” he repeated.

“Know he’s dead?” asked Kelly.

Jimmie nodded.

“Know that he was shot down last night by a grand American sportsman?” the merciless detective went on, his eyes never leaving the other’s. “Just shot down by one of those cheap yellow droppers?”

There was no answer from Jimmie.

“I don’t know what brothel his mother came from” — he was watching the boy so closely that not even the flick of his eyelid escaped attention— “but she bred an up and up fellow. Like mother, like son, eh?”

Jimmie’s face went from white to red and from red to white again.

“What in hell have mothers got to do with it?” he began, and then he caught Tony’s eye and understood the warning.

“Mothers have a lot to do with it,” went on Kelly slowly. “I’d like to bet she’s been through my hands; I ran the vice section for a year.”

The veins were standing out on the boy’s forehead, his hands were clenched and his knuckles were white.

“Only a son of that kind of woman—”

“By God! If you—”

He was out of hand now. Tony stepped in swiftly.

“Jimmie!” His voice was a roar. “Why can’t you take this little joke?”

Kelly’s hands were thrust into his pockets. He turned and faced the big shot, his voice was like ice.

“Perelli, you’re a big noise in this city. You’ve got juries in your pocket and judges eat out of your hands. But if you interfere with me, I’ll make trouble for you.”

Tony shrugged his broad shoulders. “Interfere, chief? Why, I only—”

“I know, I know,” said Kelly. “You’ve done what you wanted to do: you’ve given him time to take a hold of himself. O.K., kid. You just tell me something, and come clean.”

He was close to the boy now. His hand shot out and got him on the chest, pushed him down on the sofa.”Where were you last night?”

“At the theatre,” said Jimmie.

“Which theatre?” asked the detective.

“Why… “ he hesitated. “At the Blackstone.”

“At the Blackstone.” Kelly nodded. “What was the number of your seat?”

Here O’Hara came into the scene. The questions were getting particularly dangerous, more dangerous because of the panic in Jimmie McGrath’s eyes.

“Say, how in hell can he remember?” he demanded.

Kelly snapped round on him.

“Keep your face shut until I speak to you,” he snarled, and then to Jimmie: “What was the number of your seat, boy?”

“I don’t know.” Jimmie avoided his eyes. “I don’t keep a check of numbers.”

“Maybe you keep a check of the play?” said Kelly. “What was it?”

Jimmie’s mind was terribly numb and dull. It groped after titles and found one.

“Eh? Well, I guess it was ‘The Broadway Revue’… yes, that’s what it was.”

Kelly’s underlip stuck out in contempt.

“Is that so? That happens to be the name of a picture.”

Jimmie nodded.

“Yes, that’s what I saw — a picture.”

“At the Blackstone, huh?”

The boy looked round helplessly. “Well, I don’t know Chicago very well; maybe it was another theatre.”

“Can you remember the name of it?”

Behind Kelly Tony mouthed the word, almost spoke it.

“It was the Rialto,” said Jimmie. A sardonic smile illuminated the hard face of the detective.

“Almost sounds like Blackstone, doesn’t it? What time would you come out, Mr. McGrath?”

O’Hara opened his mouth to speak, but Tony silenced him with a scowl.

“What time would you leave the theatre?”

Again Jimmie sought inspiration from his chief. Tony’s extended fingers rose quickly.

“Twelve, I guess.”

“Fine!” There was triumph in the word, and then, after a little pause: “There was no performance at the Rialto last night. The projector room blew up.” Kelly beamed round at Perelli. “Don’t you guys ever read anything but the funeral notices?”

“I don’t know what theatre it was,” said Jimmie sullenly, and the irrepressible Mr. O’Hara again attempted to draw the attention upon himself.

“Say, chief, that kid’s a stranger to Chicago,” he said.

He succeeded in transferring Kelly’s attention to himself.

“You’re an old — timer, eh?”

Con grinned. “Why, no. I’m new on it. I am from New York.”

Kelly shook his head.

“Never heard of the place,” he said. “You find your way about Chicago, though.”

O’Hara smiled.

“Sure. I take a taxi.”

“Did you take a taxi to Atlantic Avenue and 95th Street last night?”

“Me? I was in bed at ten.” O’Hara was almost indignant.

“You did, though.” Kelly’s accusing finger pointed at Jimmie and he came to his feet.

“No!”

“You did, too!”

“No!” This time Jimmie almost shouted the word.

With great deliberation Kelly took out a pocket — book.

“Listen: Harrigan saw Shaun before he died and he blew the works. He said he was shot by you and Con O’Hara.”

He heard a low chuckle. Tony had seated himself at his ease in one of his handsome Renaissance chairs.

“He died without speaking — I know.”

“You know, eh?”

“Sure I know,” nodded Tony. “Why don’t you arrest him?”

Perelli knew the answer to that question before Chief Kelley gave it.

“When I got him to the station house I’d find your tame lawyer with a writ of Habeas Corpus. That’s why I don’t arrest him,” said Kelly.

The misguided Con O’Hara intervened once more.

“Don’t answer any more of his questions, kid,” he said.

“You’ve come to life, have you?” Kelly faced him squarely.

“Sure.”

“How long are you going to stay that way?”

“A pretty long time,” said O’Hara. Tony had risen to his feet, was standing near the Irishman. His hand dropped quickly into O’Hara’s pocket where he knew his ready gun lay and in a second it was transferred to his own.

“I’m going to stay that way a pretty long time,” repeated O’Hara.

“It’ll seem long to your wife,” said Kelly, and the answer infuriated the Irishman.

He had no tact. He had dealt with policemen, had bribed them and flaunted them, and he saw no difference between Kelly and the men whom he had helped and blackmailed. What he started to say to the detective was not even printable. He had hardly uttered three words when Kelly struck him across the face with an open hand. With an oath O’Hara stepped back and dropped his hand for his gun. But the Commissioner was quicker. Like magic a thick black automatic had appeared in his hand. It rested just on the buckle of O’Hara’s belt.

“Give me that rod,” he said.

He searched the Irishman scientifically.

“You haven’t got one, eh? But you thought you had.”

He slipped his own into the holster under his arm, walked to where Perelli was standing, and dropped his hand almost affectionately upon his shoulder.

“Perelli, I hand it to you — you’re clever. The day I hang you I’m going to get drunk.” He looked at his watch and started towards the door. “You’ll be late for your appointment, Perelli. Don’t keep Mike Feeney waiting.”

With this Parthian shot he left them. “Who told him that?” O’Hara gasped, but Tony did not speak until he heard the door close upon the detective. Then he rushed to the salon entrance, called Angelo and threw a command to Jimmie to get him Mike Feeney on the ‘phone quickly. Jimmie was at the ‘phone when Angelo entered. To him Tony gave specific instructions. There was no need to give them in detail, because Angelo had met this situation before. By this time Feeney’s call was through. “… Is that you, Mike? Go steady, the wires have been tapped… Kelly’s been here. That’s why I am late… O.K… Yeh, we’ll come right back… All right, Mike.” He hung up the receiver. Angelo came running in with his overcoat and hat.

“Got the boys outside? Fine. You come along, Con.” He looked at Jimmie thoughtfully. “No, Jimmie, you stay here. I’ll be back in a few minutes.” He turned to Angelo. “Angelo, you go over to Schoberg’s.”

Angelo had already been “over to Schoberg’s”. That also was part of the routine of a gang killing, and to Schoberg he had handed a black — edged card on which, legibly inscribed, was a poem. Angelo was something of a versifier and had composed many obituary pieces.

Over the wire Mike Feeney had conveyed the bright thought which explained his readiness to meet his enemy. It had occurred instantly also to Tony Perelli. This was to be no secret meeting between gang chiefs; rather a meeting, if not under the auspices, certainly under the surveillance of the Police Department. So there would be no shooting on either side. If the police knew of the conference — as evidently they did — any breach of the common law would be fraught with danger to both parties.

Tony had not reached the rendezvous when he realized that his own view and Mike Feeney’s warning were justified. There were squad cars at the corner of every block. The avenue was alive with men from the Central Detective Bureau. When they met and shook hands like respectable citizens they did so in the presence of a cloud of witnesses, and Mike Feeney was conscious of his audience.

His gunmen had melted away, but were within hail. So too had Tony’s.

“‘Lo, Mike!” was Tony’s commonplace greeting.

They gripped hands without fear one of the other.

“You come back to my apartment, Mike?” asked Perelli.

Big Mike looked sideways, seeking support.

“Them boys can follow in,” said Tony. “We don’t want no trouble. That’s Kelly’s car just went past. Say, Mike, that guy is like a brother to you,”

Mike hesitated. He was unusually nervous, for somewhere in the background was his sister. In this car or that which went speeding past she might be sitting — and she could work a machine — gun as well as any man. Hating Tony as she did, hating him with malignity beyond his own understanding — there was reason for his nervousness.

“Sure, I’ll go with you,” he said.

They went up together in Tony’s big elevator which was kept exclusively for his use when he was in the building. He let himself into his apartment and was a most willing witness of the climax of the little idyll which had followed his exit.
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Jimmie heard the door close on his master; sat with his head in his hands,IMMIE thinking, wondering… In his soul was a whirl of confused fear and resentment. He might get out of Chicago, but he would carry his burden with him, a burden of guilt, of treachery. His was the guilt of Cain. There was no place to go to…

If he could have walked into Kelly’s office and confessed his crime without involving Con O’Hara and Perelli he would have accepted that as a solution of his tremendous problem. If he could go out into a new, clean world… But he would carry his world with him wherever he went and for all time.

Jimmie McGrath knew there was only one way out. By his own hand? No! That would be cheating. His life was forfeit. He must pay his debt to his real creditors.

“What is the matter, Jimmie?”

He looked up quickly. Minn Lee was standing within a foot of him, so serene, so calm, so radiant in an unearthly way that the sight of her caught his breath.

“Hallo, Minn Lee,” his voice quivered.

“What’s wrong, Jimmie? Aren’t you well?” He shook his head. Again his face dropped into his hands.

A long pause. “I wish I were dead!”

She sat down by his side and laid her little hand on his knee. In her voice was a note of gentle reproach.

“Oh, Jimmie, I told you to go away,” she said sadly.

He sat upright, looked at her and laughed.

“Go away — where?”

She sighed, and he looked at her pityingly.

“I wish you weren’t in this,” he said.

She looked up.

“In the racket,” he explained. “Can’t you get out? You have no business here.”

Minn Lee picked up her embroidery frame and surveyed it for a long time in silence.

“My business is every woman’s business, Jimmie. When you’re in it, you’re in it for life,” she said.

He could only wonder at her as he had wondered before. Was she what she seemed to him or what she seemed to Tony Perelli? Was his idealism a flimsy structure based upon illusion?

“Doesn’t it make a difference to you — these rackets and murders?”

She shrugged. “No. If Tony were a stockholder it would be no different for me.”

And then he asked her a question he meant to have asked her before.

“You must have gone to a good school, Minn Lee. You talk somehow — well, like somebody.”

“I went to Columbia.”

“University? Gee! Did you get a degree?” She nodded. “Well, how in the name of Mike did you get here?”

She didn’t look up from her work.

“Well, you know,” she said vaguely. “Art, love, not knowing what to do about it. There it is!”

He felt towards her an infinite tenderness, would have given his life, if it were not already forfeited, to get her out of the place. He said as much.

“Get yourself out,” she said. “Soon.”

He shook his head. He was in it for life, too, till the end of life.

He rose and paced up and down the room, thinking she was still absorbed in her work, but when he turned his head he saw her surveying him with a little puzzled frown.

“Jimmie… Who killed that man last night?”

The question was a shocking one. For amoment he had forgotten Shaun O’Donnell. “I… I don’t know,” he said unsteadily.

“Who killed him?” she asked again. And then something inside him snapped and he was down on his knees by her side, his face buried in her lap. Jimmie McGrath had indeed fallen apart.

“I did it, Minn Lee, I did it,” he sobbed. “I tried to get drunk to do it — and with every drink I got more and more sober. I killed him. I killed him in cold blood. I’ve got to pay — I know that. But I want to pay soon — I want it to come soon — now!” She nodded.

“It will come very soon for you — and for me,” she said.

“For you?” He looked up, saw the blurred image of her through his streaming eyes. “Nobody would hurt you.”

And then he realized that she was being hurt all the time, hurt by Perelli, hurt by him, that she was not the unemotional, philosophical Easterner at all, that the fifty per cent American in her was there to feel and to suffer. He groped for her hand and caught it.

“I love you, Minn Lee,” he whispered. “There’s nothing worth while but you. I haven’t said this before to anybody.”

She freed her hand.

“I have nothing to give you, nothing,” she said. Her voice was level, almost monotonous. “I am waste, no good for anybody.”

And then he began to blurt wild plans, conceived in that moment, that they should go away, get across to Canada, go beyond Perelli’s discovery, where neither he nor his gang could trace them.

She brought him to his senses with a little laugh.

“A Chinese girl and a boy! Jimmie, no! I have nothing to give. My body belongs here — to Tony. I want no other man. I have not enough to give him — I love him so.”

“Other women have lived in this apartment.” The desire for her drove him to disloyalty.

She knew that.

“And they have gone — you know where?”

She knew but she was not afraid.

She tried to bring him to sanity. Tony would be good to him, she thought, if he would stay. He loved her, that was all he knew. He repeated this. Again she shook her head.

“I love only Tony.”

Tony Perelli, standing in the doorway, saw this, beamed upon them as a benevolent father might beam upon his children.

Jimmie heard his murmur and scrambled to his feet, but Tony arrested his babbling apology.

“Ah, Jimmie, no. You are not to feel damn’ foolish. It was so nize. Run away now, you two little babies. Take him up to your apartment, my pretty flower.”

Again Jimmie tried to speak, but was shooed away. Tony’s smile was benign — mechanically benign.

He watched the two until they passed out of sight; still stood staring after them for a long time.
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Mike Feeney came into the saloon fearfully. It was not his first visit, but many things had happened since he was here last. Vinsetti, for example — the peculiar circumstances of his passing had been a nine — days’ wonder in the world of gangdom. A place of death, this, for all the masses of blooms that frothed in blue Ming vases, for all the austerity of the organ and the faint fragrance of burning joss — sticks.

He turned at the door and addressed his followers loudly, rather to encourage himself with the knowledge of their support than to offer them instructions.

“You guys, park your guns. That’s the arrangement, ain’t it, Tony?”

Tony understood and smiled.

“Sure thing. Lay your guns on the table and help yourselves to a drink.”

Feeney pulled two guns from the holsters strapped under his arms and laid them on the table with a nourish.

“There’s mine,” he said.

Tony drew guns from the specially tailored pockets on his hips and put them by the side of the other weapons.

“Where’s Angelo?” Mike looked round.

“I sent him down to Schoberg’s,” said Tony significantly. Mike was pleased.

“Sure, that’s a grand idea! You are a wonderful guy for thinking up notions,” he conceded handsomely. “The boys will be pleased at that.”

Tony opened a drawer in the table with a bang that brought his guest spinning round apprehensively. But it was a familiar box that Perelli produced and opened. “Have a cigar?”

Mike selected one. “I don’t smoke as a rule. It’s bad for the eyes.”

Neither of the men saw Minn Lee as she crossed the balcony. There was a stone canopy which acted as a sounding board. One could stand out of sight and hear the lowest — toned conversation: she had discovered this the day she had arrived at the apartment. Tony had never made the discovery because he rarely went to the balcony unless the saloon was empty. One Angelo Beratachi was shot dead on the third — floor balcony of his flat by an enemy who opened fire on him from another balcony five hundred yards away. Gangsters never take the same risk twice.

“Now see here, Mike.” Tony lit a cigar. “What I said over the wire goes. We are both making money. For a few dollars one way or the other why all this trouble?”

“Ain’t that right?” Feeney’s enthusiasm was a little forced. “I’ve always said you have more under your hat than any college professor.” Perelli drew two chairs to the centre of the room and they sat knee to knee.

“But, Tony, I am giving you this straight: I’ve got a pretty tough lot of hoodlums, and half the trouble is Shaun.”

Tony murmured something, and the other man raised a protesting hand.

“I know, I know. Shaun didn’t like you. He went after you, and I might have done the same, but I’ve got a sister who married him. Well, you know what women are. She’s out to get the birds that got her man, and the gang is with her.”

“Your sister,” said Perelli politely, “is a very nize woman.”

But Mike had no illusions.

“She’s not your kind, Perelli. She never had no sex appeal for anybody except Shaun. And that’s the trouble.”

Tony came straight to the point.

“What do you want me to do?”

Leaning forward, Mike spoke deliberately.

“We know the guys that got Shaun — that kid McGrath and Con O’Hara. One of my boys saw them smoking back to the city. That kid’s yellow, too. I’m sorry for Con — I knew him in New York — but he is certainly a loud noise. Seen his woman?”

Tony had seen his woman — and had not forgotten her.

“Yes, I have seen his woman. What do you want me to do?” he asked again.

Mike Feeney lowered his voice.

“Put them on the spot to — night. Eleven o’clock at the corner of Michigan and Ninety — fourth. I’ll have a couple of boys there and that’ll finish it.”

“I wouldn’t do that to a yellow dog,” said Tony hotly.

“I respect you for it, but—”

Perelli laid his chin in his chubby fist. “These guys are certainly a whole lot of trouble to me,” he said, and at the sign of his weakening Mike’s spirits rose.

“There’s yeller guys in every outfit — remember Vinsetti?”

“I knew him—”

Feeney smiled grimly. “He was yeller — tried to take a powder on you, didn’t he?”

“He was talking of quitting,” said Perelli indifferently.

“He came to this apartment and was never seen no more till they picked him up on Lake Shore.” Mike was impressively dramatic.

“I read about it,” said Tony. “I don’t want no trouble,” he went on slowly. “O.K., I’ll put them on the spot.”

They got to their feet together as a knock came at the door. It was Angelo. They did not see him at first, because he was hidden behind a great floral harp which he carried forward with stately tread and deposited before the men.

A beautiful harp. One of Schoberg’s grandest efforts — and Schoberg was the swellest florist in Chicago. Mike Feeney was touched.

“That’s mighty thoughtful. Gee, I appreciate that.”

He lifted the purple — bordered card and read:

“The Angels heard the voice of Shaun And said: ‘Another good man gone.’ Deepest sympathy from Tony Perelli.”

Mike’s voice broke. “Chees! That’s lovely!” he wailed.
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Tony’s parties were always swell. This wildly extemporized party of his might have been justified by some outstanding achievement.

Not a tactful party, with Shaun O’Donnell resting under earth and the weight of truck loads of flowers. It was bad luck for Shaun that the bishop refused him burial in consecrated ground. His shrill wife protested violently. There were actually cables despatched to the Holy See, but nothing came of that. In the unblessed ground he lay for at least a month. Then loyal hands dug him up and laid him at the very feet of the bishop’s predecessor.

For the moment here he was (“and in hell, I have no doubt”, said Monseigneur irritably) in a corner of the Baptists’ lot. And in consequence a big party would be unseemly.

But a party of sorts was necessary to Perelli; here was a moment which called for wine and trumpets. These were proper accessories to a grand going out from life of beloved enemies. Wine was part of the ritual of destruction. There was a certain society in Chicago that had its killings. The members of the society were fellow countrymen of Tony’s. And always, when the, police came running at the sound of shots and forced the door of an apartment to find a sprawled, bloody — faced thing on the floor, there on the near — by table they would find the bottles and the used glasses (generally there were three) of killer and killed.

When the boys and the girls were dancing, Tony beckoned his lieutenant into the saloon. “Listen, Angelo, I am sending Con and Jimmie up on the West Side.”

He said this carelessly. At first Angelo did not comprehend.

“Oh yeh?” Then, quickly: “What’s the idea?”

Too well he knew the idea. “O’Hara’s shooting out of his mouth,” said Tony.

He tried to throw a note of regret into his voice and failed. Angelo, staring at him, nodded. “Yeh, he’s better dumb. He’s only a big noise. But the kid—”

He made a grimace, which was not like Angelo.

He was not so much shocked as puzzled. Why Jimmie? He asked the question in those words.

“You see him? He fell apart. If Kelly ever gets him to headquarters—”

Perelli for once failed to convince his shadow.

“Of course he fell apart.” Angelo’s voice was silky. “Didn’t I tell you not to send him? He might have been useful. He could still be useful.”

He saw Tony’s eyes wander to the balcony.

Minn Lee was there. Angelo frowned. Not because of Minn Lee, surely? That was outside of business — a reprehensible motive.

The girl came down and stood watching silently. Angelo, sensing the tension, was glad to make his escape.

There was a certain odd doubt in Perelli’s mind — a suspicion that was instinctive. He had missed Minn Lee; even in the wild excitement of Maria’s association he had missed her.

“Where have you been all the night?” he asked.

She looked him straight in the eyes.

“In my room,” she said.

“When I have a party you go to your room! And has Jimmie McGrath been in your room, too?”

The answer came with shocking unexpectedness. “Yes.”

He stared at her. She could not have been in her room all the night. He had gone to her apartment and found the door locked. She only turned the key when she was out.

“I suppose you and Jimmie were in the room when the door was locked?”

“Yes.”

He drew a long, whistling breath.

“Ain’t you got the nerve!”

He could hardly speak the words. She and Jimmie in her room… and the door was locked.

“You told me to get him away from the party.” There was a half — smile on the curved red lips. “Well… I got him away from the party!”

“Sure I told you,” he said huskily; and then, as the enormity of her offence took a clear appearance, he gripped her by the arm. “But did I tell you to stay with him in your room and lock the door?”

She did not wince, gave no sign of the pain she felt when his powerful hand pressed the bracelet into her flesh. Nor, under his furious gaze, did she flinch. With a jerk of his hand he released her.

“Where are all the pretty ladies and gentlemen?” he asked.

He was not interested in the pretty ladies and gentlemen: only in her and in Jimmie and the significance of the fastened door,

“In the Winter Garden — they are dancing.”

“You locked the door — huh? I asked the question for a joke. Could I imagine you’d say ‘Yes’?” He took control of himself. “Tell Jimmie I want him.”

For the first time she showed alarm. “Are you going to say anything to Jimmie?

It was my fault.” He shook his head. “No, no, no. Jimmie is a nize feller. I am fond of Jimmie.” He looked at his watch. “You go tell him I want to see him.”

As she walked to the door:

“Oh, Minn Lee. I want Con O’Hara, too… Come here.”

Obediently she returned. Knowing him so well, she was not surprised when he slipped his arm around her shoulder.

“Don’t take notice of me. I am worried with business. Don’t be… “ His gesture was expressive. “You know? And, Minn Lee — you look after Mrs. O’Hara, eh? She’s a swell woman, but she’s not in your street, Minn Lee. If Con asks anything, say you are looking after her. Tell her what a swell feller I am. Didn’t I send you to the coast, and give you a house, and dress you up so as to make these dames in Hollywood look like ‘ired ‘elps?”

She drew away from him.

“You can tell her that,” she said.

Again he looked at his watch.

“Go get those boys. Why did you lock the door?”

That was at the back of his mind.

“I didn’t want anybody to come in,” she said simply, and his lips curled.

“Crying or somep’n’? Phew! If Kelly ever gets that kid down to headquarters there will be hell to pay—”

Min Lee was smiling.

“He wasn’t crying,” she said. When the door closed behind her he sat down on the settle near the big table, biting thoughtfully at his nails. Minn Lee had suddenly become the most incomprehensible person. This was not the Minn Lee he knew, the obedient slave to his whims. Of a sudden she had assumed a disconcerting independence.

His thoughts were interrupted by the ringing of the telephone. He took up the receiver, and knew it was Mike Feeney before he heard the harsh voice of the man.

Mike was apprehensive, a little fretful. Tony sensed behind all this the urgent nagging of the man’s bony sister.

Say, did Tony know what the time was? And was there any change of plan? His boys wanted to know this, his boys wanted to know that. It did not make it any easier for Tony Perelli to know that “his boys” was Mrs. O’Donnell.

“Don’t push me around, Mike,” he said angrily.”I said eleven; it is a quarter off… that’s all right. They can make it in ten minutes. Only don’t start pushing me around, that’s all. When I give my word—”

Out of the corner of his eye he saw the door open and Jimmie come in. He ended the conversation abruptly, hung up the receiver, and greeted Jimmie with a smile.

“Sorry I’m breaking up the party for you, Jimmie boy. You know Captain Strude?” Jimmie shook his head. “A police captain?”

“No,” smiled Jimmie, “I don’t know any police captains in Chicago.”

“That’s O.K.,” said Tony. “We call him ‘Lefty’, and that is a name he’ll be calling himself tonight.”

“You want me to find him—”

“He’ll find you — and don’t let that scare you.’’ He looked the boy up and down admiringly. “You’re looking grand to — night,” he said, and beckoned him to a seat on the settle beside him. “Laughing, too! Ain’t you the great boy! Why, you’re so different to what you was this morning.”

The change in Jimmie was obvious; his eye was brighter, the old depression had left him, and he carried himself almost jauntily. A good — looking boy, thought Tony Perelli dispassionately; a boy who could wear swell clothes and never look like a waiter.

“I guess I’m feeling better,” said Jimmie.

Tony nodded. “That lousy copper got your goat. Say, he’s nothing,” he said contemptuously.

“Mr. Kelly?”

Tony waggled his head impatiently. “Ah, don’t call him mister — he ain’t here.” Jimmie was whistling softly, only interrupting the tune to speak. He was whistling now as he examined his hands — those guilty hands of his.

“That’s a tough job,” he said. “I hated Kelly this morning; now I’ve got a son of sympathetic feeling towards him.”

“Don’t be too sympathetic,” said Tony quickly. “Sympathy’s a bad thing to have in our business, Jimmie. You’re sympathetic with Minn Lee, ain’t you?”

He asked the question carelessly, and had the answer he least expected.

“Yes,” said Jimmie quietly. “I love her.”

“Tony twisted round in his seat to see the boy better. He was searching his face.

“Yeh? Love her, eh? She’s swell. I’ve made her.”

He dusted an invisible speck of fluff from his sleeve.

“Everything she owes to me. She was living with a painter fellow when I found her—”

“Does it matter?”

“To me, no. I am broad — minded. What is an artist — nothing. Hardly a human being.”

Here came Con, brusque, very confident, hiding with more skill than usual his resentment against his employer. And he had cause for resentment, for he had been a watchful, jealous man that night.

“Oh, Con, do you know Lefty Strude, the police captain?”

“No, I don’t know any of these guys, but believe me, I won’t be here in Chicago long before I do.”

“Sure you won’t.”

Tony got up, and, going to the other side of the table, opened a drawer, took out an envelope, and laid it on the table.

“You take that, Jimmy; put it in your pocket, and be careful — there’s thirty thousand dollars in that cover. I’ve got a cargo of liquor coming through the Erie Canal. That’s nothing to do with you, boy. You take this letter to the corner of Michigan and Ninety — fourth. Strude will drive up in his car round about eleven. He will say ‘Lefty’ — and that’s all. Hand him the letter and get right back. You ought to be here by a quarter after eleven.”

O’Hara watched the envelope disappear into Jimmie’s pocket, and a deep frown furrowed his face.

“Say, what’s the idea of sending me?” he demanded. “You don’t want two of us to carry a letter, do you?”

“That’s not too many to look after thirty thousand dollars,” said Tony. “I’m not trusting Mike farther than I can throw him. He knows the money is going forward tonight.”

Con looked at him suspiciously. He got up and was half — way to the door before Tony realized that he was leaving.

“What’s the idea?” he demanded.

“I’m going to call Mrs. O’Hara and leave her at my apartment.”

Tony smiled.

“Leave Mrs. O’Hara at your apartment? What’s the big idea? She’s staying the night — and you also. I have rooms for you.”

As Con O’Hara opened the door the woman they were discussing came in. She was curious to know what was going forward. Con had been sent for, and there must be a reason for that. He had been nagging her into leaving all the evening. It was like Con to try to spoil her party.

“I am taking you home, and I’m picking you up on my way back,” said Con, and she stared at him.

“What the hell am I?” she asked. “Something you bought at Marshall Field’s? Where are you going, anyway?”

Tony smiled at her.

“That’s the one question you must never ask.”

She looked from one to the other, and her eye rested for a moment on Jimmie.

“Is he going too? It ain’t one of these stick-up jobs, is it?”

Perelli’s expression was pained.

“No, no, no! Don’t think of such things.”

Jimmie watched the scene not without amusement. He offered a suggestion which was partly mischievous, partly serious.

“I’ll go alone. I guess I can look after, myself,” he said — a solution which was very agreeable to O’Hara.

“Sure you can—” he began, but Tony turned round on him with a snarl.

“What’s all this! Do I ask you to pick and choose what you shall do and what you shall not do?” he demanded. “Are you so yellow that you’re afraid to go with this boy? If there was any danger should I send Jimmie, who is like my own brother?”

The man cringed before him, and that was not like Con.

“O.K.,” he said loudly. “I’ll get my coat.”

He caught his wife’s eyes and held them.

“Mrs. Perelli’s looking after you, kid. You understand?”

“Who’s been telling you I want a chaperon?” she grumbled.

“You’ve said it!” chuckled Tony. “So long, Jimmie! Come back soon.”

Then he saw something in the boy’s waistcoat pocket — the upper half of a silver cigarette — case. His stubby forefinger went out and tapped it.

“Say, what’s that?”

Jimmie looked down.

“That’s a cigarette — case,” said Jimmie. “My — well, somebody gave it to me.”

Tony nodded. His sly eyes looked smilingly up at Jimmie’s.

“Somebody nize, eh? You wear it over your ‘eart?”

“It happens to be there.”

Tony shook his head.

“I wouldn’t keep it there, Jimmie. Put it on your hip. It don’t look good.”

For a moment Jimmie was puzzled, and then in a flash understanding came to him. He took the cigarette — case slowly from his waistcoat and dropped it into his hip pocket.

“Why, of course! It would be in the way, wouldn’t it?”

The smile went out of Perelli’s face. The boy had said something brutally true. What did he know? He must know something, suspect something. And if he did know, who could have told him?

From the saloon a short, broad corridor led to the hall. Jimmie was half — way down this when he heard a voice behind him, and turned to meet Minn Lee running towards him. He held out his arms; she came into them, and for a moment he held her. She was oblivious of Tony Perelli, standing at the door, watching them, open — mouthed; of Maria, amused and a little shocked, for women of the Maria class have their conventions.

“You were going without saying good — bye, Jimmie,” she said breathlessly. “Are you happy?”

He nodded.

“By God, I am!” he said in a low voice. “You don’t know how happy!”

She lifted her face to his, and, stooping, he kissed her. In another second he had joined Con O’Hara, waiting at the open elevator door, grumbling loudly at the task he had been given.

Minn Lee came straight back to the saloon. She saw neither Perelli nor the woman who was to supplant her; she stared ahead into infinity, was conscious only of those tremendous things which were in her mind and in her heart. Perelli spoke to her, but she did not answer. She had one wish, entirely selfish; it was that Jimmie should think well of her; she wanted nothing more than that. She was moving in a haze of wonder — of accomplishment.

“Hey, do you hear me?”

She heard Tony’s roar and turned a smiling face to him. How big and grand and powerful he was, and yet —

“You come up and dance with me. Tony?” she said gaily. “I will be the prettiest woman in the room. Jimmie said so.”

Tony Perelli stood stock still in the centre of the room after she had gone. She would be the prettiest woman in the room — Jimmie said so. He was hurt, terribly hurt; and yet he had already decided the fate of Minn Lee, had arranged to send her away that very day to a new and ugly life. He had sent women before. He was finished and done with her, as he had been finished and done with other lights of love, and thought no more of them. Even in the height of their favour they meant little to him, no more than the furniture or the decorations of the apartment, as he had told her. But she could still hurt him: that was the painful discovery he made, a new experience, a tremendous thing, almost unendurable.

He heard Maria’s taunting little laugh, but still he stood, gazing blankly at the door through which she had passed. Presently he found his voice.

“She locked the door,” he said slowly.

“For God’s sake! She’s got a sweetie,” crooned Maria archly. “I like that kid.”

And then her mind went back to more important matters.

“Where are those two gone?” she asked.

He made no reply.

“Con and Jimmie McGrath,” she said impatiently. “Mr. Tony Perelli, are you dumb?”

He was neither dumb nor deaf, but his mind was completely occupied by the staggering phenomenon he had witnessed.

“She did not say ‘yes’,” he said slowly, “and she did not say ‘no’ — she just side — stepped it… She’ll be the prettiest woman in the room — Jimmie says so!”

The smile left her face, and the hard mouth grew harder. “Are you going to dance or just talk to yourself all night? How long will Con be away?”

Tony came back with a start to another reality. Con was gone; that was the end of him. He laughed in her face.

“He’ll be away just long enough,” he said, and put his arm about her. She struggled free.

“You’re damned sure, aren’t you? Come and dance.”

But he led her to the big settee and pushed her down.

“Don’t go up there with all that bunch,” he pleaded. “Sit right here. Nobody’s coming in.”

He drew her towards him and kissed her, and she offered no more than the amount of resistance which the situation demanded. She was conventional, inclined towards respectability, or at any rate worshipped the respectable appearances of life.

“You’ve got mean ideas about yourself, haven’t you?” She pushed him away from her aid looked at him. “Suppose somebody came in — your wife?”

All the light went out of his eyes, and again she stared into two dead pools. Angrily she rose to her feet. “Oh, hell! If you’re going blah on me I’ll get another partner,” she said.

He tried to catch her arm but she wrenched it free. He followed her into the ballroom and rescued her from the partner who came to claim her.



Chapter XVII


Table of Contents


One thing was sure, grumbled Mike: that Tony Perelli was a bad timer. There was a time for business and a time for pleasure, and it was against all the rules and traditions to mix ‘em. What was the matter with coppers, anyway, that they couldn’t step right up in daylight and take their cut? If any investigating committee of the Clean Police movement went after ‘em, hadn’t they banking accounts to be examined, and did it matter whether they took their wages on the corner of the deserted streets or through an open cheque, so long as it was there and could not be accounted for except by crooked dealing?

Jimmie was driving the coupe. There were no nerves about him tonight.

Con noted this with interest. He had seen such unbelievable changes come to men before, but he had never expected to see the phenomenon in Jimmie.

“What did Kelly want to see Perelli for?” he asked suddenly.

“Kelly?”

Con nodded.

“Yeah. He went into the building just as you came out. I thought you’d meet him.”

Jimmie did not answer.

The green light before him went suddenly red and he stopped the car at the traffic signal. “How do you find life, Con?” he asked.

Con turned his head to look at him in amazement.

“How’s that?” he asked.

“How do you find the world? Does it use you well? Would you like to go on being in it with your — wife, and everything?”

Con O’Hara grinned.

“Sure. That’s how I’m going to be,” he said.

“And that’s why I’m dropping you just short of our rendezvous.”

Con made a grumbling noise of enquiry. “The place where we’re meeting this police captain,” explained Jimmie. “I guess I’d better go on alone. You take the wheel and get ready to jump.”

O’Hara swung round in his seat.

“What’s the big idea?” he asked slowly.

“Do you know what being put on the spot means?” asked Jimmie.

“Sure I know.” There was a little silence. The red light went to green and the car moved forward, going faster.

“It’s funny,” said Jimmie. He was talking half to himself and half to his companion. “I didn’t realize what it meant until to — day. It comes from the pictures they publish in newspapers, doesn’t it? The cross marks the spot where the body was found, when they put you on the spot. The figure is washed out for fear of hurting the feelings of sensitive people and a big cross is put in its place.”

“Who’s being put on the spot?” asked Con deliberately.

He heard a little sigh. “I guess we are,” said Jimmie. “At least, I am. I’m dropping you, or, rather, you’re dropping me.” He thought for a while. “No, I guess I’d better drop you. If they don’t see the car they’ll think Perelli has double — crossed them—”

“Say, listen, give me this so’s I can get it, will ya? Are we being put on the spot… ? Is that dirty Sicilian… ?”

“I think so,” said Jimmie gravely. “I don’t know why he wants you to go out, but he certainly wants me.”

Con O’Hara was breathing quickly.

“Who told you this?”

In the darkness Jimmie smiled.

“Somebody who wouldn’t tell me a lie.”

“Minn Lee?”

“Somebody who wouldn’t tell me a lie,” repeated Jimmie. “I guess I’d better drop you here.”

He drew the car up to the sidewalk.

“You’re crazy,” said Con. “If that’s true, what’s the idea of you going on? Want to be put on the spot?”

Jimmie McGrath did not answer, and a suspicion crossed the dull mind of the man by his side.

“You making a getaway with all that money in your pocket?” he asked.

Jimmie switched on the light on the dash — board and took the envelope from his pocket; without hesitation he thumbed open the flap of the cover, and drew out a thick pad of blank sheets of paper. “All that money,” he said mockingly. “That would keep me in luxury for the rest of my life!”

Con O’Hara snatched the paper from him, turned sheet after sheet and gasped. “It’s not money… just paper I” he breathed.

“Will you get down?”

Jimmie leaned across him and pushed open the door. Only for a second did Con O’Hara hesitate. He looked along the dark thoroughfare. There was nobody in sight. Near at hand he saw an avenue of escape, a narrow passage between two high — standing tenement houses.

“I’ll watch you,” he said breathlessly. “You go on, Jimmie… Got a gun?”

Jimmie shook his head. “I don’t want a gun.”

He pulled the door of the coupe close and with a wave of his hand went on.

He came to the appointed place, stopped the car and got out. There was nobody in sight. Then the lights of a car came into view. Moving swiftly, it passed him with a roar. Nobody in sight… Yes, there was another car, moving more slowly and hugging the edge of the sidewalk. Nearer and nearer… A closed roadster… A few yards from him the leather curtains at the side moved…

Jimmie McGrath drew himself up stiffly. He must have seen the flicker — flicker of flame as the machine — gun opened fire. He could have felt nothing…

Down on the sidewalk he fell, an inert heap. He had paid as he had expected to pay.

Reporters would be flocking here in less than an hour, pictures would cover the front pages of the Chicago press, and a cross would mark the spot where the account of Shaun O’Donnell was half settled.
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It was Angelo who admitted the Commissioner, and if he showed some apprehension it was only natural, for Angelo had the clearest vision of all gangsters, and recognized the potential danger represented by this hard — faced man.

Between Kelly and him there was a sort of sympathy which was difficult to define. Kelly had marked Angelo as the future leader of the gang which Perelli controlled, and he saw that there would not only be a change in methods, but a considerable improvement in the state of affairs, when the time came for Angelo to take charge. “Where’s Perelli?” he asked roughly. Looking around, he saw the empty champagne bottles and glasses, and even without the strains of the gramophone would have known there was a party in progress.

“He’s just stepped out to see a friend,” said Angelo quickly.

Kelly smiled.

“He doesn’t step out to see anybody without his armoured car, and that hasn’t left the garage.”

Angelo accepted the rebuff. He was not abashed: it was part of his duty to lie.

He grew confidential.

“He’s gone up to the ballroom,” he said, “with a dame, and that’s the truth. You know what?Tony is with a skirt! Have a drink, chief? I’ll get him down.”

Kelly walked up and down the apartment. “Mike Feeney was around here to — day,” he said.

Angelo nodded. “Mike an’ us is like brothers,” he said.

Kelly showed his teeth. “Yuh — like Cain and Abel,” he said. “Where’s that boy McGrath? Is he a brother?”

Angelo smiled sweetly. “He’s around. Nize kid that, chief.”

“Around where? I saw him at the door as I came in. Find Perelli — I want to see him.” Angelo went to the door as Kelly asked: “What’s the idea of the party?”

“We’ve only got a little one up in the Winter Garden,” said Angelo with an apologetic smile. “Tony thought it wouldn’t be right, him an’ Mike being good frien’s, to throw a big party to — night. Shaun was buried this afternoon. Say, there was no flowers! None at all! Only eight truckloads! Shaun looked grand, all done up in a silver casket — cost seven grand. There must have been five thousand dollars worth of flowers — think of it, chief. Five grand wasted on damn’ lilies All that money could have gone to us poor!”

Minn Lee came in and went to her favourite seat on the couch. She had an embroidery frame in her hand, and evidently she had no particular interest in the party.

Kelly greeted her with a friendly nod. “All dressed up, Minn Lee?” he asked. She looked lovely in a gold dress that fitted her like a glove. Usually she wore a Chinese costume, but to — night she was a westerner, and the golden sheen of her Paris frock blended with the ivory tint of her lovely skin.

She looked down at her dress with a smile, and then up at the Commissioner.

“Yes — is it pretty?”

“Grand,” said Kelly sardonically, but she accepted his words literally and for the first time he heard her laugh.

He was watching her with a puzzled frown. “I’ve never seen you looking so cheerful, Minn Lee,” he said. “Say, I dreamt about you the other night.”

She raised her eyebrows.

“Oh, Mr. Kelly! I thought you dreamt only of prisons and ropes and gunmen!”

He chuckled at this.

“Well, you’re on my mind, young woman; I’ve got a kind of nice feeling about you, and that’s a fact.”

“Have you?” she said with a touch of coquetry. “This is my lucky day!”

“That doesn’t mean I want to call on you when Tony’s out,” said Kelly. “Don’t tell me you’re disappointed, because I know you’re not. The fact is, Minn Lee, that in spite of all your peculiar and unfortunate adventures in this love world of yours, I have a remarkable respect for you. You are the only real person in this place.”

He sneered up at the painted ceiling.

“You don’t belong to this, and that’s a fact. There’s nothing in this room that isn’t an imitation of something else. The apartment is copied from something in Venice, the pictures are copies of something in Rome, and the furniture is true — to — life models from Verona.” She was amused.

“Art was my downfall,” she said lightly. “And am I a replica of something somewhere?”

“You’re real,” he nodded, and then, with a cautious look round, he asked: “When are you leaving?”

“Who told you I was leaving?” she asked quickly.

So she knew, or guessed, he thought.

“You’re about due for a move,” he said. “I’ve seen three girls sitting in this apartment and looking like a million dollars, and I’ve seen ’em go.”

She nodded.

“I know. Poor girls.”

In her voice was a note of carelessness.

“Perhaps you know how your man got the money to make all this whoopee?” he asked.

She lifted her shoulder slightly.

“Booze,” she said.

“Yuh, booze,” repeated Kelly, “and with something else. He’s got three houses at Cicero and two at Burnham — forty girls in each house. Two thousand dollars profit every night — two grand a night out of women!”

Her hands were folded on her lap. She did not look at him.

“Yes, I know,” she said in a low voice. “I am not a child. Of course I know. Why do you tell me?”

There was a reason why he should tell her. She was to hear something that was to fill her with panic, though she showed no visible sign of this.

“The head girl at the swell house at Cicero is in bad with Perelli,” he said. “She’s been snitching money. Somebody’s going to take her place.”

The panic passed. She did not care really. He sensed her reaction and wondered.

“That doesn’t mean anything to me,” she said. “You should have told me yesterday, then I would have been sad. To — day nothing will hurt me — nothing. What time is it?”

A silvery — toned clock was striking somewhere.

Kelly looked at his watch.

“Eleven. Why?”

A look of ecstasy came to her face. Had he imagined that her cheeks had gone a little paler? There was something in her eyes he had never seen before. He stared at her in wonder. She was gazing into vacancy.

“Eleven!”

He hardly heard the whispered word.

“That’s nice… !”

“Why, Minn Lee, what the mischief’s wrong with you?”

“Don’t talk for a little minute!”

Her eyes were closed, her hands clasped over the heaving little breast. She looked like some ecstatic deity in the fervour of her devotion.

“Why, Minn Lee, you look like the Queen of China!” he said admiringly.

Her hand shot out.

“Kiss my hand,” she said imperiously. “I am a queen this minute… queen of myself… ! I think for the first time in my life!”

He was holding her hand, on which a great diamond glistened. He looked at the ring curiously, fingering the stone.

“That’s a grand sparkler of yours, Minn Lee.”

She nodded. Her mind and heart were elsewhere at that moment. He would have been shocked had he known where.

“I’ve seen it before,” he went on. “Every girl who has lived here has worn it.”

She came back to consciousness with a little smile and a sigh.

“Yes, I suppose so.”

“One day Perelli will tell you that he wants it and you’ll give it to him and you’ll never see it again.”

She looked at the ring curiously as though she had never seen it before.

“I don’t want it — what is it? It means nothing to me,” she said.

“Some day he’ll send you out to Cicero,” he said deliberately. “You know what you will do there?” She shook her head. “You will take charge of the big house where the swell fellows go.”

“No!” The word came vehemently, passionately. For a moment he thought he had shocked her.

“And then, after a year,” he continued, “you’ll go down to the second house, where they drink beer and bad hooch, and then, by and by, you’ll have a room in the third house, where there’s no colour bar.”

“No!” He swung her round by the shoulders and looked down into her face.

“That’s the way the others went, Minn Lee. All of them. Every girl who has been ‘Mrs. Perelli’ has ended her career in the same racket.”

A long pause.

“I can see a way out for you, kid.!’

She also could see a way out — the best way of all, but he did not know this. His mind was intent only on the trapping of Perelli.

“There’s a hundred thousand dollars unclaimed reward for the Vinsetti murder. The money’s deposited at the Union Bank. Tony Perelli did that — solo. You know it.”

She made a little gesture of despair and sat down in one of the high — backed Renaissance chairs.

“I thought you were going to be so interesting,” she said, “and you aren’t. You are just being a policeman, and I like you so much better when you’re human.”

Kelly looked round and lowered his voice. He knew all that had been happening in this house — everything. He knew better than she how far Tony Perelli was compromised with the wife of Con O’Hara. He had a record of Maria that was most definite and unwholesome. Also she had a girl friend in Chicago and had talked boastfully of the great future which was hers. Women talk to women, and they talk to men. Eventually police headquarters lends a listening ear.

This was the moment to catch her on the rebound. She must know about Maria, and if she did —

“You’ve nothing to be afraid of — none of the gangs would touch you. The only thing we hang ’em for in Chicago is killing a woman. Our juries may be yellow, but, by God, they’re sentimental! I’ll guarantee your safety.”

“Are you God?” she asked scornfully.

“Not in Cicero,” he said.

She mocked him.

“Dear friend! I am not afraid of Cicero, or the big house, or the little house. I shall never go there, never, never! I love myself too much for that.”

“You don’t know Tony Perelli,” said Kelly, but she smiled at this.

“What does it matter?” she asked. “You try to make me so mad, and I don’t want to be mad with anybody. I want to go away with a lovely feeling towards everybody.”

This was news to him.

“You’re going away, eh?” he asked eagerly. She nodded. “Does Tony know?” — and when she shook her head: “I wish I could do something for you.”

She laughed again.

“What can a great chief of detectives do?”

“Nothing,” he agreed. “Just nothing. Not even for a right girl like you.”

“Do you think I am a right girl?” she bantered. Forgetful for the moment of his real errand, he picked up his hat to go.

“I’ve done one nice thing for you — I haven’t asked you who you’re going away with.”

“And it would have been a waste of time if you had,” she said.

She looked past him. Tony was in the doorway, smiling at her. He was not like the Tony he had been earlier in the evening, but the Tony of old: considerate, tender.

“Ah, Minn Lee is entertaining you, chief,” he said. “You want to see me?”

He took the embroidery frame from the girl’s hand.

“What is my pretty doing? That old Chinese dragon — he never gets any bigger. Look.” He displayed the frame to Kelly with a flourish. “Such beautiful work, such delicate little fingers.”

He kissed them. “Now run away, little Chinese sweetheart — I’ll see you presently.”

Kelly held out his hand.

“Good — bye, Minn Lee.”

She hesitated for a moment, then took it and. dropped a little curtsy.

Tony was interested.

“Eh? That’s the first time I see you shake hands, Mr. Kelly.”

“It’s the first time I’ve met anybody in your apartment that I’ve wanted to shake hands with,” said Kelly shortly.

He looked at the door through which Minn Lee had passed and closed it.

“You’re poison all right, Perelli. I’ve often wondered what you are and now I know. Have you any Jewish blood in you — no? Maybe Judas was a half — bred Sicilian. Sit down.”

For a moment murder glowed in Perelli’s eyes, and then he turned with a mechanical smile to the watchful Angelo.

“Sit down in my own apartment? Angelo, you heard?”

There was no response from his cautious servitor. Angelo was sensitive to a changed relationship between policeman and gangster. Kelly was talking like a man who knew something.

“My apartment in police headquarters is not so comfortable. The last eight gangsters who’ve sat down in my office chair are dead.”

Tony Perelli smiled again politely. “They should have stood up as you do,” he said. He turned again for support to his retainer. “Mr. Kelly has a bad view of us, Angelo. If anything is wrong — find Tony Perelli. If the Mayor makes a bum speech — go find Tony. Vinsetti disappears — ah, search the apartment of poor Mr. Perelli!”

Angelo, in common decency, offered his agreement.

“I guess that’s true, chief.”

How like Perelli to bring up Vinsetti as an argument! The audacity of the move took Kelly’s breath away.

“Vinsetti — h’m! He drew three hundred thousand dollars from his bank, he came here and was never seen again.”

Tony grinned. He had won in that game against police and squealer — won handsomely and was entitled to his triumph.

“Yes — and you had trailed him all day. He was with you all morning at Headquarters, squawking about his frien’s — the great, big, hund’ed par cent squealer!”

“He came to this apartment,” insisted Kelly.

“An’ I kicked him out,” Tony nodded. “I don’t want trouble with those kind of yeller guys.” He was rather wishing now that he had not raised the matter and would have gladly changed the subject.

“He came to this apartment — and never left alive,” Kelly said. Perelli looked round again and his lieutenant did what was expected of him.

“Say, chief, that’s all wrong: you was here ten minutes after.”

“Was there blood on the floor?” asked Tony angrily. “Was there a body? Did anybody hear shooting?”

He was talking too much, had lost the grip he had had. A flippant challenge had been taken too seriously.

“Nobody would hear that,” said Kelly. “I know all about that pistol of yours — grand for close — quarter work.”

Perelli burst into a fit of laughter which was only half simulated.

“He won’t be reasonable! I kill everybody — Tony Perelli, Tony Perelli! If it wasn’t for me there would be no newspapers — but if there was no Tony Perelli they would invent one!”

“Say, you oughter know better, chief” — Angelo was pained— “than believe newspapers!”

“There oughtn’t to be none,” said Tony venomously.

Kelly could understand his viewpoint.

“If there were no newspapers in Chicago there would be no police force,” he said.

Angelo wrinkled his nose.

“Then I say ‘To hell with the newspapers!” was his comment, as he went out at a signal from his chief.
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Tony Perelli was waiting. Something had happened: he was sensitive to a tense atmosphere. Kelly was playing with him; he had a disclosure to make — what was it to be?

There was one revelation to come, but it was early for Kelly to have had any news about Con O’Hara. Yet, exploring all reasons and possibilities, he could find no other explanation.

“Have you heard anything?” asked Kelly carelessly, as he took a long, black cigar from his waistcoat pocket, examined it critically before he bit off the end, and lit it with a leisure which was significant to the watching Sicilian.

Tony smiled.

“No, everything is quiet on the Western front,” he said.

“Fine!” Kelly’s jaw set like a trap. When he said “Fine” he did not mean “Fine”.

He had news to give: Tony knew that. What was it? He was being played with cat and mouse fashion, and he resented the experience.

“Is that why you came,” he asked, “to ask me for news? You can buy the Tribune for three cents. Why, chief, I never thought you’d expect me to tell you what was happening in Chicago!”

Kelly walked up and down the apartment, his hands in his pockets, puffing slowly and enjoyably at his cigar. He surveyed the beautifully painted frescoes, the ceiling with its geometrical patterns enriched with replicas of Raphael, Tintoretto and the masters of the Italian school, and found them edifying. Then he turned slowly and faced the owner of this splendour, his steely eyes fixed upon him.

“Perelli, what are you making out of all your rackets?” he asked. “A pretty big sum, I guess?”

Tony shrugged his shoulders.

“Well, I’ll tell you because I am your frien’,” he said with a hint of sarcasm. “An’ frien’s should have no secrets from each other — is that right? I make a million and a half — two millions — a year. The expenses are heavy. A million I spent last year, mostly on the police. It is terrible how the police take bribes! Most of them are on my pay — roll. It is demoralizing!”

Kelly smiled grimly.

“How much have I taken?” he asked, and Tony chuckled at the question.

He was bold to say what he had always thought, for he had no respect for a policeman who refused bribes, even as he despised those who accepted them.

“You, if you permit me, are a fool!” he said. “We have a short time to live — it should be merry. It cannot be merry if we are poor. I have not seen a ten — dollar bill for five years. That is the way to live — not knowing that there is such small change as ten dollars.”

His gesture was a flourish. What he said he meant. For the moment he was impressed by his imperial magnificence, was carried away on the realization of his achievements.

Kelly nodded. “Your girls at Cicero know all about ten dollars,” he said significantly, and Tony Perelli was pained.

He was curiously touchy about this source of revenue at Cicero, and never failed to register an indignant protest and denial whenever such protest seemed called for. To those who were immediately associated with him in this business there was never any question about his interest in the Cicero houses. He discussed them as he would any other commercial enterprise, kept a very sharp watch on the financial operations of his evil trade, and generally took a pride in its prosperity. But let any reformer or uplifter, any preacher, dare associate the name of Perelli with these houses, and he rose, shrieking threats. He had once begun a suit against a Chicago newspaper, but was sufficiently intelligent to withdraw before the case came into court.

“My dear friend!” he almost wailed. “My girls at Cicero! I have no girls at Cicero or at any other place. Those dreadful houses are not mine. I am incapable of taking such money — I thought you knew me better than that, Mr. Kelly.”

He was hurt, visibly so.

“I have never put a dollar into vice. Everybody who knows me will tell you that. My enemies say these things about me, but there is no proof — you know there is no proof!”

Kelly was sceptical.

“You have nothing to do with them at all? The ‘Lion Inn’, for example?” he suggested.

Tony smiled sadly.

“The ‘Lion Inn’! I know the place; it has been pointed out to me. Myself, I think there are lies told about it, but that is not my business. The house is not mine; I do not even know the guy who runs it.”

“Good!” said Kelly heartily. “I’m glad to hear it. That was why I came.” He took a long pull at his cigar and sent a spiral of smoke up to — the painted ceiling. “The Vigilants raided the ‘Lion Inn’ to — night,” he said; “they turned the girls into the street and burnt the place to the ground.”

He saw the colour come and go in Tony Perelli’s face. He might control his movements, but he could not govern his blood flow.

“What!” He came to his feet, one hand was trembling slightly. “It’s a lie!” He was breathless with fury. “I should have been told by somebody long ago… The ‘Lion Inn’ cost a hundred thousand dollars!”

Then, with a snarl of rage:

“Vigilants! By God! They want a couple of typewriters workin’ round there! Vigilants!”

He came up to Kelly and almost shook his fist in his face.

“Is there no police in Cicero?” he screamed.

The commissioner smiled broadly.

“You ought to know — you say they’re on your pay — roll. What’s the worry? It’s not your house; you haven’t got a cent invested. It doesn’t matter to you, does it?”

“Vigilants!” Tony’s voice was tremulous. “Is there no law, then?” He threw out his hands in despair. “A hundred thousand dollars, and not insured for a cent!”

He was making no pretence now. There was a hundred thousand dollars involved and he was face to face with the grisly reality. The “Lion Inn”… He made a rough mental calculation. Nearly two hundred thousand dollars that place had cost him.

Kelly had launched his thunderbolt and was ready to go.

“I’m through,” he said, and then, as a thought struck him: “I’ve got one good bit of news — no lives were lost! As you’re a humanitarian I thought that would please you.”

Tony was cold now, master of himself; that ice — box mind of his was functioning. His sense of humour might be deficient, but his sense of logic was irresistible. As Kelly turned he caught him by the arm.

“Wait one moment, Mr. Kelly. Let us speak straight.” He was still a little staccato and breathless. “You’re a swell feller — I hand it to you. When you give me the green I pass; when you snap the red I stop. I know where I am with you. But there is only one way of running my racket and that is the way I go, eh? If one man is bumped off, or two men are bumped off, what does it matter? Are they innocent? Are they citizens? Tell me! They are hoodlums, murderers, bombers, hold — up men, vice men, everything! What does it cost to hang them in the State of Illinois? Fifty t’ousand dollars! Fifty grand! Lawyers, jurymen, judges, new trial, new witnesses — eh, it goes on for years before the hangman says ‘Step on it!’ Four hundred people have been bumped off by gangsters — if you like, I am a gangster — by us! We save the State six million dollars — six cartridges for sixty cents, eh? That’s cheaper than fifty thousand dollars. Outside the State Legislature there should be a statue to gangsters. We are benefactors — if you like, vermin that prey on vermin. It is unanswerable!”

This wild torrent came almost without a pause. Kelly listened, secretly admired, was openly amused.

“Fine,” he said. “I’ve heard that so often that I’m beginning to know it by heart. Is Jimmie McGrath somebody’s vermin?”

Tony Perelli looked at him quickly. What did he know or suspect?

“He’s a nize boy,” he said suavely. “I’m very fond of Jimmie. If the boy was my own brother I couldn’t be fonder,” he said.

Kelly was sceptical.

“Con O’Hara — is he a brother too?”

“A swell feller,” agreed Tony.

“Where are they — these two gentlemen?” asked Kelly.

Tony grew mysterious, looked round for possible eavesdroppers, and lowered his voice.

“They’ve gone out to see a couple of girls — don’t tell Con’s wife that,” he said.

“You and Mike Feeney are all boy friends now, eh?”

A disconcerting man, Kelly; he switched from one subject to another so quickly that it was almost impossible to follow. Perhaps it was his way of catching a guy — gangland knew of this idiosyncrasy of his, and gave it that interpretation.

“Sure, Mike Feeney and us are good friends. We have had our little misunderstandings,” said Tony.

“Was Shaun O’Donnell one of them?” asked the other.

Tony’s glittering hands outspread in a helpless gesture.

“I know nothing except that everything is fine now,” he said.

Kelly pursed his lips, his cold eyes still fixed upon the man he hated.

“What price are you paying for everything being fine?” he demanded, and Tony’s bewilderment was a little too elaborate. “Mr. Kelly, you talk sometimes like a piece ofGerman music which I cannot read or play.”

And now Kelly came to the point. “Is somebody going to be put on the spot?” he asked bluntly.

Tony stared at him. “Good God, no! I wouldn’t do that to a yellow dog! Put a man on the spot! Why, that’s moider, Mr. Kelly! It’s yeller. You believe me—”

“Sure.” Kelly twirled his hat in his hands. “You bit of yellow dirt! That’s my good night to you!”

He saw the door open. Minn Lee looked through the narrow space that stood immediately behind her master. Then the ‘phone bell rang.

Kelly pointed to the instrument. “Answer it,” he ordered. “I told them I’d be here.”

And now Perelli saw the girl behind him, and turned to vent his fury on her.

“Get out,” he said under his breath, “do you hear?… Take a man to your room and lock the door!”

Kelly took a step to the table as the ‘phone rang again.

“No, no, I’ll do it.” Perelli grabbed the receiver with a clatter. “Yes?” he snarled. And then, with a complete change of tone: “Police Headquarters? Yes, the Chief is here,” he said, and handed the ‘phone to the Commissioner.

It was odd at that moment, when danger was threatening, when the attitude of the police had become menacing, when they could come to him and taunt him with the loss of the “Lion Inn”, that his mind should be completely and solely obsessed with the delinquency of one whom he had already betrayed and would betray further.

“He kissed you on the mouth!” His voice trembled. “I saw him when he left you…”

Was this manufactured rage of his a salve to conscience, a self — justification for the murder he had committed?

Kelly was speaking on the ‘phone. Minn Lee listened. Well she knew what message was coming through.

“Oh!… When did this happen? Huh… the boy McGrath? Dead, is he?”

Watching, Tony saw her stiffen, and into her round, soft face came the radiance of a great exaltation.

“… Corner of Michigan and Ninety — fourth? Ah! Anybody else killed?… Nobody, eh? Only McGrath?… You’re sure?… O’Hara wasn’t with him?”
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There was a crash. The ivory paperknife with which Tony Perelli was fiddling dropped from his hand on to a small fish bowl. O’Hara wasn’t with him? He could not believe his ears.

“I’ve got a squad car downstairs — don’t touch the body till I get there.”

Kelly jammed down the receiver and, as he flew out, flung over his shoulder: “Report at nine o’clock to — morrow at Police Headquarters.” There came the slam of the door. Tony Perelli, livid with rage, spun round on the girl. “You heard? To me — Tony Perelli — as if Iwere a dog!”

She did not hear him. She was gazing fixedly at something that he could not see or imagine. Her lips parted. “Jimmie! Oh, Jimmie!”

“He’s in ‘ell!” snarled the man.

“He was in heaven to — night,” she breathed.

“Your lover, eh?” he sneered.

Though he said the words, he did not believe them. It was inconceivable that Minn Lee… Before the thought was completed she gave him confirmation.

“I love you — I didn’t love him. But I gave him everything he wanted — everything! Oh, God, I’m happy! I’ve done something! Ihaven’t been a waste!”

He recoiled from her as though she were a leper.

“You’ve — done something?”

She nodded.

“He knew he was going to his death, and he was glad,” she whispered.

Tony’s hand went up to his damp brow.

“He knew he was going? Who told him that?”

“I told him.”

There was no defiance in her tone. She was simply making a plain statement. “And he was glad. After he loved me—”

“He loved you? The words came in a horrified squeak. “He loved you — my woman?”

“His woman,” she said.

He could not articulate. She was telling him that which was horribly incredible. Suddenly he leapt at her, gripped her by the throat, and: “Where is Con O’Hara?” she gasped.

The question brought him back to his senses with a crash. Con O’Hara… he was not there; his body had not been found. If Jimmie knew, then he knew… There was danger, real gang danger, from a man who was fearless and, in his dull way, shrewd, a man who added to hurt vanity the spur of jealousy. Con had escaped from the trap.

“I’m going to my room,” said Minn Lee.

He flung out his hands.

“Go to hell, you damn’ Chink woman! Go to hell!”

And then, as a thought struck him:

“Kelly — did he speak to you?”

She nodded.

“And you spoke to him? You told him something?”

She backed against the organ, and his hands gripped her savagely by the shoulder. “You told him something? Two faces! You have six! You locked the door, eh? And you told Kelly—”

His fingers closed round her throat and choked her denial.

“You’re a liar, you small, dirty little beast!” Perelli’s face was swollen; in his eyes was the glittering devil that was the soul of him. “You know a hell of a lot, don’t you? You know a lot?”

She wrenched her throat free.

“I know you killed Vinsetti.”

“You know that, eh?”

“You talked in your sleep,” she said.

He swung her round to the table and threw her across; reached for the heavy bronze that lay there to his hand. In his fury he was demoniacal.

“Don’t kill me. I’m not afraid, but Kelly said they hang you if you kill a woman in Chicago. He wanted me to tell and take the reward, but I told him… I loved you.”

And then Perelli became aware that there was a spectator. Angelo was in the room. He stood stiffly at the door, his hands resting lightly on his hips. How near was Tony Perelli to death at that moment when he raised the bronze and Angelo Verona’s fingers closed over the heavy butt of his automatic!

“You told him that, did you?” asked Tony thickly. He looked at her, then at Angelo.

“You’re swell, Minn Lee. All right.” He dismissed her with a gesture.

“What’s wrong?”

There was a metallic quality in Angelo’s voice which Perelli noticed.

“Send those women away — the whole party. They can go down the north elevator.” He gave his orders rapidly. “Is Tomasino up there? Yuh? Who else?” impatiently.

“Toni Romano, Jake French, Al Marlo—”

Send them right away. They’re to take machines and scorch the town — and get Con O’Hara.”

“But—”

“He turned yeller.” Tony would not be interrupted. “He let the kid go by himself. They got Jimmie all right. No shooting round this block,” he warned. “Do you get that? Put a man downstairs to watch for him and give me the signal. If he comes here, I’ll fix him.”

“Say, Con wouldn’t know he was being put on the spot?” protested the bewildered Angelo.

“You’re a fool too, are you? Why isn’t he back?”

That was reasonable, too. But then, Tony was generally reasonable, even in his fury.

“Do you want all the women to go?”

“Yes,” said Tony, and then remembered. “No, Con O’Hara’s woman stays here.”

“Do I go with the boys?” asked Angelo.

“No, you stay also. And keep two or three men. When you’ve got rid of them I want the couch here. Now go — get these people away. Tell the boys there’s a grand for the man who gets him.”

Angelo went out quickly, and Tony Perelli made his preparations. He had had to deal with crises before. In the case of Vinsetti, though the end had been inevitable, the opportunity had come unexpectedly, and it had nearly been spoilt by Minn Lee’s sudden and unauthorized appearance. She knew, then, all the time! Tony had suspected this, though he had never asked her. It was unfortunate that this particular secret was such a vital one.

Minn Lee was strong, had a code of her own.

Nothing was more certain than that Kelly would go starving for news if he waited for Minn Lee to feed him. Jimmie was dead — so that other incident was finished and done with. Anyway, Minn Lee was going, and he was not at all sorry that she had cut out half the regret which might have attached to their parting.

He turned out the main lights, leaving only the standard lamp burning. He took a gun, threw open the chamber and examined the shells carefully before he snicked back the cylinder. This he put under his hat, which he laid on the organ seat.

When Angelo came back with the news that they were gone, there were certain other preparations to make. In the meantime Maria must be disposed of. While he was thinking of her she arrived, not in the best of tempers.

“Everybody’s going home — this is certainly a party,” she complained with some asperity.

“My dear, sweet angel, we are business people,” he said smoothly.

She eyed him with a certain amount of disfavour. There was a time for business and a time for pleasure and she was no mixer.

“Business people, are you? I’d like to meet a few drinking people,” she said. “Why are they going home?”

“They are going home,” he said pointedly, “but I want you to wait.”

“How long?”

He told her, and her red lips curled.

“Without Con? Nothin’ else you’d like?” she asked politely. “I mean, don’t miss anything because you’re too bashful to ask for it.”

“I want you to stay,” said Tony sharply.

He was in no mood for badinage. There was something in his voice which startled her, and she got up quickly from the couch where she had been sitting.

“Something’s slipped — what is it?” she asked.

“Yes, something has happened — a terrible thing,” he said. “Jimmie is killed — I loved that boy!”

“Jimmie killed!” She could hardly grasp the fact.

And then it came to her that if Jimmie was killed Con might not have gone scot free.

“McGrath?” she said quickly and gasped. “But he went out with Con — they went together! What in hell do you mean by ‘terrible thing’? Did somebody bump him off?”

Tony hesitated.

“Yuh,” he said, “some of Mike Feeney’s gang.”

She felt her knees go weak beneath her. This was not the first gang killing that had come into her purview or that had affected her life. She had known men, and women too, from whom she had parted overnight, and who had been picked up in odd attitudes on the post road in the morning, dead, and worse than dead.

“What happened to Con?” She hardly recognized the sound of her own voice. “What happened to him?” she demanded shrilly. “Ain’t you got a tongue?”

She tried to push past him, but he caught her by the waist and swung her round.

“Let me go, you dirty Wop!”

She struggled desperately to beat his face with her hands.

“It’s all right, I tell you. Con got away,” he insisted urgently. “Kelly was here and got it straight through from headquarters on the wire.”

“Where is Con? Let me go!” But he was not letting go. The one person she must not meet at this moment was Con O’Hara. She might talk; women like that did talk. If she added fuel to the blaze, who knew what might happen?

“You want him back right now, do you?” he demanded savagely. “You wasn’t feeling that way an hour ago,” he said. “He’ll be out all night, I tell you — he’s dodging the police. They think he killed Jimmie.”

The last was an invention on the spur of the moment, and he found some pride in it.

“I’m going home to wait for him,” she said.

“You’ve got your sleeping things — there’s no need for you to go home. You’ll stay here. If you go to your house you’ll have the coppers at your place all night… You will stay here.”

“Like hell I will!”

She fought at him, but was powerless. He had her face in his hands and forced it upwards to his; his lips closed over the red mouth…

“Con will kill you,” she mumbled.

“Are you staying?”

She went limp in his arms.

“Till Con comes back,” she murmured.
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Tony became his normal, polite self; opened the door for her.

“You know your room — I chose it for you. Con’s over the Indiana line by now,” he said comfortingly. And then: “He’ll not come back to — night.”

“Nothing’ll happen to him?” she asked.

He shook his head.

“Not a damn’ thing.”

“You’re sure?”

He said he was very sure — too sure for his own peace of mind.

He went with her a little way along the passage, waited until her door closed. The click of the key made him smile. How very respectable were these unrespectable people!

Angelo was waiting, two of the dark — chinned men with him. By the time Tony had got back to the saloon there had appeared a new article of furniture, a large, red couch, and, spread before it, an extensive square of cloth of the same colour as the carpet. Vinsetti had seen that couch and had remarked upon it, partly because it was not quite new, and not as resplendent as any of the other articles of furniture in the apartment, and partly because he was a mental note — taker and could never resist the temptation to remark upon the obvious.

It was curious that Tony’s mind should rest on Vinsetti at that moment. He mentioned the name to Angelo, who remained within the saloon.

“You remember, eh?… That squealer?”

“Yuh.” Angelo was not concerned with past history, but with the history that was to be made. “Romano will get him, anyway,” he said.

“You’ve fixed the alarm?”

Angelo glanced up at the little switch and nodded.

“She’s O.K. But he won’t come back. Who tipped him off?”

He was standing at the door, listening for the sound of the elevator.

“The kid,” said Tony surprisingly, and Angelo gaped at him.

“The kid? Why, he was bumped — he didn’t know he was being put on the spot or he wouldn’t have gone.”

Tony nodded.

“He knew.”

There was a sense of tension, of suppressed irritation. The very slightest sound brought the eyes of both men to the door.

“Knew he was being put on the spot and went to it?” said Angelo incredulously.

“Yes, yes, yes.” Tony was impatient. “Don’t ask me any more questions, Angelo. That is how it was — he knew he was being put on the spot and he went to it.”

“Is that so?” Angelo whistled. “Would you believe that? But who told him — Jimmie — what was going to happen?”

“Minn Lee,” said Tony harshly. “That’s who told him. She took him to her room, Angelo.”

His voice trembled. “Took him to her room, you understand?… Whilst we were all here she took him to her room and locked the door! By God, she shall know something about this!”

The thin smile of Angelo Verona was difficult to interpret.

“I guess she knows enough to keep her mind occupied—”

The buzzer sounded; it was the signal that Con O’Hara had been sighted outside. Angelo mopped his brow with a silk handkerchief.

“Gee, I didn’t think he’d come back! They oughter get him in the hall.”

“This block belongs to me,” said Tony sharply. “I want no scandal here. The man who gets him in the hall will be got — I’ve said it!”

Again the warning buzz. Con O’Hara was inside the building. A warning gesture from Perelli.

“Get out,” he whispered. “If I miss him you get him. But I want everything quiet.”

The man sidled from the room, and Tony stood where the organ rested, and waited. He heard the front door open. Something rustled in the hall, and then the door of the salon moved slowly, opened, and a gun came in. It covered Tony Perelli where he stood, the arm extended. The space between door and post widened. Con O’Hara came sideways into the apartment. His hat was on the back of his head, and in his white face was death.

Tony had picked up his hat.

“Hello, Con!” he said in a conversational tone. “You’re back, are you? All the party’s gone home. I’m going for a walk — come with me.”

He stepped fearlessly down until he stood before the big, red settee.

“One of us ain’t going to walk far.” Con O’Hara spoke like a man who had been running upstairs. He was in a white heat of fury. If there was anything which held him in check it was the crook’s unfailing suspicion of the stories that are told to him by his kind. But Jimmie must have spoken the truth, for he had died to prove it.

“One of us is going to stay right here,” he went on, “and that one is you — you double — crossing Wop!”

Tony smiled.

“Are you drunk or somep’n’?” he asked. “Did Jimmie give the copper my letter?”

Con O’Hara was breathing heavily through his nose. He had to take hold of himself to control his voice.

“Yeh!” He nodded slowly. “And he’s dead… I watched it… I didn’t believe that crazy kid — that you were putting us on the spot. So I watched, and a car drove up and they poked a machine — gun on him. They waited a while — lookin’ round for somebody else — me!”

Bewilderment and pain were the dominant expressions on Perelli’s broad face.

“I don’t understand — what do you mean, Con? You think I, Antonio Perelli, put you on the spot—”

“Yeh, that’s what I mean,” said the other grimly.

“My bes’ man?” said Tony, pained. “Jimmie, my bes’ friend?”

“Where’s my wife?”

“She’s gone home,” said Tony, and flicked a speck of dust from his shoulder.

“Gone home, has she? She’s here!”

Tony grinned.

“Ah, you’re stupid! Be sensible, Con. If your wife was here, would I be going out?”

“You’re not goin’ out,” said O’Hara between his teeth. “Gimme that hat!”

He stretched out his left hand and snatched the black felt hat from Tony Perelli’s hand. As he did so the gun that was concealed by the hat spat once. It was not a loud report — the explosion was almost deadened, and outside the room you might not have heard it. Con’s pistol dropped to the ground; he clasped his hands over his body. He turned slowly to fly; then his strength left him and he fell on his knees. Perelli fired once again, this time very truly, caught the swaying figure by the neck and flung him face forward on the outstretched cloth.

“Don’t soil my carpet, you bastard!” he said.
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Maria heard the sound of the organ playing and came back to the salon. The big couch had gone. She had not seen it, and so she did not miss it. It was a long time afterwards, when the police asked her about a couch, that she denied its presence. When she was shown the red sofa with the hollow seat, where a man could be hidden and moved, she could not identify it. She came back to see Perelli and hear him play — but not for long.

There are curious stories told about that night, but this much is certain: when she gave her lips to Perelli, all that was mortal of Con O’Hara was within a dozen yards of her.

It was a very uneasy woman that went home to discover whether her husband had returned in the night. She came back to Tony’s apartment, more troubled than she ever remembered being.

Angelo Verona sat in his shirt sleeves at the big refectory table in the salon, and he was very busy, for this was pay day. Before him were three stacked heaps of currency, and he was sorting out ill — written accounts when she arrived.

She liked Angelo — but then, everybody liked Angelo. He was the nearest thing to a big shot in Chicago, would one day be controlling large and important interests, unless fate dealt unkindly with him, and a disgruntled friend of Mike Feeney’s wrote “finish” to a most interesting chapter of life.

He was on the telephone when she came in. “… No, Mr. Perelli’s not in. Who’s that?… Chicago Daily News? Well, get to hell out of this! We ain’t got nothin’ to tell newspapers, we don’t know nothin’, see? He ain’t in!”

He slammed down the receiver and became aware of her presence.

“I thought we’d lost you,” he said sarcastically.

“Was that Con?” she asked.

He sighed. She must have heard most of the conversation, and if she could confuse the Chicago Daily News with Con O’Hara —

“On the wire? No, baby, that was not Con. Unless Con has gone and joined the staff of the Chicago Daily News — as crime investigator, maybe?”

She was oblivious of sarcasm, even sarcasm that did not err on the side of subtlety.

“He hasn’t been back?”

“No,” said Angelo, addressing himself to his labours.

She shook her head and sighed.

“I’ve been sitting waiting in my home since nine o’clock — not a word from him.”

In truth she had been rather relieved to find that Con was not at home when she reached her apartments. But that relief had soon developed into a great uneasiness. She had not, however, sat down and twiddled her thumbs; rather had she spent her time in overhauling her wardrobe and making herself as attractive as the new adventure demanded.

“I guess he took the Limited,” said Angelo, without looking up. “He was talking last night about going to Detroit. Say, why do all these guys go to Detroit — ?

“He didn’t say anything to me about going to Detroit,” she said. “Has he wired?”

“No,” said’ Angelo wearily, “he didn’t wire.” And then he remembered: “They ‘phoned up for you from Police Headquarters,” he said.

“For me?” She was aghast. “What did they want? They don’t know anything about me.”

“I guess not,” said Angelo. “They only just asked if you were there, and I said ‘What a question!’ They didn’t ask any more.” There was relief in her sigh. “I wish I’d heard from Con.” Angelo put down his pen. There was no sense in trying to work with this human talking machine spitting out trivialities. “Say, why are you worrying, Mrs. O’Hara? In this racket a guy has gotta jump around and be away for weeks. We ain’t sellin’ chewing — gum.”

She was not comforted.

“No news in the evening papers?” she asked. Angelo ran his fingers through his hair and surveyed her balefully. There were many things he could say, but he knew enough of what was happening to use discretion.

“No. The State Attorney’s had his house bombed, but who the hell cares about that? And there’s a lot about Jimmie.”

“I read that,” said Maria. She took a cigarette from a jewelled case and lit it. “Poor kid!” She offered this tribute with sincerity.

“Yeh,” said Angelo. “Very, very sad.”

And it was the fact that he meant what he said. He had read every line about Jimmie. The senselessness of it! Jimmie was a real feller; there was not the raw material of a squealer in him. He could have been sent back home or to the coast, or lifted out of the country, and he would never raise the pencil of a squeak stenographer. Angelo had wondered why, and had supplied very shrewdly his own solution to the mystery,

“Jimmie and Con went out together,” she went on. “Do you remember that, Angelo?”

He nodded.

“There’s something wrong.” She was uneasy, insistent.

The situation called for a more dramatic lie. Angelo got up from his chair and came down to her.

“Now listen, Mrs. O’Hara. I’m going to tell you something. Con came back here in the middle of the night—”

This brought her to her feet in a fluttering agitation.

“What? You saw him?”

“Yeh,” said Angelo. “I saw him, and it wag very, very awkward.”

“He came here,” she gasped. “Did he ask where I was?” — breathlessly. “Had he been home?”

“Why, no.” Angelo could improvise an ordinary lie with great glibness, but here were complications. “I told him you were sleeping with Minn Lee and that Tony was out looking for him.”

“He didn’t want to come upstairs or anything?” she asked faintly.

Angelo smiled.

“I wouldn’t have let him do that.”

She smiled. The quick rise and fall of her bosom told Angelo that Con had been no negligible quantity.

“That’s mighty swell of you,” she said. “I would have died!”

“Somebody would have died,” said Angelo drily, “but you don’t look a die — er to me.”

“On the level, Angelo” — she picked up the cigarette she had dropped, covering with her toe the little burn it had made on the carpet— “on the level, where has Con gone?”

“Where I said,” said Angelo sharply. “Detroit. The bulls were after him for a racket that happened in New York. They saw him on the street and he just ducked in time.”

Here indeed was news. Maria considered it.

“Was it for Joe Lereski?”

“Joe who?”

“Lereski,” she repeated.

Angelo shook his head.

“Never heard of the man. He didn’t tell me — some dame squealed on him.”

Maria’s mouth opened wide.

“Gee, I’ll bet that was his wife!”

“I didn’t know he was married,” said Angelo cynically, but cynicism and sarcasm were alike wasted.

“That’s what he tells me,” she said with a shrug, “but you can’t believe these men. He didn’t leave any message for me?”

“Yeh.” Belatedly Angelo remembered certain instructions he had received that morning. “He said you were to stay along here till you heard from him — with Minn Lee.”

She was still uncertain whether to accept or reject his story.

“Yes, but he had no money, Angelo.”

“I gave him two grand — and got hell from Tony for giving it,” he said.

He put his hand under her chin, and lifted her face.

“Did you have a marvellous time, baby?”

This brought her back to a sense of her position, or the position she was destined to occupy.

“Keep your paws to yourself, will you?” she said, as she struck his hand away. “Where’s Mr. Perelli?”

“We call him Tony round here,” beamed Angelo. “He’s at Police Headquarters — him and his lawyer. You’ll like living here; it’s the swellest apartment in Chicago.”

Maria looked at him suspiciously.

“Where did you get that expression—’living here’?”

“Tony gives grand parties,” Angelo went on. “He claims he’s goin’ to Paris this year, too. Ever been to Paris?”

She shook her head.

“It’s in France,” he volunteered, “a swell place. It’s where Napoleon was. Heard of him? I only heard about him myself the other day.”

“But he could have ‘phoned from Detroit!” Maria was harping on the old key.

“He’s been dead for years,” said Angelo, wilfully dense. And then: “Oh, Con? Sure, he could ‘phone. And I suppose there ain’t any headquarters men down at Central tapping the wires? Good morning, Minn Lee.”

She looked radiant and fresh, a woman without a care in the world, this Minn Lee in her white frock with its green embroidery. She had a book and a long — bladed sheath knife in her hand, and stood at the big table, cutting the pages of a French novel. Maria was momentarily embarrassed.

“Why, Mrs. Perelli, I didn’t see you this morning. I don’t know what you’ll think of me, sleeping here all alone without my husband.”

Minn Lee looked at her and seemed amused.

“I knew you were staying,” she said.

Here was the first check.

“It was awful about my husband not getting back.”

The smile left Minn Lee’s face, and she shook her head.

“Poor girl!” she said.

“How’s that?” said Maria, uncomfortable, and ready to be resentful.

“I said ‘poor girl’,” smiled Minn Lee. “I meant that. Tony didn’t ‘phone again, Angelo?”

He did not answer, but, leaning over, took the knife from her hand and examined it.

“Say, Minn Lee, you oughtn’t to use that knife,” he said. “It’s razor sharp.”

“Tony broke the paper — knife last night,” said Minn Lee, and took the knife back from him. She examined it and drew her little thumb along the edge. “Do you think I shall kill somebody?”

Maria was not to be led from a subject in which, by the very nature of things, she figured most prominently.

“Ain’t it awful not hearing from Mr. O’Hara? That man worries me sick.”

“Tony knows where he is,” said Minn Lee. “Why didn’t you ask him?”

Maria sat stiffly upright, her chin raised.

“I have not seen Mr. Perelli since he knocked on my door and said good night,” she said firmly. “I didn’t open the door either, because it was locked. I always lock my door in a strange house. I don’t know what you’re laughing at, Mrs. Perelli.”

“I wasn’t laughing — if I was, I’m sorry. I’m rather happy today — are you?”

Angelo, an interested audience, looked sharply at Minn Lee, but there was no evidence of malice in her eyes or in her tone. Sensitive though she was to criticism, direct or oblique, Maria saw no challenge in the question.

“Happy? My God! Haven’t you got a heart — with that poor kid all shot up in the morgue? I suppose it’s being Chinese that makes you so hard?”

Minn Lee laughed softly.

“Yes, it’s the Oriental in me,” she said.

She took up her book and walked out on to the balcony. Maria waited until she was out of earshot.

“What’s that—’Oriental’?” she asked, in a low voice.

“I guess it’s the Chinese word for Chinese,” said Angelo, and Maria nodded.

“I’ll remember that — Oriental! I’m always willing to learn. A very nice lady, Mrs. Perelli.”

“Tony won’t ever find a better one,” said Angelo.

It was the wrong comment to offer, and he knew this.

“I wouldn’t say that,” she said, a little nettled.

“Of course you wouldn’t. I didn’t expect miracles,” said Angelo.

She put up her hand to stifle a yawn, and came lounging up to the table, turning over the money and reading the accounts, an action that irritated Angelo unreasonably.

“What are you doing? Are you Mr. Perelli’s clerk? Look at that money — my, what a lot!”

“The root of all evil,” said Angelo, tidying the scattered heap. “Gee, the guy that said that didn’t know anything!”

Minn Lee had come back from the balcony and had set down her book on the couch. Angelo noticed apprehensively that the knife marked her page.

“Oh, yeh! I forgot to tell you, Mrs. O’Hara, that Tony’s the grandest feller in the world about money.”

“And he’s got two hundred silk shirts,” mocked Minn Lee.

“You don’t say!” Maria was impressed. “I like a man to be dressy. Con’s mighty particular about his clothes.”

Angelo thought he would get over all that. The front door slammed. Nobody slammed the door of the apartment but Tony. He came in, tore off his scarf and his hat and flung them at the waiting servant.

“Why, Mr. Perelli!” said Maria loudly. “I haven’t seen you since last night.”

He did not heed her. He walked quickly to the balcony and looked over. Then coming back, he fell into a chair.

“Are you tired?” asked Minn Lee.

“I’ve had a ‘ell of a day,” he groaned. “I was at Police Headquarters since nine till an hour ago.”

“Chief Kelly did the entertaining?” suggested Angelo, and Tony’s face twisted with fury.

“I’ll tell you how that pig entertained me! Get Supreme Court Judge Raminski on the wire. I’m going to make that damn’ cop eat off my hand!”

“Supreme Court Judge Raminski!” gasped Maria, and well she might be astonished, for Judge Raminski was the Great White Chief of Chicago politics, a man holding a high judicial position and, more important, one of the real bosses of Chicago.

“I’m all in,” said Tony. “They drove me here and there till I was dizzy. From Police Headquarters to the City Hall, from the City Hall to Police Headquarters, from Police Headquarters to the morgue, then to the place where poor little Jimmie was found.”

“Your call is through.”

Angelo handed the receiver to his chief, and Tony instantly came to energetic life.

“Is that Supreme Court Judge Raminski?… This is Perelli speaking — Antonio Perelli.” And then, fiercely: “Say, what the hell do you mean by letting Kelly push me all over the place? You’re supposed to have a pull, ain’t you, eh?… I swung two wards for you at the election, didn’t I?… Maybe I didn’t give you fifty grand for the election fun’? Eh?… I know, I know — you’ll talk to Kelly — you’ll talk to him! You’re supposed to be the big noise at the City ‘All; you’re a grand feller, you’ll be a senator some day, you will!… Yes, yes, you will, by gar! You get Kelly fired — that’s what you do!”

He threw back the receiver.

“I’ll fix that guy!”

To a judge! Maria had never realized the greatness of her captor till that moment. To talk to a judge… a man who sentenced people for life.

“Say, talking to a judge like that—” she began.

“You ought to hear him talk to the President!” said Angelo, and Tony snarled round at him.

“Don’t be smarty, Angelo. Get me a drink — Chianti — anything—”

But Minn Lee was already running from the room on this errand.

“Did you go to Cicero?”

Angelo nodded.

“Yeh. They didn’t do nothing to the ‘Lion Inn’ — it’s just slag and smoke.”

“Wait a minute.” Maria had a passion to be in all conversation. “I read that. It was a vice house, wasn’t it? I’m damn’ glad! I wish the Vigilants would burn ’em all! Men who live on that kind of racket are just dirt!”

Tony restrained himself with difficulty.

“Oh, indeed? You don’t know anything about it.” His voice rose almost to a shout. “A hundred thousand dollars, just because a lot of bums are trying to suppress human nature.”

“Human bologny!” scoffed Maria. “It ain’t human nature to treat women as if they was cattle, just to put a little more jack into a yeller dog’s bank roll! They oughter give ’em the rope for it!”

Angelo was making signals which his employer could not see.

“Oh yes,” said Perelli, his voice tremulous with anger. “Because you are all hypocrites and will not see that human bein’s are human bein’s, because you will not see with the eyes of truth — that these girls are perhaps savin’ innocent girls from ruin.”

“It doesn’t save many of ‘em, believe me,” said Maria.

“Ah, you know all about it, eh?”

“Sure, she knows all about it,” said Angelo. “She’s right, Tony.”

This time Tony caught his signal and with an effort he laughed.

“I suppose so,” he said. “But I am thinking of the poor girls — they’ve lost everything.”

Minn Lee came back with the wine at this moment and Maria turned to her.

“Gee, that must be an awful life, eh, Mrs. Perelli?”

“I didn’t hear,” said Minn Lee.

“These houses at Cicero—”

“Will you be quiet?” said Tony angrily. “How can you get inside their minds and tell whether it’s awful or nize? It may be swell for them,” He looked at Minn Lee with an encouraging smile. “A girl in charge of a house is like a princess, with a fine suite and grand furniture. She meets the friends she wants—” He suddenly took Minn Lee’s hand in his.

“You are all silly,” he said. “Well, my darling, I didn’t see you last night. I was so worried about poor Jimmie that I slept in my study.”

“Study—” began Maria.

“Yeh; it’s the place where he sleeps,” said Angelo, as he carried his money basket out of the room.

“Did you see Jimmie?” she asked, in a voice so low that Maria could not hear her.

For once his nerve failed him and he could not look her in the eyes.

“Yes,” he said; “he looked wonderful. He was smiling as if he was having a good joke.”

She saw his face twitch. That good joke of Jimmie’s had made an impression upon him.

“I expect he is,” said Minn Lee. “You heard nothing more — I mean, of how he died?”

Tony shook his head.

“No, he was just alive for one, two, three seconds when the patrolmen got to him.”

“Poor kid,” said Maria conventionally.

“Why ‘poor kid’?”

Minn Lee stopped on her way from the room to look down at her. There was a strange smile in her eyes, a serenity which impressed the woman so that she did not speak until the door had closed on the white — dressed little figure.

“She gets me guessing, that woman,” said Maria irritably.

She got Tony guessing too, and wondering. And his chief and most troublesome wonder was how life might be without Minn Lee. Could he endure that she should go away from him as the others had gone, and pass to the vicarious possession of the moneyed patrons of the big house? He had flashes of horror at the thought. There were moments when the idea was unendurable, revolting. It was his boast, however, that he was a business man, and he had never hesitated to sacrifice life and human happiness to the full accomplishment of his designs.

She got Maria guessing; but Minn Lee got him guessing about himself. It had seemed so easy when he had made the plan, and she had played into his hands so perfectly, given him all the excuse he wanted, if indeed he wanted any. He did not know Minn Lee; she had a wall round her mind, and he had never found the door.

He looked at the lovely woman who was to supplant her. There was no wall round Maria’s mind. He sank down by her side and put his arm about her.

“My beautiful girl, you have missed me all day?”

She looked sideways at him — a sly and intimate glance of understanding.

“Do you still love me?”

He pressed her tightly to him, and found her evasive lips… She pushed him away from her and came to her feet with a little grimace.

“Tony, honest, I don’t want that stuff now… I’m all nerves, as jumpy as a cat. Where’s Con?”

His surprise at the question was slightly exaggerated.

“Con?” he asked. “Didn’t Angelo tell you?” There was suspicion in the glance she shot at him.

“Yes, he told me, but you didn’t. It seems to me you birds spend your time thinking up lies to tell me. Why should Angelo know—”

“Angelo did know,” interrupted Tony, “but that feller keeps everything under his hat.”

She searched his face.

“On the square, is it true what he said about Con going to Detroit?”

Tony crossed his heart with a great gesture, and the smile became a laugh.

“Do you know what I thought? That you’d sent him away — you’re so damned clever. I thought you had some scheme for getting rid of him last night. You’ve certainly got brains.”

Tony smiled complacently.

“Maybe,” he said.

One matter had to be settled. Maria was, by her own code, a square dealer, and she took a practical view of life. Partnerships in her queer world were dissolved and reestablished without the formalities of Reno. They ended and began abruptly; there was no drift, no interregnums of indifference. When a feller was through he was through; when a girl quit she just quit; and that was all there was to it. And she had quit, so far as Con O’Hara was concerned.

“Now, listen,” she said. “When he comes back I’m going to tell him everything.”

“Con? That’s O.K. by me,” said Tony.

She expounded her philosophy.

“I don’t believe in deceiving a man — I mean, when the other gentleman doesn’t mind — it’s mean.”

Perelli smiled broadly.

“That’s a beautiful thought,” he said.

“Yes, I have them sometimes,” admitted Maria, and then became more serious. “He’ll raise hell. Con’s a pretty tough guy,” she added warningly.

Tony nodded.

“Everything like that he told me,” he said.

“I was through with him, anyway,” said Maria. “You can’t respect a guy who ain’t got the money to treat you right.”

There was another and a more delicate matter to be discussed. By Maria’s code certain vital adjustments had to be made. She jerked her head in the direction of the door.

“What will you do with — ? She did not mention Minn Lee by name. “That’s got to be fixed. Tony.”

It had to be fixed, indeed, and it was not so simple as he had thought. He shrugged his shoulders.

“I’m through too,” he said. “She doesn’t love me any more, and” — he lowered his voice— “she went wrong!”

Maria was frankly shocked.

“It just goes to show that you can’t trust these Ornamentals—”

The name produced no reaction. She coughed embarrassedly.

“ — these foreigners. But you’re not going to leave her flat. Tony? I’m strong for women being treated right. When I took on O’Hara I made him stake the girl he was running around with — yes, sir!”

Tony stroked her head tenderly.

“That’s nize! That’s what I like to hear you say. Nize girl, Maria. There ain’t many like you who’d think that way.”

“That’s my weakness,” said the woman, “playing square.”

She went on to tell him other things about herself, mostly of a complimentary character, but he was not listening. He had remembered Kelly’s promise, which was almost a threat.

“I’m coming up to see that new woman of yours,” had said Kelly with brutal directness, and displaying a disconcerting knowledge of Tony Perelli’s private life. Now he passed the information to Maria, and she was disturbed.

“What does he want with me? I don’t know a thing about your racket,” she said, in alarm.

Tony patted her hand.

“It’s noth’n’, honey. Maybe he wants to talk to you about Jimmie — you met him.”

Maria had certainly met the boy, but hardly remembered him.

“Or perhaps he will talk about Con,” said Tony carelessly. “But, anyway, let him do the talking.”

She smiled contemptuously. “Why, if he thinks he can make a fool out of me—”

“And don’t get mad at him. That’s his speciality, making people mad,” warned Tony. “Oh, God, how he makes you mad! And if you get mad you talk.”

She had all the confidence of her kind.

“He’ll be in a jam before I’m through with him—” she began, but he stopped her.

“Don’t get Con O’Hara’s complex, for the love of Mike! Don’t think that you’re so clever that all you’ve got to do is to hand him a few wisecracks to get away with it.”

She was now thoroughly alarmed. She had nothing to get away with. She said so.

Angelo stood in the doorway and beckoned him. He thought it was Kelly, but it was quite another type of visitor that his lieutenant had to announce.

“Mike Feeney is outside. Will you see him?”

Tony looked at him incredulously.

“Mike Feeney — where?”

Angelo jerked his thumb over his shoulder.

“Has he brought his gang?”

A faint smile hovered at the corners of the young Italian’s lips.

“No, I guess he left them outside.”

Tony gasped. Shaun O’Donnell wouldn’t have let him do that. Shaun had brains — not much, but some.

“Why do you think he’s come here?”

Tony remembered a certain important matter he had to discuss with Angelo. In truth he had never forgotten it, but it had been kept in the background of his mind. Here was an opportunity. He made an excuse and sent the woman into the little salon. Then he came back to the younger man.

“Angelo,” he said simply. “I’ve been talking to the lawyers, and the accountant was there. And I met a guy who said you’d sent away a million dollars to Europe.”

Angelo nodded gravely. It was a grave matter. The money was his, but it might not be transferred to the security of a European bank without a possibility of the most unhappy consequences. The transfer had been carried out with great skill and secrecy; the operation had covered six months of time. But gangland has its spies. Neither the lawyer nor the accountant would have told Tony Perelli. He must have had it by some bank clerk — but that was a matter of indifference.

“Sure,” said Angelo. “I have an old mother and a sister in Italy, and I’m settin’ ’em up.”

“You’ve got a cabin in one of the Canadian ships, they tell me, Angelo?”

Tony’s voice was as silken as ever, but it lacked one imponderable quality. Angelo knew that he was guessing.

“That’s a lie,” he said instantly.

Anyway, it was impossible that Tony or his informers could have discovered the hiring of a cabin. It had been carried out through a London agency and a London bank.

Tony Perelli thought this over, squeezing hit lower lip and studying the pattern of the carpet. Then abruptly he changed the subject, which was a bad sign.

“Cover all ways out in case of accident,” he said. “I’ve got to settle with Feeney sooner or later. Did you fix he got Bellini’s for his birthday party?”

“Yeh. He fell for the menu. There was Irish stew on it.”

Again that long contemplation of the polished toes of his shoes, and then;

“Grand. Bring him in,” he said.

When he was alone he took an automatic from a drawer, slipped it in the holster under his armpit, and when Mike Feeney came in he was pacing up and down, his hands behind him, apparently lost in thought. He raised his eyes to greet his visitor.

“How are you, Mike?”

Feeney looked round the apartment with the greatest caution.

“Fine,” he said.

They eyed each other suspiciously. “Get the book,” said Tony solemnly. Angelo opened another drawer and produced a big ornamental Bible, which he laid on the table and opened in the centre. Tony took from each hip a long — barrelled revolver and laid them on the open page.

“There’s mine,” he said.

Feeney hesitated, pulled a gun from his pocket, put it on the book, then suddenly snatched it up again, remembering certain earlier treacheries in his dealings with the Latin races.

“Hi, wait a minute,” he said. “Is this Bible Eyetalian or Irish?”

“It is a hundred per cent American,” said Tony solemnly.

Feeney looked at the incomprehensible pages.

“Last time I done this I didn’t get a square deal,” he said. “The crook who provided it left out the Ten Commandments.”

“They’re all there, Mike,” said Perelli loudly; “I paid a hundred dollars for that book at Letheby and Gothenstein’s.”

Mike Feeney was satisfied. He knew Letheby and Gothenstein’s: he got his shirts there, and they were square dealers.

He waited until Angelo was dismissed. He had never forgotten Shaun O’Donnell’s warning: “Keep your eye on Tony Perelli, but two eyes on Angelo Verona.”

Feeney backed up against the wall, where he commanded a view of the door.

“Been to headquarters, haven’t you, Tony?”

He was looking at the door, not at the man to whom he was speaking.

“Yeh — putting up a squeak on the high price of alcohol,” said Tony humorously.

Mike edged from the salon to the large folding doors that led to the Winter Garden, opened them slightly and peeped through. Tony watched him with growing annoyance. When he approached the second door:

“Somebody in there?” he asked.

“Yeh — a woman,” said Tony.

“Mind if I look?”

“Sure I don’t mind,” said Perelli sarcastically. “If you haven’t seen a woman I’ll show you a picture of one. It’s terrible to be so suspicious.”

Feeney looked and closed the door gently.

“I’m throwing a birthday party next week and I’d like to be there,” he said.

“Many ‘appy returns,” said the other politely.

“Thanks — but I don’t want no presents from you.”

Tony showed his teeth; this time he was really tickled. He knew why Feeney had come, and after a while he put his errand into words.

“Tony, you ducked one last night,” he said. Perelli shook his head. “Yes, you did.”

“Not on your life — Con O’Hara did all the ducking.”

Feeney’s boys were sore about it. His host had the impression that he had come unwillingly, and that the visit had been forced upon him by the virulent incitation of his sister.

“They say you tipped off Con O’Hara.”

“Wouldn’t they say that!” scoffed Tony. “Why should I put him on the spot and tip him off, eh?”

Mike was still rolling his head from side to side, looking for some hidden danger.

“There’s nobody there, Mike, on the level.”

Feeney’s face twisted in a lop — sided smile.

“Yeh? Vinsetti did a quick slide out o’ here, and he was a bigger shot than me. He came here and nobody saw him again—”

“That story’s a reprint — forget it,” said Perelli. “What are you frightened of, Mike? I ain’t even got a rod.”

Feeney exposed his huge hands in a gesture.

“That’s the same with me. I say, you either trust a guy or you don’t trust him.”

He pulled up a chair and sat down, knee to knee with his gangster rival.

“I wouldn’t be troublin’ you. Tony, but there’s me sister. She’s just raising smoke. No woman likes to see her husband bumped off, especially if she’s got sex appeal for him and she ain’t got it for nobody else.”

“That is certainly unfortunate,” murmured Tony.

“She’s not a good — looker. Tony,” Feeney was as confidential as he was disparaging. “In fact, she looks like hell — I’m her brother and I know. And that makes it harder for a dame to get over losin’ her regular feller.”

He drew a long, quick breath and came to business.

“Now what about Con O’Hara? Come clean, boy.”

Tony Perelli did not answer at once. He looked thoughtfully at the dull — eyed clod before him, and wondered what peculiar combination of circumstances had brought Feeney to the leadership of a crowd of hoodlums who were anything but dumb.

“You needn’t think about Con O’Hara,” he said at last. “I took care of him.”

A light dawned on Feeney.

“So?”

“That’s all,” said Perelli. “I don’t allow no guys to do me dirt.”

“You took him for a ride—”

“Listen, Mike. Do I ask you your business? Do I ask you what you do and how it is done? Do you and me go shootin’ our mouths all over Chicago?”

Mike raised his hand.

“I don’t want to hear no more, Tony,” he said handsomely. “I always knew you was a square guy and nothing else but.”

A little buzzer sounded, and in a fraction of a second Feeney was on his feet, a gun in his hand. Where it came from, how it got there. Tony could not see, but the very action half explained Mike Feeney’s position as a gang leader.

“What the hell’s that?” he asked. “Stick ’em up!”

Tony was visibly pained.

“Why, Mike, you said you hadn’t got a gun!”

“What was that buzzer?”

Tony heaved a deep sigh.

“It was Mr. Kelly. The janitor sent me a signal. That’s all.”

“Why is Kelly coming here?” demanded Feeney.

Tony groaned.

“To see Mrs. O’Hara. Why is Mrs. O’Hara here? Because she’s my woman. Why is she my woman? Mind your own damned business!”

Feeney put the gun into his pocket.

“I’m sorry—” he began.

“You don’t trust me, Mike: that’s what hurts me!” There was sorrow in Tony Perelli’s voice. “You said you hadn’t got a rod, and you’ve got a rod!”

Again the buzzer sounded.

“I don’t want to see Kelly,” said Mike Feeney.

“Do you suppose he don’t know you’re here? Go into the salon. Mrs. O’Hara is the lady in there. Don’t flirt.”

He opened the door of the little salon.

“Mike, you’ll never know how you’ve hurt my feelings,” he said, and Mike Feeney went, abashed, to the woman whose husband’s death he had encompassed.
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Commissioner Kelly did not ordinarily lose his temper. He had to deal with a situation which was more complicated than any police situation in the world. Opposed to him was the most perfectly organized gang of law — breakers that had existed for three hundred years. They were men whose enormous wealth helped them to buy immunity from the operation of the law. Their friends were to be found in the most exclusive circles. They financed politicians and called tunes which were pleasant only to their ears.

In addition, they had the tacit approval of every citizen who secretly bought liquor. For these gunmen were no more than the escort which ensured the safe delivery of the booze which respectable citizens purchased, either for themselves or for the entertainment of their friends. And behind him Kelly had — what? A police force containing a large and corrupt patch; men who were in the pay of the liquor barons, high officers who accepted “loans” from Perelli and his kind.

“The whole thing is hopeless — absolutely hopeless,” he said to his lieutenant before he left the office. “Here’s Raminski on the wire, telling me what I’ve got to do and how I’m to behave before his highness the Duke Perelli! And I’ve got to do it! I can either quit or go along administering the law, in so far as it can be administered without hurting the feelings of those gangsters who are friends of the men higher up! And I’ve decided,” he said grimly. “I’m going! Some other guy can take on this job and break his heart over it — or gather in the golden corn. Perelli’s won, so far as I’m concerned.”

The life of a police chief was a precarious one. His career hung day by day upon a thread. A big gang murder, the discovery that one of his subordinates was running a crooked side game, the appointment of the inevitable committee of investigation — all or any of these things spelt ruin. A new chief would be appointed who would give optimistic interviews to the reporters; there would be energetic raids in all directions; speakeasies would be closed, gambling houses padlocked, slot machines confiscated; and the new broom, having worn itself down to the wood, would be out of action until a newer came to sweep.

Perelli… if he could only get Perelli! He had discussed the matter with Harrigan ad nauseam. But Perelli was almost cop — proof. He had his intelligence department, his band of trained lawyers, his hideaways whither he could run in case of danger.

The chief was leaving headquarters when a clerk came running after him, and he went back to pencil down some very entertaining news. With a memorandum in his pocket he took the squad car and drove to Perelli’s apartment for an interview which was destined to be their last.

Harrigan came with him, and to him Chief Kelly exposed the blank depression that was in his heart. “Our only chance is if ho loses Angelo,” he said.

“That’s the wise kid of the bunch, Harrigan! Tony Perelli doesn’t know just how much he leans on that bird.”

“The Feeney crowd will never catch him—” began Harrigan, and Mr. Kelly laughed harshly.

“It’s not the Feeney crowd, it’s the first law of nature that’s beckoning Angelo Verona to the sunny south! That boy’s wise! He’ll be the wisest guy of all if he can take a powder on them without decorating the front page of the Tribune with a large cross to show the spot!”

They came to the block where Perelli’s apartment was situated, and a man lounged up to the chief as he got out of the car.

“Mike Feeney’s inside,” he said. “There’s hit crowd of droppers on the other side of the street. And there’s Perelli’s crowd on this side, so I don’t suppose that either gang will start something.”

Kelly left his lieutenant on the sidewalk and went up by the elevator to the big suite. Angelo admitted him, favouring him with one of his sweetest smiles. He rather liked Angelo, and grinned back at him.

As he lounged into the saloon he saw the two chairs put front to front and knew that a typical gangster conference had been held. And there, too, was the open Bible, but there was no sign of Feeney. He looked at the book, turned a few pages, and bent his gaze upon the watchful Perelli.

“I haven’t interrupted family prayers or anything, have I?” he asked sardonically.

Tony smiled.

“No, we have just finished, chief,” he said with elaborate politeness.

Again Kelly’s eyes roved around the saloon.

“I saw your little choirboys outside, and I’ve asked Mr. Harrigan to pull in all in sight, in case they’re contravening the regulations by carrying guns.”

He closed the book slowly and stood with his back to the table, watching Tony as he set the chairs in their places. Angelo was looking unusually smart in a new cashmere suit and a silk shirt of vivid pink.

“You’re all spruced up, Angelo.”

Angelo looked at him and shook his head.

“I hate to see you happy, chief: that’s bad for somebody.”

The chief chuckled.

“Is it, Angelo? Where’s the beautiful lady?”

He did not particularize the beautiful lady, but both men accepted the description as applying to Maria.

“She’s in the salon,” said Tony.

Kelly showed his teeth.

“Salon — Winter Garden — you guys certainly know how to live — whilst you’re living.” And then, with elaborate politeness; “Would you be kind enough to ask Mrs. O’Hara to see me?” he asked.

Tony was uncomfortable, and had reason to be.

“There’s a friend of mine in with Mrs. O’Hara—” he began to explain, but Kelly cut him short.

“I know — Mr. Michael Feeney. I’d love to meet him.”

“Do you want something from him?” asked Tony.

“Yeh,” said Kelly sardonically, “his autograph! I’m collecting ‘em.”

He heard the deep sigh of Angelo and looked round.

“Gosh, I hate you cheerful!” said Angelo with feeling. “I’d sooner you came and pushed everybody around.”

Mr. Kelly was amused.

“I’ll push you around all right,” he called out to the retiring Angelo.

Then he laid his hat on the table, lit a cigar and regarded Tony Perelli with the greatest unfriendliness.

“We didn’t tire you this morning, Mr. Perelli, or say anything to hurt your feelings or make you look undignified or anything?”

His extravagant concern increased the discomfort of Perelli. He had no sense of humour; sarcasm irritated and frightened him.

“I’d have had some flowers on the table,” Kelly went on, “if I’d only thought of it. A few malmaisons or whatever is your favourite weed. I cannot remember at the moment what rare blooms you order for your funerals, but it would have been something expensive.”

“This is very amusing.” Tony’s lip curled.

“So long as you’re getting fun out of it,” said Kelly, “that is all I ask. It seems I’ve got to be polite to you — Mr. Tony Perelli. That’s what he calls you—’my friend Mr. Antonio Perelli’.”

Tony’s look of bland surprise might have deceived anybody but the one person he wished to deceive.

“My friend? I don’t understand you. Who are you speaking about?”

“Supreme Court Judge Raminski came on the wire,” said Kelly. “He thought we hadn’t treated you right.”

Perelli shrugged his shoulders. He realized that perhaps he had been a little precipitate in lodging his complaint. Angelo had almost emphasized this point of view by his comment.

“We’ll get some cushions for you the next time you come,” Kelly went on. “The one thing I’d hate is to have Police Headquarters get a reputation for discourtesy.”

He looked round as Maria came defiantly into the room, followed by a sheepish Mike Feeney.

“Why, look who’s here!” he said in mock surprise. “Good morning, Mike.”

Feeney grinned uncomfortably.

“Good day, Mr. Kelly.”

“Don’t say ‘mister’ to me, Mike,” said Kelly, “I’m just a copper who’s due for a jolt. May I be permitted to ask why you’re endangering your life in this” — he surveyed the room— “ecclesiastical brothel?”

“Tony and me’s friends,” said Feeney.

The chief was amused.

“Oh, that’s why the flags are flying on Michigan Avenue!”

Feeney looked at him enquiringly, edging towards the door.

“Do you want me, chief?”

Kelly nodded.

“I want you like hell, but I can’t get you, Mike.” He dropped his hand on the Irishman’s shoulder. “He’ll get you.” He jerked his head towards Tony. “And then you’ll be no good to me — when you’re in the mortuary. You’ve lost poor Shaun, eh?”

“Yeh,” said Feeney sadly.

“Too bad.” The sorrow in Kelly’s voice was nicely simulated. “Another martyr to science, eh? You bumped off one of the men who did it, and Tony bumped off the other.”

Maria spun round.

“How’s that?” she said, but Tony’s reassuring smile allayed for a moment her worst suspicions.

“Don’t take any notice of the chief: he’s always pulling things like that,” he said. “What do you want?”

Minn Lee, who had come softly into the saloon, made no answer. She was looking at Kelly curiously.

“You got Jimmie McGrath and Tony got Con O’Hara, eh?” Kelly went on.

Maria brindled.

“That’s a damned lie! Tony didn’t go out all night.”

She tried to check the words, and could have bitten her tongue for her faux pas; but it was too late.

“You’re in a position to certify that?”

“Yes, I am, Mr. Smarty,” said the girl defiantly. “If you want to know where my husband is you’d better ask the New York bulls that chased him out of Chicago.”

Tony was looking at her hard, but for once the hypnotism of his eyes failed. And then the philosopher in him accepted the situation. After all, it had to be, this denouement.

“The New York police chased him, eh?” said Kelly slowly. “No detective from the New York Police Department is in this city. They wanted to pinch him for something he did in New York, is that it? For what? He was not wanted by the New York police. Who told you he was?”

Maria stood with averted face, a picture of dignity.

“That is all,” she said.

“Who fed you the yarn that he was running away from the police, and that that’s why he disappeared?” asked Kelly, and, when she did not answer: “I know who told you — the man who bumped him off.”

She spun round at this, her face flaming.

“It’s a damned lie — he’s in Detroit.”

Kelly looked at her steadily for a moment, and then came slowly towards her.

“He’s in the Lake Side mortuary,” he said.

Her face went white and she dropped down to the couch.

“He was dropped on the beach some time in the night,” said Kelly. “They found him ten minutes before I left my office.”

It was Angelo and Minn Lee who led the sobbing, hysterical woman from the room.

There was one interested spectator, to whom enlightenment came. Mike Feeney snapped his fingers.

“That’s all square, eh?” said Kelly. “All right, you can go.”

“Say, I know nothing about it, chief,” protested Feeney.

“You wouldn’t. You knew all about Jimmie McGrath, though,” said Kelly sternly.

“I’ve never met the man,” wailed Feeney.

“Never met him, eh?” Kelly surveyed him. “You’re nearly a big shot now; you get somebody else to do your killing. Well, well, you were always an ambitious lad, Feeney. You were no sooner in the penitentiary for larceny then you aimed to get in for bank robbery.”

Mr. Feeney thought it expedient to change the conversation.

“Say, chief, you wouldn’t like to come to my birthday party? At the Bellini Restaurant. There’ll be a swell crowd there — Judge Grichson, Judge Rosencrantz, Supreme Court Judge Aschen—”

“No, thank you,” said Kelly shortly; “I don’t study law, I administer it.”

Feeney was calm before this rebuff, and waved a cheery hand as he made for the corridor.

“Well, I’ll say good — bye to you—”

“Mike!” Kelly called him back. “I wouldn’t have my birthday party in Bellini’s if I were you.”

Tony and Angelo exchanged a swift glance.

“Eh?” said Feeney, staggered.

“That’s all,” said Kelly. “I shouldn’t have my birthday party in Bellini’s. Try some place uptown, then maybe you’ll have another birthday.”

The dull Irishman looked from one to the other, and a glimmer of comprehension came to him.

“Thank you, chief,” he said.

“Don’t thank me.” Kelly showed his teeth in a mirthless smile. “I want to see you croaked lawfully. Got a big interest in that restaurant, haven’t you, Tony?”

Perelli did not answer, and Feeney drew a long breath.

“I may be dumb, but I ain’t above learning,” he said, and went from the room.

“It’s a waste of time asking you gentlemen about Con O’Hara,” said Kelly. “I’ll see the woman.”

“You can’t see her, Mr. Kelly.” Minn Lee had arrived in time to hear the last words. “She’s like someone insane.”

“Like someone insane, and you left her?” roared Tony. “Did you leave her there… just by herself… ? Get a nurse from the ‘ospital — a doctor or somebody.”

He rushed from the room. They heard his “I’m coming to you, Maria” float back through the closed door.

“That’s the trouble with Tony Perelli,” said Kelly; “he’s got the heart of a child. I’ve often wondered that guy didn’t run a children’s home — instead of running — the kind of places he’s interested in.”

Minn Lee smiled wistfully.

“To you he can do nothing right, but to me he can do nothing wrong.”

Kelly shook his head.

“If there’s one thing he doesn’t deserve it’s that. You’re still here, I see?” And, when she nodded, “I don’t know whether I’m glad or sorry.”

Again that eerie little smile of hers.

“Be sorry to — day and glad to — morrow,” she said, cryptically.

Kelly walked to the door through which Tony had passed, opened it and looked out; then he closed the door softly and came back to the girl.

“When the patrolmen got up to Jimmie he was just going,” he said in a low voice; “and he said two words—’Minn Lee’.”

Her face was radiant.

“I thought I’d like to tell you that.”

As he turned to go she caught his hand and kissed it.

“Don’t do that, kid,” he said gruffly.

“An old Chinese custom.” She was breathless and smiling. “I am enlarging your knowledge of the East, Mr. Kelly.”

He patted the hand that rested in his and went out. She stood, transfixed, where he had left her, her hands lightly clasped, in her face a glory that no man had ever seen before. Then she came back to reality, picked up a cushion that lay on the floor and put it on the sofa, and, walking to the balcony, took a long look at the spires and roofs of Chicago. She heard a confused jumble of sound; the door was flung open, and Tony came in, half carrying, half leading Maria O’Hara. He guided her to a chair and tenderly placed her in it, all the time murmuring incoherent and unintelligible endearments.

The dishevelled woman in the chair kept up an insistent babble of sobbing sound. Tony was oblivious of the little Chinese girl; his mind and thoughts were concentrated upon the woman for whose sorrow he was directly responsible.

“My poor, darling sweetheart—”

And then he saw Minn Lee.

“Get her some wine. Where is Angelo? Where is Kiki?”

She did not answer him, but went quickly from the room. Tony drew the girl’s head to his breast.

“Oh, my dear, my dear!” He kissed her hair. “So sorrowful and so lovely!”

“The hoodlums!” she said tearfully. “To kill my Con!”

Tony’s head went up. “He shall have a swell funeral, Maria,” he said. “I’ll show Mike and his bums what a funeral is like. Twenty grand — I don’t care how much I spend, Maria.”

“You get the dirty dog who bumped him,” she snivelled. “You do this for me. Tony — I’ll give you every damned thing a girl can give—”

“Sure, sure,” said Tony. “There won’t be no Mike Feeney in the next ‘phone book, believe me! I’ll put the cross on that guy.”

Minn Lee brought the wine, and Angelo, watchful, interested, came in her wake. Maria gulped down the liquor and made a face.

“It wasn’t champagne,” she complained.

“You drink it,” said Tony, and then to his waiting lieutenant: “Oh, Angelo, you fix poor Con. The swellest funeral ever. Spend money — roses, lilies, orchids, everything—”

Angelo looked up from the little book in which he was making notes. “It would pay us to grow our own flowers,” he said, not without truth.

“And a silver casket,” said Tony, overcome by the magnificence of his own proposals. “Get it from Philadelphia. Better than Shaun’s — much better.”

“He had angels on his,” suggested Angelo, hit pencil poised.

“Get better.”

Angelo moved his head wearily.

“What the hell’s better than angels?” he asked.

“Archangels,” snarled Tony. “Do it at once.”
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Maria had collapsed in his arms and he revived her. Presently they departed in an amazing medley of vehemence and denunciation. Angelo stood at the open door and watched them until they had disappeared into the room which was Maria’s.

There was crisis here. Tony’s attitude had changed a little — just a little, but sufficient for the keen — witted Italian to realize that the transition from Minn Lee to Maria would be accompanied by other transitions more violent and final.

He waited there for a long time, his hand on the edge of the door, looking down the corridor, thinking. There was a high — powered car within reach, a third elevator of which the police did not know, and a very fast motor — boat. All the avenues to safety — to life — were well greased.

Angelo had no illusions. He knew that, unless he took certain steps, he would that night rest under a tarpaulin, and all that would be left of him would be certain grisly photographs in the Records Department at Police Headquarters.

He came back with a sigh and closed the door gently.

“The way she’s been missing Con since last night is something awful,” he said.

Minn Lee smiled faintly.

“Oh, you don’t know; she may love him.”

Angelo shook his head.

“Loving men is foolish, Minn Lee, and she’s everything but.” He chuckled as he took his seat on the settle of the organ. “It’s a grand life.”

“Where will you end, Angelo?”

“I was just wondering,” said Angelo drily. “Until now I’ve never thought of it. There was all the chance I should be heading this gang one of these days — if somebody didn’t bump me off. As it is” — his hands went out in an eloquent gesture.

He came down to her where she sat with her embroidery.

“Tony was saying there’s likely to be some changes at Cicero. There’s a new madam going in.”

“Is there?” asked Minn Lee indifferently.

“I hope he won’t choose somebody I know to take the place,” said Angelo carelessly.

“He’ll find a woman,” said Minn Lee in a low voice.

“I surely hope he picks the right woman,” said Angelo.

Minn Lee shook her head.

“He won’t pick me,” she said quietly.

“I surely hope he won’t, for everybody’s sake.”

She looked up in surprise.

“Angelo, you wouldn’t do anything if he — ?

“I shouldn’t do anything I was sorry for,” said Angelo. He was back in the organ seat, swinging his legs. “We’ve got a grand business, Minn Lee. Why, we turn over millions of dollars, but there’s too much skirt in it. When a dame starts telling a guy to get a guy, and he falls — that’s bad.”

“But you like Tony?” said Minn Lee.

Angelo smiled angelically.

“Sure. He’s a swell feller. But he’s got all wrong with Kelly, and he ain’t got enough in with the politicians to hold him off. Kelly ain’t so hard to get on with either.”

It was one of the few times he had ever spoken to her so freely.

“You must trust me a lot to tell me this,” she said. “If Tony knew how you felt—”

Again that quick, flashing smile of his.

“He’d be dead before he could pull a rod,” he said.

She shook her head helplessly.

“I don’t understand you all,” she said, and Angelo explained.

“It’s business, ain’t it, Minn Lee? These big storekeepers don’t allow no competition, do they? And they don’t allow bums holding down big jobs. They bounce ’em — we bump ‘em. What they do with money we do with rods.”

Tony came in, mopping his brow, and Angelo regarded him critically.

“Mother and child doing fine?” he asked.

Perelli turned with a snarl.

“That’s too fresh for me.”

Had he been in anything but this emotional storm he too would have detected a very considerable change in the attitude of his lieutenant.

“You’re a swell feller, but there is a place for everybody in this outfit.”

He drank the remainder of the wine that Maria had left, and wiped his streaming face.

“What will she do?” asked Minn Lee.

“She’ll stay here,” he said shortly.

“Hasn’t she any friends?”

“Yes — me,” he snapped. “She stays here.”

Angelo was in the way, and Tony turned to him. “I want to talk to Minn Lee. And, Angelo, I want Minn Lee’s car in front” — he looked at his watch— “at six.”

He was sensitive, now that his agitation had worn off, to Angelo’s attitude, and, when he had gone: “He is too fresh, that feller,” he said. “Grow our own flowers, eh? One of these days…”

He had a task to perform, and, being a man of sensibility, it was by no means a pleasant task. He sat cross — legged on the broad settee and beckoned her.

“Come here, little Minn Lee. I have just remembered something.”

He took her hand and ran the tips of his fingers up the jewelled arm.

“Swell stuff that, Minn Lee.”

She nodded. She knew exactly what he was going to say, exactly what would happen.

“It’s good stuff,” he went on slowly, “but it ain’t up to the minute. All those jewels must be reset for you, Minn Lee. I know a guy at Tiffany’s who’ll do it swell. You give them to me; I’ll have it done right now.”

There was no argument. Very slowly, but without any of the reluctance he expected, she stripped the jewels one by one and dropped them on the settee.

“These will look fine when they’re reset,” he went on. “You’ll get them back, Minn Lee, don’t you worry. I will make these sparklers look like a million dollars — while you’re away.”

There was emphasis in the last words, and she looked at him.

“While I’m away?” she repeated.

He slipped the jewellery into his pocket.

“Yes, for a little time. This has upset me, but mostly what you told me about Jimmie. I love you too much,” he said dismally. “When you come back I will forget.”

There was a long silence. Minn Lee looked at her bare arm with that inscrutable little smile of hers.

“Where am I going?” she asked softly.

He took her hands in his.

“I will tell you. You want to help Tony, don’t you, my pretty? I have had a lot of trouble at Cicero. These damn’ girls have been robbing me. So I fired the girl at the big ‘ouse, eh? She was no good.”

He heard the quick catch of her breath, and was prepared for tears, but they did not come.

“You want me to go there and take her place?” She shook her head.

“For a little while,” he pleaded. “You’re a swell manager, Minn Lee; you would put everything jake for me. You shall have a grand suite — better than the Blackstone. Servants, cars, have your friends—”

She shook her head, and the master in him came out.

“Minn Lee, I have been very good to you,” he said sharply.

“Yes.” She spoke so low that he could hardly hear the word.

“Now you will be a darling and so good,” he said. “It is for Tony.”

He said this with an air of finality, and, cramming the jewels in his pocket, he got up to his feet with his brightest smile.

“Now I will play you something.”

He put his arm about her and they walked slowly to the organ, but she slipped away.

“Play, Tony. I want to write to my dressmaker,” she said.

“Sure.” He sat at the organ and talked throughout the soft aria he was playing. “I will pay all the accounts,” he said. “Put them on the table for Angelo. I’ll come down and see you, Minn Lee, every day maybe.”

She did not hear him. She had drawn a sheet of notepaper from the rack and was writing quickly. His mind went back to Angelo.

“‘Grow our own flowers,’ eh? That fellow is getting too fresh, Minn Lee. Do you know what he said to me yesterday? He said: ‘You can dish it out. Tony, but I wonder if you can take it?’ To me, Tony Perelli! Was that saying I was yellow… chee!”

He felt a hand on his shoulder and looked up into her white face.

“You’re not ill?” he said, in consternation.

Her illness at this moment would be extraordinarily complicating.

“No, no, I’m not ill.”

“You’re a swell girl, Minn Lee.” He patted her hand. “But you look so white.”

“I’ve got a headache,” she said.

“Lie down.” He made this concession.

Out of the corner of his eye he saw her drop on to the broad couch and turned his attention again to the organ.

“Angelo, eh? He is too big… that is the trouble with all these little shots. You give them somep’n’ and they take much. You hear, Minn Lee?… Minn Lee, you gone asleep? The car will be here at six.”

He stopped playing, rose and stretched himself. Then he saw the letter she had put on a ledge by the side of the organ. He picked it up, read it carelessly, and then spun round, his face grey with horror.

“Minn Lee! Minn Lee!” he quavered huskily.

She lay very, very still; blood was dripping from the sofa; there was already a big pool on his precious carpet.

“Minn Lee, you damn’ fool! You damn’ fool!” he shrieked. “Minn Lee!”

He heard Kelly’s voice outside and shrieked his name. The Police Commissioner came in, took everything in at a glance: the saloon, the dead girl lying serene and calm, the horror — stricken gangster.

“What the — ? God Almighty!”

He saw the knife in Perelli’s hand, the knife he had picked up from the floor.

“Drop it.”

The knife dropped.

“Don’t move.”

Perelli was covered with a gun.

“No, no, I didn’t do it!” Perelli was gibbering. “I didn’t… suicide — there’s the letter. Look — the letter! There — she wrote it…”

Kelly picked up the letter and read it slowly.

“Good — bye, Tony. This is better than Cicero. God bless you.”

It bore Minn Lee’s signature. He looked at the letter and at Perelli; then, striking a match, he burnt the letter.

“Twenty men you’ve killed and got away with it,” he said, his voice quivering with hate; “and now you’re going to croak for something you never did — chees, that’s funny!”

The words came like a douche of cold water to the half — maddened gangster. He sprang to the telephone, gave a number, and, as he gave it, Kelly’s heart sank. It was the number of a lawyer, one of the greatest of the lawyers. There was no chance. What had seemed an obvious end to Perelli’s adventure was not to be an end at all.

Kelly watched him, looked down at the ashes of the letter and smiled, looked back at the dead girl and smiled. It was Perelli’s trick. There would be an arrest, a trial, the inevitable acquittal for lack of evidence, and that would be that. What was the use? Gangland had established its punishments and its immunities.

He heard the quick, staccato rattle of Perelli’s words and walked to the door. He did not see Angelo enter or the quick glance he gave at the dead girl and his instant withdrawal. Behind the door the little Italian stood, his face tense, looking at the woman he loved and from her to the man he hated.

“That is it, chief.” Perelli’s voice was exultant. “We are the law. You see, you are clever, but not so clever as Tony Perelli. I have told my lawyer exactly what has happened at this moment…”

Angelo opened the door a little wider, felt for the key… that was working. He slipped a gun from his pocket and thumbed back the hammer.

“So you see, Mr. Kelly—” Tony began again.

Twice Angelo fired through the half — open door, and, slamming, locked it, before he fled to the third elevator and freedom.

Kelly spun round at the sound of the shot. Harrigan in the doorway had seen the flash of the revolver and flung across the room. Commissioner Kelly looked down at the sprawling figure at his feet.

“The law got you, Perelli. Not my law, but your own law. And that’s the way of it.”


The End
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All this began on the day in 1929 when ‘Kerky’ Smith met his backer in the Beach View Cafe and put up a proposition. This was at the time when Big Bill was lording it in Chicago, and everything was wide open and the safe-deposit boxes were bursting with grands. But to cut into the history of these remarkable happenings the historian would probably choose the adventures of a lady in search of a job.

The girl who walked up the two steps of 147 Berkeley Square and rang the bell with such assurance and decision was difficult to place. She was straight of back, so well proportioned that one did not notice how much taller she was than the average. She was at that stage of development when, if you looked to find a woman, you discovered a child or, if prepared for a child, found a woman.

You saw and admired her shape, yet were conscious of no part of it: there was a harmony here not usually found in the attractive. Her feet were small, her hands delicately made, her head finely poised. Her face had an arresting quality which was not beauty in its hackneyed sense. Grey eyes, rather tired-looking; red mouth, larger than perfect. Behind the eyes, a hint of a mind outside the ordinary.

The door opened and a footman looked at her inquiringly, yet his manner was faintly deferential, for she might just as easily have been a duchess as one of the many girls who had called that day in answer to Mr. Decadon’s advertisement.

‘Is it about the position, miss?’ he dared to ask.

‘About the advertisement, yes.’

The footman looked dubious. ‘There have been a lot of young ladies here today.’

‘The situation is filled, then?’

‘Oh no, miss,’ he said hastily. It was a dreadful thought that he should take such a responsibility. ‘Will you come in?’

She was ushered into a large, cold room, rather like the waiting-room of a Harley Street doctor. The footman came back after five minutes and opened the door.

‘Will you come this way, miss?’

She was shown into a library which was something more than an honorary title for a smokeroom, for the walls were lined with books, and one table was completely covered by new volumes still in their dust jackets. The gaunt old man behind the big writing-table looked up over his glasses.

‘Sit down,’ he said. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Leslie Ranger.’

‘The daughter of a retired Indian colonel or something equally aristocratic?’ He snapped the inquiry.

‘The daughter of a clerk who worked himself to death to support his wife and child decently,’ she answered, and saw a gleam in the old man’s eye.

‘You left your last employment because the hours were too long?’ He scowled at her.

‘I left my last employment because the manager made love to me, and he was the last man in the world I wanted to be made love to by.’

‘Splendid,’ he said sarcastically. ‘You write shorthand at an incredible speed, and your typing has been approved by Chambers of Commerce. There’s a typewriter.’ He pointed a skinny forefinger. ‘Sit down there and type at my dictation. You’ll find paper on the table. You needn’t be frightened of me.’

‘I’m not frightened of you.’

‘And you needn’t be nervous,’ he boomed angrily.

‘I’m not even nervous,’ she smiled.

She fitted the paper into the machine, turned the platen and waited. He began to dictate with extraordinary rapidity, and the keys rattled under her fingers.

‘You’re going too fast for me,’ she said at last.

‘Of course I am. All right; come back here.’ He pointed dictatorially to the chair on the other side of the desk, ‘What salary do you require?’

‘Five pounds a week,’ she said.

‘I’ve never paid anybody more than three: I’ll pay you four,’

She got up and gathered her bag. ‘I’m sorry—’

‘Four ten,’ he said. ‘All right, five. How many modern languages do you speak?’

‘I speak French and I can read German she said, ‘but I’m not a linguist.’

He pouted his long lips, and looked even more repulsive than ever.

‘Five pounds is a lot of money,’ he said.

‘French and German are a lot of languages,’ said Leslie.

‘Is there anything you want to know?’ She shook her head. ‘Nothing about the conditions of service?’

‘No. I take it that I’m not resident?’

‘You don’t want to know what the hours are — no? You disappoint me. If you had asked me what the hours were I should have told you to go to the devil! As it is, you’re engaged. Here’s your office.’

He got up, walked to the end of the big room and opened a recessed door. There was a small apartment here, very comfortably furnished, with a large walnut writing-desk and, by its side, a typing desk. In the angle of two walls was a big safe.

‘You’ll start tomorrow morning at ten. Your job is not to allow any person to get through to me on the telephone, not to bother me with silly questions, to post letters promptly, and to tell my nephew none of my business.’

He waved his hand to the door.

She went, walking on air, had turned the handle and was halfway into the hall when he shouted for her to come back. ‘Have you got a young man — engaged, or anything?’

She shook her head. ‘Is it necessary?’

‘Most unnecessary,’ he said emphatically.

In this way Fate brought Leslie Ranger into a circle which was to have vast influence on her own life, bring her to the very verge of hideous death, and satisfy all the unformed desires of her heart.

The next morning she was to meet Edwin Tanner, the nephew against whom Mr. Decadon had warned her. He was a singularly inoffensive, indeed very pleasant person. He was thirty-five, with a broad forehead, pleasant, cleanshaven face and very easily smiling eyes that were usually hidden by his glasses.

He came into her room with a broad beam soon after her arrival.

‘I’ve got to introduce myself, Miss Ranger. I’m Mr. Decadon’s nephew.’

She was a little surprised that he spoke with an American accent, and apparently he was prepared for this.

‘I’m an American. My mother was Mr. Decadon’s sister. I suppose he’s warned you not to give me any information about his affairs? He always does that, but as there’s no information which isn’t everybody’s property, you needn’t take that very seriously. I don’t suppose you’ll want me, but if you do my house phone number is six. I have a little suite on the top floor, and it will be part of your duty to collect every Saturday morning the rent my uncle charges for the use of his beautiful home — he’s no philanthropist, but there’s a lot about him that’s very likeable.’

So Leslie was to discover in the course of the next few months.

Decadon very rarely mentioned his nephew. Only once had she seen them together. She often wondered why Tanner lived in the house at all. He was obviously a man with some private income of his own, and could have afforded a suite in a good London hotel.

Decadon expressed the wonder himself, but his innate frugality prevented his getting rid of a man for whom he had no very deep affection. He was suspicious of Edwin Tanner, who apparently visited England once every year and invariably lived with his uncle.

‘Only relation I’ve got in the world,’ growled old Decadon one day. ‘If he had any sense he’d keep away from me!’

‘He seems very inoffensive,’ said the girl.

‘How can he be inoffensive when he offends me?’ snapped the old man.

He liked her, had liked her from the first. Edwin Tanner neither liked nor disliked her: he gave her the impression of a picture painted by a man who had no imagination. His personality did not live. He was invariably pleasant, but there was something about him that she could not reduce to a formula. Old Decadon once referred to him as a gambler, but explained the term at no length. It was strange that he should employ that term, for he himself was a gambler, had built his fortune on speculations which had, when they were made, the appearance of being hazardous.

It was a strange household, unreal, a little inhuman. Leslie never ceased to be thankful that she lived away from the house, and in comfort, as it happened, for most unexpectedly Mr. Decadon doubled her salary the second week of her service. She had some odd experiences. Decadon had a trick of losing things — valuable books, important leases. And when he lost things he sent for the police; and invariably before the police arrived they were found. This alarming eccentricity of his was unknown to the girl. The first time it happened she was genuinely terrified. A rare manuscript was missing. It was worth £2,000. Mr. Decadon rang up Scotland Yard while the girl searched frantically. There arrived a very young and goodlooking chief inspector whose name was Terry Weston — the manuscript was found in the big safe in Leslie’s room before he arrived.

‘Really, Mr. Decadon,’ said Terry gently, ‘this little habit of yours is costing the public quite a lot of money.’

‘What are the police for?’ demanded the old man.

‘Not,’ said Terry, ‘to run around looking for things you’ve left in your other suit.’

Decadon snorted and went up to his room, where he sulked for the rest of the day. ‘You’re new to this, aren’t you?’

‘Yes, Mr…’

‘Chief Inspector Weston — Terry Weston, I won’t ask you to call me Terry.’

She did not smile readily, but she smiled now. There was an air of gaiety about him which she had never associated with the police.

For his part he found a quality in her which was very rare in women. If she had told him that she was Mr. Decadon’s granddaughter he would not have been surprised. Curiously enough, her undoubted loveliness did not strike him at first. It was later that this haunting characteristic brought him unease.

He met her again. She lunched at a restaurant off Bond Street, He came there one day and sat with her. It was not an accidental meeting as far as he was concerned. No accident was more laboriously designed. Once he met her when she was on her way home. But he never asked her to go out with him, or gave her the impression that he wished to know more of her. If he had, he might not have seen her at all, and he knew this.

‘Why do you work for that old grump?’ he asked her once.

‘He’s not really a grump,’ she defended her employer a little halfheartedly — it was the end of a trying day.

‘Is Eddie Tanner a grump?’

She shot a swift look at him. ‘You mustn’t cross-examine me.’

‘Was I? I’m sorry. You get that way in my job. I’m not really interested.’ Nor was he — then.

Leslie had little to do: a few letters to write, a few books to read and references to examine. The old man was a great lover of books and spent most of his time reading.

The second unusual incident that occurred in that household took place when she had been there about four months. She had been out to register some letters, and was going up the steps to the house, when a man she had noticed as she passed called her. He was a little man with a large, grotesque bowler hat. His collar was turned up to his chin — it was raining, so there was an excuse for that — and when he spoke it was with a distinctly American accent.

‘Say, missie, will you give this to Ed?’

He jerked a letter out of his pocket.

‘To Mr. Tanner?’

‘Ed Tanner,’ nodded the man. ‘Tell him it’s from the Big Boy.’

She smiled at this odd description, but when she went up in the little elevator to the top floor where Edwin Tanner had his suite, and gave it to him, he neither smiled nor displayed any emotion.

‘The Big Boy, eh?’ he said thoughtfully. ‘Who gave it to you — a little man, about so high?’

He seemed particularly anxious to have a description of the messenger. Then she remembered the extraordinary hat he wore, and described it.

‘Is that so?’ said Mr. Tanner thoughtfully. ‘Thank you very much, Miss Ranger.’

He was always polite to her; never invited her into his suite, was scrupulously careful never to earn the least rebuff.

Events were moving rather rapidly to a climax, but there was no indication of this. When it came with dramatic suddenness, Leslie was to think that the world had gone mad, and she was not to be alone in that view.

*

‘There are two supreme and dominating factors in life: the first is the love of women, and the second the fear of death — get that?’

Captain Jiggs Allerman, of the Chicago Detective Bureau, sat back in his chair and sent a ring of cigarette smoke whirling upward to the ceiling. He was tall and spare. His face was almost as brown as an Indian’s from his native Nevada.

Terry Western grinned: Jiggs was a joy to him.

‘You’re a chief inspector or sump’n’,’ Jiggs went on. ‘Maybe they’re takin’ children for chief inspectors nowadays. First time I saw you I said to meself, “Gee, that’s a kid for a detective,” and when they told me you were chief inspector I just thought Scotland Yard had gone plumb crazy. How old are you now, Terry?’

‘Thirty-five.’

Jiggs’ nose concertina’d. ‘That’s a lie! If you’re more’n twentythree I don’t know anything.’

Terry chuckled. ‘Every year you come to Scotland Yard you pull that crack and it isn’t even getting stale. You were telling me about the dominating factors of life.’

‘Sure — women and death.’ Jiggs nodded violently. The first have been a racket for years, but up to now only doctors an’ funeral parlours have exploited the second. But that racket’s on the jig, Terry — I’m tellin’ you!’

‘I’d hate to believe it,’ said Terry Weston, ‘and I’ll be interested to know just why you say that.’

Jiggs shifted his lank form into a more comfortable position.

‘I’ve got nothing to go on: it’s just instinct,’ he said. The only thing I can tell you is that rackets are profitable. They’re easy money. In the United States of America, my dear native land, umpteen billions a year are spent by the citizens for protection. What’s a good racket in the United States must be a good racket in England, or in France. Germany — anywhere you like.’

Terry Weston shook his head. ‘I don’t know how to put it to you…’ he began.

‘Fire away, if you have anything to say about law enforcement.’

‘I was thinking of prohibition for the moment,’ said Terry.

Jiggs sniffed. ‘Bit tough that we can’t enforce prohibition, ain’t it? I suppose it couldn’t happen in this country — that there’d be a law that the police couldn’t enforce?’

‘I don’t think it’s possible,’ said Terry, and Jiggs Allerman laughed silently. ‘Ever heard of the Street Betting Act?’ Terry winced. ‘There’s a law, isn’t there? Maybe it’s not called that, but it’s against the law to bet on the streets, and if a fellow’s pinched he’s fined and maybe goes to prison. And a thousand million dollars changes hands every year — on the streets. And when you’re talking about prohibition, turn your brilliant intellect in that direction, will you? No, Terry, where human nature is human nature, the thing that goes for one goes for all. I can tell you, they’ve been prospecting in England, some of the big boys in Chicago and New York, and when those guys get busy they go in with both feet. Your little crooks think in tenners, your big men think in thousands and don’t often get at ‘em. But the crowd I’ve been dealing with work to eight figures in dollars. Last year they opened a new territory and spent two million dollars seeding it down. No crops came up, so they sold the farm — I’m speaking metaphorically. I mean they cut their losses. That makes you stare. And here’s London, England. They could take out a hundred million dollars every year and you’d hardly know they were gone.’

It was Jiggs Allerman’s favourite argument. He had used it before, and Terry had combated it glibly.

He went out to lunch with his visitor, and a lunch with Jiggs Allerman was an additional stripe to his education.

It was in the Ritz Grill that he saw Elijah Decadon and pointed him out.

‘That’s the meanest millionaire in the world.’

‘I could match him,’ said Jiggs. ‘Who’s the dark fellow with him? He seems kind of familiar to me—’

‘That’s his nephew. You might know him; he lived in Chicago. Not on the records by any chance?’ he asked sarcastically.

Jiggs shook his head. ‘No, sir. None of the best crooks are. That surprises you, that the big fellers behind the rackets have never seen the inside of a police station? I’ve got him! Tanner — that’s his name, Ed Tanner, playboy, and a regular fellow.’

‘Does that mean he’s good or bad?’

‘It means he’s just what he is,’ said Jiggs. ‘I often wondered where he got his money. His uncle’s a millionaire, eh?’

‘He didn’t get it from him,’ said Terry grimly. Jiggs shook his head. ‘You never know.’

Mr. Decadon, that severe old man, sat bolt upright in his chair, his frugal lunch before him, his eyes fixed malignantly upon his sister’s son. Elijah Decadon was an unusually tall man, powerfully built and, for his age, remarkably well preserved. His straight, ugly mouth, his big, powerful nose, his shaggy grey eyebrows, were familiar to every London restaurateur. The sixpence he left behind for the waiter was as much a part of him as his inevitable dispute over the bill. The bill was not bothering him now.

‘You understand, Mr. Edwin Tanner, that the money I have I keep. I want none of your wildcat American schemes for making quick money.’

‘There’s no reason why you should go in for it. Uncle Elijah,’ said the other good-humouredly, ‘but I had private advice about this oilfield, and it looks to be good to me. It doesn’t benefit me a penny whether you go in or whether you stay out. I thought you were a gambler.’

‘I’m not your kind of gambler,’ growled Elijah Decadon. The two men sitting at the other side of the room saw him leave, and thought there had been a quarrel.

‘I wonder what those two guys had to talk about. No, I don’t know Decadon—I know Ed. He’s the biggest psychologist in the United States, believe me, and…Suffering snakes! Here’s the Big Boy himself!’

A man had come into the diningroom. He was very thin, of middle height, and perfectly tailored in a large-pattern grey check. His hair was close-cropped; his long, emaciated face, seamed and lined from eye to jaw, was not pleasant to look upon, and the two scars that ran diagonally down the left side of his face did not add to his attractiveness.

Jiggs whistled. He was sitting bolt upright, his eyes bright and eager. ‘The Big Boy himself! Now what in hell…’

‘Who is he?’ asked Terry.

‘You ought to know him. He’ll be over here in a minute.’

‘He didn’t see you…’ began Terry.

‘I was the first man in the room he saw, believe me! That guy sees all the pins on the floor. Never heard of him? Kerky Smith — or Albuquerque Smith — or Alfred J. Smith, just according to whether you know him or read about him.’

Kerky Smith strolled aimlessly along the room and suddenly, with an exaggerated lift of his eyebrows, caught Tanner’s eye. Ed Tanner was smiling.’

‘Lo, Kerky,’ he said. ‘When did you get in? Well, who’d have expected to see you?’ He held out his hand. Kerky shook it limply, ‘Will you sit down?’

‘Staying long?’ asked Kerky, ignoring the invitation.

‘I come over here every two years. My uncle lives here.’

‘Is that so?’ Kerky Smith’s voice was almost sympathetic. ‘Left Chicago in a hurry, didn’t you, Ed?’

‘Not so,’ said the other coolly.

Kerky was leaning on the table, looking down at Tanner. On his thin lips was a peculiarly knowing smile. ‘Heard you were in the bread line. Caught in the market for two million, someone told me. Staying long?’

Ed leaned back in his chair. He was chewing a toothpick. ‘Just about as long as I darn well please,’ he said pleasantly. ‘Jiggs is having an eyeful.’

Kerky Smith nodded. ‘Yeah. I seen him — damn rat! Who’s he talking to?’

‘A Scotland Yard man.’

Kerky Smith drew himself up and laid his long, slim paw on Ed’s shoulder. ‘You’re going to be a good boy, ain’t you — stand in or get out. You’ll want a lot of money for this racket, Ed — more money than you’ve got, boy.’ A friendly pat, and he was strolling over to where Allerman sat. ‘Why, Jiggs!’

He hastened forward, his face beaming. Jiggs Allerman kicked out a chair.

‘Sit down, you yellow thief,’ he said calmly. ‘What are you doing in London? The British Government issue visas pretty carelessly, I guess.’

Kerky smiled. He had a beautiful set of teeth, many of which were gold-plated. ‘Wouldn’t you say a thing like that! You might introduce me to your friend.’

‘He knows all about you. Meet Chief Inspector Terry Weston. If you stay long enough he’ll know you by your; fingerprints. What’s the racket, Kerky?’

Kerky shrugged his thin shoulders. ‘Listen, chief, would I be here on a racket? This is my vacation, and I’m just over looking around for likely propositions. I’ve been bearing the market, and how! I make my money that way. I’m not like you Chicago coppers — taking a cut from the racketeer and pretending you’re chasing him.’

Into Jiggs Allerman’s eye came a look that was half stone and half fire. ‘Some day I’ll be grilling you, big boy, up at police headquarters, and I’ll remember what you say.’

Kerky Smith flashed a golden smile. ‘Listen, chief, you take me all wrong. Can’t you stand a joke! I’m all for law and order. Why, I saved your life once. Some of them North Side hoodlums was going to give you the works, and I got in touch with a pal who stopped it.’

He had a trick of dropping his hand casually on shoulders, He did so now as he rose. ‘You don’t know your best friend, kid.’

‘My best friend is a forty-five,’ said Jiggs with suppressed malignity, ‘and the day he puts you on the slab I’m going to put diamonds all round his muzzle.’

Kerky laughed. ‘Ain’t you the boy!’ he said, and strolled off with a cheerful wave of his hand.

Jiggs watched him sit down at a table, where he was joined by a very pretty blonde girl.

‘That’s the kind you don’t know in England — killers without mercy, without pity, without anything human to ‘em! And never had a conviction, Terry. He’s always been in Michigan when something happened in Illinois, or floatin’ around Indiana when there was a killing in Brooklyn. You don’t know the coldbloodedness of ’em — I hope you never will. Hear him talking about saving my life? I’ll tell you sump’n’. Four of his guns have made four different attempts to get me. One of his aides, Dago Pete, followed me two thousand miles and missed me by that.’ He snapped his fingers. ‘Got him? Of course I got him! He was eight days dying, and every day was a Fourth of July to me.’

Terry was hardened, but he shivered at the brutality of it; and yet he realised that only Jiggs and his kind knew just what they were up against. ‘Thank the Lord we haven’t got that type here…’ he began.

‘Wait,’ said Jiggs ominously.

Terry had hardly got to his office the next morning, when the Assistant Commissioner phoned through to him. ‘Go down to Berkeley Square and see old Decadon,’ he said.

‘What’s he lost, sir?’ asked Terry, almost offensively

‘It isn’t a loss, it’s a much bigger thing…the girl phoned through, and she asked whether you would go.’

Terry drove to Berkeley Square; Leslie must have been watching for him, for she opened the door herself. ‘Lost something?’ he asked.

‘No, it’s something rather serious, or else it’s a very bad joke. It’s a letter he received this morning. He’s upstairs in his room, and he asked me to tell you all about it. As a matter of fact I can tell you as much as he can.’

She led the way into her own little office, unlocked a drawer, and took out a printed blank on which certain words had been inserted in handwriting. Terry took it and read.

‘MUTUAL PROTECTION

‘These are dangerous days for folks with property and money, and they need protection. The Citizens’ Welfare Society offers this to Mr….’

Here the name of Elijah Decadon was filled in in ink.

‘They undertake to protect his life and his property, to prevent any illegal interference with his liberty, and they demand in return the sum of £50,000. If Mr….’

Again the name of Elijah Decadon was filled in in ink.

‘Will agree, he will put an announcement in The Times of Wednesday the letters ‘WJS.’ and the word ‘Agree.’ followed by the initials of the person advertising.’

Here followed in heavy black type this announcement

‘If you do not comply with our request within thirty days, or if you call in the police, or consult them, directly or indirectly, you will be killed.’

There was no signature printed or otherwise.

Terry read it again until he had memorised it, then he folded it and put it in his pocket.

‘Have you the envelope in which this came?’

She had this. The address was typewritten; the type was new; the postmark was E.C.1; the envelope itself was of an ordinary commercial type. Leslie was looking at him anxiously.

‘Is it a joke?’ she asked.

‘I don’t know.’ Terry was doubtful. ‘It came by the early morning post. Does anybody else know about this being received? Mr. Eddie Tanner, for example—does he know anything about it?’

‘Nobody except Mr. Decadon and myself,’ said the girl. ‘Mr. Decadon is terribly upset. What had we better do, Mr. Weston?’

‘You can call me Terry, unless you feel very bad about it. Of course, no money will be sent, and you did the right thing when you sent for the police.’

She shook her head. ‘I’m not so sure about that,’ she said, to his surprise. ‘I’m willing to confess that I tried to persuade Mr. Decadon not to phone you.’

‘That’s not like a law-abiding citizen,’ he smiled. ‘No, you did the right thing. It’s probably a bluff, and anyway we’ll see that no harm comes to Elijah Decadon. I’d better have a talk with him.’

He went upstairs, and after considerable delay Decadon unlocked the door of his bedroom and admitted him. The old man was more than perturbed, he was in a state of panic. Terry telephoned to Scotland Yard, and three officers were detailed to guard the premises.

‘I’ve asked Mr. Decadon not to go out, but if he does, the two men on duty in the front of the house are not to let him out of their sight.’

He put through a second call to Jiggs Allerman’s hotel, asking the American to meet him at Scotland Yard. When he got to headquarters Jiggs had already found the most comfortable chair in the room.

‘Here’s something for your big brain to work on,’ said Terry.

He handed the printed letter to the visitor. Jiggs read it, his brows knit. ‘When did this come?’

‘This morning,’ said Terry. ‘Now what is it? Something serious or a little joke?’

Jiggs shook his head. ‘No, sir, that’s no joke. That’s the pay-and-live racket. It’s’ been worked before, and it’s been pretty successful. So that’s the game!’

‘Do you think there’s any real danger to Decadon?’

‘Yes, sir.’ Jiggs Allerman was emphatic. ‘And I’ll tell you why. This racket doesn’t really start working till somebody’s killed. You’ve got to have a couple of dead people to prove you mean business. Maybe a lot of others have had this notification, and they’ll be coming in all day, but it’s just as likely that only one has been sent out and Decadon is the bad example.’ He took the paper again, held it up to the light, but found no watermark. ‘I’ve never seen it done this way before — a printed blank — but it’s got its reason. Anyway, it’s an intimation to everybody that these birds mean business.’

Terry got an interview with the Commissioner and took Jiggs along with him. The Chief was interested but rather sceptical. ‘We don’t expect this sort of thing to happen in our country, Captain Allerman,’ he said.

‘Why shouldn’t it?’ demanded Jiggs. ‘Say, Commissioner, get this idea out of your head about England being a little country surrounded by water, and that it’s difficult for people to leave once they’re known. This isn’t an ordinary felony. When the shooting starts it’ll start good and plenty, and all the theories about this sort of thing not being done in England — will go sky-ways!’

Usually Leslie left about five o’clock in the afternoon. Decadon had been very nervous and morose all the afternoon, and she was so sorry for him that, when he suggested she might stay late, she readily agreed. She had plenty of work to do. Ed Tanner saw her coming back from her tea and was surprised.

‘Why, what’s keeping you so late tonight. Miss Ranger? Is the old gentleman busy?’

She made some explanation, which did not seem convincing even to herself.

Tanner had not been told; the old man had been very insistent about this.

At about seven o’clock that evening she heard Tanner’s voice in the library, and she wondered whether Mr. Decadon had told him. They were talking for quite a long time. After a while she heard the squeak of the elevator as it went up to Eddie Tanner’s suite. A little later the bell rang, and she went into the library.

The old man was writing rapidly. He always used sheets of foolscap, and wrote in a very neat and legible hand for one so old. He had half covered the sheet when she came in.

‘Get Danes,’ he said, naming one of his footmen. ‘Ring for him, my girl,’ he went on impatiently. ‘Ring for him!’ She pressed the bell and Danes came in. ‘Put your name, your occupation, and your address here, Danes.’

He pointed to the bottom of the paper, and Danes signed. ‘You know what you’re signing, you fool, don’t you? You’re witnessing my signature, and you haven’t seen my signature,’ stormed the irritable old gentleman. ‘Watch this. Miss What’s-your-name.’

He invariably addressed Leslie by this strange title, for he could not remember names.

He took up a pen and signed it with a flourish, and Danes obediently put his name, address and occupation by the side of the signature. ‘That will do, Danes.’

The man was going, when Leslie said quietly: ‘If this is a will I think you will find that both signatures must be attested together and in the presence of one another.’

He glared at her. ‘How do you know it’s a will?’ he demanded, He had covered the writing over with one big hand.

‘I’m guessing it’s a will,’ she smiled. ‘I can’t imagine any other kind of document…’

‘That will do — don’t talk about it,’ he grumbled. ‘Sign here.’ He watched her as she wrote. ‘“Ranger” — that’s it,’ he muttered. ‘Never can remember it. Thank you.’

He blotted the sheet, dismissed the footman with a wave of his hand and thrust the document into a drawer of his desk.

Presently he frowned at her. ‘I’ve left you a thousand pounds,’ he said, and she laughed. ‘What the devil are you laughing at?’

‘I’m laughing because I shan’t get the thousand pounds. The fact that I’ve witnessed your will invalidates the bequest.’

He blinked at her, ‘I hate people who know so much about the law,’ he complained.

After Leslie was dismissed he rang the bell himself, had Danes up again and the cook, and procured a new witness. She did not know this till afterwards. At half-past eight she was tidying up her desk when she heard a faint click, and looked up. It seemed to be in the room. She heard the click again, and this time she heard the sound of the old man’s voice, raised in anger. He was expostulating with somebody. She could not hear who it was.

And then she heard a piercing cry of fear, and two shots fired in rapid succession. For a moment she stood paralysed, then she ran to the door which led to the library and tried to open it. It was locked. She ran to the passage door; that was locked too. She flew to the wall, pressed the bell, heard a running of feet, and Danes hammered on the door. ‘What is it, miss?’

‘The door’s locked. The key’s on the outside,’ she cried. In another second it turned.

‘Go into the library and see what’s happened.’ Danes and the second footman ran along, and returned with the report that the library door was locked and that the key was missing.

It was an eccentricity of Mr. Decadon that he kept keys in all locks, usually on the outside of doors. With trembling hands she took that which had opened her own door and, kneeling down, looked through the keyhole into the library. Carefully she thrust in her own key and pushed. That which was on the inside of the door had by chance been left so that the thrust pushed it out. As it dropped on the floor she unlocked the door with a heart that was quaking and ran into the room. She took three paces and stopped. Old Elijah Decadon lay across the desk in a pool of blood, and she knew before she touched him that he was dead.
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Terry had arranged to go that night with Jiggs to see a musical comedy, and he was just leaving the house when the urgent call came through. Fortunately Jiggs, who was collecting him, drove up at that moment, and the two men went straight to Berkeley Square.

There was already a crowd outside the house. Somehow the news had got around. Terry pushed his way to the steps and was instantly admitted.

The two plainclothes officers who had been on duty outside the house were in the passage, and their report was a simple one. Nobody had entered or left within half an hour of the shooting.

Terry went in and saw the body. The old man had been shot at close quarters by a heavy-calibre revolver, which lay on the floor within a few feet of the desk. It had not been moved.

He sent for a pair of sugar-tongs and, after marking the position of the revolver with a piece of chalk, he lifted the weapon on to a small table and turned on a powerful reading-lamp. It was a heavy, rather old-fashioned Colt revolver. As far as he could see, there were still four unused cartridges. What was more important, there were distinct fingerprints on the shiny steel plate between the butt and the chambers.

There was something more than this — a set of fingerprints on a sheet of foolscap paper. They were visible even before they were dusted. There was a third set on the polished mahogany edge of the desk, as though somebody had been resting their fingers on it.

Terry went into the girl’s room and interviewed her. She was as pale as death, but very calm, and told him all she knew.

‘Has Tanner been told?’

She nodded.

‘Yes, he came down and saw…poor Mr. Decadon, and then went up to his room again. He said nothing had to be touched, but by this time of course the police were in the house. Mr. Tanner didn’t know that they’d been outside watching.’

He sent one of the servants for him. Ed Tanner came down, a very grave man. He went without hesitation into the library.

‘It’s dreadful…simply shocking,’ he said. ‘I can’t believe it.’

‘Have you seen this revolver before?’ Terry pointed to the gun on the table. To his amazement, Tanner nodded.

‘Yes,’ he said quietly, ‘that’s my revolver. I’m pretty certain of it. I didn’t touch it when I came into the room, but I could almost swear to it. A month ago a suitcase of mine was stolen at the railway station, and it contained this revolver. I notified the police of my loss and gave them the number of the missing weapon.’

Terry remembered the incident because the theft of firearms came within his department, and he had a distinct recollection of the loss being reported.

‘You haven’t seen the pistol since?’

‘No, sir.’

‘Mr. Tanner,’ said Terry quietly, ‘on that revolver and on the desk there are certain fingerprints. In a few moments the fingerprint department will be here with their apparatus. Have you any objections to giving the police a set of your fingerprints in order that they may be compared with those found on the revolver?’

Eddie Tanner shook his head with a smile.

‘I haven’t the least objection. Inspector,’ he said.

Almost as he said the words the fingerprint men came in, carrying their mystery box and Terry, taking the sergeant in charge aside, explained what he wanted. In a few minutes Tanner’s fingerprints were on a plain sheet of paper, and the sergeant set to work with his camera men making the record of the other prints which had been found. The easiest to do were those on the sheet of foolscap. A dusting with powder brought them out clearly. The sergeant examined them, and Terry saw a look of wonder in his face.

‘Why, these are the same as that gentleman’s.’

‘What?’ said Terry. He took up the revolver, made a dusting, and again examined it. ‘These also.’

Terry looked at the imperturbable Mr. Tanner, He was smiling slightly.

‘I was in this room at seven o’clock, but I didn’t touch the paper or the desk or any article in the room,’ he said. ‘I hope you’ll realise, Mr. Weston’ — he turned to Terry—’that the fact that I was here at seven o’clock could be offered as a very simple explanation of those fingerprints — apart, of course, from those on the revolver. But I couldn’t possibly have made them, because I was wearing gloves. In fact, I intended going out, and changed my mind after interviewing my uncle.’

‘What was the interview about?’ asked Terry.

There was a pause. ‘It concerned his will. He called me down to tell me that he intended making a will for the first time in his life.’

‘Did he tell you how he was disposing of his property?’

Tanner shook his head. ‘No.’

Terry went out in search of the girl, and learned to his surprise that the will had been made and witnessed. She had not seen its contents, and knew nothing about it except that it was a document which she had witnessed, and in which she had been left a thousand pounds.

‘I told him the fact I had witnessed the will invalidated it, as I was a beneficiary,’ she said.

‘Have you any idea where he put it?’

She could answer this readily. ‘In the top left-hand drawer of his desk.’

Terry went back to the chamber of death. The divisional surgeon had arrived and was examining the body. ‘Do you know how your uncle was leaving his money in the will?’

‘No, I don’t,’ repeated Tanner. ‘He told me nothing.’

Terry went round the desk and pulled open the top left-hand drawer. It was empty! He went back to Tanner. ‘You realise how serious this is, Mr. Tanner? If what you say is true, and your uncle never made a will, you, as his only relative, are the sole legatee. If, on the other hand, your uncle made a will, as he undoubtedly did, it is quite possible that you were disinherited, and the destruction of the will, as well as the killing of your uncle, are circumstances which suggest a very important motive.’

Tanner nodded. ‘Does that mean…’

‘It merely means that I shall ask you to go with an officer to Scotland Yard, and to wait there until I come. It doesn’t mean you’re under arrest.’

Tanner thought for a moment. ‘Can I see my attorney?’

Terry shook his head. ‘That is not customary in this country. When any definite charge is made you may have a lawyer, but it’s by no means certain that any charge will be made. The circumstances are suspicious. You agree that the revolver is yours, and the sergeant says that the fingerprints resemble yours; though of course that will be subject to a more careful scrutiny, and I am afraid there is no other course than that which I am now taking.’

‘That I understand,’ said Tanner, and went off with one of the officers.

Jiggs Allerman had been a silent witness to the proceedings, so silent that Terry had forgotten his presence. Now he went across to where the American was standing watching the photographing of the body.

‘Is this a gang killing or just plain interested murder? I can’t decide.’

Jiggs shook his head. ‘The only thing that strikes me as odd are those fingerprints on the foolscap paper. Do you notice how coarse they are?’

The fingerprint sergeant looked round. ‘That struck me too, Mr. Weston. The lines are curiously blurred; you’d think the impressions had been purposely made, and that whoever put them there laid his hand down deliberately, intending to make them.’

‘That’s just what I was going to say,’ said Jiggs. ‘And the gun on the floor — whoever heard of a gangster leaving his gun behind? He’d as soon think of leaving his visiting-card.’

Terry’s own sergeant had come on the scene, and to him he delegated the task of making a careful search of the house.

‘I particularly want Tanner’s room gone through with a fine tooth-comb,’ he said. ‘Look for cartridges or any evidence that may connect him with the crime. I’m particularly anxious to find a will made by Decadon this evening, so you’ll make a search of fireplaces or any other place where such a will might have been destroyed.’

After the body had been removed and the grosser traces of the crime had been obliterated he called in Leslie. She was feeling the reaction: her face was white, her lips were inclined to tremble.

‘You go home, young lady. I’ll send an officer with you — and God knows I envy him! — and be here tomorrow morning at your usual hour. There’ll be a whole lot of questions asked you, but you’ll have to endure that.’

‘Poor Mr. Decadon!’ Her voice quivered.

‘I know, I know,’ he said soothingly, and dared put his arm about her shoulder.

She did not resent this, and his familiarity gave him the one happy moment of his day.

‘You’ve got to forget all about it tonight; and tomorrow we’ll look facts more squarely in the face. The only thing I want to know is, did you hear Tanner talking in the library, and at what time?’

She could place this exactly, and it corresponded with the story Tanner had told.

‘And you heard voices just before the shooting?’

‘Mr. Decadon’s,’ she said, ‘not the other’s.’

‘You heard the click as the key was turned, both on the library door and on your own?’

She nodded.

‘The first click was on your own door?’ he went on. ‘That is to say, the corridor door. The last click was the door into the library. So we may suppose that somebody walked along the corridor, locked your door first, went into the library, and then, either known or unknown to Mr. Decadon, locked the communicating door between library and office?’

She nodded again. ‘I suppose so,’ she said wearily.

He took her by the arm.

‘That’s enough for tonight,’ he said. ‘You go home, go to bed and dream of anybody you like, preferably me.’

She tried to smile, but it was a miserable failure. When she had gone: ‘What do you make of that, Jiggs?’

‘Very much what you make of it, old pal,’ said Jiggs. ‘The murderer came from the back of the house…’

‘It might have been Tanner,’ suggested Terry, and Jiggs nodded.

‘Sure. It might also have been one of the servants. Let’s take a look at these premises.’

They went along the corridor to the far end. The elevator was here on the left. On the right was a flight of stairs leading down to the kitchen. Under the stairs was a large locker, containing overcoats, waterproofs, umbrellas and rubber overshoes. Jiggs opened the door of the elevator, switched on the light, and the two men got in. Closing the door, he pressed the button and the lift shot up to the top floor, where it stopped.

Apparently there were no intermediate stations, and no other floor was served by this conveyance.

They got out on a small landing. On the left was a half-glass door marked ‘Fire.’ Terry tried this and it opened readily. As far as he could see, a narrow flight of iron stairs zigzagged to a small courtyard. Terry came in, closed the door and went on to Tanner’s apartment, which was being searched by the sergeant and an assistant.

‘Nothing here that I can find, sir,’ reported the officer, ‘except these, and I can’t make them out.’

He pointed to a chair on which were placed a pair of muddy and broken shoes. They were the most dilapidated examples of footwear that Terry remembered seeing.

‘No, they weren’t on the chair when I found them: they were under it. I put them up to examine them more closely.’

They were in Tanner’s bedroom, and the sergeant drew attention to the fact that a small secretaire was open and that a number of papers were on the floor. Several pigeonholes must have been emptied in some haste.

‘It looks as if the room has been carefully searched, or else that Tanner has been in a hurry to find something.’

Terry looked at the shoes again and shook his head.

‘Did you find any burnt paper in the grate?’

‘No, sir,’ said the sergeant. ‘No smell of burnt paper either.’

‘Listen, Terry,’ said Jiggs suddenly. ‘You’ve had a couple of coppers outside since when?’

‘Since about half-past ten this morning.’

‘Any at the back of the premises?’

‘One,’ said Terry.

‘It’s easier to get past one than two,’ said Jiggs. ‘Let’s go down the fire escape and see if anybody could have got in that way. You notice all the windows are open in this room? It’s a bit chilly, too.’

Terry had noticed that fact.

‘I don’t think the idea of the fire-escape is a bad one,’ he said, and the two men went out to investigate.

Terry left his companion outside the elevator door while he went down to borrow a torch from one of the policemen. When he came back the fire-escape door was open and Jiggs had disappeared. He flashed his lamp down and saw the American on the second landing below. ‘That’s better than matches,’ he said. ‘Look at this, Terry.’

Terry ran down the stairs to where his companion was standing. Jiggs had something in his hand — a rubber overshoe.

In the light of the torch Terry made a quick examination. The shoe was an old one, and subsequently proved to be one of the unfortunate Decadon’s.

‘What’s it doing here?’ asked Jiggs.

They went down the next two flights, but found nothing. At the bottom the stairs turned abruptly into the courtyard. Jiggs was walking ahead, Terry behind with a light showing him the way.

‘There’s a door in that wall. Where does it lead to-a mews?’ asked Jiggs. ‘That’s what you call it…’

Suddenly he stopped.. ‘For God’s sake!’ he said softly. ‘Look at that!’

Almost at their feet was a huddled heap. It was a man, ill-clad, his trousers almost in rags. On one foot was a rubber overshoe, on the other a slipper. His hat had fallen some distance from him.

Terry moved the light; he saw the back of the head and the crimson pool that lay beyond.

‘Here’s our second dead man,’ said Terry. ‘Who is he?’

Jiggs leaped over the body and reached for the lamp. His examination was a careful one. ‘If he isn’t a tramp he looks like one. Shot at close range through the back of the head. A small-calibre pistol…dead half an hour. Can you beat that?’

Terry found a door which opened into the kitchen and sent one of the horrified servants in search of the police surgeon, whom he had left writing his report at Leslie’s desk. While he awaited his coming he scrutinised the dead man’s feet.

He wore soft leather slippers, which were a little too small for him, and over these had evidently drawn the overshoes.

A detective came running out, and Terry sent him back to bring the fingerprint outfit. He then began a careful search of the dead man’s clothes. In the left-hand pocket of the shabby overcoat he found a small metal box, rather like a child’s money-box. It was black-japanned and fastened with a small lock. Terry tried to open it, but failed. ‘It wouldn’t have been much use as an indicator of flnger-prints,’ he said. ‘It’s been in his pocket. Did you find anything else, Jiggs?’

Allerman had taken up the search where Terry left off. The inspector heard the jingle of coins, and Jiggs held out his hand.

‘That’s an unusual phenomenon in England,’ he said, and Terry gasped.

There were about ten or twelve English sovereigns. ‘In the waistcoat pocket, wrapped up in a piece of paper, ‘and this man is a hobo or nothing.’

They left the body to the care of the surgeon and drove back to Scotland Yard in a squad car. Tanner was waiting in Terry’s room. He was smoking a cigarette and reading a newspaper, which he put down as they entered.

‘Did you find the will?’ he asked.

‘No, but we found one or two other things,’ said Terry. ‘When were you in your bedroom last?’

Tanner’s eyebrows rose. ‘Do you mean in Berkeley Square? I haven’t been there since morning.’

Terry eyed him keenly. ‘Are you sure?’ The man nodded. ‘Have you been to your desk for anything?’

‘Desk? Oh, you mean the little secretaire. No.’

‘Was there anything valuable there?’

Eddie Tanner considered. ‘Yes, there were twelve pounds in gold. It’s been amusing me to collect English sovereigns since your people came off the gold standard. As for me going into my bedroom, I’ve just remembered that when I tried to get into the room this afternoon it was locked. I thought the housekeeper had locked it, but I didn’t bother to send for her. She does lock up sometimes. Mr. Decadon had a servant who stole things a few months ago — I wasn’t in the house at the time, but I’ve heard about it — and apparently there was quite an epidemic of caution. Has the money gone?’

‘I have it in my pocket, as a matter of fact,’ said Terry grimly, ‘but I can’t give it to you yet.’

He took from his pocket the little tin box, went to his desk, took out a collection of keys and tried them on the lock. Presently he found one that fitted, and the box opened. One side fell down; behind it was a small linen pad. When he pushed back the lid he saw the contents.

‘A rubber stamp outfit!’ he said in surprise.

Jiggs, looking over his shoulder, picked out one of the three wooden-backed stamps and examined it in amazement.

‘Well, I’ll go to…!’

They were the rubber impressions of fingerprints, and their surface still bore a thin film of moisture.

‘That’s where the fingerprints came from,’ said Terry slowly. ‘The man who killed Decadon stopped to fix the blame on somebody.’ He looked at Eddie Tanner. ‘You must have some pretty powerful enemies, Mr, Tanner.’

Tanner smiled. ‘I’ve got one,’ he said softly, ‘and he’s got a whole lot of friends.’

He looked up, caught Jiggs’ questioning eye, and smiled again.

At three o’clock in the morning there was a conference of all heads of Scotland Yard, and it was a delicate compliment to Jiggs Allerman’s prescience and popularity that he was admitted.

The fingerprint officer on duty brought one or two interesting facts.

‘The tramp has been identified,’ he said. ‘His name is William Board, alias William Crane, alias Walter Cork. He has seven convictions for vagrancy and five for petty larceny.’

‘He’s a tramp, then?’ said Terry.

That’s all we know about him,’ said the fingerprint man.

Jiggs shook his head vigorously.

‘He committed no murder,’ he said. ‘I never met a hobo who was quick enough for that kind of crime. He may have put the prints on. How did he get into the yard?’

The Assistant Commissioner, wise in the ways of criminals, had a logical explanation to give.

‘The man who killed Mr. Decadon also killed Board. He was used as a tool and destroyed because he would have made a dangerous witness. He was shot with a powerful air-pistol at close range, according to the doctor. You’ve released Tanner?’

Terry nodded. ‘Yes, we couldn’t very well keep him after we found the stamps. The only tenable theory is that Board broke into the house earlier in the day, before the police came on the scene, and concealed himself in Tanner’s bedroom. He was wearing Tanner’s slippers and a pair of overshoes which were admittedly in the bedroom. What I can’t understand is why he should take that risk. Tanner was in and out of the suite all day.’

‘Suppose Tanner had him there?’ said Jiggs. They looked at him.

‘Why should Tanner have him there?’ asked Terry scornfully. ‘To manufacture evidence against himself?’

‘That sounds illogical, doesn’t it?’ said Jiggs with strange gentleness. ‘Maybe at this late hour I’ve got a little tired and foolish. One thing is certain, gentlemen: the first shot in the campaign has been fired. Tomorrow morning’s newspapers are going to carry the story of the demand for fifty thousand pounds — old man Decadon is the awful example that will start the ball rolling. The point is, will it start both balls rolling? I rather think it will.’

The Assistant Commissioner laughed. ‘You’re being mysterious, Jiggs.’

‘Ain’t I just!’ said Jiggs.

Terry went back to his office, and sat down in the quietude of that hour and worked out the puzzle of the day. It was not going to be an easy one to solve, and he had a depressed feeling that Jiggs’ pessimistic prophecy might be fulfilled.

He was sitting with his head on his hands, near to being asleep, when the telephone rang and jerked him awake. The Scotland Yard operator spoke to him. ‘There’s a woman on the phone who wishes to speak to you, sir. I think she’s talking from a call box.’

Who is she?’ asked Terry.

‘Mrs. Smith. But I don’t think you know her. Shall I put you through?’

Terry heard a click, and then an anxious voice hailed him.

‘Is that Mr. Terry, of Scotland Yard, the detective?’

It was rather a common voice.

‘Yes, I’m Mr. Terry Weston.’

‘Excuse me for bothering you, sir, but is Miss Ranger coming home soon? I’m getting a little anxious.’

‘Miss Ranger?’ Terry sat up. ‘What do you mean — is she coming home soon? She went home a long time ago.’

‘Yes, sir, but she was called out again by a Scotland Yard gentleman — an American gentleman. They told her you wanted to see her.’

‘What time was this?’ asked Terry, a little breathlessly.

She thought it was about ten, but was vague on the subject. ‘She’d only just got in, and was having a bite of supper, which I made her have…’

‘How long after she came in did she go out?’

The woman thought it was a quarter of an hour.

‘Where do you live?’

She told him. It was a little street in Bloomsbury.

‘I’ll be there in five minutes,’ said Terry. ‘Just wait for me, will you?’

He rang for a car, and went down the stairs two at a time. In less than five minutes he was in the neat parlour of the landlady. She could only tell him substantially the story she had already told.

There had been a knock at the door and she had answered it. A man was standing there, and by the kerb was a car and another man. He said he was from Scotland Yard and spoke distinctly with an American accent. He said Mr. Terry Weston wished the young lady to go to the Yard immediately. She remembered definitely that he said ‘Weston.’

‘Would you recognise him again?’ asked Terry, his heart sinking.

She did not think so. It was a very dark night and she had not taken much notice of him. The girl had gone almost at once. She had been particularly impressed by the fact that the two men had raised their hats to her as she came out of the house. She thought it was so nice to see detectives being polite to a lady.

‘They drove off towards Bloomsbury Square,’ she said.

She had stood at the door and watched the car go. Then, to Terry’s astonishment: ‘The car was numbered XYD7000.’

‘You noticed the number?’ he asked quickly. The landlady had a weakness for counting up numbers on number-plates. She had, she said, a faith — and a very complete faith — that if the numbers added up to four and she saw two fours in succession, she was going to have a lucky day. She betted on races, she added unnecessarily.

Terry went round to the call box from which she had telephoned, got through to the Yard and handed in the number. ‘Find out who owns this, and ask the Flying Squad to supply me with a unit.’

By the time he reached the Yard the information was available. The car was owned by the Bloomsbury and Holborn Car Hire Company, but it was impossible to discover from their garage to whom it was hired at the moment. All inquiries in this direction were suddenly blocked when a report came up that a car bearing this number, and genuinely hired to a doctor, had been stolen that night in Bloomsbury Park.

‘That’s that!’ groaned Terry. ‘Warn all stations to look for it and arrest the driver and its occupants.’

Then began a feverish search which was almost without parallel in the annals of the Flying Squad. Crew after crew were brought in on urgent summons, and shot off east, west, north and south.

In the morning, as day was breaking, a motorcyclist patrol saw a car abandoned in a field by the side of the Colnbrook by-pass. He went forward to investigate, and instantly recognised the number for which the whole of the Metropolitan police had been searching. He jumped off his machine and ran forward. The blinds were drawn. He pulled open the door and saw a girl lying in one corner of the car. She was fast asleep. It was Leslie Ranger.

*

Leslie had had no idea that anything was wrong till the speed of the car increased and one of the two ‘detectives’ who were sitting with her leaned forward and began to pull down the blinds.

‘Don’t do that,’ she said.

‘You just sit quiet, missie, and don’t talk,’ said the man, ‘and if you just sit quiet and don’t talk you ain’t going to be hurt — see?’

She nearly fainted when she realised that she had been the victim of a trick.

‘Where are we going?’ she asked, but they did not answer. In fact, neither of the men spoke.

They must have travelled for the better part of an hour, when the car swerved suddenly round a sharp corner, followed a bumpy road, turned again to the left and stopped. One of the men took a scarf from his pocket and blindfolded her, and she submitted meekly. She was assisted from the car, walked along a paved pathway and into a house.

It must have been a small house, because the two men had to walk behind her, one of them guiding her by her elbows. She turned sharp left again, and guessed that she was in a room where there were several men. She could smell the pungent odour of cigar smoke.

‘Tell her to sit down,’ said somebody in a whisper, and, when she had obeyed: ‘Now, miss, perhaps you’ll tell us what happened at old man Decadon’s house. You’ll tell us the truth and you’ll answer any questions that are put to you, and nothing’s going to happen to you.’

The man who said all this spoke in a sort of harsh, high whisper. He was obviously disguising his voice.

She was terribly frightened, but felt that there was nothing to be gained by refusing to speak or by suppressing anything she knew; so she told them very frankly and freely, and answered their questions without hesitation.

They seemed most interested and insistent in their inquiries about Eddie Tanner. Where had he been? Was she sure they were his fingerprints? When she told about the revolver on the floor somebody laughed, and the questioner snarled an angry admonition, after which there was silence. This inquisition lasted two hours. They brought her hot coffee, for which she was grateful, and eventually she said:

‘All right, kid. You can tell the police all about this — there’s no reason why you shouldn’t. But don’t tell more’n the truth, or ever try to line me up by my voice.’

They had taken her back to the car and made her comfortable, and that was all she remembered, except that another car was following them all the time. She fell asleep while the vehicle was still in motion, and knew nothing until the policeman woke her up.

Terry expected something big in the morning Press, but he was hardly prepared for the importance which the newspapers gave to the two murders. ‘Is this the beginning of a new era of lawlessness?’ asked the Megaphone blackly.

Fleet Street seemed to recognise instantly the significance of the two crimes which shocked London that morning. ‘The Beginning of the Rackets’ was a headline in one journal. Fleet Street, living on print, was impressed by print. That notice, which had been sent to Elijah Decadon, neatly printed in blue ink, spelt organisation on a large scale.

And yet Scotland Yard received no intimation that any other rich or prominent man had had a similar warning. From one end of England to the other the newspapers were shocked and wrathful, and their leading articles revealed an energy to combat the new peril which impressed even Jiggs Allerman.

The tramp’s antecedents had been quickly traced. He had been living in a lodging-house, but had not been to his room for two nights prior to the murder. He was a fairly reticent man, and had not discussed his business with anybody.

During the night the Assistant Commissioner had been on the telephone to Chicago, and had secured permission to attach Jiggs Allerman to the Scotland Yard staff as a temporary measure. Jiggs, with his new authority, had spent all the morning at the house in Berkeley Square. He came back to the Yard to find Terry reading the newspapers. ‘Did you find anything?’ asked Terry.

‘Yeah.’ Jiggs nodded. ‘The old man had fitted up a kitchenette for Tanner. There’s a gas-stove there.’

He took out of his pocket an envelope, opened it carefully and picked out a strand of thin wire six inches in length.

‘Found this wound around one of the burners, and outside the top landing of the fire-escape there’s a hook fixed into the wall, and fixed recently.’

‘What do you make of that?’ asked Terry.

Jiggs scratched his chin. ‘Why, I make a lot of that,’ he said. ‘What was the direction of the wind last night?’

Terry took up a newspaper and turned the pages till he came to the weather report. ‘Moderate northwest.’

‘Grand. What’s been puzzling me more than anything else has been the disappearance of the air-pistol. That had to be got rid of pretty quick, and the tramp Board wasn’t the kind of man to think quick and, anyway, he didn’t get rid of it! But he helped.’

Terry frowned at him. ‘You’re being a little mysterious, Jiggs.’

‘I know I am,’ admitted Jiggs. ‘That’s my speciality.’ He leaned down over the table and spoke emphatically. ‘There was only one possible way that gun could be got rid of, and I knew just how it had happened when one of the maids in the next house said somebody had smashed the window of her bedroom a few minutes after the murder was committed — I’m talking about the murder of the tramp, and the time we’ve got to guess at.’ He took a pencil from his pocket and made a rough plan. ‘There’s the courtyard. One side of it’s made up of the back premises of the next-door house. The maid slept on the fourth floor; she’d gone to bed early because she had to be up at six.

‘She was just going off to sleep, when her window was smashed in by somebody on the outside. When I say “somebody” I mean “something.” Now the fourth floor of that house is one floor higher — roughly fifteen feet — than the top floor in Decadon’s house, and when I heard about that window being smashed and found the wire on the gas burner and the hook on the wall, I got your people to phone every balloon-maker in London and find out who made a toy balloon that could lift a couple of pounds when it was filled with coal-gas.’

Terry stared at him. ‘I’ve heard of that being done once.’

‘Now you’ve heard of it being done twice,’ Jiggs finished for him. ‘The balloon was filled in the kitchenette; the end of it was tied round the burner — the gas pressure is pretty high in that neighbourhood. Just before the murder the mouth was tied, the balloon was taken out on to the fire-escape and fastened with a string or wire to the hook. The hook was upside down; that is to say, the point of it was downward. After Board was killed the murderer tied the gun to the balloon and let it go. The wind must have been fresh then, and as it went upwards the pistol smashed against the window of the housemaid’s room. You know my methods, Weston,’ he added sardonically.

Terry figured this out for a few minutes. Then

‘But if your theory is correct, the murderer must have come up the fire-escape after he’d killed Board.’

Jiggs nodded slowly. ‘You’ve said it, kid.’

‘Do you still believe that Tanner was the murderer?’

Jiggs smiled. ‘It’s no question of believing, it’s knowing. Sure he was the murderer!’

‘And that he deliberately left evidence to incriminate himself?’

‘Well, he’s free, isn’t he?’ demanded Jiggs. ‘And clear of suspicion. You haven’t a case to go to the Grand Jury, have you? Those stamps with his fingerprints on let him out. You couldn’t get a conviction. And in a way you’ve taken all suspicion from him, made him a victim instead of a murderer. He’s free — that’s the answer. I’ve told you, he’s the greatest psychologist I’ve met. Suppose you hadn’t found fingerprints or a gun, where would suspicion have pointed — at Ed! There’s the will gone, and Ed’s the old man’s legatee at law. What he did was to bring suspicion on himself at once, and destroy it at once. How far is the sea from here?’

‘About fifty miles,’ said Terry.

Jiggs whistled softly to himself. ‘Ed never made a mistake. The gasbag he used would stay up two hours, so you’ll never see that pistol again. It’ll drop in the sea somewhere.’

‘We’ve had no further complaints from people about these demands,’ said Terry.

‘You’ll get ‘em,’ said the other, with a grim smile. ‘Give ’em time to let it soak in.’ He looked at his watch. ‘I’m going along to the American bar at the Cecilia,’ he said. ‘I’ve got quite an idea I’ll hear a lot of interesting news.’

The Cecilia bar is the rendezvous of most Americans visiting London. The gorgeous Egyptian room, dedicated to the cocktail, was filled by the time Jiggs got there. He found a little table and a chair that was vacant, and sat down patiently for the arrival of his man. It was nearing noon when Kerky Smith came leisurely into the bar, the bony chin lifted, the thin, set smile on his face. He looked round, apparently did not see Jiggs, and strolled to the door. Jiggs finished his drink deliberately, beckoned the waiter and put his hand in his pocket. He had no intention of leaving, but it would require such a gesture as this to bring the Big Boy to him.

‘Why, Jiggs!’

Kerky Smith came forward with a flashing smile, his ring-laden hands extended. He took Jiggs’ hand in both of his and pressed it affectionately.

‘Not going, are you? Say, I wanted to talk to you.’ He looked round, found a chair and dragged it to the table. ‘Isn’t it too bad about that old guy? I’ll bet Ed is just prostrated with grief!’

‘Where did you get that international expression from— “prostrated with grief”?’

‘Saw it in a book somewhere,’ said Kerky shamelessly. ‘Funny how you can get all kinds of swell expressions if you keep your eyes open. Left him all his money, ain’t he? Well, he needed it. He was short of a million to carry out all the big ideas he has.’

‘It will be months before he can touch a cent,’ said Jiggs.

The thin eyebrows of Kerky Smith rose. ‘Is that so? I guess you can borrow money on wills, can’t you? Ed was down at a moneylender’s this morning.’

Jiggs was politely interested. ‘What kind of a racket was he in when he was running round Chi?’ he asked.

Kerky shook his head slowly. There was in his face a hint of disapproval. ‘I hardly know the man,’ he said. ‘And what’s all this about rackets? I read about ’em in the newspapers, but I don’t know any of these birds.’ He said this with a perfectly straight face. Jiggs would have been surprised if he had not. Seems to be some kind of racket starting here,’ he went on. ‘Has anybody asked Ed to pay? He’s a rich guy now.’

‘What was his racket in Chicago?’ repeated Jiggs, without any hope of being satisfied, for gangland does not talk scandal even of its worst enemies.

‘He was just a playboy, I guess. I used to see him around Arlington, and he lived at the Blackstone, That’s the kind of bird he was.’

Jiggs leaned across the table and lowered his voice. ‘Kerky, you remember the shooting of Big Sam Polini? The choppers got him as he came out of mass one morning — a friend of yours, wasn’t he?’

There was a hard look in Kerky’s eyes, but he was still smiling.

‘I knew the man,’ he said simply.

‘One of your crowd, wasn’t he? Who got him?’

Kerky’s smile broadened. ‘Why, if I knew I’d tell the police,’ he said. ‘Joe Polini was a swell fellow. Too bad he was shot up.’

‘Did Ed know anything about it?’

Kerky wagged his head wearily. ‘Now what’s the use of asking fool questions like that, Jiggs? I’ve told you before I don’t know anything about him, He seems a nice feller to me, and I wouldn’t say a word against him. Especially now, when he’s in mourning.’

Jiggs saw the sly, quick, sidelong glance that the other shot at him, and supplied his own interpretation.

‘I’m going off to Paris one day this week,’ said Kerky. ‘If they start any racket here I want to be out of it. London’s the last place you’d expect gunplay. Say, you’re at Scotland Yard now, ain’t you?’

‘Who told you that?’

Kerky shrugged his thin shoulders. ‘Sort of story going round that you’ve been loaned.’ He bent over and laid his hand on Jiggs’ shoulder. ‘I kinda like you, Jiggs. You’re a swell guy. I wouldn’t stay around here if I were you — no, sir! Of course, you could stay and make it pay. A friend of mine wants some detective work done, and he’d pay a hundred thousand dollars to the right kind of guy. All he’d have to do would be just to sit around and be dumb when anything was happening. You might be very useful to my friend.’

‘Is your friend seeking a divorce or just salvation from the gallows?’ asked Jiggs bluntly.

Kerky got up from the table. ‘You make me tired, Jiggs,’ he said. ‘Some of you fellers are swell, but you can’t think with your heads.’

‘I can think better with my head than with my pocket, Kerky. Tell your friends there’s nothing doing and, if they try another way of making me drunk, that I’m packing two guns, and they’ve got to do their shooting pretty quick.’

Kerky shook his head and sighed. ‘You’re talking like one of them gang pictures which are so popular in Hollywood,’ he said.

He called the waiter to him and paid him, beamed on his guest and, with a wave of his hand, sauntered across the room to the bar.

Jiggs went out, all his senses alert. There was a little dark-faced man, elaborately dressed, sitting in the vestibule of the hotel, gazing vacantly at the wall opposite. He wore a gold and diamond ring on the little finger of his left hand. Jiggs watched him as he passed; he so manoeuvred himself that his back was never towards the idler, who apparently was taking no notice of him, and did not even turn his head.

By the door leading out to the courtyard of the hotel was another little man, blue-chinned, dark-eyed, quite unconscious, apparently, of Jiggs’ presence. Captain Allerman avoided him, but he did not take his eyes off him until there were half a dozen people between them.

There would be quite an exciting time in London before the end of the week, he decided, as a cab took him back to his hotel, and he wondered if the English people in general, and the English police in particular, quite knew what was going to happen. Prohibition was something they read about in the newspaper and the resulting gang warfare a disaster which happened only in the States.

When he went in to lunch he met some men he knew. They were talking about the Decadon murder. None of them apparently saw anything in the threatening note that in any way menaced their own security.

He was called from lunch by a telephone message from Terry.

‘I’ll come along and join you,’ said Terry. ‘There’s been a development. Can we go up to your room?’

‘Sure,’ said Jiggs.

He was waiting for the inspector when he arrived, and they went up in the lift together to Jiggs’ suite.

‘Here’s a new one.’

Terry took from his pocket a leather case and extracted a folded note. It was exactly the same size as the warning which old Decadon had received, but it was printed in green ink and differently worded.

‘Dear Friend (it began)

‘We are out to ensure your comfort and security. We are a band of men who will offer you protection against your enemies and even against your friends. You need not worry about burglars or hold-up men if you trust us. If you agree to employ us, put a lighted candle in the window of your diningroom between 8 and 8.30 tonight. We are offering you, for the sum of £1000, payable within the next three days, the protection that only our organisation can give you. If you decline our services you will, we fear, be killed. If you take this note to the police or consult them in any way, nothing can save you. Have a thousand pounds in American or French currency in an envelope, and after you have put the candle in your window you will receive a telephone message explaining how this money is to be paid.’

It was signed ‘Safety and Welfare Corporation.’

‘Printed in green ink, eh? Well, we’ve got ’em both working now, the green and the blue. Who had this?’

‘A very rich young man called Salaman. He lives in Brook Street, and had it this morning by the first post. We’ve got no evidence that anybody else has had the warning. Salaman sent it to us at once, and we’ve put a guard on his house.’

‘He didn’t come to Scotland Yard?’

‘No, we avoided that. He telephoned first and sent the letter by special messenger.’

Jiggs pursed his lips. ‘They’ll know all about it. What have you advised him to do?’

‘To put a candle in his window, and we’ll get a man into the house tonight who’ll take the message.’

Jiggs was not impressed. ‘I’m telling you that they know he’s been to the police. What sort of man is he?’

Terry hesitated. ‘Not the highest type of citizen. Plenty of money and a few odd tastes. He’s a bachelor, a member of the smartest set — which doesn’t necessarily mean the best set. I’ve got an idea that he’s rather on the decadent side.’

Jiggs nodded. ‘He’ll be very lucky if he’s not on the dead side,’ he said ominously.
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Leslie went to her work rather late that morning, and with a sense of growing desolation. The tragedy of old Elijah Decadon’s death was sufficiently depressing, and she had not yet recovered from the terrifying experience of the previous night.

The situation, so far as she was concerned, was reducible to bread-and-butter dimensions. She had lost her job, or would lose it when she had finished the week. For a second or two she thought of Terry Weston and the possibility of his using his influence to find her another situation, but this was hardly thought of before the idea was dismissed.

The police were still in occupation of the house. They had made a methodical search of the study, and the contents of the desk had been gone over by two men practised in this kind of search. There was plenty of work for her to do: arranging, sorting and extracting papers. For two hours she was with the police sergeant who was in charge of the work, explaining the importance of various documents.

Danes brought her some tea. He had had an exciting morning.

‘About that will, miss, that we signed. The police have been trying to get me to say what was in it.’

‘Well, you didn’t know, Danes,’ she smiled, ‘so you couldn’t very well tell them.’

Danes was doubtful whether he might not have offered more information than he had. ‘It’s a funny thing, miss, that Mr. Decadon locked the drawer when he put the will away — you remember? He sent for us again because he’d left you some money in it and it wasn’t legal. Well, we got the cook to come up and witness his signature. He didn’t exactly sign, but he ran a pen over his name and said that legally that was the same thing. He locked the drawer and put the key in his pocket, yet when that detective started searching the drawer was unlocked. That’s a mystery to me.’

‘It isn’t much of a mystery, Danes,’ she said good-humouredly. ‘Poor Mr. Decadon may have taken the will out of the drawer and put it somewhere else.’

‘That’s what I told Mr. Tanner, miss,’ said Danes. ‘He’s been asking me a lot of questions too — he just telephoned down to ask if you were in, and…’

The door opened at that moment: it was Eddie Tanner. He greeted the girl with his quiet smile and waited till the footman had left.

‘You had a very unpleasant experience last night, they tell me,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry. I wonder if you’d mind telling me what happened?’

She told her story, which seemed less exciting to her than it had sounded when Terry Weston was her audience.

‘Well, nothing happened to you — that’s good,’ he said.

She thought he was not particularly enthusiastic about her own safety.

‘About this will. Miss Ranger — the one you signed. I suppose you didn’t see anything that was in it…or to whom the money was left?’

She shook her head.. ‘It may have been left to you.’

‘I shouldn’t think that was very likely. My uncle really didn’t like me — and I didn’t really like my uncle. Have you seen Captain Allerman?’

The name seemed familiar, but she; could not recall ever having met that officer.

‘He’s an American policeman — Chicago,’ he said. ‘A very brilliant man, but occasionally he indulges in fantastic theories. One of his theories is that I killed my uncle.’

He opened the door leading into the library, saw the men engaged and closed the door again.

‘They’re doing some high-class searching. I wonder if they’ll find the will? I suppose it was a will. It might have been some other document?’ he added inquiringly.

He went to the door and stood there, leaning his head against the broad edge of it. ‘By the way, I shall want you to stay on and deal with my uncle’s papers and books — they’ll require cataloguing. The job will last six months, and at the end of that time I will find something for you.’

He looked at her for a long time without speaking, and then he said slowly: ‘If you find that missing document will you oblige me by not reading it, and handing it to me — not to the police? I’ll give you fifty thousand pounds if you do this.’ He smiled. ‘A lot of money, isn’t it? And it would be quite honestly earned.’

She gasped. ‘But, Mr. Tanner…’ she stammered.

‘I’m serious. And may I ask you not to repeat this to Mr. Terry Weston? You’re now in my employ — I hope you won’t object to my reminding you — and I’m sure I can count on your loyalty.’

He went out, pulling the door to noiselessly.

She sat for a long time, looking at the door blankly. He had meant it…fifty thousand pounds! Then suddenly she remembered something; it was extraordinary that she had not thought of this before. She rang the bell and Danes came in.

‘What time did you clear the postbox last night?’ she asked.

He thought for a second. ‘About half-past seven, miss.’

There was only one postbox, a large mahogany receptacle that stood on a table just inside the library. All letters except those sent by Eddie Tanner were placed in that box before they were despatched.

‘Mr. Decadon rang for me — he just pointed to the box and I took the letters out.’

‘How many were there?’ she asked.

He was not sure; he thought about six. She went over in her mind quickly the correspondence for which she had been responsible.

‘There was one long envelope, and the rest were just ordinary…’

‘One long envelope?’ she said quickly. ‘Was it in handwriting or typewritten?’

‘In handwriting, miss. It was in Mr. Decadon’s hand. I know because the ink was still wet and I smudged it a bit with my thumb.’

‘Do you remember the address to which it was sent?’

Danes put his hand to his forehead and thought hard.

‘It was written on the top, miss: “Personal attention of Mr. Jerrington. Private and confidential.” That’s right, miss. I don’t remember the address, though.’

The mystery was a mystery no longer, ‘Will you ask Mr. Tanner to come to me if he is in the house’ she said.

Ed Tanner was with her in a minute. ‘Well?’ he asked. ‘Is it about the will?’

For the first time since she had known him he displayed some kind of emotion.

‘Yes, I think I know what happened to it. Mr. Decadon must have posted it.’

‘Posted it?’

‘The box was cleared at half-past seven, and Danes said he saw a long envelope which had recently been addressed in Mr. Decadon’s writing. It was marked: “For Mr. Jerrington” of Jerrington, Sanders & Graves, Mr. Decadon’s lawyers.’

‘Oh, yes?’ He stood for a few seconds fingering his chin, his eyes downcast. ‘Mr. Jerrington. I know him, naturally. Thank you, Miss Ranger.’

She wondered afterwards whether she should not have informed the police, in spite of his warning, and she called up Scotland Yard, but Terry Weston was out.

Mr. George Jerrington, the eminent head of a famous legal firm, was often described by his associates as being a little inhuman. He was sufficiently human, however, to develop a peculiar appendix, and a week before the murder he had gone into a nursing home and had parted with that troublesome and unnecessary thing, with the assistance of the most expensive surgeon in London.

That day he was near enough to convalescence to deal with his personal correspondence, and a telephone message was sent to Lincoln’s Inn Fields, to his head clerk, requesting that the most urgent of the letters should be sent to him.

‘You’d better take them yourself,’ said Mr. Jerrington’s partner to the clerk. ‘Who was that in your office half an hour ago?’

‘Mr. Decadon’s nephew, sir — Mr. Edwin Tanner.’

‘Oh, yes,’ said the partner. ‘A fortunate young man. Decadon died intestate, I understand?’

‘I believe so, sir.’

‘What did he want — Mr. Tanner?’

‘I think it was in connection with the estate. I asked him if I he’d see you, but when I told him that Mr. Jerrington was ill he said he would wait. He said he’d sent Mr. Jerrington an urgent personal letter, and I told him Mr. Jerrington would probably attend to that today. I have several such letters to take to him.’

The nursing home was at Putney. The clerk, whose name was Smethwick Gould, travelled by bus to the foot of Putney Hill and walked the rest of the way. It was nearly six o’clock, and ordinarily it would have been quite light, but heavy clouds were coming up from the southwest and there was a smell of rain in the air. Most of the cars which passed him had their headlights on.

He had reached the top of the hill and was turning left towards the houses which face Putney Common when a car came abreast of him and a man jumped out. ‘Are you from Jerrington’s?’ he said.

Smethwick Gould said that the man spoke with a slightly foreign accent. He wore a big, yellow waterproof coat, the high collar of which reached above the tip of his nose.

‘Yes, I’m from Jerrington’s,’ said the clerk.

‘Then I’ll take that bag from you.’

And then Smethwick Gould saw that in the man’s hand was an automatic. He stated afterwards that he made a desperate struggle, but the balance of probability is that he handed over the bag without protest. The man in the raincoat jumped into the car and it drove off. With great presence of mind, Gould realised that he had forgotten to note the number of the car. He realised this the moment the number was invisible, but in all probability he would not have been greatly assisted, for a car was afterwards found abandoned on Barnes Common which was proved to have been stolen from Grosvenor Square.

The report of the loss went straight through to Scotland Yard, but did not come to Terry. He was just going out to superintend the Salaman case, and to coach that young man in his conduct, when Leslie phoned through to him and told him what had happened that afternoon.

‘I’ve got a guilty feeling that I should have rung you before,’

‘Good Lord! That’s news!’ said Terry. ‘I’ll ring through to Jerrington’s right away.’

But Messrs. Jerrington were precise people who closed their offices at five o’clock, and he had no satisfaction from them. It was not until he had smuggled himself into Salaman’s handsome house that the report of the robbery reached him. He was not particularly interested until he learned that the victim was Mr. Jerrington’s head clerk, and then he swore softly to himself, realising what had happened. ‘Tell me quickly, exactly what happened?’

‘I’ve got the report here, sir,’ said the officer at the other end of the wire. ‘Mr. Jerrington has been in a nursing home. He’s been operated on for appendicitis, and has seen none of his personal correspondence. As they knew he was making satisfactory progress, letters weren’t opened but were kept for him until he was ready to deal with them. This morning they phoned through from the nursing home asking somebody to take out the personal letters, and Mr. Smethwick Gould went out with them. He carried them in a briefcase…’

‘And he was held up and robbed on the way,’ said Terry. ‘Quick work! All right. Have all the facts ready for me when I get back to the Yard, and tell this Smethwick person that I would like to see him.’ He was hardly off the line before the phone rang again.

They were in Salaman’s beautiful drawingroom. The ceiling was black, the curtains purple, the carpet a dead white. There were green candles in old gold sconces, and large divans. Even the telephone had been specially designed to match the apartment.

Terry did not like the house and he did not like the slim, sallow owner; and liked less the faint scent of incense which hung about the room.

He motioned to Salaman, who took up the phone and lisped an inquiry. Terry waited, listening.

‘Yes, I’ve put the candle in the drawingroom window. You saw it. Where am I to meet you?’

By arrangement, he was repeating every word of the man who was phoning.

‘At the top of Park Lane, on the park side. Twentyfive paces from the Marble Arch corner. Yes, I understand. A man will come along wearing a red flower, and I’m to give him the package. Certainly…not at all.’

He replaced the receiver and smiled fatuously.

‘We’ve got him!’ he said.

Terry did not echo his enthusiasm.

The police had gone when Leslie reached Berkeley Square the next morning, and she was somewhat relieved. She was very uncomfortable, working under their eyes, never knowing at what moment they would come in and fire off some question which, if not embarrassing, was at least difficult to answer.

All the papers that had been taken from the old man’s desk had to be filed or destroyed. She had been working half an hour, when Eddie came in, his cool and imperturbable self.

‘No luck, I suppose?’

‘I’m sure it went to Mr. Jerrington, if you’re talking about the will,’ she said. ‘Did you get on to him?’

He nodded. ‘Yes, I called, but Mr. Jerrington is in a nursing home with appendicitis. Apparently all his private papers were stolen yesterday by some hold-up man who robbed his clerk in broad daylight. I read it in the paper.’

‘That’s terribly unfortunate,’ she said.

‘Isn’t it?’ said he, with that inscrutable smile of his. ‘This country is becoming so lawless, so unlike the old England I used to know.’ He looked round. ‘I think that’s a mutual friend of ours, Mr. Terry Weston.’

His sharp ears had heard the bell, and he went to the door, intercepting Danes.

‘If that’s Mr. Weston, show him in here, please. He phoned to say that he was coming,’ he told the girl. ‘I hope he isn’t being infected with Captain Allerman’s suspicion! Good morning, Inspector.’

‘Good morning.’

Terry was bright, but it was a hard brightness, and Leslie was not quite sure that she liked him that way. He was kindly enough to her, and offered her his hand in greeting — a formality he had omitted in dealing with Eddie Tanner.

‘We were just discussing the robbery of Mr. Jerrington’s private papers,’ said Eddie.

‘I wanted to discuss that too.’ Terry looked at him. ‘Rather an extraordinary happening, in all the circumstances.’

Eddie Tanner ran his hand over his bald forehead and frowned. ‘I don’t perhaps know all the circumstances, but in any circumstances it was unfortunate.’

‘You called at the office in the afternoon?’

Mr. Tanner nodded. ‘Naturally. Mr. Jerrington is my lawyer — or, at least, he acted for my uncle. There are several matters which have to be straightened up, the most urgent being some interest he has in an oilfield in a town called Tacan, which I believe is in Oklahoma.’ He looked at the girl. ‘Have you heard about that?’

‘No, Mr. Tanner, but I knew very little about Mr. Decadon’s private investments.’

‘The point is’ — he frowned deeply, and this seemed to absorb his attention more than the theft of Mr. Smethwick Gould’s papers—’Tacan — is there such a place?’

‘That’s not very important at the moment,’ began Terry.

Then he saw the real Eddie Tanner. Two cold eyes stared at him. They held neither resentment nor anger, but there was in them a deadly cold that he had never seen in the eyes of man.

‘It’s important to me.’

Leslie was growing uncomfortable in the presence of this unspoken antagonism. ‘I can easily tell you where Tacan is, Mr. Tanner,’ she said. ‘We have a very good gazetteer.’

She went into the library, ran her fingers along the shelves and pulled out a big book. As she opened it a paper dropped to the floor. She stooped and picked it up; in another second she came running in to them. ‘Look!’ she said. ‘The will!’

Terry snatched it from her hand. ‘Where did you find it?’ he asked.

‘In a book — in the gazetteer I was looking at.’

Terry read quickly. There were half a dozen lines.

‘I, Elijah John Decadon, being of sound mind, declare this to be my last will and testament. I leave all of which I die possessed without reservation to Edwin Carl Tanner, the son of my sister, born Elizabeth Decadon, and I hope he will make a good use of his new possessions, a better use than I fear he will make.’

It was signed in his own sprawling hand, and by the side were the names, addresses, and occupations of the three witnesses, one of which signatures was her own, and this had been crossed out and initialled by old Decadon.

Terry folded the paper slowly, his eyes still on Eddie Tanner. ‘Rather a coincidence Miss Ranger was looking in that identical gazetteer at this identical moment,’ he said slowly. ‘This, I presume, you will want to send to your lawyers — I don’t think you’ll lose it.’ He handed the paper to Eddie. ‘I congratulate you, Mr. Tanner — so it wasn’t necessary to destroy this document after all. It must have been a great surprise to you.’

Tanner did not reply. Danes, who saw him come out of the room, thought he was amused.

There was a consultation that afternoon at Scotland Yard, and everybody was wrong except Jiggs Allerman. He had interjected comments from time to time as the discussion proceeded, and when at the end the Assistant Commissioner had asked him for an opinion.

‘You don’t want an opinion, you want approval,’ he growled. ‘I tell you, you people are just crazy. You don’t realise what you’re up against. If you imagine that this crowd is going to be caught tonight, you’ve got another guess coming. If they send anybody to collect this envelope, it’ll be a pigeon anyway, and if it only ends with the pinching of a man who’s earning a dollar for taking a risk he doesn’t understand, I’ll be glad, and so will you.’

There was one man on that board who did not like Jiggs. Detective Inspector Tetley was not particularly popular with anybody, least of all with his peers. He was a man with a remarkably small head and a remarkably generous appreciation of what was in it. Jiggs disliked him the first time he saw him. He hated his little moustache; he disliked his shining hair, and loathed his lack of intelligence.

‘What’s your solution?’ asked Tetley. ‘I know you American police are clever fellows and, personally speaking, I’d like to have the benefit of your advice, especially as I’m in charge of the show tonight.’

‘My solution is a fairly simple one,’ said Jiggs shortly. Take this boy Salaman and put him in prison — in a cell — anywhere these fellows can’t get him. If you do that you’ll break the jinx. They depend entirely on quick results. If you can hold ’em off Salaman for two or three weeks, they’re sunk!’

‘You’re talking as though this fellow’s going to be killed!’ said Tetley scornfully. ‘I’ll have twenty officers round him.’

‘Tell ’em not to get too close,’ said Jiggs.

Tetley had been given charge of the local arrangements. The trap had been staged in his division, and as the hour approached quite a respectable number of loafers began to appear on the sidewalk. They were working men, city clerks, business men.

‘Artistically they’re wonderful,’ said Terry, who inspected them in the station yard before they went out. ‘But you men have got to realise you may be in a pretty tight corner. You’ve been chosen because you understand the use of firearms, and because you’re single men. Whatever happens, you’re not to lose your heads. The moment this man approaches Salaman you’re to close on him. There’ll be a squad car waiting, with four officers in attendance, and you’ll just turn him over to them and your work will be finished. If there’s any shooting you’ll shoot to kill — this is no wrist-slapping expedition.’

He waited on the opposite corner of Park Lane. At three minutes before the hour Salaman arrived in his chauffeur-driven car and stepped down on to the sidewalk. Except for the detectives, there were very few people about, for the point chosen was well away from the bus stop.

Standing reading a newspaper on the kerb, Terry watched.

‘Here comes the stool,’ said Jiggs suddenly.

A middle-aged man, wearing a flaming flower in his buttonhole, was walking from the direction of Piccadilly. Terry saw him stop and look at his watch and then go on. He walked a short way past the spot where he had to meet Salaman, then he turned back and came to a halt within a foot of the position which had been described over the telephone. Salaman had seen him and strolled down to meet him. They saw the man touch his hat and ask Salaman a question, and the young man took an envelope from his pocket and handed it to the messenger. As he did so, the detectives closed. They were within a foot of their terrified prisoner, when the staccato crash of a machinegun came from somewhere overhead. The little man with the flower in his coat and Salaman went down together. A detective drooped and sank by the railings, and a second a doubled up and fell with his head in the roadway.

‘In that block of flats!’ yelled Jiggs.

The entrance to the flats was behind them. The elevator door was open.

‘Upstairs, quick! We’re police officers.’

The lift shot up, and even in the brief space of time it took to go from the ground floor to the fourth Terry learned the names of the occupants.

‘One empty flat? That’s the place. Have you a passkey?’

By the greatest good fortune he had. But there was no need for a key: the door of the flat was wide open, and even as the men ran into the room they could smell the acrid scent of exploded cordite.

Jiggs ran into the front room. The window was wide open. The room was empty, except for a chair drawn up near the windowsill and the small machinegun that lay on the floor.

‘First blood to green,’ said Jiggs between his teeth. ‘I wonder how many of those poor coppers are killed. It doesn’t matter about Salaman. I just don’t like people who have black ceilings.’

Terry went for the liftman, who was also the assistant caretaker. He had admitted nobody to the empty flat, and was quite ignorant of the fact that there was anybody in the building. It was easy, he said, to get an order to view, and in the course of the last two or three days there had been several parties who had made an inspection of the apartment.

There was the usual fire-escape; it was at the end of a short passage leading from the main corridor.

‘That’s the way they went,’ said Terry, looking down.

Looking from the window of the flat, he saw a huge crowd surrounding the dead and the dying men, and as he looked an ambulance came up, followed immediately by another. Police whistles were blowing and men in uniform were coming from all directions, while from nowhere had appeared two mounted policemen who were peeling the edge of the crowd.

He sent a man in search of Tetley, and the inspector came, awhile of face and shaking. ‘That young man’s killed, and so is the fellow with the flower, and one of my best sergeants. I had a narrow escape myself.’

‘You had a narrow escape,’ said Jiggs, ‘because you weren’t on that side of the road. What made you stay over our side?’

Tetley shot a malevolent look at him. ‘I was just going over…’ he began.

‘About two minutes too late,’ said Jiggs. ‘What made you stay over on our side? I’d like to know that, Mr. Tetley.’

The man turned on him in a fury which was half panic. ‘Perhaps if you ask the Commissioner tomorrow he’ll tell you!’ he shouted.

The last of the ambulances had moved away, the crowd was being skilfully dispersed, and already road-sweepers were working at the mess that the shooting had left on the sidewalk.

‘This is going to put the cat amongst the pigeons,’ said Jiggs. ‘Incidentally, it’s going to make London sit up and take notice, and I’m rather wondering how they’ll take it.’

Terry was silent as they drove back to Scotland Yard in a police car. He was feeling bitterly his own responsibility, though it was not entirely due to his advice or judgment that Salaman had been allowed to walk blindly into a trap that had been set probably since the early morning.

The machinegun yielded no clue. It was of American make, and of the type which, Jiggs said, was most frequently used by the gangsters of his city.

‘That’s one to the green,’ said Jiggs again, ‘and now it will be the blue’s turn. The only hope is that these two bands of brigands won’t be satisfied to sit quietly and share the loot.’

‘By “the green” you mean the last set of notices, the one Salaman had: there are two gangs working — you’re sure of that?’

‘Absolutely sure,’ said Jiggs. ‘The blue caught old Decadon. The green are the smarter crowd, I think. It’s going to be very interesting to see how it all works out.’ He paused for a moment. ‘And I hope we’ll live to see it!’

A more exhaustive examination of the officials connected with the building brought no result. The empty flat was in the hands of two or three agents; it was the property of a stockbroker who had moved to other premises. None of the estate agents had given the key to a likely tenant, but three of them had within the past two days personally conducted likely tenants through the empty apartment. The last of these, a man and a woman, had inspected the flat early on the morning of the outrage.

‘And while they were going through the rooms,’ said Jiggs, ‘the front door would be open and anybody could come in.’

The hall porter remembered ‘a dark-looking man,’ carrying a heavy suitcase, which he said had to be personally delivered to a tenant on the floor whence the shots were fired. He had gone up in the elevator, but the lift attendant did not remember his coming down again. It was exactly at the hour when the prospective tenant was making his inspection.

‘That’s the explanation,’ Jiggs nodded. ‘It was easy to get up and down the stairs when the elevator was working and miss seeing the attendant. Probably two of them were in the flat; one was certainly there before the people who were looking the flat over had left the premises.’

All London was scoured that night, and particularly that section of London where the alien had his quarters. Firearms experts and ballistic authorities examined the machinegun. Terry Weston, in the course of an inspection of the murder scene, discovered what had been obvious, yet had been missed — that two of the park railings had been neatly painted white for a depth of about four inches from the crossbar.

‘I didn’t notice it either,’ said Jiggs, ‘and that’s the one thing I should have looked for — the choppers had to have a target to make absolutely sure. Those marks on the rails gave them the distance and the direction without fail. Lord! I was mad not to have seen that when we were waiting for Salaman to come along.’

Scotland Yard waited in some trepidation for its Press, and there was relief in high quarters when Fleet Street, with singular unanimity, agreed that it was not the moment to blame Scotland Yard, but to devise methods for preventing a recurrence of the outrage. Said the Megaphone:

‘We do not yet know the full particulars of what preliminary precautions the police took, and what steps were taken to minimise the danger to this unfortunate gentleman. Until we know this it would be unfair to offer any criticism of Scotland Yard and its system. Neither Scotland Yard nor the public could possibly expect an outrage of this character, committed with coldblooded ferocity and the reckless employment of machineguns.’

It was generally believed at the time that there were two machineguns employed, and indeed an erroneous statement to this effect had gone out to the Press.

Early the next morning Terry had a phone message from the last person in the world he expected to hear from. ‘It’s Eddie Tanner speaking. I wonder if you could find time to come round and see me? It’s on a purely personal matter, and I’d come to Scotland Yard, but I don’t think it’s particularly advisable at the moment.’

When Terry arrived he found the young man sitting at the very desk where, forty-eight hours before, his uncle had sat, and at which he had been murdered in cold blood. He was smoking a cigarette, and before him was a newspaper.

‘Bad business, this,’ he said, tapping the black headlines with his finger. ‘You must be having a pretty lively time at Scotland Yard.’

Terry was not favourably disposed towards him, but even now could not believe that this man had deliberately shot to death a harmless old man, coldbloodedly and without compunction. ‘Do you want to talk about this?’ he asked.

‘No, it’s rather out of my line.’ Eddie pushed the paper aside. ‘Miss Ranger will be here in half an hour, and I intend dismissing her.’

He waited, but Terry made no comment.

‘I’ve been thinking the matter over, and I’ve decided that the situation is a little dangerous for her. Within an hour or two of my uncle being killed she was picked up by a gang, who are probably the murderers, and she went through an experience which must have terrified her. Evidently the people who are responsible for this murder’ — he tapped the paper again—’aren’t very fond of me, and I’m very anxious that her experience shouldn’t be repeated. You’re a friend of hers — at least, you know her — and I’m anxious to get you to help me.’

‘In what way?’

Eddie swung round in his swivel chair so that his profile was to Terry Weston. He dropped the end of his cigarette into a water-filled vase and lit another.

‘That young lady lives in an out-of-the-way place: rather cheap room, no telephone — a particularly dangerous situation, if these birds still think she can supply them with hot news. I want Miss Ranger to take a flat in the West End, right in the very centre and in a good-class neighbourhood. It’s rather a delicate matter to suggest to her, because I’m willing to pay the rent of that flat and naturally, being a charming young lady, she’ll kick at the idea. I’m not only willing to pay the rent, but I’ll furnish the flat.’

‘Why?’ asked Terry.

The other shrugged.

‘It’s a small price for a large peace of mind,’ he smiled. ‘In other words, I don’t want this lady on my mind.’

‘That’s a very generous offer,’ said Terry, ‘and I quite see your point of view, although you may have another one at the back of your mind which you haven’t given me.’

Still smiling, Edwin Tanner shook his head. ‘I have no arriere pensee. I’m telling you just how I feel. I like this young lady — which doesn’t mean that I’m in love with her, or that I should like to be any better acquainted than I am. She’s one of the few women I’ve met in this world whom I would trust, in spite of the fact that she notified you of something which I asked her not to communicate to the police. But I think I understand that. The circumstances were unusual. Anyhow I want, as far as possible, to protect her from her accidental association with me. If you think there’s anything behind my very simple suggestion, I can’t help it.’

‘What do you want me to do?’ asked Terry.

‘Merely to persuade her to accept my suggestion.’

‘I have no influence with Miss Ranger,’ said Terry, and again came that quick smile of Eddie’s.

‘I think you have a greater influence than you imagine and, if this is the case, will you help me?’

‘I’ll have to think about it,’ said Terry.

When Leslie arrived, a quarter of an hour later, she found Eddie Tanner sitting on her desk.

‘No work today. Miss Ranger.’ He was almost gay. ‘You’re pleasantly fired.’

She looked at him in consternation. ‘Do you mean you don’t want me any more?’

‘I mean that there’s no more work to do. There’s plenty of work,’ he said, ‘but I’ve decided that it’s rather dangerous for you to be in my employ any longer.’

He told her practically what he had told Terry.

‘I’ve had Terry Weston here this morning,’ he explained quite frankly, ‘and I’ve asked him to help me by adding his influence to mine.’

‘But I couldn’t possibly accept money for…’

Eddie nodded. ‘I see your point of view, and in fact I’ve anticipated it. I’m greatly obliged to you that you’re not furious with me. But that’s exactly how the matter stands. Miss Ranger, and you’d be taking a great load off my mind if you’d see my point of view. I owe you fifty thousand pounds…’

‘You owe me fifty thousand pounds?’ she gasped.

She had forgotten a promise which she had regarded at the time as a piece of extravagance, not to be seriously considered.

He nodded. ‘I haven’t fifty thousand pounds to give you at the moment, because it will be some considerable time before my uncle’s fortune passes into my hands. But I haven’t forgotten.’

‘Mr. Tanner’ — she stood squarely before him—’you know exactly what Mr. Weston thinks, and I’m afraid it’s what I think — that in some way you secured possession of that will and that you put it in the gazetteer for me to find. As I believe; you found it before I did, that absolves you…’

‘It does nothing of the kind,’ he interrupted, ‘even supposing Inspector Weston’s fantastic theory were well founded. In any circumstances I’m the executor of my uncle’s estate, and he left you a thousand pounds, which I shall give to you today. But I want you to let me add to that the service I suggest.’

She shook her head.

‘I’d even forgotten about the thousand pounds,’ she said with a faint smile. ‘That will be ample for me. I promise you this, Mr. Tanner, that I will move to a more central position. In fact, I’d already decided to do that. I have some of my mother’s furniture stored, and I shall be able to make myself a comfortable home. I’m very grateful to you all the same,’ she nodded. ‘I didn’t somehow think it was going to be very easy, and I doubt whether even the influence of Mr. Terry Weston would make me change my mind.’

‘I respect you for it,’ said Eddie curtly.

He paid her her salary and that for another week in lieu of notice, with punctilious exactness, and half an hour later she was in her little room, packing in preparation for the move which she had long since regarded as inevitable.

She would not be sorry to leave behind that dreary little home of hers. It was a lonely place and when she returned at night she would sometimes walk for a hundred yards without seeing a soul.

‘I shall be sorry to lose you, miss,’ said the landlady. Yet apparently mingled in her sorrow was a certain satisfaction which made it possible for her to be sprightly, even in the moment of her misfortune — if misfortune it was to lose a single young lady who very rarely had a meal in the house. ‘The truth is, I’ve let one room on your floor and I could have let yours. They’re coming about it tonight. As a matter of fact, miss, I was going to ask you whether you minded moving upstairs. They’re two nice young foreign gentlemen who’re studying at the University.’

Just about that time quite a number of young Europeans ‘studying at the University’ were seeking lodgings in the West End.

It was a relief to Leslie to know that her departure would not at any rate bring any gloom to a woman who had always been kindly, if sometimes a little tiresome.

With all the morning before her, she intended to do a little shopping, lunch in the West End, and then go out to the repository where her mother’s furniture had been stored since that dreadful day three years before when Leslie had had to face the world alone.

She had been guided by a fussy relative who always appeared on such occasions, and who had induced her to store the goods in a pet repository of his own situated in one of the most inaccessible spots. Leslie did not welcome the prospect of a visit to Rotherhithe. She would, she decided, do the unpleasant task first and leave the shopping, and maybe dinner, till that was completed. In the circumstances she decided on a taxi.

She dived out of the traffic of London Bridge, down the slope into Tooley Street, and the drabness of Rotherhithe came out to meet her. She was not quite sure where the repository was, and stopped the cab to ask a policeman.

‘Zaymen’s Repository, miss?’

He gave elaborate directions, in which everything seemed to be on the left and nothing on the right.

‘You going to claim your property? You’re just about in time. They’ve been advertising for a week. Old Zaymen’s been dead two years; young Zaymen…’ He lifted his eyes and shrugged his shoulders.

Leslie supposed that young Mr. Zaymen was not all he might be, and began to fear for her furniture. ‘Some say they’ve gone broke,’ said the policeman, ‘some say they’re just selling out, but whichever way it is it can’t be right.’

She excused herself from his philosophy and directed the taxi onward, and after a lot of searching they came to the repository, which was not on the roadside, as she had expected, but through a labyrinth of small lanes, down one more dirty than any, past walls which seemed to exist for the purpose of giving a resting-place to rusting iron, and eventually they came to a stark-looking warehouse which she dimly remembered having seen before, though in point of fact she had never been in the neighbourhood until that moment.

There was a certain amount of activity. Men were going in and out; there was an uncleanly-looking clerk sitting behind a glass-covered partition, and to him she addressed her request for information, producing the receipt for the furniture and a smaller receipt for the money she had paid from time to time in Zaymen’s London office.

The clerk looked at them, scowled at them, held them up to the light, brought them close to his eyes and far away from him.

‘You’re just in time, young lady. That deposit was going to be sold off tomorrow.’

‘You’d have been sold off the next day,’ said Leslie, with spirit.

She was handed over to the care of a young clerk who was beautifully tailored and whose hair was glossy and perfectly brushed. He was very young, very important, and spoke continuously of ‘we,’ and she presumed he was the younger Zaymen until he admitted he only had a ‘position’ with the firm. After a while he came down to earth and was quite agreeable as he showed her over the floor and when she had identified her furniture he summoned white-aproned men to remove it in a truck which providentially was there at the moment. ‘It’s a shame’ — he almost said ‘shime’ but corrected himself—’Zaymen’s busting up like this, but I suppose they couldn’t refuse the offer. It’s one of the soundest warehouses on the: river, with a wharf in front, hauling gear, wood-panel walls, fireproofed throughout…’

‘In fact a very good warehouse,’ said Leslie, a little amused.

‘It’s young Mr. Zaymen.’ He shook his head and heaved a sigh.

‘Is it women or drink?’ asked Leslie, and he was rather shocked. Apparently Mr. Zaymen was a gambler. ‘He’s gambled away the old family warehouse with wharfage and haulage in good condition.’

‘I agree with you it’s a shame.’

He became more and more gallant. She felt that at any moment he might take off his coat and lay it over a puddle, if there was a puddle, that her feet should not be soiled.

‘When I saw you first,’ he admitted at parting — he gave her a very moist hand—’I thought you were a bit stuck up.’

‘When I saw you first,’ she said very gravely, ‘I thought you were a bit stuck down. And now we’re both wrong.’

She went round to the wharf, saw her furniture being loaded on to a van, and gave the address to which it should be sent. She was taking rather a wild risk, for the little flat she had applied for had not yet been assigned to her. Tipping the workmen, she was going on, when she heard two men talking. They were American and, as she was passing, she heard the voice of the second man.

‘Say, listen, you couldn’t compare this with the Hudson. Why, right up by the palisades it’s more’n six times as wide.’

Her heart leapt almost into her mouth. She did not forget voices, and the voice she heard was that of the man who had told her to get into the car that night when she was wanted at Scotland Yard.

He spoke again — some triviality about the colour of the river — and she was sure. She looked round carefully for she did not want them to recognise her. There were two men; they both wore untidy-looking pullovers; both were dressed in blue dungarees, over which had been pulled heavy gum-boots, knee high.

‘Well, boy,’ said the voice, ‘let’s go and shoot the works, and after we’re through you can take Jane and I’ll take Christabel and we’ll go to the movies.’

The second man laughed at this, a short, hard laugh that finished as abruptly as it had begun. They were both of moderate height, she noticed, both lithe, unusual-looking men. They lurched along past the workmen who were loading her furniture, and presently disappeared behind the van. She went back to her taxi, a little uncertain as to what she should do. Though she was confident in her mind that this was the man who had led her into danger that night, she could not be sure. She had once heard an American woman say that all English voices sounded alike, but that she could pick out one voice in a thousand when Americans were speaking. It seemed to Leslie that the reverse held now. All American voices did seem alike, and — only the English had a subtle difference.

Who was Jane, and who was Christabel, she wondered as she got into the cab and went bumping over the uneven surface of the lane back to the main road. Some private and possibly ribald jest of their own that did not bear investigating, she decided.

They had reached the main road, and the taxi driver was waiting for a large lorry to pass, when she heard the chug-chug of a motorcycle, and the rider came immediately abreast of the window. He grabbed the roof of the taxi with his hand and looked in. It was the man she had heard speaking. He gave her a long, swift scrutiny, and she returned his stare. ‘What do you want?’ she asked.

He muttered something, and dropped behind as the taxi moved forward.

There was a possible explanation for his conduct. He might have heard the warehousemen mention her name as her furniture was being loaded and come after her to make sure. But if that were so, there could be no question about the accuracy of her recognition. It was the man who had come to her house the night Mr. Decadon was killed. What was he doing there? Perhaps he was a sailor; he was dressed in the clothes she had seen men wear on tramp steamers, and just at that period the Pool was full of shipping. She wondered if she should call up Terry…she was always thinking of excuses for calling up Terry…

The cab turned down Cannon Street. Near to the junction of Queen Victoria Street she was held up in a block of traffic. Then, to her amazement, she heard her name called. She looked round. A man was standing by the open window, a small-faced man with a black moustache.

He lifted his hat with elaborate politeness.

‘You don’t know me, young lady, but I know you — Inspector Tetley from Scotland Yard…a friend of Mr. Terry Weston’s,’ he smirked.

Then, without waiting for her to speak: ‘What have you been doing in this part of the world?’

‘I’ve been down to see my furniture loaded. It was in a repository,’ she said.

She felt it was not the moment to challenge his right to speak to her without an introduction, or to stand on ceremony of any kind. In a few moments the block would break and her car would move on.

‘Where was that, now?’ asked Mr. Tetley. ‘Rotherhithe eh?’ when she told him. ‘That’s a nasty place! Didn’t see anybody you knew, did you? There’s some bad characters around there.’

She shook her head. ‘No, I didn’t see anybody I knew. I hardly expected to.’

‘I don’t know,’ he said, still watching her with his ferret eyes. ‘There’s something queer about Rotherhithe: you’re always meeting people you’ve met before — it’s almost a saying.’

‘It isn’t my saying,’ she said, and at that moment the taxi moved on.

She dimly remembered now having seen the man. He had come to the house once, after Mr. Decadon’s death. How odd of him to accost her in the street! She wondered if she would tell Terry…

She heaved a long, impatient sigh. ‘You’re a fool, Leslie Ranger. Keep your mind off policemen.’

The taxi set her down in Cavendish Square and she got out. The driver, after the manner of his kind, came down to the pavement to stretch his legs.

‘Hullo!’ he said. ‘What’s the lark?’

She followed the direction of his eyes. Pasted on the top of the cab was a white circle. When he pulled it off the gum was still wet. He walked round the taxi: there was another white circle behind, and a third on the opposite side.

‘They weren’t there when we left Rotherhithe,’ he said. ‘I wonder if that chap on the bicycle…’

For some reason or other which she could not explain, a cold shiver ran down Leslie Ranger’s spine, and for a second she had a panic sense of fear which was inexplicable, and therefore all the more distressing.

When she had successfully negotiated the hire of her flat she was terribly tempted to go into the nearest call box and ring up Terry. There must be some good excuse for ringing him up, and it seemed to her that she had half a dozen.
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Terry hurried back to Scotland Yard for the secret conference which was to be held that morning. At that time the Commissioner was Sir Jonathan Goussie, a military man who all his life had lived according to regulations and had succeeded in reaching the highest rank by the careful avoidance or delegation of responsibility. He was a fussy, nervous man, in terror of Press criticism, and just now he had completely lost his head. It was a shocking discovery to his executive that this suave, easygoing, and rather amusing gentleman could so lose his balance and nerve that he was almost incapable of leadership at a critical moment.

He sat at the end of the long table and glowered left and right.

‘This is a fine state of affairs!’ There was agitation in his voice. ‘The finest police force in the world, baffled and beaten by a gang of murdering ruffians…’

‘Well, sir, what are we going to do about it?’

It was Wembury, Assistant Commissioner, brisk, brusque, who broke in upon the tirade.

‘I’m not suggesting that every precaution wasn’t taken,’ said the Commissioner. ‘Tetley, I’m sure, did everything that ingenuity could suggest.’

‘I did my best,’ said Tetley.

He was a favourite with the old man and, though he had no right to be in the meeting of the inner council, in the circumstances Wembury had called him.

‘I don’t want to make any complaint,’ he went on, ‘but there was a lot of interference which there shouldn’t have been.’ He glanced malevolently at Jiggs. ‘American methods are all very well in their way, but you can’t expect American police officers to understand the routine of work in London.’

‘What interference?’ demanded Terry wrathfully. ‘He gave you every assistance…’

‘We don’t want any wrangling,’ said Sir Jonathan testily. ‘The point is, we’ve got to find some method by which a recurrence of this ghastly affair can be avoided, and I think Inspector Tetley’s suggestion is an excellent one.’

Terry looked at Wembury. Wembury looked at him. It was the first news they had had that a system had been devised. ‘I don’t mind any suggestions,’ said Wembury gruffly, ‘but I hardly like to have them sprung on me at a meeting. What is Tetley’s idea?’

‘Mr. Tetley’s idea,’ said Sir Jonathan, ‘is that we should issue a notice giving an enormous reward for information that will lead to the arrest of the murderers, and that the reward should not, as is usually the case, be confined to people outside the police force.’

‘That seems fairly original, sir,’ said Wembury coldly, ‘but I doubt very much if it’s of much value. We shall have to take every case individually and on its merits. Nothing is more certain than that there will be a regular flooding of London with these notices— “Pay or be killed”.’

‘One has been received this morning,’ said Sir Jonathan soberly. ‘I have it in my pocket.’ He searched in his pocket and produced a folded sheet. From where he sat Terry saw that it was printed in blue. ‘It came to a very dear friend of mine, or rather the nephew of a dear friend of mine, and he particularly requested that I should make no announcement whatever to my colleagues, and certainly not to the public, as to who he was.’

Terry stared at the old chief, amazed. ‘Do you mean to say that you’re not telling us, sir?’

‘I mean to say that I’m not telling you or anybody else,’ said Sir Jonathan stiffly. ‘I’ve practically pledged my word of honour on the telephone that I wouldn’t reveal the name of the recipient.’

Jiggs sniffed. ‘Will they keep his name secret at the inquest?’ he asked, and Sir Jonathan glowered at him.

‘There will be no inquest, sir,’ he rasped. ‘If the police do their duty, and if our newly-found allies really are the clever people they’re supposed to be…’

‘I’m all that,’ interrupted Jiggs.

Wembury, white with anger, broke in.

‘I don’t think you quite realise what you’re saying, sir. This man, whoever he is, will have to have some form of protection, and we can’t protect him unless we know who he is. I must insist on knowing his name and where he lives.’

The old soldier sat bolt upright, and in his eyes was a court martial and a firing squad.

‘No person insists when I’m in the saddle, sir,’ he said, and Terry groaned inwardly, for he knew that when Sir Jonathan talked about being ‘in the saddle’ the situation was hopeless. The conference broke up soon afterwards, with a mysterious hint from the Commissioner that he intended issuing a statement to the Press.

After the party dispersed there was a private conference in the Assistant Commissioner’s office.

‘We’ve got to stop that statement going out to the Press until we’ve seen it,’ said Wembury. ‘The old man has never been particularly clever, but now he’s gone stark, staring mad. I’m going over to the Home Office to see the Home Secretary, and I’m chancing ignominious dismissal from the service for going behind my superior’s back.’

His interview with the Home Secretary, however, did not take place. The Minister of State was not in London, though at the Home Office they had had a telegram from him that he was hurrying back to town.

‘Perhaps,’ said the permanent undersecretary, ‘if you saw Sir Jonathan and had a private talk with him…’

‘I’d sooner see Balaam’s ass and have a private talk with him,’ said the exasperated Assistant Commissioner.

Nevertheless, when he returned to the Yard he sought an interview which, however, was refused.

At four o’clock that day the afternoon newspapers carried the Commissioner’s ‘official statement,’ which he had carefully penned at his club during the lunch-hour. This statement will go down to history as the most extraordinary document that has ever been issued from Scotland Yard. It ran:

‘Two desperate crimes, which may or may not have a connection, have been committed in the Metropolitan police area during the past week, and have followed the receipt of threatening communications in which the writer has demanded a large sum of money, failing which the recipient would be killed. There is reason to believe that the killing of Mr. Salaman at Marble Arch was a direct consequence of one of these threats. The writer of the letter has stated that if any communication is made to the police, directly or indirectly, the person who receives the message will be murdered. Despite this threat, the Commissioner of Police earnestly requests any person who receives such a communication, whether accompanied by threats of murder or otherwise, to forward it immediately to Scotland Yard, and to communicate by telephone with the Assistant Commissioner that the letter has been forwarded. If the threatened person desires to remain anonymous his wishes will be respected. It may be perhaps advisable that the police should know his name, his address, and his movements. In a fight against organised crime it necessarily follows that there must be occasions when the threat will be executed, and the Commissioner is not able to guarantee, either on his own behalf, or on behalf of the Metropolitan police, complete immunity to any person who forwards particulars of these communications, but every effort will be made to afford protection to law-abiding citizens.’

It was signed with the Commissioner’s name and all his titles. Jiggs was the first to get a copy of the paper, and he hurried to the Assistant Commissioner’s office and found Terry and the big man in conference.

‘Read that.’

Wembury read it through quickly, and his jaw dropped.

‘For the love of Mike!’ he said softly.

‘You know what that means, don’t you?’ said Jiggs. ‘This old boy has told the world that Scotland Yard is unable to protect people whose lives are threatened.’

Wembury snatched up the paper and raced along the corridor to the Commissioner’s room. He was just coming out, and with him was Inspector Tetley.

‘Well, well, well?’ he asked.

‘It isn’t well at all,’ said Wembury. ‘Is this your communication to the Press?’

The old man fixed his glasses deliberately and read the paragraph from end to end while Wembury fretted himself hot with impatience.

‘Yes, that is my communication.’

‘I’m taking it to the Home Secretary at once,’ said Wembury. ‘You’ve given murder a licence — told these thugs in so many words that they can go right ahead and that we’re not in a position to protect their victims.’

‘I wrote that after full consideration…’ began Sir Jonathan.

The telephone in his room was ringing.

‘Answer that, Mr. Tetley,’ he said and, turning to Wembury: ‘You understand this is a gross act of insubordination on your part, and it’s a matter which must be reported to the highest quarters.’

Tetley appeared in the doorway. ‘It’s for you, sir.’

The old man went back. His conversation was a short one. Wembury heard him answering, ‘Yes, sir,’ and, ‘No, sir’ and knew he was speaking to the Home Secretary. He started some sort of explanation, which was evidently cut short. When he came out of his room he was very white.

‘I’m going to the Home Office,’ he said. ‘The matter had better remain in abeyance until I return.’ He never did return. Ten minutes after he was ushered into the room of the Secretary of State he came out again, and the late editions of the newspapers that night carried the bald announcement, without any equivocation, that Sir Jonathan Goussie had been dismissed from his office.

‘They didn’t even let him resign,’ said Terry.

‘Hell! Why should they?’ growled Jiggs. ‘It’s the same thing, ain’t it?’

They were having a late tea in Terry’s office, and the inspector remembered his conversation with Eddie Tanner that morning, and related the interview.

‘Maybe he’s genuine,’ said Jiggs. ‘There are funny streaks of generosity in Eddie.’

Terry shook his head. ‘I couldn’t make myself believe that he killed his uncle in cold blood…’he began.

Jiggs scoffed. ‘Kill him in cold blood? You don’t understand these fellows, boy!’ he said. That’s just the way they kill. There’s no emotion in it, no hate, no hot blood at all. They treat human beings the same as the stockyard butchers in Chicago treat hogs! Do you hate a fly when you swat it? No, sir! The fact that old man Decadon was his uncle and was old, wouldn’t make any difference to Eddie or to any of that crowd. Killing to them is just brushing your coat or putting your tie straight,’ He thought a moment. ‘Naturally he wants the girl out of the house. All the other servants will go too. His own crowd’s there by now, I’ll bet you. Do you know the names of any of the other servants besides…well, she wasn’t a servant exactly.’

‘There’s a boy called Danes, an under footman,’ said Terry after a moment’s consideration.

Jiggs reached for the phone and dialled a number. After a while: ‘I want to talk to Danes, the under-footman — that is Mr. Tanner’s house, isn’t it?’

He listened for a few seconds. ‘Is that so?’ he said at last, and hung up the receiver. ‘Danes left this afternoon. What did I tell you?’ He took a cigar from his waistcoat pocket, bit off the end and lit it.

‘You couldn’t expect anything else. Eddie couldn’t have that house run by a bunch of servants he knew nothing about.’

‘He’ll have his own crowd in?’ suggested Terry.

‘Not on your life,’ chuckled Jiggs. ‘That’d be too easy. No, he’ll get a lot of daily folks in — people who sleep home at night. Maybe he’ll have a “secretary,” but if you go to the house and ask for him you’ll find he’s just gone out. He’ll have a couple of workmen fixing bells and things. They’ll be there most of the time, but if you ask for them they’ll not be there — they’ll just have gone out to lunch. You’ll find the only person he hasn’t fired is the cook.’

‘Why?’ asked Terry.

‘Because she’s a daily woman anyway, and lives in the basement and never comes up, and she cooks good stuff. Now, about this young lady you’re in love with…’

‘I’m not in love with her at all,’ protested Terry loudly.

‘Your ears have gone red,’ said the calm Jiggs, ‘which means either that you’re in love or you’re conscious that you’re telling a lie! Anyway, what’s her name? Leslie Ranger. There may be a lot in what Eddie said. They might pick her up any night and find out things that she knows without knowing she knows.’

‘If she told them,’ said Terry.

Jiggs smiled grimly. ‘She’d tell ’em all right. You don’t know these guys, Terry! You’ve heard the expression about people stopping at nothing — well, that’s them! You look up any old book on the way mediaeval executioners got people to talk, and that won’t be the half of it. These birds have improved on Nuremburg — especially with a woman. I could tell you stories that’d make your hair pop out of your head, follicles an’ everything! There was a gang in Michigan that was after a member of another gang, and they picked up his girl — a reg’lar redhead and full of fight — and like a fool she said she knew, but she wasn’t going to tell where her John was.’

He took the cigar out of his mouth and looked at it. ‘Well, maybe I’d better not tell you. Anyway, she told them! They got her John in a Brooklyn speakeasy. The girl was dead when we found her, but there were a lot of signs. They had no feelings against her, you understand — they just wanted to know. And they hadn’t any feelings against the guy they bumped — they just had to kill him, and that’s all there was to it.’

He thought for a moment, and consulted his cigar again. ‘Pretty girl, too.’

The one that was killed?’ asked Terry.

Jiggs shook his head. ‘I didn’t see her till after she was dead, and she wasn’t pretty then! No, this Leslie girl. I’ve seen her twice — she’s lovely. Where’s the old boy?’

‘The Commissioner? He’s gone home. Wembury’s seen him, and tried to get him to give the name of the man who’s been threatened. All he could find out was that the old man had advised this fellow to keep absolutely quiet and slip away to Scotland tonight.’

Jiggs groaned. ‘Well, there must have been lots of other letters received by people in London. Have you heard about them?’

Terry shook his head. He was uneasy. ‘No, we haven’t had one case reported, and I’m a little worried. Orders have been given to all the men on duty — the uniformed policemen, I mean — to report any house that shows a candle tonight.’

Jiggs shook his head. ‘There’ll be no candle. This is a blue assignment.’

‘There may be green as well,’ said Terry. ‘We can’t keep track of the phone calls, but we can watch for the candles.’

Jiggs got up.

‘I’ll be changing my hotel from tonight,’ he said. ‘I’m a bit too conspicuous and easy to get at, and if any of these guys have got an idea that I’m being useful to Scotland Yard I shall hear from them! If nobody tries to kill me in the next fortnight I’m going to feel mighty insulted!’

He left Scotland Yard and went on foot down Whitehall to his hotel. His hands were in his coat pockets and the cigar between his teeth and the rakish set of his hat contributed to the picture of a man who found life a very amusing experience. But the hand in each pocket gripped an automatic, and under the brim of the downturned hat which shaded his eyes was a sliver of mirror.

Whitehall was filled with junior Civil Servants homeward bound. Trafalgar Square a whirling roundabout of traffic. He crossed Whitehall where the Square and that thoroughfare meet, and without any warning of his intention suddenly swung himself on to a westward-bound bus. Five minutes later he passed through the door of his hotel. He had not told Terry that he had already changed his place of residence, though he had notified the telephone exchange at Scotland Yard where he could be found.

He went up to the first floor, where his suite was, unlocked the door and, reaching in his hand, switched on the light. The next second he was lying half-stunned on the floor, covered with plaster and the debris of a smashed party wall. The hotel rocked with the crash of the explosion. When he got painfully to his feet he saw the door hanging on its hinges, and clouds of smoke were coming out of the room.

The right hand which had turned on the switch had escaped miraculously. He examined it carefully: there was a scratch or two, but no serious damage. All the lights in the corridor were out. Indeed, for five minutes the whole hotel was in darkness.

He heard shouts below; the loud gong of the fire-alarm was ringing, and voices were coming to him up the stairs.. He took a flat torch from his hip pocket and sent a ray into the room. It was wrecked. Part of the ceiling had fallen in, the windows had been blown into the street. The wreckage of a table was scattered round the room, and pieces of chairs with torn upholstery lay about the floor. Jiggs stared and blinked.

‘Pineapples and everything!’ he said. The bomb had been placed on the table, and had been connected with the electric light. If Jiggs had gone into the room before he had turned the switch, he must have been killed.

The clang of fire-engines came to him as he walked back along the littered corridor. At the head of the stairs he met the manager, pale, almost speechless. ‘It was only a bomb,’ said Jiggs. ‘Go along and see if anybody’s hurt in the other rooms.’

Fortunately at this hour of the day the rooms were empty. His own sittingroom was immediately above an hotel cloakroom, the ceiling of which had been blown in but, except for a slight cut, the attendant had been uninjured.

After the firemen had come and extinguished an unimportant blaze Jiggs inspected his own bedroom. The wall had been breached; a two-foot jagged hole showed where the wardrobe had been.

‘I shall have very little to pack,’ said Jiggs philosophically.

He tried to phone Scotland Yard, but the whole telephone system of the hotel was out of action.

A huge crowd had collected in front of the building, and crowds at the moment were fairly dangerous. Jiggs went out the back way, found a call box and acquainted Terry.

‘Would you like to be host to a homeless American copper, who has one pair of burnt pyjamas and a mangled toothbrush?’

Terry gave his address. ‘I’ll come round and pick you up,’ he said.

Take the back way,’ warned Jiggs. ‘There’s a crowd of guns in front.’

Here he may have been exaggerating but, as he told Terry later, one gun in the hands of an expert chopper can be as deadly as fifty.

They drove back to Scotland Yard with such of Jiggs’ luggage as could be retrieved.

‘Pineapples, eh?’ said Jiggs as they drove along. ‘I wondered if they’d use ‘em.’

‘By “pineapple” you mean “bomb?”’

‘By “pineapple” I mean “bomb”,’ said Jiggs gravely. ‘It’s part of the racketeer’s equipment.’

Then suddenly he brightened up. ‘That’s a compliment, anyway. These birds think I mean something! Who’s in charge?’ he asked suddenly.

‘Tetley,’ said Terry. ‘The Assistant Commissioner brought him into the Yard for special duty. Tetley’s a pretty shrewd kind of fellow,’ he explained, ‘with a more or less good record. He’s too well off to please me, but he may have got it honestly.’

‘Sure he may,’ said Jiggs sardonically. ‘But what he’s got now will be nothing to what he’ll have this time three months — if he gets right away with it, and that’s doubtful.’

Later in the evening fragments of the bomb were brought to Scotland Yard to be examined by the experts.

‘Good stuff, well made,’ was Jiggs’ verdict. ‘They’ve got a factory somewhere in London, but the bomb itself was cast in America. I think your chemists will find that when they start analysing it.’

Tetley, who had brought the pieces, made a brief but not particularly illuminating report. Nobody had been seen to enter the room, and three-quarters of an hour before Jiggs return a chambermaid had been in and seen nothing unusual. ‘Here’s a list of all the guests in the hotel,’ said Tetley, and laid a typewritten paper on the table. ‘You see, sir, I’ve divided them into floors — on Mr. Jiggs’…’

‘Captain Allerman,’ said Jiggs.

‘I beg your pardon. On Captain Allerman’s floor there were Lady Kensil and her maid, Mr. Braydon of Bradford, Mr. Charles Lincoln, the American film actor, and Mr. Walter Harman and family, from Paris.’

Jiggs bent over and looked at the list. ‘And Mr. John Smith of Leeds, he said. ‘You seem to have forgotten him, Inspector.’

Tetley looked round at him. ‘That’s the list that was given to me.’

‘And Mr. John Smith of Leeds,’ repeated Jiggs. ‘I’ve been on the phone to the manager and got the list of the people on my floor, and it included Mr. John Smith.’

‘He didn’t tell me,’ said Tetley quickly.

‘He not only told you’ — Jiggs’ tone was deliberate and offensive—’but he also said that he was rather suspicious of Mr. John Smith, who spoke with a curious accent.’

There was a dead silence. ‘Yes, I remember now,’ said Tetley carelessly. ‘In fact, he talked so much about him that I forgot to put him down.’

He scribbled in the name.

‘Did he tell you,’ Jiggs went on, ‘that Mr. John Smith was the only person he hadn’t seen since the explosion, and that when he opened the door of his room he could find no baggage?’

‘Did he?’ demanded Wembury when Tetley hesitated.

‘No, sir,’ said the Inspector boldly. ‘He may have told Captain Allerman that, but he didn’t tell me. As a matter of fact, I haven’t finished my investigations. I thought you wanted the pieces of the bomb over as quickly as you could get them.’

‘Go and find John Smith — of Leeds,’ said Wembury curtly.

Jiggs waited till the door had closed on the inspector.

‘I don’t want to say anything about the investigating methods of Scotland Yard, Chief,’ he said, ‘but it seems to me that that is a piece of information that should have been reported.’

Wembury nodded. ‘I think so,’ he said.

‘Did the Commissioner tell you the name of the man who’s been threatened?’ asked Terry.

‘No — I don’t know why, but he flatly refused. When I say I don’t know why, I’m not quite telling the truth. The old man has got the old Army code, which is a pretty good code in the messroom, but not so good at Scotland Yard. Apparently he promised this fellow, or his uncle or whoever it was communicating with him, that the name should not be given, and not even the Secretary of State can compel this stubborn old dev — the late Commissioner to give us any information on the subject.’

‘That’s tough.’ Jiggs shook his head. He looked down at the table thoughtfully.

‘Suppose we get somebody under suspicion, what are the rules at Scotland Yard? Do you treat him gently and ask him a few questions, or do you slap his wrist or anything?’

A glint was in Wembury’s eye. ‘‘No, we treat them like perfect citizens,’ he said, ‘and if we dare ask them a question or two about their antecedents, somebody gets up in Parliament and that’s the end of the man who asked the question.’

Jiggs nodded slowly. ‘Is that so? Well, I hope you realise that if you do catch any of this crowd — and you’re pretty sure to — you’re dealing with the toughest bunch of babies that ever shook hands with the yellow jury that acquitted ’em on a murder charge. If that’s the law. Chief, I’m all for breaking it.’

Wembury shook his head.

‘I’m afraid you can’t break it here, Jiggs.’

‘Maybe I’ll find some place where I can,’ said Jiggs, and nobody protested.

He drove home with Terry and was glad to walk into the cosy flat where Terry lived. It was in a block just off the Marylebone Road. Terry kept no staff, except a woman who came in daily to clean for him. Fortunately there was a spare bed made up, for Terry was expecting a visit from an aunt who occasionally stayed with him when she was in London.

‘If auntie comes in the middle of the night she’s got to be a loud knocker to wake me,’ said Jiggs.

‘She won’t. As a matter of fact, I had a telegram from her; today telling me she’s postponed her visit.’

Terry yawned. Neither he nor Jiggs had had two hours of consecutive sleep during the past two days.

‘Personally,’ said Jiggs, ‘I don’t believe in sleep. I shut my eyes occasionally as a sort of concession to human practices.’

Yet ten minutes later he was in bed, and was asleep when Terry knocked at his door to ask if he wanted anything.

They both slept heavily, so heavily that the consistent ringing of the telephone failed to waken them for ten minutes. It was Jiggs who heard it first, and by the time he was in the passage Terry was out.

‘What time is it?’ said Jiggs.

‘Half-past two,’ said his host.

‘Where’s the telephone?’

‘In the next room.’

Terry followed him and stood by when Jiggs took up the receiver.

‘It’s probably for me,’ he said. ‘I’ve got a few boys looking around on behalf of the Chicago Police Department.’ Then ‘It’s Scotland Yard. All right, I’ll take the message…Yes, Chief Inspector Weston’s here, but it’s Captain Allerman speaking.’

He listened in silence for a long time, then he looked up. ‘The name of that feller that the Commissioner was so stuffy about is Sir George Gilsant.’

‘How do you know?’ asked the startled Terry.

‘He was picked up by the side of a railway at midnight,’ said Jiggs, ‘in his pyjamas, and chock full of slugs.’

Terry snatched the phone from him.. ‘That’s all I can tell you, sir,’ said the operator. ‘We got a message in just a few minutes ago from the Hertfordshire police. They found him lying on the bank by the railside. He’d evidently been in bed.’

‘Dead?’

‘Oh yes, sir. The Hertfordshire police believe he was on the Scottish express. The body was found half an hour after the train passed, by a platelayer.’

‘All right,’ said Terry after a moment’s pause. ‘I’ll be down.’

Jiggs squatted down in a chair, his elbows on the table, his head in his hands.

‘The old man advised him to go to Scotland, eh?’ he said savagely. ‘He went! Who is Sir George Gilsant?’ he asked.

As it happened, Terry was in a position to inform him. Sir George was a very wealthy landowner, who had a big interest in a North Country steel corporation. He himself was of foreign extraction, and had been naturalised a few years previous to the war, when his father had taken out papers. He had a house in Aberdeen.

Jiggs nodded. ‘He might have been safe if he’d got there,’ he said surprisingly. ‘I think your old man was every kind of a fool, but if you can get any of these threatened men out of London, into the wide open spaces — if you’ll excuse the cinema expression — the gangs aren’t going after them — it’s too dangerous. Open country roads are easy to watch. But if you try to get away from London in a train you’re liable to end in the mortuary. We’ve got to know these fellows — know their names and where they live — the minute the threatening letter reaches them, and then we can save them. When I say we can, I mean we may,’ said Jiggs.

He looked at the clock ticking on the mantelpiece. ‘It’s too late for a morning sensation — or is it?’

Terry shook his head. ‘No; the last editions go at four o’clock. It’ll be in the morning papers all right.’

He had a bath and dressed, and waited an interminable time till Jiggs was ready.

‘You had to wait till a squad car arrived, anyway,’ said Jiggs.

‘We could have taken a taxi,’ said Terry fretfully.

‘While you’re talking about taking things, will you take a word of advice, Terry?’ Jiggs was very serious. ‘In no circumstances hire a taxi on the street till this little trouble’s through. And if you don’t follow my advice, maybe you’ll know all about it!’

All Scotland Yard was illuminated as though it were early evening when they reached there. The Assistant Commissioner was in his office, and Terry heard the full story of the murder. It had been compiled by investigators on the spot and by the reports which had been telephoned from Hertford.

Sir George had left his house shortly after ten, accompanied by his valet. He carried two suitcases, and the valet had booked two sleeping-compartments for the ten-thirty to Scotland. They had driven to King’s Cross, arriving there about ten minutes past ten, and Sir George had gone straight to his compartment, and — apparently on the advice of the Commissioner — had locked himself in.

The valet’s compartment was at the farther end of the train. He had waited till the train started, then knocked at the door and had gone in to assist Sir George to retire for the night. During that period the door was locked. He had left his employer at five minutes to eleven and waited until the door was locked after him.

Between Sir George’s sleeping-berth and the next compartment there was a door, which was locked. The next compartment was occupied by an elderly lady, who had booked her compartment in the name of Dearborn. She was apparently an invalid and walked with difficulty and she was attended by a dark and elderly nurse who wore glasses.

After the discovery of the body a telegram had been sent up the line to York, and the station officials and the local police conducted a search of the train. The compartment occupied by the lady was found to be empty. The attendant said that the lady and her nurse had left the train, which had been specially stopped, at Hitchin.

Sir George’s compartment was locked on the inside, and so also was the communicating door. The bed in which the unfortunate baronet had slept bore marks of the tragedy. Pillow, sheets and blankets were soaked with blood. There was blood too, on the window-ledge, but the window itself was closed and the blinds drawn. Also, the report stated, the extra blanket which is carried in the rack had been taken down and covered over the bed, so that at first, when the inspecting officers entered the compartment, they saw no sign of the murder.

The Hitchin railway authorities confirmed the fact that the two women had left the train at that station. A big black car was waiting to receive them. The porter on duty was struck by the fact that neither of them carried luggage.

By the time this information reached Scotland Yard it was too late to establish roadblocks. It was not until the next day that any reliable information came through as to the movements of the black car.

Sir Jonathan Groussie was aroused from his bed in the early-hours of the morning and told of the tragedy. He was shocked beyond measure.

‘Yes, that was the gentleman who communicated with me,’ he said. ‘And perhaps…on consideration…it might have been better if I’d broken my word. It was on my advice he went to Scotland…oh, my God! How dreadful!’

They left him, a shattered old man, and came back to Terry’s room as the first light of dawn was showing in the sky.

‘Things are certainly moving,’ said Jiggs. ‘I wonder what the rake-off will be today.’

‘Do you think they’ve sent to other people?’ Jiggs nodded. ‘And that they’ve paid?’

‘Sure they’ve paid,’ said Jiggs. ‘Don’t you see the psychology of it? These guys are not asking for a lot of money. They wanted two thousand from Sir George Gilsant, and he could have paid two thousand pounds without remembering that he ever had it. It isn’t as though they were asking twenty or fifty thousand, or some colossal sum. They’re making reasonable demands — and in two months’ time they’ll make more reasonable demands. Any man they catch for money will be caught again. That’s the art and essence of blackmail. You can always afford to pay once. It’s after you’ve paid about ten times that it becomes monotonous. After this train murder the letters are going out by the hundred.’

‘But you don’t suggest,’ said Terry hotly, ‘that Englishmen will submit…’

‘Forget all that English stuff, will you?’ said Jiggs, scowling at him. ‘Lose the notion that the English are just godlike supermen that won’t react the same as every other nation reacts. We can sit outside and criticise — say they’re yeller, and that we wouldn’t pay — but our job is to get killed — it isn’t their job. Who was the grandest Englishman that ever lived? Richard Coeur de Lion, wasn’t it? And when that Emperor of Austria, or whatever dump it was, said he’d bump him off unless he paid, didn’t Mr. Lion G. Heart send home and collect all the rates and taxes and babies’ money-boxes and everything to get himself free? Sure he did! People ain’t yeller because they want to live, or else we’re all that colour, boy!’

When Jiggs said he had a few people scouting round for him he spoke no more than the truth. It is true they were not attached, officially or unofficially, to the Chicago Police Department, but they were recruited from a class with which he was very well acquainted. Jiggs’ journey to England had originally been arranged in connection with an international conference of police, to deal with a considerable body of cardsharpers and confidence men which spent its life travelling between the United States and Europe. Jiggs had got in touch with half a dozen right fellows, and was getting useful information from them.

He invited himself to breakfast with one Canary Joe Lieber that morning. Joe lived in good style at a railway station hotel in the Euston Road. It was quiet, a little off the beaten track, and it was the kind of place where he was unlikely to meet anybody with whom he had played cards on his late transatlantic journey.

Lieber was stout, redfaced, slightly bald. He had a sense of humour; but his principal asset lay in the fact that he was well acquainted with the Middle West and its more undesirable citizenry. He looked up as Jiggs walked unannounced into his sittingroom, where he was about to have breakfast.

‘Eggs and bacon? That goes for me too, Joe. Anything doing?’

Joe stared at him solemnly. ‘Seen the morning paper, Jiggs? Put a pineapple on you, didn’t they? Is that the same crowd that bumped off that Sir Somebody?’

Jiggs nodded. ‘It’s going to be hot for some of us,’ he said.

‘I guess you’d better count me out as a well of information.’

‘Cold feet, Joe?’ Jiggs pulled up a chair.

‘Why, no, but I’d like ’em to stay warm, Jiggs. I didn’t know the racket was jigging like it is. You’ve got a pretty bad bunch here.’

‘Have you seen anybody?’ asked Jiggs.

Joe pursed his lips. ‘Well, I’m not so sure that I want to tell you anything — I never was a stool — but Eddie Tanner’s here, and so is Kerky Smith. You know that, of course?’

Jiggs nodded.

‘Any little men?’

‘Hick Molasco’s here. His sister’s married to Kerky.’

‘She’s got his name anyway,’ said Jiggs. ‘Anybody else?’

Joe leaned back in his chair. ‘I’m thinking, Jiggs, whether it’s worth while telling you — they’re yeller rats, all of ‘em, and I’d sooner see ’em in hell than eat candy. But I’m a married man with a large and hungry family.’ He looked round the room. ‘Just have a peek outside that door, Jiggs.’

A waiter was just coming in in answer to Joe’s bell.

‘Order what you want,’ said Joe.

When Jiggs had closed the door on the waiter:

‘I don’t like them Sicilian-looking waiters,’ he said. ‘Sit down.’

He leaned across the table and lowered his voice.

‘Do you remember Pineapple Pouliski — the guy that took a rap for ten to life in Chi?’

Jiggs nodded.

‘I knew him,’ Joe went on, ‘because he stood in with the crowd that was working the western ocean twelve — it must be fifteen years ago. Then I heard he’d gone into a racket in Chicago, and met him wearing everything except earrings. He was working for the advancement of American labour when the stockyard strike was on…’

‘Bombed the State Attorney’s house or sump’n’…’ Jiggs nodded. ‘That’s what he got it for.’

Again Joe looked round then, almost inaudibly: ‘He’s here.’

‘In this hotel, or in London?’

‘In London. It’s a funny thing, I saw him in a shop on Oxford Street, buying clothes for his old mother. He didn’t see me, but I heard him tell the girl who was serving.’’

‘He didn’t see you?’ asked Jiggs. His eyes were alight with excitement.

‘No, sir.’ Joe shook his head.

‘Can you remember the store on Oxford Street?’

The other pursed his large lips. ‘No, sir. Rightly it wasn’t on Oxford Street, it was just off it. As a matter of fact, I was in there getting something for my wife, one of — um…’ He made ineffectual gestures.

‘Does it matter?’ said Jiggs politely. ‘You don’t remember what he bought?’

‘No. They were still handing out stuff to him when I went away.’

He could, however, give a fairly accurate description of where the shop was situated.

‘You don’t know where he’s living now?’

‘You know all I know, Jiggs,’ snapped the other, for once coming out of his genial character. ‘I tell you, I’ll be glad not to be in on this racket, because it looks mighty dangerous to me. They’re yeller rats — they got my brotherin-law’s home with a pineapple because he wouldn’t join their plumbing association, and I don’t feel very good towards ‘em.’

Then, inconsequently: ‘Pineapple was wearing glasses, and there was a yellow taxi with the wheels painted green waiting for him outside.’ Suddenly he struck himself in the mouth with the flat of his hand. ‘Shut up, will you?’ he growled. ‘Won’t you never learn? At the same time, Jiggs, it mightn’t have been his taxi, but there it was with the flag down.’

Jiggs went back to Terry’s flat and called him on the phone. Briefly he gave the gist of what he had heard, without, however, disclosing the name of his informant.

‘You’ve got a taxi department at Scotland Yard…Public Vehicles, is it? Well, can you get on to the fellow in charge and find if he’s heard of such an atrocity as a yellow taxi with green wheels? And listen, Terry, get the Chicago Police Department. Put a transatlantic call in for me, and I’ll be there in your bureau — well, office.’

He had hung up the telephone, when it started ringing again. He thought that the Scotland Yard operator had forgotten to ring off. He picked up the receiver.

‘Hullo! Is that you, Jiggs?’

Allerman had not spoken. ‘Hullo, Kerky! Thought-readin’?’

‘No, sir!’ He heard a chuckle from the other end of the wire. ‘Nothin’ mysterious about it. I was trying to get through to you, and maybe I didn’t get tangled up with the last part of your talk with little old Scotland Yard. Everything all right in Chicago? Nobody sick, Jiggs?’

‘That’s just what I’m going to find out,’ said Jiggs. ‘How did you know I was here?’

‘The operator at Scotland Yard told me,’ said Kerky. ‘Wondered if you might like to come and have lunch with me at the Carlton or any place you like. Nothing’s too swell for you, Jiggs. I’d like to have you meet my wife too.’

‘Which one is this?’ asked Jiggs rudely.

‘Say, listen! If I told her that she’d be so sore! Is it a date?’

‘Mark it,’ said Jiggs.

If there was one thing more certain than another, it was that Scotland Yard’s very secretive operator had not given Albuquerque Smith the telephone number. Jiggs took the trouble to inquire when he reached headquarters, and had his views confirmed.

‘They’re tailing all the time — they knew I was there,’ said Jiggs thoughtfully.

When he had come out from seeing his friend of the morning, he had noticed the waiter emerging from the room next to the suite occupied by Joe. Jiggs took a bold step. Accompanied by two officers from Scotland Yard, he went back to the hotel. His friend was out, but he saw the dark-faced waiter who had served them that morning. The manager of the hotel was present at the interview, which took place in Joe’s sittingroom.

‘I’m putting this man under arrest on suspicion, and I want you to take one of these officers to his room,’ Jiggs said to the manager.

He was drawing a bow at a very large venture. Luck was with him. The waiter, having been at first amused and indifferent, suddenly made a dart for liberty. When he was captured he committed the unpardonable sin from a policeman’s point of view; he pulled a gun on the detective who held him. Jiggs knocked it out of his hand, and they put the irons on him.

In his room was a half-finished letter, written in English. It began without any preliminary compliment.

‘Jiggs came up to see Canary Joe Lieber and they had a long talk. Joe said something about Pouliski-Pineapple Pouliski. I could not hear; they were talking in a very low voice.’

Jiggs read the letter and put it in his pocket. ‘Don’t take that man to the Yard, take him to Mr. Weston’s house,’ he said. ‘Frisk him first, and then take the irons off him. We don’t want to attract any attention.’

He walked out arm in arm with his prisoner, and came to Terry’s flat without any unusual incident.

‘You two boys can wait outside while I talk to this feller,’ said Jiggs, and a look of alarm came to the dark man’s face.

The two officers demurred, but they retired.

‘Now, sonny boy,’ said Jiggs, ‘I’ve got a very short time to get the truth from you, but I want to know just where you were sending that letter.’

‘That I shall not tell,’ said the man, who called himself Rossi.

‘Ever heard of the third degree, kid?’ asked Jiggs. ‘Because you’re going to get it. Where was that letter going?’

‘I’ll see you in hell…’ began the man passionately.

Jiggs yanked him on to his feet again by his collar.

‘Let’s talk as brothers,’ he said kindly. ‘I don’t want to beat you up. It breaks my heart to do it. But I’ve got to know just where that letter was going.’

The trembling youth thought awhile. ‘All right,’ he said sulkily. ‘It is for a young lady I make these notes. Her name is Miss Leslie Ranger.’

Jiggs gaped at him. ‘For who?’ he asked incredulously.

‘Miss Leslie Ranger.’ Then, to Jiggs’ astonishment, he gave Leslie’s address.

‘Do you send it to her?’

‘No, mister.’ The young man shook his head. ‘A boy comes for it and he takes it to her.’

Jiggs heaved a sigh. ‘Oh, just that! Now, what boy comes for it, and when?’

Here Rossi could tell him nothing except that those were the orders he had received on the night before. He was told by a compatriot on the telephone — Rossi was a Sicilian — to keep an eye on the guest, to note the names of his visitors and to hear, if he possibly could, any conversation between them. The compatriot had invoked the sacred name of a common society, and Rossi had obeyed.

‘A very simple little story,’ said Jiggs. ‘Now perhaps you’ll explain why you carried a gun loaded in every chamber, and why you pulled it on the officer who arrested you? What were you expecting?’

The man was silent here. ‘Are you going to talk?’ asked Jiggs wearily.

Ten minutes later Rossi broke and, after allowing him time to compose himself, Jiggs took him off to Scotland Yard and handed him over to the station sergeant at Cannon Row. He reported to the Assistant Commissioner.

‘There’s a member of the gang in every big hotel. As a matter of fact, there’s one on every floor. This boy Rossi is from New Orleans, of all places in the world. He was doing badly and was tipped off there was good money in England. He reported to the chief of his society in New York and got his assignment right away — there’s some arrangement by which countries exchange waiters, and Rossi was put into this particular job. The gunplay was easy to explain. He’s served one term, having been sentenced to from one year to twenty for unlawful wounding — he’s not a fully-fledged gunman, but he’s got the makings.’

‘What about his passport?’

‘It’s in order,’ nodded Jiggs. ‘No, we’ve got nothing on him and we can’t connect him with anybody in town — doesn’t know Eddie Tanner or Kerky or any of them. If he had he’d have spilt it, because he’s soft.’

Wembury looked at Jiggs suspiciously. ‘Did you get all this as a result of questions?’ he asked.

‘More or less,’ said Jiggs.

Then, suddenly, leaning over the table: ‘Listen, Chief: you’ve had five people killed in less than five days, and there’s a whole lot of people who are due for the death rap. Are you putting the tender feelings of this wop before the lives of your friends and fellow citizens? Is that the way it goes in England, that you mustn’t hurt this kind of dirt?’

‘It’s a rule, Jiggs,’ said the Assistant Commissioner. Jiggs nodded.

‘Sure it’s a rule. Get yourself assassinated like gentlemen, eh? You can’t fight machineguns with pea-shooters. Chief, nor with pillows. I just slapped his wrist and he fell. If he’d got his finger inside the trigger-guard of his Smith-Wesson one of your detectives would either be dead or feeling more hurt than Rossi is.’

The argument was unanswerable. ‘You’d better have a talk with Terry,’ said Wembury. ‘I couldn’t say any more to you without approving, and that I mustn’t do.’

Jiggs had hardly been in Terry’s office five minutes when the transatlantic call came through. In another second he heard a familiar voice.

‘Oh, Hoppy!’ he hailed him joyfully. ‘It’s Jiggs speaking, from London, England. Listen — don’t waste your time on all that “sounds like in the next room” stuff. Remember Pineapple Peter Pouliski?…Sure. Isn’t he in Joliet?…’

Terry saw him pull a long face.

Is that so? Have you got a good picture of him?…Yeah, that’ll do. Send it down to the Western Union and have ’em telegraph it across. If they haven’t got an instrument they’ll tell you where you can get it. When did he come out of Joliet?…Only served two years? Poor soul!’

Terry Weston had Inspector Tetley with him when he went up for the preliminary hearing of the inquest on Sir George Gilsant. By a special Home Office order the inquiry had been moved from Hertford to London.

‘Life,’ said Tetley, ‘is just one darned inquest after another.’ He fingered his little moustache and grinned expectantly.

‘When you say anything funny I’ll laugh, Tetley,’ said Terry. ‘At the moment it’s taking a hell of a lot to amuse me.’

‘You take things too seriously,’ said the inspector. ‘After all, you can’t help crimes like this being committed, and the great thing is not to lose your head. If Sir George had taken our advice…’

‘By “our” I presume you mean the Commissioner and yourself?’

Tetley nodded. ‘We wanted him to go out of town by car.’

‘Did he tell you — the old man?’ Tetley nodded. He was rather proud of himself. ‘Yes, sir, he told me. In fact, I’m the only person he did tell that it was Sir George who was threatened.’

Terry Weston said nothing; he could hardly think about the blunder without wanting something particularly exciting to happen to the late Commissioner.

Tetley was right. He saw before him a ghastly procession of inquests. That on the detectives and Salaman had been adjourned. The coroner who was inquiring into the latest fatality only heard formal evidence of identification, and agreed to an adjournment of a fortnight. Terry stayed behind to talk to him and to make arrangements for future sittings. ‘I suppose you’ll want more than a fortnight, Inspector?’

‘It looks as if we’ll want years,’ said Terry ruefully. ‘Unless we get a lucky break I can’t tell you when we shall want the next sitting.’

The coroner scratched his chin. ‘It’s a curious business,’ he said. ‘I met a man this morning, ‘a very rich man called Jenner, who’s in a terrible state. He shook like a leaf when I talked to him, and it occurred to me that he might have had one of these letters.’

‘Really?’ Terry was interested. ‘I think I know the man you mean — Turnbull Jenner, the coal man?’

‘That’s the chap,’ said the coroner. ‘He was saying what a disgraceful thing it was that Scotland Yard couldn’t give protection to people. He was quoting the Commissioner’s letter.’

‘That will be quoted for a long time,’ said Terry grimly.

When he came out of the court he saw Tetley speaking very earnestly to a man who was a stranger to him. He was fair enough to be described as an ash blond. His long face and his heavy chin made him memorable to Terry. As they were speaking a third man passed them, turned back and said a few words to the two. He was a round, plumpfaced man below middle height; he wore horn-rimmed glasses and was carefully tailored. The two men went off together, and Tetley strolled back towards the courthouse. He was visibly disconcerted to see Terry watching him.

‘Hullo, Chief! I’ve just been talking to those fellows. They wanted to know which was the nearest way to Highgate, and as they seemed foreign I improved the shining moment, so to speak, by asking them who they were.’

‘I didn’t even notice them,’ said Terry, and he saw a look of relief on the other’s face. ‘You can take the police car back to headquarters, Tetley,’ he said. ‘I shall want to see you this evening.’

‘I thought if you drove me back in your car we might talk things over,’ began Tetley.

‘Go the way I suggest,’ said Terry, and the Inspector’s face went livid with fury.

‘You’re not talking to a flat-footed copper, you know, Weston,’ he said. ‘All this high-hat business…’

‘When you speak to me, say “sir”,’ said Terry. ‘Will you remember that, Inspector?’

He left the man so shaken with rage that he could not have spoken even if he had thought of an appropriate answer.

Terry got back to headquarters just before five. He was a very tired man, in no physical condition to undertake any further investigation. He had promised himself that he would seek out Leslie Ranger. He knew she was moving that day, and up to the moment had received no information as to her new address.

Jiggs came in, looking as if he had just woken up and had all the day before him. He could do no more than point to a chair. ‘Sit down, and don’t be energetic. I’m all in.’

Jiggs relit the stump of his cigar. ‘I hear that picture has come through on the television apparatus or whatever you call it — the picture of Pineapple Pouliski. The funny thing that, though I pinched him, I don’t remember what he looked like — I’m confusing him with somebody else all the time. How much did they ask from Sir George Gilsant?’

‘Two thousand pounds,’ said Terry, and took up the phone. ‘That reminds me,’ he said. ‘Is the Assistant Commissioner here?…Can I speak to him?’

‘He’s on his way down to you, sir,’ said the secretary’s voice, and at that moment the Chief came in.

‘What are we going to do?’ said Terry. ‘A man named Jenner has been threatened — at least, the coroner thinks so.

Wembury nodded and dropped into a chair.

‘That’s what’s worrying me. I’ve had a tip about another man who has had a letter of demand and hasn’t contacted Scotland Yard. What are we to do? If we start making inquiries we’re responsible for the man’s death, supposing he’s killed. I think we’ve got to make it a rule, Terry, that we don’t move in any of these cases until we are requested to do so by the threatened party. It’s an act of cowardice, I admit, but what are we to do? We can’t be responsible for the lives of these people, and for the moment I certainly can think of no method of offering them protection. That man you put into Cannon Row, Jiggs, has asked to see a lawyer. He has also complained to the station sergeant and the divisional surgeon that you beat him up.’

‘I’ll talk to him,’ said Jiggs.

It was at that moment that a messenger came in with a photograph in his hand. ‘This has come over the wire, sir. The man who brought it is outside.’

‘Show him in.’

The operator was admitted, and carefully stripped the cover from the photograph, which was still a little wet.

‘That’s the boy,’ said Jiggs. ‘Why, how could I forget him! Pineapple Pouliski!’

He handed the photograph across the table to Terry, and the Chief Inspector gasped, for the photograph was the picture of the little man who had spoken to Tetley that afternoon outside the coroner’s court!
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There is a special department at Scotland Yard which is never written about. Its duties are very often painful. Its very existence might be taken as a slight upon the finest police force in the world.

The head of that department was summoned to the Assistant Commissioner’s office.

‘Put Inspector Tetley under close observation,’ was the Chief’s order. ‘He’s not to be left day or night. His room is to be searched without his knowledge, and he may be arrested without warrant on the instructions of Chief Inspector Weston or myself — or Captain Allerman,’ he added.

The head of the department had heard too many surprising things to be surprised now.

‘I’ll see to that personally,’ he said.

Twenty specially chosen detectives came into Terry Weston’s office and examined the photograph of Pineapple Pouliski. They examined it intently, re-photographing it on to their minds, and then went away.

Just before midnight, in one of the most fashionable of night clubs, a pleasant-spoken man, who was accompanied by a beautiful girl, came on to the floor and asked for a table. He was round-faced, wore glasses, and spoke with a soft, southern accent. Five minutes later, a man who was not in evening dress — against all the laws of the club — strolled on to the floor and pulled out a chair immediately opposite the round-faced man.

‘I want to see you outside,’ he said in an even tone. ‘If you put your hand in your pocket I’ll shoot you — those are my instructions.’

‘Who are you?’ The inquiry came after a pause.

‘I’m an officer from Scotland Yard.’

‘Sure I’ll come with you.’

The man got up, spoke a reassuring word to his companion and strolled out. In the vestibule he asked for his coat.

‘It’s a nice warm evening and you won’t want that,’ said the detective.

Then Pineapple Peter Pouliski became aware of the fact that there were half a dozen tough-looking men in the vestibule, and none of them appeared friendly.

A phone message came through from the Yard. Jiggs heard it without enthusiasm.

‘Sure I’ll be present when you question him,’ he sneered. ‘I’ll hold the scent-spray!’

As they walked Pouliski into Terry’s room he saw Jiggs and momentarily stopped, looked at him from under bent brows, and then, with an effort that was palpable, took two steps into the room.

‘Let me offer you a chair,’ said Jiggs politely. ‘How are you, Pineapple? Haven’t seen you for a very long time.’

Pouliski did not answer. He looked at the chair, tested it and sat down on it.

‘My name is George Adion Green,’ he said. ‘You’ll find it on my passport. There’s been some mistake.’

‘Sure,’ said Jiggs. ‘George Adion Green, Earl of Tarrytown and Cicero, Marquis of Michigan, and King of all the hoodlums.’

Pouliski had gained a little courage. He stared insolently at the American officer, then looked round at the Assistant Commissioner.

‘Who is this man?’ he asked.

‘Three old knife wounds under the right shoulder,’ said Jiggs. ‘I guess you haven’t got rid of them. Pineapple.’

He saw the Chief’s frown and remained silent through the questions which followed. There was Mr. Green’s passport, all in order. It was significant that he carried it in the breast pocket of his dinner-jacket. He had no firearms. Though a shrewd detective had watched him from the other side of the table, he had not seen Pouliski pass his gun to his fair companion. Moreover, the man had a satisfactory account of his movements.

Yes, he remembered speaking to Tetley. He had asked him the way to Highgate. He had gone to the coroner’s court that morning to hear the inquest; he was naturally interested in this extraordinary crime. He knew nobody in London; he was here on a holiday with his sister-in-law, and he was staying in Bloomsbury.

The railway porter who had helped the ‘aged lady’ into her compartment, and the conductor attendant of the coach, who had been brought back from York, were waiting in an anteroom. Neither could identify him. The conductor was almost sure, but could not swear. They had him removed from the room and there was a hasty conference.

‘There’s hardly enough evidence to hold him,’ said Wembury. ‘Suppose he is this man Pouliski, we can’t even charge him with falsification of passport. That’s a matter for the Federal authorities and not for us.’

Jiggs was standing by the table, his face set and gloomy. ‘Chief,’ he said, and he spoke slowly, as though he were weighing every word, ‘you’ve got in that next room the man who murdered Sir George Gilsant. Whether his confederate did any shooting is another matter. Pouliski’s a killer, an expert bomb-maker. What are you going to do — expatriate him?’

Wembury shook his head. ‘There’s no way of learning the truth. Our powers are very limited.’

Jiggs thought a moment.

‘Well, let him go,’ he said. ‘I’ll take him home. If I do anything I shouldn’t do he can have me arrested. Whatever happens will bring no discredit on Scotland Yard, because I don’t belong there. But I’m not going to see a coldblooded murderer walk straight out of Scotland Yard laffin’!’

The Assistant Commissioner thought for a long time, and then: ‘All right, take him home,’ he said.

Jiggs drew a long breath. ‘Let me do a little investigating,’ he said.

They brought in the prisoner.

‘We’re not detaining you, Mr. Green. Captain Allerman will see you to your house.’

Green’s face turned white. ‘I don’t want any escort,’ he said violently. ‘I guess I’ll stay here for the night. I don’t like that guy, anyway.’

‘You come with me, sweetheart,’ said Jiggs, and took: the other’s arm in his.

Terry Weston’s car was waiting near the entrance.

‘Can you drive, kid?’

‘No,’ said Green loudly.

‘Just try. You used to drive pretty well in the old days. I’ll just sit behind and tell you where I want you to go.’

Terry, who had followed them down, saw the car turn on to the Embankment, not towards the West End, but to the city and what lay beyond.

Three men saw the departure from Scotland Yard, watched the car disappear, saw the frightened-looking Pouliski driving, and caught a glimpse of Jiggs Allerman’s grim visage behind. A second car trailed behind, keeping at a distance, followed it through the City of London, through Whitechapel, the Commercial Road, on to Epping, saw the car stop there for an hour, and maintained a watch at the same respectful distance.

At a quarter to three in the early morning the car turned and came back towards London. This time Jiggs was driving and Pouliski sitting on the rear seat.

They drove to Scotland Yard, and Jiggs handed him out and accompanied him upstairs. Wembury was still there, and he looked up in amazement, for there was no sign that Pouliski had suffered any ill-treatment.

‘I guess we’ll let this gentleman go. Chief,’ said Jiggs. ‘I’m convinced I’ve made a mistake about him.’

Terry, who came in at that moment, stood still and stared in amazement.

‘All right,’ said Wembury. ‘Let him go.’

Jiggs accompanied the prisoner, who was a prisoner no longer, on to the Embankment and called a taxi for him. Three watchful men saw this, and one went to the telephone booth and called a number.

‘Pouliski fell apart.’

A silence, and then a voice said: ‘All right. Put him where he belongs.’

*

‘What the devil does all this mean?’ asked Wembury when Jiggs came up.

‘That fellow’s a murderer all right. I don’t know who his pal was, and probably he doesn’t know himself. He not only murdered Sir George Gilsant, but he put the bomb in my room, and that was unpardonable.’

‘Then why have you let him go?’

‘I haven’t let him go, I’ve killed him,’ smiled Jiggs. ‘I was trailed all the way out to Epping by a car, and trailed all the way back to Scotland Yard by that car, I’m banking on psychology.’

Jiggs was right. A policeman patrolling St. James’s Park in the early hours of the morning saw two well-shod feet protruding from some bushes. Investigating, he found a man who had been shot at close quarters, and there was enough of his head left to identify him as a gentleman who carried a passport in the name of Green. Psychology had won.

‘It stands to reason,’ said Jiggs explaining his peculiar theory the following morning, ‘that if the gang saw a fellow like Pouliski, who everybody knows is yellow, talking with me, driving out into the country with me, and driving back to Scotland Yard with me, and then being released and having a taxi found for him — as I say, it stands to reason that the psychological head of the gang said, “Pouliski’s fallen apart — put him where he belongs,” and I’ll bet those were the words, almost to a comma. They thought he was betraying them, so they just did the right thing by him — they put him on the spot, and they’ve lost the best pineapple man that Chicago has ever produced.’

‘It has come to this’ — said the Megaphone in its leading article—’that we have almost accepted the fact that every day should produce its new outrage. The killing of this man Green in peculiar circumstances, the slaying of Sir George Gilsant, the wicked outrage which killed four people at Marble Arch and which shocked the civilised world — are they to become everyday happenings? Are we to be so callous to these monstrous outrages?…’

There was much more in the same strain. Leslie Ranger read the leading article and put it down with a sigh. She was living in some disorder; her furniture had been moved the previous night, and every room was a scene of confusion. By great good fortune she had secured, at a bargain price, a small flat on the fourth floor of a newly-erected block, overlooking Cavendish Square.

A thousand pounds had been paid to her the day she left Mr. Tanner’s employment and most of this was still intact.

Though the flat had the appearance of a bargain, the rent was high enough to compel her to keep in mind the immediate need of securing new work. Curiously enough — or it seemed curious to her — the thing she most missed about her work in Berkeley Square was the opportunity it gave her of meeting Terry Weston. She told herself this was because he was an extremely pleasant man, the kind of friend any girl could have without there being any nonsensical suggestion of love-making. She liked his lighthearted approach, but supposed, with a rueful smile, that he wasn’t feeling particularly lighthearted now.

It was another odd circumstance that she very rarely thought of that amazing experience of hers on the night Elijah Decadon was murdered. If it came into her mind she dismissed it instantly, as one dismisses the memory of a bad dream. She had been half asleep when the dream began, quite asleep when it ended. She could never wholly grasp the reality of it or feel the fear which such a happening should inspire. Certainly she did not even remotely associate herself in her mind with any of the tragedies which had been enacted so swiftly in the past days, and could not dream that she was still a factor, and an all-too-important factor, in the war which was developing under her eyes. That she had been Decadon’s secretary was merely an accident. It gave her a certain personal interest in that one, but to her the most hideous, crime.

She spent the afternoon fixing the carpet with the aid of two men who had been sent from the store, for her carpets had been new. By night she had the flat in something like shipshape. It was very small, an afterthought of the architect’s and, because of its smallness, rather difficult to let. But it was big enough for her. She made a study out of what was little bigger than a cupboard; a sittingroom out of the hall vestibule; and reserved for her bedroom the largest room in the flat. The study might be profitable: she had her own typewriter, and at a pinch could do copying work. There was also a telephone, which had been left by the last tenant and which she was able to get connected up with her new number in an incredibly short space of time.

The occupants of the flats were members of the professional classes. Most of them paid ten times the rent which was levied from her. The address was therefore a very good one, and it had distinct advantages. There were porters on duty day and night, and central heating which really heated.

She had registered her name with a typing agency, without hoping, however, to get the kind of work she required. Leslie was an ideal secretary, one who forgot nothing, and could be relied upon to think back with the accuracy of a filing index.

She was cooking herself a very frugal supper, when the doorbell rang. It must either be somebody who thought the previous tenant was still in occupation, or…

Terry would be too busy to call. Besides, he did not even know her address. She opened the door, and the moment she saw the beautiful girl standing outside she knew that some mistake had been made. Then, to her amazement: ‘Are you Miss Ranger?’

‘Yes, I’m Leslie Ranger.’

‘May I come in?’

Leslie was feminine enough to apologise for the untidiness of the flat and to explain the reason all in one breath. ‘I think you’d better come into the kitchen: it’s the only place where there’s any kind of order,’ she said.

Her visitor was most expensively dressed. She wore a sable wrap, though the evening was quite warm, and the diamonds on her fingers were blinding. It was the first time Leslie had ever seen a platinum blonde close enough to receive an impression of its pale splendour.

‘Do you mind if I sit down? Any old place will do.’ She pulled up a hard wooden chair and sat. Her stockings were so thin that she hardly wore stockings at all, Leslie saw, and decided that her shoes were American made. They had buckles which might have been diamonds, and probably were. There were big diamonds in her ears, and a great stone, suspended by a thin pearl chain, lay on her breast.

‘You don’t know me, I’m sure.’

She spoke with the burr of the Californian, but Leslie could not know this.

‘I’m Mrs. Smith. My husband’s the gen’leman who’s called Albuquerque Smith because he comes from Albuquerque. I come from farther west — Los Angeles. Maybe you’ve heard of it; it’s where the motion picture people work — movies, you know.’

Leslie nodded.

‘My husband, Mr. Smith, is here for a vacation and he’s just lost his secretary. She’s gone abroad to marry a feller in Bombay, India. I heard about you, and I thought maybe you’d like to come along and see Mr. Smith.’

She said this all in one breath, without a pause to denote where one sentence ended and another began. Her tone was monotonous and a little unpleasant, and all the time she was talking she was looking alternately from Leslie to her kitchen furniture, and obviously looking but to disparage.

‘That’s very nice of you, Mrs. Smith,’ said Leslie at last — even platinum blondes have to breathe. ‘I’m looking for a secretarial position.’

‘You used to work for Mr. Tanner. Why, I guess we just know Mr. Tanner. He’s a really nice man and quite a gen’leman. When I heard you’d left him I told Kerky, and he said, “Why, Cora, why don’t you go right along and see Miss”’ — she had to pause for a second before she could recall the name—’”Ranger?” and I said, “Sure.” I don’t believe in a girl taking a job with a man unless there’s a wife or a lady about. Girls get themselves in all sorts of trouble just because they don’t have a little discretion. The things I could tell you about girls who’ve taken jobs with men right here in London — why, you’d never believe it.’

She paused, and uttered a footnote. ‘Cora’s my name, but not my given name.’

‘I’d be delighted to come along and see Mr. Smith tomorrow.’

The woman opened a bag of unusual design. ‘Cute, ain’t it?’ she said. ‘I bought it in Paris, France. It cost six hundred bucks — would you believe it? — but all these diamonds are real. I lost one the other day, and you wouldn’t believe the trouble I had to get the money from the insurance man. Gee, these insurance crooks, they’re the worst of all.’

She produced a platinum card-case and a card, and sailed out, leaving behind her the exotic aroma of almost everybody’s favourite scent. Leslie opened the window. She liked perfumes, but preferred them one at a time. She looked at the card. It was simply inscribed ‘Mrs. A. Smith,’ and under that, in brackets, were the italicised words ‘Born Schumacher.’ The address had been scribbled across the top of the card. It took Leslie a long time to decipher the name of an hotel which, once decided upon, seemed very familiar.

As she was undressing for bed that night she realised that Mrs. Smith could not have come from the agency — how, then, did she know she was in need of a job? Then she found a solution: Eddie Tanner must have told her.

Albuquerque Smith! She repeated the name to memorise if. He was obviously a rich man, since he could afford so glittering a wife. She went to bed, thinking about diamonds which scintillated blindingly and emitted a confusion of exotic scents.

She had put out the light when she heard the doorbell ring again. It was nearly midnight. Putting on her dressing-gown, she went to the door.

‘Who is it?’ she asked cautiously.

‘Can I see you for one moment? It’s rather important.’

Her mouth opened in amazement. It was the voice of Eddie K, Tanner.

‘Mr. Tanner!’

‘Please! It’s very, very urgent.’

She hesitated, then drew back the bolt and turned the knob of the spring lock. He was in evening dress, looking rather flushed and more perturbed than she had ever seen him before. ‘I’ll stay right here,’ he said, his back to the door. ‘I don’t want to come into your flat. Did a woman come here tonight calling herself Mrs. Smith?’

‘Yes, Mrs. Albuquerque Smith.’

He nodded, and for the first time she became aware of the squareness of his chin. It seemed to grow visibly squarer as she looked at him.

‘Did she ask you to go to work for him — for Smith?’ And when she nodded: ‘What did you say?’

‘I said I’d see Mr. Smith tomorrow.’

‘Is that all they wanted to know?’

‘Yes.’

He had never before sounded so much like an American. Ordinarily he had the rather dull, lazy speech of the Londoner. ‘That’s all I wanted to know. Miss Ranger. I hate to intrude so late at night. I guess you’d better not go to Mr. Smith. You won’t like it. Did Sally say anything about her previous matrimonial adventures by any chance?’ He saw her look puzzled. ‘She called herself Cora, I guess, but Sally’s her name.’

‘Do you know her very well?’ curiosity prompted her to ask.

He nodded, and there came that quick smile of his. ‘I guess I should! She and I were married till eight years ago.’

Leslie looked at him incredulously.

‘Married? Why, she’s only a child!’

‘Thirty-eight’s a pretty old age for a child. If ever you get chance, tell her I said she was thirty-eight — she’ll be so pleased!’

He seemed to be inspecting her with a sort of long, calculating glance that seemed to sweep over her like the steady roll of a searchlight.

‘I don’t think I should take that job if I were you. Miss Ranger. Anyway, it’s just a try-on. Kerky doesn’t want any secretarial assistance. Sally was one of the fastest stenographers in Chicago before she hit the big shots.’ And then hastily: ‘I’m using bad slang. What I meant was, before she became friendly with the more flashy side of the underworld.’

‘Before she married you?’ she challenged.

‘Exactly. You’d never guess it. Miss Ranger, but I once spent half a million dollars on Sally. She was a brunette in those days, and not so refined. That was all I wanted to know, and I guess you’ve told me everything.’

He reached out, dropped his hand on the knob of the door and stood still. She felt the tenseness in his attitude, although she could not see his face.

‘Is anything wrong?’ she began.

He raised his hand and she was silent. Suddenly he turned round and pointed straight past her, and then to the left, and she knew that he was telling her to go into her little sittingroom. The strangest thing of all was that she obeyed without questioning.

When she was out of sight she heard the ‘tchk!’ as the door had been opened and then Eddie Tanner’s voice.

‘Lo, boy! What are you sniffin’ round here for?’

‘Why, Ed, I was just going to call on a friend of mine who lives in this block…say, put your gun away, Ed.’

‘Stand right up against that wall and touch as near the ceiling as you can,’ he said.

A long silence, and then: ‘What did you bring this for? To call on your friend?

‘Why, Ed,’ whined the voice, ‘you just can’t be too careful in this town. Say, I never carry a rod as a rule.’

‘You won’t carry it any more,’ said Eddie.

‘Sure I won’t.’ That’s OK.’ said Eddie’s voice. ‘Walk straight to the elevator — I’ll be behind you. I’ve got my car behind the block. We’ll go right along and have a little talk.’

‘That’s OK with me, Ed.’

She heard the door close softly, and presently the moan of the lift coming to fetch them. She never saw the face of the man who was standing outside the door, who had followed Ed Tanner into the building, and who was now going to pay for his temerity — pay the only price that gangland knows.

Of late Leslie had not been sleeping well, but on this, the first night in her new flat, she fell into a long, deep and dreamless slumber. The sunlight was showing round the edge of her drawn curtains when she woke. The clock at her bedside pointed to a quarter to twelve. She could not believe it until she looked at her watch, and then she remembered the engagement with Mr. Albuquerque Smith and, even as this was recalled to her mind, she remembered the warning of Edwin Tanner.

She was still debating with herself whether she should go or forget the engagement when she was dressed and sipping her first cup of tea.

At one o’clock Mr. Albuquerque Smith looked at his thin, jewelled watch.

‘That dame isn’t coming,’ he said to his wife, and she shook her head wearily. ‘Say, you’d think a girl like that…say, I’ll bet she hasn’t three of anything that matches…’

‘I wonder if Ed saw her last night?’

She looked at him in astonishment. ‘Don’t you know?’ she asked, and for some reason the question irritated him.

‘I don’t know everything,’ he snarled.

But she was too dumb to be quieted, ‘Anyway, I thought you’d know all Ed did.’

He smiled at her, a long, slow, malignant smile. ‘I put a boy on to trail him, and I ain’t heard from the boy. Does that satisfy that majestic mind of yours?’

Whenever he spoke about her majestic mind she knew he was annoyed with her, and that it was the time to stop asking questions.

If Leslie did not come, Kerky Smith was not to be without a guest for lunch. He looked up as the shadow of the visitor fell over him, and paused, his fork halfway up to his mouth. ‘Why, Jiggs!’ he said.

‘You asked me to lunch yesterday, Kerk, but I kinda forgot it. Howdy, Mrs. Kerky! Been buying up London this morning?’ Kerky Smith cut short her plaint about the inadequacy of London stores.

‘Say, Cora, I want to have a little talk with Captain Allerman. Perhaps you’d like to have your dinner upstairs?’

He was surprised when she rose without one snap of a remark, without so much as a scowl. She was, in truth, not sorry to leave her husband, who was in his less tolerant mood.

‘Everybody’s getting going,’ said Jiggs. ‘There won’t be enough coroners’ courts in London to deal with this fresh outbreak of hundred-per-cent Americanism.’

Kerky grinned. ‘Stop knocking our native land, Jiggs. I guess they’re not Americans at all, just a low-down lot of foreigners. Why don’t they go home where they come from — that’s what I always say.’

‘That’s what everybody always says, especially when they ain’t sufficiently intelligent to ask a question that can be answered by somebody more intelligent. When you going home, Kerky?’

‘What, me?’ Kerky Smith was both surprised and hurt. ‘Why should I go home? I thought of going over to Paris.’

‘Do you know what happens to people who are caught here on a first-degree charge, Kerky? All the best lawyers in the world don’t save ‘em. There’s no pull here. These judges don’t care two hoots in hell whether a man’s worth a million or just owes it. I’d just hate to step out of the death cell on to a trap.’

Kerky’s smile never varied, ‘You ain’t expecting to get croaked, are you, Jiggs?’ he asked innocently. ‘Why, I’d be sorry to hear that.’

‘That’s one aspect of the situation,’ said Jiggs, in no sense annoyed. ‘I’ll give you another. There’s a quick-drawin’, quick-shootin’ son of a gun living around here who’s more fatal than a hot winter.’

Again Kerky grinned. ‘I’m that thin, Jiggs, that no bullet could hit me!’

‘This fellow would hit you,’ said the unperturbed Jiggs. ‘This fellow’s such a grand shot that he could find your brain — and that’s the smallest bull that was ever on a target.’

‘What’ll you eat, Jiggs? Something hot and poisoned? No, I’m not goin’ back — not yet awhile. You tell ’em when you reach New York that I’m just stayin’ on to see the sights.’

Jiggs got up from the table. ‘You’re an old traveller, Kerky, and you know what four hoots on a foghorn mean — abandon ship! And if you haven’t heard those hoots, you go right along to some good ear-man!’

He walked up the Haymarket, reached the corner of Panton Street, and was debating which way he would go, when a dark taxi came speeding down the Haymarket, pulled up with a jerk of brakes, and swung round into Panton Street, so close to the kerb that Jiggs stepped back. He not only stepped back, but ducked. Three shots ripped out from the interior of the cab. The bullets starred a plate-glass window. The cab sped on, going at a remarkable speed for a cab. It did not go as fast as the bullets from Jiggs’.45. Twice he fired, and each time hit the cab: it darted down Orange Street and, when he reached the corner, was gone.

A policeman strolled up to him. He was stern of face. ‘What’s that in your hand?’ he asked.

Jiggs looked down, and slipped the.45 back into his pocket. ‘That’s a gun,’ he said, and made an explanation under his breath.

A crowd was gathering, and people who had seen the shots fired were running from the Haymarket; he was anxious not to make the policeman look foolish. ‘Did you see a taxi pass?’

‘Yes, sir, a black taxi went down Orange Street. Looked like a drunken man inside.’

‘Not drunk — dying, I trust,’ said Jiggs cheerfully. Then the policeman recognised him. ‘Captain Ammerman,’ he said.

‘Allerman is better, but Ammerman will do. Yes, that’s about my name.’

‘That taxi was moving pretty fast. In fact, for a minute I was going to stop it.’

‘You wouldn’t have stopped it, officer,’ said Jiggs good-humouredly, ‘and you most certainly would have got a slug in your midriff.’

By this time half a dozen policemen were on the spot, They had come from all directions at the sound of the shots and the police whistle which followed. There was nobody to arrest, and the big crowd, which was swelling every minute, found, after the way of all crowds, that they were the only offenders and were sternly dispersed.

Jiggs reported to Scotland Yard, but matters had reached the stage where nobody was very surprised, and the Assistant Commissioner was hardly interested. He had just come back from the Home Office, and that afternoon Jiggs, glancing through a newspaper, saw a paragraph which held his eye.

‘In reply to the Member for West Croydon, the Prime Minister stated that his attention had been directed by the Secretary of State to recent outrages in London, and emergency legislation would be introduced into the House on the following day. (Cheers.) Penalties of a drastic character would be imposed. At all costs the law would be vindicated.’

Jiggs Allerman wondered what form the new legislation would take. The British were a peculiarly savage people in moments of crisis and, if not savage, they were certainly ruthless.

Scotland Yard was worried, not at the murders, but by the fact that no further complaints had been received. On one night eight candles had been seen in as many windows, and the names of the householders had been carefully noted.

‘What I want now,’ said Terry, ‘is some bold fellow to come forward and say, “Here’s the letter I’ve received, here’s the threat it contains: now it’s up to you fellows to protect me.” If I can get a letter like that tomorrow morning I’ll be a happy man.’

He had a letter like that by ten o’clock the next day, but he was not happy, for the person who had received a demand for five hundred pounds — a demand supported by the usual printed threat — was Leslie Ranger.

She brought the letter up herself, rather amused and by no means alarmed. Terry had the phone message that she was waiting to see him, and beamed.

‘Ask her to come up,’ he said. ‘Miss Ranger,’ he explained to Jiggs, and Jiggs grunted.

He got up as the girl came in with a smile for both of them.

‘Look at this,’ she said. ‘Isn’t it funny?’

Terry took up the letter, saw the green print, and before he had read a line guessed its contents and went white. He handed the letter without a word to Jiggs.

‘Do you have five hundred pounds. Miss Ranger?’ frowned Allerman; and then his beetling eyebrows rose. ‘Why, of course! You inherited a thousand. They’re only taking a cut of fifty — that’s the idea.’

‘But it’s absurd,’ said Leslie. ‘They’ve sent it as — a joke.’ The two men looked at one another.

‘Do you think it’s a joke, Jiggs?’

Jiggs Allerman scratched his chin and pulled an awful face. ‘Why, no, I don’t think it’s much of a joke. What are you going to do, Terry?’

‘I don’t know. I’ll see the Assistant Commissioner. I think she should stay here. There’s a spare room; we could make up a bed for her. I’ll speak to the matron about it.’

When Terry had rushed out of the room: ‘Is it really as serious as that?’ In spite of her self-possession she had suddenly gone cold.

‘Why, no, Miss Ranger,’ drawled Jiggs. ‘It’s not serious, and yet it might be serious. There’s one guy in London that won’t think it’s a joke at all.’

He waited until Terry returned, then excused himself and, taking his hat, boarded a squad car and was driven to Berkeley Square.

Eddie Tanner was in and would see him presently, said the dapper little footman who admitted him, and who gave him a scrutinising gaze which took him in from the top of his sparsely covered head to his square-toed shoes.

‘Sorry to keep you, Jiggs.’ Eddie Tanner closed the door behind his visitor. ‘Sit down. Have a good cigar?’

Jiggs accepted the invitation. ‘Anything doing?’

‘Nothing at all,’ said Eddie. ‘I thought of running over to Berlin for a week. You can’t make these lawyers move any faster than they want.’

‘Quite a lot of excitement going on in this town,’ said Jiggs.

Eddie Tanner nodded. ‘Somebody took a crack at you yesterday, I’m told. A friend of mine was in the Haymarket.’

‘A friend of yours was trailing me from Scotland Yard and therefore was in the Haymarket,’ said Jiggs pleasantly.

‘Anyway, they didn’t get you,’ smiled Eddie, ‘for which we’re all very thankful.’

They’re gettin’ a few,’ said Jiggs. ‘Say, Eddie, I didn’t know these guys operated with women.’

Eddie looked round. ‘What do you mean?’ he asked.

‘Why, that girl who used to be here — what’s her name — Miss Ranger. They put a green ‘un on her this morning. Five hundred pounds — twentyfive hundred bucks under the old conversion when pounds were pounds.’

‘Miss Ranger?’ Eddie Tanner for once had lost some of his imperturbability. ‘Greens? Those are the people who send the green printed notices? It’s a joke.’

Jiggs shook his head. ‘I don’t think it’s a joke, Eddie.’

Eddie lit a cigarette, which he took very slowly from a gold case.

‘What a nerve!’ he said. ‘But I don’t suppose anything will come of it, Jiggs. What are you doing with the young lady?’

Jiggs grinned. ‘We’re publishing that in the five o’clock editions. You’d better look out.’

Eddie chuckled. ‘It was a silly question to ask. Are you going, Jiggs?’

Jiggs nodded. ‘I just looked in,’ he said.

At a quarter past seven that night Kerky Smith was pacing up and down the broad vestibule of his hotel, stopping every few minutes to look at his watch. He was resplendent in white waistcoat and tie, and in the buttonhole of his tail coat was a large gardenia.

‘My, Kerky, you look grand!’

Kerky Smith dropped his hand carelessly into the inside of his dress jacket and turned without haste.

‘‘Lo, Eddie!’ he said. ‘Come down to the court and have a drink.’

They went down the steps to the palm court, and Eddie snapped a waiter.

‘Going to the opera?’

‘No, I’m going to a theatre. Damn all women! They keep you waiting…Cora went out shopping this afternoon.’ He looked at his watch again. ‘She takes an hour to doll up.’

‘Funny how women keep you waiting,’ said Ed.

He blew a ring of cigarette-smoke and watched it dissolve. ‘Remember that secretary of mine. Miss Ranger? A terribly nice girl. I’ve been waiting to see her all afternoon, but she’s at Scotland Yard. Some joker sent her one of those pay-or-pass letters, and I guess Jiggs and Terry Weston are kinda worried about it. I told them they needn’t worry their nuts.’

‘Sure,’ murmured Kerky, his eye on the door.

‘Because I figure it this way.’ Eddie was looking at his cigarette, as though reading some esoteric message it conveyed. ‘Nothing worse is liable to happen to Miss Ranger than might happen to, say, Cora. Suppose you picked up this Ranger girl dead tomorrow — why, you’re just as liable to have Cora’s head delivered to you in a fruit-basket in time to cheer you up for breakfast.’

Kerky was listening now, his face set, but with a little quiver of his lips which he could not control. He was very fond of this platinum wife of his, very proud of her, and he knew that the man who sat by him, smoking his cigarette so negligently, was entirely without sentiment, and that Cora’s head would mean no more than a sheep’s head, Kerky was tough, but here was one reared in a school that was steel-hard.

There was a very long silence.

‘Call it a deal, Eddie,’ said Kerky Smith, and coughed. He found his voice surprisingly husky.

Eddie looked at his watch and rose. ‘Sorry you’ve missed your theatre,’ he said. ‘I’ve got an idea Cora may be held up in the traffic, and be back around eight.’

It was five minutes past eight when Cora arrived, furious, voluble, a little frightened.

‘Listen, Kerky,’ — this was in the privacy of their own sittingroom—’You’ve got to go after this guy and get him! Keeping me shut up in a room, pretendin’ you were sick and wanting me to…’

‘Shut your mouth, sweetness,’ said Kerky good-humouredly.

‘And I got a headache!’ she went on.

He grinned. ‘You’re lucky to have a head to ache with — believe me! Say, Cora, that guy’s clever. I wish him and me were in the same racket.’

Cora Smith knew he was speaking about her former husband. He never spoke about Eddie Tanner except as ‘that guy.’

At exactly eight o’clock Jiggs was called on the phone and recognised Eddie’s voice.

‘Don’t you worry anything about Miss Ranger,’ he said. ‘I got an idea it was a joke.’

That’s swell,’ said Jiggs, and conveyed the news to Terry.

‘But you can’t take the word of a man like that.’

‘You can take his word, believe me,’ said Jiggs emphatically. ‘If he says it’s a joke it is a joke.’

‘Do you believe it’s a joke?’

‘Not originally,’ said Jiggs, shaking his head, ‘but now, yes.

‘And that Leslie’s in no kind of danger?’

‘I mean,’ said Jiggs good-humouredly, ‘if you’ll excuse the poetry, that Miss Ranger’s in no kind of danger.’

Reluctantly, but to Leslie’s great relief, she was allowed to go back to her flat. She was unaware of the plainclothes policeman who stood on duty in the corridor all night, less aware that a car that was parked right opposite the door for the greater part of the night was equipped with a machinegun, and that the chauffeur was English Jack Summers, the most notorious chopper of foreign origin that Chicago had known.

The next afternoon Leslie had visitors. Jiggs and Terry Weston honoured her with their presence at tea. Both men were anxious to see the place, and more especially its approaches; and both Jiggs and Terry were rather curious to discover what she had been doing in the City three days before. It was Jiggs who approached the matter. ‘Met an old friend of mine the other day in the City, didn’t you, Miss Ranger — the well-known Inspector Tetley?’

She had forgotten Tetley’s existence. ‘Why, of course. Yes, he came up to me in the street. I was driving back from Rotherhithe and there was a traffic block. He came into the road and talked to me. I didn’t know him.’

‘But you were expecting him, weren’t you, Leslie?’ asked Terry. She shook her head. ‘Well, he was expecting you. He was waiting on that sidewalk for about ten minutes, and then suddenly picked you up. How he did that when you were in a taxi I don’t know.’

‘Oh!’ she gasped. Now for the first time she understood the meaning of those three white discs that had been pasted on the cab. She told them what had happened.

She added, ‘I rather suspect the sailor on the bicycle.’

Jiggs sat bolt upright. ‘Let’s hear all about the sailor on the bicycle.’

She told him of her visit to the depository and her recognition of the voice. ‘I don’t suppose for one moment it was the same man, because all Americans — if you’ll forgive me — talk alike.’

‘If you’ll forgive me, they don’t,’ said Jiggs, ‘but we’ll let that slur upon my national speech pass without any further comment. You’re pretty sure it was the same man who drove with you from your house the night of the Decadon murder?’

She hesitated. ‘Well, I’m almost sure.’

‘You had a good look at him?’

She described the man and his companion. Jiggs rubbed his chin.

‘Dressed in top boots and guernseys and hanging round a wharf. Who bought that depository? Well, you wouldn’t know that. It was a fool question, and you’ll consider it wasn’t asked. And that’s all they said?’

That’s all — except the little joke about some girls, that isn’t worth repeating.

‘Everything’s worth repeating,’ said Jiggs. ‘What did they say?’

She told them.

‘“You’ll take Jane and I’ll take Christabel”?’ Jiggs frowned. ‘It sounds very much like one of those low adventures that sailors have.’

He caught Terry’s eye and abruptly changed the subject. When they were outside:

‘What was that halt sign?’ demanded Jiggs.

‘It’s just a wild guess on my part,’ said Terry quickly. ‘I don’t know whether it’s the case in your country, but here most of our barges and tugs have double names, generally girls’ names. You’ll find plenty of Mary and Anns, and Emma and Margarets; and I daresay that somewhere on the Thames you’ll find a Jane and Christabel.’

Jiggs whistled. ‘The name of a boat? That was a little joke!’

‘They’re on a boat called the Jane and Christabel. And unless I’m mistaken she’s no barge, but a steam tug.’

Back at Scotland Yard, Terry got in touch with the superintendent of the river police, who was a living encyclopaedia on river craft.

‘Jane and Christabel? Yes, I know her. She’s a big tug — twin engines. She used to belong to the Calcraft Concrete Company, and when they went bust she was sold somewhere. I’ll look her up.’

Ten minutes later he came through with the information that she had been sold to a Mr. Grayshott of Queensborough, and that she usually lay in the Pool. She had taken a timber-load up to Teddington a fortnight before, but had been laid up with some kind of engine trouble and they had been tinkering with her ever since. All offers of hire had in consequence been refused.

‘Where is she now?’ asked Terry.

‘She may be in the Pool or she may be down at Greenwich.’

It was three-quarters of an hour before she was located. She had gone down under her own steam and was moored off the Isle of Dogs, was the report.

‘She’s been sold to go to America,’ said the superintendent, ‘and some of the American crew working across the Atlantic are on board, but there’s been a hitch about registration.’

That night Terry Weston went to Greenwich in a fast car, and at Greenwich Pier a police launch was waiting for him.

The boat slipped out into midstream and swung round, heading upriver.

‘There she is,’ said the sergeant in charge. Terry fixed his night-glasses on the big, two-funnelled tug that lay close inshore. Except for the lights which indicated that she was moored, the boat was in darkness. A powerful-looking vessel, and Terry could well believe she was the fastest on the river. ‘Do you want to board her?’

‘No,’ said Terry, ‘I don’t want those people to be in any way suspicious that they’re under observation; but she’s got to be watched day and night; and I’ve arranged with the superintendent to send down a special relief crew and a launch for that duty. I don’t want anything that looks like a police launch watching her, but every move has got to be reported to Scotland Yard, and the launch which comes will have a wireless set and an operator.’

The tide was running up, and the launch continued its progress till it came opposite the high depository building. At the adjacent wharf two barge-loads of bricks were being unloaded by flare lights and Terry was able to see the facade of the deserted depository. There was nobody on the wharf. ‘Would you like to land?’

‘No, I don’t think it’s worth while. Take me to Old Swan Pier. I told the car to meet me there.’ Again the launch went out into midstream, then suddenly: ‘Look out!’ yelled one of the officers.

The steersman glanced round and set his helm to port, and the little boat swung over. Quick as they were, they only missed destruction by a hair’s breadth. The big, black bulk of a great tug loomed over them and swept past. As it came abreast of them its starboard and port lights suddenly flared up. Until then it had been running in darkness. The sergeant yelled something, but the tug sped on. ‘He was running without lights.’ He stared furiously after the disappearing stern of the Jane and Christabel. ‘I’ll pull him in for that.’

‘I don’t think you’d better,’ said Terry. ‘Let that keep.’

When he later returned to his house he found Jiggs poring over a special late edition of the evening newspapers which contained the new emergency measures for dealing with the situation. It was called the Criminal Law Emergency Powers; Amendment Act.

‘This is going to make some of these birds take notice,’ said Jiggs. ‘Death for bombing, life imprisonment for being in possession of bombs, twentyfive lashes with the cat for being in possession of loaded firearms, seven years and twentyfive lashes for conspiracy to extort money…’

He skipped from item to item and shook his head admiringly.

‘They won’t like the cat; but, on the other hand, who cares what they like? Fourteen years and twentyfive lashes for shooting with intent to murder!’ He whistled. ‘And that’s not all. Fifty thousand pounds reward — that’s some reward — for information,’ he read, ‘securing the conviction of the person or persons guilty of the wilful murder of…’ He folded up the paper. ‘First you catch your hare,’ he said, ‘then you lam his head off, and he tells you all about the fox; you catch him and you lam his head off. And presently you get the big bear — and him you hang. What did you find tonight, the Jane and Christabel?’

Terry told him of their adventure on the river. His companion listened without comment.

‘They know every move you make. Tomorrow when you go down to search this tug and hand the skipper a ticket for running without lights you’ll find there’s a new crew on board. Maybe the tug’s changed hands and belongs to some little owner who’s never owned so much as a rowboat before. Then you stopped to inspect the warehouse? That’s a bear point against your Leslie, so mark it down on her.’

‘What’s going to happen to the warehouse?’

Jiggs shook his head.

‘Nothing. These guys could afford to buy a row of buildings and scrap ‘em. Anyway, it’s not a dead loss: they can put the property in the market and lose a little. But they could lose a lot. Money’s flowing in.’ He sat back in his chair. ‘Forty thousand pounds a day — two hundred thousand bucks. Think it over, boy. And there’ll be just enough people getting sassy to justify a little high-powered shooting.’
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Mrs. Kerky Smith was fairly accurately described by Jiggs as lovely but dumb. In his more profane moments he called her Gardum. What that meant nobody exactly knew, but it sounded very much like bad language. If she had not been dumb she would have realised that her husband’s patience was near to fraying. After her hundredth ‘Can’t you do sump’n?’ he put down the newspaper he was studying, folded it very carefully and dropped it into the waste basket as though he Were depositing a million-dollar bond in a safe deposit.

‘Listen, Cora! I don’t often talk my business to anybody, and you know that. I know you were put to a whole lot of inconvenience when they pushed you into that little dark room and told you to wait. Shall I tell you why you were there? It seems somebody sent one of these threatening letters to that girl Leslie Ranger. You know who she is, because you’ve spoken to her; you know who she is because she was coming to be my secretary; and you know who she is without asking any further questions because — why, you know who she is!’

‘What’s that to do with me?’ she demanded.

‘Well, I’m telling you. They sort of felt that I might have some influence with this low-down racketeer who’s jigging around London. So they put you there until somebody pulled back that letter from Ranger and told her it was a joke. And if somebody hadn’t pulled back that letter, shall I tell you what was going to happen, Cora? They were going to slice off your nut.’

She gaped at him.

‘Me?’ she squeaked.

He nodded rather gravely. ‘Yes, they were going to kill you, take off your head, kid, and send it to me as a sort of present.’

She smiled scornfully.

‘And take that laff off your voice, kid. They’d have done it. And that’s only half of it. Now will you be good and quit whinin’?’

But she was boiling with rage. ‘For that dam’ little stenographer — say, what do you know about that, Kerky! And you sittin’ around and talkin’ about it as though…’

‘I’ve finished talking about it, angel-face,’ said Kerky, ‘and you’ve finished talking about it. I know just how you’re feelin’, but you don’t know how I’m feelin’, because I don’t open my trap as wide as you. Something’s going to happen sooner than you think — they’re not going to get away with that, no, ma’am! I’m short on ideas for the minute, but one’ll strike me, and then I’ll talk to this guy in a way he’ll understand.’

‘I’d like to have you get that girl,’ she said savagely.

Kerky smiled.

‘Wait,’ he said significantly.

But something happened next morning, and was reported in the afternoon newspapers, which put the matter of Leslie Ranger entirely out of his mind.

Almost everybody knew Cuthbert Drood. He had an international reputation as a big-game shot, a world traveller, an excellent raconteur, and a man whose courage was guaranteed by the highest decoration that chivalry can offer — the Victoria Cross.

Cuthbert Drood was one of the few colonels in the world who called himself ‘Mr.’ He was a tall, fair, sandy-haired man, who hunted all the winter and yachted most of the summer, His father had been a brewer. He had had six relatives on both sides of the family who had left him a million sterling each. He boxed well, had been a champion runner at the university, was a squash-player, a pistol-shot — and a bachelor.

He did not communicate with the police when by one post he received two communications, one printed in blue and one printed in green. He chortled with joy and rang up a newsagency.

‘There seems to be a certain amount of reticence shown on the part of the people who are getting these tickets,’ he said, ‘and for fear the police keep this matter quiet I’m letting you know before I go to Scotland Yard that I’ve had, not one, but two!’

A few minutes later his call came through to Terry. He explained what had happened, and added that he had communicated with the Press.

‘I feel this thing can’t be given too much publicity. I’ve never asked for it before, but the circumstances call for a brass band, what?’

When Terry called on him he found him in his library with half a dozen tanned-looking men of various ages, and within reach of every guest was a large tumbler full or half full of amber liquid. Terry was introduced boisterously. Every man there was a hunter, cronies of the great Cuthbert.

‘And we’re going to give these fellows a run for their money,’ boomed Mr. Drood. ‘I’ve been sick to death, the way these warnings have been received by some of the best people in the country. Young Ferthera ought to be horsewhipped—paid and bolted. You wouldn’t believe it, but he was in the 184th and had a good war record.’

A deep bass voice growled that it was demoralising.

‘It hasn’t demoralised me,’ roared Cuthbert with a broad grin. ‘My friends have done me the honour of rallying round on a very interesting occasion. They’re sleeping in the house tonight; I’ve told all the servants to go to the devil and, if there’s any gunplay, we shall be in it.’

Terry left him with a certain sense of hope. Here might be a nut that neither Blue nor Green could crack.

One thing he learned which was interesting: the blue communication had been posted a day before the green, but had been addressed to Ebury Street, where Cuthbert Drood had a second establishment, a small house which he had let for the season. The letter had been readdressed and had arrived a day late, but simultaneous with the green demand.

Terry collected Jiggs and told him exactly the position.

‘I read it in the evening newspaper,’ said Jiggs. ‘It’s rather curious, and in a way it’s going to bring about complications. If there’s any one thing clearer than another,’ he said, ‘it is that the Blue and the Green crowds have fixed an agreement. I don’t know when they fixed it, but it must have been soon after the killing of old Decadon. The fashionable part of London has been divided between the two gangs, and there’s been some sort of gentlemen’s agreement that one shan’t encroach on the territory of the other. That, of course, explains why Drood had two demands. The Blue gang sent it to Ebury Street, thinking he lived there; the Green gang to Park Street. Now the question is, not whether Mr. Cuthbert Drood and his friends can shoot off the killers, but what line and what attitude Green is going to take with Blue, and vice versa. I’d give a lot of money to be listening in on the right kind of wire!’

Jiggs Allerman was right. A wire was very busy at that moment. Kerky Smith in his palatial suite was talking with Eddie Tanner. Eddie was in the girl’s little study, and he had with him three very respectable-looking young men, who sat on the edge of chairs, balancing their bowler hats on their knees.

‘Sure,’ Eddie said, ‘I saw it in the newspaper…One man has had a letter from both parties.’

‘Yeah,’ said Kerky in his silkiest tone. ‘Green wanted five thousand pounds. The poor little racketeer who’s mishandling the Blue outfit would be glad to take two thousand. I guess the bigger man wins here.’

Eddie smiled. ‘You’ve got it all wrong. The biggest man isn’t the man that opens his mouth widest.’

Kerky Smith thought for a long time before he spoke. ‘Anyway,’ he said, ‘nobody’s going to get anythin’. This guy’s one of the original veterans of the Great War, and guns are just toothpicks to him.’

‘That’s so,’ agreed Eddie. ‘Maybe these Blue and Green fellows will talk it over and fix sump’n’.’

‘Maybe they will,’ said Kerky, ‘but I guess they won’t. You can’t expect big business men to come right down and sit in convention with the pedlars.’

‘Is that how it strikes you, Kerky?’

‘Sure that’s how it strikes me,’ said Kerky, and hung up the phone.

He was in rather an uncompromising mood that day. Cora had been difficult. She was still sore with the people who had kidnapped her. He had been affronted and was in his best go-get-’em mood. That question of territory had not been completely and satisfactorily adjusted. Lieutenants had discussed spheres of influence and had made loose agreements, but the Big Boy had sanctioned nothing.

There was a problem to be settled, a very vital one. Who would frame the answer to Cuthbert Drood’s defiance? All the world knew that he was standing up against Blue and Green, and it was not good that he should go unpunished. And just the spectacular form of punishment necessary, and administrable, was to hand. Such a case had been prepared for on both sides, though neither knew the method of the other.

Eddie was getting high-hat. He had already committed unpardonable offences, and now this new and irritating situation had arisen, as Kerky had known it would. There was no place for two crowds working in a limited and foreign area like London. There had to be either a hook-up or one side had to go out of business, and Kerky knew which side that would be. His exasperation when he went to his rooms to find Cora, deepened dismally. He hated women who cried, and he had forgotten the cause until she reminded him. ‘Can’t you get it out of your head, kid? Forget it!’

‘They’d have put me on the spot and you wouldn’t have cared two damns!’ she sobbed. ‘I’ve told you about Eddie. You think he’s soft, but he’s tough, Kerk — tougher than any guy you know…Why, once when I was sore with him, he took me by the neck and held me out of the window eighteen floors up…in New York City. I was scared to death.’

He left her lamenting and reminiscent. He had rather an important appointment.

In Soho was a little barber’s shop that had a very private room for very special customers. Kerky was such a customer. He went in, took off his coat, and the dark-skinned barber shut the door and manipulated a comb and scissors; and what the barber told Albuquerque Smith, and what Albuquerque Smith told the barber, was entirely their own affair.

It was a favourite method of Kerky’s. Whenever he made his appearance in a new town somebody came along and bought up a barber’s shop, fitted an inner room with a big, safe door, employed two assistants who spoke the same language as himself, and there was an office ready made for his intelligence department. As invariably on the first floor was a little bookmaker’s office with a dozen telephones, and only two or three clerks.

Kerky finished his conversation, brushed his own hair and strolled out through the shop; his car, which had been waiting in a side street opposite came noiselessly to the kerb. He stepped in and the car moved on. Almost instantly another came abreast and a little ahead.

Kerky smelt danger and, in a split second of time, before the machinegun rattled, he had dropped to the floor of his car. He heard the crash of glass; some pieces fell on him. His driver sagged over and slumped forward on to the wheel.

There were screams, police whistles; excited people were shouting like the demented. A policeman ran up and assisted Kerky from the car. He was shaken but not hurt.

‘My driver’s shot, I think.’ They eased the driver from his seat on to the pavement, and somebody rang for an ambulance.

Kerky Smith was not frightened; he was not hurt. He was just a little more than perturbed. But the dominating emotion in him was one of respect for an enemy he had underrated.

One evening newspaper bill stated baldly ‘Mystery Shooting in Soho.’ Another, guessing rather than knowing: ‘Gang Fight with MachineGun.’

‘Which is the truth,’ said Jiggs, stopping at the corner of the Embankment to buy a paper. ‘Just that. A little pyrotechnic display with green and blue lights, and Kerky Smith not so sure as he was. Terry, he’s going to stage something. That guy’s got to do something big to retain his self-respect.’

‘That’s what I’m thinking,’ said Terry quietly. ‘I’m not so confident myself as I was this afternoon.’

‘About Drood?’

Terry nodded. ‘Whoever gets in there will have a pretty warm reception,’

Although officially Leslie Ranger’s flat was on the fourth floor, it was in reality at fifth-floor level. The ground floor was taken up by rather lofty shops, and there was a mezzanine floor which counted for nothing.

She had read the gesture of defiance issued by Cuthbert Drood, and felt a personal interest; for Drood was one of those national characters who appeal to the young and the romantic. Moreover, from her high floor Leslie overlooked, as she discovered, the flat roof of the house in which Mr. Drood was creating a fortress. It was across the street, and when Mr. Drood came out in the morning and performed his athletic and gymnastic exercises in a costume of the scantiest proportions, Leslie could, and actually did, find herself an interested audience.

It was on the first morning she woke in her new home that she had this gratuitous display, and was curious enough to discover who was the gymnast, dressed in a pair of blue trunks: and nothing else.

It was growing dark, but the rain clouds which had covered London had drifted off, and there was a deep orange streak in the western sky. The air was remarkably clear, and objects were visible for a long distance. By craning her neck she could even see the lights of Hampstead.

She was sitting at the window, watching idly and thinking rather intensively when, on the high roof of the next house — a roof which commanded the flat top of the Drood dwelling — she saw a figure appear cautiously from behind a chimney-stack, and vanish again. She wondered if it were a policeman. She supposed the police had taken every precaution, and had men posted at all vantage points. She looked, but did not see; the man again. Then, obeying an impulse, she went to the telephone and rang up Terry. It was, she told herself, the flimsiest of excuses, but it was an excuse.

Terry took a lot of finding. He was somewhere in the building, and the operator, who had apparently acquired a new vocabulary from Jiggs Allerman, said she would ‘call her back.’ Ten minutes later she heard Terry’s voice.

‘It’s a silly question I’m going to ask you, but have you put any men on duty at Mr. Drood’s house?’

‘There are one or two officers about, I believe,’ said Terry, surprised. ‘Why?’

‘Well, I can see it from my flat. In fact, I can see the roof, and I thought I saw a man on the roof of the next house. It’s dark now, but I distinctly saw somebody, and I wondered whether it was a policeman.’

She heard him consult somebody, and there came a faint reference to hell. She guessed it was Jiggs who was consulted.

‘Do you mind if we come along to you — Captain Allerman and I?’

She felt guilty at taking them away from their duties, and said so.

‘Rubbish! This is duty. Before I come I’ll get on to the officer in charge of this particular job and find out if he’s been exploring the roof — probably he has.’

They arrived half an hour later. ‘I think it must have been Tetley,’ said Terry. ‘He’s been there all evening and very likely he was the man you saw.’

‘Is he the man who put the lights on the roof?’

‘The what?’ asked Jiggs quickly. ‘Which lights?’ She led him to the window, and he almost pushed her aside. On the flat roof of Cuthbert Drood’s house were three red lights, placed in the form of a triangle.

‘That’s funny,’ said Jiggs, and pinched his lip. ‘Now what the devil are they for?’

‘Possibly Tetley has some men on the roof and he wanted to give them a guide,’ said Terry. ‘He told me he was going to have marksmen in half a dozen windows overlooking Drood’s house.’

‘Sure,’ said Jiggs slowly. ‘That’s a grand idea.’

Suddenly he snapped his fingers with extraordinary rapidity. ‘Who’s going to break into that house and start shooting? he asked quickly. ‘Not even a Chicago copper. It’s full of dead shots, and if they got Drood they’d be certain to lose half a dozen men. Let’s go, Terry.’

Without a word of farewell he flew out of the flat, Terry after him. They crossed the road at a run, dodging a taxi and a swift-moving car. A policeman stepped forward to intercept him, recognised him and passed him on. In another second Jiggs was knocking at the door of Mr. Cuthbert Drood’s residence. To his surprise, a panel in the door opened and a suspicious face appeared.

‘What do you want?’

The panel had been cut that afternoon by the enterprising Cuthbert, with the assistance of a carpenter.

‘You can’t come in, gentlemen,’ said the custodian. ‘Mr. Drood is admitting no police officers into the house. He’s got his own friends here and he’ll look after himself.’

‘But this is important — absolutely vital. I want to go up on to the roof…’

‘You can’t go on to the roof or into the basement either.’

The panel was closed with a bang. Jiggs looked in amazement at Terry.

This is preposterous,’ said Terry, and knocked again.

Again the panel opened, and this time the barrel of a long automatic appeared resting on the rough edge of the wood.

‘I know who you are, Mr. Weston, but those are my orders. You can’t come in between now and tomorrow morning. Mr. Cuthbert Drood has made his own plans and he doesn’t want any police assistance.’

‘That’s that,’ said Terry as they came down the steps.

He was half annoyed, half amused. He asked a detective officer whom he saw on the corner of the square where Tetley was to be found and telephoned him from a call box.

‘It’s all right, Mr. Weston. I’ve allowed Mr. Drood to have his own way.’

‘Have you been on the roof there this afternoon or this evening?’

There was a pause.

‘No, I haven’t,’ said Tetley. ‘Why?’

‘Did you give any orders for lights to be placed there?’ Jiggs prompted this inquiry.

Another unusually long pause. ‘No, sir. Maybe Mr. Drood has got some idea of his own. He’s a very masterful gentleman.’

As Terry hung up and was moving out of the booth: ‘Do you mind if I phone the Yard and ask them to send me a rifle? What department do I ask for?’

The surprised Terry told him, and stood by whilst Jiggs got through.

‘Send a good sharpshooting rifle — one of those I saw when Mr. Brown took me round…yes, with a telescopic sight if you’ve got one. Got to come right away to 174 Cavendish Square…it’s a block of flats, and it’s to be brought up to Miss Leslie Ranger’s apartment. Inspector Terry will be there…all right. Chief Inspector Terry, if you’re so darned particular.’

‘What’s the idea, Jiggs?’ asked Terry as they walked across the square to Leslie’s apartment.

‘It’s just an idea — Good Lord!’ He stopped in the middle of the road and would have been run down by a taxi if Terry had not gripped his arm and pulled him back.

‘I wish you wouldn’t have these startling thoughts in the middle of the road,’ said Terry peevishly.

When they reached the sidewalk, Jiggs asked: ‘Are there any silencers at the Yard? That’d save me a bit of embarrassment.’

‘Rifle silencers? Yes, dozens of them.’

Leslie was surprised to see them back, and a little relieved too. Jiggs got on to Scotland Yard again and supplemented his order. He was hoping that there was a flat roof on this block of flats, but as he walked across the square he had seen that the roof was tiled and sloping. It was Leslie’s window or nothing.

‘Now just exactly what are you going to do?’

‘I ought to have asked them for a pair of field-glasses,’ said Jiggs gloomily. ‘My memory’s just going dead on me…’

‘I have a pair,’ said Leslie.

She went to her bedroom and returned with an old pair of binoculars which had been her father’s. Jiggs focused them on the flat roof and grunted his satisfaction.

‘Fine! There’s a parapet all round. That was worrying me. Look Terry, you see how bright those lights are — well, they’re twice as bright from above. You see how one of them throws a light right up the wall of the next house?’

He looked at his watch and groaned. ‘How long will it take those people to get from Scotland Yard?’ he asked presently.

Terry hazarded a guess.

‘I could do it in half the time.’

‘Whatever I’d said you could have done it in half the time,’ said Terry easily. ‘It’s a nice, starry night,’ he added.

‘I’ve noticed that.’

‘Now what’s the mystery, Jiggs, and what are you going to do with the rifle when you get it?’

‘I’ll tell you what I’m going to do with the rifle when I get it,’ said Jiggs quietly. ‘I’m a pretty good shot — in fact I’m a hell of a good shot, if you’ll excuse the transatlantic expression, Miss Ranger — and I’m going to put those lights out.’

‘What?’ asked Terry incredulously.

‘That’s just what I’m going to do, sir. I’m going to plonk those three lights right out, and if I don’t I’m going back to the recruits’ class!’

‘But, Jiggs, you can’t do that in the heart of London!’

‘If your silencer is any silencer, the heart of London is going to beat no faster.’

The rifle arrived ten minutes before Terry had thought it possible for the messenger to travel between Thames Embankment and Cavendish Square. Jiggs fitted the silencer with a scientific hand.

‘I’m taking my hat off to the police,’ he said. ‘I didn’t ask for ammunition and they’ve sent me a packet — there’s brains in London, Terry. I’m saying it.’

He filled the magazine and, leaning down by the window, took aim. There was a ‘plop!’ and one of the red lights went out. Looking down, Terry saw people passing up and down the street, but nobody seemed to have noticed the explosion. Again Jiggs aimed. This time the ‘plop!’ was louder, and the whine of the speeding bullet came like the shrill whistle of a gale. The second light went out. They heard the smack of the bullet as it struck brickwork.

‘Thank the Lord for the parapet! This one’s easier.’ He levelled his rifle; there was a quick spurt of flame, a louder and more booming ‘plop!’ and the third light went out. This time somebody in the street heard. They saw upturned faces looking vaguely in all directions. Jiggs removed the silencer. On his face was a grin of smug satisfaction.

‘All right. Miss Ranger, you can put the lights on.’ And then, quickly: ‘No, don’t. Do you hear anything, Terry?’ He put his head out of the window, listening. Terry was straining his ears.

‘Yes, an aeroplane.’

He heard the quick intake of Jiggs’ breath. ‘Just in time, eh?’

And then the grind and thud of the bolt as Captain Allerman drove another cartridge into the chamber.

The roar of the engine was plainer now. The machine was coming straight for Cavendish Square. They looked up, but could see nothing. Then suddenly it swept into view: a small, black plane, flying so low that its wheels almost skimmed the roof of a high store building. It dipped a little, came straight towards the northern side of the square. It swept up, turned, land came back. ‘Looking for the lights,’ said Jiggs.

Then came his favourite Shakespearean quotation. ‘“Speak, hands, for me!”’ he snarled.

There was no silencer on the muzzle of the rifle. The crash; of the explosion struck Leslie like a blow, and she stepped back. A quick snap as the bolt opened and closed, and again; the explosion.

The plane was nearing the centre of Cavendish Square, when it suddenly heeled over. Its tail went down and it fell with a crash in the centre of the garden which occupied the middle of the square.

‘Gotcher!’ It was Jiggs’ triumphant voice.

A big tree eased the fall of the plane; they hardly heard the sound as it struck the ground.

Now the police whistles were blowing. People were running from all directions.

‘For God’s sake, what have you done?’ asked Terry in horror.

‘What have I done?’ said Jiggs. ‘I’ve shot down the man whose job it was to bomb Mr. Cuthbert Drood, and who would have bombed him if he could have found the red lights that had been put there to mark the house. These guys have got other ways of killing besides automatics!’

The police who jumped the railings of the square found a groaning man amidst the wreckage. They found also a hundred-pound bomb, which was subsequently discovered to be packed with alanite.

They dragged the wounded man from the wreckage and he was sent in an ambulance to the nearest hospital — and Jiggs and Terry were in the ambulance.

‘Not dead,’ said Jiggs regretfully. ‘That’s too bad. But it wasn’t such a bad shot, Terry — he was moving at a hundred miles an hour. Why, once when I was out in Colorado I hit a duck…’

He boasted all the way to the hospital.

The injured man had a bad wound where the bullet had ripped through his arm and a wound of less importance in the calf of his leg. He refused to give any name.

‘You needn’t worry about that,’ said Jiggs. ‘Stunts Amuta — that’s right, ain’t it, boy? You used to do trick flying and you ran an air line from Canada for Hymie Weiss, late but not lamented. You’re a guy from Indiana.’

The man looked at him malevolently but said nothing. ‘I’ve been trying to place you for the past ten minutes,’ Jiggs went on, ‘and lo, here you are! Stunts, you’re in bad. If you’re the wise boy you’ll come right across.’

‘I’ve got nothing to say to you, Jiggs,’ groaned the man.

‘Maybe you’ll like to say sump’n’ before you pop,’ said Jiggs significantly. ‘And perhaps I didn’t soak those bullets in the old garlic-can.’

A look of terror came to the wounded man’s face.

It was just about then that the surgeon ordered Jiggs out of the room.

‘What’s this garlic-can stuff?’ asked Terry when they were coming away from the hospital.

‘Just to cheer him up,’ said Jiggs remorselessly. ‘These birds think that if a bullet’s soaked in garlic it’s poisoned. I had Stunts once — they call him Stunts because he’s a pretty good airman and can do almost any fool thing with an airplane. I held him for first-degree murder. He shot a night watchman, but he went into court with a file of alibis and a lawyer who cried all over the jury, and Stunts was honourably acquitted, shook hands with the jurymen and maybe dined with the judge. That’s how it goes — or how it went in those days.’

The contents of the plane had been taken to Scotland Yard. The bomb was already in the possession of the Ordnance Department. The contents of the airman’s clothes lay on a table in the Assistant Commissioner’s room. There was a passport, issued by a South American state to Thomas Philipo, a travel agency ticket from Paris to Cadiz and, in a suitcase found strapped to the plane, a complete change of clothing, and a pocketbook containing six thousand francs, three thousand pesetas and travellers’ cheques for two thousand pounds.

The home of the plane had not been discovered. The number, which had been painted over, had been submitted to the Air Department, but the name given as the registered proprietor helped nobody. It was Jones.

‘We can’t charge him with anything,’ said Terry, after the matter had been the subject of a short discussion between himself and the Assistant Commissioner. ‘We can’t prove that he intended bombing the house, and the most we can do is to make a charge of being in unlawful possession of explosives without permission of the necessary authorities. He had two guns, and that would be another offence. But the Chief thinks it’s hardly worth while charging him — the publicity would have a bad effect on the morale of the people.’

‘The only thing about this that’s really interesting,’ said Jiggs, ‘is that it shows Green have marked Mr. Drood down as their bird, and were out to sock him. No, there’ll be no more attempts tonight — Kerky will have heard all about the plane being brought down, and he’ll lie low because that’s the first of his crowd that’s fallen into the hands of the police. And while I remember it, Terry — you’d better send half a dozen men up to the hospital to look after Stunts.’

‘I’ve spoken to Wembury about that, but he’s in rather a dilemma. If he can’t charge this man he can’t put him under guard. The Home Office people are against any action.’

Jiggs nodded. ‘Kerky will be waiting to see what you’re going to do. If he thinks there’s any likelihood of a charge he’ll have Stunts out of that hospital before you can say “knife”.’

All the evening the police had been searching for the car from which Kerky Smith had been machine-gunned but without success. Kerky’s car had been riddled and his wounded chauffeur was on the danger list.

The Home Office had formed a small Public Safety Committee, which was in permanent session. One of the first matters that came up for consideration was whether Kerky Smith should be handed deportation papers and put on board the first ship sailing for the United States. Here Jiggs was consulted, and his advice was emphatically against such a step.

‘Kerky’s quite ready to leave and if you decide to put him out of the country he’ll go to Paris — and you can’t stop him. No, let Kerky stay here. He’ll cancel out in time. And nothing’s going to happen in this blackmail racket for a week. The Blues and the Greens have got their own differences to settle, and until they find a working arrangement they’re going to work out their own damnation!’

Jiggs had an uncanny knowledge of gangster methods, and the events which followed were almost as he predicted.

There came to London a week of most amazing happenings, so unbelievable that the Londoner, reading his morning newspaper, might well have rubbed his eyes and believed he was in another world.

On the morning following the attack on Kerky’s car a policeman patrolling Seven Sisters Road, a fairly busy thoroughfare and one of the main arteries of London traffic, found a man lying in the front garden of one of the better-class houses. He had been shot three times, and was quite dead. The divisional surgeon who was summoned gave it as his opinion that the man had been killed elsewhere and dumped in the garden.

Almost simultaneously three sewer men, working on one of the main storm sewers in the north of London, heard two loud splashes and, going in that direction, found the bodies of two men huddled in four feet of storm water which was running through the sewer at the time. Looking up, they were just in time to see a manhole cover on the street above being replaced. The men had been shot and bludgeoned. There were no papers in their pockets, but on the tab of the coat of one of them was printed the name of a tailor — Hemm of Cincinatti. Terry viewed the bodies in the mortuary in the early morning. One of those quiet, grey faces was strangely familiar. Photographs had been taken a few hours before and with the prints of these he called on Leslie and arrived just as she had finished breakfast.

‘I wonder if you can help me, and if you can bear seeing the photograph of a man who was shot last night?’ She hesitated, but took the picture, and he saw a look of recognition in her eyes. ‘Who is he?’ he asked.

‘One of the new servants I saw at Mr. Tanner’s when I called there two days ago to take back some books which Mr Decadon lent me.’

Until then Terry had been under the impression that the new staff in Berkeley Square had arrived before she left. As it happened, it was only by accident that she was able to help him.

‘That’s who I thought it was,’ he said.

She shuddered. ‘Isn’t it ghastly, all this business! And Mr. Smith was shot at yesterday!’

‘I shouldn’t have any sleepless nights over that,’ said Terry.

He took the photographs to Berkeley Square, and Eddie Tanner identified the men without hesitation.

‘They were both servants here,’ he said. ‘They went out early last night. When I found this morning that they hadn’t returned I intended discharging them. Where were they found?’ Terry told him, and Mr. Tanner listened in silence. ‘I’m sorry. They were good men, and very willing servants. But I rather think they were both of foreign origin and they probably had some feud with their compatriots. When are you going to stop this gang war?’

‘When are you going to stop it?’ asked Terry bluntly.

Eddie smiled. ‘I’m afraid Jiggs has given you an altogether wrong impression about me,’ he said.

As Terry was leaving: ‘I won’t walk with you to the door because there’s a gentleman with a machinegun trained on my front door. You don’t know it, but I do. And if you ask me where he is, I shall reply very politely that I can’t tell you. I’ll have the door opened very wide for you so that they can see who you are. It would be lamentable if they made a mistake.’

Terry heard him laughing as he walked up the passage and out into the square. It was an uncanny feeling to know that somewhere within a stone’s throw a murderer, with his finger on the trigger of a savage machinegun, was covering you. He glanced round quickly and marked a dozen places where the assassin might be concealed. Amongst the foliage of the central garden, in an empty house immediately opposite, on one of the three roofs.

Persistence was his only hope. He called the local police station and had the good luck to find the divisional inspector.

‘Somewhere in Berkeley Square is a man with a machinegun,’ he said. ‘Get all the men you can, search every empty house, the roofs and the central garden. I don’t suppose you’ll catch him, but we’ll take a chance. Report to me at the Yard.’

Soon after noon that day a man crossing the street at the junction of Piccadilly and Park Lane was seen to stagger and fall. The policeman on point duty ran up to him, and found him bleeding from the head. He was rushed to a near-by hospital but was dead before he was put on the table. Nobody had heard the shot, but it was apparent that he had been killed by a rifle bullet aimed from some height above the ground. Again his clothing yielded no clue as to his identity. He had been a sallow-faced man with dark, curly hair. The surgeon said he was of Jewish origin, but of Levantine stock. He had a small gold watch of an expensive American make. About his neck, and concealed under his shirt, was a thin gold chain from which was suspended a tiny platinum and gold crucifix. He had in his pocket nearly fifty pounds in English money and three hundred-dollar bills in a flat leather case, which yielded no further information about himself except that he was a member of a Chicago athletic club. There was no name on the card, but the number which was stamped on the right-hand corner would probably help to identify him.

Jiggs went down and saw him, but shook his head. ‘Don’t know him,’ he said. ‘Did you find anything else?’

‘A bunch of keys,’ said the inspector who had conducted the search. ‘One of ‘em’s an hotel key — the Banner Temperance Hotel in Gower Street.’

The manager of this hostelry was brought to the hospital and recognised the dead man as Henry Doe, a quiet inoffensive man with a very pleasant manner, who had been staying in the hotel for seven weeks.

‘John Doe, of course, is a legal fiction,’ said Terry.

‘Even in the United States he’s a legal fiction,’ agreed Jiggs. ‘The only thing that worries me is, was he Green or Blue? So far, Green has scored heavily.’

The next happening was a little more sensational. Two men were sitting in a small restaurant off Shaftesbury Avenue, when two others entered and sat down at the same table. Evidently they were not expected by the men who had originally booked the places, but no protest was made. The proprietor of the restaurant, a Sicilian, recognised them only as compatriots. He did not know them, and had not seen them before. Wine was ordered, a large bottle of Chianti, and four glasses filled.

The two men had ordered dinner, but had asked the head waiter to put back the meal. One of them rose and went to the proprietor, and asked if there was a private room they could have for half an hour, as they wished to discuss business. As it happened, there was a room available, and Mr. Garcia took them upstairs, switched on the lights, and brought in an extra chair. He suggested that they should dine, but they only asked that the wine should be brought up to them, and this request was complied with.

They spoke in English: he was perfectly certain of that; not once did he hear either Italian or the Sicilian patois. Half an hour passed and Garcia, who was rather pressed for space that night, his clientele being a little more than he could accommodate, went upstairs to ask the party if they would have their dinner there and free the table they had engaged. He knocked at the door, there was no answer, and he opened it and walked in. For a moment he stood paralysed. Two of the men lay with their heads on the table, which was smothered with blood. The wineglasses stood intact; they had been filled and emptied. There was no sign of the other two.

Mr. Garcia’s first inclination, as he told the police with great candour, was to scream. He remembered, however, that he was a business man with a shop full of diners, and he went downstairs, called the head waiter and explained the situation. They summoned the police, whilst Mr. Garcia explored all possible avenues of escape. There was one, an obvious one. At the foot of the stairs a door led to a little yard at the back of the restaurant, and thence to the street was a matter of opening and closing another door.

Terry was out. Jiggs was in the inspector’s room, dozing at the desk, and arrived at Shaftesbury Avenue a few minutes later.

‘Just an ordinary Sicilian killing,’ he said. ‘The glass of wine first, the amiable sentiment, and then — bingo! You heard no shots, Mr. Garcia?’

‘No, sir, I will swear…’

‘You needn’t swear. You’ve got a pretty noisy restaurant, and they were two floors up. You’d recognise these other fellows again?’

Garcia spread out his arms. ‘How could I? I did not even recognise these poor men who are killed. They were just customers; I hardly looked at them.’

That was a fairly plausible statement. Jiggs, however, knew the Sicilian character. There would be no betrayal by the murderers’ compatriot, and it was quite possible that he had not taken very much notice of his guests. He could only say they were cleanshaven and dark, and that one of them wore a black hat. The description was rather inadequate.

Terry heard about the murders when he came back to the Yard from a fruitless journey into the country to see a suspicious-looking plane and interrogate its owner and pilot.

The bickering proceeds normally,’ said Jiggs, ‘and in accordance with the ancient rule of the game, which is: the killer gets killed.’

Just before midnight there was a new excitement. Two cars came tearing down Piccadilly, took the wrong side of the Circus, dashed through the traffic into Coventry Street and immediately opposite the Corner House a man sitting by the driver of the second car opened fire with a machinegun. The fire was immediately answered from the car in front. Both vehicles swung round into Leicester Square, and the air shook with the rattle of the explosions. The Empire Theatre was discharging its last audience. There was a wild scattering of people to safety.

The cars raced through St. Martin’s Place, across Trafalgar Square and down Northumberland Avenue on to the Embankment. They turned towards the City. Suddenly the leading car swerved, crashed into a lamp standard and burst into flames. The second car sped on, but a witness saw the gunner by the driver’s side spray the wreckage with a final burst of fire. Passing motorists stopped and tried to extinguish the flames. A city policeman dashed up, dragged open the almost red-hot door, and sought to pull out the figures he saw heaped on the floor. At first he was unsuccessful, but an extinguisher put out the fire and they dragged the smoking figures on to the sidewalk.

There were three men in the rear of the car, and evidently they had been killed before the fire had started. The driver was still breathing when they got him out. It was subsequently discovered that he had been hit seven times.

‘Very pretty,’ said the Assistant Commissioner of the City Police as he viewed the ghastly corpses. ‘What are Scotland Yard going to do about it?’

‘Scotland Yard,’ said an exasperated officer from that institution, ‘will take any lessons that the City can teach.’

Between the City and the Metropolitan area, each with its own police force, there was a certain rivalry.

‘In the meantime,’ said the officer — it was Stalbridge, afterwards chief inspector—’I would like to remind you, sir, that this shooting took place in the City boundaries, and we shall be happy to leave the matter in your hands.’

‘That,’ said the City Assistant Commissioner awfully, ‘is rather impertinent, Inspector.’

‘I’m sorry, sir,’ said the Inspector, who was not sorry at all.

Very early the next morning Kerky Smith put through a call to Berkeley Square.

‘That you, Eddie? Wondering whether you’d like to come along to eat.’

‘Baked meats by any chance?’ asked Eddie, but the Biblical allusion was lost on Kerky, who had no extensive knowledge of literature.

‘How’s that? Anything you like, Eddie. Peaches from the Queen of Sheba’s garden, caviare out of the cellars of the Kremlin, eh? Come on, you old horse.’

‘I’ll think about it,’ said Eddie.

Half an hour later he was ushered into Kerky’s private room. Mr. Smith was alone; the table was laid for two.

‘Coffee or tea? They’re both poisoned,’ he said pleasantly. ‘You oughta brought your chemist! I knew a guy in Chicago who got a big stock of liquor in — he was a high up man in the City Hall. In those days you used to send a sample of your hooch to the chemist, who told you whether it was straight stuff or just alky. This guy never sent any of his booze to be tested for fear the chemist said it wasn’t fit to drink and he’d have wasted his money.’

‘And he’s still alive?’ said Eddie amused.

‘Sure he’s still alive! You can’t kill a guy like that. And talkin’ of killin’, Eddie’ — he poured out the coffee with a steady hand—’there’s been a whole lot of wastage goin’ on right here in London, and it’s got to stop.’

I guess the police will stop it,’ said Eddie Tanner, picking two pieces of sugar from the bowl and dropping them with a plop into his black coffee.

‘I guess so,’ said Kerky. ‘I had a funny dream last night, Eddie — dreamt these birds who were sending round green and blue notices had a hook-up, sixty and forty, and sent out one notice — in red.’

‘I don’t know sixty and forty,’ said Eddie. ‘They’re my unlucky numbers. I’m a member of a fifty-fifty club, and if I could trust the low-down hoodlums who said fifty-fifty loudly enough I might see red with any man.’

Kerky smiled broadly. ‘Would you like a kipper, Eddie? There’s too many bones in ‘em. Lord, it’d be awful to choke to death — now wouldn’t it? What you say to me goes, Eddie. It’s red from now on. Who’s your aide? I hear poor Tomasino was found in a rain sewer — too bad!’

Eddie smiled. ‘I heard that the guy that dropped him there was burnt up in a car last night — too bad!’

Kerky Smith reached his long hand across the table. Eddie took it. There was a hard, significant shake, and Kerky went back to the news of the day. ‘Been reading about your uncle in the morning paper. That poor old guy! This paper says he had a lot of business interests in America — wonder how many people know he financed the Weiss crowd and put up the money for that parade of choppers when they nearly got Al down in Cicero?’

‘He was an enterprising old gentleman,’ agreed Eddie.

‘Ain’t that right?’ said Kerky. ‘Elijah Decadon! He put more liquor into the United States than any man livin’ or dead. God rest him!’

Eddie was looking at him thoughtfully. ‘Why bring that up?’ he asked.

‘We — ell,’ drawled Kerky, ‘I was just wondering how these blue and green fellers were going to divide.’

‘Where the profits started when the old man was shot up? Nothing doing, Kerky. We draw a red line and start a new set of books. Is that right by you?’

Kerky nodded. ‘I had to bring forward the idea, Eddie,’ he said apologetically.

And so the newest and the unholiest alliance was cemented, and the little man who printed the notices — he was a very respectable printer, who had a small plant of his own in the basement which nobody knew anything about — put away his stock of green ink, and another member of the printing trade, who had a small plant in Croydon, put away his stock of blue s — ink, and thenceforward all notices were printed in red. And the notices themselves were revised to include the best features of both, and there might have been a smooth and harmonious partnership but for one disturbing factor — Miss Leslie Ranger.
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Leslie had come back to the flat that morning feeling rather jubilant, for she had interviewed the venerable head of a small financial organisation, and had received the half promise of a Secretaryship carrying the enormous salary of £700 a year.

As she opened the door she saw the letter that had been pushed under, and wondered why the messenger had failed to notice the letterbox. She recognised the handwriting the moment she saw it: it was from Eddie Tanner.

‘Will you come along and see me this morning at about 11.30? I think I have a good job for you.’

She was relieved at the thought that she had already found a position for, although she liked him, there was something about him which made her just a little uncomfortable, and she realised that part of that discomfort was fear. Yet he had been kind to an unbelievable extent. She did not realise how kind till later. His attitude had been considerate and deferential; never once had he offended her. And when he had promised her fifty thousand pounds he had meant it.

She had turned the matter over in her mind, and wondered in what way, and on what excuse, she could refuse such a tremendous reward for a service which really she had not performed. It was unthinkable that she could take the money, yet, being human, the prospect of possessing such a fortune sometimes left her breathless. She could have telephoned and told him about Dorries, but that would be a little discourteous, and she went immediately to Berkeley Square to see him.

Her finger was hardly on the bellpush before the door opened. The man in livery, who greeted her with a smile, was a stranger to her, but evidently she was known to him.

‘Mr. Tanner will see you at once. Miss Ranger,’ he said.

She followed him along the familiar hall to her own little room. Evidently Eddie had taken possession of this as his sanctum.

‘Come along in, Miss Ranger.’ He pushed a chair up to the desk. ‘And sit down. Now tell me all your news.’

‘I’m glad you asked me to tell you first, because I think I’ve got a situation,’ she said. ‘At Dorries — it’s one of the oldest firms in the City.’

He smiled. ‘Old, but decayed. Yes, I know Dorries. It used to be swell had branches all over India. Somebody told me they’d been re-financed. That might be quite a good job—’

He was looking at her oddly.

‘That needn’t interfere with the job I’m going to offer you, Miss Ranger.’ He was standing by the desk, his fingers beating a noiseless tattoo on the walnut edge. ‘Did you ever think of matrimony?’

She was so astonished at the question that she could not answer.

‘That’s a foolish question, isn’t it? But have you ever thought of it in connection with me? I could give you a swell time.’

She found speech at last. ‘You’re not proposing to me, are you, Mr. Tanner?’

‘You can say “Eddie” if you like — it doesn’t commit you to anything, and it sounds more friendly. Terry Weston told you that the first time he met you, didn’t he — to call him Terry?’ She did not remember having told him. How did he know? ‘It doesn’t matter how I know.’ He smiled at her surprise. ‘I’m a thought-reader. I like you, and that’s something better than being red-hot in love with you. I can give you the grandest time.’

She shook her head.

‘No?’ he queried. He was not hurt, did not even seem disappointed. ‘You don’t feel that way, eh?…I’m sorry.’ He flashed a big smile at her. ‘That was the job,’ he said, with a glint of humour in his eyes.

‘I’m terribly sorry,’ she stammered. ‘It’s a great honour…’

He shook his head. ‘It’s no honour, believe me. I’ve been married three times’ — she gasped at his cool admission—’and I can tell you that it’s no honour for any woman to marry me.’

He paced up and down the room, his hands in his pockets. ‘If you’d said yes, it would have been because you knew I could give you a swell position, not because you love me. I know when a woman loves me. It’s only happened once. Three weeks after I married her she was certified insane — had illusions. I was one of ‘em! After I got my divorce she recovered, married again and got three children, and she’s President of the Women’s Anti-Booze League — she’s been drawing alimony out of booze for years and knows it.’

Leslie was staring at him. ‘Were you a — what do they call it? — bootlegger?’

He nodded. ‘So was the old man, Elijah — and how!’ He laughed. It was the first time she had heard him laugh with any heartiness. ‘It’s your fate…I’m sorry.’

‘Mr. Decadon a bootlegger?’

He nodded. ‘Elijah shipped more bad liquor into the United States than any subject of the king. He owned the first two speakeasies there were in Chicago, financed Dion O’Banion, and spent a million bucks trying to put Scarface to sleep. You didn’t know that. And he did it all from London. He only paid about three visits to Chicago in his life. I was his vice-regent in the Windy City, and I can’t tell you the number of times dear Uncle Elijah tried to doublecross me. Why do you think I stayed here when I was in London? Why do you think he took the trouble to make a flat for me on the roof?’

‘Who killed him?’ she asked suddenly, her grave eyes focused on his.

He was not in the least embarrassed. ‘He killed himself,’ he said coolly. ‘Don’t you ever shed any soft tears for Elijah — he was hardboiled!’

She found it difficult to ask the question that was on her lips, but presently she summoned up courage.

‘You’re not in…there’s no need for you to be…bootlegging, now?’

He was amused.

‘Sure there isn’t. No, I’m going to be an English country gentleman, take out naturalisation papers, buy an estate and just settle down.’

She shook her head.

‘You couldn’t settle down.’

He looked at her admiringly.

‘You’ve said it!’ He jerked out his hand. ‘Sorry we can’t make a deal, but I respect you for it. I think you’re a fool, but I still respect you. I won’t go with you to the door, for reasons that I can’t explain to you. Alberto will get you a taxi — he’s a braver man than I am!’

She wondered what this cryptic remark meant.

When she saw Terry later in the morning — he came with an engineer to make a survey and sketch of the plane crash — she did not tell him either of Eddie’s offer or of her visit to Berkeley Square. He was elated at her other news.

‘Dorries? I don’t know it, but I’ve heard of it. It’s a pretty good firm, and a whacking big salary. You’re in luck! How did you hear of it?’

‘It may have come through the agency. I had a telegram asking me to call. It’s a sleepy little place in Austin Friars. There’s a tiny bank attached to it and an issuing house. I start tomorrow.’

At nine o’clock she took possession of her new domain. Dorries had a history stretching back for two hundred years. They had been bankers, export agents, tea planters, and they had fingers in almost every commercial pie that was stirred and baked south of Karachi arid east of Bombay.

Her oak-panelled office was hung with portraits of the great Dorries of the past. When she was first shown to her desk she thought a mistake had been made.

‘It’s quite right. Miss Ranger,’ said the head clerk. ‘Mr. Dorrie gave instructions you were to have this office.’

‘Is he here?’ she asked.

‘No, he’s not here. In fact, he never comes here. He lives in Kent. Our business is not quite as brisk as it was or, I’m afraid, as important. When I was a boy Dorries was one of the most important houses in the City…’

The head clerk, at the end of a long historical survey, admitted to being seventy, and when she told him with the greatest kindness that he didn’t look it, he was pleased. Almost all the staff were over fifty, except three or four typists, who were also bookkeepers.

He spent an hour with her, explaining the character and nature of Dorries’ operations, and she realised that the staff and the business were dying together. It was rather a depressing thought.

It was not even a limited company, she discovered, but a sort of complicated partnership in which all sorts of mysterious people held microscopic shares. Recently these had been eliminated, and the business was now the property of Mr, Dorrie and Mr. Pattern, who never came to the office.

‘Of course, I don’t know Mr. Dorrie’s business,’ said the head clerk, ‘or how much of the firm he controls. Mr. Pattern has been a partner for six months. I understand he’s an old gentleman who lives in Bradford.’

In the afternoon she had an interview with the bank manager, and discovered the startling fact that she was, to all intents and purposes, Dorries. She had power to sign cheques, to make and determine agreements, and was subject only to the indefinite control exercised by Mr. Dorrie, who was unlikely to control anything or anybody for very much longer, and Mr. Pattern.

‘It’s a pretty big responsibility for a young lady,’ said the bank manager. ‘There’s eighty thousand pounds cash credit and nearly a hundred thousand pounds on deposit on account of your little banking business.’

In the afternoon, she met the staff, and was introduced to one of those who had been lightheartedly described as a typist, but who proved to be a young man, very silent and uncommunicative, who was the accountant. He had only been in the business for three months, and was cordially disliked by the head clerk and the other elderly members of the staff.

Leslie had not finished her first day’s experience as the head of a City firm before she realised that the unpopular accountant was the only competent member of the staff. It was he who conducted the considerable import business, he who arranged credits, who made appointments for her, who was to keep her acquainted with the bank balance and advise her on all financial transactions.

Just as she was leaving that evening the head clerk asked to see her.

‘There is one point on which I forgot to instruct you, Miss Ranger, and it is this: Mr. Dorrie especially asked me to remind you that in no circumstances must you discuss the business of Dorries with any person outside the firm.’

She was a little nettled. ‘That warning is quite unnecessary,’ she said.

She spent a busy three days improving systems, speeding up office methods and generally moving into that category of unpopularity in which the accountant held a prominent position in the esteem of the staff. On the Saturday she had a letter from a firm of lawyers, informing her that Messrs. Dorrie were so satisfied with the work she had performed that her salary had been raised to £2,000 a year.

As she was leaving the office the old head clerk came up to her, rubbing his hands.

‘You’ve brought us good luck. Miss Ranger,’ he said. ‘We’ve had eighteen new accounts opened this week! They can laugh at Dorries as bankers, but we were in the business before some of these joint stock companies were ever heard of.’

It was true that nobody quite took Dorries seriously as bankers. There had been a time when the great Indian houses and the East India merchants had an account, and some of them were fairly substantial. But the competition of modern banks and the destructive efficiency of banking methods brought about such a shrinkage that the house carried less than fifty accounts, and Leslie calculated that one was dying every month, so that the accession of new business was very gratifying.

The old man’s information was not news to her. She had initialed and approved each account that was opened, but she had not realised that the appearance of eighteen in one week was very unusual.

She kept faith with Mr. Dorrie, and did not discuss the business with Terry, but that was only natural in her as a woman. Women executives do not discuss their employers’ business and, beyond knowing that she was quite happy in her new employment, Terry did not even know that her salary had had such a surprising rise.

There had come a lull in the storm which was shaking London. One newspaper in a sardonic leader had summarised popular opinion when it said:

‘Two days have passed without a gang shooting. What has happened? Another week of this state of lawfulness, and we may expect to see the pound return to parity.’

It was on the day this article appeared that Scotland Yard heard of the new red warning. One had been sent to a wealthy brewer, who was also a Member of Parliament, and — crowning audacity — the letter had been addressed to him at the House of Commons.

It was a challenge which could not be ignored. The Member had babbled of his experience to other Members, the notice was rushed across to Scotland Yard, and Jiggs put on his glasses and read the communication through — letter by letter.

‘It’s a hook-up,’ he said. ‘I’ve been expecting it. The wording’s practically the same as the Green, except that they’ve taken over Blue’s telephone idea and dropped the light in the window. Is this senator, or whatever he is, a rich man?’

‘He’s a millionaire,’ said Terry. ‘He lives in a flat in Park Lane.’

Jiggs nodded slowly.

‘Where is he now — in the House of Commons? Why, I’ll give you my advice. Get an armoured car and rush him to the Tower of London.’

If this suggestion had been made a week before, Terry would have dismissed it as fantastical.

‘I don’t know how the Council will take that, but it’s sane.’

‘Sure it’s sane,’ said Jiggs. ‘These guys have started business all over again, and here’s a picturesque example. They know he’s sent the letter over to police headquarters, and they’ve marked him down. It’s going to be something spectacular, Terry boy.’

‘I’ll see the Council right away,’ said Inspector Weston.

He was gone an hour. When he came back he made a gesture of defeat.

‘The Cabinet think that the armoured car and Tower idea would be an advertisement of our inability to offer this man protection. They’ve agreed to a strong escort bringing him from the House to his home and back to the Commons in the morning, and they’re policing his flat in Park Lane.’

Jiggs shook his head.

‘They could get him coming or going, but I’ve an idea they won’t do that.’

‘The Home Secretary thinks that as they didn’t get Cuthbert Drood…’ began Terry.

‘Poppycock!’ snarled Jiggs. ‘They passed up on Cuthbert, not because they couldn’t get him, but because the gang war started that night. They’ll get your Mr. Ripple-Durcott as sure as you’re alive. Not tonight maybe, but in three days, and you can bet your sweet life that until they get him all the notices are going to be suspended. This is the test case of the Combined and Cooperated Society for the Extermination of Won’t Pays.’

His prophecy proved to be accurate. Mr. Ripple-Durcott was escorted to his home that evening by a strong body of plainclothes detectives. Motorcyclists rode on either side and in front of his car. There were so many police in his flat that he had some difficulty in getting into his bedroom. At least, that was Jiggs’ version.

He came to the House of Commons the following afternoon. A great crowd had gathered in Whitehall to cheer him as he passed. Mr. Ripple-Durcott was not displeased with his newfound popularity.

Ordinarily the House of Commons was not very interested in him. He was a dull man who made dull speeches, and told interminable and pointless stories in the smoking-room. But the events of the day had elevated him into a national figure.

‘Can you tell me,’ asked Jiggs, ‘why they’ve put Tetley in charge of this man?’

Terry hesitated. ‘Wembury’s a pretty obstinate man, and you seem to have got his goat over something.’

Jiggs grinned. ‘The natural antipathy of the near competent for the superlatively adequate,’ he said magnificently. ‘I’m sorry about that,’ he went on in a changed tone. ‘I like Wembury — he’s swell. And I guess if I was running a department in Chicago and some lah-di-dah Englishman butted in, I’d feel that way too. But all the same, Terry, you’ve got to persuade the big man that this Inspector Tetley is poison! I’ve been doing a little private detective work — quite alien to my nature — and it seems that this guy has been on howdy terms with the Big Boy ever since he came to town, in fact while this racket was being organised. Can’t you persuade Wembury…’

‘At the moment, no.’ Terry shook his head. ‘He’s getting rattled, and I must say I sympathise with him. And Tetley’s a pretty persuasive fellow. The fact that he’s not terribly well educated, and that he’s worked his way up in spite of a lot of disadvantages, stands to his credit. On the other side of the ledger, he was suspected of being in on a particularly bad gambling-house scandal about five years ago. We could never prove anything, and he only got out of it by the skin of his teeth. Anyway, I can’t believe that he’d connive at murder.’

‘He’s not conniving at murder,’ said Jiggs quietly. ‘He believes that he’s taking money for keeping his eyes shut to something which doesn’t really matter. It’s odd how you can make yourself think just what you want if you’ve got a brain like Tetley’s. And don’t suppose that he isn’t getting scared, because he is. After a while even obvious things become apparent even to the nitwit. But he’s in it, Terry, and he can’t get out of it. He’s in it worse now, because he’s beginning to realise how far he’s gone. One of these days his conscience will start working and he’ll fall apart, but if he ever gets that way he’d better keep it to himself — that’s all!’

Nothing happened on the second night. On the third a slight fog descended on London, and Jiggs knew the moment was at hand. It rolled up in great billows, and began to spread out more and more thickly.

There was a Member of the House of Commons named Quigley, a bowed old man with a shock of white hair and a little white moustache and goatee. Mr. Quigley was not a well man. His appearances in the House had been rare since the first session. At nine o’clock that night he came slowly up the stone steps, crossed the lobby and passed through the stone corridor to the inner lobby. The policeman on duty opened the door. Quigley walked into the House, stood for a moment by the bar, fixing his eyeglasses. There was a debate in progress; one of those uninteresting measures dealing with land valuation was being drearily discussed. Quigley took a seat on the almost empty Government benches, and somebody drew attention to the fact.

‘Quigley’s gone over to the Government,’ he said.

Mr. Quigley was a member of the Opposition. The front bench, where members of the Government sit, was empty except for an undersecretary who was in charge of the debate. Suddenly Mr. Quigley rose, walked towards the Speaker with tottering feet, and had reached the gangway, when he turned quickly. His arm shot out. Three times he fired and then, gripping his gun, he leapt over the outstretched legs of the undersecretary, raced past the Speaker and through the door behind the chair.

It was all over in a second. A man who had been sitting on the front Opposition bench crumpled up and fell in a heap. A policeman saw the running Member and tried to intercept him, but went down with a bullet through his shoulder.

Evidently the man knew the geography of the place; he must have studied a plan carefully for he turned into a passage and through a swing-door on to the terrace of the House. He did not hesitate. Counting the lamps from the bridge end of the terrace, he chose the fourth and, leaping up on to the parapet, dived into the river. Actually no one saw his exit. When a crowd of attendants and police came on to the terrace he was gone. A policeman leaned over the parapet, saw a long launch heading for the centre of the river and challenged it. There was no answer. He pulled a revolver from its holster and fired twice. Almost instantly there came from the dark waters flickering lines of intermittent light and the stammer of a machinegun. Bullets sprayed the parapet, smashed a few windows, but did no other damage.

By this time the boat was in midstream. The watchers saw again the flicker of machinegun fire and heard the rattle of it. In midstream was a police launch, and the battle was one-sided. By the’ time reinforcements came the launch had disappeared.

Wembury came into Terry’s room, looking white and drawn.

‘Is he dead?’ asked Terry.

The Assistant Commissioner nodded.

‘Yes, he’s dead all right — and officially so are we. Where’s your American friend?’

‘He went out the moment the report came through,’ said Terry.

‘He wasn’t very far wrong about his armoured car and the Tower,’ said Wembury bitterly. He fell into a chair and sat with his face in his hands. ‘This isn’t my job,’ he said. ‘I’m not paid for it. God, how we used to laugh when we got the news through from Chicago that their police couldn’t deal with their racketeers and gangsters! And now we know why. We’re fighting guns with feather-dusters.’

He leaned back in his chair and sighed heavily. ‘That launch of theirs must have crept along the wall. It was in the shadow all the time, and the Thames police people didn’t see it. By the way, the sergeant in the police boat is badly hit. Who was it suggested that the Thames police should have machineguns, and who turned down the idea? Jiggs suggested it; I murdered it.’ He looked up as the door opened. Hullo, Jiggs!’

‘Hullo, Chief!’ Jiggs was very cheerful. ‘Sorry,’ he said. Wembury nodded.

‘I know. Human nature being what it is, you ought to be glad.’ Jiggs scowled at him.

‘My human nature isn’t like any other human nature,’ he growled.

‘What’s the solution, Jiggs?’

Captain Allerman swung round a chair and sat astride it. ‘I’ll tell you what’s the solution, Mr. Wembury,’ he said, ‘and it’s the only solution. Send a couple of parties to pick up Eddie Tanner and Kerky Smith, and bring them to Scotland Yard.’

‘And then?’ asked Wembury when he paused,

‘And then,’ said Jiggs deliberately, ‘when they try to escape, a give ’em the works.’

Wembury stared at him. ‘You mean shoot them?’

‘If they tried to escape.’

‘But suppose they didn’t try to escape?’

‘A slow, devilish smile dawned on Jiggs Allerman’s face. ‘Chief, if you’ll leave ’em to me, I’ll undertake that they’ll try to escape all right!’

Wembury shook his head. ‘That’s simply murder,’ he said.

‘What’s happened tonight?’ asked Jiggs. ‘What’s been happening all the week — just wrist-slappin’? Murder? I don’t know the word! It’s murder to kill an unarmed citizen, but to put a real bad hoodlum into a squad car and shoot him on the way to the station — that’s my idea of poetic justice.’

Again Wembury shook his head. ‘It can’t be done, Jiggs. We can deport these fellows…’

‘Deport them!’ sneered Jiggs. ‘Over to Paris. And you couldn’t deport Eddie Tanner, anyway. He claims to be American, but he’s British-born. I’ve looked up his record so often that I could recite it at a Sunday-school picnic. He was born right here in London. Though he’s lived in America all his life he never took out papers on the other side. That’s news to you.

‘He’s a swell feller, Eddie — I like him. There’s something about him that’s almost human — by which I mean he looks like a human being but he isn’t. You’re not going to beat these birds by any gen’lemanly methods. I’ll tell you something, Chief. In Sing Sing there’s a class of privileged prisoners — they call ’em trusties. A trusty’s allowed to go pretty well anywhere he likes — sometimes outside the prison — and they know he’ll come back. But they’ve never made a trusty out of a hardboiled gangster — did you know that? They’ve tried it and it failed. You can’t put these birds on their honour. After they’ve committed their second murder they kinda lose the taste for it; honour, I’m talking about, not murder.’

He walked to the window and looked out on to the foggy Embankment.

‘There are quite a few people outside taking a look at Scotland Yard, and I guess they’re wondering what we’re going to do about it. And the crowds outside the Houses of Parliament are bigger than any I’ve seen.’

The phone rang and Wembury answered.

‘For me, I know.’ He listened. ‘Very good, sir…You fellows had better come over to the House with me. If there’s a new Commissioner appointed, I’ll put my resignation in his hands tonight. As it is, I’m going to tell the Home Secretary; that he can dispose of me just as he wishes.’

The crowd outside the House of Commons was so dense that even the mounted police found it difficult to work their way through the packed masses. Between the railway station and the House is an underground passage. Curiously enough, this had been very heavily policed that night, for it had been the Assistant Commissioner’s theory that if any attempt was made to enter the House it would be by this approach.

They were taken into the big room of the Prime Minister. Half the Cabinet were present, and Jiggs picked out a tall white-haired man who looked the most worried, and guessed that this was the Home Secretary.

There were no recriminations. These statesmen realised just what was the problem that had to be solved. ‘There’s no question of accepting your resignation, Mr. Wembury,’ said the Home Secretary promptly when the Assistant Commissioner made his offer. ‘You’re doing as well as you can with the weapons you have.’

Jiggs was introduced, and the haggard-looking Prime Minister scrutinised him.

‘What are we going to do, Captain Allerman? You know these people, you’re acquainted with the methods employed to deal with them — what’s your suggestion?’

Jiggs did not speak for a moment. He sat by the table, drumming his fingers on the polished surface. Presently he lifted his head.

‘Any suggestion I make, gentlemen, will sound immodest. The first is that I be given absolute control of the Metropolitan police force for a month. The second is that you suspend all your laws which protect criminals — these fair play methods of yours are going to get you in worse than you’re in already. I suggest you scrap every rule you’ve laid down for Scotland Yard; that you suspend the Habeas Corpus Act, and give us an indemnity in advance for any illegal act — that is to say, for any act which is against your law — that may be committed in the course of that month. If you’ll do this, I’ll put these two gangs just where they belong.’

‘In prison?’

Jiggs shook his head.

‘In hell,’ he said.

It was perhaps unfortunate that he used this extravagant illustration. The Home Secretary was a very earnest Nonconformist, who took his religion seriously.

‘That, of course, is…’ He paused.

‘Fantastical,’ suggested Jiggs. ‘I’m getting quite used to the word. It’s the one you pull when any hard-sense suggestion is made to you.’

‘In the first place,’ said the Home Secretary stiffly, ‘we could not give you complete control of the police. That, as I say, is — um — impossible. I’m not so sure that it isn’t against the Constitution.’

Jiggs nodded. ‘She’s a new one to me.’

‘And to suspend all the laws because a party of assassins and blackmailers are terrorising London is equally absurd. You must give us a more practical suggestion than that.’

Jiggs shook his head. ‘There ain’t any,’ he said. ‘But, failing that, I’ll give you the advice you want. Strengthen your police force, give a certain percentage of your officers revolvers — and it may be advisable to train ’em in the way of using them — deport all suspicious foreigners, and what else? Why, you can do as you did tonight — close the public galleries in the House of Commons, without realising that if you close the public galleries, there’s only one way a man can get in, and that is as a Member.

‘I suggested that possibility — it was one of those fantastic ideas of mine! Mr. Secretary, you’re up against exactly the same stone wall that every police department in the United States is up against. Organised crime, carried out by criminals who regard murder as a normal method. Only you haven’t got hoodlums and amateurs working this racket. I reckon there are nearly two hundred gunmen in London, and they’re all experts. For months their dives and bolt — holes have been got ready for them. This racket has been planned for years — that’s what you’ve got to consider. It was any odds that when the gangs came to London they’d come good and plenty, and that only the big timers — I’ll interpret that, gentlemen: it means the more important armies — would be employed. I’ll tell you something that you don’t know. There isn’t one of those gunmen, aides, legs, watch-out men, killers, who is pulling down less than five hundred bucks a week. In your depreciated currency that’s about a hundred and forty pounds. There’s over two million dollars expenses in this racket, and that’s coming back pretty quickly. It will come back in a flood after tonight.’

‘Do you know who’s behind this?’ asked the Secretary.

‘I know, and you know, Mr. Secretary. I’ve already sent in the names in my official report. One’s an American, one’s an Englishman. There’s no evidence against either. You can turn one of ’em out of the country at twentyfour hours’ notice, but the racket is going on, and going strong, whether he’s in this country or in Paris.’

The meeting adjourned with no more than the conventional resolution adopted. An order went out from Scotland Yard that the uniformed police should be armed. One suggestion of Jiggs’ alone was adopted; the establishment of an air patrol day and night over London and the creation of signal stations.

I can’t see how that will serve us,’ said the Home Secretary.

‘No, sir,’ said the patient Jiggs, ‘I don’t see how you can.’

It was an excellent scheme. The watchers of the skies would keep close touch with the ground. They could follow in the daytime the movements of any escaping car, could trail it to its destination, and give information to the ground police if the occupants of the car dispersed. Incidentally, it would prevent a repetition of an air raid upon any certain house, if the Green section of the gang attempted to repeat the adventure which ended so disastrously in Cavendish Square.

‘And that’s that, boy!’ said Jiggs when they were out in the Street again and pushing their way through the thinning crowd towards the Embankment. ‘There’s a dozen guns in this crowd, but they couldn’t get away with it. That’s the one thing they hate — crowds. The one thing they’re afraid of is being lynched — you didn’t know that? I’ve had real tough babies on their knees to me in a police station, begging me to be put in a cell where the crowd couldn’t get ‘em. What a grand film this would make! But the Censor would never pass it. It’s against I public interest to interfere with the illusions of the proletariat — that’s a helluva good word I picked up listenin’ to a soapbox orator at Hyde Park Corner last Sunday night.’

Just as they were turning into the Yard, Wembury, who had remained silent throughout the journey, turned to Terry Weston.

‘I’d like you to see Tetley. I’ve told him to report to my office, but I’ll him sent in to you. You can take whatever steps you like. I want to know by tomorrow morning what precautions he took, and how this man was able to get on to the terrace of the House of Commons.’

Terry put through an inquiry about the policeman who had been wounded in the House, and learned with satisfaction that the man was making good progress. He rang the bell for a messenger.

Inspector Tetley was looking a hundred years old. The man was frightened; he was on the point of breaking, or Jiggs did not recognise the signs. Tetley looked at Jiggs and then at his immediate chief. ‘I’d rather see you alone, Mr. Weston. I don’t think that strangers…’

This isn’t the moment to consider your fine feelings, Mr. Tetley. Captain Allerman is part of our organisation. Now, will you explain how this thing happened tonight, and why the exits were left, not exactly unguarded, but without sufficient guards?’

‘I did my best, sir,’ whined Tetley. ‘I had men in all the corridors, and I can’t understand why the officer who was supposed to be on duty on the Terrace…’

‘Well, if you can’t understand it I will explain,’ said Terry sternly. ‘He was not on duty because he hadn’t been instructed.’

Tetley did not contest this. ‘We all make mistakes. I’ve had a very worrying time, Mr. Weston, and tonight I had a headache so bad that I didn’t know whether I was on my head or my heels.’

He looked appealingly at Jiggs, but could find no sympathy written in that rugged face. Tetley began to enumerate rapidly the disposition of his men.

‘I saw the murderer come into the House,’ he went on, ‘and I was deceived. Why, even the attendants thought they knew him. I was talking to some Members afterwards, and one of them said that when the old gentleman sat down on the bench…’

‘We won’t have any reminiscences at the moment. You’ll report to this office at twelve o’clock tomorrow and bring with you your bank passbook,’ said Terry brusquely. ‘Also your wife’s bank account — that which she has in her own name at the Edgware Road branch of the Northern and Southern Bank, and that which she has in her maiden name at the Dyers Bank in Bradford.’

He saw the man’s jaw drop.

‘You will also bring me exact particulars of the contents of Box 8497 at the Fetter Lane Safe Deposit. When you go there to ascertain, you will find an officer waiting for you, and he will render you every assistance that you may require.’

Tetley went out, a broken man.

‘The queer thing is,’ said Jiggs wonderingly, ‘that I didn’t speak a word!’

Kerky Smith had had a very late night. He and his wife had been dancing at one of the most exclusive of the night clubs. His deferential valet was never deferential when they were quite alone. He came and woke his employer. ‘Kerk,’ he said, ‘that copper’s on the wire.’ Kerky got up, glared at the interrupter of his dreams.

‘What copper?’ he asked sourly. And then, quickly: Tetley?’

‘He calls himself Colonel Brunton — that’s Tetley, ain’t it?’

Kerky went out into the sittingroom and took up the receiver. ‘I’ve got to see you, Mr. Smith. It’s most urgent. Can I come up to the hotel?’

‘No, sir, you can’t come up to the hotel,’ said Kerky. ‘I’ve told you that before. I’ll have a man pick you up somewhere.’

‘I’m being watched,’ said the agitated voice of Tetley. ‘I didn’t realise it till last night, when the Chief Inspector…’

‘Maybe I’m not being watched, eh?’ snarled Smith. ‘I’ll see you after I’m shaved — I’ll be shaved in half an hour.’

He went to his favourite barber’s in Soho, allowed himself to be lathered, and then the obliging barber plugged in a portable telephone and went out, shutting the door behind him.

Inspector Tetley was no farther away from him than on the first floor, and he also was alone in a soundproof cabinet. Kerky listened to the recital of the man’s woes and fears, heard in detail the interview of the night before, and…’I’m resigning,’ said Tetley energetically. It was the vigour of a frightened man, looking for avenues of escape. ‘I think I’ll go abroad. I’m all in. If that American comes after me he’ll get everything out of me. He didn’t say a word last night. There’s about a couple of thousand due to me, Kerky — if you don’t mind me calling you by your Christian name.’

‘It isn’t my Christian name, and I don’t like it,’ snapped Kerky Smith. ‘O.K.’ His voice was suddenly cheerful. ‘Be on the Inner Circle, right opposite the Zoo, at ten o’clock tonight, and I’ll send one of my boys along with the money. But get there — without anybody seeing you.’

He pressed a little bell which was within reach and, when the barber came back, handed him the receiver. ‘This soap’s drying on my face,’ he said irritably.

*

Cora Smith had had a peculiar upbringing. She was a little over fourteen when she first became acquainted with gang life, and since that age she had been of it and sometimes in it. All her life she had heard millions talked about as if they were pennies. Sometimes they were mythical millions, sometimes they were hundreds of thousands that looked like millions, and had been gained at the risk of life and liberty.

She had always been well cared for, always been expensively dressed, and had accumulated jewellery with the nonchalance of a small boy collecting marbles.

She had made two incursions into the field of matrimony before she met Kerky and, during her married life and before, the atmosphere in which she moved knew neither pity nor remorse. Violent death was one of the commonplaces of existence. She had met slightly amusing men, who had made love to her one day and were under a merciful tarpaulin in the county mortuary the next. She had not been shocked for so long that she forgot she could ever be shocked.

Her philosophy was a simple one: it was to look beautiful in the eyes of the man who footed the bills, and to be faithful to him so long as he didn’t doublecross her. After that, faith had no meaning.

She was very fond of Kerky. None of her husbands had excited so much interest in her shallow little brain and the red marble which she called a heart. To her, only one mysterious crisis was possible: the loss of her man, whether by death or through the machinations of somebody more attractive to him. In her wildest dreams she could not imagine any woman more attractive than herself; but she knew enough of men to know that they sometimes had peculiar fancies.

If a swift bullet took her man there were no complications — finish was written to the chapter of their joint life and she made herself attractive for some other man. There was generally a vague sort of waiting-list, and a tacit agreement that if she passed on it would be in a certain direction.

She did not worry very much about Kerky’s break with her being brought about by a swift bullet. This, however, was if another matter. She brooded about Leslie and, when she was alone, fell into sour rages; and from brooding she came to planning. She searched for historical precedents and found plenty. There was that girl who went about with Harry the Pollak and slashed his secret girl with a razor. But that was no good: it was common, just the sort of thing that a nigger might have done. A more practical example was Sarah Vagenti, who took her rival by the hair of her head as she sat at dinner with Sarah’s man and pumped three nickel shots into her. It took a whole lot of holy men and sob-sister stuff to save Sarah from the chair. Virtuous mothers of families in a thousand and one frame-houses in the State of Missouri grimly consigned her to death. Sarah was still in a Federal penitentiary.

Then there was the epic case of Looey Stein…Cora thought this over, and was filled with a splendid resolve.

‘Why don’t you go down to the country, kid?’ Kerky asked her one day. ‘What’s the good of me buying you houses? Why, you’ve only been there once!’

She smiled at him graciously. ‘You certainly think with your mind, Kerk,’ she said. ‘I was layin’ in bed this mornin’, wondering whether I oughtn’t to go down and see that little dump.’

‘Why don’t you go down for a day or two? Take your maid, get some women in to clean up. I’ll send you down a swell cook.’

She shook her head. ‘I don’t think so,’ she said.

The little house Kerky had bought her the previous summer was a riverside cottage between Maidenhead and Cookham. It had been rebuilt, and perfectly furnished. She had fallen in love with it the first time she saw the place, had fallen out of love after her second visit.

‘I was reading today,’ she said untruthfully, ‘about Looey Stein. Say, she was a swell hater! The woman who put that Baltimore kid on the spot.’

Kerky shook his head disapprovingly. ‘There’s a big sign on that racket, Cora— “Women keep out!”’ He looked at her through narrowed eyes. ‘You’re not thinkin’ of doubling for that game are you?’

‘Don’t be crazy,’ she said.

If he had been indifferent she might have forgotten the nebulous project that was forming in her mind, but he had been deeply interested and concerned.

Leslie went out to lunch as much for exercise as for nourishment. She was going back to her office, and had turned out of Broad Street into Austin Friars, when she heard a shrill voice hail her by name. ‘Miss Ranger!’

I She looked round. A little coupe had pulled up with a jerk by the sidewalk and a woman got out. Mrs. Kerky Smith was so radiantly lovely a figure in the drab setting of Broad Street that City clerks, going about their lawful occasions, forgot their business and turned to gape at her. But it was the kind of loveliness which it invariably embarrassed Leslie to see. This pretty woman was too exquisite, too much like the perfect magazine cover, to blend into the greys and browns of everyday life.

‘Why, look who’s here!’ Cora Smith was all too genial. ‘Won’t you come along and lunch with me? It’s too bad Kerky’s going over to Paris, France, on business, and I was wondering whether you and me — you and I couldn’t get better acquainted. Where do you work?’

She looked round. ‘Somewhere about here,’ smiled Leslie. ‘I’m terribly sorry, Mrs. Smith, but I’m very busy.’

‘What time are you through?’ Leslie told her five o’clock. ‘Wouldn’t you like to come along for a drive?’ Cora almost pleaded. ‘Say, I’m that lonely I could swap stories with a bellhop!’

Leslie was sorry for her, but not so sorry that she would have cared to spend a very long time in her company. Still…

She walked back with the woman, saw her get into her car and drive off. It was beautiful and expensive. Cora Kerky Smith could have driven no other.

It was true that Kerky Smith had intended going to Paris, but he had changed his mind.

‘You going out?’ He looked at his watch. ‘Half past four, kid. You’d better take someone along with you. Where are you going?’

‘I’m taking that girl out — Leslie something.’

‘Leslie Ranger?’ He frowned at her. ‘What’s the big idea?’

‘I thought I ought to get to know her, Kerky.’ She wailed when she was feeling plaintive.

‘That’s O.K. Not a bad idea. Phone me around six,’ he said. ‘Maybe you’ll get her to talk about that guy at the Yard, but don’t you talk, kid.’

She looked at him with amusement.

Leslie enjoyed the drive. It was rather a fine afternoon, and London was full of horrors. Every newspaper bill shouted ‘Murder!’ ‘Outrage!’ ‘Gangs!’ as the car flashed past, so that when Cora suggested a trip to her little country house, Leslie agreed. They stopped in Slough and bought sandwiches. Cora remembered afterwards that the girl might have telephoned somebody to say who she was with. Kerky wouldn’t make a mistake like that; nor would her classic exemplar.

It was dusk when the car turned into the long lane which would bring them, so Cora told her, to her house. The long lane had a longer lane branching off to the left. It ran between the hedges of two unkempt meadows. Then, with almost dramatic suddenness, it came to the charming bungalow, standing between high privet hedges. Leslie got down and opened the gates. The coupe half circled the house and stopped under a glass-roofed porch.

‘I can’t stay very long,’ Leslie said.

‘Just look in,’ pleaded Cora.

She opened the door of the kitchen. There was a smell of mustiness peculiar to a closed house. They walked into the drawingroom and Cora suddenly said: ‘Go upstairs! There was something in the woman’s tone that made Leslie look at her. She was standing very taut, her eyes wide open, blazing with excitement. In her hand was a small automatic. ‘You heard what I said — go upstairs!’

Leslie felt a queer sinking feeling within her; her knees trembled. ‘Don’t be stupid,’ she said. ‘It’s time we went home.’

Her voice sounded strange.

‘Go right upstairs when I tell you!’

There was a passion in the voice of this lovely, doll-like creature that struck the girl dumb. Without a word she walked into the passage up the stairs and on to the first landing.

‘Go into that room on the left.’

Leslie obeyed. The room was in darkness; it had been shuttered against storms. Cora turned on the light. It was obviously a servant’s bedroom: it had a plain, iron bedstead and a chair. Leading out was a tiny bathroom.

‘I’m going to tell you sump’n’. I damn nearly died for your sake — did you know that? I’ll bet you didn’t! That feller of yours, Eddie Tanner…do you know what he said to Kerky? He’d cut off my head and send it home in a strawberry basket — and he’d ‘a’ done it! I know Eddie…I was married to him…for three years. And because of you!’

‘Of me?’ said Leslie. ‘That’s ridiculous!’

‘Ridiculous, eh? You got a notice, didn’t you, asking for five hundred? And you took it to the police, and they put the choppers on to you. That’s how Eddie bought ’em off — picked me up on the street and shot me into a little room, and if the choppers had got you he’d have killed me.’

Leslie was looking at her in amazement. Incredible and humanly impossible as the story sounded, she knew it was true.

‘I owe you something for that, and I owe you something for vamping Kerky. And you needn’t tell me you didn’t — I know what women are…’

She told Leslie what women were, and — she did not mince her words.

Leslie belonged to this world, lived in it, and was not easily shocked. She was not even shocked now, though it almost hurt her to hear a woman speak as Cora Smith was speaking.

‘I’m letting you stay locked up for a while, same as I was. Maybe if I’m feeling good tomorrow I’ll come down and let you out, but if I’m feeling bad…’ She looked at Leslie. Her face had suddenly gone old, and she was breathing rapidly. ‘Well, maybe I will,’ she said at last.

She opened her bag and took out two pairs of American handcuffs. She had seen them a few days before at a toy store in Oxford Street when she was shopping, and had bought them for the novelty. She had shown them to Kerky, and he was not at all impressed.

‘Throw ’em in the ashcan, will you? The worst things you can bring in a house for luck,’ he had told her.

Holding her gun with one hand, she snapped one of the bracelets over the girl’s wrists, fastened the second pair of handcuffs to the first, and gripped that round an iron pipe from the bathroom.

‘You can’t open those without a key,’ she said. ‘See how you like it, kid.’

She drove back to town, and the nearer she got to London the more uneasy she became. For this was an end to her adventure that she had not foreseen. She had been so concerned in planning the first part that she had had no definite idea as to its conclusion. And Kerky…?

She had reached the end of the Great West Road, stopped her car, and was half inclined to go back and get the girl. When she released her tomorrow she’d squeal, and Kerky would raise hell, and maybe all Kerky’s great racket would be sunk.

Cora was terrified. Now there was only one solution, and her little head reeled with a newly discovered horror. She went to the telephone and called her husband, and when his anxious voice demanded, with florid trimmings, where she was and what she had been doing, her nerve failed her again.

‘Kerky,’ she faltered, ‘I thought of going back…into the country…’

‘You come right home. Where are you? I’ll get one of the cars to pick you up, you…’

She didn’t mind his abuse: it gave her some relief. ‘Yes, Kerky,’ she said meekly, and left her prisoner to the darkness.

When she came into the sittingroom Kerky Smith’s face was as black as gloom.

‘Where have you been?’

He took in all the details of her dress with one sweeping glance. ‘And where’s your bag?’

She gasped; she had left the bag in the house; and there was something in that bag which nobody ought to see.

‘Lord, Kerky! What’s the idea of barking at me? I didn’t take the bag out—it’s in my drawer. Do you want it?’

If he had been less worried he would have seen through the lie. ‘No, I don’t want it. Sit down here. Somebody’s been in these rooms today, searchin’ ‘em, while I was out. Do you remember that little book I gave you the other day and told you to put in the safe deposit?’ She nodded dumbly. ‘You put it there, did you?’ She nodded again. She dared not speak. He heaved a deep sigh. ‘That’s O.K. Cora. I was a fool to give it to you, anyway, knowing what a dumb girl you are.’

He got up from the chair and began to pace the room. The tension in his face relaxed. He was smiling when he asked:

‘What about a show tonight, kid? “Legs and Lovelies,” eh?’

‘Fine, Kerk!’ she said.

Her voice was steady, her active mind working as fast as it had ever worked. What would happen if she told Kerky that she had forgotten to put the book into the safe deposit, and that at that moment it was in her bag, in the house where she had left Leslie Ranger?

Leslie had seen the bag, had found it difficult to keep her eyes from it or to avoid drawing the woman’s attention to what she was leaving behind. It lay on the chair in the servant’s bedroom, more than six feet from where the girl was chained to the pipe.

She heard the door slam and the noise of the car as it went out on to the lane. From where she stood she saw the reflected gleam of its lights when Cora switched them on.

The keys would be there. They had been tied to the handcuffs with little red tapes, and Cora had broken them and dropped them back into the bag. The chair was too far away for her to reach. She let the handcuff that was about the pipe slip down as near to the floor as she could, then, lying down, she stretched herself out on the tips of her toes and just touched one of the rungs of the chair. Another inch…she could not reach it.

There was a broom in a corner of the tiny bathroom. She could just reach it. Sliding the broom along the floor, she hooked the end of it to one leg of the chair and pulled gently. To her horror, the chair caught some projection in the floor and overturned. The bag was now barely within reach of the broom and her body combined. She made another desperate effort, stretched herself prone on the floor and, gripping the handle of the broom in her feet, manoeuvred it clumsily; she reached the other side of the bag and drew it towards her. She lost it four times before finally this jewelled little satchel came within reach of her trembling hands.

She opened it. There were the keys — four of them, two threaded on each tape. In a second she was free. All the time she had been listening, expecting to hear the car return, but there was no sound. She emptied the contents of the bag on to the table. The little automatic she put aside.

There was a small red-leather book. It was a curious book, for it was enclosed in two tiny chains which were linked together where they crossed, and were fastened on the top edge of the book with a large, thin lock, in appearance rather like a bloated half-crown. She found fifty pounds in notes and the etceteras she might expect to find in a woman’s bag: lipstick, jewelled powderbox, gold pencil, and a few silver coins.

She replaced the contents in the bag. She would find some satisfaction in calling at the hotel in the morning and restoring the property to its owner.

At first Leslie had been terribly frightened, but it was the indignity of the experience which jolted her. It was some time before she got out of the house. Most of the doors were double-bolted. Eventually she forced a window of the drawingroom. Very dusty, hot and tired, she tramped up the two long lanes. She met nobody, nor was she likely to until she reached the main Bourne End road. Even here there was nobody to whom she could tell her plight or ask assistance. There was very little assistance she needed, except a quick conveyance to London. She might have phoned Terry…She laughed at the thought.

By the time she came to the Bath road she had almost recovered her equanimity. There was a garage near by, and she went in to hire a car. She had fifty pounds of Cora’s and the least that malignant lady could do was to pay her expenses. The garage keeper shook his head.

‘I’m sorry, miss. We’ve got a car you could have, but I haven’t got a chauffeur. If you care to drive one yourself…’

Leslie leapt at the idea. She wanted to be alone. The drive to London would steady her nerves completely. She offered to make a substantial deposit, gave him her card, but that seemed to satisfy him. She had to open her own bag to get the card, and the garage man was amused. ‘Carrying two bags, miss — you’re lucky!’

‘I’m lucky to have this.’ Leslie shook Mrs. Smith’s bag grimly.

The car was a two-seater, a smooth-running English car of a make she knew and could handle. Just before she left she pointed to the clock on the dashboard.

‘Ten o’clock,’ she said. ‘I never knew a car clock that was in order.’ The garage man chuckled.

‘That’s in order, miss and, what’s more, it’s exactly ten o’clock.’

She could not believe that she had been nearly three hours in that beastly house.

The man was attentive, gave her all she needed — all except petrol. She realised this when she was halfway down the Colnbrook by-pass and the car, after one or two convulsive hiccoughs, stopped. Usually the by-pass had a continuous flow of traffic. Tonight only two cars passed in five minutes, and both ignored her signal. There was a gateway near by.

She took off the brake and allowed the car to run back down the sharp declivity on which it had halted, guiding it across the path into the field. She was scared that the battery was giving out too, for the lights were flickering. She switched them out, and waited till some slow-moving vehicle came along.

Then she saw a car come over the crest of the hill. It was moving swiftly, and slowed within three yards of where she stood. She saw it was a light van, and was stepping forward to ask for assistance, when she heard:

‘You’re not going to do a thing like this? For God’s sake!’

The voice was almost a scream. Shuddering, she drew back. Where had she heard that voice before…It was associated with traffic and cars massed in the street…

Inspector Tetley, the man with the black moustache! And then she heard him scream. It was the scream of one in terror of death.
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Inspector Tetley was at his place nearly opposite the Zoo when the car drew up to the kerb. It was not, he saw, an ordinary car, but a light van, bearing on its side the name of a firm of grocers.

‘Get up inside will you, Mr. Tetley? There’s a couple of chairs there,’ said a voice.

He climbed up to the side of the driver and stepped back into the darkness. He saw the glow of two cigars.

‘Sit right down, Inspector.’

A flap dropped behind him; the car moved on.

‘Kerky couldn’t come along tonight. He asked me to see you,’ said the pleasant voice. ‘How are things at Scotland Yard?’

Tetley did not wish to discuss Scotland Yard at that moment, and with a man who might be, for all he knew, a police trap. He knew he was under suspicion, that he had been shadowed by that department of Scotland Yard which every crooked detective hates.

‘We’ve got to take you well out of town before we give you this money, Mr. Tetley,’ the voice continued.

The second man never spoke throughout the whole journey until they struck the Great West Road, and he smoked all the time, filling the close interior of the van with choking fumes. There was little conversation until then. Tetley sat back in the comfortable armchair which had been placed in the back of the van, and wondered what could be more secret than this dark interior.

He was dealing with a class he did not know very well: his employers he was waiting the first opportunity to betray. He had his formula for such a situation. They would tell about the money they had paid him, but they could not produce credible proof. That was the formula before Terry had made his fatal pronouncement about the bank at Bradford. After that nothing much mattered except to squeeze a little extra a bonus out of these foreigners.

He liked Kerky, he was swell. It was a word Mr. Tetley was beginning to use, with a sense that he had learnt a new language. He tried it on one of his companions. ‘Kerky’s a swell fellow,’ he said.

‘Yeah,’ said the man, ‘swell.’

Mr. Tetley lit a cigarette. By the light of it he saw his two companions: broad-faced, cleanshaven men wearing spotlessly white collars. One had a yellow tie with little green horseshoes on it; the other had a purple tie — eminently respectable men.

‘Of course, I never knew anything about these shootings, and I haven’t inquired into it too closely. I suppose there must have been some reason for it. Naturally, from my point of view it’s very reprehensible…’

They let him talk, and he talked. Then the man who was driving drew aside the dividing curtain and said something. Glancing out through the opening, Tetley saw that they were passing the inn at the end of the Colnbrook by-pass. ‘Where are we going?’ he asked:

‘That’s entirely a matter for you,’ said one calmly. ‘Tetley, you’ve gone yeller. Say, anybody who goes yeller is bad, but a copper who goes yeller is just plain dirt.’

There was a threat in the voice, something very ominous. Listening, Tetley heard the jacket of an automatic pulled back.

‘What’s the idea?’ His voice was squeaky with fear.

‘Keep quiet, will you! We’re going to give you the works, that’s what, Tetley. We’re going to show the world just what yeller cops get when they fall apart.’

‘You’re not going to kill me?’ he screamed. The car slowed; somebody gripped him by the collar and dragged him out. Ordinarily he would have made a fight for it, but he was paralysed with the terrific horror of it.

The shrinking Leslie heard his first babbling protest…heard him scream. There were two shots, fired very deliberately. She saw something droop and fall with a thud on the sidewalk. ‘Let’s go,’ said a voice, and the car moved on.

If its lights had not been dimmed they must have seen her, clinging to the gate in a frenzy of fear, with such a fierce grip that her hands bore the marks of the wire. She must not faint…she must just get right. She forced herself to look at the still figure on the grass-covered sidewalk. Tetley…If only a car would come! She looked round: the lights of the little van that had brought the baggage of destruction had grown so dim that she could not distinguish them.

Then into view swung two great white lights. They came from the direction of the Bath road, and the car was moving slowly. She stepped into the middle of the road and held out both her arms and, as the car stopped, dropped into the roadway almost under its wheels, in a dead faint.

She had not lost consciousness for more than a minute, for somebody was carrying her to the verge of the road when she opened her eyes. ‘What’s wrong? My God, it’s Miss Ranger!’

There was no need to ask who the owner of that voice was. Jiggs was staring down at her. ‘What’s the matter? Where have you been?’

‘In the country,’ she said, and laughed weakly.

‘We’ve been searching for you.’

He forced the neck of a little bottle against her lips. She swallowed and coughed. Jiggs, in his moments of recreation, favoured a particularly strong Bourbon.

‘That’ll do you no harm.’

Then she remembered, stared round and pointed. He could not see what she was pointing to, for the lights of his car missed the heap on the sidewalk.

‘What is it?’ he asked and, when she whispered: ‘Tetley? Can you stand?’

He lifted her up and propped her against the gatepost. From the gloom he called sharply to somebody else in the car — a police chauffeur, it proved to be—and the two men went forward.

‘Get a policeman and an ambulance,’ said Jiggs. ‘I wondered how long it would be before this happened.’

‘Is it Mr. Tetley?’ she asked with a shudder when he walked back to her.

Jiggs nodded. ‘Yes, they put him on the spot. Would you believe it!’

She told him her own trouble. She wanted to get off this ghastly subject of death and murder, which was part of England’s everyday life.

‘Your car stalled on you?’ He went to his own vehicle, brought out a can of petrol and poured it into her tank. ‘All right,’ he said to the chauffeur as he was getting into his car. ‘I’ll take Miss Ranger on to the police station and leave her there.’

She shook her head

‘I’ll wait here. I’m really all right.’

It was eerie, waiting in the darkness after the police car had gone, with that inert bundle of clothes only a few paces from her. Cars passed, unknowing of the tragedy. They stood together, Jiggs and the girl, their elbows resting on the gate, two idlers with apparently no interest in one another.

‘We’ve been looking for you,’ he said again. ‘When Terry heard you’d been picked up in a car and driven away from your office he went crazy. The curious thing is that nobody seems to have seen you go, or who was driving you. Who was it?’

‘Mrs. Smith.’

‘Not Cora!’ he said in amazement.

‘Yes, Cora.’

There was something in her tone which was very informative.

‘Has she been trying to put one over on you?’

‘I’ll tell you later,’ she said.

‘Cora, eh?’.

There was another long silence, and presently the lights of a car appeared over the bridge.

‘There’s our fellow…and here’s the ambulance. Do ambulances have green lights? Yes, they do. I’ll have to let the squad car take you back to town. If I were you I’d leave this flivver of yours where it stalled. I’ll get the garage to collect it in the morning — anyway, it’s their property. I’ll have to stay behind and see what this poor devil can tell us.’

‘Is he dead?’ she asked.

‘He’d be superhuman if he wasn’t. I had one of my men put on the spot in exactly the same way and for exactly the same cause. It was way back in ‘twenty-seven, or it may have been ‘twenty-six. Anyway, it was B.S.’

‘What’s B.S.?’ she was forced to ask.

‘Before the slump,’ said Jiggs. ‘Here they are.’

The ambulance brought a doctor. It had, as it happened, been waiting at the police station to furnish details of an accident that had occurred on the Bath road.

Three uniformed policemen got out of the squad car, and ambulance and squad car turned and focused their lights on what had started that day as a detective inspector of police. When the ambulance had gone: ‘Come along, young lady.’ Jiggs helped her into the car.

‘You phoned to Inspector Weston?’ he asked the driver.

‘Yes, sir. He said he was very relieved.’

That’s about you,’ said Jiggs, ‘and not about Tetley.’

She was shocked. ‘How callous you are, Captain Allerman!’

He smiled in the darkness.

‘I’m going to be callous all my life about dead crooks,’ he said. ‘The moment I find myself getting sentimental over killers and legs, I’m going to quit being a policeman and join the nearest newspaper as a sob sister. You can’t afford not to be callous about dirt. Miss Ranger. A dead crook’s not finished — never forget that. His work’s going on and on. Tetley’s allowed his own pals to be killed, and maybe because of him we’ll get a dozen other fellows put out of life before the week ends. So I shed no tears and hang no crape on my head. To me a dead murderer’s no better than a live one, and when I start thinking he is, you don’t know how sorry I’ll be for myself!’

*

Cora sat through the interval after the first act without speaking a word.

‘What’s the matter with you?’ asked Kerky. She shook her head. Then, just as the curtain was going up for the second act of the play, she grasped his arm convulsively. ‘Come outside, Kerky,’ she said. He followed her out into the vestibule, which was now empty. ‘Remember that book, Kerky?’ She could hardly bring herself to say the words; every syllable was an effort.

‘Yeah.’ He was prepared for what was coming.

‘I didn’t put it in the deposit. I meant to, but I didn’t. It was in my bag…and I’ve lost my bag. I know where it is. I left it behind.’

Ultimately she told him of her crazy act of vengeance. ‘I was mad with her…’

‘Never mind about that,’ he said quietly. ‘Go back to the hotel, Cora.’

He snapped his fingers absentmindedly. A man who was watching him went away from the entrance of the theatre and — came back in a few minutes with the car. He got by the side of the driver, and Kerky sat in the back.

‘West. Make for Slough and Maidenhead. Turn sharp right over the bridge.’ He pushed open the sliding window and sat back.

Dumb — that was all that was the matter with Cora, just dumb. He felt no bitterness, no resentment, just a little regret that he had to send her back home; for he was very proud of her, she was the gem of his collection, and he liked to think that he was envied by men.

But she wasn’t as dumb as he. That was a cinch. Why keep an unmistakable record of the moneys received from this new racket? Why put in black and white the rough draft of a gentlemen’s agreement between himself and Eddie? Comparatively, Cora was intelligent. The girl chained to the wall would take a whole lot of explaining away. It brought him into the limelight, and that was a monstrous thing to do. If he could get there before somebody found her, he’d get himself out. He’d heard about this crazy escapade, and the moment Cora had told him…She hadn’t spoken until they were in the theatre, and here was he in evening dress to prove it…He would apologise, offer her adequate compensation, possibly take her to Scotland Yard if she was obdurate.

He smoked half a cigarette and threw it away. As they flashed down the by-pass he saw unmistakably an ambulance and a police car. He whistled softly; everything was going wrong tonight. Why in hell did they come this way, when they had the whole of London? He breathed heavily through his nose. Albuquerque Smith was not particularly happy with life as he found it.

He came to the house at last, saw the open window, and had a shock. The key was still in the backdoor lock, and another dangling…That was Cora’s way.

As he went into the house, he switched on the lights. He ran up the stairs, through the servant’s room into the bathroom. There were the handcuffs, still fastened to the iron pipe. One of them was loose; the key was in that too. But there was no bag — of course there was no bag! This girl must have seen Cora put the keys in it. He searched every room, and then came out to the waiting car.

‘I think we’ll go home, James,’ he said with a grin.

It was his gesture to Fate.

When he reached the hotel and went up to his room he found Cora lying on the bed just as he had left her, fully dressed, her head in her arms. He patted her gently on her bare shoulder.

‘Stop that, baby,’ he said. ‘What’s lost is lost.’

She turned round quickly and stared at him in dismay. ‘Didn’t you find the bag?’

He shook his head. I guess she took it with her as a souvenir.’

He took off his dress coat, collar and tie, and slipped on a dressing-gown. There was just a chance. He reached for the phone and dialled Leslie Ranger’s number and, when he heard her voice: ‘Thank God you’re back! My fool wife told me about this ridiculous, crazy thing she’d done — I drove straight away down to the house to release you.’

She was a little surprised, but there was such sincerity in his tone that she believed him.

‘I’ve only just got in,’ she said. And then: ‘Mr. Smith, I have your wife’s handbag.’

‘Is that so?’ he said softly. ‘Perhaps you wouldn’t mind if I came round and collected it?’

‘I’ll bring it in the morning,’ she said.

‘Say, Miss Ranger, you’d be doing me the greatest favour if you’d let me come round and apologise personally,’

It was a long time before she answered, and when she said, ‘Yes, if you’ll come right away,’ he could have yelled at her responsiveness, if he had been a man who allowed his emotions full play. But he was not that kind of man.

He went back to his room, changed hastily and went out, not telling Cora where he was going. The elevator was up when he reached the flats, and he had to wait a minute until it came down. That minute was almost an eternity.

‘Is Miss Ranger in?’

‘Yes, sir, she’s been in some little time.’

‘Anybody with her?’

‘No, sir, she’s alone.’

‘My name’s Kerky Smith. You needn’t mind telling anybody who asks whether I called.’

‘I know your name, sir,’ said the attendant.

‘Sure you know my name.’ Kerky Smith smiled. ‘Your name’s Appleton, detective-sergeant, N. Division, and you’ve been hare three weeks.’

The elevator man looked surprised.

‘I don’t know where you got that idea from.’

‘I heard it on the radio,’ said Kerky Smith with great good humour.

When the door was opened he stood for a second outside. Not until Leslie invited him in did he follow, at a respectful distance. The bag was on the table; he picked it up and opened it. There was the book with the chain. The rest didn’t matter. He was grateful, but…

A little dumb, this girl; not so dumb as Cora, but dumb. She could have called Terry…she must have known a book with a chain cover meant something.

He crossed the pavement quickly to his car. His guard leapt up by the side of the driver.

‘Jacky’ — Kerky was speaking through the drawn glass screen which separated driver and passenger—’that’s a smart girl.’

‘Sure she’s smart,’ said Jacky without turning his head.

‘She could give us a lot of trouble, and I’ve got a hunch she will.’

‘Yeah, that goes for me too,’ said the guard. ‘I don’t like clever girls, I like ’em dumb.’

He turned over something in his mind.

‘There’ll be a squeal,’ replied Kerky. ‘Ain’t there always?’

‘I’m thinking of…’ Jacky jerked his head. It was not in the direction of Berkeley Square, but Kerky knew who he was talking about. He had forgotten Eddie. It would be very interesting to see what Eddie would do if — Miss Leslie Ranger met with an accident one day.

At the same time, Kerky was not quite sure. The girl had given him back the book — that wasn’t so clever. By the time he had reached the hotel he had almost decided to allow Leslie Ranger to live.

He found Cora exactly where he had left her, and threw the bag down by the side of her head. She heard the thud and looked round, recognised her bag with a little scream and opened it.

‘Where’s the book?’ she asked tremulously.

‘In my pocket.’

He took it out. The chain-mesh cover was his own idea, and he was rather proud of it. He had had a dozen little notebooks in that protective chainwork. This one he had bought in London.

‘This goes in the safe deposit tomorrow, Cora. I’ll put it in myself — if I don’t burn it.’

That night he had a bad dream. He was standing in a steel pen before a judge, who was wearing a curious-looking wig, and Terry was on the witness-stand and had an open red book in his hand, from which he was reading most damning extracts. Kerky woke up in a sweat, got out of bed and put on the light. He passed his hand under his pillow and found the book where he had left it, immediately under his automatic. With a key he took from his pocket he unlocked the steel mesh, took the book into the diningroom. The fire which had been burning when he went to bed still glowed. He threw the book in, opened a steel scuttle and, taking out some kindling wood, threw it on top. Then he lit up the wood with paper, and sat watching until there was nothing in the grate but the red glow of the fire, momentarily rekindled to life, and the ashes of wood and paper.

‘That’s the best safe deposit,’ he said and, going back to bed, fell into a dreamless slumber.

Eddie Tanner came unannounced to breakfast. He came alone, without guard, passed the invisible cordon which surrounded Kerky, and walked into the sittingroom with so firm a step that Kerky knew there was trouble.

‘Before you start, kid, it wasn’t my idea. Sit down and eat.’

‘Whose idea was it?’

‘It was altogether Cora’s. Come in, kid, and tell Eddie you’ve been a bad girl.’

She came in in her neglige, beautiful to see. Eddie, who had seen her many times in the same attire, could not have rhapsodised even had he been called upon to do so.

‘What did you do to Leslie yesterday?’ he demanded.

She looked at Kerky and he nodded. Stumblingly, sulkily, and making as good a case for herself as she could, she told, him.

Eddie’s face was a mask. ‘You had a narrow escape, kid,’ he said, quite pleasantly, ‘and this is where we drop all interest in Miss Ranger. I’ve said it.’

‘Dropped your interest, Eddie?’

He nodded. ‘You know what you’ve been doing, don’t you, Kerky — you and Cora? Pushing her right into Scotland Yard. She’s got more brains than you and Cora combined. You won’t ever believe that, but I’m telling you. And you’re pushing her into the police business.’

‘She can be pushed out,’ said Kerky.

‘Who’ll do it?’

There was a challenge and a threat here. Eddie Tanner was not smiling. He was not pretending to be indifferent.

‘Who’s going to do the — pushing out? Let’s have his name, and he’ll be deader than Tetley — and she knows how dead he was, because she saw him killed.’

The automatic smile came off Kerky’s face. ‘Says who?’

‘I say it. She saw him spotted. She was standing by her car in a field when your guns put him out. Jiggs found her there. Does that make you laugh?’

It did not seem to amuse Mr. Smith.

‘If those boys had seen her there…’

‘One of them would have been dead, probably two,’ said Eddie. ‘She had a gun — Cora’s.’

‘Where’d you get all this?’ demanded Kerky with sudden fury. ‘Standin’ in with the police or sump’n’, Eddie?’

Eddie’s hand was in his pocket when he came into the room; it was there still. Kerky had almost forgotten this when he dropped his hand on to his thigh.

‘Let’s have a quiet morning, Kerky,’ said Eddie softly. ‘You’re so near having nothing to think about — you don’t know! I’m out of this racket.’

The devil came from Kerky’s face and he beamed.

‘The influence of a good woman, Eddie, same as in the pictures?’

‘Something like that,’ said Eddie. ‘I’m out of it right now. Quick killings and quick movings are my motto.’

‘Leaving me to hold the baby?’

‘There isn’t a baby to hold.’

‘Now listen, Eddie, and don’t get mad. You’re fuller of news than a small town front page. Where did you get it?’

‘Don’t ask fool questions. I’ve been tipped off. I’m telling you, there’s only one word that any sensible man can read in this situation, and that word is — slide!’

‘Like hell I will!’ said the other scornfully. ‘You quit — you know your business. You’ve quit before, and I guess you’ll go on quitting all your life.’

Eddie went quickly to the door. His companion thought for a moment that he had heard somebody outside, and this view was supported by the quickness with which he jerked open the door. In another second he had gone. Kerky could only stare at the door.

Cora had gone back to the bedroom. He went after her and stood looking at her for a time.

‘Sally,’ he said — when he called her Sally there was something doing—’the Leviathan leaves at midnight. I’m going to phone making reservations for you. Have your maid pack your duds. You can drive to Southampton.’

‘Listen…’ she began indignantly

‘I don’t want to listen in case I hear you,’ he said. ‘Just do all the listening for once, will you?’

‘You trying to get rid of me?’

‘If I were trying to get rid of you, kid, I know fifty-seven varieties of ways, and none of ’em sending you back to the U.S.A. in a swell suite. Wait in New York till you hear from me. Don’t ask me a lot of fool questions — do as you’re told.’

Just before she left she came in to see him, and she was perfectly calm and self-possessed. He kissed her unemotionally, made her count her money to see how much she had, and walked with her to the door, his arm around her.

‘Listen, Kerky, when I’m in New York do you mind if I go around with Mike Harrigan, that boy who’s working with Elstein?’

He grinned. ‘Laying down a new carpet in the new home, are you?’

‘Say, listen, Kerky — you know I wouldn’t do any harm.’

‘I know Mike wouldn’t, if there was a cent in a dollar’s chance of my coming west. All right, kid, run around, but don’t flirt.’

From the window of his sittingroom he watched the car go away from the front of the hotel, saw a little hand waving a handkerchief, and waved back, though he knew she could not see him.

‘Swell kid, that,’ he said, addressing the air, ‘but dumb — gee, how dumb!’

There was a girl from Dallas, Texas, who had quite an elaborately furnished flat in Half Moon Street, and who lived without any apparent means of existence. Kerky got on the phone to her.

‘Come round, will you, kid? I’m feeling kinda lonely.’

At midnight Cora put a telephone call through from the ship. Everything was lovely. The cabin was lovely, the sittingroom was marvellous, the flowers were also marvellous. Kerky listened, his reserves of patience nearly used up.

‘That’s all right, kid. Have a swell time,’ he said, and hung up the receiver with relief. There were so many better things to do than to listen to a lot of blah from a woman who had never had one original idea in her life.

*

The firm of Dorries was flourishing. Thirty-two accounts, and heavy ones, had been opened in fourteen days. Leslie had to see the general manager of the bank with which they did business.

‘You’re doing remarkably well, young lady,’ said that grizzled veteran of finance. ‘Dorries have never had such a credit. Do you know what it amounts to?’

‘I was surprised to find it was three-quarters of a million,’ said Leslie, ‘and I’m getting a little scared. I know next to nothing about banking, and I can’t understand why Mr. Dorrie should have given me this responsible position.’

He looked at her shrewdly.

‘I shouldn’t think he’d made much of a mistake,’ he said.

Leslie was clever, and had had a good business training, but there were departments of Dorries that took her quite out of her depth. Always it was the taciturn accountant who put her right again.

She neither saw nor heard from Dorrie or his partner, but one day at lunch she was talking to a girl who held an important position in a financial house, and when she returned to the office she sent for the accountant.

‘Is it true that a month before I came Dorries were insolvent and were on the point of suspending payment, Mr. Morris?’

He nodded. ‘That’s certainly true. They were re-financed. Mr. Dorrie took in a new partner — well, as a matter of fact, he sold the business, and he himself has only a very slight interest in the firm.’

She shook her head. ‘It bewilders me,’ she said. ‘Why are we becoming so suddenly prosperous? Why are people trusting us as agents to make huge shipments from abroad — there was one this morning. I saw the bill of lading for four thousand packages of cutlery. Do we sell cutlery?’

He smiled. ‘No, Miss Ranger, but we are agents for people who sell cutlery. I expect you’ll find a whole lot of orders which are difficult for you to understand, but you’ll get into it.’ Always he told her, when she was puzzled, that she would: ‘get into it.’

If she had had a chief to whom she could go, if she had been assistant to somebody…but she was dazed to find that she was the virtual head of the business. She signed cheques for enormous amounts, arranged credits with American banking houses for sums which took her breath away; and all the time, day by day, money was pouring in.

With the actual receipt of cash she had no business or concern. She initialled day books, examined and approved statements, and for the first time she realised how valuable it was to be connected even with an insolvent firm that had created the machinery of exchange.

‘What on earth do you do?’ asked Terry. It was the morning after her ugly adventure on the Colnbrook by-pass.

‘I do everything in this business except understand it,’ she said ruefully.

He mentioned this to Jiggs.

‘That sort of thing’s always been a mystery to me, Terry, and always will remain so. High finance don’t mean a darn thing in my young life. So far as I can understand, it means borrowing money from one feller and lending it to another, and making a rake-off between the rates of interest. But how it’s done and who invented it, and how the fellers who do it escape conviction — why, that doesn’t belong to my understanding either.’

On the previous afternoon, before the death of Tetley, the Government had decided to arrest and deport Kerky Smith, and it was on Jiggs’ earnest pleading that they changed their plan.

‘Don’t put him out, keep him in. Shake this fellow’s confidence, and we shake his organisation.’

Proof was almost immediately forthcoming that his view was an accurate one.

Kerky Smith was reading the morning newspapers in his sittingroom. The waiter had just removed his breakfast things, and Kerky was at peace with the world. He had that sense of superiority which is the comfort of every general. Eddie Tanner was the cause of a certain uneasiness, but not much. Eddie had cold feet, and was quitting just when the harvest was being gathered and the corn was at its ripest.

His valet came in from the bedroom.

‘Kerky,’ he said softly. Smith looked up. ‘The police raided your barber’s this morning, took charge of all the phones and arrested Dinky. They’ve been tapping the lines for a week.’

Kerky screwed up his mouth as though he were going to whistle, but didn’t. ‘How do you know?’

‘I got the wire,’ said the other.

‘I didn’t think they knew the place,’ said Kerky.

‘They can’t be dumb all the time,’ said the other, and added ‘They found the safe.’

‘There was nothing in it,’ said Kerky quickly.

The valet shook his head.

‘No, sir, it was cleared yesterday, but they knew it was there, and they’ve been questioning Dinky — how many letters he’d posted to the States lately.’

‘Who did the grilling?’

‘Jiggs. He had all the police out — all these London coppers — and him and Dinky had a session in that soundproof room…you know Jiggs.’

‘I know Jiggs,’ said the other between his teeth, ‘and I know Dinky — he won’t squeal.’

‘Maybe,’ said the valet.

He went noiselessly back into the bedroom.

Here was a serious situation. Dinky was one of the three treasurers of the organisation, paymaster, and a most ingenious bookkeeper. The little bookmaker’s office upstairs had very lucky clients. Dinky sent packages of French and American currency to their American bankers by every mail. Men who called in to be shaved or have their hair trimmed went out much wealthier than they were when they arrived.

There was a tobacconist’s in Kilburn where the same thing happened, except that the callers went into a back room to inspect cigars, and came out satisfied.

‘It was that shooting that started it,’ said Kerky when the valet came in again. ‘I’ll have sump’n’ to say to Eddie one of these days.’

‘Is this the day you take advice?’ asked the valet.

‘Every day’s that kind of day,’ said Kerky.

‘Well, leave him alone,’ warned the man. ‘Eddie’s got a swell brain.’

‘I’ll take a look at it,’ said Kerky.

‘Guns fire both ways,’ said the valet, and Kerky scowled up at him.

‘What the hell’s the matter with you today?’

‘Noth’n’. Only I guess you’re crazy to think that Scotland Yard doesn’t mean anything. Nobody’s so dumb they can’t whistle.’

Kerky smiled. ‘Have you got nothing to do but pull wisecracks?’

‘I’m only sayin’,’ said the other carelessly.

A few minutes later Kerky, reading, heard the door open and without looking up: ‘Well?’

‘Hullo, Kerky!’ said a plaintive voice.

He sprang to his feet. It was Cora — Cora, to whom he had sent a mechanically affectionate telegram that morning.

‘They took me off the boat, Kerky, just before it sailed. Two fellers come on, and a woman, and I had to pack and come ashore.’

‘Police?’ asked Kerky. She nodded. ‘Why didn’t you phone?’

‘I did. They gave me a phone, but I guess they were kidding me. I got a message back that you were out.’

‘What time was this?’

‘Two o’clock this morning,’ she said.

Kerky said nothing. He certainly was not out at two o’clock that morning.

Why didn’t they let you go? What did they say?’

‘They said my passport wasn’t in order.’

He was silent for a long time. ‘All right, go into your room and take your hat off. I’ll talk to you later. Don’t come in till I send for you.’

She was hardly out of the room before he put through a call to an address in Half Moon Street, and, when it was answered: ‘That date’s off — Cora’s back.’

He replaced the receiver very deliberately. If they wouldn’t let Cora out of the country what chance had he got of leaving in a normal and legitimate way? They couldn’t hold him if he wanted to go. He’d be in Paris in two hours in the small plane which waited day and night to take him. It was worrying. It was more than this, it was threatening. He was glad now that he had burnt the book. Suppose they raided and searched in the middle of the night…that would not have been amusing.

Jiggs, eh? He would attend to Jiggs. That guy had been a nightmare to him for years. Once he had thought he had him straightened, but you couldn’t straighten Jiggs. He was one of those crazy people who didn’t care about money. He had plenty. A grateful banker, who had once been kidnapped, held to ransom — and rescued at a particularly horrifying moment, had not only given Jiggs a large sum, but he had invested it wisely and had sold his stock at the top. All the world knew Jiggs had this money. It had been presented to him at a public banquet, and Jiggs in response had made the worst and the most ungracious speech that has ever been made on such an occasion.

He would attend to Jiggs. It would be the last act of his before he quit — the peak of his accomplishment.

Troubles came in a rush that morning. His valet, who was a link between Kerky and the organisation, came with really serious news. ‘The other fellows’ had refused to ‘cut.’ Fifty-fifty had been the arrangement on all transactions. It was true that this had not been faithfully observed by Kerky and his treasurer, but a very large sum had come in from a man who held an important position in the City, so important that when the police came to know his name, which they did eventually, they gasped. That a man of his character should have meekly submitted to the blackmail was unthinkable. But headquarters had many shocks in the days when the gangs dominated London.

A demand for a share had gone forward; it had been curtly refused, on the ground that the Green section had made its demand before the amalgamation. Through a subterranean channel Kerky sent a message to Eddie Tanner. They met that morning in the widest open space of Hyde Park. Without guns, was the agreement, but each man carried an automatic under the armpit.

‘One of these aides of yours is making a bit of trouble,’ said Kerky.

‘So they tell me.’

‘Make it right, will you, Eddie? You’re a square shooter, and this thing’s got to be carried out on the level.’

‘You’ve been holding up on me, Kerky,’ said Tanner. ‘Maybe you don’t know it.’

‘Why, Eddie!’ said the other reproachfully.

Tanner smiled, named three cases in rapid succession, and Kerky knew he was speaking no more than the truth. ‘You can take the lot from now on, Kerky. I’m out of it. I thought it was the grandest racket that had ever been put over, and maybe it is. But I’m through.’

‘Sure you’re through!’ sneered the other. ‘You weren’t so sure of Elijah’s money…’

‘Let’s not talk about it, shall we, Kerky?…So long!’

He turned and walked off. Kerky could have shot him, but he knew other eyes, those of his henchmen, were watching from a distance. Both of them were under police observation, but that didn’t matter. Eddie’s guns were in the park, and all the time he had been speaking he had felt himself covered. There was another way…

When he got back to his hotel he found the radiant Cora looking somewhat agitated.

‘Where’s Jacky?’ he asked. ‘I want to see him. You go to your room.’

‘Jacky’s gone,’ she said. ‘Oh, Kerky, — they came and took him…That…Jiggs.’

‘Arrested?’ Kerky blinked at her. She nodded. ‘Is that so?’

They could have arrested Jacky, they could have arrested his barber-treasurer, and he would not have been worried — but Jiggs!

In a sense the two chieftains of his organisation had gone, and they were in bad hands. Kerky was quick to recognise a desperate situation when he saw it. Within half an hour the two men had been replaced.

There was another worrying factor. London, which had at first been shocked, then dazed, was now raging. There was an electric something in the air which Kerky, sensitive to impressions, could feel. He took lunch in his room, sent a message to the secret airport where his plane was waiting and, going downstairs, interviewed the head waiter.

‘I’m giving a big dinner here next Wednesday,’ he said. ‘There’ll be fifty covers, and I want you to get me a menu for a prince!’

The head waiter wriggled his satisfaction. Kerky drove openly to Bond Street, did some ostentatious shopping, and the detectives who watched him reported to the lean, rugged-faced American in his little office at Scotland Yard.

‘Fine,’ said Jiggs, and gave an order. When Kerky returned to the hotel it was within half an hour of lunchtime. Cora was not in her room, and he rang the bell.

‘Where’s Mrs. Smith?’ he demanded of the floor-waiter who came.

‘She’s gone, sir. Two gentlemen came for her and took her away…I think they were police. Captain Allerman was with them.’

Very nearly the best lawyer in London called at Scotland Yard for information. It was politely refused. A canvass of the police stations revealed the presence of neither Cora nor Jacky.

That afternoon there was delivered at No. 10, Downing Street, a notice printed in red, of a familiar character. It’ demanded no money, but an indemnity for all who had taken part in ‘recent disturbances,’ a free pardon, and facilities for all concerned to leave England within seven days.

‘Kerky’s on the run,’ said Jiggs when he read the communication. He rested his head in his hands for a while, then looked up. ‘What’s the Prime Minister doing right away? What public engagements does he have?’

‘He’s opening a new technical college on the Thames Embankment.’

‘Is that inside the City or out?’ asked Jiggs quickly.

‘It’s inside the City limits.’

‘Just inside the City limits. I see the grand idea,’ said Jiggs.

‘The Assistant Commissioner wants the Prime Minister to cancel the engagement.’

‘Cancel nothing,’ said Jiggs. ‘Let him go through with it — nothing will happen to him, believe me!’

Terry smiled ruefully. ‘I wish we could be as sure,’ he said.

All London knew of the threat to the Prime Minister. All London seemed to concentrate upon the Embankment that day. Every available police officer was required, not only to control the crowd, but to form the guard which Scotland Yard considered necessary.

Downing Street and part of Whitehall were closed from the moment the threat was received. From early morning it seemed that every train that emptied itself in the central area carried nothing but uniformed men.

Jiggs spent an hour at his window in Scotland Yard watching the amazing scene. Westminster Bridge was black with people. By ten o’clock all traffic across that bridge and Blackfriars was suspended. The Strand and the approaches to Trafalgar Square were cut off by police orders.

The congestion in other parts of Central London was indescribable. Leslie Ranger took an hour and a half to reach her office, and arrived there to find the old head clerk in a state of gloomy agitation.

‘Those accounts have been closed, miss — thirty-two of them, and they’re all drawing their money today in American currency.’

She stared at him. ‘What does that mean?’ she asked.

Mr. Morris, the suave accountant, was in no sense agitated. ‘It’s quite a usual thing. These accounts are carried on behalf of a number of gentlemen who are forming a syndicate. They’ve decided to put all their capital into the company — that is to say, into one account. They’ve merely asked us for their cash balance, which is not at all unusual.’ He smiled again. ‘If we hadn’t got the money. Miss Ranger, it would be a serious thing, but fortunately we have. I’ll go round to the bank and negotiate the exchange.’

He brought it to her just before lunch: a huge leather bag which she put away in the steel safe let into a wall of her room.

‘Does this mean Dorries is broke again?’ she asked in dismay.

He shook his head. ‘No, Dorries is perfectly solvent. There’s a sum of fifty thousand to the company’s credit. It only means that we’ve lost a few customers who are in reality one customer, and there are certain orders from abroad which we have to cancel on behalf of clients; but you needn’t feel perturbed about it, Miss Ranger.’ He looked her straight in the eye. ‘There’s a balance of forty-nine thousand pounds, to be exact. The rent of the premises is paid, and there’s a sufficient sum to pay all the staff a year’s wages in a special account.’ And then: ‘You’re not going down to see the Prime Minister open the Technical College?’

She shook her head. ‘Do you think anything will happen to him?’

‘I shouldn’t think so. But one never knows, with the condition London is in at the moment what may happen. But there seem to be enough police in the West End to deal with any disturbance.’

The ceremony was to take place at two o’clock. At five minutes to two Leslie was in her office, writing the draft of a letter she was sending to an insurance company. The accountant’s office was next to hers, and there was a communicating door. She had paused to find a right word, when she heard a sharp crack, as though the accountant had pulled down his window rather violently. She listened; and then, for no particular reason, she opened the door.

‘Is anything…’ she began, and stopped, frozen with horror.

The accountant sprawled across his desk. His white blottingpad was red. And over him stood Kerky Smith. There was another man in the room, a little man with dark piercing eyes. He stood near the door which led to the outer office. ‘Don’t scream, young lady.’ He jerked his head to his companion. ‘Get out.’

The little man went noiselessly.

‘Don’t scream,’ said Kerky Smith again, and came towards her. She backed into her office, and he followed, closing the door. ‘You’ve got a bag in that safe. Just let me have it, will you?’

She was incapable of speech, and could only shake her head.

‘You’ll be a wise kid if you don’t give me trouble. Miss Ranger. Eddie’s been banking here, hasn’t he? I wondered what made him buy this bum business — wanted a hideaway for the dough. Well, he’s got it.’

Mr. Tanner has nothing to do with this business,’ she began, and he grinned.

‘He’s Dorries — and how! Open that safe, or give me the key.’

She shook her head. She stood with her back to the drawer of the desk where the keys were.

If you scream I’ll croak you…don’t want to kill a woman if I can possibly help it, though Eddie would have snuffed out Cora like that!’ He snapped his disengaged fingers. ‘Eddie’s quit, but he’s not going to quit with this.’ He waved his hand to the safe.

The door of the outer office opened and closed violently. Eddie Tanner was there, his face red. There was a gun in his hand. With a quick jerk of his arm Kerky pulled the girl towards him. His arm went round her, shoulder to shoulder, so that she covered him; and as he did so he fired twice.

Eddie Tanner stumbled down on his knees, and the gun dropped from his hand. Flinging the girl from him, Kerky jerked open the drawer, and in another few seconds the safe was open and the bag in his hand. He was halfway to the door, when he heard three shots fired, and doubled back.

‘I want you, Kerky.’ It was Jiggs. The two guns exploded together. From the accountant’s room three gunmen came running in. One caught Kerky as he staggered; the other two fired together.

Leslie crouched in a corner, watching the duel with terrified eyes. Jiggs was firing with both hands. Two men sprawled on the carpet. Kerky alone remained erect. His gun had jammed and he pulled another. As it came up, the two shots sounded like one.

‘Got you,’ said Jiggs.

Albuquerque Smith reeled against the wall, clutched at the sill and slid down to the floor. ‘For luck,’ said Jiggs, and fired again…

Three surgeons were busy with Captain Jiggs Allerman far into the night, and such was the vitality of the man that on the third day he was sitting up in bed, a jubilant, chortling wreck of a man, though there were two bullets in his body that had not yet been extracted.

‘I ain’t going to die, believe me! The day Albuquerque could kill Chicago is so far ahead in the calendar that you’d lose your eyesight looking for it. Sure I knew Dorries was a front. Eddie bought it because he wanted a safe cache for his money. He put in your young lady because he trusted her. The accountant was his treasurer, and one of the best gunmen that ever sidestepped the chair. He could do more with a sawn-off shotgun than any other man could do with a rod. I’ve been watching Dorries for a long time, ever since Miss Ranger went there, and I knew the day was coming when Kerky would go after that money.

‘Doublecrossing was so natural to him that if he went straight he’d die. I’ll hand it to Kerky: that letter to the Prime Minister was an inspiration. He knew he’d get not only all the Metropolitan police, but all the City coppers concentrated in one area, and leave himself free to deal with Austin Friars. He’d have got away so easy, too, if Eddie hadn’t been so soft and come streaking down to the City. Poor old Eddie, he’s got his. I liked Eddie, he was a swell guy. He never shot a man in the back all his born days. Seen his will, Terry? I guess it’ll interest you…no, I haven’t seen it, but I can guess it.’

He caught Leslie’s eye and winked.

‘Swell guy, Eddie,’ he said again. ‘He wasn’t in the racket for money, but just because he was a natural born enemy of law, order, progress, and a quiet life. Killed his uncle? Sure he killed his uncle. I took a crack at him once myself when he was in Chicago. I’ll tell you about it one of these days.’

‘Why was he trying to get out of it?’ asked Terry. ‘Was he scared?’

Jiggs shook his head, winced, and defiantly shook his head again. ‘You couldn’t scare Eddie.’ This time he avoided Leslie’s eyes. ‘I guess that guy fell in love. That sounds unnatural, but he did. It might happen to anybody.’

An anxious nurse bent over him. ‘You mustn’t talk any more, Captain Allerman,’ she said.

He scowled up at her. ‘Not talk any more?’ he growled. ‘What’s the matter with me — dead or sump’n’?’




The End
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American footmen aren’t natural: even Brooks admitted as much to Kelver, the butler, thereby cutting the ground from under his own feet.

He was a stout man, tightly liveried, and wore spectacles. His hair was grey and thin, his voice inclined to be squeaky. Sticking out of the pocket of a red-striped waistcoat, which was part of his uniform, there was visible a broken packet of gum. He chewed most of the time, his jaws moving almost with the regularity of a pendulum. Gilder, of an exact and mathematical turn of mind, had clocked him as fast as fifty-six to the minute, and as slow as fifty-one. In the privacy of his room Mr. Brooks smoked a large pipe charged with a peculiar sugary blend of tobacco that he imported expensively from California.

Neither Mr. Brooks, the footman, nor Mr. Gilder, the footman, fitted the household of Marks Priory, nor did they fit the village of Marks Thornton. They were poor footmen, and never seemed to improve by practice and benefit from experience.

Yet they were nice men, if you can imagine such abnormalities as American footmen being nice. They interfered with none, were almost extravagantly polite to their fellow-servants, and never once (this stood as a monumental credit) did they report any other servants for a neglect of duty, even when neglect worked adversely against their own comfort.

They were liked, and Gilder a little feared. He was a gaunt man with a hollowed, lined face and a deep, gloomy voice that came rumbling up from some hollow cavern inside him. His hair was sparse and black and long; there were large patches on his head which were entirely bald, and he was immensely strong.

There was a gamekeeper who discovered this — John Tilling. He was a big man, redhaired, redfaced, obsessed by suspicion. His wife was certainly pretty, as certainly restless and given to dreams which she never quite realised, though imagination helped her nearly the whole of the journey. For example, she found no olive-skinned Romeo in a certain groom from the village. He was ruddy, rather coarse, smelt of stables and beer, and last Sunday’s clean shirt. He offered her the mechanics of love, and her imagination supplied the missing glamour. But that was an old scandal. If it had reached the ears of Lady Lebanon there would have been a new tenant to Box Hedge Cottage…

Later Mrs. Tilling looked higher than ostlers, but her husband did not know this.

He stopped Gilder one afternoon as he was crossing Priory Field.

“Excuse me.”

His politeness was menacing.

“You bin down to my cottage once or twice lately — when I was over at Horsham?”

An assertion rather than an inquiry.

“Why, yes.” The American spoke slowly, which was his way. “Her ladyship asked me to call about the clutch of eggs that she’s been charged for. You weren’t at home. So I called next day.”

“And I wasn’t at home neither,” sneered Tilling, his face redder.

Gilder looked at him amused. For himself he knew nothing of the unfortunate affair of the groom, for small gossip did not interest him.

“That’s so. You were in the woods somewhere.”

“My wife was at home…You stopped an’ had a cup of tea, hey?”

Gilder was outraged. The smile went out of his grey eyes and they were hard.

“What’s the idea?” he asked.

His jacket was suddenly gripped.

“You stay away—”

So far Tilling got, and then the American footman took him gently by the wrist and slowly twisted his hand free.

If Tilling had been a child he could have offered no more effective resistance.

“Say, don’t do that. Yeah, I saw your wife and I had tea. She may be a beautiful baby to you, but to me she’s two eyes and a nose. Get that in your mind.”

He jerked his forearm very slightly, but very violently. It was a trick of training; the gamekeeper stumbled back and had a difficulty in maintaining his balance. He was a slow-witted man, incapable of sustaining two emotions at one and the same time. For the moment he was too astounded to be anything but astounded.

“You know your wife better than I do,” said Gilder, flexing his back. “Maybe you’re right about her, but you’re all wrong about me.”

When he came back from the village — he had been to the chemist’s — he found Tilling waiting for him almost on the spot where they had parted.

There was no hint of truculence; in a way he was apologetic. Gilder, by repute, had her ladyship’s ear, and exercised a supreme intelligence which had its explanation according to the fancies fair, fantastic or foul, of those who offered a solution to the mystery.

“I’ll be glad if you overlook what I said, Mr. Gilder. Anna an’ me have our little disagreements, an’ I’m a high-handed chap. There’s been too many visits down at Box Hedge, but you, bein’ a family man—”

“I’m not married, but I’ve got a domestic mind,” said Gilder. “Let’s say no more about it.”

Later he told Brooks, and the stout man listened stolidly, his jaws working. When he spoke, he offered an historical parallel.

“Say, have you heard of Messalina? She was an Eyetalian woman, the wife of Julius Caesar or somep’n.”

Brooks read a great deal and had a skimming memory for facts. Still, a footman who was an American citizen and who even knew that Messalina had lived, and could produce her in any recognisable form to illustrate a situation, was phenomenal. Place him and his companion against the background of Mark’s Priory and they became incongruous.

For Mark’s Priory had its footing set by Saxon masons, and the West Keep had gone up when William Rufus was hunting in the New Forest. Tudor Henry had found it a ruin, and restored it for his protege John, Baron Lebanon. It had withstood a siege against the soldiers of Warwick.

It was Plantagenet and Tudor and modern. No eighteenth century builder had desecrated its form; it had survived the rise and fall of the Victorian renaissance which produced so many queerly shaped angels and cherubs and draughty back rooms. There was an age and a mellowness to it that only time and the English climate could bring.

Willie Lebanon found it an irritation and an anodyne; to Dr. Amersham it was a prison and a disagreeable duty; to Lady Lebanon alone it was Reality.
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Lady Lebanon was slight, petite by strict standards, though never giving you the impression of smallness. Yet people who spoke to her for the first time carried away a sense of the majestic.

She was firm, cold, very definite. Her black hair was parted in the middle and brought down over her ears. She had small, delicate features; the moulding of her cheeks was aesthetic. In her dark eyes burnt the unquenchable fires of the true fanatic. Always she seemed conscious of a duty to aristocracy. The modern world had not touched her; her speech was precise, unextravagant — almost you saw the commas and colons which spaced her sentences. She abominated slang, smoking in women, the vulgarity of ostentation.

Always she was conscious of her descent from the fourth baron — she had married her cousin — and the tremendous significance of family.

Willie Lebanon confessed himself bored with the state in which he lived. Though he was small of stature, he had passed through Sandhurst with distinction, and if his two years’ service in the 30th Hussars had failed to stamp him soldier, the experience had enhanced his physique. The bad attack of fever which brought him home (explained Lady Lebanon, when she condescended to explain anything) was largely responsible for Willie’s restlessness. The unbiased observer might have found a better reason for his exasperation.

He came slowly down the winding tower stairs of Marks Priory into the great hall, determined to “have it out” with his mother. He had made such resolutions before, and halfway through the argument had wearied of it.

She was sitting at her desk, reading her letters. She glanced up as he came into view and fixed him with that long and searching scrutiny which always embarrassed him. “Good morning, Willie.”

Her voice was soft, rich, and yet had in it a certain quality of hardness which made him wriggle inside. It was rather like going before the commanding officer in his least compromising mood.

“I say, can I have a talk with you?” he managed to jerk out.

He tried to recall to himself the formula which was to support him. He was the head of the house, the lord of Marks Priory in the County of Sussex, and of Temple Abbey in the County of Yorkshire…the master! He had only a vague and dismal satisfaction at the knowledge, and certainly was no nearer to the dominating mood which he was trying to stimulate into being.

“Yes, Willie?”

She laid down her pen, settled herself back in the padded chair, her delicate hands lightly clasped on her lap.

“I’ve sacked Gilder,” he said jerkily. “He’s an absolute boor, mother; he really is. And he was rather impertinent…I think it is rather ridiculous, don’t you, having American footmen who really don’t know their jobs? There must be hundreds of footmen you could engage. Brooks is just as bad…”



He came to the end of his breath here, but she waited. If she had only said something, or had grown angry! After all, he was the master of the house. It was too absurd that he could not discharge any servant he wished. He had been in command of a squadron — it was true, only while the senior officers were on leave — but the commanding officer had commended him on the way he had handled the men. He cleared his throat and went on.

“It’s making me rather ridiculous, isn’t it? I mean, the position I am in. People are talking about me. Even these pothouse louts who go into the White Hart. I’m told it is the talk of the village—”

“Who told you?”

Willie hated that metallic quality in her voice, and shuddered.

“Well, I mean, people talk about me being tied to your apron strings, and all that sort of thing.”

“Who told you?” she asked again. “Studd?”

He went red. It was devilish shrewd of her to guess right the first time: but he owed loyalty to his chauffeur, and lied.

“Studd? Good heavens, no! I mean, I wouldn’t discuss things like that with a servant. But I’ve heard in a roundabout way. And anyway, I’ve sacked Gilder.”

“I’m afraid I can’t do without Gilder. It is rather inconsiderate of you to discharge a servant without consulting me.”

“But I’m consulting you now.”

He pulled out the settle on the other side of the desk and sat down; made an heroic effort to meet her eyes, and compromised by staring hard at the silver candlestick on the cabinet behind her.

“Everybody’s noticed how these two fellows behave,” he went on doggedly. “Why, only once in a blue moon do they say ‘my lord’ to me. Not that I mind that. I think all this ‘my lording’ and ‘my ladying’ is stupid and undemocratic. They do nothing but loaf around the house. Really, mother, I think I’m right.”

She leaned forward over the writing table, her thin, clasped hands resting on the blotter. “You are quite wrong, Willie. I must have these men here. It is absurd of you to be prejudiced because they are American.”

“But I’m not—” he began.

“Please don’t interrupt me when I am talking, Willie dear. You must not listen to what Studd says. He’s a very nice man, but I’m not quite sure he’s the kind of servant I want at Mark’s Priory.”

“You’re not going to get rid of him, are you?” he protested. “Hang it all, mother, I’ve had three good valets, and each one of them you thought wasn’t the right kind of servant, though they suited me.” He screwed up his courage. “I suppose the truth is that they don’t suit Amersham?”

She stiffened a little. “I never consider Dr. Amersham’s views. I neither ask his advice nor am I guided by him,” she said sharply.

With an effort he met her eyes. “What is he doing here, anyway?” he demanded. “That fellow practically lives at Marks Priory. He’s a perfectly loathsome fellow. If I told you all I’d heard about him—”

He stopped suddenly. The two little pink spots that came to her cheeks were signals not to be ignored.

Then, to his relief, Isla Crane came into the hall, some letters in her hand. She saw them, hesitated, and would have made a quick retreat, but Lady Lebanon called her.



Isla was twentyfour, dark, slim, rather lovely in an unobtrusive way. There are two varieties of beauty: one that demands instant and breathless discovery and one that is to be found on acquaintance, and to the surprise of the finder. The first time you met her she was a hardly rememberable figure in the background. By the third time she monopolised attention to the exclusion of all others. She had good eyes, very grave and a little sad.

Willie Lebanon greeted her with a smile. He liked Isla; he had dared to say as much to his mother, and, to his amazement, had not been reproved. She was a sort of cousin, definitely private secretary to Lady Lebanon. Willie was not conscious of her beauty; on the other hand. Dr. Amersham was all too conscious, but Lady Lebanon did not know this.

She put the letters down on the desk and was relieved when her ladyship made no effort to detain her. When she had gone: “Don’t you think Isla’s growing very beautiful?” asked Lady Lebanon.

It was an odd sort of question. Praise from his mother was a rare thing. He thought she was trying to turn the conversation, and rather welcomed the diversion, for he had reached the bottom of his reserves of determination to “have it out”.

“Yes, stunning,” he said, without particular enthusiasm, and wondered what was coming next.

“I want you to marry her,” she said calmly.

He stared at her.

“Marry Isla?” aghast. “Good Lord, why?”

“She’s a member of the family. Her grandfather was a younger brother of your grandfather, the seventeenth Viscount.”

“But I don’t want to marry—” he began.

“Don’t be absurd, Willie. You will have to marry somebody, and Isla is in every way a good match. She has no money, of course, but that really doesn’t matter. She has the blood, and that is all that counts.”

He was still staring at her. “Marry? Good Lord, I’ve never thought of being married. I hate the idea, really. She’s terribly nice, but—”

“No ‘buts’, Willie. I wish you to have a home of your own.”

He might have insisted, and the thought did occur to him, that he already had a home of his own, if he were allowed to manage it.

“If people are talking about you being in apron strings I should think you would welcome the idea. I have no particular desire to stay at Marks Priory and devote my life to you.”

Here was a more alluring prospect. Willie Lebanon drew a long breath, swung his legs to the other side of the settle, and stood up.

“I suppose I’ve got to marry some time,” he said. “But she’s awfully difficult, you know.”

He hesitated, not knowing exactly how his confession would be accepted.

“As a matter of fact, I did try to get a little friendly with her — in fact, I tried to kiss her about a month ago, but she was rather — standoffish.”

“What an awful word!” She shivered slightly. “Naturally she would object. It was rather vulgar of you.”

Gilder slouched into view and rescued a bewildered and rather indignant young man from explanation.

Gilder’s livery had been most carefully fitted by a good London tailor. He was, however, the type of man on whom clothes were wasted. That mulberry uniform of his might have been bought from a slop shop. The coat hung on him, the shapeless trousers sagged at the knees. He was tall, cadaverous, hardfaced, and his normal expression was one of strong disapproval.

Lord Lebanon waited for the reproof which, by his standard, was inevitable. His mother made no attempt to reprimand the man or ask him to explain the impertinences alleged against him.

“Do you want me, m’lady?” It was a mechanical question.

When she shook her head he went slowly out of the hall.

“I do wish you had asked him what the dickens he meant by—” he began.

“Remember what I say about Isla,” she said, ignoring his unfinished protest. “She is charming — she has the blood. I will tell her how I feel about it.”

He stared at her in amazement.

“Doesn’t she know?”

“As for Studd “ — her level brows met in a frown.

“I say, you’re not going to rag Studd, are you? He’s a devilish good fellow, and anyway, he didn’t tell me anything.”

Later he found Studd working at the car under the wash in the garage.

“I’m afraid I’ve done you an awful shot in the eye, Studd,” he said ruefully. “I told her ladyship that people were saying — you know—”

Studd looked up, straightened his back with a grimace, and grinned.

“I don’t mind, m’lord.”

He was a fresh-faced man of thirty-five, had been a soldier, and had served in India. “I shouldn’t like to leave this job, but I don’t think I’ll stick it much longer, m’lord. I don’t mind her ladyship; she’s always very polite and decent to me, though she does treat you as though you’re one of the slave class. But I can’t stand that feller.” He shook his head.

Lord Lebanon sighed. There was no need to ask who “that feller” was.

“If her ladyship knew as much about him as I do,” said Studd, heavily mysterious, “she wouldn’t let him into the house.”

“What do you know?” demanded Lebanon curiously. He had asked the question before and had received little more satisfaction than he had now.

“At the right time I’ve got a few words to say,” said Studd. “He was in India, wasn’t he?”

“Of course he was in India. He came back to bring me home, and he was in the Indian Medical Service for years, I believe. Do you know anything about him — I mean, about what he did in India?”

“At the right time,” said Studd darkly, “I’ll up and speak my mind.” He pointed to a recess in the garage. Willie Lebanon saw a shining new car which he had never seen before. “That’s his. Where does he get the money from? That cost a couple of thousand if it cost a penny. And when I knew him he was broke to the wide. Where does he get his money from?”

Willie Lebanon said nothing. He had asked his mother the same question without receiving any satisfactory answer.

He loathed Dr. Amersham; everybody loathed him except the two footmen and Lady Lebanon. A dapper little man, overdressed and over-scented; domineering, something of a Lothario if village gossip had any foundation. He had become suddenly rich from some unknown source; had a beautiful flat in Devonshire Street, two or three horses in training, and was accounted a good fellow by the sort of people who have their own peculiar ideas as to what constitutes good fellowship.

The fact that he was at Mark’s Priory did not surprise Willie. He was always there. He came late and early, driving down from London, spending an hour or two before taking his departure; and when he arrived there came a new master to Mark’s Priory.

He came downstairs, where he had been standing, and, if the truth be told, listening, a second after Willie had made his escape from the hall, pulled up a chair to the side of the desk where Lady Lebanon was sitting, and, taking a cigarette from a gold case, he lit it without so much as “by your leave”. Lady Lebanon watched him with her inscrutable eyes, resenting his familiarity.

Dr. Amersham blew a ring of smoke from his bearded lips, and looked at her quickly.

“What’s this idea about Willie marrying Isla? That’s a new scheme, isn’t it?”

“Of course I was listening on the stairs,” he said. “You’re so damned careful about telling me things that I’ve got to find them out for myself. Isla, eh?”

“Why not?” she asked sharply. His eyes were red and inflamed; his complexion, never his best point, blotchy; the hand that took the cigarette from his lips trembled a little. Dr. Amersham had had a party at his flat, and had had little or no sleep.

“Is that why you asked me to come down? You wanted to tell me this? As a matter of fact, I nearly didn’t come. I had rather a heavy night with a patient—”

“You have no patients,” she said. “I doubt if there is anybody in London quite so foolish as to employ you!”

He smiled at this. “You employ me; that is enough. The best patient in the world, huh?”

This was a good joke, but he enjoyed it alone. Lady Lebanon’s face was entirely without expression.

“That chauffeur of yours is not too good — Studd. He had the damned impertinence to ask me why I didn’t bring my own chauffeur; and he’s a little bit too friendly with Willie.”

“Who told you?” she asked quickly.

“I’ve heard all about it. There are quite a number of people in this neighbourhood who keep me posted as to what is happening.”

He smiled complacently. He had indeed two very good friends at Marks Thornton. There was, for example, pretty Mrs. Tilling, but Lady Lebanon did not know about this. The gamekeeper’s wife was an admirer of Studd: the doctor had recently made this discovery and felt smirched.

“What has Isla to say about a marriage?”

“I haven’t told her.”

He took the cigarette from his lips and regarded it with interest.

“Yes, it’s not a bad idea. Strangely enough, it never occurred to me.” He pulled at his little Vandyke beard. “Isla…yes, an extraordinarily good idea.”

If she were surprised at his approval she did not show it.

“She’s a blood relation of the Lebanons, too.” He nodded. “Wasn’t there another one of the family who married in similar circumstances — his cousin, I mean?”

He looked up at the dark family portraits that were hung on the stone wall.

“One of those ladies, wasn’t it? I’ve a good memory, eh? I remember the history of the Lebanons almost as well as you.”

He took out his watch with some ostentation.

“I’ll be getting back—” he began.

“I want you to stay,” she said.

“I have rather an important appointment this afternoon—”

“I want you to stay,” she repeated. “I have had a room got ready for you. Studd, of course, must go. He has been telling Willie the village gossip.”

The doctor sat upright. Was Mrs. Tilling the kind of woman who talked…? “About me?” he asked quickly.

“About you? What should they know about you?”

He was a little confused, and laughed.

If she had her views about the quality of his radiance, she did not express them.

He accepted her wish as a command, grumbled a little, but as he had not the excuse that he was unprepared for a stay, he had no excuse at all.

There was no intention on his part of returning to town. Nearby he had a cottage that had been decorated and furnished by the daintiest of London’s artistic young men. And he had planned to stay the night there, for he was a man with local responsibilities. Of this fact Lady Lebanon knew nothing.

“By the way,” she called him back from the stairs. “Did you ever meet Studd in India? He was stationed in Poona.”

Dr. Amersham’s face changed. “In Poona?” he said sharply. “When?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know, but from what I’ve heard he has told people he knew you there; which is another reason why he should leave Marks Priory.”

Dr. Amersham knew another, but he kept this to himself.
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Mr. Kelver, the butler at Marks Priory, used to stand by the sanctuary door for an hour on a fine evening, looking across the lovely weald of Sussex, wondering, and never exactly reaching any decision on the matter, whether it was consonant with his dignity and his grandeur to be segregated from his employer at nine o’clock every evening. For at that hour her ladyship with her own hands turned the key in the lock of that big oaken door which thereafter shut off the northeast wing of Marks Priory from the rest of the house.

The servants’ quarters were comfortable. Within reason, and with Mr. Kelver’s permission, servants might go in and out of the Priory as they wished, following the path that skirted the woods to the village. But was it not something of an affront to one who had been in the service of a Serene Highness that he, too, must be classified with the excluded?

The sanctuary door was in the northeast wing, and was in a sense Mr. Kelver’s private entrance and exit, the staff using the little hall entrance which also was the tradesmen’s.

A queer household, he thought. He half confided his view to Studd, though he never gave that polite and experienced man his fullest confidence. For Mr. Kelver belonged to an age which knew nothing of chauffeurs, and he had never placed these alert and skilful mechanics in the order of domestic precedence. They had been a puzzle to him since they first “came in.” A butler of Mr. Kelver’s experience knew to a nicety the subtle distinctions in importance between a first footman and a lady’s maid; unerringly be could balance the weight of cook against valet; but chauffeurs were not so easy.

Studd had been accepted, became “Mister Studd,” and was as near to being in the butler’s confidence as any servant could possibly hope. And lately Mr. Kelver had felt the need of a confidant.

He was thinking about Studd when that man appeared round one of the towers of the Priory. Mr. Kelver greeted him with a gracious nod, and Studd, on his way to the garage, stopped. He was a little flushed. At first Mr. Kelver, who thought the worst of servants, had the impression that he had been drinking.

“I’ve just had a few words with Amersham.” Studd jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “What a gentleman, eh! And what a doctor! If her ladyship knew what I know he wouldn’t last five minutes in this place. Indian Army, eh? I could tell you something about the Indian Army!”

“Really?” said Mr. Kelver politely.

He never encouraged gossip, but was generally anxious to hear it.

“It’s a funny thing,” Studd went on. “I met a fellow down in the village, a queer-looking customer, who said he had been to India. I had a drink with him in the private bar of the ‘White Hart.’ I didn’t say much; I just listened to him. But he’s been there all right.”’

Kelver, thin, aristocratic, lifted his silvered head and looked down his aquiline nose at the little chauffeur.

“Has Dr. Amersham been — er — complaining?” he asked.

Studd came back to his grievance savagely.

“Something gone wrong with his bus,” he said. “He wanted me to put it right in five minutes, and it’s a two days’ job. You’d think he was the boss here, wouldn’t you — honestly, wouldn’t you, Mr. Kelver?”

Kelver smiled mysteriously and made his conventional reply to such embarrassing questions.

“It takes all sorts of people to make a world, Mr. Studd,” he said.

Studd shook his head.

“I don’t know,” he said vaguely. “What’s this place — Marks Priory, isn’t it? Who’s the owner — Lord Lebanon, isn’t it?”

He extended the fingers of his hand, and ticked off the household.

“Here they are — as they count. Number one. Dr. Blooming Amersham, Lord High Controller. Number two, her ladyship. Number three” — he was at a loss for number three— “I suppose you’d say Miss Crane, though I’ve got nothing against her. Also ran, Lord Lebanon!”

“His lordship is young,” said Mr. Kelver gently.

It was no answer, and he knew it was no answer. He completely agreed with Studd, but he knew his place. The man who had served the Duke of Mecklstein und Zwieberg, who had been in the household of the Duke of Colbrooke, whose family for generations had served great people greatly, could not with dignity and propriety criticise his employers.

There was a quick step on the gravelled path and Dr. Amersham came into view.

“Well, Studd, have you finished the work on my car?” He had a sharp, rather ugly voice. His manner was normally provocative.

“No, I haven’t finished the work on your car,” said Studd aggressively; “and what’s more, I’m not going to finish the work on your car tonight. I’m going down to the ball.”

The doctor’s face went white with rage. “Who gave you permission?”

“The only person in this house who can give me permission,” said Studd loudly. “His lordship.”

The little beard of the doctor was quivering with anger, “You can find another job.”

“Find another job, can I?” snarled Studd. “What sort of a job, doctor — signing other people’s names on cheques?”

The doctor’s face went from white to crimson, and then the colour faded till it was grey.

“If I get another job it will be an honest job. It won’t be robbing a brother officer — take that from me! And whatever job I take I shan’t be pinched for it, or go up for trial for it, or be kicked out of the Army for it!”

His tone was significant, accusatory. Amersham wilted under the glare of his eyes, opened his mouth to speak, but could only find a few tremulous words. “You know too much for your good, my friend,” he said, and, turning on his heels, walked away.

Mr. Kelver had listened uncomprehendingly, a little aghast at the impropriety of Studd’s words, uneasy as to whether he should have intervened, or whether, even without intervention, he was tacitly compromised. If he had been sure of Studd’s position in the hierarchy of service…

He had the impression — and here he was right — that Dr. Amersham had been unaware of his presence.

“That’s got him!” said Studd triumphantly. “Did you see him change colour? He’s going to fire me, is he?”

“I don’t think you should have spoken to the doctor in that tone, Studd,” Kelver was mildly reproachful.

The chauffeur was in the exalted state of one who had spoken his mind, and was superior to disapproval. “Now he knows his place, and there are one or two other things I could say,” he said.

There was a fancy dress ball at the village hall that night, in aid of the bowling club. In the dusk of the evening came a fly from the hall, carrying a pierrot, a pierrette, a gipsy woman and an Indian, to the festivities.

Mr. Kelver did not approve of servants wearing theatrical costumes — even though they were homemade. It removed them from his jurisdiction. He had a word or two to say about the hour they should return. He was concerned about the impropriety of the pierrette’s legs. It was the first time he was aware that the under-housemaid had legs. But mostly he had a word of fatherly advice for the gorgeous Indian, who was Studd.

“If I were you, Mr. Studd, I think I should see the doctor in the morning, and apologise. After all, if you’re in the right you can afford to apologise, and if you’re in the wrong you can’t afford not to.” Consciously or unconsciously, he was paraphrasing Mr. Horace Lorimer’s sagest advice.

After the fly had gone he strolled into the hall, making his final tour before he retired to the servants’ wing, putting a cushion in place, removing an empty glass — obviously the doctor’s — that had been left on her ladyship’s desk.

Later he saw the doctor. He was standing in one of the window recesses in the main corridor, with the two footmen: Brooks, stout and spectacled, and the gaunt Gilder. They were talking together in low tones, head to head. Somebody else saw them. Lord Lebanon, in the doorway of his room, watched the conference, a little amused. He said good night to Kelver as he passed, then called him back. “Isn’t that the doctor?” He was a little shortsighted.

“Yes, my lord; it’s the doctor and Gilder, and, I think, Brooks.”

“What the devil are they talking about? Kelver, don’t you think this is a queer house?”

Kelver was too polite a man, too perfect a servant, to agree. He thought the house was very queer, and the two footmen the most outrageous phenomena that Marks Priory offered. But they were not under his jurisdiction: that fact had been made very plain to him by her ladyship on the day he had arrived. Moreover, they were not excluded from the livingrooms after nine o’clock, but had the free run of the house.

“I have always felt, my lord,” he said, “that it takes all sorts of people to make a world.”

Willie Lebanon smiled. “I think you’ve said that before, Mr. Kelver,” he said gently, and, surprisingly and a little embarrassingly, patted the aged man on the shoulder.
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There was a man named Zibriski, who, being of a poetical turn of mind, called himself Montmorency. He was called other names, which were not so polite, by people who found themselves in possession of currency notes which had been printed by the offset process on one of Mr. Zibriski’s private presses. As curios they were admirable; as instruments of exchange they were entirely a failure He made a very respectable living; went to Monte Carlo in the winter and to Baden-Baden in the summer; kept an expensive flat in London — two, if his peroxided wife only knew — and drove about in a highly chromiumed American car.

He was no common retailer of spurious notes, but a master man in a very big way. He had a press in Hanover and another in the back part of a small hotel in one of the little streets near the quay at Ostend. His five-pound notes were beautifully printed and most impressively numbered. Cashiers of banks had accepted them; they had passed without detection under the eagle-beaked croupiers of Deauville.

A man, one Briggs, of many convictions, who passed through life with the delusion that dishonesty paid, had for a week past been living in the village of Marks Thornton, being a guest at the “White Hart.” He was the sub-agent, and presently Mr. Montmorency would call in his glittering car and deliver to Briggs four imposing packages receiving half the market value on account. Briggs in turn would distribute these packages in likely quarters, make a hundred per cent. profit, and perhaps a little more if he had the courage to become an active negotiator.

He came to Marks Thornton to await the arrival of the wholesaler, and there arrived at the same time in a neighbouring village two inoffensive-looking strangers who were less interested in Briggs than in Zibriski.

“I followed him to Marks Thornton,” said Detective-Sergeant Totty. “It’s my opinion, nothing will happen there.”

“Your opinion,” said Chief-Inspector Tanner, of the Criminal Investigation Department, “is so unimportant that I scarcely hear it, and, anyway, it’s secondhand; it’s a view that I have already expressed.”

“Why not take Briggs now?” asked Totty.

He was a man under the usual height, rather pompous of manner, a courageous man but somewhat short of vision. Tanner, seventy-three inches in his stockinged feet, looked down on his subordinate and sighed.

“And charge him with what?” he asked. “You couldn’t even get him under the Prevention of Crimes Act. Besides, I don’t want Briggs. I want Zibriski. Every tune I see a photograph of that man throwing roses at beautiful females in Nice I get a pain. There isn’t a police force in Europe that doesn’t know that he’s the biggest slush merchant in the world, and yet he has never had a conviction. We’ll do a little mobile police work tonight, Totty.”

“Rather a nice village, Marks Thornton,” said Totty. “In fact, I nearly took a room at the White Hart. It’s silly, trying to keep observation six miles away. Grand old castle there, too.”

Tanner nodded.

“That is the seat of Viscount Lebanon — Marks Priory.”

“Very old-fashioned,” suggested Sergeant Totty.

“Naturally it would be,” said Tanner dryly. “They started building it somewhere around 1160.”

In the dusk of the evening they drove over to the village, passed the “White Hart,” and went slowly up the hill road which skirts the Priory. From the crest of the hill you had an uninterrupted view of the grim house with the four towers which stood one at each corner of the building. In Tudor days the curtain wall had been pulled down and a monstrous piece of Tudorism had been built into it.

Tanner stopped the car and examined the building curiously.

“Looks like a prison,” said Totty. “Rather like Holloway Castle.”

Mr. Tanner did not deign to reply.

There was no sign of Zibriski in any of the villages they visited. At eleven o’clock they returned to their lodging. Nor did Zibriski come the next day, nor the next. At the end of the week Tanner went back to London. He had excellent information about the movements of the underworld, so accurate indeed that he was satisfied that Zibriski had been warned of his presence, and had changed his plan. Here, however, he was wrong.

On the night of the fancy dress ball Zibriski arrived, met his agent in his room, and there was a swift exchange of good money and bad. Briggs packed the spurious notes in his bag, and, this done, having that contentment of mind which is the peculiar possession of criminals, he went out for a stroll.

There was some sort of a ball on. He stood outside the village hall, heard the strange sounds which were emitted by a hired jazz band, and, climbing the hill, came to a stile where he sat, filled his pipe, and speculated pleasantly upon his good fortune. For Zibriski notes were good trading, and he was certain of his hundred per cent. profit.

He saw somebody coming up the road, a strange apparition, wearing a robe and a turban. There was a half moon that night. Briggs got down from the stile and peeped curiously. An Indian? Then he remembered the fancy dress ball.

The man passed him with a cheery good night. From his voice Briggs gathered that he had been drinking a little. He crossed the stile into the field, on his way to the big house. Briggs resumed his seat on the stile and relit his pipe, which had gone out.

Then suddenly from behind him came the beginning of a scream of mortal agony. It lasted only for a fraction of a second. The man on the stile felt the hair on his head rise. He turned round, trying to pierce the darkness, but could see nothing. The exconvict took out his handkerchief and wiped his damp forehead.

Then he heard the sound of somebody running towards him sad presently he saw a man.

“Who’s that?” asked a voice sharply.

In the faint moonlight he saw a peaked face with a little brown beard, and gaped at the sight.

“Who are you?” He was surprised to find how husky his voice was.

“AH right! I’m Dr. Amersham,” snapped the man with the beard.

“Who was that screamed?” asked Briggs.

“Nobody screamed — an owl, I expect.”

Amersham turned and faded into the darkness.

Briggs sat for a long time. He was a little terrified, but he had the intense curiosity which is the Cockney’s virtue; and presently he swung over to the other side of the stile and moved gingerly along the beaten path. He remembered he carried a little hand torch in his hip pocket, and took it out, throwing a beam of light a little ahead of him, and continued.

He was on the point of turning back when he saw something, glitter in the light of his lamp. It came from a heap that lay by the side of the path. He moved forward a pace, and his heart began to beat violently. Briggs hesitated again, set his teeth, and continued his investigation.

It was a man — the man who had passed him in Indian costume. He lay still, motionless. About his neck was a red scarf tightly tied…and he was dead…strangled.

In spite of the horrible distortion he recognised him. It was the chauffeur at the Hall, the man who had drunk with him in the bar…Studd.

Gingerly he felt his pulse, slipped his hand under the embroidered shirt, and felt his heart. Briggs rose, went swiftly down the path, jumped across the stile, his heart beating like a mechanical riveter. He walked slowly back to the “White Hart.” Let the police find their own dead. He didn’t want to be mixed up in it, and had good reasons.

He left the village early in the morning, an hour before they found the strangled body of Studd the chauffeur.
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Mr. Arty Briggs reached Victoria Station, desirous of obliterating himself in the crowded city, but having no very great anxiety. The four plainclothes men who closed round him as he came through the barrier left him in no doubt as to the seriousness of his crisis.

He was taken to Bow Street, and his bag searched. Nobody took a great deal of notice of his statement that the bag was not his, and that he was merely doing a friendly act for an unknown man named Smith by carrying it. The receptacle contained a great deal that Mr. Briggs would very gladly have seen evaporate into air.

“I’ve never seen the stuff before in my life,” he said with oaths, and asked for Divine punishment, instant and drastic, if he were lying.

Later he was interviewed by Chief-Inspector Tanner.

‘“Being in possession of counterfeit notes is a mere trifle compared with what’s coming to you, Briggs,” said Tanner. “You were in the village of Marks Thornton last night. There was a murder committed. What do you know about it?”

Mr. Briggs knew nothing. It was, he said, a great surprise to him that anybody could be murdered in that beautiful place. He asked pointedly if any arms had been found on him, and volunteered to have a stricter and more intimate examination.

“It almost sounds as if you knew this man was strangled,” said Tanner.

For his own part he had not the least belief that the man had anything to do with the crime. Briggs was not a killer; he was a regular seller of a commodity which was in demand. Moreover, he was an old lag, and not only his history but his temperament were known to the police.

Tanner could not suspect that this man had seen with his own eyes the strangled chauffeur, and inquiry was not pushed very far. But under the threat of being suspect of the murder, Briggs made a clean breast of the lesser offence, and since there is no honour amongst thieves it was due to his instrumentality that Mr. Zibriski was taken off the Havre boat that night and lodged in a Southampton cell.

Tanner went up to see the Chief Constable on his return to Scotland Yard. In answer to his inquiry, the Chief shook his head.

“No, the local police haven’t asked for us, and it is unlikely that they will until the scene is so cold that you could freeze mutton on it. It seems to be a pretty commonplace crime, and the locals think it is an act of revenge. This man Studd seems to have made one or two bad friendships, though apparently he had no real enemies.”

He had been talking on the telephone to Horsham, and this was the source of his information.

Bill Tanner secured one or two other scraps of information in the course of the evening, but nothing that excited his interest. Studd had had a quarrel with a gamekeeper who had suspected his pretty wife of philandering — unjustly, as it proved. Nobody mentioned the name of Dr. Amersham. In the reports which came to Scotland Yard his name did not appear, and it was not until a week later, when the “locals” decided to invoke the aid of the Yard, and Tanner and his shadow went down to Marks Thornton, that he heard of the doctor.

He paid a brief visit to Marks Priory, but was coldly received. Casually he mentioned the name of Dr. Amersham to her ladyship.

“He comes here occasionally,” she said, “but he was not here on the night of this unfortunate happening. I think he left about ten.”

That one glimpse he had of the internal life of Marks Priory told him nothing. It was the typical home of a great aristocrat, and on the occasion of his visit the big hall was in a state of repair. There were scaffold poles against the wall, and Kelver, who was his cicerone, showed him the stone tablets, each holding the coat armour of some ancient member of the family, that were being inset in the walls.

“Her ladyship,” said Kelver, with proper reverence, “is an authority on heraldry. She can read a coat of arms, sir, as you and I might read a book. She has an astonishing knowledge of the subject. As you probably know, sir, the family comes from most ancient times. The first Lebanon was knighted by King Richard the First.”

“Interesting,” said Big Bill, who was no archaeologist. “What can you tell me about Studd?”

Kelver shook his head. “The tragedy of that happening, sir, has kept me awake at night. He was an extraordinarily pleasant man, quite the gentleman, and I have never known him to quarrel with anybody.”

He paused, and Tanner misunderstood his hesitation.

The butler had seen nothing, heard nothing. The first news he had had of the chauffeur’s death was that conveyed by the policeman who had found him. He had nothing but praise for the dead man, dismissed as impossible any suggestion that he might have had an enemy.

Sergeant Totty, busy in the servants’ hall, brought the same story.

“I cherchezed the femme, but she wasn’t there,” said Totty. “No woman in it at all.”

The trail was six days old. It was impossible to pick up anything that was new. There had been a stranger staying at the village inn — too well Tanner knew who that stranger was. There was the usual story of tramps and gipsies, but the nearest gipsy caravan had been twenty miles away. Poachers did not work the Priory fields, but preferred the coverts of Marks Priory Park, and every local poacher had been accounted for.

Tanner saw the photograph of the dead man, examined and took possession of the scarf that had strangled him: a piece of dull red cloth, in one corner of which was a little tin label sewn by the edges, bearing some words in Hindustani, which proved on translation to be the name of the manufacturer.

He saw Lord Lebanon and questioned him. That young man could offer him no solution. He was really fond of Studd — that much Bill had discovered through the butler — and was greatly upset by his death.

The third important member of the household he met as he walked across the Priory fields towards the village. Isla Crane was walking towards him with quick steps and would have passed him, but he stopped her.

“Excuse me — you’re Miss Crane, aren’t you? I am Detective-Inspector Tanner from the Yard.”

To his amazement the colour faded from her cheeks; the hand that went to her lips was shaking. She looked at him in wide-eyed apprehension. He had seen such looks before. People suddenly confronted by the police behave oddly, whether they are innocent or guilty, but he had never expected that a girl other class would betray such emotion. She was frightened, terrified. He thought that she was on the point of collapsing, and his amazement deepened.



“Are you?” she said jerkily. “Yes — I — somebody told me you were…About Studd’s death, isn’t it? Poor man!”

“I suppose you saw nothing? You can’t throw any light whatever on this matter?” he asked.

She shook her head almost before the words were out of his mouth. “No…how could I?”

Then abruptly she walked past him. Looking back after her, he had the impression that she was running.

Sergeant Totty, watching her until she was out of sight turned to his superior.

“That’s funny,” he said.

“It’s not funny at all,” snapped Bill Tanner. “I’ve seen scores of people behave like that. It must be pretty rotten for people of that class to be suddenly brought face to face with a murder.”

Yet he went on his way a very thoughtful man.

Isla came to the big porch before the main door of Marks Priory. Gilder, the footman, was sitting there in a chair, reading a newspaper. He got up as she approached, his forbidding eyes upon her, and she had passed him when he spoke.

“Seen that cop?”

She turned.

“The detective?”

He nodded.

“Did he ask you any questions, miss?”

She looked at him for a moment uncomprehendingly.

“Did he ask you any questions, miss?” rumbled Gilder. His deep bass voice was a little unnerving.

“He asked me if I had heard anything, that’s all,” she said, turned swiftly and went into the house.

Lady Lebanon was sitting in the great hall at her desk. For twelve hours out of the sixteen you might find her there. She would spend whole days examining old heraldic inscriptions and reading over the parchment book of the Lebanons. She was an excellent Latin scholar, and had few equals in her knowledge of ancient English. She was examining the book now, making notes on a writing-pad. At sight of Isla she closed the book, put the pad away in a drawer and deliberately locked it.

“What’s the matter?” she asked.

The girl was trembling from head to foot. For some time she could not find her voice.

“He’s been asking questions,” she said at last. “Mr. Tanner.”

“The police officer? What questions did he ask?” And then quickly: “Did he say anything about Amersham?”

The girl shook her head.

“He never mentioned his name. What is going to happen?”

Lady Lebanon leaned back in her chair, rested her elbows on its padded arms, and folded her hands.

“There are times when I can’t quite understand you, Isla,” she said with some acerbity. “What is likely to happen?”

“Suppose they find out?”

The calm woman at the desk raised her dark eyes to the girl.

“I really don’t know what you’re talking about, Isla. Suppose who find out? I wish you wouldn’t talk about things that don’t j concern you.”

Isla Crane went to her room early that night. She slept in what was known as “the old lord’s room,” a great, lofty and gloomy chamber, with a huge four-poster bed that still bore on its head-board the faded arms of some forgotten Lebanon — forgotten except by Lady Lebanon, who forgot nothing. It was a long time before she went to sleep.

“Why the devil did she go to bed so early?”

“Don’t be difficult, Willie dear,” said his mother. “There’s nothing in the world for Isla to sit up for.”

She looked at the jewelled watch on her wrist.

“It’s nearly your bedtime, darling. Don’t stay up late. Have you talked to Isla?”

He shook his head. “No, I haven’t had a chance since this awful thing happened.” He bent his head, listening. “That’s a car,” he said. “Amersham?”

“He’s coming down tonight.”

“He was here the night of the murder, wasn’t he?”

She looked up quickly. “No, he left very early — about ten, I think.”

The boy smiled. “Mother darling, I saw his car go away at seven in the morning. I was looking out of my window. Somebody else told me that he went away the same night.”

“Did you correct them?” she asked sharply.

He shook his head. “No; why should I?” He looked up at the vaulted roof and sighed. “This is a devilishly dismal place,” he said. “It gives me the creeps. I don’t want to see Amersham; I’m going to my room.”

The door opened, but it was not the objectionable doctor. Gilder carried a tray, a siphon and a glass. He poured out a modicum of whisky and splashed soda into it. All the time the unfriendly eye of the Lord of Lebanon watched his every movement.

He took the glass from the man’s hand and sipped it. Not until the glass was empty did he detect the bitter after-taste.

“Funny whisky that,” he said…

It was the last remark he remembered making. Four hours later he awoke with a splitting headache, and, switching on the light, found himself in his own room. He was in bed, in his pyjamas. With a groan he sat up his head swimming. Mr. Gilder was a little careless with the drug he had administered.
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Lebanon rose, walked unsteadily to the door and tried to open it. It was locked. He fumbled for the key, but it was not there. He was confused; his head seemed to be out of control; it lolled from side to side. With an effort he forced himself awake, found the switch and turned it.

He knew intimately only two rooms in the house. At first he thought he was in a third, but gradually, as his perceptions awakened, he recognised familiar objects. There was a bellpush near his bed; he pressed it, sat on the bed and waited. It was a long time before there was any answer, and he was in the act of pressing the push again when he heard a key rattle into the lock, and snap as it turned.

It was Gilder. Something had happened to the debonair Gilder; his eye was discoloured; his collar showed signs of rough usage; the striped waistcoat he wore was a little torn, and two of the buttons were missing. For a long time he glowered sulkily at the boy.

“Do you want anything, my lord?” he said at last, and Lebanon knew that he had forced himself to this polite address.

“Who locked my door?”

“I did,” said the other coolly. “A fellow who called this evening started a rough house, and I didn’t want you to be in it.”

The young man stared at him. “Who was it?” he asked.

“Nobody you know, my lord,” said the other shortly. “Is there anything I can do for you?”

“Get me a drink — something cold and long. That whisky you gave me was not too good, Gilder.”

If the man sensed the suspicion in his voice he gave no sign of embarrassment. “That’s what the other gentleman thought. I guess the whisky’s bad around here. I’ll ask her ladyship to get some more down from town.”

“Where is my mother?” asked Lebanon quickly. “Was she there when—”

Gilder shook his head. “No, sir, she was in her room.”

“What happened?” asked Lebanon curiously.

The man looked at him with a grim smile. “Maybe you’d like to come and see,” he said curtly, and, pulling on his slippers, Lord Lebanon followed him along the corridor, down the broad circular staircase into the hall.

Brooks was there in his shirt sleeves, apparently trying to clear up the mess. A table had been overturned; the edge of the Knole sofa was smashed; a little china clock lay in ruins on the stone surround; and four of the pseudo-wax candles in the great chandelier hung drunkenly and without life. Lebanon stared around.

“Who did this?” he asked, and tried to bring into his tone a note of authority.

“A friend of Dr. Amersham’s,” said Gilder, and there was a note of malice in his tone which Lebanon did not detect.

The floor was strewn with broken glass and was stained; evidently the whisky decanter had been smashed. One of the panels was broken.

“It looks as if a lunatic had been let loose,” said Lebanon.

The smile came off Gilder’s face. He was momentarily startled. “Hey?” he said. “Yes, I guess so. He behaved like one, anyway — this friend of Dr. Amersham.”

It was half-past three. There was a grey light in the east when Willie unbolted and unchained the great door, and stepped out into the cool freshness of the morning. It was very dark and very calm, and the silence made the young man shudder. The late-sleeping beasts of the earth had gone to bed, and the early risers had yet to chirp their first husky notes of salute to the new day. Far across the Priory Field he saw a light, and then remembered that Tilling, the gamekeeper, lived there, just on the edge of the wood, a surly, unfriendly man. He would be up, of course. It was a gamekeeper’s job to patrol the estate. Marks Thornton had a fair share of poachers, shrewd, furtive, brownfaced men, with nondescript dogs.

Willie Lebanon grinned in the darkness. To him, at any rate, poaching was no crime. If he were made a magistrate of the county he would never convict a man for taking what, after all, was his own.

He heard Gilder’s slow, rather weary step on the stone flags behind him, and the man came up to him. He was smoking a cigar without any evidence of embarrassment.

“Tilling’s up late tonight. I suppose he is on duty?”

Gilder did not answer immediately. He puffed steadily at the cigar, his eyes fixed broodingly on the distant light. “Tilling went to London last night,” he said suddenly. As he spoke the square of light went out, and Lebanon heard the footman make a clucking note of disapproval. “That fellow is asking for trouble.”

“Who — Tilling?”

Gilder did not reply.

“I think you had better come in, my lord. You’ve only got your dressing-gown on, and the night is chilly.” His tone was quite respectful.

There were times when Lebanon liked this gaunt American. There were times when his very insolent familiarity amused him. He did not resent the cigar or the friendliness or the assumption of equality.

“You’re a funny devil,” he said, as he followed the footman into the hall, stood by and heard the great bolt shot home and the clang of the chains when they were fastened.

“I have never felt less funny,” said Gilder, “or less like a devil.”

“Who was it made the fuss?”

Gilder shook his head. “A friend of Dr. Amersham,” and then he smiled whimsically. “When you come to think of it, he is probably not so much of a friend—” And then the young man heard the footman’s voice change. “What are you doing down here, miss?”

Willie looked towards the stairs. It was Isla. She wore a thick, quilted dressing-gown. Apparently she was half dressed beneath, for she wore stockings and shoes. “Nothing,” she said jerkily. “Is everything all right. Gilder?”

“Quite O.K., miss. Nothing to worry about. The gentleman who made all the trouble has gone home.”

He said this with great deliberation, looking at her fixedly. Willie had the impression that he was prompting the girl, or rather pressing upon her an explanation for the disorder which was not only untrue, but which she knew was untrue. She nodded her head quickly.

“I see.” She was still breathless. “He’s gone home…I am glad…Her ladyship wanted to see Dr. Amersham before she went to bed, Gilder.”

He stroked his chin. “She did…Well, I guess Amersham…the doctor is out. He went out for a stroll, half an hour ago. Queer time for a stroll, isn’t it? You can tell her ladyship I’ll send him right along if I can find him.”

When the girl had gone Lebanon turned his astonished gaze to the footman.

“Did she see it — whatever it was? Miss Isla?”

Gilder nodded. “I guess she did,” he said shortly, obviously in no mood to offer his confidences. “You’d better go to bed, my lord. It’s late.”

Lebanon did not protest. In fact, he was heartily in agreement with the suggestion, for suddenly he had become shockingly tired and most surprisingly apathetic.

He had been drugged; he knew that, but was very little worried. In that state of exhaustion he was incapable of feeling distressed.
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Chief Inspector Tanner preserved in his big frame and his super-practical mind just that quantity of romance which makes life endurable. He had faith in many things, practical and material things mainly, but no small part of his life had its basis on the imponderable substance of dreams. He argued that when a man stopped dreaming, he died, and here he was right, for out of his dreams, often wild and extravagant, came many oddly practical solutions to the most mundane of his problems.

He was a fanatical believer in the efficiency of the Records Department, but even here he found the glamour of romance, and he would spend hours in the bureau renewing old acquaintances. Give him a file, a few cross-indexes, a guard book, packed with the photographs of unpleasant people, and he was thoroughly happy. He could sit and ponder and wonder.

Mainly his speculations started off following a conventional path. What had happened to Old Steine? It was years since he had seen him. There he was, the ugly old man, staring from the guard book; a man with a two-card record; burglar, safe blower, suspected murderer. Dead perhaps? Filling a pauper’s grave, or dissipated under the hands of a youthful anatomist in some London hospital. Here was Paddy the Boy; goodlooking, the same hard stare in his eyes; a burglar who could never resist the temptation of kissing a sleeping housemaid. That had been was his undoing. Here was Johnny Greggs, benevolent, bald, smirking at the prison photographer who posed him. Johnny was doing seven and five at Parkhurst, and was lucky to have escaped a bashing. The crime was robbery with violence, and when arrested he had been found in possession of two automatics fully loaded — an unforgivable sin.

Mr. Tanner had allowed himself to be led from the path of investigation. He closed the book, and went back to the examination of the M.O. cards.

Now all habitual wrongdoers are specialists, and the modus operandi method reduces their speciality to the measure of a coldblooded index, and Mr. Tanner was inspecting the names and records of all the men who had at any time, since the formation of the criminal index, strangled or attempted to strangle. Not a few of the names he read were men who had taken the nine o’clock walk to the dropping trap. Some of them were in Broadmoor; perverts who had stepped across the border line. In the remainder he could find no parallel to the event at Marks Priory. There was a surprisingly large number of men and women who had attempted or succeeded in snuffing out life with a cord, but examining them one by one he could discover no name and no record which suggested the perpetrator of the Marks Priory murder.

He went down to his room, found Sergeant Totty comfortably installed in his chair, and unceremoniously snapped him out of it.

Sergeant Totty was not romantic in the larger sense. He was an ingenious liar when recounting his own achievements. A harmless liar, because nobody accepted his embroideries as being of the piece; they were tacked on to clumsily. He harboured a grievance against educational authorities which demanded a certain standard by which men who desired promotion should be tested, and he shared with the redoubtable Sergeant Elk, long since inspector and retired, an almost malevolent disrespect for Queen Elizabeth, since it was his failure to furnish accurate particulars of her very full life that had led to his undoing three separate examinations.

Totty got up reluctantly, went to the window and stared down at the busy Embankment. Professionally it had been a dull week.

“Who is Amersham?” asked Tanner unexpectedly.

“Eh?” Mr. Totty was takes aback. “Amersham,” he said, “is a town down in Kent.”

“Amersham,” interrupted Inspector Tanner patiently, “is a town in Buckinghamshire. Your passion for knowing everything will lead you one of these days to being accurate. I am talking about Dr. Amersham.”

Totty pursed his lips. “Oh, him!” he said. “You mean that bird down at Marks Thornton. He’s a doctor.”

“Even that you don’t know,” said Tanner. “He calls himself a doctor and presumably is a doctor, but whether he is a doctor of music or a doctor of medicine we have no means of knowing.” He took a notebook from his pocket, turned the pages and stopped to read a note.

“He has a flat at Ferrington Court, Devonshire Street,” he said. “A block of flats, one supposes.”

“It’s on the corner of Park Lane,” said Totty briskly.

When he was brisk Tanner knew he was wide off the mark.

“That I would be prepared to believe if I didn’t know you were wrong,” said the big man. “Ferrington Court is an expensive residence for a doctor. He owns a couple of racehorses, too.”

“One of them won the other day,” said Totty. “Funny enough, I meant to back it.”

“None of them has won for two years,” said Mr. Tanner gently. “I wonder what his antecedents are? And before you make any wild guess about antecedents, I mean what is his dark and gruesome past.”

“I hardly noticed the man,” said Totty.

“That is not remarkable,” said his superior, “since you didn’t see him. I’ll tell you in case you would like to pose as an authority on the subject: he’s been to India, so presumably he is a doctor of medicine. I wonder exactly what he does at Marks Priory, what is his connection with the family?”

“He could have committed the murder,” said Sergeant Totty, momentarily alert.

“So could you,” said Tanner. “So could almost anybody you can find in the telephone directory.”

“I’ll tell you what I did notice when I was down there.” Totty’s voice was very businesslike, and Mr. Tanner was prepared to listen. “They have a gamekeeper fellow named Tilling. He has a face as cheerful as a vet week. I saw him down at the boozer — at the inn, I mean. His hands were on the counter. I never saw hands like ‘em: like shoulders of mutton. I mentioned it to the bung—”

“To the what?” Mr. Tanner was elaborately puzzled.

“You know what I mean. Tanner — the landlord. And he said that Tilling had killed a dog once with his bare hands — strangled him.”

“The devil he did,” said Tanner.

Totty preened and smiled. “I keep me ears open. Tanner. You think I am a dud, but if there is anything going—”

“Of course you keep your ears open. Nature has built you that way,” said Tanner. “Strangled a dog? Why didn’t you tell me before?”

“To tell you the truth “ — Totty was unusually frank— “it went out of me mind. He’s got a wife too — a beauty from what I’ve heard.”

“Does that mean she’s goodlooking or troublesome?”

“She’s both. Very fond of the boys by all accounts. There have been two or three fellows having a little sweethearting with her. Good Lord!” His jaw dropped. “Why, Studd was one. Now how did I forget that?”

“The man who was killed — the chauffeur?”

“That’s right.” Totty was permeating knowledge. “Very funny I didn’t put that two and two together. But I am like that, Tanner. I have to get everything right in my mind.”

“What else has been simmering in that vacuum?” asked Tanner, impatiently. “I saw the man — a big, sulky fellow; I remember him.”

Totty looked up to the ceiling for inspiration. “That’s about all I know,” he said. “Oh, yes, he was in London the night the murder was committed. He went up to town with the landlord’s son. That’s why I didn’t go any farther with my inquiries.”

“Tilling was in town — we’ll check that up. I’ll go down and have a little chat with that woman, and in the meantime I’d like to meet Dr. Amersham.” He looked at his watch. It was half-past four.

“Want me to come with you?” asked Totty.

“I don’t think it is necessary. You stay here and try to think up a little more that you have forgotten. You know where Tilling and the landlord’s son went when they came to London?”

Totty tapped his forehead, and smiled slowly. “Yes, I do,” he said. “It’s there. Tanner.” He tapped his forehead again. “Criminal index. Card index. I never forget anything once it’s planted. They came up to see the landlord’s brother who has a pub in the New Cut. It was his birthday or something, and young Tom drove Tilling up, and they spent the night in town.”

“Check that,” said Tanner.

He came to Ferrington Court half an hour later. It was a new block of flats, erected by an architect who had leanings towards the Queen Anne type of building when he was planning exteriors, but went arty-crafty the moment he got inside the walls. The lobby was of marble. The false pillars were neither of Corinth nor Egypt, nor yet Byzantine. There was an elevator with a French gilt door, and its interior was of lacquer in the Chinese manner.

“Dr. Amersham? Yes, sir, he’s in. Is he expecting you?”

“I hope not,” smiled Bill Tanner.

He had stepped into the lift when a newcomer entered the Vestibule and hurried across. He was a clergyman, a weak, pale man who smiled benevolently at the elevator attendant and as genially upon Bill.

They went up to the third floor. When the door was opened, Bill followed the clergyman on to the landing. He saw him now at No. 16, which was also his destination.

A young liveried footman opened the door. Evidently the clergyman was no stranger. For some reason he accepted Mr. Tanner as accompanying the clerical visitor.

“I will tell the doctor you are here, Mr. Hastings,” said the man, and left them alone.

“My business is not at all pressing,” smiled the clergyman. “So please do not let me interfere. I am the vicar of Peterfield — John Hastings. Do you know Peterfield?”

“By repute,” said Tanner politely.

He did not wonder at Dr. Amersham knowing a man of the cloth. Amersham, for all he knew, might be a man of deeply religious principles, or this might be an old school friend.

The vicar lowered his head, and spoke in a confidential tone. “I am afraid I am going to be a nuisance to our dear friend Amersham,” he said, a note of waggishness in his voice. “It is the village hall — a perfect nightmare to me. We have been seven years, and we haven’t completed it yet. The doctor has been awfully kind, and—” He coughed.

The door opened and Dr. Amersham came in. The smile with which he greeted the vicar vanished as he saw Bill.

“Good evening, Mr. — Tanner, I think, isn’t it?”

“That is my name, doctor,” said Bill. “You have a good memory.”

“A marvellous memory,” breathed Mr. Hastings. “I had a remarkable instance of that when the doctor came down to Peterfield on rather, shall I say, a vital errand — ?”

“I can give you a few minutes alone, Mr. Tanner. Will you come into the diningroom?”

Amersham was brusque, almost rude, in his interruption.

“You don’t mind, Vicar?”

He walked quickly through the open doorway, and, when Bill had passed, closed the door behind him. “Well, Mr. Tanner, have they discovered anything about this wretched affair?”

“No, doctor, nothing very important. I wondered if you would be able to tell me something?”

Dr. Amersham looked at him thoughtfully, pursed his bearded lips and shook his head. “No, I don’t think there is much that I can tell you. Naturally, it is a great shock to me and to Lady Lebanon — a terrible shock. The man himself — Studd, I am talking about — was not a particularly pleasant person; in fact, I had many rows with him. He was rather impertinent in his manner, and not an especially good chauffeur.”

Studd was, in fact, an excellent chauffeur, but the doctor could not forego the disparagement.

“He was something of a lady-killer, too, wasn’t he?” asked Tanner.

The doctor stared at him. “I don’t quite know what you mean. Naturally I knew very little about his private life. Was there a woman in it?”

Bill laughed softly and shook his head. There had been something of malice in his question.

“I am not much wiser than you, but I have heard that there was some sort of affair between himself and a gamekeeper’s wife, a Mrs.—” He paused to remember the name. “Tilling, isn’t it?”

He saw the doctor brindle. The suggestion was hurtful to his vanity. “That’s absurd!” He almost snapped the words. “Mrs. Tilling is quite a — er — nice woman. Studd? Ridiculous!”

“She is rather pretty?” suggested Bill. “At any rate attractive?”

“Yes, I believe she is,” said the doctor shortly. “No, Mr. Tanner, you’re altogether wrong about Studd. Mrs. Tilling is a very reserved young woman, and hardly the sort of person — tush!”

Bill Tanner had never heard a human being say “Tush” before, and he wanted to laugh.

“Who told you this?” asked the doctor.

The inspector lifted his broad shoulders. “It was one of those idle rumours that float around and attach themselves to a listening ear,” he said good-humouredly. “But I understand her husband is rather jealous of her. Have you heard that?”

“Her husband’s a fool,” said the doctor angrily; “a stupid commonplace oaf, and a brute! He has treated that girl most abominably!” He seemed to feel Tanner’s interested inspection, and went on hastily: “I don’t know her very well, of course. I’ve attended her professionally. One has to depend upon rumour, as you do, Mr. Tanner.”

Obviously here was a delicate subject to enlarge upon. The doctor was prepared to change the conversation. Bill, on the other hand, would have been glad to hear more. “I thought you knew her very well,” he said, in all innocence ‘Otherwise I should not have mentioned her.”

“Why should I know her well?” asked the dodos coldly. “To me she is just the wife of one of her ladyship’s employees — that and no more. Naturally I take a great deal of interest in the staff — but it is the interest of a doctor in his patients.”

“Naturally,” murmured Bill. “So in your opinion all talk of any kind of” — he shrugged his shoulders again— “well, any kind of friendship between Studd and Mrs. Tilling is absurd?”

“Absolutely,” said the other emphatically. “It is the sort of foul rumour that goes round a little village that has no other occupation in life than to gossip — and to gossip maliciously.” Then he forced a smile.

“I expected you to come here with a lot of information to give me about this wretched case. Scotland Yard is not living up to its reputation for sensation.”

“We have no reputation for sensation,” said Inspector Tanner easily. “We are the most commonplace department of Government. If yon want a real thrill you should go to the Treasury! I’m sorry to have bothered you, and I won’t keep you any longer from your friend.” He held out his hand.

“Oh, you mean Mr. Hastings? Do you know him at all?”

Amersham asked the question carelessly, but the big man sensed a hidden anxiety. When Tanner shook his head: “A very amusing country parson,” the doctor went on, “I’ve been helping him with his boys’ club — by the way, Mr. Tanner, is it true that there was a well-known criminal in Marks Thornton on the night of the murder? I heard something about it, and I was wondering whether you were pursuing that line of investigation.”

Bill Tanner thought of Briggs and chuckled. “I wouldn’t call him a well-known criminal. He is certainly a well-convicted criminal. No, there’s no suspicion attaching to him. He’s a forger, and this was about his third or fourth conviction. You may have met him in India; you were there for some time, I understand? A man named Briggs.”

Dr. Amersham could control the muscles of his face, but he could not control its colour. The red faded to yellow, and presently grew redder still. For a second Inspector Tanner could not believe the evidence of his senses. At the mention of this little forger Amersham had paled. It was unbelievable, but it was a fact, and he was dumbfounded.

“I’ve never met him,” said Amersham slowly, “or even heard of him. Yes, I was in India for five or six years — I suppose you know that? In the Indian Medical Service. It was a dreadful job, and I resigned…the fluctuation of the rupee…and the conditions of the work were…” He was incoherent, but he recovered himself almost immediately, and again flashed his white teeth in a smile. “If at any time I can give you information, don’t hesitate to ring me up, Mr. Tanner. I am usually here, though I spend two or three days a week at Marks Priory. Lady Lebanon and I are writing a book together — this is a secret and I hope you won’t tell her, because she’d be rather annoyed — on heraldry. I am rather an authority.”

Bill did not ring for the lift, but walked down the marble stairs, and in his mind were one or two problems. The hall porter in his little cubby hutch smiled at him and tried to catch his eye, but Bill’s mind was fully occupied.

Curiously enough, the first of his problems was the “vital occasion” of Amersham’s visit to the village church of which Mr. Hastings was vicar. He turned that over and disposed of it by the mental promise of further investigation, and came back to Amersham himself. Here was no small problem. Why had the doctor changed colour when Briggs’s name was mentioned? What association could there possibly be between a cheap criminal who had spent the greater part of his life in prison for forgery and counterfeiting, and this officer of the Indian Medical Service? And why had he championed with such vehemence the reputation of Mrs. Tilling?

As to this, there was a simple explanation — that the gossip which brought their names together was true. It was not unlikely. Mrs. Tilling was, as he had said, a most attractive woman, and, unless he was wrong at every point, Dr. Amersham was, to say the least, impressionable.

Tanner stepped out into Devonshire Street, and was looking round for a taxi when he became aware of a man who had been standing on the opposite side of the road. He saw him turn abruptly and become absorbingly interested in the window of a maker of surgical instruments. But he had not turned quickly enough: Tanner had immediately recognised in this man, momentarily fascinated by the gruesome exhibits which filled the window, no other than Tilling the gamekeeper — and he knew that Tilling the gamekeeper had been watching Dr. Amersham’s flat.
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He was starting to cross the street towards the man when his quarry, who must have seen him out of the corner of his eye, walked rapidly away. Bill followed at the same pace. Tilling turned into a side street, and by the time his pursuer had reached the corner had disappeared. There was a taxi moving towards the far end of the street, and Tanner guessed that the gamekeeper was the passenger.

He went back to Scotland Yard with a new interest in the Marks Priory case, and was in his room, going through a small private dossier he kept in his desk, when Totty returned.

“I’ve checked up that statement and it’s O.K.,” he said. “Tilling slept at this pub in the New Cut—”

“You haven’t had time to go to the New Cut,” said Tanner.

“What are telephones for?” demanded Totty.

“Not to make police inquiries,” said Tanner sternly.

“As a matter of fact, I know the landlord. Him and me are like brothers,” said Totty calmly. “Tilling slept there — at the pub, I mean — and went back in the morning. He’s a great friend of young Tom’s—”

“Talking of sleep, did you have plenty last night?”

Totty looked at his superior suspiciously. “I slept very well, yes. Why? I’ve got no conscience—”

“I know that. You mean you have no bad conscience, but by accident you spoke the truth. Totty, I’m giving you a job after your own heart. Go to Ferrington Court and shadow Dr. Amersham. Find out if he’s in, and who his visitors are. You can have a talk with his servant — he’s got a young footman there — and you might pick up a little information from some of the attendants of the building.”

Totty groaned. “It’s hardly a job for a sergeant, Tanner—”

“‘Mr. Tanner,’ if you please, or even ‘sir,’” said Bill. “As a matter of fact, it is a job for an inspector, and I wouldn’t trust it to anybody but you. There may be a break in this Marks Priory case, Totty, and I want you to be in it. It doesn’t look as if it’s going to rain, and, anyway, you can manage to get inside — I’ve never known you to be uncomfortable if you could help it. If you don’t like to go I’ll send Ferraby. Nobody would imagine he was a detective—”

“Nobody would imagine I was a detective,” said Totty loudly. “I’ve got nothing to say against Sergeant Ferraby or any other junior officer, but if you want me to do it, I’ll do it.”

There was one quality in Sergeant Ferraby which was a very sore point with Totty. Ferraby belonged to that select band of public school men who had drifted into police work. The incidents of Queen Elizabeth’s reign were no mysteries to him. A charming, well-spoken man, he had shown an aptitude for his work which had earned him early promotion. Secretly Totty admired him, and carried his admiration to the point of imitating him. He had cultivated what Tanner, in his more offensive moments, described as the Oxford and Cambridge accent, and this he employed much more frequently than Mr. Tanner was aware.

There was excellent reason for Totty’s reluctance, for shadowing is a boring and miserable job, involving hours of patient watching during which time nothing happens. To follow a man in the street without losing him is not as simple as it sounds, especially a man who has at his call the services of a fast car.

When he strolled into the busy vestibule of Ferrington Court it was without any hope of finding a profitable hook-up in the resplendent porter and lift attendant.

If Tanner had been more observant, and had troubled to pierce behind the disguise of gold lace and purple raiment, he would have recognised the attendant as a sometime constable of the Metropolitan Police Force, one Bould. Totty knew him immediately, and hailed him gratefully as a friend.

“Funny thing. Tanner didn’t notice me when he was here this afternoon. What’s he after, sergeant? That fellow Amersham?”

“Why should he be, Bouldy?” said Totty, who invariably put a “y” to any name on which a “y” could hang. “Bless my life, it’s surprising to see you here. You look like a cinema barker.”

The ex-policeman surveyed the sleeve of his well-titting coat with a scowl. “I don’t know why they go in for all this fancy stuff in a respectable place like this. It’s art, but art never meant anything to me,” he said, and then went back to the afternoon visit. “He went up to Amersham’s place. I suppose it’s connected with that murder down in the country. It’s a funny thing, I’ve been expecting to see the chief inspector here ever since I knew our bloke was connected with the case.”’

“What sort of a fellow is Amersham?”

Mr. Bould shook his head, “He treats servants as if they was dogs,” he said. “A jump-up if ever there was one! And what a gentleman! I could tell you a few things about him,” he added darkly. There was a little office where he sat when the lift was not required, and into this he ushered Totty. “If you sit there in the corner nobody’ll see you when they come in.” He indicated a seat. “Amersham? He’s hot! He had a party here about — now, when was it? It must have been two months ago. All the other tenants complained…Women, champagne — it was more like modern Babylon than anything else.”

“Was it?” said Totty, in a hushed, sympathetic voice, and asked avidly for particulars.

Unhappily, all that was truly Babylonian had happened behind closed doors, Mr. Bould being able to supply only such lurid particulars as he had gleaned at first-hand from Joe — Joe being the evening footman who had opened the door to Tanner that afternoon.

“That’s his weakness,” said Bould, after he had given a “few particulars” which were not wholly satisfactory to the listener, since authentic details were missing.

“Is he in?”

Bould shook his head. “No, sergeant; he went out about half an hour ago, but he’s coming back — he’s got an appointment. He’s got a young lady calling; he said if she come before he returned I was to put her in a waiting-room. We’ve got a grand waiting-room — have you seen it?”

“I haven’t, and I don’t want to,” said Totty. “Where’s the servant — Joe, is it?”

Mr. Bould winked. “Out! He let him off early tonight.”

He winked again, and Totty, who knew the sign language of the lower ranks, realised that the retirement of the servant and the advent of the lady visitor was no odd coincidence. “Is Tanner after him for something? I shouldn’t be surprised if he was,” said Bould. “That feller’s always seemed suspicious to me — he’s got plenty of money — gets it from somebody down in the country by all accounts. He’s only here about three nights a week, and then it’s parties and theatres — and whoopee! Do you know what whoopee means?”

“I’ve heard of it,” said Totty.

He threw a warning glance and shrank into a heap in the corner. A quick step sounded on the marble flooring of the vestibule. Bould went out quickly, snapping out the light as he did so, and a second later Totty saw the doctor pass, heard an inquiry, and then the slam of the gate and the whine of the elevator as it shot up.

It had hardly gone before Totty heard another step, and, peeping cautiously round the edge of the plate-glass window, he saw a girl, and his mouth opened at the sight other, for it was the girl he had seen at Marks Priory — Isla Crane!

She was dressed in a long coat and a little black hat pulled down so that her face was not easy to recognise. But Totty never forgot any person he had ever seen. She was a little pale, tired-looking, obviously nervous. Her very uneasiness suggested guilt — though, in fairness to her, it may be said that almost any emotion spelt guilt to Totty. She looked left and right, and had half turned towards the office when fortunately the lift came down and Bould stepped out.

“This way miss. You want to see Dr. Amersham, don’t you?”

“If you please,” she said in a low voice.

Totty waited until Bould returned.

“That’s her,” said the attendant, “Good looker! They all are, the girls who come here. If she was a daughter of mine—” He lifted his eyebrows impressively.

Totty made no comment. There was nothing remarkable in the visit. The girl was secretary to Lady Lebanon, and probably she bore some sort of message from her employer. But she had not come as a messenger. Her nervousness, her pallor, were all significant to this worldly man. “Is there any way I can have a look into that flat?” he asked suddenly.

Mr. Bould’s face was grave. The policeman in him urged the instant discovery of pass keys, or at least an entrance into the empty flat next door to the doctor’s. There was a convenient balcony which ran along the front of the doctor’s apartment and was only separated by an iron bar under which an inquisitive man might duck. But he was no longer a policeman: he was custodian of the welfare of Ferrington Court and all that were accommodated therein, and for that he received a respectable wage which might be jeopardised by an indiscretion.

“Well, I don’t know, sergeant,” he said, scratching his chin. “If it was an important case, or you had an arrest to make, of course I’d do anything you wanted.”

Totty argued for a few minutes, and they went up in the lift together.

Isla Crane had hardly pressed the bell before the door opened.

“Come in, my dear.” Dr. Amersham was genial, fatherly, much more of a friend than he had ever appeared in the presence of Lady Lebanon. “It’s terribly good of you to come. Let me take your coat.”

But Isla had not come to be entertained. “No, thank you, I’ll keep it on. I can’t be here for more than a few minutes. How did you know I was in town?”

The doctor smiled as he showed her into his drawingroom. “I’ve been on the ‘phone to her ladyship, and she told me you were here. A night on, eh? I hope I haven’t spoilt your evening. It is abominable the way you are being kept in that gloomy Priory.”

“I am going on to Stevenage in the morning to see my mother,” said the girl shortly.

He pushed a chair up for her, but she did not sit down. “Lady Lebanon told me the hotel you were staying at,” he said. “I was fortunate to find you before you went out.”

“What do you want?” Her tone was without friendliness or compromise, and he mentioned this. “I didn’t expect to make a friendly call,” she said coldly. “You said you wanted to see me urgently about her ladyship. I shouldn’t have come otherwise.”

“You’re a little hard, Isla. Let me take your coat off.”

But she stepped back and avoided his helpful hand. “Why did you want to see me?”

It was difficult for him to find an approach. The disinterested friend was a role not easily assumed in the circumstances. “Somebody wants to marry you — do you know that?” he asked, and, when she did not reply: “How does the idea strike you? You’ll be Viscountess Lebanon, with precedence over common baronesses and the smaller fry of the peerage. That’s funny, isn’t it? By the way, you’re not to tell her ladyship that I asked you to come and see me.”

She shot a quick glance at him. “Why not, if it concerns her?”

“It concerns you and me — and your prospective marriage. It would be rather a good thing for you, Isla. The boy will make a very good settlement on you, or, rather she will. You don’t seem very excited about the prospect.”

He saw her moisten her dry lips. “Lady Lebanon has told me, or rather, hinted to me,” she said, “but I don’t wish to be married, and I have told her so.”

He laughed. “And I presume she ignored your wish in the matter and went on as though it were all settled? A domineering person, is Lady Lebanon, and rather difficult to resist when she sets her mind upon a thing.”

If he expected her to reply he was disappointed. He waited for a second or two, and, when she showed no inclination to speak, he was irritated. “Why the devil don’t you take your coat off and behave like a rational being. Isla?” he said. “You and I are in the same boat. We’re both upper servants of the same all-highest. We both draw our salaries and our sustenance by hiding our real feelings—”

“Is there anything more you wanted to say?” she asked. “Because, if there isn’t, I’m going.”

She half turned, and then, before she realised what was happening, she felt herself jerked round towards him and she was in his arms. They were strong arms; his clasp was not easily broken. His little beard brushed her cheek; his pale eyes held a luminosity which terrified her.

“Isla, there’s nobody else in the world but you,” he said breathlessly. “I want to be your friend. I want to help you through the rotten time that’s ahead of you.”

“Let me go for a moment,” she said evenly, and he was deceived.

On the wall of the room was a little silver knob, and beneath a neat metal plate, so neat indeed as to disguise from any but the sharp-sighted its utilitarian instructions. Hardly had the arms about her slackened than she drew herself free and flew to the wall. Her thumb touched the knob. “You’ll open all the doors, please,” she said, “and then you will go into another room.”



Amersham was breathing quickly. He said nothing, knowing the futility of argument in that moment of defeat. He flung open the door of the room, passed through the lobby and opened the outer door with a crash. “You can go,” he said. “I was a damned fool to help you.”

She pointed to the door at the other end of the drawingroom. “Don’t be stupid; you’re perfectly safe—” he began.

“I’m perfectly safe whilst my hand is on this fire alarm,” she said quietly, “because you wouldn’t want to be made to look ridiculous.”

From the balcony outside the peering Sergeant Totty approved. “Very neat,” he said. He saw the outer door close on the girl, and watched the doctor come back into the drawingroom and slam the door. “Very neat,” said Sergeant Totty again.

For a little while Amersham paced up and down the room, his hands thrust into his pockets, his bearded chin on his breast. Totty heard the tinkle of a telephone bell, and saw the man go to an instrument on his desk and pick up the receiver. His brow knit in an angry frown and he said something which was indistinguishable. Then he snapped out the lights in the room and went into his bedroom.

Totty passed farther along the balcony. The blinds were drawn, but through half an inch of space at the side he could follow Amersham within a limited range of movement. He saw him open a drawer and take something out, which he slipped into his pocket. What that something was he could not see, but from the movement he guessed it was a revolver or an automatic pistol.

There was another telephone in the room, and to this the doctor went and spoke for a minute or two. Evidently it was a house ‘phone, for the reply came immediately, and Totty remembered that in Bould’s office he had seen a small switchboard.

Amersham took his overcoat from the wardrobe, wrapped a white silk scarf round his throat, and the detective made his way along the balcony through the empty flat into which he had persuaded Bould to introduce him, and was in the hall before Amersham came down.

“He’s going out,” said Bould. “Just now ‘phoned to his chauffeur — there’s the car at the door. Half a tick!” Bould went outside and interviewed the driver of the car. “He’s going down to Marks Thornton,” said the porter behind a cautious hand when he returned. “You ought to have a talk to that chauffeur. What he doesn’t say about Amersham…! He’s a new man, but he’s the second Amersham’s had in a month.”

The lift bell interrupted him. He darted into the elevator, and was gone less than a minute. When he came down Amersham stepped out briskly through the gate and into the street. Not till the car moved did Sergeant Totty come out. “Funny devil,” he said.

“Seen anything?” asked Mr. Bould, who had joined him at the door.

“A lot of things,” said Totty mysteriously.

“She wasn’t there very long.”

“She wasn’t there as long as he wanted her to be,” said Totty. “That fellow’s mustard!”

He stopped at the nearest telephone booth and ‘phoned the Yard. Mr. Tanner was not in. He tried him at his house, and was more fortunate. “I wonder what made him go to Marks Thornton?” asked Tanner thoughtfully. “Obviously he had no intention of going there originally. Where is the young lady staying?”

Totty groaned. “Have a heart,” he snarled. “I don’t know everything!”

“What a confession!” said Tanner, and hung up.

The telephone booth was less than a hundred yards from Ferrington Court. As Totty pushed open the door and came out he was conscious that a man was standing half a dozen yards away, watching him intently. His first impression was that it was a local detective, for there had been a number of robberies from call boxes recently. Then suddenly he recognised the watcher, and his mouth opened in surprise. Evidently the stranger intended speaking to him, for he met Totty halfway.

“Your name’s Tilling, isn’t it?”

“That’s my name,” said the other. He had a deep rumbling voice, and his normal tone was unfriendly. “Didn’t I see you come out of that place?” He pointed to Ferrington Court. “Have you been to see Amersham?”

“Now listen,” Totty was elaborately polite. “You know who I am — a detective officer. What do you mean by asking me questions?”

“Who was the girl that went in? Did you see her?” He asked the question eagerly.

“Yes, I saw her.”

“Did you know her? Did you see her when you were down at Marks Priory? She didn’t go away with him, did she? I missed her coming out. That flunkey called a cab for her, and I was waiting to see him.”

“Who do you think it was, son?” Totty was being diplomatically polite.

“It couldn’t have been her, anyway; she’s not so tall, and she don’t dress like that. Who was it?”

“My aunt,” said Totty. “Who did you think it was?” And then the object of the inquiry flashed on him. “I’ll tell you who it wasn’t, if you’d like to know — it wasn’t your wife.”

The man was momentarily taken aback. “Who said it was, and why should it be? My wife’s down at Marks Thornton. Where’s he gone?”

“Who — Dr. Amersham? He’s gone to Marks Thornton. Now, my friend, what’s the idea? Why are you spying on Dr. Amersham?”

“Mind your own business,” snarled the man.

As he turned Totty gripped him by the arm and flung him round. “Politeness costs nothing,” he said.

Tilling was evidently surprised at the strength of a man who was a head shorter than himself and created no impression of robust health. “I beg your pardon, sergeant,” he said, more politely; “but I’ve got a bit of domestic trouble on my mind.”

“Who hasn’t?” said Totty, and let him go. He watched the gamekeeper till he was out of sight, then he strolled back to Bould. “You’ve no idea where that young lady went, have you?”

“Treen’s Hotel, Tavistock Square,” said Bould. “That’s the address she gave the cabman.”

Totty had no desire to interview the girl, but his time was his own. He walked till he found a bus which landed him within a few hundred yards of Tavistock Square. Treen’s Hotel comprised two private houses joined into one. A cheap and respectable hostelry in a quiet backwater.

The young lady had not gone to bed, he was told: she was in the writing room, which was also the drawingroom and the card-room. It was a veritable writing-room at the moment, for she was sitting at a desk, writing a letter, and was alone when Totty walked in. She did not recognise him at first. “Sorry to disturb you, miss, but you probably remember me. My name’s Totty. I was in charge of the Marks Priory case.”

She stopped her pen and looked round at him, startled. “Oh, yes. I remember you, of course,” she said. She was a little out of breath. “Is there anything you want to see me about?”

Totty smiled affably, sat down on the edge of a chair, and balanced his bowler hat on his knee. “I happened to see you get out of a cab and I thought, ‘Why surely that’s Miss Crane!’ I said, ‘No, it can’t be. What’s she doing up in town? And then I said, ‘Well, it must be’…” She listened to this self-examination with growing confidence. “How are things at Marks Priory, miss?”

She leaned back in her chair, her hands folded in her lap. “Very much the same as they were.”

“How’s Dr. Amersham?” he was bold to ask.

She drew a deep breath. “I haven’t seen Dr. Amersham for a long time,” she said.

He smiled again very benevolently. “That’s funny! I could have sworn I saw you coming out of Ferrington Court.”

She sat bolt upright. “I saw him tonight, but I didn’t think it was a matter which really concerned you, Mr. Totty. Have you been watching me?”

He nodded. “I watched you go in, and I watched you come out. And the reason, miss, I watched you go in and watched you come out was that I didn’t think the doctor was a nice man to call on after dinner when he’d sent all the servants out.”

At first she was alarmed, then he saw a smile on the corner of her lips.

“Thank you, Sergeant Totty,” she said, “You were a sort of guardian angel?”

Totty smiled. “I’ve got a reputation for it,” he said. The curse of Totty was that he could never resist the temptation to make dramatic revelations. In the past it had many time been his undoing. Here, however, he might secure his effect with little injury to what is commonly known as the public service. “Yes. miss, and even if you hadn’t found the fire alarm I should have been on the spot.” She looked at him with a wondering frown. “I was on the balcony outside. Do you know anything about him?”

She hesitated, then shook her head halfheartedly. “No, except that he’s a great friend of Lady Lebanon’s” she said.

“A little bit gay, isn’t he, miss?”

She smiled again, and then, despite herself, laughed. “He’s never made me feel particularly cheerful. By ‘gay,’ I suppose you mean—”

“Exactly!” said Totty, with a discreet laugh. “I hear there are rumours about him down at Marks Thornton — Mrs. What’s-her-name — she gamekeeper’s wife.”

He was watching her closely. Evidently that little scandal had not reached the girl’s ears, for she was frankly astonished. “The doctor…You mean — Mrs. Tilling, isn’t it? Oh, no, that’s impossible!”

Yet she had heard that Mrs. Tilling was a lady with a weakness for admiration. Servants talk. Even the sedate Kelver had once indicated by a significant change of subject his mild disapproval of gamekeepers’ wives who make friends.

Totty had heard a great deal; she wondered how much. Had he heard Amersham’s reference to her marriage? If he had he gave no indication. “The doctor’s taken a trip to Marks Priory tonight.” He volunteered the information at the conclusion of an apparently aimless interview.

She was astonished to hear this, and he saw her look at the letter she had half written. “Are you sure?” she asked.

Sergeant Totty never made mistakes; he told her so. In fact, he lingered for quite a quarter of an hour supplying proof of his prescience and acumen. She was amused, and went to bed that night in a more cheerful frame of mind than she had thought would be possible. As for Sergeant Totty, he strolled back to Scotland Yard to write his report, and was surprised when the officer on the door told him that Tanner was in his room and had been inquiring for him.

“Don’t you ever sleep?” he asked, entering the chief inspector’s room unceremoniously.

“Well, what have you found?” asked Tanner. “Sit down there, take your hat off — it’s usual when you’re speaking to a superior in a superior’s private room — keep your hands out of my cigarette box, and tell me as many facts as you can, and as few inventions as possible.”

Sergeant Totty was tired enough to be explicit.

“A bit of luck finding Bould there. I think I remember him,” said Tanner, when his subordinate had completed an unusually lucid account of the night’s happenings. “That may be very useful in the future. You haven’t discovered much that I didn’t know, except a projected marriage which doesn’t interest you or me — Tilling was there, was he? I saw him this afternoon.”

“He’s jealous!” said Totty.

“And he has every right to be,” nodded Tanner. “I think that doctor should be told. Get in touch with Bould, and ask him to report to me when Amersham returns. I’ll go along and see him. It isn’t quite right to leave him in ignorance that he’s being watched by a jealous gentleman who once strangled a dog.”

“And who strangled Studd,” suggested Totty, but Bill Tanner shook his head.

“I doubt it. That man was strangled with a bit of cloth that came from India. If Tilling was the operator he’d have used his hands. No, we’ve got another line of investigation, and that leads to Amersham. He has lived in India.” He reached out and pressed a bell.

“What do you want? Can I get it?”

“I want Ferraby. He’s somewhere in the building.”

“What do you want him for?” asked Totty resentfully.

“I’m going to put him on to shadow Miss Crane. If you want the job you can have it. He can pick her up and go back to Marks Thornton and see what line he can get there. Incidentally, he can keep a watchful eye on Mr. and Mrs. Tilling.”

Ferraby came, tall and breezy, a curious combination of the flippant and respectful. When he heard what his task was he brightened visibly.

“Miss Crane! Good Lord, I’d love to!” he said.

“Do you know her?” asked Tanner, in surprise.

“I saw her the last time we were at the Priory,” said the young man, and had the grace to blush. “Terribly pretty, isn’t she?”

Totty shook his head reproachfully. “Your mind’s not on your work, boy,” he said, and he struck nearer home than he could guess, for Sergeant Ferraby’s mind had been occupied, to the exclusion of all other matters, by a vision of sweetness which had never left him since. For he was young, and detectives have their strange emotions.
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On the second day after he had been detailed for his pleasant task he shepherded back his charge to Marks Thornton, and left her reluctantly at the gates of Marks Priory. Isla Crane was completely ignorant of the fact that she was being shepherded at all, and never once had she supposed that within a few yards of her was a Scotland Yard officer watching her every movement.

Ferraby’s work was rendered the more difficult because she knew and had spoken to him. He waited till the station fly was out of sight around a bend of the poplar avenue before he returned to the “White Hart,” dismissed the carriage which had brought him from the station, and went in to negotiate for a room.

He saw a young man standing behind the bar, and remembered that he had received instructions to verify Totty’s rather sketchy inquiry, for he guessed this was “Tom,” the son of the proprietor.

After settling himself in his comfortable little bedroom, he strolled down to the bar parlour. Tom was still on duty, and at this hour the detective was the only customer. Tom broke disconcertingly into the amiable preamble of Ferraby’s inquiries.

“Aren’t you one of those gentlemen from Scotland Yard?” he asked. “You were down with Mr. Tanner, weren’t you? Is there anything new about the Studd case?”

“Nothing,” said Ferraby. He was a little annoyed to be recognised at all.

Tom took a cloth and mechanically wiped the counter. “I wasn’t here that night — I went to town for my uncle’s birthday, and stopped the night.”

“You and Tilling?” suggested Ferraby.

The young man grinned. “You knew that, did you? Yes, we went up together, bat Tilling came back early,”

“Didn’t he stop the night at your uncle’s?”

Tom shook his head. “No, there wasn’t any room for him, and anyway he’s rather a quarrelsome fellow when he’s had a couple of drinks, and I shouldn’t have pressed him to stay even if there had been room. No, he came back by the last train. He’s got too much on his mind, that fellow, and nowadays he hasn’t a civil word for anybody. He was in here at dinner time, and I couldn’t get anything out of him but a grunt. Have you got any new clues, Mr. Ferraby?”

Ferraby smiled.

“I’m afraid I’ll have to disappoint you,” he said. “I’m not on business. I’m here for a little rest We have them at times.”

Tom looked at him suspiciously, and was evidently reviewing all the possible circumstances which might bring a detective officer from Scotland Yard to Marks Thornton, for suddenly he asked: “Perhaps it’s over that other case — the fellow with the forged banknotes. What was his name? Briggs, wasn’t it? He was staying here just before the murder, you know; in fact, he was here the night of the murder. Dad and I have often wondered if he had anything to do with it. He didn’t look a murderous chap, but judging from the pictures you see in the papers, none of ’em do!”

Ferraby grinned. “We’ll have to make a detective of you,” he said, and began a tactful inquiry about the cause of Tilling’s unhappiness. There was nothing at all tactful about the young man’s response. “She’d drive any man to drink,” he said emphatically. “I don’t blame poor old Tilling — he must have a terrible life.” He expressed his opinion of Mrs. Tilling in a few frank words. “Pretty as a picture. She was a lady’s maid when he met her. From what I’ve heard, all sorts of people have been running after her. They say that the doctor—” He stopped short.

“Dr. Amersham? Yes?”

Tom made a little grimace, and robbed the counter with greater energy. “No names, no pack-drill,” he said. “What’s the use of repeating gossip? They’d ruin the reputation of a saint, the people in Marks Thornton.”

It is the peculiar delusion of the inhabitants of all English villages that their neighbours are the worst gossipers to be found in the country, and it occurred to Ferraby that the landlord’s son might as well be included in the people of Marks Thornton.

He got on the ‘phone that night and reported to Tanner, and in the morning made a long detour that brought him within a hundred yards of the gamekeeper’s cottage. Here he sat on a gate, smoking his pipe, and after an hour’s wait was rewarded. A woman walked out of the cottage, down the footpath, and, unlocking the gate, came on to the road. She carried a small basket, and was evidently going to the village to shop. As she passed Ferraby she threw a quick glance at him — a not unkindly glance. She was pretty; could, with a little trouble and expense, have been strikingly lovely. And she was well dressed: Ferraby noticed that. Her shoes were smart, her stockings were sheer silk, and of a fairly fine mesh. The close-fitting little hat she wore was not the kind you could buy at the popular stores.

One thing he noticed was a small diamond-faced watch on her left wrist. She had passed him when he said: “Excuse me, this is Marks Priory, isn’t it?”

She turned back immediately. Ferraby might have imagined that she was expecting him to address her.

“Yes, this is Marks Priory.”

There was just a touch of commonness in the voice, but her eyes were fine and alight with life. Her red lips had been made redder by artifice. It was a complaint of the village, Ferraby had learned that morning, that she “powdered and painted.”

“This is not the way in.” She nodded to the gate. “The main entrance is by the lodge. It’s in the village. Shall I show it you?” Her glance was coyly timid.

“Nothing would give me greater pleasure.” Ferraby felt that undisguised gallantry was called for, and he walked by her side with that slightly proprietorial swagger which the occasion demanded.

Once or twice she looked back as though she were expecting to be followed. On the second occasion Ferraby turned his head too. “Is somebody calling?” he asked.

“Oh, no.” She tipped one well-shaped shoulder in a gesture of contempt. “It’s only my husband — I thought he might be following. Do you know anybody at the Hall?” she asked. (Half the village referred to the Priory as “the Hall,” Ferraby had noticed.)

“Oh yes, I know one or two people there.”

“Her ladyship?” She looked at him archly. She was one of those persons who could not suggest an acquaintance between a man and a woman without inlaying that acquaintanceship with a fine filigree of sex. In whatever awe Lady Lebanon might be held by the village, she was just another woman to Mrs. Tilling.

“I’ve met her ladyship — yes.”

“Do you know his lordship?”

“I’ve seen him — yes. In fact, I saw him going up the drive this morning.”

She looked at him oddly. “If you knew which was the drive, why did you ask me to show you the way?” she demanded, and Ferraby took the bold course, and smiled.

“In the first place I didn’t ask you to show me the way, and in the second place, if you want to know somebody I suppose you make any excuse for speaking to them,” he said, and the answer was completely satisfactory, for she gave a little gurgle of laughter.

“I wondered if that was why you spoke. You’ll get me a bad name, but I’ve got one already, so it really doesn’t matter. You don’t know Dr. Amersham, do you?” she asked with an affectation of carelessness which would not have deceived a probationary policeman.

“I’ve seen him, and I think I’ve met him; I’m not sure,” said Ferraby.

“He’s a very nice man and terribly clever. I must say I do admire clever people; there are so few of them in the world,” she said.

She spoke rapidly, stringing cliche to cliche, yet in the definite manner of one who is discovering unrecognised truths and translating them into original language.

“Cleverness always gets me,” she prattled on. “I’d rather a man had brains than good looks. The things he knows…Dr. Amersham, I mean…They simply astound me. He’s been abroad a great deal, and naturally a doctor knows more than any other kind of man — don’t you think so, Mr — ?”

“Ferraby is my name. Isn’t your husband clever?”

The smile went off her face, and he saw something very hard, something that was almost repellent.

“Him!” she said, and became aware of the scorn in her voice. “He’s a very nice man, but rather trying.”

She had no reticences; all there was of Mrs. Tilling lay very close to the surface. He had the impression that she lived in a glass case, her motives, her acts and her reactions consciously visible to the world.

They reached the lodge gates, and she stopped. “This is the drive to the house, but I suppose you know all about that,” she said. “Are you staying here long?”

Ferraby was goodlooking, tall, and though he was not aware of the fact, her physical beau-ideal.

“For a day or two—” he began, and then stopped short and went red.

Isla Crane was walking down the drive, passed him with one quick, surprised look, and went on. That glance told him two things: first, that she remembered him, and secondly, that she was amazed to find him talking to the wife of the gamekeeper. He wanted to run after her and explain, though how she would have responded to that impertinence he could guess when he thought the matter over.

“That is Miss Crane.” Mrs. Tilling had not noticed his confusion. “She’s her ladyship’s secretary; full of airs and graces, and they say she hasn’t got a penny to her name, except what her ladyship gives her. The way some people carry on, you’d think they were the queen of the earth, wouldn’t you?”

There was a touch of asperity here, and Ferraby wondered why.

“Would you say she was pretty? I wouldn’t. She’s not what you might call a young girl…got a good complexion and all that sort of thing. But she hasn’t what I call style.”

Then, abruptly, she held out her little gloved hand, and Ferraby took it. It was one of those limp handshakes that really worried him. Dr. Amersham should have taught her a better.

He was conscious that over a curtain of the “White Hart” somebody was surveying him. That somebody was Tom, who greeted him as he came into the hall of the inn with a broad smile. “She found you, did she? Bless my soul, she’s a one for finding ‘em. I keep away from her myself. I’m engaged to be married, and my young lady’s very particular.” He bustled round the counter. “Is it too early for a glass of beer?” he asked.

“It’s never too early for me,” said Ferraby untruthfully.

He heard a heavy step behind him, and a hand like a log fell on his shoulder. “Do you know my wife?”

He turned at his leisure, and looked into the dark face of the gamekeeper. An ugly fellow this, in ordinary circumstances; now his eyes were blazing with fury. Ferraby leaned his elbows on the counter, and looked at the man.

“If ever you lay your hand on my shoulder again,” he said deliberately, “I’ll give you a sock on the jaw! No, I don’t know your wife. I met her this morning — if you are Tilling. I walked with her up the village street, and if you have any further questions to ask, ask ’em now before I boot you out of this bar.”

The man was a bully, and therefore had a broad streak of pusillanimity.

“I’m entitled to ask, ain’t I?” Already he had wilted perceptibly.

“You’re entitled to be polite,” said Ferraby.

“I don’t want strangers talking to my wife—”

“I’m not a stranger.” Ferraby recovered his sense of humour. “I’m a Scotland Yard detective, and therefore a friend of the world.”

Tilling was startled, blinked at the young officer, and when he spoke his voice was husky, as that of a man whose deeper feelings made it difficult to articulate.

“Scotland Yard?” he stammered. “I didn’t know.” And then, quickly: “What have you been asking her?”
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Before Ferraby could reply the man turned quickly, walked out of the bar and out of the “White Hart.”

“Nice fellow, isn’t he?” said Tom, and then, charitably: “I suppose it’s his wife. What did you think of her, Mr. Ferraby?”

“Very charming,” said Ferraby, “and very pretty.”

Tom nodded.

“Goin’ to drive that fellow bats — you mark my words. He’ll do something that he won’t be responsible for. If I were her, I’d be scared to death. But she isn’t. They say he’s like a child when she rounds on him. If she was my wife—” He shook his head ominously.

Ferraby was not a beer drinker, especially not an early morning beer drinker; but the bar parlour offered a favourable post of observation. He stood, glass in hand, watching the village street, in the hope that Isla Crane would return on that side where the “White Hart” was situated. He was desperately anxious to meet her, most anxious at the moment to explain — what needed no explanation — his acquaintance with Mrs. Tilling. He told himself he was being ridiculous — and he was right. Isla Crane was probably unaware of the woman’s existence, and possibly had forgotten him.

Presently he saw her, and, putting down his glass hastily, wiped his lips and strolled negligently from the “White Hart” towards her. He saw her glance at him, and lifted his hat.

“You don’t remember me. Miss Crane?”

She smiled quickly.

“I remember you, yes. You are Mr Ferraby. Didn’t I see you just now talking with,” — she hesitated— “with Mrs. Tilling?” There was a ghost of a smile in her eyes when she added: “Were you pursuing your usual inquiries, Mr. Ferraby?” Then, quickly, “Why are you here at all?”

“Pursuing my usual inquiries,” he said, and went on glibly: “As a matter of fact, we’ve got some data to check up about a man who was staying here and who was arrested for being in possession of counterfeit money.”

“Oh!” She was obviously relieved.

It occurred to him afterwards that she was as anxious to interview him as he to meet her. He walked with her to the lodge gates and a little way up the drive. About a hundred yards from the entrance she stopped. “I don’t think you’d better come any farther, Mr. Ferraby, or we shall believe that it isn’t your forger but the Marks Priory murder that has brought you here, and I think that might worry her ladyship.”

She turned her head quickly and looked up the drive. Her hearing was more acute than Ferraby’s, and she had recognised the step on the gravel. Presently he came into view, a young man in flannels, bareheaded, swinging in one hand a putter, which he raised in salutation to the girl.

“Do you know Lord Lebanon?” she asked in a low voice.

“I’ve just met him,” said Ferraby. “I don’t suppose he’ll remember me.”

“Good morning, Isla.” The young man looked quizzically at her companion. “I know you.” He closed his eyes tight, concentrating his mind. “You were down with Mr. Tanner. Something like Ferret…Ferraby — that’s right, isn’t it?”

“You’ve a wonderful memory, my lord,” smiled the detective.

“That is the only thing wonderful about me!” said the young man. “And even that gift raises no loud cheers at Marks Priory! What are you doing? Cross-examining poor Isla? It’s a wicked shame!” Lord Lebanon was smiling broadly. “Nobody cross-examined me — not Tanner, or that queer little fellow who was with him — Sergeant Totty, is that his name? — or anybody. I suppose I look rather unintelligent. Have you seen Amersham?”

The question was shot at the girl.

“I didn’t know he was here.”

“Oh, he’s here all right. We ought to have a flag up when he arrives — break it from the masthead — a green skull and crossbones on a yellow field!”

“Willie!” She was gently reproachful, and he laughed softly.

“You don’t know our friend Dr. Amersham, do you?” he addressed Ferraby.

“I know him slightly.”

“That’s just as much as you should know him,” said Lebanon. “To know him well may be an excellent education for a policeman, but it’s a shocking experience for us poor, simple countrymen.” He looked thoughtfully at the detective. “What are you really here for — is it about that wretched murder?”

“Mr. Ferraby says that’s not his business at all. There was a forger in the village—”

“Oh, yes, I remember. Where are you staying, Mr. Ferraby — at the ‘White Hart?’ You could have come to the Priory. I’m sure her ladyship wouldn’t have objected, and I—”

“It’s a very nice inn, Willie,” insisted the girl.

“And I’ve got the best room,” smiled Ferraby, “and a beautiful set of legs on which I can walk out if I feel so inclined.”

The youthful face of the young man wrinkled with laughter. “You don’t walk in your sleep by any chance, do you?” And then, with sudden and surprising penitence: “I’m terribly sorry, Isla.”

To Ferraby’s amazement the girl had gone red and white.

“Are you going up to the house now, Mr. Ferraby? I’ll go with you.”

“No, Mr. Ferraby walked as far as here with me. He’s going back to the village.”

“Then I’ll take a stroll to the village, too.” The girl walked on almost without a word of farewell, and Lebanon called her. “Isla, if you see Gilder hiding behind that clump of bushes, you might tell him I know he’s there! He can come into the open; it will save him an awful lot of bother. Probably the grass is very damp.”

As they moved off, Ferraby saw to his surprise that the girl had stopped near the bush Lebanon had indicated, and was talking to some invisible person.

“I knew he was there,” chuckled the young man, and, taking Ferraby’s arm, they strode down the drive together. He was below normal size; his head hardly reached Ferraby’s shoulder.

“There are two popular sayings about members of the peerage,” he said. “One is that a man may be as drunk as a lord, and the other that he may be as happy as a lord. I’ve never been drunk, and it’s so long ago since I was happy that I almost forget the experience.” He glanced back over his shoulder. “I suppose you do a lot of watching, don’t you, Mr. Ferraby — follow people about, shadowing? Isn’t that the word? How would you, for a change, like to be shadowed? I can tell you it’s an exasperating experience.”

“Have you ever been shadowed?” asked Ferraby, in surprise.

Lebanon nodded so violently that his horn-rimmed glasses lipped down his nose. He pushed them back. “In spite of the warning Isla gave him, I’m being shadowed at this moment,” he said.

Ferraby looked back, and sure enough saw a tall man pacing slowly down the drive behind them, and recognised one of the footmen he had seen at the Priory on the occasion of his last visit.

“It’s a rum experience, but you get used to it. I’ll make a confession to you.” He slipped his arm out of the other’s, and looked up at him. “Do you know why I asked you to come back with me? To annoy the gentleman who is behind. When I say ‘annoy’ I mean scare. Unless I’m greatly mistaken, he will have recognised you, and know that you are an officer from Scotland Yard, and that will put the wind up him to an incredible extent. Why it should I haven’t the slightest idea, but one has only to mention Scotland Yard in my ancestral home to produce an atmosphere beside which the Chambers of Horrors is a cosy corner! Where is Scotland Yard?” he asked abruptly.

Ferraby explained.

“Near the House of Commons. I think I know the place. One of these days I’ll come up and have a long chat with you and that fellow who’s in charge of the case. What’s his name? Tanner! I could tell him something that would rather amuse him.”

They crossed the village street to the “White Hart.”

“Having accomplished the last thing in the world they wanted, I’ll leave you.”

“What was the Last thing they wanted?” asked Ferraby.

“To see me in earnest confabulation with a police officer. I have an idea that is what Gilder is paid to prevent, and if I’ve disturbed his sleep tonight, I’ve recovered a little of my lost happiness!”

Ferraby stood in the door of the inn and watched the young man along the street. He saw Gilder cross at a respectable distance. Obviously he was keeping his master in sight.

Tom, the landlord’s son, had been a witness. “I didn’t know you’d met his lordship.” He was obviously impressed by the friendliness the young man had shown. “There’s a nice fellow, if you like! But I wouldn’t change places with him for a million pounds.”

“Why not?” asked Ferraby.

“Because he’s not his own master, for one thing. The real boss of Marks Priory is her ladyship, if it isn’t the doctor. Lord Lebanon is a bad third. One of these days—” He shook his head gloomily.

“Well, what will happen one of these days?” asked Ferraby after a long silence.

“I don’t know. They got Studd; maybe they’ll get his lordship. Studd knew too much for some of them, and I’ve got an idea that his lordship is getting a little bit in the way. From what I’ve heard from the servants, he’s not only given Amersham the rough side of his tongue, but a punch on the nose one night. I’d like to have been there! But it won’t make things any easier for his lordship.”

He refused to elaborate this mysterious warning. On the phone that night Ferraby repeated the conversation to his chief.

“Village gossip, I should imagine. Anyway, Lebanon’s the type that’s born to be bossed. In fact, there’s no other type. Some are bossed by women, some by thickheaded detective sergeants.”

Ferraby guessed that Sergeant Totty was for the moment unpopular with his superior.
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The evenings at Marks Priory were dull at the best of times. Amersham had gone back to London, so that Willie Lebanon had not even somebody to goad and quarrel with. If the truth be told, he was a little terrified of the doctor, but there were moments when, by some apparently innocent remark, he could irritate Amersham beyond endurance, and, having learned this trick, he never lost an opportunity of practising it.

Isla had gone to bed, and Lady Lebanon flatly refused to play backgammon, and showed no inclination even to indulge in the most innocent of gossip. She was no entertainment at the best of times, and Willie had never been allowed to reach the stage when heraldry interested him.

He was a little apprehensive that evening. He knew from experience that his mother had something to say, and that that something was not too pleasant. There was a certain ominous quiet about her that in itself was a preparation tor a disturbing pronouncement.

“Who was that man you were walking with to-day, Willie?”

So that was it! He braced himself for a few unpleasant minutes. “A fellow called — I forget his name. I met him in the village.”

“He was a police officer, wasn’t he?”

“I believe he was,” said Willie with a carelessness he did not feel, as he took up a newspaper.

“What did you say to him?”

“Nothing at all. I just passed the time of day. He’s staying at the ‘White Hart.’ An awfully nice fellow. He came down to inquire about a forger, or something of the sort.”

She bit her lower lip, her dark eyes on her son. “He came down to inquire about the murder,” she said.

“Poor Studd! Really?” He swung round in the chair on which he was sitting. “I wondered if he was telling the truth or not. You can’t really believe all these fellows tell you. Who said so?”

“He was seen talking to Mrs. Tilling and asking her questions. I hope you were discreet, Willie!”

He exploded with mirth. “Discreet — how absurd! What have I got to be discreet about? I don’t know who killed poor old Studd, do I? I may suspect, but I don’t know. If I knew, and was absolutely certain, I’d have him shot like a — especially if it was the man I think it is.”

Her gaze did not waver; it was almost hypnotic in its fixed intensity. “You talk about these things very lightheartedly, Willie” — her voice was very steady— “but I hope you realise what it would mean to a person so suspected. The police, even if they did not prove their case, might concoct a story that would send a perfectly innocent man to prison.”

“And a perfectly guilty man, too,” said Willie, stung to recklessness. “Good Lord, mother, what are you worrying about? Anybody would imagine you didn’t want to see the murderer of poor old Studd arrested!”

He saw her stiffen at this, and watched rather than heard the progress of a sigh. “What did you tell this officer?” she asked.

“Nothing.” He got up quickly and threw down the newspaper. “He wasn’t half as inquisitive as you are. I’m going to bed.”

As he turned towards the stairs he saw Gilder standing on the lower step, a forbidding frown on his none too attractive face. “Wait a moment, me lord. I’d rather like to know what you told that bird.”

“Gilder!” Lady Lebanon’s voice was harsh. “Let his lordship pass.”

Lebanon was white with fury, did not trust himself to speak, but pushed past the footman and ran up the stairs.

“That was a little careless of you, Gilder.”

“I’m sorry, me lady.” There was no humility in his confession of sorrow. “But that fellow rattled me to-day. I thought they’d finished with the inquiry. What has made ’em take it up again? This is one of Tanner’s men.”

She nodded. “He’s down at the White Hart, isn’t he? Do you think the story is true — I mean, about his coming here to conduct inquiries about the forger. There may be some truth in that. It isn’t necessarily the other matter which has brought him.”

Gilder looked dubious. “I don’t know. He’s only a little man, a sergeant. I guess if there was anything important on the big fellow would have come himself. Those kind of people are only sent to make inquiries and to clear up little points. I shouldn’t think he’s worrying his head about Studd — if I thought he was—”

“If you thought he was. Gilder, you’d be your own careful self.” Lady Lebanon’s smile was rare and dazzling. Gilder himself had never seen her smile more than twice before. “In the meantime, I should like to know just what he’s doing and when he leaves.”

She took a cashbox from a drawer of her desk, put it under her arm and went upstairs. She was a creature of routine; rose and went to bed almost to a timetable, except on those nights when such upsetting elements as Dr. Amersham intruded into the strained serenity of her life.

There was no reason why she should have worried about Ferraby. He was making preparations to leave on the following morning, and, though he would go reluctantly, Tanner had given him specific instructions.

After the last belated customer had been politely ejected from the “White Hart” he went out for a stroll, and he followed the road he had taken that morning, coming at last within sight of the gamekeeper’s cottage. There was a light in one of the windows, and he wondered exactly what would be the effect if he passed through that gate and knocked at the door. Perhaps his sulky friend of the morning would make the night a little exciting for him.

He left the gate behind, walked another hundred yards and turned back. As he came near the cottage entrance he was conscious that somebody was there. It was a woman, her shoulders covered by a dark shawl, and she was smoking a cigarette.

“I wondered if it was you,” she said. She spoke in an undertone, as though she feared she might be overheard. “This is a dead and alive village. I suppose you’re bored to death?” She affected a curiously refined tone of voice which reminded him irresistibly of Totty in his more genteel moments.

“No, it isn’t boring. By the way, I saw your husband this morning; he was rather annoyed with me.”

She shrugged one shoulder. “That’s nothing new; he’s always annoyed with somebody.” She looked back. “He’s on duty tonight, on the north side of the park. They’ve had poachers there. If he’s doing his work he’s two miles away.”

His hand was on the gate when, without any warning, she rested her palm on his. “I’m sorry I can’t ask you in,” she said. “Would you like to come for a walk in Priory Fields?”

He was staggered: “I’m going to take a walk to the ‘White Hart’ and then I’m going into bed,” he said.

She laughed mockingly. “Johnny wouldn’t hurt you,” she said. He guessed “Johnny” was Mr. Tilling. “I always take a little walk in the evenings — so long as I keep in sight of the cottage it really doesn’t matter leaving it.” Then her manner and her voice changed. “Who killed Studd?” she asked. Her tone was almost metallic, and he sensed in her a depth of fury that he had never suspected. “The dirty, murderous beast!” There was a catch in her voice. “I’m going to find him, Mr. Ferraby, and I’ll find him before you detectives do!”

She was breathing very quickly; there had been almost a sob in her voice.

“Studd was a friend of yours, wasn’t he?”

“He was my lover,” she said defiantly. “I’m telling you the truth. He was the only man in the world—” Again she stopped, finding it almost impossible to control her voice. “I was going to get a divorce. Johnny’s no saint, I can tell you. And we were going to marry. That’s the truth. He’d have changed me — taken me away from this beastly village.” She stopped, fought for her self-control and recovered it. “I was going to tell you that this morning, only I couldn’t. If I ever find out who murdered him, I don’t care who they are, I’m going to put them on the gallows!”

There was a concentrated malignity in the words that would have shocked him if he were not beyond shocking.

“That’s why I hoped you’d come for a walk with me, why I’ve been wishing and praying you’d come along tonight. I’ve been watching for you for two hours. You thought I wanted to do a little bit of sweethearting, didn’t you? Well, I didn’t. I wanted to find out what you knew, and like a fool I thought it’d be easy to get it out of you. But now I know that if you knew you wouldn’t tell me — and you don’t know!”

There was no sound but the drip-drip of water from the trees. It had been raining heavily earlier in the evening, but the storm passed.

“He was on his way to see me when he was killed,” she went on, more evenly. “That’s why he came from the dance hall alone. I’d have gone to the ball, but I didn’t want any talk, especially as Johnny was in London for the night.”

“He came back by the last train,” said Ferraby. “Did you know that?”

She stared at him, unbelieving. “Who? Johnny — my husband? He didn’t come back till the next morning. You’re wrong about that.”

“He came back the same night,” said Ferraby, “by the last train.”

He heard the swift intake of her breath. “My God! Did he?” she said slowly. “I didn’t know that.”

They looked at one another in the half-darkness. The only light was the oil street lamp that marked the entrance to the village, a solitary outlier of village civilisation.

“Oh, well, that’s something,” she said at last. “Good night, Mr. Ferraby.”

Before he could reply she had turned and disappeared into the darkness of the garden. He caught a glimpse of her as she opened the door of the cottage, and then he went on to the inn, puzzled, and the detective in him stimulated by the interview.

He had not boasted vainly about the comfort of his room. It was a large, low-roofed apartment, and if the wallpaper erred on the exotic side, the furniture was old and comfortable, the four-poster bed very promising.

He undressed at his leisure, read for half an hour, and, opening the bottom sash of the windows, drew the almost transparent curtains before them and undressed.

Ferraby was of that age when a man sleeps soundly and heavily. Usually he fell asleep within two minutes of laying his head on the pillow, but tonight a long time passed, and he turned from side to side before he finally dozed. His last recollection was of hearing the village clock strike midnight.

Then he began to dream: an ugly, frightening dream. He was in the drive, talking to Isla Crane, and somebody came behind him and slipped something round his neck.

“Don’t be a fool,” be said, and put up his hand to loosen it.

It grew tighter and tighter; he was gasping for air; his head seemed swollen to an amazing size. He struggled desperately and woke. It was no dream; to pretend he was dreaming was to die. Something was tightly knotted around his throat and was being drawn tighter.

He tore at it, flung himself out of the bed and tugged. He heard the bed castors come squeaking towards him as he pulled the bed bodily in his direction. He clawed at the scarf desperately, but it was immovable, and he was losing consciousness. With one last effort he reached his waistcoat, hung on the back of a chair. There was a pocket-knife there. He fumbled and found it, pulled open the blade and sawed wildly.

He was free from me worst of it now, but that choking thing still encircled his neck. There was a mad singing and a drumming in his ears; he was hardly conscious of what he was doing, but he slipped the keen blade between his throat and the restriction and cut. In a second he was free, lying on the floor, gasping in the night air.



Dimly he heard a quick patter of feet along the passage, and somebody flung the door open and came into blurred view over him.

“Is anything wrong?” It was Tom’s voice. He saw the figure on the floor, put the candle on the chest of drawers and lifted Ferraby into a sitting position. “What’s the matter?”

Somebody else came into the room; it was the landlord. They dragged the young man to the open window and let him kneel there, his arms on the windowsill.

“Light the gas, Tom.”

The inn boasted an acetylene gas plant. In the white clear light they surveyed the room. The bed had been dragged from its place in the corner halfway across the floor.

Ferraby came slowly to his feet, his knees almost giving under him, his head still reeling. “Pick that up for me, will you?” He pointed to the fragments of a red scarf that lay on the floor, and, dazed as he was, he realised that this was a replica of the scarf which had been used for the murder of Studd. He could see the little metal tag glittering in the bright gaslight.

In a quarter of an hour he was sufficiently recovered to make a careful examination. The scarf had been knotted round his neck and knotted again to the bedpost. His head must have been dragged over by somebody of unusual strength to make this possible. The very awkwardness of his position as he lay had certainly saved his life.

Whoever it was had come through the window; the curtains were pulled aside, and on the damp surface of the ledge he found the print of a boot. A further search revealed a ladder which stood up against the small outhouse of which the leads formed the roof. There was something Gilbertian in the situation when the village policeman was summoned and given particulars of the happening.

When daylight came Ferraby made a careful search of the room, but the intruder had left no clue behind, and the footprint was so indefinite that it was of very little assistance. Tanner was called on the phone and given a brief outline of what had happened.

“I feel rather a fool,” said Ferraby apologetically, “looking for a strangler, and all the time he was looking for me!”

“He seems to have been more successful,” said Bill Tanner dryly.

The chief inspector made few comments. Almost his first question was to ask if he had seen Amersham.

“No, he’s not here; he went away last night.”

“He didn’t come back to town,” said Tanner. “I think you will find he was somewhere in the region of Marks Thornton. Make a few inquiries and return. Bring back the bits of scarf with you.”

“The local copper’s got them,” said Ferraby, ruefully.

“Go and demand them from him. Anyway, it’s our case, and if he gives you any trouble ring up the chief constable. I hope you’re keeping this matter dark, and that the landlord isn’t going to talk. The less that’s known about this affair the better. If it gets into the press you’ll look silly, and you’ll have Marks Thornton filled with reporters, and that’s just what I don’t want.”

In point of fact, Ferraby had secured the promise of the landlord that the matter should not even be mentioned. The village policeman was a little more difficult to silence, and Ferraby took the precaution of ringing up the chief constable and securing from him peremptory instructions on the subject.

When he returned to town that evening it was to find that Tanner had gone into the country. He naturally supposed that they had crossed one another on the journey; but Mr. Tanner’s inquiries had taken another direction.
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He had arrived that afternoon in a pleasant Berkshire village. He might, had he wished, have gone straight to the vicarage of Peterfield and interviewed the mild Rev. John Hastings. Instead, he made a solitary tour, inspected the Saxon ruins which are Peterfield’s chief title to fame, the half-completed village hall, and eventually the church itself, where an obliging verger, who was also something of an antiquarian, revealed the beauties of a building which was old when Henry VIII was king. As a great treat he was taken to the crypt and shown certain gruesome relics of the Reformation. There were church books to be inspected and these went back to the year 1400 — Chief Inspector Tanner had an instructive afternoon.

He came back to find that he had missed Ferraby. That young man, a little shaken, had gone home to a less exciting night, but had managed to type out a fairly lucid account of what had happened. Tanner unfastened the little parcel which contained the cut pieces of the scarf. In every respect it matched the scarf already in his possession, that with which the life of Studd had been taken.

Though Ferraby had made a sketch of the bedroom and its approaches, this told the chief inspector very little that was valuable, but the young man had written a postscript on the back of his report. “You were quite right about Amersham. He spent the night at Cranleigh, about five miles from Marks Thornton. He stayed at the inn and garaged his car there, and spent most of the evening and night at some place I’ve not been able to discover.”

Tanner read and re-read the account, put it into the folder he kept in his desk, and locked the drawer. The Marks Priory case had flamed up into life again; it was now a vital problem, and henceforth would be in the forefront of police investigations.

Though Ferraby was not aware of the fact, a third officer had been sent to the village to pursue a third line of inquiry, and this time the investigation followed a new and a strange avenue, for it concerned the late Lord Lebanon, who had died with mysterious suddenness whilst Willie Lebanon was in India.

By the morning the one officer who had been detailed to keep connection with the mystery of Studd’s death had been increased to a dozen. One of these reported the return of Dr. Amersham to his flat; another had taken up the inquiry at Peterfield, where Tanner had left off; a third was pursuing patient inquiries at the American Consulate.

It was reported at seven that night that the doctor had left Ferrington Court for Marks Priory. He had left his chauffeur behind and had driven himself. Within ten minutes of learning of Amersham’s departure Mr Tanner was in communication with certain key points on the road to Marks Thornton, and at eight o’clock, when the first of these watchers reported the car going south, he left Scotland Yard by taxi for Amersham’s flat. This time he went armed with authority in the shape of a search warrant.

His interview with Bould was a brief one. The caretaker recognised the warrant when it was shown to him. “I shall have to report this to the doctor, sir, when he comes back in the morning,” he said.

“That’s all right,” said Tanner, “but if by any chance you forget to report it I shall be very much obliged. I shall disturb nothing that I shan’t put back..”

Totty accompanied him, and once they were let into the flat with a pass key, they began a systematic and careful search. There was plenty of evidence that the doctor was no anchorite. The flat was luxuriously furnished; the one or two articles of Indian ware which he had evidently brought bade from the East were tastefully chosen. His desk yielded to Totty’s persuasive key, but they found little that threw light upon the doctor’s habits or the source of his income.

They looked for his bank book, but it was not in the flat: there was, however, a bank sheet which showed his balance in the region of £8,000.

Evidently he did a little practice, for in his bedroom they found a medicine bag all ready packed, and a case of surgical instruments, which apparently had not been used for some considerable time since they were smeared with a preservative grease.

It was Tanner who made the most important discovery. All the drawers of the desk had been taken out and their contents examined. He observed that two of these, those occupying the centre pigeonhole space, were very short, and did not reach the back of the desk. He felt in the cavity and tapped the back, which sounded hollow. Presently he found a thumbnail groove, and pushed aside a sliding panel. Putting in his hand, he felt something soft, and took out a piece of cloth. He stared at it and whistled.

It was a red scarf, exactly the shape and substance of the scarf that had killed Studd!

He called Totty, and even that man, who was never at a loss for words, stood speechless at this evidence. The same little red tag was sewn in the corner, bearing the identical manufacturer’s mark. Apparently it was unused, for the packing creases were still in evidence.

They looked at one another in silence. Then Bill spoke. “Tomorrow I will ask Dr. Amersham to explain his possession of this,” he said slowly, “and I don’t think he will find it very easy!”

*

There were two persons at Marks Priory who intensely disliked one another. Mr. Kelver, that eminent servant, was too much of a gentleman even to admit his natural antagonism towards Lady Lebanon’s maid, Jackson. Jackson, who was no lady, never disguised her contempt for one to whom she invariably referred to as “the fossil.” Mr. Kelver’s very politeness was an offence to Jackson; his refusal to lose his temper in any circumstances roused her to a degree almost of frenzy.

The feud dated back to a time when Jackson, out of her kindness, had recalled a long and apparently exciting story of something she had heard at first hand from her ladyship. It was a scandalous something, and Mr. Kelver had listened in silence. When the lady’s maid had got out of breath and finished, he had said: “I would rather — um — Miss Jackson, that you did not bring these stories to me. I am not interested in my — um — employer’s private life. Members of the aristocracy have certain privileges which to the lower orders may seem — um — peculiar.”

The woman’s face had gone dangerously red. “If you’re referring to me as one of the lower orders, Mr. Kelver—” she had begun.

Kelver had silenced her with a gesture. It was that gesture which she never forgave. Thereafter they were enemies; tacitly so on his part, openly so on the part of Jackson. Mr. Kelver was not worried. All his life had been passed in an atmosphere of disapproving lower servants. Almost it added a zest to existence.

She was a privileged servant in that she had the advantage of access to the main building after all the other servants had been locked out. At eleven o’clock, when her ladyship retired, she also was seen through the door by Lady Lebanon herself, and the key turned on her. But those extra hours marked her out as a person of consequence. The staff at Marks Priory had the impression that she was privy to many secrets which were hidden from the rest of the world. They knew that she had the ear of her ladyship as no other servant had, and she was treated with the greatest respect.

To Kelver she was a mischievous woman of uncertain age, and he suspected her, not without reason, of seeking to undermine his authority.

On the night Inspector Tanner made his discovery he was in his little sittingroom, engaged in reading Scott. Probably he was the only man in the world who read Scott and nothing but Scott. Mr. Kelver admired the genius of Abbotsford to a degree of veneration, and he was on the last chapter of “The Antiquary” (which he had read fourteen times) when there came a knock at the door, and to his amazement Jackson sidled in.

A glance told him that she was not her usual self. She was flustered, nervous, almost humble in her manner. Her very manner of entry testified to her strange humility.

“You’ll excuse me, Mr. Kelver, and if you’ll let bygones be bygones, because if ever a girl needed a friend I need one now. I do indeed! And I know that a gentleman like you don’t bear a young girl malice…”

Mr. Kelver might have sniffed at the “young girl” description, but, like a gentleman, he refrained.

She released a turbulent brook of words, and beyond questioning the accuracy of the repeated description of herself as a “young girl,” Mr. Kelver listened sympathetically. He was not at all sure how the interview might end, and for the moment could hardly be expected to lower his proper reserve.

Her ladyship had been very trying, in fact had been impossible. She had given Jackson notice (Kelver felt a curious sense of complacency at this intimation); she had even struck her maid — boxed her ears, in fact. Mr. Kelver, who had often wished to perform the same operation, raised his eyebrows and inclined his head gravely.

“Her ladyship has been like that all day — absolutely unreasonable. Nothing you could do pleased her. Anyway, I was going to give her notice if she hadn’t given it to me. I’m tired of this damned house—”

“Miss Jackson!” murmured the shocked Kelver.

“Well, it is a damned house — haunted! I’ve seen things, Mr, Kelver, in the two hours after you’ve been turned out,” (Mr. Kelver winced) “that you’d never believe. I’ve just had a bellyful of it.” (Mr. Kelver winced again.) “But when I go I shall have something to say, believe me!”

“My dear young lady,” said Mr. Kelver in his best pontifical manner, “the least said the soonest mended. It takes a lot of people to make a world, and if we all thought alike and behaved alike it’d be a very monotonous place to live in. I have observed that her ladyship is not quite herself to-day. Something has happened which has upset her. You must make allowances, Miss Jackson, for the peculiar temperament of the well-born. Now when I was in the service of His Serene Highness, it was not an uncommon thing for him to throw the joint at the chef. I have known that to happen twice — three times.”

“I’d like to see anybody throw a joint at me!” breathed Miss Jackson.

Such a possibility made Mr. Kelver very thoughtful for a few seconds. He looked at the clock on his mantelpiece: it was not yet ten.

“You’re out early tonight,” he remarked. “I’ve got to go back,” she said. “She’s got Amersham there, and there’s a bit of a row on. She said she’d ring for me when she wants me.”

Mr Kelver, always a perfect gentleman, rang his own bell. “You would like a cup of tea. Miss Jackson? I think your nerves need soothing.”

“I’d like a whisky and soda,” said that practical woman. Mr Kelver struggled hard to deny that he had such a thing in his room, but presently produced a new bottle from his cupboard.

There was indeed trouble at Marks Priory that night. Dr. Amersham had arrived at nine, in no mood for reproaches, and was indeed, himself in a frame of mind to reprove.

“‘My dear lady, I wish you’d decide earlier in the day if you want to see me. I had an important engagement tonight—”

“This is your important engagement.” Lady Lebanon sat stiffly in her chair in the big hall, her pale face a mask, her dark eyes menacing. “If you have anything more important I shall be surprised to know of it.”

He looked ugly for a second, but mastered his anger. “I suppose it’s about this detective. If he was fool enough to get himself half strangled—”

“Who told you?” she asked quickly.

“I heard about it.”

“Who told you?” she repeated.

“Gilder. He got me on the phone.”

For a long time she looked at him without speaking. Then: “It’s not about the detective I wanted to see you; it was a matter which concerns you.” She took a little slip of paper from the pad in front of her. “A woman came to see me to-day, a girl who used to be a waitress at the teashop in the village.”

She saw his expression change. “Well?” he asked defiantly.

“Is it true that you have been — paying attentions to her?”

He evaded the question. “What rubbish! My dear lady, if you listen to these people..”

“Is it true?” she asked again. “Was she a close personal friend of yours — I refuse to put it any more vulgarly than that?”

“I refuse to be catechised.”

“I have heard, too, certain stories concerning Tilling’s wife.”

He laughed, but there was no heartiness in his laughter. “You could fill a whole day listening to ‘certain stories’ about her. Surely to God you haven’t brought me all the way from London to put me through my paces, as though I were a small boy caught in the act of stealing jam?”

She looked at him for a while, then let her eyes fall to the table. “I suppose it is true,” she said. “How beastly, how vulgar! It can’t go on, of course.”

He pulled up a chair, lit a cigar that he took from his pocket, and waited until it was well alight before he spoke. “I’ve been thinking it can’t go on,” he said coolly. “I’ve decided I’d like to leave England and live in Italy. For quite a long time I’ve been doing your dirty work—”

Her chin went up; she hated him for his crudeness. “You’ve been very well paid for ‘doing my dirty work,’ as you call it,” she broke in.

He laughed. “Your idea of good pay and mine do not quite coincide. But I won’t go into that. My suggestion is that I should leave at the end of the year, buy a villa in Florence, and forget there is such a place as Marks Priory.”

She inclined her head. “Perhaps you will also forget that I have a banking account,” she suggested. “That would be a great relief to me.”

He smiled at this. “Not you, but Willie has a banking account, and he very obligingly signs any cheques put before him. No, I don’t forget that; in fact, I’m rather depending upon this fortunate circumstance.”

The air was electric. She restrained an obvious retort, and touched a bell on her table. “We can discuss that in the morning,” she said. “I don’t think either of us is in the right state of mind for argument; it could so easily degenerate into something rather horrible. Amersham, you must stop your philandering. It brings me into disrepute — everybody knows you have the entree here — and it makes you look a fool. You’re not a young man.”

His vanity was hurt, and showed in the dusky flush that darkened his face, “The question of my age is immaterial,” he said. “It is rather late in the day for you to consider that aspect. And I’m not stopping tonight — in fact, I’m going straight back to town.”

“You’re staying here,” she said, “or there will be no cheque for you tomorrow.”

He glowered at her. Dr. Amersham had had the training of a gentleman, and if his principles had deteriorated into conventions, to be observed or discarded as opportunity dictated, he preserved certain appearances. He might take money from a woman, but he must not be told he took money from a woman. That was against his rule.

She listened, unmoved, to his immoderate retort.

“I never realised how intensely common you were,” she said calmly.

“You’ll realise something else,” he was stung to reply. “You’ll realise that the police have never searched this house, and that if they did the fat would be in the fire. You’ll realise you are entirely at my mercy, and that ought to bring you to your senses. I’m going. Perhaps I’ll have a little story to tell Inspector Tanner.”

She shook her head. “I don’t think so. Nobody would believe you if you told them. Tell them if you dare! Don’t forget, Amersham, that you’re as deeply in it as anybody. Your trouble is that you always wanted to handle Willie’s money, and my offence is that I’ve stood between you and your shoddy scheme.”

He stood there, his eyes glaring at her, and for a moment she thought he was going to strike her.

“All right,” he said thickly, “we’ll see. I’m not returning.”

He passed out along the hall, and she heard the heavy thud of the door as it closed on him. She did not move, staring down the dark passage even after she heard the whine of his car as it left the porch.

“Do you want me, my lady?” Lady Lebanon looked up. Jackson was on the stairs, and she remembered she had rung for the woman. How long had she been there, and how much had she heard? As though she read the thoughts of her mistress, Jackson went on: “I waited upstairs until I heard the door slam, my lady.”

“Very well,” said Lady Lebanon. “Yes, I’ll be in my room in a few minutes.”

Jackson heard the quick patter of feet and looked up. It was Isla.

“What’s the matter, Isla?” Lady Lebanon’s voice was sharp.

“Nothing.”

Isla Crane was not speaking the truth. Something had terrified her. With a gesture Jackson was dismissed. “What is the matter?” asked Lady Lebanon harshly, and pointed to a table where a decanter stood.

The girl shook her head. “I don’t want wine — where is Gilder?” she asked.

“I don’t know. In his room, I suppose.”

“He’s gone out.” Isla’s voice was high-pitched, hysterical. “And Brooks has gone out. I saw them from my window. Oh, God! it’s not going to happen again!”



Then, without warning, she collapsed in a heap. Lady Lebanon did not look at her. Her dark eyes came round to the dark passage and the heavy door beyond, and she went swiftly down the corridor, swung open the door and stood, staring into the night. There was no sound, not even the rumble of a distant train. The quietness was almost oppressive. Then, from the black void before her came a scream that struck her cold; a short scream, stifled, that ended with startling suddenness, and then silence fell again. Still she stood stiffly erect, staring blankly into the night, and in her heart a cold terror of premonition.
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Many are called to the Criminal Investigation Department, but few are chosen. They are self-called, for most young policemen feel in themselves the makings of great detectives.

There were little classes held at Scotland Yard for the embryo detective officer, and it fell to Mr. Tanner’s lot, since the summer holidays were on, to deliver lectures on detective work and to illustrate those lectures from his wide experience. His big room was set with chairs for the privileged few who were to attend his “class,” and a blackboard had been wheeled in, on which he was to illustrate his typical case.

Totty arrived early, saw the blackboard, and would have retreated but for imperative orders to remain until the chief inspector put in an appearance. He was sitting at Tanner’s desk as usual when Ferraby came in. Totty had read the “confidential,” and looked up with a grin.

“Nearly got you, did they? Well, well, well! I don’t know how the Yard would have gone on if they’d lost its most active and intelligent officer — so intelligent that he didn’t lock his bedroom door—”

“He came through the window.”

“Through a trap in the floor!” sneered Totty. “Through a secret panel, the same as they do in books!”

“Thank you for your sympathy and loving kindness,” said Ferraby, who knew his man. “Where’s Tanner?”

“He’ll be here in ten minutes. How’s the throat?”

“Grand — honestly, I was scared stiff.”

“I’d have died,” admitted Totty gracefully. “I can’t bear being woke up, anyway. What were you doing down at Marks Priory?”

“Looking round,” said Ferraby, and then went to the subject which was uppermost in his mind. “That girl’s lovely.”

Totty looked up, clasped his head, was extravagantly puzzled. “Which girl?”

“Miss Crane. Unless’ I’m mistaken, she is the unhappiest creature in the world.”

“Oh, that’s why you went down!” said Totty scornfully. “To cheer her up. Well, you don’t seem to have made a job of it!”

Ferraby had to talk to somebody about the thing that was in his mind. “They say she’s going to marry that fellow,” he said savagely.

Totty put down the confidential document which he had no right to be reading. “Which fellow?” he asked, and, when the other told him: “Lord Lebanon?” he whistled.

“She’s a lucky girl. She’ll be a female viscount — I should say she was lucky!”

“Your ideas of luck and mine are quite different,” said Ferraby coldly. He strolled to the window, looked out on to the Embankment, and changed the subject. “That man Briggs is over at Cannon Row.”

“Briggs?”

“The fellow who was pinched for passing slush,” elucidated Ferraby. “He wrote to Tanner apparently, and said he had some statement to make about the Marks Priory murder. Tanner thinks he can throw some light on it, and he may — he was in the village on the night Studd was murdered, and he says he saw him.”

Totty shook his head and made impatient noises. “I can’t understand Tanner taking any notice of a man like that,” he said in despair. “I’ve had convicts in my office confessing to murders, never mind about throwing light on them. And why? So that they could be brought up for a day’s outing from Dartmoor! Convicts’ confessions! Lord love a duck!” He heard Tanner come into the room. “I was just saying that in my opinion it’s a waste of time interviewing a man like Briggs. Let me go over and see him at Cannon Row. I’ll get the truth out of him.”

“Do you ever say ‘sir’?” asked Tanner.

Totty admitted he did occasionally. “I’ll say ‘sir’ if you want me to say ‘sir,’ sir,” he said with heavy irony. “That man’s over at Cannon Row.”

“So they tell me,” nodded Tanner.

“It’s a waste of time. I really am surprised at you—”

“That’s entirely my affair,” said Tanner.

“I’m only trying to help you, boy,” said Totty with the greatest friendliness.

“‘Sir’ will do,” said Tanner. “In the presence of a subordinate it sounds good.” Tanner was almost oracular. “When we are alone I will remember that we were respectively the best and shortest policemen that ever walked a beat together.”

“You’ve said that before,” said Totty, “and my reply is, I’m still the best.’”

“Are you feeling any the worse for your adventure?” asked Tanner.

Ferraby smiled ruefully. “I feel an awful fool to go down and make inquiries about a choking and get choked myself. I’m perfectly all right now, but it was a little bit of a shock to my vanity.”

“You saw nobody and heard nothing! Didn’t catch a glimpse of him?”

Ferraby shook his head. “No, I must have been sleeping very soundly, and I’m pretty lucky to be alive.”

Totty made a disparaging noise, “They’d never have caught me, boy,” he said. “The slightest touch and I’m awake, with all my faculties working at top speed!”

“All your faculties aren’t so many,” said Tanner. “Now tell me all about the woman — Mrs. Tilling.”

Even Totty was interested at the recital of those two interviews.

“She knows something, or guesses something,” said Tanner. “But I have an idea she may be guessing wrong. You had a little quarrel with the husband, didn’t you?”

Totty shook his head. “It’s a funny thing you can’t go anywhere without trying to break up a home,” he said.

“Will you shut up? You quarrelled with him, didn’t you?”

Ferraby smiled. “Quarrelling with that bird is a normal way of carrying on a conversation,” he said.

Tanner rubbed his chin irritably. “There are too many suspects in this case for my liking. The doctor was in the neighbourhood? Oh, yes, you told me. And you’ve got no new line about Briggs?”

Totty was looking at the chairs. “You don’t want me to stop for this lecture, do you?” he asked, and, when his chief nodded: “May I ask you what’s the good of me taking a recruit’s course?” he wailed. “Do you know that I’ve forgotten more than anybody at Scotland Yard ever knew?”

Tanner looked up in surprise. “I didn’t know that.”

“Make a note of it,” said Totty. “If I could have passed my examination I’d have been Chief Constable by now. Queen Elizabeth — huh!”

“She wasn’t a bad sort,” said Tanner loyally.

“The so-called Virgin Queen!” sneered Totty. “That was a bit of a scandal.”

“The worst scandal,” said Ferraby, “was your saying that she died in 1066.”

Totty exploded. “Does it matter when she died? Would it make me a better inspector if I knew she died in 1815? Anyway, this lecture has nothing to do with history. I don’t want to be told how criminals work; I’ve got it there.” He tapped his forehead. “That’s where I’ve got it.”

“That’s where you’ve got it,” said Ferraby, “and that’s the last place in the world anybody would look for it.”

“I shan’t want you for the moment,” said Tanner, “No, not you, Totty — Ferraby. I’ll see this man Briggs, and then I’ll have the class in.”

Totty sighed and elaborately expressed his resignation. “What’s your typical case?” he asked, dropping into a chair and lighting a cigarette.

Bill Tanner thought for a moment. “Why not take the Marks Priory case? It’s fresh in their minds.”

“I could tell them all about that.”

“I wonder if you could tell them all about this?” Tanner had taken the folder from his drawer and extracted a slip of paper. “It’s a little thing I collected yesterday, which, in conjunction with the red scarf I found in Amersham’s desk, are the two most important discoveries we’ve made.”

“May I see the paper?” asked Totty.

“You may not,” said the other promptly. “This,” — he waved the slip— “is a bit of first-class reasoning and intuition.”

Totty was curious, but his curiosity remained unsatisfied. “It’s as clear as mud to me,” he said. “Whichever way you turn you get back to Amersham. He was in Priory Fields on the night Studd was murdered; he was in possession of the scarf; he was near Marks Thornton the night they tried to scrag Ferraby — and why anybody should take the trouble of putting him off the pay roll I can’t imagine.” Totty leaned forward. “I’ve been making a few inquiries on my own. While you were sleeping soundly in your bed, what was I doing?”

“Drinking?” suggested Tanner.

“Toiling and moiling to get the facts,” said the indignant Totty. “Racking me brains and getting here, there and everywhere after information. Amersham’s on the police records.”

Bill Tanner sat up. “You don’t mean that?”

Sergeant Totty smirked at the sensation he had created. “I found it out myself from the files.” Bill waited breathlessly. “Driving to the common danger — fined five pounds, licence endorsed.”

Tanner sank back in his chair. “I see — a real hardened criminal,” he growled. “Has he ever sold bananas after eight? You make me sick!” He turned the detached sheets of the dossier. “Briggs might tell us something.”

Totty sneered. “Him! All he wants is a joy ride. A taxi ride from Wormwood Scrubbs to Scotland Yard is like a char-a-banc excursion for him.”

“We’ll see. Bring him up.” Totty reached out for the phone, and had his hand knocked away. “Go down to Cannon Row and bring him over, you lazy devil,” he said. “What were you in civil life?”

“I was a soldier,” said Totty with some dignity.

He had not far to go. Briggs was outside in the corridor, handcuffed to a prison officer, and he ushered him in. Mr. Briggs looked a little healthier than he had when he was sentenced. He was, however, his melancholy self, full of complaints and ready to profit by any opportunity which presented itself. They unlocked the handcuffs, sat him in a chair, and gave him a cigarette. He complained of feeling faint and asked for brandy.

“They never lose hope, do they?” said Totty admiringly. “That’s what I like about ‘em!”

“Now then, Briggs!” Tanner was brusque and businesslike. “You were in the village of Marks Thornton on the night of the murder, weren’t you?”

“Yes, sir.” Brigg’s voice was a thin wail. He spoke like a man who was suffering. “That’s what I made a statement about. I can’t help the police the same as I’d like to help them. I’ve been put inside by perjury, believe me or believe me not, Mr. Tanner. I was as innocent as a babe unborn—”

“I’m sure,” interrupted Tanner. “Now tell us, is there anything you want to add to this statement?”

Briggs had his story to tell, and he greatly desired that it should not be a short story, that it should last at least the length of time it takes to smoke three cigarettes. Mr. Tanner had other views, and presently he came to the story of what Briggs saw as he sat on the stile near Priory Fields. He had seen the murdered man pass and had heard a scream, and then; “I saw a gentleman coming towards me. He was running and out of breath, and when I said ‘Who’s there?’ he said: ‘It’s all right; it’s Dr. Amersham.”

“You’re sure of that?” said Bill quickly, and jotted down a note. “You didn’t say that in your statement.”

“There’s a lot of things I didn’t say in my statement,” admitted Briggs. “To tell you the truth, Mr. Tanner, I thought if I put everything in, you mightn’t want to see me.”

“Wanted the day out, did you? All right! Well, what happened then?” Tanner had a long experience of criminals and criminals’ stories. He knew instinctively when a man of this kind was telling the truth — and Briggs was telling the truth.

Briggs got up from his chair and walked across to the desk. He had a sense of drama, knew that what he was about to say would provide a sensational climax to the interview. For this he was bringing up all his reserves. “Mr. Tanner,” he said slowly, “I’ve got a wonderful memory for voices. The moment I heard him speak I remembered him.”

“You had met him before?” asked Tanner in surprise. “Where?”

“In Poona jail,” said Briggs. “We were waiting trial together. He was up on a charge of forging a kite. He was an army officer, and he put his name to some other chap’s cheque. Bit of a coincidence, wasn’t it? I was up on the same charge meself. But he got off; they squared it to save a scandal.”

Tanner looked at him incredulously. Dr. Amersham a forger? Either he was mistaking the man for somebody else, or— “Are you inventing all this?”

“No, I’m not inventing it,” said Briggs; “it’s true. If you like to go to the trouble and expense of sending a cable to India, I can give you the date. The fifteenth of November, 1918.”

“But Dr. Amersham is a man of education, a gentleman, an Army officer—” began Tanner.

“Of course he was an army officer,” said Briggs scornfully. “But I tell you, he forged the name of a brother officer, a man named Willoughby — that’s the name, Willoughby. You see if I’m not right. He was dismissed from the army, and I don’t know what became of him after that. They say he married a Cheche woman down in the Madras Presidency.”

“A Cheche woman? That’s a Eurasian?”

Briggs nodded. “There was all sorts of scandal about it, but I don’t know the rights of it. All I do know is that he was up on this charge, and he was guilty. Leicester Charles Amersham — and I recognised him at once by his voice.”

Leicester Charles Amersham! There was no question now — this was the man. Here was news indeed. Long after the prisoner had been taken away, protesting against the refusal of Tanner to promise a remission of his sentence, the chief inspector sat, his head on his hands, and for once Totty was not flippant.

“I’ve got to have another talk with Amersham, and I think it’s going to be a pretty serious talk,” he said at last. “We’ve got four lines to him from four different quarters — and I wonder what he’s after now.”

“I’ll tell you what he’s after,” said Totty. “He’s after Lebanon.”

Bill Tanner pursed his lips. “Lebanon? Yes, Amersham may be. I always thought there was something queer about him, but I never dreamed he had that kind of record.”

“And why the American footmen?” demanded Totty. “Who ever heard of an American footman? It’s not natural. He’d be easy, too, Viscount Lebanon. He’s a mug. It’d be like taking money from a child.”

It was at that moment that Ferraby came hurriedly into the room.

“Well?”

“Will you see Lord Lebanon?” said the sergeant.

Inspector Tanner’s jaw dropped. “Lebanon? That’s odd. Yes, bring him in.” And, when Ferraby had gone: “What the devil does he want?”

“You’d better let me wait, Mr. Tanner,” advised Totty impressively. “I’ve had a lot of dealings with the aristocracy — I know how to treat ‘em.”

Bill Tanner just looked at him.

Lebanon came in, gazed curiously around the room, deposited his hat, his gloves and his cane on one of the vacant chairs, and looked from Totty to Tanner, not quite sure —

“You’re in charge of this case, aren’t you?”

Totty would have admitted this by inference, but his superior made the situation clear.

It was no more easy for Lord Lebanon with Tanner than it might have been with his junior. He was ill at ease, shot back an apprehensive look at the door through which he had passed, and out of which Ferraby, at a nod from the inspector, had taken his departure.

“Yes, I remember you, Mr. Tanner, and I seem to remember your boy.” Sergeant Totty grew visibly dignified, and was introduced. “Totty? An odd name, isn’t it?”

“An old Italian family,” said Sergeant Totty in his most refined voice, and Bill Tanner silenced him with one steely gleam.

The visitor was still uneasy about the door. “Do you mind seeing if there’s anybody outside listening?”

Bill Tanner chuckled. In all the years of his service, and from the thousands, innocent or guilty, who had given him their confidence in that room, he had never heard such a suggestion.

“Of course there isn’t anybody listening,” he smiled. “People don’t do that sort of thing at Scotland Yard.”

He had been startled by the arrival of the visitor, the last person in the world he had imagined would come to Scotland Yard, although he had foreseen this eventuality. Ferraby had duly reported the little talk he had had with the master of Marks Priory, and the inspector had formed a pretty shrewd idea as to the position which this unhappy young man occupied in that establishment. Sooner or later friction must come, and somebody would have a story to tell. Was that somebody Lord Lebanon?

“I don’t know very much about Scotland Yard. It’s a sort of prison, isn’t it?” Totty smiled indulgently. “But I had to come. I told Mr. Ferraby I might. I made up my mind last night.”

A thought struck Tanner. “Are you used to people listening at your doors, Lord Lebanon, or have you any special reason for expecting that to happen here?”

The young man hesitated. It was an awkward position, and an extremely awkward question. “Well — yes. It is not an unusual experience, and I think it is possible that it may happen here. By the way, is Mr. Ferraby a detective?” Bill nodded. “I thought he was a gentleman,” said his lordship naively, and Mr. Totty was preparing to make extravagant claims for the gentility of Scotland Yard, but Tanner’s scowl stopped him.

“I’ll be perfectly frank with you. Lord Lebanon,” he said quietly. “In spite of what you told Ferraby I did not expect to see you here. But now that you are here — if I may be allowed to continue in the same vein of frankness — I hope you will be able to tell me something that will clear up one or two little mysteries which puzzle me. You understand I’ve no right whatever to ask you questions, but since you have volunteered to call I hope you will help me, because I don’t know anybody who is better able to assist me in that very difficult task.”

He was determined that the visit should not fritter out into a social call.

“There are quite a number of people at Marks Priory who are under suspicion,” he went on. “They include—” He hesitated, not inartistically.

“My mother?” said the young man quietly.

That was a good beginning. Tanner nodded. “In a sense. I think she must know a great deal more than she has ever told us. But I’m thinking more particularly of another visitor — Dr. Amersham.”

Lord Lebanon smiled grimly. “He’s a mystery man to me, and I don’t wonder at his being even more of a mystery man to you,” he said, “So far as my mother is concerned—” He paused, evidently seeking some formula to describe her position. He must have failed, for he went on: “You had better know at any rate as much as I know,” he said. “I will tell you from the beginning everything there is to be told about Amersham — at least, every fact that I have concerning him.

“I shall be perfectly frank and tell you that I detest Amersham. It is impossible that I should speak without prejudice because I dislike him so much that I find it difficult even to be fair.”

He sat down, seemed at a loss as to how he should begin, and speaking slowly and evidently searching at first for words which would not too deeply compromise the actors in this curious drama, he began.
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“I suppose i’d better begin with my own school days. I was never very strong, and I only spent two years at Eton, and after that I had a tutor and a private coach. My father, as you probably know, was an invalid, and a — what is the word? — recluse. He spent all his life, except one winter, when he went to the south of France, which he hated, at Marks Priory, and I saw very little of him even when I was home on my holidays.

“I may say that between us there were none of the affectionate relationships which exist between father and son. I had a great respect for him and was in considerable awe of him, but that is all.

“Marks Priory has always been to me a terribly dull place, and even when I was a boy I hated coming back there. You see, Mr. Tanner, I haven’t the same pride of family that my mother has and my father had. To them every stone of the Priory was sacred, and the traditions of the family more important than Holy Writ.

“After I left school I spent most of my time with my tutor in Switzerland, the south of France, Germany, and occasionally at one or two English seaside places like Torquay. My father had been in the army — in fact, the family have always had a representative in a cavalry regiment — and I managed to get into Sandhurst and pass out, I won’t say with distinction, but without being an absolute duffer.

“Up to then I had only seen Amersham half a dozen times. He used to come regularly to the Priory, as my father’s medical attendant. I know that he had been in India for some years, but I didn’t know then that he had left the army under peculiar circumstances. And when I say ‘peculiar circumstances’ I mean, of course, that he left under a cloud — in fact, as the result of a very discreditable act on his part.

“I never liked him. My earliest recollections of him were that he was rather sycophantic to both my mother and myself. Then gradually a change came over him, and he adopted a domineering manner, and began to interfere in all sorts of matters which didn’t concern him.

“My regiment left for India very soon after I joined it, and I was very glad to get away. My father was desperately ill, and, as I say, I hardly knew him. I suppose it was very undutiful of me, but I never really worried much about him. When I heard of his death I was naturally sorry for mother’s sake, but I can’t say that I grieved — I’m being perfectly truthful, and I don’t want you to think I am any better than I am.

“I was in India when this happened, having a fairly good time. There was plenty of shooting, and if the society was a little boring it was endurable. The only unpleasant thing that happened to me was that accidentally I shot one of my bearers when I was out shooting — he got in the line of fire when I was shooting a tiger.

“Things might have gone on quite normally, because there was no need for my returning to England; my mother, a very able woman, could deal with my father’s estate, and all the documents I had to sign were sent out to me. I might have finished my full term in India, but I got a bad attack of fever which happened just after the shooting I told you about, and I was ill for I don’t know how long. It must have been fairly serious, because mother sent Amersham out to bring me back.

“I hadn’t been brought into contact with him very long before I realised the kind of man I was up against. There was something odd about Amersham, and what made me suspicious was the furtive way he behaved. He saw nobody, hardly left the bungalow and I was surprised to find that on the voyage out he had grown a beard. There had been some sort of gossip about him, but I hadn’t paid much attention to it. I didn’t know then — but I knew before I left India — about the Eurasian girl — I’ll tell you about that later.

“The impression I got was that he was afraid of meeting people he had known before. If he went out of the bungalow it was after dark. He even chose a slow train to Bombay because it left after sunset.

“I came home to England and found a state of affairs that was truly astonishing. Amersham was practically the master of Marks Priory, and these two American footmen were installed. Now, the curious thing is, I had seen these footmen before. They had been in either Amersham’s or mother’s service before I went to Sandhurst. But they had never seemed so conspicuous or so evident as they were on my return.

“Mother had hardly changed, but I found a newcomer at the Priory — Isla. That is the young lady you have met. She’s the daughter of a cousin of mother’s — very charming, very quiet and rather clever. She acts as mother’s secretary, but she is something more than that. My mother is very fond of her. In fact “ — Lord Lebanon hesitated— “I’m going to marry her. I have no particular desire to marry her, or to marry anybody, but that is my mother’s idea.

“I found a curious tension in the house. Amersham, as I say, dominated the place; the two footmen seemed quite independent of anybody’s authority. They were impertinent, though never to me; they did as they pleased, and they were so incompetent that any boy I picked out of my stables would have known more about their work than they did.

“I began to realise there was something wrong at the Priory, some secret that everybody was hiding, but I never dreamed that my return was embarrassing for them until I discovered that I was never free of their observation.”

He laughed softly.

“Apparently my illness and the necessity for bringing me home upset all their plans — what they were I don’t know. It seemed to me that they were scared to death that accidentally I would come upon the thing they were trying to hide, and even my mother shared their anxiety. It was puzzling, and, I confess, a little frightening, but I got used to it after a while.

“The first shock I had was when I discharged Gilder for his incompetence, and discovered at the end of the week that he was still at Marks Priory. I was furious about it, called my mother and insisted that the man should go.” He laughed softly. “I might as well have insisted that Marks Priory should be razed to the ground! After two attempts of this kind I accepted the position. They were my servants, I paid them, but I had no command over them.

“Really they were not very difficult to cope with, and in many ways they are quite nice fellows and sometimes rather amusing. Amersham is a different proposition. Here is a man who does not disguise the fact that he is boss of my house. He has plenty of money, a car, racehorses — but you probably know this. Now, if Gilder and Brooks, the footmen, are not polite to anybody else, they are very respectful to him. He treats them as equals, and although I know my mother hates that sort of thing, she does not complain, and has never interfered.

“You have only got to realise that my mother is what I would describe as an aristocrat of the old school, who regards servants as inhuman, to understand just what that tolerance means to my mother.

“The man Amersham hated worst of all was Studd, my groom, the poor fellow who was killed. They hardly ever met without snapping at one another, and I think he would have had Studd sacked but for his death. I don’t know what he had against him — whether Studd knew something — but whatever it was, was sufficient to make Dr. Amersham his enemy. Studd, by the way, was an old soldier, and had been in India.

“As I say, almost the first news my mother gave me on my return was that she wanted me to many Isla. I’ve got to marry somebody, I suppose, and it really doesn’t matter whom, but one would at least like to make one’s own choice! As you know, she is a very charming lady, and was quite a normal individual — until the death of Studd.”

Inspector Tanner sat upright in his chair. “Until the death of Studd?” he repeated slowly. “Then what happened?”

“She changed. From that day on she became — frightened! ‘Terrified’ would be a better word. She jumps if you speak to her unexpectedly, and all the time she gives you the feeling that she is expecting something ugly to appear. And she walks in her sleep!

“I’ve heard of people walking in their sleep, but I never saw one till I saw Isla. I was sitting in the hall, taking a whisky and soda before going to bed, and I heard somebody coming down the stairs. She was in her nightdress, and wore nothing else, and I wondered what on earth was the matter, and spoke to her. It gave me the creeps — I don’t know whether you have ever seen anybody walking in their sleep — it’s weird! As I say, I spoke to her. She made no reply, but came into the hall, searched round as though she were looking for something, and then just as slowly went up the stairs. I got close to her and saw her face. Her eyes were wide open, and she was talking in a low tone to herself. What she said heaven knows. I couldn’t distinguish a word.

“That has happened twice to my knowledge. I knew it was dangerous to wake her, and on the first occasion went and found my mother. The second time mother saw her herself and took her back to her room. Mother was awfully upset about it in her way — which is not particularly demonstrative. Honestly, I don’t remember my mother ever kissing me in my life!

“Naturally, this sleepwalking hasn’t made the prospect of marriage any brighter. One doesn’t want to have to search the house in the middle of the night for one’s wife.”

“Walks in her sleep, eh?” said Tanner thoughtfully. “Does Amersham know?”

Lord Lebanon nodded. “Of course he knows,” he said bitterly. “There’s nothing that happens in the house that he doesn’t know. He had a draught made up for her, but I don’t know whether she took it.”

“She’s frightened, you say? Of what?”

“Of everything! If a bit of panelling cracks she jumps out of her seat. She will not go out at night; she locks her room — she’s about the only person in the house who does. In fact — she’s frightened.”

Bill thought for a time. Here was an aspect of the case which made it just a little more complicated. “You were talking about a Eurasian girl in connection with Dr. Amersham earlier on in your narrative. What happened in connection with her?”

Lord Lebanon nodded. “She was a very beautiful girl. I think you ought to know about this. It happened after he came out to bring me home. The girl was found in his bungalow — strangled!”

Tanner sprang to his feet. “What!” he said incredulously. He could only stare at the visitor. If this were true then the mystery of Marks Priory was a mystery no longer. “Are you sure?”

Lebanon nodded. There was a smile of triumph on his face. Apparently he was young enough to get a kick out of making a sensation.

“It’s a fact. A really lovely girl — not of the best class, although her people had plenty of money. She was found strangled on the stoep of the bungalow where he was living alone. There was a terrible fuss about it, but they couldn’t bring it home to him, though there were signs of struggle in his room. The newspapers said it must have been a native who had a grudge against the girl, but a piece of red cloth was found round her neck exactly the same as was found round Studd’s.”

“I didn’t know of this,” said Tanner, after he had recovered from his amazement. “Does your mother know?”

Lord Lebanon hesitated. “I’m not sure. It is so difficult to find out what she knows. I hope she doesn’t. Now, Mr. Tanner, I want to you advise me. What am I to do? I suppose you’ll tell me that it’s quite easy for me to forbid Amersham the house, and legally I suppose that’s right. But my mother is a person, too, and it’s almost impossible that my instructions would be carried out. Will you come down to Marks Priory as my guest for a weekend?”

Tanner smiled. “What would her ladyship say to that?” he asked, and the young man’s face fell.

“I don’t quite know,” he admitted with a grimace. “No, that might be very awkward.”

“May I suggest,” said Bill, “that you yourself take a holiday? There is nothing to prevent your going abroad for a few years.”

Lord Lebanon smiled again. “That seems an obvious solution, doesn’t it? But when you say that there is nothing to prevent me you are overlooking such important facts as my mother, for example, and Amersham. Not that Amersham’s opinion would matter twopence, but I couldn’t go against my mother’s wishes. I have already suggested that I should go to America and buy a ranch, and see the second heir to my property.” He chuckled at this.

“Who is the heir?”

“Oddly enough, he’s a person who lives in America, and is, I believe, a waiter or something. No, no, I was joking. There is no likelihood of my meeting him — the first heir, or heiress, by the way, is Isla! I didn’t know this until the other day, when my mother told me.

“Yes, I did think it would be a grand idea if I went to Canada and forgot there was such a place as Marks Priory, and I’ve told mother so a dozen times. She says my place is here, and squashed the scheme before it was properly formed.”

He got up from his chair and came over to the table. He was not smiling now; rather was there an expression in his face that moved Tanner to pity. “Mr. Tanner, I am a weakling. There must be hundreds of thousands of us in the world — I should say the majority of us. All the strong, silent men of the world seem to be in Scotland Yard!” He raised a smile at this, but went on more seriously. “I cannot oppose my will to my mother’s. I am entirely and completely in her hands, and to be absolutely honest, I haven’t the energy to make a fight.” He spun round suddenly. “There’s somebody at that door,” he said in a low voice.

“My dear Lord Lebanon,” began Bill, amused, “I assure you—”

“Do you mind looking?”

“Open the door, Totty.”

Totty opened the door and nearly jumped. A man was standing outside, his head bent in a listening attitude. It was Gilder, the footman.

“Excuse me, gentlemen!” He walked carelessly into the room. “His lordship went away without his cigarette case, so I brought it up to him.”

“Why were you listening at that door?” demanded Bill sternly.

“Say! I wasn’t listening. I didn’t know exactly which room you were in, Mr. Tanner, and I had to be sure if I could recognise his lordship’s voice before I knocked.”

“Who told you to come up?”

“The policeman on the door, I guess,” said Gilder, who was in no measure embarrassed.

He took a cigarette case from his pocket, and handed it to his lordship. Then with a friendly wave of his hand he went out of the room. Bill watched him half through the door, and made a signal to Totty.

“Follow him and see where he goes.”

He was amazed at the man’s daring. How long had he been behind he door, and what had he heard? The audacity of this act of espionage within the sacred walls of Scotland Yard took his breath away.

“I wasn’t so foolish after all,” nodded Lebanon. “I thought I’d got away from Marks Priory this morning without anybody knowing, but Gilder is a difficult man to slip.”

“How long has this spying been going on?”

“Ever since I came back from India. Possibly before I went away, but I didn’t notice it. But that is the sort of thing I’ve had to contend against since I have been back.”

“Does your mother know?”

His lordship shrugged. “It is very unlikely that she doesn’t,” he said. “Certainly Amersham knows.”

“Where is Amersham now?”

“He was at Marks Priory last night, but he came back to town. Mother mentioned the fact at breakfast, otherwise I should not have known that he was there at all.”

Bill went back to his desk, took out a sheet of paper and scribbled a note. “Can you give me the date of the girl’s death?”

“Come down to Marks Priory; I’ve all the facts there, and you can see my diary.” Lord Lebanon took up his hat and stick. “You can tell Amersham that I told you, but I’d rather you didn’t, because it is bound to make for unpleasantness at home. Come down for a weekend, and I’ll tell you something that’s even more interesting. Do you know Peterfield? It’s a little village in Berkshire.”

Tanner looked at him sharply. That certainly was a question which he did not expect.

So Lord Lebanon was not quite such a fool, and he knew his mother’s secret too. And probably knew what was still a mystery to Tanner — all that lay behind the Peterfield adventure. He walked down to the entrance of Scotland Yard with his visitor, and on the way back Totty overtook him.

“I left him on the other side of the Embankment,” he said. “I suppose we couldn’t pinch him for loitering?”

“You mean Gilder? No, hardly. Anyway, he can do very little harm, unless…I wonder if he heard?”

“About the woman?” asked Totty. “The Eurasian girl? That’s a bit damning, isn’t it. Tanner? I should think we’ve got enough evidence to pinch Amersham.”

“When you have learned your business as a detective officer, which will be somewhere around 1976,” said Tanner offensively, “you will discover — and probably be amazed by the discovery — that there is always sufficient evidence to pinch people, but generally not quite sufficient evidence to convict them.”

As he came back he saw a crowd of men lining the corridor and groaned. He loathed lectures, and was less inclined at the moment to discuss the elementary facts of the Marks Priory case than ever he had been in his life. For they were no longer elementary. They were facts for a class in advanced criminology.

He wanted to get away to see Amersham and ask him a few vital questions.

“After the class is dismissed,” he said, “go along to Dr. Amersham’s flat and tell him I wish to see him at Scotland Yard. You can tell him he need not come unless he wishes, but that it may simplify matters if he saw me here. Give him the usual warning — he has probably got somebody pretty high up who will make a fuss if we neglect the rules.”

“And if he won’t come, bring him?” suggested Totty hopefully.

Tanner shook his head. “No, we haven’t got to that stage yet, though I don’t think we’re far off.”

The class came in, filed into their seats, and Totty called the roll and delivered the preliminary routine lecture, whilst Mr. Tanner drew a few lines that represented the rough ground plan of Marks Priory.

His lecture was halting; his mind wandered; he was too near the subject to deliver a first-class narrative. But he could speak very plainly between those four walls, and the lecture developed into a very frank examination of the character of Dr. Amersham. This had not been his original intention, he realised, as the lecture progressed. But the events of the morning had supplied red arrow marks which, with singular unanimity, pointed to Dr. Amersham as the guilty man.

“I don’t mind telling you that he is under suspicion, and for the following reasons.”

A messenger came in with a telegram and Totty took it and opened it.

“There are certain facts which have come to my knowledge this morning,” said Tanner, “and which I cannot at the moment discuss. Amersham has undoubtedly a very bad record, and when you come to examine the Studd murder you have to realise, not only that he was in Marks Thornton, but that he was actually in the field and was seen a few minutes after the murder was committed. Everything points to him—”

“Mr. Tanner!” It was Totty’s agitated voice. “Where is the west wing?”

Tanner marked the drawing with his chalk. Totty read out an extract from the telegram: “Bushes fifty yards south of the west wing.”

Again Tanner indicated the point. “Why do you ask?”

Totty did not reply. To his chief’s amazement he walked to the blackboard, took the chalk from his hand, and made a big cross. For a moment Tanner thought he was indulging in an ill-timed joke. “What is that?” he asked sternly.

Totty’s voice was agitated. “That is where the body of Dr. Amersham was found half an hour ago!” he said.

Bill Tanner could only look at him. He took the telegram from the sergeant’s hand and read: “Very urgent, very urgent. Body of Dr. Amersham found in Priory Field at 11.7 a.m. behind bushes fifty yards south of west wing Marks Priory. Deceased has been strangled but no cloth or rope found. Come immediately. Chief Constable.”
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A gardener, who had been to the village, was walking across Priory Fields to the greenhouses when he had seen something under the shadow of a rhododendron bush. He thought it was some old clothes that had been thrown there, and went closer to investigate, and then he saw…

Here was all that remained of Amersham, his stiff hands clawing upwards at his invisible enemy. Something had been knotted round his neck; the mark of the cloth was there plainly to be seen, but the murderer had waited long enough to remove this evidence. A doctor had come from the village. Amersham had been dead for hours, he said. He was not prepared to give the exact time.

Lady Lebanon was in her room when they brought the news to her, and she was surprisingly calm.

“Notify the police,” she said. “You had better send a telegram to the man at Scotland Yard. What is his name? Yes, Tanner.”

The phone message to the county police headquarters had, however, been transmitted to Scotland Yard, and Inspector Tanner did not receive Lady Lebanon’s wire till later in the day.

Everything which could be done at the moment was done. The body had not been removed when the squad car came hurtling through the village and up the drive, and stopped to discharge Tanner and his four assistants. The police surgeon and the local doctor were on the spot, and Bill made a brief examination of the dead man’s pockets. There was nothing here which at first glance afforded any clue. In one pocket he found three notes of a hundred pounds, in another a passport.

Photographs had been taken before he arrived, and he ordered the body to be removed after he had made a careful search of the ground, without, however, finding any trace of a struggle. But the gravel drive offered information. There were marks of a car wheel which had run off the drive on to the grass verge, had come back to the drive and gone on to the grass for some distance on the opposite side, and had finally come back to the gravel and gone straightforwardly towards Marks Thornton.

Those wheel marks were very informative, and he read them almost at first glance and, as it proved, without error. Fifty yards from the place where the car had left the drive for the second time, Totty found an accumulation of oil on the ground and the burnt stalks of two matches. One had been lit and had gone out almost immediately; the other had burnt half its length.

With the assistance of Ferraby he went over the grass very carefully. Presently they found a cigarette, sodden with the dew. It had not been lit, and was bent and broken in the middle. They widened the circle, but found nothing new, and Totty carried the cigarette to Tanner. Bill read the words printed on the paper.

“A Chesterford,” he said. “A purely American cigarette, though I believe people do smoke them in this country. Keep that, and the matches. Now come up the drive, and see if we can find any footprints coming from the grass on to the gravel. If we find them at all they’ll be just above the place where the car left the road.”

The gravel drive was damp; there had been an hour of rain on the previous night, and though nothing had fallen subsequently the night air had been damp and the roads had not dried. The marks of the wheels were clearly readable.

“Where is the car, sir?” asked Ferraby.

“The chief constable says it was picked up in a lane about two miles away. They’re bringing it up from the village.” He looked round. “In fact, there it is. Tell him to stop where he is, Totty. I don’t want these tracks to be confused. And have a look at the road and see how far it corresponds with the marks on the drive.”

Totty came back, and was able to identify the wheel marks. “It’s the same machine,” he said.

“Did you find any footprints in the car itself?”

They had discovered one rather deep indentation, but absolutely valueless as a clue.

“I think I can tell you how the murder was committed,” said Tanner. “Somebody jumped on the back of the car here. The car is now closed, but my theory is that at the time the murder was committed it was open. It is so untidily closed that you will notice that all the loose ends of straps are hanging and inside,” he pointed, “the metal clips in the roof have not met.” He pointed again. “It was at this point that the cloth went round the doctor’s neck. This is where he left the drive, and from here on the car makes a pretty erratic course until it stopped on the grass where you found the oil. It must have been there an hour before somebody came and drove it away. That somebody lit a cigarette before he got in. He opened a new packet of Chesterfords — Ferraby has just found a bit of the carton that was torn off — and in pulling out the first cigarette he broke it and threw it away. The second cigarette he lit, after two attempts. He then drove the car back to the place where it was found. The chief constable said a policeman saw the machine pass at half-past two, but the hood was up, and he did not see the driver. That pretty well establishes the time. Amersham left Marks Priory soon after eleven. He was killed within two minutes of leaving, and dragged over to where he was found. The murderer than at his leisure came back and disposed of the car. He may have gone to the house — he probably did, but he would hardly hang around for two or three hours for no reason whatever. The man at the lodge remembers hearing a car go out, but isn’t sure of the time.”

He rubbed his chin furiously.

“Now the question is, why on earth did the murderer leave Amersham’s body in Priory Fields when he could have taken it in the car and disposed of it, or at any rate removed him from the scene of the murder — that is a puzzling element.”

Later he made a closer inspection of the car, the cover of which had been lowered on his instructions. The clock on the dashboard had been smashed. There were mud and scratches on the windscreen,

“Amersham did that,” said Tanner. “When the thing went round his neck he threw up his foot to get a purchase, and in so doing broke the clock. Those are his footmarks you see on the screen.”

He examined the carpet and the running-board. On the latter he found a deep, right-angled scratch as though something heavy had been dragged across the rubber.

“That is where he was pulled out of the car and dragged across the grass — there’s a distinct track from the place where Totty found the oil to the bushes where the body was found. I’ll see all the servants, and, of course, I shall want to see Lady Lebanon and the two footmen. Is Lord Lebanon back?”

“He arrived about a quarter of an hour before we did,” said Ferraby. “Isn’t that he?”

“Talk to him, Ferraby. I don’t want to discuss theories at the moment, and I’m not in the mood to answer questions.”

He strode up the drive and into the hall. Lady Lebanon was in her room, the butler said. There was somebody else waiting to see him, very eager and full of information. Miss Jackson was in her most communicative mood, and what she said was so completely interesting that Tanner took her into the grounds, and for half an hour was questioning her and checking her statements.

“Have you seen her ladyship this morning?”

“No, sir,” said the maid. “I went to her room, but she wouldn’t let me in — told me to get out of the house as quick as I could. In fact, she ordered a fly up from the village to take me.”

“When was this?”

“At nine o’clock this morning. She gave me a month’s wages, but she was so anxious to get rid of me that I thought I’d stay.” She smiled triumphantly. “I know when people want me out of the way.”

“This was before the body was discovered?”

“Yes, sir. She is so careful with the wages, I thought, ‘Well, this is very funny, taking all this trouble to get me off by the ten o’clock train. I wonder what’s up?’ So I missed the train,” she said.

“Have you looked into her room at all?”

“No, but I do know this — she hasn’t been to bed all night. Her evening shoes are all wet. I found them in her dressing-room, and there was mud on her evening gown. Mr. Kelver took her some coffee, and said the bed hadn’t been slept in — you ask him sir.”

“I have no doubt I shall ask him,” said Tanner grimly. “Had you heard of this murder before the body was found?”

She had not.

He went back to Totty. “Walk down to the bushes where the body is, and see if you can find any marks of a woman’s high heels. Have a good look round where the car was standing, and make another examination of the drive lower down — say at a point exactly opposite where the car was left. I particularly want evidence of a woman having been near the place either where the car was or in the vicinity of the spot where the body was found.”

He went back to interview Kelver, who was waiting for him in the great hall. The place was familiar to him, but he needed reminding. Kelver volunteered all the necessary information. He had the manner and language of a guide, and even the event of the morning had not disintegrated the solid dough of his pomposity. Yet he was perturbed, had taken a decision himself, and was waiting for a favourable opportunity to communicate his plans to his employer.

“This is the lounge, sir. It was originally the entrance hall, or, as they called it, the Prior’s Hall. Some years ago the late Lord Lebanon had it converted into its present appearance at the cost of some thousands of pounds.”

The room was a little cheerless by the light of morning. Lady Lebanon’s neat desk he knew. The two footmen were waiting expectantly, standing with their backs to the small anthracite stove in a corner of the room, and were prepared for him. He was conscious that they were watching his every movement, and did not doubt that their stories were already cast iron and unbendable. He called the taller to him.

“You’re Gilder?”

“Yes, sir.” Mr. Gilder was very suave, entirely self-possessed. “I have had the pleasure of seeing you before this morning — in fact, I only arrived just a little ahead of you.”

Tanner ignored an alibi which was by no means waterproof. “How long have you been here?”

“Eight years.”

Tanner nodded. “You were here in the days of the late Lord Lebanon?”

“Yes, sir.”

He was smiling as he talked. One might have imagined that he was participating in a very amusing ending to this little talk.

“A footman?” said Tanner.

“Yes, sir,” said Gilder.

“Scotland Yard has been making rather a quick investigation about you, Mr. Gilder. I’ve just had the result of it. You have an account at the London and Provincial Bank, haven’t you?”

Gilder’s smile broadened. “That’s very clever of you to find out. My opinion of Scotland Yard has gone up. Yes, I have.”

“Very unusual, isn’t it, for a footman to have an account at a London bank?”



Gilder’s face puckered. “Some of us are thrifty.”

“A pretty substantial balance, I hope?”

“Three or four thousand pounds,” said the other coolly. “I’ve speculated rather wisely.”

Tanner had expected at least a little confusion at the revelation of his discovery, but the man was imperturbable, perfectly calm. A dangerous man, this. He did not underrate him. It occurred to him that one who had at some time or other survived the stringiness of an American third degree examination could hardly be expected to sag beneath the milder methods of Scotland Yard.

He called the second man to him, and the big American loafed up, his bands in his pockets.

“You’re an American citizen, too?”

“Yeah,” drawled the other, “but I haven’t got a banking account. Some of us American citizens have lost a whole lot of money lately.”

“Have you been here long?”

“Six years.”

“As a footman?” Brooks nodded. “Why is a man like you in service?”

“Well, I guess I am naturally servile.”

Was he laughing? He was certainly as unperturbed as his companion. A tough-looking man; there was the scar of an old wound on his face. Tanner remarked on it.

“Oh, that was done some years ago. I got it in a rough house,” he said. “A feller landed me with an ash can!”

“You were a footman then, I presume?” asked Bill sarcastically.

“I guess I was.”

The detective turned to Gilder. “Do you know this house very well? Lady Lebanon sent a message to say I might see over it. Perhaps you could show me round?”

“Sure!” said Gilder.

Tanner dismissed them, and turned to the waiting and interested butler. “What do they do?”

“They wait on her ladyship, his lordship and Miss Crane,” said Kelver.

“Where is she?” asked Tanner quickly.

“She’s on the lawn, sir. The poor young lady is rather upset, which is natural. It is, I might say, a climax to a very unhappy period for her.”

Tanner did not ask him to elucidate his cryptic reference, and Mr. Kelver seemed a little disappointed.

Ferraby came in at that moment, and Tanner drew him aside. “Go and find this girl Crane; have a talk with her and see what you can discover. She probably knows more than she’ll be prepared to tell you at first, but you’ve got to work at her and get facts.”

When he had gone: “You heard nothing last night?” Kelver shook his head. “No scream or shout or anything?”

Tanner was not quite convinced. “You remember the night the chauffeur Studd was killed? You heard nothing then?”

“No, sir. If you remember, I told you when you were here at the time.”

Bill nodded. He remembered asking the question. “Were there any visitors here last night, in this room — none of the servants, for example, told you about somebody calling late?”

“No, sir. Pardon me, sir, I thought I saw you speaking to her ladyship’s maid, Delia Jackson.” He looked round and lowered his voice. “She was discharged this morning. Possibly she might tell you — she has access to this part of the house — and a discharged servant, though naturally spiteful and not always accurate, may furnish you with information.”

“Thank you, I’ve seen her.”

Kelver, standing at the foot of the stairs, glanced up and saw somebody who was invisible to Tanner. “Her ladyship, sir.”

Lady Lebanon came down, very calm, normally self-possessed. The dark shadows under her eyes supported Jackson’s story. But if she had not slept her voice was without a tremor, and from that one might have imagined nothing unusual had happened to disturb its harmony or quiet.

“Have you all you require, Mr. Tanner? Kelver, you will arrange for Mr. Tanner to see the servants, and give him whatever assistance you can. Will you finish your inquiries to-day?”

She asked this almost carelessly as she went to her desk and sorted the letters that had been placed upon the pad.

“I don’t think so,” said Tanner.

He was watching her closely. Here was a new type, a kind he had never met before, not to be stumped by threats nor cajoled by promises. If he could make her speak it would be the crowning achievement of his career.

“I’ve ordered you rooms at the ‘White Hart,’” she said. “It is a comfortable inn, though I understand from the village policeman that one of your men had a very unhappy time there.”

He nodded. “You told me I might look over the house.”

“Certainly. Brooks will show you round.” She stood meditatively by the desk, her white fingers outspread upon the blottingpad. “The man seems to have been killed in the park,” she said, and Tanner almost gasped.

“The man?” he repeated.

She moved her head impatiently. “Dr. Amersham.”

Here was a new type indeed, not to be dealt with by ordinary methods. To her Amersham and all be stood for was just “the man.” He had been killed in the park — an item of news, more or less interesting to the general public, but of no especial importance to her.

“Yes, he was killed in the park,” said Tanner when he had recovered his breath. “This house stands in the park. It is quite possible somebody in this house may have heard sounds, if there was anything to hear.”

She nodded slowly. “That would be very interesting to find out,” she said. She pressed a bell on the table, and almost immediately Brooks came in. “Show Mr. Tanner round the house,” she said.
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There was somebody waiting to see her, and no better indication of her character could be afforded than that within a minute of Tanner’s leaving to make his inspection she should be admonishing a nervous little decorator for certain mistakes he had made in his drawings. Mr. Rawbane, architect and authority on heraldry, stood nervously by her desk,

“I thought perhaps you’d rather the matter stood over for a day or two,” he said, “It was a great shock to me — this dreadful affair.”

She looked at him coldly.

“Mr. Rawbane, there are dreadful affairs happening somewhere every day, but we have to live our lives and attend to our business.”

She pushed a drawing towards him. He hardly saw it. There were three water budgets on a field azure and a stag at gaze, which formed no part of the Lebanon quarterings. He squirmed and agreed, was anxious either to talk about the tragedy of the morning or to be gone. At last she closed the portfolio and handed it to him, and he, who had already forgotten the instructions she gave, returned eagerly to the matter which was uppermost in his mind. She stopped him.

“I am not asking you to discuss Dr. Amersham,” she said. “It is very sad, and we’re all dreadfully sorry. His death is quite unimportant to the world — will you remember that, Mr. Rawbane? But these arms stand for eternity.”

Kelver showed him out, and hurried back in time to catch her before she went up to her room.

“When are these detectives going?” she asked, one foot on the stairs.

“They gave me the impression they wouldn’t be leaving for some considerable time, my lady,” said Kelver, and then, as she made a move: “If your ladyship will pardon me, I did wish to speak to you on a rather unpleasant matter — unpleasant for me, that is to say,” he added quickly. “Tomorrow is the end of the month, and I would like your ladyship, with all due respect, to accept my notice from that day.”

Her eyebrows went up. From the concern she showed it might have been imagined that this was the day’s chiefest tragedy. For she knew what was coming, had been expecting — and dreading — the news he was to give her.

“Your ladyship is aware,” he went on nervously, “of the very distressing happenings — sensational, if I may call them so — that have brought us a great deal of undesirable publicity.” Mr. Kelver in such moments as these was pompous to an unbelievable degree. Yet, curiously enough, she could take a reasonable view of his agitation. It was as one aristocrat speaking with another.

“But it is hardly an affair of yours, Kelver,” she said gently.

“Pardon me, my lady.” Mr. Kelver was nearly firm. “I realise that it does react very disagreeably to your ladyship and to his lordship; but it also has a detrimental effect upon myself. In all the years of my service I have never had my name associated with matters which were — your ladyship will pardon me if I describe them as being of vulgar public interest.”

The logic was irresistible. They were meeting on common ground — the aristocrat of the servants’ hall and the aristocrat of Marks Priory. She could see his point of view, but felt called upon to contest his argument.

“How are you affected?”

Kelver spread out his white hands. “Ladies and gentlemen, my lady, shrink from contact with matters which have been the subject of public discussion, and they look askance at an upper servant who has figured even indirectly in “ — he found it difficult to say— “a police case — two murder cases, my lady. I have to be worthy of my past. Your ladyship will remember that I had the honour for many years to be the butler of Mis Serene Highness the Duke of Mekenstein und Zieburg, and that I was for many years with His Grace the Duke of Colebrook.”

There was nothing more to be said. She could perfectly well understand his point of view, and was genuinely grieved. If it was in her to be apologetic for all that had happened at Marks Priory, she would have apologised.

“Very well, Kelver. I’m sorry. You will be rather difficult to replace.”

He inclined his head slightly. He had no doubt as to that, but was grateful to have a public acknowledgment of his indispensability.

“Where is his lordship?” she asked.

“He is in his room, my lady. He has just come in from the park.”

“Tell him I want to see him.”

Willie Lebanon came sheepishly, a little fearfully. He had screwed up his courage before, and found it grow loose under the steady disapproval of her dark eyes. But he swaggered into her presence with an air of assurance which he could not feel. “I say, isn’t it a terrible thing—” he began.

“Where did you go this morning, Willie, when you left the Priory in your car?”

He licked his lips. “I went up to town, mother.”

“Where did you go?” she repeated.

He tried to smile it off, but the smile died. “I went to Scotland Yard,” he said doggedly.

“Why did you go to Scotland Yard?”

He avoided her gaze, and when he spoke he was a little disjointed of speech. “There are things happening in this house that I don’t understand, and I got scared, and — well, I damned well wanted to go, and I went!”

“Willie!”

He wilted. “I’m sorry, mother, but really you treat me as if I were a baby.”

“You went to Scotland Yard! That was very tiresome of you. If there is anything the police should know, you may be sure they will know it without your help. It was very ill-bred of you, and you have hurt me very much. Did you tell them anything about Amersham?”

That was the real question she was asking. She knew that he had been to Scotland Yard — Gilder had told her. He could not tell her what this embarrassing son of hers had revealed to the detectives.

“No,” he said sulkily; “only that he was a queer bird and I didn’t understand him; and I told them there were a lot of things that I didn’t understand in this house. I don’t understand these damned servants; I don’t understand Gilder.” He flung himself down on the settee petulantly. “I wish to God I’d never come back from India.”

She rose from her chair and came towards him, standing over him, a rather terrifying figure. “You will not go to London again unless you ask me, and you’re not to speak to the police about anything that happens in this house. You understand?”

“Yes, mother,” he growled.

“I’d like you to conduct yourself with a little more dignity,” she went on. “There is no necessity for a Lebanon to make friends with policemen and people of that sort.”

“I don’t know,” he said sullenly. “They’re as good as I am. All this family nonsense…You know that fellow Gilder came up to Scotland Yard after me, and followed me back to the Priory? He was in a car, too.”

“He did it on my instructions,” she said. “Is that sufficient?”

He laughed helplessly. “Yes, mother.”

Then, as he rose: “Don’t go; I’ve some cheques for you to sign.”

She took a flat book from a drawer and opened it. He came reluctantly to the desk, took up a pen and dipped it in the ink. They were blank cheques, as usual.

“Isn’t it rather stupid? You never give me a cheque to sign with any figures filled in. I do feel I ought to know something about—”

“Sign four,” she said calmly. “That will be sufficient. And please be careful not to blot them.”

If he had followed his own inclination he would have taken the inkwell and emptied it on the book, or he would have sent the chequebook flying out of the nearest window; but under that steady stare of hers he could do nothing but sign, grumbling the while.

It didn’t matter very much, he comforted himself. He was a rich man, and she was the most careful of managers. He was anxious to get out of doors, to join Tanner and that odd little detective and Ferraby, and when she released him he almost ran from her presence.

She was halfway up the stairs when she remembered something with a shock and gasped. How careless of her! How criminally negligent! She came quickly down the stairs, glanced left and right, went straight to the drawer of her desk, unlocked it with trembling hands, and took out a small red bundle. Her hand was shaking as she opened the top of the anthracite stove and dropped the deadly clue on to the coal, pressing it down with a short steel poker. She saw the little metal tag in the corner, and shivered. To have left that in the drawer, where a prying police officer could find it! It was madness. When she sat down on the chair at the desk she was shaking from head to foot.

She crossed again to the stove, wondered which was the damper, and pulled a rod at random before she resumed her place at the desk. She was waiting for the inevitable questions, and had framed in advance answers most satisfactory to herself and least informative to the police.

It was no new experience to Lady Lebanon. All her life she had been pretending and interpreting and striving to hide one secret after another. But now she felt she was facing the supreme test, and that on its outcome depended life itself.
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Sergeant Totty was amusing, was lazy, was difficult, was many things that a sergeant of detectives should not be, but he was an excellent bloodhound. He found the first impression of a high heel on the very edge of the drive; the second within a few feet of the car.

He found something else: a tiny silver-topped bottle, half filled with a powerful aromatic fluid. This was an accidental discovery and was at a point nearly fifty yards south of the place where the car had stood. Near the bushes where Amersham was found he could see nothing, neither shoe-marks nor any other indication. But on a bare patch, where the grass grew sparsely and it was a little muddy, he found not only the marks of a heel, but of a pointed foot, sole as well.

He was in the midst of his investigations and glanced round to find he was being watched by an interested American footman. “Looking for clues, Mr. Totty? I guess that’s the mark of her ladyship’s shoe. She was around here this morning.”

“She didn’t leave her room this morning, my boy,” said Totty.

“Is that so? Well, I wasn’t here myself and I’m only depending on what these servants tell me. They saw her leave her room, and Brooks saw her leave her room, and I dare say other people did.”

“Why here?” asked Totty, and then he was suddenly inspired. He made an elaborate search of his pockets. “Have you got a cigarette?”

Gilder felt in the inside of his jacket, produced a silver case, opened and offered it. “They’re Chesterfords,” he said calmly. “The same as you picked up this morning. As a matter of fact, I smoked one just before you cops arrived — I was rattled.”

“How do you know I picked it up?”

“You didn’t pick it up. Mr. Ferraby found it.” Gilder smiled broadly. “I’d be a good detective, Mr. Totty. I not only find clues but I can make ‘em!”

Totty thought it beneath his dignity to reply. He continued his search, moving down across the broad meadow to a belt of trees that ran parallel with the road. Presently he got to a point where he had a clear view of the gamekeeper’s cottage. He was turning back when he saw a small camp stool under a tree. The thin grass about it was uttered with the ash of pipe tobacco, and on one side of the stool he saw lying on the grass a half-smoked pipe. He saw, too, a tiny knot of unsmoked mixture and at least a dozen burnt matches. Somebody had sat here, watching. There was the mark of nailed boots.

Then he made another discovery. The grass that ran behind the trees was long, and in this he found a double-barrelled gun. It could not have been there more than twentyfour hours, for there was no rust on it. Both barrels were loaded he found when he broke it. Slipping the cartridges into his pocket, and after another search, he came slowly back to where he had left Gilder.

The footman was not in sight, but walked out of the main entrance to greet him. “Hullo, sergeant!” he began, and then his eyes fell upon the gun, and the whole expression of his face changed. “Where did you get that?” he asked.

“If there’s any questioning to be done, I’ll do it,” said Totty curtly.

He inspected the barrels more carefully; the gun had not been fired; there was no fouling nor was there any scent of smoke. “Do you know this?” he asked.

“It looks like one of the gamekeeper’s.”

“You don’t know this, I suppose?” Totty took the pipe from his pocket.

“No, sir, I don’t remember it,” said Gilder stolidly. “I don’t smoke pipes myself. Maybe, if you analyse the ashes you’ll find another clue, Mr. Totty. I seem to remember reading in a book—”

“Where is Mr. Tanner?” asked the sergeant sharply.

Tanner was upstairs. He was still making his search, and it had not been unprofitable. He had passed from room to room under the guidance of Brooks. Lord Lebanon’s apartment was small, more modernly furnished than any other. The biggest room was that occupied by Isla Crane, a gloomy panelled apartment with raftered roof. It must have remained unchanged for two hundred years. There was little furniture: a big four-poster bed, a dressing-table, a settee and a few chairs emphasised its bareness.

“It’s the old lord’s room,” explained Brooks. “That’s what it’s called, mister. Full of ghosts. It’s the one room in the house that gives me the creeps.”

Tanner passed slowly along the wall, tapping panel by panel, and Brooks watched him curiously. “There are plenty of secret panels in this house, but none of them practicable, I guess.”

“You’ve been on the stage, haven’t you?” asked Tanner.

“Yeah, two years on the road. How did you guess that? Oh, ‘practicable.’ You can’t forget those words. Once a pro, always a pro, eh?”

If there were secret panels here Tanner could not discover them. There were many that sounded hollow. “Which is Lady Lebanon’s room?”

“I’ll show you.”

Brooks waited till he was out and locked the door. Her ladyship’s apartment was on the other side of the passage, more cheerful than the old lord’s room. There was a desk here, and two or three Persian rugs, and the bed and the fittings were modern.

Tanner made a very careful general survey before he proceeded to a closer inspection. He saw a loose red cover on the desk. He picked it up; it was an ABC timetable.

“Does Lady Lebanon travel a great deal?” he asked.

“Why, no, but she asked Gilder to go up to town and I guess she was looking up a train.”

“Gilder went by car and returned by car,” said Tanner. “Think up another explanation.”

There were a few papers in the waste basket. He scooped them up and put them on the table, looking at them one by one. There was nothing at all of interest until he came to a half-sheet of notepaper on which a few figures were scribbled in a column:

“630, 83, 10, 105.”

They had been scrawled in blue pencil, and a blue pencil was on the desk. At first they puzzled him, and then he realised that they had some connection with the A B C and that they referred to trains which left at 6.30, 8.3, 10 and 10.5. He puzzled over this. Why four trains? And to what destination did trains leave at 10 and arrive five minutes later? The solution came to him instinctively. There were two trains jotted down here, one that started at 6.30 and arrived at 8.3, and one that started at 10 and arrived five minutes later, and that was hardly possible. He put the piece of paper in his pocket. There might be a perfectly simple explanation for the note, but it was his experience that those matters which were susceptible to a simple explanation were difficult to explain when the screw was applied.

10-10.5. Of course, a Continental trip. There was a boat train that left at 10 in the morning. Where would it arrive at 10.5? Aix la Chapelle? Somewhere between Paris and Dijon? Some place short of Chambery? He could not fit in the times.

“Here is a room that perhaps you ought to see, captain,” said Brooks, as he swung along the passage. “It’s a guest-room, where Dr. Amersham used to stay when he slept here at nights.”

Tanner stopped dead. “What room is that?” He pointed to a door which Brooks had passed without notice.

“Oh, that’s the lumber-room.”

“I’d like to have a look at it,” said Tanner.

“Say, captain, there’s nothing there,” protested the man.

“There’s something there you didn’t want me to see,” said Tanner calmly. “That is why you started that bright line of talk about Amersham’s room. Open it.”

The man stood squarely before him, his thumbs in his waistcoat pockets. “I haven’t got the key of that room. If I had it wouldn’t be worth looking into. There’s a lot of old junk—”

“Go and get the key.”

“You’d better ask her ladyship for it. I don’t carry keys around,” replied the man sulkily. Nobody guessed you wanted to look in an old lumber-room.”

“I guessed I did,” said Bill, “and I generally guess right.” He tapped the panel of the door. It sounded unusually solid. “You like a nice heavy door for your lumber-room, eh? Afraid of the furniture walking out?” He bent his head and listened, but there was no sound from inside. “All right, we’ll pass that — but we’re coming back.”

Brooks went on, silenced by something. He threw open the door of Amersham’s room and jerked his head to the interior. “There’s nothing here, but maybe you’ll think it’s worth looking into.”

There was literally nothing of Amersham’s personal belongings, Tanner discovered. Coming out of the room he saw Totty with a gun under his arm.

“Can I see you for a minute?” said the sergeant. He came into Amersham’s room and closed the door. “I found this,” he said, and gave a brief account of his other discoveries. “It’s the gamekeeper’s gun and probably his pipe.”

“What made him leave them behind?” said Tanner thoughtfully. “Let me see the cartridges.” He inspected the shells and handed them back. “Rather heavy shot for a gamekeeper to use, and fatal, I should guess, if it was fired at poachers. Tilling, of course. The position tells you that. He was sitting there, watching his cottage, and I can pretty well guess who he was looking for. Then something happened that made him drop his pipe and his gun — what was it?”

“I’ve sent down for him,” said Totty, and the big man nodded his approval.

“About that cigarette, Totty. It’s as clear as daylight that Gilder was getting his story in first. That fellow’s got a nerve! He’s not satisfied with giving an alibi to himself, but he hands one to Lady Lebanon. She must have gone down when she heard about the murder — and that was long before the body was found. Why didn’t she go to the place where the body lay?” asked Tanner. “Why did she wander fifty yards south and never go near the bush where they found Amersham? Shall I tell you, Totty? Because she didn’t know he was there. And she didn’t know he was there because she couldn’t see, and because nobody knew he was there. She thought he was there and she was looking for him.”

He looked up at the ceiling, his chin in his fingers. “The question is, was Gilder there? I don’t think he was. At least, she didn’t see him. He may have come on the scene a bit later, or he may have been there all the time unknown to her I’ll be interested to hear what Mr. Tilling has to say.”

“It’s a funny sort of place,” said Totty.

“It doesn’t make me laugh,” said Bill.

There were three separate telephone services in Marks Priory each communicating directly to the outside world. This was rather unusual in a big house, which generally has a central switchboard.

In Mr. Kelver’s pantry was one instrument, and this Tanner used to get in touch with Scotland Yard. He came through to one of his office searchers. “I want a list of every train that leaves any station in England at six-thirty and arrives at its destination at eight-three, and I want another list showing the trains that leave at ten o’clock, either in the morning or night, and arrive at tenfive the same day or the following morning. I don’t know what stations they go from; you’ve got to find that out.”

What was Lady Lebanon’s plan? Where did she intend going in the wild panic following her discovery? The body had not been found till just before eleven o’clock in the morning but the murder must have been committed at least twelve hours before — and she knew, and was planning — what? A getaway? That was hardly likely — She was not that kind, unless for the moment she was overbalanced by the horror of her discovery.

He was on his way back to the hall to interrogate Lady Lebanon when Totty met him with a startling piece of information. “Tilling’s not in Marks Thornton,” he said. “He left early this morning, and nobody knows where he’s gone.”

Tanner whistled, “Does anybody in the house know?”

“No; I’ve spoken to his lordship, but he had very little to do with the man. I asked him to see his mother, but she knows nothing either.”

Tanner considered this. “Who told you about Tilling leaving early this morning?”

“His wife. Rather an affable young lady.” Totty straightened his tie.

“Don’t allow her to be too affable,” said Tanner. “I’ll see her. Is she here?”

“No; I asked her to come to the hall, but she wouldn’t. I’ll tell you something, guv’nor; this girl knows a lot. She’s as jumpy as the young lady outside.”

“Miss Crane — she’s jumpy too, is she?”

Totty’s lips curled. “Ferraby’s doing his best to soothe her nerves, but he hasn’t got far.”

“Very well,” said Tanner. “Show me the way to the cottage.” They crossed Priory Fields, passed the bushes where the body had been found, through the gate and up the flagged path of the little garden before the cottage. As they came to the door it was opened. Tanner remembered the woman, though he had only seen her once. Her face was white and drawn. Here was another who had had little sleep on the previous night. She looked at the chief inspector fearfully, hesitated a moment, and then invited him in a husky voice to come in. He followed her into the pleasant little parlour.

“It’s about Johnny, isn’t it?” Her voice was strained. “I don’t know where he is. He left very early this morning.”

“Where did he go?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know…he didn’t tell me very much.”

“What time did he come in last night?”

Again the hesitation. “It was early this morning. He came in and went out, and that’s all I know.”

Tanner smiled benevolently. “Now, Mrs. Tilling, let me hear a few facts. And please don’t be too careful. You’re not shielding anybody — you are just laying suspicion on them. What time did your husband come in? Were you in bed?” She nodded. “He woke you? What time was it?”

“About one o’clock,” she said. “I heard the water running in the kitchen — the tap’s just behind my bed — in the other room I mean — I got up to see what it was.” Then without warning, she dropped her head on her arm and began to sob. “Oh, my God! Isn’t it awful? Both of them. Amersham too!”

He waited till she was calmer. “Mrs. Tilling, you’ll be doing me a great service, and probably doing yourself one, if you tell me exactly what happened last night. You’ve a lot to tell which you haven’t told. When do you expect your husband back?”

“I don’t know,” she said, with a catch in her voice. “I hope I never see him again.”

“Where has he gone?”

“He didn’t tell me.”

“You heard the water running. What was he doing?” He saw her lips close tightly. “Was he washing?”

“It was nothing — just a scratch,” she said quickly, and tried to make her statement more innocuous. “He got into some holly bushes.”



“Where was the scratch, on his hand?”

“Yes, there weren’t many.”

“Both hands.” She did not answer. “Did you lend him something to bind them up? Come, come, Mrs. Tilling. He was hurt, wasn’t he, and you helped him? Did you have to bind up his hands with a bandage or something?”

“No, he used a handkerchief. The cuts weren’t bad.”

“Had he been fighting?”

She dropped her eyes. “I suppose so,” she said, after a while. “He’s very quarrelsome.”

“Now tell me this: before he went out did he change his clothes?”

She looked from side to side like somebody trapped. “Yes, he did.”

“Where are the clothes he took off?”

Inspector Tanner had intuition which made a great deal of his investigations appear to be guesswork. He progressed from step to step, taking advantage of every slip that his victims made. Invariably he started with no predetermined course of examination — his questions arose out of answers, and were invariably successful.

It was a long time before Mrs. Tilling would tell the story, and when she did it was worth hearing.
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At half-past one (evidently she was not quite sure of the time) she heard her husband come in. She was awake, and not, as she first said, in bed at all. It struck Bill that she was expecting somebody, for she admitted being in the drawingroom with the lights out. The blinds were up, and she saw Tilling come quickly through the gate, and went out to meet him.

He told her nothing of what had happened except that he had had a little fight, and she asked him if it was with Dr. Amersham — (Tanner passed this statement without probing too deeply), but he protested that he had not seen Dr. Amersham. His coat was torn; the velvet collar of it was hanging, and there were wounds on both hands as if he had been fighting with a wild animal.

She put some iodine on his hands and bandaged the worst of the cuts with a silk handkerchief. He had changed “into a pepper and salt suit,” and had left the house at half-past three, wheeling his bicycle. She produced coat and breeches from the outhouse, and the coat gave evidence of hard usage. There was a smudge of blood on the front which probably came from his hands; two buttons were torn off and a third was hanging.

“Was his face damaged at all?”

“Yes, it was,” she admitted, “but there was no cut — only a bruise. He was terribly upset, and wouldn’t give me a word of explanation, except that he’d had a fight with some poachers, and he’d lost his gun.”

Bill checked and re-checked the story, and was leaving when he had an inspiration. “Did he give you any money before he left?”

She was reluctant to answer this question, but presently she produced four new five-pound notes.

“I’ll take the numbers of those,” said Tanner. He saw they were consecutive. “Had he any more?”

“Yes, he had quite a big lot that he took these from. He said he’d be back in five or six weeks, and that’s all I know, Mr. Tanner. I’ll swear he didn’t kill the doctor. He’s a bad-tempered man, but he’s not that kind. And he didn’t kill Studd, either. I asked him before he went, and he went down on his knees and swore he’d never seen Studd on the night he was murdered.”

“How many pipes had your husband?”

She was surprised at the question, but gave a satisfactory answer. “Only one — he stuck to one pipe until it was burnt out, and then bought another. He was very ‘particular’ about his pipes, and paid good prices for them.”

He checked the time again. “He left at half-past three. You’re sure of the time?” It might have been later, she thought. Her clock had stopped on the night before, and she had not thought to look at her watch, so that she depended on a recollection of the church chimes. Apparently she had forgotten the diamond watch she wore, or possibly it was a better ornament than a timekeeper.

Clear of the cottage, Tanner handed the numbers of the notes to Totty. “Go down to the bank in the village, and see if you can trace those notes, where they came from, and if they’ve ever passed through any account at Marks Thornton. Take a squad car. I shall want you, so hurry. And, Totty, get through to the Yard; ask them to issue to the press an inquiry addressed to all tobacconists who may have sold a briar pipe to a man between eight-thirty and ten. It’s a patent pipe called the ‘Orsus.’”

“You mean Tilling’s?”

Tanner nodded. “A man who loses a favourite pipe invariably buys one like it. Arrange to examine all answers to the inquiry, and tell them to get me a full description of the man who purchased it.”

The mystery of the timetable was a mystery no longer. He hurried back to the house, overtaking Ferraby and Isla. She was calm now. Whatever inquiries Ferraby had made must have been of the gentlest character.

“She says she knows nothing, and yet I’m sure she knows a great deal,” said Ferraby, who followed him into the hall. He was troubled, for he was taking a personal interest in the case of Isla Crane.

She waited until Tanner had gone before she found the young detective. “He frightens me,” she said, in a low voice.

Ferraby smiled. “Mr. Tanner? He’s the nicest man in the world.”

She turned her head. Her hearing was very sensitive. “I think he’s calling you,” she said.

Lady Lebanon found her there, sitting on the big Knole couch, her head in her hands, and just at that moment Isla was in her mind. “Isla!”

The girl sprang up. “Do you want me, Lady Lebanon?”

She heard a little laugh behind her. Willie Lebanon was standing on the stairs. “I say, all this ‘Lady Lebanon’ stuff is rather stupid, isn’t it? Why not something more friendly? Why not something reasonable?” He caught his mother’s eyes and stopped.

“Where have you been, Willie?”

“I’ve been trying to work up an interest in police investigation,” he said flippantly. “Nobody seems particularly anxious to employ me as an amateur detective. They’re all so busy chasing shadows—”

“There is no need for you to interfere with them,” she said sharply.

He half turned to go, changed his mind and came back. “I’m not sorry about Amersham,” he said stoutly. “I’m telling you the truth, mother, although I know it annoys you. Naturally, one hates to see a fellow go out…but he was an awful outsider, and I’m relieved, and that’s the truth.”

“You may go, Willie.” Her voice was like ice, but still he waited.

“They asked me if I’d heard anything, and I said ‘Yes’. I hadn’t, of course, but I thought maybe they’d take a little interest in me, but, bless your heart, that fellow Totty tied me up in knots in two twinks! If only somebody thought I was important enough to take me into a nice, quiet room and quiz me — that’s an American phrase, mother dear—”

“Willie, when you’ve finished being stupidly sarcastic, I’d be glad if you’d go. I want to speak to Isla.” He could not contend against a direct order, and lounged out of the room, a very bored and discontented young man.

She went to the great archway which commanded a view of the corridor, listened a moment at the foot of the stairs. “What is the matter with you?” she asked quickly. “Tell me, before this man comes back. My God! What is the matter with you?”

Isla was interlacing her fingers one in the other, her bosom was rising and falling quickly. “Nothing,” she blurted. “What did you think was the matter with me?” She rose from the settee again and walked across to the desk where Lady Lebanon was seated.

“I opened the drawer of your desk this morning, and I found a little red scarf with a metal tag on the corner,” she almost wailed. Lady Lebanon’s face hardened. “I don’t think it ought to be there. It was stupid of you to keep it there.”

“Why did you open the drawer of my desk?” The older woman carefully articulated every word.

“I wanted the chequebook,” said Isla impatiently. “Why do you keep that scarf there?”

Lady Lebanon’s lips curled. “My dear child, you’re dreaming. Which drawer?” When the girl pointed, she unlocked and pulled open the receptacle. “There’s nothing there. Isla, you mustn’t let these things get on your nerves.”

“These things!” The girl was almost hysterical. “How can you speak so lightly about it! A man killed like a brute!” Her voice was trembling. “I hated him. I loathed him. He was always so beastly with me—”

Lady Lebanon came to her feet. “Always so beastly with you? What do you mean?” she asked. “Made love to you?” incredulously. “Amersham?”

The girl’s gesture was one of utter helplessness. She walked back to the end of the couch, and leaned on it, her head on her arms. “I can’t go on staying here,” she said. “I can’t do it.”

Again Lady Lebanon smiled slowly.

“You’ve been staying here for quite a long time,” she said.

She searched methodically for a letter on her desk, and presently she found it. “I sent your mother her quarterly cheque on Monday, and had such a charming letter from her this morning. The two girls at school are so happy! She said how wonderful it was to feel safe and secure after the hard time she’s been through.”

The hint was too plain to be mistaken. Isla Crane had pitied this hard woman; for the moment she hated her. It was wicked of her to throw this reminder in her face, and tell her in so many words that her mother’s and her sister’s happiness depended upon her complaisance. “You know that I wouldn’t be here a day if it weren’t for her and the girls,” she breathed. “She doesn’t know what I’m doing — she’d rather starve.”

Lady Lebanon listened again. It was the sound of Tanner’s voice. “For heaven’s sake don’t be hysterical,” she said, “I’m doing you a great service.” Again she pronounced every word with the greatest care. “When you are Lady Lebanon you will find me very broadminded about your married life. You understand that? Very broadminded.”

Isla looked at her puzzled. It was not the first time she had used that very expression. What did she mean? But her ladyship offered no elucidation.

“I saw you outside with a young policeman. I hope you weren’t in a state of nerves when you were talking to him?”

“He’s very nice,” said the girl wearily. “‘ In fact, much nicer than I—”

“Than you deserve? Don’t be silly. I’m sure he’s very agreeable. He talks well. He must have been to a good school.”

Isla had the name of the school, and her ladyship lifted her eyebrows. “Really? Quite an interesting public school — not of the first class perhaps, but I have known quite a number of very nice creatures who went there. In the police force — how absurd! That’s the war, I suppose. What is his name?”

Isla was in no mood for small talk, but the young police officer occupied a distinct territory of her mind.

“John Ferraby,” she said, and saw Lady Lebanon’s eyes open wider.

“Ferraby? One of the Somerset Ferrabys? Lord Lesserfield’s family? The man who put the leopards in his quarterings — quite without authority?”

“I suppose so,” said the girl listlessly. “Yes, he comes from Somerset.”

Lady Lebanon looked at her with a speculative eye. The thought that went through her mind was happily for Isla Crane, unexpressed. “There’s no reason why you shouldn’t know him, though you mustn’t speak to him about Amersham. Made love to you, did he?”

Isla turned impatiently. “He’s dead now. O God, how awful!”

“If this young man should ask you questions—”

The girl turned quickly. “He hasn’t asked me anything. We were talking about people we know. Mr. Tanner will ask me questions. What am I to tell him?”

“My dear, you will tell him just what it is necessary he should know.”

Then Ferraby came in. “Oh, I beg your pardon, but Mr. Tanner was looking for you. I’ll tell him you’re here.”

“Don’t go, Mr. Ferraby. I’ll see Mr. Tanner.” She gathered up her letters at leisure. “My niece was telling me you are related to the Lesserfields.”

Ferraby was a little embarrassed. “Well, yes — he’s a sort of relation of mine — very, very distant. One doesn’t worry about that sort of thing.”

“You should,” she said sharply. “It’s the finest thing in the world to be a member — even a cadet member — of a great family. To know that your stock has continued in authority through the ages, and will go on through thousands of years. Where is Mr. Tanner?”

“I left him in the butler’s room. He was telephoning to town.”

She smiled graciously. “I will even go to the butler’s room,” she said.

Ferraby was impressed. “Good Lord!” he said, half to himself. “She belongs to the Middle Ages.”

“She belongs to this age,” said the girl ruefully.

“How odd!” He shook his head. “Lesserfield quite impressed her — of course I know him; he’s a perfectly stupid ass, and even more broke than I am.” There was a silence; she looked up to find his eyes fixed on her. “Do you mind if I ask you a question?”

She shook her head.

“What makes you so nervous?”

Isla tried to fence. “I told Lady Lebanon that you didn’t ask me questions.”

“And I let you down? Well, it was quite friendly. Why are you so jumpy?”

“Am I?” she asked innocently.

“You are. All the time you seem to be looking round as though you expected a bogey man to appear out of one of your secret panels — I suppose there are secret panels in this old house? What are you afraid of?”

She forced a smile. “Of the police,” and, when he shook his head: “What happened last night I’m afraid of really.”

He was not satisfied. “You’ve been like this for a long time, haven’t you?”

“Who told you that?” she asked quickly.

Then the police officer in him took a holiday. “I wish I could be of some service to you. Do you think I could be?”

She looked up at him; there was a hint of suspicion in her gaze. “I suppose you want me to confide in you — officially?”

He should have said “yes.” It was his job to worm out every little secret she had, but he knew he would hate himself.

“You’re not my idea of a policeman,” she said unexpectedly.

“That’s very rude or very complimentary,” he said. “You’re not really afraid of me — you can’t be.”

“Why not?”

It was a staggering question which he could not answer.

“I’m not afraid of anything,” she went on, and looked round quickly to the stairs. “There’s somebody there,” she whispered. “They’re listening.”

He ran to the stairs and looked up. There was nobody in sight, and he came back to her, more thoughtful than ever.

“Are all you people afraid of being spied on? When Lord Lebanon came to Scotland Yard this morning he had the same fear. There’s something in this house that’s got you all down. What is it?” She did not answer. “What is it?” he asked again, and when she shook her head: “What is the secret of Marks Priory?”

Her smile was entirely artificial. “That sounds almost like the title of a sensational book, with Mr. Tanner as the hero.” And then, seriously: “Is he very clever?”

“Tanner? Rather — the cleverest man at Scotland Yard. He’s got an uncanny instinct for the truth.”

There was a silence.

“Whom does he suspect?”

He laughed at this. “Everybody, I should imagine.”

Then, to his surprise, she came quickly towards him and gripped the lapel of his coat. She was agitated; he could feel her trembling. “I want to ask you something…Suppose one knew who committed this horrible murder…and didn’t tell the police…I mean, kept it to oneself…Is that an offence?…I mean, is it…would it be a crime?”

He nodded. “Yes, the person who knew might be charged with being an accessory.” He was sorry he had said this when he saw the effect upon her. “Whoever knows ought to tell,” he said gently. “It might be easier to tell me.”

She took hold of herself again. “I don’t know,” she said jerkily. “Why should I know? You think because I’m jumpy…These things don’t get on your nerves! I suppose a case like this really doesn’t matter to you. Isn’t that strange?”

“This case matters,” he said quietly, “quite a lot.”

It was on the tip of her tongue to ask why, but she knew the question was unnecessary. “I suppose you’ve got a very matter-of-fact name for this dreadful thing — Case No. 6, or something like that?”

It was a pitiful attempt to banter him and bring the talk to a lighter tone. He shook his head again. “No; to me it’s the Case of the Frightened Lady.”

“You mean me?” she said breathlessly.

“Yes, I mean you.”

Then she saw him sniff, and asked: “What is it?”

He looked at the floor, under the desk, behind the sofa. “Something’s burning. Can’t you smell it? Has somebody dropped a cigarette on the carpet?”

“I hope not. If Lady Lebanon knows there will be trouble,” she said.

Then he saw the stove, went to it and lifted the top. Lady Lebanon had not pulled the damper as she had imagined. She had still further deadened the fire, and only now had it slowly burnt through to the top stratum, and that was where the smell came from.

“Somebody’s been burning stuff here,” he said, peering down. “A piece of cloth — I can still see the fibre. You can smell it now, can’t you?”

She stood stiffly at the foot of the stairs, her face set. “No, I don’t smell anything.” She spoke in so low a tone that he could hardly hear her.

Totty came in at that moment. He, too, sniffed.

“Come here and look at this.”

Totty crossed to the stove. “Looks like a bit of linen.”

As Ferraby was about to move it with a poker: “Don’t touch it,” said Totty excitedly. “Do you see that little piece of metal where the corner was? It’s melting, but you can see it. Where’s Tanner?”

He looked at the girl. She was struck speechless. Too well she knew the significance now of that pungent smell of burning cloth! That was where it had gone. She had seen it in the drawer that morning. Lady Lebanon must have forgotten until the last moment, indeed, till the police were in the house, to destroy that terrible piece of evidence.

Then she found her voice. “Mr. Tanner is in the butler’s room,” she said, and, turning, ran up the stairs.
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Tanner came in haste and made his inspection. The burning coal had consumed the scarf, but the fairylike gossamer of its fibre was still visible. The contour of the metal tag corresponded with the coal on which it rested, but the fact that it was a tag, similar to that which had been found about the throat of Studd, about the throat of Ferraby, and in Dr. Amersham’s desk, was beyond dispute.

Her ladyship had followed him at her leisure, and found him alone.

“Something burning in the stove?” she asked lightly. “Probably it’s silk. Yes, I think it was. I was making a doll’s dress last night for the village bazaar. I found the cuttings on my table, and burnt them.”

“These were not cuttings,” said Tanner quietly. “These were of a piece. I suggest these remains are of a scarf, an Indian scarf, probably red; it has the manufacturer’s trade mark sewn in the corner. I suppose you’ve never seen such a thing? But Dr. Amersham did.”

She looked at him quickly. “I don’t understand you.”

“I found such a scarf in Amersham’s desk when I searched it last night,” said Tanner.

He went to the door; Ferraby and Totty were within call, and he gave them instructions, which were audible to her ladyship.

“Nobody must come into the room while we’re talking.”

“Does that mean I’m a prisoner?”

“It means I don’t want to be interrupted.”

She sat down and folded her hands on the writing table before her. “You want to ask me some questions? I’m afraid I am not going to be of very much assistance to you.”

“I’m hoping you are,” said Tanner. “I shall not only ask you questions. Lady Lebanon, but I shall tell you a few facts of which you believe and hope I am ignorant. That amuses you?”

“Don’t grudge me a little amusement on this horrible day,” she said.

He admired her. He had met many men and many women, but none like the cultured and delicate woman who held such complete control of herself and her circumstances, possibly of her fate.

“There is a room upstairs. Lady Lebanon. Your man could not open it for me. He called it a lumber-room.”

“Then it must be the lumber room,” she said lightly.

Bill shook his head. “On the first floor, in one of the best positions in the house? That’s a queer place for a lumber-room.”

She shrugged her thin shoulders. “We call it the lumber-room. Really it’s a store where I keep one or two valuables.”

“Have you the key?”

“I never open that room.”

The metal was in her voice again.

Interruption came. The stairway leading into the hall was unguarded. Lord Lebanon came down and overheard the last words. For the moment she did not see the young man. “Mr. Tanner, I’ll tell you the truth,” she said. “It was the room where my husband died. It hasn’t been opened since that day.”

“Oh, I say, mother! Do you mean the room with the heavy door, Mr. Tanner? Why, I’ve seen it open lots of times.”

She fixed him with her menacing black eyes. “You’re quite mistaken, Willie. That room has never been opened, and you have never seen it open.”

“Well, I’d like to see it opened,” said Tanner.

“I’m afraid you can’t.”

“I’m sorry, but I must insist.”

“Be reasonable, Mr. Tanner.” She was amiable, unresentful. “What is there in that room that could interest you? There’s nothing there but a few old pictures. I should have imagined that the scope of your inquiry lay outside the house.”

“The scope of my inquiry, Lady Lebanon, lies just where want it to lie,” said Tanner sternly.

“Really, mother—”

This time their eyes met. “Would you mind leaving us for a little while, Lord Lebanon? You will find my entertaining sergeant in the corridor.” He waited for the young man to disappear. “Now, Lady Lebanon, you realise, of course, that I can get a search warrant?”

She stiffened at this. “It would be outrageous if you did,” she said, haughtily. “No magistrate in this county would grant such a thing.” And then, with a change of voice: “Do I understand you want to ask me something? What is it about?”

There was nothing to be gained at the moment by pursuing the question of the closed room. It would be a simple matter to obtain a search warrant, and he had already made a request to London for that instrument.

“Curiously enough, I want to speak to you about the murder of Dr. Amersham,” he said.

When Bill Tanner was conducting an examination he was a restless man. He paced from the stove to the centre of the big room, passed round the Knole couch, walked to the foot of the stairs, and from the foot of the stairs to the entrance of the corridor, and possibly this was the most unnerving feature of a cross-examination which in the annals of Scotland Yard remains a classic.

“That is why I am here,” he repeated. “For no other reason, except to investigate the murder by strangulation of Dr. Leicester Amersham.”

“I think I have told you—”

“You told me you know nothing whatever about it, but I haven’t that illusion. Lady Lebanon, when did you last see Dr. Amersham alive?”

She was not looking at him now. The crucial test had come. “I didn’t see him this morning—” she began.

“That I realise,” said Tanner patiently. “He wasn’t alive this morning. The medical evidence is that he was killed last night, probably between eleven o’clock and midnight. When did you last see him alive?”

“Yesterday morning — or it may have been the day before. I am not quite sure.” She had hardly said this before she knew she had committed a stupid blunder.

“He was here at eleven o’clock last night, probably until within a few minutes of his death,” said Tanner. “He was here in this room, talking to you.”

Her chin went up. “You’ve been talking to my servants?”

The very fatuity of the charge almost upset Tanner’s gravity. “Naturally I have been,” he said. “You don’t think that’s very remarkable, do you, Lady Lebanon?”

“It would have been a little more decent if you had come to me first,” she snapped.

“Well, I have come to you.” Bill Tanner’s smile was very sweet, very disarming, but it did not disarm Lady Lebanon. Rather was she raising her defences with all the reserves she could summon. “And you tell me it was yesterday morning you saw him, or it may have been the day before. Here is a man murdered — rather an impressive fact.”

She frowned. “I don’t quite follow you.”

“If you had a friend who, soon after you saw him, met with a fatal accident, wouldn’t you say immediately; ‘Why, I was speaking to him only an hour before!’ That is what I mean by an impressive fact.”

“Dr. Amersham was not a friend,” she said in a low voice. “He was a self-willed man who saw nobody’s but his own point of view.”

Tanner nodded. “So the fact that he was murdered within a few hundred yards of this room really doesn’t matter?”

Again she stiffened. “That is a little insolent, Mr. — Inspector—”

“Tanner,” said Bill. “Yes, I suppose it is. Doesn’t it strike you. Lady Lebanon, that your own attitude is peculiar? I don’t say arrogant. I am a detective officer, investigating the murder of Dr. Amersham. You tell me you cannot remember when you saw him last, although he was with you up to a few moments of his death. You suggest you cannot fix the time, because he was not a friend of yours, but just a self-willed man. That seems a little inadequate, doesn’t it? If he wasn’t a friend, what was he doing here at eleven?”

“He came to see me.”

“As a doctor?” She nodded. “At your request?”

She thought before she answered. “No, he dropped in.”

“At eleven o’clock at night?” Tanner was incredulous.

“I had a touch of neuritis in my arm.”

“But you didn’t send for him? He just guessed you had neuritis, and drove down from London in his car to treat you? Did he write a prescription?” She did not answer. “He left you at twelve and drove down the Long Avenue — isn’t that what you call it? Halfway down somebody jumped on the back of his car and strangled him as he sat at the wheel.”

“I know nothing whatever about that,” she said quickly.

“They found the car from which he was evidently dragged abandoned at the other side of the village.”

These unnecessary details maddened her. She had gone over every aspect of the case, not once but a hundred times. “Really I’m not interested,” she was trapped into saying, and Bill Tanner was genuinely shocked.

“Lady Lebanon! You’ve known this gentleman for years; he was a constant visitor — your own doctor and friend, and you’re not interested in his brutal murder?”

She drew a long breath. “I’m terribly sorry, of course. It was an awful thing to have happened.”

He was a long time before he asked the next question; her nerves were on edge.

“What did Dr. Amersham know?” he asked.

She shot a quick glance at him, and shook her head. “What did he know?” repeated Tanner. “Your last words to him as he left the room were these.”

He took a notebook from his pocket, and considered it with great deliberation.

“You stood there” — he pointed to a place near where she was sitting— “you spoke in an angry voice. You said: ‘Nobody would believe you if you told them. Tell them if you dare! And don’t forget that you are as deeply in it as anybody. You’ve always wanted to handle Willie’s money.’”

He closed the book with a slap. “Those may not have been the exact words, but they are the sense of the words. What was he deeply in?” She did not answer. “What did you dare him to tell?”

For the moment she was stricken dumb, devastated by the accuracy of his information; and then it came to her whence it had been obtained, and her pale cheeks went pink with fury.

“Jackson told you, of course — my maid.” She spoke rapidly. “She is an utterly dishonest and untrustworthy girl, and I’ve discharged her. If yon listen to discharged servants, Mr. Tanner—”

Tanner waggled his head wearily. “I listen to anybody — that’s my job. How long was your husband, the late Lord Lebanon, ill before he died?”

She was not prepared for this sudden and violent change of angle, and had to think. “Fifteen years,”

“Who attended him?”

“Dr. Amersham.” The words came reluctantly. Out came Tanner’s notebook again.

“Although he was ill so long, he died rather suddenly, didn’t he? I’ve got the particulars of the certificate here. It is signed by Leicester Amersham, L.R.C.P., M.R.C.S.” The book went back to his pocket. She wondered what would be the next question he would ask, prompted by its pages. “During his illness you administered his affairs, you and Dr. Amersham?”

She nodded. “I found his name on a number of leases he signed under a general power of attorney.”

She felt on safer ground now, and had the impression that the crisis of the examination was past. “Yes; my husband liked the doctor, and he did help to administer his estate, as you say.”

She waited. Tanner was looking at her, and when he spoke his voice was quiet, almost pleasantly conversational. “Why did you marry again?”

The full significance of the question did not at first reach her. Then she came to her feet. “That is not true!” she breathed.

“Why did you marry again, at Peterfield Parish Church — and marry Leicester Charles Amersham? The ceremony was, I think, performed by the Rev. John Hastings.”

She swayed for a second, and then very slowly sat down. “Who told you that?”

Bill Tanner smiled. “A certain register of marriages told me that. I inspected it at Peterfield. I was a little curious, to tell you the truth, Lady Lebanon, as to why the Rev. John Hastings and Dr. Amersham should be on friendly terms — they were so unalike — and I rather gathered that the friendship was based upon a service which Hastings had rendered. I took the trouble to go down to Peterfield. Why did you marry him three months after your husband died, and why did you keep the marriage a secret?”

There was a small crystal jug of water on her table. She poured a little into a glass with a steady hand and sipped it, and Bill waited, curious and expectant.

“The marriage was forced on me,” she said. “Dr. Amersham was an adventurer of the lowest kind. He was a penniless doctor in the Indian Army. He blackmailed me into marriage.”

“How?” A twist of her shoulder was the only answer. “What hold did he have on you? You know you can’t blackmail people unless you know something to their detriment. Had you broken the law?”

“I’ll not answer.” Her mouth closed like a trap. “I refuse to answer. I know that he had — he was a thief and a forger; he was kicked out of the army.”

Tanner nodded. “He may have been all those things, but he was here last night at eleven or twelve. He threatened you, and was killed a few minutes later, and you’re not very interested!”

Her face flushed again. “Why should I be? I’m glad he’s—” She stopped suddenly.

“You’re glad he’s dead?” suggested Tanner. “And now you remember something, and you aren’t so glad?”

She muttered a sentence which he could not hear. He thought she said that he was absurd, and was probably right.

He waited till he saw her grow tense again, and then: “As to your first husband, Mrs. Amersham—”

Her head came up at this. “I shall be glad if you will call me Lady Lebanon.” And then, with a little laugh which was not altogether forced, she dropped back into the chair. “You said that to annoy me. I’m beginning to understand your methods, Mr. Tanner.”

“Who saw the late Lord Lebanon after his death?” Bill went on relentlessly.

“Dr. Amersham.”

“Did you?”

“No, nobody but Gilder and Brooks — they did everything.”

“I see. And the doctor signed the certificate. The truth is that he died, and nobody saw him but Amersham, Gilder and Brooks. Amersham was considerably interested in his death.” He saw her start. “I’m bringing no accusation, I’m merely stating facts. He blackmailed you because he knew something. I’d like to know whether he started blackmailing before or after your husband’s death. That would be interesting to know.”

“I have no doubt there are many things that it would interest you to know,” she said, with a touch of her old hauteur.

Tanner nodded. “Yes; I’ll tell you one at this moment. I’d like to know why it was necessary for you to get your gamekeeper out of the way this morning, why you gave him a considerable sum of money — I must confess I don’t know how much — which you drew two days ago from the banks in Marks Thornton in order to induce him to go. I have traced the notes, of course.”

Her dark eyes did not leave his. “That is the first time I have heard that he had left the estate,” she said. “I certainly gave him money, for a purpose which was entirely his own affair. I know nothing more.”

“Then I may be able to give you a little further information tonight,” said Tanner.

He looked at his watch, and was surprised at the length of time he had been at Marks Priory. It was already growing dark, and there was a lot of work to be done in the village. “This morning my interest in this case was academic, Lady Lebanon, except that I was interested in Dr. Amersham, Now I am very interested in you and in this house.”

He walked to the desk and held out his hand. “And in the room which you say is never opened. Have you the key?”

She did not appear to hear him, and then, with sudden geniality: “Oh, well, Lady Lebanon, I’m probably worrying you unnecessarily, but I should have liked to have seen the room. I am an inquisitive man and I have an idea — I may be wrong — that Dr. Amersham’s hold over you had something to do with that room. Now, am I not right?”

“No,” she said. “It had something to do…with my past.”

He shook his head smilingly. “It took an effort for you to say that, and it isn’t true. You are one of those people one reads about — blood proud.” He frowned. “By the way, you must be a Lebanon yourself?”

The effect upon her was wonderful. In that brief second of time her face grew radiant, almost beautiful.

“How amazing of you to realise that!” she said softly. “Yes, I am a Lebanon. I married my cousin. I go back in direct line to the fourth baron.”

He shook his head. “Amazing!”

“The family comes from most ancient times, Mr. Tanner. Before there was a history of England there was a history of the Lebanons, and it will go on! It must go on. It would be wicked if the line were broken!”

She was a being exalted, rapt. He could only gaze at her in astonishment. “Amazing!” he said again, and she smiled.

“You said that before, Mr. Tanner.”

He went to the corridor entrance, and called Totty, “I think I’ll leave you for tonight. But I’m afraid I shall return to be a nuisance to you in the morning.”

He was at the foot of the stairs, and happened to look up. Out of sight of any but himself he saw Isla Crane standing. She had her finger at her lips, and beckoned him urgently. Carelessly he walked up the stairs, and she gripped him by the arm.

“You’re not going, Mr. Tanner?” Her voice was quavering. “For God’s sake don’t go tonight! Stay!” The hand that gripped his arm convulsively was shaking. He went slowly down the stairs.

“I will have a car to take you to the village—” Lady Lebanon began. Bill was smiling at her.

“I wonder if you’ll forgive me changing my mind. I’ve decided to stay at Marks Priory tonight — it’s a whim of mine. I hope you don’t mind. Lady Lebanon?”

For a second he saw the fury blaze in her eyes, and then, turning abruptly, she walked out of the room.

“What’s the idea, Mr. Tanner?” asked Totty.

“I’d like to be able to give you an answer, Totty, but I’ll be able to tell you better in the morning,” said Chief Inspector Tanner.

Totty drew a long breath. “If it’s your idea of spending a happy evening to stay on in this bogey house, very well and good! But it’s not mine, Tanner!”

“Mister Tanner,” corrected the chief inspector. “It sounds better — even in a haunted house!”
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A police motorcyclist, smothered with mud, delivered a flat package to Bill Tanner before dinner. Apparently all over the kingdom trains started at six-thirty in the morning and arrived somewhere at eight-three. He went through them carefully and marked the first, with the absolute assurance that he was right. It was a train that left Horsham for London Bridge, and Horsham was within a cycle ride.

The trains that left at ten and arrived at tenfive the following morning or the same day were few, and none of them was a continental train. There was one that left London at ten in the morning and arrived at Aberdeen at tea-five. He consulted a work of reference. Lady Lebanon had a small shooting lodge ten miles out of Aberdeen, and that was undoubtedly Tilling’s objective.

He telephoned instructions which were to be transmitted to the Aberdeen police; he was too late, but he was not aware of this fact. A telegram had been delivered at an intermediate Scottish station, which had resulted in a lumbering and rather perturbed gamekeeper leaving the train and doubling back via Edinburgh to Stirling.

There was other information. Only one person had bought a pipe of the brand he had described. A tobacconist near King’s Cross Station had hardly opened his shop before a man, easily recognisable from the description as Tilling, had come in and made a purchase.

Totty had spent a completely satisfactory evening in the servants’ hall, where he was regarded with the right amount of awe to which his position and his achievements entitled him.

Here he found a new life, a life of which Lady Lebanon knew nothing: human beings with theories and facts, sometimes curiously near the truth. Here were men and women who had known Studd and had liked him, who regarded him as a human being and not as a figure in a case; who remembered his good humour and his peculiar weaknesses, of which they spoke with the greatest discretion, although there was a kitchenmaid who mentioned Mrs. Tilling with a sniff.

They were all pleasurably terrified and more pleasurably reassured by the presence in the house of Scotland Yard officers. Totty became godlike, hinted rather than told of his many successes in the art of detection, and so far relaxed — or Ferraby’s statement was a libel — as to hold the hand of a pretty housemaid under the table during high tea.

There were evening newspapers containing a garbled account of the crime, and mentioning the fact that Chief Inspector Tanner had taken charge. To Totty’s annoyance no mention was made of him.

He was surprised to find how few of the servants had ever seen Amersham. Their information about him was at secondhand, and mainly supplied by Studd, who had been brought into contact with him. They liked Lord Lebanon, were afraid of his mother, and their attitude towards Isla, for some reason, was one of pity.

Mr. Kelver, who had presided at high tea, verbally requested Totty to come into his sanctum. “I wouldn’t discuss matters with the servants if I were you. They’re unreliable, and it is a great mistake to give them a sense of importance, Mr. Totty.”

Totty inclined his head gravely, and since Mr. Kelver was not only himself refined but an inducer of refinement, Totty drifted insensibly into the intonation of the aristocracy. “Yes, yes, I suppose so.” He had a little affected laugh when he spoke in this strain. “A nice old house, Mr. Kelver.”

“Yes, it is quite old — historic. Queen Elizabeth lived here for a year.”

Totty was instantly attentive. “Go on!” he said, looking round with an added interest. “Did she die here?”

Mr. Kelver not only knew where she died, but he knew the date of her death. It was the first time that Sergeant Totty knew that such a thing had really happened. Hitherto he had regarded these incidents of the great queen’s life as the inventions of vexatious examiners, intended to trap the unwary. “You’ve got two very fine, strapping footmen,” he said.

“As you say, very strapping,” said Kelver, strangely sardonic. “I have very little to do with them.”

He had seen Dr. Amersham but had no knowledge of his character, except what he had learned from Studd. “He was not a very nice gentleman, according to poor Studd; but then, as I said to him so often, it takes a lot of people to make a world.”

“True, true,” agreed Totty. “I suppose nothing unusual ever happens here? You never had a barney?”

Mr. Kelver was puzzled, and his visitor hastened to explain. Apparently there had been some sort of disturbance, and after Mr. Kelver had expressed his reluctance to discuss his employer’s affairs, he proceeded to discuss them.

“There was one morning when it looked as if there’d been a free fight,” he said in a hushed voice. “Mirrors were broken and chairs smashed and wine glasses thrown about the floor, and Gilder the footman had a black eye; and I am told, although I have only got the word of poor Studd to go on, that Dr. Amersham was a little the worse for wear the next day.”

He went to the door, opened it and looked out, closed it and went on in a lower voice, “There’s something happening in this house, sir, which I cannot fathom. His lordship is treated as though he had no existence; his wishes are ignored, and in my opinion he’s nothing better in this house than a prisoner.”

He made this dramatic statement and stood back to watch its effect, and Totty’s reactions were perfectly satisfactory.

“They never let him out of their sight,” said Kelver. “I can tell you this: I’ve had instructions, which I very much resent, though they were given to me by her ladyship, that I am to listen to any telephone calls he makes. If he has a servant he trusts, that servant is discharged. He has engaged three valets to my knowledge, and each man has been discharged on some excuse or other. The only man with whom he was friendly was Studd, who, I believe, would have done anything for him.” Again he paused dramatically.

“Studd was murdered! I’ve never expressed my opinion before, and I trust. Inspector Totty — am I right in saying Inspector?”

“Perfectly right,” said Totty gravely.

“I trust this will go not farther. There is something in this house, some dreadful force, which is beginning to get on my nerves, I would gladly sacrifice a month’s salary to leave tonight.”

Totty leapt to his feet. Kelver stood, openmouthed. There was no mistaking that sound. It was a scream — a woman’s scream of fear. In two strides he was at the door and had flung it open,

A low passage way ran towards the house, and on the left a flight of stairs leading by the servants’ stairway to the upper hall. He heard the swift rush of feet, and Isla Crane flung herself down and would have fallen, but Totty’s arm slipped round her and caught her up. She was on the point of collapse, so far gone in fear that she could hardly speak.

“What’s the matter, miss?” She looked fearfully at the stairway, and shrank farther back. “Somebody following you? Catch hold of the young lady, Mr. Kelver.” He leapt up the stairs, and stopped on the fourth step. Gilder stood on the landing above, glaring down.

“Anything wrong?” he asked in his deep, rumbling voice.



“Come here! What’s the matter with the young lady?”

“I don’t know what you mean, sir. I heard somebody cry out and I came to see what was wrong.” He came slowly down, reached the passage and stood, staring gloomily at the girl. She had recovered a little.

“I don’t want you,” she said tremulously. “Go upstairs — I don’t want you…don’t you hear me?”

“Is anything wrong, miss?” he asked.

“No…I’m all right. I…” She could not finish. Then she turned to Totty. “I want to go back to my room. Will you come with me?”

He went before her up the stairs, but she said no other word, and, going into the old lord’s room, she closed the door almost in his face and locked it.

Gilder was watching him. “The young lady’s a bit nervous,” he said.

“Do you know what frightened her? And take that grin off your face, will you?”

“If I didn’t smile, mister,” said Gilder coolly, “I’d go bats in this house. It doesn’t seem unnatural to me that she’s upset. We all are. You don’t want me, do you?”

Totty did not answer. He went back to the butler’s room and found the agitated Kelver helping himself to a small glass of brandy; his hand so shook that Totty could hear the rattle of glass against glass before he came into the room.

“What do you think she saw?” asked the puzzled Totty.

“I don’t wish to think about it at all, Mr. Totty. Will you help yourself to a little Napoleon brandy?”

Totty never drank before a certain hour, and that hour had not yet struck.

He found Tanner in the small drawingroom, where a writing table had been placed for him. This room had the advantage that it contained one of the three telephones which served Marks Priory.

“It’s a mystery to me,” said Totty. “She saw something. Of course, it might be the American footmen she’s scared of.”

Tanner shook his head. “By the way, Lord Lebanon is going down to the village, I’d like you to go down with him. You’d better take a gun, if it’s only for the moral effect, but I’d much prefer you’d take your little rubber truncheon. I don’t think anything will happen, but you never know.”

“What’s the idea?” asked the startled Totty. “Why is he going to the village?”

“He wants to see Mrs. Tilling, and I prefer he should go by the road. He’s only just heard about Tilling’s disappearance and he’s a little concerned. I’d much rather he went by the road than across Priory Fields. If you’re scared I’ll send Ferraby.”

Totty was hurt. “Have you ever known me to be scared?” he demanded. “And what is there in the park that’s likely to touch a couple of men? You’re getting romantical, Tanner.”

“‘Sir’ will do,” said Tanner. “No, I’m not romantical, but I don’t want you to be too confident, Totty. There will be considerable danger in the park, and be prepared for it.”

In spite of his appearance, Sergeant Totty felt a cold shiver run down his spine. “You’re not half putting the wind up me,” he said truthfully. “Is there a hiding place in the park? Do you think this fellow’s still there?”

Tanner nodded. “He’s still on this estate,” he said seriously. “Ferraby can go with you—”

“Don’t be silly,” snorted Totty. “When I get to the point when I have to go out with a battalion I’ll chuck the police and join the army.”

“Don’t forget that Lord Lebanon is in your charge,” said Tanner as he was leaving the room. “If anything happens to him you’re responsible. You may take a gun but you’re not to use it unless you find that scarf round your throat, and then I rather fancy you won’t have time.”

“Are they going to do anything to him — Lebanon?” asked Totty.

“I don’t know. Nothing will happen to either of you if you carry out my instructions. I’m very serious about this, Totty.”

The sergeant found the young man waiting in the hall, fuming at the instructions which Tanner had issued. “I don’t mind being treated as a baby by my revered parent,” he said, “but when you fellows from Scotland Yard get this nursemaid habit — well, it’s a little trying.”

Nevertheless, he was glad of the company, for he liked Totty. They walked down the dark drive, Totty alert, his eyes roving from shadow to shadow, and shooting the ray of the electric lamp which he carried from bush to bush. In his imagination he saw lurking shapes in every hollow. Once he thought he heard a stealthy footstep behind, and stopped and turned. He could have sworn he saw a figure melt into the bushes but when he shot his light up the drive there was nothing visible.

They had reached the road, and again Totty was sure that he heard somebody moving on the other side of the hedge parallel with the path they followed. It was impossible to see through the thick box hedge, but where it thinned he unexpectedly jerked his light round, and this time he was certain. He saw something move quickly out of the range of the light. Somebody who was walking inside the grounds, under those very trees where he had found Tilling’s gun and camp-stool. In spite of his natural courage, he felt unpleasantly damp behind the ears, and was glad when they came to the cottage.

Lord Lebanon was less perturbed and infinitely more intrigued. “Somebody following us, really?” He would have pushed through the hedge if Totty had not pulled him back.

“You stay here, young fellow!”

“Who the devil is it?” demanded his lordship.

Here was a question to which Mr. Totty could make no very satisfactory reply. He followed Lebanon through the gate, keeping an anxious eye to his right, turned towards belt of trees, his ears strained to catch any sound. He waited at the gate till he heard the door open to Lebanon’s knock, and then he followed the young man inside.

The call brought no satisfaction to him as a detective. Lebanon’s visit was one of sympathy. He wanted to know whether the woman had money, and questioned her closely about the gamekeeper. Mrs. Tilling was nervous, and for once in her life reticent. She was obviously overwhelmed by this unexpected visit, and for the most part of their stay was tongue-tied.

“You knew poor old Amersham, didn’t you?” She nodded. “They say all sorts of odd things about you.” His lordship at least had no reticences. “Of course, I don’t take very much notice of them.”

Totty was surprised that she did not even protest her innocence.

“Quite an odd person,” said Lebanon as they were walking back, “and rather pretty, don’t you think? They say the most terrible things about her, but I don’t suppose they’re true. I wonder what’s happened to her husband — she oughtn’t to be there alone.”

Totty was absorbed in his own thoughts. He was walking close to the hedge, and again he was conscious of the invisible shadow that paced by his side. Once he heard a small branch break under the feet of the unknown. It broke with a loud crack which made him jump.

“Somebody is there,” said Lebanon in a low voice. “Let’s get over and chase him.”

“Let’s leave him to do the chasing,” said Totty.

His lamp was going left and right like a lighthouse as they walked up the drive. Somebody was behind them. Twice he turned without warning and flashed his lamp backward, yet saw nothing. But he could hear. The shadow was keeping to the grass, but once he had to cross a path which ran at right angles to the drive, and Totty heard the scrunch of his feet on the gravel. He saw Lebanon up to the door, waited for him to go in, and went back the way he had come. He took the grass, verge and moved stealthily, keeping close to the trees. Suddenly he saw something, and whipped out his gun.

“Stand where you are, unless you want a bullet in your stomach,” he said, and turned on his lamp.

In the circle of light stood Ferraby.

“Don’t shoot, colonel,” he said cheerfully. “I’m both a friend and a comrade.”

“Was it you?”

“Was what me?” demanded Mr. Ferraby.

“Have you been following me?”

“In a sense I have been following you, and in a sense have been keeping level with you,” said Ferraby coolly.

“Were you the fellow on the other side of the hedge?”

“I was. I didn’t realise you were so nervous, Totty, and why on earth did Tanner trust you with a pistol? I hope it isn’t loaded.”

“What were you doing?”

“Carrying out my instructions,” said Ferraby, as he Sit a cigarette. “My instructions were to shadow you both. There’s a Latin saying, of which you’ve probably heard, which means ‘Who shall have custody of the custodian?’ or words to that effect.”

Mr. Totty was reasonably annoyed, a little relieved, too. “If Tanner can’t trust me—”

“Whom does he trust?” said Ferraby. “You’ll probably find there’s an officer watching me, only I’m not so sensitive as you are. What happened at the cottage?”

“Nothing.”

“Is the beautiful lady in a state of nerves? By Jove, I shouldn’t like to be in that cottage alone at night! On the other hand, I shouldn’t relish the job of guarding it.”

As they strolled towards the house, Totty graciously condescended to accept a cigarette. “What’s Tanner’s idea? The worst thing about him is that he gets mysterious. I’ve noticed it in other cases. He puts all the facts together, and doesn’t let you know what’s going on till the case is over. It’s getting on my nerves, Ferraby, all these squawky women—”

“Which squawky women?” asked Ferraby quickly.

“That young lady of yours, Miss What’s-her-name.”

“Miss Crane? Has there been any trouble?”

He was so palpably agitated that Totty felt revenged. He told his companion his experience, and Mr. Ferraby was visibly affected. “There is something in this damned house that’s scaring them — either in the house or in the grounds. What’s inside that room that they wouldn’t open for Tanner? I listened to-day, and I’ll swear I heard sounds. It sounded like somebody crying. I told Tanner and he just said ‘Very likely.’ What do you think Miss Crane saw? My God, it’s awful! She ought to go away. I wonder if Tanner wouldn’t think it was a good idea to send her to town to her mother till this case is settled.”

Totty looked at him severely. They stood in the half-light of the porch, finishing their cigarettes before they went into the hall. “Are you in love with this woman?” he demanded in his most paternal manner. “If you are, forget it. She’s above you, my boy; she’s meant for another. The wedding bells will toll when the young lord leads her to the altar. She loves you heart and soul, but yet she will not falter — a bit of poetry that I learnt many years ago. It’s curious how it comes back to you.”

Ferraby scowled at him. “That you’ve any poetry at all in your soul, even doggerel poetry, is the most important and most revolting discovery I’ve made to-day,” he snarled.

“Jealousy,” said Totty complacently. The police cyclist, his inner man refreshed, was waiting in the shadow of the porch. Totty did not notice him till his companion had gone. He was waiting for a dispatch to town.

“It’s a funny thing, sergeant,” he said, “but the moment you get down to the country it always seems like half-past twelve. Have you ever noticed that?”

“I notice everything, constable,” said Totty.

“Who’s that young fellow that came out and talked to me — a boy? You walked up to the door with him a little while ago.”

“That young boy was Lord Lebanon — Viscount Lebanon,” said Totty impressively.

“Oh!” said the unimpressed constable. “He talks very ordinary. Quite a nice fellow. As a matter of fact, I knew he was somebody important. He asked me a lot of questions about the work. He hasn’t half got a good opinion of Mr. Tanner.”

“Did he mention me?” asked Totty anxiously.

“To tell you the truth, sergeant, he didn’t. He was only out for a minute, then he went indoors again.”

Totty found Tanner where he had left him. He was finishing his report to the chief constable, and folding it in an envelope. “Is that messenger waiting — good. Well, how is Mrs Tilling?”

“She seems pretty scared, chief—” began Totty.

“You see too many talkies, Totty. Will you be kind enough not to call me ‘chief.’ If you feel you must be very precise you can address me as ‘chief inspector,’ but even that isn’t necessary. Scared, is she? Humph!” Tanner bit his lip thoughtfully. “I wonder…”

“I’m wondering a bit too,” said Totty. “There’s no doubt at all that her husband’s the murderer. I suppose they’ll get him by tonight?”

“Her husband is not a murderer, but I have great hopes that they’ll get him by tonight,” said Tanner. “Here’s the murderer.” He held up his sealed envelope. “I think I’ve all the facts here, and the sequences, and I’ll be very surprised if I’m wrong. And I don’t mind telling you, Totty, that this is the most interesting case I’ve ever been engaged in.”
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Tanner looked towards the door, took two steps and flung it open. Gilder was standing on the threshold; he was carrying a little silver tray with a pot of coffee on it.

“Here’s your coffee, captain,” he said.

“How long were you waiting there?”

“Just arrived, sir, when you opened the door. In fact, I was wondering whether I’d knock on the door with my forehead, or kick,” said the man good-humouredly.

Tanner pointed to a table. “Put your tray down there,” he said.

He shut the door on the servant, opened it quickly to make sure he was not still there, and closed it again.

“Lebanon was quite right — they do quite a lot of listening at Marks Priory,” he said. “This door isn’t too thick, either.”

“Why don’t you pinch him?” asked Totty.

“There’s an excellent reason,” said Tanner. “I’ve an idea that if I pinched him there’d be a lot of trouble. As it is, the need for a little private spying is seriously embarrassing that gentleman, the more so as his companion hasn’t got half his wits, and Gilder has to do most of the delicate work.” He glanced round the room with a wry smile. “A queer place, this, or, as Lebanon says, ‘odd.’ I’d give a lot of money to have the case finished and be out of it.” He took up the envelope. “Give this to the courier — no, I’ll give it to him myself.”

Totty followed him out to the porch. The messenger hastily threw away a half-consumed cigarette and saluted.

“This is for the chief constable. Put it in your pouch and be very careful. You ought to be in London by eleven, and the chief constable will be waiting in his office for you.”

The man wheeled his heavy cycle on to the drive, and with a splutter the machine started gathering speed as it flew down the drive. He had turned the first bend, and only the dim reflection of his lights could be seen, when suddenly Tanner heard a crash, and the lights suddenly went out. The next second he heard a yell, and raced down the drive, Totty at his heels. There was shouting and a sound of struggle. When they came to the spot the cyclist was on his knees, the machine sprawled at one side of the road. Totty flashed on his lamp. The messenger’s face was white; he had lost his cap and his hair was dishevelled. They assisted him to his feet and Tanner gave him a quick examination. No bones were broken, but he was badly shaken and bruised.

“There was a rope across the drive or something,” he said shakily. “When I fell somebody jumped at me and tried to put something round my neck.”

Totty flashed his light around. There was no sign of the assailant. “What sort of man was he?”

“I don’t know. I couldn’t see; my light was out. He must have been pretty strong, for he half lifted me up. I punched him, but I don’t think I hurt him.”

Totty searched for the obstruction and found it. A rope had been tied from tree to tree breast-high, and had broken under the impact.

“You don’t know which way he went?”

“No, sir.”

The messenger limped over to his cycle, and with the aid of Totty’s light made an examination. Nothing more serious had happened than a smashed lamp, and even this could be rectified with Totty’s torch, which he strapped to the handlebar.

“You’re not hurt — you’re sure?” said Tanner.

He went over the man’s limbs and found nothing broken.

“I’m all right, sir; I can get on. Gosh! I’d like to have got that bird!”

“You say he tried to put something round your neck? Perhaps he dropped it.”

But when Totty went back to the house and got another torch there was no sign of the red scarf, and no evidence that would connect anybody with the attack.

“Is the letter all right?”

The man felt in his satchel and then made a discovery. The strap that held the pouch was half cut through, obviously by a sharp knife. “That’s what they wanted, eh?” said Tanner. “Quick workers here. All right, my son; stick the letter in your pocket, and explain to the chief constable why you had to double it up.”

The man buttoned the letter into his hip pocket and started. They followed him at a distance down the drive and saw him turn on to the main road.

“He’s safe now,” said Tanner. “Quick workers, eh? Would you believe it? I think I was wise to send Ferraby with you — there might have been bad trouble.”

Totty, who was prepared to reproach his superior for an act derogatory to his dignity, thought it discreet to drop the subject.

When they got to the Hall a curious thing happened. The big room was empty. They had hardly entered before Gilder came in. He was like a man who had been running, and obviously he was out of breath. His thin hair, usually brushed so neatly over his forehead, and his unpleasant face bore a curious, strained expression.

“Hullo!” said Tanner. “What’s been happening to you?”

The man swallowed something. “I fell asleep in my pantry — a fool thing to do — and had a bad dream.”

“Is it damp in your pantry?” Tanner was looking at his boots. They were wet, and sticking to his heels were two or three tufts of grass. The man looked from the boots to the detective and grinned.

“I went out for a smoke a while ago,” he said. He was moving off when Tanner called him back.

“You didn’t dream about bicycles, by any chance, did you — motor-bicycles for choice?”

Gilder shook his head. “No, sir, I dreamt about” — he considered—” earthquakes.”

“I can almost admire that fellow,” said Tanner when he had gone.

“What, Gilder?” said Sergeant Totty incredulously. “Did you see his boots?”

“I did, and you didn’t till I called attention to them,” said Tanner. He sat down at Lady Lebanon’s desk, picked up a pencil and nibbled at it. “Mrs. Tilling is a bit of a problem. In fact, I think she’s our biggest immediate problem.” He got up and began to pace the room. “Get the squad car,” he said suddenly; “go round to the cottage, pick her up, take her to the ‘White Hart,’ and say nothing about it to anybody. We’ve got two men staying there, haven’t we? Well, you can tell one of them to keep an eye on her.”

“Suppose she won’t leave the cottage?” said Totty.

“You will pick her up in your arms very gently, almost tenderly,” said Tanner, extravagantly sarcastic; “you may even let her head rest upon your shoulder; you will carry her with the greatest care down the garden path and chuck her into the car. There is a time when there should be an end to all politeness. You may even hit her on the head, but take her to the White Hart.’”

Totty drifted out to she garage, found the chauffeur of the service car and drove with him to the gate of the cottage. The gate was open, though he distinctly remembered bolting it when he left. The second little gate was also wide open, and when he got to the door he found it ajar.

“Look here, sergeant” — it was the police chauffeur— “that window’s been smashed!”

Totty put his light on to the window. Two panes had been broken; the window itself was open. His heart beating a little faster, he went into the dark passage and advanced carefully.

The sittingroom door was ajar, and when he went in he saw that the table had been overturned. Every picture on the walls had been smashed, and a broken chair which had been thrown on to the sofa was apparently the instrument used.

The next room was a bedroom. There was nobody here, but again he saw signs of destruction. The bed had been thrown bodily on to the floor; a washstand had been overturned, and the carpet was littered with scraps of broken water jugs.

These were the only two rooms disturbed, as far as he could see, but the back door was wide open. There was no sign of Mrs. Tilling. He was contenting himself with a cursory examination from the doorstep, and was coming back into the house, when the chauffeur behind him said excitedly: “There’s somebody lying up there, near those fruit trees.”

At the back of the house was a kitchen garden, and beyond a tiny orchard. Totty directed his light again and saw something huddled on the ground. It was a woman; he ran forward and bent over her. She was breathing. A woman without speech, terrified to the verge of madness; a woman who, when he lifted her up, could only stare at him, glare at him, and move quivering lips that made no sound.



He remembered Tanner’s ironic instructions as he lifted her and carried her in his arms round the cottage through the gate into the car. She was moaning, and halfway to the inn began to make incoherent sounds. Fortunately there was nobody about at that hour of the night, and with the help of the landlady and a maid they got her into a room, and Totty went down to the phone and rang up Tanner.

“She’s not injured at all?”

“Not so far as I can see, but she’s as near to dead as makes no difference,” said Totty. “It must have happened a few minutes before we got there. There was a candle in the bedroom, and the wick was still smouldering.” Tanner was so long silent that Totty thought he had left the instrument, and called him.

“All right, I’m just thinking.” Tanner’s voice was impatient. “Quick workers! Get a doctor for the woman—”

“I’ve done that. You ought to know me better, Tanner.” Mr. Totty was reproachful. “I thought of going back to the cottage and seeing what I could pick up.”

“Come back to Marks Priory. You’ll find nothing at the cottage, not even a thick ear. I’ll phone the chief constable and get him to send some of his mobile police to take charge of the place. You’re sure she’s not hurt? By the way, that candle wick isn’t very reliable. I’ve known extra long wicks to smoulder for sixteen minutes, especially if the candles are cheap.”

Another long pause.

“Come back.”

Totty stayed at the ‘White Hart’ long enough to instruct one of the Scotland Yard men who had his lodgings there, and who had been detailed for an entirely different duty that night. Before he left the inn Ferraby had joined him and heard the story at first hand. He whistled softly.

“Poor little beggar! We look like having an exciting night. Look at me — the Wild West in excelsis!”

He opened his coat. Strapped about his waist was a pistol belt, from which two automatic holsters depended.

“Tanner’s idea — you know him. Gives you a couple of guns and spends an hour telling you not to use them. Anyway, they feel grand, but who I’m going to shoot, and why, I haven’t the slightest idea.”

“If you get a chance of shooting you’ll be lucky, my boy,” said Totty, ominously. “It’ll be like hitting back at a streak of lightning.”

“I owe that streak of lightning one, anyway,” said Ferraby between his teeth. “I haven’t forgotten a certain four-poster in this hostelry, which was pretty near to being a gallows.” Then earnestly: “I wish to heaven she was out of it!”

“Mrs. Tilling?”

“Mrs. Tilling! No, you know who I’m talking about-Miss Crane. She doesn’t belong to this horrible atmosphere. I’ve tried to persuade Tanner to send her up to town.”

“What did he say?” asked Totty curiously.

Ferraby chuckled in spite of his annoyance.

“He said if everybody who was in danger at Marks Priory bad to go up to town, we’d have to hire a motorbus. There’s something in that room they won’t open — Tanner’s right there. I can’t pass the door without my heart going into my mouth. There was a light in there tonight — I saw it from the outside of the house. It was only there a minute, and then it went out again. And I’ll swear nobody went in through the door.”

“Who’s got the next room?”

“That was Amersham’s room; it’s a spare,” said Ferraby as they drove back to the Priory. “Lined with panels; probably every panel’s a door.”

“What’s on the other side?” asked the interested Totty.

“Miss Crane’s room. I’ve been talking with Kelver, who knows something about the house. Out of curiosity he measured up the passage one day, and compared it with the width of the room, and said there was about three feet unaccounted for, and those three feet are between Miss Crane’s room and the room that Lady Lebanon refuses to open. There must be a passage there.” He leaned over and spoke to the chauffeur. “Stop for a minute. There’s the room — the fourth window from the top of the porch on the right, and if you look — it’s got tiny panes, like one of those old dungeon windows — my God!”

The window was suddenly illuminated. The glass was opaque, and it was impossible to see through it. It shone whitely, tiny squares of diffused light.

Ferraby leapt from the car, and Totty followed. They ran across the grass till they were immediately under the window. Presently they saw a shadow, a grotesque, shapeless thing. It moved slowly, took strangely unnatural shapes — and then the light went out.
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They stared at one another in the darkness.

“A nice place, I don’t think,” said Totty, breathing heavily.

“Lend me your light.” Ferraby took it from his hand and put it on the wall. There was no window immediately beneath the mystery room, and apparently there was nothing here except the solid red brick wall of the building.

Then Totty heard an exclamation.

“Look at this!” whispered Ferraby. He was tracing a brick course with a pencil. “That’s not mortar, that’s iron painted like mortar! There’s a door here.”

He pulled a knife from his pocket — that blade which had once saved his life — opened the blade and picked at what appeared to be an ordinary-looking half-brick. His search was without success until he pressed it to test its stability. There was a click as the brick fell down like the lid of a box. In the cavity behind was a straight glass handle. Ferraby gripped it and turned, but nothing happened. He tugged again, but if there was a door here, as evidently there was, it had been fastened on the inside.

“Doing a little building, gentlemen?” Ferraby spun round. He saw the figure which had come noiselessly behind them, but would not have distinguished him but for the voice. “What have you found?”

Mr. Gilder was interested, peered over their shoulders. As the light revealed the handle they heard him gasp.

“Well, I’ll go to hell!” he said, and his profanity was so sincere that they knew the discovery was as much of a surprise to him as it had been to them. “Well, I’ll be damned!” he varied his prophecy. “I have never seen that.”

Ferraby pushed up the lid; it fastened with a click.

“Is that so?” half whispered Gilder.

“There was a light in that window just now,” said Totty. “Who went into that room?”

Gilder looked up. “Brooks, I guess,” he said readily. “Her ladyship’s got a lot of letters there that she doesn’t want the police to see — private letters, which is to be expected in a lady, and naturally she wants to remove ’em before Mr. Tanner makes his search. I guess it was Brooks. Anything happening down at the village, gentlemen?”

“It’s very quiet,” said Totty, “very, very quiet. If you want any further information you’d better read the morning newspapers. They won’t know anything, either. Where is her ladyship — gone to bed?”

“No, sir. The last time I saw her she was playing backgammon with his lordship in the saloon — you gentlemen have not seen the saloon. It’s about the only place in the house that’s got any privacy to-day.”

Ferraby had seen it. Isla had shown him over the lower floor. It was a small, rather dismal and cheerless apartment, which the Louis Quinze furniture did not brighten.

The common room seemed quite cheerful to the two men when they came in out of the night. Gilder brought them each a whisky and soda, made up the fire, for the night had grown cold, and went off, as he told them, in search of Brooks.

Tanner was on the ‘phone to the Yard, and was telling the chief constable a great deal more than he intended telling him on the ‘phone. The situation was a little urgent, and he could not wait for the arrival of the messenger before requesting certain assistance from headquarters.

He finished his work in the small drawingroom, turned out the light and joined Ferraby. Totty had gone upstairs to test the door of the mystery room, and came down with a negative report. He expected to create a sensation by the story of the light, and was disappointed at the calm way in which Tanner received the news. That was the chief inspector’s exasperating way.

“I know. I’ve seen it twice. As a matter of fact, Ferraby told me before he told you. It’s very odd of him, but that’s what he did. The door in the wall is interesting. I suspected it, of course, but I couldn’t find it. When you come to think, of it, there had to be a door in the wall, or my theory was a washout. Totty, go and find Lord Lebanon and ask him to come and be sociable. That young man has only told half his story, and I have an idea that the other half is likely to be even more interesting.”

Totty found the youth alone, throwing dice on to a backgammon board. “Hullo! I thought you were in bed. Do you play backgammon? I’ll play you for money or love — and I’ll beat you. That is why my mother will never play with me.”

“I haven’t played it for years,” said Totty, who had never played it at all. “The chief wondered if you’d like to come in and have a chow.”

“What’s that? If it’s a talk, I’d love it. If it is something to eat, I’m not hungry. I’ve been reciting ‘Casabianca’ to myself for the past half-hour just to hear the sound of my own voice. My mother is writing letters.” He took Totty’s arm in his. “Do you know your grandfather, Mr. Totty? If you don’t you ought to be very thankful. I know my great-grandfather and my great-great-grandfather and innumerable ancestors, and I wish I didn’t. My dear mother sets great store by what is known as ‘the line’. I hoped, when you told me this morning that you were a member of an old Italian family, that you were lying. I am sure you were. I’ll bet you don’t even know your own father?”

Totty protested indignantly.

“I’m disappointed,” said Lebanon. “I should like to meet somebody who admitted they had been found on a doorstep! When are you fellows going away? I think I’ll come to Scotland Yard with you and have a bed in Mr. Tanner’s office. I shall feel safe then.”

“You’re safe anywhere, my lord,” said Totty graciously, and added: “If I am about.”

“I don’t think you’d be much use,” said the frank young man. “Personally, I’d prefer to rely on Tanner. You’re too near my size for me to respect you. Little men don’t respect little men. It’s the big fellows they secretly admire.”

By this time they had got to the common room. He greeted Tanner with a nod, and repeated his suggestion. Bill laughed good-humouredly. “Scotland Yard would be a fine lodging for you; at any rate it would be near to the House of Lords. By the way, have you taken your seat?”

Lebanon shook his head, chose a cigar almost as large as himself from the box, and lit it. “No, mother’s not keen on my going in for politics. I’ve got a complete list of the things she’s not keen on my doing. They’ll make a fine book one of these days. I’m rather glad you’re staying tonight.” He looked round and lowered his voice. “Her ladyship isn’t quite as glad! She gave me a fearful ragging, and said I was responsible, which of course was ridiculous.”

“Where is Miss Crane?” asked Tanner.

Lebanon made a little face. “She’s gone to bed, I think. She’s not terribly sociable. I’m going to have a very dull time when I’m married. She’s awfully kind and all that, but we have nothing in common.” Here one member of his audience was entirely in agreement.

Lebanon sat up and grew more confidential. “I’ll tell you who are sick about your staying — those two fellows.”

Gilder came through the door, apparently concerned in replenishing a fire which he had made up only a few minutes before. “I don’t want you. Gilder.”

“I was going to look at the fire, my lord.”

“What time do you go to bed?” asked Tanner.

The man he addressed did not answer.

“Gilder, Mr. Tanner is speaking to you.”

Gilder looked round with an affected start. “I beg your pardon. I thought you were addressing his lordship. I have no regular hours, Mr. Tanner.”

“Do you sleep in this part of the house?”

Gilder smiled. “When I sleep I sleep in this part of the house,” he said.

Brooks came ambling down the stairs. There was about his movements a great weariness.

“It sounds as if you don’t sleep very well.”

“On the contrary, sir,” said Gilder, with extravagant politeness, “when I sleep I sleep most excellently well.”

Brooks was standing, an interested spectator, his big jaws working. He was a chewing-gum addict.

“Do you want anything?” asked Tanner.

Brooks turned his head slowly in the direction of the questioner.

“I just wanted to see if Gilder wasn’t getting into trouble,” he said lightly.

Tanner got up from the settle on which he was sitting. “I’m not quite sure whether you’re being flippant because I’m an unimportant visitor, or whether that is your natural manner.”

Gilder hastened to explain. “Mr. Brooks comes from America, the home of the free, from the wide open spaces where men are men,” he said elaborately.

He turned and fiddled with the fire. In two seconds Tanner was behind him, gripped him by the arm and spun him round. “When people get fresh with me I sometimes put them in a space which is neither wide not open, and certainly isn’t free!”

He saw the look of resentment in the man’s eyes, and went on: “Suppose I took rather a dislike to you two men, and I decided you knew a great deal more than you were prepared to admit about these murders? Suppose I were to hold you as accessories, and take you down to the station — tonight? You aren’t smiling.” And here he spoke the truth, for the two men were unusually glum. “That would be a little embarrassing, wouldn’t it?”

Gilder was taken aback, a little alarmed, if his eyes told the truth. “Why, I shouldn’t like to put you to that inconvenience, chief.”

“It’s no inconvenience at all. There are forty men in this park,” said Tanner slowly, “all trained, skilled officers from Scotland Yard. They arrived by motor tender five minutes ago, and this house is surrounded. There will be no murder at Marks Priory tonight.” He spoke slowly. Totty stared at him, his mouth open. “And it would be a very simple matter to find the necessary escort for you. Have you any doubt on the subject?”

He took a whistle from his pocket and put it to his lips. Ferraby, watching, thought Brooks was on the point of dropping from fear. “No, chief, there’s no reason why you should go to extremes,” said Gilder. “If I’ve said anything I shouldn’t have said, I beg your pardon.”

He looked at Lebanon, who sat, gaping from one to the other. “Can I do anything for you, my lord?”

“Get us some whisky and soda, will you? You can go, Brooks.”

Brooks went up the stairs again a little unsteadily.

“Phew!” said Lebanon. “Is that true? Forty men?’ I say, what organisation!”

“To be exact, there are thirty-six. I’m counting the chauffeurs,” said Tanner. He walked round the back of an old couch, leaned on it and looked down at the master of Marks Priory.

“When you were at Scotland Yard this morning you rather suggested that you yourself were in some danger. Lord Lebanon. Did you mean that? Have you had any sort of threat, or has anybody attempted to hurt you?”

Lebanon looked up in surprise. “I didn’t know that I’d suggested that,” he said. He thought a while. “Lots of things have happened — odd little things that hardly seem worth talking about but I think I can say that nobody has attempted my life.” He smiled. “If they had I should certainly have died!”

Tanner now came to more delicate ground. “Did you ever see your father?”

“Of course,” said the other, surprised. “Not in recent years. He was a hopeless invalid. But when I was a boy — he was an ever so much bigger fellow than me, and terribly strong. There’s a legend round here that when he was young he lilted a farm wagon out of a ditch.”

“Have you a picture of him — a photograph? Is there one in the house?”

“No, I don’t think there is,” said the other slowly. Curiously enough, I came upon an old snapshot taken of him in his invalid chair. I don’t remember who took it, but it was between the leaves of a book in the library. I showed it to mother, and she tore it up without even looking at it.”

“That was a queer thing to do, wasn’t it?” said Tanner.

Lebanon smiled. “Yes — well, mother is a little odd. It was. I admit, an awful-looking picture of him, but can you understand it?”

Bill laughed. “If it was an awful-looking picture I can well understand it,” he said. “Was he cleanshaven, or did he have a beard, or what?”

“He had a beard — not as I remember him, but I’m talking about the photograph.”

“Can you remember any other strange things happening which affected you?”

Lord Lebanon put down the magazine, the pages of which he had been turning. “You want something really sinister, something that sounds like a page torn from a story? Well, I’ll tell you. There have been two occasions when Gilder has brought me a whisky and soda, when I have remembered drinking it — and little more. The last time I woke up in my room, in the dark. I was in my pyjamas, and I should probably have turned over and gone to sleep again but for the fact that I had a perfectly splitting headache. I rang the bell, and when Gilder came up he told me I’d fainted, which was ridiculous — I’ve never fainted in my life.”

“What do you suggest happened to you?” asked Tanner.

Lebanon shook his head. “I don’t know, but it happened twice after I’d had a drink. Naturally I remember the more painful episode. There was a sequel to that. When I came down in the morning it looked as though a bull had been let loose in this very room. The furniture was smashed, and there was every sign of a real wild party.”

“I heard about that,” said Totty.

“Amersham was in it, and so were the two footmen. I’d hate to think that mother was in it, and really I can’t imagine her in any situation that was undignified.”

Gilder came in with the drinks. They were already poured out. He handed a glass to Lebanon and to the three men. “Can’t you bring me a decanter and a siphon?” asked the young man angrily. “You aren’t even civilised, Gilder.”

The man took no offence. He merely grinned cheerfully. “I thought you’d like a quick drink, my lord. I’ll remember the decanter in future.” He took the tray out, closing the door with a thud.

“I wonder if you’ve ever in your experience visited a household like this?” said Lebanon, and took a sip. Before Bill could reply he made a wry face. “Taste this,” he said.

Tanner took the glass and drank a little. Overriding the taste of the spirit was a harsh, bitter taste. “Well, is yours like that?”

Tanner took a sip of his own; it was quite normal. “It’s rather queer we should be talking about what happened to me,” said Lebanon. He looked round for some handy receptacle. On the table was a small bowl filled with roses, and into this he carefully poured the drink and set down the empty glass. “That’s exactly the stuff I drank on the night of the party,” he said.

On the other side of the door Gilder was standing. He found it a little difficult to hear, for the wood was thick. He hoped that Brooks was listening from the stairs. It was not a moment to miss any scraps of information. He heard a step behind him: it was Lady Lebanon. “What are they talking about?” she asked in a voice little above a whisper.

He moved away from the door. His deep voice carried too far. “I don’t know, my lady,” he said.

“Do you think we could get rid of these men?” she asked anxiously.

He shook his head. “I’m afraid not. There are forty new men come down by tender from Scotland Yard. They’re in the grounds somewhere. I haven’t told Brooks; he’s getting restless. He says he’s going to quit. These detectives are frightening him.”

She looked at him with a little smile. “Do they frighten you?”

He shook his head. “No, nothing frightens me. I’m in now, and I’ll go through with it.”

“Tell Brooks there will be a thousand pounds for him if we get this thing over without a discovery,” she said.

He shook his head again, dubiously. “Do you think we shall? Brooks has got cold feet. Say, I’m getting a little bit worried about him. Shoot him over to America — that’s my advice. If he loses his nerve he’s going to be a whole lot of trouble to me.”

He crept back to the door and listened. There was no sound, not even the murmur of voices. He looked round for Lady Lebanon, but she had gone. Turning the handle hi walked into the common room. As he surmised, it was empty.

He heard voices from the end of the corridor. Lebanon was identifying a portrait that hung on the wall: an ancient Lebanon who bore some resemblance to his father.

Gilder looked at the glasses. One was suspiciously empty. He picked it up and turned it upside down, and a drop of moisture came from it. That glass was Lebanon’s: there was a tiny red ink mark on the stem which none of them had detected. He looked round, saw the bowl of roses, lifted it gingerly, and sniffed. Whisky! So that was what had happened to Lord Lebanon’s nightcap.

Walking to the foot of the stairs, he whistled softly, and his stout companion came down. Gilder pointed to the glass. “He didn’t drink that stuff,” he said.

Brooks breathed heavily. “Of course he didn’t drink it. You made it too strong. I told you he’d taste it.”

“He was getting used to it,” said Gilder gloomily. “Has he been talking?”

Brooks nodded. “Yeah. Kelver must have told that little runt about the rough house, and Tanner got him to talk about it. He knows he’s being doped. Do you realise what that means?”

“Sure I realise,” said Gilder coolly.

“Did you speak to her?” asked Brooks anxiously.

“Yes. There’s nothing to worry about.”

Brooks exploded. “Sez you! There’s a hell of a lot to worry about. There are all these English cops, and that bird Tanner’s wise to what’s happening here. If the truth comes out we’re in a jamb — we might get a lifer for this. Where are they?” He looked round.

“They’re going up the hall staircase to his lordship’s room, I guess — I heard him say ‘wireless,’ and that’s the only wireless in the house — s-sh! Here’s one of them.”

It was Totty. He stood for a moment in the doorway surveying them. “The brothers Mick and Muck,” he said sarcastically.

“Is there anything I can do for you?” asked Gilder.

“There’s a lot you can do for me, boy,” said Totty. “I suppose you’ll be up all night?”

Gilder smiled. “If you’ll be up all night, sir, I shall be up all night.”

“Does it ever strike you fellows that you might be getting yourselves into a bit of trouble?”

Brooks paused at the door, a tray in his hand, and looked anxiously at his companion, but Mr. Gilder was smiling. “Man,” he said oracularly, “is born to trouble as the sparks fly upward.”
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Gilder was a type that baffled Mr. Totty: he was so offensively unimpressed by the majesty and power of the law. Moreover, he was perhaps the one man in the world who had ever made Sergeant Totty feel small, and that admirable man resented the painful experience.

He was not interested in wireless, but for some reason or other he hated being alone. For this night the regulations which governed Marks Priory had been relaxed. The doors between the servants’ wing and the main hall had been left unlocked. Mr. Kelver was probably awake. Totty was on a mission of discovery, and had passed the door of the saloon when he heard his name called. It was Lady Lebanon.

“Won’t you come in, sergeant? Has Mr. Tanner gone to bed?”

“Not yet, my lady.” He was flattered at the invitation. “Do you mind my cigar?”

She hated cigars, and even Willie was forbidden to smoke in the saloon, but she was graciousness itself, went out and found an ashtray for him, and suggested the most comfortable chair.

On her knees was a small velvet box.

“My cashbox,” she smiled, when she saw Totty’s eyes on it. “I always take it up the last thing every night.”

“Very wise of you, my lady. You can never be sure that there isn’t a tea-leaf — a thief around.”

“You’re a sergeant, aren’t you, Mr. Totty?”

“Temporarily,” said Mr. Totty.

“And Mr. Tanner is — ?”

“Chief inspector. There’s practically no difference between us,” said Totty loftily. “It’s merely a question of rank.”

She inclined her head. “Will you forgive me if I ask you whether you receive a very large salary? I suppose you do. Yours must be very important work.” He was quite prepared to explain how important, but she went on: “I should so much like to know what is happening,” she said, “and what the police think about this case. I suppose there are things arising every few minutes — clues, or whatever you call them?”

“Any number,” said Totty.

“And when you make a new discovery you tell Mr. Tanner? And what does he say?”

Here Totty could not be perfectly truthful. He had a poignant memory of a number of things that Tanner had said when he had taken ‘evidence’ to him. “Usually,” he admitted, “he says he’s known all about that for a week. There’s a lot of petty jealousy in the service.”

“I suppose he does place a lot of reliance on you?” she insisted. “Somebody said you were his right-hand man.” Totty smirked. “He was very curious” — Lady Lebanon spoke slowly— “rather stupidly, I thought, about the room I didn’t want him to see. Do you remember?” Totty remembered, and was on the point of blurting out his discovery, but she gave him no chance. “Suppose you went to him and said: ‘I’ve seen this room, and there’s nothing there but a few old pictures’?”

All that was vain in Sergeant Totty went out at that moment. He became his cold, practical, not over-intelligent self.

“That would satisfy him, wouldn’t it? He does take a lot of notice of what you say?” He did not answer. “Suppose you say,” she went on silkily, “that there is nothing in that room? It would save me a lot of trouble.”

“Quate!” said Totty.

She opened the little box and he heard the rustle of paper. Very deliberately she took out four notes. From where he stood he recognised them as being for fifty pounds each.

“One feels so perfectly helpless” — her wellbred voice droned on— “I mean, when one is battling against trained and skilful men from Scotland Yard. Very naturally they see something suspicious in the most innocent actions, and it’s nice to know one has a friend at court.”

She cosed the box and got up. The four notes dropped on to the chair where she had been sitting,

“Good night, Sergeant Totty.”’

“Good night, my lady.”

She had reached the door.

“Excuse me “ — he held out the notes to her— “you have left your money behind.”

“I don’t remember leaving any money behind,” she said deliberately. She did not look at the paper in his hand.

“This may remind you,” he said. “You never know when you may want this money.”

She took it from him without confusion or embarrassment. “I was hoping you might want it,” she said. “It’s a great pity.”

He followed her out into the corridor, watched her with a smile of triumph till she passed out of sight, and then he swaggered back into the common room and found Tanner sitting alone.

“It’s a great pity,” he repeated.

The chief inspector looked up. “What’s a great pity?”

“That I don’t want two hundred pounds that her ladyship offered me.”

Bill Tanner frowned. “What do you mean?”

“She doesn’t want that room opened, that’s what I mean.”

“Oh! I never imagined she did.” And then he connected Totty’s statements. “She offered you money?”

“She left it behind on the chair, which is exactly the same thing.”

“What did you say?”

Mr Totty drew himself up.

“What did I say?” he said sternly. “I told her she mustn’t do a thing like that; that I was a sergeant and would probably get a promotion out of this case — in fact, I have been practically promised, haven’t I?”

“No,” said Tanner. “Stick to the facts. What did she say then?”

“What could she say?” said Totty. “She burst into tears and went upstairs.”

Tanner was impressed. “That sounds like a lie, but there’s probably a bit of truth in it. She doesn’t want the room opened? Well, we’ll open it tomorrow.”

“And I’ll tell you what you’ll find,” said Totty confidentially. “Stacks of bootleg booze! I got it from the first. Why American footmen?”

Tanner looked at him admiringly. “You’re about the worst detective I’ve ever met,” he said. “If it wasn’t for your qualities as a faithful hound you’d make a good postman…Why American footmen? I’ll tell you why — because they have no friends in England and no families. She’s taking no risk of their discussing her private affairs.”

“They’re using this place as the headquarters of a gang—” began Totty.

“Gang my grandmother’s aunt! Motion pictures are your ruin, Totty. Why do they want a gang when they have all the pickings in the world? Lebanon paid over three hundred thousand pounds in death duties, which means that young man has quite a lot of money.”

Totty coughed and changed the subject. “Where’s Ferraby?” he asked.

“I don’t know — dodging about the house somewhere.”

The police officer in Sergeant Totty came suddenly to the surface. “What about those forty men who are in the grounds?” he said. “Have any canteen arrangements been made for them?”

Chief Inspector Tanner came close to his side and lowered his voice. “There are not forty men or women or children in the grounds, so far as I know. Keep your big mouth shut, will you?”

Sergeant Totty inclined his head gracefully. He could take a hint. “What’s the idea?” he said in the same tone.

“I’ll tell you the idea, Totty.” Tanner’s voice was little above a whisper. “I want all the murders of tonight to be committed inside this house.”

The little detective went cold. “How many do you expect?” he asked.

“I think you will be the first,” said Tanner. He was feeling rather pleased with himself for the moment, and when Inspector Tanner was pleased with himself his sense’ of humour took curious shapes.

*

The old lord’s room was a place of fear to Isla Crane. She could never remember any occasion when she was so tired that she could fall immediately to sleep. Night after night she had sat up in her bed, her hands clasping her knees, listening. There were calm nights, when the only sounds which, broke the silence were the crack of the age-old panelling and queer rustlings that might have been mice, or the touch of ghostly hands. There were nights when the soughing of the wind added a new terror to the hours of darkness.

Once, when the electric light plant had failed, she lay and quaked till daylight, and thereafter she always had a small nightlight by the side of her bed. It was a place of ghosts, of ugly memories, and had frowsy auras that seemed to cling to the wall like fungi. At the best, and on the hottest days, there was a queer, musty smell about the old lord’s room.

Tonight it was full of strange sounds of movement; whispering voices came to her from the dark. Once she thought she saw a panel move, and heard a floorboard creak outside the door. She had heard all these things before, and should have been immune to fear.

She had a mother and two small sisters, and she was paying for their happiness. If somebody would take her away — but it must be somebody who could supply the comforts which Lady Lebanon would instantly cut off. It never occurred to her that her ladyship would not dare cut the allowance.

John Ferraby…? He was filling her imagination. A detective? Lady Lebanon had said it was queer, and had suggested the war to explain his peculiar occupation. What was his salary? It all came back to money; everything did. She liked many people, but she liked Ferraby so well that he could occupy hours of her thoughts. It wasn’t so ridiculous as it might seem…

She wondered in what style he lived, whether he had any private income — everything came back to money. She wanted to many Willie Lebanon less than he wished to marry her. Yet she liked him, and was terribly sorry for him at times. Perhaps if he were married, Lady Lebanon would retire and give the boy an opportunity!…She shook her head. That wasn’t Lady Lebanon’s way, and she didn’t like Willie well enough.

She turned from side to side in the bed, pulled the covers over her shoulders, threw them off again. Presently she felt drowsy and began to dream. But when she dreamed it was of things that she had put out of her thoughts in her waking moments. All the pigeonholes of her mind were opened, and the things she wanted to forget crept out. How stupid of Lady Lebanon to leave the scarf in the drawer! At any time that big man might search the desk, and if he searched the desk he would find it. What had induced her to leave that damning evidence for the most careless of searchers to find?

The scarf should be burnt. She did not realise she was out of bed. As she turned the key in the lock of her door, she did not feel it. She had her consciousness only in her dreams; was obsessed by one idea — the scarf must be burnt, that little red scarf with the metal tag.

Bill Tanner heard the click of the lock as he was giving his final instructions to Ferraby. He walked quickly to the foot of the stairs and looked up, raising his hand to caution the two men.

“Quiet!” he said.

They stood motionless, silent. The white figure came slowly down the stairs. Isla was staring ahead of her; her hands were outstretched as though she were feeling her way along some invisible wall. She was talking, very quietly, very slowly.

“It must be burnt,” she said.

Totty opened his mouth to speak, but Bill’s glare silenced him.

She reached the bottom step, walked uncertainly towards the desk. “It must be burnt,” she said, in that monotonous tone which is the sleepwalker’s own. “You must burn that scarf.” She fumbled at the drawer. It was locked, but in her imagination she opened it. “The scarf should be burnt — you murdered him with that — I saw it in your hand when you came into the house — you murdered him with that. It must be burnt.”

She was moving towards the stairs again. Ferraby took a step towards her, but Bill grabbed him and threw him back. Slowly she went up, Tanner behind her. He saw her go into her room; the door closed softly and the lock snapped.

“You murdered him with that.”

Whom was she addressing in her dreams? Mr. Tanner had a very good idea.
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He heard another door open. Lady Lebanon came out. She was still dressed.

“Was that Isla?” she said. “Miss Crane?” He nodded. “Was she walking in her sleep — how distressing! Where did you see her?”

“She came down to the hall,” said Tanner.

Lady Lebanon drew a long breath.

“She’s rather distraite. I think I ought to send her away into the country for a month. When she’s like that—”

“Have you seen her?”

Lady Lebanon nodded.

“Yes, twice. The trouble is, she talks the most dreadful nonsense when she’s in that condition. Did she speak at all?’”

“Nothing that I could hear,” said Bill untruthfully.

He thought she was relieved. She was entitled to be. “Good night, Mr. Tanner. I will speak to Isla later. It isn’t advisable to wake her up immediately, but unless she is awakened she may walk again.”

Bill Tanner went down into the hall, a very preoccupied man. His two subordinates had been impressed. Totty was unusually silent, and did not offer a ready-made theory.

“Get on to the inn and find out if that woman is calm enough to be questioned — Mrs. Tilling.”

When Totty had gone: “What do you make of it, Ferraby? She knows who committed the murder, obviously.”

Ferraby turned a glum face to him. “I’m afraid she does, though of course she may be dreaming. After all, she knew that scarf had been burnt, and she may have guessed it came from that drawer. You can’t hold it against people what they say in their sleep.”

“I’m not holding anything against the young lady. You can set your mind at rest,” said Tanner testily. Then he put into words the question that Isla had asked herself. “Have you got any money? No, I don’t mean in your pocket. Have you any private means?”

The young man flushed guiltily. “I’ve three hundred a year.”

“Splendid,” said Tanner. “That’s exactly three hundred a year more than I’ve got. You’re rather keen on her, aren’t you?”

“Who — Miss Crane? Good Lord! How absurd! I couldn’t—”

“Don’t dither,” said Tanner kindly. “I know you can’t raise your eyes to the old squire’s daughter. I’ve read about such things in books and seen them in plays. But it strikes me that she might be happier in a South Kensington flat than she could possibly be at Marks Priory. You’ll excuse me if I help forward your little romance. But I’m in a romantic mood tonight.”

“She’d never think of me in that way—” began Ferraby.

“You say that because you’re very young, and you make the mistake of classifying women into social strata, and believe that each stratum has its own peculiar code. Women are all women — never forget that, Ferraby. When the Lord created Eve he practically finished his job, and there’s been no change — a little general improvement perhaps. But you’ll discover, when you learn to think, that the only difference between a twenty thousand a year girl and the office stenographer is that one pays more for her clothes. If you don’t mind my being indelicate, I would say that if you saw them in their underclothes you wouldn’t know the difference, because they all wear the best that money can buy, for some reason which I’ve never been able to fathom.”

Ferraby stared at him. “I didn’t realise you were an authority on the subject.”

“I am an authority on most subjects,” said Bill. He took a cigar out of the box which Gilder had left, pinched it and smelt it. “If this hasn’t been poisoned by the wicked footman it ought to be good,” he said.

“What was wrong with that whisky he brought to Lebanon?”

“Doped,” said Bill. “I think I know the drug that was used.”

“Why?”

“Lebanon thought that they had something on tonight. He didn’t mention who the ‘they’ were, but we can guess that too…Apparently they’re in the habit of giving him queer-tasting drinks when they want him out of the way. I wish he had drunk it,”

Ferraby’s eyes opened. “But why?” he asked again, and he was concerned that Tanner laughed.

“Because if he were out of the way it would save me a lot of embarrassment tonight. In the morning the chief constable is sending me three people who can clear up this mystery more effectively than I — I asked him to send them down, and they’ll be here by ten.”

“Somebody from the Yard?”

“I’ll not satisfy your curiosity — think over all the people I’m likely to send for: it will keep you awake tonight.”

Totty came back at that moment. The woman was sleeping. “That’s satisfactory,” said Tanner. “Any other news?”

“Yes; they’ve pinched Tilling at Stirling. He left the train at Edinburgh, but the police picked him up, and they’re detaining him.”

“‘ Detain’ is a better word than ‘arrest.’ Where are those liveried cutthroats?”

“They’re in their pantry,” said Totty. “I heard them talking together. You mean the Americans?”

“I wonder what they talk about,” said Tanner, and smiled. “If they only knew it, this is very nearly their last night at Marks Priory.”

“Are you taking them?”

“I don’t know yet; it all depends,” he said, and began to search for a pack of cards, for he had a weakness for patience.

Gilder and his companion had a great deal to talk about. Brooks did most of the talking. The tall American slumped in his chair, a neat whisky at his elbow, a half-smoked cigar in the corner of his mouth.

“Ah, shut up,” he growled at last. “You make me ill! Don’t you think I’m worried too? She was walking in her sleep tonight, that girl — and she was talking, and talking a whole lot that didn’t help us any.” He looked thoughtfully at the other. “Brooks, I’m going into her room tonight and take her out.”

Brooks stared aghast. “With the detectives in the house?”

“With all Scotland Yard in the house,” said Gilder grimly. “I’m not going to take any more risk — not that kind of risk anyway.”

Brooks shook his head in awed admiration. “Have you told the old woman?”

“To hell with the old woman!” rumbled Gilder. “She doesn’t mean a damn thing to me tonight.”

He got up, opened a drawer of a little chest, took out a flat leather case, unstrapped it, and pulled back the flap. There was a neat kit of tools here, and after careful scrutiny he selected a pair of long, thin-nosed pliers. He tested them on a piece of wire, then, going to the door, took out the key and put it on the outside. Inserting the nose of the pliers, he turned it and locked the door. Another twist of his wrist and it was unlocked.

Mr. Gilder was a careful man with considerable foresight. There was not a lock in the house that he did not oil once a week, for he took no chances. Restoring the key to the inner side of the door, he put the pliers in his pocket.

“Where are you going to put her?” asked Brooks. “In my room,” said the other curtly.

“Suppose Tanner—”

“Oh, shut up, will you! You’re fording the river before it starts to rain. You’d better go back home, Brooks.”

“I guess we’ll both be lucky to go back home,” said the other gloomily.

“Listen!” Gilder laid his big hand on the man’s knee. “You’ve had a pretty easy job, and you’ve been well paid for it. When you told that bull you hadn’t saved money you were lying. I don’t say you’ve got enough to live on for the rest of your life, but you’ve got the makings.”

“I’d give a thousand dollars to be back in Philadelphia,” said Brooks.

“You can get there steerage for a hundred and fifty,” said the practical man. He looked at his watch.

“Time’s getting on. I’ll go along and see if they want anything. Maybe they’ll go to bed — even Scotland Yard men must sleep sometimes.”

He peeped into the room from a place of observation which he had used before, a convenient slit in the panel, which did not owe its existence to accident. Tanner was playing patience at one table, Totty was manipulating a pack of cards at another. The other detective was not in the room.

He strolled back along the passage and up the stairs. As he turned into the corridor he saw somebody going into Isla’s room. It was Lady Lebanon, and he drew back out of sight.

It had taken a long time before Isla’s drowsy voice asked who was there, a seemingly interminable time before the door was unlocked. She went in, and closed the door behind her, Isla was sitting on the bed, her head drooping, only half awake.

“Is anything the matter?” she muttered.

Lady Lebanon shook her gently by the shoulder. “Wake up, Isla.” She looked at the little nightlight. “Do you always sleep with that?” she asked. “It’s very bad for you.”

“Lately, yes.”

She saw a silver box on the table by the side of the bed, and the woman opened it, and looked disapprovingly at the contents. “Cigarettes — do you smoke?” and, when the girl nodded: “I don’t like it very much in a woman,” she said. “You’re comfortable here?” She looked around. “I have only been through this door twice in the past five years.”

Isla shuddered. “I loathe this room,” she said vehemently.

The cold eyes of the woman were on her. “You’ve never said so before. One room is as good as another, and this was once the best room in the house. There used to be secret doors here, but I think my husband had them screwed up. The man who planned this room lived a hundred years ago,” she went on. Her mind went instinctively to The Line. “He was rather eccentric. He never saw anybody. They used to pass his meals through a panel somewhere.” She felt along the panelling. “And there used to be a passageway here, in the very heart of the wall.”

She followed a train of thought which was very easy to follow: The Line that led back to the great men of the house.

“Courcy Lebanon — that was his name. He married one of the Hamshaws. Her mother was a blood relation of Monmouth.” She sighed. “That branch has died out,” she said in a whisper. Then, with an effort, she tore herself from the past. “I shouldn’t sleep with a light; it’s very bad for you.”

The girl’s head was drooping again.

“Isla! I’m sorry, but you must wake up.” She shook her less gently. “You must wake up, Isla.”

The girl’s head drooped to her shoulder. “I’m awfully tired. I’m half asleep now.” Yet she heard the click of the lock as it turned. “Why did you do that?” she asked.

“The Priory is full of strange people, and there are others in the grounds,” said Lady Lebanon. She sat down on the edge of the bed. “You walked in your sleep tonight.” It was almost an accusation.

Isla stared at her. “Did I? I wish I didn’t. I never did that before—” She stopped suddenly.

“Before what?”

“Before that dreadful night,” Her voice was shaking. “When the furniture was broken and Dr. Amersham…I thought he was killed.” She covered her face with her hands.

“If you hadn’t come down you would have seen nothing,” said the older woman harshly. Then suddenly she leaned over towards the girl, and there was an intensity and an emotion in her voice that Isla had never heard before. “Isla, anything may happen tonight. I may be—” She did not finish her sentence. “I hope it can be avoided, but I must be prepared. I want you to marry Willie — do you hear? I want you to marry Willie.”

There was desperation in her tone. The hand that gripped the girl’s arm tightened painfully. “I want you to marry him to-day — this morning.”

Isla Crane looked round at her, dazed. “To-day? That’s impossible! I couldn’t many at such notice. I — I haven’t really thought of it seriously.”

“You can marry to-day,” said the woman doggedly. “I’ve had the licence for a week.”

“He’d hate it. Does he know?”

“It doesn’t matter whether he knows or not,” said Lady Lebanon impatiently. “He’ll do as I tell him. Willie is the last of the Lebanons — do you realise that? The last link in the chain. A weak link. There was another weak link — Geoffrey Lebanon — weaker than Willie. He married his cousin, Jane Secamore. You’ll see her portrait in the Great hall. She left him at the altar.” Isla listened, wondering what was coming next, and when Lady Lebanon spoke she was shocked to silence. “She left him at the altar — but she had several children.”

“A horrible idea! Dreadful!” gasped the girl.

“I don’t agree.” Lady Lebanon sat straight-backed and seemed to be giving judgment. Isla had the feeling that her words had in them a finality which could not be disturbed. “I don’t agree. Jane was one of the greatest of the Lebanon women. You realise you are a Lebanon yourself, Isla — that your great-grandfather was the brother of the eighteenth viscount? Whatever happens your children will be in the family when you are married. They will bear the Lebanon name.” Isla heard her sigh. She seemed to relax, for her manner was easier and her voice had lost the strain. “If you find your life with Willie impossible, I shall be very understanding,” she said.

She got up from the bed. “The car will be ready at eleven.”

With an effort Isla roused herself. “I can’t do it,” she said. “I can’t possibly do it! I don’t love Willie. I — I love another man.”

Lady Lebanon looked at her quickly.

“Young Ferraby?” A long pause. “Well, suppose you do? I’ve told you I would be very understanding. Don’t you realise what you’ll be doing? A wonderful thing — you will be founding a n w race. The family will find a new strength. The Lebanon women have always been greater than the men.”

Something swished against the door. Lady Lebanon heard it and turned quickly. “What was that?” asked the girl in a frightened whisper.

“It’s Gilder. And that’s another reason why you must marry quickly. These man are getting out of hand. I may not be able to control them after tonight.” She came back quickly to the girl, bent over her and whispered: “Gilder mustn’t know you’re going to be married. You understand that, Isla? At all costs he must not know.”

There was a knock. She went swiftly to the door, and unlocked it. Gilder was standing outside, Isla heard the deep boom of his voice, and then the door closed on him.

She was dropping back into unconsciousness, and roused herself, noticing that Lady Lebanon had left the door ajar. She dragged herself across the floor and closed it, then, coming back to the bed, almost fell upon it, drawing the clothes over her.

She was asleep, yet awake. Her mind was working; insoluble problems came in procession, were examined and despaired of. Yet her breathing was regular.

She had been lying there a quarter of an hour when somebody tried the handle of the door. It yielded, and Gilder came quietly into the room.

“It wasn’t locked after all.” The terrified man outside was shaking. “Where’s her ladyship?”

“Never mind about her ladyship. Give me that blanket.” He tiptoed to the side of the bed, and, clutching the girl by the shoulder, shook her.

“Come along, miss. I want you to come with me, miss.” She did not move; not by a flutter of eyelid did she show signs of wakefulness.

“She’s right out,” he said. “Listen in the passage.”

“Why not leave her?” urged Brooks.

“I’m taking no chances,” said the gaunt American. “Go and look when I tell you!”

When the man returned he was hushed to silence with a warning finger. Isla was sitting up in bed, her eyes wide open, and she was talking softly to herself.

“She’s out!” said Gilder under his breath. “The blanket’” He took the wrap from Brook’s hand and wrapped it gently about her shoulders.

“I can’t do it,” Isla was saying. “I must have time. I don’t want to marry.”

Gilder opened his mouth and looked at Brooks. “Hell! Did you hear that?”

“I can’t marry to-day! I won’t! I can’t do it,” she muttered.

Her feet were on the floor now. Gilder guided her to the door, but she must fumble for the handle herself, and find it, open it without help. He knew enough of somnambulism not to thwart her. He could turn her shoulders in the direction he wanted, and no more — but that was enough.

Beyond the second stairway the passage narrowed. A short distance down were the two rooms that he and Brooks occupied. He opened the door of his. His bed was made, and pulling back the covers, he gently pressed her down. She curled up on the bed with a sigh, and Gilder pulled an eiderdown over her.

“She’ll sleep. Anyway, I’ll lock the door on her. Go back to the room and bring her dressing-gown and slippers. Hurry!”

Brooks made a move and stopped. Suddenly he uttered an exclamation and slapped his thigh. “I’ve lost it!” he said. “You haven’t seen it?”

“What’s that?” asked Gilder.

“My gun.”

Gilder scowled at him. “Got a gun, have you? There’s a fool thing to carry, Where did you leave it?”

“It was in my pocket an hour ago.”

Gilder looked thoughtful. “That’s awkward. You were a damned fool to carry it, anyway. Go and look in your room, and see if it’s there. Anyway, what do you want a gun for? Have you gone all weak and childish?”

Brooks went up to his room, and came back with a report of failure.

“Forget it,” said the other impatiently. “You’ll find it in the morning. Go bring that gown and slippers.”

The door of the old lord’s room stood open, though Brooks could almost have sworn he had closed it after him. Of one thing he was certain, that he had left the lights on. The room was now in darkness. It must have been Lady Lebanon. He had to close the door, for the switch was behind it, and he was reaching for the key when something slipped round his neck — a soft elastic something. In a flash he put his hands between the cloth and his throat and lurched back. The grip tightened. He wrenched his hands from the scarf and grabbed behind him, bat he touched nothing. The skilled strangler was prepared for that possibility, and Brooks went crashing to the ground, the world blotted out.
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In the hall below Mr. Tanner had finished his game, and stood watching the shameless efforts of Sergeant Totty to assist the accidents of chance. He made a little noise of protest when Totty deliberately took a card from the top of the pack and put it at the bottom.

“A man who would cheat himself at patience would commit almost any crime except robbing a bank to feed the poor,” he said.

“A man who doesn’t make his own luck is a fool,” said Totty. He shovelled the cards up and dropped them, yawned, looked at his watch and lolled back in his chair. “Ferraby was saying he didn’t like this shop. He said it gave him the horrors.”

Totty smiled. “I’ve known worse. Do you remember that night years ago. Tanner, when you and me waited for Harry the Fiddler, in the cats’- meat shop? Lord love a duck! cats used to follow me for weeks after that! That fat fellow’s got a gun.”

“Who — Brooks?” Tanner was interested.

“That’s the chap. I saw the shape of it in his pocket when he had his coat off and was tidying up here half an hour ago. He’s going to be troublesome.”

“It’ll be more troublesome for him than for us,” said Tanner cryptically. “In fact, I think it’s going to be very awkward indeed for him — what’s that?” He heard a thud. “Go up and see.”

Totty rose slowly. “Up there?” he said.

“Yes. Are you scared?” snapped Tanner.

“Yes,” said Totty shamelessly. “You didn’t expect me to say that, did you? Still, to oblige you.”

He went up the stairs quickly enough, and Tanner, listening at the foot, heard no sound until his name was called.

“What is it?” It was Gilder speaking.

“Come here!” called Totty urgently. “Quick!”

Tanner flew up the stairs into the old lord’s room. Brooks was lying on his back, and the detective was struggling to untie the knotted scarf that was about his throat. It was no easy task, and there was a very little margin of time. “He’s a goner, I think,” grunted Totty. “Let me get to him, mister.”

Gilder went down on his knees, tore off the man’s collar and the top of his shirt, and massaged his neck. Gilder’s face was wet; tense with anxiety. For the first time Tanner saw in him evidence of real emotion.

“He’s not dead,” he said. “Can you get me some brandy?”

Totty ran downstairs, found the decanter and brought it up. Under the influence of the liquor the man showed signs of life. The eyelids flickered, the hands twitched convulsively.

“He’ll be all right, I guess.” Gilder breathed the words jerkily. “Help me carry him to his room. It was a pretty close call, hey? Old Brooks! Gosh! His gun wouldn’t have been any kind of help.”

Yet apart from this exhibition of concern for the life of his friend, the big fellow was perfectly calm; he was neither horrified nor agitated by an event calculated to shake even his stout nerve: it was the possible consequence that seemed to distress him.

They carried the semiconscious man into his little bedroom and laid him down. And then Tanner remembered that the old lord’s chamber was Isla Crane’s bedroom — and she had not been in the room.

“Where is the young lady?” he asked quickly.

Gilder looked up, then dropped his eyes. “I don’t know” — doggedly— “I guess she’s about the house somewhere.”

It was his last desperate and vain attempt to bring the appearance of order to an untidy situation.

“Go and find her.” Bill’s voice was harsh. “Where is Ferraby?” Totty met him halfway up the stairs, and explained the situation to a young man who became instantly thrown off his balance.

“Don’t ask questions, and don’t go to pieces,” snarled Tanner. “What the hell is this — a girls’ school? Go round the house, wake everybody in it to find Miss Crane — that’s your job. Totty, you needn’t stay with this man; he is nearly recovered. Where’s Gilder?”

The footman had disappeared. Unnoticed he had slipped from the room after Ferraby’s arrival.

“Get him!”

Totty took one step to the door, and then without warning the lights in the room went out. The two men groped out into the passage; that was in darkness too. There was a simple explanation. “Somebody has cut us off at the main switch. You located it, didn’t you, Totty?”

“Half an hour after I arrived,” said Totty. “I can find it.”

“Have you a lamp in your pocket? Good! And keep your truncheon in your hand. You may have to use it. I’ll work back to the hall. This fellow isn’t going to take any hurt in the dark.”

They left the groaning man on the bed, and Totty went cautiously along the passage, felt his way down the stairs into the servants’ quarters. He was sparing of his light, for if it showed him the way, it also located him and made it easier for the unseen enemy to attack.

The main switch was in a little cellar, approached from the kitchen, and he found the door to the cellar was wide open. Flashing his lamp down the stone steps, he took a tighter grip of his rubber truncheon and went down one stair at a time. He listened, thought he heard heavy breathing and cast his light around, but he could see nothing, though there were one or two recesses in which a man might hide.

“Come out of that!” he commanded. There was no answer.

His first job was to turn on the lights. From where he stood he saw that the master switch was disengaged, and was hanging down. The apparatus was attached about six feet from the lowest step of the stair, and he felt gingerly along the distempered walls. He reached for the vulcanite handle when something struck him violently at the back of the head. He dropped his lamp with a crash, and turned to grapple with the unknown. Momentarily dazed, he struck out at random — and missed. Something flew past his head and crashed against the wall. He heard it break and the fragments scatter on the brick floor. It was coal, he guessed. Painful but not dangerous. He struck out again, but hit the air. Feet moved swiftly up the steps, and the door slammed. Totty heard the bolt shot home and accepted the situation philosophically. First he pushed home the switch, and instantly the cellar was alight, for the lamp had been burning when the connection was cut. At the far end was a heap of coal, evidently used for the kitchen. It was from here that the missile had been taken. Totty picked up his lamp, tested it, then, taking a piece of string from his pocket, he tied the handle of the switch tight before he looked round for a means of opening the door.

There was no necessity to use force, as it happened. Ferraby’s voice came down to him from the kitchen, and a minute later the bolt shot back and Sergeant Totty emerged, a little dizzy from his adventure, but very little the worse.

Totty’s head was sore, but there was no wound. “A bump as big as a plover’s egg, but otherwise not so much as a scratch,” reported Ferraby after a quick examination of his colleague’s injury. “You ought to go down on your knees and thank the Lord that he only hit you on the head!”

“Have you found that young lady?” said Sergeant Totty.

Ferraby was less agitated now. “No. She’s in the house somewhere, and Tanner isn’t really worried. That doesn’t mean anything — are you all right?”

He didn’t wait for Totty to reply, but dashed off. The sergeant took a long cold drink, made his way back to the hall to answer Tanner’s rapid fire of questions.

“No, I didn’t see him; I felt him,” he said grimly. “That fellow’s quicker than a rat.”

“Threw coal at you, did he?” said Tanner. “You’re a lucky man — he forgot that he had a gun in his pocket! I remembered it after you’d gone — to tell you the truth, I didn’t expect to see you again alive.”

Totty gulped. “Thank you for your sympathy,” he growled. “Where did he get it — the gun?”

“He took it from Brooks tonight. It was the first thing that Brooks spoke about when he came back to life. He spilt everything, though it wasn’t necessary so far as I was concerned.”

“Do you know who it is?”

Tanner nodded. “Yes. When Lord Lebanon told me about his drugged whisky, it was the clearest possible case. I happen to know the drug that was used — I think I said that before.” He dropped his hand on Totty’s shoulder. “If we get through tonight without any further casualties I’ll be down on my knees to the chief constable tomorrow asking him to enlarge your Tank. I’d hate to see you an inspector, but I’m afraid it’s got to be.”

Totty smiled modestly. “I don’t know that I’ve done anything,” he began.

“You haven’t!’” said his candid superior. “I’ve been trying to remember a piece of real help you’ve given me, and I can’t think of a single darned thing that was the slightest assistance, but that’s why men get promotion — for doing nothing.” He strode up and down the room, his old restless self. Mr. Totty regarded him with the expression of a wounded fawn. “Her ladyship’s in her room and declines to come out. I think she’s breaking. I knew she would sooner or later. Hallo, Ferraby!”

That dishevelled young man was almost at the end of his tether. “I can’t find her anywhere—”

“Don’t look. She’s in Gilder’s room, and sleeping. I went in and saw her a few minutes ago. Here’s the key of the room if you want it.”

“In Gilder’s room?” gasped Ferraby. “You’ve got the key?”

Tanner nodded. He showed it in the palm of his hand. “She’s in no immediate danger and, I hope, no ultimate danger.”

“Thank God for that!” Ferraby’s voice was unsteady. “These are the worst minutes I have ever lived.” And then he remembered: “Lord Lebanon wanted to know what it’s all about, but I haven’t told him,” he said. “I saw him outside his mother’s room, talking to her. He told me she refused to see him.”

“She wouldn’t open the door to him, eh? Well, I didn’t expect she would. Lady Lebanon has a very excellent reason for wanting to be alone at this particular moment. Where is the young fellow?”

He had hardly put the question when a tousle-headed and excited young man came running down the stairs. He had seemingly been aroused from his sleep, for he was in pyjamas and dressing-gown, and his feet were bare. “You’ll catch cold,” smiled Tanner. “There is no reason why you should be the only casualty of the evening.”

“I say, I can’t get my mother to see me—” began Lebanon.

“She’s not quite herself tonight,” said Bill soothingly. “I shouldn’t worry. Totty, go up and ask her ladyship if she’ll come down. Tell her I particularly wish it. And, Ferraby, quieten all those servants and send them back to bed.”

The two were left alone. It was as Bill Tanner designed.

“Where’s Isla? I looked into her room, and she wasn’t there. My God Tanner, this must be the climax!”

“I think it is,” said Bill Tanner.

He had a feeling that the real climax would come when Lady Lebanon made her appearance. Would she come down? Would she find an easier way than facing the tragedy of her failure and the gaunt exposure of the secrets she had sacrificed so much to hide?

“What is it all about?” Lebanon’s voice was unusually firm. “Please forget that I’ve been a soft, easygoing fool, and allowed everybody to run my life. I’ve decided it’s about time I took charge. I’m going to leave this beastly place. Marks Priory is on the top of me. Tanner. You know who’s in that room, don’t you — the room that she wouldn’t let you see? My father! I’m not Lord Lebanon.”

Bill stared at him. This was the one revelation he did not expect. And yet instantly he corrected his surprise. Nothing Lebanon told him now could astonish him. “He’s the fellow who’s been causing all the trouble,” the young man continued. His words came with the impetuosity of a stream in spate. “He’s gone — I’ll bet he’s miles away by now. He could get in and out of this house as he liked, That surprises you, doesn’t it?”

“It does a little,” said Tanner quietly.

The young man was sitting in his mother’s chair, his hands lightly clasped before him, and with that attitude, in that light, he looked curiously like the woman whose son he was. Bill drew a settle to the opposite side of the desk.

“Family, family — good God! I’m sick of hearing the word!” He leaned forward over the desk. “Don’t you think it’s time we put an end to all this? First Studd, then Amersham, and now poor Brooks.”

Bill shook his head. “You’re a little premature. Brooks isn’t dead.”

“Isn’t he? Somebody said he was…I’m glad. He’s not a bad fellow. Don’t you agree with what I say, Mr. Tanner? The line should be wiped out — this line?”

“I don’t understand what you mean?”

The boy moved impatiently. “This sort of thing has been going on for heaven knows how many years. You ask my mother. She’s got all their dates, all their names, all their damned pedigrees, all their party per fess and their saltires! The Lebanons have always been like that — didn’t you know?” He dropped his voice confidentially. “My father was like that. He was fifteen years in the old lord’s room, as mad as a damned hatter!” He laughed softly. “Those two fellows used to look after him.”

Tanner nodded. This was no news to him. “Gilder and Brooks — yes, I guessed that.”

The boy leaned his head on one hand and stared into vacancy. “But he never strangled anybody,” he said slowly. He was speaking to himself; his voice was tremulous with the pride of achievement.

The old lord had never strangled anybody. He had done many mad things. Had been a menace to life and happiness, but he had lacked that inspiration — to come softly behind an unsuspecting victim and choke out his life. Slowly Lebanon’s face came round, and Bill looked into the fiery, laughing eyes.

“My father’s dead — you know that. As mad as a hatter. Did I tell you he was in that room? Well, I was lying. I lie very easily. I’ve got a marvellous power of invention. I’m quick. Didn’t I hear you say that — a quick worker?” He chuckled. “No he never strangled anybody. He didn’t know how to do it.” He leaned across the table confidentially and spoke quickly. “The first time I saw it done was in Poona. A little fellow slipped up behind a big man and put a cloth round his neck and” — he leaned back— “by God, he was dead! Fascinating!”

Bill said nothing.

“I tried it on a girl.” He leaned forward again. “An Indian girl. She went out like that!” He snapped his fingers. The boy’s face was alive, eager, and, but for the queer light in his eyes, unchanged from the weak, drawling youth Tanner had known an hour before.

Here was the secret — no secret to Bill Tanner — of Marks Priory. This dapper little man had cheated the world, had cheated the police, cheated all but his own mother, who knew and suffered and gave her life to his protection — the Last of the Lebanons. “Extraordinary, isn’t it — how quickly people die?”

He put his hand in the pocket of his dressing-gown and drew out something: a long, red scarf, and chuckled with glee. “Look at this! I’ve got lots of them: I brought them back from India. Amersham took some away from me, but he didn’t know where I kept my stock. I’ve surprised you, haven’t I? I’m not a big fellow, but I’m strong. Feel!”

He thrust out his bent arm, and Tanner’s hand felt the great biceps. It was indeed a surprise to him; he had never suspected such strength in the boy. “It’s rather a lark,” Lebanon went on. “You’d never dream it about me. People say: ‘Oh, look at that little whippersnapper, eh?’”

And then he grew more serious. “Of course, they made an awful fuss about this Indian girl. The fellows in the regiment didn’t realise I had the strength to do it,” he said. “It was a tremendous surprise to them, too.”

“Is this the girl you told me about at Scotland Yard?”

Lebanon chuckled. “Yes. Of course, Amersham wouldn’t have had the nerve to do it, only I wanted to pull your leg. I get a lot of fun out of pulling people’s legs.”

“There was considerable trouble about it, wasn’t there?” asked Tanner.

He kept his voice even; an observer might have imagined that they were gossiping on some uninteresting, commonplace happening. All that evening he had known what he might expect when the denouement came. He had sent his two assistants away, knowing that he would never hear from this young man’s lips the true story if they were present.

“Yes, the babus made a fuss about it,” said the boy resentfully. “The mater sent Amersham to bring me home. He was an awful cad of a fellow — a dreadful outsider. He was a man who would sign his name to other people’s cheques…ghastly, isn’t it?” Again his tone grew confidential.

“Don’t have anything to do with him,” he said, with quiet vehemence.

To him, Amersham for the moment was alive, a living and hateful restriction upon the freedom of his movements. Amersham the forger, and Amersham the doctor. Amersham the doctor might appear at any moment and order those disagreeable courses of action which brought him discomfort.

“After he brought me to England the mater sent for those two fellows who had looked after father…Gilder and Brooks. Of course, they’re not real footmen; they’re a sort of — well they look after me, you understand?”

“Yes, I have understood that,” said Tanner,

Then a thought amused the boy.

“You know that room my mother wouldn’t show you? Well, it’s all padded, you know — rubber cushions all round the walls. I have to go there when I realise things.”

“When you’re a little tiresome?” smiled Bill.

“When I realise things.” He was angry. “I know what I’m saying. It’s realising things that is so terrible. It’s only when I’m excited that my brain gets clear.”

Bill leaned over the table, and Lebanon drew back quickly. “Don’t touch me.” His hand went to his breast.

“I want a light. Be the perfect host,” said Bill.

Instantly Lebanon melted. “I’m sorry — awfully sorry.” He lit the match and held it steady whilst Tanner pulled at his cigar. When he had blown it out and carefully deposited it in the ashtray: “Are you friend or foe?” he asked.

“Why, what a question? I’m a friend.”

Lebanon shook his head. “You telephoned to Scotland Yard and asked them to send three doctors to certify me. I heard you on the ‘phone. I was listening at the door.”

“They’re coming to see me,” protested Tanner.

“That’s a lie! They’re not! They’re coming to see me.” His face went hard. “But I can fool them, as I fooled you, and as I’ve fooled all the clever people — Amersham — all of them. She was under his thumb, my mother. I’ll tell you why. She administered my father’s estate when she ought to have put it under commission — Lunacy Commission, isn’t it? You know the law better than I do. And then she’s been looking after my estate too, and naturally she’d have got into trouble if it had been found out. Amersham threatened he’d go to the police once, and got a fearful sum of money from her.”

There was one aspect of his disorder that had puzzled Tanner. “Why did you — why were you so unkind to Studd, your chauffeur?”

Lebanon’s face fell. “I’m terribly sorry about that,” he said. “He was such a good fellow. But I’m afraid of Indians. Some of them tried to kill me…they were very angry over this girl I told you about. She was such a stupid girl — a Eurasian or something. I didn’t know about this beastly ball in the village. I saw the Indian; I was horribly frightened of him, and…”

He was very penitent; there were tears in his eyes. He had been very fond of Studd. They had had this in common, that they both detested Amersham, and Studd used to do little jobs for his employer, unknown either to his mistress or to the doctor.

“I cried for a week after that happened. Mother will tell you — all the servants will tell you. I sent beautiful flowers to his funeral. I was really sorry. And I sent his sister two hundred pounds. She was his only relation. I stole the money out of mother’s cashbox, but it’s really mine, you know. Mother was very annoyed about it, but then she so easily gets annoyed.”

He looked round towards the stairs, then to the door. “Shall I show you something?” he asked, a half-smile on his face. “If I do, will you swear you won’t tell anybody?”

“I’ll swear,” said Tanner.

Lebanon put his hand inside his dressing-gown and brought out a revolver. Bill Tanner had expected that, too. “It’s the first one I’ve been able to get,” he said. “I took it out of Brooks’s pocket.” He chuckled. “That was rather clever, wasn’t it? I’ve always wanted one.”

Then he looked straight into Tanner’s eyes. “You can’t strangle yourself, you know. It’s rather difficult, and they look so ugly.” He shuddered and closed his eyes. When he opened them again his face was drawn. “Sometimes I think the whole line ought to be wiped out — all their escutcheons and their shields. The line! God Almighty! To carry on the Line! Isn’t it ridiculous?”

Tanner did not answer immediately, then: “Poor old boy!” he said softly.

Lebanon’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean — me? Why do you say that?”

“I’ve got a young brother of your age.”

Lebanon’s suspicious eyes were fixed on him. “You don’t like me, do you?”

“Yes, I do. I’ve been a very good friend of yours — I was very nice to you at Scotland Yard at any rate.”

The boy’s face brightened. “Of course you were! That was clever of me to go up there, wasn’t it? I mean, that was the last thing you’d have expected, I killed Amersham that morning, and slipped away when all the fuss was on. I gave them a scare too. Mother must have sent Gilder off in her own car, and he knew where I was going, because I’d told him that morning I’d go to Scotland Yard and have a talk with you.”

Tanner nicked the ash of his cigar into a tray, and again the young man drew back, covering the pistol with both his hands. “Yes, that was a stroke,” said Tanner.

They sat without speaking for fully a minute. There was a clock somewhere in the room. Tanner heard for the first time the monotony of its tick.

“I wonder where he’s put her?” asked Lebanon suddenly “Isla.”

“Where who’s put her — Gilder?”

Lebanon nodded. “She was looking awfully like that Indian girl this evening. I went behind her and put my arms around her. Didn’t you hear her scream? She ran down the stairs and Totty was there, or I’d have followed. And Gilder too, of course. He’s never far away. Haven’t you noticed that? He’s generally around somewhere near her. I believe Gilder would kill me if I hurt her. You think Gilder’s a brute, but be isn’t really. He’s very kind, especially to Isla. Nobody watches after her as he does, especially since she knew — and she does know. That’s why she’s frightened. She came downstairs the night I smashed up this place.”

He looked round interested. “I don’t remember doing it, but I suppose I must have done. I nearly got Amersham that night. It took two of them to pull me off. By God, he was scared! Isla saw the struggle from the stairs. She’s been frightened ever since. I don’t blame her, do you?” Bill shook his head. “It’s queer. When I did get Amersham last night, she saw me again, coming in through the door with the scarf in my hand. Mother took it away from me, and sent me up to bed. I’m terribly strong,” he said again. “You wouldn’t think so.”

Bill nodded. “Yes, I always thought you were pretty strong,” he said.

He was beginning to feel the tension. His eyes never left that pistol under the boy’s hand. This was not the climax he had planned. Yet he felt he could hold him in his present mood, quieten him, and after a while the paroxysm would pass and the boy would be normal again. That was a hope which was fast vanishing.

He had dealt with this type only once before, and the symptoms were not very encouraging. The peak of this mental disturbance had not yet been reached — and there was the pistol under his hand, fully loaded. He could see the grey noses of the bullets in their steel chambers, and the barrel was pointed in his direction.

“I worried them tonight” — Lebanon was laughing softly— “when I didn’t take that drink. You know what was in it, don’t you?”

Bill nodded. “Bromide of potassium. They thought you were getting a little excited and they wanted to calm you. I suppose they’ve done that before?”

“Lots of times,” said Lebanon, “but I fooled them tonight.”

Tanner took the whisky and soda that he had put on the desk, drank it deliberately and rose. “I’m going to bed,” he said.

He pushed back the settle, yawned and stretched himself. When he looked round the boy was behind him, that same strange look in his face which he had seen before.

“You’re not going to bed,” Lebanon breathed. “You’re afraid!”

Bill smiled and shook his head.

“Yes, you are. I frighten people.”

“You’re not frightening me,” said Tanner good-humouredly. “Be sensible and give me that gun. Why do you want to fool about with a thing like that?”

“There are lots of things I could do with this.” Tanner heard a startled exclamation from the stairs. He did not turn his head, but he knew Lady Lebanon had appeared on the stairs. “I could end the line with this.”

“Willie!” The whole demeanour of the boy underwent a startling change. He cringed back, tucked the pistol into the fold of his gown. “What are you doing, you foolish boy? Give me that revolver.”

“No, I won’t!” he whined. “I’ve always wanted a pistol. I’ve asked you for one dozens of times.”

“Put it away!”

For an instant of time he turned his back upon Tanner, and Bill leapt at him. He had not misstated his strength: it was staggering. Totty came flying in and joined in the struggle, but, with an effort which was beyond understanding, Lebanon wrenched himself free and ran to the stairs. As he did so, Gilder appeared. For a second the boy hesitated, and then…

The crash of the explosion was deafening. The pistol dropped from the boy’s fingers and he sank down on the lower stair.

Instantly the three men were by him. One glance told Tanner all he wanted to know. Lady Lebanon stood stiffly by the desk, her face averted, her proud chin raised. “Well?” she said harshly.

“He’s dead. He has shot himself,” said Tanner huskily. “My God, what a tragedy!”

She did not answer. Her hands were clenching and unclenching. The agony of her was pitiful to watch. Then she turned towards the stairway and came slowly towards them.

She passed the body without so much as a glance, stood for a second on the stairs, holding on to the wall for support. “Ten centuries of Lebanons and no one left to carry on the line!” she moaned. The men listened in awed silence. “A thousand years of being great — gone out like a candle in the wind!” They heard no more but the murmur of her voice receding into the distance.

Bill looked down at the dead man at his feet “A thousand years of being great,” he said bitterly.
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“To me,” said Chief Inspector Tanner, reporting to his superior, “the case at first looked very much like a very ordinary crime of revenge. There were two or three suspects. The first of these, of course, was Amersham. He was present in the field when Studd was killed, and there was, moreover, a motive: they were both running after the same girl, and Amersham was intensely jealous. He had a bad record, and I confess I was fooled when Lebanon came to Scotland Yard and told me that story about Amersham having been involved in a strangling case in India. That for the moment clinched the suspicion to the doctor. As a matter of fact, it was not until after his death that I had a wire from India, giving me the fullest particulars about the crime.

“Lebanon was obviously the guilty party, but he’d been certified insane, and the Indian authorities were very glad to see him out of the country. He’d been acting very queerly, taking pot shots at his beaters when he was out shooting, and was under observation when the murder of this girl was committed.

“If I’d had the least suspicion of Lebanon I would have known that it’s one of the commonest phenomena for a man mentally deranged to pass suspicion on to somebody else, and to credit other people with his own acts. But Amersham, with his bad record, and his peculiar relationships with Lady Lebanon, seemed a fairly reasonable point at which to start one’s investigations. That is, of course, before I learnt of his death.

“I can dispose of Amersham very briefly. He was a thief and a blackmailer. He had the good luck to be employed by Lady Lebanon to attend her husband. The family doctor, who had kept her secret, had died, and she must have found considerable difficulty in procuring a successor, because any decent medical man would have immediately reported the facts to the authorities and the Lunacy Commission would have dealt with his estate.

“Amersham was in every way an ideal person. He was not unclever, he had some knowledge of mania, and when he saw the advertisement in The Times asking for the private services of a medical man with a knowledge of mental cases, he immediately applied, and had the good luck to get the job.

“The salary was a big one, and he was in clover from the start. But he must have realised his opportunities, and gradually increased his hold over the Lebanon family until he dominated the woman and eventually her son.”

The chief constable interposed a question, and Bill Tanner shook his head. “No, sir, there is no history of any early symptoms as far as the boy was concerned. He was not very brilliant, but he managed to pass through Sandhurst into the Army. The Indian medical authorities have a history of a slight sunstroke, which may have accelerated an hereditary weakness, but until he started shooting at his beaters there was not the least suspicion that anything was wrong with him. The army authorities, of course, knew nothing about his father, though a great-grandfather had been confined in a lunatic asylum. In fact, there is insanity on both sides of the family.

“When the old lord died, her ladyship must have thought she’d got rid of a man who was becoming more and more of an encumbrance. We know that Amersham did not go to Marks Priory for three months, and then the trouble in India came, and she was glad to send for him.

“He agreed to take charge of the boy and hush up the Indian matter, and the price he demanded was a quiet little wedding at Peterfield. I was rather puzzled as to why they went to Peterfield, but Lady Lebanon has a lot of property in the village apparently, and in fact the Lebanons have the gift of the living.

“The marriage seems to have been one of convenience. There was no pretence of love or any associations of married life. But she did demand from Amersham a certain line of conduct. Amersham had his own establishment, his own life. They had brought back Gilder and Brooks to look after the boy, and nothing very remarkable happened until the killing of Studd, which in one sense was an accident.

“What the boy had discovered was that there was a secret way out of the padded room where he was put at times. He had found the panel and the stairs leading to a door which had been used in the old lord’s time to bring him out into the grounds for fresh air. There are tiny grooved rails on each side of the steps into which the wheels of his bath chair fitted. This must have been before Gilder’s time, because he was ignorant of the passage and of the door.

“The vitality of young Lebanon was extraordinary. You can never have a better instance than what happened on the night of his death. Within a quarter of an hour he made an attempt upon a police cyclist, smashed his way into Mrs. Tilling’s cottage, got back to the house and changed into evening dress — all within fifteen or sixteen minutes.

“When the boy came to the Yard I had no idea that he was anything but normal. He seemed a weakling, one of the pampered mothers’ darlings one meets with in every grade of society; a little insolent, perhaps, to his social inferiors in spite of his claim to democracy; but, generally speaking, quite a nice, wholesome young man.

“Why he came is pretty obvious. He had killed Amersham in the night and he wanted to make an early appearance before the police began their inquiries, and shoot the suspicion in any direction but himself. You and I have seen that happen scores of times in normal criminals, but it is extraordinary that this boy, with very little knowledge of the world, should have had the enterprise to do what he did.

“As soon as he was missing, Lady Lebanon sent one of the keepers in search of him. Gilder had heard him talk about going to Scotland Yard, and followed him, and did not leave him till he was safe at Marks Priory. They returned in the same car — I didn’t know this until Gilder told me.

“His appetite for destruction grew. He had only had one bad outbreak before the murder of Studd and that was when he smashed up the common-room at Marks Priory. The killing of Amersham was planned with remarkable ingenuity. It is probable that Lebanon had shown himself to the man he murdered a few minutes before he took his life. He waited outside passing down through the passage, and when Amersham was halfway down the drive, at a point where he had to go slow because of a sharp bend, he leapt on the back of the car and killed him.

“On this occasion he didn’t go straight back to the house. Either he lost his way — at any rate, he found himself in a belt of trees that runs parallel with the road, and continued up there till he was suddenly halted by Tilling, the gamekeeper. In a frenzy of fear Lebanon sprang at him. There is no doubt whatever that the gamekeeper must have recognised who his opponent was, for he put up a pretty poor show. He was strong enough to deal with Lebanon, and one supposes — that is his story — that he only exercised enough force to restrain his master from doing him any harm. Tilling was shocked — probably more shocked than he was by the flirtations of his wife. It was he who took Lebanon back to the house.

“Lady Lebanon was in a dilemma. For the first time her secret had gone outside a select circle that could be depended upon to keep it. She was already distracted by the knowledge that something had happened to Amersham. In fact, they were searching for his body — she and Gilder and Brooks — when Tilling came on the scene with this rather subdued youth.

“For some reason they were not able to find the spot to which Amersham had been dragged, and their first care was to have Glider take the car and leave it on the roadside a few miles from the village.

“There remained Tilling to be dealt with, and Lady Lebanon, knowing that the police would be on the spot in the morning, and that possibly this gamekeeper might be a source of danger, decided to send him to her cottage near Aberdeen. She provided him with money, and gave him his route, and Tilling went off, I should imagine, with his brain in a whirl.

“I think she could have taken the risk of his remaining on the estate, and she would have done but for the fact that she knew this man was under suspicion, and that probably he would be subjected to a stiff cross-examination at my hands, and that to save himself he would blurt out the truth. Tilling went off on his bicycle to Horsham, and eventually to Aberdeen.

“That was the last of Lebanon’s definite crimes. All that followed were accidental and arising out of circumstances which he regarded as desperate.

“Towards Miss Isla Crane — I discovered this afterwards — he had the bitterest animosity, and, although she isn’t aware of the fact, and so far as I am concerned will never know, he had made three attempts on her life, and had planned to kill her the night he was shot. With the cunning of a madman he did not tell Gilder his plan, knowing that Gilder, who had constituted himself a sort of guardian angel to the girl, would have done everything in his power to save her hurt. But Gilder knew. You can’t look after a madman for very long before you develop another sense, and he removed the girl from her room to his own — just in time. It was his companion, Brooks, who was almost strangled.

“The old lord’s room, by the way, has three entrances: one by the bed, which was the way the murderer came in, and two others that had been screwed up, probably by Lady Lebanon’s orders.

“That is all there is to tell you, sir. The only thing I want to add is a recommendation that Sergeant Totty shall be promoted acting inspector.”

The chief constable opened his eyes wide. “Good God! Why?” he asked, shocked.

Bill scratched his head. “I’m blest if I know, but he’d better have it,” he said.


The End
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Mount Lodge, Kensington, bore every outward sign of respectability. It stood detached in its own grounds, a solid, sedate, dignified mansion, discreetly withdrawn from the road, with a massive portico over its front door and a massive iron gate in its high surrounding wall.

A relic, obviously, of the austere days of hansom cabs and chaperones, when no lady rode on the top of an omnibus, and the glimpse of a well-shaped ankle would set a young man writing poetry, it gave an impression of rigid conventionality and seemed to stand frowning with heavy disapproval at an age of cocktails and night clubs, in which it declined to take part.

On the gate, as a protest against the vulgar intrusions of modern life, was a small metal plaque bearing the words, “No Hawkers, No Circulars.” Monty Carr, who rented the place from a landlord who regarded as a godsend any tenant willing to relieve him of the rates and had not even troubled to take up Monty’s unimpeachable references, once remarked that, had there been the least likelihood of the addition proving effective, he would have added the words, “No Police.”

Not that the police had ever betrayed interest in Mount Lodge. If the constable on whose beat it lay had been asked what he knew of the house, he would have replied that it was just an ordinary residence, and continued with the more serious business of noting the numbers of the cars which had overstayed their two hours’ welcome in the neighbouring park — an attitude of mind which Monty Carr considered to be a tribute to his skill and discretion. For there was little that was ordinary about Mount Lodge,

The only room patronized by Louis Creet was on the ground floor, on the left of the hall — a fact which, had the police ever made a tour of inspection of the house, must have redounded to his credit in some degree and would possibly have saved him from anything more serious than a fine.

In Room A, as it was called, on any night they might have chosen for their visit, the police, provided they had evaded the complicated system of alarm signals devised by the ingenious brain of Monty Carr, and had effected their entrance unannounced, would have come upon a picturesque scene: a spacious, lofty room, with heavy curtains drawn close across the windows and a thick pile carpet that caressed the feet; in darkness save for a patch of brilliance beneath a shaded electric light that hung low over the table; a haze of tobacco smoke; in the dimness that fringed the pool of light, the shadowy outlines of men and women seated around the table — white shirt-fronts and ivory shoulders; and, on the green cloth, ashtrays, glasses, a dainty wisp of handkerchief, a scattering of cards, little heaps of brightly coloured counters, a woman’s shapely arm, a man’s hand with restless fingers.

It was here that on one occasion a certain subaltern of the Guards, owing to the utterly unexpected behaviour of the ace of clubs, tossed a four-figure check across the table to Monty Carr and two minutes later, on the steps of Mount Lodge, placed the muzzle of a service revolver against the roof of his mouth and pressed the trigger. This inconsiderate action on the part of an officer and a gentleman had annoyed Monty Carr, for it was only with the greatest difficulty that the affair had been hushed up. Prudence, moreover, had demanded that the four-figure check should not be presented for payment.

Comparatively, however, Room A was a place of innocent amusement. Mount Lodge had other rooms. Since the night when, in one of the rooms upstairs, some puritanical young woman had started screaming, a powerful radio-gramophone had been installed in the hall, and the butler had instructions to set it going whenever occasion arose. It was set going quite frequently. Louis Creet, when he heard it, would glance at Monty Carr and give a queer sort of smile.

Tonight the radio-gramophone was silent, but none the less, as Monty Carr slipped a card from the pack and turned it face upwards on the table in front of Jacqueline Thurston, Louis gave a quick glance in Monty’s direction. It was scarcely perceptible; his eyes just shifted for an instant to Monty and then returned to Jacqueline’s face.

Jacqueline, as she saw that the card dealt to her was the ace of diamonds, could scarcely restrain the exclamation that rose to her lips. The colour rushed to her cheeks, and her eyes grew suddenly bright with excitement. Novice as she was compared with the other players around the table, she had learned enough from her few previous visits to the room with Louis Creet to realize the significance of that ace of diamonds. The ace of clubs and the ace of spades had already been dealt to other players, and there was only one card left in the pack — the ace of hearts — which could beat hers. Jacqueline had no idea what the chances were against Monty turning up the ace of hearts, but she knew that the probability of his doing so was so remote that it need not seriously be considered.

“Ace of diamonds, Jacqueline,” remarked Monty, and glanced enquiringly towards her.

Jacqueline’s mind was in a turmoil, and she sat staring at the card, uncomfortably conscious of silence in the room and of the dozens of eyes watching her. A chance like this might never come again as long as she lived, and if she staked her usual £100. But that would be idiotic. The others had backed their aces for £300, and their chances had been nothing like as good as hers; and what, if she won, would be the use of a pound to her? It would help her out of none of her troubles. If she missed a chance like this she didn’t deserve to be helped. If only she dared… enough to clear up everything and put her straight…

“No limit tonight, Jacqueline,” came Monty’s voice. “Any stake you like. I’m here to be shot at.”

The girl glanced up and nodded.

“Thanks, Monty,” she said, in a voice which she hardly recognized as her own. “I — I’ll make it — a thousand.”

Monty Carr’s impassive face relaxed into a faint smile. But Jacqueline did not see it; her whole attention was riveted on his slender white fingers as, steady and unhurried, they balanced his cigarette on the edge of an ashtray and moved towards the pack of cards in front of him.

She was making a tremendous effort to appear calm. She had seen others win and lose far more than a thousand pounds without the flicker of an eyelid, and had realized that in Room A the least display of emotion was considered not quite good form. She did her utmost not to fall below the Room A standard; but Louis Creet, watching her closely, noted the whitened knuckles of her hand as it rested on the table, and the pulse throbbing in her neck.

With a deft flick, Monty Carr slipped the top card from the pack, and as it fell face upwards on the table, it seemed to Jacqueline for one suffocating moment that all the blood in her veins went suddenly surging to her heart and as suddenly drained away again — to pound against her temples, pulsate in her throat, and cloud her eyes so that all she could see was a blurred vision of the card which lay exposed in front of her. Monty Carr had turned up the ace of hearts.

She sat rigid, her mind in a panic, conscious that critical eyes were watching her as she stared at the blurred red pip of the card, not daring to turn her gaze from it and meet the glance of Monty Carr across the table. Once she did that, she would have to say something to him, and she had no idea what she could say.

“Hard luck, Jacqueline,” came Carr’s voice

She looked across at him. With the hint of a smile on his thin lips he was coolly shuffling the cards. Jacqueline forced herself to smile “Beginner’s luck won’t hold forever,” she laughed. That’s a thousand I owe you, Monty. I’ll send you a check, may I?”

One of Monty Carr’s eyebrows just perceptibly rose, but he nodded, and began to deal the cards again Jacqueline pushed back her chair and rose

“Miss me, Monty,” she said. “I’m through for tonight. Louis is going to take me home.”

Louis Creet rose and followed her from the room and a few minutes later they were seated together in his limousine as it purred along Kensington High Street. Jacqueline was silent, gazing, with puckered forehead, at the back of the chauffeur’s head, and nervously drumming her knee with her fingers. It was Louis s voice, smooth and soothing as the purr of the engine, that broke the silence.

“I must congratulate you, Jacqueline,” he said “It was magnificent. You took it with a nonchalance worthy of a hardened gambler. It takes a very hardened gambler to smile, as you did, over the loss of a thousand pounds.

The girl glanced at him.

“If it had been a thousand pence, Louis, I probably shouldn’t have smiled. But a thousand pounds—” she shrugged. “I can’t pay, so why worry?”

Louis raised his eyebrows.

“Can’t pay?”

“Of course I can’t; and Monty won’t expect me to pay. He knew the bet wasn’t serious. He took it as a joke.”

Creet pursed his lips.

“If I were you, Jacqueline,” he said, “I wouldn’t count too much on Monty’s sense of humour.”

She looked round at him quickly.

“You don’t think that Monty might really expect—”

“My dear girl,” interrupted Louis, “I’m afraid you don’t appreciate the position. You seem to imagine, with charming feminine inconsequence, that you can contract a debt of honour, and then, if it is inconvenient to pay, airily dismiss it as a joke. But visitors to Mount Lodge don’t indulge in that sort of joke. If .they lose, they pay; if they win, they expect to be paid. Monty Carr will expect to be paid—”

“A thousand pounds?” She laughed. “Monty knows as well as you do that I couldn’t write a check for ten.”

Louis shook his head.

“You visited Mount Lodge as my guest, and Monty would assume that you would meet your obligations. I don’t relish the idea of a guest of mine taking her winnings and shirking her losses.”

“Louis, you’re being poisonous.”

“Only frank, my dear. If you’d won a thousand from Monty you’d have expected him to pay, wouldn’t you?”

She gave a little shrug.

“I suppose so,” she admitted, and stared again at the chauffeur’s head. Then she turned suddenly to her companion and laid a hand on his arm.

“Louis,” she said, “I’ve been every sort of a fool.”

He smiled.

“Losing a thousand makes us all feel like that, Jacqueline—”

“Oh, I didn’t mean that particularly,” she interrupted. “I’ve made a hash of things all round lately, and I’m not feeling desperately in love with myself I haven’t done a single thing during the last six months that has really been worth doing. I’ve just fooled around with a crowd of wasters and never given a thought to anything but chasing after some new thrill and being just a bit more stupidly up-to-the-moment than anyone else. But somehow nothing has seemed to matter since—”

She paused and shrugged her shapely shoulders.

“The fact is, I’m up to my neck in debt, and I’m scared. Fooling around as I’ve been doing costs money, and I’ve borrowed and run up bills, and things can’t go on. But it’s all right, Louis; I’m not going to sob my heart out on your shoulder. Give me a cigarette and talk of something pleasant.”

Creet produced his case.

“And if luck had been with you tonight,” he said, “the thousand pounds would have put you right. Was that the idea?”

She nodded.

“Something had to be done,” she said. “Things really are pretty septic — I owe nearly three hundred — and messing about on the Stock Exchange has only made matters worse. I was crazy with worry tonight, and when Monty dealt me that ace I suddenly saw daylight. It looked like an act of Providence. With three aces out there was practically no chance of Monty turning up the fourth.”

“And as he did so, you propose to pretend that the whole thing was a joke and back out of paying? It won’t do, Jacqueline,” he said decisively. “You must at least make some effort to pay him. You owe me that much consideration. Perhaps, after all, the simplest way out of the trouble would be to make a clean breast of everything to Dr. Thurston. Your father would be the first to say that a debt of this kind—”

She turned to him quickly.

“Father must know nothing about it,” she said sharply. “I’ve got into the mess, and it’s up to me to get out of it.”

“It isn’t a very pleasant task, I admit,” said Creet. “But if you feel you can’t face it, I should be quite willing to explain matters to your father for you. In fact, if you refuse to tell him and can suggest no reasonable alternative, I’m inclined to think it will be my duty—”

“Father is not to know,” interrupted Jacqueline, with sudden vehemence. “He has no idea what sort of a rotter I’ve been making of myself lately, and I don’t intend that he shall know. It’s not cowardice; it’s because it would hurt him abominably, and he doesn’t deserve to be hurt like that. Besides, you don’t suppose he has a thousand pounds to give to Monty, do you?”

“In a case like this, when the honour of his daughter is concerned, any man would do his utmost to pay the debt. I don’t profess to know anything of your father’s financial position, but I don’t imagine the payment of a thousand pounds would reduce him to penury.”

She shook her head.

“You can cut Father right out of it, Louis,” she said. “He hasn’t got a thousand pounds in the world. He’s had a pretty rough time lately. He was saying yesterday that he was far better off as an ordinary G.P., curing measles and whooping cough, than he is as a specialist in Harley Street. He never knows now where the next five pounds is coming from. I don’t care particularly what Monty thinks of me, but I do care what Father thinks, and I don’t intend to let him and Mother suffer because I’ve been an idiot.”

“All very noble and dutiful, Jacqueline,” said Louis, “but unfortunately it doesn’t help. Unless you can suggest some other means of finding the money, I must, in justice to myself—”

“If you dare to breathe a word to Father or Mother, I’ll never forgive you.” She laid a hand on his sleeve and glanced at him with pleading eyes. “Louis, promise me — please!” she begged. “They’re both such dears, and they think so much of me, and they’ve had a dreadfully thin time lately, and I simply can’t let them down. And I won’t let you down, either. If Monty really expects me to pay, I’ll manage it somehow. Leave it at that, Louis, will you?”

He laid a hand on hers.

“Very well, my dear,” he said. “Since it means so much to you, I’ll leave it at that.”

She squeezed his arm gratefully.

“Thanks, Louis — and I won’t let you down,” she said again. “I’ll fix things with Monty somehow.” She smiled faintly. “And if I can’t possibly pay him, you needn’t worry. I’ll make it quite clear to him that Louis Creet is an honourable man.”

As the car pulled up outside a large block of flats she glanced out of the window and turned to Louis.

“I thought you were taking me home?”

He smiled as he opened the door and got out.

“Stimson is going to mix you one of his famous cocktails,” he laughed, “and you’re going to inspect my bachelor quarters, as you’ve so often promised to do. I’ll take you home afterwards.”

He saw her hesitation and smiled again.

“The proprieties?”

“Well, it’s rather late—”

“Louis Creet is an honourable man,” he laughed, and with a shrug she got out of the car and followed him towards the lift.
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During the two years of Louis Creet’s progress from the position of her father’s wealthiest patient to that of a trusted friend of the family, though she had been almost everywhere with him, from such innocuous amusement as is found at the Zoological Gardens to the somewhat less innocent entertainment provided at Mount Lodge, Jacqueline Thurston had never visited his flat; and now, when Stimson had relieved her of her cloak, she glanced curiously round the room into which Louis led her.

“If you will excuse me, Jacqueline,” he said, “I’ve a phone call to make. Stimson will mix you a drink.”

The girl nodded, seated herself in a corner of the big settee by the fire, and, when the manservant had supplied the cocktail, continued her inspection of the room. She had a theory that a room was always a true reflection of the character of its occupant; but it puzzled her to reconcile Louis and this apartment.

It was large and lofty, with windows in two walls; the corners were rounded, and the walls merged into the ceiling in graceful curves. The windows were uncurtained and shuttered; the floor of highly polished parquet was bare of even a rug, and the mahogany furniture, though obviously expensive, was of the plainest design without a trace of ornament. Jacqueline decided that it might well be the room of an austere but wealthy ascetic. She had never thought much about Louis Creet, but that description did not seem to fit him. She could not decide whether she liked the room or hated it.

The few ornaments that were in it — some pieces of choice porcelain and a couple of exquisitely carved ivories — she certainly liked. They struck her as a flat contradiction of her theory of an austere ascetic, as did the low, luxurious couch on which she was sitting, and the alabaster statuette on the mantelpiece.

It was the figure of a dancing girl, undraped, a beautiful example of the sculptor’s art. Jacqueline picked it up, gazed at it thoughtfully, and suddenly replaced it. She searched for the right word to describe it and could not find it. But emphatically she did not like it.

Louis came in and paused at the door, gazing at her.

“The riddle is solved,” he laughed. “I’ve always felt, Jacqueline, that this room just fell short of perfection, but I could never decide what it lacked. Now I know. It needed the presence of a beautiful woman.”

Jacqueline shook her head.

“What it needs more than anything else,” she laughed, “is curtains and a few cushions and a rug or two on the floor. At present it’s rather like — well, a hospital ward.”

With a smile he crossed the room and seated himself beside her.

“A hospital ward has the advantage of being hygienic, my dear,” he said. “Rounded corners and no rugs or curtains are a fad of mine. Corners and rugs and curtains mean dust, and dust means germs. You can’t be too careful.”

Jacqueline smiled. She remembered now. It was common knowledge that Louis Creet was convinced that space was packed with innumerable millions of deadly bacteria intent on inhabiting his person. There was a drawer in his desk stocked with every conceivable drug calculated to discourage their invasion. She knew that he was constantly swallowing tablets from a small silver box which he carried in his waistcoat pocket, and that regularly once a week he made an appointment with her father to undergo a thorough medical overhaul, and as regularly telephoned to say that he was perfectly well and the examination would be waste of time. “A bit of a hypochondriac” was how she had heard her father describe him; but she had never suspected a room with rounded corners and uncarpeted floor. Now she understood: it was nervousness rather than austere taste that accounted for its bareness, and the figure of the dancing girl might not be so incongruous after all.

“I’ve just been on the phone to Monty Carr,” announced Louis. ^’I’m afraid it’s a case of paying up and looking pleasant. Monty took the bet quite seriously and is expecting your check in the morning. I’m afraid, Jacqueline, that unless you can find some way of settling with him he is quite capable of making himself a nuisance. He’d probably consider himself justified in approaching your father—”

“But, Louis, he mustn’t — you mustn’t allow him—”

“I can hardly hope to prevent him, my dear. But we will hope it won’t come to that. Perhaps if we put our heads together we can find some way to set matters right. I might possibly be of some use myself.”

She glanced at him sharply.

“You?”

He smiled.

“I suppose you’ve heard what they say about me, Jacqueline? I know. They say it’s easier to extract a back tooth from a shark’s jaw than five pounds from Louis Creet’s pocket. But I don’t think I’ve lived up to that reputation as far as you are concerned.”

“You haven’t,” replied the girl promptly. “You’ve given me a splendid time, Louis, for the last eighteen months — taken me everywhere, bought me goodness knows what, and I’m terribly grateful. But a thousand pounds… frankly, I can’t see you parting with a thousand pounds for nothing—”

Suddenly she stopped. She had realized in a flash what sort of return Louis would expect for his thousand pounds, and her heart beat a little faster. As she stared into the fire, avoiding his gaze, the image of the dancing figure on the mantelpiece came before her eyes, and she understood what it was that had always prompted her, when Louis had pressed her to visit his flat, to evade the invitation.

“Don’t you realize, Jacqueline,” said Louis, his voice low and caressing, “that you’re a very beautiful woman?”

She raised her head and looked at him. Until this moment, though she had known him for two years, she had never really looked at Louis Creet. She had a general impression of him as a well-dressed, well-groomed man, who was always an agreeable companion and had an abundance of time and money which he seemed to like to devote to her amusement, but that was all. She had accepted him as a friend of the family, a kind of adopted uncle, and had never troubled to ask herself what he was really like.

Now for the first time she looked at him critically and appraisingly, and discerned a Louis Creet utterly different from her careless conception of him. For the first time she realized, with something of a shock, that he must be nearer fifty than forty, and that his eyes were restless and elusive. She noticed their heavy lids and the pouches beneath them. She saw that his lips were too loose, his hands too plump and white and faultlessly manicured, and his feet absurdly small. She saw now nothing incongruous in the presence of the dancing figure in Louis Creet’s room. “Wanton,” she realized, was the word which had eluded her.

“Very beautiful,” repeated Louis, and caressing fingers touched her bare arm.

She drew back sharply.

“Louis — please 1 I — I don’t understand.”

He smiled, and his hand slid round her, drawing her towards him

“Innocent little Jackie!” he murmured. “I tell her she is beautiful — the most beautiful woman in the world — and she pretends not to understand!”

She freed herself and sprang to her feet.

“Louis, why — why are you saying all this to me? Are you mad?”

He rose.

“Why does any man tell any woman she is beautiful? You’re old enough and sophisticated enough to know, my dear.”

For some moments she stood gazing at him intently, as if trying to confirm the impression of that first concentrated look at him. Then:

“Louis,” she said, “do you mean that you love me?”

Creet grew uneasy beneath her steady gaze. He turned and fingered the figure of the dancing girl.

“Would that surprise you?” he laughed. “Perhaps you don’t realize how easily any man could fall in love with you. You and I could be very happy together, Jackie.”

“You mean that you want me to marry you?”

“Supposing I did mean that, what would you say?”

The girl shook her head.

“Sorry, Louis, but I couldn’t.”

“Because?”

She shrugged.

“Larry Deans?”

“Perhaps — yes, I suppose Larry has something to do with it.”

Her eyes grew suddenly bright, and she stepped eagerly forward and laid a hand on his arm.

“Louis,” she said, “tell me — frankly — what you think. Shall we ever hear of Larry again? When did you last have news of him?”

“Rather more than six months ago,” he replied.

“And you’ve heard nothing — from anyone — about him since then?”

“I could hardly hear from anyone but Larry himself, or from Storman and Elliott, who are with him, and I’ve heard from none of them,”

She nodded.

“You don’t believe we shall ever hear of them again, do you?”

“My dear Jacqueline,” said Louis, “you must realize that searching for a goldfield in the unexplored regions of Africa is a very risky business. Larry and the others are not the first who have been tempted by the prospect of immense wealth to risk their lives in looking for it. The legend of this particular goldfield is an old one, and the list of men who have set out to find it and have never returned is a long one. I’m afraid we must face the fact that Larry’s name has been added to the list.”

Jacqueline was silent for some moments.

“I see,” she said at length. “Thanks, Louis. I suppose I’ve known that all the time, really, but I’ve shirked admitting it.”

She stood for a while gazing down into the fire, and then she raised her head again.

“You knew all that when you sent Larry, didn’t you,” she stated rather than asked.

“‘Sent’ is hardly the word,” said Creet. “You know very well the state Larry was in when he went — up to his ears in debt, bankruptcy proceedings pending, and neither a penny in the world nor the inclination to do an honest day’s work—”

He saw the look in her eyes and paused.

“I’m sorry, Jackie,” he went on. “I liked Larry.

But I couldn’t close my eyes to the fact that he was an incurable waster—”

“I won’t listen,” she interrupted. “I’ve known Larry ever since I can remember, and he’s the finest, cleanest, whitest man—”

Louis cut her short.

“Very well, my dear,” he said, smiling indulgently. “But Larry’s spotlessness doesn’t affect the case. He came to me and told me that he wanted to have a try at finding the goldfield, and as he hadn’t a penny in the world he suggested that I should finance the expedition. I liked Larry and was sorry for him, and I was fool enough to put up the money. I have probably lost several thousands over it.”

Jacqueline made a gesture of impatience.

“And Larry and Tubby Storman and Mark Elliott have probably lost their lives. Take me home, Louis, will you?”

She turned to go towards the door, but Creet’s hand on her arm detained her.

“I asked you a question just now, Jacqueline, and you haven’t answered.”

The girl faced him.

“You mean — about marrying you?”

He shrugged.

“It was you who mentioned marriage, not I.”

He lighted a cigarette with a careless air, but Jacqueline noticed that his hand was shaking.

“Unfortunately,” he went on, “I’m not in a position to ask you to marry me. I’m already married.”

“Louis!” she gasped. “I had no idea—”

“Few people have,” said Creet. “It’s not a fact I’m particularly proud of, and I’m trusting you to respect my confidence. I’m only telling you because I want to play the game with you.”

“Then — then you’re not asking me to marry you?”

Again he shrugged.

“There’s such a thing as divorce,” he said, “and there’d be no difficulty about that — a little later. But I was under the impression that with you modern young people marriage was too terribly old-fashioned to be considered — one of the things which simply isn’t done nowadays.”

The girl’s hand clenched, but she managed to control herself.

“That was a bad mistake to make, Louis,” she said quietly. “Why should you think that — of me?”

“Except that you’re more than usually beautiful, Jacqueline, I’ve no reason to believe you different from other women. Nine out of ten of them nowadays—”

“Louis — you’re foul!”

He smiled.

“The outraged-innocence role is played out, my dear,” he said. “You don’t really think me foul. You wouldn’t have thought it foul if Larry had asked you what I’m asking you—”

With a sudden jerk she wrenched her arm free, her hand struck him full on the mouth, and she turned and went quickly towards the door. But Creet was there before her, standing with his back against it, smiling.

“Now that the play-acting is over, Jacqueline, perhaps we can get down to serious business.”

“I won’t hear another word,” she flamed and made a grab at the door handle, but Louis caught her wrist and held it.

“Don’t be too hasty, Jacqueline,” he said. “After all, you’re hardly in a position to ride the high horse, and I’m making you a very generous proposition. A thousand pounds is a lot of money — even for a beautiful woman.”

She stared at him with incredulous eyes.

“You mean that — that if—”

“You will hear no more from Monty Carr,” said Louis. “I can promise you that. Take my advice, my dear, and don’t be too absurdly old-fashioned. I know I’m not a Larry Deans, but Larry is definitely out of the running, and you might find a worse substitute than Louis Creet.”

He loosed her wrist and waited, watching her as she stood before him, her arms hanging limply at her sides, her gaze on the carpet.

“You know my answer, don’t you?”

“I’m waiting to hear it.”

“I’ve nothing to give you, Louis — even for ten thousand pounds.”

His hands gripped her shoulders.

“Nothing to give me, eh? That’s like all you modern girls: you’ll take, take, take as long as a man will go on paying, and when he asks you for something in return he discovers you’re nothing but mean, unsporting little shirkers. You’re all the same — cheap little twisters! You play the game as long as you win, and refuse to pay when you lose. But you won’t get away with that this time, Jackie — not with me.”

She struggled to free herself, but he held her fast and drew her closer.

“If you won’t pay, my dear, you’ve got to be made to pay.”

She was helpless in his grasp. His arms slipped round her, crushed her to him, and his lips pressed fiercely against hers, forcing them against her teeth. Suddenly he released her, and stood watching as she sprang towards the door, flung it open and faced him.

“Louis — what a swine you are!” she flamed; and then, with a sigh: “I wish to God Larry were here!”

“He’s not — and anyway, what use would Larry be?”

“He’d kill you,” she said quietly.

“As it is,” sneered the other, “the honour of killing me is reserved for someone else. If I’m such a swine, why don’t you take it on yourself, Jackie?”

She glanced up and met his gaze.

“I could, Louis — gladly,” she said, with quiet vehemence, and turning abruptly slammed the door behind her.



Chapter III


Table of Contents


The portable gramophone, balanced precariously on a pile of worn field baggage in the middle of the tent, struggled gallantly on. It was a dilapidated instrument. Eighteen months of African swamp and forest had left their marks on it no less than on the three men who shared the tent with it. Its covering was scarred and torn at the corners; its tarnished arm was clumsily mended with a piece of wire; its winding handle was broken, and only by the use of the pair of pliers which lay beside it could it be screwed up to concert pitch.

The record on the swaying turntable — sole survivor of the original two dozen purchased eighteen months ago in Cape Town — had not come through unscathed; but, despite its deep scratches and the two cracks which ran from centre to circumference, the song was still recognizable:

“How can I (click) live without (click) you? How (click) can I (click) let you (click) let you (click) — let you (click) — let you (click)—”

The rusty needle gave a jerk, skidded, rasping, across the pitted surface of the record, and began scraping at the centre; but none of the three men in the tent took any notice.

In the case of Tubby Storman this was an unprecedented display of indifference. Tubby was inclined to sentimentality as well as to plumpness, and this one surviving record, wrapped in the remnants of a khaki shirt, had travelled with him for the best part of eighteen months through Portuguese West Africa, his most treasured possession — with the exception of the photograph in the shabby leather wallet which he always carried in the pocket of his shirt, approximately over his heart.

Every night for eighteen months Tubby, stretched on a camp bed in some Godforsaken spot where their camp was pitched, would set his gramophone playing this particular record, and lie, gazing sadly at the instrument, his face a picture of beautiful melancholy, until the song was finished, when he would sigh, stop the machine, close his eyes, and with a seraphic smile on his chubby face proceed to snore.

On this occasion, however, he did not appear to be listening. With hands thrust deep into the pockets of what had originally been a pair of riding breeches, he was staring down with wide-open eyes at a box which stood on the ground at his feet. The box was lidless, and in it was a shovelful of loose soil; but it seemed to fascinate Tubby, and the scraping of his last remaining gramophone needle failed to attract his attention.

Larry Deans, seated on a box by the tent opening, intent on cleaning a rifle, turned his head and glanced from Tubby to the gramophone with a glint of amusement in his blue-grey eyes.

“Tell me again you love me. Tubby,” he said. “Kiss me on lips and brow. Beautiful, isn’t it? But you might stop the damned thing scratching itself.”

Tubby, apparently, had not heard, but remained staring at the box, with the same rapt expression on his face. The lines round Larry’s mouth formed themselves into a smile, and he rose, crossed to the gramophone, stopped it, and picked up the record. As he did so, there came another click, and the disk was divided into two.

Larry turned to Tubby with a grin and displayed the pieces.

“Parted — for good, Tubby,” he laughed.

“Thank heaven for that!” The voice came from Mark Elliott, sprawling, half asleep, on a mattress. “But break the news to him gently, Larry, and if he needs a handkerchief he can use my shirt. Portuguese West Africa is now almost a beautiful place. He’s got no more records, has he?”

Larry dug an elbow into Tubby’s ribs.

“Any more records, fat boy?”

Just for a second Tubby turned his head and glanced at the broken record; and then his gaze returned to the box at his feet.

“Good Lord, Larry!” he exclaimed in an awed voice. “It doesn’t seem possible, does it?”

Larry tossed the broken record away and returned to his box.

“Take a good deep breath, old boy,” he advised, “and tell yourself it’s true.”

Tubby shook his head.

“I don’t know how it strikes you fellows,” he said, “but it seems to me — well, sort of absurd. What I mean is, here’s a box of dirt, the sort of thing you’d use for growing mustard and cress or tulips—”

“0r forget-me-nots,” suggested Mark.

Tubby withered him with a look.

“There are better uses,” laughed Larry, “for the soil of an alluvial goldfield than growing mustard and cress. Keep on staring at it, Tubby, and telling yourself that you’re a rich man.”

Tubby nodded.

“I’m doing it,” he said, “but it doesn’t seem to percolate. Seriously, Larry, what do you reckon, roughly, our goldfield’s worth?”

“For the fiftieth time in the last two hours. Tubby, I haven’t a notion. Millions, probably. Maybe hundreds of millions.”

Tubby considered this for a moment, then his face lighted up.

“I tell you what it is, you fellows,” he said, with the air of one who has made a great discovery: “If what Larry says is true, it’s — it’s romantic, that’s what it is.”

“Oh, Lord!” sighed Mark.

“It’s a bit frightening if you ask me,” said Larry. “And there are no ifs or buts about it. Tubby. Within two or three months you’ll need a special staff of secretaries to deal with begging letters.”

Tubby smiled.

“I wonder what Bunty will say — and the kids,” he mused.

“‘Daddy’s a millionaire, darling — isn’t he clever?’” laughed Larry. “What will you do with your money, Tubby?”

“If he says he’ll buy a new gramophone, Larry, shoot him now,” urged Mark.

“I’m going to buy a place in the country — a big place,” announced Tubby. “I might have a pied-à-terre
 in town as well—”

“A what?”

“A flat in London is what he means, Mark,” explained Larry. “What’s the programme for the country, Tubby — growing bigger and better chickens?”

“Oh, a few hunters and a couple of cars and a dog or two, and that sort of thing. Try to remember, you fellows, if you chance to meet me, that it’s usual to touch your hat to the squire. ‘Morning, Squire!’ ‘Good-morning, farmer. How are the pigs?’ ‘Why, Squire, them sure do be foine, and all they sows got litters.’”

Mark groaned.

“The horrible thing is,” he said, with a sad shake of the head, “that that’s exactly what is going to happen. I’m going to race — have about a dozen horses in training and buy a house at Newmarket.”

“That’s sheer waste of money, old boy,” reproved Tubby.

Mark shrugged.

“There’ll be plenty to play about with — eh, Larry?”

“Enough for Tubby to play the squire with distinction,” laughed Larry. “Can’t you see him going round the village at Christmas time, distributing blankets to poor old women when they’d much rather have a bottle of gin?”

“Oh, well, a quarter share in the goldfield is worth a tidy lot of money, anyway,” said Tubby contentedly, “and I daresay I’ll throw in a bottle of gin as well. If you ask me, the luckiest man in this outfit is Louis Creet. We’ve had to work for our quarter share — eighteen months of swamp and forest and beastly mosquitoes and tsetse fly, and—”

“Fleas,” said Larry; “natives of Africa. Don’t forget them. Tubby.”

“Not to mention ‘Parted,’” sighed Mark.

“And all old Louis has had to do for his quarter share,” continued Tubby, “is to stay at home and swallow pastilles and generally take care of his precious health.”

“A quarter share each was the arrangement. Tubby,” said Larry. “What are you grousing about?”

“I’m not. All I’m saying is that Louis should be feeling pretty average grateful to us.”

“He should go down on his knees,” said Mark, “and lick our boots in gratitude. But before he did that he’d want the boot polish analyzed, to be sure it wouldn’t upset his delicate stomach. I never knew a bloke so windy about his health. What’s wrong with him, Larry?”

Larry frowned.

“Physically?” He gave a shrug. “But I can’t see Louis on his knees in gratitude to any of us over this business. He’ll probably think we should go on our knees to him for financing the expedition. It’s rough on you, Tubby: your boots deserve a lick from Louis, anyway. Do you realize, Mark, that we might have gone back with failure written in large letters across our pants if Tubby hadn’t had the intelligence to fall into that swamp?”

“‘Fall in’ isn’t quite correct, old boy,” said Tubby. “I was simply looking for a solid foothold for my fourteen stone—”

“If Tubby hadn’t fallen in,” continued Larry, “we shouldn’t have had to fish him out; and it was through fishing him out that we found the only causeway that could get us to Chumbaziri. Mark and I are grateful to you, anyway, Tubby.”

“Oh, well, I’m glad I have my uses,” sighed Tubby. “What’s the next move, Larry?”

“To get out of this bug-ridden spot and secure our concession for the goldfield as quickly as we can. God knows how long it will take us. The next thing will be to communicate with Louis, because without him we can’t get a move on. I’ve sent a boy off today to the coast with a cable to Louis, telling him we’ve located the mine and asking him to come out as soon as possible. If the boy gets through all right he should reach the court in about six weeks, and if Louis starts at once he should reach Lobito Bay almost as soon as we do. By the way, there’s only one bathroom in the Da Silva Hotel, Tubby, and it’s already booked in my name for the first two hours after we arrive there.”

“Soap — and hot water!” sighed Mark. “I’m next after Larry in the bathroom, Tubby.”

Tubby smiled.

“You fellows are forgetting the most important thing,” he said. “Mind you, I’m all for cleanliness and washing behind your ears and that sort of thing, but in my case the soap and water will have to wait. There’ll be letters — from England.”

Larry rose, laid aside his rifle, and stood gazing out through the opening of the tent.

“You’d forgotten the letters, eh, Larry?”

“No, I hadn’t,” said the other quietly.

“Do you realize, Larry, that it’s months since any of us had a single blessed line from home?”

Larry did not answer.

“For nearly six months I’ve heard nothing from Bunty and the kids, and you’ve heard nothing from Jacqueline—”

Larry turned abruptly and flung himself on his mattress.

“Oh, shut up, Tubby!” he exclaimed irritably. “Go to bed.”

Tubby glanced at the gramophone, sighed, and stretched himself on his battered camp bed.

“Goodnight, my brother millionaires,” he said and closed his eyes.

A few moments later the stillness of the African night was broken by the sound of a man’s voice singing:

“How can I live without you?

How can I let you go?

I that you loved so well, dear…”

The “dear” was sustained for several bars, a long, unsteady, rapidly failing note, and, as it finally expired:

“Larry!” came Mark’s voice.

“Hullo!”

“What did you do with that record?”

“It’s broken. I slung it away.”

Mark uttered a groan.

“For God’s sake, Larry, see if you can find it and stick it together again.”
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Jacqueline walked home from Creet’s flat. It took her the best part of an hour, but she felt that to sit still in a taxi was more than she could endure. She must keep moving. She did not want to think, and walking made thinking less compulsory. And she hoped that by walking she would arrive too late for the usual goodnight gossip with her father and mother. She could not face that half-hour of commonplace chatter tonight. She wanted to be alone — to slip upstairs unobserved and lock her door and cry. Above all else she wanted to have a bath. She felt mentally and physically soiled; and though tears might wash the dark thoughts from her mind, she was obsessed with the idea that only soap and water could cleanse her from the touch of Louis Creet.

But It was not to be. As she noiselessly opened the front door, Dr. Thurston came into the hall; a white-haired man with genial blue eyes, tall, with a pair of massive shoulders and hands as gentle as a woman’s.

“Hullo, Jackie, you little devil!” he greeted her. “Do you know it’s nearly half-past twelve?”

“Sorry, Father. I’ve been out with Louis.”

Dr. Thurston nodded.

“Had a good time?”

She wrinkled up her nose.

“A bit Creetish.”

“Creetish?”

“Stodgy,” she explained. “Louis can be dreadfully middle-aged.”

Thurston smiled.

“Louis is a good chap,” he said. “Goodnight, my dear.”

He kissed her, and she was turning away when he caught her by the arm and gazed anxiously into her face.

“Nothing wrong, Jackie?”

“No, Father. Why?”

“You looked fagged out — almost middle-aged yourself instead of twenty-two.”

“Blame Louis,” she laughed. “Perhaps middle age is catching. Goodnight, Father.”

She was halfway up the stairs when her father called to her.

“By the way, Jackie,” he said, “you can tell Louis when you see him that if he makes any more appointments and doesn’t keep them I shall charge them up to him. He was supposed to be here at three o’clock for me to examine him, but as usual he didn’t put in an appearance.”

“All right, I’ll tell him,” laughed Jacqueline, and hesitated. “Father, what really is wrong with Louis?” she asked. “Anything?”

“I haven’t examined him, so I can’t say, Jackie. He’s always imagining he’s ill, but if you want my real opinion he’s a bit of an old woman who fusses over his health when all he’s really suffering from is a swollen bank balance and enlarged leisure.”

“I see,” said Jacqueline. “Then there’s not really any chance that he’ll suddenly drop dead?”

He shook his head.

“People don’t drop dead from those troubles, Jackie. Why?”

“I wondered,” sighed the girl. “Goodnight, Father.”

When she had bathed, Jacqueline felt better, and when she had locked the door of her bedroom she did not cry. Instead, she seated herself in an armchair before the glowing gas fire, lighted a cigarette, and tried to take a calm look at the situation.

She had, of course, been a perfect little fool, but it was no use wasting time in reviling herself, and Louis Creet was not even worth reviling. Somehow she must find a way out of the tangle in which she had become involved. Useless as it was, she could not help wishing that Larry were there. If Larry had been there, she would never have played the idiot as she had done during the last few months. Even if he had written, all this could never have happened. But when, six months ago, his letters had suddenly ceased, nothing had seemed to matter; and because thinking of Larry had hurt her so unbearably, anything had been welcome that had helped her to forget.

For some time her thoughts clung to Larry, and a smile hovered round her lips. And then she suddenly remembered that she would never see him again, and once more nothing seemed to matter. Monty must do what he liked; if he told her father she couldn’t help it; she could not be bothered with Monty now. She could not be bothered with anything. She just wanted to sit where she was in front of the fire. She was dreadfully tired.

A soft tap on her door roused her, and she rose, crossed to the door, and opened it. It was Mrs. Thurston, in dressing gown and bedroom slippers.

“Not asleep, darling?”

She seated herself on the edge of the bed and scrutinized the girl keenly.

“Anything wrong, Jacqueline?”

“No, Mother. Why?”

“Your father said you seemed rather upset, dear, and I thought I’d run along and see if anything had happened.”

Jacqueline kissed her and returned to her armchair.

“You and Father are a couple of old fusspots,” she laughed. “What could happen?”

“Louis hasn’t — asked you anything?”

The girl glanced round sharply.

“Louis? What on earth should Louis ask me?”

“Well, my dear, I’ve been hoping… He has been paying you very marked attentions… no girl could want a better match.”

Jacqueline smiled.

“Have you got out of bed at half-past one in the morning to come and discover if Louis has asked me to marry him? Well, he hasn’t, and I don’t suppose he ever will.”

Mrs. Thurston sighed again.

“I don’t agree with you, Jacqueline,” she said. “Louis would make a splendid husband, and I’m surprised he hasn’t asked you before this. I’m sure I’ve invited him to dinner and left you alone together often enough. I suppose I must persevere, and I do hope, my dear, you will back me up.”

“The next time Louis comes to dinner, Mother, I promise you I’ll squeeze his hand under the table.”

“And when he does ask you, I hope, dear, you won’t refuse him without thinking very carefully about it. I do feel that if you and he could make a match of It

“All right. Mother,” interrupted the girl. “If Louis should ever ask me to marry him, I promise you I’ll think about it. Marriage isn’t much in my line, though.”

Mrs. Thurston glanced at her, then rose, stood behind her chair, and laid a hand on her shoulder.

“Tell me, Jackie,” she said gently, “you’re not still fretting over Larry, are you?”

The girl’s hand found her mother’s and pressed it.

“We won’t talk about Larry, please, Mother.”

Mrs. Thurston stood for a time gazing thoughtfully at the fire, while her fingers fondled Jacqueline’s hair. Then she stooped, and her lips touched the girl’s cheek.

“Poor Jackie!” she whispered.

She returned to the bed and sat down.

“I want you to remember, dear,” she said, “when Louis does ask, that your father and I both think very highly of him. He has been very good to your father.”

Jacqueline’s eyebrows were raised.

“Louis — good to Father? How?”

Mrs. Thurston nodded.

“Your father said I was on no account to tell you, Jacqueline, but it’s only right that you should know.

If it hadn’t been for Louis, Father would still have been curing colds and bringing babies into the world in that poky little village. Of course, somebody has got to bring babies into the world, and I’m sure he did it very well, but he was always fretting to be in Harley Street, and it was Louis who made it possible. It seems to cost a dreadful lot of money to be a Harley Street specialist. I wonder how any of them afford it. It needed more than your father got for his country practice even to make a start.”

“And Louis supplied it?”

The older woman nodded.

“A very handsome check, dear,” she confided. “And of course it’s a dreadfully slow business getting known in Harley Street, and you can’t hope to make enough to live on for the first few years, and if it weren’t for Louis’s generosity I’m sure I don’t know where we should be.”

Jacqueline’s eyes were troubled.

“You mean, Mother, that Louis is still giving Father money?”

“Well, dear, not exactly giving it,” said Mrs. Thurston. “He did it very tactfully, I must say. He said he had always been accustomed to pay his medical adviser a fixed sum every year to look after his health — he’s very nervous about his health, you know, although your father says there’s nothing at all the matter with him — and as his former doctor had just gone abroad he’d be very grateful if your father would look after him instead. Five hundred a year isn’t a fortune, but as things are now it’s a godsend. If it weren’t for Louis’s five hundred a year your father would have been obliged to give up Harley Street long ago, and that would break his heart now — just when he’s beginning to get a footing.”

“I see,” said Jacqueline thoughtfully. “Then it comes to this. Mother, that to all intents and purposes we’re living on Louis’s money?”

Mrs. Thurston nodded.

“Your father would be very angry if he knew I’d told you, Jacqueline, but I thought it right that you should know. And now I must get back to bed, dear, or he will have rolled the bedclothes all round him and gone to sleep, and I shall shiver all night. He always does if I don’t cling to them. Goodnight, my dear.”

As Mrs. Thurston closed the door behind her, Jacqueline rose and stood for a time motionless, frowning. And then she suddenly flung her cigarette into the fireplace.

Living on Louis Creet’s money! The web was woven more tightly than she had feared.
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Jacqueline did not enjoy her breakfast the next morning. She knew, however, that any marked loss of appetite was bound to attract her father’s attention, and that when the meal was over he would want to see her tongue, stare into her eyes, diagnose and prescribe. It was the inevitable result of failure to eat a hearty meal, to which she was quite accustomed; but this morning the searching scrutiny of her father’s eyes was an ordeal she was anxious to avoid; correct diagnosis was the last thing she wanted, and the only prescription which could cure her trouble was one which her father could not possibly supply. So she valiantly swallowed her breakfast and tried to dismiss from her mind the thought — which assailed her with every mouthful — that it was Louis Creet’s money that had paid for what she was eating.

As soon as Dr. Thurston had left for his consulting room in Harley Street, Jacqueline shut herself in his study and telephoned to Monty. Mr. Carr, she was informed, was not yet up, but would speak to her if she would hold the line; and a few moments later, Monty’s voice, as expressionless as his face, reached her.

“Good-morning, Jacqueline. Don’t you ever sleep.” It’s barely ten o’clock.”

Jacqueline forced a laugh.

“I didn’t sleep much last night, Monty.”

“No?”

“I — I was too worried,” i m sorry.

“About that bet last night,” she explained. “It was idiotic of me to worry, really. You knew it was a joke, Monty, didn’t you?”

“Joke?”

“Louis said you might not appreciate that sort of humour, so I’ve rung up to apologize. I’m frightfully sorry, Monty.”

For some moments there was silence, while Jacqueline gazed anxiously at the telephone, as if trying to wrest from it some indication of the effect of her words on Monty’s impassive face. And then came his voice again.

“I’m afraid I don’t understand, Jacqueline. I wasn’t aware that you had played any joke.”

Jacqueline forced a laugh, but there was no smile in her face.

“You didn’t really believe the bet was anything else, Monty, did you?” She strove, not very successfully, to prevent her voice from betraying her anxiety. “You couldn’t really have thought I should risk a thousand pounds—”

“On the hand you held, a thousand pounds was a moderate stake,” interrupted Monty. “Yours was the third ace out, and the odds were tremendously against my turning up the fourth. As it happened, I did. If I hadn’t, I should have owed you a thousand pounds. I shouldn’t have thought it a joke, but I should have paid without squealing!”

Jacqueline drew in her breath sharply, and her fingers gripped the receiver more tightly. She was losing, and she knew it. Something in Monty’s voice told her that the bluff had failed, that Monty recognized it as a bluff, that he knew she had made the bet seriously and was now trying to escape payment by the contemptible subterfuge of pretending it had only been a joke. Louis had thought the same. And of course it was true. Of course she had made the bet seriously, and of course it was contemptible to try to wriggle out of payment. She despised herself as much as Monty despised her. But a thousand pounds was an impossible sum….

“Are you there, Jacqueline?”

“Yes.”

“Why not be frank? You never intended the bet as a joke.”

For some moments Jacqueline hesitated, staring at the telephone, with panic in her eyes. Then:

“No, Monty,” she said quietly, “I meant the bet quite seriously. I’m sorry. Monty, I — I can’t pay. I knew when I made the bet that I couldn’t pay if I lost, and I had no right to make the bet at all. I’m terribly ashamed of myself. I can’t think how I came to do a thing like that. I suppose I was excited and lost my head—”

There came a click over the line, and she paused, frowning.

“Hullo! Are you there, Monty?”

There was no reply. Monty had hung up.

The colour rushed to her cheeks. So that was his answer! He could not have told her more plainly what he thought of her: he despised her as much as Louis did — and with better reason. But at that moment neither of them despised her as much as she despised herself.

She tried to persuade herself that Monty had not hung up his receiver. The exchange, perhaps, had cut her off. Another call to Mount Lodge, however, dispelled that hope. Mr. Carr, she was told, was engaged and could not come to the telephone; and although she tried again three times during the morning, Mr. Carr on each occasion remained obstinately inaccessible. After the third attempt she gave it up. After all, it did not matter very much what Monty Carr thought of her, as long as he realized that she could not possibly pay. Louis had said that he would certainly expect payment, but she did not allow that fact to worry her. Louis had had very special reasons for wishing her to think so; that threat had been just a thong in the whip which he had cracked at her. She suspected that the whip, if she were obstinate, would prove to have other thongs, and she wondered what they would be.

She was soon to discover. In accordance with her plan of patient perseverance, Mrs. Thurston had invited Louis to dinner that evening, and by means of the transparent manoeuvres which passed with her for tact, contrived to leave him alone with Jacqueline in the drawing room.

Louis seated himself at the piano and ran his fingers over the keys.

“What tune shall I play for you, Jacqueline?” Jacqueline, staring into the fire, shrugged. “Whatever tune you play, I’m not going to dance to it.”

Louis strolled to the fireplace and stood smiling down at her.

“It doesn’t do to be too sure, darling,” he said. “The music might be so — compelling that you couldn’t help dancing.”

Jacqueline sprang to her feet and faced him with angry eyes.

“Louis, how dare you come here tonight! After last night, if you’d had any decent feelings at all you would at least have kept away from me.”

“I came because your mother invited me,” said Louis. “Of course, if the proposal I made to you yesterday is really as repugnant as you pretended—”

“I was not pretending.”

“Very well,” agreed Louis. “Then we will say that if you feel you can afford to refuse it, I shall have no choice but to stay away in the future.”

“I’ve already refused it.”

Louis sighed.

“I suppose, Jacqueline,” he said, “it is too much to ask you to believe that I am really very much in love with you? But it happens to be true.”

“Love?” She laughed. “I should leave love out of it, Louis, if I were you. You don’t want me to believe, do you, that because I won’t be bought for a thousand pounds you’re going to rush away in despair and shoot lions?” She shook her head. “But we won’t talk about it.” She nodded towards the piano. “Play something, Louis.”

Creet did not move.

“I shan’t go and shoot lions,” he said, “but I shall certainly go abroad. You could hardly expect me, caring for you as I do, to stay here in London, coming to your house, meeting you—”

She cut him short with a gesture.

“I shall go abroad,” he repeated. “For many reasons I shall be sorry to go. I shall be sorry, for instance, to lose your father — both as a friend and as a medical adviser; and I feel sure your father will miss me — both as a friend and as a patient.”

He paused and shot her a questioning glance. Jacqueline was frowning.

“I see,” she said. “So that’s the other thong, is it?”

“Thong?”

“Oh, never mind,” she sighed. “I understand, and there was no need for you to beat about the bush. You mean that unless I agree to your beastly proposal, Father will lose the five hundred a year you pay him as your medical attendant.”

Louis shrugged.

“That would naturally be so,” he said, “though it hadn’t occurred to me. But I don’t imagine my paltry five hundred a year is of much consequence to your father.”

“It is — and you know it is,” interrupted Jacqueline. “For heaven’s sake, Louis, if you can’t be decent, be frank. First you threaten me with having to pay a thousand pounds to Monty, and now, when you find that hasn’t done the trick, you threaten to cut ofF the five hundred a year from my father because you know that he can’t afford to lose it, that to all intents and purposes we’re living on it, and that if he lost it he’d have to give up everything and be a little G.P. in the country again, just when he’s starting to do the work he has always longed to do. And you’re counting on my caring too much for him — and for Mother — to let it happen. Isn’t that the truth?”

Before Louis could answer, Mrs. Thurston, having tactfully rattled the handle of the door, came in and glanced eagerly at Jacqueline; and the girl, reading the question in her eyes, turned her head away.

“You’re just in time, Mother,” she said. “Louis is going to play us a tune.”

Louis went to the piano.

“And Jacqueline is going to dance,” he laughed, and began to play.
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The note which Jacqueline received the following day was brief and to the point. It ran thus:

Dear Jacqueline:

“If I do not receive your check during the day I shall consider myself free to take whatever steps I think fit.

Sincerely yours, M.C.

She opened it at breakfast, and, as a consequence, when the meal was over, had to submit to her father’s examination, diagnosis, and prescription of a good strong tonic and not less than eight hours’ sleep a night.

After breakfast she shut herself in his study and read the note again. But the second reading only strengthened the impression created by the first and made Monty’s threat stand out more clearly. Monty meant to have his money, and if she did not pay him there was only one step which he could take with any hope of obtaining it: he would tell her father. That he must never do.

Jacqueline tore the note into tiny fragments, tossed them into the fire, lifted the receiver of the telephone, and asked for Monty’s number. Mr. Carr, of course, was out. She had expected that. Monty did not intend to argue about it. Perhaps, if she could manage to raise some part of it…

She went out — without knowing exactly why. She had a vague idea that she might somewhere find someone who could help her. There must be plenty of people in London who could lend her £1,000 and not even miss it. It was hopelessly unfair. She saw cars which had cost more than she needed to get her out of her trouble, and felt that she hated their occupants. If every person she passed in the street would give her a shilling…

She pulled herself up sharply and made an effort to be practical. She knew plenty of people, but there were few among the bright young set whom she knew well enough to ask for £1,000, and she doubted if among those few there was one who had it to lend.

She called on several. “Sorry, Jackie; I’m broke,” was the invariable answer. It was humiliating as well as hopeless, and at length she gave it up and called at Mount Lodge with a vague idea of appealing to Monty Carr’s chivalry. But Monty, as she had known he would be, was still “not at home” when she gave her name.

After that Jacqueline had no clear recollection of where she went or what she did. She was very near panic. She had a dim impression of interviewing a Mr. Jacobs, who politely asked her impertinent questions from behind a massive mahogany desk, spoke of securities and guarantors and promissory notes, and seemed deeply grieved that she should have so misunderstood his advertisement in the newspaper as to imagine that he was really prepared to lend from £50 to £50,000 on a note of hand alone, without either security or delay or vexatious enquiries. He then proceeded to call her “my dear” and hinted that if she would care to dine with him that evening at a certain quiet little restaurant it might be possible to come to some arrangement. Mr. Jacobs reminded her of Louis. She was glad to get away from him.

After that episode Jacqueline hurried home, pleaded a headache as an excuse, and shut herself in her bedroom until dinner time.

Dr. Thurston was unusually grave during dinner, so absorbed in thought that even when Jacqueline left her soup untasted and did no more than dissect her fish, he made no comment; and her mother was so obviously indulging in tactful cheerfulness that Jacqueline, glancing anxiously from one to the other, wondered. Bid they already know?

When the meal was over. Dr. Thurston signed to her to follow him and led the way into his study.

“I want a word with you, Jackie,” he said, seated himself in his armchair, and seemed to forget her. Jacqueline, her heart thumping, waited.

“Anything — anything wrong. Father?”

Dr. Thurston roused himself.

“Sit down, Jackie,” he said. “I’ve something to say to you. Not very pleasant, I’m afraid. It’s about your mother.”

Jacqueline suddenly felt that breathing had become less difficult, but her eyes were anxious as she glanced at her father’s grave face.

“Mother?”

Dr. Thurston nodded.

“I’ve said nothing to you before, Jackie, because — well, there was no need to until I was certain, but now—”

There came a tap on the door, and the maid came in.

“There’s a gentleman asking to see you, sir,” she announced. “I’ve shown him into the drawing room. Carr is the name.”

Jacqueline could not restrain a start.

“Carr?” repeated Dr. Thurston. “I don’t know anyone—”

“It’s for me. Father, I expect,” said Jacqueline casually. “Monty Carr, probably. I’ve met him at all sorts of places — with Louis. I’ll go and see.”

She hurried from the study and went to the drawing room.

Monty, tall, slim, and faultlessly groomed, was standing by the fire, and as she entered he so far lost control of his mask-like face as just perceptibly to raise his eyebrows.

“Good-evening, Jacqueline. I asked to see your father—”

She cut him short.

“I know why you’ve come,” she said. “I half expected you to come — after your letter. But be a sportsman, Monty, won’t you?”

“Have you been?”

“Oh, no, I know I haven’t,” admitted Jacqueline. “It wasn’t sporting to make a bet which I knew I couldn’t pay, and it wasn’t sporting to try to wriggle out of paying by pretending it was a joke. I admit all that, Monty, and I’ve apologized for it. I can’t do any more.”

“So I understand,” said Monty. “And that, Jacqueline, is precisely why it is essential for your father to do something on your behalf. Since you have incurred a debt which you can’t pay, your father would not, I am sure, wish the debt to remain unpaid.”

“But, Monty, if you gave me time — I might be able—”

“Time, unfortunately, is an important factor,” he interrupted. “I am more than sorry, Jacqueline, if I am importunate, but I have obligations of my own to meet which cannot wait. From what you have said I imagine there isn’t the slightest chance of your ever being able to find a sum anywhere approaching a thousand pounds. If you could give me your word that in a week’s time, say, you would be in a position to pay me, I might manage to wait till then, but I don’t imagine that you can.”

She shook her head.

“Then in justice to me you have no right to object to my explaining the position to your father.”

“Monty, you can’t!” exclaimed Jacqueline. “You don’t understand. Father can’t possibly pay you a thousand pounds any more than I can. It wouldn’t be the least use telling him.”

Monty smiled faintly.

“For a gentleman, Jacqueline, there are always means of finding the money to pay a debt of honour.”

She shook her head.

“Father couldn’t do it,” she insisted. “He hasn’t got a thousand pounds. Besides, there are other reasons. I daresay they’d strike you as silly, sentimental reasons, but they count a good deal with me. I simply couldn’t bear—”

She caught the sound of the study door being opened and paused; then, as she heard her father’s footsteps in the hall, she grasped Monty’s arm eagerly.

“Monty — please — promise me not to tell him,” she begged. “I’ll pay you somehow. If you’ll just say nothing, and give me a chance—”

Monty was shaking his head.

“I’m sorry, Jacqueline, but I can’t afford to make any such promise. Your father must be told.”

She dropped her hand and stood for a moment irresolute; then, as her father neared the door, she darted to it and grasped the handle.

“Monty — quick — promise me!” she said. “If you insist that Father must be told—”

“I do.”

“Then promise me to say nothing, and I’ll tell him myself. I give you my word, Monty; I’ll tell him tonight.”

Monty eyed her keenly and nodded.

“Very well, Jacqueline,” he said. “We’ll leave it at that.”

With a sigh of relief Jacqueline heard her father pass the door and go upstairs. She went with Monty to the front door, bade him goodbye, and returned to the study. There was no help for it now; she must tell her father. It would be a humiliating confession, but she was becoming accustomed to humiliation. Far harder to tolerate would be the results which she knew must follow. Her father, she knew, would insist that the debt must be paid; it was all he could do even now to keep his head above water, and this extra weight hung around his neck must inevitably drag him under. But since he had to be told, she preferred to tell him herself. It would hurt him less that way than if he learnt of it from Monty Carr or Louis. She would tell him at once — as soon as he came back — and get it over.

But when Dr. Thurston returned she hesitated. It was only a few seconds’ hesitation as he crossed to his chair and sat down, but during those few seconds her chance of speaking vanished.

“Got rid of your visitor, Jackie?” said Dr. Thurston. “Good! I was just going to tell you about your mother. I’ve been anxious about her for some time now, but there was no sense in worrying you before it was necessary. This afternoon I gave her a very thorough overhaul, and I’m afraid there’s no doubt about it.”

“She’s — ill?” asked Jacqueline anxiously.

“Not exactly ill — yet, Jackie,” replied her father. “But Stanford has overhauled her, too, and he agrees with me that we must take prompt measures if she’s to escape a very serious illness. There’s only one way of staving it off — absolute rest and a long sea voyage; and somehow it’s got to be managed. That’s where you come in, Jackie.”

“Anything I can do, Father—”

“I know, my dear,” interrupted Dr. Thurston. “I’ve been counting on you to help make it possible. The fact is, Jackie, things have been pretty difficult since I sold my practice — financially, I mean — and if I hadn’t been fortunate enough to have a generous friend or two I should have had to pack up long ago.”

“You mean, Father, that you can’t afford—”

“It has got to be afforded somehow, Jackie,” Dr. Thurston interrupted. “I’ve had an idea for some time that something like this was almost due, and I’ve managed to lay aside a couple of hundred pounds. That will just about see the business through, I fancy, if you and I go a bit steady at our end. I’m afraid there’ll have to be a few less frocks and hats and things, my dear, until matters right themselves, but I know you won’t mind that.”

“If only I’d known. Father—”

“I know — you’d have had no frocks or hats at all,” laughed Dr. Thurston. “But I’m going to ask you to do your share now, Jackie. It’s a bit humiliating at my time of life to have to ask you, but I think — just until better times come along — you ought to find something to do. You could do typing or shorthand or something, couldn’t you?”

Jacqueline stooped and touched his forehead with her lips.

“Don’t worry, Father,” she said tenderly. “I’ll do my bit.”

Dr. Thurston rose, smiling.

“You’ve never let me down yet, my dear,” he said, patting her shoulder, “and I knew I could count on you. And remember — not a word to your mother. She mustn’t be worried, and if she thought we were going short of anything she’d refuse to go. I’ve told her I’ve a thousand in the bank and the trip is a flea bite. It’s a beautiful He, Jackie, but we mustn’t let her spot it.”

Jacqueline did her best to blink away her tears and smiled.

“Trust me. Father,” she said. ‘Til keep it up. It’s such a very beautiful lie.”

Upstairs in her bedroom Jacqueline sat for a long time in her chair by the gas fire; and then she rose, went to her writing desk, and wrote a note to Monty. It ran as follows:

“Dear Monty:

“After all, I can’t possibly tell Father, hut if you will wait just a few days I give you my word that you shall he paid in full. You’ll do that, wont you?

And then, with set lips, she wrote another note:

“Dear Louis:

“I accept your offer. When?

“J.T.”

She stamped them and went out to the pillar box at the corner. There, just for a moment, she hesitated, and then, with a shrug, she slipped the letters into the box.

All that night she lay awake, telling herself that there was nothing else to be done, and that it didn’t matter, anyway. She would never see Larry again, and nothing mattered.

It was almost daylight when at last she fell asleep, and it was not until eleven o’clock, when the maid entered her room, that she woke and sat upright.

“Mr. Creet is on the telephone, Miss Jacqueline,” said the maid. “I told him you weren’t up yet, so he said would I give you a message.”

Jacqueline bit her lip. Last night, after that talk with her father, it had seemed possible — the only possible thing to do; but this morning, with Louis waiting on the telephone…

“Mr. Creet says. Miss Jacqueline, he thanks you for your note and he’d be glad if you’d go and have dinner with him at seven o’clock this evening, and he’d hold the line while I came and asked you.”

“Tonight?” There was panic in her voice. “But I can’t — tell him I didn’t mean—” She paused abruptly and forced herself to smile. “Righto! Tell Mr. Creet I’ll be there at seven,” she said; and as the maid closed the door she buried her face in the pillow, and her teeth bit hard into her lip.
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Louis Creet’s dressing table would have delighted any woman’s heart. In selecting it Louis had obviously been influenced by considerations which had more than counterbalanced his prejudice against dust and germs; for it was a highly decorative piece of furniture with a multitude of drawers. It had soft, cunningly hidden lights, and its long, handsome mirrors were adjustable to give a full-length view of the figure from every angle from which a woman could wish to see herself. Its appurtenances were in keeping. There were comb, brushes, and hand mirror in tortoise shell and gold; an array of exquisite little boxes containing three shades of face powder, rouge, cream; several dainty cut-glass bottles of perfume.

Jacqueline stared at them, frowning. She picked up a gold lipstick case and pulled off the cap. The lipstick was worn to half its full length. She tossed it aside with a wry smile. She wondered what sum the others had received.

She raised her head and stared long and searchingly at her reflection in the mirror. She could detect no difference in herself. She felt mildly surprised at that. She had always had an idea that when a girl had experienced what she had just experienced there was some subtle change in her expression. According to her mother her eyes should have lost their look of innocence, and guilt and shame should be impressed on her face. But her eyes looked exactly the same as usual, as far as she could see, and she was not conscious of any feeling of guilt or shame. She felt disgust when she remembered…

But she was not going to remember. Once away from Louis’s flat, she would blot this evening from her memory.

She turned, went, without a glance to right or left, from the room, and hurried along the corridor towards the front door of the flat. Halfway along it she hesitated, retraced her steps along the corridor. The door of the dining room was ajar and she pushed it open. Louis was lolling on the couch in front of the fire.

“Louis, I’m going home. You’d better take me.”

Louis rose, took her arm, and drew her into the room. What’s the hurry, darling?” I want to go home — at once.”

Louis raised his eyebrows.

“Is that wise? It’s barely eleven o’clock, and you’re supposed to have gone to a dance with me. If you return so early from a dance your people will wonder, darling—”

“Oh, for God’s sake don’t keep calling me ‘darling,’ Louis,” she exclaimed impatiently. “The farce is over.”

“Farce? You’ve no idea how you hurt me, Jackie, when you talk like that. I’m very, very fond of you. I wish you’d try to believe that. When I call you ‘darling’ I mean it.” He drew her to the couch and sat beside her. “You’ve been very sweet to me this evening, Jackie. I had no idea that anyone could ever be so wonderful, so—”

“Appetizing?” suggested Jacqueline. “Listen, Louis, I don’t want you to run away with any wrong impressions. What I’ve done this evening I’ve done because I couldn’t help myself. Monty insisted on having his money. He actually came to the house to see Father yesterday, and the only way out of the mess in which I’d landed myself was to accept your beastly proposal. I suppose in the end I should have had to accept it in any case, because I could never have raised the money in any other way, and you’d have told Father if Monty hadn’t. You’d have played your compelling tune on that theme, and sooner or later I should have had to dance to it. But every moment of this evening, Louis, I’ve been thinking what a septic sort of swine you are, and if you can get any satisfaction out of that sort of sweetness you’re welcome to it.”

Louis listened placidly, with a faint smile. He was not without experience of these subsequent displays of nerves. He suggested a cup of coffee.

Jacqueline glanced at her watch and frowned. Louis was right; it was too early to go home yet.

“Thanks, Louis. I’d like a cup of coffee.”

Louis rose.

“Stimson is out,” he said. “I thought it more discreet that he should be, so I gave him permission to go to the pictures after dinner. I’ll make the coffee myself.”

Remembering the lipstick, Jacqueline reflected that Stimson, after several years in Louis Creet’s service, must by now be a connoisseur of the pictures, but she made no comment. She nodded, and Louis went from the room.

Jacqueline rose, noticed the figure of the dancing girl on the mantelpiece, stood for some moments gazing at it, and turned abruptly away. She understood now why, when she had first seen it, she had so emphatically disliked it. It symbolized love as Louis understood it. Louis, when he looked at her, saw her as that figure on the mantelpiece.

She began restlessly pacing the room, chafing at the hour which must somehow be got through before she could go home. She must not arrive too soon. Her father would not go to bed much before midnight, and she shrank from meeting him tonight. Despite the assurance of Louis’s mirror there might be some subtle difference in her which his keen eyes would detect. She wondered whether Larry would have been able to detect a difference. She felt sure that he would, that, even had it been possible to do so, she could never have looked into Larry’s eyes now. If there had been the least chance of her ever again looking into Larry’s eyes, if Larry had even been alive and there had been no possibility of their ever again meeting, she could never have done what she had done tonight. As it was, it hadn’t mattered — very much.

She took a cigarette from her case and glanced round in search of matches. An automatic lighter stood on the writing desk, and she crossed the room, seated herself in the swivel chair, and stretched out her hand for the lighter. Something touched her elbow, and she turned to see several sheets of paper from a pile on the desk go fluttering to the floor.

She lighted her cigarette, rose, and began to collect the scattered sheets. As she retrieved the third of them, she paused, frowning, glanced at it again, and then, as the colour drained from her cheeks, straightened herself and stood staring at it with fear and bewilderment in her eyes. It was a cable, she realized — addressed to Louis. The message ran as follows:

LOCATED FIELD AMAZINGLY RICH MEET US CAPE TOWN EARLIEST POSSIBLE MOMENT. WIRE DA SILVA’S HOTEL LOBITO BAY. LARRY.
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For several minutes Jacqueline stood motionless, staring at the cable, conscious of nothing but the “Larry” at the end of the message. And then, as the significance of the word burned its way through and touched her understanding, her hands suddenly gripped the paper more tightly, and she slowly raised her head and glanced towards the door. As she did so, Louis came in, carrying the coffee tray.

“Sorry I’ve been so long, darling,” he began in his smooth voice, “but Stimson’s patent percolator was inclined to be obstinate—”

“Louis!”

Her voice had a keen, cutting edge to it. Louis glanced at her quickly, saw her standing rigid, staring at him, turned his head abruptly, and set the tray on the table. He hoped she was not going to become hysterical. He picked up the coffee pot and turned to her with a smile.

“Black or white, darling?”

“Louis, I wish to God I could kill you!”

Louis, meeting her glance, recognized something more than the not unusual nervous reaction which would eventually find relief in an outburst of tears. He realized that in this instance comforting words and coffee would be unavailing.

“What’s wrong, Jackie?” he inquired solicitously.

She strode forward.

“That,” she said, tossed the cable on the table, and stood gazing at him with a fixity which he found vaguely disconcerting.

He shifted his gaze, picked up the cable and read it. Then, with raised eyebrows, he glanced up again.

“Well?”

“That cable was despatched from Benguella ten days ago.

He nodded.

“Quite true, Jackie. But I only received it—”

“Then you knew,” exclaimed Jacqueline in sudden fury. “It makes no difference when you received it — today, yesterday, a week ago. You knew — tonight — when I came here — that Larry was alive. You knew, and you — you didn’t tell me.”

“I didn’t tell you, Jackie, because—”

“Do you think I don’t know why?” she interrupted. “Two days ago I asked you if you had heard anything of Larry, and you said you’d had no news of him for six months. You did your best to make me believe that there would never be any news of him again. I did believe it. I’d been half believing it for months, and what you said convinced me that it was useless hoping any longer. And all the time you’d had that cable, you knew you were lying to me—”

“My dear Jackie, please try to control yourself. I admit that I hesitated to raise false hopes—”

“You knew,” she repeated passionately. “You knew, at any rate, that Larry was alive, and you didn’t tell me two days ago for the same reason that you didn’t tell me tonight. You knew that if I’d had any idea that Larry was living, that there was the least chance of my ever seeing him again, I’d never have come here tonight, never have done what I have done, never have accepted your beastly proposal. So you didn’t tell me. You wanted me and you meant to have me, and you didn’t care how much you lied and cheated to get what you wanted.”

She paused, breathless and trembling. Louis smiled indulgently.

“And so you want to kill me, eh, Jackie?” He shook his head. “You’re overlooking one or two facts, my dear, and you’ve said a good many things which I’m sure you’ll regret when you’re a little calmer. Naturally the news that Larry is still alive has been a shock to you. It was a shock to me — a very pleasant shock. As you know, I was very fond of Larry—”

“Can’t you ever stop lying? You hate Larry. You’ve always hated him.”

“And to show the violence of my hatred of him I supplied him with two thousand pounds for his expedition, knowing all the time that I was throwing away my money—”

“You hated him,” she repeated. “I’m beginning to understand things now — beginning to understand you. It wouldn’t be you, Louis, to risk two thousand pounds if you couldn’t see the chance of a good return for your money, and it wasn’t friendship for Larry that prompted you to finance the expedition. You did it because you hated him, and you hated him because he was in your way.”

Louis smiled indulgently — a smile which suggested that the idea of Larry Deans being an obstacle which could seriously inconvenience Louis Creet was too absurd to require contradiction.

“You wanted him out of your way, didn’t you?” continued Jacqueline. “You knew that so long as Larry was in England you could never hope to get from me what you’d set your heart on getting. Too risky for one thing, eh, Louis?” Larry would have been a nasty sort of customer to deal with if he had discovered what you were up to, wouldn’t he? Besides, you knew that, with Larry here, I’d never have agreed—”

“You seem to imagine, Jacqueline, that I forced Larry to go to Africa. He went of his own free will. It was his suggestion that I should provide the necessary capital—”

“And two thousand pounds to get him out of the country — with pretty long odds against his ever coming back — struck you as a good investment. I’m just saying that it wasn’t from friendship for Larry that you did it; it was just a matter of business with you, Louis. And when that cable came and you found that Larry hadn’t died on the trip as you hoped he would, that he was still alive and might still be in your way, you lied and cheated, didn’t tell me and tricked me into—”

“Really, Jacqueline,” interrupted Creet, “you must try to be reasonable. You’re being terribly unjust and hurting me very much. Caring for you as I do—”

“Oh, for God’s sake, Louis, stop posing!”

He shrugged.

“I admit that — for various reasons — I didn’t tell you that I had received the cable, but my reasons were not the ones you so ungenerously impute to me. And even if I had told you about the cable, I can’t see how it would have altered the situation. You would still have owed Monty Can a thousand pounds, and it would still have been just as impossible for you to pay it—”

“Larry would have helped.”

“Larry?” He raised his eyebrows.

“Why not?” demanded Jacqueline. “You may find it hard to believe, Louis, but there are a few men in the world whom a girl could ask for a thousand pounds and not be afraid of what they’d ask in return. Larry happens to be one of them. If I’d cabled to him—”

“Larry, I’m sure, would have gallantly emptied his pockets for you,” said Creet. “But you know as well as I do, Jackie, that Larry’s pockets have never contained much more than unpaid bills, and you’ve no reason for supposing that he’s any more able to write a check for a thousand now than he ever has been.”

“But if they’ve found the goldfield, and if it’s as rich as Larry says—”

“‘If they’ve found it and, if it’s as rich as Larry says’,” interrupted Creet. “I wouldn’t build too much on that if I were you. In this sort of business it doesn’t do to count on anything until the most careful examinations and tests have been made. It was because I didn’t want you to jump to the conclusion that Larry has suddenly become a millionaire that I intended saying nothing about the cable until I had made further enquiries.”

Jacqueline turned away from him with a contemptuous smile.

“I see,” she said, seating herself on the settee.

“That was terribly considerate of you, Louis. So you think that Larry, after all, may still be as hard up as ever?”

“It remains to be seen,” said Louis, with a shrug. “But if you’re counting on Larry coming back a rich man — in a position to marry you—”

“I’m not,” said Jacqueline. “I’m not counting on anything — now.”

She sat for some time gazing into the fire. She felt crushed, oppressed with a sense of utter futility. Even her resentment against Louis had petered out. Louis did not seem to matter; nothing seemed to matter; and she herself did not seem of the slightest consequence. She felt that nothing could ever matter to her again. When Louis seated himself beside her and took her hand in his, she gave no sign that she was aware of the action, and without consciously listening to him she heard all that he said and felt that it was all utterly unimportant. He was very fond of her, and later, of course, he would get his divorce and they would be married, and she would have a wonderful time. There was nothing he would not do for her, and she should never have cause to regret this evening. He was sure that they were going to be wonderfully happy together. And somehow it did not seem worth while to tell him that, once she had left his flat, she intended never to set eyes on him again.

Suddenly she withdrew her hand and stood up.

“I’m going, Louis.”

She went to the door and paused, hesitating. There was something she must say to Louis, she remembered, and the necessity of saying it repelled her. She searched for a phrase which would not sound too crude, some tactful expression which would not too shamelessly lay bare the sordidness of the transaction. She felt suddenly a fierce resentment against Louis for having left it to her to refer to the matter. He could hardly have forgotten that there was his side of the bargain still to be fulfilled, and he might at least have had the decency to spare her this final humiliation of having to remind him.

“Louis,” she said, “about — about Monty Carr. I promised him—”

Creet nodded, smiling.

“You needn’t worry about Monty, Jackie,” he said. “I’ll see to that in the morning.” He rose and went to her and placed an arm round her shoulders. “You won’t have to worry any more about anything, darling. I’m going to look after you now. We must manage to see more of each other than we have in the past, but that won’t be difficult. I’ll telephone you tomorrow and fix something, shall I?”

She gazed at him with eyes that seemed frozen. It was not worth while to disillusion him. All that mattered was that she should go. His arm tightened round her shoulders, and he smiled.

“Sweethearts, eh, Jackie?”

As he drew her towards him she suddenly freed herself, flung open the door, and hurried along the corridor and out of the flat.
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That night, with the door locked, Jacqueline lay in bed and tried to regard the events of the day from the point of view of the sophisticated modern young woman she considered herself to be; and as a sophisticated modem young woman she told herself again and again that there was nothing to get upset about. It had just been a business arrangement which she had made with her eyes wide open, and it was nobody^s concern but hers. It was really all quite trivial and unimportant, and a girl nowadays simply did not make a fuss over that sort of thing and feel compelled to hide her face for shame. And then her thoughts turned to Larry, and she suddenly hid her burning cheeks in the pillow.

She heard the knock on her door and her mother’s voice quietly calling her name, but she lay very still and made no answer. She felt that she could not face her mother tonight. Besides, her eyes were red, and a sophisticated modern young woman simply does not cry.

It was not until lunchtime the next day that Jacqueline unlocked her door. Though her mother, during the morning, knocked several times, her knocks remained unanswered. In the sanctuary of her bedroom she felt somehow detached from the rest of the world, beyond the reach of the problems and perplexities which, when she opened the door, would rush at her and demand to be dealt with. She wished she could lie there forever with a locked door between her and the unhappiness that awaited her outside.

She awoke late, with a vague consciousness that something of tremendous moment had happened, something which made today altogether different from any other day in her life. And as she opened her eyes there came a swift rush of recollection which brought a smile to her lips. Larry was alive. For a time that stupendous fact overwhelmed all other thoughts, and she lay still, bright-eyed and smiling, basking in the sunshine of that knowledge. And then gradually, like little chilling gusts of wind, other thoughts thrust themselves on her attention — thoughts of Monty Carr, of Louis Creet, of last night, of the future — gathering force as they joined together and assailed her, until the storm was raging again in all its fury, tossing her hither and thither, battering her, deafening her. Yet in the midst of the turmoil, persistent as the hum note of a bell, was the thought that Larry was alive. She told herself that nothing else was really of the least importance. But she wished she were dead.

Downstairs she found her father and mother in the library.

“And I suppose, John,” said Mrs. Thurston, as she entered, “I shall have to have a sun helmet, shan’t I?”

Dr. Thurston glanced at Jacqueline and smiled.

“Hullo, Jackie! Been sleeping it off?”

Jacqueline gave a shrug.

“Where’s Mother off to with a sun helmet?”

“My dear, such wonderful news,” began her mother excitedly. “It really does seem too good to be true — just when everything was so dreadfully difficult. I can hardly realize it yet.”

“What can’t you realize, Mother?” asked Jacqueline patiently, seating herself on the arm of her chair.

Mrs. Thurston glanced at her husband and smiled.

“It’s about Larry and the others, dear,” she said. “Louis has heard from him — a cable. They’re all quite safe, and they’ve found the goldfield—”

Jacqueline nodded.

“Louis told me — last night. Mother.”

“Such an anxious time,” mused Mrs. Thurston. “They’re all three such dear boys, and I’m sure they’ve deserved their success. But of course we mustn’t imagine that they’ve all suddenly become millionaires. Louis warned us about that this morning. He says you never know how a goldfield will turn out—”

“Louis has been here — this morning?”

“He came to tell us the news — as soon as ever he heard,” said Mrs. Thurston. “He was very disappointed not to see you, Jackie, and to tell you about the trip.

“Louis is off to Africa by the first available boat,” explained Dr. Thurston. “He’s a bit skeptical about the goldfield, but he’s going out to meet Larry and the others and investigate for himself.”

Jacqueline breathed a sigh of relief. With Louis Creet in Africa, separated from her by some thousands of miles, her chief problem would disappear. She would not, at any rate, have to cope with it until he returned, and during that few months’ grace anything might happen.

“And what do you think, my dear?” continued her mother eagerly. “We are going with him.”

“We?” Jacqueline’s eyes sought her father’s anxiously.

“Creet’s an extraordinarily good fellow,” said Dr. Thurston. “I was telling him about your mother having to go for a sea trip, Jacqueline, and saying I didn’t quite know where the money was to come from, and he promptly suggested that we should make the trip to Africa with him as his guests.”

“And you accepted. Father?”

“My dear, of course,” said Mrs. Thurston. “Such a wonderful chance just when I’m being so tiresome and expensive. And it will do your father a world of good. He has been killing himself lately keeping other people alive who aren’t nearly so worth keeping alive as he is, and I’m sure he’ll keep them alive much better if he isn’t so nearly dead himself. I always have said that most Harley Street doctors are very poor advertisements for themselves. Half of them look as if they don’t eat enough and the other half as if they eat too much.”

Jacqueline smiled.

“And you’re really going — both of you?”

“All three of us, Jackie,” said Dr. Thurston. “The invitation includes you.”

“Such a surprise for you, dear,” said Mrs. Thurston, “and a wonderful chance for any unmarried girl. From all I hear, a liner seems to afford such splendid opportunities. I believe it’s actually difficult for a girl to escape getting engaged on a long sea trip even if she knows nobody to begin with, and I’m sure that with Louis travelling with us you won’t be many days at sea without something very exciting happening. I’ve been telling your father that you must have plenty of pretty frocks….”

Jacqueline did not interrupt. She waited, frowning, while her mother discoursed at length on the matrimonial possibilities of a voyage to South Africa. The great advantage of a liner, she gathered, was its profusion of sequestered corners which offered unequalled opportunities for sentiment in a romantic setting, and Louis, who had travelled a good deal, was sure to know all about them. Jacqueline did not doubt that. But it was only when her mother concluded with a thinly veiled hint that, if Louis seemed inclined to act as her guide to the liner’s more romantic spots, she should not refuse to go exploring with him, that she made any comment.

“In other words. Mother,” she said, “you think that Louis has invited me to make the trip with the idea of asking me to marry him? Sorry, darling, if you’ll be dreadfully disappointed, but I’m afraid that won’t come off, because I’m not going with you.”

“But, Jacqueline,” began Mrs. Thurston, “you don’t mean — such a wonderful chance — I’m sure Louis is counting on you—”

Jacqueline cut her short.

“We’d better get this straight. Mother, once and for all,” she said. “I’m not going with you. You seem to think that Louis has invited us all to make the trip so that somewhere between here and Cape Town he can sit on a coil of rope in the moonlight and ask me to marry him. I fancy you’re wrong, because if Louis wanted to ask me he has had plenty of chances already, and he hasn’t done so.”

“But, Jacqueline, I’m sure he’s very fond—”

“In any case,” interrupted Jacqueline, “if there’s any chance of that sort of thing happening, I’d rather stay in England. I don’t want to marry Louis, and I don’t intend to be forced into doing so.”

Mrs. Thurston’s face was a study in pained surprise, and she glanced down at her husband as if imploring his help in dealing with a situation which was beyond her.

“Nobody wants to force you, Jackie,” said Dr. Thurston. “Creet’s a good chap, and I fancy he’s fond of you; but if he’s not your choice, that settles it. Still there’s no reason why you shouldn’t make the trip, and I daresay Larry won’t be sorry to see you again.”

He gave her an understanding smile, but Jacqueline shook her head.

“I’d rather not. Father.”

“But Louis will be dreadfully disappointed,” said Mrs. Thurston. “I told him you’d love to go, and backing out now will look very strange and ungrateful, and I’m sure I don’t know how I can tell him ^”

“I’ll tell him myself, Mother; don’t worry.”

Mrs. Thurston sighed.

“How can I help worrying, Jacqueline? Such a splendid chance, and such a pity to miss it, and I don’t see what any girl could possibly have against Louis—”

Jacqueline shrugged.

“Having nothing against him, Mother, isn’t much of a reason for marrying him.”

“Certainly not,” agreed the doctor.

Mrs. Thurston rose and retreated towards the door. And there she halted and fired her last shot.

“Don’t forget, Jacqueline,” she said, “before you do anything rash, that Louis is a very wealthy man—”

“That, my dear,” snapped the doctor, “has nothing to do with the case.”

As the door closed behind Mrs. Thurston he went to Jacqueline, laid a hand on each of her shoulders, and searched her eyes with his. Jacqueline forced a smile.

“What is it? Want to see my tongue?” she laughed. “But there’s nothing wrong with me. Father — truly.”

“Tell me, Jackie “ said Dr. Thurston. “It’s Larry, isn’t it?”

She avoided his gaze. Dr. Thurston smiled.

“I think I’m right,” he said, “and I want to tell you something, Jackie.”

She raised her head.

“I want to tell you, Jackie,” he said, “that in my humble opinion there isn’t a man living as near to being worthy of you as Larry Deans.”

And because a sophisticated modern young woman simply does not cry or openly display her emotions, Jacqueline gave his arm a grateful squeeze and bit her lip as she turned away.

Louis Creet was to dine with the Thurstons that evening to discuss arrangements, and it was understood that after dinner the doctor should at last carry out the examination which had so often been postponed.

African air being densely populated with strange, unfriendly germs, Creet declared himself anxious to be sure of his ability to resist their onslaughts before venturing to breathe it into his system.

But Jacqueline did not wait until the evening. The idea of a trip lasting several months with Louis constantly at her elbow was a disturbing one, and she felt that she could not rest until all chance of it had been definitely ruled out. She had a vague fear that unless she acted promptly her mother might unearth some ingeniously sentimental argument to use against her to which she would weakly succumb. Already, without definitely saying so, her mother had made her feel that she was behaving shabbily and being not a little selfish. She had been pathetically disappointed at her definite refusal to marry Louis, and Jacqueline knew from experience that when her mother became pathetic it was a foregone conclusion that she would get her own way as far as her daughter was concerned. But this time there must be no weakening.

After lunch she telephoned to Louis.

“About this trip, Louis.”

“Yes, darling?”

“Mother says you’ve invited all three of us. It’s really quite marvellous of you, Louis, but I want you to cut me out.”

Creet’s voice had lost something of its usual smoothness w^hen he answered.

“I’m afraid, Jackie, I can’t do that.”

“But if I don’t want to go.”

“I think it would be discreet, my dear, at least to pretend that you do. In the circumstances you could hardly expect me to go without you, and as I have to go, I’m counting on your being reasonable. Don’t be foolish, darling. You’ll have a wonderful time. I shall make it my business to see that you do, and as long as you’ll be just a little kind to me sometimes—”

“Louis, I’m not going. That’s definite.”

For some moments he did not answer. Then:

“Are you there, Jackie?”

“Yes.”

“I saw Monty Carr this morning. Everything will be all right in that quarter now.”

“You — you paid him?”

“He has promised that you shan’t be troubled by him any more so long as you are reasonable.”

Jacqueline’s eyes became anxious.

“But you promised me, Louis, that Monty should have his thousand—”

“Not exactly, Jackie,” interrupted Creet. “What I said was that I would see that Monty Carr worried you no more about the thousand pounds, and I’ve done that. Monty will worry you no more — as long as you are reasonable.”

“As long as I’m reasonable? That’s what you said before, and I don’t understand. What exactly does ‘reasonable’ mean? Going with you on the trip to Africa? Please don’t hedge, Louis. I want a straight answer.”

“Very well,” said Louis; “then I put it this way, Jackie, that, caring for you as I do, I don’t think it’s reasonable of you to ask me to leave you behind and not even see you for several months. Just think it over, darling, and I’m sure you’ll see my point.”

“I see it now,” said Jacqueline. “It’s what they call doublecrossing, isn’t it? Larry was right about you, Louis; he always said you were a nasty bit of work, and I was fool enough not to believe him. I’ve kept my side of the bargain, and now you’re backing out of yours—”

“You’ve begun to keep your side of the bargain,” corrected Louis, “and as long as you continue to keep it I shall keep mine too. But don’t let us quarrel about it, Jackie. Think it over, my dear, and tell me your decision this evening.”

“I can tell you now: I’m not going to be bullied and threatened and cheated any longer. I’m not going on the trip.”

“Before doing anything rash, Jackie—”

“I’m not going,” she repeated, and slammed the receiver onto its hook.

But she knew in her heart that she certainly would go.
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Courtesy had to be stretched to extreme limits before one could confer on Da Silva’s establishment in Lobito Bay the dignified title of “hotel.” Since, however, it had to be called something it was so designated.

A low, squat, once-white structure, it consisted of three bedrooms, a bathroom, and a dining-drawing-smoking-writing room, the French windows opening from which led onto a relatively cool and shady veranda. This was quite the most attractive part of the building, overlooking as it did the calm blue waters of the bay. Stretched in a canopied deck chair, a pipe in his mouth, a long, cool drink on the wicker table by his side, a man might without difficulty forget that for hundreds of miles behind him lay trackless forests and swamps, perilous enough in themselves, but doubly so by reason of the marauding animals which peopled them and the innumerable “bugs” of known and unknown viciousness which constituted an almost inescapable series of dangers to the explorer.

The bedrooms were primitive and, save to a wearied traveller, uninviting. The bathroom was entitled to be so called since it held a dingy tin bath in which, by doubling back one’s legs and bending well forward, one could just contrive to sit. Since, however, in such a cramped posture adequate ablutions were impossible, one usually ended, after one had learned its limitations by contortional experience, by standing up in the bath and doing as well as possible with a sponge.

Somewhere in the nether regions of the establishment was the kitchen. Into this no traveller ventured, which was as well for his peace of mind; for culinary processes were conducted along primitive lines, and, since the place was alive with cockroaches, there seemed to the native cook no particular point in being overscrupulous about personal cleanliness; and anyway, dirt doesn’t show on a black man. Moreover, the staple diet of the place appeared to be eggs, and the shell of an egg is non-porous.

Piled up in a corner of the general-purposes room was an immense quantity of baggage, as dilapidated and dirty as only baggage can be which has accompanied its owners for eighteen months through the West African hinterland. Bedding, haversacks, water bottles, rifles, surveying instruments, wireless set, gramophone lay in a careless jumble, and, viewing it, one could almost hear the deep sighs of relief with which its owners had shed a burden which must have become wellnigh intolerable.

It was eloquent testimony to the durability of the portable gramophone that it was still intact and that, with the aid of a pair of pliers and a lot of ingenuity, the turntable could still be persuaded to revolve.

The three men who sat around the table at breakfast looked supremely happy. It was the first glimpse of civilized comfort that had been theirs for a year and a half, and they were enjoying it to the full. For two hours after their arrival early that morning the hotel boilers had been made to work overtime, and the hotel bathroom had been not so much a bathroom as a dream vision of paradise where one crouched or stood and wallowed in the ecstasies conferred by hot water and steam and soap upon those who have been denied such comforts for a long period.

Their breakfast menu had been very minutely thought out and discussed during the last ten miles of their journey to the coast. The relative merits of breakfast cereals had formed material for argument throughout at least a mile and a half. Porridge, thought Tubby Storman, was filling without being satisfying — and who wanted to be filled before reaching the pièce de résistance
 of the meal, a thick, juicy steak? They were all agreed about this steak: it was to be tender, of the exact epicurean tinge of redness, and, most important of all, at least an inch thick; it was to be completely surrounded by potatoes fried a delicate golden brown; and while it was being consumed the hotel kitchen must be given up to the preparation of a second steak of exactly similar calibre.

Toast and marmalade and coffee would of course round off the meal, after which, all agreed, they would begin to feel that civilization really did exist — a fact which they might have been forgiven for doubting during the past eighteen months.

The agreed menu had been ordered with a wealth of detail, and now they were breakfasting heartily on boiled egg, which, it had transpired, was the only food available. Even this circumstance, however, had failed to damp their exuberance.

“All we want now,” said Tubby, pushing back his chair, “is a tune on the old gramophone. Why the dickens you had to bust the one and only remaining record, Larry—”

“Sorry, Tubby,” laughed Larry. “Sanity before Art. Besides, there were the animals to be considered. The bearers told me that the last time you played ‘Parted’ they found three lions and their families all sobbing their hearts out.”

“Still,” said Tubby, “I daresay I can get another in Lobito Bay.”

“Which otherwise,” added Mark, “is quite a pleasant sort of town. By Jove!” he went on, glancing round the room with obvious satisfaction, “this may not be the Savoy Grill, but it strikes me as a fairish imitation of heaven. The springboard of civilization! Have a good mail, fat boy?”

Tubby’s chubby pink face was wreathed in smiles.

“Absolutely!” he beamed. Thrusting a hand into his pocket, he produced a bulky envelope. “Sixteen pages of the best, old boy. Do you know, Bunty writes the most marvellous letters. Listen to this: ‘The dog killed three of the bantams last week, so I hung one of them round his neck and he hasn’t killed a chicken since.’”

“I wonder if that got into the papers?” broke in Larry.

But Tubby hardly noticed the interruption and went on reading:

“‘There has been quite an epidemic of German measles round here, but I’m thankful to say that neither Alan nor Jill has caught it, though two children in the same class are down with it.’”

“It makes you think, doesn’t it?” said Mark gravely.

“Well, after all, you know,” replied Tubby, his face serious, “they might easily have got it.”

“Ghastly thought!” commented Larry. “Is that all the really important news?”

“No; there’s another bit somewhere. Now where was it?” Tubby glanced hastily through the next two pages. “Oh, yes, here we are: ‘Mother has been poorly, but she’s better now.’”

“Thank God for that!” said Larry fervently. “Go on. Tubby, read us that bit.”

The other had become absorbed in the letter, which he was reading with a rapt expression, a smile, and a waggling head.

“Don’t come between husband and wife, old man,” put in Mark.

“I’ve often wondered,” said Larry, “what wives really do write to their husbands in their looser moments. Something about chickens, I suppose.”

For answer the stout young man folded the letter carefully, kissed it solemnly, replaced it in its envelope, and put it into his pocket.

“Does anyone know when the next boat sails for home?” he asked.

“Not so fast. Tubby, my lad,” laughed Larry. “The next boat mightn’t be at all convenient. For one thing, Creet’s not here yet. You didn’t get a wire from him, did you, Mark?”

Mark Elliott shook his head.

“No. I rather expected to find him on the station platform, waving a flag. And a brass band wouldn’t have been out of place.”

“I know,” agreed Larry. “I wonder why he didn’t turn up. Perhaps he hasn’t arrived.”

“The Cape boat came in three days ago,” said the other.

Larry Deans’s eyes suddenly lighted up.

“Did it?” he asked eagerly. “Got a passenger list?”

Mark shook his head and looked at the other curiously as Larry’s eyes lost their brightness.

“Are the Thurstons really coming up to this Godforsaken place?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” replied Larry shortly. “You fellows know as much about it as I do. Louis said if we could give him the approximate day he’d be here. Well, we gave him the approximate day and he’s not here.”

“That’s rather surprising, don’t you think?” said Tubby. “Louis Creet’s such a reliable, on-the-tick sort of bloke as a rule.”

“H’m!” Larry’s grunt was noncommittal.

“I wonder,” said Mark, “what brought Dr. Thurston out to Cape Town. It’s a long way from Harley Street — and pretty expensive, isn’t it? Not that that would worry Louis, of course: he’s a generous old devil.”

“Isn’t he!” replied Larry with a cynical smile. “I don’t know any man who gives away a two-bob cigar with greater gusto. But if you’d ever tried to borrow a hundred from him — without security — you might change your opinions.”

“Oh, rot!” exclaimed Tubby. “Louis is one of the best fellows in the world. You’re a cynical old devil, Larry.”

“Maybe,” the older man agreed. “But cynicism is the most valuable product of experience, my boy, as you will discover. And by the way, talking of discoveries, I don’t want Louis to know about that brilliant piece of exploration of yours which resulted in our finding the causeway.”

The other two men glanced at him in surprise.

“Good Lord — why not?” asked Mark.

Larry’s voice was quiet and dispassionate, but emphatic.

“We’ll give Louis a plan of the field, of course, but I suggest that we keep that little causeway to ourselves.”

“But, my dear old chap,” exploded Tubby, “we can’t do that sort of thing. After all, we must play the game. I mean, we are gentlemen.”

Larry smiled rather grimly.

“You and Mark are. Tubby, and so perhaps am I, but most certainly Louis isn’t.”

Mark Elliott’s forehead was puckered in a frown.

“All the same, Larry,” he protested, “I must say I agree with Tubby. I think we should tell Louis all there is to know. He has as much right to know about the causeway as we have. He’s a partner in the firm.”

Larry shrugged his shoulders.

“Have it your own way,” he said. “I’ll tell you something you don’t know. This is the third attempt I’ve made at finding this goldfield. The first time I broke myself; the second time I broke most of my relations. The third time I don’t want anybody to break me.”

“It’s rather extraordinary,” mused Mark, “that nobody ever found the place before.”

“Oh, I don’t know, you know.” Tubby grinned complacently. “After all, this is the first time I’ve been out here. These other fellows may have been all right, but when it comes to finding a causeway — well, you see what I mean, don’t you?”

“Sock him one, Mark — you’re nearer,” urged Larry. “Just because his fat tummy overbalanced him and he fell into a swamp…. No, there have been all sorts of stories about these diggings, but most of the clever people thought they were moonshine. Well, we’ve found them! My God! I can’t let myself think about it! Eighteen months, eh? A lifetime! Remember the night we left this filthy hotel to go to the railhead?”

“Yes,” supplemented Mark, “and how cocksure everybody was that the field was in Katanga and not in Angola at all.”

“I’m going to rename my house Angola,” announced Tubby.

“What do you call it now?” asked Mark.

“‘Mon Repos,’ for a quid,” laughed Larry.

“I’ll take you, Larry,” said Mark. “‘The Acacias.’”

“Absolutely wrong, old boy,” said Tubby. “It’s called ‘The Cedars.’”

For a few minutes they sat in silence, each absorbed with his own thoughts, his own visions of the future, his plans, his hopes — and, in the case of Larry Deans, his fears.

“All the same, I wish we had a contract.” He spoke half to himself.

Tubby, young and impetuous, could not restrain his impatience.

“For God’s sake, Larry, what’s biting you? I wouldn’t have your suspicious mind for anything. What on earth do you want a contract for? A fellow’s word is his bond, and Louis isn’t the kind of man who would dream of breaking it. Besides, we practically did make a contract. That letter he wrote to me—”

“Was full of pious hopes,” interrupted Larry.

Tubby half rose from his chair and thumped the table with his fist.

“But, damn it, man! I got it stamped at Somerset House.”

The other smiled.

“My dear young and very innocent child, if you took a prescription for a Seidlitz powder to Somerset House they’d stamp it and be glad to take your money.”

Mark Elliott, who had been sitting, one hand on his chin, a puzzled frown on his forehead, now broke in:

“Larry, old man, you’re putting all sorts of ungentlemanly thoughts into my head. You don’t really mean—”

“Of course Larry doesn’t mean anything. If he does he’s an ass. Personally, I like old Louis. Mind you, he’s not the sort of fellow, if I were going away, that I’d ask to look after my wife.”

The cynical smile reappeared on Larry’s face.

“I’d say not — or even your chickens!”

“It’s queer how women run after him,” said Mark. “You wouldn’t call him goodlooking.”

“Good Lord, Mark!” laughed Larry. “You’ve a lot to learn about women. Good looks don’t mean a thing to them; their instinct is a great deal more subtle than that. No, you don’t have to be goodlooking if you’re a man. And anyhow, if a woman had to wait till an Adonis came along she’d starve. And women don’t make a habit of starving. A woman knows just what it is that attracts her in a man — but she won’t admit it.”

“‘Soured by the Jungle,’” murmured Tubby, who had an occasional provoking habit of thinking in subtitles.

There came a knock on the door, and a native servant appeared, carrying a telegram, which he handed to Larry. He tore open the envelope and read the contents.

“0h, damn! We passed the station — they are at Benguella. ‘Sorry, missed you by five minutes. Have taken commandant’s house here. Coming over by car to bring you back.’”

“Who is it from?” asked Tubby.

“Mrs. Thurston.”

“So she’s here!” said Mark. “Good. The doctor’s with her, of course. Have they brought Jacqueline?”

“I’ve read you the telegram,” Larry answered laconically.

“Well, we’ll be seeing old Louis very soon now. I suppose he’s with them — she’d have said so if he wasn’t.” A worried expression flitted across Tubby’s face as he turned to Larry Deans. “You know, old man, it’s an awful pity you feel the way you do about Louis. I happen to know he’s got a terribly high opinion about you.

Larry grinned.

“If this were America I should probably say, ‘Aw, shucks!’ And if I wanted to be coarse I’d say his opinion of me is so high that it stinks.”

Tubby, intent on peacemaking, continued:

“Anyway, he has. And Jacqueline thinks the world of him.”

A deep frown gathered on Larry’s face.

“Jacqueline is very young and therefore very stupid and very impressionable,” he declared irritably. “And Louis Creet is the kind of man that any young, impressionable, and foolish girl would think the world of. You yourself said just now you wouldn’t care to leave your wife in his charge.”

Tubby hesitated, momentarily at a loss.

“Never mind,” Larry went on. “Your wife is neither young nor foolish nor impressionable. She’s got terrible taste in the matter of husbands, but otherwise she’s an intelligent woman.”

“But Jacqueline is only a kid,” protested Tubby.

“Cleopatra was fourteen when she had her first love affair,” Larry remarked drily.

“Climate, old boy,” said Tubby. “I remember reading about that. They get old much younger in that climate, if you see what I mean. All I know is that if I were engaged to a lovely young girl like Jacqueline—”

Larry made a quick gesture of impatience.

“I’m not engaged to her,” he explained. “I am merely engaged to be engaged to her, which is not quite the same thing. Louis may be as generous as you say, but I wish his generosity would take another form. However, don’t let’s talk about it any more. Where are the cigarettes?”

Tubby heaved a deep sigh and produced his case.

“As usual, I’ve got ‘em. It’s an astonishing thing that throughout this trip all the incidental expenditure seems to have devolved upon me. ‘Financial Director, Percy H. Storman,’ as it were.”

Larry took a cigarette from the case, lit it, and gazed in apparent awe at the speaker.

“Good God!” he gasped. “Percy — and I never knew it!”

Evading the wrathful Tubby’s grabbing movement, he strolled out through the French windows onto the veranda and sank into a deck chair.

Mark turned to Tubby, and his tone was serious.

“Look here, old man, don’t get funny with Larry about Jacqueline. I happen to know that it’s a sore point.”

“But it’s so darn silly,” expostulated the other. “And I can’t believe that Larry’s right about Louis. Good Lord! Why, I’ve known him for years and he’s one of the best—”

“As a matter of fact,” murmured Mark, “I’m just beginning to wonder myself—”

“Oh, forget it!” Tubby burst out. “Why spoil a beautiful day? Here we are home — or practically home — after a perfectly ghastly time, with our health and strength and with money to burn. ‘Fighting the Forest for Fortune.’”

Mark Elliott was looking very thoughtful.

“I hope SO,” he said at last. “Tubby, do you know anything about the mining laws of Portuguese West Africa?”

“No. What have the laws to do with it?”

“A lot, probably. I was talking to Larry in the train. He says the concession we’ve got is to find the field, not to work it. There won’t, of course, be any difficulty about getting the other concession, though we’ll have to pay a percentage to the government, but first of all we shall have to prove proprietorial rights.”

“Sounds a bit long,” said Tubby, “but we’ll do that all right, won’t we?”

Mark was silent for a long time. Larry’s hints about Louis Creet’s real character had been germinating in his naturally acute mind, and he was beginning to feel distinctly uneasy about the whole position. Gentlemen’s agreements were all very well — between gentlemen. But supposing Larry were right? And even gentlemanly instincts had been known to suffer repression when an immense fortune was at stake. He too was beginning to wish that they had insisted upon a contract defining their exact rights in whatever discovery they made.

“Won’t we?” repeated Tubby.

“I suppose we can,” said Mark halfheartedly. “But you understand what I mean, don’t you?” He turned to face the other squarely and spoke with meaningful deliberation. “If Louis can prove that we were working for him on a salary, simply as his employees, we shouldn’t have a shadow of a claim to any share in the goldfield. Try to get that into your nut. Tubby.”

Tubby made an obvious effort. He furrowed his forehead with a heavy frown, scratched his head vigorously, and assumed an expression of intense concentration. And then his face cleared.

“But he couldn’t prove it, Mark, old man,” he said. “That’s where Larry keeps slipping up all the time. He absolutely couldn’t prove anything of the sort.”

“Couldn’t he?” Larry, strolling in from the veranda, gave Tubby a pitying smile. “You’ve a beautifully trustful nature, Tubby, and I hate to soil it with suspicion of your brother man; but if Louis wanted to he wouldn’t find it particularly difficult to make out a case that we were engaged on a monthly salary. It’s in your precious contract, anyway — stamped at Somerset House and all.”

“But he explained that,” protested Tubby. “He said he’d arranged things that way to protect us—”

“You can take it from me,” interrupted Larry, “that he arranged things that way because what he doesn’t know about the laws of this Godforsaken country isn’t worth knowing. Louis was protecting himself, not us. It seems to me that if Louis feels like doing it he can sail off with all the plunder comfortably close to the wind, and all we can do is to stand on the seashore and gnash our teeth.”

“But he wouldn’t feel like it, old boy,” said Tubby doggedly. “That’s my point all the time, and it seems pretty rotten to me to keep talking about old Louis as if he lay awake at nights scheming how he can swindle us. Old Louis has been very decent to me one way and another. Last Christmas, for instance, he sent the kids about twenty quids’ worth of toys, and invited Bunty to go up and stay at his place in town, and if you ask me there isn’t much wrong with a bloke who does that sort of thing.”

Larry smiled.

“I wonder, Mark,” he said, “whether our fat boy is a damned fool or just has a beautiful mind. Did Bunty accept the invitation, Tubby?”

“As a matter of fact, she didn’t,” said Tubby. “It was the time of the measles scare, and she couldn’t.”

“Congratulations!” said Larry. “I don’t suppose it has ever occurred to you, Tubby, but every night of your life you should, when you say your prayers, say, ‘Thank God for measles!’”

Tubby flushed.

“Seems to me, Larry,” said Mark, “that two or three tabloids of quinine wouldn’t do you any harm.”

“Absolutely,” agreed Tubby. “Get it out of your system, old boy.”

Larry gave a shrug.

“It’s not fever,” he said; “it’s just bad temper. I shall be much more lovable when I’ve seen Louis and discovered what I’m up against.”

He took the telegram from his pocket and reread it.

“This was handed in three hours ago,” he said irritably, “and if they’re coming by car they should be here now. All this hanging about—”

“Puncture,” suggested Mark. “I’ve heard a rumour that the only car that ever got here without a puncture is now preserved in a museum.”

“If you ask me, it’s ignition trouble,” grinned Tubby. “While the chauffeur was admiring the scenery of his native country, Louis Creet, the notorious pickpocket, nipped out of the car and pinched a sparking plug—”

Larry strode impatiently onto the veranda and, leaning his elbows on the rail, stood gazing along the road.

Mark turned to Tubby.

“If the governor is at Benguella, Tubby, we ought to see him tomorrow,” he said. “This thing’s getting on Larry’s nerves, and the sooner we fix it the better.”

Tubby nodded.

“‘Noble Character Warped by Suspicion,’” he said. “All that about Jacqueline! Tommyrot if you ask me.”

“Is it?” Mark shrugged. “I had a mail, too, Tubby, and I’m not so sure. Listen to this.”

He pulled a crumpled letter from his pocket and smoothed it out.

“‘Saw Jacqueline Thurston at the Café de Paris last night,’” he read. “‘She was with your friend Creet. I’ve seen them together half a dozen times in the last fortnight. Terribly friendly, my dear. I wonder! People are wondering, too’.”

Larry came striding in from the balcony.

“There’s a car coming now,” he announced and disappeared through the door.
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Dr. Thurston found the sixty-mile car drive from Benguella to Lobito Bay something of an ordeal. An air of depression seemed to have descended on the other members of the party as soon as they had set out, and after a few fruitless efforts to entice into conversation first his wife, then Jacqueline, then Louis Creet, and finally the native chauffeur, who spoke no English, he abandoned his efforts at sociability, lighted a cigar, and fell to wondering what had bitten everyone this morning.

Creet, resplendent in a semitropical suit which was beyond criticism, was frowning heavily beneath his sun helmet. Throughout the voyage he had been inclined to be irritable, and since they had landed he had been definitely moody and bad-tempered. Jackie’s fault, the doctor reflected. She had led him a fine dance, the young devil, one way and another during the trip — her shameless flirtation with the chief engineer had been conducted entirely, he was sure, for the edification of Louis — and if Louis had counted on pulling it off with Jackie before reaching Africa he was probably feeling decidedly sore.

Just as well, perhaps, that he hadn’t pulled it off. Too old, really, for Jackie. Well preserved, but he couldn’t be less than forty-eight or fifty. Queer sort of chap in some ways. All that fussing about his health. He had a supply of quinine in his luggage large enough to purge the whole African continent of malaria, and every night he took his temperature and entered it on a chart. He was a common enough type of hypochondriac, of course — convinced that he was the victim of some disease, yet funking an examination which might confirm his fears. It had not been entirely disinterested generosity that had prompted him to bring them all on this trip. Louis, where Jacqueline was concerned, obviously was not disinterested; and among the plagues and pestilences of West Africa he would doubtless feel less uneasy with a qualified medical man constantly at hand….

“Such an adventure!” exclaimed Mrs. Thurston suddenly. “Actually in Africa! It hardly seems possible, does it?”

“No, Mother,” agreed Jacqueline dutifully.

And Mrs. Thurston, having for the fourth time in the last two hours made exactly the same remark and thus contributed her share to the gaiety of the occasion, returned to her thoughts.

They were not cheerful ones. The voyage, of course, had done her a lot of good — she was quite herself again now, thank goodness — but it had been a great disappointment to her. In spite of Jacqueline’s emphatic rejection of Louis as a possible husband, she had been hoping that, with all the amenities of a liner at his disposal, Louis might persuade her to change her mind before they reached Africa. After all, she had been just as emphatic in her refusal to go on the voyage at all, and Louis had persuaded her over that without much difficulty.

But nothing had happened, and it was all very disappointing, and it was no use counting on the voyage home, because Jacqueline would have met Larry again before then. Of course, she had nothing against Larry. He was a dear boy, and if he really had found a goldfield and was going to be a millionaire and able to pay off all those dreadful debts of his…

She glanced at Jacqueline and sighed. It was always difficult to know what Jacqueline was thinking. She was dreadfully baffling.

Jacqueline at the moment would have baffled a far keener observer than her mother. She sat in the corner of the car with an air of complete detachment from her surroundings, a slight pucker between her eyebrows. She did not in the least suggest to Mrs. Thurston a girl just about to meet a long-lost lover who had found a goldfield and was, perhaps, a millionaire.

Jacqueline, however, was thinking of Larry. During the voyage she had thought a good deal about him, alone in one or other of the liner’s sequestered corners which Mrs. Thurston had hoped she would use to better advantage. Larry, she had decided, must not be allowed to get an inkling of the truth. That was definite; and, that being so, she must make him realize that she was not prepared to reinstate him on the intimate footing on which he had been with her before he had left England. Somehow she must erect barriers and keep Larry outside them. He must, she felt, either know everything or know nothing; and she could never tell him everything.

With the meeting with Larry still several weeks ahead she had persuaded herself without much difficulty that by the time she reached Africa she would have so steeled herself that she would be able to face the occasion with a casual self-assurance which would at any rate pass muster; but this morning, when she was actually on her way to Lobito Bay and there was nothing to distract her mind from the realization that every minute was bringing the moment of their meeting nearer, she was less confident of her ability to carry it off with an air of casual self-assurance. She was not sure that she would be able, after all, to meet Larry’s glance without flinching, and so to cloak her feelings that Larry’s keen scrutiny would not lay them bare. She had an uneasy feeling that, no matter what barriers she might erect between Larry and their old intimacy, Larry would come crashing through them. It would be very difficult to make her eyes lie to him.

As the car stopped outside Da Silva’s Hotel she saw Larry come striding towards her, and the next moment her hand was in his and she was smiling at him as he lolled against the car, meeting his glance without wavering. At the moment her sole thought was that it was marvellous to be with Larry again, to see the little lines round his eyes and mouth crease into the familiar smile, to feel him playing with her little finger — which was a trick of his — while he spoke to her. The wonder of being with him again excluded all other thoughts and feelings; her eyes held only gladness, and there was no need to censor the message which they gave him.

She scarcely noticed the others. She was aware that Mark Elliott and Tubby Storman were there, that Mark had a beard which made him look like a newspaper caricature of a Bolshevik, that everyone was talking at once, including her mother, whose “Such an adventure!” regularly punctuated the conversation; but it was all indistinct and unreal to her. Only Larry^ bending and straightening her little finger, was real.

He helped her from the car and stood a few paces away from her, regarding her appraisingly, smiling.

“I’ve kept a mental picture of you all these months, Jackie,” he explained. “I’m just checking the details and testing its accuracy.”

“Have I changed, Larry?”

He nodded.

“There are one or two points where it differs from the original.”

Creet grasped her elbow and urged her towards the hotel.

“Come along in, my dear,” he said. “You mustn’t stand about out here in the sun.”

She was about to move away when she caught the look of amusement in Larry’s eyes and paused.

“All right, Louis,” she said, releasing her arm. “I’ll be along in a few minutes. I want to talk to Larry.”

“You can talk to Larry just as well inside, my dear,” said Creet, “and I should much prefer, as you have no sun helmet—”

“I’ve a sun-proof lining to my hat, Louis. Please don’t fuss. Larry and I haven’t seen each other for over a year.”

“That is no reason why he should allow you to run the risk of sunstroke,” said Creet, with a touch of impatience. “I shall feel much happier about you—”

“Jackie has travelled sixty miles in an open car, Louis — presumably hired by you — and come to no harm,” said Larry, “so there’s no need to be over-anxious about an extra five minutes.”

Louis hesitated, frowning; and then, with a shrug, he turned and strode after the others into the hotel. Larry smiled.

“A little late to remember the risk of sunstroke,” he said. “He should have thought of something better than that.”

Jacqueline shrugged.

“Louis is terribly fussy,” she said, “but he means well, and it’s no use getting irritated. He’s been most frightfully kind — to Father and Mother. Giving them this trip, I mean. It must be costing him a small fortune.”

“The mystery deepens, Jackie.”

“Mystery?”

He nodded.

“Louis doesn’t give; he invests. I’d be interested to know what return he’s expecting on this trip.”

“That doesn’t sound very generous, Larry,” said Jacqueline. “Mother had to have a sea voyage, and Father was at his wit’s end to find the money, and Louis was an absolute godsend.”

Larry smiled.

“Perhaps Heaven was hard up for messengers, Jackie,” he laughed. “Still, I’m glad he was kind — to your mother. I suppose there must be some good in a man if he’s kind to somebody’s mother.”

Jacqueline frowned.

“What exactly have you got against Louis?”

“Exactly? Nothing — at present.”

“Then it’s hardly fair to keep on making rather cheap insinuations about him, is it? After all, he’s been very generous to you. He told me that he provided two thousand pounds to make it possible for you to undertake the expedition—”

“And in return for this two thousand, Jackie, he’s got a quarter share in a goldfield which is probably worth millions. Not much generosity there.”

“But he didn’t know you’d find the goldfield. You told me yourself before you left England that the odds were all against your finding it, and Louis knew that, too. You say that he only invests his money when he sees the prospect of a good return for it, yet he risked two thousand pounds on a hundred-to-one chance of your finding a goldfield—”

Larry was shaking his head.

“You don’t believe that, Jackie, any more than I do, and you’re making a poorish show at pretending you do. You never were much good as a liar. I know why Louis put up the two thousand, and so do you.”

“Is this another rather cheap insinuation, Larry?”

He did not answer that directly.

“Tell me something, will you?” he said. “Has Louis asked you to marry him?”

She smiled.

“Does Louis strike you as a marrying sort?”

“Then he hasn’t?”

She shook her head.

“Damn!” said Larry.

She glanced at him quickly, surprised.

“You hoped he would ask me, Larry?”

He shrugged his shoulders.

“I was afraid he hadn’t,” he said. “Let’s get inside.”

He grasped her elbow and led her into the hotel.

They found the others grouped around the table, at which stood Tubby, with a box of earth in front of him, delivering something in the nature of a lecture to the tinny accompaniment of the gramophone.

“All I’m saying, Louis, old boy,” he was declaring, “is that it makes you think. You see what I mean, Mrs. Thurston, don’t you?”

“So romantic,” exclaimed Mrs. Thurston.

“Exactly what I’m getting at,” said Tubby. “The very word, Mrs. Thurston; it’s romantic. Here’s this box filled, as far as you can see, with nothing but the stuff you scrape off your boots before stepping on the carpet, yet concealed in this common or garden substance, lurking, so to speak, in the loam, undiscerned

by the naked eye Hullo, Jackie! Now you’re here

I’ll begin again, shall I?”

“All about the gold, Tubby?”

“He’s just coming to the gold,” said Mark. “But it would probably be quicker to fetch some from the goldfield. To cut Tubby’s long story short, Louis, the field is amazingly rich.”

Louis nodded, smiling.

“I can’t quite grasp it yet,” he said. “I suppose it is true?”

“Absolutely beyond all doubt, old man,” Tubby assured him. “We’ve got maps and plans and what not to show you.”

“One patch we prospected,” added Mark, “has thirty per cent, of gold. Thirty per cent.! You couldn’t take a shovelful out of the ground — it was too heavy.”

“Incredible!” exclaimed Louis.

“As one geologist to another, old boy,” said Tubby, “I don’t mind telling you it’s more than incredible. It’s absolutely — absolutely unbelievable.”

“Quite sure it is gold. Tubby?” laughed Dr. Thurston.

“It’s gold right enough,” said Mark. “I had the dubious advantage of a scientific education. Doctor, and I know just about enough of metallurgy to distinguish gold from iron filings.”

“Absolutely genuine twenty-two carat hallmarked gold,” said Tubby. “We’ve brought back a hundred pounds of it, and we could have brought a ton.”

“A hundred pounds?” Dr. Thurston wrinkled his forehead, calculating. “That’s about eight thousand pounds’ worth. Tubby—”

“I say, is it?” said Tubby in an awed voice. “As a matter of fact, we didn’t work it out down to the shillings and pence.”

“Eight thousand pounds is about right,” said Louis.

“In other words, Louis,” remarked Larry, “we’ve brought back about four times as much gold as the expedition cost.”

A faint smile appeared on Louis’s lips.

“And rather more than ten times as much gold as you’re allowed to bring back without a license,” he said.

“Is that the law?” asked Mark.

Louis nodded.

“You may prospect without a license,” he said, “but you may not mine. Eight thousand pounds’ worth of gold is mining. If you take my advice you’ll keep that bit of information to yourselves. We’ll get the gold to Benguella, and I’ll take it down to Cape Town with me.”

Larry caught Mark’s eye and smiled.

“Pretty well up in the law, Louis, aren’t you?” he said.

“Pretty well up in it,” said Creet suavely. “I’ve read it up. I never guess, you know. I didn’t make my money by guessing; I made it on my knowledge of facts and how to use them.” He glanced at Larry with amused eyes. “Guessing gets you nowhere, Larry,” he said; “you’ve got to be dead sure.”

Tubby grinned.

“From Lift-boy to Millionaire,’” he said. “‘Dramatic Rise to Fame and Fortune.’ ‘Guessing’s no good,’ says Louis Creet. As one director of a goldfield to another, Louis, I don’t mind admitting that when it comes to legal matters I don’t know an ‘aforesaid’ from a ‘notwithstanding.’”

“And talking of directors,” said Larry, “the sooner we four have a business talk and get things straight, the better. Anything wrong with now?”

“My dear chap!” protested Louis. “There’s no immediate hurry. We can talk business tomorrow. We’ve only just arrived from a very tiring journey.”

“Oh, sorry,” said Larry. “Mark and Tubby and I have been sleeping on beds of roses, and I was forgetting the hardships of a stateroom.”

“Such a beautiful bungalow,” said Mrs. Thurston. “It’s the commandant’s, you know, and we’ve rented it for our stay in Benguella, and you’re all coming back to stay with us, so you can have a regular business meeting in the morning.”

“And before we go,” said Dr. Thurston, “what about lunch? I suppose Lobito Bay can produce something fit to eat, can’t it ^—”

“Absolutely, Doctor,” said Tubby. “Eggs!”

During the drive back to Benguella, Jacqueline was no less baffling than she had been on the outward journey, and though her mother several times brought Larry’s name into the conversation, in what she flattered herself was a very tactful way, she elicited neither word nor look that gave her the information she wanted. Jacqueline, since her five minutes’ chat with Larry that morning, had avoided being alone with him. He had asked her to let him drive her back to Benguella in the car which he had hired for the trip, and she had excused herself on the plea that she must be with her mother. Larry had smiled at that — that amused smile of his which told her as clearly as possible that he saw through her lame excuse. But she felt that a three hours’ journey with Larry probing as he had probed this morning was more than she could face. The probing, of course, would have to be faced sooner or later, but she was thankful for every hour of delay.

That evening, after dinner, she was grateful to Louis when he seated himself at the piano and suggested that she should sing. She sang, song after song, with an anxious eye on her watch, only eager to prolong the singing until she could reasonably excuse herself and go to bed. And all the time she was singing, Larry sat watching her with that faint smile of amusement which gave her an uneasy feeling that he had seen through her pitiful little subterfuge.

And then, as she finished a song — it was “Parted,” by special request of Tubby — Larry rose and crossed to the piano.

“Someone else’s turn, Jackie,” he said. “You’ve done more than your share.”

“But Larry, I’m not a bit tired—”

“Louis is,” said Larry. “He has just finished a very tiring journey. Come and see the commandant’s garden.”

He slipped a hand under her arm and led her out through the French windows. It was a night of moonlight and magic, and as they rounded the corner of the bungalow she paused with a little gasp of wonder.

“Larry!” she exclaimed. “Can you think of anything more marvellous?”

“Yes, Jackie,” he said; “Piccadilly Circus with the electric signs all working. But we won’t argue about it. Tell me what’s wrong with you.”

“Wrong?”

He nodded.

“You’re not yourself.”

Jacqueline sighed. If only, just for a little time, she could be somebody else!

“I’ve a bit of a headache, Larry; that’s all.”

He shook his head.

“Rotten, darling,” he said. “Headaches have been overdone and are almost as suspicious as dead grandmothers on Derby day. Try again.”

“But, Larry, I really have a headache—”

“Shall I fetch you an aspirin?”

She shook her head quickly.

“Worse and worse, darling,” said Larry. “You wouldn’t shake your head like that if you really had a headache. What’s the matter?”

“Nothing, Larry. Don’t be Creetish.”

“God forbid!”

“You’re fussing and imagining there’s something wrong with me when there isn’t — just like Louis.”

“Then if there’s nothing wrong, Jackie, why the splendid isolation? All this keep-your-distance stuff. It isn’t like you. You’ve been sort of — skulking ever since we met this morning. Why?”

Jacqueline shrugged.

“Hasn’t it struck you, Larry, that meeting you again — after not seeing you for a year — I might feel — well, a bit awkward?”

“A year?” said Larry. “Is that all? It seems much more than a year. But it’s not just awkwardness or shyness, Jackie. There’s something else. You’re — different.” He regarded her thoughtfully. “It’s difficult to explain, but you’re somehow giving me the feeling that we haven’t been properly introduced.”

“Well, it’s all rather — rather strange, Larry. After all this time—”

“You don’t seem strange to me, Jackie,” said Larry. “Queer — damned queer; but not strange. Perhaps I expected too much. I’ve been rather looking forward to today, you know, and somehow the tremendous occasion has gone a bit flat. You haven’t, for instance, kissed me, and I haven’t asked you to, because you’ve somehow made me feel that you don’t want me to. Something seems to have come unstuck somewhere—”

He paused, and the troubled look in his eyes hurt her. She glanced quickly away.

“Don’t be silly, Larry,” she laughed. “And for heaven’s sake let’s stop trying to psycho-analyze me. Did you have a tremendously interesting time?”

Larry gave that amused, rather cynical smile of his.

“I see,” he said. “Let’s be formal, by all means. Quite an interesting time, thank you, Miss Thurston. And how have you been progressing with your singing?”

“Don’t be an ass, Larry! But since you’ve enquired, the singing has been going splendidly. Caballero says I’ve a really good voice—”

“Caballero? Oh, damn!”

“Why damn that, Larry?”

“Just childish petulance,” he shrugged. “I’d been planning that when I came back gorged with gold I’d send you to Caballero. Isn’t he terribly expensive?”

“Yes, I believe — I really don’t know. Louis gave me the lessons with Caballero — as a birthday present.”

Larry frowned.

“Any objections, Larry?”

“To Caballero? Good Lord, no!”

She sighed.

“If we’re going to quarrel,” she said, “we’d better do it and get it over. What’s next?”

“Well,” said Larry, “since you’ve asked me, you’ll forgive me, won’t you, for remarking that you seem rather expensively arrayed? Has the doctor been making a lot of money?”

“Really, Larry “ she began, and paused. “You must have frocks for a trip like this,” she went on. “You can’t travel first class on a liner with a tweed skirt and a couple of jumpers. Father of course had to buy me some.”

“And the others, Jackie? You’ve only had one birthday since I left, you know.”

He half turned from her and stood silent for some moments, passing a hand across his forehead as if trying to wipe away the thoughts that troubled him.

“Good Lord!” he exclaimed suddenly, turning to her. “You and I — talking to each other like this — it’s perfectly damned awful, isn’t it? You haven’t been messing about on the Stock Exchange and losing money again, have you? That isn’t the trouble?”

“Larry, do try to get it out of your head that there’s any trouble.”

“Your letters,” said Larry. “There were several waiting for me when I got back. It was funny reading them. Each month they got more and more suitable to be read out at a mothers’ meeting.”

“What sort of letters did you expect, Larry?”

Larry gave a rather wry smile.

“I don’t know. What does a fellow expect from a girl he’s — well, not engaged to, but fond of? A girl he believes is fond of him, too. Ever write to Louis, Jackie?”

“0f course I’ve written notes to Louis — lots of times.”

“In the same mothers’-meeting style?”

“About dinners and things.”

“Took you around a good deal, eh — dinners and parties and that sort of thing?”

“Quite a lot, Larry — yes. Louis has been tremendously kind to all of us. Bringing us on this trip, for instance—”

“Was being tremendously kind to himself as well,” said Larry. “Much too long to go without seeing you.”

“Why must you talk like this?” said Jacqueline. “Louis -”

“Oh, curse Louis!” exclaimed Larry. “For heaven’s sake, forget him!”

“Then it is Louis that’s making you treat me so — so differently?”

“Do you really want me to answer that?” He shook his head. “Of course you don’t. Has Louis ever kissed you?”

She was very near to tears. The probing was more painful than she had expected. Suddenly it became more painful than she could bear.

“Really, Larry,” she exclaimed angrily, “I don’t see why I should stand here and be catechized and cross-examined. You have absolutely no right—”

“No, of course not. Sorry,” said Larry.

“You’re just being very stupid and unreasonable.”

“Unreasonable? Listen, Jackie. All these months I’ve been thinking a good deal about you. We didn’t have dances and parties in the forest to pass the time away. It wasn’t terribly bad, but it wasn’t terribly good, and one naturally did a good deal of thinking. I had some fever, and that didn’t improve matters — I’m not angling for sympathy, Jackie, so don’t look at me as though I were a poor brave thing. I just want you to realize that when a man has been thinking like that about a girl, and she’s — well, tremendously important, it’s naturally rather upsetting—”

“But what has upset you, Larry?”

She waited, her eyes smarting, for his answer. She did not want to hear it, but she felt that she had to know. Larry found her different. Was there, after all, some subtle difference in her which her mirror had failed to reveal but which was obvious to her mother, obvious to Larry? Did Larry know — everything?

He laid a hand on each of her shoulders and gazed gravely down into her eyes.

“I don’t like your eyes, darling,” he said.

She forced herself to meet his gaze.

“What does that mean, Larry?”

“Just that: I don’t like your eyes.” He turned from her suddenly. “God Almighty!” he exclaimed. “Does your father know?”

“Does he know what? You’re so mysterious and so — tragic, and I’ve no idea what you’re driving at—”

“Haven’t you?” he interrupted bitterly. “So he’s made you a liar too, has he?”

“Larry!” she exclaimed angrily. “You’ve no right—”

She turned abruptly, but he grasped her arm roughly.

“Listen,” he said savagely. “If you will have it, I’ll tell you. There are two kinds of eyes in women: the eyes that know and the eyes that don’t know.”

“Well?”

“Yours know,” he said.

Suddenly she wrenched her arm free, turned from him, and hurried into the bungalow.

Larry did not follow her. It was not until half an hour later that he went slowly into the bungalow. Dr. Thurston was alone, sprawling in an armchair, smoking.

“They’ve all turned in, Larry,” he said.

Larry nodded.

“Bed for me, too,” he said. “Goodnight, Doctor.”

The doctor’s glance followed him as he sauntered towards the door.

“Larry!”

The other paused.

“Anything wrong?”

“Wrong?”

“Between you and Jackie?”

Larry frowned.

“Have you any reason for supposing there’s anything wrong?”

“She seemed rather strange just now when she came in, that’s all. Don’t think I want to butt in, but as an interested spectator—”

“And as an interested spectator. Doctor, did it strike you that she was bubbling over with delight at seeing me again?”

Dr. Thurston rose and laid a hand on his shoulder.

“You mustn’t be impatient, Larry,” he said kindly. “She’s at a queer age, and you’ve got to make all sorts of allowances—”

“I’ve made all of them.”

“You’ve got to remember,” added the doctor, “that girls are different nowadays — less emotional, less demonstrative, much freer—”

“Yes, of course — much freer,” said Larry. “Goodnight, Doctor.”
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Louis Creet did not appear at breakfast the next morning. According to Tubby, he was lying in bed so gorged with thoughts of gold that he was incapable of movement; and from that point Tubby proceeded to tell them all about cobras at the Zoo who gorged themselves to such an extent that they could not move for a week.

“Very remarkable,” said Mrs. Thurston. “But Louis isn’t in the least like a cobra. I’ve never really seen a cobra — I’ve heard it’s so terribly hot in the Reptile House — but I don’t think I’ve ever known anyone less like a cobra than Louis. He’s terribly particular about his food.”

Mark’s suggestion was that Louis, having drunk his early-morning tea with his thermometer in his mouth, was staying in bed until his temperature went down.

“What’s your theory, Larry?” he laughed.

“I haven’t one,” said Larry. “You don’t theorize over a thing when you know all about it.”

He felt that he did know all about Louis Creet — enough, at any rate, to warrant his uneasy feeling that a gentlemen’s agreement was not the sort of agreement to carry the least weight with him. Neither Tubby nor Mark agreed with him, but they didn’t know Creet as he did, and Tubby could never believe that a man who sent presents to his kids at Christmas could be anything but an honest and upright gentleman. Well, he hoped Mark and Tubby were right. He would never in his life have been so willing to admit that he was wrong as he would be if Louis kept his word. He only wished he could believe that he would be called on to admit it. If he had any theory at all as to why Louis was not yet up, it was that he was anxious to postpone as long as possible his business talk with them. But if Louis hoped to avoid him by lying in bed, he would have to lie in bed all day.

After breakfast he beckoned Mark and Tubby to the veranda.

“Hang around, won’t you?” he said. “This business needs settling at once, and when Louis shows up I’m going to grab his tail and hold on till it is settled. And if he tries any tricks—”

“Good Lord, why should he?” said Tubby. “You’ve absolutely no reason for supposing he won’t play straight with us.”

Larry smiled. “When you were a kid. Tubby, I suppose you never pinched a jam tart from the larder, or a conker off somebody else’s tree, did you?”

Tubby shook his head. “Talking of conkers,” he said, “I once had a two-hundred-and-twenty-sixer—”

“If only you’d done a few dishonest things yourself,” said Larry, “you wouldn’t find it so impossible to imagine dishonesty in other people. Anyway, take my word for it that if we’re to get a square deal Louis will need watching all the time. He may need other things before we’re through with him, but he’ll certainly need watching. That’s why I particularly don’t want him to know about the causeway until everything is cut and dried and we’re safe.”

“He knows about it already,” said Mark.

“You told him?”

“As a matter of fact, I told him,” said Tubby. “I was talking to him last night about finding the mine. I just happened to mention the causeway, and Louis was very interested—”

“He would be.”

“Louis has every right to know about it,” said Mark. “He’s as much a partner in this outfit as any of us, and if we expect him to play straight with us, we’ve got to play straight with him.”

Larry shrugged. “When you’re dealing with a chap like Louis Creet,” he said, “it’s as well to keep a shot in reserve. Still, the damage is done now. I don’t wish you any harm, Tubby, but I’d like to slit your tongue.”

Creet appeared in due course. They found him half an hour later in the dining room, breakfasting. He greeted them with a faint smile as they came into the room from the veranda.

“Well, you boys,” he began amiably, and suddenly sprang to his feet, seized a paper-covered novel that lay in an armchair, and brought it down with a crash on the table.

“For heaven’s sake, shut those windows!” he exclaimed. “Why the devil don’t they have fly screens in this benighted hole? All these foul insects—” He waved a hand towards the novel on the table. “That brute was on my arm a second ago.”

Larry picked up the book and glanced at the crushed insect beneath.

“Narrow squeak, Louis,” he said. “Do you know what that is?”

Louis glanced at it nervously.

“According to the highest medical opinion,” said Larry, “that insect causes more deaths every year that passes than smallpox, measles, whooping cough, or booze.”

“Feeding as it does on all sorts of things that neither you nor I nor any nice insect would dream of eating, Louis,” grinned Tubby, “and laying its eggs, so to speak, all over the shop—”

“What the devil is it?” snapped Creet.

“Common house fly,” said Larry. “You must have come across them in England.”

Louis was obviously relieved. “It’s all very well for you fellows to laugh,” he said, “but you never know in this Godforsaken country, and I have to take care of myself.” He seated himself again at the table. “By the way, I hope none of you has brought back any infection with you. Have you seen a doctor? If not, you’d better get Thurston to have a look at you.”

“We’ve all been bathed, deloused, and disinfected, Louis,” Mark assured him. “You’ll catch nothing off us.”

“Not infection, anyway,” said Larry drily. “And now, Louis, what about a business talk?”

“My dear chap,” protested Louis, “there’s no need to rush things. I’m just eating my breakfast—”

“I’ll talk while you eat,” said Larry. “The sooner we get this fixed up the better.” He took a notebook from his pocket, extracted a folded slip of paper, and tossed it across the table to Louis. “That’s just a rough account of what we’ve spent; I’ll give you a detailed account later. There’s about three hundred pounds in the bank here which we haven’t drawn.”

Louis nodded, took a gold pencil from his pocket, and ran it casually down the column of figures.

“That’s all right,” he said. “As a matter of fact, I had a note from my bank every month.”

“There are one or two formalities to be observed,” said Larry.

Creet nodded. “Certain papers to be filed with the governor. I understand all that.”

“Louis understands all that,” said Larry. “In fact, he has a very thorough knowledge of mining law — haven’t you, Louis?”

Louis smiled complacently. “I’m not likely to trip up in that direction, Larry.”

“He knows, for instance,” continued Larry, “just how much gold you can take away from a field under a prospecting concession, and he knows to a nicety the difference between mining and prospecting — don’t you, Louis?”

Tubby wrinkled his forehead. “Hanged if I see what you’re getting at, Larry,” he said.

“You soon will,” Larry told him. “Let’s go on talking about the formalities, shall we, Louis? The subject interests all of us. There’s a slight formality I’m going to suggest myself in a moment.”

Tubby’s eyes were troubled. Nothing had been said in the exchange of remarks between Larry and Creet, nothing, at any rate, he could put his finger on, which suggested any antagonism between them, but he could sense that the antagonism was there, and it made him feel very uncomfortable. He hoped there wasn’t going to be any unpleasantness. This sort of thing was bad enough in any case without getting unpleasant about it. He hated “talking money.” There was something not quite decent about it, and he would gladly, had it been possible, have left all this “haggling business” to Mark and Larry.

Creet cleared his throat nervously. “Well, there’s one thing you three can be absolutely certain of,” he said: “that I intend to treat you handsomely for the part you’ve played in this business. You’ve done remarkably well — far better than I ever dared to hope — and I — I’m very proud of you. Still, I expect you want something rather more tangible than honour and glory, and you’re certainly entitled to it. Hard cash, eh. Tubby — pounds, shillings, and pence?”

“Never mind the shillings and pence, Louis,” said Larry. “Let’s talk about the pounds.”

Tubby winced. He wished Larry wouldn’t say that sort of thing; it made a fellow want to sink through the floor. He hastened to put the conversation on a more friendly footing.

“I’ll tell you what I thought of doing, Louis,” he said. “I’ve got my eye on Ferrington Park. Do you know it? About two hundred acres and a marvellous house — just the other side of Horsham.”

“Ferrington Park?” said Louis. “Yes, I know it. I shouldn’t advise you to take that kind of place. It would cost you a lot to keep it up and be a terrible speculation. But of course that’s your business. What’s the document, Larry?”

Larry had taken a typewritten document from his pocket and was scanning it carefully.

“This is my little formality,” he said, handing the paper to Louis. “Read it.”

Louis took the paper and began to read. He had not read far when his bushy eyebrows contracted into a frown, and when he glanced across at Larry the friendly look had left his eyes.

“What’s this supposed to be?” he demanded.

“You can see what it is,” said Larry. “It’s the contract we didn’t sign before we left England. We’ve reached the point now where gentlemen’s agreements, having served their turn, can be properly legalized. I had this document prepared as soon as I got here. It’s in English and Portuguese, as you see, and I think you’ll find it quite in order.”

Louis glanced at the document again and tossed it onto the table.

“Do you fellows really expect me to sign an agreement like that?”

“What is it, Larry?” asked Mark.

“It’s just a contract setting out in very plain terms in English and Portuguese that we four are equal partners in the Chumbaziri goldfield,” said Larry. “It places us under an obligation to repay to Louis all the money he put up for the expedition, but as we’ve already more than enough gold in our possession, that’s easily done.”

“That was the original agreement,” said Tubby. “But what else is in the contract, Larry?”

“Nothing else.”

Tubby frowned. “ But Louis said he wouldn’t sign it.” Larry smiled grimly. “That’s how it sounded to me, too. Tubby.”

Louis Creet’s nervous fingers had been beating a noiseless tattoo on the table. His head was bent slightly downwards and sideways, a characteristic pose of his when he wished to convey the impression that, as far as he was concerned, the conversation was not of the slightest interest.

“Hang it, Louis, where’s the hitch?” demanded Tubby. “If there’s nothing in this contract except what we all agreed to, I don’t understand—”

“You had all better understand at once,” Creet interrupted, deigning at last to betray some interest, “that I certainly shall not sign that document or any other document. It seems to me that you all have quite a wrong idea of my intentions.”

“They have,” said Larry, “but I haven’t.” “I made it all perfectly plain,” said Creet irritably. “If you’ll refer to the letter I wrote to Storman, you’ll see exactly what I agreed to do. When you brought the scheme to me and told me you’d already made two attempts to locate the field, and had failed, I agreed to advance the money for another expedition and to remunerate the members of the party by regular monthly payments.”

“It sounds like a hire-purchase agreement,” was Larry’s comment.

“You had your chance of finding the goldfield on your own account,” continued Creet, “and it was obviously a pretty bad risk for me. There never was the least question of dividing the property if you found it. I defy you to produce any letter I have written agreeing to such a division.”

For some moments there was silence. Louis, maintaining his pose of unconcern, was studying his finger nails minutely, striving to appear unconscious of the scowling face of Mark Elliott, the bewildered, incredulous stare of Tubby Storman, and the supercilious smile twisting the lips of Larry Deans.

“Good God!” exclaimed Tubby; and suddenly Creet sat up in his chair and faced them.

“You all seem very surprised,” he said, “but I can’t see why you should be. I risked some thousands of pounds on this expedition. What did you fellows risk? Absolutely nothing!”

“Absolutely nothing,” said Larry, “being the market price of our lives prevailing at the moment.”

“Rubbish!” snapped Louis. “I’m not pretending I gave you a holiday, but I certainly provided you with a very interesting experience, and now I’m quite ready to treat you fairly. I’ll tell you exactly what I’m prepared to do. If you prove the mine, I don’t object to your keeping the gold you’ve brought away. It’s not strictly legal, but I’m willing to make you that concession. That gives you over two thousand pounds apiece.”

Mark, who had been sitting, his eyes fixed on Creet’s face, rose from his chair.

“Are you serious, Louis?” he demanded.

“Of course I’m serious,” replied Creet testily. “What’s the matter with you all? This is the first mention I’ve heard that you expected what you call a share. You’re making things very unpleasant—”

Tubby sprang to his feet, his face crimson, his fists clenched, his eyes dangerous.

“My God, Louis!” he exclaimed. “And to think I’ve been sticking up for you! Eighteen months of hell and now you want to cheat us. Righto — cheat us! Cheat us — back out of your agreement — swindle us out of our share, and by God! I’ll settle you, you swine!”

“Steady, Tubby, old man!” said Larry. “Let me talk to Louis. He and I speak the same language.”

He turned and faced Creet, who shifted uneasily in his chair. He had screwed up his courage to the point of this interview with an effort which it was becoming hard to sustain. Larry Deans was a dangerous devil, and he didn’t mean to start an argument with him. With as convincing an air of nonchalance as he could assume he rose from his chair and stretched out his hand for his helmet, which lay on the settee.

“If you imagine,” he began in an unsteady voice, “that I’m going to stay here to be insulted—”

Larry took two strides towards him, grasped him by the shoulders, and thrust him violently back into his chair. Creet’s face became livid, but he did not move.

“Now listen to me, Louis,” said Larry quietly. “You’re going to stay here — to be insulted by me; and if you make any attempt to leave this room until I give you permission, I shall shoot you. Is that clear?”

Louis, struggling to regain both his breath and his self-possession, made no reply. Larry pushed the typewritten document towards him across the table.

“Put your signature to that, Louis,” he said. “It gives you a quarter share in our mine, which is all you’re entitled to—”

“Your mine?” sneered Creet. “That remains to be seen. And if you really think I’m fool enough to risk thousands of pounds on a ten-thousand-to-one chance only to give away my winnings — don’t be a damned fool, Larry!”

Larry stood for some moments staring at him in silence.

“Would you care to know, Louis,” he asked, “what’s coming to you if you don’t sign that agreement?”

Creet started. “If that’s intended to be a threat, Larry—”

“It is a threat. I’m telling you bluntly that if you wish to enjoy the few years that remain to you, you must sign that contract.”

Creet’s face turned an unhealthy grey, and his eyes shifted restlessly from one to another. He rose, walked unsteadily to the sideboard, splashed some whisky into a glass, and gulped it down. The spirit gave him new courage.

“My dear Larry,” he said, “you can’t get away with that sort of thing. Even in a Godforsaken place like this there’s some sort of law, you know. It’s disappointing for you, but even in Africa, I believe, there’s a certain penalty attaching to murder.”

“I’d risk the penalty,” declared Larry, “and murder in cold blood any man who did what you’re trying to do.

There’s the document. It’s in Portuguese and English and you can sign it in duplicate.”

Louis shook his head.

“I’ve been threatened before, Larry — many times — by better men than you, and I’m not easily frightened. The goldfield is mine — mine, do you hear?” he repeated harshly. “If you think you’ve any sort of claim, then start an action — here — in St. Paul de Loanda — Lisbon — London — anywhere! Do anything you like. I’ve no more to say, and you can go to hell — the whole lot of you!

Tubby could restrain himself no longer.

“My God, Creet,” he exclaimed, “I’m not standing for this—”

His arm was whipped back and then flashed forward, hurling his clenched fist straight at Louis Creet’s chin. But before the blow could land Larry’s hand gripped his arm and held it.

“For God’s sake, Larry, let me—”

Larry shook his head.

“We’ll find a better way than that. Tubby,” he said. “Let him go now.”

And Louis Creet, trying not to hurry, went from the room.
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It was Tubby who first found his voice.

“Damn it all!” he exclaimed. “He can’t do it.”

Larry smiled.

“Can’t he? That’s just your beautiful nature again, Tubby, that won’t let you admit what swine men can be.”

“But he wouldn’t do it,” persisted Tubby. “You got him pretty badly rattled just now, and he didn’t really mean half he said.”

“I’m beginning to agree with Larry,” said Mark. “Louis probably didn’t say half of what he really meant. But we don’t take this lying down, Larry, do we?”

“I’ve done all that can be done,” said Larry. “I filed a pro forma
 claim first thing this morning at the Office of Mines. Louis doesn’t know that. But if he takes it into court or opposes it when he does hear of it, we shan’t have a dog’s chance.”

Larry strolled to the window, lighted a cigarette, and for some moments stood gazing thoughtfully into the garden.

“There’s only one chance that I can see for us to get our share in the Chumbaziri goldfield,” he said, “and that is for the Lord to send a visitation unto our brother, Louis Creet, severe enough to remove him from this mortal coil. In other words, for Louis to peg out. It would all be plain enough sailing then. We found the mine, we registered it, and no question of our being employed on salary would arise. But blackguards like Louis are notoriously long-lived, and it’s no use talking rot, anyway. We can take it for granted that he won’t peg out just to suit our book.”

Tubby rose and began pacing the room.

“It’s we who’ll do the pegging out,” he exclaimed violently, “while that swine’s spending the money and grinning to himself to think what mugs we were. Like a fool I’ve wired the news to Bunty, and if I have to send another wire telling her it’s all a washout — I haven’t the heart to do it, Larry, and that’s flat.”

“The trouble is. Tubby, we were born too late,” said Mark. “In the good old days we’d just have rung up Messrs. Borgia & Co. and said, ‘Send us along a couple of pints of your best henbane or a good reliable assassin,’ and then have dismissed Louis from our minds. Any grounds for optimism, Larry, in the fact that he’s always grousing about his health?”

Larry shook his head.

“Louis will live to be ninety, Mark, and be buried under a monument as big as the Albert Memorial — if he can’t pinch anyone else’s. But we’re talking rot.”

“Are we?” exclaimed Tubby. “I don’t mind telling you, Larry, that if he does doublecross us there’s mighty little I’d stick at. I threw up everything for this trip — you don’t suppose Bunty’s been living on the bit of money I got from Louis, do you? I mortgaged the house, pawned every damn thing I’d got, and if I had got to go back with absolutely nothing and start all over again just because Louis can’t play a straight game with us, I — I — I wouldn’t answer for what I’d do.”

Larry nodded.

“Nor I, Tubby,” he said. “But let’s try to keep calm over it. You chaps think I’m a bit to blame, don’t you?”

“Dear old ass, absolutely not,” said Tubby.

“Oh, yes, you do. Tubby. You’ve an idea everything would have been all right if I hadn’t gone for Louis and upset him. But you’re wrong; all this would have happened in any case. I’ve had an uneasy feeling all along that I knew Mr. Louis Creet, and when you think the worst of people you’re usually right.”

“If he’d offered us ten per cent.,” said Mark, “five per cent. — Something, anyway—”

“Look here,” interrupted Tubby suddenly. “I’ll tell you what. I can’t believe old Louis is really as bad as we’ve been imagining. I mean, he knows our circumstances, and I feel pretty certain that if I have a talk with him in a friendly sort of way — I’ll see what I can do, shall I?”

He went to the door.

“After all,” he said, “sending those toys to my kids at Christmas — see what I mean?”

“Try it,” said Larry, and Tubby went out.

Larry smiled. “Personally, Mark, old man,” he said, “I think I shall try to get gloriously drunk. It’ll be just about as useful.”

It was a trying day for Mrs. Thurston. It began badly by Jacqueline remaining in bed for the greater part of the morning and denying, in her most baffling way, that there was any reason for her doing so beyond the disappointingly obvious one that she felt like staying in bed; and when she had got up she had been so moody and silent and disinclined to have anything to do w^th anybody that her mother was soon wishing that she had left her undisturbed in her bedroom. Something was bothering Jacqueline, and it worried Mrs. Thurston that she did not know what it was.

Something, of course, was worrying everybody today. Even Louis, usually so good-tempered and affable, had shown unmistakable signs of frayed nerves, and Tubby and Mark and Larry, all equally glum, had spent the day lounging about the place with scarcely a civil word for anyone and smoking far more cigarettes than could possibly be good for them.

Breakfast had been a gloomy affair, lunch a gloomier; and dinner had been eaten in an atmosphere which, though she could not define it, had made her feel very uncomfortable. And now this evening Dr. Thurston had put the finishing touch to a day of discomfort by losing his stethoscope and insisting on ransacking every bit of luggage and scattering things all over the bedroom in search of it.

“It’s got to be found, my dear,” he explained, as, kneeling on the bedroom floor, he rummaged in her cabin trunk. “It’s Louis. I’ve promised to run the rule over him this evening—”

“Again?” sighed Mrs. Thurston. “Such a lot of trouble all for nothing, John, because he’s sure to back out at the last moment.”

“He probably will,” agreed the doctor, “but as his medical attendant at five hundred a year, my dear, it’s as well to have a stethoscope in case he doesn’t. What’s wrong with Jackie?”

“I’m sure I don’t know, John,” sighed Mrs. Thurston. “She’s behaving very strangely, but she never confides in me. And it isn’t only Jackie. What’s wrong with everybody .f^ They all seem terribly depressed and upset, and it can’t be the heat, because Larry and Mark and Tubby must have got quite used to the heat. I’ve never seen such a change since yesterday. If finding a gold mine upsets people like that, it’s a pity they ever went to look for it.”

The doctor gave a shrug.

“I haven’t enquired — it’s not my business,” he said, “but I fancy they’ve had some sort of a dust-up with Louis. Over the mine. I don’t think it has panned out quite as they expected.”

“But it’s a terribly rich mine, John, isn’t it?”

“I believe so, my dear, and I should have thought there was more than enough for all of them. But there’s some trouble over it.”

“It seems a great pity,” sighed Mrs. Thurston, “if people can’t find a gold mine without squabbling over it and — that’s my new silk jumper, John, that you’re rumpling about. You’d much better let me look—”

The doctor waved her aside.

“Here it is — inside one of your bedroom slippers,” he said, producing the stethoscope. “And now we’ll go and cheer up Mark and Tubby, my dear. They’re glaring at the furniture in the drawing room.”

They went to the drawing room. Mark, in a low cane chair, was blowing smoke towards the ceiling, and the expression on his face suggested that he had a grievance against the ceiling and that every pufF of smoke directed at it was a deliberate insult. Tubby, astride the music stool, was picking at the piano with a single finger, staring at the keys as though they had done him a grievous injury.

Dr. Thurston surveyed them with an amused smile.

“The effect of sudden riches on the middle classes, my dear,” he laughed, with a gesture towards Mark and Tubby. “They look as if they’d lost a fortune instead of having found one. We should be thankful we haven’t discovered a gold mine.”

Tubby smiled rather sheepishly.

“The fact is, Mrs. Thurston,” he said, “things aren’t quite as bright as we thought they’d be. You see—”

“What’s troubling both of us,” interrupted Mark, with a warning glance at Tubby, “is that now we’ve got the money we can’t decide what to do with it. Tubby’s going grey with worry as to whether he ought to build a hospital or buy a house in Park Lane. In either case he’s afraid they’ll try to give him a knighthood. Do you know what’s become of Larry, Doctor?”

“Larry went out — about half an hour ago,” said Mrs. Thurston. “I’m sure I don’t know what was the matter with him, but he suddenly jumped up and went striding out of the room, muttering all sorts of strange foreign words, which I took to be some native language he’d picked up in the forest.”

Mark shook his head.

“Some mistake there, Mrs. Thurston,” he said. “Larry only speaks English.”

“Well, I prefer to believe that he was not speaking English, Mark,” said Mrs. Thurston. “If he was speaking English I’m very much surprised that Larry should ever know the words he used. He asked me where Jacqueline was, and when I told him he suddenly started muttering in some native dialect—”

“By the way, where is Jacqueline?” asked Tubby. “She promised to sing to us this evening.”

“She’s out,” said Mrs. Thurston.

“Not alone, I hope,” said the doctor. “It’s not safe, you know. A couple of desperadoes have escaped from the local gaol, and as they’re armed a police officer came along to warn us. Where’s she gone?”

“She’s gone to the dance — with Louis, so I’m sure there’s no need to worry.”

The doctor raised his eyebrows.

“A dance — in this place?”

“A native dance,” explained Mrs. Thurston. “I really didn’t listen very carefully, John. It’s one of the big native festivals, I believe, and Louis offered to take her to see it.”

Tubby grinned.

“Free hop, by the sound of it,” he said.

Dr. Thurston was frowning.

“Did you gather, my dear, what sort of dance?”

“Really, John, I didn’t enquire,” said Mrs. Thurston wearily. “It goes on all night, I fancy, but I told Louis to bring her back not later than eleven o’clock. I think he said it was a dance in honour of some ju-ju — is that the word, Mark?”

Mark nodded, frowning.

“It’s called — let me see if I can remember,” Mrs. Thurston continued. “Would it be something like M’bugulu?”

“What!”

Mark sat suddenly upright, his eyes incredulous.

“I’m sure it was something like that, Mark.”

“M’bugulu? And Louis has taken Jacqueline to see it?”

“Any reason,” demanded the doctor, “why Louis shouldn’t take Jacqueline to see it?”

“Good Lord, Doctor — absolutely — I should jolly well say there is!” said Tubby. “Taking Jackie to a thing like that — hang it. Doctor, it’s poisonous — foul — and nobody but a downright swine would dream of taking a girl

“But I had no idea “ began Mrs. Thurston helplessly.

The doctor cut her short.

“We can only assume that Louis didn’t know that there was anything wrong,” he said. “But if it’s as bad as you say. Tubby—”

“It couldn’t be worse. Doctor,” said Mark. “You can take it from me.”

“In that case,” said Dr. Thurston, “there’s only one thing to do: I must fetch her back — at once.”

He strode across the room, Mark and Tubby following; but as he reached the door it was flung open, and Larry, grasping Jacqueline by the arm, strode in, shut the door behind him, and released her. As he did so she turned and faced him, her eyes furious, her cheeks unnaturally pale.

“Larry — how dare you!” she exclaimed.

Larry shrugged.

“Quite right, Jacqueline,” he said; “I behaved like a hooligan. But the occasion didn’t call for drawingroom manners.”

“You had absolutely no right—”

“Oh, yes, I had, Jackie — so much right that if you’d made any more fuss I’d have tucked you under my arm and carried you away.”

“What’s the trouble, Jackie?” inquired Dr. Thurston.

“I’m the trouble. Doctor,” said Larry. “I don’t blame Jackie for resenting it, but there was really no other way. She wouldn’t leave when I asked her to—”

“So you grabbed me in front of everybody,” interrupted Jacqueline, “and dragged me away by force as if — as if you owned me and I had no say in the matter, brought me home like a naughty schoolgirl—”

“I’m sure, darling,” began Mrs. Thurston, “Larry wouldn’t do a thing like that without some very good reason—”

“Oh, please, Mother, don’t interfere,” interrupted the girl. “You weren’t there and you don’t realize what happened. Larry was so insulting to Louis in front of all those Portuguese officers, and after all his kindness to us—”

“All his kindness to us!” exclaimed Tubby. “Good Lord!”

“Shut up. Tubby!” snapped Mark.

“Steady, Jackie!” said Dr. Thurston. “You’ve got to be fair, you know. Larry was only acting for the best—”

“Larry had no right to interfere in any way,” said Jacqueline. “A native dance — there was nothing in it — it hadn’t even started—”

“Which is why there was nothing in it,” said Larry. He glanced at Mark and Tubby. “The M’bugulu,” he said.

Mark nodded.

“Not quite the entertainment for a Sunday-school treat, Jackie,” he said. “Of course, you don’t realize

“I realize when I’m being made a fool of, Mark. If you expect me to like being grabbed by the arm and dragged out in front of everyone—”

“I asked you to come, Jackie,” said Larry, “and you wouldn’t,”

“Why should I? Louis was there.”

“And that was another good reason.”

Mrs. Thurston glanced at him with surprise and disapproval in her eyes.

“Really, Larry,” she said, “you shouldn’t say that sort of thing, you know. Louis, I’m sure, had no idea that the dance was — was—”

“What is the dance, Larry?” asked the doctor. “Anatomical?”

“Biological,” said Larry.

The doctor nodded, frowning.

“In that case, Jackie, I don’t think you should be angry with Larry—”

“Whatever the dance is,” interrupted Mrs. Thurston, “I’m quite sure that Louis wouldn’t have dreamed of taking Jacqueline — or even going himself — if he’d had any idea that it was — was what Larry says it is. He’s far too much of a gentleman—”

Tubby could restrain himself no longer.

“Gentleman! Good Lord!” he exclaimed.

Larry glared.

“Shut up. Tubby, and behave yourself,” he ordered.

But Tubby had reached the limits of his restraint.

“Gentleman!” he exploded. “You call Louis Creet a gentleman!”

“Tubby!” warned Larry. “If you don’t shut up I’ll give you such a sock—”

But Tubby paid no heed.

“You think he’s a gentleman, eh, Mrs. Thurston? You too, eh, Jackie? You can’t believe he’d be swine enough to take you to a poisonous show like that if he’d known what it was, can you? But you’re shinning up the wrong tree about Louis Creet — all of you. So was I until today, but I know better now, and you can take it from me that a man who’s swine enough to break his word and swindle his partners who’ve done all the dirty work—”

Jacqueline turned suddenly to Larry.

“Larry, is — is that true? Is Louis breaking his word and swindling you?”

Larry shrugged.

“In the good old days, Jackie, Tubby would have had his tongue cut out. He’s a regular old woman for gossip.”

“You haven’t answered my question, Larry. Is it true?”

“Yes, it is true,” said Tubby. “Larry’s too much of a gentleman to speak about it, but I’m not. It makes me sick to see Louis posing as a sort of public benefactor and you all thinking what a nice, kind, generous bloke he is, when all the time he’s nothing but a low-down swindler. We came out here as partners in this mine and we end up as employees. Eighteen months’ work — eighteen months’ living like pigs — and we don’t even get the pigs’ rations. That’s Louis!”

Dr. Thurston glanced at Larry.

“Then it is true, eh, Larry?”

Larry nodded.

“Since Tubby has blown the gaff,” he said, “it’s no use denying it. Louis promised us each a quarter share in the mine with him. Now that we’ve found it, he’s backed out of his promise, and we’re to get exactly nothing.”

“It’s hard to believe it of Louis,” said Dr. Thurston. “I can’t imagine him doing a thing like that.”

“But surely, Larry,” said Jacqueline, “you had a contract—”

Her anger had all faded, and there was genuine distress in her eyes.

He shook his head.

“A gentlemen’s agreement, Jackie,” he said. “You know what that is if they don’t both happen to be gentlemen: an arrangement for a fool to make and a rogue to break.”

“But if the mine is as rich as you say, Larry,” said the doctor, “there should be plenty for all of you—”

“There’s plenty for twenty of us,” declared Tubby— “for a hundred of us. But Louis doesn’t think that way. He wants the lot, and he means to take the lot, and the rest of us can go to blazes.”

“It’s all very distressing,” began Dr. Thurston in evident embarrassment.

“There’s no reason to distress yourself, Doctor,” said Larry. “I’m dreadfully sorry we let you know anything about it, but Tubby never can control himself.”

“It’s terribly bad luck on you fellows.”

“We’re not beaten yet,” said Larry. “By the way, Doctor, there’s no need for you and Jackie and Mrs. Thurston to be dragged into this, and it has just struck me that it’ll be rather embarrassing for you having us here. If you’d rather we shifted to the hotel—”

“Don’t be a confounded fool, Larry,” snapped the doctor. “If you go to the hotel, so do we.”

“And not a word to Louis, please. Doctor.”

The doctor shrugged.

“As you wish,” he said. “I’d dearly love to tell him what I think of him, all the same.” He turned to his wife. “Bed, my dear,” he said. “Come along, Jackie. You’ve caused enough trouble for one evening, and Larry will be glad to see the back of you. Goodnight, everybody.”

He followed Mrs. Thurston from the room. Jackie hesitated, her eyes troubled; then she crossed to the door and paused.

“Goodnight, Tubby. Goodnight, Mark.”

“Goodnight, Jackie.”

Mark flung himself into the low chair and resumed his provocative attitude towards the ceiling, and Tubby, returning to the piano, began once more picking at the keys. Jacqueline laid a hand on Larry’s sleeve.

“Larry,” she said, “please believe I’m sorry.”

He smiled.

“We’re not dead yet, Jackie. I’ll wring something out of old Louis somehow.”

“I didn’t mean — sorry — about that, Larry,” said the girl and hurried out.

Mark, as the door closed, withdrew his gaze from the ceiling.

“And where’s the little gentleman with the hairy heel, Larry?” he asked.

“I left him fuming and foaming in the village,” said Larry with a shrug. “He was threatening to have me arrested, so he has probably gone to the police station.”

“Did you hit him?”

Larry shook his head.

“I was quite a gentlemanly little hooligan.”

“H’m! Pity.”

“If I’d hit him I’d probably have killed him.”

“Quite,” said Mark.

“I’m for sleep,” announced Tubby suddenly.

Mark rose.

“I’m for bed, anyway,” he said. “Cheerio, Larry!”

Larry nodded and seated himself at the piano.

“Keep your ears open. Tubby,” he said. “I’m going to have a shot at playing ‘Parted.’—”

Tubby glared.

“Appropriate music, Tubby.”

“Appropriate!” snorted Tubby.

“Well, isn’t it?” said Larry. “You know what they say, don’t you? ‘A fool and his money are soon parted.’ It seems to fit the occasion.”
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Before Mark and Tubby had reached the door, it opened and Louis came in. He halted abruptly as he saw them, and for some moments stood glaring from one to the other, his hands clenched, his lips working, the veins in his forehead swollen; and then, as Larry, concealed from view behind the music rest, thumped out the first few notes of his rendering of “Parted,” he thrust his way past Mark and Tubby and strode to the piano. Larry, intent on his fingers, did not glance up.

“Two to one so far. Tubby,” he said.

“Eh?”

“The proportion of right notes to wrong notes,” said Larry. “It might help if you’d whistle the first bit—”

“Larry!” exclaimed Louis furiously.

Larry glanced up.

“Hullo, Louis! Stay to see the end? Ingenious, isn’t it?”

Louis, obviously, made a great effort to control himself.

“I can only say, Larry, that you behaved like an insufferable cad.”

Larry smiled.

“And Jacqueline agrees with me.”

“Agreed,” corrected Larry. “You’ll be sorry to hear, Louis, that she has altered her opinion. I’m not sure that she hasn’t transferred the title to you. She’s waiting to find out, I fancy, whether you didn’t know what the M’bugulu is or whether you were just indulging your taste. Which was it, Louis? Tell us.”

“That’s my affair,” snapped Louis. “I don’t have to account to you for w^hat I do, and I don’t intend to be interfered with by you or by any other conceited fool. I do as I please.”

Larry shrugged.

“As long as it pleased you,” he said. “But I should have thought the M’bugulu was a bit thick even for you. It’s not the sort of show to take Jackie to, anyway.”

“Absolutely not,” agreed Tubby. “Of course, you didn’t know, Louis, old man, but I’ve seen the dance, and you can take it from me that it’s an absolutely beastly exhibition—”

Louis swung round and faced him.

“When I want your opinion I’ll ask for it,” he snarled. “I’m not talking to you; I’m talking to Larry, and I’m telling you, Larry, that I’ve stood enough of your insolence. Ever since I arrived you’ve gone out of your way to be deliberately insulting, and I’ll stand no more of you and your cheap little sarcasms. Your high-and-mighty ways may be all right in the forest, but they get you nowhere with me. This finishes everything.”

He swung round again and faced the other two. All restraint had gone now. He was white to the lips, and his hands were shaking.

“This finishes everything,” he repeated thickly.

“Understand that. I was going to treat you fairly — even Larry, who’s done nothing but accuse me of being a cheat and a swindler. But after this I’ll see you all damned first. Any concessions I was going to make are definitely off. There’ll be no concessions. Understand that. And if you don’t like it you can thank Mr. Larry Deans for it.”

Tubby suddenly clenched his right hand and took a step towards Louis, but as Larry quickly rose he checked himself.

“All right. Tubby,” said Larry. “This is nothing new, so don’t let it excite you. Louis never intended making any concessions, as he calls them; this is just a convenient way of excusing his dirty twisting and of salving what he probably believes to be his conscience. Personally, I want no concessions from him. I wouldn’t accept any.”

“Well, I’m not particularly squeamish over money,” said Mark, “but I do bar charity from a swindler.”

“But I want my rights,” added Larry, “and whether you hand them voluntarily, Louis, or I have to wring them out of you by force, I intend to have them. So do Mark and Tubby.”

“I see,” said Louis. “Then listen to me, all of you. You’ve brought back eight thousand pounds’ worth of gold with you, haven’t you? Well, tomorrow morning you’ll deposit that gold with the Office of Mines in my name. Understand — in my name — every ounce of it.”

“I’ll see you damned “ began Tubby.

“And if you don’t deposit it, or try to get it away,” added Louis, “I’ll have you arrested. If you thought you’d found a mug in me you’d better start thinking again. I’ll soon show you that I’m the master of this outfit, not Larry Deans. That’s all I have to say.”

He turned away, seated himself in a low chair, lighted a cigar, and began glancing through a copy of Punch, Tubby strode across the room and stood towering over him.

“Look here, Louis,” he began, in his most conciliatory tone, “we don’t want to be unreasonable, you know, but you simply can’t treat us like that. What I mean is, expecting us to hand over the gold and leave ourselves absolutely stranded without a bean in the world—”

“I’ll pay you one month’s salary and your passage back to England and not a farthing more,” said Louis, without glancing up. “You can think yourselves lucky to get that. And if you’re not satisfied you’d better take the case to court. It’ll cost you a tidy penny, but if you think it’s worth it that’s your affair.”

He rose, tossed the magazine into the chair, and sauntered towards the door. But Tubby was there first, standing with his back against it, his fists clenched, his eyes dangerous.

“Look here, Louis,” he began in a thick, unnatural voice. “You’re not getting away with this. You’re not leaving this room until you’ve promised—”

Louis raised a protesting hand.

“Don’t let’s have any melodrama, please. Tubby,” he said. “All this, I can assure you, is extremely unpleasant to me, and I admit that I have chiefly myself to blame. I’ve treated you fellows too generously from the start, and now, instead of being grateful for what I’ve done—”

“What you’ve done!” exclaimed Tubby. “What you’ve done! Good Lord!”

“I’ve been far too good to you — I see that now,” continued Louis, “giving you money to spend like water, looking after your dependents as an act of charity—”

For the second time it was Larry who saved him. Tubby’s fist suddenly swept towards Louis’s face, but Larry’s hand gripped his arm and held it.

“Steady, Tubby!” he said. “Get out, there’s a good chap, and leave Louis to me.”

“Charity!” fumed Tubby. “Good God, Larry, when I think of Bunty — and that swine talking of charity

“I know,” soothed Larry. “But get out like a good chap now. Take him out, Mark, will you? I’ve a few words to say to Louis on my own account.”

Mark opened the door.

“Come on. Tubby!”

With a shrug Tubby followed him from the room.

“Whatever you have to say, Larry,” said Louis, “I’ve no wish to hear it. As far as I’m concerned the question is done with. I shall wire to St. Paul for a lawyer in the morning and get the whole matter settled and put on a legal footing, and if you think you can establish a claim to a share in the Chumbaziri goldfield simply on the grounds that I provided you with two thousand pounds to finance the expedition — well, go ahead and establish it.”

Larry smiled. Nothing irritated Creet so much as Larry’s habit of smiling at the most unexpected moments. It always meant, he had discovered, that Larry was about to make some particularly offensive remark, and he had had more than enough offensive remarks today. It was a dangerous sort of smile — menacing, somehow. What in the name of fortune could the fellow see to grin at?

Larry’s smile vanished.

“Let’s get things clear, Louis,” he said. “You provided two thousand pounds; I don’t dispute that. All I dispute is your reason for providing it. I was amazed when you agreed to put up two thousand for an expedition which you believed hadn’t a dog’s chance of doing anything but lose your money for you. But I’m not amazed now.”

Louis made a gesture of impatience.

“None of this interests me in the least, Larry—”

“You provided the money,” continued Larry, “because you thought it worth two thousand to get me out of the country for a year — possibly forever. You never know your luck, eh, Louis? I wonder if you’d have worn a black tie for me!”

“I always wished you well, Larry—”

“Well out of the way,” said the other. “But I’m one of those aggravating blokes who thrive on fever, and mosquitoes turn up their noses at me. Once bitten, twice shy, you know. I fancy I leave a nasty taste in their mouths. It’s annoying for you, though.”

“And what has all this to do with the Chumbaziri goldfield?”

“Never mind the goldfield,” said Larry, “for the moment. All this has nothing to do with it. It has to do with Jacqueline Thurston.”

Louis’s glance met Larry’s and wavered.

“If you expect me to discuss Jacqueline with you—”

“I don’t,” said Larry sharply. “I expect you to listen to what I have to say. You knew that she and I were engaged, didn’t you?”

“I knew nothing whatever about your affairs.”

“You knew that I was practically engaged to her. Everybody knew. What I want to know is, what has happened while I’ve been away?”

Louis smiled.

“The natural anxiety of an absent lover, eh? But why ask me?”

“Because you’re the person best qualified to tell me,” said Larry. “You’ve been taking her about here, there, and everywhere, haven’t you? I want to know what has been the outcome of it all. All this ‘Jackie, darling’ stuff! How far has it gone? But I needn’t ask you that. Very thorough, Louis, aren’t you — especially in your villainies?”

Louis gave a shrug.

“There’s nothing very villainous in taking a girl to a dance and a party or two — with her parents’ consent,” he said. “And in any case, Larry, I can’t see that you have any right to object. Jacqueline herself didn’t exactly welcome your interference this evening—”

Larry cut him short.

“I’m not arguing, Louis,” he said. “I’m just telling you that you’re going to cut Jackie right out of your scheme of things. Get that into your head.”

“Because you’re still hoping to marry her? My dear fellow, you always were an optimist.”

“Not because I’m hoping to marry her,” said Larry, “but because one day some fairly decent man may come along who’s entitled to expect his wife to be less sophisticated than any girl who has much to do with you could hope to be.”

Louis forced a laugh.

“My dear fellow, you’re letting your jealousy run away with your imagination!”

“My memory’s good, anyway,” said Larry. “There was a girl once — quite a kid — rather younger than Jackie — as innocent as any girl can be who has been to a boarding school for the daughters of gentlemen — I needn’t mention names, need I? You can hardly have forgotten the particular victim I’m referring to, though the affair didn’t last long, poor kid!”

“I don’t in the least understand—”

“You know what that kid was when you’d finished with her, don’t you? No one would have dreamed that she had an eminent K.C. as a father, a beautiful home, the best education that money could buy. You didn’t see her, Louis, once you’d choked her off, but I did. That was the first time in my life that I ever longed to kill a man.”

Louis glanced at his watch.

“All most interesting,” he said, going to the door, “but it’s getting very late. I have to take care of myself, and if you’ve no more to say I think I’ll go to bed.”

“All I want to say,” said Larry, “is that Jacqueline’s education at your hands is to be cut off at the kindergarten stage.”

“It’s all Greek to me, Larry. I think the sun must have gone to your head.”

“And if you don’t cut it off,” added Larry, “then I shall.”
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Jacqueline that night smoked far more cigarettes than could possibly have been good for her, but she was not alone in her depravity. For fully two hours Dr. Thurston, seated on the edge of the bed, smoked cigarette after cigarette, and, unrebuked, dropped the ash on the counterpane, while Mrs. Thurston made valiant efforts to maintain an appearance of wakefulness and attention to what he was saying.

She had a vague impression that he was very angry with Louis Creet — and really, if Louis was trying to do the boys out of their gold mine he could hardly, she supposed, be quite such a gentleman as she had taken him to be — and that somehow something must be done to secure fair play for Larry and the others.

Every now and then he would say, “Are you awake, my dear?” and Mrs. Thurston would rouse herself with a start and say, “Of course, John, wide awake”; and then the doctor would light another cigarette and start again.

Louis Creet, having taken his temperature and found it normal, slept a peaceful, untroubled sleep; but Mark in his room was lying in bed flat on his back, once again engrossed in directing smoky insults at the ceiling; Tubby, in incredible pyjamas, sat on his bed with knees drawn up to his chin, lighting one cigarette from the stub of another, staring at his feet with puzzled eyes as if feet were a new and perplexing phenomenon; and Larry, when at length he went to his room, stood most of the night lolling against the frame of the window, gazing at the reflection of his cigarette in the glass. Far into the night five cigarettes were glowing simultaneously, but when all the others were extinct a spot of red still glowed, faded, and glowed again in the darkness of Jacqueline’s room.

Jacqueline was seeing things clearly tonight and clearness of vision did not conduce to sleep. Reviewing the scene in the drawing room, she discovered details impressed on her memory which at the time she had not noticed — Mark, outwardly so calm, bending the coffee spoon until it had snapped; the look in Tubby’s eyes — the pained, bewildered, reproachful look of a dog that cannot understand why anyone should have kicked it; the slight forward thrust of Larry’s jaw which she knew so well — a kid setting his teeth, refusing to cry, pretending that he was not hurt. And they were all secretly hoping that Louis might still be induced to behave like an honourable man.

But none of them, not even Larry, knew Louis as she knew him. They were only just beginning to realize that in matters of honour Louis and they spoke different languages, and that he could no more understand theirs than they his. Eighteen months — living like pigs. Tubby had said — the mine found, and then nothing. She knew just what that nothing meant to them — especially to Larry.

And suddenly she realized just what it meant to herself, how much she had, almost unconsciously, been counting on Larry. She discovered now that without the secret assurance that Larry would see her through, the last few weeks would have been unbearable. She had thought that Larry would be a rich man, that she would only have to tell him that she needed a thousand pounds and the money would be hers, Monty Carr paid, and Louis, deprived of his whip, excluded from her life. As it was, Louis’s intrusion into her life, she supposed, would only end when he grew tired of trespassing.

She saw very clearly that it was all largely her fault. Jacqueline was in her most ruthlessly logical mood, and the fact that logic led inevitably to herself as the prime cause of all the trouble did not make her shirk it.

It was clear why Louis had backed out of his agreement. He did not want Larry to be a rich man. Larry as a rich man, back in England, would not suit Louis’s book at all. Louis was no fool. He knew as well as she did that if Larry had a thousand pounds Monty Carr would receive his check and he would be deprived of the thumbscrew which he had used on her to such good purpose.

And it was entirely her fault for having exposed herself to the risk of thumbscrews. If she hadn’t been a thoughtless fool — cheap, tawdry, shallow; she did not economize on adjectives — all this would never have happened. She had damaged them all, robbed them all by her thoughtless selfishness: Larry, Mark, Tubby and Bunty and the kiddies — it was appalling the way some trivial action could spread out in all directions and damage no end of people who had done nothing to deserve it. She wondered what Larry would think of her if he knew.

And then came other questions: what did Larry-know? How much had he guessed? If he had meant what he had said about her eyes, what was he thinking of her now? She had let Larry down — let everybody down — like the little shirker that she was. And it was a lot of use, wasn’t it, telling herself she’d been a little fool and wishing she hadn’t been? Why not do something to put matters right?

The next morning, after a breakfast eaten in an atmosphere which, despite all her tactful conversation and desperate cheerfulness, made Mrs. Thurston extremely uncomfortable, Jacqueline tucked a hand into Larry’s arm and drew him towards the garden. Louis, catching her eye, frowned his disapproval, and the girl smiled. It was some slight consolation to discover that there were certain thumbscrews which she could apply to Louis. However much he might pretend to despise Larry, Louis could not conceal his jealousy of him or his uneasy feeling that Larry might still prove a serious complication. It could do no real good, of course, but she would twist that thumbscrew for all she was worth.

When they were out of sight of the bungalow Jacqueline paused.

“Well — hooligan?” she laughed.

“Feeling better this morning, Jackie?” asked Larry. “You must be. That’s the first really attractive smile you’ve produced since you’ve been here.”

“The others were just hideous grins, eh, Larry?”

“The others,” said Larry, “suggested the smile of a martyr when he feels the flames licking round his knees. Something pleasant happened — for a change?”

“I confessed all my sins last night, Larry, and that always makes you feel better, doesn’t it?”

“I’ve never tried it, Jackie. I’d be exhausted before my sins were. It must be a consolation to Louis to know that when he does start confessing he’ll have all eternity to do it in and he needn’t hurry too much.”

She smiled.

“One of the sins I confessed,” she said, “was that I’d been a beast to you last night. But I’m not sorry, in one way. I suppose if there hadn’t been all that fuss about the dance Tubby wouldn’t have blurted out all about Louis and the goldfield, and I should never have heard a word about it. You’re an obstinate sort of oyster, Larry, aren’t you? I suppose you’d have kept it all to yourself and let me go on thinking what a nice little gentleman Louis was.”

“Did you think so?”

She did not answer that,

“But even if you’ve no written agreement, Larry, you can prove your claim somehow, can’t you?”

“I wish I knew how,” he replied. “I feel pretty rotten about it. Mark and Tubby, though they pretend they aren’t, are feeling rather sore with me over it. They think that if I’d handled Louis a bit more tactfully we might have got something out of him. I suppose they’re right. But the idea of licking Louis’s boots for the sake of getting him to give us a few thousand as an act of grace when we’re entitled to equal shares with him—”

He shook his head. “Not Louis’s boots, anyway.”

She nodded thoughtfully.

“And you can’t force him in any way? You said last night that you weren’t beaten yet.”

“Bluff, my dear,” he interrupted. “Tubby’s taking it pretty hard, and I haven’t the heart to let him down with too much of a bump. But Louis has got us beaten all right. He’s wiring for a lawyer today, so he says, and once a lawyer gets busy it’s goodbye to Chumbaziri as far as anyone but Louis is concerned. I suppose it’s goodbye to most things for all of us.” He smiled. “Funny, Jackie, isn’t it, the way things are dangled in front of us and just as we think we’ve got them they’re jerked away? I wonder what the idea is — if there is one.”

“Speculations of a hooligan!” laughed Jacqueline. “Buck up, Larry! You’re not dead yet. Something will happen—”

“And several other platitudes,” interrupted Larry; “such as ‘Never say die’—’It’s always darkest before the dawn’—’Every cloud has a silver lining’—’It’s a long lane that has no turning.’ Thanks, Jackie; you’ve cheered me no end. I think I shall go and get drunk now.”

She gazed at him with troubled eyes, perplexed and hurt by his sudden bitterness.

“Larry, if only I could do something—”

“Why should you?”

She shrugged.

“Isn’t it rather natural that I should want to?”

“Is it?” said Larry. “It hadn’t struck me that way. But if you want to be really helpful, you might try a few platitudes on Louis. ‘Honesty is the best policy’—’Be sure your sins will find you out,’ and that sort of thing. It’s a forlorn hope, but he might pay attention if you told him. You seem to have a lot of influence with him.”

He suddenly turned, took her face between his hands and gazed earnestly into her eyes, and then, as suddenly, he thrust his hands into his pockets and stood staring at the ground.

“Funny, isn’t it?” he said. “I’d have betted my last bob that you weren’t.”

“That I wasn’t what?”

“A quitter,” said Larry.

She glanced at him quickly, but he did not look at her, and with a sigh she turned away and went slowly back towards the house. What was the use of arguing about it? There was nothing to be done about anything. Besides, she was a quitter. She had loosed her grasp of everything that was really worth clinging to, and there seemed no prospect of her ever regaining anything worth having.

Louis, alone on the veranda, was still wearing his disapproving frown when she turned the corner of the bungalow; and as he saw her his frown deepened. She paused on the veranda, meeting his glance with coldly hostile eyes.

“What’s the matter, Louis?” she asked. “You look as if the bottom of the Stock Exchange had fallen out.”

“What have you been saying to Larry?” he asked, and there was no mistaking the nervousness in his manner.

Jacqueline smiled. So it wasn’t only jealousy. He was nervous of Larry, too. Despite all his bluster, he was really afraid of him. Well, that was one more thumbscrew.

“Saying to Larry?” she repeated, wrinkling her forehead. “Let me think…. Oh, I believe I said wasn’t the sunshine glorious, but of course it was terribly hot, wasn’t it. Not very original, I’m afraid.”

Louis made a gesture of impatience.

“What did you tell him about — us?”

“What should I be likely to tell him about us?”

“Well, there’s no knowing,” said Louis. “You and Larry have always been as thick as thieves, and I don’t want any sort of trouble with him. He’s the sort of fellow who’d make no end of a scene if he — suspected anything. Did he ask you anything?”

She nodded.

“He asked me if I was seasick on the voyage.”

“Did he give you the impression that he — well — had any suspicions — that he was worried—”

“Oh, yes, Louis, I’m sure he’s worried — about me.”

He glanced at her anxiously.

“He thinks I’m different. He says my eyes are different.”

“Huh! Well, I don’t know what he means. Still, as long as he hasn’t any proof it doesn’t matter particularly what he thinks. All the same, Jackie, the less you have to do with Larry in the circumstances the better.

He’s a bad-tempered devil, and he’s awkward enough as it is. Did he say anything about me?”

“Nothing at all surprising.”

“Then he did say something?”

“Only that you’re swindling him and Mark and Tubby out of their share in the mine.”

The blood rushed to Louis’s face, and his hand gripped the arm of the chair. Then he gave a short, uneasy laugh.

“Oh, so he said that, did he?”

She nodded.

“Is it true?”

Louis, in the language of the cinema, registered pain.

“I’m surprised you should ask me that, Jackie,” he said. “You’ve no idea how you hurt me—”

“Is it true, Louis?”

“Of course it’s not true,” he said irritably. “It’s just the sort of insulting thing Larry Deans would say about me — the sort of thing he has been saying ever since I got out here. Because I don’t choose to make him a present of a million pounds or so he calls me a cheat and a liar and tries to poison everyone’s mind against me. If I have any more of it there’ll be an action for slander—”

“How much is Larry getting out of the mine, Louis?”

“Larry will get what he’s entitled to. So will the others. Don’t try to interfere in this, Jacqueline. It doesn’t concern you. It’s between me and Larry and the others, and I’ll manage it in my own way without any interference from anybody.”

“Larry says they’re each entitled to a quarter share.”

“Then he’s a liar. If it’s a question of what they’re entitled to, they’re entitled to nothing at all.”

“And that, roughly, is what they’ll get?”

Louis gave a shrug.

“I refuse to discuss it with you, Jackie. You can trust me to pay Larry and the others whatever is due to them.”

“Can I?”

“Certainly you can. Whatever people may say about me, no one can accuse me of breaking my word or of not paying what I owe.”

“You didn’t pay Monty Carr. After giving me your word that he should be paid—”

“My dear Jackie,” interrupted Louis, “as I’ve al-already explained to you, you entirely misunderstood what I did promise. My promise was that Monty Carr should not press you for payment as long as—”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Louis,” exclaimed the girl angrily, “don’t hedge and twist and try to wriggle out of it! You made a bargain with me, and when I’d fulfilled my part of it you broke your word and backed out of fulfilling your part, and I haven’t the least doubt that you’re doing the same sort of thing with Larry and Mark and Tubby. But you can’t hope to get away with that sort of thing every time, and you’re not going to get away with it this time.”

“My dear girl, do try to control yourself—”

“It’s you I’m going to control, Louis. I’m going to tell you what you’re to do, and you’re going to do it.”

He stared at her in amazement.

“You’re going to give me your word No, on second thoughts, I’ll have something a bit more reliable than your word. You’re going to have a proper agreement drawn up giving a quarter share each to Larry, Mark, Tubby, and yourself, and you’re going to sign it today. And it’s no use saying you won’t sign it, because I’m going to force you to sign it.”

Louis smiled, but it was an uneasy sort of smile which carried little conviction of genuine amusement.

“Force me, Jackie?”

She nodded.

“You will either do as I say, Louis, or I shall tell Larry — everything.”

Louis’s smile became more pronounced.

“You don’t think I’d dare?”

He shrugged.

“Larry would hardly thank you for telling him — everything,” he said drily. “He’s a bit straitlaced, you know — not the sort of fellow to forgive—”

“I don’t expect to be forgiven anything. I’m not thinking of myself now. You can’t understand that, can you? I’m thinking of Larry. I don’t care in the least what happens to me, or what anybody thinks of me, and I don’t care much what I do or who gets hurt through my doing it. All I care about is making sure that Larry isn’t swindled as I’ve been swindled, and either you do as I say or I shall tell him.”

“And even supposing you could bring yourself to tell him, what do you imagine that Larry could do?”

“I know what you’re afraid he’d do, Louis: you’re afraid he’d kill you. But I’m afraid he wouldn’t do that. He would hardly think you worth hanging for. The most I could hope for would be that he’d thrash you until you couldn’t stand. But he’d do that for certain. I wish to God I could do it myself!”

Louis’s eyes shifted restlessly.

“I don’t doubt it, Jackie,” he said. “I’m quite prepared to accept your word that Larry might behave like a blackguard and a hooligan, but I don’t think he’ll have the opportunity. You’re naturally disappointed that Larry is not going to be the wealthy man you hoped he would be, because it has upset your plans as far as you and he are concerned. Your disappointment has made you reckless, and you’ve overlooked one or two points. Suppose, for instance, you do tell Larry everything, and suppose he does, as you hope, decide that I’m not worth hanging for and adopts the alternative course. What then? Larry will still be without his share in the mine, and your position will be exactly the same as it is now.”

Jacqueline frowned.

“My position doesn’t matter, Louis. I’ve told you that.”

“We’ll say your father’s position, then. In a few days’ time we shall be returning to England, and whatever you may have told Larry, you will still owe Monty Carr a thousand pounds, and it will still be a question either of paying him or of appealing to your father to pay it for you. But I gathered that your father must on no account be allowed to know. Of course, if you have no objection—”

She cut him short.

“I’m not going to argue, Louis,” she said. “Will you or will you not keep your promise to Larry and the others and sign that agreement?”

For several moments Louis lolled back in his chair, frowning thoughtfully and drumming his knee with his fingers. And then he sat upright.

“Listen to me, Jackie,” he said. “If Larry has been putting you up to all this—”

“Larry knows nothing about it.”

“In any case,” said Louis, “please understand that I’m not going to be threatened and bullied and coerced by you or Larry or anybody else. I’m not going to sign any agreement, and you can tell Larry what you like. If there’s any trouble with Larry I fancy I can deal with him.”

She shrugged.

“Is that final, Louis?”

“There’s just this I want to say,” he said. “I promised you that, so long as you were reasonable, Monty Carr should not press you for the thousand pounds you owe him. So long as you were reasonable, Jackie.”

“Well?”

“Well, I just want to warn you, my dear, that I don’t consider you are being reasonable. You accuse me of not keeping my side of our bargain, but you can’t pretend that you’ve kept your side. All through the voyage you deliberately avoided me, and I don’t think I’ve had five minutes alone with you since we left London. You mustn’t treat me like that, Jackie. I’m very much in love with you—”

“Oh, for God’s sake, Louis, don’t be foul!”

Creet’s mouth hardened.

“Very well,” he said. “Since that’s your attitude I’ll keep my feelings to myself. But understand this. I didn’t bring you on this trip so that you could make a fool of me, and you’ve got to be a damned sight more reasonable over things in the future than you have been in the past. You know what I mean. And if you don’t choose to be reasonable—”

“Well?”

Louis rose from his chair, smiling.

“I fancy you will be — for your father’s sake,” he said and went into the bungalow.
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Jacqueline took out her cigarette case, lighted a cigarette, and, with a rather wry smile, flung herself into the chair. So Louis had called her bluff. She had half expected that he would. Louis was no fool, particularly where a woman was concerned, and she had feared all along that he knew her well enough to be sure that she would suffer anything rather than tell Larry the truth; and of course it had been too much to hope that he would not realize that telling Larry the truth could not possibly do Larry or Mark or Tubby any good or make her own position any better. But it had been worth trying. Louis was a dreadful coward, and there had been just the bare chance that his fear of what Larry might do might induce him to come to some sort of terms over the mine. She had robbed Larry of so much, cheap little quitter that she was, and she had felt that if she could wring any sort of concession from Louis she would at least have made some slight amends. She had felt that she owed that debt to Larry. She still felt that.

But it had not come off. Louis had called her bluff, and the net result was that, without doing the least good to Larry, she had made things far more difficult for herself. Louis, as a hint of what she might expect if she chose to be obstinate, had given the thumbscrew a preliminary twist. She was to be more “reasonable.”

That, of course, had been bound to come sooner or later. She had wondered how long Louis would allow her unreasonableness to continue without protest; and during the voyage she had been at pains to give him no opportunity of broaching the subject. She had no idea of what she must do if Louis should become insistent, and had been thankful for every day that passed without forcing her to face the problem and come to a decision.

But she must face the problem now. Louis had started cracking his whip, and she did not doubt that, if she proved obstinate, he would use it. She must find some way of escape. She saw very clearly now that reasonableness was out of the question. All the time during the voyage, when she had thought of it, she had told herself that, but always at the back of her mind had been the knowledge that, in the last resort, she might have to submit. “You’ve never let me down yet, Jackie,” her father had said. And in any case, she had reflected, it did not much matter one way or the other.

But submission now was impossible. Louis, after all, was not particularly clever. He had not had the intelligence to realize that, if he wanted her to be reasonable and docile, it was hardly wise to bring her to Benguella — and Larry. He should have known that seeing Larry again would arouse old feelings, revive memories, renew thoughts which would make reasonableness unthinkable. Louis, she supposed, was unaware of the possibility of such subtle emotions. Or was it simply that he was confident of playing so compelling a tune that, in spite of Larry, she could not choose but dance to it?

It did not matter, anyway. What mattered was to find some way out of it all, some sanctuary from Louis’s demands; to put a gulf between herself and Louis so wide that his whip could not reach her. And on her side of the gulf must be her father, her mother, Larry, Tubby, and Mark….

For an hour she sat there, her forehead puckered, absorbed in her problem, scarcely moving except to toss away the stub of a cigarette and light another. And at the end of an hour, though her eyes were still grave, the hint of a smile — a cold, contemptuous smile — just touched her lips and vanished; and then she rose, with an air of sudden resolution, hurried to her bedroom, and began rummaging in her cabin trunk.

During lunch — another meal with an “atmosphere” — she was almost vivacious. There was a touch of colour in her cheeks; the pucker which for weeks had been a permanent fixture between her eyebrows had disappeared, and her eyes seemed somehow more alive. Her hands were restless — never still; and she kept up a flow of trivial nonsense throughout the meal, talking desperately, as if on no account must a lull be allowed in the conversation. Every now and then, as she glanced at Louis, that same contemptuous smile would touch her lips and vanish.

Mrs. Thurston decided that Jackie was quite herself again and wondered what had worked the change in her. Larry, perhaps, had asked her to marry him. If Larry intended asking her to marry him it was certainly time he did it; they had been here several days already.

Young people were so casual nowadays. She glanced at Larry and sighed. No; she didn’t think it could be Larry. Larry didn’t look at all like a young man who has just become engaged. There was a look in his eyes — yes, that was it — the dog which John had been obliged to have shot when they were in the country because it went mad or something. The dog’s eyes had looked very much as Larry’s eyes looked now. And really, when you spoke to him he snapped at you very much like a bad-tempered dog….

Dr. Thurston, noting Jacqueline’s symptoms, frowned. Something was wrong with Jackie, he decided. A touch of the sun, perhaps; but he did not think so. Nervous — almost hysterical. He had seen women like that before an operation, but it was unlike Jackie to get worked up to that pitch over anything. She was usually so calm, matter-of-fact, casual. He’d have a look at her after lunch.

After lunch he drew her aside.

“Feeling all right, Jackie.f^”

Jacqueline had learned from experience that when her father suspected her of not feeling right it was useless to say that there was nothing wrong with her; and now, though she could not remember ever having felt quite so right, she thought it wiser to satisfy him with some trivial ailment and save further questioning.

“A bit of a head,” she said.

He nodded.

“Tubby’s got a car,” he said, “and is going to take us around, but you’d be wiser to stay out of the sun. I’d He down for a bit if I were you.”

“I think I will, Father.”

She went to her room, sat in a chair, and lighted a cigarette; and half an hour later, watching from the window, she saw them go — Tubby and her mother in the front seat, Mark and her father behind. She smiled but did not move. A few minutes later, as she saw Larry go striding out of the gate, she rose, glanced in the mirror, touched her face with a powder pufF, and went to look for Louis.

She found him in the drawing room. As she entered and stood beside his chair, her hands thrust into the pockets of her white silk cardigan, he glanced up and gave her a friendly smile.

“Head better, my dear?”

“Quite, thanks.”

His glance swept over her appreciatively.

“You’re looking wonderful today, darling,” he said; “quite your old self again. I like that jumper thing you’re wearing.”

“I like a garment with pockets,” she smiled. “Father has often said that I should have been a boy; I suppose that’s one of the signs.”

He drew her left hand from her pocket and held it between his own.

“Forgiven me, Jackie? I’m afraid I was very short-tempered with you this morning, but you must try to make allowances. I’ve been very worried, and I’m afraid it has made me irritable.”

“You weren’t exactly — pleasant, Louis. I put it down to the heat.”

“I’ve had nothing but trouble since I came here,” he went on. “All this unpleasantness over the mine

But we shall soon be out of it all now, thank goodness. There’s a boat next Wednesday, and we shall be able to leave by then. This is a Godforsaken country.”

Jacqueline nodded.

“I was thinking last night,” she said, “that God does seem to have forsaken it. Larry and Tubby and Mark must think so, too. I mean, if God hadn’t forsaken it, you’d expect to find some sort of justice and fair play and decency, wouldn’t you?”

He glanced at her sharply, dropping her hand.

“Larry must be sorry he ever came| to Africa,” she added. “All those months, and then to go back to England with absolutely nothing. England will be a bit dreary for Larry, I should think.”

Louis frowned.

“Larry won’t go to England,” he said sharply.

“But he was telling me yesterday—”

“Whatever he told you, you can take it from me that he daren’t show his nose there. He’s up to his ears in debt, and he’d be met with a swarm of writs. I’ve only kept his creditors quiet so far by kidding them that he’d soon be a rich man.”

“When you knew that he wouldn’t be?”

He gave a shrug.

“I just want you to realize that you mustn’t count on Larry being in England.” He took her hand again. “Listen, Jackie,” he said. “I want you to try to be sensible. Larry is no good to you. I know you’ve always been a loyal friend to him, and I admire you immensely for your loyalty, but you must realize by this time that he isn’t worth it. He has never done anything, and I’m afraid it’s only too obvious that he never will. You’d be throwing yourself away on a fellow like Larry.”

He paused, watching her face anxiously. But her face told him nothing.

“And I want you to believe, darling,” he continued, “that I really am very fond of you. I’ve been thinking things over, and I’ve one or two plans for when we get back to England. I mean to give you a splendid time. I’ll take a little flat for you — somewhere convenient — where you can do just as you like. A girl likes to have a place of her own, doesn’t she? We’ll go along somewhere and choose the furniture together. I expect you’d like a piano — for your singing — wouldn’t you? A love nest, eh, Jackie, just for you and me?”

She wanted to smile. He was making what she had feared might be a difficult task much easier. She wanted to hit him, too. But she managed to suppress both longings.

“What about your wife, Louis?” she said.

He frowned.

“Fortunately, darling, we needn’t discuss—”

“I’m afraid we must. You told me when we were in England that you would agree to a divorce. Do your plans include that?”

Louis’s eyes avoided hers.

“That’s a matter which doesn’t rest with me,” he said. “Naturally, I should much prefer my wife to give me my freedom, but I can’t force her to divorce me.”

“No, I suppose not,” agreed Jacqueline. “But I’m sure you’ve done all in your power to induce her to.”

He glanced at her sharply. What the dickens did she mean by that remark? Again her face told him nothing.

“I don’t think you quite realize how difficult it all is, Jackie,” he said. “My wife is a very religious woman, and her religion doesn’t really allow her to petition for a divorce. That’s the whole trouble. It’s a matter of conscience with her. Naturally I hope that in the end she’ll be sensible about it.”

Jacqueline gave a little laugh.

“Sorry, Louis,” she said. “I suppose it’s nothing to laugh at, but you really are rather marvellous. The truth is that you’re scared stiff in case your wife divorces you. Is there really any chance of it.f^”

“Of course there’s a chance,” replied Creet irritably. “And as soon as she does divorce me—”

“You’ll find some really nice girl who’s fond of you and marry her.”

He nodded.

“I should marry you, Jackie.”

“Some really nice girl who’s fond of you, I said, Louis. I don’t fill the bill. I’m not really at all a nice girl, and I’ve never pretended to be fond of you.”

Louis made a gesture of impatience.

“I don’t see why we’re discussing all this now,” he said. “It’s no use talking of marriage until the divorce is an accomplished fact, and in the meantime—”

“In the meantime,” she interrupted, “you’re inviting me to carry on a cheap little secret intrigue, a nasty, furtive, sordid affair, all lies and hypocrisy and petty little deceptions — never daring to look my father in the face, always wondering if he suspects, feeling all the time that I’m being cheap and tawdry and — messy. But I suppose I shouldn’t mind all that — as long as I’ve a piano!

Louis sighed.

“I wish you wouldn’t talk like that, darling,” he said reproachfully. “You hurt me very much when you’re so bitter. I suppose it’s seeing Larry again — he has been talking to you—”

“He has made me feel like something that crawls, Louis.”

“You’re so sensitive — far too sensitive. People don’t make a fuss about that sort of thing nowadays, and you’ve no reason to feel like that about it. After all, darling, if you look at it in a practical way, I can look after you far better than Larry could ever hope to, and there’s nothing I wouldn’t do to make you happy and take care of you—”

“Do you really mean that?”

“Of course I mean it. You don’t realize how I’m longing—”

“Well, you may have your chance.”

He shot her a quick, nervous glance.

“There’s nothing wrong, Jackie, is there; I mean, apart from Larry, you’re not worried—”

“Yes — I am. You remember that night — on the way out to the Cape — at the fancy-dress dance? I began to wonder then, because I’ve never fainted before in my life. Daddy said it was the heat, and you thought it was the heat, and I let it go at that. I wasn’t sure myself that it wasn’t the heat — then.”

There was consternation in Louis’s eyes.

“On our way to the Cape? Five weeks ago! But you said nothing — I had no idea — why didn’t you tell mer

She shrugged.

“Of all the poisonous luck!” exclaimed Louis. “I’d have given five thousand pounds for this not to have happened.”

“That’s a lot of money, Louis — more than you gave for me.”

“That sort of remark doesn’t help in the least,” snapped Creet. “I’m worried out of my life. First of all, that trouble over the mine, and now this. Does your mother — do you think—”

Jacqueline shook her head.

“Nor Father. Nobody — yet.”

Louis’s face showed his relief.

“This is a dreadful shock to me,” he said. “Just think what it means for me if a thing like this gets known—”

“It might possibly mean something for me, too. Perhaps that hasn’t occurred to you.”

“Yes — of course — I realize it’s dreadful for you too, my dear. But you mustn’t get in a panic about it. You can rely on me.”

“I am relying on you.”

“I won’t let you down, Jackie. Whatever people may say about me, I’ve never let a woman down in my life. I’ll think out something. Just leave it to me.”

“There doesn’t seem much to think out,” said Jacqueline. “I should have thought it was quite obvious what’s to be done. The usual thing in cases of this kind is for the man to marry the girl.”

“My dear Jackie,” began Louis impatiently, “you know very well—”

“That you can’t marry me until you’re divorced. Yes, I realize that. But that simply means that you must get the divorce at once, doesn’t it?”

“Yes — of course. But I’ve explained the difficulties to you, and in any case it would be bound to take some time. In the meantime you must trust me.” 1 can t.

“But, my dear Jackie—”

“I can’t trust you,” she repeated. “I don’t intend to trust you. I trusted you once — over Monty Carr — and you let me down — backed out of your promise and set up in the blackmailing business — and I don’t mean to give you the chance of letting me down again. You’re going to get divorced at once. It can be managed somewhere. Reno, isn’t it.f^ There’s no difficulty, anyway, if you really want a divorce and have the money. Of course you don’t want a divorce. It matters so dreadfully to you what people think of you, and I know that if you can possibly wriggle out of it and save your own face you’ll do it and let me go hang.”

“For goodness’ sake, Jackie, try to control yourself,” implored Creet. “Someone will hear you.”

“But you’re not going to wriggle out of this,” continued Jacqueline. “You’re going to behave like a gentleman for once. You’re going to cable straight away to your solicitors and get them to start things moving over the divorce, and I’m going to see the cable sent.”

“Really, Jackie, there’s no need to make all this fuss—”

“I intend to make a fuss,” said Jacqueline. “You’ve had everything your own way so far, but you’re up against it this time. Either you’ll do as I say or I’ll make every kind of a fuss I can think of rather than let you sneak out of it and leave me to face the music. That was the programme, wasn’t it? But the programme’s cancelled. Will you send that cable — today?”

“For heaven’s sake, be sensible,” said Louis testily. “It’s not the least use sending a cable. Until I get back to England and can see my wife and persuade her to file her petition, there’s nothing to be done. Please don’t make things more difficult than they are.”

“You won’t cable?”

“Certainly not.”

“Very well,” said Jacqueline. “Then you’ll sit down now, Louis, and write a statement admitting that you’re—”

“I’ll write nothing,” interrupted Creet furiously. “I’ll admit nothing. In any case, I’ve only got your word for it, and if you expect me to make admissions on the mere word of an hysterical girl—”

“Then you do mean to let me down?”

“I’ve said no such thing, Jacqueline. I’ve promised to do everything in my power to look after you. But to ask me to give myself away in a written statement — you must be clean out of your senses.”

“Perhaps,” said Jacqueline. “It’s not uncommon for a girl in my position to go clean out of her senses. Frankly, Louis, if you mean to let me down over this there’s not much I’d stick at, and if I don’t get some sort of a hold over you, you will let me down as sure as fate, and then — well, I just couldn’t face it. So I’ve got to have that statement, and I mean to have it — now. Get a move on, please.”

“I absolutely refuse “ began Creet and paused abruptly, his gaze riveted on Jacqueline’s right hand. She had withdrawn it from the pocket of her cardigan, and in it he had caught sight of the shining barrel of a revolver.

“Jackie — for God’s sake — if that thing’s loaded—”

“I’m not bluffing this time, Louis,” she said. “It is loaded.”

“Then for heaven’s sake don’t fool about with it.”

“Father gave it to me,” she said, “before we started on the trip. He said he’d feel happier if I had some means of protecting myself out here, and I laughed at him. But he was right. You’re just about as dangerous a sort of beast as one could meet anywhere, Louis, and I’m going to protect myself.”

He took a step towards her, but as she turned swiftly and faced him, he halted and stood gazing with terrified eyes at the small shining weapon in her hand.

“Jackie — listen! You haven’t understood, you know. You’ve misjudged me terribly. I’m not going to let you down.”

“Oh, don’t get nervous, Louis,” she interrupted, with a smile of contempt. “Don’t get scared into telling all sorts of lies because you’re afraid I shall shoot you if you don’t calm me down. I’m not out of my senses by a very long way, and I’m not proposing to kill you. I don’t think I’ve the pluck to face the consequences of killing you. If I’d had the pluck I’d have killed you long before this — that evening — in London—”

“Jackie, put that damned thing down.”

She shook her head.

“I’ve every reason in the world for killing you,” she said, “and I daresay, when I said why I’d killed you, I’d get away with it. But I’m not going to risk it; and in any case it wouldn’t solve my problem for me, would it?” She smiled. “There’s no need for you to repent yet, Louis, as far as I’m concerned.”

Louis’s eyes showed his relief, but he was still watching the revolver in her hand.

“In that case, Jackie, the sooner you stop this stupid fooling—”

“Oh, it’s not that. I’m not thinking of shooting you, but if you don’t write that statement you’ll be in a nasty mess, all the same — much worse than just getting divorced. I’ve written a letter to Father telling him everything that has happened since that night when Monty Carr did that neat little card trick. I suppose you’d fixed that with him, hadn’t you? But never mind. The point is that if you won’t do as I ask you, I’m too much of a coward to face what’s coming to me then, and I prefer — this.”

She held up the revolver.

“Jackie!” gasped Creet. “You don’t mean—”

“It’s the easiest way,” said Jacqueline, “if you decide to shirk, as I fancy you will. If you don’t intend shirking, do as I ask you and give me the statement. If you refuse, then you do mean to shirk, and I know what to do. Father will have my letter — afterwards.”

“Jackie — listen!” begged Creet, and there was a note of desperation in his voice. “It’s no use talking like that. I’m not going to let you down. But you must give me time to think. Put that thing away and let me think.”

Jacqueline smiled.

“Righto, Louis; think now,” she said. “I’ll wait — if you’re not too long.”

He began pacing the room, frowning heavily, and Jacqueline, seated on the arm of a chair, toyed with the revolver, watching his face. He paused by the window, lighted a cigarette with unsteady hands, and stood staring out into the garden. Every now and then, though he did not move his head, she saw his eyes glance at the revolver. There was a look of amusement in her eyes and a faint smile on her lips, but her heart was pounding. She had the feeling that she was balanced on a thin, taut wire which might at any moment snap beneath her.

Creet turned towards her.

“Look here, Jackie,” he said. “I think I understand what has turned you against me like this. It’s Larry, isn’t it?”

She gave a shrug.

“You’re bitter against me about Larry,” he went on. “You think I’ve treated you badly and treated him badly. Well, I admit I haven’t quite played the game — from your point of view. I haven’t played the game with him, and I haven’t played it with you. You’re still very fond of him, aren’t you?”

Jacqueline made no reply, and Louis went on.

“This is the time to be sensible, my dear, and not to sulk. That gets us nowhere. As a matter of fact, I don’t dislike Larry. He’s a bad-tempered brute, but there’s a lot about him that’s likable. Half the trouble with him is jealousy, and I can quite understand it. I suppose he’s as fond of you as any man could be. Why not — have a talk with him?”

“What about?”

He did not answer that. He began pacing the room again.

“I don’t know exactly what Larry owes in England,” he continued. “Six or seven thousand pounds, I believe. Say ten thousand. It’s a lot of money, but I’m not the man to jib at the expense when it’s a question of protecting you, my dear, and if he’ll be reasonable I’m quite willing to fix up all those debts of his.”

Jacqueline frowned.

“What does ‘reasonable’ mean in Larry’s case?”

“You might at any rate sound him, Jackie, and see how he feels about it. He’ll be more likely to listen to you than to me. After all, if the mine is half as rich or a tenth as rich as it’s supposed to be, I needn’t worry over ten thousand pounds. In any case, you’ve got to be protected.”

“But what have Larry’s debts to do with protecting me?”

He went to her and laid a hand on her arm.

“It’s pretty hard for me, Jackie,” he said. “I’m tremendously fond of you, and I’ve been looking forward — but never mind. This isn’t the time to let sentiment stand in the way, and if I have to suffer I must try to put up with it. It wouldn’t be easy, my dear, to give you up — hand you over to some other man—”

“Oh, I see!” interrupted Jacqueline. “I wondered what all this had to do with protecting me. So you’ll get me out of my trouble by finding me a husband and marrying me off! Quite mediaeval, isn’t it?”

“If you’re still fond of Larry, it seems the only possible way. I don’t pretend it won’t cut me up pretty badly, but there’s you to be thought of and your father and mother—”

“Let’s have it clear, Louis,” said Jacqueline. “Your suggestion is that you should pay Larry’s debts on condition that he takes me off your hands by marrying me. Is that it?”

He nodded.

“But that’s not quite all, is it? There’s still Monty Carr. When Larry and I are married we shan’t want Monty Carr hanging about our doorstep asking for a thousand pounds.”

“You can trust me to settle—”

“I can’t. I’ve told you so. If you want to get rid of me—”

“For God’s sake don’t talk like that!” exclaimed Creet irritably. “Of course I don’t want to lose you. But you’ve got to be protected.”

“If you really want to protect me you must protect me from Monty Carr too. In other words, unless you write me a check for a thousand pounds you must write that statement instead. Otherwise I prefer my programme to yours.”

Louis hesitated.

“How do I know—” he began.

“ — that if you give me the check I shan’t worry you any more?” She shrugged. “You must take my word for it. Blackmail isn’t in my line.”

He raised his eyebrows.

“0h, no; I’m not blackmailing you now, Louis. I’m just asking you to pay a debt which you promised to pay long ago. You can do as you like about it.”

For some moments Louis seemed undecided, and then he gave a shrug.

“I’ll cable to London and get it paid into your account. I’ll see to it at once.”

As he went from the room Jacqueline seated herself in an armchair, rested her elbows on her knees, and covered her face with her hands.

She was free. Again and again she told herself. Louis did not want her any more — was glad to be rid of her — and she was free; free of Louis, of Monty Carr, of the constant fear, of the cheap little hypocrisies and deceptions, of the dread of meeting her father’s eyes. She thought of Larry, and Larry’s eyes. She wondered if she would ever again be able to meet Larry’s eyes without flinching. It hurt her unbearably to think of Larry, yet she could not tear her thoughts away from him.

And then, at a touch on her shoulder, she raised her head and found Larry standing beside her.
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Larry’s face was very grave. She smiled up at him.

“Hullo, Larry! I thought you went out.”

“Just for five minutes,” he said. “Since then I’ve been sitting — out there.” He nodded towards the veranda. “So it’s pretty bad, eh, Jackie?”

She rested her head in her hands again.

“How much did you hear, Larry?”

“Oh, quite a lot. I listened — shamelessly. You’ve got to scrap all sense of decency when you’re dealing with a Louis Creet.”

“Then you heard—”

“That Louis is planning to protect your good name in a typically ingenious way. You’re a rotten little coward, Jackie, aren’t you? Why didn’t you plug him and chance it? You didn’t really imagine he’d stand by you, did you?”

“There’s no reason why he should, Larry. Fortunately, I don’t need protecting — in that way.”

“You mean that — that what you told Louis — isn’t true?”

She nodded.

“I see,” said Larry. “Thank God for that, an3rway! It makes things a bit easier. But it might have been true, might it?”

“0h, for heaven’s sake, Larry, don’t start cross-examining me.”

“Right — I won’t. After all, there’s no need to ask you that. If it couldn’t have been true Louis wouldn’t have taken the bait and been so anxious to protect himself. Besides, I’d guessed that much. You’ve been a damned little fool, Jackie, haven’t you? I wish you were a boy.”

She glanced at him in surprise.

“If you were a boy,” he said savagely, “I’d give you the biggest hiding you’d ever had in your life for being a nasty, cheap little quitter. Louis Creet! And all the time I was thinking — picturing you—”

“Larry — please!” begged the girl. “You can’t tell me anything about myself that I don’t know already. You can’t call me anything I haven’t called myself a hundred times. I know exactly what I’ve been — just one of a gang of empty-headed young fools, flitting between dance and cocktail party and night club and heaven knows where else, being clever and modern and sophisticated, trampling on everything that’s really worth having, wisecracking all the decencies out of existence, always after some fresh excitement, not caring whom we let down, thinking nothing matters but our own rotten little selves. I know it all, Larry. There’s no need to rub it in.”

“Sorry,” said Larry. “I didn’t mean to rub it in. But it’s all a bit of a shock, you know. When a man has stuck a girl on a pedestal — as every fool of a man does some girl — he always blames the girl for coming a cropper instead of blaming himself for having expected a human being to be an angel, specially for his benefit. But all this messy sort of business isn’t like you, Jackie. I’d have betted on you.”

Jacqueline sighed.

“I don’t know what to say to you, Larry,” she said. “I’ve been hoping all along that you’d never know. I made up my mind that I wouldn’t let you know. I thought it out during the voyage and had it all cut and dried. I meant to treat you in an ofFhand, casual sort of way, just like any chance acquaintance, keep you at a safe distance, snub you if you started asking questions, and get away with it that way. But somehow—”

“It hasn’t worked out according to plan?”

She shook her head.

“I can’t treat you like that. You’re a poisonous sort of person, you know, Larry. I never could make a good job of telling you a lie.”

Larry grinned.

“Just as well we’re not married, Jackie,” he said. “You’ve had a splendid tutor, too, in Louis Creet. How did it start — money ^ Don’t tell me if you’d rather not.”

“Money had a good deal to do with it,” said Jacqueline. “You see, after you left England—”

She paused. No; she mustn’t tell him that. She couldn’t tell him now that if he had not left England it would never have happened, that it was because she had believed she would never see him again that she had begun to drift, not caring what became of her so long as she could banish thought for a while and deaden feeling. She couldn’t go whining for his pity, offering her love of him as an excuse. She did not want his pity, and she would not have him think that she expected more than pity from him now.

“After you left England,” she said, “and there was nobody to keep me in order, I — well, I got a bit out of hand, Larry. It was just rather stupid — no real harm in it; but that sort of thing costs money, and bills came pouring in, and I didn’t care so long as I could carry on and have a hectic time. Louis took me about a good deal. I don’t know why I let him, except that he had a Rolls and plenty of money, and Father and Mother both liked him. I just didn’t care as long as I could keep up the pace. Sometimes I hated myself — and was glad you weren’t there to see me — but not often. You’d have hated me like poison then, Larry.”

“I’d have clipped your ear,” said Larry. “ But go on.”

“Bills, bills, bills — nothing but bills,” said Jacqueline, “and I simply couldn’t ask Father for the money — he had none, anyway — and I had to do something desperate to get out of the mess.”

“Enter Louis Creet, eh?”

She nodded.

“But it was all my fault really,” she said. “If I hadn’t been the little fool I was it could never have happened. I asked Louis to take me to a gambling place — plagued him until he did. We went several times, and then one night I staked a thousand pounds.”

“And lost?”

“And couldn’t pay — naturally,” said Jacqueline. “It wasn’t on the square, Larry, but that doesn’t matter.

I lost my head — I was crazy with worry over the bills — and made the bet and lost. And then—”

“I can guess the rest,” said Larry. “Louis offered to come to the rescue — on certain conditions. But you must have been pretty hard-pressed, Jackie.”

“It was Father,” she explained. “I couldn’t let him down. And then Mother was ill and had to have a voyage. But there’s no need to go into all that — except that I’d like you to believe, Larry, that once I was in the mess there was no other way out of it. That’s not an excuse, though. And then, when I’d kept my side of the bargain, Louis backed out of his — refused to pay the thousand unless I came with him on the voyage. And all the time he has been holding it over my head — trying to force me…. Oh, for heaven’s sake, Larry, don’t let’s talk about it.”

Larry’s mouth was grim and the mad-dog look was in his eyes again.

“Listen, Jackie,” he said. “Leave this to me, will you? There’s only one way to deal with a swine like Creet, and I’m going to deal with him. I’ve a score or two of my own to settle in any case, and by God he’s not going to get away with this lot. I’m glad you didn’t shoot the cad. If there’s any shooting to be done it’s my business—”

She laid a hand quickly on his arm.

“No, Larry — please!”

He stood frowning at her, puzzled.

“By all the laws of decency,” he said, “Louis is due for the high jump.”

She shook her head.

“He isn’t worth it, Larry. I’m not worth it, either. I’ve done enough damage already, and whatever damage Louis has done in the past doesn’t really matter now. At any rate, nothing you can do can undo what has been done.”

“But this can’t go on,” he protested. “If there’s no other way you must tell your father—”

“Father must never know, Larry. I may be a nasty little fool who deserves a good hiding, but there’s no need for Father to know it. I’ve kept it from him so far, and there’s no object in telling him now.”

Larry frowned.

“A thousand quid!” he said. “And if Louis had played the game with us I could have given you ten thousand without batting an eyelid and been glad of the chance.”

“Thanks, Larry. I knew that. But there’s no need to worry any more about the thousand pounds. Louis is going to pay that — to get rid of me. He has promised to arrange it at once.”

“And you believed him?”

She nodded.

“‘He had ruined her life, yet still she trusted him,’ as Tubby would say. He’ll give you a postdated check on a bank that’s gone broke and get you to give him twopence for the stamp, Jackie. And don’t expect me to be sorry for you, because you ought to know better. If Louis kept a promise he’d die of suppressed dishonesty and a rush of remorse to the heart. Someone ought to smack you.”

She shook her head.

“He’ll keep his promise this time. He’s cabling to London for the money to be transferred to my account. He’s probably running to the bank to arrange it now. He’s in a terrible hurry to get rid of me.”

“What does he think you’ve got — fever?”

“I thought I knew Louis,” she said, smiling. “I couldn’t go on, Larry. I just had to get free of it all somehow, and I could see no other way of doing it. I feel pretty sure that I could manage it that way. Louis is scared out of his life of being connected with any scandal, and when I insisted that he must get divorced and marry me he was at his wit’s end how to get out of it. Did you know he’s married?”

“I knew he was married. His wife died five years ago.

She shrugged a shoulder.

“I might have guessed that,” she said, “but I didn’t. But I guessed what would happen if Louis believed that I was going to be a liability and an inconvenience and possibly the dickens of a nuisance to him. He’d promise to stand by me and protect me and all the rest of it, and take the first opportunity of getting rid of me and leaving me flat. I counted on that. That’s why I told him what I did tell him. And it came off. He’s scared stiff and anxious to get rid of me as quickly as possible. I’m worrying no more about Louis.”

Larry nodded.

“Good for you, Jackie.”

“I’m not proud of it.”

“You can’t be squeamish with a swine like Creet.”

“I suppose not. All the same—”

She covered her face with her hands again, and sat for some moments in silence. Then:

“Larry!”

“Hullo!”

“Is it the least use saying I’m sorry?”

She felt his hands grasp her wrists and draw her to her feet; and as she raised her head she saw the lines around his mouth crease into a smile.

“Aren’t you a damned little fool, Jackie!” he said.

Suddenly he pulled her almost roughly towards him, and his lips were pressed against hers. Her hands flew back to her face.

“Oh, Larry — why — did you do that — now.f^”

“Oh, good Lord, now you’re crying!” exclaimed Larry. “What the dickens is there to cry about? Want a handkerchief?”

She shook her head.

“Mine smells of tobacco — Maholesburg — smoke two pipes and have the room to yourself — but you’re welcome to it.”

Again she shook her head, and for some moments he stood gazing at her with an air of bewilderment.

“Jackie!”

“Well?”

“For heaven’s sake, shut up! You’re ugly enough at the best of times, and if you go and make your nose red — I say, shall I go?”

She nodded, and he strode to the door.

“Larry?”

He paused and turned to find her looking across at him with brimming eyes.

“Just — thanks, Larry.” He smiled at her.

“Stick it, Jerry,” he said. “Another ten miles and you’re over the hill.”

Jacqueline sang to them that evening. She felt that she must sing, that she must have some outlet for her pent-up feelings. It had been hard at first to realize that she was actually free of Louis, that the bargain was definitely done with, that she was mistress of herself again, at no one’s beck and call. But as the realization had gradually seeped into her mind it had seemed to her that she had emerged from a dark, enveloping cloud that blotted out all that was beautiful and stepped into brilliant sunshine. She had been aware of an urgent need to tell someone; and since there was no one who could be told she had shut herself in her bedroom and told herself again and again that it was true.

And in the evening she found relief in singing. The doctor, watching her, smiled with satisfaction; Jackie was obviously as right as rain, and he had worried himself for nothing. Mrs. Thurston, quick to note the change in her, decided that something had happened while they had been out that afternoon, and that she must visit Jacqueline’s room this evening and see if she could get the child to tell her anything. Even the expression on Larry’s face, which struck her as more forbidding than ever, did not seriously shake her conviction that the exciting event had actually happened at last. She must reconcile herself, she supposed, to the fact that Larry would probably bite the parson on his wedding day. She wondered whether, when she said goodnight to him this evening, it would be tactful of her to kiss him.

Louis Creet, playing her accompaniments, showed every symptom of being more than usually pleased with himself — so much so that Tubby, glowering from a chair by the window, felt an almost ungovernable longing to drive his fist into his smiling face; while Mark, being of a more speculative turn of mind, stared at the ceiling and wondered why a so-called benevolent Nature should create cobras and tsetse flies and cholera germs and Louis Creets.

Jacqueline, noting Creet’s complacency, smiled too. He was so clearly showing his relief at being well out of an awkward situation that she felt amused rather than resentful. After all, it was useless feeling resentment against him now; it was over and done with, and tonight she could feel no resentment against anyone. Besides, she had been too clever for Louis, beaten him soundly and made him accept her terms; and if she had used weapons which were not exactly above criticism — well, St. George would probably have been killed by the dragon if he had tried to fight it under Queensberry rules.

When the others had gone to their rooms she lingered a few minutes in the drawing room, shutting the piano and then standing by the window, seeing new magic in the moonlit African night. She was disturbed by the sound of the door being opened, and turned to see Louis entering the room.

“I have been thinking things over, my dear, after our little chat this afternoon,” he said, “and I think you will agree with me that the arrangement we made is not quite a fair one.”

She faced him, frowning, her eyes searching his.

“Well, Louis?”

“Of course, I intend to do everything in my power to protect you. I’m still willing to clear up Larry’s debts for him if you and he can come to an understanding, but the question of the thousand pounds is rather different. A thousand pounds is a great deal of money.”

“Louis!” she exclaimed. “You gave me your word, and if you’re going to back out of it now—”

He raised his hand.

“We’ll keep this to ourselves if you don’t mind, Jackie,” he said. “It would be awkward for both of us if anyone should overhear. I admit that I made you a promise this afternoon, but a promise extracted as you extracted that one, Jackie — at the point of a revolver — is never considered a binding one, and in the circumstances I feel no obligation—”

“I meant every word I said, Louis.”

“I don’t doubt it,” said Creet. “But you must see that to extract an extortionate sum—”

“Extortionate! You’re forgetting that it was you who originally suggested it. You thought it worth while then—”

“Exactly,” he interrupted. “Had you kept to our original bargain, Jackie, and played the game as I expected you to play it, I certainly shouldn’t have grudged the money to help you out of your difficulty.

But you haven’t. You’ve deliberately set out to avoid fulfilling your side of the bargain, and I don’t feel inclined to part with a thousand pounds and receive nothing in return. It’s unreasonable of you to expect it.”

“I see,” said Jacqueline. “So you’re backing out again, eh, Louis? I should have known you’d slime out of it somehow. All right! I can’t force you to behave like a gentleman, but I told you what I should do if you refused, and I mean to do it.”

Louis smiled.

“All that melodrama stuff?” He shook his head. “Not you, Jackie! This is real life, not the cinema. Girls don’t do that sort of thing in these days, and when you’ve thought it over you’ll see things in a more reasonable light. After all, you haven’t only yourself to consider. There’s your father. If you were foolish enough to do as you threaten it would — affect your father considerably.”

“Is this another threat?”

He shrugged.

“I don’t wish to threaten, Jackie, but you really must be sensible. One doesn’t like talking about these things, but in the circumstances it’s only right that you should know that your father is considerably indebted to me — financially.”

“Oh, I know you’ve been very generous. Mother told me. But it seems a terrible waste of money.”

He raised his eyebrows.

“Spending five hundred a year,” explained Jacqueline, “to keep you alive.”

Creet frowned.

“It’s very easy to make that sort of remark,” he said, “but it does no good. I wasn’t referring to the payment I make to your father as my medical attendant. I have at various times advanced him other sums when he needed them. It amounts in all to something over three thousand pounds — for which I hold his promise to pay.”

“Three thousand pounds?”

He nodded.

“Setting up in Harley Street costs money, and without my help your father could never have done it. And without my help he could not stay there another day.”

He saw her start and smiled.

“I don’t suppose you understand these matters, Jackie,” he went on, “but in cases like this the borrower promises to repay the loan not later than a fixed date. If he doesn’t, the lender can force him to. He can even go as far as distraining—”

She cut him short.

“Father hasn’t paid?”

“Your father hasn’t been able to pay,” he said. “The money is very much overdue, but out of friendship for him I’ve naturally let the debt run on. What I want you to realize, Jackie, is that I could, if I chose, demand payment at any moment.”

“I see. And it depends on me?”

“Naturally, if you’re prepared to be reasonable, I shouldn’t dream—”

“Oh, for God’s sake, Louis, talk straight!” exclaimed Jacqueline. “You mean that if I insist on having my thousand pounds or the statement I asked you for, you’ll come down on my father for three thousand, and if he can’t pay—”

“There’s no ‘if’; he can’t pay.”

“And you’d sell him up? Louis, you couldn’t — even you couldn’t do such a foul thing.”

“I’m quite sure, now I’ve explained the position, there’ll be no need for anything of the sort,” said Creet. “And you needn’t worry over that thousand, Jackie. If you fix things up with Larry, I promise you that Monty Carr shan’t worry you—”

“Until it suits you to let him!”

Creet did not intend to argue. He smiled and went to the door.

“It really is time you realized, Jackie,” he said, “that you can’t bully Louis Creet. Goodnight!”
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For some time after Louis had left her, Jacqueline remained rooted where she stood. Her body seemed stricken with a sudden helplessness, as though some vital link between it and her brain had snapped, isolating it from its directing force, so that she could do nothing but stand there motionless, staring at the door through which Louis had gone. Her mind seemed deadened, incapable of thought. She was conscious only that some tremendous catastrophe had occurred and that she was so hopelessly involved in it that it was useless to struggle even if she could.

And as her mind began to work again and she realized what had happened, her first thought was that it could not be true. Modern and sophisticated as she thought herself to be, she was yet unsophisticated enough to believe that human nature could not possibly be capable of such deliberate evil. It seemed incredible that any man could be guilty of such baseness. Like everyone else, she judged others by her own standards and could not conceive of any others. Such callous indifference to the standards with which she was familiar left her dumbfounded, bewildered, incredulous, utterly unable to cope with it.

The striking of the clock roused her, and she went slowly across the room, switched off the light, and made her way along the corridor to her bedroom. She had a queer sensation that nothing was real; the bed was not a real bed, the dressing table not a real dressing table. She herself was not real. As she undressed and got into bed she had the sensation of taking part in something which was not really happening at all.

In bed she lay wide-eyed, staring into the darkness, trying to force herself to take stock of the situation calmly. It was useless telling herself that it simply could not be true. It was true. The position was the same now as it had been yesterday — with the difference that today she had played her last card and it had failed to take the trick. And she had been so certain that she had managed to free herself. In banking on Louis’s cowardice and fear of scandal she had felt that she was banking on a certainty. So she had been: Louis had been anxious enough to get rid of her and would have let her down without compunction to save his own face. What she had not reckoned with was Louis’s devilish ingenuity. She had seen no possible counter move for him to make, yet he had found one, and it was checkmate. Louis had her cunningly hemmed in on every side, and if he chose not to release her there was nothing she could do to release herself. She wondered why a man like Creet was allowed to live and prosper, while a man like Larry, who could not do a crooked thing, must just miss everything that was worth having. Why on earth had she been such a coward? She could have ended it all that afternoon. Just a slight pressure against the trigger of her revolver and Louis would have played no more swindling tricks. In a fraction of a second she father, Larry, Mark, Tubby. It was appalling what havoc one man like Louis could work, how his rottenness spread out and touched so many others. There could surely be nothing wrong in crushing out of existence a pestilential insect such as Louis. Larry had called her a coward for not having done it. Perhaps she was. Larry would have done it. But would he? She could not somehow believe that he would.

The thought of Larry brought an almost intolerable pain. He had been wonderful to her that afternoon. She had hurt him appallingly, and he had uttered scarcely a word of reproach. She felt that she could have borne it more easily if he had been furiously angry, raged at her, lashed her with his scorn and contempt. His anger would have caused her less pain than that understanding smile of his, that gentle touch of his hands, that kiss. She had wounded him beyond all hope of healing, and it seemed to her that all the pain she had inflicted, intensified a hundredfold, had recoiled upon herself. Until that afternoon, when his lips had so suddenly been pressed against hers, she had not realized with what passionate intensity she loved Larry. But she knew now, and the knowledge hurt her unbearably.

She fell at last into a restless sleep and dreamed that she was running in a paper chase with Louis Creet and Monty Carr. They were ahead of her, running side by side; and as she sped along after them she could hear Louis panting for breath, and every now and then she saw him, still running, put a thermometer into his mouth and then make a note of his temperature in his pocket book. She could see the page of the book quite clearly and was surprised that his temperature should be 189. That seemed a great deal, she thought, even though he was running about in the African sun.

Monty Carr, as he ran, kept pulling rectangular slips of paper from his pockets and dropping them. One of these she picked up. It was a check for a thousand pounds, bearing her signature, and in the top left-hand corner, in red ink, were the letters “RD.” She ran faster than ever. She must somehow catch Monty Carr, because she had something of tremendous importance to say to him. She couldn’t remember at the moment what it was that she wanted to tell him, except that it was something about the ace of hearts.

She saw a huge, round hole in the ground a little way ahead, and as Louis and Monty Carr reached the edge of it they both took a flying leap and disappeared from view. She did not hesitate; she jumped down the hole after them. It was a very deep hole, and she travelled downwards at a terrific speed. Halfway down she flashed past Louis and Monty Carr, who were bobbing helplessly about, rather like a couple of toy balloons in a draughty room, moving neither up nor down. They both seemed very angry, and as she went rushing past she heard Creet shout that they couldn’t get any further down because they weren’t heavy enough. But she could not stop.

At the bottom of the hole she found herself in a gold mine. The roof and walls and ground were all glistening with lumps of gold embedded in them. She knew it was gold because she examined several pieces very carefully and it was stamped “22 carat.” She found a spade and began digging feverishly. She knew that she must get enough gold for her father and Larry and Mark and Tubby and herself before Louis got any heavier and came floating down to stop her.

But it was slow work. The spade was not a very good one. Its haft was loose in the socket, and every time she wielded it, it made a creaking noise….

She awoke with a start and sat bolt upright in her bed. She had heard something — a sort of creak — several times — from over there by the door….

Her fingers found the light switch at the head of the bed and pressed it down, and her glance, sweeping swiftly round the room, paused as it reached the door. The door was moving — opening — a fraction of an inch at a time; and each time that it moved came a slight squeak from the hinges.

She sprang out of bed, flung her dressing gown round her shoulders, and gripped the handle of the door, trying to close it. She felt it give slightly and then suddenly resist her pressure.

“Who’s there?” she demanded.

“It’s all right, darling,” whispered Louis’s voice. “It’s I — Louis—”

Her grip tightened on the handle and she placed her shoulder against the door.

“Louis — what do you want?”

For answer she felt the pressure against her shoulder grow stronger and braced herself to resist it.

“Louis — please — go away! You can’t come in here — you shan’t Oh, for God’s sake, Louis—”

Her voice was frantic, and she was struggling desperately, her body pressed against the door, to resist the pressure, to overcome it, to force the door back. But the task was beyond her strength. Her foot was slipping, her hands, fiercely gripping the knob, were growing numb, and slowly, inch by inch, the door was opening.

At the further end of the corridor Larry, a cigarette between his lips, was pacing the floor of his bedroom. He, too, was making an effort to take stock of the situation calmly. But calmness and clear thought were difficult. Each time that he tried to rivet his attention there came before his eyes the picture of Jacqueline, a pathetic, crumpled figure in the chair, covering her face with her hands, telling him her story, and instantly he was swept by a hurricane of tempestuous anger which threw his thoughts into a turmoil, all the more maddening because it was so futile. Jackie had got herself into the deuce of a mess, and, short of putting a bullet through Creet, there seemed no way of getting her out of it.

He tried to review his own position. He must face the fact that, barring miracles, Louis would not budge over the question of the mine, and that he was in much the same position as he had been before he had left England. He would have a couple of thousand pounds, his share of the gold they had brought back with them. He had not lodged it with the Office of Mines, as Louis had demanded that he should, and he had no intention of doing so. Louis could do what he liked about it, but he and Mark and Tubby were going to have their two thousand apiece. It was little enough in all conscience, and, if it came to the point, rather than take legal action, Louis would give way about that.

But two thousand pounds would not be of much use. It would pay off some of his debts in England, but that was all. He was still as poor as ever he had been. Just as well, perhaps. Money wasn’t everything, and, as was always suggested by philosophers harassed by no financial cares, it was probably better for a man to spend his life doing a job of work than idling away his time in affluence.—” Ruined by Riches,” as Tubby would put it. A wry smile twisted one corner of his mouth. Well, he was fairly safe from the risk of ruin, anyway.

He was more concerned for Mark and Tubby than for himself. After all, he could scramble round and look after himself somehow. There was some talk of a diamond field down Namaqualand way, and if he could persuade someone to back him financially he could have a cut at that. It didn’t matter enormously where he was or what he did.

But Mark and Tubby were different. They had been banking on the Chumbaziri goldfield, and Creet’s attitude had knocked the bottom clean out of everything for them. Mark, the sly old devil, had a girl tucked away somewhere whom he had been hoping to marry, and Tubby, with Bunty and the kids to think of, had staked everything on the expedition. No wonder Tubby was taking it pretty hard. He would hate to be in old Tubby’s shoes, going back to England and having to tell Bunty.

He’d have to keep an eye on Tubby. In his present state he was just as likely as not to put a bullet through Creet if he saw no chance of getting a square deal. But Tubby wasn’t cut out for that sort of thing. If he did a thing like that he’d fret over it for the rest of his life and feel compelled to get it off his chest by telling Bunty. And he’d never enjoy having the money. “Tainted by Blood,” or something like that, he’d call it.

Larry smiled again. The marvel was that he hadn’t himself killed Louis that afternoon after hearing all Jackie had told him. After all, he owed Creet a bullet more than either of the others. Apart from the mine, he owed him a bullet for Jackie. It hadn’t, of course, come entirely as a surprise, all that Jackie had told him that afternoon. For some time he had had a vague feeling of uneasiness, which he had not been able either to explain or dismiss, that all was not well with her; and when he had met her at Lobito Bay he had suddenly been sure of it.

But even he, though he had never been under any illusions about Louis Creet, had not thought him capable of quite such unspeakable vileness. Creet — and Jackie! What a damnable little fool she had been! What a damnable, darling little fool! She had been so afraid of what he would say to her, yet so anxious not to shirk it, to admit that she had been to blame, not to whine for his pity or make excuses for herself. The best thing that had ever happened to Dr. Thurston was having Jackie for a daughter. And now, thank God, she had managed to rid herself of Creet

“Larry!”

It came to him distinctly, a sharp, shrill cry of panic, and brought him to a sudden halt in his pacing. Just for an instant he hesitated, doubting his ears in the return of the unbroken silence; and then he strode to the door, opened it noiselessly, and looked out.

The corridor was in darkness except for a thin beam of light which came from the partly opened door of Jacqueline’s room at the farther end. For a moment he stood there, peering through the darkness, frowning. He heard the faint squeak of hinges, a gasp of dismay, caught a glimpse of a dark mass against Jacqueline’s door, a bare ankle, the swinging tassel of a dressing gown, and suddenly stepped across the corridor and switched on the light.

He saw Louis, in dressing gown and pyjamas, with his shoulder against Jacqueline’s door, straining to force it open; heard Jacqueline’s “Louis — you shan’t — I’d rather die “ and went striding swiftly along the corridor.

Creet’s back was towards him, and, before he could turn, Larry had sprung at him, his hands closed around his throat, jerked him savagely from the door, forced him, staggering, backwards, and held him, choking, gasping for breath, his hands beating the air, while Larry, with the hint of a scornful smile on his lips, watched him with that mad-dog look in his eyes. All the pent-up hatred in his heart went rushing to Larry’s fingers, their grip grew tighter and tighter, and, as he saw Creet’s face take on a purple hue, his eyes bulging from their sockets, the veins in his forehead swelling, and heard the gasping gurgle in Creet’s throat, Larry’s hands gripped still more fiercely, and the smile on his lips grew more pronounced.

“Larry — for God’s sake — you’re killing him!”

He became aware of Jacqueline beside him, pulling frantically at his arm.

“Larry — please — let him go!” she begged.

For a moment Larry hesitated, and then suddenly his fingers relaxed, he withdrew his hands, and Creet, limp and barely conscious, collapsed on the floor and lay motionless.

“Larry, you’ve killed him!”

Larry turned to her and shook his head.

“You were just in time, Jackie,” he said. “He wouldn’t have stood much more of it. You’d better get back to your room.”

Dr. Thurston, struggling into his dressing gown, came hurrying along the corridor, and a second later Tubby, resplendent in his incredible pyjamas, with Mark close behind him, came lumbering out of his room,

“What’s the trouble, Larry?” began Dr. Thurston; and then, as he caught sight of the figure of Creet: “What does this mean?”

“Good Lord, Larry!” exclaimed Tubby. “He’s not — dead?”

There was no mistaking the hopeful note in his voice, and Larry could not suppress a smile as he shook his head.

“All right, you fellows,” he said. “I’ve just been giving our friend Creet a lesson in manners, that’s all. There’s no cause for alarm — or optimism,” he added with a grin at Tubby. “Push off back to your room, Tubby. If he catches sight of those pyjamas it’ll put him right out.”

Dr. Thurston was down on his knees, watching Creet anxiously. Creet’s hands were clutching his throat, and his breath was coming in quick, rasping gasps, but the purple hue had died away from his face, and his bloodshot eyes, shifting restlessly from one to the other, showed that he was again aware of his surroundings. And then, as his glance rested on Larry, he struggled unsteadily to his feet and stood swaying, his face distorted with passion, pointing a shaking finger.

“By God, Larry Deans! I’ll fix you for this.”

He turned and, with one hand against the wall for support, staggered along the corridor, went into his room and shut the door.

Dr. Thurston’s face was a study in embarrassed perplexity.

“What happened, Larry?”

“Go to bed, Tubby. Take him off, Mark, will you?” said Larry, and, as Mark and Tubby went back to their rooms, he turned to the doctor. “I owe you an explanation, Doctor,” he said, “and the sooner you have it the better.”

He glanced at Jacqueline, saw the imploring look in her eyes, and shook his head.

“There are certain things you ought to be told, Doctor,” he said, “and if you’ll come along to my room I’ll tell you.”

“But, Larry,” protested Jacqueline, “at this hour of night — there’s no need—”

“Sorry Jackie, but there’s every need. I’m going to tell the doctor everything. It’s only fair that he should know.”

“Everything?” repeated the doctor. “It all sounds very mysterious, Larry. I don’t in the least understand—”

“You should have been told long ago,” said Larry, took Dr. Thurston by the elbow, and urged him towards his room.

“Larry!”

He glanced back.

“Yes, Jackie?”

“Must you?”

He nodded.

She sighed.

“All right,” she said. “I expect you’re right, Larry. But if Father is to be told I’d rather — tell him — myself.”

“What is all this mystery “ began Dr. Thurston,

but Larry directed him into Jacqueline’s room and signed to her to follow.

“Go on, Jackie,” he ordered. “You know it’s got to be done, don’t you?”

She nodded and turned to enter her room. Larry caught her arm.

“No shirking, Jackie,” he said. “Everything. Promise?”

She nodded, went into the room, and closed the door. She seated herself on the edge of the bed, her hands clasped on her knees, her eyes staring vacantly at the wall.

“Well, Jackie,” said her father, “what’s it all about, eh? If there’s any sort of trouble you know you can count on me to see you through.”

Suddenly her hands flew to her face and she flung herself on the bed, her face in the pillow, and her body shook with her sobs.

Dr. Thurston seated himself on the edge of the bed, and his hand stroked her hair.

“Pretty bad, eh, Jackie?” he said gently. “Come along — man to man — what is it?”

“Father — I can’t tell you.”

“Funking?”

She nodded.

His hand found hers and held it.

“That’s not like you — funking,” he said. “Out with it like a good ‘un, Jackie. I’m on your side, anyway.”

She gave his hand a grateful squeeze. And then gradually, phrase after hesitating phrase, still clinging to his hand, she told him all that she had told Larry that afternoon. And when she had finished. Dr. Thurston laid a hand on her head, and his lips touched her cheek.

“Well played, Jackie,” he said. “Now go to sleep.”
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Back in his room, Louis Creet felt no inclination to sleep. For one thing, his throat was badly bruised where that brute Larry had dug his fingers in. He had treated it with a soothing lotion from among the numerous remedies without which he never travelled, but it was still uncommonly painful and gave him a sharp twinge each time he moved his head. And the wound to his pride had made his feelings no less sore than his throat.

On one point, at any rate, he was determined: there should be no more shilly-shallying over the mine. He had hesitated so far to take any definite step, because with a fellow like Larry Deans you never knew. Before definitely breaking with Larry, prudence had warned him to be quite certain that in so doing he was running no risk. Circumstances might arise, he had felt, which would make it expedient to give the fellow some sort of an interest in the mine, though not the quarter share he was impudent enough to claim.

But this evening’s affair had settled it once and for all. Larry would get nothing now; and since obviously he must treat them all alike, Mark and Tubby would get nothing too. He would have the thing settled immediately; he would see to all the necessary formalities, and, once he was secure, Larry and the others could do what they liked about it.

It would, of course, antagonize Larry more than ever, but that really was of less consequence than he had thought. When Jacqueline had given him her disturbing news that afternoon his thoughts had naturally flown to Larry as the obvious solution of the problem. The few thousand pounds required to clear up Larry’s debts had not seemed an excessive price to pay to extricate himself from an awkward predicament and prevent Jacqueline making a fuss, as she had seemed determined to do.

But on second thoughts he realized that such generosity was quite unnecessary. If Larry and Jacqueline fixed things up, v/ell and good; he would be out of his predicament without spending a penny. If they did not fix things up — well, there were less expensive ways of getting rid of Jacqueline than the one he had contemplated. Jacqueline could prove nothing, and in any case he was not tied to England. He supposed what she had told him was true. For one reason, at any rate, he hoped it was. It would hurt Larry Deans far more than Larry’s fingers had hurt his throat.

This evening’s affair, of course, was awkward. He had not expected that Jacqueline would welcome his visit, but he had been sure that, rather than risk rousing her father and being asked for explanations, she would at any rate submit to it.

But something had happened to Jacqueline — seeing Larry again, he supposed, was the cause of it — and that frantic call to Larry had been an unpleasant surprise. And now there was no knowing what consequences might follow. Would she tell her father? Creet smiled. The interview with her father might, in that event, be an unpleasant one, but what, in view of that £3,000, could Dr. Thurston do? She might, perhaps, tell Larry, and that possibility was more disturbing. Larry was a savage brute, and there was no knowing what he might do. Tonight’s episode was a fair example of the sort of thing of which he was capable….

Towards daybreak he fell asleep, and it was not until nine o’clock that he awoke with a start, to find Larry sitting on the edge of his bed, regarding him with a quizzical expression. He sat up suddenly.

“Well? What do you want?” he demanded.

Larry smiled.

“I’m just wondering what makes the difference,” he said, still studying him closely. “It’s your collar, probably. It’s puzzling. You see, Louis, you’re no end of an ugly old devil when you’re in bed, yet when you’re dressed you really don’t look so bad—”

“Get out!” snarled Creet. “Get out of my room, do you hear? After what happened last night I wonder you’ve the impudence to show your face—”

Larry cut him short.

“Speaking of last night,” he said, “that’s what I’ve come about — to tell you I’m sorry.”

“Huh!” grunted Creet. “You behaved like a hooligan. Deans, and I don’t intend—”

“What I mean,” interrupted Larry, still surveying him critically, “is that you’re a particularly poisonous sort of blackguard, Louis, but I admit that I was perhaps rather rougher with you than was strictly necessary. If you’re prepared to overlook the hooliganism, I’m prepared to forget what caused it.”

Louis regarded him suspiciously, knitting his eyebrows with a frown.

“What are you after, Deans?” he demanded. “You’re not prepared to do anything of the kind. Not that I care what you’re prepared to do,” he added defiantly. “You’re going to be damned sorry about last night. Deans, before I’ve done with you.”

Larry smiled back at him.

“Since this is a friendly call, Louis,” he said, “don’t you think you might call me Larry ?”

Louis scowled.

“I don’t feel inclined for foolery,” he snapped. “Say what you’ve got to say and clear out.”

Larry’s smile vanished. When he spoke he had dropped his bantering tone.

“It’s about the other two fellows — Tubby and Mark,” he said. “After all, they’ve done nothing to upset you, and you’ve no cause to have any grudge against either of them, so why carry on the war in a friendly country?”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I mean just this, Louis. Treat Mark and Tubby decently, give them the share in the mine which you know they’re entitled to, and I’m prepared to drop my claim and clear out. You can’t say that’s not a fair proposal, because you’ll still have a half share in the mine, which is just double what you’re entitled to have. Still, if you’ll do that I shan’t grudge you my bit. After all, I don’t mind this sort of life — a few more years of it and I might even come to like it — but the other two are different. They don’t fit into the picture. They belong to some place where you can get a taxi. Besides, one of them’s married and the other wants to be. What about giving them a little preferential treatment?”

Louis’s thin lips formed a malicious little smile.

“Very noble, Larry,” he sneered. “Which of you thought of it? You? A half-share split between three of you is better than nothing, eh?”

“I’m out of it — I’ve told you so,” said Larry. “Will you do it?”

“Never in your life!” exclaimed Creet. “You’ll get nothing out of me. Deans — nothing. Get that into your head. I’ve done with you. I’m not going to argue about it,” he added, as he saw Larry was about to speak. “I’ve done with all of you. You’re all as thick as thieves, and if one of you got a few thousand he’d be fool enough to share it with the others, and that isn’t going to happen — see? I’d rather get nothing myself than let you get a penny piece. Deans, you—”

Larry rose with a shrug.

“Start the day well,” he said, “and make up your mind to keep the tongue pure. But, seriously, Louis, think it over, anyway. I’m responsible for those fellows being in your bad books, and it’s rough on them, you know. After all, there’s quite enough to go round.”

“Then it can go round me,” retorted Louis. “And now get out. Deans. I’ve finished with you — for the moment,” he added significantly.

Larry stood regarding him curiously.

“You’re a rum bird, Louis,” he said thoughtfully. “You must be pretty well a unique specimen.”

Louis grunted.

“I’ve always understood,” explained Larry, “that the foulest blackguard living has a spot of good in him somewhere, but you seem to be an exception. Psychologists would be interested in you, Louis.”

He found Mark just finishing breakfast. Tubby, Mark told him, had gulped down a cup of coffee while he strode about the room, and had gone off somewhere looking as if he meant mischief. It wouldn’t surprise him to hear at any moment that the whole population of Benguella had been murdered in cold blood.

“Seen Jackie?” enquired Larry.

Mark shook his head. None of the Thurstons had yet put in an appearance, he said. Larry, with a nod, seated himself at the table, and Mark, after several vain efforts to draw him into conversation, abandoned the attempt and went out.

Larry was oppressed with a desolating sense of failure. Everything had gone awry, and this morning it did not seem worth while to try to put things right. For the first time in his life he felt disinclined for further effort, ready to throw up the sponge and let events take their own course.

It was all an inextricable muddle, and he had not the energy to set about disentangling it. Besides, there was nothing to be done. As regards the mine, he had done all that could be done, and the next move was with Louis Creet. He knew what the move would be; Creet would make his claim to the mine, and the matter, as far as the rest of them were concerned, would be finished with. A lawsuit, even if they had the necessary money, must inevitably go against them and leave Creet in undisputed possession of the property. Oh, well, let him keep it. It was rough on Mark and Tubby, but it was useless going on like this. He would tell them bluntly that he had finished with the whole business and they must do as they thought best — make a fresh start somewhere, as he intended to do.

And then Jacqueline. There was nothing to be done about her. She had told her father now, and any action that was to be taken must rest with Dr. Thurston. He must try to dismiss Jackie from his thoughts. She would be going back to England in a few days’ time, and the chances were that he would never see her again. He must not count on it, anyway.

Marriage was as definitely out of the question now as it had been before he had left England, and would probably remain out of the question permanently — thanks to Louis Creet. He must have a word with Jackie and make that quite clear to her. She was still fond of him, of course, but she must be made to realize that it was hopeless to expect that there could ever be anything between them beyond an occasional exchange of letters from opposite ends of the world. It was bad luck on both of them, but there was nothing to be done about it. He’d get over it in time, he supposed. So would Jackie. She would marry someone else, no doubt, a bit later on. It gave him a savage sort of satisfaction to know that it would not be Louis Creet.

As he thought of Louis his face darkened, and for several minutes he sat motionless. And then suddenly he brought his fist crashing onto the table and rose to his feet. Creet — the swine — wasn’t going to get away with this lot. If Creet imagined that he intended to stand by and see himself robbed of the mine, of Jackie, of everything he possessed or cared about, Creet would have a rude shock.

What in heaven’s name was the matter with him this morning that he could have thought of doing so? He smiled. Lack of sleep, he supposed; he hadn’t put his head on the pillow last night. There was nothing like lack of sleep for taking the kick out of you. But the kick was back now. He wasn’t going to take this lying down. There must be something to be done about it, some card to be played which would trump Creet’s trick. If he could only discover what card it was…

He found Mark, with a decanter of whisky on a table beside him, sprawling in a deck chair on the veranda. Larry pointed to the whisky and frowned.

“Too early for that,” he said.

Mark gave a shrug, picked up the decanter, and began pouring whisky into a glass.

“All things considered, Larry,” he said, “say when!”

Larry nodded.

“Perhaps you’re right,” he allowed, swallowed the drink, flung himself into the chair beside Mark and lighted a cigarette.

For some time they sat staring at the blue waters of the bay sparkling in the sunshine, Mark with an unlighted pipe in his hand, Larry smoking so furiously that the end of his cigarette formed a constantly glowing cone. At length Mark struck a match and lighted his pipe.

“What are we going to do, Larry?” he asked.

“God knows,” said Larry. “He won’t budge. I’ve had a cut at him this morning, but he won’t even miss me and give you two fellows a straight deal. He’s afraid you’d split it with me.”

Mark smiled.

“Then he’s less of a fool than you are, Larry. Thanks all the same. As far as I can see,” he added with a wry smile, “the only thing for us to do is to find another gold mine.”

“I don’t feel like taking this lying down, Mark.”

“Nor I. Nor does Tubby. But what can we do?”

Larry shrugged, and again they lapsed into silence. And again, ten minutes later, it was Mark who, staring stonily at the horizon, broke it.

“Larry, we must — do — something.”

“Something — yes.”

“The only question is — what?”

Larry took another cigarette from his case, lighted it, shot a quick look at Mark under cover of a cloud of smoke. And Mark, glancing at Larry, without moving his head, out of the corner of his eye, met his look, and sent it swiftly back to the sparkling waters of the bay. Then suddenly Larry turned to him.

“You know as well as I do that there’s only one thing to be done, Mark,” he said; “and you know as well as I do that we’ve got to do it. Why beat about the bush? I might as well stick my head in a gas oven. That would be a fitting end to the sort of life I’ve been having lately. But I’d like to do one useful thing before I go, and I can think of nothing more useful than blowing out Louis Creet’s brains. You can safely leave it to me. It would be as well to say nothing to Tubby—”

He paused abruptly as Tubby came onto the veranda. His face was drawn and pale beneath its tan, his eyes were dull and lifeless, and he moved as if every movement were a wearisome effort. He held a sheet of paper in his hand.

“Listen to this, you fellows,” he said listlessly. “It’s a cable — just been delivered — from Bunty. Alan’s got to go away to Switzerland — for a year. ‘Nothing serious’” — he read the typewritten words—”’but imperative dry atmosphere. Doctor guarantees recovery. Have fixed Pontresina. Shall I take house there?’”

Larry glanced at Mark.

“That’s all right. Tubby,” he said quietly. “Wire ‘Yes.’”

“How the devil can I wire ‘Yes’?” exploded Tubby furiously. “Bunty thinks I’m rolling in money, but I haven’t got a bean in the world. I haven’t had the pluck to tell her that yet. Creet’s taken everything. Even the house she’s living in. Look here, you fellows, if you’re knuckling under to him and letting him wipe his feet on you, I’m not. I’m going to have the whole thing out with him once and for all, and if he won’t give us what we’re entitled to, then I’ll take it. I’ll put a bullet in the swine and settle things that way.”

Mark pushed the decanter in Tubby’s direction.

“Sit down and have a drink. Tubby,” he said. “Having things out will get you no further, and the other job has already been annexed.”

Tubby glanced from one to the other with puzzled eyes.

“By me,” said Larry. “You chaps are keeping out of this. You may think you’ve an excellent reason for putting Creet out, and so you have. But I’ve a better one. Never mind what it is: you must take my word that if it’s a question of who has the best reason for sending Creet to hell, mine whacks yours hollow.”

“You’re — you’re serious?” asked Tubby.

Larry nodded.

“So am I,” said Tubby. “I nearly did it last night. I wish I had. You didn’t think I was that sort of chap, did you? I’m not really, you know — hate killing things. But when it comes to smashing Bunty, I can’t think of anything I’d stick at, and I’d think no more of putting Louis out than I would of shooting a goat. And I shouldn’t care a cuss what happened to me afterwards. I don’t think I’d ever regret it.”

Larry laughed shortly.

“It certainly wouldn’t fill me with everlasting remorse. Tubby. We’ve had to do it before, you know, and it doesn’t keep us awake at night. Those fellows who got sleeping sickness and went mad — we didn’t hesitate to shoot them. If we hadn’t put them out they’d have put us out. It’s just the same with Louis. Either he goes out or we go out — and several other people with us.”

Tubby suddenly sprang to his feet.

“By God, you’re right, Larry!” he exclaimed. “If ever a man deserved to go out, Louis Creet does. When a man goes batty and starts shooting up people, what do you do? There’s only one answer — you put him out as quickly as you know how. That’s what Louis Creet’s doing — shooting my home to pieces.” He pulled the cablegram from his pocket and waved it at them. “You heard me read this, didn’t you? You know what it means? Well, I’m not standing for it. I’m having no more shilly-shallying. My only chance is to put Louis out, and I’m going to do it. If anything happens to me — afterwards — I know you fellows will see Bunty right—”

His voice broke, and he turned from them suddenly and began pacing the veranda.

“Steady, Tubby!” said Larry. “Come and sit down and have another drink. There’s no need to tell all Portuguese West Africa about it.”

Tubby obeyed.

“Louis should feel flattered,” continued Larry, with a smile; “there’s a regular scramble for the honour of killing him. But we can’t all kill him. Louis Creet against the wall and a firing party of three would attract too much attention. I still think I’ve a better claim to the honour than either of you two, but as you don’t seem to agree with me there’s only one way out of it. We’ll draw for it.”

Tubby took a coin from his pocket and laid it on the table, covered by his hand.

“That suits me,” he said. “Odd man out. The sooner we settle it the better.”

Larry shook his head.

“Not that way, Tubby,” he said. “It wouldn’t do at all. If I won and did the job, you’d never be able to forget that I’d murdered a man, and our friendship would be ruined. And if you won, the same thing would happen: every time I looked at you you’d fancy I was remembering what you’d done. ‘Accused by His Eyes,’ or something like that. We’ll draw for it with cards.”

“Any way suits me,” muttered Tubby, “as long as we get on with it.”

“We’ll nominate a card — say the ace of spades,” said Larry, “and deal out the pack, and whoever draws the ace of spades will use his own discretion and do the job as he thinks best. That’s a better way. Tubby; it’ll spare all our feelings. The one who draws the ace of spades will say nothing about it. He won’t show by word or look or movement that he has drawn it either when he draws it or at any time afterwards. Poker-face is the password, Tubby. And if it should come to a showdown, the two who didn’t draw it will say nothing. They won’t remember this conversation, but they’ll stand by the other with all their resources and do their best to see him through.”

“And his people,” added Tubby.

“Of course,” agreed Larry. “Any complaints?”

“Suits me,” said Mark.

“And me,” said Tubby. “But I hope to God—”

“Quite,” said Larry. “So does Mark. So do I — rather more than either of you. Here comes Thurston: I daresay he can produce a pack of cards.”

As Dr. Thurston came through the open door of the lounge, a spruce, alert figure with an unmistakable Harley Street air, Larry’s eyes scanned his face. But it was as serene and expressionless as ever, and if Jackie had told him last night all she had promised to tell him, he showed no signs of it.

“At last,” said Dr. Thurston, rubbing his hands together, “I’ve a job of work to do. You’re all so disgustingly healthy that I was afraid of getting out of practice. Louis has been putting off the evil day for months, but he seems quite a bit scared this morning — got a pain in his neck or something” — his eyes twinkled at Larry— “and he’s actually going to let me overhaul him.”

“Anything wrong with him, Doctor — really?” asked Mark.

“I shouldn’t imagine so,” replied the doctor. “He eats too much and takes too little exercise, of course, but so do L” He glanced curiously from one to the other. “You fellows look as if you’re debating momentous questions.”

“We are,” laughed Larry. “The fact is, Doctor, that Tubby, as usual, insists that it’s not his turn to buy cigarettes; Mark says it isn’t his turn, and I’m equally sure it isn’t mine, because I bought the last three lots. We were just arranging to draw for it. Can you find us a pack of cards?”

Dr. Thurston smiled.

“I’ve a couple of packs in my trunk,” he said. “I scrounged them quite shamelessly on the boat coming out. I’ll fetch one for you.”

In a few moments — moments of silence and averted eyes with the three men sitting at the table — the doctor was back and tossed a pack of cards onto the table.

“There you are,” he said, “a green pack. It’s supposed to be an unlucky colour, but as it’s only for cigarettes I don’t suppose it’s of much importance. How are you working it?”

“The one who draws the ace of spades buys the cigarettes,” laughed Larry.

Dr. Thurston smiled.

“I’ll deal them for you, shall I?”

Larry glanced at the others and nodded.

“Face downwards,” he said.

The doctor, starting with Larry, began to deal, while the three men, motionless, sat watching, the gaze of each of them never shifting from the steadily growing pile of cards that lay in front of him.

“Seventeen each and one over,” said the doctor, holding up the last card. “What do I do—”

Larry’s hand shot out and took the card.

“That’s mine,” he said, and tossed it on top of the others.

There came a step behind him, and Dr. Thurston turned, to see Louis at the door of the lounge.

“Come along, Thurston; I’m waiting for you,” he said irritably, and with a smile and a nod to the three at the table the doctor followed Louis into the house.

As soon as he had gone Tubby swept up the cards in front of him and began running them through his fingers, scanning them eagerly. Mark, picking up his hand, went through it carefully, calmly, purposefully. Larry, with a smile on his lips, spread his cards into a fan, gave them a quick glance, and tossed them back onto the table, and a moment later Mark’s and Tubby’s fell on top of them. And then the eyes of each of them sought in turn the eyes of the other two.

“Mind you “ began Tubby.

Larry raised a hand.

“Shut up, Tubby,” he ordered. “That’s that. One of us has drawn the ace of spades, and it’s up to him. We’ll have no discussion and no mutual confidences. He knows what he has to do, and he’ll do it, and no one but himself will ever know who’s to blame. Or to be praised,” he added; “it depends how you look at it. All agreed?”

The other two nodded, and Larry, with a swift movement of his hand, mixed the cards, gathered them up, and dropped them into his pocket.

Then he turned to Tubby and clapped a hand on his shoulder.

“Wire ‘Yes,’ Tubby,” he said, with a smile, and strode into the house.
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Mrs. Thurston, alone that evening in the drawing room, came to the conclusion that everyone had been behaving in a very peculiar way — exactly as if everyone thought everyone else had some horrible infectious disease and was afraid of catching it.

It had started with Jacqueline, who, on the plea of a headache, had shut herself in her room and refused to come in to dinner; and from her the trouble seemed to have spread to all the others. They had scarcely been five minutes in the drawing room when Tubby had suddenly got up, mumbled something about needing a breath of air, and disappeared into the garden in a shamefaced way, very much like a dog who had stolen a bone and was slinking off to bury it; five minutes later Mark had announced that he was going in search of cigarettes and had not since put in an appearance; and almost immediately Larry, with what Mrs. Thurston, in the privacy of her own thoughts, always described as his you-can-all-go-to-hell air, had gone striding onto the veranda without making any excuse at all.

Next, her husband. After sitting for half an hour without speaking a word, fidgeting with the ring on his finger — which always meant that he was worrying — he had made a terribly bad job of pretending that he had something to say to Larry, and went straight off into the garden, when she was almost sure that Larry was still on the veranda. And finally Louis had refused quite brusquely to play the piano to her, declaring that he must go to the dining room and write letters. It was all very extraordinary and perplexing.

When things became too perplexing to be coped with, Mrs. Thurston had evolved by long experience an almost perfect method of dealing with them: she would just go to her bedroom, shut the door, settle herself comfortably on the bed with an interesting book, and resolutely decline to make any effort to cope with them at all. So now, since everybody was behaving in so perplexing a way, she got up from her chair and went along the corridor towards her room. At the door of Jacqueline’s room she paused and knocked lightly but received no reply. Jackie had gone to bed, she supposed, and went on to her own room.

A few minutes later, comfortably settled in bed, she switched on the reading lamp above her head, selected a book from the pile on the table by the bedside, and prepared to enjoy what she called “a nice read.” The book was entitled Her Crowning Folly
 , and dealt with the joys and tribulations of a woman who, married to a wealthy man who apparently had done nothing to deserve such harsh treatment at the hands of fate, had not sufficient intelligence to be faithful to her husband. Mrs. Thurston felt that this was “life” and had read the story several times already. Chapter Ten was her favourite. Such a happy chapter, and she did like to fall asleep feeling happy. She would read Chapter Ten tonight.

But tonight Chapter Ten could not hold her attention, and though her eyes followed the familiar lines, the words conveyed no meaning to her. She hoped Jacqueline wasn’t sickening for something. She didn’t think so; nor did John. The child seemed to have something on her mind, which was always tiresome; she would much prefer her to have a cold or a rash or a definite pain somewhere than something on her mind. Last night, too — all that commotion in the corridor — with only a dressing gown round her shoulders, and Louis and all the others there. Jacqueline had been walking in her sleep, John had said, and bumped herself against a door; and walking in your sleep always meant that you had something on your mind. John really should have let her get out of bed and go to the girl, but he had got quite angry when she had suggested it.

Larry, of course, had something to do with it. Since she had met Larry again Jacqueline seemed to have quite turned against Louis. Such a pity, because really in these days a girl had to be practical and do the best she could for herself, and it was absurd to be so offhand and distant to Louis just because Larry said that Louis wasn’t being quite fair over the gold mine. Louis, after all, wasn’t the man to do anything really dishonourable, and it would be impossible to find a more generous man anywhere.

As for the squabble over the gold mine, she was quite sure that if they would all sit down and stop biting one another’s heads off and talk it all over quietly, the whole thing could easily be settled. She really must have a word with Jacqueline and see if she could persuade her to be a little more reasonable about Louis. Louis had said only yesterday that he wished Jacqueline would be a little more reasonable, and she quite agreed with him. But Mrs. Thurston’s interpretation of the word, had she but known it, differed considerably from that of Louis Creet.

She laid the book aside, switched off the light, settled her head comfortably on the pillow, and closed her eyes. She hoped John wouldn’t wake her when he came to bed and want to start talking. And she hoped he wouldn’t sit up too late gossiping with Louis and drinking more whisky than was good for him. Now she came to think of it, Louis had been drinking a great deal of whisky this evening — three or four glasses with his dinner and goodness only knew how many afterwards — one after another — almost as if he simply must empty the decanter…

She awoke suddenly, with a violent start, and with the sensation that some terrific force had blasted her back to consciousness. For a second she lay rigid, every nerve in her body quivering, her heart thudding, her hands tightly clenched. She felt as if a current of enormous voltage had flashed through her.

She flung back the bedclothes and sat upright, every sense acutely alert, her eyes wide open. Yes, that was it: she had heard something — some shattering sound that had come crashing into her ears and seemed still to be reverberating in her head. She thought of thunder, but a glance at the window showed a clear, moonlit sky. She switched on the light and realized that she was alone. John was not there, and she was alone — and frightened. Something had happened — something terrible — and John wasn’t there

She jumped out of bed, scrambled into her dressing gown, opened the door, and ran along the corridor. She had no idea why she was doing it, but she knew that at all costs she must run along the corridor. Some deepseated instinct urged her on, and she was compelled to obey. But she did not want to obey. She was afraid, terrified of what awaited her ahead, yet had no choice but to run towards it.

The door of the dining room was ajar, and a beam of light stabbed the darkness of the corridor. Mrs. Thurston did not hesitate. The hand that she placed against the door was trembling, but she pushed it open resolutely and went in.

In the middle of the room, rigid, as if rooted to the floor, her hands pressed against her face, stood Jacqueline, barefooted, pyjama-clad, a dressing gown flung round her shoulders.

Mrs. Thurston took a quick step towards her and paused.

“Jackie!” she whispered.

She saw the girl’s slim body shiver.

“Jackie! What is it?”

Jacqueline’s hands left her face, and her mother caught her breath sharply as she saw the girl’s ashen cheeks, her wide, staring eyes, her mouth working nervously. She seemed to be trying to speak, but her lips refused obedience, and no words came. And then she took a quick step towards her mother, covering her face with her hands again.

“Oh, God — Mother — it’s horrible!”

And as Jacqueline moved Mrs. Thurston saw the thing at the writing desk — the limp, crumpled figure in the chair, sprawling forward across the desk — dangling arms with nerveless hands — the head twisted awkwardly on one side — the small red hole with blackened edges in the centre of the forehead. The inkwell lay on its side, and the ink was dripping onto the carpet. It flashed into her mind that somebody had told her that milk would take inkstains from a carpet. She noticed the decanter on the desk. Louis had been drinking a great deal of whisky

“Mother — Louis — he’s dead!”

Mrs. Thurston’s hand found Jacqueline’s arm and clung to it. She could not move. She wanted to turn away, to shut out the sight of that huddled figure in the chair, to rush from the room. But some force seemed to have planted her on that spot and then deprived her of all power of leaving it, and all she could do was to stand there, helpless, trembling, staring at the limp, sagging thing that had been Louis Creet.

She was conscious of her husband coming into the room in that brisk, businesslike way of his, brushing past her as he strode towards the writing desk, and bending over the figure in the chair. And then Larry was there — Mark — Tubby — standing round the desk. They all looked terribly scared. Except Larry, of course. Grave, but not scared. She could not imagine Larry looking scared….

The doctor’s examination was a brief one. He straightened himself and glanced at Larry.

“Quite dead,” he said in a low tone. “Instantaneous. Shot through the brain at close quarters.”

Larry nodded.

“Good God, Doctor “ began Tubby in an awed voice; and then he paused abruptly and shot a queer, uneasy look at Larry and Mark as they stood staring down at the body.

The doctor turned and strode across to where Mrs. Thurston and Jacqueline still stood together.

“My dear,” he said, laying a hand on Mrs. Thurston’s arm, “this is no place for you.”

She wrenched her gaze from the group around the writing desk, and as it rested on her husband’s face the hint of a smile showed round her lips. John was here now; she need be frightened no more now that John was here; she felt safe, calmer.

“There’s nothing you can do, my dear,” added the doctor. “Louis is beyond our help.” He turned to Jacqueline. “Come on, Jackie — get a grip of yourself,” he said, “and take your mother back to her room. She’s to have a tablespoonful of brandy and get back to bed. You’d better stay with her until I come. Have a cigarette and don’t worry.”

He was bustling them towards the door as he spoke, smiling at them reassuringly. Death was no strange and terrifying thing to him, and he had learned that a smile and a calm, confident manner were the finest preventives of hysteria at times like this. That and keeping people so busy that they had not time to consider how they were feeling.

At the door Jacqueline paused.

“ Daddy — how — who—”

“God knows, Jackie,” interrupted the doctor. “Time enough for all that later. The police will be along, and no doubt they’ll want to question all of us, but you needn’t let that distress you. Give your mother a good stiff brandy, but don’t let her think it’s more than a tablespoonful or she’ll refuse to drink it. You’d better have a nip yourself from the look of you. There’s some in a flask in my cabin trunk. And now run along and make yourself useful.”

Jacqueline nodded and went ofF along the corridor, and the doctor, closing the door, went back into the room. He stood for a moment gazing gravely at the body.

“Dreadful!” he muttered. “Poor old Louis!”

And then he suddenly became the alert, practical doctor again.

“Mark, put through a call to police headquarters, will you?” he said. “Call me when you’ve got them, and I’ll speak to them. Close those French windows, Larry, and pull the curtains. I’m going to lock this room until the police arrive. They won’t be long, I imagine, and we’d better wait up for them. Tubby, can you make coffee? Then find the kitchen and make some and bring it to the drawing room. It’s no use asking the servants; they’re scared out of their lives and fit for nothing. Before you go, though, give me a cigarette.”

A few minutes later, each with a cup of what Tubby honestly believed to be coffee, they were all seated in the drawing room.

“The police are coming along at once,” said the doctor. “They can have a look round in the other room^ and then, if they want to talk, they can come in here.”

“What I don’t understand “ began Tubby.

“Nobody understands anything yet, Tubby,” said the doctor, “so we won’t worry ourselves making guesses. All we know is that Louis is dead and that a bullet in his brain killed him. Who fired the bullet is a question for the police.”

“Any theory. Doctor?” asked Larry.

“No, I haven’t,” he answered shortly; “and with the whole population of Benguella to pick from I don’t propose to waste time guessing.”

“These bungalows might have been specially built to suit the convenience of would-be murderers,” said Larry. “Every room has French windows leading onto the veranda, and if they were open it would be the simplest thing in the world for anyone to walk along the veranda, do the job, and get away almost before the report had been heard. As the doctor says, anyone might have done it.”

“Quite,” agreed Mark. “A fellow like Creet, with all sorts of interests in various parts of the world, is bound to have enemies. He’s been out here before, you know, and it looks to me as if somebody has been paying off” an old grudge.”

“Absolutely what I was thinking,” said Tubby. “I mean, the police may have an idea about who did it, mayn’t they — official eye on dangerous characters and that sort of thing?”

“Nobody heard anything, I suppose?” said the doctor. “Before the shot, I mean. No footsteps on the veranda or anything of that sort? Where was everybody?”

For a moment no one answered him. Mark, as usual, was staring at the ceiling; Larry seemed engrossed in studying the glowing end of his cigarette; Tubby was examining his fingernails.

“It’s none of my business, of course,” added the doctor, “ but the police will want to know about all of us. It’s all very unpleasant, but we may as well face the fact that when they start casting about for a likely murderer their first thought will be that the crime was committed by someone in the house. After all, Louis, as far as we know, knew nobody out here, and the person with some motive for killing him will naturally be looked for first among those who knew him. From all I’ve heard of police methods in this part of the world, we may all find ourselves under lock and key before the morning, and it would be as well for each of us to have a clear-cut account of ourselves to give them.”

“Good Lord, Doctor!” exclaimed Tubby. “You don’t really think—”

He caught Larry’s eye and paused.

“The doctor’s quite right,” said Larry. “It’s just as well to have it all cut and dried. As far as I’m concerned, I was in my bedroom. I’d been sitting in a chair, smoking, and was just dropping ofF to sleep, I fancy, when I heard the shot. It didn’t strike me at first that there was anything wrong. I thought it was someone having a shot at a wild dog again; they were at it last night, you know. It was only when I heard people moving about that I really woke up and realized that the shot must have been in the house and not outside. I went straight along the veranda to the dining room and met Mark and Tubby on the way. That’s my account, and if it’s of any use to the police they’re welcome to it. What about you, Tubby? If you tell your story in your usual florid style I imagine they’ll hang you to save time.

Tubby managed a rather sickly smile.

“As a matter of fact, I was in the garden,” he said. “I’ve been sleeping pretty badly the last couple of nights — worrying and that sort of thing—”

“What about?” snapped Larry.

“Oh, well, about the mine and one thing and another. Good Lord, old boy, we’ve all been worrying, haven’t we? After the way old Louis was treating us—”

“Just what I expected!” Larry interrupted. “Now listen to me, young Tubby. If yoU don’t want all kinds of trouble with the police, you’ll just answer ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ to whatever questions you’re asked and leave it at that. When you go beyond ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ you’re not safe.”

“Safe?” repeated the doctor, frowning. “Tubby has nothing to be afraid of—”

“If Tubby is his usual charmingly loquacious and indiscreet self, Doctor, he has the deuce of a lot to be afraid of — always supposing, of course, he’s afraid of getting arrested and charged with murdering Louis. Perhaps he isn’t, but I am, and I don’t suppose Mark fancies it, either.”

“If it’s all the same to Tubby,” Mark told the ceiling, “I’d appreciate being excused from the hanging.”

Tubby shook his head dejectedly.

“Hanged if I see what you’re driving at, Larry,” he said.

“This,” said Larry. “I asked you where you were when the shot was fired. You told me you were in the garden. But you didn’t stop there. You went blundering on to tell me that you’d been sleeping badly, that you were worried, that Mark and I were worried, and that we had every reason to be worried because Louis had served us a dirty trick over the mine. In other words, in one sentence, if I’d been a policeman, you’d have given me the best possible reason for supposing that you or Mark or I had shot Louis because he’d swindled us.”

“Good Lord, Larry, I didn’t mean—”

“Of course you didn’t mean that,” snapped Larry, “but the fact remains that if the police had been looking for someone with a motive for doing Louis in — as they will be — you’d have unconsciously supplied them with the names of three people, each of whom, in the view of the police, had an excellent motive. If you don’t want all sorts of complications over this rotten business, keep your mouth shut as much as you can and don’t volunteer any information you’re not asked for. If you start letting yourself go you’ll hang the lot of us.”

“There’s something in that. Tubby,” said the doctor. “No need to volunteer information which, after all, would only put the police on a false scent. Larry’s probably exaggerating, of course, but—”

“I’m not exaggerating in the least,” said Larry. “We may just as well face up to the fact that all three of us had a first-class motive for wishing Louis out of the way, and once the police get their teeth in a motive it takes a lot to make them drop it. It’s common knowledge here now about the Chumbaziri goldfield; everyone in the place seems to know that we three and Creet are interested in it, and we can count on the police having that information. What nobody knows is that we and Creet were at loggerheads over the mine, and there’s no earthly reason why they should know it. In my opinion it’s up to each of us to see that that particular bit of information doesn’t get to their ears. Is that agreed?”

The doctor nodded.

“You can rely on me,” he said. “No use in creating trouble; we’ve enough already. From this moment I don’t even know that you had anything but the friendliest feelings for Louis.”

“But, hang it all!” protested Tubby. “I’ll have to tell them the truth, you know—”

“Of course. Tubby,” soothed the doctor. “But I agree entirely with Larry that there’s no need to do more than answer their questions truthfully without volunteering information. As a matter of fact, if you suggest to the police that you three had a good motive for committing the crime, you won’t, in one way, be telling the truth at all. The fact may be true, but the inference which you would inevitably lead the police to draw — that one of you three shot Louis — would be false. Truth, Tubby, isn’t nearly such a simple thing as we’re inclined to imagine.”

Tubby sighed and ran his fingers through his hair.

“Just say what you’re asked, please, Tubby,” said Larry, “and no gratuitous frillings.”

“Oh, all right,” said Tubby. “I’ll do my best. I was in the garden, anyway.”

“Ask me where I was, Larry, will you?” said Mark.

“Well, where were you?”

“Bed,” grinned Mark. “The perfect answer, Larry — lucid, brief, and unequivocal — and all in a three-lettered monosyllable. How judges would love and counsel hate me!”

The doctor smiled.

“I was in the drawing room,” he said. “At the risk of a reproof from Larry, I will add that I was reading. No harm in that, eh, Larry?”

“Depends on the book,” said Larry.

A few minutes later the police arrived. The inspector, a dapper little Portuguese, spoke English fluently. He had a matter-of-fact manner which seemed to suggest that murder was quite one of the commonplaces of life and nothing at all to get disturbed about, and somehow gave the impression that if he sent you to the gallows you could rely on him to do it with the utmost politeness. With him were three uniformed policemen.

In a few words the doctor introduced himself and explained what had happened. The inspector was charmed to meet him. He had a cousin who was a doctor in Lisbon. He would have been a doctor himself, but the examinations proved too much for him. If it would not be troubling the doctor too much would he conduct him to the room where the gentleman was shot I

His examination of the dining room was brief to the point of casualness. Sherlock Holmes would have shuddered at it.

“Murder, of course,” he pronounced, and gave a stream of orders to his subordinates in Portuguese, and turned again to the doctor.

There were certain formalities to be observed, he said apologetically, but they would inconvenience the doctor as little as possible. He had given instructions for photographs to be taken, and the body would then be removed. And now he regretted that he must ask certain questions. Perhaps — in the other room?

They returned to the drawing room.

“There are we four in the house,” explained the doctor, “and my wife and daughter. It was my daughter who was first on the scene. There’s no reason why you shouldn’t question her at once, but if you can possibly spare my wife—”

“Of course — later — tomorrow, if necessary,” said the inspector. “Perhaps, however, I might ask the young lady a few questions? I will not distress her more than I can help.”

The doctor nodded.

“I’ll fetch her.”

Jacqueline was very pale when, a few moments later, she entered the room, followed by her father, and at the inspector’s invitation seated herself on a chair.

“And now just a few little questions,” said the inspector, seating himself opposite to her. “Your father tells me that you were the first on the scene after the shot had been fired. You heard the shot?”

She nodded.

“And what did you do?”

“I was in my bedroom — reading,” said Jacqueline.

“I jumped up and ran out into the corridor. There was a light in the dining room, and I rushed in there. I saw Louis — Mr. Creet — he was all sort of crumpled up—”

The inspector nodded.

“And you met nobody?”

“In the corridor? No — nobody. I suppose I was quicker than everyone else.”

“And in the room — not anybody but the murdered man?”

She hesitated, frowning.

“Not — not exactly,” she said.

The inspector smiled.

“And what, my dear young lady, does ‘not exactly’ mean?”

“Well — you see — it was all so quick — but just as I entered the room I saw someone — a man — disappear through the French windows onto the veranda. It was only a sort of flash, you know.”

“A man?” exclaimed the doctor. “You told me nothing about this, Jackie—”

The inspector held up a hand.

“If you please. Doctor,” he said politely. He turned again to Jacqueline. “And this man you saw disappearing onto the veranda — what was he like?”

She shook her head.

“He was gone so quickly,” she said— “just a sort of flash — so quick that I wondered if I’d really seen him at all. Perhaps I didn’t.”

“We will suppose that you did,” said the inspector. “You recall how he was dressed?”

“Oh — I don’t know — something light. A tropical suit, I suppose, like everybody wears. That’s really all I can tell you; it was all so vague and over so quickly.”

The inspector nodded and was thoughtful for a few moments.

“And now, my dear young lady, tell me this,” he went on. “Mr. — Creet, is it? — You knew Mr. Creet very well?”

“Oh, yes.”

“In fact, you were a great friend of his?”

“Yes — I suppose I was that.”

“Then perhaps you have some idea as to who may have done this terrible thing?”

Jacqueline hesitated. It flashed into her mind that she must be very careful what she said to this polite little man with the shrewd eyes. She suddenly saw quite clearly that a rash word from her might work untold havoc. Who might have done this terrible thing? Well, except for her mother, there was not one of them who had not an excellent reason for killing Louis — Larry, Tubby, Mark, her father, and she herself a better reason than any. She must on no account say anything.

“You are thinking very hard, my dear young lady,” came the inspector’s voice. “I asked you to tell me if you had any idea who might have done this terrible thing.”

She raised her head and looked straight into the shrewd eyes that were watching her.

“I’ve no idea at all.”

“You know of no one who had any reason to dislike him — no enemy — no one who, perhaps, was jealous of him—”

“No — no one at all.”

“He has never mentioned to you anyone who had a quarrel with him?”

“Never.”

The inspector rose.

“That is all I have to ask you,” he said. “But I should like to say that you are a very — clever young lady.”

Jacqueline glanced at him quickly.

“Clever?”

“Some people are not clever,” said the inspector. “They tell me lies and all the time, when they think they are deceiving me, I know that they are telling me lies. You were clever enough to know that you must tell me the truth.”

“Oh — I see,” laughed Jacqueline nervously.

The inspector turned to the doctor.

“And now,” he said, “just a few questions to you four gentlemen.”

The doctor nodded.

“OfF you go to bed, Jackie,” he said. “I’ll look in and see you later.”

Jacqueline hurried back to her mother, found that she had dropped off to sleep, and with a sigh of relief went to her own bedroom. She did not get into bed; sleep was out of the question. She flung herself into a chair and lighted a cigarette and sat staring out through the window at the moonlit garden.

And there, almost an hour later, her father found her.

“Not in bed yet, Jackie?”

“What’s the use of trying to sleep, Father? Has the inspector gone?”

“We’ve just given him a whisky and got rid of him. We’ve told him all we know, and there’s nothing more to be done at the moment. Sleep’s the only thing now, Jackie. If you don’t think you can manage it, I’d better mix you something, shall I?”

She shook her head, half smiling.

“Don’t worry about me, Daddy; I shall be all right. Mother’s asleep.”

The doctor smiled.

“Your mother’s a very wonderful woman, Jackie. Goodnight, my dear.”

He kissed her and went out, and Jacqueline continued to stare into the garden. A sleeping draught? That, at any rate, would have brought forgetfulness; but there were things which at the moment she did not wish to forget. There were horrible, hideous things, too — but there were others.

Louis was dead. That, she supposed, was horrible. Everybody seemed to think that death was horrible, but she had never quite understood why death should be thought any more horrible than birth. Death was very much the same as falling to sleep, and being born like waking up, and there was nothing horrible about falling to sleep or waking. Of the two, falling to sleep, she thought, was much the more pleasant. People didn’t think death pleasant, though; they thought it horrible. Her thoughts went to the limp figure with the dangling arms sprawling on the desk, and she could not repress a shudder. Yes, that had been horrible — horrible and terrifying. She would welcome any draught that would blot the memory of that scene from her mind.

But there were things she wanted to remember tonight, to turn them over and over in her mind, savouring them to the full. She was free. Louis had been forced to loose his grip of her by a grip that was stronger than his. How she had hated Louis — with a fierce passion of hatred of which she had never dreamed herself capable. Often she would gladly have killed him. If ever a man had deserved to die, Louis Creet had. And now he was dead. And she was glad.

She supposed she shouldn’t be feeling like that about it; she should be feeling sorry for him. Louis was a dreadful coward, and he must have had a few pretty bad seconds as he saw the muzzle of the revolver pointed at his face. She was, perhaps, sorry about that — sorry that he had had to face those moments of agonizing terror before the shot rang out. But that was the utmost limit to which she could extend her sorrow. She was not sorry that he was dead. How could she be? Apart from herself, there were Larry and Mark and Tubby. They wouldn’t be sorry that Louis was dead, either. Everything, she supposed, would be all right now. The mine would be theirs without any more bother.

She rose from her chair, pressed out her cigarette in the ashtray, and began to brush her hair in front of the mirror. Her head was aching appallingly, and the brush, she hoped, would soothe it. And as she stood there, her glance wandering carelessly over the dainty litter on the glass top of the dressing table, she had a vague feeling that something was missing. Something which she felt should be there was not there.

She wrinkled her forehead thoughtfully, running over rapidly in her mind the various articles which should be on her dressing table. Everything seemed to be there, and, laying down her brush, she took a final glance at herself in the mirror, decided that she looked “pretty awful,” and turned to go towards the bed.

Halfway across the room she paused abruptly, catching her breath, shot a quick, nervous glance at the dressing table, stepped quickly back to it, once more ran her eye swiftly over the articles that lay on the glass top, opened the drawers — though she knew that it was useless to do so — and slammed them shut — impatiently; glanced hurriedly round the room. And then, panic-stricken, she stood staring at her reflection in the mirror with horrified eyes.

She knew now what was missing from her dressing table — her revolver. She had laid it there after that scene with Louis. She was certain of it — positive — just there beside her powder box. And it was gone.



Chapter XXI


Table of Contents


Jacqueline seated herself on the edge of the bed. helpless before the rush of terrifying thoughts that came pouring into her mind. Louis killed by a revolver bullet — and her revolver was missing!

She had not the slightest doubt that it was with her revolver that the fatal shot had been fired. She knew in some instinctive way that that was true. No sooner had she realized what was missing from her dressing table than that appalling truth had flashed into her mind, and so overwhelming was the realization that it did not occur to her to doubt it or to search for any other explanation of the weapon’s disappearance. Someone, she knew, had taken her revolver and with it had killed Louis Creet. But who?

Larry? The thought suddenly stabbed her mind and made her wince with pain. No, not Larry. She could not, would not believe it. Not Larry. Anyone rather than Larry. The thought was hideous — absurd — grotesque. She must be crazy for such an idea to come to her. If only she weren’t half out of her mind she would see how absurd it was; if only she could think clearly she would see that it could not possibly be Larry, that it was against all evidence, all likelihood, all reason to suppose that Larry had anything whatever to do with it. Why should Larry do a thing like that?

And almost instantly she knew why. The mine. Louis had been trying to cheat Larry out of the mine. Larry had told her that, had admitted that there was nothing to be done, that Louis, if he chose, need give them nothing, and Louis, he had said, would certainly choose. Wasn’t that a reason why Larry should have done it? Hadn’t Larry, if you looked at it with an unprejudiced mind, the best possible reason for wishing Louis out of the way? Most people would say so. The police would say so. A jury would consider it pretty convincing evidence, if not that Larry had killed Louis, at least that he might have killed him.

That, of course, was because they wouldn’t know Larry as she knew him. Larry could kill a man — yes, but not from that sort of motive, not for no better reason than that there was the risk that he would rob him of some money. Larry, to commit a coldblooded act like this, would need some more compelling motive than that.

Well, he had it, hadn’t he? It was no use blinking the fact that he had, and that she herself had supplied him with it. She remembered the cold fury in his eyes when she had told him about herself and Louis Creet. Had Louis been there, Larry would have killed him then. “There’s only one way to deal with a swine like Creet….” That was what he had said, and he had meant it. You could always tell when Larry meant a thing. Last night, too, in the corridor. If she had not been there Larry would certainly have killed him then. She wondered if any of them had mentioned that scene of last night to the inspector. It would be just like Tubby to blurt it out.

No enemies? Well, she had lied about that, as she would lie a thousand times again for Larry. Even if she had known beyond all question that he had fired the shot, she would still have lied. And he had not fired it. It wasn’t a thing she could argue about. In the face of all evidence, all probability, all logic, she knew that Larry had had no hand in it.

And then, having a tendency towards logic herself, she asked herself the inevitable question: if not Larry, who? And because she also had the courage to face facts, she forced herself to face this one: that if what she had told Larry would be enough to make him shoot Louis, then that information would equally impel her father to do the same. And her father knew everything. She had kept nothing back last night, and though he had said but little she had felt his hand shaking and had seen the look in his eyes. Yet it could not be her father. Her knowledge of that fact was as sure as her knowledge that it was not Larry.

She got into bed, determined to think no more about it, and closed her eyes. And instantly came another question: what was she to do? Should she tell the police about the missing revolver, or should she keep the discovery to herself? If she made it known, and a search were made for it, who knew where it might be found? Whoever had taken the weapon had, she was convinced, killed Louis Creet … and suppose it had been Larry! She was glad she had not discovered the loss before she interviewed the police inspector; it might have slipped out. Yet, if she did not tell the police and the revolver were found….

On and on, round and round the endless circle — Larry — her father — tell the police — don’t tell the police — Larry If only she could stop thinking!

Breakfast the next morning was, for Jacqueline at any rate, a trying meal. She had lain awake until far into the night, considering this new aspect of the situation and all that it might imply. Ought she, she wondered, to tell the police about the missing revolver? She would have decided to do so but for one persistent fear which, try as she did, would creep into her mind and send a little shiver down her spine. She tried to ignore it, to laugh at it, to dismiss it as absurd and impossible, but always it presented itself again, insidious but importunate, refusing to be ignored or dismissed: Larry?

She looked round the table from one to the other. Larry’s face was, as usual, a mask. Save for a certain tightening of the lips, a squaring of the jaw, there was nothing to indicate any unusual tension on his part. She noticed that he contributed little to the perfunctory conversation that went on, and that whenever Tubby or Mark spoke he did not raise his eyes to theirs. But then everybody this morning was awkward and uncomfortable, and nobody seemed inclined to talk much, thank goodness!

There seemed to be a general understanding that nobody wanted to discuss last night’s happenings, to turn the conversation as quickly as possible whenever it veered in that direction.

Only her mother was anything approaching her normal self; but then her mother was a remarkable woman.

She was horrified, of course — it was a terrible thing to have happened, especially in one’s own house — and she was mildly curious as to who had committed the crime, with a strong tendency to the belief that it must have been a “nigger,” because you never could tell with black people, who were quite different from white people, whatever people said. Her sole idea seemed to be to help everyone through a very tiresome time by being as cheerful as she could.

“Do you know what I’ve been thinking?” she said, pouring out coffee as she spoke and addressing no one in particular. “Do you remember hearing about two men who escaped from the gaol — two dreadful murderers? Isn’t it possible they — did it?”

Jacqueline’s heart leapt. Here was a possibility she had overlooked. The next moment, however, her rising hopes were scattered, as Larry shook his head.

“No,” he said laconically, “they were captured yesterday, seventy miles away in the bush.”

“Oh!” said Mrs. Thurston with obvious disappointment. “Such a pity! If they had been still at large I feel sure it would have been found that they did it.”

“Then it was just as well for them that they were caught,” laughed Dr. Thurston.

There was a period of constrained silence before Mrs. Thurston spoke again.

“What a dreadful thing to happen! Poor Louis!” she sighed. “And so incomprehensible. Why should anyone want to kill him? I mean to say—”

“Oh, Mother,” interrupted Jacqueline, “do please talk about something else.”

“But, my dear,” expostulated Mrs. Thurston, “Louis is dead, and the mystery is, who killed him? By talking it over intelligently we may be able to help the authorities by evolving some theory. Besides,” she added, “what else is there to talk about? I little thought, when I woke up suddenly last night, that such an awful thing had happened. I thought at first it was a thunderstorm. The bang, I mean. By the way, what time was it? I didn’t notice.”

“Ten minutes to two,” replied Mark and Tubby in unison, looking up. Their eyes met, and each turned hastily away from the other’s.

Larry cast a warning glance at the two men.

“Yes, that’s right,” he agreed. “There must have been an electric storm in the air last night: we were all awake, it seems.”

“And the doctor hadn’t even come to bed!” said Mrs. Thurston. “You were sitting up very late, John.”

Dr. Thurston raised his eyes from his plate for only an instant.

“Yes,” he said, “I was — reading. Too hot to sleep.”

Jacqueline glanced quickly at her father. So he had been up at the time when Louis was killed. She frowned thoughtfully. That figure she had seen disappearing onto the veranda — was it possible? All the doubts of last night began racing through her mind again, and she felt suddenly sick with fear. She wished now she had not mentioned that figure to the inspector, but at that moment it hadn’t occurred to her that there was any need to lie. If only she knew what to do! If only she could talk to someone about it….

“Then if it wasn’t those dreadful niggers,” her mother was saying, “who was it?”

“That, my dear,” said the doctor drily, “is precisely what we all want to know, but we shall do no good by talking about it. The matter is in the hands of the police, and we must leave it at that. By the way, the inspector may want to ask you a few questions. He was considerate enough not to disturb you last night. I’m seeing him again this morning, and I’ll find out then. Nothing to be scared about, you know.”

Mrs. Thurston nodded.

“I’ve never been scared of a policeman yet, John,” she said— “not even an English one — and I certainly shan’t start now.”

“If you’re clever, Mrs. Thurston,” said Larry,[“you’ll tell him the truth.” His eyes met Jacqueline’s for an instant. “Jackie was so clever that he congratulated her.”

Jacqueline sighed. Clever? She was not so sure.

As they rose from the table, Jacqueline took a sudden resolution. She followed her father from the room, slipped a hand into the crook of his arm and squeezed it affectionately. Her father recognized the symptoms.

“What is it, Jackie?” he asked. “Want to talk?”

She nodded, guided him into the garden, and paused.

“There’s something that’s rather worrying me. Daddy,” she said. “Of course, there may be nothing in it, but there may be everything. Anyway, I’ve got to tell you. It’s rather — frightening.”

Her father saw the anxiety in her eyes and forced a smile.

“Out with it, Jackie,” he said. “If we could get through last night I don’t imagine there’s anything that can frighten us this morning.”

“It’s — my revolver, Daddy. It’s missing. I left it lying on my dressing table, and last night, after you’d gone to bed, I discovered that it was gone, and that means — oh, you know what it means as well as I do. Somebody took it — through the French window, I suppose, when I wasn’t there — before Louis was shot.”

“And that scares you, eh, Jackie?”

“Of course it scares me,” she exclaimed. “You must see, Daddy, what it means — what the police will think it means, an3rway. Louis was shot with a revolver, and my revolver is missing, and whoever took it—”

“Shot Louis?”

She nodded, avoiding his eyes. “Pretty obvious, Daddy, isn’t it?”

“It would be a permissible inference, Jackie,” said her father, “if somebody really had taken your revolver.”

“Somebody has.”

He smiled.

“Sure?” he asked. “I know you, Jackie. You’re a careless little devil. Only a careless little devil would leave a loaded revolver kicking about among her powder and lipstick and all the rest of her adjuncts to beauty. I wouldn’t mind betting your revolver isn’t missing at all.”

“Daddy, I’m absolutely positive—”

“That you left it on your dressing table,” he laughed. “I know. If you weren’t so absolutely positive, Jackie, I might be worried, but I’m not in the least. I’m not going to start getting worried until you’ve had another look round.”

She shook her head.

“A revolver can’t get hidden on a dressing table, Daddy.”

“I’m not suggesting it can,” laughed her father. “Since you’re so positive that’s where you put it, Jackie, the dressing table is the last place to look.” He slipped his arm into hers. “Come along and we’ll make a thorough search together,” he said. “If it’s nowhere in your room, the police… But it’ll be time enough to talk about that when we’re sure it isn’t under your pillow.”

Together they went to her bedroom.

“A systematic search, please, Jackie,” said her father. “I’ll take this side of the room with your trunk

and the chest of drawers, and you Oh, all right,”

he laughed, seeing the look on her face. “I suppose you think I should crumple your fal-lals, eh? Very well, you take this side and I’ll take the other. And for goodness’ sake, Jackie, search properly. It’s a thousand to one it’s here somewhere.”

The doctor looked under her pillow and began stripping the bed, and Jacqueline turned her attention to the chest of drawers. But the revolver was not there. Of course it was not there. She had left it on her dressing table, and someone had taken it and shot Louis, and they were only wasting their time looking for it when they should be deciding what was to be done.

She went down on her knees, opened her cabin trunk, and began groping with her hand among the contents. Her fingers touched something hard and cold, closed over it eagerly, and drew it hastily from beneath the dainty garments that hid it.

“Daddy!”

Dr. Thurston, exploring the wardrobe, glanced over his shoulder, saw her holding up the revolver, and turned towards her with a smile.

“In the trunk?”

She nodded, gazing thoughtfully at the weapon in her hand.

“Well, that’s that, Jackie,” said the doctor. “The revolver episode is closed.”

“Is it?” said Jacqueline thoughtfully.

“Well, isn’t it? What’s biting you, Jackie?”

“I’m just wondering,” said Jackie, “who put it in my trunk. Somebody. I left it on the dressing table—”

Her father took the revolver from her hand, snapped it open, closed it, glanced at the barrel, and tossed it into the open trunk.

“I know what you’re thinking, Jackie,” he said, “but you’re wrong. The revolver hasn’t been fired. You can see for yourself. Every chamber is still loaded, and there’s not a trace of smoke in the barrel.”

She rose from her knees.

“Righto, Daddy!” she said. “Sorry.”

“You’ll lose yourself one of these days,” laughed the doctor and went out.

She smiled as she watched him walking briskly down the garden. It was no use arguing with him about it. If he believed that she had been mistaken and had put the revolver into the trunk herself she would never persuade him that she hadn’t. But did he really believe it? Did he, in any case, think her such a fool as not to realize that the person who had taken her revolver from the dressing table and shot Louis Creet with it would clean and reload it before putting it into her cabin trunk? And that, of course, was what had happened.

She closed the trunk and went thoughtfully from the room. She found Larry sitting alone on the veranda and flung herself into a chair beside him.

“It’s a nice old how-do-you-do, Larry, isn’t it? Where’s all the happy throng?”

“Mrs. Thurston’s in the drawing room,” he told her. “I fancy she’s thinking out a few frank remarks for the benefit of the inspector if he’s a nuisance with his questions. Mark and Tubby have gone for a stroll — in opposite directions.” He scrutinized her keenly. “Aren’t there creams and things you can use?”

“Creams?”

“I’ve seen them advertised, Jackie, and I gather that they’d remove the furrows from a ploughed field in a few days. I daresay you’d get one somewhere in Benguella. You should do something about it, anyway.”

“About what?”

“That furrow between what’s left of your eyebrows,” said Larry. “Worried?”

“Who isn’t?”

“I’m not. Nor is your mother. What’s gnawing at you, Jackie?”

She hesitated a moment. Then:

“Larry,” she said, “I’m going to ask you something, and if I make a fool of myself we’ll change the subject.

Larry nodded.

“That’s a bet, Jackie.”

“It’s about last night.”

“It would be!”

“What really did happen?”

“Louis Creet was shot,” said Larry. “Memory failing or what?”

She made a gesture of impatience.

“I didn’t mean that.”

“Louis getting shot strikes me as the outstanding feature of the evening. Except, of course, the inspector. Charming, wasn’t he? I was waiting for him to kiss your hand. You took a risk, you know, Jackie.”

“Risk?”

“Lying the way you did,” said Larry. “If you forget his charming manners, that bloke had a nasty knowing look in his eye. No enemies? Nobody who might possibly be jealous of him? I’d no idea you could lie like that, Jackie, and I’ve half a mind to clip your ear. At the time I wanted to — kiss you. And I was scared stiff that Tubby would shake you by the hand and burst into tears of gratitude. If you’d let it out that we three were at daggers drawn with Louis over the mine, we’d all probably have been in clink this morning. You know what the police are: one whiff of a motive and they warn the executioner. You were fine, Jackie. As a token of his gratitude Tubby made a subtitle for you—’She Lied to Save His Life.’ Why did you do it?”

She shrugged a shoulder.

“There seemed no object in putting silly ideas into the inspector’s head,” she said.

“That’s precisely what we all felt,” he told her, “and we — well, we didn’t exactly lie, but we suppressed a few facts which the charming policeman might have considered relevant. It isn’t always decent to be absolutely truthful, you know. If Tubby and Mark and I had been absolutely truthful last night, the inspector would have found us dancing round the dining room singing songs of thanksgiving.” “Larry — you’re horrible!”

“There you are!” laughed Larry, “I tell you the truth, and you promptly call me horrible. I’m glad Creet’s dead. So’s Mark. So’s Tubby — only he has such a nice mind that he doesn’t like to say so. You’re glad, too.

“Am I?”

“Of course you are. And because you re a rotten little hypocrite you’re probably snivelling to yourself and saying, ‘Poor Louis! How dreadful! I’m ever so sorry.

“It is pretty dreadful, Larry.”

“Good Lord, Jackie!” he exclaimed. “You re not one of those slops, are you, who always want to speak well of the dead whether they’re good, bad, or indifferent. Don’t be a blithering idiot! They don’t die. Everything they did is still going on — all the good things, all the fine things-and all the foul things. Am I to take my hat off to a swine like Louis Creet just because he happens to be dead? A bad man is bad, dead or alive.

She made no answer to that. It struck her that there was no possible answer.

“I’ll tell you something,” continued Larry. “You remember that bloke in The Silver King
 who goes down on one knee and says: ‘O God, put back Thy universe and give me yesterday’?”

She nodded.

“Well, Jackie, here’s a bit more horrible truth for you. If I could put back the universe to yesterday, there’s not one single thing that happened then that I’d want to change. What happened last night I’d want to happen again. And if I’d killed the swine I’d still say the same.”

Suddenly she leaned forward and laid a hand on his arm, gazing earnestly at his face.

“Larry — that’s just what I want to ask you,” she said. “Did you?”

She saw the sudden hardening of his mouth and the obstinate forward thrust of his jaw.

“Larry — please — don’t be angry,” she begged. “I had to ask you. I must know. I can’t go on like this, wondering, not being sure. You could have killed him, couldn’t you? After what I told you yesterday? You’d have gone straight away and killed him then if I’d let you, wouldn’t you?”

He nodded.

“And then, night before last — you almost did kill him then, Larry. And there’s the mine as well. I was thinking this out most of last night, and I couldn’t help seeing that the way Louis was treating you was another reason why you should want to kill him.”

He smiled faintly.

“A pretty convincing case for the prosecution, eh, Jackie?”

“It’s not meant to be a prosecution,” she told him. “It’s just that the idea has come to me that you might have done it, and I can’t rest until I know. Did you?”

He reached out a hand and patted hers.

“Darling, even the police inspector hadn’t the nerve to ask me that.”

“I’m not to be trusted, eh, Larry? Afraid I’ve such a high sense of my duty as a citizen that I’d feel bound to inform the police? That’s what they call a squeaker, isn’t it?”

Larry said nothing. Jacqueline sighed

“Then if you can’t tell me that you did kill Louis,” she said, “can you tell me that you didn’t? Larry — please — if you knew how I feel about it, how I’m blaming myself for having caused the whole ghastly business, you’d do something to put me out of my misery. If only you’ll say you had nothing whatever to do with it — won’t you?”

Larry placed the thumb of his right hand against his nose and extended the fingers.

“That to all Nosey Parkers!” he laughed. “If you want to know who killed Louis, why ask me, anyway? Why not ask the Inspector? He’s the bloke who ought to know. I’m not so sure that he doesn’t.”

Jacqueline lay back in her deck chair and was silent for some time, watching Larry narrowly between her half-closed lids as he sat staring at the sea. She asked herself if there was any difference in him. She had a furtive sort of belief in the popular fallacy that no one could commit a horrible crime like murder without it leaving its mark on his face — a change of expression, a different look in his eyes. She remembered how, in the mirror of Louis’s elaborate dressing table, she had sought for just such an alteration in herself before venturing to face her mother’s scrutiny and had failed to detect the least difference. But perhaps it didn’t work that way round. On that occasion it was not she but Louis who had been the murderer.

Larry, in any case, bore no visible stigma of guilt. His face told her nothing — except that he had not the least intention of telling her anything. After all, the whole thing was probably a mare’s nest. She was as bad as the police — according to Larry; she had got a whiff of a motive and had promptly warned the executioner. It didn’t follow that, because he had good reason for doing so, Larry had killed Louis. Yet, if Larry had not killed him, why should he hedge and dodge the issue and refuse to tell her so?

“Who is it now?” asked Larry. “If you’re looking for a good surprise ending, Jackie, you might do worse than make the inspector the murderer.”

“I’m wondering, Larry,” she said. “You don’t think that Mark — or Tubby—”

“I’ve no reason to suppose it was either one or the other,” interrupted Larry. “You’ve a nasty, suspicious mind, Jackie. Why not bring your father in with the rest of us and make a good job of it?”

Jacqueline sighed.

“I’ve thought of that,” she said. “I’m not ragging, Larry; it’s nearly driving me crazy, I told Daddy everything night before last, and it struck me that he might—”

Larry was shaking his head.

“The doctor wouldn’t have shot him,” he grinned; “he’d just have operated. But, seriously, Jackie, you’ve no need to worry your head about it at all. I’m not worrying. Leave it to the police, and for heaven’s sake don’t plague the life out of everybody by asking questions. Especially not Tubby. I’m off now — business over the mine.”

He took a few steps and hesitated.

“By the way, Jackie — that Monty Carr fellow. You’ve no need to worry over that now, of course. For the first time in my life, as soon as things are fixed up, I’m going to write a four-figure check.”
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Jacqueline watched him go with a smile on her lips. That was like Larry. She remembered telling Louis that Larry was one of those men whom a girl could ask for £1,000 and not be afraid that he would expect anything in return, and Louis had not believed her. He would not, she supposed, have believed it of any man. She wished he could have been there and seen the look on Larry’s face when he had said that to her — a shy, rather sheepish look, as if he had no right to say anything of the sort and was afraid she would be annoyed about it. The way he had hurried off, too, because he was afraid she might try to thank him and make him feel uncomfortable. It was queer the way a decent man always seemed half ashamed of doing a decent action.

She would thank Larry later, since that was the only return that she could make to him. Larry had been quite right; a bad man was bad, dead or alive, and all the foul things he had done went on, breeding more foul things, and so on and on, she supposed, forever. Louis had done a foul thing, and Louis was dead: but the foul thing he had done had not died with him. It still clung to her, would always cling to her; and Larry, when he looked at her, would always see it and remember and look away from her again.

Yet he had offered her that check for Monty Carr. She was not sure that she would need it now. The whole affair, she had realized almost as soon as realization was too late, had been a carefully laid scheme between Monty Carr and Louis in order to put on her a thumbscrew which Louis might turn to suit his purpose, and it was possible that Monty Carr, now that Louis was dead, might press her no more for the £1,000 which he had never really expected to receive. No doubt Louis had paid him handsomely for his assistance. But it was a relief to know that, no matter what might happen, she need worry no more about Monty Carr.

It was a relief, too, in another way. If Larry was able to write his first four-figure check, that could only mean that he was sure now of his share in the mine; and that, in turn, must surely mean that he had had no hand in killing Louis Creet. Unless he were innocent of that, not even Larry would have the confidence to assume that he was safe from detection and proceed so calmly to arrange the business of the mine and plan the future. Larry would not have offered her £1,000 unless he had been certain of being able to let her have it; and how, unless he were innocent, could he be certain? Of course she had never really believed that he had killed Louis: it was only because she had been half out of her mind last night that the thought had come to her. And yet, if Larry were innocent, why had he not been willing to tell her so when she had asked him? Just “No” would have set her mind at rest, and he had refused to say it. And that must really mean… And so it began all over again.

She saw Tubby mooning about the garden and smiled faintly. There was no hope of getting any information from Larry if he did not wish to give it to her, but Tubby Storman was a different proposition. Old Tubby was a dear. He would no more do a rotten thing than Larry. But he was different. With Larry, she felt, it was a question of deliberate choice; he had worked out a code of conduct for himself in which every action and motive was labelled good or bad, and disciplined himself to observe it. Larry always struck her as being stern with himself, harsh in his judgment of his own actions, regulating his life by the strength of his will. But with Tubby it was a matter of feelings. Bad things hurt Tubby. He did not submit an action to the judgment of his reason: he just felt that it was good or bad, and that settled the question beyond all argument. Not so clever as Larry, of course. If she had asked Tubby what she had asked Larry, he might not have answered with a direct “Yes” or “No,” but he would have floundered and blundered to such an extent in trying to evade the issue that she would almost certainly have known the answer as surely as if he had given her a direct reply. And Tubby knew something. Mark, too. All three of them had something on their minds, and if Larry would not tell her…

She went to the balustrade of the veranda and called him, beckoning. He came slowly, reluctantly, pausing every now and then to gaze thoughtfully at a plant in the garden, obviously anxious to prolong the journey to the veranda as much as possible. She remembered doing just the same — pausing to gaze in the shop windows, waiting with exaggerated caution for traffic to pass before she crossed the road, deliberately choosing the longest route — when she had been on her way to the dentist. Dear old Tubby! He was dreadfully transparent. He would probably try to show her how unconcerned he was by talking about the weather.

He paused by the veranda, and his chubby face creased into a friendly smile.

“Hullo, Jackie! Topping morning, isn’t it?”

“Come up here, Tubby, and sit down.”

He lowered himself into a deck chair beside her and gazed with an air of innocent interest at the horizon.

For a few moments Jacqueline watched him with amusement in her eyes. Then:

“Tubby, who killed Louis Creet?”

She saw him give a violent start and instantly suppress it. His face, as he turned to her, was almost ludicrous in its exaggerated expression of bewildered innocence.

“Good Lord, Jackie!” he exclaimed. “What a question! Why ask me?”

“I have asked you, Tubby.”

“Yes — absolutely — of course you have.”

She could see that he was thinking furiously, his mind in a sudden panic. She decided on further shock tactics.

“Did you, Tubby?”

“Good God, Jackie, I wouldn’t — what I mean is, you’ve absolutely no right to say a thing like that, you know. It’s a pretty rotten sort of thing to say to a fellow. I mean, I liked old Louis. He was jolly good to me, one way and another. Did I tell you about what he did at Christmas? He sent a whole lot of toys and things—”

She cut him short.

“I didn’t ask you, Tubby, to give me all the reasons why you shouldn’t want to kill Louis. I asked you if you killed him. But you’d never have the heart to kill a man who sent toys to your kids at Christmas, would you?”

Tubby forced a grin. “It’s pretty amusing, really, Jackie. Do I look as if I’ve got a coldblooded murder on my conscience?”

“You do. Tubby — exactly.”

“Eh?”

If it had not been of such terrible importance to her, Jacqueline could have laughed at the startled, distressed look on his face.

“Oh, you’re not the only one,” she said. “Mark looks just the same, and Larry’s nearly as bad. You’ve something on that nice old mind of yours. Tubby, haven’t you?”

“Oh, well, yes, I suppose we’ve all got something on our nice old minds,” he admitted. “Everything’s in a nice old mess all round, if you ask me. All that fuss with Louis over the mine “ He stopped abruptly.

“But we don’t want to talk about all that.”

“I do. Tubby.”

“Well, I don’t,” replied Tubby with a touch of impatience. “And what’s more, I’m not going to talk about it, so it’s no use to keep nagging at me. If I start talking I always tell people all sorts of things I don’t mean to tell them. At least, that’s what Larry-says.”

“And Larry told you to keep your mouth shut and tell nobody anything, eh. Tubby?”

“Hang it, there you go again!” exclaimed Tubby. “Just because you’ve got an idea in your head that I know something about old Louis, you keep on trying to pump it out of me, and I’m jolly well not going to tell you.”

“Then you do know something?”

“I’m not going to say whether I do or don’t,” said Tubby resolutely. “It isn’t reasonable to expect it. A fellow doesn’t give his pals away, Jackie, and you’ve no right to ask him to.”

Jacqueline smiled. Dear old Tubby! “A fellow doesn’t give his pals away.” But which pal? She sat for some minutes in thoughtful silence.

“Tubby, did Larry do it?”

Tubby’s jaw gave a very fair imitation of Larry’s in his most obstinate moments.

“Or Mark?”

Tubby shrugged a shoulder.

“More likely to be Larry,” added Jacqueline. “He was furious with Louis over the mine — and other things — and he’s not so softhearted as you, Tubby. Larry would shoot a bad man while you were trying to persuade him to be good. Oh, well! Larry wouldn’t have done a thing like that without some very good reason—”

Tubby swung round and faced her. “Good Lord, Jackie, you mustn’t go thinking that Larry — I mean, you do jump to conclusions so. I didn’t say Larry had done it. I’ve no reason for thinking he did it any more than — than anyone else. I’d hate you to get ideas like that into your head. I mean, if Larry had done a thing like — well, I know how I’d feel about it. I’d never be able to look Bunty in the eyes again, and Larry would feel the same. I wish to goodness you’d forget the rotten business, Jackie. The police are looking after it, and it does no good to keep on nagging at it.”

“Righto, Tubby!” said Jacqueline. “We’ll talk about something else. I suppose the mine will be all right now, won’t it?”

“I suppose so.”

“Does Bunty know she’s probably the wife of a millionaire?”

He nodded. “I wired her first thing. It absolutely knocked her over, I bet. I expect all she’s worrying about now is when I’ll get home.”

Jacqueline smiled. “I’d like to be there when you do,” she said. “What will you do. Tubby? — when you first meet her, I mean, after all this long time. I think I can picture it. You won’t say much; probably neither of you will say anything. You’ll just take her head in your hands, and look in her eyes and kiss her, eh. Tubby?”

Tubby’s eyes softened, and a smile crept over his face.

“That’s about it, Jackie,” he said softly.

Jacqueline nodded. “Straight in her eyes — without flinching — eh, Tubby?”

He shot her a quick, suspicious glance. “Here, I say, Jackie, what — what are you getting at?” he exclaimed, rising from his chair. “If you’re still trying to trip me up and get at something—”

She shook her head. “I won’t try any more, Tubby, I promise you.”

“Huh!” grunted Tubby. “Well, I’m not risking it, anyway.”

He strode away, and for the rest of the day nobody knew what had become of him.

It was not until after dinner that evening that he put in an appearance at the bungalow — to find Larry and Mark seated on the veranda.

“Come on, Tubby!” Larry called to him as he was hastily entering the house. “Sit down and have a drink. I’ve been looking for you all the afternoon. Where have you been skulking?”

Tubby poured out a drink, swallowed it, and sat down. “Been at the club,” he mumbled.

Larry smiled. “Africa is full of wonders,” he laughed. “A club in this benighted spot!”

“Just like any other rotten club,” growled Tubby; “a lot of old hens all cackling about the — murder.”

“I met the local bank manager this afternoon,” said Mark, “and he could talk of nothing else.”

“And that,” laughed Larry, “is the first time for many years that I’ve heard a bank manager mentioned without getting a shiver down my spine. What did he

“Only that everybody thinks it’s all very curious.” Larry nodded. “Bright blokes, bank managers. And now let’s get to business. Less whisky, please, Mr. Storman. There’s no room in this firm for directors with purple noses.”

Tubby, with a guilty air, replaced the decanter which was halfway to his glass.

“Sorry!” he said. “But a chap must do something.”

“This is the first official meeting of the firm,” said Larry, “and I should hate to record in the minutes that Mr. Percy Storman was blotto. And now try to look like a business magnate. Tubby, and listen. I’ve seen the lawyer bloke and completed all the necessary formalities for the registration of the mine. It’s in our joint names, of course. I’ve paid the denouncement fees and, incidentally, God knows how many milreis to the mining agent. A mining agent. Tubby, is a voracious animal with predatory instincts and an insatiable appetite for milreis, that lives as far as possible from the discomforts of a goldfield. But if you don’t feed the brute generously there’s likely to be trouble over your title.”

“You’ve put — him — in for a share?” asked Tubby.

“You mean Louis Creet?”

Tubby nodded.

“Louis Creet, late but not lamented,” said Larry, “is in for an equal share with the rest of us. That was the original agreement. I’ve no idea who his heirs are, but in any case they’re entitled to it, and there’ll be more than enough to go round. By the way. Tubby, you’ll have to mention Louis now and then, but there’s no need to look like a chief mourner and breathe his name with awe and reverence. If it’s troubling your conscience that he died before you’d forgiven him, you can put up a tablet to his memory in our office — when we get one. But don’t expect me to raise my hat when I pass it. Next, I’ve wired to an engineer at the Cape — a first-class man — to bring up a staff and get busy organizing the mine at once. Is that all approved of?”

Mark nodded.

“Absolutely,” said Tubby. “You’ve done wonders, but — well, doing all this — getting the engineer up here, for instance — it seems to me that until we know — one way or the other—”

The speech tailed off lamely.

“What Tubby means,” explained Mark, “is that perhaps we’re being a little optimistic in making all these arrangements until we know for certain that we’re not all going to be hanged.”

“You’ve got a rotten way of putting things, Mark,” said Tubby, “but that is how it strikes me. It seems to be pretty obvious to me that until this rotten affair over Louis is settled we’d be much wiser to hold our hands. If people get to know we’re registering the mine, they might imagine — well, you know the rotten sort of thing they’d be likely to say.”

“Everybody knows already that we’ve registered the mine,” said Larry. “It’s all over the town. And as Louis is in for an equal share with us they can hardly say we killed him to do him out of his interest. Besides, they’re not likely to hang all three of us, and if I’m to be the one for the high jump, I’d like to know that everything’s in order and you two blokes secure.”

Mark smiled. “As a racing man, Larry,” he said, “I’ve just had a cheery thought: that if I’m selected for the high jump I shall enter the next world over the Styx. That’s probably a bit beyond you, Tubby, but you can take it from me that it’s a fairly bright effort.”

“We’ll put it in the minutes,” grinned Larry. He pulled a map from his pocket and spread it on the table. “Have a look at this,” he said. “In a year’s time we’ll have a proper concrete road running from the bush — Chumbaziri — Pylapo — Timalani — and so home.”

They leaned over the table, watching the tip of Larry’s pencil as it traced the route. And suddenly, as he leaned back in his chair again, Tubby gave a violent start, staring fixedly out into the garden.

“What is it — something bitten you?” asked Larry.

“Take the advice of a hard-bitten explorer,” said Mark, “and if you feel like scratching, scratch.”

“Good Lord, Larry,” said Tubby in a hoarse whisper, “what does that fellow want? The inspector, I mean. I just caught sight of him — coming up through the garden. Didn’t you see him?”

“No, I didn’t. Don’t be a blithering fool. Tubby. Is the inspector supposed to have been lurking in the bushes and listening, or what?”

“The nearest cover for even a small-sized police inspector,” remarked Mark, “is a good twenty yards away. In any case, we’ve said nothing that couldn’t be said without a blush by a young curate at a mothers’ meeting.”

“Yes, but what does he want — coming here at this time of night?” persisted Tubby.

“For your information. Tubby,” said Larry, “there was a murder committed here last night, and a murder is something in which every policeman takes a morbid interest. He has probably thought of a few questions which he forgot to ask last night. I’ve been expecting him to roll up all day.”

“So has Mrs. Thurston,” smiled Mark. “She’s counting on being questioned. I fancy it’s the first murder she has had anything to do with, and she doesn’t want to be left out of it.”

“This isn’t business,” Larry reminded them. “We’re getting like real directors already. That’s the route, anyway, and there’s plenty of limestones round here. Of course we shall need a police guard of some sort or we shall have a crowd of Portuguese gold buyers squatting on the property, and half the gold will go west. I should say there’ll be no trouble about that, though. And then there’s the question of plant. I imagine it’ll take some time to get the proper plant out, and in the meantime we’ll start them hand-washing.”

The other two nodded their assent.

“And now about us,” continued Larry. “I’m going up country again at the first possible moment, and I propose staying there six months at least. But there’s no need for all three of us to be there. The Thurstons, I believe, intend catching the next boat home, and I suggest that you two go with them.”

“Eh?” exclaimed Tubby.

“The idea is, Tubby,” explained Mark, “that you and I should leave Larry roaming about the swamps of West Africa and push off to Piccadilly. As far as I’m concerned, Larry, there’s nothing doing.”

“Absolutely couldn’t be done,” said Tubby firmly.

Larry made a gesture of impatience. “What’s the use of staying out here?” he asked. “Neither of you would be of any more use than a pain in the neck. Quite seriously, though, it’s essential for one or other of you to be in England. There’ll be a ton of things to see to at that end — all the machinery to buy and — everything.”

Mark leaned back in his chair and regarded the roof of the veranda.

“J’y suis, j’y reste,
 ” he said. “That’s a French saying, Larry, meaning, ‘You can’t put that sort of thing over on me.’ You’re rumbled.”

“Absolutely,” said Tubby. “Got you taped, old boy.”

Larry frowned. “I don’t know what you think I’m up to,” he said. “If you imagine I’m going to hide the mine while you’re away and pretend I’ve lost it—”

“What you’re up to,” said Mark, “is pushing us out of the country in double-quick time because you think we’d better go while the going’s good. Talk sense, Larry, for God’s sake. You know there’s going to be the devil’s own row over this Louis Creet business—”

“And if you expect Mark and me to push off,” Tubby

interrupted, “ and leave you to face the music Good

Lord, Larry! Have a heart! Quod dixi, dixi
 ; and that’s what the Romans used to say when they meant, ‘Cut it out, old boy.’”

“I see,” said Larry. “So you’re going to make a good start by being damnably awkward—”

He stopped and turned as Dr. Thurston came onto the veranda.

“Sorry, you fellows,” said the doctor, “but I’ve a bit of bad news for you. Nothing to worry about, but — well, disappointing. The police inspector has just been to see me.”

“Well?” rapped Larry.

“He was very polite about it,” said the doctor, “and broke the news as gently as he could, but it boils down to this: that until this trouble over Louis is cleared up none of us must leave Benguella. If we try to, I gathered, we shall be arrested.”
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Mrs. Thurston, always susceptible to “atmosphere,” had found the week following Louis’s death a very trying one. She had scarcely passed a comfortable minute. Meals, with all at the table eating their food as if they hated the sight of it, and never saying a word except to bite somebody’s head ofF, had been dreadful ordeals, and she had several times, in sheer desperation, pleaded a headache and gone without her lunch rather than face the half-hour at the table.

She had no idea what it was all about, and everybody, when she had made tactful enquiries, had chosen to be annoyingly baffling. That dreadful affair over Louis, of course, had upset them, but it did not, she felt, account for the extraordinary way everyone was behaving.

Jacqueline, just when she had seemed to have suddenly recovered her old spirits, had just as suddenly relapsed into a state of irritable depression. The child was obviously unhappy, but she could get nothing out of her, and after several attempts at coaxing her to confidence, she had given up trying. She had an idea that it was all in some way connected with Larry and Louis, but she could not make head or tail of it. If people would be so baffling, there was really nothing for her to do but leave things alone and hope that they would sort themselves out somehow.

Even John was behaving in a most puzzling way. He was usually so cheerful, no matter how difficult things were, and if anything went wrong he had always talked it over with her. But during the last few days he seemed to have closed himself up and deliberately shut her out from any share in his thoughts; and every now and then, when he had not been aware that she was watching him, she had seen his face clouded with anxiety and caught a look in his eyes which had puzzled and distressed her. But he had laughed off her questions and declared that she was imagining things.

And Larry, Mark, and Tubby presented a still more baffling problem. They had hardly a civil word for anyone — least of all for one another. Such a pity, when they had been such tremendous friends. Larry, of course, had always been inclined to be short-tempered, but now he was really quite the most amiable of the three. Except that he was smoking a great deal more than usual, Larry was much as he always was. But Mark never seemed to want to speak to anyone, and resented it when anyone spoke to him, and was behaving exactly like a sulky child, sitting for hours at a time on the veranda staring at the sea and drinking glass after glass of whisky. And yesterday, when Larry had said something to him about it, she really had thought that Mark was going to jump up and hit him.

As for Tubby — well, she had never known anyone change so utterly as Tubby had changed. She did wish he would sometimes sit down. He was never still for five minutes on end now — always lumbering about the place as if he were trying to escape from someone who was following him, with a look in his eyes which somehow made her want to stroke his head and comfort him. And when he did sit down, he kept fidgeting with his hands, twisting his fingers and making the joints crack, as if he were trying to stop himself from screaming.

As Jacqueline came into the room Mrs. Thurston glanced up and gave her most cheerful smile.

“Such a lovely morning, Jackie—”

“Where’s Father?” asked the girl.

“He’s out,” said Mrs. Thurston. “Something about the police and an aeroplane, dear, but he was in a dreadful hurry and I really didn’t quite understand. I believe he said he might have to go to St. Paul de Loanda or some such place — the names are really very hard to remember, dear; so much more muddling than in England — but I hope he’s not thinking of going by aeroplane. I’m sure with a black man as a pilot it wouldn’t be at all safe.”

“It would be a Portuguese pilot, Mother,” said Jacqueline with a smile, “and it’s really quite safe when the pilot hasn’t had too much gin. They haven’t had a crash, Larry says, for nearly a fortnight. What’s Father going to St. Paul for?”

“My dear, it’s no use asking me,” sighed her mother. “Nobody tells me anything these days, and I’ve given up enquiring. Everybody seems at sixes and sevens, and I’m sure I’ve wished a dozen times that we’d stayed in England and gone to Bournemouth or somewhere for a month. What with Larry and the others—”

“What’s wrong with Larry?”

“My dear, what’s wrong with everybody? They all seem so dreadfully worried and strange and unlike themselves.”

Jacqueline gave a shrug.

“It can’t be very pleasant for them, Mother, can it? About Louis, I mean. Of course, there’s absolutely no evidence against Larry or Mark or Tubby; they were all elsewhere when the shot was fired. Still, somebody shot Louis.”

“But nobody could possibly suspect Larry or Mark or Tubby of having done it,” protested Mrs. Thurston. “Anybody with the least sense would know that none of them could possibly do such a dreadful thing.”

Jacqueline smiled.

“You know it. Mother. So — so do L But it’s rotten for them, all the same, feeling that other people suspect them. And of course people do. They suspect all of us. Me, too, probably. After all, I was there — in the room — when the others came in — and if anyone is under suspicion—”

“My dear, don’t talk such nonsense,” interrupted her mother. “Why should you shoot Louis? He was always very good to you, and I’m sure you were very fond of him, and you could have no possible reason—”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake. Mother, don’t let’s talk about it,” interrupted Jacqueline. She laid a hand on her mother’s shoulder and smiled at her. “It’s been a rotten sort of holiday for you, darling,” she said. “I really do believe Bournemouth would have done you more good.”

“My dear Jackie,” said her mother, “I wouldn’t in the least mind Africa if only people would cheer up!”

Jacqueline was anxious to avoid further questioning. All the questions which her mother had put or would put to her were questions which she had asked herself dozens of times during the past week and had been unable to answer. She had the same complaint against everyone as her mother: nobody would tell her anything — not even Larry.

Larry had been avoiding her — purposely, obviously manoeuvring so that he should not be left alone with her. She thought she understood why. Larry had put her on a pedestal, and she had toppled off, and he had no interest in the broken pieces. She did not blame him. Men were like that — different from women. If Larry had tumbled off a pedestal she would not have avoided him, no matter how chipped or broken he might be. Besides, he didn’t want her asking any more questions.

Stepping onto the veranda, she saw Larry, sprawling in a deck chair, making pencil notes on a slip of paper, frowning ominously. As he heard her step he glanced up.

“Hullo, Jackie! How many sleepers three feet apart in a mile of railway line? Or should I write to Einstein? I’m working things out — for the mine, you know.”

She flung herself in the chair beside his.

“How’s the mine going, Larry? All fixed up?”

He nodded.

“Absolutely, Jackie. I hope you appreciate the fact that you’re probably sitting next to a millionaire.”

“Then if the mine’s all right, Larry, what in the name of fortune is wrong with you all?”

Larry raised his eyebrows.

“Wrong?”

“With you, Mark, Tubby, Father — everybody,” said Jacqueline. “You’re all behaving as if you had a secret pain somewhere, and not one of you is fit to speak to.”

Larry sighed.

“And I thought I was being particularly charming. I made three splendid jokes at breakfast, Jackie. Even you didn’t laugh, though.”

She gave a shrug.

“I’d seen them in Punch,” she said. “But seriously, Larry, you haven’t quarrelled, have you, with Tubby and Mark?”

He shook his head.

“We love each other like the Three Musketeers, Jackie.”

She leaned back in her chair with a sigh and for some minutes sat watching Larry’s face as he worked at his figures. And then she sat upright again.

“Larry,” she said, “is it anything to do with me? Oh, don’t pretend not to understand. All this glowering and glaring and sulking and never having a pleasant word for anybody. You’re all three the same, and Father isn’t much better. Of course you’re fed up with me; I can understand that. But I don’t see why Mark and Tubby — oh, I don’t know! Do I come into it somewhere?”

He shook his head.

“Then what is it? Louis Creet?”

He shrugged.

“We won’t talk about Louis if you don’t mind, Jackie. You know what they say — De mortuis nil nisi bunkum — and I don’t think I’m equal to the bunkum!”

“You’re worried about it, aren’t you, Larry?”

“Good Lord, aren’t you a damned little nuisance!” sighed Larry. “Yes, if you must know, of course I’m worried, and Mark and Tubby are still more worried because they’ve got sweeter natures than mine. And Tubby can’t stand the idea that a few Portuguese policemen may have a suspicion that he plugged Louis.”

“Somebody killed him, Larry.”

“Quite. And it’s a bit nerve-racking, Jackie, hanging about here and feeling all the time that everybody thinks we did it. It’s not surprising, is it, if our tempers are a bit ragged? I believe Tubby lies awake every night wondering how long a drop they’ll give him and whether it’s the thing to shake hands with the hangman — just as a sort of sporting gesture.”

Jacqueline nodded.

“It must be pretty foul,” she admitted, and was silent again.

“Larry,” she said suddenly, “you know, don’t you? Who did kill Louis?”

Larry continued gazing at his slip of paper.

“‘I, said the sparrow,’ he grinned, “‘with my bow and arrow.’ Or it wouldn’t surprise me to learn, Jackie, that an angel was sent to put him out — just to purify the African atmosphere.”

“In other words, mind my own business, eh?”

He nodded.

“And put some powder on your nose,” he added. “It’s shiny.”

She rose.

“Righto, Larry!” she said. “I said you’d changed, didn’t I? So you have. But I suppose a man can’t be expected to become a millionaire without changing. It’s hard to believe when you never know where your next fiver’s coming from, but they say most people are spoilt if they get a lot of money. Once upon a time you used to tell me everything.”

“And now I’ve changed, eh, Jackie?” He shook his head. “Barring a few grey hairs, which only make me look more distinguished, I’m the same fool I always have been.”

“Then why won’t you tell me what’s worrying you?”

He tossed his paper and pencil onto the table, rose, and placed a hand on each of her shoulders.

“Listen, Jackie,” he said gravely. “Things are pretty difficult just now one way and another, and you’re only making them more so. There’s something I’d very much like to tell you, but just at the moment I can’t do it — and that’s the chief trouble as far as I’m concerned. That’s good enough, isn’t it?”

She nodded, and as Larry seated himself again, Mark and Tubby came onto the veranda, flung themselves into chairs, and stared gloomily out to sea. Jacqueline stood for a moment glancing with perplexed eyes from one solemn face to the other; and then she smiled.

“The Three Disgraces!” she laughed, and went indoors.

Tubby glanced up, glaring. I say, what the deuce did she mean by that?” he demanded. “I tell you, Larry, the way people keep on hinting things—”

He was cut short by the appearance of Dr. Thurston, who came hurrying from the garden.

“I’ve just been seeing the police,” he announced.

Tubby glanced at him sharply.

“They phoned and asked me to call round,” added the doctor. “They’ve been through to St. Paul…. They want me to go over at once and see the governor.”

“Good Lord, what for?” demanded Tubby.

Dr. Thurston shrugged.

“As the medical man-on-the-spot, I suppose I’ve got to answer still more questions,” he said. “The police here don’t seem satisfied, and there’s no getting out of going. They’re sending me over by ‘plane, so I should be back before sundown. I’m off at once. Meanwhile” — with a wave of his hand towards the decanter on the table— “go steady with that, all of you, or I shall be having you on my hands.”

As soon as the doctor had entered the house. Tubby sprang to his feet.

“Good Lord, Larry!” he exclaimed in an agitated voice. “What does that mean?”

“Probably that a drunken Portuguese pilot will break his neck,” he said. “According to the law of averages another accident is well overdue.”

“But if the police have sent him — what I mean is, why?”

“Oh, shut up, Tubby!” exclaimed Larry. “To fetch a rope, probably. Three ropes, for all I know. They’ll line us up in a row, I expect, and we shan’t hear what the chaplain’s saying because of your teeth chattering. Sit down and have a drink and don’t get the wind up. You get on my nerves.”

Mark helped himself to a drink and swallowed it at a gulp.

“You’re getting right on top of me, Tubby,” he said irritably. “You’re making it so poisonously hard for all of us. The whole rotten business is getting on my nerves. And you don’t help, Larry, by spitting poison every time you speak. You know what they’re saying in the town now, don’t you?”

“The town can go to blazes.”

“That’s all very well,” said Tubby. “You may not care, Larry, but I do. I suppose I’m not cut out for this job, and it’s pretty rotten, I can tell you. They’re saying quite openly now that one of us three must have shot Louis—”

“Since one of us three did shoot Louis,” said Larry, “they’re not so far wrong, are they?”

“Staring at us in the street,” said Mark, “pointing to us, crossing the road to avoid us as if we were lepers—”

“And you’re so thin-skinned that you blush all over your face,” snapped Larry, “and give them every reason for doing it again. Let them stare, let them point, let them cross the road! Who cares, anyway? Drowning kittens is more in your line than shooting a swine like Creet.”

“Well, I don’t mind admitting that I feel pretty rotten about it,” said Tubby. “Frankly, Larry, it’s getting me down—”

“Then for heaven’s sake creep in the corner and have a good snivel and get it over.”

“What I mean is, murder’s murder, whichever way you look at it,” explained Tubby. “I’ve been thinking a good deal about this business—”

“Then stick to thinking,” interrupted Mark savagely, “and stop talking. Tubby. You’ve done nothing but talk, talk, talk all the morning, and it does no more good than Larry’s snarling sarcasm.”

“Who wouldn’t snarl?” said Larry. “We went into this thing with our eyes open. We all knew the risks we were running, and we were all prepared to take them. And now, Tubby, when the thing’s over and done with, you start whining because people look at you in the street. If you’ve no more guts than that, you should have kept out of the business and left it to me, as I wanted you to.”

“It isn’t a question of guts at all,” said Tubby. “Not as far as I’m concerned, anyway. I don’t care much what happens to me now that Bunty and the kids are provided for.”

“You’ll start and look guilty,” said Larry, “every time you see a policeman’s helmet for the rest of your life.”

“And every time you see a revolver,” added Mark, “your eyes will fill with tears.”

Tubby heaved a prodigious sigh.

“I don’t know why you both keep nagging at me,” he complained, striding up and down the veranda. “I’m only saying it isn’t a question of guts at all. It’s just knowing all the time that one of us did it and sort of not being able to look one another in the eyes, if you know what I mean. And it’ll always be the same. I’ve been thinking about this a good deal, and it’s pretty clear to me that we’ll never be able to forget it. What I’m getting at is that we’ve always been pretty close friends and good pals and all that sort of thing, and this business is going to mess up our friendship.”

“Severed by Sin,” suggested Larry.

“0h, shut up,” snapped Mark, “and let him get it off his chest. Go on, Tubby.”

“Well, you see my point, don’t you?” said Tubby. “I don’t mind telling you chaps that, after Bunty and the kids, I reckon our friendship’s about the best thing I’ve got, and it seems a pity to go messing it up this way.”

“If you’ll take a good strong nerve tonic. Tubby,” said Larry, “there’ll be no messing up.”

“I’m not so sure,” said Mark. “It’s come pretty near to it already, if you ask me. What’s it going to be like in a few months’ time — in a few years’ time?

Larry shrugged.

“If Tubby doesn’t get a grip of himself,” he said, “one of us will have been strung up before then, so the other two will have easy consciences and can love each other to their hearts’ content. Why the devil can’t you sit down, Tubby?”

Tubby, with a pained expression, subsided into a chair.

“Besides,” he added, “as I said just now, murder’s murder whichever way you look at it.”

“‘Execution’ is the word in this case, Tubby,” said Larry. “Creet got what he deserved.”

Tubby shook his head.

“It looked like that a week ago,” he said, “but I don’t see it that way now. I’ve done a good deal of thinking lately, and it’s as clear as daylight to me now where I slipped up. You said we were justified in shooting those bearers who got sleeping sickness and went mad, because if we hadn’t killed them they’d have killed us. But Louis hadn’t got sleeping sickness and gone mad, and we knew jolly well he wouldn’t have killed us. He’d have swindled us out of the mine, and that’s all.”

“It isn’t all,” said Larry, “but never mind.”

“What I’m getting at,” continued Tubby, “is that there’s a difference between shooting a man to stop him killing you and shooting a man to stop him pinching your money.”

“It makes no difference now, anyway,” said Larry with a shrug. “The job’s done, and I’m telling you that there’s nothing for it now but to put up with it without making a song about it.”

“And I’m telling you, Larry,” exclaimed Tubby excitedly, starting to his feet again and restlessly pacing the veranda, “that I can’t put up with it. It’s getting me down, and when I think that I’ve got to go on like this My God, Larry, I can’t do it — keeping it up year after year, pretending all the time to Bunty, always wondering if something’s been found out…. Damn the money! I’d rather fling the whole lot in the sea. I wish to God I’d never come to Africa, never found the mine, never had anything to do with our rotten agreement. For two pins I’d make a clean breast of the whole business.”

Larry sprang to his feet.

“Do that, Tubby,” he said grimly, “and I’ll break your neck without turning a hair. You’re not alone in this. I’m in it, Mark’s in it, and however you may feel about it now, you made the agreement and you’re going to stick to it.”

“Oh, don’t mind me,” said Mark. “After all, there’s a good deal in what Tubby says. I’m not squeamish, but there’s a rotten stink about this business. Let him blab if he wants to.”

Larry eyed them both scornfully.

“A couple of quitters, eh?” he said. “But you’re not going to quit, either of you. You made an agreement with me, and I hold you to it. Louis got killed — with your consent — for backing out of an agreement, and now you’re wanting to do the same.”

He paused, watching them with puzzled eyes.

“Good Lord, Mark — Tubby — what’s happened to you?”

“Look here,” said Tubby; “it’s not that I want to let you and Mark down, but — well, it’s conscience, I suppose. I always was a sentimental sort of ass, you know; but I’m built that way and I can’t help it. I’d feel much happier if I made a clean breast of the whole thing and took the consequences. If you and Mark agree, I’ll own up to having shot Louis. It won’t affect you two—”

Larry cut him short.

“You’ll do nothing of the sort, Tubby. If you didn’t kill Creet, then one of us two knows you didn’t, and you’d leave him no choice but to come forward and say so. You’d be forcing him to give himself away. And if you did kill Creet, you’d be incriminating both of us, because we agreed that if one of us got into a mess over this affair the other two should use all their resources to get him out of it, and we’d be obliged to come forward and admit we had a hand in it too. We’d be accessories before the fact, Tubby, so you can cut that idea of yours right out.”

Tubby returned dejectedly to his chair, and for a while no word was spoken.

“Look here, you fellows,” said Larry at length. “If you feel like that about it, it’s no use going on. I’m not blaming you; you’re possibly quite right. We were all a bit worked up when we made our agreement or we should probably never have made it. But if the agreement is to be ended, there’s only one fair way of doing it.”

Mark and Tubby glanced at him inquiringly.

“We can’t have anyone owning up to a crime he didn’t commit,” continued Larry, “because, as I said just now, the one who did commit it would be obliged to inform the police that he was a liar. If you’re really serious about it, what I suggest is this: that the one who did shoot Creet should give himself up to the authorities, and that the other two should be under no obligation to do anything to help him. In fact, they should be under a definite obligation to keep their mouths shut and give him no help at all. One man in a mess because of Louis Creet is quite enough; he’s not worth all three of us. What do you say?”

For several moments the other two remained silent.

“Yes, but look here, Larry,” began Tubby, “it doesn’t seem fair—”

“It’s perfectly fair,” interrupted Larry. “Anyway, it’s that or the original agreement. What do you say, Mark?”

Mark shrugged.

“If it suits you and Tubby it suits me,” he said. “Anything for a quiet life.”

“Tubby?”

Tubby’s eyes were distressed.

“Hang it, Larry, I don’t quite see it’s fair—”

“Mark and I agree. Yes or no?”

“Oh, all right!” sighed Tubby. “Have it your own way.”

Larry smiled.

“Then that’s settled,” he said. “The executioner of Louis Creet will proudly enter the police station and confess his noble action tomorrow morning. Is that agreed?”

They nodded.
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Dr. Thurston was not back by sundown — not, however, because the pilot had broken his neck or the law of averages claimed its overdue accident. Both pilot and the law of averages were partly responsible: the pilot because, having generously filled himself up at St. Paul during his hour’s wait for his passenger, he entirely overlooked the necessity of rendering a similar service to the aeroplane, with the result that, when scarcely more than half of the return journey had been covered, he was forced to descend in search of petrol; and the law of averages because it insisted that, in obedience to its demand that not more than a very limited mileage should be flown without mishap, he should today damage his machine in landing and be unable to proceed.

A message had come through from the doctor that he was finishing the journey by car, and after dinner Mrs. Thurston, anxious to escape the “atmosphere,” chose the first possible moment to retire to bed.

Jacqueline, having played the piano for half an hour to an audience of three men who gave no sign that they were even aware of her presence, dropped her hands to her lap and glanced from one to another with a puzzled frown.

“Rounds of applause!” she laughed. “I’ll sing ‘Parted,’ Tubby, shall I?”

“Good Lord, no — please don’t,” begged Tubby. “Thanks all the same, Jackie, but I’m a bit off ‘Parted.’”

She got up from the piano.

“Who’d be a millionaire!” she sighed. “Where is it. Tubby — in the neck?”

“Eh?”

“The pain,” laughed Jacqueline. “You’re a cheery crowd, aren’t you?” She turned to Larry. “When shall we be able to leave this Godforsaken country, Larry? It’s beginning to get me down.”

“Ask a policeman, Jackie.”

“And who’s coming back to England? All of you?”

“Someone will have to stop behind,” said Larry. “I fancy I shall be staying in any case.”

Mark and Tubby glanced at him, but he avoided their eyes.

“As a matter of fact,” said Mark, “we haven’t decided yet who’ll be stopping. One of us, though.”

“Absolutely,” agreed Tubby. “The mine, you know, Jackie. Someone will have to stay behind to see about the mine, but we haven’t agreed yet which one of us it’s to be. We shall know — tomorrow.”

She nodded and went thoughtfully to the door.

“I’m going to write some letters,” she said. “But couldn’t somebody smile before I go?”

Tubby forced a smile and turned his face towards her.

“How’s that, Jackie?”

“Awful!” sighed Larry. “If I had to find a title for that close-up, Tubby, I’d call it ‘Tortured by Toothache.’ Mark could do better than that. See what you can do for the lady, Mark.”

“Ha, ha!” exclaimed Mark. “How’s that, Jackie?”

She shrugged.

“If I had to find a title for that, Mark, I’d call it ‘Earth Falling in a Coffin,’” she said, and went from the room.

Tubby sprang to his feet.

“Look here, Larry,” he began, “you had no right to say that, you know — about staying on here, I mean. We agreed this morning—”

Larry cut him short.

“For God’s sake. Tubby, don’t start walking about again. It’s trying for all of us, but we can’t all keep dancing about the place, and it’s time you stuck to a chair and gave Mark and me a chance.”

He rose, pushed Tubby into a seat, and himself began pacing the room.

“Look here, you fellows,” he said. “I’ve been thinking things over, and I’ve a suggestion to make. I told you a week ago, didn’t I, that I’d a better reason for putting Creet out than either of you? That was true, and if things had been arranged the way I wanted them arranged, I’d have done the job and you two wouldn’t have been mixed up in it at all. That’s one point.”

“It’s a damned bad one,” said Mark. “But carry on.”

“And the next point,” continued Larry, “is that it was I who first suggested that the only way out of our troubles was to put a bullet into Creet. If I hadn’t suggested it, you two fellows would never have thought of it. That’s a good point, anyway.”

“Speaking for myself,” said Tubby, “I’d been thinking of it ever since he refused to sign the contract. Look here, Larry, old boy, I know what you’re getting at, but you made an arrangement with us this morning, and you’ve got to stick to it.”

Larry ignored that.

“The next point,” he went on, “is that if anybody is to get into a mess over this business, I stand to lose less by it than either of you two. Shut up. Tubby, and wait until I’ve finished. I’m a free agent. Whatever happens to me, there’s nobody to care a hang. But you’re different. Tubby has Bunty to think of, and when a man has a wife he’s not a free agent. He’s bound to take her into his calculations, and if one of us is to own up to plugging Creet, Tubby has less right to do it than any of us.”

Tubby shook his head.

“Absolute rot, old boy,” he said.

“Much the same applies to Mark,” said Larry. “He’s a secretive old devil, but there’s a girl in the background somewhere. He’s had a whole lot of letters in a feminine handwriting, anyway, and has never torn one of them up, and that’s pretty convincing evidence against him. That being so, he’s got to take that girl into his calculations, and that definitely rules him out.

“Therefore,” said Mark, “by a process of exhaustion we arrive at the conclusion that the only one of us who has the least right to say he shot Creet is Mr. Larry-Deans. Shall I punch his head, Tubby, or will you?”

“Rot, old boy!” said Tubby. “Besides, you can’t keep chopping and changing about. We fixed this up this morning, and we’ll stick to what we said.”

“Moreover,” added Mark, “I could put up a very convincing case, Larry, that in handing myself over to the hangman I should be doing the girl in the background a far better turn than by condemning her to have breakfast with me every morning for the rest of her life.”

“I was talking seriously, Mark.”

Mark grinned.

“Forgive the comment,” he said, “but Tubby and I are inclined to think that you were talking pretty average rot.”

“In any case,” announced Tubby, “I’m not agreeing. You can go on talking if you like, Larry, but I’m sticking to what we said.”

“By a majority of two to one, Larry,” said Mark, “your motion is defeated.”

“Righto!” shrugged Larry. “Then we’ll draw for it.”

“We’ll do nothing of the sort,” exploded Tubby. “Good Lord, Larry, cut it out! I’ve had enough of drawing to last me a lifetime.”

“I disapprove of lotteries,” said Mark. “They’re illegal.”

“Oh, well, for heaven’s sake, let’s do something, then,” exclaimed Larry irritably. “All this hanging about and doing nothing but stare at our feet and look as if we’d pinched a penny out of a blind man’s tin — it’s enough to drive a chap crazy. There’s the dickens of a time yet before tomorrow morning. Can’t you recite something, Tubby? No, on second thoughts, there’d be another murder if you did that.”

“This is the first time I’ve ever watched the time pass and not been able to fill it in,” sighed Tubby. “Just watching the damned hands go round!”

“What’s wrong with cheating time with a game of poker?” asked Mark.

Larry shook his head.

“Not with Tubby,” he said. “It’s like picking a kid’s pocket. You can know every card in his hand by looking at his face. Nap, if you like — solo — anything as long as we do something. Come on, Tubby! We’re all rich men now, so for the first rime in our lives we’ll play for tenners. I’ve got some cards in my room — the famous green pack that sent Louis to hell. I found them in my coat pocket yesterday. Find a table, one of you, and I’ll fetch them.”

He went striding from the room; and when, a few moments later, he returned, the card table was open and Mark and Tubby were seated at it. Larry joined them and began shuffling the cards.

“What’s it to be — Nap?”

They nodded.

“Tenners,” he said, and placed the pack on the table. “Cut, Tubby.”

Tubby, however, did not cut immediately. He leaned forward and stared at the cards, his lips twisted into a rather wry smile.

“What’s wrong. Tubby?” asked Mark.

“I’m just thinking,” replied Tubby, still gazing at the cards in front of him. “It just struck me that after all the doctor was right. About the colour, I mean. If you remember, he said green was an unlucky colour

“Cut, Tubby,” said Larry shortly.

They cut; Larry dealt; and then, just as they picked up their hands, the door was opened and Dr. Thurston came briskly into the room.

“Thank heaven for motorcars!” he said. “I don’t wish the fellow any harm, but the sooner that pilot breaks his neck the better for the future of flying.”

“Gin?” grinned Larry.

“Ran out of juice,” said the doctor, “and half shook the life out of me landing. We very nearly turned turtle, but the fellow only smiled. Apparently he’s used to it.”

He stood, his hands thrust into the pockets of his coat, scanning their faces.

“What’s the game?” he asked, with a nod towards the table.

“Nap,” said Larry. “Care to join in?”

The doctor shook his head.

“I’m for something to eat,” he said. “I’m famished. And after that pilot I fancy I’m entitled to a drink. I’ll join you when I’ve fed.”

He turned to go and then paused.

“In the meantime,” he said, “if you’re playing Nap, you’ll probably be glad to have — that.”

His hand was withdrawn from his pocket and tossed a crumpled greenbacked card face downwards on the table.

“It’s a bit dishevelled,” he added, “I’ve had it in my pocket for a week.”

The three men glanced at him — three pairs of eyes surprised, puzzled, inquiring; and then Larry’s hand shot out, seized the card, and turned it quickly over.

It was the ace of spades!
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For several tense seconds they sat motionless, gazing at the crumpled card; and then suddenly Tubby was on his feet.

“Doctor,” he began excitedly, “you don’t mean that — that all the time… Hang it, Larry, you see what this means, don’t you? If that card’s been in the doctor’s pocket—”

“Steady, Tubby!” laughed Dr. Thurston. “The trouble with you fellows is you’re not accustomed to verandas, or it may be that after a year in the forest with nobody within earshot you’ve developed a habit of shouting at one another. Anyway, you were talking pretty loudly out there that morning when I was in the lounge. I couldn’t help overhearing your plan for deciding who was to — buy the cigarettes. All things considered, I wasn’t surprised, and I couldn’t bring myself to blame you, but at the same time I couldn’t bring myself to let you run that sort of risk.”

He paused, smiling reflectively.

“It just goes to show,” he went on, “that when people say that good can’t come out of evil they’re talking nonsense. It must be a terribly evil thing to scrounge two packs of cards off a liner, yet if I hadn’t scrounged two packs — if, for instance, I’d only scrounged one pack — there’s no knowing what trouble might have followed. Louis, I haven’t the least doubt, would now be dead just the same, and in addition one of you three fellows would have been in a pretty tight corner, so I reckon there’s a balance of good, anyway.”

“But look here, Doctor “ began Tubby.

The doctor raised his hand.

“One moment, please. Tubby. Let me finish, and then you can say what you like. As it was, I was able, since I had two packs, to take the ace of spades from the pack I gave you and substitute the two of diamonds from the other pack. I placed the two deuces of diamonds together so that there was no chance of them both falling to the same hand and giving the game away.”

“Then you mean. Doctor,” exclaimed Tubby, “that old Larry — Mark — none of us—”

The doctor nodded.

“None of you, thank God!” he said. “Louis Creet died — by other means.”

Tubby sank into his chair, rested his elbows on the table, and covered his face with his hands. The doctor laid a hand on his shoulder.

“An interfering old fool, eh, Tubby?” he said. “But you must try to forgive me, I couldn’t have one of you chaps in trouble over a swine like Creet. And now” — turning to go— “I’m going to scrounge something to eat.”

“Just a moment. Doctor,” said Larry. “Somebody shot Louis. If none of us did it, who did?”

The doctor’s face was grave.

“Creet shot himself,” he said.

Larry’s eyes searched his.

“You think the authorities will believe that?”

“They do believe it,” replied Dr. Thurston. “I saw the governor at St. Paul today. As a matter of fact, I saw the governor, the deputy governor, the minister of justice, the minister of health, and all their secretaries and deputy secretaries and assistant deputy secretaries. I was rather disappointed at not being introduced to the shorthand typists. I also saw an English doctor — the only one of the whole lot who really mattered. A chat with him and the whole thing was soon settled. It’s definitely accepted as a case of suicide. You’ll hear no more about it, and if you feel like sailing for England by the next boat there’s no one in Portuguese West Africa who wants to stop you.”

Larry nodded.

“Very clever, Doctor,” he said. “But you must have forgotten to mention two important points at St. Paul — that Jacqueline distinctly saw somebody disappearing onto the veranda as she entered the room, and that, if it was a case of suicide, it was rather peculiar that no weapon was found. If Louis shot himself, what became of the revolver?”

The doctor smiled.

“No, I mentioned both points, Larry,” he said. “I told them the truth — that the figure Jackie saw was myself, and that no revolver was found because I had already taken it away.”

He saw Larry’s quick movement of surprise and smiled. It was an achievement to startle Larry.

“I hadn’t gone to bed,”“ he explained, “when the shot was fired, and within a few seconds I was in the room — well ahead of any of the rest of you — and the first thing I noticed was that the revolver grasped in Louis’s hand was the one I’d given to Jackie for this trip. I couldn’t imagine then how he had got hold of it, but I discovered afterwards that Jackie had left it on her dressing table, and Louis, presumably, passing along the veranda, had seen it and helped himself to it. There’s a French window to the veranda, you know, and as Jackie often left it open, that was no doubt the explanation.”

Larry nodded.

“And not wishing Jackie to be mixed up in the affair,” added the doctor, “I took the revolver, slipped it into my pocket, and just got away via the veranda as someone entered the room. Apparently it was Jackie, and she just caught sight of me. She came to me later and told me that her revolver was missing, but I sent her back to make a thorough search of her room and she found it in her cabin trunk. As a matter of fact, I’d cleaned it and reloaded it and put it there — the next morning — just before breakfast, after she’d left her room. But I don’t want Jackie to know that. I’ve been hoping all along that the police would decide it was suicide without my having to say anything. I didn’t want Jackie mixed up in the affair if I could avoid it — especially if it was going to be a case of murder, and if I’d said a word she’d have been in it up to the neck.”

“And that’s that, Larry,” said Mark. “So it really was suicide, eh, Doctor? I wonder why Creet did a thing like that.”

“As a compendium of interesting facts, Mark, I can supply the answer to that question,” said Dr. Thurston. “There’s no need now for professional secrecy. Louis had been playing with the idea of a medical examination for months, and that morning, after the little affair of the night before, he actually nerved himself to face the ordeal. He always had a sneaking fear there was something seriously wrong with him, and when I’d had a look at him it was my job to tell him he was right. He had cancer.”

“Poor devil!” muttered Tubby.

“I told him that at the most he had only a few months to run, and that if he underwent an operation he’d be facing a good deal of pain and a fair certainty of not pulling through it. He took it pretty badly — far worse than I’d expected — put away a whole bottle of whisky in about twenty minutes and behaved like a madman. I had no end of a job to quieten him down. There’s the answer to your question, Mark. Creet wasn’t the first man with cancer to prefer a bullet. Still, it’s over and we’ll try to forget it. What’s the programme now?”

Tubby jumped up.

“I say. Doctor, this is marvellous, you know,” he exclaimed. “I mean, after all this time — thinking one of us three — oh, well, you know what I mean, don’t you?”

“Without making a speech about it — thanks, Doctor,” said Mark.

“And I’ll tell you what I’m going to do,” added Tubby excitedly. “There’s a boat tomorrow, and I’m catching it. I’m going straight off now to pack my things.”

He went striding across the room, and Mark rose and followed him.

“Catching the boat, too, Mark?” asked Larry. “There’s no reason why you shouldn’t. I’m staying on here anyway and can carry on until you get back.”

“Perhaps I will,” said Mark. “But the urgent need of the moment is to tell someone I’m probably a millionaire.” He smiled at Larry. “I think I’ll drop a note,” he said, “to the girl in the background.”

As the door closed behind them, Larry rose and stood looking at the doctor with amused eyes.

“You’re a bad liar. Doctor,” he said.

The doctor raised his eyebrows.

“I don’t quite follow you, Larry—”

“Louis wasn’t as bad as that. Why did you tell him he was going to die, Jackie?”

Dr. Thurston’s face grew grave.

“So you’ve guessed, eh, Larry? I wasn’t afraid of the others, but I feared you might.” He laid a hand on Larry’s arm. “I’ve not had a happy time, Larry,” he said. “You understand, I know. I took the simplest way with Creet. I thought I knew him well enough. I banked on his doing — well, just what he did. If he hadn’t—” He hesitated. “Yes, there’d have been no other way. If he hadn’t done it, Larry, I was going to shoot him. I’d have been ready to answer to God for killing Louis Creet.”

Larry nodded, turned, and went towards the door.

“Larry!”

The doctor was absently turning over the cards on the table.

“About — about Jackie. You realize that it was not her fault — she played the game—”

Larry gave him a reassuring smile.

“Don’t worry, Doctor,” he said. “I’m going to look for Jackie now.”

He found her in the garden, bathing, she told him, in the moonlight, and slipped his arm through hers.

“The doctor’s back,” he said. “The authorities are satisfied that Louis shot himself, and there’s no reason for hanging about any longer. Mark and Tubby are catching the boat tomorrow, and I suppose you’ll all go together. I’m staying out here for a bit.”

“Alone, Larry?”

“That depends, Jackie — on you. I couldn’t start talking until I knew where I was over Louis and the mine and all the rest of it, but it’s plain sailing now and I can talk. I want you to stay out here and marry me.”

For an instant her arm pressed his against her side, and then she withdrew it and faced him gravely.

“Why, Larry?”

“Because I love you. It’s commonplace as a reason, but it happens to be true.”

“It’s not because you want to — to be kind to a poor, pathetic little Magdalene?”

He shook his head.

“And in spite of — everything?”

“Good Lord, what rot you talk!” exclaimed Larry.

“When a man loves a girl he doesn’t love her in spite of anything; he loves her because of everything — everything she has ever been or done or thought or felt — everything that has made her just what she is. That’s how I love you. There’s no need to argue about it, is there?”

She shook her head, smiling.

“No need at all, Larry,” she said.

Dr. Thurston was standing at the window of the bedroom.

“Are you awake, my dear?”

Mrs. Thurston’s voice, muffled by the bedclothes, assured him that she was wide awake.

“I’ve been telling you,” said the doctor, “that everything’s all right and we can catch a boat tomorrow if you want to. Mark and Tubby will be going, and the four of us may as well go together,”

“Four of us, John?”

“You, Mark, Tubby, and I. Larry stays behind for a bit.”

“But there’s Jackie.”

The doctor smiled, gazing out of the window.

“I don’t fancy Jackie will be going, my dear,” he said. “She’s out there in the garden now — with Larry.”

Mrs. Thurston sat bolt upright in bed.

“John — do you really think?”

“He’s kissing her, anyway.” He turned from the window. “I think we can call that a deal, my dear. I wonder if the shipping people would transfer Jackie’s ticket to Mark or Tubby.”

“Such a saving if they would, John. But are you quite sure?”

The doctor waved a hand towards the window.

“Judge for yourself,” he laughed.

Mrs. Thurston sank back on her pillow with a little sigh of contentment.

“Such a dear boy,” she murmured sleepily. “But I do hope he’ll be nice to the parson.”


The End
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Nita Clive was sitting in a deck chair on the well-trimmed lawn, gazing, with a slight pucker between her well-trimmed eyebrows, at what was described by Messrs. Truman & Co., Estate Agents and Purveyors of Adjectives, as “Sunningbourne Lodge, Ascot; a charming, detached, picturesque, creeper-clad, freehold residential property, standing in a matured, old-world garden of three acres.” At this time of the year both the house, draped with greenery so that not a brick was visible, and the garden, with its riot of rambler roses in full bloom, bore witness to the accuracy of Messrs. Truman & Co.’s description.

If called upon to describe Mrs. Clive as she sat there with her dark hair confessing to the sunlight a secret tendency to be auburn, her mouth rather wistful, and her grey eyes thoughtful, Messrs. Truman & Co. would probably have used some of the same adjectives, “Charming” and “picturesque,” as applied to the slim, girlish figure lolling in the deck chair, would have stood; “detached” she certainly was at the moment, with an air of being quite unaware of her surroundings; and since, three years ago, she had been legally conveyed to Selby Clive as his wife, they might have felt justified in leaving unaltered the words “freehold residential property.”

Nita glanced again at the letter which she held in her hand. It was from Truman & Co. They were pleased to inform her that they had forwarded particulars of Sunningbourne Lodge to a Mr. Denham, who was looking for a residence in the district, and he proposed calling tomorrow to view the property. They trusted that she could conveniently allow him to look over the house and grounds and that a satisfactory sale would ensue.

Nita’s glance suddenly shifted to the French windows that gave onto the terrace from the library. They were open, and she could see her husband busily writing, his grey head, as he bent over his desk, showing up clearly against the oak-panelled wall. Selby, she reflected, disliked being interrupted when at work, but it might be as well, she thought, to beard him at once and show him the letter. It would be a difficult interview. Selby, of course, would refuse to discuss the matter seriously — try to laugh it off, as he had always done in the past. Probably, to appease her, he would suggest an evening in town — dinner at some highly respectable restaurant where the music was “good” and the food “wholesome,” followed by a visit to some show, during which he would yawn every few minutes and glance frequently at his watch.

But this time she did not mean to be appeased. She had never seriously opposed Selby before, and she was a little nervous as to what would happen when he discovered that she had flouted his wishes and taken matters into her own hands. She had never seen him angry, and the knowledge that he would almost certainly be furious when he heard what she had done gave her a strange thrill of excitement — and nervousness.

It would be something of an achievement to stir the placid, imperturbable Selby to anger; something of an interesting experiment. Rather alarming too, perhaps. She had always felt that Selby, if ever he should lose his temper, would be a rather terrifying person; which partly explained, no doubt, why she had been at pains to avoid making him lose it. Selby set at defiance was an unknown quantity, and she supposed, now she came to think of it, that she had always been just a little afraid of him.

Frank O’Ryan had often said as much, and, though she had stoutly denied it, Frank was probably right. But she would not be afraid this time. She would go to him now, show him the letter, and, if she were compelled to go so far, tell him bluntly that it was a choice between parting with Sunningbourne Lodge and parting with her. That, after all, was the truth.

With sudden resolution she got up from her chair, and as she did so she saw her husband step through the French windows and come towards her across the lawn — tall, broad-shouldered, grey-haired, his face rather grave, looking, as she had often told him, so much like Mr. Justice Somebody at the assizes that she wanted to call him “M’lud.” She hastily slipped the letter into her pocket.

“I’m sorry, my dear,” he began, “but I’m afraid the trip to Scotland will have to be postponed. I’ve just had a cable from Muller. He reaches England at the end of next week, and I must be here to see him.”

Nita frowned.

“Muller? Have I ever heard of him?”

“Someone from my mysterious past,” smiled her husband. “He’s my lawyer in Canada — looks after all my affairs out there for me — besides being one of my oldest friends. There’ll be a good deal of business to discuss, Nita, and as he’ll only be in England for a few days I’m wiring him to come straight down here and stay with us. We can make the trip to Scotland later.”

“But you won’t want me for the business discussions, Selby, and there’s no reason why I shouldn’t go to Scotland, is there?”

He glanced at her quickly.

“You mean — alone?” He was so obviously surprised and shocked that Nita could not restrain a smile.

“Is there any reason why I shouldn’t go — alone?”

“I suppose not, my dear, except that — up till now — —”

“Except that up till now, ever since we’ve been married, I’ve never been anywhere without you?” interrupted Nita. “But we can’t always live in each other’s pockets, Selby. Frankly, I can’t stand much more of the sort of life I’ve been leading lately — mooning about down here, doing nothing, seeing no one but you and old Sir Ralph Whitcombe — that stuffy old bore! I can’t sit in the same room with him unless the window’s open. And now, when I’ve a chance of getting away from it all for a few days, you expect me to cancel the trip and stay at home to entertain some fusty old lawyer.”

He laid a hand on her shoulder.

“I’m sorry, darling,” he said. “I had no idea that you felt like that about it.”

“Well, I do, Selby.”

He took her hand between his.

“In that case, my dear,” he said, “by all means, go.”

He turned abruptly and went back to the library, and Nita, with a sigh of relief, returned to her chair. She had not meant to say all that, but it was just as well that it had been said. It was more than time that Selby realized that a girl of twentyfive could not go on indefinitely living like a hermit. The news had obviously surprised him — and hurt him. There was a big streak of sentimentality in Selby, and it had come as a shock to him that she should contemplate going anywhere by herself. But he had been quite nice about it. If only he weren’t always quite so nice, quite so reasonable, quite so irreproachable! It was his flawlessness more than anything else that sometimes irritated her almost beyond endurance. If he would sometimes be wrong or inconsiderate or selfish or short-tempered, he would be so much easier to live with.

There came the sound of a car in the drive, and a few moments later she saw Frank O’Ryan sauntering towards her across the lawn. She greeted him with a smile. There were few women below the age of thirty who did not greet Frank O’Ryan with a smile, and in her present mood the sight of a goodlooking, well-dressed young man was more than welcome to Nita.

He tossed his hat aside and seated himself on the grass beside her chair.

“I say, Nita,” he exclaimed, glancing round the garden, “you’ve a marvelous spot here. You’ve improved the place no end.”

“There’s this much to be said for Sunningbourne Lodge, Frank,” she replied: “you can’t do anything to it without improving it.”

“Rambler roses all a-bloom, Nita, well-trimmed lawns, picturesque creeper-clad house — what more do you want?”

She gave a shrug.

“The worst of living in a creeper-clad house is that you’re liable to get like it.”

He nodded.

“I know. Beats me how you stick it, Nita. You’re unhappy, aren’t you?”

“Are you suddenly becoming observant, Frank?”

“Not suddenly. I’ve always wondered why you married old Selby. He’s a good chap, of course. I admire him immensely — —”

“But — ? You may as well say it, now you’ve started. When one man says he admires another man, it usually means that he’s going to start slanging him.”

“Well, he’s not your sort, Nita. It doesn’t need very acute observation to see that Selby wants nothing better than to loaf about down here and watch the antirrhinums grow, but that sort of thing bores you to tears. You’ve been married for three years, and for two years and eleven months you’ve been wondering how much longer you could stick it. But you haven’t the pluck to do anything else: you’re scared stiff of Selby; and so the farce goes on. Why don’t you break away?”

“Break away — from Selby?”

“He doesn’t mean a thing to you.”

She did not contradict him. She had so often told herself just what Frank was telling her now. But then, as now, she had not been sure how far it was true. Often, too, during the last three years, in a rather timid, halfhearted way, feeling all the time that she was not in earnest about it and that she was considering something which could never be, she had toyed with the idea of cutting herself free and living a life in which Selby played no part. It was only lately that she had begun to look upon a break with her husband as a practical proposition; and even now, when she had come to feel that her life, like the house, could not suffer alteration without improvement, she still hesitated. After all, there were points about Selby. Whatever he had failed to give her, he had given her a sense of security — some solid foot-bold in a slippery sort of world. Anchored to him, she was in no danger of shipwreck, and however much she might long for adventurous voyaging, there were compensations in safe anchorage.

“He doesn’t mean a thing to you,” repeated O’Ryan. “Oh, I don’t know. I admire him, Frank — tremendously — and respect him — —”

“But?” grinned O’Ryan. “You may as well go on, Nita, now you’ve started. When a woman says she admires and respects a man, it usually means he’s the last man she’d care to marry. Don’t tell me you haven’t often wanted to break out. You’ve been thinking about it ever since you were married, but you’re too much of a Puritan to do it. At one act per year it’s already a three-act farce. How much longer is it going on?”

Nita smiled.

“You’re always rather transparent, Frank,” she said, “when you start giving advice.”

“Women’s most hoary delusion,” he chuckled. “It’s good advice, anyway.”

“And disinterested?”

“Of course not. I’ve never pretended it was,” said O’Ryan. “But, if you prefer it, we’ll put it bluntly. How much longer am I to be kept waiting? You’re treating me pretty badly, you know, and we can’t go on like this forever. I can’t, anyway. It isn’t fair to expect it of me.”

“And has it occurred to you, Frank, that if I were to do what you want me to, it might be a little unfair to Selby?”

“I’m not thinking of Selby. I’m thinking of you. In a case like this, Selby doesn’t count. It’s bad luck on him, but it can’t be helped. Good Lord, Nita, if you really cared for Selby I’d be the last man to butt in. But you don’t. You know damned well that if Selby never kissed you again you’d be grateful and — —”

“Frank — please!”

“It’s true,” persisted O’Ryan. “Do you suppose I haven’t noticed? You hate him to touch you, and when he kisses you goodnight you put up with it because you fancy it’s your duty, and pull a face as if you were swallowing a dose of poison. That’s pretty rotten for you, Nita — and for me. I’ve stood it for a good time, but I can’t stand much more of it.”

He caught her hand suddenly and held it.

“Nita,” he said, “we could be tremendously happy together, couldn’t we? You know we could. If you’ll only give me the chance — —”

She withdrew her hand sharply.

“When you’re proposing to rob a man of his wife, Frank,” she said, “it isn’t wise to hold her hand in full view of the library window.”

O’Ryan’s glance travelled swiftly to the open windows of the library and back to the girl’s face.

“It’s not a case of robbery, Nita,” he said. “You’d be giving me something you could never give to Selby, and I’d be taking nothing from him. You can’t rob a man of something he doesn’t possess — and you’ve never really belonged to Selby. Being married to a man and sharing a house with him and eating your meals at the same table doesn’t mean that you really belong to him. It may just be a case of two strangers being miserable together under the same roof because neither of them has the courage to leave it. That’s how it is with you and Selby and I don’t see anything to laugh at, Nita.”

She was gazing, with a smile of amusement, at the library windows.

“I was just wondering, Frank,” she said. “Suppose I did agree to do as you suggest, what would Selby do when he found out? Do you think he’d just be pathetic and brokenhearted and blame himself for not having understood me?” She shook her head. “I can’t quite see Selby crumpling up and feeling sorry for himself. And I don’t think he’d get dramatic about it; he hates anything approaching a scene, and he’s much too self-conscious to be really dramatic. He’d feel all the time what a fool he was making of himself.”

“Why worry about that now, Nita? I’m ready to risk — —”

“I think I know what he would do,” she interrupted. “He wouldn’t make the least fuss about it. He’d take it all very calmly — say nothing to either of us and go on just as if nothing had happened, until the right moment arrived; and then he’d quite coolly put a bullet through each of us.”

O’Ryan shot a quick glance at her.

“Good God, Nita! You don’t really believe — —”

“Oh, he’d do it ever so kindly, Frank,” she added, “but I’m sure that’s what he’d do — commit a nice, considerate murder and then refuse to discuss the matter further.”

The man forced a smile.

“I’ll risk the bullet if you will,” he laughed. “But seriously, my dear — how much longer? Or how soon?”

She shrugged her shapely shoulders.

“Seriously, Frank, I don’t know,” she told him. “Never, perhaps. If you forced me to answer you now, I should certainly say ‘never.’ But I know that’s only because Selby has just been rather sweet to me, and I’d feel a mean little worm at the moment if I agreed to let him down. Sometimes I feel — oh, I don’t know. You’re right in a way, of course: I don’t belong to Selby. I can’t ever feel towards him as I feel towards you — sometimes. You don’t know how near I’ve been once or twice to turning up with a bag at your flat and saying, ‘Here I am, Frank.’ I’ve felt that I simply must rush off to you, that I couldn’t stand another minute away from you. But the feeling has never lasted long enough for me to pack my bag. It may do so one day; I don’t know. It’s rather like cheating, isn’t it? Cheating Selby, I mean. But I’m cheating him now in a way — and cheating us, too. I’m not sure it wouldn’t be more honest to go to Selby and tell him frankly that I’ve made a mistake in marrying him and ask him to call the whole thing off in a friendly way.”

“Good Lord, Nita, don’t be crazy! You can’t.”

“I think I could, Frank. Selby must feel he’s not getting a square deal, and he might be glad to call it off. He’s too nice to suggest it himself, but if I suggested it — —”

“You’re not going to suggest it. For heaven’s sake, my dear, be reasonable. If Selby had the least suspicion he’d — well, it would make things deuced awkward for me, anyway.”

“Any more awkward than for me?” she countered. “Or for Selby? I’m not suggesting it would be comfortable for any of us, but if I’m prepared to face it out — —”

“I’m not prepared to let you,” he cut in. “Hang it, Vita, that would put paid to everything. The first thing Selby would do would be to call the whole deal off.”

“Deal?”

He nodded.

“The Tamagari property. I’ve been trying to get Selby to lease the land to me, and he seems inclined to do it. He has written to his lawyer in Canada about it, anyway, and I’m hoping to pull it off. I thought you knew — didn’t Selby tell you?”

“Yes, he did mention it.”

“He’s going to do it, isn’t he?”

“I believe so.”

He frowned.

“Well, it’ll be a pretty big thing for me, Nita, if it does come off — put me right on my feet. But if Selby had the least suspicion that there was anything between you and me, the deal would be as dead as doornails. Until the lease is signed — —”

“All right, Frank; I understand. Until the lease is signed I’m to let him go on thinking that you’re the perfect little gentleman he believes you to be. Sorry if that hurts, but we may as well face facts. I’m not blaming you any more than I blame myself, but don’t let’s deceive ourselves. However we might justify it to ourselves, we should be playing a shabby sort of trick on Selby. We’re doing so in even discussing it.”

“If that’s how you feel about it — —”

“I do,” she said. “But I don’t say it isn’t worth it. I don’t know. All I know is that sometimes I’ve wanted terribly to do it, and it’s quite possible that one day I shall do it. But if it means so much to you, I won’t be indiscreet until the lease is signed. I mean, if we’re going to rob Selby of his wife, a bit of land in Canada won’t make any odds one way or the other, and we may as well do the job thoroughly.”

“You’ve a rotten way of putting things, Nita.”

She shrugged.

“If you can’t be good, be honest,” she smiled. “What are you going to do with a bit of land in Canada, Frank?”

“Farm it, probably — if I can get it. Incidentally, you might put a word in for me if you get the chance. Selby takes notice of what you say, and if you tell him you want him to lease the land to me, that’ll probably help matters.”

“I’ve already done what I can,” she told him. “There’s Selby on the terrace. Go and talk to him, please, Frank; I don’t want him here just now.” O’Ryan rose, smiling.

“Afraid of a bullet?”

She shook her head.

“Afraid to look him in the eyes,” she said.

For some time after O’Ryan and her husband had gone into the library, Nita remained, with puckered forehead, in her deck chair. Frank would soon have to be answered definitely, and what answer was she to give him: Yes, and cheat Selby, or No, and cheat both Frank and herself?

It struck her that thousands of others had been faced with the same question since the world began, and that after all that time some satisfactory answer should have been found to it. It was not reasonable that after so much experience and experiment she should still have to decide the question for herself. Was it really more honest, since she did not love Selby, to leave him, or was that merely a convenient bit of sophistry to justify her own inclinations? Would she eventually be able to avoid leaving him? She did not know. She had been so near to doing it more than once….

It was Lane, the butler, who interrupted her.

“A Mr. Denham to see you, madam,” he announced. “To look over the house, I understood.”

Nita rose from her chair.

“I’ll be with him in a moment, Lane,” she said, and again she glanced anxiously towards the library windows.
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Mixing a whisky-and-soda in the library, O’Ryan wondered if he might not be imagining things. Clive, when he had greeted him on the terrace, had struck him as in some way different from the calm, self-possessed Clive to whom he was accustomed. He was frowning and seemed preoccupied, and his “Ah, come in, O’Ryan; I want to have a chat with you” was unusually curt.

Probably, O’Ryan decided, he was letting his imagination run away with him. All that talk, of Nita’s … rot, of course. Selby could not possibly have the least suspicion. There was nothing to suspect — so far, and Selby had never raised the least objection to his being with Nita. He had always rather encouraged it, asking him to take her out in the car or play tennis with her while he was busy in his study. All the same, he did seem a bit queer this morning, and it would be devilish awkward if he got any ideas into his head just now….

He glanced across at the older man, seated at his writing desk, and met the gaze of a keen pair of eyes staring at him with disconcerting fixity. O’Ryan forced a smile and raised his glass.

“Cheerio, Selby!”

Selby nodded, but continued to stare. Then:

“You’ve known Nita a long time, O’Ryan, haven’t you?”

The glass rattled noisily onto the table. “Good Lord, yes — pretty well since she was so high, Selby. Why?”

“She’s fond of you, isn’t she?”

“We’ve always been good pals, if that’s what you mean. Get on well together, you know, and that sort of thing.”

“Quite,” said Clive absently.

He shifted his gaze from O’Ryan’s face and sat for some moments staring into the garden, his fingers drumming on the desk. O’Ryan watched him with uneasy eyes. What was old Selby getting at? You could never tell from his face what he was thinking. Awkward fellow he must be at a poker table. If he had heard every word that had passed between them in the garden his face would reveal nothing — just as it was revealing nothing now. Of course, he hadn’t heard, but it didn’t follow that he had no suspicion as to what they had discussed. Selby didn’t miss much, and if Nita had let slip a hint…

“Any special reason for asking?”

Clive smiled.

“Only a man’s natural desire to see his wife happy, O’Ryan. I’m afraid Nita finds things a bit dull sometimes, and I just wanted to tell you that whenever you can come down and run around with her a bit you’ll be more than welcome.”

O’Ryan glanced at him quickly, but Clive’s face was as inscrutable as ever.

“And now about this Tamagari business,” added Clive. “Nita has been telling me I’m to lease you the property, and I’d be glad to do anything I can for a friend of hers. Besides, I like you, O’Ryan, and I’d like to do it for you if it can be managed.”

“Any hitch?” asked O’Ryan.

“Not exactly a hitch, but just at the moment I can’t give you a definite promise. All my Canadian business is in the hands of my lawyer out there. Muller’s his name — half the lawyers in Canada seem to be called Muller — and until I hear from him I don’t know whether I’m free to lease you the property or not. Muller has my power of attorney and deals with everything as he thinks fit, and for all I know he may already have leased the Tamagari land to someone else.”

“Is that likely?”

“I don’t imagine so,” Clive told him, “but it’s as well to be sure before making any promise. I wrote Muller about it as soon as you mentioned it, and I’ve just had a cable saying he’ll be in England towards the end of next week, so I shall know for certain then. If you care to run down the following week, Muller can draw up the lease if everything is all right, and we’ll fix it up straight away. Thinking of farming it, are you?”

O’Ryan nodded.

“There’s no reason why you shouldn’t do well with it,” Clive continued. “It’ll need capital, of course, but if you’ve a few thousand to play with — —”

There came a tap at the door and Nita, followed by a short, plump, prosperous-looking little man, came in.

“May I come in, Selby?” she asked. “Sorry to interrupt, but this is Mr. Denham. This is my husband, Mr. Denham.”

Mr. Denham smiled.

“Charming house, Mr. Clive,” he said. “Old-fashioned, of course, but in excellent repair and — —”

“This is the library, Mr. Denham,” interrupted Nita. “It’s all genuine old oak panelling — —”

“Charming,” said Mr. Denham. “And the panelling is of no consequence. A few coats of paint would soon brighten that up. I’m all for brightness, Mrs. Clive. There’d be room here to build on a billiard room, I should say. A fine game, billiards. I always say no house is complete without a billiard room, but there’d be room here if I did away with the greenhouse… .”

As Mr. Denham rattled on, though Selby’s face betrayed no surprise, his glance sought Nita’s eyes questioningly but failed to find them.

“Library, eh?” the little man was saying. “Well, I’m not much of a reader myself. Never found a book that could tell me anything I didn’t know already. But the wife has always said we ought to have a library. Gives tone to a house, she says, and what she says goes. I daresay the house furnishers will fit us up with a nice handsome set of books. Well, I like your house, Mr. Clive, and if you don’t make the price too stiff I’m prepared — —”

“Price?”

It was Clive’s voice, like the crack of a whip. Nita turned and faced him.

“Mr. Denham has been sent by Truman’s, Selby,” she said. “He’s thinking of buying the house.”

“Ready to talk business, anyway,” said Mr. Denham. “Brass tacks and no haggling, eh? That’s my way. Name your figure and I’ll take it or leave it. I understand I can have possession within a month of completion, but if you can let the workmen in sooner — —”

“The house is not for sale,” said Selby in a voice that seemed to have a ring of steel in it.

“Eh? What’s that? Truman’s told me — —”

“You were misinformed, Mr. Denham.”

“But, my dear sir, your wife distinctly gave me to understand — —”

“The house happens to belong to me, Mr. Denham, and not to my wife, and I’m telling you that it is not for sale.”

“Selby — —” began Nita, but he waved her to silence.

“I’m sorry you should have wasted your time, Mr. Denham,” he said, “but there has evidently been some misunderstanding.”

“Extraordinary!” exclaimed Mr. Denham in evident confusion. “I shall tell Truman’s exactly what I think of them. Most embarrassing! No ill-feeling, I hope, Mr. — Er — Clive. Not my fault, you know. Wouldn’t have butted in for worlds. I always say that an Englishman’s home is his castle — —”

Nita opened the door, and Mr. Denham, still apologizing, followed her from the room.

In a few moments she returned, closed the door behind her, and stood, with flaming cheeks and defiant eyes, her back against it.

“Do you mind, Frank?” she said, with a nod towards the garden. “I want to talk to Selby.”

As O’Ryan went out through the French windows, she strode quickly forward and paused in front of Clive’s desk.

“Well, Nita?”

“Selby — how dare you!”

“Isn’t that rather a question for me to ask?”

“In front of Frank — with Mr. Denham here — to insult and cheapen and humiliate me — —”

“I had no intention of doing that.”

“‘The house is not for sale!’ — when I’d just been showing him round the place! You might as well have hit me in the face, Selby: it would have been just as dignified, just as considerate, just as much the action of a gentleman.”

“If you were insulted and cheapened and humiliated, Nita,” said her husband calmly, “you must admit that you have only yourself to blame. You knew that I had no intention whatever of selling the house, but because you wished to get rid of it you seem to have gone behind my back and placed it in the estate agents’ hands, hoping, I suppose, that when a prospective purchaser turned up I might give way to you and sell. It was an attempt to force my hand, but you should have known better than that. You should have known me better. Why you should be so anxious to sell the house, I can’t understand.”

“Because I hate it!” exclaimed Nita. “I’ve always hated it. Oh, for heaven’s sake, Selby, don’t remind me that it was I who persuaded you to buy it. I know I did. But I didn’t imagine that buying Sunningbourne Lodge would mean living here year in and year out with nothing to do but — but to watch the antirrhinums grow. I imagined you’d have a place in town as well, and that for some part of the year we’d be living like civilized beings. But I just have to mug along here, going to bed at ten o’clock because I’m too hopelessly bored to sit up any more, with nothing to do after breakfast but wait for lunch — —”

“And because of that, Nita,” interrupted Clive, “you considered yourself justified in going behind my back and trying to force me into doing as you wanted.”

“That isn’t the point now, Selby. The point is that you refuse to do as I want. You’ve refused a dozen times, either because you didn’t care how I felt about it or didn’t understand that I was getting to the point where I could stand no more of it. But you do understand now. I shouldn’t have gone to Truman’s if I hadn’t been feeling desperate. I shouldn’t have been crazy enough to imagine I could force you to do anything you didn’t want to do. And now that you do know how I feel, what are you going to do about it?”

“Suppose, Nita,” he said, “my answer to that is ‘nothing’?”

She shrugged.

“In that case, you must take the consequences.” Clive’s mouth hardened.

“In all my life,” he said, “I’ve never yet allowed myself to be threatened or bullied into doing anything. It has always been a matter of principle with me. However inclined I might be to do a thing or to refrain from doing it, I have always felt that to surrender to a threat is a sign of weakness far more contemptible — —”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Selby,” she interrupted impatiently, “don’t be so old!”


It was cheap. She knew it was cheap. She saw Clive wince as if she had struck him, and despised herself. The words “I’m sorry, Selby” trembled on her lips, but she could not bring herself to utter them.

He smiled rather wistfully.

“Very well, Nita,” he said quietly, “we’ll put it down to the obstinacy of old age. I’m too old to be able to do without principles.”

“You mean that you refuse to sell?”

He nodded. Nita turned abruptly and strode from the room.

For the rest of the afternoon she saw neither Selby nor O’Ryan. She remained in her bedroom, curled up in the corner of the couch, thinking. She felt mean and contemptible; and her outburst, after all, had only made matters worse. Selby would certainly not sell the house now, and she had only anchored herself more firmly than ever to the sort of existence from which she had been trying to escape. She should have known her husband well enough to realize that with him tactics of that kind were bound to fail.

But she knew so little of Selby. When she came to consider it, she was surprised to discover how meagre was her knowledge of him. When first she had met him, she had known what everyone knew of him — that he was wealthy, that he had lived most of his life abroad, that he was highly thought of as a man of business, and that, having made more than enough money, he proposed to settle down in England; and since then she had added practically nothing to her stock of knowledge about him.

Of his past life he had never spoken, and she had never questioned him. Looking back, she realized that she had taken him very much for granted. He had asked her to marry him, and because it had all seemed eminently convenient and satisfactory, she had married him. She had liked him and admired him, and she had not paused to consider if admiration and liking were a sufficiently solid foundation on which to build her happiness. Often in the early days of her marriage she had asked herself if she loved him, and the very fact of her asking gave her an uneasy feeling that her feelings towards Selby must be something less intense than love. If she were in love with him, then love was not the burning flame she had imagined it to be.

But she had striven hard to fan her feelings into a blaze, and it was not her fault that the blaze was not forthcoming, and that what little warmth there was had gradually faded away so that fanning was only wasted effort.

She knew now that Selby drew nothing from her but friendliness and respect. Entering the room, he had never caused her to feel that acute little stab of pleasure which marked the entrance of Frank O’Ryan; a touch of Selby’s hand never brought that quickening of her pulse which she felt at contact with Frank’s. She had never ached to run her fingers through Selby’s hair. Frank had been right when he had said that he would be taking nothing from Selby. All that she gave her husband now she would always give him — admiration, respect, friendship, a recognition of his worth. Even now, when she felt that he had humiliated her and treated her unfairly, the respect remained. She would have thought less of him if he had surrendered to her threats and allowed her to force his hand against his judgment.

But there was so much that she could give to Frank that she had never given to Selby and never could give to him, so much that Frank could give to her that Selby could never give. And the thought that it was only Selby who stood between her and this fullness of happiness increased her bitterness against him a hundredfold. The more she thought of that scene in the library, the more humiliating it became, the more unreasonable Selby’s attitude, the more callously selfish his refusal.

The sound of Selby’s footsteps in the corridor as he went towards his room reminded her that it was almost time for dinner, and she embarked listlessly on the process of dressing. But half an hour later she was still sitting, clad in her flimsy wrap, at the dressing table, gazing thoughtfully into the mirror. A tap on the door aroused her, and in response to her “Come in!” she saw in the mirror the door open and Selby, already dressed, step into the room. She did not turn her head.

“Well, Selby?”

He came slowly across the room and paused beside her, watching her as she combed her hair.

“Nita, my dear — —”

She combed more rapidly, leaning forward and gazing intently at her reflection.

“Yes?”

“Nita, it seems such a terrible pity. Can’t we do something?”

“About what?”

“About everything, my dear,” he said. “We’re drifting — further and further apart. We’ve been drifting for a long time. It’s difficult to explain, but I think you feel it as much as I do. We’ve lost something that we used to have.”

Nita laid down her comb and began to apply her lipstick.

“Is that my fault?”

“I’m not saying that, Nita. I’ve an idea I’m to blame. I’ve a feeling that I’m failing somewhere, but I’m puzzled to know where. It’s not easy for a man of my age to see things from the point of view of a girl of twentyfive, and perhaps that’s where the trouble lies. I don’t know. All I know is that we’ve drifted apart, and I want to stop the drifting before we lose each other entirely. It’s worth an effort, Nita, isn’t it?”

“Do you imagine that I haven’t made an effort?”

He shook his head.

“It’s not that, my dear. I want to tell you that I’m going to make an effort. All this misunderstanding — I feel there’s no need for it. If we’d only be frank with each other — try to keep close to each other, to understand and make allowances — —”

“Be frank? My dear Selby, when husband and wife start being frank with each other, one of them usually gets murdered. Has Lane rung the gong yet?”

She rose from her chair and slipped off her wrap; and as she did so he stepped forward, laid a hand on each of her shoulders, and turned her towards him.

“Nita darling,” he said, “what I really want to tell you is that I’ve never loved you as much as I love you now.”

And then, as his arm slipped round her and drew her eagerly towards him, she suddenly wrenched herself free and stepped quickly back.

“Selby — please — I don’t want to be mauled!”

For a moment he stood motionless, staring at her with pained, puzzled eyes; and then he turned and went quickly from the room.

Dinner that night was an ordeal to Nita. Sir Ralph Whitcombe was there — sixty, a retired K.C., with a talent for prosiness which, if merit received its just reward, so his colleagues said, should have swiftly raised him to the Bench; and after listening for an hour while Sir Ralph discoursed on the intricacies of ecclesiastical law, while Selby sat watching her with the eyes of a dog reproaching her for having kicked him, and Frank O’Ryan was blatantly bored, she was thankful when the meal was over and she could slip out onto the terrace and soothe her frayed nerves in the quietness of the garden. And there, a little later, O’Ryan found her.

“Well, Nita? Is the genuine old oak panelling to have a coat of paint? Thank God for the Denhams! He was the one bright spot in a dreary scene.”

“For heaven’s sake, Frank, forget it.”

“Is Selby selling the house?”

She shook her head.

“So Act Four of the farce will now begin, eh, Nita? You’ll go on being the dutiful little wife who’d rather be bored than bad.”

“You needn’t rub it in, Frank. I don’t need reminding of what’s in front of me. I know the whole dreary business from beginning to end. How I’m going to stand any more of it — —”

He grasped her arm and turned her towards him. “Listen, Nita,” he said. “You’re not going to stand it any longer. Nor am I. You don’t love Selby — —”

“Frank — please — I don’t know — I can’t think — —”

His arms went round her and crushed her to him. “You do know,” he insisted. “You don’t love Selby. You’ve never loved him. You love me, and you’re mine, and here and now you’re going to tell me that you’ll keep me waiting no longer. Good God, Nita, how much longer do you want me to wait? I’m not going to wait.” His lips were crushed against hers, and just for a moment she lay in his arms, inert, unresisting. And then she suddenly strove to free herself, but he held her fast.

“Promise me, Nita,” he begged. “Darling, promise me now that the next time you want to come to me you will pack your bag and come. Just forget all about cheating Selby, and remember that if you don’t come you’ll be cheating me, cheating yourself — —”

“Frank, I — I can’t promise,” she told him. “Not yet, I mean. I want to think. I’ve made one mistake, and I don’t mean to make another. But I will think, Frank. I’m going to Scotland tomorrow, and next week — when I get back — I’ll tell you. And if it’s Yes — —”

His arms tightened around her and again his lips found hers.

“It must be Yes, Nita,” he whispered.
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Nita kept her promise. During her week in Scotland she did little else than think. She had believed that, away from Selby, she would be able to get things into focus and see them clearly, that she could take a calm survey of the situation and come to a deliberate decision on which she could rely.

But she soon discovered that there was no eluding her problem by a railway journey, and that correct focus and deliberate decision were no easier in the Highlands than at Sunningbourne Lodge. Each time that she remembered that scene in the library, her resentment against her husband blazed up a little more fiercely; each time that she tried to envisage the future with him it seemed less possible for her to face it. Yet she could not bring herself to a firm resolution not to face it.

Each time that she turned away from it and took a step in the opposite direction, something seemed to give her a sudden tug which made her falter and glance back. Selby had been amazingly kind to her, and this was poor repayment for all his kindness. Selby meant security, and it was, perhaps, foolish to throw aside security for the sake of a glamour and excitement which might prove impermanent. Her thoughts would linger over that moment when she had lain in Frank’s arms and felt the touch of his lips, and then there would flash into her mind the picture of Selby standing by her dressing table, with that hurt, puzzled look in his eyes, searching for something he had lost, terribly afraid of drifting away from her, begging her to grasp his hand and keep the gap from widening.

And she had refused her hand and left him to flounder alone. She had despised herself for that. She wondered whether, if she deliberately pushed him under the water, she would ever cease to despise herself. There was so much that she admired about Selby, so many qualities which only just fell short of making her love him, a strength and bigness which made her feel pitifully small. There were moments when, because of those qualities, she felt that she hated him.

She had written to Selby that she would be returning on the Tuesday and expected to arrive in time for dinner; and as she got into the train she had still come to no decision as to what her answer to O’Ryan was to be. Because she knew that he would expect her answer and that she could not avoid giving it, she had not written to Frank. He would have met her at the station, and she was not ready to meet him. Somehow, before his next visit to Sunningbourne Lodge, she would come to a decision and be able to answer him, but she must have those few extra days in which to think.

And then she suddenly saw quite clearly what she must do. She was tired, drowsy, sick to death of thinking, and of asking herself questions to which there were no answers. She would think no more about it until she was home again. She settled herself comfortably in her corner and closed her eyes.

It was an hour later that she awoke, realized her surroundings, and again closed her eyes, thankful to shut out everything but the noise of the train. She found herself listening to the rhythmic rattle of the wheels as they crossed the joints in the metals — thud-thud, thud-thud — regular — unvarying — dreadfully monotonous; and so it would go on until the end of the journey. Just like her life with Selby, the life she was going back to — regular, unvarying, monotonous — thud-thud, thud-thud — day after day, year after year. Every thud of the wheels was rushing her nearer to it, and she couldn’t face it. Why should she try to face it? She had only to say one word to Frank …

As the train slowed down at a station she sprang to her feet, let down the window, and leaned out, glancing anxiously along the platform. Yes, there it was — TELEGRAPH OFFICE. But when the train stopped the compartment would be a long way off, and she might not have time — oh, why in heaven’s name didn’t they put on the brakes!

Before the train had come to a standstill she opened the door, stepped out, turned, and hurried back along the platform; and a few moments later she had written out her telegram to Frank. “Laffan Hotel Tonight, Nita,” it said. She thrust it across the counter, threw down a shilling, saw the clerk nod, and sped back to her compartment.

And as the train moved off she smiled. After all, it was perfectly simple. She wondered why she had worried so terribly about it when all that was needed was a shilling telegram. Happiness — for a shilling!

Nita had stayed at the Laffan Hotel before. On the rare occasions when Selby had been cajoled into spending in town a night which he might have spent at Sunningbourne Lodge, he had taken her to the Laffan, preferring it, he said, to any other hotel because most of the rooms communicated and it was always possible to secure a suite to themselves. She had chosen it because it was the first name that occurred to her; but as she went in through the revolving door she caught herself wishing that she had chosen some other hotel than the Laffan. Here, where she had never before been without Selby, the treachery, she felt, would seem worse.

In the foyer she paused, wondering whether she would not go elsewhere. She was surprised somehow to find herself there at all. Just for a few moments she had the queerest sensation that she was not there, that it was all unreal, that either this wasn’t the Laffan Hotel or that she was not Nita Clive. The whole affair seemed too fantastic to be actual. She had not really sent a telegram to Frank; she was not really expecting him here; she had not really finished with her life with Selby. That sort of thing did not really happen.

“Good-evening, Mrs. Clive!”

It was the manager, smiling at her as she passed, and she nodded and smiled back at him. It had not occurred to her that anyone at the Laffan might remember her, and the realization that the manager had recognized her brought her swiftly back to reality.

She crossed to a settee, sat down and lighted a cigarette, conscious again of that acute thrill of excitement which she had felt as she had written the telegram to O’Ryan.

The manager had startled her, but there was nothing, she told herself, to be startled at. It was really of no importance that he had recognized her. There was no need to conceal anything. Selby would know everything within a few hours. She would write to him tonight, and he would have her letter in the morning. It would be a difficult letter to write, but she would manage it somehow. There was no need to be unpleasant about it. People arranged this sort of thing nowadays in quite a friendly way, and leaving a husband was no longer the dreadful disgrace it used to be… .

“Nita!”

She glanced up quickly, her eyes suddenly bright; as she saw O’Ryan standing beside her, she rose from the settee.

“Nita darling — bless you for this!”

She laid a hand on his arm and squeezed it, smiling at him.

“You got my wire?”

He nodded.

Nita hesitated, uncertain whether to ask him to get a taxi and take her to some other hotel. She did not want to hurt him, and she felt that to tell him the truth could not fail to hurt him. She did not want him to think that now, during their first few moments together, she had a thought for anyone but him. To tell him now that because she had been to the Laffan with Selby …

“Rooms twentythree and four, Nita,” he said. “I’ve seen to the booking, and I’ve reserved a table for dinner. This place is crowded out.”

She nodded.

“I won’t be long, Frank,” she said; “not more than ten minutes.”

Frank smiled.

“I’ll wait for you here, Nita. What’s ten minutes — after three years?—”

Music; the soft murmur of voices; the sparkle of glass and silver; flowers; and Frank smiling at her across the table. Once again Nita had that sensation that it could not possibly be real. She had never felt like this before — this quivering sensitiveness to everything about her, this acute awareness that every atom of her was intensely alive. Everything around her seemed to have taken on a strange new beauty. She noticed the splash of warm red on her hand cast by the crimson shade of the table lamp, the graceful sweep of the violinist’s arm, the tiny bubbles dancing in her wine, the little lines round Frank’s eyes where smiles had worn a pathway. There was nothing new about it all; it had always been there. But tonight, because of the newness in herself, she saw it.

She said very little. She did not want to talk; she wanted to sit quietly there and feel it all, opening herself to this new beauty and letting it pour in upon her senses. “Cigarette, Nita?”

“Thanks, Frank.”

Again she lapsed into silence.

“Not worrying, darling, are you?”

She glanced at him, surprised.

“Worrying — now?—”

“About Selby, I mean.”

A frown ruffled her forehead and disappeared. She shook her head, smiling.

“There’s nothing to worry about,” he assured her. “Selby’s not a suspicious sort, fortunately. He gave me a bit of a start last week when he began asking me if I was fond of you, but I needn’t have been alarmed. He wants me to see you as often as possible and cheer things up a bit. It was a bad moment, though. I thought the lease had gone west for good.”

“Oh, yes — the lease. I’m afraid I’d forgotten the lease, Frank. Does it matter tremendously?”

“Yes, it does.”

“But you can hardly hope for it now, Frank.”

“I don’t see why not,” said O’Ryan. “I’m taking a risk tonight, of course, but it’s not a big one. Selby is never likely to discover anything.”

“But, Frank, how — how can he help discovering?” Her eyes were vaguely troubled.

“There’s no reason why he should ever find out,” said O’Ryan. “Of course, we shall have to cut out this sort of thing. Places like the Laffan are too dangerous. Somebody sees you and tells somebody else, and before you know where you are everybody knows all about it. But we can talk about that later. I’ve an idea I might take a small flat somewhere.”

“Frank!”

She was staring at him with puzzled, incredulous eyes. “Good Lord, Nita! What’s wrong?”

She shrugged her shoulders. What was wrong? Only that the newly found beauty had disappeared, that she could feel it no longer, that her senses were suddenly numbed, dead, incapable of responding to anything. She pressed out her cigarette and rose.

“I say, Nita,” said O’Ryan, with a puzzled frown, “I’m sorry if I’ve said anything to upset you.”

“Oh, it’s all right; it’s — nothing. I didn’t understand, that’s all. We won’t start arguing about it here. I think I’ll — go up to my room.”

She turned and went swiftly from the restaurant, up the stairs, without waiting for the lift, and into her room. And there she flung herself on the bed and buried her face in the pillow.

For some time she lay motionless, hiding her face, feeling that to show it to the empty room needed more courage than she possessed. Then, with an effort, she forced herself to sit up. She told herself wearily that she must start thinking again. Happiness — for a shilling! She might have known that the sort of happiness she could buy for a shilling would be worth no more.

“There’s no reason why Selby should ever discover …”

“Take a small flat somewhere …” So that was all Frank had to offer her! What a fool she had been not to understand him better! Why hadn’t she realized? How had he dared — Frank, who said that he loved her, that she belonged to him, that he had a right to her because of his love — how had he dared offer her, instead of love, this shoddy substitute? Didn’t he know her better than that? To leave Selby, openly, honestly, admitting frankly that she did not love him — yes, she could have done that. Because of her love for Frank she had been ready to face that ordeal, imagining that he was ready to face it with her. But to play the hypocrite, to spend her life tricking and deceiving Selby, taking all he gave her and giving nothing in return — she would rather a thousand times let things continue as they were. Compared with Selby’s love for her, this which Frank offered was a cheap and contemptible fraud. She felt that she hated Frank O’Ryan for having insulted her with such an offering.

And now what? She glanced at her watch. There were no more trains to Sunningbourne now, and in any case there was nothing to be gained by returning that night. She could explain to Selby in the morning that she had changed her mind at the last moment and travelled by the night train. There was no need even to mention the Laffan, and it was hardly likely that he would ever hear that she had stayed there. In any case, he would never suspect her of doing what she had so nearly done.

After that scene with her in the library she had some idea of what Selby would be like if any such suspicion did cross his mind. He would be terribly ruthless in his anger. She had probably been right when she had told Frank that he would put a bullet into each of them. Still, he had no reason to suspect, and she would not see Frank again….

She glanced round the room. There was a communicating door between her own room and the next. She could see no key in it, but just above the handle was a small silver bolt. She slipped from the bed, went to the door, and shot the small silver bolt across. She sighed as she turned away.

It was barely eight o’clock the next morning when Nita left her room and hurried down to the hotel office. She had spent a sleepless night and would have left earlier but for her fear of calling attention to herself.

During the night a sudden panic had overtaken her, a dreadful feeling of certainty that, in some unaccountable way, Selby had come to know exactly what had happened, and she had found it hard to resist the temptation to dress at once and hurry from the hotel. Every moment she stayed there seemed to increase her danger of discovery. She caught herself picturing the scene when Selby accused her — saw him gazing at her with those piercing eyes of his, his lips set, his face showing no sign of what he was feeling. She heard his voice — cold, calm, terribly hard — she saw herself, white-lipped, protesting her innocence, begging him to believe her.

Nerves, she decided. She would leave at eight o’clock.

There would be no risk of seeing Frank. He would never dream that she would breakfast before nine.

She had no breakfast. Paying her bill, she hurried out into the taxi which the porter had called for her, sinking back in the corner with a sigh of relief. Once out of the hotel, her panic left her. It was all over now, and there was nothing more to worry about.

And then, just as the taxi started, she leaned forward, tapped on the window, signalled to the driver to stop, and got out.

“Sorry,” she smiled. “I’ve left my bag behind. I shan’t be a minute.”

She hurried back into the hotel and crossed the foyer. Her bag lay on the office counter, and with a smile at the clerk she picked it up and was turning to go when he called after her.

“Oh, Mrs. Clive!”

She paused.

“There’s just been a telephone call for you. You’d hardly gone out when—”

“Telephone?”

He nodded.

“A call from — er—” he consulted a slip of paper— “Sunningbourne Lodge, I believe was the name. Mr. Clive wished to know if you were in the hotel.”

“What — what did you say?”

“As it was Mr. Clive inquiring,” said the clerk, “I gave the information. I said you had stayed here last night and had left a few minutes ago.”
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Nita stood motionless for some moments. She felt weak, limp, as if all the strength had suddenly drained away from her limbs and left her with a terrible lassitude against which it was hopeless to fight. There was a throbbing in her throat which made each breath a painful effort, and before her eyes there seemed to be a pulsating film which made everything blurred and distorted.

“I hope I did right, Mrs. Clive?”

She forced herself to smile.

“Oh, yes — quite right, thanks. There was no — no message?”

“No message at all, Mrs. Clive.”

She nodded and stood nervously drumming on the counter with her fingers. Why had Selby telephoned? She had not told him that she would be at the Laffan; she had not known herself that she would be there until she had sent that wire to Frank when she was already halfway to London. Until that telegram had been sent there had been nothing for Selby to suspect; but if he suspected nothing, why had he telephoned? If only she had waited a few minutes longer before leaving the hotel! She would have known then. She could have spoken to Selby on the telephone — heard his voice. She could have told in an instant if there were anything amiss. If only she knew exactly what he had said and exactly how he had said it, she would have had some inkling of what she would have to face when she got back to Sunningbourne. But she could scarcely question the clerk about it.

“If you’d care to ring through to Sunningbourne, Mrs. Clive—”

“Oh, no — I won’t trouble, thanks,” said Nita. “It can’t be anything of importance. If there are any other inquiries for me, say that I’m on my way home, will you r—”

She hurried out to the waiting taxi, told the driver to take her to Waterloo, and got in. There was a train at eight thirty-five: she had looked it up at the Laffan before leaving. She was desperately anxious to catch it; she felt an urgent need to get home as quickly as possible and discover if there was everything to fear or nothing. She would know as soon as she met Selby: his manner, his voice, the look on his face would tell her infallibly what she wanted to know. And if she found that he knew everything, how was she to persuade him that he was putting a wrong construction on a perfectly innocent incident? It was never easy to persuade Selby of anything. Once he got his teeth into an idea, there was no prizing them apart, and if you still tried to take it from him when he had given his growl of warning, you were certain to get bitten. He had snapped at her dangerously when she had tried to make him give up Sunningbourne Lodge, and though he had come to her afterwards cringing for forgiveness, pitifully anxious to be received back into favour, she knew that if she attempted any further interference he would snap just as savagely again.

She tried to review the situation calmly, to see it as Selby would see it. There was no cause, at any rate, to be nervous about the telegram which she had sent to Frank. Only she and Frank knew of its existence, and without that damning bit of evidence at his disposal Selby could not prove that her meeting Frank at the Laffan that night had not been purely fortuitous. Even Selby must realize that to suspect that there was something amiss for no better reason than that she and Frank had both stayed at the Laffan Hotel would be absurd. There was nothing remarkable in the coincidence of two friends happening to stay at the same hotel; it must happen every day in London. Ridiculous to play the jealous husband for no better reason than that. And then it struck her that, just because it was so obviously ridiculous, Selby would certainly not do it. Selby was nothing if not reasonable, sensible, exasperatingly logical. If he suspected her, he had some more definite grounds for his suspicion than that.

She forced herself to sum up the evidence which he might conceivably have against her. She had told him that she would be home last night, but instead of going home she had stayed at the Laffan and had not telephoned, as she easily might have done, to tell him so. She saw now that if she had telephoned to Selby last night and told him where she was, his suspicions would never have been aroused. But last night she had been sure that the break with Selby was an accomplished fact, and she had intended writing to him in the morning. Actually, of course, her failure to telephone was in her favour, because, if she had been indulging in the sort of escapade which Selby suspected, she would certainly have been clever enough to telephone to Selby and disarm all suspicion by telling him that she was too tired after her journey from Scotland to go on to Sunningbourne and was spending the night at the Laffan. But that, she felt, would be too subtle an argument for Selby to appreciate, too artistic a deception to pass muster with his direct, logical mind.

And if she failed to convince him on that point, the case looked black against her: she had stayed at the Laffan without telling her husband; she had met Frank O’Ryan there; they had had dinner together; her room had been booked by Frank and their table reserved; and, with those facts against her, what would be the use of expecting Selby to believe her when she told him of the little silver bolt? If only she knew how much of all this was within his knowledge! She had sat in the foyer — foolishly, she realized now — waiting for Frank to come, and if anyone had seen her, as the manager had, it must have been obvious that she was keeping an appointment. It was difficult to see how the information that she was at the Laffan could have travelled so quickly to Sunningbourne, but that was just the unexpected sort of thing that did happen — the one chance in a thousand that came off and brought about disaster.

At Waterloo she bought her ticket, glanced at the clock, found that she still had several minutes in hand, and went towards the platform. And then, after a few steps, she suddenly paused. She could not go yet. In an hour, if she caught this train, she would have to face Selby, meet his eyes, hear him asking her this and that in his quiet, persistent way, and she had no idea what answers she was going to make to his questions. It was absurd to go rushing back to Sunningbourne like this before she had given herself a chance to think things out. If she was to convince Selby of her innocence, she must not arrive home like a panic-stricken schoolgirl with a guilty look and a pack of feeble lies which would only land her in further difficulties. And of course she would have to lie. If she told the truth, made a clean breast of everything from the moment when she had sent the telegram, he would not believe her. It was a pretty thin story, and no husband could be blamed for not accepting it. Innocent as she was, she would have to lie to convince him of her innocence, and she must not meet Selby until she had a ready answer to any question he might put to her, a plausible “because” to counter every searching “why.”

She went from the station, walked over Waterloo Bridge, and in the Strand, catching sight of a notice outside a tea shop which said, “Open for breakfasts from 8 a.m.,” she remembered that she had had no breakfast, went in and ordered a meal. And there, while cleaners swabbed the floor round her feet, and waitresses clattered cutlery as they laid the tables in readiness for the midday lunchers, she drank her coffee and ate her egg and bacon and smoked a cigarette and began to feel calmer, to think more clearly, and to comfort herself with the thought — though she had no faith in it — that perhaps, after all, Selby suspected nothing and there was some quite simple explanation of his telephone call to the Laffan. She could not help sighing, as she left the teashop, at the thought that breakfast this morning had not been as she had planned it.

It was twelve o’clock when she reached Sunningbourne Lodge, and as she walked up the drive to the house she was again aware of a throbbing in her throat, and her glance anxiously swept the garden for a glimpse of her husband. She was immensely relieved that he was not to be seen. She was suddenly in a panic again in case he should come round the corner of the house and see her, and longed to throw all restraint to the winds and scuttle into the house and up to her room while the way was clear for her. But she overcame that impulse and forced herself to walk slowly along the drive, pausing every now and then to look at the flower beds, as she usually did, and nip off a dead bloom.

Lane was in the hall. He turned sharply as he heard her footstep, and gave her a look which, just for an instant, made her hesitate, certain that he was well aware of where she had been and what she had been doing. And then she went calmly on towards the staircase. Lane, she reflected, always looked at you as if he suspected you of having poisoned your mother. How could he possibly know anything?

“Good-morning, Lane.”

“Good-morning, madam.”

“Did I startle you?”

“Just a little, madam,” the man admitted. “I didn’t hear you coming, and—”

“Guilty conscience?” she laughed.

He gave what passed with him for a smile.

“I daresay we all have that, madam, if the truth were told,” he said. “Shall I tell the master you’ve returned?”

“Where is he?”

“In the library, madam. He said he would like to see you immediately you arrived.”

“No need to disturb him, Lane,” she said. “I shall be down again in a few minutes.”

Halfway up the stairs she paused.

“Lane!”

“Yes, madam?”

“Who telephoned to me at the Laffan Hotel this morning?”

“I did, madam. Mr. Clive instructed me to ring through and inquire if you were there. He thought you might be getting here for breakfast. I got through for him, but they told me you had just left.”

“And as soon as they told you I had gone, I suppose you rang off?—”

“Practically, madam.”

“Mr. Clive didn’t speak on the telephone himself?”

“No, madam.”

She nodded.

“I just wondered,” she said carelessly, turning to go upstairs. “I thought he might possibly have left a message for me in case I went back to the hotel.”

“No message at all, madam,” Lane assured her.

She went up a few more stairs and paused again. “Mr. Clive is all right, Lane, is he?”

“Very well, madam, I should say.”

“He hasn’t been — worried about anything? I mean, he hasn’t seemed to be worried?”

The man glanced at her quickly, obviously a little surprised. His look told Nita plainly that he was wondering what she was driving at in asking him that question, and she instantly regretted having asked it. Lane was no fool, and there was no knowing what confidences were exchanged between a butler and his master.

“Not that I have noticed, madam,” said Lane. “He was, I think, a little disappointed this morning when I told him that you had left the hotel.”

“As long as he’s quite well, Lane—” she interrupted, and went up to her room.

She stayed there almost an hour, sitting in front of her mirror, prolonging the ritual of powder puff and lipstick as long as possible, half hoping that Lane had told Selby of her arrival and that she would hear her husband’s tap on her door. Instinct told her that, if a battle was to be fought, she would be far more certain of victory if she fought it on ground of her own choosing. Seated at her dressing table she could use her most deadly weapons of casualness and indifference with far greater effect than if she were compelled to face him across his desk in the library, with Selby sitting in his swivel chair, searching her with his eyes, watching every change of expression, reading everything which she was most anxious to hide. She could be disconcertingly casual when she was busy with an eyebrow pencil, and Selby was always a little ill at ease in her bedroom, always rather the shy schoolboy who felt embarrassed and awkward at finding himself in such strictly feminine surroundings, and terribly conscious of the clumsiness of his feet. She knew intuitively that a man has no chance against a woman in front of her mirror, and that logic is no match for lipstick.

But when, at the end of an hour, Selby had not come, she rose and went downstairs. Just for a moment, with her hand on the handle of the library door, she paused and her teeth pressed hard on her lower lip; then, with a shrug, she opened the door and went in.

Her husband was seated at his desk, writing. He glanced up as she entered the room and rose to meet her; but he did not give her his usual welcoming smile. She smiled at him, however, scanning his face anxiously for some clue to his thoughts. She had been sure that when she saw him she would need no more than a glance at his face to warn or to reassure her, but beyond the fact that he seemed a shade more solemn than usual, his face told her nothing. There was no indication either that he knew or did not know.

“Back again, Selby,” she said. “Better late than never! But I went suburban this morning — shop-gazing in London. Sales, you know.” She laughed nervously. “I was terribly tempted to buy you a shirt, Selby — flannel, with stripes — but I spared you.”

There was just the hint of a smile round his lips. “Thank you, Nita,” he said, seating himself at the desk again. “There are some things which a dutiful wife should always spare her husband. Have you had a good time in Scotland?”

She strolled to the open French windows and stood with her’ back towards him, gazing out into the garden.

“Much the same as usual,” she said, with a shrug: “dreen, drizzle, and drench in turn.” Again she gave that nervous little laugh. “Frank O’Ryan always says that as soon as you go to Scotland you understand why they’re called mackintoshes.”

She gave him that chance deliberately; it seemed a long time before he answered her.

“It has been rather dull here, Nita, while you have been away.”

She frowned. Had he purposely ignored the bait, or hadn’t he noticed it? If he had anything to say to her concerning Frank O’Ryan he would hardly have missed that opportunity. And if he had not noticed it, then surely that could only mean that he had nothing to say to her about him, that she had been letting her imagination run away with her, scaring herself over that telephone call when all the time there was some quite simple explanation.

“So you stayed at the Laffan last night, Nita?”

She bit her lip, wondering if he was looking at her, and thankful that he could not see her face.

“That ghastly journey, Selby!” she said. “It’s hardly worth it — even to get away from Scotland. I was frightfully tired when I got to London, and I couldn’t have faced another mile in a train. You weren’t worried when I didn’t turn up?”

“You could hardly expect me not to be anxious, Nita. You wrote that you would be home last night. If you had rung through on the telephone—”

“I did try to,” she interrupted. “They said there was no reply. It was rather late — nearly midnight. Probably everyone in Sunningbourne had been asleep for several hours. I was dead beat, Selby, and couldn’t keep on ringing. I thought you’d understand.”

She glanced at him quickly over her shoulder. He was staring at his blotting pad, drawing crazy-looking geometrical figures with his pen.

“You rang up the Laffan this morning, Selby, didn’t you? I went back to fetch my bag — I’d left it in the office — and they told me. Anything special?”

“I wanted to know if you were there, Nita, that was all. I wondered whether you would be coming back — for breakfast.”

She frowned. It was useless going on like this. All this fencing led her nowhere. Did Selby know or didn’t he? She was no more able to answer that question now than she had been in the office of the Laffan this morning. He had given her no indication one way or the other. He seemed rather more solemn than usual, a little inclined to be stiff and formal with her, but that might mean nothing of any importance. She had rattled him badly over that business about the house, and while she had been amusing her friends with her description of Mr. Denham and his plans for brightening the panelling and stocking the library with books, Selby had no doubt been nursing his grievance and getting more and more resentful about it every day. He was probably still very angry with her about the Mr. Denham episode, and that would explain his solemn, formal manner. It did not necessarily mean that he had any suspicions about last night.

Yet she had an uneasy feeling that if the truth about last night — or what any husband would naturally infer to be the truth — were known, or even suspected, by Selby, he would treat her exactly as he was treating her now. She remembered what she had said to Frank O’Ryan when they had discussed how Selby would deal with such a situation. There would be no dramatic scene, she had prophesied, no fuss. He would give no hint of his suspicions, say nothing to either of them, treat them exactly as he had always treated them — until the right moment came. And then he would quite certainly put a bullet through each of them. Was that what he was doing now — waiting his time, keeping his knowledge to himself, deliberately giving them rope, trying to treat her naturally and not quite succeeding? She must know for certain. She could never stand the cat-and-mouse business. If Selby knew, she would rather face it now and get it over.

She turned from the window and strolled across towards his desk.

“How did you know I was at the Laffan last night, Selby?”

“I guessed.”

She forced a smile.

“Wasn’t that rather clever of you? I had no idea myself until I got to London that I wasn’t coming straight on here. It was quite a sudden impulse.”

He smiled faintly, his gaze still fixed on his blotting pad.

“When you know people very well, Nita,” he said, “it’s usually not very difficult to guess what their sudden impulses will be. When you didn’t arrive home last night, I telephoned through to Scotland. They told me you had left, and I guessed at once that you had suddenly decided to spend the night at some hotel in town. The Laffan seemed the most likely. But it was late before I got my call through to Scotland — nearly midnight.”

“Just when I was trying to get through to you,” said Nita. “I believe they did say the line was engaged. But if you’d rung the Laffan last night, Selby, instead of waiting until this morning — why on earth didn’t your—”

“In the circumstances, Nita, I thought you might not welcome the inquiries of an anxious husband at midnight.”

She glanced at him quickly, but there was nothing to be read from his face.

“In the circumstances, Selby? I don’t think I understand. There were no very special circumstances.”

“I thought that after a long journey from Scotland, my dear, you would have gone to bed early and would not wish to be disturbed.”

Nita decided that she had better leave it at that. If Selby knew, obviously he did not intend to tell her; if he did not know, there was nothing to worry about; and if he merely suspected, nagging at the subject would only further arouse his suspicions. Until she had some grounds for believing otherwise, the best thing was to assume that he knew nothing.

She stood beside him and laid a hand on his shoulder. “It’s nice to be back, anyway, Selby,” she said. “Busy?”

“I’m expecting Muller down today,” he said, with a wave of his hand towards the papers that littered his desk. “I want him to stay a few days, if he can manage it. You’ll like Muller when you know him better.” She wrinkled her forehead.

“Do I know him at all?”

“You met him once — only for a few minutes — when he was over here on one of his trips, two years ago.” She shook her head.

“I don’t seem to remember him, Selby.”

“He remembers you, Nita. He told me so this morning on the telephone — said he’d recognize you in an instant anywhere. He’s rather proud of never forgetting a face, and just to prove to me that he hadn’t forgotten you, he described you to me exactly. He even remembered that little mole close to your ear. He got to England several days ago and is staying at the Laffan.” Nita withdrew her hand sharply from his shoulder. “The — the Laffan?”

He nodded.

“He phoned me from there this morning — just before you got home.”

Nita’s fears came rushing back at her. Muller — Selby’s oldest friend — at the Laffan last night — telephoning to him this morning — remembering the mole on her cheek…. And she had been deluding herself into believing that Selby knew nothing! Of course he knew: she had no doubt about that now. He knew — and was doing just what she had said he would do: playing with her, giving her rope, leading her on to give herself away, waiting until the right moment came, watching her. And she was standing there and saying nothing and showing him as plainly as possible that it was all true….

She made an effort to speak naturally.

“Did he say — on the telephone — when he’d be arriving? I suppose that’s what he phoned for, wasn’t it?”

“Among other things,” said her husband. “He’ll be here soon after lunch. But that wasn’t his real object in telephoning. He pretended it was, but I know Muller. There was something he wanted to tell me, and he hadn’t the patience to wait until he got down here.” She strolled again towards the windows.

“Something — important, Selby?”

“Only that, in Muller’s opinion, I’m almost every conceivable kind of a fool.”

“And one kind in particular?”

He shrugged his shoulders.

“Muller has got it into his head,” he said, “that I don’t take nearly enough care of what belongs to me. But he’s wrong.”

He picked up his pen again and began reading a document on the desk. Nita went out into the garden. Then: “Oh, Nita!”

She paused and glanced back.

“Young O’Ryan turned up this morning — about eleven o’clock — came down by car. He’s gone off to have lunch with some friends, I believe.”

“He — he’s coming back?”

“Some time this afternoon, he said,” Selby told her. “I’ve invited him to stay for a few days. There’s a matter I want to settle with him, and it will be easier if he’s here on the spot.”

Nita nodded, turned, and walked away, frowning thoughtfully. She had an uncomfortable feeling that Selby was staring at her back.
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Nita would have been glad to escape the ordeal of lunch with her husband, but she did not dare to excuse herself. She must not, she told herself, on any account give him reason to suspect that she was avoiding him or was ill at ease with him or was being anything hut perfectly natural; but the half hour at the luncheon table put a strain on her nerves which was almost more than she could bear. Selby seemed anxious to make himself as pleasant as possible, and talked to her as he always talked, but she could not rid her mind of the thought that he was all the time talking with a definite purpose. Behind every remark that he made she suspected some ulterior motive; in every seemingly innocent question she feared a trap. She hesitated before answering, knew that she had hesitated, and wondered whether her husband had noticed her hesitation. She was conscious of being awkward and unnatural, of talking in a forced, stilted way, and felt that he could hardly fail to detect that she was not at her ease and to draw his own conclusions. She found it difficult, too, to keep her attention forced on what he was saying. She did not want to talk; she wanted to think. For the first time since she had known him she felt that she would have been glad for old Sir Ralph Whitcombe to be sitting at the table, prosing away in that monotonous manner of his about something which, as far as she could see, was not of the least importance to anybody. He would, at any rate, have kept Selby occupied and given her a chance to think.

She had so much to think about if only she could get a chance. There was Frank. She had tried to keep all thoughts of Frank from her mind since she had shot the small silver bolt last night. She had told herself then that by that action she had definitely bolted him out of her life. But she realized that Frank would have to be thought about some time. He would be here at Sunningbourne this afternoon, and there would have to be some sort of settlement between them. He had hurt her atrociously, and the pain at first had made her terribly bitter against him. Too bitter, perhaps. A man did not see these things from the same point of view as a woman, and he would probably be surprised to learn that he had hurt her or done anything atrocious. He would think her, she supposed, appallingly old-fashioned and squeamish, and perhaps a little unreasonable. Men always expected everyone to be reasonable, which only went to show that they could sometimes be very unreasonable themselves. Selby, for instance, would refuse to believe her if she told him what had actually occurred at the Laffan last night, because he would not think it reasonable. She could not help smiling as the thought struck her that both Selby and O’Ryan, seeing the affair from their own points of view, would agree on the fact that she had not been reasonable.

The meal seemed interminable, and once or twice she had a vague suspicion that Selby was purposely prolonging it; but it was over at last, and she got up eagerly, intending to seek sanctuary in the garden. There was coffee, however, in the library, and since she had always had a cup of coffee and a cigarette in the library after lunch, she did not venture to break the usual routine. And before she had finished her cigarette Muller was announced — broad-shouldered, grey-haired, with a pair of piercing blue eyes that held a genial twinkle, and a voice that boomed. As he came striding into the room, gripped her husband’s hand, slapped him on the back, and boomed out that he was darned glad to set eyes on the old scoundrel again, Nita reflected that to try bluffing Mr. Muller would be a foolhardy sort of enterprise, and that if there were trouble of any sort about she would rather have him with her than against her. He turned to her and took her hand.

“I’m happy to meet you again, Mrs. Clive,” he said. “I missed you last trip. Thought I should miss you this trip, too.”

Nita smiled.

“But you’re not going back yet?”

“Early next week — through New York.”

“Not even staying for Ascot?”

He shook his head.

“Horses don’t mean a darned thing to me, Mrs. Clive,” he said; “and I guess I’d feel too conspicuous in a grey topper. Besides, I’ve a whole lot of work to do in town.” He stood eyeing her keenly for a moment and then turned with a smile to Selby. “It’s a poor sort of husband, Selby,” he said, “who knows less about his wife than his lawyer knows. It’s the left cheek, as I was willing to bet you. If you ever feel inclined to get rid of your husband, Mrs. Clive, just bear in mind that, on the other side of the Atlantic, for a husband not to know on which cheek his wife’s mole is situated would be deemed sufficient grounds for a divorce. Still, I’d stick to old Selby if I were you. He’s a steady old horse, and you might do a lot worse.”

Selby smiled.

“You’d have known her, Jerry?”

“I’d have picked her out of a thousand, man,” replied Muller. “I never forget a face. I guess I’d have made a first-rate club porter.”

“And is that nearly all about me?” laughed Nita. “You must forgive me, Mrs. Clive,” said Muller. “I’m forgetting my English manners. But your husband was so darned disbelieving when I told him on the telephone that I’d know you again anywhere that I had to prove him wrong. So you’ve been to Scotland, Mrs. Clive?”

Nita nodded.

“Back this morning — and glad it’s over.”

“The silly girl came back by the day train,” explained Selby, “which meant she arrived in London dog-tired and had to go to the Laffan for the night. And she didn’t even trouble to telephone her husband.”

“You’re staying at the Laffan, too, aren’t you, Mr. Muller?”

“I always do. The Carlton’s a little too central for me. So you were there last night, Mrs. Clive?”

“We usually stay there,” Selby explained. “They give us the same suite and always make us very comfortable. Funny you two didn’t see each other.”

“I don’t see that it’s funny,” said Nita. “It’s a huge hotel. I’ve often found I was staying there at the same time as people I know, yet wasn’t aware of it till a long time after. You don’t see every guest in a hotel when you spend a night there.”

“And he’s no way of knowing that I didn’t see you — eh, Mrs. Clive?” said Muller.

“Did you?” she asked quickly.

“And for all your husband knows,” added Muller, “you and I may have had dinner together. But it’s all right, Selby, I can reassure you on that point. Mrs. Clive certainly didn’t dine with me
 last night. No doubt she’d choose something younger than me for a dinner partner.”

Nita gave him a quick, searching glance, but gathered nothing from his face. Had he seen her or hadn’t he? If he hadn’t, why all this talk about the Laffan? Was it deliberate? Muller and Selby were old friends, and men were queer like that; they would always forget their chivalry and side with their friend, right or wrong, against a woman. To a man, a woman who disagreed with his friend was inevitably in the wrong….

“Mind you, Selby,” added Muller, “from what I know of you, if your wife went off and had dinner with some other man, you’d only have yourself to blame. There never was a man less capable of looking after what belongs to him than you are. If you don’t want that sort of thing to happen you shouldn’t allow her to go gallivanting off to Scotland without you and staying at the Laffan—”

Nita cut him short.

“Have you visited the Tower of London, Mr. Muller?” she inquired, smiling. “Or the Zoo, or Westminster Abbey, or Madame Tussaud’s, or—”

“None of them. Much too busy. Why?”

“Only that any one of them is much more interesting to talk about than the Laffan Hotel,” she laughed. She went towards the French windows. “I expect you really want to talk business — acres and leases and sites and — and plots — don’t you, Mr. Muller? I’ll leave you to it. I’m going down to the lower garden, if you should want me, Selby.”

“I wouldn’t, my dear, if I were you,” said Selby casually, seating himself at his desk.

She glanced at him in surprise.

“Why not?”

“It’s very hot, and you’re tired already, and if you spend the afternoon down there in the sun you’ll only suffer for it.”

Nita smiled.

“Selby has taken to heart what you said, Mr. Muller,” she laughed, “and is starting to look after what belongs to him.”

Clive shrugged his shoulders.

“You must do as you please, my dear,” he said, “but if you take my advice you’ll keep out of the lower garden. You’d be far wiser to go up to your room and have a rest. Still, if you prefer to risk a splitting headache—”

“I’ll take the risk, not the advice,” she laughed, and went out through the French windows.

Muller seated himself in a chair beside the desk and deliberately lighted a cigar.

“Now, listen to me, Selby,” he began. “I’m your lawyer, and if you don’t think your lawyer knows better than you do, you’re a darned fool if you don’t sack him. About this Tamagari property. You’re crazy. If I’d dreamed you’d want to do a fool thing like this—”

Selby Clive smiled and shook his head.

“You’ve a bee in your bonnet over the Tamagari property, Jerry,” he said. “The land has been surveyed — I’ve got the report here ready to show you — and if there’s silver on it, it’s only in such small quantities that it isn’t worth the expense of doing anything about it.”

“Huh!” grunted Muller. “Let’s have a look at your precious report.”

He took the document from Clive, opened it, and spent some minutes carefully inspecting it.

“Huh!” He tossed the document aside. “To read this report you’d think there was no silver in Canada at all, let alone on your property. Besides, this is ten years old.”

“If there was no silver there ten years ago, Jerry, there’s no silver there now. The engineer who made the survey—”

“Who was he?” demanded Muller. He picked up the document, turned the page, and made a grimace. “Vinereau! Good God!”

“What’s wrong with Vinereau?”

“Nothing, I guess, except that he was generally drunk and died in delirium tremens
 . You’re not accepting him
 as an authority? If he had found silver he wouldn’t have known it.”

“A pretty good metallurgist in his day, Jerry.”

“Sure,” agreed Muller. “But you can take it from me that this” — tapping the report— “wasn’t his day.” He opened his attache case, took out a document, and tossed it on the desk. “Well, there’s the lease, Selby. It’ll need to be registered at Canada House. But remember that if you’re fool enough to sign it, it’s dead against my advice. Still, if you’re set on being a philanthropist, I guess it’s no use wasting any more breath on you. You were always a sentimental old fool, and it’s too late now, I suppose, to think of curing you.”

Clive smiled.

“Young O’Ryan is a decent sort of fellow, Jerry,” he said, “and I’d like to do him a good turn if it’s possible.”

“You’ll be doing him a good turn all right. You’ll be leasing him silver at the price of lumber, and I guess he won’t lie awake at nights thinking how unkind you’ve been to him. You always did have an unholy horror of anyone thinking you’d been hard-hearted enough to look after your own interests, didn’t you? Damn it, man, just for once, set your teeth and be businesslike. Lease him the lumber and keep the mineral rights for yourself.”

“It’s not worth while, Jerry.”

“It’s worth a million dollars.”

The other shook his head.

“Get the idea out of your head that there’s silver in Tamagari, Jerry,” he said. “There isn’t. Vinereau may have been all you say, but I’m not relying only on his report. O’Ryan has had the land surveyed — by a friend of his — and the report says there’s no sign of minerals.” Muller removed his cigar from his mouth and smiled at it.

“Sure,” he said. “And that settles it — eh, Selby? Well, if I were a buyer, I’d naturally hire a friend who would find no sign of minerals. If he did, he’d be no friend of mine. All right; have it your own way. There’s no reason why you shouldn’t give away a million dollars if it’ll make you happy.”

“You’re a suspicious old devil, Jerry.”

“I’m a lawyer,” said Muller, “and a lawyer’s job is to make provision against something that couldn’t possibly happen. It’s generally the first thing that does happen. If you’ve forgotten that, Selby, you’ve got a darned bad memory. Who is this O’Ryan fellow?”

“He’s a gentleman, anyway. Rather amusing. Nita finds him terribly amusing.”

“Huh! I don’t like wives who are terribly amused. Start a woman laughing and you never know where she’ll finish.”

Clive frowned. “When you talk like that, Jerry, you make me ill.”

“I’m the only misogynist I’ve ever met.”

“Since when? Don’t tell me you
 hate women.”

“No, I don’t hate ‘em,” admitted Muller, “but I should hate to like ‘em. There was a fortune-teller in a bazaar at Montreal who said I’d be married twice. M’m! I wasn’t satisfied till I’d got him a month’s hard labour. It ought to have been ten years: I did my best.”

“You probably will marry twice,” said Clive. “It’s the thing that can’t possibly happen that generally happens first, Jerry. I never dreamed that I should marry twice, but I did.”

He rose from his desk and began pacing the room. Muller’s shrewd blue eyes followed him.

“Anyway, Selby, there’s no sense now in wishing you hadn’t.”

Clive paused, frowning.

“Listen, Jerry,” he said. “We’re old pals and can be perfectly frank with each other. You don’t like Nita.”

“The one thing that it’s not safe for a man to be frank about even with an old pal is to disillusion him about his womenfolk.” He waved his cigar deprecatingly. “Anyway, I don’t understand women, my boy, and that’s all there is to it. I’m the only man I’ve ever met who doesn’t understand ’em and who admits it. Anyway, I guess a man’s wife is his own private load of mischief.”

“Nita’s not terribly in love with me,” said Clive, talking more to himself, it seemed, than to his friend. “I’ve always known that and — made allowances. I’m not the sort of man to inspire that kind of love. Women aren’t afraid of me; and you can’t love people unless you’re a little bit afraid of them.”

“You’re crazy. Fear’s hate.”

“It’s love, too,” said Clive thoughtfully. “There’s no love without fear of something or other, Jerry — fear of losing a man, hurting him, displeasing him, rousing him. If a woman isn’t afraid of you she probably despises you, and then—”

He paused, frowning thoughtfully. Muller rose. “Well, that seems a pretty easy way of making yourself solid with a woman,” he said with a smile. “All you gotta do is to sit down and pull faces at her.”

He went up to Clive and laid a hand on his shoulder. “Now, listen,” he said gravely. “You think I’m a damned interfering old busybody, don’t you? Well, I guess you’re right. You’re not the only one who thinks that, but I shan’t lie awake at nights fretting over it. I’m your lawyer as well as your friend, and a lawyer’s no sort of right to call himself a lawyer if he shirks telling unpleasant truths to his client, any more than a friend has any right to call himself a friend if he’s afraid of getting a snub for straight talking. Fortunately, I’ve a toughish sort of hide, and provided you listen to what I’m telling you, you can let off at me as much as you like afterwards. And I’m telling you, as I told you on the telephone this morning, that if you aren’t clean crazy you’ll have the whole thing out with your wife once and for all. There’s only one way to deal with a woman—”

Clive cut him short with a gesture.

“Thanks, Jerry,” he said. “You’ve done your bit in telling me what you have told me, and I’m grateful. But it’s entirely a matter between Nita and myself, and you must leave me to deal with it in my own way.” Muller shrugged and turned away.

“If you’re going to sign this damn-fool lease,” he said, “I’ll phone Canada House and have a word with them about the registration.”

Clive nodded.

“You’ll find the telephone in the hall.”

Muller picked up the document from the desk and went towards the door. He paused, with his hand on the knob, and glanced back at Clive as he stood staring thoughtfully into the garden.

“Selby, you may not scare your wife,” he said, “but you scare me sometimes.”
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For some moments after Muller had left him, Selby Clive stood gazing thoughtfully into the garden. Stepping out through the French windows onto the terrace, he halted again, staring intently at the high yew hedge that cut off the lower garden from his view. Then, turning abruptly, he reentered the library, seated himself at his desk, methodically filled his pipe and lighted it, picked up a document, and began to read.

He had not read many lines when he caught the sound of hurried footsteps on the terrace, and, as he glanced up from the document in his hand, Nita came striding in from the garden. She was pale, and her eyes were angry; she spoke in quick, breathless snatches.

“Selby, what — what is happening — in the lower garden?”

He raised his eyebrows.

“Happening, my dear?”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, don’t be stupid! You know what I mean. There’s a huge hole — frightfully deep — right across one of the paths. You must have known it was there.”

“Oh, yes, of course I knew of it. The workmen were busy on it this morning. They’re putting down a catch-pit for storm water, Nita. You see, down in the lower garden—”

“Then why on earth didn’t someone tell me about it?” she interrupted angrily. “It’s most terribly dangerous — a regular mantrap. You take it pretty calmly, Selby. I hope you realize that I came as near as I possibly could to breaking my neck in the garden?”

Clive sprang to his feet.

“Good God, Nita — I’m sorry — I didn’t realize — what happened?”

“Nothing — fortunately; but I don’t know how I managed to avoid it. If it had been dark I couldn’t possibly have missed it. I had no idea the thing was there — just round the corner of the hedge, of all the idiotic places — and I was reading a newspaper as I walked along and only just noticed it in time to stop myself falling in.”

“Good Lord, Nita! The catch-pit! If I’d realized that you were going anywhere near it—”

“You knew I was going in the lower garden — I told you so. Besides, you know quite well I always go there. To make a mantrap like that in the middle of the path and say nothing about it — it’s criminal!”

“Terribly careless of me, Nita,” admitted Selby. “But when you said you were going to the lower garden I quite forgot the catch-pit. I’m afraid it has given you a bad turn, my dear.”

“It’s the second time I’ve nearly had a bad accident in this wretched place,” she interrupted. “First the balcony gives way and nearly throws me down onto the terrace, and now this. And you wonder why I want to get rid of the place!”

“It’s very badly built, Nita; I told you that before I bought it, my dear. If I had had my way I wouldn’t have come here at all.”

“Oh, I know! But don’t put me in the wrong all the time. I know
 it was my choice, and I know you wouldn’t have bought it if it hadn’t been for me, and I know it’s quite unreasonable of me to want to leave it now. But you needn’t always be right about everything, Selby, need you? At least, if you are right, you needn’t always tell me so.”

Clive smiled.

“Am I being tiresome again? Sorry, my dear. I’m afraid I’m rather good at being tiresome. And I’ll see about the catch-pit. I told those infernal workmen to be sure to cover the pit with planks, and I’ll have the blood of that foreman.”

He went to her and laid a hand on her arm.

“And now forget the catch-pit, my dear,” he said. “I want you to tell me something — rather important.” She glanced up quickly and met his gaze.

“Well, Selby?”

“Are you really glad to be back?”

She gave an almost imperceptible shrug.

“Oh, yes,” she said suddenly— “quite glad.”

His arm went round her shoulders.

“Glad to be back — with me?”

She released herself and turned away.

“Don’t, Selby — please.”

He looked at her with a puzzled expression in his mildly reproachful eyes. She noticed it and relented to the extent of giving him a comforting pat.

“Sorry, darling,” she said, “but I’m feeling awfully bad-tempered. I’m tired, I suppose. You’re right again, I’m afraid, Selby: I should have been much wiser to keep away from the lower garden and have a rest in my room, shouldn’t I?” She paused for a moment; then: “Suppose I had fallen in the mantrap, Selby? I’m afraid the coroner would have been dreadfully nasty about—”

“Try to think no more about it, my dear,” he interrupted hastily. “Thank God, you didn’t fall in. Listen. Baumann — the jeweller fellow — came yesterday. He brought what he called ‘a wonderful piece’: rather a pretty thing — emeralds and diamonds.”

“A bracelet?”

He nodded.

The hint of a frown ruffled her forehead.

“You didn’t buy it, Selby? Of course, I’m sure it’s lovely, but—” She hesitated.

“But you’ve no confidence in my taste?”

“More confidence in my own, anyway, darling,” she said. “You know I always like to choose things myself if I’m to wear them.”

“Well, I didn’t exactly buy it,” he told her. “Baumann will change it if you don’t care about it. I arranged that, because the last time I bought you a bracelet — well, it struck me as very pretty, but you didn’t seem to care for it particularly, and you never wear it.”

“Sorry, darling,” she laughed, “but it really was rather awful. The sort of thing a barmaid would wear on her evening out.”

Clive smiled.

“It was a little — florid, wasn’t it?” he admitted. “But this piece — I think you’ll like it, Nita. It’s very simple: a sort of background of diamonds and a knot of emeralds. Something like this,” he added, and traced a design with his finger on the desk.

Nita frowned.

“Selby, don’t tell me it’s a true-lovers’ knot!”

“Er — yes — I believe that’s what they do call it, now you mention it. It struck me as being rather novel, though. Diamonds as a background, you know, and — er — well, a sort of knot. I’ll show you, shall I?”

He opened one of the drawers of his desk, took out a jewel case, threw back the lid, and held it out for her inspection. “Rather lovely, don’t you think, Nita?” he inquired eagerly. “That’s the — er — knot.”

Nita nodded and gave an inaudible little sigh. The bracelet was, of course, exactly what Selby would inevitably give her. Out of a hundred bracelets she could hardly have failed to pick on this one as his selection. It was so exactly typical of him. It had the same air of solid worth, the same rather heavy impressiveness, the same suggestion of unassailable respectability. No woman, she felt, who had herself chosen such a bracelet could possibly have landed herself in the predicament in which she had landed herself. She could never for an instant have contemplated an indiscretion like the episode at the Laffan Hotel. Did Selby really believe her to be the type of woman for whom that bracelet was suitable? It would be a comfort to think so, just at the moment, but it certainly was not safe to infer that he did. He had bought it for her because he thought it “rather lovely” and because, since that was his opinion of it, he could not conceive of the possibility of her not thinking it “rather lovely,” too. That was Selby — always right, always infallible, always taking it for granted that everyone would see a thing from his point of view. It irritated her to discover, as she stood gazing at the bracelet, that it was just as impossible to find any definite fault in it as it was to find any definite fault in Selby.

“You like it, Nita?”

“Oh, yes — of course — of course I like it. It’s — magnificent. But—”

“It’s a good one, Nita. Eight hundred pounds.”

Nita sighed — audibly this time.

“Darling, must
 you tell me how much things cost?”

“Well, I mean, it’s not a cheap one. I — I thought it would be a little surprise for you.”

There was a hint of disappointment in his tone, and she glanced up at him to find him looking at her with such obvious anxiety in his eyes — he made her think of a dog that was desperately anxious to do right and pathetically afraid it had done wrong — that she could not bring herself to tell him the truth. She smiled at him and closed the case.

“I think it’s charming, Selby,” she said, “and you’re a darling to have thought of it.”

She went to him and was about to kiss him when the door opened and Muller came in. He paused and smiled.

“Carry on, Mrs. Clive,” he said, “and don’t mind me. And if you can kiss a bit of sense into his head, so much the better. The man’s a blind fool. But I guess you discovered that long ago, eh?”

“Selby blind?”

Muller nodded.

“Can’t see — or won’t see — what’s happening right in front of his nose. Thinks no friend of his would ever play a low-down trick on him. He’s crazy.”

Clive seated himself at the desk.

“It’s not that, Jerry,” he said: “it’s just that I prefer to trust my friends until I’m convinced that they have let me down. When I am convinced—” he smiled faintly— “I fancy I can deal with friends of that sort — in my own way.”

Muller shrugged.

“Well, I guess I’ve said enough to convince you,” he said, “and the rest is up to you. There’s the lease of the Tamagari property.” He tossed it on to the desk. “I shall want a duplicate to register in Ottawa; you ought to let me have it by Monday at the latest.”

He turned to Nita again and waved his cigar towards Clive.

“He’s giving away a million dollars, Mrs. Clive,” he said. “Can’t you stop him?”

Nita glanced quickly at her husband.

“What’s that, Selby?”

Clive smiled indulgently.

“The bee in Jerry’s bonnet buzzing, that’s all, Nita. He thinks that there are minerals — silver — on the property I’m leasing to young O’Ryan.”

“I don’t think — I know,” said Muller. “Now, listen, Selby: I guarantee I could sell that land for a million and a half dollars.”

Glove shook his head.

“I’m not selling the land at all, Jerry.”

“You’re leasing it for ninety years, and that’s the nearest you can get to selling without actually doing it. What will you be selling in ninety years’ time?”

Nita, glancing at Muller, frowned slightly. For all his genial manner, there was something about him which roused in her a feeling of antagonism. He was so sure of himself, so certain about everything — the sort of man who somehow created the impression that he saw through every action to the motive behind it, and that with those keen blue eyes looking at you it would be no use hoping to get away with a lie. She could imagine him being very ruthless. If you did not agree with him, he would bang his opinion into your head with sledgehammer blows until you did agree with him. She had an uneasy feeling that he had been banging something into her husband’s head. Selby, fortunately, had a fairly hard head, and it would take a terrific blow to bang into it a belief that she had been seen at the Laffan Hotel with Frank O’Ryan. That, she had little doubt now, was what Muller had been trying to drive into it, and once he had managed to do so it would need a still harder blow to bang the idea out again. Why on earth couldn’t the man mind his own business? And now he was trying to interfere over the lease, suggesting to Selby that Frank was swindling him….

“I can’t see my husband throwing away a million dollars, Mr. Muller,” she said. “I thought, Selby, that Frank said there was no silver on the land?”

Clive nodded.

“He did, my dear.”

Muller turned and faced her.

“It’s as well to remember, Mrs. Clive,” he said, “that O’Ryan is a buyer, and I’ve never yet known a buyer boost what he’s wanting to buy. If a hat’s marked three guineas, I guess you don’t tell ’em they ought to be charging you five.”

“And in this case, Mr. Muller,” she said coldly, “it might be as well to remember that Mr. O’Ryan is a friend of mine — of ours. I’ve known him since we were children together.”

“Fine,” smiled Muller. “There’s a fellow in Montreal doing five years for forging my signature on a cheque, and we used to share the same rattle before we could walk. I’ve always found, Mrs. Clive, that when I do a deal with one of my little playmates I need police protection.”

Nita made a gesture of impatience.

“You must have been most unfortunate in your playmates, Mr. Muller,” she said. “In any case, even if there are minerals on the land, they’re of no interest to Mr. O’Ryan: he’s going to farm.”

“He’ll raise a fine crop of mortgages on that land, Mrs. Clive.”

He was gazing at her with those shrewd eyes of his, and with a shrug Nita turned away. It was stupid to let him annoy her; he would only lead her into saying something which she did not wish to say. Whatever suspicions — or knowledge — he might have concerning Frank and herself, she would only fix them in his mind more firmly than ever if she championed Frank too ardently. It surprised her a little that, after last night, she had felt impelled to champion him at all.

“You are going to give Frank the lease, Selby, aren’t you?” she inquired.

“Of course I am, my dear,” he told her. “It doesn’t do to take too much notice of Jerry; he has had so much to do with the law that he has forgotten that there are still honest people in the world. I’ve given O’Ryan my word that he shall have the lease, and I’m going to stick to it. As a matter of fact, it is already signed.”

Muller took several turns up and down the room, puffing at his cigar.

“Well,” he said, halting again at the desk, “before you hand over that lease, Selby, I’d like to have a talk with Mr. O’Ryan. There’s nothing against talking — eh, Mrs. Clive?”

“When Jerry sets his heart on talking, Nita,” said Selby, “it’s no use trying to put him off it. I’ll see if O’Ryan is back yet.”

He rang the bell, and a moment later Lane appeared.

“See if Mr. O’Ryan is back, please, Lane.”

“He is back, sir,” Lane informed him. “I saw him just now — coming from the lower garden.”

Nita shot a quick glance at her husband.

“I — I didn’t see him,” she said hastily.

“No?” said Selby. “How odd!”

“I don’t see anything odd about it,” replied Nita irritably. “It’s more of a labyrinth than a garden. He might easily have been in the lower garden all the time I was there without my seeing him. Tell him that Mr. Clive would like to see him, please, Lane.”

Lane went out, and a few moments later O’Ryan came into the room. He paused by the door, and shot a quick, questioning glance at Nita. Clive swung round in his chair and waved a hand towards the lawyer.

“Come in, O’Ryan,” he said. “I want you to meet my friend Jerry Muller — my Canadian lawyer.” O’Ryan went forward and took Muller’s hand.

“Glad to meet you, Mr. Muller.”

“So you’re the fortunate leaseholder, eh, Mr. O’Ryan? Well, you’re a lucky young man.”

“Lucky?”

Muller nodded.

“Mr. Muller has an idea, Frank,” explained Nita, “that there’s silver on the land Selby’s leasing to you.”

“I wish you were a prophet, Mr. Muller,” smiled O’Ryan. “My engineer says there may be a trace of silver, but only a trace. Do you know the country?”

“Like his right hand,” Selby told him. “You had a camp up on the lake, didn’t you, Jerry?”

“Yeah. The best bass fishing in Canada — and that’s saying a lot. Now, about this Tamagari land, Mr. O’Ryan. I understand you’re proposing to farm it, and, that being so, I’m suggesting to Clive that the mineral rights—”

Nita sighed.

“Selby, couldn’t you possibly stop talking business for a little while?” she laughed. “I’m really not a bit interested in leases and that sort of thing, and I’m sure Mr. Muller must be as tired of them as I am.” She turned to O’Ryan. “You haven’t even said ‘How are you?’ yet, Frank.”

O’Ryan started.

“I say, I’m terribly sorry,” he apologized. “Did you enjoy your Scottish trip?”

Nita made a grimace.

“Wonderfully!” she said. “All the men talked salmon, and all the women talked men — two subjects in which I’m not much more interested than I am in leases.”

Clive rose and handed Muller a document.

“That’s the end of business, Nita,” he smiled. “You’ve had more than your dose since you came home this morning, and if I tire you too badly as soon as you’re back I shall have you running away and leaving me again.” He turned to Muller. “There’s nothing more to discuss, Jerry,” he said. “I stand by what I’ve already said. Those are the particulars of the Toronto lots you asked for — as far as I remember them. I’d post them, but the nearest pillar box is a mile away. We’re almost as uncivilized here as you are in Canada, when it comes to posting a letter. But it’s really Nita’s fault: she would make me buy this place.”

“And Selby has worried the post office so much,” said Nita, “that they’ve promised to put up a pillar box opposite the house.”

“Promised!” laughed Selby. “You should know how much a promise is worth nowadays, my dear. At present they’ve got no further than sending relays of men to stare at the site and put chalk marks on the ground. They were doing it again this morning, but there’s still no pillar box.” He went to the French windows. “Come along, Jerry, and see my catch-pit. I’m going to make the lower garden a little Eden.”

“Huh!” grunted the lawyer. “I guess he won’t have to import a snake — eh, Mrs. Clive?”

He went out with Clive onto the terrace, and O’Ryan moved towards the windows, obviously anxious to follow them. Nita, watching him with a suggestion of amusement in her eyes, seated herself in an armchair and lighted a cigarette.

“Frank!”

He paused at the window, glanced back, and saw her beckoning with her finger.

“You had better stay and talk to me, please, Frank,” she said.
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O’ryan turned, with a slight shrug, and came slowly back into the room. He was frowning, Nita noted, and he struck a match for his cigarette as if he had a grudge against it. He seated himself, with one leg swinging, on the corner of the desk, and sat for some moments, thoughtfully staring at his shoe, before he glanced up at her.

“I say, Nita, there’s nothing — nothing wrong, is there?”

“Wrong?”

“About — us.”

Nita smiled.

“Nothing — fortunately, Frank. But I admit it was a close shave. Aren’t you feeling terribly relieved today that you can still look Selby in the eyes?”

“You don’t think — Selby — it struck me when I got here this morning that he seemed a bit queer. But I’m probably imagining things. What could he possibly know?”

“Suppose he knew — everything?”

He sprang to his feet.

“Good God, Nita, you don’t really mean—”

“I’m not saying he does know anything,” she interrupted: “I’m only saying that, if he had somehow had his suspicions aroused, you went the very best way about confirming them. You’re supposed not to have seen me for over a week, yet you come in here and don’t even say ‘Good-morning.’”

“Yes, I know. Sorry, Nita. But just for the moment I was feeling pretty badly rattled. Lane came out and said I was wanted in here, and you had just passed me in the garden without a word, and I wondered — what on earth was the matter, Nita? You looked as white as death, and you went straight past without even looking at me.”

“I’d nearly had a bad accident. Selby’s catch-pit — a regular mantrap — right across the path. I only just missed falling in and breaking my neck.”

“Thank God for that!” exclaimed O’Ryan fervently.

“And thank you for that, Frank,” she laughed.

“Oh, I didn’t mean that, darling. But you passed me without a word, and naturally I jumped to the conclusion that Selby — somehow — I mean, you looked so scared—”

“It was so like Selby — he’s never happy unless he’s watching people digging holes. He’s a born potterer. Still, I didn’t fall in, so there’s really nothing to make a fuss about. I seem to have a knack of avoiding mantraps, don’t I?”

He picked up the jewel case from the desk and sat thoughtfully toying with it.

“I’ll tell you something, Nita, shall I?” he said. “I think you’re a mean little swine.”

“I’m not contradicting you, Frank. I’ve been feeling rather a mean little swine ever since I got back — and met Selby.”

He opened the jewel case, glanced at the bracelet, and smiled.

“Yours?”

She nodded.

“Good Lord! Did he give it to you? But I needn’t ask: only Selby Clive could have given you a thing like this. What’s this squiffy thing — like a couple of green worms?—”

“You could hardly be expected to know what that is, Frank,” she said. “It’s a true lovers’ knot.”

She rose from her chair, crossed to him, took the jewel case from his hand, and closed it.

“If anything has made me feel mean, this has,” she said, tapping the case with a finger. “Selby bought it for me — it cost him eight hundred pounds, which is a lot of money even to Selby — just because he wanted to give me a surprise when I got back from Scotland.”

“Instead of which he gave you a shock, eh?” grinned O’Ryan. “Did you scream when you saw it?”

She laid the case on the desk.

“I didn’t feel like screaming,” she said. “I felt much more like bursting into tears. When Selby showed it to me, I believe I hated you more than before. I know I hated myself — just for a moment. Selby tries so desperately hard But never mind. Why do you
 think I’m a mean little swine?”

“If it was meant to be a joke, Nita,” he said, “it didn’t strike me as a particularly funny one. What time did you leave the hotel?”

“Soon after eight — without breakfast. I was in a hurry. I’d have left last night if I could have got away without attracting attention. Why?”

“I don’t know. The least I expected, when they brought in my breakfast, was a rather penitent little note.”

“And a bunch of forget-me-nots?”

He took her hand, but she withdrew it sharply. “Don’t you think you’re rather a pig, Nita?”

“No, I don’t.”

O’Ryan smiled.

“Suppose I had knocked on the door? I nearly did. What would you have done?”

Nita turned from him with a shrug.

“I should probably have rung for the night porter and had you thrown out of the hotel.”

“I say, that’s a bit steep, isn’t it?”

“Perhaps. That was how I was feeling about you, anyway.”

She was leaning a shoulder against the frame of the French windows, with her back towards him, gazing out into the garden, and for some moments he sat watching her with a rather sulky frown. Then he got up and began pacing the room.

“You know, Nita,” he began, “you’re the queerest girl — suddenly changing your mind and dashing up to your room and Oh, I’m damned if I understand.”

She gave a hard little laugh.

“You make me feel very old when you talk like that, Frank. You don’t understand! I suppose I shouldn’t have expected you to understand. It’s the only thing — your not understanding — that makes it possible to think of forgiving you.”

“But, damn it, it was your idea!” he protested. “You sent me the telegram. You told me you’d be staying at the Laffan, and of course I thought you meant—”

“Lord, the woman tempted me—”

“That’s just the point: I didn’t,” grumbled O’Ryan. “If I had eaten, I shouldn’t be grousing.” He went to her and put his arm around her shoulders. “Nita darling,” he said, “it’s you who don’t understand. You don’t seem to realize how I’d looked forward to yesterday. I’ve longed for it, dreamed of it, waited for it, hoping that one day, if I were patient, you’d give me my reward. And when I got your telegram — you don’t know what that meant to me. I never for an instant doubted that you meant it. I was there — hanging about in the Laffan — hours before you arrived. I don’t know how I passed the time in that beastly room, and then — you bolted your door! When I discovered that, I just couldn’t believe it. I nearly went mad. I simply couldn’t understand — after that telegram—”

She freed herself from his arm.

“I’ve warned you before, Frank,” she said, “that when you’re trying to rob a man of his wife it isn’t wise to be affectionate in public. Selby’s in the garden.”

“What was it — a sudden spasm of conscience?” he demanded. “All I can say is, damn your conscience!”

“My conscience?” She shook her head. “It wasn’t that — entirely. Listen, Frank. You say that you don’t understand. That’s probably quite true — though I didn’t realize it last night — and I’m glad in a way. But I want to make you understand. You think I’m a mean little cat because I ran away from you and shot the bolt and left the Laffan before you were up this morning. But I’m not. I may be all sorts of other things — old-fashioned, overfastidious, stupidly sentimental — but I’m not mean — as far as you are concerned.”

“If you only meant to play the fool, Nita, why send that telegram?”

“When I sent the telegram,” she told him, “I didn’t mean to play the fool. I meant you to understand it just as you did understand it. I meant to see it through. I had made up my mind that I wanted you more than I wanted Selby, that you and I meant more to each other than Selby and I ever could, and I persuaded myself that I should be perfectly justified in doing what I had decided to do. I believe I was really terribly in love with you on the journey back to London.” She laughed nervously. “You’d never believe what castles I built — about you and me and the future — when once I’d sent off that wire. Just like a sentimental schoolgirl. I never thought again about Selby. I just sat there dreaming of glamorous days with you, when we should always be together—”

She broke off with a sudden gesture of impatience. “But what’s the use of talking about that?” she went on. “The point is, Frank, that to me it was all something wonderful — beautiful — sacred. You were going to take me into a kind of fairyland, and then — then — when we were having dinner — you said something which told me quite clearly that, instead of taking me to fairyland, you were only asking me to share in a nasty little backstairs intrigue.”

“Nita!”

“It’s true!” she exclaimed. “A sordid, squalid, hole-in-the-corner liaison — a little flat somewhere — sneaking into it like a couple of criminals, scared of being seen together, kissing each other as if we were doing something shameful, despising each other all the time — just being nasty and cheap and furtive—”

“For God’s sake—”

“Let me finish,” she insisted. “That’s all you had to offer me, Frank, and when I realized what you wanted, I just couldn’t do it, and I hated you for wanting it, for expecting me to take part in it. I suppose I should have found out exactly what you did mean first, but I took it for granted that, if I left Selby and went to you, I’d be able to do so openly — decently — cleanly. I was ready to do that. But the other way — your way — sorry, but the gilt was off the gingerbread, and I shot the bolt. Thank God for the bolt! It held the door shut between a rather lovely dream and a terribly sordid reality.”

She paused, and stood watching his bewildered face. “Don’t you understand now?”

“What you mean, Nita,” he said sulkily, “is that unless I’m prepared to marry you—”

“Prepared?” She sighed. “Don’t be too enthusiastic, Frank, will you?”

“Well, you know what I mean,” said O’Ryan, with a touch of irritation. “You knew — you must have known — that I couldn’t marry you yet. My bank manager will confirm that, if you doubt my word. But of course I meant to marry you as soon as possible. As soon as I get going with the Tamagari land, money won’t matter; but in the meantime … Good Lord, Nita! That sort of thing — nowadays — it never struck me you’d be so damnably squeamish. I certainly never thought you’d work that sort of stunt on me. I wonder you’ve the nerve to look me in the face.”

The girl smiled.

“You’re really rather delicious, Frank,” she said. “You can look Selby in the face, can’t you?”

He turned from her impatiently.

“That’s a frightfully commonplace thing to say,” he replied testily. “After all, you’re not in love with Selby.”

“And I am in love with you?”

He shrugged his shoulders.

“You pretend to be, Nita, but I’m damned if I know. One moment you’re arranging to meet me at the Laffan, and the next you’re wanting to burst into tears because Selby has bought you a hideous bracelet. Hang it, we’d be doing Selby no harm. Hurt his pride a bit, perhaps, but that’s all. I mean to say, you and he — you’ve always led me to suppose — it isn’t as though I’d be taking anything from him—”

She cut him short.

“You’re floundering, Frank,” she said. Then she went to him and laid a hand on his arm. “Poor old Frank!” she said. “I really am sorry.”

“If you had only pulled that beastly bolt back again, Nita—”

She shook her head.

“Oh, no — I’m not sorry about that,” she said. “Not at the moment, anyway. Perhaps one of these days, when I’m feeling bored beyond endurance, it might seem worth it not to be quite so early Victorian…. I don’t know. No; I’m sorry I was so stupid that I went to the Laffan at all. When I decided to go — still, it’s … nothing. One might easily find oneself staying in the same hotel as a man one knows — on the same floor — in the next suite. But I didn’t feel like that about it when I got there. Not when I got up to my room, I mean. I felt so terribly guilty that I believe I blushed when I said goodnight to the chambermaid. And when you feel guilty in front of servants you’re on the high-road to losing your self-respect.”

“Oh, rot!”

“Perhaps,” she admitted. “But I haven’t lost that guilty feeling yet.”

“Windy?” He smiled confidently. “You needn’t be; Selby’s not a suspicious man.”

“Isn’t he? I wouldn’t be too sure about that.”

He shot her a quick, anxious glance.

“I say, he isn’t, is he? I mean, I don’t see how — you don’t think he has any idea—”

“He may have,” said Nita. “We may as well face it. Selby may know. I’ve a feeling that he does know — something. Did he ask you — when you arrived this morning, I mean — where you stayed in town last night?—”

“As a matter of fact, now you come to mention it, Nita,” said O’Ryan thoughtfully, “he did ask me.”

“What did you say? You didn’t tell him—”

“That I stayed at the Laffan in the room next to yours?” He grinned. “I didn’t tell him anything; I sort of passed it off. After all, Nita, there’s nothing to get scared about. We’re both as innocent as the unborn babe — unfortunately. Selby has nothing to be suspicious of.”

“Hasn’t he? Think it out, Frank. We two knew that there was nothing in it, but put yourself in Selby’s place and see if it looks quite as harmless. Imagine that your wife, instead of coming home, as she had said she would, spent the night in London at the Laffan Hotel without troubling to let you know.”

“Good Lord, Nita, if you hadn’t the sense to tell him you wouldn’t be back until the next day—”

“I hadn’t,” she said. “But I didn’t expect things to turn out quite as they did. I didn’t expect to be coming back here at all. And in any case Selby phoned to Scotland and knew I’d left, so the lie would have been wasted. And then suppose, Frank, your wife stayed at the Laffan in a room which was booked for her by some young man of whom you knew her to be rather fond, and the room was next to his, with a communicating door—”

“Quite,” interrupted O’Ryan. “I’d probably instruct my solicitor — if I knew. But Selby can’t possibly know—”

“And suppose,” she went on, “your wife were seen in the foyer by the manager, who knows her quite well by sight, obviously waiting to meet someone—”

“Good God! Were you?”

She nodded.

“And you didn’t tell me? We could have cleared out of the Laffan.”

“I know. But being seen didn’t seem to matter — then. Selby was bound to know, anyway, I thought.”

“And you think the manager told him — telephoned here, perhaps, and spilt the beans—”

“Oh, I don’t know,” she said wearily. “I’ve wondered until I’m sick of wondering. All I know is that this morning, just as I was leaving, Selby telephoned to the Laffan and asked for me, and the reception clerk told him I’d spent the night there and had just left. He says he only guessed I’d have gone there, but I’m not so sure. There’s that man Muller.”

“Nasty bit of work, Nita.”

“He’s shrewd — and he’s Selby’s oldest friend, if that’s what you mean,” said Nita. “He stayed at the Laffan last night.”

“Oh! He didn’t see us — me — did he?”

“How do I know what he saw or didn’t see?” she exclaimed. “He didn’t tell me, when we met, that he’d seen me with you at the Laffan last night, but he somehow managed to make me feel — oh, I don’t know. I don’t think I’m just imagining things, but I’ve a feeling that Selby knows and that Muller told him. He kept on sort of hinting, and looking at me as if — oh, it’s hopeless trying to explain. Muller knows: I’m certain of that. And if Muller knows, then it’s ten to one he has told Selby.”

“But if Selby hasn’t said anything—”

“Would he?” She shook her head. “You don’t know him like I do. He’d wait — and watch; and suddenly, when you weren’t expecting it, he’d — well, I told you what he’d probably do, didn’t I? It doesn’t follow, because Selby has said nothing, that he knows nothing. Besides, from one or two hints he has let fall — oh, I don’t know, Frank. I’m scared, that’s all.”

O’Ryan was frowning, gnawing the tip of his finger. “Deuced awkward, Nita, if he does know!”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” she exclaimed irritably, “don’t start dishing out platitudes. Do you suppose I need telling it would be deuced awkward?”

“I mean — that lease and everything—”

“Lease?” She smiled. “Oh, yes, of course. How stupid! I thought you were thinking about me. It might be just a little awkward for me too, mightn’t it? But, of course, the lease — naturally — much more deuced awkward for you. If Selby should be unreasonable enough to refuse to grant the lease to a man who has seduced his wife—”

“Cut out that sort of talk,” he interrupted. “It doesn’t help either of us. If Selby knows, the lease has gone west, and you don’t seem to realize—”

“Oh, yes, I do,” she said, turning abruptly away from him. “I realize just how important Nita and the lease are to you. Nita and the lease, or the lease and Nita?” She shrugged a shoulder. “I wonder who first thought of putting bolts on communicating doors. It’s a grand idea, isn’t it?”

“Ridiculous nonsense, if you ask me.”

She shook her head.

“It’s a fine idea,” she repeated. “It gives people a chance to change their minds — in time.”
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Nita strolled out onto the terrace and stood with her arms resting on the parapet, gazing at the riot of rambler roses. They were wonderful this year — masses of red and pink blossom that formed a solid hedge across the end of the lawn. She remembered that three years ago, when she had come with Selby to view the house, she had casually remarked that a few ramblers would improve the garden, and this was the result. So like Selby; he was always thorough in whatever he undertook. No half measures. No sense of proportion, really, she supposed — rather inclined to overdo things in his desire for thoroughness. That bracelet, for instance. Eight hundred pounds, when he could have given her just as much pleasure by buying her something which had cost him ten. Solid masses of roses and solid masses of diamonds. She would never be able to wear the thing. And a true-lovers’ knot! Just like Selby! Terribly sentimental, really, and so many of the things he did for her had a true-lovers’ knot attached to them. She wished they hadn’t; it would be so much easier to treat him badly if he cared for her less or even considered her less. He gave her everything she asked for — almost; usually far more than she asked for — like the ramblers — and it made her feel terribly cheap when she thought how little she gave him in return.

He still seemed to think that he hadn’t given her enough rambler roses. He was having a new pergola built — a solid-looking affair of massive timber baulks that was at present a dreadful eyesore — and he probably intended to have it covered with ramblers. Once an idea got into Selby’s head it was impossible to get it out again. That bracelet was the third he had given her recently — each one rather less possible than the one before. Still, she hadn’t liked it when Frank had laughed at the bracelet. His sneers had somehow stung her, angered her, made her want to defend Selby and hurt Frank. Funny that she should feel like that.

The thought of Frank brought a pucker between her eyebrows. He hadn’t shown up particularly well, she reflected. He was scared stiff in case Selby knew. He had suddenly gone very white when she had told him that Selby had telephoned to the Laffan. “Deuced awkward!” It would certainly be all that for Frank if Selby did know. Selby versus Frank — it would be a pitifully unequal sort of contest. She had, of course, meant to scare Frank. She had wanted to shake him out of his complacency, hurt him, make him suffer in some way for his treatment of her yesterday. Partly that, and partly that she was nervous herself and had felt an urgent need to unburden herself to someone. She had hoped, she supposed, that Frank would tell her that there was nothing to worry about, reassure her, give her some explanation of that telephone call which would convince her that it was only her uneasy conscience that was making her imagine all sorts of unlikely possibilities. But the result had been that she had only frightened herself a little more. She had frightened Frank, and his fear had infected her. She had not fully realized, until she had marshalled the evidence for Frank’s benefit, how convincing was the case against her, and the net result of her vindictive longing to make him suffer had simply been to increase her own uneasiness by adding his to it.

It served her right, perhaps, for being vindictive. After all, she had treated Frank pretty badly — from his point of view — and he was hardly to be blamed because he had not understood hers. She had never given him reason to suspect her of being old-fashioned over such matters; she had rather been at pains to make him believe her very modern and broadminded and difficult to shock. The streak of Puritanism which she knew to be in her she had always carefully concealed, from the same instinct that would have made her conceal a grey hair or a greasy complexion — because grey hairs and greasy complexions were not fashionable. She hadn’t, perhaps, been quite fair to Frank in judging him by her own standards, particularly since they were standards to which she would not, except to herself, admit allegiance. He, after all, stirred something in her which no other man had ever stirred. She would not easily forget last night, when she had sat with him in the restaurant at the Laffan, in a sort of haze of happiness, every sense so acutely alive, every nerve keyed up to respond to the faintest breath of sensation….

She caught the sound of footsteps on the gravel path and glanced round to see Muller and her husband coming towards the house.

“Oh, here you are, darling!” said Selby, as he came up the steps. “Muller wants to get back to town and I’m going to look up a train for him.”

She nodded. So Muller was going. Thank God for that, anyway. Muller, with his shrewd blue eyes and his air of knowing everything — perhaps she’d feel better when he was out of the way. She could probably manage Selby alone, whatever he might suspect. But Selby with Muller beside him, prompting him, goading him, banging facts into his head …

She realized that Muller was loitering on the terrace.

“So it’s only a flying visit, Mr. Muller?” she said with a smile.

“Sure,” replied Muller. “A matter of business, but it won’t mean more than a few hours in London. I’ll be back as soon as I can get here. Tonight, perhaps; tomorrow anyway — if you feel you can put up with me. Selby says I shan’t be in the way.”

“Of course not.”

He smiled.

“Selby likes to have me around,” he said. “God knows why. He says I’m always bullying him over something, and I guess he’s right. But when you see an old friend making a damn fool of himself—”

“And is he?”

“Sure.”

“Over — over that lease?”

“Well, that’s just one particular instance of his foolishness, Mrs. Clive, but there are others. But you can’t teach Selby — never could. Gets an idea into his cranium and nothing short of dynamite can shift it. He’s an obstinate old devil. Tell him he’s doing a thing in the wrong way, and he’s dead sure to go on doing it that way. Tell him to open his eyes and face facts, and he’ll clamp ’em tight shut and shirk ‘em. That’s Selby — God bless him!”

“And what in particular is he doing in the wrong way now, Mr. Muller?”

“Huh!” grunted the lawyer. “Pretty near everything.” He waved a hand towards the lower garden. “His precious catch-pit, for instance. I’ve just been telling him he’s tackling things in the wrong way. His methods are — well, I reckon ‘primitive’ is the word; and if he carries on that way he’ll only be landing himself in serious trouble.”

Nita was frowning.

“You mean — over draining the garden?”

“Sure. What else could I mean? Making an Eden, is he? If you want my opinion, he’s heading straight for a deluge.”

He turned abruptly and strode into the library, and Nita, after a moment’s hesitation, followed. Clive was seated at his desk, poring over an A B C; O’Ryan, smoking a cigarette, was lolling against the mantelpiece. She noticed that he was smiling in his usual confident way, but there was a look in his eyes, as he glanced quickly at her, which cancelled out his confident smile. And he was smoking very quickly.

“I’ve just been telling O’Ryan that I’ve a bone to pick with him,” said her husband, as she stepped in through the French windows.

Nita smiled.

“Never argue with Selby over a bone, Frank,” she laughed. “He snaps. What’s the bone, Selby?”

Clive turned a page of the timetable.

“All the time you’ve been in Scotland, my dear,” he said, “the young bounder has never been near me. Instead of taking pity on my solitude, he has been gallivanting off somewhere or other — Paris, wasn’t it, O’Ryan?”

“Yes — absolutely — Paris,” replied O’Ryan. “Sorry to have deserted you, sir, but I only got back last night.”

“And last night, when you got back from Paris, instead of coming along here to keep me company—”

“Couldn’t be done, sir. I had an appointment in town.”

“A pleasant one, I hope.”

O’Ryan smiled.

“It promised to be — yes.”

Clive glanced up.

“And it didn’t work out quite as you expected? Well, if there was a woman in the case — as I suppose there was — I can quite understand that. Things rarely do work out as you expect them to when there’s a woman concerned.”

“Depends what you expect, doesn’t it?” remarked Nita. “What do you know about women, Selby, anyway?”

He shrugged and returned to the timetable.

“I’ve been married twice,” he said.

“Huh!” grunted Muller. “If you weren’t here, Mrs. Clive, do you know what I’d say to him? I’d tell him that having married twice doesn’t prove a darned thing except that he didn’t learn much about women on his first trip.”

Nita smiled.

“Not enough to avoid a second trip, eh, Mr. Muller? That’s rather sweet of you, isn’t it? Or perhaps you were polite enough only to mean that he didn’t learn enough about women to justify him in attempting a second trip?”

“Never mind me,” laughed her husband. “I’m slanging O’Ryan. A man who’s supposed to be my friend and prefers to stay at some hotel in town — where do you stay in town, O’Ryan?”

The young man removed his cigarette from his lips and stared intently at the glowing tip.

“Oh, various places … sometimes at my club.”

“You should try the Laffan,” advised Selby, running a finger down the page. “Rather a jolly place, isn’t it, Nita? They can make you as snug as if you were in a flat of your own — all the rooms communicate. That cuts both ways, of course. It can be jolly awkward if you forget to bolt the doors.”

Nita did her utmost not to look at O’Ryan, but she could not help it. She saw the sudden alarm in his eyes and risked a frown at him. Thank goodness Selby had not looked at him as he had made that remark: he would have needed no further confirmation. If only Frank would get a grip of himself!

“Of course, if you’re intelligent,” added her husband, “you don’t forget. Bolts are a good idea to my mind — better than keys, because you can’t lose them, and they’re just as effective.”

“Provided they’re on the right side of the door, Selby,” laughed his wife. “Selby’s crazy about bolts,” she explained. “They have small silver bolts at the Laffan, and he wasn’t satisfied, after he’d seen them, until he’d had small silver bolts fitted to all the doors here.” She waved a hand towards the door of the library. “It looks rather silly in a library, doesn’t it? But he would have it.”

She was scaring O’Ryan badly; she could see that. All this skating on thin ice was sending cold shivers down his spine, and somehow she wanted to keep him shivering. She was wondering if she could find still thinner ice….

“Reminded you of home, eh, Nita?” said Clive. “Last night, I mean — when you deserted me — at the Laffan — the little silver bolt.”

Suddenly she wanted no thinner ice. She wanted desperately to get off the ice altogether.

“What on earth are you poring over, Selby?” she exclaimed irritably. “Mr. Muller is waiting for the car.”

“Jerry’s going by train,” interrupted Clive. “He hates cars. Two years ago he drove a car into a tree in Canada, and since then he hasn’t a good word to say for motors. Here we are — four thirty-five, five-seventeen — that’s a good train, Jerry.”

“Not so bad — for this country,” grunted the lawyer. “I’ll walk with you to the station,” said Clive. “There’s heaps of time.”

Muller nodded.

“Goodbye, Mrs. Clive,” he said, “for the moment.” He turned to O’Ryan. “Goodbye, Mr. O’Ryan. You’re a lucky young man. Still, if you get what I think you’ll get, the laugh’s on Selby.”

At the door Clive paused.

“I forgot to tell you, Nita,” he said. “Whitcombe phoned through to say that he’s coming along to tea.” Nita sighed.

“Don’t ask him to stay to dinner, darling, that’s all. I shall fall asleep to the droning.”

Her husband smiled.

“Oh, he’s a nice old boy — frightfully interesting.”

“If you meet him, Selby, on your way to the station, be an angel and take him with you. He drives me distracted, and if I have to entertain him to tea on my own—”

“I’ll be back in time if I can, my dear,” he assured her. “If I’m not—” he nodded towards O’Ryan— “O’Ryan will look after you. I’m sure he’s an excellent chaperon.”

As the door closed behind her husband, Nita turned to O’Ryan.

“Well, Frank?”

“I say, you — you heard? All that stuff about the Laffan—”

“Does he know?”

“Well — the way he kept on at it — pumping me about where I’d been and what I’d been doing — it looks as if he knows something. But how on earth You don’t suppose he had somebody watching, do you?”

“Don’t be a fool, Frank. That’s not Selby. Besides, there was no need. There’s the manager of the Laffan — and Mr. Muller; either of them may have seen us and told him. We know that — almost for certain; and goodness knows how many other people may have seen us.”

“Comforting, aren’t you? I’m not so sure, though. If Selby got wind of anything, he might easily have put someone to watch.”

“I tell you he didn’t — he wouldn’t!” she interrupted angrily. “Besides, until we were actually at the Laffan, he couldn’t possibly have got wind of anything. He’s not a mind reader. I’m not so sure that Mr. Muller isn’t, though. Awkward if he is, eh, Frank? For both of us, of course, but particularly for you. It must be an enormous asset to a lawyer to be able to read what’s going on in his client’s mind — all the little subterfuges and deceptions—”

“Talk sense,” he interrupted irritably. “You don’t seem to realize that this is a jolly serious matter for me. If this deal didn’t come off, I’d be in a hell of a mess. And he was talking about helping me to finance the syndicate. I’ve no capital, and I’ve got to find some somewhere — it’s too good a chance to miss — and if only Selby will lend a hand — see what I mean? It’s a damned serious business.”

She nodded.

“Would it be very indiscreet of me if I asked you something, Frank? I think I will ask you, anyway. Is
 there silver on the property?”

He turned from her with a shrug.

“Well, you never know, you know. There may be.”

“I see,” she said thoughtfully. “Has anybody said there is silver on the property?”

He came back at her irritably:

“I’ve told you — there’s always a chance.”

“Then I am
 being indiscreet?”

“Nita darling, be an angel,” he begged, “and don’t start nagging me now. I’ve enough to worry me, in all conscience. Besides, you know what I’ve told you. As soon as I get the syndicate floated I’m going to give you a block of shares. I’m not going to let you down.”

“That makes me feel rather like a thief, Frank.”

“Why should it?”

“It does, anyway. My conscience again, perhaps — refusing to be damned.”

“Oh, rot!” exclaimed O’Ryan. “There’s nothing to turn you squeamish. It’s only fair. You’ve married without a settlement, and if anything should happen — you know what I mean. If… you know?”

“If I pulled the bolt — yes.”

“And if Selby found out — well, you’d be penniless. Isn’t that so?”

She nodded.

“I mean, he may know already — about last night — and that’s all the evidence he’d want, and you’ve got to look after yourself. There’s nothing wrong in being on the safe side. Why the hell you married him, I don’t know. He’s a good chap and all that sort of thing, but — well, you knew absolutely nothing about him, did you? Except that he made a pile of money in Canada, nobody does know anything about him.”

“And most people,” she replied, “provided he had the money, didn’t care where or how he had made it. I was one of them.” She was thoughtful for some moments. Then: “I’ll tell you something, Frank. Selby is one of the nicest men I have ever met. I hate myself sometimes because I’ve been such a brute — such a mean little beast — to him. I could quite easily fall in love with him — if he weren’t so nice.”

“Sometimes you talk pretty average rot, Nita, don’t you?”

“Do I? Selby, after all, has all the qualities that any sane woman likes. Most women, I expect, would think me marvellously lucky to have married him. Lots of them were terribly annoyed about it, anyway. If something would only shake me in the right direction, I might fall desperately in love with him.”

“If something would shake him in the direction of signing that lease, I should be a good deal happier. I wish that infernal lawyer weren’t here. That fellow dislikes me. He as good as told me that, if he had his way, the lease never would be signed.”

“But the lease is signed, Frank.”

“No! Really?”

“Selby himself told me so.”

“I say, if that’s so — good egg! Are you sure?”

She nodded.

“Best bit of news I’ve had for a long time,” said O’Ryan, with a smile of satisfaction. “But I wonder — the mineral rights, you know — that’s what I’m rather scared about. Muller didn’t persuade him to stick to the mineral rights, did he?”

“Always a chance, eh, Frank? No, I’m pretty sure Selby wasn’t persuaded to do that. Muller tried to make him, I fancy, but Selby wouldn’t listen. He had promised you the lease, and when he does a thing he always does it thoroughly. I don’t think you need worry: you’ll get what you want, and the laugh, as Mr. Muller said, will be on Selby.”

“I hope you’re right, Nita, but I shan’t feel really comfortable until I’ve seen the lease and made sure.” Nita went to the writing desk.

“I expect it’s here somewhere,” she said, beginning to turn over the papers that were strewn on it, “and as it’s all fixed up there can’t be any reason why you shouldn’t see it. If you’re so terribly anxious, why didn’t you ask Selby about it? I’m sure he’d have told you.” He shook his head.

“The less said about it the better while that man Muller was here,” he said. “I didn’t want to start a discussion with him. Besides, if I kept asking about it — especially about the mineral rights — Selby might have thought I was trying to stampede him into it before he had a chance to think it over.”

She glanced up at him.

“You stampeding Selby?” She smiled. “You’ve a wonderful imagination, Frank. I’m afraid you’ll be wasted on farming.” She began turning over the papers again. “What does a lease look like, Frank? Is this it? It looks legal enough, anyway.”

She held out a document, and O’Ryan took it eagerly and began rapidly glancing down the typewritten sheets.

“This is an agreement for—” he hastily turned a page— “excavating, supplying, and laying down earthenware pipes.” He tossed the document back on to the desk. “That’s not it, Nita.”

“Then I’m afraid you’ll have to wait,” she said.

“The lease isn’t here — unless Wait a minute, though. I’ve just got an idea. There’s a secret drawer here somewhere; Selby showed it to me once. Poor darling, he adores that sort of thing. He had it made a couple of years ago — for important papers, he said. I think I can remember…”

She was running the tips of her fingers down the side of the desk while O’Ryan stood anxiously watching her.

“I say, wouldn’t he make a fuss if he knew you were rummaging about in his desk?”

“Don’t be silly!” she laughed. “He showed me the secret drawer himself. There’s a spring somewhere just about here.”

There came a click as she spoke, and a small panel in the side of the desk flew back, revealing a compartment within.

“There we are!” exclaimed the girl triumphantly. “There’s the secret drawer, and I don’t mind betting—” she stooped, thrust in her hand, drew out a legal-looking document and stood upright— “and I don’t mind betting that this is your lease.”

She unfolded the document and glanced at it. “‘Deed Poll,’” she read. “What’s a Deed Poll, Frank?”

“I don’t know,” said O’Ryan impatiently. “Something you change your name by, isn’t it?”

“Change your name?”

He nodded.

“Popular device with shady gents,” he grinned, “whose real names have become a handicap.”

She glanced again at the document, her brows puckered in a frown.

“‘Know all men by these presents,’ she read, ‘that I, Dennis Selby Clive Sanderby, commonly called Dennis Sanderby, will in future be known as Selby Clive ‘“

She stopped abruptly and stood staring at O’Ryan with bewildered eyes.

“Frank, what — does that mean that — that Selby—”

“Changed his name! Good God, why on earth — did you know? Did he ever tell you?”

She shook her head.

“Dennis Sanderby? But why — I don’t understand.” O’Ryan took the document from her hand.

“Let’s have a look,” he said. “What’s the date of it? — 1913 — twenty years ago, by Jove! Executed at Edmonton on the fourth day of March, 1913. Well, I’m damned!”

Nita’s face was grave and her eyes troubled.

“It’s — odd, Frank, isn’t it? What made him do that, I wonder?”

“It’s certainly queer.”

She took the document, glanced at it again, and then, replacing it in the secret drawer, closed the panel.

“Changed his name,” she repeated thoughtfully. “I wonder why he never told me that.”

“Why don’t you ask him? Hang it, you’re his wife, and you’ve every right to know a thing like that. After all, a man doesn’t change his name for nothing.”

She was shaking her head.

“If Selby wants to tell me, he’ll tell me. I shan’t ask.”

“That’s for you to decide, of course,” said O’Ryan; “but if I were in your shoes I’d tackle him about it straight out. Have another look for the lease, though, Nita — just to relieve my mind.”

She appeared not to have heard him. She walked across to the French windows.

“Dennis Sanderby,” she repeated. “How very strange! I wonder why he has never told me that.”

“He wouldn’t carry it about with him, would he?” She glanced around at the other as though she had suddenly become aware of his presence.

“What? Oh, the lease! I really have no idea, Frank. Bother the lease! When Selby comes back I’ll ask him for it, if you like.”

“No, don’t do that, Nita,” he said hastily. “I don’t want to make it look as though I’m using you.”

“Using me?” She laughed. “Frank, you really are the most naive man I’ve ever known. Don’t follow me, will you? I want to think.”

O’Ryan smiled.

“Of me?”

She shook her head.

“I’ve thought enough of you lately — too much, perhaps,” she said, and went out into the garden.
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Nita made her way slowly across the lawn and seated herself in a deck chair. “Know all men by these presents that I, Dennis Selby Clive Sanderby—” She seemed still to see the words quite clearly, as if, when she had stood staring at the document, they had been photographed onto her eyes. Selby had changed his name — twenty years ago — long before she had ever heard of him — and he had never said a word to her about it. It was — well, queer, anyway. A man didn’t change his name for nothing. There must have been some reason — some very compelling reason — for doing a thing like that. There would be, at any rate, in Selby’s case; he did nothing without a reason, without having thought it all out, step by step, beforehand, in that calculating, unemotional, coldblooded way of his. And a man wouldn’t trouble to change his name unless there were attached to the name he was abandoning something he was anxious to have forgotten, something shameful, something which would injure him if it were associated with his name.

“A popular device with shady gents whose real names have become a handicap,” Frank had said. Perhaps. But somehow the description did not seem to fit Selby. Still, there did seem something shady about it. At the best, it was rather a contemptible deception — foisting yourself on the world as someone else, disowning your past, cheating people of their right to judge you by your past actions, which were all they had by which to judge you at all, deliberately shirking consequences, putting on an overcoat to hide a shabby suit. After all, a man couldn’t hope to forget his past by changing his name; if that were possible the lawyers would have little time for anything but preparing the necessary documents. All he could hope for was to persuade other people to forget it, or, at any rate, not to think of it in connection with him; and why, if there were nothing shady in it, should he want to do that?

She found herself wondering what there had been in Selby’s life that had made it necessary to change his name, what he could have done that he was so anxious to conceal from the world, what action it had been of which he had not had the courage to face the consequences. It was all very well to tell herself that she could not imagine Selby being guilty of anything dishonourable, but in reality she had no very sound reason for saying so. She had known him for no more than three years — only a small fraction of his life — and of his life before she had known him he had told her practically nothing. An occasional laughing reference to his mysterious past was all she had ever had from him, and she had never ventured to question him. She had not, as a matter of fact, ever felt much curiosity about it, and had been content to take him very much for granted. Most women, she supposed, would have been equally indifferent to his past if they had seen a chance of a future which included a share of Selby’s income. A woman only insisted on a moral character in the man who wanted to marry her when there was nothing about his income to attract her. Frank, for instance. If Frank had had Selby’s income, would she have bolted the door last night? Probably not. Frank was probably right— “Mean little swine!”

She jerked her thoughts back to her husband. Why hadn’t he told her? She had thought that he was incapable of a dishonourable action, but surely changing his name — surely it would have been more honourable to tell her that he had changed it before asking her to share it? And if he was capable of that dishonourable action, of what else might he not have been capable in the past — and of what might he still be capable? It had occurred to her vaguely before, but the thought struck her now, with shattering force, that she did not know Selby, that to all intents and purposes she had been living for the last three years with a stranger of whom she knew but little more now than when she had first met him. It seemed suddenly a horrible thing to have done. She wished that she had not tampered with that secret drawer.

And now that she had tampered with it, what was she to do? Tell Selby what she had discovered and demand an explanation? She shook her head. She would never carry that through successfully. If Selby wanted to tell her, he would tell her; if he did not want to tell her, then nobody — not even Muller — would make him. She wondered if the lawyer knew. Probably. He had known Selby for more than twenty years. Perhaps if she tackled Muller … She smiled at that. Muller, however much Selby might be in the wrong, would stand by him. Men were like that — lie like hell to a woman rather than let each other down. “Playing the game,” they called it….

Lane, bringing out the tea table and arranging the chairs, disturbed her; and as Lane went back to the house she saw O’Ryan coming towards her across the lawn.

“Well, Mrs. Sanderby?” he grinned.

She frowned.

“That’s rather bad taste, Frank, isn’t it?” she said. “It doesn’t strike me as amusing.”

He flung himself on the grass.

“That’s because you’ve no sense of humour, darling. I’ve often told you so, haven’t I? It strikes me as quite passably funny. Here are you, a nice, pure-minded, smug little Puritan with a passion for bolts and the seventh commandment, and a holy horror of any other sort of passion—”

“Frank!”

“Here you are, being what you are,” he went on, “with all the most beautiful characteristics of a Sunday-school teacher and the spotless mind of a Mother Superior, tied up for life with a bloke who, for all you know, may have poisoned his mother, pinched the poor-box, defrauded widows and orphans, blackmailed his brother, been arrested in Hyde Park, and generally booted the Decalogue to blazes. Excuse a smile, won’t you?”

“You’re just — beastly, Frank.”

“Oh, I know what you’re telling yourself,” he replied: “all that might be true of other men, but it couldn’t possibly be true of Selby. He’s one of the nicest men you’ve ever met, and has all the qualities that any sane woman likes. He’s so nice that you could quite easily fall in love with him, and, that being so, of course he couldn’t possibly have poisoned his mother. Good God, Nita, why don’t you face facts?”

“Don’t I?”

“No, you do not. You’re a rotten little hypocrite, really — walk right up to the fact and then bolt the door against it. That’s hypocrisy — to lead a man right up the garden path and then dump him on the rubbish heap and go to bed thanking God for helping you to keep yourself pure and holy. You make me tired. What are you going to do about it, anyway — tackle him?”

She shook her head.

“Nothing?”

“It’s all very well to talk, Frank, but what can I do?”

“Met me at the Laffan tonight. Good heavens, it’s the only thing to do, and you know it, really. You’ve got to cut adrift now. Nita darling, will you? Forget what I’ve just been saying — I was only fooling, anyway — and promise that tonight—”

“Tonight?”

“Why not? The sooner the better.”

“You seem pretty sure about the lease.”

“Well, you say it’s signed, and he’s almost certain to hand it over to me today, and as soon as I’ve got it—”

“Suppose he doesn’t hand it over to you today, Frank. Still — tonight?”

“Oh, well, in that case, I couldn’t You see, Nita, until I’ve safely landed the lease—”

She got up suddenly from her chair.

“And I’m
 the hypocrite, am I?” she said, and turned to leave him.

As she did so she realized that her husband was coming up the drive, and that with him was Sir Ralph Whitcombe. With a sigh she returned to her chair.

Sir Ralph Whitcombe, K.C., tall, white-haired, dignified, with a ponderous manner that somehow conveyed the impression that his most trivial remark was backed by all the weight of a House of Lords decision, had probably caused more women to sigh at the sight of him than had any other member of his profession. Many of them, with less self-control or less politeness than Nita, yawned; and it was said among his former colleagues that, since his retirement from his practice, he was in constant demand in Harley Street as a cure for insomnia.

But Nita on this occasion had sighed merely from force of habit when she saw him coming up the drive with her husband. Actually she was glad to see him. Just at the moment she felt that half an hour with Selby and O’Ryan — the three of them together, trying to be natural, pretending that everything was normal between them, skating all the time on the thinnest ice, was more than she could face. With Sir Ralph there they would all be relieved of the necessity — and the chance — of talking.

As the two men came towards her across the lawn, her gaze was fixed on her husband. She had a vague, half-formed idea that, now that she had made that astonishing discovery about him, he would in some way appear different, that she would notice points about him which she had not noticed before, that in meeting Dennis Sanderby for the first time she would receive a fresh impression, like him or dislike him, be attracted or repelled or indifferent, as she would be in meeting any other stranger. Perhaps, now that she knew his secret, she might detect some clue, which had passed unheeded before, that might lead her to understand why Selby had changed his name, why he had so carefully concealed the fact from her, why he had not dared to trust her with the knowledge of his past, why he had chosen to masquerade….

“Here’s Whitcombe, my dear.”

She glanced up, smiling.

“How do you do, Sir Ralph?”

Sir Ralph placed his small leather attache case on a chair, deliberately took off his glove and gave her his hand.

“How d’ do, Mrs. Clive?” he said, as if a precise knowledge of her state of health were of the most momentous significance. “And how are you, O’Ryan? Down here for the week, I presume? I am staying with the Boscombes — rather a noisy lot of young people. They never seem to go to sleep.”

“I should have thought, Sir Ralph,” smiled Nita, “that with you staying in the house—”

“Quite; a little inconsiderate. I ventured a mild protest, but it has had no effect. They assured me that they were doing their utmost to oblige me by falling asleep not later than 10 p. M. but were unable to do so. I have an idea, however, that it is a case of insomnia aforethought, with, perhaps, a touch of malice.”

Clive waved him to a chair.

“Jerry will be back tomorrow, Nita,” he said. “He’s doubtful about getting back tonight.”

“That would be the man you had with you?” inquired Sir Ralph. “Quite a respectable kind of American, I thought. He did not contradict me once.”

“He’s my lawyer — Jerry Muller — a Canadian.”

“Really! I once went to Canada — before I took silk. An interesting country, I thought.”

“God’s own country,” said Clive.

Sir Ralph raised his bushy eyebrows.

“Indeed? So many of these places are. A deity with a geographical bias — an interesting speculation, perhaps. But I have always said, Mrs. Clive, that this country is quite good enough for me.”

“Oh, was it you who said that?” asked Nita innocently.

“A great friend of yours, I gathered, Clive?”

“Jerry?” Clive nodded. “Yes, I’ve every reason for calling Jerry my friend, Whitcombe. He saved my life once.”

Nita glanced quickly at him.

“Saved your life, Selby? But I had no idea — I mean, how terribly romantic!”

Clive shook his head.

“There was nothing at all romantic about it, my dear,” he said. “It was all rather — horrible. I don’t care to think about it even now, and it happened twenty years ago. It was the sort of nightmare that’s best forgotten.”

He was silent for some moments, frowning thoughtfully.

“And if they had killed me,” he added slowly, speaking, it seemed to Nita, more to himself than to the group around him, “I should have got what I deserved.” He rose suddenly from his chair. “Ready for tea, my dear? I’ll tell Lane.”

He went off towards the house, and Nita, glancing at O’Ryan, saw his rather cynical smile and turned away again. If only she had been alone with Selby, she might have taken that chance, asked him to explain, led him, perhaps, to tell her about that nightmare in his past which he was anxious to forget — so anxious, she had no doubt, that other people should forget that he had changed his name and left Canada— “God’s own country” he had called it — and come to hide himself in England where no one knew him or anything about him. He might, perhaps, have given her some explanation which would have swept her mind clean of all the doubts and fears and suspicions which now lay thick on it; he might have convinced her that, in changing his name, and in keeping the fact from her, Selby had been guilty of nothing more than indiscretion, of nothing, at any rate, which could undermine her faith in him. She realized that she was desperately anxious to be convinced.

Her gaze had wandered, as it always did when she sat in the garden, to the riot of rambler roses, and she was only dimly aware of the sound of Sir Ralph’s voice as he droned on; and she realized with a start that Lane had brought the tea things and that Selby was back in his chair.

“… I seldom go into court nowadays,” Sir Ralph was saying. “I’ve made all I wish to make out of the law, and the bench does not appeal to me. No, I am very happy in my work.”

“Sir Ralph writes books now,” explained Selby. “I believe I read one of them, Whitcombe — what was it called?”


“An Examination of the Ecclesiastical Laws?”
 said Sir Ralph. “That was one of my less important works — hardly more than an elementary textbook.”

Clive smiled.

“I don’t think it was that. I can’t quite see myself buying—”

“You didn’t, Selby,” said Nita; “Sir Ralph was kind enough to give you a copy.”

She had realized that Selby’s eyes were watching her with a strange, questioning look in them, and made an effort to appear natural.

“I’m sure I read a book of yours, too, Sir Ralph,” she added, as she busied herself with the tea things. “It was about — er — anyway, I know I found it terribly fascinating.”

“A Digest of the Law Relating to Canals and Waterways,
 perhaps,” suggested Sir Ralph. “A most interesting subject, Mrs. Clive. I am told that it is now recognized as the standard work on the subject.”

Nita shook her head.

“I don’t think it was that,” she laughed. “Sugar, Sir Ralph?”

“If you please. No milk.”

“Cream?”

“That is poison to me.”

“And to Nita,” said Clive, “but she hasn’t your strength of will, Whitcombe, and persists in poisoning herself. Cream is the one thing she should never take. The doctor told her—”

“Selby, please!” she interrupted rather wearily. “There’s no need to be physiological.”

“I am now engaged in the compilation of a much lighter work,” continued Sir Ralph. “Seventeen Famous Trials,
 I am calling it. A most absorbing study. It is only when one comes to make a study of crime, Mrs. Clive, when one starts to probe into the actions of individuals and touch the hidden motives, that one begins to realize what tremendous consequences may follow, I will not say a wrong action, because we must go further back than that and realize that a wrong thought, harboured in the mind for, perhaps, only a few seconds—”

“Lane, where’s the cream? You’ve forgotten it.”

“He hasn’t,” Clive told her. “I saw it on the tea tray and removed the temptation. If you harbour the thought of cream in your mind only for a few seconds, Nita—”

Nita sighed.

“Why be so silly, Selby? Fetch the cream, please, Lane.”

The servant went towards the house.

“He won’t find it, Nita. I hid it — in the dairy.”

“Then don’t do it again, Selby, will you? You did it once before, and it was rather embarrassing. I’d much rather my digestion wasn’t made a tea-table topic.” Clive got up from his chair.

“All right — if you insist — I’ll get it,” he said. “But you know it’s awfully bad for you. You remember what the doctor—”

“Selby — please!”

He shrugged his shoulders and strode off after Lane. “As I was saying,” began Sir Ralph again, “I am finding my Seventeen Famous Trials
 a most absorbing study. At the moment I am dealing with one of the most extraordinary crimes — or, more correctly, series of crimes — ever committed. I have my notes in my case. You would, perhaps, be interested—”

He picked up his attache case, opened it, and began rummaging inside. Nita, watching him, noticed that on top of the papers in the case was a small flask-shaped bottle full of some greenish liquid; and Sir Ralph, glancing at her as his hand hastily covered it, saw that she had noticed it and held it up with a smile for her inspection.

“Not to be used as evidence against me, Mrs. Clive,” he said. “You will never guess what this is. Nor you, O’Ryan.”

“Looks like Chartreuse,” said O’Ryan.

Sir Ralph shook his head.

“You’ll never guess. It’s vodka. I am rather susceptible to chills, and a Russian doctor — a most interesting and intelligent man, I may say — strongly recommended me to try vodka. I must say I have found it most efficacious. I never move without it.”

“You mean you drink it?” inquired Nita.

“In small quantities, Mrs. Clive — only in extremely small quantities,” he told her, replacing the bottle in the case and continuing his rummaging. “It is a very potent spirit and Ah, here are the notes I was mentioning.”

He pulled out a sheaf of papers, placed his attache case at his feet, put on his glasses and peered over the top of them, first at Nita and then at O’Ryan.

“This — ah — is the case,” he began. “I may say that in all my investigations, which have been not inconsiderable, into the records of crime, this particular case has impressed me as being altogether remarkable. Remarkable, I mean, for the extraordinary subtlety of the criminal and for the coolness and coldbloodedness with which he carried out his — ah — his dastardly scheme.”

He glanced up at his audience, was satisfied, apparently, that he held their attention, and proceeded.

“The brief essentials are as follows. A man is married to a woman who has a lover. He is a rich man, cultured, charming, incapable, one would say, of a dishonourable action; in fact, a gentleman. His wife is under the impression that he does not know about her having a lover, but she is mistaken. He does know. The woman’s mother also knows and connives at the intrigue.”

“It sounds very sordid, Sir Ralph,” said Nita, “and very ordinary.”

He nodded.

“I admit the aptness of both the adjectives — so far, Mrs. Clive.”

“What happened?” asked O’Ryan.

“They died,” said Sir Ralph— “all three of them: the wife, the lover, and the mother — one by one. And they died at his hands.”

O’Ryan grinned.

“Thorough sort of bloke, Sir Ralph.”

The older man nodded.

“Observe the uncanny subtlety of the criminal mind,” he went on. “This placid man of thirty — rich, highly respected, with all the outward signs of a cultured gentleman — was the most ingenious murderer. Apparently all his victims died natural deaths. The wife was found dead with a broken neck; seemingly she had had an accident and fallen out of a window. The lover died of anthrax, and there is no doubt whatever that his razor had been doctored. The motherin-law was killed by drinking something that must have been full of deadly bacteria.”

“Did they hang him?” inquired O’Ryan. “Unfortunately, no,” replied Sir Ralph. “Nothing at all could be proved against him. That was where he showed his — ah — diabolical cleverness. He had warned each one of his victims before witnesses; he had warned the wife against the insecurity of the window — warned the lover of the danger of using an old razor — warned the motherin-law of the risks she ran in drinking unscalded milk, I think it was. That was, naturally, a big point in his defense, of which his counsel took full advantage. The man practically admitted that he had committed the murders, it seems, but it was the law’s business to produce the proof of his guilt, and the law couldn’t do it.”

“I don’t seem to remember having read about it, Sir Ralph,” said Nita. “Do you, Frank?”

O’Ryan shook his head.

“You would hardly be interested in such things at that time, Mrs. Clive,” smiled Sir Ralph. “It happened twenty years ago. And one is obliged, of course, to treat the matter delicately. You see, the man was not convicted. I remember that at the time one of the newspapers in Canada—”

“Canada?”

“The crime was committed in Canada,” explained Whitcombe— “in Edmonton. The man was defended by an extremely clever young lawyer named — by Jove, the same name as that man whom I met just now with your husband.”

“Muller?”

“Yes — Muller — that was the lawyer. I wonder if by any chance they are related. He might be able to give me certain information. There are one or two points about this Dennis Sanderby case which—”

“Dennis Sanderby?”

The words came from Nita in little more than a whisper. Once again she felt that terrible weakness assail her which she had felt in the office at the Laffan; only this time it seemed intensified tenfold. She sat staring at Sir Ralph with wide-open, horrified eyes, her hands gripping the arms of the wicker chair, her teeth biting into her lip. She wrenched her gaze away from Sir Ralph’s impassive face and looked at O’Ryan. She saw that his face had taken on the colour of chalk.

“One can’t help feeling a certain pity for the woman and her lover,” Whitcombe was saying — he was a very long way off, it seemed to Nita. “However much one may censure them, as a strict moralist, for their indulgence in such a liaison, one must, as a human being, sympathize with them in the terrible position in which they had placed themselves. From the moment the husband discovered the intrigue, they were doomed, though they were blissfully ignorant of the fate awaiting them. This suave, charming gentleman — who continued as suave and charming as ever — how could they suspect him?”

Clive, cream jug in hand, was coming across the lawn. Nita watched him with fascinated eyes. He was smiling. She had often seen him smile; but this time — if only he would stop smiling! If only he wouldn’t be so suave, so charming, so much the perfect gentleman! He had probably smiled like that when …

“They could do nothing to avert their fate,” Sir Ralph was saying. “They had not the least idea that the husband even suspected an intrigue. He warned them, it is true — always in the presence of witnesses — but they had no reason to see in his warnings anything more than a natural solicitude for their safety. They did not attach any unusual importance—”

Clive paused beside his wife.

“Here’s your cream, my dear,” he said. “It’s a most dangerous beverage — as far as you are concerned, anyway — but I suppose you must have your own way. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

He stooped over the table, tilted the jug, and was about to pour some cream into her cup; but suddenly the cup was covered by Nita’s hand — a shaking hand — and she was shrinking back in her chair, staring up at him with panic in her eyes.

“Selby — thank you — I don’t think I want it — now.” He glanced at her, and the slightest frown puckered his forehead. She tried to meet his gaze without flinching, tried to smile at him; but the smile was a pitiful failure, and as he stood looking at her with those steady, questioning eyes of his, her glance wavered and suddenly fell.

“But, surely, Nita — after I’ve fetched it for you. You mustn’t take too much notice of what I said just now. After all, it’s your funeral, isn’t it? Just a drop?” He waited, with the cream jug still poised above her cup, for her reply. She wanted to look at O’Ryan — desperately — to see if he realized her danger, to let her eyes send him a message that he must come to her aid. But she knew that she dared not look at him. She knew that, with her husband’s eyes watching her, to send that message would be to confess her guilt. If only Frank would do something — say something! He must surely understand….

“Come along, my dear,” urged Clive. “After making me tramp all the way to the dairy and back—”

His left hand moved as if about to grasp her wrist and lift her hand from her teacup. She felt that if he touched her she would scream. She sprang suddenly to her feet and stood, teacup in hand, facing him.

“Selby, I — I don’t want any cream!” she exclaimed, and her voice held a note of hysteria. “I won’t have any cream! Why on earth — you must make — all this stupid fuss—”

He smiled at her.

“I’m sorry, my dear,” he said penitently. “I didn’t mean to upset you; it was stupid of me.” He turned from her, and, as she sank back into her chair, he strolled across towards O’Ryan. “All the better for you, O’Ryan,” he smiled; “you can have a double dose. Hold out your cup.”

O’Ryan’s cup moved an inch or two back.

“Thanks, sir, I — I don’t — don’t take cream,” he stammered.

Clive raised his eyebrows and glanced at Sir Ralph. “You seem to have converted them both, Whitcombe,” he laughed. “What has he been telling you, Nita — how many bacteria can lurk in a teaspoonful of cream?”

Nita forced herself to smile.

“You’re still being rather ridiculous, Selby, aren’t you?”

He shrugged.

“Well, if Whitcombe has really put you off cream,” he said, “he has rendered you a very great service.” He went to the edge of the lawn, emptied the cream jug onto the flower bed, filled it with hot water from the spirit kettle, emptied it again, and scraped the soil over the spot with his foot.

“Second thoughts aren’t always best, my dear,” he laughed, as he returned to his chair. “You might have been tempted to change your mind.”

“You make such a fuss about nothing, Selby,” replied Nita. “Mustn’t I even change my mind now? It’s dreadful waste — all that cream on the flower bed.”

He shook his head.

“I don’t want you poisoned just yet, darling,” he said, “so we’ll let the cream kill a few weeds.”
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Once he was fairly launched on a subject, Sir Ralph Whitcombe was not easily diverted into any conversational side channel, and no sooner had the little breeze over the cream jug subsided than he proceeded with his subject.

“As I was saying, Mrs. Clive,” he began, “it will be necessary to exercise extreme care and treat the matter with the utmost delicacy—”

“Please, Sir Ralph,” Nita interrupted, “we won’t discuss my digestion any more, if you don’t mind. Selby makes such a fuss about me, but I do exercise extreme care. Have you noticed our ramblers? Lovely, aren’t they?”

“Charming,” agreed Sir Ralph, without looking away from his teacup. “Most — ah — decorative. I fancy, however, that without stepping beyond the bounds of fair comment I can so present the case—”

“More tea, Sir Ralph?”

And so it went on — interminably, it seemed to Nita. Dennis Sanderby — she must not let him talk of Dennis Sanderby. In the first rush of panic which swept over her when Sir Ralph had mentioned the name, the thought had flashed into her mind that Selby must not know that she was aware of the existence of such a man as Dennis Sanderby. At the moment she had not known why, but as she grew calmer she saw very clearly that her swift flash of intuition had been right. That hideous story — Selby must get no inkling that she had heard of it. His ignorance that she was aware of his real identity, and of the incidents which had made him so anxious to conceal it, was her greatest safeguard. Something warned her that if Dennis Sanderby came to know that she knew him for what he was and realized his intentions, the result would be not to make him abandon them but only to make him act the more swiftly. And if Sir Ralph, with Selby sitting there, were allowed to speak of Dennis Sanderby, she felt that she could not trust either herself or O’Ryan to give no sign of what was in their minds. Selby would only have to glance at them to realize that somehow they had stumbled on the truth, had learned his secret, and understood the danger in which they stood. Sir Ralph must somehow be silenced.

She fought valiantly to silence him, interrupting him time and again as he swung back, like the needle of a compass, to his subject, heading him off, talking as she had never talked before — incessantly, rapidly, desperately — pouring out a flood of flippant chatter in the hope that in Sir Ralph’s mind all thoughts of the Dennis Sanderby case might be drowned in it. Once or twice she saw her husband glance at her in obvious surprise, but she took no notice. She felt that she must talk and talk and keep on talking, that if she paused for a moment Sir Ralph would seize on that moment to blurt out some word which would tell Selby all she was so anxious to keep from him. If only Frank would help her! But O’Ryan seemed incapable of saying anything — even of looking at her. He sat staring at his teacup, frowning. Thinking about the lease, she reflected bitterly — thinking about himself — leaving her to fight for both of them.

He must surely realize now that Selby knew — had known, perhaps, for months, had watched the affair from the very beginning, seen it gathering impetus — and waited. She had warned him that that was exactly what Selby would do. He had done it before — twenty years ago — in Canada, and he was doing it again now — the suave, charming gentleman, attentive, considerate, fussing about her health, and all the time coolly and carefully and ruthlessly planning her punishment….

Clive seemed disinclined to be hurried over his tea. Long after the others had finished he sat there sipping it, stirring it, asking for a little more milk, another lump of sugar; but she did not dare to leave him with Sir Ralph and O’Ryan. Sir Ralph, though she had at last steered him onto the safe topic of the noisy young people at the Boscombes’, might at any moment switch back to his Seventeen Famous Trials
 , and she must stay there to prevent him. And as soon as tea was over she must get him to herself and silence him for good. She had no idea how it was to be done, but it must be managed somehow. Frank, too — she must talk to Frank. They must come to some decision. Thank God she had looked in that secret drawer of Selby’s desk! Thank God even for Sir Ralph Whitcombe! They knew now where they stood, what was threatening them, what sort of a man they had to deal with. Those others, perhaps — twenty years ago — if they had only realized that they had been found out! But, no; she didn’t suppose, from what Sir Ralph had said of Dennis Sanderby, that knowing would have saved them.

At last her husband set down his cup, and she got up eagerly.

“Come and see my catch-pit, Whitcombe,” said Selby. “You, too, O’Ryan. Jerry says it’s entirely wrong, and I’d like your opinion.” He turned to Nita. “You’ve seen more than enough of it, my dear,” he said. “We’ll be back in a few minutes.”

“I’ll come too, Selby,” she said.

They were almost an hour in the lower garden. Sir Ralph, having detected some analogy between catch-pits for storm water and canals and waterways, prosed on and on; and when at length he went off down the drive with his precious attache case, Nita had had no chance of a word with him alone.

And no sooner had he gone than Frank, avoiding her eyes, pleaded an urgent business appointment at Windsor, begged to be excused from dinner, and went off in his car. Throughout the evening she wondered about that appointment at Windsor. It was a strangely opportune appointment. As likely as not Frank would not come back.

But he was back at ten o’clock — the man, he said, was away and would not be home until tomorrow — and for an hour the three of them sat in the drawing room. Selby seemed immovable tonight. As a rule he went to his study promptly on the stroke of ten and remained there for a couple of hours, reading and writing, but this evening, though Nita went almost beyond the limits of discretion in her efforts to dislodge him, he remained obstinately in his chair. And Frank, though she hinted until she dared hint no more that she wanted the chance of talking to him, was obdurately unresponsive, and at length suddenly bade them goodnight and went up to his room.

And then Selby must needs want her to go with him into the garden. They went together onto the terrace, rested their elbows on the parapet, and gazed at the moonlit garden. She felt her husband’s arm go round her shoulders, and it was almost more than she could do to let it rest there, but she gave no sign of the wave of repugnance that swept over her except that her fingers suddenly crisped.

It was some moments before Clive spoke.

“Nita, darling,” he said softly, “do you remember — three years ago — that first night of our honeymoon? It was just like this. The moonlight, the terrace of the hotel, the garden — I shall never forget. You were rather afraid of me that night — very beautifully afraid.”

He was silent for a time, gazing thoughtfully across the garden; and then he turned to her again.

“You’re not — not afraid of me now, my dear?”

She shook her head.

“Silly,” she laughed nervously.

His arm tightened around her shoulders.

“I remember asking you the same question then, Nita,” he said, “and you made the same reply. ‘Silly,’ you laughed — exactly as you did just now. And then I remember that I drew you close to me like this — and kissed you like this—”

She felt herself drawn against him, saw his lips approaching, and suddenly, thrusting him from her, she wrenched herself free. She wanted to scream, to turn and rush away from him; but somehow she managed to control her limbs and to steady her voice.

“Selby — please — I’m sorry, but I’m terribly tired. Goodnight!” She went swiftly across the terrace, into the house, and up to her bedroom.

She got quickly into bed, switched off the light, and lay there very still, rigid, her eyes closed, her fingers tightly gripping the bedclothes, her teeth pressed hard against her lower lip. And then suddenly she relaxed and buried her face in the pillow.

Dennis Sanderby — and that! Dennis Sanderby with his arm around her, drawing her close to him, pressing his lips against hers — wanting her! She would have screamed if he had kissed her. Idiotic, but she could not have helped it. When she had felt his arm tighten round her and seen the look in his eyes as he drew her towards him — she shuddered. It had been so unexpected, so unlike Selby. She had behaved meanly to Selby, but he had never complained, had never shown any resentment. He had been hurt, perhaps, a little wistful sometimes, but never resentful, never even importunate, and certainly never leading her to fear that he might insist on her being less mean to him or demand a less one-sided bargain.

But that had been Selby Clive; and since yesterday Selby Clive had become Dennis Sanderby — to himself, perhaps, no less than to her. Until yesterday, whatever he might have suspected, he had no sure proof of anything more than an easygoing sort of friendship with, perhaps, the usual harmless touch of flirtation, between Frank and her, and he had remained Selby Clive. But now, if Muller or the manager of the Laffan had told him, he had proof enough and to spare; and Selby Clive had become Dennis Sanderby — charming, suave, as much the gentleman as ever, but coolly, calmly, with diabolical subtlety, plotting the punishment of his unfaithful wife and her lover. And suppose …

As the thought struck her she suddenly sat upright in bed, staring with horrified eyes into the darkness. Suppose, before he punished her, he should decide — had, perhaps, already decided — that she should no longer be allowed to be a mean little swine, that the bargain must be less one-sided? Suppose he made up his mind that, before breaking his plaything, he might just as well get a little amusement from it? That would be exactly what was to be expected from a Dennis Sanderby — torture and then the sacrifice, degradation and then the knife-thrust. Tonight, on the terrace, she had had a hint of what she might expect, and the next time, no doubt, he would not be content to let her thrust him from her and bid him goodnight. Suppose he should decide …

She slipped out of bed, groped her way to the door, fumbled for the bolt, found it, and pushed it silently across.

As she turned to make her way back to the bed, she paused abruptly and stood motionless, listening. Selby — coming up the stairs. She heard him switch off the light on the landing and come slowly along the corridor. She heard his footsteps pass his own room and pause outside her door, and caught her breath sharply. There came a tap — very soft — at her door. She did not move; she stood there rigid, staring towards the door, holding her breath. Another tap, and then she heard the handle turned, and her nails dug deeply into her palms. Suppose he asked her to open the door….

“Nita!”

She could not answer.

“Awake, Nita? Goodnight, my dear!”

She made a tremendous effort.

“Goodnight, Selby.”

“Are you in bed?”

“Silly,” she called. “Of course. Goodnight, Selby.”

He went slowly back along the corridor, and she heard his door closed.

She got back into bed. She saw quite clearly now what she must do. She must go — leave Selby. If only she had not come back this morning! Serve her right, perhaps, for being a smug little Puritan. She supposed she was. It looked as though she had no idea of playing fair with a man, anyway. Selby and Frank — she had treated them both pretty badly, let them both down. It would be her own fault entirely if neither of them wanted her now. But she must leave Selby. This afternoon she had known, after the incident with the cream jug, that she would have to go now. Frank, after all, would get his own way; he was in a position now to dictate his own terms, and she had no choice but to accept them. She should have gone tonight — gone with him to Windsor and stayed away; but she had not thought of that. But she must go in the morning — first thing — before Selby was about. There was no time to be lost; another scene like tonight’s on the terrace, and she would not answer for what she might say or do. She must slip away before such another scene could occur, before Selby realized that she had discovered his secret, before it was too late ever to get away. Frank must take her in his car — first thing in the morning. Somehow she must let him know. She had had no chance to talk to him tonight, and she might have no chance in the morning. Besides, Frank had never been known to appear for breakfast before ten o’clock, and they must be gone long before that. She must speak to him somehow tonight….

For a moment she thought of knocking at his door and telling him to dress and meet her in the garden, but she instantly dismissed the idea. Frank’s room was opposite to Selby’s, and she could hardly knock without Selby hearing. Perhaps if she wrote a note and slipped it under Frank’s door But she dismissed that, too. She must speak to him, make him realize that there was no time to be lost, that she was terrified, that she was relying on him to get her away beyond the reach of Dennis Sanderby, and she could not trust a scribbled note. He might not find it until the morning.

Again she sat upright. The telephone. There was an instrument in every bedroom — thank God for Selby’s thoroughness! — and the switchboard was in Lane’s room. If she could slip downstairs, switch the telephone through from her room to Frank’s … It was the only way. Perhaps they could leave tonight… .

She got out of bed again, slipped on her dressing gown and slippers, noiselessly drew back the bolt and opened the door. She stepped outside and glanced along the dark corridor. There was no sign of a light in her husband’s room, but a thin bright line showed beneath O’Ryan’s, and a faint smell of Turkish cigarettes told her that he was still awake. Good! The merest tinkle of the telephone bell would be enough.

Very cautiously she tiptoed along the corridor, just touching the wall with the tips of her fingers. She dared not switch on a light, and it would never do to stumble. It was one of Selby’s boasts that if a fly settled on the house at night he would hear its footsteps and wake.

Her hand, traveling waist high along the wall, found a gap. Frank’s door. She paused for a moment, groping for the guidance of the wall again. Her fingers touched something — smooth, cold — and there came a slight click. The door-handle. Clumsy! And then, just as she found the wall again, the door of Frank’s room was opened, a flood of light poured into the corridor, and Frank, resplendent in a dressing gown of florid design, was staring at her in amazement.

“Nita — you!” he whispered. “I heard something — touch my door.”

“Frank, I — I must talk to you — now — before tomorrow—”

He opened the door a little wider, stood aside, and signaled to her to go in.

“Quick, Nita!”

She shook her head.

He grasped her arm and tried to draw her in.

“It’s perfectly safe. We can talk in here, and I promise—”

She wrenched her arm free.

“For God’s sake, Frank, don’t be a fool!”

She caught a sound behind her, spun round, and saw the door of her husband’s room open and Clive standing in the doorway.

“It’s — it’s all right, Selby.”

He glanced from her to Frank, then back at her.

“I saw the light — under my door,” he said. “Is there anything — wrong?”

“Nothing — of course,” Nita told him hastily. “Frank was awake — smoking — and he heard someone passing along the corridor, and as he had run out of matches — see?”

Clive nodded.

“I’ve a box here I can spare you, O’Ryan,” he said, took a box from the pocket of his dressing gown, and tossed it across to him.

“Thanks very much, sir.”

“But a man who sits up to this hour of the night for the sole purpose of smoking Turkish cigarettes deserves all he gets, you know. I’d cut it out if I were you. But I expect it’s too late to start reforming now.”

Nita could not repress a start.

“What — what do you mean, Selby—’too late’?”

He smiled.

“He’s probably been doing this sort of thing all his life, my dear,” he laughed, “and he probably couldn’t stop if he tried. Goodnight, O’Ryan.”

“Goodnight, sir; goodnight, Nita,” replied O’Ryan, and his door closed.

“Goodnight, Selby — sorry I disturbed you,” said Nita, and moved towards her door.

He laid a hand on her arm.

“Nita?”

“Well, Selby?”

“Where were you going?” He spoke very quietly, very gravely.

“I was restless, Selby. I was going downstairs for something to read. But I don’t think I’ll bother. I’m really dreadfully tired.”

“Is that the truth, Nita?”

“Of course it’s the truth!” she exclaimed irritably. “Where do you suppose I was going — to a secret meeting with Lane?”

“I only wondered, my dear. I wondered whether — you might have been coming — to me.”

She drew back from him.

“Book, dear — I told you — downstairs,” she said nervously. “Goodnight, Selby.”

She sped back to her room, bolted the door and got into bed. He hadn’t believed her. Frank and she — together — at the door of Frank’s room — Matches! When Frank had a lighted cigarette between his lips. “Too late to start reforming now.” Of course he hadn’t believed her. Why on earth had Frank opened his door? If Dennis Sanderby required further proof, he had it now — the evidence of his own eyes. She must get away — first thing in the morning — before he had a chance…. It was almost dawn before she fell asleep.
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Nita was calmer the next morning. She awoke at eight o’clock and spent half an hour before she dressed smoking a cigarette and trying to reason things out. She must not, she decided, allow herself to be stampeded into doing anything rashly. She had been foolish last night; it would have been much wiser to wait until this morning, and that awkward encounter with Selby in the corridor might have had serious consequences. It might still have serious consequences. She was not at all sure that Selby had believed the explanation which she had given him. He had asked her if it was true, and it was unlike Selby to doubt her word. But she saw now that, whatever she might decide to do — and she could decide nothing until she had had an opportunity of talking to O’Ryan — she must do it deliberately, seeing clearly ahead what the results would be, and not allow panic to rush her into some fatal mistake.

After all, Selby might suspect nothing. Yesterday she had taken it for granted that he had somehow come to hear that she had been at the Laffan with Frank; in the state of mind she was in yesterday there had seemed no other explanation. But she had, perhaps, jumped to conclusions too hastily. It was so easy, when your conscience was not quite clear, to imagine things, to read a meaning into words which was never intended, to work yourself up into a terrible panic, and then find that all the time there had been no cause for alarm. The telephone call to the hotel might
 have been a lucky guess on Selby’s part. Muller, with his ambiguous remarks, might
 not have meant her to take them in any but their commonplace meaning; Selby’s questioning of Frank about his movements on the previous evening, and his constant references to the Laffan Hotel, might
 have been nothing more than ordinary conversation. It was difficult to say anything nowadays which could not be twisted into meaning something different from what was intended. In any case, it was absurd to jump to the conclusion that Selby did know. At the best, he knew nothing; at the worst, there was no more than the possibility that he might know something.

There still remained Dennis Sanderby. But if Dennis Sanderby did not suspect her, she was in no danger. She might be shocked — as she was — at the knowledge that for three years she had been the wife of a man who actually, if not legally, was guilty of murder; she might feel — as she certainly did — that she could not possibly continue to live with him; but she had no cause for fearing him any more than she had feared him during the past three years. And if she feared him, he must never be allowed to know of her fear.

Outwardly she was her usual self when she went downstairs to breakfast; outwardly, too, she could detect no difference in Selby. Only O’Ryan seemed uneasy, restless, inclined to be irritable; and no sooner was breakfast over than he announced that he was off at once to Windsor in his car and would not be back until lunch time.

“Why not go with him, Nita?” suggested her husband. “I’ve some writing to do this morning, and if Frank has not already had too much of your company—”

She noticed that O’Ryan frowned, but he murmured his willingness to take her; and a quarter of an hour later his Welsh-Willis two-seater was roaring along the road towards Windsor.

For some time neither of them spoke. Then: “Frank!”

“Yes?”

“I’m wondering.”

“Wondering what?”

“Whether you really have to go to Windsor, or were just hoping to make a good getaway.”

He shrugged.

“Thanks,” he said drily.

“You didn’t invite me to come with you, did you?”

“Be reasonable,” he exclaimed. “How could I invite you? What would Selby have thought?”

“But Selby himself suggested that I should come with you.

“Quite,” said Frank curtly; “I’m wondering why.” He drove on for some distance and then suddenly pulled in to the side of the road and brought the car to a standstill.

“Won’t you be late — for your appointment — at Windsor?”

“Damn Windsor!” he exclaimed viciously. “There is no appointment: I saw the man last night. He had promised me three thousand pounds for the syndicate, and now he has backed out. Just my luck! As if I hadn’t got worries enough, without being let down right and left.”

“Then this morning — it was a getaway? Sorry to have intruded.”

“There’s no need to be offensive about it.” His tone was surly. “It wasn’t a getaway; I intended being back for lunch, as I said. But if you expected me to stick a whole morning in that infernal house, with that damned murderer watching everything I did Good God, Nita, I suppose you realize, don’t you? — Selby knows!”

“Does he?” She said it very calmly. Frank was excited — almost panic-stricken — she told herself, and she must somehow manage to keep calm. Someone must be able to think clearly.

“Of course he knows. If you’ve been persuading yourself that he doesn’t—”

She shook her head.

“I’ve been trying to think things out clearly,” she said, “without persuading myself of anything. Selby may
 know, but I’m not at all certain that he does. It’s so easy to imagine things.”

“I’m not imagining Dennis Sanderby. There’s no doubt about that, anyway. Just as well you went routing about in his desk, or we might never have realized what we were up against. And then old Whitcombe coming out like that with the whole ghastly story — you don’t doubt that, I suppose?”

She shook her head.

“But there’s no reason, Frank, if he doesn’t suspect us, why Dennis Sanderby, even if everything Sir Ralph told us about him is true, should—”

“But he’s doing it! He does suspect. It’s as clear as daylight. Yesterday — at tea — that cream jug. You thought he suspected then, didn’t you? You went as white as a sheet when he tried to make you have some cream. You knew as well as I did what he was up to. Just what old Whitcombe had been saying about him — warned you first that cream was a dangerous beverage, and then—”

“But we don’t know, Frank, for certain that the cream — that there was anything wrong—”

“We know enough to satisfy me, anyway,” O’Ryan interrupted. “And we know he was mighty careful to empty the cream away, don’t we? If that’s not evidence, I don’t know what is. And what about the catch-pit? Perhaps you’ve forgotten that?”

She glanced at him, frowning.

“Frank, you don’t think that — that the catch-pit—”

“That’s exactly what I do think,” said O’Ryan. “Catch-pit — for storm water! From what old Whitcombe said — you heard him yourself — a kid could have made a better job of it. It wasn’t intended for storm water, that’s why. It was intended for you to fall in and break your neck. Didn’t he warn you not to go into the lower garden?”

She nodded. There was fear in her eyes again now.

“I — I never thought — I didn’t connect the catch-pit—”

“And you aren’t certain that he suspects! Get it into your head, my dear, that Selby Clive is Dennis Sanderby, and that Dennis Sanderby is a criminal lunatic who has decided that there’s something between you and me. After last night, can you wonder? If he didn’t suspect before, you did your best to make him then, didn’t you? That was just damn silly, Nita. Damned inconsiderate, too. If you had changed your mind again, you might have thought twice before—”

“I hadn’t changed my mind.”

“Then where was the sense in fooling around my door at one o’clock in the morning? I
 might believe that you had only come to say you thought it was going to be fine tomorrow, and that it was just another instance of your beautiful, childlike innocence — heaven knows I’ve reason to believe it! — but you could hardly expect your husband to be quite so credulous. He wasn’t, either. He didn’t believe a word—”

She cut him short with a gesture.

“The point is, Frank, what are we going to do?”

“I know what I’m going to do: I’m not staying in the same house as Dennis Sanderby a second longer than I can help. It makes me sweat to think of it! I’m getting that lease at the first possible moment, and then I’m clearing out.”

“And leaving me here — to face the music?”

“For heaven’s sake, Nita, don’t make things more difficult than they are by being awkward. What can I do? I can’t do more than I’ve already suggested. The moment I’ve got the lease I’ll go, and you can follow me.”

“Run away from him?”

He made a gesture of impatience.

“My dear girl, what else can you do? You can’t stay on here. It isn’t safe, apart from anything else. When you’re up against a criminal lunatic like Dennis Sanderby, there’s only one thing to do — bolt. You know I’m right.”

“I thought so yesterday,” she admitted, “but I’m not so sure about it now. We don’t know for certain that he even suspects; but if we run away—” She shrugged.

“We couldn’t tell him more plainly that his suspicions are right, could we?”

“We should be out of his reach, anyway.”

“Should we?” She shook her head. “If you think that, you don’t know much about Selby. Running away wouldn’t stop him. If Selby once makes up his mind to do a thing, he won’t rest until he has done it. If he didn’t know where we were, he would just start systematically looking for us, and it would be no use hoping that he would give up looking before he found us. And he would find us one day. There’s something terribly inevitable about Selby. I’ve a feeling that, if he has made up his mind to — get rid of us, we shan’t be in any more danger here than elsewhere. You might just as well stay on at Sunningbourne Lodge and be put out without tiring yourself out first by running away.”

“Nita, for God’s sake! How can you be so callous about it?”

“I’m not,” she told him. “But it’s no use making a face over your medicine. Where Selby is concerned I’ve learnt that it saves a lot of useless effort to give way to him.”

“If you’re suggesting that I should hang around and be bumped off by a murderous madman for something I haven’t done — it isn’t just!”

She smiled faintly.

“You’re rather delicious, Frank,” she said. “I suppose your conscience is absolutely clear?”

“Why shouldn’t it be? I’ve done Selby no harm.”

“Well, mine’s not,” she told him; “and after all, it was I who shot the bolt. Blessed be bolts, for they deliver us from temptation and keep us pure as the driven snow, so that when we go to bed at night we can thank God that we have never stolen another man’s wife!”

He jammed his foot savagely on the self-starter.

“If I could only lay hands on that lease, I’d be out of the house in five minutes. But until I get it, I suppose the only thing is to hang on and risk it.”

“And you really think that Selby will give you the lease — now?”

He frowned at that.

“It’s just that that’s worrying me. But you never know. I mean, if he’s got anything at the back of his mind, he won’t want to rouse my suspicions, and he might hand over the lease to — well, sort of keep on friendly terms, mightn’t he?”

“He might; I suppose if he — I mean, if anything happened to you, Frank — the land would be his again and—”

“I say, my dear,” he interrupted; “it has just occurred to me. The lease is signed — he told you so — and it must be somewhere about, and you must know where he’d be likely to put it, and if you could find it and hand it over, I could clear off at once. London would be best. You could shove a few things in a bag and come along, too.”

She hesitated.

“It’s not very — dignified — sneaking out of the back door….”

He gave an exasperated sigh.

“You’re the queerest woman I’ve ever struck. Who cares a hang about dignity? When you’re running away from a madman with a chopper you can’t stop to powder your nose. And Dennis Sanderby is a madman.” Still she hesitated.

“Scuttling away — like a couple of frightened rabbits,” she said. “If I’m going, I’d rather—”

“Face him and tell him so? A fine dramatic scene and a good strong line for the heroine as she sweeps haughtily from the room?” He shook his head. “Not for me, anyway, thank you. If Selby knows that we’re going to make a bolt for it, you don’t suppose he’ll stand at the door and wave goodbye to us, do you? If we’re going, we’ve got to get away before he has a chance to prevent us. And the sooner the better, because God knows what he may try on us next. If you can only find that lease! You’ll try, Nita, won’t you?”

She sighed.

“All right, Frank; I’ll try,” she agreed.

Relief showed in his eyes.

“I say, that’s frightfully sporting of you—”

“I don’t feel a bit sporting,” she interrupted curtly. “I feel — oh, well, it doesn’t matter. You’d better drive back now. Selby will probably be in the garden, and it’s up to you to keep him there while I — do the pilfering. When a woman steals from her husband, what do they call it? Is it burglary or larceny or theft or—”

“Oh, forget it!” he said impatiently. “You’re terribly unfair, you know. After all, I want the lease as much for your sake as mine. You know that, don’t you?”

She smiled faintly but did not reply.

He let in the clutch and turned the car.

Nita, as the car roared along the road, sat frowning thoughtfully at the needle of the speedometer: twenty — twentyfive — thirty — she supposed there was no other way out of it; she must leave Selby and go with Frank — thirty-five — Funny that she should be hesitating now.

She had been in a panic to get away last night, and now, when Frank suggested it, she wasn’t at all sure. They were doing forty now. Frank was in a dreadful hurry to get his lease and be off. There was that black dispatch box in the library; she had often seen Selby put papers tied with red tape into the dispatch box. Perhaps she had better look there first. Forty-five now, and the needle was still creeping round the dial. A terrible noise the exhaust was making. She never had understood why a sports car must always have such an ear-splitting exhaust. Fifty-two now. The speedometer was only marked up to eighty. Suppose you went ninety — what would the speedometer do? It would be strange with Frank at first. A little flat somewhere, she supposed — furnished. But she could pack away everything she didn’t like….

She felt the car give a sudden lurch, heard Frank’s muttered, “My God!” heard the screaming of brakes, felt the car slithering sickeningly sideways, glanced up, saw a tree sweep past, terribly close to her face, and the next instant she was flung violently forward.

She righted herself, gripping the side of the car, and glanced around. The machine, she realized, had stopped, though the engine still roared; but it was tilted perilously, with two wheels in the ditch and its radiator touching the hedge. Frank, very white, was still clutching the wheel with hands that shook violently.

“Frank, what — what happened?”

He turned and looked at her.

“You’re not hurt?”

She shook her head.

“Scared, that’s all. That tree — I thought we’d hit it. Phew!” She closed her eyes for a moment, resting her elbows on her knees and covering her face with her hands.

“You’re sure you’re all right?”

She nodded and sat upright.

“Give me a cigarette.” When he had lighted it for her: “What was it — a skid?”

“Steering, by the feel of it,” he told her. “She suddenly started swerving all over the place — wouldn’t answer the wheel and Thank God, I had good brakes! We were doing nearly sixty. I can’t understand—”

He got out, walked to the front of the car, went down on one knee and peered underneath.

“My God!” he breathed.

“What is it?”

He stood upright and walked back to the side of the car, frowning.

“According to all the rules of the game,” he said, “we should both be dead.”

She shrugged.

“We’re not, anyway. At least, I don’t think so, but you never know. They say that lots of people, when they’re killed suddenly, don’t realize that they are dead. Funny if we are dead, eh, Frank? It would be rather a relief really, wouldn’t it? I mean, we shouldn’t have to worry any more about Selby or the lease or the Laffan Hotel or Dennis Sanderby—”

“Pull yourself together, Nita, and don’t talk rot,” he interrupted sharply. “We’re not dead. The steering went wrong. There’s a bolt missing. How the deuce it got loose I can’t think. It’s damned queer. My God!” he exclaimed suddenly. “We ought to be dead — I see it now — that swine — he meant us to be dead — meant us to be smashed up—”

“Frank!”

“Who suggested you should come with me, Nita? Selby, didn’t he? Because he knew what was going to happen, because he had arranged that it should happen, because—”

“Frank, you’re crazy!”

“Am I? Listen! That bolt — it couldn’t have got loose — not in ten years — unless it had been tampered with. But it had been tampered with — by that murderous swine. I remember now: he was in the garage this morning when I went to get the car out — tinkering with his car, he said. He seemed a bit startled when I went in — said he hadn’t thought we’d be starting quite so soon — and then he began talking about my bus — said he didn’t care much for the Welsh-Willis cars — didn’t like their steering. He had heard of several cases where the steering had gone wrong, and advised me to keep my eye on it. I thought nothing of it at the time — I was too anxious to get away to pay much attention to what he was saying, but—”

“You mean that he — warned you?”

He nodded.

“Just the same as he warned his wife and his motherin-law and his wife’s lover, the same as he warned you yesterday about the catch-pit and the cream.”

“But—”

“Now don’t start trying to kid yourself that it was an accident. It wasn’t, and you know it as well as I do, but just because you’re his wife you’ve the idiotic idea that you must try to believe the best of him — even when he’s doing his best to murder you. The sooner you make up your mind that Dennis Sanderby is a coldblooded murderer, who has killed three people already and means to kill us, the better it will be for you. For two pins I’d go straight to the police—”

“You’re rattled, Frank. You must be — badly — when you talk like that. How could you go to the police?”

“No, of course — I know that. All the same, going back to that house … if it weren’t for the lease … I’ve half a mind to drop the whole business and clear out now. But how the deuce can I? For heaven’s sake, Nita, see if you can find it and let’s clear off at once, before he tries anything else. I can’t stand much more of this sort of thing. It makes me sweat to think what might have happened — what he intended to happen.”

“But it might
 only have been an accident,” she interrupted. “You’re rattled — so am I — and it’s easy to imagine things. After all, it’s not the first time the steering of a car has gone wrong.”

“Oh, rot!” snapped O’Ryan. “You know it’s rot.” She was very thoughtful as they walked back to Sunningbourne Lodge.
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Clive was in the library when they got back to Sunningbourne Lodge. They could see him, as they crossed the lawn, seated at his desk, and Nita paused and laid a hand on O’Ryan’s arm.

“Pull yourself together, Frank, for heaven’s sake,” she said. “If Selby is really trying — I mean, if he did take that bolt out of the car—”

“There’s no ‘if’ about it, Nita. Look at the man — sitting there as calmly as you like — waiting to hear that we’ve been smashed to bits. It’s — it’s inhuman. For two pins I’d go in and tell him—”

“That you know he’s Dennis Sanderby?” said Nita. “That you know he’s trying to murder you, that you know he tried to break my neck with his catch-pit, and to poison us both with the cream, and to smash us up this morning in the car?” She shook her head. “You won’t do that — for several reasons. For one thing, you haven’t the pluck. Sorry, Frank, but I can’t somehow see you facing Selby across that desk and accusing him of attempted murder. You see, if it isn’t true—”

He made a gesture of impatience, but she took no notice.

“I’m not saying it isn’t true,” she went on. “I’m as scared as you are, really, but I’m trying not to get in a panic about it. All I’m saying is that, if it weren’t true, and you strode into the library and confronted him and accused him of having tried to kill you — well, I know just what Selby would do. He’d stare at you, quite calm and undisturbed, and say: ‘Why should I want to kill you, O’Ryan?’ And of course, if it weren’t true, you couldn’t possibly tell him why you thought he wanted to kill you, because, if you told him that, you’d be giving him a perfectly good reason for wanting to kill you, and he’d be quite likely to start getting busy about it there and then.”

“Oh, what’s the use of arguing?” he exclaimed impatiently. “All we’ve got to think about is getting that confounded lease and clearing out at once.”

“And if it is true,” she went on, “and he really does mean to kill you, you’d only be making everything much more awkward. If he knew that you’d discovered what he was trying to do, he wouldn’t stop trying to do it; he’d just do it all the sooner — before you could get away — and be quite sure that there was no hitch next time. It’s no use letting him see that you’re scared, anyway. He may only be trying, after all, to scare you away — to make you clear off and have nothing more to do with me.”

“Oh, talk sense, Nita! If he only wanted to scare me off he wouldn’t offer me poisoned cream, and he wouldn’t try to smash us both up. You seem to forget that we’re both in this. You’re in just as much danger as I am.”

“No, I haven’t forgotten that, Frank,” she said. “I’m only just trying to calm you down a bit before we go indoors and see him. Feeling better? Now somehow, if I’m to find that lease, we’ve got to get him out of the house, and it’ll be up to you to keep him out. The longer the better. If I manage to find it I’ll come out at once.”

She saw Clive glance up from his writing, rise from his chair, and come sauntering towards them, puffing his pipe, across the lawn.

“Back already?” he said. “I hardly expected you so soon.”

“We’ve had a smash, Selby,” interrupted Nita. “At least, we nearly had a smash. The car’s in a terrible mess, anyway.”

“You’re not hurt, Nita?”

She shook her head.

“Thank God for that!” exclaimed her husband fervently. “Nor you, O’Ryan?”

“Frank’s all right,” Nita told him. “He’s a bit shaken — naturally. So am I. It was just as we were coming down the hill. I thought we’d hit the tree and — phew! I don’t know how we missed it. You can thank Frank, Selby, that you’ve still got a wife.”

He glanced at O’Ryan with a smile.

“Thank you for my wife, O’Ryan,” he said. “I needn’t tell you how grateful I am for what you’ve done, need I?”

O’Ryan’s eyes searched his face.

“That’s all right, sir,” he said, as casually as he could. “After all, in a case like that, one acts from sheer instinct. Luckily, I did the right thing.”

Clive nodded.

“Instinct? Yes, I suppose so — to some extent. But it isn’t every man who has an instinct to do the right thing. It may seem a little unfair, because a man, I suppose, is not altogether responsible for his instincts, but if his instinct urges him to do a wrong thing he usually has to suffer for it.”

“Selby,” began Nita, “we don’t really feel like listening to a lecture on psychology.”

“I’m sorry, my dear. Prosing again, was I? What happened, O’Ryan?”

“The steering,” said O’Ryan. “Quite suddenly — as we were going down the hill — the steering failed. We were doing nearly sixty at the time.”

Clive nodded.

“Then you’ve really no right to be alive, either of you,” he said. “I never did like the steering of the Welsh-Willis. I told you so, O’Ryan, didn’t I? This isn’t the first accident due to faulty steering.”

“Accident!” exclaimed O’Ryan.

Nita glanced at him quickly. His lips were working; his hands clenched, and he was staring at Selby with eyes that were suddenly blazing with hatred. He surely wasn’t going to be fool enough —

“Accident!” he repeated in a queer, strained voice.

“It was no more an accident—”

“Frank, don’t be so stupid!” Nita cut in sharply. “Of course it was an accident; what else could it be?” She turned to her husband and hurried on. “Frank’s all shaken up, Selby,” she explained, “and won’t have it that it was an accident. Not — not an ordinary sort of accident, I mean. He says it was — carelessness. The garage people can’t have put one of the bolts in properly, and Frank says that’s criminal carelessness.”

She waved a hand towards the deck chairs on the lawn.

“Sit down, Frank,” she said, “and keep quiet for a bit. You’ve had a nasty shock, but you’ll soon feel better. Selby will stay and talk to you; you can tell him when I’m out of earshot just what you think of the garage people.”

Clive took the younger man by the arm and led him towards the chairs.

“Take it easy for a bit, O’Ryan,” he said. “I’m not surprised that you’re feeling rather rocky. From all you’ve told me, I fancy you’ve both been as near to death as you ever will be.” He took out his cigarette case, opened it, and held it towards O’Ryan as he sprawled in a chair. “You smoke too much, you know,” he laughed, “and it’s a bad habit. But you’ve deserved a smoke this morning.”

O’Ryan’s hand went towards the case; and then it suddenly paused, and he sat for several seconds staring at the case, frowning, as though he suspected that if he touched it, it would sting him.

“Thanks, sir, but I won’t smoke,” he said, and thrust his hand into his pocket.

With a shrug, Clive turned to Nita.

“You, Nita?”

She shook her head.

“My own specials,” he told her. “Very strong and very bad for you, but one of them would calm your nerves.”

She shook her head again.

“They’re poison, Selby,” she laughed. “You’ve often told me so. I’m going up to my room for a bit. Take care of Frank, won’t you?”

She went into the house and up to her bedroom. She took off her hat, spent some minutes at her dressing table. She could not rely on O’Ryan, she felt, to occupy Selby for very long; he was far too frightened for her to be able to depend on him for anything. She was frightened herself — frightened of Selby, of Muller, of Lane, and very frightened of Dennis Sanderby. She was afraid to stay on at Sunningbourne Lodge, yet afraid of what the future might hold for her if she left it. Two days ago she had felt that she could not face a future in which Frank O’Ryan had no place, and the feeling that she would be injuring her husband had been swamped by the thoughts of the happiness which was going to be hers. But Frank, when they were having dinner together at the Laffan, had suddenly dispersed the haze of glamour through which she had been viewing the future and made her see clearly what lay ahead. And the landscape had been so different from the fairyland to which she had imagined that Frank would take her that she had faltered and turned back. Once or twice, since her return, she had faintly regretted that she had not mustered up the courage to hide her disappointment and go on. The landscape, perhaps, might have proved more attractive on closer inspection; life with Frank, she had felt, even on his terms, could scarcely be less attractive than life at Sunningbourne Lodge.

But the regrets had only been vague regrets — shadows that passed over her mind so swiftly that she was scarcely aware of them, and the more she realized that circumstances were forcing her towards a future which included Frank and excluded Selby, the more reluctant she became to set out on that road. Shocked as she had been by the discovery that she was the wife of Dennis Sanderby, and realizing, as she did more and more clearly, that her only safe plan was to leave Sunningbourne Lodge at once, she caught herself remembering not so much her horror of Dennis Sanderby and the danger which threatened her as her admiration for Selby Clive and the sense of security which he had brought to her. There would be no sense of security with Frank, no relying on him as she had come to rely on Selby. Life with Frank would be a risky, haphazard business….

She got up suddenly and hurried downstairs. It was absurd to start getting sentimental over Selby. Selby Clive, to all intents and purposes, no longer existed; she had to deal with Dennis Sanderby now, and there was no time to be lost. The lease must be found, and they must go. There was no other way out of it all. Another night in the house with Dennis Sanderby … She shuddered.

She went into the library and cast an anxious glance towards the garden. O’Ryan and her husband were still there, sitting in the deck chairs, their backs towards the house, and with a sigh of relief she crossed to the writing desk and began hastily searching through the papers that lay on it. There was no lease among them, and she turned her attention to the drawers, hurriedly taking out the bundles of papers, glancing through them and replacing them carefully. She spent ten minutes searching the desk; but the lease was not there, and she began to go through the papers in the black dispatch box that stood on the floor beside the safe, pausing every now and then to shoot a hurried glance at the two deck chairs on the lawn.

She closed the dispatch box and stood, frowning, beside the desk. The lease was not there. Queer. Selby had distinctly told her that he had signed it. But she knew of no other place to look, and Frank would not budge without it, and she could hardly run away herself and leave Frank to face the music alone….

Her glance fell on a small key that lay on the desk. She picked it up, frowning thoughtfully. It was the key of Selby’s secret “Safe Deposit,” as he called it — a small steel safe built into the wall and hidden by a picture, specially for her jewelry. Selby, no doubt, had had it open to put away the bracelet — eight hundred pounds’ worth of bad taste. She had not given a thought to the jewelry, but if she were going away she would need money for herself — and Frank, too, probably — and there was jewelry worth several thousands in the “Safe Deposit.” She could hardly ask Selby for it. She rarely wore any of it, and he would wonder why she should suddenly want it. He must not be allowed to wonder. If they were to get away in safety, he must be given no cause to suspect.

She crossed the room swiftly, raised the picture, and inserted the key in the lock. And then, just as she was turning it, she heard footsteps, withdrew the key, replaced the picture, and went towards the French windows, tossing the key onto the desk as she passed. O’Ryan and her husband were crossing the terrace.

“Just coming to find you,” she said. “Better, Frank?”

He nodded.

“And you, Nita?”

She read the question in his eyes and gave an almost imperceptible shake of her head.

“No luck,” she said. “I’ve got a fiendish headache — nearly as bad as if we had hit the tree.”

Clive picked up the key from the desk, slipped it casually into his pocket, and lolled against the mantelpiece.

“I’ve been thinking, O’Ryan,” he said. “As your car is out of commission, you had better use my Packard, if you want one.”

“Thanks very much, sir.”

“I can promise you that won’t go wrong. I’m something of a motor mechanic myself — I can do my own repairs at a pinch. If there’s anything wrong with a car when it goes out, I generally know.”

“I’m sure of that, sir,” said O’Ryan.

“Then it’s a pity you didn’t look at Frank’s before we took it out this morning, Selby,” said Nita. “As it is, he has missed his appointment at Windsor — something important about that land you’re leasing to him — and now he’ll have to make the trip tonight. You’ll take me, Frank, won’t you? We could go after dinner. I daresay Selby will be glad to get rid of us — eh, Selby?”

“Go by all means, my dear — if you’re not nervous. And that reminds me, O’Ryan. I’m expecting to have that lease today. Muller took it up to the Canadian government office for registration, and it will be coming along some time today. Muller realizes that it’s urgent.”

“Thanks very much, sir. Then I — I shall be able to get busy right away?”

Clive nodded.

“It’s awfully good of you, Selby,” said Nita. “Taking all this trouble, I mean. Frank was telling me this morning that he’s terribly grateful.”

“No trouble at all, my dear,” he smiled. “I like to give a start to a good fellow. There are so few young men nowadays one feels inclined to help. Most of those I’ve met lately seem to have no other thought than sport and women — usually married women.”

“I didn’t realize that you studied young men so closely, Selby.”

“Oh, I know a few. Bright specimens they are, too! Still, I don’t blame them so much as the women who encourage them. Of course, it isn’t so — I know that from experience — but you’d think that if a woman had a husband and a decent home she’d be satisfied with life and wouldn’t always want to be chasing after something fresh.”

Nita laughed nervously.

“Women are queer creatures, Selby, and if you understood them a little better I daresay you might blame them less. A woman often gets blamed for things she hasn’t done. Men are only too ready to think the worst of her.”

She was speaking bitterly, with unusual vehemence, and her husband glanced at her in surprise.

“Sorry, my dear,” he said. “But I’m not blaming you
 for something you haven’t done, so don’t take what I said to heart. It’s all this modern tendency among young people to dynamite the common decencies of life that I can’t stand.” He paused as he strolled towards his desk, and clapped a hand on O’Ryan’s shoulder. “But you’re not the philandering sort, eh, O’Ryan?”

“I hope not, sir.”

“I’m sure.” He picked up his hat from a chair and went towards the door. “I’m going down to the plantation, my dear,” he said. “The gardener says there’s a hawk giving trouble down there — he took three of the young chickens the other day. Care to stroll down with me?”

“No — er — no, Selby, if you don’t mind, I — I’d rather not. I’ve got a splitting headache.”

“Headache? Then I’ve got the very stuff for you, my dear.” He went to the writing desk and began searching in a drawer. “A man recommended it to me the other day; he told me it was wonderful. Where the devil did I put it? Ah, here we are — Neurolin. You ought not to take more than one tablet; it’s rather bad for the heart if you take too much. In the right dose, it’s miraculous. I’ll get you a glass of water.”

“No, Selby, please — don’t trouble. Perhaps I’ll take it later.”

“No time like now when you’ve a headache, my dear.”

She shook her head.

“I’d rather not — please. I’ll have a cup of tea.”

“As you like.” He replaced the small bottle in the drawer and again went towards the door. “There was something I wanted to say to you, O’Ryan,” he said, pausing with his hand on the knob. “It has been at the back of my mind ever since you came back, but I can’t for the life of me remember Oh, yes, I know; that was it. So you
 stayed at the Laffan the night before last, eh?”

“The Laffan?” O’Ryan nodded. “Quite a good spot. I thought I told you, sir.”

Clive smiled.

“No; you were so diplomatically vague when I inquired where you had stayed that I thought it indiscreet to press you. Jerry Muller was on the telephone to me this morning, and he happened to mention the fact. The floor valet told him. He knows you, apparently.”

“But — but so was I, Frank,” said Nita. She forced herself to say it, but her voice was strained as she spoke, and her eyes sought O’Ryan’s anxiously “If only I’d known, we might have had dinner together.”

“Quite,” replied O’Ryan. “But it’s a large place, and I had no idea you were there. I thought you were still in Scotland.”

“Enormous place,” agreed Clive. “Staying there is like being a member of the Royal Automobile Club — you don’t know your fellow members until you run them down. Nice hotel, though. That continental system of intercommunicating rooms — very convenient, eh, O’Ryan?”

O’Ryan shrugged.

“Can’t say, sir,” he replied. “I only had one room.” The older man smiled.

“Innocence!” he laughed. “You’ll do, my boy!”

For some moments after he had left them neither Nita nor O’Ryan spoke. Then:

“Nita?”

“Well?”

“You heard that — about the Laffan?”

She nodded.

“But it doesn’t — necessarily — mean anything,” she said nervously. “He’s absolutely childish about the Laffan and its suites. I’ve told him a dozen times that they are the same in every big hotel, but he has never stayed anywhere else but the Laffan.”

“Damn the Laffan!” exclaimed O’Ryan viciously. “I wish I’d never seen the place.” He began restlessly pacing the room. “He doesn’t necessarily mean anything, you say, Nita? Well, you can believe that if you like. As a matter of fact, you don’t really believe it any more than I do, but you’re scared stiff and you’re trying to persuade yourself that you do! Why don’t you face facts?”

“As calmly and coolly and unflinchingly as you do, eh, Frank?”

“And the biggest fact you’ve got to face” — he ignored the irony— “is Dennis Sanderby.”

“I don’t doubt that fact, Frank. It would be idiotic to doubt that Selby is Dennis Sanderby.”

“And yet you wonder if he means anything when he talks like that! You can take it from me that he means every word he says — and a damned sight more. He’s just playing with us, puzzling us, trying to get us rattled, wondering how much we can stand without giving the game away, keeping us guessing how much he knows. It’s devilish. And all the time he’s — what was it Whitcombe called him? Suave — a suave, charming gentleman. He’s suave enough!”

Nita sighed.

“I wish to God you’d go now, Frank, and leave me to it,” she said wearily. “The lease will be here today.” He laughed scornfully.

“Here today! You don’t believe that yarn, do you? I don’t believe he has ever signed it; and if he has signed it, I’ll bet any money you like it has never left the house.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“I’m not a fool, Nita,” he went on, “not half such a fool as Selby seems to think me, anyway. He thinks he’s being frightfully subtle, but it’s as clear as daylight what game he’s playing. I see the whole idea now, though I’m hanged if I see how to cope with it. That story about Muller taking the lease up to London for registration — it’s all bunkum — lies — just an excuse for keeping me hanging on here so that he can try out some other ingenious scheme for doing me in. It’s a jolly sort of feeling, isn’t it — never knowing when he may have another cut at us?”

“Then why wait for the lease?”

“Because I must have it — you know that. Besides, what would he think if I went off suddenly without it? It would be as good as confessing. I can’t go.”

“Then if you mean to stop here,” said the girl, “for heaven’s sake, pull yourself together and don’t make it quite so clear to Selby that he has got you badly rattled. That cigarette — in the garden. You stared at it as if it were some poisonous reptile, and I was terrified that Selby would notice. Why on earth didn’t you take one?”

“Why didn’t you?” sneered O’Ryan. “And why didn’t you take a Neurolin tablet for your headache? I’ll tell you why: because you were afraid that if you did you’d never have the chance of getting another headache. You were probably right, but, for heaven’s sake, don’t sneer at me for being rattled when you’re just as badly rattled yourself.”

For some time he paced the room in silence, and then he suddenly halted.

“Hang it, Nita!” he exclaimed. “It’s all so damnably unfair. I’m being blamed for something that never happened. I wouldn’t care so much if he had any sort of reason for having a grudge against me, but he hasn’t.”

“Hasn’t he?”

“Nobody knows that better than you do, Nita.”

“I wasn’t thinking of that,” she said thoughtfully. “I was thinking that he might very well have quite a different grievance against you. Suppose he knows that, besides trying to swindle him over his wife, you’re also doing your best to swindle him over the Tamagari property?”

“I don’t understand what you mean.”

“Don’t you?” She smiled. “More innocence, eh? Very well. Then suppose Selby knows all the time that there is silver in the land, and knows that you know it?” O’Ryan glanced at her uneasily.

“I never thought of that. Of course, I don’t know for certain,” he added hastily, “that there is silver there, but there may be, and Selby isn’t a fool. If he was wise enough to have the land prospected … What makes you say that, Nita?”

“It struck me as possible, that’s all,” she replied. “Selby is wise, and Muller’s wiser. Muller believes there’s silver in the land; he told me so — asked me to see if I could stop Selby presenting you with a million dollars. Selby of course does do the most quixotic things, but I can’t see even him, just because a young man isn’t of the philandering sort, giving him a million dollars. I shouldn’t be at all surprised if the lease is only a bait. If Selby knows about the silver, and thinks you know about it, he will know that you won’t easily be persuaded to clear off until you’ve got it, and that if the car accident wasn’t successful, he will have plenty of time, provided he hangs up the lease, to try some other method.”

“H’m! I shouldn’t wonder — oh, of course you’re right. But can’t we do something? Hang it, there must be something we can do.”

She shrugged her shoulders and went listlessly towards the door.

“I say, Nita, where — where are you going?”

“I really don’t know,” she replied carelessly; and then she swung round and faced him. “What does it matter to you where I’m going?” she demanded. “You don’t want me to stand by you and hold your hand all the time, do you?”

“That’s offensive. But we’re both in this, and it’s no use quarrelling. And it’s no use getting scared and letting this Sanderby fellow have everything his own way. I don’t intend to, anyway. If anything happens to you, I’ll make it my business to see that he doesn’t get away with it.”

“Many thanks. That’s tremendously comforting. And if anything should happen to you, don’t worry, will you? I’ll tell Selby how terribly unfair he has been.” O’Ryan frowned.

“Cheap sarcasm doesn’t help,” he remarked, strolling towards the windows. “You seem to think I’m scared of Selby: well, I’m not. I was a bit rattled just now — anybody would be after a narrow shave like I had — but I’m not scared, whatever you may think. I don’t mean to let the swine have everything his own way.”

“You make me feel almost safe, Frank.”

He leaned against the French windows, gazing out across the lawn with a confident smile. As he did so, a shot rang out in the garden.
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O’ryan started violently and cringed back.

“My God! What was that?”

As he spoke there came the sound of a second shot. “Frank — quick — stand away from that window!” He turned a scared face towards her and stood motionless, staring at her helplessly, and she stepped quickly forward, grasped his arm, and pulled him back into the room. He was trembling, his face deathly pale, his lips twitching.

“Somebody — fired at me.”

“You’re not hurt?”

He shook his head.

“The moment I appeared at the window they let fly — two shots—”

She turned from him, crossed to the fireplace and pressed the button of the electric bell.

“That swine!” muttered O’Ryan. “He might easily have got me. If I had gone out onto the terrace … Look here, Nita, I can’t stand much more of this sort of thing.”

The door was opened, and Lane came in.

“You rang, madam?”

“What was that shooting, Lane?”

“It was Mr. Clive, I fancy, madam — down at the plantation. I noticed that he took his gun with him.”

“Gun? Rot!” exclaimed O’Ryan excitedly. “Somebody fired a rifle — two shots.” Lane turned and glanced at him in surprise, and a faint smile flickered across his face.

“A gun, sir,” he repeated. “I heard the reports. A rifle makes quite a different noise. And Mr. Clive would hardly use a rifle—”

“All right, Lane, thank you,” interrupted Nita. Lane went out, and she glanced across at O’Ryan. “You heard, Frank? It was a shotgun. Selby is probably after rabbits.”

“You can’t tell me, Nita. That was a rifle. I don’t care a hang what Lane says. Of course Lane wouldn’t give him away: he’s in with him — like Muller. Nita, for God’s sake — first the car, and now this. You — you’ve got to do something.”

“What do you suppose I can do?”

“Oh, I don’t know. It’s no use asking me. But there must be some way of putting things right. Couldn’t you — talk to him? Hang it, you’re his wife, and you must have some sort of influence. I mean, he’d be more likely to listen to you than to me. It’s all so damnably unreasonable.”

“And you’re suggesting that I should try to reason with him? Let’s try to be practical, Frank. Do you really believe that if I tell Selby the truth — that I went to the Laffan without telling him, that I met you there, that my room was next to yours — booked by you — with a communicating door, but that it was all perfectly innocent because I shot the bolt and ran away first thing in the morning — do you really believe that he’d swallow the story? He’d swallow all except the innocence, and you couldn’t blame him.”

“I’m not suggesting anything of the sort,” snapped O’Ryan. “But you could — well, sort of suggest to him that everything is all right. Between you and him, I mean. If you were a bit more demonstrative — let him see that you’re terribly fond of him — he might realize that he’s making a ghastly mistake. Try, Nita, won’t you? If you could get him alone — it should be dead easy. When he comes to your room—”

“He doesn’t come to my room.”

At the sound of footsteps she turned her head and saw Clive, with a gun under his arm, coming across the terrace.

“Got the brute with the second barrel,” he announced, setting his gun in the corner. “No more will he kill my little chickens.”

“It was you shooting, Selby?”

He nodded.

“I told you I was going down to find him, didn’t I? I say, Nita, I’m sorry — I forgot your headache. What a brute I am!”

“Oh, that — that didn’t matter at all, Selby. I — I — the headache’s gone. A hawk, was it?”

“A kestrel. I hate ’em — all things that prey on their fellows. They’re just like some people I know — never happy unless they are hurting and tearing and maiming for the love of it. If I had my way I’d treat people like that in the same way — only I’d use a rifle.”

“You must be a pretty good shot, sir,” remarked O’Ryan. “A kestrel takes some hitting. Have you ever used a rifle?”

“Often,” Clive told him. “But I’m not such a good shot as I used to be — unfortunately. That’s a nice head of moose in the billiard room. I got him up in northern Ontario. Fond of shooting?”

“When he’s behind the gun, Selby,” laughed Nita, “and not in front of it.”

Clive smiled.

“Like the bolts at the Laffan, eh, O’Ryan? It depends on which side of the door they are. Well, you’ll find plenty of good shooting on the Tamagari land — if you ever get there.”

“But why — why shouldn’t he get there, Selby?”

“Well, you never know, my dear,” replied her husband; “he may not go out there himself. A man who owns coal mines doesn’t necessarily live down the pit.” He went towards the windows. “I’m going to have a go at the new pergola, Nita,” he said. “If it’s left to the workmen, it won’t be done this year, by the look of things. If you’re feeling energetic, O’Ryan, you can come and lend a hand.”

“Sorry, sir, but I’ve a phone call to make, if I may,” said O’Ryan. “About the car. I must arrange with the garage to fetch it in, or I shall have the police after me.” Clive nodded.

“Telephone in the hall,” he said. “Hamlin’s is the best garage. But you needn’t worry yourself about the police around here; they’re more than half asleep. There were burglaries all over the place last year, but the police were too absorbed in measuring the number plates of cars to take notice of burglaries. I’ve always said — haven’t I, Nita? — that if I wanted to commit a murder I should lure my victim into this police area before I set about killing him.”

Nita watched him as he crossed the lawn until he disappeared behind the bank of rambler roses, and then she turned and glanced at O’Ryan. He was standing by the door with a hand on the knob, frowning thoughtfully.

“I say, Nita, I was just saying, when Selby came in—”

“I’m not likely to forget what you were saying.”

“Well, it’s worth thinking over. I believe you could put things right if you tackled him properly — vamped him a bit.”

“Go and telephone, Frank.” There was a warning note in her voice and a warning look in her eyes, but he did not notice them.

“After all,” he went on, “Selby’s pretty fond of you — naturally. Who wouldn’t be? And if you play your cards properly — let him see that — that you’re willing—”

Nita sprang to her feet.

“For God’s sake,” she exclaimed angrily, “go and telephone! Do you hear? Get out of this room before I ring for Lane and have you thrown out!”

“Good heavens! What on earth — you don’t understand—”

“Oh, you needn’t fear that I haven’t understood,” she interrupted. “Your meaning is perfectly plain — disgustingly plain. So long as your skin is saved, it doesn’t matter what foul thing I do. So long as Selby can be persuaded that you’re the faithful friend and spotless gentleman, you don’t care what beastliness—” She paused abruptly, turned from him, and seated himself in her chair again. “Just get out — that’s all,” she said.

She heard the door opened and closed and gave a sigh of relief. So that was Frank’s solution! She was to lay herself out to be pleasant to Selby— “vamp him a bit” — lure him on, make him realize that she was quite prepared to stop being a mean little swine to him and was ready to fulfil her part of the bargain. She was to dangle a tempting morsel in front of him, play on his feelings until passion swamped his reason and made him either tolerant of her lapse or forgetful of his suspicions, and then, she supposed, when she was quite sure that Frank was no longer in danger, Selby was to have his reward. And Frank was willing that she should so degrade herself; it struck him as a happy way out of the mess into which they had landed themselves that she should barter herself for his safety, play the prostitute to save his precious skin and secure his precious lease. And only two days ago she had believed that he really loved her, had been willing, because of his love, to sacrifice everything for him. Well, so much for Frank’s love!

But he was right; something must be done. Her thoughts turned to her husband. Suppose she were to go to him and make a clean breast of the whole business? She felt that it would be putting a severe strain on his credulity. If she could have done it at once — before he had heard of it from some other quarter — he might possibly have believed her; but now, when he must surely know that she was aware he suspected her, he could hardly fail to look on her story as a ruse to appease him and avert the consequences. It was hardly the sort of ruse that would impress Dennis Sanderby.

Yet she was, she discovered, desperately anxious that Selby should know the truth and believe it. Whether or no she could avert the consequences was not, strangely enough, the most important question at the moment. What mattered was that Selby should believe her, that he should readmit her to his confidence, that he should not think badly of her. She had a feeling that in forfeiting his confidence she had suffered an irreparable loss, and the fact that Selby and Dennis Sanderby were one and the same person did not lessen the loss. She wondered whether even now it might not be possible to repair the damage. If she had never looked into that secret drawer of his desk she would never have known of Dennis Sanderby, and she wondered whether, if she had not come to know that secret of her husband’s past, she could have told him everything and trusted him to understand and forgive. Probably she could. Selby was nothing if not just. It was this knowledge that he was Dennis Sanderby that was holding her back. Yet Dennis Sanderby, she supposed, was just; ruthless, perhaps, but surely his revenge had a touch of justice about it. And for twenty years Selby had been Selby Clive, not Dennis Sanderby. Perhaps even now it might be possible to forget that he had ever been Dennis Sanderby, whom she had never known, to think of him only as Selby Clive, whom she had always admired and respected, upon whom she had always relied, who had so many points about him that any sane woman desires in a husband, whom she had so often felt that she might so easily love….

Her thoughts were interrupted by the return of O’Ryan.

“Cooled off, Nita?” he inquired.

“Feeling quite frigid, thanks.”

“Sorry I upset you, but there was no need to boil over like that. After all, there’s nothing to shock even your Puritan mind in the suggestion that a wife should play the game with her husband. When all is said and done, it’s pretty tough for old Selby.”

“May I suggest, Frank, that you should mind your own business?”

“Isn’t it my business? You’ve a queer way of looking at things, Nita. I’m to run the risk of getting a bullet in my head for something I haven’t done, simply because you don’t feel inclined to take the one course which would convince your husband that he’s the only man in the world you care for, and it’s not my business. It’s pretty rotten for me, feeling as I do about you, to have to agree to that sort of thing, but I’m sensible enough to see that I’ve got to grin and bear it. Selby is your husband, and I realize that he has first claim—”

She had sprung to her feet and was facing him with furious eyes. Then, as suddenly, she turned from him. “Frank,” she said calmly, “you make me feel sick.” There came a tap on the door, and Lane appeared. “Sir Ralph Whitcombe, madam,” he announced. Nita nodded.

“Show him in here, Lane,” she said. “And you need not disturb Mr. Clive; he’s busy in the garden.”

Lane disappeared, and a moment later Sir Ralph, attache case in hand, came into the room.

“Ah, good-morning, Mrs. Clive. Good-morning, O’Ryan. A rather untimely visit, I’m afraid, Mrs. Clive, but you will, I am sure, make allowances.” He tapped his attache case, smiling. “We writing folks are inclined to believe that everything must be sacrificed to our work, and there are several points in this Sanderby case — points connected with Canadian police methods and so on — in which I thought your husband—”

O’Ryan cut him short.

“I don’t imagine Mr. Clive would be of much help to you, Sir Ralph.”

“Indeed? You surprise me. I should have thought that, having spent so many years of his life in Canada—”

“Oh, it’s not that, Sir Ralph,” interrupted Nita. “I suppose Selby must know all about Canada, but — well, he hates anything horrible or sordid. He will never even read the accounts of murders in the newspapers because they always depress him terribly.”

“Indeed,” repeated Sir Ralph, raising his bushy eyebrows. “I should not have thought of your husband as a particularly sensitive man, Mrs. Clive.”

“He is — dreadfully — about that kind of thing. I meant to ask you yesterday, Sir Ralph, when you were telling us about that awful Sanderby man, but it slipped my mind. Will you promise, Sir Ralph, as a great personal favour to me, never to mention this Sanderby case — or any other gruesome case like it — to my husband?”

“My dear Mrs. Clive — certainly — I will on no account mention the matter. We lawyers, I’m afraid, come to look on these things in such an impersonal and coldblooded way that we are apt to forget that there is anything horrible about them. I hope I did not distress you yesterday.”

“Not a bit,” she laughed. “Mr. O’Ryan and I are tremendously interested, aren’t we, Frank? Did Selby expect you this morning, Sir Ralph?”

“Well, no, I did not say definitely that I should be coming over — merely that I might. As a matter of fact, I was hoping that Mr. Muller would be here; he is the person I am really anxious to see. A very intelligent type of Colonial, I thought him. And your carnations, Mrs. Clive — I am very anxious to have a glimpse of them. I may be a duffer at law, but I do know something about carnations.”

Nita smiled.

“You can see the carnations, Sir Ralph — if you’ll promise to be complimentary; but I’m afraid Mr. Muller isn’t here.”

“Ah! Most unfortunate,” said Whitcombe. “There is a little lacuna in my data concerning this — er — these Sanderby murders — though I’ve no right to call them murders, I suppose, since the man was not convicted. I was hoping that your Canadian friend might be able to give me some guidance.”

“There’s the British Museum,” suggested O’Ryan, with a hint of impatience. “You’d probably find all the details you want in the library.”

Sir Ralph nodded.

“An excellent idea,” he agreed. “But I want to know very little really. This man Dennis Sanderby is reported to have changed his name. I have no proof of that, but there seems a strong probability that he did so.”

“Sounds likely, anyway,” said O’Ryan.

“I want, if I can, to secure some sort of confirmation on that point,” the elderly lawyer explained. “You have no idea, Mrs. Clive, how absorbed one can get in a subject like this Sanderby case. Even in bed I find myself lying awake and thinking out the various problems it presents. The more one studies it, the more remarkable the case appears. A curious point is that the man Sanderby seems to have faded entirely out of view.”

“He’s probably dead,” remarked O’Ryan.

Sir Ralph shook his head.

“No,” he said. “Had he died, there would be some record of his death. Fortunately Bennett, of the Home Office, is staying with the Boscombes, and I have been able to ask his advice. He suggests that I should approach the Royal Canadian Police for information. For all we know, the man may be in England, living under an assumed name.”

“Hardly likely, is it, Sir Ralph?” said Nita.

“Why, Mrs. Clive?” replied Whitcombe. “In my opinion, nothing is more likely than that he should have come to this country. I always say that if we could get a list of everybody who is living in this country — or in London alone — we should be astonished at the names that would appear on it — some famous, some infamous. We never know, when we pass along a London street, who the person may be who jostles us. He may have occupied a throne or a condemned cell — there’s no telling. That is the fascination of London. This man Sanderby, three times a murderer — we may have actually rubbed elbows with him — met him, even! He may be living among us as a rich man, an honoured citizen, or he may be skulking among the denizens of the underworld—”

Nita cut short the harangue.

“Have you written to the Canadian Police?”

“I have done better than that, Mrs. Clive: I have telegraphed — at deferred rates. I prepaid a reply and am hoping to receive an answer today. If the man is in England — dear me — yes, it would be most interesting if we could trace him and get into touch with him. He could no doubt give me much interesting matter. A murder trial from the point of view of the prisoner in the dock, his emotions during the ordeal — a fascinating psychological study.”

“What sort of man was Sanderby?” inquired O’Ryan. “What position did he hold?”

“He was a — ah — man of substance, apparently,” said Sir Ralph; “a landowner with large interests in city property in Winnipeg, Saskatoon, and Edmonton.”

“And a suave man, eh?”

“Suave? Curious that you should say that, O’Ryan.” He opened his attache case and began rummaging inside. “I’ve still got my little chill-destroyer, Mrs. Clive,” he smiled, holding up the small flask-shaped bottle of vodka.

He replaced it, took out a bundle of newspaper cuttings, and began looking through them.

“Ah, here we are,” he went on. “Listen to this: it is a description, written during Sanderby’s trial, by a reporter — evidently quite a superior kind of reporter. He says: ‘Dennis Sanderby was the only person in court who was not affected by the medical evidence. He leaned back in his chair and spoke smilingly to the officer by his side. A goodlooking man with a ready smile, a pleasing manner, a disarming air of innocence, it was difficult to imagine that this suave man was accused of sending these people to their deaths.’”

Nita rose.

“It’s all rather — nasty, isn’t it?”

“Frightfully interesting, though,” said O’Ryan. “Go on, Sir Ralph; let’s hear some more about the blighter.”

Sir Ralph hesitated, glancing at Nita.

“If this distresses you at all, Mrs. Clive … I can assure you that there is nothing unpleasant in this — no gruesome details.”

“Very well, Sir Ralph,” she smiled; “I’ll trust your judgment. Please read on. Frank has a terrible taste for horrors.”

The lawyer returned to the newspaper cutting.

“‘It was impossible to conceive that Sanderby had daily intercourse with his victims, joked with them, had the appearance of genial good-fellowship, and never once betrayed himself, never once aroused their suspicions that he had discovered their secret. A ruthless man pursuing his inexorable way, unmoved by pity, not to be turned aside from his purpose—’”

He paused and peered at them above his glasses. “That is perilously near contempt of court. The reporter’s eloquence, I am afraid, ran away with his discretion. Had I been conducting the defense of Sanderby I should certainly have objected to that sentence. However … ‘He smiled when the coachman gave evidence that the wheels of Mrs. Sanderby’s carriage had been tampered with before she took a drive on a very dangerous hill.’”

O’Ryan started.

“The wheels — tampered with? Good God!” He caught Nita’s eye and checked himself. “Pleasant sort of bloke, by the sound of things,” he said. “And he got away with it! Just because he had a clever lawyer to defend him, a man like Sanderby is let loose on the world to do the same sort of thing again—”

He paused abruptly as Selby Clive came in from the terrace.

“Hullo, Whitcombe!” he said pleasantly. “Sorry Jerry isn’t back yet, but he’ll be along later. What’s happening? O’Ryan giving a lecture?”

The lawyer gathered up the newspaper cuttings, hastily stuffed them into his attache case and closed it.

“I was just reading an extract from my book, Clive — my forthcoming book,” he explained. “Your wife was good enough to pretend to be interested.”

“Well, carry on,” urged Clive. “I’d like to hear it. What is it this time? Some more of that light and airy stuff about Canals and Waterways?”

“No — er — I — as a matter of fact—” He saw that Nita, behind Clive’s back, was shaking her head and frowning, and hurriedly picked up his attache case. “Some other time, Clive,” he said. “I really came to see that Canadian friend of yours, you know. There are one or two points concerning Canadian affairs on which I should like to consult him. You might phone me if he returns, will you? Or perhaps you could tell me—”

“I’ll phone you, Sir Ralph,” interposed Nita. “Selby never remembers anything.”

“That’s hardly true,” smiled her husband. “The trouble with some things is not to remember them but to forget them. If there’s any information I can give you about Canada, Whitcombe—”

“Some other time, please, Selby,” said Nita. “Sir Ralph is going to see my carnations now. Carnations are much more interesting than Canada.”

“Ah, yes — the carnations,” said Sir Ralph, obviously relieved. “I’d forgotten them for the moment. One gets so absorbed in these — er — dear me, yes, the carnations.”

“Mr. O’Ryan will show them to you — won’t you, Frank? And you may pick the best, Sir Ralph — provided you tell me what you really think of them. I don’t want compliments.”

O’Ryan stepped eagerly towards the French windows. “This way, Sir Ralph,” he said.

The lawyer, following him, paused as he stepped out onto the terrace.

“I warn you, Mrs. Clive,” he said, with a smile: “after all I’ve heard of your carnations I’m expecting a great deal, and I’m a very severe critic.”

She nodded.

“Men always are, Sir Ralph,” she laughed.
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With a sigh of relief Nita sank into the corner of the Chesterfield and glanced up at her husband as he stood lolling against the mantelpiece, absorbed in filling his pipe. If only she dared tell him everything — now — while she had him alone! After all, why shouldn’t she? If she had not known that he was Dennis Sanderby, she would not have been afraid to tell him, and the fact that she had come by that knowledge had not changed him from the man she had known. She wanted badly to put things right with him; and she wanted it, not because, if he came to believe in her again, she — and Frank — might be free from danger; it would, incidentally, have that effect, but that was not her chief object. She was sure of that. She felt that, if she were to attempt to win back Selby’s confidence, she must be sure of that first, satisfied beyond all doubt in her own mind that it was not fear that prompted her. Frank, of course, should she succeed, would never believe her. He would believe, at the best, that fear of what might happen to her had forced her to do it, and that she was only salving her Puritan conscience by pretending that she had acted from the purest motives. But it did not matter much what Frank thought. If she could bring herself to broach the subject, to say those first few words…

She felt her heart throbbing furiously, and her throat ached. She drew in her breath sharply, held it, pressing her teeth against her lip as she gazed at Selby, still busy with his pipe. Her lips parted.

“Selby!”

He glanced up at her.

“So O’Ryan has special privileges, eh, Nita?”

“Frank? You mean from me?”

He nodded.

“He’s privileged to act as guide to the carnations. I’ve never known you let anyone show off your carnations before — even me.”

“Oh — that! He was talking to Sir Ralph, and I didn’t want to interrupt them.”

“Wouldn’t you rather go and show them off yourself?”

“No, Selby, I’d rather stay here with you.”

She saw the quick look of surprise that he shot at her, and hurried on:

“At least, I’ve had more than enough of Sir Ralph, and I was quite glad of an excuse—”

She hesitated, frowning. Why had she added that? She hadn’t meant to. That was just the way she had always treated Selby — offered him something and instantly withdrawn it before he had time to accept.

“An excuse to escape from the lecture? Poor darling! What is this book he’s writing?”

“Oh, some law book or other. I really didn’t pay very much attention. I always treat Sir Ralph rather like the wireless — just let him go on and on because I haven’t the energy to switch him off. But I didn’t mean that; I meant that I was glad of an excuse to get a few minutes alone with you.”

“Pulling my leg, Nita?”

She shook her head and patted the seat of the Chesterfield invitingly.

“Sit down, Selby — just for a few minutes.”

He seated himself beside her and laid a hand on hers.

“Nita darling,” he said, “you’ve been terribly nice to me the last day or two. Or is that only my fancy?”

“Aren’t I always nice to you, Selby?”

“Ye-es,” he admitted doubtfully.

“You don’t think so?”

“Yes — of course — always nice, Nita. You’ve never been anything but — pleasant; you’re too much of an angel for that. But it isn’t always easy, is it?”

“I don’t think I understand.”

“I think you do,” he smiled. “I’m a difficult sort of creature to get on with at the best of times, and sometimes I know I must irritate you terribly. It’s not that I mean to be awkward, but — well, the fact is, I suppose, that I shouldn’t have married you.”

“Silly!” she laughed. “Why not?”

“You said something the other day,” he went on, “which set me thinking. At the time it hurt me pretty badly, but when I came to think it over — after you’d gone to Scotland — I saw that it was a perfectly natural thing for you to have said. Remember? You told me not to be so old.”


“Oh, that! You should have known better than to take any notice, Selby. I was in a dreadfully bad temper, wasn’t I?”

“That’s when we usually let out the truth — when we’re in a temper and don’t pause to think what we’re saying. I think you were perfectly right, my dear. I had a good look at myself while you were away, and I realize that I’m — well, rather old-minded, I suppose. If things aren’t just so, I’m worried.”

“And aren’t things — just so?”

“Darling, you know. Things aren’t — well, not as I’d like them to be. But I’m not grumbling. You give me all that you feel able to give me, and I’m grateful for that. You’ve given me a great deal this last day or two.”

“And this last year or two, what have you given me?” she said. “Or rather, what haven’t you given me? Do you realize that until I was married I dressed on fifty pounds a year?”

He made a deprecating gesture.

“Oh, yes — material things — I’ve given you those. But there are other things—”

He got up from the Chesterfield, crossed to the mantelpiece in search of matches, and lighted his pipe. She waited, scanning his face anxiously She was getting closer to him, breaking down that barrier of reserve which had stood between them for so long. She had not talked to him in this intimate way for a long time. She felt a strange elation, an inward glow of satisfaction. She was anxious to get still closer, to put things absolutely right between them, to establish this intimacy as something permanent. She must not let it slip away again….

He tossed the match into the grate.

“You’ve known young O’Ryan quite a long time, haven’t you, Nita?”

“Since we were both so high,” she smiled. “I’ve known his people all my life.”

“Sweethearts when you were kids, eh?”

“No, never that. Just good friends.”

His pipe was drawing badly, and he was staring at it resentfully, prodding it with a pencil.

“I suppose, if he had been in a position to marry—”

“Oh, nonsense, Selby!” she exclaimed. “There was never any question of that. Until we met him at Ascot last year, I hadn’t seen him for years — not since I was about sixteen. And then I found him — well, amusing, that’s all. He is
 rather amusing, isn’t he?”

“Yes,” he nodded. “He’s a nicelooking fellow — and young. I’ve sometimes thought … Well, young people belong to one another.”

“I thought — I belonged — to you.”

He gave that rather wistful smile of his — the smile that always made her want to give him a pat of comfort. “I like to have that illusion, Nita.”

She rose and went to him, and stood fingering a button on his coat, avoiding his eyes.

“Illusion, Selby?” she said. “Are you talking quite a lot of nonsense — imagining things?”

“Perhaps,” he admitted. “I’ve been telling myself how terribly nice you’ve been to me since you came back. Have I been imagining that?”

“Perhaps I like you better, Selby,” she said softly. “Liking — love — whatever you like to call it — doesn’t stand still, does it?”

“It either grows or withers, Nita — I suppose that’s true.”

He drew her hand away from the button, turned from her, and began pacing the room, frowning thoughtfully and sending clouds of smoke from his pipe. And then he suddenly paused, laid a hand on her shoulder, and stood gazing at her with keen, searching eyes.

“If I were sure of something, Nita,” he said at last, “it would make a great difference to you and me. If I were convinced — one way or the other… .”

She forced herself to raise her head and meet his gaze. “What — what is it, Selby?” she asked in a low voice. “If there’s anything — anything you want to ask me — I’ll tell you — the truth.”

For some moments he made no reply, still gazing at her thoughtfully, as if trying to read something in her face, and then he shook his head, and his hand dropped from her shoulder.

“No — it isn’t fair to ask you, my dear,” he said. “We’ll let it go. I’ll find out for myself.”

She had a feeling that she was losing something, that he was retiring again behind the barrier, that she was being cut off, excluded, and she knew that she must not let it happen.

“Is that quite fair, Selby?”

“Fair? By my way of reasoning — yes. I’m afraid I’m a bit of a moral coward sometimes. There are some things I can’t face.”

“But you may be wrong,” she persisted. “It’s so easy to be wrong. And if you won’t face it — whatever it is — that’s worrying you — how are you to know whether you’re wrong or right?”

He shrugged.

“One can only rely on one’s intelligence — and one’s eyes.”

“Then — then you’re not — sure?”

He shook his head.

“I was two days ago. But now — no, I’m undecided.” She returned to the settee and sat down with a sigh. “Tell me something, will you, Selby?”

“Perhaps.”

“I’m not a moral coward, and I’m not afraid to ask you. Do you — absolutely — trust me?”

“Why ask me that, darling?”

“Because, sometimes, just lately, I’ve thought that you don’t.”

“It’s easy to imagine things,” he smiled.

“If you do trust me absolutely, why did you say just now that you shouldn’t have married me? That was an odd thing to say.”

He seated himself on the back of the settee. “Old-minded,” he repeated, “old-fashioned, with an old-time prejudice against modern notions. Crabbed age living with modern youth — and making rather a mess of it. Antiquated ideas about woman and how she should behave and the right way to treat her when she doesn’t—”

“Your first marriage, Selby,” she interrupted. “I’ve never asked you anything about it, and you’ve never told me. Was it a happy one?”

“Not particularly.”

“It was unhappy?”

He nodded.

“Somewhat disastrous for all concerned, Nita. It began very happily — most marriages do, I suppose — but it ended—” He shrugged. “I’d rather not talk about it.”

“Sorry,” she said. “But because your first marriage wasn’t a success, that’s no reason why this one shouldn’t be, is it? We’ve been married for three years now, and it hasn’t been very awful, has it?” She took his hand and held it, watching his face anxiously.

“It has been wonderful, Nita — in some ways.”

“But not what it should have been, eh, Selby? Oh, I know. I haven’t been awfully nice to you, have I? I’ve taken everything and given nothing — I’ve been a shirker. Some men wouldn’t have stood for the shirking.”

He cut her short with a gesture.

“I have very definite views on that subject, Nita,” he said; “old-fashioned views, perhaps. It’s repugnant to me that a woman, when she becomes a wife, should not remain mistress of her own life. In matters that concern her own comfort the decision should rest with her.”

She smiled at him.

“The trouble with you, dear,” she said, “is that you’re rather too nice.”

“I may be old-fashioned, darling, but I’m not primitive.”

She nodded, and was silent for some moments. She had only to speak now, to say what it would be easy to say to him, just to smile at him and beckon … Beckon to Dennis Sanderby? Because she was afraid, because, even at that price, she must buy safety for herself and Frank, because she could see no other way of quieting his suspicions? She was sure that it would not be for these reasons, whatever Frank might think. She would not be beckoning Dennis Sanderby; she would be beckoning Selby Clive — her husband.

“Selby, the other day — before I went to Scotland — you said that we were drifting, that the gap between us was getting wider. Remember? I wouldn’t talk about it then. But I’ve been thinking quite a lot up in Scotland, and I see now that you were right. We don’t see much of each other these days, do we? We live under the same roof, but we’re not much more than strangers.”

“I’m sorry, Nita, but—”

“Oh, I know; it’s my fault — partly. Chiefly, perhaps; but not entirely. At nights, for instance, I never even know nowadays whether you’re down here working or whether you’re in bed. And that’s your fault, Selby. Once upon a time you always used to come and say goodnight to me,”

“Well… yes, I did, Nita. But then—”

“I understand,” she said. “But I still like to know where you are and what you’re doing, that you’re about the place somewhere.”

“Developing nerves, darling? There’s nothing to be nervous about. I’m usually within calling distance, and you’ve a bolt on your door. If anything alarmed you—”

“Bolt?” She gave a shrug. “Bolts are only useful, Selby, when you want to — keep someone out.”

She knew that he had turned his head and was gazing at her; she knew, too, just the expression that was on his face — surprise, doubt, wonder, hope; but she could not bring herself to look at him. She waited, her heart thumping, for his next words. Surely she had understood? Surely — now — he must believe …

She felt his hand beneath her chin, raising her head until she had no choice but to meet his eyes.

“And don’t you want to keep someone out, my dear?”

Almost imperceptibly she shook her head.

“No, Selby — I don’t — think — I do.”

His arm slipped round her shoulder.

“Nita, darling,” he said, “I can hardly believe—”

He paused, and she saw that he was staring out into the garden. “Here’s Whitcombe back again,” he said. “They always say that there’s no escaping the law.”

He got up from the settee and went towards the window, and Nita sighed. Why on earth must Sir Ralph choose that particular moment to interrupt them? She had been so very close to Selby — his arm around her shoulders, his lips near to hers. Just a few more seconds and she would have been sure of him. She had only to get just a little closer, and she could have told him everything, without fear that he might not believe her, freed herself of her burden and been able to look him in the eyes again. But now, thanks to the old lawyer, she was not sure. Had she made him understand? She thought so, but with Selby it was always so difficult to be sure. “I can hardly believe—” he had said. What was it that he could hardly believe? That she intended to have no more to do with shirking, that she would in future be as ready to give as to take? Or had he meant to say that, if all she had just been telling him were true, if her feelings towards him were really such as she had been hinting, if she were honestly anxious to make their marriage a success, he could hardly believe that she would have made that appointment with O’Ryan at the Laffan, that the two stories did not tally, and that since he knew her visit to the Laffan to be a fact, he could only assume that the other was fiction?

Frank, following Sir Ralph into the room, shot her an inquiring glance and received in exchange an uncomprehending stare.

“The pride of the garden, Mrs. Clive,” said Sir Ralph, pointing to the carnation in his buttonhole.

“I warned you that I should pick the best, and here it is. What colour! What fragrance! Altogether a wonderful collection!—”

Nita smiled.

“Not a very severe critic, after all, Sir Ralph,” she said. “Will you stay and criticize lunch?”

“Many thanks, Mrs. Clive, but I’m afraid I mustn’t do that. I have promised faithfully to be back to have lunch with those noisy young people. They insisted on it. I was telling them at breakfast about that case I mentioned to you, and they are anxious for me to continue. They seem to take rather a morbid interest in the—”

He saw the warning look from Nita and stopped abruptly.

“What case is that, Whitcombe?” inquired Clive. “Oh, a — er — case, Clive, in which I — er — took part many years ago.” He glanced at Nita, obviously in search of her approval. “O’Ryan has been conducting me round your estate,” he went on. “You’ve improved it immensely. More roses, eh, Mrs. Clive?”

“We’ve been inspecting the new pergola,” O’Ryan explained.

“Ah, yes — the pergola,” continued Sir Ralph. “Quite typical of your husband, Mrs. Clive — a very thorough and substantial job. I like those big baulks and beams, Clive — something solid and British about them.”

“Rather heavier than I intended,” said Selby, “and those workmen are the most careless devils. I noticed that they’ve just balanced a couple of the beams without fastening them at all. I shall have a word to say to the foreman when I see him. It’s not safe.”

The lawyer glanced at his watch.

“Dear me! I must be getting along. I’d like to come over again tomorrow, Clive, if I’m not too much of a nuisance, on the off chance of seeing Mr. Muller. Quite an exceptionally intelligent American—”

“Canadian,” laughed Clive. “Come over to dinner tonight, Whitcombe, if you’d care to. Jerry is sure to be here this evening, and you can have a chat with him.”

“Thank you — yes — I shall be delighted. But I must hurry back now. The post will be in, and a friend of mine is sending me some fresh newspaper cuttings about this case of — er — dear me — yes, goodbye, Mrs. Clive, for the present. I’m looking forward to criticizing the dinner tonight.” He pushed the flower in his buttonhole. “Charming — exquisite!” he smiled, picked up his attaché case, and hurried out.

Clive followed him, and as soon as the door was closed O’Ryan went eagerly across the room to where Nita stood by the fireplace.

“Nita, did he say anything?”

She raised her eyebrows.

“Say anything? Who?”

“Why, Clive, of course. I saw him talking to you.”

“Then presumably he did say something.”

“For heaven’s sake, Nita, don’t start in with cheap sarcasm. All things considered, it’s rather bad taste. There’s nothing to laugh at, you know.”

“I’m not laughing. I don’t feel in the least like laughing,” she said.

“Did he give you any idea that he — well, did he tell you anything?
 —”

“Nothing — that concerns you.”

“Did you tell him — I mean, did you talk about the Laffan or anything?”

“I believe we did mention the Laffan.”

“And did you convince him — I mean, if you did as I told you — led him on to think that you are his and that sort of thing…. Things seemed to be going fairly well, I thought. I was watching — from behind the ramblers — and I could see you were pulling it off all right. I mean, sitting there and holding your hand and pitting his arm round you—”

“Frank!”

She was white to the lips, facing him with blazing eyes. He stared at her in bewilderment.

“What have I said now? You’re the queerest woman I’ve ever struck. One minute you’re as right as rain, and the next you’re up in the air spitting sparks like a rocket. I only want to know how you got on with Selby and—”

“You’re terribly afraid of Selby, aren’t you?”

“Aren’t you?”

“I — I don’t know.”

“Well, Dennis Sanderby is not the sort of man I’m anxious to meet in a country lane on a dark night, if that’s what you mean. But never mind that. Did you convince him?”

“I don’t know that either. I thought I had, once, but I’m not sure.” She frowned thoughtfully. “A ruthless man, pursuing his inexorable way, unmoved by pity, not to be turned aside from his purpose—”

“That was the bit old Whitcombe read, wasn’t it? You think that’s right, Nita? I mean, you know Selby and can size him up better than I can. Do you really believe that’s true of him — that once he gets an idea fixed in his head nothing will turn him from it? Do you—”

“Oh, for God’s sake, Frank! How do I know what he was thinking? I only wish I did! But I don’t, so it’s no use plaguing me with idiotic questions. If you want to know what he thought about it, ask him yourself.”

O’Ryan turned away with a shrug.

“Damned helpful, aren’t you?” he said peevishly. “I’m hanged if I know what’s come over you. You’ve scarcely a civil word Hullo! Where did this come from?” He stooped, picked up a slip of paper from the floor, and stood gazing at it intently.

“What is it?”

“A newspaper cutting,” he told her. “Old Whitcombe must have dropped it.” He turned it over. “From the Edmonton Star
 .”

“A cutting — about what?”

“What would it be about?” he grinned. “What does old Whitcombe dream about, talk about in his sleep, chatter about at breakfast, lunch, tea, and dinner? The Sanderby case, of course. When he dies they’ll find ‘Dennis Sanderby’ graven on his heart. Shall I read it?”

She nodded.

“Bit of somebody’s evidence, apparently. Listen: ‘She saw Mrs. Sanderby the morning before she died. She told witness that her husband had been very nice to her and had brought her a piece of jewelry from Edmonton.’”

He paused and glanced across at the girl. She was standing rigid, her hands clenched, her lips set, staring at him. With a shrug he turned again to the slip of paper in his hand.

‘“She thought it was from a jeweller’s store near the Hudson’s Bay Company. She — Mrs. Sanderby — told witness that she thought she had regained her husband’s confidence at last. They were going to share the same room again. That night she was taken ill ‘“
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“Frank!”

He had a queer sensation that the word came hurtling at him across the room, that it actually struck him a physical blow which shook him and made him catch his breath. He stopped abruptly in his reading and glanced at Nita. She was still standing there, like a statue, her lips tightly compressed, staring at him fixedly. There was a look in her eyes that almost frightened him. He did not want to look at them, but somehow they held his glance, compelling him to look.

He laughed nervously.

“Pretty ghastly, Nita — what?”

She made no answer, and he shifted uneasily.

“Giving you the jim-jams?—”

Her lips parted, but still she did not speak.

“Good sensational stuff for the newspaper, but not particularly cheerful reading for us in the circumstances, is it? Still, the more we know about his methods—”

He wrenched his eyes away from hers and glanced again at the slip of paper in his hand. “Where was I? Oh, yes, here we are: ‘ — shared the same room. That night she was taken ill ‘“

“Don’t read it!”

It was a command, a warning, a threat; a supplication, too. Again he looked at her.

“Don’t read it!” she repeated. He frowned and made an impatient gesture.

“Don’t be silly, Nita. Why the deuce shouldn’t I read it?”

“Because I say so.” She stepped swiftly towards him and held out her hand. “Give it to me.”

“My dear girl, don’t be so childish,” he said. “And, for heaven’s sake, don’t start getting tragic. If you don’t want to be taken ill like the late lamented Mrs. Sanderby, you’ll set your teeth and face facts, and learn as much as possible about the sort of thing you’re up against.”

Suddenly her hand shot out, the slip of paper was whipped from his grasp, and she was tearing it across and across. She turned from him, tossed the fragments into the wastepaper basket, and then swung round and faced him.

“Frank — you beast!” Her cheeks were flushed now, her lips quivering, her eyes moist.

“For God’s sake, Nita, what’s wrong with you?”

She turned from him again, seated herself on the couch, and covered her face with her hands. He went to her and stood gazing down at her with bewildered eyes.

“Look here, Nita, I’m hanged if I understand.”

“You wouldn’t!”

“Not sufficiently intelligent?”

“Not sufficiently — decent.” She uncovered her face. “Oh, don’t stand there looking pained and puzzled!” she exclaimed. “If you can’t see how foul you are, then God help you! Shall I tell you? That man Sanderby — kind, pleasant, suave — making up his quarrel with his wife, giving her presents, making love to her, agreeing to share the same room — and it was all lies — foulness, beastliness…. You thought so, didn’t you, when you read that Dennis Sanderby had done it?”

“Nita,” he said sharply, “pull yourself together. The man was
 foul. If you can think of anything fouler—”

“And that’s what you asked me to do with Selby!” she interrupted furiously. “To do just what Sanderby did to his wife — lie to him, lure him on, play on his passion, shed every bit of decency you’ve let me keep. And you see nothing beastly in that! You don’t understand what’s the matter with me! I’m his wife, and it’s my duty to my husband! And my duty to you, eh, Frank? Because you were generous enough to offer me a sordid, backstairs intrigue in some sordid, backstreet flat, you take it for granted that I’ll fall in with any filthy scheme you may suggest to save you a little unpleasantness. You think so much of me, love me so beautifully, that you’re willing to let me … Love! My God!” She made a hopeless, despairing gesture. “It’s no use talking to you, Frank. You’ll never understand.”

Her hands went back to her face, and for some moments he stood gazing down at her with anxious eyes. Then:

“I say, Nita, you’re not — not in love with Selby, are you?—”

“Mind your own damned business!”

“You always led me to believe you didn’t care a hang about him.”

“You always led me to believe that you cared quite a lot about me.”

“So I do. Hang it! I’ve got myself into a pretty bad mess on your account, anyway. And now, when I ask you to lend a hand to get me out of it, you just sit there and spit venom. You’re a hypocrite, Nita, and the grouse is all on my side, really. If you’re in love with Selby, it was a mean sort of trick to lead me right up the garden—”

She got up suddenly.

“We won’t discuss Selby, please. What did Sir Ralph say about the carnations?”

“Oh, hell! What did he say about the carnations? I don’t know what he said. He just blithered on; I didn’t listen to him. Look here, I’m just about fed up with all this; I’m going back to town — tonight.”

She nodded.

“I should if I were you. Telephone to Aldershot.”

“Aldershot?” he echoed, puzzled.

“They might lend you an armoured car.”

“That’s pretty cheap,” he sneered. “I can’t make you out, Nita; I’ve never known you like this before.”

“And I’ve just realized, Frank, that I’ve never known you at all before. Funny, isn’t it? As far as I remember, you weren’t a particularly objectionable little boy. The only thing I really didn’t like about you was that you always expected someone else to do your dirty work. Remember the old gentleman in the next-door garden who used to chase us with a stick if we went over the wall to fetch our ball? And if you sent the ball over, you always wanted me to go after it. That sort of meanness is bound to crop up again later on in life, I suppose. I often used to wonder—”

“Do you know what I’m wondering?” he interrupted. “I’m wondering how I ever came to make such a fool of myself over you.”

She raised her eyebrows.

“Don’t you know?” she said quietly. “I can tell you that: you made a fool of yourself over me because you thought it would help you to get that lease.”

His face flushed angrily.

“Look here, if you’re suggesting that I—”

There came a rap on the door, and Lane, with a long envelope in his hand, entered.

“There’s a district messenger from London, madam,” he said. “He has brought this for Mr. Clive.” He handed her the envelope and went out of the room.

“I say, Nita!”

She was examining the envelope, turning it over and over.

“Well?”

“What — what’s that?”

“I’m sure I don’t know. It’s for Selby — a letter of some sort.” She tossed it onto the writing desk. “Why?”

“I wondered whether — I mean, Selby said he told Muller it was urgent — and he might have got it registered and sent it down at once.”

“Oh, the lease!”

He nodded.

“Couldn’t you — open it and see?”

She shook her head.

“It’s addressed to Selby.”

“But I don’t suppose he’d mind.” He went to the desk, picked up the envelope, and inspected it closely. “I say, Nita, it is!” he exclaimed eagerly. “There’s the seal here — the Canadian Government Office — on the back. This is the lease, right enough — what luck! That’s got Mr. Dennis Sanderby beaten!”

With a smile of satisfaction he pulled open his coat and was about to slip the envelope into his breast pocket when the girl’s voice made him pause.

“Frank!”

As he looked quickly across at her and saw the expression on her face, his self-satisfied smile faded.

“Well?”

“Put that envelope down.”

“Eh? Don’t be silly! This is my chance. I’ve been hanging about all this time, risking God knows what, waiting to get hold of the lease, and now I’ve got it I’m off. I’m not spending another hour in this infernal house.”

“Put that envelope down, Frank.”

“But you’re crazy! If you expect me to miss an opportunity like this — I’m not missing it, and that’s flat. I’m off, and once I’m away Dennis Sanderby can do what he likes. If you’ve any sense left, you’ll come with me.”

He thrust the envelope into his pocket and moved towards the door.

“Frank!”

She said it very quietly, and as he glanced at her, with his hand on the door knob, he saw that she was faintly smiling — a queer, hard sort of smile. She shook her head slowly.

“Oh, no,” she said; “it’s not quite so simple as that. Either you put that envelope back on the desk, or I shall call Selby and tell him.”

He stared at her aghast.

“I mean it,” she went on. “Of course, I know what you’re going to say to me — that not so long ago I was willing to do just what you want to do now, that I even searched Selby’s desk to find the lease so that you could take it and clear out and take me with you. But quite a lot has happened since then, and I’m not going to argue with you about it. And I’m not going to let you walk out of the house with a million dollars of Selby’s money in your pocket. Still, try it if you like; Selby is only in the garden.”

“Nita, you wouldn’t — I know you’d never dare—”

“Then why don’t you go?”

He hesitated and then took several steps towards her, gazing at her intently.

“My God!” he breathed. “I believe you mean it! Of all the mean, low-down twisters—”

She waved a hand, still faintly smiling, towards the desk.

“Where you found it, please, Frank.”

“But — but it’s mine,” he protested. “Selby intends to give it to me—”

“Then let him,” she broke in. “If he chooses to be that sort of a fool, that’s his own affair. But you’re not going to take it and slink off without his knowing.” He stood for some moments hesitating, glaring at her angrily; and then he took the envelope from his pocket and flung it on the desk.

“Damn you, Nita!” he exclaimed furiously. “It’ll serve you right if—”

She had crossed to the mantelpiece, and now she pressed the bellpush.

“All right, Frank,” she said quietly; “say just whatever you feel like saying. I’ve had my say, and it’s your turn. But whatever you may say, I’m not going to let you get away with that lease unless Selby himself gives it to you.”

“A sudden spasm of honesty?” he sneered.

“Perhaps.”

“Or are you thinking of turning King’s Evidence? That won’t come off, Nita, you can take it from me. If you’re hoping to get into Selby’s good books by telling him I tried to take the lease—”

The door opened and Lane came in.

“You rang, madam?”

“Yes. Mr. O’Ryan will be leaving tonight.”

For a moment O’Ryan was too surprised to speak. “He’ll be going to the station in the Packard, Lane.”

“Very good, madam.”

“I’m — er — not absolutely sure, you know, Nita,” began O’Ryan, but she cut him short.

“See that the car is at the door at six, please, Lane.” As the door closed behind the servant, O’Ryan turned angrily to the girl.

“Look here,” he said, “I’m not going to be bullied and ordered about like a school kid. I’ll go when I see fit to go. If you refuse to let me take the lease, it stands to reason that I can’t go until Selby hands it over to me. Why the deuce you need interfere … Why, you needn’t know I’ve taken it. He would never suspect that you had anything to do with it. As a matter of fact, he doesn’t even know yet that the lease has arrived, and if I went now—”

“It’s no use, Frank,” she interrupted with a shake of the head. “You’re not taking it, and that’s final. But you said you were going, and you are going — at six o’clock, in the Packard. If you’re nervous of a car you can walk.”

“But why on earth—”

“Because I want you to go — that’s the reason. I want to have this out alone. You asked me just now whether I’m in love with Selby. Well, I think I am. I’m not going to argue with you about that or try to explain it. I’m not sure that I can explain it to myself. But I’m quite sure that I don’t want you here any longer.”

“I suppose you think that if I clear out Dennis Sanderby may call off the vendetta?”

“I’m telling you to go — that’s all.”

“But,” he protested, “how can I? How can I possibly explain—”

“I’ll tell a few more lies for you to Selby.”

“And what about the lease?”

Before she could reply, her husband came in from the garden.

“They’re doing wonderful work out there,” he laughed. “I saw three men working at the same time on the pergola, and there are only nine of them on the job.”

Nita waved a hand towards his writing desk.

“There’s a letter for you there, Selby,” she said. “It arrived a few minutes ago — by special messenger.” He nodded, picked up the envelope and examined it. “From Jerry,” he said. “He told me he’d make them get a move on.” He held up the envelope and smiled across at O’Ryan. “You know what this is?” He opened the envelope, took out a document, and began glancing through it, while O’Ryan stood watching him anxiously.

“I say, sir, is that — is that the lease?”

“Yes, it’s the lease all right — signed, sealed, and delivered. Almost delivered, anyway.” He folded the document, returned it to its envelope and tossed it onto the writing desk. “I want to have a chat with you about this syndicate of yours, O’Ryan,” he said. “Jerry will be back this evening, and we might all three have a talk after dinner.”

“Frank won’t be here after dinner,” said Nita. “He has to be in town this evening. I’ve ordered the car for him for six o’clock.”

Clive looked at O’Ryan.

“Nonsense!” he said. “What have you got to go to town for?”

“Well, as a matter of fact,” began O’Ryan awkwardly, “it isn’t really terribly important. You see, my — er — my old school is having its annual dinner, and I’m expected to be there.”

He glanced at Nita doubtfully. She smiled.

“And Frank is such a distinguished Old Boy,” she said, “that he can’t possibly stay away. The dinner would be terribly flat without him. Do you have to make a speech, Frank? You can make quite amusing speeches when you’re in the right mood.”

O’Ryan frowned sullenly.

“As a matter of fact, sir, I’ve only just remembered that the dinner is tonight.”

“Then miss it,” urged Clive. “They can do very well without you,” he added, slapping him on the shoulder. “I’m not letting you off this evening; you’re staying here.”

“But if he has promised to go, Selby—”

“I don’t suppose it would be the first time he has broken a promise. Besides, he hasn’t promised. He has only just remembered it. And I particularly want him here tonight. I’ve got a little surprise for him. Perhaps two.”

O’Ryan smiled rather sheepishly.

“That’s very kind of you, sir, and of course, if you wish it, I can give the dinner a miss—”

“You can’t, Frank,” interrupted Nita. “You must go. I’d rather you went.”

Clive’s eyebrows rose.

“Really! That’s not very gracious, darling.”

Nita was desperate now.

“Well, he must go, Selby. He has promised, and it isn’t fair to expect him to disappoint his friends.”

“Send them a wire, O’Ryan,” suggested Selby, “like you do to an actor on his first night — hoping for the best and fearing the worst. It’s usually the worst that happens, too.”

For a few moments O’Ryan hesitated, looking doubtfully across at Nita.

“All right, sir, I’ll do that,” he said. “If you’re quite sure my staying here won’t be inconvenient—”

“As far as I’m concerned, it will be most convenient,” his host assured him. “And it doesn’t matter to you, Nita, does it?”

She turned away with a shrug.

“Oh, no, it doesn’t matter to me,” she said listlessly. “Nothing matters.”

Again her husband shot her a serious glance.

“I’m afraid you’re tired, my dear,” he said. “You don’t look quite yourself, either. I’ve thought so ever since you got back from Scotland. Don’t you agree, O’Ryan?”

“Well — yes — I think she does look rather tired, sir,” agreed the young man. “Perhaps that accident with the car—”

“I noticed it before that,” Selby interrupted. “When she arrived yesterday morning she looked so fagged out that I found it difficult to believe she hadn’t been travelling all night. Yet she had had a good night’s rest at the Laffan.”

Nita turned abruptly towards him.

“For goodness’ sake, Selby,” she said irritably, “please stop discussing me.”

Her husband smiled.

“That’s more like your old self, my dear,” he laughed. “Very well, O’Ryan and I won’t talk about you any more; we’ll get right down to business instead.” He turned again to O’Ryan. “Now, about this lease. I’ll look it over, and you can have it tonight if everything is satisfactory. You’ve arranged the finances, haven’t you?”

“I thought I had, sir,” replied the other. “But just at the last moment one man has backed out. It has put me in rather a difficulty.”

“The man at Windsor? I had an idea that he wasn’t to be relied on. How much was he supposed to be putting up?”

“Three thousand,” said O’Ryan. “Of course, it isn’t a vast sum.”

“But you can’t raise it yourself?”

“No, sir; I’m afraid I can’t.”

Selby Clive nodded.

“Well, we’ll talk about it later. I had an idea that situation might arise.” He glanced again at Nita, saw that she was sitting in the corner of the Chesterfield with her face buried in her hands, and went quickly to her.

“Nita!”

She started and raised her head.

“You’re not feeling ill?”

“No, Selby.”

“Are you quite sure?”

“Oh, please don’t fuss!” she begged. “I’m not ill. There’s nothing whatever the matter with me.”

He stood for some moments gazing at her anxiously. “In the opinion of a mere husband, my dear,” he said, “you’re in sad need of a good strong tonic. Something with arsenic in it.”

“Thanks, Selby; but the mere husband is wrong. I don’t want any medicine at all.”

“Arsenic,” he repeated. “It’s the finest pick-me-up in the world.”

“I won’t have it!” she interrupted impatiently. “I don’t want to be picked up — not in that way, anyhow.” She forced herself to smile. “It sounds too much like being picked up by a golden chariot — out of the world.”

“Well, we’ll see about it,” said Clive, turning from her and crossing to his desk. “You may not like the idea of a tonic, my dear, but I may decide that it’s my duty as a husband to see that you have one.” He picked up the lease and flourished it at O’Ryan. “I’ll put this in a safe place,” he said, “until you and I have got things settled.”

He went out, and Nita sprang to her feet.

“Frank, you fool!” she exclaimed. “Why are you staying?”

“Why shouldn’t I? I’ve every reason for staying, haven’t I? He’s going to hand over the lease to me this evening.”

“If you’re capable of raising a hand to take it. It’s as well to remember that. Can’t you see what he’s doing? You saw it quite clearly a few hours ago, and now, because you’ve set eyes on the lease, I suppose, and think he really means to give it to you, you’ve forgotten that—”

“I’ve forgotten nothing,” he interrupted.

“Then you’re crazy,” she told him. “It’s obvious what he’s doing; everything he does and everything he says shrieks it at you. He’s just playing you like a man plays a salmon — giving you line and reeling you in — and if you haven’t taken leave of your senses you’ll break the line before you’re gaffed. You’ll go — now — at once — before he gets another chance — to your Old Boys’ dinner or — oh, any old excuse will do as long as you get away from here.”

O’Ryan smiled.

“Frightfully touching, darling, this sudden solicitude. But if I’m in danger, so are you, aren’t you?”

“That’s my affair. But I don’t want — if anything should happen to you — I couldn’t bear to think that he … But it’s no use trying to explain. Do as I ask you, and leave me to cope with this alone. In case you’re really anxious about me, I can quite well look after myself.”

“So can I, Nita,” he said. “Look at this.” He pulled from his pocket a small revolver and showed it to her. “If Mr. Dennis Sanderby tries any tricks—”

She made a gesture of impatience.

“Would that have helped you when the steering gear failed?”

“Oh, that!” he said easily, slipping the revolver into his pocket. “After all, that may have been an accident.”

“You didn’t think so at the time. I don’t suppose you think so now really. If you really believe it was an accident, why be frightened of Selby? And if you’re not frightened of Selby, why the revolver?” She frowned thoughtfully. “I don’t think there can be much doubt,” she said, “that there is silver on that land. I mean, of course, that you know that there’s silver there.”

“I’ve told you, Nita, there’s always a chance—”

“Oh, yes, I know what you’ve told me,” she cut in, “but it’s a pretty big chance, isn’t it? You’re not the sort to risk what you’re risking for anything that’s far short of a certainty. It’s the silver that’s making you so brave, Frank. I see that now. You must have that lease even if you do have to stay on here and spend your time sweating with fear, with your hand on your revolver—”

“There’s no need to be offensive about it,” he snapped. “If I think it’s worth it, that’s my business. Besides, we’ve probably exaggerated the whole thing. I mean, suppose he was implicated in that Canadian affair — he may have been perfectly innocent. Old Whitcombe said that they could prove nothing against him and had to let him off, and you don’t get acquitted on that sort of charge unless the case is pretty weak against you. And even if he did slaughter his whole family, it’s hardly likely that he’d attempt the same kind of thing again, is it?”

She smiled.

“All very comforting, if you can really bring yourself to believe it. And you do believe it? Why, of course you do! Hence the revolver! I wonder if you’d ever have the pluck to fire it. Do you know what I believe Selby would do if you threatened him with a revolver?”

“I don’t care, anyway.”

“I believe he’d laugh,” she told him. “He hasn’t an enormous sense of humour, but even he would be obliged to laugh at that. You’d look so terribly funny, Frank — not quite sure whether you were more afraid of the revolver than of Selby—”

“Oh, dry up, for God’s sake!” he exclaimed savagely. “I can’t understand you. You don’t seem able to see a single decent point about me nowadays, and you do nothing but make yourself as offensive as you can. And to think I kidded myself that I wanted your love!”

“Did you?” She shook her head. “You did nothing of the sort. You never wanted my love and never even kidded yourself you did. That’s the humiliating part about the whole wretched affair. You wanted the lease.”

“That’s a pretty beastly sort of thing to say.”

“It’s time we faced the truth, however beastly. You made me think that you wanted my love, but you never deceived yourself. I thought, too, that your love was worth having, that it was worth sacrificing everything for; but I realize now that all I really wanted was a rather cheap sort of thrill, and I probably deserved just what I got. I should have known better, understood you better, recognized that your love showed all the signs of a cheap fake. The signs were fairly obvious, weren’t they? For years you didn’t come near me; and then the question of this land came up, and you found that it belonged to Selby, and it struck you as a very bright idea that, as I was Selby’s wife, you could probably make use of me.”

“I don’t know what sort of a swine you must think me.”

“Oh, the same sort as I think myself,” she interrupted, going towards the French windows. “Just a mean little swine, Frank.”

At the windows she paused.

“Please go,” she said.

“Afraid Selby will hurt me? But I don’t matter a hang to you now, so why worry about me?”

Her voice was very low as she answered:

“I’m not thinking of you, Frank.”

“Afraid I may hurt Selby, then?” he grinned, tapping his pocket significantly. “I’d be terribly sorry to have to do it, just when you’re growing so fond of him. But you needn’t worry too much about that, either; I won’t hurt him unless I’m obliged to.”

“I’m not even worried about that,” she said. “I’m afraid you won’t understand, but why I want you to go is that I — I don’t want — Selby — to hurt himself.” She turned abruptly and went into the garden. She had some vague idea of finding her husband and seeing if she could persuade him to give O’Ryan the lease at once and let him go. But Selby was not in the garden, and for some time she wandered round the paths, pausing every now and then to admire the flowers or nip off a dead blossom, hardly realizing what she was doing.

She had finished with Frank, anyway, she told herself. In the last few minutes she had definitely made that clear both to him and to herself. The last lingering wisps of glamour had been swept away from that affair, and it stood revealed in all its repelling crudeness. She was surprised and humiliated by the thought that she had allowed herself to be deceived by the glamour and had not from the first recognized it for what it really was. She was puzzled to understand how she had ever come to consider Frank as a possible substitute for Selby, how she could ever seriously have thought of abandoning her husband and all he stood for in her life, why she had not from the first suspected that, when Frank so suddenly reappeared on the scene, he had done so with the definite purpose of making use of her to do his dirty work for him — just as in the past he had made use of her to climb the wall to recover the ball and risk an encounter with the old gentleman with a stick. Selby or Frank? She must have been mad ever to imagine that there could be any question as to whom she should choose.

And now that the choice lay between Frank and Dennis Sanderby, was there still any doubt? She forced herself to face that question. She reminded herself of all she knew concerning Dennis Sanderby, and asked herself whether, in face of all that, she could still honestly say that there was no question of a choice between them. Since she now knew that Selby was Dennis Sanderby, did he still stand for all those things in her life which were most worth preserving? The episode with Frank was definitely over. She was glad of that: it meant one less problem to be solved, one less decision to be made. She knew now beyond any further question that, whatever might happen, she would never go with Frank, and she could rule that possibility out of her calculations. But should she, in view of what she had learned, leave Selby?

She had no doubt as to what most people would advise. Knowing what she now knew, she would be more than justified in leaving him; realizing, as she now did, the risk she ran in staying at Sunningbourne Lodge, she would be idiotic to remain there an hour longer. Either she should go, they would say, or she should tell Selby what she had discovered and have the whole thing out with him.

Yet she felt strangely reluctant to take either the one course or the other. Certainly she did not want to go, and just as certainly she could not picture herself facing Selby over the mystery of his past, admitting to him that she believed him to be a criminal who had changed his name…. She dismissed the idea as impossible. Besides, the question of his past was quite beside the point. She had told Frank that she believed she loved Selby, and if that was true, the fact that he was Dennis Sanderby, with that individual’s past, did not enter into the question. Love, surely, took no account of past or future. If she loved Selby she loved him for what he was now; and what he had been twenty years ago — long before she had even known of him — could make no difference to her love. That, at any rate, was her idea of love. Frank, of course, would laugh at that; and he would certainly call her crazy if she told him that, even if the catch-pit had been intended for a less innocent purpose than collecting water, if the breakdown of the steering gear had not been accidental, if there had been a very good reason why Selby had poured the cream on the flower bed — to kill the weeds — and been at such pains to wash out the cream jug — even if all these things were given their worst possible interpretation, not even that could affect her love. Frank would never understand that love was inevitable, ineluctable, unaffected by expediency. If she loved at all, that would be the nature of her love. And she had told Frank that she might easily love Selby, that she thought she did love him….

O’Ryan, at any rate, must go. Whatever else might still be hazy, that fact stood out clear-cut. She must somehow persuade him into going — frighten him into going — get him somehow beyond the reach of Dennis Sanderby— “a ruthless man, pursuing his inexorable way, unmoved by pity, not to be turned aside from his purpose.” For Dennis Sanderby had become Selby Clive — her husband — and she could not bear the thought that he should again become Dennis Sanderby. “Unmoved by pity.” But unmoved, too, by love? She wondered….
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As Nita went across the garden, O’Ryan stood watching her, frowning, saw her pause by a rose bush and stoop to smell one of the blooms, and turned impatiently away. He was not without experience of women — no man who was totally inexperienced could have brought Nita Clive to the point of sending that telegram — and it was just that inconsequent way of carrying on, he reflected, which he could not stand. Smelling roses — now! And when he had been desperately anxious for her to tell him how things had gone in her interview with Clive, she had wanted to know what that old fool Whitcombe had said about her carnations! Didn’t she realize how matters stood, or didn’t she care?

But it was no use trying to discover what she, or any other woman, thought or felt. You could never be certain of them. He would not have dreamed that Nita would round on him like that, but she had done it — first at the Laffan, and now over the lease — refusing to let him take it, threatening to tell Clive, suddenly shying at what, only a few hours ago, she had been quite ready to do; telling him to go and leave her there, when only yesterday she had jumped down his throat for even hinting that he might clear out. But yesterday she had been scared — just as scared as he had been — and today she did not seem nearly so terrified — not at all, in fact. Since she had had that talk with Clive she had seemed calmer, cooler. He smiled wryly. She was cooler towards him, anyway. He could call that episode definitely closed, he supposed, catalogue it among his rare failures as a case which could only be explained by assuming a sudden access of virtue.

But was that the only possible explanation? Nita had changed so suddenly. It was not his unfortunate blunder during dinner at the Laffan that had caused her to swing round so completely and range herself against him. She had, as a result of that, slammed the door in his face, but he knew enough about slammed doors to realize that they can be coaxed open again, and that the door that is most furiously slammed is usually the most readily reopened, and he had felt confident that the Laffan affair could be smoothed over and would prove to be only a temporary setback. It was something, he felt, other than that which had induced Nita to change sides, or, if she had not actually done that, to refuse to side any longer with him. She had been different to him after that talk with Clive this morning, about which she had been so reluctant to tell him anything. Suppose she had told her husband….

It was a disturbing thought and set him restlessly pacing the room, his hands thrust into his trouser pockets and cigarette glowing constantly. She might have done it. She was terribly scared of what might be going to happen to her next, and she might easily have lost her nerve and told Clive everything, trusting that confession might get her off the consequences. It didn’t seem likely that Dennis Sanderby would be put off by a confession, but you never knew. If Nita had somehow persuaded him that her story was true — pitched a yarn, perhaps, in which he figured as a gay Lothario with a touch of Rasputin, and she as an innocent maiden who was terribly shocked at his wickedness — and if, as a result, they had patched things up between them, that would explain her sudden change of front. It would explain, at any rate, why she would not let him take the lease and clear out when he had the chance. She was working, perhaps, with Clive now, planning his punishment, keeping him here until her husband had a chance …

But that wasn’t likely, because she had begged him to go. She had seemed very anxious just now that he should get away at once before anything could happen. Perhaps she knew what Clive was planning, knew what was in store for him if he persisted in staying, was trying to give him a hint, to do him a good turn without openly betraying Clive’s newly won confidence in her….

He glanced round the room, and then, crossing to the fireplace, rang the bell and continued his pacing. If he stayed on here — and he must stay on until he had his hands on that lease — he would have to be damnably careful — watch Clive — Nita, too, perhaps. If she had turned spiteful …

As Lane came in, O’Ryan paused in his pacing.

“Bring me a drink, Lane, will you?” he said. “A whisky-and-soda.”

“Very good, sir.” He crossed to a small corner cupboard and took out a decanter of whisky, a glass, and a siphon of soda, and set them on the table.

“There is always whisky in this cupboard, sir,” he said. “Mr. Clive keeps a decanter here for visitors.”

O’Ryan picked up the decanter, removed the glass stopper, and sniffed at the neck, frowning.

“A very good whisky, sir,” remarked Lane, with an air of disapproval.

O’Ryan held the decanter up to the light and peered at it for some moments.

“How long has this been in the cupboard, Lane?”

“A couple of days, sir, at the most,” the servant informed him. “It was yesterday morning, as far as I remember, sir — just before you arrived. Mr. Clive told me to bring him a fresh bottle, and he filled the decanter himself.”

O’Ryan glanced at him sharply.

“Does he usually — fill the decanter himself?”

“As a matter of fact, sir, I can’t remember that he has ever done it before.”

O’Ryan set down the decanter.

“Can you get me an unopened bottle, Lane?” Lane’s face showed his astonishment.

“It’s never quite the same, you know,” added O’Ryan hastily, “when it’s been in a decanter for a few days, and if you have a fresh bottle—”

“Certainly, sir — if you wish it,” replied Lane reluctantly. “I will ask Mr. Clive for the key of the cellarette.”

“Oh, no — if it means troubling Mr. Clive, it doesn’t matter, Lane.”

As the man went out, O’Ryan tipped some whisky into the glass, splashed in some soda, picked up the glass, and peered into it suspiciously. Dipping in the tip of his finger, he touched his tongue with it and frowned.

“Hullo! Having a drink, O’Ryan?”

It was Selby Clive, watching him, with an amused smile, from the French windows. O’Ryan set down his glass.

“I was going to,” he said, “but I — I don’t think I will.”

“Something wrong with it? I saw you tasting it as if it were a dose of nasty medicine.”

O’Ryan laughed uneasily.

“I was just trying — seeing if I could guess what brand it was.”

“You won’t guess,” Clive assured him. “It’s a special brand of my own — rather potent stuff. Put that drink down and see how you like it.”

“Thanks, sir, but I’d rather not.”

“Afraid it might be too strong?”

“No, sir; it’s just that I — I’ve lost my desire for it.”

“Well, I haven’t,” smiled Selby. He mixed himself a drink, picked up the glass, and held it up to the light. “I thought it looked — well, rather a queer colour, sir,” said O’Ryan, “and it tasted a bit queer—”

Clive held out his glass.

“Mine’s all right,” he said. “Try this one. It may have been something in the glass. Lane’s a careless devil at times—”

There came a scream, a high, piercing scream of terror, from the garden, and Clive set down his glass with a bang.

“Good God! What on earth—”

He went striding across the room, out through the French windows and onto the terrace. O’Ryan, with a scared look on his face, hesitated a moment and then went striding after him. And as he reached the terrace he saw Nita come running towards the house and pause at the foot of the terrace steps where Clive was standing. She was deathly pale; her hair was dishevelled; her dress was covered with dust. Her hands were opening and closing with quick, convulsive movements, and there was a wild look in her eyes.

“Selby — you devil!” she gasped.

He stepped towards her and grasped her arm. “Nita darling, what in the world has happened? You seem terribly distressed.”

She wrenched her arm free and stepped back from him. “Happened!” she exclaimed frantically. “You know what has happened — what you hoped would happen, what you planned should happen!”

“Nita, my dear, try to calm yourself. I have no idea—”

“Don’t lie, Selby! It’s no use your lying to me any more. I understand now — everything — since I came back — everything you’ve said and done — nothing but lies — telling lies, acting lies—”

He grasped her arm again and, though she tried to free herself, held her fast.

“Pull yourself together, Nita,” he said sternly. “You don’t know what you’re saying. Pull yourself together and tell me—”

“Your trap!” she gasped. “I walked into your trap — as you intended that I should.”

“Trap?” he echoed.

“Yes — trap,” she repeated. “I had no idea — I wasn’t thinking — and a great beam of wood fell…. It missed me — just. If I hadn’t stepped back it would have struck me — killed me—”

“Good God! The pergola! I told you it wasn’t safe, didn’t I? I warned you only this morning—”

“Warned me? Of course you warned me! You would, wouldn’t you? That’s part of your system. You warned the others, didn’t you? But that didn’t save them. You’re too foully clever not to warn me. But you won’t deceive me any more with that sort of hypocrisy.”

“Nita, what are you saying?”

“I’m saying that you let me go out there — deliberately — knowing what was waiting for me, hoping that the trap would catch me, that you’d find me later on — crushed, with my head battered in—”

“You must be mad, Nita. I had no idea that you were going to the pergola. I left you in the library with O’Ryan. You’re frightened, my dear, and don’t realize what ghastly accusations you’re making.”

“I’m not mad, Selby. I’m perfectly sane. And I know what I’m saying. I’m saying that you planned it all — prepared it all — tried to murder me—”

“Nita, don’t be a fool!” It was O’Ryan’s voice, and she swung round and faced him.

“Mind your own business, Frank,” she exclaimed. “This happened to me, not to you, and I know what I’m saying. I caught my foot in a wire — I wasn’t thinking where I was going — and the whole thing fell.”

“But it was all an accident, Nita,” urged O’Ryan soothingly. “You mustn’t jump to the conclusion—”

“Accident! My God, Frank, can’t you see it now? The catch-pit, the car, and now this! And there’s no knowing what other murderous schemes he has in his mind. And it may be your turn next, Frank. Don’t forget that. You’d much better clear out at once — before it’s too late.”

Clive dismissed O’Ryan with a nod.

“Leave this to me, O’Ryan, please,” he said.

The other turned and hurried across the terrace into the house.

“Now, listen to me, Nita,” said her husband firmly. “You must go up to your room and lie down for a bit. I’m terribly sorry this has happened—”

Again she wrenched her arm free.

“Sorry? Of course you’re sorry — sorry your plan failed, sorry the beam didn’t fall where you meant it to fall, sorry that I’m alive — not even hurt—”

“But why should I hurt you, Nita? After all you said to me in the library this morning — how could I possibly want to hurt you? You made me very happy this morning — happier than I’ve been for many a long day.”

“For God’s sake, Selby, don’t go on lying!” she stormed. “That sort of thing won’t work any longer. You tried to kill me. You tried yesterday, you tried again this morning. And now — now … Oh, for heaven’s sake, Selby, leave me — don’t touch me — get out of my sight.” She covered her face with her hands and stood there, trembling violently.

Clive stood for some moments regarding her, his brow puckered, his lips set in a thin, straight line.

“If I thought that you realized what you’ve been saying, Nita—” he began.

“Oh, please go, Selby. I do realize.”

“That I tried to kill you?”

She nodded.

“Then you’re stark mad!” he exclaimed angrily. “Mad — wicked — deliberately wicked. I refuse to listen to any more. And now pay attention to me. I’ve been patient enough — God knows! — but there are limits to my patience, and you have passed them. For nearly three years I’ve done everything in my power to make you happy, and had nothing in return but coldness, indifference, contempt, a sort of patronizing, sneering tolerance. Think back a bit, and you’ll realize that what I’m saying is true. You told me yourself this morning that you’d been a mean little swine to me, and you never said a truer thing.”

Her shoulders heaved convulsively.

“Please go!” she breathed, but he did not move.

“I haven’t complained,” he went on. “I’ve endured it all, tried to take no notice, hoping that things might right themselves. I thought that we might eventually find some formula for happiness, but apparently that is out of the question, and we may as well face the fact that we have never been happy together and never shall be.”

“Selby, it isn’t my fault.”

“And now you make this horrible accusation against me,” he continued, disregarding her muttered interruption, “and I’ve reached the limit of my endurance. I know you’re unbalanced, and you’ve said a great many things which no doubt you had no intention of saying, but it does not follow, because you did not mean to let them slip out, that you don’t believe them to be true. You do believe them to be true. You have only said now what in your sane moments you have been thinking and have not dared to say, and if you can think me capable of the vile things you have suggested—” he made a quick, impatient gesture— “I’m through with you, Nita.”

She took her hands from her face, saw him suddenly turn from her abruptly and go striding away. For a few seconds she stood watching him as he went across the terrace towards the library. Selby was going — leaving her — she was losing him…. Again that sense of irreparable loss swept over her. She took a quick step forward, hesitated, opened her lips to call to him but found that she could not call. Selby was going, and she could not bear that he should go….

Suddenly, as he stepped through the French windows into the library, her irresolution slipped from her. She ran up the steps, across the terrace, and into the room. He paused as she entered and turned to face her, his eyes cold, his lips grimly set.

“Selby!”

“I’ve nothing more to say, Nita.”

She stepped swiftly up to him and grasped his arm.

“Selby, don’t!” she implored. “Why do you do it? Why do you hate me? For God’s sake, Selby, don’t look at me like that. You’ve no reason to hate me, no reason to distrust me. I’ve never hurt you — never, Selby — never in all my life done anything—” She hid her face on his shoulder, clinging to him desperately, holding him, keeping him there, terrified lest she should feel him thrust her from him and see him go striding away from her again.

For some moments he stood motionless, frowning, with doubt and bewilderment in his eyes. And then slowly the frown faded, the grimness left his lips, his arm pressed her close to him, and he was stroking her hair, touching her cheek, trying to raise her head and look into her face.

“Steady, my dear!” he said gently. “Take it easy. You’ve had a bigger shock than I imagined, and your nerves are all to pieces.”

She glanced up at his face and saw that he was smiling down at her — that wistful smile of his that always made her feel so ashamed of herself.

“Selby, I—”

“You’re going upstairs to your room,” he said firmly, “and you’re going to lie down and try to sleep. An hour’s sleep will work wonders. Come along! I’m going to tuck you up.”

He took her arm and led her from the room, and she went without protest, glad of his support as they mounted the stairs, limp, listless, terribly helpless. As they reached the door of her room, however, she made an effort and withdrew her arm.

“All right, Selby — thanks — I shall be all right now.” She opened the door, slipped inside, and closed it hastily. Then she shot the little silver bolt, flung herself onto the bed, and buried her face in the pillow.
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Nita did not sleep. For a long time she lay there motionless, conscious only of a terrible weariness. She had a strange feeling of isolation, as if all links between herself and the outer world had been snapped and only she and her weariness existed. Nothing mattered except that she should stay where she was and be called upon to make no effort, either physical or mental.

It was only gradually that sensation returned to her and memory began to seep back into her mind — a drop here, a drop there, unconnected at first and conveying no meaning to her: that beam crashing to the ground within an inch of her — Frank slipping the lease into his pocket — Selby sitting on the back of the couch with that wistful smile on his lips — Selby, grim, ruthless, angry, telling her that he had done with her, turning from her, striding across the terrace — out of her life….

Slowly the little drops crept together, amalgamated, and formed a stream of memory that flowed steadily through her mind. She still lay there, watching it flow by with only a languid sort of interest, until it bore into her thoughts that scene with Selby in the garden; and then she stirred uneasily and suddenly sat upright, pressing the palms of her hands against her temples. What had she done? All those wild words that fear had sent rushing from her lips, all those hideous accusations — what had Selby thought of them? Had he taken them seriously? Had he really meant it when he had said that he was through with her?

She got off the bed and glanced at her watch. She was surprised to find how late it was; she must have lain there for hours. She had a dim recollection now of having twice heard a soft tap on her door. Selby, she supposed, come to see if she was all right; but she had been too weary, too detached from everything, to feel any interest at the time. Just as well. She could not have faced him just then. But she would have to face him. At dinner, she supposed. She would have to nerve herself to it somehow. She must know what he was thinking, what he was intending, how far he had taken her outburst seriously, whether she had really lost him.

She crossed to the window and stood gazing across the landscape spread out below her. It was bathed in the soft evening sunshine, but away to the northeast a huge mass of black cloud hung, sullen and ominous, in the sky; and as she gazed at it a vivid streak flashed from it and was gone. They were having a storm, she reflected, in London. She could see the rain falling over there, streaming down like diaphanous drapery from the cloud. They would get it here at Sunningbourne later, no doubt. Selby would be glad of that: the garden, he said, needed rain; and it would be a good test of his catch-pit. It was ghastly the way her head was aching — as if an iron band encircled it, growing tighter and tighter. …

She opened the window and breathed in deeply; but the air was heavy, stagnant, and with a sigh she seated herself in a chair close to the window in the hope that some little breeze might find her and cool her throbbing head. She saw Muller in the garden, walking up and down the path with Selby, puffing his cigar, talking earnestly, driving his points home with the bang of a fist against his palm. So Muller was back! She wondered if he had been there for lunch, and how Selby had explained her absence; whether he had told Muller of that scene with her in the garden, of the vile accusations that had leapt at him from her lips. They told each other most things, these two. She would have to meet Muller, too, with those shrewd eyes of his that seemed to see so much, to know so much. She wondered what he was saying to Selby now, what particular idea he was banging into his head. Telling him that he had endured more than any man could be expected to endure, perhaps, urging him to cut adrift, to leave her….

Always her thoughts came back to that point: had she lost Selby? She knew now that above all else she was afraid of that — more afraid of it than of Dennis Sanderby. She felt that she could face Dennis Sanderby’s past, however much it might shock and repel her, but the future without Selby Clive she could not face. She knew now why she had all the time felt so reluctant to go from Sunningbourne, why she had felt, despite her fear and her horror, that something was holding her there, almost, it had seemed, against her will. Something had been holding her there — her love for Selby. She wondered now how she had failed to know that before; she saw how, throughout the tumult of the last few days, it had all the time been there, steady, persistent, like the hum-note of a bell, gradually growing in volume until now it filled her ears and dwarfed all other sounds into insignificance. Her whole being throbbed with it, casting out all other emotions, casting out fear. And now that she had come to understand, to recognize her love for what it was, was she to lose it? Had that sudden up-rush of fear, that hysterical outburst in the garden, robbed her finally of Selby’s love? Surely the treason which she had contemplated could not require that penance. That foolish, vulgar little episode with Frank, regretted and abandoned almost before it had been begun, could not surely merit so heavy a punishment.

She wondered about Frank. She hoped that he had gone. Whatever she might have to face when she went downstairs, she felt that she could face it better for the knowledge that Frank was not there. With Frank gone from the house, there would be less to fear from Dennis Sanderby — less to fear for Selby. Frank — terrified, reckless, desperate — with that revolver in his pocket!

She rose, crossed to her dressing table, and seated herself in front of her mirror, peering anxiously at her reflection. What a fright she looked! Still, thank God for make-up! She wished now that she had had her hair waved this morning. She must look her best this evening. She gave a wry smile. She had read somewhere the the aristocrats in the French Revolution had dressed with meticulous care before paying their visit to Madame la Guillotine, and she might be paying much the same sort of visit herself. She went to her wardrobe and stood thoughtfully surveying the frocks that hung inside. Which should she wear? The black, perhaps. Selby had once told her that she always looked most beautiful in black….

She spent a long time dressing, surveying herself again in the long mirror, adjusting this, altering that, until she could find no flaw — or, rather, which seemed infinitely more important to her tonight, until she could find nothing which her husband might consider a flaw. She had sacrificed her own taste to his in every little detail. The little curl by her ear, which he thought rather vulgar— “fast” he had called it — was discreetly tucked away; there was only the merest suggestion of rouge on her cheeks and the faintest touch of lipstick on her lips, and round her neck was the diamond necklace which always made her feel that she was the wife of a provincial mayor who dropped his h’s, called her “the missus” and rode in a Rolls-Royce bought from the profits of his butcher’s shop. But Selby liked it — thought it her loveliest piece of jewelry.

There came a soft tap at her door, and she started. “Nita!”

It was Clive. But she did not want to see him yet — she wasn’t ready to face him; she must have more time. “Are you all right, Nita?”

She tried to steady her voice.

“Quite all right, Selby.”

“You’ll be down for dinner?”

“Just dressing.”

“Jerry’s back. He’s in the library. Go and talk to him as soon as you’re ready.”

“All right, Selby. I shall be down in a few minutes.” She heard him go into his room and close the door; and then, after a final inspection of herself in the glass, she quietly opened her door, slipped along the corridor and down the stairs. She found Muller in the library, a glass in one hand and a cigar in the other. She smiled at him.

“I’ve been told to come and keep you company, Mr. Muller,” she said. “Selby’s orders.”

He flourished his glass.

“I guess he’s nervous about his whisky, Mrs. Clive. Sure he didn’t tell you to see I wasn’t too heavy-handed with the decanter?”

She shook her head.

“My orders were just to come and talk to you.”

“And as a dutiful wife you’ve obeyed orders, eh? Well, I guess that’s wisest in the end, with a guy like Selby.”

She felt his keen eyes searching her face and turned away towards the window.

“Why — particularly — with a guy like Selby, Mr. Muller?”

“Well, you should know, Mrs. Clive,” he replied. “I’ve disagreed with Selby more than once, and I haven’t found it a particularly pleasant experience. He’s as obstinate as a mule sometimes, and if you worry him too much he kicks like a mule. He’s been kicking this evening. Still, I’m tough.”

She glanced at him over her shoulder.

“About — about that lease?”

He nodded.

“He’s crazy — chucking away a million dollars.”

“I suppose he can do as he likes, Mr. Muller.”

“Sure — as long as he knows what he’s doing; and it’s my job to see that he does know. I’ve managed it most times, but this time he just won’t learn.”

She turned again to the window, and for some moments neither of them spoke. Nita had an uncomfortable feeling that he was staring at her back.

“Mrs. Clive,” he said at last, “there’s something I’d like to ask you.”

“About?”

“About young O’Ryan.”

She caught her breath sharply.

“In that case, Mr. Muller, surely the right person to ask is Mr. O’Ryan?”

“I have asked him, but he won’t tell me. You don’t have to think me impertinent over this, Mrs. Clive. You have to remember that I’m your husband’s oldest friend and his lawyer.”

“And old friends and lawyers have a right to be impertinent to their clients — is that it? But to their clients’ wives?”

“I guess I’ll risk it, anyway,” said Muller. “You know young O’Ryan pretty well, don’t you? I know you do; Selby tells me you said gug-gug to each other before either of you could walk, and that being so, I shouldn’t be surprised if he sometimes says things to you that he might not say to your husband — things that he’d much prefer that your husband shouldn’t hear him saying, eh?”

“I’m afraid I don’t understand, Mr. Muller.”

“Am I being impertinent?”

“Very.”

“Well, I’m in the water now, so I guess I may as well keep swimming,” he said. “I’m wondering whether he has ever said anything to you about that Tamagari property.”

“He has quite often mentioned it.”

“Has he mentioned, for instance, that there’s silver on the land? He says he’s going to farm it, but do you believe he’s going to farm it? Don’t you really believe, Mrs. Clive, that he’s hankering to be a mine owner rather than a farmer? Can you see that guy farming? Sure — from an armchair in his club in the West End of London. Well?”

“Why ask me, Mr. Muller?”

“Because I don’t trust young O’Ryan, and I’m looking after Selby.”

“And why don’t you trust Mr. O’Ryan?”

“Because I don’t like him.”

“Is that a sound reason?”

“Sure,” he said. “I’ve always found it the best possible reason. If you don’t like a man, don’t trust him; if you do like him, still don’t trust him. That’s the soundest sort of philosophy for a lawyer, Mrs. Clive — and for a woman.”

“Yet you expect me to trust you, Mr. Muller,” she laughed. “But really I can’t tell you anything.”

“Can’t or won’t?”

“Can’t,” she repeated. “Mr. O’Ryan has told me that there may be silver in the land — he says there’s always a chance of it — but he does not believe that there is. Any more impertinent questions?”

He shook his head.

“Not even as Selby’s oldest friend?”

He smiled.

“You must try to forgive me, Mrs. Clive,” he said. “I’m anxious — that’s my excuse. Forget it. You’re all right again now, are you? Selby tells me you nearly had a nasty accident this morning.”

She nodded.

“Yes — a rather close shave,” she said— “too close to be pleasant. I’m afraid it upset me, and I rather made a fool of myself. Did Selby tell you that?”

“No, he didn’t mention that. Trust Selby for keeping the family secrets to himself. So that crackerjack lawyer is coming in after dinner, specially to meet the respectable sort of American, eh? Selby told me that.”

“Sir Ralph Whitcombe? He’s very anxious to meet you.”

“Wouldn’t anyone else listen to him?”

There came a vivid flash of lightning, and Nita started violently and turned suddenly from the window.

“Nervous, Mrs. Clive? Forgive me if I’m being impertinent again, but you seem all on edge this evening.”

“Yes, I — I am rather, I’m afraid.”

“You’re not afraid of thunderstorms?”

“No — not of thunderstorms.”

“Fine,” said Muller, “because we’re sure going to have one. And I’m supposed to be getting back to London tonight. I only ran down here again to have a last glimpse of old Selby. I’m sailing tomorrow.”

Clive and O’Ryan came into the room at that moment, and she glanced anxiously at their faces. Clive smiled at her; O’Ryan did not even look in her direction.

“Better, my dear?” asked her husband.

“Quite all right now, thanks, Selby.”

“Fine,” he said. “We’re going to have a storm, Jerry, and you know what that means — you’ll have to stay the night. The Packard has broken a spring, and if I know anything about weather you’ll have to wade to the station if you try walking.”

“Well, all right,” agreed Muller. “I guess I’m not anxious to wade. If we get the storm I’ll stay.”

“Why can’t you stay for a month or two? You just dash in for a few minutes every few years and then dash back to God’s own country. If I had my way, I’d keep you here for good.” He turned to O’Ryan, “You see this man, O’Ryan?”

“Oh, stop your kidding, Selby!” said Muller. “I know what you’re going to say, but I’ve heard it all before.” Clive smiled.

“You see this man, O’Ryan?” he said again. “Nothing much to look at, is he? But that only goes to show that you can’t judge by appearances. If it hadn’t been for this unprepossessing specimen of man, I shouldn’t be alive now. He saved my life — by talking — which is more than old Whitcombe’s talking is ever likely to do. It’s far more likely to end it.” He turned to Muller. “You know, Jerry, I shall never forget that speech you made. I believe I could almost repeat it word for word — even after twenty years.”

Muller made a gesture of impatience.

“For God’s sake, forget it, man!”

“It’s not easy to forget that kind of thing, Jerry. If you’d been a shade less convincing, a shade less clever, if you hadn’t made the most of every scrap of evidence, I’d have been hanged.”

Muller gave a shrug.

“I wish I could say that you didn’t deserve it.”

“Hanged?” exclaimed Nita tensely. “But, Selby, if that’s true — oh, how can you talk about these things so lightly — make a joke of them.”

“I can’t,” said Muller curtly. “Look here, Dennis — Selby, get off that subject, will you? I’m dead sick of it, and it’s not the sort of thing you want to talk about in front of your wife.”

“But, Selby, I’d like to know—” began Nita.

The dinner gong sounded at that moment, and Muller set down his glass with a bang.

“If that means something to eat,” he said, “that’s what I call real music.”

Dinner was less of an ordeal than Nita had expected. Muller and her husband became engrossed in reminiscences, and she was free to think. So it was true — all that Sir Ralph had told her! She had the evidence from both Selby and Muller now. Selby would have been hanged if Muller had been a little less convincing, a little less clever. Sir Ralph had said that, too — the clever young lawyer who had got Dennis Sanderby off when everything looked black against him. And there was no doubt now — she had never really doubted it, she supposed, since she had found that document in the secret compartment of the writing desk — that Selby was really Dennis Sanderby. She had noticed Muller’s slip when he called him Dennis, and seen the quick, warning glance that her husband had given him. Frank had noticed it, too. She had seen him start and glance in her direction. If only Frank would go! She was afraid only for him now — and for Selby. For herself she had no fear. She loved Selby, and surely love — the sort of love which had come to her — should be strong enough to wipe suspicion from his mind and convince him of her loyalty. Surely, whatever Muller might have urged him to do, the urging of her love should be stronger. Selby did not, after all, always take Muller’s advice. He had not taken it over that lease for Frank. At least — he did not seem to have taken it. But there was no knowing. Dennis Sanderby might only be playing a part, dangling the lease as a bait to keep Frank there….

She forced herself not to think of that. Frank knew what he was risking, and if he persisted in running the risk that was his own affair.

She turned her thoughts to Muller. The lawyer, she felt, did not like her. She had felt that from the first moment she had met him, and she had done nothing to lessen his antagonism. She had felt his dislike and resented it, and had shown him quite clearly that she was no less antagonistic to him. But she saw now that she had been foolish. Muller would be a powerful ally. If she could feel that he was on her side, that he understood and sympathized and had confidence in her loyalty to Selby, it might help enormously to win back Selby’s confidence. Perhaps even now it was not too late….

They had just entered the drawing room when the storm broke. There came a brilliant flash of lightning, and almost instantly the thunder crashed above them and went rumbling slowly away as the rain beat furiously against the windows. Selby crossed the room, pulled back the curtains, and stood gazing out at the myriads of silver splashes dancing on the terrace.

“I never see a thunderstorm, Jerry, without thinking of that day when you saved my life,” he said. “Do you remember? There was an awful storm that day, and the courthouse was struck by lightning.” He turned from the window and strolled across to the fireplace. “What a little makes all the difference between life and death, eh, Jerry? A little cunning, a little guile, a few rhetorical periods, a slight twisting of the meaning of a phrase—” He stopped abruptly, with a self-conscious smile. “But I’m becoming sentimental.”

“I guess you’re blathering, if that’s what you mean,” said the lawyer. “And if it isn’t what you mean, it’s the same thing, anyway.”

“But I don’t think you’re blathering, Selby,” said Nita. “You’ve made me curious — you and Mr. Muller between you. Were you really in such terrible danger? When Mr. Muller saved you, I mean. I’d like to hear the story—”

“Don’t encourage him, Mrs. Clive,” interrupted Muller impatiently. “Not while I’m here, anyway. Get it out of him when you’ve got him to yourself.” He turned to O’Ryan. “Do you play picquet?”

“Not very well, I’m afraid,” said O’Ryan. “Rather badly, in fact.”

“Fine! Then we’ll play for money.”

Muller and O’Ryan settled down to their cards, and Selby, after watching them for a few moments, pleaded that he had a letter to write and went off to the library; and some minutes later Nita followed him.

She found him struggling with a cuff link, attempting the difficult task of thrusting it through his cuff with one hand.

“Do this up for me, Nita, will you?” he said, holding out the cuff. “It has come undone — or perhaps I didn’t fasten it.”

She smiled and slipped the link in for him.

“I was in rather a hurry,” he explained— “afraid of being late for dinner. I’d dressed in good time, and then I got my shirt all mussed up and had to put on another.” He seated himself at his desk and smiled up at her as she stood beside him.

“Quite better, my dear?”

She nodded.

“You had a good long sleep?”

“Oh, yes — quite a good one.” She picked up an ivory paperknife that lay on his desk and stood toying with it nervously. “Selby!”

“Yes, my dear?”

“About — about this morning. I said all sorts of things — horrible things.”

“Did you?”

“You know I did, Selby. I don’t know why; I didn’t mean to say them. I was frightened — terribly frightened — by that beam, and my nerves were all anyhow—”

There came another peal of thunder, and Clive waved a hand towards the window.

“That may save you from Whitcombe,” he smiled. “He’d hardly come over in this downpour. I shall be interested to see how the catch-pit does its job—”

“Selby, please listen,” she interrupted. “I’m trying to tell you that I’m sorry about this morning. My only excuse is that I didn’t realize what I was saying. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I expect I’d have said just the same to anyone I’d met at that moment, and unfortunately it happened to be you. When I remembered — upstairs — what I’d said to you, I hated myself.”

“Don’t worry your head about it, Nita. It’s over and done with.”

“And it wasn’t true what you said, Selby,” she went on. “You didn’t really believe it was true, did you?”

“What did I say that wasn’t true, Nita?”

“You said that you knew I was upset at the moment, but I was only saying what I really thought when I was perfectly normal.”

“I said that?”

She nodded.

“It hurts me, Selby — terribly — if you really think that.”

He shook his head.

“It sounds as though I wasn’t particularly normal myself, my dear.”

“And you aren’t really taking any notice of what I said, Selby?”

“I’ve forgotten what you did say.”

She sighed.

“I haven’t forgotten what you
 said. You said that — that you were through with me.”

“Oh, but I—”

“I don’t blame you,” she went on. “I can understand your feeling like that. I know I’ve treated you abominably, and you’ve stood it for longer than most men would have stood it. If you’re through with me, it’s only what I deserve. But I hoped — after our talk this morning — Selby, truly, I am going to be a decent sort of wife to you in future. I am
 fond of you — awfully fond.”

“Are you?”

“Don’t you believe it? Try, Selby, please. It’s terribly important — to me. I sometimes wonder But you wouldn’t ever — ever get ideas about me, would you? Nasty ideas, I mean — that you couldn’t trust me, or — or — You wouldn’t, would you?”

“It takes a whole lot to make me change my opinion, Nita. Ask Jerry. He says he’d rather be legal adviser to the army mules.”

“Oh, I — I see,” she said thoughtfully.

“Doesn’t that answer your”

“Oh, yes — I suppose so,” she said listlessly.

“Then think no more about it, my dear,” he said. “Is O’Ryan still playing cards? He must stop for a little while, anyway. I want him in here. You might send him along, will you?”

“Something — important, Selby? I mean it’s a pity to spoil their game.”

“It’s more important than that,” he smiled. “There’s a matter I want to get settled with him at once, and I promised to have a word with him this evening. He’ll understand if you tell him I want to see him. And keep Jerry in the drawing room, will you? I don’t want him butting in.”

With a nod she went out and returned to the drawing room.

“I’ve got a point of five,” O’Ryan was saying.

“No darned good,” growled Muller.

“I’ve a tierce major.”

“I’ve a quint major, and if there’s any law in this Godforsaken country that counts fifteen.”

“I’ve three aces.”

“Forget ‘em; I’ve got four tens.”

“And I’ve got a message for you, Frank,” said Nita. “Selby wants you — in the library.”

“Now, look here, Mrs. Clive,” protested Muller; “don’t say you’re going to interrupt a good game. I’m just beginning to skin this guy—”

“Sorry, Mr. Muller, but Selby wants to talk to Mr. O’Ryan in private. He said you’d understand, Frank.” O Ryan had laid down his cards and was frowning at them as they lay on the table. Nita noticed that his hand was gripping the arm of his chair so tightly that the knuckles showed white through his skin.

“All right, I — I’ll go,” he said unsteadily. “Sorry, Muller.” He got up from the table and went towards the door, and as he went his right hand was thrust into his pocket.

“Just my luck!” grumbled Muller. “Whenever I start holding cards somep’n’ always happens. The last time I had a good hand I’m darned if the San Francisco earthquake didn’t butt in.”

Nita seated herself at the table.

“I’ll play with you instead, Mr. Muller, shall I? Do we play for money?”

“Money, eh? How well do you play?”

“I play a better game than Mr. O’Ryan, anyway.”

“Huh!” grunted Muller. “I guess the money’s of no consequence. We’ll play for love.”
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O’ryan made his way slowly towards the library; outside the door he hesitated for some moments, and his hand once more sought his pocket. The touch of the revolver seemed to give him fresh courage, and with a shrug he turned the handle and went in. He entered almost jauntily, closed the door behind him, and paused, his gaze riveted on Clive as he sat at his desk.

“Nita said you wanted a word with me, sir.”

Selby Clive nodded and waved a hand towards the chair beside his desk.

“Come in, O’Ryan, and sit down,” he said. “Yes, I want to have a chat with you.”

O’Ryan seated himself and glanced at Clive inquiringly.

“About this business of yours,” Clive continued. “I’ve got the lease here—” he held up the document— “but before I hand it over to you I want to ask you one or two questions.”

“I shall be happy to answer them, sir — if I can.” Clive laid the document on the desk.

“If I have understood you correctly,” he went on, “you mean to farm part of this land?”

“That is our idea, sir.”

“There’s a big section ready for cultivation, and you have certain timber rights?”

“Yes.”

Clive leaned back in his chair, pursing his lips.

“Well, I’m going to be frank with you, O’Ryan,” he said. “My opinion is that you’re going to find it the devil of an uphill fight. Muller is of the same opinion. He knows every inch of the country, and he tells me that you’ll be heading straight for bankruptcy — if you’re going to farm, of course.”

“We are, sir,” O’Ryan assured him. “That — that’s the whole idea.”

“Of course, there may be silver in the property,” added Clive. “I suppose you’re counting on that, eh?”

“Well — no — not exactly, sir. Of course, there’s always a sporting chance, but according to my engineer—”

“Quite,” agreed Clive. “Take my advice, anyway, and don’t count on that. If there is silver in the property, you can take it from me that you’ve a darned poor chance of ever getting it.”

The younger man frowned. What the devil did he mean by that? If Nita, after all, were right — if Clive knew that there was silver on the land, if he suspected that O’Ryan knew …

There came another heavy clap of thunder and Clive glanced towards the windows.

“Storm’s swinging round,” he remarked. “You want three thousand pounds, eh?”

“Well — yes, sir — as a matter of fact, we do.”


“You
 want it?”

“Frankly, I do.”

Clive picked up his pen and began drawing angular figures on his blotting paper.

“Is your life insured, O’Ryan?”

O’Ryan shot him a swift, nervous glance, but Clive’s face told him nothing. If only he knew what the man was getting at….

“No, I — I’m not insured.”

“Then you’ve no security to offer?”

“None at all, I’m afraid.”

Selby Clive nodded.

“Very well,” he said; “I’ll lend you the three thousand pounds.”

O’Ryan suddenly sat upright, staring at him, with doubtful, incredulous eyes. If only he knew what Clive was getting at, what was going on in that damnably subtle mind of his! If he was really willing to lend him three thousand pounds … But was it likely — without any security? Selby Clive did the most quixotic things, certainly. But it didn’t seem quite in keeping with what he knew of Dennis Sanderby. The latter would have some reason, some powerful motive. There was a snag somewhere….

“You don’t seem particularly delighted, O’Ryan.”

“Oh, yes, I am, sir,” said the other hastily. “It’s frightfully good of you; but I — well, it’s a bit overwhelming, you know. I mean, I have absolutely no security to offer you—”

“We can get over that difficulty,” interrupted Clive. “I’ve thought of that, and I’ll tell you what you can do. You can insure your life in my favour for — well, say, twenty thousand pounds. That’s a simple way out of it, isn’t it?”

“Yes — of course — I suppose it is,” agreed O’Ryan doubtfully. “But I’m afraid — twenty thousand pounds — I couldn’t afford—”

“The premiums? You needn’t worry about that. I’ll pay the premiums on a short-term policy — for five years, say. It’s not really good security at all, but I’m willing to take a chance on it. If you die within the five years I shall take twenty thousand for my three. But it’s a gamble, because you may not die.”

“Well, I — I hope not, sir,” said the other nervously. “And you may not be able to return the three thousand — in which case I should be the loser.” He smiled. “It would pay me much better if you should die, O’Ryan, wouldn’t it? That’s my proposition, anyway. See about the policy tomorrow, and as soon as that’s done I’ll let you have a cheque for the three thousand and hand over the lease.”

“It’s terribly good of you, sir,” said O’Ryan. “I — er — hardly know how to thank you — er — really.” He was thoughtful for a few moments. “I’m not absolutely clear, sir,” he went on. “What would happen if I — er — died?”

“Well, it may seem a bit gruesome, but these things have to be thought of in business. If you die, I shall benefit to the extent of seventeen thousand pounds — less, of course, the premiums I’ve paid. Quite a good profit for me, but then, I’m taking a fairly heavy risk.”

“Yes — quite — I really don’t know what to say.” Clive rose and patted him on the shoulder.

“I quite understand, my boy,” he said. “A big relief and a bit overwhelming, eh?”

“Well, yes, it is rather.”

O’Ryan got up and stood thoughtfully gnawing his knuckles. He saw the whole scheme now quite clearly. It was just the sort of devilish plan that he would have expected Dennis Sanderby to evolve. Suave, pleasant, pretending to do him a kindness, and all the time plotting his revenge. It was very awkward, though. He couldn’t very well refuse to do as Clive suggested. Probably, if he did refuse, he would not get the lease at all, and he could give no reasonable excuse for refusing. Besides, he badly needed that three thousand pounds, and he couldn’t afford to throw away the chance of getting it. There might be no snag in it. Clive might be genuinely anxious to help him; it might not be part of a fiendish plan….

“Of course,” added Clive, with a smile, “you may not die. You’re young, healthy, full of vitality, and in the normal course of events you should have many years of life yet.”

“Yes — quite — in the normal way,” agreed O’Ryan gloomily. “But I — I should have to see my doctor, shouldn’t I? If he says I’m not fit — not a good life for insurance—”

“You needn’t worry about that; you’re fit enough,” Clive assured him. “Then we’ll count that as fixed, eh?”

“Yes, of course — thanks awfully, sir. I — I’ll see about the insurance tomorrow.”

Selby Clive nodded, took his pipe from his pocket and began to fill it.

“Do you know why I’m doing this for you, O’Ryan? Any idea at all?”

“Well — yes — I’ve got a sort of idea.”

“I wonder if you have,” said Clive thoughtfully. “As a matter of fact, I’m doing it because Nita — well, we’ll say that she likes you, shall we?”

O’Ryan shot him a quick, nervous glance.

“I’ll swear she doesn’t, Mr. Clive—” he began impetuously, but Clive cut him short.

“I’m not a fool, O’Ryan — not a blind fool, anyway. Nita is — very fond of you.”

“You’re absolutely wrong, sir. I assure you—”

“You were friends when you were children; you grew up together; you belong to the same class and have many things in common. It’s quite natural: I’m not reproaching you.”

“You’ve absolutely no cause, sir.”

“If you love Nita, I mean. I’ve always taken a broad, sane view, I think, of these affinities of spirit and taste. One can’t, I suppose, be held entirely responsible for one’s likes and dislikes; we are attracted or repelled without having any say in the matter. But you like Nita very much, don’t you? I nearly asked her today to tell me how much she likes you, but I’m afraid I hadn’t the courage when it came to the point.”

“But I — I don’t like her, sir,” protested O’Ryan. “I mean — well, I like her, naturally; but I’m not in love with her. In any case, I wouldn’t allow myself to fall in love with her. I do hope you’ll get that idea out of your head, sir. I respect Nita—”

“Tell me this, O’Ryan,” interrupted Clive. “If you had had the money, would you have married her?”

“Good God, no, sir! If Nita were the only woman in the world I wouldn’t marry her.”

Clive raised his eyebrows.

“It might be as well to remember, O’Ryan,” he said coldly, “that you’re speaking of my wife.”

“Yes — of course — I’m sorry, sir. But you know what I mean, don’t you? I’m fond of Nita — in a brotherly way, if you understand. But I’ve never been fond of her in the way you seem to think I have. And I’m dead certain Nita has never liked me in that way, either.”

“You seem very sure of that, O’Ryan.”

“I am sure.”

“H’m!” said Clive thoughtfully. “Well, perhaps it is so, but I’m by no means so sure about it as you seem to be. I’ve had the impression for some time now that she has a very deep affection for you, and that you—”

“You’re wrong, sir — absolutely wrong. She has no more that kind of feeling for me than I have for her. She has never given me the slightest reason to suppose—”

The door opened and Nita came into the room. She glanced anxiously first at her husband and then at O’Ryan. She had a feeling that they had suddenly stopped their conversation as she entered. There was an awkwardness, somehow, and it struck her that they both seemed ill at ease, that there was a sensation of strain. Clive looked terribly serious, and Frank couldn’t keep his hands still, while his eyes shifted restlessly and refused to meet hers.

She smiled at Clive.

“Am I being a nuisance?”

He shook his head.

“Come in, my dear. O’Ryan and I have finished our business — for the time being, at any rate.”

“Satisfactorily, I hope?”

“Well, yes — I think so — so far. Ask O’Ryan.”

She glanced at him inquiringly.

“Oh, yes — rather — quite satisfactorily, thanks, Nita,” he said, and stared out of the window. “It’s still pouring down.”

“The storm seems to be going round in a circle,” said Clive. “Still, we can do with the rain.” He glanced at Nita. “Whitcombe turned up yet, my dear?”

She shook her head.

“I thought he arranged to be here for dinner, Selby.”

“He did. I suppose he saw the storm coming up and thought better of it. Just as well he did. It’s hardly the night for a walk across the common — and it’s a let-off for Jerry, anyway. But I’d have liked to hear those two together. Old Whitcombe can talk, but I think I’d have backed Jerry…”

She hardly heard what he was saying. She was watching O’Ryan; he was still standing at the window, staring out into the garden with his hands behind his back, his fingers laced together, working nervously, never still. Twice she saw his right hand move towards his pocket, hesitate, and return to continue wrestling with his left. Frank was nervous — worse than nervous; he was in a panic, struggling to control himself, trying desperately not to let Selby see. If only she knew what had happened, what these two had been saying to each other, what Frank had told Selby! If Selby had frightened him, as likely as not Frank had blurted out the whole story.

“Mustn’t leave old Jerry alone,” Clive was saying. “He’s off to Canada again tomorrow, and I shan’t have another chance of talking to him for a year or so. We’d better get back to the drawing room. Come along, O’Ryan.”

He went to the door, opened it, and glanced back. O’Ryan was still standing at the window.

“Come along, my boy, and make yourself pleasant to Jerry.”

Suddenly O’Ryan swung round. His face was pallid, his eyes unnaturally bright, and as he stood there staring at Clive his lips twitched.

“Mr. Clive — please — just a moment,” he began breathlessly. “I — I’ve something to say to you.”

Clive raised his eyebrows.

“Unless it’s something particularly important—”

“It is. Please shut that door, sir. I — I must say it now.”

With a shrug Clive closed the door and turned towards him.

“Well?”

“It’s — it’s about — this.”

He picked up the lease from the desk.

“The lease? But I thought we’d fixed up everything.”

“Yes, I know, but — but I can’t take it; I can’t accept the lease.”

“Why not?”

For some moments O’Ryan made no reply. He stood gazing down at the document as his fingers twisted it this way and that.

“Why on earth can’t you take it?”

“Because — I’ve been trying to tell you — all the evening, sir — but I — I don’t seem to have had a chance. And it’s a rotten sort of thing to have to tell you.”

“You’ve been trying to tell me — what?”

“That — about the Tamagari land — that there’s silver on the property.”

“What makes you say that, O’Ryan — now?” asked Clive. “Has Muller been getting at you? He’s got a bee in his bonnet about there being silver on the Tamagari land. But he’s wrong: there’s no silver there — none worth having, anyway.”

“Muller’s right, sir; there is silver there. There’s a big lode — my engineer located it.”

“When?”

“Well, he — he surveyed the place, but it was only today that I actually heard about the silver. I was on the telephone to London—”

“Today? I didn’t know that you had been on the telephone today.”

“Oh, yes — when you were out — just before dinner. It came as a complete surprise to me, and I — I had to tell you.”

“You’re sure about this, O’Ryan?”

“There’s no doubt about it, sir, apparently. My engineer was quite definite about it on the telephone, and of course I can’t — can’t take the lease now.”

He suddenly tore the document across and across, savagely, vindictively, and tossed the torn fragments on to the desk.

“There it is,” he added sullenly, fumbled for his cigarette case, lighted a cigarette, and turned again to the window. “I wish to God the rain would stop. I can’t possibly go out in this downpour.”

Nita’s eyes were troubled.

“Were you thinking of — going out, Frank?”

He turned and faced her.

“Well, yes — as a matter of fact, I was, Nita. I feel rather uncomfortable about that school dinner. You see, I promised to go, and I might still be able to look in before it’s over.”

“Nonsense!” interrupted Clive. “I’m not letting you go. You’re staying here. And now about that lease. You’ve been very sporting about it — splendid. Don’t you think so, Nita?”

She nodded.

“Oh, yes — very sporting.”

“Many men would have kept quiet about the silver and taken the lease. Well, I’m glad to be dealing with a gentleman. I must tell Jerry about this. He’ll be all cock-a-hoop that he’s right again, and it’ll be a long time before I hear the last of it.”

He strode quickly to the door, opened it, and paused. “You’ve torn up the lease, O’Ryan,” he said, “but I want you to realize—” He hesitated, smiling.

“Yes, sir?”

“I want you to realize,” continued Selby, “that it won’t make the least difference.”
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For some time after Clive had closed the door behind him, O’Ryan stood staring at it fixedly, almost as if he still saw Selby standing there and smiling at him. Nita watched him, a rather contemptuous smile on her lips. At last he wrenched his gaze away and turned a white, scared face towards her.

“Nita — did you hear?”

“I’ve heard a lot of things this evening, Frank — some of them rather horrible and some of them quite amusing.”

“But you heard what he said?”

She nodded.

“‘I’m glad I’m dealing with a gentleman.’ That was one of the amusing things, Frank. Do you think he meant it, or was he just indulging in a little sarcasm?”

“Oh, how the devil do I know? You can never be sure what he’s thinking, and you can’t take a single word he says at its face value. He’s too devilishly cunning to let you know for certain what he’s driving at. That’s part of his scheme, I suppose — to keep you guessing, wondering if he means what you’re afraid he does mean. He enjoys it. It’s like — like sticking a pin in a worm and watching it wriggle. That’s what he’s doing all the time — amusing himself by watching us squirm, keeping us on tenterhooks. He thinks that if he keeps it up long enough we shall give ourselves away—”

“Frank, for heaven’s sake, pull yourself together. You’re shouting; they’ll hear you in the drawing room.” He flung himself into an armchair and clasped his head in his hands.

“I can’t stand much more of it,” he said. “It’s getting me down; I admit it. It’s all so horribly — relentless. You heard what he said, Nita: ‘It won’t make the least difference.’ What do you suppose he meant by that?”

“It’s no use asking me, Frank.”

“Of course, he may not have meant anything — anything rotten, may he? I mean, he was smiling when he said it, and he said it in quite a friendly sort of way. Oh, for God’s sake,” he exclaimed suddenly, “don’t stand there sneering!”

“I’m not sneering, Frank. I’m just wondering what Selby can have said to you while I was playing cards with Mr. Muller in the drawing room to reduce you to the pitiful state of funk you’re in now.”

“Funk? Oh, well, perhaps I am. Aren’t you? You were in a blue funk this morning, anyway, out in the garden. You gave yourself away pretty thoroughly, didn’t you? You were absolutely crazy with fright, and there wasn’t much you didn’t tell Selby. If you think he still doesn’t realize that you know he’s Dennis Sanderby, you’re just a fatuous little optimist. Why the deuce you had to blurt out everything—”

“If anyone suffers for that, Frank, I shall, not you.”

“Shan’t I? That’s just where you’re wrong. It’s entirely your fault — about tonight, I mean. Selby knows now that we’ve rumbled him, and that’s why he’s started getting a move on. He’s scared stiff in case we give him away, and he means to put us out of harm’s way before we have a chance of doing it. Hang it, you told him to his face that you knew he was trying to murder you — just the same as he did to the others.”

“So I’m to blame, Frank? All right; it’s no use quarrelling about whose fault it is. What did he want you for in here?”

“Oh, about that cursed lease,” replied O’Ryan. “About the Tamagari business, anyway. He knew I needed three thousand for the syndicate, and he offered to lend it to me — on conditions. You bet your life there were conditions! I was to insure my life in his favour for twenty thousand pounds. A great scheme, wasn’t it? Quite worthy of Dennis Sanderby! I insure my life in his favour, and then he calmly murders me and pockets a cool seventeen thousand on the transaction.”

“But you don’t know, Frank. He may really have meant to lend you the three thousand. It’s just the sort of thing Selby would do, and you have no proof—”

“Proof? Isn’t the fact that he’s Dennis Sanderby proof enough? And what about the car and the catch-pit and the beam in the pergola? Isn’t that enough proof? You thought so at the time, anyway! And now, just because he’s been nice to you and kissed you and called you darling a few times, you swing right round—”

She cut him short with a quick, angry gesture.

“Miss me out, please, Frank.”

“I’ve all the proof I want, anyway,” he went on. “I suppose he thought I didn’t see through his scheme, but he got no change out of me. He won’t make his seventeen thousand at my expense. He can keep his damned lease. I’ve torn it up, and that’s that.”

“The sporting gesture, eh? You don’t know how proud of you I felt when you ripped the lease across in that dramatic way. So Selby had discovered that you knew there was silver on the property, had he? I can’t imagine your tearing up the lease for any other reason.”

“You would say something rotten, Nita, wouldn’t you?”

“Then why did you rear it up?”

“I tore it up for my own protection.”

She nodded.

“That’s what I meant,” she said. “And you thought that would make a good impression. You’re a bigger fool than I thought you, if you believe that. Do you really imagine that, if Dennis Sanderby knows you were trying to swindle him, tearing up the lease will make any difference? He said as much, didn’t he? And you didn’t really expect him to swallow that story about the engineer on the telephone, did you? You may have Dennis Sanderby rumbled, Frank, but he has certainly got you rumbled. Did he frighten you into telling him — everything? About the Laffan, I mean.”

“I told him nothing at all,” he said furiously. “But don’t deceive yourself that he doesn’t know. He tackled me about you — kept pumping me and trying to trap me into admitting that there’d been something between us and that you were in love with me. I told him it was all rot, but I could see he didn’t believe me.”

“You can hardly blame him for that, can you? And whatever you had told him, it would probably have made no difference. ‘A ruthless man, pursuing his inexorable way—’”

O’Ryan sprang to his feet.

“My God! I see now, Nita—’It won’t make the least difference’ — I see what he meant now! But he won’t get a chance. I’ll see he doesn’t!”

He strode quickly towards the door.

“Frank — where are you going?”

“I’m going to telephone — to Scotland Yard. I’m standing no more of it. They must send a man down here, and I’ll tell him the whole damned story.”

She went swiftly to him and clutched his arm. “Frank, you can’t!” she exclaimed breathlessly. “You shan’t do anything of the kind. I’ll not let you!” He tried to shake his arm free, but she clung to it desperately.

“I’m through with the whole business,” he raved. “I’ve nothing to lose now and everything to gain by putting the police on him, and I’m going to do it before it’s too late. The man’s a dangerous criminal — a maniac—”

“He’s not! I know he’s not. You’re all wrong about Selby, Frank. He isn’t as bad as you think. Whatever he did in the past — oh, what does the past matter? You can’t judge a man by that. You don’t know what sort of hell he may have been through….”

“I know the sort of hell I’m going through, and I’ve had as much of it as I can stand. Let me go!” Again he tried to wrench his arm away, but she maintained her grip.

“For heaven’s sake, Frank, think what you’re doing,” she implored. “What — what about me? If my name is to be dragged into all this beastliness—”

“Your name!” he interrupted violently. “Damn your name! It isn’t a question of names: it’s a question of life!”

“Your life!”

“Yes, my life.”

She stood for a moment gazing at him with scornful eyes; and then she suddenly released his arm and turned away.

“All right,” she said; “go on. You know where the telephone is.”

His hand was on the handle of the door, but he hesitated, glancing round at her irresolutely.

“The telephone’s in the hall,” she said, “just outside the drawingroom door. Selby’s in the drawing room; so is Mr. Muller. But perhaps you don’t mind their hearing what you say to Scotland Yard!”

O’Ryan’s hand released the door knob.

“What are you afraid of?” she taunted. “It’s a matter of life — your life! And you’ve a revolver in your pocket, haven’t you?”

Slowly he moved away from the door.

“There’s no need to talk like that,” he muttered sulkily. “I’m doing this as much for you as for myself; you seem to forget that.”

She smiled contemptuously.

“I’m glad I’m dealing with a gentleman, Frank,” she said. “But please don’t be chivalrous on my account. Ring up Scotland Yard, if you want to.”

She watched his face anxiously. He was still undecided; she could see that. But somehow she must stop him. He must not go to the telephone. Her name? Damn her name! What did her name matter? It wasn’t a question of names: it was a question of everything that was worth having in life, a question of happiness, of love — of Selby. She felt that, rather than let Frank go to the telephone, she could kill him with as little compunction as she would kill a mad dog. And he was still wavering, still half inclined to carry out his purpose…. “Well, Frank? Are you going to telephone?”

“I’ve half a mind—”

“Because, if you do telephone for Scotland Yard to send a man down so that you can tell him all about Dennis Sanderby, you really mustn’t count on ever seeing him, Frank. Dennis Sanderby would certainly take steps to stop you telling your story.”

“But there’s no reason why he should know — or Muller either. They won’t stay in the drawing room all the evening. I’ll wait until the coast is clear.”

“But he’ll still know, Frank. The moment you try to telephone he’ll know what you’re going to do.”

“I’m hanged if I see how—”

“Because I shall tell him.”

“Nita!”

“I mean it.”

“You wouldn’t be such a—”

“I would. Try and see, Frank, if you don’t believe me. Just go near the telephone, even, and you’ll see just what I can be when I put my mind to it. Well?”

“I think you’re crazy,” he said sulkily. “You’re defending him now, but a couple of days ago nothing was too bad for him.”

“That isn’t true.”

“You’re all on his side now, anyway — and against me. I don’t matter much now, do I?”

“Candidly, Frank, you matter less than — other things.”

“Less than Selby, you mean. Because you fancy that, after all, you’re in love with him. You must satisfy that conscience of yours, mustn’t you? So you try to persuade yourself that you’re in love with him. It’s so much more comforting than admitting the truth — that you’re crawling and cringing to him because you’re scared stiff, trying to get into his good books because you hope that in that way you may be able to wriggle out of a difficult situation — even if it does mean letting me down. You’re terribly afraid of him, really.” She shook her head.

“Not now.”

“If you’re not afraid of him, why don’t you tell him everything? Tell him about the Laffan. Tell him you know he’s Dennis Sanderby, who murdered his wife—”

“You don’t understand, Frank.”

“I understand enough to know that you daren’t tell him. And that’s what you’d have to tell him if you tried to stop my telephoning. The whole story would have to come out then, and you’d never dare to let it.”

“You don’t understand, Frank,” she repeated. “You don’t understand that there are some things for which it’s worth daring anything. I’m not being heroic; I’m just stating a simple fact. I’ve got something — found something — which seems to me to be much more important than anything else — so important that I’m ready to dare anything for the sake of keeping it. It’s just a question of values. To me it seems worth while to put up with anything, sacrifice anything — including you, Frank, if necessary — to prevent its being taken away from me. Just remember that — if you should happen to go near the telephone.”

“Fine, Nita!” he sneered. “Wonderful stuff! But you can’t persuade me you’re not afraid.”

She smiled.

“Well, perhaps I am — a little,” she admitted. “But don’t bank on my fear, Frank, that’s all. Fear doesn’t matter now. It’s one of those things that it’s worth while putting up with—” She stopped abruptly as Muller and her husband came into the room.

“Here’s the fellow,” said Clive, with a wave of his hand towards O’Ryan. “You’d better shake hands with him, Jerry, for proving you right again. I’ve explained things to Jerry, O’Ryan, and he is going to redraft that lease for you.”

“Sure I am,” said Muller— “with reservations.”

“With no reservations of any kind, Jerry. That was a great gesture of yours, O’Ryan. I appreciate it more than I can tell.”

“Fine!” said Muller. “I haven’t seen one like it since Uncle Tom’s Cabin.”

“Jerry, behave yourself,” said Clive curtly.

“A fine gesture!” repeated Muller. “I wonder if Sir Something Somebody has ever seen a finer. Wish he’d been here.” He paused beside Nita and lowered his voice. “We’d have blubbered in each other’s arms,” he added.

She smiled.

“I wish he had turned up, Mr. Muller,” she said. “You’d probably have liked him. Selby does. It was the rain that stopped him, I suppose. And it got dark very early tonight.”

“He’s a talkative old gentleman,” Clive said, “but I find him very interesting. He’s writing about some case or other and wanted to consult you about it, I believe. What is this precious case he’s writing up, Nita? He told you all about it, didn’t he?”

“Several times over, I believe, Selby. But I didn’t listen very carefully. Hasn’t he told you?”

“No; he has been very mysterious about it with me, and as I’m really not very interested I haven’t pressed him. Some murder case, I think.” He crossed to the window and looked out. “Just as well he didn’t come, perhaps. He always will insist on walking here across the common, and it’s hardly a trip for an old man just now. I warned him of that this morning. All sorts of unsavoury people are beginning to gather for the racing next week, and as likely as not he’d have lost his watch. And I know you’re thankful, Nita.”

“Oh, I don’t dislike him really,” replied Nita. “He’s rather an old dear in many ways, but—”

“But he talks too much?” suggested Clive. “There’s an old saying amongst the Cherokee Indians: ‘The man who talks too much has lived too long.’”

As Lane came into the room, Clive glanced at him over his shoulder.

“Yes, Lane?”

“Colonel Boscombe has phoned through, sir, with a message for Sir Ralph Whitcombe. I told the Colonel that Sir Ralph wasn’t here.”

“Well?”

“He seemed very surprised, sir. Sir Ralph, he said, had given him to understand that he was dining here this evening, and left to walk here across the common just before dark.”

“That’s funny,” said Clive. “I didn’t meet him.” Nita gave a puzzled frown.

“You didn’t meet him, Selby? But how could you have met him? You haven’t been out this evening, have you?”

“Well — er — as a matter of fact, my dear, I did go out — just for a few minutes,” replied her husband. “Didn’t I tell you?” He seemed embarrassed, rather confused, she thought, by her remark; but she made no comment. “I walked a little way across the common,” he went on, “thinking I might meet Whitcombe. This is a difficult place to find in the dark.” He paused and looked thoughtful for a few moments. “I hope nothing has happened to him,” he added.

“Happened? But what could happen to him, Selby?” He shrugged his shoulders.

“He’s an old man, Nita, and he has no right to go wandering about alone on the common at night. If he fell and twisted an ankle he might be out there for hours before he could attract anyone’s attention.”

“I say, sir,” began O’Ryan with alacrity, “shall I go and have a look round?”

Nita was conscious of a vague stir of alarm — a feeling, for which she could find no reasonable explanation, that all was not well; yet she could not suppress a smile as she saw O’Ryan’s eager face and noted how he was already at the door, anxious to be off. He intended, of course, to get out of the house and not to return to it — was grasping desperately at this chance of making his escape. If only he would go! Once out of danger, he would think no more about telephoning the police. She knew Frank; once he was out of the reach of Dennis Sanderby, he would be careful to keep clear of him in future, and to be involved in a police investigation was the last thing he would want. He glanced across at her, and she gave him a scarcely perceptible nod of approval.

“Please, Frank — will you?” she said. “I can’t help feeling rather nervous, and we really ought to do something.”

O’Ryan nodded and opened the door.

“If I’m gone some time, don’t worry,” he said. “The common’s a biggish place and—”

“I’ll come with you,” announced Clive. “I know every inch of the ground, and if you go alone we shall probably have to send a search party for you later on.”

O’Ryan’s hand released the door handle, and Nita saw the sudden alarm in his eyes.

“I say, sir, there’s no need—” He started violently as a deafening clap of thunder announced the return of the storm. “I mean, it’s a pretty foul night—”

“Nonsense, O’Ryan. A drop of rain won’t hurt me — eh, Nita?”

“There’s no need for everyone to go, Selby,” she answered. “After all, Sir Ralph may have taken shelter with the Haylings. Their house is on the way, and he knows them quite well. Perhaps if we telephoned there first …” She glanced across at O’Ryan and gave him a quick, contemptuous smile. “No use your getting cold feet for nothing, Frank,” she said.

Lane coughed discreetly.

“Excuse me, sir,” he said, “but what shall I say to Colonel Boscombe? He is holding the line.”

“All right — I’ll come and speak to him,” replied Clive, and hurried from the room.

Muller smiled.

“Lost — one crackerjack lawyer,” he laughed. “Well, if he’s never found, I guess he’ll be the hell of a loss to society.”

“He’s our guest, Mr. Muller,” Nita reminded him.

“Sure,” he agreed. “But I guess if a guest decides that he doesn’t like your dinners, there’s no sense in dragging the river for him. Selby’s always inclined to make a vast fuss over his friends, but they never did a darned thing for him except let him down with a bump.”

“All except you, eh, Mr. Muller?”

He waved that aside with a gesture.

“I don’t see myself tramping about a common on a night like this just in case a guest couldn’t find my house. That’s what Selby did.” He smiled. “Poor old Selby! He must have blundered into something that wasn’t his guest, I reckon. He was in a goodish mess when he came in, anyway — his hands all over red paint or somep’n.”

O’Ryan started.

“Red paint?” he exclaimed in a hollow voice.

“Well, I didn’t make a close inspection, Mr. O’Ryan. He didn’t give me a chance — went straight upstairs.”

“Paint?” repeated O’Ryan. He was staring at Muller with frightened eyes. “Are you sure it was paint?”

“There’s nothing — nothing been painted red,” said Nita rather breathlessly. “I’m quite sure — there’s been no painting done.”

“Well, I’m not going to swear it was paint,” said Muller. “It was somep’n’ red, anyway — all over his hands. He seemed terribly upset about it and didn’t stop to explain. He just said he must go upstairs and change his shirt.”

Nita caught her breath sharply. Selby, of course, had changed his shirt — he had asked her to help him fasten his link — said he had got it all mussed up. And he had been out on the common — he had seemed quite embarrassed when he had let that out… .

She started violently as O’Ryan’s voice suddenly cut into the silence.

“Paint!” he exclaimed. “My God, Muller, that wasn’t paint! Do you know what it was? I’ll tell you, shall I?” Muller turned and stared at him anxiously as he stood there with clenched hands and twitching lips.

“Well, I guess it’s of no particular interest to me, Mr. O’Ryan,” he said coolly, “so we won’t get het up about it.” He went to the door, opened it, and glanced back. “If you’re interested, Mr. O’Ryan,” he said, “I suggest that you ask Selby whether it was paint. I’ve no doubt he’ll tell you!”



Chapter XX


Table of Contents


O’ryan swung round and faced Nita.

“My God! What a fool I am!” he exclaimed, and there was a note of hysteria in his voice. “I might have known—”

“Why on earth didn’t you go?” she retorted. “You had the chance. If you haven’t the pluck to go openly — to tell Selby you’re going, and go whatever he may say — why didn’t you go out to look for Sir Ralph? You needn’t have come back.”

“He wanted to come with me, didn’t he? You heard what he said, and he wouldn’t have been put off it. If I’d gone, he’d have gone with me. Did you expect me to go — out there — on that damned deserted common — with Dennis Sanderby? It would have been a fine chance for him, wouldn’t it?”

“Frank, I don’t want to hear—”

“And he’d warned me, hadn’t he? You bet he had! He wouldn’t forget that. Everyone who was in the room would give evidence that he said there were undesirable people about, that the common wasn’t safe. He’d have got away with it again. He always does get away with it. He’s cunning—”

Nita made an angry gesture.

“Then, for heaven’s sake, Frank, go now!” she exclaimed. “Get away at once. I’ll make some excuse for you to Selby; there’s no need for you to tell him. Slip out while you have the chance and get to the station—”

“How the devil can I get to the station? Don’t you see the trap? I can’t get away. He doesn’t mean me to get away. I’ve got no car.”

“Then take the Packard. Leave it at the garage next to the station, and I’ll fetch it back in the morning.”

“It’s out of order; he said so. It’s got a broken spring — trust him to see to that. He doesn’t forget much when he sets his traps. God knows what he’s got in his mind this time — some devilish scheme or other — and he doesn’t mean to fail again.”

“You’ve legs, haven’t you?” said Nita curtly. “You can walk.”

“Across that common — alone? That’s a good suggestion, isn’t it? I wouldn’t walk across there tonight for a million pounds.”

“Not even with a revolver in your pocket?”

“It’s easy to sneer!” he exclaimed angrily. “But you’ll find out later whether I was right or not. Don’t forget that somebody else walked across that common tonight. He started to, anyway. But how far did he get?”

She sprang to her feet.

“Frank, what — what do you mean?”

“I should have thought it was obvious. I mean Sir Ralph Whitcombe. How far did he get across the common? Just as far as meeting—”

“I won’t listen!” she cried. “You shan’t say it!” She grasped his arm and shook it passionately, but he wrenched himself free.

“Just as far as meeting Dennis Sanderby,” he said. “He had no chance of getting any further — God help him! Didn’t Selby go out specially to meet him? You know he did. And Muller saw him come back — with his hands covered with—”

“Frank — for God’s sake — don’t!” she begged. “You don’t realize what you’re saying.”

“It’s as clear as daylight,” he went on. “If you weren’t so hopelessly prejudiced you’d see it yourself. You do see it, but because you think you’re in love with Selby you won’t admit it. Selby doesn’t know what case it is that old Whitcombe’s writing up, eh? He said so — here — this evening, didn’t he? And of course, if he says so, it must be true! Don’t be such a fool, Nita — or such a hypocrite.”

“But Sir Ralph hasn’t mentioned it to him — he gave me his word that he would say nothing about it.”

“Selby knows, I tell you,” he cried. “He knows as well as we do that old Whitcombe is writing up the Sanderby murder case, that he’s ferreting out all the details to stick them in his book. Do you suppose Dennis Sanderby is going to stand for that? After all these years of passing himself off as a decent sort of man, do you suppose he’s going to let an old fool like Whitcombe blab the whole story? Not likely! He knows that at any moment Whitcombe may dig up the truth — that he changed his name to Selby Clive — and he doesn’t mean to have that proclaimed from the housetops. Whitcombe had to be silenced—”

“Frank, I can’t believe—”

“You won’t believe, you mean. Why don’t you face the facts? Whitcombe talks too much, and you heard what Selby said: ‘The man who talks too much has lived too long.’ He didn’t mean to give Whitcombe a chance of talking too much about him, so he went out to meet him — in the dark — on the common.”

She covered her face with her hands.

“I can’t believe it,” she stammered again. “That old man …” Suddenly she snatched her hands from her face and turned to him defiantly. “It’s hideous — foul!” she exclaimed. “He couldn’t do it — Selby couldn’t do it! Do you hear what I say? It’s all lies — filthy lies — out of your own filthy mind! If you weren’t such a pitiful coward— “She turned from him abruptly. “For heaven’s sake, go, Frank!”

“Lies?” he sneered. “Selby couldn’t do it? But he’s done it before, remember. What was old Whitcombe to him, except a damned nuisance? But his wife — his first wife — she must have meant something to him. He must have loved her at one time, kissed her, fondled her, held her in his arms. But she died, didn’t she? — died with his kiss on her lips. You know that, yet you persist in deluding yourself.”

Nita had flung herself into a chair, resting her elbows on her knees and burying her face in her hands. O’Ryan stood for some moments glancing irresolutely from her to the door and then again at the motionless figure in the chair. Then he turned on his heel, strode quickly across the room and out into the hall.

She heard him go, but she did not move. She did not even wonder whether he had found the courage to leave the house or whether, in spite of her threat, he intended making that telephone call to Scotland Yard. It didn’t seem to matter what he did or did not do now. Nothing mattered but Selby. If Frank were right, if Dennis Sanderby, rather than have his secret broadcast to the world, had gone out to meet Sir Ralph — to silence him …

She thrust the thought from her frantically. She must not believe it — she would not believe it. Even to think of it was treason. As Frank had been speaking, piling up the evidence against him, the thought had crept into her mind that it was all hideously convincing, terrifyingly possible. Selby had
 said and done just what Frank had stated; she was,
 perhaps, prejudiced, dazzled by the wonder of the great discovery she had made, instinctively shrinking from anything that threatened it. But as the thought had slipped into her mind, all her feelings had come surging to expel it. No matter what Frank might say, no matter how convincing a case the facts might build up, no matter what her reason might tell her to be the obvious truth, she felt, and therefore she knew beyond all argument and reason, that Selby could not be guilty.

The thunder was rumbling continuously now, and she rose, went to the French windows, pulled aside the curtains, and looked out. In the shaft of light from the windows countless glistening threads of rain were hanging. It was like a curtain of crystal beads, she thought; it swayed every now and then with the wind, and she could hear the swish as its end swept the stone paving of the terrace. Perhaps, after all, they were alarmed over nothing. Sir Ralph would hardly venture across the common on a night like this. Frank was rattled, and she had caught some of his panic. The most likely explanation was that Sir Ralph had seen the storm coming and had taken shelter with the Haylings. But if he had done that, surely he would have telephoned?

She heard the door open and turned to see O’Ryan standing in the entrance. He was wearing a mackintosh, and his hat was in his hand.

“I’m going, Nita,” he announced. “I shall follow the road as far as Staines and get a train there.”

She nodded.

“Do you want me to go with you?”

He made no reply, but seemed to be considering the question.

“Do you?” she repeated. “I’ll go with you if you like — and hold your hand.”

He made a gesture of impatience.

“It’s nothing to joke about, Nita. I tell you frankly, I don’t fancy the trip, but anything’s better than staying in this infernal house. Where’s Selby?”

“I’ve no idea, Frank. Phoning, isn’t he?”

“He’s not in the hall. And there’s no one in the drawing room. I wish I knew for certain. Lane, too — I don’t trust him. If Selby asks where I am, Nita, say I’ve gone up to my room, will you?”

“All right, Frank.”

He turned and stood listening intently. Then:

“I’m off.”

She nodded.


“Bon voyage!”


For a few seconds he hesitated, gazing at her back as she stood by the window; and then he turned suddenly and hurried away. Nita heard the front door close, and her lips curled in a contemptuous smile.

But she was glad that he had gone. While he was in the house she had felt that she was responsible for him, and she was thankful to be relieved of the responsibility. Frank was so easily rattled. At any moment he might have said something or done something which would have brought her whole world crashing about her. She could breathe more freely now that that danger was gone; she could fight better single-handed, should there be any need to fight.

She seated herself on the Chesterfield, picked up a magazine, and began to turn the pages. There was nothing that she could do but be patient and await developments. She would have been thankful for something to do, but it was useless to try to hurry matters. Muller would be gone tomorrow, and she would have Selby to herself. She would be able to talk to him then — as she had talked to him this morning — intimately — wife to husband; let him see that, whatever he may have suspected, he had no cause for suspicion now, never again would have cause….

The door was opened, and Clive stood in the doorway. “I wouldn’t worry about Whitcombe, my dear,” he said. “I expect he’s gone to earth somewhere, and it would never occur to him that we might be anxious and he ought to telephone.” He smiled. “Too absorbed in his precious case to think of anything else.”

“I am rather worried, Selby. Have you telephoned to the Haylings’?”

“Yes — he’s not there. They know nothing about him — haven’t seen him all day. Jerry’s just trying to get through to the police station. We may get some news there.” He glanced round the room. “What’s become of O’Ryan?”

“Oh, he — he said he was going up to his room. I think he’s rather — upset. The storm, you know.”

He nodded.

“He’s a good chap, Nita — straight. That lease, for instance. I like him for that.”

“And dislike him for — what, Selby?”

Clive shook his head.

“When I’ve any reason for disliking a person, my dear,” he said, “I make a rule to keep it to myself.” He turned as he heard Muller calling him from the hall. “There’s my call,” he said. “We’ll go into the drawing room, shall we? It’s much cooler in there. I’ll just speak to the police first.”

He went out, leaving the door open, and Nita got up from the couch and stood listening.

“You’ve heard nothing at all?” she heard him say. “All right, thanks.” The receiver was returned to its hook. “No news there, Jerry,” he said. “We’ll go in the drawing room. Nita’s coming along.”

Nita remained where she was for some moments, frowning thoughtfully. It was queer about Sir Ralph, and they really should do something. Again she had that uneasy feeling that something was amiss, that something was about to happen — something of which she was afraid….

She heard a sound and glanced up sharply just in time to see O’Ryan step quickly into the room and hastily close the door behind him. He turned to face her, his hand still grasping the knob. His mackintosh was soaked, and his hat, still on his head, was pouring a thin stream of water onto the carpet. There was a look of terror in his face, and his voice shook as he spoke. “Nita!”

“Frank — what on earth is the matter?”

“Nita, there’s somebody — a man — out there in the grounds — watching.—”

“A man?”

He nodded, biting his lip.

“Are you sure?”

“I nearly ran into him. He’s watching — for me. Selby put him there — to watch — I might have known, mightn’t I? I might have guessed that Dennis Sanderby wouldn’t let me get away as easily as that!”

“Are you sure, Frank, that it wasn’t one of the gardeners? Joslin, perhaps. He often comes quite late to stoke up the furnace for the vinery.”

“No, it wasn’t Joslin. It wasn’t any of the gardeners. I heard him speak. He said — I heard it quite distinctly — he said: ‘Dennis Sanderby!’ It was just as if he was giving a password. My God, Nita, you must — somehow — find some way — I mean, I can’t stay here. Think of something—”

“You’re sure you’re not imagining all this?”

“Do you think I’m crazy? I saw him — heard him speak, I tell you. I nearly ran into him — nearly touched him.”

There came a vicious stab of fire across the curtains, a crash of thunder, and suddenly O’Ryan became rigid, staring at the window.

“Nita, did you hear?” he whispered. “What was that?”

“I only heard the thunder,” she said.

He shook his head.

“Listen!”

They stood in silence, listening intently; and then quite distinctly there came the sound of a tap on the French windows. O’Ryan turned a scared face towards her.

“There! Hear it?”

She smiled.

“Someone’s tapping at the window,” she said calmly. “See who it is, will you?”

“Don’t be a fool, Nita. Ring for Lane.”

With a shrug she crossed to the windows and began to pull back the curtains. As she jerked them back, the lightning flashed again, and as she caught a glimpse of the figure that stood on the terrace she gave a stifled scream and stepped hastily backward, staring at the window with eyes in which was the glint of terror. And then she went swiftly forward again and grasped the handle.

“Nita — for God’s sake — don’t open that window!”

She did not seem to hear him. She twisted the handle, flung the window open, and stepped back with a little gasp of horror as she saw Sir Ralph, with an ugly red streak across his face, his dress-shirt sodden and stained with red, his hair in wild disorder, and his hands groping in front of him, stagger forward and lurch into the room.

For a few moments he stood swaying, his hands still pawing at the air, his eyes closed; and then, with a low moan, he pitched forward and fell in a shapeless heap on the floor.
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The door of the library was thrown open, and Selby Clive, with Muller on his heels, came striding in.

“Nita — I thought I heard a scream—”

She pointed to the huddled man that lay on the floor just inside the French windows.

“Look!”

Clive started.

“Shut that window, O’Ryan,” he ordered, and an instant later was on his knees beside the prostrate form.

O’Ryan hurried to the window and closed it. Muller’s fingers were already on Sir Ralph’s pulse.

Nita made an effort to speak calmly.

“Mr. Muller, is he — dead?”

Muller shook his head, frowning.

“No, I guess he’s not dead, Mrs. Clive; but he’s got a pulse that’s missing on two.”

“Ring for Lane,” ordered Clive.

But at that moment Lane came in, halted as he caught sight of the group around the figure on the floor, and stood staring, with gaping mouth and wide-open eyes. “Is he badly hurt, Selby?”

“Can’t say, my dear. Jerry, go to the dining room and get the couch ready, will you? It’s better than the Chesterfield.”

As the lawyer hurried out, Clive rose to his feet. “Where did he come from, Nita?”

She pointed to the French windows.

“Through there. He knocked, and I opened them.”

“It must have been Sir Ralph I saw groping about on the lawn, sir,” said O’Ryan. “I thought he was — somebody else.”

Clive nodded.

“Lane!”

“Yes, sir?”

“Take his legs.”

They lifted the limp figure and began to carry it towards the door.

“Shall I telephone for a doctor, Selby?”

“I’ll see to that, my dear. Stay where you are, and don’t worry.”

O’Ryan went to the door and stood watching them as they carried Sir Ralph along the hall towards the dining room, and as the diningroom door closed he swung round.

“Nita, you ought to go — somebody ought to go with them. They’ve got him in there — Dennis Sanderby and Muller — they’ve got him in their at their mercy. God knows what they’ll get up to!”

“Then why not go yourself and protect him?”

“In there — with Sanderby and Muller? If I went into that room, I’d never come out again alive. Nor will Whitcombe — unless someone goes in. He’s as near dead already as he can be, and it wouldn’t need much — Nita, why don’t you go? It’s — it’s your duty to go. You can’t stand there and let them—”

“Selby told me to stay here.”

“Of course he did!” he exclaimed. “What else would you expect him to do? They don’t want you or anyone else in there. But you could go, Nita. They wouldn’t dare to — do anything if you were there. And they won’t hurt you. Selby seems pretty well all right as far as you’re concerned. I mean, I don’t think he’d do anything to you. It’s not you he’s after now.”

“Have you forgotten the pergola, Frank? That wasn’t many hours ago.”

“No, of course — but… oh, I don’t know. It’s ghastly! His face, as he came in through the window, covered with blood…. Horrible!”

“You’ve seen blood before, haven’t your” She smiled contemptuously. “You’ll find some smelling-salts on the mantelpiece. You’d better go upstairs to your room and go to bed. You can leave the light burning and lock your door.”

“Don’t talk such rot, Nita!”

“Then, for heaven’s sake,” she cut in angrily, “do something intelligent or say something intelligent. Don’t stand there whining and shivering and trying to get me to do the dirty work. If you really believe Sir Ralph isn’t safe in the dining room, try to summon up the courage to go and look after him. If you haven’t the pluck to do that, then clear out while you’ve the chance.”

O’Ryan stood thoughtfully by the desk, drumming on it with his fingers.

“I’ll tell you one thing,” he said: “Dennis Sanderby can’t hush this up. This is the finish of him. If Whitcombe lives he’ll tell the whole story. He’ll tell the police what happened out there on the common tonight. And what he can’t tell them, I will.”

Nita was smiling, watching him with a hint of amusement in her eyes.

“You don’t think I’d dare?” he challenged.

“I wasn’t thinking about that,” she said. “I was thinking about that night at the Laffan.”

“Damn the Laffan!”

“I was just wondering why I went to the trouble of bolting the door. A bogey would frighten you — a turnip with a candle inside. If you had opened the door, I need only have said ‘Boo!’ and you’d have scuttled away like a rabbit.”

He shrugged.

“You can abuse me as much as you like,” he said, “but you’ll see. When the police arrive I’m going to do a little talking.”

“Perhaps.”

“Who’s going to stop me?”

“Oh, you never know, Frank. It doesn’t do to be too sure. Remember what Selby said this evening? There’s a saying among the Cherokee Indians that a man who talks too much—”

As Lane entered the room she turned to him eagerly.

“How is he, Lane?”

“I left Mr. Clive and Mr. Muller looking after him, madam.”

“Looking after him!” exclaimed O’Ryan. “My God!”

Lane turned his head and bestowed on him a disapproving stare.

“The poor gentleman is in a very bad way, I’m afraid, madam. He’s talking and muttering something awful.”

“He’s not conscious?”

“No, madam.”

“Have they sent for the police yet, Lane?” now inquired O’Ryan.

“Not yet, sir.”

“Why ever not?”

“I suggested to Mr. Clive that I should telephone through to the police station, sir, but he said that there was no need to do so for the moment.”

“No need? When a man has been nearly murdered! Why on earth didn’t you phone at once—”

“Lane!”

“Yes, madam?”

“Please remember that if Mr. O’Ryan asks you any more questions you are not to answer them.”

“Very good, madam.”

“And you will certainly not telephone to the police station without Mr. Clive’s instructions.”

“Certainly not, madam. I shouldn’t dream of it.” She nodded.

“That’s all, Lane.”

He went towards the door.

“I say, Lane,” said O’Ryan, glancing round the room, “where the deuce is the whisky? I’m parched.”

“I’ll fetch it, sir,” said the servant. “I took it into the dining room at dinner time and—”

“All right, thanks,” interrupted Nita. “You needn’t trouble to fetch it; they may want it in there. Mr. O’Ryan will have his drink in the dining room.”

Lane went out, after administering another disapproving stare, and O’Ryan turned to Nita furiously.

“Do you expect me to stand for that sort of thing?” he exclaimed. “Cheapening me in front of the servants, making me look a fool, humiliating me…. All right, Nita — then I’ll humiliate you. You thought I was in love, with you, didn’t you? You thought you were so charming, so beautiful, so alluring that I’d lost my head over you and was willing to do anything rather than give you up. You thought—”

“Oh, shut up, Frank. Pull yourself together.”

“I’m not going to shut up; I’m going to tell you the truth. You thought I wanted you — wanted to kiss you, to hold you in my arms. You flattered yourself that I couldn’t resist you, that you had only to go on dangling yourself in front of me — just out of reach — tempting me with a dainty morsel, and you could get me to do anything you wanted. You thought I didn’t realize what your game was, but I knew. It wasn’t an original game; all women try it. But it was a bad mistake to try playing it with me. It didn’t work, did it? And shall I tell you why? Because I didn’t care a damn about you! I never have. All I wanted was the lease, and I just used you to try to get it. It was the lease that mattered, not you. You were just a stupid, sentimental fool who might be useful to me, and if I could get you to provide a little amusement for me at the same time, so much the better. What do you think of that, eh, Nita?”

She was looking at him gravely — very calm, very pale, and for some moments she stood there, gazing at him fixedly, meeting his glance until it wavered and slipped away. Then:

“What a cad you are, Frank!” she said quietly.

He shrugged.

“Call me what you like,” he said; “that’s the truth. You’re a great one for the truth, aren’t you? You’ll hear plenty more of it later on, I can promise you. When your murdering husband is in the dock—”

He caught the sound of footsteps in the hall and paused. Clive came in.

“Has the doctor come, Selby?”

He shook his head.

“I haven’t sent for one.”

“But shouldn’t you? Wouldn’t it be wiser—”

“There’s no need at present,” he told her. “He’s not so badly hurt as he appeared to be. I’ve left Jerry with him.”

“But surely, Selby, a doctor should see him?”

“I think so, sir,” urged O’Ryan. “And the police should be told. Lane was saying that you haven’t advised the police, and in a case like this — I mean, it’s a rotten sort of business—”

“You can safely leave it to my discretion, O’Ryan,” Clive interrupted. “I’m used to accidents of this kind.” He went to the door. “Lane!” he called.

“Of course — I mean, about the police,” began O’Ryan again. “Of course, it’s none of my business—”

“Quite!” snapped Clive. “There’s one thing about this mysterious affair which I can’t understand. It’s difficult to see how — oh, there you are, Lane. Get me an electric torch.”

As Lane went in search of the torch, Clive began thoughtfully pacing the room.

“You’re not — not going out, Selby?”

He looked up and smiled at her.

“You’re wrong, my dear,” he said: “I am going out — as soon as Lane brings the torch. But there’s nothing for you to make a fuss about.”

“I’m hanged if I’ll go—” began O’Ryan, and became suddenly silent as Selby Clive glanced at him.

“It’s all right, O’Ryan,” he said, with a faint smile, “I’ll let you off this time. I’d rather go alone.”

Lane came in with an electric torch and handed it to Clive.

“Thanks,” he said. “If Mr. Muller asks for me, tell him I shall be back in a few minutes.”

He crossed to the French windows, opened them, and stood peering up at the sky.

“Do you mind the draught, Nita? I shan’t be long. The storm seems to have passed.”

He switched on the torch, directed the beam onto the ground and went out onto the terrace.

Nita hurried to the window and stood watching the spot of light as it slid across the glistening pavement — and as it disappeared down the steps that led from the terrace to the garden she drew in her breath sharply and turned suddenly to the manservant.

“Lane — would you mind? It’s terribly dark, and I don’t like Mr. Clive being out there — alone. Of course, there’s nothing to be afraid of — I wish you’d go with him, Lane, will you?”

“Certainly, madam,” said the man, and stepped out onto the terrace.

O’Ryan crossed to the French windows and stood beside her, peering out anxiously into the darkness.

“I say, Nita, what’s he looking for?”

She took no notice of the question. She hardly heard it. She was watching the small patch of light that showed where Selby was. She could see it again now, moving this way and that about the lawn, and she could not wrench her gaze away from it. If only it would move towards her, back towards the house….

O’Ryan glanced at her curiously. Her lips were parted, and there was a tense, strained look on her face; it was obvious that she was very frightened.

Suddenly she spoke.

“Frank, I — I’m going out — if anything should happen — now….” She took a step forward, but he grasped her arm and drew her back.

“Don’t be a fool,” he said sharply. “Who’s going to hurt Selby?” He laughed nervously. “I don’t suppose he’ll fall in the catch-pit or brain himself with a beam of the pergola. He reserves those amusements for other people. Besides, Lane’s there, and Lane won’t hurt him.”

She shook her arm free.

“I shall hurt you in a minute, Frank. Why don’t you go out and lend a hand?”

“I guess it’s because he just can’t stand cold feet, Mrs. Clive,” said Muller’s voice.

They both turned to find him standing by the fireplace, lighting a cigar.

“But I’d not worry, O’Ryan,” he went on. “It makes no odds in the long run. If you don’t die of pneumonia you’ll sure die of somep’n’ else.”

Nita stepped back into the room.

“Mr. Muller, you haven’t surely left him alone?”

“Old crackerjack Whitcombe? Sure I have. He’s O. K. Don’t suppose he’ll die for several weeks yet. K.C. — Krazy Coot!”

“What happened, Muller?” asked O’Ryan.

Muller raised his eyebrows.

“Happened?”

“I mean, he was in a pretty ghastly state.”

“I’ve seen worse. He’s a tough ‘un, though. Most men of his age would have been dead all right.”

“What was it — a knife?”

“He’ll tell you,” replied Muller. “He’ll enjoy doing it. Selby sleuthing?”

“He’s on the lawn, I think,” Nita told him. “He said he wouldn’t be many minutes.”

“Fine! Don’t hurry him when he’s enjoying himself. He’ll be tickled to death if he finds the weapon that did the deed.”

Nita smiled at him and shook her head.

“It won’t do, Mr. Muller.”

“Eh?”

“You’re trying very hard to make me think you’re utterly heartless, but you’re not succeeding. You’re terribly sorry for poor Sir Ralph really, aren’t you?”

“Well, I can’t say I envy him, Mrs. Clive. But I don’t have to sit beside him and spill tears on his shirt front.” There came the sound of hurried footsteps on the terrace, and a moment later Lane came quickly in through the French windows and made for the door. “Lane!”

He paused with evident reluctance.

“Yes, madam?”

“Is — is anything the matter?”

“Mr. Clive requires a piece of rag, madam. He wished me to be as quick as possible.” He was out through the door before she could question him further.

She gave a puzzled frown.

“A piece of rag?” she repeated. “Why should Selby—”

“Rag!” exclaimed O’Ryan. “I say, Muller, there must be — he’s found somebody else — wounded—”

“Frank — Mr. Muller — please go and — no, I’ll go!” She turned and hurried towards the French windows, but as she reached them Clive came in. He was carrying a small leather attache case, sodden and discoloured by the rain. He dumped it on the writing desk.

“Look at this, Nita,” he said. He spread out his hands, displaying the palms for her inspection. They were smeared with red.

O’Ryan took a quick step backwards.

“My God, sir — blood!”

Lane came hurrying in with a large piece of white rag, and as Clive took it from him he glanced at O’Ryan and a smile of amusement flickered round his mouth.

“Nothing so melodramatic, O’Ryan,” he said, as he began wiping his hands on the rag. “You go to the pictures too much. It’s not blood; it’s paint.”
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“Selby, are you — sure?”

Nita’s voice was unsteady, but her eyes were suddenly bright as she stepped forward quickly to get a closer view.

Clive smiled at her.

“I know red paint when I see it, my dear,” he said, “and I haven’t such a craving for the dramatic as O’Ryan. I’ve had enough drama to last my lifetime — eh, Jerry?”

“Sure,” agreed the lawyer. “And enough paint, too, by the look of it.”

Nita still stood staring at his hands as he wiped them, and he paused for a moment and held up the rag.

“Smell it yourself and be satisfied,” he laughed.

She leaned forward, sniffed at the rag, and nodded.

“Paint!” she said — to herself, it seemed. “Just red paint!”

Clive nodded, and continued wiping his hands.

“Just like that damned post office,” he went on. “After doing nothing for months, they suddenly put up that pillar box, daub it with paint, and never say a word to anyone about it. It’s right at the entrance to the drive, and that’s twice I’ve walked into it this evening. They ought to give me six months’ free postal service as compensation for the dress shirt I ruined before dinner.” He tossed the rag aside. “By the look of things,” he added, “poor old Whitcombe must have cuddled it. He has got the stuff all over him. He’ll need a bath in turpentine before he’ll look presentable.”

He snapped back the catches of the attache case. “Now let’s see if we can get to the bottom of all this.” He opened the case, took out a bundle of newspaper cuttings, glanced at it casually, and laid it aside. “Press cuttings — stuff for his book, I suppose,” he said. “They’d hardly explain things, eh, Jerry?”

Muller smiled.

“Strong stuff, I guess, Selby, but not strong enough to account for old Whitcombe.”

Clive rummaged in the case for some moments and then brought out the small flask-shaped bottle, which he held up.

“Ah! What’s this?” He smelt it, frowned, smelt it again, and shook his head. “What is it, Jerry?” he said.

Muller took the bottle, sniffed it several times, and handed it back.

“It’s a new one on me,” he said, “and I thought I knew ’em all.”

Nita smiled.

“It’s vodka, Selby,” she said. “Sir Ralph always carries some about with him in that bottle. He showed it to me one day.”

Clive smelt the bottle again.

“Vodka, eh? What do you say to vodka, Jerry?”

“I’d say no wonder Russia’s what she is!”

“He takes it for chills,” explained Nita.

Clive turned the bottle upside down and smiled.

“He must have had a good few chills this evening, Nita,” he laughed. “Poor old Whitcombe! I can just imagine what happened. He must have lost his way — took shelter, perhaps, under a tree from the storm — and got a chill … and then another chill … and then another, until at last—” He smiled and set the bottle on the table. “The marvel is that he ever managed to find his way here at all.”

“I guess the pillar box puzzled him,” said Muller. “Sort of new feature in the landscape. Well, they’ll be needing another pot or two of paint to make it look like a pillar box. Judging by his face, I should say he kissed it.”

Clive nodded.

“I’m afraid he must have given you a bad fright, Nita,” he said, “suddenly appearing at the window like that.”

“Just for a moment,” she admitted. “It was silly to scream, though, but both Frank and I were scared for a few seconds.” She smiled. “It was the blood, I suppose — eh, Frank?”

“He looked pretty ghastly, sir,” said O’Ryan. “Just for the moment I thought he’d — had an accident.”

“And the pictures did the rest,” laughed Clive. “What do we do with old Whitcombe now, Nita? We can’t send him home as he is, and there’s no car to take him—”

The handle of the door rattled, and they all glanced towards it. It rattled again, turning first one way and then the other; and then the door was slowly opened a little way, and Sir Ralph’s head was thrust in. It was a grotesque-looking head, with wildly disordered hair, of which dank, matted pieces straggled over the forehead, discoloured by daubs of red paint, half wiped away, and a pair of bloodshot eyes that peered at each of them in turn. The face broke into a cheery smile.

“Friends!” said Sir Ralph thickly. “All friends!”

The door was swung wide open, and he stood there, slightly swaying, looking, with his stained and crumpled shirt front, his collar missing, and his clothes creased into absurd shapes, like some comic figure from a pantomime.

He advanced unsteadily into the room.

“Awf’ly sorry, Clive,” he said; “awf’ly sorry to trouble you — at this time o’ night. If it weren’t so awf’ly important I wouldn’t dream of troubling you.”

“That’s all right, Whitcombe,” said Clive amiably. “What is it you want?”

Sir Ralph beamed at him.

“You’re a good fellow, Clive — specially at this time of night.” His face became suddenly anxious. “I’m not keeping you up, am I? I hate keeping people up. Those young devils — I beg your pardon, Mrs. Clive — but they keep me awake every night at the Boscombes’!”

“You’re not keeping us up, Sir Ralph,” Nita assured him. “We weren’t even thinking of bed.”

“No? Most interesting! Tha’sh all right, then, because I want to ask your husband something. S’long as I’m not keeping anybody up, tha’sh all right. Is that Mr. Muller over there?” He turned to Muller, smiling genially. “Most remarkable thing, Mr. Muller,” he said— “most remarkable thing your name should be Muller too. I must talk to you about that.” He waved a hand as if dismissing Muller. “Some other time, Muller. Don’t worry me about it now; I want to talk to Clive.”

“What do you want to ask me, Whitcombe?” inquired Clive.

“I want to ask you thish,” said Sir Ralph, raising a finger and regarding him gravely. “Did you — in my bag — did you find a little bottle?”

Clive nodded.

“I found a little bottle and little else, Whitcombe,” he laughed.

He went to the desk, picked up the bottle and handed it to him. Sir Ralph stared at it for a few moments, held it up to the light, frowned, and shook his head gloomily. And then he turned to Nita and gave her his genial smile.

“Chills,” he said, tapping the bottle.

She nodded.

“I remember, Sir Ralph,” she smiled. “It’s splendid for chills, isn’t it?”

“Marvellous,” he assured her. “Who told you that, Mrs. Clive? Awfly good for chills — Russian doctor told me — nice fellow. Most respectable sort of Russian, I thought. Most interesting and intelligent. He told me that in Moscow But I’m keeping you up. I’m afraid I do keep people up when I start talking about my book. You shall read my book, Clive. You, too, Mrs. Clive. I intend to give you both a copy.” He glanced at Muller.

“O.K.,” said Muller. “I’ll buy one.”

“It’s to be published at ten-and-six,” said Sir Ralph. “Most thrilling and absorbing. You won’t be able to put it down. I shall keep more women awake at nights than any man in England.”

“You’re rather complimentary to yourself, Whitcombe,” laughed Clive.

“My dear Clive, when you’ve read my book you’ll see that I’ve every reason to be colli — colpi — every reason to be proud of myself. But tha’sh all right. Now listen — listen everybody.” He turned again to Muller. “Listen, my dear learned friend. I’ve got that last little bit of data.”

“Fine!” said Muller. “And now you’re going to trot off to bed like a good boy. Unless you go to bed early you’ll never be a judge.”

“Tha’sh all right,” said Sir Ralph; “I don’t want to be a judge — ghastly job — perfectly ghastly jub being a jodge — I’ve got that last little bit of data—”

Nita beckoned to Lane.

“Tell the maids to get the spare room ready, please, Lane.”

The man nodded and went out.

“Last little bit of data,” repeated Sir Ralph. “Absolutely — data — last little bit. Most absorbing and interesting case, Clive — remarkable psychological study—”

“What is this case you’re so interested in, Whitcombe?” asked Clive.

“Aha!” exclaimed Sir Ralph slyly. “Still, you’re a good fellow, Clive, and as long as I’m not keeping anybody up I don’t mind telling you.”

Nita half rose from her chair, but instantly returned to it. It was hopeless to try to interfere, she reflected; she would probably only make matters worse. If Sir Ralph meant to blurt out the whole story she could do nothing to prevent him.

“The case I’m writing about,” said Sir Ralph— “I’ll tell you, Clive: it’s the case of a man called Dennis Sanderby—”

“What!”

It was Muller’s voice. He had stepped forward and was staring hard at Sir Ralph, who stood smiling benevolently back at him; but Nita had not missed the looks that had flashed between Muller and her husband. She glanced at O’Ryan, but he did not look at her. He was edging towards the door, his gaze fixed on Selby Clive, his right hand thrust into his pocket.

“Dennis Sanderby,” repeated Sir Ralph. “Last little bit of data. Got it somewhere.” He began groping in his pockets. “Got the telegram — cablegram — all the way from Canada — must have it somewhere — ah!” He pulled a crumpled paper from his pocket and held it out to Muller. “There’s the last bit of data, my learned friend. Read it for yourself. Read it to everybody. You’re not keeping anybody up — tha’sh all right!” Muller took the cablegram, glanced at it, then at Selby Clive’s set face, and began to read:

“REPLY YOUR INQUIRY. DENNIS SANDERBY DIED INSANE ASYLUM WINNIPEG LAST OCTOBER.”

Nita’s eyes were on Clive. She saw his hand suddenly clench and his eyelids flutter.

“Dead!” he said in a low voice. “My God, Jerry, if that’s true—”

“Sure it’s true,” said Muller. “This wire’s from the police. Dennis Sanderby’s dead, thank God! I wish he’d died twenty years ago!”

“No, no! That’s not correct, my learned friend,” said Sir Ralph. “Not twenty years ago — died last October.” Lane appeared at the door, and Nita, catching his eye, nodded.

“Your room is ready, Sir Ralph,” she said. “Lane will show you the way.”

“Awfly nice of you, Mrs. Clive,” he said. “Awf’ly nice of Lane, too. Good fellow, Lane. Most respectable type of servant, I thought. But I was going to tell you about Dennis Sanderby, wasn’t I?”

“Tomorrow, Sir Ralph,” smiled Nita. “I’m rather tired tonight.”

“Ah, then, I am keeping you up, Mrs. Clive. I apologize. I’ll tell you about Dennis Sanderby in the morning — at breakfast. Where’s Lane?”

Lane opened the door.

“This way, sir, if you please,” he said.

Sir Ralph went unsteadily to the door and paused.

“I shall sleep well tonight,” he announced. “Now that I have that last little bit of data, I shall certainly sleep well.” He waved a hand. “Goodnight, everybody,” he said, as he went out into the hall. “A very pleasant evening. Quite an unusually enjoyable evening, I thought. But I hope I haven’t kept anybody up….” As Lane closed the door, Nita seated herself on the couch and glanced across at Clive. She had a feeling that this was the moment, that she must not miss it, that if she let this opportunity slip it would never recur. If Clive did not tell her now, she felt that he would never tell her, that there would always be that doubt in his mind, that there would always be that barrier between them. She must at any rate give him the chance…. “Selby!”

He turned towards her.

“Yes, my dear?—”

“You — and Mr. Muller — you seemed terribly relieved when you heard that Dennis Sanderby was dead. Did you — either of you — know him?”

“Sure we did — both of us, Mrs. Clive,” said Muller. “Who — who was he?”

It was her husband who answered her.

“A man in Canada, Nita,” he said— “a cunning and brutal murderer who escaped the gallows twenty years ago. The case caused a great sensation at the time. Jerry defended him.”

“He got off without me,” said Muller. “I’d have hanged him if I’d had my way.”

“Oh — I see,” said Nita. “Is that — all?”

She saw that Clive was hesitating, saw the doubt in his eyes as he glanced towards Muller. The lawyer made a gesture of impatience.

“Go on, man — go on!” he said brusquely. “Now you’ve started, go on and finish. You’ll be doing it three years too late, anyway.”

“All right, Jerry,” replied Clive. “No doubt you’re right again.”

He turned and faced Nita, and she smiled at him, trying to tell him by that smile all that she was feeling — that she trusted him, that she loved him, that no matter what he might tell her she would still love him.

“The horrible thing about the affair, my dear,” he said slowly, “was that my name was Dennis Sanderby, too. Like a fool, I didn’t take Jerry’s advice and change my name immediately. I didn’t think that having the same name could possibly do me any damage; I thought Jerry was making a fuss over nothing.”

Nita was still smiling at him; but her heart was pounding, and her throat had that queer, strained feeling, and for some reason or other she badly wanted to cry.

“And Mr. Muller was right, Selby?”

He nodded gravely.

“After Dennis Sanderby was acquitted,” he went on, “my life was hell. I was turned out of hotels, hooted in the street. I hardly dared to show my face out of doors. And then one day — in Saskatoon — the crowd mistook me for the murderer and tried to lynch me. It was — pretty horrible, Nita. Luckily, Jerry was in the street at the time; it was his eloquence that saved my life. They had actually got the rope round my neck when he managed to reach me. The crowd knew Jerry. He told them that they were making a mistake, that I was not the Dennis Sanderby they thought I was. They accepted his word and let me go. I wish you could have heard that speech, Nita. Jerry was absolutely inspired. He held that crowd — swayed them just as he liked—”

“If you’re going to start getting grateful, Selby,” interposed Muller, “I guess I’m going to bed. Goodnight, everybody.”

He turned and hurried from the room, and Nita got up from the couch and went to where Clive was standing.

“And then, Selby?”

“And then, my dear, I changed my name to Selby Clive — as I should have done when Jerry first advised it.”

She nodded, her lips quivering and her eyes moist, and for some moments the silence was unbroken. And then she looked towards O’Ryan, and there was triumph in her eyes — triumph and scorn and anger and a great joy. But he did not meet her look.

“That’s a rather extraordinary story, sir—” he began; and then, as his glance met Nita’s, he fell suddenly silent.

Nita went to the door, opened it, and stood there waiting, her hand on the knob.

“Please, Frank,” she said.

Without a word he went out of the room.

She turned again to her husband.

“Selby, my dear—”

“I can guess what you’re going to say, Nita,” he said: “that I should have told you. Perhaps I should. Jerry said so. He has never ceased to rub it in that I was in honour bound to tell you. He was at me again only yesterday when he telephoned from the Laffan. He begged me to tell you everything and trust you to understand. There was only one thing to do, in his view: have it out with you once and for all and get it over.”

“And why didn’t you, Selby?”

“I didn’t see it that way,” he told her. “I didn’t want you to know that you might have had a name that was hated from one end of Canada to the other. Perhaps I was wrong. I might have known that you trusted me, that you would understand—”

“I do, Selby,” she said softly. “And you? Tell me, Selby, please — do you — absolutely — trust me? Have you always absolutely trusted me?”

He nodded gravely.

“Always, my dear — and absolutely.”

She smiled at him, turned suddenly away and crossed to the door.

“Selby!”

He glanced towards her. She raised her hand, took the small silver bolt between finger and thumb, and pushed it across.

“Understand, Selby?”

He shook his head, smiling.

“Just you and I, Selby, in future,” she said, “and everything else in the world — bolted out.”


The End
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There might have been occasions when the offices of Stuckey & Stuckey, solicitors, received the ministrations of a charwoman; but if so, no living soul could testify to this of his own knowledge. There had been suspicions from time to time: as, for example, when Mr. Joseph Bells, the managing clerk, had arrived one morning in an unusually observant mood and had noticed that the square foot of his desk which he somehow managed to keep clear of documents was of a slightly different shade of dinginess from what he knew to be its normal colour. There was, too, ground for suspicion that the window behind Mr. Bells’ office chair was letting in more light than usual; but this implied such an unthinkable supposition that he at once concluded the spring sunshine was a little stronger that morning and proceeded to draw the blind farther down. Mr. Bells was not a lover of strong light; it made his small, almost colourless eyes blink under the powerful lenses of his steel-rimmed spectacles; there may also have been a subconscious realization that the activities of the firm of lawyers which was housed in these dingy two rooms on the first floor of the building known as 274a, River Street, Rotherhithe, were of the kind upon which it was not desirable that the full glare of daylight should be thrown.

Probably Mr. Bells had never entertained such a speculation. His mentality was of the type, happily so common, that accepts things as they are, with the tacit assumption that what has been for years must of necessity be proper and legitimate and above reproach.

The tall, thin, gloomy-looking clerk sat in his office chair one bright morning in early spring and almost fumed as he glanced at his watch, which indicated that the only other employee of the firm, the lady stenographer, was already twenty minutes late.

Presently he heard footsteps, and a girl slouched rather than walked through the office door, hung her coat and hat negligently on a dusty peg, strolled to a chair in front of a typewriter, stretched herself and yawned as one who has had insufficient sleep, and flopped into the seat with a gesture of infinite weariness. Taking from her large and ornate handbag her powder-puff and mirror, she commenced languidly to atone for any cleansing deficiencies of her toilet with a liberal coating of the face-powder which, to her, was modern chemistry’s greatest gift to women.

Presently:

“Miss Harringay!” called Mr. Bells.

She did not reply, being absorbed just then in retouching with her lipstick the still discernible outline of a rather wobbly Cupid’s bow drawn with considerable pains the previous evening.

“Miss Harringay!” he said again, a little more loudly this time and with a peremptory note.

With a shrug she swung slowly round to face the managing clerk.

“Oh, good morning, Mr. Bells,” she said.

“Are you aware, Miss Harringay, that this office opens at nine o’clock and it’s now twentythree minutes past?”

She stifled another yawn.

“I’m terribly sorry,” she drawled. “You see, I went out last night with such a nice boy, Mr. Bells, and we — er — well, we were rather late getting home. You know what it is, don’t you?” She smiled with a lot of teeth into the elderly clerk’s face.

“I’m glad to say I don’t,” said the man shortly. “When I was your age I spent my leisure hours in trying to improve my mind.”

She tittered.

“Such a waste of time!”

He frowned.

“I beg your pardon, Miss Harringay?”

She waved a hand round the office.

“Well, look what it’s brought you to!”

He turned away with a grunt. He was never at his best in verbal encounters with Elsie Harringay; it was not until ten minutes after a minor discomfiture such as this that the right, crushing rejoinder occurred to him, and then it was too late to be effective.

The girl pulled the cover from her typewriter. As she did so the telephone bell rang, and she rose with a sigh and crossed to the wall where the instrument was fixed.

“Hullo!… Yes, this is Stuckey & Stuckey. What name, please?… Well, I can’t tell you unless you give me your name…. Haven’t you got a name? Well, what’s your number?”

Bell, hearing the telephone, rose.

“Who’s that?”

“One of the anonymous ones — a man.”

“What did he say?”

“I’d hate to repeat it!”

The managing clerk grunted, then took the receiver and spoke into it.

“Hullo!… Who is that?… Yes, old boy, Bells speaking. The governor’s not here yet…. Yes, old boy. There’s a warrant out for you. You’d better get out of the country, old boy…. Yes, old boy. Goodbye, old boy.” He replaced he receiver with precision and turned to go.

“Who’s the old boy, Mr. Bells?” asked Elsie.

He turned a stern eye on the typist.

“The rule of this office, Miss Harringay, is — no names. You’ve been here two years, and you’re about as intelligent now as when you came…. By the way,” he went on, “who was it came here after I went last evening?”

“The rule of this office,” mimicked Elsie, “is — no names.”

Bells frowned.

“Impertinence will get you nowhere, my girl,” he began.

At that moment the telephone bell rang again, and he crossed to the instrument.

“Hullo! Yes?… Oh, yes, this is Mr. Stuckey’s office. Bells speaking. … Oh, yes, old boy…. Well, if I were you, old boy, I’d get out of the country…. Yes, old boy…. Goodbye, old boy?”

As he replaced the receiver:

“Another gentleman of England — we do find ‘em!” commented Elsie Harringay. “What tie does the old boy wear, Mr. Bells?”

“Will you please speak a little more respectfully of our clients. Miss Harringay?”

“Call me Elsie,” she begged, “or ‘old girl’. It sounds more homely.”

She rose from her chair and strolled into the inner office, glancing casually at the big, flat-topped desk in the centre of the room. On the blottingpad lay a small pile of letters placed there by the managing clerk for the attention of Mr. Charles Stuckey, the head of the firm. On the top of these was a cablegram, sent economically from America at night letter rate. As the girl caught sight of this, she opened her eyes wide in astonishment.

“Things are looking up, Mr. Bells, aren’t they?” she called through the open doorway. “Who’s the cable from? It can’t be one of our old boys — they’ve never got any money.”

Bells looked at her disapprovingly from over the top of his steel-rimmed spectacles.

“A little less levity would be more in keeping with your position,” he said sternly. “As a matter of fact, that is a communication from an eminent firm of New York solicitors with reference to one of our oldest and most valued clients—”

The girl put her hand to her chin and tilted her head thoughtfully.

“Now I wonder,” she pondered aloud: “would that be Slick Samuels, the bag-snatcher, or Young Larry — no, it couldn’t be him, he’s down for seven for robbery with violence—”

Mr. Bells interrupted.

“When you have been here a little longer you will perhaps become aware that Mr. Stuckey’s clientele embraces all sorts and conditions of — er—”

“Crooks,” she replied, and returned to her desk as her employer walked into the office.

In some unexplained way, lawyers, and particularly solicitors, usually carry in their faces the unmistakable stamp of their profession. You can recognize them a mile off. Whether it is that they are originally endowed with the legal type of mind which is thus reflected in their features, or that, commencing on fair terms with their fellow men, the study of law so moulds their mental processes as to create gradually this distinctive appearance, is a speculation which has never been fully resolved.

Charles Oliver Stuckey, however, was a pronounced exception to this rule. He bore none of the generic markings of the legal profession. Of medium height, with a sturdily-built frame, faintly suggestive of approaching corpulence, his hair was fair, curly and abundant, and, so far from there being anything hawklike in his appearance, his nose was short, fleshy, and with a distinctly unlegal tilt. The strength of the broad, capacious forehead was largely offset by the smallness of his rounded, indeterminate chin. For worldly success, a physiognomist would have said, it would have gone better with him had his forehead been moulded along less generous lines, and his jaw made more prognathous.

As he hung his hat and coat on a peg behind the door of his office and sank into the dingy leather chair in front of his desk, he gazed around him with an air of obvious distaste. Outside, the spring sunshine was brilliant and rejuvenating; such diluted rays as managed to creep through the murky window behind him served only to accentuate the dismal atmosphere of his official quarters.

With a shrug, he turned his attention to the small pile of letters in front of him. As he read the cablegram his eyes widened, and a look almost of benevolence came into his face.

He touched a bellpush on his desk and a moment later the door opened, and Mr. Bells came in fussily, in his hand a sheaf of documents, behind his ear a pencil, and on his face a look of absorption. Had one remarked to Joseph Bells during office hours that outside the sun was shining, the birds were singing, and all Nature was shouting a joyous welcome to the nascent beauty of spring, it is certain that he would have taken his pencil from behind his ear, scratched the top of his head, adjusted his spectacles to gaze at one in disapproval of the irrelevance, and replied: “Er — yes. Now, with regard to this little trouble of ‘Cosh’ Baker…”

The lawyer looked up as he entered.

“‘Morning, Bells.”

“Good morning, sir. You saw the cablegram I put on your desk?”

“Yes. I say, what a bit of luck for Miss Smith!”

Bells inclined his head.

“Where are they now?” asked Stuckey.

“Miss Smith and her mother are at present staying in Vienna — the Hôtel des Étrangers,” the clerk said.

Stuckey smiled.

“You mean, I suppose, that they were there when last we heard from them?”

“Quite, sir. It is, of course, possible that by now Mrs. Smith has found it advisable to — er—”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake talk English!” snapped Stuckey irritably. “What you mean is that by now the woman has exhausted her credit in Vienna, issued a few dud cheques, and passed on to Budapest or somewhere.”

“Exactly, sir.”

“What a life!” the solicitor murmured. “Lord knows how the girl stands it!” Aloud, he said: “Well, they won’t have to scrounge their way through Europe any more. Miss Jacqueline is worth half a million dollars now” — he fingered the cablegram— “and they can come back to England and settle down respectably and five in comfort.”

“In some nice cathedral city, I would suggest, sir,” put in Bells.

“I know you would: it’s what I should have expected from you. But from what I have heard of Miss Jacqueline Smith, I scarcely think that nice cathedral cities are her proper setting.”

“You have never met her, I believe, sir?” the clerk queried.

“No. Mrs. Smith was an old friend of my mother’s, and when I started to practise on my own she put her affairs into my hands.” He laughed mirthlessly. “If she knew the type of business we specialize in…. She’s about the only respectable client I’ve got, and that’s merely by comparison! … Yes?” he turned his head inquiringly as, following a tap, the door opened and the pert features of Elsie Harringay appeared.

“Will you see Captain Allwright, sir?” the girl asked.

With a frown of recollection, Stuckey nodded.

“Yes, show him in.”

The stout, redfaced man, dressed in seafaring clothes, who entered, beaming benevolence and breathing beer, strode up to the desk, and, seizing the lawyer’s hand, wrung it heartily.

“I came to thank you for what you did for me yesterday,” he began.

“Oh, that’s all right.”

“All right?” echoed the caller. “I should say it was all right. Why, man, you’re a marvel!” He swung round to Bells. “What a masterpiece, your guv’nor, eh? You ought to have heard him talking to the old bubble and squeak. Did he talk to him? I’ll say he did!”

Stuckey smiled faintly.

“Well, that’s over now,” he said. “I hope you’ll have a pleasant voyage, Captain.”

The seaman, however, was not to be sidetracked.

“They’d have given me a month, they would,” he went on. “And, mind you, I was as sober as a new-born child!”

“You were a bit noisy, Captain.”

“Well, so’s a new-born child. I said to the copper quite civilly: ‘You go away and boil your face.’—”

The lawyer nodded.

“Yes, that was a bit unfortunate.”

“And he says: ‘You’re drunk.’ Drunk — and, mind you, I hadn’t had more than eight whiskies — well, I mean to say…!”

“Anyhow, you got off.”

“Yes — and who got me off?” beamed Captain Allwright. “Now. Mr. Stuckey, what do I owe you? The last time I gave you—”

“Oh, see my clerk, he’ll fix it.”

“Right. Now, if there’s anything I can do for you, Mr. Stuckey, you just say the word. You’ve been a good pal of mine. You don’t mind me saying that? My name’s John Blunt.”

Stuckey smiled faintly.

“Thanks, Captain,” he replied, “but I’m afraid there isn’t anything you could do for me.”

“Come over to Antwerp for a trip,” persisted Allwright. “There’s the old tub,” jerking a thumb in the direction of the river, visible through the office windows. “Why, you could step on the afterdeck from your window.”

The solicitor shook his head.

“Thanks, but I’m not going abroad,” he said.

Gratitude was dominating Captain Allwright’s emotional system just then, however, and had to find expression. He leaned towards Stuckey and spoke in a confidential tone.

“Well, if any of your clients ever want to go abroad — you know what I mean? — in a hurry — never mind about passports, eh? Just stand on me.”

“Thanks again, but I leave my clients to bolt in their own way.” The captain winked prodigiously, and nodded his head several tunes.

“I understand,” he said. “Well, no offence, I hope? I wouldn’t hurt your feelings for the world.” Then, as a thought struck him: “Say, why not come yourself? I can always drop you off at Gravesend if you don’t like the trip.”

“No, thanks.” Stuckey’s tone was brusque. “And now, Captain. I’m very busy.”

“That’s all right, old man,” said the seaman. “What about a quick one?”

“No, thank you.”

Disappointed, the man turned to Bells.

“What about you?” he invited.

Bells shuddered.

“I have never drunk intoxicants in my life,” he affirmed.

A spasm of astonishment flashed across Allwright’s face. “Good God!” he breathed. “Well, don’t die without knowing what it feels like. Good morning, Mr. Stuckey.”

“Good morning,” said the lawyer, and the next moment the captain had passed jauntily on his way.

“Open that window wide, Bells,” said Stuckey. “Would you like a trip to Antwerp?”

“No, sir — not with that captain.”

“He’s a good seaman — when he’s sober…. What appointments have I this morning?”

“Only one, sir — Colonel Lutman. He is calling here at ten-fifteen. In fact” — Bells consulted his watch— “he is due now.”

“H’m!” said Stuckey, with a frown of distaste.

At that moment a heavy footstep was heard in the outer office. “That sounds like him. All right, show him in.”
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The man who entered flung his hat unceremoniously on Stuckey’s desk and sank heavily, without invitation, into the only chair which offered any degree of comfort. He glanced around at Bells, and jerked his head faintly but authoritatively in the direction of the door. The clerk turned on his heel and vanished into the outer office.

Charles Stuckey looked supremely uncomfortable, as he always did in the presence of this paunchy, overfed man with the florid countenance and the faintly mocking expression in the dark brown eyes, which were a thought too small and set a shade too closely together.

For some moments no word was spoken: the two men sat regarding each other. A man in the early fifties, Colonel Alec Lutman had once been a handsome and imposing figure. Those who knew him best and disliked him most said that Lutman’s name could not be found in the Army List, and that the prefix ‘Colonel’ had, indeed, no more justification, when applied to Lutman, than the fact that women succumb more readily to a title, particularly a military one.

At last the solicitor, with an obvious effort as of a man shaking himself free from some dominating influence, broke the silence.

“What have you come for, Lutman?”

The smile on the other’s face widened.

“My dear Charles!” he protested. “Scarcely the way to greet an old — er — friend! I do hope you don’t employ the same effusive manner towards all your — er — clients.”

The solicitor scowled.

“I’m sorry,” he said, “but I’m in no mood this morning for badinage. Did you want to see me about anything in particular? Because if not, I have several appointments…”

Colonel Lutman regarded him with an air of appreciative benevolence.

“The one thing I admire most about you, Charles, is your stern sense of duty. It is that which makes rising young lawyers — er — rise,” he finished, rather lamely.

Stuckey made an impatient gesture, and looked at his wristwatch.

“I hope,” went on his visitor, “that you have not, under pressure of your professional duties, overlooked one very important appointment this morning.”

Charles frowned.

“You mean?”

“I see you have. Even promising young solicitors—”

“Oh, for God’s sake, Lutman, come to the point.”

The Colonel sighed and dropped his bantering tone.

“All right, I will,” he said. “Jim Asson comes out of Dartmoor this morning, and is by now” — he glanced up at the clock on the dusty mantelpiece— “well on his way to London and to this office.” Stuckey gave a violent start.

“Jim? Out! But I thought…”

“Quite. You thought he wasn’t due for another six months. But Jim has been a very blue-eyed boy and has earned a special remission for something or other. He should be here in about an hour.” The solicitor’s features registered his distaste.

“But what’s he coming here for? I don’t want to see him.”

“Perhaps not.” The Colonel’s manner reverted to the grandiose. “But I deemed it advisable that the — er — reunion should take place here under the aegis, as it were, of our legal representative. You see,” he went on to explain, “when I heard from Jimmy the glad tidings of his early release, I gathered from his tone that he was feeling somewhat — er — sore with me concerning his incarceration.”

“You mean, he knows you shopped him?”

Lutman raised a hand in a gesture of protest.

“‘Shopped,’ Charles? Really, that is hardly a dignified word—”

“Dignity be damned!” Stuckey interrupted. “I speak the language of my clients. And it’s not so unfamiliar to you, either.” Lutman waved the point aside.

“Anyway,” he continued, “Jimmy, as I say, is feeling a sense of grievance and is breathing vengeance and slaughter against me. I therefore wrote to him and arranged to meet him here. You see, Charles” — again his wordy prose dropped from him, and he spoke simply and earnestly— “something’s got to be done about Jimmy.”

“I’ve often thought that,” grunted the other. “He’s a lousy—”

“Yes, yes, I agree: he’s all that and more. But I mean that we’ve got to find a way of making it up to him. He’s done eighteen months’ imprisonment; the proceeds of the little affair which got him the sentence are practically all gone, and Jimmy will want considerable — er — smoothing down.”

“What exactly do you mean?”

“I mean,” said the Colonel, “that we’ve got to find a way of presenting Jimmy with some easy money. I’m nearly broke—” The ringing of the telephone bell interrupted him. Charles lifted the receiver, listened, grunted a few monosyllables, and then replaced the instrument.

“I’ll have to slip out for a few minutes,” he told Lutman. “Would you rather wait, or — ?”

“Oh, I’ll wait here,” was the reply. “Maybe the acute legal atmosphere with which you have permeated your surroundings will induce a bright idea.”

Charles grunted.

“I’ll not be long,” he said, and passed through the outer offices. Left alone, the caller glanced around the dusty office with distaste. It was poorly, if adequately, furnished. A shelf of law books stood affixed by brackets on the opposite wall of the room; a few black-japanned deed boxes, the names on which were quite illegible under the thick coating of dust, occupied the farther corner of the floor to his left. His gaze wandered to the large, littered desk which occupied the centre of the room and by the side of which stood the armchair in which he was now sitting. On the blottingpad was a small pile of letters, opened and unopened. Lutman reached out a hand and drew these casually towards him. It was with him not so much a principle as a habit of mind to keep himself as well informed as possible on all affairs, his own or anybody else’s.

The cablegram arrested his attention, and he read its contents, idly at first, then a second time with quickened interest. The message, which came from a firm of New York lawyers, informed Messrs. Stuckey & Stuckey, as the legal accredited representatives of Mrs. Millicent Smith and her daughter Jacqueline, that the latter had been bequeathed by her deceased uncle, Mr. Alan Redfern, the whole of his residual estate, amounting to some 1,500,000 dollars.

Lutman read and re-read the cablegram. His mind held no idea at the moment in what way the facts disclosed could be of any possible interest to him; but one of his most abiding principles was that money in the possession of other people was always of absorbing interest to a man of his own sybaritic needs. He never beard or read stories of the accession of sudden wealth without his ingeniously fertile brain being set to work overtime on evolving schemes whereby the transference of that wealth to his own banking account could be effected with the minimum of risk to himself. That such schemes rarely attained to fruition was no deterrent to Colonel Lutman; he continued to indulge his habit of evolving them.

He sat for some moments in concentrated thought, the cablegram dangling loosely from his fingers. When Stuckey reentered his office some ten minutes later, it was to find his visitor sitting bolt upright in his chair, a sparkle in his small, acquisitive eyes, his whole expression that of a man who has solved a difficult problem.

The solicitor glanced at the cablegram in the Colonel’s hand and frowned.

“Look here, Lutman,” he began irritably, “what the devil—”

The other stopped him with a gesture.

“I’ve got it!” he exclaimed exultantly.

“Well, put it back: it’s not addressed to you. What do you mean—”

“Oh, drop it, Charles,” said the Colonel. “What on earth does it matter if I read your letters? You’ve no secrets from me, remember.”

Stuckey’s face grew sullen. He knew how true were the words, and knew also, to his bitterness, the significance of the caller’s last remark.

“Look here,” continued Lutman, “who are these Smith people?”

“Mrs. Smith,” said Charles, “is one of my oldest and most valued clients.”

Lutman grinned.

“And I suppose Miss Smith is the other?… Well, never mind that now — where do they live? Have they had this news yet?”

“Mind your own damn business,” began Charles, and Lutman grinned again.

“And whose business is this, if it isn’t mine?” he asked calmly. “I gather that word of this windfall has not yet gone to your old and valued clients? Well, it need not.”

The solicitor stared at him.

“What on earth are you getting at, Lutman?”

“Money,” said the other laconically. “The only thing I want to get at. Money for you and Jimmy — and for me, of course.”

“Of course.” Charles smiled sardonically. “But you can’t pinch a legacy!”

An expression of pained fastidiousness crossed the Colonel’s face.

“Really, Charles,” he expostulated, “I think that for the future you would do well to leave personal contact with your — er — clients to the excellent Mr. Bells, and thus preserve, maybe, at least some of the usages of polite language. Now listen” — his tone changed, and he became serious— “I am not proposing that I should — er — pinch the legacy. What sort of a girl is Miss — Jacqueline, was it?”

“Just what do you mean?”

“I mean,” explained the visitor, “has she any attractions — other, of course,” tapping the cablegram, “than the all-important one conferred by this news?”

Charles shrugged his shoulders.

“I’ve never seen her — or her mother,” he admitted.

“Where does she live?”

“Ever since I’ve known her she and her daughter have been — er — moving around the Continent. But listen, Lutman, what’s in your mind? I’ll have no funny business—”

“Please, Charles! You jar me. I am proposing nothing that is not strictly honest and — er — straightforward. We’ve got to make some money somehow; moreover, we must placate friend Jimmy — who will be here,” glancing at his watch, “very soon now. My idea, briefly stated, is this: let us marry Jimmy to the, we will hope, attractive Jacqueline.” He leaned back in his chair to watch the effect of his words on the other man.

For some moments Stuckey stared at him in amazement.

“Marry — Jimmy — to Jacqueline!” he repeated.

“Why not? As far as I know, the admirable Jimmy has never married.”

“But how on earth will that help — you?”

“‘Us,’ you mean,” said Lutman. “I should have thought it was quite simple, my dear Charles. The young woman and her mother are at present in ignorance of their good fortune. Let them remain so. Before the marriage takes place — oh, we’ll get them married, all right — have the girl sign a deed of assignment, or whatever you call it, of all her property to her husband—”

Stuckey jumped to his feet.

“I’ll have nothing to do with it!” he stormed. “It’s an outrage! It’s monstrous….”

“Sit down and shut up,” said the Colonel. “Now be sensible, Charles. There’s three hundred thousand pounds here — fallen from heaven, as it were. We cut it five ways, and I take three. That’ll mean sixty thousand each for Jimmy and you — and Jimmy gets the girl thrown in. He may, of course,” he added reflectively, “want more for that, but never mind that now.”

The solicitor’s eyes were fixed on Lutman with a stare of intense but impotent hatred. His fists clenched; his right arm was drawn back as though he would throw himself violently upon the other man. With a tremendous effort of self-restraint, however, he drew himself to his full height, and shook in Lutman’s direction a hand, the fingers of which quivered convulsively.

“I tell you once and for all, Lutman,” he raged, “I’ll have nothing to do with it!—”

“But—”

“But nothing! Get out!”

The Colonel rose. On his face was still the sardonic smile — it was rarely missing — but now his voice had taken on a different note: a note of authority, of menace….

“Don’t try me too far, Stuckey,” he barked. “There is a limit even to my patience. You’ll do as I tell you!” He extended a finger almost melodramatically, at the other man. “Unless” — he spoke slowly and very deliberately— “you want very bad trouble.”

He took out his pocketbook and extracted from it a folded sheet of paper.

“Do you know this?”

Charles had sunk back into the chair in front of his desk. His weak fury had gone from him, and in its place had appeared a look of dumb resignation.

“It seems familiar,” he muttered.

“It’s an historical document,” the Colonel went on. “A request for a loan of three hundred and fifty pounds by a young solicitor’s clerk who had misapplied the money of one of his employer’s clients and had to put it back in a hurry.”

“What a fool I was, Lutman, ever to come to you — a moneylender — with my secrets!”

“You were rather,” admitted the other.

Charles leaned across his desk, his forearms resting on his blottingpad, his hands lightly clasped, and looked at the older man.

“I was rather an impulsive kind of lad, you know, and I thought you were my friend. I’d done one or two dirty jobs for you — remember? I’m not so sure I didn’t save you once from doing time.” The Colonel smiled.

“Very likely; in fact, I believe you did.”

“Why do you keep that piece of evidence in your pocket?”

“Don’t worry,” said Lutman, “I shan’t lose it. And I also carry a little memorandum book that I wouldn’t let the police see for worlds. I thought the sight of your letter might stimulate you to agree to what I propose.”

“Melodramatic,” said Charles, “but not very effective. There is a Statute of Limitations which applies even to embezzlement.” The older man chuckled.

“The Law Society doesn’t recognize the Statute of Limitations Now come, Charles — you want to go higher in your profession, don’t you?”

“I couldn’t go very much lower, could I?”

“Well, now, listen, and let’s hear no more nonsense. We’ll send Jimmy out to wherever these women are living. He’ll scrape an acquaintance with them, make love to the girl — he’s a suave devil — and try to get things fixed amicably. Before the marriage you’ll draw up a deed of — whatever it is — whereby the girl assigns him all her property.”

“But why should she?” expostulated Charles. “I don’t see—” Lutman regarded him pityingly.

“And you a rising young lawyer!” he murmured. “Listen, my poor ass: Jimmy is a wealthy young man, desperately in love with the, let us hope, beautiful Miss Smith. His whole idea is to safeguard the interests of her and her mother. The mother’s very important, Charles. You did say they were hard up, didn’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Did you ever hear of a woman — a hard-up woman — who wouldn’t fall for any scheme — any honourable scheme, of course — which involved the payment to her of an annuity of, say, a thousand?”

Charles grunted noncommittally.

“I see you didn’t. Now, once this document is signed—”

“But suppose the girl doesn’t fall for Jimmy?”

The Colonel smiled complacently.

“I shall be there, keeping an avuncular eye on the romance. Should it be necessary, I have no doubt I can find ways and means of bringing pressure to bear in Jimmy’s favour. As I say, once the deed is signed, the happy pair are married, and the money is ours. The mother is satisfied, you and I and Jimmy are satisfied, and, we will hope, the girl will be satisfied. Until then, of course, they must know nothing.”

Charles was fingering the cablegram.

“But—” he began.

The older man made an impatient gesture.

“You can acknowledge receipt of this cable and tell the New York lawyers that you are instituting immediate inquiries into the whereabouts of your clients of which you are at the moment ignorant. The rest you may leave to Jimmy and me.”

Charles sat for some moments in gloomy silence. His fingers beat a nervous tattoo on the desk in front of him. If only there were some way out for him! He cursed himself a dozen times a day for the youthful folly which had thrown him, irrevocably, it seemed, into the power of this soulless and unscrupulous rogue, from whose domination he would have given anything in the world to escape. But what could he do?

“Well, Charles, what do you think of my scheme?” Lutman asked.

The solicitor roused himself.

“It’s vile and abominable,” he exclaimed, bitterly.

“But clever, eh, Charles?”

“Oh, yes, it’s clever.”

“Does your acute legal mind perceive any — er — snags?”

“Only that you may not be able to persuade the girl,” said Charles curtly.

The Colonel’s smile positively oozed complacence.

“Don’t worry about that, my boy,” he said. “Love will find a way…. That sounds like the return of Jimmy.”

Sounds of commotion in the outer office reached their ears, and the next moment the door connecting the two rooms was thrown violently open and a tall, slim young man burst in, followed by a perturbed Bells, his right hand outstretched as though he sought to restrain such undignified procedure from disturbing the traditional serenity of the profession to which he belonged.

Inside the door, the newcomer turned on the managing clerk.

“All right, Bells,” he said, “you can beat it.”

Bells looked inquiringly at his employer, and, in response to Charles’s gesture, turned on his heel and went back into his own office.

With a nod to the solicitor, the visitor strode towards Lutman, his rage-distorted face working convulsively.

“Now, you doublecrossing blackguard—” he began, his arm upraised, as if to strike.

“That’ll do, Jimmy,” the Colonel said, in his silkiest tones. His right hand rose leisurely from his side; it held a businesslike-looking automatic, which he pointed straight at the other man. “Any — er — trouble, and I’ll shoot you as dead as — let me see: as yesterday, shall we say? Self-defence, you know….”

The man he addressed made a tremendous effort to gain self-control. It was evident that he was labouring under the stress of some very powerful emotion; but there is nothing like a pistol a few feet away from one’s ribs to induce self-control in such circumstances. He fell back a pace or two, his hands falling to his sides, impotence and hatred blazing in his eyes.

Colonel Lutman was speaking again.

“Don’t let’s have any bad feeling, Jimmy. I only did what I thought was best for everyone—”

“And I got the raw end of the deal!” complained Asson. Lutman’s voice was soothing.

“Yes, I know,” he said. “But this time, my boy, you’re going to get the business end.”

Jimmy scowled at him questioningly.

“What do you mean—’this time’?”

The Colonel beamed.

“It’s like this,” he explained. “During your — er — absence, your friends — Charles here, and I — have not been idle….” He proceeded to lay before the younger man the details of the proposed coup. Jimmy listened attentively for ten minutes. Then:

“What’s this girl like?” he asked.

Stuckey was about to answer, but the Colonel stopped him with a gesture.

“Lovely, my boy — lovely. If I were a younger man…”

“I’m not very keen on marriage,” grumbled Jimmy.

“I’ve noticed that,” replied Lutman, with a smile. “Your amorous adventures have never brought you within the scope of that — er — highly speculative investment. And quite rightly,” he hastened to add. “But this need be nothing more than a formality. A brief honeymoon, if you like, with a lovely girl” — his eyes twinkled lecherously— “and certainly no tie more enduring than you care to make it.”

Jimmy Asson sat thoughtfully for some moments. At last: “All right,” he said. “But mind, any funny business and I’ll—” He made a threatening gesture.

“Don’t worry, Jimmy; whatever fun there may be you’re going to get — and a share of the loot,” he added, with a departure from his customary elegance.

Jimmy, his sense of grievance still rankling, but looking more subdued than when he entered, had found time on the way out through the clerks’ office to lean over Elsie Harringay, seated before her typewriter, and exchange a few confidential words with that young lady.
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The Hotel Walderstein was not the best hotel in Cobenzil, and for that reason Mrs. Millicent Ferguson Smith had a grudge against it. If it had been the best hotel, Mrs. Smith, of course, would not have been staying there; and although she tolerated its second-class amenities with a show of patient resignation, she could never shake off a secret feeling of resentment against the place for its failure to be the sort of hotel in which a woman of her tastes would choose to reside.

Yet the Walderstein, besides the comparative moderation of its tariff, had much to commend it. It had a pleasant sunny terrace that looked out over the valley of the Danube; it had comfortable chairs on the terrace, and big gaily-coloured sun umbrellas, exactly like those of the more expensive hotels; and, even had its charges been less moderate and its food more elaborate, the view from the terrace could hardly have been more beautiful than it was under present conditions.

At the moment, Mrs. Smith did not seem to be agreeably impressed by the beauty of the view. Seated in a low cane chair beneath one of the sun umbrellas, she was gazing at the river with a look of disapproval more in keeping with the Thames at Wapping than with the sunlit waters of the Danube at Cobenzil.

Seeing Mrs. Smith sitting there, with the smoke of her Egyptian cigarette scenting the air, one might have been excused for wondering why she should be subjecting the Danube to that disapproving frown. True, she was in her forties — a fact which might make any woman frown not only at the Danube but at the entire unjust and ill-conceived scheme of existence; but “the forties” is a wide and vaguely defined realm in which a woman may wander for far more than a decade without adding to her years, and Mrs. Smith certainly did not look her age. She was still pretty; she had still to discover the first silver thread in her dark hair, and her slim figure was still independent of special diet and fatiguing exercises. Her dress, too — cause of so many feminine frowns — was such as any woman might have worn without frowning, even in Cobenzil’s best hotel.

All these blessings, and Mrs. Smith was none the less frowning. But she was not at the moment counting her blessings: she was mentally counting the contents of her purse.

The manager, of course, had behaved very badly — coming out here on the terrace and flourishing the bill at her and gabbling on in his nasty guttural English. After all, it was quite a small amount. Four weeks for herself and Jacqueline at his wretched little hotel was nothing to make such a fuss about, especially as for the first fortnight she had paid her bill regularly each week.

That was the worst of staying at these second-rate places; they only thought of getting their money, and didn’t take the least trouble to keep the bath water hot. Last night she had actually shivered — and the toast this morning hadn’t been fit to eat. And in any case there was no excuse for making a scene out here on the terrace, flourishing the bill at her and advertising the matter to the whole hotel. Anyone might have seen — Jim Asson or Colonel Lutman Experience had taught her that nothing could so effectually wither the roots of a young friendship as a suspected shortage of money, and she did not want either Jim Asson or Colonel Lutman withered. Both of them were coming along nicely, and it would be disastrous if anything should occur now to check them. Time enough to broach money matters when their friendship was more firmly rooted and likely to stand the shock.

But the financial situation had to be faced. The manager had delivered an ultimatum: either she must pay her bill within a week or she must leave his hotel. He had a wife and a family to support, he had said — as if she were in some way responsible for his indiscretions! But the ultimatum was a nuisance. It had been delivered at a most awkward moment. Mentally counting her assets, Mrs. Smith realized that the settlement of the bill within the stipulated time limit was in the highest degree improbable; which would mean that, unless the manager could be brought to a more reasonable frame of mind, she must leave the hotel. And she did not wish to leave, because that would mean leaving Jim Asson and Colonel Lutman and abandoning all her schemes and hopes. Jim Asson and Colonel Lutman were chances
 — far too good to be left lying about a continental hotel for someone else to pick up and make use of.

Still, there was a week before the ultimatum expired, and a great deal could happen in a week. She must see if she could speed things up a little. If only Jacqueline were more tractable….

She lighted another cigarette, caught the sound of footsteps on the terrace, and turned her head to see Jacqueline coming towards her. She noticed that the girl was frowning, and instantly dismissed her own frown and greeted her with a smile.

The outward appearance of Jacqueline Smith always brought a smile to her mother’s lips. Jacqueline in that respect was so completely satisfactory, with her dark hair, her grey eyes, her clear-cut features, and her slim, boyish figure. It was a great comfort to know that one’s daughter was so eminently presentable; things would have been much more difficult if she had been thick in the ankle or short in the leg or had turned out to be one of the throw-backs who had curves where curves were no longer fashionable. Had it been possible for her mother to mould Jacqueline in strict accordance with her heart’s desire, she would have given her a chin that was a little less determined, but otherwise she would have made no alteration.

Jacqueline helped herself to a cigarette and lighted it.

“Well, mother? Do we start packing?”

Millicent Smith glanced at her quickly. She had tried very hard to cure herself of that habit of giving her head that sudden turn when Jacqueline made one of her unexpected remarks, but she had never managed to do it. Some of the girl’s remarks were so very disconcerting.

She raised her eyebrows in mild surprise.

“Packing, my dear?”

Jacqueline nodded.

“I suppose we’re moving on, aren’t we?”

“Moving on? I hadn’t thought of it, Jacqueline. We’re fairly comfortable here, and there are some quite nice people staying in the hotel, and even if the bath water isn’t very hot—”

“When a hotel manager starts waving a bill we usually do move on, don’t we?”

Again Mrs. Smith raised her shapely eyebrows.

“I don’t think I quite understand, Jacqueline.”

“What you mean, Mother, is that you hoped I didn’t understand. But I saw the whole thing from the window of my bedroom, and it didn’t need much understanding. Where are we going next?”

“We’re going nowhere; we’re staying here.”

“But if you can’t pay the bill—”

“I haven’t said I can’t pay the bill. Just because I don’t choose to pay this afternoon — on the hotel terrace — in full view of everybody — it doesn’t follow—”

Jacqueline cut her short with a gesture of impatience.

“Why go on pretending, Mother? I’m not a perfect fool, and it doesn’t deceive me. Do you really suppose I don’t know why we left Marienbad — and Prague — and — oh, half a dozen other places? We left because the hotel would give us no more credit, because it was a case of paying up or being kicked out. And because we couldn’t pay up, we sneaked off—”

“I have never sneaked off in my life, Jacqueline. I have never left a hotel except by the main door—”

“We left Prague at six in the morning, anyway, so that we could slip away without giving any tips.”

“And I have never, Jacqueline, failed to pay my bill.”

“Oh, no; I don’t say you have,” the girl admitted. “It’s rather wonderful the way you always manage to find the money somehow. But there was that fuss at Munich when the bank wouldn’t meet your cheque, and — oh, you know the sort of thing I mean. All this wandering about Europe, pinching and scraping, living in third-rate hotels, hurrying past the office in case we’re asked to pay our bill, feeling that the waiters and the chambermaids and the porters all know we haven’t paid — it’s all so humiliating.”

“You’ve such a sensitive nature, Jacqueline. I have never felt in the least humiliated. You just imagine all this nonsense.”

“It isn’t nonsense, Mother. I know you’ve tried to keep it all from me, and I’ve said nothing because — well, you tried so hard not to let me know and it seemed kindest to pretend I didn’t see what was going on. I realized that you were doing it for my sake, and I didn’t want to seem ungrateful. But today, when I saw a dirty little foreign hotel-keeper insulting you on the terrace—”

“My dear, he wasn’t insulting me.”

“Well, it looked like it to me.”

“No; he was only asking me — quite politely — when he might expect payment, and I told him — just as politely — that he would be paid in due course, but not in full view of the whole of Cobenzil. He was quite satisfied. And he didn’t seem
 dirty, dear. Only his fingernails.”

“It was hateful. He shook his fist at you. To have to put up with that sort of thing from a dirty little foreigner—”

“And if he was just a little dirty, Jacqueline, you couldn’t really blame him. The bath water is never really hot.”

The girl seated herself in the chair beside her mother’s.

“I’m serious about this, Mother,” she said, “and it’s no use trying to put me off. The sort of life we’ve been leading — it’s humiliating, for both of us. If you don’t feel humiliated, I do. All this grubbing along in cheap hotels, keeping up appearances, pretending we’re something we aren’t, and aren’t ever likely to be — it’s all rather contemptible.”

Mrs. Smith sighed.

“I’m sure I’ve always done my best for you.”

“Oh yes, I know. But if you’re doing it for me, Mother, the sooner you stop the better. I don’t want you to do it. I hate your doing it.”

“And if your uncle Alan Redfern weren’t a miserly skinflint, we shouldn’t have to live in cheap hotels. If you want to do something really useful, Jacqueline, persuade your uncle that a man who is supposed to be a millionaire and allows his only sister a miserable three hundred a year is a miserly skinflint. I used to write regularly and tell him so, and the only time he answered he sent me an unstamped letter to say that if I ever wrote again he would stop the allowance. And he certainly wouldn’t increase it, he said, because if he did I should only spend it.” She sighed again. “Alan never was very intelligent, and living in America doesn’t seem to have improved him…. Where’s Jim Asson? I thought you were to play tennis with him this afternoon.”

Jacqueline shook her head.

“I haven’t seen him since lunch.”

“Nice of him, I thought, to invite us to lunch with him.”

“Yes, it knocked a bit off our bill, I suppose.”

Mrs. Smith made no reply to that, except that she gave her daughter just such a disapproving look as she had bestowed on the Danube. And her daughter seemed no more impressed by it than the river had been.

“Why on earth can’t we cut it all out, Mother?” she said. “You’ve three hundred a year from Uncle Alan, and that’s plenty to live on quite comfortably in England.”

“Comfortably — in England?” Mrs. Smith shook her head. “Even four thousand a year, Jacqueline, couldn’t make an English winter comfortable.”

“We could have a little flat somewhere,” continued the girl. “Not in Park Lane, perhaps, but somewhere a little way out — like Clapham—”

“My dear Jacqueline! Clapham! Look at me, my dear, and tell me if you can really picture me living in a little flat in Clapham.”

“Oh well, somewhere, anyway. And I could help. I could get a job and earn enough to keep myself.”

Her mother smiled.

“You would have to eat very little, Jacqueline, and you have naturally quite a healthy appetite. And what sort of a job do you imagine you could get?”

“I suppose I could get a job as a typist.”

Her mother shook her head.

“What all girls think who can’t do anything else,” she said. “No, my dear, typists have to know how to typewrite — unless they’re extraordinarily pretty. And you’re not that. You’re pretty, of course, but the competition for that sort of job is very keen, I believe, And I’m sure you’d hate being in an office — catching the same omnibus at half-past eight every morning and lunching on a Cambridge sausage.”

“I couldn’t hate it more than I hate being hawked round the cheap hotels of Europe and lunching on tick, Mother.”

Mrs. Smith chose not to pursue that line of conversation.

“Besides, Jacqueline,” she said, “a typist in a London office has nothing like the chances you have. You would never meet a man like Jim Asson, for instance. Jim Asson is a very wealthy young man.”

The girl glanced at her sharply.

“Is he?”

Her mother nodded.

“Colonel Lutman told me. He’s Jim’s trustee or something of that sort, and he was telling me only yesterday that it’s quite a heavy responsibility because Jim is a very wealthy young man indeed.”

“Then I wonder he stays in a hotel like this.”

Mrs. Smith smiled.

“I dare say he has his reasons, Jacqueline. The Colonel told me that this isn’t at all the type of hotel Jim usually stays at — I was telling him about the bath water — and if they’d had any idea what sort of place it was they would never have come here—”

“I dare say Colonel Lutman has won prizes for tact, Mother.”

“He wanted to leave at once,” added Mrs. Smith, “but Jim wouldn’t hear of it. I think Colonel Lutman has a shrewd idea why, and doesn’t in the least disapprove. So long as Jim chooses a lady, he said, he could marry anyone he liked as far as he was concerned, and money, fortunately, wouldn’t enter into the question at all.”

“Wouldn’t it?” Jacqueline rose: “Colonel Lutman has a lot to learn yet by the sound of it, Mother. I should start teaching him if I were you.”

“He was rather surprised, I fancy,” added Mrs. Smith, “to find people like ourselves staying in a hotel like this, but of course I put that right. I told him that we came here because we’d been told it was quite one of the best hotels in Cobenzil, and were very upset when we discovered what it was really like. But as I had paid for a month in advance, I said, we were seeing the month through here, and then, of course, we should be making a change.”

Jacqueline tossed away her cigarette.

“Yes, a month’s about our usual limit,” she said. “If only you’d chuck the whole wretched business…. But I suppose it’s no use talking.”

Her mother smiled.

“About Clapham, dear?” She shook her head. “No use at all, Jacqueline. Why don’t you go and play tennis with Jim?”

Jacqueline turned away and left her mother. But she did not go in search of Jim Asson; instead, she went up to her bedroom and flung herself into an armchair and thought about him. Jim Asson, had he but known it, was being paid a compliment. To no other man whom she had met during her “wandering about Europe” had Jacqueline accorded the honour of a few minutes’ serious thought. And there had been quite a number of them whom her mother had deftly manoeuvred into friendship and then, after satisfying herself as to their financial possibilities, had hopefully handed over to Jacqueline, stamped with her approval as prospective sons-in-law. But the girl had refused to take them seriously: the fat little German at Vienna, the tall, cadaverous Italian count at Naples, the chinless young Englishman in preposterous plus-fours in Paris; and her mother, having sighed in secret over the rather too determined chin which Jacqueline had inherited from her father, had tried to make her realize that in a husband who has a five-or even a four-figure income, fatness or thinness, or even chinlessness, can easily be forgiven. Jacqueline’s father, she pointed out, had been a very handsome man, but his good looks had not saved his widow from the discomforts of third-rate hotels.

But Jim Asson was sufficiently different from the general run of Mrs. Smith’s selections to deserve at least a few minutes’ serious thought. Jacqueline, since he had arrived at the hotel, had spent a good deal of time in his company, and had found him a pleasant enough companion; but a partner for tennis or a dance, she told herself, and a partner for life, were two entirely different prepositions, and she began to consider Jim Asson point by point in relation to the more permanent position.

He was quite goodlooking; he dressed well — just a shade too well, perhaps; he was an expert dancer — once again, just a shade too expert, perhaps; and he was very attentive and considerate. He was inclined to sulk if he couldn’t have his own way, and although he pretended that he didn’t mind, actually he hated it when she pulled his leg and laughed at him. But Jacqueline decided that she must not count that against him, because if she waited for a husband who didn’t want his own way and didn’t mind being laughed at she would probably die a spinster.

He had, it seemed, quite a lot of money. She trusted her mother on that score. And although she was still young and romantic enough to believe that if she loved a man money wouldn’t make the least difference, wandering about Europe and living in third-rate hotels had made her sophisticated enough to realize that if love fluttered into her life with the rustle of banknotes it was none the worse for that.

All things considered, Jacqueline decided Jim Asson would make quite a good husband except for the fact that she wasn’t in the least in love with him.
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Lolling in a deckchair on the hotel terrace, Lutman was gazing through his right eye at the “magnificent view of the Danube Valley” mentioned in the hotel brochure. In his left eye, feeling that it would add the last convincing touch to his military appearance, and that it a matter of such moment no detail was too small for careful attention, he had lined a monocle, with the result that at present he could see nothing through his left eye with any degree of clearness.

“That,” he remarked, “is a most striking thought.”

Jim Asson, sprawling in the adjoining chair, glanced at him inquiringly.

“All this,” said the Colonel, sweeping his cigar round the landscape. “It has struck me that all this — just the same as it is now — was here a thousand years ago, and that a thousand years hence it will still be here. And the point of that profound reflection, my dear James, is this: that though the River Danube will no doubt be here in a thousand years’ time, we most certainly shall not.”

Jim frowned.

“What are you getting at, Lutman?”

“Simply this: that in view of the regrettable shortness of human life, it’s time you got a move on. We’ve already been here a week, and the expensive engagement ring which I bought in Paris is still in my waistcoat pocket.”

Asson’s frown deepened.

“I’m doing my best,” he said sullenly. “But it’s damn difficult. It’s no use trying to rush things.”

“I agree,” said Lutman, with a nod. “But it’s as well to remember that time is an important factor. I have satisfied myself that they know nothing at present, but there’s always the risk that in some unforeseen way the girl or her mother may come to hear of Redfern’s death, and in that case I’m afraid you might not seem quite so desirable as a husband.”

“I know that as well as you do.”

“That, my dear James, is very modest of you. It’s also as well to remember that I am investing quite a lot of money in this little venture — our hotel bill for the week was quite a heavy one — and I’m naturally anxious to see you happily married as quickly as possible.”

“I tell you I’m doing all I can. If you’re not satisfied, try to marry the girl yourself.”

“No, I don’t say I’m dissatisfied,” said Lutman. “Love is a tender plant, James, and won’t stand too much forcing. I’m only anxious to know how matters are progressing. Have you, for instance, kissed her yet?”

“Mind your own confounded business, Lutman.”

“But, my dear James—”

“And I wish you wouldn’t keep calling me ‘James’. You only do it because you know it annoys me.”

“What I was about to say, Jimmy, was that this kissing question is very much my business. A kiss is an indication of progress, the first definite step towards the altar; and as I have a financial interest in your arrival there, I’m naturally anxious to know—”

“All right. If you must know — no, I haven’t kissed her.”

“Not kissed her? But we’ve already been here a week.”

“I daresay we have. But Jacqueline isn’t the sort of girl you can kiss in the first five minutes. It’s difficult.”

“Judging by appearances,” smiled Lutman, “I should have imagined the difficulty would be to refrain from kissing her. Is it too optimistic to hope that you have held her hand?”

Asson made an impatient gesture.

“Not even a little hand-holding?” smiled Lutman. “We were more ardent in my young days. I think I’m entitled to feel a little aggrieved, James, that you haven’t even held her hand. But perhaps you’ve gazed hungrily into her eyes? No? You should try that, James — a hungry, famished look — go without dinner, if necessary, and—”

“Oh, shut up, Lutman!” exclaimed Asson irritably. “If you’re not satisfied you can do the job yourself.”

Lutman’s smile vanished and his mouth grew grim.

“I’m not satisfied,” he snapped. “Time’s everything, and I’m telling you that you’ve got to force the pace. You’ve been here a whole week and you’ve done nothing but hang around the girl and look as if you were waiting for a chance to pick her pocket. For Cod’s sake do something.”

“It’s all very well to talk, Lutman, but it’s no use rushing things.”

“That’s just where you’re wrong,” interrupted the Colonel; “you’ve got to rush things. You’ve got to sweep the girl off her feet and get her to marry you before she has time to realize what she’s doing. You don’t think she’ll marry you if she realizes what she’s doing, do you?”

“There’s no need to be damned offensive.”

“I’m feeling offensive. I’ve spent a lot of money, and so far I’ve got nothing for it, and I can see that if I don’t stand behind and kick you, I never shall get anything.”

“If I asked her to marry me now, it’s ten to one she’d refuse.”

“But if you wait until she really knows you, it’ll be a million to one. But she won’t refuse, unless I’m very much mistaken. I’ve been talking to the mother and making a few inquiries. They want money — badly. They haven’t paid their bill for a month, and the manager is getting restive. I’ve seen to it that if the bill isn’t paid he’ll get a great deal more restive, and I’ve let the mother know that you’re an extremely wealthy young man who is suffering the discomforts of a vile hotel simply for the sake of being with her charming daughter.”

“You’ve been busy, Lutman, haven’t you?”

“I’ve also insinuated to the worthy Mrs. Smith,” continued Lutman, “that in the event of her daughter marrying you, there would be a very handsome allowance for your motherin-law. She said that all she cared about was Jacqueline’s happiness, and tried to make me say how much the allowance would be.” The Colonel’s smile returned. “That’s the position, my dear James,” he said, “and nothing now remains to be done but to ask the girl to marry you. Mother will regard you as a godsend, even if the daughter doesn’t, and I can’t see Miss Jacqueline being allowed to turn you down. Make yourself look as much like a gentleman as possible and ask her tonight.”

“Look here, Lutman, it’s all very well, but I fancy it ought to be left to me.”

“I’m not arguing, Jim. I’m telling you that you’re to ask her tonight.” He took a ring from his pocket and handed it to Asson. “I shall look for that on her finger in the morning.” He rose, smiling. “You still don’t fancy your chances, eh, Jim?”

“I’m not as cocksure about it as you are, Lutman. Jacqueline isn’t one of those moonlight-and-kisses girls, you can take it from me. I’ve an idea it’s going to be damned hard to wring a ‘yes’ out of her.”

Lutman nodded.

“All right; leave it to me,” he said. “I’ll see if I can arrange for a little more pressure.”
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The pressure came at dinner that evening. Mrs. Smith, having studied the wine list, laid it down and turned to the waiter.

“A bottle of No. 127,” she said, and, as the waiter withdrew, smiled across at Jacqueline and encountered a disapproving frown. “Anything wrong, Jacqueline?”

The girl shrugged.

“Only that when we can’t pay our bill it hardly seems necessary to waste money on bottles of wine.”

“Graves, dear — quite inexpensive. We can’t really deny ourselves every little luxury just because I don’t choose to pay my bill on the terrace. To hear you talk, Jacqueline, anyone would imagine that we were absolute paupers.”

“Well, aren’t we?”

“Certainly not,” said her mother emphatically. “I should be sorry to think I couldn’t have a bottle of wine when I fancy one. And if I couldn’t afford it I shouldn’t order it. You seem to have got the foolish idea into your head, Jacqueline, that I can’t pay my bill.”

“I’m not the only one with that idea, Mother. The manager’s got it, too, hasn’t he?”

“No, dear. I’m sure he hasn’t. These foreigners are always a little excitable, but he knows quite well that I shall pay him.”

“In due course?” She shook her head. “It’s no use trying to keep it up, Mother. We can’t even get credit for a bath now’.”

Mrs. Smith gave that sudden significant turn of her head.

“This evening,” said Jacqueline, “I went to the bathroom and was told by the chambermaid that I couldn’t have a bath unless I paid spot cash for it. The manager’s orders, she said.”

Her mother frowned.

“My dear — I can’t believe — there’s evidently some mistake — I shall see the manager immediately after dinner.”

She paused as the waiter came to the table, and glanced at him. “The manager presents his compliments, madam,” said the waiter, “and if madam will very kindly pay for the wine now, he will be delighted to supply it.”

Mrs. Smith raised her eyebrows.

“Really—” she began in her most freezing voice; and then suddenly Jacqueline was on her feet, her cheeks crimson and her eyes blazing.

“No!” she exclaimed. “We don’t want the wine — we won’t have the wine. You can tell the manager.”

“Very good, madam. I will inform the manager that the wine is not required,” said the waiter, and hurried away with an understanding smile.

Jacqueline faced her mother.

“For God’s sake, mother — after that — if you haven’t had enough, I have. If you don’t mind being insulted and humiliated. I do. I can’t stand any more of it.” She turned abruptly and, with her gaze fixed on the carpet, hurried from the diningroom.

Colonel Lutman, seated at a table in the corner, adjusted his monocle and glanced at Jim Asson.

“You saw that, James?”

Asson nodded.

“The pressure,” explained the Colonel. “The manager has taken my tip and refused to supply wine except for ready money, and Miss Jacqueline has gone into the lounge to gnaw her knuckles and tell herself that she can’t stand any more of it. At such a moment, I fancy, the prospect of marriage even with Mr. James Asson will seem like a ray of hope and a glimpse of paradise. Hadn’t you better be going?”

Asson frowned.

“Hang it, Lutman, I’m only halfway through my dinner.”

“So much the better, James,” interrupted Lutman. “It will add a touch of realism to your hungry look. Go and get a move on.”

Asson rose and followed Jacqueline from the room.

Colonel Lutman was more or less correct in his psychology. Jacqueline, seated in a secluded corner of the lounge, was not actually gnawing her knuckles, but she was frowning and smoking a cigarette furiously, jerking it to and from her lips with quick, impatient movements, and restlessly tapping off imaginary ash with her finger. And she was certainly telling herself that she could stand no more of it. She felt bruised and sore, as if every glance that had been levelled at her as she had gone striding from the diningroom had been a lash that had stung her.

It had been her own fault, of course. She shouldn’t have made a scene like that. If she had wanted to attract the attention of everyone in the diningroom to what was taking place at her table, she couldn’t have found a more certain way of doing it. But she hadn’t been able to help it. The tone of the waiter’s voice, the veiled insolence of his smile, had suddenly made her feel that she must do something violent or scream. She had wanted to knock the waiter down and smash the glasses and kick the table; and because she couldn’t do any of these things she had turned on her heel and hurried from the room, feeling that everyone who saw her go knew just what she wanted to do and why she wanted to do it. It was degrading — humiliating. For the sake of a bottle of cheap wine and a few pennyworth of hot water, she and her mother must be insulted and sneered at! And that was how it had been for years now — living on sufferance, kowtowing to hotel-keepers, never having a shilling that was really their own, because long before it was received it was always owing to someone for something.

If only her mother would go back to England and settle down! But of course she wouldn’t. She couldn’t live that sort of life. If she couldn’t have wealth and luxury, she must at least have the illusion of them. She could never be happy living quietly in a small flat somewhere, paying her bills every Saturday, and wearing her evening dress only on special occasions. Drab — humdrum — monotonous — wearisome — her mother had a large vocabulary of synonyms for that sort of existence. She would rather wander from one third-rate continental hotel to another, staving off importunate proprietors and tradespeople, wearing her expensive dresses, smoking her expensive cigarettes, creating for herself the illusion of a gay, colourful life. It was all pathetically silly, and the poor travesty of a gay, colourful life wasn’t worth the price paid for it.

But it meant a great deal to her mother, and Jacqueline had always had the feeling that, even if she could persuade her to give it all up and live quietly in a home of her own, she had no right to demand such a sacrifice; and she had often longed, particularly when she caught that rather wistful look in her mother’s eyes, to be able to pour a few sackfuls of money into her mother’s bank account so that the gay, colourful life which meant so much to her might be more than a mere illusion. But tonight she felt that, with all the goodwill and filial affection in the world, she could stand no more of the sort of life they had been leading lately. She wasn’t like her mother; she couldn’t rebound like her mother did.

Incidents like the one in the bathroom and the one at dinner this evening flattened her out. She was stupidly sensitive, perhaps, but there it was; they made her feel cheap, ashamed, inferior — rather like walking about with a ladder up the back of her stocking….

“Hullo, Jacqueline!”

She glanced up to find Jim Asson smiling down at her. It struck her at that moment that he had quite a pleasant smile and a good set of teeth; but she felt that, even in a third-rate hotel, he need not have had that flower in the buttonhole of his dress coat, and that he might have worn a dinner-jacket like everyone else.

“Hullo, Jim!”

“All alone?”

“I was.”

There was no hint of a smile on her face or of welcome in her greeting, and Jim Asson hesitated, half inclined to leave her and await a more auspicious moment; but then, remembering that time was an important factor, and Lutman a sarcastic devil, he seated himself beside her.

“If you’re going to try to be sociable, Jim,” said Jacqueline, “please don’t. I don’t feel like being sociable; I feel like kicking you.”

“I say, Jacqueline, what have I done?”

“Oh, it’s not you, Jim, in particular; I just want to kick something.”

Asson was silent, frowning. Even Lutman, he thought, must realize the inauspiciousness of the moment for a proposal of marriage. It was all very well for Lutman to talk, but if he were sitting here now, with that frown on Jacqueline’s forehead and that touch-me-and-I’ll-bite-you look in her eyes, he’d probably think differently about holding her hand and kissing her. After all, there wasn’t such a desperate hurry that he couldn’t give her time to get into a more agreeable frame of mind. He’d leave it for the moment, anyway, and see how she was a bit later.

With a feeling of relief Asson took out his cigarette-case and lighted a cigarette, and as he did so Jacqueline turned to him with a smile.

“Sorry, Jim,” she said. “I needn’t vent my rotten bad temper on you, need I?”

“That’s all right, Jacqueline. Worried, aren’t you?”

She nodded.

“Something wrong?”

“Most things. Everything.”

“I thought as much,” said Asson, with a sympathetic nod. “In the diningroom just now you got up and dashed off.”

“Oh, you saw that, did you?”

“I couldn’t help noticing, Jacqueline.”

“Well?”

“Well, I wondered why — I mean, you’d hardly started your dinner.”

“Because I’d had enough. Jim.”

“But you hadn’t got farther than the fish.”

“Enough of everything, I mean,” interrupted Jacqueline. “Enough of the whole rotten scheme of things. Perhaps it has never struck you, Jim, that the whole scheme of things is rotten.”

“Can’t say it has,” admitted Asson.

“It is, anyway,” the girl assured him. “You haven’t noticed it because you’ve led a sheltered and pampered life, Jim, and have never had your face shoved smack up against the rottenness of things. I don’t suppose you’ve ever known what it is to be short of money, have you?”

“Oh, money!” said Asson lightly.

“Exactly—’oh, money!’ Money’s nothing to you, Jim. You can’t understand why people make such a fuss about money, can you? That’s because you’ve always had plenty of it and have never been sufficiently interested to imagine how those people feel who don’t know where to turn for their next shilling. You don’t know what it means to be hard up.”

“No, I suppose I don’t.”

“Well, I do,” said Jacqueline bitterly, “and you can take my word for it, Jim, that it means a whole lot of rottenness. It means that any nasty little bounder can spit in your eye and you’ve got to put up with it. It means that you’ve got to slink through life with your tail down and your ears back, and it’s hateful, degrading. You’d never think a man was justified in stealing money, would you, Jim?”

“Stealing? Good heavens, of course not!”

“‘Of course not!”’ she repeated, with a slight smile. “You’d think that if he got caught and put in prison for it, he’d only got what he deserved, wouldn’t you?”

Asson glanced at her doubtfully. It struck him that the topic was not one to be pursued.

“Well, naturally—” he began, but she cut him short.

“Naturally, you would,” she said. “But I wouldn’t. Not necessarily. I’d understand that having no money might have so humiliated and shamed him that he’d become desperate — felt that he could stand no more of it — and made him decide that he’d get some somehow, no matter what the consequences might be. I’ve felt like that myself sometimes. But you haven’t, have you?”

“Well, no — I can’t say I have,” said Asson uneasily. “But I say, Jacqueline, I can understand anyone feeling like that, you know. It must be pretty awful for you.”

“It is, Jim. But I suppose it’s very bad taste to talk about it.”

“I don’t see why — not with me, Jacqueline. I mean, we know each other pretty well, we’re very good friends, and — well, as a matter of fact it’s not really news to me.”

“No, I don’t suppose it would be news to anyone in the hotel. But just how did you spot it, Jim? How did I give the game away? I’d like to know, because if you’re broke to the wide the last thing you must do is to let people know it. Did you notice that my heels were down or that my stockings were darned?”

“I didn’t notice anything,” he assured her. “I just sort of got a feeling you were up against things somehow, and then Mrs. Smith—”

“Oh, has mother been talking?”

“Well, I was chatting with her this morning, you know, and one or two things she said sort of gave me the clue. I think she feels it, Jacqueline, not being able to give you everything she’d like to, and it’s rough luck her investments all going to pot.”

“Investments?” Jacqueline smiled. “Yes, poor mother! She only has one investment left now. That’s me, Jim. She has put a lot of money into me in the hope that one day she’ll get it back with interest. I’m to marry a rich man, Jim, and mother is to live in the best hotels for the rest of her days.”

Asson’s eyes betrayed his sudden anxiety.

“I say, Jacqueline, you’re not — not engaged to be married, are you?”

She shook her head.

“No, Jim; I’m still on offer.”

Asson nodded and for a time smoked in silence. Then:

“Why not marry me, Jacqueline?”

She glanced at him with amusement in her eyes.

“Is that original, Jim? I mean, did you think of that yourself, or did someone suggest it to you?”

“I thought of it myself, Jacqueline. Why not marry me, anyway?”

“Why not?” She shrugged a shoulder. “I could give you lots of reasons why I shouldn’t. But it’s up to you, Jim, if you really want me to marry you, to tell me why I should. Can you? Try!”

Asson frowned slightly. Things weren’t going quite as he had hoped they would, and there was a coldbloodedness about the whole affair of which, he felt, Lutman would certainly not approve. He glanced at her, wondering if the moment had come when he might venture on the intimacy of taking her hand. Meeting Jacqueline’s glance, he decided against it.

“Well, we get on pretty well together, don’t we?” he said, gazing at the end of his cigarette. “That’s one reason, anyway.”

“I get on very well with heaps of people, Jim,” she smiled. “Colonel Lutman, for instance — and the boy who cleans the boots — but I don’t feel like marrying either of them.”

“I wish you wouldn’t rag, Jacqueline. I’m serious. I’m asking you to marry me. As a matter of fact, we’d get on splendidly together, and you’d be free of — well, all the rotten sort of things you were talking about just now. You’d have plenty of money, for one thing.”

“That’s one good reason, anyway, Jim.”

“And then there’s your mother. Of course, I should see that she was well provided for.”

Jacqueline nodded.

“Good reason number two, Jim. Mother gets a dividend on her investment. Any more reasons?”

“Well, we’d be able to have a pretty good time, Jacqueline. We could travel about—”

“Travel?” She shook her head. “You’ve misfired badly there, Jim. I’m feeling just now that I never want to see a train or a hotel again. I feel that there’s nothing on earth I want so much as a home where everything belongs to me. I want my own front-door and latchkey — spoons and forks that aren’t stamped with the name of a hotel — a bathroom that nobody else uses — somewhere where I can stay put, feel I belong there, and know that, unless I choose to, I never need pack a trunk or write a luggage label again. Say I should have all that and I’ll call it good reason number three.”

“You’d have anything you wanted, Jacqueline. You could live where you like and have what you like and do what you like. I can’t say more than that, can I?”

“Can’t you? Try, Jim.”

He glanced at her with a puzzled expression on his face.

“If there’s anything else you want, Jacqueline—”

“There is.”

“Then you’ve only to mention it.”

She smiled.

“You don’t read very much, do you, Jim? Novels, I mean. You can’t, or you wouldn’t need reminding that when a man asks a girl to marry him it’s usual to tell her that he loves her. It may not be true, but it’s a polite convention to say it, at all events.”

“Yes — of course — but I thought — I mean, that goes without saying, Jacqueline. You know I’m frightfully fond of you.”

She was shaking her head.

“As a matter of fact, Jim,” she said, “it’s the one thing in the world that never goes without saying. Still, we’ll take it as said.” She rose from her chair. “Thanks very much, Jim. It’s quite the most original proposal I’ve ever had.”

He stood up, took a cigarette from his case and tapped it on the back of his hand.

“And what’s the answer, Jacqueline?”

“I haven’t the faintest idea. I’ve got to work it out — take the minus reasons from the plus reasons — and it’s too complicated to do in my head. Let x equal the unknown quantity of affection—”

“Hang it, Jacqueline, I’ve told you I’m frightfully fond—”

“All right, Jim,” she smiled. “Don’t worry. I’ll find the answer all right, and as soon as I’ve found it I’ll let you know.”

“But can’t you tell me now?” he persisted.

She shook her head.

“It’s pretty rotten waiting, not knowing and wondering all the time.”

“Sorry, Jim, but it can’t be helped. There’s x and y to be dealt with. I can make a good guess at the value of x, but I’ve still got to discover the ‘why’. I’ll tell you as soon as I know myself.”

Before he could say any more she turned and hurried away, and Asson, having frowned at her back until she turned the corner, flung himself into his armchair again and savagely struck a match for his cigarette.

And there, a few minutes later, Colonel Lutman found him. “Well, my dear James,” he said, smiling affably, “does one congratulate you?”

Asson gave a shrug.

“I’m hanged if I know.”

Lutman raised his eyebrows, and his monocle, as if in protest against his taking such a liberty, slipped from his eye.

“Surely, James,” he said, “you can’t so soon have forgotten whether a charming young lady is betrothed to you or not?”

“I tell you I don’t know,” snapped Asson irritably. “Of all the coldblooded, calculating, sarcastic little devils—” He made a gesture of impatience. “She wouldn’t say yes or no, Lutman. She wants to work it out, she says. She’ll tell me as soon as she knows herself.”

“H’m!” said Lutman. “It’s a pity, but it can’t be helped. Time is precious, though, and you must be importunate, James. You must hover around her like a lovesick shadow, melt her heart with your pleading eyes—”

“Oh, shut up, Lutman. I’m fed up with the whole outfit.”

“And in the interim,” continued Lutman imperturbably, holding out his hand, “I will keep the expensive engagement ring in my waistcoat pocket.”

Asson glanced up at him, scowling.

“What’s the great idea?”

Lutman smiled.

“There is a pawnbroker’s establishment in Cobenzil, my dear James,” he said. “I noticed it this morning.”

“I don’t get you, Lutman.”

“Nor the price of the ring, James. Hand it over.”

With a scowl, Asson took the ring from his pocket and laid it on Lutman’s open hand.

“You’re a nasty suspicious devil, aren’t you?”

Lutman slipped the ring into his waistcoat pocket.

“My dear James,” he smiled, “you must try to forgive me. I once lent you a gold cigarette-case.”



Chapter VI


Table of Contents


Jacqueline did her best to work out the problem which Jim Asson had set her, but she found it more difficult than she had expected to arrive at a definite answer to it. As regards x, the unknown quantity of affection which Jim had for her, she had no doubts. She was quite certain, in the way that a woman is certain of such things, that x equalled nought. Jim did not love her at all. Then why did he want to marry her? There were several possible answers to that question, but none was completely satisfactory. Jim liked her, no doubt, and found her an agreeable companion; but a man, she argued, does not ask a girl to marry him for no better reason than that. She could not escape the feeling that Jim, though he had given her several more or less cogent reasons why she should marry him, had not mentioned the one which weighed with him most. All the time when they were discussing the subject she had had the impression that he was keeping something back, hiding something from her, carefully omitting his real reason and searching anxiously for others which might pass muster with her.

Of course, she was pretty: she knew that, and indulged in no mock modesty with herself on that score; and she asked herself whether, since x equalled nought, her good looks alone were sufficient to explain Jim’s desire to marry her. She did not think so. If that was all Jim wanted, there were plenty of girls who could give him far better value for his money than she. And Jim had not given her that impression in the least. He had not kissed her, had not even touched her. As a matter of fact, he had been almost ludicrously coldblooded and unsentimental about it, and had seemed to look on it more as a business arrangement than anything else. But if it was a business arrangement, it was difficult to see what advantage Jim Asson could possibly hope to get out of it.

She considered it from her own point of view. The advantages were obvious: no more pinching and scraping; an end of this constant wandering about Europe; security, a home of her own, an assured income for her mother. Against all that must be set the fact that she loved Jim Asson no more than he loved her. But was u necessary to love him? She knew that nine girls out of ten, in such circumstances as these, married for the financial advantages they would get out of it, and did not feel they were doing anything dishonourable. She liked him well enough, and there seemed every chance of their rubbing along together amiably enough. It was indeed possible that they might be a good deal happier on that unemotional footing than if they were romantically in love with each other. If there had been only herself to consider, there would have been no question as to what she should do: she would send Jim Asson about his business. But there was her mother to be considered, too. After all, she owed her mother a good deal, and she was quite obviously building on securing Jim Asson as a son-in-law. If marrying Jim Asson would put her mother on velvet for the rest of her life, Jacqueline had a feeling that she had no right to shirk it.

But for several days she could come to no final decision, and each time that Jim Asson begged for her answer she replied that she was still working it out and he must wait. Why, she asked herself again and again, did Jim want to marry her? She could not get rid of a sneaking sort of feeling that there was something behind it which she did not understand, that, in the list of good reasons why she should marry him, the reason for his wanting her to do so was not included. What that reason might be, however, she could not even guess.

She was sitting on the terrace one afternoon, frowning at the river as disapprovingly as her mother had frowned, when Colonel Lutman seated himself in the chair next to hers.

“And what has the Danube done,” he asked, “that a charming young lady should frown on it?”

Jacqueline glanced at him and smiled. She always found Colonel Lutman rather entertaining.

“I was just wondering, Colonel,” she said, “whether it’s better to be broke to the wide on the banks of the Danube or to have plenty of money on the banks of the Thames.”

Lutman nodded.

“A very interesting speculation, Miss Jacqueline. And the conclusion?”

She shrugged.

“I’m hanged if I know.”

“No?” He smiled. “Experience has taught me that, provided one has plenty in one’s pocket, the banks of the Styx, or even the banks of the Thames at Rotherhithe, can be quite a pleasant spot, and that without money it doesn’t matter whether one is on the banks of the Danube or the Rhine or the Mississippi or the Nile, since it’s equally hell anywhere.”

“Money isn’t everything, Colonel Lutman.”

He smiled indulgently.

“If I may answer one platitude with another, Miss Jacqueline, money may not be everything, but it is the price of everything that’s worth anything. Even of the bare necessities of life. One can’t even have a bath without money.”

She glanced at him quickly, but he was smiling guilelessly at the end of his cigar.

“And speaking of money, Miss Jacqueline,” he went on, “you must forgive me for broaching a rather delicate question. I am, as you may know, young Jim Asson’s trustee, and he tells me that he has asked you to marry him.”

Jacqueline nodded. “Well?”

“I may say that I am delighted. He could not, in my opinion, have made a more suitable choice — a charming young lady, a charming mother, everything set fair for a happy married life. The boy is very delighted about it, and so am I.”

“But I haven’t agreed to marry him yet, Colonel.”

He nodded.

“So I understand. That is why, as Jim’s trustee, I wanted to have a little chat with you. Jim would hardly like to mention such matters himself, but there is a financial side of marriage, Miss Jacqueline. I want to assure you that the financial arrangement will be satisfactory in every way. Jim is a very wealthy young man, and I can promise you that when you marry him the course of true love will run quite smoothly.” He smiled again. “It will run, in fact, to a very considerable figure.”

The girl nodded.

“Thanks, Colonel Lutman. I suppose this sort of thing has to be discussed.”

“Unfortunately, yes,” said Lutman. “Naturally, you resent the intrusion of such sordid details into love’s young dream, but you may trust me to keep them as unobtrusive as possible. There is, of course, your mother to be considered. She is not, Jim tells me, too well off, and of course, since she is your mother, Jim wishes to remedy that. He insists that an income must be settled on her so that she may live as you would wish her to live, and as Jim can well afford it, I am happy to agree. The exact figure—”

“If the marriage comes off, Colonel, you and Jim can settle that with mother. But I don’t know yet; I haven’t decided. I’m trying to decide now.”

He nodded.

“And, in arriving at your decision, Miss Jacqueline, may I, without seeming impertinent, suggest that you should pay particular attention to the position of your mother? It lies in your power to place her beyond—”

“I’m not likely to forget that.”

“I’m sure you are not,” said Lutman. “But I’m wondering whether you have any idea just how difficult things are for your mother. I have got to know her fairly well, and she has confided in me to a certain extent — and I have a great admiration for her — the way she has struggled on with a mere pittance—”

“I know all about that, Colonel Lutman.”

“I wonder! She has, I know, always done her best not to let you know what difficulties she has had to cope with, but in the circumstances, since you are about to make a decision which affects her future happiness so vitally, I think you should know. I think you should fully realize just what she has been — and still is — up against. Perhaps—”

His hand went to his breast pocket, and for a few moments he hesitated.

“Yes — in the circumstances — I think I am justified,” he said, drew a wallet from his pocket, took from it a folded slip of paper and handed it to the girl. “Just look at that, Miss Jacqueline, will you?”

Jacqueline unfolded the slip of paper, glanced at it and frowned. It was a cheque signed by her mother — for one hundred and fifty pounds — payable to Colonel Alec Lutman. As she gazed at it she was aware of a strange sinking feeling inside her.

“Well?”

“Your mother asked me to cash that for her a few days ago.”

“And — and you did?”

“Of course. She needed the money urgently, she said, and did not want to wait until it arrived from her bank in London.” Jacqueline forced a smile.

“Mother’s always doing that, Colonel Lutman. We had to wait several days at a hotel in Vienna because she had forgotten to send for her money and we couldn’t leave until it arrived. It was nice of you to come to her rescue.”

“I’m afraid you don’t understand, Miss Jacqueline,” said Lutman. “The really significant part of that cheque is the remark in red ink in the top left-hand corner.”

He touched the spot with his finger.

“‘No effects,’” read Jacqueline aloud.

“Exactly.”

“Does that mean that — that—”

“It means that there was no money in your mother’s account and the bank refused to meet the cheque.

“But I’m sure — mother wouldn’t dream — she can’t possibly have known.”

Lutman took the cheque and slipped it into his pocket.

“I’m afraid,” he said, “that she can’t possibly have failed to know. I don’t wish to distress you; I am only telling you this because I think it’s my duty to make you realize, if I can, how difficult things are for your mother and how much depends on your decision. But it is, frankly, ridiculous to pretend that Mrs. Smith did not know that she was giving a cheque which would not be met. She is not so wealthy that she does not know whether she has a hundred and fifty pounds or not.”

“But I can’t believe that even mother — of course, I know she does stupid things — through not thinking—”

“That is a charitable way of looking at it, Miss Jacqueline. But other people might use harder words. They might call it fraud.” The girl flushed angrily.

“It wouldn’t make the slightest difference what they said—” she began, but Lutman cut her short.

“Your mother may have done a foolish thing,” he said, “but there is no avoiding the fact that she has done a very serious thing — a criminal thing — which might easily lead to the most unpleasant consequences. If this matter were reported to the police—”

“Colonel Lutman — you wouldn’t — you’re not suggesting—”

“That I should report it? I should be very unhappy to bring any disagreeable consequences on your mother, Miss Jacqueline. I am merely pointing out to you what her foolish action might easily lead to. And I want you to realize just how hard pressed she must have been to do a criminally foolish thing like that. And it rests with you to see that she is never in such a position again. You have the chance to marry Jim Asson, and I think you should consider very seriously, for your mother’s sake, whether you can afford to turn it down.”

Jacqueline made no answer, and Colonel Lutman rose.

“The sooner you tell Jim you’ll marry him, the better. Miss Jacqueline. It’ll save a whole lot of trouble,” he said, and strode away along the terrace.

For some moments Jacqueline did not move. She sat, with flushed cheeks and angry eyes, staring straight in front of her. ‘It’ll save a whole lot of trouble,’ Colonel Lutman had said. Had that been a warning — a threat? The thought flashed into her mind that Colonel Lutman was desperately anxious that she should marry Jim Asson, and was using that cheque as a means of forcing her to do it. If she did not promise to marry Jim, Colonel Lutman would go to the police. She dismissed the thought as absurd. Colonel Lutman was a gentleman, and had only mentioned the cheque because he wanted her to realize how hard up against things her mother was. It was very decent of him, really. How on earth her mother could have done such a crazy thing as to cash a dud cheque with a chance acquaintance….

She suddenly got up from her chair, strode into the hotel, knocked at the door of her mother’s bedroom, and went in. Mrs. Smith, with her eyes closed, and a wisp of handkerchief grasped in her hand, was lying on the bed.

“Mother!”

The older woman opened her eyes and closed them again.

“What is it, Jacqueline?” she said in a weary voice. “I don’t want to be disturbed just now.”

“I’ve been talking to Colonel Lutman.”

“Yes, dear. So have I. At least, he has been talking to me. I’m feeling dreadfully upset. I had no idea Colonel Lutman had such a hasty temper. He shouted.”

“He has told me about the cheque.”

Mrs. Smith opened her eyes.

“Well?”

“Mother, what on earth made you do a thing like that? It’s awful. It’s fraud — cheating — you must have known there was no money there.”

“Yes, dear, of course I did.”

“Yet you wrote a cheque and asked Colonel Lutman to cash it.”

“No, dear, I didn’t ask him. He offered. I suppose I let slip that I was a little short of money, and he said he’d be pleased to cash a cheque for me, so I did it. But I never dreamed the bank wouldn’t give him the money for it. I’ve often overdrawn my account before—”

“But for a hundred and fifty pounds, mother — as much as two quarters’ allowance from Uncle Alan—”

“Well, the bank would have got it back, Jacqueline, in due course, and I really had to have it. I’m sure I don’t know where all the money goes. It’s no use getting cross with me, Jacqueline. Colonel Lutman wasn’t at all nice about it, and I really can’t stand any more. Look on the dressing-table, dear, will you? I believe there’s a bottle of aspirin.”

Jacqueline did not move.

“I suppose you realize, Mother,” she said, “that if Colonel Lutman had gone to the police—”

“Oh, yes, I realize that. Colonel Lutman told me. I was an unscrupulous woman, he said, and he could put me in prison if he chose to. It’s the first time anybody has called me an unscrupulous woman, and I’m terribly hurt about it, dear, and if you start bullying me, too—”

“Did you give the money back to Colonel Lutman?”

Mrs. Smith gazed at her in surprise.

“Give it back, Jacqueline? Of course I didn’t give it back. The Colonel asked for it, but I said I’d spent it already and he couldn’t have it.”

“I see,” said Jacqueline. “And where is it, Mother?”

“I’m not going to tell you, Jacqueline. I know what’s in your mind. You want to take it and give it to Colonel Lutman—”

“Mother, we must — as much as you’ve got left—”

“I’m not going to do it, Jacqueline,” said her mother firmly. “And I’m not going to let you do it. I — I can’t. It’s all I’ve got, and I don’t care what anybody thinks of me — I’m not going to give it up. If it’s fraud and cheating, and all that sort of thing — then I’ll be a fraud and a cheat.”

“Mother! I wonder you’re not ashamed—”

“That’s it — now you turn against me, Jacqueline. Ashamed! Perhaps I am ashamed. Perhaps — all these years — lying and pretending and using nasty little subterfuges — perhaps I’ve always been ashamed. You’ve never thought of that, have you? You’ve thought I was hard — unprincipled — that as long as I could have nice food and pretty clothes I didn’t care what petty little meannesses I used to get them. But I didn’t mind your thinking that as long as I could somehow keep going and give you everything you needed—”

“Mother — please!”

Mrs. Smith dabbed her eyes with her wisp of handkerchief. “You’ve thought I was just a deceitful, conceited, selfish woman,” she went on, “who didn’t realize the cheap, contemptible sort of life I was leading. But I’ve always realized, and I’ve always hated it just as much as you have, and now you’re turning against me—” Suddenly she buried her face in the pillow, sobbing.

Jacqueline went to her and laid a hand on her shoulder. “Mother—”

“No — leave me alone, Jacqueline. You don’t understand — you’ve never understood. I’ve kept struggling on, trying to do my best for you, and you’ve only despised me—”

“Mother, I haven’t despised you. And I have realized. I’ve often thought how wonderful you were—”

“So you may have done, Jacqueline,” sobbed her mother; “but you’ve never done anything to help me. I’ve tried so hard to fix everything for you so that you shouldn’t have to live the sort of life I’ve lived, and you’ve never backed me up. There was that charming young fellow in Paris with more money than he knew what to do with. He was dreadfully in love with you, and everything would have been splendid if you’d married him, but you ruined everything — just because he hadn’t a great deal of chin.”

“But, Mother, I really didn’t love him—”

“You didn’t try to, Jacqueline. You hardly knew the man. He was perfectly charming if you’d looked a little farther than the chin. And it was the same in Rome, and the same in Vienna, and the same everywhere else. If their chins were all right, you always found something else wrong with them. I’m sure I don’t know what you do want as a husband. You can’t marry a Greek god. People in our station of life can’t expect to do that sort of thing. And if you did, you wouldn’t be happy. You’d have to keep him under lock and key. And now — now — oh, go away, Jacqueline, and leave me. I’m just terribly unhappy.”

“And now what, Mother?”

“And now there’s Jim Asson,” sobbed Mrs. Smith. “He’s terribly rich and very goodlooking, and if only you’d marry him — but of course you won’t. You’ll probably find he’s got a hammer toe or something, and we shall just go on and on, living the same cheap sort of life, pinching and scraping, telling lies and — oh, it’s all so hopeless, Jacqueline. I feel I can’t go on any longer. I just want to lie here and cry.”

The girl was silent, frowning thoughtfully; and then her frown vanished, and her eyes seemed to soften; her hand went out and touched her mother’s shoulder again.

“Mother — listen.”

“Just leave me alone, Jacqueline.”

“There’s no need to be unhappy, Mother. There’s no need to cry. I suppose I’ve been a selfish little beast, but I won’t be any more. And you won’t have to struggle and tell lies and pinch and scrape any more, either. Are you listening?”

Her mother nodded.

“That’s all done with — for ever, Mother, because I am going to marry Jim Asson.”

Mrs. Smith suddenly sat up.

“Jacqueline! My dear — if you really mean it—”

“I do. Does that make you happy?”

Mrs. Smith caught her hand, drew her close, and kissed her cheek.

“Bless you, dear!” she said. “I’m sure you’ll be terribly happy.”

“I’m going to tell Jim now.”

Her mother nodded.

“Do, dear,” she smiled. “And then I’ll talk to Colonel Lutman about the business side. You can safely leave that to me.”

“I’m sure I can. Mother.”

“It must all be done legally,” said Mrs. Smith. “I shall write to Mr. Stuckey at once. Run along, dear, and find Jim.”

Jacqueline hesitated.

“About that cheque, Mother….”

“My dear, I’m sure I shan’t worry about that now. Why, Colonel Lutman will be almost a relative. I don’t suppose he’ll mention it again when he hears of your engagement.”

“And if he does?”

Mrs. Smith smiled.

“Well, you’ll soon be married, dear, won’t you?”

*

Jacqueline found Jim Asson smoking a cigarette in the lounge and seated herself beside him on the settee.

“Well, Jim, do you really want me to marry you?”

“Of course I do, Jacqueline. I’ve been waiting and hoping—”

“Listen, Jim, before you start getting rapturous,” interrupted the girl. “I don’t love you, and if I marry you it will be because I’m sick of never having a shilling to spend, sick of the sort of life I’ve been leading. It’ll be because you’ve got enough money to give me a home of my own, and a good time and nice clothes and all that sort of thing, and because you’ve promised to make mother a generous allowance. Is that clear?”

“You don’t give me much chance to misunderstand, Jacqueline.”

“It’s best to be frank. That’s why I should be marrying you, and for no other reason at all. I don’t want to marry you under false pretences. I like you, but I don’t love you, and I don’t believe I shall ever love you.”

“It sounds a bit coldblooded, Jacqueline.”

She smiled. “Your proposal wasn’t exactly ardent, Jim,” she reminded him. “That’s the position, anyway. Of course, I’ll be a sport and play the game and behave as a good wife is expected to behave, but it will only be for the reasons I’ve given you. Do you still want to marry me?”

“Of course.”

“Right-o, Jim, I’m willing. So we call it a bet, do we?”

“Absolutely. And as soon as possible, eh. Jacqueline? I’ll see old Lutman and get things fixed up and we’ll be married straight away, shall we?”

She nodded and got up.

“See you later, then, Jim,” she said, and went up to her bed room.

There, for a long time she sat staring out of the window. ‘But why?’ she kept asking herself. ‘Why does Jim want to marry me? And why does Colonel Lutman want him to?’
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Charles Stuckey, on the sunlit terrace of the Hotel Walderstein, was a very different person from Charles Stuckey in the dingy office of Messrs. Stuckey & Stuckey in London.

He was dressed, for instance, in a suit of plus-fours of vivid pattern which, though it caused no commotion in the valley of the Danube, long since inured to the British tourist’s conception of suitable attire for foreign travel, would probably have caused a riot in Rotherhithe. From the pocket of his jacket protruded the inevitable folding pocket Kodak, and on the back of his head he wore a green Austrian hat complete with its bunch of feathers. He was smoking a large German pipe, puffing at it furiously as he studied the little German phrase-book in his hand. Moreover, there was a look on his face which was never there when Charles Stuckey was in his Rotherhithe office. He never enjoyed himself there as he was enjoying himself now.

He had not been there many minutes before he had decided that he liked Cobenzil. He liked the sunlit terrace of the hotel; he liked the view across the river; he liked his hat and the appearance, if not the taste, of his pipe; and he liked particularly the look of the girl who was seated a little farther along the terrace, beneath the shadow of the big sun umbrella.

The only thing which so far he had found did not quite meet with his approval was the fact that the waiter, though no doubt he had been born and bred in the country, seemed quite unable to understand his own language — at least, as explained in Charles’s little book.

“Beer!” said Charles, raising his voice, as if mere volume of sound would convey his meaning. “I want some beer and a newspaper — anything but a Sunday newspaper.”

“Beer — ja
 ,” said the waiter. “Sunday?” He raised his eyebrows, spread out his hands, and shook his head.

“You don’t understand ‘Sunday’?” said Charles, and hastily consulted the index of his little book, found ‘Days of the Week’ and began hurriedly thumbing the pages.

And then, before the book could throw any light on the subject, he heard the blessed sound of a very pleasant voice saying in English, “Can I help you?” and glanced up to see Jacqueline, looking even more attractive at close quarters than she had looked beneath the sun umbrella, smiling at him in a friendly way.

Charles replied with his broadest smile.

“Thank God!” he said fervently. “You speak English. It’s the most marvellous thing that has happened to me since I entered the valley of the Danube.”

“Marvellous? It’s the language I was born into.”

Charles nodded.

“That explains it,” he said. “Why you speak it so well, I mean. You know, you do. You speak it much better than I speak German, and much better than this chap understands German. He doesn’t even know the days of the week. I asked him for any newspaper but a Sunday one, and he looked as if I’d asked him to lend me a fiver.”

Jacqueline turned to the waiter and rattled off a sentence in German which brought to Charles’s eyes a look of rapt admiration; and the waiter, evidently understanding quite easily what she had said, turned and hurried away.

“Thanks awfully,” said Charles. “And now, will you — if that sort of thing is allowed in this country — will you allow me to offer you a drink? You can order it yourself, you know, because the only drink I know in German is beer.”

Jacqueline nodded towards her table beneath the sun umbrella. “I have one there,” she said. “Come and join me, won’t you?” They seated themselves under the sun umbrella and Jacqueline, accepting a cigarette, studied Charles keenly for some moments; and then, satisfied, apparently with the result of her scrutiny, leaned back in her chair.

“Are you staying here?” she inquired.

“Well, no, as a matter of fact I am not,” said Charles. “A bird of passage, you know. I move about a good deal,” he added airily. “The fact is, I have just run over to settle a small affair for one of my clients. You don’t mind my pipe, do you?”

Jacqueline shook her head, smiling.

“It fits the landscape,” she told him. “It looks like Austria, even if it smells like London.”

Charles grinned.

“Hand-painted,” he said. “Eight marks. Not dear, was it?”

“You get a lot of smoke for your money, anyway,” laughed Jacqueline. “Do you often come over?”

“Now and then,” said Charles. “I have several clients who reside in Austria, but, of course, unless it is something very important, I usually send a clerk.”

“Clients,” said Jacqueline. “Oh, are you a lawyer?”

Charles glanced at her with unconcealed admiration.

“I say, that’s very clever of you. Clients — lawyer — yes, I see your train of thought. As a matter of fact, I am a lawyer. Do you mind?”

“Oh, no,” smiled Jacqueline. “It’s the way things happen, you know. If you see a blue-eyed cow in the morning you’re certain to see one in the afternoon. I suppose he’ll turn up today, now — the other lawyer, I mean.”

Charles frowned slightly.

“A friend of yours?” he asked. “I wonder if I know him. I mean — er — most of we lawyers — or should it be ‘us lawyers’? anyway, the best-class lawyers, you know — er — meet each other pretty frequently, and quite possibly your friend is a friend of mine.” And then, seeing that Jacqueline was staring at him intently, with a little pucker showing between her eyebrows, he adjusted the set of his Austrian hat and straightened his tie. “Don’t you think I’m likely to know him?”

She shook her head.

“No, I wasn’t thinking that, but I was wondering — do you go into police courts and defend people?”

Charles looked shocked.

“I? My dear child, don’t be absurd. Police courts! Chancery, administrating estates, trustees, all that sort of thing. One seldom sees a Court; that is a rather vulgar side of one’s practice, which one leaves to one’s managing clerk.”

“Oh, I see,” said Jacqueline. “Sorry.”

“As the Master of the Rolls was saying to me just before the Long Vacation — we were lunching together, I fancy—’My dear Charles,’ he said, ‘if one didn’t see your name in the papers — as, of course, one does — one wouldn’t know you were alive.’” He laughed rather self-consciously. “That is the sort of firm mine is.”

“I see,” said the girl. “Well, my lawyer isn’t that sort at all.”

“But of course there are lawyers and lawyers. If he were one of the big men no doubt I should know him.”

“Oh, he isn’t,” said Jacqueline: “he’s very small potatoes, according to mother. He has a practice among the poor people who want defending in the police court. Criminals mostly. I should say. Mother says they call him ‘The Mouthpiece’.”

“Mouthpiece!” repeated Charles. “How queer! Where does he hang out?”

“He has an office at a place called Rotherhithe,” she told him. “It is a poor part of London, mother says, but he has a wonderful old office overlooking the Thames. I have an idea he must be quite clever — I believe he gets all sorts of people off who really ought not to be got off — but I should think there’s something queer about him that has stopped him getting on. Drink, probably. Do you think he drinks?”

“With an office in Rotherhithe, I shouldn’t blame him if he did,” said Charles. “But he doesn’t — not to excess. A beer now and then — when he can get it. I wonder where that waiter is?” He glanced round, saw no sign whatever of the waiter, and turned again to the girl. “It has just occurred to me,” he said: “are you by any chance Miss Jacqueline Smith?”

Jacqueline glanced at him quickly, consternation in her eyes.

“I say, you’re not my lawyer, are you?”

“As a matter of fact,” said Charles, “if you are Miss Jacqueline Smith — are you?”

“I am.”

“Then I am,” said Charles.

“You’re Mr. What-is-it, some funny name — Sticky?”

“Stuckey,” corrected Charles. “Charles Stuckey, of the firm Stuckey & Stuckey.”

Jacqueline smiled.

“Known amongst your aristocratic clients as ‘The Mouthpiece’, eh, Mr. Stuckey? You’re the Mouthpiece, and I fairly put my foot in it. I’m dreadfully sorry.”

“Don’t mention it,” said Charles. “The Mouthpiece!” He gave a rather forced laugh. “Yes, I believe they do call me that. Very amusing.”

“And all that about the Master of the Rolls and administrating estates and trustees, and the rest of it — all lies, eh, Charles? You don’t mind me calling you Charles, do you? I’m sure you can’t like being called Stuckey. And you needn’t look in the least uncomfortable about lying, because we’re all liars here. Mother’s a liar, and I’m a liar, and Jim Asson — he’s my fiance, you know — he’s a liar; and I have a sort of idea that Colonel Lutman — he tries to wear an eyeglass, and is Jim’s trustee — is the biggest liar of the lot. Now do you feel at home?”

Charles nodded and smiled.

“We know where we are, anyway,” he said. “So you are Jacqueline Smith, are you? Well, let’s have a look at you.” He inspected her solemnly for some moments, and then nodded. “You’re very pretty,” he announced.

Jacqueline laughed.

“If that is a legal opinion, Charles, don’t count on getting six and eightpence for it. I can get that sort of thing for nothing. Besides, you’re probably lying again.”

“Oh, no,” said Charles hastily, “not to you. As your legal adviser, I might, if occasion arose, lie on your behalf. That’s what you would be paying me for. But you may trust me never to lie to you.” He smiled. “As a matter of fact, I don’t believe I could do it without blushing all over my face, and that’s all wrong, you know. A lawyer who blushes all over his face when he tells a lie deserves to be struck off the rolls. He’d soon be bankrupt, anyway.”

“And I suppose you’ve brought the important document with you, eh. Charles? Some deed or other, isn’t it?”

“Well, no,” said Charles, “I haven’t brought the deed. I’ve brought a rough draft of the marriage settlement, that’s all.”

“May I see it?” asked Jacqueline.

Charles demurred.

“Well, it is rather irregular, you know. My instructions came from your mother, and she might not wish—”

“But I wish it, Charles. I want to see it before the others see it. You’re my lawyer, too, aren’t you?”

Charles felt in his pocket, drew out a document, and handed it to Jacqueline. She opened it out and

“‘Know all men by these presents’,” she read. “What does that mean, Charles?”

“Well, as a matter of fact,” said Charles, “it doesn’t mean anything much—just a piece of legal terminology. It’s the right thing to say, you know, when you start off, just as when you meet anyone out you say ‘Good morning. Beastly weather, isn’t it?’—”

“Oh, I see,” said Jacqueline, and continued reading. “‘To the aforesaid Jacqueline Mary Hibbert Smith’ — is that me?”

“All of it,” said Charles.

“‘ — shall manage’ — I don’t see what that means, Charles.” She leaned towards him, indicating a line with her finger. “That bit.” Charles took the document.

“‘Notwithstanding any arrangement heretofore mentioned,’” he read. “Oh, that means that you — that is, your husband — well, you see, it’s like this: all the money will be in tire control of your husband.”

“You mean he’ll be boss—”

“Exactly.”

“All my money as well as his?”

Charles nodded.

“Well, I don’t see that it matters, anyway,” said Jacqueline, “as I haven’t any money.”

She took back the document and read on:

“‘Two thousand pounds per annum to the said Jacqueline Mary Hibbert Smith. … One thousand pounds per annum to the said Millicent Mary Agnes Maud Smith’ — that’s mother, I suppose?”

“All of it,” smiled Charles.

“Maud! Good Lord! She kept that from me. Well, I suppose it’s all right. Do you want me to sign it?”

Charles snatched the paper almost roughly from her hand and thrust it back into his pocket.

“Great Scott, no!” he exclaimed. “This is only the rough draft, you know. It may have to be altered. Your mother may not agree to the terms—”

“You mean mother may want more? Oh, don’t blush about it, Charles. You know as well as I do that this deed isn’t only for my benefit. If I’d only myself to think of—” She paused, and shrugged her shoulders. “But you’re my lawyer, not my father confessor.” Charles’s eyes seemed vaguely troubled.

“Look here, Miss Jacqueline,” he said. “About this young man — Jim Asson. He’s — er — well, he’s a nice young man, is he?”

“Oh, yes, quite nice.”

“And I suppose you’re dreadfully in love with him?”

“Oh no.”

“H’m!” said Charles. “That is very awkward. But of course, you never know. You will probably grow very fond of him after. I find in my practice that people very often grow very fond of each other after.”

“After what?” said Jacqueline. “After the divorce? Do you know Jim Asson?”

Charles shook his head.

“Never seen him in my life,” he said brazenly. “But he’s the sort you could love, isn’t he, even if you don’t love him now?”

“No,” said Jacqueline, “not at all the sort.”

“Oh, yes, he is,” said Charles.

She shook her head.

“Sorry, Charles, but he isn’t. And how do you know, anyway, if you’ve never met him?”

“I know it,” said Charles, “because, with my experience as a judge of character, I am firmly convinced that Miss Jacqueline Smith would never agree to marry a man for the sake of two thousand pounds a year if she didn’t feel that she would in due course be able to love him as any man expects to be loved by the woman he marries.”

Jacqueline smiled.

“Don’t be pompous, Charles,” she said, “because I really like you very much — as my lawyer — and when you start being pompous, it makes me want to punch you.”

Charles was quite obviously pleased.

“You really like me?”

“Yes, I really do like you, but don’t mess about with your tie because I tell you that. It is funny, isn’t it?”

Charles’s hand dropped from his tie.

“What’s funny?”

“Haven’t you ever noticed that flattery goes to a woman’s head, but it never gets farther than a man’s necktie?”

Charles sighed.

“You seem to know a lot about men, my dear.”

“I do,” said Jacqueline. “If you spend a few years living in third-rate continental hotels, you gather quite a lot of knowledge of men. The men you meet in continental hotels, Charles, may be divided into two classes: those who call you ‘dear little thing’, and those who call you ‘dear old thing’. The first have wives, and the second have mothers: I haven’t yet decided which is worse. A mother, I think. I’ve got one.”

Charles looked a little shocked.

“That is hardly the way to speak of your mother,” he began, but Jacqueline cut him short.

“I am going to tell you something,” she said. “I am fond of mother, though I really don’t quite know why. It isn’t because she’s my mother. She can be awfully sweet, and she’s pathetic, somehow. Sometimes I fee! there’s nothing I couldn’t do for her, and at other times there’s nothing I want to do so much as clear out and never see her again. I expect I’m hard, but when you’ve spent your mornings explaining to tradespeople in French and German and most other European languages that the bank manager only returned the cheque because mother hadn’t crossed the ‘t’ in Millicent, and your afternoons watching mother shaking her head and frowning and sighing and doing sums on little scraps of paper when she thinks no one is looking, and when you’ve gone to her room at night to say good night to her and found her sobbing on the pillow and wishing she’d never been born — well, you’ve either got to get hard or get soft, Charles—and if you get soft, you’re finished.”

Charles was wondering how best to reply to that outburst of confidence, when he heard the sound of footsteps, and glanced round to see Mrs. Smith, with Colonel Lutman and Jim Asson in attendance, coming towards them across the terrace.

“My dear Mr. Stuckey!” exclaimed Mrs. Smith. “I didn’t expect you to arrive until tomorrow, but you never know what a lawyer will do next, do you? Been making friends with Jacqueline? Jimmy, this is my family lawyer, Mr. Charles Stuckey. This, Mr. Stuckey, is my future son-in-law, Mr. James Asson — nephew of Lord Person.”

“Indeed!” said Charles, and shook hands with Jim.

“And this,” said Mrs. Smith, “is Colonel Lutman. He’s Jim’s trustee, you know.”

Charles shook hands with Lutman.

“Now, of course,” said Mrs. Smith, “we have got to get to business. We’ll all sit down here, shall we? I’m sure we pay enough at this hotel, and we may as well get all we can for our money.” They seated themselves round the table beneath the sun umbrella — all except Jacqueline, who strolled away and leaned on the parapet of the terrace a few feet from where they were sitting, and gazed out across the river, as though the proceedings were of no interest to her.

“And now, Mr. Stuckey,” said Mrs. Smith, “to business. You’ve brought the deed, haven’t you?”

“I have brought the draft, Mrs. Smith,” replied Charles.

Jim frowned.

“The draft? I sent you the draft. I expected you to bring the engrossment, ready for signature,”

“Yes, of course, Mr. Stuckey,” said Mrs. Smith. “I thought I made that very clear in my letter. All the details were agreed upon by Jim and Colonel Lutman and myself and sent to you, and all you had to do was to write out the agreement and bring it out here to be signed.”

Charles nodded.

“Yes, I gathered that that was what you wished, Mrs. Smith,” he said, “but unfortunately we can’t arrange these things exactly to suit ourselves. They must all be done in the proper legal way, and this deed must be signed and registered in London.”

Mrs. Smith made a gesture of impatience.

“It’s all very exasperating, Mr. Stuckey,” she said. “I can’t see what possible difference it can make whether a deed is signed in London or here or in Timbuctoo, for that matter. I can’t see how anyone — even a lawyer — could possibly tell where it is signed.” Charles shrugged his shoulders.

“There it is, Mrs. Smith,” he said. “A lawyer can do a great deal for his clients, but he can’t alter the law.”

Mrs. Smith sighed.

“Surely you could have done something, Mr. Stuckey? I have always understood that’s what lawyers were for. They’re not expected to carry out the law; they’re expected to find some way for their clients to slip round it. This will mean putting everything off. Jacqueline will be terribly disappointed, poor darling.” Jacqueline turned her head.

“Disappointed about what, Mother?”

“My dear, it’s so annoying,” said Mrs. Smith. “You’ve got to be registered in London or something, and that means, of course, putting off the wedding.”

“I? that all?” said Jacqueline. “Don’t worry, Mother. I’ll have my quiet cry about that later on.”

“And you, too, Jimmy,” said Mrs. Smith. “So very — disappointing.”

Colonel Lutman screwed his eyeglass in a little more firmly and glared at Charles with his other eye.

“If it’s the law, it’s the law,” he said, “but I think, Mr. Stuckey, that a solicitor who really had his clients’ interests at heart might have found some less dilatory method.”

“And surely,” said Mrs. Smith, with a touch of asperity, “if you’ve only brought the draft agreement there was no need for you to have come at all. All that expense when the post could have done it just as well. Besides, you could have wired ‘Registration or whatever it is not legal unless so-and-so’, and we’d have understood and made arrangements accordingly.”

Colonel Lutman smiled.

“I fancy Mr. Stuckey must be fond of travel, Mrs. Smith. Perhaps you’ve never seen the Danube before, Mr. Stuckey?”

“As a matter of fact, I haven’t,” said Charles with a hint of a smile. “Quite amazing, isn’t it? I had always understood it was blue.”

“But don’t worry, Mrs. Smith,” said Colonel Lutman, “we’ll all travel together to London. I am leaving, in any case.” He glanced at Jim. “I have wasted too much time over this young man’s love affairs already. I will get reservations by the Oriental, and we can leave tomorrow. Five sleepers, cabin on the boat, and Pullmans from Dover.”

Mrs. Smith smiled at him.

“That is awfully kind of you, Colonel Lutman. I always make such a muddle when I buy tickets, and I am always rather surprised when I really arrive at the place I want to go to. I will leave everything to you and we can settle up later, can’t we?” She got up from her chair. “Come along, Jacqueline,” she said, “we must go and pack.”

Jacqueline turned, bestowed a smile on Charles, and followed her mother across the terrace.

The three men watched them until they disappeared into the hotel, and then Jim suddenly swung round in his chair and banged his fist on the table.

“What the devil do you think you’re doing, Stuckey?” he demanded. “You dirty, doublecrossing—”

“Shut up, Jim,” interrupted Lutman, and turned to Charles. “What exactly is the idea, Charles?”

Jim got to his feet.

“If you’re trying to twist me, Stuckey — All that about the registration and signing in London — it’s rot, and you know it’s rot. There’s no earthly reason why the deed should not be signed today, and the marriage come off tomorrow, and if you’re playing any of your low-down tricks—”

Lutman got to his feet and laid a hand on Jim’s shoulder.

“All things considered, my dear James,” he said, “this is not the time or place to kick up a stink, and it’s certainly not your job to do it. What have you got to bleat about? You’ve had a thousand of my money to spend, haven’t you? Behave like a bridegroom and leave it to me.”

“But can’t you see what it is, Lutman?” exclaimed Jim. “I told you Stuckey was no good, didn’t I? I told you what kind of a man he was.”

“My dear James,” interrupted Lutman, with a significant glance at Charles. “I think friend Stuckey will agree that no one knows better than I do what kind of a man he is.”

“He’s gone cold on it,” said Jim. “I told you he would.” Lutman turned to Charles again.

“We don’t want to hurry you, Charles,” he said, “but we should like to hear as soon as possible just what the great idea is.” Charles shrugged his shoulders.

“I don’t see what you are making all the fuss about,” he said. “What difference can a week make?”

“A day can make a difference,” said Jim. “You can’t keep this sort of thing dark for ever. If Jacqueline or her mother got to hear of the legacy—”

“My dear James,” interrupted Lutman, “if you will keep talking, I shall have to beat your face off. But Jim’s right, Charles; a week may make all the difference in the world, a day may make a difference. You were as emphatic about that in London as I was. You can’t kid the New York lawyers indefinitely. If you don’t produce Jacqueline Smith they’ll get busy on their own to find her. Why the sudden change of mind?”

Charles stared at his preposterous pipe and made no reply.

“Go on, Stuckey, what is it? Tell me.”

“It’s like this, Lutman,” said Charles reluctantly. “Suppose you were a general in charge of troops and you ordered ’em into action and you knew that every man jack of them would be killed — well, that wouldn’t be so bad if you were sitting at headquarters right way from it all, but if you went and had a look at them before the y went over the top it might make all the difference. It wouldn’t be quite so easy to give the word for them to go.”

Lutman smiled rather grimly.

“Oh. I see. Our dear, sentimental Charles! So you’ve come out here and seen the girl and been touched by her sweet innocence ad now you haven’t the heart to see the scheme through.”

“Good Lord!” exclaimed Jim. “You might have guessed it, Lutman. Stuckey’s fallen for her. Just the sentimental sort of slop you’d expect from him. I told you he wasn’t to be trusted.”

“Fallen for her, has he?” said Lutman. “Well, you really can’t blame him, can you, James? And as regards Jacqueline, it’s rather difficult, perhaps, to imagine Charles Stuckey, ‘The Mouthpiece’, of Rotherhithe, arousing her tender emotions, but if she’d fall for a low-down little rat like you, she’d fall for anyone.” He turned to Charles. “I’m sorry, my dear Charles, but it can’t be done. It’s a hard world for sentimental people like you and me, but we must steel our hearts, Charles, and do our duty. Look at this.” He took a newspaper-cutting from his pocket and read: “‘Chicago Tribune, Paris edition. Alan Redfern dead. Oil millionaire leaves 51,500,000 to English niece.’ Suppose Mrs. Smith or Jacqueline had seen that, eh? Suppose they do see it tomorrow? How much do you think there’d be for us three to cut up? And try to remember, Charles, that if anything unfortunate like that were to happen, I should be the loser more than you or Jim. I have already spent a lot of money on this little scheme, and I don’t intend to lose it.”

“I wish to God I had never told you she’d been left the money,” exclaimed Charles.

“If I remember rightly, Charles,” said Lutman, “you didn’t tell me. I read the cable on your desk in the office.”

“Yes, and I wish you’d never set foot in my office.”

“Of all the rotten little skunks!” said Jim. “If Lutman hadn’t backed you, you wouldn’t have an office. Lutman has been mighty food to you, Stuckey.”

Lutman cut hint short.

“My dear James, in a moment I shall blush. And now listen, Charles. You’ve got to be a good boy and do as we arranged and forget all about the soft look in Miss Jacqueline’s eyes, and the glint of the sunlight in her hair.” He dropped his eyeglass and his mouth was suddenly grim. “This thing’s going through. Get that into your head. There’s nothing illegal in it. Jim marries tire girl; we cut it five ways, and I take three.”

Charles’s fingers were drumming the top of the table.

“It’s robbery. I can’t let the girl be robbed.”

“Who’s robbing her?” demanded the Colonel. “You take sixty thousand and make a trust for the mother and daughter — we can’t touch that. The girl will be better off than she’s ever been in her life.”

Charles jerked a thumb towards Jim Asson.

“She’ll have him, though.”

“Well, I got her, didn’t I?” said Jim.

“Oh, yes, you got her!” said Lutman sneeringly. “Let’s get this straight before we go any farther, James. You got her on my money, and don’t you forget it. Charles and I are under no obligation to you. If I hadn’t bought you your pretty clothes and sent you out here looking as nearly a gentleman as we could manage to make you, you wouldn’t have been in on this scheme at all.”

“Oh, all right, all right,” said Jim soothingly. “But I don’t want any more of that ‘she’ll have him
 ’ stuff, Stuckey. She won’t have you, anyway.” He turned abruptly and strode away.

“Once and for all, Charles,” said Lutman, “there is to be no backing out now. We leave for London tonight and arrive tomorrow, and two days later those two will be married. The deed is to be ready for signature in forty-eight hours from now, and if it isn’t…” He paused and gave a shrug. “In this beautiful scenery, Charles,” he said, “don’t let us even talk of anything unpleasant.”

For a long time after Lutman had left him Charles remained seated on the terrace, gazing out across the river. From the expression on his face he did not appear to see anything beautiful in the view at all.
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Charles Stuckey, seated at the desk of his private office in Rotherhithe, glanced round the room with a disparaging eye. He had done his best with it. The windows, for instance, had been cleaned — on the inside, at any rate — so that, looking through them, one got the impression that the fog which enveloped London was not quite as thick as usual.

His desk, too, was quite disconcertingly tidy, and anyone who was familiar with the office could not have entered it without observing the absence of any considerable amount of visible dust.

Still, it wasn’t much of a place, Charles felt, in which to receive Jacqueline Smith; and although he had carefully dragged the armchair over the threadbare patch in the carpet, he had an uncomfortable feeling that his sanctum fell far short of attaining that degree of luxury which might be expected in the private office of one who lunched with the Master of the Rolls.

In any case, Jacqueline would have to come up that appalling flight of stairs and pass through that shabby outer office, where shabby Mr. Bells had his shabby desk, probably saying shabby things through the telephone. He had wanted very much to get rid of Mr. Bells and found himself with the awkward choice either of sending Mr. Bells out on some excuse and giving Jacqueline the impression that he had no office staff, or of letting Mr. Bells stay where he was and add to the general shabbiness of the place.

He had wanted very much to ask Miss Harringay if she would mind combing her hair and removing a little of the blatant colour from her lips, but had found, when he was face to face with Miss Harringay, that the request was quite beyond his courage.

Seated now at his desk, he reflected, a little wistfully, that so many things, when he came face to face with them, had been beyond his courage. If he had had any real courage, for instance, he would have told Lutman to go to the devil long ago and have taken the consequences. If he had any real courage now he would still do it. When Jacqueline arrived he would tell her the truth, expose the whole sorry scheme to her, not excluding his own share in it, and face the consequences of that. He felt that they would be harder to face than any that might come from his telling Lutman to go to the devil. It mattered enormously, he discovered, that Jacqueline should think well of him.

Certainly, if he had the least courage, even if he did not expose the scheme to her, he would at least make sure that she did not sign the deed which lay on his desk now, only awaiting her signature.

The door of the office was opened and Colonel Lutman came in, resplendent in a peaked yachting cap and reefer coat.

“Good morning, Charles,” he said breezily.

Charles glanced up at him, staring in silence at the Colonel’s unusual headgear. Then: “There’s a hat-peg on the door behind you, Lutman,” he remarked.

Lutman tipped his cap to a rakish angle and strode to the window.

“Marvellous morning, Charles,” he said. “I came by river. Delightful!”

Charles became absorbed in studying a document.

“You’re welcome to it,” he said. “I hate the beastly river.” Lutman shot him a reproachful glance.

“My dear fellow, have you no soul?”

“I sometimes wish I hadn’t.”

The Colonel smiled.

“The river at night, Charles — the big ships going down, and the barges sailing up, the swirling water, the lights, the breeze against one’s face — there’s more beauty to be seen in the Pool at night than on the lagoons of Venice. One of these nights, Charles, you must come for a trip with me and see for yourself.”

“Thanks, Lutman, but I’d rather not blow about in a midget of a boat like yours — especially in the dark.”

“The dark, as you should know, Charles, has its uses on occasion, and there’s not a finer little craft on the river than mine. There isn’t a Police boat afloat that could catch her if I didn’t choose to let it.”

“And that, no doubt, has its uses on occasion?”

The Colonel gave an enigmatic smile.

“Has the estimable James arrived yet?” he inquired.

“An hour ago. I’ve kicked him out to have a cup of coffee. I couldn’t stand any more of him. I warn you, Lutman, Jim’s getting restless. He has been plaguing me this morning. He wants to know what he’s going to do with Jacqueline Smith when he has got her.”

“Jim’s imagination is not his strong point,” replied Lutman. “Jacqueline and her mother will be along very shortly. I called at their flat this morning and suggested that I should bring them on the river, but they preferred a less romantic omnibus. And, speaking of Jacqueline, Charles, reminds me.” He took from his pocket a folded newspaper and laid it on the lawyer’s desk. “When I called at Mrs. Smith’s flat this morning,” he said, “I happened to notice this lying on a table in the hall. It was then in a postal wrapper, addressed to Miss Jacqueline Smith. Fortunately the wrapper had not been torn.”

“And you took it?”

“Yes, Charles, I took it. You see, I noticed the postmark — London, E. I wondered who could be sending newspapers to Jacqueline from London, E., so I took the liberty of opening it. I found it was a copy of the New York Herald
 with the story of Alan Redfern’s will splashed across the front page.”

Charles’s face registered incredulity.

“Who on earth could have done that, Lutman?”

The Colonel picked up the paper and returned it to his pocket. “Don’t do it again, Charles, that’s all,” he said. “Such tricks are dangerous.” He strolled to the window again and stood gazing out at the river. “You’ve got the contract ready? I suppose it’s a bit too late to alter, isn’t it?”

“You mean, to substitute your name for Jim Asson’s? There’s nothing wrong with your imagination, anyway, Lutman. Yes, it’s all in order.”

“And was when you came to Vienna, eh? I know. It only became a preliminary draft after you’d met the charming Jacqueline. Meeting her made a difference, didn’t it?”

“Enough difference to make me hate the idea of letting her sign it,” Charles admitted.

“You’re full of surprises,” smiled Lutman. “I didn’t think you had that much sentiment in you. But keep your sentiment well in hand today, Charles. Any tricks, and I might not be so tolerant as I have been. That deed is to be signed, sealed and delivered this morning, and at 11 a.m. on Wednesday next Miss Jacqueline Smith will become Mrs. James Asson.

“God help her!” said Charles. “But it isn’t Wednesday, yet, Lutman.”

The Colonel raised his eyebrows.

“If that is intended for a threat—”

“It isn’t,” Charles interrupted. “You know damned well that I can’t afford to threaten you. I’m just reminding you that this marriage isn’t the dead certainty you seem to think. Suppose Jacqueline wants another lawyer to see the contract?”

“My dear fellow, she won’t. She trusts you. Goodness knows why, but she does.”

“Or suppose she reads it and realizes that she’s handing over full control of her property to her husband in exchange for two thousand a year?”

“In that case,” smiled Lutman, “you will point out that it is merely a customary legal formula, and that, as she has no property, two thousand a year is a very good price for it. Why quibble?”

“I live by quibbling.”

“And if you wish to continue quibbling, you’ll be careful not to play any tricks today. You realize what you’ll be throwing away if you play the fool, don’t you? — sixty thousand pounds!”

“There’s no need to remind me.”

“And no need, I hope, to remind you of what will happen if you let me down.”

“No need for that, either, thanks, Lutman. You’ve reminded me often enough — every time you’ve had a dirty job you wanted done, and whenever I’ve had a chance to be independent.”

“Well, Charles, you’ve got your chance now,” said Lutman genially. “Europe is your playground. Read for the Bar — be a real mouthpiece, eh? Spouting to judges and juries, and heaven knows what, eh? I’d love to see you in a wig and gown. ‘My lord, and members of the jury—’ I can hear your deep, sonorous voice, Charles—”

“Oh, for God’s sake shut up!” exclaimed Charles irritably. “I’m not amused.”

Lutman chuckled to himself as he turned again to the window. “What’s the big boat out there?”

“John o’ Gaunt,” Charles told him curtly. “She comes in regularly — from Antwerp. I know the captain — Captain Allwright.”

“If you decide to play the fool, you might do worse than leave by her. Is there much mud here?”

“Not outside this office.”

“Most unpleasant to be in the mud, eh, Charles? Can’t you hear them saying, ‘There goes old Stuckey — he used to be a solicitor until they struck him off; he sells bootlaces now….’ All right, Charles, it’s a shame to tease you. Hadn’t you better get Jim along? The others are more than due.”

Charles rose, and clapped his hat on his head.

“I’ll fetch him myself,” he said. “I can do with a change of air.” He strode out, and, as the door closed, Lutman crossed to the desk and began methodically going through the various papers that littered it. More than once in his past he had found that inspecting papers on desks, in drawers and, if he was fortunate, in safes, was a profitable occupation for any moments he might be left alone in someone else’s office. But on this occasion he had hardly begun his inspection when the door was flung open and Miss Harringay, with a filing basket filled with papers in her hand, came jauntily into the room, saw him, and halted abruptly.

“Looking for anything?” she inquired. And before the Colonel could adjust his eyeglass and bestow the stare with which he attended to wither her: “All right, don’t mind me. But there’s nothing there worth reading; I’ve had a look myself.”

She went to the safe, tried the handle, found that it was locked, crossed to the desk and pulled at the top left-hand drawer. That, too, was locked, and, with a “Tut!” of exasperation, she set down toe filing basket, produced a hairpin from her unruly mass of hair, tad thrust it in the lock of the drawer.

“Looking for anything?” smiled Lutman.

“The safe key.”

“In that drawer? Rather a dangerous place for a safe key, isn’t it?”

“You’d better tell Mr. Stuckey,” advised Miss Harringay. “He keeps it here, not me. But there’s nothing in our safe worth pinching. We only keep our tea and sugar there. Our clients are terrors for tea and sugar if we leave them about.”

“And do you make a habit of picking the locks of Mr. Stuckey’s desk? That’s what you’re trying to do, isn’t it?”

“It’s what I’m doing, if this damned hairpin wouldn’t bend,” replied Miss Harringay. “It’s one of my accomplishments. One of our regular clients taught me. Care to learn? But I don’t suppose there’s much you don’t know about it. What’s your line — blackmail? It’s dangerous, but you ought to be all right with Mr. Stuckey. He’s extra hot stuff on blackmail, so they say.”

“Thank you for the tip,” smiled Lutman. “And now I’ll give you one, shall I? Eyes off Jim Asson!”

Miss Harringay tilted her chin.

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Just that if you go on looking at him in the way I saw you looking at him in the Empire Cinema the other night, you’re riding for a broken heart. He’s going to be married.”

Miss Harringay shrugged a shoulder, inspecting the bent hairpin thoughtfully.

“I should worry! I suppose you haven’t got a hairpin, have you?”

Before the Colonel could reply, the door opened and Mr. Bells’ head appeared.

“Two ladies — highly respectable — to see Mr. Stuckey — as per appointment,” he announced; and, as Miss Harringay hurried, at a gesture from Lutman, towards the door, Mrs. Smith, with Jacqueline following, sailed gracefully into the room.

“My dear Colonel Lutman, what a dreadful neighbourhood!” she exclaimed. “It smells of fried fish and hops.”

“The staple diet in these parts, Mrs. Smith,” Lutman informed her.

“I should starve,” said Mrs. Smith. “Where’s Mr. Stuckey?”

“He won’t be many minutes. He has just gone out.”

“I have an appointment for twelve o’clock and he has no right to be out. Who was that girl?”

“That’s Mr. Stuckey’s typist — Miss Harringay.”

“How dreadful! And that’s what you wanted to be, Jacqueline — working here all day and going home at night to a lonely little bedroom. You’ll be much more comfortable married to Jim. Where is Jim?”

“He’ll be along in a minute, Mrs. Smith,” said Lutman.

Mrs. Smith sighed.

“Everybody seems to be coming along in a minute, and I’m quite tired of the place already.”

The Colonel waved her towards the armchair.

“Sit down, Mrs. Smith,” he invited. “It won’t take many seconds to fix things up when Stuckey does turn up. I’ve told him to have the contract ready for signature.”

“You’ve told him. Colonel?” said Jacqueline. “You’re rather taking charge of things, aren’t you?”

“My dear Jacqueline, don’t be ungracious,” reproved her mother. “After all the Colonel has done for us! I’m sure I don’t know where we should have been without him.”

“In some other hotel, Mother,” said the girl, and at that moment Charles and Jim Asson came in.

Mrs. Smith fixed Charles with a disapproving stare.

“I have been waiting for five minutes, Mr. Stuckey.”

“Sorry, Mrs. Smith,” Charles apologized. “I’ve been doing a humble job of work.”

“And now that you have been good enough to put in an appearance, please let’s get to business at once. I have arranged for the marriage of my daughter and Mr. Asson to be solemnized on Wednesday next at eleven o’clock.”

“In the forenoon,” laughed Jacqueline. “At the office of the duly appointed Registrar for the district of Pimlico. Solemnized! How do you fancy being solemnized, Jim? You don’t look too happy about it.”

Jim’s answer was a sullen frown.

“Jim is very happy indeed,” announced Mrs. Smith. “I’m sure be ought to be. He’s a very fortunate young man. The deed, I presume, Mr. Stuckey, is ready for Jacqueline’s signature?” Charles nodded.

“Quite ready, Mrs. Smith.”

“Then nothing remains but to — er—”

“Get it signed,” interrupted Jim irritably. “For God’s sake, Stuckey, let’s have the deed and get it signed. I’ve been hanging about for over an hour already.”

“Just a minute, please, Jim,” interrupted Jacqueline. “I’m probably going to be married to you for a long time, and it’s worth while spending a few minutes to know just how I stand.” She turned to Charles. “Suppose I sign this deed, Charles,” she said, “and then don’t marry Jim — what happens?”

“Nothing,” Charles told her. “The deed would be inoperative. Marriage is part of the consideration.”

“I say, Jacqueline!” exclaimed Jim anxiously. “You wouldn’t — after all this — you wouldn’t do a mean thing like that?”

“Quite right, Mr. Asson,” said Charles. “Miss Jacqueline certainly would not do a mean thing. But even when the contract is signed she is at perfect liberty to decline to marry you.”

“Oh, it’s all right, Jim,” laughed Jacqueline. “I’m not backing out. I only want to know how I stand. And suppose I get married, Charles, without signing the deed?”

“I can tell you that, Jacqueline,” volunteered Lutman. “In that case you would be dependent on what allowance Jim chose to make you. He would be under no legal obligation to make any allowance at all.”

“Either to you or to your mother, Jacqueline,” added Mrs. Smith.

“I see,” said Jacqueline. “So it’s all for my sake, is it? It seems rather ridiculous — all this fuss with deeds and contracts and signatures and the rest of it, just to make sure that I should be fairly treated.”

“My dear,” said her mother gently, “you must remember that you are dealing with English gentlemen, and they naturally wish that you should be safeguarded in every possible way. If Mr. Stuckey will be good enough to produce the document, we will get it signed at once—”

“Just a minute, please, Mother. There are one or two points I’d like cleared up before I sign. I want to ask Charles about them.”

“Very well,” agreed Mrs. Smith. “You and I will have a little chat with Mr. Stuckey, shall we?”

“If you’re getting married too, Mother — yes. Otherwise, I’d rather talk to Charles alone.”

“My dear, that hardly seems necessary—”

“It’s quite unnecessary,” said Jim Asson. “Heaven above knows what there is to make all this fuss about. The thing’s quite straightforward—”

Lutman silenced him with a look.

“It seems to me, Jacqueline,” he said, “that if Mr. Stuckey assures you that the deed is all in order and very much to your advantage—”

“It seems to me,” interrupted Charles, with a sudden harshness in his voice, “that if Miss Jacqueline wishes to consult me in private she is perfectly entitled to do so.”

Lutman glared at him; Mrs. Smith glared at him; Jim Asson glared at him. But, since Jacqueline rewarded his outburst with an approving smile, the glarings seemed to Charles of very little consequence.

“It’s just waste of time,” grumbled Jim Asson. “It’s quite an ordinary marriage settlement—”

Jacqueline turned on him with angry eyes.

“Yes — but it’s my marriage settlement, and it concerns me more than you. I want to talk to Charles about it, I’m going to do so, and if you or anyone else tries any more to prevent it, I shall drop the whole thing.”

“Quite right,” said Charles, and faced another battery of glares. “I must say, Mr. Stuckey,” began Mrs. Smith freezingly, “that your attitude strikes me as most extraordinary—”

“You can take it or leave it. Mother,” Jacqueline interrupted.

“Either I speak to Charles alone or the whole thing’s off. I can’t see what you’re all here for, anyway. I could perfectly well have come and seen Charles and signed the deed alone. I don’t need three of you to help me write my name.”

“So ungrateful!” sighed Mrs. Smith. “After coming all this way through those dreadful streets and waiting goodness knows how fang in a musty old office—”

“The best thing you can do, Mother, is to go home — by taxi,” advised Jacqueline. “I’ll be along later. Go and call a taxi, please, Jim — and there’s no need for you to come back. I’ll see you later, too.”

Jim went sulkily towards the door, and Jacqueline turned to the Colonel and held out her hand.

“Goodbye, Colonel,” she said. “Thank you so much for arranging everything. If you want to do another good deed, see mother home, will you? If you’re very nice to her I daresay she’ll let you pay the taxi fare.”

The Colonel screwed in his eyeglass and smiled at Mrs. Smith.

“If you will honour me by lunching with me, Mrs. Smith….”

Mrs. Smith visibly brightened.

“I’m really not fit to be seen. Colonel, but if you don’t mind taking a rag-bag to lunch—”

At the door, Mrs. Smith paused and glanced back.

“I hope, Jacqueline,” she said, “that you will allow no one to dissuade you from doing your duty to yourself and your mother,” and, with a parting glare at Charles, she followed the Colonel from the room.

Jacqueline turned to Charles with a smile.

“Charles — we are alone! And now we can talk.”
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“Fine,” said Charles. “I say, it’s nice to see you again.”

“Do sit down,” went on Charles, as he pulled a chair forward. “This one’s been dusted this morning. As a matter of fact, the whole office has been dusted—windows and everything.”

Jacqueline sat down with a smile.

“Even the old gentleman outside?”

Charles shook his head.

“That is old Bells, my chief clerk. He’s been here as long as the river Thames, and if I had him dusted I’m afraid he would resign. Do you like my office?”

Jacqueline glanced round.

“It is a perfect setting for Mr. Bells,” she said.

Charles frowned.

“And for me?”

She shook her head.

“For ‘The Mouthpiece’ perhaps, but for you…. Charles, are you quite sure you don’t drink? Because, if it isn’t drink, what is it? You can’t tell me this is where you ought to be.”

Charles gave a shrug.

“Here I am, anyway.”

“Yes, I know. You’re queer, you know, Charles — such a nice man really, and yet such a dreadful coward.”

“Coward?” Charles’s face showed pain and indignation. Jacqueline nodded.

“Yes, a coward. I believe so, anyway. I believe something tremendous has happened in your life to push you down, and now you need something else tremendous to happen to give you the courage to get up again.”

“Nothing tremendous ever happens to me, Jacqueline.”

“Sure?”

“Quite.”

“I’m not. I’m not so sure, Charles, that something tremendous hasn’t happened to you quite recently. And I’ve an idea that you know it has happened, only you’re too much of a coward to face the consequences of admitting it. Isn’t that true?”

Charles avoided her eyes.

“Hadn’t we better get to business?” he suggested.

Jacqueline smiled at his troubled face.

“Coward again! All right — we’ll get to business. I’m going to marry Jim Asson, Charles. You know that, don’t you?”

“Yes,” said Charles miserably. “Yes, I suppose you are.”

“But it won’t last long. I know that. So do you, don’t you? And I know you hate the idea of my marrying Jim, only you haven’t the pluck to say so — not even when Colonel Lutman isn’t here. But I can’t help myself, Charles. I’m caught. I’ve read old-fashioned stories about daughters who married to save their families from ruin, and I used to scream with laughter at the idea. But it isn’t really funny.”

“No,” agreed Charles, “it isn’t really funny.”

“But I’m swallowing it down with one gulp, and — never mind that, though. Let’s be practical and unsentimental and hard-headed and businesslike, shall we? Where’s the deed?”

“In my safe.”

“Aren’t you going to get it out?”

“Right-o,” said Charles, crossed to the safe, took out a document and seated himself at his desk. “Here it is. It only needs your signature.” He glanced at the document in his hand. “Two thousand a year for you and one thousand a year for your mother. You’d better read it through.”

He held out the document, but she brushed it aside.

“I’m not interested, Charles,” she said. “Give me a pen and I’ll sign it. It’s all right, I suppose, if you say so.”

She held out her hand for the pen, which Charles had picked up and dipped in the ink. But he was hesitating, toying with it and pushing the nib viciously into his blottingpad.

“It is all right, Charles, isn’t it?”

The solicitor tossed the pen aside, rose from his chair and began pacing the room.

“Oh, yes, it’s all right. Legally, I mean. Once you have signed it, you have only to get married to Jim Asson and you and your mother are legally entitled to the money.”

“Then, if it’s all right,” smiled Jacqueline, “why spoil a perfectly good nib by sticking it into your blotting-paper? Why don’t you want me to sign? You don’t, do you?”

Charles shrugged.

“I suppose I have no right to say anything,” he said. “I am only your solicitor.”

“Only?”

“What I mean is,” said Charles, “it’s not my business to butt into your private affairs, and if you love Jim Asson…. But you don’t. You’ve told me you don’t. And it seems all wrong somehow.”

“That I should marry him? I have explained all that to you, Charles. I’m marrying Jim Asson because I can’t stand any more of the sort of life I have been leading: cheques coming back from London — always living in fear of someone coming up to you in the street and making a scene about a bill that hasn’t been paid — sneaking out of hotels without paying our bill. We’ve done that lots of times. You know that, don’t you?”

Charles nodded.

“Goodness knows what would have happened to us more than once if you hadn’t advanced mother money; she would have been in gaol long ago. It’s all that sort of thing I’m going to get free of. I wonder if you can understand, Charles, what it means to me to realize that I shall be living in a house where the rent is paid, and where there are no beastly people hanging about outside to pounce on me when I go out?”

“Yes, you’ve had a rotten time,” Charles admitted. “All the same, you know, it doesn’t do to rush at things. Of course, I have no right to interfere, and if you think it’s worth it—”

“Worth it? My dear Charles, it’s worth murder to get out of all that. I had better sign, hadn’t I?”

“Right-o,” said Charles, seating himself at his desk. “All the same, Jacqueline, I wish you loved him.”

A hint of a smile touched the girl’s lips.

“Is that true?”

“Yes, of course it’s true. Naturally it’s true. If you’re going to marry him…. Oh, I don’t know,” he broke off suddenly. “What I mean is, there’s no need to be in such a hurry over it. Why not wait a bit until you know Jim Asson better?”

“Wait? Tell that to mother’s creditors, Charles. And do you really think I might fall in love with Jim Asson if I got to know him better?” She shook her head. “I have a funny kind of feeling, Charles, that if I did get to know him very well I might not marry him at all. I don’t know why: it’s just a feeling I’ve got. Ever since I promised to marry him I have tried not to know him any better than I do. But as I am going to marry him, the sooner it’s over the better. It’s all fixed up for next Wednesday, you know. Colonel Lutman’s going to be the best man, and mother’s going to give me away. I like that ‘give’, Charles, don’t you?”

“Why next Wednesday? Why this awful rush?”

“I left it to mother and the Colonel to arrange,” she told him, “and they both seemed anxious to fix it up as soon as possible.” She was thoughtful for a moment, frowning at the window; and then she turned to Charles again. “I wonder,” she said, “where Colonel Lutman comes into all this. Of course, I know he’s Jim’s trustee, but he seems dreadfully anxious to get me tied up to Jim as quickly as possible, and I can’t imagine why. He gets nothing out of it, does he?”

Charles’s eyes avoided hers. Just for a moment the thought came into his mind that he would tear up the deed there and then, tell her everything and let Lutman do his worst. He did actually pick up the deed from his desk and grasp it with his other hand. And then there came into his mind the memory of that slip of paper in Colonel Lutman’s wallet, and he wavered. After all, he told himself, signing the deed committed Jacqueline to nothing until she had married Jim Asson. The money was secure, and letting her sign the deed could do no real harm. He knew perfectly well that, if he had any real courage at all, he would take this chance of smashing the scheme before it had gone any farther and cutting himself free once and for all, at no matter what the cost, from Lutman. But his fingers released the document and he laid it on his desk and pushed it across towards Jacqueline. It was no use kicking. He couldn’t help himself, and telling Jacqueline…. That was the trouble — telling Jacqueline — about himself. It couldn’t be done. Even if he could bring himself to tell her, he would be no better off. Worse, since she would despise him then even more than now.

He dipped the pen in the ink again and held it out to her.

“If you really think it’s worth it, you’d better sign.”

She took the pen and glanced at him searchingly.

“Can you give me any real reason, Charles, why I shouldn’t sign?”

He shrugged his shoulders.

“Only that you don’t love Jim Asson.”

“No other reason at all?”

Charles shook his head.

“We need a witness. I’ll call Bells,” he said, and rang the bell on his desk.

A few moments later Jacqueline had written her name between the two pencilled crosses at the foot of the document, and Mr. Bells, having duly witnessed her signature, returned to his desk in the other room.

She tossed the pen on to the desk.

“There we are, Charles,” she said, and picked up her bag and gloves and gave him her hand. “Goodbye — Mouthpiece,” she said, and, since Charles seemed to have nothing to say in reply, she walked from the office.

Stuckey crossed to the desk, picked up the document, glanced at it, and sighed as he placed it in the safe and locked the door. Then, returning to the window, he continued to stare through the grimy pane.

It was Lutman’s voice that roused him from his reverie.

“Well, Charles, did she sign all right?”

The solicitor did not glance round.

“Aren’t you supposed to be taking Mrs. Smith to lunch, Lutman?”

“I’ve sent Jim on with her and I’m joining them. I couldn’t enjoy my lunch, Charles, with anxiety gnawing at my vitals, and I’m a little anxious about Jacqueline. She showed signs of becoming intractable. Did she sign?”

“Yes.”

Lutman smiled.

“I congratulate you, Charles, All her awkward questions skilfully and convincingly answered, eh? All her doubts set at rest, all her sublime faith in the integrity of Charles Stuckey crystallized into a signature! So all is now plain sailing, and on Wednesday next the marriage will be solemnized.”

“Perhaps,” said Charles.

Lutman’s bland smile disappeared and he stared searchingly at Charles as he stood gazing out of the window.

“What exactly does ‘perhaps’ mean?” he asked.

“Just that you mustn’t be too sure that the wedding will take place on Wednesday.”

“But if the document is signed—”

“It is,” said Charles. “But unfortunately, Lutman, Jacqueline signed it in the wrong place.”

The Colonel started.

“Hadn’t you better explain?”

Charles turned towards him with a shrug.

“Simply that the girl made a mistake and signed in the wrong place. It means preparing a fresh document for her to sign. If the deed is to be signed before the marriage, the marriage may have to be postponed.”

“I see,” he said softly. “So that’s the game, is it, Charles? Where’s the deed?”

“It’s in my safe.”

“Let me see it.”

Charles shook his head.

“Nobody sees it.”

“All things considered, Charles, is that quite reasonable?”

“Reasonable or not, you’re not seeing it.”

Lutman strode to the safe, tried the door, found that it was locked, and swung round on Charles.

“Listen, Charles,” he said, with a steely ring in his voice; “you’re going to open this safe and show me that deed.”

“I’m showing the deed to no one.”

“By God, you are!” exclaimed Lutman in sudden fury. “You’re showing it to me. Signed in the wrong place! Do you expect me to swallow that yarn? Do you think I don’t know the game you’re playing? Ever since you came to Cobenzil and met the girl you’ve been playing the same game — playing for time, working to postpone the marriage. And do you suppose I don’t know why? Because you’re in love with the girl yourself and can’t stand the idea of letting Jim or anyone else marry her. That’s your game — as clear as daylight. But it isn’t going to come off. Jim Asson is going to marry Jacqueline next Wednesday, whatever you or anyone else may do or say. Get that into your head.”

“It’s there,” said Charles. “I expect that’s why I’ve got a headache.”

Lutman made a gesture of impatience.

“You make me tired, Charles,” he said. “Just because the girl’s a good looker you start wallowing in sickly sentiment and playing these monkey-tricks. She’s not the only pretty girl in the world — and one pretty girl’s just as good as another. But this happens to be the only pretty girl who can put three hundred thousand pounds into our pockets, and we can’t afford to get sentimental. Pull yourself together and show me the deed.”

“Why should I?”

“I’ll tell you why,” replied the Colonel; “because I don’t trust you. You say the deed isn’t in order, but how do I know? You’re probably lying. And if the deed is in order, then the right person to take care of it is not you, and I propose to take charge of it myself.”

Charles smiled.

“You’re a suspicious devil, Lutman, aren’t you?”

“I’m not trusting you over this, anyway,” replied the Colonel. “I’d be a fool to trust you. What’s to prevent you, when the girl’s married, from denying that there was any deed signed and leaving me flat — without a penny? It’s just the sort of lousy trick you would play in your present state of mind, and I’m not risking it. I’m going to hold that deed myself.”

“In that case, Lutman, you’ll have to take it. I’m not giving it to you. That’s final.”

Lutman’s glance travelled from Charles to the safe and back again to Charles, and his hand moved slowly towards his hip pocket. Then he hesitated, seemed to change his mind, took his cigarette case from his waistcoat pocket and held it out.

“Have a cigarette, Charles,” he said in a more friendly tone, “and listen to me.”

Charles took a cigarette and lighted it.

“I’m listening.”

“I believe you’re lying,” said Lutman. “I believe the deed is all in order, and that you’re only trying another of your tricks to get the marriage postponed because you’ve some sort of idea that the longer you can postpone it the more chance there is that it will never take place. Unfortunately, that’s true, and we can’t afford to risk any more delay. So rather than have any trouble I’m going to give you your last chance. I believe you’re genuinely fond of Jacqueline Smith — really in love with her.”

“Are you getting sentimental, too, Lutman?”

The Colonel brushed the remark aside.

“I believe, too, that the girl is fond of you,” he went on. “I’ve thought so ever since you came to Cobenzil. Well, that suits me. Is there a way of getting a licence quickly?”

“A marriage licence? You’ve got one already, haven’t you?”

“Another,” said Lutman impatiently. “You’re a lawyer — could you get one?”

“Yes.”

“Then get it. And get another deed — in your own name.”

“What!” gasped Charles. “If you’re suggesting, Lutman, that I should marry Jacqueline—”

“I am. You’re fond of her, and I can’t trust you not to let us down as things are now: so the safest way is for you to marry her. It makes no difference who marries her, and I’ll square Jim. I’ve an idea he won’t be too sorry to be free of the job. And I’ll see Jacqueline. I’ll crack a story that if she marries you, she and her mother will still get the same allowance, so there’s no need for her to marry Jim if she’s really in love with you. She’ll jump at it. As things have turned out it’s a far better scheme than the first one.”

“But there’s one hitch, Lutman.”

“Well?”

“Just that I’m not going to do it.”

“Oh, yes, you are. Think it over and you’ll realize that you are.”

“No.”

“You’ll come to it, Charles, if you think it over. You’ll realize that if anything comes out Jacqueline will know what you tried to put over on her — tried to make her sign away her fortune, plotted to get her married to a scab like Jim Asson. He’s not very nice with women, from all I’ve heard…. Well?”

Charles turned away and stared out of the window.

“I’ve said everything, Lutman. I’m not handing over the deed, and I ‘m not marrying Jacqueline.”

“I’d think it over again if I were you,” advised the Colonel. “I’ll give you until ten o’clock tonight. You can ring me. And now I’m going to lunch.”

“For all I care,” said Charles, “you can go to hell.”
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Jacqueline was halfway along the dark passage that led from the gloomy office of Messrs. Stuckey & Stuckey into the rather less gloomy street when she was aware of footsteps behind her, and turned her head to see Miss Harringay hurrying after her. Jacqueline paused, and, as Miss Harringay reached her, glanced towards her inquiringly. For a few moments the typist stood surveying her with hostile eyes that swept her from head to foot with a rather insolent stare.

“You’re Miss Jacqueline Smith, aren’t you?” said Miss Harringay.

Jacqueline nodded.

“Going to marry Jim Asson, aren’t you?” Then, as she saw Jacqueline was about to protest: “Oh, it’s all right; I know all about it, and there’s no need to get on your high horse. I want to talk to you.”

“But I don’t see—” began Jacqueline.

Miss Harringay cut her short.

“You’ll see soon enough. You wait for me here while I get my hat, and you’ll soon see.”

Miss Harringay turned and went back into the office; for a moment Jacqueline hesitated, uncertain whether to go or to wait. Miss Harringay, she imagined, was the typist — she had noticed her, as a matter of fact, as she had passed through the outer office — and it was difficult to imagine what she could possibly have to say to her. Something in her manner, however, decided Jacqueline that she would wait and hear what it was. Something in Miss Harringay’s manner had quite definitely increased that vague sense of uneasiness of which she had been aware ever since she had met Jim Asson, and she must certainly hear what the girl had to say. Nothing pleasant: she was sure of that.

Miss Harringay came hurrying along the passage.

“We can’t talk here — and I’ve got to talk. There’s a place just round the corner. We can have a cup of coffee.”

They walked, without exchanging a word, along the street until Miss Harringay turned into a small cafe and there seated herself at a marble-topped table. She order two coffees, and sat frowning and drumming the table with her fingers until the coffee was brought.

“Listen,” she said suddenly. “You’re going to marry Jim Asson, aren’t you?”

Jacqueline’s frown matched Miss Harringay’s.

“And what has that to do with you?”

“What’s it got to do with me? I like that. Ask Jim Asson what it’s got to do with me and he’ll tell you, won’t he? I don’t think! He’ll lie to you, that’s all he’ll do — say he’s never heard of me. But don’t you believe it. Jim Asson’s heard of me all right — long before he’d ever heard of you. You’re an afterthought, that’s what you are.”

“Suppose you tell me what you have to tell me,” said Jacqueline, “and get it over?”

“Ail right, I will. Jim Asson’s mine, do you hear? He’s mine, and I’m not letting you or anyone else have him. Get that clear.”

“You seem to forget,” said Jacqueline, “that Mr. Asson arid I are going to be married.”

“Are you?” interrupted Miss Harringay. “Don’t be so sure of that. Don’t be so sure you’ll want to marry him when I’ve finished. If Jim Asson thinks he can chuck me overboard now — well, he can’t. I’ll show him he can’t. I’ve been good enough for him all this time until you came along, and when a girl has been good enough for a fellow for three years she’s not going to be left flat if she can help it. Going to marry me, he was. He said so, anyway, and I believed him, and I waited for him, and now he’s back he seems to think he can chuck me away and forget all about me. Well, he doesn’t get away with that lot.”

“All this has nothing to do with me,” said Jacqueline. “If what you say is true—”

“It’s true all right,” interrupted Miss Harringay. “If it wasn’t true, why should I be telling you? I’ve a sense of shame as much as you have, and it’s no pleasure to me to tell you things about Jim. But I’m going to tell you. I’m going to tell you what kind of a cheap little rat he is, because, even if he is
 a cheap little rat, he’s mine, and I’m not going to lose him, and the only way to stop you taking him is to tell you just what sort of a man he is. You won’t marry him then, because you don’t love him and I do. What do you know about Jim Asson, eh? What he’s told you, I suppose, and I can guess what that is — three cars, a steam yacht and a place in the country, huh?” She gave a hard little laugh. “Yes, he’s been staying at his place in the country — been there for three years, while I’ve been waiting — waiting for him to come back and marry me as he said he would. Did he tell you the name of his place in the country?”

“I don’t think he even mentioned a place in the country,” said Jacqueline. “He certainly did tell me that he had a couple of cars.”

“Well, I’ll tell you,” said Miss Harringay. “Charming place it is — in Devon — beautiful scenery, I believe. Dartmoor is its name. The only trouble about that place in the country is that once you get inside you can’t get out until your time’s up.”

For some moments Jacqueline said nothing. She was surprised I to find that what Miss Harringay had just told her had not really astonished her in the least. It seemed to supply the answer to a good many questions which she had been asking herself ever since she had met Jim Asson. It explained that uneasy feeling she had had all the time that there was something not quite right about him. That habit of his of refusing to meet her eyes, that suggestion that he was keeping something back from her, that clear intuition she had that everything was not above board. But what it did not explain even now was why Jim Asson wanted to marry her, and why Colonel Lutman was so anxious that he should. Hardly for money, since both of them knew that neither she nor her mother had any. But Jim Asson had some object, because she was perfectly well aware that he was no more in love with her than she was with him. And where did Charles come in? How much did Charles know about Jim Asson? Was it because he knew so much about Jim Asson that he had been so reluctant to let her sign that deed this morning?

“Dartmoor,” repeated Miss Harringay; “that’s where he’s been — for a stretch of three years. He didn’t tell you that. You couldn’t expect him to. And it’s not the first stretch he’s done. If you don’t believe me you can go and ask Mr. Stuckey. Or you can ask Colonel Lutman, or you can ask the police. They know Jim Asson all right; they’ve reason to. And now what are you going to do?”

Jacqueline didn’t answer.

“I’ll tell you what you’re not going to do,” said Miss Harringay. “I know your sort. You’re not going to marry him, and that’s all I care about. I don’t care what Jim Asson’s done, but you do. He may be a nasty piece of work, but I love him, and I’ll fight to keep him. I guess I’ve queered his pitch this time, and if he kills me for doing it I don’t care.” She lighted a cigarette and leaned back in her chair. “What are you going to do?” she repeated.

Jacqueline shrugged her shoulders, and Miss Harringay suddenly got up from her chair.

“Do you want to hear any more?” she asked. “Because if that isn’t enough there’s plenty more I can tell you. I’m not the only one; I don’t kid myself about that; and if you’d like to hear a few details—”

Jacqueline made a quick gesture.

“Quite,” said Miss Harringay. “I thought that would be enough to get on with, but if you want to know any more just drop me a line and I’ll be pleased to call and see you. I’m afraid I’ve upset you, haven’t I? But you ought to be grateful to me really. If you’d married Jim Asson you’d only have found out later and wanted to put your head in a gas oven, and he’s not worth that. Not to you. And he’s got no money. I suppose you didn’t know that?”

“No money?” repeated Jacqueline. “But I thought—”

“You thought what they wanted you to think — Jim Asson, Colonel Lutman and Mr. Stuckey. They wanted you to think that when you married Jim Asson you’d get two thousand a year for yourself and a thousand a year for your mother. Oh, I know all about it; I typed the deed and had a good laugh over it. You can take it from me that if you had married Jim Asson you’d have been kicky to get thirty bob a week for the housekeeping. Jim hasn’t two thousand pence in the world.”

“But Colonel Lutman told me—”

“Oh, I can guess what he told you, but it doesn’t alter the fact. I don’t pretend to know what they’re all after in trying to marry you to Jim Asson, but they’re after something, and if Colonel Lutman and Jim Asson have anything to do with it you can bet your last shilling it’s something dirty. That’s all. I’d drink my coffee if I were you, as it’s got to be paid for. If there’s anything else you want to know, you know where to find me, don’t you?”

Jacqueline nodded, and Miss Harringay turned from the table and strode out of the cafe.

Jacqueline ignored her coffee. She sat for a long time, frowning thoughtfully, wondering. All that Miss Harringay had told her did not really surprise her in the least. It had only, as it were, crystallized the vague, uneasy suspicions which had been floating about in her mind. It did not occur to her to doubt for one moment that the girl’s statements were true, and in a way she was immensely relieved that at last she had got, if not the whole truth, at least enough of it to put marriage with Jim Asson definitely beyond the range of possibility.

Marriage with a Jim Asson who could take her away from the sort of life she had been leading, give her comfort and security and make ample provision for her mother, might be a duty which she was called upon to fulfil, however disinclined she might be for it; but marriage with a Jim Asson who had just served three years in Dartmoor, who was in some way tangled up with Miss Harringay and, it seemed, with others too, who hadn’t two thousand pence in the world or the least possibility of making any provision for her mother, had not even the pretext of duty, and she could refuse to have anything to do with it without feeling that she was selfishly sacrificing her mother. Jim Asson was definitely done with, and her mother must make the best of it.

But there was still a great deal she didn’t understand. If all Miss Harringay had said was true, it was impossible to see what object Jim Asson could have in wanting to marry her. If he hadn’t two thousand pence, he was perfectly well aware that neither she nor her mother had two thousand ha’pence. Yet obviously he was anxious to marry her, and Colonel Lutman was anxious that he should, and Charles Stuckey — her frown deepened as she thought of Charles Stuckey. Did he want the marriage to come off? He hadn’t wanted her to sign that deed this morning. He had done his best to dissuade her from signing and from hurrying on the wedding, and had quite clearly some very good reason for doing so. If only he had dared to give it her!

Dared! She realized now that that was exactly the impression that Charles had given her — the impression that he had something he wanted to say to her but was afraid to say it. He knew about Jim Asson, perhaps, and his “place in the country,” and for some reason had not dared to tell her. But it was difficult to imagine Charles being frightened of Jim Asson. She wasn’t, nor of Colonel Lutman, although she could imagine the latter being a terrifying sort of person if he chose to be.

Once or twice she had felt that his bland smile was only a mask which he wore as occasion demanded, and that behind it there was a particularly unpleasant and ruthless personality. Yes, she could understand Charles being scared of Lutman. What she could not understand was what reason there could be for his being scared of him, and how she and Colonel Lutman and Jim Asson and Charles and her mother all came to be tangled up in this scheme to get her married. Anyway, whatever lay behind it all, the scheme had gone wrong.

She got up from the table, left the cafe and set off homewards. There was the task of telling her mother still to be tackled. She made a wry face at the thought of that. There would probably be a dreadful scene, but this time there must be no giving way to her mother’s tears, which were sure to flow copiously. She remembered saying to Charles, when they had been speaking of her mother on the terrace of the hotel at Cobenzil, that it was impossible to lead the kind of life she had been leading without becoming either too hard or too soft, and that if you let yourself get soft you were done for. She resolved that on this occasion she must be very hard indeed.

Mrs. Smith, on her arrival in England, had taken up her residence in a small furnished flat in that part of Pimlico which prefers to be known as Belgravia, and bore the same grudge against it as she had borne against the Hotel Walderstein. She hated it for being so blatantly third-rate.

In the jargon of the estate agent it was a well-furnished, self-contained flat in Belgravia, but in the language of anyone less biased it was the first floor of a house, otherwise let off in single rooms, not far from the Vauxhall Bridge Road, with a bathroom shared with other tenants, and furniture which had seen its best days many years before. But Mrs. Smith had consoled herself for her present uncongenial surroundings with the assurance that it was only for a week or two, until Jacqueline was married, and was spending her mornings inspecting flats that were really self-contained, really in Belgravia and really more in keeping with an income of two thousand a year.

When Jacqueline reached home she found that the well-furnished, self-contained flat was empty, remembered that her mother was lunching with Colonel Lutman, and gave a sigh of relief. She was in no mood to face her mother at the moment. She wanted time to think, to sort out the muddled facts of the case, to have some kind of a plan which she could present to her mother as a substitute for the future she had so carefully arranged.

There must be no going back to the life they had been leading lately. Not for herself, at any rate. Now that she was in England again she intended to stay here, get a job of some kind, and pay cash for everything. After all, it was better to have milk bottles on the front doorstep and queue up for a bath than to live with the feeling that the food she ate couldn’t be paid for and that the hotel manager grudged her a bath because the last month’s account was still unsettled. But it would be difficult to persuade her mother of that. And there would not be only her mother to deal with: there would be Colonel Lutman and Jim. As likely as not her mother would bring them back with her, and the three of them would make a combined onslaught on her resolution. She wouldn’t mind that so much if Charles were there to support her; but Charles would not be there….

Jacqueline scribbled a note. She was going out, it said, and might be late home, and her mother was not to wait up for her. She smiled as she propped the note against a vase on the mantelpiece. That, at any rate, would reduce the odds against her in the coming conflict.

She could tackle her mother tonight when she would not have Jim and Colonel Lutman to support her.

Jacqueline spent the afternoon in a cinema, had a meal in a small Soho restaurant, and in the evening sat through two rounds of the programme in another cinema; and when she had walked from the West End to the flat it was almost half-past eleven.

Her mother had already gone to bed, and Jacqueline, glad of the respite, decided that she would break the news in the morning, and was tiptoeing across the landing towards her bedroom when she heard her mother’s voice.

“Is that you, Jacqueline?”

She opened the door of her mother’s room and switched on the light.

“So late, dear,” said Mrs. Smith. “I had to come to bed, but I couldn’t sleep. I’m much too anxious to sleep. Colonel Lutman assured me that everything would be all right — we had an excellent lunch, Jacqueline. It was such a relief not to have to look at the price of everything before saying I’d have it — but you behaved very strangely at Mr. Stuckey’s office this morning, and just for the moment I was afraid you were going to refuse to sign. You did sign the deed, dear, didn’t you?”

“Oh yes, Mother, I signed it.”

A smile spread over her mother’s face and her hand found Jacqueline’s and drew her down until her lips brushed her cheek.

“You’ve made me very happy, Jacqueline,” she said. “Bless you, dear. It’s years since I really slept properly, but I shall tonight.”

Jacqueline hesitated, frowning; and then she suddenly stooped, kissed her mother and switched out the light.

It was all very well to talk, she told herself as she went to her bedroom, but it wasn’t always easy not to be soft. Poor mother! She should at least have her good night’s rest tonight.
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It was the opinion of Miss Harringay, several times expressed to Mr. Bells during the course of that afternoon, and based on her observation of Charles’s face whenever she went into his room, that Mr. Stuckey had got something stuck in his gizzard and couldn’t cough it up. Actually, Miss Harringay’s description of Charles’s condition was no less accurate than picturesque. Charles, when Jacqueline had left him, had at any rate all the sensations of one who has tried hard to swallow something unpleasant and has found that it has stuck in his throat. Jacqueline had called him a coward; and though she had flung the word at him with the hint of a smile on her lips and an understanding look in her eyes, it was none the less a hard word to swallow.

It was not that Charles had any illusions about his own courage. He had quite frequently, in those moments when he took stock of himself as he was and compared it with what he had intended to be, called himself a coward. But it is always easier to take an unpleasant medicine of one’s own free will than to have it forced down one’s throat by someone else. It never tastes quite so bitter.

Charles had work to do that afternoon. There was an important consultation the next day, and a mass of details to be mastered before he could go to bed tonight; but when Miss Harringay and Mr. Bells left at six o’clock the work was still untouched, and he was still sitting at his desk staring at the papers in front of him.

At seven o’clock he gave it up, went out and had a meal in a neighbouring restaurant. Then, returning to his office, he settled himself at his desk and made a serious effort to bring his thoughts to heel and concentrate on the matter in hand. For two hours he struggled on, and then, glancing at his watch and finding that it was ten o’clock, he leaned back in his chair and stared resentfully at the documents he had been studying. It was no use trying to understand them tonight; he would get up early and have a go at them in the morning.

There was a small room above the offices of Messrs. Stuckey & Stuckey, which, though it bore no outward and visible sign of their occupation, was none the less included in the suite. It was approached by a short spiral staircase in the corner of the main office, and had been used, until Charles became sole partner of the firm, as a storeroom. Charles, however, found a better use for it. There were numbered amongst Messrs. Stuckey & Stuckey’s clients gentlemen whom prudence warned to shun publicity and daylight, and who, consequently, when in need of legal advice, preferred that their consultations with their legal advisers should be held at an hour when they could slip in and out of the office under cover of darkness. Charles had had appointments at two o’clock in the morning, and midnight was quite a common hour; and since at that time of night the journey from Rotherhithe to Bloomsbury, where the solicitor occupied a furnished flat, involved a long walk or an expensive taxi ride, he had transformed his erstwhile storeroom into a very fair apology for a bedroom.

There, on such nights as he was detained at the office, he slept; there, too, from time to time, he accommodated his friend Captain Allwright when his ship, the John o’ Gaunt, was berthed near by. And others had slept in that room, whose history would make splendid popular fiction of the most thrilling type.

Charles decided that he would sleep there tonight. He climbed the spiral staircase, kicked off his boots, switched off the light, and flung himself on the bed in the darkness, only to discover that sleep was out of the question. The word ‘coward’ that Jacqueline had flung at him rankled and made him restless. What did she know, or what had she guessed? Something, she had said, had happened in his life to push him down — something tremendous. Was that just feminine intuition? Was it that she had realized when she saw him that he wasn’t in the least like the man he could be, that here in Rotherhithe, acting as the Mouthpiece to the riffraff, he was out of his element, that by rights he should be doing something far better?

Charles hoped that was the explanation, but he had an uneasy feeling that it might not be, that Lutman, perhaps, had been talking, telling Jacqueline his true history — or such parts of it as it suited him to tell her — trying to undermine the confidence which she obviously had in him.

That was possible, he decided, but unlikely. If Jacqueline knew the truth about him she would hardly trust him as she did. That stung. Jacqueline trusted him — had refused to listen to the others, insisted on consulting him alone about the deed, and had signed it because he had assured her that everything was right, and because he was a coward — afraid of Lutman, afraid of facing the music if Lutman carried out his threat, afraid of making a clean breast of everything to Jacqueline and trusting her to understand — he had let her down, cheated her, tricked her out of her fortune and manoeuvred her into marriage with a swine like Jim Asson. Yes, he had sunk so far that it would take something pretty tremendous to pull him up again.

“Tremendous things don’t happen to me,” he had said to Jacqueline. That, of course, wasn’t true. He had known when he said it that it wasn’t true. He had been vividly conscious ever since he had arrived at Cobenzil and had that talk with Jacqueline on the terrace of the hotel that something tremendous had happened to him. Jacqueline had happened. Try as he would to deny it, to forget it, to persuade himself of the hopelessness of it, he still knew it to be true. He believed that Jacqueline knew it, too. Lutman certainly was not blind to it, and even in Cobenzil Jim Asson had bluntly accused him of it.

But even that happening was not tremendous enough to pull him out of the slime. At least, though it might pull him out, mud would still be clinging to him, and he could never hope to get closer to Jacqueline than he was. In any case, now that he realized that this tremendous thing had happened to him, he knew exactly what he must do, no matter what the consequences to himself must be. He had made a beginning already; he had refused to let Lutman see the deed and had told him to go to hell, and before this tremendous happening he would never have defied Lutman to that extent or suggested his betaking himself to so suitable a place.

But there was still a great deal more to be done. Jacqueline must be prevented from marrying Jim Asson. She must be told the truth — about the legacy, about the scheme to rob her of it, about Lutman and Jim Asson and — yes, and about himself. There would be trouble with Lutman, of course, but that couldn’t be helped. Let him do his damnedest. If Lutman smashed him — well, it might be that was a disinfectant necessary to the process of freeing himself from all traces of slime, and he would have to put up with it.

He had defied Lutman over the deed, and he would defy him again.

He smiled at the thought of the deed. It had been a brainwave, that announcement that Jacqueline had signed in the wrong place. He would stick to it, too; it would give him a few more days, at any rate, and even so there was no time to be lost. Lutman, of course, hadn’t believed him; he had hardly hoped that he would accept his word for it, but so long as Lutman did not see the deed he would not risk letting the marriage take place, and that was what mattered. Lutman had sized up pretty accurately what had been in his mind. It had only been a vague idea then, but it was a clear-cut resolve now. Tomorrow morning he would destroy this deed, and then he would see Jacqueline and get the whole wretched business off his chest. He wondered if, when he had told her everything, she would still think him a coward….

Charles sat up, switched on the light, and felt in his pocket for his cigarette case. He lit a cigarette and lay for some minutes, quietly smoking. He felt a curious sense of relief now that he had made the decision to tell the girl everything. At the back of his mind was a conviction that she would understand and sympathize; but, whether she did so or not, fundamentally it didn’t matter: he realized that the course he proposed to follow was nothing more than a duty he owed to himself….

Of a sudden he sat upright, all his senses alert. This place was full of odd noises, but with these Charles was so familiar that his sensitive ear could instantly detect any unusual sound. And he was almost sure that he had heard the creak of a stealthy footstep in the room below.

Holding his breath, he listened intently…. Yes, there it was again. Someone in his office. Who, and for what purpose? Charles thought he knew the answer to both questions.

Slipping noiselessly off the bed, he made his way to the door of the room, down the spiral staircase and into the main office. For several seconds he stood, listening intently; the intruder was, as he had surmised, in Charles’s own office. He crept forward in that direction, congratulating himself that he had removed his shoes before lying down, straining his ears for the least sound, and all the time peering into the darkness of the doorway. Cautiously feeling his way past Miss Harringay’s desk, he reached the doorway, felt for the electric light switch just inside his room, found it and pressed it down.

As the room was flooded with light he took in the scene at a glance — the open safe, the open drawer of his desk, the figure in oilskins and sou’wester standing with a hand on the handle of the safe door. He saw the figure start and spin round.

“Lutman!” he exclaimed. “What the devil!”

Lutman gave him a genial smile.

“Good evening, Charles.”

The lawyer strode quickly across the room and paused beside the desk.

“What the devil are you doing here, Lutman?”

The Colonel waved a hand towards the open safe.

‘“Trying a little high-class burglary, Charles. Fairly successfully, as you will observe.”

Charles stepped quickly to the safe, glanced inside, and faced Lutman again.

“Signed in the wrong place, was it, Charles? That was quite an ingenious idea if it hadn’t been so obvious that you were lying. That has always been your weakness, Charles: you never can lie without looking like a conscious-stricken schoolgirl.”

“Give me back that deed, Lutman.”

Lutman ignored the demand.

“I’ve never trusted that conscience of yours,” he went on, “and since you met Jacqueline Smith it has been less reliable than ever. I’ve been watching you pretty closely, and your game all along has been dreadfully transparent. You’ve been playing for time, trying every scheme your fertile brain could invent to hang things up and postpone the marriage, hoping no doubt, that before that swine Lutman could work his foul designs Jacqueline might hear of the legacy. Someone, perhaps, might send her a copy of the New York Herald with the whole story splashed across the front page.” Charles made a gesture of impatience.

“I’m not arguing Lutman. I want that deed.”

“First, the draft agreement at Cobenzil,” continued Lutman, “and the yarn that it had to be registered in London. That wasn’t so bad, Charles, because you were the lawyer and nobody was in a position to contradict you. And then this deed which was signed in the wrong place — that wasn’t so good, because if a deed isn’t signed in the right place the mistake is quite obvious when one examines the document. I’m not a lawyer, but you can take it from me that this deed” — he tapped his breast pocket— “is all in apple-pie order. And you can take it from me that when Jim and Jacqueline are safely married it will be produced and put into effect.”

“What concerns me at the moment, Lutman, is that you’ve stolen a letter from my safe. Either you give it to me—”

“So you may destroy it? That’s the great idea, isn’t it?” He shook his head. “Safer in my pocket, Charles — much safer.”

“Either you hand it over, Lutman, or I telephone the police and have you arrested for breaking into my office.”

“Oh, cut that out!” interrupted Lutman with sudden impatience. “You can’t bluff me with that sort of talk. Call the police, will you? All right — call them!” He picked up the telephone receiver and held it out. “Call the police, Charles. They can take us both to the station together.”

Charles made no move, and Lutman slammed the receiver back on to the hook.

“You should know me better than to try to pull that sort of stuff. Calling the police isn’t going to help you. I know it, and you know I know it. You might have the satisfaction of charging me with safebreaking, although, as a matter of fact, I haven’t broken anything. I just opened the drawer of your desk, where I knew the safe key was kept.”

“Is there anything you don’t know, Lutman?”

The Colonel smiled.

“It’s not a good place to keep a safe key,” he added. “I’m not an expert cracksman, but it took me rather less than a minute to pick the lock of that drawer. Anyone could do it with a hairpin. But let’s keep to the point.”

“The point is, Lutman, that you’re not leaving this office with that deed in your possession.”

Lutman shook his head.

“The point is,” he said, “that calling the police wouldn’t help you to what you want, Charles. What you want is Jacqueline Smith.” He shrugged his shoulders. “I gave you your chance, and you wouldn’t take it. I offered to let you take Jim Asson’s place, but you wouldn’t listen to the suggestion. But if you won’t take the girl on those terms you won’t have her at all.”

“I can stop Asson marrying her. And I can stop her being swindled out of her fortune.”

“But at what a price!” smiled Lutman. “I can hardly imagine Jacqueline regarding you as the ideal husband, Charles, if she knew the truth about you.” His smile disappeared. “And if anything goes wrong with the scheme through your interference, she will know the truth. She’ll know just what sort of a blackguard you are — that it was you who first heard of the legacy, that it was you who drew up the deed and advised her to sign, that you were willing to let her marry Jim Asson and to take your cut of the loot. If you think you can persuade her that it was all done because you loved her, you’re overestimating your powers of persuasion, Charles, and underestimating Jacqueline’s intelligence. And she will know — because I shall tell her.”

Charles shook his head.

“All that cuts no ice, Lutman,” he said, “because in any case I’m going to tell her myself.”

Lutman glanced at him quickly.

“I think not, Charles. You’re not the heroic sort.”

“I’m going to tell her everything — that I agreed to the plan to swindle her, that I conspired with you and Jim Asson—”

“That’s grand, Charles. And then she’ll fall into your arms, eh? I dare say she’ll come to see you in quod and fix the wedding day.”

“She won’t marry Jim Asson, anyway.”

“Oh yes she will.”

“Not when she knows.”

“She’s not to know. You’re not going to have the chance of telling her. Until she’s safely married you won’t be seeing her again. I arranged that at lunch today. Jacqueline is to retire to some quiet retreat, and the wedding is to take place — you’d like to know where, Charles, wouldn’t you? But I’m the only one who knows at present. Even Jim and Jacqueline haven’t been told yet. And Mrs. Smith quite agrees that Jacqueline shouldn’t see you again; she thinks you’re a bad influence.”

The solicitor was silent for some moments, frowning. Then his hands clenched and he faced Lutman again with a dangerous look in his eyes.

“Listen, Lutman,” he said “I don’t doubt that what you’ve said b true. I’ve discovered that about you: if you say you’ll do a thing you always do it.”

Lutman, with a cynical smile on his lips, made a deep bow. “You say you’re going to hide Jacqueline and keep her away from all chance of hearing the truth until she’s married, and I don’t doubt you can do it. But she’s not going to marry Jim Asson, and I’ll give you one more chance. Give me that deed.”

Lutman turned and took a step towards the door, but Charles reached it first and planted himself with his back against it.

The Colonel raised his eyebrows.

“I’m in rather a hurry,” he said. “I came by boat, you know, and I want to catch the tide.”

“Cut out the talk. Lutman. I want that deed.”

Lutman’s eyes narrowed.

“If you’re not a damned fool, Charles, you’ll stand clear of that door.”

The solicitor did not move. “Jacqueline is not marrying Jim Asson,” he said, “and you don’t leave here until you’ve handed over the deed.”

“For heaven’s sake stop playing the fool!” exclaimed Lutman angrily. “Jim’s going to marry the girl—”

“No!—”

“ — and if you imagine you can back out now and butt in and upset everything — you can’t. The marriage is going through. It’s got to go through. There’s a matter of three hundred thousand pounds at stake, and if it came to the point I’d marry her to a drunken sailor to get away with it. Now come away from that door. You’re not getting the deed.”

Suddenly Charles sprang. His hands found Lutman’s throat, and the Colonel, with Charles on top of him, crashed backwards on to the floor. For perhaps half a minute they struggled furiously, and then, with a tremendous effort, Lutman wrenched himself free. The next instant Charles, springing to his feet, found himself staring at the muzzle of a revolver.

“Stay where you are,” snapped Lutman, “or I’ll kill you stone dead.”

Charles stood still, but his hands were clenched and he was crouching as if he were about to spring at Lutman again.

“You crazy lunatic!” exclaimed Lutman. “Do you want the river police in? No — don’t move. You’re as near death now, Charles, as you’ll ever be.”

His hand went to his breast pocket and he gave a nod of satisfaction.

“Still there,” he said. “There seems no object in prolonging the interview.”

With his gun still in his hand he backed to the door, found the handle, turned it and pushed the door open.

“Good night, Charles,” he smiled, slipped into the outer office and closed the door.

The next instant, however, the door was opened again and Lutman’s head appeared for a moment through the opening.

“If you’d thought for a couple of seconds, Charles,” he said, “you’d have realized that I shouldn’t have dared to risk shooting.”
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Mrs. SMITH evidently had the good night’s rest which she had anticipated. She was still fast asleep at ten o’clock the next morning when Jacqueline, looking rather as though she had not slept at all, peeped into her room. She noiselessly closed it again and went into the sittingroom to breakfast off a cup of tea and a cigarette. She told herself that to wake her mother then and blurt out the unpleasant news as a morning greeting would be a heartless sort of thing to do — rather like waking a prisoner to announce to him that it was the morning of his execution.

It was eleven o’clock before Mrs. Smith put in an appearance, demanded a cup of tea, and, as she drank it, began to chatter.

“Such a happy day ahead, Jacqueline,” she began. “Shopping. You must have something respectable to take away with you. You must certainly have some new underclothes. So important. We don’t want Jim to think we’re quite paupers.”

“Mother, there is no need—” began Jacqueline, but Mrs. Smith cut her short.

“My dear, I know what a girl needs when she’s going to get married, and you must leave it to me. I’ve been married and you haven’t. Of course, we can’t pay for anything, but if we mention Colonel Lutman’s name I’m sure they’ll give us all the credit we want. And of course, dear, I’m going to give you a present—a really good present. I can afford it now. At least, I shall be able to afford it very soon. If there’s anything you specially want—”

“There’s nothing, Mother, thanks. And there’s no need to go shopping.” She hesitated a moment, then: “Mother, listen,” she said. “I’m dreadfully sorry—I know it will disappoint you terribly — but there’s going to be no wedding.”

“Jacqueline!”

The girl, seeing the look on her mother’s face, reminded herself that this was going to be a battle and that any softness would mean defeat.

“There’s going to be no wedding,” she repeated. “Not with Jim Asson, anyway. If you want to get me off your hands, Mother, you’ve got to find someone better than Jim Asson. I’m not too particular, but even I have limits.”

“But, my dear, you promised — and everything’s arranged—”

“Sorry, Mother, but everything’s disarranged.”

“But I don’t understand, Jacqueline. You told me that you’d signed the deed.”

“So I have. But the deed means nothing until I’m married, and in any case I didn’t find out until afterwards. About Jim, I mean. I’m afraid it’s a blow to you, Mother, but the marriage with Jim Asson is definitely off.”

“But, Jacqueline, why? If you haven’t taken leave of your senses—”

“No, I’ve just found my senses and taken leave of Jim Asson. I’m not marrying him, and that’s final.”

Mrs. Smith sat for some moments frowning at her. The girl meant it: there was no doubt about that. Experience had taught Mrs. Smith that when Jacqueline set her jaw in that obstinate way and held up her chin at that particular angle neither coaxing nor storming nor weeping would prevail against her. But never before had she so much regretted that her daughter’s chin was not moulded on less determined lines.

“I don’t understand at all, Jacqueline,” she said impatiently. “Have you really broken off your engagement with Jim?”

“Not yet,” said Jacqueline. “But I’m going to.”

“But why?” repeated Mrs. Smith. “You just stand there and tell me you’re going to smash up everything, and you don’t give me a single reason.”

“The reason is simply that it can’t be done, Mother. At least, it’s the only reason I’m going to give you. I don’t love Jim Asson, and that ought to be reason enough. If you don’t think it is—”

“I don’t,” interrupted Mrs. Smith. “We’ve discussed all this before until I’m sick of discussing it. Jim’s quite a nice young man with plenty of money, and even if you’re not madly in love with him you gave me your word that you’d marry him and be sensible and not throw away a splendid chance. And now—”

“Yes, I know. Now I’m breaking my word. But I can’t help it. Quite apart from not loving Jim Asson there are other reasons why I can’t go through with it. I’m not going to tell you what they are; you wouldn’t believe me if I did. Besides, there are one or two things I mean to find out for myself, and the less said the better. The marriage is off, anyway.”

“I see,” said Mrs. Smith. “So you’re going to undo everything I have planned, ail the arrangements I have made—”

“Let’s keep things straight, Mother,” interrupted Jacqueline. “You didn’t plan anything. Jim picked me up at the hotel at Cobenzil—”

“Picked you up?”

Jacqueline nodded.

“You know the sort of thing: ‘Aren’t the gardens lovely? Isn’t it awfully hot? Wouldn’t you like some tea?’ That is what I call being picked up.”

“You’re most unjust, Jacqueline. You know very well that I invited Jim and Colonel Lutman to lunch simply for your benefit.”

“Yes, I know. And Jim paid. But it’s no use arguing about that sort of thing. There it is, and we’ve just got to make the best of it.”

“The best of it!” exclaimed Mrs. Smith. “And what do you suppose is going to happen to us now? How are we going to live?”

“I don’t know,” said Jacqueline. “We’ve wriggled through so far, and we’ll manage somehow, I suppose. I’ll get a job — here in England — as a typist or something.”

“A typist!” exclaimed Mrs. Smith scornfully. “Two or three pounds a week and a stuffy little flat somewhere like this one, with milk bottles all over the doorstep and someone always in the bathroom! And if you don’t marry Jim Asson what’s going to happen? About the money, I mean. I borrowed two hundred pounds from Colonel Lutman, and he’s got to be paid back somehow. And then there’s the money for the fares.”

“Oh, hang the money!” exclaimed Jacqueline impatiently. “I’m sick of the sound of the word. I don’t know where the money’s coming from — I know where it isn’t coming from: it isn’t coming from Jim Asson.”

Her mother sighed.

“I’m sure I can’t think what you’ve got against Jim Asson. I think he’s thrilling — just my idea of what a husband should be.”

“My God!”

“And it’s all so sudden,” wailed her mother. “Just when I thought that everything was going so smoothly! But I ought to have expected something of the sort. I ought to have known it was all too good to be true. You don’t think of anyone but yourself. You never have. You don’t think of me and all I’ve done for you all these years, all the things I’ve gone without so that you should have the best chance I could give you.” She produced a handkerchief and dabbed her eyes. “And now it’s all useless, and I suppose I’ve got to go on with the same old life, pinching and scraping and never having a decent dress to my back, just because you’ve taken a sudden dislike to Jim Asson. And you don’t care. You don’t care what happens to me, or what I’ve got to put up with. And what will Colonel Lutman say?”

Jacqueline gave a shrug.

“Not much, I imagine. And in any case I don’t care what he says. I don’t care what anyone says — I’m not marrying Jim Asson.” The older woman was weeping without restraint now.

“You’re cruel, Jacqueline,” she sobbed. “You’re cruel and hard and heartless. I don’t believe you’ll ever marry anybody. I can’t think what’s the matter with you. You don’t get it from me. And you certainly don’t get it from your father. I’m sure if he’d had his way he’d have married no end of people.”

“Oh, I’ll marry someone some day, Mother,” comforted Jacqueline. “I can’t promise it will be someone who’ll make you an allowance of five hundred a year like Jim Asson.”

“It wasn’t five hundred: it was a thousand,” sobbed her mother. “And now I suppose I shall have to struggle on with the wretched three hundred a year from your Uncle Alan. And he doesn’t even pay that punctually. The last payment is more than a month overdue, and for all he cares I might have been starving.” She sighed. “I probably shall starve. But you won’t care as long as everything’s as you wish it to be. You won’t worry your head about what happens to me.”

There came a knock at the door, and a moment later it opened and Colonel Lutman came into the room. Mrs. Smith hastily dried her eyes, got up and went to meet him.

“Ah, Colonel Lutman, I’m so glad you have come. Perhaps you can bring this girl to her senses. I’m sure I can’t make head or tail of it. Some long rigmarole about not marrying Jim Asson.”

Colonel Lutman’s serene expression gave place to a frown, and he glanced quickly at Jacqueline.

“Not marry Jim?” he exclaimed. “My dear Mrs. Smith, I think you must have misunderstood her. Jacqueline has given tier word, and I can hardly believe—”

“You will have to believe, Colonel Lutman,” interrupted Jacqueline. “It’s perfectly true. I’ve just told mother I’m not marrying Jim Asson.”

Colonel Lutman adjusted his eyeglass.

“I see,” he said, thoughtfully. “As definite as that, is it? But isn’t this rather a sudden decision?”

Jacqueline shrugged her shoulders.

“So was the engagement, if it comes to that.”

“Yes — quite,” agreed Colonel Lutman. “But that, my dear Jacqueline, is the way love takes one when one is young.” He turned to Mrs. Smith with a reassuring smile. “If I were you, Mrs. Smith, I wouldn’t take this too much to heart. Jacqueline, I am sure, isn’t serious. Very often, you know, when a young girl becomes engaged she has a sudden revulsion of feeling like this, but it is only a passing phase — just a little nervousness as the wedding day approaches. Tomorrow, no doubt, she’ll be ready to go out with you and buy her trousseau.”

“Don’t bank on that, Colonel Lutman,” said Jacqueline. “This isn’t a passing phase. I have quite made up my mind, and nothing you can say will make me alter it.”

“Nothing?”

“Nothing.”

“I see,” said Colonel Lutman gravely. “Well, I wouldn’t be too sure about that. This is a very serious business for Jim, and I shall use all my influence to persuade you to reconsider your decision.” Jacqueline shook her head.

“She’s so obstinate,” sighed Mrs. Smith. “She just stands there and says ‘I won’t marry Jim,’ and that is all you can get out of her. I’m sure I don’t know what we’re going to do about it. After all I’ve done for her!” Mrs. Smith was wiping her eyes again, and Colonel Lutman laid a sympathetic hand on her shoulder.

“Don’t distress yourself, my dear Mrs. Smith,” he said. “It is naturally a little upsetting, but if you will leave the matter in my hands I feel sure I shall be able to make Jacqueline — er — take a more reasonable view of it. She must remember that she has a duty to her mother.”

“I do remember that, Colonel Lutman,” said Jacqueline, “and I’ve come to the conclusion that the best way to do my duty to my mother is to have nothing to do with Jim Asson.”

“Indeed!” said Colonel Lutman, and there was no mistaking the hint of hostility in his voice. “And may one inquire why? Only this morning, I understand, you went to Mr. Stuckey’s office and signed the deed, and evidently fully intended marrying Jim; and now, a couple of hours later, you drop this bombshell. All of us, I think — Jim and your mother and myself, as Jim Asson’s trustee — are entitled to some explanation. Why the sudden change of mind?” Jacqueline’s eyes met Colonel Lutman’s searchingly.

“Can’t you think of any possible explanation, Colonel Lutman?”

“My dear Jacqueline, it leaves me bewildered,” said the Colonel. “I must say that it seems to me a most extraordinary way to behave.”

“So selfish!” exclaimed Mrs. Smith. “Just like her father! And as obstinate as a mule. Look at her chin!”

“Well, the fact is, Colonel Lutman,” said Jacqueline, “that I never should have got engaged to Jim at all. I don’t know him very well, do I? As a matter of fact, when I promised to marry him I really didn’t know who he was or anything about him, except that his name was Jim Asson. I knew nothing at all about his people or his past or anything connected with him that was really important. I had no right to promise to marry him without knowing a great deal more about him — especially about his past. When a girl’s going to marry a man his past is important, you know.”

“My dear, you can take it from me that it’s not nearly so important as the future,” said her mother. “A thousand a year that you’ve spent doesn’t matter nearly as much as a thousand a year that you’re going to spend.”

“I’m afraid I don’t follow,” said Colonel Lutman. “If you cared enough for Jim Asson a few days ago to promise to marry him when you knew so little about him I can’t see why today, when you know no more about him than you did, you should suddenly change your mind.”

“Oh, but I do,” said Jacqueline, with a smile. “Make no mistake about that. Colonel Lutman. I know quite a good deal about Jim Asson today.”

Colonel Lutman’s eyeglass dropped from his eye and his forehead wrinkled into a frown.

“Jim has been telling you?”

Jacqueline shook her head.

“Oh no, not Jim. I can’t imagine Jim telling me what I have found out about him.”

“Of course be wouldn’t,” said Mrs. Smith. “That’s what I like about him — so modest and unassuming.”

“And what have you found out?” demanded Colonel Lutman. Jacqueline smiled.

“Oh, I’ve heard all about his place in the country where he’s been staying for the last three years. In Devonshire, isn’t it? Right up on the moors.”

“So healthy,” sighed Mrs. Smith. “Just the place for a honeymoon. I suppose you’ve stayed there, Colonel Lutman, haven’t you?”

“Well, no, as a matter of fact, I haven’t,” said Colonel Lutman. “I’ve never — er — been invited there.”

“You probably will be one day, Colonel,” said Jacqueline. “Most of Jim’s friends go there sooner or later, I believe.”

Colonel Lutman ignored that remark.

“And what else have you heard about Jim Asson?” he inquired. “Oh, quite a lot of other things,” Jacqueline told him, “but nothing you don’t know, Colonel. After all, you’re his trustee and you know all about him, don’t you? There are one or two other things I’d like to know, and perhaps you’d care to tell me? I’d like to know, for instance, why Jim Asson wants to marry me, and I’d like to know why you want Jim Asson to marry me. I’ve got no money, and Jim doesn’t care a hang about me, and I can’t see what you’re all getting at. What do you hope to get out of it, Colonel Lutman?”

“Jacqueline!” exclaimed Mrs. Smith in a shocked voice. “What a dreadful thing to say! So indelicate! I’m sure it never entered the Colonel’s head that he’d get anything out of it. And if Jim Asson gets you out of it I don’t see what more any young man could want, and I’m sure I shall be just as fond of him as if he were my own son. You really must try to excuse her, Colonel Lutman. I don’t know what has come over her today.”

“I fancy I can guess, Mrs. Smith,” said Colonel Lutman. “It’s Stuckey, eh, Jacqueline? Stuckey’s been talking, has he? Trying to dissuade you?”

“Why should Mr. Stuckey try to dissuade me?”

Colonel Lutman smiled.

“My dear Jacqueline, isn’t it perfectly obvious why Stuckey should try to dissuade you from marrying Jim? Perhaps it hasn’t occurred to you that you’re a very charming and attractive young woman, and that even a fifth-rate lawyer with an office in a Rotherhithe back street might be susceptible to your charms. If we’re looking for a motive, as the lawyers say, there we have it.” Jacqueline shrugged a shoulder.

“Mr. Stuckey’s told me nothing; and that, I suppose, is exactly what you mean to tell me, Colonel Lutman. All right, we’ll leave it at that. I’m not marrying Jim Asson and there is no more to be said.”

Colonel Lutman’s mouth grew rather grim.

“On the contrary, Miss Jacqueline,” he said, “there is a great deal more to be said. You gave your word to Jim Asson and to me and to your mother that this marriage should take place, and I intend to do everything in my power to ensure that it does take place.”

The girl smiled.

“What do you suppose you can do, Colonel Lutman? Lock me up in my room and give me bread and water until I agree? You can’t do that sort of thing nowadays, and I don’t think I should mind much if you did. I suppose one could get used even to bread and water. I must ask Jim about that.”

“I don’t think it will come to bread and water,” said Colonel Lutman. “I think when you realize the position you will be sensible enough to see that you really have no choice in the matter. Just suppose you adhered to your decision and refused to marry Jim Asson.”

“I have refused.”

“Very well,” said Colonel Lutman. “Let us see what the position is. Your mother’s position, for instance.”

“I know all about mother’s position,” said Jacqueline. “We have managed without Jim Asson’s money so far, and we’ll manage without it in the future.”

“And my money?” said Colonel Lutman. “It’s not the sort of thing one would choose to refer to, but you force my hand. You will remember that at Cobenzil I obliged your mother by cashing her a cheque for a hundred and fifty pounds.”

“Oh yes, I know all about that,” she said casually, but she was aware of a sudden stab of fear.

“You will also remember,” continued Colonel Lutman, “that the cheque which your mother drew was returned from the bank because there was no money to meet it.”

“So ridiculous!” exclaimed Mrs Smith. “I am perfectly sure the money was there to meet it if they had taken the trouble to look for it. It’s not the first tune they’ve made the same absurd sort of mistake.”

“Quite,” agreed Colonel Lutman. “My own bank has more than once made the same sort of mistake with cheques I have drawn; but unfortunately, Jacqueline, on this occasion there was no mistake. Perhaps you don’t realize that to draw a cheque when there’s no money in the bank to meet it is a rather serious offence.”

“It’s an idiotic thing to do, if that’s what you mean,” said Jacqueline.

“I mean exactly what I say,” said Colonel Lutman: “a very serious offence, which, if it were brought to the notice of the police, would involve the culprit in decidedly unpleasant consequences.” Jacqueline’s cheeks flushed and her chin went up at that angle which her mother had come to recognize as the symbol of the limit to which Jacqueline might be bent.

“Is that a threat, Colonel Lutman?”

“Just a plain statement of fact,” replied the Colonel. “As the mother of Jim’s wife, your mother would naturally be in a somewhat privileged position and I should hesitate to do anything to cause her inconvenience or distress; but as the mother of the girl who has broken her promise and thrown Jim Asson over, she would hardly expect to be treated with the same indulgence. Needless to say, I have that cheque — safely locked away in the drawer of my writing desk—ready, shall we say, for an emergency.”

For some moments Jacqueline was silent, her gaze fixed on Colonel Lutman’s eyes.

“I see,” she said at last. “So if I refuse to marry Jim Asson, you will go to the police about the cheque. That’s what you mean, isn’t it? You think you can use that cheque to force me to marry Jim Asson. Well, you can’t. You can go to the police; you can do what you like. As long as you don’t show your face to me or to mother again, I don’t care where you go or what you do. Is that clear?” She crossed to the door and flung it open.

“And now, get out.”

Mrs. Smith sprang to her feet.

“Jacqueline, how dare you!” she exclaimed angrily. “How dare you speak to Colonel Lutman like that!—”

“It’s the way I’d speak to any low-down blackmailing bully, and if he doesn’t get out of this room when he’s told to go, then I’ll call the police and have him put out. Are you going, Colonel Lutman, or aren’t you?”

With a shrug, Colonel Lutman walked to the door.

“In the circumstances, Mrs. Smith,” he said smoothly, “until your daughter has recovered her senses — and her manners — I think it would be wiser—”

“Oh, get out!” exclaimed Jacqueline; and the Colonel was obliged to display a quite undignified agility to avoid the door as she slammed it.

As Jacqueline turned away from the door, her mother slipped quickly toward it; but, as her fingers gripped the handle. Jacqueline seized her wrist, jerked her hand from the knob and placed herself with her back against the door.

“For heaven’s sake, Mother, let him go!”

“But, Jacqueline, I want—”

“I know what you want,” Jacqueline interrupted. “You want to call him back, and ask him not to be offended, and apologize for my rudeness, and say you’re quite sure I didn’t mean it. And that wouldn’t be true. I did mean it — every word of it. Colonel Lutman is a low-down, blackmailing bully, and he’s getting no apology from me or you.”

Mrs. Smith retired to the couch with an air or bewildered resignation.

“I’m sure I don’t know what has happened to you, Jacqueline,” she sighed. “To treat Colonel Lutman like that — saying those dreadful things to him and ordering him out of the room as if he were the cook.”

“Crook, Mother — not cook. Colonel Lutman is nothing more than a crook. You can take that from me. I have information.”

“I don’t care what information you have, Jacqueline; you’ve no right to say such things. To his face, too! I’ve never felt so ashamed in my life. After all he has done for us.”

“All Colonel Lutman has done for us is to land us in the dickens of a mess,” Jacqueline interrupted. “For heaven’s sake, Mother, do try to see things as they are and not as you’d like them to be. You don’t like the idea of Colonel Lutman being a crook, and so you try not to believe it. But if a man isn’t a crook he doesn’t try to blackmail a girl into marriage by threatening with a dud cheque.”

“But, Jacqueline, he didn’t mean it. Whatever else Colonel Lutman may be, he’s a gentleman, and I’m sure he’d never dream of doing anything so dishonourable as going to the police about a cheque for a paltry hundred and fifty pounds,”

“That’s what he threatened to do, anyway.”

“But only in fun, dear. I realized at once that he was only saying it to tease you.”

“Tease? Then all I can say, Mother, is that for a gentleman he has queer ideas of good taste. But he wasn’t saying it in fun; you know that as well as I do, really, only you won’t face up to it. If ever a man was in earnest, Colonel Lutman was. He thought he could frighten me with that cheque into marrying Jim, but it didn’t come off. And it won’t come off. He can do what he likes with the cheque. He can go to the police if he wants to.”

“I’m sure that he would never do any such thing.”

“I dare say you’re right,” agreed the girl. “Probably he doesn’t like policemen. How much money have we got, Mother?”

“Money? I’ve really no idea. Very little, I should think. I had a hundred and fifty pounds when we were at Cobenzil, but I simply had to pay the hotel bill — the manager actually came up to my room when I was packing and demanded it — and I haven’t dared to count it since we got to England. I know it will give me a dreadful headache when I do. And it’s all so unnecessary. If only you’d be reasonable about Jim Asson.”

“We won’t discuss that, please, Mother. Talking about Jim won’t make me reasonable: it’s far more likely to make me go raving mad.”

“But what will he say, my dear? You’ll have to see him and tell him you’re not going to marry him, and it will be dreadfully awkward for you.”

“Leave that to me, Mother.”

“And the registry office, too,” added her mother. “Everything was arranged for Wednesday, and I’m sure the Registrar will think it most peculiar.”

Jacqueline smiled.

“Sorry, but I can’t marry Jim Asson even to please the Registrar. You’d better take a couple of aspirin tablets, Mother, and count your money at once; and however little you’ve got, you’ll have to make it last until I get a job.”

Mrs. Smith sighed.

“It’s a dreadful pity, Jacqueline. I’m sure you’ll never find another job half as interesting as marrying Jim.”

“Or half as profitable, eh, Mother?”

“My dear, of course not. No girl is worth two thousand a year except as a wife, and there aren’t many men who’d pay a wife as much as that. If you’ve any consideration for your own happiness — and your mother’s — you’ll think twice before throwing Jim Asson away.”

“All right, Mother,” said Jacqueline, “I’ll think again. But it won’t make the least difference.”
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Jim Asson strode into the Rotherhithe office of Messrs. Stuckey & Stuckey and looked around him with an air of distaste. The irregular clicking of Elsie Harringay’s typewriter ceased — as it did on the smallest excuse — when she saw who the caller was. Mr. Bells finished off the sentence he was writing, and blotted it, before he raised his head and peered through the powerful lenses of his spectacles at Jimmy.

“Good morning, Mr. Asson,” he greeted him.

“‘Morning.” Jimmy glanced up at the clock; it was half-past nine. “Good God! Do you people sleep here?”

Mr. Bells gave a deprecatory cough.

“No, I — that is to say, we—”

The girl laughed shrilly.

“Sleep here? Why, believe me, Mr. Asson, I wouldn’t sleep here for the world.”

“Has anybody asked you to, Miss Harringay?” Bells spoke reprovingly.

“Quite a lot of people,” was the lofty reply.

Disconcerted, as he always was in an exchange of this kind, the managing clerk turned to Jimmy.

“Did you wish to see Mr. Stuckey?” he asked.

Jimmy nodded.

“Where is he?”

“Mr. Stuckey is in court, sir,” he said.

“In court, eh? What’s he doing there?”

“He is defending one of our — er — clients, sir — a gentleman named Savinski.”

Jimmy laughed shortly and scornfully.

“Savinski? Oh, I know — the dope merchant. Let’s see — wasn’t it Colonel Lutman who started that guy in business?”

Bells pursed his lips.

“I’m afraid I have no information on the matter, sir.”

“What a liar you are! I suppose you’ll tell me next that you didn’t know Lutman was a moneylender?”

“I know that Colonel Lutman is a director of a Loan and Finance Corporation,” was the prim reply.

“Oh, you do know that, eh? Have you ever had to go to him for a bit on account?”

Bells shook his head with decision.

“No, sir. I am a careful living man. I neither borrow nor lend.” The caller looked at him in mild astonishment.

“Do you get any pleasure out of life?” he asked.

“I am happy to say that I don’t…. Ah, here is Mr. Stuckey,” as footsteps were heard outside the room, and in another moment his employer entered.

With a curt “Good morning” to his visitor, Charles passed into his private office, followed by Asson, hung up his silk hat and took from his pocket a small bottle which he placed on his desk. Then he sat down and began to busy himself with some papers. Jimmy, seated in the armchair by the side of the desk, watched him for some moments, a sardonic smile playing around his thin lips. Presently:

“Well, Stuckey, feeling better?”

“Never better,” Charles replied without looking up from the document he was reading.

“About me, I mean?”

“I shall only feel better about you when I see the chief warder post up the notice of your execution.”

Jimmy guffawed his amusement.

“What a silly fool you are!” he exclaimed. “Are you really keen on this girl?… Fancy getting up in the air about a woman!” Charles raised his head and cut short the other with a gesture. “What do you want?” he asked.

Jimmy pulled up his chair closer to the desk and became confidential.

“I wanted to have a quiet little chat with you,” he began. “Hurry up, then. What’s on your dirty little mind now?”

Jimmy did his best to look pained.

“My dear fellow!” he remonstrated. “Listen: it’s about this marriage. You’ll be handling all the money, won’t you? Why, practically it will be in the hands of you and me — the lawyer and the husband.” He shot a glance around the room, hitched his chair a shade closer and lowered his voice to an even more confidential whisper, “it struck me what a sell it would be for Lutman if we did a little bit of private cutting — what do you think?”

“Quite a bonny little notion,” the lawyer agreed.

“Mind you, I don’t say we’d do it…. I couldn’t doublecross Lutman — you know me. But it would be a bit of a lark.”

Stuckey raised his head and looked the other man in the eyes. “What I like about you,” he said, “is that you’re so perfectly straight. Get out, you rat!”

Jimmy rose, his face twitching furiously.

“Say, you’re getting a little above yourself, aren’t you?” he began.

“I am being superior to my environment, if that is what you mean.”

“If you tell Lutman what I said to you, I’ll—”

Charles’s upraised hand checked him.

“He knew in advance,” he said, simply. “He told me you would make this suggestion. I forget what he said I was to do to you if you did, but please consider it done. Or, better still, I think I hear him outside…”

The door was thrust open violently, and Colonel Lutman appeared. He was obviously labouring under some violent emotion: his face, normally florid, was now so suffused as to look almost apoplectic; his accustomed suavity had vanished. He stood glowering down at the solicitor, a little breathless, for he had climbed the stairs at a pace unusual to him and trying to a man of his years and build.

Asson looked at him in astonishment.

“What’s eating you, Lutman?” he demanded. “You look upset.” The Colonel found his voice.

“You’ll look upset when I tell you. The girl’s backed out!” Charles passed a hand over his mouth to hide the faint smile which he could not altogether suppress. Then he raised his eyebrows.

“Backed out?” he repeated.

“That’s what I said,” exploded Lutman.

“You don’t really mean that Miss Jacqueline has so far forgotten all her finer feelings as to refuse to marry friend Jimmy, here?”

Asson made a threatening gesture.

“That’ll be about all from you, Stuckey—” he began, but the Colonel interposed.

“Shut up, you fool, and listen to me. I’ve just seen the girl. She says she’ll have nothing further to do with this marriage — wouldn’t tell me why — just gone completely cold on it.”

Jimmy cursed long and fluently.

“And I thought I’d got everything fixed up!” he said.

“You!” With the recovery of his breath, the Colonel had also regained a little of his scornful suavity. “A fine mess you’ve made of the whole business! I’ll tell you what’s happened: she’s seen right through you, seen you for the cheap crook you are — although I admit that isn’t difficult for any female of slightly more than average intelligence. The mistake I made was in thinking you could even act the part of a gentleman.”

“But this is extraordinary news,” broke in Charles. “Did she give you no idea of what had made her change her mind?” Lutman’s glare was malevolent.

“She hinted that she had found out something about Jimmy, but she did not tell me the real reason,” he replied. “And what’s more, she didn’t have to.”

“You mean—”

“I mean that you know damn’ well it’s your doing, you rotten—”

The solicitor held up his hand.

“Let us keep the conversation gentlemanly,” he protested. “My clerk, Mr. Bells, objects to anything like violent language. How is it my doing, Lutman?”

The Colonel, with a tremendous effort, controlled his rage. “You’ve weakened on this proposition,” he accused, “ever since you met the girl. You fell for her — though what you imagined she would ever see in you I can’t think.”

“Women are funny creatures,” murmured Charles.

“Maybe they are — but not so funny as that!” snapped Lutman. “You’ve been doublecrossing ever since you set eyes on the girl. You fell in love with her — you, a cheap crook lawyer who is only kept on the Rolls by—”

Again Charles lifted a hand protestingly.

“Not before the child,” he said, with a gesture in the direction of Jimmy.

“You’ve done everything you could to hold the thing up,” went on the Colonel, “until you’d been able to persuade the girl not to go on with it. Not, I admit, a very difficult matter” — he shot a scornful glance at Asson— “when that’s the best we could find in the way of a suitor.”

“But what about the document she signed?” put in Jimmy. “That doesn’t bind her to marry you, you fool! It’s only effective if she did marry you.”

“Admirably put,” agreed Charles. “And apparently, Jimmy, she doesn’t want to marry you. Execrable taste on her part, I agree. What are we going to do about it now?”

“I’ve an idea,” Jimmy began, and the Colonel turned on him with a pitying smile.

“My dear James, that cannot be. In any case, I don’t think you need wait. I want to talk to this — er — our friend, Charles. See you later.”

“But look here, Colonel—”

“I’ll see you later,” said Lutman, in a louder tone.

“He means he doesn’t want to see you now,” explained Charles, and, with a grunt, Asson rose from his chair and strode from the room.

When he had gone:

“If this deal doesn’t go through, Stuckey,” said Colonel Lutman, and his tone was venomous, “I think you know what to expect?” The solicitor inclined his head.

“You’ve told me often enough.”

“And I’ll do it — make no mistake about that! You think you’ve been clever—but, believe me, you’ve not been half clever enough. You’ve persuaded the girl to give Jimmy the bird—”

“And I thought you were such a purist!” Charles put in. Lutman ignored the interruption.

“I gave you the chance of marrying the girl yourself, but you wouldn’t take it. I’ve been thinking the thing over, and it’s obvious I made a mistake in picking Jimmy as the bridegroom. Youth doesn’t appeal to youth — only fools and novel-writers think that. Jacqueline’s much more interested in me than she is in Jimmy. Now what do you think about that?”

“I think it’s rather funny.”

“Oh, do you? Why?”

“Well, the first — or is it the second — Mrs. Lutman is still alive, isn’t she?”

The Colonel glared.

“She divorced me in Australia,” he said, quickly.

“No, no,” gently. “She applied for a divorce, and because she had her own—er — little bit of trouble, she didn’t get it.”

“You know that — but nobody else does, it was nearly twenty years ago. She got married again and got away with it. She’s hardly likely to squeal.”

Charles shook his head decisively.

“I can’t agree to that,” he said. “Jimmy was bad enough, heaven knows, but at any rate he’s single. And in any case, do you imagine that the girl would — er — fall for you?” His eyes, with a smile of satirical amusement, roamed over the Colonel’s corpulent, middle-aged figure.

“You can leave that to me,” he snapped. “You don’t suppose I’m going to let this thing slip through my fingers just because this chit doesn’t like the man we chose to marry her?”

“She’s surely entitled to object—”

“Entitled nothing! The marriage market isn’t in such a flourishing state these days that women have a right to object to anything. They ought to be grateful when a decent man comes along and proposes to shoulder the responsibility of keeping them for the rest of their lives.”

Charles laughed outright.

“Wherever did you pick up sentiments like that? And who’s the decent man — Jimmy?”

“She may have a rough idea he isn’t, but she can’t know for certain.”

“There’s such a thing as intuition.”

Lutman snorted.

“Intuition? Bah! A mythical quality with which women endow themselves to veil their deficiencies in reasoning power…. I tell you, I’m going to put this thing through: she’ll marry either Jimmy or me.”

“And if she refuses?”

“I’ll make her. There are ways and means.”

“You mean—”

“I mean this: there are two alternatives — this affair goes through either with the girl’s consent or without it.”

There came a knock at the door, and Miss Harringay entered, half a dozen letters in her hand. Amongst them was a thick foolscap envelope bearing American stamps. Charles looked at it.

“This will be a copy of the will, I imagine,” he said, and tore open the envelope.

Glancing curiously through the document it contained, he was about to put it on one side when Lutman held out his hand.

“May I see it?” he asked, and the solicitor, with a shrug, handed the typewritten sheets over to him.

The Colonel read it through, and anybody watching him closely might have seen his eyes light up as he reached a certain clause on the second page. Charles was not watching him closely.

Lutman handed back the document.

“I’d like to have a copy of that,” he said, in a casual tone. “Let’s get one made.” He leaned over and touched the bellpush on Stuckey’s desk. To the typist who entered: “Make me a copy of this, will you, please — at once,” he said, handing her the document.

Charles made no protest. He was still turning over in his mind the remark Lutman had made a few minutes before. The Colonel had hinted that, whatever Jacqueline’s feelings in the matter, he would compel her to go through with the project. What hold had he established over her? What was the weapon he contemplated using to force her into sacrificing her whole life against her own wishes? He knew Lutman for a clever scoundrel, whose methods lacked nothing in thoroughness; he had had many previous examples of the almost diabolical ingenuity which this man brought to the furtherance of his crooked schemes. He must try to find out the lines upon which Lutman intended to meet the situation which had now arisen, and which it was clear he was confident of settling to his satisfaction.

“Those two alternatives you spoke of, Lutman?” Charles began.

The fleshy, redfaced man sitting in the armchair by the side of the desk was staring into vacancy and on his full, sensual lips was a grim smile — an expression that held both satisfaction and menace. When he spoke, he had regained all his accustomed suavity and mocking floridness of speech.

“Did I speak of but two alternatives, my dear Charles?” he drawled. “I was in error: there is a third — and I rather fancy it may prove to be the most satisfactory of all the possibilities.”

The lawyer looked at him puzzled.

“What do you mean?” he asked, sharply.

Lutman shrugged his shoulders. He sat upright in his chair, preparing to rise. As he did so, he caught sight of the small bottle which Charles had placed on his desk when he had entered the office. Lutman picked it up and regarded it with mild curiosity.

“I didn’t know perfume was a vice of yours,” he said chaffingly. “It isn’t. A disreputable client slipped that to me when I interviewed him in his cell this morning. It only shows you how I’m trusted by the criminal classes.”

“They look upon you as one of themselves, I take it?” Lutman had removed the stopper and was sniffing at the contents of the bottle. “Rather a compliment. What is it?”

“Neurococaine.”

“Oh — knockout drops?”

“Yes. Ever used them?”

Lutman smiled.

“Don’t be crazy,” he said. “Violence has never been a graft of mine. Two drops of that and you’d go out — just like that!” He snapped his fingers. “And you’d stay out for four hours.”

“You’re wrong in the quantity, but you’ve got the general idea.”

“Would it kill you?”

“Enough of it — yes. A little would put you out for ten minutes — long enough,” he added, “to take away that interesting letter you carry around with you.”

The Colonel rose and stood looking down at him with a faintly contemptuous smile.

“You’re not thinking of trying it on me, my dear Charles?”

“No, it doesn’t belong to me, and I’ve given up using my clients’ property.”

When the door had closed behind Lutman, he rang a bell and, to the managing clerk who entered in response, he said:

“Take charge of this, will you, Bells? Savinski’s remanded till next week and he’ll be calling for it. Put it where the children can’t play with it.”

Bells accepted the bottle gingerly.

“I’ll put it behind Chitty on Contracts
 ,” he said.

“A worthy hiding-place,” agreed his employer.

Left alone, Charles sat down in his desk-chair, his chin on his hands, and gloomily his mind surveyed the situation in its new aspects. That he was in love with Jacqueline Smith he no longer attempted to disguise from himself. That she could ever develop for him any closer feeling than one of sympathetic kindliness, he was equally certain. But that she should be thrown to the wolves, in the shape of Jim Asson or Colonel Lutman, was intolerable, unthinkable. When, under compulsion of the latter’s threats, he had allowed himself to become a party to Lutman’s schemes for getting possession of Jacqueline’s fortune, he had never met the girl. It was, he supposed, just as morally reprehensible to defraud a person one knows as to defraud somebody one does not know. But, in any case, now that he had met Jacqueline Smith and fallen hopelessly in love with her, he was going to do everything in his power to checkmate Lutman’s plans. To think of a divine creature like Jacqueline married to a skunk like Jim Asson! He shuddered.

What was this further alternative to which Lutman had made reference? What was it he had said— “the most satisfactory of all the possibilities.” He hadn’t mentioned it until after reading that will, of which he had been so anxious to have a copy.

Stuckey reached for the document, which Miss Harringay had replaced on his desk after copying, and, unfolding it, commenced to read. He read word for word until he came to a clause on the second page:


In the event of my aforesaid niece Jacqueline Mary Smith at the time of my death being herself deceased and without issue, the whole of my estate shall revert to my only other surviving relative, Millicent Agnes Maud Smith.


Charles realized instinctively that this was the material clause which had supplied Lutman with his third alternative. He pondered for several moments, wondering exactly what could have been in the other man’s mind.

And then, in a flash, the answer came. It was so obvious that he wondered why it had not occurred to him in the first place. The bare horror of the idea sent a chill down his spine and set every nerve in his body quivering. If Jacqueline were dead, the money went to her mother. Jacqueline was the obstacle in the way of the success of Lutman’s scheme. She had created an awkward situation by refusing to marry Jimmy. If she were dead….

Who could doubt that her mother, a woman of that drab, uninteresting age when most women lose their sex attraction but refuse to admit it, even to themselves, would welcome with outstretched arms the specious advances of any smooth-tongued rogue? And Lutman was cleverer and more plausible than most of his kind; for him it would be easy.

He knew now what had been in the Colonel’s mind.

‘The most satisfactory of all the possibilities.’ Of course it was — especially to himself. His intention was obviously to remove Jacqueline, marry her mother, and enjoy undivided possession of the fortune which would be hers. That this man was sufficiently unscrupulous, he knew. There had been ugly stories told about Lutman years ago. He had always been clever enough to avoid personal entanglement with the law’, but it was known throughout the world of cheap crookery in which most of Charles’s clients lived that at least two killings might fairly be placed to Lutman’s discredit, although the latter had not himself carried them out.

Charles rose and began to pace the floor of his office. Here was a situation which he had not expected to arise. Up till now he had managed at least to postpone the evil day; he had had no very clear conception of how things were ultimately going to work out, but he had hoped for the best. But now, here was a new and terrifying vista of possibilities. He must do something, and quickly. Lutman never wasted time….

His tortured musings were interrupted by a knock at the door and the entrance of Bells.

“Captain Allwright is on the telephone, Mr. Stuckey.”

“Allwright? I don’t want to speak to him. Tell him to go to hell.”

“Yes, sir.” Bells was moving from the room when Charles said: “No, put him through, Bells; I’ll speak to him.”

“Very good, sir,” said Bells.
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Mrs. Smith, finding that arguments and appeals to reason were powerless to alter the determined set of Jacqueline’s chin, did not abandon her efforts to shift it to a more attractive angle. For the rest of the day she remained plunged in a gloomy silence which was broken only by an occasional long-drawn sigh; her face wore an expression of patient resignation, and her eyes, when she glanced at her daughter, were filled with gentle reproach. Several times she opened her handbag, counted her money, and sighed as she replaced it, and once or twice, when she was fairly certain that her subdued sniffs had attracted Jacqueline’s attention, she furtively wiped her eyes with a wisp of handkerchief.

But it was heartbreaking work. Either Jacqueline was dreadfully unobservant and was unaware of the patient resignation, the gentle reproach, the sighing and the sniffs which were being lavished on her, or she had none of the natural feelings of a daughter towards her mother. She certainly gave no sign that she had noticed how her mother was suffering, except that from time to time a frown would pucker her forehead as she lolled in the armchair, turning the pages of a magazine, and her foot would tap the floor with a suggestion of impatience. And at last, after a lunch of which Jacqueline ate with heartless heartiness, and of which her mother was unequal to eating anything at all, she suddenly left her parent in the middle of a sigh, went into her bedroom, and locked the door.

There she tried to take a calm survey of the situation, to get away from it and look at it as a detached spectator and see if she could discover any meaning in it. It all seemed at first so meaningless. Jim Asson wanted to marry her; Colonel Lutman wanted him to marry — wanted it so badly that it was a fair inference that he stood to gain by the marriage; but what joint object they could have was a complete mystery. She could only suppose that they were under the impression that Jim would be marrying money; but if that were the object, it was hard to see how the Colonel would benefit. Besides, after that affair with the cheque at Cobenzil, he could hardly be under any delusion as to the state of the family exchequer. But if they were not after money, what were they after?

She recalled all Miss Harringay had told her, but beyond the fact that both Jim and the Colonel were undoubtedly crooks of some kind, she found no clue to the mystery there. Ransack her brain as she would, her ingenuity could discover no form of crookedness which would supply a satisfactory explanation of the Colonel’s anxiety for her to become Jim Asson’s wife.

But the fact remained that he was anxious for it, and that he intended to do everything in his power to bring about the marriage. Provided she refused to play her part, Jacqueline could not see how the Colonel was to succeed, but she had an uneasy feeling that he would find means to make it far more difficult for her to refuse than she had found it already. Whatever might be the object which the Colonel had in view, he was clearly not inclined to abandon it without a struggle; and even though the marriage might be the simplest means of achieving it, he had, no doubt, some other scheme in reserve in case the marriage did not take place, and it was almost certain that in the alternative scheme she would have some part to play. Obviously the scheme whatever it might be, depended chiefly on her.

Jacqueline smiled as she reached that point in her reflections. If she was essential to the scheme, there was one simple way of defeating it. If she were to disappear, the whole plan would suddenly collapse. The more she thought of it, the more she was convinced that it was the best way out of the whole affair. She would go away and get a job somewhere and tell no one, not even her mother, where she was. She would tell Charles, perhaps, but no one else, and until the whole affair had blown over, her mother must be satisfied to get news of her from Charles. Not much news, of course — nothing more than that she was alive and well — because anything that Charles told her mother would inevitably reach Colonel Lutman in due course. The best plan would be to get clear away first and write or telephone to Charles when she had safely reached her destination. She had a few pounds — her mother, in a sudden access of generosity induced, no doubt, by thoughts of the roseate future, had presented her with ten pounds when she had cashed her cheque at Cobenzil — and she could manage for a week or so while she was looking for a job. She would pack a few things this evening and slip away early tomorrow morning — to Manchester or Birmingham; it didn’t much matter where she went, provided she was well clear of London and the risk of meeting Colonel Lutman.

She began to pack a bag, but before the task was finished she paused, frowning thoughtfully. That cheque. She had forgotten it for the moment, but she realized now that she could not afford to forget it. So long as there was the least chance of the marriage taking place, Colonel Lutman, she was sure, would make no use of it. He might threaten her with it, but to carry out his threat would obviously put an end to all prospect of the marriage. But it was a dangerous sort of weapon to leave in his hand if she carried out her plan and disappeared. There would be no reason then why he shouldn’t use it if it suited his convenience. She realized that at the mere threat of exposure over the cheque her mother would instantly capitulate and do any foolish thing Lutman might suggest, and that so long as he held the cheque, her mother would be completely at his mercy. Which was another reason why her mother must not know where she was to be found: Lutman would only have to flourish the cheque, and he would have her address within ten seconds. If she was to go away, Lutman must have no cheque to flourish.

Jacqueline finished her packing, put on her hat, and returned to the sittingroom. Mrs. Smith, with the same look of patient resignation on her face and her wisp of handkerchief still in her hand, was asleep on the couch, and Jacqueline, noiselessly closing the door, fetched her bag from the bedroom and went out. She would leave the bag, she decided, at the station cloakroom and pick it up in the morning, so that when she set out next day for Manchester or Birmingham, or wherever she might decide to go, her mother would have no cause to suspect. And then she must see Colonel Lutman. If she could not somehow persuade him to part with that cheque, she had packed her bag for nothing.

When Jacqueline, having deposited her bag in the cloakroom of St. Pancras Station, reached the select thoroughfare in the neighbourhood of Park Lane in which stood the block of luxuriously appointed service flats where Colonel Lutman resided, she had still no definite plan of campaign; and as she stepped into the spacious entrance hall and caught sight of the impressive uniformed attendant in the glass-partitioned office, she hesitated, suddenly realizing that there was not one chance in a hundred of Colonel Lutman parting with the cheque, and that she was only involving herself in another unpleasant interview for nothing. And then up went her chin at that defiant angle which was the despair of her mother, and she strode in, asked for Colonel Lutman, gave her name, waited, with a strange thrill of excitement, while the attendant announced her on the telephone, and a few moments later was entering the Colonel’s sittingroom.

As she went into the room, the Colonel rose from the depths of a big armchair and came forward to meet her with a genial smile.

“This is charming of you, Jacqueline,” he said affably. “The charm of the unexpected, eh?”

Jacqueline managed to return his smile, and he led her to the big settee, placed a cushion behind her as she settled herself in the corner, and stood smiling down at her.

“And now a cup of tea or a cocktail?” he inquired.

“Neither, thanks. Colonel Lutman.”

“A cigarette?”

He offered her his case, and Jacqueline took a cigarette, accepted a light, and sat for some moments inhaling the smoke and wondering how to begin. Now that she was here face to face with the Colonel, the conviction that she had set herself an impossible task suddenly returned to her. Of course he would not part with the cheque, and in any case she had not the least idea how to set about the task of persuading him.

“And to what, my dear Jacqueline, am I indebted for this charming surprise?” asked the Colonel.

The girl took a deep breath.

“Listen, Colonel Lutman,” she said. “It’s no use beating about the bush. I’ve come about that cheque.”

The Colonel screwed his eyeglass into position and smiled again.

“My dear Jacqueline,” he said easily, “there is no need to trouble yourself about that. Your mother was wanting a little money in a hurry, and I was only too glad to be of service to her. After all, it is quite a trifling sum—”

“A hundred and fifty pounds isn’t a trifling sum. Colonel Lutman. Not to mother. She had no right to ask you to cash the cheque because she must have known that there was no money to meet it. But I want to believe that mother was just foolish. She didn’t realize that she was doing anything really wrong, and she had probably persuaded herself that before the cheque was returned from the bank something would happen so that she could repay you. Mother’s like that. She persuades herself of anything she wants to believe, and I’m quite sure she meant to repay you.”

Lutman raised his hand.

“There is no need to discuss that, Jacqueline,” he said. “The question of repayment doesn’t arise. Between your mother and myself—”

“But it does arise,” interrupted the girl. “You said this morning—”

“I suggest,” smiled the Colonel, “that we forget this morning. Both of us, I am sure, said things which we did not really mean, and would never have said if we hadn’t been a little upset. I admit that I was perhaps a trifle — er — dictatorial, but you must try to make allowances. As Jim Asson’s trustee, I was naturally distressed at what you told me. I am extremely fond of Jim, and I’m afraid I was a little overzealous on his behalf, and you, quite naturally, resented it. We’ll leave it at that, shall we?”

Jacqueline eyed him doubtfully. It was hard to reconcile this genial, smiling Colonel Lutman with the man who only a few hours ago had tried to blackmail her into marrying Jim Asson. The very fact that, even when every allowance had been made for the shock of her refusal and his zeal on behalf of Jim Asson, he had threatened her with the cheque, made it hard to accept his present geniality at its face value. But it was of no use quarrelling with him again.

“All right,” smiled Jacqueline. “We’ll agree that we both behaved rather badly this morning, and forget it. But there’s still the question of the cheque. Mother owes you a hundred and fifty pounds, and she can’t possibly repay you at the moment.”

“I suggest that we forget that, too.”

“But you’ve got to be paid. Mother is dreadfully unhappy because she can’t repay you now.”

“There’s no need for your mother to distress herself, Jacqueline. If she wishes to repay me, she can do so just whenever it suits her convenience. There’s not the least hurry.”

Again Jacqueline gave him a quick, doubtful glance. It sounded too good to be true.

“In that case, Colonel Lutman,” she said, “will you accept my word that you will be repaid? It may take a little time, but I promise you that it shall all be paid eventually. Will that do?”

“My dear, say no more about it.”

“You accept my word that the money will be paid?”

“Of course.”

“And you’ll give me the cheque?”

She was watching his face as she spoke, and did not fail to note the slight tightening of his lips and the steely glint that showed for a moment in his eyes. But at once he smiled again.

“Ah, yes — the cheque,” he said amiably. “And why do you want me to give you the cheque?”

“It’s only natural that mother should want it back, isn’t it?” she said. “I suppose she realizes now what she has done and is uneasy about it. It’s not the sort of thing to leave lying about.”

“Quite,” agreed Lutman. “There is always the risk that it might fall into unscrupulous hands. But your mother need not worry: it is quite safe in my writing-desk—” he waved a hand towards a massive mahogany desk that stood in the window bay— “and I’m not likely to part with it.”

“You mean you won’t give it to me?”

“Just for the present, I prefer to leave it in my desk.”

“Then you don’t accept my word?”

“My dear Jacqueline, I accept your word just as wholeheartedly as you accept mine. As a matter of fact, I have a little scheme in connection with this much-discussed cheque. Quite a pleasant little scheme, I think you will agree. Since you place so much value on it, I fully intend to give it to you, but you must allow me to give it to you at my own time and in my own way.”

“When?” she demanded.

“I have been thinking about that,” replied Lutman, “and I flatter myself that I have hit on the psychological moment.”

“When?” repeated the girl.

“To put the final touch of happiness to what T hope and believe will be the happiest day of your life, Jacqueline, I am going to hand the cheque to you on your wedding day. It will be the first present you will receive as a bride.”

For some moments Jacqueline was silent, frowning thoughtfully. So that was the game! She might have known that there was something behind this genial mood of the Colonel’s. She should have remembered that a blackguard is still a blackguard even though he wears an amiable smile.

“I see,” she said at last. “In other words, you refuse to give it to me?”

“My dear Jacqueline, I have just told you that as soon as the wedding is over—”

“There’s going to be no wedding,” interrupted Jacqueline angrily. “I told you so this morning, and I meant it. You couldn’t bully me into it then, and you can’t bully me into it now. Whether you give me the cheque or keep it. I’m not going to marry Jim Asson.”

Colonel Lutman smiled indulgently.

“You misunderstand me, my dear—” he began, but Jacqueline sprang to her feet, and cut him short with an impatient gesture.

“I understand you perfectly well,” she said. “I told you this morning that you were a low-down blackmailing bully, and everything you’ve said this afternoon has shown me that I was right. You’re still threatening and bullying and trying to blackmail me into marrying Jim Asson, but you haven’t succeeded, and you won’t succeed, and it’s waste of time to discuss it any further.”

He laid a hand on her arm, forced her gently but firmly on to the settee, and seated himself beside her.

“You’re mistaken, my dear,” he said. “I don’t blame you. After my foolish display of temper this morning—”

“I’m not going to marry Jim Asson, and there’s nothing more to be said. I’m going.”

She tried to rise, but Lutman’s hand tightened on her arm and held her.

“Listen, Jacqueline,” he said, “I’m not suggesting that you should marry Jim Asson.”

She shot him a quick glance of amazement.

“Does that surprise you?” he smiled. “My dear, if you imagine for one moment that I would have you marry Asson against your own inclination, you don’t know me. This morning, I admit, you took me by surprise, and I said a good many things in the heat of the moment which must, I’m afraid, have given you a wrong impression of me. There is no question of bullying or threatening you. It needed only a little calm reflection to convince me that, since you feel as you do about Jim, marriage with him is out of the question. Neither of you would be happy, and it would distress me to feel that I was in a way responsible for the unhappy state of affairs. As a matter of fact, I am very far from sorry that you have definitely decided not to marry Jim.”

Jacqueline could only gaze at him in utter bewilderment.

“Jim, I’m afraid, is very much upset about it,” continued the Colonel. “I saw him this morning after leaving you, and broke the news to him. It hit him pretty hard, but he took it like a gentleman.” Jacqueline’s lips were a little scornful, but she made no remark. “But one man’s loss is another man’s gain,” went on the Colonel, “and I’m afraid I can’t pretend to be sorry. Jim, of course, is a very wealthy young man, and I can’t hope to compete with him financially, but I am very comfortably off, and I can well afford to make your mother a substantial allowance, and if anything should happen to me you would be well provided for.”

For some moments Jacqueline stared at him in amazement. Then she smiled faintly, and a hint of amusement showed in her eyes.

“Colonel Lutman,” she said, “are you suggesting that I should marry you?”

Lutman laid a hand on hers as it rested on her knee.

“My dear, why not?” he said, and slipped an arm around her shoulders. “You don’t realize, Jacqueline, how beautiful you are — your eyes, your hair, your lips. You have adorable lips, Jacqueline — lips that were made for kissing….”

She felt his breath on her cheek and his arm drawing her towards him, saw the look in his eyes, and instinctively stiffened herself to resist; but, with sudden, irresistible strength, he swept her to him, and his lips were crushed against hers. The next instant she had wrenched herself free, and sprung to her feet. For a moment she stood facing him with flaming cheeks and furious eyes; and then her arm flashed back and forward, and she struck at him with all her force.

He jumped to his feet, with hands clenched, his mouth grim, that hard, steely look in his eyes. Jacqueline stepped quickly backwards. But with an obvious effort he mastered himself, adjusted his eyeglass and reproduced his genial smile.

“And is that your answer, Jacqueline?”

“Yes, it is.”

He shrugged.

“I suppose I’m old-fashioned,” he said. “I was not aware that the modern young lady could decline a proposal of marriage with such delightful subtlety.”

“You know now, Colonel Lutman.”

He nodded.

“I’ve always heard,” he smiled, “that experience is a hard mistress, and now I’m prepared to believe it.”

A little trickle of blood came from his lip where her knuckles had forced it against his teeth, and went slithering down his chin. He dabbed his mouth with a handkerchief, saw the stain, and shook his head ruefully.

“If you will excuse me, my dear,” he said, “I will retire to the bathroom and staunch my wounds, and then we will have a cup of tea together and a round-table conference.”

“There’s no need of any conference, Colonel Lutman. Nothing you can say will make me change my mind—”

The Colonel raised a deprecatory hand.

“It doesn’t do to be too sure, my dear,” he said. “I suggest that you should at least wait and hear what I have to say. I feel sure you will find it — er — interesting.”

“All right, I’ll wait,” Jacqueline promised, and Lutman hurried from the room.

For some moments the girl stood frowning, as if she had some grudge against it, at the door through which he had gone out; then her eyes lighted up and she glanced towards the desk in the window bay, glanced back at the door, and suddenly went swiftly across the room. Lutman had left the door ajar, and she saw that the key was on the outside. Very cautiously she withdrew it and transferred it to the inside. Then, noiselessly, closing the door, she slowly turned the key. The lock slipped over without a sound.

Without a second’s hesitation the girl turned, strode to the writing desk, ran her eye swiftly over it, noted that there were three drawers in the desk, and pulled the right-hand one. Pipes, a tobacco pouch, a bundle of pipe cleaners — that was all. She shut it, pulled open the left-hand drawer, and gave a start of surprise. Among a medley of odds and ends lay a small revolver. She picked it up, glanced at ii, saw that it was loaded, and promptly replaced it and shut the drawer.

She grasped the handle of the middle drawer, pulled, discovered that it was locked, and gave a little gasp of exasperation. Her glance went swiftly round the room in search of some implement that might serve her purpose, and came to rest on a long, thin, steel paperknife of the type commonly used for slitting open envelopes. She picked it up eagerly, forced the blade between the top edge of the drawer and the desk, and pressed it sideways. She worked it desperately up and down, strained it upwards in the hope of breaking the lock from the woodwork. For some time nothing happened, except that the paperknife began to bend and seemed likely to break. And then, just as she was about to abandon the attempt and look for some more efficient tool, there came a click and the paperknife slipped along the edge of the drawer without obstruction. She tossed the knife on the desk, grasped the handle of the drawer, and pulled. The drawer opened.

It was full of papers, and she began to rummage quickly amongst them. She did not have to look far. She caught a glimpse of her mother’s familiar handwriting, her fingers darted, and the next moment, as she glanced at the slip of paper in her hand, she recognized the cheque and gave a smile of satisfaction.

The block of luxurious service flats in which Colonel Lutman resided was of the modern type, warmed by a central heating system instead of by coal fires; and, though a hot-water radiator may possess certain advantages from a hygienic point of view, it is definitely inferior to a coal fire when it is a question of destroying a worthless cheque. For a few moments Jacqueline eyed the radiator with evident disfavour; then, turning again to the desk, she laid the cheque on a copper ashtray, took a match from a box that lay beside it, struck it, applied the flame to the corner of the cheque, and smiled as she watched the flame creep along the slip of paper, leaving behind it a trail of curling black ash.

The flame had crept only halfway along the cheque when she heard the handle of the door tried. She did not even glance towards it, but kept her eyes fixed on the burning slip of paper. The handle was turned again, and then came the sound of knuckles on the panel, and Colonel Lutman’s voice.

“Jacqueline!”

The last tiny flame disappeared, and there was now only black ash in the ashtray. As he called her again, she glanced towards the door with a smile.

“Come in, Colonel!” she called.

“The door’s locked.”

“Is it? Just a moment — I’ll see.”

She turned again towards the desk, laid a hand against the drawer, and was about to close it, when she paused and stopped, peering at the typewritten words on the long, folded paper that had caught her eye. “Copy of the last Will and Testament of Alan Redfern,” she read; and the next moment she had whipped the document out of the drawer and was staring at it with a puzzled frown.

Lutman’s knuckles rapped the door again, and his voice called her name. But she took no notice: she was thinking furiously, trying to understand the exact significance of her discovery. If this was a copy of her uncle Alan Redfern’s will, did that mean that he was dead? If so, how was it that neither she nor her mother had heard of it? That, at any rate, would explain why his usual monthly allowance to her mother had not arrived last month. And, if he were dead, what on earth was this copy of his will doing in the drawer of Colonel Lutman’s desk? Where did Colonel Lutman come into it? As far as she was aware, he had never heard of her Uncle Alan….

She unfolded the document and began to read, glimpsing here and there a clear-cut idea in the fog of legal phraseology:

Alan Redfern… New York… last will and testament… to my niece, Jacqueline Mary Smith…. In the event… being herself deceased… the whole of my estate… Millicent Agnes Maud Smith….

Jacqueline read on, but the words swam before her eyes and carried no clear message to her brain. Three hundred thousand pounds — hers! And suddenly understanding swooped into her mind. The deed that she had signed, the scheme to marry her to Jim Asson, Colonel Lutman’s anxiety that the marriage should take place, his attempt, when she had refused to marry Jim, to marry her himself, his willingness to cash that cheque for her mother, Miss Harringay’s revelations about Jim’s past — every incident fitted in perfectly and convinced her that at last, in this document that she had discovered in Colonel Lutman’s desk, she had discovered the key to the whole mystery. And the very fact that the Colonel was in possession of a copy of the will added to the last overwhelming proof. A million and a half dollars — and she had signed that deed which, if she had gone through with the marriage, would have handed over every penny of it to Jim Asson! No wonder he had been willing to make her mother an allowance!

She was suddenly aware of a vague feeling that she was not alone, remembered that when she had discovered the document Colonel Lutman had been knocking at the door and calling to her, and realized that the knocking and calling had ceased some moments ago. She glanced at the door, took a step towards it and hesitated; and then, as the vague sensation that she was being watched suddenly changed to conviction, she turned, shot a quick, apprehensive glance around the room, gave a start of surprise, and stood rigid, staring. Against the wall opposite the window a heavy curtain had been pulled aside, revealing a door into another room; and, standing in the doorway, watching her with a faint smile on his lips, was Colonel Lutman. Instinctively, as she saw him, her fingers tightened their grip on the document and she took a step backwards. The Colonel’s smile became more pronounced.

“One of the first principles of successful crime, my dear Jacqueline,” he said suavely, “is that when there are two doors to a room it is useless to lock only one of them. That, I can assure you, is quite elementary. Another excellent rule is: ‘Always suspect a curtain.’”

He took a few leisurely steps into the room, paused, and lighted a cigarette.

“A pretty talent for felony seems to run in your family, my dear,” he said. “First, worthless cheques, and then burglary — you will soon have quite a creditable dossier.” He glanced at the desk and shook his head. “A rather clumsy job, Jacqueline. I’m afraid I can’t congratulate you on it. You have scratched the desk and bent the paperknife, and you haven’t even got away with the swag.” He waved a hand towards the document she was holding. “Would it be troubling you if I asked you to replace that paper where you found it?”

Except that her fingers gripped the document a little more tightly, Jacqueline made no move. Still smiling, he went to her and held out his hand.

“Allow me to save you the trouble.”

Still the girl remained motionless, and with a sudden movement his hand seized the document and jerked it from her grasp. Then, turning to the desk, he replaced the paper and shut the drawer.

“And now, my dear Jacqueline, don’t you think I’m entitled to some sort of explanation?”

“There’s nothing to explain,” she said.

He raised his eyebrows.

“Surely when you visit a friend’s flat it is a little unusual to force the lock of his desk—”

“There’s nothing to explain to you,” said the girl, “because you know perfectly well why I forced the lock.”

He nodded.

“I can hazard a guess,” he admitted.

“And there’s no need for you to explain anything to me. I understand everything.”

“Except the gentle art of burglary,” smiled the Colonel. “You still have a lot to learn about that, my dear. Success is the only justification of any type of crime, and a burglar who fails to get away with the loot—”

“I have got away with it.”

Again he raised his eyebrows.

“Indeed?”

“I’ve got away with everything that matters,” said Jacqueline.

“You may have the copy of Uncle Alan’s will, but that isn’t of the least consequence. I’ve read it, and I know what’s in it. That’s the loot that really matters.”

“I see,” said the Colonel. “So you have read it, have you?”

“And understood it.”

“Naturally, my dear. I don’t doubt that. I have always had a very high opinion of your intelligence.”

“And I understand, Colonel Lutman, exactly just what you and Jim Asson—”

“Of course. In view of the legal lack of lucidity that is a very creditable performance. And I admit that, from your point of view, the loot, as you are pleased to call it, is of considerable value. But when you say that you have got away with it—” He shook his head. “I wouldn’t be too sure of that, my dear.”

“I’ve got the information, Colonel Lutman,” she reminded him, “and you can’t take that away from me.”

“Quite,” agreed the Colonel. “But swag has to be disposed of, my dear. That is always a problem which the burglar has to consider, and in this case—”

“In this case I know just how to dispose of it. I am going straight away now to see Mr. Stuckey.”

“The estimable Charles!” smiled Lutman. “The damsel in distress rushes for help to Charles Stuckey because she believes that Charles Stuckey is an honourable man! But once again, my dear, I wouldn’t be too sure of that.”

“I am sure of it.”

The Colonel gave a shrug.

“You may have to revise your opinion, Jacqueline,” he said. “I’m sorry, my dear, to shatter your illusion, but if Charles is the honourable man you believe him to be why didn’t he tell you about your uncle, Alan Redfern? Why did he induce you to sign that deed which would have handed your entire fortune over to young Jim Asson? Why—”

“I don’t know,” interrupted the girl. “I don’t pretend to know. Charles, perhaps, knew nothing about the will.”

“Oh, but he did, my dear,” said Lutman. “I can assure you that he did. And I’m afraid we must conclude that Jim Asson knew of it, too, and that the whole scheme was a put-up job between them.”

“And you — a put-up job between Jim Asson and you.”

The Colonel’s face assumed an expression of pained surprise. “I’m sorry that you should think me capable of that, my dear,” he said, “but you will change your mind when you have heard the truth. The truth is that I had no idea that any such scheme was afoot. It was only today that I began to have any suspicion. I called to see Charles Stuckey, noticed the will lying on his desk, and while he was out of the room I took the opportunity to glance at it. Until that moment I had no idea that your uncle was dead.”

“And that’s the truth, Colonel Lutman?”

“Certainly, my dear. I realized at once what was afoot, but I said nothing to Stuckey. I slipped the will into my pocket, brought it away, locked it in my desk. This evening I intended calling on you, informing you of the facts, and suggesting certain steps which should be taken—”

“One of the steps being that I should marry you?”

“I hoped so,” he admitted “I still hope so, Jacqueline. If I can only rid your mind of the unfortunate suspicion that I’m not to be trusted. Listen, my dear. I’ll show you that I am to be trusted, that you have entirely misjudged me, that you have attributed to me aims and motives which I have never had.”

“Well?”

“Give me your promise that you will marry me, and here and now I will hand you your mother’s cheque.”

Jacqueline’s eyes met his steadily. “And before we’re married, Colonel Lutman,” she said, “do I sign another deed handing over a million and a half dollars to my future husband?”

The Colonel brushed aside the suggestion with an airy gesture. “My dear, nothing of the sort. Money is of no importance to me. Your fortune would remain in your own keeping.”

“And if I promise, you will accept my word and give me the cheque now?”

“I have said so, Jacqueline.”

She smiled, turned towards the desk, picked up the ashtray with the blackened remains of the cheque in it, and thrust it into his hand.

“There’s no need for me to promise anything, Colonel Lutman,” she said. “There’s the cheque.”

For some moments the Colonel stared at the ashtray in his hand, with the slightest pucker showing between her eyebrows. “I’ve got away with the loot, anyway,” remarked Jacqueline. The Colonel replaced the ashtray on the desk, and as he turned towards her he was smiling again.

“A very pretty piece of work, Jacqueline,” he said. “I’m afraid I underrated your skill. But my suggestion still holds good. Now that I have told you the truth—”

“The truth!” exclaimed Jacqueline scornfully. “You’ve told me lies, Colonel Lutman — nothing but clumsy lies. Do you really suppose I don’t understand? You and Jim Asson — you knew I was to get this money from my uncle, but you kept that knowledge from me, got me to sign that deed, tried to force me to marry Jim. And when I turned Jim down, rather than lose the money you struck the bright idea of marrying me yourself. That’s the truth, whatever you may say, and I shall never believe anything else.”

She took a step in the direction of the door, but the Colonel, stepping quickly sideways, barred her way.

“Just a moment, Jacqueline,” he said. “If you really believe this preposterous story you’ve got into your head—”

“I do.”

“Then one may, without offence, inquire what you propose to do about it?”

“I’m going straight to Mr. Stuckey.”

“And when you have discovered the truth about Mr. Stuckey? Remember, Jacqueline, what I have told you. If there has been any underhand work in this affair, Charles Stuckey is the prime mover.”

“I don’t believe it! I won’t believe it.”

“‘Don’t’ — I agree. But ‘won’t’—” He shook his head. “You’ll have no choice, Jacqueline. And then what?”

She shrugged.

“There are plenty of other lawyers, Colonel Lutman. And there are always the police.”

“Yes — of course, there are always the police,” said Lutman. “But there is no need to adopt quite such extreme measures. They might prove — dangerous. If what we suspect is true, Jacqueline, you are up against some pretty unscrupulous characters who, if they suspected that you were appealing to the police, would not hesitate… But we needn’t consider these unpleasant details. If you will let me handle this matter for you—”

“You?” She smiled. “You’re not serious, Colonel Lutman?”

“Perfectly serious,” he assured her. “I am quite seriously suggesting that you should dismiss your groundless suspicions of me and allow me to act for you. As your husband I should naturally do all in my power to safeguard your interests—”

Jacqueline made a quick, impatient gesture.

“I see,” smiled the Colonel. “So as a prospective husband I still fail to appeal?”

“Once and for all, Colonel Lutman, I don’t trust you, I dislike you intensely, and nothing in the world will ever induce me to marry you.”

She saw his mouth harden and that steely look come into his eyes.

“Nothing?”

“Nothing.”

His eyes were fixed on hers, and as she met their glance she was suddenly afraid.

“‘Nothing’ is a very comprehensive word, Jacqueline,” he said. “Much too comprehensive. I can imagine circumstances in which you might be ready to marry me. There are circumstances, you know, in which any girl is ready to marry a man — is anxious to marry him, even though he may not be her ideal of a husband.” Instinctively Jacqueline stepped back from him.

“I — I don’t — understand,” she stammered.

“No? Then you can take it from me that it is so. Even nowadays there are a few things that a girl values, and what she is pleased to call her good name is one of them. Don’t run away with the idea that a girl can’t be forced into marriage. She can. It’s happening every day. The man creates the necessary circumstances and she promptly starts begging him to marry her. Now do you understand?” Jacqueline made no reply. She realized that her heart was beating furiously and that she was terribly afraid, and again she took a step backwards.

“The choice rests with you,” continued Lutman. “You are going to marry me. I have decided that, and, though ‘nothing’ is a comprehensive word, nothing will make me alter my decision. The manner of our — wooing, shall we say? — is for you to decide. If you will give me your promise here and now that you will marry me—”

“No!” gasped Jacqueline. “No!”

Lutman shrugged his shoulders.

“In that case, my dear, I have no choice but to cr-create the necessary circumstances.”

She saw him move towards her, and just for a moment it seemed that all her strength had left her and she was powerless to move. Then, as she felt him touch her and saw his face close to hers, she placed her hands against his chest, and, with a strength born of desperation, thrust him furiously backwards, His arms released her and he staggered, clutching at the back of a chair to steady himself. But before he had regained his balance she had pulled open the drawer of the writing desk, snatched out the revolver and was pointing it, in a none too steady hand, straight at the Colonel’s body. “If you come a step nearer, I’ll shoot.”

For a moment, as he stood tensed, with clenched fists, staring at her, she thought that he was about to spring. Then he relaxed, and the familiar smile returned to his lips.

“Your hand is shaking, Jacqueline,” he said calmly, “and if you’re not very careful that revolver may go off.”

“If you move, it will.”

He shook his head.

“I don’t think so, my dear. You have too much intelligence. A shot, a corpse, a rifled desk, and an agitated young woman with a revolver in her hand — it would make a pretty tableau when the police arrived, and quite a convincing bit of evidence. You realize that as well as I do. Put the revolver down.”

“No!”

“Then once again you leave me no choice.”

He stepped towards her, calm and unconcerned, with his gaze fixed on her eyes, and though she raised the revolver an inch or two, pointing it straight at his heart, and placed her finger on the trigger, he did not waver. And the next moment she felt his hand grip her wrist and the revolver wrenched from her grasp.

Lutman slipped it into his pocket.

“One of the secrets of success, Jacqueline,” he said smoothly, “is to know when the other man is bluffing. When the other man is a woman, that’s easy: they’re so transparent. And now that the melodrama is over, perhaps we can talk matters over in a reasonable way.” He waved a hand towards the couch. “Come and sit down and see if we can arrive at some agreement.”

For a few moments the girl hesitated. Then:

“Listen, Colonel Lutman,” she said. “If what you have told me is true — that you knew nothing about the will and that Mr. Stuckey is responsible for the whole scheme—”

“Sad, my dear, but all too true. Naturally, you don’t want to believe anything wrong of the estimable Charles.”

“I don’t believe it,” said Jacqueline. “But if it is true, it can quite easily be proved.” She pointed to the telephone. “Let me telephone to Mr. Stuckey and get him to come here now. I needn’t tell him why — just say that I’m here with you and want to consult him — and when he arrives you can tax him with all you say he has done, and we’ll see what he has to say about it. I shall soon know if he’s lying.”

The Colonel pondered for a few moments and then gave a nod. “Very well,” he agreed. “And if Charles is found guilty, I take it you will revise your opinion of my unworthy self and reconsider your refusal?”

“Charles won’t be found guilty.”

“We shall see,” smiled the Colonel.

“And while I’m telephoning,” added Jacqueline, “you’d be usefully employed, Colonel, in mixing me a cocktail.”

He nodded.

“All things considered, the most appropriate one would be a ‘Corpse Reviver’,” he said, and crossed to the sideboard and began to busy himself with glasses and bottles.

Jacqueline, watching him with alert eyes, picked up the telephone receiver.”Hullo I… This is 7096 speaking.”

“No need to give this number,” remarked the Colonel. “It’s only a local call.”

Jacqueline took no notice. She placed the mouthpiece close to her lips and cupped a hand round it.

“Yes — 7096 — No. 13 Brandleigh Mansions — Lutman is the name — Colonel Lutman. Will you please ‘phone the police and tell them to come here immediately?”

There came a crash as Lutman dropped bottle and glasses, and the next instant the telephone receiver was wrenched from her hand and she was thrust violently back; she stumbled and collapsed on the floor, with Lutman, his face livid with fury, standing over her.

She scrambled to her feet, and as she did so Lutman turned away and began rapidly signalling to the Exchange,

“Hullo! Hullo! Exchange?… That call you had just now — yes, that’s right. I’m sorry, but someone was stupid enough to play a practical joke…. No, the police are not required. I’m sorry you should have been troubled, but… Damn!—”

He dropped the receiver and ran towards the door. But he was too late: it closed with a bang as he reached it, and he heard the lock click over. He turned, hurried through the communicating door into his bedroom and so into the corridor. But as he reached the front door of his flat and flung it open, the whine of the descending lift told him that pursuit was useless. With a scowl he returned to his sittingroom, and was just in time as he glared down at the street from his window to catch a glimpse of Jacqueline before, running swiftly, she rounded a corner and disappeared from view.
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Jacqueline ran until she reached Park Lane. There, the figure of a solid-looking policeman directing the traffic at the entrance to the Park gave her a sense of security, and she slowed down to a walk. It was an immense relief to be back in this world of ordinary people and motorbuses and taxis and policemen, though it was a little surprising to discover that while that hideous business had been taking place in Colonel Lutman’s flat this other world had been going on just as usual. Now that it was over and done with it seemed impossible that that sort of thing should actually happen — here, in London, with a policeman only a few yards away. But if she needed any proof that the experience had been a real one, she could find it in the throbbing bruise on her arm where Lutman’s hand had gripped her, and in the fact that her heart was still pounding and her hands were still shaking. And though she kept telling herself that she was perfectly safe now, that here on the busy street nothing could possibly happen to her, from time to time she found it impossible to resist the impulse to cast a quick, nervous glance over her shoulder.

She found herself at the Marble Arch, and paused on the corner, undecided what to do. She glanced across at the imposing building opposite, where she knew that for the sum of threepence she could sit in a marble hall and drink a cup of tea and listen to the band. But she wanted to think, to size up the situation and come to some decision, and though the cup of tea appealed to her she felt that dance music and the rattle of cups and saucers and the buzz of conversation would neither conduce to clear thinking nor soothe her frayed nerves. She thought of walking through the Park, but instantly dismissed the idea. Absurd as she knew it to be, she was nervous of crossing that wide open space. She wanted to be somewhere within four walls, with the door shut and locked, assured that no one was watching her, free of that uneasy feeling that someone was just behind her, following.

She must go home, she supposed. Her mother, no doubt, would be there, resigned, reproachful and inclined to be tearful; but she could shut herself in her bedroom. In the present state of affairs it would be worse than useless to confide in her mother. She would refuse to believe anything to the detriment of Jim Asson or Colonel Lutman, and would lay the entire blame on Charles, and Jacqueline felt that she could not face the kind of argument that was bound to ensue. Moreover, it was more than likely that the prospect of a million and a half dollars would send her mother posthaste to the West End in search of ‘something fit to wear,’ and that the result of her outing would be a crop of bills. And until the legacy was considerably more certain than it was at present there must be no risk of that sort of optimistic outbreak. She would relieve her mother’s mind over the cheque. Not that she seemed in the least concerned about it; but you could never tell with her mother: quite possibly she was sobbing herself to sleep over it every night. Apart from that piece of information, she would keep the whole affair to herself until she was sure of her facts. If her mother’s faith in Colonel Lutman was to be destroyed it would be better to shatter it with one overwhelming bombshell than to try to undermine it slowly with a succession of smaller charges which her indignation would promptly extinguish.

She made her way to a bus stop, intending to travel on top and soothe her jangled nerves with a cigarette; and then, remembering that she was in all probability worth a million and a half dollars — she was a little vague as to how much that represented in English pounds, but she had a comfortable feeling that it must be quite a lot of money — she hailed a passing taxi and got in. She leaned back against the cushions, lighted a cigarette, and felt better — so much better that, for the first time since she had left Lutman’s fiat, a faint smile touched her lips. What caused the smile was the thought of the awkward position in which Lutman would find himself if her message reached the police and they visited the flat.

If she had needed any further evidence of the Colonel’s crookedness, the Colonel himself had supplied it. Only a crook would be as scared of a visit from the police as he had been. And why the revolver in the drawer of his desk? Her smile vanished as she recalled the touch of Lutman’s hands and the beastliness in his eyes. It was just as well that he had had the nerve to call her bluff and take the revolver from her. If it had been in her hand at that moment when he had gripped her and she had seen his face so close to her own she might easily have pressed the trigger, and the imaginary scene which Lutman had depicted — the corpse and the rifled desk and the young woman with a revolver in her hand — might have become a hideous reality.

But Lutman had nerve; she must give him credit for that. Only a man of quite unusual nerve would have ventured in the circumstances to suggest that she should marry him. And only Lutman, she hoped, could have so calmly stated his intention to compel her to marry him and so coolly outlined his scheme of compulsion. During her wanderings with her mother on the Continent she had encountered most of the less attractive types of male, but never one quite so unattractive as Lutman. She hoped he was unique.

When Jacqueline reached home she found her mother in a state of feverish agitation. She was in her bedroom, fussing with a selection of half a dozen evening dresses which were draped over the chairs and spread out on the bed. But Jacqueline was relieved to note that the air of patient resignation had vanished and that the tendency towards tearfulness was no longer apparent.

“My dear, I’ve absolutely nothing to wear,” began her mother as Jacqueline entered the room. “I shall look like a scarecrow. And we’re sure to go to a very smart restaurant. I can’t imagine him dining at any but the smartest place. Just a quiet little dinner tête-à-tête
 , he said, but of course I know what that means. Everyone will be wearing the latest frocks.”

“He? Who?”

“Why, Colonel Lutman. He was on the telephone five minutes ago.”

The girl frowned.

“Colonel Lutman has invited you to dinner?”

“Is there any reason why he shouldn’t invite me to dinner? We’re to go to the theatre afterwards — a box, I expect — and I’ve no doubt that if I gave him just the slightest hint we should have a little supper somewhere afterwards.”

“And you’re really going, Mother?”

“My dear Jacqueline, why shouldn’t I go?”

Jacqueline shrugged a shoulder.

“I wish you wouldn’t, that’s all.”

“You’re so unreasonable, Jacqueline. Just because you’ve decided not to marry Jim Asson, I really don’t see why I shouldn’t have dinner with Colonel Lutman. I’m sure I don’t often get the chance of spending a pleasant evening away from this dreadful flat, and I don’t see why you should grudge me a little enjoyment.”

“But, Mother, you don’t really like him, do you?”

“Colonel Lutman? My dear, I like his money. And he’s always quite charming.”

“Even this morning — when he threatened to go to the police about your cheque?”

“My dear, I knew he didn’t mean that. And he apologized quite nicely when he telephoned — said he was afraid he had lost his temper with you this morning and said a great many things he didn’t mean, and would I go to dinner with him just to show that I had forgiven him. Of course, I told him there was nothing to forgive.”

“That was sweet of you, Mother.”

“I’m never rude to anyone who invites me to dinner, Jacqueline. But in any case there was no occasion to be rude to Colonel Lutman. As a matter of fact, I’m really very grateful to him. He told me on the telephone that just to show how penitent he was he had burnt the cheque.”

“He told you that?”

Her mother nodded.

“And he said he hoped that I would honour him by forgetting that I had ever written it. I shall. But it’s very awkward having nothing fit to wear….”

Jacqueline was silent for a time, watching her mother as she picked up dress after dress, gave it a disparaging glance and tossed it aside. Then:

“I saw Colonel Lutman this afternoon, Mother.”

“Yes — so he told me. You had a cup of tea together and a pleasant little chat, he said.”

“Did he tell you anything else?”

“Yes, dear. He said that he had talked it over with you again, and the affair with Jim Asson was definitely off. Jim, he said, was very cut up about it, but on the whole it was perhaps just as well. Colonel Lutman has a very high opinion of you, Jacqueline, and thinks that, after all, you might do very much better for yourself than Jim Asson.”

“I could hardly do worse.”

Her mother smiled.

“As a matter of fact, my dear, I believe the Colonel is actually glad you’ve refused to marry Jim,” she confided. “Of course, as an honourable man — and Jim’s trustee, too — he couldn’t show his feelings when you were engaged to Jim, but now that you’re unattached—”

“Do you mean, Mother, that Colonel Lutman wants to marry me?”

“My dear, if you ask me, that’s the real reason why he’s taking me out to dinner. Tête-à-tête
 , he said, and when a man says that there’s always something in the wind. It’s only natural that he should want to know what I think about it first. So delicate of him!”

“And what do you think, Mother?”

“I think he’s a very eligible husband going begging, and it’s certainly worth while for any girl to be sensible about him. After all, he’s quite goodlooking — especially when he doesn’t screw up his face to keep his eyeglass in. But I don’t suppose he sleeps in his eyeglass. It isn’t so much what a man looks like in his lounge suit that matters, my dear: it’s the sort of creature he turns out to be in his pyjamas. Your father was a dreadful disappointment when I first saw him in his pyjamas. Blue and pink stripes, dear — terrible!”

“And you really think that Colonel Lutman would be a suitable husband for me? You’d really like me to marry him?”

“I’d like you to marry someone, Jacqueline, and Colonel Lutman has a great deal of money.”

“Are you sure?”

“Quite sure, my dear. He told me so himself. And with all that money someone ought to marry him. I should do my best to like him, Jacqueline, if I were you. He may not be the sort of husband you dream about, but no man is when you’ve lived with him a few months, and you wouldn’t have to lie awake at night worrying about the gas bill. You’d better lend me your blue dress, dear; none of these is fit to wear.”

Jacqueline brought the dress, added it to the collection on the bed, and turned to go. At the door she paused.

“Don’t write any more cheques, Mother, will you? Not for Colonel Lutman, anyway—”

“My dear, if he offers—”

“He probably will offer, but I want you to promise me that you won’t let him cash any more. He might not burn the next one. Will you remember?”

“I’ll try, my dear. But the sales are on, and it won’t be easy. I badly need a fur of some sort, and if Colonel Lutman likes to give me one — he’s very quick to take a hint, you know.”

“Oh yes, you can let him give you a fur if you want to, Mother,” said Jacqueline wearily. “There’s no harm in that, I suppose.”

Her mother became thoughtful.

“I’ve been wondering, dear,” she said, as Jacqueline opened the door to go, “what fur would be most suitable.”

“As a present from Colonel Lutman?”

Her mother nodded.

“Oh, skunk, I should think,” said Jacqueline, and went to her own room.

It did not take her long to decide what course she must take. The obvious thing to do, since Charles was the family lawyer, was to go straight to him, tell him of her discovery of the will in Colonel Lutman’s desk, and leave it to him to take whatever steps he thought advisable. She could do nothing in the matter herself, and it was a lawyer’s job, anyway. But, apart altogether from that, she felt that she must in any case see Charles as soon as possible — just to hear him give her that explanation which would convince her that all that Lutman had said of him was untrue. Not that she really needed to be convinced. Charles, she was sure, knew nothing of the scheme in which Jim Asson and Lutman had tried to involve her; she did not really doubt him in the least, she told herself, but even though she knew him to be innocent, she wanted, womanlike, to hear him tell her so.

She went to the telephone, asked for Messrs. Stuckey & Stuckey’s number, was requested by the voice of the estimable Mr. Bells to “hang on a minute,” and a few moments later smiled as she recognized Charles’s hearty “Hullo!”

“Is that you, Mouthpiece?”

“Hullo!” repeated Charles.

“Jacqueline Smith speaking.”

Charles Stuckey’s voice when he replied had perceptibly mellowed.

“Hullo, Jacqueline! Good egg! I wanted to have a word with you.”

“Say on, Mouthpiece.”

“Well, what’s all this about young Jim Asson? I’ve had Lutman down here foaming at the mouth, and Asson gnashing his teeth, and I’ve been expecting all day to have your mother on the telephone blaming me because you’ve taken a violent dislike to the shape of young Asson’s nose and refused to marry him. What’s wrong with him?”

“This is only a three-minute call, Charles.”

“But you were so determined to marry him.”

“I’ve changed my mind, Charles.”

“Bit sudden, wasn’t it?”

“Very. That’s the way love works, you know. We women are fickle things.”

“Well, it’s got me beat, anyway.”

“I can hear the big legal brain buzzing, Charles, and if it will ease it at all I’ll give you one reason. Did you know that Jim Asson has a place in the country?”

“No. Has he?”

“In Devonshire — right away on the moors — cut off from everybody. I’m afraid he might have a call to go and live there, and I should hate to go with him. Not even love could make me undertake that labour. That’s a joke, Charles, which you can’t understand, but you can laugh at it later when I’ve explained. When can I see you?”

“I shall be in all day tomorrow, Jacqueline. I want to see you — particularly. Any time you like tomorrow.”

“Can’t it be today?”

“Sorry; today’s nearly gone, you know, and I’ve an important appointment in a few minutes that will keep me for several hours.”

“With the Master of the Rolls?”

“No — the Lord Chief Justice, the Attorney General, the Lord Chancellor, the King’s Proctor—”

“Charles!—”

“Hullo!”

“Seriously, I must see you — as soon as possible. It’s terribly urgent.”

“I say, anything wrong?”

“I’m scared — really scared. I can’t tell you on the telephone. But there’s no one else I can tell, and I must see you.”

There was a pause, and then came Charles’s voice again.

“Look here, Jacqueline, I can’t possibly be free until seven o’clock, and you don’t want to come to this benighted hole at that time. But I shall be home about eight, and if you don’t mind coming to my flat—”

“Anywhere you say, Charles.”

“Grayford Street, Bloomsbury. Number 97. The ‘bus will put you down at the end of the street, and the house is some way along on the left-hand side. I’ll be looking out for you at eight o’clock. Will that do?”

“Number 97, Grayford Street, at eight o’clock,” repeated Jacqueline. “I shall be there. It’s nice of you, Charles.”

“Righto, Jacqueline. And whatever’s scaring you, don’t let it. Goodbye.”

It was a little past eight o’clock that evening when Jacqueline got off the ‘bus and turned into Grayford Street. She found that it was a long, rather narrow street, dismally lighted and almost deserted. There was no traffic save an occasional taxi taking a short cut — or benefiting the meter with a long detour — but here and there a car was drawn up beside the kerb. Most of the houses were let off in apartments, Jacqueline noticed, and thought as she strode along in search of Number 97 that it was just like the unimaginative Charles to choose a depressing spot like this in which to spend his leisure hours.

She walked quickly, surprised and annoyed with herself to discover that her nerves were hardly less jumpy than they had been as she walked along Park Lane that afternoon, and that she still felt an almost irresistible impulse to glance back over her shoulder at every few steps. Once or twice she was certain that she could detect the sound of footsteps following her. She halted and glanced quickly around, discovered that the sound of footsteps had ceased, decided that she was hearing only the echo of her own heels, and went on again. Charles had said that he would be on the lookout for her. She wished he would turn up and meet her.

Most of the houses were numbered on the fanlight above the front door; most of the halls that were lighted at all were but dimly lighted, and locating any particular house meant counting on in odd numbers from the last legible number. Jacqueline made out Number 91, counted three houses forward and paused outside the one which she imagined must be Number 97. There was a big saloon car waiting at the kerb, and she caught a glimpse of a shadowy figure seated at the driving wheel, and the glow of a cigarette. She wondered vaguely if Charles had brought his important client home with him, and turned to peer up at the fanlight above the front door to assure herself that this was actually Number 97.

From behind her came the sound of a soft footstep, and she suddenly started and turned her head. At that instant a massive arm was slipped under her chin, jerking her backwards, a massive hand was clapped over her nose and mouth, and a sweet, sickly smell assailed her nostrils.

She tried to struggle, but the sweet, sickly smell seemed to be numbing her brain, spreading out into every cranny of her body, sapping all her strength. She got a vague impression of a deep, hoarse voice that seemed to travel to her over immense distances, and then she remembered nothing more.
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The first thing of which Jacqueline became aware was a dull ache in her head and a faint, rather pungent odour; the next, that she was lying on her back on something which was too hard to be a bed.

For a time these facts were quite enough for her. She felt extremely tired. She had not the physical energy to open her eyes and discover where she was, or the mental energy to puzzle out what was the cause of that queer sensation in her head. Gradually, however, as consciousness crept back, though she still lay with closed eyes, her mind began to stir, and she began vaguely wondering where she was and how she had come there and what it was that had happened to her.

Colonel Lutman was mixed up in it somewhere, though what part he had taken in the matter she hadn’t the faintest idea. Charles, too, was somehow involved in it. She had been going to see Charles…. Yes, that was it. Alter that dreadful scene with Colonel Lutman about the will and the cheque she had been going to see Charles to tell him everything and to ask him what she was to do about it.

Slowly recollection returned to her. She remembered travelling by bus or had she taken a taxi? She certainly had intended to take a taxi, because it was most important that she should get to Charles as quickly as possible. But no, she had gone by ‘bus: she was sure of that now, because the conductor’s punch had failed to work and he had made a hole in her ticket with the tip of his pencil. Besides, Charles had told her to take a ‘bus when she had spoken to him on the telephone. The ‘bus passed the end of his road, he had said, and she was to get off there and walk along the road and he would come to meet her. That was what she had done.

She remembered quite distinctly now getting off the bus and setting off along the road, looking for Number 97 as she went along. Then had come that quick, furtive step behind her. An arm had been flung round her neck, forcing her head backward, and a hand had clapped something over her mouth and stifled her screams. She remembered struggling desperately, twisting and wrenching to free herself. The arm had tightened around her neck, and she had been aware of a strong smell; it had seemed that, with every breath she took, keen, pungent fumes had rushed up into her brain and sent fierce tongues of vivid red and green swirling across her eyes. She remembered realizing that her struggles were growing weaker, that it was no use struggling any more, that whatever was happening to her must happen because she could fight against it no longer. Then, it seemed, she had sunk deeper and deeper into darkness-farther and farther away from the world of reality, not knowing where she was going and feeling far too weak to care. It was chloroform, she supposed, or something of the sort; though why anyone should want to chloroform her she couldn’t imagine.

Colonel Lutman, perhaps; though it was difficult to see what he had to gain by it. Chloroforming her couldn’t make her marry Jim Asson, and that, of course, was the Colonel’s chief concern. She could not understand why he should be so desperately anxious for the marriage to take place; but she couldn’t worry about that now. It didn’t particularly matter for the moment who had clapped the chloroform pad over her mouth and had given her this splitting headache. The most important question now was, what had happened to her subsequently and where was she now?

She made an effort to open her eyes. There was nothing to indicate where she might be: she was in total darkness, without a glimmer of light even to indicate the position of a door or a window.

Groping, her hand found a wooden ledge and felt its way along it. She seemed to be lying on a wooden plank with a ledge round the edge. There was a mattress on it, she discovered — a straw mattress from the feel of it — but she was still wearing her coat and skirt, and there were no coverings of any sort.

She thrust out a hand, groping in the darkness, but nothing met her touch. She withdrew her hand and lay quite still for a time, trying to imagine where she might be. A straw mattress on a plank sounded rather like prison; but they could hardly put her in prison for refusing to marry Jim Asson. And she smiled as she realized that chloroform pads we’re not included in the normal equipment of London policemen. But where was she?

Very cautiously she sat up and again groped around her with an outstretched hand. This time her fingers found a wall to her left. It was a wooden partition, she decided. Then she tapped it with her knuckles and realized that it was no ordinary wooden partition; the sound told her that it was built of thick, heavy timber.

She got on to her knees and edged her way slowly forward as her fingers followed the wall. Then suddenly her knee struck the ledge at the end of the plank, and she drew back quickly, with a sudden feeling that she was on a ledge at some tremendous height, and that she had almost gone over it.

She gave a nervous little laugh. She mustn’t get jumpy. After all, she was on a mattress on a shelf of some sort, and a mattress on a shelf couldn’t be at any very terrific height from the ground.

She thrust a foot over the side, feeling for the floor, but found nothing. Then she turned so that she lay face down on the mattress, gripping the edge of the ledge, and gently lowered herself. It seemed an immense distance, but eventually the toe of her shoe touched something solid. The next moment she was standing on her feet, her hands still gripping the ledge level with her eyes.

She stood very still, listening intently, not daring to move. If only she had a light! If only there were a faint glimmer somewhere to give her some sort of guidance!

Then suddenly she thrust her hand into her pocket and gave a little gasp of satisfaction as her fingers located her cigarette lighter. She took it out and snapped it open, rubbing the wheel with her thumb. There came a flash from the flint, but the wick was dry and refused to light, and though the flint sparked a dozen times in rapid succession the wick refused to light. She held the lighter above her head, stared into the darkness and thumbed the wheel again. In the faint light of the spark she caught a glimpse of what seemed to be a door, and, with her hand outstretched in front of her, she went cautiously in that direction, flashing her lighter as she went.

Her hand found the door, groped round the handle and turned it. Very gently she pulled and found that the door gave. She opened it a few inches and peered out. A gust of wind met her, and, glancing up, she saw the deep blue of the sky with a sprinkling of stars.

She stepped out through the door, made out the dim outline of a flight of steps on her left, and moved cautiously towards it. There was an iron handrail to the steps, and as she gripped it and placed her foot on the first step she paused suddenly and caught her breath.

On the top of the steps, silhouetted against the sky, a figure was seated. As Jacqueline moved, the beam of an electric torch stabbed the darkness, shining full on her face and dazzling her.

“So you’ve come to, dearie, ‘ave yer?” said a voice. It was a rough, uncouth voice, but it was a woman’s voice, and Jacqueline felt a sudden rush of relief. “And where will yer be goin’ now, dearie?” asked the voice.

Jacqueline blinked into the dazzling beam of the torch, trying to catch a glimpse of the speaker.

“Who are you?” she asked.

“Who am I? Joplin’s my name, dearie — Mrs. Joplin. Pleased to meet yer, I’m sure.”

“But I — I don’t know you. I’ve never seen you,” exclaimed the girl.

“Pleased to meet yer, all the same,” said Mrs. Joplin amiably. “And as for seeing me — well, ‘ave a look at me now, dearie, an’ get it over quick.” She turned the torch and shone it on herself.

Mrs. Joplin’s face, revealed by the beam of light, was not a beautiful face. It was heavy and fleshy, with small, beady eyes beneath an untidy mass of greasy black hair, and with a mouth whose size, to say nothing of the distinct suggestion of a moustache on the upper lip, must have deterred Mrs. Joplin, had her thoughts turned in that direction, from entering her name for any beauty competition. Jacqueline could not see the body to which the face was attached, but she got the impression that it must be a short, thickset body, with ample bosom, broad hips, and arms and legs fashioned more for service than for aesthetic effect. At the moment, the face was pleated into a smile, and though the result of the pleating was the exposure of a particularly unattractive set of discoloured teeth, the smile seemed to Jacqueline to be a not unfriendly one.

“There you are, dearie — that’s me,” said Mrs. Joplin. “Not the sort of face as shows up well with floodlighting, but if you’d spent twenty years with my old man you wouldn’t be looking so fresh yourself.” Her smile vanished. “Take my advice, dearie,” she said, “and don’t you go getting married to no one. It’s wearing. My old man—”

“Where am I?” Jacqueline interrupted.

Mrs. Joplin turned the beam of the torch on Jacqueline’s face again.

“Don’t you go worrying your head about that, dearie,” she said. “It don’t make no difference to you where you are. You’re here, with old Ma Joplin, an’ there’s no call to be scared. Real scared you’re looking, an’ the best thing you can do is to ‘ave a nice ‘ot cup of tea an’ a bit of rest.”

“But I can’t stay,” exclaimed the girl. “I don’t know where I am or how I got here, but I must get away at once.”

She stepped forward and began to ascend the steps. But she had gone up only three of them when a large, black object suddenly rose in front of her, barring her way, and she paused abruptly. Her hand shot out to ward the object from her face. As she touched it she realized that it was Mrs. Joplin’s foot and that it was built on the same massive scale as the rest of her.

“Just you stay where you are, dearie,” said Mrs. Joplin. “Just you go back, and I’ll come down and light the lamp for you and see you nice and comfortable.”

“But I’ve no time—”

“Plenty of time, my dear,” Mrs. Joplin assured her. “Several days, probably, the gentleman said, and if it’s six months I’m not to let you go until ‘e gives the word. Them’s my instructions, so if you’ve a date with some nice young feller he’ll be disappointed this evening.”

Suddenly Jacqueline grabbed the foot, thrust it aside and stepped quickly up a couple more steps. And then there loomed out of the darkness a hand no less massive than the foot, which was placed against her chest. It was placed there quite gently but very firmly, and Jacqueline got the impression that no matter what efforts she might make that hand would remain fixed and immovable, resisting all her puny attempts to force it aside.

“Now we don’t want no unpleasantness, dearie,” said Mrs. Joplin. “There’s no kind of need for it. You just be sensible an’ do as I say, an’ nobody’s goin’ to hurt yer. But you mustn’t try none o’ them tricks, because I’ve got me duty to do, an’ when I start doin’ me duty somebody usually gets hurt. I’m no beauty to look at, dearie, but if it’s a case of a rough and tumble — well, ask my Alf. Fourteen stone ‘e weighs, but ‘e’s never ‘ad the best of it yet, an’ he’ll be the first to admit it.”

“If you think you can keep me here against my will — began Jacqueline furiously, but Mrs. Joplin cut her short with a wave of her massive hand.

“I can, dearie. I could keep a dozen like you ‘ere against their will if I gave my mind to it. But we don’t want no violence. Peace an’ ‘armony’s my motter, an’ when my Alf gets rampageous I never ‘it him ‘arder than I ‘ave to.”

She got up, laid her hand on Jacqueline’s shoulder, and urged her down the stairs.

“Go along now, dearie, before I ‘ave to speak sharp to yer.”

For a moment the girl hesitated. But she realized that just then there was nothing to be done but to obey. She did not know where she was or who was responsible for putting her there, or what, if she attempted to escape now, she would be up against. The wise course was to wait and get her bearings before attempting anything. And she must keep in Mrs. Joplin’s good books. That lady, at any rate, seemed to be quite well disposed towards her, and might later prove a useful ally.

Her head was still aching appallingly, too, so that it was difficult to think clearly, and in whatever position she might find herself she would be more capable of dealing with it after a cup of tea and a calm assessment of the situation.

So, under the guidance of Mrs. Joplin’s massive hand, she went down the stairs and back into the room from which she had groped her way. Mrs. Joplin followed her, closed the door behind her, struck a match and lighted an oil lamp that hung from a beam above her head. Jacqueline glanced hastily around, and saw a small table, a couple of chairs and a shabby strip of carpet on the floor, and a small oil stove. On the wall in the corner were two bunks, one above the other, and she realized that it was in the top bunk that she had been lying when she had returned to consciousness.

She turned suddenly to Mrs. Joplin.

“Where am I going?” she demanded.

“Going? You’re going nowhere, dearie. You’re staying here.”

“But I’m on board a boat.”

“Maybe you are, my dear, but it don’t follow as you’re goin’ anywhere. This ‘ere boat’s hardly the boat to take a cruise in. It’s what you’d call a barge, dearie, knowing no better.”

Jacqueline seated herself on the chair and watched Mrs. Joplin thoughtfully as she busied herself making a pot of tea. She was on a barge, and the barge, no doubt, was on a river or a canal, and that probably meant that she was at no great distance from London. She glanced at her watch, and the fact that it was only just past ten o’clock confirmed the suggestion. It had been somewhere about eight o’clock when she had got off the ‘bus at the corner of the road where Charles lived, and in a couple of hours she couldn’t have been taken very far from London. The journey in all probability had been quite a short one, since she had no doubt lain in the bunk for some considerable time before regaining consciousness. The nearer she was to London the better, because she had got to get to London….

“There you are, dearie,” said Mrs. Joplin, placing a cup of tea on the table beside her. “Drink that up. It’ll warm your stomach, and if your stomach’s as it should be you’ll soon feel better.” Jacqueline smiled at her.

“Thanks, Mrs. Joplin,” she said.

She sipped her tea while Mrs. Joplin stood watching her, her massive hands on her massive hips and her generous mouth expanded into a smile.

“Where am I, Mrs. Joplin?” asked Jacqueline suddenly. “I know I’m on a barge — boat, I mean — but where’s the boat? There’s no harm in telling me that, is there?”

“Well, I don’t see as there could be, dearie. We’re on the river — not so far from Greenwich.”

“And we’re staying here?”

Mrs. Joplin nodded.

“For how long?”

“That I can’t say, my dear. There’s no knowing. I was to keep you ‘ere, the gentleman said, until ‘e gave me further instructions, and when that’d be ‘e didn’t seem to know ‘isself.”

“And who was the gentleman, Mrs. Joplin?”

The woman shook her head.

“Couldn’t say, my dear.”

“You mean you won’t say?”

“Have it that way if you like, dearie. No names was my instructions, an’ to keep you ‘ere an’ not let you run away on no account, an’ five pounds a week for doin’ it. So don’t try gettin’ away, love, will yer? Five pounds a week is a lot o’ money, an’ if I let you get away my Alf says ‘e’s goin’ to bash my face. ‘E wouldn’t get far with the bashing, mind you, but peace an’ ‘armony’s my motter, an’ I ain’t goin’ to ‘ave you startin’ no rumpus. You just stay where you are, dearie, an’ make the best o’ things.”

“You mean, Mrs. Joplin, that I’m a prisoner? I suppose you realize that when I do get away I have only to go to the police and report.”

Mrs. Joplin’s capacious mouth emitted that indescribable noise, so suggestive of contempt, which is vulgarly known as a ‘raspberry’.

“That for you and your police, dearie!” she said. “The police ‘ll have nothing on me an’ Alf. You’re a paying guest, you are — board an’ lodging for five pounds a week, an’ free to go whenever you choose. What’s to stop you? Nothin’, dearie, except that you’ve got no wings, an’ the only way of gettin’ ashore is to fly there. Or swim it.”

Swim? Jacqueline saw’ a faint gleam of hope. If there was one thing she could do really well, it was swim. If it came to swimming for it, she need not hesitate. She could swim for miles, and the bank couldn’t be very far away. But something warned her that it might prove a fatal mistake to let Mrs. Joplin suspect that she could swim.

She forced a smile.

“In that case, Mrs. Joplin, I look like staying here,” she said. “I can’t swim a stroke.”

“No more can I, dearie,” Mrs. Joplin told her. “Just as well, I say. If you fall in the water, I say, you may as well die quick and peaceful an’ not wear yerself out with tryin’ to swim. You’d ‘ave no chance, anyway. Not round about ‘ere. If you was to try swimming ashore ‘ere you’d probably be fished up with a hook down Tilbury way a few days later. Currents, dearie. But don’t let’s talk about them gruesome things. Bright an’ cheerful’s my motter, an’ I never ‘ad no stomach for corpses. I always tell my Alf I hope I die first. Another cup of tea?”

“No, thanks, Mrs. Joplin,” replied Jacqueline. She felt in her pocket and frowned. “Any chance of a cigarette?” she asked.

Mrs. Joplin hesitated, and then went to the door, opened it and raised her voice in a mighty bawl.

“Alf! Alf!”

Jacqueline heard no reply, but Mrs. Joplin turned away from the door with a smile of satisfaction.

“He’ll have heard that,” she said; and since it seemed probable to Jacqueline that it had been audible at any point within the London postal area she accepted the statement without demur.

A few moments later there came the sound of slow, heavy footsteps descending the stairs, and Alf appeared in the doorway.

Mr. Alfred Joplin had no better claim to beauty than had his wife. He had a heavy, bullet-like head covered with dark bristle cropped as close as clippers could shear, deepset eyes beneath a low forehead, a massive prognathous jaw, a nose which seemed to be twisting round to get a sight of his left ear, and a left ear which, had Jacqueline moved in more sporting circles, she would readily have recognized as ‘cauliflower’. He was well over six feet in height, but as he stood there, wearing a tightly-fitting jersey and staring at Jacqueline, the chief point about him
 that struck her was his propensity for bulging. There were bulges in his arms which suggested colossal biceps, bulges on his shoulders, bulges in his short, bull neck, bulges on his chest. Indeed, it seemed to Jacqueline that if he were to inflate his chest fully it must inevitably force his chin so far back that it would break his neck. Jacqueline felt that Mrs. Joplin’s antipathy to marriage was not without justification. She got up and smiled at him.

“Good evening,” she said pleasantly. “You’re Mr. Joplin, aren’t you?”

“Ah,” replied Alfred, without shifting even an eye.

“Never got much to say for ‘imself, hasn’t Alfred,” Mrs. Joplin informed her. “If there’s talking to be done, ‘e generally leaves it to me, don’t you, Alf?”

“Ah,” said Alf, still motionless.

“But he thinks a rare lot, don’t you, Alf?”

“Ah.”

“You’d never believe — the things ‘e thinks,” added Mrs. Joplin with a touch of pride. “‘E fair surprises me sometimes when ‘e lets ‘imself go. About Hitler, dearie. You should just ‘ear the things ‘e thinks about ‘im. It’s a good thing Hitler doesn’t know, I say, or ‘e’d be sending a boatload of Huns up this ‘ere river to shut ‘is mouth for ‘im.” She turned towards her husband and gave him an expansive smile. “The young lady wants a cigarette, Alf. You’ve got some, ‘aven’t you?”

Alf suddenly came to life and nodded.

“Well, you can spare the young lady one, I’m sure.”

Mr. Joplin advanced slowly into the room and began fumbling in the pocket of his trousers. But Jacqueline was not really watching him. Her eyes were on the door. Mr. Joplin had left it open, and her mind began working rapidly. Probably there was no one but these two on board. If she could slip out through the door and up the steps, she would no doubt find herself on deck. Alfred Joplin didn’t look either a swift mover or a rapid thinker, and with a bit of luck she would be up the stairs and over the side before it dawned on him that something was taking place; and if he went over the side after her — well, she’d back herself against Alfred if it came to swimming. If he would move just a little farther away from the door….

Mr. Joplin produced a dishevelled packet of Woodbines, stared at it and tossed it on to the table. The table was without a cloth, and the packet, slithering across its polished surface, shot over the edge and fell to the floor. Jacqueline was on the point of stooping to retrieve it when she checked herself. The table was between Mr. Joplin and the packet, and to reach it he would be obliged to move a couple of yards farther from the door. She would choose that moment when he was stooping….

“That’s a nice way to offer a cigarette to a lady, I must say,” said Mrs. Joplin. “You ought to know better, Alf. Pick ’em up an’ offer ’em to ‘er proper.”

Her husband turned and stared at her; for a moment Jacqueline was afraid that he intended to refuse. She stood watching them as they faced each other, Alfred’s face dogged and sullen, and Mrs. Joplin’s extensive mouth set in a line of grim determination. But if Alfred possessed the bulging muscles, Mrs. Joplin, evidently, possessed the dominant will.

“Are you going to pick ’em up, Alf?” she demanded, with a hint of menace in her tone. “I’m telling you to pick ’em up, and one telling’s enough, isn’t it?”

Mr. Joplin’s gaze wavered and fell.

“Ah,” he said, and slouched forward towards the table.

Jacqueline waited, holding her breath, until he had rounded the table and was actually bending down and reaching for the packet. Then she suddenly turned, darted through the door and slammed it behind her. She wasted a few precious seconds fumbling for the key, meaning to turn it in the lock. But there was no key, and as she turned away she heard Mrs. Joplin’s “Alf — quick — she’s ‘opped it,” and the sound of footsteps hurrying towards the door.

She ran towards the spot where she believed the stairs to be, found them, sped up them, tripped and fell sprawling. She scrambled to her feet, heard Joplin’s heavy footsteps behind her and sped on.

She reached the top of the steps, felt a breeze against her cheeks and hesitated, glancing swiftly around. She realized that, as Mrs. Joplin had told her, she was on a barge in midstream. She saw the river, black and oily-looking, with little splashes of light dancing on its surface, flowing past her on each side; red lights, green lights, yellow lights, the dim outlines of vessels, the shadowy roofs of buildings on the shore vaguely silhouetted against the sky. The buildings looked a long way off, and the river seemed to be moving very swiftly….

She ran to the side, gave a hasty glance at the water below her, and poised herself for the jump. Then, just as her muscles tensed, a massive arm was flung round her waist and she was lifted off her feet. She struggled furiously, but the arm only tightened its hold so that she could scarcely breathe, and though she lashed out savagely with hands and feet, neither hand nor foot encountered anything solid, and she realized that she was being carried — by Mr. Joplin, presumably — tucked under his arm like a parcel, with her back pressed against his ribs.

He carried her down the steps and through the door and deposited her on the topmost bunk. Instantly she sat upright to find Mr. Joplin, with his arms folded across his bulging chest and his jaw even more prominent than nature had fashioned it, staring at her sullenly. Mrs. Joplin also was surveying her with reproachful eyes.

“You didn’t ought to ‘ave done it,” said Mrs. Joplin, shaking her head reprovingly. “There’s no call for you to do that sort of thing. It’s ungrateful, dearie, an’ me doin’ all I can to make you comfortable. Not as you aren’t entitled to it, mind you. Five pounds a week is good money.”

“Look here, Mrs. Joplin,” interrupted Jacqueline angrily: “If you think I’m standing for this sort of thing, you’re wrong. You’ve no earthly right to keep me here, and I don’t intend to let you. I’m going to get out of this bunk now, and I’m going home, and if you try to stop me—”

“Not me, dearie,” said Mrs. Joplin, and nodded towards her husband. “But ‘e will. You’d soon stop her, wouldn’t you, Alf?”

“Ah,” said Alfred.

“You see, dearie, we’ve got our duty to do. Five pounds a week—”

“I don’t care a hang about your duty,” said Jacqueline. “And I don’t care a hang if you’re getting ten pounds a week. You’re not going to keep me here against my will, and if Mr. Joplin dares to touch me again—”

“Now, don’t you start talking that way, dearie,” said Mrs. Joplin. “Alf don’t like that sort o’ talk and you’ll soon start ‘im rampaging, and I don’t want no more rampaging on this boat. The last time Alf got rampaging I hadn’t a single cup left at the end of it, nor a teapot, nor a plate. Them as ‘e didn’t stamp on he shied overboard — didn’t you, Alf?”

“Ah.” Mr. Joplin passed his tongue across his lips as if relishing the memory of his last rampage.

“Just you take it quiet, dearie,” advised Mrs. Joplin. “You act right by me and Alf, and we’ll act right by you. You’ve got no sort o’ chance of gettin’ away, any’ow.”

Jacqueline sat frowning thoughtfully for some moments. Mrs. Joplin, she was aware, was right. With Alfred Joplin as a watchdog, there was no possibility of her making her escape. Not by force, anyway, and the only thing to do at the moment was to accept the position as gracefully as possible, and await her chance to take advantage of the slowness of Mr. Joplin’s wits.

“All right, Mrs. Joplin,” she said. “I won’t give you any more trouble. It was silly of me. I suppose I lost my head. Besides, if Colonel Lutman is paying you five pounds a week — it is Colonel Lutman, isn’t it?”

The woman’s face assumed an expression of complete vacancy. “Colonel who?”

“Colonel Lutman. He’s the gentleman who brought me here, isn’t he?”

Mrs. Joplin shook her head.

“Never ‘eard of ‘im, dearie.”

“Then who did bring me here?”

Again Mrs. Joplin’s head was shaken “No names, dearie,” she smiled. “Incog — that’s what the gentleman said. If he wasn’t incog, ‘e said, there’d be no five pounds and Alf said if there was no five pounds, ‘e’d bash my face — didn’t you, Alf?”

“Ah,” agreed Alf.

“Now you just lie down and have a nice sleep,” advised Mrs. Joplin, “and don’t worry your ‘ead about nothing, and I’ll bring you a nice cup o’ tea in the morning.” She went to the door and paused. “Come along, Alf. The lady wants to ‘ave a sleep.”

Alfred Joplin slowly turned and lumbered, with his arms still crossed on his chest, to the door. There he paused, and for some moments stood staring at the girl seated on the bunk Then, with great deliberation, he unfolded his arms, placed his enormous hands on his hips, thrust out his chin in Jacqueline’s direction, and let out what for Alfred Joplin must have been an unprecedented stream of eloquence.

“That’s ‘null — see?” he growled, lumbered out, and closed the door behind him.
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Jacqueline lay back on the bunk and tried to think clearly. It seemed quite obvious to her that the only person who could possibly be responsible for what had happened to her was Colonel Lutman. Mrs. Joplin’s denial of all knowledge of him meant nothing: it was merely part of the service she rendered in exchange for the five pounds a week. Colonel Lutman, if he had not actually kidnapped her himself, had undoubtedly arranged it, and Jim Asson, perhaps, had had a hand in the business. Only those two could have any reason for kidnapping her.

But when she came to ask herself what their object could be, she found it hard to find a convincing reason. They wanted her to marry Jim Asson, and their reason for that she had discovered. She was to marry Jim, having signed that deed transferring all her money to him, and the Colonel, no doubt, was to have his rake-off. A pretty little scheme, and it had very nearly come off.

But, since she had definitely refused to marry Jim Asson, it was difficult to see what either he or the Colonel could gain by spiriting her away to a barge on the river. They could not force her to marry Jim Asson by those means. They could hardly hope now to induce her to marry him by any means. The Colonel knew that she had seen the will and discovered about the legacy, and could not surely be fool enough to imagine that, with that deed lying, duly signed, in Charles’s safe, she would deliberately hand over the legacy to Jim by marrying him. Now she knew of the legacy he must see that the whole scheme had gone wrong, and that there wasn’t the least chance of his ever getting it to go right. Then why the kidnapping?

It was a long time before any explanation occurred to her, but, piecing the whole business together, bit by bit, she began at last to see at least a possible motive. The Colonel might have realized that his scheme could no longer be successful, but what she had forgotten was that, having seen the will and discovered the scheme, she was a source of danger against which he must protect himself, She realized now that the mistake she had made was in letting Lutman know that she had seen the will and had understood what was afoot. If she had kept quiet and let him continue to think that she was refusing to marry Jim Asson simply because she had decided that she did not fancy him as a husband, the chances were that she would not now be lying in a hard bunk in a barge on the river with an aching head and one of Mr. Alfred Joplin’s crumpled Woodbines between her lips. But she hadn’t kept quiet. She had let Colonel Lutman know that she had read the will, had told him that she would place the whole matter in the hands of solicitors — and that, of course, was the one thing that the Colonel could not afford to let her do. Once the matter was in the hands of solicitors, and that deed which she had been induced to sign produced, the consequences for Colonel Lutman would be swift and unpleasant. He had guessed, of course, that she would go straight to Charles, and had realized that, once she had told Charles all she knew, the fat would be in the fire. So he had not let her go to Charles; he had caught her just in time and dumped her here with the Joplins. Even though he couldn’t hope to keep her there indefinitely, he could hold her long enough for him to get clear away before the police started looking for him.

Having arrived at a satisfactory explanation of Colonel Lutman’s conduct, Jacqueline turned her thoughts to Charles. She told herself that he was her main hope. He would soon discover that she had disappeared and set about finding her. Good old Charles! He would be dreadfully hot and bothered about it, and would probably dash straight away to Scotland Yard. She smiled as she pictured Charles interviewing the police, casually mentioning his friend the Lord Chief Justice, and letting slip the fact that he had lunched with the Master of the Rolls, in the hope of stirring them into feverish activity.

And then her smile suddenly vanished. Would Charles go to Scotland Yard? Would he do anything? After all, he must have known all about the will. He must have known that when she signed that deed she was signing away the whole legacy. Yet he had let her sign. He hadn’t wanted her to sign — that had been quite obvious — but he had let her do it, hadn’t told her of the legacy, had agreed that as she had no money there was no harm in signing, and it was of no use blinking the fact that it looked very much as if Charles knew of the whole plot — was a partner in it, perhaps, taking a share of the profits….

She lay for some time thinking over that disturbing possibility. Charles had known about the will and he had not told her. That thought swamped all others. Even if he had no part in the scheme, he had not told her of the legacy; and if he had no part in it, why shouldn’t he have told her? Because he had been afraid, perhaps. In his office that morning when she had gone to sign the deed Charles had given her the impression that there was something he wanted to say to her, but did not dare to say. And he had been hating himself pretty badly for not daring. No, Charles had nothing to do with the scheme, she told herself. She would never believe that of him. The most she would believe was that he might have suspected it, and had been afraid to voice his suspicions.

But afraid of whom? Of Lutman? Yes, probably it was Lutman, and she could hardly blame Charles for being rather afraid of Lutman — she was more than a little afraid of him herself. But if Charles was so scared of Lutman that he had not dared to tell her the truth and prevent her from signing the deed, it was no use counting on him now. If he dared not go against Lutman then, probably he would not dare to go against him now, and if she was to escape from the guardianship of the Joplins, it was useless to trust to a gallant rescue by Charles. She must rely on herself.

She sat up in the bunk, listening intently. No sound reached her but the lapping of the water against the barge, and she concluded that the Joplins had retired for the night. Very cautiously she climbed out of the bunk, first slipping off her shoes, and crept silently across to the door. She stooped and put an eye close to the keyhole. There was no key in it, and as she straightened herself, her eyes were alight with excitement. The Joplins, evidently, were satisfied that she would give no more trouble and were trusting to the stretch of dark, swirling water that lay between her and the shore to keep guard over her for them.

She opened the door a fraction of an inch and paused. She heard nothing, and opened the door another fraction of an inch, the faintest squeak came from the hinges, and for a few moments the was rigid, straining for the least sound. None came, but if the door was going to squeak, she told herself, it would be asking for trouble to open it slowly. She must fling it open and slip through it and up the stairs before the Joplins, if they heard the squeak, had time to reach her. Once up the stairs, she would not hesitate this time.

With a sudden sweep she flung the door wide open. As she did so, there came a clatter of metal and she stepped aside just in time to avoid the big zinc bath which, with a couple of heavy iron saucepans and a frying-pan in close attendance, toppled off the chair in which they had been balanced against the door, and crashed to the floor. The next moment Alfred Joplin loomed up from the direction of the steps. Somehow, without Mrs. Joplin and her expansive smile, he looked a great deal more terrifying as he stood there, staring at her with sullen, resentful eyes. Jacqueline was certain that if he came any nearer to her she would scream.

But he came no nearer. He picked up the various parts of the ingenious alarm-signal, put them in the bath and placed the bath outside the door. Then he turned to her again, scowling.

“Don’t do it — see?” he growled. “Wha’s the good? I’m on the stairs — see? And the next time I’ll fetch you a fourpenny — get me?”

He closed the door, and with a sigh Jacqueline seated herself in the chair and lighted another cigarette. The Joplins, it seemed, were not so trustful as she had imagined, and with Mr. Joplin sitting out there on the steps, waiting to ‘fetch her a fourpenny’, escape that way was definitely out of the question. And there was no other way unless —

Her gaze rested on the small window. It was very small, not more than a foot square, and on a level with the upper bunk, and she realized at once that if she was to leave the barge she could not do so by that exit. It was as utterly impassable as was Alfred on the stairs outside.

The hard truth was that she could not hope to get off the barge, and, that being so, the only possibility of getting out of the trap in which Colonel Lutman had caught her was for someone to come on to the barge and take her off. It seemed absurd that, within a few miles of Piccadilly Circus, she should be compelled to stay on a barge when she didn’t wish to stay; but, absurd as it might seem, it was a fact, and the fact had to be dealt with somehow — and dealt with quickly. So long as he thought of her as safely out of the way. There was no knowing what Colonel Lutman might be up to. It didn’t do to be too sure that, even though the scheme to marry her to Jim Asson had come unstuck, he would not in some way contrive to lay hands on the money. She had no idea how he could do it — not without Charles’s help, anyway. But if Charles was afraid of Lutman, he mightn’t help; and not so many hours ago she had had no idea that he might be working the pretty little scheme which she had discovered. It was quite possible that he had another, equally pretty, in reserve, and the only sure way of upsetting it was for her to get free and do the upsetting. She must get free.

She got up, placed the chair in position, stepped on to it, and examined the window. She found that the catch moved easily, and, very carefully slipping it back, she pulled the window open. There was only just room for her face in the opening, and her range of vision was limited, but by screwing her head sideways she could see a short distance along the river in each direction. She knew very little about the river, her experience having been chiefly gathered in a punt in the neighbourhood of Cookham, but there must, she imagined, be a good many people within earshot, and if she shouted someone would surely hear. There were river police, too, she believed, though how to know a police boat from any other boat, she had no idea. She would stay where she was, anyway, and if she caught sight of a boat she would shout and wave her handkerchief. If only she could attract someone’s attention and get a few words with them, the rest would be plain sailing.

It was some time before her patience was rewarded, and then at last she heard the chugging of a motorboat. The sound was faint, and though she twisted her head this way and that, she could not get a glimpse of it. It might, of course, be right across the river close to the bank, in which case it would be useless to shout, and she would have to wait in the hope that another might come along later, close enough to give her a chance of making herself heard.

Gradually the throb of the engine grew louder, and very suddenly, so it seemed to Jacqueline, it came into her range of vision. She saw its lights clearly and could just make out the outline of the boat. She watched it anxiously as it drew nearer. If it kept to its present course it would pass close to her — not more than a dozen yards away, she calculated — and one good yell should be enough! to attract the attention of its occupants. Better, perhaps, to whistle — one of those shrill, piercing whistles with two fingers in her mouth which, after much labour, she had learned to produce under the instruction of her father and the unqualified disapproval of her mother. They’d be sure to hear her whistle.

She waited, with fingers in readiness and her face close to the window, until the boat was almost opposite and she could see the figures of three men seated in it; then her fingers slipped into her mouth, and an ear-splitting whistle came shrilling out of it.

She saw the men turn their heads, glancing around as though uncertain from which direction the sound had come. She put her fingers into her mouth again and took a deep breath. But before the sound had left her lips, hands were suddenly clamped on to her shoulders, she was jerked violently backwards, staggered, clutched wildly, and overbalanced the chair, crashing to the floor. Instantly she was on her feet — to find Alfred Joplin, his lips twitching and his eyes dark with fury, facing her. She saw that his hands were clenching and unclenching nervously, and as she stared at them, feeling that she dared not take her eyes off them, she saw him raise them, half open, the knotted fingers with the short, broad nails curled, as if about to grasp something, and move slowly towards her. She glanced at his face, saw his tongue pass across his lips, read murder in his eyes, and only with a tremendous effort stopped herself from screaming.

Suddenly, as he took another step towards her, she seized the chair with both hands, and swung it above her head.

“Come one step further,” she gasped, “and I’ll use it.”

Joplin took no notice. He took another step towards her, and as he did so Jacqueline swung the chair and brought it crashing with all her strength on his head.

For an instant Joplin wavered; then his hand shot out, grabbed the chair, wrenched it from her grasp, and sent it clattering across the room. Once again he moved towards her. Jacqueline, her gaze fixed on those curling fingers, backed away until, as the back of her head reached the edge of the bunk, she could retreat no farther, and she cowered into the corner. The next moment she felt Joplin’s hands round her throat, encircling it like a steel band, squeezing relentlessly until she gasped for breath; her head seemed bursting and great waves of colour went swirling across her vision.

Then, just as she felt that she could not, to save her life, draw another breath, the pressure was relaxed, and she sank into a limp heap on the floor.

“That’s what you’ll get — see?” came Joplin’s voice.

Jacqueline attempted no reply, and after a moment the man went on.

“Listen,” he said. “That’s what you’ll get an’ then you’ll go overboard. Five hundred quid I’ll get for doing it. Get me?” He stirred her with his foot. “Get me?” he repeated. “That’s the offer the gentleman made — five hundred quid to put you out and keep me mouth shut.”

Jacqueline gazed at him with horrified eyes.

“You were offered five hundred pounds to — to get rid of me?”

“Ah.”

“By Colonel Lutman?”

“No names,” said Joplin. “Incog — see? Turned it down, I did. Killing ain’t in my line. Five quid a week, I said, an’ I’ll keep ‘er till she pegs out—but no killing. That’s me. Gentle, I am.”

Jacqueline’s fingers touched her throat.

“But no larks — see?” added Joplin. “No hollering. No whistling. No nothing. Five quid’s five quid, and I ain’t losing it. Any more larks, and I’ll—” He raised his hands again and moved them towards her throat. “Get me? And then overboard you go. Five hundred quid — see?”

He turned, lumbered to the door, and paused.

“Get me?”

Jacqueline nodded.

“Well, tha’s ‘nuff, then.”

The girl climbed back into the bunk, lay down, and closed her eyes. Five hundred pounds — to get rid of her! She did not doubt that it was true. Colonel Lutman had thought it worth five hundred pounds to get her out of the way, and that could only mean that what she had suspected was correct. Since the marriage scheme had failed, he had found some other idea for laying hands on the legacy, some scheme for which it was necessary that she should be safely out of the way — dead, for preference, but if not actually dead, then as good as dead. But she couldn’t see how getting rid of her could possibly help him. Even if she were definitely got rid of, Colonel Lutman would be no nearer the money. Perhaps, after all, he had no other scheme. Perhaps, as she had at first suspected, he had handed her over to the gentleness of Joplin only because he knew that if she was free to take her story to the proper quarters he might at any moment be arrested, and was anxious to get safely away before she could tell her tale. Yet, if that were so, he would hardly have thought it necessary to pay £500 to get Joplin’s fingers round her throat. He could safely get away without risking murder….

Suddenly she sat upright, her hands pressed to her temples and her teeth biting into her lip.

“Good God!” she murmured. “He couldn’t — it isn’t possible….”

She struggled to remember. That phrase in the will. She had read it hurriedly, paying little attention to anything but the amazing fact that her uncle had left her a legacy of £300,000, too stunned by that discovery and all its implications to grasp the meaning of the longwinded phrases that followed. But now, as she racked her brain, though she could not remember the wording, she discovered that she had a distinct recollection of its meaning. The money came to her if she was alive at the time of her uncle’s death; if she were dead, it went to her mother. If she were dead!

Swiftly conviction came to her. The whole scheme was clear as daylight now. If she were dead! And Colonel Lutman had tried to arrange that she should be dead. Perhaps, since Alfred Joplin shied at the job, Colonel Lutman was still trying to arrange it with someone less fastidious; or perhaps even now, for a slight increase in price, Joplin might undertake to do what was required. The money would then be her mother’s, and Colonel Lutman would get busy on some other scheme to transfer it to his own pocket. The same scheme, perhaps, with her mother in Jacqueline’s role, and the Colonel in Jim Asson’s. It would be quite easy — far easier than the original plan to marry her to Jim Asson. Her mother liked the Colonel and would never listen to a word against him, and she had never been able to hold out long against a little bit of flattery. She would marry Colonel Lutman if he asked her, sign any document if he advised her to, particularly if he prefaced his advice with a flattering reference to her figure or the colour of her hair. Poor mother! She would catch it badly this time if Colonel Lutman had his way, and would spend weeks weeping on her pillow when she discovered how she had been duped and never dream that her own foolishness was in any way responsible for the duping. As likely as not, once the deed was signed and the wedding was over, she would never see the Colonel again.

It mustn’t happen, that was all. She must not let it happen. She must get away — at once — before the Colonel had a chance to carry out his latest pretty little scheme of sending her floating down the river to be hooked out at Tilbury, and charging her mother £300,000 for the privilege of having her pride shattered, and her heart broken.

But how could she get away? She thought of Joplin, advancing towards her with twitching lips and hungry fingers, and shuddered. She realized, with a queer feeling of constriction round her heart, that when Joplin’s lingers had been on her throat she had been perilously close to death. She was still perilously close to it. And she could think of no means by which she could thrust it even a little farther from her.

She glanced nervously towards the door. Joplin was sitting just outside. At any moment he might open the door and come slowly towards her again, staring at her throat and curling his fingers. Just a little pressure from those knotted fingers and Joplin would have earned five hundred pounds. He was no killer, Joplin had said; but if ever a man was a potential killer, Joplin was, and with £500 at stake, he might easily change his attitude towards killing.

She lay down again but she did not sleep. All night long she lay with wide-open eyes, listening for the sound of footsteps, watching the door… .
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Mrs. SMITH was not in the best of moods. To begin with, dawn, when she opened her eyes, greeted her with a reminder that the pleasant future to which her thoughts had lately flown as soon as she awoke in the morning, no longer existed as a possibility. Jacqueline, with her blunt refusal to marry Jim Asson, had completely shattered all prospect of the comfortable, carefree life to which her mother had been looking forward, and the future now simply would not bear looking into.

It had been a depressing enough occupation, this trying to envisage the happenings of the coming months, when they had been living, if not in luxury, at least in surroundings which had some outward show of it; but now, here in England, where the most she could hope for was a monotonous existence in a badly-furnished flat — which, whatever the agents might say, was not even self-contained — looking ahead was an occupation fraught with despair. Not only would she never have any clothes fit to wear — she never had known what it was to feel really well dressed — but there would never be any opportunity to wear a decent frock if she had one.

It was bad enough, in all conscience, to awake after a restless night to that sort of reflection, but that was no more than a beginning. For two hours she lay in bed wanting a cup of tea and straining her ears for any sound of cups and saucers or the hiss of the gas-fire in the kitchen — it was absurd of the agents to call it a kitchen when it was actually no more than a large cupboard with a gas-stove and sink most inconveniently placed — which might suggest that Jacqueline was making a pot of tea and would shortly bring her a cup. But of course she wouldn’t. It was no use expecting any consideration from Jacqueline. A girl who for a mere whim would deprive her mother of a thousand pounds a year could hardly be expected to think of taking her a cup of tea in the morning.

Mrs. Smith slipped on her dressing-gown, went to the so-called kitchen with the air of a martyr going to the stake, and put the kettle on the gas-stove. And, as if to emphasize the difference between things as they must continue to be and things as they might have been if only she had borne a daughter with a less aggressive set to her chin, Fate decreed that the gas-stove, as she turned on the tap, should emit that weak little gasp for breath which indicates the need of another shilling in the meter.

Eventually, carrying with her coals of fire, in the shape of a cup of tea, to heap on the head of an inconsiderate daughter, Mrs. Smith went to Jacqueline’s bedroom, opened the door and walked in. And there, just inside the door, she paused and stood gazing with a puzzled frown at the bed. It had not been slept in. Either that — which was quite incredible — or, which was almost as incredible, Jacqueline had already got up, made her bed and gone out.

Mrs. Smith, with an uneasy feeling that Fate was about to deal her another blow, set down the cup of tea and proceeded to investigate. The fact that Jacqueline’s pyjamas were not in their case on the pillow caused her a quick stab of fear and sent her hurrying to the dressing-table. And there she received another stab. Brushes, comb and hand-mirror were missing. She crossed to the wardrobe and peered inside. Several frocks, she realized, were not there; and when the chest of drawers revealed that most of her daughter’s underclothes had disappeared, there seemed to Mrs. Smith to be nothing for it but to believe the incredible. Jacqueline, without a word of explanation or warning, had gone away. But why? And where?

It was in the course of getting dressed that Mrs. Smith found the answer to the first question. Though it was in reality nothing more than a very commonplace desire to fasten the blame for one’s misfortunes on some person other than oneself, she was convinced that it was her feminine intuition that supplied the answer. Charles Stuckey, of course. Jacqueline had disappeared, and Charles Stuckey, whom she considered a particularly objectionable person even for a lawyer, was in some way connected with her disappearance. It struck Mrs. Smith with sudden devastating force that Charles Stuckey might well be the cause of all the disasters that had overtaken her since she had so satisfactorily arranged her own and Jacqueline’s future. And the more she thought about it, the more feasible that explanation became. Jacqueline obviously liked the man. Even at Cobenzil, when he had worn those preposterous plus-fours and that ridiculous hat, she had been far more charming to him than she had ever been to Jim Asson, and it had been quite evident that the Stuckey person had been very much attracted to her. She remembered now that during the journey to England, Jacqueline had taken no notice of Jim, and had spent most of the time talking to Stuckey.

That morning at the office, too — the way Jacqueline had insisted on speaking to him alone, and the way Stuckey had backed her up. She should have realized then that there was something afoot, and have refused to stand any nonsense. They probably hadn’t discussed the marriage settlement at all — had just got rid of the others on the pretext so that they could have a little time together and lay their plans.

Stuckey had no doubt poisoned the girl’s mind against Jim Asson because he was hoping to marry her himself. The very next morning, at any rate, Jacqueline had announced that she would not marry Jim Asson. And now, without a hint of her intentions, she had stayed out last night, and taken her clothes with her. Of course, there was only one possible explanation: she and Stuckey had run away together and got married — on that point her faith in the moral rectitude of her own daughter more than counterbalanced her conviction that Charles Stuckey would be capable of any villainy — and she didn’t for a moment suppose that Stuckey could allow his motherin-law even a hundred a year. Not that she would accept it if he wanted to. She would accept nothing from Charles Stuckey after the disgraceful way he had behaved. Of course, if Jacqueline cared to make her mother an allowance… .

In moments of crisis Mrs. Smith was rarely at a loss to know what she should do. Long experience of recurrent financial crises in continental hotels had made her both resolute and quickwitted, and in this crisis she decided instantly what must be done. She must go to Stuckey’s office. That was obviously the first step. If he really had married Jacqueline, he would have to listen to what she had to say to him, and answer a few questions. Mrs. Smith felt that as Jacqueline’s mother she had a right to know what sort of income Charles Stuckey made, and what sort of an allowance her daughter was to receive.

Mrs. Smith as a rule could be relied upon to keep her head in an emergency, but in the present one she so far lost her accustomed poise as to forget the depleted state of the family exchequer and travel to Rotherhithe by taxi. But long before the cab stopped outside the office of Messrs. Stuckey & Stuckey, she was quite herself again. As she entered the office and Mr. Bells rose to attend to her, she was dignity personified and self-possession incarnate.

“Is Mr. Stuckey in?”

“He is, ma’am,” replied Mr. Bells.

“Ah!” said Mrs. Smith, as though the fact of Mr. Stuckey’s presence caused her supreme satisfaction. “Then please tell him, my good man, that I wish to see him.”

“Mr. Stuckey is engaged, madam—” began Mr. Bells, but Mrs. Smith cut him short.

“Mr. Stuckey will see me
 ,” she said. “Tell him it is Mrs. Smith.” Then, as Mr. Bells hesitated, she crossed to the door of Charles’s private room and grasped the handle. “There’s a taxi waiting at the door,” she said. “Please pay the man and dismiss him.” And before Mr. Bells had even begun to search his mental archives for some precedent and to consider whether such a payment, if permissible at all, should be made from petty cash or as a loan from his own pocket, Mrs. Smith had opened the door and sailed within.

She found Charles seated at his desk; and beside the desk, without his eyeglass or any trace of his usual genial smile — he was, in fact, scowling and raising his voice as if he were conducting a heated argument as she entered — stood Colonel Lutman. As she came into the room, however, the Colonel suddenly stopped speaking, and smile and monocle slipped into their accustomed places.

“My dear Mrs. Smith,” he began, “this is a most unexpected pleasure.”

But Mrs. Smith did not so much as glance at him. She planted herself in front of Charles’s desk and fixed the solicitor with a disconcerting stare.

“Well, Mr. Stuckey,” she said, “I am waiting to hear. Where is Jacqueline?”

Charles gave her a quick glance of surprise.

“We will have no pretence, if you please, Mr. Stuckey. I have a right to know, and I intend to know. What has become of my daughter?”

“Hadn’t you better explain, Mrs. Smith?” suggested Charles. “Jacqueline is not here.”

“My dear Mr. Stuckey, I hardly expected that she would be. And I can see that she isn’t here. I am asking you where she is.”

“I’m afraid I can’t help you—” began Charles, but again she cut him short.

“Oh, yes, you can, Mr. Stuckey. I have an intuition that you can tell me all I want to know. Where is Jacqueline?”

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Smith, but I have no idea where Jacqueline is. The last time I saw her was here in this office — when she came to sign the deed.”

“Ah!” said Mrs. Smith significantly. “That’s what you naturally would say. But it’s not the truth, and you’ll do no good by telling lies, Mr. Stuckey.”

“Really, Mrs. Smith!” exclaimed Charles angrily. “I’m not accustomed to being told that I’m telling lies—”

“Perhaps not. But you’re no doubt accustomed to telling them. I don’t altogether blame you for that; no doubt it’s a necessary part of your profession. But on this occasion I’m not consulting you professionally; I’m asking you, as Jacqueline’s mother, what has become of her?”

“And I’ve told you that I haven’t the faintest idea.”

“If I may make a suggestion,” interposed Lutman in a conciliatory voice, “perhaps if you were to explain what has happened, Mrs. Smith—”

She turned and faced him.

“So tactful!” she murmured. “Briefly, Colonel Lutman, Jacqueline has disappeared. She did not sleep at home last night, her pyjamas are missing, and I fear the worst.”

She turned again to Charles and fixed him with an accusing stare. “Well, Mr. Stuckey?”

Charles shook his head.

“I’m afraid I can tell you nothing, Mrs. Smith. Jacqueline did not mention to me that she intended going away, but I’m not surprised to hear that she has gone.”

“I imagined you wouldn’t be.”

“Not in the least surprised,” continued Charles, with a quick glance at Lutman. “In her position I should probably have done the same. Things have been—well, none too pleasant for her lately — all this business over Jim Asson, and the way she has been badgered—”

“Badgered! And who are you suggesting has been badgering her, Mr. Stuckey? I?”

Charles’s jaw was thrust forward in a way which would have done credit to Jacqueline.

“Frankly, Mrs. Smith — since you’ve been so frank with me — I think that you and Colonel Lutman and Jim Asson have been making her life unendurable.”

“Oh!” gasped Mrs. Smith. “How dare you!”

“She didn’t want to marry Jim Asson — she never has wanted to marry him. But you and Lutman and Asson between you have plagued and pestered and badgered her until she was so sick of it that for the sake of a little peace she promised to do what you wanted.”

Mrs. Smith’s lips were quivering.

“You dare to say that to me? You dare to suggest that I, her mother, don’t know what is in my daughter’s best interests?”

“Yes, Mrs. Smith, that’s exactly what I am daring to say,” exclaimed Charles angrily. “Jacqueline’s best interests! You badger her into promising to marry a man like Jim Asson when you know as well as I do that she doesn’t care a hang about him, and then you persuade yourself that all the time you’ve only had her best interests at heart. You’ve never had any interests at heart but your own, Mrs. Smith.”

“Really, Stuckey, this is quite unpardonable—” began Lutman, but Charles waved him aside.

“Your own interests, Mrs. Smith, not your daughter’s — the interests of a shameless mendicant. You’d sell your daughter on the market if you thought it would save you a little inconvenience or discomfort. You’re a professional mother — a mother who has traded on her daughter, depended on her to attract people for you to sponge on, to pacify tradesmen you’ve cheated, to supply you with a comfortable income for the rest of your life.”

Mrs. Smith had stepped back during the tirade and was staring at him with wide-open eyes.

“You — you horror!” she gasped.

“A thousand a year allowance — that’s your interest in Jacqueline,” added Charles. “My God! No wonder she has run away! It’s the wisest thing she has ever done in her life.”

“You horror!” repeated Mrs. Smith. “I come here to tell you Jacqueline has disappeared and to ask you to help me find her—”

“I don’t know where she is,” interrupted Charles, “and if I did know, I wouldn’t tell you. And I’m certainly not going to help you to find her.”

“But I’m worried out of my life—”

“So has Jacqueline been — by you,” said Charles. “Just for once, Mrs. Smith, forget yourself and think of your daughter. If she had wanted you to know where she was going she would have told you. But she didn’t. She wanted to get away from all the badgering for a time, and the best thing you can do if you’ve any consideration at all for her is to leave her in peace until she wants to come home. Since you came to ask my advice, there it is.”

Mrs. Smith turned to Lutman.

“You heard what Mr. Stuckey said, Colonel?” she exclaimed. “He refuses to help me. He just insults me and tells lies about me, and declines to raise a finger, when, for all I know, Jacqueline may have been knocked down by a taxi—”

“She’d hardly have taken her pyjamas for that, Mrs. Smith,” remarked Charles.

“Really, Stuckey,” said Lutman, “you’re most unsympathetic. Mrs. Smith is naturally distressed.”

“I’m frantic with anxiety,” that lady assured him. “Jacqueline has never done such a thing before, and all this man — my solicitor — can do when I ask his advice is to hurl abuse at me!”

“I’ll give you another piece of advice,” put in Charles. “If you really believe that something has happened to Jacqueline, the only proper course is to go to the police.” He glanced at Lutman, and a faint smile creased his lips. “No doubt Colonel Lutman will be delighted to go with you to Scotland Yard.”

“Quite unnecessary,” said Lutman promptly. “I’m quite sure, Mrs. Smith, that you have no real cause to worry. Jacqueline has obviously gone away of her own free will, and for some reason did not wish you to know she was going. But not, I’m sure, for the reason which Mr. Stuckey suggests. Even in the little while I have known her, I have remarked how devoted she is to you.”

Mrs. Smith showed signs of becoming tearful, and the Colonel went to her and laid a hand on her shoulder.

“I shouldn’t worry if I were you, Mrs. Smith,” he comforted. “And I certainly shouldn’t do anything so foolish as going to the police. The police would very probably manage to find her, but neither they nor Jacqueline would be very pleased about it. As a matter of fact, I fancy I can tell you what Miss Jacqueline is after.” Mrs. Smith glanced at him eagerly.

“You don’t think she — she’s run away to get married, Colonel?” He shook his head, smiling reassuringly.

“She has probably gone away to look for a job,” he said. “I know she had some such idea in her mind. She called on me the other day and we had a cup of tea together, and she told me then that she was thinking of doing so. She would go away, she said, and look for a job, and not come home again until she had found one. I haven’t the least doubt that’s what she’s doing.”

Mrs. Smith was obviously relieved.

“If I’d known that, Colonel,” she said, “of course I shouldn’t have worried. So fortunate I found you here. I don’t know what I should have done if I hadn’t. Nobody has ever insulted me as Mr. Stuckey has, and if I had been alone… Perhaps, Colonel, you can introduce me to some other solicitor? I really feel, after the way I have been treated this morning, that I can’t continue to employ Mr. Stuckey. I should never feel safe with him now. So violent!”

“I’m afraid I was a little outspoken, Mrs. Smith,” said Charles. “Please accept my apologies. My feelings ran away with me.”

“As a solicitor, Mr. Stuckey,” replied Mrs. Smith with a return of her dignified manner, “you are not entitled to have any feelings. And you couldn’t possibly have said such insulting things if you hadn’t thought them. Colonel Lutman will find me another lawyer.” She gave the Colonel a friendly smile. “You’re so reliable, Colonel — such a real friend.”

Lutman bowed.

“As a real friend,” he smiled, “I am counting on a little dinner this evening, Mrs. Smith — just a tête-à-tête
 . I’m going to call for you at seven-thirty. In the meantime, you may rest assured that Jacqueline is safe enough. You will probably have a letter from her in a few days. But if you don’t, there’s no need to worry. From what she said to me, I fancy you won’t hear from her until she has found a job, and it may take her some little time.”

Mrs. Smith nodded.

“She’s always so independent,” she sighed. “But I shan’t worry now, Colonel, as you’re sure it is all right.” She went to the door without a glance at Charles. “At seven-thirty, then,” she smiled. “I shall be ready.”
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As the door closed behind Mrs. Smith, Charles sprang to his feet.

“Lutman — you swine!” he exclaimed furiously. “Where is she? If you don’t tell me—”

Lutman raised a deprecatory hand.

“My dear Charles,” he said, “surely we’ve had enough hysteria for one day? Do you treat all your better-class clients as you treated Mrs. Smith?”

Charles ignored the question.

“Where’s Jacqueline?” he demanded. “What have you done with her? Either you tell me—”

“Or you will spring at my throat like a mad tiger and squeeze the truth out of me, eh?” He shook his head. “I seem to remember that you tried that on a previous occasion, but, if my memory isn’t at fault, the mad tiger act wasn’t a great success. Sit down, Charles, and be reasonable.”

The solicitor, however, did not sit down: he remained where he was, facing Lutman threateningly.

“What dirty game have you got on now, Lutman?”

“I suppose you wouldn’t believe me if I said I have no game on, either dirty or otherwise?”

“No, I shouldn’t.”

“Or if I told you that I’m just as much in ignorance of Jacqueline’s whereabouts as you and her mother are?”

“That’s a lie. Don’t try the innocent pose, Lutman: it won’t wash. And that yam you spun to Mrs. Smith — that Jacqueline called on you and had tea with you and confided her plans to you — it was all lies. Mrs. Smith can believe them if she likes — she’s fool enough to believe anything if it happens to suit her convenience, and she’s really only too glad to have only herself to think of for a time — but I don’t believe them, and I mean to know the truth.”

“About Jacqueline’s visit to me?”

“Jacqueline didn’t visit you. She wouldn’t set foot inside your flat.”

“But she did, Charles,” smiled Lutman. “She called on me of her own free will, and we had tea together. Does that hurt your lover’s pride? But there’s no need to be jealous; it was all quite innocent and harmless — just a friendly kiss or two—”

As Charles drew back his fist, Lutman took a couple of quick steps backwards.

“Just a friendly kiss or two,” he repeated, “but nothing more. You mustn’t be too old-fashioned, Charles. Girls nowadays think nothing of a few kisses. All that ‘No, no, a thousand times no’ business is hopelessly out of date, and there are mighty few girls in these days who’d ‘rather die than say yes’.”

“If you don’t shut your filthy mouth, Lutman, I’ll shut it for you.”

The Colonel raised his eyebrows and regarded the other man searchingly.

“I can’t make you out lately, Charles,” he said. “All this violence — springing at my throat, insulting Mrs. Smith, clenching your fists and glaring and threatening — it’s so unlike you. You were always such a perfect little gentleman, so delightfully spineless—”

“Never mind me, Lutman. Where’s Jacqueline?”

“I suppose we must attribute it to the transforming power of love, eh, Charles? The jellyfish feels the magic touch of the tender passion and promptly develops a backbone and rears itself up and spits fire in defence of its mate. But I’m not in the least scared of a jellyfish, even when it is in love. You know why, don’t you? Because just as soon as it becomes a real nuisance to me I can squash it.”

“Are you going to tell me where Jacqueline is, Lutman, or are you not?”

“Believe it or not, Charles, the fact remains that I haven’t the least idea where she is. Except that she was intending to leave home and look for a more congenial job than being Jim Asson’s wife—”

“All right,” interrupted Charles. “Now, listen, Lutman. I’m not bluffing this time. You’re quite right when you say that I’ve altered lately; I have altered. I’m not in the least afraid of you now, or of what you can do. If you feel like smashing me, get on with it and smash me. That threat means nothing to me now.”

“There’s a song or something, isn’t there, Charles, which says, ‘Ain’t Love Grand’?”

“I just want you to understand, Lutman, that this time I mean what I say, and I’m warning you that unless you tell me what has become of Jacqueline I’m going straight away to Scotland Yard and putting the police on the trail.”

The Colonel chuckled.

“I shall lose no sleep over that, Charles. They’ll probably find her knitting a jumper in some perfectly respectable bed-sitting-room in the suburbs.”

“We’ll hope so, anyway,” said Stuckey. “The point is that within an hour from now, unless you call off whatever dirty game you’ve got on and tell me where I can see Jacqueline, the police will be looking for her. And if anything happens to her — my God, Lutman, if you hurt a hair of her head, I’ll smash every bone in your rotten carcass—”

The door was suddenly flung open, and Jim Asson, slamming it behind him, came striding into the room.

“What’s the game, Lutman?” he demanded, aggressively. “Come on — out with it — what’s the great idea?”

Lutman surveyed him with a look of pained surprise.

“My dear James,” he began, “you seem in a very agitated condition—”

“Damn your eyes, Lutman, you can cut all that out! I’ve just seen Mrs. Smith — met her coming out of here — and she told me Jacqueline’s missing.”

“So she gave me to understand,” said Lutman. “But it hardly concerns you now, James, does it? Jacqueline has decided that you’re such an unpleasant little rat that marrying you is out of the question—”

“Cut out that kind of talk or I’ll smash your face in!” He swung round on Charles. “The girl’s missing, Stuckey, and this swine has been kidding her mother that she’s only gone after a job. But he’s lying. You can bet your last shilling he’s lying.”

“My dear James,” said Lutman, “there’s no need to labour the point. Charles is in complete agreement with you. And suppose I am lying? Suppose I have, as Charles has suggested, spirited Jacqueline Smith away for some fell purpose of my own, how exactly does it concern you? Charles, I admit, has a legitimate interest because he loves the girl, and his love has made him strong and brave and heroic and terribly abusive; but if I have cast Jacqueline in a dungeon to live on bread and water until she consents to marry me, it is really no business of yours.”

“No business of mine? I’m in the scheme, aren’t I?”

“You were, James,” Lutman corrected. “It was a bad mistake, I admit, to let you in, but I didn’t credit Jacqueline with as much good taste as she evidently possesses. If you had been a little more like a gentleman the scheme would have succeeded; as it is, you completely ruined it.”

“Ruined it, did I?” exclaimed Jim, and flung out a hand towards Charles. “That’s who ruined it, and you know it. I saw it coming from the start. I told you so at Cobenzil, but you were so damned sure of yourself you wouldn’t listen. Stuckey fell for her as soon as he saw her, and he’s been playing crooked ever since — fooling about over signing the deed, telling Jacqueline God knows what about me—”

“I’ve told her nothing about you,” interposed Charles.

“That’s a lie!” shouted Jim. “Lutman told me — all that stuff about my place in the country — on the moors — in Devonshire. You told her that — told her I’d done a stretch, didn’t you? But you didn’t tell her it was a low-down doublecrossing swine named Lutman who got me sent down did you? Of course you didn’t. Lutman wasn’t marrying the girl, and I was, and as long as she turned me down—”

“In any case, Jim,” interposed Lutman sharply, “she did turn you down, and you’re out of the scheme, and now mind your own damn business.”

“I’m telling you it is
 my business,” persisted Jim. “My name’s in that deed, isn’t it?”

“As the marriage is off, Asson,” said Charles, “that deed is worthless.”

“My name’s in it, Stuckey, and that’s enough to drag me into it. I’m not resting until that deed’s destroyed. Where is it? Who’s got it — you?”

Charles shook his head.

“Lutman?”

Charles nodded.

“Good heavens, Stuckey, are you crazy?” exclaimed Jim. “You drew it up, and you’ll be in it just as much as I shall, and yet you hand it over to a swine like Lutman. You can guess his game, can’t you?”

“As a matter of fact,” said Charles, “that’s exactly what I’ve been trying to do.”

“And you can’t see it? But of course you don’t know Lutman like I do. I can tell you what his game is. It’s as clear as daylight. Jacqueline’s missing, isn’t she? And what does he do? Kids her mother she’s only gone away to look for a job — says she told him she was going — and her fool of a mother believes him. That suits him, Stuckey. He must keep mother quiet. He can’t have her getting anxious and running off to Scotland Yard saying her daughter’s disappeared. The police would start nosing around, and they might discover something — eh, Lutman?”

“All this may be very amusing, Jim,” said Lutman, “but I don’t—”

“You’ll see in a minute,” interposed the young man. “You’ll see I’ve got you taped.” He turned again to Charles. “And once he’s got rid of the girl, what does he do? I’ll tell you. He makes a fuss of mother, takes her out to dinner — he’s taking her out this evening; she told me so just now, and he’s taken her out before, and she thinks he’s wonderful. Haven’t you noticed the way she looks at him — as if he was a blinking film star and if she could kiss his feet she’d die happy. And the next thing we shall hear is that they’re going to be married. And then what, eh, Lutman?”

The Colonel shrugged.

“My dear James, you’re telling the story.”

“I’ll tell you what then,” added Jim excitedly. “Jacqueline will be found. You see, she must be found or there might be a bit of trouble about getting the money. You know that, Stuckey, you’re a lawyer. The money only goes to Mrs. Smith if Jacqueline isn’t alive, and it’ll save a lot of trouble if there’s no doubt that she isn’t alive. So she’ll be found all right. Trust Lutman for that. She’ll be fished out of a pond or found in a ditch—”

“For God’s sake, Asson—” began Charles, but Jim was not to be stopped “That’s his game, Stuckey, you can take it from me — murder. That’s what’s happened to Jacqueline, or if it hasn’t happened yet that’s what’s going to happen. That’s Lutman. He’s got his nose on the trail of that money and nothing—not even murder — is going to stop him getting hold of it. I know the swine — he’s done it before, and he’ll do it again.”

Lutman’s face was suddenly livid.

“My God, Jim, if you don’t shut your foul mouth—”

“It’s true!” exclaimed Asson hysterically. “There was old Gosling, wasn’t there? Who stuck a knife in old George Gosling, eh, Lutman? The police never got him — couldn’t get the evidence. But / know who did it. I know who ought to have hanged for it!” Lutman, with fist clenched, sprang for him, but Charles caught his arm and held it.

“That’s enough, Asson,” he said. “Get out.”

“I’m getting,” said Jim. “And take my advice and get out, too, Stuckey, before it’s too late. Get that deed and tear it up and quit like I’m doing. I’m quitting right here and now. I’m not standing in on any murder. And if he denies it, Stuckey, don’t you believe him. Lutman’s a killer. He’s done murder before and he’ll do it again. Maybe he’s already done it. I’m not risking it, anyway. I’m off — out of the country — see?”

Lutman was struggling furiously, but Charles’s grip held him firmly.

“Let me go, Charles!” he gasped. “Let me get at the little rat and we’ll soon see if I’m a killer!—”

Jim glanced at him and hurried to the door.

“I guess we shan’t meet again, Stuckey,” he said, “but just remember you don’t have to be frightened of Lutman. He’s got something on you, hasn’t he? Well, you don’t have to stand any more rough stuff from him. If he tries that line in future, just you remember old George Gosling. I’ll be sending you my address when I get to the other side, and if you want the evidence any time you’ve only got to say so. So long, Stuckey!”

He turned and went out. As he did so Lutman relaxed, and Charles loosed his grip. The Colonel rearranged his tie and adjusted his monocle.

“There’s one thing about our James,” he said. “He sometimes strikes quite an ingenious idea.”

“Quite,” agreed Charles, putting on his hat and going towards the door.

“Whither away, Charles?”

“Just as far as Scotland Yard.”

Lutman nodded.

“I believe the nearest station,” he smiled, “is Charing Cross on the Underground.”

*

Miss Harringay failed to put in an appearance at the office the next morning, but there was a letter from her addressed to Charles personally, and marked “Private.” It read as follows:



Dear Mr. Stuckey,

Jim Asson and I are getting married tomorrow — today when you read this — and we’re leaving for Canada at once. I’m telling you this because I know that if the police start after Jim over anything and start asking you awkward questions you’ll be sporting enough to say you know he’s gone to Australia or China or somewhere — being extra careful not to mention Canada — in return for which kind service I don’t mind mentioning that old Bells is buying his drinks out of the petty cash and charging them up as ‘Sundries’.



Chapter XX


Table of Contents


Jacqueline had ample time for thought during the days that followed her encounter with Alfred Joplin.

Confined as she was in a small, dark cabin with a single window one foot square, and with either Mr. or Mrs. Joplin sitting on the steps outside the door, there was nothing to do to while away the time between the meals which Mrs. Joplin brought her but stare out of the tiny window and think. And the more she thought about all that had happened since Colonel Lutman had discovered her with that copy of the will in her hand the more she was convinced that she had hit on the right explanation. Colonel Lutman was following the money as surely as a hound on the scent.

Having failed to bring off his plan to marry her to Jim, the Colonel had conceived the bright idea of transferring the legacy to his pocket by marrying her himself; and when he had realized that that plan, too, was foredoomed to failure, he had not hesitated to take the only course which would still put the money within his reach. Jacqueline had not the least doubt that she was to ‘disappear’, and that, as soon as that preliminary step had been successfully taken, Colonel Lutman would seriously set about marrying her mother.

She was under no delusion as to the danger in which she stood. Either Joplin, if his qualms could be overcome by the prospect of a sufficiently large reward, or, failing him, some more tractable and less squeamish thug, was to do what was necessary and so arrange matters that, as soon as her body was discovered, the Colonel could set about his courtship with a light heart and every chance of success.

She realized that she could hardly have made a worse mistake than she had made when she had openly declared war on Joplin. At that moment when his fingers had closed round her throat she had been as near death as she could be. There had been a look in his eyes which had warned her just in time that her only chance was to offer no more resistance, that at the least effort to struggle against him his fingers would finish their job. And she realized that at any moment, particularly if Colonel Lutman could offer a slightly higher price for the work, Joplin might decide to see the business through. And there was nothing she could do — no possible chance of escape.

She tried not to get in a panic about it, but as she paced the tiny cabin during the day and lay in the bunk at night, afraid to fall asleep yet too utterly weary to keep her eyes from closing, she could not forget that look in Joplin’s eyes, the feel of Joplin’s fingers round her throat, and the fact that just outside the door Joplin was sitting on the stairs.

The man had, however, shown no signs of molesting her again. The next morning, while she was eating her breakfast, he had followed his wife into the room, dumped a bag of tools on the floor, and proceeded to insert six long screws in the window frame, but he had taken no notice of her, picking up his bag of tools when the job was done, and had lumbered out without so much as a glance at her.

At the time it had given Jacqueline considerable satisfaction to note the lump that marked the spot where she had crashed the chair on his forehead; but she saw afterwards that she would have been far wiser to try more peaceful methods. After all, there were other methods which might prove effective, but that blow on the head had evidently disposed Joplin to have nothing whatever to do with her. Every now and then he would open the door of the cabin and stand in the doorway staring at her sullenly, but, though she spoke to him several times — she even went to the length of apologizing for the chair incident — she could not lure him into conversation. No sooner did she speak than he turned on his heel and shut the door. Joplin, clearly, had an unforgiving nature, and after a few attempts she abandoned Joplin and decided that if anything was to be done Mrs. Joplin was the only hope.

It was when she had been a week on the barge that her chance came. Mrs. Joplin, when she brought Jacqueline’s supper, was wearing an anxious frown, and after she had placed the food on the table she stood glancing at Jacqueline, undecided, it seemed, whether to go or stay.

“If it wasn’t for you, dearie,” she said, “I’d be off to fetch him back. He’s boozing — that’s what he’s doing.”

Jacqueline, aware of a sudden thrill of excitement, was careful to be casual.

“Mr. Joplin?”

The woman nodded.

“Boozing,” she repeated. “He’s been gone since eleven o’clock this morning, and it’s eight now, and it’s only boozing as could keep ‘im all that time.”

“Mr. Joplin’s gone away?”

“Gone ashore, dearie. To collect. Five pounds is due to us today, you know, and Alf’s gone to collect it. It looks as if I’ll be lucky if there’s five bob left by the time ‘e’s done with boozing.” She sighed. “‘E never knows when to stop, doesn’t Alf, unless I’m there to remind ‘im.”

The girl smiled.

“Why don’t you go and remind him, Mrs. Joplin?”

“What — and leave you here, dearie?” She shook her head. “I ain’t so green as all that. When I get back with Alf, where would you be, eh? Not here. And that’d fair set Alf rampagin’, that would. ‘E’s counting on you, dearie, for five pounds a week, and before ‘e went this morning ‘e said ‘e’d break my neck if you wasn’t ‘ere when ‘e got back.”

“I see,” said Jacqueline thoughtfully. “And suppose, Mrs. Joplin, as Mr. Joplin isn’t here — suppose I try to get away?”

Mrs. Joplin smiled indulgently.

“I’d hit you, love, that’s all. I’d ‘ave to. So don’t you get trying no tricks, there’s a good gel, because you wouldn’t like me ‘itting you no more than my Alf does.”

“All right, I won’t,” smiled Jacqueline. “And I suppose it’s no use trying to persuade you to let me go?”

“Five-pounds-a-week worth of no use, dearie.”

“But suppose I gave you more than five pounds a week? To let me go, I mean. Listen, Mrs. Joplin. I’ve got to get away. Sooner or later I shall get away — you can’t keep me here for ever — and when I do get away what do you think is going to happen? There’s going to be trouble — pretty big trouble — with the police, and you and Mr. Joplin will be right in the middle of it.”

“Not me, dearie. Not Alf. We’re doing nothing wrong. We’re just givin’ you board an’ lodging.”

“You’re keeping me here against my will, Mrs. Joplin, and if you really believe you’re doing nothing wrong you’ll soon discover you’re making a bad mistake. You’re taking money from Colonel Lutman—”

“Never ‘eard of ‘im, dearie. Incog., you know.”

“ — and he’s playing a dangerous game, and when he’s caught you’ll be caught. You may not know what he’s doing — probably you don’t — but the police won’t believe that when it all comes out. If you don’t want to be mixed up in it—”

“Mixed up nothing, dearie. You can’t scare me that way.” Jacqueline shrugged her shoulders.

“I’m just warning you, that’s all. Murder’s a rotten sort of thing to be mixed up in.”

The woman’s jaw dropped and her eyes opened very wide. “Murder? Who’s talking about murder? Me an’ Alf ain’t murdering nobody.”

“You may not realize it, Mrs. Joplin, but I’ve an idea you’re helping someone to murder somebody. You’re helping by keeping me here, and if you don’t know it you can take it from me that your husband knows it.”

“What — Alf?” She shook her head. “He wouldn’t ‘urt nobody, Alf wouldn’t — except when he’s rampaging. Alf wouldn’t get ‘isself mixed up in that sort o’ business. ‘E knows better than that. If ‘e started murderin’ people ‘e’d ‘ear something from me, an’ well ‘e knows it. You’ve got fanciful ideas, dearie, that’s what you’ve got.”

“It’s not a fanciful idea,” Jacqueline assured her; “it’s the truth. Colonel Lutman — or whoever it is who’s paying you five pounds a week — has let you in for something you don’t understand, and if you’re wise you’ll clear out of it as quickly as you can, before it’s too late. And it may be too late at any minute. You don’t really suppose that people can vanish, as I’ve done, and the police do nothing about it, do you? You can be quite sure that the police are doing a good deal about it, and sooner or later they’ll be bound to find me, and if they find me here — on your boat—”

“You ain’t vanished, dearie,” Mrs. Joplin interrupted, “and the police ain’t worryin’ about you at all. That’s just your fanciful ideas again. I see the newspaper reg’lar every day, and there’s nothin’ about nobody vanishin’.”

“But I have, Mrs. Joplin,” Jacqueline insisted. “There may be nothing in the papers, and you may have been told nothing about it — but somebody knocked me silly and brought me here, and nobody — not even my mother — knows where I am, and the first thing my mother would do would be to go to the police.”

“Mrs. Joplin seemed unimpressed.

“Knocked silly, was you, dearie?” She nodded. “Well, that explains all them fanciful ideas you’ve got about my Alf goin’ about murderin’ people. If you wasn’t knocked silly, my dear, you’d know my Alf ain’t that sort. You’ve only got to look at ‘im to see that. ‘E’s got a real kind face, Alf ‘as.”

The girl sighed. She didn’t seem to be making much headway. “Listen, Mrs. Joplin,” she said desperately. “You say you’re keeping me here because you’re getting five pounds a week for doing it. But if you’ll let me go — suppose I promised to give you five hundred pounds?”

Mrs. Joplin’s eyes opened wide.

“When?” she demanded.

“As soon as ever I’m free.”

The woman pursed her lips.

“You might an’ you might not,” she said. “Maybe you ‘aven’t got five hundred pounds, and maybe you’d think better of it when you was free.”

“I have got it,” said Jacqueline, “and I give you my word, Mrs. Joplin, that if you’ll let me get away now you shall have five hundred pounds tomorrow morning.”

The woman pondered for some moments.

“It ought to be down in black an’ white,” she said. “That’s legal, that is. And I’d ‘ave to ask Alf, an’ maybe ‘e wouldn’t believe you’ve got five hundred pounds. ‘E’d want proof, Alf would. ‘E’s like that. ‘E ought to ‘ave been a lawyer, I say, the way ‘e’s always wantin’ proof. But if you’re talkin’ serious, dearie — an’ I believe you are — then I’ll see what Alf says when ‘e comes in.”

“But I can’t wait until he comes in. There’s not a minute to be lost.”

“Can’t say until Alf comes in,” said Mrs. Joplin. “Must see what Alf thinks about it. But if he’s been boozing there won’t be none of the five pounds left an’ maybe ‘e’ll take to the idea kindly. Mind you, Alf ain’t fond of you, an’ ‘e may be a little difficult. You see, you fetched ‘im one on the ‘ead with that chair, an’ ‘e don’t forget things easy. But five hundred pounds — if you’ve got it, mind you, and it’s all down in black an’ white as it should be — well, it’s a tidy bit of money an’ maybe Alf’ll forget the clout you gave ‘im.” There came the sound of heavy footsteps unsteadily descending the stairs, and Mrs. Joplin glanced toward the door and smiled.

“That’ll be Alf,” she said. “Now just you leave it to me, dearie, an’ I’ll see what I can do with ‘im. If you ‘adn’t caught ‘im one on the napper—”

“Lil!” It was Joplin’s voice, bawling.

“Comin’, Alf!” called Mrs. Joplin, and, as the heavy footsteps lumbered away, turned again to the girl. “‘E’s been boozing, right enough,” she confided, “but maybe it’ll be all right. Five ‘undred pounds tomorrow morning—”

“Provided I leave this boat within half an hour, Mrs. Joplin. That’s the offer.”

“Lil!”

The bawling voice, more distant this time, sounded again, and Mrs. Joplin moved to the door. As she opened it there came a crash, and her name was bawled again. Then came crash upon crash, as though Mr. Joplin were throwing the furniture about. A moment later there followed the noise of china being furiously shattered and a series of deep metallic sounds which suggested that saucepans were being flung with a reckless disregard of direction.

“That’s Alf,” exclaimed Mrs. Joplin rather breathlessly. “He’s been boozing and now ‘e’s rampaging. I suppose I’ll ‘ave to go an’ ‘it ‘im.”

There came another resounding crash, followed by a series of booming bangs, which suggested that Alfred was shooting at goal with the tin bath, and Mrs. Joplin suddenly turned and, with her ample mouth set in a grim, hard line, went striding off in the direction of the commotion.

As she went, Jacqueline sprang to her feet and stood for a few moments, listening. She heard the hubbub increase, heard Mrs. Joplin’s voice added to the din, and stepped quickly to the door.

“Alf! Give over, Alf!” Mrs. Joplin shouted. “Kick that bath again, Alf, and I’ll ‘it you, that’s what I’ll do!”

Another resounding clang, and Jacqueline concluded that Alfred, despite the threat, had taken another shot at goal. But she did not wait to discover the consequences. She heard Mrs. Joplin’s: “You would, would you? All right! Now you’re for it, Alf, ‘ot an’ strong,” and then she stepped quickly to the foot of the steps, grasped the handrail and went noiselessly up. There was no particular hurry, she told herself. Just for the moment Mrs. Joplin, engrossed in coping with a rampaging Alfred, had forgotten her, and it was wiser to go cautiously and run no risk of making any noise that might attract attention. Not that there was much chance, she reflected with a smile, of any noise she might make penetrating to Mrs. Joplin’s ears through that hubbub.

But, as the thought came to her, the hubbub below ceased — ceased with such startling abruptness that involuntarily Jacqueline paused and stood motionless halfway up the stairs, straining to catch the least sound that might break the sudden stillness.

No sound reached her, and, realizing in a flash that she was wasting precious seconds, she again crept cautiously up the steps. She reached the top and hesitated. She was aware of a swift premonition of danger threatening her, as though some sixth sense had flashed a warning to her brain. Instinctively she glanced behind her, and there, at the loot of the steps, not more than a couple of yards behind her, she saw Joplin’s face. His eyes were fixed on her, alert and watchful; his chin was thrust forward and his lips drawn back as though he were snarling. He was moving slowly and cautiously towards her, with the noiseless movement of a cat preparing to spring.

With a startled gasp she sprang on to the deck and ran blindly towards the side of the barge. She heard Joplin’s sudden rush up the steps, and the sound of his heavy footsteps on the deck, felt something strike her, too, staggered, and crashed headlong. Instantly she scrambled to her feet. She heard a thud, caught a glimpse of Joplin sprawling on the deck and was suddenly aware of fingers closing round her left ankle. Before they had gripped it firmly, however, she swung her right foot, hacked at the gripping fingers with her heel, heard a grunt of pain, and felt the fingers loosen their grasp. With a sudden jerk she wrenched her ankle free. A second later she was over the side and saw the black, swirling water rushing to meet her.

The water was very cold, and she seemed to go down to a tremendous depth. But she always said that, barring fishes, ships and torpedoes, she was as much at home in the water as anything that ever entered it, and there was a good deal of truth in the statement.

As she plunged below the surface it flashed into her mind that there was no more cause for panic because she was in the water as a result of jumping off a barge at night into the River Thames than if she was there because she had jumped off the diving-board of a bathing pool in daylight. She gave a couple of vigorous kicks, rose to the surface, took a few swift strokes towards the lights on the bank, and glanced back.

She saw the barge a few yards away, and standing on the side, a black figure silhouetted against the sky, she saw Joplin. He was poised, ready to plunge in after her, and she was just about to turn away and devote all her energies to the task of swimming when she saw Mrs. Joplin’s massive figure appear and move swiftly towards her husband. She saw Mrs. Joplin grasp his arm and pull him backwards, and Joplin straighten himself and turn towards her. For a few seconds they stood there, two gesticulating silhouettes; then, as the man turned away, stepped to the side and again seemed on the point of jumping, he was again jerked backwards. Mrs. Joplin’s arm swung, her fist made contact with her husband’s jaw, and he suddenly seemed to sag and waver and crumple, and was transformed into a shapeless mass on the deck close to Mrs. Joplin’s feet.

Jacqueline swam. But she had not swum many strokes before it dawned on her that swimming in the Thames at Greenwich was a very different proposition from swimming in a bathing pool. She noticed that already, though she had been in the water only a few seconds, she had drifted down stream a considerable distance and was well out of her direct course for the bank. A few more strokes and she realized that her progress down stream was far more rapid than her progress towards the bank. She remembered with just the faintest twinge of uneasiness Mrs. Joplin’s remark about being fished out at Tilbury. As she swam on, putting every ounce of energy into her strokes, her uneasiness increased. She was making practically no headway, and the tide seemed to be doing as it liked with her, sweeping her along irresistibly, and never allowing her to get a foot nearer to the land.

The water was terribly cold, too. Her hands were already numb, and each time that she bent an elbow it seemed harder to straighten her arm again, as if her joints were rapidly setting rigid. Her skirt became appallingly heavy and her feet felt like two lumps of lead that grew heavier with every kick.

For some minutes she struggled on, gasping for breath and trying desperately to keep arms and legs moving with some sort of rhythm. Then suddenly came the conviction that she could struggle no more, that this weariness and numbness must have their way and the river do as it liked with her. She had no more strength to fight. She just wanted to stop struggling and close her eyes and listen to the singing in her ears. She was drowning, she supposed. But it didn’t seem to matter. All that mattered was to be free of this awful strain that was dragging her arms from their sockets….

She stopped swimming and turned on to her back. It was over now. She would swim no more — go without protest wherever the river wanted to take her. Tilbury, she supposed. Mrs. Joplin said so, and she ought to know. It would please Colonel Lutman, anyway. He would marry her mother and get the money and live happy ever after. Probably not with her mother — not for long, anyhow. And then her mother would shed floods of tears and go to see Charles and say it was all his fault because a proper lawyer would have known that Colonel Lutman was a scoundrel, and what did Charles care if she did have to spend the rest of her life in cheap hotels where the bath water was never hot?

Poor old Charles! Funny name, The Mouthpiece. But, of course, Charles never should have had a musty old office in Rotherhithe and been known as The Mouthpiece. He should have bad a grand office, with clerks and typewriters and things, and worn spats and lunched with the Master of the Rolls. Something had messed Charles up. Not drink. She had inspected his nose very carefully and there were no signs of drink — none of those little purple veins such as she had detected in Colonel Lutman’s nose. It was a pity about old Charles. She would have liked to see him again — just to do what she had always so badly wanted to do: run her fingers through his hair and touch that little mole on his left temple.

A new sound reached her through the singing in her ears. She was aware of it for some time before she consciously paid attention to it. Then, as she concentrated on it, she realized that it was a vaguely familiar sound. She had heard it quite recently — when she was on the barge — looking through the window just before Joplin had grabbed her. Yes, she remembered now: it was the chugging of a motorboat’s engine. It was getting louder, too — much louder. The boat must be quite close — coming towards her. If she could somehow muster the energy to shout….

She made a supreme effort, opened her eyes and saw the boat only a few yards away. She saw its lights and a figure seated in the stern. Somehow she managed to shout and wave a hand. She saw the boat’s nose turn and come towards her in a sweeping curve. The next moment her hands had grasped the side and she was clinging to it desperately.

The figure seated in the stern stood up. She felt her wrists seized.

“Loose your grip,” said a man’s voice, “and I’ll pull you in.”

Some quality in the voice set memory’ stirring, and, still clinging to the boat with both her hands, she glanced up at the man as he leaned towards her over the side. And as she did so she gave a startled cry.

Only a few inches away from her own face was the face of Colonel Lutman.

As she raised her head he recognized her, and for a few tense moments they stared at each other in silence. Then a faint smile appeared on the man’s lips.

“So it’s you, my dear Jacqueline, is it?” he said. “And do you often come swimming in this part of the river?”

“For God’s sake, Colonel, help me in!”

He still held her wrists, but made no effort to pull her into the boat.

“A very healthy exercise, no doubt,” he went on, “but not at this time of night and in this part of the river. In your clothes, too, I see.”

“Colonel Lutman — I’m absolutely numb with cold.”

“Cold, my dear Jacqueline,” he interrupted, “is one of the risks one runs when one goes swimming in the river at night. But it is not the only risk: there is the risk that one may be run down by a passing vessel: there is the risk that one may not be fortunate enough to get back to the shore when one wishes to.”

There came the throbbing sound of another engine, and Colonel Lutman turned his head quickly and stared back along the river in the direction from which he had come. Jacqueline saw him frown, and the next instant he turned to her again and his grip tightened on her wrists.

“Let go,” he ordered. “Quick!—”

She loosed her grasp, and as she did so the Colonel, with a sudden jerk, flung her backwards and released her wrists, and once again she seemed to be sinking to immense depths.

She struggled to the surface and caught a glimpse of the Colonel in the stern, bending over the engine. She strove with every ounce of strength she possessed to cross the few feet of water that lay between her and the boat, heard the engine burst into a rhythmic throb, and just managed to grasp the side as the boat began to move.

She pulled herself closer, gripped with the other hand, and struggled to raise herself from the water.

“Colonel Lutman — for God’s sake—”

Suddenly her wrists were gripped again and the Colonel, with a series of quick, savage jerks, tried to wrench her fingers free. “Damn you, let go!” he snarled.

But she clung desperately, frantically. All the strength in her body seemed to have rushed to her hands and she clung as though her fingers were welded to the side of the boat, struggling all the time to raise herself from the water and clamber over the side.

Again the Colonel tried to wrench her hands away, but still she clung, her eyes glazed and her teeth biting into her lip.

“Let go, curse you, or I’ll—”

Suddenly he loosed her wrists, stood upright, and, raising his foot, brought it crashing down savagely on her clinging fingers. She felt a fierce, searing pain; her fingers, suddenly powerless, loosed their grip; she felt the boat slide away from them, and with a moan she fell back into the water.

And then there was that singing in her ears again and the rhythmic chug-chug that grew gradually fainter.
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Jacqueline realized that she was dreaming. She must be so because, fuddled as her mind was, she was still clearheaded enough to realize that only in dreams did such preposterous things take place.

There was Mrs. Joplin, for instance. She was sitting on an escalator, moving slowly upwards, with her feet resting on the next stair but one below. Mrs. Joplin’s feet were quite extraordinary. Jacqueline counted six of them ranged side by side on the stair — massive feet encased in dilapidated black boots with a couple of inches of thick woollen stocking showing above each of them. And the exasperating thing was that every time Jacqueline tried to pass Mrs. Joplin’s bulky figure and hurry to the top of the staircase Mrs. Joplin’s six feet rose in a solid phalanx within a few inches of her face and barred the way. And it was dreadfully important that Jacqueline should get to the top, because her mother was there, and for some reason or other she must get to her mother immediately, though she couldn’t at the moment remember what the reason was. Besides, Mr. Joplin was standing on the staircase behind her, and kept on saying “Ah!” in a most significant way, sticking out his chin and swelling up his chest until it looked like a balloon, and Jacqueline quite expected to see Mr. Joplin lifted off his feet and go floating through the air above her head.

As the staircase moved slowly upwards she caught a glimpse of her mother. She was dressed, Jacqueline noted, in a long bridal robe and was having a heated argument, it seemed, with the booking clerk. Jacqueline distinctly heard her say “I’ll take the ticket now, my good man, and you shall have a cheque for it tomorrow,” when she caught sight of Colonel Lutman. He was running as fast as he could up the downward-moving staircase, and for some reason his clothes were covered with broad arrows, and encircling his head, a little lopsided, was a wreath of orange blossom. He made a queer chug-chugging noise as he went past.

Chug — chug — chug — though the Colonel had disappeared his chugging persisted and seemed to be growing even louder. His heart, she supposed. No doubt he was dreadfully excited at the prospect of marrying her mother, and his heart was beating faster and more noisily than usual. And then Jacqueline became aware of something hot trickling down her throat and spreading a delicious warmth through her veins, and of a voice which seemed at first to be travelling to her from a long way off and then gradually to come nearer until at last she could make out something of what it was saying.

“Give her another nip, Bill — stamped on her hands, the swine — take her along to hospital—”

Jacqueline opened her eyes and saw the dark blue-black of the sky, and against it the head and shoulders of someone bending over her. The chug-chugging sound was much louder now, and she was aware of a gentle heaving motion. She was in a boat, she decided — lying on the bottom. She made a movement as if about to sit up, and felt a hand on her shoulder.

“You’re all right, missie,” said a man’s voice. “Just you stay where you are and take a drop more of this.”

She felt a flask touch her lips, obediently drank a little of the fiery liquid, and began to feel better.

“Where am I?”

“You’re as safe as houses,” the man assured her. “This is a police boat. We fished you out just in time.”

“Thanks very much,” said Jacqueline. “Sorry to have given you so much trouble. I fell in, you know.”

The policeman laughed.

“Fell in, did you? Hear that, Bill? This young lady wasn’t looking where she was going, tripped over the Tower Bridge, and fell in, smack in the puddle.”

“Ah!” replied Bill. “That’s the worst of these ditches: people don’t notice them, and before they know where they are they’ve stepped in and got their feet damp.”

“Off a barge,” explained Jacqueline. “I’d been to see some friends on a barge, and I slipped and fell in.”

“O.K., missie. We’ll take your word for it. And the next thing you’re going to do is to slip into a nice warm bed in hospital.” Jacqueline suddenly sat upright.

“But I can’t,” she said. “I can’t go to hospital. I’ve just remembered.”

“Got an appointment, eh? Well, he’ll have to make the best of it without you this evening, missie. You’re going straight to hospital.”

“I can’t,” repeated Jacqueline earnestly. “There’s no time. I must get home at once. It’s urgent — terribly urgent. You see — I mean, I’m quite all right now and there’s no need to take me to hospital. If you’ll just put me ashore as soon as possible I can get a taxi and be home in a few minutes, and my mother will be there—”

“Where?”

She told him her address.

“We’ll see, missie,” he said. “We’ll see what you feel like when we get ashore.”

“I’d be as right as rain in five minutes if I had a cigarette,” smiled the girl.

The policeman produced a packet and she took a cigarette and lighted it.

“And now, missie, just one or two questions if you feel well enough to answer,” said the policeman. “Who was the fellow in the boat?”

“You mean the motorboat?”

“Yes. Lutman, wasn’t it?”

She nodded.

“Friend of yours?”

“Not exactly.”

“Didn’t seem very friendly, I must say. Stamped on your fingers when you were trying to get aboard, didn’t he?”

“Did he?” said Jacqueline innocently. She didn’t know what to say, how much or how little. She needed time to think. The safe thing, she felt, was to tell as little as possible in any case.

“I see,” said the policeman. “Keeping it all to yourself, are you? But you needn’t mind saying anything you fancy about Lutman. I saw him kick your hands off, and I can’t say I was surprised. That’s just about Lutman’s style.”

“You — you know him?”

“Sure,” smiled the officer. “He’s a friend of mine. If I could put him safely inside for a good long stretch I’d feel I hadn’t been a police officer for nothing. He’s led us a nice dance for the last couple of years. Dope, that’s his racket — runs right down river in that boat of his and takes it aboard.. That’s what we suspect, anyway, but we’ve never managed to catch him with it. How are you tied up with him?”

“Oh, he’s just a friend of my mother’s. We met him abroad — in Austria.”

“Know anything about him?”

“Only that he finds it terribly hard to keep his eyeglass in.”

“And that doesn’t help,” laughed the officer. “O.K. Keep it all to yourself if you feel like it. I shall know where to find you if I want to ask you any more questions. But I wouldn’t get too close to Lutman if I were you.”

The chugging of the engine ceased and the boat came to rest. The officer got out, helped Jacqueline on to the pier and inspected her closely in the beam of his electric torch.

“Hospital,” he announced.

“But I’ve told you—”

“Hospital,” he repeated. “No use arguing, missie, You’re not fit to go roaming around London in the state you’re in, and I’m taking you to hospital. That’s my duty. If they think you’re all right at the hospital they’ll send you home; if they don’t, they’ll keep you until you are.”

Argument was useless. Within ten minutes, after a swift, smooth dash in an ambulance through the brilliantly lighted streets, Jacqueline was in the charge of a fair-haired young doctor who called her “sister,” suggested that jumping in the river was an absurd recreation, ignored every assurance that she was perfectly fit to go home, bandaged her bruised fingers, and bundled her off in the care of a nurse.

“I’ll look at you again in an hour,” he said, “and then we’ll see about going home.”

Mrs. Smith was pleasantly surprised when she opened the front door in answer to the ringing of the bell and discovered Colonel Lutman standing on the doorstep. She offered up a little prayer of thanksgiving for the fortunate fact that, of all her dresses, not one of which was really fit to wear, she was wearing the least unfit. The sight of the Colonel, too, at this time of night gave her a pleasurable thrill of excitement, it wasn’t, of course, quite the time for a visit to a lady who lived alone in a furnished flat, but that very fact, perhaps — though Mrs. Smith would certainly not have admitted it — added a spice of adventure to the situation. Colonel Lutman, she was sure, would hardly call on her at ten o’clock at night unless he had something important to say to her, and that thought caused in her heart something very much like a flutter.

“Colonel Lutman!” she exclaimed, smiling her welcome. “This is a great surprise.”

“Hardly a conventional hour for a call, Mrs. Smith,” said the Colonel, “but I happened to be in the neighbourhood, dining with some friends, and I thought you would perhaps forgive me.”

“Come in, Colonel,” invited Mrs. Smith, opened the door wide and noted with satisfaction that in that position it concealed the collection of milk bottles that stood in a row on the hall floor. “Up on the first floor,” she said, waving him up the stairs and resolutely standing guard over the bottles until his back was turned.

She led him into the sittingroom, seated herself beside him on the settee and supplied him with a cigarette.

“Quite a humble little nest, Colonel, as you see,” she said, “and I’m afraid I’ve nothing I can offer you to drink.”

“My dear Mrs. Smith,” protested the Colonel, “I didn’t come in search of a whisky-and-soda.”

Mrs. Smith smiled.

“I wonder, Colonel, why you did come.”

“To see you, Mrs. Smith, and your little nest.” He glanced around the room. “Quite charming, if I may say so.”

Mrs. Smith shook her head.

“I think it’s ghastly,” she sighed. “I don’t know what you can see charming about it.”

Lutman pursed his lips and continued his scrutiny.

“It’s difficult to put one’s finger on it, Mrs. Smith,” he said, “but there is definitely a lurking charm in the place. It is, perhaps, just that unmistakable touch of a cultured woman that even the drabness of a furnished room cannot entirely destroy.”

“It’s not the sort of place I’ve been accustomed to,” Mrs. Smith informed him, with a pathetic note in her voice. “But I try not to complain. After all, it isn’t the material things of life that really matter. One can get accustomed to sacrifices. I’m sure I’ve had so many baths in tepid water that I’ve almost forgotten what really hot water feels like.”

“I know,” murmured the Colonel sympathetically.

“But the spiritual things—” said Mrs. Smith, paused, and filled the hiatus with a sigh. “Spiritual suffering is so much harder to bear. Haven’t you found that’s true, Colonel?”

The Colonel nodded.

“I understand,” he said feelingly.

“The loneliness,” added Mrs. Smith. “These last few days since Jacqueline has been gone — I don’t know how I should have got through them without the help you’ve given me. You’ve been so kind, so sympathetic, so understanding. Such charming little dinners, too. I’m afraid you must have found it very dull taking an old woman like me out to dinner.”

“My dear Mrs. Smith,” interposed the Colonel, “I have been honoured — proud — charmed. And to call yourself an old woman—” He shook his head, smiling at her. “I’m afraid you’re much too modest. You don’t realize, perhaps, how attractive you are. It is, I fancy, just that delightful lack of self-consciousness — that girlish ingenuousness, if I may say so — that appeals to me so strongly. Don’t you realize, my dear Millicent — you must forgive me for that liberty, but I always think of you as Millicent — don’t you realize that you are a very beautiful woman?”

Mrs. Smith made the most telling reply: she averted her face and said nothing. And this time there was no question about it: her heart did flutter. And Colonel Lutman, as though in some subtle way he was aware of that fact, chose this moment to lay a hand on her knee.

“Very beautiful indeed — to me,” he said softly, and smiled as he saw a faint flush spread over Mrs. Smith’s cheek and heard her catch her breath sharply. Then, after an adequate pause: “Millicent, my dear,” he said, “I can’t bear to think of you being unhappy and lonely, going without things — the spiritual things, I mean, as well as the material. And as things are there is only loneliness ahead of you. Jacqueline, I’m afraid, will not come home again now. She will have her work to do and her own life to live, and you must face the fact that she will not be here with you. In any case, she will not be long unmarried.”

Mrs. Smith sighed.

“My dear Colonel, Jacqueline has been unmarried an appallingly long time already. And I’m sure it’s not my fault. If ever a mother made sacrifices so that her daughter might have every chance of making a good match—”

“I know,” said Lutman. “But there’s no need to go on making sacrifices, Millicent. You have done with the rough places of life, I trust, and are now going to enter the smooth. Tonight, when I was out on the river — I often go for a trip in the evening, you know; the river is marvellous at night time — tonight I came to a great decision. I was thinking of you — I’m afraid I’ve taken the liberty of thinking of you a great deal since first we met at Cobenzil — and suddenly I decided that I could wait no longer, but must come along and ask you tonight.”

“Ask me?”

He nodded.

“To marry me, Millicent. We could be very happy together — I’m sure of that. And I am a fairly wealthy man—”

Mrs. Smith raised a hand in protest.

“As if that could influence me!” she murmured.

“I didn’t imagine that it could,” Lutman assured her, “but it is as well for you to know that it will be my privilege to give you all those comforts, all that freedom from care, all that sense of security which you haven’t known for so long.”

Mrs. Smith did not speak for a few moments. She laid her hand on the Colonel’s and squeezed it very hard, and touched her eyes with her wisp of handkerchief. Then:

“So happy,” she whispered. “You’ve made me so happy.” And Lutman, raising her hand, touched it with his lips.

“I should like to be married at once, Millicent.”

Mrs. Smith nodded.

“And I want you to know that I propose so to arrange matters that you will be in exactly the same position financially as you would have been if Jacqueline had married Jim Asson.”

“So generous!”

“I suggest that we arrange a similar settlement to that arranged for Jacqueline.”

“Just as you wish,” smiled Mrs. Smith.

“I’ll see Stuckey tomorrow and get him to draw it up. It can be signed tomorrow afternoon, and we can be married the next day.” Mrs. Smith frowned.

“Stuckey? After the way he insulted me in his office—”

“Oh, Stuckey’s like that,” smiled Lutman. “Loses control of himself and says things he doesn’t in the least mean. You must try not to take any notice.”

“But there are plenty of other lawyers.”

“It will save time to let Stuckey do it. He has all details of the other deed and will only have to substitute our names for Jacqueline and Jim.” He laid a hand on hers again and smiled at her. “I don’t want to wait for you any longer than I need, Millicent.”

Mrs. Smith patted his hand.

“So impatient! But do as you wish, my dear. I shall leave everything to you now. Such a relief!—”

There came the sound of hurried footsteps on the stairs, and the next moment the door was flung open, and Jacqueline, with her face unnaturally pale, her hair disordered and her right hand swathed in a white bandage, stood staring at them from the doorway.

Colonel Lutman sprang to his feet and went towards her.

“My dear Jacqueline—” he began; but the girl thrust her way past him and went to her mother.

“Mother!” she gasped, and seemed unable to go on.

Mrs. Smith rose and laid a hand on her daughter’s shoulder. “My dear Jacqueline, what has happened? You look terribly pale, and your hand—”

Jacqueline stepped back and flung out a hand towards Lutman. “Mother — that man — what is he doing here?”

“My dear,” soothed her mother, “that’s Colonel Lutman. You remember him, don’t you? Come and sit down, dear, and—”

“Remember him?” exclaimed Jacqueline wildly. “I shall never forget him, Mother — never as long as I live. You think he’s your friend, don’t you? You think he’s all that’s kind and generous and honest, don’t you? But he isn’t.”

“Jacqueline!” exclaimed her mother sharply. “If you’re going to talk like that—”

“I’m going to tell you, Mother. He isn’t kind and generous and honest. I always knew he wasn’t, only you wouldn’t believe me. He’s just a dirty, crooked swindler.”

“Jacqueline!”

“It’s true. I can prove it’s true.”

“Before you say another word, Jacqueline, listen to me. Colonel Lutman has just asked me to marry him, and I have consented.”

Jacqueline flinched as though someone had struck her.

“Marry him? Marry Colonel Lutman? For God’s sake, Mother! You can’t really mean that!”

“I certainly do mean it, and unless you are prepared to treat Colonel Lutman with the respect that is due to him—”

“Respect? Listen, Mother. You’ve got to listen. You don’t understand. He’s foul — vile. The very fact that he has asked you to marry him shows how utterly vile he is.”

Lutman was standing by the mantelpiece, resting an elbow on it, his face expressionless except for the suggestion of amused indifference in his eyes.

“Look at him, Mother!” exclaimed the girl. “If you don’t believe me, look at him! Do you think that if he had a spark of decency in him he could stand there like that and hear me say all I have said, and never utter a word? There’s nothing he can say, because he knows it’s true because he realizes the game’s up. He didn’t count on my turning up. He thought it was all plain sailing now.” She strode across to Lutman and faced him. “Hadn’t you better go?” Lutman removed his elbow from the mantelpiece and glanced at Mrs. Smith.

“In the circumstances, Millicent,” he said calmly, “it would perhaps be wiser for me to leave you. Jacqueline is obviously very much overwrought and hysterical, and as my presence seems to excite her—”

“No!” exclaimed Mrs. Smith. “Stay where you are, Colonel, please.” She turned to Jacqueline. “You have behaved outrageously, Jacqueline. Bursting into the room like that and insulting the Colonel — I’m ashamed of you. Either you will apologize to Colonel Lutman—”

“I’ll apologize for nothing. Mother,” said Jacqueline more calmly. “When you’ve heard all I have to say—”

“If you’ve nothing better to say than the wicked things you have been saying, you had better be silent. Something has evidently happened to upset you—and I’m sure both the Colonel and I are willing to make allowances. But you really must try to control yourself and tell us calmly what is the matter.”

“All right, Mother, I’ll try to be calm,” said Jacqueline. “Colonel Lutman has asked you to marry him, has he? Arid has he asked you to sign a deed like the one I signed?” She saw her mother’s quick glance at Lutman, and smiled. “All right, you needn’t answer; I can see he has. And of course you’ve agreed. You can take it from me, Mother, that if you hadn’t agreed—”

“Really, Millicent,” interrupted Lutman, “I feel it would be much easier for me to go. Until Jacqueline has recovered her composure—”

Mrs. Smith laid a hand on his arm.

“Listen to me, Jacqueline,” she said. “I’m not going to allow you to say another word. Don’t think I don’t understand what you’re trying to do. You don’t like Colonel Lutman; you never have liked him. You don’t like the idea of my marrying him, and you’re hoping that if you’re rude enough and say enough atrocious things he will take offence and walk out and never come near us again. But I’m not going to allow it. After all the Colonel’s goodness to me—”

“My dear Millicent — please!” said the Colonel.

“I’m not going to allow it,” repeated Mrs. Smith angrily. “I’m not going to let you spoil my life again, Jacqueline. You’ve done it once — more than once—and I’ve never complained. But this time, now that I really have the chance of a little happiness, you’re not going to rob me of it, Jacqueline. I won’t let you.”

“If you’ll just listen to me for a minute, Mother—”

“I won’t listen to you,” exclaimed her mother passionately. “I won’t listen to another word. You’re telling lies — cruel, wicked lies — because you don’t want me to be happy, because you’re ungrateful and selfish and—”

“Mother, for God’s sake, listen!” begged Jacqueline. “You see this?” She held up her bandaged hand. “Colonel Lutman did that — smashed my fingers — with his foot — stamped on them when I was clinging to his boat — because he didn’t want me to get into it. Don’t you see? He didn’t want me alive, he wanted me dead, he wanted me to drown. So he stamped on my fingers and left me to drown, and came along here and got you to promise to sign the deed and marry him.”

“Jacqueline, you’re crazy! You’re mad. You must be mad. I won’t listen to you. I won’t listen to another word. Either you apologize here and now—”

“I will not apologize. Every word is true.”

“Then you can go!” interrupted her mother furiously. She crossed to the door and flung it open. “Go — do you hear? You can get out of my house and take your wicked, lying tongue with you, and never let me see you again.”

Jacqueline hesitated.

“For heaven’s sake, Mother—”

“Go! Go! Go!” exclaimed Mrs. Smith, stamping her foot. “Go away and stay away!—”

With a shrug the girl strode from the room, down the stairs and out into the street.
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Outside on the pavement, Jacqueline stood still, undecided what to do. It was useless to try to make her mother listen to her, and the only thing was to leave, as she had done.

Had she known that Lutman would be there she would not have gone home at all, but it had not occurred to her that he would move so quickly. Naturally, with Lutman there, offering her marriage and the prospect of an income of her own of £1,000 a year, her mother would not listen to anything against him. And Jacqueline herself, she realized, hadn’t been very coherent. If she had kept control of herself, gone in calmly and told her tale without getting hysterical about it, her mother would have been more inclined to credit what must have seemed a preposterous sort of story. But it was of no use regretting it now. Something must be done, and done quickly. Her thoughts turned to Charles, and a few moments later she was in a taxi travelling to his flat in Bloomsbury.

But Charles was not at his flat. Ten precious minutes she wasted ringing the bell and hammering on the door without getting a reply. Then she returned to the taxi, directed the driver to Charles’s office in Rotherhithe, and got in. Charles, perhaps, would still be at his office, working late, as she knew he often did. It was her only chance of finding him, anyway, and there was no one else to whom she could turn. Besides, she reflected, as the taxi sped along, she didn’t want to turn to anyone else.

But the door of Messrs. Stuckey & Stuckey’s office was locked, and there was no glimmer of light on the other side of the glass panel. Charles, evidently, was not working late tonight. Jacqueline stood for some moments in the dark passage. Now what? She didn’t know, and quite suddenly she didn’t seem to care. She felt weak and faint, her hand was throbbing abominably, and all that mattered for the moment was that she should find something to which she could cling and prevent herself from falling. She leaned against the door, pressing a hand against her forehead and closing her eyes and struggling to regain control of herself. As she did so she heard a quick step in the passage, and a moment later she heard the sound of a match being struck, was aware of a light held close to her eyes, and then of a voice that was unmistakably the voice of Charles. “Jacqueline! Thank God!”

She felt his arm around her shoulders, heard the door unlocked, forced her eyes open, and managed to walk, with the support of his arm, into his private office. There, sinking into his chair, she glanced up at his anxious face and forced a smile.

“Hullo, Mouthpiece!”

“You’re just about all in, Jacqueline.”

“Just about,” she admitted. “Silly, isn’t it? But I thought every respectable solicitor kept something good and strong hidden behind his law books. Perhaps you’re not a respectable solicitor, though.”

“I’m not,” said Charles. “But I’ve got some whisky.”

Jacqueline nodded, and Charles, opening the safe, produced a bottle of whisky and a glass. He poured out a stiff tot and handed it to her.

“Put that down,” he ordered.

Jacqueline emptied the glass and handed it back to him. “Better?”

She nodded.

“Listen, Charles. I’ve been swimming in the river — no, that comes later. The fact is, Charles, that I know everything. At least, what I don’t know for certain I can guess.”

“Well?”

“I found it all out when I went to see Colonel Lutman — at his flat.”

“So you did go to Lutman’s flat?”

“Shouldn’t I?”

“I called him a liar for saying you’d been there, that’s all.”

“I had to go. It wasn’t a pleasant experience. I was afraid it wouldn’t be, but I had to risk that. I wanted that cheque — the one he cashed for mother at Cobenzil. He was threatening her with it — and me — trying to frighten me into marrying Jim Asson.”

“Yes, that’s Lutman,” said Charles.

“So I went to get it. And I got it — picked the lock of his desk like one of your professional clients, Charles, found the cheque and made a bonfire of it in the Colonel’s brass ashtray. And then I found something else. Can you guess?”

Charles shook his head.

“A copy of Uncle Alan’s will. Am I really worth three hundred thousand pounds, Charles?”

“You are.”

“There’s no ‘if’ or ‘perhaps’ or ‘maybe’ about it?”

“None at all, Jacqueline. The money’s yours — as safe as houses — now.”

Jacqueline smiled.

“I’m beginning to feel better and better, Charles. As far as I remember, I’ve never had three hundred thousand pounds before. You’re sure it’s mine and not mother’s?”

“Yours, Jacqueline — absolutely. It went to your mother only if you weren’t alive.”

“Only if I weren’t alive? Yes, of course.” She was thoughtful for a few moments, and then went on: “As soon as I saw that copy of the will I understood everything — the pretty plot to get me to sign it all away and marry Jim Asson. I never could understand why Colonel Lutman was so desperately anxious for the marriage to come off, but I understood then. I suppose he was to have a share in the spoils?”

“Yes. And so was I, Jacqueline.”

She took no notice of that confession.

“And that’s why,” she continued, “when I turned Jim Asson down, the Colonel so suddenly fell in love with me. He did, you know, Charles. He even asked me to marry him.”

“Lutman’s a swine,” said the lawyer tersely.

“He doesn’t make love very nicely, if that’s what you mean. He—” She made a quick gesture. “And then I telephoned to you, Charles. You asked me to call at your flat, and on my way somebody put me out — with chloroform or something — and when I woke up I was on a barge on the river with some people called Joplin.”

Charles nodded.

“You don’t seem a bit surprised, Charles.”

“I’m not.”

“I couldn’t at first understand why Colonel Lutman had done it,” she went on. “Kidnapping is a pretty risky game, and it struck me that to make it worth while he must have something really big in view. And then I suddenly realized. I remembered what the will said — that if I wasn’t alive the money was to go to my mother. If I wasn’t alive, Charles — that’s the point. I thought I saw Lutman’s game. I wouldn’t marry Jim, and I wouldn’t marry Lutman, and his only chance of laying hands on the money was to get rid of me and marry mother. I was certain that was what he had in mind.”

“I was afraid it was.”

“And so it was, Charles. I got away from the barge — jumped for it and swam. There was a dreadful current and I thought I was done for; and then Lutman came along in his boat and I clung on and tried to get on board. But when he saw who it was he kicked my hands off the side and started up the engine and went off.”

“Jacqueline! The swine! My God! If I ever get my hands on Lutman’s throat—”

“Don’t get excited, Charles. The police found me floating about and fished me out. As soon as they let me go from hospital I dashed home. Lutman was there. He had just asked mother to marry him and she had promised to do so.”

“You mean that your mother has actually promised—”

“She would, Charles. Lutman had offered to make her an allowance of a thousand a year of her own, and mother would promise anything to anybody to get that, poor darling! I tried to tell her a few things about Lutman, but she wouldn’t listen, and it all ended up by her ordering me out and forbidding me ever to go back. And here I am. That’s the whole story as I’ve pieced it together, Charles. Is it all correct?”

“No, Jacqueline. Nearly, but not quite.”

“What’s wrong with it?”

“For one thing, Lutman didn’t kidnap you.”

“If you’re suggesting that I’ve imagined it all—”

“I’m not. I’m just saying that when you blame Lutman for the kidnapping you’re wrong: he didn’t do it. I know — because I did it myself.”

“You!” gasped Jacqueline.

“At least, I was responsible for it,” continued the solicitor. “Captain Allwright actually did the job for me. He’s very obliging over that sort of thing.”

Jacqueline regarded his fixedly.

“Charles, you’re lying.”

“That’s why I told you on the telephone that I couldn’t see you until eight o’clock in the evening, Jacqueline. I wanted time to get hold of Allwright and fix it up.”

The girl shook her head.

“I don’t know why you’re doing it, Charles, but you’re lying. I know you’re lying, and I’ll tell you why I know. Whoever did the kidnapping offered Joplin five hundred pounds if he’d be kind enough to do me in and pitch what was left of me overboard. Joplin told me so himself.”

“In that case,” smiled Charles, “Joplin exceeded his duty. I suppose you were proving a bit of a handful, and he wanted to scare you into behaving yourself properly. All I offered him was five pounds a week to take care of you. Listen, Jacqueline: I’m telling you the truth now. I did kidnap you. I couldn’t think of any other means of making sure that Lutman wouldn’t find you. I knew what was in his mind. He hadn’t actually said as much, but he had let me see that if he couldn’t get you to marry Jim Asson or himself, he meant to get the money in the only other way open to him — by getting rid of you and marrying your mother. I knew he was capable of doing it — they’ve never been able to get the evidence to arrest him, but I happen to know that the police believe he’s guilty of two murders which have never been solved — and I didn’t dare risk it. The only safe way was to hold you somewhere and keep you there until things had sorted themselves out. As a matter of fact, I went to the barge this evening and was scared out of my life when Joplin told me you’d disappeared. I was afraid Lutman had somehow managed to get you.”

“He did his best, Charles. And when I couldn’t be found, didn’t he suspect?”

“I didn’t give him the chance,” smiled Charles. “I went for him before he had a chance to go for me — accused him of having kidnapped you, and demanded to know where you were; I threatened to go to the police if he didn’t tell me. He swallowed it all and had no idea that I knew where you were and was responsible for putting you there. He tried to give me the impression that he had hidden you away somewhere himself so that I shouldn’t get at you and — tell you things. Now do you believe me?”

“All right, Charles; I believe you. But the next time you think of boarding me out you might find someone a bit more attractive than the Joplins. And now what? There’s mother, Charles. We must do something. She has promised to marry Lutman.”

“There’s nothing to be done tonight, anyway,” said Stuckey. “She can’t marry Lutman until tomorrow, and she’s not likely to marry him at all. Lutman will see to that. Your refusing to sink and turning up again will upset his wedding plans, and I’m afraid your mother is going to have a disappointment. But she had better be disappointed that way than by marrying a blackguard like Lutman.”

The telephone bell rang noisily, and Charles turned and picked up the receiver.

“Hullo!… Yes, Charles Stuckey speaking….”

He clapped a hand over the mouthpiece and glanced across at Jacqueline.

“Lutman,” he said, and uncovered the mouthpiece. “Yes, I shall be here all night…. All right, but not for an hour, Lutman. I’m working on a case… . Very well — twelve o’clock. I shall be finished by then…. Goodbye.”

He replaced the receiver.

“He’s coming to see me — at twelve o’clock. That’s because of you, Jacqueline. He has realized that the game’s up as far as marrying your mother is concerned, and he’s coming along with some fresh scheme.”

“In that case, I’d better clear out—”

“You can’t,” interrupted Charles. “You can’t go home, and you’re not fit to go anywhere. You’re all in. The best thing you can do is to stay here.”

“But if Lutman’s coming here—”

“There’s a room upstairs,” said Charles. “There’s a bed of sorts. I sometimes sleep there when I’m late at the office. It’s a bit rough and ready, but you can get some rest, and I shall want you here in the morning. We shall have to get hold of your mother and break the news to her, and you’d better be here. I’ll show you, shall I?” He led the way up the winding staircase and into the room. “It’s not much of a place—” he began.

“There’s a thing that looks something like a bed, Charles,” smiled the girl, “and in ten seconds I shall be asleep. Good night, Charles.”

“Listen, Jacqueline,” said Stuckey, “will you be nervous if I go out for a bit? I want to see Allwright. His boat is berthed close here, and I shan’t be gone for more than half an hour. I’ll lock the office door and you’ll be perfectly safe.”

“Righto, Charles.”

“I’ll give a knock on the door to let you know when I’m back.” She nodded.

“But I probably shan’t hear you.”

Accordingly, Charles, when he returned from his visit to Captain Allwright, tiptoed up the stairs and gave the softest tap on Jacqueline’s door — a tap so soft that it could not have wakened the lightest sleeper. Yet instantly came her voice.

“That you, Charles?”

“All O.K., Jacqueline?”

“Quite, thanks. Open the door, please, Charles, it isn’t locked.” Charles opened the door and stood in the doorway.

“Yes, Jacqueline?”

“There’s something I want to ask you.”

“Well?”

There was a pause. Then:

“You did know, Charles, didn’t you? About Lutman’s pretty little plot, I mean.”

Charles was suddenly very grateful for the darkness.

“Yes, Jacqueline, I knew all about it.”

“And you were in it, too?”

“Yes.”

“Just how far, Charles?”

“Right up to my neck.”

Again there was a silence, before the girl asked:

“Why?”

Charles hesitated, and before he could speak, Jacqueline’s voice went on:

“You couldn’t help yourself, could you, Charles? Something or somebody had got you down, and you had to do what you were told.”

“I’m not making excuses, Jacqueline.”

“Something had happened — years ago, perhaps — something tremendous that had got you down, and you couldn’t get up again. I spotted that when I first met you, Charles. Remember? If it wasn’t drink, what was it?”

He was silent.

“Lutman?”

“Yes — Lutman.”

“Well, go on, Charles.”

“Well, it’s a pretty sordid story, Jacqueline. I got in a mess — used money belonging to a client. Lutman got me out of it — lent me the money and got a paper out of me that admitted the whole thing. He has been holding it over my head ever since — threatening that if I didn’t do every dirty job he wanted done, he’d expose the whole business — get me struck off the Rolls, and — well, there it is. I hadn’t the pluck to face it. I was down, and I just hadn’t the courage to get up.”

“But you tried to get up, Charles,” said the girl. “You didn’t want me to sign that deed. You tried to persuade me not to, and did all you could to stop my marrying Jim. That showed you were beginning to try to get up. And then you kidnapped me, and stood up to Lutman. That was because you were struggling a little harder, and because you’d begun to think that if only you could get up again it wouldn’t matter so very much if Lutman did get you struck off the Rolls. You’d begun to remember, Charles, that there are some things much more worth being than just a solicitor. Am I right?”

“Yes.”

“And now,” she went on, “you’re so determined to get up again that you don’t care what Lutman does. He can do what he likes, but you’re still going to get up in spite of him. That’s right, isn’t it?”

“Quite right, Jacqueline. I’ve decided that I’ve done with Lutman and his dirty jobs.”

“Why?” asked the girl. “Why have you decided that?”

Again Charles was silent.

“I’ll tell you why,” said Jacqueline: “because something tremendous has happened to you — something that’s pushing you up again — just as I said it would. Something quite tremendous has happened to you, Charles, hasn’t it?”

His voice was not quite steady as he replied.

“Yes, Jacqueline — the most tremendous thing in the world has happened to me.”

“When?” she demanded. “When did this tremendous thing happen to you?”

“At Cobenzil — on the terrace,” said Charles.

“Thanks, Charles,” she said. “That’s all I wanted you to tell me. Good night.”

“Good night,” said Charles, and softly closed the door.
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At twelve o’clock, when Lutman walked into the office, Charles was seated at his desk, deep in the study of an impressive-looking tome. Lutman seated himself on a chair on the opposite side of the desk.

“Good evening, Charles,” he said pleasantly. “One of these days, if you continue to be so studious and industrious, you may become quite an eminent lawyer — provided, of course, that the Law Society doesn’t decide to remove your name from the Rolls.”

Stuckey did not glance up at him.

“Just a moment, before you start talking, Lutman,” he said. “I’m chasing a rather tricky point and I don’t want to lose the thread.” He turned a page and frowned. “This book doesn’t make it at all clear. I’ll see what Chitty
 says.”

He got up, went to the bookshelf, took out Chitty on Contracts
 and stood for some moments, his back towards Lutman, poring over it. Then, replacing the book, he returned to his seat.

“That settles it,” he said. “Chitty
 is always reliable. And now, Lutman, I’m at your service. What is it this time — blackmail? Or merely another perfect little gentleman to serve as a husband for Jacqueline Smith?”

“The worthy Charles is pleased to be facetious,” smiled Lutman. “Blackmail, as you know, is a clumsy method of earning a living, and whatever else I may be, Charles, I am never clumsy. But don’t let us start an argument. You’re liable to become heated in argument, Charles — especially lately. Let us discuss the affair calmly and quietly.”

“If you’ve some fresh affair in your mind, Lutman—”

“Fresh? You should know me better than that, Charles. One thing at a time, and that done well, is my motto. Until the Jacqueline Smith business is satisfactorily concluded, no fresh affair is of the least interest to me.”

“The Jacqueline Smith business is finished. Not satisfactorily, perhaps, but definitely finished. Jacqueline has refused to marry Jim Asson, and she has refused to marry you — I suppose you asked her, didn’t you?”

“Naturally,” smiled Lutman. “It was the obvious way out of the impasse.”

“And she turned you down? But of course she would. And that finishes it. Get that clear, Lutman, will you? There’s no other way of laying hands on the money, and the whole scheme is off. The sooner you realize that and produce Jacqueline from wherever you’ve hidden her — My God, Lutman, if you’ve done her any injury—”

“Yes, you told me. If I remember rightly, you were to break every bone in my body. And I told you that I had no idea where the girl was.”

“You were lying, Lutman. Do you suppose I don’t know what was in your mind? Jim Asson knew, anyway. He knew that rather than lose the money you wouldn’t stop at murder—”

Lutman raised a hand in protest.

“My dear Charles, if you believe that of me, you misjudge me. Such a thought never entered my head. And if you want proof of that, and that I had nothing to do with Jacqueline’s disappearance, I can give you quite convincing proof. Jacqueline has reappeared. I’ve seen her — this evening — at her mother’s fiat.”

“In other words, Lutman, you got scared and decided not to go on with your scheme. Where is she now? At home?”

“She was at home,” replied the other, “I saw her there. But she was in a somewhat hysterical condition and had a quarrel with her mother, and went off in a temper, saying she would never come back.” He smiled. “But she will, Charles. As soon as her tantrums are over she’ll be back home again, and then we can proceed.”

“Proceed?”

Lutman nodded.

“Proceed to the collection of the three hundred thousand, Charles — at least, to my share of it. Unfortunately our original scheme has miscarried. Jacqueline knows of the legacy. She saw a copy of the will at my flat, and I’m afraid she understood it. In that case she is hardly likely to sign a deed handing it all over to her husband.”

“If she has seen the will the whole thing is finished.”

“On the contrary, Charles. There are other means. Don’t forget that I have put a great deal of time and trouble and money into this particular enterprise, and I don’t propose to abandon it without some compensation. I shall not be exacting; twenty thousand will satisfy me, and there should be no difficulty about my getting that.”

“You’re an optimist, Lutman. It looks hopeless to me.”

“It would be hopeless,” Lutman admitted, “but for one most fortunate fact, and that fact is, Charles, that Jacqueline Smith is in love with you. I have not the least doubt of it. She is so much in love with you that if you tell her you drew up that deed in good faith, knowing nothing of the will, she will believe you. Tell her anything you like to exonerate yourself, and she will believe you. It’s up to you to work out the details of a convincing defence, and you may rely on me to back you up.”

“Thanks,” said Charles, with a wry smile.

“And that leaves the way clear for you to marry her.”

“Thanks,” said Charles again.

“We’re not going to argue about it,” added Lutman. “You’re going to marry Jacqueline. Of course, you can refuse, but I don’t fancy you will.” He tapped his pocket. “I still have that scrap of paper, Charles, and I still have that deed which you drew up, so I feel sure you will be reasonable.”

“But suppose I agree, Lutman? You won’t be any nearer your twenty thousand, will you?”

“Much, much nearer, Charles,” smiled the other. “I shall still have the scrap of paper, and if you bear that in mind I feel sure you will find some way of persuading your wife to let you have twenty thousand pounds. I’m sure, anyway, that you will try very hard. And if you can’t persuade her — I should dislike being obliged to do it, but I fancy a sight of that scrap of paper would persuade her. I don’t believe that a woman with three hundred thousand pounds would refuse to pay a paltry twenty thousand to get possession of a document which might easily ruin her husband.”

“I see,” said Charles thoughtfully. “So I’m to marry Jacqueline Smith so that you may have the opportunity to blackmail her for twenty thousand pounds!—”

“Crudely expressed, Charles, but substantially correct. Well?” Stuckey was silent for a time, gazing thoughtfully at his blottingpad.

“Damn you, Lutman!” he exclaimed at last. “It’s always the same, isn’t it? You’ve got me down and you keep me down, and every dirty scheme you evolve in that rotten mind of yours — why can’t you let up on me? Why can’t you give me a chance? God knows, I’ve done enough dirty jobs for you in the past—”

“This will be the fast, Charles,” smiled the Colonel. “You’ll have the paper as soon as I get my twenty thousand, and thereafter you can be an upright, honest, Godfearing solicitor, who can hold up his head in the Law Courts and look judges in the face. And this time it’s quite a pleasant job. You’ll be marrying the girl you want to marry — and who wants to marry you—”

“All right, you needn’t rub it in,” interrupted Charles. “You know I’ve really no choice in the matter.”

“Then you agree?”

Charles nodded.

“Congratulations!” said Lutman. “I feel sure you will be very happy. I shall give you a handsome wedding present. And now, just to celebrate the occasion, if there is anything in that safe of yours — a little whisky, perhaps—”

“I counted on your wanting that, Lutman,” said Charles, with a smile, “so I brought a fresh bottle in with me.”

He rose, went to the safe, and opened the door. A few minutes later he returned, placed two glasses on the desk, tipped some whisky into each, and added some soda.

Lutman stood up and raised his glass.

“To you and Jacqueline, Charles!” he said, and drained his glass. “I hope you’ll be very happy. Marriage, my good Charles, is a most momentous — a most — momentous — step—”

He staggered, reeled backwards, and clutched at a chair for support. He glanced across at Charles as he stood, with a faint smile on his lips, beside the desk, and his face was suddenly livid with fury.

“Damn you!” he gasped. “Damn you for a treacherous swine—”

He swayed, seemed to crumple up, and sank in a heap on the floor.

Instantly the solicitor stepped forward, and, thrusting a hand into the breast pocket of Lutman’s coat, pulled out the contents. There were a thick, folded document and a leather wallet. Charles, glancing at the document, saw that it was the deed that Jacqueline had signed. He tore it into fragments and tossed them into the wastepaper basket. Then, opening the wallet, he examined the contents carefully, selected a dishevelled paper, read the faded writing, and then suddenly ripped the sheet to pieces. There was a small memorandum book, too, which, after a hasty glance inside, he slipped into his pocket. Then, replacing the wallet in the unconscious man’s pocket, he stooped, pulled aside the threadbare strip of carpet, and laid bare a trapdoor in the floor. This he opened, knelt, peered down through the opening, and called: “Allwright!- -”

“O.K., mister!” came a hoarse voice; and a moment later the head and shoulders of Captain Allwright emerged from the trapdoor. “Well and truly out, Allwright,” smiled Charles, with a wave towards Lutman’s motionless figure. “All ready?”

“All ready, mister. Shove him along,” replied Allwright, and disappeared.

Charles seized Lutman’s shoulders, dragged him to the trapdoor, thrust his legs through the opening and slowly lowered him into Captain Allwright’s arms.

“O.K.!” came Allwright’s voice, and Charles closed the trapdoor, straightened himself, and was turning towards the desk when he saw the door of the outer office open and Jacqueline standing in the doorway.

“Is everything all right, Charles?”

“Absolutely. Why?”

“I thought I heard voices.”

“I’ve been talking to Lutman.”

“Where is he?”

Charles smiled.

“On his way to Antwerp — with Captain Allwright.”

He thrust his hands in his pockets and began to pace the room, smiling.

“Charles, don’t strut!”

“Am I strutting?”

“Like a prize rooster.”

“Well, I feel like strutting,” said Charles. “You see, Jacqueline — what you said to me tonight — upstairs…. Well, I’m right up again — up for good and all, and not even Lutman can get me down again. Come and look.” He beckoned her, and she went to him. “See those scraps of paper, Jacqueline?” he said, pointing to the wastepaper basket.

She nodded.

“Well, that’s it — the paper — the one Lutman has been holding over my head to make me do his dirty jobs.”

“Charles! He gave it to you?”

“No, I took it — from his wallet — when he was out.”

“Out?”

“Doped,” explained Charles. “I doped his whisky — neurococaine — got it from one of my less respectable clients and stored it behind Chitty on Contracts
 . He went down like a log, and then I did a little pilfering and handed him down to Allwright.”

“Down?” repeated Jacqueline.

Charles stepped forward and pulled up the trapdoor.

“Down there,” he said. “Have a look. That’s the river. It runs under this house. Allwright came along in a boat and took him aboard. I went out this evening and fixed it with him. He’s a good chap, Allwright — not too particular what cargo he carries. Luckily his boat was sailing tonight. Shouldn’t you go back to bed? You’re shivering. Have some whisky?”

She shook her head.

“I’m off to bed again, Charles,” she said, “but I just want to say I’m glad — terribly glad.”

At the door she glanced back.

“What are you going to do, Charles — more work?”

“Not tonight.”

“Sleep?”

“No, I don’t think I could sleep.”

“What, then?”

“Oh, just strut!” he grinned.
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Charles, bearing a cup of steaming tea in his hand, mounted the spiral staircase and hammered noisily on Jacqueline’s door. “Jacqueline!”

“Hullo!”

“Are you awake?”

“Yes — now!”

“Are you fit to be seen?”

“No!—”

“Well, you’ll find a dressing-gown lying about somewhere. Stick it on and open the door.”

A few moments of silence. Then:

“O.K., Charles. Come in!”

Charles went in, found Jacqueline swathed in a voluminous dressing-gown, seated on the edge of the bed, and presented the cup of tea.

“Just fetched it from the café,” he informed her.

Jacqueline disinterred a hand from the sleeve of the dressing-gown, took the cup, and smiled.

“You’re marvellous, Charles. Will you do it when you’re married?”

“Do what?”

“Bring your wife a cup of tea in the morning?”

“Bring?” said Charles. “You mean ‘take’, don’t you? How long will it take you to dress?”

“Ten minutes.”

Charles glanced at his watch.

“Bells will arrive on the stroke of nine,” he said, “and it is now seven minutes to.”

“Meaning exactly what, Charles?”

He grinned.

“Simply that the firm of Stuckey & Stuckey has a reputation for propriety to preserve in the eyes of its employees. And I always want to kick Bells when he raises his eyebrows.”

“All right — five minutes, then.”

“I’ve just been telephoning to your mother,” added Charles. “She’ll be here at eleven o’clock. I suggest that we strengthen ourselves for the interview with a breakfast of eggs and bacon at the cafe.”

“Strut along and order them, Charles. I’ll join you in five minutes.”

It needed something more strengthening than eggs and bacon to withstand without wilting the look which Mrs. Smith bestowed first on her daughter and then on Charles as she sailed into the office at eleven o’clock.

“So you’re here, Jacqueline!”

“Yes, Mother. I’ve been here all night.”

Her mother’s only comment on that was to raise her eyebrows. “I hope you have quite recovered from your tantrums?”

“Quite, Mother, thanks.”

“And I hope you are now prepared to apologize to Colonel Lutman for your atrocious behaviour to him last night?”

“No, Mother.”

Mrs. Smith was about to speak when Charles interrupted.

“Sit down, Mrs. Smith,” he invited, “and allow me to explain. It is most unlikely that Jacqueline, even if she wished to do so, will have an opportunity of apologizing to Colonel Lutman. It is most unlikely that either she or you will ever see Colonel Lutman again. He left last night for Antwerp—”

“My dear Mr. Stuckey, you’re mistaken. The Colonel is lunching with me at twelve-thirty—”

“There’s no mistake, Mrs. Smith,” said Charles. “There’s not the slightest chance of his keeping his appointment.”

“But he told me—”

“Colonel Lutman, I’m afraid, has told you a great many things which you would have been wiser not to believe. He told you, for instance, that he was Jim Asson’s trustee and that Jim was a very wealthy young man. But Jim Asson is nothing of the kind: he is nothing but a very common type of swindler — a thief — who has served more than one term of imprisonment—”

“Mr. Stuckey! You’re not serious! I can’t believe—”

“Jim Asson served a sentence of six months for defrauding a pawnbroker.”

“Good heavens!” gasped Mrs. Smith. “A thief! And I didn’t know you could defraud a pawnbroker.”

“He has also served a sentence of three years — but I need not go on, need I? I can prove everything I’m saying, Mrs. Smith. And Colonel Lutman, I’m afraid, is no better. Rather worse, if anything. He is a crook known to the police of almost every country in the world. Fraud is his speciality. Although he is a married man—”

“Married? Colonel Lutman is married?”

Charles nodded.

“And his favourite scheme, Mrs. Smith, is to go through a form of marriage with some gullible woman, relieve her of everything of value she possesses, and then disappear.”

“The horror!” gasped Mrs. Smith. “The unutterable horror!”

“The fact is,” continued Charles, “that he and Jim Asson were hoping to work just such a scheme over this marriage with your daughter. If it had come off they would have robbed her of all her money—”

“That’s absurd, Mr. Stuckey. Jacqueline has no money — nor have I. They’d both have done much better to go on robbing pawnbrokers.”

“That, Mrs. Smith,” smiled Charles, “is a point on which you can safely trust Lutman to make no mistake. I have, I’m afraid, some rather sad news for you. Your brotherin-law, Alan Redfern, is dead.”

“Dead? Oh, dear! Such a shock! That explains why he didn’t send my remittance.”

“He died two months ago. He was rather a recluse, living on a farm near Nelson, British Columbia, and his death was not reported.”

“Poor, dear Alan!” sighed Mrs. Smith. “Such a generous man! Did he leave a will?”

“Yes, he left a will.”

“Am I mentioned in it?”

“No, Mrs. Smith, I’m afraid you’re not.”

“What? He hasn’t even continued my allowance?”

“There’s no mention of it in the cabled summary.”

Mrs. Smith’s face assumed a tragic expression and her wisp of handkerchief appeared.

“Penniless! That’s what comes of doing one’s duty as a mother. I’ve sacrificed everything — everything for you, Jacqueline. You’ve been unlucky to me ever since you were born. And now this!” She turned again to Charles. “If he didn’t leave it to me, where did the old skinflint leave his miserable money? Every penny of it stolen, I’ve no doubt — tainted — unclean.”

“He left it to me, Mother,” said Jacqueline.

Mrs. Smith sat up eagerly in her chair.

“Jacqueline! Really! Is that true, Mr. Stuckey?”

“Quite true,” smiled Charles. “Every cent of it goes to Jacqueline. It’s quite a large fortune. We haven’t got the exact figures, but it’s certainly something over three hundred thousand pounds—”

“Oh, but Jacqueline, how marvellous! You lucky girl! Didn’t I always tell you — oh, but the dear man, how generous of him! And of course he wouldn’t mention me, dear. He’d know that what’s yours is mine. And to think that those dreadful men — Jim Asson and Colonel Lutman — might have got the whole lot if Mr. Stuckey hadn’t been clever enough to find out what they were after! Crooks, my dear! I always did feel there was something not quite right about them. And thanks to Mr. Stuckey they didn’t get a penny, and it’s all ours — Jacqueline, darling — at my age — it’ll make all the difference in the world.”

Jacqueline, with a smile, stooped and kissed her.

“You’re a brave old trooper, Mother.”

“And now I shall go straight back, Jacqueline, and move all our things out of that dreadful flat into a nice hotel—”

The door of the office was flung violently open, and Colonel Lutman, bareheaded, unshaven, with crumpled collar and wet, dishevelled clothes, came striding in. Beside the desk he halted and shook a fist in Charles’s face.

“Stuckey — you swine! I’ll fix you for this! I’ll get you ten years for it!”

He swung round on Jacqueline.

“Listen! That man doped me — and I’ll get him ten years for it. Doped me — here — in this office — and then dumped me in my boat and tied it to the stern of the John o’ Gaunt
 . I was towed as far as Sheerness before I got my senses back. Look at me — wet through.” Mrs. Smith rose and drew herself up to her full height.

“Colonel Lutman,” she began, “Colonel Lutman, I can only say — you horror! You unspeakable horror! You — a married man—”

Lutman waved her aside.

“My God, you’ll pay for this, Stuckey!” he exclaimed. “I’ll break you — see? I’ll smash you! That’s it — grin! But I can do it, and I will do it. I’ve still got that scrap of paper, remember—”

“Have you?” said Charles.

Lutman glared at him, and then suddenly his hand went to his pocket and pulled out his wallet. He opened it and glanced inside.

“Gone?” smiled Charles. “Torn into a thousand pieces, Lutman, and removed this morning by the Rotherhithe dustmen.”

Lutman thrust the wallet into his pocket with a snarl and strode to the door.

“And that little memorandum book, Lutman,” said Charles— “I’m keeping that. There are interesting details of certain transactions lower down the river — names and addresses and dates and that sort of thing — which might prove useful to me.”

“I see!” snarled Lutman. “Blackmail me, would you?”

“No. But if ever you take it into your head to worry me again — or Mrs. Smith or Jacqueline — it might prove interesting to the police. That’s all.”

Lutman turned and strode out of the room.

“And now, Mrs. Smith,” said Charles, pressing the bell on his desk, “you will want to see the correspondence that deals with the legacy.”

Mrs. Smith beamed on him.

“I’m quite sure it isn’t necessary, Mr. Stuckey,” she said. “I have every confidence in you. So has my daughter — haven’t you, Jacqueline?”

“Yes, Mother — every confidence. But you really ought to see the papers, you know. That’s only business.”

“Is it, dear? Very well. But, Jacqueline, don’t you think — in the circumstances — before we leave — if Mr. Stuckey could arrange a little advance—”

“I’ll write a cheque, Mrs. Smith,” Charles smiled. Then, as Mr. Bells entered: “Show Mrs. Smith the file, please, Bells — all those papers I gave you this morning.”

“Very good, Mr. Stuckey,” said Mr. Bells. “This way, please, Madam.”

Mrs. Smith followed him into the outer office, and Charles, as was his habit in moments of embarrassment, went to the window and stared out through the grimy panes.

“That’s the end of Lutman,” he said, “as far as I’m concerned. Now—” He was thoughtful.

“Now what, Charles?”

“I was just thinking, Jacqueline, there’s no reason why it shouldn’t be the end of ‘The Mouthpiece’, too. I can sell this practice and start again—”

“Lunch with the Lord Chief Justice, dinner with the Master of the Rolls, and a drink now and then with the Lord Chancellor? The sooner you’re out of this the better, Charles. I’m never going to call you ‘Mouthpiece’ again.”

“Bells is a qualified solicitor. He might take on this practice—”

The telephone bell rang in the outer office, and they heard the voice of Bells speaking.

“Yes, Bells speaking, old boy… What’s that? … Oh yes, old boy … In a case like that — certainly … Yes, you’d better marry the girl, old boy…

Charles realized that Jacqueline was standing beside him.

“Hear that, Charles?”

“Absolutely,” came Mr. Bells’ voice. “You’d better marry the girl, old boy.”

Jacqueline’s hand slipped into Charles’s.

“You did hear that time, Charles?”

He nodded.

“And that,” said Jacqueline, “applies to you, old boy.”

Charles turned to her eagerly and seized her hands.

“If I thought you meant that, Jacqueline… But I know you can’t mean it.”

She smiled up at his anxious face.

“So often, Charles, you don’t know what I do mean. I’ve noticed that.”

He gave a puzzled frown.

“For instance?”

“Upstairs — this morning, Charles — when you brought me the cup of tea. Remember what I said?”

He nodded.

“Well,” said Jacqueline, twisting the button of his coat, “there’s an instance, Charles. You thought I meant ‘take’. But I didn’t — I meant ‘bring’.”


Smoky Cell (1935)


Table of Contents



Chapter I



Chapter II



Chapter III



Chapter IV



Chapter V



Chapter VI



Chapter VII



Chapter VIII



Chapter IX



Chapter X



Chapter XI



Chapter XII



Chapter XIII



Chapter XIV



Chapter XV



Chapter XVI



Chapter XVII



Chapter XVIII



Chapter XIX



Chapter XX



Chapter XXI



Chapter XXII



Chapter XXIII



Chapter XXIV



Chapter XXV



Chapter XXVI



Chapter XXVII




Chapter I


Table of Contents


Josephine Brady placed the telephone receiver against an undeniably well-shaped ear and said: “Hallo!” with a pair of lips in close proximity to which only a telephone mouthpiece could have remained unmoved.

“Is that you, Miss Brady?”

The voice was rich and deep, like a well-oiled purr; and, as she heard it, a little pucker appeared between Josephine’s eyebrows.

“Miss Brady speaking.”

“Good evening. It’s Mr. Schnitzer this end.”

The pucker definitely deepened.

“Oh yes, Mr. Schnitzer?”

“I’m sorry to disturb you, Miss Brady,” continued Schnitzer. “I guess a stenographer hears enough of her employer’s voice during office hours and won’t be smiling with pleasure to hear it now, eh?”

She did not know what to say to that, so she murmured:

“That’s quite O.K., Mr. Schnitzer,” as pleasantly as she could.

“The fact is, Miss Brady, I’m in a bit of a fix,” he went on, “and I’m counting on you to get me out of it. There’s some correspondence I couldn’t handle at the office, and it’s urgent to dispatch it by tonight’s mail. I’d be grateful if you’d come along here.”

“Where are you, Mr. Schnitzer?”

“I’m speaking from home.”

“Oh!”

“You know my apartment on Lincoln Avenue, don’t you?”

“Oh yes — of course — I know it, but I don’t think—”

“Now listen,” he interrupted. “I’m aware I’m suggesting something unusual, but this is big business, and I’m asking you to forget for the moment what the office hours are and to come along here and take down a couple of letters for me. You can’t say I’m exacting as a general rule, but in a matter of urgency like this I expect my stenographer to show willing—”

Josephine recognized the crack of the whip and hastily interrupted.

“Of course, Mr. Schnitzer,” she said. “I’ll be pleased to come along. If it will be soon enough in an hour’s time.”

“Fine!” replied Schnitzer. “I’ll send the car for you.” Before Josephine could protest that she did not want the car, he had rung off, and as she replaced the receiver the deep pucker in her forehead was joined by several others. She was wondering.

She had been stenographer to John P. Schnitzer for three months, and during that time had gathered a certain amount of information about him beyond what was comprised in the single word “Financier” that stood beneath his name on the office door. Within five minutes of her starting work in the office, the snubnosed girl with the colourless hair who sat at the adjoining desk had given her the first hint.

“Say, kid,” she had said, “you’re too darned pretty for this outfit,” and, thereafter, further information gradually accrued. She remembered, when taxed with the question, that, when she had applied for the post, Mr. Schnitzer had made only the most perfunctory inquiries as to her qualifications as a stenographer — which was, perhaps, just as well — and that fact lent colour to the rumour that the qualities which John P. Schnitzer sought in a stenographer were not so much speed and accuracy as good looks and complaisance. But she had been in other offices — more than she cared to remember — and had learned from experience that in this respect Schnitzer did not stand alone. She had discovered that, provided a girl was a “sport”, she could spell “reference” with two “f’s” and quote cents instead of dollars and still get away with it, and Schnitzer’s reputed possession of this common commercial characteristic did not unduly worry her. She was confident that she was capable of dealing with any situation that might arise in the office.

The snubnosed girl left her in no doubt as to the situations with which she would almost certainly be called upon to deal. In due course, she prophesied, Josephine would be invited to go out to dinner with Schnitzer — which was all right, she said, as long as she took with her a boy friend with an outsize in biceps; but as a general rule the Schnitzers of modern life wouldn’t stand for boy friends, and she would probably have to choose between going without her boy friends or going without her job. Of the two alternatives the snubnosed girl was of the opinion that the latter would be preferable.

There was a likelihood, too, Josephine learned, of her being asked to go along one evening to Schnitzer’s apartment and take down some letters which could not be handled at the office. She couldn’t take a boy friend on that trip, of course, but she could take a portable typewriter, with which, correctly used, it might be possible to make a still nastier mess of even Schnitzer’s face. But she didn’t recommend the visit, even with a portable typewriter. Schnitzer, she said, had a swell apartment on Lincoln Avenue, but flowers died if you took them within a mile of it, and if Josephine valued her lily-white freshness she would keep outside the danger-zone. If a girl, she said, were seen with one foot on the bottom step of Schnitzer’s apartment her reputation would look so bedraggled that no one would believe it hadn’t been left out all night in the rain.

Josephine had been grateful for the warning and for the first few weeks had kept a wary eye on Schnitzer; but as time passed, and he showed no sign of lapsing from strictly business relations with her, she began to think that he was, perhaps, a much-maligned man. The snubnosed girl, perhaps, had asked for an increase in salary and been refused.

And now, just when she was feeling secure, this telephone call! She suddenly remembered all the scraps of information she had gathered about Schnitzer, and when she had pieced them all together the picture they formed was not an attractive one. It was certainly not the likeness of a man whose apartment she would care to visit, even when armed with her portable typewriter. It looked as if Mr. Schnitzer were working to schedule, and that things would pan out much on the lines which her companion in the office had foretold. She said to herself very resolutely that she would not go.

But telling herself made no difference, because she knew very well that in an hour’s time she would certainly be in Mr. Schnitzer’s Lincoln Avenue apartment. Going without her job might be the lesser of two evils, but she just could not afford to allow herself any choice in the matter. She had vivid recollections of intervals that had occurred in the past between losing one post and finding another, and had no ambition again to plod along the pavements of the city in the company of hundreds of others in similar plight. She certainly had no real intention of losing her job without a struggle, for no better reason than that rumour held John P. Schnitzer to be not quite the gentleman he might be. He had never given her cause for the least complaint against him, and it would be foolish to throw away a good job on mere hearsay. Besides, she wasn’t afraid of Schnitzer.

Nevertheless, while the big limousine bore her smoothly towards Lincoln Avenue, she was feeling far less at ease than she appeared as she lolled back against the cushions. There was something not altogether pleasant in being in Mr. Schnitzer’s luxurious car. She thought of the flowers that died if they were taken within a mile of the house, and wondered if it were possible for Schnitzer’s car to have become impregnated with the same unhealthy atmosphere; if, supposing he were all that rumour maintained, he might somehow have impressed his personality on his automobile.

Quite definitely she did not like the car, and its smooth, deep purr reminded her of Schnitzer’s voice. And she did not like the diminutive Japanese chauffeur perched at the wheel, who kept glancing back at her over his shoulder and showing his white teeth in a knowing grin. She wondered why he was grinning and what he knew, and if, after all, she had not better tap the window and tell him to stop the car, and keep clear of the whole business. Once she actually did lean forward and gently rap on the glass; but all that happened was that the car moved a little faster and the monkey-faced chauffeur grinned at her more broadly than ever.

When eventually the car pulled up outside Schnitzer’s impressive-looking residence, the chauffeur sprang from his seat and flung open the door of the car before Josephine had time to sit upright, and, as she got out, he waved a hand towards the house in a gesture which was more a command than an invitation. Just for a moment she thought of turning away from the steps of the house and darting off along the pavement, but she got the impression that if she showed the least sign of attempting to escape the monkey-faced chauffeur would spring at her. So she went, with as self-possessed an air as she could; muster, up the steps and rang the bell; and a few moments later she was in Schnitzer’s library, and he was heaving himself from a low armchair to greet her.

“This is good of you, Miss Brady,” he purred in that smooth voice of his, as he took her hand.

Regarding him with eyes more critical than usual, Josephine agreed that it was good of her. As to whether it was equally good for her, she had her doubts. He fitted very well the picture of him, which she had pieced together. He was a powerfully built, prosperous-looking man in the early fifties, broad in the shoulders, black-haired and redfaced. According to her informant in the office, he had been born with the black hair, but had acquired the red face with considerable pleasure to himself and considerable profit to his wine merchant. He gave the impression that nature, when fashioning him, had tried to draw attention to too many points and had overdone the emphasis. His forehead was too low and his nose too long; his eyes were too small and his permanently outthrust lower lip too full. As regards his girth, Josephine’s desk-mate had said that there was no need to remark on the obvious.

“I guess you’re feeling pretty sore with me, eh, Miss Brady?”

“Sore?” she echoed.

“Breaking in on your evening like this. I dare say you had a date with some nice young fellow—”

He was still holding her hand, and Josephine withdrew it sharply.

“Not at all,” she said. “I was quite free this evening.”

He regarded her from under lowered lids and half smiled.

“Lonely little girl, eh? Well, now, that’s too bad. Chester County must be full of blind guys to leave a little girl like you sitting at home and knitting.”

This, Josephine reflected, was no doubt all according to schedule. In a few moments he would probably try to kiss her. She wondered which would be the best spot to hit.

She took out her notebook, opened it, seated herself on a chair and glanced at him expectantly, her pencil poised.

“Yes, Mr. Schnitzer? Just a couple of letters, isn’t it?”

“Sure,” he replied. “But we don’t have to hurry. There’s plenty of time for the letters. Take a comfortable chair and have a cigarette.”

“Thanks, but I’d rather get the letters done if you don’t mind. I’m in rather a hurry; I want to get home as soon as possible—”

“Sure,” he said again. “Of course you do, and I won’t detain you five minutes longer than is necessary. But there’s nothing against your having a cigarette while we’re waiting.”

He offered her his case.

“Genuine imported Egyptian,” he told her. “I’ve never yet known a little girl who didn’t fall for a genuine imported Egyptian.”

She hesitated a moment and then took a cigarette, Schnitzer supplying her with a light.

“Thank you, Mr. Schnitzer,” she said. “But what are we waiting for?”

“There’s certain information I want from my agent on the coast before I can dictate the letters,” he told her. “He’s to speak to me on the ‘phone, but he’s not through yet. He’ll be on the wire any minute now, and then we can go right ahead.”

Josephine closed her notebook with a snap and got up from her chair.

“In that case, Mr. Schnitzer,” she said firmly, “I’d better come back later.”

She took a step forward, but Schnitzer, standing between her and the door, did not move.

“That’s not very sociable. Miss Brady, is it?”

She shrugged a shoulder.

“I didn’t understand on the telephone that this was to be a social call.”

“No?” He smiled. “Well, there’s no reason why it shouldn’t turn that way, but you’re making it difficult. It’s kind of discouraging when a nice little girl thinks you’re such poor company that she’d rather take a walk around the block than spend ten minutes with you while a ‘phone call comes through.” He laid a hand on her shoulder and urged her towards an armchair. “Sit down, my dear, and take off your hat and enjoy your cigarette, and I’ll find you a glass of wine—”

Josephine spun round and faced him.

“Mr. Schnitzer, I came here to take down some letters, and if you’re not ready to dictate them now I’d much rather go and come back when you are ready. I don’t want a glass of wine.”

“Maybe you don’t,” replied her employer. “But I’m telling you that you need one. You’re looking pale, and paleness doesn’t suit you. Pretty hair like yours needs a touch of colour to show it off. I guess lots of young fellows have told you you’ve got pretty hair, eh, honey?”

The next instant he had no cause to complain of her pallor. Her cheeks were crimson and her eyes blazing as she faced him defiantly.

“Please understand, Mr. Schnitzer,” she began furiously, “that I didn’t come here to discuss my hair, and if you’ve no letters to dictate—”

“Haven’t I told you,” interrupted Schnitzer plaintively, “that I’m waiting for my agent on the coast to come through on the wire? Come now, my dear, there’s no call for you to be awkward about things. A nice little girl like you—”

“I’m going,” she announced suddenly. Again she took a step forward, trying to brush past him, and this time he deliberately stepped in front of her. His smile had vanished and his mouth grew grim.

“Sure you’re going — just as soon as I say so,” he snapped. “But not before, Miss Brady. When I pay a girl twenty dollars a week, I guess she’s going to do as I say or” He stopped abruptly, and his smile returned.

“Forget it, my dear,” he said. “I talk that way sometimes when things don’t go just as I want them to, but it doesn’t mean a thing. Still, there’s no sense in you running away and walking round the block. That kind of hurt me. It looks like not trusting me, and if a girl can’t trust John P. Schnitzer to treat her right, I’d like to know who she can trust. Well, forget it!”

He crossed to the heavy tapestry curtain that hung across the archway which led into an adjoining room, and beckoned her to him. She hesitated, and then, as he smiled at her reassuringly, crossed slowly to him. After all, there was no sense in losing her job if she could possibly keep it, and Schnitzer might be all right….

He pulled aside the curtain, switched on the light and drew her into the room.

Josephine glanced round. It was a diningroom, richly furnished, with a thick soft carpet and concealed lighting, rose-tinted, that gave it an air of warmth, softness, intimacy. The oval table in the centre was laid for dinner. Josephine noticed that places were laid for two.

“Sort of cosy, eh, honey?” purred Schnitzer.

She glanced at him quickly.

“I was expecting a friend to dinner,” he went on to explain, “but he has let me down at the last minute. Still, as things have turned out, I guess I’m not feeling particularly sorry. What do you say, my dear, to a nice little dinner while we’re waiting for my man to ‘phone?”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Schnitzer,” she began, “but I can’t possibly—”

“I’m saying you can.” The snap was back in his voice now.

“But I’d much rather not—”

“And I’m telling you you’re going to.” He was between her and the curtain, and his mouth was ugly Job or no job, she must get out of this.

“Do you get my meaning?”

She nodded.

“Perfectly, thanks,” she replied calmly. “And now see if you can get mine, will you? I’m not dining with you; I’m going — now. And I’m going because I don’t believe there’s any ‘phone message to wait for or any letters to write, and that being so, I’d sooner eat peanuts on the sidewalk than stay here and dine with you.”

His hand shot forward and gripped her arm. And then suddenly he seemed to check himself and stood rigid, listening. Josephine heard footsteps in the corridor. The door of the adjoining room was opened, and then came the sound of men’s voices.

“Not here, boys. But he’ll be somewhere around.” Schnitzer’s hand released her arm and he turned and went quickly between the parted curtains.

“Hallo, boys!” she heard him exclaim. “Glad to see you again—”

“Sure you are!” came the drawling reply. “Put your hands up, Schnitzer, and get over there by the armchair. I guess you’ll be wanting something soft to fall on.”

Josephine, scarcely daring to breathe, and with her heart thumping furiously, carefully drew the curtain an inch aside and peeped through the opening. She saw Schnitzer at the farther end of the room. His plump, white hands were held above his head, shaking violently; his face was a ghastly grey; his heavy lips were working, and his eyes staring, wide-open, at the two men standing just inside the door. One was a tall thin man with a face like a ferret’s, and he had a gun held loosely in his hand. The other, who was not unlike Schnitzer in appearance, had his hands thrust deep in his pockets and was staring at the financier with an expression of sneering malevolence on his face.

“Say, boys, listen!” babbled Schnitzer. “You’ve got no cause — Perryfeld, I never did you any harm” The shorter man, whose name seemed to be Perryfeld, drew a hand from his pocket and made a gesture of impatience. He turned towards his companion and took the gun from his hand.

“I guess I’ve a better title than you to give him the works, Mike,” he said, and turned again towards Schnitzer, gun in hand. “I reckon you should feel darned honoured, Schnitzer,” he said. “I’ve taken the trouble to come here in person — at great inconvenience — to blow you to hell—”

“Perryfeld — for God’s sake — listen—”

“Money talks,” replied Perryfeld coolly, “and you’re behind with your payments, Schnitzer. You’ve been dumb for so long now that I reckon the sooner you’re dumb for good the better.”

He raised his gun and deliberately pointed it at Schnitzer. Josephine released the curtain and crouched against the wall, her hands over her face.

There came a muffled report and she bit into her thumb to stop herself screaming.

“O.K., Perryfeld,” drawled a voice. “We’d better be quitting.”

The sound of the door being closed — footsteps in the corridor — and then silence. Josephine’s hands left her face. With an effort she forced herself to part the curtains and look into the room. Schnitzer no longer stood where she had last seen him, but there was a huddled mass beside the armchair….

She went slowly forward and paused beside the shapeless thing that had been John P. Schnitzer. She saw a small red stain slowly spreading on his shirt-front. She remembered screaming, and the room reeling round her, but remembered no more.
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Captain “Tricks” O’regan, of the Chester County Police, was a man of strong convictions, and not the least of these was a conviction that, since he was expected to provide the citizens of Chester County with the sense of security which made it possible for them to sleep comfortably at night, it was up to Chester County to provide him with an office in which he could work comfortably by day. And the outcome of this conviction was the large bright room which he occupied at Police Headquarters. With its high windows, dull silver radiators, substantial furniture, busily ticking tape machine, and glass-windowed service office, commonly termed the “glass-house”, it suggested rather the sanctum of a prosperous stockbroker than a place devoted to the discomfort of criminals, in comparison with whom, as O’Regan put it, stockbrokers were the merest amateurs.

Sergeant Jackson sauntered from the glass-house and began to pace the room restlessly.

“I wish somebody would do something,” he grumbled. “This place is getting on my nerves.”

Sergeant Geissel, absorbed in watching the tape machine, glanced up and grinned.

“Good policemen shouldn’t have nerves,” he remarked sententiously. “And anyway, it’ll never be as quiet as I want it.” He crossed slowly to the window, looking down at the almost deserted street below. “Do you know, Jack,” he went on, “I’ve a feeling that there is something doing.”

“Ain’t you always? And, say, everybody in the stationhouse is feeling that way tonight. A while ago I cracked a nut and the station sergeant jumped out of his chair.”

“This nerve business must be catching,” grinned Geissel.

There was silence for some minutes, the one man continuing his pacing, the other staring, broodingly and unseeing, through the window. Then:

“I wouldn’t be on patrol for a whole lot of money,” Geissel remarked quietly.

Jackson stopped short in his striding.

“Say, what’s eatin’ you, Geissel? It’s not like you to get jumpy.”

Before the older man could reply, the door burst open and a short, thickset, square-shouldered man appeared.

“Hallo, Reil!” greeted Jackson. “What’s the hurry?” Detective-Sergeant Reil, ignoring the question, asked: “Where’s the Chief?”

“Down at the City Hall,” Geissel told him. “Why? Anything wrong?”

The newcomer’s naturally stern features looked grimmer.

“I should say there was! I got my third quitter in a month.”

Jackson whistled.

“You don’t say! A patrolman?”

“Yeah — a patrolman. Can you beat it? Found him like that.” He gave a ludicrous caricature of a man shaking with fear. “Corner of Brandt and Washington Avenue — couldn’t even hold up his motorcycle.”

“Who was he?” asked Geissel.

“Connor.”

“You don’t say!”

“The Chief’s at the City Hall, is he? Well, where’s the Lieutenant?”

“He’s around somewhere,” said Geissel. “Find him, Jack.”

When his subordinate had disappeared, Geissel turned a grave face to the other.

“Connor, eh? Well….”

He shrugged his shoulders, walked across the room to the wall on which hung a wooden frame which displayed a number of police badges. He stood for several moments in gloomy contemplation.

Red’s voice broke in on his thoughts.

“I ought to take a stick to him and beat him up!” he said savagely.

Geissel half turned, his left hand pointing towards the frame.

“There’s your answer!” he said. “One-two-three-four-five-six-seven”counting with outstretched forefinger.

“Yeah,” Reil assented.

“Seven patrolmen found slumped on the sidewalk!” went on Geissel, fierce indignation in his tone. “Seven murders that don’t seem to matter a damn to anybody! Has anyone gone to the chair? Has anyone even been pulled in? Why, the murderers, whoever they are, haven’t even been inconvenienced I Only three quitters? I guess you’re lucky—”

“What’s the trouble?” It was a harsh, authoritative voice that asked the question.

Reil stiffened to attention and saluted smartly. Lieutenant Edwin Lavine was a stickler for military discipline amongst his subordinates. A man of medium height, the breadth of his shoulders and his general bearing were eloquent of a former athletic build. The years, however — he was well into middle age — had done their work, and his figure, once lithe and vigorous, now showed a suspicious fullness. Lavine may have assisted the years; his tastes were sybaritic; he was a man who did himself well, and if, as a result, his liver wreaked its vengeance upon his temper, it didn’t much matter to anybody, for Lieutenant Lavine’s temper had always been his weak point.

“Connor refused duty, sir,” reported Reil tersely.

The Lieutenant made an impatient noise with his lips.

“Refused duty, has he?” he repeated between his teeth.

“Yes, sir. Can you imagine? And he’s been twelve years a policeman!”

“Did he come in?”

“No, sir. I found him when I was making my first round.”

“Where is he?”

“Outside, sir.”

“Bring him in.”

When the other had gone, Lavine stood thoughtfully for some moments, and his thick lips were curved in an ugly expression as he muttered to himself:

“Connor… yellow, eh?”

“I’m not so sure about that, sir,” Geissel ventured to put in: and Lavine turned round on him with a snarl.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I don’t know that I’d call Connor yellow. He’s the bird who got that Polak family out of their shack when it burned — you remember? No yellow guy would have done what Connor did then.”

The other grunted.

“Here he is,” he said as the door opened to admit Reil and a patrolman. “We’ll hear what he has to say. Now, Connor,” as the man advanced across the room and stood rigid in front of him, “what’s the big idea? Refusing duty!”

Connor gulped. It was evident that he was labouring under strong emotion and making tremendous efforts to regain his self-control. At last:

“Well, Lieutenant—” he began, and gulped again.

Lavine snorted.

“‘Well, Lieutenant’!” he mimicked. Then, turning fiercely upon the patrolman: “Say, what’s the matter with you?” he stormed. “What sort of a policeman do you call yourself? Afraid of the dark, huh? You make me sick!”

His contemptuous tone stung the man into at least temporary mastery of his feelings. He drew himself up and spoke jerkily, but more calmly.

“It was this way, sir. I was up on Washington Pike — there ain’t a house there in a mile, and I got scared, that’s all. You see, a man came up to me — a stranger — and asked me what I was doing so far off my patrol.” Lavine broke in sharply.

“Oh! You were off your patrol, were you?”

“Yeah-just a little way.”

“And why?”

“I saw some men get out of a car about a hundred yards farther on — and I went up to see what it was all about. One of ’em came back to me.”

“And you beat it, huh? Got yellow — just because a man asked you why you were off your patrol! I suppose you didn’t ask him for his badge or anything? He might have been a Federal officer.”

“He was a stranger to me,” Connor muttered sullenly. The corners of the Police Lieutenant’s mouth curved in a contemptuous grimace which gave him an evil expression. His eyes raked the unfortunate Connor with a scorn that stung.

“I suppose you haven’t got a gun?” he said icily. “I say you haven’t got a gun, have you, you poor yeller rat! You get right back, sister!”

The patrolman drew himself up, his eyes flashing.

“I’m not going back!”

“Oh, no?” Lavine turned to Reil. “Where did you find him?”

“On his way to the station, sir.”

The Lieutenant surveyed Connor coldly for some moments before he spoke.

“Now listen, you! You’ll go right back to your patrol—”

“I tell you I’ll do nothing of the sort!” almost yelled Connor. He was furious now. “Three officers have been killed on that pike since the New Year. Shot down like dogs — for nothin’. Seven officers in three months! I got a wife and three kids—”

“Why, you’re nothin’ but a kid yourself — a poor, whining, snivelling kid — afraid of the dark — afraid—”

Connor took a step forward and pointed a shaking hand towards the frame on the opposite wall.

“I ain’t havin’ my badge in that frame and that’s a fact!” His tone was openly defiant now.

Lavine’s eyes glinted.

“You’re not having your badge in that frame, aren’t you?” he breathed, slowly and quietly. Then in sudden fury: “I’ll say you’re not, you rat!”

Taking a quick step forward, he seized the patrolman’s badge and wrenched it from his coat.

“I’ll say you’re not,” he repeated. “I’m dumping it in the ash-can and you’re going inside, where you belong! I’ll have that coat off your back and I’m going to give you a number in the penitentiary! That’s what I’ll do with you! And I’ll tell you something else—”

“Tell me
 !”

Lavine broke off short and turned round sharply, to meet the scrutiny of a pair of cold steel-blue eyes, whose owner had come into the room unnoticed.

There were stories told in the underworld about the eyes of Captain Patrick John O’Regan; how, for instance, Jake Sullivan had gone to the chair simply because, when he was being questioned, he hadn’t been able to stand the penetrating stare of O’Regan’s eyes, and had come clean with all the details of his crime; and how Jim Woolmer, as tough a guy as ever worked a racket, suddenly jumped to his feet and shouted: “For God’s sake, Captain, don’t look at a fellow that way!” It was generally agreed by those who had had the misfortune to come beneath their scrutiny that they made a man feel it was no use lying because O’Regan already knew every little detail which the wrongdoer was trying to conceal. “Tricks” O’Regan, they called him, because he was plumb full of tricks and you never could tell for certain whether he was kidding or not. Usually, it was said, it was safe to assume that he was. However much the devotees of crime in Chester County might dislike the tall, broad-shouldered young man with the keen blue eyes and obstinate jaw, they had to hand it to him that he had been instrumental in seriously thinning their ranks, and that he had not reached the rank of police captain at the early age of thirty-two for nothing.

“What’s happening?” O’Regan asked.

Lavine, almost reluctantly it seemed, drew himself up and saluted.

“Patrolman Connor refused duty. Chief. He got scared up on the Washington Pike.”

O’Regan walked across the room, hung up his hat and coat and seated himself at his desk.

“Refused duty, eh?” he said at length. “Refused duty — in this happy land where nobody gets killed but policemen! Say, that’s too bad!”

He shot a swift glance towards the patrolman — a glance keen yet understanding; a glance that took in every aspect of the situation. Connor had been an exemplary officer for twelve years, with never a bad mark against his name. Yet here he was, his face white, his mouth working nervously, his hands clenching and unclenching, quite obviously in the grip of some very powerful emotion — so powerful as to force him to commit the almost unforgivable offence of refusing duty and of disobeying his superior’s commands. O’Regan’s glance took in the significance of this immediately; it also embraced every detail of the patrolman’s appearance.

The Police Captain pointed to the man’s coat.

“You mustn’t go out like that, Connor. Your coat’s torn. Make a note, Geissel.”

“I did that, Chief,” explained Lavine complacently.

“I took off his badge”holding up his right hand, which still held the symbol of Connor’s office.

O’Regan held out his hand for the badge.

“On yes? Very interesting — very dramatic,” was his quiet comment. “Now we will put it back.” He suited the action to the words, pinning the badge on the bewildered policeman’s coat. “Now then, Connor, just tell me all about it, will you? You were frightened?”

“Yes, sir.”

O’Regan sat down at his desk, rested his elbows on the surface and looked up encouragingly at the other.

“Where?”

“Up by the meadow, sir, where Brandt crosses the Pike.”

“Where Patrolman Leiter was killed?”

“Yes, sir,” was the eager response. “You remember Leiter, Captain? I found him. He said that a man came up to him and asked him what he was doing off his patrol — and shot him. Just what this feller asked me tonight.” The words came in a torrent.

“Oh, rats!” The contemptuous interjection came from Lavine. He would have said more, but the cold scrutiny of O’Regan’s eyes kept him silent.

The Police Captain turned again to Connor.

“A man came up to you and asked you that, eh?”

“Yes, sir.” His voice was tremulous as he went on: “You know, sir, there’s a racket around here — a racket nobody understands. Chester County is full of killers.”

Lavine’s harsh laugh interrupted him.

“Killers, eh? Sure — they frighten policemen to death!”

Again O’Regan silenced him, this time with an imperious gesture.

“Let Connor tell me his story, please. Go on, Connor — I think I understand, my lad.”

“Living in this county,” continued the man, “is like living in a haunted house. There’s always something behind you — something you can’t see and you can’t hear. You’re walking all the time with a gun in your back.”

“Uh-huh!” grunted O’Regan. “You only saw one man?”

“Four, sir. They got out of a car — near the meadow.”

“Whose meadow is that?”

It was Lavine who answered.

“I guess that’s Mr. Perryfeld’s,” he drawled.

“Thank you.” Then, turning again to Connor: “And you got scared?”

The patrolman nodded.

“I certainly did, sir. You think I’m a poor yeller—”

O’Regan cut him short.

“No, no, no, I think nothing of the sort. You simply got scared. It is quite understandable. Personally I have never known what fear is, but I understand it exists — maybe one day I’ll make its acquaintance. I’ve never been to the moon, but I know there is such a place.” He sat for a moment or two in thought, his chin cupped in his right hand. Then he turned to Lavine. “Relieve Connor,” he ordered. “Put him on the South patrol.”

The Lieutenant looked his astonishment. He could hardly believe his ears. Here was a patrolman guilty of the most heinous offence in the police code, and the Chief was talking about “relieving” him! He could not have heard aright.

“Did you say ‘relieve Connor’, Chief?”

“Sure.”

“But you’ll be suspending him, won’t you?” O’Regan rose, and flicked an invisible speck of dust from his jacket as he replied:

“No, I shall not be suspending him. Do you mind?”

“Very good, sir.” Lavine’s tone was sullen and the shrug of his shoulders almost offensive. Then, turning to Connor: “Come on, you,” he ordered harshly.

“Just a moment.” O’Regan held up a detaining hand. “Connor, you’d never seen these four men before, had you?”

“No, Chief. I didn’t see ’em rightly, anyway. I told the Lieutenant what I thought.”

“Yeh — what you thought!” snorted Lavine. “What do you think with?”

It was O’Regan who answered.

“His brains, which were so nearly blown out tonight.” Then, tapping the man on the shoulder: “O.K., Connor.”

Lavine and the patrolman paused as they reached the door, giving way to the man who was at that moment entering the room. Walking up to the desk at which O’Regan had again seated himself, the newcomer jerked his head in the direction of the departing pair.

“Trouble, sir?” he asked laconically.

O’Regan nodded. He liked the tall, fair-haired Lieutenant Spellman, his secondin-command at Police Headquarters, as much for his economy of words as for the integrity and loyalty which he had always displayed. He relied a great deal upon Spellman and the handsome-featured young lieutenant had proved that such reliance was never misplaced.

“Refused duty,” O’Regan told him.

The other whistled.

“Another, eh? Where?”

“At the corner of Brandt and Washington.”

“You’ve had three men bumped off on that same point,” Spellman recalled.

“That’s so — and all for the same reason — seeing people who thought they might be identified.”

“And three other patrolmen have turned in their badges,” went on the lieutenant reflectively. “It looks healthy for Chester County!”

O’Regan rose from his desk with a weary gesture and walked to the wall where hung the frame displaying the seven badges.

“Look at that, Spellman. Those badges belonged to seven men — seven living
 men, with beds to go to, seven men who went to the pictures at nights and played pinochle and wished they were Rockefeller. And they’re dead! Last Thanksgiving they were alive, eating turkey and making dates with girls.”

Spellman nodded grimly.

“It’s certainly tough, Chief; but that’s how it goes.”

The Captain turned round sharply.

“Why should it?” he demanded. “What had these boys done to deserve death? They did nothing but patrol on their flat feet and watch out for citizen’s homes. Seven policemen murdered in three months,” he went on, half to himself. “And today I’ve been at the City Hall receiving the congratulations of the Citizens’ League for keeping Chester County free of crime!” He gave a short, derisive laugh. “Maybe they don’t think it’s a crime to shoot policemen. Free of crime — no rackets, no holdups — and here, right here, is the biggest racket and the biggest hold-up this country has known. Isn’t it marvellous?”

He turned round, to find Lavine, who had reentered the office, standing by his desk.

“Don’t you agree, Lavine? Isn’t everything grand?”

“Why, yes, Chief. But then, we’ve got a pretty good class of people livin’ around here.”

“Uh-huh. That’s so — and a pretty good class of policemen dying around here. Don’t forget that, Lavine— “jerking his head towards the frame.

The Lieutenant shrugged.

“I guess we’ve still got a force good enough to deal with rackets,” he said complacently.

O’Regan swung round on him, his eyes alight with the intensity of his emotion.

“So they have in Chicago!” he exclaimed. “So they have in New York — but the rackets go on. The people of Chicago pay a hundred million dollars a year for protection. There isn’t a trade that hasn’t a grand union attached to it — Butchers’ Protection — Baker’s Protection! You pay to be a member or you’re bombed and your trucks thrown over in the street. If you squeal you’re beaten, and if you fight you’re bumped. You talk about a handful of Bolsheviks holding down a hundred million people — why, Russia’s a girls’ school after this country!”

“Oh, say,” protested Lavine, “Chester’s clean! There hasn’t been a booze murder in years.”

O’Regan raised his eyebrows.

“That’s so. But there have been seven coppers and John Harvey since Thanksgiving!”

“Harvey?” Lavine wrinkled his forehead as if in an effort of recollection. “Oh yes, I remember — but there was a woman in that—”

“Nobody said so,” put in Spellman from his desk in the far corner of the room.

“I got the low-down on it, see?” retorted Lavine. “There was no woman concerned,” O’Regan declared. “John Harvey was killed because he wouldn’t pay blackmail. That’s the racket. Somebody in Chester County is putting the dollar sign on fear.” His right arm shot out in a minatory gesture to some invisible enemy. “I’m going to get that somebody into the Smoky Cell. If my badge goes into that frame I’ll get him!”

“I wonder,” said Spellman, “why these swell families never come to this office? What have they got to be scared about?”

“That’s easy,” O’Regan told him. “They’re afraid that somebody will think they’re squealing. And all the people who aren’t calling are paying.”

“Why?”

“Because they’ve got to pay if they want to live. That’s the big racket. That’s why no other racket can live around here. I’ve seen it coming for a long time. Capitalizing fear — that’s a grand racket. No rent to pay, no samples to carry, no booze to run. Fear’s worth money — big money. The fear of death! Spell, you’d sooner pay money than die, wouldn’t you? I wouldn’t, but you would. Death means nothing to me — the O’Regans have always been like that.”

There was a simplicity about Tricks O’Regan’s boastfulness which robbed it of all offence. It was perfectly true, as he said, that he did not know the meaning of fear, and his simple reiteration of this fact, which, made by any other man, would have been nauseating, gave added charm by reason of its naiveté and obvious honesty.

“But who’s to kill ‘em, Chief?” persisted Spellman. “There’s no gang in town — never been a report of any strangers.”

Tricks smiled.

“Suppose they don’t live in town? Suppose they come just when they’re wanted? Who could report? The patrolmen? What could they report?the arrival of suspicious-looking strangers, that’s all.” He paused for a moment and into his face came a look of grim sternness as he continued, a shade more slowly: “And the men who could have reported it are dead — seven of ‘em! There isn’t a patrolman working outside town who doesn’t come off his beat looking like the last ashes of hell…. What is it, Geissel?”

The sergeant’s head had appeared round the door of the glass-house.

“Murder up at 203A Lincoln Avenue, Chief,” he reported tersely. “Guy named Schnitzer — John P. Schnitzer. Shot through the heart.”

“Schnitzer, eh? Now who the deuce is Schnitzer?”

“He’s that rich financier fellow,” supplied Spellman. “We’ve had an eye on him for some time — all sorts of funny stories about him…. Girls,” he added succinctly.

“That’s right,” Geissel agreed. “There’s a girl in this. Byrne’s on the wire — he’s taken charge of the case — and they’re pulling her in. Apparently she was there when it happened.”
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The first impression that seeped back into Josephine’s consciousness was of a continuous steady drone. It was rather soothing than otherwise, and for some time she listened to it without making the effort to speculate on what might be its cause. She felt terribly tired, and the least mental or physical exertion seemed too stupendous a task to be attempted. She had a vague idea that something unpleasant had occurred, and the longer she could postpone the moment when she would remember what it was the better. Her head was aching appallingly.

There came a strident screech. She recognized that, anyway; it was the screech of a motor klaxon. That steady, continuous hum, she supposed, was the sound of an engine. She imagined that she must be in a car. But whose car? And where was she going? She could remember getting into a car — oh, yes, of course — Mr. Schnitzer’s car — with the funny little monkey-faced chauffeur. She was going to Mr. Schnitzer’s apartment on Lincoln Avenue. There were some letters to be dictated which couldn’t be done at the office. But she had an idea that she had already been to Mr. Schnitzer’s apartment. She must have been there, because she remembered the room quite distinctly. But she hadn’t taken down any letters; she was quite sure of that. It was all very muddling. She made a tremendous mental effort. There had been something about a curtain — a heavy tapestry curtain. She remembered standing close to it — pulling it aside ever so carefully — peeping through….

Memory returned with a rush: Mr. Schnitzer, terribly scared, with his hands above his head — the two men standing by the doorthe muffled report — and then that horrible shapeless heap on the floor, with the red stain that was spreading….

She shuddered and tried to open her eyes, but her eyelids only fluttered feebly. She felt that she must open them. She must know at all costs where she was. She was in a car, of course — travelling very fast by the sound of it — and there was a smell of tobacco smoke; a cigar, she thought….

“She’s coming round, Mike.”

The voice cut sharply into her consciousness. She would know that voice anywhere — never be able to forget it…. “I guess I’ve a better title than you to give him the works.”… The fat man with the gun, pointing it at Schnitzer…. Pennyfeld or Perryfeld or something like that….

She heard another voice, which she recognized as belonging to the thin man with a face like a ferret’s.

“I’m all for the milk of human kindness, Perryfeld,” said the voice. “You may as well do the job before she comes to.”

“No hurry,” grunted Perryfeld.

“If she comes round and sees the gun she’ll yell, and she’s got a voice that’ll carry here to Police Headquarters and back again.”

“I guess we ought to be grateful,” replied Perryfeld. “If she hadn’t let out that yell we’d not have known she was there. She’s seen too much to be left lying about where the police can find her.”

“Sure. We’ll get the job done quick and leave her where the police won’t find her.”

“I’ll do it in my own time,” snapped Perryfeld. “If you’re so darned keen on getting it done, why don’t you do it yourself?”

“I’m driving, ain’t I?”

There were several moments of silence, and then ‘Perryfeld’s voice came again:

“Say, Mike!”

“Hallo!”

“She’s a swell kid!”

“Trust Schnitzer.”

“Maybe there’s no need, after all—”

“No need? Say, Perryfeld, what’s bitten you? Not going all soft and lovesick, are you? You’re rightshe knows too much to be left to go squealing to the police, an’ she’s not going to be left. If you’re looking for a swell kid to comfort you in your loneliness, you’ve got to keep on looking, because you haven’t found her yet.”

“Huh!” grunted Perryfeld.

“What I mean is, don’t get toying with the idea of a honeymoon, because this kid’s booked for a different sort of trip. She’d prefer it, I shouldn’t wonder. Shut your eyes, sweetheart, and turn your head away, and let her have it.”

Very cautiously Josephine opened her eyes — just wide enough to enable her to make out the shadowy figure of Perryfeld sitting on the opposite seat of the car. She watched the red tip of the cigar as he raised it to his mouth, and in the glow as he drew at it she caught a glimpse of his other hand resting on his knee. There was no gun in his hand yet, anyway. They meant, of course, to shoot her. She did not feel particularly frightened — not nearly so frightened as she had felt when she had seen Mr. Schnitzer standing with his hands above his head. If they intended shooting her, there was nothing that she could do to prevent them. Screaming wouldn’t be of the least use; they were out in the country somewhere, travelling very fast, and nobody would hear her. Besides, if she started screaming they would certainly shoot….

She noticed that the car was slowing down. It stopped and she heard the man who had been driving get out of his seat. The door was opened and she could see the outline of his head and shoulders as he stood in the opening. Her heart began pounding. They were going’ to do it now, she supposed. It would be of no use struggling; they’d only hurt her all the more if she struggled. She would just lie still and close her eyes.

“Say, what’s the game?” inquired Perryfeld.

“I’m asking you,” replied the man called Mike. “You’ve been playing it long enough, anyway, Perryfeld. Been holding her hand and stroking her hair, I shouldn’t wonder, and I’m through with that sort of stuff — see? If you can’t brace yourself up to do the job, then I’m doing it myself—”

Josephine saw a quick movement of Perryfeld’s hand. There was a gun in it now. She had just caught the gleam of metal for an instant and she could make out his white hand grasping the butt.

“Get to hell out of this!” There was suddenly a rasping snarl in Perryfeld’s voice. “Do the job yourself, will you? Like hell you will! Who’s running this outfit, me or you? Not you, Alike Osier, and the sooner you lay hold of that fact, the better. Now then, back to the wheel and get going.”

“Listen, Perryfeld, there’s no sort of sense—”

“I’m telling you there’s going to be no shooting — see? This is my show and I’m running it my way. If you don’t like it, you can quit.” The gun moved a few inches nearer. “But you’ll quit my way. Get that?” Alike did not move.

“Listen,” he said again. “You just can’t afford it. All this blue eyes and golden hair stuff — it’s not worth it. You can’t chance letting this kid go blabbing to Tricks O’Regan—”

“She won’t,” snapped Perryfeld. “Not my way. I reckon she’d be more helpful to Tricks O’Regan dead than alive, and there’s no sense in presenting him with an extra bit of evidence. You’ve got no foresight, Mike; that’s your trouble — no brains, no imagination. If it hadn’t been for me, Tricks O’Regan would have got you a dozen times, and you know it. O’Regan will get busy on the Schnitzer trail, but it won’t lead him anywhere so long as this kid’s still breathing. But if we stop her breathing… Sure, Mike, you’ve no brains. That’d be another trail for O’Regan, wouldn’t it? And sooner or later the two trails would cross, and that’s the spot where he’d find you and me standing.”

Mike seemed to hesitate.

“I’m not saying you’re not clever, Perryfeld—”

“Sure I’m clever.”

“But we don’t want her waking up and yelling just when we’re passing a cop. There’s no trusting women to keep quiet when you want them quiet. You’d best shove something in her mouth to damp it down a bit if she starts yelling. I’d feel kind of safer.”

“O.K.,” replied Perryfeld.

Josephine saw the flutter of a white handkerchief and realized that Perryfeld was folding it on his knees. She felt certain that if he started to tie it across her mouth she wouldn’t be able to help screaming; and if she began screaming it was ten chances to one that Mike would shoot her. She saw Perryfeld lean forward, saw the white bandage approaching her mouth.

“It’s all right, Mr. Perryfeld,” she said quietly. “I’m not going to scream.”

Perryfeld sat back suddenly in his seat.

“If I promise not to scream there’s no need to tie up my mouth, is there?”

“Huh!” grunted Perryfeld. “So you’re awake, are you?”

“What did I tell you?” began Mike excitedly. “You’d much better have—”

Perryfeld silenced him with a gesture.

“Now listen, Miss Brady,” he said. “You are Miss Brady, aren’t you? You’re Schnitzer’s secretary?”

“I was,” replied Josephine significantly.

“I guess we won’t split hairs. You just listen to what I’m saying, because if you should happen to forget some little thing I’m telling you you’ll be spared the trouble of remembering anything. You were in Schnitzer’s apartment this evening, eh?”

“I went there to take down some letters,” she explained. “Mr. Schnitzer came through on the wire and asked me to go, and sent his car for me—”

“The point is, you were there, and people knew you were there — the chauffeur, for instance — and, that being so, it’s no kind of use pretending you weren’t. If anyone asks you — the police, for instance — you’ll say you were there — tell them just what you’ve told me. Got that?”

“Yes, Mr. Perryfeld.”

The man scowled.

“Where were you, eh?”

“In the diningroom, behind the curtain.”

“And when you were there behind the curtain, you saw something, eh?”

“Sure,” she nodded.

“You don’t have to beat about the bush, Miss Brady. What did you see?”

Josephine took a deep breath.

“I saw — saw you — shoot Mr. Schnitzer.”

“Did you hell!” exclaimed Perryfeld. “Now listen, Miss Brady, and I’ll tell you what you saw. You saw just nothing at all. Nothing, d’you hear? You heard voices, and you heard a gun go off, and when you went into the other room and found Schnitzer on the floor there was nobody else there. You didn’t see me, nor Mike here, nor anybody. Is that clear?”

“Ye-es, Mr. Perryfeld.”

“And my name isn’t Perryfeld,” he went on. “You don’t know my namesee? You’ve never heard of a fellow called Perryfeld. If anyone should ask you, you just know nothing more than I’ve told you. You fainted — see? And the next thing you remember is finding yourself lying on the grass by the side of the road somewhere.”

Josephine began to breathe more easily. After all, they weren’t going to shoot her. They were going to dump her by the roadside.

“And don’t go running away with the idea you can doublecross me,” added Perryfeld, “because you can’t do it. I’ll know. I’d sure hate to see you all messed up like Schnitzer was, but if you try any funny business that’s what’s coming to you. Just say one word more than I’ve told you and you’ll see. We’ll be watching you. All the time. If Tricks O’Regan pulls you in, don’t fancy I won’t know what you’re telling him, because I’ll know every word you say; and if you say things I don’t care about a dozen Tricks O’Regans aren’t going to save you. Just remember, wherever you are, there’s a gun not many inches away from you — even at Police Headquarters. If you don’t think you can keep your mouth shut—”

“I can,” she interrupted breathlessly. “You can trust me absolutely — on my word of honour—”

“Perhaps,” interrupted Perryfeld. “But I’m not proposing to trust you. I’m keeping an eye on you all the time — and a gun. Any moment I want you I’ll know where to get you. I suggest you bear that in mind, Miss Brady, or you’ll be losing your good looks. And now you’d better get started; you’ve a longish walk in front of you.”

She got hurriedly out of the car, and, as she did so, the man called Mike jumped into the driving-seat, and a moment later the high-powered car was roaring away.

For a time Josephine stood still, watching the tiny red glow of the rear-lamp as it grew fainter and fainter. She felt dazed, and her head was still throbbing painfully. So much had happened, and she couldn’t remember anything very clearly. All that seemed to matter at the moment was that she had been terribly close to death and by some miracle had escaped. She might have been lying on the roadside now, looking like Schnitzer had looked. She shuddered, and glanced around her. She had not the slightest idea where she was, but she knew that at all costs she must get away quickly. Perryfeld might change his mind and come back But she must remember not to call him Perryfeld — even to herself. She didn’t know his name, had never seen him, had seen nothing and nobody. The least little slip and that gun which was always within a few feet of her would go off. She knew that it had been no idle threat; things like that were common enough these days.

She turned and glanced back along the road. There was a glow in the sky in that direction, and that way lay home. She began walking, walked, faster and faster, and then broke into a run.

For some minutes she ran on, pausing now and then to recover her breath, but only for a few seconds. She had a feeling that all the time out here on the road she was being watched, that she must get back home quickly, that she wouldn’t be safe until she was in her own room with the door shut and locked.

There came a blaze of light, and a powerful car, travelling fast towards the city, swept past her. She started violently. But it wasn’t Perryfeld’s. This was a light green car, and Perryfeld’s had been black. But that meant nothing. There would be others besides Perryfeld.

Suddenly she halted abruptly, catching her breath. Twenty yards or so ahead the big green car had stopped, and a man was walking back towards her. She wanted to turn and run in the opposite direction, but remembered that she must not do that sort of thing. She must not let anyone guess that anything unusual had happened to her or that she was frightened. She must be quite natural and self-possessed if she didn’t want to start people asking questions. She could be. She had been calm enough in the car with Perryfeld, and a gun only a foot away from her….

The man paused as he reached her.

“Anything wrong?” he inquired.

“Wrong?”

He nodded.

“Why should there be anything wrong?”

“I just wondered. I saw you running, and I thought you looked kind of worried.”

She pressed a hand to her side.

“Stitch,” she smiled. “I’m out of training. Too many cigarettes, I expect.”

“Running far?”

“Home,” she told him.

“And where’s home?”

She mentioned her address and he smiled. She rather liked his smile.

“Some run!”

“Some runner,” she laughed.

“Sure,” he agreed. “But twenty miles is a longish way—”

“Twenty miles? You don’t mean to say—”

“It can’t be less,” he told her. “Didn’t you know?”

“No — at least — I didn’t think it was quite so far. You see—”

She hesitated, and he smiled again.

“Think up something good,” he advised. “I’m not easily kidded. It might save a whole lot of trouble if you told me the truth. Something’s wrong. Girls don’t go running twenty miles in court shoes and silk stockings just to get their weight down. What’s the trouble?”

“Well, it isn’t exactly any trouble,” she told him, hesitating. “You see, II went outwith a friend — in his car — and he started getting a bit fresh, and because I wouldn’t stand for that sort of thing he said he didn’t see wasting petrol on carting a snowdrift around—”

“He dumped you?”

She nodded.

“Too bad,” he smiled. “How’s the stitch?”

“Oh, it’s gone now, thanks.”

“It’ll come back,” he warned her”long before you’ve covered twenty miles. You’d better get aboard my bus and let me take you.”

She hesitated, eyeing him keenly. She decided that he looked all right. Anyway, she’d never make the distance on foot, and she’d have to risk it.

“I expect you’re right,” she said.

They hardly spoke during the drive, and, as the car pulled up outside her house, she jumped quickly out and slammed the door.

“Thanks,” she said. “I’m terribly grateful.”

“Glad to have been useful,” he said. “But I’d like to meet the guy that dumped you.”

She smiled at that.

“I guess you wouldn’t.”

“If ever I do, I’ve a few kind words to say to him and I’d welcome the chance of saying them. What’s his name?”

“Name?”

He nodded.

“In case I run across him.”

“Smith,” she told him. “Good night!”

She turned and hurried indoors, and a few moments later was in her room. Tossing her hat on to the table, she flung herself into an armchair. There, for a long time, she sat with her hands covering her face and her fingers pressed against her temples. She did not want to think, yet again and again she went over each scene of that evening of horror — the look on Schnitzer’s face as he had remarked on her pretty hair; the touch of his hand as he grasped her arm; the huddled figure on the floor; Perryfeld’s glowing cigar; the gun glinting in his hand; his voice dictating the terms on which she might remain alive; the stranger with the rather nice smile who had come to the rescue. She made an effort to dismiss it all from her mind. It was over now, anyway. She was back home, safe in her room.

She lighted a cigarette and forced herself to smile. There was nothing she could do, and it was no use worrying. Perryfeld couldn’t be watching her now, anyway. There was no gun here within a few feet of her ready to go off. Perryfeld might only have said that to scare her. Probably the best thing she could do would be to ring up Police Headquarters and tell them everything. Perryfeld couldn’t possibly know that she had done it.

She crossed to the telephone and stood beside it, hesitating. “Even at Police Headquarters,” Perryfeld had said. That might, of course, have been bluff, but

She started violently as the telephone bell rang and her hand shook as she took up the receiver.

“Hallo!”

“Is that Miss Brady?”

“Yes.”

“I must want to tell you, Miss Brady, you did very well tonight.”

“Who-who’s speaking?”

“Well, my name’s of no consequence, but I guess you’ll remember me. I drove you home.”

“Oh!”

“That lie about the guy who dumped you because you wouldn’t stand for petting — that was good. Mr. Smith, wasn’t it? Much wiser to spin that yarn than tell the truth, Miss Brady. If you’d told me the truth I wouldn’t have been surprised to hear a gun go off.”

“I don’t understand—”

“I guess you do,” replied the voice. “The gentleman who took you for a car drive this evening told you something about telling the truth, didn’t he? I guess he’ll be glad to know you’ve not forgotten what he said to you.” She drew in her breath sharply. So the man with the rather nice smile — Perryfeld had sent him — to test her out — see if she was to be trusted.

“What — why have you ‘phoned?”

“Just to let you know we’re watching over you, honey, and you’ve no cause to worry. Good night!”

She heard him cut off, and frowned thoughtfully as she replaced her own receiver. Then she turned suddenly, crossed to the door and turned the key in the lock.
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Lieutenant Spellman was standing by the tape machine, running the narrow strip of paper through his fingers, when Lavine came striding into the office. Just inside the door Lavine paused and stood for a few moments frowning across at him.

“I say, Spellman!”

“Hallo!”

“What’s the great idea?”

Spellman continued scrutinizing the tape.

“Huh?”

“Leaving Mr. Perryfeld flat.”

“I thought you were looking after him. Perryfeld’s not my little brother.”

Lavine made a gesture of impatience.

“There’s no reason why you should always be so darned up-stage with him.”

Spellman glanced across at him.

“And there’s no reason, Lavine,” he said, “why you should have people like that hanging around. Perryfeld pretty well lives here these days — when the Chief isn’t about.”

“What if he does?” demanded Lavine aggressively. “Have I got to ask you what friends I choose? Make a list of suitable acquaintances for a police lieutenant and get you to O.K. it, shall I? Like hell I will!”

Spellman, with a shrug, turned his attention again to the strip of paper in his hands.

“Make your own friends, Lavine,” he said, “but keep them out of my way, that’s all. We don’t seem to mix well.”

“Huh!” granted Lavine. “Grateful, aren’t you?”

“For Perryfeld?” He shook his head. “Keep him Lavine. He’s all yours.”

“I was trying to give you a break.”

“You’ve a kind heart.”

“I was putting you near the money, anyway,” said Lavine. “I suppose you don’t want to be near the money, eh?”

Spellman grinned.

“I guess I’m near enough,” he said. “I live next door to a bank.”

“All right, leave it. If you feel like living on your pay, that’s your affair. But you’re a darned fool, Spellman.”

“Sure I am,” smiled the other. “And there’s nearly a hundred million in these United States who are just the same kind of fools. They prefer to live on what they can earn honestly. Queer, isn’t it? Kind of unnatural, eh, Lavine! A hundred millions who never take anything on the side and who’d hand you back your pocketbook if you dropped it. Never heard of those guys, have you? Well, I happen to be one of them. We don’t get many write-ups, but we’re there all the same.”

“Sure you’re there,” sneered Lavine’, “and you’ll stay there — put! Still, if you’re content—”

He stopped abruptly as the door opened and Perryfeld, smiling genially, came in.

“Ah, there you are, Mr. Spellman,” he said amiably. “I thought I’d lost you.”

“Mr. Spellman will show you round the report room, Mr. Perryfeld,” said Lavine, and with a glance at Spellman went from the room.

Perryfeld jerked his cigar towards the tape machine. “Nothing much doing in your line just now in Chester County, eh, Mr. Spellman? Things have been sort of quiet lately, haven’t they?”

“I guess they weren’t quiet enough for Schnitzer last night, Mr. Perryfeld.”

“Ah, yes — Schnitzer. I knew him slightly. There’ll be a dame in that case somewhere, Mr. Spellman, from all I’ve heard of Schnitzer. Nothing else to keep you busy, eh?”

Spellman shook his head.

“We’ve had nothing in the way of excitement since the Harvey case.”

“Too bad, that,” said Perryfeld. “I was dining with him that night. He walked with me to the front gate, and he was going back indoors when he was shot. They never found the man.”

“Men,” corrected Spellman. “It was a machinegun chopping.”

“Sure, I remember. It sounded like a motorcycle backfire. I was talking with the patrolman on the corner of the block when it happened.”

“The patrolman was killed too,” added Spellman. He crossed the room and pointed to the frame that hung on the wall. “See this, Mr. Perryfeld? These are the badges of every policeman who has been killed on duty this year.” He waved a hand towards the second frame. “And all those since the Great War.”

Perryfeld crossed and stared at the frames.

“Quite a few,” he remarked.

“Yes, quite a few,” agreed Spellman. “I’d like to be able to tell you, Mr. Perryfeld, that every killer who caused a badge to go in those frames went to the Smoky Cell, but they didn’t.”

“Smoky Cell? You mean the Death House?” Spellman nodded.

“Never heard it called the Smoky Cell before?”’

“No; it’s a new phrase to me.”

Spellman stared at him thoughtfully for some moments. Then:

“You’ve led a sheltered life, Mr. Perryfeld,” he said. Perryfeld laughed easily and took a long draw at his cigar.

“Smoky Cell!” he chuckled. “Well, that’s a nice picturesque way of putting it. Some of ’em made it, eh?”

“No, sir,” said Spellman, with a frown. “None of them made it. Only one of those killers got even a life sentence, and five years later he was running a booze racket in Los Angeles. Such is life!”

Perryfeld turned away.

“Sure, that’s the way things go in this wicked world, Spellman,” he said, pulling out his cigarette-case and offering it. “Cigarette?”

“Thanks, but I don’t smoke.”

Perryfeld raised his eyebrows.

“You don’t say! Married?”

“No, sir.”

“But likely to be, eh?” chuckled Perryfeld. “Got your little love-nest all fixed, I guess.”

“I have, sir.”

Perryfeld nodded.

“Well, it’s pretty tough, Spellman, trying to live on a lieutenant’s pay. It’s your funeral, of course, but I don’t reckon it’s doing right by the girl. Before you know where you are, along comes a little stranger, and then where are you?” He took his cigar from his mouth and stood gazing thoughtfully at the tip. “Listen, Spellman,” he said, “if ever you find yourself in any kind of a jam maybe you’ll come along and see me?” Spellman glanced at him quickly, and the hint of a smile appeared on his lips. Perryfeld continued to stare at his cigar.

“A thousand dollars one way or the other don’t make any particular difference to me, Spellman.”

“You’re lucky. I seem to remember that you told me that once before.”

“Maybe,” said Perryfeld, with an airy wave of his hand. “I like you boys. You don’t get the pay you ought, not by a darned sight.”

“It’ll keep me.”

Perryfeld smiled.

“It’ll keep you pretty short when there’s two of you,” he said. “Well, just remember what I’ve told you, that’s all. You never know. Anything more to show me while I’m making the tour?”

“I think you’ve seen pretty well the whole outfit now, Mr. Perryfeld.”

“You’ve got a racketeer fellow here, haven’t you? Lavine was telling me — gave himself up, he said.”

“Petersen?”

Perryfeld nodded.

“Yes, that was the name. He was trying to make the laundrymen pay for a new society, so Lavine was telling me. He had a bunch of hoodlums. Have you got ‘em?”

“No — not yet.”

“Huh!” grunted Perryfeld. “It beats me how these traders stand the rackets. It’s blackmail and nothing more nor less. What sort of a fellow is this Petersen guy? I’d like to have a peek at him.”

“Sorry, but that’s against orders.”

“Oh, say, there’s no harm in letting me—”

As Lavine came into the room, Perryfeld turned to him. “Hullo, Edwin! I was just saying to Mr. Spellman I’d like to take a peek at that racketeer you’ve got inside.”

“Sure,” agreed Lavine readily. “He’s no beauty, but you can have a look at him if you like.”

“Petersen’s in the dungeon, Lavine,” said Spellman. “Why? Has he been kicking up a fuss?”

“No.”

“Then why put him there?”

Spellman shrugged his shoulders and went towards the door.

“I just thought I would — that’s all.”

“Got the key?”

“Yes,” replied Spellman, tapping his pocket. “And I’m keeping it.”

As Spellman closed the door behind him, Perryfeld jerked his cigar in his direction.

“Your boy friend’s a bit fresh, Edwin.”

Lavine nodded.

“He’s young,” he replied. “They get that way—”

“Means to get married and live on his pay.”

“He’ll change his mind about that when he’s tried it for a while. They all start like that.” He glanced hastily round the room. “Say, Perryfeld, I wanted to see you tomorrow.”

Perryfeld turned away from him, strolled to the frame of badges and stared at it intently.

“That’s O.K., Edwin,” he said quietly. “Up at the Pike tomorrow at three.”

“That’ll suit me.”

“I’ll pick you up.”

“O.K.”

“How much will you be wanting?”

“If you could slip me a grand—”

“Sure thing.”

He glanced round quickly as he heard the door open and saw Spellman waiting, his hand on the doorknob.

“Come right in, Miss Brady,” said Spellman.

Josephine came in slowly. She was pale, and the dark circles around her eyes accentuated her pallor. Spellman, watching her closely, decided that she was frightened but determined to show no sign of her fright. Just inside the door she paused, looking swiftly round the room, and as her glance reached Perryfeld it became riveted on him, and Spellman saw her hands suddenly clench and her teeth show against her lower lip.

“No need to be scared, Miss Brady,” he said. “The Chief wants to ask you a few questions, but you needn’t let that worry you.”

She turned to him and nodded; then once again her glance went back to Perryfeld. He was smiling at her genially, and as she went towards the chair which Spellman had pulled forward for her he came to meet her.

“Why, it’s Miss Brady,” he said, taking her hand and shaking it warmly. “How d’you do, Miss Brady?” Josephine withdrew her hand hastily, and Spellman frowned.

“Is Mr. Perryfeld a friend of yours, Miss Brady?” he asked.

“Sure I’m a friend of hers,” said Perryfeld hastily. “We’re old friendseh, Miss Brady?”

Josephine stared at him in bewilderment. What was Perryfeld doing here — at Police Headquarters? And why was he suddenly claiming friendship? Perhaps he had known that she would be called in and questioned this morning and had risked coming there himself to make sure that she should say nothing….

“You remember me. Miss Brady, don’t you?” said Perryfeld, and the look in his eyes told her closely what her answer must be.

“Oh yes! — I think so,” she stammered. “Yes, of course I do, Mr. Perryfeld.”

“Sure you do,” he said. “Mr. Schnitzer introduced me to you, didn’t he?” The smile left his face and he sighed heavily. “A bad shock for you, I’m afraid, Miss Brady. Poor Schnitzer! You’d never have thought a man like him had an enemy in the world. And you were there when it happened, weren’t you?”

“You don’t have to answer questions from Mr. Perryfeld, Miss Brady,” said Spellman quietly. “And you don’t have to ask them, Perryfeld. If there are any questions to be put to Miss Brady, the Chief will put them.”

Perryfeld gave a shrug.

“I’m only saying what’s in the papers, Mr. Spellman,” he said. “No harm meant. The reports all say Schnitzer’s stenographer was there when the shooting happened.” He turned to Josephine again and patted her shoulder. “You’ve no cause to worry, my dear,” he said. “You just tell them the simple truth and stick to it, and the police aren’t going to hurt you. That’s so, eh, Mr. Spellman?”

Spellman nodded.

“All you’ve got to remember,” continued Perryfeld, “is not to try any funny business. Funny business don’t pay, Miss Brady. The people who get into trouble when they come to Police Headquarters are the ones that try funny business.”

“It’s no use keeping Miss Brady hanging around, Spellman,” said Lavine. “There’s no knowing when the Chief will be in. I’ll ask her a few questions and then she can go—”

“The Chief wants to see Miss Brady himself, Lavine.”

“Of course he does — who wouldn’t?” smiled Perryfeld. “But the Chief’s not here, Mr. Spellman, and this is no sort of place to keep a lady hanging around. It’d get on anyone’s nerves who isn’t accustomed to it. It gets on mine sometimes. I guess I’ll take Miss Brady and give her a cup of coffee and a cigarette—”

“Oh no — please — I’d rather not,” interrupted Josephine hastily. “I’d much rather stay — I mean, I don’t fancy a coffee just now, thanks, Mr. Perryfeld—”

“Well, you’re not arrested, you know,” said Perryfeld, “and if you’d care to take a bit of a stroll until the Chief arrives there’s no reason why you shouldn’t.” Instinctively she moved closer to Spellman.

“Thanks, but I’d rather wait here,” she said. Perryfeld went to her and laid a hand on her shoulder. “Listen, Miss Brady,” he said, and as he smiled at her she saw that ugly look in his eyes again, “there’s no sense in staying here and getting yourself all worked up. You just come along with me like a sensible girl.”

The door opened and O’Regan strode in.
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Just for an instant O’Regan paused, and his glance swept from Perryfeld to Josephine and back to Perryfeld; then he strode in his desk, tossed aside his hat and sat down.

“This is Miss Brady, Chief,” said Spellman. “She was at Schnitzer’s place last night when the shooting happened.”

Josephine glanced up and found a pair of steely-blue eyes surveying her. She tried to smile, but the effort was not much of a success, and her glance wavered and fell. She would have to be terribly careful, she decided, if Captain O’Regan started asking her questions. With those eyes staring at her, it wouldn’t be easy to tell a lie and get away with it. Perhaps, after all, it would be wiser to tell him the truth. If only she dared! If only she could pluck up the courage to tell him the truth now, while Perryfeld was there on the spot! She was at Police Headquarters, and was perfectly safe, and she might never have a chance like this again to get out of the tangle. She had only to say, “Captain O’Regan, it was Perryfeld who killed Mr. Schnitzer; I saw him do it,” and the whole wretched business would be over and done with.

She took a hesitating step forward, glancing nervously, as she did so, at Perryfeld. He was watching her, with a smile on his face; as their glances met she saw his hand move towards the side pocket of his coat, saw also the ugly look in his eyes, and hesitated. Always a gun not many feet away from her, he had said — even at Police Headquarters. He had got his gun on her now, and if she said one word…

“I’d better be asking Miss Brady a few questions, eh, Chief?” said Lavine. “I guess she can’t tell us much, and there’s no need to take up your time.”

O’Regan glanced at him, frowning.

“I’ll question Miss Brady myself,” he said shortly. Then, nodding towards Perryfeld: “Who’s this?”

“This is Mr. Perryfeld, Chief,” said Lavine. “We’ve been showing him around. He’s anxious to meet you—”

“Sure I am,” interrupted Perryfeld, smiling genially. “I’ve heard of you, Captain.”

O’Regan’s face was unsmiling as he glanced across at him.

“Quite a lot of people in Chester County have,” he said.

“I’ve always been anxious to meet you.”

“Quite a lot of people aren’t, Mr. Perryfeld.”

“I’ll tell the world they’re not,” laughed Perryfeld; “but I’m not one of them. From all I’ve heard, you’re a swell fellow, Captain—”

“Put that testimonial in writing,” interrupted O’Regan, “and I’ll frame it and hang it in the office.” He turned to Spellman. “Show Mr. Perryfeld the way out, Spell, will you?”

“Say, what’s the hurry, Captain?” said Perryfeld.

“I’d like a bit of a talk with you—”

“You might not. And I’m busy now, anyway. I want to talk to Miss Brady alone.”

Spellman went to the door and opened it, but Perryfeld made no move.

“If you’ve no objection, Captain,” he said, “I’d be interested to stay right here and listen. I’ve never been present at a grilling, and I’d welcome the chance of seeing how it’s done.”

“Never been grilled yourself, eh, Mr. Perryfeld? Too bad! But keep hoping. You may get your chance one day. Lieutenant Spellman’s waiting to shut the door behind you.”

“O.K., Captain,” replied Perryfeld. “I’ll be along again some other day. Glad to have met you.”

With a glance at Josephine he followed Spellman out, and Lavine closed the door behind them.

“Miss Brady was at Schnitzer’s place last night, Chief,” he said again, “but she didn’t see—”

“Didn’t I say I’d question Miss Brady myself, Lavine?”

“Sure. But I’m just telling you—”

“And I said ‘alone’,” added O’Regan.

“Oh, all right,” said Lavine, with a shrug, and slammed the door behind him.

O’Regan glanced across at Josephine and waved a hand towards the chair on the opposite side of his desk.

“Sit down, Miss Brady, won’t you?” he invited.

She went slowly forward and seated herself, aware all the time of the keen scrutiny of O’Regan’s eyes. She could not bring herself to look at him. She sat with downcast eyes, her hands clasped together in her lap, dreading the moment when he would speak and she would somehow have to answer him. She felt that it would be useless trying to deceive him, that he would know at once that she was not telling the truth; yet even here, alone with him in his office, she would never dare to tell him the whole truth. Perryfeld’s visit just when she was brought to Police Headquarters had not been a coincidence. He had come with some set purpose, and she had not the least doubt as to what his purpose had been. He had not trusted her, and had meant to be there on the spot to see that she kept her promise to him and to carry out his threat if she failed him. He had even tried to stay in the room while she was questioned, and the fact that O’Regan had refused to allow this did not reassure her. Perryfeld was not far away. He would somehow get to know exactly what she told O’Regan, and if she told him the truth she would never be allowed to reach home again. Outside in the street someone would be waiting for her….

“Well, Miss Brady?”

She forced herself to look up, and saw O’Regan smiling at her.

“How are the toes?”

“Toes?”

“The toes I danced on at the Social Club the other evening. Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten.”

She smiled.

“No, Captain O’Regan, of course I haven’t. I remember perfectly.”

“The evil that men do lives after them, eh? I guess I left you plenty of souvenirs. I intended sending you a new pair of dance shoes, but I didn’t have your address. When it comes to dancing, sitting-out is my strong point. Not feeling sore with me?”

“Not now,” she said.

“But you were?”

She nodded.

“I thought you might have told me that I was dancing with the famous Captain Tricks O’Regan. I had no idea. I only found out when I saw your photograph in the newspaper and recognized you. You said your name was Smith—”

“I did,” he admitted. “But when a police officer goes dancing he doesn’t advertise his profession. It doesn’t pay — professionally. Besides, there’s a prejudice amongst young ladies against a policeman’s footwork, and he’d get no partners.”

Josephine was breathing more freely. Captain O’Regan had remembered her and seemed quite disposed to be friendly. Perhaps he wouldn’t ask her too many questions. They had got on splendidly together the other night. They had danced together most of the evening, and he had said that he was hoping she would let him see her again some time; and then he had suddenly disappeared and left her partnerless. She had understood later, when she had seen his photograph in the newspaper and recognized him, that he had probably been called away on police business, and she had been vaguely disappointed at the thought that he had left without having her address and she would, in all likelihood, never meet him again.

And now here she was, sitting in his office, and he was obviously glad to see her, and perhaps, after all, there was nothing to be nervous about. He would probably take her word as a friend and not ask too many awkward questions.

“Not quite such pleasant surroundings as the last time we met, eh, Miss Brady?” he said. “I’m afraid we don’t cater for our visitors’ comfort, either physical or mental, at Police Headquarters, and I’m sorry it has been necessary to invite you here. But I’ve got to ask you a few questions. You see, Miss Brady, I’m not Mr. Smith in this office; I’m Captain O’Regan, and—”

“You think I may prefer Mr. Smith?” She smiled. “I’ll tell you later, shall I — when you’ve finished grilling me?”

“I guess there’ll be no question of ‘grilling’, Miss Brady,” he said. “People who tell the truth needn’t have any fear of Tricks O’Regan or any other police officer.” The smile left his face and his mouth grew grim. “But if anyone comes into this office and starts lying — then God help them! If I had my own mother sitting where you’re sitting, she’d have to tell me the truth or take the consequences.”

He was silent for some moments, gazing at her searchingly. She managed to meet his glance without wavering.

“Well, Captain O’Regan? What do you want to know?”

“I want to know who killed Schnitzer.”

“I can’t tell you that.”

“No idea? No suspicion?”

“None at all.”

“Can’t say whether the person who did the shooting was tall or short, fat or thin, young or old?”

She shook her head.

“Just can’t tell me anything at all?”

“Nothing.”

“Too bad!” said O’Regan. “Well, I may as well tell you, Miss Brady, that at 7.15 last night the person we suspect of doing this killing was seen entering Schnitzer’s place in your company—”

“He wasn’t,” she flashed. “I went there alone.” O’Regan smiled.

“I know you did,” he said. “We’ve established that fact.”

“Then why say—”

“I’ll tell you why: because I wanted to show you that when you said just now that you could tell me nothing you weren’t being quite accurate. ‘He wasn’t’, eh? So it was a man, was it? You know that, do you?”

“Oh — well — yes, I know that,” she stammered. “At least, I suppose it was a man—”

He cut her short.

“Now listen, Miss Brady,” he said. “You were at Schnitzer’s place last night. I’m not asking you why you went there; that’s of no importance. It’s not the sort of trip I’d care for a sister of mine to make—”

“I went there to take down some correspondence,” she interrupted. “I was Mr. Schnitzer’s stenographer, and he ‘phoned through to me and asked me to go round at once. If you don’t believe me—”

“I do,” he told her. “Schnitzer certainly did ‘phone you; we’ve checked up that call.”

“And if you hadn’t checked up the call you wouldn’t have believed me?”

He smiled faintly.

“I guess Mr. Smith would have believed you, Miss Brady, but Tricks O’Regan wouldn’t. That’s about the size of it, and just at the moment I’m Tricks O’Regan. Now, you were at Schnitzer’s place last night when the shooting happened, and when you tell me you can’t give me any information at all, as Tricks O’Regan I’ve got to ask you to think again. You must have seen something—”

“I saw nothing at all. I was in the next room when it happened, and I saw nothing until it was all over and I went in and found Mr. Schnitzer lying on the floor.”

“And you didn’t hear anything? All happened in dead silence, eh?”

“Oh, well — yes — of course I heard the bang,” she admitted.

“Only just the bang? Nothing more? Nobody said anything?”

“Oh yes, I heard — after the bang — I heard their voices. They said something about getting away as quickly as possible—”

“Their
 voices? There was more than one of them, was there? We’re getting along nicely. We know now that it was a man who did the killing, and that someone else was with him. How many others were there — one, two, three?”

“I tell you I don’t know, Captain O’Regan. I didn’t see them. I just heard voices — men’s voices—”

“This fellow who did the killing,” interrupted O’Regan calmly, “would he be a big sort of man?heavily built, I mean?”

Josephine sprang to her feet.

“It’s no use going on like this!” she exclaimed angrily. “I’ve told you I saw nobody, but you keep on asking me questions and trying to trip me up and make out I’m telling lies, and you’re only wasting time.”

“There’s no need to take offence, Miss Brady,” soothed O’Regan. “I’m just trying to help you remember, that’s all. All right — you saw nobody. Now sit down again and tell me this: when you found Schnitzer lying on the floor, what did you do?”

She seated herself on the chair again.

“I fainted.”

He nodded.

“I’m not doubting your word there, anyway. And then?”

She glanced nervously at the door. If only she could be sure that she could tell him the truth without anyone hearing, that as soon as she started telling it the door wouldn’t open and…

“And then, Miss Brady?”

“Oh, I — of course, I came round. I don’t know how long I was unconscious, but as soon as I came round I hurried away from Mr. Schnitzer’s house.”

“Hurried where?”

“Why, home. You see, I-I’d promised to meet a friend. He was to take me out for a car drive, and I was late already.”

“I see,” said O’Regan. “You didn’t inform the police? It never occurred to you that when you knew Schnitzer had been murdered it might be as well to do that?”

“I was scared,” she explained. “I didn’t know exactly what I was doing. I’d had a dreadful shock, and I suppose I lost my head.”

“But you remembered your appointment for the car drive. I see. And then?”

“I met my friend and he took me for a drive.”

“Enjoy it? Beautiful night for a drive yesterday, wasn’t it?”

“As a matter of fact, I didn’t enjoy it at all,” she told him. “We had a bit of a quarrel — in the car, I mean — and I — I insisted on getting out. It was rather silly, I suppose, because we were a long way from home and I might have had to walk back…. But you don’t want to hear all that, do you? It has nothing to do with Mr. Schnitzer.”

“And you had to walk home, did you?”

“Well — no. I was lucky enough to get a lift. A car came along and the driver stopped it and said he’d noticed me running—”

“Oh, running home, not walking? Any special hurry? But no doubt you’d remembered that Mr. Schnitzer had been murdered, and were in a hurry to get back and telephone to Police Headquarters like a good citizen. Why didn’t you telephone? Or call? You must have known, Miss Brady, that when you found Schnitzer dead the first thing you should have done—”

“I tell you I didn’t know what I was doing,” she interrupted desperately. “I lost my head and had no idea what I was doing. Of course, I realize now that I ought to have done something about it, but can’t you understand that when a girl has seen what I’d seen—”

“Heard,” he corrected. “You saw nobody and nothing—”

“I’d seen Mr. Schnitzer,” she said. “That’s what I meant. I’d seen him lying dead on the floor. It was horrible — ghastly — you’ve no idea how I felt; and all I thought about was just getting out of that awful house as quickly as possible—”

“And keeping your appointment for a car drive. O.K., Miss Brady; we’ll leave it at that for the moment. Sorry to have worried you, but I guess you understand that a police officer has his duty to do, and won’t feel sore with me.”

Josephine rose from her chair with alacrity.

“Why, of course not, Captain O’Regan,” she smiled. “I quite understand. It can’t be very pleasant for you either, having to question people like that and doubt everything they say.”

“Not very pleasant for Mr. Smith, anyway.”

She smiled. “And may I go now?”

“Sure. At least… Well, there’s just one more point I’d like to know.”

“Yes?”

“How well do you know Perryfeld?”

“Perryfeld?”

“The big fellow who was here just now and wanted to stay and hear a grilling.”

“But I don’t know—”

“He knows you, Miss Brady. He was talking to you here just before I opened the door and came in. I heard him.”

“Yes — he was. But I don’t know him — not really know him, I mean.”

“But you’ve met him? Before today, I mean.”

“Oh yes, I’ve seen him before,” she admitted. “Just once or twice — at — at Mr. Schnitzer’s office. He used to call there, you know, occasionally, and I spoke to him a few times.”

He nodded. “Like him?”

“Do you think I’d like him, Captain O’Regan?”

He gave a shrug. “Was it Perryfeld who took you for the car-ride?”

She repressed a start and managed to smile.

“If Mr. Perryfeld invited me to go for a car ride,” she said, “I’d be confined to bed with something catching.”

“Not a friend, eh? Never met him outside of Schnitzer’s office?”

“Never,” she assured him; “and never want to.” O’Regan rose and held out his hand.

“There’s nothing wrong with your taste, anyway. Miss Brady,” he said. “Goodbye!”

She took his hand and then crossed to the door.

“It’s goodbye to Captain O’Regan, anyway, I hope,” she said.

He opened the door. “And what about Mr. Smith?”

“Oh, just au revoir
 to Mr. Smith,” she smiled, and went out.
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O’regan returned thoughtfully to his desk. She had not, of course, told him the truth, certainly not the whole truth. It was the last thing he wanted to admit to himself concerning Josephine Brady, because ever since the night, a few weeks earlier, when he had met her at the dance, his thoughts of her had been persistent and pleasant ones.

Owing to Josephine Brady, O’Regan had lately been several times guilty of entertaining thoughts at Police Headquarters which could not strictly be classed as business, and when he had found her in his office this morning he had experienced a sensation against which, as a police officer and something of a cynic where women were concerned, he had thought himself immune; and he found it, for the first time in his career, hard to believe that a girl with limpid blue eyes like Josephine Brady’s could be guilty of deception or be mixed up in any way with men like Perryfeld or the late unlamented Schnitzer.

But the fact remained that she had quite obviously been trying to hide something from him. Making all possible allowance for the shock she had had, it was not easy to believe that, after seeing — or at any rate hearing — the murder committed, she had walked out of Schnitzer’s house and, without saying a word to anybody, gone for a car drive with a friend. Not even the limpid blue eyes could persuade him to accept that story; and the story of what had happened afterwards was even less credible. Why, for instance, had she been running when the obvious thing to do was to stand still and signal to a car that she wanted a lift? What had she been running away from? What had frightened her? Or who?

O’Regan frowned. Perryfeld was in it somewhere. Without the least logical reason for any such suspicion, that suspicion was quite definite. Perryfeld knew Josephine Brady, and she was Schnitzer’s stenographer, and Schnitzer and Perryfeld were acquainted — there was a link somewhere if he could only find it.

His thoughts were interrupted by the return of Spellman and Lavine.

“That girl’s scared. Chief,” said Spellman.

“Lots of people are when they come to Police Headquarters, Spell,” said O’Regan. “But don’t blame me this time; I was just about as fierce with her as a turtle-dove.”

“Scared of something outside of here,” said Spellman. “Seemed nervous at leaving the building and asked me if a sergeant could see her home. I sent Jennings with her.” O’Regan nodded.

“Nerves,” he said. “Schnitzer dead can’t have been a pretty sight.”

“Did she talk, Chief?” inquired Lavine.

“Sure. She told me she’d been for a car ride with a boy friend.”

Lavine frowned.

“Nothing about Schnitzer?” he asked. “She must have been there when the shooting happened—”

“Oh yes — quite a lot about Schnitzer. She told me he was dead. I guess that’s the most important fact about Schnitzer — eh, Spell?”

“If we could ask Schnitzer I fancy he’d say so,” grinned Spellman.

“Schnitzer’s dead,” repeated O’Regan. “We don’t have to ask why he’s dead — we know. We can make a pretty good guess, anyway. He’s dead because he wouldn’t pay to live. I told you, Spell, that’s the racket that’s going on, and Schnitzer’s just another victim. He wouldn’t pay, or couldn’t pay, so they shot him up just to show those who are paying that it’s as well to keep up to date with their installments. I’ve seen this coming for a long time, and now it’s come — the biggest racket ever.”

Spellman nodded.

“It’s not of much importance who killed Schnitzer,” continued O’Regan. “It might be one of a dozen — fifty — a hundred. Chester County’s swarming with killers, but they don’t count much. They’re only the small fry who do as they’re told and draw their wages. There’s a big shot behind them, and he’s the fellow we’re after. I’m going to get him — see? It’s the big shot against Tricks O’Regan, and it’s Tricks O’Regan who’s going to win. Geissel!”

Sergeant Geissel came to the door of the glass-house. “Yes, Chief?”

“I want that file.”,

The sergeant placed a file of papers on the desk and O’Regan began to look through it. For some moments Lavine stood watching him doubtfully, and then he strolled towards the desk.

“Say, Chief,” he began, “about Perryfeld—”

O’Regan continued writing. “What about Perryfeld?”

“He was a bit sore at the way you treated him just now — said he reckoned a man of his standing ought to be treated with some sort of courtesy when he paid a visit to Police Headquarters.”

“Standing? What’s his standing?”

“Well, he’s a man who counts, Chief,” replied Lavine. “He’s got a swell place out on Washington and they say he’s worth a million dollars—”

“Seems a stiffish price on his face value, Lavine. Sorry if I’ve hurt his feelings. Sensitive, is he?”

“You were a bit curt with him. Chief, that’s all. He’s anxious to be friendly — came here this morning specially to see you — and he’s a fellow with a whole lot of influence—”

O’Regan cut him short with a gesture.

“Perryfeld — what is he? I see him driving his Packard and wearing his diamond pin and smoking his dollar cigar, but I don’t have to take my hat off to him for those things. If he says good morning, I’ll say good morning, and that’s all I want.”

“But on the level, Chief,” persisted Lavine, “he’s a swell fellow. He’s in with all the big men of the State.”

“So am I. But that’s no testimonial to either of us.”

“But there’s no sense in getting in wrong with a big man like Perryfeld.”

O’Regan laid down his pen.

“Listen, Lavine,” he said. “You don’t realize it, perhaps, but you’re a very ordinary man. I’m not ordinary. If I were just ordinary I shouldn’t be the most successful police officer in the State of New York. Some day I shall be governor of the State — maybe president.” He smiled. “No, I guess I won’t trouble to be president — would you, Spell?”

Spellman grinned.

“What I’m getting at, Lavine,” continued O’Regan, “is that I know men — I live by knowing men. But don’t let that worry you. The point is. I don’t like Perryfeld, and that’s all there is to it.”

Lavine frowned.

“You’ve got nothing on him, Chief.”

“Not a thing.”

Lavine glanced at him doubtfully.

“Well, now,” he said, “Perryfeld is anxious to see you, and he said he’d be calling back—”

“We’ll put the carpet down.”

“Honest, Chief,” persisted the other, “you’d like him if you know him. He’s square — eh, Spellman?”

“No use asking me,” replied Spellman. “I don’t know him.”

“He subscribes to the police sports,” urged Lavine, “and the children’s home and everything.”

“Fine!” said O’Regan. “But I once heard of a churchwarden who put arsenic in his wife’s tea.”

“But you’ll see him when he calls, eh, Chief?”

“Sure. I’ll see him at ten o’clock tomorrow morning if he really wants to see me. ‘Keep Chester Clean’ — they had that on a banner at the City Hall at the last meeting of the Citizens’ League, and that’s what I’m here for. Sure I’ll see Perryfeld. You can’t keep a place clean if you don’t see the dirt.”

“Say, Chief,” protested Lavine, “Perryfeld’s a real gentleman—”

“And what was he before he was a gentleman? He’s been living in Chester County just three years, and that’s all we know about him except that he’s swollen with money and does no work. Perryfeld a gentleman! You take it from me, Lavine, that when a man gets money without work he’s either a crook or on the Stock Exchange. Maybe he’s both. But that bird never bought stock in his life.”

“You’ve never said a word against him before, Chief.”

O’Regan rose and began pacing the room.

“I’ve never known this situation before. We’ve had two years of copper-shooting and practically no other crime. And I never see the best people in this office.”

“I don’t get that,” said Lavine.

“You wouldn’t,” snapped O’Regan. “But that’s how it is. They all used to come here to Police Headquarters — all the best people — the van Zyls, the Roberts, the Lees. They used to float in at odd times and say, ‘How’s Tricks?’ There are fifty rich families living in the neighbourhood, and somebody was always dropping in to swap yarns. But they don’t come here now.”

“Maybe they’re getting particular,” sneered Lavine. “The last of that bunch to call here,” continued O’Regan, “was John Harvey — a rich man who was in no racket, and he was shot like a dog — bumped the next day. Why? Just because he came here. And that’s why none of the best people come here now. They’re all scared of the same thing.”

“Perryfeld’s a rich man, Chief,” Lavine reminded him, “and he’s often around.”

“Sure,” agreed O’Regan. “Perryfeld’s not scared. He’s the only rich man in the county who isn’t. Have you ever wondered why?”

Lavine gave a shrug and went to the door.

“You hate the man, Chief, so I guess he can’t do anything right,” he said surlily. “Do you want to see Petersen?”

O’Regan nodded. “Get him, Spellman, will you?” Spellman went from the room and Lavine turned and faced O’Regan.

“From your manner, Chief,” he began angrily, “anyone would think you didn’t trust me.”

“You’d be surprised, Lavine.”

Lavine bit his lip. “Do you want me to stay here while this bird is being grilled?”

O’Regan seated himself at his desk. “I guess not,” he said.

“Any particular reason, Chief, why I shouldn’t—”

O’Regan glanced up at his scowling face.

“I said ‘I guess not’,” he snapped.

“All right — I heard you the first time,” said Lavine sullenly, and strode from the room.
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A few minutes later the door was opened again and Petersen, with Spellman close behind him, slunk into the room. He was a tall, thin, ferret-faced man, with red-lidded, restless eyes and hands that were never still. He took a few quick steps forward and paused, his shoulders hunched, his lips twitching and his shifty little eyes darting to every corner of the room. Then he swung round suddenly towards Spellman.

“For God’s sake shut that door!”

It was a thin, reedy voice, which seemed far too small for his body, and he whined rather than spoke the words. Spellman closed the door and Petersen advanced a few more steps and paused again.

“Captain!”

O’Regan got up and went towards him.

“That shade, Captain,” whined Petersen, waving a shaking hand towards the window. “Can I have it down?”

At a sign from O’Regan, Spellman lowered the shade, but Petersen’s gaze still moved restlessly round the room and came to rest on the door.

“Nobody out there, Captain — in that room?”

“That’s not a room,” O’Regan assured him; “that’s a passage leading into the courtyard.”

Petersen still stared at it nervously.

“Is that door locked?”

Spellman crossed to the door and flung it open, and as he did so, Petersen suddenly dropped on to one knee and flung up an arm as if to shield his head.

“All quite clear, Petersen,” announced Spellman. “See, I’m locking it.”

He turned the key in the lock and held it up for the man to see.

“Nobody else can come in?”

“Nobody,” Spellman assured him. “I told you that.”

O’Regan pulled a chair forward and pointed to it, and Petersen, with a last swift glance around, sank on to it.

“Scared, eh, Petersen?” said O’Regan. “Why?”

“Me? No, I’m not scared, Captain. What would I be scared of?”

“Been racketeering in this town, haven’t you?” Petersen nodded. “Yep.”

O’Regan picked up a pamphlet from his desk and consulted it.

“You’ve been forming a Laundry Protection Society, taking ten dollars a head from those who’d pay and beating up those who wouldn’t. That right?”

“Yep.”

“You had a gang with you?”

Petersen nodded again. “Three boys, Captain.” O’Regan tossed the document aside and picked up a paper from the desk.

“When did you see them last, Petersen?”

“See ‘em? Monday, I guess.”

“Listen to this,” said O’Regan, glancing at the paper. “‘A blue Dodge sedan was found abandoned on Long Avenue, Queen’s. Inside were three dead men. One was identified as Bunny Lane, a well-known character in the Bronx.’ These were your boys?”

“I guess so, Captain.”

“They were in town Monday night and were dead Tuesday morning?”

“It looks that way.”

“And on Wednesday morning you walked into the station and gave yourself up?”

“Sure.”

“Why?”

“Well, you see, Captain,” whined Petersen, “it was this way. It sort of came over me suddenly that in running this racket I wasn’t doing right by my fellow-men—”

“Can that,” snapped O’Regan. “Come clean, will you? I’ll tell you why you came skulking into the station and gave yourself up, shall I? It wasn’t because you’d suddenly found a sore spot in your conscience and wanted to heal it. It was something more serious than that — something that would cause you a sight more inconvenience than a pang of conscience. You came to the station because you’d seen someone in town you didn’t care about seeing.”

“No, sir.”

“I say yes,” said O’Regan; “you saw somebody in town and you were mighty anxious he shouldn’t get a glimpse of you.”

“No, sir,” repeated Petersen doggedly. “I saw no one.”

“A big shot, eh?”

“No, sir. Me — I don’t know no big shots. There ain’t no squawk coming from Lem Petersen, Captain. Just get that straight.”

“No, crooks don’t squawk, do they, Petersen?” said O’Regan. “Some of them have got a gang to clean up the killers. But you’ve got no gang, Petersen — you’re just a cheap skate of a racketeer, hiding for your life. Three of your pals have been dumped, and you come running to the police to take care of you and haven’t got the guts to go after the men who shot up your pals.”

“Ain’t I?” exclaimed Petersen excitedly. “Me — no guts, eh? You got no cause to talk that way, Captain. The guy as did that job will get his all right!”

“Sure — on a gold plate,” sneered O’Regan. “That’s why you’ve come to the police, Petersen. This town’s full of killers. You made a mistake and jumped into a big racket, and now you’ve discovered what you’ve stepped into you’re trying to get out of it alive. Not doing right by your fellow-men! Been in Saint Quentin prison, haven’t you?”

“Yep.”

“And Canyon City prison?”

“Yep.”

“Any big shots there with you?”

“Say, Captain,” said Petersen, “don’t you think I don’t want to get square with the guy that bumped those boys, because I do. But you’re right, Captain: I’m a lousy racketeer. They just push me around and I’ve no come-back.”

O’Regan declined to be drawn on to that side issue. “Just tell me this, Petersen,” he said. “Who was the big shot you met in Saint Quentin?”

“Nobody.”

“In Canyon City, then? You met some big fellows there?”

Petersen stared at him with an obstinate, sullen expression and made no reply.

“Somebody in Canyon City, eh?”

“Sure,” admitted Petersen. “There were a lot of guys there. Mind you, Captain, I’m not saying any of them was the guy you’re talking about.”

“Sure you’re not. Who was in prison with you when you were there?”

“There was Harry Pawter — the guy that did the big bank job in Denver City — and there was Joe Lacross who held up the Colorado Limited.”

“Anyone else?”

“There was Ben Guinney. He ran a gang round the West. A real swell outfit — eight killers. But I ain’t saying Ben Guinney’s the guy you’re talking about—”

“What was Ben Guinney’s graft?” demanded O’Regan.

“Any graft where you can use eight killers,” replied Petersen. “I guess Guinney wasn’t particular as long as there was dollars in it—”

Suddenly he sprang to his feet, glanced tearfully round, and flung out a hand towards the door through which he had entered.

“There’s someone outside that door!” he exclaimed in a scared whisper. “I heard ‘em, Captain. There’s some guy out there listening to every word I’m saying.”

Spellman strode swiftly but quietly to the door and flung it open so suddenly that Lavine almost fell into the room. But he recovered himself and walked calmly in.

“What do you want?” demanded O’Regan.

“I got a message that you wanted me, Chief.”

“I don’t.”

“Sorry,” said Lavine; he turned and went out.

“Put someone outside that door, Spell,” said O’Regan, and when Spellman had given the necessary instructions, turned again to Petersen.

“Sit down,” he ordered. “Nobody will be listening now. About Ben Guinney — what sentence did he get?”

“Life.”

“He’s still there, then?”

“No, Captain,” replied Petersen. “Guinney ain’t still there. He ain’t the sort to stay put. His gang pulled him out. I tell you, that guy can break prisons easier than you can do chores.”

“Seen Guinney since you came out?”

Petersen hesitated, staring stolidly at his hands and nervously twisting his fingers.

“Well — yep,” he said at last. “I saw him in San Francisco. It was a bad break for me. I bumped right into him. I jumped in a taxi and made the first train out of town, and even then they nearly stuffed me.”

“Seen him since then?”

The obstinate look came back to Petersen’s face.

“That’s all I gotta say,” he mumbled.

“You’ve got to say what I ask you to say,” said

O’Regan. “When did you see Guinney last? And where?”

“I tell you I’m saying no more, Captain. I guess I’ve said more than a mouthful—”

“What did he get his lifer for?” asked O’Regan calmly. “Murder?”

Petersen nodded. “Sure — first degree. Say, listen, Captain. If you ever have to take Ben Guinney, shoot first — see? I’m telling you, Captain; shoot first and don’t stop shooting.” His voice took on its whining tone again. “Them there boys meant a lot to me, Captain. There wasn’t no call to bump ‘em. All he had to do—”

“Who?” rapped O’Regan.

“Why, the guy who shot ’em up. How should I know who did it? But there wasn’t no cause to do it. All he had to do was to say ‘scat’and not take them boys for a ride. That’s the trouble with them guys; they only know one medicine for any sickness. It’s just kill or nothin’. But don’t you go thinking I know who did it, Captain, because I’m telling you I don’t know nothin’ about it—”

“Sure you don’t,” soothed O’Regan. “We’ll stick to Ben Guinney. How long is it since you bumped into him that time in San Francisco?”

“That was three years ago, Captain.”

“Could you identify him?”

“No.”

“Suppose I brought Ben Guinney into this room, you mean to say you wouldn’t know him?”

Petersen sprang to his feet, his lips working and his fingers clawing at his coat.

“For God’s sake, Captain!” he whined. “You ain’t going to play a trick like that? Listen — I don’t know nothin’ about Guinney — see? Nothin’ at all, and it’s just waste of time to keep on shooting questions at me.”

“I’m asking you, Petersen,” said O’Regan quietly, “whether you’d know Guinney if I brought him in here—”

“Listen, you!” exclaimed Petersen with sudden passion. “You’ve got your job, haven’t you? And you’ve got your brass buttons to look after, haven’t you? But what chance have I got? I’ve got no brass buttons, have I?”

He sank back on the chair and sat for some moments covering his face with his shaking hands; then he glanced up.

“Say, Captain, do you know what’s the matter with me? I’m starvin’. I’ve been in this place three days and all I’ve had to eat is a biscuit I begged off the gaoler. That’s what’s got me down.”

“He has had food sent in to him, Chief,” said Spellman.

“Sure I have,” said Petersen. “And I put it in the ash-can. There’s a friend in town who’d send me in lunches and do you know where I’d be if I ate ‘em? I’d be on the table — with them three boys they took for a ride to Queen’s. I tell you, Captain, I’m through.”

“O.K.,” said O’Regan. “Unlock that door, Spellman. If I bring you some food, Petersen, will you eat it?”

“Sure I will, Captain,” said Petersen eagerly. “You’re a square dealer.”

O’Regan nodded. “O.K. You shall have some. Get him back, Spell, will you? And tell Lavine I want him.”

As Spellman led Petersen out, O’Regan seated himself at his desk and a few moments later Lavine came in with a jaunty air of self-assurance.

“Grilling over, Chief?” he asked amiably.

“Meaning Petersen’s?” inquired O’Regan. “Yes, I’ve nothing more to say to Petersen.”

“Say, why is he in the dungeon?”

“Just because I said he was to be put there. He’s safe there.”

“Scared, is he?”

“So long as he’s in the dungeon nobody can talk to him. And if he starts talking nobody can listen. Did you hear very much when you were listening outside the door just now?”

Lavine flushed angrily.

“You don’t have to say that kind of thing to me, Chief,” he began, but O’Regan cut him short.

“The next time you listen in on me, Lavine,” he said, “you’ll hear something that’ll make your ears burn. And you won’t have to stand outside the door to hear it, either.”

Lavine strode to the desk.

“If you’ve got something on me. Chief,” he said, “I reckon I’ve a right to know what it is.”

O’Regan glanced up and met his gaze steadily.

“All right, Lavine,” he said, “then I’ll tell you. I met your wife the other day on the Pimlico Race Track.”

“Any reason why the wife of a police officer shouldn’t go to a race track? All the best people go, and—”

“No reason at all,” interrupted O’Regan, “provided she can afford it. But I happen to know something about fur coats.”

“I don’t get you, Chief.”

“Your wife was wearing a fur coat that can’t have cost less than three thousand dollars, Lavine, and she had ten years’ pay of a police lieutenant on her fingers.” His mouth hardened. “I want to know here and now where the money comes from for that sort of thing.” Lavine smiled.

“There’s a simple enough explanation of that, Chief,” he said easily; “I’ve been in on the market.” O’Regan nodded. “Then I want your broker’s account right here on the table tomorrow morning.” Lavine’s smile vanished, but he gave a careless shrug. “That’s O.K. with me,” he said sullenly. “Is that all?”

“I guess it’s enough to get on with.”

Lavine’s hands clenched and he leaned threateningly across the desk.

“Listen, Chief,” he said furiously. “I’ve stood for enough lately. You may be Tricks O’Regan, but even Tricks O’Regan isn’t going to treat me like a dog. Do you get that?”

O’Regan’s thin lips shaped themselves into a smile.

“Sure I wouldn’t, Lavine,” he said. “I’m always mighty kind to dumb animals.”

For a moment Lavine stood glaring at his smiling face, and then he turned and strode from the room. O’Regan opened the file that lay on his desk and began to study it, and then he leaned back in his chair frowning thoughtfully. Schnitzer — Petersen — Perryfeld — Lavine — Guinney or some other big shot in the background — they all, he felt, fitted in somewhere if he could only see how. Josephine Brady, too. A nice bunch for Josephine Brady to be mixed up with — and it was no use blinking the fact that she was mixed up with them in some way. All those lies she had told him — why should she tell him a string of obvious untruths unless she was somehow in the dirty business and afraid to tell him the truth? She had been shielding somebody — herself perhaps. Or it might be something to do with Schnitzer — something she didn’t want to come out. Schnitzer’s reputation was commonly supposed to be responsible for most of the sour milk in his district, and she had been at his house that evening — alone….

O’Regan made a gesture of impatience. He would get nowhere along that track. If he was any judge of character, Josephine Brady would be as much out of her natural element in Schnitzer’s apartment as Schnitzer would have been out of his in a monastery. That part of her story was no doubt true; Schnitzer had ‘phoned for her and she had been obliged to go. But he had a feeling that she could have told him, had she chosen, who killed Schnitzer. Unless she had been so scared to tell him…. Scared? That might be the explanation — scared of what might happen to her if she told all she knew.

He realized suddenly that he was thinking a good deal about Josephine Brady, who played, after all, only a comparatively insignificant part in the mystery. And then he remembered that, since Josephine Brady had at any rate something to do with it, thoughts of her might legitimately be classed as “business” and quite properly entertained even at Police Headquarters.

Fifteen minutes later Sergeant Geissel, catching sight of his Chief through the window of the glass-house, saw him still leaning back in his chair with a beatific smile on his face such as he had never seen there before. He reported to his colleague, Sergeant Jackson, that the chief apparently was dreaming of angels.
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“I’VE got a hunch, Spell,” began O’Regan, when the Lieutenant returned to the room. “Listen. Somewhere around is the best gun gang that ever came East.” Spellman shrugged his shoulders.

“I’m not so sure, Chief. I fancy Petersen is the only racketeer who has been operating in this county for years.”

“Petersen was here just a week, Spell, and then he walked into the station and gave himself up. That told me something. Why did he give himself up? To ease his conscience? Because he didn’t feel he was acting right by his fellow-men? Like hell he did! When a racketeer starts thinking about his soul, Spell, you can bet a year’s pay he’s scared stiff of what’s going to happen to his body.”

Spellman nodded. “Petersen’s scared all right,” he admitted.

“I guess he has good cause to be. He’s only a cheap little racketeer and he knows that no little snakes can live for long on the same lot as the big snakes. There’s a big snake somewhere around, Spell, and it’s up to us to find him. Who is he, eh? Well, I’ve a hunch. How does Perryfeld strike you as a likely candidate?”

“Perryfeld?” Spellman frowned thoughtfully.

“He fits,” said O’Regan. “I’ve been thinking it out. He’s the type all right. He’s got the money too, hasn’t he? He’s wallowing in money and nobody has the least idea how he makes it or where he comes from. He comes along and buys a swell place and sets up as a gentleman, and Chester County accepts him at his own valuation. It’s easy to get accepted as anything if you can fling the money about like Perryfeld does.”

“You’ve got nothing definite against him, Chief,” Spellman reminded him.

“Nothing that’s good enough to act on openly,” admitted O’Regan, “but I’ve got something that’s pretty convincing to me. I’ve told you what the racket is: people have got to pay to live — rich people who can afford to pay. And if they don’t pay they just don’t live. That’s why there’s not a rich man around here who isn’t scared to stiff to come to Police Headquarters. They know they wouldn’t be allowed to come twice. Harvey only came once, didn’t he? And what happened to Harvey would happen to anyone else who came here — except one man.”

“Perryfeld?”

O’Regan nodded. “He’s the only rich man who isn’t afraid to come here, who isn’t afraid of being bumped for it. Sure he’s not! Why should he be? He’s not going to bump himself. I’ve got a hunch, Spell, that Petersen ran into Perryfeld and that’s what sent him scurrying to the police for safety.”

“If that’s so, Chief,” said Spellman, “the question is, who is Perryfeld?”

“He’s someone Petersen had met before, anyway, and someone he’s mighty scared of. One of the really big fellows too. It can be one of six men — all from the West — and I’ve a notion which one of them it is.”

“You’ve been checking ’em up?”

O’Regan nodded. “Fingerprints,” he said, tapping the file in front of him. “Give me fingerprints every time, Spell; you can easily get your face lifted, but the fingers stay put. Have a look here.”

Spellman leaned forward and glanced at the paper in O’Regan’s hand.

“Boston Kid,” he said. “He’s dead. Chief. Took the hot squat in New Jersey.”

O’Regan laid the paper aside and picked up another, and as he glanced at it he sprang suddenly to his feet.

“Say, Spell, look — Ben Guinney!” he exclaimed. “This is a real break, getting this. No portrait, but that’s nothing — here are his fingerprints. Ben Guinney — three times death — good God! Remember what Petersen said about Ben Guinney? He met him in Canyon City and was afraid to breathe his name in this office. I guess we’ve found our big shot. If we think of friend Perryfeld as alias Ben Guinney, I fancy we shan’t be thinking far wrong.”

“We’ve got to prove it, Chief.”

“Sure,” agreed O’Regan. “But there are ways of doing that. If we could get Perryfeld’s fingerprints, that’s all we’d need. Or if we could persuade Petersen to identify him. But Petersen’s scared and I doubt if he’d find the courage to do that.”

“Couldn’t we pull Perryfeld in on some excuse, Chief?”

O’Regan shook his head.

“He’s sure to be at the home of his lawyer,” he said. “You’ve got to remember, Spell, that in America we may break the law but we always respect the lawyer.” He tapped the paper in his hand. “Guinney has collected a nice little record,” he said. “Five murders, three death sentences and one life sentence hanging over him. Listen: ‘He is the head of a small gang of super-gunmen and expert prison-breakers.’ According to Petersen that fits Guinney all right. ‘Officers having this man under arrest must take precautions to guard their gaols.’—”

He glanced up at Spellman and smiled.

“We’ll be guarding our gaol shortly,” he said, “or my name’s not Tricks O’Regan. Guinney’s a fish worth landing, and—”

The door was opened and he stopped abruptly and glanced round as Lavine entered.

“Yes, Lavine?”

“Mr. Perryfeld, Chief. Will you see him?”

“Sure,” said O’Regan; swept the pile of papers into a drawer and grinned at Spellman.

“I’ll fish alone, Spell. I think,” he said, with a nod towards the door.

Spellman smiled and went out, and a moment later Perryfeld sauntered in.

“Busy, Chief?” he inquired amiably. “Well, it’s a business call, anyway, so I guess you can spare me a few minutes with an easy conscience.” He puffed at his cigar in silence for some moments. “It’s just this, Captain,” he said. “I live up at the fork on Washington and Brandt.”

O’Regan nodded. “I know where you live.”

Perryfeld removed his cigar and raised his eyebrows. “Is that so?” he remarked. “Swell place, eh? Well now, last night my chauffeur reported to me he saw four strange men hanging around. They came up by car.”

“And that scared him?”

“Why, yes,” said Perryfeld. “I went down to see who they were. They were four fellows I knew. They were trying to find my house — just calling in on their way to Queen’s.”

“That’s a grand bit of news.”

“You hadn’t heard about ‘em?”

“Sure I’d heard about them. My patrolman reported four strangers hanging around your house last night. And that’s what you’ve come to tell me?”

“I guessed they might have been reported and thought it might ease your mind to know they were friends of mine.”

“It takes a load off my mind,” said O’Regan. “No need to worry about them, of course, if they were friends of yours.”

Perryfeld stared at him doubtfully for some moments, but O’Regan’s face was innocent enough and he seemed satisfied.

“I thought maybe you’d be interested to know,” he said. “I guess the police have got enough to keep ’em busy without worrying over harmless strangers.”

“Plenty of real crooks, eh? Still, we know most of the real crooks.”

“Is that so?” smiled Perryfeld.

“Only we can’t always pull them in at once. But we usually get ’em in the end. So when your chauffeur reported the four strangers you went down to see who they were, did you?”

“Of course.”

“At once?”

Perryfeld nodded.

“Meaning as soon as you got the ‘phone message?” Seeing the frown on the other man’s face, O’Regan added, “It must have been a ‘phone message, because when my patrolman reported the strangers, you weren’t at home; you were in your club. That was reported to me too.” Perryfeld’s eyes narrowed.

“So that was reported too, eh? What’s the great idea, Captain?”

“Just natural anxiety for the safety of a prominent citizen,” said O’Regan. “The fact is, Perryfeld, someone called you on the wire at your club and told you a patrolman had refused duty because he saw four strange men.”

“What the devil do you mean?”

“And out of the kindness of your heart,” continued O’Regan, “you drove straight home to see who they were, and then took the trouble to come along here and relieve my mind. I’m grateful.”

“You should be,” replied Perryfeld. “And here’s another thing I guess will interest you. There’s been a fellow in town named Petersen. He’s a racketeer.”

“Terrible!”

“I’ve heard he tried to work a racket on the laundry men. I’m glad you’ve got him inside. Keeping Chester County clean, eh?”

“That’s the size of it. Do you know Petersen?”

Perryfeld smiled contemptuously.

“Know him? Huh! I don’t know that kind of trash.”

O’Regan placed a cigarette between his lips and struck a match.

“No?”

“No.”

“What kind do you know, Perryfeld?”

O’Regan flicked the match away and smiled at him pleasantly. Perryfeld was staring thoughtfully at the end of his cigar.

“What kind of trash do you favour with your friendship, Perryfeld?”

The other thrust his cigar in his mouth and his hands in his pockets.

“Most of ’em wear uniforms,” he said laconically. “Quite,” agreed O’Regan. “I had an idea they might. It used to be stripes, but now it’s a neat grey.”

“And if you ask me,” snarled Perryfeld, turning on him suddenly, “there’s not all that difference between a neat grey”he waved a hand towards O’Regan’s tunic”and a neat blue. One’s a crook outside and the other’s a crook inside.”

O’Regan smiled. “We won’t let the conversation get personal, Perryfeld.”

“That suits me,” replied Perryfeld, and began sauntering jauntily round the room.

“They give you a swell office, Captain.”

“Not too bad,” agreed O’Regan: “but we haven’t the high spots of the racketeer.”

“I guess that’s your fault.”

“Fault? I’ve always rather prided myself that it was a virtue. But it’s a matter of opinion, I suppose.” Perryfeld gave a shrug and continued his saunter, while O’Regan’s eyes followed him. Suddenly he halted and stood frowning at a square wooden box on the table. The lid was off and as he leaned forward and peered inside his frown deepened.

“Say, O’Regan, what the devil’s that?”

O’Regan rose, crossed to the table and pulled the box carelessly to him.

“For God’s sake go steady!” exclaimed Perryfeld. “That’s a pineapple, isn’t it?”

“Sure,” smiled Tricks. “It’s a Stanton-Lewis bomb. Most effective.” He took the bomb from the box, glanced at it and made as if to toss it across the table to Perryfeld. “Take a look at it.”

Perryfeld started back.

“For God’s sake, O’Regan! You’re crazy, man! Put the thing away. It’s not safe to have that kind of thing lying about. Put it away!”

“Someone sent it to me by post,” O’Regan explained. “It was intended for a joke. I can take a joke, so I took it. But if this pin had come out and the handle had come off it would have been a joke I’d never have seen.” Perryfeld was mopping his forehead with his handkerchief, his gaze riveted on the bomb.

“Put the darned thing away, O’Regan, can’t you?”

“Say, you’re not scared, are you? To me it’s just a bit of iron.” He shook it and held it to his ear. “Gelignite — enough to blow this place to glory.”

“For God’s sake put it away!” repeated the other.

“I guess I’ll take it home with me. It might amuse the janitor’s children.” He replaced the bomb carelessly in the box and his smile vanished. “Ever used a pineapple, Perryfeld?”

“I have not,” said the other emphatically. “That’s not my idea of a good way of earning a living.”

“No? Well, what do you do for a living?”

“Nothing.”

“It just sort of comes natural?”

“Sure. You see, I made a lot of money out West.”

“West New York or the great wide open spaces of Hollywood?”

“Western Canada,” replied Perryfeld. “There’s been big money made out West, you know.”

“I see. Sort of West generally. Farming?”

“No — land speculation.”

“British Columbia, Alberta, Manitoba?”

Perryfeld made an airy gesture with his cigar.

“Oh, just around.”

“I see,” said O’Regan. “Can you mention anyone in Canada, East or West, you’ve ever done business with?” Perryfeld jerked his cigar from his mouth and faced him, frowning.

“Say, listen, Captain,” he said, “are you calling me a liar?”

“Oh no.”

“Then what’s the idea?”

“I’m just curious to know,” said O’Regan, “how you keep a house in this county and a magnificent apartment on Washington and where you get the money to play the races and lose five thousand dollars a day.”

“You’ve been tracking me, have you?”

O’Regan nodded.

“Yes — for quite a while,” he told him. “I just thought I would. Of course you couldn’t know because the man who supplies you with information from this office didn’t tell you about it. But he didn’t know either.” For some moments Perryfeld faced him with twitching lips and furious eyes. Then he shrugged his shoulders, smiled and replaced his cigar in his mouth.

“Well,” he chuckled, “and how do I get my money? If you know so much about me, I guess you ought to be able to tell me that.”

“I can,” snapped O’Regan. “Listen, Perryfeld: the big people in this county are paying to live; some blackmail society is giving them protection, and protection just means staying alive. It’s the new racket — the racket that was always coming. And now it’s come. There’s one man in a hundred who’ll pay money sooner than have some dirt pulled out of his past, but there’s ninety-nine in every hundred who’ll pay sooner than stop living.”

Perryfeld’s face was livid. “Did Harvey—” he began furiously and stopped.

“Go on — say it,” urged O’Regan. “Did Harvey tell me…?”

“Bah! You’re crazy mad with the heat!” exclaimed Perryfeld. “You’ve gone bugs, O’Regan. But I’m warning you; I’ve got a pull in this county.”

“Sure you have. There never was a gangster who hadn’t. And I’ll tell you your big pull, shall I? It’s the fellows with the guns skulking around in the street right now, waiting for you to come out. Your tame killers!”

“If you believe that, Captain, I wonder you’re not afraid.”

O’Regan shook his head.

“You do all the fearing, Perryfeld,” he said. “You’ve cause to. If you’re the man I think you are, I’ve got you booked — right through to the Smoky Cell.” Perryfeld gave a chuckle of amusement.

“Is that so?” he laughed. “Well, I guess you’ve got to have all the spades and aces. You can’t put me inside without ‘em, O’Regan.”

“No,” agreed O’Regan, “but I can put you outside.” He touched a bell on his desk and Lavine came in. “Show Mr. Perryfeld out, Lavine.”

Perryfeld sauntered to the door.

“So long, Captain!”

“So long!”

With an amused smile Perryfeld went out. As the door closed behind him, Tricks strode to his desk, took the file of papers from the drawer and became absorbed in studying them.

“Ben Guinney!” he muttered. “I wonder? Well, I certainly hope so.”
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Even with Sergeant Jennings in close attendance, Josephine, when she left Police Headquarters, could not conceal her nervousness. She had the uncomfortable feeling that all the time she was being watched, and that at any moment something — she had no idea what — might happen. She hurried along, casting anxious glances over her shoulder at every few steps, half expecting at each glance to see Perryfeld, or the man Mike, or the young man who had given her a lift last night. She could not rid herself of the idea that someone was following her, and it was all she could do to restrain herself from breaking into a run.

Yet it was relief to be away from Police Headquarters, outside that room with Tricks O’Regan searching her with his blue eyes and plying her with questions. All the time she had felt that she was making a very poor show, that he knew she was trying to deceive him, that he probably knew exactly what happened last night and was only testing her to see if she would tell him the truth, despising her a little more for every evasion by which she tried to throw him off the scent. If he had kept on questioning her for a few more minutes she would probably have given up the attempt and told him everything.

She wished now that she had done so. After ail, he would have seen that nothing happened to her. If Tricks O’Regan with the whole police force at his command, could not take care of her, nobody could. And if only she had somehow found the courage to confide in him she would have had no further cause to worry, and he would not now be despising her for being a coward, or suspecting her, as he must be, of being in some way interested in keeping from him the truth about Schnitzer. She realized that it was of tremendous importance to her that O’Regan should not despise her.

It had been finding Perryfeld there, of course, that had made it impossible to take O’Regan into her confidence. The more sight of him had unnerved her and sent all her courage ebbing away. He did not mean to give her a chance of breaking her promise to him and had even risked a visit to Police Headquarters to ensure that she kept it. If she had said one word to O’Regan which might have turned suspicion in his direction, that gun in his pocket would have gone off. A man who did not hesitate, within a few hours of committing a coldblooded murder, to walk calmly into Police Headquarters, would hesitate at nothing. And O’Regan couldn’t have saved her then. He couldn’t save her now if Perryfeld decided that she was a danger to him. After all, Tricks O’Regan and the whole police force hadn’t been enough to save Schnitzer….

She hurried up to the steps of Schnitzer’s office. She was late and would have to think of some excuse. She did not want to let it be known that she had been to Police Headquarters, still less that she had been at Schnitzer’s house last night. There was no need to broadcast the fact that she had anything to do with the wretched business, and if she was to keep on the right side of Perryfeld, the less she said about it to anyone the better.

But all hope that she might be able to conceal her part in the affair was speedily dissipated when she entered the office. Maisie, the snubnosed young lady who sat at the desk next to hers, left her in no doubt.

“Hallo, baby!” was her greeting. “There’s been a nice young fellow asking for you. He’s called three times already and he’ll be calling again.”

“Someone for me!” said Josephine nervously. “Did he say what he wanted?”

“He certainly did. He wants to know who’s your favourite film star and what you think about Love with a capital L, and if you prefer silk or crèpe de Chine


and what’s your feeling about all the other great big things that really matter. And he wants a real nice photograph of you, and if you’ve no dress without a back he says his paper will foot the bill for one—”

“Paper?”

“The Chester County Tribune
 ,” Maisie informed her. “You don’t seem to tumble to it that you’re front-page news, my dear—’The Girl Who Saw Schnitzer Killed’.”

“But I didn’t.”

“No? Well, that’s a disappointment for you, but I guess it’s of no consequence. You were there at his house when it happened, and if you didn’t actually see him get the works, I guess the Tribune
 will write you a bigger cheque if you say you stood there trembling and swaying and thinking of your dear old mother while the big bad gunman did his stuff. The papers all say old Schnitzer’s stenographer was there when tire killing took place and — well, I reckon some girls have all the luck! You’ll get more from the Tribune
 than you’d have earned in this outfit in a couple of years….”

Maisie went prattling on, but Josephine was paying no attention. So it was knownin the papers — that she had been at Schnitzer’s house last night! She might have guessed that it would be. Already a reporter from the Tribune
 had been after her and she would have to face all the hateful publicity. But suppose he wasn’t a reporter from the Tribune
 ? Suppose that was just an excuse and he was really from Perryfeld — someone sent to see her, question her, find out how much she had told O’Regan….

“Well, old Schnitzer never was an angel,” Maisie was saying, “and I’ll bet any money getting shot up hasn’t made him one. It’s a real pity you didn’t shoot him yourself, kid. For your sake, I mean. You’d have got a whole lot more money for a swell story like that. ‘The Unwritten Law. Young Girl Defends Her Honour With a Gun.’ And you’ll be needing all the money you can get, honey. This outfit’s doomed and we’ll all be living on hope and peanuts next week.”

Josephine discovered a few minutes later that Maisie’s information was all too correct. Schnitzer’s business, she learned, was to be closed down at once. And as Schnitzer’s personal stenographer she was already a superfluous member of the staff. With a week’s pay in her bag, she left the office and hurried to her rooms.

And there for the rest of the day she remained, now curled in her big armchair, now pacing the room restlessly and from time to time staring thoughtfully at a small picture cut from a newspaper, which was fixed to the wall with a pin. Below the picture were printed the words “Captain ‘Tricks’ O’Regan”. She had cut it from the Tribune
 a few days after the dance, thrilled to discover that the mysterious Mr. Smith was in reality the Captain O’Regan who had the reputation of being the most brilliant young officer in the New York State Police. And having decided that, since Mr. Smith was Captain O’Regan — who had no doubt been at the dance merely on police business, who had in all probability not given her another thought and whom she was never likely to meet again — the only sensible course was to think no more about him, she had pinned the picture to the wall where she could not fail to see it a dozen times a day. And she had always thought, when she had looked at the picture and recalled the keen blue eyes and determined jaw of Mr. Smith, that if any trouble arose she would rather have him on her side than against her. And now the trouble had come, and she was on the side of Perryfeld, and O’Regan was against her, and she was afraid of both of them.

It was in the early evening that the telephone bell rang and brought her from her armchair with a start.

She stood for some moments staring at the instrument with frightened eyes. This would be Perryfeld at last. All day long she had been expecting to hear from him and had found it difficult to keep her gaze away from the telephone instrument, half wishing that the bell would ring and that Perryfeld would say whatever he had to say and get it over, and half inclined to take off the receiver so that no message could reach her. And now that the bell had rung she found that her heart was pounding and her throat felt dry.

She lifted the receiver and placed it to her ear.

“Hallo!”

“Is that you, Miss Brady?”

It was not Perryfeld’s voice, and her frown disappeared. But an instant later it was back again. Perryfeld, of course, would not telephone himself. Someone would ring up for him.

“Miss Brady speaking.”

“How are you, Miss Brady?”

“Who — who are you?”

“Mr. Smith at this end.”

Josephine smiled. Captain O’Regan would have been better than Perryfeld, but Mr. Smith was better still.

“Oh — yes, Mr. Smith?”

“Do you know the Florida Restaurant, Miss Brady? Well, Mr. Smith will be in the foyer of the Florida at eight o’clock this evening and there’s nothing he’d like better than to see Miss Josephine Brady walk in through the revolving door.”

“Alone?”

“Sure. If she’s not alone that’d mean Mr. Smith will have to dine alone. What do you say?”

“You promise that it will be Mr. Smith?”

“Sure.”

“And it will be Mr. Smith all the time?”

“You can count on that.”

“O.K.,” said Josephine. “Then Miss Brady will walk in through the revolving dour at 8 p.m. to the second.”

“Fine. Be hungry, won’t you?”

“I am,” she told him.

At 8 p.m. exactly, O’Regan, lounging on a settee in the foyer of the Florida Restaurant heard the revolving door swing round and glanced up just in time to see Josephine come through it. She did not see him at first and paused just inside the foyer, glancing round, and for a few moments he made no move to go to meet her, but sat there watching her. Her eyes were bright with excitement and her lips parted. As she stood there with her face nestling in the fluffy white collar of her evening cloak and the light glinting on her hair, she was a picture at which any man might have been excused for gazing.

O’Regan rose and moved towards her, smiling; but he had scarcely taken a step when he halted and the smile left his face. Through the revolving door had come a man — tall, in faultless evening dress. He glanced round as though in search of someone, then walked quickly up to Josephine and touched her arm. As she turned and faced the newcomer, O’Regan saw her start ever so slightly and the smile vanish from her lips. They spoke together for a few moments and then he saw her glance nervously around. She saw him, hesitated a moment, turned abruptly from the man who was speaking to her and came hurriedly towards him.

“This is fine, Miss Brady,” he smiled as he took her hand. “But you promised to be alone—”

“I am.”

He raised his eyebrows and shot a quick glance towards the man who stood watching them from the spot where she had deserted him.

“Your friend isn’t with you?”

She shook her head. “He’s not a friend,” she told him. “I don’t know him. He’s — well, as a matter of fact, Captain O’Regan, he’s a reporter — from the Tribune
 . He wants to ask me about Mr. Schnitzer and I don’t want to be asked, and — oh, let’s go and have dinner, shall we?”

She seemed desperately anxious to get away from the foyer into the restaurant, but O’Regan hesitated.

“Reporters have no right to plague you like this,” he said. “You’d better let me go and warn him off once and for all—”

“Oh no — please,” she said hastily. “I’ve told him I’ve nothing to say, and he won’t worry me while I’m with you.”

She laid a hand on his arm and urged him towards the restaurant. After a long steady glance at the tall man he turned and went with her out of the foyer. He was frowning thoughtfully as he went. A reporter from the Tribune
 ? He knew every member of the Tribune
 ’s reporting staff, and that man was not a member. He felt a sudden pang of disappointment. He had meant to forget all his suspicions this evening, to think of Josephine not as the girl who had been at Schnitzer’s house last night and had sat in the police office that morning telling him pitifully transparent lies, but just as a charming girl whom he had invited to dinner because he wanted to be with her. And now, within a minute of meeting him, she had lied to him again, and brought back all his suspicions with a rush. She had been scared of the man; he had seen the fear in her eyes when he had touched her arm and, that being so, why didn’t she confide in him and tell him the truth? Why try to throw him off the scent with the story that he was a reporter badgering her for an interview? She had spoilt the evening for him.

And then, as they seated themselves at their table, it occurred to him that he was possibly being unjust to her. Perhaps this fellow had told her that he was a reporter and she had believed him. It was not worth while to let a mere suspicion spoil his evening, and he would find out the truth sooner or later.

During dinner he tried to dismiss the subject from his mind. Sitting opposite her, listening to her chatting so naturally to him, noticing the rather preposterous length of her lashes, and the way her hair frolicked around her ears, he found it quite easy to forget for a time that he was Captain O’Regan and that the girl with the clear, frank eyes was not all she appeared to be. But he could hot Help noticing that every now and then she would cast a quick, nervous glance around the restaurant, and that when the conversation came anywhere near to the Schnitzer affair she hastily switched it on to another topic. It was not until the meal was almost over that he ventured anything like a direct reference to the subject.

“So Schnitzer’s business is closing down, Miss Brady?”

She smiled. “Is there anything you don’t know?’

“Not much,” he admitted. “Does that mean you’ll be looking for a job?”

“I suppose so. But I don’t want to think about all that this evening.”

“I just want you to know that it you have any difficulty about it, I might be able to help. I know most of the big people in Chester County and I’d soon get you fixed up. You’ve only to say the word.”

She laid a hand on his sleeve.

“That’s kind, Captain O’Regan,” she said. “Of course I shall have to find something to do; but I thought — I had an idea — well, I guess I’d like to get away somewhere different. You see—”

She hesitated.

“I see,” he said.

She glanced at him quickly in surprise.

“I see why you want to get away somewhere. Miss Brady. You don’t have to tell me. You’re scared.”

Her glance wavered and avoided his.

“I don’t know why you should imagine—”

“I’m not imagining,” he interrupted. “I know you’re scared. And I’ll tell you what you’re scared of, shall I? You’re scared of Perryfeld.”

She started ever so slightly.

“Why on earth—” she began, but he cut her short with a gesture.

“Listen,” he said, “you’re scared of Perryfeld, however much you may try to hide the fact. I’ve no idea why you’re scared, and that’s exactly what I want to know. I invited you here tonight—”

“To ask me questions and pump me and accuse me of telling lies like you did in the office? If that was your only reason—”

“It wasn’t.”

She shrugged a shoulder. “You promised me on the telephone,” she reminded him, “that I’d be dining with Mr. Smith and not with Captain O’Regan.”

“Sure I did,” he agreed. “So you are dining with Mr. Smith, and Mr. Smith is mighty anxious that you should look on him as a real friend who’d be glad to do anything to help you. You’re in some kind of a jam, and I’m asking you to tell me as a friend what it is and let me see if I can’t help to get you out of it.”

She shook her head. “You’re imagining things, Captain O’Regan. Just because I happened to be at Mr. Schnitzer’s house last night, and was naturally a bit scared about it all, you run away with the idea that I’ve some fearful secret—”

“Schnitzer’s in it somewhere,” he said. “So’s Perryfeld. I’m dead sure of that. For some reason you’re afraid of Perryfeld, and I can’t stand the idea of your being in that sort of position with such a man. There’s no need. If you’ll treat me as a friend and tell me just how things are, I can promise you that you’ll have nothing to fear from Perryfeld or anybody else.”

He gave her an encouraging smile, but she avoided his eyes and made no reply. He leaned across the table and laid his hand on hers.

“Come on now, Miss Brady,” he urged. “Nobody else can hear what you tell me now, and nobody else ever will hear. Just what is Perryfeld to you?”

“I’ve told you: he’s nothing at all to me.”

“Then why are you afraid of him?”

“I’m not.”

He shook his head. “I guess you don’t trust Mr. Smith very far.”

“Oh, but I do,” she said earnestly. “Truly I do. But I can’t — I mean, it’s all so ridiculous, really. I keep telling you you’re just imagining things and you will insist that you’re not, and — oh, for heaven’s sake let’s talk of something sensible, shall we?”

He was gazing at her searchingly.

“If I were to tell you,” he said, as his glance travelled past her, “that at this moment Perryfeld is sitting just behind you—”

He felt her hand suddenly tighten beneath his and saw her quick nervous glance over her shoulder.

“You see?” he smiled. “And you’re not scared, eh? But don’t worry; he’s not there. And now, Miss Brady, since you’ve given yourself away so completely, suppose you tell Mr. Smith why the idea of Perryfeld sitting behind you should make you want to scream?”

She was quite self-possessed again now.

“Once and for all, Captain O’Regan,” she said, “you’ve run right into a mare’s nest. I am not afraid of Mr. Perryfeld and I’m in no sort of a jam — except that I’ve lost my job—”

“How well do you know Perryfeld?” he persisted. “Just a casual acquaintance, eh? How often do you see him?”

“I never see him,” she answered. “Not purposely, anyway. I can’t help it if I meet him, as I did this morning, can I? But he’s no friend of mine — honestly — and I haven’t even seen him more than three or four times. If you can’t believe me—”

“I believe you,” he told her. “Sorry to have worried you, but I got that impression and I just had to make sure. We’ll forget Perryfeld. Care to go dancing, or shall we sit and talk?”

“I guess we’ll sit and talk.”

He grinned. “Playing for safety? O.K. What shall we talk about?”

She gave a shrug. “You must have lots of interesting things you can tell me, Captain O’Regan.”

“I certainly have,” he said. “For one thing, you’ve got the most ridiculously long eyelashes, and there’s a little curl cutting capers around your left ear, and — say, am I being interesting or would you rather go dancing?”

Josephine laughed merrily. “Never mind dancing!” During the next hour, as he sat talking with Josephine, O’Regan rarely thought of Perryfeld, and when the thought of him did come into his mind he instantly dismissed it. Obviously, he told himself, he had been making a mountain out of a molehill. Josephine had assured him that she was not afraid of Perryfeld, knew him only slightly and never saw him, and he believed her. It was only his suspicious nature that had caused him ever to doubt her — and then he had not known her as he knew her now. If Josephine Brady was not a girl in whom a man could have implicit trust, then no girl was to be trusted.

He drove her home and went up in the elevator with her. On the landing outside her door she paused. “You’ve given me a wonderful time. Captain O’Regan,” she said gratefully.

He smiled. “I was going to say that to you.”

She laid a hand on his arm and looked gravely up into his face.

“And you do believe me? About Perryfeld, I mean.”

“Of course.”

“But you didn’t.”

“Well, perhaps not,” he admitted; “but I thought you were keeping things back because you were frightened, and I didn’t like the idea of you being frightened. But I believe you now.”

“In that case,” she laughed, “if you’d like a coffee and a cigarette you may come in and have them.”

She opened the door. The light was on in the room, and with a puzzled frown she led the way in. As she did so she suddenly halted and caught her breath sharply. Seated in her armchair, smiling at her, was Perryfeld. She stood for a few seconds staring at him, speechless, and then her glance travelled to O’Regan’s face. He too was staring at Perryfeld, frowning. As he turned towards Josephine his mouth was grim and his eyes had that hard steely look which she had seen in them as he had questioned her that morning at Police Headquarters.

“As you have a visitor, Miss Brady,” he said coldly, “perhaps I had better go.”

“Oh no — please don’t go,” she begged. “I’d much rather — I mean, I’m going to make some coffee and you must have a cup — and I’m sure Mr. Perryfeld—”

“Don’t mind me, O’Regan,” smiled Perryfeld, rising. “I just came along to have a bit of a chat with Miss Brady, and as she wasn’t home I thought I’d wait for her. I guess Miss Brady won’t object to making coffee for three.”

“Oh, yes — of course,” said Josephine breathlessly. “I’ll get it at once.”

She turned and hurried from the room. For a moment O’Regan hesitated and then he strode after her.

“Look here,” he said, “I guess I’d better clear out—”

Her fingers dug into his arm. “No — please stay.”

“Then I’d better clear Perryfeld out.”

“Oh no — you mustn’t — I mean, I can’t very well be rude and offend him. Just stay and have some coffee—”

“Then you are scared? For God’s sake. Miss Brady, tell me the truth. I’ll do anything to help you, but if you won’t confide in me—”

“If you want to help me,” she interrupted, “go back and talk to Mr. Perryfeld while I make the coffee. Just don’t ask me any more questions.”

“I guess I’ve a right to ask questions. I’ve a right — as a friend — to some sort of explanation. You told me only a few minutes ago that Perryfeld was no friend of yours, that you never see him, and then I find him sitting in your flat, making himself quite at home — and you expect me to ask no questions! It’s not the first time he has been here, is it? I suppose he comes here just when he likes, eh? Got a key, has he? My God — Perryfeld! And I thought—”

He saw the look in her eyes and stopped abruptly.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’ve no right to talk that way. All right, I’ll stay.”

He turned and strode back into the room, while Josephine went into her tiny kitchen and set about making the coffee. Perryfeld herein her flat! Thank God she had offered Tricks O’Regan a cup of coffee! If only she dared tell him everything! But she could not do that; Perryfeld would know. He knew everything. That man in the foyer tonight — she had recognized him instantly: the man who had given her the lift last night — one of Perryfeld’s men — watching her, reporting to Perryfeld. “I guess you’d better have dinner with me instead, Miss Brady,” he had said, and because she had somehow found the courage to turn away and go to Tricks O’Regan, Perryfeld had been informed and had come to demand an explanation, to discover what she had told O’Regan, to decide if it was safe to let her go on living. How could she possibly tell him? The first hint he gave that he knew the truth would be the signal for Perryfeld to exact the penalty for having betrayed him.

She placed the cups of coffee on a tray, picked it up and went out. The door of her sittingroom was open and, as she moved noiselessly along on the thick carpet of the corridor, she could see Perryfeld standing by the armchair and O’Regan, with his back towards him, gazing out of the window. There was an ugly sneering smile on Perryfeld’s face and she paused for a moment, watching, and just caught the last few words of his sentence:

“… a better man than Tricks O’Regan to book me through to the Smoky Cell.”

O’Regan shrugged his shoulders, still staring out through the window.

“I guess I’ll manage it, Perryfeld,” he said.

She saw the smile fade from Perryfeld’s face, saw his right hand slip into his pocket, saw the gleam of a revolver as he slowly withdrew it and pointed it deliberately at O’Regan’s back. And then:

“Captain O’Regan!”

It was almost a scream, and O’Regan spun round. As he did so the revolver slipped back into the pocket and Perryfeld was smiling genially.

“Say, what’s wrong, Miss Brady?” exclaimed O’Regan.

She caught Perryfeld’s eye and forced a smile.

“Quick!” she exclaimed. “The tray — I’ve spilt some coffee on my fingers and it’s burning like fun….”

O’Regan took the tray from her and placed it on the table.

“Show me,” he said; took her hand and inspected it. “Nothing serious,” he commented.

“No,” she agreed. “But it might have been if you hadn’t come for the tray.”

They drank their coffee in an awkward silence, and then Perryfeld set down his cup and picked up his hat.

“Well, I guess I’ll be going, Miss Brady,” he said. “Two’s company, eh?”

“I’ll see you out,” said O’Regan with alacrity.

The other smiled.

“For real nice manners,” he said, “give me the Chester County Police Force. Speeding the parting guest, eh, O’Regan? But you don’t need to put so much emphasis on the speed. I guess Miss Brady will see me out?”

He looked inquiringly at the girl.

“Certainly, Mr. Perryfeld.”

“And we’ll have our little chat some other time,” he added. “Maybe I’ll look you up tomorrow and we’ll have a bit of dinner at the Monaco. It’s a swell place — knocks spots off the Florida. You’ll come, eh?”

“Oh yes, of course….”

Perryfeld grinned at O’Regan. “So long, Captain!” O’Regan nodded curtly.

“You’ll be seeing about that booking, eh?”

O’Regan made no reply, and Perryfeld followed Josephine from the room.

In a few moments she was back, and glanced anxiously at O’Regan’s face. She thought it looked terribly hard. “Has he gone?”

She nodded.

“And now I suppose I may go?”

“Unless you’d like some more coffee—”

He cut her short with an impatient gesture.

“Have you anything to say to me? Anything to tell me? Any explanation of all the lies—”

“Captain O’Regan—”

“Have you?”

She shook her head. “I can’t explain anything.”

“Then what do you expect me to think?”

She made a helpless gesture and turned away from him.

“I can’t explain, that’s all,” she said. “You must think whatever you feel inclined to think.”

He picked up his hat. “Good night,” he said, and strode out.

A moment later Josephine heard the door slammed and buried her face in a cushion.
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It was a very thoughtful Tricks O’Regan who returned to Police Headquarters. What was the mystery of Josephine’s association with Perryfeld? That there was something between them more than the girl was willing to admit was indisputable. She had said that her acquaintance with Perryfeld had been confined to seeing him on his occasional visits to her late employer Schnitzer; but this, like so many other of the statements she had made, was manifestly untrue.

Perryfeld had been waiting in the girl’s flat when they had returned. What, he wondered, could be the significance of that? O’Regan realized by now that he wanted this girl more than he had ever wanted anything in his life — far more than he had ever dreamed he could want anything. But also he wanted to be able to believe in her, and the continual intrusion of Perryfeld into her affairs was, in spite of himself, making such belief difficult.

He had gleaned nothing of any value during his evening with Josephine. Over and over again she had been on the point, he thought, of giving him her full confidence. It was as though, whenever she was about to speak, into her mental vision had leapt the memory of some terrifying happening; and an invisible presence, of whom she stood in mortal terror, had coerced her into silence. With a flash of his normal cynicism — lately in danger of being superseded by what, in his introspective moments, he knew to be a less sound influence — he decided that it must be an unusually powerful circumstance which had prevented her, a woman, from “spilling the beans” into the first sympathetic ear that bent towards her.

Well, he would have to take a stronger line. He had tried sympathy, gentleness, coaxing; tomorrow he would see Josephine again and compel her to tell him the truth. He must have it, as much for his own peace of mind as to aid him in putting Schnitzer’s slayer behind bars.

He sat at his desk, leaning back in his chair, his hands thrust deep into his trousers pockets, the unlighted cigarette between his lips drooping dejectedly. Only when Spellman entered the room did he shake himself out of reflections that had brought a frown to his forehead and deepened the lines at the corners of his mouth.

“Hullo, Spell!” he greeted his Lieutenant. “Did you see Steinberg?”

“Yes.”

“Did he explain why he rang up headquarters and wanted an officer sent to him?”

“No.”

“Or why he changed his mind when Lavine saw him?”

“No. Say, Chief,” went on Spellman, grave of face, “that boy’s had a shock; he’s all nerves. I called him on the wire, and when he heard I was speaking from Police Headquarters I could almost see him having a fit. He wouldn’t let me go to the house; his car picked me up outside of town and we kept to the country.”

“Did he spill anything?”

“Not a thing.”

“H’m! It’s the same old story, of course. Steinberg’s a rich manand he’s scared. All the rich people around here are like that. If you meet ’em on the street they just say ‘Hallo!’ and hurry on. That’s the racket — shell out or go out!”

Spellman looked thoughtful.

“He is certainly scared,” he agreed. “I had a talk with Connor a little while ago. He’s worried sick about Steinberg.”

“Why — does he know him?”

“Yes, his house is on Connor’s patrol. He says that Steinberg is scared to death about something; he’s had his house barricaded as though he expected a siege.”

The Police Chief grunted. He was about to speak when the door of the glass-house opened and the impassive features of Geissel appeared round the corner.

“There’s shooting up by Grant Park, Chief,” he reported.

“What’s it all about?”

“The patrol’s on the wire. He says he saw a black roadster heading for town, travelling flat out. He heard the rattle of a machinegun — someone trying to shoot the driver, he figures.”

“Did they get him?”

“No, sir. Anyway, the car disappeared in the distance.”

“Right. Tell him to report again in five minutes.”

When Geissel had disappeared into the glass-house, O’Regan turned to his lieutenant.

“What do you make of that, Spell?” he asked quietly.

Spellman considered for a moment.

“It might have been a speed cop shooting,” he suggested.

“Coppers don’t use machineguns,” retorted O’Regan with a faint smile. He rose from the chair at his desk and spoke slowly and emphatically. “That’s the man we asked to come down — Steinberg! He runs a black roadster and his road would lie through Grant.”

Spellman’s eyes opened wide.

“Say, Chief”he spoke excitedly”shall I send a car to meet him?”

“No. If he’s coming direct he ought to be here in a couple of minutes or so…. Listen!” as the faintly shrill sound of a whistle came to their ears. “That’s a cop’s speed whistle. Go out and call him in,” he ordered. “Yes, Geissel?” to the man who had again emerged from the telephone cabinet.

“Patrol Fourteen says a black roadster passed, heading for town over all speed limits,” he reported.

“Anything following?”

“No, sir.”

At that moment the door of the office was thrust open violently and a stranger appeared, followed by Spellman.

The newcomer was a young man, dressed in a heavy motoring coat, the collar of which was turned up over his ears. The pallor of his face, no less than his shaking hands and twitching fingers, bore eloquent testimony to his agitation. His right hand was bleeding slightly. As he came through the door he shot a swift, frightened glance behind him as though he feared that his pursuers might still be at his heels.

O’Regan took in the situation at a glance.

“Come right in, Mr. Steinberg,” he invited. “Hold that door, Spell. I want to interruptions whatever. Now”he addressed the young man who was making strong efforts to regain his composure”sit down. Are you hurt?”

The visitor sank heavily into a chair by O’Regan’s desk.

“Oh, that’s nothing,” he said, glancing down at his hand. “A bullet over the knuckles… they got a machinegun on me…. But it was too dark for them…. May I have a glass of water?” He was breathing heavily, and spoke jerkily, as one who has been running a long distance.

O’Regan poured water from a carafe on his desk, and handed the glass to the young man, who drank greedily.

“Have a cigarette?” invited Tricks.

“Thanks.” Steinberg puffed for a few moments in silence, which was broken at length by O’Regan.

“Now, what’s the story, Mr. Steinberg? You’re safe enough here, and you can speak without any fear whatever. Shoot!”

The young man looked round him and seemed to gather some degree of reassurance from his surroundings.

“It was like this, Captain,” he began. “This morning — yesterday morning, rather,” he amended, with a glance at the clock above the mantelpiece, “a man called me on the long-distance from Boston. He said I needed protection and that I could have it for a thousand dollars a month. He knew my income to a cent. He said that if I went to the police I’d be killed, as Harvey was killed. I laughed, and the guy at the other end said: ‘Don’t laugh. I’ll prove what I say.’ He’d hardly said the word before a bullet came through the window, missed me by a foot and hit the library shelf.” He shivered at the recollection.

“You didn’t see the shooter?”

Steinberg shook his head.

“No. I tell you, Captain, it broke my nerve. The man on the ‘phone was still waiting. He said: ‘That’s a sample.’—”

“Where did he tell you to send the money?”

“To an address in Brooklyn.”

“Did you send any?”

“No, sir. I guess I’ll die rather.” Steinberg’s tone was emphatic. “I want to live, but I’m not going to pay to live.”

“You’re paying me, aren’t you? And you’re paying God knows how many thousands of other cops — and I’m giving you back value for money.” O’Regan rose from his chair and stood erect, his mouth a thin, straight line, the light of combat in his eyes. “You stay right here till I break that gang! Who’s that, Spell?”as an urgent knocking sounded on the door of the office.

Spellman opened the door, and from without came the voice of Lavine.

“I’ve got to see you, Chief,” he cried. “It’s urgent.”

“All right. Wait a minute,” said O’Regan, and, taking Steinberg’s arm, he led him to the door on the farther side of the room. This he opened. “Go in there,” he said, in a low tone; “stay there and don’t move. You’ll be all right.” He closed the door quietly after him before returning to his desk.

“All right, Spell,” he said: “you can let him in now.”

As the door opened to admit Lavine the police chief looked up sharply.

“What do you want?” he demanded.

“It’s that bird down in the dungeon, Chief,” said Lavine. “He’s ill.”

“Ill, is he? And how do you know?”

“I heard him scream.”

“Through a soundproof door? Say, what’s the big idea, Lavine?”

“Can I have the key?”

“No, sir, you cannot. I’ll be right down.”

“Oh, but listen, Chief. I tell you…”

At this point Lavine’s hand, which had been resting on the back of the wooden armchair on the other side of O’Regan’s desk, seemed to twist as if involuntarily, and the chair clattered to the floor deafeningly.

“I’m sorry,” he apologized, picked up the chair and went out of the room.

O’Regan’s eyes followed him curiously.

“That’s funny,” he muttered. “Now I wonder why he did that?”

He was soon to know. Walking to the door on the farther side of the office he flung it open.

“You can come out now, Mr. Steinberg,” he called.

There was no response.

“Mr. Steinberg!” he shouted. “You can come out now.”

No sound of voice or movement came from the other room. Hastily Tricks strode through the open doorway. One swift glance was sufficient.

“My God!” he breathed. “He’s gone!” Then, to Spellman, who had joined him: “Get me the direct line and warn all stations. Steinberg’s gone!”

Spellman was looking round the room, and now he stooped and picked up something from the floor.

“And he didn’t go because he wanted to go, Chief,” he said, displaying a bloodstained hat. “Look at that!”
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A police motorcyclist, patrolling some fifteen miles away, saw a car stationary by the side of the deserted country road and pulled up. To his surprise the car held no occupant. Passing round to the near side he discovered the reason: a shadowy heap lay huddled by the side of the roadway. He placed his machine so that its headlight shone full on the amorphous thing that had once been a man, and bent over it.

One swift glance at the body, a hand placed over the man’s heart for just a second, and the patrol rose with a shudder.


“My God!”
 he murmured, and there was horror in his voice.

“Right,” came the voice of Captain O’Regan on the telephone in response to the patrolman’s report. “Stand by. I’ll be along in twenty minutes.”

As he replaced the receiver, Spellman looked at him inquiringly.

“Man found shot up on Washington. Steinberg, of course,” said O’Regan, with a slight shrug. “I was waiting for this. Get the doctor and a couple of men, Spell.”

The car drew up with a jerk beside the waiting motorcyclist, who saluted as O’Regan, the first to jump out, approached him.

“I found him here half an hour ago, sir,” the patrolman reported.

“Meet any other cars?”

“Yes, sir — a big saloon going west; it passed me without lights.”

O’Regan shot a glance at the shapeless heap by the side of the road.

“You’re sure he’s dead?”

The patrolman’s face twitched.

“He’s dead all right, sir. He couldn’t very well be alive after what they’ve done to him.”

Tricks beckoned the doctor.

“You’d better have a look at him, doc.”

The doctor’s examination was almost as brief as had been the patrolman’s. He rose to his feet and shrugged his shoulders eloquently.

“Nothing to be done there, Chief,” he said laconically. “I suppose it is
 Steinberg?” It was Spellman who made the inquiry.

“Yes, it’s Steinberg all right — or what’s left of him,” said O’Regan savagely. “They got him out of my lobby and took him for a ride. These guys have got so that they fear neither God nor man!”

“Quite a boy, too,” put in the doctor.

O’Regan, one foot on the running-board, had been examining, with the aid of an electric torch, the interior of the car. Now he stepped down, in his hand the dead man’s overcoat. This he laid reverently over what remained of Steinberg.

“Yes,” he agreed; “quite a boy. And if he’d been quite a girl he’d have gone just the same way. You’ve a better chance with a bunch of gorillas. And the public have the worst break when a law-protected gangster and a crooked policeman are working like brothers.”

The steel-blue eyes were blazing; the thin, straight lips were working. It was rare for Tricks O’Regan to display anything like emotion, and Spellman looked on in wonderment.

“They took him out of my lobby. Spell!” O’Regan repeated. “Under the eyes of Tricks O’Regan!”

He lowered his gaze to the prostrate form and stood in silence for several moments. At last he spoke, and his voice was low and vibrant.

“I killed you, boy,” he breathed. “I opened my mouth too wide at the wrong moment. But I’ll see you right, boy. I mean that — I surely mean that.”

During the journey back to Police Headquarters Tricks O’Regan sat motionless, silent, in a corner of the car, his chin sunk on his breast, his forehead furrowed, his eyes full of a smouldering fire. He was thinking deeply, concentratedly. This last episode in the impudent career of lawlessness which was flourishing right under his very eyes had aroused him thoroughly. It was surely bad enough when gangdom secured such a domination over peaceful citizens that they paid large sums of money for the privilege of not being shot to pieces. That was a state of things the continuance of which, he well knew, was no credit to any police force.

When inoffensive but wealthy men were too terrified of the consequences to notify the police of the threats that were being handed out to them, it was time somebody did something about it. It was all very well to plead, as he might have done, that this very silence on the part of the threatened men — a silence into which they had been coerced by the fate which had befallen the few who had taken the risk and informed the police — made doubly difficult his task of breaking up the gang; but in his heart he knew that such mitigating circumstances could not be pleaded by any self-respecting police captain. And nobody who knew him had ever questioned Tricks O’Regan’s self-respect.

But now it seemed that these racketeers deemed themselves so safe from police interference that, always bold, they had become impudent to the point of entering Police Headquarters and forcibly removing their latest victim from within a few yards of Tricks O’Regan himself. They had murdered poor Steinberg. He had found the courage to visit Headquarters to give information about the threats that were being made against him; Tricks, only too glad to be presented with such a concrete case as this, upon which he might work to the gangsters’ undoing, had guaranteed the man’s safety. And now he was dead….

He laughed silently, scornfully. Guaranteed his safety! That would have been funny if it were not so tragic.

He knew now, of course, how it had been arranged. The suspicious awkwardness of Lavine in knocking over that chair was now explained — some such noise had been necessary to cover such commotion as might be caused by the removal of Steinberg from the lobby outside O’Regan’s office.

He would get these men. He would not rest until he had their leader in the Smoky Cell. If his badge went into the frame with those others, he would do it.

Lavine was in it up to the neck; there could be no doubt about that. Well, he would make a start with him. There was no room for dishonest policemen in the force controlled by Tricks O’Regan, and Lieutenant Edwin Lavine should soon be made aware of that fact.

Back in his office he slumped heavily into the wooden armchair at his desk, and sat for several minutes, his hands thrust deep into his trousers pockets, looking into vacancy. The constantly recurring vision that flashed into his mind was that of the lifeless body of Steinberg, riddled with bullets, mutilated beyond description, lying by the side of the road. It stirred Tricks O’Regan to a depth of cold, implacable fury that would have struck terror into the heart of the boldest racketeer could he have perceived it.

O’Regan sat upright in his chair, squared his shoulders, and pressed the bell by the side of his desk. To the officer who appeared:

“Is Lieutenant Lavine in the building?”

“I believe so, sir.”

“Tell him I want to see him at once.”

“Right, sir.”

The officer disappeared and O’Regan began to pace the floor of his office restlessly. Presently Lavine entered; his manner showed no lack of self-assurance. “Did you want to see me, Chief?”

“No,” replied O’Regan. “I don’t want to see you — I never did. I hate the sight of you, as a matter of fact. But I’ve a few things to say to you.” His eyes fixed for some moments on the fleshy, complacent face of the lieutenant, and under his gaze Lavine’s self-possession wavered ever so slightly, and his feet shuffled a little awkwardly.

“O.K., Chief,” he said. “Well, here I am.”

O’Regan’s eyes did not move.

“Petersen had no fit — you know that?”

“Well, Chief,” began Lavine, “it was like this—”

O’Regan cut him short with an impatient gesture.

“I don’t want to know what it was like. I know what you’re like, Lavine. I’ve met lots of dishonest policemen in my time, but you’re the slimiest of the lot. Perhaps you can explain why you came into this room and made a fuss and overturned a chair at the moment when those blackguards were getting that boy Steinberg out of the lobby?”

“I didn’t know, Chief. How was I to know he was in the lobby?”

“You knew, all right. You were on the wire just before you came into my room.”

“Sure,” said Lavine. “I was taking a report.” O’Regan snorted.

“You were taking nothing of the kind; you were taking instructions from your crook friend Perryfeld.”

“Now listen, Chief—”

“Oh, don’t bother to try to explain,” said O’Regan, a little wearily. “Geissel was listening in. He heard Perryfeld say, ‘Go to it.’—”

“I tell you, Chief, you’ve got it all wrong. Perryfeld’s a swell feller. He’s been a good friend to me. And he’s straight—”

“He’s been a good friend to you, all right,” O’Regan returned. “There are a few items in your passbook that prove that. And he’s about as straight as a corkscrew that’s been struck by lightning.”

“Say, listen—” began Lavine.

O’Regan’s tone was cold and contemptuous as he broke in.

“I don’t want to listen. You haven’t even the brains to think up a good story. It’s no wonder crooks thrive when dishonest nitwits like you are made lieutenants…. Do you know,” he went on, “that Steinberg was murdered tonight?”

“Why, no, I hadn’t heard—”

“Murdered!” repeated O’Regan. “And you were one of the killers — as sure as if you’d been there and pumped the lead into him.”

Lavine blustered.

“Look here,” he said, “I’ve heard just about enough. You can’t say this sort of thing to me—”

“I’m saying it,” O’Regan replied. “Unfortunately I’ve not enough evidence to send you to the chair, but no doubt I will have before long. But tell your friend Perryfeld, when next you see him, that he’s going.”

“Oh, yeah?” Lavine endeavoured to display an assurance which he did not feel. “Say, O’Regan, you’ll never have anything on Perryfeld. He’s clever.”

“As well as straight?” said O’Regan. “It’s the mistake all you crooks make. There never was a criminal, from a mean little sneak-thief to a professional murderer, who didn’t delude himself that he was cleverer than the police. That’s why the jails are all overflowing. There never was a really clever crook yet. And if you think you’re an exception, Lavine, try a second thought. You’re the dumbest of them all. If a man was clever he wouldn’t be a crook, because we always get ’em in the end. Remember that, Lavine — we always get ’em in the end. Tell that to the straight and clever Perryfeld when you see him.”

He pressed the bell on his desk, and said to the policeman who obeyed the summons:

“Ask Lieutenant Spellman to come.”

Then he turned again to Lavine.

“Yes, tell Perryfeld when you see him,” he repeated. “And you can see him whenever you like in future.”

To Spellman, who came into the room at that moment, he said:

“Take this badge, Spell. He’s fired. See him off the premises and then open all the windows.”

There was more than a gleam of satisfaction in the laconic Spellman’s eyes as he said:

“Yes, Chief. But ain’t you going to lock him up?” O’Regan shook his head.

“No,” he said. “He’s a nasty piece of work, but he’s such a mutt I’ve an idea he’ll be more useful to us outside than in.”
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Josephine spent most of that night sitting in her armchair. Her thoughts were in a turmoil, and sleep was out of the question. She could not rid her mind of the picture of O’Regan as he had stood there, with that hard look in his eyes, and said: “What am I to think, Miss Brady?” And each time that she saw the picture it hurt her more. She had told him that she could explain nothing, and he must think whatever he felt inclined to think — and she knew what he must be thinking. At the best he thought her a liar, and even if he realized that she had lied to him only because she was afraid to tell the truth, he must think her a pitiful little coward. Tricks O’Regan could not help despising a coward. She had seen the scorn in his eyes as he had said good night to her and gone striding out of the room. The best that she could hope for was that his scorn was only for her cowardice.

And now what was she to do? She saw quite clearly that tonight had brought her to the parting of the ways, and she must make a final choice. There was no middle path: it must be either Perryfeld or O’Regan. She must either abandon Perryfeld, defy him to do his worst, and make a clean breast of everything to Tricks O’Regan, trusting him to protect her — or lose O’Regan’s friendship. Friendship was what she called it, but she knew it to be something more than that. She had suddenly known it beyond all possibility of doubt when she had paused in the corridor and seen the revolver in Perryfeld’s hand, pointed at O’Regan’s back. She had known instantly that, whatever might be the result to herself, she must cry out and warn him; that if Perryfeld turned the gun on her instead she would be glad; that provided no harm came to Tricks O’Regan it did not matter in the least what might happen to her.

During the hours that she sat in her armchair after O’Regan had left her, she saw more and more clearly the choice that had to be made. If she could bear that Tricks should despise her and think of her what her silence must compel him to think, then she could do as she had done until now — play the coward because she was afraid of what might happen to her if she ventured to tell the truth about Perryfeld. It was just a simple choice between her own safety and what she now knew to be her love for Tricks O’Regan. If she wanted O’Regan’s love — even his respect — she could not have the protection which her cowardice offered her.

Once she saw that clearly, there suddenly seemed to be no question of choosing. She knew what she must do, what nothing and no one should prevent her doing. She must tell Tricks everything — explain everything — and trust him to believe her and to understand. Nothing else would matter very much if she could see that look of scorn leave his eyes, and if he would smile at her again as he had smiled at her that evening at dinner, telling her of her absurdly long lashes and the curl that was cutting capers around her ear. She decided that she would go to Police Headquarters the first thing in the morning; and, having made that decision, she got up from her chair, stood for a few moments smiling at the newspaper-cutting pinned to the wall, and then went to bed and fell instantly asleep.

At nine o’clock the next morning she left her flat and set off towards Police Headquarters. She went confidently, telling herself that she was not afraid any longer, doggedly refusing to allow herself a single backward glance. After all, she couldn’t go on for ever in the state she had been in since her visit to Schnitzer’s house — afraid to go out in the street, afraid of every footstep in the corridor, afraid even of the telephone. Quite apart from any other consideration, she was doing the only sensible thing. And in a few minutes now she would have done it, would be safe in Tricks O’Regan’s room. Even if someone had followed her from her flat, they would scarcely venture to follow her into Police Headquarters, and she would be safe there, at any rate for a while, free of this awful feeling that someone was watching her all the time, that there was a gun within a few feet of her….

As she came in sight of the Police Headquarters she badly wanted to start running, but she only quickened her pace slightly and told herself that she was almost there and nothing could happen to her now. And just as she told herself that, she felt a touch on her arm, turned her head quickly and came to a sudden halt. Standing beside her was the man who had spoken to her last night in the foyer of the Florida. He raised his hat and smiled.

“Good morning, Miss Brady.”

She turned, and took a couple of steps away from him.

“I wouldn’t. Miss Brady, if I were you.”

There was no mistaking the threatening tone, and she paused irresolutely.

“What do you want?” she demanded. “I don’t know you and I—”

“Before you go to Police Headquarters, Miss Brady,” he interrupted, “Mr. Perryfeld would like to have a word with you.”

She faced him defiantly.

“You can tell Mr. Perryfeld that if he wants to see me—”

She saw his hand slip into his pocket.

“Mr. Perryfeld told me to tell you,” he said, “that if you refuse to postpone your visit until he has had a chat with you, you may be obliged to postpone it indefinitely.” He nodded towards a big limousine that was drawn up by the kerb. “I think I’d get in, Miss Brady, if I were you.”

She hesitated, and then, as he opened the door of the car and waved a hand invitingly, she got in. Lolling in the corner, smoking his cigar, was Perryfeld.

“Come right in, and sit down, Miss Brady,” he said, indicating the seat beside him. “I guess we’ll go for a nice ride in the country and see the green fields, eh?” She seated herself beside him without replying; the tall man took the wheel and the car started. For some time no one spoke. Then Josephine suddenly turned and faced Perryfeld.

“What do you want?” she demanded.

“Just a little chat,” he said easily. “There are one or two things I’m kind of curious about. So Captain O’Regan’s a friend of yours, is he? Took you out dining, eh?”

“Is there any reason why he shouldn’t?”

“Of course there isn’t,” said Perryfeld. “When I take a look at you. Miss Brady, it strikes me as natural that he should. But I’m just a little curious to know what you talked about at dinner.” He turned to her suddenly, and his voice took on a harsher note. “What did you tell, eh?”

“I told him nothing, Mr. Perryfeld.”

“Sure? You’ve got to be mighty careful with Tricks O’Regan. If you don’t want to tell him something you can bet your last dime he knows you don’t, and he’ll have it out of you without your knowing. That’s O’Regan. If I thought he’d got anything out of you—”

“I told him nothing,” she repeated.

“Huh!” grunted Perryfeld. “Well, I guess I’ve got to take the risk you’re not lying. O.K. You told him nothing. But you were going along to see him again this morning, eh?”

“Yes, Mr. Perryfeld, I was.”

“Why?”

She shrugged.

“Captain O’Regan is a friend of mine, and I’ve a perfect right—”

“Like hell you have!” he interrupted. “You’ve got a right to go calling on him at Police Headquarters, have you? Didn’t I just tell you that if he wants to get anything out of you he’ll get it whether you know it or not? And you must go running around after him and asking for trouble. How do I know what you were going for? How do I know you weren’t running along this morning to blab out everything you know? How do I know you’re not just stringing me, working in with O’Regan, keeping me sweet with promises and all the time doublecrossing me? You’ve got no conscience, you women — no idea of playing fair. You’d let a guy down, if it suited you, as soon as look at him You’re just quitters — all of you — and I guess a man who trusts you deserves all he gets.”

He sat for a time smoking his cigar and staring moodily out of the window. Then he turned to her again.

“Listen, Miss Brady,” he said, “you’ve got to cut O’Regan right outget me? You’ve got to have nothing at all to do with him. I guess I’m every kind of a darned fool to trust you, anyway, but I don’t wish you any harm so long as you’ll play fair with me, and I’m asking you to promise me right now that you’ll have nothing more to do with Captain O’Regan.”

“Captain O’Regan happens to be a friend of mine, Mr. Perryfeld—”

“He’s no friend of mine, anyway,” he interrupted, “and as long as you’re dining with O’Regan and inviting him to your flat, and visiting him at Police Headquarters, I guess I won’t get a good night’s rest. You’ve just got to cut him out.”

Josephine faced him.

“And suppose I refuse to do anything of the sort?” Perryfeld’s eyes narrowed.

“Refuse, eh?” he exclaimed. “Thinking of refusing, are you? You can take it from me that there’s no question of refusing. I’m telling you to cut O’Regan out and you’re going to do as I say, see? You don’t have to decide one way or the other. And you don’t have to talk to me that way — see? I’m giving orders, I am, and you’re taking ‘em. Just get that into your head.”

He thrust his face close to hers, and Josephine shrank back into the corner of the seat.

“I’d have you understand right away. Miss Brady,” he went on, “that you can’t play the fool with me. You’ve got to do as I say, and if you don’t — well, I guess you saw what happened to Schnitzer. And why did it happen to him? I’ll tell you: because he didn’t do as I told him; because he thought, the same as you’re thinking, that he didn’t have to take his orders from me; because he got the idea I wasn’t as clever as he was, that I was just bluffing him and wouldn’t dare do what I threatened. That’s what he thought, and you know what happened to him; and if you start acting the same as Schnitzer acted you’re going to get what he got — and a dozen Tricks O’Regans aren’t going to save you.”

Josephine turned her face away from him. Just for a moment she had the wild idea of suddenly flinging open the door of the car and jumping for it. Her glance went to the handle and she tensed her muscles to spring from her seat. But Perryfeld, as if guessing what was in her mind, grasped her arm and held it.

“You’ve got to realize, Miss Brady,” he said, “that you’re just nothing to me. Don’t you go getting the idea that because you’re a pretty young girl I wouldn’t treat you as I treated old man Schnitzer. I’m telling you that I’d treat you just the same here and now—”

He stopped abruptly, and leaned back again in his corner.

“But I guess there’s no need to talk that way,” he said, smiling. “Maybe you’re right, Miss Brady. Maybe I just couldn’t do a thing like that. There’s no need to talk of that, anyway.”

Josephine glanced at him in surprise. Perryfeld in his gentler mood, she felt, was none the less dangerous.

“Now listen,” he went on. “You’re a real nice little girl, and I’m feeling kind of sorry for you. I’m sentimental, I am — don’t like seeing a nice little thing like you in trouble.” He took her hand in his. Josephine mastered her longing to scream, and left it there. “The fact is. Miss Brady,” he said, “I’m mighty fond of you. There’s not many girls could make me feel that way, but you’ve sure got me, and there’s not much I wouldn’t do for you. I’m going to help you.”

Josephine raised her eyebrows.

“Help me?”

“Sure,” he nodded. “You don’t have to worry any more, Miss Brady. You’re wanting a job, eh? Schnitzer’s business is closing down, and that means you’ve got to find something else to do. Well, I’ve got an idea.”

She looked at him inquiringly but said nothing. Her heart was beating furiously. She realized that she was in deadly danger — as deadly as when she had sat in Perryfeld’s car before; but now that she was face to face with it she found that she was quite calm and self-possessed.

“Well, it’s just this. Miss Brady,” replied Perryfeld. “I’ve got a job for you — up at my home. I’m wanting a secretary pretty badly, and I guess you’d suit me fine. You can start straight away — just run along home and pack your things—”

“Pack my things?”

He nodded.

“Yes,” he said. “What I’m wanting is a resident secretary. You’ll have real nice quarters, and not too much work to do, and you’ll be mighty well looked after. I guess it’ll be a real pleasure to have you there. I get kind of lonely sometimes, and I’ll be glad to have a nice little girl I’m fond of…”

Josephine snatched her hand away.

“No!” she exclaimed.

Perryfeld smiled.

“Don’t quite cotton on, eh, Miss Brady?”

“I’m not going.”

The smile left his face.

“Mighty certain about it, aren’t you? But you’re wrong, Miss Brady. You are going. You’re going right home now to fetch your things and—”

“I won’t!” she exclaimed furiously. “You can say what you like, Mr. Perryfeld — threaten what you like — but I’m not going.”

“You’re still wrong. You are going, and if you make too much trouble about it—”

“You can do what you like,” she interrupted. “I don’t care. I’m not going to your house. I’d rather die first.” She controlled herself with a violent effort. “I suppose I shall die if I make too much fuss, eh, Mr. Perryfeld? Well, I guess I’d prefer that — I guess I’d rather go out here and now than be well looked after in your house. I refuse to go, anyway.”

“I’d think again if I were you.”

She shook her head.

“I refuse,” she repeated. “You can shoot me if you want to — like you meant to shoot Captain O’Regan last night.”

He smiled.

“That sure was a near thing for Captain O’Regan,” he said. “It was mighty lucky for him you happened along when you did, Miss Brady. I guess you didn’t realize the risk you ran.”

“Oh yes, I did,” she stated calmly.

“If I got a little bit excited you might have got the works too.”

She shrugged her shoulders.

“Didn’t seem to matter, eh, so long as Tricks O’Regan didn’t get ‘em? Kind of fond of Tricks O’Regan, aren’t you?”

She made no reply, but a spot of colour appeared on her cheeks.

“Sure you are!” went on Perryfeld. “Why else would you run that sort of risk for him? And you’ve got his picture pinned on the wall, I saw. I’m sentimental, Miss Brady, and when I saw that picture I felt a big lump in my throat.”

“Suppose we stick to business, Mr. Perryfeld? I absolutely refuse to go to your house. Now what are you going to do about it? Are you going to shoot me?”

He sat for a few moments frowning thoughtfully.

“I rather think I’ve got a better way than that,” he said. “You refuse, do you? Well, you aren’t going to keep refusing for long. But you needn’t worry — there’s no bullets coming your way. I’ve just thought of a better target if there’s to be any shooting-practice.”

She glanced at him quickly.

“Well?”

“Tricks O’Regan,” he said.

The girl’s hands suddenly clenched.

“Tricks O’Regan?” she breathed. “You wouldn’t dare….”

“Wouldn’t I? Well, you should know better than that, kid. You were there last night, and I didn’t seem scared to do it then, did I? Dare, eh? You don’t have to talk about daring to me, Miss Brady. If I want to do a thing I guess I do it — see?”

He was working himself into a fury again.

“You just remember that,” he went on. “I’m telling you quite straight that if you don’t do as I say without making all kinds of trouble about it — if you don’t come along right now to my house and stay there just as long as I want you there-then I’ll blow a dozen holes in Tricks O’Regan if I have to walk into Police Headquarters to do it. I daren’t, eh? I did it to Schnitzer, didn’t I? Sure I did; I’ve done it to others, too; and I’ll do it to Tricks O’Regan if I make up my mind to it.”

Josephine sat rigid, frozen, her face deathly pale.

“You — you swine!” she gasped.

“Maybe I am, but I’m not yellow, and you’d best keep that in mind,” replied Perryfeld. “Fond of O’Regan are you? Rather be bumped off yourself than see him bumped, would you? All right, girlie, it’s up to you. You just do as I’m telling you, and there’ll be no harm coming to O’Regan from me. I give you my word for that, and when I give my word you don’t have to worry about taking it. But if you start getting awkward and refusing, well, just listenin on the wireless and you’ll hear what’s happened to Tricks O’Regan.” He lolled back in his seat and smiled again. “I guess I’m clever, I am,” he said complacently.

Josephine sat for a time staring at her hands as they lay on her lap. She was beaten. No sooner had Perryfeld mentioned O’Regan’s name than she had realized that, if it came to this point, she could fight no further. Perryfeld would do as he threatened; she had not the least doubt about that. He was right when he boasted that he wasn’t yellow. She had to make again the decision which she had instinctively made last night when she had seen Perryfeld’s revolver pointed at the back of the man she loved. She must choose, quite calmly and deliberately this time, between herself and O’Regan, and she knew that there was actually no question of any choice. She loved Tricks O’Regan.

She glanced up and met Perryfeld’s eyes — amused, malicious, gloating.

“You find the choice difficult, do you, Miss Brady?”

“Difficult?” she shook her head, smiling. “I’ll do as you say, Mr. Perryfeld.”

He leaned forward and gave some instructions to the driver, and ten minutes or so later the car pulled up outside the house where she rented her small flat.

Perryfeld opened the door and waved a hand towards it.

“Get your things. Miss Brady,” he said. “And you’d best not leave any address.”

Josephine got out of the car and hesitated, frowning thoughtfully.

“I wouldn’t if I were you, my dear,” said Perryfeld. “A telephone message from you just now won’t do Tricks O’Regan any good at all. I’ll be waiting — and I won’t be worrying, either.”

She turned away and went hurriedly indoors.

Half an hour later she reappeared, placed her bag in the car, got in, and seated herself beside Perryfeld. The latter gave a nod to the driver and the car glided away.
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It was remarked the following morning at Police Headquarters by the observant Sergeant Geissel that the Chief seemed unusually preoccupied. Geissel concluded, from the frequent frowns which darkened O’Regan’s face, and the curt replies which he received when he ventured to speak to him, that the Steinberg business of the night before had “got the Chief on the raw”.

To a certain extent Geissel’s deductions were correct. The Steinberg affair had affected O’Regan more than he would admit even to himself. The callous brutality of the crime had sickened and infuriated him and the insolence with which it had been carried out had exasperated him. His pride as a police officer had been badly stung. He felt that the invasion of Police Headquarters and the removal of Steinberg from under his very nose had been a deliberate display of insolence and a challenge to his efficiency. Whoever was behind the affair — and the Harvey affair and the Schnitzer affair — had snapped his fingers in O’Regan’s face and got away with it, and the insult was hard to swallow.

It had been partly his own fault. Without Lavine’s help the kidnapping could never have succeeded, and he should have fired Lavine long ago. He never had trusted the man and had long suspected that when the police machinery failed, as it had done all too frequently in the last few months, it was Lavine who had thrown the sand in the wheels. But Lavine, after all, was only one of the smaller fry, and firing him would not go far towards keeping Chester County clean. There was a big snake somewhere in the grass, and as long as the big snake was free there would be more Steinbergs and Schnitzers and Harveys.

But who was the big snake, the big man behind it all? Ben Guinney? Perryfeld? If Perryfeld was really Ben Guinney there would be no need to look further; and he had an idea that the answer to that question would soon be in his possession. He was all ready for Perryfeld the next time he called at Police Headquarters, and he felt fairly certain that the visit would not be long delayed. If Perryfeld had had a hand in the Steinberg affair, it would not be long before he put in an appearance. Impudent effrontery was obviously part of his technique.

For the greater part of the morning, however, O’Regan’s thoughts were only indirectly occupied with Perryfeld. His mind so persistently thrust Josephine Brady on his notice that at length he gave up dismissing her from his thoughts and gave her his undivided attention. Last night, when he had left her, he had quite definitely decided that he had no wish to see her again. Facts were facts, and it was absurd to ignore them. And the facts, when marshalled, formed a formidable array.

She had been Schnitzer’s stenographer — a fact which alone would have been enough to make anyone who knew anything of Schnitzer regard her with suspicion; she had been, on her own admission, at Schnitzer’s house, alone with the man, on the night of the murder; she had come to Police Headquarters, and lied blatantly; she had assured him only last night, as they had sat together at dinner, that Perryfeld was no more to her than a mere acquaintance — and an hour later he had found Perryfeld in her rooms, obviously very much at home, obviously on intimate terms with her. More lies — and worse than lies! If his brain wasn’t softening, he would think no more about Josephine Brady except as a girl who told lies and was on intimate terms with Perryfeld, who was probably Ben Guinney.

And then, remembering her as she had sat opposite to him at dinner, he wavered — and began right at the begining again. She was frightened, perhaps — shielding someone — afraid to speak the truth. All she had said about Perryfeld might be true. She had seemed surprised, just for a moment, when they had found Perryfeld in her room, and she might not have been acting a part. As a police officer he was, perhaps, too ready to suspect people of acting — he should not, at any rate, condemn her too hastily. He should at least see her again, question her again, make absolutely sure. Perhaps if he rang her up and asked her to see him…

Several times during the morning his hand went towards the telephone and was withdrawn; and it was not until he had been several hours under the observation of Sergeant Geissel that he at last lifted the receiver and asked for her number.

“I want to speak to Miss Brady, please.”

“Who?” asked a woman’s voice.

“Miss Josephine Brady.”

“It’s Mrs. Glauber speaking. Who do you want?” O’Regan sighed.

“Listen, Mrs. Glauber,” he said patiently. “You’ve a Miss Brady lodging with you — on the second floor. I want to speak to her. Put me through, will you?”

“Miss Brady?”

“Sure.”

“Miss Brady’s not here.”

“What time are you expecting her in, Mrs. Glauber?”

“I’m not expecting her in at all,” replied the woman. “She’s gone.”

“Gone?”

“Left — packed her things and cleared off. She’s paid her rent all right.”

O’Regan was frowning.

“I’m glad of that,” he said. “Did she leave any address?”

“No, no address.”

“When did she go?”

“Say, who are you, anyway?” inquired Mrs. Glauber, with unmistakable suspicion in her voice. “I don’t reckon I’m obliged to answer questions—”

“It’s Police Headquarters speaking.”

“Police, eh? Now listen, you. I don’t want nothing to do with the police, see? I’ve got enough troubles without the police. I don’t know nothing about Miss Brady. She’s gone and she’s paid her rent and that’s all that concerns me.”

There came a click as she rang oft, and O’Regan, with a shrug, replaced his receiver. Josephine gone — suddenly — last night….

The door opened and Spellman appeared, smiling. “Well, Spellman? What’s the joke?”

“You were right, Chief. He’s here.”

“Perryfeld?”

“Uh-huh. Asking to see you.”

O’Regan smiled.

“I guess I’m wanting to see him this time, Spell,” he said. “Bring him in.”

Perryfeld came into the room with his usual easy swagger and amiable smile. It struck O’Regan, as he watched him, that if he was no less a person than the famous Ben Guinney, it was not surprising that he had so many achievements to his discredit. The man had supreme self-confidence and marvellous nerve. For all he knew, O’Regan might even now have the proof of his identity which would inevitably send him without more ado to the Smoky Cell; yet he could stroll coolly into Police Headquarters, knowing well that he might never leave there again as a free man, and never bat an eyelid. There was something O’Regan couldn’t help admiring about the man. He certainly had courage, and that, in the eyes of Tricks O’Regan, ranked first among the virtues.

“Well, here I am seeing you again, Captain,” began Perryfeld. “I guess you didn’t expect me again so soon. Pleasant little surprise for you, eh?”

“Not even a surprise, Perryfeld,” replied O’Regan. “Sure. I was forgetting. Everything’s known at Police Headquarters — even before it happens. It’s a real pity you and me don’t go into partnership, Captain; we’d make big money playing the races.”

“I’ll always back my own judgment, anyway, Perryfeld, and I had a fair idea I’d be seeing you again before long.” He turned to Spellman. “O.K., Spell,” he said. “You know how to carry on. I’ll ring for you if I want you.”

With a nod Spellman went out, and O’Regan waved a hand towards a chair.

“Sit down, Perryfeld,” he invited. “You’re in no hurry?”

“Well, no. But I’ve got my lawyer waiting outside.”

“That’s a fine place for him,” returned O’Regan. Perryfeld seated himself and stared out of the window for a few moments. Then:

“I guess I got a bit excited the last time we met, Captain,” he said. “But you don’t have to take any notice of that. I get that way now and again, but it doesn’t mean a darned thing.”

“That’s all right, Perryfeld. I didn’t worry. I’d just been showing you a pineapple, and I made allowances. After all, you haven’t my nerve. Anything special you’ve got to say to me this time? No more mysterious strangers hanging around your place and frightening police and chauffeurs?”

Perryfeld shook his head.

“No,” he said. “But listen, Captain — it’s too bad about that boy Steinberg.”

O’Regan got up from his chair and rested, with one leg swinging, on the edge of his desk.

“Yes — that was tough luck,” he agreed.

“Taken for a ride, wasn’t he?”

“That’s the way they do it, you know,” said O’Regan. “Ever seen a man bumped off, Perryfeld? I did once — when I was plain Sergeant O’Regan. I got on the tail of a ride party. They got their man with a shotgun, and I lay there and watched the whole outfit. It wasn’t a pretty sight. The fellow went on his knees to them, but they killed him just like he was a head of cattle in the stockyard.”

“Huh!” grunted the other. “What are you policemen for, eh? I thought the police stopped all that kind of thing long ago.”

“No — we haven’t — yet,” returned O’Regan. “You see, this is a democratic country — which means that if you’ve got enough pull you can do almost anything.” He lighted a cigarette and sat gazing steadily at Perryfeld’s face. But the man’s eyes did not waver. “What’s the great idea, Captain?”

“I’m just having a look at you. Have you any objection?”

“No. Just keep on looking; it’ll do your eyes good.”

“Any objection to telling me something, Perryfeld?” asked O’Regan.

“Well, I’m answering no questions, if that’s what you mean,” said Perryfeld. “Let’s get that right straight away.”

“Ever been in California?”

The other smiled.

“Well, I don’t mind answering that. I have. It’s a fine country.”

“In Denver City?”

“And most other places.”

“Do you know Canyon City Penitentiary?”

“I’ve heard of it.”

“Who hasn’t?” smiled O’Regan. “But have you seen it?”

“From the outside — certainly I have.”

“Saint Quentin — have you seen that?”

“Yes — from the outside.”

O’Regan got up from the desk, crossed to the window and stood for a while staring thoughtfully into the street. Perryfeld sat watching him, an amused smile playing about his mouth, complacently smoking his cigar. Tricks, too, was smiling faintly. It was a habit of his when his mind was particularly active, as it was now. He was satisfied in his own mind that Perryfeld was Ben Guinney. Sitting within a few feet of him, smiling, self-confident, quite at ease, was one of the biggest killers in the country, three times sentenced to death, and guilty of God only knew how many murders for which he had never even been arrested… and all he could do was to let him go on sitting there. If Perryfeld chose to walk out of the room, there was nothing that he, O’Regan, could do to stop him I

It was just the kind of situation that appealed to O’Regan. Somehow he must prevent Ben Guinney from walking out again with that complacent grin on his face. So long as Perryfeld could walk where he chose there would be more men, like Harvey and Schnitzer, who would die because they would not pay to live. Women, too, perhaps. It would come to that in due course, no doubt — men’s wives, daughters, sisters. He thought of Josephine Brady and his smile vanished.

“Perryfeld!”

“I’m still here, Captain.”

“Where’s Miss Brady?”

Perryfeld’s smile broadened.

“I guess you know her address, O’Regan, as well as I do.”

“I guess I know what it was. I want to know what it is. I rang through to her rooms just now and they told me she has gone and left no address. Where has she gone?”

“Why ask me, O’Regan?”

“Because I’ve an idea that you know.”

“You’re kind of interested in Miss Brady, aren’t you, O’Regan? You needn’t bother to tell me; I know you are — and small blame to you. She’s a mighty pretty kid is Josephine Brady, and I guess von Tricks O’Regan has his soft spot somewhere. Ever noticed her eyes, Captain? Nice innocent blue eyes, eh?”

O’Regan was still staring out of the window, but Perryfeld saw his hand suddenly clench, and went on in the same good-humoured drawl:

“But you don’t have to trust too much to that sort of thing, O’Regan. Nice innocent blue eyes don’t mean a thing — not a single thing — and I guess you’d be mighty particular about any dame you took a fancy to. You’d be sort of narrow in your outlook, if you get me, when it came to weighing up a woman. That’s why you’re heading for a nasty fall when you let yourself feel interested in Josephine Brady. She’s not your sort — no, sir!”

“What exactly do you mean by that, Perryfeld?”

“Well, I’m a man of the world,” said Perryfeld, “and I’m not narrow-minded, and I guess Josephine Brady’s the same as me. You know what I mean? She’d sure have to be broadminded to hold down a job with Schnitzer. You’d best remember, O’Regan, she was Schnitzer’s stenographer for a good few months, and she was round at Schnitzer’s house the night he was bumped, and I guess you can put two and two together.” O’Regan suddenly swung round and strode towards him.

“If you don’t shut your foul mouth, Perryfeld—” he began angrily. Then he stopped abruptly, and with an effort regained his self-control. “I’m just asking you, Perryfeld,” he went on, “where Miss Brady is — and I mean to know.”

Perryfeld smiled at him with insolent assurance.

“And I’m just telling you, O’Regan, that Josephine Brady is no concern of yours. You’ve just got no interest at all in that little girl — see? If you’ve been indulging in dreams about Josephine Brady, you take my advice and forget ‘em. She’s booked.”

“I give you fair warning, Perryfeld, that if any harm comes to her—”

“Harm? You’re crazy, O’Regan. No harm’s coming to her — not from me or anyone else. She’s a swell kid, and I’m getting mighty fond of her—”

“Where is she?” again demanded the Police Captain.

“Well, there’s no real reason why you shouldn’t know,” returned Perryfeld. “You see, I felt sorry for that girl, O’Regan. With Schnitzer gone, she’d got no job, and I just couldn’t bear the thought of a swell kid like that running around with no one to be kind to her. I’ve got a soft heart, you know, O’Regan, and it didn’t seem right for me, with a big house and everything I want in life, not to offer to share—”

“She’s at your place?”

“She is.”

O’Regan stifled an oath.

“She’s my stenographer now, O’Regan — the same as she was Schnitzer’s. But I’m not like Schnitzer. I’m mighty fond of that child, and I mean to marry her. I guess we’ll have a real swell wedding, O’Regan.”

Tricks turned suddenly away and walked again to the window.

Perryfeld chuckled.

“Feeling kind of disappointed, eh, O’Regan?” he said. “And surprised, eh? But you’ve got to look at these things from the girl’s point of view, you know. Just ask yourself which you’d choose if you were a girl: Tricks O’Regan, captain in the police force, scraping along on his bit of pay, or Perryfeld — me — with a swell house and a swell car and as much money as she fancies to buy herself pretty frocks and—”

O’Regan cut him short with a gesture. He was smiling faintly again now — that cold, hard smile which, had Perryfeld understood its significance, might have shaken his complacency.

“You’re too modest, Perryfeld,” he said. “Miss Brady, I’m sure, wouldn’t place much value on those things. What attracted her was your charm, your personality, your Grecian profile. Just take a look at yourself in the glass some time, Perryfeld, and you’ll wonder how you’ve managed to keep single for so long.” Perryfeld straightened his tie.

“Well, I guess I’m not a bad-looking fellow,” he said. “I dare say that had something to do with it. She didn’t need inviting twice, anyway.”

“What girl would?” smiled O’Regan. “So she’s up at your place, eh?”

“And she’s staying there, O’Regan. Just get that straight, will you? It’s no kind of use your calling there, because you won’t see her. She don’t want to see you. She’s dead sick of the sight of you. You’ve got just nothing to do with that kid, and you’d best keep clear. She’s mine-see? I’ve got her, and I mean to keep her, and if you try butting in…” He paused abruptly. “Bah! You’re just nothing. Tricks O’Regan. You don’t amount to that!” he said, snapping his fingers. “I reckon I don’t need to worry about the likes of you.”

“Sure you don’t,” agreed O’Regan. “And now we’ll forget Miss Brady for a while, Perryfeld, shall we? We were talking about Saint Quentin Penitentiary. You said you’d been there—”

“I said I’d seen it — from the outside.”

“I’m told that’s quite the best view of it,” said O’Regan. “Tell me, Perryfeld, did you ever meet a guy called Guinney?”

O’Regan was watching the other closely, but Perryfeld’s face betrayed nothing.

“Can’t call him to mind,” he said perfunctorily.

“Ben Guinney.”

“No, sir.”

“A big shot — a big killer.”

“Oh no! I don’t know any killers.”

“H’m!” said O’Regan thoughtfully. “Do you know why they call me ‘Tricks’ O’Regan, Perryfeld? Because I’m plumb full of tricks.”

“Is that so?” drawled Perryfeld.

“And I had an idea I might be seeing you again before long.”

“I guess you’ve got second sight, Captain. But if you’re aiming to scare me, you’re wasting your time. Your tricks mean nothing in my young life. You see. I’ve got nothing to be afraid of.”

“Nothing in your past, Perryfeld, that you wouldn’t care to have dug up.”

“Nothing.”

“All pure and sweet as a lily, eh? Well, you’re lucky. There aren’t many men who can truthfully say that.”

“Nobody’s got anything on me, O’Regan — or ever will have.”

“You’re confident,” returned O’Regan. “I’ve had a bit of experience, you know, and you can take it from me that nine out of every ten big-shots die of overconfidence.”

“You should know, O’Regan. But I’m not expecting to die.”

“And I’m expecting to make you change your mind about that, Perryfeld. We shall see who’s right. Did you ever meet Steinberg?”

“No, sir.”

“But you met John Harvey?”

“Now, listen, O’Regan,” said Perryfeld, “I’m answering no questions.”

With a shrug O’Regan turned away and took several turns up and down the room. And then he paused behind Perryfeld’s chair and stood gazing down thoughtfully at the top of his head For a few moments Perryfeld continued calmly smoking; then his feet shifted uneasily, his fingers drummed on his knee, and at length he twisted around in his chair and glanced up at O’Regan’s pensive face.

“What’s the idea, Captain?”

O’Regan turned away and began pacing the room again.

“I was just wondering,” he said.

“Sure. You’re always wondering. Wondering what?”

“Wondering why, if there’s nothing in your lily-white past you want to keep hidden, you should go to the trouble and discomfort of wearing a wig.”

“A wig?”

O’Regan nodded. “A very good wig, Perryfeld, but still a wig.”

“A wig, eh? Me wearing a wig? That’s a good one I I’ve never worn a wig in my life, O’Regan. I’ve got no need to wear a wig — see?”

O’Regan shook his head.

“I know a wig when I see one. Did you tell Miss Brady you wear a wig? If you didn’t, Perryfeld, that’s false pretences, and when she finds out—”

“I tell you I’ve got no wig!” interrupted Perryfeld excitedly. “You’re clean crazy, O’Regan. You’ve got all kinds of wrong ideas about me in your head, and there’s no getting ’em out. There’s no false pretences with me, see? I’m all square and above-board, I am. I’ve got nothing to hide—”

“Not even a single hair, eh?”

The other man jumped to his feet.

“Say, listen, O’Regan,” he said. “You’ve got me all wrong-about this wig and about everything. I tell you I’m wearing no wig, and it’s no use your keeping on saying I am.” He pointed to his head. “Feel for yourself.” O’Regan smiled. “May I?”

“Sure. Get on with it and see for yourself.” O’Regan ran his hands over Perryfeld’s head and nodded.

“Nature’s own handiwork,” he said. “My mistake. But it looked too elegant to be genuine.”

“Well, I guess I am elegant,” said Perryfeld complacently.

“Face massage twice a week — hot towels and all that sort of thing, I suppose?”

“Sure.”

“And a manicure?”

“Yes, a swell manicure,” said Perryfeld, glancing at his nails in obvious pride. “There’s a pretty little girl who’s real interested in my nails—”

“May I see?”

“Why not?” said Perryfeld, and held out his hands for O’Regan’s inspection.

O’Regan took one of Perryfeld’s hands in each of his own so that the fingers rested on his palms and stood regarding them intently.

“I’d like an introduction to your manicurist,” he said. “Look at those cuticles.”

“Swell job, eh?”

O’Regan nodded, dropped his hands and turned away.

“Well, I reckon I owe you an apology, Perryfeld,” he said. “I was wrong about that wig and maybe I’ve been wrong about other things I’ve been thinking. But even Tricks O’Regan can’t always be right.” He paused and glanced at Perryfeld with a friendly smile. “Say, Perryfeld, you asked me why they call me ‘Tricks’ O’Regan, didn’t you? Care to see a few tricks before you go?”

“If you can show me how to pull dollars out of a hat—”

“Better than that,” said O’Regan. “Just watch.”

He crossed to a table that stood against the wall and grasped one end of it.

“Just lend a hand with this table, Perryfeld,” he said, “and I’ll show you a trick that beats any you’ve seen on the stage.”

Perryfeld nodded, grasped the other end of the table, and together they carried it into the middle of the room.

“Regular show, eh, O’Regan?”

O’Regan smiled and seated himself at his desk.

“More of a showdown,” he said, opening a drawer. “Now watch carefully. See this?” He took a small bottle from the drawer and held it up. “That’s plumbago,” he said. “This is a — hare-foot.” He held up a small slip of paper. “You have to guess what this is, Perryfeld.”

“O.K.,” smiled Perryfeld. “It’s a newspaper-cutting.”

O’Regan shook his head.

“Much more interesting than that,” he said, “and much more reliable. It’s the fingerprints of Ben Guinney.”

He saw Perryfeld’s fingers tighten on his cigar, but otherwise the man’s self-control was complete. “Ben Guinney, eh?”

“Ben Guinney,” repeated O’Regan”three times sentenced to death — the man who’s working the biggest racket ever hatched in a rotten, festering mind; the man who killed Harvey and Schnitzer and Steinberg and God knows how many others, and who’s going to the death-house if my badge has to go into that frame to get him there.”

“That’s a fine speech, Captain. And you’ve really got Guinney’s fingerprints, eh? Take ’em yourself?”

O’Regan got up from his chair.

“No, I didn’t take them,” he said; “but I’m hoping to get a duplicate of them. That’s where the trick comes in, Perryfeld. I’ll show you.”

He went to the table in the middle of the room, stooped, unpinned a long slip of paper from beneath the edge of the table and stood upright.

“Just where your fingers were, Perryfeld,” he said. “You didn’t think of that, did you?”

Perryfeld was scowling now and puffing rapidly at his cigar.

O’Regan returned to his desk and laid the strip of paper in front of him.

“Grease,” he said. “You use far too much grease on your hair. Grease from your hair on to my hands, from my hands on to your fingers, and from your fingers on to this strip of paper. I’m glad it wasn’t really a wig. And the rest is simple, you know.”

Perryfeld tossed his cigar away and thrust his hands into the side pockets of his coat.

“It seems a darned silly trick to me, O’Regan.”

“Watch!” said O’Regan. “We just drop a little powder on the paper where the eight greasy fingers have touched it — like that; then we brush it lightly with the hare-foot — like that — and there we are, Perryfeld!” He held up the paper. “See the fingerprints? Quite clear, aren’t they? Well, maybe they are the fingerprints of Ben Guinney, eh?”

“Maybe they are, O’Regan,” replied Perryfeld. “But you’ve still got to prove it, you know. You can’t arrest me on that until you’ve proved it.”

O’Regan slipped the paper into the drawer and got up.

“If I can prove you’re Ben Guinney, Perryfeld,” he said, “I can hold you now. We’ll see.”

He pressed the bellpush and almost immediately the door opened and Spellman, grasping Petersen by the arm and urging him forward, came in. As he caught sight of Perryfeld, Petersen halted abruptly and stood staring at him with scared, wide-open eyes, his lips working and his hands wandering restlessly.

“Listen, Petersen,” said O’Regan; “you see that man?”

Petersen, his eyes still staring at Perryfeld, nodded.

“Do you know him?”

Perryfeld, his hands still thrust into the side pockets of his coat, kept his eyes fixed on Petersen’s.

“You’ve never seen me before, have you, son?” he said easily.

Petersen remained dumb. His tongue passed quickly over his lips and his hands clenched and unclenched.

“Don’t be afraid, Petersen,” encouraged O’Regan; “you’re quite safe here. Just tell me if you know him.”

Suddenly Petersen’s eyes seemed to blaze.

“Know him!” he screamed. “Know — him!” He flung out a shaking hand towards Perryfeld. “That man is Ben Guinney! There’s a reward of fifty thousand dollars for his arrest, and I claim—”

“You claim it!” snarled Perryfeld’s voice. “Sure you can claim it, but you’ll never collect it!—”

There came a muffled report. Petersen seemed to stiffen and then collapsed in a heap on the floor. As he did so, Spellman and O’Regan sprang forward and Perryfeld’s arms were seized. O’Regan plunged a hand into Perryfeld’s pocket, pulled out the still smoking revolver, and thrust it into his own pocket. Then he strode across to where Petersen lay and knelt beside him.

“That’s O.K., Captain,” said Perryfeld. “Ben Guinney doesn’t miss his targets.”

O’Regan rose, and stood silent as Spellman slipped the handcuffs on to Perryfeld’s wrists. Then he turned away.

“Take him away, Spell,” he said, and seated himself at his desk. “Get out, Perryfeld!”

Perryfeld smiled insolently.

“Sure, Captain,” he said. “Which way?”

O’Regan turned in his seat and pointed to the door. “That’s the way, Ben Guinney,” he said. “Straight to the Smoky Cell.”

“Is that so?” smiled Perryfeld, and sauntered jauntily from the room.
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During the journey to Perryfeld’s house, Josephine did not speak. She leaned back in her corner of the car with her gaze fixed on the road ahead, and was grateful that Perryfeld made no attempt to draw her into conversation. Her mind was in a turmoil, but one thing she saw quite clearly: she had done the only sensible thing, the only possible thing. Perryfeld, she knew, would have been as good as his word. If she had refused to go with him, it would not have been she but Tricks O’Regan who would have paid the penalty. After all, it would not be difficult to shoot O’Regan — no more difficult than to shoot anyone else. And there had been no difficulty about shooting Schnitzer. Perryfeld had just walked into Schnitzer’s house, shot him, and walked out again, and he would do the same to O’Regan if he wanted to. He had almost done it last night in her sittingroom.

She shuddered as she thought of that ghastly moment when she had seen Perryfeld’s revolver pointed towards O’Regan’s back and the evil smile on Perryfeld’s face. But she was glad now that she had seen it. In those few seconds she had suddenly realized beyond all possibility of doubt what her feelings towards Tricks were, had known with utter conviction that her love for him was a thousand times greater than her fear of Perryfeld’s revolver. Whatever might happen to her now, she had saved Tricks. She had, at any rate, saved him for the moment, and now, provided Perryfeld kept his promise, she was placing him definitely out of danger. But would Perryfeld keep his promise? Wasn’t she being a fool to put any trust at all in the promise of a man like Perryfeld? Could she be sure that Tricks would be any safer as the result of what she was doing? She glanced doubtfully at Perryfeld, and he smiled at her reassuringly. He seemed to have guessed what was going on in her mind.

“You’ve no cause to worry, Miss Brady,” he said. “You just be a good little girl and do as I say, and nothing’s going to happen to Tricks O’Regan. When I give my word I stick to it.”

She turned her head again and stared out through the windscreen. She must take the risk of Perryfeld breaking his promise, anyway. There was nothing else to be done. She must at least pretend to be a good little girl and do as he said, and be ready for any chance that might occur to get free of him. Something would happen to show her the way out of it, and she must wait until it did. She did not care to look further into the future than that.

“But there’s got to be no monkey tricks — see?” added Perryfeld. “I’m trusting you the same as you’re trusting me, and you’ve got to play fair. You’ve just got to stay at my place and act like a sensible girl—”

“For how long?” she demanded.

“Just as long as I say,” replied Perryfeld. “Just as long as it suits my convenience. You’ve got to do as you’re told and not ask questions. I guess a girl knows when she’s well off, and maybe you won’t be in a hurry to leave a little later on. When a girl finds she can have everything she fancies — as many pretty dresses as she wants and a swell house and nothing to do but amuse herself — she’s not going to start pining to get back to her typewriter. I’ll be calling at Calder’s today and telling them to send along some real pretty frocks—”

“I have all the frocks I need, thanks, Mr. Perryfeld.”

“Most girls have. But that don’t stop ’em wanting more. You can pick what you fancy from what Calder’s send, and you don’t have to worry about the price.” Josephine did not argue about it. At that moment the car swung through a gateway in a high brick wall, and a few seconds later stopped at the door of the house. Perryfeld got up and Josephine followed him up the steps and into a spacious hall. A negress of enormous proportions, her face wreathed in smiles, came waddling to meet them.

“This is Sarah,” said Perryfeld; “she’ll look after you when I’m not here. Anything you want you just ask Sarah for and she’ll see you have it.” He turned to Sarah. “You hear that, Sarah? Miss Brady is staying here — as my secretary. Anything she asks for she’s to have — see?”

The negress’s beam expanded.

“Sure, suh. You trust Sarah to look after the missie. I’ll treat her like one of my own lambs — take her right under my wing, suh.”

With a nod Perryfeld led the way into a large, lofty room, luxuriantly furnished.

“Just make yourself at home. Miss Brady,” he said. “I’ve got business down town this morning and I can’t stop to show you around, but you can go exploring on your own. There’s a swell garden with a bathing pool-the finest in Chester County — if you’ve a fancy to go swimming. All you’ve got to remember is to keep inside the garden. Outside the garden wall you’ll find it — well, not so healthy. I guess you understand?”

“Quite, Mr. Perryfeld,” said Josephine. “In other words, I’m a prisoner.”

He went to her and laid a hand on her shoulder. “Listen, Miss Brady-but say, I don’t have to keep on calling you Miss Brady now, do I? Sure I don’t, and as Josephine is a bit high-sounding, I guess ‘Jo’ will do for me.”

Josephine made no protest. It didn’t in the least matter what Perryfeld called her. She even smiled as she reflected that Mr. Perryfeld’s first name — which in due course, no doubt, she would be asked to call him — was probably “Clarence” or “Cyril”, or something equally inappropriate.

“Now listen, Jo.” Perryfeld continued, “you don’t have to talk that way. Asking you to stay one side of the garden wall isn’t saying you’re a prisoner. It’s a real big garden.”

“Aren’t there real big prisons, Mr. Perryfeld?”

“I shouldn’t wonder,” he replied, “but this isn’t one of them. I want you to be comfortable here. And I want you to look on me as a friend. I’m fond of you, Jomighty fond of youa-nd I’d like to see you getting a bit fond of me. I guess — that shouldn’t be difficult, eh?” Josephine made no reply to that and his arm slid around her shoulders. She tried to turn away, but his hand gripped and held her.

“Mighty sweet little mouth you’ve got, Jo,” he said. “You aren’t going to say no if I ask you to let me kiss it, are you?”

She glanced quickly up at him.

“Yes, Mr. Perryfeld, I am.”

He smiled. “In that case,” he said, “there’s no sense in asking, is there?” His hand tightened on her shoulder. “I guess I’ll kiss it without asking.”

His arm drew her forward and he leaned towards her until his face was within a few inches of hers; and then, with a sudden wrench, she freed herself, her arm was drawn back, and her clenched fist, flashing forward, struck Perryfeld lull in the mouth.

The colour rushed to his face as he started back, and he stood glaring at her with an ugly scowl. Then, mastering his fury with an obvious effort, he gave a shrug, and smiled again.

“Full of spirit, eh? Well, that’s all to the good. I like ’em that way. I reckon it’ll be real amusing taming you. So long, sweetheart! I’ll be seeing you later.” He went from the room, and a few moments later Josephine, standing at the window, caught a glimpse of him seated in the corner of the car as it went down the drive and out through the gateway.

She stood for some time gazing thoughtfully out of the window. From the moment when Perryfeld had suggested that she should go to his house as his secretary she had had a suspicion of the kind of situation she would have to deal with, and Perryfeld had lost no time in confirming it. She had been a fool, perhaps, to strike him, but when she had seen his face so close to hers she had struck out instinctively. But she might have ruined everything. If Perryfeld had taken it badly, he might have called off the whole bargain. She must be more careful in future — handle him differently, remembering all the time that it was Tricks she was safeguarding, and not allowing herself to do anything which might make Perryfeld change his mind. How it was to be managed she had no idea, and it was useless to worry anyway.

She left the window and set out on a tour of the house. It was a magnificent mansion, furnished throughout in the most expensive style. Sarah carried her bag upstairs and showed her to her room, a luxurious apartment which, had it been in any other house, would have impressed her as all that a girl could wish for.

She unpacked her things and then sat for a time at the open window. It looked out over the garden and from where she sat she could see above the high wall on to the road. There was nobody visible in the grounds, and every now and then a car passed, travelling’ to or from the town. It struck Josephine that it was rather absurd to talk of being in prison here. Perryfeld, it seemed, had taken it for granted that she would make no attempt to escape, and there was nothing to prevent her walking out of the house, stopping the first car that came along and going straight to Police Headquarters with her story. Nothing but Perryfeld’s threat that if she ventured to disobey him, Tricks would pay the penalty. He was relying, she supposed, on that. And he was quite right.

She saw a police patrolman pass along the road and told herself that she had only to call to him to be safely out of the house within a few moments. But she did not call. She turned away from the window with a sigh and then, catching sight of a telephone instrument on a small table in the corner of the room, she paused. It was a comfort to know that was there, anyway. The mere sight of it made her feel less lonely, less completely cut off from the outside world. If matters reached a crisis she could, at any rate, get into touch with somebody. She would only have to get through to Police Headquarters and tell Tricks to come along if she really couldn’t manage thing without him. She wished now that she had told her landlady where she was going. She had told nobody, and if Tricks should telephone to her flat — it wasn’t likely, of course, after last night, that he would trouble any more about her — but if he should try to get her on the wire and Mrs. Glauber could give him no information…

She crossed to the instrument and stood for a few moments hesitating; then she suddenly lifted the receiver and placed it to her ear. Almost as she did so she heard a man’s voice:

“Hullo! Is that Miss Brady?”

She started and could think of nothing to say in reply. “This is Mr. Perryfeld’s private switchboard,” went on the voice. “You’ll be wanting Police Headquarters, will you, Miss Brady?”

“Oh, no — oh, no — as a matter of fact I want—”

“I’m sorry,” interrupted the voice, “but I’m afraid I can’t put you through to Captain O’Regan, Miss Brady. It wouldn’t be — safe. Mr. Perryfeld’s instructions are that no calls are to be put through to any number without his permission, so I reckon you won’t waste your time trying again. If there’s anything you require, Sarah will see to it….”

Josephine replaced the receiver. So she was in prison, after all! Perryfeld was taking no risks. She wondered what would have happened if she had ventured to call to the patrolman, and what would happen if she went beyond the garden wall. Something, she was sure.

She was not left unguarded. Somewhere quite close to her there was always a gun….

She crossed to the door, noticed that there was a key in the lock outside and slipped it into her pocket. Then, going out of the house, she wandered round the garden until Sarah appeared and summoned her to lunch.

There was a wireless set, she noticed, in the diningroom, and she switched it on, tuned in a dance band and settled down to her meal. There was nothing to worry about for the moment, she told herself. It would be time enough to start worrying when Perryfeld returned. She was glad that she had that key in her pocket.

The dance music ceased and a voice began speaking, but she paid no attention at first. And then, as the words “Police Headquarters” reached her, she laid down her knife and fork and glanced quickly across at the loudspeaker.

“… arrested at Police Headquarters this morning,” the voice was saying. “He has been definitely identified as Ben Guinney, the notorious gunman and prison-breaker who has already been three times condemned to death but has so far always succeeded in escaping from prison before the sentence could be carried out. He has been living in the district for several years under the name of Perryfeld, regarded as one of the most prominent citizens …”

Josephine sprang to her feet and stood staring at the loud speaker with incredulous eyes. Ben Guinney — Perryfeld — arrested! She stood there listening while all the details were given. Perryfeld, she learned, was suspected of being concerned in the recent murder of both Schnitzer and Steinberg. The police were of the opinion that he was at the head of the biggest racket that had ever been attempted. But this time he would certainly go to the electric chair, and the authorities were already taking steps to round up the rest of the gang.

As the voice ceased speaking, Josephine did not return to her lunch; instead she hurried upstairs and began to pack her bag.
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As she gathered her things together and stuffed them haphazard into her case, Josephine had only one thought in her mind: she could tell the truth now. With Perryfeld safe in the hands of the police she had no longer anything to fear from him, either for herself or for Tricks O’Regan. She could now go straight to Police Headquarters, see Tricks and explain everything to him — why she had been obliged to tell him all those lies about Schnitzer — and he had, of course, known that they were lies. Why Perryfeld had been at her flat last night; why she had refused to give any explanation of his presence there, and why she had accepted the post of secretary to Perryfeld and had come to live at his house. Tricks would believe her; she must somehow make him believe her.

She closed her bag, put on her hat and went cautiously down the stairs, pausing every few steps to listen. But there was nobody about. She could hear Sarah clattering around in the kitchen, but that was all, and she went confidently across the hall, opened the front door and glanced along the drive. The whole place seemed to be deserted. She hesitated for a moment, wondering whether before going to Police Headquarters she should telephone to Tricks and tell him to expect her. Then, remembering the voice that had warned her that no calls would be put through, she set off, walking briskly along the drive towards the gateway.

Suddenly she halted. A man had turned in at the gate and was coming along the drive towards her. There was something vaguely familiar about him and she stood still for a few moments trying to recall where she had seen him, and then she smiled and started again towards the gate. She had nothing to fear from this man, anyway. She remembered him now; she had seen him at Police Headquarters — the fattish, dark-complexioned Lieutenant who had been there when she arrived. Lavine, they had called him. But he was not in uniform now, and just for the moment she had not been able to recognize him. She had better ask him to take her straight to Tricks O’Regan.

As he reached her, Lavine stepped in front of her and paused, frowning.

“Where are you going, Miss Brady?” he demanded. She smiled at him.

“To Police Headquarters — as fast as I can, Mr. Lavine,” she told him. “I’ve some information to give to Captain O’Regan—”

“Got permission?”

She frowned.

“Permission?”

“Permission from Mr. Perryfeld. I understood that he had engaged you as his secretary—”

“He had,” she interrupted; “but haven’t you heard? The news just came through on the wireless: Perryfeld has been arrested. They say he’s Ben Guinney, the gunman. Weren’t you at Police Headquarters when it happened?”

Edwin Lavine smiled faintly.

“No, Miss Brady,” he said, “I wasn’t, but I’ve heard about it, of course.”

She nodded.

“They believe he killed Mr. Schnitzer too,” she said.

“They said on the wireless—”

“Sure they did,” agreed Lavine. “And you’re just running along to Police Headquarters to tell them they’re right, eh? You saw it happen, didn’t you, and can tell them all about it? Well, I reckon the police will have to do without any more of your evidence, Miss Brady.”

She stared at him in amazement.

“The police and I have parted company,” he informed her, “and if you think you’re going to be allowed to go squealing any more to Tricks O’Regan you’ve got another guess coming. I’ll carry your bag for you, shall I?”

He held out his hand, but she gripped her bag more tightly and tried to step past him. He grasped her arm and held it.

“Listen, Miss Brady,” he said. “Don’t you understand?you’re not going to Police Headquarters. You’re going back to the house, and if you make any kind of trouble about it I guess you’ll just go for a nice car ride and won’t come back. Is that clear?”

She met his gaze defiantly.

“Yes, I understand, Mr. Lavine,” she said. “I understand that you’re just another low-down skunk like Perryfeld—”

He swung her round and began to urge her towards the house.

“Never mind my character,” he said. “I don’t lay claim to being a Tricks O’Regan — or any other kind of plaster saint. You’re not running along to spill any more beans to him, anyway. You’ve spilt more than enough already.”

She made no further resistance. She realized that in any case resistance would be useless. She might have guessed, she told herself, that she would not be allowed to escape quite so easily as that. That man at the switchboard should have warned her that she had not been left unwatched. She had probably been under observation all the time and had never really had the least chance of getting away. And now she would certainly have no chance whatever. Nobody knew where she was, and if she were ever to get free of all this business she would have to rely on her own wits entirely.

Even supposing that Tricks O’Regan still felt sufficiently interested in her, he had no idea where she was and it was useless counting on him. And she could not really blame him if he never gave her another thought. She understood now the significance of Perryfeld’s words when he had warned her that even at Police Headquarters she would still be within reach of a gun. Lavine, of course. All the time, she supposed, he had been working hand in glove with Perryfeld — and Perryfeld was Ben Guinney, four times a murderer! She thought of him with his arm around her shoulders and his lips close to hers, and shuddered Thank God he was under lock and key, anyway!

They entered the house, and Lavine, who was evidently well acquainted with it, led her straight into the diningroom and closed the door behind him. There were several other men in the room, lolling in armchairs, who seemed to be awaiting their arrival. Two of them she recognized. One was the man Mike, who had been with Perryfeld at Schnitzer’s house, and the other was the tall young man who had given her a lift back to her flat when Perryfeld had dumped her by the roadside. It was the tall young man who first spoke.

“Glad to meet you again, Miss Brady,” he said. “Since we had our pleasant little ride together I’ve been hoping all the time I’d have the pleasure—”

Lavine silenced him with an imperative gesture.

“You can cut out all that stuff, Sherriff,” he interrupted; “there’s no time to be lost. We’ve got to find out just where we stand — and quickly. You can take it from me that O’Regan won’t waste time. He’s got Ben Guinney—”

“Ben won’t squeal,” said Mike confidently. “O’Regan won’t get nothing helpful out of Ben.”

“No,” agreed Lavine, “and perhaps he won’t try. Perhaps he’s no need to try. Perhaps someone has done all the squealing already. And that’s just what we’ve got to know.”

“Sure,” agreed Sherriff. “Somebody’s been squealing, and I guess I want to know who. Sit down, Miss Brady.” He waved a hand towards a chair.

Josephine seated herself and glanced around to find them all staring at her intently. Her heart began pounding furiously, but she managed to meet their gaze steadily. For a few moments she sat thus, and then she glanced at Lavine.

“Well, Mr. Lavine?” she said.

Lavine frowned.

“There’s few things you’ve got to tell us, Miss Brady,” he said, “and I guess you’ll be well advised to come clean and try no funny business — eh, boys?”

Mike grinned.

“I’ve got a gun in my pocket. Miss Brady,” he remarked.

Josephine turned her head and faced him.

“Of course, I remember you now,” she said. “You’re fond of shooting, aren’t you? You wanted to shoot me in the car that night, and before that — at Mr. Schnitzer’s house—”

Mike sprang to his feet.

“Now listen-you’ve got to forget that!” he exclaimed furiously. “You’ve got to forget all about Schnitzer — see? You never saw me there—”

“Oh, but I did. I saw you quite clearly with the gun in your hand—”

“I’m telling you you didn’t! I’m telling you I know nothing about Schnitzer—”

“Cut it out, Mike,” interrupted Lavine; “there’s no need to get windy.”

“Windy!” exclaimed Mike truculently. “Who’s windy? But if you think I’m letting a lying jane send me to the chair—”

Lavine placed a hand on his chest and thrust him backwards into his seat.

“I’m sending you into that one, anyway,” he said, “and you’d best stay in it and keep a grip on yourself.” He turned to Josephine. “We want to know, Miss Brady,” he said, “just how much you’ve told O’Regan. You were dining out with him yesterday evening, weren’t you?”

She nodded.

“I was.” She glanced across at the man named Sherriff. “Sorry I couldn’t dine with you, Mr. Sherriff,” she said, “but I had a previous engagement.”

“What did you tell O’Regan?” demanded Lavine again.

“About Mr. Sherriff? Oh, I said he was a reporter from the Tribune
 who wanted a story from me about Mr. Schnitzer. But I’m afraid Captain O’Regan didn’t believe me. You could hardly expect him to, could you? I mean Mr. Sherriff looked much too handsome for a reporter—”

Lavine made an impatient gesture.

“You’ll do no good by talking that way. Miss Brady.”

She shrugged. She knew perfectly well that she would do no good that way, but she wanted time to think, to see how best to deal with the situation, to take no definite line until she could perceive clearly where it would lead her. She could not decide whether to tell them the truth — that she had told O’Regan nothing — or to let them think that he knew everything. And she knew that in any case she must not let them guess that she was afraid of them. She would gain time, if nothing else, by fooling. “But he is handsome, isn’t he?” she smiled.

“Never mind Sherriff,” said Lavine impatiently. “What did you tell O’Regan? About Schnitzer, I mean.”

“Did you tell him you saw me there?” demanded Mike. “That’s what I want to know. If I thought you’d told him that; if I thought you’d squealed about me

“Don’t worry; I didn’t,” said Josephine.

“You didn’t say nothing about me?”

She shook her head.

“Didn’t talk about me at all, eh?” he persisted.

“No,” said Josephine. “Our conversation was all quite pleasant.”

“Huh!” grunted Mike, and leaned back in his chair. “Did you talk about Perryfeld?” demanded Lavine. “Listen, Miss Brady; somebody squealed on Perryfeld. They can’t arrest a man for nothing and they’d got nothing on Perryfeld yesterday. I know that you’re the only one who knows anything about the Schnitzer business, and you were out dining with O’Regan last night, and this morning Perryfeld is arrested. I guess he’s got you to thank for it. You told O’Regan last night that Perryfeld shot Schnitzer and, in that case—”

“I didn’t.”

She had seen his hand moving towards his pocket and the words forced themselves from her lips.

Lavine smiled incredulously.

“Didn’t even give him a hint, eh?”

“No.”

“Yet this morning Perryfeld is arrested. That means somebody squealed, Miss Brady, and if it wasn’t you, then who was it?”

“II don’t know,” she exclaimed desperately. “I’ve no idea. All I know is that it wasn’t I. I didn’t say a word. I didn’t even mention Mr. Perryfeld. We just talked about dancing and — and that sort of thing, and we said nothing at all about Mr. Schnitzer. And if the police got to know that Mr. Perryfeld shot him they didn’t get the information from me last night.”

“This morning, maybe,” suggested Sherriff. “I wouldn’t be surprised if you ‘phoned O’Regan this morning — before you left home, perhaps—”

“No, I didn’t.”’

“Later, eh?”

She shook her head.

“I haven’t ‘phoned him at all.”

“I reckon she’s lying,” remarked Mike. “There’s never no sense in trusting a dame, Lavine. If Perryfeld had realized that I reckon he wouldn’t be where he is now. He ought to have let me do as I wanted a couple of nights ago, and you’d better let me do as I want now. You just let me take Miss Brady for a car drive—”

Lavine cut him short.

“If you had your way, Mike,” he said, “you’d only leave yourself alive and you’d still feel nervous. We’ve got enough trouble without making more if we can avoid it.” He turned again to Josephine. “You haven’t spoken to O’Regan since you left him last night?”

She shook her head.

“Nor sent him any message?”

“No.”

“Then he doesn’t know where you are — doesn’t know you’re here?”

“I haven’t told him, anyway.”

“Have you told anybody?”

“Nobody.”

“You can bet your life she’s lying—” began Mike; he paused abruptly as the telephone bell rang noisily, and sat staring with scared eyes at the instrument.

Lavine strode to the telephone and lifted the receiver. “Hullo!… Who?… Miss Brady? Sure you can. I’ll fetch her.”

He clapped his hand over the mouthpiece and turned to Josephine.

“You’re wanted, Miss Brady.”

She got up and went to the instrument.

“Me?” she exclaimed in surprise. “But who—”

“It’s O’Regan,” he told her. “And he didn’t know where you were, eh? You didn’t tell him anything—”

“I did not,” she insisted. “If he knows I’m here—”

“He does,” interrupted Lavine, “and he wants to speak to you. Now listen, young woman, you’re all right — see? There’s nothing wrong and he has no cause to worry. And you don’t want to see him, either. You’ll be wise to remember that when you’re talking to him.”

“Sure you will,” growled Mike, rising and going to her. “And you just remember this, Miss Brady: I’m not here. Nobody’s here except you and Lavine. You haven’t seen me and you don’t know nothing about me.” He pulled a gun from his pocket. “Just you say one word you shouldn’t say, Miss Brady, and I guess you won’t finish what you’re saying.”

Lavine thrust the receiver into her hand, and with a nod uncovered the mouthpiece.

Josephine glanced round at them as they stood watching her, glanced at the gun in Mike’s hand, and turned to the instrument.

“Hallo!”

“Is that you, Miss Brady?” came O’Regan’s voice,

“Yes.”

“O’Regan this end. Are you all right?”

“Of course. Why shouldn’t I be?”

“Quite a number of reasons. Why are you there at all, anyway?”

“I came here as Mr. Perryfeld’s secretary.”

“Huh! Some job!” replied O’Regan. “Well, Perryfeld needs no secretary now, Miss Brady, and isn’t likely ever to need one again. There’s no postal connection with hell. And the sooner you leave the better. You’re to go straight away. Don’t wait to pack anything — just go.”

“Go?”

“You’re not going,” warned Lavine; “you don’t want to go.”

“You understand, Miss Brady?” asked O’Regan. “But why should I, Captain O’Regan? I’m quite all right here, and—”

“I’m not arguing,” O’Regan interrupted; “I’m giving you orders — from Police Headquarters. You’re to leave at once.”

“And suppose I refuse?”

“If you haven’t left in ten minutes,” he replied, “I shall do as I think best. I shall know. Now be sensible, Miss Brady, and do as I say. Who’s there with you?” She glanced at Lavine.

“Who’s here?” she repeated, and saw Mike move a little nearer to her and felt something pressed hard against her ribs.

“Only me,” whispered Lavine. “He knows I’m here, anyway.”

“Lavine’s there, isn’t he came O’Regan’s voice.

“Yes.”

“Anyone else?’

“No.”

“Can you leave if you want to? Lavine’s not stopping you?”

“No, of course not. Why should he?”

“Then leave in ten minutes,” replied O’Regan. “There’ll be a police car waiting at the corner, and you’re to get in it and come straight along here. I’ll explain things when I see you. Goodbye.”

She heard him ring off, replaced the receiver and turned to Lavine.

“Well?” demanded Lavine. “What did he want?”

“Just to know if I was all right,” she told him. “I said I was.”

“Sure you are,” agreed Mike. “But just how long you’re going to remain all right” He fingered his gun, frowning. “You’re all wrong, Lavine,” he said. “There’s no sense in risking it. If O’Regan gets hold of her she’ll spill everything she knows. You just let me take her for a nice drive in the country—”

“Sit down, Mike, and don’t get windy,” interrupted Lavine. “Maybe the time will come when we’ll take Miss Brady for a ride, but it hasn’t come yet.” He turned to Josephine. “How did O’Regan know you were here?” She shrugged her shoulders and stole a furtive glance at the clock. Ten minutes! If she didn’t leave in ten minutes, O’Regan would do as he thought best. It was a comfort to know that. She must hang things out for ten minutes, anyway — keep them talking until O’Regan had time to reach her. He would reach her somehow; she was sure of that. He had not believed her when she had told him that she was all right, and he was going to do whatever he thought best. Of course, it might only mean that he was looking after her because it was his duty as a police officer to do so; but she preferred to think that it meant…

“How did he know?” repeated Mike. “Because she told him, of course. I told you she was lying, Lavine. You can’t never trust a female. She got him on the wire—”

“Not from here,” interrupted Sherriff. “She ‘phoned no one from here. I’ve been on the switchboard ever since she arrived.”

“Then how did he know?” demanded Lavine, turning to the girl.

“I’ve really no idea,” Josephine replied. “I’ve told you that I didn’t tell him. I didn’t tell anyone. But I suppose the police have ways of finding out — haven’t they, Mr. Lavine? Perhaps Mr. Perryfeld told him. Or perhaps someone saw me in Mr. Perryfeld’s car. Anyway, I told him I was quite all right, so I guess he won’t worry any more about me. Have you any more questions to ask me, or may I go now?”

“You may not,” snapped Mike. “You can take that from me, Miss Brady, whatever Lavine says. Lavine’s soft — the same as Perryfeld — when a girl’s got blue eyes and smiles at him. But your blue eyes don’t mean a thing to me. No dame means a thing to me.”

Josephine took another swift glance at the clock and turned to him with a smile.

“You must be married,” she replied.

The man made a gesture of impatience.

“I guess we’re talking too much,” he said. “We’ve got to clear, Lavine — the quicker the better. But I’m not going without Miss Brady. I’m not leaving her out of range of my gun. She’s coming along with us — see? Maybe you’ll see reason and we can lose her somewhere, but I’m not leaving her behind so long as she can use her tongue, and that’s flat.”

“Mike’s right, Lavine,” agreed Sherriff. “We’d best be moving and taking the girl with us. O’Regan has got nothing on us so far as we know, but it doesn’t do to be too sure. I’ll get the car out.”

Lavine nodded and Sherriff went towards the door. As he did so a bell rang and he halted abruptly, glancing back at Lavine. The latter strode to the window and looked out; then he turned quickly away.

“There’s a police car at the gate,” he announced. “I guess this’ll be O’Regan.”

Josephine’s hands clenched and she bit her lip to stop herself from smiling.

“But we don’t have to worry,” added Lavine. “Stick your gun in your pocket, Mike, for God’s sake, and get a grip of yourself. O’Regan’s got nothing on any of us. He’s just hoping to get something by coming here, that’s all. I know his ways.”

The bell rang again.

“Do I let him in?” asked Sherriff.

“Sure,” said Lavine. “Why not?”

“I’ll tell you why not,” exclaimed Mike excitedly. “Because as soon as he comes inside here this girl will start squealing….” He swung round and faced Josephine. “Just say one word, that’s all!” he threatened. “Just you mention my name and I’ll pump a gunful of bullets—”

“You’ll do nothing of the sort, Mike,” Lavine interrupted. “Listen to me. Perryfeld knew how to keep Miss Brady’s tongue from wagging, and his way is better than your way.”

Again the bell rang long and noisily.

“We’re going to let O’Regan in. Miss Brady,” Lavine continued, “and we’re trusting you to say nothing you shouldn’t say. He will probably want you to go with him, but you’re not going. You’ve got to tell him you’re O.K. here, and you don’t want him butting in — see? You don’t want anything more to do with him. You’re to tell him I’m looking after you now, and that you I are very good friends—”

“I won’t!” exclaimed Josephine furiously. “I refuse to tell him—”

“You won’t refuse,” said Lavine coolly, “when I’ve explained a bit more. You see, I know. Miss Brady, you’re fond of O’Regan — mighty fond of him, from what Perryfeld told me — and I’m treating you the same as Perryfeld did. If you say one word you shouldn’t say, then it won’t be you who’ll get the gunful of bullets: it’ll be Tricks. O’Regan. Just remember that, Mike, will you? If there’s any shooting to be done, O’Regan’s the target,” He nodded to Sherriff. “O.K. Let him in,” he said.

Sherriff went out, and Josephine stood staring at the door with scared eyes. She was suddenly terribly afraid. She did not want O’Regan to come into that room. She wanted to cry out, to warn him, to tell him that if he came in there death was waiting for him. Her lips parted but no sound came from them. She glanced desperately round, saw Mike’s hand in his pocket and the look on his face as he watched the door, and shuddered. Mike was scared and excited, and even Lavine might not be able to stop him shooting. If only she could keep Tricks out of the room — go to him….

She took a quick step towards the door, and, as she did so, O’Regan came in, and Sherriff, following, closed the door behind him.
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Tricks O’REGAN went straight to Josephine and gave her his hand.

“Good morning, Miss Brady.”

He turned and glanced round — at Mike, Lavine, Sherriff and the two other men who were sprawling in armchairs, calmly smoking cigarettes.

“Quite a party,” he said, with a smile. “Five of ‘em, eh? And every one with a gun in his pocket! All friends of yours, Miss Brady?”

She made no reply. She was trembling and her teeth were pressing her lower lip. Tricks mustn’t stay here. It was mad of him to have come. He must go — at once — before anything happened….

“All friends of yours, anyway, Lavine,” O’Regan went on. “Birds of a feather, eh?”

“What do you want?” demanded Lavine surlily. O’Regan ignored the question and continued his scrutiny of the five men, whose eyes were fixed on him.

“And all friends of Ben Guinney,” he smiled”five devoted friends, met together to sorrow over poor Ben Guinney! Going to send him a wreath, boys? ‘In fond remembrance — from five lousy racketeers.’ Or, better still: ‘From his four devoted killers and one dishonest policeman.’”

“If you think that, O’Regan,” said Lavine, “you’ve got a nerve to come here.”

“Oh, I’ve a nerve all right,” agreed O’Regan. “But I’ve got no nerves, Lavine; and that’s where I’m better off than poor Mike, who’s scared stiff in case I’ve got something on him, and who’s aching to let his gun off; only he hasn’t got the nerve to do it.”

“You’ve got nothing on me—” began Mike aggressively, but O’Regan cut him short.

“Not even a gun, Mike — so far,” he smiled. “But I’m grieved to think that a nice, gentlemanly young fellow like you should be friends with a low-down swine like Lavine.”

“What do you want?” inquired Lavine again. “Perhaps you don’t know,” added O’Regan, ignoring the question, “that Lavine’s the sort of man who’d sell his own father, and if I’d cared to do it I could have sent him to jail. But I didn’t care. He’s not worth caring about — just a poor, lousy hanger-on of Guinney’s who hasn’t the guts to pull a gun on anyone. Well, if you’re sending a wreath for friend Ben, boys, I’d suggest lilies of the valley, and you’d best send it quick and address it to Smoky Cell. He’ll be leaving there shortly for a warmer clime.”

“I don’t know Ben Guinney, nor nothing about him,” protested Mike. “I just got acquainted with Perryfeld—”

“Did you know Schnitzer?” asked O’Regan “I know nothing about Schnitzer.”

“Nor Steinberg?… O.K., Mike. Take your hand off your gun. I haven’t come to fetch you to join friend Guinney. Maybe I’ll do that later, but not today.” He turned to Josephine. “I’ve come to take you away, Miss Brady,” he said.

“Me?”

He nodded.

“But why?”

“Need you ask? You’ve just heard me telling these people what I think of ‘em. They’re not the kind of friends you want. Miss Brady.”

“And you are — eh, O’Regan?” sneered Lavine.

“Sure I am,” smiled Tricks. “I’m the most respected man in Chester County. Mothers write and ask me to chaperon their daughters, and racketeers cross the road when they see me coming. Ready, Miss Brady? We’ll be getting along.”

He stepped towards the door, but Josephine made no move to follow him. She glanced at Lavine.

“She’s not going with you, O’Regan,” said Lavine.

O’Regan swung round.

“You’re wrong, Lavine,” he said. “Miss Brady is — coming with me right now. And she’s not asking your permission. Come along,” he said to the girl; “I’ve a car waiting.”

Josephine forced herself to speak.

“Then please go, Captain O’Regan.’—”

“Eh?”

“I — I’m not going with you.”

O’Regan frowned. “Why not?” he asked.

She shrugged. “Is it any concern of yours?”

“Well, yes, I reckon it is, Miss Brady,” replied O’Regan. “I’m a friend of yours — at least, I hope so — and I wouldn’t be much of a friend if I left you here with five low-down racketeers with guns in their pockets. They’re all friends of Ben Guinney, and that’s enough to make any decent man hold his nose when he gets near them. Now take my advice and come along to some place where the air’s purer.” She made no reply. If only he would go! Didn’t he realize the risk he was running? Or was it that he didn’t care? But he must care; he must go while they’d let him. She must somehow make him go.

“Well?”

She shook her head.

“I’m staying here,” she said. And then, as she saw he was about to speak: “I suppose I can do as I choose, Captain O’Regan — can’t I?”

“Choose? Are you sure you’re choosing?” He glanced across at Lavine. “Is she choosing, Lavine?”

The ex-Lieutenant shrugged his shoulders.

“If you mean am I keeping her here, I’m not,” he said. “She can go if she wants to.”

Josephine did not misunderstand that. She knew that if she agreed to go with O’Regan, he would get no farther than the door. Mike would see to that if no one else did. If he was to go at all, he must go without her.

“I really don’t understand what all the fuss is about, Captain O’Regan,” she forced herself to say. “I suppose I’m free to do as I wish — and I wish to stay here.”

“In what capacity-secretary to Ben Guinney? But Ben Guinney is as good as dead and he has no further use for a secretary—”

“Aw, mind your own business, O’Regan,” interrupted Lavine angrily. “Miss Brady was engaged by Perryfeld—”

“Guinney,” corrected Tricks. “Still, it’s of no importance. A killer by any other name smells just as bad. But Guinney needs no secretary in Smoky Cell. It’s of no use his communicating with anyone but his Maker now, and he won’t require a stenographer to do that. In any case, I guess the letter would be returned unopened.”

“Guinney ain’t dead yet, O’Regan,” exclaimed Mike. “You’ll see. It’d take more than the whole police force of this country to kill Ben Guinney. They haven’t done it yet, have they? No, and they never will. He’s a swell feller—”

“Sure,” agreed O’Regan; “but the point just at the moment is, does he need a secretary?”

“Maybe he doesn’t,” said Lavine, “but I do. Miss Brady has been engaged by me. It’s a real good job I’ve offered her, and she doesn’t want you or anyone else butting in. Take a hint, O’Regan, and get out of where you’re not wanted.”

O’Regan frowned, and his keen blue eyes searched Josephine’s.

“It’s quite true. Captain O’Regan,” she told him. “I’m staying here — as Mr. Lavine’s secretary. And now please go.”

He shook his head.

“I guess I’m not going without you—”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, go!” exclaimed the girl suddenly. “I’m not going with you. I’ve told you so. I just want you to clear out and leave me alone and not worry me any more. If you think I’m grateful to you for coming here and making a scene and insulting my friends—”

“Friends? Good God!”

“Yes — friends,” she went on angrily. “But just because they’re not your friends, because you don’t happen to like them, because you’ve got all sorts of crazy ideas into your head about them, you seem to think you’ve a right to come here and insult them and be damnably rude to me, and order me about. I’m not standing for any more of it. Just because you’re a police officer you seem to imagine you can force me to do whatever you wish—”

He held up his hand to stem the outburst.

“No, Miss Brady,” he said quietly, “I can’t force you. I wish I could. I’m just advising you — as a friend—”

“I don’t want your advice,” she interrupted. “And I don’t want your friendship. If your friendship means that you’re to issue orders and I’m to obey them, that I’m to be treated like a kid who can’t take care of herself and can’t be trusted to choose her own friends — then I’d rather be without it. I’m sick to death of your ideas of friendship. Captain O’Regan, and that’s straight from the shoulder. Now will you go?”

She was afraid that even now she had failed. O’Regan stood frowning at her, with his jaw obstinately set, and made no move to leave.

“If these people here are friends of yours, Miss Brady—”

“They are.”

He nodded gravely.

“In that case,” he said, “I can understand your not caring about my friendship. And, of course, it’s only natural that you should resent my interference as much as they do.”

“I certainly do resent it.”

He smiled.

“Lots of people do,” he replied. “Guinney resented it, Lavine resented it, and I bet Mike would just hate me to start interfering with him. But that doesn’t stop me interfering when I feel inclined to. Interfering is a kind of hobby of mine.”

“Then please don’t indulge your hobby at my expense,” she said curtly, turned from him and seated herself in a chair.

“I’m afraid I can’t promise that,” he replied. “But there’s trouble coming for some of these friends of yours, Miss Brady, and I’m just giving you the chance to get clear of them before it’s too late. I’m asking you to come away with me now. If you’re afraid to do that—”

“I’m not,” she broke in. “I’m not afraid of anything except that you’ll go on talking until I fall asleep. You’re not welcome here, and if you’ve any manners at all you’ll go at once.”

O’Regan glanced round.

“I’m afraid that settles it,” he said. “I can’t force you; five guns to a pair of fists seems kind of uneven. All right. Miss Brady; I’ll leave you to your friends — and your secretarial duties.”

He strode to the door, opened it, and paused, glancing back over his shoulder.

“Nobody doing any shooting?” he inquired. “Well, I guess some of you will be sorry one day you didn’t take the chance when it came your way to put a bullet into Tricks O’Regan — and I had my back to you!” He smiled scornfully. “You’re yellow — the whole darned lot of you are yellow!”

He strode out and closed the door behind him.
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For some moments Josephine stood staring at the door. She could hear O’Regan’s footsteps going along the corridor, and it was all she could do to restrain herself from rushing after him. If she let him go now, the chances were that she would never see him again. If she were not a coward she would fling open the door now, call to him and tell him the whole truth; and yet there she stood, hesitating, afraid.

Tricks had not been afraid to come to her. With five guns covering him he had never once shown the least sign of fear. Scorn and contempt, yes — but not fear; and she felt that his contempt had included herself. He could be thinking only one of two things: either that when she had told him that she was happy where she was, resented his interference and wanted to have nothing more to do with him, she had been speaking the truth — in which case she had hurt his feelings appallingly; or that she had been forced by the threats of Lavine and the others to tell him all this in order to get rid of him once and for all, in which case he could hardly fail to despise her cowardice. She must not let him think either of these things. If she let him go she would never cease to despise herself.

She heard the front door slam and took a quick, impulsive step forward. And as she did so she felt a hand on her arm that jerked her roughly round, and she found herself looking into the threatening eyes of the gangster called Mike.

She wrenched her arm free.

“Leave me alone — don’t dare to touch me!” she exclaimed furiously. Her glance swept the crowd of men scattered round the room, and even Tricks O’Regan could not have contrived to put more scorn into a look. “Tricks was right,” she said, “you’re yellow — every one of you! One man against five, and all you could do was to sit still and look uncomfortable.”

She turned away and flung herself into a chair, a contemptuous little smile on her lips.

“But perhaps it wasn’t fair on you,” she said. “One Tricks O’Regan unarmed is worth a bunch of yellow hoodlums, all with guns and scared to use ‘em.”

Mike strode across the room, planted himself in front of her and flourished his gun menacingly a few inches from her face.

“Scared to use a gun, am I? Listen, sister, I don’t let no one pull that stuff on me. No dame’s ever yet called me yeller and got away with it. Tricks O’Regan’s fond of you, isn’t he? Likes your pretty face, don’t he? Well, we’ll see if he likes your pretty face when this gun that I’m scared to use has finished with it!”

She saw his finger find the trigger, and bit her lips savagely to prevent herself from screaming. She was terribly afraid of that smooth, blue-black barrel, and the cruel, sadistic eyes behind it But it flashed into her mind that she must on no account let him suspect that she was afraid.

“Is that the same gun you used on Schnitzer?” she smiled.

She saw his lips drawn back, disclosing the yellow, wolf-like teeth; she saw his shifty eyes narrow, and his bony hand tighten around the butt of his gun. And then Lavine took a quick step forward and struck Mike’s wrist a vicious upward blow; there came a deafening explosion and a shower of plaster fell from the ceiling.

“For God’s sake, Mike, cut it out!” exclaimed Lavine. “That kind of stuff’ll get us nowhere. We’ve got to get down to cases, and there’s no time to be lost. If you think we’ve seen the last of Tricks O’Regan you’ve got another guess coming. I know O’Regan better than you do, remember, and I know that once he’s got his teeth into anything he doesn’t let go. Don’t kid yourself we scared him, because we didn’t. You can take it from me he’s gone straight back to Police Headquarters and the next time he turns up he’ll not be alone. We’ve got to beat it.” He stood by the door and opened it. “Come on, boys, we’ve got to talk — and what we’ve got to settle may be mighty interesting to this girl here, but it don’t concern her. She knows a darn sight too much already.”

They trooped from the room, Lavine following them. Josephine heard the key turned in the lock.

For a time the girl sat motionless. She suddenly felt terribly weak, incapable of making the least effort, either mental or physical. She supposed she had been very near to death. Mike, she was sure, would have shot her if Lavine had not interfered. It had been stupid of her to have said what she did; but somehow, after seeing Tricks O’Regan face them without the slightest trace of fear, she had felt that if she showed less courage she would really have deserved all the scorn she had seen in Tricks’s eyes. Even though Tricks would never know, it was some consolation to feel that she had acted in the way he would have had her act.

She wondered just how much of what she had said he had really believed. All of it, probably. Even before today he had had reason enough for suspecting that she was in some way involved with Perryfeld’s criminal schemes; and it was only natural if he had allowed all she had said today to confirm his suspicions. In that case she had certainly seen the last of “Mr. Smith”; but with equal certainty she had not seen the last of Captain O’Regan of the Chester County Police, who, once he got his teeth into a thing, never let go.

And then it struck her that perhaps the same might be equally true of “Mr. Smith”. Tricks, after all, was fond of her — she was sure of that; and if he cared anything like as much as she thought he did — anything like as much, indeed, as she cared for him — it wouldn’t be like Tricks O’Regan to let go of that, either. Perhaps Captain O’Regan would never be able to persuade “Mr. Smith” that she could really be mixed up with people like Perryfeld and Lavine and Mike and the rest of them.

She sat up in her chair, all her listlessness gone. Tricks perhaps had not believed anything that she had told him. Now that she came to think of it, he had suggested more than once that she was not acting of her own free will, and it was at least possible that he had grasped the situation and understood that when she had dismissed him, and forbidden him to interfere any further with her, she had only done so because, for some reason, she was afraid. If he had any faith in her at all, he must surely have realized that, must have seen that she was playing a game, and, for some reason of his own, accepted — or pretended to accept — her decision as final.

After all, at the moment, since she refused to go with him, there was nothing he could do alone against five of them; and the more she thought of it the more convinced she became that he must have understood what was happening, and had chosen, for his own ends, to take a part in the game himself. Lavine thought so; he had been quite certain that Tricks would go straight back to Police Headquarters and would return before very long — and not alone!

She rose from her chair and began to pace the room. If Lavine were right — but of course he was right! If she hadn’t been scared out of her wits she would never have doubted that Tricks would come back. If he had understood the situation he would come back for her; if he had not understood he would certainly come back for the others. The great thing was that in any case he would be back before long. She felt her heart beating more quickly; she would at any rate see Tricks again, and seeing him meant at least the possibility that all might come right, and in any case an opportunity for her to show that she was not the weak-kneed little coward which she must have seemed to him last time.

“We’ve got to beat it,” Lavine had said. She stood still, frowning. That, of course, would be their idea — to get away quickly, before Tricks could return. And, if they went, they would of course take her with them, in which case it might well be that all Tricks’s efforts to find her would be in vain. She knew far too much for them to risk leaving her free to say what she chose to the police. Even if Lavine and the others were prepared to go without her, Mike certainly would not be; and since Lavine was so inextricably involved with Perryfeld’s affairs, it was hardly likely that he would give her the opportunity of giving the police evidence which might make the case against Perryfeld even blacker than it was.

Somehow, she must stay where she was — at least long enough to give Tricks the chance, if he wanted it, of returning. But how, exactly, if they decided to take her with them, she was to avoid going she had not the slightest idea. If Tricks O’Regan had been able to do nothing single-handed against them, what possible chance would she have?

She heard the handle of the door turned, and spun round as Lavine entered, closed the door behind him and locked it. She was glad to see him lock it; that meant, at any rate, that Mike and the others were safely out of the way for the time being, and it was just possible that she might be able to handle Lavine.

“We’ve got to beat it, Miss Brady,” he announced curtly. “We’ll be starting in five minutes. The boys are just getting the car ready. I’ve put your bag on board.”

She gave a contemptuous little smile.

“Running away? But of course you would be! Tricks O’Regan might be back at any moment and say ‘Boo’ to you.”

Lavine bit his lip; then he forced a smile.

“Listen, Miss Brady,” he said: “I guess you’ve every reason to feel sore at the way you’ve been treated, but you’ve no cause to feel sore with me. I’ve treated you right, haven’t I?”

“Treated me right? It you think it’s treating me right to make me lie to Tricks O’Regan, to make me let him think I’m a coward, that I don’t care for him, that I never want to see him again—”

“Say, that just couldn’t be helped, Miss Brady. You must see that. You know things, and it stands to reason the boys aren’t going to take any chances. But you don’t have to worry; you just do as you’re told and you’ll have nothing to be afraid of. Just trust me — I’m looking after you.”

She raised her eyebrows.

“Trust you?” She was silent for a few moments, frowning thoughtfully; then she turned to him with a smile. “And suppose I do trust you? There’s Mike—”

“Forget it! You don’t have to mind Mike — he’s scared and doesn’t know what he’s saying. Trust yourself to me, little girl, and you’ll not have any trouble with Mike or anyone else.”

He went to her and laid a hand on each of her shoulders.

“Going to be sensible? Sure you are! There’s no reason why you and I shouldn’t be the best of pals — is there? We’ll be seeing a good deal of each other from now on, so why shouldn’t we be — friendly?”

Josephine gazed at him for some moments with questioning eyes. Friendly? There was a look on Lavine’s face that told her quite clearly what meaning he attached to that word; but she realized that at all costs she must not antagonize him now; she mustn’t say anything that might make him lose patience and cut short the conversation; every moment was precious. “Where are we going, Mr. Lavine?” she asked.

“Just a nice car ride,” he smiled. “Maybe we’ll be touring around for a time. Anyway, you don’t have to worry. If you’re going to be sensible there’s no reason why it shouldn’t be a very pleasant little trip.”

“Sensible? What exactly do you mean by that? That I won’t scream and struggle and try to escape?”

“Well — yes. But if you’re really sensible I guess you’ll go a bit farther than that. ‘Friendly’ is the word. You know what friendly means — don’t you?” One of his arms slipped round her shoulders and she felt him draw her to him. She had a sudden impulse to treat him as she had treated Perryfeld, and send her clenched fist against his mouth with all the strength she possessed. But with a tremendous effort she stifled the urge and allowed herself to be drawn towards him with only the faintest suspicion of resistance. She felt his lips pressed almost savagely against hers, and held her breath to prevent herself from screaming. If only she could keep him here, gain a few precious minutes, give O’Regan the chance to come before it was too late, it was worth even this.

His arms released her and he stood smiling down at her flushed face.

“That’s what I mean by ‘friendly’,” he said. “You’re not sore with me, are you?”

She forced a smile and shook her head.

Again his arm went round her, but as it did so the handle of the door was tried, and then there came a noisy knocking on the panels.

“Say, Lavine!” It was Mike’s voice.

With a frown Lavine turned and strode across the room, unlocked the door and threw it open. Mike came in, Sherriff at his heels, and stood glancing from Josephine to Lavine with a leering smile on his lips.

“Sorry to butt in, but I guess this is no time for petting. The car’s ready and we’re waiting.”

Lavine shrugged.

“O.K., Mike; we’re ready.” He turned to Josephine. “Come along, Miss Brady.”

The girl did not move.

“I’m not going,” she announced calmly.

“Eh, what’s that? Not going, aren’t you? I guess we’ve wasted too much time already.” He strode up to her and pointed to the door. “Get out — quick! D’you hear?”

Josephine shook her head.

“I’m not going,” she repeated. “I won’t go! You can do what you like, but I’m not moving from here until I know—”

Mike’s hand gripped her shoulder and thrust her roughly forward towards the door. She staggered and almost fell, and, as she recovered herself, her wrists were seized and she felt herself being dragged from the room. She gave a furious wrench, but the grip on her wrists only tightened, and a sickening pain shot up her arm. She screamed, and the next instant she felt the grip on her right arm relax, swung round, and caught a glimpse of Mike, his arm uplifted, clutching the barrel of his gun.

“Scared to use a gun, am I?” she heard him exclaim.

And then a crashing blow descended on her forehead, and all was darkness.
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Tricks O’REGAN had been certain, when Perryfeld had told him that Josephine had accepted the post of secretary to him and gone to his house, that she had gone there against her will; that Perryfeld had terrified her into going or had even taken her there by force. All the suspicions which had surged into his mind when he had found Perryfeld in her flat, and she had refused to give him any explanation, had left him in the morning; no matter how black the case against her might appear, he had found that he was unable to believe in it. There must, he had felt, be some explanation which, for some reason, she could not give him. And Perryfeld’s gloating announcement that she was at his house had only strengthened his conviction.

But now all his suspicions returned. He had been certain, when he had decided to go to Perryfeld’s house and bring the girl away’ with him, that she would be glad to come. Never for an instant had it occurred to him that she would need to be persuaded, and her absolute refusal to leave the house had astonished him more than he had allowed her or the others to guess. Standing there in the room at Perryfeld’s house, he had tried to find a reason for her refusal, and had failed utterly to find a convincing one. She could hardly have been afraid, as he had at first suspected. She knew that, had she been willing to go with him, he would have taken her away no matter what might have happened, and it was extremely unlikely that anything would have happened.

Shooting Tricks O’Regan would be a risky business, and he was sure that there wasn’t a man among that crowd who would have the pluck to do it. If Guinney had been there it would have been a different matter. Guinney, whatever vile qualities he might possess, certainly did not lack courage, and if he had wanted to keep Josephine Brady there it would have needed more than a mere police uniform to persuade him to let her go. But the others, compared with Ben Guinney, were poor specimens of gunmen whom Guinney would despise as much as he. O’Regan, despised them; and Josephine could safely have walked out under their noses without the least fear of getting a bullet in her back.

But she had refused to leave, had stated quite categorically that she preferred to stay, and had told him bluntly that she resented his interference. Why? In the case of any other woman O’Regan would have found no difficulty in supplying the reason, and he knew’ that, however much he might dislike having to admit it, there was in reality only one reasonable explanation in the case of Josephine. She was in some way connected with Guinney, playing some part in the organization of which he was the head; she worked for him, and no doubt had her share, however small, of the profits.

To an unbiased mind everything clearly pointed to that explanation — her presence at Schnitzer’s house, and her refusal to give any information about his death; Perryfeld’s presence in her flat and her second refusal to explain; and again today her refusal to leave Lavine and the rest of them and come away with him when he offered her the chance. All that was clearly against her; and against that evidence he could find nothing to set but his disinclination to believe it and his hunch that Josephine Brady was not the kind of girl to have anything in common with Ben Guinney. He told himself that only a fool would shut his eyes to that evidence.

But in the evening, when Spellman came into the office, O’Regan was still reluctant to open his eyes fully.

“About Miss Brady, Spell,” he began.

“What about her, Chief?”

“You saw her when she was here. I’d like to know what impression you got.”

Spellman smiled.

“I got the impression you’re — well, kind of interested in her, Chief.”

“It’s my business to be, isn’t it?”

“Sure.”

“It’s my duty to keep an eye on her.”

“That’s it-duty,” said Spellman. “Always do your duty — eh, Chief?” He went to the tape machine and began running the ribbon of paper through his fingers. “She’s got nice eyes,” he remarked.

O’Regan glanced at him sharply, but Spellman’s face was expressionless.

“And a sweet little mouth,” added the Lieutenant. O’Regan nodded absently.

“Pretty hair, too,” said Spellman. “Notice her hands, Chief? Dinky little dimples on the backs of them.”

“That night she was at Schnitzer’s, Spell—”

“Sure,” agreed Spellman. “She’s got a real sweet way of telling lies, Chief.” He dropped the tape and turned to O’Regan with a smile. “I reckon I know what you’re wanting me to say, Chief,” he said, “and I can say it all right without perjuring myself. She’s straight.”

“She’s in with the Guinney crowd, Spell. She’s up at his house — with Lavine and Sherriff and the whole dirty bunch of them. She refuses to leave.”

“You’ve been there?”

O’Regan nodded.

“You’ve got a nerve, Chief,” returned Spellman admiringly. “They’re a tough kind of crowd.”

“I was uneasy about her.”

“I’ll say you must have been. And you still are, eh, Chief? Well, if she’s among that bunch, I guess you’ve reason to be. She doesn’t belong there. If she wouldn’t leave. I’d say there was a mighty good reason. Probably she couldn’t — didn’t dare.”

“But I was there, Spell.”

Spellman grinned. “Maybe she’d have felt safer if you’d been wearing a bullet-proof waistcoat,” he said. “Everybody hasn’t got your nerve, Chief, and you couldn’t have done much if they’d started in with their guns. Sounds to me as though she just had to stay there.”

O’Regan rose from his chair and began to pace the room.

“Listen, Spell,” he said, “I believe you’re right. She’d have come away with me if she’d dared; but she didn’t dare. They’d got her badly scared, and she just had to do as they’d told her. They’re holding her because they’re afraid to let her go — afraid she knows something and might spill the beans here. It’s the Schnitzer affair, I shouldn’t wonder. She knows more about that business than they’d care for the police to know, and they don’t mean to let her start talking. If one of that crowd killed Schnitzer, and she knows, they’ve just got to shut her mouth somehow…” He halted abruptly. “By God, Spell!” he exclaimed. “They’re not going to hold her. She’s not going to stay there. If she won’t come of her own free will, then I’m going to take her.”

“You can’t do that—”

“Can’t I?”

“I don’t see how, Chief. You’ve got nothing definite against that bunch, and if Miss Brady refuses to leave the house …”

O’Regan made a gesture of impatience.

“I’m fetching her, Spell,” he said. “If there’s no other way of getting her out of it, then I’ll arrest her. If it means taking the whole police force with me and breaking down the house. I’m going to have her out of it.”

“But you’ve got no evidence, Chief, and you can’t arrest her without evidence — just because you’ve a hunch—”

“I’m risking it,” interrupted O’Regan. “There’s the Schnitzer affair, in any case; I can pull her in for that — on suspicion. And if I find I’ve made a mistake — well, I guess I can apologize, and she can go back to them if she wants to.” He glanced at his watch. “Geissel!” he called.

Sergeant Geissel appeared from the glass-house.

“I want a car in five minutes,” said O’Regan.

“O.K., Chief.”

“I want a Lewis gun on board.”

“Tear bombs, Chief?”

“Yes — everything. And three men. Call up the patrolman and tell him to be on the corner by Perryfeld’s house in ten minutes. He’s not to leave until he gets the word from me. Got that?”

“Yes, Chief,” replied Geissel, and returned to the glass-house.

O’Regan strapped on his belt and picked up his hat.

“So long, Spell!”

“Say, Chief, what have I done?” asked Spellman. “Don’t I get an invitation?”

“Do you want one?”

“Sure.”

“Come on, then. I’ll be glad to have you.”

“Thanks,” replied Spellman. “And the other invitation — do I get that too?”

“The other?”

“To the wedding,” grinned Spellman, and followed his Chief from the room.
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Ten minutes later the big police car stopped at the gates of Perryfeld’s house, and O’Regan, Spellman and the three policemen got out. The patrolman came hurrying to meet them.

“Watch the gate,” O’Regan ordered him. “No one is to come out.”

They went up the drive. A man was placed on each side of the house and another at the back. O’Regan and Spellman went towards the front door. They paused a few yards from the porch, surveying the house. On the top floor there was a dim light showing through the drawn blind of one window, but the rest of the house was in darkness. O’Regan strode to the front door and pressed the electric bellpush. They heard the bell ring noisily, and waited, listening intently for the sound of any movement inside. None came, and O’Regan pressed the bell again. There was still no sound in the house, and he went out on to the drive again and glanced up at the lighted window.

“Spell!” he called.

Spellman joined him, and O’Regan waved a hand towards the window.

“Someone’s there,” he said.

“They may have left the light burning.”

O’Regan shook his head.

“The window was shut when we arrived, and now it’s half open.”

Spellman nodded.

“That’s right,” he agreed. “I guess they’ve spotted us. A gun doesn’t fire so well through a closed window. I’ve a fancy we’d be safer under the porch, Chief.”

O’Regan did not move.

“They wouldn’t fire with the light on behind them,” he said, and as he spoke, the light suddenly went out.

“There’s the answer, Chief.”

O’Regan returned to the porch, held his finger against the bellpush and kept the bell jangling for fully half a minute.

“They must have heard that, Spell.”

“Try knocking.”

O’Regan hammered the door vigorously again and again, but still there came no reply from within.

“Afraid we’re not welcome, Chief.”

O’Regan stood frowning thoughtfully for some moments. Then:

“I’m going in, Spell,” he said. “There’s someone here right enough, and if they won’t let me in, I’m going—”

He was interrupted by a scream. It came from above their heads — a woman’s scream, high, piercing, terrified, followed by another and another. O’Regan spun round, ran out to the drive and glanced up at the top-floor window where the light had been showing. The room was still in darkness, but the screams seemed to come from that direction, and O’Regan strode back to the porch.

“She’s in that room,” he said. “I guess this door’s going down.”

He crashed his shoulder against it, but the door stood firm. Spellman added his shoulder, but still the door held.

“Window,” said Spellman. “This way, Chief.”

They ran from the porch to one of the windows that looked out on to the drive. It was large and low, with its sill not more than four feet from the ground. Spellman sprang onto the sill; there came a crash and the tinkle of falling glass, and a moment later the window was flung up.

O’Regan followed Spellman into the room, groped his way to the door, felt for the electric-light switch and clicked it down. He found that they were in the room where, earlier in the day, he had seen Josephine and the others. There were glasses on the table and the floor was littered with ash and the stubs of cigarettes. O’Regan flung open the door and stepped into the hall. It was in darkness, and he groped for the switch, failed to find it, and felt his way until he touched the handrail of the staircase.

“This way, Spell,” he called.

Spellman joined him at the foot of the staircase and just for a moment they paused, listening. The shrieks had stopped and the house seemed uncannily quiet. And then, with startling suddenness, the screaming started again and O’Regan, with one hand on the rail for guidance and the other grasping his gun, went bounding up the stairs with Spellman close on his heels. On the second-floor landing they paused. Again the screaming had stopped, and O’Regan, switching on the light, saw the doors of three rooms. In turn he tried each door, but all of them were locked, and he glanced at Spellman.

“It’s one of these, Spell.”

“Sure.”

Spellman stooped and put his eye to the keyhole of each of the doors, and waved a hand towards one of them.

“That’s the one, Chief,” he said. “There’s a key in the lock — on the inside. I guess we’d better—”

Another scream rang out, followed by another and another. O’Regan strode to the door, crashed his shoulder against it. Three times he flung his weight furiously, but without result, and then, as Spellman joined him the door suddenly gave way and they staggered into the darkness of the room. As they did so, the screaming became still louder.

“Light, Spell,” snapped O’Regan.

There came the click of the switch, the light flooded the room, and O’Regan, glancing swiftly round, took a couple of quick steps forward and halted abruptly. Lolling in an armchair, with her head against a cushion, her eyes closed and her hands folded on her lap, was Sarah, the negress. Her mouth was wide open, and she was screaming with all the force of her capacious lungs.

As O’Regan stood staring at her in amazement, she opened her eyes, and the screaming suddenly ceased.

“Golly!” she exclaimed; and then, as she caught sight of the gun in his hand, her eyes began rolling wildly, her mouth opened again to its wildest extent, and scream after terrified scream issued from it.

O’Regan glanced at Spellman to find him grinning.

“Maybe she’s got a pain somewhere, Chief.”

O’Regan stepped up to the shrieking woman and clapped a hand on her shoulder.

“Listen,” he shouted. “There’s nothing to be afraid of.”

She rolled her eyes at him, and the shriek changed to a high-pitched howl; and though O’Regan shouted, soothed, coaxed and threatened in turn, the howl only became more piercing. He glanced despairingly at his Lieutenant, who was eyeing Sarah with a concerned expression on his face.

“The pain seems mighty bad, Chief,” he said. “I guess the kindest thing to do would be to put her out of her suffering.”

Gun in hand, he advanced towards the screaming negress; and as he did so the screaming suddenly stopped and Sarah sat upright in her chair.

“No, suh!” she exclaimed. “I ain’t got any pains nowhere, suh. You don’t have to put me out of no sufferin’. You jes’ put that gun right back in your pocket, young man—”

“Where’s Miss Brady?” demanded O’Regan. “Do you know?”

“No, suh,” replied Sarah. “I don’ know nothin’ about no one. I jes’ got to keep right on screaming….”

She opened her mouth wide, but before the scream could issue from it O’Regan clapped his hand over it.

“Is Miss Brady in the house?” he asked.

Sarah shook her head.

“She’s gone?”

Sarah rolled her eyes and made unintelligible noises, and O’Regan slowly removed his hand.

“Is anyone in the house?”

“Yes, me an’ you an’ that young man, suh,” replied Sarah. “Miss Brady, she’s gone; and Mr. Lavine, he’s gone—”

“Did they say where they were going?”

“No, suh. They didn’t tell me nothin’ about that. Mr. Lavine jes’ told me they’d be goin’ away for a while and I was to stay right here an’ look after the house.”

“When did they leave?”

“This afternoon, suh,” Sarah told him. “They’d be going a long way, Mr. Lavine said, and maybe they’d not be back for a long time, but I was to stay right here until I heard from him and do jes’ as he’d said—”

“What had he said?” interrupted O’Regan.

“Well, suh,” explained Sarah, “maybe the police would be callin’ later on, he said, but I didn’ have to be scared about that, he said. I didn’ have to take no notice of the police nor nobody else, he said. ‘Don’t you open the door to no one, Sarah,’ he said. ‘If they knock, let ’em go on knocking, and if they break the door down, don’t you do nothin’ at all.’—”

“Not even scream, eh?” grinned Spellman.

Sarah shook her head emphatically.

“You’ve just got that all wrong, young man,” she said. “Mr. Lavine, he gave me ten dollars. ‘You know what that’s for, Sarah,’ he said. ‘That’s for screaming. If the police come here,’ he said, ‘jes’ you go upstairs, Sarah, and lock yourself in your room and keep on screamin’. And if they start breaking in, jes’ scream louder. I’m givin’ you ten dollars and I sure expect ten dollars’ worth of screamin’, because as long as you keep screamin’ the police won’t go away and start lookin’ for other folks elsewhere.’ That’s what he said, suh, and I’ve sure done my best for him.”

“You have,” agreed O’Regan.

“But I’m an honest woman, suh,” added Sarah, “and I guess I won’t feel right about spendin’ them dollars if I don’t give Mr. Lavine full value for his money. Jes’ you tell that young man to put his gun away, suh. I got no pains nowhere, but I’ve sure got two dollars’ worth of screamin’ to do.”

O’Regan turned and strode to the door.

“Come on, Spell,” he said. “I’m not leaving until I’ve had a look round.”

They searched the house together, but Sarah, whom they could hear assiduously earning her ten dollars on the top floor, had evidently told them the truth. Except for her, the house was empty; there was no car in the garage, and a thorough search of the garden brought no result.

As they drove back to Police Headquarters, O’Regan was frowning thoughtfully for a time, and then his frown vanished and a faint smile appeared on his lips. He turned to Spellman, who was in the seat behind him.

“Tricks O’Regan, eh, Spell?” he said. “Well, I reckon I’m not the only one who knows a trick or two. We’ve wasted a lot of time over that screaming. Lavine has probably got clean away.”

“Huh!” grunted Spellman. “You won’t miss Lavine in Chester County, anyway.”

“Lavine? No,” replied O’Regan, rather wistfully. “No, I shan’t miss Lavine.”
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The days that ensued were days of mental anguish for Tricks O’Regan; days that furrowed his brow and deepened the lines at the corners of his mouth; days throughout which one torturing thought was never absent from his mind. Where was Josephine Brady? There could be no peace in his soul until he had found her and rescued her from the power of the gangsters who, under ex-Lieutenant Lavine, had removed her to an unknown destination.

O’Regan sat for hours in his desk-chair, hands in pockets, chin on breast, brooding dismally. Not until now had he fully realized how all-important this girl had become to him. Hitherto he had lived a womanless, carefree, almost ascetic life; had, in his more introspective moments, rather prided himself upon keeping his mental peace and equilibrium undisturbed by the weakening, stultifying influence of the female sex. That was what women were to him — just the female sex. Frail, feeble, ephemeral, unreliable; possessing no apparent code of honour; unfortunately necessary for the continuance of the species, but not to be taken seriously as a factor in the life of any sane, intelligent man. And then he had met Josephine; she had smiled on him, and almost before he realized what was happening, the crude, superficial, cynical outlook engendered in the immature bachelor had disappeared. He realized that, for the first time in his life, he wanted someone so badly that it was colouring all his thoughts, clouding all his mental processes, putting out of gear all the wheels of his more or less ordered existence.

This emotional phenomenon called love, disintegrating at the best of times, is never so much so as in the case of a man who has hitherto kept himself unspotted from the world of feminine charm. He goes in off the deep end, as it were, becoming at once completely submerged, conscious of nothing save that the water is very cool and pleasant. It may be, of course, that he can swim… . Such a man was Tricks O’Regan.

And now Josephine had disappeared, and he was without a single clue to her whereabouts.

He had, of course, during the past few days set in motion all the resources of the force under his control in the endeavour to find the missing girl; but all his efforts had produced absolutely no result. She was being held a prisoner somewhere; of that he could have no doubt; and his brain was incessantly tortured by the thought of what might be happening to her, of the ordeal through which she might be passing. It was true he had Guinney, alias Perryfeld, safely under lock and key; but the satisfaction which this achievement might have been expected to give him was, oddly, missing — submerged in what was to O’Regan the more important issue — where was Josephine Brady?

Of Lavine there had been no sign or word since his disappearance with the girl; nor could any of his fellow gangsters be traced. O’Regan knew them too well, however, to suppose that their silence implied idleness. This bunch had a reputation, not only as killers, but as prison-breakers, and it was unlikely that they would quietly accept the fact of their chief being in jail, awaiting execution, without attempting to evolve a plan of rescue….

He sat suddenly upright in his chair; his hands left his trousers pockets and he half rose from his seat A new gleam showed in his brooding eyes. Of course I Why hadn’t he thought of it before? It was so obvious that Lavine or one of his confederates would visit their chief, Guinney, in prison, or establish communication with him somehow or other. And there was, too, the chance of Guinney talking. In any case, with one of the gang in his hands, if Tricks couldn’t make him divulge all he knew about Josephine Brady — why, there was no significance in his nickname. An almost fiendish expression came into his face as he envisaged the speech-compelling process.

He reached for the telephone and called the Penitentiary.

That same morning Chester County Jail received a visitor. He presented his credentials and was admitted to the visitors’ room. Presently the Chief Guard appeared.

“Good morning, Mr. — Er — Lavine,” he greeted the caller, glancing at the document presented to him.

“Good morning, sir.”

“I gather you wish to have an interview with the prisoner Guinney?”

“That’s so,” replied Lavine.

“Are you related to him?”

“Why, no. He’s just a friend, and I guess I’d like to see him once again before….” He did not complete the sentence.

The Chief nodded understandingly.

“Sure,” he said. “Let’s see, you were Lieutenant Lavine until recently — isn’t that so?”

“Uh, huh,” agreed Lavine.

“Did you resign?”

“No, sir, I was fired.”

“Ah, yes, I remember,” said the Chief, and his face assumed a somewhat less genial expression. “Well, listen, Lavine; you’ve been a police officer and you know the regulations — or ought to. If you’re prepared to observe them I’ll allow you this interview.”

“That’s O.K. with me,” said Lavine.

The Chief Guard produced a printed card, from which he read:

“You are not to discuss any matter directly or indirectly associated with the offence for which this man is to suffer, or accept any instructions from him regarding any person or persons associated with the trial. You are not a newspaper reporter and you will not communicate to any newspaper, magazine, or any other publication, particulars describing the prisoner or the interview, or complaints concerning any grievance he may have against any officer of the Penitentiary, or his treatment whilst an inmate of the Penitentiary Sign this card.”

Lavine scrawled his signature in the space provided at the bottom of the card.

“I suppose there’s no chance of a pardon?” he asked.

The Chief Guard frowned.

“You know as well as I do,” he returned, “that I can’t express an opinion on that. In this establishment we only accept facts — we never speculate.”

“Has Captain O’Regan been to see him?”

“I can’t tell you that, either. Now understand, Lavine: make no attempt to pass anything through the wires, and don’t speak to the prisoner in any other language than English. If you want to use any other language I’ll have an officer here who understands it.”

Lavine shook his head.

“That’s all right, Chief,” he said. “I only know plain English.”

The Chief Guard nodded.

“And you’ve no narcotics or weapon of any kind in your possession?” he asked.

“No, sir.”

The Chief stepped forward a pace and ran his hands lightly but thoroughly over the caller.

“I’m sorry,” he murmured, “but we have to be sure.”

“Of course,” Lavine agreed.

“All right.” The Chief beckoned to a warder who was standing by awaiting instructions. “Bring in Guinney.”

The condemned man was brought in between two guards, securely handcuffed, and placed in a steel-barred cell which formed part of the furnishings of the visitors’ room. The warder remained outside the cell, leaning against the bars, negligently and without any apparent interest in the proceedings.

Lavine approached the bars and greeted Guinney. “Hullo, Ben! How are you?”

“I’m grand, thanks. How’s all the boys?”

“They’re fine and dandy.” Lavine paused and looked fixedly at the prisoner. “Ben, they’re doing all they can and they’re not going to let up doing all they can. Maybe one or two of ’em will be seeing you.”

“Oh yeah?” drawled Guinney, elaborate unconcern in his tone.

“Yes,” Lavine continued. “Say, we’re going to have a little meeting on the East Side. Maybe we won’t rope you in. Maybe—”

The warder, negligently leaning against the bars, shot a quick, significant glance at the Chief Guard.

“Now, Lavine,” interrupted that official, “talk so as I can understand you, or just quit.”

“All right, Chief,” said Lavine, almost humbly. Guinney came close to the bars.

“How’s Tricks?” he asked.

The corners of the visitor’s mouth twisted in an ugly smile.

“She’s
 O.K.,” he said. “We tried to get her a few days back, but we couldn’t quite make contact. She hasn’t been to see you?”

“No.”

“All the boys send their love. They’re all trying to persuade Tricks to go home — but I guess they’re too busy fixing the meeting. Don’t you lose hope, Ben.” Guinney grinned confidently.

“Don’t worry about that, Lavine; I’ll lose weight first.”

“Anything I can get you, boy?”

“No. I’ve got everything.”

“Nothing I can do?”

“No-not a thing.”

“That’s the lot, boys,” came the voice of the Chief Guard. “Time’s up. Take him away,” he said to the warder.

When Guinney had been led back to his cell:

“Well, Chief, thanks for letting me see him,” said Lavine. “Say, they oughtn’t to kill a man.”

“I guess all the people he killed thought that, too,” the Chief returned.

“Still,” went on the visitor, “he’s a swell feller and it’s a bad break for him.”

“No worse than it was for them It’s my opinion,” went on the Chief Guard, “that there’s a deal too much sympathy handed out to convicted murderers. More often than not a murderer is just a plain murderer — a wicked man — just plain wicked. These psychologists and psychiatrists try to explain away their playful habit of killing with a lot of long words that don’t mean a darned thing, and the Press surrounds ’em with a lot of glamour that gives them an entirely false idea of their own importance. And in nearly every case the killer is just a wicked man — lazy, selfish and vain. But the man he’s bumped off is buried and forgotten, save by the widow and kids left behind — maybe in penury and want. No, sir, I guess all my sympathy is for the poor guy that gets murdered. I’m queer that way.”

“Sure,” murmured Lavine. “Well, thanks, Chief.”

“You’re welcome. Jack, show him out,” he said to the attendant warder.

The Chief got back to his office in time to hear the ringing of the telephone on his desk. He took off the receiver.

“Hallo!”

“Is that you, Morgan? This is Captain O’Regan, speaking from Police Headquarters. Is everything O.K. with Guinney?”

“Sure!” returned the Chief Guard. “He gets his tomorrow night — and as I’ve just been pointing out to that guy Lavine, he deserves it.”

“Lavine!” O’Regan echoed the word, a note of alarm in his voice.

“Sure,” said the Chief Guard again. “He’s just been to see Guinney. Had a permit from the Governor — everything was in order.”

“Has he gone?”excitedly.

“Yes — some minutes ago. Why, is anything wrong, Captain O’Regan?”

“Only with me,” said Tricks bitterly. “I seem to be developing a nasty habit of missing the bus. I must be getting old. All right, Morgan.”

Hanging up the receiver, O’Regan cursed long and luridly. He couldn’t quite understand what was happening to him these days. He ought to have thought of this long before. His usually acute mind didn’t appear to be developing full power. He was forced to the reluctant conclusion that it was this love business which was making the wheels squeak. Well, in that case, there was all the more reason for finding Josephine, since it appeared that her absence was interfering with him in this unprecedented manner. There must be some way by which he could get news of her. Could Guinney be provoked into talking, he wondered?

He took up the telephone receiver again and called a number…. A few urgent sentences spoken into the mouthpiece…

“Sure,” said Chief Guard Morgan.

*

In his cell that night, Ben Guinney, many times a murderer, paced the stone floor impotently. The moonlight streamed through the heavily barred window; it was the only perceptible link with the outside world and it seemed strangely incongruous and out of place in that structure of steel and concrete that housed the man who was to die on the following evening.

Outside the cell stood a guard, apparently not in the least interested. It was his duty to keep an eye on the prisoner, and it was no part of his duty to talk; in fact, to hold any kind of conversation was strictly against his orders. So he stood there, chewing gum, and whatever thoughts might be passing through his mind found no expression.

The night was sultry; it may have been this that accounted for the restiveness of the condemned murderer. He paced his cell like a caged tiger; every time his pacing brought him to the bars of the cell outside which lounged the silent, gum-chewing warder, he paused and looked at the man long and searchingly.

“Dummy!” Guinney’s voice broke the silence.

The warder straightened himself slowly and looked at the prisoner in mute inquiry.

“Hey, Dummy, get me some water.”

Without speaking a word the warder disappeared round a corner and came back carrying a mug of water, which he passed through the bars to Guinney.

“Thanks,” said the gangster. “Say, I’ll give you a laugh, Dummy. I wake up nights dreaming about you. Can you beat that, eh? Why don’t they give this job to a human being? Did you ever have any human feelings, Dummy? Ever keep a date with a girl, huh?”

He paused. The warder was leaning against the opposite wall, his jaws working with an automatic rhythm presumably comforting to himself but which seemed to infuriate the man behind the bars.

“Can’t you speak? Say, can’t you speak? Haven’t you got a tongue in that ugly face? Say, listen, how can you sleep nights — don’t they haunt you? Don’t they come out from the Smoky Cell and follow you round, you damned man-burner? Tell me, Dummy — have you got a home? I bet you gotta wife and kids. And you’ve got friends, and you talk about the high cost of livin’ and where you’re going to for your vacation, and maybe you dig garden truck and raise melons, and have a dog to follow you round? Huh? I want to live — to take you for a ride. I’d make you talk!”

If the warder heard he gave no sign; his passivity was masterly.

“I say, I’d make you talk, you lousy screw!” stormed Guinney. “Say, you Dummy, you’re the Smoky Cell and the Death House and the chair-there’s death in your face.” His tone changed, his manner became wheedling. “Ah, Dummy, I was kiddin’ — you’re a swell feller. You got your duty to dot — hat’s O.K. by me. They didn’t give me a break at the trial — Tricks fixed the jury. I never meant to kill that squealer — just to scare him. He got me sore. Say, Dummy, did you ever see a trial like that? I’ll bet you didn’t. Armoured cars outside the courthouse an’ militia and every copper with a gun up his sleeve. They know Guinney’s boys — but the poor saps could have saved themselves all the trouble, huh? My boys know just when to get busy. That Governor of New York’s going to change the sentence, or he’s going to change over from livin’ to dyin’. And there’s three State Senators that are shaking in their shirts tonight, Dummy; yes, sir! No Smoky Cell for mine — not likely! Maybe when I’m out I’ll come along and see you.

“How do they pay you here? Just enough to live on if you save your car fare? Two hundred a month, ain’t it?… I’d give a million dollars to be out of here. Dummy, and half the money would be on the table before you moved. How’s that, boy, huh? A million bucks — yeah. I’m not guessin’ anything. You say ‘yes’ and I’ll fix it and I’ll fix O’Regan — what I won’t do to that guy! A million bucks, Dummy, an’ you’d be in Europe before they got wise it was you that got me out. Huh? Eh?”

Beyond shifting the wad of chewing-gum from one side of his jaw to the other, the warder made no sign; he might have been a deaf-mute.

Guinney’s voice rose again to a higher pitch.

“Hey, Dummy, when I talk to you, talk, you dumb swine! — I say, when I talk — talk! If I could get at you, I’d” His anger subsided as quickly as it had arisen. “I never got a break,” he muttered. “There ought to have been a retrial. If there’d been any justice I would have been sent back to Canyon City to finish my sentence. The Governor’s got to review the sentence — you bet he has. And my boys are going to get me out. I’m the brains of that organization — they’d starve without me. Two hundred bucks a week — there’s no gunman in America gets that much — two hundred bucks regular, and
 a cut. They get paid every — what’s today?”

He paused, but not a sound came from the warder’s lips.

“Dummy, what’s today? Saturday? Can’t you say what day it is?… Why don’t they give you something that would put you out quick? They tell me it doesn’t hurt, none of it… too quick. Electricity moves faster than thought, huh? You’ve seen ‘em, Dummy, haven’t you? Hey, don’t you hear what I’m saying? You don’t think I’m yeller, do you? Say, I’ll walk into that Smoky Cell on my hands, the same as that other guy did…. Did you see him? I say, did you see him?” His voice rose, then subsided again. “Huh!” he grunted. “Waste of time…. Get me some water, will you?”

A second time the warder disappeared, taking the mug, filled it and pushed it through the bars of the cell. Guinney laughed.

“Thanks,” he said. “I’ve only been stringing you, Dummy. Gee, you’re easy, you old horse face. What’s the time? About two, I guess. Say, you ought to have a shade on that window; the moon don’t belong to this place. Ever look at the moon?… Say, Dummy, I’d like to hear you speak. I’d give a grand to hear your voice, Dummy. Can you speak?… Damn you, you yeller-faced rat! If you were inside here and I was outside I’d talk to you — I’d talk to you. You’re a hell of a teller, holding a man who’s killed fifty better men than you. I never bumped a man like you — not such a low-down dog as you. Why don’t you answer me? Won’t they let you speak?”

Guinney resumed his pacing of the cell. The pale light of the moon streamed in through the window.

“Any luck?” asked the Chief Guard.

“No, curse it!” replied Tricks O’Regan, stripping off his warder’s jacket and removing the traces of his disguise. “Keep an eye on him and let me know at once if he spills anything—”
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Had Ben Guinney been aware of the precautions taken to ensure that at 11 p.m. on the appointed day the prescribed voltage should duly switch him off this mortal coil he would doubtless have felt flattered. They were a tribute to his reputation, of which, as gunman, racketeer, prison-breaker and triple murderer, he had every reason to be proud. At ten o’clock that night the guards outside the prison walls were doubled and among them they had enough machineguns to play havoc with a battalion. The warden of the prison had announced that he was taking no chances. Ben Guinney, he had said, might have escaped from Canyon City prison without his due dose of high-power juice, but he wasn’t going to jump this dump. Rumours of an attempt at rescue had reached him and his reputation as warden was at stake. Guinney’s only chance of staying alive this time, he had said, was insulation — which he didn’t reckon even Ben Guinney could contrive.

Inside the jail there was nothing to encourage Guinney in the belief that he was in any respect more important than any other convicted murderer. He might be a big shot and a real swell feller outside the prison walls but once inside them he could expect no special treatment. Despatching Ben Guinney was a mere matter of ordinary routine, and those whose duty it was to ensure his rapid transit seemed totally unimpressed by the fact that they would be conducting on his final journey the country’s most notorious gangster. The electrician, for instance, calmly arranging and testing his apparatus, might have been tuning in his wireless set in his own parlour; the guard, lolling against the wall, absently watching him, yawned every few minutes, and the doctor was intent on touching up his nails with a nail file.

The door was opened and Chief Guard Morgan sauntered in.

“‘Evening, doctor.”

“Good evening, Morgan.”

Morgan glanced at his watch.

“Ten minutes yet,” he said. “If Ben Guinney’s to miss the hot squat this time he’s got to get a hustle on.”

“There’s talk of pulling him out,” remarked the electrician. “This bird’s got a gang, so they say. They pulled him out of Canyon City gaol — and that wants some jumping.”

“Sure,” agreed Morgan. “But to jump this wall he’ll need a mighty big spring. And there’s enough machineguns on the other side to chop up every racketeer in the country and then some.” He grinned. “It’s volts for Ben Guinney, not vaults, this time.”

The doctor smiled.

“That’s — smart, Morgan,” he said. “Is that your own?” The guard lolling against the wall yawned again. “There’s a bunch of reporters outside. Chief,” he said. “Uh-huh. There would be; Ben Guinney is news. Passes all correct?”

“All in order, Chief,” replied the guard. “There’s six of ‘em.”

“Got a list?”

The guard took a paper from his pocket and handed it to Morgan, who studied it, frowning.

“H’m! They come from all over the States — Minneapolis Star, Minnesota Journal, Cincinnati Messenger, St. Paul Herald
 …” He tapped the paper with his finger. “I’d like to know how these men are chosen. If you were editor of a newspaper, doctor, what kind of a man would you send to write up an execution?”

The doctor shrugged his shoulders.

“The kind of man who likes reading about it, I guess.”

“I’d stop the whole thing, if I had my way,” continued Morgan. “Reporting it, I mean. I’m not concerned with what people read, but one of these days we’re going to have trouble. It seems to me to be pretty easy to impersonate a reporter from the other side of the continent, and I can’t be expected to know every newspaper man in the United States.” He glanced at his subordinate. “Remember that reporter who said he was from New York and came from Chicago? He took photographs. Nobody knew he was from Chicago or where he’d come from. O.K. Get the witnesses in.” The guard went out and a few moments later the six reporters came in and stood in a bunch by the door. Morgan glanced at them in evident disapproval.

“Answer your names, gentlemen, please,” he said. “I guess I want to know who’s who.”

He read the names from the list in his hand, subjecting each man to a searching stare as he answered, and ticking off his name with a pencil.

“Now listen to me, gentlemen,” he said, thrusting the paper into his pocket. “I want you to report just what you see and nothing more. We don’t want anything sensational, and the less fancy writing you do, the better for all concerned. I guess I don’t have to tell you that taking photographs is against regulations, do I?”

They murmured their agreement and Morgan nodded. “O.K.,” he said. “And now, if anyone of you has got a camera he’ll hand it over right away to the guard here, and he can have it back when he leaves.” He waited for a few moments and then gave a shrug. “Nobody got one, eh? Well, I’m sorry, gentlemen, but I can’t take your word for it. Nobody had one once before, but there was a photo in a Chicago newspaper, and I’m not running that kind of risk again. You newspapermen have only yourselves to blame if I can’t believe you. I’ll have to search you for cameras if you’re to stay here.” He waved a hand towards the rows of wooden benches that ran across the room. “As I finish with you, pass into those pews and sit down. Who’s first?”

A man stepped forward and Morgan began rapidly running his hands over him. As he did so he heard a gasp and glanced round sharply. One of the reporters — a thin, palefaced youth — had stepped forward from the group and was swaying drunkenly on his feet, his eyes closed and his hand clasping his forehead. Morgan suddenly straightened himself, took a quick step forward and grasped his arm just as he seemed about to collapse on the floor.

“What’s got you?” he demanded.

The youth opened his eyes.

“Say, I’m sorry,” he said apologetically, “I’m kind of dizzy. I guess I’m going to faint—”

Morgan shook him roughly.

“Faint, eh? I want no fainting here. If you haven’t the guts for the job you shouldn’t have come.” And then, as the youth sagged towards the floor, he glanced around at the doctor. “I reckon this is more your line than mine, doc,” he said.

The doctor stepped forward, took the youth’s arm and led him to one of the benches.

“Sit down,” he ordered, “and try to pull yourself together. You’ll be all right. Your first time in the Death House, I suppose?”

The youth nodded, resting his elbows on his knees and covering his face with his hands.

“I won’t ever forgive myself if I faint,” he said. “This is my first big job—”

“Keep like you are,” advised the doctor kindly, “and you won’t see anything. Try to forget you’re here.”

The young man nodded again and sat motionless.

One by one the reporters were explored by Morgan’s experienced hands; passed into the seats and sat down.

“And now you just keep quiet,” said Morgan. “Nobody says anything — see?” He glanced at his watch. “Are you all ready, electrician?”

“O.K., Chief.”

With a nod Morgan strode from the room and the guard leaned against the wall again and yawned.

For fully a minute they waited, the reporters whispering together, shifting in their seats and shuffling their feet. Then, as footsteps sounded in the corridor every figure became motionless and all heads were turned in the direction of the door.

The door opened and through it, with Morgan on one side of him and a guard on the other, came Guinney. His face was paler than usual, but with that exception he showed no sign of fear. He came in with his usual easy swagger and his usual air of insolent self-assurance.

Just for an instant, as he stepped into the room, he paused, and shot a swift, anxious glance towards the figures that sat motionless on the benches facing him. And as he paused a shot rang out and Morgan sagged and pitched forward.

Instantly, as Morgan collapsed another shot and the room was plunged into darkness. And then hubbub, more shots, quick, staccato words, confused shuffling on the bare boards, the slamming of a door, and then the doctor’s voice shouting: “Emergency lights!”

A few seconds later the lights flashed on and the doctor glanced swiftly around. The reporters had vanished. Ben Guinney had vanished. Morgan and two guards were crumpled heaps on the floor and the electrician lay limply across the chair. Then came the sound of shots outside, the rattle of machineguns, the strident screaming of a siren, the voices of men shouting.

And at that moment Ben Guinney dropped from a rope that dangled from the prison wall and landed among a group of men who were waiting in the shadow. One of them, wearing the uniform of a police officer, helped him to his feet and gripped his hand.

“O.K., Ben,” he said. “Get into these.” He held, out a police overcoat and, as Guinney slipped into it clapped a police hat on his head.

“O.K., Lavine,” said Guinney, and glanced around at the others. “Right, boys — beat it.”

Lavine grasped his arm.

“This way, Ben. There’s a car—”

Guinney halted.

“Where are the boys,” he demanded”the boys who went inside for me? I guess we can’t leave ‘em—”

“You don’t have to worry about them,” interrupted Lavine. “They’ve all got their getaway if they can make it. You’ve got no time—”

“Where’s Tricks O’Regan? Nobody’s touched him, have they?”

“Aw, listen, Ben, what’s wrong with you? You can’t stay here—”

“That’s what I’m out for — to settle with Tricks O’Regan.”

“Sure. He’ll get his all right,” agreed Lavine. “But come on, Ben. We’ve got to hit the Pike — quick.” Guinney waved a hand excitedly towards the wall.

“If I thought Tricks O’Regan was behind that wall,” he said thickly, “I’d go right back now to find him.”

“Sure,” said Lavine. “And we’d all go back, too. You’re crazy, man. You’re going to get us all caught, carrying on in this way. Come on — quick. There’s a gun in your pocket.”

He urged Guinney forward to where a big limousine car was waiting, bundled him into it and got in beside him, and the car went roaring along the road.
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Ben Guinney might be treated by the prison authorities as a person of no particular importance, but the representatives of the Press took quite another view of him. To them he was always news. As an inmate of Smoky Cell who was about to provide columns of interesting reading by being executed for murder, he was front-page news. And by escaping in the nick of time from the Death House and disappearing he became the most important person in the country, to be honoured with captions spread right across the page in the largest type available. The telephone wires that night were heavily laden with Ben Guinney, and Lieutenant Spellman, listening in at Police Headquarters to the news being poured into the various newspaper offices to be prepared for public consumption and served up the next morning in time for breakfast, had ample food for anxious thought.

“Hallo!” came a voice. “Is that the Tribune
 ? Give me the desk, quick. Hullo! Oh, shake it up, this is real news!”

“Go to it,” said another voice.

“Ben Guinney,” continued the first speaker, “racketeer and murderer, escaped from the chair tonight with the aid of gangsters—”

Spellman became instantly alert.

“Geissel!”

The sergeant appeared at the door of the glass-house.

“You heard that, Geissel?”

“Yes.”

“Find the Chief. Try his club. II he’s not there he may be at home. You’ve got to find him — and quick.”

“O.K.,” replied Geissel and retired within his office.

“… was booked for the hot squat at n p.m. tonight,” the voice was saying. “The gangsters enter the prisons in the disguise of newspapermen. The real reporters are believed to have been held prisoners by Guinney’s men, who took their passes and so gained admission without arousing suspicion. At 10.50 p.m. the alleged reporters were admitted to the Death House and were duly cautioned by Chief Guard Morgan that no cameras would be allowed. They were searched by Morgan, but one man, believed to be gang leader and carrying the arsenal of the party, pretended to be faint, and managed by this subterfuge to escape being searched. He found an opportunity of passing guns to the rest of the gang, and when Guinney entered the death room a shot was fired that put the lights out of action. Got that?”

“Sure. Go ahead.”

“Chief Guard Morgan and two other guards were fatally shot and the electrician was wounded. In the confusion Guinney, surrounded by the gang, raced across the courtyard, where, on a prearranged signal, a rope ladder was dropped from the wall by confederates outside the prison who were disguised as police officers. One gangster was killed and another was captured at the main gate. Guinney and his rescuers escaped in a big limousine which had been seen waiting near the prison gates and which had brought the fake reporters to the gaol….”

“Geissel!” called Spellman. “Have you found the Chief?”

“He’d been at the club,” Geissel informed him. “They say he left some minutes ago and is heading here.” The door was flung open and Sergeant Reil came striding in.

“Squad car’s ready,” he announced.

“Send it off,” ordered Spellman. “Take charge yourself, Reil. Stop every car on the Pike, and if you have to shoot, shoot good and plenty.”

The sergeant hurried out and Spellman returned to his listening.

“… had been warned that a rescue might be attempted and extra guards were placed around the prison. At five minutes to eleven, Guards Wilton and Perlinger were approached by a man who pretended to be a captain of police. Deceived by this manoeuvre, one guard allowed himself to be sent away. The remaining guard was immediately knocked out with a blackjack. He is seriously injured, in hospital, but has been able to give a description of his assailant—”

Spellman rose from his chair as O’Regan came hurrying into the room.

“Got the news, Chief?”

“I have. Enough to last me tor a long time. Ben Guinney free again! I wonder how many ordinary decent people have been killed to save friend Guinney from the chair.”

“Four, as far as I’ve heard,” replied Spellman; “the Chief Guard and three others. And the whole gang got clear away except two men. One was shot dead and one was captured.”

“Poor devils! All for the sake of a brute like Guinney! Are the roads covered?”

“Yes. But I guess Guinney will keep clear of Chester County, Chief.”

“Then you guess wrong, Spell,” said O’Regan. “I’m willing to lay any odds he’s heading for Chester County at this moment.”

“He wouldn’t dare—”

“He’d dare anything. And he’ll have to risk coming into Chester County, anyway. He has been hiding that bunch of his in this county for over two years, and nobody has seen them, and you can bet he’s got most of his money cached here, and—”

“Another message, Chief,” announced Geissel, flourishing a paper from the door of the glass-house. “‘Guinney is believed to have got away’,” he read, “‘in the uniform of a police lieutenant, accompanied by another of the gang who was similarly disguised. The second man was stoutish and evidently had police experience.’” O’Regan nodded.

“Police uniform, eh?” he said. “That’s why nobody stopped him. Any idea who that may have been, Spell?”

The lieutenant smiled.

“It seems that six of the gang got into the prison, Chief—”

O’Regan made a gesture of impatience.

“Yes — I know it all!” he exclaimed. “I had the radio working in my car. They took the place of six reporters from the Middle West. Maybe they were in it; there’s not much an American reporter wouldn’t do to get a story. They kidnapped them and stole their credentials — fine! Good story — front-page stuff — the biggest story that ever broke! If I were a newspaperman I’d be happy tonight. But I happen to be a police officer and I’m not feeling so good.”

“You’ll be staying here at Headquarters tonight, won’t you, Chief?” inquired Spellman.

“Till we get this situation straight, Spell — no longer.”

“You’re not thinking of going back to that apartment of yours, are you?”

“That’s just where I am going — as soon as I’m through here. Guinney has got to be taken again and that’s my best chance of taking him. I’m the best bait that was ever dropped in front of that shark, and he’ll be after it straight away. If he didn’t go after me, who would he go after? I know Guinney.”

“You’d be crazy to take the risk, Chief.”

O’Regan smiled.

“The only risk I ever took was when I first put on a policeman’s uniform.” He glanced at his watch. “It’s a quarter after one,” he said. “They must be going the long way round.”

Geissel thrust his head into the room.

“Patrol post, Captain,” he announced. “It’s urgent.”

“Put me through,” said O’Regan, and picked up the receiver of the telephone on his desk.

“Hallo I… Yes… Yes . ., O.K. Now, listen! Go right after that driver and bring him in. I’ve got to have him and you’ve got to get him somehow. It’s up to you.”

He replaced the receiver and turned to Spellman.

“A farmer up at Whitecliff saw a car with two men in police uniforms,” he said, “and had the sense to ‘phone the filling station. My opinion of farmers is going up.”

“Whitecliff? Then they’re not coming here, Chief.”

“Yes, they’re coming here. I’ve told you so and you’ll see.”

Spellman shook his head.

“I reckon even Ben Guinney won’t have the nerve for that.”

“Nerve?” O’Regan smiled. “When it comes to nerve, you’ve got to hand it to Ben Guinney. He had the nerve to cheat the wires all right, didn’t he? You’ve got to hand him that — on a gold plate. He’s the only man who ever did it.”

“He knows that if he comes here he’ll be taking the shortest cut back to the chair. He’ll not dare risk that.”

“We’ll see,” smiled O’Regan. “Listen, Spell, these men aren’t all yellow. Get that idea out of your head. They do brute things and they take brute chances, but they’re not yellow. They kill because they haven’t the brains to think of a better way. And that, after all, is just what the law does — kills them because it doesn’t know of any better way of dealing with them. The trouble is that the law doesn’t kill nearly enough of them.”

For several minutes he paced the floor restlessly.

“I’m wondering, Spell,” he said at last.

“I know. About Miss Brady.”

O’Regan nodded.

“There’s no word of her?”

Spellman shook his head.

“We’ve done our best, Chief, but we’ve got no farther. She’s left Chester County, I reckon. And Lavine — I can’t get a line on him anywhere since he left Perryfeld’s house with Miss Brady and the others. But they’d scarcely hang around here after Guinney’s arrest—”

“Substation again, Chief,” announced Geissel, and O’Regan snatched up the telephone.

“Hallo!… Yes, speaking…. You ditched the car?… You’ve got the officers?… Only the driver?… Where are you?… All right, bring him in quick.” He replaced the receiver. “They ditched the car outside the town,” he said, “and got the driver. The others weren’t there. Changed cars, I suppose. But they’re bringing in the driver and he’s going to talk.”

Spellman smiled faintly.

“He’ll be as dumb as a rubber doll, Chief. Aren’t they all?”

“I’ll say he won’t be this time,” replied O’Regan grimly. “Guinney’s got to go back to the chair and I’m going to send him there. He’s been a sight too long in Chester County already, and I’m not standing for another visit. If this guy knows anything he’s going to spill it. I’m not feeling softhearted tonight, and if he won’t squeal, then I’ll make him scream—”

“Message, Chief,” announced Geissel. “A car broke through Preston going hell for leather. Shots were fired at the patrol car.”

O’Regan glanced at Spellman and smiled.

“Hail the gang!” he said. “Through Preston, Spell. Didn’t I tell you? Ben Guinney’s on his way here. Well, that suits me. There’s something Guinney’s going to tell me before he goes back to gaol to take his medicine. I guess he knows where Miss Brady is, and if he comes here I’ll make him speak if I have to—”

He stopped abruptly as the long wail of a siren reached him, strode to the window and looked out.

“The squad’s car,” he announced. “Reil certainly knows how to move. Bring that guy in, Spell, will you?”

With a nod Spellman hurried from the room. In a few moments he was back, and behind him came Sergeant Reil and two policemen, grasping the arms of a young man and dragged him roughly into the room. His coat was muddy, his collar torn, his hair dishevelled, and there was an ugly cut on his forehead.

O’Regan pointed to a chair.

“Sit down!” he ordered, and the young man, with a sullen scowl, sank on to the chair and sat staring doggedly at his boots.

“Name?” snapped O’Regan.

The driver made no reply.

“Name, do you hear?”

“I ain’t got no name,” said the young man dully.

O’Regan stepped quickly forward, grasped him by the collar, lifted him from his seat, shook him savagely until the teeth almost rattled in his head and flung him back into the chair so violently as to leave him gasping for breath.

“Name, you rat — quick!”

“Smith.”

“You were driving two men dressed as police officers into this county — where did you drop them?”

“I never saw ‘em, mister,” replied the driver doggedly. “There wasn’t no police officers in my car—”

“Where did you drop them?”

“I don’t know nothing about ‘em. There was only me in the car. Ditched me, they did, and I reckon they had no right — they had nothing on me—”

“Listen,”, interrupted O’Regan impatiently, “there’s information I want, and you can give it to me, and you’re going to give it. I may have to grill you tor it, but I’m going to get it. Ever been grilled? Well, you can take it from me that you’d be wise to come as clean as your dirty tongue will let you. Those men you brought into this county are wanted for murder, and anything I do to you is going to get me a medal from Congress. Are you going to talk?”

“I’ve nothing to tell you, mister,” said the driver doggedly.

O’Regan turned to the policemen.

“Take him out,” he ordered, “and make him talk.” They hustled him from the room and O’Regan seated himself at his desk and lighted a cigarette.

“You’ve got the right man, Reil?”

“Oh yes, Chief. We ditched the right car — anyway, the same one as the farmer reported Maybe they changed cars.”

“The driver knows something,” said Spellman. “He’s scared stiff.”

“Aren’t they all scared of squealing on a racketeer?” said O’Regan. “He’s not the only one to be afraid to tell the truth about Ben Guinney. Show me a list of the rich people in this county and there’s not a name there that hasn’t been paying Guinney real money because nobody had the guts to walk in here and put us wise. And if another racketeer turns up with the same pretty scheme they’ll all pay again. Some of them paid ten thousand dollars a year to be allowed to live, but a man who’ll part with ten grand to save his skin has an exaggerated idea of his value.”

The door opened and the driver was brought in again. His face was deathly pale and he staggered to the chair and sank on to it as if all his strength had suddenly left him.

O’Regan rose and went to him.

“Well, are you spilling it now?”

“You’ve got no cause to beat me up, mister,” the driver whimpered. All the truculence had gone from his tone. “I ain’t done nothingI’ve got my living to earn—”

“Are you going to talk?”

“This guy got me to drive him to the penitentiary and parked me near the river. That’s all, mister.”

“Where did you drop them?”

“Near the Brandt fork. There was another car waiting. The big guy gave me fifty dollars. But I don’t know nothing about their racket. I don’t know nothing at all about them—”

“You know the big guy?”

“No, sir.”

“No idea who he was? Didn’t hear his name, eh?”

“No, sir.”

“Didn’t hear anything?”

The driver suddenly sprang to his feet.

“Listen, mister,” he exclaimed excitedly. “He’s going to get you — that’s what! That’s all he talked about — getting you. I’m telling you, ain’t I? And you’ve got no cause to beat me up.”

“Getting me, is he?” said O’Regan. “The big one, eh?”

“Both of ‘em. I heard ’em talking. They’re both set on getting you, and the big one wants to do the job quick and get away. That’s all I know, mister, and it ain’t no good beating me up—”

O’Regan turned away and went to his desk.

“Take him away,” he ordered; “I’m holding him for the time being.”

The officers led the driver out of the room.

“That’s all he knows, Spell.”

“It’s enough to go on with,” replied Spellman. “Where will they beat Guinney’s house?”

“Will they? Will they be at the City Hall? No! But somewhere around Guinney’s house is the meeting-place, you can be pretty sure of that. Watch out tonight, Spell.”

“I guess it’s you who needs to watch out, Chief,” said

Spellman. “You heard what the driver said. Guinney means to get you. You know the man now and you know his record. He took a big chance when he went back to Canyon City, and he went to Denver to bump the stool pigeon who caught him.”

O’Regan nodded.

“Ben Guinney never forgives the man who catches him.”

“And he did the same in Sacramento.”

“Sure he did, Spell. And he’ll do the same here; I’m counting on that.”

“Then it looks to me, Chief, as if our best move would be to raid Guinney’s old home.”

O’Regan glanced up at him and smiled.

“Anxious to see Sarah again?” he laughed. “There’d be nobody else to see there, I fancy. We don’t have to trouble about raiding Guinney’s old home. If I know Ben Guinney he’ll raid our old home.”

Spellman stared at him in amazement.

“You mean — here?”

“Where else? His nerve centre is Chester County. I wouldn’t mind betting you, Spell, that it won’t be long before we hear something from friend Guinney—”

Sergeant Geissel showed himself at the door of the glass-house.

“There’s a personal call for you, Chief.”

“Put it through,” said O’Regan, and picked up the receiver. “Hallo!… Yes, yes…. Captain O’Regan speaking.” He snapped his fingers to attract Spellman’s attention and nodded, towards the glass-house. “Yes, I’m here, Guinney,” he added, and smiled as he saw the Lieutenant start.

Spellman strode swiftly to the door of the glass-house. “Get the exchange, Geissel — quick, and trace this call.”

“Yes, I’m right here, sitting at my desk,” continued O’Regan. “I’ll be here when you want me…. Fine, thanks. Kind of you to inquire, Guinney. Just a bit sleepy, but otherwise feeling dandy. I’ll be seeing you in the morning…. Eh?… Oh, sure I will. I’m going to take you right back to Smoky Cell and put you in the chair with my own hands.”

“Drug store at the corner of Main and Grey Avenue,” reported Geissel.

Spellman nodded.

“Warn the third patrol.”

“O.K.”

Spellman hurried from the room.

“They’ll be real glad to see you again, Guinney,” O’Regan was saying… “Who?… Oh, Lavine’s with you, is he? Nice fellow, Lavine; I always liked him. The kind of fellow I’d be proud of if I was his mother. Remember me to Edwin, will you?… You’re going to what?… Get me? I’ll say you are, Guinney! You’ve got that wrong. And shall I tell you why? Now, listen—”

He frowned and jerked the hook of the telephone impatiently, and then, as Spellman came hurrying back into the room, replaced the receiver.

“He hung up on me,” he announced.

“Drug store — corner of Main and Grey,” said Spellman. “I’ve sent the squad car after him—”

“Then stop it — quick, Spell. We can’t afford—”

There came the wail of a siren and the roar of a powerful engine in the courtyard and Spellman, halfway to the door, halted.

“Too late, Chief,” he said, “they’ve gone. But they might catch him.”

O’Regan shook his head.

“They won’t,” he said. “That’s what he hoped we’d think. Guinney’s not fool enough to think we wouldn’t check up that call, and he counted on us sending the car to try to catch him. He wanted to clear the station of two-handed shooters. Why else would he call at all?”

“I thought you wanted to know where he was calling from, Chief.”

“Yes, I did. I wanted to time him — see how long he’d be likely to keep me hanging around here for him.” He sat for a few moments frowning thoughtfully. Then: “Send away another car, Spell,” he said, “but with only the driver on board. No men. How many men are there now in the stationhouse?”

“Ten,” Spellman told him promptly, “and the sergeant and the gaoler. Most of the men are out on the road.”

“And doesn’t Guinney know it?” smiled O’Regan. “All right. Spell; pull in the outside guard and shut the doors.”

“But, Chief—”

“Do it,” ordered O’Regan, “and do it quick! We don’t want any more dead policemen.”

Spellman strode out, and O’Regan got up from his desk, crossed to the clicking tape-machine and stood studying the tape.

“Geissel!”

Sergeant Geissel came in.

“Yes, Chief?”

“Got a gun?”

“Sure.”

O’Regan nodded.

“Keep it handy, and if you have to shoot, shoot plenty.”

“O.K., Chief.”

As Geissel returned to his seat in the glass-house, O’Regan crossed the room and leaned against the door.

“Grand sound that, Geissel,” he said, with a nod towards the clattering instruments on the table. “It’s like all the world moving — cars running, and trucks on the street, and people shouting and screaming — the talk of the world.”

Geissel nodded.

“She’s lively, Chief.”

He was suddenly silent, staring with amazed eyes at the instruments; and then he glanced up at O’Regan.

“Say, Chief, they — they’ve stopped.”

“Sure they’ve stopped. Mighty quiet it seems without their clatter, doesn’t it? Get New York on the wire.” Geissel seized a plug and thrust it into position, and as he did so Spellman came in, and O’Regan turned towards him.

“Say, Chief,” said Spellman, “I’m a joke with the men, shutting the doors.”

“Let them laugh at you, Spell, if they feel like it. They’ll live to thank you.”

“Chief!” It was Geissel’s voice — excited, urgent. “Hallo!”

“The line’s dead — say, all the lines are dead! I can’t get any reply—”

“That’s all right, Geissel — you won’t get any reply on any line. The lines are cut.”

“What!” exclaimed Spellman. “Guinney—”

“He’s done it,” interrupted O’Regan. “I’ve been waiting for it to happen. Remember Lavine saying how easy it would be to put this dump out of action? Well, it’s out.”

“And that means—” began Spellman.

“It means Ben Guinney won’t keep us waiting much longer, Spell. He’ll be along any minute now.”

O’Regan went to the window.

“Nothing showing so far,” he said.

He stood there, gazing out into the street for some moments. Then:

“Spell!” he exclaimed suddenly.

“Hallo!”

“There’s a car of some sort — no lights.” He drew his gun. “It’s coming along — slowly — this way — I guess this’ll be Guinney….”

He turned abruptly from the window.

“Cover, boys — quick!” he snapped, and flung himself suddenly on the floor.

As he did so there came the rattle of a machinegun, the crash of the shattered window, a shower of splintered glass. O’Regan, crawling on hands and knees, reached the cupboard in the corner, took out a machinegun, thrust its muzzle through the broken window and loosed a stream of bullets at the big car that he could just see drawn up against the kerb outside. The door was flung open and police came rushing in; someone switched off the light; there came a crash as a table was overturned, and then suddenly silence.

O’Regan scrambled to his feet.

“Car’s gone,” he said. “O.K. now, boys. Put on the lights.”

The switch clicked down and O’Regan glanced swiftly round. Spellman lay on the floor, and the Chief went quickly towards him.

“It’s all right,” said Spellman; “only my arm — nothing much.”

He got up and waved a hand towards a still figure that lay limply across the overturned table, and O’Regan, crossing to the prostrate policeman, went on his knee beside him.

He was frowning as he got to his feet.

“Another badge for the case. Spell,” he said quietly. “Send a man for the doctor; it’s too late for this poor devil, but I guess you’ll be glad to see him.”

He stood for a time gazing down at the lifeless figure at his feet.

“My God!” he exclaimed suddenly. “And to think that Ben Guinney can only die once!”
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During the two days that followed the attack on the Police Headquarters, Sergeant Geissel lived with a pair of headphones clamped over his ears, tapping the wires in the hope that he might hear Ben Guinney’s voice, or pick up some stray remark that might give a hint of his whereabouts. By the evening of the first day he was expressing surprise that, if people had nothing better to say than the kind of conversations to which he had been compelled to listen, they should spend good money on saying it by telephone. By the morning of the second day he was violently of the opinion that the telephone was a menace to the sanity of police officers and should be prohibited. By the evening of the second day he was blasphemous.

“What wire are you tapping now, Geissel?” inquired O’Regan, coming in alter dinner at his club and seating himself at his desk.

“Dutch Morgan’s roadhouse, Chief — Seven Ways Inn.”

O’Regan nodded.

“Seventy Ways Out would be a better name,” he said. “Nobody using the wire?”

“Almost everybody, I should say, Chief.”

“But there’s not a word you couldn’t write down in a kid’s storybook,” added Spellman. “Guinney has jumped for the West, I reckon, and won’t be worrying us any more.”

O’Regan shook his head.

“I know Guinney now,” he said. “A man who’ll shoot Petersen dead right inside a police office and under my eyes isn’t the kind to jump till he bumps. And a man who’ll come along and spray Police Headquarters with a machinegun on the off-chance of getting me — well, he isn’t going to stop trying to get me. And that gives me my only real chance of getting him. I guess I shan’t have to wait long for it.”

Spellman frowned.

“Maybe you’re right,” he admitted, “but I hope you’re wrong. Guinney’s an ugly customer, and Chester County would hate to lose its Captain of Police. Will you be sore with me if I say something?”

“Go ahead.”

“Well, it’s just this,” said Spellman slowly. “What’s wrong with sleeping here at the stationhouse tonight?”

“Nothing,” replied O’Regan. “Sleep where you like, Spell.”

“It’s you I mean. Listen, Chief, there’s no sense in going back to that apartment of yours. With Guinney hanging around, waiting for you, it’s just asking for trouble. I’ve had two nights of jumps over your sleeping there already.”

“I like the old block, Spell.”

“Maybe you do,” replied the Lieutenant, “but an apartment house that’s half empty is no place for a police officer to sleep if he wants to stay alive. Sleep at the station, won’t you?”

O’Regan smiled.

“You’ve said the same thing to me the last two nights, Spell,” he said, “and I’ve turned up here each morning looking young and girlish. You don’t have to worry. If Guinney has a mind to pay a visit to my apartment—”

“Men talking,” came Geissel’s voice. “The roadhouse. Chief.”

O’Regan strode into the glass-house and slipped on a pair of headphones, and Spellman followed suit.

“You wouldn’t like the corner lot, would you?” said a man’s voice. “That land’s going right up to the sky one day. I’ll tell you somep’n’ about this land you don’t know. The National Bank’s been in the market for the whole block. Yes, sir I But I’d rather sell it to you than to them—”

“The old army game!” said O’Regan, with a smile. “They’ve two lines, Geissel. Try the other.”

Geissel altered a switch and they heard a woman’s voice:

“Say, you’re all wrong, Mrs. Hemperling. You certainly are.”

“If I was as wrong as you,” came another feminine voice, “I guess I’d go into a convent.”

“That’s highly detrimental to my character, Mrs. Hemperling, and I’m not standing for it.”

“Is that so? Well, if I were you I’d be ashamed to let that telephone operator hear that you can’t keep your own husband at home—”

“Chief — quick!” exclaimed Geissel suddenly. “The other line.”

He turned the switch and a man’s voice came through clearly.

“… You’ll join me where we arranged?”

“Yes, I’ll be there,” came the reply. “Five o’clock. But listen Ben — you’re plumb mad. We could leave tonight and be well away by the morning. There’s no sense in hanging around—”

“I’ve got a job to do tonight.”

“You’d best leave it, Ben.”

“I’m not leaving till I’ve done it.”

“But listen—”

“I’m owing somebody something, and I’m paying it tonight.”

“Maybe you’ll finish up owing a bit more, Ben. I guess I’ll bring the car along right now—”

“You’ll bring the car along in the morning as we arranged. If I’m not there to meet you, you can go without me. But I shall be. Got that?”

“Sure.”

“And don’t forget the passenger. She’s too swell to be left behind.”

“O.K. I’ll bring her. Five o’clock prompt.”

“If you don’t bring her, we’ll be driving back to fetch her. Now beat it.”

The line went dead, and Spellman and O’Regan took off their headphones. Spellman was frowning.

“Guinney and Lavine, Chief.”

O’Regan nodded.

“Sure.”

“Leaving tomorrow.”

“With a passenger,” added O’Regan. “There’s a lot to be said for telephones, Spell. That car’s not leaving Chester County tomorrow, anyway — not until I’ve had a look at the passenger. Every car’s to be stopped, and if Miss Brady is aboard she’s to be brought right here.”

“O.K.,” said Spellman. “But you heard what Guinney said, Chief? He’s doing a job tonight — paying something he owes to somebody. I reckon you know what that means.”

“I hope I do.”

“Then for God’s sake, Chief, stay at the station!”

O’Regan shook his head.

“I’m sorry, Spell,” he said, “if it worries you, but I just can’t do that. I can’t miss the chance of meeting Guinney again. I’m going home.”

Nobody who saw Tricks O’Regan as he strode towards his apartment half an hour later would have guessed that he believed he was on his way to meet the most desperate gunman in the country, for it would have seemed impossible to reconcile the smile on his face with any such prospect. The smile, as a matter of fact, had nothing to do with Ben Guinney. His thoughts were entirely occupied with Josephine Brady. Those last few words of Guinney’s conversation with Lavine had given him just the clue he had been wanting. Since Josephine had disappeared from Guinney’s house he had failed to find any trace of her and had almost been persuaded that she had gone away and that he would never see her again.

Guinney’s message had given him fresh hope. He had no doubt who the passenger was who was too swell to be left behind, and now that he knew that Guinney and Lavine proposed making a bolt in the morning, it should not be difficult to stop the car from leaving the county. Spellman would see to that, and he could trust Spellman to see to it thoroughly. He felt fairly certain that he would be meeting Josephine again the next morning at Police Headquarters. He would get things straight with her then.

He had a feeling that if he could have seen her alone when he had called at Guinney’s house matters would have taken a very different course. She had refused to go with him because she had not dared to do otherwise, because Lavine and the rest of them had been there, because, no doubt, they had threatened her. But she would have nothing to fear tomorrow; Guinney, if all went well, would be on his way back to Smoky Cell. At least, he hoped so — either that or dead.

As he neared his apartment, his thoughts turned to Ben Guinney. “A job to do tonight.” O’Regan guessed what that job was to be. Well, Guinney should have his chance to do his job, even though it might mean that Spellman must spend another jumpy night. He would have the laugh of Spellman in the morning.
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Josephine had no idea where she was. Following Tricks O’Regan’s visit to Guinney’s house she had recovered consciousness to find herself in a car, with Lavine beside her. Her head ached abominably. She had no idea which road they were taking, and indeed was too dazed to try to discover. She was glad when eventually the car stopped outside a large house in the country and she was told to get out.

Lavine had taken her in, led her to a room on the ground floor, warned her that screaming wouldn’t help her, and left her, locking the door behind him. The room was comfortably furnished as a bed-sitting-room. It had two big windows, but a swift inspection of them convinced her that escape would be impossible. The windows, she found, were heavily barred; and the door, even if it had not been locked, led into another room, through which, she realized, she would never be allowed to pass. Lavine and the others did not mean to give her a chance of leaving them, and there was nothing to be done but to accept the situation and await developments.

And there, since the night of her arrival, she had remained, seeing no one but the negress who attended to her wants and answered every remark addressed to her with an uncomprehending stare; and spending most of her time listening to the wireless set or reading. There seemed nothing else to be done.

There were visitors to the house — always at night. She heard cars stop outside, and voices in the adjoining room, among which she recognized the voices of Mike and Sheriff. She discovered that by placing her ear close to the door she could hear what was being said, but what she heard had no meaning for her. They seemed to be planning something, but she could not make out what it was, except that it in some way concerned Ben Guinney. Time and again she heard his name mentioned, and once or twice she caught the sound of Tricks O’Regan’s name. She thought a great deal about Tricks O’Regan, and several times a day she would open her bag and take a look at the crumpled picture cut from the newspaper. She thanked God a dozen times a day that Ben Guinney was in prison.

And then came the night when she sat, with pale cheeks and clenched hands, listening to the wireless as it told of Guinney’s escape. She did not sleep at all that night. Ben Guinney free again — escaped from the Death House-and it was Tricks who had sent him there I All her fears returned. What would Guinney do now? Would he keep his promise that no harm should come to Tricks?

Her answer came in the morning, when the wireless told of the attack on Police Headquarters. Tricks O’Regan was unharmed, she learned, but the knowledge was small comfort. She understood the meaning of the raid on the station. Guinney had no intention of keeping the promise he had made her. He was bent on revenge. Tricks had sent him to the Death House, and Guinney would never forgive him for that. Tricks was in deadly peril, and there was nothing that she could do.

Most of that day she paced her room restlessly, and the lunch which the negress brought her was left untouched. Perhaps, after all, she was exaggerating the danger. Guinney would hardly dare remain in the district. He was well known as Perryfeld and could hardly hope to escape detection. That raid last night on Police Headquarters was perhaps his last desperate attempt to square his account with Tricks before bolting for safety, and he would not risk another attempt.

Perhaps he had already bolted. The house had seemed deserted last night; no cars had arrived and she had heard no voices in the adjoining room. The gang, perhaps, having carried out their rescue of Guinney, had scattered. If so what about herself? If they had gone off and left her — forgotten her, perhaps…

She hurried to the door and carefully tried it. But it was still locked, and she turned away and flung herself on her bed. There was still nothing to be done but wait, and if only Ben Guinney had really gone nothing else was of much importance.

It was late in the afternoon that she fell into a restless sleep, and when next she opened her eyes she found that the room was in darkness. For a time she lay still, trying to remember where she was; and then, as memory returned to her, she sat up, slipped off the bed and began to grope her way towards the electric light switch by the door. Halfway across the room she suddenly stood still. A thin line of light showed beneath the door and she caught the sound of voices in the adjoining room. They were men’s voices — two of them; but they were speaking in subdued tones and she could not hear what they were saying.

She tiptoed to the door, went down on her knees and peered into the keyhole. But the key was in the lock on the other side, and she could see nothing. She rose cautiously ‘to her feet, hesitated a moment, frowning thoughtfully, and then pressed her ear against the door.

“… Just asking for trouble,” said a voice which she recognized as Lavine’s, “and you’ve got no right to do it. There’s others to think of besides yourself. You must have been crazy.”

“Sure I’m Crazy.”

Josephine’s hands were suddenly clenched, and it was all she could do to prevent herself crying out. There was no mistaking that voice — it was Guinney’s. Guinney was in there — talking to Lavine — he hadn’t gone away….

“And I fancy you’d be crazy, Lavine,” continued Guinney, “if you’d had my experiences. You’ve never been in Smoky Cell, have you? You’ve never walked into the Death House and seen the chair ready for you to sit in, and the electrician waiting to pull the switch, and the doctor waiting to sign your death certificate, have you? Well, I have, and you can take it from me it’s the kind of experience a man doesn’t easily forget. I’m not forgetting it, and I’m not forgetting the guy that put me through it.”

“You’re crazy,” repeated Lavine. “With all the police in the United States searching for you, to hang around here—”

“You bet I’m hanging around,” interrupted Guinney. “Do you ever have dreams, Lavine, about the things you want to do? Well, I dreamed that way when I was in the Death House, and now I’ve the chance of seeing my dreams come true and I’m not going to miss it. I’m going to get Tricks O’Regan. Once I’ve done that I reckon I could die happy — but if I die doing it. I’m going to do it!”

“You’ve got no sense, Ben,” said Lavine irritably. “O’Regan doesn’t matter. It’ll do you no kind of good to get him, and maybe it’ll do you every kind of harm. You just leave O’Regan and clear out right now—”

“I’ll be clearing out in the morning. You’ve got my instructions, Lavine: you’re to have the car at the crossroads at five o’clock, and we’ll be away before it’s light.”

“Far better to leave tonight, Ben—”

“I tell you I’m not leaving,” Guinney interrupted angrily. “I’m getting O’Regan — see? I’m getting him tonight.”

“Then get him in the street, Ben.”

“What a chance!” exclaimed Guinney. “O’Regan’s taking no trouble to protect himself, but at the first shot every road out of town would be blocked. He wants to get me — that’s his game. But his game won’t come off this time. I’m getting him, you see. And I’m getting him in the only place where I can be sure of getting him. I’m getting him in his own apartment.”

“You’re mad, Ben, to run the risk. You can easily drop him in the street—”

“Maybe I can; but I’m not doing it. Being dropped in the street isn’t the kind of death I’ve planned for Tricks O’Regan. There’s nothing in being dropped that way, without knowing it’s going to happen. O’Regan’s going to know — see? He’s going to see it coming to him, watch it get nearer and nearer, the same as I did in the Death House. And before he gets it I’ve a few things to say to him, and the pleasure of saying ’em is going to be worth the risk. Besides, there’s going to be mighty little risk. He’ll get the works in his apartment, and before Spellman hears that he’s due for promotion we’ll be out of the country.”

“Say, listen, Ben,” urged Lavine. “O’Regan may have somebody home with him—”

“Then I’ll wait till that somebody goes.”

“You’ve a nerve, Ben, going to his apartment—”

“Maybe I have. But my luck’s in just now, Lavine, and I guess I’m backing it. And the risk isn’t as big as you fancy. O’Regan’s apartment is the one place where he’d count on being safe and won’t be expecting me.”

“Perhaps you’re right. But I think dropping him on the street—”

“Then you drop him.”

“Not me!” said Lavine promptly. “I’m no killer, Ben—”

“Who’s asking you to be? All you’ve got to do is to have the car where I told you at five o’clock. I’m counting on that, mind you. If I’m to make any getaway you’ve got to be there prompt.”

The voice grew fainter and Josephine could hear no more of what was said; but she heard the door opened, and a few moments later the sound of a car being driven away told her that Guinney had left.

She switched on the light, noticed that her hand was shaking, and suddenly realized that the room was swaying around her. She sank into a chair and pressed her knuckles against her temples. She mustn’t faint. She must think. Tricks was in terrible danger, and she must warn him. Somehow she must get to him, tell him not to go to his apartment, that Guinney would be there waiting for him, determined to kill him….

She sprang to her feet, hurried to the window, flung it wide open, grasped the bars outside and shook them furiously. But she only hurt her arms and wrenched her shoulders. She turned away from the window. It was stupid to try that sort of thing — stupid to lose her head. She must keep cool at all costs and think. There must be some way….

She heard the door unlocked and glanced quickly round as Lavine came into the room.

“Good evening, Miss Brady.”

She stared at him in silence.

“I’ve come to tell you that we’ll be moving on in the morning,” said Lavine, “and you’d best be packing up anything you want to take. We’ll be starting just before five, so if you want a few hours’ sleep you’ll have to take it soon.”

“Starting tor where?” she asked.

“Quite a long trip,” he replied. “Maybe we’ll go as far as Canada. It depends.”

“On Ben Guinney?”

“Of course.”

“And if I’d rather not make the trip, Mr. Lavine?”

He smiled.

“You’ll make it all the same,” he told her. “My orders are to take you along, and I’m taking you. If you’ve anything to say about it, you can say it to Ben Guinney.”

She sighed.

“I don’t understand in the least what it is all about,” she said. “Why take me at all? And why keep me shut up here? I can’t do Guinney any harm now, can I? Everybody knows all about him, and nothing I could tell the police could possibly make things worse for him than they are. Even if I did tell Captain O’Regan that it was Guinney who shot Mr. Schnitzer — I suppose that’s what he was afraid of, wasn’t it?”

“Maybe,” admitted Lavine. “But that isn’t of much account now.”

“Then why not let me go? Why keep me locked up here and then want to cart me off to Canada—”

“Guinney has his reasons, Miss Brady, and I don’t blame him. He’s got an idea he’d like to lead the quiet life in future.”

“But what has that to do with me?”

Lavine smiled.

“He doesn’t fancy leading it alone, that’s all,” he said. “You see, Miss Brady, you’re a mighty pretty girl, and Guinney’s kind of taken a fancy to having you with him—”

She cut him short with an angry gesture.

“Then if you’ve any decent feelings at all, Mr. Lavine, you’ll let me go now.”

He shook his head.

“Decent feelings?” he said. “No, Miss Brady, I guess I haven’t any. I’m not a policeman any longer.” He went out, and she heard the key turned in the lock.
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Josephine did not try to sleep. When she had packed her bag she continued her restless pacing of the room. She felt desperately helpless. Several times she went to the door and hammered on it with her clenched fists, but nothing happened. She knew that nothing would happen.. It was useless expecting any help from Lavine; he was hand in glove with Guinney and even if he had been willing to help her she knew that he would not dare.

It was useless expecting any help from anyone — useless expecting a miracle to happen. Nothing would happen until five o’clock in the morning, and then it would be too late. Guinney by that time would have done what he wanted to do, and she would be with him in the car, heading for Canada. It did not seem to matter what might happen to her. All that mattered was Tricks O’Regan — to get to him, to warn him, to prevent his going to his apartment. And that she could not do. He would walk into the trap blindly, unsuspecting, and find Guinney there — Guinney with his gun in his hand, smiling, gloating, jeering….

She sat for a long time on the edge of her bed with her elbows resting on her knees and her face buried in her hands. It was the ringing of the telephone bell in the next room that roused her. She heard Lavine’s “Hallo!” and instantly tiptoed across to the door and pressed her ear against the panels.

“Sure it’s me, Ben,” Lavine was saying. “Going along there now? There’s no knowing what time he’ll arrive. Might be any time, and he might not go at all. I’ve known him stay at his office all night…. Yes, I’ll be there. Five o’clock. But listen, Ben, you’re mad! We could leave tonight and be well away by the morning. There’s no sense in hanging around…. You’d best leave it, Ben…. But listen…. Maybe you’ll finish up owing a bit more, Ben. I guess I’ll bring the car along right now…. Sure…. O.K., I’ll bring her. Five o’clock prompt.”

The bell tinkled as Lavine replaced the receiver, and she stepped quickly from the door and seated herself in an armchair. Scarcely had she done so when the door was unlocked and Lavine came in.

“Packed your things?”

She nodded.

“All ready to start?”

“I shall be ready at five o’clock.”

Her eyes were on the door that stood open behind him. She could see the telephone from where she sat. If only she could reach it…

“We’re not waiting till five o’clock,” Lavine told her. “We’re leaving now.”

She glanced at him in surprise.

“But you told me—”

“Never mind what I told you,” interrupted Lavine irritably. “I’m telling you now that we’re not waiting till five.”

If only she could get him away from that door! But she mustn’t keep looking at it. She mustn’t let Lavine guess what was in her mind. She must somehow get him away — farther into the room….

“Is — is Guinney ready?”

Lavine frowned.

“Guinney won’t be coming,” he said. “Not tonight, I mean. He’d be leaving on his own, and we’ll be picking him up later.”

His eyes avoided hers as he spoke, and he seemed awkward and ill at ease. She looked at him steadily. “Does Guinney know that?” she asked.

Lavine took a quick step towards her.

“Say, what do you mean by that?” he demanded angrily. “What do you take me for? What do you mean by ‘Does Guinney know?’ He’s a friend of mine, isn’t he? I wouldn’t let him down, would I?”

“Probably you would, if it suited you.”

“You’ve got no cause to say that—”

“You let Tricks O’Regan down, and if you’d let him down you’d let anyone down.”

He shrugged his shoulders.

“You must think what you like,” he said. “It makes no difference. But I give you my word I wouldn’t let Ben Guinney down. It’s all on the square. Ben’s just been on the telephone. He prefers to make his own getaway tonight, and we’ve fixed a place for me to pick him up in the morning. I’m not ratting.”

But he was. She knew he was leaving Guinney in the lurch because he was scared, because he didn’t dare wait until five o’clock, because he thought Guinney was mad to hang around after Tricks O’Regan when by five in the morning they could be safely out of the country. That was Lavine, the dishonest ex-policeman, all over, she thought scornfully. But it was no concern of hers. After all, she would rather travel without Ben Guinney than with him.

Guinney was not a coward, anyway, as Lavine was, and it would be easier to handle Lavine alone if it came to the point. Ben Guinney wouldn’t hesitate to shoot if he wanted to, but Lavine would. Yes, she’d be better off without Guinney, and if he got caught again it would be no more than he deserved. And if only she could reach that telephone he almost certainly would be caught… .

“All right, Mr. Lavine,” she said; “it’s no use quarrelling anyway. We can’t quarrel all the way to Canada. How soon do we start?”

“Right now.”

“Shall I get my hat and coat on?”

“Yes; the car’s ready.”

She got up, crossed to the cupboard, took out her hat and coat and put them on. Then, picking up her handbag, she waved a hand towards the suitcase that stood at the foot of the bed.

“Will you bring that for me, please?”

“Sure.”

He stepped quickly towards the case, and as he did so Josephine suddenly darted to the door, flung it open, slipped through and slammed it behind her. She grasped the key and tried to turn it. The lock refused to turn, and she tried again, straining desperately at it so that the key bit into her fingers. She joined her left hand to her right and twisted with all the strength she could muster; and as she did so the door was wrenched open and La vine’s hand gripped her arm.

“Very cute, my dear,” he said. “Going to have a word with O’Regan, eh? Sorry to disappoint you.”

She tried to pull her arm free, but he held it fast, smiling.

“Take my advice,” he said, “and forget Tricks O’Regan. He’s no kind of use to you now, and if you’re counting on him coming along and working a gallant rescue, you’re going to have a severe disappointment. He didn’t manage it last time, and it would be just the same again. You can rule O’Regan right out — for good and all.”

She made no reply, and, with his hand still grasping her arm, he led her from the room.

There was a saloon car at the door, and Lavine, opening the rear door, urged her in and dumped her suitcase beside her.

“Don’t try getting out,” he said, “unless you fancy a broken neck. We’ll be doing seventy most of the way. And if you try screaming as we pass a policeman …” He pulled a gun from his pocket, showed it to her, and slipped it back.

Her smile was scornful.

“That would be very impressive, Mr. Lavine,” she said, “if you had the pluck to use it. But you haven’t.”

“No? Well, I wouldn’t bank on that, my dear, if I were you.”

He shut the door, got into the driver’s seat and set the car in motion.

The blinds were not drawn this time, and Josephine peered eagerly through the windows, trying to discover her whereabouts; but what little she could see of the country through which they were passing was quite unfamiliar, and after a few minutes she leaned back in her seat and made an effort to think clearly.

If anything was to be done, it must be done quickly. Every moment she was being carried farther away from Tricks O’Regan, and every moment Tricks was getting nearer returning to his apartment and finding himself gazing at the muzzle of Guinney’s gun. She had no idea what she could do; she only knew that she must do something. Should she jump for it? She glanced out of the window and shuddered at the thought. They were travelling at a furious speed, and jumping would almost certainly mean a broken neck. No, jumping would be of no use. She would never reach Tricks that way. She must find some better way than that. If only she had a gun!

She closed her eyes and was very still, because she felt that the stiller she could keep the better she would be able to think. She mustn’t get restless and excited; her only chance was to remain quite cool and keep on thinking. There must be some way….

Lavine shot a swift glance over his shoulder and smiled as he caught a glimpse of her huddled, with closed eyes, in the corner. She had fallen asleep, he imagined, which was the best thing she could do. He wanted no trouble at this part of the journey; he would probably have trouble enough with her later. There were other matters to be considered just at the moment. Guinney, for instance. Guinney was not the kind to forgive a man who let him down, and if he got clear away from O’Regan’s place tonight, it would be necessary to avoid meeting him again. But that should not be very difficult. Guinney had himself to look after and would hardly start scouring the country for him. Nor for Josephine. No woman mattered to Guinney that much. Not for long, anyway.

O’Regan was a different proposition. If O’Regan came through tonight’s encounter with Guinney — and you never knew with Tricks; he had come through worse encounters before this — he would methodically comb the world if he had set his heart on finding Josephine. He was that sort; and if it came to the point, there wouldn’t be much to choose between meeting O’Regan again and meeting Ben Guinney. It was too much to hope, he supposed, that Guinney and O’Regan would kill each other, but that solution would suit him better than any. Still, there wasn’t much chance, if he was careful, of running into either of them. He would lie low for a while, and as long as he kept a sharp eye on Josephine and didn’t trust her too far…

Something touched the back of his neck — something hard, smooth, cold. He started, and was about to turn his head when he heard Josephine speaking to him. Her voice was as hard and cold and smooth as the thing that was pressing against his flesh.

“Keep your hands on the wheel, Lavine,” she said, “and do just as I tell you. If you don’t, I shall press the trigger. I shan’t miss you at this distance.”

Lavine’s hands gripped the wheel more tightly, but otherwise he remained motionless.

“Say, Miss Brady, what’s the great idea?”

“You’ll see in a second. Keep still.”

She leaned forward over the back of his seat, thrust her hand into the pocket of his coat and took out his gun. She glanced at it and saw that it was loaded.

“And now, Lavine,” she said, “you’ll do just as I say.”

“For God’s sake,” he exclaimed, “take that darned gun away. It might go off. If we just find a bump in the road… Take it away, d’you hear? I’m not moving.”

He felt the pressure leave his neck.

“Sure,” said Josephine. “And you can have it if you like, Lavine, instead of your own gun. I’m keeping that.”

Again she leaned forward and thrust her hand into the pocket of his coat.

“You can take your left hand off the wheel, Lavine,” she said, “and get the gun out if you want to.”

He hesitated for a moment, frowning; and then his hand went to his pocket and his fingers closed over the cold, hard object within. Suddenly he jerked it out and glanced at it. It was a box-spanner.

“Not so bad, eh?” said Josephine. “I found it in the back seat — tucked behind the cushion. Felt just like a gun, didn’t it?”

Lavine made no reply. He tossed the spanner on the floor.

“But I’ve got a real gun now,” continued the girl, “so just listen carefully. Stop the car.”

Lavine was silent, and the needle of the speedometer crept up another five miles an hour.

“Stop the car, d’you hear?”

“Oh yes, I hear.”

“Stop it at once, or I shall shoot.”

“I guess I’d think twice before shooting, girlie. We’re doing sixty. What happens when you shoot the driver of a car that’s doing sixty?”

Josephine frowned. She hadn’t thought of that.

“All the same, if you don’t stop I’m going to shoot.”

“O.K.shoot,” said Lavine, with a grin, “and when they clear us up they won’t know which is me and which is you.”

Josephine bit her lip. He was right. If he kept the car going at that speed, she dared not shoot. The certain result would be a ghastly smash, and getting smashed up wouldn’t save Tricks O’Regan.

She turned to the window, let it down and thrust out her head. It was raining slightly now and she saw the road slipping by like a black, oily stream. It would be safer to jump for it than risk a smash by shooting Lavine. Even if she only shot him in the arm, the crash was inevitable. Safer? But if there was one faint chance in a million that she might not be killed, she must take the risk. There was no other way. Lavine did not intend to stop, and every second was precious. Her left hand found the handle of the door.

“The road’s mighty hard,” said Lavine. “I wouldn’t risk it if I were you.”

She made no reply. She leaned out of the window, peering ahead, her eyes suddenly bright with excitement. There was a danger sign ahead — rushing towards them. She could see it clearly now in the light of the headlamps — a dangerous bend. Lavine could never get round it at this speed….

Lavine, too, had evidently seen the sign. She felt the car slacken speed slightly, and leaned still farther out of the window, her right hand, with the gun in it, swinging free. She saw the corner clearly — a sharp bend to the right; saw the hedge leaping towards them, felt the car swing violently as Lavine turned the wheel. And as the car turned sharply she caught a glimpse of the off front wheel, raised her gun, aimed as deliberately as she could at the tyre, and pressed the trigger.

She heard a loud report and felt the car lurch and slither sickeningly. She saw sky and road and trees swirling crazily round her, and then, with a crash of breaking metal and shattered glass, the car was suddenly still.

Josephine found that she was lying on the wet road, her hand still grasping the gun. She sat up, knelt, and then got carefully to her feet. She glanced swiftly around. She saw the car lying on its side against the bank, looking strangely helpless, and went unsteadily towards it. Lavine was still in the driving-seat, lying limply across the steering-wheel, motionless. His hat had fallen off and she noticed that his hair was full of tiny sparkling fragments of glass from the windscreen. There was a long, jagged cut in his forehead. She saw that he was breathing, and turned away. He must take his chance. She could do nothing for him, anyway, and she had no time to waste. She must get to Tricks….

She turned and set off at a run along the road, praying that a car might come along. She had no idea where she was, and for all she knew she might be running in the wrong direction. But she felt that she could not stand still and wait. She must keep moving, keep doing something. She ran on and on….

For almost half an hour she struggled on, and then, is she saw the headlights of a car approaching from the direction in which she was moving, she stepped into the middle of the road and stood still, waving her hand. The car pulled up within a few yards of her and a man got out and came towards her. He was wearing police uniform.

“What on earth—” he began; but she cut him short.

“You must take me — please — at once — to Police Headquarters. It’s terribly urgent — how far is it?”

“Maybe it’s ten miles,” replied the policeman. “But I guess I can’t take you without a mighty good reason.”

“You must,” she insisted. “You mustn’t waste a second. I must get to Captain O’Regan and tell him… Oh, for God’s sake don’t waste time talking! Take me.” The policeman scratched his head.

“The trouble is, miss, I’ve got my duty to do, and unless it concerns—”

“This is your duty,” she interrupted, “and it does concern you. Ben Guinney concerns you, doesn’t he?” The policeman stared.

“Ben Guinney?”

“Yes. I’ve information about him to give to Captain O’Regan, and there’s not a second to be lost—”

“If it concerns Ben Guinney, miss,” said the policeman, waving a hand towards the car, “the quicker you hop aboard the better.”

She got into the seat beside him and the machine moved off; and for the next quarter of an hour, as she sat staring through the windscreen, she said nothing but, “Faster — for God’s sake go faster!”

Before the car had stopped outside the Police Headquarters, she jumped out, sped in past the policeman on duty outside, and flung open the door of Tricks O’Regan’s office.

Lieutenant Spellman, seated at his table, glanced up, saw her, noted the mud-splashed clothes, the dishevelled hair, the pale face, the scared, anxious eyes, and the gun in her hand, and opened his eyes and mouth very wide.

“Wanting anything?” he inquired. And then he sprang to his feet. “Say, Miss Brady, I’m sorry; I didn’t recognize—”

“I want Captain O’Regan. Is he here?”

“Afraid he’s not. If there’s anything I can do—”

“Where is he?”

“He’s gone,” Spellman told her. “But I’m in charge here, and if there’s anything wrong—”

“Gone?” repeated Josephine, in a queer, strained voice. “Gone — where?”

“Home,” said Spellman, “to his apartment. The best part of an hour ago.”
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As he approached the entrance to the apartment-house O’Regan glanced quickly around. But there was no car in sight, and the sidewalk was deserted. He stroke in without another glance to right or left, entered the elevator and went up to the second floor. Outside the door of his apartment he paused, listening, then, drawing his gun, he suddenly flung open the door and stepped swiftly aside, half expecting, as he did so, to hear the crack of a revolver.

But nothing happened, and after a moment’s hesitation he switched on his electric torch, stepped into the doorway and sent the beam sweeping round the room. Then, pressing down the switch of the electric light he went in and shut the door behind him.

He stood for a few moments with his back to the door, while his eyes searched the room for some sign of a intruder. But everything was just as he had left it, and with a smile he stepped forward, tossed his hat on to a chair and moved towards the door that led into his bedroom.

The telephone bell rang, and he halted, turned, strode to the small table on which the instrument stood, and picked up the receiver.

“Hallo!”

“That you, Chief?”

“Yes.”

“Spellman here. You all right?”

“Why shouldn’t I be?”

“I guess you know why, Chief. Listen: I’m coming right along now. You ought to have stayed here, and I’m coming along to your place—”

“To take care of me?”

“Well, I’m uneasy,” replied Spellman. “I don’t like the idea of your being there on your own. I’ve got a feeling there’s something wrong—”

“So have I, Spell, and that’s why I don’t want you butting in and spoiling it. You stay just where you are. That’s an order — understand?”

“Say, listen, Chief—”

“And if you disobey it, I’ll be firing you in the morning.”

“You’ve got too much nerve, Chief,” replied Spellman.

“You’re running a mighty big risk—”

“Isn’t that what I’m paid for?”

“O.K.,” said the Lieutenant. “But I guess I’ll be ringing you up from time to time—”

“You’ll do nothing of the sort, Spell,” interrupted O’Regan. “I’m counting on a good night’s rest, and if the ‘phone bell rings it’ll go on ringing as far as I’m concerned. So long! I’ll be seeing you in the morning.”

“I hope so, Chief. So long!”

O’Regan replaced the receiver and took a step towards his bedroom door, then paused. Spellman was right. Ben Guinney was an ugly customer, and there was no sense in running unnecessary risks. He crossed to the switch and turned off the light; then, going to the door of the bedroom, he flung the door open and stood aside as he had done before.

Again nothing happened, and, after sweeping the room with the beam of his torch, he switched on the light and went into the bedroom. He closed the door, locked it, and stood, gun in hand, for a few seconds, as he took a quick survey of the room. Here, too, everything was as usual. He went to the bed, peered beneath it, and straightened himself, with a faint smile. He was behaving like a nervous old woman! The blind rustled, and he spun round, crossed to the window and shut it. Then, placing his gun and torch on a small table beside him, he seated himself in an armchair, picked up a newspaper and began to read.

He did not read for long. Within five minutes he glanced at his watch, tossed the paper aside, picked up his gun and rose from his chair. Crossing to a small corner cupboard he took out a decanter of whisky, poured a little into a glass, splashed in some soda, placed the glass on the small table, laid his gun beside it and seated himself again.

For some moments he sat upright, alert, listening; and then he relaxed, picked up the glass of whisky, took a sip and replaced the glass on the table. He settled himself comfortably in his chair, folded his arms and closed his eyes. A few moments later his head nodded and his breathing was deep and regular.

There was a large cupboard in the corner of the room, used by Tricks as a wardrobe. The door had been open a few inches when he had entered, and he had given it no more than a casual glance. Now, slowly and noiselessly, the door of the wardrobe opened and the muzzle of a gun appeared. A hand, an arm, and then the door was opened wide, and Ben Guinney stepped swiftly and silently into the room. With his gun pointing towards the motionless figure in the chair, he backed towards the door, unlocked it, advanced to the small table on which lay O’Regan’s gun and torch, and pulled it beyond his reach.

“You can wake up, Tricks O’Regan,” he said, with a smile.

O’Regan gave no sign that he had heard.

“You can wake up, Tricks O’Regan,” repeated Guinney quietly. “You didn’t drink the doped whisky and you’re not asleep!”

A smile appeared on O’Regan’s face, and he opened his eyes.

“Keep your hands right where they are,” ordered Guinney. “If you try reaching for your gun it’s the last thing you’ll try.” He smiled amiably. “Kind of surprised, eh, O’Regan?”

Tricks shook his head.

“No,” he said.

“No?” Guinney’s smile broadened. “Maybe I haven’t been watching you?”

“Maybe you have,” agreed O’Regan. “I saw the cupboard door moving and could have shot you if I’d felt inclined.”

“Is that so? Well, it you weren’t a badly scared man, O’Regan, I’ve never seen one.”

“I’m rather proud of my acting, Guinney. I’ve always felt I’d have made a big hit on the stage. But I’ve done a good deal of acting in my job one way and another.”

“Huh! Ever acted a dead man?”

“It’s my favourite part. No lines to learn, Guinney, and nothing to do but lie still. But you’ll be finding out all about it before long. If I’d felt disposed to cast you for it you’d be playing the part now — in the cupboard.”

“You could have shot me, could you? Maybe you’ll start shooting now?”

“Nobody will do any shooting now.”

“Sure of that, O’Regan?”

“Quite. There’ll be a whole lot of talking done, but there’ll be no shooting.”

Guinney nodded.

“There’ll be some talking, anyway,” he admitted. “I’ve got something to tell you, Tricks.”

“I knew it,”’said O’Regan. “I banked on that. It I hadn’t believed you’d have something to tell me I’d have killed you in the cupboard.”

“I’ll believe you. Don’t move!”

“There’s nobody in Chester County quite so still as I am Guinney .”

Guinney stood gazing at him for some moments, smiling in obvious satisfaction.

“Well, Tricks O’Regan,” he said at last, “I guess you’ve played your last trick.”

“Maybe,” agreed O’Regan. “But do you remember what I once told you — when you were still Perryfeld? I said that most gangsters died of overconfidence.”

“Huh! But this particular one ain’t dying at all — see? It’s you who’s booked to do the dying, Tricks.”

“We shall see,” smiled O’Regan. “You never know in this uncertain world, Guinney. It’s just possible there’s still one last trick that hasn’t been played.”

“There is,” said Guinney; “there’s my last trick — and it’s a better one than you’ll ever play again.” His eyes narrowed. “Send me to Smoky Cell, would you, O’Regan? Well, I’ve got you in my Smoky Cell now, and the executioner is waiting for you, and there’s no reporters to hear what’s said.”

“That’s rough on the newspapers, Guinney. I could give them real good copy.”

“Keep your hands just where they are,” snapped Guinney. “Don’t you try any kind of trick — see? You’ve not got many more minutes in this world, anyway, and I guess you don’t want to cut them short. Just think up any messages you’d like to leave behind you, and I’ll see they’re delivered. Maybe you’d like to leave a few words for Spellman?”

“Sure I would,” said O’Regan. “You might tell him I’d like my badge kept in a frame by itself and not mixed up with the others. Future generations will be interested to see it — Captain O’Regan, the man who sent Ben Guinney to the chair. Tell Spellman I’d like a little brass plate in the frame saying all the nice things he can think of to say about me, will you? But I shouldn’t call to see him — just send him a line. Spellman can be mighty rude to anyone he doesn’t like, and he has never liked murderers. How many times, if you’d got your deserts, should you have been in Smoky Cell, Guinney?” The gangster made a gesture of impatience.

“You don’t want to waste time asking questions now, O’Regan,” he said. “I’m telling you you’re in Smoky Cell right now. Want to see any visitors?” He showed his teeth in a malicious smile. “I’d like to have two cages here, O’Regan,” he said, “with you in one and Spellman in the other. It’d give me real pleasure to stand outside and watch you saying goodbye. I’d like to put you behind fifteen bars — long enough for you to count them.”

“I’ve no head for figures, Guinney.”

“Fifteen bars,” repeated Guinney, “so as you’d count ’em and count ’em and keep on counting ’em until it drove you crazy. That’s what you did to me, O’Regan — maybe it didn’t quite come off the way you intended. That’s what you’ve done to God knows how many others. But you’ll never do it to another man. I’ve got you now — got your life and your soul at the end of my finger. It’s a grand feeling, O’Regan. Here’s Tricks O’Regana — live, breathing, feeling, thinking; and when I go out of that door you’ll be slumped on the floor all shapes, and they won’t know what your face looked like.” O’Regan’s eyes never left the man’s face, but he gave a slight shrug and carelessly crossed one leg over the other.

“That’ll be of no importance,” he said “There’s some fine pictures of me in my office.”

“You see that bed,” continued Guinney. “Try to get a grip on the idea, O’Regan, that you’ll never wake up in it again, and see how that strikes you.” He nodded towards a chest of drawers that stood against the wall. “Who’s the jane in the frame, Tricks?”

“She’s a lady. But you don’t know the meaning of that word, do you? How could you?”

Guinney scowled.

“Say, listen, O’Regan,” he began furiously. “You’d best not start talking that way. Unless you want to get it over quick—”

“It’s a matter of indifference to me,” O’Regan interrupted. “The hour of man is appointed. You never go to church, you poor heathen, or you might have remembered that bit of Holy Writ.”

Guinney, still carefully keeping O’Regan covered, crossed to the chest of drawers, glanced at the photograph and turned again to the Police Captain with a smile.

“So it’s Josephine Brady, eh?” he said. “Mighty fond of little Josephine, aren’t you? Sure you are. Who wouldn’t be? She’s a swell kid. And I’ll tell you something, O’Regan — she’s mighty fond of you too.”

O’Regan found it hard to smile, but he managed it.

“Which just shows her good taste, eh, Guinney?”

“Mighty fond of you,” repeated the other. “I reckon you don’t know how fond. Maybe you won’t believe it, but she fought like a devil when I tried kissing her.”

“Which just shows her good taste, eh?” said Tricks again.

“I’ll tell you why,” added Guinney. “Because she just couldn’t bear being kissed by anyone but Tricks O’Regan. She’s got your picture pinned on her wall, and I’ll lay any odds she never goes to bed without kissing it good night. You probably don’t believe me so I’ll tell you something else. That evening, in little Josephine’s apartment — I could have shot you then, O’Regan. I certainly meant to, but she shouted to you, and you just turned round in time. That gave me an idea. When a girl risks getting shot herself to save a fellow from getting a bullet — well, she’s mighty fond of him.”

“And that gave you the great idea, Guinney?”

“Yes,” nodded Guinney. “I guess there’s no harm in telling you now. She knew about Schnitzer — see?”

“You mean that Miss Brady knew that you killed Schnitzer?”

“She was there in Schnitzer’s house and saw me give him the works. But she didn’t dare tell you, O’Regan, did she? And when I sort of took a fancy to having her up at my place, she didn’t dare refuse go. And when you went there to fetch her away, she didn’t dare go with you. And why? Because she was scared of getting shot?”

“Presumably,” said O’Regan. “And presumably you wouldn’t have hesitated to shoot her. She had every reason to be scared.”

“Is that so? Listen, O’Regan. She wasn’t scared — not for herself. Told me I could shoot her if I wanted to, but she wasn’t going to my place. But when I told her that if she didn’t do as I said I’d bump you off—”

“You told her that?”

“Sure I did. And what did she do? She just went quiet as a lamb and promised she’d do all I said if I’d give my word not to touch Tricks O’Regan. That’s how much she cares for you — the same as you care for her. And you’re never going to see her again. Get that into your head. Ever kissed her, Tricks?”

O’Regan made no reply.

“You’ll never kiss her now, anyway,” continued Guinney. “I guess it won’t make dying any easier to know she’s been waiting for you and you could have had her for the asking if you’d been going to live. But you’re not going to live, and maybe you’d care to know that when I’ve done my job here I’m going away, and Josephine is coming with me. If there’s any thinking in the next world. Tricks, you can think of me and Josephine; you can think of me kissing her, holding her in my arms—”

“No!”

Guinney grinned.

“Kind of hurts, eh?”

O’Regan shook his head.

“It’ll never happen. Try if you like, Guinney, and see. You won’t be the first yellow dog that’s scratched at the door.”

Guinney’s face became livid.

“Listen, O’Regan,” he exclaimed furiously, “I guess you want to live, don’t you?”

“I’m not so sure.”

“Aren’t you? Well, I am. You can’t bluff me with your play-acting. O.K., I’ll give you a chance to live. Go right down on your knees and beg me to let you go on living, and maybe I won’t refuse. Go to it — quick!” O’Regan shook his head.

“Thanks, Guinney,” he said, “but I don’t somehow fancy doing that.”

Guinney shrugged his shoulders.

“AH right,” he said. “Will you take it sitting or standing up?”

“On my two feet, I guess.”

“Then get out of that chair.” Then, as O’Regan sat upright: “Wait! Before you move out of that chair, stick your hands above your head.”

“Must I?”

“You must. There’s going to be no tricks this time.”

“All right. I don’t blame you,” replied O’Regan. He slowly unfolded his arms and raised his hands. And as he did so Guinney started suddenly back, his gaze fixed on O’Regan’s right hand.

“What’s that in your hand?” he exclaimed. “Drop it — do you hear?”

“If I drop it, there’ll be no more of you or me. You know what it is, don’t you? You’ve seen it before, at all events. I remember showing it to you in my office. It’s a bomb — and the pin’s out.”

Guinney stared at it with horrified eyes.

“For God’s sake, O’Regan, put it down!”

“It’s not in your way, is it? But I’ll take my hands down now if you’ve no objection.” He lowered his hands and stood smiling thoughtfully at the bomb. “You see, Guinney,” he said, “I’m a bit of a philosopher, and it doesn’t matter to me which way I go out; but being a man of highly religious sentiments, I think maybe I’d have a better chance it I went out through the roof. The trouble is, from your point of view, that you could hardly avoid going with me.”

“For God’s sake, what’s the matter with you, O’Regan? Are you kidding me?”

“Sure,” smiled O’Regan. “I’ve a great sense of humour.”

“You’re crazy! Put it down, you mad fool! Suppose you let it drop?”

“Why worry? We’d know nothing about it.”

Guinney forced a laugh.

“Up to your tricks again, eh, O’Regan?” he said. “Well it’s a real good one this time — I’ll hand you that. You’ve got me fair and square and I guess we’ll call it a deal. I’ll be going along.”

He turned and went towards the door. O’Regan followed him.

“I’ll stay right close to you, Guinney,” he said, “just in case you should think of shooting from the door.”

Guinney paused and stood for some moments, evidently at a loss. Then he pulled a cigar-case from his pocket and held it out.

“Have a cigar?”

“Thanks — no.”

With a frown Guinney thrust the case back into his pocket.

“Listen O’Regan,” he said in his usual friendly tone; “you’re not blaming a fellow for getting out of Smoky Cell, are you?”

“Indeed I’m not; I’m only blaming him for getting in.”

“Then put that machine down and let’s talk.”

“If I leave go of this handle, Peter will do all the talking.”

“Let’s get down to cases anyway, O’Regan. I came here tonight to get you. I could have plugged you any time after I left the cupboard — keep away from that table. If you reach for a gun I’ll shoot.”

“Why should I want a gun?” He brandished the bomb. “I’ve got a whole dynamite factory right here in my hand.”

“Listen, Tricks,” urged Guinney. “Let’s call it square. I’m through with rackets. I’m getting away to Canada.”

“They’ll hang you in Canada, Guinney. Why not be a hundred per cent American and go to the chair?”

“That’s just where I’m not going. I’ll blow you to hell first.”

O’Regan gave a shrug.

“Well, you’re not going to Canada,” he said. “I’ve got you and I’m not letting you go again. I’ve been waiting for this minute too, and took the risk of your shooting. I’ve got the pull on you, because you’re scared of death and I’m not. Put your gun down.”

“Like hell I will!”

“Then I shall have to blow you to pieces, that’s all,” said O’Regan. “I shall be blown to pieces with you, but it’ll be a grand death — a front-page funeral, with the mayor and the alderman riding an horseback and the Stock Exchange closed out of respect for Captain Tricks O’Regan, the national hero. How’s that sound, Guinney?”

“Can’t you talk sense? Put that damn’ thing down and be reasonable. You don’t want to die. You’ve got everything you want—”

“Yes — I’ve got you. And you haven’t got me, Guinney. Don’t you think you have. You daren’t shoot me, because if you do off goes the pineapple and you might just as well have shot yourself. But I dare drop this bomb, so you lose either way. It’s not much of a chance, Guinney — men don’t escape from Smoky Cell twice — but the only chance you’ve got of living is to put that gun down.”

“I tell you I’m not doing it—”

“I’ll give you until I’ve counted five,” said O’Regan. “If your gun isn’t on the table by then you’ll have a chunk of pineapple.”

He raised the bomb and began to count, while Guinney stood motionless, staring at him with irresolute eyes, watching his face.

“One — two-three….”

Guinney saw O’Regan’s eyes move. Just for an instant they glanced towards the door, and the faintest smile came to his lips.

“Four,” said O’Regan.

And then:

“Hands up, Guinney, and don’t move!” said a voice.

Guinney stood motionless.

“Better do as you’re told,” advised O’Regan. “There’s a gun covering you!”

Still the gangster hesitated, and then, very slowly, he raised his hands above his head. O’Regan stepped forward, took his gun and slipped it into his pocket.

“Damn you, O’Regan!” muttered Guinney furiously. “Damn you and your tricks!”

“No trick this time,” O’Regan assured him, “it’s nothing to do with me. Turn around and have a look.”

Guinney turned towards the door and found himself staring at the muzzle of a revolver. Grasping the revolver, very pale and very still, stood Josephine.

“You, eh?” exclaimed Guinney. “A woman! My God! Me — Ben Guinney — the biggest gunman in the States — held up by a skirt!”

He half lowered his hands, crisping his fingers, and seemed about to spring at her.

“Don’t move, Guinney,” said Josephine. “Don’t think I’d be afraid to shoot you, because I’m not scared of you now.”

Guinney’s hands went back to their original position.

“A woman!” he muttered. “Who squealed, eh? Who told you I was coming here? Lavine, did he? O.K., I’ll settle with Lavine, the dirty rat! I’ll teach him to squeal on Ben Guinney. Tell him that from me.” He turned and faced O’Regan. “And I’ll get you yet. Tricks O’Regan. Send me back to Smoky Cell, will you? Well, I got out once and I’ll get out of it again. You’re not the only one who knows a few tricks, O’Regan. There’s not a jail in this country that can hold me if I don’t want to stay. The boys will get me out. They’re good boys — see? They aren’t going to let Ben Guinney take the hot squat — not for all the police in the country.”

“We’ll see,” replied O’Regan. “You’ll have your chance to show us, Guinney. I’m sending you back to jail. Just stay right there without moving while I ‘phone Headquarters. Keep him covered, Miss Brady; if he moves, shoot.”

She nodded.

“But there’s no need to ‘phone, Captain O’Regan,” she said. “Lieutenant Spellman is here with two men—”

“All right,” said Guinney, “fetch ’em in. I’m making no trouble. You win so far, O’Regan, but you can take it from me that the fight isn’t over yet. We’ll be meeting again and the next time we meet I’ll call your bluff all right.”

“Bluff?”

“Sure — bluff,” said Guinney. “You’re not afraid to die, eh, O’Regan? You’d have dropped the bomb rather than let me go? Like hell you would! You wouldn’t have dared to drop the bomb.”

O’Regan shook his head.

“That wasn’t bluff,” he said. “I’d have dared to drop that bomb all right — if it would have done the least good, but it wouldn’t.” He glanced at the bomb in his hand and smiled. “The poor sap who sent it to me by post thought he’d scare me, I suppose, but he didn’t manage to do it. Say, look, Guinney.”

With a quick movement he raised his hand flung the bomb on the floor. It bounced.

“Just rubber — painted,” he said, as he caught it again, “but good enough to scare you, Guinney.”

Guinney’s face was livid.

“Not so bad for my last trick, eh?”

Guinney mastered his fury with an effort.

“Your last trick, O’Regan?” he said. “Well, maybe you’re right. I guess you’ll have no chance of playing any more tricks on Ben Guinney. I’ve still got a trick left. I guess I’ve got a real good trick that’s worth a dozen of your rubber bombs….”

His left hand swept down to his pocket; there came the gleam of a revolver and the next instant there was a sharp crack. Guinney staggered, swayed and collapsed in a heap on the floor, and Spellman, his smoking gun in his hand, strode into the room.

“The only way, Chief,” he said. “He had another gun. You ought to have searched him. He’d have got you sure as fate.”

O’Regan knelt beside the prostrate figure.

“There’s nothing wrong with your shooting, Spell,” he said. “That’s the end of Ben Guinney.”

He stood up.

“Thanks, Spell,” he said. “I fancy, after all, Ben Guinney was right; he said I didn’t want to die.” He glanced across at Josephine and met her eyes. “I don’t — now,” he added.

He went to her, took the gun from her hand and passed it to Spellman.

“Carry on, Spell, will you? I’ve business to attend to.”

“Sure,” grinned Spellman.

“I’ll be along at Headquarters later.”

Spellman nodded.

“No need to rush things,” he said; “there’s a car outside if you want one.”

O’Regan turned to Josephine and grasped her by the elbow.

“Come along, Miss Brady,” he said and led her from the room.
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There was a police car waiting by the kerb outside the house, and O’Regan, after saying a few words to the driver, opened the door, waved Josephine in and seated himself beside her. As the car started he took out his cigarette-case and offered it to her.

“Cigarette, Miss Brady?”

She took one and he gave her a light; and then, lighting one himself, he leaned back in his seat and puffed at it furiously. It was Josephine who eventually broke the silence.

“Captain O’Regan!”

“Most people call me ‘Tricks’, Miss Brady. Even Ben Guinney called me ‘Tricks’.’

“Most people call me ‘Josephine’,” she smiled. “Even Ben Guinney called me ‘Josephine’.”

“And we’ve kind of been through things together, haven’t we?”

“We have.”

“Well, then, why not ‘Tricks’?”

“And why not, ‘Josephine’?”

“Because I guess ‘Jo’s’ better.”

She leaned towards him and laid a hand on his sleeve. “Listen, Captain — Tricks,” she said; “there’s a whole lot I’ve got to explain to you—”

“You’ve got to explain nothing, Jo,” he interrupted; “not about Schnitzer, anyway. I know all about Schnitzer. Guinney killed him and you were there and you didn’t dare tell me anything because you were scared stiff of Guinney. I know all that.”

“But I want to tell you — that night we found Guinney in my rooms—”

“I know all that.”

“Do you? Everything?”

“Sure. Forget it.”

“And then — at Guinney’s house — when you came to fetch me and I said I never wanted to see you again—”

“That was real good acting, Jo. I couldn’t have done it better myself. But I know all that.”

Josephine smiled.

“Is there anything Tricks O’Regan doesn’t know?”

“Mighty little,” he said complacently. “I know no end of things you’d never imagine I’d know, Jo. For instance, I know you’ve got my picture — cut out of a newspaper — stuck on your wall with a pin. I know that because I saw it. What I don’t know is why you’ve got it stuck on the wall at all.”

“And I know,” smiled Josephine, “that you’ve a photograph in a frame on the top of your chest of drawers. I saw it there. But I don’t know how you got it.”

“I took it, Jo — pinched it — that night I visited your rooms. It’s just another case of corruption in the Police Force. Anything else you want to know?”

She glanced out of the window and then turned again towards him.

“Yes,” she said; “I’d like to know where we’re going.”

“To Police Headquarters.”

“We’re going a long way round.”

“Are we?”

She nodded. “We’ve passed Police Headquarters twice already. We seem to be just driving round and round the block.”

“We are,” grinned O’Regan. “Feeling giddy? I’ll tell you something, Jo; we’re going to keep on driving round and round. Those are the driver’s instructions.” She stared at him in amazement.

“Instructions from you?”

He nodded. And then, sitting upright, he took her hand in his.

“Round and round and round, Jo,” he said, “until—”

“Until?”

“Until I’ve kissed you, Jo.”

“Oh, I see.”

“And then round and round again, until you’ve promised to marry me.”

She was silent for some moments. Then: —

“Tricks!”

“Yes, Jo?”

“There goes the Police Headquarters again.”

“I saw it. Well?”

“Well,” said Josephine softly, “the next time we reach it, I’d like — to be ready — to stop.”


The End
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Three times within three minutes Dinkie Lane looked at his watch. The watch was characteristic of Dinkie Lane. It was small, jewelled, fastened to his wrist by a thin gold bracelet, and was just a little too ornate and too delicate not to look out of place on a man’s wrist.

In the same way, everything about Dinkie Lane just missed being right. His trousers were a shade too full and too beautifully creased. The shoulders of his coat were a trifle too square, and the waist just a little too emphasised. The diamonds in his gold ring and tie-pin were too large, and the hair in front of his ears was trained to grow just a little too far down his cheekbones. He had small, delicate hands, rather too well manicured, and there was something effeminate about his thin, sallow face beneath his black hair, which was brushed straight back from his forehead and dressed with rather too much brilliantine.

Dinkie might have been taken for anything except the one thing for which he wished to be taken. No one in the lounge of the Grand Hotel, Dinneford, where Dinkie Lane was seated at a table, nervously fingering a glass of whisky and soda, could possibly have mistaken him for a gentleman.

Lorna Sherwood, who lounged in a chair beside him, might also have been taken for almost anything, and in her twentyfour years of life had been a good many things: shop assistant, mannequin, artist’s model, dancing partner. At the present moment, as she sat smoking a cigarette and watching Dinkie Lane, with the hint of a smile on her lips, she might have passed equally well as a member of any one of these professions. As in the case of Dinkie, everything about Lorna gave the impression of being just a little overdone. Her hair was too perfectly golden for anyone — at least for any woman — not to suspect peroxide. Her lips had been treated just a shade too lavishly with lipstick that was a little too vivid, and the red varnish on her long, pointed nails was slightly too bright.

None the less, Lorna Sherwood was a beautiful woman, with a face and figure at which most men looked at least twice.

She took her cigarette from between her lips, and her smile, as she gazed at Dinkie Lane, suggested an amused tolerance.

“What’s biting you, Dinkie?”

The young man, who had been staring at his glass, glanced up at her and shrugged.

“Nothing’s wrong with me, Lorna. Why?”

“You don’t seem able to keep your eyes off your watch, that’s all. You’re getting nervous, Dinkie, that’s your trouble. Perhaps it’s the district.”

Dinkie Lane frowned.

“I don’t get you, Lorna. What’s the district got to do with it? It’s all this hanging about — waiting. Why the devil can’t we get a move on?”

Lorna glanced at her watch.

“Twelve o’clock was the time arranged, Dinkie,” she said, “and that doesn’t mean five minutes to twelve or five minutes past. You can’t expect me to alter my programme just because you’re getting jumpy. The truth is, my lad, you’re not cut out for this game. You’re too sensitive and highly strung, and there’s no knowing when your nerves may get the better of you. Unreliable, Dinkie, that’s what you are. And this part of the country seems to make you ten times worse than you usually are.”

Dinkie emptied his glass and set it down on the table.

“You said that before, Lorna, and I don’t get you.”

“Princetown,” smiled Lorna— “Dartmoor. It’s only ten miles from here, and I’ve an idea you don’t like getting even as close as this.”

Dinkie lighted a cigarette.

“Dartmoor means nothing in my young life,” he said.

“No? Well, it may mean a good deal before your life’s much older. I wouldn’t forget it if I were you. Whenever you think of Dartmoor, just remember Mickey Stone. Remember, he may be in Dartmoor now, but he won’t be there always; and when he comes out, I’ll be sorry for anyone who’s tried to doublecross him.”

“Who’s tried to doublecross him? Not me!”

“No? Listen, Dinkie; I’m giving you a straight tip. Last night, someone tried the door of my room. If it happens again, Mickey’s going to hear of it. Don’t get wrong ideas about things, that’s all. Mickey’s the only man who matters in my young life, and I’m not accepting any substitute. Get that clear.”

Dinkie Lane grinned.

“Oh, come off it, Lorna. That sort of talk cuts no ice. When a fellow and a girl run around together the same as we’ve been running around—”

Lorna suddenly leaned towards him. Her eyes had lost their look of amused tolerance.

“Get things straight, Dinkie, once and for all. I’ve let you run around with me because it suited me, because I could make use of you, because I had to have a partner of some sort — you can’t get far in this racket without a partner. You’ve done your job and you’ve been paid for it in hard cash, but if you think there’s any more to it than that, the sooner you get rid of the idea the better.”

“Oh, all right,” said Lane sullenly. “There’s no need to work yourself up about it.”

He glanced at his watch again. Lorna leaned back in her chair with a smile.

“There’s still ten minutes to go, Dinkie, so you’d better use them to get a grip on yourself. I don’t want any mistake this time.”

“Mistake?”

“I don’t want any shooting — see? Shooting isn’t safe in this country. That last affair at the filling station might have landed us both in a nasty jam, just because you lost your head and fired. If you’d kept cool and done as I told you we’d have got clean away with no fuss.”

Dinkie made no reply. He tipped some whisky into his glass and was just raising it to his lips when Lorna took it from his hand and emptied the contents into her own glass.

“That sort of thing won’t help you. You’re having no more until the job’s finished.”

The man flushed angrily and his fist clenched. Then, with a shrug, he lolled back in his chair and lapsed into silence. For five minutes neither spoke. Then suddenly Dinkie sprang to his feet.

“For God’s sake, Lorna, let’s get the job done!” he exclaimed. “I’m not like you — you’ve got no nerves — and this waiting gets me down. Let’s go and get it finished!”

The girl consulted her watch.

“It’s five minutes to twelve,” she announced calmly, “so perhaps we’d better be moving.”

Outside the door of the Grand Hotel a long, low two-seater coupe stood by the curb. Lorna got into it, seating herself at the wheel. Dinkie Lane got in beside her and a moment later it glided off.

Lorna drove slowly along the High Street. Halfway along it, as they passed a building on the other side of the road, with windows which bore the lettering: “Devon and District Bank,” Lorna gave it a prolonged stare.

“It looks dead easy, Dinkie,” she said. “There are no cars outside and not much traffic in the street. But remember — no shooting. We’ve just got to walk in, show a gun, take what we want and walk quietly out, and we’ll be well away before anyone gets wind of what’s happening.”

Lane, sitting with his hands clasped together, staring through the windscreen, nodded.

“All right, Lorna. I understand,” he said irritably. “I’m not going to let you down.”

“You won’t mean to, but I’m not so sure you won’t do it,” replied the girl. “I fancy we’d be safer if I took away your gun. But I suppose I must risk it. We’ll take the next side street and come back into the main road on the same side as the bank.”

She swung the car round the corner. A few moments later it reappeared in the High Street, travelling in the opposite direction. Outside the Devon and District Bank it pulled up.

Lorna consulted her watch again.

“It’s just on twelve,” she said. “But we won’t be in a hurry.”

“Hang it, Lorna, two or three minutes can’t make any difference—”

“Two or three minutes can make all the difference,” interrupted Lorna. “This isn’t my first job, Dinkie, and I know what I’m doing. The bank messenger goes to lunch at twelve o’clock and I’m waiting until he’s out of the way. He’s got a desk near the entrance, and I’d rather know that desk’s empty. Keep an eye on the door and tell me when he leaves.”

For two or three minutes Lane sat, twisted round in his seat, his gaze fixed on the door of the bank. Then, as the door swung open and the messenger came out and went off along the street, he turned to the girl.

“He’s gone.”

She nodded.

“Then push off and do your job.”

Dinkie got out, hesitated a moment, and then turned to put his head through the window of the car.

“Leave the engine running, Lorna.”

She smiled.

“You think of everything, don’t you, Dinkie? As a matter of fact, I meant to stop the engine and lose the ignition key. Get busy — and if you let off that gun of yours I’ll let off mine in your direction.” Dinkie turned away, crossed the pavement, and, pushing open the swing door of the bank, went inside. A few moments later Lorna got out of the car, took a swift glance up and down the street, and then, at a leisurely pace, followed him into the bank.

The Dinneford branch of the Devon and District Bank was not a very large one. Its counter accommodated three cashiers behind the brass grille. At the end of the counter, farthest from the door, was a small office partitioned off with frosted glass, which housed the manager. Close to the door was a small, high desk, with a stool behind it, at which the messenger sat.

As Lorna entered she saw that the two cashiers farthest from the door were engaged with customers, and that Dinkie was standing at the counter beside the first cashier, who was absorbed in counting a thick wad of notes.

Moving slowly forward, she paused about three yards from where Dinkie was standing, her back towards the frosted window that faced the street, the door on her left and Lane on her right.

The man glanced round, saw her standing there, slipped his right hand inside his coat and rested his left arm on the counter, so that his back was towards the customers who were farther along it.

“Say, you!”

The cashier looked up with an expression of surprise on his face. Cashiers of the Devon and District Bank were not accustomed to being addressed in that way, and he gave Dinkie a look which clearly conveyed is disapproval.

“I beg your pardon?” he said politely.

“There’s no harm in doing that,” said Lane quietly. “And now just do as I tell you.”

The cashier raised his eyebrows.

“I beg your pardon?” he repeated.

“Take a look at my breast-pocket,” said Dinkie, “and then do as I tell you.”

The cashier’s eyes travelled from Dinkie’s face to his breast-pocket. There they paused, opening very wide, while the cashier’s hands gripped the edge of the counter and a queer sort of feeling ran down his spine, almost as though someone had poured cold water on it.

Just beside Dinkie’s breast-pocket he saw a little slit in the coat, and, thrust through the slit, with no more than half an inch of it showing, was the blue-black muzzle of a revolver.

Now, the cashier knew exactly what he ought to do. He had been fully instructed as to his conduct, if he should ever find himself facing a revolver across the counter of the bank, and he had been perfectly certain that, if ever such a crisis should arise, he would act in strict accordance with his instructions.

Just beneath the counter was a bellpush; he had only to press it and his duty as a loyal and devoted servant of the Devon and District Bank would have been fulfilled.

But he always imagined, too, that if ever the crisis arose he would go far beyond the mere execution of his duty. Not one gunman in a hundred, as he had often explained to his fellow employees, would fire if it came to the point, therefore the right way to deal with such ruffians was to call their bluff, press the alarm button and then leap over the counter to grapple with them.

But somehow, with that half-inch of blue-black barrel pointing at him, leaping the counter and grappling with the ruffian seemed to need far more nerve than he had imagined. Moreover, he had an uncomfortable feeling that if he tried to discharge his duty by pressing the alarm button the thin, sallow-faced youth on the opposite side of the grille might discharge his revolver first.

“Push that money under the grille — quick — and keep your hands on the counter!”

The cashier’s hands did not move. He glanced along the counter at the other clerks, who were busily engaged with customers, glanced quickly at the desk where the messenger sat when on duty, and at the glass-partitioned office of the manager. Then he looked back at Dinkie.

“Work fast. Push them under! Do you hear?”

Still the cashier hesitated, staring at Dinkie as though unable to believe that he was actually face to face with a gunman who was calling on him to hand him the contents of his till. But Dinkie was real enough.

“Be quick, or be dead!”

The muzzle of the revolver came out another inch. There was something so menacing in the movement that the cashier forgot completely his duty to the bank and his preconceived notions as to how to deal with a gunman; with his gaze still fixed on Dinkie’s threatening eyes, he slowly pushed the pile of notes across the counter and under the grille.

A quick movement of his left hand, and Dinkie had snatched the notes and stuffed them in his pocket. As he did so, the cashier suddenly ducked beneath the counter and the next instant a bell rang noisily.

Dinkie swung round, pulling his revolver from inside his coat. For a few seconds customers, clerks and cashiers gazed at him, motionless. Then one of the customers, a big, burly man who looked like a farmer, moved towards him.

“Stay quiet, you!” came Lorna’s voice. “One step more and I’ll drop you!”

The big, burly man stood still, and again, just for a few seconds, every figure was motionless, as if the Dinneford branch of the Devon and District Bank were filled with waxworks.

Lorna, revolver in hand, was smiling faintly as she surveyed them.

“Come on, Dinkie. Let’s beat it.”

Slowly they backed towards the door, their guns still covering the clerks and customers. Then, just as they reached it, the door of the manager’s office was flung open, a man stepped quickly out and raised his hand, and there came in rapid succession the crash of two shots.

“Come on, Dinkie — quick!”

Lorna turned, dashed through the swing-door and ran towards the car. Glancing back, she saw her confederate burst through the swing-door of the bank. A moment later came the crack of another shot, a gasp, and, turning her head, she saw Dinkie collapse on the pavement. She paused, and was about to go back to him when she saw him raise himself on an elbow.

“Beat it, kid! Beat it!” he shouted, and fell backwards.

Lorna sprang to the car, wrenched open the door and flung herself into the driving seat. The next moment the car was speeding along the High Street, with gears screaming and smoke pouring from its exhaust.

The manager, flourishing his revolver, ran into the middle of the road and fired a couple of wild shots after the car. Then, as, gathering speed, it disappeared round the bend in the road, he turned and thrust his way through the crowd that had gathered round the entrance to the bank.

Lying on the pavement, bleeding freely from a wound in the neck, lay Dinkie. His eyes were closed, his face curiously twisted. His hand still grasped his revolver. Beside him, gazing at him with a look of utter bewilderment, was a policeman.

“What’s all this, sir?” began the constable. “This young man’s been shot.”

The bank manager, going down on his knees, began to unfasten Dinkie’s collar.

“Yes, I shot him, constable,” he said. “It’s a hold-up. He was getting away with several hundred pounds. You’d better ‘phone for the ambulance — use my telephone.”

As the policeman went into the bank a large coupe drew up by the curb, and a man got out and thrust his way through the crowd. He was a striking-looking figure, tall, broad-shouldered, erect, with strong, clear-cut features, and just the hint of greyness showing about his temples. His eyes were steel-grey and his lips hard, rather cruel. In his left eye he wore a monocle, which enhanced his air of authority and aloofness. Inside the circle of onlookers he paused, gazing down at Dinkie and the manager kneeling beside him.

“Can I be of any assistance?”

The manager looked up.

“There’s been a hold-up,” he said agitatedly. “This man got shot. We want a doctor.”

“I am a doctor — Dr. Raymond Allerman. You may have heard of me.”

The manager nodded.

“Yes, of course. This is a very dreadful business, Dr. Allerman. I shot him — I had to. My duty to the bank—”

“Quite,” interrupted Dr. Allerman calmly. “Get him inside and I’ll have a look at him.”

The manager got to his feet, and, with the help of one of the cashiers, picked up Dinkie, carried him into the bank and laid him on the table in the manager’s sanctum.

Allerman followed them in, removed his hat, hung it on the manager’s hat-peg and proceeded to the leisurely removal of his gloves. After a careful inspection of his fingernails he turned his attention to the wounded man.

The examination did not take him very many seconds.

“There’s nothing much to be done for him,” he said. “He’s almost gone.”

“For God’s sake, doctor,” began the manager, “you must do something. I shot him, and I shall never be able to forgive myself—”

Dr. Allerman cut him short with a gesture.

“No matter what I did,” he said, “he wouldn’t last many minutes. It’s better to leave him as he is. So you shot him, did you? Well, there’s no need to let that distress you. If you hadn’t shot him he would have shot you or someone else.” He smiled rather grimly. “And I imagine that a Devon and District Bank manager is a more valuable member of the community than this kind of blackguard. Was he alone?”

“No; there were two of them — this man and a girl. The girl got away.”

Dinkie moved and gave a low groan; then his eyelids fluttered and opened and his gaze wandered from the manager to Allerman.

“Say, are you a doctor?”

Allerman nodded.

“How long have I got?”

Not a muscle of Allerman’s face moved. He was staring at Dinkie as though he were watching some interesting specimen under the microscope.

Lane tried to struggle to a sitting position but got no further than resting on an elbow.

“Damn you! How long have I got?” he repeated angrily.

A faint smile touched Allerman’s lips.

“Five minutes at the most.”

The dying man stared at Allerman incredulously.

“Five minutes! For God’s sake, doctor, can’t you do something? You can’t let me lie here and die and not do a damned thing….”

He sank back and lay still for a few moments with his eyes closed. Then he opened them again.

“You didn’t get Lorna, did you?”

The doctor shook his head, and a smile of satisfaction spread over Dinkie’s face.

“She’s a swell kid, Lorna,” he said weakly, and suddenly went limp.

Allerman turned away, put on his hat, and, with a cynical smile on his lips, began drawing on his gloves.

“That’s one less for the State to keep,” he said.
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Paul Barlow would not have been particularly surprised if, when he reached the front door of Dr. Allerman’s house, he had found it separated from the drive by a moat and protected by a portcullis. After the high fence, topped with barbed wire, which surrounded the place, and the massive nail-studded gate which stood at the entrance to the drive, he had expected to find that the house itself was more or less in keeping with the approach to it.

But there was nothing extraordinary about the house. It was a big, rambling place, solidly built and with rather a gloomy appearance, which had at one time, no doubt, been a farmhouse, but there were no signs of any such elaborate precautions against intruders as he had remarked when he entered the grounds.

Walking up the two steps that led to the portico, he dumped his bag on the ground and pulled the massive wrought-iron handle that hung beside the front door. He heard a bell clang inside the house, and, while he waited for the door to be opened, turned his attention to the garden. He noted that it was overgrown with weeds and totally uncared for, and decided that, if Dr. Allerman had no objection, he would employ some of his leisure in doing some digging, and thus at the same time keep his muscles from getting flabby and create for Dr. Allerman a garden which would be less like an African jungle. Probably the doctor had not noticed that grass grew thick on the gravel paths and the borders were a riot of groundsel and chickweed. From what he had heard of Allerman, he lived with an eye glued to a microscope and never noticed anything that lay outside the field of vision of his lens.

As no one had opened the door, Paul set the bell clanging again. This time, after a few moments’ silence, he heard footsteps approaching and stooped to pick up his bag. As he straightened himself, the door was opened, and it was all Paul could do to smother an exclamation of surprise as he saw the figure that stood framed in the doorway.

It was the figure of a man of massive proportions, unusually tall, with the shoulders of a bullock and the chest of a prizefighter. He wore a white uniform jacket buttoned right up to his chin, and it seemed to Paul that at any moment it might burst under the strain imposed on it by the gigantic mass of bone and muscle which was confined within it. The man had enormous hands, with thick, gnarled fingers, a bullet head with a close-cropped thatch of grey, bristly hair, and quite the most repulsive face which Paul had ever seen. The general impression of the face at first glance was that it was an utterly expressionless mask, but a moment later Paul realised that the enormous mouth, with its pendulous lower lip, the broad snub nose, the small, deepset eyes, the prominent cheekbones, the low forehead and the huge lobeless ears that seemed to be permanently cocked forward, combined to produce an expression of brutality and cunning such as he had never before seen on any human face.

For some moments Paul could only stare in astonishment at this grotesque caricature of a man. Then with an effort, he pulled himself together.

“Is Dr. Allerman in?” he enquired.

The man’s beady eyes scrutinised him keenly, but he made no reply.

“Dr. Allerman’s expecting me,” added Paul. “My name’s Barlow. I’m his new assistant.”

For several seconds the man continued to stare at him. Then he stepped back, and, opening the door wide, signed to Paul to enter.

The visitor stepped inside and the man, closing the door, turned, and without a glance at Paul set off along the hall. Paul, undecided for a moment whether to stay where he was or follow the man, saw that he had paused outside a door and was signing to him to go forward. Placing his bag on the floor, he crossed the hall. As he reached the door the servant flung it open and waved him into the room.

It was a large apartment, beautifully furnished, with a thick, soft carpet and deep armchairs. Against one wall was a grand piano. There was an air of restful comfort about the place, and it struck Paul that, however uninviting might be the outside of Dr. Allerman’s house, there was no fault to be found with the inside.

He walked across to the fireplace and turned, to find the servant standing rigidly at attention by the door.

“Tell Dr. Allerman I’m here, please.”

For the first time, in a deep, throaty voice, the grotesque creature spoke.

“The master’s out.”

“You expect him in soon?”

“Yes.”

“Then as soon as he comes in please tell him I’m here.”

“Yes.”

“Barlow is the name — Dr. Barlow.”

“Barlow,” repeated the man in a mechanical voice. “And in the meantime,” added Paul, “you might tell Miss Fayre that I’m here.”

“Yes.”

The man stood motionless for some seconds, his gaze fixed on Paul. Then, as the latter took no further notice of him, he suddenly performed a quick military about-turn, clicked his heels together smartly and strode from the room.

Paul stared after him in astonishment. If that was a fair specimen of Dr. Allerman’s servants his household must be a queer outfit. He was more like some hideous mechanical figure than a man — the sort of grotesque, unnatural creature which might result if some crazy scientist had tried to create a man and had failed in the attempt. No wonder Dr. Allerman had not taken the trouble to dig a moat and erect a portcullis: with a monstrosity like that about the place he need have no fear of intruders.

The young doctor wandered round the room, inspecting the few pictures on the walls and the pile of music on the piano — Chopin, Brahms, Delius, Chopin — and that repulsive creature that had opened the door to him! Allerman must be a queer mixture. He had, of course, that reputation. Among the medical students of the hospital he was always referred to as “queer,” though no one seemed to know what form his eccentricity took; but he was recognised, not only by medical students but by the whole medical profession, as a surgeon of outstanding genius, a man whose skilful fingers could do things which no other surgeon would venture to attempt.

Paul, during his time at hospital, had more than once seen Dr. Allerman operate, and had been amazed at the man’s uncanny skill and the cool, calm, detached way in which he attempted the seemingly impossible and brilliantly succeeded.

It had always seemed to Paul that there was something inhuman — superhuman, perhaps — about the white-clad figure whose hands wielded the instruments with such unerring precision, such confidence, such calm, unhurried assurance. But even more than his hands it had been Allerman’s eyes that had arrested Paul’s attention when he had been present at one of the famous surgeon’s operations. Never once had he seen Allerman’s eyes betray the slightest hint of any emotion. They were cold, hard, perhaps a little cruel, and had always made Paul think that, instead of using a knife on some delicate organ of the human body, where the least slip or misjudgment must mean death to the patient, Allerman might well be using a spanner on the mechanism of his car.

And never once during an operation had he heard Allerman speak. The man’s whole mind, when he was working, seemed to be one-pointed, concentrated on the spot where his knife touched, and he appeared to be utterly unaware of the presence of others in the theatre, except when he laid aside an instrument and, without raising his head, held out a hand for another.

He had been amazingly lucky to get this job with Allerman within a few months of becoming qualified. Few of the men who had qualified at the same time would not have been glad to change places with him.

As Paul stood staring thoughtfully through the window at the overgrown garden the door behind him opened and Jeanette Fayre came slowly and quietly into the room. Closing the door silently behind her, she moved across the floor towards the young man at the window. She walked with the aid of a stick, limping slightly. She moved listlessly, as though the effort of crossing the room were hardly worth making.

Rather tall, slim, with a face that was unnaturally pale, and hair which would have been gold if it had not been so lustreless, a casual observer would have seen nothing beautiful in the face of Jeanette Fayre; but one who looked more closely would have seen that, in spite of her thin cheeks and the drawn look about her eyes, the loveliness was there — in the gentleness of her eyes and the wistful tenderness of her mouth. Halfway across the room she paused.

“Paul!”

The young man turned, saw her standing there smiling at him, and went eagerly to her and took her hand.

“It’s wonderful to see you again, Jeanette.”

She squeezed his hand and nodded.

“It’s wonderful to see you,
 Paul, after all this time. But why are you here?”

“Don’t you know?”

She shook her head.

“Hasn’t Allerman told you?”

“I didn’t even know, Paul, that you knew Dr. Allerman.”

Paul took her arm.

“Come and sit down, Jeanette, and I’ll tell you myself.”

He led her to the settee and sat down beside her.

“I always thought confidential secretaries knew everything, Jeanette. Do you really mean to tell me that Allerman didn’t let you know I was coming?”

“He has never mentioned you to me, Paul. But he doesn’t tell me everything. I’ve been his secretary for three years now, but there are still a great many things I don’t know about Dr. Allerman.”

“Didn’t he tell you he was engaging an assistant?” She glanced at him quickly.

“Yes, he did mention that. But, Paul, you don’t mean that you—”

“I am the assistant, Jeanette. Dr. Meredith managed it for me. He’s a friend of Allerman’s, and he thinks I’m a coming young man and all that sort of thing, so when he heard that Allerman was looking for an assistant to help him with his experiments he mentioned my name to him. I saw Allerman last week and fixed it up — and here I am.”

The girl was gazing at him with a troubled, rather frightened expression in her eyes.

“Aren’t you glad, Jeanette?”

“I wish I had known, Paul — sooner.”

“Why?”

“Because I wouldn’t have let you come. I wouldn’t have let you take the job. I’d have warned you—”

“Warned me? Good heavens, Jeanette, you don’t seem to realise! This is the biggest bit of luck that could possibly have come my way. Why, there are hundreds of men who would give their right hand for a chance like this. Allerman’s the greatest surgeon in the country — probably in the world. I shall learn more here, working with him, in six months than I should learn in ten years anywhere else. It will absolutely be the making of me.”

Jeanette shook her head.

“I wish you hadn’t come.”

“But why? You must see it’s a chance that I couldn’t possibly afford to miss. Allerman is known all over the world, and the man who’s lucky enough to work with him—”

She cut him short with a gesture.

“You mustn’t work with him, Paul. You mustn’t stay here. You must tell him you’ve changed your mind and he must get some other assistant. You must, Paul.”

She was terribly in earnest and Paul gazed at her in bewilderment.

“I don’t understand, Jeanette,” he said. “I thought you’d be delighted that I’d got the job. I thought you’d understand that it’s a job in a million.”

She smiled faintly.

“A job in a million! Yes, it probably is that.”

“Yet you want me to turn it down?”

“You must
 turn it down, Paul.” And then, as he began to protest again: “Oh, don’t ask me why. I can’t explain. It’s just that I have a feeling that you shouldn’t take the job — that you wouldn’t be happy here — that later on you would wish you’d never got mixed up with Dr. Allerman and his experiments.”

“But—” he began.

“I know. He may be all you say he is, Paul — a genius — the greatest surgeon in the world — a man who succeeds where other doctors wouldn’t even have the courage to try. But I have a feeling — oh, I don’t know. It must all sound vague and silly and unreasonable, but I don’t want you to take the job. You’d be far happier doing what you always intended to do — setting up in practice on your own—”

“Curing mumps and measles and chicken-pox?” smiled Paul. “Removing tonsils and adenoids and an occasional appendix?” He shook his head. “I’d die of boredom, Jeanette. I’m not cut out for that sort of thing. I’ve always meant to specialise, to go in for research work. I’m an explorer, a pioneer, and I’d be a fool to chuck away the chance of going exploring with Allerman. And apart from that, there’s the money. Allerman’s paying me well — a thousand a year to begin with. It would be a long time, Jeanette, before I made a thousand a year out of mumps and measles.”

“But there’s no hurry, Paul. You don’t need a thousand a year now, and you’d much better wait—”

The young man laid his hand on hers.

“That’s just where you’re wrong, my dear. I do need a thousand a year now, and I’m tired of waiting. I’ve kept you waiting long enough; with a thousand a year there’s no need for us to wait any longer. I shall talk to Allerman. The arrangement was that I should live here, but I don’t suppose he’d insist on it if I told him that I was getting married. I could find a little house somewhere near by—”

She raised a hand to stop him.

“Paul, please!” she begged. “Don’t let’s start that all over again. We’ve talked of it so often—”

“And now we’ve done with talking about it, Jeanette. We’re going to get married.”

She shook her head.

“We’re going to get married,” repeated Paul. “No, don’t say anything, dear, because I know all the stupid things you’re going to say, and not one of them can make the least difference. You’ve said them all before, and none of them has ever made the least difference. I still want to marry you just as much as I ever did.” He smiled. “And you still want to marry me, Jeanette, don’t you?”

She shot him a smiling glance.

“Does it matter what I want, Paul? If I wanted to marry you more than anything else on earth, that wouldn’t make the least difference, would it? You know it wouldn’t. It’s dear of you, Paul, but you know it’s not possible.”

“I don’t know anything of the sort, Jeanette. Listen, dear. If you were strong—”

“But I’m not strong, and that makes all the difference. I know what you were going to say: if I were strong and healthy like other girls, if I didn’t have to hobble about with a stick, I would not refuse to marry you. That’s quite true, Paul. It wouldn’t be the least use denying it, because you know it’s true. I’d marry you and thank God for making life so beautiful. But I’m not strong.” Again she smiled at him and her fingers touched his cheek. “And I’m not going to let you play the chivalrous knight for my sake, Paul.”

“It’s not a question of chivalry.”

“Then it simply means that you don’t realise what you would be undertaking — and missing. But you would realise later on, and when that happened you’d be bound to regret. No, Paul, I’m not risking it. If I were beautiful—”

“You are beautiful, Jeanette.”

“If I had a beautiful body — strong and healthy and able to give you children — But why talk about it? It’s hopeless, and we’re only hurting ourselves.”

“I don’t agree,” replied Paul. “I don’t believe it’s hopeless, Jeanette. I don’t believe there’s any reason why you shouldn’t have a body just as strong and healthy as anyone else. Nowadays doctors can do so much, and now I’ve got money I’m going to do what I have always wanted to do: scour the country — the world if necessary — for someone who can make you as strong and healthy and beautiful as you want to be. There must be someone. I’m going to talk to Allerman about it and see if he can help.”

She drew her hand away sharply.

“Oh, no, Paul — please — not Dr. Allerman.”

“Why on earth not? He’s marvellous! I’ve seen him at work, and it’s hard to believe there’s anything he can’t do.”

She shook her head.

“Not Dr. Allerman,” she repeated. And then, as Paul gazed at her with a puzzled look: “It wouldn’t be the least use troubling Dr. Allerman any more. He has examined me several times and has told me that he can do nothing. If Dr. Allerman can’t cure me, nobody can. Don’t let’s talk about it any more. Just do as I ask and give up this job — go away somewhere and try to forget—”

“I’m not going away, and I’m not going to give up the job and try to forget. I’m staying here as Dr. Allerman’s assistant, and I’m going to spend every spare moment I get trying to make you change your mind. That’s all settled, so we won’t argue about it. Now tell me one or two things. Who’s the animated gargoyle who let me in?”

“You mean Stark? Oh, he’s the servant — the only one except the cook.”

“Seems a queer sort of fish.”

“If you really mean to stay here, Paul, you’ll find that lots of things are queer. Stark is only one of them.”

“But where on earth did Allerman find him? I expected the door to be opened by a butler, or something pretty smart in the servant line, and when I saw that monstrosity I nearly turned tail and ran away.”

“He’s a wonderful servant,” Jeanette told him. “Dr. Allerman trusts him absolutely, and I’ve never known Stark do a single thing wrong since I’ve been here. He’s like a perfect machine that never makes a mistake. He’s rather uncanny really. And he’s utterly devoted to the doctor. I don’t know for certain, but Dr. Allerman once hinted to me that Stark is the result of one of his successful experiments. If he hadn’t happened to come across Stark,” he said, “Stark would have been dead years ago.”

“If that’s so, no wonder the man’s attached to him. But I can’t say I like the look of the brute. He seems hardly human. And now, tell me, Jeanette, since you’re Allerman’s secretary, what lines is he working on? What’s he trying to get at with his experiments?” Her eyes met his gravely.

“Don’t you know, Paul?”

“Well, of course, I’ve a rough sort of idea. I know he’s a brain specialist.”

“And without knowing what sort of work he’s doing you’ve accepted the post of assistant to him?”

“You bet I have! Allerman’s name is good enough for me, and whatever he’s doing is bound to be interesting. But I suppose he doesn’t talk to you about his experiments and you can’t tell me much more than I know already?”

Jeanette sighed.

“I can’t tell you anything at all.”

There came a sharp knock. The door opened and Stark stepped quickly into the room, clicked his heels together and stood stiffly at attention.

“The master comes,” he announced.
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As the car roared along the Dinneford High Street Lorna crouched forward over the wheel, gripping it so hard that it hurt her hands, and steering it, when steering was necessary, with quick, jerky movements that set the machine swaying dangerously. Once she glanced back through the rear window, caught a glimpse of the crowd that was beginning to collect outside the bank, saw the figure of a man run into the middle of the road, his arm raised, heard the crack of a revolver, and, again instinctively hunching her shoulders, bent over the wheel and stared steadily at the road ahead.

Had there been any considerable traffic in the street Lorna’s erratic steering must have landed her into trouble; but the roadway was almost deserted, and as she sped along it at more than forty miles an hour the worst thing that happened to her was that the policeman at the crossroads stuck his hands on his hips and stared after the car with a wealth of official disapproval in his stare.

Once she was free of the town, she felt, she would be fairly safe. She could dump the car somewhere in the country and have a good chance of getting clean away. If they took it into their heads to give chase — well, she wouldn’t worry about that: this ‘bus could do ninety, and she had enough petrol on board for a hundred miles’ run.

She glanced at the petrol gauge on the dashboard, saw that it registered five gallons and was thankful that she had taken the precaution of having the tank filled that morning.

She was soon clear of the town, and, as the houses disappeared, she settled back in her seat and pressed the accelerator. She knew the country well, and, with that precise attention to detail which had so irritated Dinkie Lane, had already mapped out what route she would take if things went wrong at the Devon and District Bank and she had to make a dash for it. She had calculated that before she could reach the next town news of the raid would have already got there, so that the only safe course would be to avoid any town so long as she was in the car. She had accordingly planned a route which lay along the side roads and country lanes.

She was to take a turning to the right, about ten miles out of Dinneford. At the speed at which she was travelling — just under sixty — she should reach the corner in ten minutes, and then, to all intents and purposes, she would be safe.

Glancing at her speedometer to assure herself that she was maintaining her speed she noticed the petrol gauge. It registered rather less than three gallons now. Her forehead puckered into a frown. A few moments ago, when she had looked at it, she had thought that it stood at the five-gallon mark. She must have misread it, she supposed. She couldn’t have used two gallons in the few minutes since she had set out from the bank. It was of no consequence in any case: three gallons would take her far enough.

A minute later, however, as she took another look at the petrol gauge her frown deepened and her eyes grew anxious. It registered well under two gallons now. Either the gauge was crazy or something was seriously wrong. It must be the gauge: engines didn’t drink petrol at that rate.

As she drove on she glanced at the gauge every few seconds and each time she glanced she saw that it had sunk a little lower. One gallon — half a gallon — a quarter of a gallon — and there wasn’t a garage this side of the turning which she planned to take.

Damn Dinkie! She should have known better than to let him in on a job like this. She might have known he would let her into some sort of a mess. She should have held up the cashier herself and let Dinkie cover the others. They wouldn’t have shot at her, because they wouldn’t have believed that she would shoot at them….

The engine spluttered. Glancing at the gauge again, she saw that it registered an empty tank. She pressed the accelerator down until it touched the floorboards, and realised that the car not only failed to go faster but was actually slowing down.

She stopped, got out, raised the bonnet and tried to flood the carburetor. But no petrol was coming through, and she hurriedly closed the bonnet and strode to the back of the car. There was a petrol gauge on the tank and, bending down, she rubbed off the dust with her finger and consulted it. It agreed with the dashboard gauge that the tank was empty. But there had been five gallons in the tank only a few minutes ago and it couldn’t be empty. She took off the cap, peered inside but could see nothing.

She stood upright, biting her lip. Turning, she broke off a small branch from the hedge, thrust it into the tank and withdrew it. It was quite dry, and she tossed it aside impatiently.

Then, as she replaced the cap on the tank, she suddenly saw what had happened: at the bottom of the tank was a small round hole from which every now and then a drop of petrol dripped on to the ground.

That fool with his revolver! She must have been trailing petrol behind her all the way from Dinneford without realising what was happening.

For a time she stood with her hands on her hips, staring at the hole, undecided what to do. As she caught the sound of an engine, she glanced up to see a car coming towards her at a leisurely pace from the direction of Dinneford. Instantly she made up her mind. It was a big risk, but it was the only way out and she must chance it.

As the machine drew near she stepped into the middle of the road, her hand upheld. The car stopped. Lorna caught a glimpse of the face of a man with a monocle in his left eye, staring at her through the windscreen. She ran to the side of the car, wrenched open the door and jumped in.

“Quick!” she exclaimed. “Get a move on!”

Dr. Allerman turned his head and gave her an expressionless stare.

“Did you hear what I said? Get a move on and step on it!”

Still Dr. Allerman stared at her without replying, and Lorna suddenly sat upright in her seat.

“Say, are you deaf as well as dumb? I said fast and I meant it.” She pulled out her revolver, pointing it towards him. “Get her moving, mister, and don’t argue, or you’ll have me trying to score a bull through your monocle.”

Dr. Allerman slowly lowered his gaze to the revolver. Then, with a faint smile, he turned his head away and set the car in motion.

Lorna sat watching the speedometer needle as it gradually crept round. At twenty miles an hour it became stationary and she glanced quickly at Allerman.

“Faster!” she ordered.

Allerman kept his gaze fixed on the road ahead.

“I find twenty miles an hour a very comfortable speed,” he said. “It enables one to admire the country.”

“I’m not saying it doesn’t, but I’m not interested in admiring the country, and you’re going to do as I tell you — see? You’re going to rev her up to fifty.”

Slowly the speedometer needle moved to twentyfive, and there it paused again.

“That,” said Allerman, “is the utmost concession which I am prepared to make. If you are still dissatisfied—”

“I am. This car will do seventy and you’re going to make her do it.”

Allerman glanced at her out of the corner of his eye.

“You seem to be in a hurry,” he said.

“You bet I am!”

Allerman nodded.

“You were in that hold-up in Dinneford, weren’t you?”

“You’re a good guesser, aren’t you? Yes, I was in it, and now I’m in another.” She glanced quickly over her shoulder, through the back window of the car, and then turned again to Allerman. “Can’t you go faster? You can’t kid me — I know. This car will do seventy.”

“Eighty,” corrected Allerman calmly.

For a few moments Lorna frowned thoughtfully at Allerman’s expressionless face as though trying to probe his mind.

“Here, what’s the game?” she exclaimed suddenly. “Trying to be clever, are you? Waiting for the police to catch us up so that you can hand me over? Well, that game isn’t going to work, I give you my word. They’ve got Dinkie, but they’re not going to get me. There’s six bullets in this gun, and if the police turn up there’ll be one for you and five for them. So the nearer you get to eighty the more chance you’ve got of staying alive.”

The car still travelled at the same leisurely speed.

“Dinkie, I presume,” said Allerman calmly, “is the young man who helped you in the hold-up?”

“That’s right.”

“Then if it’s any consolation to you I don’t mind telling you that the police haven’t got him.”

“They haven’t?”

“No part of him that’s likely to interest them. Dinkie’s dead.”

“Dead! My God! That crazy swine with his revolver—”

“But I shouldn’t waste any pity on him,” added Allerman. “Dinkie was a particularly low type of degenerate and is better dead than alive. What was he to you — your husband?”

“No, he wasn’t,” replied the girl sharply.

“I beg your pardon,” said Allerman. “Merely a fellow degenerate was he? It may interest you to know that he thought you a ‘swell kid.’ That delightfully sentimental utterance was his last. Are you interested?”

“I’m interested in going faster!” exclaimed Lorna. She waved a hand towards the road ahead. “You see that fork?”

Allerman nodded.

“Yes, I see that fork.”

“Well, you’re taking the left road and you’re taking it at fifty miles an hour. I guess I’m tired of talking. The left fork at fifty — see?”

“I’m taking the right fork,” replied Allerman, “and I’m taking it at twentyfive.”

Suddenly the girl turned in her seat and jabbed the muzzle of her revolver against his ribs.

“Listen, you!” she exclaimed. “Don’t get the idea that I’ve got a gun which I don’t dare use I I’ll use it all right if I have to. If you want to stay alive you’ll take the left fork. I mean what I say, and when I say left I mean left.”

For a few seconds Allerman made no movement. Then suddenly his left hand shot back, grabbed her hand, wrenched the revolver from her fingers, transferred it to his right hand and slipped it into the pocket of his coat.

Lorna half rose to her feet.

“I’ll teach you — you swine—”

She got no further. Allerman’s left arm shot out. His hand gripped her throat and flung her back violently into her seat.

“When I say right, I mean right,” he said quietly, turned the wheel slightly and sent the car along the right-hand road.

Again Lorna half rose to her feet, raising her hand to strike him, but as her arm swung forward Allerman’s left hand gripped her wrist and gave it a quick twist. With a sharp cry of pain she sank back on to the seat.

“You beast!”

She struggled furiously to free herself, wrenching, twisting, beating at his face with her free hand, but all to no purpose: Allerman sat unmoved, gazing steadily at the road ahead, his fingers still gripping her wrist like a steel trap. Suddenly she leaned forward and buried her teeth in the fleshy part of his arm. But the doctor did not even wince, and the car did not swerve an inch out of its course.

Lorna sat up and stared at him in astonishment.

“Aren’t you human?” she demanded.

A cynical smile showed on Allerman’s thin lips.

“Superhuman,” he replied. “As much above the average of mankind in general as you are below it. Inhuman, if you like.”

“You’re strong. Damn you, don’t you know how strong you are? Leave go of my wrist: you’re hurting me.”

“Are you going to sit quiet?”

“Suppose I’m not — what then? You can’t hold me here for ever, can you?”

“There are other things I might do.”

“Such as?”

“We shall be entering the woods shortly. I could leave you there.”

“That’ll suit me fine.”

“But before I left you I should take the precaution of severing an artery in your arm. You’d be dead within a few minutes — long before anyone could get to you — even if anyone should happen to hear you about. And it’d probably be weeks before anyone came across your body. People don’t frequent the woods very much.”

Lorna’s eyes searched his face, but they had lost their look of challenge and defiance now: they were uneasy, doubting, and a little scared. Allerman, who could let her bury her teeth in his arm and give no sign that he had even felt it, was something beyond her experience. She would have understood it if he had snatched his hand away, sworn at her and knocked her senseless with his fist; but his calm indifference had her guessing and gave her an unpleasant feeling of insecurity.

“Here, what’s the idea, you big sap?” she demanded. “Give me back my gun.”

“Even you can’t be fool enough to believe I shall do that. Sit still and try to behave yourself. We’re just coming to the woods.”

He turned the car off the road into what was little more than a cart track, and Lorna, gazing through the windscreen, frowned as she saw the dark mass of the woods some little way ahead.

“Are you going through those woods?”

“Into them at any rate. Through them — that depends. You’d better tell me the truth. Was that boy they killed your husband?”

“He wasn’t killed,” exclaimed Lorna passionately. “You’re lying to me — the same as you’ve been doing all along. He wasn’t killed, I tell you.”

“Was he your husband?”

“No, he wasn’t, if you must know.”

“Just one of your lovers?”

“No, he wasn’t my lover. I haven’t got a lover — see? What would I want with a lover?”

“Then where is your husband?”

“I tell you I haven’t got a husband. And who the hell are you, anyway?”

“All alone in the world, eh? No one to miss you if you disappeared?”

Lorna made no reply. Once again she lapsed into silence, her gaze fixed on the woods as the car slowly bumped along towards them over the rough track, every now and then stealing a quick glance at Allerman’s inscrutable face. But Allerman, intent on keeping the car’s wheels out of the deep ruts, seemed to have forgotten her, except that his hand still gripped her wrist like a steel trap.

It was just as the car was entering the woods that he turned his head and for some moments stared intently at her face.

“You’re pretty,” he remarked.

She turned sharply towards him.

“Here, what’s the game?”

The doctor’s glance swept over her appraisingly.

“You’re pretty,” he repeated. “If one removed the make-up and allowed your hair to return to its natural colour one might even discover that you were beautiful. You’ve a good figure, too—”

Lorna suddenly made another desperate attempt to free herself.

“So that’s the game is it?” she exclaimed. “I see it now, you devil! But if you try any monkey business with me I swear to God I’ll kill you if I have to do it with my bare hands. I’m not that sort — see? I’m straight. I’ve always been straight. There isn’t a man living or dead who’s ever laid a hand on me, and if you’ve got the idea you’re going to be the first — well, try it and see! There’s only one man alive who’s good enough for me, and it isn’t you and it never will be you, so don’t go kidding yourself. He’s going to marry me — see? Mickey Stone’s his name. There you are” — holding out her hand and displaying a fine diamond ring— “that’s the ring he gave me. That shows you I’m straight.”

Allerman smiled indulgently.

“You’re amusing,” he said. “If your mind were of the same quality as your body you would be interesting. If one could find some method of preventing your talking your physical perfection might even make you attractive.”

With a sudden wrench Lorna freed her wrist, grasped the handle of the door, flung it open and was almost out of it when Allerman’s fingers closed over her arm and he jerked her roughly back on to the seat.

“Shut the door,” he ordered.

She hesitated, meeting his glance defiantly for a moment. Then her gaze wavered and fell, and with a gesture of resignation she leaned forward and shut the door.

“All right — you win,” she said listlessly. “Where are you taking me?”

“I’m taking you to my house.”

“You’re not taking me to the police?”

“I’m taking you to my house.”

“What for?”

“Because I have an idea that you may prove useful to me. You can be delivered at the police station instead if you would prefer it. But I imagine this affair at the bank isn’t the only hold-up for which you’re wanted, and things might go rather hard with you. You’d be wiser to come with me — provided you come quietly. Make up your mind.”

For several minutes Lorna sat huddled in her seat, sullen and silent. Then:

“If I come with you, what — what are you going to — do to me?”

“You must leave that to my discretion and take a chance.”

She shrugged.

“All right — I’ll take a chance — damn you!”

She neither spoke nor moved again until, as the car rounded a bend, they came in sight of a high fence topped with barbed wire and a heavy nail-studded gate. Then she suddenly sat upright.

Showing above the fence, to the right of the gate, was a large white noticeboard with black lettering, and Lorna, leaning forward, peered up at it through the windscreen. The notice ran as follows:

Dr. Allerman’s Experimental Farm.

Danger.

Slowly, with a look of terror in her eyes, the girl turned her head and glanced at Allerman.

“Is this your place? Are you Dr. Allerman?”

He nodded.

“What does that notice mean?”

“What it says.”

She looked again at the noticeboard and then back at Allerman’s face.

“Danger!” she repeated in a queer, strained voice. “What’s the danger?”

Allerman brought the car to a standstill outside the nail-studded gate.

“What’s the danger?” asked Lorna again.

“Asking questions,” replied Allerman.
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As the car came to a standstill at the gate Allerman sounded the horn three times in quick succession. There was a pause of about five seconds, and then the gate slowly swung open. Lorna, watching, gave a sneering smile.

“What’s this — a conjuring trick?”

“Merely efficient service,” replied the doctor. “I dislike inefficiency. An inefficient person or an inefficient thing has no right to existence, and a gate that requires me to get out of my car and open it is an inefficient gate.”

He drove the car into the drive, and Lorna, glancing back through the rear window, saw the gate swing to behind them. It was a long, winding drive, flanked by thick bushes and trees whose branches, meeting overhead, shut out the sunlight and created the impression that one was approaching the house through a gloomy tunnel. As the car bumped its way along the uneven track the girl’s gaze shifted uneasily from one side to the other. When it rounded the last bend and the house came in sight Allerman, watching her out of the corner of his eye, saw that she was gazing at it with a look of sullen defiance in her eyes, and that her teeth were nervously gnawing her lower lip.

“Is this where you live?”

He nodded.

“Cheerful-looking place, I must say. Reminds me of a prison.”

“Hence, no doubt, your instinctive antipathy.”

“Looks as if it might be haunted.”

“It is.”

The doctor brought the car to a standstill at the portico, got out, walked round to the door on Lorna’s side and flung it open.

“Come out.”

The girl shrank back in her seat, staring at him with eyes like those of a cornered animal, her lips slightly drawn back and showing her teeth, her hands clenched.

“No! I’m not coming out.”

“Come out — at once.”

She shook her head. She was breathing quickly, and her breath made a slight hissing sound between her teeth. She crouched back still further in her seat, thrusting her chin forward and hunching her shoulders, almost as if she were a cat gathering herself for a spring. Allerman stood watching her, his face betraying no hint of annoyance: he had rather the air of a man who was absorbed in studying an interesting specimen.

“For God’s sake stop staring at me!” exclaimed Lorna nervously. “I can’t bear it — see? I can’t bear those beastly eyes of yours.” Suddenly she lost control of herself. “I’m not coming out!” she shouted in a high-pitched, hysterical voice. “I keep telling you I’m not coming out and all you do is to stand there and stare and stare. Why the hell don’t you say something? But I’m not coming out of this car. I’m not going into that house. I’m scared. There you are — that’s flat. I’m scared of the house. And I’m scared of you — of what you’re going to do to me. You’ve got some low-down idea in the back of your mind, but you’re not going to get a chance to use it. You can do what you like, but you won’t get me into that house. Call the police if you like — I don’t care. You can’t force me into the house if I don’t want to go—”

Allerman took a step forward and, bending down, gripped her arm.

“You’re coming out of the car and you’re coming into the house,” he said, and pulled her roughly towards the door.

She fought back furiously, striking at his face with her clenched fist and making frantic efforts to free herself. But his fingers were biting into her flesh, and there was no resisting the strength of his arm as it drew her relentlessly from the seat.

Suddenly she relaxed.

“For God’s sake,” she gasped, “let go. I can’t stand it. You’re breaking my arm!”

The pain in her arm became a little less acute, but Allerman’s hand was still gripping her, forcing her towards the door of the car. She could make no further resistance; she could not face a renewal of that terrible, searing pain in her arm, and she got out of the car.

Allerman led her up the steps into the portico, through the front door, which he opened with a latchkey, across the hall and into a room at the far end of it. Only when he had shut the door behind him did he release her arm, and then he pushed her from him with a rough gesture of distaste, as though he were relieved at not having to touch her any longer. He seated himself at the massive writing-desk that stood at the far end of the room.

Lorna glanced swiftly round. The apartment was a very large one, half library and half laboratory. One wall was a mass of books, almost up to the ceiling Against another was a long table with Bunsen burners, racks filled with test tubes and the general paraphernalia of a laboratory. There was a big, old-fashioned fireplace, above which were several hunting trophies, a couple of shotguns and a whip. The comfortable armchairs, the big divan and the magnificent skin rugs that lay on the polished parquet floor were certainly more in keeping with a library than with a laboratory, but the steel and glass cabinet filled with surgical instruments, the mounted skeleton that stood in the corner, and the two microscopes, each under its glass bell, that were on the writing-desk, were an indication that Dr. Allerman used the room for other purposes than relaxation.

Seated at his desk, Allerman kept his keen eyes fixed on Lorna as she stood in the middle of the room, glancing nervously around her. He noticed that as her gaze reached the case of surgical instruments it rested there for a few seconds, and he did not fail to note the flickering of her eyelids and the sudden crisping of her fingers. From the case of instruments her gaze went to the skeleton and paused again. Then, after a quick, furtive glance at the man, her eyes went to the door and she took a step towards it.

Allerman smiled.

“That would be inadvisable,” he said quietly. “I’ll show you why.”

He pressed a button on his desk. Almost instantly the door was opened and Stark strode in, clicked his heels and stood at attention. Lorna, as she saw him, started backwards with a little gasp of horrified surprise.

“This lady is not to leave the house, Stark.”

The servant turned his head, subjecting Lorna to a prolonged stare. Then he faced Allerman again.

“The lady is not to leave the house,” he repeated mechanically. “Yes, master.”

The doctor made a sign with his hand. Stark performed his about-turn and went from the room.

“Stark is the perfect servant,” remarked Allerman.

“He is as near to a machine as any human being can be.”

“Human? My God! You don’t call that brute human, do you?”

“And he has enormous strength — particularly in his arms. I have seen him twist a steel bar an inch in diameter as though it were a bit of wire. He is an excellent watchdog. I have a theory about Stark — that he may possibly be a reincarnation of Cerberus. But I don’t suppose you’ve ever heard of Cerberus.”

“If he’s anything like that foul-faced gorilla, I don’t want to.”

She crossed to the case of instruments and stood peering at them through the glass.

“So you really are a doctor, are you?”

He nodded.

“A surgeon. More precisely the
 surgeon — the only surgeon who really matters.”

“Got a good opinion of yourself, haven’t you?”

“I am merely stating a fact. Even my colleagues in the medical profession are reluctantly compelled to admit that I have attained heights which they can never hope to reach. It’s largely a question of courage, and that is where I am fortunate. When I have a knife in my hand and a body on the table I don’t know what fear is. I have succeeded in doing things to human bodies…. Come here and let me look at you.”

Lorna drew in her breath sharply and took a step backwards.

“No!” she exclaimed. “You’re not going to do anything to my body! You’re not going to get me on your table and use your knife on me. I’m all right as I am, see? There’s nothing wrong with me, and if you try playing any monkey tricks—”

Allerman rose from his chair and walked slowly across to where she was standing.

“I shall do to you exactly what I choose,” he said, gazing into her eyes. “You are my property and I shall make use of you as I think fit. If I wish to change you, I shall change you. I have an idea that I might be able to make you into something much better than you are.”

“You’re not going to touch me! My body’s my own — it’s not yours. And it never will be. Just you try any of your funny business on me and you’ll see what will happen. My gang’ll get you — they’ll get you good and proper.”

Allerman’s lip curled contemptuously.

“Your gang! A gang of degenerates — like your friend Dinkie — too lazy to work, too unintelligent to earn an honest living — useless junk that should be thrown on the world’s scrap-heap. Give them a gun against an unarmed man and they’re in their element. And you, you poor little fool, fancy you can frighten me with threats that your pitiful gang of decadents will ‘get me good and proper’! Don’t you realise that there’s more intelligence in my little finger than in the so-called brains of all your mob put together?”

“All the same, you’re not going to start messing about with me. If you want to look at me — all right, look. But just be careful to keep your hands to yourself or—”

As Allerman’s hand went forward to grasp her arm she stepped quickly aside, wrenched open the glass door of the instrument case and grabbed a knife from the shelf. The next instant, as he took a quick step towards her, she sprang at him, slashing at his throat. The doctor’s hand shot out and, gripping her throat, he flung her from him. As he did so he staggered backwards, grasping at the back of a chair to steady himself. Before he could regain his balance she sprang at him again. Swinging back her hand, which still grasped the surgical knife, she sent it sweeping forward towards his throat, but before the point touched him her wrist was seized, jerked violently backwards, twisted…. With a gasp of pain she released the knife, which fell with a metallic clink on the polished floor.

She wrenched her arm free and spun round — to find herself face to face with Paul Barlow.

“Who are you?” she demanded.

Paul glanced at Allerman, who was staring at him as though he were wondering the same thing.

“I just came into the room, Dr. Allerman,” said Paul. “I knocked, and as you did not answer—”

Allerman turned away, picked up the knife, crossed the room and carefully replaced it in the instrument case. Then, returning to Lorna, he grasped her shoulder, spun her round and held her so that she faced him.

“As an animal,” he said slowly, regarding her intently, “you would be a splendid specimen. But as a human being, with such a beautiful human body and all the instincts of a wild beast—”

With a gesture eloquent with disgust he flung her away from him. She slipped and fell in a crumpled heap on the floor. Instantly she raised herself on an elbow, gazing up at Allerman as he stood over her, with eyes that blazed with hatred.

“I’ll get you for this, you swine! You see if I don’t! I’d have got you then if this fool hadn’t interfered. But I’ll still get you some time.”

Allerman turned away and, crossing to the fireplace, took down the whip. Then he returned to his former position.

“Get me for this, too, then,” he said, and brought the whip swishing down across her shoulders.

The girl screamed, and Paul stepped quickly forward.

“For God’s sake, Dr. Allerman—” he began, and then paused in confusion as Allerman turned towards him with a cold, disconcerting stare.

“I must trouble you, Barlow, to mind your own business,” he said frigidly.

Again he sent the lash cutting across Lorna’s shoulders, and again she screamed. He tossed the whip aside.

“There is only one way to teach an animal obedience,” he said, “and your disobedience compelled me to adopt it. Get up.”

Lorna’s face was a mask of hate, and except for the rapid fluttering of her eyelids she made no movement.

“Get up when I tell you!”

Slowly, her eyes fixed on Allerman’s face, the girl rose to her feet.

“Evidently you are not entirely without intelligence,” said Allerman.

Taking her by the arm, he flung her on to the divan. She fell across it and lay still, her face buried in her arms.

Allerman, without another glance at her or at Paul, crossed the room, seated himself at his desk and pressed a bellpush. Within a few seconds the door was opened and Stark appeared.

“Come closer, Stark.”

The servant took four quick paces forward and halted.

“Look on the divan.”

Stark turned his head and stared fixedly at the motionless figure of Lorna. It was almost as though the girl felt his gaze, for she raised her head and glanced towards him. As her eyes lighted on his grotesque face she caught her breath sharply and a little shudder shook her body.

“This one, I think, will do, Stark,” said Allerman.

“Yes, master.”

“I doubt if I could have found a more suitable subject.”

“For the workers, master?”

The doctor shook his head.

“No, Stark. It would be a pity to waste such promising material on the workers.”

“For the table, master?”

“Yes, Stark — for the table.”

Suddenly Lorna sat upright. Her eyes were wild and there was a look of utter terror on her face.

“Here, what do you mean — the workers … the table?” she demanded. “What’s the game? What’s this ugly devil got to do with me, anyway?”

“Control yourself,” said Allerman sharply. “Stark is not going to eat you. He may be many things, but he hasn’t cannibalistic tendencies.” He turned to the servant again. “Beautiful, eh, Stark?”

“Beautiful, master.”

“A beautiful body, Stark, but entirely without intelligence. Three parts prostitute and one part paranoiac.”

Lorna sprang to her feet, livid with fury.

“Here, you mind what you’re saying, damn you! There’s nothing like that about me. I’m straight, and you’ve got no right—”

“Sit down!”

“You’ve got no right to start calling me—”

“Very well,” interrupted Allerman. “If the diagnosis offends you we will insert the word ‘potential.’ Now sit down.”

The girl sank back on to the divan. Allerman turned to the servant.

“I want my secretary at once, Stark. Fetch her.”

“Yes, master.”

Turning, Stark strode from the room.

For some moments, while Lorna and Paul both watched him, Allerman was absorbed in a document that lay on his desk, and appeared to have forgotten them. Then, as Jeanette came in and paused by the door, hesitating, he glanced up.

“Come in, Jeanette,” he said. He waved a hand towards the divan. “This is Lorna. She will be staying here. I want you to look after her. And I want you to tell me, Jeanette, if you think she is beautiful.”

Jeanette walked slowly towards the divan and stood for some moments gazing at Lorna. Then she turned to Allerman.

“Yes, doctor,” she said; “she is beautiful.”

Lorna was staring at Jeanette with a look of unmistakable repugnance on her face.

“Yes, look at her, my friend,” said Allerman, “but don’t make the mistake of despising her. She has a poor, weak, misshapen body, but the mind and soul of a great lady. You, Lorna, have in your body all the loveliness of her soul, and she in her body has all the ugliness of your soul. Nature is not very intelligent. Sometimes she is guilty of terrible mistakes and it is only a very few of them that we can put right. I’m glad you think her beautiful, Jeanette.”

Jeanette glanced at him sharply.

“Doctor, you don’t mean — not for the workers? You couldn’t give her—”

Lorna, suddenly terrified again, sprang to her feet.

“Here, what the hell do you mean by the workers? What is this racket? You’re not going to do anything to me—”

Allerman made a sign to Stark, who was standing by the door.

“Take her to No. 6, Stark.”

Stark strode smartly forward and halted in front of Lorna, but she backed away from him, and he glanced at Allerman as if for further instructions.

“Go with Stark, Lorna,” he ordered.

“Go with that?” exclaimed Lorna. “Not me! You don’t catch me trusting myself with that damned gorilla—”

“Then take her, Stark.”

The servant stepped towards her, and as he raised his huge hands to grasp her she gazed at him for a few seconds as if fascinated and unable to move. Then she suddenly turned and with a scream rushed to Paul and clung to his arm.

“For God’s sake — don’t let him take me — don’t let him touch me! I don’t know who you are, but you’re the only one here who isn’t against me, and I’m scared — scared stiff. They’re going to take me away — and do something to me — but I’m not going — I daren’t go — you mustn’t let them take me—”

Paul turned to Allerman.

“I don’t profess to understand, Dr. Allerman,” he said, “but the woman is obviously terrified. If I may suggest—”

“Precisely, Barlow,” interrupted the doctor coldly. “You don’t understand and are therefore not qualified to make any suggestion. I should have thought you would be well enough acquainted with the symptoms of hysteria to recognise them when you see them.” He signed to Stark. “Take her, Stark.”

Stark stepped quickly forward and his enormous hands gripped Lorna’s arms. She gave a piercing scream and struggled like a mad woman, but Stark lifted her as easily as if she had been a doll, performed his about-turn and strode from the room.

Allerman was lost in thought for several moments.

“An interesting case,” he murmured. Then, glancing at Jeanette: “Leave us now, please, Jeanette. I have a few things to say to Mr. Barlow.”
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As the door closed behind Jeanette, Allerman waved a hand towards a chair in front of his desk.

“Sit down, Barlow.”

Paul seated himself and waited for a full minute while Allerman, toying with a pencil, gazed at him searchingly. It was a disconcerting stare, neither friendly nor unfriendly — the same sort of stare that Allerman had given him when he had interviewed Paul as his prospective assistant. It gave Paul a queer sensation that he was some interesting specimen on a microscopic slide, and that Allerman was examining calmly and critically through a microscope.

He was particularly anxious to create a good impression on Allerman, and he was undecided whether he would create a better impression by appearing unaware of the Doctor’s prolonged scrutiny, or by making an effort to meet the gaze of his cold, piercing eyes without allowing his own gaze to waver. He tried the latter plan, but after a few seconds abandoned it and looked, with as convincing an air of unconcern as he could manage, at the microscope under the glass bell that stood on Allerman’s desk. He was annoyed with himself for having so quickly surrendered to Allerman’s masterful eyes, but there was something behind those eyes, an enormous strength, a tremendous personality, an irresistible determination, a ruthless will, and he had not been able to help himself.

He suppressed a start when at last Allerman spoke. “If you are to remain here as my assistant, Barlow, there are one or two points which it is essential for you to remember. No man is of the least use to me who is not capable of implicit and unquestioning obedience.”

“Of course, I understand that, sir.”

“I require unswerving loyalty and absolute confidence. Any man who is to share my work with me must cooperate with me wholeheartedly. Grudging service is of no use to me, and if you are not prepared to give me the kind of service I require it is no use your staying here.”

“I am ready to give you the best service of which I’m capable, sir.”

The older man nodded.

“I believe you are capable of giving me very valuable service, Barlow,” he said. “If I didn’t believe that, you wouldn’t have interested me. But I want you to realise that in the work which I am doing I tolerate no interference and no criticism. You may see things here which will, perhaps, shock you, but I shall expect no comment. Whatever happens here you will accept with complete confidence in me, and if I do anything of which you may disapprove you will keep your disapproval to yourself and not allow it to interfere with the efficiency of your work.”

“You need have no fears on that score, sir,” said Paul. “I consider myself extremely fortunate to have the chance of working with you.”

Allerman raised his eyebrows.

“Yet just now, Barlow, when you came into the room and saw me treating a patient in a rather unorthodox way your confidence in me was shaken. No, don’t trouble to contradict me. I happen to have very acute powers of observation and I could see that when I struck that woman with the whip you were shocked and horrified. You thought me a callous brute, and just for an instant you wondered whether you would not be wise to refuse the position of assistant to me. Is that correct?”

Paul smiled.

“Quite correct, sir. Just for a moment I did feel that.”

“Good!” said Allerman. “You are not afraid of the naked truth, and that is a very valuable quality. Very well, we will take it that in future, no matter how shocked you may be, you will keep to yourself any repugnance you may feel and make no attempt at interference or criticism. You will accept what I do as right — and I can assure you, Barlow, that it will be right — right from the scientific viewpoint, even though it might not seem right to an unscientific sentimentalist. Nature is cruel, and if nature is to be conquered it is sometimes necessary to use against her methods which appear cruel to those who possess less knowledge than I possess.”

“I understand, sir,” said Paul. “A sentimentalist could never become a great surgeon. But I don’t think I am a sentimentalist.”

“I’m not so sure,” smiled Allerman. “But I give you credit, Barlow, for being able to keep your sentimentalism decently under control. And now there are one or two other points I want to impress on you. No matter what you may see in this house, you are strictly forbidden to mention it outside the house. You are not even allowed to discuss with any inmate of the house any matter connected with my work. You will be living here, and I must ask you, as long as you remain with me, to avoid contact with anyone outside. Personally, I know no one in the district, and I want you to keep yourself as detached and inaccessible as I am.”

“I know no one at all in the district, sir.”

“Good! Actually there is no one in the district worth knowing,” said Allerman, “and if I had not been convinced that you are not the type of young man to be interested in the puerile amusements and the flabby sort of minds which are all my neighbours can offer you, I should certainly not have invited you to come here. My assistant must be a young man whose whole mind and body are completely concentrated on his work and who has not the least inclination to waste his time on such trivial frivolities as bridge, or tennis, or dancing.”

“As long as I get a little exercise, sir,” said Paul, “I can do without amusements.”

“Ten minutes night and morning with a pair of dumb-bells, and a brisk walk in the afternoon, will supply all the exercise that is necessary to keep your body healthy and your mind alert, Barlow. This fetish of exercise is all very well if one’s object is merely to become as nearly as possible a perfect animal, but for a man whose aim is to develop and use his mind it is not only unnecessary but a definite hindrance. The man who sets out to conquer nature must be prepared to make sacrifices.”

“I am prepared for that, sir.”

“But the sacrifice, Barlow, in your case, will not be without compensation. You will have the advantage of working with me, and if you care to make use of your opportunities there is nothing to prevent your becoming one of the greatest names in your profession. And apart from mere material advantages, you will gain knowledge which few men in the world possess — knowledge, perhaps, which no one possesses at the moment but myself. I can do things which no other surgeon has ever dared to attempt. That may not sound very modest, Barlow, but when modesty contradicts truth I prefer the truth. I am perfectly well aware that as a surgeon I am a few hundred years ahead of any other member of the profession, and it would be absurd of me to pretend that I don’t know it. The profession knows it” — he smiled faintly— “and the profession doesn’t like it any more than mediocrity ever likes genius. In comparison with me, Barlow, the average surgeon is a clumsy, muddleheaded fool, working by rule of thumb, hidebound with tradition, a mere imitator, for the simple reason that he has neither the brains nor the courage ever to become anything else. I am satisfied that you have the brains, and that under my instruction you can develop the necessary technical skill. It remains to be seen whether you can also develop the necessary courage.”

Paul smiled.

“I don’t suffer from nerves, sir.”

“There are other kinds of courage, Barlow, than the mere physical self-control which is needed in the operating theatre. The surgeon who is a pioneer, blazing new trails through the jungles of ignorance and prejudice, must have the courage to press on in the face of a thousand emergencies and failures. He must have the courage to defend himself, to face abuse and ridicule and slander without allowing them to hurt him and make him waver. He must be able to trust himself when all men doubt him, as Kipling puts it. In fact, Barlow, if you want to become a great surgeon you would do well to read Kipling’s ‘If’ every morning before you start your day’s work. And now, if you have any questions to ask, ask them.”

“I should like to know, sir,” said Paul, “what lines you are working on — what particular trend your experiments are taking.”

“As to that, Barlow,” replied Allerman, “I cannot give you much information at the moment. For years I have seen my goal clearly ahead of me and have been advancing slowly towards it. What that goal is you will learn in due course; but I prefer that you should come to the knowledge of it gradually. You can take my word for it that it is a goal which, when I reach it, will mean an enormous betterment of the human race. It will mean that nature’s gold can be separated from nature’s dross. But you will understand better later. I have already advanced a long way. Over a period of many years I have made countless experiments — some failures, some successes — and each success has taken me one step nearer to my goal. Stark is one of my earlier successes.”

He saw Paul’s quick glance of surprise and smiled.

“Naturally, Barlow,” he said, “you find it hard to accept Stark as a success, but that’s only because you didn’t know him as he was before I treated him surgically. If I tell you about Stark, it will give you some idea of the lines on which I am working. When he came into my hands Stark was as low a type of perverted degenerate as it is possible to conceive — no mind worth mentioning, with the worst instincts of a brute coupled with the worst instincts of a human being; not merely incapable of rendering any useful service to society but actually a positive menace to it. I could hardly have found a less promising subject for experiment, and I consider him one of my most brilliant early successes.”

“He seems an extraordinarily efficient servant, sir — almost like a machine.”

Allerman nodded.

“Stark is not a beauty to look at,” he said, “but he is as near to the perfect machine as a human being can be. That’s what I have done for Stark: I have transformed him from a dangerous degenerate into a useful member of society. I have taken away all that was bestial in him and made him a harmless, useful member of the community. And I did it, Barlow, on my operating table.”

“It sounds immensely interesting, sir, but—”

“That’s all I can tell you at the moment. My experiments are continuing. In fact, I am hoping to make an experiment very soon which will prove beyond all question that I have reached my goal. The woman, Lorna, whom you saw here just now, will probably feature in it. What the experiment is, I don’t propose to explain, because at the present moment you are quite incapable of understanding. Your work, at first, will be less practical than theoretical. You will have a room of your own in which to work, and you must understand that unless I invite you to come to this room or to my operating theatre, you are forbidden to enter either of them. Anything that I wish you to see, I shall invite you to see, but I do not wish you to make any attempt to discover anything for yourself. No one enters this room without my permission.”

“I’m sorry, sir,” said Paul. “I didn’t realise that. Miss Fayre told me that I might find you here—”

“Miss Fayre should have known better. She knows the rules of the house. But I’m saying nothing about that, Barlow: I’m only warning you that if you wish to remain here and work with me, I expect implicit obedience, and however much you may disapprove or fail to understand anything I do, neither interfere nor criticise. I want your definite assurance on that point.”

“You have it, sir,” replied Paul.

Dr. Allerman nodded and got up from his chair.

“Then come with me, Barlow,” he said, “and we will test the value of your promise.”
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At first, as Stark carried her from the room, Lorna struggled furiously, but he had not taken many paces before she realised that with Stark’s enormous arms gripping her struggling was useless. Whatever Stark intended doing with her, she could do nothing to prevent it. She would have more chance against a gorilla than against this inhuman brute that was carrying her, tucked under one arm, and was no more disturbed by her struggles than if he had been carrying an obstreperous puppy. She had a feeling that he had only to tighten his arm a little to break her ribs, and it suddenly dawned on her that if Stark should take it into his head to resent her struggles, the consequences might be terrible, and that safety lay in quiet submission. She suddenly gave up struggling and lay limply in his arm.

“Here, you! — Stark’s your name, isn’t it? — Put me down!”

Stark, without glancing at her, shook his head.

“No.”

“I’ll go quietly. I won’t try to run away.”

“No,” repeated Stark.

“Where are you taking me?”

“No. 6,” replied Stark. “Master’s orders. Lady not to leave the house.”

He carried her to the end of the corridor. There, pushing open a door with his free arm, he went down a flight of stone steps, at the foot of which ran a flagged passage.

Lorna noticed, as he earned her along, several doors, all bolted on the outside. At one of them Stark paused, took a key from his pocket, thrust it into the lock and slid the door back. Then, putting her on her feet, he placed himself so that his immense bulk completely blocked the narrow passage and waved a hand towards the open door.

“You go in.”

The girl glanced from Stark’s impassive face to the open door, but made no movement to enter the room.

“Here, what’s the idea?” she demanded. “You’re not going to keep me down here. If I’ve got to stay in this house, I’m not staying in a cellar, and that’s flat. You can go and tell your master so.”

Again Stark motioned her towards the door.

“You go in,” he repeated. “Master’s orders.” And then, as she hesitated: “You go in or I carry you in.”

Resistance was out of the question, and, with that massive brute blocking the passage on one side and a blank brick wall on the other, it was of no use thinking of escape. Lorna bit her lip and wished she had her gun. If only she had her gun she’d soon shoot Allerman and his pet gorilla. But she had not, and the pet gorilla was standing between her and liberty, frowning and showing his yellow teeth in evident displeasure at the delay. With a shrug, Lorna turned and stepped through the doorway into the room.

Stark followed immediately after her and shut the door behind him. Lorna glanced quickly round. It was a small apartment, about twelve feet square, the walls distempered a cheerful yellow. There was no fireplace, and the only window was a small one, not more than a foot square, close to the ceiling. The room was no doubt part of the cellars, and the small frosted window was probably on the ground level. There was a bed against one of the walls, over the head of which was a small ornamental niche, with a half-bowl coming from the wall, as though it were designed to hold flowers. In the wall to the left of the door, breast-high, was a long sliding shutter, about four feet in length and three feet high, fastened by a hasp. In another wall was a small door, which stood ajar. The room was comfortably furnished, with a thick carpet, an armchair and a small table.

Stark waved a massive paw towards the bed. “Bed,” he announced.

Lorna glanced at him over her shoulder.

“All right, I’m not blind. What are you waiting for, anyway? Your master told you to bring me here but he didn’t tell you to wait.”

Stark, for all the notice he took, might not have heard her.

“Chair,” he said, pointing to it. “Table.” Lorna turned and faced him.

“What’s the great idea? Making an inventory? Don’t worry. If I get out of this hole I shan’t be taking the furniture with me.”

“Very comfortable,” said Stark; and then, pointing to the small door: “Bathroom.”

“Fine!” said Lorna. “It reminds me of the Ritz. If I fancy a cocktail, I suppose I just ring for it, do I?”

Stark pointed to a button in the wall.

“Bell,” he said.

Lorna took a cigarette from her pocket, lighted it, and inhaled deeply two or three times, gazing thoughtfully at Stark’s unprepossessing face. And then the look of antagonism left her eyes, and she went closer to him.

“Listen, Stark,” she said. “This isn’t the first time this sort of thing has happened in this house, is it? I mean, I expect there’ve been others in this room before me. You’ve seen them come — you’ve probably brought them here the same as you brought me — and you must know all about it. What’s happened to them?”

The man’s face might have been carved in stone. “Come on, Stark,” she urged; “be a sport and tell me. What’s happened to them? What’s he done to them — Allerman, I mean? He’s done something to them when he’s brought them here, hasn’t he? He means to do something to me, too, doesn’t he? But what does he mean to do? He’s got something in his mind — I can see he has, the way he looks at me — something bad — something wicked — something horrible — and I’ve got to know what it is — see?” Her voice again held the shrill note of hysteria; her hands were nervously clasping and unclasping, and her lips twitched. “I’ve got to know! You must tell me! If I don’t know I’ll go crazy — see? I can’t stand it. I’ve got as much guts as anyone, but this is getting me down — this waiting and wondering and not knowing what’s coming to me next, and him hinting things all the time…. Damn you, Stark! If you don’t tell me I’ll smash your ugly face—”

She paused abruptly, making a tremendous effort to control herself.

“Sorry, Stark,” she said more quietly. “I didn’t mean to go off at you. But for God’s sake tell me — say something — don’t stand there like a stuffed gorilla saying nothing and never moving and acting as if you weren’t human. What’s he got in his mind? What’s he going to do with me?”

The man was staring fixedly at the wall behind her. “I say nothing,” he announced in his toneless, mechanical voice. “Master’s orders. I say nothing.”

“You must, Stark. You’ve got to forget your master’s orders just for once and tell me. He won’t know — I’ll never let on that you told me — honest to God I won’t! I’ll never let him know so as he’ll get back on you for it. You can trust me — I’m on the level. Just tell me what Allerman’s game is—”

“I say nothing.”

She went close to him and laid a hand on his arm.

“You’ve got feelings, haven’t you, Stark? God knows, you don’t look like it, but you must have feelings of some sort. You’re not like that swine Allerman. He’s got no feelings. He’s a cold, cruel, unfeeling devil. You know that’s true, Stark — you’ve only to look at his eyes to know it. He’s been cruel to you, hasn’t he? It’s his nature to be cruel. He wouldn’t be happy if he wasn’t hurting somebody, frightening somebody. He’s been cruel to you, and you’re scared of him — the same as I am. But you’ve got nothing to be scared of. Allerman can’t hurt you unless you choose to let him. If he laid a hand on you, you could pick him up the same as you did me and break his back with your two hands. You’re strong, Stark.”

“I’m strong. Yes.”

“Then why don’t you do it? To Allerman, I mean. Why do you let him go on treating you the way he does? He treats you like a dog, and if I had half your strength you wouldn’t catch me standing for it. It’s only because he knows you’re scared of him that he treats you that way. If you stood up to him he’d soon climb down, and if you had half the guts I’ve got you’d have broken his rotten neck for him long ago. Why don’t you?”

Watching Stark closely, she saw his eyes light up, as though they had caught sight of something which pleased and excited him; but almost instantly their brightness disappeared and they became dull and lifeless again.

“Why don’t you, Stark?” she persisted. “You could do it as easy as kiss your hand — just walk into his room, pick him up in those big hands of yours and break him across your knee.”

Stark’s mouth was working. His tongue passed quickly across his lips.

“Big hands,” he said. “I’m strong. Yes.”

“He’d never be cruel to you again then, Stark, and you’d never have to be scared of him any more. You’d be free of him for good — free to do as you like and go where you like instead of living shut up here, slaving for Allerman and being treated like dirt. You could get away from here and — listen, Stark: you could get away from here — to-day — at once — and take me with you. I’d see you all right once we got outside. I’ve got money — plenty of it; and I’ve got pals — good pals — who’d look after you, Stark. There’s nothing they wouldn’t do for you if I told them you’d given me a break. But you’ve got to get rid of Allerman first. We’d never get clear with that devil alive. He wouldn’t let us go. You’ve got to kill him, Stark. Do you understand? — kill him!”

“Kill him,” repeated Stark. “Big hands. Strong. Yes.”

He raised his hands and stared at them, turning them this way and that, with a look of deep interest, and a leering smile spread over his face.

“Kill him,” he said again. “Yes.”

Lorna nodded, smiling at him.

“That’s right, Stark. You’ve got the idea. And then we’ll get away together. Kill him soon, Stark — to-day — before he has a chance to do anything to either of us, before he can be cruel to you again.”

The man showed his yellow teeth in a wide grin.

“Kill him. To-day. Yes.”

The door was opened, and Allerman, with Paul following close behind him, entered the room. At the sight of him Lorna shrank away and stood with her back against the wall, watching him with scared, alert eyes as he advanced to the middle of the room and paused.

“I hope you are satisfied with your quarters,” said Allerman.

Lorna’s gaze shifted from Allerman to Paul and back to Allerman.

“What have you come for?” she demanded. “What do you want? Why the hell can’t you leave me alone?”

“I’ve come to see if Stark has carried out my instructions.”

Lorna’s gaze went to Stark. He was standing behind his employer, staring at the doctor’s back, his huge hands clenching and unclenching, his lips drawn back, his eyelids fluttering.

“Well, he has,” replied Lorna. “He always does, doesn’t he? Stark always carries out your instructions — because he’s scared to do anything else, because he knows that if he didn’t you’d treat him the same as you treated me — use a whip on him — and he hasn’t got the courage to stand up to you.”

She saw Stark raise his hands and noted that his eyes were bright with excitement again and his lips twitching.

“But if I was Stark you wouldn’t get away with it,” she went on truculently. “If I had Stark’s strength and big hands like he’s got, I’d use them. I’d use them on you! I’d pick you up and smash you across my knee—”

“Look out, sir!”

It was Paul’s voice, urgent and compelling. Instantly Allerman spun round, to find Stark crouching, ready to spring, with teeth showing and huge gnarled fingers curved like claws. And instantly, as Allerman’s eyes met his, Stark’s hands relaxed, his arms fell to his sides, he stood stiffly at attention and his face became once more as expressionless as a block of wood.

For some seconds Allerman stared intently into the servant’s eyes.

“Stark!”

“Yes, master.”

“Just now, when I turned round, what were you going to do?”

Stark’s lips worked convulsively, but no sound came from them.

“Answer me. Stark: what were you going to do?”

“Kill you, master.”

“Why were you going to kill me?”

Stark’s gaze shifted to Lorna.

“She told me to kill you. Yes, master.”

“It’s a lie!” exclaimed Lorna.

Allerman turned to her and cut her short with a gesture.

“It’s the truth,” he said. “Stark can’t help telling me the truth.” He turned to Paul. “That is one of the points where my treatment was entirely successful, Barlow,” he said. “Stark is absolutely incapable of lying. At other points, as you see, the treatment only partially succeeded. Stark suffers from an occasional recrudescence of his brutal instincts. But, as I told you, he was one of my earlier experiments, before I was working on the lines I am following now, and at the time he marked a big step forward. Some day, when I am less busy, I may see if I can remedy the defects left by my former treatment, but at present I have more important work on hand, and when Stark is threatened with one of these attacks I stave it off by administering an antidote.”

He took from his pocket a tiny bottle, uncorked it and placed it on the table. Then, producing a small leather case, he opened it, took out a hypodermic syringe, filled it from the bottle, and turned to Stark. “Pull up your sleeve, Stark.”

The man glared at him, but made no movement.

“The stimulus supplied by this girl’s incitement to kill me, Barlow,” said Allerman, “has produced serious reactions. Stark is even trying to disobey me, which is most unusual. But he will have to obey me, and he knows it. Pull up your sleeve, Stark!”

Stark obviously made a desperate effort not to obey; but slowly his left arm was raised and his right hand pulled back the sleeve of his white jacket. Allerman stepped forward, thrust the needle into his wrist and withdrew it.

“Now go,” he ordered.

“Yes, master,” replied Stark, and, turning, strode from the room.

“In future,” said Allerman to Lorna, as he replaced the syringe in its case, “you will please refrain from upsetting Stark. The consequences might be serious — to yourself. If his primitive instincts were to get the better of him, you would very much regret having roused them. Moreover, I require you for other purposes. Do you understand?”

“No, I don’t. I want to know what you’re keeping me down here for. I want to know what you’ve got in your mind—”

“You can have anything you want,” interrupted Allerman, “except information on that point. If you need anything, ring the bell. Miss Fayre will look after you.”

“Where is she? She’s not here, and I want her here. I don’t want to stay here alone—”

“She will come whenever you need her. You have only to ring the bell.”

“I want her here — now, I tell you. I don’t want to be left alone. I’m not going to be left alone — see? If you leave me here on my own I’ll smash the door down—”

“You’ll not do anything of the kind.”

“Won’t I? You just try me and see!” Allerman crossed to the wall with the sliding shutter and undid the hasp.

“This will interest you, too, Barlow,” he said. “Come and look, both of you.”

Paul and Lorna crossed the room to where he was standing, and Allerman slid back the shutter. Behind it was a row of perpendicular iron bars. Allerman waved a hand towards them.

“Look,” he said.

Paul, stepping close to the bars, peered through into the semi-darkness beyond. He could see shadowy figures moving about and could hear the shuffle of feet on a stone floor. He saw some of the figures move towards the bars, and as they stepped close enough for him to see them clearly he could not suppress a gasp of horror.

They were men, dressed in a sort of overall of some dark blue material — men, if such they could be called, with faces in comparison with which Stark’s was almost beautiful; faces with loose, slobbering mouths, inane grins, sagging jaws and an expression of bestial vacancy; foul, repulsive faces that sent a shudder of disgust through Paul and made him instinctively take a step backwards.

“These are my workers,” explained Allerman in a matter-of-fact voice. “They can make no claims to beauty, Barlow, but they are none the less interesting. There are about twenty of them all told — the results of my earlier experiments, some more successful than others.”

“They’re horrible!” murmured Paul.

“You think so? I can assure you, Barlow, that they are far less horrible than they were when they came into my hands. They are now at least capable of useful work. But I have made immense strides since these experiments, and you must not judge my work by my early efforts.”

Some of the workers, catching sight of Lorna, came close to the bars, peering at her, mouthing and jabbering and thrusting their hands through, trying to claw her. She started back with a scream, and stood staring at them with a look of terror on her face. Allerman smiled.

“If you want company, my pretty friend,” he said, “there it is. You have only to draw aside the shutter if you are feeling lonely and you’ll have all the company you want.”

Lorna could only stare at him, dumb with horror.

“But you will be wise,” added Allerman, “if for the next few days you are satisfied with your own company. Even your gang of degenerates couldn’t help you if those bars broke.”

“It’s foul — filthy — loathsome!” gasped the girl. “My God, and you did it! You made them like that! You made them into those horrible beasts. You did it, damn you! And that’s what you want to do to me. But you shan’t do it — you shan’t, do you hear? I’ll kill myself first. You shan’t touch me. I won’t let you—”

Flinging herself on to the bed, she buried her face in the pillow, sobbing.

Allerman took a dog whip from his pocket, slashed at the faces that were pressed close against the bars, and, as the workers, snarling and screaming, fell back, closed the shutter.

“I presume, Barlow,” he said, as he slipped the whip into his pocket and crossed towards the door, “that your promise still holds good?”

Paul made no reply.
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For several days Paul saw neither Jeanette nor Lorna. Allerman had placed at his disposal a large, airy room with big windows as his workroom. Communicating with it was a smaller room, comfortably furnished as a bedroom, and, except for the hour’s walk which he took every afternoon, Paul spent the whole of his time in his own quarters. He was supposed to be working. Allerman had given him a mass of research work, enough to occupy him for many weeks, and every morning at nine o’clock visited him to enquire how he was getting on and answer any questions he might wish to put. Actually, however, Paul did very little work. He spent a great deal of his time sitting at his desk staring out of the window, or restlessly pacing the room, trying to come to a decision.

When he had arrived at Dr. Allerman’s house he had been convinced that Allerman was the outstanding genius of the whole medical profession and that in securing a post as his assistant he had been immensely lucky and had taken the first step along the road which would eventually lead to fame and fortune. He had been prepared, as he had assured Allerman, to trust him completely and give him implicit obedience. Now, however, he was not so sure. First Jeanette’s veiled warning and her eagerness that he should refuse the job, and then the sight of those pitiful wretches behind the iron bars in the cellar, had shaken his confidence. At first he had no more than an uneasy feeling that he might be mistaken in his estimate of Dr. Allerman and that Jeanette had been right when she had urged him to decline the position of assistant — a feeling which he promptly dismissed.

It was absurd to doubt Allerman. He was recognised everywhere as an outstanding genius, and, even if his methods were somewhat unorthodox, that was no reason for losing faith in him. Allerman himself had warned him that he would see things in his house which might puzzle and even shock him, that he would need courage to see the job through, that unless he was prepared to accept, in a coldly scientific spirit, without comment or criticism, whatever he might see, he had better not undertake the work at all, and on those terms he had eagerly undertaken it. Yet now, at the first test of his courage and confidence in Allerman’s genius, he was failing miserably, allowing his sentimentality to get the better of him, actually entertaining the possibility that Allerman might be an inhuman monster or a crazy crank, and displaying the weakness and vacillation and muddleheaded narrow-mindedness which were the sure signs of the mediocrity which his employer so heartily despised. He decided that he would never again allow a doubt of Allerman to enter his mind.

But it was difficult to keep his resolution. The seeds of doubt had been sown, as Allerman had been aware, when he had entered the doctor’s private room and witnessed his treatment of Lorna; and from that moment this doubt, despite all his efforts to annihilate it, had increased.

His mind seemed determined not to leave the subject alone, and every time he dragged it away from it and forced it to concentrate on his work, it slipped back to thoughts of Allerman and Stark and Lorna and the repulsive caricatures of human beings that he had seen in the cellar.

The more he thought over all he had seen and heard since he had come to Allerman’s house, the more dimly he saw the doctor as a man of outstanding genius who was seeking truth for the betterment of his fellow men, and the more vividly he saw him as a sadistic lunatic whose crazy notions were leading him into blasphemous abominations. If Allerman were really the great genius he was supposed to be, could he have created those repulsive creatures in the cellar? And even if he were a genius, was he justified in creating them?

Paul did not know. He could not decide whether, if he threw up the job, as Jeanette had begged him to do, he would be throwing away fame and fortune and everything that association with Allerman promised for the future, or cutting loose from a dangerous madman, a share in whose inhuman brutalities must inevitably lead sooner or later to disaster and disgrace.

He was desperately anxious to discuss the matter again with Jeanette. She had been terribly urgent that he should not accept the job, and evidently knew a good deal more than she had been prepared to tell him. More, perhaps, than she had dared to tell him.

She knew, perhaps, what he at the moment only suspected. She could not have been here in the house, acting as Allerman’s secretary, for nearly three years without learning a good deal about him; and when they had discussed the matter on the day of his arrival she had obviously been keeping something back.

Jeanette, he realised now, would not have urged him to refuse the job unless she had had some very good reason. If he could have another talk with her he might induce her to tell him what that reason had been. He was quite sure that it had been something more than the one she had given him — that he would be happier doing the work of a general practitioner. Jeanette knew that he had always intended to specialise, and she knew also that as Allerman’s assistant at a salary of a thousand a year he would have the one job in the world which could give him everything he wanted.

No, that had not been Jeanette’s real reason. He must see her and make her realise that he had a right to know what her real reason was.

But seeing Jeanette seemed to be no easy matter. He had imagined that he and Allerman and Jeanette would meet at any rate at meal times, and that there would be some sort of social intercourse in the evenings; but he had been quickly disillusioned. His meals were brought to him in his room by Stark, who seemed to combine in his unattractive person the functions of butler, housemaid and general factotum; and Allerman, on his first visit to Paul’s room, had made it abundantly clear that, except for the purpose of his walk in the afternoon, he was expected to remain in his room, and that the other rooms of the house were closed to him except on Allerman’s invitation. And so far no such invitation had been tendered.

He had hoped that he might see Jeanette when he left his room for his daily exercise; but though he had dawdled as much as possible on his way in and out of the house, he had never caught a glimpse of her. When he had ventured to suggest to Allerman that, as an old friend of Jeanette, he would like to see her sometimes, Allerman had assured him that she was extremely busy all day and that by the time she had finished her day’s work she was far too tired to care to do anything but go to bed. He somehow contrived to convey the impression that if Paul did not feel equally ready for bed at the end of his day’s work he was not working as hard as he should be.

Actually, he was not. Apart from his constantly nagging suspicions, he found that the solitude got on his nerves and made him restless and depressed. And he could not get away from a persistent sense of disappointment. He had been under the impression that as Allerman’s assistant he would take an active part in the doctor’s experiments; that he would be present and possibly help at the operations; that he would be admitted to Allerman’s confidence and treated more or less as a colleague.

But nothing of the sort had happened. So far Allerman had kept him fully occupied with research work, tied to his desk, reading and making notes, which Allerman duly collected and took away; and though he told himself repeatedly that he must not be impatient, that he could not reasonably expect Allerman to open out to any extent until they were better acquainted, and that he must learn to walk before he could run, he was none the less disappointed and dissatisfied.

And every hour his doubts increased and multiplied, and his restlessness and uneasiness grew.

He was standing at the window of his room one morning, watching the “Workers,” as he watched them every morning, being marched off by Stark to the fields for their day’s work, when there came a knock at the door and he turned to see Jeanette entering the room. She seemed to be paler than when he had last seen her and to move more listlessly as she crossed the room towards him. He went eagerly to meet her.

“This is great, Jeanette,” he said with a smile. “I was beginning to think I wasn’t ever to be allowed to see you. Allerman gave me a pretty broad hint that I was expected to keep to my own quarters, and I thought that until I got to know him a bit better it might be wiser to take the hint.”

She nodded.

“And do you know Dr. Allerman any better now than you did, Paul?”

“Well, so far I’ve not seen much of him—”

“But you’ve seen — other things.”

“I haven’t seen you, Jeanette, and that’s what has been getting me down. It struck me as rather queer that Allerman shouldn’t give me a chance of seeing you. I told him we were old friends, but even then he didn’t jump to it. But why didn’t you come along and see me?”

“For the same reason that you didn’t come to see me, Paul — because Dr. Allerman had forbidden me to. He said you were much too busy during the day, and much too tired when your work was done to do anything but go to bed.”

“For a genius,” smiled Paul, “Allerman isn’t very versatile. But you’ve come to see me now, Jeanette.”

“Oh, yes — with Dr. Allerman’s permission. In future you’re to be free to go anywhere in the house — except of course into his particular rooms — and we can see each other as often as we like. There’s no risk in that now.”

Paul frowned.

“Risk? I don’t understand. What risk is there for anyone in letting us see each other?”

“Of course, you don’t understand, Paul,” she answered. “If you had understood — if you hadn’t refused to let yourself understand — if you hadn’t let yourself be carried away by the idea that Dr. Allerman is a great genius and that therefore everything he does and says must necessarily be right — but you wouldn’t listen to me, Paul. You were so sure that you’d got a wonderful job, and you wouldn’t take any notice of me when I begged you to refuse it and go away and have nothing to do with Dr. Allerman. And it’s too late now.”

All Paul’s doubts came surging back into his mind. He stood for some moments frowning at the girl’s pale, troubled face. Then he took her elbow in his hand and urged her towards a chair.

“Come and sit down, dear,” he said. “I want to talk to you.”

He led her to an armchair and seated himself on the arm. As he did so he noticed her cheek. As she had stood talking to him, that side of her face had been away from the light and he had seen nothing amiss; but now, as the light from the window fell on the other side of her face, he saw the thin, red weal that crossed her cheek from ear to chin.

“What’s this, Jeanette?” he asked, touching her cheek with a finger. “What have you been doing to yourself?”

“Oh, that’s old history now, Paul.”

“But how did you do it?”

“I didn’t do it. A whip did it — Dr. Allerman’s whip.”

Paul sprang to his feet.

“Jeanette!”

“Does that shock you?”

“Jeanette, I can’t believe — he wouldn’t dare — if I thought he’d been swine enough to do that—”

“He did it, Paul — yesterday — because he was annoyed with me for asking if I might be allowed to see you. It’s not the first time I’ve felt his whip, Paul.”

He stared at her, speechless.

“My God!” he exclaimed at last. “If that devil did that to you—”

“You saw him treat Lorna in the same way, Paul, didn’t you?”

“That was different. Lorna was hysterical — absolutely beside herself. She’d tried to stick a knife into him, and it was probably the best way to bring her to her senses. But you! Damn the swine! Where is he — in his room? I’ll soon show him that two can use a whip—”

He started towards the door, but the girl caught his arm.

“No, Paul — please!” she pleaded. “You’ll do no good.”

“Hang it, Jeanette, you can’t expect me to stand for that sort of thing. I’ll cut the hide off him—”

“You’ll do no good,” she repeated, “and you may do a great deal of harm. It’s not worth making a fuss about.” She sighed. “If only you had listened to me, Paul, and gone away as I asked you to—”

“I shouldn’t have known anything about it. Is that what you mean? Then thank God I didn’t listen to you! Has he ever struck you before?”

“Oh, yes — sometimes.”

“And is that why you were so anxious that I shouldn’t stay here — because you didn’t want me to know? But it doesn’t matter — I know now, anyway, and for every time that brute has struck you I’ll give him the best thrashing.”

“You mustn’t do anything of the sort, Paul. It’s nothing to make such a fuss about. Dr. Allerman doesn’t often lose his temper with me. He’s — very fond of me, really.”

“It looks like it!”

“Fond of me,
 Paul. But he hates my body. He can’t stand anything that’s — well, inefficient. It repels and angers him, and sometimes his anger gets the better of him and he forgets that it isn’t my fault that my body is inefficient. He doesn’t mean to be cruel to me. You heard what he said to Lorna, didn’t you? — that I had a poor, weak, deformed body, but the mind of a great lady.”

“That’s all very well, but to strike you, to use a whip on you — the man’s a brutal devil, and if I’d had any idea that this sort of thing was going on I’d have had you out of it long ago. But now I do know, you’re not staying in this house another hour. Go and pack up your things. I’ll see Allerman and tell him that you’re leaving at once.”

Jeanette shook her head.

“It’s no use thinking of that, Paul. I can’t leave.”

“You can’t stay,” replied Paul; “that’s obvious. You shouldn’t have stayed here so long. As soon as you discovered what Allerman was, you should have packed up and cleared out. I can’t understand why you didn’t.”

She shrugged.

“And have you discovered what Allerman is, Paul? Do you still think he’s the wonderful genius who’s devoting his life to working for the sake of humanity, and do you still think yourself the luckiest man in the world to have got a job as his assistant?”

Paul began pacing the room restlessly.

“I wish to God I knew, Jeanette! I wish I knew what to think! Those poor devils down in the cellar—”

“The workers? Then you’ve seen the workers, have you?”

He nodded.

“They’re horrible, Jeanette — terrible. If they’re specimens of what Allerman does with his experiments — I don’t know. I can’t make up my mind. He’s either a genius or a devil, and I don’t know which.”

“You’ve seen the workers, Paul, and you’ve seen Stark, and you’ve seen the way he treated Lorna—”

“Yes, I know, my dear, and I’ve seen this—”

He touched her cheek with his finger. “But Allerman — the greatest surgeon in the country — a man who is respected and admired by the whole medical profession — a man who can do the marvellous things in the operating theatres that I’ve seen him do. I simply can’t believe that he’s nothing more than a crazy, brutal devil.”

“You have to believe it, Paul. It was no use my trying to tell you when you came here. You wouldn’t have listened to me. You would have thought I’d lost my senses. But you’ve seen for yourself now. Dr. Allerman may be a genius; he may be the wonderful surgeon that everyone believes him to be; he must be a wonderful surgeon to do the things he has done. But that doesn’t mean that he can’t be a devil at the same time. If any other man than Dr. Allerman had done the fiendish things which he has done, you wouldn’t hesitate to think him a devil. It’s just because it’s Dr. Allerman—”

“Yes, I know,” said Paul. “If he were anyone else than Dr. Allerman, I’d say that he was a dangerous, perverted, degenerate maniac, and that his horrible experiments should be stopped. But it is Dr. Allerman, and it’s just possible that these experiments of his are justified; that he really is getting at something so tremendous that almost anything, however horrible it may seem, would be justified if it will help him to reach his goal. After all, vivisection is pretty horrible, but we don’t kick at it, provided we are satisfied that it is going to lessen human suffering and teach us how to cure some disease. It may be the same with Allerman’s experiments.”

Jeanette smiled faintly.

“But you don’t believe all that, Paul. You are only trying to persuade yourself that it might be true because you want it to be true. Deep down inside you, you know as well as I do — and, God knows, I’ve reason for knowing it — that whatever else he may be, Allerman is a cruel, brutal fiend, that he’s doing things that no man has any right to do. And you — you’re going to help him do them!”

“I don’t know what I’m going to do, Jeanette. But never mind me for the moment. I’m thinking of you. You can’t stay here.”

“I can’t leave,” she said again.

“But that’s absurd. There’s nothing to prevent your leaving. There’s no reason why you shouldn’t walk out of the house now. As a matter of fact, that’s the best thing for you to do.”

She shook her head.

“You seem to forget, Paul,” she said, “that if I walk out of the house I have nowhere to go, no friends or relations. And I should have no job, no means of earning my living. It isn’t easy for me to find a job that I can do, or anyone who would give me a job, even if I could do it. I was lucky to get this one with Dr. Allerman and I can’t afford to throw it away.”

“You’re willing to stay here after the way he has treated you? After all you’ve said about him? Even though you believe he’s a brutal fiend who is doing things that no man has any right to do, you’re still willing to stay here and help him — the very thing you blame me for doing.”

She shrugged her shoulders.

“Beggars can’t be choosers, Paul.”

He took two or three paces up and down the room and then stood still.

“Listen, Jeanette,” he said. “I’ll tell you what we’re going to do. You’re going to leave at once and I’m going with you. I’m going to chuck up the whole thing. You were quite right — whatever Allerman is, I shan’t be happy here. I don’t trust him and I should never be happy working with him. We’ll both leave and I’ll do as you wanted me to do — set up in practice on my own. I shan’t have a thousand a year, but I’ve got a bit of money and we’ll get married and rub along somehow. Go and pack your things while I see Allerman.”

Again the girl shook her head.

“I can’t leave, Paul. It’s no use. You might persuade me to promise to go away with you, but I know very well that I shouldn’t keep my promise. I shouldn’t be able to.”

“Afraid of Allerman?”

“Yes, perhaps. But it’s not only that. If Dr. Allerman tells me to do a thing, I can’t help myself. I have to do it. Somehow I don’t seem able to resist him, he’s so terribly strong — his will, I mean — and if ever I try to make the least resistance, I just crumple up. Dr. Allerman would never agree to let me go and I should never be able to go if he forbade it. That may sound pitifully weak and contemptible, Paul, but it’s the truth.”

“It’s absolute nonsense, Jeanette! If I want to take you from this house, neither Allerman nor anyone else can stop me. Leave it to me — I’ll see him at once.” He went towards the door, and glanced back as Jeanette called his name.

“Please don’t, Paul!” she begged. “Please don’t go to Dr. Allerman. It’s too late now. I can’t leave, nor can you.”

Paul came back and stood in front of her chair.

“What exactly do you mean by that, Jeanette?”

“You don’t understand,” she answered. “You don’t know Dr. Allerman as I do. If you did, you’d realise that he won’t allow you to leave now. It’s too late. You know too much to be allowed to go outside and tell other people what you have seen here. You’ve seen the Workers. You’ve seen Lorna here. As soon as I heard that Dr. Allerman had let you see the Workers, I knew it was too late. You’ve got to stay here now.”

“But, good heavens, Jeanette, the whole thing’s preposterous! If I wish to leave the house I shall leave it.”

She shook her head.

“You won’t, Paul. Don’t try. Something terrible will happen if you try. It has happened before — last year — there was another assistant. He hadn’t been here long before he discovered what you’ve discovered. He wanted to go — insisted on going. But he didn’t go. He’s still here, Paul, in the cellars — one of the Workers — and that’s what would happen to you if you tried to get away against Dr. Allerman’s will. But you won’t try. Dr. Allerman knows that now. That’s why he’s letting you go where you like about the house — why he’s letting you see me.”

“That’s just where he’s wrong, Jeanette. If I wish to leave—”

“He’s clever,” she interrupted. “Far too clever for you or me. He sees everything and seems to know just what you’re thinking and feeling. He knows now what he didn’t know when you first arrived here — that you’re fond of me. He asked me this morning and I told him the truth. I never can tell a lie to Dr. Allerman, and I told him you loved me and wanted to marry me. That was why he used his whip. Just for the moment he thought I might leave, but he soon realised that he need have no fear of that. That’s why you’re given permission to go where you like, Paul. Dr. Allerman knows that I can’t leave him, and he knows that as long as I’m here you
 won’t leave him.”

“He’s right there, Jeanette, but I don’t intend that either of us shall stay here. There’s nothing to be afraid of in Allerman, and you’ve got to make an effort. If you stand up to him and insist on going away with me, he will never dare—”

The door opened and Dr. Allerman came into the room.

“What is it Dr. Allerman will never dare?” he repeated, as he crossed the room towards them. He smiled. “You still have a lot to learn about me, Barlow, if you haven’t yet realised that in the cause of science there’s nothing I wouldn’t dare. Courage, Barlow, as I have already told you — indomitable courage and an inflexible will are the two essentials for the man who sets out to conquer nature. But I didn’t come here to discuss myself: I came here to tell you that from now onwards the rigid restrictions which I thought it wise to impose on you at first will be relaxed. No doubt Jeanette has already told you that you are free to go wherever you please, and in future the three of us will take our meals together.” His gaze was fixed on Paul’s eyes. It seemed to Paul, as he struggled to meet it steadily, that Allerman was reading his mind as easily as if it were an open book. “But I have no wish to intrude,” added Allerman. “As old friends, you and Jeanette no doubt have a good deal to say to each other. We shall meet again at lunchtime.” He went towards the door.

“Dr. Allerman!” It was Paul’s voice, but so strained and unnatural that he hardly recognised it as his own.

The doctor paused at the door and glanced back.

“You have something you wish to say to me, Barlow?”

“Yes, sir, I have. You told me just now that I was free to go wherever I liked.”

“Quite correct. And so?”

“Does that mean, sir, that I am free to give up my work here as your assistant and leave the house?”

“Certainly, Barlow. You are at liberty to go whenever you wish to go.” The hint of a smile appeared on his thin lips. “But you won’t go,” he added, and went from the room.
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Paul stood frowning at the door through which Allerman had gone.

“You see, Paul?” said Jeanette. “He’s far too clever for you or me. He knows you won’t go.” Paul turned towards her.

“It depends on you, Jeanette,” he said. “If you’ll come with me—”

She shook her head.

“You’re not really sorry that I won’t, Paul,” she said. “You’re still not sure about Dr. Allerman; I could see that when he was talking to you. You still can’t bring yourself to believe that he isn’t the great scientist working to conquer nature for the benefit of mankind.” She smiled. “I don’t blame you, Paul. I know how hard it is to believe anything which he doesn’t want you to believe when Dr. Allerman is with you, staring into your eyes. He sort of swamps you with his personality and makes you feel almost as much confidence in him as he has in himself. It’s only when you’re away from him that you can think your own thoughts.” She rose and went to him, laying a hand on his arm and smiling at his anxious face. “Don’t worry, Paul. Even if I could go with you, he wouldn’t let us go. There’s nothing to be done now but stay here and carry on with your work, hoping for the best.”

“I wish I knew what to believe. I don’t want to make a fool of myself — throw away the chance of working with Allerman—”

“You can’t now, Paul. You’ve got to stay here. The best thing is to go on with your work in the usual way and give Dr. Allerman no reason to suspect that you’re not sure about him. You’ll be sure before long, and then—” She shrugged her shoulders. “Then it won’t make any difference; you’ll still stay on. But don’t let’s waste our time talking about it. We shall be able to see each other now—”

“It’s you, Jeanette. I can’t forget that Allerman struck you—”

“That’s nothing. He did it in a fit of temper and was terribly penitent about it afterwards. I shall feel better really now you’re here. If ever I get frightened—”

“Frightened? That’s just what I want to get at, Jeanette. What are you frightened of?”

She shook her head.

“I can’t tell you. Perhaps I’m being silly and imagining things.”

“Of course,” said Paul, “things are pretty queer here. Stark is enough to scare anyone. But I can’t believe there’s any actual danger. I can’t help feeling that perhaps you’re exaggerating. You know what I mean, dear: living here all this time and working for a man like Allerman — it’s bound to get on your nerves.”

“You’ve just seen Dr. Allerman, Paul: that’s why you’re talking like that. He was-only here a few minutes, but it was long enough for your real thoughts and feelings to be swamped. Yet you don’t believe me when I say that I couldn’t leave if he didn’t want me to — and I’ve been here with him for nearly three years — being swamped all the time. It’s always the same.”

“But really, Jeanette, that’s nonsense—”

“Oh, no, it isn’t. Look at Stark — he has absolutely no mind of his own. And now there’s Lorna. She has a good deal more willpower than most people, but even she is beginning to knuckle under. But you mustn’t let that happen to you, Paul. You mustn’t let Dr. Allerman influence you as he does everyone else. If there’s ever to be an end of this dreadful business for either of us, you must be able to think clearly and see things as they really are — not as Dr. Allerman wants you to see them. You must try to believe me, Paul, and disbelieve Dr. Allerman—”

There came a knock at the door and Stark appeared. “Lunch,” he announced.

It was a trying meal. When Allerman was not talking, pouring contempt on the muddleheaded medical profession and dilating on his own theories, he sat there with a cynical smile on his lips which somehow made Paul feel that he was a naughty child whose naughtiness had been discovered and was being magnanimously overlooked.

But most of the time Allerman talked.

“A new humanity, Barlow,” he said. “That is what is needed, and that is what science will eventually give to the world — men and women with none of the faults of the present men and women and with all their virtues magnified a hundredfold. We shall develop them in the same way as we develop a more beautiful plant — selecting, grafting, gradually eliminating the undesirable qualities and intensifying the desirable ones. Look what we have done with roses — hundreds of exquisite types with every variety of form and colour, yet all we had to work on in the beginning was the common wild rose. If it can be done with roses, it can be done with human beings. Don’t you agree?”

“It might be possible, sir,” admitted Paul. “But I think it’s open to doubt whether it is desirable or not. After all, most of the roses which have been produced, though they may have form and colour, have very little scent. I’m not sure that in sacrificing the perfume to colour and shape we haven’t made a bad bargain.”

“The scent will come. It is merely a question of time.”

“And as I see things,” continued Paul, “the same applies to human beings. It’s the personality, the intangible something which distinguishes one individual from another apart from mere outward appearance — the scent, in other words — that is a person’s chief charm. It might be possible to produce a new humanity with perfect bodies by the same methods as have been used to produce the different varieties of the original wild rose, but I don’t see how science can hope ever to produce a humanity with perfect souls. It comes down to a question of souls, sir.”

Allerman smiled.

“And what, Barlow, is the soul? But that, perhaps, is a rather profound question to discuss at lunch. It’s as well, however, to remember that the soul is not necessarily the intangible thing it is generally believed to be. Science may one day discover that the soul is no less material than the body, and no less amenable to surgical treatment. When that day dawns, Barlow — and it may be nearer than you think — the new humanity, the perfect humanity, with all that is bad excised and all that is good intensified, will be well within sight. The soul may eventually be found to be nothing more than a gland.”

“That’s a pretty horrible thought, sir.”

Allerman shook his head.

“Truth is never horrible,” he said. “Only half-truths — the result of inefficient thinking — are horrible.” After lunch Paul went out for his walk. He had hoped that the new regime would permit Jeanette to go with him, but Allerman announced that he would need her in his study for the whole of the afternoon.

He had a lecture to prepare, which he wished to dictate.

“You and Jeanette must continue your reminiscences some other time, Barlow,” he said. “We are writing history in this house — the history of the future — and reminiscences must wait.”

Paul set out alone, striking across the fields which lay behind the house and formed part of Dr. Allerman’s property. He wanted to think, and he had a feeling that he would think more clearly somewhere away from the house. He wanted to stand back from the situation and take a good look at it. He had an uneasy feeling that inside the house, with Dr. Allerman under the same roof, in an atmosphere which was impregnated with the doctor’s overwhelming personality, he had been unable to get the situation into focus and see it clearly.

The rush of doubts which he had experienced when Jeanette had talked to him had to a large extent subsided. The girl, he told himself as he strode across the fields, was exaggerating things, letting her imagination run away with her. She was not strong, and Allerman worked her pretty hard — she had had no holiday since she had gone to him nearly three years ago. She was obviously in an overwrought, nervous condition.

Allerman’s house was not the place for an impressionable girl, and it was almost inevitable that anyone who did not understand the work on which he was engaged should come to the conclusion that he was an inhuman monster. It was absurd to expect a woman to look on Stark and the Workers from the same viewpoint as that of Allerman. To Jeanette they were horrible and nothing more; to Allerman, though they might be horrible, their brutishness was a quite unimportant detail: they marked definite steps in his advance towards his goal, and, though these repulsive by-products were probably inevitable, his ultimate results might justify their production. That, of course, was the right attitude — the scientific attitude. He must not allow his love of Jeanette to stampede him into doubting Allerman. He must keep his mind clear, uninfluenced by her doubts and fears…

He gave a rather wry smile. It was all very well to talk of keeping his mind free, but was he sure that it was free now? All these reassuring thoughts — were they really his own, created by his own mind, or had they come to him as a result of the half-hour which he had spent talking with Allerman at lunch? He had an uncomfortable feeling that the latter might be the case, that he was thinking in the way Allerman had wished him to think, that his mind was obeying some outside influence, repeating like a parrot ideas which had been thrust into it. Allerman had a tremendously forceful personality. He swamped you, Jeanette had said. Paul wondered if he, too, had been swamped.

When he reached the gate that led from the field into the lane, Paul found it occupied. Perched on top of it was the tweed-clad figure of a man, who sat with his elbows resting on his knees, thoughtfully gazing at the pipe in his hand. In spite of the hint of greyness about his temples, his face, as he glanced up at Paul’s approach, was the face of a man of about thirty, a clean-cut, well-tanned face, with a pair of very blue eyes.

He welcomed Paul with a smile, and flourished his pipe.

“I’ve been staring at my pipe for twenty minutes,” he said, “wondering whether it was worth walking into the village to get a match.”

Paul produced a box of matches and handed it to him. The stranger lighted his pipe, offered Paul a cigarette and waved a hand towards the gate.

“Take a seat,” he invited, edging along to make room for Paul.

The latter perched himself on the gate beside him. “My name’s Delane,” announced the stranger. “I’ve got a little place — a cottage — just the other side of the village. Are you staying down here?”

“I’m staying with Dr. Allerman,” replied Paul. Delane glanced at him sharply, and then became absorbed in prodding his pipe with the blade of a penknife.

“You’re a friend of his?”

“I’m his assistant.”

“H’m! Know much about him?”

“I know what everybody knows — that he’s a marvellous surgeon.”

“‘Dr. Allerman’s Experimental Farm — Danger,’” said Delane. “That’s a rum sort of notice to put up, isn’t it? What’s the danger?”

“I’ve no idea,” smiled Paul. “I fancy that’s only Allerman’s way of keeping trespassers off his property.”

“Queer sort of cuss, isn’t he? There are all sorts of rumours about him down here, you know. He’s the prime subject of conversation in the village pub. Everybody seems scared of him, but I can’t find out why. And no one will come near his farm at night. I’ve asked several people about it. It seems that one James Puddefoot crossed one of Allerman’s fields one night and had a rather unpleasant experience. The story is that just as he turned through a gap in one of the hedges there was a growl and something sprang at him. Puddefoot seems a bit vague as to what it was that sprang at him: the nearest he can get to a description is that it was a gorilla, only it wasn’t a gorilla because the creature spoke — shouted ‘Master! Master!’ as if he were calling to someone. James Puddefoot’s considered opinion is that it was a man with the face of a gorilla, and the view of the local wiseacres is that Allerman was responsible — that he got hold of some man and did something to him, making him into the semi-human beast that sprang out at Puddefoot and chivvied him across the fields until he jumped the gate into the road and rushed across to the local pub, where he had to swallow three pints of beer before he could give an account of what had happened to him.”

Paul smiled.

“And my opinion, for what it’s worth,” he said, “is that James Puddefoot had had a good many pints before he crossed the field.”

Delane gave a shrug.

“Local gossip may exaggerate, of course,” he said, “but there’s usually some truth behind that sort of tale. Colour is lent to Puddefoot’s story by the reports from the tradesmen who call at Allerman’s house. They say he has a servant who is much more like a gorilla than a man — Shark or Spark or some such name.”

“Stark,” said Paul. “Stark is no beauty, but he’s quite human and a most efficient servant. Dr. Allerman keeps very much to himself, and he is perhaps rather — eccentric, and that sort of thing’s bound to set tongues wagging in a place like this. But it’s all moonshine. He’s an extraordinarily gifted man who’s devoting his life to scientific research and experiment.”

“What kind of experiment?”

“I’ve only a vague idea of the lines on which he’s working — you see, I’ve not been here more than a few days. In any case, even if I knew, I certainly shouldn’t feel at liberty to broadcast the information.”

Delane smiled.

“You’re very loyal, aren’t you?”

“And you’re very curious, aren’t you?” smiled Paul.

“About Allerman? Yes — very. That’s why I’ve been pumping you. There are lots of things about Allerman which you could probably tell me if you would, but I see it wouldn’t be the least use asking you. Never mind: I’ll find out in due course. There’s no hurry; I’ve got the cottage on a three-years lease.” Paul gazed at him curiously as he sat puffing his pipe and staring at the horizon.

“Do you mean that you’ve rented a cottage and come down here to live simply to satisfy your curiosity about Allerman?”

Delane nodded.

“There are certain questions to which I’m anxious to find the answers, and I’ve an idea that this is the spot to find them.” He was silent for some moments, and then turned to face Paul.

“No offence meant,” he said, “but you’ve a very high opinion of Allerman, haven’t you?”

“The whole medical profession has.”

“And that includes you? It’s you I’m talking about at the moment. You’ve taken this job as Allerman’s assistant. You no doubt think that it’s a marvellous opportunity and that Allerman is a tin god. Naturally you would think that: Allerman has an amazing power of projecting his own thoughts into other people’s minds. He always had. It’s a wonderful gift if used in the right way, but a pretty deadly one if it isn’t. You say that you’ve a very high opinion of Dr. Allerman — but are you quite sure it really is your own opinion?”

It was an echo of Paul’s own doubt, and he stared at Delane with a puzzled frown. The latter seemed to know a good deal about Allerman, and in a different way he was saying exactly what Jeanette had said….

“What I’m getting at,” went on Delane, “is this. You’ve taken on this job as assistant to Allerman, probably because you think it will lead to something pretty good in the future. But are you quite sure you’re not backing a wrong ‘un?”

“In an indirect sort of way,” said Paul, “you’re slinging a good deal of mud at the doctor, aren’t you? And as far as I can see it’s all made up of silly chatter in a local pub.”

“Not quite.” He smoked for some moments in silence, and then glanced again at Paul. “Obviously, it’s none of my business,” he said, “and you’re quite old enough to look after yourself, but I think I’ll tell you, all the same. You can’t say then that I didn’t warn you when I had the chance. If you took my advice, you’d chuck the job and leave Allerman at once.”

“Why?”

“Well, I can’t give you any very convincing reason, except that I’ve a hunch that Allerman is a wrong ‘un. There was a case some years ago in which he was mixed up — I remember hearing my father talk about it at the time. He’s a sawbones, too. Allerman performed some operation on a child and the child died.”

“That’s nothing against him. A doctor isn’t necessarily a wrong ‘un because one of his patients dies under an operation.”

“The point in this case, as far as I remember, was that there was no need for the child to die. The operation was quite a simple one. But it was discovered — by some other doctor — that the simple operation hadn’t been performed, and it was perfectly clear that Allerman had been experimenting, trying out one of his newfangled theories on the kid, and had made a mess of it. Either the theory was wrong or he wasn’t clever enough to carry through what he was trying to do. Anyway, the kid died, when there was absolutely no need for it to die, and there wasn’t the least doubt that Allerman had been up to some stunt. But it was all hushed up. The child’s parents were poor people, Allerman is an immensely wealthy man, and that was that.”

“It’s all fairly vague, isn’t it?” said Paul. “You can’t expect me to throw up my job if you’ve nothing more than that as evidence against Allerman.”

“I have — a good deal more. A few years ago my brother came down here as Allerman’s assistant. Like you, he thought he was on to a good thing. For a whole year we never saw him, and heard from him only at very rare intervals. My governor was uneasy about him — said he didn’t like the tone of his letters: they were unbalanced — hysterical — the sort of letters he would never have expected young Bill to write. He eventually wrote to Allerman asking him if Bill was all right. Allerman replied — by telegram. Bill, he said, had thrown up his job the day before and left the house. For a week we couldn’t get any news as to what had become of him, and then we found him. He was out of his mind — utterly and hopelessly mad. He never recovered his reason. He died about six months later.”

“And you believe that Allerman was in some way responsible?”

Delane nodded.

“Bill raved a good deal,” he said. “A lot of it was incoherent nonsense, but not all of it. I heard enough to put me on the right track. He kept on shouting Allerman’s name, begging him not to do something, to leave the poor devil alone. He kept on saying: ‘It’s ghastly — it’s horrible — it’s making a man into a beast’ and that sort of thing, and then begging Allerman not to insist on his helping him. I gathered that he wanted to chuck the job and clear out, but Allerman wouldn’t let him. Anyway, without going into everything I heard, I can assure you that it was enough to satisfy me that young Bill lost his reason because of something he saw here at Allerman’s place, because of something which he was forced to do — something foul and beastly — and in that case Allerman murdered him as surely as if he had put a bullet through his brain.”

He struck a match and relighted his pipe.

“We could get nothing out of Allerman. Naturally. Bill had thrown up his job and left the house, and had been perfectly normal then; if anything had occurred to upset his mental balance, it had occurred between the date of his leaving Allerman’s place and our finding him. But I’m sure Allerman was lying. My own opinion is that when the governor started getting restive Allerman kicked Bill out because he couldn’t afford to have his father turning up and finding him here in that state. He might have demanded explanations which Allerman was anxious not to give.”

“And that’s why you’re down here?”

Delane nodded.

“Something happened in Allerman’s house,” he said impressively, “which turned young Bill into a raving madman — something for which Allerman was responsible, and for which I’m going to make the swine pay. Allerman killed young Bill, and I’m going to get him for it if it takes me ten years. Something pretty damnable is taking place on this experimental farm of his, and I’m not going to rest until I’ve discovered what it is.” He smiled. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you, anyway. I don’t know why I did it — except that I’d hate to see another man go the same way as young Bill went. And now I suppose you’ll go straight back and tell Allerman there’s a bloke sitting on his gate who’s vowing to have his blood!”

Paul shook his head.

“I shan’t do that.”

“It’s your duty to Allerman.”

Paul was silent for some moments, lost in thought. Then:

“I’ve no time now,” he said. “Allerman will be expecting me back. But I’d like to meet you again. Perhaps I can help. … I’m not at all satisfied — one or two things have made me wonder. …”

Delane thrust a scrap of paper into his hand.

“My address,” he said. “Call and see me as soon as you can.”

He got off the gate and went striding along the lane. Paul, slipping the paper into his pocket, returned across the fields to the house.

He was sure about Allerman now. Listening to Delane’s story, conviction had come to him. He could guess what it was that had driven young Bill out of his mind. If Allerman had compelled him to assist in the production of those half-human brutes in the cellar, it was small wonder that his reason had snapped.

And that, or something on much the same lines, was doubtless what lay ahead of himself. The time would come when he would be called upon to take a hand in the doctor’s experiments, and there was only one thing to be done. He must resign and leave at once. But if Jeanette refused to go with him….
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Paul had scarcely entered his workroom when Stark brought him a message that Dr. Allerman wished to see him immediately. Accordingly he made his way to the doctor’s library, where he found Allerman seated at his desk. For some moments he stood waiting while the doctor toyed with his pencil, absorbed in thought.

Suddenly Allerman glanced up at him.

“What did Delane tell you, Barlow?”

He saw Paul’s start of surprise and smiled rather grimly.

“Perhaps I am asking too much,” he said. “I don’t wish to place you in an awkward position, and no doubt you would find it a little embarrassing to tell me that Delane accused me of being the murderer of his brother. That bee is always buzzing in poor Delane’s bonnet. Is that what he told you?”

“He certainly seems to blame you for his brother’s death, sir.”

Allerman nodded.

“I guessed as much when I saw him sitting on the gate and talking to you. You are not the first person to whom he has made that slanderous statement. It is, I understand, generally accepted in the village now that I am some sort of inhuman monster who was in some way responsible for young Delane losing his reason, and I understand that this brother of his is letting it be known that he has come down here to get to the bottom of the matter and exact a terrible penalty from me. I need hardly tell you, Barlow, that Delane’s story is a very garbled version of the facts. It is just an example of the sort of thing you must expect if you venture one step from the path which is trodden by the mediocrities of the medical profession.”

Paul avoided his eyes. Something told him that if he met Allerman’s gaze he would believe everything he was saying, and he did not want to believe. He believed Delane, and he believed Jeanette, and this time at any rate he did not intend to be swamped by Allerman.

“If Delane is spreading slanderous statements about you, sir, there’s always the legal remedy,” he said.

The doctor shook his head.

“To take legal action would make it appear that I attach far more importance to his statements than I in fact do. What the general public thinks of me does not interest me, but if you are to work with me it is essential that you should trust me implicitly, and that is why I am troubling to explain. The truth is that young Delane, when he came to me, was mentally an extremely unstable young man, the last man in the world who should have taken up surgery — particularly the sort of work on which I was engaged. I saw from the first that he would be useless to me, but he was recommended to me by an old friend of mine whom I was anxious to please, so I allowed him to stay here. I allowed him to take no part in my experiments and he really did very little but amuse himself.”

Here Paul could not repress a chuckle. The idea of anyone “amusing” himself in Allerman’s establishment struck him as distinctly funny.

“But he gradually grew worse,” went on the doctor. “He became nervous, hysterical, subject to sudden outbursts of uncontrollable temper, until at last I was compelled to dismiss him. I was not in the least surprised when I heard a little later that he had lost his reason: he was a borderline case when he came to me; but to blame me for his insanity is utterly preposterous. Those are the true facts, and if Delane persists in his refusal to believe them, that is not my fault. I should, however, prefer that you didn’t make a friend of Delane, and I must ask you not to engage in any further conversation with him.”

He eyed Paul keenly for several moments.

“You believed what Delane told you, Barlow, didn’t you? Don’t trouble to deny it — I know you did. You were at any rate tempted to believe it, which simply goes to prove that you still haven’t the absolute faith in me which you must have if you are to work with me on my experiments, as I wish you to. Perhaps that is partly my own fault: I haven’t taken you, it may be, sufficiently into my confidence. You have no very definite idea as to what kind of experiments I am conducting, and that leaves you open to imagine all sorts of ridiculous things and to accept any absurd account of my work that may come to your ears.”

“I should certainly like to have a clear idea of what you’re aiming at, sir, and of how you’re trying to reach it.”

Allerman nodded.

“That is what I propose to give you,” he replied. “Tomorrow I have been summoned to appear before the Medical Council. That means, Barlow, that these muddleheaded gentlemen have taken exception to the tone of my last lecture to the students at the University, and I am to appear and answer for my misdeeds. I propose to take you with me and let you hear me explain to them just what I am aiming at and just how far behind the times they are. By the time I have finished with the Medical Council — well, I can’t hope to pierce their shell of tradition and project a new idea into their minds, but I fancy I shall have told you sufficient to make you eager to join me in the work.”

“I shall be immensely interested, sir.”

Allerman nodded.

“All right — tomorrow. And now please send Jeanette to me; I have to prepare my speech to the muddleheads.”

Paul left him, and a few moments later Jeanette entered the room. She seated herself on the chair beside Allerman’s desk.

“I want you to take down some notes,” he said. Jeanette, however, did not open her notebook.

“Dr. Allerman,” she said, “I must speak to you. About that girl — Lorna.”

Allerman raised his eyebrows.

“Well?”

“I’ve just left her. She’s in a shocking state — terribly frightened. It’s not surprising. She has been kept down in that room, shut away from everyone, wondering what is going to happen to her, and she won’t be able to stand much more of it.”

“Has she been complaining?”

“Really, Dr. Allerman, it’s not surprising if she has, is it? To keep her shut up down there, knowing what is on the other side of that shutter—”

The doctor made a gesture of impatience.

“Lorna has nothing to complain of. She should be grateful to me. If I had not brought her here she would have been occupying far less comfortable quarters. Her room may not be the acme of luxury, but it is at any rate better than a prison cell. You need waste no pity on Lorna, Jeanette. She has a low type of criminal mind—”

“But that makes no difference, Dr. Allerman. She has feelings, and she’s terribly frightened. To keep her shut up like this without telling her how long she is to stay there or what is going to happen to her—”

“Even that is, I imagine, preferable to knowing that she is definitely in prison for five or perhaps ten years — where she would certainly have been if I hadn’t helped her to escape from the police.”

“But what are you going to do with her?” Allerman frowned.

“My dear Jeanette,” he said “how often have I told you that I dislike being questioned?”

He picked up a letter from his desk and began to read it.

“What are you going to do with her?” repeated Jeanette. “You can’t intend — not for the Workers — you couldn’t—”

Allerman glanced at her over the top of the letter. “No, not for the Workers. I have another use for Lorna Sherwood.” He laid aside the letter and rested his elbows on the desk. “Listen to me, Jeanette. I am going to attempt the greatest experiment I have ever made. It is going to be my most brilliant success.”

“And you want Lorna for the experiment?”

He nodded.

“Lorna — and you.”

Fear sprang into her eyes.

“Me?”

Again he nodded.

“You have a beautiful mind, Jeanette — a beautiful soul. But your body—” He shrugged. “Nothing can be done to give you a beautiful, healthy body, Jeanette. Even I can do nothing. I’m telling you nothing which you don’t already know when I say that at the most you have three or four years to live. The cruelty of nature, Jeanette! You — at your age — with only three or four years of life in front of you — simply because you have a slight fault in your body which we haven’t yet discovered how to put right.”

“I’ve got used to the idea, Dr. Allerman, and it doesn’t worry me now.”

“But you would rather live than die,” said the doctor. “Even if living meant a mere existence in your inefficient body, you would still prefer to live. But suppose I could supply you with a new body — provide a new home, a beautiful home, for your beautiful soul?”

Jeanette stared at him, a look of horror on her face. “A new home?” she repeated slowly. “I — I don’t understand.”

“A new body,” said Allerman— “a beautiful body. Think what that would mean to you, Jeanette. Suppose I could take your soul from your weak, diseased, deformed body and put it into a strong, healthy, beautiful body?” He brought his fist crashing down on the desk. “I can do it!” he exclaimed. “And I am going to do it! It will be my greatest achievement — the final triumph — the ultimate conquest of nature.”

His eyes were alight with excitement. Jeanette could only stare at him in horrified amazement.

“I am going to take your soul out of your diseased body, Jeanette, and put it into the beautiful body of Lorna Sherwood. A beautiful body for a beautiful soul. I can do it — I will do it.”

“For God’s sake, Dr. Allerman—”

“I will do it!” he exclaimed. “That is why I am keeping Lorna Sherwood — because I want her beautiful body for you.”

“But it’s horrible—”

“It’s horrible, perhaps, for Lorna Sherwood, but not for you, Jeanette. Lorna Sherwood does not matter. Her soul is an ugly, deformed, diseased soul, and your ugly, deformed, diseased body is good enough for her. She can have it and live out what little time it will last. I will transfer her soul to it in the same way as I shall transfer your soul to her body—”

“Dr. Allerman — for God’s sake — you mustn’t try—”

“I shall try and I shall succeed.”

“But I don’t want her body. I’d rather keep my own body and die if I must. I’d a hundred times rather die than have you experiment on me. It’s murder — the foulest kind of murder! To rob a soul of its body—”

“It will have a body — the body it deserves — the body into which it would have been born if Nature had not made one of her colossal blunders. But with my knife and my forceps I shall remedy Nature’s blunder—”

“I’d rather die — I’d rather kill myself here and now. I’d sooner face death than the risk of becoming what you’ve made those poor creatures in the cellar.”

“I have turned those poor creatures, as you call them, into useful members of society.”

“You’ve turned them into beasts. I’ve seen them before — and after. I’ve seen them come to the door — boys asking for work, tramps asking for food, ragged, dirty, down-and-outs, the dregs of society, perhaps, but still human, with intelligent eyes and normal human feelings. I’ve seen them on the table and what you did to them. Horrible! Inhuman! And I’ve seen them when you’ve finished using your knife and forceps on them — beasts, brutes, with the eyes of dumb animals, gibbering, brainless, repulsive. You can kill me, Dr. Allerman, but you shan’t do that to me.”

“There is no risk of that, Jeanette. Those were merely my early experiments.”

“You’ve taken thinking, feeling human beings and turned them into beasts. You’ve murdered them — murdered their souls — and if God doesn’t damn you for it, then God isn’t just.”

He was quite calm again now.

“My dear Jeanette, you’re becoming hysterical. I have a certain cure for hysteria—”

Instantly she made a tremendous effort to regain her self-control.

“No — I’m all right — I’m not hysterical. I don’t need anything.”

“Then please try to control yourself. You don’t seem to realise that I am paying you a great compliment in wishing to preserve all that is best in you and free you from all that is ugly and useless and a burden to you. You should be full of gratitude. No doubt you will be when you have had time to think it over and understand what it will mean to you. It will mean that you will have as perfect a body as any human being can have — a body that will give you many years in which to enjoy life. You will be able to live the life which every woman is intended to live — to marry and bear children, to love and be loved.” He paused and smiled. “And there will be no need for you to say ‘No’ to Paul Barlow again.”

Jeanette’s hands were trembling; there was a singing in her ears, and she saw Dr. Allerman’s face through a sort of throbbing haze.

“For the sake of Paul Barlow, Jeanette, I fancy you will agree.”

She shook her head.

“Dr. Allerman, I couldn’t — even for Paul I couldn’t agree.”

Allerman shrugged his shoulders.

“Such is love,” he said. “But whether you agree or not, Jeanette, you will do it.”
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It struck Paul very forcibly that Dr. Blumenthal, Dean of the Faculty of Medicine, bore no outward sign of being the muddleheaded old fool that Dr. Allerman seemed to think him, and the same was equally true of the dozen or so men who were gathered round the table when he followed Allerman into the room. Dr. Blumenthal was tall, white-haired, with a clear-cut, intellectual face and a pair of eyes almost as piercing as Allerman’s, and with the same suggestion of a strong, masterful will behind them.

When he had shaken hands with Allerman he glanced enquiringly towards Paul.

“This is Dr. Barlow, my assistant,” explained Allerman. “I have brought him along to listen and learn.”

Dr. Blumenthal raised his eyebrows.

“Surely, Allerman, on such an occasion — in view of the nature of this meeting — it is rather unusual—”

“The occasion is unusual,” interrupted Allerman. “I wish Barlow to be present.”

With a shrug, Dr. Blumenthal surrendered. Waving Paul to a chair by the fireplace, he took his seat at the head of the table, and Allerman seated himself on his left.

“First round to Allerman,” thought Paul, and settled himself to listen. This meeting, he had decided, was to settle the matter once and for all. He would listen to Allerman, learn what experiments he was conducting and what goal he was trying to reach, and make up his mind definitely whether it was a goal towards which he could travel with him. If it was, he would finally dismiss all doubts of Allerman from his mind and settle down to work; if it was not, he would resign immediately, leave Allerman’s house and somehow persuade Jeanette to go with him. One way or other his present state of indecision and uncertainty must end.

“There is no need for these proceedings to be lengthy, Allerman,” began Dr. Blumenthal.

“I agree,” smiled Allerman. “Since every gentleman here is losing heavily in fees for every minute he spends here, agreement on that point is no doubt unanimous.”

“Let me preface my remarks,” continued Dr. Blumenthal, “with the statement that all of us recognise you, Allerman, as a very brilliant pathologist.” Allerman bowed slightly.

“Charming,” he smiled; and Paul noticed the look of cynical amusement in his eyes. “And now that you have handed me the bouquet, Dr. Blumenthal, I am ready for the bite of the asp that lies hidden in it. ‘I am a very brilliant pathologist, but?’”

“Frankly, Allerman, everyone of us here disapproves both of your operative and your theoretical work.” Allerman glanced round the table, as though weighing up the strength of the opposition.

“Science,” he said, “can only progress by experiment. New worlds are only discovered by the explorer. The whole of truth is not contained in the textbooks.”

“Possibly not, Allerman. But you will agree that before a man whose word carries weight, and whose opinions and theories are likely to have a profound effect, ventures to proclaim something as true, he should be extremely careful that there is no possibility of his being mistaken, that his imagination is not running away with him, that his theories are not getting out of control and leading him into exaggeration, that he is not, in fact, deluding both himself and his audience.”

“My dear Blumenthal,” smiled Allerman, “time is too precious to waste on platitudes, and there is no need for this tactful skimming of the surface. Let us get right down to the bedrock of my misdeeds.”

“Very well, Allerman,” replied Dr. Blumenthal. “Quite bluntly, your last lecture to the students of the university was eminently unsatisfactory. You made statements which, as a responsible member of the profession, you were totally unjustified in making.” There came a murmur of assent from the others. Paul, watching Allerman’s face intently, saw the smile fade from his lips and his eyes grow hard.

“That statement, at any rate, Blumenthal,” he said, “is one that cries aloud for justification.”

“I propose to justify it. You made a very definite suggestion in your lecture that the soul is a material thing which has its existence in the crypto-thyroid gland. You can hardly have made such a suggestion inadvertently, and you can hardly fail to realise that, coming from you, the suggestion would attract a good deal of attention. It has, as a matter of fact, roused the churches to vehement protest and stirred up a storm of antagonism against the medical profession. Once again the cry has been raised that science and religion are at loggerheads, and when that cry is raised it is science that is going to get the worst of it.”

“Truth can never get the worst of it.”

“Perhaps not,” agreed Blumenthal. “We like to think so, at any rate. But where you and I differ, Allerman, is in what we accept as truth. Candidly, the Council regard your suggestion that the soul is some material substance which exists in the crypto-thyroid gland as utterly fantastic and incapable of demonstration.”

Allerman glanced round the table again.

“And is that the charge against me, gentlemen?” Again came the murmur of assent. With a shrug Allerman took out his pocketbook, opened it, drew from it a small microscopic slide and laid it on the table in front of Blumenthal.

“Look at that, please,” said Allerman. Then, as Blumenthal picked up the slide and inspected it: “On that slide, gentlemen, there is a tiny speck — so tiny as to be practically invisible to the naked eye. The speck is the egg of a dragonfly, and contained within it are two beings, each with its own separate life — an ugly thing that crawls in the water and a gorgeously beautiful creature that shimmers in the sunlight…. Two distinct and separate lives, gentlemen, in that tiny speck on the microscopic slide. Need I go on?”

“At the moment, Allerman,” said Dr. Blumenthal, “the connection between this slide and your preposterous statement to the students of the university is not very obvious.”

“I should have thought it was perfectly obvious,” replied Allerman. “If in that tiny speck of matter is life — two lives — individuality, character, accomplishment, beauty — is it so preposterous to assume that in the recesses of some gland of the human body is to be found the same controlling influence, the very soul of the body?”

Blumenthal shook his head.

“You were not invited here, Allerman,” he said, “to deliver a lecture on bio-chemistry. There is nothing to be gained by prolonging the discussion. If these are your views, then they are totally unacceptable to the Faculty, and we have decided that your course of lectures shall be cancelled.”

Allerman gave a cynical smile.

“I bow to the superior wisdom of the Faculty.”

Dr. Blumenthal did not strike Paul as looking particularly comfortable. He frowned, cleared his throat, and handed back the microscopic slide with an air which suggested that he was handing Allerman a plaything which was too childish to interest him.

“There is another matter, Allerman,” he said. “This experimental farm of yours. Certain rather disturbing rumours about it are getting abroad. There have even been several paragraphs in the newspapers of a kind which are not calculated to maintain the dignity of the profession or preserve public confidence.”

“My dear Blumenthal, don’t try to hold me responsible for the newspapers. I am only concerned with truth.”

“Making due allowance for sensationalism, Allerman, the Council feel that there must be some substratum of truth in these rumours, and we are, I think, entitled to some sort of assurance that the experiments which you are conducting are not likely to prove as injurious to the prestige of the medical profession as are your lectures. On what are you experimenting?”

“Plant life — animal life — all that is likely to contribute to my knowledge. More particularly I am interested in the crypto-thyroid gland.”

Blumenthal shook his head with an air of despair.

“We do feel, Allerman,” he said, “that in allowing yourself to become obsessed by these gland theories of yours you are going very seriously wrong.”

“Wrong?” exclaimed Allerman. “How can I go wrong? Is Voronoff wrong? Hasn’t he taken the aged and made them young again by the mere transference of a gland? Surely you realise that in every hospital in the world, morons and mental deficients are being turned into intelligent people by gland transfer? Is every doctor going wrong who transfers a gland?”

Allerman’s eyes lighted up and he brought his fist crashing down on the table.

“I am not wrong!” he exclaimed. “I cannot be wrong. I have proved to myself scores of times that I am right. I will tell you gentlemen something: I can take a subject without a single decent instinct — a pervert, a degenerate, a depraved, degraded creature that is little more than a beast — and I can develop in him or her an intellect as great as that of any one of you who are sitting around this table.”

The learned gentlemen seated around the table smiled indulgently.

“Oh, you may smile, gentlemen,” continued Allerman. “It is easy to smile. Only a few years ago, if I had told you that I had just been listening to an orchestra in New York or Melbourne, you would have smiled in the same pitying way — and you would have been as wrong as you are to smile now.” He paused, and himself smiled rather grimly. “You smile, gentlemen, because you have still to realise that the man who strays off the beaten track and gets free of the ruts of Harley Street may still find his way to the truth, that he may, in fact, and in all probability will, discover a much shorter route to it. But you will not always smile. The time will come when you will wonder — though you will never admit it — how you could ever have been stupid enough not to realise what will then seem so obvious to you. When that time comes, gentlemen, I hope you will have the grace to blush in secret at the recollection that you once sat around this table and had the temerity to smile at the theories of Raymond Allerman.”

He was silent for some moments, lost in thought. Then:

“So you wish to know, gentlemen, what I am experimenting with at my farm. Very well; I will tell you and give you another chance to smile. I am experimenting with souls — human souls — tiny specks, microscopic atoms, smaller than the egg of the dragonfly, invisible except under the microscope, yet having in them all the brilliance of thought, all the beauty of mind, all the accomplishments of civilisation.”

He rose and stood surveying his audience with a look of amused contempt.

“Souls, gentlemen,” he repeated— “human souls. As Voronoff can transfer a gland, so can I transfer a soul. That is my triumph, gentlemen, my supreme achievement. Some day, perhaps, I may demonstrate it to you, but for the moment I prefer to wish you good day and leave you to smile.”

He strode to the door.

“Come, Barlow!”

Back in his workroom, Paul spent several hours thinking over all he had heard. So that was the great experiment to which Allerman was devoting his life! It was terrific, marvellous, terrifying! The nerve of the man! And if he had really reached the point at which he could actually transfer a human soul, what a stupendous achievement! “As Voronoff can transfer a gland, so can I transfer a soul.”

“Yes,” thought Paul—” — but whose soul?”
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Lorna dragged the small table across the room and placed it against the wall immediately under the little window. Climbing on to the table, she reached upwards, found that her hand was still a foot below the lower edge of the window, and gave a gasp of impatience. Getting down to the floor, she placed the chair on the table and carefully climbed on to the unsteady erection. She could reach the window comfortably now, and could see that it had no hinges and no fastener. Obviously it was not intended to be opened. It had no doubt been fitted merely to admit light into the room, which received its supply of air through two small ventilators further along the wall.

She wasted several minutes, and broke several of her fingernails trying to open it. Then she remained for a time staring at it sullenly. It was, she calculated, just large enough for her to squeeze through, if only she could get it open.

Again she descended carefully to the floor, went through the small door that led into the bathroom and returned a few moments later carrying a thick bath-towel. She wrapped this carefully around her hand, so that it was protected by the towel, like a thickly padded boxing-glove. Mounting again, she steadied herself by placing her left hand against the wall, drew back her right arm and drove her padded fist hard against the frosted glass of the window.

The glass fell outside with a faint tinkle, and Lorna glanced eagerly at the opening. Immediately the eagerness left her eyes and her arms fell limply to her sides. Across the window on the outside were two stout iron bars.

She thrust her left hand through, gripped first one and then the other and tried to shake them. Neither of them gave by the fraction of an inch.

She caught the sound of footsteps in the passage, glanced quickly at the door, and then, scrambling down from her perch, tossed the towel on to the bed and dragged the table back to its usual position. When, a moment later, the door was opened and Stark entered the room, she was sitting on the chair, resting her elbows on the table, with her chin cupped in her hands.

She stared at Stark resentfully.

“Well, what do you want?”

The man made no reply.

“I wonder you’ve got the nerve to show your ugly face here,” she went on. “I’d be ashamed if I were you. All that talk about your big hands and what you could do to Allerman if you wanted to! And then, when you get the chance to do it, you haven’t got the guts. ‘Yes, master.’ ‘No, master.’ ‘I was going to kill you, master.’ You make me sick!”

Stark stared at her, with fluttering eyelids, but still made no reply.

“Nice and quiet and well-behaved now, aren’t you!” sneered Lorna. “What’s he been doing to you? Sticking his needle in your arm again? You let him do a thing like that and call yourself a man! Let him try sticking his needle in my arm, that’s all! You won’t catch me saying ‘Yes, master’—”

Stark turned and stood aside, and Jeanette, carrying a tray, came into the room.

As she set the tray on the table, Stark went out, closing the door. On the tray were a glass of milk and a few biscuits on a plate. Lorna eyed them scornfully.

“What’s this?” she demanded.

“It’s your supper,” said Jeanette. “Dr. Allerman has ordered that this evening you’re to have milk and biscuits.”

Lorna glanced at her suspiciously.

“Here, what’s the great idea — milk and biscuits! Does he think I’m slimming? You can take that lot back to him. If I can’t have a proper meal, I’ll have nothing.”

“I shouldn’t do that if I were you,” said Jeanette. “There’s nothing to be gained by annoying Dr. Allerman, and he’s very easily annoyed if people go against his wishes. If you refuse the milk and biscuits, I’m afraid you’ll have to go hungry.”

“So that’s his latest, is it — starving me! What’s he want to starve me for?”

She turned away from the table.

“But it doesn’t matter. I’m not hungry anyway. You can take that stuff away.”

Jeanette shook her head.

“The doctor gave definite instructions that you were to drink the milk—”

Lorna sprang to her feet.

“The doctor!” she exclaimed hysterically. “Damn the doctor! He can’t treat me this way! He’s got no right. He’s not the Lord Chief Justice of England, is he? He can’t keep me shut up here and starve me the same as if I was in prison. He’d get ten years for this if the police knew about it. What’s he keeping me here for, anyway? What’s he going to do to me? You know, don’t you? You can tell me if you want to.”

“I can’t tell you anything,” said Jeanette.

Lorna went to her and seized her arm.

“Listen,” she said. “You’re a woman the same as I am. He’s got something in his mind — something horrible. But you know him pretty well, and he might listen to what you say. You can talk to him and persuade him not to do anything to me. You must! You can’t leave me here for that devil to fool about with, without trying to stop him.”

“Dr. Allerman pays no attention to what I say, Lorna.”

“But you can think of something, can’t you? You’re clever. So am I in some ways, but not in the same way as you. You’ve been decently brought up, you have. Been to a ladies’ school and all that; but I’ve never had no schooling and I know I can’t deal with a man like Allerman the same as you can. You could do something if you tried. You could go to the police, couldn’t you — telephone them if you like — and tell them Allerman has got me shut up here in his cellar.”

Again Jeanette shook her head.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I can’t do anything to help you. I wish I could.”

“But what’s he going to do to me?” exclaimed Lorna. “Why doesn’t he tell me? Nobody tells me anything. You know and you won’t tell me. Stark too, damn him! He knows and I can’t get a word out of him.”

She gave a quick, nervous glance at the shutter in the wall.

“He’s not going to do that to me, is he — turn me into one of those filthy brutes? The table, he said. I heard him. He said it to Stark. He wants me for the table—” She paused abruptly and a look of abject terror spread over her face. “My God! That’s what he wants me for. He wants me for the table — the operating table. I see now. That’s why he’s starving me. I know what they do in hospital before they put you on the table!”

“You must try not to upset yourself, Lorna,” said Jeanette quietly. “After all, Dr. Allerman is the finest surgeon in the country—”

“But there’s nothing wrong with me. I don’t want a surgeon. He’s just going to experiment — get me on his table — cut me!”

“Dr. Allerman won’t hurt you, Lorna. You may be sure of that.”

Lorna clung to her arm.

“He mustn’t touch me!” she exclaimed. “You mustn’t let him touch me! If he touches me I’ll go crazy mad. I’m scared. Listen, you! — Jeanette, aren’t you? — I’ve got a boy — Mickey Stone. He’s doing a stretch and you can’t get at him. But he’s got pals, and if they knew I was in this fix they’d soon do something about it. You could let them know, couldn’t you? There’s a little cafe in Brick Street, Soho — Gonelli’s the name. You could go along there and ask for Lennie. Everybody knows Lennie. You could get away on some excuse, couldn’t you? Just tell Lennie where I am and how things are, and he’ll come right along with some of the boys—”

The door opened. Stark came in and fixed his eyes on Jeanette.

“Master says come,” he announced.

Jeanette turned towards the door, but Lorna clung desperately to her arm.

“You’ll do it, won’t you?” she begged. “Promise me you’ll tell Lennie.”

Jeanette shook her arm free.

“I can’t promise you anything, Lorna,” she said, and hurried from the room. Stark followed her and the door was closed and locked.

Lorna stood for a time staring at the door. Then, turning, she stared at the window. With a shrug, she lighted a cigarette, flung herself on the bed and stared resentfully at the milk and biscuits. Milk! What did he take her for anyway?

She must have dozed off, for she suddenly realised that her cigarette was no longer between her fingers, and she sat up with a start. She found the stub on the floor beside the bed, where it had burnt a small hole in the carpet. She glanced at her watch and found that she must have been asleep nearly half an hour.

She lay back again on the pillow and closed her eyes. After all, she might as well sleep. There was no sense in lying awake wondering what was going to happen next, starting at every little sound, in case it might be the sound of Allerman’s footsteps as he came to fetch her. It would be quite safe to go to sleep. She’d be bound to hear the door open if Allerman did come, and then he wasn’t going to have things all his own way. He wasn’t going to get her on his operating table without a struggle. If only she had her gun! She wouldn’t have much chance without a gun against Stark and Allerman. They’d get her on the table in the end and then Allerman would clap something over her nose and mouth and she’d go clean out, and he would be able to do exactly what he pleased with her. It might be a good idea to go quietly when Allerman came to fetch her — put him off his guard — let him think he was going to have everything his own way. And then, if she could grab a knife again from his case of instruments, let him have it — in the throat — before he could touch her….

A faint, rasping sound caused her to open her eyes. But she promptly closed them again. She had heard that sound before. It had been going on at intervals most of last night, and she had come to the conclusion that the cellar was probably infested with rats, and had tried to pay no attention to it. She tried again now, but it seemed louder this evening and came more frequently. Every time she reached the borderland of sleep that sound brought her back to full consciousness.

For a while she lay listening, trying to decide from which direction the noise came. And then she sat up and stared at the shutter in the wall. The noise seemed to come from over there, from behind the shutter; and as she listened to it intently, she realised that no rat could be causing it. It was a regular, rhythmic, metallic rasp, and every now and then came a short, sharp squeak that set her teeth on edge.

That room beyond the shutter was perhaps the Workers’ workroom. They were sawing something by the sound of it….

She put her feet to the ground and sat on the edge of the bed, gazing at the shutter. Then she went quickly across the room and stood with her ear pressed against it, listening. The noise was very clear now: it seemed to come from just the other side of the shutter. Shuffling footsteps, too, could be clearly heard, and every now and then Lorna thought she could detect the sound of quick, laboured breathing.

There came a sharp rap against the shutter, and the girl sprang away from it, stifling a scream, and again stood staring. The rasping noise ceased; she heard the clang of metal, as though a tool had been dropped on the stone floor. The shutter moved, as though someone were pressing against it on the other side.

Lorna stood motionless, unable to drag her eyes away. Again the shutter moved, bending slightly inwards; the next instant there came a crack, the wood splintered across, and the shutter fell in two pieces to the floor.

She screamed and took a quick step backwards. Then, as she glanced again at the place where the shutter had been, she became rigid, rooted to the spot, incapable of movement.

Behind the iron bars, with huge, clawing hands thrust through, was one of the Workers. She saw the thick, loose, sagging lips, the squat, brutish nose, the dull, fishlike eyes, as he pressed his face between the bars, gibbering, showing his teeth in a horrible leering grin, and making queer, guttural noises.

Suddenly she noticed the bar and realised the meaning of that harsh, rasping sound. About halfway up the bar was a shining scar, where the file had bitten into the steel and parted it. Almost before she had fully realised the significance of that small spot of shining steel, she saw the massive hands of the Worker grip the bar on each side of it and wrench the two sections apart. The next instant, gripping two of the remaining bars and swinging himself on to the ledge with the agility of an ape, the creature stood still, grinning at her, and then, very deliberately, began to force its way through the gap.

Lorna watched, fascinated, helpless. But the next instant, as the Worker, with a grunt of satisfaction, forced himself through the gap and sprang down to the floor of her room, she suddenly regained control of her limbs. With a scream of terror, she turned, ran across the room and pressed her thumb against the bellpush.

“Stark!” she screamed. “Stark — quick! He’ll kill me!”

Slowly, half crouching, the creature began to advance towards her. Suddenly, when he was within a couple of yards of her, she took a quick step sideways, grasped the chair by its back and swung it above her head.

“Keep off!” she screamed. “Keep off, d’you hear? Come one step further and I’ll smash your ugly face!”

The Worker paused, grinned and came steadily on.

Lorna took a step backwards, and with all the strength that she could muster swung the chair in the direction of the creature’s face. But before it reached his face, a huge hand shot up and, catching the leg of the chair, wrenched it from her grasp.

For a few moments he gazed at it, as if wondering what it was, and then, as easily as if it had been matchwood, he broke it across his knee, tossing the pieces aside. And again in the same leisurely, relentless way, he moved towards her.

Lorna, backing away from him, desperately wanting to scream yet unable to utter a sound, felt her shoulders touch the wall. She saw the Worker’s grin grow broader, saw his eyes rolling and his tongue pass across his lips, saw an immense hand raised, and the next instant felt thick, rough-skinned fingers grip her throat.
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Jeanette, when she left Lorna’s room, went upstairs to the drawingroom. Allerman was there, sitting in an armchair, with a cigar between his lips.

“You sent for me, Dr. Allerman?”

He waved a hand towards the piano.

“I want you to play to me.”

She crossed to the piano and seated herself. But she did not at once begin to play. She sat gazing across at Dr. Allerman with an anxious, questioning look in her eyes.

Only rarely did the doctor ask her to play to him, and it was just as rare for him to indulge in the luxury of a cigar. She knew the meaning of these symptoms: Dr. Allerman was about to make another of his experiments. Always, before performing one of his daring operations, he would sit in the drawingroom, smoking a cigar and listening to her playing. It steadied his nerves, he said, quietened and soothed him, cleared his mind and gave his hand just that little extra skill which turned failure into success.

As she remembered this, Jeanette felt a sudden rush of fear. Dr. Allerman was going to perform another operation — soon — tomorrow, probably. He was going to attempt, perhaps, his greatest experiment of all, in which he had warned her that she was to play a part. He was going to take her soul and put it into the body of Lorna Sherwood. The mere thought of it made her feel sick with terror and disgust. Somehow she must prevent his doing it. Somehow she must find the strength to brace up to him, defy him, to refuse to lend herself to this outrage on nature. Perhaps, if she were to tell Paul …

“You are not playing, Jeanette.”

With a sigh she turned to the keyboard and began to play. But her thoughts were not on the music. She could not tell Paul. Paul, after he knew the truth, would insist that she should leave the house instantly. He would go to Allerman, resign his job and tell him that he was taking her away with him. But Allerman would never agree to that. Paul would never be allowed to go. She had known from the first that his only chance was to throw up the job before Allerman had admitted him into his confidence. He knew far too much now to be allowed to go free and tell others all that he had seen in this house. Allerman would sacrifice him to his crazy ambition ruthlessly, and there would probably be one more added to that herd of repulsive creatures in the cellars.

“You are not playing very well, Jeanette,” came Allerman’s voice. “You are nervous, worried, and your thoughts are not on what you are doing. You are playing like a mechanical piano and that isn’t what I want.”

“I’m sorry, Dr. Allerman.”

“Aren’t you feeling well?”

“I have a slight headache and I’m feeling rather tired.”

She was playing as she spoke. Allerman rose from his chair and for some moments stood beside the piano, watching her as she played; then he leaned forward, gripped her wrists and took her hands from the keys.

“Your poor, weak body, Jeanette!” he said. “It gets tired so soon, doesn’t it? It’s always giving you pain, refusing to let you do the things you want to do, cramping and hindering and crippling.” He smiled. “But we’re going to put an end to all that, Jeanette. We’re going to give you a strong, healthy body.”

She wrenched her hands from his grasp.

“No!”

Allerman frowned.

“Don’t you trust me, Jeanette? Don’t you believe that I can do it?”

“It isn’t that.”

“Then why do you hesitate?”

“The whole idea repels me, Dr. Allerman — my soul and Lorna Sherwood’s body. I don’t want her body. I want my own body. I should never be able to forget that the body I was using was not my own—”

“You would never be able to remember, Jeanette. You would never know that the body you would be inhabiting had not always been your own. I can promise you that.”

“I can’t believe it. I should never feel the same. I should never even look the same.”

“Not just at first, perhaps. But gradually, Jeanette, your new body would grow more and more like your old one. In appearance, I mean. Your thoughts and feelings would mould it. They would imprint the same expression on your face as it wears now, and put the same look in your eyes. Voice, gesture, every little detail of you would be reproduced, and everything that was not you would disappear. That is the work of the soul and the mind, Jeanette. What we appear to be outwardly is the result of what we have thought and felt inwardly. We cannot change our habits of thought without effecting a change in our outward appearance, and when you, inhabiting Lorna Sherwood’s body, begin to think in it as you now think, and feel as you now feel, the body will be remoulded until at last no one would ever guess that it was not your original body, except that your original body was weak and diseased and your new body would be strong and healthy.”

The girl shook her head.

“All that may be true, Dr. Allerman, but I could never do it. There’s Lorna to be thought of.”

“Lorna?”

“What is to become of her? What right have I to rob her of her beautiful body and condemn her to live in one which I know will die in three or four years’ time? To me that’s simply murder.”

“To me, Jeanette, it is merely rectifying one of Nature’s mistakes.”

“Dr. Allerman, I don’t believe that Nature makes mistakes. I believe that if I have a weak, diseased body, it is because I was intended to have it, and I’d a thousand times rather make the best of it and die when I’m intended to die than prolong my life by committing the horrible crime you want me to commit. Nature doesn’t makes mistakes. It’s just that we’re so appallingly ignorant that we don’t see that what look like mistakes of Nature aren’t really mistakes at all. All your genius. Dr. Allerman, is really nothing but colossal ignorance.”

The doctor’s mouth hardened.

“You’re very frank, Jeanette. And very obstinate.”

“Yes.”

“I have means of dealing with obstinacy. Do you really believe that I shall allow your foolish fears and unreasoning prejudices to stand in my way? I shall make my experiment, and if I need you, then I shall use you. The progress of science is not going to be checked through the whims of a silly woman — an ungrateful woman.”

“Dr. Allerman, I’m not ungrateful.”

“Ungrateful,” he repeated harshly. “Why do you imagine I have kept you here? Because you were invaluable to me? I could have got a girl to do your work twice as well as you do it for half the salary I pay you. I kept you here because I was sorry for you, because I knew that if I dismissed you, you would find it almost impossible to get other work; and now, when I ask for some little service in return for all I have done for you, you refuse. Isn’t that ungrateful?”

“I’ll do anything else, Dr. Allerman, to show my gratitude, but I can’t do this. You can’t make me do it.”

“We shall see.”

“And you’ll never get Lorna Sherwood to agree. You’ll never persuade her to lie down on your table and let you experiment on her. She’s half crazy with fear already, and if you attempt to force her you’ll drive her out of her senses.”

“Perhaps. But I have been very good to Lorna Sherwood: I have saved her from a long term of imprisonment, and she owes me something in return for that.”

“She will never do it — never!”

“That, too, we shall see.”

“You’ll never get her into the operating theatre. She’s terrified of what you’re going to do to her, and she’ll kill herself before she’ll let you take her there.”

Allerman smiled.

“Other men and women who have occupied that room in the cellar have felt just the same about it, Jeanette, but in the end they have come quietly enough. Lorna Sherwood, when I am ready for her, will do the same.” He went to the door and paused.

“But Lorna Sherwood is of no use to me without you, Jeanette.”

As Allerman went from the room, she began softly playing, letting her hands wander over the keys without conscious direction by her brain. Was she being ungrateful to Dr. Allerman? No, she could not bring herself to believe that. Whatever he might have done for her in the past, he had done nothing which gave him the right to expect that she should surrender herself to him for the sake of satisfying his thirst for scientific knowledge. Besides, he had only belittled her work and exaggerated his kindness to her because he had wanted to hurt and humiliate her — as he so often wanted to do. It gave him a sense of power, she supposed, to know that he could make her wince, and it was all part of his technique of domination. Gratitude did not enter into the question.

But was she being foolish? After all, she did not really doubt Allerman’s ability to work the miracle which he had claimed to be able to work. Dr. Allerman did not make claims which he was not prepared to substantiate, and if he could really give her a strong, healthy body, was she being quixotic in refusing to let him? Wasn’t it possible that he was right when he said that Nature had made a mistake, that Lorna’s soul did not deserve the beautiful body it inhabited, that Jeanette’s weak, crippled body was good enough for Lorna’s ugly, stunted soul? She could not somehow bring herself to believe that.

But there was Paul to be thought of — Paul, who loved her so much that he was eager to marry her, crippled as she was, a useless burden, a poor makeshift of a wife who could never give him children. If she could go to Paul, strong, healthy, beautiful, fit to love him and be loved by him, to be a real wife and a mother — was she wrong in refusing? Did Lorna Sherwood matter? Did right or wrong or anything else in the world matter? Wouldn’t it be worth any risk, any sacrifice, any sin, to gain that happiness?

She heard the door opened, and though she did not raise her head she knew that Paul had entered the room and was coming towards her. She was aware that he had paused and was watching her as she played. But she did not look up to meet his eyes. With those thoughts in her mind it was safer not to meet Paul’s eyes.

“Jeanette!”

“Yes, Paul?”

“You’re beautiful.”

She shook her head.

“You’re beautiful, Jeanette, and I want you to marry me.”

“Chivalrous Paul!”

“I want to throw up all this, Jeanette, and take you away and marry you. What does Allerman matter? He may be the greatest surgeon in the world; he may be able to teach me things which will one day make me as great as he is — but even that doesn’t matter. I want you, Jeanette, not greatness.”

She smiled.

“You want both, Paul.”

“Perhaps. But if I can’t have both, then I choose you.”

“Not as I am now, Paul.”

“As you are now.”

She stopped playing and glanced up at his serious face.

“You know that’s impossible, Paul.”

“Only because you think it’s impossible. You can make it possible.”

“Don’t you know, Paul, that I would give anything in the world to make it possible — that I’d give my very soul—” She paused abruptly and was silent for some moments. “Listen, Paul,” she said at last. “I’ve been talking to Dr. Allerman. About myself.. I’ve often talked to him before, but he has always said that there was absolutely nothing to be done. But I think he has changed his mind. His latest experiments have given him reason to believe, he says, that he might be able to do something for me. If I’m willing to let him try—”

“No!”

She glanced at him quickly, surprised at his vehemence.

“No!” he repeated. “Allerman is not to touch you. For God’s sake, Jeanette, if you’re thinking of that, put the idea right out of your mind. Allerman’s not going to experiment on you. I don’t trust his experiments. He can try them on anyone else in the world, but I won’t have him touching you. You must promise me, Jeanette, that you’ll never consent—”

An electric bell jangled noisily. The next instant came Stark’s hoarse, guttural voice:

“Master! Master!”

Jeanette sprang to her feet.

“Paul — quick! That’s Lorna’s bell. Something is happening—”

Paul strode across the room and out into the hall. Stark, gesticulating wildly, came running towards him.

“Master! Master!”

Paul grabbed his arm.

“What’s wrong, Stark?”

“The Workers — downstairs — the lady’s room—”

Paul released his arm.

“Fetch your master,” he ordered, and ran across the hall down the steps into the cellar and along the passage.

The door of Lorna’s room stood wide open. Just for an instant, as he reached it and glanced inside,

Paul hesitated. Against the opposite wall, her eyes wide open with terror, her body rigid, stood Lorna. Facing her, with his back towards the door, was one of the Workers. With one huge hand he was gripping Lorna’s throat, holding her against the wall, and with the other he was clumsily stroking her cheek, making queer crooning noises as though trying to express his pleasure.

He must have heard Paul’s footsteps, for he suddenly turned his head and looked at him. Then, as Paul stepped quickly forward, he took his hand from Lorna’s throat and slowly turned to face him.

For a few seconds they stood eyeing each other. Then the Worker crouched, hunching his shoulders and crisping his fingers. The next instant, with a snarl like that of an enraged animal, he sprang.

Paul’s fist shot out, meeting the creature’s jaw with a crack. But nothing could stop that furious spring. Huge fingers clutched Paul’s throat, he staggered backwards, crashed to the floor with the Worker on top of him, gripped his wrists and struggled desperately to drag the hands clear of his throat. But the creature’s muscles were like steel, and though Paul strained until it seemed that his arms must crack, the fingers dug deeper and deeper into his neck. The room reeled round him, waves of vivid red surged in front of his eyes, and his head seemed on the point of bursting.

Quick footsteps sounded in the passage and Allerman strode into the room. A swift glance round and he stepped up to the Worker as he knelt on Paul’s chest, snarling and gibbering, took a small white capsule from his pocket; held it close to the Worker’s face and crushed it between his finger and thumb. Instantly the Worker went limp, toppled over and lay still, and a faint acrid smell pervaded the room.

Allerman helped Paul to his feet.

“All right, Barlow?”

Paul nodded, and waved a hand towards the prostrate figure of the Worker.

“He was attacking Lorna. When I arrived he turned on me.”

Allerman swung round to Stark, who was standing in the doorway.

“Fix that broken bar,” he said, “and get the shutter put right.”

“Yes, master.”

“And keep them all working all night.”

“Work all night. Yes, master.”

Allerman turned and stirred the unconscious Worker with his foot.

“Something wrong here,” he said. “You’d better put him on the table and I’ll have a look at him. Has he given trouble before?”

“Yes, master. Always trouble. No good for work.”

“I see,” said Allerman thoughtfully. “One of my less successful efforts, Barlow. Well, there’s only one thing to do when a machine becomes inefficient — scrap it and make another.” He turned again to Stark. “Put him on the table. Stark, and then take a couple of Workers out to the long field and let them dig a hole.”

He crossed to where Lorna was still standing against the wall, limp, with closed eyes, stared at her intently, lifted one of her eyelids, felt her pulse, and then, gripping her arm, led her to the bed.

“Get to bed,” he ordered. “I’ll send you something and you’ll be all right in the morning.”

Signing to Paul to follow him, he went from the room; in the hall they found Jeanette, rather pale, waiting.

“Is anything wrong, Dr. Allerman?”

“Nothing serious, Jeanette. One of the Workers attacked Lorna, but I was in time to prevent his doing her any damage.” He smiled. “It would have been a great pity if Lorna’s beautiful body had suffered any injury. Go to bed, Jeanette; you look tired, and we have an arduous day in front of us tomorrow.”

She wished them good night and went upstairs.

“I’ve work to do before I go to bed myself,” said Allerman. “Before I finally dispose of that Worker, I’m going to have a good look at him. There’s a flaw somewhere and I’m going to see if I can discover it. If you would care to come and watch—”

“Thanks, sir, but I’m feeling a bit shaken and would rather go to bed if you’ve no objection.” Allerman nodded.

“Good night, Barlow. I may be able to show you something still more interesting tomorrow.”

Paul went up to his room, got into pyjamas and dressing-gown and settled himself in an armchair with a cigarette and a book. But he was restless and uneasy, and after a few minutes he tossed the book aside, moved his chair to the window and sat gazing out across the countryside. In the brilliant moonlight it was like a fresco of black and silver.

He must have sat there for some considerable time, lost in thought, for when at last he got up from his chair and went towards his bedroom he heard the faint notes of the church clock as it struck twelve.

He had just reached the door of his bedroom when he heard the regular tramp of feet on the stones of the courtyard and a sharp guttural word of command. He went quickly to the window and looked out.

Two of the Workers in their dark blue overalls were slowly crossing the yard, one behind the other. They were carrying a long, dark bundle, one of them at each end, and seemed to be finding it heavy. Behind them went Stark. Resting on each of his shoulders, in the “slope” position, was a spade.

Paul turned away from the window with a sickening feeling of disgust. “Dig a hole,” Allerman had said. Good God!
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The next morning at breakfast Jeanette did not put in an appearance, and as Allerman volunteered no information about her, Paul ventured on no enquiry. He knew that if the doctor wished to give him any information he would give it without being asked, and that if he did not wish to give it no amount of questioning would extract it from him.

Paul noticed a difference in Allerman this morning. If the word had not seemed so inappropriate as applied to the doctor, he would have said that he was excited. His eyes did not seem so hard and cold, and when he smiled, as he did far more than was his habit, his smile seemed to lack the usual hint of cynicism. He was less aloof, more human, and chatted with Paul in the friendliest way during breakfast. But somehow, though Paul did his best to kill the thought with ridicule, he could not rid his mind of the idea that there was something sinister in the doctor’s change of manner.

When breakfast was over and Paul was about to go to his workroom, the doctor called him back.

“Jeanette is resting this morning, Barlow,” he said. “I fancy last night’s affair with the Worker rather upset her, and as she is not available I should like you to give me a hand.”

He led the way upstairs to the top floor of the house. Pausing outside the door, he took a key from his pocket, opened the door, signed to Paul to follow him and went into the room. It was a spacious apartment with a large skylight in the roof, and was fitted as an operating theatre.

“Take a look round, Barlow,” said Allerman. “I doubt if there’s a hospital in the world that has a more perfect theatre than this. You’d shudder if I told you how much I’d spent on it.” He smiled. “But the results have more than justified its cost. Dr. Blumenthal and his muddleheaded colleagues would call me a raving madman if I told them all that has happened in this room. Miracles have happened here, Barlow — at least that’s what Blumenthal would call them — but there’s no such thing as a miracle. There are laws of Nature, rigid and immutable laws, and if I have performed what Blumenthal would call a miracle, it merely means that I have discovered some new law of Nature or some new method of controlling a known law.”

Paul, when he had inspected the room, agreed that it was the most perfectly equipped operating theatre he had ever seen.

“Tonight,” continued Allerman, “I am going to perform another so-called miracle, the greatest I have ever performed, so seemingly impossible to a cramped, unimaginative mind such as Blumenthal’s, that if he knew I was about to attempt it, he would probably have me certified as a lunatic. But I shall succeed. I haven’t the faintest shadow of doubt about my ability to achieve what I am going to attempt. Perhaps, Barlow, I may invite you to watch me work the miracle, but I haven’t yet decided. In any case, I want you to help me make the necessary preparations. As a rule Jeanette has helped me — she has sometimes even been present at my experiments — but as she is indisposed, I must ask you to spare me an hour of your time.”

For the next hour Paul remained in the theatre, helping Allerman with his preparations. Two operating tables were placed in position under the hanging lamps, with a space of about a yard between them. Paul remarked on this as being an unusual arrangement.

“You will find a good deal that is unusual, Barlow, with my methods,” replied Allerman. “Tonight I shall have two patients. One of them will be willing and the other unwilling, but their willingness or otherwise is of no importance; the experiment will be made and it will succeed. I will tell you later whether I shall need your assistance.”

Paul left the theatre and spent the rest of the morning in his own workroom, trying to become absorbed in his work. He lunched with Allerman, who was still in his excited, almost jubilant mood, and again Paul got the impression that his high spirits had some sinister significance — an impression which a meeting with Delane, during his afternoon walk, did not tend to dissipate.

He found Delane, as he had found him on the first occasion, seated on the top of the gate, smoking, and as soon as he caught sight of him he changed his course, aiming for the stile in the corner of the field. But Delane had seen him, gave a shrill whistle and waved his hand, and Paul, since it was no use keeping up the pretence that he had not seen him, turned and went reluctantly in his direction.

“I’ve been expecting to see you,” said Delane, “down at my cottage. As you didn’t turn up, I thought I’d chance finding you here.”

“Allerman keeps me pretty busy,” replied Paul rather sheepishly. “I get precious little time for social visits.”

Delane smiled.

“Not so bad, Barlow; but the real reason is that Allerman has forbidden you to see me. I can understand that. He probably has a shrewd idea that I told you a few things the other day. Did he question you about seeing me, and what I’d said to you?”

Paul nodded.

“I must say, Delane, that he gave me a very reasonable explanation of the whole affair, and I can’t help feeling you may have got hold of the wrong end of the stick.”

“You can’t help feeling,” repeated Delane. “That’s the exact truth, Barlow. You can’t help feeling it, because Allerman wishes you to feel it — is making you feel it — is projecting his own thoughts and feelings into you. If you got away from him for a few days, you’d feel very differently.”

Paul shrugged a shoulder.

“The man’s amazing,” he said. “He seems to know every thought one has. He knew, for instance, that I’d been talking to you the other day, but how he knew it I can’t even start to guess.”

“There’s nothing mysterious about that,” said Delane. “I can tell you how he knew. James Puddefoot, whom I mentioned to you the other day, has a brother, who, amongst other things, is a mender of broken windows. He was once called in to mend the window in that turret arrangement on Allerman’s house. Allerman, he says, has a man always up in the turret, watching the countryside through a pair of field-glasses, and if anyone comes within a mile of his place it’s reported to him immediately. It was no doubt reported to him that I was sitting on the gate of this field, talking to his assistant. I hope it annoyed him.”

“I fancy it did,” smiled Paul. “But that means we’re probably being watched now, and as I have been forbidden to speak to you—”

Delane jumped down from the gate.

“Come the other side of the hedge,” he said. “I’ve something to tell you.”

They went through the gate and paused under the hedge.

“It’s about James Puddefoot’s gorilla man,” said Delane. “I’ve got proof that it was not an alcoholic vision — the best possible proof: I’ve seen the brute myself. I’ve been roaming around a bit at nights — around Allerman’s fields — and last night I had a rather gruesome experience.”

“You saw Stark?”

“Stark may have been one of them. I don’t know. I saw three of them — awful-looking brutes. I was walking along by the hedge in that long, narrow field, when I saw three of them step into the moonlight. They were the other side of the field but I could see them quite clearly. Two of them were carrying something — a bundle of some sort — and the other had a couple of spades.”

Paul remembered the tramp of feet on the stones of the courtyard and the grim procession he had seen from the window of his workroom.

“They dumped the bundle on the ground,” continued Delane, “took the spades from the other brute and began digging. I thought I’d get a bit nearer to see what they were up to, but I hadn’t taken many steps when the one who was not digging suddenly spun round and stood stock still, with his head thrown back, just as if he were some animal that had got scent of me. And then, with a sort of snarl, he set off at a run, coming straight towards me. I didn’t wait to talk to him. I did exactly the same as James Puddefoot did in similar circumstances: I turned and bolted — ran all the way home and didn’t feel really better until I’d drunk two pints of beer.”

He was silent, watching Paul’s face keenly.

“What the devil is going on in that house, Barlow?” he said at last. “You’re living there and you must know something.”

“As a matter of fact, Delane,” replied Paul, “I really don’t know any more than you do. That must have been Stark you saw; but the fact that Allerman has a servant with a face like a gorilla doesn’t necessarily mean that he’s a blackguard.”

“I see,” said Delane thoughtfully. “So Allerman’s got you, has he, Barlow, and you’ll tell me nothing?”

“There’s nothing to tell.”

Delane gave a shrug.

“All right. But I shall find out for myself, that’s all,” he said, and went striding off along the lane.

At dinner that evening Jeanette again did not appear, and Paul, at the risk of a snub, ventured to enquire after her.

“Jeanette is better,” he was informed. “I have just seen her. She prefers to remain in her room until after dinner, but she has promised to come down a little later and play the piano for us. She is a wonderful pianist.”

“I know that,” smiled Paul. “I have always said that if she had taken up music professionally she could have made a great name for herself.”

“She has the soul of an artiste, Barlow — a beautiful soul. If only she had a body which equalled it in beauty — but she hasn’t — and for that reason, Barlow, she would never have made a great name for herself. The public demands beauty, and the soul of an artiste need not be so very beautiful, provided she has a beautiful body.”

They found Jeanette in the drawingroom, already seated at the piano, and Paul, as he entered the room, was quick to notice the unusual pallor of her cheeks and the feverish brightness of her eyes.

She smiled at him as he went towards her, but before he could speak, Allerman was offering him a cigar and waving him to an armchair.

“Play, Jeanette,” he ordered.

For fully half an hour they sat in silence, smoking their cigars, while Jeanette played, Allerman with his eyes closed and Paul with his gaze fixed on the girl’s face. But never once did she look at him: she sat with her head bent slightly forward, and Paul got the impression that she was doing it deliberately, and that for some reason she did not want to meet his gaze. She ceased playing and Allerman rose.

“Thank you, Jeanette. You are inspired tonight. I have never heard you play so beautifully,” He smiled faintly. “If I didn’t know you so well, Jeanette, I should be tempted to think that you must be in love.” He glanced at his watch. “If you will excuse me, I have a professional call to make. Miss Lorna Sherwood is expecting me. But I shan’t be many minutes, and then you can play to us again.” He went from the room. As soon as the door was closed Paul rose quickly from his chair.

“Jeanette, what’s the matter?”

She raised her head to look at him, but made no reply.

“Something’s wrong, Jeanette. I can see there’s something wrong. What is it?”

Her voice was hardly more than a whisper.

“Paul, I’m frightened.”

“Frightened of what?”

She shook her head helplessly.

“I don’t know — of Dr. Allerman, of Stark, of this house, of everything. I’m frightened of myself, of what I may do…. Paul” — her hand suddenly clutched his arm— “I can’t stay here. Take me away — now — tonight. Take me away. Don’t let Dr. Allerman touch me. Don’t let him come near me. Keep him away from me, Paul. Don’t let him speak to me or look at me, because if he looks at me I shan’t be able to help myself, and I’m frightened, terribly frightened—”

Paul’s hand covered hers.

“Listen, dear,” he said: “there’s no need to be frightened. Dr. Allerman shan’t come near you.”

“You must take me away, Paul, and you mustn’t tell Dr. Allerman. If you tell him, he won’t let us go. But we must go — right away — somewhere where he can’t find us. Promise me that you will take me tonight, no matter what happens.”

“I promise you, Jeanette. And now, try to pull yourself together, dear. Allerman will be back at any moment, and if you don’t want him to know we’re going—”

“He mustn’t know.”

“Then don’t let him see that you’re upset. I’ll talk to you again later, when Allerman has gone to his room. Make some excuse and get up to your room. Say you’re tired and want to go to bed. Pack up anything you want to take and wait until I tap on your door. Do you understand?”

She nodded.

“But it won’t be any use, Paul. We shan’t get away. How can we?”

“I’ll fix it somehow, Jeanette, don’t worry. I’ve a friend down here — a man called Delane. As soon as I get a chance I’m going to ring him up and get him to bring his car to the gate. He’ll be glad to do it. Just get ready and leave the rest to me.”

The door was opened and Allerman came in. Behind him came Stark, carrying a tray with coffee. He set it on the table and at a nod from Allerman sprang to attention and marched from the room.

Pouring out a cup of coffee, Allerman crossed to Jeanette and handed it to her.

“Drink that, Jeanette,” he said, “and then you shall play to us again.”

Jeanette set the cup down on the piano.

“I’m feeling very tired, Dr. Allerman,” she said, “and if you wouldn’t mind—”

“The coffee will refresh you,” he interrupted. “Drink it and play to us for ten minutes, and then you shall go to bed.”

The girl glanced at the coffee and shook her head.

“I’ll play, Dr. Allerman,” she said, “if you wish it, but I’d rather not have any coffee. It will keep me awake for hours.”

He took up the cup and handed it to her again, gazing intently into her eyes.

“Drink it, Jeanette,” he said. “It will do you good. As your medical adviser, I’m telling you to drink it.”

Her fingers closed round the handle of the cup, but still she hesitated.

“Drink it!” exclaimed Allerman sharply.

Very slowly, with her gaze still fixed on Allerman’s eyes, she raised the cup to her lips and emptied it.

“That’s better,” smiled the doctor, took the cup from her and replaced it on the tray. “And now, just for ten minutes, Barlow and I will listen to your playing.”

He waved Paul to a chair, handed him a cup of coffee, and as Jeanette began to play again, leaned back in his own armchair and closed his eyes.

Paul, watching the girl closely, again received the impression that she was anxious not to meet his gaze. He noted, too, that she was playing listlessly, as though the effort were too much trouble. He noticed a false note, and, a moment later, another; and then her hands slipped from the keyboard. She raised one of them and passed it across her eyes. The next moment her whole body relaxed and she pitched forward and slithered to the floor.

Paul sprang to his feet, but Allerman was before him, kneeling beside her.

“Quick, Barlow — on the desk in my room there’s a box of capsules.”

Hurrying from the room, Paul crossed the hall and into Allerman’s library. There was no box of capsules on the desk, and he made a quick tour of the room in search of it. But it was nowhere to be seen. Upon the desk, however, was a carafe of water, some of which he hastily poured into a glass, and hurried back to the drawingroom.

As he stepped into the room, he came to a sudden halt. Jeanette was stretched on the couch. Kneeling beside her was Dr. Allerman. The sleeve of her dress was thrust back as far as the elbow, and the bare arm lay in Allerman’s left hand. In his right hand he held a hypodermic syringe. Before Paul had fully realised what was taking place, he saw Dr. Allerman plunge the syringe into the girl’s arm.

“Dr. Allerman! What in God’s name are you doing?”

Withdrawing the syringe, Allerman stood up and glanced at him.

“As a medical man, Barlow,” he said, “you should know a hypodermic syringe when you see one.”

Paul strode forward, placed the glass of water on the table and stood for a few moments gazing searchingly at Jeanette.

“Why have you injected?” he demanded.

“Because it was necessary.”

Paul turned and faced him.

“You know as well as I do, Dr. Allerman, that it was quite unnecessary. Jeanette had fainted, and all she required was a little fresh air and a glass of water.” He leaned over the girl, raised one of her eyelids and inspected the pupil. When he faced Allerman again there was a dangerous look in his eyes. “What have you injected?”

Allerman smiled.

“Has it struck you, Barlow, that you are behaving in a most extraordinary manner? I am not accustomed to having my actions questioned by a half-fledged medical student.”

“What have you injected?”

Allerman frowned.

“I have injected what was necessary, and I must ask you, Barlow, not to interfere.”

Paul’s glance lighted on a little phial that lay on the table. He picked it up, glanced at the label and slowly turned again to Allerman.

“So that’s what you’ve given her! You swine!”

Allerman’s hands clenched.

“I’ve given her what is necessary,” he said harshly. “This — necessary — for a simple fainting fit? I may be a half-fledged medical student, but I know better than that. This drug—”

“Will keep her in a state of unconsciousness for at least six hours,” interrupted Allerman. “I did not say it was necessary to cure her fainting fit: I merely said that it was necessary. So it is. Since you take such an interest in Jeanette, Barlow, I don’t mind telling you that some such injection was necessary because tonight she is to undergo a somewhat serious operation. I may add that it is being done at her own request.”

“That’s a lie!” exclaimed Paul. “She would never agree. She was terrified of letting you touch her—”

“Naturally she was a little nervous, Barlow, but nervousness is not an unusual symptom in a patient who is faced with an operation, and for that reason I treated her as considerately as possible. In case she might be nervous of the injection, I administered a little something in her coffee. But I don’t know why I’m troubling to explain all this to you. Your extraordinary behaviour hardly invites my confidence, and I shall be glad if you will please go to your own room and leave me to get on with my work.”

Paul went a step nearer to him.

“Listen, Dr. Allerman,” he said. “I think I understand now. Those two tables in the theatre — Lorna Sherwood downstairs—”

“And Jeanette, here,” said Allerman. “Precisely, Barlow. I congratulate you on your powers of logical deduction. Lorna and Jeanette are the two patients I mentioned to you. I am going to operate on them tonight. I am going to make the greatest experiment of my whole career, and I am going to succeed.” His eyes were bright with excitement. “I am going to succeed so brilliantly that Blumenthal and his muddleheaded colleagues will be ready to lick my boots.”

“You’re not going to touch her!”

The doctor ignored him.

“Success! Triumph! The final conquest of Nature!” he exclaimed. “And I shall be the conqueror! Souls, Barlow — human souls! Can surgical skill go further than that? I shall take the soul of Jeanette — her beautiful soul — and place it in the beautiful body of Lorna Sherwood; and into the deformed and diseased body of Jeanette I shall place the deformed and diseased soul of Lorna. I can do it, and I shall do it!”

“You’re mad, Allerman!”

“Mad? No, not mad, Barlow — inspired. A genius. The greatest surgeon the world has ever known. That’s what it means, Barlow. In a few hours, when I have done my work, Jeanette will be altogether beautiful — a beautiful soul in a beautiful body. And I shall have made her. She will be mine. Mine — do you understand, Barlow? Not yours. Mine, to worship, to love—” He paused, and when next he spoke his voice was as calm and unemotional as ever. “You heard what I said: I said mine — to love.”

“Yes, I heard,” replied Paul. “But you’re not going to do it. You may be Dr. Allerman, the world’s greatest surgeon, who has made Stark and those poor brutes downstairs, and I may be only a poor, ignorant fool like Blumenthal and the rest of them; but I’m telling you, Dr. Allerman, that you’re not going to operate on Jeanette. You’re not going to experiment on her body. Even if you can do it, you’re not going to soil her soul with your touch. And you’re not going to love her!”

The doctor’s eyes seemed to glitter.

“And who, Barlow, is going to prevent me? All this is very noble and chivalrous, but I fail to see what concern it is of yours.”

“It concerns me, Dr. Allerman, because I love Jeanette — because I am going to marry her — because I’d rather have her as she is, with her crippled body, without risking letting you touch her with your knife.”

“Very pretty sentiments, Barlow, but I’m afraid you will never make a great surgeon: you haven’t the scientific outlook.”

“Damn the scientific outlook!” exclaimed Paul furiously. “I say you’re not going to touch her. I won’t let you touch her! I’d rather kill you, here and now. My God, Allerman, I warn you that if you dare to lay a finger on Jeanette—”

Allerman’s hand went to his waistcoat pocket, and as he saw the movement there flashed into Paul’s mind a recollection of having seen that movement before. For a fraction of a second he seemed to see a vivid picture of himself lying on the floor of Lorna’s room, with the Worker kneeling on his chest, pressing his fingers into his throat, and of Allerman standing beside him. He saw Allerman’s hand make just the movement he was making now, the small white capsule between his finger and thumb, the Worker rolling limply on to his back….

As Allerman’s hand reached his pocket, Paul swung back his arm and drove his fist at the doctor’s cynically smiling face. But he was too late. There came a quick movement of the doctor’s hand; he was conscious of an acrid, pungent smell, and then the room spun round and he felt himself sinking to the floor.
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Lorna had a poor opinion of Jeanette’s taste in pyjamas. As she surveyed herself in the small rectangular mirror that hung on the wall of her room, she made a wry face, partly because the pyjamas which Jeanette had lent her were mauve, and mauve always made her look seasick, and partly because among the furnishings of the room it had not occurred to Dr. Allerman to include a long mirror in which she might see the whole of her charming person at the same time. She slipped into a dressing-gown — another mauve abomination lent by Jeanette — and consulted the mirror again; but the result was evidently no more satisfactory, for with a shrug of resignation she turned away.

She stood in the centre of the room, thoughtfully surveying the door. Stark, she told herself, was probably just outside it, and she’d never sleep a wink if she knew that gorilla could open the door and walk into the room at any moment. Stark, if she had her way, would wear a muzzle and be chained up every night. But the door had no bolt on the inside, and Stark had the key, and there was no way of stopping him coming in if he took the idea into his head.

And Stark wasn’t the only one: there was Allerman. He was up to some funny business, curse him! And there was no knowing when he might take it into his head to make a start. That other fellow, too — Barlow, Allerman had called him. Soft about the girl, Jeanette, he was, but he was pretty thick with Allerman, and she wouldn’t trust him further than she could see… .

She dragged the table across the room, placing it so that its edge was touching the door, stood the chair on top of it, and on the seat of the chair put the tray with a glass of milk and a few biscuits which Stark had brought an hour ago and she had sulkily refused to touch. Stepping back, she inspected the barricade and gave a smile of satisfaction. No one would manage to get into the room now without her knowing.

She glanced nervously at the shutter in the wall. It had been repaired that morning and a new steel bar had been fitted behind it. That was a comfort, anyway. She didn’t want last night’s business all over again. Not that it could happen again. She’d know the significance of that rasping noise if it came again, and she’d ring the bell and tell Allerman as soon as she heard it. All the same, with that pack of brutes within a few yards of her there was no knowing what might happen. She touched her throat with her fingers and a little shudder shook her body. That filthy brute pawing her cheek, grinning at her with his thick, slobbering lips — she’d been scared stiff he was going to kiss her. She’d have passed clean out if he had….

She went to the shutter, tiptoeing across the room, and pressed her ear against it. All was quiet on the other side; tonight she could not even hear the usual shuffling footsteps. She made a careful inspection of the sliding shutter and the hasp, and then, crossing to the bed, she sat on the edge, opened her handbag and took out a steel nail-file about eight inches in length. She tested the point against the palm of her hand, holding the file like a dagger, and smiled. She could do a bit of damage with that, anyway, if it came to a rough house, and if Allerman tried any funny business on her it would come to a rough house all right. She made a few quick stabs at the air with the file, slipped it under her pillow, got into bed and lighted a cigarette.

For the best part of an hour, half-sitting and half-lying against the pillow, she smoked cigarette after cigarette, staring at the wall opposite, absently lighting a fresh cigarette from the stub of the one she was smoking, and tapping the ash on to the floor. Once or twice, as she thought she heard a sound, she sat upright and turned her head sharply; and then, when the sound was not repeated and neither door nor shutter moved, she sank back on to the pillow and continued to smoke.

At last she pressed out her cigarette, lay down, felt for the switch that hung above the bed, and put out the light. For a few moments she lay quite still in the darkness, but, as she thought she heard a sound, her hand groped frantically for the switch again and the room was flooded with light.

She glanced quickly around and smiled. She was behaving like a kid — afraid to sleep in the dark. But who cared, anyway? She wasn’t sleeping with the light out tonight. Not in this house. Not with Allerman hanging around….

It was about half an hour after Lorna had pressed out her cigarette and decided against sleeping with the light out, that Dr. Allerman got up from his desk in the library, went down the steps into the cellars and stepped noiselessly along the paved passage.

Outside the door of Lorna’s room he paused and stood still, listening. For fully five minutes he stood there in the darkness, but no sound reached him save the girl’s regular breathing. He decided that she was fast asleep. He took a couple of steps along the passage and paused again. Running his hand over the surface of the wall, he found the little metal disc for which he was feeling, and slipped it aside, revealing a small circular hole, about the size of a shilling, through which a jet of light spurted from within the room. Leaning forward, Allerman applied his eye to the hole and looked through.

The hole was in such a position that he had an uninterrupted view of the bed. For a time he kept his eye to it, watching Lorna intently. She was lying on her back, with her lips slightly parted and the faintest suggestion of a smile on her face, sleeping peacefully. One rounded bare arm lay outside the bedclothes, and Allerman smiled as he noticed the nail-file held dagger-wise in her hand. There was an aggressive look about that hand with its long, pointed, scarlet nails which was utterly at variance with the look of serenity on her face.

Allerman straightened himself and switched on the light in the passage. Close to the wall stood a heavy metal cylinder of the type used for the storage of oxygen, and attached to it was a length of rubber tubing. Allerman grasped the tube and went down on one knee. Projecting from the wall about three inches, and at about the same distance from the floor, was a pipe, half an inch or so in diameter, with a nozzle fitted at the end. Carefully pressing the rubber tubing on to the nozzle, Allerman stood upright and again peered through the small circular aperture.

Lorna had not moved. He turned to the metal cylinder, grasped the tap between finger and thumb and gave it a twist. There came a sharp hissing sound. Allerman, removing his hand from the tap, again applied his eye to the hole.

For several seconds nothing happened. Then from the half-basin fixed to the wall in the niche above the head of the bed a fine white vapoury mist began to rise. It reached the edge of the basin, flowed over it and drifted slowly down towards the bed. It reminded

Allerman, as he watched it, with a grim smile on his lips, of a foaming waterfall seen in slow motion. It drifted over Lorna’s face and seemed to cling to it; then continued its leisurely downward progress, gliding over the bedclothes and sinking towards the floor.

The girl did not move; but gradually, as the white vapour grew denser about her face, her breathing became rapid and stertorous and her face went greyish white. For ten minutes Allerman kept his eye to the hole. Then he turned, and gave the tap of the cylinder a twist. The hissing sound ceased abruptly. Taking a key from his pocket, he thrust it in the lock, turned it and pushed the door opened.

There came a crash as tray and chair and table toppled over, and Allerman glanced quickly at Lorna. But she did not stir, and with a smile at the wreckage of her barricade Allerman crossed to the bed, raised her eyelids, felt her pulse and gave a nod of approval. Taking the nail-file from her hand, he tossed it aside and went to the door of the room.

“Stark!”

The man came hurrying along the passage and halted.

“Yes, master?”

Allerman waved a hand to the figure on the bed.

“Pick her up, Stark.”

Stark crossed to the bed, raised Lorna in his arms as easily as if she had been a doll, and glanced at the doctor for further instructions.

“Take her up, Stark.”

“Upstairs, master?”

Allerman nodded.

“Upstairs, Stark — to the table.”
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Paul awoke to find himself in darkness. His head was throbbing, and he felt weak and disinclined to make any effort. He was aware of a faint, rather sickly smell, and spent several minutes wondering what it could be. Then slowly, step by step, starting from that faint smell, his mind led him back through the incidents of the evening. He remembered drawing back his arm and driving his fist straight towards Allerman’s cynically smiling face, that quick movement of Allerman’s hand, the room spinning round him, that terrible weakness, and then darkness.

Feeling with his hands, he decided that he was lying on a bed. He sat upright and put his feet to the floor. Fumbling in his pocket, he found a box of matches, struck one, held it above his head and glanced round. He was in his own bedroom.

He got to his feet and groped his way unsteadily across the room, found the switch of the electric light beside the door and pressed it down. Then he stood for a few moments with his hands pressed against his temples, straining after accurate memory. It came with a rush: Jeanette lying on the couch — Allerman kneeling beside her — the needle entering her arm — Allerman’s triumphant voice as he told him of what he was about to do. A sudden spasm of fear shot through him. Allerman, perhaps, while he had been lying there helpless on the bed, had perpetrated the horrible outrage, had taken Jeanette up to the theatre, placed her on the table, used his knife on her….He turned, flung open the door and strode out on to the landing. It was in darkness, and he stood still, straining to catch the least sound. No sound came but the regular tick of the clock in the hall below. He went downstairs, gripping the handrail to steady himself, annoyed that the queer weakness in his legs would allow him to travel no faster.

Opening the door of the drawingroom, he switched on the light. The room was empty. The coffee things were still on the table, and he noticed the stub of his cigar in the ashtray where he had placed it before rushing from the room in search of the box of capsules; he saw also that the cushion on the couch was still slightly hollowed where Jeanette’s head had lain.

He crossed to the electric radiator and laid a hand on it. It was quite cold. The room, then, had been empty for some time, and a glance at his watch told him that he must have been unconscious for the best part of two hours. Again a spasm of fear went through him. Two hours! God only knew what Allerman might have done in those two hours.

He hurried from the room, flung open the door of Allerman’s library, switched 011 the light and glanced round. There was no one there and he hesitated, undecided where to look next.

His strength was coming back to him quickly, and he almost ran up the stairs and along the corridor to the door of Jeanette’s bedroom. Very gently he tapped on it, tapped again; and then, as he got no reply, he opened the door and pressed down the light-switch.

The room was empty; the bed had not been disturbed. Again he stood irresolute, while a sense of sickening horror crept over him. Perhaps he was too late. Perhaps Allerman had already begun his fiendish work. Perhaps now, at this very moment, Jeanette was lying on the table and Allerman’s knife was cutting into her flesh….

He ran to the stairs that led to the top storey of the house and began to mount them, two at a time. Halfway up, as his eyes reached the level of the upper landing, he saw a thin line of brilliant light beneath a door. He knew which door it was: it was the door of Allerman’s operating theatre. He reached the landing and was striding towards the door of the theatre, when he caught a glimpse of something white, and the next moment he saw Stark, his white uniform coat looking unreal and ghostlike in the darkness, step in front of him and stand still, barring his way.

Paul halted.

“Stark, where is your master?”

“Master busy. No one can see master.”

“Where is he?”

“Master working.”

“Is he in there — in the theatre?”

Stark nodded his massive head.

“In there — yes.” And then, in a burst of loquacity, he added: “Lady there too — beautiful lady.”

“You mean Lorna?”

“Lorna — yes.”

“Where is Jeanette — Miss Fayre?”

Stark blinked his eyes and made no answer.

“Damn you, Stark, answer me! Where is Jeanette? She’s not downstairs and she’s not in her bedroom.”

“Not downstairs,” repeated Stark mechanically. “No.”

“Is she in the theatre too?”

Again Stark nodded.

“In theatre — yes. On table. Master’s orders.”

“My God!” gasped Paul, stepped forward and tried to thrust his way past Stark’s gigantic figure.

But Stark did not move, except to raise a huge hand and grip Paul’s arm.

Paul tried to wrench his arm free, but Stark’s hand merely tightened its grip and a searing pain shot up into Paul’s shoulder.

“Damn you, Stark! Let me go. I’ve got to see Allerman, your master. I’ve got to see him instantly.”

“Master busy,” repeated Stark. “Nobody go in.”

“I’ve got to go in, Stark! Let go of my arm, do you hear? If you don’t—”

Stark’s grip tightened again, and with a sudden movement he jerked Paul back in front of him, released his arm and stood there motionless, like a huge rock that blocked the way.

“I am going past, Stark. You can’t stop me. If you don’t stand aside and let me pass—”

Paul suddenly realised that talking would do no good. He swung back his arm and sent his fist crashing against Stark’s jaw.

The man’s eyelids flickered, but that was all. For all the effect his fist had produced, Paul might have driven it against the side of the house. He swung back his arm again, but before he could strike, Stark stepped forward and flung his huge arms round him, crushing him against his chest like a bear. Paul struggled desperately to free himself, but his arms were pinioned to his sides, and Stark was gripping him so tightly that only the slightest movement was possible. He put a foot behind Stark’s leg and, exerting every ounce of strength, tried to fling himself forward in an effort to send Stark crashing on his back. But he might as well have tried to trip the Colossus at Rhodes. Stark’s legs remained firmly planted and his body did not yield an inch, and the next moment Paul felt himself lifted from the ground.

Stark began to descend the stairs. Paul, as Lorna had done in similar circumstances, realised the futility of struggling. Without further resistance, he allowed Stark to carry him down the stairs into the hall and thence into the cellars. He felt himself placed on his feet, and while one massive arm still gripped him, Stark took a key from his pocket, unlocked a door, opened it and dumped him inside.

“Master’s orders,” said Stark’s voice, and the door shut.

Paul found that he was in a room which was similar to Lorna’s, except that there was no sliding shutter in the wall. Like Lorna’s, it was furnished as a bedroom, and when Paul had made an inspection of it and realised that there was no possible chance of escape from it, he flung himself down on the bed.

He tried not to think. If he allowed himself to think of what was taking place upstairs, of Jeanette unconscious, utterly at the mercy of Allerman and his crazy ideas, he felt that he would lose all control of himself. There was nothing to be done but wait. He could expect no help from Stark. Even if he could find some means of opening the door. Stark, no doubt, was on the other side of it.

He realised now that his attack on Allerman had been a bad mistake, but when he had understood what Allerman had done to Jeanette and what he intended to do, he had struck at him instinctively, without caring what the consequences might be. He had done nothing to help Jeanette and had landed himself in this hopeless position.

For some hours he alternately lay on the bed and restlessly paced the room, wondering what Allerman’s next move would be, trying to persuade himself that, now he knew of the experiment which Allerman intended to make on Jeanette, the doctor might abandon or at any rate postpone it. But he knew in his heart that Allerman was not the man to be afraid to take a risk, that he would almost certainly carry out his experiment. If Paul proved an embarrassment to him, he would find some effective way of ridding himself of the inconvenience.

At last he must have fallen asleep, for the next thing of which he was conscious was that he was lying on the bed, gazing at a little patch of sunlight on the wall of the room. He sat up and glanced at his watch. It was nearly eleven o’clock: he must have been asleep for the best part of ten hours. He must have slept soundly, too, for on the table was a tray with coffee and toast, brought there, no doubt, by Stark, without awaking him.

Allerman’s dope must have made him sleep far more soundly than usual.

He got off the bed, poured out a cup of coffee, drank it and lighted a cigarette. A few moments later he heard the sound of the key in the lock, the door opened and Allerman came in.

For several seconds they faced each other without speaking.

“Well, Barlow,” said Allerman at last, “I trust you have recovered from your little indisposition of last night. I regret that I had to treat you as I did, but in the circumstances—”

“Oh, for God’s sake, Allerman, don’t deliver a lecture. Where is Jeanette!”

“In the circumstances,” continued Allerman calmly, “I had no choice but to send you to sleep for a little while. You were clearly not quite yourself, and your symptoms—”

“I’ve never been more myself in my whole life. There was nothing whatever the matter with me, Allerman. I was absolutely normal and you know it. But I don’t want to argue about it: I want to know what you have done with Jeanette.”

“You hardly acted like a normal man, Barlow. A man in his normal state would, I think, have realised that it was hardly the time to make a savage attack on me. Jeanette was under the influence of a very powerful anaesthetic. I am one of the very few men who know how to use that particular drug, and if your attack on me had been successful, things might have gone very hard with Jeanette.”

“You had no right to administer the drug. You did it without her consent, without her knowledge — doped her coffee—”

Allerman cut him short with a gesture.

“Wild statements will get you nowhere, Barlow. You had no means of knowing whether Jeanette had consented or not. I can only give you my word that she did consent.”

“That’s a lie!”

Allerman shrugged a shoulder.

“In any case,” he said, “Jeanette’s consent or refusal wouldn’t have made the least difference. I admit that. I intended in any case to make my experiment and did not propose to be thwarted by the foolish fears of a highly strung woman, the ignorant prejudices of men like Blumenthal or the sentimentality of a half-fledged medical student. I intended to make my experiment and I have made it, in spite of Blumenthal and everyone else.” He frowned. “Especially in spite of you, Barlow. Stark has told me what occurred last night. I rather anticipated that you might take some such rash step, and for that reason gave Stark instructions that he was on no account to allow you to enter the theatre. You must surely realise, Barlow, that if you had had your way and burst into the theatre when you tried to, the consequences would probably have been fatal to Jeanette. The slightest interruption, the slightest failure of concentration on my part, the slightest unsteadiness of my hand would have made all the difference between life and death. You must try to forgive me, Barlow. In fact, I think we had better mutually forgive each other. I will forgive you for your very extraordinary behaviour last night, and you will forgive me for the rather rough treatment which I have no doubt you received at the hands of Stark.”

“I’m not interested in all this, Allerman. I want to know where Jeanette is.”

“She is upstairs, Barlow, in her bedroom. You have no cause to worry about Jeanette.”

“I want to see her.”

“A little later, Barlow, you shall certainly see her, but for the moment you must take my word for it that her condition is quite satisfactory. She stood the operation extremely well, and I have not the least doubt that within a few days she will be herself again. For a little while she will need careful watching, and there are certain injections which must be given her regularly. But these are minor points. The great point, Barlow, is that I have done what I said I would do, what I knew I could do. I have taken the soul of Jeanette and given it a new home in the strong, healthy body of Lorna Sherwood.”

Paul stood staring at him, speechless. Allerman smiled indulgently.

“You are as big a doubter as Blumenthal and the rest of them,” he said. “Even now, though I give you my word it is true, you can’t bring yourself to believe that I have succeeded. But I shall soon convince you. Upstairs in Jeanette’s bed is the body of Lorna Sherwood, but very soon, when Jeanette can speak to us, when we get a glimpse of her personality, her thoughts, her feelings, you will realise that it is Jeanette’s soul that inhabits it.”

“It’s incredible,” said Paul in an awed voice. “It’s terrible.”

“It’s neither the one nor the other, Barlow. It’s true and it’s wonderful. It’s only because it’s strange, something you’ve never met with before, that you rather fight shy of it.”

Paul shook his head.

“It’s unnatural, Allerman.”

“Unusual,” corrected the doctor, “but not unnatural. Bear in mind what I said to you about miracles, Barlow, and you will see there’s nothing unnatural about it. It’s merely a case of having discovered a new method of making use of natural laws. But I can’t expect you to believe me for the moment. All I can do is to assure you that Jeanette is alive and well — far better than she has ever been.”

“And Lorna Sherwood?”

Allerman gave a shrug.

“Perhaps I hoped for too much, Barlow,” he said. “I believed that I could effect an exchange of bodies without either of the bodies suffering any ill-effects. I have not the least doubt in my own mind that it can be done, but I am forced to admit that I have not yet accomplished it. The soul of Jeanette is safe in the body of Lorna, but Jeanette’s body died before I had finished the operation. Another time it will not happen. I shall improve my technique. But in this case I was half prepared for it. Jeanette’s body was in reality not fit to withstand the shock of the operation, and if Lorna’s soul had been of the least value, if a continuance of her life would in any way have benefited society, I shouldn’t have taken the risk of transferring it to an unsuitable body such as Jeanette’s.”

“So Lorna Sherwood is dead?”

Allerman nodded.

“Lorna’s soul and Jeanette’s body have been thrown on Nature’s scrap-heap, where they belong. But don’t let that distress you, Barlow. Think of Jeanette, with her beautiful body and the long years of life in front of her. I don’t know if Jeanette ever told you — I fancy she didn’t — but if I had not performed this operation, she had, at the very outside, four years to live. Even I could do nothing to cure her. And now, Barlow, what have you to say to me?”

“I don’t know,” replied Paul. “It’s overwhelming — so utterly beyond all experience that I don’t know what I think or feel about it. But I want to see Jeanette.”

Allerman glanced at his watch.

“You shall see her in half an hour,” he said. “You look rather a scarecrow, Barlow, and I suggest that you use the half-hour to make yourself a little more presentable. I don’t want my patient frightened. Come to me in the library in half an hour’s time and I will take you to see Jeanette.”

Thirty minutes later Paul entered the library and found Allerman seated at his desk.

“I am relying on you, Barlow,” said the doctor, “to say and do nothing in the presence of Jeanette to excite her in any way. As a medical man you will realise the importance of that, and unless you can give me your word that you will control your feelings—”

“I can promise you that.”

Allerman nodded.

“It may not be so easy as you imagine, Barlow. You will see what to all outward appearances is Lorna Sherwood, and you will be asked to believe that it is not Lorna at all but Jeanette. That will impose something of a strain on your confidence in me, and I cannot risk a repetition of the sort of scene which you precipitated last night. The effects on the patient would be disastrous.”

“Anything I may have to say, I will reserve until we are out of the room.”

“When I shall be more than ready to listen to you,” smiled Allerman. “I must also ask you not to speak to her. I want no strain of any sort imposed on her until another twentyfour hours has passed. If you can curb your impatience until then, I fancy I shall be able to satisfy you that it is really Jeanette, but you must not make any attempt to convince yourself on that point by asking her questions this morning.”

“Very well,” agreed Paul.

“The reason is,” continued Allerman, “that I am not sure to what extent memory will be found to have survived. If my theory is correct, Jeanette will have forgotten practically everything that occurred in her life before the operation. The slate, so to speak, will have been wiped clean, and she will be starting again to accumulate a fresh store of memories. It is, however, possible that memory may not be entirely eliminated and that certain details of her past which have been very deeply impressed may still persist, even if only faintly, and I am anxious that nothing should be said or done to cause her to strain after recollection.”

“I understand,” said Paul. “And supposing all this is true, Allerman, and not just a fantastic delusion of yours, will Jeanette remember who she is?”

“Frankly, I don’t know. My belief is that she will. But I am pretty well convinced in my own mind that she will remember little else. That, at any rate, is what I am hoping. The success of the experiment really depends on that. If this discovery of mine is ever to be of benefit to mankind, it is essential that the soul should be unaware that it is inhabiting a different body. You will see the point of that. Body and soul are so intimately connected that a soul which knew itself to be inhabiting the body of someone else might never overcome its feeling of repugnance, its sense of disgust at being linked to a body that was not its own, and the consequences of that would probably be serious. The average man and woman, Barlow, has not a scientific mind, and cannot look on a body as nothing more than an instrument through which the soul contacts the physical world. To the ordinary man his body is himself, and the realisation that he had changed bodies would probably impair his reason.”

“In that case, Allerman, you’ve taken a terrible risk.”

The doctor shrugged.

“If you want to make big money, Barlow, you must play with high stakes.”

“You should also, if you’re honest, Allerman, only stake what belongs to you. Jeanette’s life and sanity and future happiness did not belong to you.”

“Perhaps not,” agreed Allerman. “But against that fact, Barlow, you must set the fact that if my experiment has succeeded, as I believe it has, her future life and health and happiness will be entirely of my making. Jeanette’s life, as I told you, had only a few years to run, and I was not risking taking very much from her in comparison with what I felt confident that I could give her.”

“Whatever you may say, Allerman, it was a damnable thing to do — both to Jeanette and to Lorna. Lorna is dead — murdered—”

Allerman raised a hand.

“We won’t start a discussion on the ethics of the case, please, Barlow. That is a matter for my own conscience. ‘Murdered,’ in any case, is hardly the word—”

“Murdered,” repeated Paul. “It’s the right word, Allerman — murdered to satisfy your insane ambition, your desire for notoriety—”

“Knowledge, Barlow. Notoriety means nothing to me, knowledge everything. But don’t let us begin an argument.”

“I’m not going to begin an argument,” replied Paul, and his voice was as cold and hard as Allerman’s, “but I’m going to give you a warning. I warn you that if you have murdered Jeanette—”

He paused, and his hand clenched.

“Well?” enquired Allerman. “If I have murdered Jeanette?”

“I’ll see that you hang for it, Allerman.”

The doctor nodded, and rose.

“And now, as soon as you have composed yourself, you shall see Jeanette.”

“I’m ready,” said Paul.

Allerman led the way upstairs. Outside the door of Jeanette’s room he paused.

“Remember, Barlow — nothing to excite her.”

Paul nodded, and Allerman, quietly opening the door, stepped into the room and beckoned to Paul, who followed him.

Standing at the foot of the bed, Paul gazed steadily at the motionless figure that lay in it. It was Lorna. Her throat and right shoulder were swathed in bandages, her cheeks were pale, and she lay with closed eyes; and as Paul stared at her face and realised that beyond all doubt he was looking at the face of Lorna Sherwood, there swept through him a feeling that the whole affair was a monstrous absurdity, a colossal farce, the crazy delusion of a warped, distorted mind. Allerman was mad — a deluded maniac. This was Lorna Sherwood, and Jeanette was dead — killed by a mad, inhuman fiend….

He saw Allerman move to the bedside, and made an effort to control himself. He must keep his promise and make no scene here in the bedroom. He continued to stare at the pale face against the pillow. He was aware that Allerman placed his fingers on the pulse and gave a nod of approval, but he did not actually look at him. His whole attention was concentrated on Lorna’s face.

There was a look of serenity on it which he had never seen on the face of Lorna Sherwood. The hardness, too, had gone from the mouth, and there was a suggestion of wistful gentleness about it. It seemed to Paul, as he gazed, that the face had undergone some subtle change which he found it difficult to express in words. It was as though, since last he had seen Lorna, some mysterious influence had been at work, refining and purifying and softening….

He was aware that Dr. Allerman was standing beside him at the end of the bed.

“Jeanette,” said Allerman’s voice quietly.

Paul made no reply. He could not drag his eyes away from that lovely face. Yes — lovely. Lorna’s face was lovely now….

“Do you still doubt, Barlow?”

Paul gave no sign that he had heard.

“There is a change already. Do you notice it? The face is — different. There is a delicacy about it, a look of refinement. The beautiful soul of Jeanette manifesting its presence. But I am amazed that the transformation should begin so soon.”

Her eyelids fluttered, she moved her head slightly, and the next moment she opened her eyes. For fully half a minute she lay motionless, gazing steadily at Paul’s face, and then she gave the faintest little smile.

“Paul!” she whispered, and closed her eyes again.

Allerman laid a hand on Paul’s arm.

“She called you Paul.”

Paul nodded.

“Did Lorna Sherwood know that your name is Paul?”

Paul, still gazing wonderingly, shook his head.

“Then what further proof do you want?”

Suddenly Paul’s hands covered his face.

“God in heaven!” he murmured. “If only it is true!”
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There were many points of similarity between Mickey Stone and Dinkie Lane. Both had dark, over-brilliantined hair and were inclined to be sallow; both had a weakness for coats with square shoulders and pronounced waists; both of them were anxious to be mistaken for gentlemen. The most noticeable difference between them was that Dinkie Lane was dead and Mickey Stone was not.

But Stone at the moment did not appear to be finding life a particularly joyful experience. For that fact, no doubt, we must hold the Home Secretary partly to blame. Prison discipline is not designed to engender joy in the disciplined, and his taste of it had perhaps sapped Mickey Stone’s natural cheerfulness. But the photograph which he was holding in his hand seemed to be contributing to some extent to his joyfulness. He was scowling at it ferociously.

It was the photograph of the head and shoulders of a girl, who was gazing at Mickey with a bewitching smile, which showed to the best possible advantage her small, regular teeth. The photograph was rather crumpled, as the result of long months spent in Mickey’s pocket, but it was just possible to make out the inscription scrawled across the bottom right-hand corner; “With love, Lorna.”

From the expression on Mickey’s face, it seemed possible that the love had become as bedraggled as the photograph; but he was utterly absorbed in scowling at it, and when the door opened and the Reverend Francis Boyle stepped into his cell, he did not even turn his head.

The Reverend Francis Boyle was a pale, aesthetic young man, whose doleful expression suggested that the task of ministering to the spiritual needs of the guests of His Majesty had sapped his cheerfulness no less than prison discipline had sapped the cheerfulness of this member of his flock. He crossed to where Mickey was seated and laid a delicate white hand on his shoulder.

“How are you, Mickey?”

Stone continued to stare at Lorna’s bewitching smile and made no reply.

“You will be leaving us in a few days, Mickey. The Governor tells me that your time is up next Thursday.”

Mickey lowered the photograph and glanced up at him.

“You’re telling me!”

Mickey Stone had been to the States and had brought back with him, in addition to a wallet stuffed with notes which his dexterity in the manipulation of cards had transferred there from the wallets of first-class passengers on the boat, a supply of picturesque idioms which he was doing his utmost to embody in the English language.

“On Thursday next, Mickey, you will once more be a free man.”

“Yeah!”

“Yeah,” replied the Reverend Francis Boyle.

“That is to say, yes. You will be able to make a fresh start and become, I hope, an honest, useful member of society. I want to impress on you, Mickey, that you must grasp this opportunity with both hands—”

Mickey cut him short.

“Listen, you — what’s your name?”

“Boyle. The Reverend Francis Boyle.”

“Boyle, is it? Well, I guess that’s something that gives me a pain in the neck. Hop it!”

The Reverend Francis Boyle did nothing so undignified, but stood his ground manfully.

“Try to realise, Mickey,” he said, “that I’m your friend and am anxious to do anything I can to help you. While you have been here I have done my best to help you with my thoughts and my prayers. Never once since you came to us have I retired at night without remembering you in my prayers.”

“Yeah? Well, I guessed there was something wrong. I’ve been sleeping badly.”

The Reverend Boyle sighed. Mickey was a difficult case — hard, unapproachable, suspicious of every effort to make friends with him. But he must persevere. Even at the risk of being considered a boil on the neck he must persevere.

“When you leave this place on Thursday,” he said, “you will be going back into a world where you will have an uphill fight. Most men will be against you, and you will need friends, help, encouragement, if you are to break away from your old associations and make a fresh start. If you have made no plans—”

“I’ve made plans all right.”

“I’m very glad to hear it. But you’ll need a job, Mickey — work to do.”

“I’ve got a job to do all right.”

“Splendid!” smiled the Reverend Boyle. “There’s nothing like honest hard work, Mickey. It makes a man — er — a man. Some day, perhaps, when you have rehabilitated yourself in the eyes of society, you will find some good woman, who will be a wife to you.”

“I’ve got a woman. There you are—” He thrust the photograph into the parson’s hand. “That’s her — Lorna.”

The Reverend Boyle gazed at the photograph and then glanced at Mickey.

“Your wife?”

“No.”

The clergyman’s face clouded and he sighed.

“I hope, Mickey,” he said gravely, “that as soon as you’re free your first act will be to make an honest woman of her.”

Mickey snatched the photograph from his hand.

“What dirty minds you people have got!” he said. “Lorna’s straight, see? At least I thought she was. Everything’s always been on the level, and when I came inside she swore she’d wait for me. We’d get married, she said, as soon as I got out. I believed her. All the time I’ve been here I’ve been counting on Lorna. If I hadn’t had that to look forward to, I’d have gone scatty.”

The Reverend Francis Boyle nodded.

“The power of a good woman’s love,” he breathed. “Good!” exclaimed Mickey. “You called her good, did you? Well, I don’t! She’s a lousy, treacherous—”

Mr. Boyle raised a hand.

“Please,” he pleaded.

Mickey Stone sprang to his feet.

“I thought she was on the level,” he said bitterly. “I thought Lorna wasn’t like the rest of ‘em. I thought she’d play straight with a fellow. That shows you the kind of sap I am, doesn’t it? Trusting a woman! I should have known better, and I guess I deserve what’s come to me.”

Boyle opened his mouth to speak, but Mickey hurried on.

Running around with another fellow — that’s what she’s been doing. I’ve heard. Dinkie Lane — the little rat! But they won’t get away with it — neither of ‘em. You’ll see. Nobody’s going to doublecross Mickey Stone and get away with it. I’ll find ’em all right, and then you’ll see.”

“This is terrible,” sighed the chaplain. “Terrible. If you go out into the world with these thoughts of hatred in your heart—”

“Hate! Sure I hate her.” He held up the photograph. “Look at her. She’s pretty, isn’t she? Got a nice smile, hasn’t she? I know Lorna. That’s the way she’ll look at me when I find her. Smile at me — look pretty — try to kid me she’s been waiting for me all this time, with her heart aching. But she won’t get me that way. I’m not falling for that stuff this time. If I swing for it, she and Dinkie Lane are going to get what’s due to them. I’ll smash her pretty face so as her own mother wouldn’t know her. That’s the job I’ve got to do — see? And no one is going to stop me.”

The Reverend Francis Boyle shook his head. Violence in any form always gave him a queer sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach and this furious outburst of primitive passion had definitely made him feel sick.

“Now you know,” said Mickey, a trifle more calmly. “That’s the job, and praying for me isn’t going to stop me doing it. Now hop it.”

Mr. Boyle turned and went slowly to the door.

“I shan’t be seeing you again, Mickey,” he said, “but I do beg of you to think many, many times before you allow your jealousy, your injured pride, your terrible uncontrolled passion, to lead you into yet another crime. Even now I shan’t give up hoping for you, Mickey. I shall go on praying for you.”

Mickey Stone jerked a thumb towards the door.

“Scram,” he said tersely.
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Jeanette, seated in a low armchair in her bedroom, closed her eyes and pressed the palms of her hands against her temples. For fully a minute she sat like that, and then her hands fell on to her lap. “Nurse!”

The grim-visaged woman in nurse’s uniform who stood staring out of the window turned her head.

“How long have I been ill, nurse?”

“I’ve been here a week.”

“And am I really better?”

“You’re well enough to look after yourself. So the doctor says, and he ought to know. Anyway, I’ve got my marching orders; I’m leaving tomorrow, and I’m not sorry. This house gets on my nerves.”

She turned again to stare through the window, and again Jeanette’s hands pressed her temples.

“If only I could remember, nurse! But I can’t. It’s all a sort of haze. What has been the matter with me?”

“You’d better ask Dr. Allerman.”

Jeanette shook her head.

“I’ve asked him, but he tells me nothing.”

“Then I shouldn’t waste my breath asking him. If he doesn’t want to tell you, dynamite won’t blast it out of him. He’s like that.”

“He keeps telling me to wait until I’m stronger. I shall remember then, he says. But I’m much stronger than I was, and I still can’t remember. At least, I can remember very little.”

“Just as well, perhaps,” said the nurse sourly. “But it’s no use trying to pump me. I know nothing, and what I guess is my own affair. And if I knew anything I wouldn’t dare tell you without the doctor’s permission.”

“I wish you were staying here, nurse.”

“I don’t.”

“I suppose it’s silly of me, but I’m — afraid.” She was silent for some minutes. Then: “Is Paul still here, nurse?”

“Mr. Barlow? Oh, yes. Why?”

“I wondered. I haven’t seen him. I’ve asked to see him several times, but Dr. Allerman has always refused to let me.”

“Well, I expect he knows best. It’s not Mr. Barlow’s fault that he hasn’t seen you: he has asked often enough. He tried to get round me yesterday to let him pay you a visit, but I had my orders and didn’t dare go against them.”

Jeanette smiled, and at that moment the door was opened and Dr. Allerman came into the room.

“Well, nurse, how did she manage?”

“Quite well, doctor. She dressed herself and she has been walking about the room without any help.” Allerman nodded.

“Then leave us, please, nurse.”

When the nurse had gone from the room Allerman drew up a chair in front of Jeanette and sat down facing her.

“Listen, my dear,” he said gently. “I want to ask you a few questions and you must do your best to answer them.”

“I’ll try.”

“Do you know who I am?”

Jeanette smiled.

“Why, yes — of course. You’re Dr. Allerman. You told me so.”

“And you are Jeanette?”

“Of course. You told me that too. But I believe I knew that before you told me. That’s one of the things I can just remember. Jeanette — yes, I’m sure I remember that. But there’s so much I can’t remember — where I am — how I got here — what has happened to me—”

“You mustn’t let that worry you, Jeanette,” interrupted the doctor. “You have been very ill — you’ve undergone a serious operation — and I’m not in the least surprised that you’ve forgotten. But you will remember later on — everything that matters. I am going to help you remember. You’re strong enough now to make the effort. You have remembered that you are Jeanette and that I am Dr. Allerman, and those are two of the most important facts. But there is one other which is equally important.” He leaned forward and laid his hand on hers. “Do you remember, dear, that before you were ill you promised to marry me?”

She gave him a quick, startled glance and withdrew her hand.

“I promised — to marry — you?”

He nodded.

“You can imagine, dear, how terribly anxious I have been during your illness, when I feared you might not get better, and saw all my happiness slipping away from me.”

“Yes — of course.” She was gazing at him with bewildered, troubled eyes. “It must have been terrible for you. But I can’t remember—”

“I am helping you to remember, Jeanette. But the past is less important than the future. Think of what the future holds for us. Soon — as soon as you are well and strong again — you will be my wife.”

“Your wife?” she repeated in a low voice. “It seems so strange — I can’t remember—”

“You don’t remember that I love you, Jeanette?”

She shook her head.

“But you believe me now when I tell you that I love you, that you are going to be my wife?”

“Yes — of course — if you tell me so.”

“I am telling you so. Don’t you remember anything about me?”

She shook her head.

“I’ve tried — terribly hard, but I can’t remember anything clearly. Once or twice, when I’ve been dreaming…. Last night I had a dream. About you. It was such a strange dream — a horrible dream. There was a whip — and you were striking me with it — across my face—”

Allerman smiled indulgently.

“My dear, that’s not the kind of dream to have. Can you imagine me striking you?”

She shook her head.

“No. But it was so very vivid. I woke up, terrified. And when I fell asleep again I dreamed that I was a cripple. I had to use a stick to walk about—”

“There’s no truth in that dream, anyway,” smiled the doctor. “Nurse says you’re walking splendidly, and I want to see for myself. Come for a walk with me as far as the drawingroom.”

He held out his hand to help her to her feet, and she took it and got up from her chair. Allerman laid a hand on her shoulder.

“There’s something you used to let me do, dear, before you were ill.”

She glanced at him with puzzled eyes.

“This,” said Allerman, slipped his arm around her shoulders, drew her towards him and stooped to kiss her.

She started, thrust him away and took a quick step backwards.

“Oh, no — please — I couldn’t—”

Allerman raised his eyebrows.

“You’re going to be my wife, Jeanette, and you refuse to let me kiss you?”

She nodded.

“Yes. I’m sorry. But it’s all so strange — I can’t realise—”

“Very well, my dear; I’ve no wish to hurry you. I’ll wait as patiently as I can until you do realise. Let’s take our walk.”

He gave her his arm and led her from the room. As they crossed the landing, the door of Paul’s room opened and he came out. Jeanette paused, gazing at him earnestly, and then a radiant smile spread over her face.

“Paul!” she said.

Allerman frowned slightly and signed to Paul to come to them.

“This is Mr. Barlow, my assistant, Jeanette,” he said. “Do you remember him?”

“Of course I remember Paul. Why haven’t you been to see me, Paul?”

“Because I gave instructions that no one was to see you,” replied Allerman. “It would have been dangerous to excite you, my dear. We are making a little tour, Barlow. You had better come with us and see how my patient has improved.”

Without a word Paul followed them down the stairs. In the hall Jeanette paused, disengaged her arm and gazed around her, with a slight pucker between her eyebrows.

“It all seems vaguely familiar,” she said. “That room” — pointing to the door of Allerman’s library— “I’m sure I’ve been in there—”

She went forward, opened the door and passed into the room, Paul and the doctor following. Again she paused, and stood in the middle of the room gazing around her. Then she went slowly to the fireplace, paused again and stood frowning at the whip that hung on the wall above the mantelpiece. Reaching up, she took the whip from the wall and inspected it thoughtfully. Paul, watching her every movement and every change of expression, saw her hand raised and her fingers touch her left cheek as though she were feeling for something. She turned to Allerman. “This whip,” she said. “I remember it. It’s the one you used in the dream—”

Allerman stepped quickly forward, snatched the whip from her hand and replaced it on the wall.

“That’s easily explained, my dear. You’ve seen this whip many times, and when you dreamed your absurd dream you already had the memory of this whip in your mind.”

Jeanette passed a hand across her forehead. “There was someone else,” she said— “a girl, wasn’t there?”

Allerman shook his head, and the girl smiled.

“I must have been very ill,” she said. “I imagine so many things — and forgot so many.”

Allerman took her arm and led her to a chair.

“Sit down, Jeanette, and let us see how much you have remembered.” He glanced at Paul. “This will interest you, Barlow, as a medical man who know’s the facts of the case. And it may possibly convince you that my theory is correct. Tell me, Jeanette: do you remember a young man called Dinkie?”

She shook her head.

“Do you remember anything about a bank?”

“A bank? No — nothing.”

“Or a man named Mickey Stone?”

“No.”

“You remember what a policeman looks like?”

“Why, of course.”

“Suppose a policeman were to walk into this room now, would you be frightened?”

She smiled.

“Why should I be frightened of a policeman? What strange questions you ask!”

“Just one more strange question,” said Allerman. “Do you remember ever having a revolver?”

“A revolver? I don’t think I’ve ever had one in my hand. I’m sure I haven’t.”

“Or heard one fired?”

“Never.”

Allerman shot a triumphant glance at Paul.

“That seems fairly conclusive, Barlow.”

Paul made no reply; he did not even glance at the doctor. His gaze was riveted on Jeanette’s face. Was it — could it be Jeanette? Had Allerman really worked this amazing miracle? Proof was being added to proof, yet it seemed so fantastic, so utterly unbelievable….

“Come into the drawingroom,” said Allerman. The drawingroom, too, she said, was vaguely familiar. She wandered to the big French windows and looked out into the garden, but turned away with a shake of her head. By the piano she lingered, gazing at it thoughtfully. She seated herself on the seat and stared at the keyboard, frowning slightly; then she smiled, placed her hands over the keys, hesitated a moment and began to play.

“So you remember that, Jeanette,” smiled Allerman. “Oh, yes, I remember this. I’ve not forgotten how to play.”

As she played she seemed gradually to gain confidence: the hesitation vanished and the look of doubt left her eyes. She was playing one of Chopin’s valses
 — the one she had played when she had last sat at the piano on the night of the operation while Paul and Allerman listened, smoking their cigars. Suddenly, in the middle of a bar, her hands stopped and her face clouded. She glanced across at Allerman, frowning.

“I was sitting here,” she said slowly. “Paul was over there — in that big chair. He was smoking a cigar. I remember that, because I had never seen Paul smoke a cigar before. He always smoked cigarettes. I remember thinking that he must be smoking it because he didn’t want to offend Dr. Allerman, and I hoped it wouldn’t upset him.”

She was talking more to herself than to them, and seemed to have forgotten that they were in the room.

“Dr. Allerman went from the room, and Paul came to the piano,” she went on. “He stood just there — resting his elbow on it — and told me — asked me—” She paused and shot a quick glance at Allerman. “Then Dr. Allerman came back,” she continued, gazing at the keyboard again. “He offered me a cup of coffee. I didn’t want to drink it. But he made me drink it. I was terribly afraid—”

Allerman went to her and took her arm.

“That was the evening when you were taken ill, Jeanette,” he said. “Don’t try to remember any more now; you’ve done enough for to-day and you mustn’t overtire yourself. I’ll take you back to your room.”

She rose from the seat and went with Allerman to the door. There she paused, glanced back at Paul and gave him another radiant smile.

“Au revoir,
 Paul!”

“Au revoir
 — Jeanette!”

As they went from the room, Paul turned to the window and stood looking out into the garden. His mind was in a tumult. How could he possibly believe that this was really Jeanette? Yet how could he possibly deny the evidence of his own senses and refuse to believe it? That radiant smile she had given him — hadn’t that been Jeanette’s smile? She had remembered him, too — had clearly recalled how he had stood by the piano that night and begged her to go away with him and marry him. And she had not forgotten that their plans must not be confided to Allerman. That quick glance at the doctor and her sudden hesitation had convinced him of that. And Lorna had known nothing of their plans — had not been in the room that evening when the incident of the coffee had occurred which had been so vividly recalled.

The whip, too, in Allerman’s library: she had recognised that, and her hand had gone to her cheek in search of the weal. What further evidence could he reasonably demand? Besides, it was not entirely a question of reason. There was something beyond reason, deeper than mere logic: that intuitive knowledge that, inexplicable as it might seem, against all experience as it certainly was, this was indeed Jeanette. It was Lorna Sherwood’s body, but the body was a mere outer covering, an instrument, as Allerman had said, to contact the physical world; and within it, using that instrument, was the soul of Jeanette. Already that soul was remoulding the body; there was a new look on the face, a new gentleness in the eyes, a refinement which Lorna Sherwood had never possessed. Lorna Sherwood might have been able to play the piano — he didn’t know — but he was sure she could never have played it with that exquisite feeling. And why should Lorna Sherwood play that particular Chopin valse
 which was a favourite with Jeanette? It was incredible, but true. Allerman had achieved the impossible, and that beautiful woman, beautiful of soul and beautiful of body, was Jeanette. And Jeanette loved him. …

He heard the door open and turned to see Allerman coming towards him across the room.

“Well, Barlow, are you convinced? But I can answer that question: you are convinced, but, being of the stuff of which doctors are made, you dislike admitting it. It goes against all your preconceived ideas of what is surgically possible; it shatters your cosmos; it makes you wonder whether you’re on your head or your feet; it makes you feel that you don’t know where you are — which for a medical man is a most humiliating experience. But you know in your heart that you are convinced.” He smiled. “I am looking forward to seeing Blumenthal and his colleagues floundering as you are floundering now, Barlow. It will be an amusing spectacle. How they will twist and turn and wriggle and try to escape the fact that is staring them in the face!”

“In a case like this,” said Paul, “you can hardly blame anyone for being cautious.”

“On the contrary, Barlow, I commend your caution. A scientist should be cautious of accepting facts, but bold in going out in search of them. But what further proof do you require? You have seen Jeanette, and you cannot have failed to notice the change which is already taking place in her body. Her soul is at work on it, deleting the last traces of Lorna Sherwood’s personality and impressing it with her own. It is Jeanette’s soul that looks out at you through the eyes, Jeanette’s soul that speaks to you through the mouth. You must admit the differences.”

“Yes, I admit that.”

“And you must admit the evidence — the overwhelming evidence — of the memory. Things are turning out much as I expected. Lorna’s memory has entirely disappeared — gone with her soul — and what memory remains is the memory of Jeanette. There is not a great deal; only those incidents which impressed her very strongly still linger. She will never remember that she once possessed a different body. But there is enough memory there, Barlow, to convince you of Jeanette’s identity — memory of facts and incidents with which Lorna Sherwood could not possibly have been acquainted. I have succeeded even better than I dared to hope. Jeanette remembers, and that is the unanswerable proof of my success.”

“Yes, Jeanette remembers,” echoed Paul slowly. “She remembers the whip, Allerman.”

Allerman shrugged his shoulders.

“She remembers the whip across her cheek.”

“She remembers a dream,” replied Allerman, “in which that whip figured. She dreamed that she was being struck with a whip; she had seen that whip hanging in the library, and in her dream the two ideas became associated. It is a quite usual phenomenon in dreams. I am more interested in the fact that she can still play the piano. There was only one memory that is more vivid than her memory of her music — her memory of you. That is extremely interesting.”

“We’re very old friends,” said Paul, “and if she remembered anyone she would be most likely to remember me.”

“Such close friends as that?” He smiled. “Then, as her close friend, Barlow, you will be interested to know that Jeanette has consented to marry me.”

Paul started, and then stood gazing at Allerman, meeting his challenging, triumphant eyes without wavering.

“My God, Allerman, if that’s true—”

“It is true.”

“You unutterable swine! Do you think I don’t understand? Now — when Jeanette is straining to remember, when she is ready to believe everything you tell her about the past because she believes you are helping her to remember, you have told her—”

“That before she was taken ill she had promised to marry me,” said the doctor calmly. “Quite correct, Barlow. And as soon as she has fully recovered she is going to marry me.”

His smile vanished and his mouth became grim.

“In case you should take it into your head to attempt any interference, Barlow,” he said, “it is as well for you to understand the position. Jeanette, at least for a time, will be entirely dependent on me, and if you have any idea of persuading her to run away with you, you had better reconsider it.”

He went towards the door and paused.

“There are certain injections which Jeanette must have at least for a time,” he said. “If she does not have them, she will die. What those injections are, Barlow, is my secret. Unless you want to kill her you won’t take her away from me.”

Paul’s fist clenched and he took a quick step forward. “And to murder me, Barlow, as you would so very much like to do, would be equally fatal to Jeanette,” he said, and went from the room.
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Allerman glanced up from his desk and subjected Jeanette to a critical scrutiny.

“Better every day, Jeanette,” he said. “You’re doing splendidly. It’s only just a fortnight since the operation and you’re almost your old self.” He smiled. “Shall we say a new and a better edition of your old self?”

“I’ve never felt better in my life,” smiled the girl.

“Thanks to me.”

She nodded.

“Yes, I realise that. I can’t ever thank you enough, Dr. Allerman.”

He frowned slightly.

“As my future wife, Jeanette, you really must try to call me by my Christian name. I have reminded you of that many times during the last week. You always used to call me Raymond.”

“I’m sorry,” said Jeanette penitently. “But it’s so difficult to remember. Somehow it doesn’t seem right to call you Raymond.”

“I wish you to do it.”

“I’ll try.”

He nodded.

“You came to ask me something?”

“Yes. I’m so tired of sitting in the garden. Is there any reason why I shouldn’t go out for a walk? I’m quite strong again now, and I’ve never been further than the gate. Paul could take me—”

“Barlow has work to do. But there’s no reason why you shouldn’t have a walk. Don’t go far — not out of sight of the house. Stark will go with you.”

“Stark? But I don’t want Stark. He’s — horrible. I shouldn’t enjoy my walk in the least—”

“Stark will go with you,” repeated Allerman, and rang the bell on his desk.

Stark entered and stood to attention.

“Miss Jeanette is going for a walk, Stark. You will look after her.”

“Yes, master.”

“She is not to go near the fields.”

“Not near the fields, master.”

“Anywhere else you like, Jeanette,” said the doctor, picking up his pen and beginning to write, “but don’t overtire yourself.”

With a sigh she turned away and went from the room. Leaving the house, she went through the garden and set off in the direction of the woods, which lay about a quarter of a mile away, on the opposite side of the house to that on which were the fields that belonged to Allerman’s estate. Glancing back, she saw that Stark, about a dozen yards behind her, was following. She had not gone many yards when the tweed-clad figure of Delane stepped from the shelter of the hedge and came striding towards her.

“If I’m trespassing, I apologise,” he smiled. “Am I?”

Jeanette’s glance swept over him appraisingly. Evidently she found him satisfactory, for she smiled back at him.

“You may be trespassing or you may not be,” she said. “I’ve no idea.”

Delane jerked his head in the direction of the house.

“I thought I saw you come out of the gate.”

“Yes, I did.”

“You live there — at Dr. Allerman’s?”

“Yes.”

“And you can’t tell me if I’m trespassing?”

She shook her head, smiling.

“I’ve been very ill,” she explained, “and I’m afraid I’ve forgotten a good many things. I’ve really no idea where Dr. Allerman’s property ends.”

Delane was studying her face intently.

“Do you know Barlow?”

“Paul? Why, of course. We’ve known each other for years—”

“I’m a friend of his — Delane’s my name — and I’m wondering if that’s sufficient introduction. The fact is, I’m rapidly dying of thirst. There’s a leak in my waterbottle, and when I opened it I found it empty. It’s several miles to the nearest house—”

“Why, of course,” smiled Jeanette. “Come up to the house, Mr. Delane, and I’ll get you some water.”

He glanced towards Stark, who was standing a few yards away, glowering.

“Does that belong to you?”

“He’s one of Dr. Allerman’s servants. I’m supposed not to be very strong yet, and the doctor sent him to keep an eye on me.”

“As long as he won’t bite!” smiled Delane, and they set off together towards the house.

She led the way into the hall and turned to Stark, who was following close behind.

“Bring something to drink, please, Stark — to the drawingroom. You’d like some whisky, wouldn’t you, Mr. Delane?”

“Thought-reader!” he smiled.

As he sat in an armchair drinking his whisky and soda, Delane studied Jeanette’s face carefully.

“Am I staring too much?” he enquired. “Please forgive me if I am, but the fact is that I can’t get it out of my head that I’ve met you somewhere before. But I can’t for the life of me think where.”

“My name’s Fayre — Jeanette Fayre,” she told him. “Does that help?”

He shook his head.

“Have you ever lived in London?”

“Never.”

“And you’ve no recollection of my handsome face?”

“None at all, Mr. Delane. I’m quite sure I’ve never seen you before. Unless I’ve forgotten.” She sighed. “Since my illness I seem to have forgotten so much.” He nodded and again became absorbed in studying her face.

“I believe I’ve got it!” he said at length.

“You’ve remembered where you met me?”

“No. But I’ve remembered where I met the person whom you very much resemble. It’s quite a striking resemblance. She was a girl — I say, you’re sure you won’t be offended?”

“Why should I be?”

“Well, the young person I have in mind wasn’t a very pleasant young person. As a matter of fact, she was a criminal.” He pointed to his chin. “You see that scar? That’s an example of her handiwork.” He saw Jeanette’s puzzled expression and smiled. “I’m a barrister,” he explained, “and barristers sometimes knock up against pretty awful people. Lorna Sherwood — that was her name — was one of the pretty awful ones — pretty and awful. She was mixed up in a smash-and-grab raid, and I was prosecuting counsel. I’m afraid she took a dislike to me. She pretended to faint when I was examining her, and when they gave her a glass of water she shied it at me and caught me on the chin.”

“And I remind you of her?”

“Very much. In face, I mean. You’re the same height, too, and your hair’s the same colour.”

“We’re all supposed to have our doubles, aren’t we, Mr. Delane? What happened to this girl? Did she go to prison?”

“No, she got off. We couldn’t actually prove anything against her and we had to let her go. But she was a bad hat all right. There was a hold-up at the Dinneford Bank a little while back. I expect you heard of it. A fellow called Dinkie Lane got shot. He was a pal of Lorna Sherwood, and the police suspect that she had something to do with that affair. But she has disappeared and they’ve failed to trace her. They found her car — a stolen one — just outside Dinneford, but she seems to have vanished into thin air. But the police will get her sooner or later. Crime isn’t a paying proposition in this country, Miss Fayre. Eventually the criminal usually comes to a sticky end.”

“And I’m really so very much like this Lorna Sherwood?”

“Very much indeed.” He leaned forward suddenly, staring at her.

“I say, Miss Fayre, I’m sorry,” he said, as he straightened himself. “You must think I have pretty dreadful manners, but this is really amazing. That little mole — just behind the lobe of your ear—”

Jeanette raised her hand and touched the spot with the tip of a finger.

“I didn’t know I had a mole there, Mr. Delane.”

“Perhaps not. The lobe of the ear would hide it when you look in the mirror. But it’s there all right, Miss Fayre, and it’s really an extraordinary coincidence. Lorna Sherwood had a mole in exactly the same spot. There was some question of identification at the trial, and there was quite a lot of talk about that mole.”

“But how queer! Are you quite sure—”

She paused, turned her head and saw Allerman standing in the doorway. He was frowning, his thin lips were pressed tightly together, and there was a steely glint in his eyes. As she became aware of him, he strode quickly forward, paused and glanced enquiringly from Jeanette to Delane.

“Who is this gentleman, Jeanette?”

“This is Mr. Delane,” smiled the girl. “I found him dying of thirst on my way to the woods and brought him in here to revive him. This is Dr. Allerman, Mr. Delane.”

Delane nodded.

“I’ve heard of you, Dr. Allerman.”

“I have never heard of you, Mr. Delane,” replied Allerman frigidly.

“And I’ve always wanted to meet you.”

“Your wish is gratified.”

“As a matter of fact,” added Delane easily, “I’ve called once or twice, but your handsome butler has always declared that you were not at home.”

“When I am here, Mr. Delane, I am at work, and visitors are not welcome. Unless you have some matter of special importance to discuss with me—”

“I have.”

Allerman glanced at his watch.

“Very well; I can spare you five minutes. Leave us, please, Jeanette.”

Jeanette rose, bestowed a smile on Delane and went from the room.

“Well, Mr. Delane? Please waste no time in coming to the point.”

“I don’t propose to,” said Delane quietly. “I’ve waited a long time for this opportunity, and now I’ve got it I don’t propose to waste time. You know who I am, don’t you? I’m Bill Delane’s brother.”

“Your family tree is of no interest to me,” sneered the doctor.

“I’ve always wanted to tell you to your face, Allerman, that I know you to be a liar, and I know you to be the foulest swine—”

Allerman went livid with fury.

“You’ve said enough, Delane,” he exclaimed. “You’ve said more than enough—”

“I haven’t finished yet,” interrupted Delane. “My brother died a raving madman, and it was you who turned him into that. You killed him as surely as you killed that child years ago when you tried out some of your crazy notions on the operating table and sacrificed that kid to your mad ambition. You’ve two murders to pay for, Allerman, and I mean to make you pay for them.”

The doctor made a supreme effort to control himself. “You’d better go, Delane. I warn you that you had better go—”

“It won’t be easy, Allerman,” continued Delane. “I know that. But I’m going to make you pay before I’m through with you if it takes me ten years. I’m going to smash you and make you suffer as you’ve made other people suffer. There was another man who came here as your assistant, wasn’t there? I’ve found that out. Young Carson — one of the most promising men of his year, so I’m told. But he came here and nothing was ever heard of him again. He left you and said he was going to America, so you said, but he never reached America, and you know as well as I do that he never started. What happened to him? I don’t know, but I can guess. People who discover what’s going on in this house and then want to leave, can’t be allowed to leave, can they, Allerman?”

“I advise you to leave my house immediately. There are limits to my patience—”

“What devilish work you’re doing in this house I don’t pretend to know, but I intend to find out; and when I do find out I fancy I shall have discovered why young Bill lost his reason and young Carson disappeared. And then I shall enjoy the spectacle of watching you suffer, and my only regret will be that the law provides for no slower and more painful method of killing you than hanging.”

Allerman was ominously calm now.

“If you believe all this, my friend,” he said, “I suggest that you should immediately inform the police. And what would happen if you did? They would laugh at you. I am Dr. Allerman, the greatest surgeon the world has ever known, and you—”

He snapped his fingers contemptuously. “And now, if you’ve finished, perhaps you’ll be good enough to leave before I call my servant and have you thrown out.”

“I’ve almost finished,” said Delane. “But there’s just one more thing I’ve always promised myself if ever I managed to get you to face me.”

“Well?”

“This!” said Delane, and sent his fist crashing against Allerman’s jaw.

The doctor staggered backwards, gripped at the table in an effort to save himself, and fell sprawling on the floor.

Delane turned and went to the door.

“As regards the police, Allerman,” he said, pausing and glancing back as the doctor got to his feet, “I may possibly take your advice.”

“Go to the police!” exclaimed Allerman furiously. “Go to the police and be damned to you! They’ll laugh at you!”

“No,” said Delane, “I don’t think they’ll laugh at me — not if I tell them that Dr. Allerman has Lorna Sherwood in his house.”

He went from the room, closing the door behind him. For a good minute Allerman stood staring at the door, frowning; then he crossed to the door, flung it open and strode out into the hall.

“Stark!”

The man appeared.

“Yes, master?”

“Tell Miss Jeanette to come to the library immediately.”

“Yes, master.”

He entered the library, planted himself by the fireplace and waited. A few moments later the girl entered.

“You sent for me, Dr. Allerman?”

“Raymond!” exclaimed Allerman furiously. “You are to call me Raymond! I’ve told you a dozen times and still you disobey me. And that man — Delane — I’ve told you a hundred times that I will not have strangers in this house, and again you disobey me. You invite him in here — actually into my house—”

“But I didn’t know—”

“Don’t lie!” stormed Allerman. “Don’t try to excuse yourself. You invited him here deliberately. What did you tell him? What did he say to you? What damned lies did he tell you about me?”

“He told me nothing — he asked me nothing. And I didn’t mean to disobey you. I don’t remember your forbidding me to invite people into the house. I must have forgotten. I’ve forgotten so much—”

“You will not forget again,” exclaimed Allerman grimly. He turned and took the whip from the wall. “You will not forget again, Jeanette. People do not disobey me twice. I know how to cure them of disobedience.”

He raised the whip, but she gripped his wrist with both hands and clung to it.

“No — please for God’s sake — don’t do it!” she begged desperately. “Don’t do it — again!”

He lowered the whip and gazed at her keenly. “Again? You’re imagining things, Jeanette. I have never struck you in my life.” He tossed the whip aside. “Very well,” he said more calmly; “this time I will overlook it. You had better go to your room.”

His hands were shaking and his lips twitching. “But remember, Jeanette,” he said, as she turned and went towards the door, “that I intend to be obeyed, and if ever you should be tempted to disobey me again—”

He strode to her and gripped her shoulders.

“Without me you cannot live,” he said. “Do you realise that? Without my injections you would die in three days. Bear that in mind if you are to disobey me again. Disobey me once more and I shall let you die.” He thrust her roughly from him. “Go to your room,” he said, “and stay there until I give you permission to leave it.”

She gave him a quick, terrified glance and hurried from the library.



Chapter XIX


Table of Contents


Paul was working late. At least, he was trying to work. Sitting at the window of his room, he had a book on his knees and was jotting occasional notes on a slip of paper; but most of the time he was gazing out of the window at the moonlit landscape. He had been aware of the clock of the village church striking twelve, and a little later he had heard Dr. Allerman come up the stairs and go into his room, which was at the far end of the corridor. He had seen the patch of light thrown on to the courtyard from the doctor’s window as he switched on the light, and had noticed when a few minutes later it had disappeared; but he still remained seated at the window, gazing at the landscape and from time to time dragging himself out of his absorption and making an effort to concentrate on the book.

He heard a faint tap, glanced round, decided that he had imagined it, and raised his book again. There came another tap, slightly louder than the first. He got up, laid down his book, crossed to the door and opened it. The corridor was in darkness, and before he had time to realise what was happening the figure of Jeanette slipped into the room.

“Shut the door, please, Paul — quietly.”

He closed the door and turned to her, a look of amazement on his face.

“Paul, I must talk to you.”

“Wouldn’t it be wiser to wait until the morning? If Dr. Allerman knew—”

“He won’t know. He has gone to bed. I didn’t dare come until I’d heard him go to his room. I’ve been waiting — all the evening.”

She saw the doubt in his eyes.

“Paul, I must talk to you — I must!”

He smiled.

“If it’s so terribly urgent—”

“It is.”

“Very well, Jeanette. Come and sit down.”

He led her to the couch and seated himself beside her. She glanced quickly around the room.

“The light, Paul,” she said. “If Dr. Allerman should see the light—”

“I’ll put it out.”

He switched off the light and returned to his seat on the couch.

“And now, my dear, what have you to say to me that’s so terribly urgent?”

For some moments she made no reply. She sat, her hands folded on her lap, gazing at the window; and as he saw her sitting there, with the moonlight on her face, conviction came to him. This was Jeanette. He knew it now beyond all possibility of further questioning. The expression on her face, the look in her eyes, the sound of her voice, that trick she had of puckering one corner of her mouth when she was deep in thought — each little detail added its testimony until the sum of proof was overwhelming. And if he needed still further proof, he had it in that deep, intuitive, unchallengeable knowledge that this was Jeanette, that awareness of her presence, that invisible link joining his consciousness to hers, that sense, which he had always experienced when he was with her, that he and she were perfectly attuned.

It was true: Allerman had worked the miracle. It did not matter now how he had worked it: all that mattered was that here, sitting beside him, was

Jeanette — beautiful, strong, no longer living in the shadow of death and forced to limp about with the help of a stick, no longer obliged to forego everything that made life worth living, to turn her face away from wifehood and motherhood….

“Jeanette!”

She turned her head and faced him.

“You’re beautiful, Jeanette.”

She smiled at him — Jeanette’s smile, tender and a little wistful.

“You’ve said that to me before, Paul.”

“Often.”

She nodded.

“I remember. It used to make me very happy to hear you say that. Sad, too — though I can’t think why it made me sad. But lately — since I’ve been ill — you haven’t said it.”

“I haven’t had much chance, Jeanette. Dr. Allerman has almost kept you under lock and key.”

“Or is it because I’m not so beautiful now?”

“You’re more beautiful than ever, Jeanette.”

She was silent for a time, lost in thought. Then:

“It’s funny, Paul,” she said. “I’ve forgotten so much, but I can remember almost everything about you. But I suppose it isn’t funny really. Love is such a big thing that it couldn’t ever be forgotten — and there never has been anything, Paul, that mattered so much as your love.”

He leaned forward and laid a hand on hers.

“And is that still true, Jeanette?”

“Why, of course.”

“You remember that I always said that I was going to marry you?”

“Of course.”

“And you always wanted to marry me, too, didn’t you, Jeanette?”

“Always. I can’t think why we didn’t get married long ago. Was it my fault?”

“It was nobody’s fault.”

“But there must have been some reason—”

“There was never any real reason.”

“And now that I’m well and strong again, there isn’t any reason, is there?”

“I’ll marry you tomorrow, Jeanette, if you’re willing.”

She nodded.

“I am.”

His hand closed over hers, and his arm went round her shoulders; but she withdrew’ her hand, frowning slightly.

“That’s what I came to ask you, Paul,” she said. “I couldn’t remember clearly and I simply had to know. But I don’t understand. Dr. Allerman says that before I was ill I promised to marry him.”

“You must take no notice of what Dr. Allerman tells you, Jeanette. You didn’t promise to marry him.”

“I can’t help taking notice. Somehow, when he tells me to do anything, I can’t help doing it. He frightens me, I think. I believe he always has frightened me. But I couldn’t marry him. I don’t love him — I never have loved him. I believe I hate him. I hate him and Stark and the house — everything. Why am I here? Why can’t I go away?”

“You can, dear — very soon. As soon as you’re really well again.”

“I am well.”

“Nearly, but not quite,” he smiled. “Dr. Allerman says that for a little while he must have you under his care to complete the cure—”

“But I am well,” she insisted. “I don’t want to stay under Dr. Allerman’s care. I want you to take me away. That’s what you always wanted to do. Paul — I remember that. You wanted to take me away and marry me. Why shouldn’t you take me now? You must, Paul. I can’t stay here any longer. That’s what I really came to tell you. I want you to take me away — now — tonight — before Dr. Allerman can stop you.”

“How can I possibly take you now, Jeanette?”

“If we don’t go now, Paul, we shall never go. Dr. Allerman won’t let us. I can be ready in ten minutes—”

“It’s five miles to the station, Jeanette, and I’ve no car—”

“We can walk. I shan’t mind walking as long as we get away. You don’t understand, Paul. Dr. Allerman — to-day — because I invited Mr. Delane into the house and gave him a whisky and soda—”

“You should have known better than that, Jeanette. You know that no one is ever invited here.”

“But I didn’t know. Perhaps I knew — before I was ill — and had forgotten. I didn’t realise at any rate that I was doing wrong. But Dr. Allerman was furious because I had disobeyed him. He took down the whip and was going to beat me, and — Paul, I’m terrified. I may do something else — I may forget again—”

“If ever he dares to lay a hand on you—”

“He will, Paul. You don’t know him, perhaps, as well as I do. Perhaps you’ve never seen him when he has lost his temper. He’s terrible — doesn’t know what he’s doing — like a madman. He was like that to-day and he may be like it again. You must take me away at once—”

“Listen, Jeanette,” said Paul quietly. “There’s nothing I long for so much as to take you away and marry you and devote myself to making you happy. But just at the moment it can’t be done, dear. For your own sake it can’t be done. There’s your treatment — the injections which Dr. Allerman gives you every day. I don’t know what the injection is, and you can be quite sure that Allerman won’t tell me. But he told me that for several weeks they would be absolutely essential and if you don’t have them all the good work he has done will be undone.”

“But there are other doctors, Paul—”

“There’s no other doctor quite like Dr. Allerman, dear. No other doctor in the world could have performed the operation Allerman performed. I know that’s true, and when Allerman tells me — as he did — that the injection is a drug which no other doctor in the country has even heard of, I daren’t risk disbelieving him. If I took you away, Jeanette, you might die.”

The girl sighed and made no reply.

“It’s a question of trying to be patient, dear,” continued Paul. “Allerman says you’ll only need the injections for a few weeks, and we must try to hold out somehow until they’re no longer necessary. If I knew what drug he’s using, I’d take you away instantly; but I don’t know, and I can’t find out. I’ve asked him a dozen times, but he refuses to tell me, and I can’t force him.”

“But some other doctor, Paul—”

“I daren’t risk taking you to another doctor. If you understood what the operation was that Allerman performed, you’d realise that. No other doctor would touch the case without referring to Allerman: he wouldn’t dare to take the risk; and if Allerman knew that we had gone behind his back and consulted someone else — well, you can guess what he’d be like. I wouldn’t answer for the consequences. He’s quite capable of refusing to give you any further treatment.” She nodded.

“He has already threatened that, Paul — if I disobey him again.”

“He would. And he’d do it. And that rules out any chance of leaving, Jeanette, until you’re quite independent of his treatment.”

She sighed again.

“I suppose you’re right, Paul. Perhaps it’s silly of me to be frightened. But I am
 frightened. When Dr. Allerman looks at me — it’s horrible; I feel I must do exactly as he says. I seem to have no will of my own—”

“That’s because you’ve been ill, dear, and aren’t very strong yet, whatever you may say. That will all pass, and in the meantime you must try not to be frightened. There’s nothing to be afraid of. I shall be here, and if there’s any kind of trouble—”

“I’ll try, Paul,” she promised.

“And now, dear, you’d better slip back to your room and get some sleep. This is not time for an invalid to be up.”

She nodded and rose from the couch. As Paul stood up she turned to him and laid a hand on his sleeve.

“You do still love me, Paul?”

His arms went round her and drew her close.

“Love you!” he said, and pressed his lips against hers.

There came a click, the room was flooded with light, and Paul, releasing Jeanette and turning his head sharply, saw Allerman standing in the doorway. His face was unnaturally white, his eyes bright and his hands shaking. He strode to where they were standing together and paused, staring at them.

“Very pretty!” he said in a voice that shook with anger. “Very romantic. And to whose suggestion are we indebted for this sentimental episode? To yours, I presume, Barlow? The initiative in such affairs usually lies with the gentleman—”

“Oh, no; Paul had nothing to do with it,” began Jeanette. “I was frightened — and I came along and knocked at his door—”

“And Paul in his own inimitable way supplied the necessary comfort,” sneered Allerman. “But supplying comfort to my lady patients is not part of my assistant’s duties. Even in these lax days, Barlow, there are certain proprieties to be observed, and one o’clock in the morning is hardly the hour to entertain a lady in your room. Without wishing to appear puritanical—”

“You’re detestable, Allerman!” exclaimed Paul angrily. “Jeanette came to me because she was frightened, and there’s no reason why she shouldn’t.”

“And in order to soothe and reassure her, Barlow, you thought it your duty to take her in your arms and kiss her?”

“I kissed her because I have every right to kiss her. She and I are going to be married.”

Allerman had got a grip on himself now and gave his usual cynical smile.

“We shall see,” he said. “I have an idea that you’re wrong, Barlow. I have been under the impression for some time that it is I whom Jeanette is going to marry, and it might be as well to settle the matter once and for all. I have no wish to persuade Jeanette to marry me if she does not wish to, nor, I presume, have you.”

“Certainly not. But Jeanette needs no persuading.” Allerman turned to her.

“Look at me, Jeanette!”

She raised her head and looked into his face.

“You’re going to marry me, aren’t you?”

Her lips moved, but she uttered no word.

“Answer me, Jeanette. I say that you love me and are going to marry me. Is that true?”

Slowly she nodded her head.

“Yes, Raymond.”

He laid a hand on her shoulder.

“Then get back to your room, my dear,” he said, “and we will forget tonight’s foolish escapade.” Without a glance at Paul she went from the room.

Allerman closed the door behind her.

“Tomorrow, Barlow,” he said, “I am taking Jeanette to London. I intend to announce our engagement, and the marriage will take place as soon as she is fully recovered. You will stay here and continue your work.”

“And suppose I refuse?”

He gave a shrug.

“You won’t refuse. And in any case your refusal would not help matters. You will not be allowed to see Jeanette, and I strongly recommend you not to try. And if you have any wild idea of persuading her to run away with you, I advise you to dismiss it from your mind. You might possibly manage to get away with her and get married, but she wouldn’t live to be your wife for many days. Jeanette’s life depends on the contents of a small box of pellets, and the box is safely locked in my safe.”

He stepped close to Paul and stared into his eyes. “What a fool you are, Barlow!” he sneered. “What a sentimental, conceited fool! Did you really imagine that Jeanette would refuse to marry me for the sake of your callow love-making? Did you really persuade yourself that, if I wished to marry her, you could prevent my doing so? And did you really believe that I am so much of an altruist that I made Jeanette what she is so that you might have her? I gave her health, strength, a beautiful body — but not so that she might throw them away on someone else. I’m not that sort of fool, Barlow. I made Jeanette beautiful, and her beauty belongs to me, and I warn you that if ever again you dare so much as to touch her — Damn you, Barlow! Her lips are mine, not yours! Her eyes, her hair, her lovely limbs, her whole beautiful body is mine—”

Paul turned away.

“For heaven’s sake, Allerman, get out!” he exclaimed. “You’re foul!”

The doctor went to the door.

“You will come to the library at ten in the morning, please, Barlow,” he said, “and I will then give you instructions as to your duties during my absence. Jeanette and I will be leaving about eleven.”

“And while you’re away, Allerman,” said Paul, “remember one thing: if anything happens to Jeanette — if you force her to marry you, as I realise you probably can — I shall go to the police and tell them all I know.”

Allerman smiled.

“Not very clever,” he said. “You can’t have fully considered the results of such an action. I admit that you might succeed in making things a little embarrassing for me, but they would be hardly less embarrassing for yourself. Remember that you are my assistant, that you were present at the operation which unfortunately proved fatal to Lorna Sherwood — that you actually took part in it, and that if any blame attaches to anyone, you will be hardly less responsible than I—”

“Oh, for God’s sake get out!” said Paul, then strode into his bedroom and shut the door.

At ten o’clock the next morning, when Paul went to the library for his instructions, Allerman was not there. At a quarter past ten the doctor was still absent, and Paul rang for Stark.

“Where’s your master, Stark?”

“Master gone.”

“To London?”

“London — yes.” He handed Paul a sealed envelope. “Master’s orders — for you.”

“When did he go?”

“Very early.”

“And where’s Miss Jeanette?”

Stark grinned.

“Lady gone, too,” he said. “Pretty lady — yes — gone with master.”
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Antonio Gonelli rested his fat arms on the marble-topped counter, and a smile of satisfaction spread over his fleshy face as he surveyed the cafe through the gap between two steaming urns. The cafe was full. Almost every one of the marble-topped tables was occupied: a fact which, no doubt, accounted for Gonelli’s obvious satisfaction. Gonelli evidently cared little for the quality of his patrons, provided they were there in sufficient quantity, and no doubt, from a business point of view, he was right. The proprietor of a subterranean cafe in Brick Street, Soho, who was too fastidious as to the quality of his patrons at two o’clock in the morning, would soon be out of business: either he would have no patrons or a wrecked cafe.

Gonelli, smiling at his customers through the thick haze of tobacco smoke that filled the badly lighted room, heard the swing doors of the cafe flung open, took his fat arms from the counter and moved from the shelter of his shining urns to attend to the newcomer. When he saw who it was, his smile expanded still further.

“Why, look who’s arrived!” he exclaimed genially. “How do, Mickey!”

He offered a soft, flabby hand across the counter, and Mickey Stone took it.

“How do, Tony!”

“A cup of coffee, Mickey?”

Stone nodded.

“Hot and strong — with something in it.” Gonelli’s right eye shut and opened.

“Milk, eh?” he chuckled, picked up a cup and saucer and retired behind his urns. A few moments later he reappeared and set a cup of black coffee on the counter. Mickey took it up, smelt it, gave a nod of approval and tossed a half-crown on to the counter. Gonelli handed him the change and then replaced his arms on the marble slab, obviously prepared to gossip.

“How’s things, Mickey?”

The other gave a shrug.

“So you’re out again!”

Stone took a drink of his coffee and set down the cup.

“Seen Dinkie Lane around here?” he asked.

Gonelli slowly shook his head.

“Haven’t you heard?”

“Sure I’ve heard. That’s why I’m asking.”

A sentimental look spread over Gonelli’s face.

“He was a nice boy, was Dinkie,” he said sadly. “Free with his money, too. Many a time he’s been in here—”

Mickey made a quick gesture of impatience.

“Where is he?”

“Why, haven’t you heard, Mickey?” Gonelli pursed his lips and shook his head. “He’s dead. Got mixed up in a bank hold-up and stopped a bullet. It seems the bank manager had a gun and poor Dinkie got a packet.”

“Huh!” grunted Mickey. “That rat never was cut out for that kind of stuff. Anyone with him?”

His eyes were fixed on Gonelli’s, and the latter seemed to find their steady gaze embarrassing. He picked up a cloth and began to wipe the counter.

“I didn’t hear particulars. The boys don’t talk much. I just heard that Dinkie had caught a packet—”

“You can lay off that stuff, Tony. Who was with him — Lorna?”

Gonelli redoubled his activities with the swab.

“Well, yes, Mickey. As a matter of fact I did hear some talk about Lorna being with him, but you don’t have to believe everything you hear—”

“Did they get her?”

Gonelli shook his head.

“According to what I heard, Mickey, she got clean away. They found her car, that’s all; she’d dumped it by the roadside. There was a hole in the tank, so they say, and she must have run out of juice. But they didn’t get Lorna. They wouldn’t. She’s a smart kid, Mickey.”

Stone showed his teeth.

“Sure, she’s smart.”

“She’s fond of you, too.”

“Sure she is. She’s pining for me. Where is she?”

“I don’t know—”

“Yes, you do, Tony. You know all right. Has she been in here?” And then, as Gonelli hesitated: “Where is she, Tony? You know, and if you don’t tell me I’ll smash your ugly face. When did you see her last?”

“Quite a long time ago. Six weeks or more. She came in here with Lennie. But I’ve not seen her since.”

“Has anybody seen her?”

Gonelli leaned confidentially across the counter.

“Well, as a matter of fact, they have, Mickey, but I didn’t want to tell you. You’ve had a bad time and I didn’t want to make things worse for you. Some of the boys have seen her — running around in a swell car, dressed like a million pounds.”

“Alone?”

“Well, no, Mickey, she wasn’t alone. There was a fellow with her. A grey-haired fellow — with a monocle. The boys didn’t know who he was.”

Mickey nodded and was silent for some moments.

“Maybe the boys were wrong,” he said. “Maybe it wasn’t Lorna. Running around with a sugar daddy isn’t Lorna’s style.”

“Lennie saw her,” said Gonelli, “and Lennie wouldn’t make a mistake. It was Lorna all right. But you don’t need to worry, Mickey. She’s a good girl, is Lorna; she wouldn’t let you down. She had no time for any of the boys except you, and all the time you’ve been inside she’s been saying that as soon as you came out you was going to get married. You mustn’t get wrong ideas about Lorna, Mickey.”

Stone showed his teeth again.

“Maybe I’ve had ‘em. Maybe I’ve had ’em all along.”

Again the door was opened, and a tall, broad-shouldered man lumbered in. “Lumbered” is the correct word to describe the slow, ponderous progress of Detective-Inspector Preston. He moved as if the whole weight of the law were in his boots. As he saw Mickey Stone standing at the counter, he went up to him with a genial smile.

“So you’re out again, eh, Mickey?”

“You’re the second guy that’s noticed that, Preston,” replied Mickey. He smiled grimly. “But there’ll be a few more noticing it before long.”

“The same old Mickey!” smiled the Inspector. “You always think everyone’s doublecrossing you. But don’t worry: I’m not looking for you this trip.”

“You’ve got nothing on me, Preston.”

“Quite right, my lad. But you’ve only been out a couple of days, and there’s plenty of time. How’s the world treating you?”

“Grand.”

“That’s good. Have a cup of coffee with me?”

“Coffee?”

The Inspector turned to Gonelli.

“Two of what Mickey’s just had,” he ordered; and when Gonelli placed the two cups on the counter, he picked one of them up, sniffed it and gave a nod of approval. “I’d like to know where you buy your coffee, Gonelli,” he smiled. “Come and sit down, Mickey. I want to talk to you.” He carried the cups to a table and they both sat down. “How’s Lorna?”

“O.K.”

“Haven’t seen her around for a long time.”

“I guess she hasn’t missed much, Preston. But don’t waste your time: I’m not talking. I know nothing about Lorna.”

“I noticed she wasn’t at Paddington to meet you when you came off the train.”

“No? Well, I guess you’re paid to notice, Preston. Maybe you’ve noticed I’m telling you nothing.”

“I have,” smiled the Inspector. “Perhaps I could tell you something, Mickey. They say Lorna’s been running around with another fellow while you’ve been inside. I’m surprised, because Lorna isn’t that sort. She’d be a treasure of a wife for someone if she’d only drop the crooked business. It’s tough luck on you, though, if it’s true.”

Mickey got up from the table.

“I guess it’s going to be tough for someone else, Preston. I’ll be going.”

The Inspector laid a hand on his arm.

“What’s the rush, Mickey?”

“I’ve got a date, and I never did like policemen, anyway. And listen, Preston, I don’t want any of your boys trailing me around. If they try it, someone’ll be found in the gutter with his face looking funny.”

“All right, Mickey; I’ll try to remember. Tell Lorna, when you see her, I’d like to meet her again, won’t you? I was hoping she’d be along here tonight.”

“Yeah! Well, maybe I was hoping the same myself,” said Mickey, and strode towards the door of the cafe.

Inspector Preston got up from his chair, rested an arm on the counter and watched him as he crossed the room. Taking a box of matches from his pocket, he struck a match, realised that his cigar was already alight and blew the match out. The next moment a man who was seated at a table with a girl, and who had been watching the Inspector closely since his entrance into the cafe, got up, strolled to the counter and stood beside him.

“You want me, Inspector?”

Preston’s eyes were still fixed on the door which Mickey Stone had just reached.

“That man who is just going out,” he said quietly. “Follow him and don’t let him out of your sight.”
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Paul Barlow was staring at the Marble Arch. On and off he had been staring at it since half-past two; and although it was now almost a quarter-past three, to all intents and purposes he knew no more about the Marble Arch than when he had begun his scrutiny. His thoughts were elsewhere. He was wondering if Jeanette would come. But of course she would! If she had not been certain that she would be able to meet him, she wouldn’t have sent him that message — that little note, scribbled in pencil on a telegraph form, telling him that if he could be at the Marble Arch at a quarter-past three to-day she would be there to meet him.

He had waited for over a week for that message. Every night he had fallen asleep assuring himself that Jeanette would somehow contrive to get in touch with him and that there would certainly be a letter for him in the morning; and every morning, when no letter arrived, he had gone moodily to his workroom to spend the day racking his brains for some means of getting into touch with her, wondering what was happening to her, torturing himself with the thought that Allerman had already married her. Except that Allerman had said that he was taking her to London, he had no idea where she was, and Stark, if he knew anything, obstinately refused to give him any information.

He had paid a visit to Delane’s cottage, with a vague sort of hope that Delane might be able to give him some idea of Allerman’s movements. But the cottage was shut up, and, on enquiry at the village post office, he learned that Delane had called there to say that he was leaving the neighbourhood for an indefinite period and to arrange for his letters to be redirected.

Allerman himself would vouchsafe no information. Every morning and evening at nine o’clock there came a ring on the telephone, and a few moments later Stark announced that the Master wished to speak to him. But it was apparent that his sole object in ringing was to assure himself that Paul was still at the farm. He would make a few enquiries as to how he was progressing with his work, assure him that Jeanette was making excellent progress and evade or bluntly refuse to answer every question which Paul fired at him.

It had been a nerve-racking, maddening week. And then this morning that brief pencilled message had arrived, and Paul had hurried to the Marble Arch almost an hour before he was due, and had waited, glancing at his watch every few minutes, smoking innumerable cigarettes, alternately certain that Jeanette wouldn’t turn up and certain that unless she had been sure of turning up she would never have asked him to take the risk of disobeying Allerman and leaving the farm.

He felt a touch on his sleeve and turned to find the girl standing beside him.

At the first glance he realised that she was more than ever Jeanette. During the few days that had passed since Allerman had taken her away from the farm, what had been hardly more than a reflection of Jeanette’s personality on her face, in her eyes, in her gestures, had become much more pronounced. It flashed into his mind, indeed, as he turned and saw her smiling up at him, that it was almost impossible to believe that she had ever been other than she was and that Allerman had actually performed his amazing experiment.

She laid a hand eagerly on his arm.

“You got my note, then, Paul?”

He nodded.

“I came away at once, Jeanette, by the next train.”

“I was afraid you might not be able to. I thought Stark might stop you.”

“Stark?” He smiled. “I found a way of dealing with Stark, dear. He may be a machine but he has weaknesses like other human beings. I gave him a bottle of whisky, and when I left he was too gloriously drunk to care what I did. Why didn’t you write before, Jeanette?”

She slipped her arm into his.

“Take me somewhere where we can talk, Paul. I have so much to tell you and I haven’t got very long. I’m supposed to be shopping — buying stockings — and I must be back by four o’clock. A teashop will do.”

He took her to a teashop near by.

“Why haven’t you written before, Jeanette?” he repeated, as she poured out the tea.

“I couldn’t — and I couldn’t ‘phone you. Dr. Allerman had forbidden me to. Besides, there’s nurse — the one I had down in the country. She’s always with me and everything I do is reported to the doctor. I could only write yesterday because nurse has gone away for a few days. Dr. Allerman didn’t want to let her go, but her mother’s ill and she insisted and the doctor had to give way. I wish I could stand up to him like she did, Paul, but I can’t. I’m frightened of him, and if he tells me to do something I simply can’t help doing it. If he had forbidden me to come out this afternoon, I’m afraid you’d still have been waiting at the Marble Arch, Paul, but when I asked him if I could go out he raised no objection. He is taking me to the theatre tonight, and I told him I couldn’t possibly go without getting some new stockings.”

“But what has happened, Jeanette? I’ve been worried out of my life. I didn’t even know where you were.”

“There’s no need to worry,” she assured him. “Dr. Allerman has taken a furnished flat.” She took a slip of paper from her handbag and gave it to him. “That’s the address, Paul, and the telephone number. He tells everybody that I’m his ward.” She smiled. “But things can’t go on like this, Paul; that’s why I had to send for you. Dr. Allerman is getting more and more — difficult, and it’s becoming terribly hard to say ‘no’ to him.”

“You mean he wants to marry you, Jeanette?”

She nodded.

“He’s always talking about it, trying to get me to let him fix things up and put a notice in the papers, and when I won’t—” She gave a shrug. “Well, you can guess what happens, Paul; there’s the usual sort of scene. If only I weren’t such a coward and could stand up to him—”

“If ever he touches you, Jeanette — he hasn’t, has he?”

“Oh, no. He sometimes threatens to. Says he’ll go out and buy a whip and teach me to obey him as Stark obeys him. But I don’t think he would really do it. I think he knows that I can’t help doing what he tells me. And that’s what scares me, Paul. It may sound silly to you, but I’m terrified in case he should make me marry him against my will, just as he has made me do so many other things I didn’t want to do. I might not be able to get at you, and, even if I could, it might not make any difference. You saw what happened at the farm, when he found me in your workroom. You were there then, Paul, but when he looked at me and asked me if I was going to marry him, I had to say ‘yes.’ That’s why I’ve got to do something — quickly—”

“If only I could see what to do, Jeanette! If only I dared take you away from him!”

“If only you would take me away from him, I’d be quite ready to go. But you won’t. You won’t let me run the risk of going without the injections, so we won’t waste time arguing about that.”

“If it would be the least use taking you to another doctor—”

“It wouldn’t — I see that, Paul. Dr. Allerman would be bound to know and we couldn’t risk that. He would almost certainly insist on marrying me at once, and I might not be able to disobey him. I don’t want to do anything to make him change his mind. Two days ago, when he was trying to make me agree to marry him at once, I told him that he was not being fair to me; that if he really cared for me as he says he does, he would be ready to wait until I was really well and strong. I promised him that if he would agree to wait until I was quite cured and could do without any more injections, then I would marry him.” She smiled. “Of course I won’t, Paul, but it was the only way to keep him quiet. He agreed to that and promised that until he had given me my last injection he would say no more about marriage. I want him to keep to that.”

“That’s something, Jeanette, but it doesn’t get us much further forward.”

“It gives us time, Paul — time to do something.”

“But what can we do? You’re bound to stay there — in the same house as Allerman. It makes me feel sick to think of it. But I can’t take you away—”

“I’m coming to that, Paul.”

She opened her handbag and took out a little screw of paper. Laying it on the table, she carefully unwrapped it and signed to Paul to look. He leaned forward, with a puzzled frown, and saw that lying on the scrap of paper was a tiny white pellet. He glanced at her enquiringly.

“It’s the injection,” she explained. “Dr. Allerman has a little green bottle full of them. He uses one each time — dissolves it in water—”

“Jeanette — are you absolutely sure?”

She nodded.

“The other day he set the bottle down on the table. He hadn’t replaced the cap, and I knocked the bottle over — purposely — and the pellets went all over the floor. Dr. Allerman was furious, but I didn’t mind his being furious that time; it was worth it. I helped him pick them up. But they weren’t all picked up: I left one on the floor — slipped it under the edge of the carpet and picked it up when Dr. Allerman had gone, and here it is.”

Paul picked up the tiny pellet, examined it closely and shook his head.

“I can’t give a guess as to what it is, Jeanette.”

“But you can find out.”

“You bet I can! I’ll take it to Sir William Chetford; he’s the biggest authority on this kind of thing. He’s a friend of my father and will be only too glad to do anything he can for me.”

He carefully wrapped the pellet in the paper and placed it in his wallet.

“I’ll see him to-day, dear — as soon as I leave you. This may mean the end of all our troubles — do you realise that?”

The girl smiled.

“Why do you suppose I slipped it under the carpet? If you can find out what the injection is, Paul, there’ll be nothing to prevent your taking me away from Dr. Allerman. He won’t have any threat he can hold over us then. Next week I’ll meet you again and you can tell me what you’ve discovered. I’ll manage it somehow, and I don’t think Dr. Allerman is likely to be troublesome before then. I think he means to keep his promise.”

“I wouldn’t put too much faith in that, Jeanette,” said Paul. “The sooner you’re out of that house the better. If I can find out what the injection is, you must leave at once. I’ll let you know somehow. Better still, I’ll call at the house and fetch you away. Allerman can’t stop us. Leave it to me, anyway.”

She nodded, glanced at her watch and rose.

“I must be off, Paul,” she said. “It’s the first time I’ve been allowed out by myself, and I don’t want to spoil my chance of getting out again by being late.” She laid a hand on his arm. “Try not to worry dear,” she said. “I’m quite safe for the present.”

His hand covered hers and squeezed it.

“It’s been wonderful seeing you again, Jeanette.” They went out on to the crowded pavement and walked along together, each of them reluctant to say the word that would be the prelude to their parting. Suddenly Jeanette stood still and her fingers dug into Paul’s arm.

“Paul! Over there — on the other pavement!” she gasped. “It’s Dr. Allerman!”

Paul glanced across the road. It was Dr. Allerman, sure enough; there was no mistaking that erect, dignified figure with the pale face and the thin lips and the monocle screwed into his eye. He was walking slowly in the same direction as they had been walking, lost in thought and apparently unaware of his surroundings, never deviating either to right or left, but seeming to take it for granted that the crowds on the pavement would part and let him through.

“If he has seen us, Paul—”

“He hasn’t. There’s nothing to be scared about.”

“But I am
 scared. It’s all very well to talk, Paul, but I can’t help being scared. If he has seen us — if he knows that you’ve left the farm and come up to town—”

“Don’t worry about that, my dear; I can look after myself. And you’ve nothing to fear. You can get into a taxi and be home long before he gets there.” He shot an anxious glance at the girl. “You’re trembling, dear. Listen — I’ll come home with you, shall I? Allerman has absolutely no right to prevent our meeting, and I’ll tell him—”

“Oh, no, please! Call me a taxi, Paul; that’s best. We don’t want any trouble. Not now. It might spoil everything.”

“You’re sure?”

She nodded, and Paul, hailing a passing taxi, helped her into it and shut the door.

“When do we meet again, Jeanette?”

“I’ll let you know. Don’t worry, Paul: I’ll let you hear from me somehow. Tell him to drive fast.” She squeezed his hand and sat back in her seat. A few moments later, as the taxi disappeared among the traffic, Paul turned on his heel and set off towards the house of Sir William Chetford.
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It was well past four o’clock when Jeanette reached the flat, but Allerman had not yet returned, the maid informed her, and with a sigh of relief she hurried to her bedroom, took off her hat and settled herself in an armchair.

Now that she had actually seen Paul and handed him the pellet, she felt that an immense weight had been lifted from her shoulders. Ever since she had picked it up from under the edge of the carpet and hidden it in her handbag, she had had an uneasy feeling that Allerman was perfectly aware of what she had done, and that before she could give it to her lover the doctor would in some way interfere to prevent her. She had not been able to rid herself of the sensation that he was watching her with an amused interest, waiting to see what use she would make of the pellet now that she had it, ready to step in and assert his authority at the first hint that his plans were in danger of being upset.

She could hardly believe that she had actually succeeded in seeing Paul and handing the pellet to him without Dr. Allerman’s knowledge, that she had been clever enough to trick him. It was difficult to realise that if Paul succeeded in discovering what drug the doctor was using for the injections they would have gained the upper hand and would be free to do as they pleased without the least fear of the doctor being able to stop them.

And Paul, of course, would
 discover. In a few days’ time they would meet again, and he would tell her that he had found out the nature of the drug and that they could be married straight away. Paul would arrange all that. The safest plan would be for them to slip away without telling anyone, so that Dr. Allerman would know nothing about it until they were actually married. After that, it wouldn’t matter what he did — and he couldn’t do very much. Paul, of course, would be dismissed, but that wouldn’t matter; he would be much happier working on his own….

She heard Allerman come in, and a few moments later the maid tapped on the door and informed her that she had taken tea to the drawingroom. She got up from her chair, inspected herself in the mirror, decided, after a prolonged stare at her reflection, that she looked just the same as usual and that Dr. Allerman couldn’t possibly guess from her face that anything out of the ordinary had happened, and made her way to the drawingroom.

Allerman, sitting in an armchair, greeted her with a smile.

“Well, Jeanette, did you enjoy your outing?”

“Very much,” she told him, seating herself on the settee and beginning to pour out the tea. “It was quite a pleasant change not to have nurse trailing round with me. She’s not a particularly cheerful companion.”

“She’s extremely efficient, Jeanette.”

“As a watchdog?”

The doctor frowned slightly.

“That’s not a very generous thing to say, my dear, when I’ve just allowed you to spend an afternoon by yourself. If nurse has spent a great deal of time with you, it has only been because I was anxious that every possible care should be taken of you.”

“But I don’t need all that care any longer, Raymond. You’ve told me that to all intents and purposes I’m cured now.”

“So you are, Jeanette. You will only need the injections for about another month. Perhaps not for so long.”

“Then is there any reason why I shouldn’t go out alone whenever I wish to?”

“I would rather you didn’t do that, Jeanette.”

“Because I’m not to be trusted?”

He shrugged.

“That is a question which you are best qualified to answer. Tell me about this afternoon. Did you buy your stockings?”

Jeanette suppressed a start. Until that moment, in the excitement of meeting Paul, she had completely forgotten that her ostensible object in going out had been to buy a pair of stockings.

“Oh, yes, thank you, Raymond,” she said.

“Where did you go for them?”

“Where? Oh, some shop in Oxford Street; I didn’t notice the name.”

Allerman raised his eyebrows.

“Isn’t that rather — peculiar?”

She shook her head.

“Not for me,” she laughed. “If I see something I like in a shop window, I never think of looking for the name. I just go in without worrying about what shop it is. I haven’t got the scientific mind, Raymond, and little things like that don’t worry me.”

“No, you haven’t the scientific mind, Jeanette. The scientific mind is essentially a precise and accurate mind, a mind which concerns itself only with the truth. Yours certainly does not do that. What colour are the stockings?”

“You seem terribly interested in my stockings, Raymond.”

“I am — terribly.”

“But why?”

“Because you bought no stockings, Jeanette.”

She glanced at him quickly, sudden fear showing in her eyes.

“I don’t understand—”

“You do understand!” He sat upright in his chair. “You do understand,” he repeated. “You bought no stockings. You’re lying to me.”

“Raymond!”

He sprang to his feet and stood over her, his eyes blazing with anger, his hands clenched, his thin nostrils twitching.

“Do you think I don’t know?” he exclaimed furiously. “You’re lying! You bought no stockings. You never intended to buy stockings. You lied to me then as you’re lying to me now.”

She shrank back into the corner of the settee, trembling, speechless, dumbfounded by his sudden onslaught.

“You thought that I believed you, didn’t you? That you’d tricked me, that I was fool enough not to see through your pitiful little deception. You thought that I trusted you, that because you had promised to become my wife you had become above suspicion, that you could practice all a woman’s cheap little deceptions on me and I shouldn’t doubt you. But you were wrong. I have never trusted you — never believed you. I have known all the time that if you could sneak away to your lover you would sneak away to him and laugh with him over the easy way you had deceived the poor fool of a man whom you had promised to marry — sneer at him — chuckle over your cleverness. That’s a woman’s idea of honesty and fair dealing! You’re liars, hypocrites, all of you, with nasty little minds — cunning, contemptible — with nothing to commend you to any man but your pretty faces and alluring bodies.”

“Raymond — please — you don’t understand—”

He silenced her with a gesture.

“Paul Barlow!” he exclaimed contemptuously. “A nobody, a nonentity, brawn without brains, sentimental as a schoolgirl, without courage of thought, devoid of imagination — a fifth-rate general practitioner stamped out to pattern with thousands of others, a mass-produced mediocrity! And that’s the man for whose sake you think yourself justified in deceiving me! Me — Raymond Allerman! — the greatest surgeon in the country — the man whose hands can do things that no other surgeon would dare to attempt! That’s the man to whom you offer your love rather than to me. That’s the man on whom you lavish your kisses, to whose room you sneak in the middle of the night—”

“Raymond — you beast!”

“Does that shock you? Does that offend you? More hypocrisy! More play-acting! You’ve no more sense of shame than any other woman, and there never was a woman whose modesty wasn’t a sham.”

“If you’ll let me explain, Raymond—”

“There’s nothing to explain. I have the evidence of my own eyes. You thought I trusted you, that I believed you when you told me that you were going out to buy stockings. But I knew you were lying, I suspected where you were going, and I followed you. I saw you meet him and smile at him and touch his hand as if it were the hand of a god; and I saw him gazing at you with the eyes of a lovesick yokel, oozing sentiment. Pah! And that’s the man you love!”

“You know I love him, Raymond. I have never denied it. You know that I can never love you as I love Paul. If you had any real love for me, if your love wasn’t utterly selfish—”

“I should sacrifice myself and let you go to him? Do you really suppose I should ever do that? Give you to Paul Barlow? Throw you away on a brainless young fool—”

“If I’m so worthless, Raymond, if I’m as cheap and contemptible and unfaithful and deceitful as you think I am—”

Again he cut her short with a gesture. The violence of his anger was under control now, transformed into a cold, ruthless fury.

“Deceit and unfaithfulness are faults that can be cured, Jeanette,” he said grimly. “I have taught obedience to others, and I can teach it to you. If you are unsatisfactory, I can change you — as I have changed others. And now listen to me. I shall never give you to Paul Barlow — remember that. If you imagine that I am capable of that sort of sacrifice, you don’t know me. Barlow has no right to you — I have every right. I have a right because it was I who made you what you are — with my skill, my knowledge, my courage — when no other living man could have done it. I gave you your health, your beauty, your very life. All that you are, all that you have, all the happiness that lies ahead of you, you owe to me.”

“I realise that, Raymond. And I am grateful.”

“Grateful because I have given you health and beauty so that you may waste them on a nonentity like Paul Barlow? But I shall not allow them to be wasted. An artist is free to do as he chooses with his own creations, Jeanette, and I shall not throw my masterpiece on the scrap-heap. Come here!” Jeanette made no movement.

“Come here, Jeanette!”

Slowly she got to her feet and stood facing him.

“I am going to marry you, Jeanette,” he said. “I am going to marry you at once.”

She glanced up at him quickly.

“But, Raymond, you promised—”

“When one party to a contract breaks it, the contract becomes void. You have broken the contract, and I am no longer bound by my promise. I am going to marry you at once. Our engagement will be announced immediately.”

“But, Raymond, you can’t — I don’t love you — I can never love you—”

“Look at me!” he ordered.

She hesitated, and then suddenly turned away and covered her face with her hands.

“Raymond, don’t — I can’t bear it—”

He seized her wrists and drew her hands from her face.

“You’re going to be my wife, Jeanette, and you are very beautiful. You have lovely lips — red lips — soft and warm — kiss me, Jeanette!”

She stood motionless, with bowed head.

“Kiss me, Jeanette!”

Still she made no movement. Suddenly he snatched her to him and pressed his lips hungrily against hers.

Just as suddenly he released her. For a moment she stood, swaying, with closed eyes; then, turning quickly from him, she sank on to the settee and buried her face in the cushions.
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Sir William Chetford had a genial smile and, behind the lenses of his horn-rimmed glasses, a pair of grey eyes that had a twinkle in them. He was inclined to pinkness and plumpness, but his broad, intellectual forehead was a more than adequate set-off to his somewhat exaggerated waistline. He beamed at Paul across his massive mahogany desk and shook a chubby finger at him.

“A pretty problem you set me with your little white pellet, Barlow,” he said. “If it hadn’t been for the fact that your father’s an old friend of mine, I’d have lost it.”

“Sorry if I’ve given you a lot of trouble, Sir William,” smiled Paul.

“You certainly have. I’ve spent a great many hours on it, and if I sent you a bill for what you really owe me you’d have a nasty shock. And now tell me — how did you come by the thing?”

“I’d prefer not to tell you that, Sir William.”

The older man glanced at him sharply.

“Eh?”

“The pellet was handed to me by a friend, and I’m not at liberty to say who that friend was.”

“Mystery upon mystery,” smiled Sir William. “Well, it’s not the sort of thing you could buy at a chemist’s. I doubt if there’s a firm in the country that could supply it.” He was thoughtful for some moments, gazing at his heavy gold ring as he twisted it round his smooth, chubby finger. “You’re working with Allerman, aren’t you?” Paul nodded.

“At his experimental farm in Devonshire?”

“Something of a queer fish, isn’t he?”

“A little eccentric perhaps,” admitted Paul, “but an amazing man, Sir William. He’s years ahead of his time.”

“Then why didn’t you take your little pellet to him? I’ve no doubt he could have told you what it is and you wouldn’t have put me to all this trouble.”

“I couldn’t very well. You see, Dr. Allerman — well, I’m only his assistant and he’s a very busy man—”

“And I’m not, eh? Did Allerman give you the pellet?”

“No, it wasn’t Allerman.”

“Some other doctor?”

Paul smiled.

“If you charge for the cross-examination, Sir William, your bill will be colossal.”

“So you won’t tell me, eh? Well, I suppose it’s none of my business, but I’d be interested to know how this particular drug came into your possession.”

“It’s as rare as all that, is it?”

“It’s one of the rarest drugs in the world, my boy. I’m supposed to know something about drugs, and only once before, in the whole of my career, have I come across a specimen of this one. I don’t suppose one medical man in a hundred has ever heard of it, and not one in ten thousand has ever used it. All things considered, that’s probably just as well. It’s difficult to imagine a case in which a medical practitioner would be justified in using that drug on a patient.”

Paul’s eyes grew anxious.

“What is the drug, Sir William?”

“I’m willing to bet you ten pounds to a penny, my boy, that you’ve never heard of it. You can search all the textbooks and you wouldn’t find it mentioned. When you brought it to me, you brought it to one of the very few men in the country who had the least chance of being able to tell you what it was. It’s a drug called Orchidin.”

“Orchidin?” repeated Paul and shook his head. “You’re right — I’ve never heard of it.”

“Then you owe me a penny,” smiled Sir William. “As I said, it’s an extremely rare drug. It’s obtained from the tubers of an orchid which is only found in certain swampy areas in the heart of Central Africa. The plant itself is extremely rare and it’s practically impossible for a white man to get possession of it. It’s regarded by the natives as a sacred plant, owing, no doubt, to the peculiar properties of the drug obtained from it, and a white man who ventured into the district where the orchid is found would probably be despatched to a higher sphere by means of a poisoned arrow. Plants have, of course, occasionally been secured, but if the value of the drug were measured by the risk incurred in getting it, I imagine that an ounce of this stuff would be worth many thousands of pounds.” He smiled. “All of which, my boy, is information which you wouldn’t find in an encyclopaedia.”

“Thanks very much, Sir William,” said Paul. “And what are the properties of the drug?”

“There are more things in heaven and earth than are dreamt of in your philosophy, my lad,” smiled Sir William, “and among those things which your philosophy does not dream of are certain practices which are indulged in in the heart of Central Africa, so-called religious practices — magic, spells, witchcraft — and a whole lot of it depends for its success on the medicine man’s knowledge of how to make use of certain drugs which he extracts from tropical plants. I have seen something of it myself. You probably won’t believe me, Barlow, but I have seen a medicine man take hold of a man’s hand, look him in the eyes and tell him to die, and the man promptly died — a strong, healthy man, mind you, and when I examined his body I could find absolutely nothing to account for his death. Now call me a liar!”

“I don’t doubt your word, Sir William, but I don’t see where Orchidin comes in.”

“I don’t say it did come into that case, though quite conceivably it might have done. Orchidin has an extraordinary effect on the person who takes it. It causes a definite deterioration of the willpower.”

“Good God!” gasped Paul.

“Does that surprise you?”

“Please go on, Sir William.”

“A definite deterioration of the willpower,” repeated the scientist. “The person who takes it loses to a large extent the control of his will and thus becomes almost completely subservient to the will of any other person who chooses to impose it on them.”

“A dangerous sort of drug,” commented Paul.

“In the hands of an unscrupulous person, an extremely dangerous drug, and one which I have not the least doubt the medicine man finds particularly useful. The effect of the drug is not of long duration — an hour or so, I believe — with the result that a person to whom it has been administered might be compelled by the will of another person to perform some action and a few hours later be utterly at a loss to understand how he had come to do it. Does that tell you all you want to know?”

“Not quite, Sir William. One dose, or even a few doses, would, I imagine, produce no permanent effect, but what would be the result if the drug were administered regularly?”

“It is hard to say, but I imagine there would be a gradual and cumulative loss of willpower, until the point was reached where the patient, to all intents and purposes, had no will of his own. I have a shrewd idea that something of the sort had happened in the case of the man who fell dead when the medicine man told him to. His will had completely atrophied, with the result that the medicine man’s will took its place. But the process of deterioration would be very gradual, and I think that the drug would have to be administered regularly for a period of a good many months before the will became permanently impaired. And now, tell me where you got the dam’ thing.”

“I’m sorry, Sir William, but I can’t tell you that.”

“Have you any more, because, if you have, I’d like some? I’m interested.”

“I gave you the only one I had,” replied Paul. “There’s just one other point, sir, before I go. Can you conceive of any illness, any condition of the human body, in which the administration of Orchidin would be essential? Is it possible for a person to be in such a condition that she — or he — could not live in perfect health without the administration of this drug?”

“Bless me, no. Of course there isn’t. You’re talking through your hat, my lad.”

“Can I rely absolutely on that?”

Sir William glanced at him keenly.

“You’re mighty serious about it.”

“It’s a serious matter. I can’t explain, Sir William, but it’s tremendously important that I should know whether I can rely implicitly on what you have just told me.”

“H’m!” said Sir William. “Well, if it’s as serious as all that, I’d rather you didn’t rely too explicitly on what I’ve told you. I’d like to look into things a little more closely before I commit myself. You shall hear from me within a couple of days. I don’t think I’ve misled you, but I’ll look into it again, make quite sure, and put my opinion in writing.”

Paul thanked him, wished him goodbye and left the house, with his mind in a turmoil. If the scientist was right, Allerman’s whole scheme was all too clear. No wonder Jeanette was afraid of him and felt that she couldn’t avoid doing whatever he might tell her to do. Her daily dose of Orchidin made it impossible for her to disobey. Under the influence of the drug, Allerman’s will became her will. It was horrible, terrible! Suppose Allerman were to insist that she should marry him….
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“Belfrage isn’t a man with whom I could ever be friendly,” said Dr. Allerman. “He has money and little else, and I have braced myself to face a definitely boring evening.”

Jeanette, seated beside him in the big Daimler car, sighed.

“Then why are you going, Raymond?”

“Partly for your sake, Jeanette, and partly for my own. I thought you would enjoy an evening with people of your own age and be glad of the opportunity to dance.”

“I should love to dance, but it’s eleven o’clock already, and it hardly seemed worth while getting dressed to come at this time.”

“I have a definite object in coming,” Allerman told her, “quite apart from my desire to give you a pleasant evening. Belfrage’s parties are famous. Everyone who matters least will be there — everyone who has too much money and too little brains — and as I am, socially, a person of some importance, I decided to take the opportunity of setting the tongues of society wagging by taking you to tonight’s affair. I don’t always bury myself in the country, and as my wife, you’ll have social duties to perform, so it’s as well that you should begin to mix a little in society. People will expect to meet the woman who is to become Mrs. Raymond Allerman, and tonight at Belfrage’s party I shall take the opportunity of announcing our engagement,”

“Oh, Raymond — must you?”

“And we shall be married almost immediately — as soon as I have made the necessary arrangements.” She glanced quickly at his white, impassive face, and realised that this was no moment to plead with him. In any case, pleading would produce no effect. She had already worn herself out with pleading, but it was like pleading to a lump of granite. Allerman had remained unmoved, obdurate, unshakable in his determination to marry her with the least possible delay. Everything seemed to be moving relentlessly towards that inevitable climax, and she felt that she was helpless to stay the current of events.

Since that terrible scene with Allerman, when he had announced his intention to marry her immediately and had asserted his rights by forcing his kisses on her, she had begun to realise that escape was out of the question and to give up hope. She couldn’t get at Paul. The nurse had returned, and, acting, no doubt, under Allerman’s instructions, never allowed her out of her sight, except when she handed her over to the care of the doctor himself. No message from Paul had come to her, and she felt ill with anxiety.

This unexpected turn of events had upset all their calculations. She had counted on Allerman keeping his word and not pressing her to marry him until she had no further need of injections. She had hoped that in the meantime Paul might discover what drug was contained in the small white pellet which she had given into his care, that it might be a drug which he could obtain, and that she should be able to leave Allerman and marry Paul before the question of marriage with the doctor became a pressing one. But everything had gone wrong, and, unless some miracle happened, it seemed inevitable that within a few days she would be Raymond Allerman’s wife.

“I hope, Jeanette,” said Allerman’s voice, “that you won’t expect me to take you away on a honeymoon. I have heard it described as an island of emotion in a sea of expense, and I can think of no more apt description. I fail to see why, because two persons have made a legal contract to share the same home, the signing of the contract should be followed by an orgy of sentimentality in a continental hotel.”

“Just as you wish, Raymond,” said Jeanette.

“I’m not fond of London,” continued the doctor, “and I’m anxious to get back to my work. I propose, as soon as we are married, to return to the farm. Devonshire, I believe, is a favourite spot for a honeymoon, so you will have no cause to complain.”

She made no reply, and he glanced at her out of the corner of his eye.

“You don’t seem elated at the prospect, Jeanette.”

“I’m not,” said Jeanette. “I don’t want to go back to the farm; I’d rather go anywhere than there. I hate the place. I couldn’t possibly live there, Raymond. Just you and I and Stark—”

“You prefer to live in London?”

“Much.”

Allerman frowned slightly.

“This is a development I didn’t expect,” he said. “But perhaps we could arrive at a compromise. I can’t undertake to spend a great deal of time in London. My work lies at the farm, and I can’t allow even a charming wife to lure me from my work; but I’ll take a fiat in town and we’ll come here occasionally. I can’t see what objection you can possibly have to spending most of your time at the farm.”

“It’s the loneliness, Raymond — partly. If I am never to see anyone but you and Stark, if I am forbidden to invite anyone to the house, I couldn’t stand it!”

He smiled faintly.

“Barlow will be there, Jeanette. That should be some consolation to you.”

She shot him a quick, incredulous glance.

“Paul will be there?”

“I see no reason why he shouldn’t be there, and a good many reasons why he should. I shan’t be afraid of any repetition of the incident which occurred before I brought you away. When you are my wife, Jeanette, you will obey me; I shall teach you to obey me. I shall so change you, if necessary, that it will be impossible for you to disobey me, like Stark. Stark is utterly incapable either of disobeying me or of telling me a lie.” Again he smiled. “You will be the perfect wife, Jeanette.”

“Raymond, you couldn’t be so cruel — so inhuman—”

She paused abruptly and sighed. He could be cruel. His face, hard and cold as though carved out of marble, was cruel; his eyes were cruel; his thin lips were cruel. He was cruelty incarnate, callous, ruthless, incapable of feeling, and it was useless to appeal to him. Nothing that she could say would make the least impression on him — soften his heart or touch his gentler feelings. He was armour-plated with cruelty.

She was silent for a time, shrinking back in the corner of the car away from him, gazing steadily ahead, with her lips pressed tightly together and a little pucker showing between her eyebrows. Then she turned to him and laid a hand on his sleeve.

“Raymond!”

Slowly he turned his head to glance at her.

“I thought you had gone to sleep.”

“Raymond, why can’t you let me be happy?”

“You have every cause to be happy indeed, Jeanette. A good many women would consider themselves extremely fortunate to be in your position. Plenty of women who will be there tonight will be envying you as the future wife of Raymond Allerman.”

She shook her head.

“Neither of us will be happy,” she said. “I don’t love you — I can never love you. How can we possibly be happy?”

“Am I so utterly incapable of arousing the least feeling of affection in you?” he asked.

“I don’t love you,” she repeated, a note of desperation in her voice. “I respect you — tremendously. And I’m grateful to you for what you’ve done for me — more grateful than I can ever tell you. But I’m afraid of you. I shall always be afraid of you.”

“Fear can be cured, Jeanette, as well as disobedience. And I am inclined to think that a lack of affection might be amenable to treatment. It would be an interesting experiment. If our emotions are the result of the functioning of certain glands, it might be possible to graft on—”

“Raymond, for God’s sake, be human! It’s not a question of a surgical operation — it’s a question of love. I don’t love you, and I’m asking you to let me go free, not to force me into marrying you, not to announce our engagement this evening—”

“You have promised to marry me, Jeanette, and I intend to hold you to your promise.”

“I promised because you made me do so!” she exclaimed. “I didn’t want to promise.”

“Nevertheless, you did so.”

“Oh, yes, I know. But you were looking into my eyes and telling me to promise, and when you look at me like that and tell me to do something I don’t seem able to refuse. It’s horrible! I feel as if my mind weren’t my own, as if you’d taken possession of it, as if all my own thoughts were crushed out of me and your thoughts had taken their place. That’s what happened when I promised to marry you, and that sort of promise is worth nothing.”

“If I can make you promise, Jeanette, it should not be beyond my power to make you keep your promise.”

“Perhaps you can. But not even you have the power to make me love you. You’ve done your best; you’ve tried terribly hard to make me stop loving Paul and love you instead, but you’ve not succeeded, and you never will succeed.” Again she turned to him and laid a hand on his arm. “Raymond — please — don’t try to force me. Don’t announce our engagement this evening. Leave it any rate for a little while — just for another month, until I’m really well again—”

Suddenly she stopped speaking and leaned back in her seat with a sigh. Allerman had picked up his newspaper and was reading it.

Any hope Jeanette may have had that Allerman might relent was promptly shattered when they arrived. He introduced her to Belfrage as his future wife, and within a few minutes she was aware that the news had spread throughout the crowd of guests. One after another they came and congratulated her, and Jeanette thought what a wonderful evening this would have been if only she had been in love with Allerman. As it was, she wanted to scream, to shout out the truth, to tell them all that she didn’t love Allerman and didn’t want to marry him, but that she’d rather die. She felt that if only she could find the courage to do that, she would wake up and discover that it had all been no more than a horrible nightmare. But with the doctor standing beside her, watching her, smiling his cynical smile, listening to every word she said, she could not find the courage. She smiled when they congratulated her, and thanked them, and behaved as nearly as possible as she would have behaved if they had been congratulating her on her engagement to Paul Barlow.

Allerman gave her a smile of approval.

“You’re doing splendidly,” he said. “You will be a wife to be proud of.” And when another guest — a girl — had tendered her congratulations and passed on: “You see, Jeanette? There is hardly a woman in the room who doesn’t feel envious of your good fortune and who would not gladly change places with you. That particular young woman was feeling sick with jealousy.”

Jeanette ignored the remark. The man’s vanity was colossal, but nothing was to be gained by remarking on it.

“Am I allowed to dance, Raymond?”

“Certainly, my dear, provided you excuse me from partnering you. When I was a young man I was too busily engaged in training my mind to have time to waste on the education of my feet. But there are dozens of brainless young men of the Paul Barlow type eating their hearts out to dance with you—”

“Good evening, Miss Fayre!”

Glancing up, she saw Jack Delane smiling down at her.

“This dance is mine,” he announced, and turned to Allerman. “I’ve just heard the news, Allerman. Congratulations!”

“Thank you, Delane.”

Jeanette noticed that a faint touch of colour had appeared in his cheek and that the vein in his temple was swollen.

Delane turned again to the girl.

“Ready, Miss Fayre? Speaking as one fox-trotter to another, this tune is too good to be missed.” Jeanette rose and slipped her hand into the crook of his arm.

“Delane!”

Allerman’s voice was cold, hard, with a cutting edge to it. Delane glanced back at him over his shoulder.

“You have not congratulated Jeanette.”

Delane smiled.

“Quite right; I haven’t. But I’m going to tell her what I think of you while we’re dancing.”

He saw Allerman’s angry scowl, and then, slipping his arm around Jeanette, stepped off into the fox-trot.

They went halfway round the room before either of them spoke. Then:

“I’m afraid I’ve done the wrong thing, Miss Fayre.”

“How?”

“In asking you to dance.”

“Speaking as one fox-trotter to another, Mr. Delane, I’m glad you did. You’re a beautiful dancer.”

He grinned.

“Meaning, no doubt, that my dancing is beautiful. I have no illusions about my face — except perhaps that it’s far too good a face for Allerman to bash. That’s what he was aching to do when I asked you to dance with me. But he can’t expect to keep you entirely to himself just because you’ve promised to marry him. That’s an idea which died in the year eighteen hundred and something, and we can’t have even Dr. Raymond Allerman exhuming corpses. By the way, as one who dances beautifully, may I say that you’re a beautiful dancer?”

Jeanette smiled.

“According to you, Mr. Delane, I have the face of a criminal. You told me so down in Devonshire. Do you still think I’m like that girl — what was her name — Lorna?”

“Lorna Sherwood. Yes, I still think you’re like her. Not as much as you were, though. Since I saw you that day in Devonshire, you’ve changed.”

“For the better?”

“If you weren’t engaged to Allerman,” he smiled, “I should say that wasn’t possible,”

She wrinkled her forehead.

“As bad as that, or as good as that?”

“As beautiful as that.”

They danced in silence for a time. Then:

“Are you really going to marry Allerman?”

She glanced at him in surprise.

“Isn’t that rather an unusual sort of question?”

“Oh, it’s all right,” he grinned: “I’m not making love to you. I’m going to be married myself soon and I’m what is commonly known as quite ‘safe.’ But I can’t somehow picture you married to Allerman, living down at that farm of his, with a danger signal outside and a gorilla for a servant—”

He felt her fingers tighten on his shoulder.

“I’m not going to the farm,” she said quickly. “I couldn’t face it — I’m frightened—”

“Frightened? Of course you’re frightened. Anyone could see that. And you’re not at the farm now. What are you frightened of? Allerman?”

She did not answer that question. She gave a swift, nervous glance around the room before she turned a troubled face to him.

“Mr. Delane,” she said, “down in Devonshire you told me that you were a friend of Paul Barlow. Are you?”

“I like Barlow. I think he’s a fool to work for Allerman, but I like him.”

“Well enough to do something to help him — and me?”

“Of course.”

“Then take me somewhere where we can talk — somewhere—”

“I know. You needn’t say it. Somewhere where Allerman can’t see us. He’s over there by the door, talking to Belfrage. We shall be quite safe anywhere at this end of the room.”

He led her to a corner and seated himself beside her on a settee.

“Well, Miss Fayre, what can I do for you? With the possible exception of murder, you can count on me for anything.”

She opened her handbag, took out a sealed envelope and thrust it quickly into his hand.

“It’s for Paul Barlow,” she told him. “I want you to post it for me.”

He glanced at her with a hint of amusement in his eyes.

“And is that all?”

“That’s all, Mr. Delane.”

“And in order to ask me to post a letter for you, you get me to hide you in a corner where Allerman can’t see you—”

“Please post it,” she begged. “It’s terribly urgent. I’ve been carrying it about with me for two days, but I’ve had no chance to post it and it’s frightfully important that Paul should have it—”

“No chance to post it?” He frowned. “I see. You mean that Allerman hasn’t given you a chance? Doesn’t he ever let you out of his sight?”

“I can never go out alone. I’ve been very ill, you know, and Dr. Allerman insists that I must never be left alone.”

“And you don’t want Allerman to know that you’re writing to Barlow — is that it?”

“Yes.”

“And there’s no one you can trust even to post a letter for you?”

“I’m trusting you, Mr. Delane.”

He slipped the letter into his pocket.

“That’s good enough for me, Miss Fayre,” he said. “Of course, I’ll post it. But it’s too late for tonight’s post, and if it’s urgent—”

“It is — terribly urgent.”

“Then I’ll tell you what: I’ll take it to him, shall I?”

“Oh, could you — possibly?” she exclaimed eagerly. “Paul’s in Devonshire — at the farm—”

“I can do it in six hours and he’ll have it in time for breakfast. My car’s outside and I’ll leave at once. Don’t worry any more, Miss Fayre: the letter’s as good as delivered.”

“It’s terribly kind of you—”

“Not at all,” he assured her. “As a matter of fact, I’d rather like to pay a visit to the farm while Allerman’s out of the way.” He smiled at her. “So it’s Barlow, after all, and not Allerman, eh?”

She nodded.

“Does Allerman know?”

“Yes.”

“And in spite of that he has announced his engagement to you! I think I understand. I understand enough, anyway. Allerman’s trying to force you to marry him and for some reason or other you’re afraid he may get his way. Is that right? It’s not idle curiosity, Miss Fayre; I want to help you if I can.”

“Yes, that’s quite right, Mr. Delane.”

“Then the sooner I leave for Devonshire the better. I’ll take you back to Allerman and start at once.” They rose and walked to the edge of the dance floor. “There’s just one thing I want to say, Miss Fayre.”

“Yes?”

“No matter what happens, you mustn’t give way. You’d be happier dead than married to Allerman. I know what I’m saying.”

She nodded.

“I know.”

“Then as one good friend to another, Miss Fayre, I suggest that you keep smiling and count on me if I can help. They’re playing a waltz; let’s dance it and then I’ll be off.”

They began to dance, but they had scarcely travelled the length of the room when the music stopped. It stopped suddenly — as suddenly as when one switches off the wireless. For a few seconds the swish of feet on the polished floor continued, and then that too stopped; the murmur of conversation died away; and the next moment a voice broke the silence:

“Stand still, everybody!”

No one moved, but every head was turned in the direction from which that sharp command had come. Standing just inside the room, with his back to the door, was a man. He was rather short, rather slim, and he wore a soft felt hat pulled well down over his eyes and a coat with a waist that was a little too much emphasised. Across the lower part of his face a handkerchief was tied. In his hand, thrust threateningly forward, was a gun. Beside him stood another man, who was almost an exact replica of his companion. Detective-Inspector Preston, had he been there, would have had no difficulty, in spite of the handkerchiefs across their faces, in recognising both Lennie and Mickey Stone.

The latter stepped forward, leaving Lennie by the door.

“Keep quiet, folks,” he said. “Shouting means shooting.”

He took a swift glance round the room.

“All you men stick your hands up!”

Quickly in most cases, more slowly in others, the men raised their hands.

“And now stand back — off the dance floor.”

He stood watching the guests as they moved to the edge of the floor and formed a ring round it.

“Nobody’s going to get hurt,” he announced, “unless somebody starts the funny business. Keep your hands up and don’t try to interfere, and you’ll all be dancing again in ten minutes.”

He took off his hat and, holding it in his left hand, advanced to the nearest couple.

“Put ’em all in there, please, lady,” he said, holding out the hat, “and be quick about it. Make a start with your necklace.”

The girl slowly took off her necklace and dropped it into the hat.

“And the rings, please.”

The rings followed the necklace. Mickey leaned slightly forward to inspect the diamond bracelet on her wrist.

“Paste,” he said. “You can keep the bracelet, lady.”

He passed on to the next couple and the performance was repeated, except that a ring was rejected and a bracelet added to the contents of the hat, and so he progressed round the ring of guests.

As he reached the spot where Delane, with his hands thrust deep into the pockets of his trousers, was standing with Jeanette, Mickey frowned.

“Didn’t I tell you to put your hands up?” Delane, gazing intently at Mickey’s face, kept his hands where they were.

“In spite of the handkerchief,” he said, “I fancy I recognise Mr. Mickey Stone.”

“Stick your hands up — quick! I’m having none of your funny business, Delane.”

“So the recognition is mutual! I remember you very clearly, Mickey. I once prosecuted you and got you sent down for a nice long stretch. No malice, I hope?”

“Put your hands up, damn you!”

Delane ignored the request.

“It was the time when they roped in Lorna Sherwood, Mickey. But she was lucky enough to get away with it. I was prosecuting—”

Quickly and expertly, transferring the hat to his right hand, Mickey’s left hand ran over Delane’s person.

“If you try any funny business you’ll not be prosecuting any other guy, Delane.” He replaced the hat in his left hand. “O.K. You’re safe,” he said and turned to Jeanette. “Now, lady, I’ll trouble you—”

The sentence was never completed. Mickey suddenly stepped back and stood staring at Jeanette as if unable to believe his eyes.

“Lorna!” he exclaimed.

Jeanette gazed at him in bewilderment.

“You’re making a mistake,” she said. “My name isn’t Lorna, and I don’t know you—”

Mickey whipped the handkerchief from his face.

“Now do you know me?”

She looked at him steadily and shook her head.

“I’ve no idea who you are.”

“No idea, haven’t you?” exclaimed Mickey furiously. “You don’t know me, don’t you — not Mickey Stone! Never seen me before, have you?”

“I — I don’t know what you mean—”

“You’re going to see a hell of a lot of me from now on, that’s what! I’ve heard. Ducked me, didn’t you? Thought I was safe inside and wouldn’t hear about it! But I heard all right. I heard what you were doing — running around with another fellow — doublecrossing me — giving me the go-by for a dirty little rat like Dinkie Lane—”

Delane grasped his arm.

“You’d better go steady, Mickey—”

Mickey wrenched his arm free.

“You keep out of this, Delane. I know my own business, and if you don’t want your face smashed you’ll keep out of it.” He swung round to Jeanette again. “You’re not getting away with this lot, Lorna. You’re being too smart this time and you’re not getting away with it. I’ve got things to say to you and you’re coming along right now—”

He grabbed Jeanette’s arm and jerked her roughly towards him, but, as he did so, Delane’s fist was smashed against his jaw. Mickey staggered backwards, crashing to the floor, and his gun went slithering across the polished surface.

Instantly he was on his feet. He made a wild rush in Delane’s direction, but again a fist found his jaw and sent him sprawling. At the same instant the door behind Lennie was flung open, arms grabbed and held him and the gun was wrenched from his hand. A few seconds later, Mickey, struggling furiously, was in the safe hands of a couple of policemen. They urged him, fighting desperately, towards the door.

“Listen, you!” he shouted. “If you take me, take her! She’s wanted. She’s Lorna — Lorna Sherwood. She’s wanted for that hold-up — the Dinkie Lane business. I guess I ought to know her — she’s my girl. She’s wearing my ring — the one I gave her. If you don’t believe me, look inside it — her name’s there. I got it done for her at Rubinstein’s—”

They dragged him through the door and Delane’s glance went to the small gold signet ring on the little finger of Jeanette’s left hand. He slipped his arm into hers and drew her through the crowd of guests to the corner of the room.

“Miss Fayre, quick — show me that ring!”

She gazed at him in surprise.

“Quick!” he repeated, and, clasping her hand, drew the ring from her finger and inspected it.

Inside were engraved the words: “Lorna from Mickey.” He hesitated a moment, looking at her curiously, and then slipped the ring into his pocket.

“I’ll keep that, Miss Fayre.”

“But why?”

“Well, it’s not your ring, is it?”

“Of course it’s my ring.”

“Where did you get it?”

She puckered her forehead.

“I think I’ve always had it. I can’t remember ever not having it. I never take it off, but I don’t know who gave it to me or where I got it. I’ve forgotten so much, you know, since my illness.”

“I’ll keep it, anyway,” said Delane.

Before Jeanette could make any further protest, Allerman came up to them.

“Thank you, Delane,” he said frigidly. “The fellow seems to be suffering from some peculiar hallucination and you dealt with him in the only possible way.”

He turned to the girl.

“Come with me, Jeanette. I’m afraid the affair has distressed you a good deal, and I shall take you home immediately.”

Delane watched them thoughtfully until they disappeared through the door. Then, after a brief conversation with a certain Inspector Gould, he made his excuses to his host and hurried from the house. Half an hour later, his long, low two-seater sports car was roaring along the Great West Road.
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During the drive back to the flat Allerman did not speak to Jeanette, but sat frowning and drumming his knee with his fingers. Several times, after a glance at his watch, he leaned forward, tapped the window and instructed the driver to go faster. It seemed to the girl that he was nervous and worried. If anyone else had behaved as Allerman was behaving, she would have said that he was frightened; but “frightened” was a word which it seemed absurd to apply to Dr. Allerman. She could not imagine his being frightened of anything or anybody.

When they reached the block of flats, Allerman paused and stood talking in a low voice to the driver of the car. Jeanette hurried in and went straight to her bedroom. She had just taken off her cloak and thrown it aside, when there came a knock on the door. Opening it, she found Allerman standing in the corridor.

“Come to the drawingroom, please, Jeanette. I wish to talk to you.”

As soon as she had entered the drawingroom he closed the door and turned to her.

“Listen to me, Jeanette. We are leaving London at once. I have arranged with the driver of the car to be back in half an hour. He has gone to fill up with petrol and I want you to be ready by the time he returns.”

“Leaving London, Raymond? Tonight?”

“At once. Go and change your dress, and pack anything you want to take with you.”

“But why? Where are we going? I don’t understand—”

“I’m taking you back to the farm. Please don’t make any trouble about it. I have excellent reasons for leaving London as quickly as possible. Go and change your dress.”

The girl did not move. She stood facing him, her hands clenched and an obstinate, mutinous look in her eyes.

“Raymond, I’m not going to the farm. I can’t — I daren’t.”

He frowned.

“More disobedience, Jeanette?”

She avoided his eyes.

“I can’t help it,” she said. “I’m not going. This time you won’t frighten me into obeying you.”

“I wouldn’t be too sure of that, Jeanette. It’s chiefly for your sake that I’m arranging this rather hurried exodus from London.”

“How can it be for my sake? I don’t want to go.”

“Perhaps not,” said Allerman. “But you must take my word for it that it will be very much to your advantage to obey me and go.”

She shook her head emphatically.

“I hate the farm!”

“You will none the less be well advised to go there. Surely, Jeanette, the fact that Paul Barlow, brimming over with emotion, will be there to receive you should go some way towards tempering your hatred of the place!”

Again she shook her head.

“It’s no use talking, Raymond. I’m not going.”

He gave the slightest shrug.

“Then, what, may I ask, do you propose to do?”

“I can stay here; I shall be quite safe. Nurse can stay with me if you’re afraid I shall run away. If you’ve work to do on the farm I don’t see why I should be forced to go there with you. Why don’t you want me to stay here?”

He gave his faintly cynical smile.

“I can assure you, Jeanette, that if you did stay here you would very much regret it.”

“I’ll take that risk.”

“You’ll do nothing of the sort,” said Allerman sharply. “I can’t afford to allow you to take the risk. There’s risk for me as well as for you, and I certainly don’t intend to take it. You only talk as you do because you don’t realise what would certainly happen to you if you did stay here.”

She shot him a quick, apprehensive glance.

“But what could possibly happen to me?”

He selected a cigar from the box and lighted it carefully.

“I had intended not to tell you, Jeanette,” he said. “I wished to avoid distressing you. But since you’re being so obstinate, you leave me no choice. The truth is that if you stay here you will certainly be arrested by the police.”

“Arrested?” For a moment there was panic in her eyes, and then she laughed lightly. “You’re only trying to frighten me, Raymond. How could the police arrest me? I’ve done nothing they could possibly arrest me for.”

“I wouldn’t be too sure of that. You have done a good many things in your life, Jeanette, which you can’t recall since your illness. How can you be sure that you have done nothing for which the police can arrest you? You can’t be sure.”

“You’re trying to frighten me,” she repeated. “I’ve done nothing — I’m certain I’ve done nothing. If I had really done anything for which the police could arrest me, I feel sure I should remember—”

She paused abruptly and passed a hand across her forehead. Could she be sure? That woman Lorna — Mr. Delane had said that she was like her — even the mole behind her ear. Tonight, too, at the dance — that man with the gun, who had recognised her….

“You are not sure, Jeanette,” said Allerman’s voice. “You are only pretending to be sure. After what occurred tonight at Belfrage’s, some sort of doubt must have entered your mind. You must have wondered, when that man claimed to know you—”

“Raymond, who was he? I don’t understand. I can’t remember ever having seen him—”

“You can’t remember,” repeated the doctor. “That is the whole point, Jeanette. I hoped you never would remember, that it would never be necessary to tell you. However, it is necessary. What that man said was true. There’s no need to go into details, but some time ago, before you were ill, you were guilty of a crime—”

“It isn’t true! I don’t believe it! I couldn’t—”

“You were guilty of a crime,” continued Allerman relentlessly, “by which you made yourself liable to a long term of imprisonment. Fortunately I was able to save you from that, but if once the police arrest you. I shall not be able to save you again. That is the truth, Jeanette, and that is why, after what occurred this evening, you must be taken from London immediately. Now do you understand?”

She gazed at him helplessly, speechless, as if stunned by what he had just told her.

“Go to your room and change your dress,” ordered Allerman. “The car will be here in a few minutes.”

Her hands fluttered up to her face and covered it, then they fell limply to her sides, and she turned and went slowly from the room.

Allerman remained for several minutes lolling against the mantelpiece, thoughtfully smoking his cigar. Then, going into his bedroom, he began methodically packing a bag. If he was anxious, he showed no sign of anxiety. His face was as expressionless as ever, his whole air one of unhurried composure.

He heard a car stop outside the flats, went to the window, pulled aside the blind and glanced down into the street. The car, a big, dark saloon, was standing by the kerb just outside the entrance to the block. It struck Allerman that it was not the same car as had taken him to Belfrage’s house. The man, perhaps, in view of the long journey to be made, had decided to use some other car; or it was possible, of course, that the fact that he was viewing it from above might explain the difference which he thought he detected in its appearance.

He was about to turn away from the window when the door of the car was opened. A man got out and ran up the steps of the block of flats; and a few moments later, as Allerman turned away from the window and began to strap his bag, there came a ring on the bell. The doctor stiffened and stood still, frowning. The bell rang a second time, and with a slight shrug he went from the room, walked quickly along the corridor and tapped quietly on the door of Jeanette’s room. She made no answer, and he tapped again. Then, as the front door bell rang again, he opened the door of the room.

It was in darkness. He switched on the light and glanced round. Jeanette, still fully dressed, lay on the bed with her face hidden in the pillow.

“Jeanette!”

She raised herself on an elbow and looked at him.

“I’m not going!” she exclaimed rather wildly. “I’m not going to the farm. What you told me isn’t true. It can’t be true. You’re just trying to frighten me into going with you—”

He silenced her with a gesture.

“If you doubt my word,” he said, “you will soon have an excellent opportunity of testing it. I fancy the police are at the door.”

She sat upright.

“The police?”

He nodded.

“If you are so sure of your innocence, I suggest that when I let them in, as I propose doing in a moment, you come into the drawingroom and meet them, when they will no doubt apologise for their regrettable error. But if you are not sure of your innocence—”

“Raymond, I don’t know — I can’t remember — I can’t be sure—”

“Then pull yourself together and do as I tell you,” he said sharply.

The bell sounded again. She started and shot a quick, nervous glance towards the door.

“There is nothing to be alarmed at if you do as I say,” said Allerman calmly. “While the police are here, you will on no account leave this room. Lock your door and keep quiet, and I think I can promise that you will not be disturbed. You will not open your door until I knock on it and tell you to. Is that clear?”

She nodded, and Allerman went from the room, closing the door quietly behind him. He waited until he heard the key turned in the lock, and then went quickly to the front door and opened it. Outside stood a short, thickset man, who had about him that indefinable something which proclaims a policeman in plain clothes as clearly as if he wore a ticket marked “Policeman” in his hat.

“Sorry to trouble you at this time of night, Dr. Allerman,” he said. “I’m Inspector Gould.”

Allerman opened the door wide and stood aside.

“Come in, Inspector. I half expected you. As a matter of fact, I’ve been sitting up and enjoying a cigar on the chance of your calling.”

He led the way into the drawingroom and waved the inspector to a chair.

“I shan’t detain you many minutes, Dr. Allerman,” said Gould, seating himself and carefully placing his bowler hat under the chair. “It’s about that affair at Mr. Belfrage’s this evening.”

Allerman nodded.

“Whisky, Inspector?” He poured some into a glass and raised the glass to the siphon. “Neat or ruined?”

“Just slightly ruined, thank you, Dr. Allerman,” smiled the inspector.

Allerman splashed in some soda and handed him the glass.

“That was a smart piece of work this evening, Inspector,” he said. “Your men arrived in the nick of time. The fellow would have cleaned out everyone and been away within ten minutes. It was a daring thing to attempt — the sort of thing one looks for in America rather than in law-abiding England.”

“Mickey Stone’s daring enough,” said Gould. “He’s only just finished serving a sentence for a similar sort of affair, and he might have known we should be watching him. But criminals aren’t clever, Dr. Allerman — not many of them. We had him watched from the moment he left prison, and we had a pretty shrewd idea of what was in the wind. Mickey Stone’s a tough customer.”

“A pathological case, I should imagine,” replied Allerman. “He seems to be suffering from some queer hallucinations. That extraordinary outburst, for instance, when he saw Miss Fayre. I understand that he declared that they were old friends.”

“He did, Dr. Allerman. He’s still declaring it round at the station; that’s what I’ve called to see you about. Mickey Stone has made a statement in which he insists that Miss Fayre isn’t Miss Fayre at all. He says she’s a woman called Lorna Sherwood.”

Allerman raised his eyebrows.

“And who may Lorna Sherwood be?”

“She’s a girl he used to run around with before he went inside. They did several jobs together. She has been convicted twice and served short sentences, and we want her now in connection with something rather more serious. That bank hold-up at Dinneford — I dare say you read about it. She gave us the slip after that affair, and nothing has been heard of her until this evening when Mickey Stone made his statement. In the circumstances, Dr. Allerman, we’ve no choice but to make a few enquiries.”

“Anything I can tell you, Inspector.”

“If you’ve no objection, I should like the opportunity of asking Miss Fayre a few questions.”

Allerman stared at him in surprise.

“Am I to understand, Inspector, that the police are taking seriously the suggestion that Miss Fayre, my fiancee, is in fact not Miss Fayre at all but some criminal?”

“Well, no, I can’t say we’re taking it seriously, Dr. Allerman. But the statement has been made, and it’s our duty to investigate it. It’s more a matter of form than anything. But we’ve been instructed to interview Miss Fayre, and I should like to see her.”

“Tonight?”

“The sooner the better, doctor.”

Allerman shook his head.

“While I admire the zeal and efficiency of the police, Inspector,” he said, “I’m afraid I must ask them to curb it just a little on this occasion. Miss Fayre has been seriously ill — even now she has not completely recovered — and after this evening’s affair she is extremely tired and a good deal upset. She has gone to bed, and as her doctor I must refuse absolutely to have her disturbed. If she were dragged out of bed now and subjected to a string of questions by the police, I would not answer for the consequences to her health.”

“H’m!” said the Inspector. “Of course, if you, as her doctor, take that attitude—”

“I do — definitely. Miss Fayre is in no fit condition for that sort of thing — certainly not at this time of night. The police must be reasonable about it, Inspector. After all, there is no urgency about the matter. The whole affair is rather ridiculous. If Miss Fayre is to be under suspicion and put to the inconvenience and discomfort of being questioned—”

“We have our instructions, Dr. Allerman, and we’ve got to carry them out.”

“It’s absurd.”

“Between ourselves,” smiled the inspector, “I don’t mind admitting that I agree with you. But I’m obliged to ask Miss Fayre a few questions—”

“Then you must ask them at some more reasonable time, Inspector. If you insist on interviewing Miss Fayre, I suggest that you do it in the morning. I will undertake to bring her to the station myself.”

“Very good, Dr. Allerman,” said Gould, rising and setting down his glass. “In the circumstances I think I’m justified in agreeing to that. Shall we say ten o’clock?”

“Twelve,” said Allerman. “Miss Fayre is an invalid. But I wish it to be understood that she will come under protest. The whole thing is so preposterous.”

“Most people who come to the station come under protest,” smiled the inspector. “I’m really sorry to have to trouble you, Dr. Allerman, but it’s the quickest way to settle the matter beyond dispute. If Miss Fayre will come to the station we can disprove Mickey Stone’s statement in a very few minutes. We shall have Lorna Sherwood’s photograph and fingerprints in the morning, and there’s no getting past fingerprints.”

Allerman glanced at him quickly, with a slight frown.

“Fingerprints?”

“We can take Miss Fayre’s fingerprints and compare them with Lorna Sherwood’s. Even Mickey Stone will have to admit he’s been lying then.”

Allerman nodded, smiling.

“Yes — of course — I hadn’t thought of fingerprints,” he said. “That will settle the matter beyond question. Expect us at twelve, Inspector.”

As soon as Inspector Gould had left, Allerman hurried to the door of Jeanette’s room and knocked.

“Open the door, Jeanette!”

The key was turned and the door opened, and he went into the room. Jeanette gazed at him with anxious, questioning eyes.

“Have the police gone?”

He nodded.

“I got rid of the Inspector, Jeanette, by promising that you should attend at the police station at twelve o’clock tomorrow.”

“The police station?”

“Don’t distress yourself, Jeanette. We shall not be there; we shall be leaving at nine o’clock for Devonshire. It was really very considerate of the police to call, as we are now relieved of the necessity of going tonight, and you can have a good sleep. But be ready by nine in the morning.”

She went to him and gripped his arm.

“Raymond, for God’s sake tell me the truth!” she begged. “If I’ve really committed some crime, I’d rather face it out. I’d rather let myself be arrested. I’d rather face anything than go back to the farm.”

He made a gesture of impatience.

“I can’t afford to let you be arrested,” he said.

“Can’t you imagine the headlines: ‘Arrest of Dr. Raymond Allerman’s fiancée?’ Perhaps that hadn’t occurred to you? I can assure you it has occurred to me. But I’m quite capable of dealing with the police, and you have nothing to fear provided you do as I tell you. I don’t propose to argue any more about it, Jeanette, and I don’t propose to allow you to indulge your longing for martyrdom. You will go with me tomorrow to the farm. I shall expect you to be ready to start at nine o’clock.”

He went to the door, but paused as she called his name.

“Well?”

“Don’t you see, Raymond?” she exclaimed desperately. “It won’t be the least use going to the farm.”

“That is for me to decide, Jeanette. I have my plans.”

“But if I’ve really done something, going to the farm won’t help. The police will be sure to find me. You can’t keep me hidden away for ever; they’ll come down there and arrest me—”

Allerman was shaking his head.

“I can promise you one thing, Jeanette,” he said grimly: “The police will never arrest you.”
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Paul Barlow had just glanced at his watch and discovered, to his surprise, that it was already nearly one o’clock in the morning and that he had been working for a stretch of almost five hours, when there came a knock at the door. He opened it to find Stark outside. The servant thrust a letter into his hand. It was addressed to Paul, who glanced at the man with a puzzled frown.

“It’s a funny time to deliver letters, Stark. When did this arrive?”

“Tonight,” said Stark.

“And you’ve just remembered to give it to me?”

“Just remembered — yes.”

“All right.”

He shut the door and returned to his chair. It was no use reprimanding Stark for his forgetfulness. After all, the sole object in keeping Stark supplied with whisky since Allerman had left the farm had been to make him more forgetful and less vigilant. There was no knowing when it might be necessary for Paul to leave, and he wanted no interference from Stark, who was consequently spending a considerable portion of each day in a semi-comatose condition, induced by Paul’s liberality with his employer’s whisky.

Paul slit open the envelope and drew out the letter. It was from Sir William Chetford, and a glimpse of the signature set Paul eagerly scanning the dozen or so typewritten lines. The gist of it was that Sir William, after further careful investigation, had found no reason to modify in any way the opinion he had expressed when Paul had called on him. The effect of the drug Orchidin, as he had stated, was a temporary lessening of willpower; only a prolonged use of it over a period of perhaps a year would be likely to cause serious permanent damage, and Paul could take it as a definite fact that there was no condition of the human body in which the administration of Orchidin or any similar drug could possibly be essential.

Three times Paul read the letter; and then, with a sigh of relief, he put it into his pocket. That settled it. It was quite clear now what Allerman’s game had been. All along he had intended to marry Jeanette, he had known that in her normal condition she would refuse to marry him, and he had used this horrible drug on her, so weakening her resistance to his will that when she was under its influence she would give him implicit obedience, even to the extent of agreeing to marry him. It was an ingenious plan. Allerman had known that both he and Jeanette would accept his word without question when he said that her life depended on a continuance of the injections. That threat had made it certain that Jeanette would not leave him and that Paul would make no attempt to take her away.

But all that was done with now. Jeanette was free — free to leave Allerman and come to him — Paul. There was no reason why she should stay another day under the same roof as Allerman. He would go to London straight away, call at the doctor’s flat, demand to see her, and, no matter what Allerman might say or do, bring her away with him.

He rose from his chair, went downstairs to the hall, where he knew a timetable was to be found, and hurriedly consulted it. His hands were shaking with excitement as he turned the pages. There was a train from Exeter at 1.50. That was no use; it was past one o’clock already, and at this time of night there was no means of getting to Exeter in time. Even if he ‘phoned through to Dinneford and ordered a car, he could not hope to make it. The next train was at 7.20, and there was nothing for it but to wait for that one.

He tossed the timetable aside, returned to his room, and, because he felt the urgent need of doing something, began to pack a bag. But with almost six hours to wait before he could be on his way to Jeanette, the time occupied in packing a bag was insignificant. When it was impossible to make the task last any longer, he lighted a cigarette and began restlessly pacing up and down the room. Three cigarettes he smoked and was still pacing the room; but, as he was about to light a fourth, he checked himself, replaced the cigarette in his case and smiled. This was absurd. He was working himself up into a fever of excitement, and if he kept on like this, he would be good for nothing in the morning. He must try to get a few hours’ sleep.

He flung himself on his bed, repeated to himself a dozen times that he must wake not later than six o’clock, and fell asleep. But it was a fitful sleep. Every half-hour or so he awoke and consulted his watch; and at five o’clock, deciding that further sleep was out of the question, he got off the bed and lighted yet another cigarette. It was almost dawn, and he was toying with the idea of going downstairs in search of a cup of tea when there came a rattle of stones against the window. He stopped suddenly in his pacing, crossed to the window, flung it open and looked out. He could just discern a shadowy figure standing in the courtyard below.

“Who’s that?” he called.

“Hullo! Is that you, Barlow? It’s Delane. Come down and let me in.”

Paul hurried downstairs and opened the front door. Delane stepped quickly inside.

“What’s wrong, Delane?”

“Lots of things. Where can we talk? Is the gorilla man about?”

“He’s probably asleep. I’ve been doping him with whisky. Come upstairs.” He led the way into his room and closed the door.

“I didn’t ring the bell as I didn’t want to rouse Stark,” explained Delane. “We don’t want any trouble. Here — I’ve brought this for you.” He thrust Jeanette’s note into Paul’s hand. “It’s from Miss Fayre. She couldn’t post it and it’s urgent, so I brought it along.”

“She’s all right, Delane, is she?”

“She was when I saw her a few hours ago. But read the note.”

Paul tore open the envelope and pulled out the slip of paper inside. The message ran as follows:

“Be quick. Dr. Allerman insists on marrying me at once. He saw us when I met you. Be quick, Paul — I’m frightened.”

Paul glanced at Delane, who was watching his face closely.

“That’s to ask you to go to her, is it, Barlow?” Paul nodded.

“Then the sooner you get there the better. I saw Miss Fayre last night — met her at a party. Allerman was there too. It was a big affair at Belfrage’s. There was a hold-up — a fellow walked in with a gun and started helping himself to the ladies’ jewellery. To cut a long story short, when he came to Miss Fayre, he claimed to know her — said she wasn’t Miss Fayre but a woman called Lorna Sherwood, a crook. Mickey Stone’s the fellow’s name — a nasty bit of work. It seemed he had been running around with Lorna Sherwood and had got the idea that while he had been in quod she had been carrying on with some other fellow. He made the devil of a scene when the police came in and collared him — kept shouting out that Miss Fayre was Lorna Sherwood and they should arrest her too. He grabbed her arm — tried to make her go with him — and I had to hit him. She had given me that note just before it all happened and I promised to bring it to you.” He paused and lighted a cigarette, watching Paul’s face keenly. “I’m not being curious, Barlow,” he said, “but what is Miss Fayre to you?”

“Pretty well everything, Delane. I’m going to marry her.”

Delane nodded.

“I gathered as much from her. You know Allerman intends to marry her?”

“Yes.”

“He broadcast their engagement last night. I don’t pretend to understand things, Barlow, but I do know that if I were in your shoes I’d rather put a bullet in Miss Fayre’s brain than let a swine like Allerman marry her. She’d rather do it herself, I think. She’s scared — terrified — and that affair last night was just about the finishing touch. Allerman of course took her home, but I’ve an idea, Barlow, that we’ve not heard the last of that episode. Mickey Stone intends to make trouble. That will mean a good deal of unpleasantness for Miss Fayre — even if there’s nothing in his story that she’s really Lorna Sherwood.”

Paul glanced at him sharply, but there was nothing to be read from his face.

“What exactly do you mean, Delane—’even if
 there’s nothing in his story?’ — You don’t really suppose there is?”

Delane thoughtfully inspected the glowing end of his cigarette.

“You’re very loyal, aren’t you?”

“Loyal? I don’t understand.”

“You don’t feel inclined to tell me the truth?”

“Once again, Delane, I don’t understand.”

“I think you do,” smiled the other. “And I think you would be wise to confide in me, Barlow. I’m no friend of Allerman’s, as you know, and that means, as I see things, that you and I and Miss Fayre should be friends. We’d all three like to put it across Allerman if we could, but we can’t do it if we don’t trust one another. Why not be frank with me?”

“What do you want to know?” asked Paul.

“Who is Miss Fayre? Is she really Miss Fayre or is she Lorna Sherwood? There’s no need to hesitate. I give you my word that if you tell me she’s Lorna Sherwood, the police won’t ever hear of it from me.”

“What makes you think that she might be Lorna Sherwood, Delane? Apart from what Mickey said, I mean.”

“She’s like her — very like her. I’ve seen Lorna — prosecuted her once — and I can understand Mickey making the mistake. If it was a mistake.”

For several moments Paul was silent, scrutinising Delane’s face as though trying to look into him and see what kind of stuff he was made of.

“All right, Delane,” he said. “I’m going to trust you. In one way Mickey Stone was right; in another he was wrong. He didn’t recognise Lorna Sherwood: all he recognised was Lorna Sherwood’s body.”

He saw the puzzled expression on the other’s face and laid a hand on his arm.

“No, I’m not mad, Delane,” he said. “Come and sit down. I’m going to tell you everything.”

For nearly half an hour they sat side by side on the couch, while Paul told his amazing story. Delane listened in silence, except when, from time to time, he asked a brief, pointed question. He heard of Jeanette with her poor, crippled body and her beautiful soul; of Lorna with her depraved, degenerate soul and her lovely body; of Allerman’s amazing experiment and its almost complete success; of the little white pellet of Orchidin and its terrible powders; of Stark and the herd of gibbering semi-human creatures in the cellars.

“That’s the truth, Delane,” said Paul, in conclusion, “whether you believe it or not. Miss Fayre is Jeanette — the real Jeanette, the soul of Jeanette. Lorna Sherwood is dead. Now tell me I’m mad.” Delane got up and looked at his watch.

“Thanks, Barlow,” he said. “I think I understand more or less. I understand enough, anyway. Lorna Sherwood is dead; and that being so, the sooner you get to Miss Fayre the better.” He held out his hand and Paul gripped it. “Count on me, old man.”

“Thanks, Delane.”

“And now to work,” said the other briskly. “I’ve got my car outside. With any luck we can be in town by midday—”

“Train,” said Paul. “It will be quicker. There’s one from Exeter at 7.20; I was going to catch it anyway.”

Delane nodded.

“All right, I’ll run you in to Exeter. What about Stark? Will he try to cause trouble?”

“I’ll give him a couple of bottles of whisky,” said Paul, “and then he’ll only cause trouble to himself.”

They were halfway to London and the train was just crossing a bridge over a stream, when Delane suddenly got to his feet, took a small gold signet ring from his pocket and flung it into the water.

“That’s the safest place for that,” he said.
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For the second time Paul pressed the bellpush outside the door of Dr. Allerman’s flat. He could hear the bell ringing inside, but no reply came, and again he placed his thumb on the bellpush and kept it there.

“Nothing doing,” said Delane, who was standing beside him. “Wearing out the battery won’t help us. We’ll find the porter.”

They went down the stairs to the ground floor, saw a notice which bore the word “Porter,” and an arrow pointing down a flight of stairs that led to the basement, hurried down the stairs and knocked at the door of the porter’s quarters. The door was opened by that official himself, who gave them an unfriendly stare.

“There’s no flats to let,” he announced.

“We’re looking for Dr. Allerman,” explained Paul. “We can get no answer at his flat. Can you give us any information as to where we shall find him?”

The porter stroked his waxed moustache.

“Allerman?” he repeated.

“Dr. Allerman and his ward — Miss Fayre.”

“Him as had Flat Number Three?”

“Yes,” said Paul impatiently. “Can you tell us anything about him?”

“You mean the tall gentleman with the eyeglass, who kind of looks you up and down as if he didn’t like the smell of you? Yes, I know the fellow you mean.”

“Can you tell us anything about him?” repeated Paul. “We’re in a hurry.” The porter shook his head.

“No, I can’t tell you anything about him. He’s none of my business no longer. He’s gone.”

“When?”

The porter scratched his head.

“Well, let me see. I was on the front door steps at the time, cleaning the brass handrail. Allerman came out and I remember thinking it was early for him to be about. Perhaps he hadn’t slept, I thought. Had something on his mind, I shouldn’t wonder.”

“What time did he leave?”

“Well — it would be about nine o’clock this morning, as near as I can say. He went off in a car — a big Daimler. Took his baggage with him. Meaning his luggage, sir, not the young lady. But she went, too. Kind of upset, I thought she seemed — a bit white about the gills — looked as if she’d been crying.”

“Do you know where they were going?”

“Well, according to the chauffeur, sir, they were going to Devonshire. I asked him, and he said Dinneford or some such name. It was just as well to ask, I thought. You get some rum people in these flats — slip off without paying their rent—”

His flow of speech stopped abruptly as Paul thrust half-a-crown into his hand and disappeared with Delane up the steps. Outside, on the pavement, they paused.

“Looks like another trip to Devonshire, Delane.” The latter nodded.

“But first we’ll see Gould. He’s the police inspector who arrested Mickey Stone last night. He told me he’d be seeing Allerman later, and he might be able to tell us something. I’m rather a pal of his and he will if he can. We’d better collar a taxi.”

Ten minutes later they were at Grape Street Police Station. Delane handed his card to the constable at the door.

“I want to see Inspector Gould,” he said. “Tell him it’s urgent.”

The constable disappeared through a door and a few moments later reappeared and signed to Paul and Delane to enter the room. Inspector Gould was seated at his desk. Standing in front of it, with a policeman on each side of him, was Mickey Stone.

“Come in, Delane,” said the Inspector. “You may be able to help us. Who’s your friend?”

“This is Mr. Barlow, Inspector,” said Delane. “He’s a more or less interested party. He’s Dr. Allerman’s assistant.”

Inspector Gould nodded and turned to Mickey Stone.

“Well, we caught you red-handed this time, Mickey,” he said. “I’m afraid it will go hard with you. You ought to have known better than to try that sort of stuff in this country.”

“Sure,” said Mickey. “I’m the big sap. You don’t have to tell me.”

“We’re taking your prints, Mickey, as a matter of routine,” said Gould, “though I fancy we’d know you all right if you hadn’t any hands.”

A man in plain clothes, but blatantly a policeman, came into the room and placed an ink pad on the inspector’s desk, and began carefully inking it with a small rubber roller.

“All right, Smart,” said the Inspector. “I’ll call you when I want you.” As the plainclothes man went from the room, he turned again to Mickey. “Now about this other business, Mickey. Do you still persist in your story that this lady, Miss Fayre, Dr. Allerman’s fiancee, is Lorna Sherwood?”

“That’s her — Lorna Sherwood,” said Mickey. “I guess I ought to know Lorna Sherwood when I see her — the little—” He turned and flung out a hand in the direction of Delane. “He knows it’s Lorna all right. He knows Lorna Sherwood as well as I do. I guess you ought to, eh, Delane? Slung a glass at you once, didn’t she, and cut your face open?”

Inspector Gould glanced at Delane.

“Is that so?”

Delane nodded.

“It’s more or less correct,” he said. “I once prosecuted a woman named Lorna Sherwood, and she certainly flung a glass at me. For a woman, Inspector, she was a remarkably good shot.” He pointed to the scar on his chin.

“And you know Miss Fayre?”

“Yes, I know Miss Fayre, and you can take it from me, Inspector, that our friend Mickey is making a mistake. I have a very clear recollection of Lorna Sherwood.”

“That’s it — start lying!” exclaimed Mickey furiously. “That’s your job, Delane — lying! You know that was Lorna all right, but you’re going to lie about it. Any man will tell lies for Lorna if she likes to be nice to him. Go on — tell your lies — I’m listening!”

“Mickey Stone is making a mistake,” repeated Delane calmly. “I admit that there’s a very strong resemblance between Lorna Sherwood and Miss Fayre. There are also very definite differences between them, and nobody who knows Miss Fayre as well as I do could possibly mistake one for the other. If Mickey hadn’t got so terribly excited last night, he would have realised his mistake.”

“He’s lying!” repeated Mickey. “Just because he’s fallen for Lorna—”

The Inspector cut him short.

“You can cut that out, Mickey. Miss Fayre is engaged to be married to Dr. Raymond Allerman.”

“So that’s the guy, is it? He’s the sugar daddy, eh? I’ve heard of him. He’s the guy that’s got that farm out beyond Dinneford. Dinneford — that’s how he got her. She was in that bank hold-up. She made a getaway, and Allerman picked her up—”

“And according to Mickey Stone, Inspector,” said Delane’s calm voice, “changed her by some miracle from the sort of woman who would associate with Mickey Stone and his gang, into the refined, cultured, charming woman I know Miss Fayre to be.”

“That’s it — changed! You said it, Delane!” shouted Mickey. “I’ve heard about him. That’s what he does — changes people. I’ve heard them talk about him down at Dinneford. That’s what he does on his farm. Anyone will tell you if you go down there. He was in a jam once over that sort of stuff — started messing about on a kid when he was operating—”

Again Inspector Gould cut him short.

“And what have you to say, Mr. Barlow? I understand that you’re Dr. Allerman’s assistant.”

“That’s quite correct, Inspector,” replied Paul. “I’ve been down at his farm in Devonshire, and I’ve seen a good deal of Miss Fayre. She’s Dr. Allerman’s secretary and assistant. She has been, I believe, for three years or so.”

“And what do you say about this Lorna business?”

“The whole thing’s preposterous,” replied Paul. “As a matter of fact, Inspector, I can give you absolute proof that Miss Fayre is not Lorna Sherwood. You remember the hold-up at Dinneford Bank?”

“Well?”

“Lorna Sherwood is supposed to have had a hand in it, isn’t she?”

“The police are quite sure that she did it, Mr. Barlow.”

Paul nodded.

“In that case, I can dispose of Mickey Stone’s story once and for all, because on the day of the Dinneford Bank hold-up I went to Dr. Allerman’s farm to take up my new job as his assistant. The hold-up took place at twelve o’clock — I distinctly remember reading about it — and at twelve o’clock on that day I was actually talking to Miss Fayre in the drawingroom of Dr. Allerman’s house.”

“Another liar,” sneered Mickey. “You can’t let ’em get away with that lot, Inspector. It’s a put-up job between them.”

“Well, we shall soon know, Mickey,” said the Inspector. “I’m expecting Miss Fayre here any moment now. Dr. Allerman’s bringing her along.” He glanced at the clock above the door.

“As a matter of fact she should have been here by now. Twelve o’clock was the time.” He pressed a bell on his desk and a sergeant came into the room. “Ring up Dr. Allerman’s flat,” said the Inspector, “and enquire if he’s on his way. Say I’m waiting for him and Miss Fayre.”

The sergeant went out.

“What’s the idea, Inspector?” enquired Delane. “Why do you want them down here?”

“It’s the simplest way out,” replied the Inspector. “I suggested it to Dr. Allerman last night and he agreed that it would be the best way to dispose of Mickey Stone’s story. Miss Fayre will allow us to take her fingerprints.”

Paul started, and he and Delane exchanged glances. “That means,” said Delane, “that you’ve got the fingerprints of Lorna Sherwood?”

The Inspector opened the drawer in his desk, took out a card and handed it to Delane.

“There they are,” he said. “It’s the only copy we’ve got of them, so treat it gently. We’ve only to compare Miss Fayre’s fingerprints with those, and Mickey Stone will have to eat his words.”

“Like hell I will!” exclaimed Mickey. “You’ll see. That suits me. Get her down here and take her fingerprints, and then you’ll see who’s lying!”

As Delane tossed the card on to the Inspector’s desk, the sergeant reentered the room.

“I’ve rung Dr. Allerman’s flat, sir,” he announced. “There was no reply.”

“All right, sergeant. He’s probably on his way.”

“No, sir. When I got no reply from the flat I rang the porter. He says that Dr. Allerman and Miss Fayre left by car for Devonshire at nine o’clock this morning.”

“Very good, sergeant,” said Gould, and the sergeant went out.

“There you are!” exclaimed Mickey triumphantly. “They’ve bolted. That shows you! Take her fingerprints, would you? Trust Lorna not to let you do that! She’s smart, Lorna is. She got away with it at Dinneford and she’s got away with it again. But there’s a guy here who’s not going to get away with it, and that’s the guy who got me my last stretch by lying and making other people lie. You got away with it that time, Delane, but you don’t get away with it this time!”

He suddenly sprang forward and drove his fist towards Delane’s face, but the latter stepped quickly aside, deflecting the blow with his arm, and the next moment Mickey Stone was struggling with Delane, two constables and Inspector Gould, who had sprung up from his seat and joined in the mêlée.


Paul, standing beside the Inspector’s desk, was wondering whether he ought to lend a hand, when his glance fell on the card that bore the fingerprints of Lorna Sherwood. Close to it lay the inked pad, with the little rubber roller He shot a quick glance at the mass of struggling men, and then, taking up the roller, he ran it across the inked pad.

Again he glanced quickly at the combatants. No one was watching him. He placed the roller on the card, ran it quickly across it three or four times, until the fingerprints were completely blotted out. Replacing the roller, he picked up the card and had just dropped it into the wastepaper basket, when the hubbub subsided. Inspector Gould returned to his seat and Mickey Stone was marched out of the room.

“It seems to me, Inspector,” said Delane, “that if we want to see Allerman we’ve got to go to Devonshire.”

“Looks like it,” agreed the Inspector.

“In which case, good morning, Inspector. Come along, Barlow. We’ve got to get a move on.” They left the station, and Delane hailed a taxi. “Hop in, Barlow.”

“My God, Delane, it’s awful! It will take us hours to get there, and God knows what may happen in the meantime. If Allerman thinks the police are going to discover about Jeanette—”

“Don’t worry, old man. If they’ve gone to Devonshire we shall be in time.”

“We can’t hope to do it in much under four hours, even if there’s a train.”

“Train?” said Delane. “Ever heard of aeroplanes?” He turned to the driver. “Drive like hell,” he said, “but stop at a jeweller’s somewhere.” He saw Paul’s puzzled expression, and smiled. “I want to buy a ring,” he explained, as he got into the taxi—” — a small gold signet ring.”

It was ten minutes after Paul and Delane had left the police station that Inspector Gould noticed that the card of Lorna Sherwood’s fingerprints had slipped from his desk and fallen into the wastepaper basket. He picked it out, turned it over, saw the thick band of ink that ran across it, entirely obliterating the fingerprints, and frowned. He touched the ink with his finger, found it was already quite dry, and smiled rather grimly.

“That lets out Lorna Sherwood,” he muttered. “I wonder which of them did that!”
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The car went slowly down the drive. Allerman, taking a key from his pocket, opened the front door and motioned to Jeanette to enter. He followed her into the hall and closed the door.

“Stark!” he called.

The man did not appear, and Allerman scowled.

“Stark!”

Still getting no reply, he pointed to the door of the drawingroom.

“Wait for me in there, Jeanette.”

He went down the stone steps that led to the cellars and flung open the door of the small room which Stark occupied. Stark was there — lying on the floor, with his eyes closed and his mouth wide open, snoring noisily. Lying on the floor with him were five or six empty whisky bottles.

Allerman strode up to him and kicked him brutally in the ribs.

“Stark! Get up, do you hear?”

Evidently Stark could neither hear nor feel, for he remained exactly as he was, and not even the rhythm of his snoring was broken. With an exclamation of disgust Allerman strode from the room. He went upstairs, saw that the door of Paul’s room was wide open, and walked in. A quick glance round and he crossed to the door of the bedroom, saw that the bed had not been slept in and with a shrug turned and went downstairs to the drawingroom.

“It seems we are to spend the evening alone, Jeanette,” he said with a grim smile. “Barlow has gone.”

“Paul — gone?” There was dismay in her voice.

“Paul — gone,” he repeated. “But we will endeavour to bear up under the blow. Take off your coat, Jeanette.”

She took off the heavy motoring coat which she had worn for the journey and tossed it over the back of a chair. He seated himself on the couch, took her hand and drew her down beside him.

“We have never had an evening to ourselves, Jeanette, since your illness. It should be an interesting experience.” He slipped an arm around her shoulders. “Do you realise, my dear, that since your illness you have become very beautiful?”

He drew her towards him and was about to kiss her; but she suddenly thrust him away from her and sprang to her feet.

“Raymond — please!”

He raised his eyebrows.

“As my future wife, Jeanette—”

“I’m not your future wife!” she exclaimed passionately. “I’m not going to marry you.”

He felt in his pocket and produced the leather case that contained his hypodermic syringe.

“You’re inclined to be hysterical, my dear,” he said, “and I’m afraid it’s my fault. I’ve not given you your injection to-day. If you will just pull up your sleeve—”

“No!”

He glanced up at her in surprise.

“You’re not going to give me an injection, Raymond. You’re never going to give me an injection again.”

“Have you taken leave of your senses? I have explained to you that unless you have the injections regularly, at least for a time—”

“I shall die? Very well, Raymond — I’d rather die. I’d a thousand times rather die than go on like this — always afraid, always wondering what is going to happen next, living in that awful place, never seeing anyone but you and Stark—”

Allerman was filling his syringe.

“Pull up your sleeve, Jeanette.”

She stepped backwards.

“No! You shan’t do it! You shan’t touch me!” He rose, syringe in hand, and took a step towards her, but she suddenly stepped forward to meet him, struck his wrist and sent the syringe flying from his grasp.

“Raymond — I hate you!”

“Possibly,” he said. “But you will none the less do as I tell you.”

She shook her head.

“Never again. I don’t trust you.”

“You will either have to trust me or take the consequences.”

“Then I’ll take the consequences.”

“You say that because you don’t realise what the consequences will be. Listen to me, Jeanette. Since you refuse to be reasonable, you compel me to tell you the truth. You are not Jeanette Fayre: you are Lorna Sherwood — a crook, a criminal, wanted by the police—”

“It isn’t true!”

“It is true. You are wanted by the police in connection with a hold-up at the Devon and District Bank in Dinneford, and the fact that you’ve not been arrested long ago is entirely due to me. I found you trying to get away after the hold-up, brought you here and told nobody. The police imagined that you had somehow managed to make good your escape. You owe your freedom to me — you owe everything to me — yet now you tell me that you don’t trust me, that you hate me, that you’d rather die than keep your promise to marry me.”

“It can’t be true,” she repeated. “How can I be sure it’s true?”

“Wasn’t last night’s episode enough to make you sure? That man — Mickey Stone — recognised you, didn’t he?”

“He said he did, but—”

“And the police called at the flat to question you. You know that. Do you know what they wanted to do? They wanted to take your fingerprints and compare them with those of Lorna Sherwood. There would have been no escape for you if they had done that, because the fingerprints would have tallied. But I prevented them from doing it. I brought you here—”

“But they may come here, Raymond. They’re bound to come here—”

“So you’re beginning to believe me at last? Let them come here if they like, Jeanette. Let them take your fingerprints if they want to. I have made my plans. Fingerprints can be changed; it is quite a simple matter. I am going to change yours — quite a slight operation, which I shall perform at once. You will then spend a short time in a nursing home, and if the police should come to look for you, they will be told that you have left and I don’t know where you are. A little later, when you come out of the nursing home, they can take your fingerprints as often as they like. They won’t be the fingerprints of Lorna Sherwood. But if I am to do all this for you, you must obey me implicitly.”

“I see,” said the girl in a low voice. “Then I am Lorna Sherwood! That man was right when he said so last night. Of course, I should have known he was right. When he recognised my ring—”

“Ring?” There was a rasp in Allerman’s voice. “Which ring?”

“The one I was wearing. I had it on last night, and the man noticed it. Didn’t you hear what he said?”

“What did he say?”

“That he had given me the ring, that Lorna Sherwood’s name was engraved inside it—”

“Where is the ring?”

“Mr. Delane has it.”

“Delane? You gave it to Delane?” All his calm self-possession had suddenly vanished. There was fury in his eyes and his clenched hands were shaking.

“He asked me for it—”

“And you gave it to him — to Delane! Because he asked you for it, you handed it to him — Lorna Sherwood’s ring — with Lorna Sherwood’s name inside! You fool! You crazy, halfwitted fool! Delane, who hates me, who would give all he possesses to ruin me, who has told me to my face that his one object in life is to smash me, disgrace me, bring me into contempt! And you meekly hand him the one bit of evidence that will make it possible for him to do it!”

“I didn’t know, Raymond—”

“Don’t you realise what you’ve done? It will sound well, won’t it? Dr. Raymond Allerman, the most distinguished figure in the medical profession, engaged to be married to Lorna Sherwood, a crook, a criminal, an associate of men like Mickey Stone and Dinkie Lane, a thief, a prostitute! I shall be the laughing-stock of the whole country. Delane will see to that, damn him! He won’t miss this chance. It’s the opportunity he’s been waiting for, and he’s not the man to miss it. He’ll inform the police — you’ll be arrested — the whole story will come out — damn it, it shan’t come out! Delane shan’t get the better of me. Let him do his worst! He won’t succeed with his dirty game. He won’t succeed, do you hear? He can’t succeed unless the police arrest Lorna Sherwood, and I don’t intend to let her be arrested. When Lorna Sherwood threatens my good name, my career, my work, my whole life, then she must disappear. Understand that, Jeanette — she must disappear!”

“I don’t understand, Raymond.”

“You don’t understand? Then listen. There are two things I can do with you now — get you out of the country or get you out of the world.”

“You can let me go, Raymond. Let me go back to London. I’ll never trouble you again. I’ll keep away from you and—”

“Get you out of the world,” repeated Allerman, speaking to himself rather than to her. “That would be very simple, Jeanette — very simple and very safe. The Workers! Have you ever seen the Workers, Jeanette? Perhaps you don’t remember them. There are twenty of them — like Stark. But not so human as Stark. There’s more of the beast in them and less of the man. They would be very glad to see you, Jeanette.”

She was staring at him with her eyes wide open with horror.

“It would all sound so natural and convincing when the police came to arrest you. ‘Miss Fayre went out of the room some time ago and I haven’t seen her since.’ They would search for you, and they would find you — in the cellars — in the Workers’ room — all that would be left of you. I should say that you must have opened the wrong door and the Workers had got you. They couldn’t prove that wasn’t true. They couldn’t prove anything against me. I should be very cut up about it — prostrated with grief for the woman who was to have married me. Everyone would sympathise and condole with me over the terrible accident, and the name of Raymond Allerman—”

He stopped abruptly and stood, frowning, with his face turned towards the window. It seemed to Jeanette that he was listening, straining to catch some sound. He stepped to the window and flung it open. Again he seemed to be listening, and Jeanette thought she could detect a faint droning sound. Allerman leaned out of the window and glanced up at the sky; as he did so, Jeanette ran to the door, seized the handle and flung the door open. But before she was through the doorway Allerman’s hand gripped her arm and dragged her back into the room.

“Let me go!”

“Where were you going?”

“Anywhere away from here. Let me go, Raymond!”

“To Paul Barlow?”

“Yes. Because I love Paul. Because I hate you. I was going to Paul — to be to him everything I could never be to you, to give him everything I could never give you.”

Allerman’s face was distorted with fury.

“You were going to Paul Barlow, were you? Well, you will see him in a few minutes if I’m not mistaken.” He forced her to the open window and pointed up at the sky. “Do you see that?”

Jeanette, glancing up, saw an aeroplane circling over the fields.

“I have an idea Paul Barlow is in that ‘plane,” said Allerman. “Others, too, perhaps, but certainly Paul Barlow. He has come to fetch you, Jeanette, to take you away from me, to hold you in his arms and press his lips against yours and love you. But he will never hold you in his arms, never kiss you. Do you hear what I say — never!”

The roar of the aeroplane’s engine ceased abruptly and the machine swooped, touched the ground, taxied and stopped. Instantly two figures scrambled over the side, jumped to the ground and set off at a run towards the house.

“There he is, Jeanette!” exclaimed Allerman. “There’s your Paul! Take a good look at him, Jeanette. It’s your last chance. You will never see him again.”

He gripped her wrist and gave her arm a sharp twist. A searing pain shot up her arm.

“For God’s sake, Raymond—”

He gave her arm another twist, and she could not stifle the scream that sprang to her lips. Allerman, dragging her after him, strode to the door, flung it open and hurried towards the steps that led to the cellars. She tried to struggle, but the agonising pain in her arm made it impossible, and she had no choice but to follow him. She screamed again, and Allerman laughed — a horrible, ghoulish laugh.

“The Workers!” he chuckled. “They’re fine fellows, the Workers, Jeanette! Such perfect gentlemen! So polite! So courteous to a lady! You shall see how courteous they are to a lady!”

He dragged her, moaning pitifully, down the steps and along the passage. At the end of the passage he flung open a door, thrust her inside and followed her. Huddled forms lay on the floor and crouched in the corners, motionless; others lolled against the walls; others were pacing the room like caged beasts.

“The Workers, Jeanette,” said Allerman. “Allow me to introduce you to the Workers. Charming, aren’t they? Look, you brutes — wake up and look what I’ve brought for you!”

The huddled forms stirred, figures rose to their feet, and twenty faces were turned in their direction — twenty faces, unnaturally pale, each with its loose pendulous lips, its tiny eyes, its receding, chinless lower jaw. Jeanette gave a gasp of horror and covered her face with her free hand.

“Come nearer, my friends,” invited Allerman. “Come nearer and look at her!”

Some of them took a few, hesitating paces forward and stood staring at her, their eyes suddenly alight, their lips drawn back in a leering smile.

“Beautiful, isn’t she?” said Allerman. “Her hair, her eyes, her arms, the whole of her lovely body! And it’s all for you. Do you hear me? — it’s for you! Why don’t you take her? What are you afraid of?”

One of the creatures, more venturesome than the rest, came slowly forward, his gaze fixed on Jeanette, his huge hands clenching and unclenching, his loose lips working. Jeanette turned to Allerman, gripping his arm and pressing herself against him.

“Raymond — for God’s sake! — I’ll do anything you tell me. I’ll never disobey you again. But don’t let them touch me — take me away — don’t let them get near me—”

With a sudden jerk Allerman flung her forward.

“Take her!” he snarled.

Jeanette staggered and fell to the floor. Huge, bony hands gripped her. She caught a glimpse of one of those foul faces close to her own, and shut her eyes.

There came the sound of footsteps and Allerman spun round. As he did so, Paul rushed past him into the room, struck in blind fury with his fists at the faces that surrounded him, then stooped and lifted Jeanette in his arms.

The next instant Delane’s fist crashed against Allerman’s jaw. He staggered backwards and fell, and instantly, snarling like wild animals, the Workers sprang towards his prostrate form….

“Quick, Barlow — upstairs!”

Paul, with Jeanette in his arms, ran from the room, along the passage and up the stairs to the drawingroom. He placed her gently on the couch.

“Jeanette!”

She opened her eyes, stared at him as though trying to recall who he was, and then smiled.

“It’s all right, Jeanette. You’re quite safe.”

She was trembling violently, and he placed an arm around her shoulders, drawing her to him. But she pushed him almost roughly away.

“No, Paul! You mustn’t. You don’t understand. I’m not Jeanette. I’m Lorna Sherwood — a criminal. Dr. Allerman told me—”

“Listen, Jeanette,” said Paul gently. “Dr. Allerman was only trying to frighten you, trying to force you to marry him. You mustn’t believe a word of what Allerman told you: you must believe what I tell you. I tell you that you are Jeanette, that you have never committed a crime, that the whole story was Allerman’s invention. I know for a fact that Lorna Sherwood is dead. Allerman killed her.”

She gazed at him doubtfully.

“Don’t you believe me?”

She hesitated.

“But the ring, Paul—”

Delane came striding into the room.

“After a discreet pause I now enter,” he smiled. “What’s that about a ring?”

“That man last night — Mickey Stone,” said Jeanette. “He said that Lorna Sherwood’s name was inside my ring. You remember, Mr. Delane. You took the ring!”

Delane felt in his waistcoat pocket, took out a small gold signet ring and handed it to her.

“There’s the ring, Miss Fayre. I forgot to give it back to you. But Mickey Stone was imagining things: there’s nothing engraved inside it.”

Jeanette examined the ring carefully and looked at Paul with an expression of relief in her eyes.

“Paul — Mickey Stone was wrong! There’s no name inside the ring!”

He smiled.

“Well?”

“Then it’s all just a terrible nightmare. I’m not Lorna Sherwood—”

“You’re Jeanette,” said Paul.

“May I suggest,” remarked Delane, “that the sooner we leave this benighted place the better?”

Paul and Jeanette got up from the couch, and all three moved towards the door. As they reached it and were about to step into the hall, there came the sound of hurrying feet, and queer, guttural grunts and growls.

Instinctively they paused. The next instant, through the doorway at the top of the cellar steps came the Workers, gibbering, showing their teeth, clawing at the struggling figure of Allerman clasped in the massive arms of Stark, who was staggering and reeling drunkenly across the hall with his burden. Stark turned into the library, the rest following him.

Paul and Delane, stepping in front of Jeanette, stood watching, fascinated.

“Poor devil!” murmured Paul. “But there’s nothing to be done.”

Delane shook his head in agreement.

Stark flung Allerman across the writing desk, and several of the others sprang forward, gripped his arms and legs and held him there. Others rushed to the case of surgical instruments and thrust their hands eagerly inside. Knives, forceps, gouges were seized and the Workers advanced, chuckling and jabbering, towards the writing desk.

“Good God!” gasped Delane. “Get out, Barlow — quick!”

Paul took Jeanette’s arm and urged her towards the front door. As he opened it, there came a scream from the library — a long-drawn scream of terror. Jeanette, catching her breath sharply, paused and looked back.

Paul placed an arm around her shoulders and urged her firmly forward.

“Don’t look behind you, my dear,” he said gently. “Look into the future — Jeanette!”


The End
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Anyone who had seen Elizabeth Anson as she lay, clad in her bathing-dress, with her dark hair shaken free and her hands clasped behind her head, allowing the warm sunshine to play on her golden-brown limbs, still glistening with sea water, would have found it hard to believe that she could have any cause to grumble against life. Yet, as she stared up at the blue of the sky, she was telling herself, as she had told herself often enough during the last two years, that life had cheated her.

She had just finished her morning swim and was lying in the small sandy cove which was the only spot where a boat could put ashore on the island, and from which a steep winding path led up to the higher ground. “Sanctuary Island” she called it, because it was here, when the thought of the swindling trick which life had played on her made her bitter and rebellious, and tempted her to play a swindling trick herself, that she fled to find sweetness and submission and at least a temporary contentment.

Cartographers, if they deigned to mark the island on their maps at all, marked it with a tiny dot and left it nameless; among the fisherfolk on the mainland it was known simply as “the island”; and she had not confided to anyone the name which she had secretly given it. Not to her mother, because she had realized that Mrs. Stellman, who had spent the whole of her married life in a vicarage, would have thought her blasphemous to apply to a mere island a word which she had always associated with the east end of a church, and would have failed utterly to understand if Elizabeth had tried to explain to her that even an island could be a Holy of Holies; and not to Richard Anson, because she had been quite sure that her husband would raise his eyebrows and say, “And from what, my dear Elizabeth, do you wish to seek sanctuary?” — which would be a question to which she could not very well make a truthful answer.

She smiled now as she thought how amazed and shocked and incredulous Richard would be if she were to tell him the truth, as she had sometimes been tempted to do. He would be utterly unable to comprehend how any woman who had not taken leave of her senses could ask more from life than to be the wife of Richard Anson. He was, Elizabeth felt, quite convinced that, if she thanked God for anything, it was for having selected her from among all women as being worthy of that privilege and happiness. To be the wife of Richard Anson, Chairman and Managing Director of Anson’s Bank, Patron of Dilchester Hospital, President of every society in the district, twice Mayor of the town; who lived at Dilchester Court, ran a Rolls-Royce car, was a prospective Member of Parliament, and had contributed so generously to the funds of the local Conservative Association that he could hardly avoid inclusion in the next Honours List — what more, he would wonder, could any woman want?

It would seem to him preposterous for any woman so blessed to complain that life had cheated her. Mast people, Elizabeth knew, would have agreed with him. There had been friends who, at the time of her marriage, had been at pains to impress on her the magnitude of the good fortune that had come her way, and to congratulate her on her adroitness in landing such an eminently satisfactory catch, but probably not one of them had given a thought to the price she had paid for the privilege, or had drawn up, as she had done, a balance sheet of the transaction, showing her profit and her loss.

“Transaction” was the right word. She had never thought of it as anything more than that, never tried to delude herself that in marrying Richard Anson she was doing more than sell herself. That was like Elizabeth. She had faced the fact that, in exchange for all her future husband had to offer her — and she had realized that the price he was prepared to pay was a higher one than she, as the daughter of a country parson with a vocation for poverty, had ever expected to fetch — she had no love to give him; but she had quietened her conscience with the argument that love did not enter into the bargain on either side.

Richard Anson was not offering her love, as she understood the word. When he had made his rather pompous proposal to her, no mention had been made of love, and he had asked her to marry him in a manner which left her in no doubt that he considered it an act of condescension on his part. He had not wanted love: he had wanted a wife, someone whose beauty would flatter him, who could play the great lady to his great gentleman, who could entertain his guests and grace his drawingroom, and who would acquiesce with at least a show of graciousness in the exercise of his rights as a husband. Knowing all that, Elizabeth had married him and had not felt that she was cheating him of anything.

She had been twentythree at the time and her husband fifty. Thinking of it now, as she basked in the sunshine, she wondered how she had ever found the courage to do it. But she had really had no choice. Her father had died as he had lived, a saint with a load of debts, leaving behind him a wife who had never managed to make two shillings do the normal work of one, and a daughter who had been only half-trained for a musical career — and that against her father’s wishes, since he had always believed that in visiting the poor of his parish and teaching in the Sunday-school she was fulfilling life’s highest purpose. “The Lord will provide”, had been his favourite text; and when, soon after her father’s death, at a moment when she and her mother were secretly living on a diet which was largely bread and marmalade, the Lord had provided Richard Anson’s offer of marriage, she had felt that, it only out of duty to her mother, she must accept it.

It was then that she had drawn up the balance sheet of the transaction, and had placed on the credit side all those material advantages to herself and her mother which the marriage would provide — security, the luxurious surroundings of Dilchester Court, a generous allowance, freedom from a diet of bread and marmalade and those hundred and one nagging worries which took all the sweetness out of life, and the role of Dilchester’s leading lady. These were the gains, which she had seen as clearly as had her friends.

And the losses? Only she had known of them. Not even her mother had any idea that there were any entries to be made on the other side of the account; and even if she had known of them, she would have considered them too insignificant to worry about. As Elizabeth put it, the ointment smelt so sweet that it was absurd to refuse to use it because deep down at the bottom of the jar there was a fly in it. She had been puzzled by Elizabeth’s hesitation to accept Richard Anson’s proposal, and a little impatient with her for not instantly jumping at such a chance, because she had not realized that before Elizabeth could jump she must first cut the bonds that bound her to John Hackett.

It had needed courage to cut those bonds. But she had done so — ruthlessly, brutally, because she had known that if she had tried to do it more gradually, letting them slowly wear away until they frayed and snapped, she would never have the courage to see the business through. Now, as she thought of John, a softness came to her eyes and a rather rueful little smile to her lips, as always happened when she thought of him.

She remembered him as he had been when she had first met him — a hefty young giant of eighteen, the son of a neighbouring parson, with unruly fair hair and a multitude of freckles, very much in love with her and terribly afraid to tell her so. She remembered him later, after he had spent a few terms at Oxford, with his new self-assurance and tremendous knowledge of the world.

She remembered, with a sudden little stab of pain, the evening when he had first kissed her, and she, clinging to him, had listened in breathless wonder while he so confidently planned their future. He would finish his time at Oxford and then set to work seriously with his writing, and soon — very soon — they would be married. They would do great things when they were married, both of them. He with his writing and she with her music would make the welkin ring. She recalled how they had laughed when they discovered that neither of them knew what a welkin was.

She remembered him as she had last seen him, leaning through the window of the railway carriage holding her hand, dreading the moment when the guard would blow his whistle and he would be forced to release her, yet not knowing how to endure those last few dragging minutes. He had been going no further than America for a brief visit to relatives, and as soon as he returned they were to be married and set about the welkin business; but she had felt that if all space were to be placed between them it could not hurt her more. Very vividly she recalled the sound of the guard’s whistle and how John’s lips had twitched as he drew her closer to the window and kissed her. “Keep on loving me, Elizabeth,” he had whispered, and she had managed no more than, “John — darling!” and a squeeze of his hand.

That had been more than two years ago, and she had not seen him since. Within a month of saying goodbye to him had come the offer from Richard Anson, which she had somehow found the courage to accept. How could she possibly explain to John? How could she expect him to understand? John would not see it as a sacrifice which she was in duty bound to make, but as a heartless betrayal, a ruthless smashing of the wonderful world which they had built together, a coldblooded bartering of all that was most beautiful for mere worldly possessions.

Elizabeth sat up, took her cigarette-case from the pocket of the bathing-gown that lay on the sand beside her, and lighted a cigarette. Life had cheated her out of John, though life, up to that point, had not been entirely to blame. She could, she supposed, have refused to marry Richard, if she could have persuaded herself that she would be justified in grasping her own happiness and leaving her mother to continue indefinitely on a bread-and-marmalade diet. But she had not felt justified, and had thrown her happiness aside, and it was only when she had done so beyond all hope of recovery that life had played its swindling trick on her, put its fingers to its nose and jeered at her for having been so easily tricked.

For within six months of her marriage to Richard Anson had come the news that she was a wealthy woman, heiress to the sum of a hundred and fifty thousand pounds left by a forgotten relative of her father’s who had gone to America forty years ago and had been astute enough to die wealthy and unmarried.

But the money had come too late: the world which she and John had built together was already in ruins, and not even a hundred and fifty thousand pounds could build it again. A cheating, swindling trick!

She rose, slipped on the bathing-gown and went slowly up the steep, winding path. As she reached the top and saw the bungalow with its broad, shady verandah and roof of dull-red tiles, she smiled. The money, after all, had its uses. It could not rebuild her world, but it had made it possible for her to build this little world of her own, this sanctuary to which she could come when life in Dilchester became unbearable, or when the memory of the fraud which life had perpetrated at her expense made her feel that she could not go on.

She had discovered the island daring a visit to the golf links for which the little village of Whitbourne was chiefly noted. Inquiry had produced the information that the island was for sale, and within a week she had bought it and the bungalow was in process of construction. She had been recklessly extravagant, excusing the bills to herself on the plea that Sanctuary Island was to be a substitute for heaven, and even a substitute for heaven was bound to cost money.

The bungalow consisted, in addition to kitchen and bathroom, of only two rooms, a bedroom and a sittingroom, but each of them had big windows to admit the sunshine, and was furnished just as she and John had planned that they would furnish that wonder house which she had smashed to pieces.

In the sittingroom was a grand piano, at which, during her visits to the island, she would sit for hours, not, perhaps, making the welkin ring, but losing herself in the music which she could rarely play at Dilchester Court, since Richard’s taste was limited to music that had a good tune in it. At other times she would swim or read or go cruising about in the little motorboat, or laze on the beach, content to feel that she was utterly cut off from everyone and everything that comprised her normal life, amusing herself sometimes by trying to calculate how many millions of gallons of salt water were contained in the couple of miles of sea that separated her from the mainland.

True, there was a telephone — it had cost a terrible lot of money, that telephone! — but it was to be used only in case of emergency, and not even Richard knew of its existence. Sanctuary Island would be a very poor substitute for heaven if there were the constant risk of Richard’s voice interrupting her dreams.

Her husband had been inclined to be awkward about the island, obviously puzzled to understand how she could wish for any place better than Dilchester Court, and not a little uncertain as to the propriety of a young married woman going off unchaperoned to spend days — and nights — on an island two miles away from the mainland.

Elizabeth had not tried to explain. She had laughingly told him that, strange as it might seem, there were times when a woman preferred the company of seagulls to that of her husband. She had been very resolute and obstinate, and because in those early days he had been quite intoxicated with the beauty of which he had become the proprietor, he had let her have her way without too much opposition. Moreover, a wife with a hundred and fifty thousand pounds could not be treated in quite the same high-handed way as a wife who did not possess a penny, and something in Elizabeth’s manner had warned him that it would be wiser to indulge her whim.

But he did not like “this island business”, and it was a source of constant irritation and uneasiness to him that, after his first tour of inspection, when Elizabeth had hurried him round the island and bustled him off in the motorboat within a quarter of an hour, he had never been invited to it again.

Elizabeth passed through the sittingroom and went into the bedroom to dress; and when, half an hour later, she stepped on to the verandah, intending to spend an hour with a book, she suddenly paused and stood gazing, her hand above her eyes, towards the mainland. Halfway between the mainland and the island was a rowing-boat, and she could see that it was coming in her direction.

A pucker appeared between her eyebrows. Except for occasional trippers, whom she promptly sent about their business, no boat but her own ever came to the island. Anything that she required she herself fetched from Whitbourne, and none of the village people, who had grown accustomed to her “queer ways”, would dream of visiting her uninvited.

As the boat drew nearer, she saw its single occupant clearly — an elderly, bearded man with the sleeves of his jersey rolled above the elbows and a peaked cap pulled down over his eyes. He was pulling the boat with the powerful, leisurely strokes of a fisherman, and Elizabeth, wondering what the man could want with her, made her way down to the sandy beach and was standing on the water’s edge when the boat grounded and the man got out and came splashing towards her through the shallow water.

It was Jim Huggett, one of the local fishermen whom she knew well, having several times employed him to carry out repairs to her boat, and in spite of the heinousness of his offence in calling on her uninvited, she welcomed him with a smile.

“Good morning, Jim. What’s the trouble?”

“Well, I’m not saying there’s any trouble, missie,” replied Jim Huggett, pulling off his cap and smiling at her; “but there’s no knowing with telegrams.”

“You’ve a telegram for me?”

“I have, missie. It come this morning — about an hour ago. Addressed to you, it is. Poste Restante
 , Whitbourne, it says, though I don’t rightly get the meaning of that. Postmaster, he says it’s a way of saying you’ve got to call for it and he’s got no sort of right to go delivering it. ‘But you never know with telegrams, Jim,’ he says. ‘Maybe someone’s dead or something, and I don’t like the idea of that Mrs. Anson staying out there on the island and not calling at the post-office when maybe her husband or someone’s broke his neck. You’d best take it out to her, Jim,’ he says, ‘though it isn’t regular, so to speak, and I’d get into trouble if it was known.’ But we reckoned you aren’t the sort, missie, to go splitting on anyone who meant well by you—”

“Where’s the telegram, Jim?”

“I did have it somewhere,” replied Jim, and began fumbling in his pockets. “Ah, yes, I remember now. ‘Don’t you go losing it, Jim,’ the postmaster says, ‘or you’ll be getting me into serious trouble. You’d best put it in your ‘baccy pouch,’ he says, and that’s where I put it. You see, the postmaster, he knew I’d never go losing my ‘baccy pouch — ah, there it is, missie.”

He pulled the telegram from the pouch, brushed off the clinging shreds of tobacco, and handed it to her. Elizabeth glanced at the envelope. Mrs. Richard Anson
 , she read. From her husband, undoubtedly; the “Richard” told her that. It was like Richard to insist on his proprietorial interest in her even on a telegram. Opening the envelope, she pulled out the slip of paper. Telephone to me immediately — Richard
 , she read.

She glanced up to find Jim Huggett eyeing her anxiously. “Not bad news, I hope, missie?”

“No, Jim, not bad news.”

Jim smiled and put on his cap, as though he had decided that, since there was no question of a corpse, there was no longer any need to remain bareheaded.

“If there’s any answer, missie, postmaster said as I was to take it back with me.”

“No. Jim, there’s no reply, thanks.”

Jim nodded, scratched his head and seemed disinclined to go.

“Boat running all right?” he inquired.

“Splendidly, thanks.”

Jim shook his head.

“Them newfangled things,” he said, in a tone of disgust— “spitting and coughing and stinking and getting troubles in their innards! Maybe I don’t get along so fast, missie, but I’d rather trust to the arms God gave me.”

Elizabeth smiled at him.

“But God didn’t give me arms like yours,” she reminded him. “It was kind of you to bring the telegram out tome, Jim. And thank the postmaster, won’t you?”

“I will that,” Jim assured her. “Good-day to you, missie.”
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Elizabeth stood watching until the boat was just out of the cove, and then, with a wave of her hand to him, she turned and went back up the path towards the bungalow, frowning thoughtfully.

It was just like Richard to send that curt, peremptory telegram without a word of explanation. He was not accustomed to giving explanations: he issued his orders and expected unquestioning obedience. He was like that in business, she had heard — brusque, domineering, the hard, inscrutable man of affairs — and he ran his home on the same lines. Many a time, during the first few months of her marriage, she had flamed into furious resentment against his hectoring way with her, but she had soon discovered that any expression of her resentment was not worth while, and that for the sake of peace it was better to ignore his frequent rudeness.

She was puzzled to think what could have occurred of sufficient importance to make her husband wire to her. A sudden thought that her mother might be ill she instantly dismissed. Her mother, since the legacy of debts left by her husband had been removed from her shoulders, and she had enjoyed good food, expensive clothes, the comforts of Dilchester Court, and the dignity of being the motherin-law of Richard Anson had shed a good ten years; her aches and pains had miraculously disappeared, and although there was always an array of patent medicines in her bedroom, of each of which she occasionally took a few doses, she was actually in excellent health.

But if not her mother, then what? Richard had never before telegraphed to her during her spells at Sanctuary Island, though there had always existed the arrangement that in case of emergency he could wire to her at the post-office at Whitbourne. Perhaps he himself was ill….

She fetched the telephone from her bedroom, seated herself in an armchair in the sittingroom, placed the instrument on a table beside her and plugged in; a few moments later came her husband’s clear, precise voice: “Is that you, Elizabeth?”

“Yes. What’s wrong, Richard?”

“Are you quite well?”

“Of course. Why?”

“I wondered,” replied her husband, and she knew from the tone of his voice that he was displeased with her about something.

“Is anything wrong, Richard?”

“You may well ask, Elizabeth. You must forgive my saying so, but you have been most thoughtless and inconsiderate.”

“I don’t know why you should say that, Richard—”

“Please don’t interrupt me,” he cut in, and she could picture the look of annoyance on his face, and his plump white fingers, perfectly manicured, irritably drumming his desk as he spoke. “You have been most thoughtless and inconsiderate. I have been extremely anxious. When you left home on Saturday, the arrangement was that you would be returning on Monday at the latest. Today is Tuesday.”

“I said I might
 be home on Monday, Richard. But it’s absolutely perfect down here — glorious weather.”

“The weather is equally glorious in Dilchester, Elizabeth, and in any case I fail to see that the meteorological conditions enter into the question. I was expecting you on Monday, and when you did not arrive I was naturally anxious. I thought you might be ill.”

“Sorry, Richard, but I really wasn’t definite about Monday. In any case, I’m perfectly well and enjoying myself immensely, so you needn’t worry about me any more.”

“That is a great relief to me. And when, may I ask, are you proposing to return to your home?”

“Oh, I don’t know. I haven’t really thought about it. At the end of the week, I suppose. Why?”

“I should have thought,” he replied, “that a husband was entitled to ask a question without being called upon to state his reasons, but perhaps I am overestimating the claims which a man has on his wife.”

Elizabeth bit her lip.

“Very well, then, Richard; I’ll be home on Saturday, Will that do?”

“It will certainly not do. As you seem to have forgotten all about it, I will remind you that tomorrow — Wednesday — there is a function which, as my wife, you will be expected to attend.”

“Then I have forgotten, Richard. What function?” She distinctly heard his “Tut!” of annoyance. “Tomorrow, Elizabeth,” he said, in a voice that suggested a schoolmaster repeating something for the fiftieth time to an inattentive pupil, “there is the ceremony of unveiling the memorial to Anna Rita Rymer.”

“Oh, yes — the missionary woman. I’m afraid I had forgotten that. But there’s no need tor me to be there, is there?”

“My dear Elizabeth, of course you must be there. Everyone of any importance in Dilchester will be there.”

“But I’m not so important as all that, Richard.”

“That is for you to decide. As my wife, you will be expected there. I sometimes despair of ever making you realize, Elizabeth, that a woman who is married to a man of my — er — position and importance has duties and responsibilities which she cannot shirk no matter how much she may dislike them. It was at my suggestion, and chiefly with my money, that the memorial to Anna Rita Rymer was erected, and as I am performing the unveiling ceremony, you can hardly expect me to appear without my wife. You will please return home immediately.”

Elizabeth sighed.

“Very well, Richard; I’ll be there.”

“I shall expect you in time for dinner this evening. The ceremony is at three o’clock tomorrow—”

“I’ll be there,” Elizabeth repeated. “But don’t expect me for dinner this evening. I’ll be home in time for lunch tomorrow. Goodbye.”

She rang off without giving him time to raise objections. After all, there was no need for her to leave until the next morning, and she wanted to make the most of the few hours that were left. It might be some time before she could slip away to Sanctuary Island again. Richard was becoming more and more difficult each time she came now, and there would have to be a decent interval before her next visit.

She went out on to the verandah, seated herself in a deckchair and gazed, as she was so fond of gazing, at the span of water that cut her off from the mainland. But the spell was broken. Her serenity had gone, and in its place had come a sense of irritation and discontent. She had got to go back.

She would always have to go back. These visits to her island could never be more than brief interludes which in reality only made her normal life seem less bearable by contrast. Looking ahead, she saw herself for long years as the wife of Richard Anson, attending “functions”, sitting on committees, organizing bazaars, entertaining people with whom she had absolutely nothing in common, crushing down her longing for all those things which she had once believed to be the only things worth having — all those things which she and John would have found together and which she could never hope to find with Richard.

It was her own fault, she supposed. It was of no use longing for love and all that love could give when she had deliberately thrown love on the scrap-heap. But, no; that wasn’t true. It was not her fault. She had been tricked, cheated, swindled. If life had played fair with her, John would now be sitting here with her and she would not be going back to Dilchester Court.

It was queer how she kept thinking of John today. She did not want to think of him: it hurt too much — even after three years as Richard’s wife. Or was it especially
 after three years as Richard’s wife? But somehow today she could not help thinking of him and of all that she had missed by losing him. Children. She and John had discussed that subject and had planned their children as they had planned everything else. There were to be three of them — two boys and a girl, all of them, according to John, to be exactly like their mother, and all, according to her, to be exactly like John. She had wanted children — then.

She went to bed that night feeling depressed and dispirited. But the next morning, after a swim and a hearty breakfast, the prospect of returning to Dilchester did not seem quite so unbearable. After all, she told herself, she was lucky to be able to slip away to a place like Sanctuary Island, and to sulk because her holiday was over was merely childish.

Getting out the little motorboat, she started up the engine and set off for the mainland. There, having handed over the boat to the care of Jim Huggett, she made her way along the village street towards the garage where she had left the long, low sports two-seater which she always used for these trips.

Richard didn’t approve of the car; for the wife of a man in his position and importance he considered it undignified, and insisted that in Dilchester she should make use of the Rolls-Royce and the chauffeur; but since she had bought it herself he could not very well forbid her to have it, and as long as she refrained from appearing in it in the streets of Dilchester more than was absolutely unavoidable, she drove it, if not with his approval, at least with his consent.

She was halfway along the street when she heard her name called.

“Mrs. Anson!”

It was Dr. Guy Ewell, broad, bluff, with bushy grey eyebrows and twinkling blue eyes, Dilchester’s rudest and most popular medical practitioner, arrayed in a suit of dazzling plus-fours and with a bag of golf clubs slung over his shoulder.

“And what are you doing fifty miles away from home, Mrs. Anson?” he asked. “Playing truant again, eh? You needn’t trouble to deny it; I saw Anson yesterday and he told me.” He smiled at her. “You know, Mrs. Anson, you must be a sore trial to that husband of yours.”

“After three years, Dr. Ewell,” she laughed, “isn’t every wife a sore trial to her husband?”

“God bless my soul, hark at the woman! Who’s been telling you state secrets?”

“So you admit it’s true?”

“I’m admitting nothing. But if it is true. I’d prefer to think you didn’t know it. I’m going to stir up my liver with a round of golf. I come to the Whitbourne course when I can spare the time. If I play golf anywhere nearer home, people expect me to give consultations on the greens and prescribe all along the fairway, and I can’t even charge ’em for it.” His keen eyes regarded her shrewdly. “What have you been doing to yourself? You’re looking better.”

Elizabeth smiled.

“Please remember, Dr. Ewell, that I didn’t ask for a consultation in Whitbourne High Street. I’m splendid, thanks. I’ve just been doing nothing a for few days — lying in the sun, lazing.”

“H’m!” grunted the doctor. “Tanning, eh? And you fancy you’re bursting with health just because every square inch of you body is toasted brown? It never seems to strike a woman that if God had intended her to have a brown skin He’d have given her one.”

“And has it ever struck you, Dr. Ewell, that if God had intended that a woman shouldn’t get tanned by the sun He’d have arranged for her to be born in stockings, skirt, and a high-necked jumper?”

“I’m not arguing,” replied the doctor. “And I’m not complaining. I made more money out of sun-bathing last summer than out of all the other diseases put together. And when is Dilchester going to see you again?”

“I’m going back this morning. I’m just on my way to pick up the car. Duty calls.”

“And you didn’t pretend not to hear it? You must be a very remarkable woman, Mrs. Anson.”

“I did pretend not to hear it,” she laughed, “but it made such a hullabaloo that it was no use trying to keep up the pretence. For the sake of peace and quietness I’m going home with my skin three shades lighter than I intended it to be. There’s a — function this afternoon, and I’ve got to be there.” She made a wry face. “I never knew such a place as Dilchester for functions. You’d be doing everyone a kindness if, as a doctor, you could throw some of Dilchester’s functions out of order. I suppose you’ll be there this afternoon, won’t you?”

“Not if I know it. What is it this time?”

“This memorial to Anna Rita Rymer. Richard is unveiling it this afternoon.”

“Huh!” grunted Dr. Ewell.

“That’s just how I feel, if ‘huh’ means that you find it terribly hard to summon up much interest in Anna Rita Rymer.”

“Interest? God bless my soul, I took her tonsils out! You can’t expect a man to be interested in a woman when he’s taken out her adenoids and tonsils.”

“Then you won’t be there?”

He smiled.

“Between you and me, Mrs. Anson, when I saw your husband yesterday I promised him I’d put on my silk hat and mix with the celebrities on the platform, but I’ve a sort of an idea I’m going to have another appointment this afternoon.”

“A serious consultation with a niblick?”

“That’s more than likely But I’m glad you’re going home, Mrs. Anson. It doesn’t do to have you away from Dilchester; things go wrong. What’s the matter with your husband?”

“Nothing that I’ve noticed.”

“Then you’re an unobservant young woman, that’s all I can say. The man’s all on edge — nervy — worried about something, I should say. When I met him yesterday and pulled his leg about the Bank — told him he ought to be ashamed of himself battening on the savings of the poor and running a Rolls — he fairly jumped down my throat. Bless me, I meant no harm.”

“I’m sure you didn’t, Dr. Ewell. But Richard has been — well, rather nervy lately; I have noticed that. He’s been working terribly hard and really needs a holiday. Still, if Richard’s nerviness is the worst catastrophe that has befallen Dilchester while I’ve been away—”

“It isn’t.”

“Battle, murder, and sudden death?”

He glanced at her quickly.

“So you’ve heard about it, have you?”

“I’ve heard nothing.”

“Then you made a very good guess. Battle, murder, and sudden death just about hits the nail on the head. I was called in to the case, but the man was dead before I reached him.”

“Another road accident?”

“Bless me, no! Some woman — a Mrs. Burns — killed her husband. Suddenly attacked him with a hatchet. But I’ll spare you the gruesome details. She must have gone out of her mind.”

“Perhaps.”

“Eh? What do you mean — perhaps?”

“And perhaps not,” said Elizabeth. “But you’re not seriously suggesting, Dr. Ewell, that Mrs. Burns killed her husband because I came to Whitbourne to tan my skin?”

The doctor shook his head, smiling.

“There’s logic, and there’s woman,” he said, “and never the twain shall meet. I’m not suggesting anything of the sort, Mrs. Anson.” He laid a hand on her arm. “I’m just telling you in my own clumsy way, my dear, that Dilchester isn’t quite the same to any of us when Mrs. Anson isn’t there.” He glanced at his watch. “Bless my soul! Trust a woman to gossip! I shall never get further than the third green before it’s time for lunch.”

Elizabeth smiled as she watched him hurrying off along the street. She liked Dr. Ewell. He was — safe. He always gave her that feeling of security. The sort of man who would see you through if anything went wrong….

Making her way to the garage, she got out her long, low, red-winged sports car, and, with the exhaust emitting a sound like the popping of colossal corks from gigantic magnums, set off along the road to Dilchester.
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Richard Anson, as he sat at his desk in his comfortable study, had the appearance of a man who was perfectly satisfied with the world in general and with himself in particular. He was leaning back in his revolving chair, with the tips of his white, well-manicured fingers pressed together and a smile of approval on his face, as, with his head tilted slightly backwards, he listened attentively to his secretary, who was seated beside the desk, reading from a notebook.

Every now and then, in a pause between sentences, Celia Paterson raised her golden head and her big eyes bestowed on Richard Anson a glance which suggested that she found him every bit as satisfactory as he found himself.

Most women, if they had ignored his steely grey eyes, which were just a little too small and set a little too close together, would have been inclined to agree with him. Anson had always been secretly proud of his figure, and at the age of fifty-two he rarely surveyed himself in the long mirror in his dressing-room without telling himself, quite truthfully, that he would easily pass for ten years younger. His hair had greyed a little at the temples, but his face had few lines in it, and so long as the skin-food which he applied to his face each night continued to do its work he did not worry about a few grey hairs which, he felt, only lent him an added dignity. He was dressed, as always, with impressive neatness, from the soles of his impeccable shoes, which a carping critic might have found a little too small for a man of Anson’s height, to the crown of his well-groomed head.

Everything about Richard Anson was impressive: the massive mahogany desk at which he was seated, the thick pile carpet on the floor, the general air of solid prosperity which pervaded the whole house. If you visited Anson, you were impressed first by the aloof dignity of his butler, and then in turn by the distance you had to cover between the door of his study and the desk; by the way in which he rose to welcome you and waved you to a chair; by the oracular manner in which he made the simplest statement; and if Celia Paterson chanced to be in the room, you would probably have found her hardly less impressive. You would have realized at any rate that she was of the type to attract the attention of anyone who tended to be impressionable. Once again a carping critic might have found that her hair was just a little too golden, her eyelashes a little too black, her lips a little too scarlet and forming a cupid’s bow a little too perfect to be natural, but even a carping critic might have been inclined to forget all this if her big blue eyes had given him one of the adoring looks which she was now bestowing, as opportunity offered, on her employer.

“This sainted woman,” read Celia, in her soft, slightly husky voice, “whose sacrifice we have gathered together today to commemorate—”

Anson raised a smooth, white hand.

“Just a moment, please, Miss Paterson,” he said. “‘Martyrdom’, I think would be better. Just alter ‘sacrifice’ to ‘martyrdom’ and we’ll leave the speech as it is. Type it out for me as soon as possible If anything should occur to you which you think might improve it, I shall welcome the suggestion.”

Celia rose from her chair, smiling.

“I’m sure I couldn’t possibly improve it, Mr. Anson,” she said, “I think it’s absolutely wonderful. You must feel very proud, Mr. Anson, to think that Anna Rita Rymer was your own sister.”

Anson smiled.

“Actually, she was my half-sister, but I am none the less proud of the relationship. She was in many ways a most remarkable woman, and a good woman. No woman who was not could have done what Anna Rita Rymer did.”

“And did she really do all the wonderful things you mention in your speech?”

Anson nodded.

“As I say in my speech, Miss Paterson, she was happy to sacrifice everything for the sake of her ideals, to give up all that a young woman naturally holds most dear, to go out to China as a missionary, to undergo hardship and privation, to risk disease and danger, and in the end to suffer a terrible death at the hands of Chinese bandits. I have no hesitation in saying, Miss Paterson,” added Anson, in his best oratorical style, “that no woman in this country has been a greater power for good, exercised a greater spiritual influence, or set a greater example of self-sacrifice and devotion to duty than Anna Rita Rymer.”

“I think it’s wonderful,” breathed Celia ecstatically. “I think it would be marvellous—”

The telephone bell rang, and, without waiting to explain what had aroused her sense of the marvellous, Celia picked up the receiver, listened for a moment and turned to Anson.

“It’s Mr. Doran — from London.”

Anson almost snatched the receiver from her hand and clapped it to his ear, but his voice, when he spoke, had none of its usual brusqueness. Mark Doran was what is commonly known as a power in the world of finance and it behoved even Richard Anson to address him with some show of deference.

“Is that you, Mr. Doran? Anson speaking. Very good of you to ring me.”

“Don’t mention it, Anson,” came Doran’s voice.

“You got my letter?”

“I had it this morning. But I rang up about my young nephew. I am obliged to you Anson. He’ll enjoy a brief stay in your part of the world before he leaves for China. By the way, if you can persuade him that in going to China as a missionary he’s chucking his life away, you’ll be doing him a good turn. I told him yesterday that if he’s aching to convert the heathen he could find plenty of work in the West End of London. I hope Mrs. Anson isn’t too annoyed with me for springing a guest on her like this?”

“Not at all.” Anson assured him. “We shall be only too pleased to welcome him. As regards my letter—”

“Ah. yes — your letter. Well, it’s a great deal of money, and before I come to any decision you must give me a chance to think it over. It’s not the sort of thing to be rushed into. Within the next day of two I may ask you to run up to town and see me.”

Anson frowned, but his tone was as deferential as ever. “Certainly. Any date you care to name. As far as I am concerned, the sooner the better; the matter is really very urgent.”

“Such matters usually are, Anson. However, I’ll think it over and let you know. Goodbye.”

Anson replaced the receiver and remained for some moments lost in thought, frowning as he drummed his desk with his fingers. He hoped Doran wasn’t going to prove difficult. The money had to be found, and if Doran let him down … He dismissed the thought. Doran must not let him down.

His thoughts were disturbed by a tap on the door, and a moment later it opened. Mrs. Stellman stepped into the room and paused.

She was a woman of about fifty, and, except that they both had the same dark chestnut hair, it was difficult to imagine her as the mother of Elizabeth. Whereas Elizabeth was rather tall, and slim, and graceful, Mrs. Stellman was inclined to be short, and betrayed a distinct tendency to plumpness.

In front of her, suspended by a ribbon from her neck, was a tray on which was displayed an assortment of paper flags and badges, each of which bore the words: “Anna Rita Rymer Cot”. From her wrist dangled one of those sealed tins with a slit in the lid such as are usually supplied by suspicious charity organizers to their collectors. Pinned on her ample bosom was a large rosette with a paper centre on which the same words were printed.

She smiled across at Anson.

“May I come in, Richard? Of course, I expect you’re terribly busy, but I am sure you can spare a minute for this.” She held up the collecting-box and jangled the coins inside. Crossing to his desk, she held out the box. “It’s such a good cause, and I knew you would wish to be among the very first to subscribe. You’re not quite the first, because immediately after breakfast I went into the kitchen and sold a flag to each of the servants. Sixpence each they paid. I thought it was very generous when one remembers what very poor wages they earn.”

Anson raised his eyebrows.

“I’ve always been under the impression, Mrs. Stellman, that my servants were extremely well paid.”

“Oh, of course, Richard. I’m sure I don’t know what they do with all their money,” said Mrs. Stellman hastily. “What I meant was — the very poor wages all servants earn in comparison with — er — people who aren’t servants.”

She took a flag from the tray and pinned it to the lapel of his coat. Anson, taking a half-crown from his pocket dropped it into the tin.

“Thank you, Richard. If everybody subscribes as generously as that, we shall have a record collection. Of course. I’m not supposed to see what anybody puts in the tin, but I always take a peep. You’d be surprised what people give — pennies and halfpennies and even buttons.” She turned to Celia. “And what about you, Miss Paterson? I’m sure you’re going to buy a flag, aren’t you?”

“I should love to, Mrs. Stellman—” began Celia, but before she got further Anson rose from his chair, took another flag from the tray, and slipped a shilling into the collecting-box.

“Miss Paterson will give me the privilege of buying one for her,” he said.

“Thank you, Richard,” said Mrs. Stellman. “And now everybody in the house has bought one except Elizabeth. Such a pity she’s not here. I was looking forward to having her with me when I went out collecting. It’s really rather naughty of her not to be here this morning.”

Anson frowned.

“Elizabeth has promised to be here in time for lunch,” he said, crossing to the door and opening it. “Goodbye, Mrs. Stellman. I hope you have a most successful collection.”

Mrs. Stellman beamed at him.

“I’m quite sure we shall, Richard. It’s such a good cause, cots; so necessary. As I told the Committee yesterday, it would be very awkward having babies if there weren’t any cots to put them in. Don’t you agree?”

Anson smiled faintly.

“Fortunately, Mrs. Stellman, that’s a situation with which I’m never likely to be confronted.”

Mrs. Stellman tapped his arm with her gloved hand.

“You never know, Richard,” she smiled, and went bustling from the room.

Anson closed the door behind her.

“Anna Rita Rymer,” he smiled, “is not the only martyr in the family. I suppose I shouldn’t say that, but I know you understand, Miss Paterson, that I say a good many things to you which I should not say to other people. A man naturally confides in his confidential secretary, and I feel quite sure that anything I say to you will go no further.”

“Of course not, Mr. Anson.”

He went up to her and pinned the flag in her blouse. As he did so, his hand just touched her neck and she glanced up at him, smiling, with an expectant look in her eyes.

“Oh, thank you, Mr. Anson. It’s terribly kind of you.”

Anson returned to his desk.

“You’ll find, Miss Paterson,” he said, “that I can be terribly kind to anyone who takes the trouble to study my interests.”

“I do my best, Mr. Anson, and I do hope you’re satisfied.”

He nodded.

“Quite satisfied — so far. You’ve only been with me a few weeks, but when we know each other better we shall, I feel sure, get on very well together. And then, I suppose, just when I have decided that I’ve found a young woman who has all the qualities of a perfect secretary, you’ll come and tell me that you’re going to get married.”

“Why ever should you say that, Mr. Anson?”

“It’s the usual thing, and you don’t expect me to believe that a — er — charming girl like yourself has no attachment? Didn’t I see you the other day with a very goodlooking young man in Dilchester High Street?” He was toying with his fountain-pen and did not see the quick, anxious look which she gave him.

“I don’t think you could possibly have seen me, Mr. Anson.”

“A tall, dark man,” continued Anson, ignoring her interruption. “You got out of his car outside the Middleton Hotel. It was a blue two-seater—”

“Oh, yes, of course; I remember now. That — that was my brother. He came down for the day to see me — from London.”

Anson glanced at her keenly.

“Then there’s nobody, Miss Paterson, who is likely to take you away from me as soon as I’ve become accustomed to you?”

“Nobody at all,” she assured him.

“Good,” said Anson. “I don’t want to seem inquisitive, but before one trusts too much in a confidential secretary one likes to be assured that the relationship is a more or less permanent one. And now let’s get to business again. I want you to send a wire for me. It’s a most confidential business matter, and for that reason I don’t wish the wire sent from Dilchester. I should like you to take it over to Burnford and send it from there.”

“Certainly, Mr. Anson.”

“Address it to Hamilton, E.T.C. Company, Ltd., Cornhill, London. You might look up the number in the telephone book. Wire as follows:

“It is a matter of great urgency that you should postpone your call until the thirteenth of next month stop We are facing grave difficulties and any demand from you will precipitate crisis stop Wire me your decision immediately. Anson.


“I’d like you to take that at once, Miss Paterson, if you will.”

She hesitated, looking at him doubtfully.

“Of course, it’s no business of mine, Mr. Anson, but this telegram — I mean, I couldn’t help noticing how worried you’ve looked lately, and I’ve been terribly anxious in case there’s anything wrong.”

He glanced up at her as she stood beside him.

“And if I told you that I was terribly anxious and worried and that almost everything was wrong, would that matter very much to you?”

“Why, of course it would, Mr. Anson. I should be terribly upset. You’ve been so absolutely marvellous to me, and if there’s anything I can possibly do—”

He took her hand and smiled up at her.

“That’s kind of you, Celia, and if I were to tell you that there is something you could do to help me, would you be willing to do it?”

She gave him one of her adoring glances.

“I’d do anything I possibly could for you, Mr. Anson,” she replied, and there was just the slightest little emphasis on the “you”.

Anson pressed her hand and released it.

“I shall remember that,” he said.



Chapter IV


Table of Contents


At the wheel of her red-winged two-seater Elizabeth could never remain for long in the doldrums, and by the time she reached Dilchester, after her fifty-mile drive with the windscreen open so that the wind buffeted her face and roared in her ears, the last shreds of her depression had been blown away.

After all, she told herself, as she ran the car into the garage, she must not lose her sense of humour. There really was something intensely humorous in the idea of her playing the great lady among the local celebrities, paying homage to the memory of a woman for whom she didn’t care a snap of the fingers, listening with a solemn face to the flowery oration which Richard had so carefully prepared.

Richard always prepared his speeches with the utmost care, as a rule learning them by heart and practising them in the seclusion of his study. She had never heard him make a speech which he had not begun with a plea for the indulgence of his audience for any shortcomings, a lament that he was a very poor speaker, and a subtly conveyed suggestion that he had had no time for preparation and was speaking extempore — a ruse which rarely failed to elicit from the speaker who followed him a reference to his modesty and graceful compliment to his oratorical powers. But probably Richard was not the only man to indulge in that little deception, and she mustn’t be catty.

During the drive home she had made up her mind that she would have nothing to do with cattiness. She would be very nice to Richard in future, because it really wasn’t his fault that life had played a swindling trick on her, and she would certainly be doing the same on Richard if she failed to keep her part of the bargain and play the role of Dilchester’s leading lady as he was entitled to expect her to play it.

He would, she supposed, have a few words to say about her lack of consideration in not returning home on Monday; but she was fully determined, as she went along the hall towards his study, that she would not allow him to irritate her. Several times lately she had only just stopped herself on the edge of an angry outburst, and there was nothing to be gained by making a scene. Besides, what was the use of going into the Holy of Holies if, when she came out into the world again, the first little trial of her patience swept away all the serenity she had gained there?

She was smiling as she went into the room, but as her husband, seated at his desk, glanced up at her and she saw the resentment in his eyes and the grim line of his mouth, it was all she could do to continue smiling. It seemed that a wave of hostility met her as she crossed towards the desk, and she felt that she was forcing her way through an atmosphere that was heavy with displeasure.

Pulling off her motoring gauntlets, she tossed them on to a chair.

“Well, here we are again, Richard.”

He sat for some moments, his elbows resting on the desk and his hands clasped, regarding her intently.

“So you have at last condescended to return to your home, Elizabeth.”

She nodded, still managing to smile.

“In plenty of time for lunch, Richard, as I promised. It was a marvellous drive back, and I had a glorious time on the island.”

“I don’t doubt that in the least. But it is more than rime for you to realize that having glorious times is not the only thing in life, or even the most important thing, particularly when you have them at the cost of someone else’s peace of mind and at the expense of your duties at home. As I told you on the telephone, I was extremely worried when you failed to come home on Monday as you had arranged to do, and I have not the least doubt that if I had not telegraphed you would not have returned in time for today’s engagement.”

“I’m glad you did wire, Richard, because I’m afraid I had forgotten. As a matter of fact, I don’t think I realized that you’d want me at the unveiling ceremony. Still, here I am, so why worry?”

“I’m afraid, Elizabeth, that we can’t dismiss the matter quite as lightly as that. True, you have returned in time for this afternoon’s ceremony — after being reminded by me, and after ignoring my expressed wish that you should return yesterday — but you have still been guilty of a very grave derelict ion of duty.” Elizabeth felt that her patience was ebbing fast. “What other crime have I committed?”

“Have you forgotten that today is Dilchester’s flag day in aid of the Anna Rita Rymer cot, and that you are supposed to be in charge of it? Evidently you have forgotten, or you would hardly, I hope, have absented yourself—”

“Oh, Richard, there’s no need to be so pompous about it and lecture me as if I were a naughty schoolgirl. I did all I undertook to do. I said from the very beginning that I wouldn’t collect in the street, and mother agreed to look after that part of the business for me. She loves that sort of thing, and I hate it, and she’ll do it far better than I should, anyway. I organized the whole thing and saw that everything was in order before I went away, and that was all I undertook to do. You’re making an absurd fuss over nothing.”

“If it means nothing to you,” replied Anson, “it is more than time that you realized your mistake. Has it occurred to you, Elizabeth, that today’s ceremony, which you did not propose to attend, means a very great deal to me? Apart from the prominent part I have played in the erection of the memorial, Anna Rita Rymer was my sister—”

“And has it occurred to you, Richard,” interrupted Elizabeth impatiently, “that I might be just a little weary of Anna Rita Rymer? Since I came to Dilchester scarcely a day has passed when I haven’t had Anna Rita Rymer stuffed down my throat.”

“If that is the case, I can only say that it is a very great pity you have not seen fit to model your conduct a little more closely on hers.”

“Oh, I know,” sighed Elizabeth. “A paragon of all the virtues, wasn’t she? I ought to know; I’ve heard it often enough. Anna Rita Rymer — the pure, noble, devout, self-sacrificing martyr. But I’m not cut out to be a martyr, and I’d hate to be the smug sort of prig which you make out Anna Rita Rymer to have been.”

“You have lost your temper, Elizabeth, and don’t realize what you’re saying.”

“I realize perfectly what I’m saying,” she replied angrily. “I’m saying what I’ve longed to say ever since I came to Dilchester and was forced to swallow doses of this woman every day of my life. Everything I do is compared with what you imagine Anna Rita Rymer would have done. Because I drive a car which she wouldn’t have driven, you disapprove of my car. If I wear a dress which isn’t the frumpy sort of thing she would have worn, then it’s flashy and vulgar and not the sort of thing a lady should wear. Anna Rita Rymer never danced the tango or drank cocktails or smoked cigarettes or went to a night-club or used lipstick, so it isn’t right for me to do any of these things.”

“You’re talking the most outrageous rubbish, Elizabeth—”

“It may be outrageous. Anything would seem outrageous to you if it knocked a hole in the halo of Anna Rita Rymer. But it’s not rubbish. It’s Anna Rita Rymer this and Anna Rita Rymer that until I’m sick to death of the sound of her name. I don’t want to be like her. I don’t intend to model myself on her. I’ve not the slightest desire to turn myself into the dull, soured, self-righteous sort of prig she must have been. Damn Anna Rita Rymer!”

“I’m trying very hard not to lose my temper with you, Elizabeth—”

“Oh, I’m sure you are, Richard. As the brother of Anna Rita Rymer you could hardly do otherwise, could you? She was never known to say a hasty word to anyone. She was always overflowing with loving-kindness — even to the bandits who murdered her. You can’t wonder they killed her, can you? From all I’ve heard of her she’d drive any self-respecting bandit to murder.”

Anson sprang to his feet.

“Elizabeth! I absolutely forbid you to continue this — this—”

“Blasphemy? Oh, very well; I apologize. I shouldn’t have said that. But you know now how I feel about it all. And now I’ve started I may as well finish. Frankly, Richard, it’s no use trying to make me feel about Anna Rita Rymer as you pretend to feel. Yes, I mean ‘pretend’. All this veneration and adoration and holding her up as an example of what a woman should be — it isn’t genuine. It can’t be. You know perfectly well that if I’d been like Anna Rita Rymer you’d never have wanted to marry me. No man would. I dare say a figure like a bolster may help a woman to heaven, but I’d much prefer to have my own figure and risk it.”

“Elizabeth!”

But she was too angry to heed him now.

“And all this memorial business,” she went on. “You don’t really expect me not to see through that, do you? It’s terribly transparent — just about as crude a bit of publicity as I’ve heard of, much more suitable for Hollywood than Dilchester. Richard Anson is the brother of Anna Rita Rymer, and Richard Anson is terribly anxious to be Sir Richard Anson, M.P., so he pays for a memorial to her, unveils it himself, and hopes that his prospective constituents will take the halo off Anna Rita Rymer’s head and put it on his. You never know, Richard; it may turn into a coronet some day.”

Anson’s hands were clenched; his face was white with anger.

“You’ve said quite enough, Elizabeth,” he said. “And now listen to me. You have behaved like a child and I propose to treat you like a child.”

She gave a shrug. She was quite calm again now. “Haven’t you always done that?”

“I have always done my best,” he answered, rather pompously, “to treat you as a husband should treat his wife. I have shown you every consideration, given way to you, and often against my better judgment, on almost every occasion, hoping that in return you would show some sort of appreciation of your duties as my wife. But you have done nothing of the sort.”

“When have I ever failed you, Richard?”

“You failed me this morning, when you neglected to take your proper place in charge of the collection for the Anna Rita Rymer cot fund. You failed me yesterday, when you did not return home as I told you to. If I had not reminded you, you would have failed me again this afternoon. It is quite obvious that when you go away to your bungalow you cannot be trusted to return home when you should return, and in that case you leave me no choice in the matter. In future you will not go to the island at all.”

She glanced at him quickly, and for some moments her eyes met his steadily. Then she slowly shook her head.

“No, Richard; you can’t do that.”

“I’m telling you, Elizabeth, that I forbid you to go to the island again, and I don’t propose to enter into an argument about it.”

Again she shook her head.

“No,” she repeated. “You can do a good many things, but that’s one thing you can’t do.”

“I warn you that if you persist in refusing to obey me it may come to the point where you will have to choose between the island and this house.”

Her eyes met his without wavering.

“If it ever comes to that point,” she said. “I shall certainly choose the island.”

He strode round the desk and grasped her arm roughly. “So that’s it, is it?” he exclaimed furiously. “You’d choose the island, would you? I guessed as much. I’ve suspected it for a long time. You thought I believed you, didn’t you? You thought I’d swallowed your story. You thought I was fool enough to believe that any woman would want to go off and shut herself up on a twopenny-ha’penny little island with a batch of seagulls. But I didn’t believe you. I knew all the time that you were lying.”

She wrenched her arm free.

“Richard — how dare you!”

“Lying!” he repeated. “Lying all the time and thinking I didn’t know it, laughing at me behind my back for being fool enough not to know why you went to your island.”

“You know very well why I went, Richard.”

“I know what you told me: you went to play your piano and be alone. Alone! Do you think any man in his senses would believe that?”

She stepped back from him and stood staring at him, wide-eyed, bewildered, horrified.

“Richard — what are you suggesting?”

“You don’t know? Very well, then I’ll tell you. I’m suggesting that you didn’t go to be alone, that you went there to meet your lover, to play the faithless wife, the wanton—”

“Richard — for God’s sake stop I You must be mad! You don’t know what you’re saying!”

Again he gripped her arm.

“Who is he?” he demanded. “You’re going to tell me who he is—”

Again she wrenched her arm free and stepped back from him, leaning against the edge of the desk. She was very pale and her hands were trembling, but her voice was calm and steady.

“You’ve said an abominable thing, Richard — made a foul accusation which you must know in your heart isn’t true.”

Anson had shed all semblance of self-control. His lips were working, his hands shaking.

“I know it is true!” he exclaimed. “I’ve known all along that you were lying and deceiving me. I had only to see your face when you came back to know that you’d been to meet your lover. You can smile when you’ve been to your island, can’t you? But your smiles are too precious to be wasted on your husband. It isn’t worth while to be pleasant and agreeable when you’re merely in your own home. No! You keep all that for when you’re playing the prostitute—”

“Richard” — she stopped abruptly and made a little gesture of helplessness. “We shall do no good like this,” she said. “You don’t realize what you’re saying — you can’t — and we shall only make matters worse. Sooner or later we shall have a good deal to say to each other, but it’s useless trying to say it now.”

Her quiet tone calmed him a little.

“I don’t wonder that you prefer not to talk about it. But don’t imagine that I don’t mean what I say — I mean every word of it. You’re going to your island no more — that’s final. You can sell the place — burn it down. I was a fool ever to have consented to your having it. I should have known that no woman would want to go off to an island for days on end to be alone.”

Elizabeth’s hands were moving restlessly, sliding along the edge of the desk against which she was leaning.

“If you really believe all you’ve been saying, Richard,” ‘he said, “you have your remedy.”

He had crossed to the french windows and was standing with his back towards her, staring out into the garden; but as she spoke he suddenly turned and faced her again. “You mean divorce you?”

“That’s the usual remedy, isn’t it?”

“So it may be, but you’re not going to escape your responsibilities quite as easily as that, Elizabeth. You made a bargain — a very good one from your point of view — and I intend to see that you keep it. I’ve kept my part of it, and if you’re counting on my letting you off your part you’re mistaken. Divorce would suit you splendidly, wouldn’t it?”

“Until this moment I had never even thought of it, but I’m beginning to think it might be the best thing for both of us.”

“I don’t doubt it. And of course your lover agrees with you. It might suit your book, but it wouldn’t suit mine. You’ve everything to gain by it, and I’ve everything to lose.”

She could not refrain from smiling slightly.

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” she said. “People don’t pay so much attention to that sort of thing nowadays. It might postpone your knighthood for a little while, but I don’t suppose it would deprive you of your title for long.”

She had hit the mark, and he turned away from her again.

“And there’s no reason,” she went on, “why it should keep you out of Parliament. There isn’t likely to be an election just yet, and people soon forget. And even if they don’t forget, they’ll only think you were unlucky enough to have married an abandoned woman. I shall get the blame — not you. No one would believe anything against Richard Anson, the brother of Anna Rita Rymer. Divorce, after all, might be the simplest way out of the situation.”

“You’re not getting your divorce,” he said curtly. “I’ve no intention of exhibiting myself to the world as the deluded husband. You’re going to give up your island and stay at home and do your duty as my wife. I’m sorry to disappoint you, but that is my decision, and I’ve no more to say about it.”

Elizabeth sighed.

“Very well, Richard. You’ve said more than enough already, and I’ve said everything there’s any need for me to say.”

“I notice you haven’t denied it.”

She shook-her head.

“No. You could hardly expect me to do that. But there’s nothing more to be said, Richard, until you choose to apologize.”

She stood upright, and, as she did so, her right hand touched a paper on the desk and it fluttered to the floor. She stooped to pick it up, saw that it was a telegraph form, and got a glimpse of a single word which made her catch her breath sharply. She straightened herself, hesitated a moment and sent a quick glance at her husband as he stood gazing out of the window. Then, almost against her will, her gaze was drawn back to the telegram. It was addressed to her husband, and ran as follows:

MANY THANKS. ARRIVING DILCHESTER FOUR-THIRTY TODAY HACKETT.



For some moments she stood staring at the slip of paper, seeing the words through a blurring haze. Hackett I But it couldn’t be. Richard had never heard of John. She was imagining things. John wasn’t the only Hackett in the world, and Dilchester Lodge was the last place to which he would be likely to come. But something told her that she was not imagining things, and as she stood there with the telegram in her hand, she was conscious of the thudding of her heart and a strange, strained feeling in her throat.

“Richard.”

“Well?”

“This — this telegram.”

He glanced at her over his shoulder.

“This telegram,” she repeated.

Turning, he crossed to where she was standing, took the telegram from her hand and glanced at it.

“Another wifely duty for you to perform, Elizabeth,” he said. “But perhaps, as John Hackett is quite an attractive young man, you may condescend to display a little interest and play the hostess with some show of cheerfulness.”

“John Hackett?”

He nodded.

“He’s the nephew of Mark Doran, and as I have very special reasons for wishing to please Doran, I hope you will make an effort to be as charming as possible to his nephew while he is a guest in my house.”

“John Hackett is coming here?”

“Just for a brief visit. He’s been abroad, I gather, and is off again shortly, and Doran rang me up and asked me if I’d give him a few days in the country before he sails. As you were not here, I couldn’t consult you, and in any case, as I’ve told you, I couldn’t afford to risk offending Doran. I’ve arranged for the car to meet him at four-thirty.”

She gazed at him for some moments in silence, incapable of uttering a word. Then:

“But he can’t come, Richard. I can’t have him here. It’s — it’s most inconvenient.”

“For once in your life, Elizabeth, I must ask you to study my convenience in preference to your own.”

“But, Richard, I’d much rather not—”

He made a gesture of impatience.

“I don’t know what’s the matter with you this morning, Elizabeth. You seem determined to make yourself as difficult as you possibly can. What conceivable objection is there to young Hackett coming down here for a few days? You’re being childish and ridiculous. Just because I’ve asked you to make an effort to give him a good time, you start raising objections.”

“Oh, it’s not that, Richard. You know that in the ordinary way I love having people down here, but just at the moment… Oh, I don’t know. There’s been so much to do lately and I think I’m tired. I don’t feel like entertaining. Couldn’t we put him off? He won’t be leaving London until after two, and you could send him a wire—”

“I shall do nothing of the sort. I have made the arrangement and I don’t propose to alter it because you happen to feel less inclined than usual to carry out my wishes.” He turned from her and strode to the door. “Hackett will be here at teatime, and I shall expect you to make yourself agreeable to him.” He went from the room, closing the door noisily behind him.

Elizabeth remained where she was, gazing at the telegram in her hand, trying to steady the blurred words that lurched and swayed before her eyes, so that she could read them again. John — coming here — now!
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Dilchester had gone on holiday. It is true it was Wednesday afternoon, which had been early-closing day for as far back as the memory of the very oldest inhabitant could carry him; but added to this was the fact that, at the earnest solicitation of Mr. Richard Anson, the elementary schools had all been given a half-holiday; while all local employers of labour had been circularized with the suggestion, couched in the suavest and most persuasive sentences that Celia Paterson had been able to evolve from her employer’s rather pompous and unyielding phraseology, that the granting of a free half-hour to all their employees would not only be a gracious gesture but might also constitute an act of merit on the part of the employers. The letter also hinted that the moral uplift resulting to the workmen thus released — always supposing they used the free half-hour for the purpose for which it had been granted — would be such that the intensified efforts put in by the men for the remainder of the afternoon would more than compensate for the brief period during which work would be shut down. It did not occur to Richard Anson or Celia or any of the other people actively concerned that the employees might not, if their opinions were canvassed, quite agree on this point; but as their opinions were not sought, no one was disillusioned.

Richard Anson, as the prime mover in the matter of the unveiling ceremony, had, in characteristic arbitary manner, addressed a letter to the chairman of the local licensing bench, suggesting that all hostelries within a radius of ten miles from the town should be closed down for that morning session. It was a severe rebuff to his pride to receive from the clerk to the bench a note couched in formal language regretting that the circumstances did not warrant the magistrates in thus interfering with the laws of England.

An article in the Dilchester Gazette
 (with which was associated the Steepleton Magna Courier
 and the Irvingham Advertiser
 ) had appeared a few days before the ceremony, under the name of Richard Anson, pointing out in florid detail the immense significance of the forthcoming occasion to everybody in and around Dilchester, and exhorting all and sundry — especially the mothers and small children — to array themselves (and the said children) in their Sunday best to attend in Dilchester Square on Wednesday at 3 p.m. to be edified and inspired by the tribute then to be paid to the memory of Dilchester’s most famous citizeness, Anna Rita Rymer.

To Elizabeth Anson, as her husband opened the car door, on arrival at the Square, for her to alight, the scene was unreal, farcical, out of all proportion. This Rymer woman was doubtless all that had been said of her — to Elizabeth she had never been more than a name, held up before her eyes ever since she had come to Dilchester with an insistence and frequency which to her acutely sensitive nature soon became nauseating, typifying everything that was pious, heroic, and even saintly — but Elizabeth could not rid herself of the feeling that the business of unveiling this preposterous statue, and the pomp and circumstance with which the whole affair had been surrounded, had assumed proportions entirely incongruous to the proper perspective of the facts.

The doors of the public bar of the “Red Lion” had been thrown open, the day being warm, and the loungers sitting at the deal benches, pewter mugs of beer in front of them, were surveying the scenes in the Square with a cynical disregard, punctuated by an occasional spit, which struck Elizabeth Anson, as she descended from the car within a short distance of the hostelry, as constituting a very much saner attitude to the whole affair.

The conversation, could she have paused and heard it, might have suited her mood.

“Who is this ‘ere female they’re making all the fuss about?”

“Oh, I don’t know — Anna somebody or other.”

“What was she then, Bill — film star or something?”

“Grrh! No, she warn’t no film star. ‘S’matter o’ fac’, she was agin ‘em.”

“Well, what did
 she do, any’ow?”

“Gawd knows, Jim. I know she used to knock aroun’ with old Ted Moore…. ‘Ere, Ted, what did this Anna What’s-name do?”

Ted Moore spat eloquently, grunted something unintelligible, rose, and slouched from the bar into the bright sunlight.

He made his erratic way to the small crowd surrounding the statue in the middle of the Square.

Despite the intensive publicity efforts of Richard Anson, the attendants at the ceremony consisted mainly of Good Women and Earnest Men. There was, of course, the inevitable sprinkling of small boys, quite a number of pious little girls in clean print frocks, and a few town loafers. Standing slightly apart from the main body was the figure of the stalwart town policeman, who surveyed the scene with something of a proprietorial interest.

The statue, from which the veiling-cloth had just been removed, was that of a rather plain girl with a sacrificial expression. Richard Anson, standing at the foot of the plinth, was reading aloud the inscription in his clear, precise, almost precious tone:

“Anna Rita Rymer. Born in this town of Dilchester on November 19, 1895. Suffered martyrdom at Chin-Soo in China on March 30,1920. She gave her beautiful life to the cause of humanity, and by her sacrifice inspired unborn generations to noble endeavour. Erected by the citizens of Dilchester in proud and loving memory.”

The crowd, a little uncertain of the correct procedure, broke into low murmurs of sound, to be hushed after a brief interval by the voice of Richard Anson, now oracular and declamatory.

“Here is the name which will uplift the youth of our country for countless generations. Today, on the eleventh anniversary of her great sacrifice, we again do homage to the name and memory of Anna Rita Rymer.”

Subdued handclapping was started at this point by one of the groups surrounding the speaker.

“Thoughts of self were conspicuously absent from this saintly woman’s mind. She came from a family already bearing an honoured name, a name held in the deepest respect throughout the countryside—”

“Hear, hear!” put in Anson’s chief clerk. He remembered his employer’s relationship with the woman he was eulogizing.

“And it is scarcely a matter for wonder that that selflessness, crystallized, as it were, in the personality of Anna Rita Rymer, was such as to inspire her to deeds of true heroism. She thought not of self, but of the glorious work which lay before her. It is unnecessary for me to remind you, citizens of Dilchester, of what that work consisted. She lived in an atmosphere of piety from her early youth, and in her ‘teens had already decided to devote her talents, her energies, her means — her whole life — to the service of Christian missions. Her services declined by the recognized missionary societies, she gave her own slender fortune to the foundation of the Dilchester Chin-Soo Mission….”

The voice droned on. Elizabeth Anson found her attention wandering. Her gaze strayed around and amongst the crowd surrounding the statue. She felt intuitively the utter meaninglessness of the tribute which her husband was paying to the memory of his dead half-sister. As her glance moved from one face to another, she found herself speculating in an uninterested way as to the degree of reality that the proceedings had for each of these pathetically pious people.

Her eyes caught sight of Ted Moore, by now slightly within the crowd. His clothes were shabby; his unshaven cheeks were flushed with drink, his cap askew, his whole bearing anything but attuned to the solemnity of the occasion. But, surrounded as he was by faces of such standardized vacuity as these occasions produce, his own expression stood out in bold relief and arrested Elizabeth Anson’s attention.

Here, at any rate, she thought, was a man whose mental processes were to a certain extent alive: the sneer on his lips, the scathing contempt in his eyes, as he listened to the pompous periods of the speaker, struck, deep down in her heart, a note sympathetic to some chord in her own being.

Roast beef — or, perhaps more appropriately, rice pudding day after day for weeks becomes boring, intolerable, at length nauseating. And ever since arrangements had been discussed for this unveiling ceremony she had been regaled with talk about Anna Rita Rymer, had had the dead missionary held up before her eyes as a model of what a Christian woman should be, upon which one could not do better than to base one’s own life. She had never quite been able to understand what there was so terribly meritable in going to a foreign country and patronizingly trying to wean the inhabitants from the practice of their own religion, intrinsically as potent for good as that in which one had by the accident of birth been nurtured. It had always seemed to Elizabeth a piece of gross impertinence on the part of these self-satisfied evangelists to force their own dogmas upon the adherents of perhaps an equally laudable and efficient code of moral teaching. It was so shortsighted, she thought…. A smile momentarily lightened her face as the idea came into her mind: why were all the missionaries she had ever met myopic?

She wrested her attentions back to the declamatory sonorousness of her husband.

“The example of this Christian woman should serve among us for countless generations as a model of what can be achieved by selfless devotion to a single aim. In the mind of Anna Rita Rymer was one resolve — one object — one abiding craving — to take the Gospel of Christianity to the poor, benighted, heathen Chinese. One may ask ‘Why the Chinese?’ My reply to that is, I think, unanswerable: ‘Why not?’ The inhabitants of that vast country, thousands of miles away, were blessed — supremely blessed — with the presence in their midst of a woman who deserves, and must surely be accorded, a place amongst the noble martyrs of history — Anna Rita Rymer.”

Elizabeth, joining politely in the storm of enthusiastic clapping, caught sight again of Ted Moore. His hands were thrust defiantly into his trousers pockets, and on his face was more than ever a look of sullen scorn. She got the impression that his tolerance of the speaker’s words was being badly strained.

“She was a beautiful woman” — Richard Anson’s hand gestured towards the marble statue, rather unwisely, Elizabeth thought— “with a beautiful soul. This town of Dilchester should be for ever proud that she was born and lived within our very midst.

“What must it have meant for her — leaving behind this lovely city and her friends, whose name is legion? As she wrote in one of her beautiful poems:

“Heart and soul, body and mind,

I have left this world behind.

Here on China’s darkest strand,

A stranger in a foreign land.”



Vigorous applause seemed called for here, and at Richard Anson paused, looking round expectantly, is was forthcoming. “China’s darkest strand” didn’t mean a thing to his audience, but it rhymed with “foreign land”, a fact which largely accounted for the powerful appeal of the verse.

Elizabeth, watching and more or less listening, shuddered. She marvelled that Richard could find it possible to repeat such banality; but she had realized for some time that, where Anna Rita Rymer was concerned, all sense of values seemed to have left her husband. He saw in the present ceremony not so much the glorification of his missionary half-sister as an opportunity for bringing himself into the limelight which he invariably sought.

Deliberately she wrenched her attention from Richard’s ponderous utterances and sent her mind wandering carelessly along whichever paths it chose to follow.

John Hackett would be at Dilchester Court that afternoon. She told herself she did not know whether she was glad or sorry that he was coming. Deep down in her heart, however, she realized, she was craving to see him again. She had never seen him since her marriage to Richard. John had gone abroad shortly after she had written to him of her intention to marry Anson; he had not replied to her letter, and she had no knowledge of his reactions to the news. She knew John had loved her; she knew, now more than ever, that she had loved him. If only Fate had not played her that cursed swindling trick! If only she had not been forced by circumstances into contracting this marriage I If she had only deferred it for a few months, and the knowledge of her inheritance could have reached her before committing herself to this loveless marriage with Richard Anson….

She pulled herself up with a jerk. The tones of her husband’s voice were becoming slower, more impressive, more ponderous. He was evidently reaching a point at which he expected an outburst of applause.

“Let us be for ever thankful, my friends, for the example of this devoted, saintly woman. Love of her fellow man was the abiding impulse of her whole life. In her beautiful soul she had heard echoed the words of our Lord: ‘Go ye into all the world and preach the Gospel to every creature.’ Let us for ever revere her in that she immolated herself so completely upon the altar of duty as to cast aside scornfully the material blessings with which she was surrounded and, disdaining comfort, despising luxury, denying all thoughts of self, gave her wonderful talents to the glory of God and the advancement of the Chinese.”

Ted Moore could repress his feelings no longer.

“Bunk!” he shouted angrily. “Sheer bunk!”

“We should be proud,” repeated Richard Anson, in a somewhat louder tone, “that this saintly woman—”

“Bunk, I’m telling you — !”

The speaker paused, wondering for a moment which was the least undignified way of coping with such a situation. Then:

“That man had better go away,” he said. “He is not himself. It is deplorable that an occasion of such importance and solemnity should be marred by the interruption — I might say almost the blasphemous interruption — of a dipsomaniac—”

Moore removed his hands from his trousers pockets and pushed his way further into the crowd.

“Look here, Anson,” he exclaimed, “if you mean I’m tight, you’re a liar!”

Two good women, unsettled physically by Ted Moore’s elbows and spiritually by his sacrilege, endeavoured to expostulate.

“You ought to be ashamed of yourself, Ted Moore!” vociferated one.

“Yes, you great, drunken loafer? Fancy coming here blackening the memory of a wonderful woman!” Ted Moore glared.

“Wonderful woman my foot!” he scoffed. “It’s a lie! She—”

The proprietorial policeman thought it was time to take a hand. Edging his way through the crowd, he reached Moore’s side and grabbed his arm.

“Come on, Ted. Push off. You’re disturbing the peace. Now if you don’t go like the sensible man you are I’ll have to lock you up.”

“All right, Burrows,” agreed Moore. “I’ll go. But I’ve never heard so much utter bunk in all my life….” The tactful policeman encouraged rather than pushed him through the small throng, which readily parted to allow them to pass, and the proceedings continued.

Anson, who had prepared several more telling phrases of his oration, had been disturbed but the interruption, and finished his speech with a few remarks both commonplace and halting. The applause of the crowd as he concluded reached Ted Moore when he was some distance from the gathering and inspired him to turn round and make rudely contemptuous gesture in its direction.
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Elizabeth returned home after the unveiling ceremony in the car with her husband. She had hoped to avoid the necessity of a tête-à-tête
 with him, and the risk of his reopening the discussion of the morning; but as Mrs. Stellman had refused to be deprived of her chance of a gossip with the local celebrities and had told Richard not to keep the car waiting for her, the tête-à-tête
 had been unavoidable.

Anson, however, as the big car purred along towards Dilchester Court, gave no sign that he was aware of the tension between himself and his wife of which Elizabeth was so acutely conscious. The deference which everyone had shown to him that afternoon, and the consciousness that his speech had made an excellent impression, had salved his wounded pride and acted like balm on his injured feelings. He lolled back in the corner of the car, smoking his cigar, with a faint smile of satisfaction on his face.

“A very impressive ceremony, I think, Elizabeth,” he said.

“Very,” agreed Elizabeth.

She didn’t feel inclined in the least to discuss the ceremony. At the moment she could think of nothing but the fact that in a few minutes she would be meeting John again. All through the afternoon, during the speeches and the singing, that thought had been in her mind, persistent as the hum-note of a bell. Why was he coming? Didn’t he realize that it was Richard Anson whom she had married? But he must have realized. There were not two Richard Anson’s and Richard had stage-managed his wedding remarkably well. There had been publicity enough to satisfy a film star. Then why was John coming? To tell her all the hard, undeniable truths which he was entitled to tell her, and to say all the cruel, bitter things which she had given him no chance to say two years ago? No, she couldn’t imagine John doing that.

“As regards the statue itself,” her husband was saying, “I consider it a very inspiring piece of work and most appropriate for the purpose for which it is intended. Don’t you agree?”

“Oh, yes — most appropriate.”

Anson took a long draw at his cigar.

“And what did you think of my speech, Elizabeth?” She wanted so badly to make some biting reply — to hurt his pride, wound his vanity, shatter his irritating self-satisfaction, but she bit back the scathing words that sprang to her lips. Somehow, with thoughts of John filling her mind, she couldn’t bring herself to do that sort of thing. In a few moments she would be seeing John again, and, in the face of that tremendous fact, Richard and his self-satisfaction seemed utterly unimportant.

“I thought you spoke splendidly.”

“I thought so myself,” replied her husband. “One always feels, of course, that one could have done much better if one had been able to spend a little time in preparation, but I don’t think I did so badly. I noticed several reporters were there….”

Elizabeth was only vaguely conscious of what he was saying. How could she possibly meet John again? How would she find the courage to look him in the eyes, after the pain she had made him suffer? Such clear, steady eyes, John’s. And those little creases round them — footprints of laughter, which she used to try to smooth away with the tip of her finger, calling them “worry lines”, when they were nothing of the sort.

How would John look at her? What would he say to her? Panic suddenly swept over her, and the idea came to her that she must at all costs avoid meeting him, slip away in her car to the island and stay there until John had left. But she instantly dismissed it. After this morning’s scene, the island was out of the question. Besides, how could she stay there alone on the island, knowing all the time that she might be with John, hearing his voice, touching his hand, feasting her eyes on him?

“A most regrettable incident,” said Anson. “Nothing short of an outrage, which should never have been allowed to occur. The fellow is well known to the police and should not have been allowed to go near the spot. I shall certainly speak to the Chief Constable about it.”

“Yes, Richard, I should if I were you.”

“The fellow was merely being vindictive,” continued Anson. “I know all about him, and so do the police. Moore is his name — Edward Moore. A thoroughgoing blackguard. He seems to be nursing a grievance against me. He was at one time employed in the Bank and I was forced to dismiss him for — er — dishonesty. Experience has shown me, Elizabeth, that people are most resentful against misfortune when they have done everything to deserve it. However, the man was soon silenced and I don’t think the incident was noticed by more than a few people.”,

“What was it he said, Richard? I thought It sounded like ‘bunk’!”

“That was, I believe, the word he used. But one could hardly expect a fellow like Moore to see more than ‘bunk’, as he was pleased to term it, in this afternoon’s ceremony. He’s the sort of man who has no reverence for anything or anybody, no sense of decency, no finer feelings. He is probably a Communist.”

It occurred to Elizabeth that if Edward Moore were a Communist, then she was one too. The word “bunk” summed up so exactly her own feelings about the afternoon’s ceremony. Even if Anna Rita Rymer had been everything she was believed to have been, she could by no stretch of imagination have deserved the nauseating flood of flattery that had been poured on her memory by the various speakers. And so much of it had not rung true.

Try as she would, she could not bring herself to believe that the crowd of local celebrities assembled round the plinth of Anna Rita Rymer’s statue had been there out of a real desire to pay homage to the noble self-sacrifice of the distinctly plain, unwomanly-looking woman which the statue represented Anna Rita Rymer to have been. She did not want to be ungenerous, but her husband’s motives were so pitifully transparent that she could not help wondering whether the motives of the other men and women who had graced the platform with their presence were not of the same quality. Her thoughts returned to John.

Whatever might be his motive in coming to Dilchester Court, she wished he had not done so; not just at this moment, anyway. Never since her marriage had she felt the need of John as she felt it now. Never had she realized so fully of what life had defrauded her, or regretted her marriage so bitterly, and John’s presence in the house would only rub salt in the smarting wound. She would feel safer, more sure of herself, more able to face the situation and see it through, if John were not there to emphasize what might have been.

When they reached home she hurried up to her bedroom. John, if he had arrived, would probably be in the library, and she had a moment of panic in case her husband should invite her to go in with him and be introduced to Mr. Hackett. She was half way up the stairs before the butler relieved Anson of his hat, and had reached the landing before Anson spoke.

“Come down as soon as you’re ready, please, Elizabeth,” he said.

With a nod she hurried into her room and shut the door. She was not ready to meet John yet. When she went into the library and came face to face with him, with Richard standing by watching her, she must be very calm and composed. Richard must not guess, must not get a hint of what that meeting meant to her. That brief, happy chapter of her life was not for Richard’s eyes, and the least sign of confusion, the least indication that the meeting with John Hackett meant more than a meeting with any other man, would probably result, with Richard in his present mood, in his insisting on reading every word that the chapter contained.

And what did this meeting mean to her? What could it possibly mean? She did not know what she expected from it or what she did not expect.

She took off her hat, seated herself at her dressing-table and lighted a cigarette. And as she studied her reflection in the mirror, she dismissed from her mind the whys and wherefores, and began, womanlike, to wonder if John would see much change in her. From that she went on to wonder what changes she would see in John, what marks he would bear of all she had made him suffer. She wondered whether she would be the more glad to see the marks of her handiwork or to see that he was still unscarred. She wrinkled her forehead over that problem and finally abandoned it in favour of powder-puff and lipstick.

Glancing at her watch, she found that she had already spent a quarter of an hour in her bedroom, pressed out her cigarette in the ashtray and went from the room. Half way down the stairs she paused, and stood with her hand on the banisters, listening. She heard her husband’s voice, deep and impressive as ever, coming from the library, the next moment another voice, which made her catch her breath and sent her hand fluttering to her throat. So for a few moments she stood there, and then, very calm and composed, she went down the stairs, across the hall and into the library.

Just inside the door she paused and glanced at Anson lolling back in his chair behind his desk; then, forcing a smile, she looked towards the tall figure with the broad shoulders and bronzed face that stood by the mantelpiece. The first thing she noticed was that John’s hair was no longer an unruly mop, as she had always remembered it, and the thought came to her: Oh, why has he smarmed his hair down?

“Come in, my dear,” said Anson genially. “This is Mr. John Hackett, Doran’s nephew. This, Hackett, is my wife.”

John smiled and made her a formal little bow.

“How do you do, Mrs. Anson?” he said. “It’s tremendously kind of you to have me down here at such short notice.”

She wanted to give him her hand, but somehow could not bring herself to do it. She wanted to say something to him, but before she could think of anything appropriate, Anson was talking again.

“We’re only too pleased to have you, Hackett,” he was saying. “Mark Doran is a man whom I admire immensely, and any friend of his is more than welcome. Dilchester isn’t exactly an exciting place, but I dare say you’ll find plenty to do. We’ve a tennis-court, and although I haven’t much time for that sort of thing myself, my wife is enthusiastic about the game and something of an expert.”

“Not much of an expert, I’m afraid,” said Elizabeth, and noted that the little creases were still there around his eyes. “But I’ll do my best to give you a game, Mr. Hackett, if you promise not to expect too much from me.”

Her eyes sought his, but there was nothing to be read in them — no secret message such as she had half hoped to see there, and his smile, as he answered her, was a formal one.

“I can safely promise you that, Mrs. Anson,” he said. “I’m not much of a hand myself. I’m merely one of those who try to play the game, and if I have to take a beating from you it won’t be the first time I’ve been bested by a woman.”

As her husband started talking again, she began to study John systematically, wondering if he had meant her to read into that last remark of his any meaning other than the obvious one; whether, after all, he had come here to say bitter things to her.

She was grateful to him, at any rate, for having given no sign that they had met before. There was no need for Richard to know that, though there would, she supposed, be no actual harm in his knowing. It might even have been better to tell him frankly that she and John were old friends, because it was going to be very difficult to keep up this pose throughout his visit.

But it was too late to tell him now. It had been too late even when she came into the library. If Richard was to be told at all, he should have been told when she picked up the telegram that morning. But somehow she had felt that at that moment she could not bear to speak to him of John, and now, if he were told, he would remember that incident of the telegram and demand an explanation of her silence. And after all why, since John evidently did not wish it, should Richard be told? By what he had said to her this morning he had forfeited all right to her confidence.

Her thoughts were interrupted by the sudden entry of Mrs. Stellman, with her tray still suspended from her neck and her collecting-tin dangling from her wrist. Elizabeth got up quickly from her chair and intercepted her as she crossed the room.

“This is Mr. Hackett, Mother,” she began, trying to catch her mother’s eye.

But Mrs. Stellman, if she saw the look of appeal, did not understand it. She paused, stared at Elizabeth with a bewildered expression on her face, and then, with a “So ridiculous, Elizabeth!” thrust her way past her and held out her hand to John.

“So it’s you, John, is it?” she said affably. “Such a surprise! I thought you had forgotten us.”

John shot a quick glance at Elizabeth and took her mother’s hand.

“How do you do, Mrs. Stellman?”

“I’m not sure that I oughtn’t to be very cross with you,” Mrs. Stellman blundered on, “neglecting us like you’ve done. Why, this is the first time we’ve seen you since Elizabeth’s marriage, and you didn’t even come to her wedding. Nor send her a present.”

“I’ve been abroad, Mrs. Stellman.”

“Elizabeth was terribly disappointed that you weren’t at the wedding — weren’t you, dear? I’m sure, if I were she — after being such good friends — I should never forgive you for not coming to my wedding.”

John smiled.

“I should have liked to be there, Mrs. Stellman, but I’m sure Elizabeth understood that it was quite impossible.”

Elizabeth was watching her husband’s face. He was frowning, glancing from her to John, puzzled and obviously annoyed. He rose from his chair and came towards her.

“So you and Mr. Hackett have met before, Elizabeth? I was not aware of that.”

“It was ages ago, Mr. Anson,” said John. “At least, it seems ages ago. It was before I went up to Oxford. My people lived near here and we met occasionally.”

“Then there was hardly any need for me to introduce you as if you were strangers.”

“To all intents and purposes, Mr. Anson, we are strangers. I haven’t seen Elizabeth for years — not since she became Mrs. Anson.”

“Strangers!” exclaimed Mrs. Stellman. “What rubbish I Why, they were inseparable, Richard, and I’m sure I got quite tired of the sight of John, the way he hung around the house asking for Elizabeth. I remember thinking at one time that it was going to be a really serious love affair, but it never got further than a little flirtation.” She shook her finger at John, smiling at him. “And after all that, John, you didn’t even take the trouble of come to her wedding. I shall have more to say about that to you later.”

She paused, glancing around with a puzzled expression. Elizabeth was nervously twisting the corner of her handkerchief; John’s face wore a faint smile of amusement; while Anson was frowning and drumming the edge of his desk with his fingers.

“Have I said something I shouldn’t have said?” asked Mrs. Stellman innocently. “It’s tiresome of me — though I’m sure John doesn’t mind my having a joke with him, do you, John? But come along to the drawingroom. Tea is waiting, and you always get so disagreeable, Richard, if the teacakes are cold.”

She bustled from the room, and Elizabeth followed her, conscious that Anson’s eyes were watching her closely as she went.
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Tea was taken in an atmosphere of strain which Mrs. Stellman’s constant chatter not only did not relieve but actually increased. Anson’s genial mood had forsaken him, and he made only monosyllabic replies when anyone addressed him, sitting detached and frowning thoughtfully. Every now and then Elizabeth realized that he was scrutinizing her keenly, and although she tried to chat naturally with John and her mother, and made several valiant attempts to draw her husband into conversation, the only result was that she felt more awkward and ill at ease, and eventually abandoned her efforts and lapsed into silence.

John puzzled her. He was aloof, formal, utterly unlike the free-and-easy, impetuous young man that she remembered. The little footprints of laughter were still there, but there was no laughter in his eyes, and the more she studied the grim look about his lips, the more sure she felt that he had come to say hard, bitter things to her. Well, he had a right to say them, and she wouldn’t run away from the ordeal of hearing them. If John wanted to hurt her, she would not try to stop him. But she would be glad to get the ordeal over as quickly as possible. She would give John his chance after tea — take him down into the rose garden and let him say what he had to say.

She would not try to defend herself. What possible defence was there? She would not even expect him to forgive her. In John’s eyes she had razed his dreams to the ground and left his heaven in ruins, and no man would forgive a woman for doing that.

But after tea Elizabeth had no chance to take John to the rose garden. Anson suggested tennis, and, since a suggestion from her husband was in the nature of a royal command, she decided that the interview with John must be postponed, and went up to her room to change.

As she came downstairs again, Anson, already changed into his white flannels, appeared at the door of his study.

“Just a moment, please, Elizabeth.”

She went into the room, and he closed the door behind her.

“Without wishing to be inquisitive, Elizabeth,” he said, “I feel that I am entitled to some sort of explanation.”

She glanced at him, wrinkling her forehead.

“About what, Richard? Haven’t we had enough of explanations for to-day?”

“If you conduct yourself in such a way that explanations are necessary,” replied Anson, “you have no right to complain if I ask for them. You must surely realize that this afternoon, when you came in here and met Hackett, your behaviour was most unusual.”

“Unusual? In what way?”

“Please don’t pretend not to understand. You came in here and allowed me to introduce Hackett to you as though you were perfect strangers to each other. And Hackett, for some reason or other, abetted you in your deception.”

“Deception is hardly the right word, Richard, is it? It’s true that I knew John years ago — before I was married — but we were hardly more than boy and girl, and when we met again to-day we met almost as strangers.” She smiled. “What did you expect me to do, Richard? Fling my arms round his neck and kiss him?”

“No, Elizabeth. I should have been surprised if you had done that — in my presence. I have never suspected you of crudeness.”

“Then what exactly is your complaint? That I didn’t tell you as soon as I came into the room that John and I were old friends? I didn’t get much chance to tell you, did I? Besides, you had been talking to John for a quarter of an hour before I came in, and if I’d thought about it at all, which I didn’t, I should have taken it for granted that John had already told you. Of course, I had an idea, since you said nothing about it, that John couldn’t have told you, but before I had a chance of saying anything, in came mother and let the cat out of the bag.”

“‘Let the cat out of the bag’ is quite an apt description, Elizabeth. Apparently all those many years ago — so many years ago that you had forgotten all about it — you and Hackett were — shall we say? — attached to each other. ‘Flirtation’ was the word your mother used, I believe, and she should be in a position to know.”

“Oh, mother!” laughed Elizabeth. “You should know mother by this time, Richard. She always did imagine that every young man in the district was in love with her daughter. And suppose I did have a mild flirtation with John, what about it?”

“That,” said Anson, “depends on its mildness, or otherwise. From the way your mother spoke, I got the impression that it was not quite so mild as you would have me believe.”

“Well, perhaps not,” she admitted. “As a matter of fact, I believe we really were rather in love. But it was just a boy-and-girl affair, which we both forgot long enough ago. You didn’t surely call me in here to dig into my awful past?”

“I called you in here, Elizabeth, to tell you first that I very much resent the deception you practised on me this afternoon. If you knew Hackett, you should have said so and not have allowed me to make a fool of myself by introducing him to you. I also wish to tell you that if there was anything between you and Hackett—”

She raised her hand.

“Oh, Richard, please! I’ve told you the truth, and if you’re going to make a fuss over a boy-and-girl love affair—”

“I also wish to tell you,” repeated Anson, ignoring her interruption, “that if there was anything between you and Hackett when I asked you to marry me, the honourable course would have been to tell me so. When a man chooses a wife he has a right to know all about her, and is entitled to feel resentful if he discovers later that he has been hoodwinked.”

“You’re being ridiculous Richard. I don’t know what’s happened to you. You seem to suspect—”

“I do suspect!” exclaimed Anson. “I have every reason to suspect, and if I’ve come to the conclusion that you’re not to be trusted, you have only yourself to blame. As I told you this morning—”

She made a quick gesture.

“I’d rather forget this morning, Richard.”

“I don’t doubt it, but if you are wise, you will remember every single word I said to you and behave accordingly. You may be quite sure that if you have managed to deceive me in the past you will not succeed in doing so in the future. I shall know, as I know that you’re deceiving me now about Hackett. If there was nothing between you and Hackett, why act as you acted this morning when you saw the telegram from him on my desk? Do you imagine I didn’t notice? One look at your face was enough. You didn’t want him to come hire, did you? Of course not. It might not be so easy to throw dust in my eyes if Hackett were here in the house. No, you would rather keep him away from here and sneak off to meet him on your island—”

“Richard, I refuse to listen! I refuse to stay here and yet you insult me! If you really believe what you’re pretending to believe about John and me, why did you let him come here? Why don’t you go now and order him out of the house?”

She was facing him with furious eyes. He turned away from her, picked up his tennis racquet and began to take if from the press.

“You know very well I can’t do that. Doran asked me to have him here, and I can’t afford to offend Doran. A great deal depends on my keeping Doran’s goodwill. At the present moment I am conducting certain financial negotiations with him, and if they fall through the consequences might be very serious.”

“So serious, Richard, that rather than run the risk of having to face them you prefer to run the risk of your wife being unfaithful to you? That’s what you mean, isn’t it? That, at any rate, is what you’re suggesting, and if you don’t know that it’s a foul suggestion — if you don’t realize that the accusations you’ve been making are abominable, indecent, obscene suggestions—”

She stopped abruptly as she caught the sound of footsteps, and glanced round to see Dr. Ewell, clad in flannels and carrying a tennis racquet, standing at the open french window.

“Hullo, Anson!” he said. “So the truant has returned, has she? Well, I’ve just come along to see if she feels like making me run about a bit.” He patted the belt round his ample waist. “Some of this has got to go. If you ever think of starting slimming, Anson, you can save the price of tablets and play tennis with your wife instead. She’s a Tartar. Makes me blow like a grampus.”

Elizabeth smiled across at him.

“We’re just going to play, Dr. Ewell,” she said. “Mr. Hackett, an old friend of mine, is staying with us, and you’ll make the fourth. But I thought you were spending the day at golf?”

The doctor smiled.

“Where I’m concerned, Mrs. Anson, the way to the eighteenth green is paved with good intentions. I got no further than the clubhouse bar.”

They went out to the tennis-court and found John already there, carefully adjusting the height of the net. Elizabeth introduced him to the doctor, who eyed him keenly and seemed to approve of him.

“You take a lot of exercise, Hackett, by the look of you,” he said. “You’d better play on my side and do the running about. I prefer to stand on the base-line and deal with the lobs.”

“Base-line play won’t reduce your waistline, Doctor,” laughed Elizabeth. “Come along, John: you and I will play the others.”

But it was not to be.

“Hardly a suitable arrangement, I think, Elizabeth,” said Anson. “Hackett looks as if he might be dangerous, and with your reputation — as a player — I think it would be wiser to keep you apart. Hackett and I will play you and the doctor.”

Elizabeth made no reply. She turned away, took off her long white coat, tossed it on to the garden seat and moved towards the end of the court.

Tennis with Richard Anson entailed the observance of certain rules apart from those laid down by the Lawn Tennis Association — at any rate, if the other players were to extract any enjoyment from the game. Elizabeth had discovered them by bitter experience. The first and most important rule was that the side on which Anson was playing must always win. He was not much of a player, and Elizabeth, who was far above the average, had found it difficult at first to avoid breaking this particular rule, and in the excitement of the game would would send over a sizzling drive which left her husband standing and gave her the set, without realizing what she was doing. She found it at first very hard to let her husband win without making it too blatantly obvious that she was doing so, and thus breaking the second rule — that Anson must never be allowed to guess that his victory was due to any lack of effort on the part of his opponent. She had developed, by practice, a special technique a the art of unsuspected self-defeat, and her husband was comfortably secure in his conviction that his game was steadily improving.

Another rule which she had discovered was that when Richard had won the game, she must always be a little peevish about it, because Richard could not extract the full sweetness from his victory unless he could feel that his opponent was finding a bitterness in defeat. She only played with him when the royal command was issued.

Today, although Anson played with even less distinction than usual, savagely banging every ball that went to him and putting most of them out of court or in the net, it was not very difficult to contrive that he and John should win, since John played a good game and the doctor’s base-line tactics, to which he stolidly adhered, were a severe handicap. Anson and his partner won comfortably, and as Elizabeth put on her coat she was relieved to see that his victory had put her husband in a rather better temper.

“Come in and have a drink, Hackett,” he said, “and then I’ll show you my garden. What about you, Ewell? If a whisky-and-soda won’t hurt your waistline you’d better come along.”

But the doctor had plumped himself down on a seat and was mopping his brow with a handkerchief.

“You can send me one out, Anson,” he said. “I couldn’t walk as far as the house even for a whisky-and-soda.”

With a nod, Anson turned and went with John across the lawn. At that moment, along the gravel path came an extraordinary figure, redfaced, with rumpled hair, lurching and swaying and advancing in a series of short, staggering steps. Anson recognized Ted Moore, and his forehead wrinkled into a frown.

Behind Ted Moore, hurrying along the path, with an expression of consternation on his face, obviously torn between his dignity and his duty of breaking into a run and overtaking Moore, came Graves, the butler. As he saw the look on his master’s face, he decided in favour of his duty, ran forward and grabbed the swaying figure by the arm.

“Just a moment, Hackett,” said Anson, and strode forward. “What’s the meaning of this, Graves?”

The butler was apologetic.

“Very sorry, sir,” he said, “but he slipped past me and was out into the garden before I could stop him.”

“Notta tome,” said Ted Moore thickly; “tha’s wha’ he shaid — Mr. Anshon’s notta tome. But I knew better. Of course, if it’sh inconven’ent to see me now, Mr. Anshon, you just shay sho and I’ll come back when you’ve changed outa your pyjamas.” He stared at Anson’s white flannel trousers, with an inane smile on his face. “Pyjamas, with perm’nent turn-upsh,” he muttered. Anson made a gesture of impatience.

“If you can’t do your duty better than this. Graves, I must find someone who can. The fellow’s drunk.”

“Drunk? ‘Course I’m drunk,” agreed Ted Moore. “I’m alwaysh drunk. But that’s not my fault. That’s your fault, Anshon. And if it isn’t your fault, it’s the fault of Anna Ri’a Rymer.”

“It couldn’t be helped, sir,” said Graves in desperation. I told him you were out and refused to admit him, but be pushed his way past me—”

“Take him away at once. Graves, and if he gives any trouble hand him over to the police.”

“P’lice? Did you say p’lice, Mr. Anshon? Then allow me to tell you tha’ if anybody ought to be handed over to the police, it’s not me — it’s you. I’m a jolly good fellow and you’re a dirty blackguard. That’sh it — dirty blackguard. That’sh what I’ve come to tell you, and if you don’ like being called a dir’y blackguard, Mr. Anshon, that doesn’t alter the fac’ that you are a dirty blackguard.”

“Take the man away. Graves.”

Graves did his best, but Ted Moore planted his feet wide apart and refused to be moved by a mere tugging at his arm.

“Jus’ a minute, my good man,” he said; “I’m talking to Mr. Anshon. I’m explaining to him that he’s a dir’y blackguard.” He faced Anson again. “‘Here on China’s darkest shtrand, a stranger in a foreign land’,” he recited. “That’sh bunk, Anshon. I said it was bunk, and I shtill maintain that it’s bunk, and if you weren’t a dir’y blackguard, you’d know it’s bunk. Jus’ the short of bunk Anna Ri’a Rymer would write. And then you go an’ put a statue up to her. ‘Here on China’s darkest sthrand’ — well, if that isn’t bunk I’d like to know wha’ is. The Sthrand isn’t in China. You know as well as I do the Shtrand’s in er — the — Shtrand. Number eleven bus from Li’erpool Shtreet.” He paused and stared at Anson, evidently struggling to pull himself together. “I wan’ to talk to you, Anshon,” he said. “Private and confidential.”

“At the present moment, Moore, you’re not fit to talk to anyone…. Take him away, Graves.”

Graves tried again, but Ted Moore was still immovable. With a smile John stepped forward.

“I’d better lend a hand, Mr. Anson, hadn’t I?” He gripped Ted Moore’s other arm, and together he and Graves led him off along the path.

Ted Moore glanced back over his shoulder.

“Asshult and battery, that’s what it is,” he called. “I’m not drunk. At least, I may be — it’s a ma’er of opinion. But I’ll be back, Anshon. I’ll be back at my earliesht conven’ence, because you’re a dir’y blackguard and I’m going to tell you so.”

As the trio disappeared from view, Anson turned away and strode into the house.

Dr. Ewell, seated beside Elizabeth on the garden seat, had watched the scene with a glint of amusement in his eve.

“Ted Moore’s getting worse,” he remarked. “I hear he made a nuisance of himself at the ceremony this afternoon. He’ll be landing himself in trouble if he’s not careful, poor devil!”

Elizabeth glanced at him in surprise.

“I shouldn’t have thought Moore deserved much pity, Doctor.”

“You wouldn’t, eh? Well, if you’d lived as long as I have, you might think differently. I’ve known Ted Moore a good many years. There are few people in Dilchester I haven’t known a good many years. But he was a decent enough young fellow at one time. And then he started drinking. Some trouble over a woman, I believe. Bless my soul, the mess your sex can make of things!”

Elizabeth smiled.

“Woman didn’t make the world, Dr. Ewell.”

“And that’s the worst mess of all, eh? Now don’t start arguing with me; I’m too hot, and you never can keep to the point for five seconds.” He turned and looked at her. “What’s worrying you, Mrs. Anson?”

“Worrying me?”

He nodded.

“As your medical adviser, I’m entitled to ask without being snubbed.” He laid his hand on her arm. “And as your friend, Mrs. Anson, I’m prepared to risk the snub. What’s worrying you?”

“Why should you think that any thing’s worrying me?” He gave her a long searching look.

“Have you ever heard of irisoscopy?”

She shook her head.

“What is it — a new disease?”

“It’s nothing of the sort. Bless me! The ignorance of you women I It’s a scientific method of diagnosis by examining the iris of the eye.”

She gave a puzzled frown.

“What has that to do with my being worried?” And then, as his meaning dawned on her: “Oh, I see.”

“So it’s no good telling me you’re not worried,” said Dr. Ewell, “because your eyes tell me that you are, and I’d sooner trust your eyes than your tongue. Do you feel you can tell me what’s wrong?”

She shook her head.

“Not even if I tell you that I’ve a very shrewd suspicion without being told?”

Again she shook her head.

“Not even then, Dr. Ewell.”

“Huh!” grunted the doctor. “Well, I don’t say you’re wrong, but I do say that all sorts of messes in this world are due to misplaced loyalty. If it doesn’t cause the mess, it’s often misplaced loyalty that stops us getting out of it. That’s especially true of women. The way they’ll stick to a man who’s only fit for the scrap-heap!”

“Can loyalty be misplaced, Dr. Ewell?”

“God bless my soul, of course it can! And women are the worst offenders. They’ll stick to some man through thick and thin, although they know he’s a worthless blackguard, until — well, some of them manage to keep it up all their lives — sink their own personality, crush their feelings, keep the devil that’s in them under control. Others don’t. There comes a time when the devil gets the better of them, and then there’s a bust-up and I’m not sure they’re not better off for it. A devil’s better out than in, any time, even if to get rid of him you have to rush down a steep place into the sea, like the Gadarene swine. That’s what happened to that Burns woman, and she’s in deep enough waters now, poor soul! But I’m still not sure that she’s not better off now she’s killed her husband with a hatchet than if she’d gone on living, as no doubt she did live, giving misplaced loyalty to a blackguard of a man. Bless my soul! Where’s that whisky-and-soda?”

There was no sign of the drink, and for some time they both sat in silence, until at last Dr. Ewell, staring fixedly at one of the tennis posts, blurted out a question: “Who’s that young Hackett fellow?”

Elizabeth glanced at him quickly.

“John I Oh, he’s a very old friend. I knew him years ago — before I was married.”

“Ah!”

“Why?”

“I was just wondering, that’s all.”

“Wondering what?”

“Trust a woman to be inquisitive. If you must know, I was wondering whether young Hackett is the answer to a question I’ve been asking myself.”

For a few moments Elizabeth was silent. Then she laid a hand on the doctor’s arm.

“Do you know, Dr. Ewell, you’re really rather a dear,” she said. “I’ll fetch you your whisky-and-soda.”

She got up hastily from the seat and left him staring after her, with a slight frown, as she went towards the house.
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That evening Elizabeth was half angry and half amused at her husband’s obvious efforts to play the genial host to his guest. Dinner was almost a pleasant meal, and later, in the drawingroom, after Elizabeth had played the piano while they had their coffee, diplomatically confining herself to music that had a good tune in it, he suggested bridge.

It was only on very rare occasions that Anson visited the drawingroom after dinner, his usual excuse being that he had work to do and must go to his study, and it struck Elizabeth that the financial negotiations with Mark Doran must be of tremendous importance for her husband to have thought it necessary to go to such lengths of hospitality. On the rare occasions when he did play bridge, he played moderately well; but much the same sort of rules applied to bridge as to tennis, if the game was to be enjoyable. Every hand was followed by a lengthy post-mortem, in the course of which Anson would point out just where she had gone wrong, and go into elaborate details as to what would have happened if she had done right. But the knowledge that many of the mistakes which he pointed out had been deliberate mistakes, in accordance with the unwritten rules of the game, enabled Elizabeth to accept his criticism with becoming humility.

Dr. Ewell, having neglected his practice all day, as he made a rule of doing on one day every week, had returned for dinner, and again Elizabeth and he were opposed to Anson and John, Mrs. Stellman preferring an easy chair and her needlework.

Anson and John won, according to plan, and when he had added up the score, and had announced the flattering margin by which he had proved victorious, Anson got up from the table.

“And now, Hackett,” he said, “I must ask you to excuse me. I am a busy man and I’ve work awaiting me in my study.”

He went to the door.

“See that I’m not disturbed, please, Elizabeth. Good night, Mrs. Stellman. Good night, Hackett. Good night, Ewell. Don’t hurry away. If you’re wanted urgently, I suppose they know where to find you?”

“As a matter of fact they don’t, Anson. I make a rule that any patient who dies on a Wednesday can either die in peace or call in my partner.”

Anson went out.

“Come along, Mrs. Stellman,” invited the doctor. “You and I will take on the young people.”

Mrs. Stellman shook her head.

“I don’t play bridge, Doctor — not since Richard started teaching me. So much to learn, and whatever card I play, it always turns out to be the wrong one. I never feel quite safe until I’ve only got one card left, and even then Richard sometimes tells me that I’ve no business to have it, and must have revoked.”

The doctor rose from the table and seated himself in an armchair. Mrs. Stellman smiled across at Elizabeth.

“Why don’t you take John and show him the garden, Elizabeth?” she said. “I’m sure it’s much more pleasant out there than in this stuffy room, and you must have a great deal to say to each other after all this long time. Make him tell you why he didn’t come to your wedding.” She shook her finger at Hackett. “I haven’t forgiven you for that, John, and if Elizabeth doesn’t have it out with you, I shall.”

Elizabeth glanced at John.

“Shall we?”

He nodded, and they went together through the french windows. They crossed the lawn in silence, came to a small summerhouse at the further end of it and as if by common consent went into it and sat down. It was Elizabeth who broke the silence.

“Well, John?”

The moon was up, turning the garden into a fairyland of black and silver, and she could dimly see his face as he turned towards her.

“Well — Beth?”

It was his own special name for her, a name which no one else had ever used; and as she heard it, and the tone in which it was uttered, she knew instantly that he had not come to say bitter things to her, that John, in spite of his grim lips and his formal manner, was the same John that she had known before.

“Why have you come, John?”

She saw him smile faintly.

“I’ve been asking myself that question, Beth, ever since I arrived, and I’m not quite sure what’s the real answer to it.”

“You knew, didn’t you?”

“That you were Mrs. Richard Anson? Oh yes, I knew that.”

“And still you came?”

He nodded.

“Do you mind?”

“It depends why you’ve come, John. I’m a dreadful coward, and if you’ve come to hurt me—”

“No, Beth, not that,” he said hastily. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

“It would only be human if you did.”

“I know. I’m human enough. Just at first, when I heard the news — I was in America at the time — I wanted to hurt you. I wanted to hurt everybody. You know the feeling. Because I had been hurt, I wanted to take it out of someone else. But that didn’t last long, and I certainly didn’t accept Anson’s invitation with any thought of taking it out of you. I suppose I accepted it because — well, I took it that I shouldn’t have been invited if you hadn’t wanted me to come, and I didn’t want you to think I was sulking. Besides, I had half decided to ask you to let me see you again before I went away.”

“You’re going away?”

“To China — next month — as a missionary.”

“John! You — a missionary?”

“Shall I make a very bad missionary, do you think, Beth?”

She did not answer that. She asked him to tell her all about it, and as he told her she realized, though she did not want to admit it, that he was of the stuff that missionaries are made of. He spoke with all that eager enthusiasm, all that hot glow of idealism which had so attracted her in the past. He was busy again now, building a new wonder world as he had once built one with her, throwing himself heart and soul into the building, leaping carelessly over every difficulty, confident, undaunted, superbly sure of himself. Almost he made her believe that in becoming a missionary he was at last undertaking the work for which he had been created; yet all the time she resisted the conviction, was aware of an unwillingness to agree with him, of a sense of personal injury that he should be going off like this to take up a new life in which she could have no part. He was building a world to which she would not be admitted, in which he had reserved no place for her, and the realization that henceforth she could have no hand in any of his building gave her just a touch of heartache. She told herself that she had no right to feel hurt that she was left out in the cold, because she had forfeited her rights as a citizen of John’s world; but none the less she did feel hurt. She told herself that in any case it could not make the least difference to her life if John went to China, yet quite definitely she did not want him to go.

“Somehow, Beth,” he said, “I felt I couldn’t go without seeing you again. You see — well, you can never be too sure, when you set off on this sort of trip, that you’ll come back again, and I didn’t want to go until you and I had got things right between us.”

“I’m glad, John. But why a missionary?”

“Oh, I don’t know. It sort of got me, Beth. It’s something worth doing, really worth doing, and that’s just what I was looking for. I wanted something that would need a man’s whole life — and more. Besides, my father was always keen that I should take up missionary work. He was out there himself, you know, years ago.”

“And your writing, John? All those wonderful books you were going to write to make the welkin ring?”

He shrugged his shoulders

“That went, Beth — when everything else went.”

She could not answer that. She had detected just the faintest touch of resentment in his voice, the first since he had started talking to her, and there came to her a sudden overwhelming realization, such as had never come to her before, of the wrong she had done him, of what she had destroyed when she had laid his wonder world in ruins. His books — those wonderful books that he had been going to write. She remembered, with a choking feeling in her throat, how they had sat together and planned it all, how she would type the manuscripts for him and read the proofs and correct the spelling errors which he would always be making, because he never had been able to spell and Oxford would never teach him. She remembered that there was to be a copy of his first book bound in calf specially for her, and he had vowed that no book should ever bear any dedication but the two words “To Beth”. All that she had taken from him — and from herself; and though John might forgive her, she knew now that it had been a piece of wanton vandalism which she could never forgive.

She leaned towards him and laid a hand on his arm.

“John, my dear,” she said, “I’m not going to try to excuse myself. Some things can’t be excused. But I want you to understand. I want you to let me tell you.”

“We shan’t do any good by talking about it now, Beth. It’s over and done with. I didn’t come here to rake it all up again.”

“But I want to tell you, John. I want to make you see that it wasn’t that I didn’t love you. I did love you — more than I had ever loved you. That sort of love doesn’t suddenly go because a man goes to America for a few months. I couldn’t bear to let you think that, John. Will you listen and try to understand?”

She did her best to explain to him, but she realized, as she told him, that the reasons which had seemed so convincing and compelling two years ago sounded pitifully weak and inadequate now that John was sitting beside her, listening to them. She was surprised to discover how unconvincing they seemed, amazed that for no better reasons than these she had felt herself justified in working such havoc. But she stumbled on with her explanation, desperately anxious that he should say something to reassure her that the reasons were not such pitifully contemptible ones as they seemed to be.

“I understand, Beth,” he said quietly, when she had finished.

“You don’t sound very sure about it, John.”

“You can’t expect me to agree with you, can you? I should be something more than human if I thought you had done right — I don’t; I think you were utterly wrong. I think that you and I together would have found something which would have made up to you a thousand times over for what you would have lost if you had come with me to look for it. But I think that you believed you were doing right and you mustn’t think that I bear you any grudge.”

She went on to tell him of the legacy that had come to her so soon after her marriage to Anson, of the swindling trick that life had played on her, confessed to him that she had regretted a thousand times what she had done, that she would, if it were possible, gladly undo it all.

“It’s a nice old mess, John, isn’t it?” she said at last, forcing a little laugh.

“A nice old mess, Beth,” he agreed. “Hadn’t we better go indoors?”

Half way across the lawn Elizabeth paused.

“You’ll stay, John, won’t you?”

He smiled at her.

“Do you want me to?”

She nodded.

“I’ll try,” he promised.

As they were about to step off the lawn, John stopped abruptly and stood peering into the darkness of the shrubbery away on their left.

“What is it, John?”

“I thought I saw someone — over there. He seemed to disappear into the shrubbery.”

“It was probably Jakes,” she told him. “He’s the head gardener. He comes in very late sometimes to see to the furnace of the hothouse.”

They went indoors. Mrs. Stellman had already retired and Dr. Ewell had gone home, but there was still a light burning in the library.

At the foot of the stairs they paused and she gave John her hand, smiling up at him.

“Good night, John.”

“Good night, Beth.”

She turned, ran half way up the stairs and paused again.

“John!”

He glanced up at her.

“Yes, Beth?”

“Just bless you, John!” she whispered, and hurried up to her room.

For some long time she sat at her dressing-table, deep in thought, and it was not until she heard her husband’s footsteps on the staircase that she came out of her reverie and got to her feet.

There were two doors to Elizabeth’s bedroom, one leading to the landing and the other to her husband’s dressing-room. She went quickly across the room and locked them both.
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Anson, when he left the drawingroom, crossed the hall, went into his study and flung himself into an easy chair. He lighted a cigar, leaned back and frowned at the wall opposite as though he had a personal grudge against it.

He had work to do, but he did not feel like doing it. He was far too nervous and irritable to settle down at his desk and wrestle with figures, and had only made the excuse of having urgent work to do because he had felt that he could not sit any longer at the bridge table and preserve an appearance of geniality.

This young Hackett fellow — damn him! Knowing what he did know, or, more accurately, suspecting what he did suspect, it had been all he could do to be polite to the young cub. But he could not afford not to be polite to him. There was Doran to be thought of, Doran must on no account be offended just now, as, if he turned awkward, God only knew what would happen. It was a humiliating position to have to play the host to young Hackett when, if he were to do as he felt like doing, he would give the young bounder a good thrashing and kick him out of the house.

Young Hackett and Elizabeth — he was quite sure he had hit the nail on the head there. He had, of course, no definite proof, but in view of all the facts it did not need any extraordinary powers of inference and deduction to reach the conclusion at which he had arrived.

There had been something between them before her marriage: that was patent. And it hadn’t been quite the innocent boy-and-girl affair that Elizabeth had tried to make out. Mrs. Stellman had let the cat out of the bag, and probably even she was not in possession of the full facts. If the affair had stopped there, it would not perhaps be of much importance. A man nowadays had to be broadminded, or at any rate not too exacting, as regards his wife’s past. To have a past was no longer a male prerogative. But the question was, had the affair stopped there?

Everything pointed to the fact that it had not. That incident this morning, when Elizabeth had found the telegram on his desk. She had given herself away then, pretty obviously. It had no doubt come as something of a shock to her to discover that young Hackett was actually to stay in the house, and she was desperately anxious that he should not come. Hackett, no doubt, was ready enough to take the risk, but Elizabeth had thought it far too dangerous to have him here, carrying on an affair with her right under her husband’s nose. The young bounder had a nerve to attempt it, and the infuriating part of the whole business was that he, Anson, had been powerless to prevent his coming. And still more infuriating was the thought that if Hackett chose so to abuse his position as a guest in the house as to carry on his contemptible little intrigue during his stay, he couldn’t afford to quarrel with him. But he could keep a sharp eye on the pair of them — give them no chance, and as soon as he’d got all he wanted from Doran, young Hackett could go to the devil.

And that incident with the telegram was not the only thing. Why, when Elizabeth had met Hackett this afternoon, had she pretended not to know him? Even if his imagination were running away with him over the telegram incident, there were plenty of grounds for suspicion here. Young Hackett had backed her up too, and it was obviously a put-up job between them. Thanks to Mrs. Stellman’s garrulity, he had discovered that deception and was on his guard.

All this island business, too. He had been a fool ever to permit it. He should have realized that a woman who went off, sometimes for a week at a time, to a lonely island fifty miles away from her home wasn’t likely to be playing straight with her husband. The whole thing was quite transparent. Everything pointed to the probability that she and young Hackett had been meeting there, thinking themselves quite safe, congratulating themselves on their cleverness in tricking him, laughing at him behind his back. If it wasn’t young Hackett, it was someone else.

Elizabeth was never the same when she came back from her island — always more cheerful, less inclined to be irritable and difficult, more ready to be tractable and carry out his wishes. She could afford to be tractable for a few weeks, knowing as she did that she would soon be running off again for another secret meeting.

If he had not been so utterly sure of Elizabeth, so confident that no woman would take the risk of deceiving him, he would have realized long ago that the look which was always in her eyes after a visit to Whitbourne was not there as a result of a few days spent in the company of seagulls.

She had been indignant enough when he had accused her, but her indignation had cut no ice with him. Any woman in similar circumstances would play the injured innocent. And she hadn’t denied it — had pretended that to deny such an abominable charge was beneath her dignity. But that was a good old hackneyed device, worn out long ago through constant use by thousands of faithless wives, and it had made not the least impression on him.

Moreover, she had been very ready to remind him that, if he believed his accusations to be true, he had his obvious remedy. She had jumped at the idea of a divorce. Well, she wasn’t going to get her divorce. A nice fool he’d look, standing in the witnessbox, admitting that his wife had been too clever for him; that young Hackett had pushed him out of the way, and stepped into his shoes; that he hadn’t been able to keep his wife in order and look after his own property.

All Dilchester would be laughing at him, enjoying the joke. There were plenty of people in Dilchester who would be glad to see Richard Anson forced to eat humble pie, but he didn’t propose to give them that satisfaction.

There were other things to be considered, too. It was all very well for Elizabeth to sneer at his desire to be included in the next Honours list, but if ever a man had deserved to be included, he had, and she’d sing a different tune when she could call herself Lady Anson.

No, there must certainly be no divorce. But he would have to walk warily. Elizabeth had money of her own, and if he pressed her too hard there was nothing to prevent her from walking out of the house and leaving him, and he realized that if he were forced to play the part of a husband deserted by his wife, it would be an even more humiliating one than that of a husband who, having discovered his wife’s unfaithfulness, took the only means of ridding himself of a worthless woman. Besides, even if he had the proof, it would be impossible to petition for divorce without dragging in young Hackett’s name, and that would finish things as far as Doran was concerned.

At the thought of Doran his frown deepened. Doran had been guarded when he had put the proposition to him — a damn’ sight too guarded. Fifty thousand pounds, he had said, was a great deal of money, and he had obviously been puzzled to understand why such a sum should suddenly become necessary, and, although he had been very polite, he had obviously accepted with the utmost reserve the explanations which Anson had given him. He had asked far too many questions and wanted far too specific details for Anson to feel any real confidence that the money would be forthcoming. And today, when he had spoken to him on the telephone, Doran had evaded the subject. He must have time to think it over. Good God! How much more time did the man want? The matter was urgent, and the maddening part of it was that, the more he insisted on its urgency, the more suspicious Doran was likely to become.

And if Doran refused, what then?

Anson prided himself that he had never been afraid to face facts, and he faced them now. Looked at squarely, the facts were ominous enough to give even Richard Anson an uneasy qualm. Anson’s Bank, which had always been regarded, and rightly so, as a solid pillar of stability, was undoubtedly in imminent danger of collapse. So far, only he and several of his co-directors were aware of the state of affairs; but that sort of thing had a way of getting round, and if once a hint got abroad as to how dangerously unstable was the actual condition of that pillar of stability, nothing could avert a panic which would bring it crashing to the ground. Anything approaching a run on the Bank at the present moment must mean the closing of its doors; and if Anson’s Bank were compelled to stop payment, it would not be only the pillar of stability that would crash to the ground. Inevitably, at the same time, would crash the reputation of Richard Anson, and somewhere among the debris would be buried his prospects of inclusion in the Honours list and of becoming Dilchester’s M.P.

And, when things were in that condition, Doran was humming and hawing and asking damn’ fool questions, while matters got worse and worse. What the devil did it matter now if the Bank had made investments from which an element of risk was not quite absent? Anson’s Bank wasn’t the first to invest its money in a way which might not perhaps be strictly above criticism, and it was just bad luck that in the case of Anson’s Bank everything had gone wrong.

But it was too much to expect that the Bank’s shareholders and depositors would realize that. Directors who, if things had gone well, would have been congratulated by the shareholders for the dividends earned for them, would be turned on by the same shareholders and accused of inefficiency and mismanagement and possibly even of fraud, if things went wrong.

Things must not go wrong. Doran must let him have the money. Fifty thousand pounds, though it might not put the foundations of the pillar in a thoroughly sound state again, would at any rate postpone the collapse for a time, and it was chiefly time that was needed. Given time, things might right themselves. Shares which had so unaccountably fallen might rise as unaccountably. Given time, a hundred things might happen to stave off the disaster.

And fifty thousand pounds was not an enormous sum to a man like Doran. Besides, friendship should count for something. It might perhaps have been wiser to confide in Doran, to make a clean breast of the whole business and rely on friendship to see him through. Even now that might be the better course. A letter to him perhaps — a personal letter — giving just a hint that the situation was serious, and putting the suggested loan in the light of a favour to be done to help a friend over a difficulty. It could do no harm, anyway.

He rose from his chair, crossed to his desk and sat down. As he did so, he glanced towards the french windows, frowning slightly; and then, unscrewing the cap of his fountain pen, he took a sheet of paper and began to write.

He had not written many words when he jerked his head up sharply and again frowned at the french windows. This time there was no mistake: there came three sharp taps on the glass. Anson got to his feet, crossed the room, pulled the curtains aside and opened the windows.

As he did so, Ted Moore stepped into the room and stood blinking at him in the light. His face was still flushed and his eyes were bloodshot, but he seemed to be more or less sober, and was quite steady on his legs as he stood facing Anson with a truculent look on his face.

“What’s the meaning of this, Moore?” demanded Anson sharply.

Ted Moore wagged a hand at him.

“Don’t try getting on your high horse, Mr. Anson,” he said, “because it isn’t going to help you. I told you I’d be coming back, didn’t I? Well, here I am. You and I have got to have a talk.”

“If you wish to see me, Moore, the right place to apply is at my front door and not at my study window.”

“I tried the front door this afternoon, and the butler refused even to take a message to you.”

“In view of your disgusting condition, that was hardly to be wondered at. I’m amazed that, after your disgraceful behaviour at the unveiling ceremony this afternoon, you had the effrontery to show your face at my house. To force your way out into the garden, in your drunken condition, and exhibit yourself to my guests — you’re lucky not to find yourself in the hands of the police. Perhaps you don’t remember that this afternoon you were most abusive?”

“I remember,” answered Moore. “I called you a dirty blackguard. Well, they say that as the wine goes in the truth comes out, and you never were a man to like the truth, Mr. Anson.”

“I don’t propose to argue with you, and I certainly don’t propose to grant an interview to anyone who slinks round through my garden and knocks at my study window. If you’ve anything to say to me, you can either write it or ask for an appointment in the proper way. And now get out of my house.”

Moore shook his head.

“You refuse to go, do you? Very well, then you leave me no choice. I shall telephone for the police and have you removed.” He turned abruptly, crossed to his desk and picked up the telephone receiver.

“Just a minute, Mr. Anson,” said Moore. “Giving me in charge isn’t going to save you. I wouldn’t be in too much of a hurry to ring the police if I were you. You’ll be seeing all you want of the police in a few weeks’ time, unless I’m mistaken. When Anson’s Bank stops payment you’ll be the one the police will be looking for.”

Anson shot him a quick glance and his hand slowly replaced the receiver.

“What exactly do you mean by that, Moore?”

“You know very well what I mean. The bank is on its last legs. Never mind how I know. I’ve one or two very good friends there, and that sort of thing can’t be kept to the directors.”

“You’re talking the most arrant nonsense. If you have heard rumours of anything amiss with Anson’s Bank, I can assure you that there is not one scintilla of truth in them. The Bank is in a sounder position now than it has been at any time in its history.”

Moore grinned.

“If that’s so, Mr. Anson, why don’t you ring the police and give me in charge, as you threatened to do P I’ll tell you why not — because you know damn’ well that giving me in charge isn’t going to stop my tongue. And if I care to tell a few people in Dilchester what I know about the Bank, your number’s up. But you needn’t be anxious, Mr. Anson: the Bank’s no concern of mine. I took my bit of money out last week, and if the rest of your depositors lose theirs, that’s their funeral. I didn’t come here to talk about the Bank. I just mentioned that subject to show you that you’d be acting rather recklessly if you telephoned the police and refused to listen to me. The Bank can go to hell as far as I’m concerned. And if it does, you’ll go with it.”

Anson seated himself at his desk.

“You’re still drunk, Moore,” he said, “and I don’t wish to be hard on a man who isn’t responsible for what he’s saying. You’d better go home and get to bed. But remember this: if you dare to repeat outside this house a single word of the pernicious nonsense you’ve just been talking, I shall know how to deal with you. A Bank, no matter how strong its financial position, can’t afford to have public confidence in it undermined by libellous statements of the kind you’ve been making, and if such rumour gets about I shall know where it comes from. Now go home. If you’ve anything to say to me, come and see me again when you’re sober.”

“I’m sober enough,” replied Moore, “and I’ve been waiting for a long time to have a talk with you. I’ve given you more than enough rope already, and you’re getting no more. That’s your own fault, Anson. If you’d behaved like a gentleman I dare say I’d have thought you weren’t worth worrying about. But you didn’t behave like a gentleman—”

“And since when, Moore, have you been an authority on gentlemanly behaviour?”

“That’s neither here not there, though I fancy I’ve a better right to call myself a gentleman than you have. You may not get drunk and force your way into someone’s garden and tell him to his face he’s a dirty blackguard, but you’ve done worse things than that. I’m just about tired of seeing you pose as a gentleman, just about sick of seeing everyone in Dilchester treat you like a tin god and stick you up on a pedestal. I’m going to knock you off your pedestal.”

“If you’re not drunk, Moore,” said Anson, “I can only assume that you’ve suddenly taken leave of your senses. For some reason or other you seem to have a grudge against me—”

“That’s it. You’ve said it, Anson. I have got a grudge against you. I’ve got a damn’ long score to settle with you. It goes back a good many years, but the Statute of Limitations doesn’t apply to this sort of debt. And I’m going to see that you pay it.”

The banker’s hand went towards the bellpush.

“Don’t bother to ring that bell; I’ve not finished. As I told you just now, if you’d behaved like a gentleman I might have left you alone, but this afternoon just about put the lid on things. You and your highfalutin’ claptrap I And because I didn’t agree with you, and had had a few whiskies, and made a remark which you didn’t like, you had to go and call me — what was it? — a blasphemous dipsomaniac, with half Dilchester standing round to hear it. If that’s your idea of being a gentleman, it’s not mine, and there and then I made up my mind I’d do what I’ve been thinking of doing for a good many years. You with your hoity-toity ways and your patronizing manner and your tin-god reputation! I’m going to blow the whole damned outfit sky-high. The Anson racket is finished, see? You and your sister, you’re a good pair. But she’s luckier than you, Anson. She’s got a beautiful marble statue in Dilchester Square, and that’s more than you’re ever likely to get.”

“I’ve listened to quite enough of this rigmarole,” put in Anson. “It is all very incoherent—”

“You wait a minute. You’ll soon see what I’m driving at. This grudge we were talking about — it goes back a good few years. Back to the time when you kicked me out of the Bank and refused to give me a reference.”

“You can hardly blame me for that. When an official of a bank is found guilty of dishonesty—”

“Dishonesty — hell!” exclaimed Moore angrily. “That’s what you said. That’s the excuse you gave, and that’s what everyone in Dilchester thought was your reason for sacking me. The great Richard Anson had said so, and who was going to listen to me when I tried to kill the lie?”

“I can assure you, Moore, that I was actuated by no personal feelings against you—”

“That’s a lie! D’you think I don’t know your real reason for kicking me out? Perhaps you’ve forgotten Miss Marlow? Ah, I see you haven’t. She was a very pretty girl — Grace Marlow, wasn’t she, Anson? Naturally, if she hadn’t been quite exceptionally pretty, she’d never have got the job as your confidential secretary. It must have hurt your pride when you discovered that you were being cut out with Grace Marlow by a tuppeny-ha’penny cashier named Edward Moore.”

“Of all the monstrous suggestions—” began the banker; but Moore cut him short.

“That’s why you sacked me, Anson — because you couldn’t bear the thought of a mere cashier standing in you way and preventing your getting something which you’d marked down for yourself, because you hoped that with me out of the way, with no job and no reference, you might find Grace Marlow more accommodating, more likely to be dazzled with all you could offer her, more ready to strike a bargain with you. Poor kid! She got the worst of the bargain all right. D’you know where she is now, Anson? I saw her a year ago — walking the pavements in Piccadilly. That’s one thing you’ve got to pay for. What would Dilchester say if it knew of that, eh?”

Anson, as was his habit in moments of stress, was drumming the desk with his fingers.

“I advise you to remember, my friend,” he said, “that there is such a thing as the law of libel.”

Moore brushed the remark aside.

“The law of libel cuts no ice with me — nor any other law. I’m under no illusions about myself. I’ve sunk pretty low, and whatever happens to me I can’t sink much lower. That’s another thing you’ve got to pay for, and if your sainted sister were still here I’d see she paid for it too. I’m what I am because of you and Anna Rita Rymer, the saint who has a marble statue erected to her, and the man who paid to have it erected. Saint? Bunk! I said it this afternoon and I’m saying it again now. When you talk of Anna Rita Rymer as a saint, you’re talking bunk.”

“Listen to me, Moore. I’ve no particular objection to your abusing me if it gives you any satisfaction, but you will please understand that if you try to blacken the name of my sister—”

“You can’t blacken what’s already black, and if I’ve no objection to blackening her name, then you’ve no right to say anything about it. You may be her brother, but I was her husband.”

Anson sprang to his feet, clenching his fist as if about to strike the other. But instantly he regained control of himself.

“I advise you very strongly, Moore,” he said, “to leave my house before I am tempted to lose my temper with you. I’ve stood a good deal already, but when you begin making scandalous, scurrilous statements about Anna Rita Rymer — I refuse to listen to any more.”

“It’s not pleasant hearing, is it, Anson? As I told you just now, you never were a man to like the truth, and this happens to be the truth. Anna Rita Rymer was my wife. Things didn’t turn out as badly for me as you hoped they would when you kicked me out of the Bank. I went to pieces for a bit, and then I pulled myself together, left Dilchester and managed to get a job. It would make a long story if I told you everything, and it’s enough for you to know that I met Anna Rita Rymer and fell in love with her. We got married — secretly, because she knew that her high and mighty brother would raise hell if he discovered that his sister had thrown herself away on a good-for-nothing fellow who had been kicked out of the Bank for dishonesty. We were happy for a time. It was a bit of a struggle, but both of us would rather have starved than ask you for help. Then came the child — a boy….”

Anson was watching him closely. If the man was lying, inventing all this story, he was doing it remarkably well. He had an uneasy feeling that the story was no invention, that there were at any rate some grains of truth in it, which Moore had used to concoct this incredible tale. He was torn between the desire to throw the man out of the house and the feeling that he must at all costs get at the truth.

He glanced up to find Moore watching him with a smile of amusement.

“Shall I go on?”

“As you’ve said so much, you may as well finish.”

“I intend to. I intend to show you Anna Rita Rymer as she really was. Not as the self-sacrificing, holy woman who was martyred for her faith, but as a cruel, heartless, selfish woman, who was no more worthy of a marble statue than I am. Just a psalm-singing hypocrite, with a thirst for publicity. She was like you there, Anson: she had to be in the limelight. She wouldn’t be happy if people didn’t think her the eighth wonder of the world. She wasn’t content to be just a good wife and a decent woman: she wanted to be up on a pedestal, and as long as she got there she didn’t care a damn how. I’ll tell you the sort of woman she was, Anson. She got bitten by the missionary bug. I’m saying nothing against missionaries, but converting the heathen didn’t mean a thing to Anna. All she wanted was limelight and still more limelight, and this missionary business gave her just what she wanted. I didn’t matter; the kid didn’t matter; nothing mattered, so long as Anna could appear as the courageous, self-sacrificing woman, who went to China to face all the dangers of a missionary’s life, and got her picture in the papers.”

Moore paused and began pacing the room. He pulled out a packet of cigarettes, lighted one and continued his pacing.

“Is that all, Moore?”

Moore halted and stared at him.

“She went,” he said. “I’d saved a few pounds by that time, and she took the lot and went. She left us flat, without a penny, without caring a damn what happened to us. She never even sent me a line, though I wrote to her when the boy was ill. She was too busy giving interviews to think about us. The kid died, and after that there didn’t seem to be anything left worth living for. I went on the whisky again — lost my job — sank lower and lower, until I became what I am now — what you and Anna Rita Rymer made me. That’s the sort of woman you put up a statue to. There’s your saint and your martyr. Martyr I She wasn’t even that: she was just a damn’ nuisance. She was told to keep out of the way when the Chinese were fighting, but she would insist on walking right into it. Naturally. Trust Anna to be where the limelight was!” He planted himself in front of the banker. “That’s the truth, Anson! I can’t make Anna pay for what she did to me, but I can make you pay for the dirty way you treated me, and by God, I’m going to do it!”

Anson turned away from him and sat at his desk again.

“I’m not the kind of man who is easily intimidated, Moore, but since you seem inclined to threaten me, suppose you speak plainly. How exactly do you intend to force me to pay for this imaginary injury which I have done you?”

“I’ll tell you. I’m up against things. Nobody will give me a job — I don’t blame them for that — and I must live.”

“You must forgive me, Moore, if I say that I fail to see the necessity.”

Moore made a gesture of impatience.

“That sort of talk won’t help you, Anson. I’ve got you, and I’m not going to let you go. You’re going to pay in hard cash — enough hard cash to keep me in comfort for the rest of my days.”

“So it’s blackmail, is it?”

“You may call it what you like: you’ll pay just the same. Because, if you don’t, I’ll see that there’s not a soul in Dilchester who doesn’t hear the truth about Anna Rita Rymer. I’ll tell them what I’ve just told you — and a great deal more. That’ll be nice for you, Anson, won’t it? You, Anna’s brother, who put up a statue to her and took half an hour this afternoon to tell Dilchester what a pure, good, kind-hearted, saintly woman she was — how will you like it when the whole of Dilchester’s laughing at you, sniggering at you for having made such a fool of yourself? I know you, Anson. You’re the last man in the world to be able to stand up to ridicule, and that’s why, when you’ve done blustering and bullying and threatening, you’ll pay up all right. I’ve thought all this out pretty carefully, and I shouldn’t have come if I hadn’t been sure of you. You’d better get your chequebook out.”

The banker smiled contemptuously.

“Have you really persuaded yourself, Moore, that the people of Dilchester are going to believe this incredible story of yours?”

“They’ll believe it all right.”

“It doesn’t seem likely to you that they would probably rather accept my word than that of a drunken good-for-nothing fellow whom I dismissed from the Bank for dishonesty? I can tell you just what will happen if you tell your preposterous tale: people will say that it’s just another case of a man with a bee in his bonnet. The modern way of putting it would be to say that you have a persecution complex. And there’s always the law of libel, if I thought it worth my while to take advantage of it.”

“You won’t take advantage of it. I don’t propose to libel you. If anyone’s libelled, it’ll be Anna Rita Rymer, and every statement I make about her I can prove up to the hilt. You don’t think I’d have started this business if I hadn’t been sure I could have carried it through, do you? I’ve got my proofs right enough. You can’t get past a marriage certificate and a birth certificate, and I’ve got both of them. I can prove that Anna Rita Rymer was my wife.”

He pulled some papers from his pocket, unfolded them and thrust them in front of Anson’s face.

“There you are, Anson, there’s my proof. Get past that if you can” — tapping the papers with his finger. “There’s the marriage certificate, and there’s the child’s birth certificate. People will believe what I say if I can prove I was Anna’s husband. A man doesn’t blacken his own wife’s character unless he’s good reason for doing so. And if they still don’t believe me, I’ve got documents to prove every word I’ve said.” He pulled another thin bundle of papers from his pocket and flourished them in front of the banker’s face. “There they are, Anson — proof of everything I’ve said, so you may as well pay up and look pleasant.”

With a quick, unexpected movement Anson grasped the bundle of papers and wrenched it from Moore’s hand. The next instant he sprang to his feet, tore the papers across and across and tossed the pieces in the wast e-paper basket.

“That for your proof, you blackmailing skunk!” he exclaimed furiously “If you imagined you could scare me with your childish threats—”

Something in the look on the other’s face made him pause abruptly. Moore was smiling at him, quite undisturbed by the loss of the papers, and apparently amused at the whole incident. He met Anson’s gaze for a few moments, and then, still with that smile of amusement, shook his head.

“Not quite such a fool as that, Anson,” he said. “The papers you’ve destroyed were only copies. And now you’d better calm yourself down and start talking business.”

The banker stared at him, as though uncertain whether he was speaking the truth or playing another trick on him; then he sank down on to his chair with a shrug of resignation.

“Very well, Moore,” he said. “Frankly, I don’t believe a word of this ridiculous story, and I don’t for one moment suppose your precious proofs are worth the paper they’re written on. I haven’t the least doubt that if you ventured to spread abroad your libellous story I could very soon put a stop to it. But I realize that you might cause me a certain amount of inconvenience at a time when, for certain reasons, I am anxious not to be mixed up in any such unsavoury affair; and without in any way admitting my liability or committing myself to any action, I should be interested to hear what you consider would be fair compensation for the injury you consider yourself to have suffered.”

Moore laughed.

“If you mean, how much do I want to keep my mouth shut, Anson — well, since you’re disposed to be reasonable, I won’t be unreasonable. If I’d still been in the Bank I’d have been earning about five hundred a year by now. But there’s Grace Marlow, too; you’ve got to pay for what you did to her; and as you’re so proud of being the brother of Anna Rita Rymer, I’m sure you’ll want to pay for what she did to me. As an honourable gentleman, you’ll naturally be anxious to discharge your own sister’s debts.”

“You talk too much, Moore. How much?”

“Twenty pounds a week,” said Moore. “That’s the figure. I shall want a proper deed and the money paid into my account every Saturday. You can have it that way, or you can write me a cheque for twenty thousand and we’ll cry quits.”

“And how can I be sure, supposing I agree to your terms, that you will refrain from disseminating—”

“You can’t be sure. You’ve got to take my word for it. But you needn’t worry: I shan’t talk as long as I get my twenty per week regularly. If I should start talking, you can cut off my allowance, can’t you? Well there’s my proposal, Anson. What’s your answer?” The banker rose to his feet.

“My answer is that you can go to the devil.” He strode to the french windows and pushed them open. “Get out!” he ordered. “Get out of my house before I kick you out!”

He stepped threateningly towards Moore, who, with a smile and a shrug, turned away and strolled to the window.

“So that’s your answer, is it?” he said. “Well, I’m not worrying. You’ll change you mind when you’ve simmered down a bit and thought it over. I’ll give you a couple of days, but no longer. You know my address; drop me a line.”

With a nod he went out through the french windows and disappeared in the darkness of the garden.

Anson closed the windows, switched out the light and went upstairs. Outside the door of his wife’s room he paused, hesitated a moment, and then knocked and turned the handle. The door was locked, and Elizabeth made no answer to his knock. But the light was still burning, as the thin shining line below the door told him, and he could distinctly hear her moving about in the room.

With a frown he turned away, went along the corridor and entered his dressing-room. Switching on the light, he glanced across at the door that led into his wife’s bedroom, moved towards his dressing-table, and then suddenly turned and strode to the communicating door. Very carefully, so that he made no sound, he grasped the handle, and turned it and tried the door. That too was locked.

Slowly he turned the handle back, and suddenly raised his clenched fist as if he were about to send it crashing against the panel. Then, regaining control of himself, he lowered his arm, shrugged his shoulders and turned away from the door.
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Elizabeth was in her dressing-gown, standing in front of the mirror, when she heard her husband’s footsteps on the stairs. She was smiling, having just come to the conclusion, after a prolonged and careful scrutiny, that the two years that had passed since she had last seen John — or, more significantly, since John had seen her — had left no footprints on her face. But as she heard Anson pause on the landing outside her door, the smile vanished, and she frowned slightly as he knocked and tried the handle.

She turned and stood gazing at the door, wondering if he would repeat his knock and perhaps call to her. But he didn’t. She heard him move away and go into his dressing-room, and with a little sigh of relief she slipped off her dressing-gown and got into bed.

She lay back on her pillow and turned her head so that she faced the door of the dressing-room. No sound came from the other side of it, but she saw the handle slowly and noiselessly turned and as slowly and noiselessly turned back to its normal position, and held her breath, picturing the frown of annoyance on her husband’s face, and a little scared at the realization of what she had done. It was a gesture which, though she had often longed to, she had never made before, and even now she was rather surprised at her own courage and nervous about the consequences. Richard might rattle the door-handle, call out to her, insist on being admitted….

She waited, expecting every instant to hear her husband’s voice, sharp, authoritative, commanding, ordering her to open the door, wondering if she would have the courage to refuse. Her hand went to the light switch above her head, and paused. She should have put out the light before Richard came upstairs, before he had seen it and realized that she was awake now. To put it out now, with Richard standing on the other side of the door, knowing that she was awake and had heard his knock, would be an open declaration of rebellion which she was not sure she had the pluck to make. Then suddenly, with an angry, defiant glance in the direction of the door, she snapped out the light.

For a time she lay very still, listening intently, wondering whether she should answer if her husband knocked and demanded admittance, or pretend that she had fallen asleep. But he did not knock again, and when, a few moments later, she heard him toss the money from his pockets on to the dressing-table, she relaxed and closed her eyes.

She was rather surprised that Richard had taken his rebuff so calmly. She wondered why. He was the sort of man who regarded his wife as his personal property and held strong views as to the rights of property owners, and it would have been much more in keeping with his usual behaviour if he had hammered on the door until in sheer desperation she had let him in. He would not realize that, after the accusations he had flung at her this morning, it was inevitable that she should lock her door. If he believed that his accusations were true, if her were convinced that she and John were lovers, fastidiousness would not stand up against his pride and his sense of property. There was a cruel streak, too, in Richard, and if he believed her to be in love with John, it would appeal to that cruel streak in him to punish her by insisting on his own rights, to refuse to give her a divorce, to make her pay to the uttermost.

She was glad that she had found the courage to lock her door. Richard, she had no doubt, would have something to say about it in the morning, but the morning must take care of itself. She decided that she would go to sleep.

Sleep, however, did not come readily. She found herself thinking of John. He was the same John that she had always known — the John who called her Beth. It had been almost like old times, sitting there with him in the summerhouse, listening to his plans, watching him sketch out the world that he was going to build.

But not quite like old times, or quite the same John. Something had been missing; or rather, there had been something there which had never been there in the old days — a reserve, a feeling of constraint, little hesitations and reticences, which had cropped up every now and then to dam the free flow of their intercourse. They had drifted into side channels, only to realize that there were rapids ahead and that for safety’s sake they must turn back.

She tried to picture John as a missionary, and although she knew that he had all the eager enthusiasm, all the burning belief in his work, all the lofty idealism, she somehow could not make a convincing picture of him. She told herself that converting the heathen was not the work for which John was really cut out, and went on to build up a case against his going to China which made it appear that if he did so he would be throwing his life away.

And then, suddenly, trying to be frank with herself, she asked herself whether it might not be that the wish was father to the thought. Was she so sure that John would be wrong in going to China because she did not want him to go, because she shrank from the thought that she might never see him again? She was sufficiently frank with herself to admit that there might be just a touch of that in it.

Yet, after all, if John’s heart was in this missionary business, she had no right to try to prevent him. She had thrown away that right two years ago. But was John’s heart in it? He had been enthusiastic enough; but John was always enthusiastic, whatever he undertook, and she thought, once or twice, as he had talked to her in the summerhouse, that she had detected just the slightest hint of bitterness in his tone. It was hard to put her finger on anything definite, but more than once he had given her the impression that he was trying to convince himself as much as her that he had found his life’s work, that he was not so sure about it as he pretended to be, that it was rather a case of feeling that he must throw himself wholeheartedly into some work rather than into this particular work. It struck her that John was going to be a missionary in China much as other men went to shoot big game.

Before she fell asleep she had convinced herself that John did not want to go to China. And very surely she did not want him to go.

On the other side of the locked door, Richard Anson found sleep just as laggard. He went to bed with a feeling of bitter resentment against the whole world with the exception of himself. He was not accustomed to defeat; from the many fights in which he had been engaged during his business career he had always emerged as the victor; and now that the risk of defeat and disaster loomed on the horizon, he was like a mad dog driven into a corner — savage, dangerous, snarling, and showing his teeth, ready to attack his dearest friend to effect his escape.

Why the devil must all these things happen to him? He had done nothing to deserve them. Other men had taken worse risks than he had taken and got away with it, and it was grossly unjust that he should be singled out to be the one who failed to get away with it. But the fight was not over yet, and he was the last man in the world to lose his head and get into a panic. Doran might turn up trumps. He would not, after all, write to him. If there was no word from him in the morning, he would run up to Town and see him. It was always better to face a man if you wanted something from him. He’d manage Doran all right if he met him — use his personality, impose his will on him. His will and his personality had never failed him yet and he had enormous faith in them.

Ted Moore, for instance, the dirty, blackmailing scoundrel. Moore had crumpled up and slunk off like a whipped cur when he had stood up to him and told him to go to the devil. Ted Moore would not get a penny. He could do his worst. Let him tell his preposterous story. No one would believe him. Most people in Dilchester knew him for what he was — a drink-sodden, worthless waster — and any lies he might tell about Anna Rita Rymer would only arouse indignant derision.

As for his story — well, it might be true; Anna had always been a queer customer, and he had never quite succeeded in getting to the bottom of her. Once or twice, when she was a young woman, before she got bitten by the missionary bug, he had had a bit of trouble with her. That time when she had tried to go on the stage, for instance, and he had been obliged to put his foot down. Ted Moore was right there: Anna always liked the limelight.

As for the rest, it might be true or it might not. In any case, no one would believe it, and there was not much risk of Anna Rita Rymer losing her publicity value. Anna’s halo was too firmly fixed on her head to be knocked off by any stones that Moore might throw. All the same, it had been an unpleasant incident — just the sort of thing that would happen to irritate him when he already had more than enough to contend with.

This affair of Elizabeth and Hackett. God knew how far it had gone. Pretty far by the look of things. But he’d take good care it didn’t go any further. He’d been too easygoing with Elizabeth, let her have her own way too much, given her far more freedom than it was safe to give any woman. She would have to be brought to heel. A scandal now would be disastrous. But he knew how to handle a woman, and there would be no scandal.

Having thus convinced himself that he was faced by no difficulty which his will and personality could not overcome, Anson shot a resentful glance in the direction of the communicating door and then turned his back on it.

John Hackett, in his bedroom further along the corridor, made no attempt to sleep. He sat at the open window, smoking cigarette after cigarette, gazing out into the moonlit garden with its black and silver tapestry.

He asked himself the same question as Elizabeth had put to him: why had he come to Dilchester Court? He had told Beth that he didn’t know, except that he felt he couldn’t go off to China and leave her thinking, perhaps, that he had accepted his dismissal with a bad grace.

But he was not sure that that was the real answer. Trying, as Elizabeth was trying in a neighbouring room, to be frank with himself, he wondered whether, if he got down to rock bottom, he might not discover that he had come to Dilchester Court because he had lacked the courage to go to China without doing so. He asked himself whether this coming to see Beth was not, in reality, a sign of weakness and not of strength; whether, in fact, he had come not so much to show her that he bore her no ill-will as to satisfy that hunger for a glimpse of her from which for two years he had never been free. It was not long before he was forced to accept that explanation as the true one.

He faced that fact; faced the fact, too, that he would have been far wiser to stay away. Beth was just the same; or, rather, the old Beth was still there, and to her had been added a new Beth — a Beth who was the wife of Richard Anson, composed, formal, distant; a Beth who, when you caught her unawares, had a sadness in her eyes and an expression of resignation. That was the Beth to whom he had been introduced in Anson’s study, who had played tennis and bridge with him, and it was only when she had taken him to the summerhouse that the real Beth had revealed herself — bright-eyed, eager, vivacious, talking as she had always talked, laying her hand on his sleeve with that little confiding gesture of hers, listening to him while he told her of his plan to go to China as a missionary.

Beth had not thought much of that plan. She had not said so, but he had sensed her disapproval, realized that if she had the planning of his life he would never go to China. It came as a shock to him to discover that if Beth, as she sat beside him in the summerhouse with her hand on his sleeve, had begged him not to go to China, he would almost certainly have abandoned the scheme there and then. One hint from her that his going would hurt her, and he would never have found the courage to go.

He faced other facts; that if it had been weakness to come to Dilchester Court, it would be still greater weakness to stay; that since Beth was Anson’s wife, it would be unfair of him to stay — unfair to Beth and unfair to himself. He smiled faintly as he added: “And unfair to the heathen Chinese.” But Beth had asked him not to go. It had been the old Beth that had asked that; and he had promised her to try, because he had felt at that moment that there was nothing that he could refuse her.

He would stay, then; and because he realized that there was danger in his staying, he told himself, as he got up from his seat at the window and began to undress, that he would forget that the old Beth had ever existed and would see only the new Beth — composed, formal, distant, the wife of Richard Anson.
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Elizabeth contrived, the next morning, to get down to the breakfast-room without encountering her husband, and was relieved to find that John and her mother were already there. Sooner or later, she supposed, Richard would have to be faced on the subject of that locked door, but the longer she could postpone the interview the better, and there was safety in the presence of her mother and John. Richard could be trusted not to advertise his humiliation, and would wait until they were alone to say what he had to say.

She was prepared for him to show signs of heavy displeasure, and relieved when he entered the breakfast-room to note that the signs were lacking. No doubt she had John to thank for that, as she had learned by experience that the presence of her mother was no deterrent if Richard felt it his duty to reprove her.

Seating himself at the table, he opened his newspaper, and, after glancing through it and pontificating, as he usually did, on the political situation, he laid it aside and picked up his copy of the Dilchester Gazette
 , the local newspaper of which Dilchester was quite unjustifiably proud. He studied it for some moments and then gave his self-satisfied smile.

“They’ve made quite a splash of yesterday’s ceremony,” he said. “Two columns and a picture of the memorial. Not a very good picture.”

“Am I in it, Richard?” inquired Mrs. Stellman. “I saw the men with their cameras taking photographs while the ceremony was on, but I was standing just behind Mrs. Hilliard — what a size, though I know she’s spent a small fortune on slimming — and I was very much afraid the photographers wouldn’t get me in, and I didn’t like to push too much—”

“It’s a picture of the memorial, Mrs. Stellman, and a very poor one at that. I shall have a word with the editor about it. It gives no idea at all of what the statue of Anna Rita Rymer is really like.”

“What’s the matter with it, Richard?” inquired Elizabeth. “Can’t you see her halo?”

John glanced at her quickly. There was a bitterness in her voice of which he would not have believed her capable, and a contemptuous smile on her lips which he had never seen there before. He glanced at Anson and saw his quick frown and the angry look which he gave her.

“That sort of remark, Elizabeth,” said Anson, “does not strike me as being in the best of taste.” He glanced at the paper again. “They give a very full report of my speech.”

John noticed the slight flush in Elizabeth’s cheeks and her teeth pressed against her lower lip, and suddenly felt furiously angry with Anson.

“They made no mention of the unpleasant little incident with that man Moore,” added Anson. “I was afraid they might give it more prominence than it deserved. I shall speak to the chief constable and see that steps are taken to ensure that Moore causes no more trouble.”

“Bunk,” repeated Mrs. Stellman. “I heard quite clearly what he said, and it struck me as so unnecessary. I dare say quite a lot of people there agreed with him, but they were much too polite to say so. I’m sure the best thing you can do, Richard, is to forget all about Ted Moore. Such an unpleasant fellow.”

“I’m afraid I don’t agree with you, Mrs. Stellman,” replied Anson. “I have found that you can’t get rid of the unpleasant things of life merely by shutting the door on them and pretending they don’t exist. Don’t you agree, Elizabeth? They have an unhappy knack, even if you’ve locked the door, of breaking it down, and forcing themselves on your attention.”

Elizabeth met his mocking eyes steadily.

“I quite agree, Richard,” she said. “It’s probably better to open the door and fight it out with them once and for all.”

“I’m glad you agree,” answered her husband. “But it takes courage, my dear, and one must realize that there is the risk of getting badly hurt in the fight.”

Again John noticed that quick exchange of glances between them — hostile glances. He had an uncomfortable feeling that more lay beneath the words than had appeared on the surface. He began to wonder if this could be that clue to that look of sadness and resignation which he had noted in the eyes of the new Beth.

Mrs. Stellman, too, was obviously aware of a certain tenseness and did her best to ease the strain. “It’s a beautiful morning!” she exclaimed. “Why don’t you two young people run along to Whitbourne and have a bathe? Quite like old times! Do you remember those moonlight bathes in the river, John? I’m sure you do, Elizabeth. Of course, there was no harm in it, but I had quite a few words with the vicar about it. It would be different, he said, if there were bathing-machines; but I told him that if I went bathing by moonlight, I should feel much safer in a clump of blackberry bushes than in a bathing-machine. I’m sure there’s no privacy in some bathing-machines. Those double ones — where the partitions don’t always go up to the roof—”

Anson rose from the table.

“I must be off,” he said. “I have to go to London today, Elizabeth, and I don’t know what time I shall be back — possibly quite late, so don’t wait up for me. Just see that I’m not locked out, that’s all.”

He went from the room, accepted his hat, gloves, and stick from the waiting Graves, got into his car and was driven to the Bank.

As he entered his private office, Celia, seated at the typewriter, looked up and smiled.

Celia Paterson, as confidential secretary to Richard Anson, was not as other secretaries are. Sometimes she worked at the Bank, sometimes at Dilchester Court, and sometimes, when Anson was in a genial mood and there was no pressing work to be done, she was privileged to do no work at all. A trip to London during office hours was not an infrequent occurrence, though it was understood that in return she should not object to going to Dilchester Court and putting in a few hours’ evening work if Anson needed her.

“Good morning, Miss Paterson,” said Anson, seating himself at his desk and beginning to glance through his letters. “Did you send that wire to the E.T.C. Company?”

“Oh, yes, Mr. Anson, I took it over to Burnford and sent it off as you told me to.”

He nodded and became immersed in his correspondence. Celia, after bestowing on him a soft, lingering look, turned her attention again to her quiet typewriter.

Anson, having hastily looked through his mail, leaned back in his chair, frowning thoughtfully. There was no news from Doran again. That settled it; he must go up to town and see him. If the money was to be of any use, Doran must let him have it immediately. You never knew. Leakages occurred, however carefully you tried to prevent them, and at the least leakage from the Bank the disaster would be on them. There was a train about eleven….

He discovered that he was gazing fixedly at the fair head of Celia Paterson, as she sat at her typewriter. He reflected that, with the little shaft of sunlight touching it, her hair shone like gold. It was a shapely head, too, and he noted an impudent little curl that was frolicking on the smooth white skin at the back of her neck. Her lashes looked preposterously long as he studied her profile, and there was an attractive innocence about her Cupid’s bow mouth, with the lips slightly parted as she leaned forward, inspecting her work. A goodlooking girl, who could pass for a lady anywhere if she were properly dressed and prevented from putting that red stuff all over her nails. He could imagine Celia Paterson being a very agreeable and amusing companion for a man. In small doses, of course. If the dose were too large, Celia would prove cloying. But he was beginning to think that large doses of any woman were a mistake. Yes, he was quite sure that Celia could be very agreeable and amusing if she cared to be. She didn’t look the frigid, distant sort. He couldn’t imagine her, for instance, locking her door against her husband. Any woman who did that deserved what she got. That sort of thing released a man from his obligations; and there was a limit to a man’s patience, anyway.

“I’m going up to London today, Miss Paterson,” he announced. “I have several important matters to attend to, and quite probably, when my interviews are over, I shall want to get some letters off by tonight’s mail. I’d like you to come up to town and bring a machine with you. You’d better meet me about five o’clock. The Ritz will do — in the lounge. If I should be late, order yourself some tea.”

“Thank you, Mr. Anson. That’s terribly kind of you.”

“Afterwards, perhaps, when we’ve done our work we might have a little dinner together.” He smiled at her. “Would you like to?”

She flashed him a ravishing smile.

“I’d simply love it, Mr. Anson.”

He nodded, rising from his desk and picking up his hat and stick.

“Quite romantic, Miss Paterson, eh — you and I dining together? But I suppose you’re used to being taken out to dinner. There must be plenty of young fellows anxious to escort a pretty girl like you.”

“Oh, no, Mr. Anson,” she assured him. “I very rarely go anywhere.”

He smiled at her again.

“That’s all right, then. I don’t want to find myself involved in a duel. Five o’clock — at the Ritz.”

Anson left his interview with Doran feeling far from satisfied. Somehow on this occasion his will and personality had not worked according to plan. Doran had been evasive, indefinite. Fifty thousand pounds was a large sum, he had said, and he couldn’t be rushed. Anson might rest assured that he would give the matter his very careful consideration and let him know as soon as possible, but for the moment he was not prepared to commit himself to any definite promise. And there had been more questions — keenly probing questions concerning the stability of the Bank, and it had been quite obvious to Anson that his answers to them had not seemed entirely satisfactory to Doran.

Well, there it was. He could do nothing more and must await Doran’s decision and hope for the best. In the meantime there was Miss Paterson awaiting him at the Ritz. A pretty child. Charming — except for her fingernails. He must take the first opportunity of telling her not to put that red stuff on them. These modern young women — all paint and powder. A man couldn’t tell what he was getting. They even painted their toenails these days. He wondered if Miss Paterson had painted toenails. That remained to be seen, he told himself, and smiled.

It was nearly half past five when he reached the Ritz. He found Celia demolishing a chocolate éclair and drinking China tea, with her little finger elegantly crooked as she raised the cup to her Cupid’s-bow mouth. He was relieved to see that his estimate of her possibilities had not been wrong: she looked quite a lady. As he greeted her and seated himself beside her, declining tea and éclairs, he ran an approving eye over her frock and hat. He did not know much about frocks, but it was of some light, clinging material and became her very well, a clever combination of revelation and concealment which Anson found distinctly intriguing and attractive. She was surrounded by an aura of some subtly alluring perfume. As a general rule Anson objected to a woman using perfume, but this particular scent struck him as not unattractive and seemed to harmonize with Celia’s soft, clinging personality. He made a swift, furtive inspection of her legs, and was pleased to note the neat little shoes and the silk stockings — so thin that he was not quite sure there were any stockings there. He was prompted to find out by contriving to touch one of them, but refrained.

“I’ve brought my portable typewriter, Mr. Anson,” she told him. “But I didn’t like to bring it here, so I left it in the cloakroom at the Tube station.”

“It can stay there,” said Anson. “There will be no letters to write after all — none that there’s any urgency about, at any rate. We can do them in the morning. We’re free to spend our evening without worrying about business. What would you like to do?”

“Oh, whatever you say, Mr. Anson,” she told him breathlessly. “I’m sure anything you suggest will be lovely.”

“Well, what about some dinner first? Where would you like to go?”

“May I choose — really?”

He nodded, feeling indulgent and magnanimous. “Well, somewhere with music, please, Mr. Anson. I adore music. Perhaps — if you’d like it — couldn’t we have dinner here? I’ve always longed to have dinner at the Ritz. If it’s not too terribly expensive—”

“Expense doesn’t enter into the question,” replied Anson rather pompously, and frowned slightly.

The Ritz was not at all the sort of place he had had in mind for his tête-à-tête
 with Celia. There was no knowing whom he might run into there, and, visualizing Celia as his partner for dinner in the setting of the Ritz, he was not sure that she was quite so unmistakably a lady as his first appraisal of her had led him to believe. He had an uncomfortable feeling that if anyone he knew should see him dining there with Celia, it would be blatantly obvious to the onlooker that he was dining with his typist. He couldn’t afford to risk that sort of thing. There was such a thing as discretion.

“I think perhaps somewhere quieter,” he suggested. “I know of one or two nice little places in Soho—”

“Oh, anywhere you like, Mr. Anson, of course,” breathed Celia.

“And afterwards, if you like it, we might go to a show.”

That, she said, would be adorable, and they studied the amusement guide in his evening paper, with their heads so close together that a wisp of Celia’s golden hair kept brushing against his cheek, so that it took them a considerable time to come to a decision. Eventually she chose Twiddle-Toes
 , because she had heard that the music was adorable and the dancing perfectly sweet. There was still some time to fill in before dinner, and she suggested that they should walk along to Soho, buy the tickets and look in the shops.

They left the Ritz. Outside, Anson turned in the direction of Hyde Park Comer, offering the Knightsbridge shops as a bait. He had no intention of walking in the direction of Soho. He had already decided that the journey to Soho was to be made in a taxi. Celia, he had told himself, would expect a taxi. Moreover, he had an impression that there was no place quite like a taxi for helping to break down those regrettable barriers that separate man from man — or, more accurately, man from woman.

He bought the tickets for Twiddle-Toes
 . There were no boxes left, and he felt just a twinge of annoyance with Celia when she insisted that she would much rather see Twiddle-Toes
 than any other show, because there were plenty of other shows where a box was available; but he had an uneasy feeling that if he insisted too much on the desirability of a box his motives might become too obvious, so he surrendered and booked a couple of stalls.

They wandered along to Knightsbridge, inspecting shop windows. Dresses were Celia’s chief preoccupation. Anson had never realized how many adorable dresses there were in shop windows. He tried to tempt her to the windows that displayed alluring garments of crèpe-de-Chine, and had a vague idea that the purchase of a few such garments for her might go a long way towards the abolition of the barriers; but she betrayed no interest in those windows, hurrying past them as though it were not quite proper to notice their existence. He hoped she wasn’t a prude. He bought her a handbag, which she thought adorable, and she rewarded him by slipping her hand in the crook of his arm and giving him a look which suggested tremendous possibilities. But he felt terribly self-conscious, walking along Knightsbridge with her clinging to his arm, and was relieved when a glance at his watch told him that it was time to hail a taxi.

The ride in the taxi was a disappointment. She sat in the corner examining her face in her mirror, dabbing her nose with powder and touching up the Cupid’s bow with lipstick. It always irritated Anson to see a woman making-up in public; it was like a man shaving in public or cleaning his teeth; and he sat in his corner impatiently watching her and finding nothing to say. He wondered if she were doing it purposely — to keep him at a distance. But, if that were so, why the looks which she gave him from time to time with those big, eloquent eyes of hers? They reminded him of the eyes of a heifer, soft and sleepy, only they were infinitely more exciting. Hang her make-up! If she went on like this they’d be at the restaurant by the time she had finished.

They were. It was only when the taxi pulled up at the door that she put away her toilet apparatus, and Anson was so annoyed that he gave the taxidriver only a threepenny tip. But when he got inside the restaurant and found himself sitting opposite her at a table for two in a corner, his annoyance began to slip from him. The soft light from the red-shaded table lamps, the soft carpet beneath his feet, the soft, languorous music of the orchestra, and the softness in Celia’s eyes, all combined to soothe his temper and arouse his senses to an appreciation of his surroundings. He asked her what she would like, and, as she seemed to have no definite ideas beyond hors d’oeuvre, took the matter out of her hands and ordered the dinner himself.

“And what would you like to drink, my dear?”

“May I have anything I like — really?”

“I wish you to.”

She leaned across the table.

“Fizz!” she whispered.

Of course. He might have known what her choice would be. He ordered a bottle of champagne. And she probably thought the place “Bohemian”.

He glanced round at his fellow diners, caught the eye of a man sitting a few tables away, and frowned. He was a youngish man, goodlooking in a common sort of way, dressed rather too flashily to be quite a gentleman, and it struck Anson as most unlikely that he had ever seen the man. Yet there was something familiar about him, and he had certainly been staring at Anson. That was the worst of being a person of importance; it was difficult to go anywhere without being recognized.

Damn the fellow! He was staring again. He hoped to goodness it was not someone who had recognized him. It wouldn’t do for this sort of thing to get talked about. And then it occurred to Anson that it was probably Celia at whom the man was looking and not himself. Celia was a goodlooking young minx and most young men would not be able to keep their eyes off her. The fellow as probably admiring her and envying him his good fortune. He felt distinctly better for that reflection.

Celia took a few sips of her champagne, set her glass down and giggled.

“What’s the joke?” he inquired.

“I was just thinking, Mr. Anson,” she laughed. “You and me — out on the spree together — I wonder what Mrs. Anson would say about it.”

He frowned slightly. Why must the stupid child make a remark like that — dragging his wife’s name into it just when he was beginning to feel that things were starting to move more smoothly? Didn’t she know that on such an occasion as this the last fact of which a man cared to be reminded was that he had a wife? He was about to make some pompous remark which would have dismissed the subject once and for all, when he checked himself, realizing that this was just the opening for which he had been waiting.

“Don’t let’s talk about that sort of thing, Celia,” he said, and noted her encouraging smile and the look in her eyes as he used her Christian name. “Just for this evening let’s forget that I’m a married man — your employer — chairman of a bank and a highly respected citizen of Dilchester. Let’s be just two human beings — Celia and — er — Richard — who — er — rather — like each other.”

“Oh, Mr. Anson, may I? May I really call you by your Christian name?”

“I’d like you to, my dear.”

“That’s adorable of you. Of course. I’d never have dared if you hadn’t said I might, because I’m really just a little bit afraid of you, you know.”

He smiled, flattered.

“My dear Celia, there’s no cause for you to be afraid of me.”

“But you’re such a terribly important person.”

He did not contradict her, but he gave her a smile which was meant to assure her that in her case there was nothing to be feared from his terrible importance.

“I wonder if I dare!” she said in that husky voice of hers. “Dare I?”

“Dare you what, Celia?”

“Well, Richard’s rather a mouthful, isn’t it? I was wondering if you’d mind very much if I called you Dick.”

Dick! Good God! He — Richard Anson — Dick! “I would prefer you to call me Richard,” he said, trying not to be too dignified.

“Of course — just as you like — Richard,” she agreed. Her hand was lying on the table. He leaned forward and covered it with his own.

“Just two human beings, my dear,” he repeated— “you and I — Celia and Richard — man and — er — woman. Just for this evening I want to forget all my troubles and worries—”

“Troubles?” She smiled. “I shouldn’t think you’ve any very serious troubles, Mr. — Richard.”

“Wouldn’t you? My dear Celia, it doesn’t do to judge by appearances. Because a man presents a smiling face to the world, keeps a stiff upper lip. and conceals his feelings from others, it doesn’t necessarily mean that he has no troubles. Because a man occupies an important position and has a host of so-called friends, it doesn’t mean that he isn’t lonely and in need of sympathy and understanding and — er — love.” He sighed. “It’s a terrible thing not to be understood, Celia — especially — especially by one’s wife.”

She gazed at him earnestly, her eyes full of understanding and sympathy.

“I’m terribly sorry, Richard,” she said softly. “I had no idea. I always thought of you as a perfectly happy man.”

“Happy?” He sighed again. “No man can be really happy, my dear, when he’s starved. Starved for love, I mean,” he added, helping himself to an olive. “If you only knew—”

The details were evidently too harrowing, for Anson concluded his sentence with a wave of his hand. “I’m terribly sorry,” she repeated, “and I do think it’s an awful shame. I can’t understand how any woman — I mean, you’re so attractive
 , Richard. I suppose I shouldn’t say that—”

“Why not say it, Celia, if you think so?”

“Oh, it doesn’t do for a woman to show her feelings too much; it isn’t considered proper. But I do think you’re attractive. I’ve always thought so. And I hate to think that you’re not happy. It must be so terrible not to be understood. If only I could do something to help you—”

“Perhaps you could, Celia.”

Damn that fellow! What the devil was he staring at again?

“Perhaps you could do a great deal.”

She glanced at him eagerly.

“Could I?”

He nodded.

“If you would.”

“Oh, but of course I would. I’d do anything to help. You’ve always been so terribly kind to me — so absolutely marvellous.”

He gave her a searching look.

“I wonder if you mean that.”

“You — you know I do.”

“Anything?”

Her eyes were very soft as she gazed into his, and there seemed to be smouldering fires behind them. She nodded.

He gave her hand a squeeze.

“We’ll talk about it,” he said.

He paid the bill, including a tip which would have surprised the taxi man, and got up from the table. As he did so he remarked that the man at the near-by table did the same. Outside, as he got into a taxi, he noticed the same man come hurrying out and get into the taxi behind, and a sudden wave of uneasiness swept over him. Suppose that fellow were following him? Such things did happen. But he dismissed the idea as absurd. Nobody knew even that he was coming to London until he announced the fact this morning, and he was allowing his imagination to run away with him.

He turned his attention to Celia. She was not using face-powder and lipstick on this journey, and somehow, after that talk with her at dinner, she seemed much more accessible and infinitely more desirable. But there was still a barrier to be negotiated, and time was short. Once they reached the theatre there would be no chance of breaking down the barrier, owing to that regrettable shortage of boxes, and it was more than time he was making some definite move. He glanced at her, met her gaze and hesitated. She turned her head away, looking out of the window, and courage returned. Her hand was lying on her lap; he laid his own on it.

“Celia—”

The taxi gave a sudden lurch as it rounded a corner, and the girl was thrown against him. Then somehow his arm was round her, her head was on his shoulder. He heard her give a little sighing gasp, felt her nestle closer to him, and the next moment was pressing his lips against the Cupid’s-bow mouth.

“Oh, Richard — darling!”

He held her very close, noting the warmth and the softness of her, while her hair brushed his cheek.

“Listen, Celia,” he said. “Let’s call the theatre off, shall we? I want to talk to you. I’ll tell the driver to take us for a drive, shall I?”

She nodded, her eyes closed, her lips parted. He got up, opened the window, leaned out and gave the necessary instructions to the driver; and the next moment she was back in his arms just as she had been before, except that he contrived to get her into a more comfortable position.

The taxidriver evidently knew his job: he took them straight to Regent’s Park and drove at a leisurely pace round and round the Outer Circle.

She was ravenous for kisses, clinging to him and pressing her lips against his almost savagely. It was some considerable time before Anson began to feel that there was something undignified in his position. Kissing in a taxi like any three-pounds-a-week clerk! Though he doubted if any three-pounds-a-week clerk would have progressed quite so quickly as he had done.

He effected a slight disentanglement.

“Celia!”

She opened her eyes.

“Yes, Richard?”

“Anything, you said.”

“I know.”

“Did you mean it?”

She turned, buried her face in his shoulder and nodded.

He kissed her again.

“We’ll talk about it,” he said. “We’ll go away somewhere—” He fished around desperately in his mind. “Brighton, if you like. Will that do?”

Another nod.

“When?”

“I’ll leave it to you, Richard. Just whenever you like.”

“Soon, then,” said Anson. “I’ll fix things up. In the meantime, Celia, you understand, don’t you, that at Dilchester — in the office — you must be very careful to give no hint?”

“Oh, of course, Richard. And, Richard, if we do go to Brighton, could we go to the Metropole? I’ve always longed to stay at the Metropole.”

Anson did not commit himself. The Metropole was no more in accordance with his ideas of the right type of place for this kind of adventure than the Ritz had been. He said he would see about it, and she must leave everything to him.

There seemed no object in prolonging the taxi ride now that matters had been so satisfactorily arranged, and he suggested that they should go home. She agreed reluctantly, begged to be kissed again, and then, completing the disentanglement, began to make up her face as calmly and composedly as though nothing out of the ordinary had taken place.

“We can’t very well return to Dilchester together, Celia,” said Anson. “We might be seen and—”

“You’re ashamed of me?”

“That’s ridiculous, Celia. But we’ve got to be careful. If we got out of the train together, anyone might see us — the stationmaster or anyone. You had better catch a train as soon as possible and I’ll wait for a later one.” There was, however, no need for that, she told him. A friend of hers — a girl — had a little flat in Town, and she would stay there for the night and go down to Dilchester in the morning. The flat was quite close — just off Baker Street.

He dropped her at the corner of Baker Street. As the taxi stopped, he did not notice that another taxi had pulled up about twenty yards behind his, nor, when his taxi restarted, was he aware that the other followed. He was too occupied with thoughts of Celia to note such trifles.

When he reached Dilchester Court he found that everyone had gone to bed. He went upstairs, saw that there was no line of light beneath the door of his wife’s room, and entered his dressing-room. Crossing to the door that led into Elizabeth’s room, he cautiously tried it. It was locked. He shrugged his shoulders and turned away — smiling.
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Anson’s first thoughts when he awoke the next morning were not of the difficulties of Anson’s Bank and the catastrophe that threatened his own fortunes, nor of Ted Moore, nor of the unsatisfactory state of affairs between himself and his wife. He awoke with a feeling of exhilaration, almost of excitement, and his first thoughts were of Celia Paterson — clinging to him, pressing her lips hungrily against his, offering him — everything.

Thinking over the events of the last evening as he dressed, he found that he had not the slightest feeling of remorse, of having done anything for which he need feel the least shame. He was, on the contrary, elated and rather proud of himself. After all, he was not so young as he used to be, but he still retained his attraction. Celia was obviously very much in love with him and had displayed a capacity for passion with which he would hardly have credited her.

He was inclined to think that if it had been some other man than himself who had held her in his arms in the taxi, she would have been very much less demonstrative. It was only he who could stir these secret depths in her — as he had stirred them in other women in days gone by. All women were not like Elizabeth — frigid, unresponsive, coldly acquiescent. She was the only woman who had ever been like that with him. That locked door….

He frowned as he remembered that gesture of defiance, but his frown was only momentary. Elizabeth was not the only woman in the world, and he was not the man to plead for his rights as if he were asking favours. A woman who behaved as Elizabeth was behaving had no right to complain if her husband set about finding someone more accommodating.

It was a pity Elizabeth could not be told the brutal truth about himself and Celia, a pity that she could not be made to realize that, if she did not appreciate her husband, there were others who did. That would bring her down off her high horse. She would find it pretty humiliating to know that she had been displaced by her husband’s typist. She wouldn’t look on it in at all the same way as she looked on her own affair with young Hackett. Women were like that: they could indulge in any sort of intrigue and deception and get on their high horse and play the injured innocent if they were suspected; but let them once get an idea that their husbands were doing the same, and there was the devil to pay.

He wondered now how he had managed to tolerate Elizabeth’s high-handed way with him for so long. Ever since his marriage he had been strictly faithful to her, never giving a thought to another woman, and this was all he got for it. If he hadn’t been so conscientious he would have kicked over the traces long ago. Other men did. He knew of half a dozen men in Dilchester, highly respected citizens, who had been carrying on affairs for years. If their home life was anything like his own he didn’t blame them. So long as they were not blatant about it, and preserved an outward semblance of respectability, it was their own affair, and he would be the last man to think the worse of them. Human nature, after all, was stronger than any mere moral code, and a man was never meant to be an ascetic.

Besides, Elizabeth, if ever the truth should become known, wouldn’t have a leg to stand on. In view of her affair with young Hackett, she could hardly object to his claiming an equal liberty of action. The truth, of course, would not become known. It was just a question of being reasonably careful. There must be no going to such places as the Metropole at Brighton.

London was the safest. He must think things out carefully….

He was almost affable at breakfast. It amused him to sit there and watch Elizabeth and remind himself that she wouldn’t be so calm and composed if she knew what he knew; it appealed to his sense of humour that she, playing the innocent and carrying on an affair with young Hackett, should have no suspicion that he was doing very much the same. What fools women were!

He went to the Bank eager for his meeting with Celia. He hoped she would not have changed her mind, and smiled confidently as he reflected that that was hardly probable. A girl in Celia’s position would not be likely to get another chance such as he was offering her. If she turned down his offer she would probably end up by marrying a bank clerk and pinching and scraping for the rest of her life in some poky little villa. She would be bound to realize that an opportunity like this was not to be had for the asking. Besides, she really was very fond of him. Still, you never knew with women: they had a way of getting sudden attacks of conscience and shying off at the last minute, and the sooner he arranged matters the better. He would have a talk with her this moming….

As he entered his room he caught a glimpse of her golden head as she sat at her typewriter. He hung up his hat and turned towards his office. She had not noticed his arrival, and he stood for some moments watching her through the half-open door.

She looked very calm and self-possessed, and it was hard to believe that only a few hours ago she had been lying in his arms, nestling against him, begging him to kiss her again.

His determination to have a talk with her and fix the thing definitely as soon as he reached the office wavered. It seemed suddenly quite impossible to walk up to this self-possessed young woman and remind her that she had promised to go with him to Brighton.

It had been fairly easy last night when she was nestling against him, but here, in cold daylight, in the unromantic surroundings of an office, with Celia sitting at a typewriter… Suppose she snubbed him? Suppose she pretended not to understand? It would be damned awkward explaining. It might be better to await a more favourable opportunity — get her up to London again….

The matter was taken out of his hands. There came a knock at the door and he turned to see Marshall, one of his co-directors, entering the room. Marshall was a short, slight, fussy little man, with a white military moustache and a military abruptness of speech.

“Damn it, Anson!” he began. “What are we going to do?”

He was clearly excited, and it was part of Anson’s technique always to become calmer and calmer in the face of another man’s excitement. He strolled to his desk and seated himself, eyeing Marshall with a faint smile of amusement as he stumped up and down the room.

“What’s the trouble, Marshall?”

Marshall halted and stared at him.

“Good God, Anson! What’s the trouble? If the whole cosmos were crashing round your head I believe you’d still be sitting there asking what’s the trouble.”

Anson shook his head.

“I shouldn’t sit still, Marshall,” he smiled. “I should be doing my best to dodge the débris.”

Marshall shot him a quick glance.

“You would, eh? Well, from the look of things there’ll be plenty of débris before you’re much older, and there’ll be no question of dodging. None of us will be able to dodge anything. We shall have to stand up and face things.”

“What sort of things?”

“You know as well as I do, Anson, but you probably won’t admit it. You don’t care about looking straight at things, do you? All the way along you’ve refused to face the fact that sooner or later we should probably find ourselves in a tight corner if we went on the way we were going on. You were ready enough to take the risks, but declined to look at the possible consequences because they weren’t exactly pleasant. Well, you’ll have plenty of unpleasant consequences to face before many days have passed.”

“Such as?”

Marshall halted again and looked Anson in the eyes. “Fraud,” he snapped. “That’s a possibility, anyway — a charge of fraud — misappropriation — negligence — criminal folly — speculating with money with which we’d no right to speculate. Damn it! You know it as well as I do!”

“Perhaps I do, Marshall, though I might be inclined to use less harsh terms. But I don’t propose to get into a panic about it. It hasn’t happened yet.”

“It’s started happening. People have got wind of something. I wonder you haven’t discovered that. This morning several of my friends tried to pump me. There were rumours floating round, they said, that all was not well with Anson’s Bank, and did I advise them to withdraw their deposits? I did not. I told them the Bank had never been in a sounder position and that the rumours were lies — may God forgive me!”

“Your friends won’t thank you for that, Marshall, if things go as they look like going.”

“If things go as they look like going I shan’t have any friends in a few days’ time. What else could I tell them? If there’s to be a crash I don’t intend to let a favoured few save their money — rich men who get off scot-free because they happen to know a director who gave them the tip. There are thousands of small depositors who’ve got their life savings in Anson’s Bank, and they’ve as much right to save their money as anyone else. Have you heard from Doran?”

Anson shook his head.

“Doran is a human ruminant. I saw him yesterday and could get no definite answer. He’s still chewing it over.”

“Then if he doesn’t soon stop chewing it’ll be too late. People are beginning to talk, I tell you. And some of them are doing more than talking. I’ve just had a word with Kennish, our manager. He tells me that Fielding came in this morning as soon as the Bank opened and closed his account. Fielding’s account was one of the biggest we had, and he wouldn’t have done that if he hadn’t got wind of something. That’s only the beginning. There’s bound to be others before the day’s much older, and once it starts there’ll be no stopping it. What about the E.T.C. people?”

Anson ran quickly through the letters on his desk, picked out one, read it and glanced across at Marshall.

“The E.T.C. people refuse to postpone their call,” he said.

“Eh? Good God! We can’t pay it. At least if we pay it we can’t pay anyone else. Damn it, Anson, it’s no use sitting there smiling. We’ve got to do something. You’d better get through to Doran on the telephone—”

“If I worry Doran any more,” interrupted Anson, “he’ll smell a rat and we shall get nothing. I had to pretend that the matter was not terribly urgent, though I did my best to hurry things up. As soon as Doran makes up his mind he’ll ring me.” He smiled. “And in the meantime I don’t intend to work myself into a panic.”

“But if Doran won’t help us—”

“In that case we shall stop payment and face the music. It looks as though we shall have to. If you take my advice, you’ll withdraw your own money while the going’s good.”

Marshall gazed at him in amazement.

“Do you think I’d do a thing like that, Anson? Just because I happen to be a director and have inside information, do you think I’d take advantage of that to save my own skin? You don’t know me if you think that. I’m a depositor and I’ll take my chance with the rest of the depositors. If we crash and there’s only a shilling in the pound for everyone else, then I’ll take my shilling in the pound.” Anson gave a cynical smile.

“Very admirable sentiments, Marshall, but quite unpractical. Personally, I see no advantage in being a director if I’m to be treated in the same way as someone who’s not a director.”

“You mean you’ll withdraw your money?”

“Certainly — as soon as I decide that there’s no chance of our weathering the storm.”

Marshall stared at him, speechless, for some moments, as though unable to believe what he had heard; then he turned on his heel and strode from the room.

Anson, with a smile, turned his attention to his letters. Marshall was a sentimental old fool. To stand by and watch his money go down the gutter when he had a chance of saving it was sheer quixotic folly. It might be noble, but nobility at that price was too expensive a luxury for Richard Anson. If there was a smash he’d lose enough in all conscience. Practically every penny he possessed was invested in the Bank, and to all intents and purposes he would be a ruined men. Selling his stock now was out of the question, and if he could save the comparatively small sum that he had in his current account and on deposit, he certainly intended to do so.

But it might not come to that, though the fact that Fielding had closed his account was a disturbing one.

He became aware that Celia Paterson was standing beside his desk, and turned to her with a smile.

“Well, my dear?” he said, inspecting her keenly.

He saw at once that she had not changed her mind; there was still the same adoring look in her eyes, and she seemed say and a little nervous, unable to meet his gaze for more than a second — all of which he interpreted as auspicious omens.

“Did you enjoy your evening?”

“Oh, Mr. Anson, it was marvellous I I’ve never had an evening like it before.”

He felt flattered and hoped her statement was strictly true.

“We shall have plenty more of them, my dear — better than last night,” he assured her. “Last night was only the prelude. I’ve been thinking things over and if you haven’t changed your mind… Have you?”

She shook her head, avoiding his eyes.

“Then we’ll go straight ahead,” he said. “Just for the moment, I’m afraid, Brighton is out of the question. We’ve got to be discreet, my dear, and I’ve decided that London would be far more — suitable. The best way will be for you to take a holiday and go up to London. I shall be up there pretty frequently and can come and find you. You’d better take a small flat somewhere — furnished. There should be no difficulty in finding one, and of course I will be responsible for the rent. You might, perhaps, keep it on permanently — so that you can run up there whenever — er — whenever you feel like a night in town. Your absence from Dilchester will then arouse no suspicion. Naturally, if I am away, you are not required at the Bank and you go off to your little place in London. What do you think of that?” She thought it was adorable, but explained to him that there was no need for him to go to the expense of a flat, at least for the present. Her friend who had a flat just off Baker Street was going away that day for several weeks and had offered to let her use the flat during her absence. She could go there for the time being and Anson would only have to telephone when he would be in London. That would give her time to look round at her leisure and find just the very flat to suit them.

Anson agreed, squeezed her hand, and told her to get up to London that afternoon. There was a chance that he might he there himself the next day.

“And now, my dear, go and sit at your typewriter,” he smiled, “and don’t let anyone guess that I’m not still the terribly important Richard Anson to you, of whom you’re just a little afraid.”

But she still stood beside his desk, hesitating.

“What is it, my dear?”

“Mr. Anson — just now — when you were talking to Mr. Marshall — I was in my office and I simply couldn’t help hearing.”

He glanced at her quickly.

“Well?”

“I suppose I shouldn’t say anything, should I? But I can’t help it. I mean — after last night — it is just a little different, isn’t it? What happens to you matters so terribly much to me now. I can’t bear to think you’re worried—”

“My dear, I am worried. I wouldn’t admit it to Mr. Marshall, but I don’t mind admitting it to you. I’m in a very difficult position, a very serious position. The Bank — er—”

“Is it really going to go crash?”

“That is a possibility, Celia. I can’t explain to you — you wouldn’t understand — but the Bank has had a spell of very bad fortune — through nobody’s fault — and I am really terribly anxious. It’s no use blinking at the fact that unless a very large sum of money is forthcoming from somewhere, within a few hours, the Bank will be finished. And so shall I.”

“Oh, Mr. Anson! It doesn’t seem possible!”

“Ruin, Celia, that’s what it will mean as far as I’m concerned. And probably disgrace, too. People can be very hard, you know, Celia, on a man who’s down and out. If the Bank crashes, they’ll be looking round for a scapegoat, and it’s almost inevitable that they’ll pick on me.”

“It’s terrible! I can’t bear to think of it. But I can’t believe they’d do a thing like that, Mr. Anson. Everyone thinks so highly of you. I’ve heard people talk about you, and I’m sure there’s no one in Dilchester who’s so much admired and respected.”

“All the same, Celia, it is quite possible that before long there will be no one in Dilchester — perhaps in the whole country — who is so much hated and despised.” He smiled at her. “Are you going to be among the ones who hate and despise me?”

“Oh, you know I’d never be that, Mr. Anson. How could I be? It wouldn’t matter to me what you’d done or what you were accused of doing, I should still believe in you. And I — I should still love you.” He took her hand and patted it.

“I believe you would, my dear, and I assure you that means a great deal to me. To know that, whatever happens, I shall have someone who will understand and sympathize and believe in me — I can face it, Celia, if I know that.”

“You do know it. But I can’t believe it will really come to that, Mr. Anson. It must be possible to do something.”

He shook his head.

“If I sat here till midnight, my dear, there’s nothing more that I could do.”

“But if it’s just a question of getting money—”

“It is. But a very great deal of money. Fifty thousand pounds will only just about tide us over.” She shook her head.

“I can’t understand it,” she said. “Why doesn’t Mrs. Anson help you? She’s a rich woman, isn’t she? Surely, rather than see you ruined and disgraced—”

He raised his hand.

“We won’t discuss that, please, Celia. There’s no need to drag my wife into it.”

“It shouldn’t be necessary to drag her in,” she exclaimed passionately. “She should offer to help you. She should — she should… Oh, I know I wouldn’t need making to help you. If I had fifty thousand pounds I’d give it to you gladly. I’d be proud to give it to you. If she pretends to love you… Oh, I’m sorry; I shouldn’t talk like that, should I? But it does seem so unfair—”

“My dear, the world is an unfair place. I do sometimes get very weary of everything. A man does, you know, when he’s — lonely. I’ve sometimes been tempted to cut free from everything. I’d cut free now if I had the money. But I haven’t. I’m going to be a poor man by the look of things.”

“It’s unfair,” she repeated. “Why should you be poor? You’ve worked so terribly hard, and there’s all that money in the vaults — thousands of pounds —

“That doesn’t happen to be mine, Celia.”

“But it is yours, Mr. Anson, really. You built the business, you worked to make Anson’s Bank what it is, and if anyone has a right to the money, surely you have? Oh, I wish I could do something. I’d do anything — go anywhere—”

There came a knock at the door and a clerk entered. “Mr. Edward Moore asking to see you, sir.”

Anson frowned. Recent incidents had crowded thoughts of Edward Moore from his mind, but he realized that the man had got to be dealt with. He had thought, when he had dismissed him from his study the other night, that he had probably put an end to Moore’s game by calling his bluff and daring him to do his worst; but apparently the fellow meant to have another try. Well, if he could risk Moore’s carrying out his threat then, he could certainly risk it now. The position of the Bank was definitely worse than it had been, and if the crash came, as seemed inevitable now, Edward Moore’s story, even if he spread it all over Dilchester, would make not the slightest difference as far as Anson was concerned. He would be a ruined and discredited man in any case, and it would not matter to him in the least if all the world were convinced that Anna Rita Rymer had been what Moore claimed she had been. In any event, he had no money to spare for Moore or anyone else now; if there was any money to be salved out of the wreckage, he would need it for himself.

“Show him in,” he said.

The clerk withdrew, and Anson turned to Celia.

“Run away, my dear,” he said, “and shut the door. And get up to London this afternoon. Where’s the flat?”

She scribbled the address and telephone number on a slip of paper, and with a nod Anson folded it and slipped it into his pocket.

“I’ll join you as soon as possible,” he smiled. “Tomorrow, if I can. I’ll ring you first. Will that be too soon?”

She shook her head.

“Tomorrow seems such a long way off,” she sighed, went into her office and closed the door.

Moore entered jauntily, with an insolent smile on his face, and planted himself in front of Anson’s desk.

“Well, Mr. Anson?”

“So you’ve had the audacity to call again!”

“I’ve come for your answer.”

“I was under the impression that I gave you my answer the other night. I’ve nothing to add to what I said then.”

“You’re quite sure?”

“Quite sure. You can do as you please. If it will amuse you to spread your ridiculous story abroad, as far as I am concerned you are at liberty to spread it. I certainly do not propose to pay twenty pounds a week — or even twenty pence a week — for the sake of preventing you.”

“It will cause a good deal of unpleasantness.”

“For you, Moore — ryes; but not for me. As I have already told you, nobody will believe you. At the best, you will be laughed at; at the worst, you will land yourself into very serious trouble.”

“H’m!” said Moore. “Well, perhaps you’re right, Mr. Anson. I realize that people would be more likely to accept the word of the Chairman of Anson’s Bank than the word of a drunken waster like me.”

“I’m glad you’ve grasped that at last, Moore.”

“Oh, I grasped it all right from the very beginning,” the man assured him, “but I thought it was worth trying. I’d have thought myself lucky if it had come off. You’d hate to look a fool, but you’d hate still more to have to part with a few pounds a week to a man whose life you’ve ruined. I knew that all along. I knew that if you had the pluck to call my bluff the game would be up.”

“Then the best thing you can do, Moore, is to go away and pull yourself together and try to make a living by some more creditable method than blackmail.” Moore smiled.

“And leave you in peace, Mr. Anson?” He shook his head. “I advise you not to count on being left in peace. You’ve still got those debts to pay, and if I can’t make you pay one way I’ll make you pay another.” Anson pressed the bell on his desk and a commissionaire appeared.

“Show this gentleman out, please.”

Moore strolled across to the door.

“All right, Anson,” he said; “I’m going. But don’t run away with the idea that you’re getting off scot-free. I’ll get you yet.”

As the door closed behind the man, Anson leaned back in his chair and became thoughtful.

One phrase from his conversation with Celia had kept passing through his mind during his interview with Ted Moore. “Why doesn’t Mrs. Anson help you?” Celia had asked.

Exactly. Why shouldn’t Elizabeth help him? She was his wife, and she was a wealthy woman. She could let him have the fifty thousand pounds without causing herself the slightest inconvenience, and in the circumstances it was her obvious duty to do so. It had not occurred to him before to ask her. Between his home and his business he had always kept a great gulf fixed, and had made a rule never to discuss the affairs of the Bank with his wife. She knew nothing of his business activities, and he had never even told her what his income was.

But in circumstances like the present, even though it went against the grain, the rule must be broken. Elizabeth had the money, and his obvious duty was to sink his pride and ask her to make the necessary advance, just as much as it was her obvious duty to come to his assistance and save him from disaster.

It would not be easy, of course, in the present strained conditions of their relations. It would be a humiliating experience for him, particularly if Elizabeth chose to be unpleasant about it. And she very well might. She had been furious with him when he had taxed her with that Hackett business, and she wouldn’t forgive him for that very easily. But he had no doubt that he could calm her down — use his will and personality and charm to smooth things over. After all, he had no definite proof about Hackett, and in any case, in the circumstances, he could not afford to be too squeamish. He would apologize if necessary, beg her pardon for having doubted her. Elizabeth was not the sort to bear malice if he asked for her forgiveness, and provided he got the money he would swallow the humiliation somehow. Besides, once he had got the money, he could deal with the Hackett affair later. He decided that he would see Elizabeth that evening and do all he could to patch things up.
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As the red-winged two-seater entered the Square, Elizabeth brought it to a standstill and turned to John, who was beside her.

“There’s the statue, John,” she said. “I thought you’d like to have a look at it. Anna Rita Rymer, missionary, saint, and martyr.” She gave a little laugh. “You never know, John, if you go to China they may put up a statue to you one day.”

John glanced at her, frowning slightly.

“Are you laughing at me, Beth?”

She shrugged her shoulders.

“I’m just trying to picture what a statue of you would look like, John. The martyr — in plus-fours. But perhaps they’d put a cassock on you. I shall certainly suggest it, John, because statues of men wearing trousers never manage to look dignified. They are always such terrible trousers — baggy at the knees, and without the sign of a crease in them. If you believe the sculptors, no man who had a statue put up to him ever used a trouser-press.”

John smiled.

“You’re laughing at me, Beth, and that’s not quite fair of you, is it? I’m serious about this missionary business — and you don’t laugh at Anna Rita Rymer.”

“Don’t I? Would you be surprised, John, if I told you that the other day, at the unveiling ceremony, it was all I could do not to burst out laughing? Everybody being so grave and solemn, and Richard making his pompous speech — he really was terribly pompous, John — and the crowd singing hymns — they were terribly flat, especially mother — and then in the middle of it all, that man, Ted Moore, who had had quite six over the eight, stepping forward and shouting, ‘Bunk’.”

“I know; I heard about it. The fellow ought to be ashamed of himself.”

“I suppose he ought,” she admitted, “but it really was funny. You mustn’t lose your sense of humour, John, or the Chinese won’t like you. You must see that it was funny. You’d have seen it if you’d been there, anyway; it was just as if everybody there had balloons under their clothes and Ted Moore had stuck pins in all of them at the same moment. But it’s all right, John, I didn’t laugh; I fixed my gaze on the face of Anna Rita Rymer and she looked back at me, and I’d defy anyone to laugh if Anna Rita looked at them that way. You won’t look like that, John, will you, when you’re a saint and a martyr? Not at me? Don’t look pained, John. If you’d had as much of Anna Rita Rymer as I’ve had, you’d feel like putting your thumb to your nose at her statue. Would you like to go and look at it? There’s a beautiful inscription, guaranteed to bring tears to your eyes. Richard composed it, and was terribly touchy while he was doing it. Come and see.”

They got out of the car, crossed the Square and went round to the front of the statue to inspect the inscription. Ted Moore was there, standing with his feet planted well apart and his head thrown back, staring up at the face of Anna Rita, who stood gazing with a rapt expression at the Town Hall clock, serenely unaware of his existence. Just as well, perhaps, since Moore had obviously been drinking.

As Elizabeth and John approached, he turned, stared at them and advanced unsteadily towards them. “Good morning, Mrs. Anson,” he said.

“Good morning, Mr. Moore,” replied Elizabeth pleasantly. “I’ve brought my friend to see the statue.”

“Ah, yes, certainly,” said Moore. “It’s a pleasure. I’m sure.” He flung out a hand in the direction of the statue. “Allow me to introduce you, sir.” He put his lips close to John’s ear. “I didn’t catch your name, sir,” he whispered.

“My name’s Hackett,” John told him.

Nodding, Moore half turned towards the statue again. “Allow me to introduce you to my wife, Mr. Hackett. My wife — Mr. Hackett. Mr. Hackett — my wife, Anna Rita Rymer.”

Elizabeth smiled. Like most other people in Dilchester, she knew Edward Moore’s reputation, but, unlike most others, she was prepared to make allowances.

“But that’s a secret, isn’t it, Mr. Moore?” she humoured him. “And you must be careful not to tell other people.”

“That’s all right, Mrs. Anson. It’s not a secret any longer. I’m goin’ to tell a lot of people. I’m goin’ to tell everyone in Dilchester. Anna Rita Rymer was my wife, so why shouldn’t I tell them. Some say ‘Good ol’ Anna Rita Rymer’. Not me — I knew her. I was married to her. Limelight — that’s all she wanted.”

“Listen, Mr. Moore,” interrupted John, “you’ve no right to say things like that—”

“You listen to me, Mr. Hatchett,” interrupted Moore. “I know what I’m saying. Anna Rita Rymer was my wife and she got bitten by the missionary bug and went off to China, leaving me and the kid flat. Took every bean I’d got, too — three hundred quid I’d saved for the kid. That’s what she did. Damn her!” He waved a hand towards the statue. “And that’s what she’s got for doing it. You didn’t know that, did you, Mrs. Anson? But Mr. Anson knows. Ask him if you don’t believe me. He knows and keeps his mouth shut.” He shrugged his shoulders. “Well, that’s all right. We’ve gotta be reasonable, Mrs. Anson. We can’t expect a man to chuck mud at his own sister. Not when he’s a tin god. But I’m not a tin god, and if I like to chuck mud at my wife it’ll take more than Anson to stop me.”

John grasped Elizabeth’s arm.

“You’d better come away, Beth.”

She was about to go with him when she heard footsteps, and the next moment Dr. Ewell came striding up.

“What’s all this, Moore?” he said. “Bless me, you’ve been drinking again.”

Moore turned towards the doctor, beaming.

“No ‘arm meant. Doctor,” he said. “Jus’ been introducing Mrs. Anson and this gentleman to my wife. No need to introduce you. You knew ‘er. Tonsils and adenoids — you took ’em out for ‘er. That was a very gen’lemanly act. Dr. Ewell, and I respect you for it.” The doctor laid a hand on Moore’s shoulder.

“Yes, I remember, Moore,” he smiled. “Get along home now and go to bed. I’ll come and have a look at you later.”

Ted Moore nodded.

“All right, Doctor. What you say goes. You’re a gen’leman and I’m a gen’leman, and when one gen’leman tells another gen’leman to go to bed, then if he’s a gen’leman, he does it.” He raised his hat. “Goodbye, Mrs. Anson.”

He lurched off across the Square, and Elizabeth turned to the doctor.

“Poor Ted Moore!” she said. “He seems to have a bee in his bonnet about Anna Rita Rymer.”

“A swarm of them,” said the doctor, “and he’s setting them buzzing all over Dilchester. What’s he been telling you — that Anna Rita Rymer was his wife who took all his money and deserted him?”

“It’s scandalous,” said John angrily. “The fellow should be stopped from spreading such statements.” The doctor regarded him keenly.

“You take a big responsibility, Mr. Hackett,” he said, “when you try to stop a man telling the truth.”

“But you’re not suggesting, Dr. Ewell,” said Elizabeth, “that there’s any sort of truth in the wild statements Ted Moore’s been making about Anna Rita Rymer?”

“I’m not so sure,” snapped the doctor. “As a matter of fact, I am pretty sure that there’s a good deal of truth in them. The fellow’s got proofs — marriage certificate and a whole bundle of papers. He’s showing them to everybody. He’s been to the vicar.”

“The vicar should be able to silence him,” said Elizabeth. “He knows all about Anna Rita Rymer. He was out in China when she was.”

“That’s the whole point,” replied the doctor. “Did you remark, Mrs. Anson, that the vicar wasn’t present at the unveiling ceremony the other day? Well, he wasn’t, nor was I. Shall I tell you why he wasn’t there? Because he agrees with Ted Moore, that all this statue business is so much bunk. He didn’t want to tell me, but I got the truth out of him. He was out in China and knows all about the Rymer woman. She was just a damn’ nuisance out there; totally unfitted for the work, made all sorts of mischief, refused to learn the language, disgusted everyone with her craze for publicity, then caused no end of trouble by getting herself murdered. I suppose I’ve no business to have told you, but you’ll be bound to hear it sooner or later, as Moore’s spreading the story everywhere. It’s not very nice for your husband, Mrs. Anson, but I don’t see how the fellow can be stopped, and I’ve no doubt Mr. Anson can look after himself.”

“Something should be done to stop him,” said John.

“To spread libellous statements like that—”

“How do you know they are libellous, Hackett?” demanded the doctor. “Moore was her husband — I know that’s true. What do you know of Anna Rita Rymer, anyway?”

“I’ve read about her,” replied John. “I’ve read Truscott’s life of her. According to Truscott, she was an intensely spiritual woman—”

“Has it struck you, Hackett, that Truscott’s a poet, who took a poet’s licence? He imagined qualities and idealized them.”

“So he may have done, Dr. Ewell, but there must have been some foundation. He must have accumulated facts—”

“Oh yes, he did that. He spent three days in Dilchester doing it.” The doctor shook his head. “I’m afraid we’ve got to agree with Ted Moore that there’s a good deal of bunk in this business.”

John shrugged his shoulders.

“It sounds pretty rotten to me.”

Elizabeth smiled at him.

“It’s always rotten, John, to have one’s dreams disturbed, isn’t it? But you’ll have to get used to that, you know. It’s no good going as a missionary if you’re not prepared to have your ideals shattered a good many times.”

“I’m fully trained in that respect, Beth.”

There was no answering that, since it was she who had been responsible for his training.

“I must be off,” said Dr. Ewell. “Bless me, if they want to put up a statue, why don’t they put one up to me — Dr. Guy Ewell, who was martyred by mumps, scarlet fever, chicken-pox, indigestion, and the damn’-fool carelessness of his patients, and never had a minute to call his own. By the way, Mrs. Anson, I saw that poor woman, Burns, this morning — the one who killed her husband. I want you to go and see her. She’s asking for a visitor and I told her I’d send you along.”

“To the prison?” said Elizabeth. “Must I, Doctor?”

“There’s no must about it, but you’re on the Prison Visiting Committee, aren’t you, and you’re not much use there if you’re not prepared to visit the prison.” And then he laid his hand on her arm and his abrupt manner changed. “You’ll be doing a great kindness, Mrs. Anson. The poor soul needs somebody, and you’ll do her more good than the rest of the bunch put together. It’s an extraordinary thing the way charitable work always seems to get in the hands of grim-faced spinsters. The marvel to me, Mrs. Anson, is that the rest of the Committee didn’t blackball you. Go along and see Mrs. Burns. It’ll do her good. You too, perhaps.”

“All right, Doctor, I’ll go,” Elizabeth promised.

With a nod, the doctor hurried off. John and Elizabeth returned to the red-winged car, and a few moments later were out of the town, heading at fifty miles an hour for the open country. After half an hour’s run they left the car by the roadside and began climbing the steep slope of the Downs that half encircled Dilchester. In the shelter of a clump of gorse bushes they seated themselves on the grass, lighted cigarettes, and for some time were silent, John frowning thoughtfully at the countryside spread out below him, and Elizabeth, lying in her favourite position, with her hands beneath her head, gazing up into the blue of the sky, and every now and then raising her head just far enough to take a quick look at John’s grave face.

“I wonder, John,” she said at last, “I wonder why you’re really going to China.”

He shrugged his shoulders.

“I can’t be laughed out of it now, Beth.”

“And is that why you’re going — because you’ve told everybody so and don’t like the idea of being laughed at if you back out of it now?”

“You don’t believe that, Beth?”

“No, I don’t think I do. It wouldn’t be like you to mind being laughed at. You never used to mind, anyway, when I laughed at you. But if it isn’t that, what is it? Whatever made you think of rushing off like this to preach to the heathen? It’s terribly sudden, isn’t it?”

“As a matter of fact, I’ve been thinking about it for a year, Beth. I heard a fellow lecture all about Central China, and the work to be done out there, and that put the idea into my head. I’d pretty well decided before the lecture was over to go out east.”

“And it didn’t strike you, John, that you’d find just as fine work to be done if you went down east — in London?”

“That’s different, Beth.”

“No limelight, eh?”

He glanced round at her quickly.

“You’ve no right to say a thing like that, Beth. You know — you ought to know — I don’t care a damn about the limelight. If I go to China—”

“If
 , John? Shouldn’t it be when
 ?”

“Oh, very well, then — when I go to China, it will be because — well, because I must go.”

She smiled faintly.

“You know what that is, John, don’t you? It’s what Anna Rita Rymer suffered from. Richard told us all about it in his speech the other day. It’s the evangelistic urge.”

He swung round so that he faced her.

“I don’t understand you, Beth; you’re behaving so queerly. It’s not like you to try to damp me down and jeer at me—”

“I’m not jeering, John. I’m only just poking a little bit of fun at you, but I won’t do that any more if it hurts you. I only wanted to make you think, to be quite sure that you have thought it all out and aren’t just rushing into this out of — well, pique.”

“You know I shouldn’t do that, Beth.”

“Oh, but you might. Lots of men have done it and regretted it afterwards, and I don’t want to feel that you’ve thrown your life away like that. I’d feel sort of responsible.”

“And you think I should be throwing my life away?” She nodded.

“I’ve talked to Mr. Tanner, our vicar, about China. He was out there, you know. When he was there, John, thousands of people were dying of starvation, and parents were even selling their children for food. What are you going to do about that? Have you discovered a method to stop parents selling their children for food?”

“Perhaps I haven’t,” said John, with a touch of impatience, “but that doesn’t mean I can’t do something to help. I can give them hope and sympathy — Good Lord, I’m talking like a prig!”

“Like a child, John, not a prig.” She laid her hand on her diaphragm. “Ever had a pain here?”

“Heartache?”

“Come down to earth, John. Not heartache — tummy-ache. Would you want hope and sympathy when you’d got a pain in your tummy?” She smiled. “Especially if you’d got the pain through eating too many children.”

John made a gesture of impatience.

“All this is pretty serious to me, Beth,” he said.

She sat up and looked at him.

“And don’t you think it’s all pretty serious to me? Do you really believe I’ve been laughing at you and trying to persuade you that you’re throwing your life away and won’t do the least bit of good out in China just because I want to hurt you?”

“You’re doing your best to put me off, aren’t you? Why don’t you want me to go?”

She smiled as she watched his grave, troubled face. “Look me straight in the eyes, John, and I’ll tell you.”

He raised his head.

“I don’t want you to go to China,” she said, “because I’m absolutely certain that you don’t want to go.” She raised a hand as she saw that he was about to speak. “Don’t deny it, John, because you never could tell fibs with your eyes. You’re only going to China because — oh, well, there’s no need to go into that. I know why and you know why, and we shall only hurt each other if we talk about it.” She leaned forward and laid a hand on his arm. “But, my dear, you mustn’t do it. I’d never forgive myself. I’d think of all the things you might have done, all the wonderful things you were going to do, and I’d hate myself for having stopped your doing’ them.”

He shook his head.

“You’re wrong, Beth. I must go.”

“And all those wonderful things — must they all go? Your books — you were going to do such great things with your books, John, with his flaming pen, was going to purge the world of injustice, burn up all that was unworthy and light mankind to a newer, better world. That’s better work than going to China — better for you, I mean, because it’s work that you could do, work that you were meant to do — work I want you to do.” She was silent, watching his face, awaiting his reply. But he made no reply and only sat there, gazing out over the valley.

“Your first novel,” she went on. “There was to be a special copy — bound in calf — for me. I’m still waiting for it. All this time I’ve kept a space empty for it in my own specially private bookcase beside my bed. How much longer have I got to wait for it?”

Again he looked towards her and seemed about to say something; then his hand found hers, as it lay on his sleeve, lingered there for a moment, raised it and placed it on her lap.

“I must go, Beth.”

As he turned away, she lay back and clasped her hands beneath her head. She knew John. It was no use arguing with him any more. He meant to go to China, and nothing she could say would stop him. After all, what right had she to try to stop him? She knew what he was doing — running away to lick his wounds in secret, the wounds which she had given him — and since there was no other means of healing his wounds, why should she try to prevent his going?

Again, as she had done two days ago, she tried to be frank with herself. Why was she so anxious to stop John going? Was it really because she believed he was unfitted for the work, that he was going in a fit of pique which he would regret later, that he would be better employed using that flaming pen of his to purge the world of injustice? All these arguments which she had used against him, were they really any more than excuses, pretexts, camouflage to hide her real reason for wanting him to stay, because her real reason was one which she had not the pluck to acknowledge?

But why not acknowledge it? Why not admit what deep down in her she knew to be true — that she still loved John, more than she had ever loved him — so much that she could not bear the thought of his leaving her?

That was the truth. That at least was half the truth, and the other half was that John loved her.

It was queer the way things worked out: because she loved John, she wanted him to stay; because he loved her, he was determined to go. And admitting that all this was the truth, what then? Was not John perhaps right? If this love of theirs brought them only unhappiness, wasn’t it wisdom to run away from it? She saw suddenly that if John wanted to run away she had no right to try to prevent him. It was she who had shattered their wonder world, and the least she could do was to allow John to go away and forget, if he could, that it had ever existed. It was not fair to keep him here in England if she had no wonder world to offer him. And she had nothing to offer him. Friendship, yes. But what would John want with a friendship that only served to remind him of all that might have been?

She sat up and got to her feet.

“Come on, John,” she said; “let’s go home.”
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It was not Elizabeth’s first visit to the prison. As a member of the Prison Visiting Committee — one of the many committees to which, as the wife of Richard Anson, it was her duty to belong — she had been there a good many times; but never before had she felt such a wave of depression sweep over her as she did today when the gates were shut behind her and she followed the warder along the corridor towards the governor’s office.

Her talk with John that morning, when she had realized that he must go to China and that she must make no effort to prevent him, had left her discouraged and dispirited, and the gloomy atmosphere of the prison building oppressed her and gave her the feeling that nothing in the world was really worth while. The world was so full of unhappiness that the best one could hope for was to get through it as quickly as possible.

The governor, an upright military figure of a man, with a neat military moustache, greeted her cordially. The wife of Richard Anson was entitled to cordiality.

“Good afternoon, Mrs. Anson,” he said. “You’ve come to see the Burns woman, haven’t you? Dr. Ewell was here this morning and told me you’d be coming.”

Elizabeth forced a smile.

“That’s like Dr. Ewell. When he told you that, he hadn’t even asked me. But the doctor has a way of making people do what he wants them to do. I didn’t want to come.”

“Not a very cheerful experience, I’m afraid, Mrs. Anson, but that wouldn’t trouble Ewell. He’s something of a sentimentalist, you know. He always talks to me as if I were a wicked ogre and the prisoners a set of injured innocents. I’m afraid he wasn’t thinking of your feelings, but only of Mrs. Burns. However, you needn’t stop many minutes. The woman’s in the infirmary — a bit queer in the head, I fancy. The matron tells me that her mind seemed to be wandering this morning and they couldn’t stop her singing. She doesn’t seem to realize her position; at least, if she does realize it, she’s not at all concerned about it. She just lies there smiling and singing.”

“Perhaps she’s happy,” said Elizabeth.

The governor shook his head.

“I can’t imagine anyone being happy, Mrs. Anson, after committing a crime like Mrs. Burns has committed. I’ve had a good deal of experience of this sort of thing, you know, and I’ve come to the conclusion that a man or woman of that type must not be judged by the same standards as we apply to other people. We’re rather inclined to credit them with having the same feelings, the same instincts as we have—”

“And don’t you think they have?”

“I’m quite certain they have not. Experience has proved to me that criminals are of a definitely lower order of beings than ordinary men and women. They are less sensitive, less responsive — often entirely unresponsive — to those finer influences by which we are affected. Only the sentimentalist would want to treat them as normal, civilized human beings.”

“I see,” smiled Elizabeth. “Then if I had murdered my husband, that’s what you’d say about me, is it? Or perhaps that’s what you really think of me now.”

She shook her head. “I’m quite sure you’re wrong. It seems ridiculous to you to talk of my murdering anyone, doesn’t it?”

“I’m afraid you won’t convince me, Mrs. Anson, that you’re a potential murderess.”

“I know; and that’s where you’re making your mistake. You think that because a woman is what you would call civilized — well educated, nicely dressed, refined, with charming manners — she isn’t capable of committing a murder, that she couldn’t possibly ever want to murder anyone. But you’re wrong. She might. I think so, anyway. I don’t believe my feelings and instincts are any different from those of poor Mrs. Burns. Judy O’Grady and the Colonel’s lady — Kipling was quite right — they’re sisters under their skins. Am I a terrible sentimentalist?”

The governor gave a shrug.

“You wouldn’t be for long, Mrs. Anson, if you had my job. If you really want to see this woman—”

“Yes, I do — now.”

“Then I’ll get the matron to take you.”

She followed the matron to the infirmary. Mrs. Burns was in bed. Beside the bed sat a hardfaced wardress, who gave Elizabeth a stony stare. But Elizabeth had no eyes for her: her gaze went at once to the face of the woman in the bed — lined, pale, drawn, the dull grey hair pulled back from her wrinkled forehead. She was a woman of about sixty, but what instantly struck Elizabeth, as she walked up to the bed and stood looking down at her, was the expression of serenity on the worn face. The woman was gazing up at the ceiling, with her lips slightly parted and a faraway look in her eyes. Elizabeth remembered her words to the governor: “Perhaps she’s happy.”

“Here’s Mrs. Anson come to see you, Mrs. Burns,” said the matron.

Mrs. Burns turned her head, and as she saw Elizabeth she smiled.

“This is kind of you, Mrs. Anson,” she said. “Fancy you taking the trouble to come to this place and see me!”

“How are you, Mrs. Burns?” asked Elizabeth kindly. “I met Dr. Ewell this morning and he told me you weren’t very well and would like to see me.”

“Ah, there’s a real gentleman for you, Mrs. Anson. He’s that kind to me I might be one of his lady patients. Thank you for coming, Mrs. Anson. I felt I’d like to see you — and talk with you.”

Elizabeth nodded and turned to the matron.

“Mayn’t I speak with her alone?”

“If you wish it,” said the matron curtly, and turned away.

Elizabeth glanced at the grim-visaged wardress seated beside the bed.

“You don’t have to take any notice of her, Mrs. Anson,” she said. “She’s got to stay there — to keep an eye on me.” She smiled again. “You weren’t afraid to come and see a woman who’d killed her husband?”

“We won’t talk about that, Mrs. Burns; we’ll just forget—”

“I’m not going to forget it. I killed him — with an axe. He was lying on the bed — drunk. He always was drunk. I saw the axe and I did it. It was a new one. He’d bought it two days before — at Mason’s in the High Street. He was going to cut down a tree in the garden.”

Elizabeth made no reply. She had an uneasy feeling that, with that stony-faced wardress sitting there, she should not allow Mrs. Burns to talk like this, but she didn’t know how to stop her.

“I killed him; Mrs. Anson,” the woman went on, “and I’m not sorry. It was no worse than killing a hog. Thirty-five years I was married to him. I was teaching in a school in those days. You wouldn’t think that to see me now, would you? But I was. I never did like it, though — always wanted to get out of it and do something a bit more exciting, and when Alf came along and asked me to marry him, I didn’t want asking twice.” She sighed. “Thirty-five years I had of it, Mrs. Anson, living in the same room, in the same house; never doing anything I wanted to do; always having to be something I wasn’t. Just the same thing year after year — having children and washing and cleaning and cooking, and all the time seeing myself getting older and older. But there, you can’t understand what that means.”

“I think I can,” said Elizabeth quietly.

“Never being yourself, Mrs. Anson — always having to be what someone else wants you to be. That was the hardest part of it. Choking things down that come rising up from your heart; being something you’re not, so as to seem to be what people think you are. And there was Alf — always drunk. Nothing behind me to think about and make up for things, and nothing in front of me to look forward to.”

“I’d try not to think of all that now, Mrs. Burns, if I were you.”

The woman shook her head.

“I’m always thinking of it. I do a lot of thinking, lying here. I see now how it all happened. There was a devil in me, Mrs. Anson. I’ve an idea there’s a devil in all women, and the longer we keep him in our hearts the bigger he grows. And I’ll tell you what makes him strong — worrying about what other people will think of us and what they’ll say about us. I was always thinking about that. I got an idea once that I’d run away and leave Alf — leave everything and make a fresh start. There was a man—” She sighed. “But it’s no good talking about that now; that was twenty years ago. I didn’t go — I hadn’t got the courage. I went after the good opinion of people I didn’t even know, who’d never heard of me and wouldn’t have cared if I’d been in hell. I just went on sticking to a man who wasn’t worth sticking to, when, if I hadn’t been afraid of what people might think of me, I could have left him and been happy. And made someone else happy too. I suppose I’d have gone on doing it if I hadn’t happened to see that axe. Something happened to me then, Mrs. Anson. I just couldn’t help myself. I had to kill him. I hit him with all my strength, and as soon as I saw I’d killed him I was really happy for the first time in thirty-five years. I’m happy now and I know why that is: it’s because the devil’s gone out of me. They can do what they like to me now, Mrs. Anson — I don’t care. They can’t stop me being happy.”

She rambled on for some time; then, as she seemed to be falling asleep, Elizabeth wished her goodbye and hurried out of the prison.
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After tea that afternoon Elizabeth excused herself from tennis and sought sanctuary in her bedroom. She felt uneasy, restless, depressed and in need of solitude. Her interview with Mrs. Burns had been a trying ordeal of which she found it impossible to shake off the effects; and that, coming on top of her talk that morning with John, had left her thoughts in a state of hopeless confusion. She wanted to be alone and sort things out. It was no use trying, as she had tried, to dismiss from her mind the thought of Mrs. Burns and what she had said to her. The thoughts persisted as if determined not to give her a moment’s peace until she took notice of them and dealt with them.

The extraordinary thing was that Mrs. Burns, in spite of the terrible thing she had done, and the certainty that she would pay a terrible price for having done it, had seemed to feel no remorse. More than that, she had actually seemed happy, with a serene sort of happiness, as though, after shirking a disagreeable task for a long time, she had suddenly found the courage to perform it and so had gained peace.

That devil in women of which she had spoken — it was queer that she had used that phrase, the very phrase which Dr. Ewell had used when he had talked to her the other evening in the garden. A woman was probably the better for letting it out, the doctor had said, and Mrs. Burns had said much the same. Mrs. Burns had let it out, and now, in spite of everything, she was happy.

It was true, she supposed — all women had it; all men too, perhaps. But a man could let his devil out, and a woman couldn’t. She crushed it down, repressed it, because she hadn’t the courage to set it free. Worrying about what people think of you and what they’ll say about you, clinging to a life that wasn’t worth clinging to, for the sake of appearing respectable. Misplaced loyalty, that’s what Dr. Ewell had called it — sticking to a man and being unhappy when the man wasn’t worth sticking to, and it only needed a little courage to grasp your happiness.

After all, what else was she herself doing? Was Richard worth sticking to? She tried to view her husband dispassionately and saw him now more clearly than she had ever seen him: pompous, self-righteous, hypocritical, selfish, valuing all those things which in her heart she knew to be valueless. She had felt a kind of respect for Richard when she had married him, but it had rapidly waned; and when he had flung at her his accusations the other morning he had shattered the last remnants of it. He had no further right to her respect, and if she had the courage of Mrs. Burns, even a fraction of her courage, she would not go on sacrificing her happiness.

But it wasn’t, she told herself, entirely a question of courage. After all, she had made a bargain with Richard, and there was such a thing as honesty even in a commercial transaction. If she did as she pleased, there was no doubt now in her mind as to what she would do: she would leave Richard and go to John — cast out her devil and grasp her happiness. But even if she found the courage to do that, and could persuade herself that she would be justified in doing it, there was still the question of John. Would John think her justified? Would he consent to have any hand in what he would regard as a shady transaction?

She shook her head, smiling faintly. She knew John better than that, and because she knew him so well she had refrained that morning from tempting him with the offer of her love to abandon his trip to China. She was quite sure now why John was going to China: because he wanted to forget; because he was afraid of that very temptation; because he felt that, even though she might be ready to go to him, he could not be responsible for allowing her to make that sort of mess of her life. John would still have gone to China, and by pleading with him to stay for her sake, she would only have made it the harder for him to go. It looked as though her devil must remain imprisoned.

There came a tap at the door, and she turned round to see her husband standing in the doorway.

“May I come in, my dear?”

She faced her mirror again, picked up her lipstick and became engrossed in applying it.

“I’m just dressing for dinner, Richard.”

“I want to have a talk with you.”

“Leave it till later, Richard, will you? We can have a talk after dinner.”

He closed the door, crossed the room and stood beside her.

“I want to talk to you alone, Elizabeth,” he said. “I’ve been wanting to speak to you for several days, but I don’t seem to have had a chance to get you to myself. I’ve things to say to you — confidential things — and one can’t speak confidentially through a closed door.”

She shrugged a shoulder.

“In the circumstances, Richard, you can hardly blame me if you find the door closed. What do you want to say to me?”

She leaned back in her chair, glancing up at him as he stood over her. Suddenly he bent forward and pressed his lips against hers. She thrust him from her and placed the back of her hand against her mouth, as if to protect it from further outrage.

“Richard — please!”

“Did that surprise you?”

“Very much.”

He smiled.

“It shouldn’t, my dear,” he said. “If I were a woman as beautiful as you are, I shouldn’t be surprised if my husband wanted to kiss me.”

She picked up a wisp of a handkerchief from her dressing-table and drew it across her lips.

“If you were a woman, Richard, who had been insulted by her husband as I have been — if you had had the foul things said to you—”

He raised his hand.

“My dear, can’t we forget all that?”

She glanced at him in surprise.

“Forget?” She shook her head. “You don’t know very much about women, Richard, if you think they can so easily forget that sort of thing.”

Pulling up an armchair, he seated himself in it.

“Listen, Elizabeth,” he said. “I admit that in the heat of the moment I said a great many things the other morning which I had no right to say. I — er — exaggerated.”

She raised her eyebrows.

“Is that all? When it comes to dealing with yourself, Richard, you don’t err on the side of harshness, do you? I’ll tell you what you did. You made the most abominable charges against me that you could possibly make against a woman, and if I had there and then walked out of your house you’d have had no right to complain. You can’t expect a woman to live in the same house as a man when he has shown himself to her as you showed yourself to me — capable of thinking that sort of thing about her, capable of harbouring that sort of suspicion—”

Again he raised his hand.

“I’ve admitted that I was wrong, Elizabeth. I’ve admitted that I let my tongue run away with me—”

She banged the dressing-table with her clenched fist.

“You were foul — beastly — obscene. Will you admit that? Of course you won’t. Because you aren’t capable of realizing how foul you were. If you weren’t foul, if you hadn’t the sort of mind that can’t help thinking foul things, you could never have said what you did say.” She turned away from him again. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“I’m afraid we must, my dear. You can hardly expect me to leave matters in their present unsatisfactory condition. You don’t seem to understand—”

“I understand quite well. You think a man can insult his wife as you insulted me and then put everything right by apologizing. Some things cut too deeply for the wound to be healed by an apology.” She swung round and faced him again. “Do you think I don’t know why you’re apologizing? It may hurt your pride to do it, but it would hurt your pride a good deal more to come upstairs this evening and find my door locked. You didn’t expect that, did you? You think a woman must put up with any insult and still play her part as the dutiful wife, don’t you? And so long as she’s willing to be accommodating, you’re ready to be broadminded and magnanimous and forgive her. The other night, Richard — I saw the handle of your dressing-room door turn, and I’ve never despised and hated you so much as then.”

Anson sighed.

“You’re being most unfair to me, Elizabeth. I come here prepared to make an apology to you, to admit that I said things which I shouldn’t have said, and all you do is to turn on me and abuse me. I can only hope that you have said a great many things that you don’t really mean. We’re all liable to do that, you as much as I. But I do think, my dear, that we should try to make allowances. I should never have said what I did say if I hadn’t been worried and anxious. Believe me, Elizabeth, I’m extremely sorry if what I said offended you—”

“Did you expect it not to offend me?”

He shrugged his shoulders.

“I suggest, my dear, that you should be generous enough to say no more about it. I am more than ready to meet you halt-way. I have felt lately that we have wot been on quite the same happy footing as we used to be on. We’ve been drifting apart, and I think we should both make an effort to stop the drift. It has probably been largely my fault. I have been so fully occupied with my business worries — very grave worries — that I have perhaps devoted less time and attention than I should to my home and my wife. But I’m asking you to overlook that and — er — be friends again.”

“Friends? Very well, Richard; I am perfectly willing to be friends — but no more. If you’ve been so worried, why didn’t you tell me?”

“For the simple reason, my dear, that I had no wish to worry you. Business worries are for the husband, not for the wife, and there was no object in distressing you.”

“And now there is?”

He frowned.

“I am extremely anxious,” he said, “and matters have reached such a pitch that I feel I should not be justified in disguising the true state of affairs any longer.”

She glanced at him sharply.

“You mean the Bank?”

He nodded.

“The Bank has been passing through a very critical time. There’s no need for me to go into details; you wouldn’t understand them. But the fact remains that things are in a — er — distinctly precarious condition.”

“Then it is true, Richard, what people have been saying?”

“What have they been saying?” he demanded sharply. “What have you heard?”

“Oh, just rumours, here and there. I meet so many people in Dilchester and I hear all sorts of rumours without paying much attention to them. I didn’t pay much attention to these.”

“What rumours?”

“Well, I’ve heard one or two people speaking about the Bank. Not to me, of course; they wouldn’t. And they said nothing very definite. You know the sort of thing — someone had heard someone else say that things weren’t quite right with Anson’s Bank.”

“And you didn’t tell me?”

“It didn’t seem worth while. People are always saying something isn’t quite right with something, and I felt quite sure that you’d have told me if anything were really wrong. Just how bad are things, Richard?”

“Pretty bad. I’m afraid, my dear. And if these rumours have got about they’ll very quickly be worse. If there’s any sort of a run on the Bank — well, we shall have to close the doors, that’s all. It’s nobody’s fault. I’ve done my very utmost to meet the situation. I’ve asked Doran to lend a hand.”

“Doran?”

“Fifty thousand pounds is nothing to Doran, but he hesitates and procrastinates, and in the meantime Anson’s Bank is smashed. There’s not a moment to be lost. A run on the Bank may start at any time, and if we can’t get our fifty thousand, we’re down and out.” She was gazing at him thoughtfully.

“And what exactly will that mean, Richard?”

“Mean! It’ll mean ruin — ruin for me, ruin for the other directors, ruin for the thousands of depositors who’ve put their money in the Bank.”

“But I don’t understand, Richard. How did things get into this condition? I always thought Anson’s Bank—”

“Good God! What does it matter now? I’m telling you that I’m faced with ruin and disgrace and all you do is to ask me how, and why, and when. That doesn’t help.”

“Disgrace?” repeated Elizabeth. “But you said just now, Richard, that if the crash came, it would be nobody’s fault. I don’t understand. If it’s nobody’s fault, where does the disgrace come in?”

“Oh, for God’s sake, Elizabeth, don’t quibble. I didn’t come here to be put through a cross-examination. I’ve told you all that it’s necessary for you to realize that the position is very serious.”

“All that you think it’s necessary for me to know,” said Elizabeth. “I don’t doubt that. All that you wish me to know. But how much is there that you don’t wish me to know? Why not tell me the whole truth, Richard?”

“Good God!” he exclaimed impatiently. “Haven’t you heard enough? What more do you want to know?”

“I want to know — I think I’ve a right to know — just what you meant just now when you spoke of disgrace. If you’ve done anything you’re ashamed of — anything that’s going to land you into trouble — anything illegal—”

“So that’s what you think of me, is it? I’m a crook and a criminal now — a fraudulent director—”

“I haven’t said so, Richard. I’m just asking you to tell me whether you are or not. After all, I’m your wife, and if there’s that sort of trouble ahead, I’m entitled to know what I’ve got to face.”

“If you care to be sensible you’ll have nothing to face. I’ve done nothing that hundreds of other men haven’t done. Perhaps I’ve taken risks, but there’s no crime in that. You’ve got to take risks these days to make money.”

“Then you have done something — risky?”

“Oh, for God’s sake stop arguing, Elizabeth I The fact is, I’m in the very devil of a hole. I’ve got to have fifty thousand pounds — at once; and as Doran’s still humming and hawing and I can’t possibly raise it anywhere else, I’ve no other course open to me. It goes against the grain, I can tell you. No man likes having to go to his wife for money, but in the circumstances—”

“You want me to give you fifty thousand pounds?”

“No, I don’t. I want you to lend it — to Anson’s Bank. It’s the only way out of the mess that I can see, and your money will be perfectly safe. It’ll tide us over this bad patch and you’ll get every penny of it back when things get better. It’s a perfectly sound business proposition, and it can all be done properly by your solicitor.”

“I see,” said Elizabeth thoughtfully. “And suppose I do give you fifty thousand pounds — will that put things right?”

“It will tide us over.”

“Will it put things right — permanently?”

“It’s all I want at the moment. If once we can get through this bad patch—”

“And how much will you want ultimately? I don’t mean just to tide you over, Richard, if you’re going to get into another bad patch as soon as you’re out of this one. What sum do you require to put Anson’s Bank in a really sound position again?”

“Offhand, Elizabeth, I’m afraid I really can’t say.”

“You don’t know? Wouldn’t it be as well to find out?”

“That’s not the point at the moment,” he said irritably. “The question now is, can you advance me fifty thousand pounds? You don’t know how it hurts to have to ask my wife for a — loan. It’s not exactly dignified—”

“If fifty thousand will only just keep your head above water, what will prevent your drowning?”

“There’s no question of drowning!” exclaimed Anson impatiently. “There’s no need to go into all that. I don’t intend to submit to a cross-examination about the Bank’s finances. Will you lend me the fifty thousand or won’t you?”

She shook her head.

“No, Richard, I don’t think I will. There’s nothing to be gained by lending you the money if it’s just going to disappear down the drain and do no real good.”

“You mean — you refuse?”

She nodded. Anson rose to his feet.

“My God I You good women! You’re not human!” She shrugged a shoulder.

“I’m not a fool, Richard, anyway,” she said. “I’d let you have the fifty thousand if I thought it would be of the least use — permanently, I mean. But it wouldn’t. It would only stave off the evil day a little longer, and if the crash has got to be faced, you may just as well face it now as later. That’s not being hard, Richard; it’s just being sensible.”

“It’s just being damnably callous. You — my wife — when I come and tell you I’m faced with absolute ruin — you won’t raise a finger to help me—”

“You won’t raise a finger to help yourself, Richard. You haven’t even the courage to face the facts, to and out what the facts are, what you’re up against. That’s cowardice. And if you don’t know what you’ve got to face, what right have you to ask me to face it with you? You won’t even tell me the truth. You’re afraid of being disgraced, but you won’t tell me why you’re afraid, what you’ve done that might bring disgrace on you. You haven’t got enough faith in me for that. Yet you expect me to have faith in you — fifty thousand pounds’ worth of faith. That’s not a fair bargain.”

“Bargain!” exclaimed Anson angrily. “Here am I, your husband, worried out of my life, up to my neck in trouble, asking you to help me, fand you calmly sit there and talk about a bargain! I suppose I should nave expected it. I suppose I should have known you’d be as vindictive as you could just because I said a few hasty words to you when I didn’t know which way to turn. That’s like a woman. She’ll take and take and keep on taking, but as soon as a man asks her to eve anything, then it’s quite a different story. Where does she come in? What will she get out of it? You’re all the same — fair-weather friends. You’ve no idea of loyalty.”

Elizabeth smiled.

“Have you ever heard of misplaced loyalty, Richard? Someone was talking to me about that the other day — loyalty to someone who isn’t worthy of loyalty.”

He strode to the door and flung it open.

“So that’s it, is it?” he exclaimed furiously. “I’m unworthy of loyalty, am I? I’m not worth helping when I’m up against difficulties? Even though I am your husband, you’d rather see me drown than hold out a hand to help me. But you’d help Hackett soon enough, wouldn’t you? If Hackett wanted fifty thousand pounds he wouldn’t have to ask twice. How much has he had already, eh? How much do you have to pay him to keep him dangling round you—”

She sprang to her feet.

“Richard — you’re intolerable!”

“Intolerable, am I? But Hackett isn’t intolerable. You can lock your door against your husband, but you’d never dream of locking it against Hackett. Your husband doesn’t count. You can trick and deceive him and laugh at him behind his back and not feel you’re doing anything wrong so long as you can carry on your nasty little intrigue with Hackett. You wouldn’t wipe your lips after Hackett had kissed you, would you? Oh yes, I noticed that. I’m not quite blind; I see more than you think I see. I’ve seen all along.” He flung out a hand and shook his fist at her. “But it’s got to stop. Understand that. You’re mine, not Hackett’s, and what’s mine I keep. Get that into your head. Lock your door again tonight and you’ll soon see whether you’re mine or his. I’ll break it down. If it rouses the whole household, I’ll break it down. I’m your husband, and Hackett or no Hackett, I’m going to be your husband.”

There came the sound of footsteps in the corridor, and

Elizabeth caught a glimpse of John as he passed along it towards his bedroom. As he reached the door of her room, she saw him pause, and just for a moment she was afraid that he had heard what her husband had said and was about to interfere. But after a momentary hesitation he went on.

She turned again to her dressing-table, seated herself and picked up her lipstick. Leaning forward, she began to apply it to her lips, studying the effect closely in the mirror, while her husband stood glaring at her from the doorway.

“Well?” he demanded.

She did not turn her head, and the lipstick still moved slowly along her lip.

“Hadn’t you better get dressed for dinner, Richard?”

Without a word he turned, strode from the room and noisily slammed the door behind him.
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Dinner was not a comfortable meal for Elizabeth. Richard made no attempt to be agreeable, rarely spoke, and, if he did say anything, somehow contrived to put a double edge on his remark so that, whichever way Elizabeth took it, she could not escape a cut.

John, too, was inclined to be silent, and once or twice she caught him looking at her with a puzzled, troubled expression. She wondered how much he had heard as he had passed along the corridor during her husband’s tirade. Not much, she hoped. There was no need for John to know into what sort of a hell she had landed when she had declined to enter that wonder world of theirs with him. There was nothing to be done about it now, and nothing to be gained by letting John know, by letting John suspect that she was not perfectly happy. And then the thought came to her that if John realized how unhappy she was he might be tempted not to go to China.

She dismissed the thought instantly. So far, she had resisted the temptation to use herself as a bait to keep him in England; partly because she was afraid that he might not take the bait, which would hurt her, and partly because she feared that he might take it, and she would feel that she had kept him in England under false pretences, because she had nothing to give him.

She did not intend to start using that bait now. Suppose she too played a swindling trick — left her husband and offered herself to John? But she knew, as soon as the thought occurred to her, that she could never do it. Richard would not divorce her. He had told her so, and Richard, no matter what complaints she might have against him on other scores, had at any rate the merit of being a faithful husband. If she went to John at all, it would mean that she could offer him nothing better than a makeshift intrigue, and she would rather offer him nothing than that. She caught herself wishing that Richard were not quite so virtuously faithful, because in that case she could leave him without a qualm, without the least feeling that she was playing a swindling trick and backing out her bargain.

She glanced across the table at her husband and smiled. Somehow she couldn’t picture Richard as an erring husband….

“And I’m sure you’re not listening to a word I’m wring, Elizabeth,” came Mrs. Stellman’s voice. “Mrs. Hilliard seemed quite worried about it.”

“Worried about what, mother?”

“My dear, I’ve just been telling you. I met her this morning in the town, and she put me through a regular cross-examination. ‘My dear Agatha,’ I said, ‘it’s no use asking me. If you want to know anything about the Bank you should go and ask Richard.’—”

Anson glanced up quickly.

“What had Mrs. Hilliard to say about the Bank?”

“Well, she didn’t exactly say it, Richard. She only told me what she’d heard other people saying. So ridiculous, the things people do say.”

“And what are people saying, Mrs. Stellman?”

“Oh, all sorts of terrible things, Richard, according to Agatha Hilliard — and of course she’s rather worried because she doesn’t know whether she ought to take out her money or not. She asked me what I thought about it, and I said that if she didn’t feel comfortable about the Bank the sooner she took her wretched money out of it the better.”

“You told her that? Do you realize, Mrs. Stellman, ‘hat Mrs. Hilliard’s is a very valuable account?”

“Is it, Richard? I’m sorry if I shouldn’t have said it, but she would keep talking, and I was in a dreadful hurry, and I felt sure you wouldn’t want anyone to keep money in your bank if they couldn’t trust you to look after it. She said she should take it out tomorrow, and all her friends were going to do the same. They’d heard things, so Agatha said. It’s ridiculous, because I’m quite sure, Richard, that if the Bank weren’t absolutely sound, you wouldn’t leave your money there for five minutes.”

“No, Mrs. Stellman, I certainly shouldn’t. If you hear any more such talk, please contradict it. Everything is perfectly right with Anson’s Bank.”

“Of course, Richard. I knew it was. I was really very annoyed with Agatha Hilliard for suggesting that it wasn’t. But of course her husband is only an estate agent….”

Anson did not suggest bridge that night. Immediately after dinner he went to his study, without troubling to excuse himself. The other three went to the drawingroom, and Elizabeth seated herself at the piano and began to play, while her mother talked incessantly to John. Presently John got up from his chair and came to stand by the piano, watching her as she played. She glanced up at him and smiled. “Bored, John?”

He nodded.

“Don’t you feel like Chopin?”

“I want to talk to you, Beth,” he said gravely.

“I’m listening.”

“I can’t talk to you here. Stop playing and come in the garden.”

“Do you really think, John,” she laughed, “that that’s a proper proposal to make to Mrs. Richard Anson?”

“I’m not making it to Mrs. Richard Anson: I’m making it to Beth.”

“And what do you want to talk to Beth about?”

“About Mrs. Richard Anson.”

She shook her head.

“Mrs. Richard Anson’s reputation is beyond reproach. I’m not going to listen to you.”

With a shrug, he turned away, crossed to the open French windows, paused a moment to glance back at her and went out into the garden.

For some minutes Elizabeth continued playing, a little pucker showing between her eyebrows. She didn’t want John to talk to her — especially out there in the garden. She didn’t want to be alone with him. It wasn’t — safe. She might say things which she knew she mustn’t say, let him see more than she wanted him to see. This morning, when they had sat together on the downs, it had been almost more than she could to hide her feelings from him. John still loved her. But because he was John, it would not occur to him that she, who was Richard Anson’s wife, could possibly love him. That was John’s simple, direct way of looking at things. And she didn’t want him to see things in any other way. There was safety so long as that barrier was between them, but she could not trust herself not to say something, or do something, or look something, if she were alone with him, which would not break the barrier down or bring him leaping over it. And then suddenly she stopped playing, got up from her seat and went out into the garden.

She found him in the summerhouse and sat down beside him.

“I knew you’d come, Beth.”

“So did I, John,” she laughed. “But I’m rather surprised at Mrs. Richard Anson. As a matter of fact, Mrs. Richard Anson has been giving me a few shocks lately, and if you’re going to find fault with her I shall probably agree with you.”

“I’m not going to find fault, Beth, and you probably won’t agree with me. Mrs. Richard Anson isn’t happy.”

“She has everything to make her happy. Money, a beautiful home, an honoured position, a husband who is respected Besides, how do you know she isn’t happy?”

“Oh, all right. Let’s forget Mrs. Richard Anson,” said John. “Let’s talk about you, Beth. You’re not happy.”

“Is that a question, John?”

“I don’t have to ask questions to know whether you’re happy or not. I’ve watched you ever since I came, and if you looked me in the eyes and put your hand on your heart and said, ‘S’elp me bob’, like you used to say, and told me you were happy, I still shouldn’t believe you.”

“Sure you’re not imagining things, John?”

“Quite sure. I know what you’re up to. You’re squashing your unhappiness down, trying to keep it out of sight, refusing to admit it’s there, even to yourself. But it is there. You can’t hide it from me, Beth; I know you too well. I know every expression on your face, every look in your eyes, every little gesture. I’ve — remembered them.”

He was climbing the barrier now, and Elizabeth was in a panic of indecision. She wanted to stretch out a hand and help him over, and at the same time she wanted to push him back. Before she could decide, he went on speaking.

“This evening, Beth, upstairs, as I went along to my room — I couldn’t help hearing. I didn’t know what to do. I wanted to say something — something to help you.”

She laid her hand on his arm in the way that was so familiar to him.

“I’m glad you didn’t, John. You’d have done no good. You’d only have made matters worse.”

“Worse? Then they are bad, are they?”

She was silent for a moment, and he waited for her reply.

“I wish you hadn’t come, John,” she said. “I didn’t want you to come. I begged Richard not to let you come, but he wouldn’t listen to me. He was afraid of offending Mr. Doran, and he said he couldn’t afford to to that.”

“Why didn’t you want me to come?”

“Oh, a hundred reasons. I can’t explain them all. But one reason was that I didn’t want you to see what you have seen. I didn’t mean anyone to see. I don’t think anyone but you has seen. But you’re quite right, John; it’s no use trying to hide it from you. I’m not happy. I wouldn’t have told you the truth if I’d thought you’d have believed a lie. But I knew you wouldn’t.”

He laid his hands on hers.

“I’m sorry, Beth.”

“You shouldn’t be,” she answered. “You shouldn’t be the least bit sorry for me. It’s all my own fault. If you refuse to enter heaven, you mustn’t complain if you find yourself in hell.”

“As bad as that, my dear?”

“Just at this moment, while I’m sitting here and thinking just what sort of heaven I did throw away, it seems as bad as that. I shouldn’t be saying this sort of thing to you, John, should I? But I can’t help it. You shouldn’t have seen things you weren’t intended to see. But it doesn’t always seem so bad. It’s just seeing you again, I suppose, and remembering and regretting — and wishing. Why do we have to wish, John? Wishing only makes things worse. Sometimes, when it seems extra bad, I get away from it all — go off to my island for a couple of days and play my piano, and dream about… Oh, never mind what I dream about! I’d like to take you to my island, John — just to see what you really look like sitting on the verandah. Did you know I’d got an island?”

He shook his head, and she launched into a description of it — of the beach and the bungalow and the motorboat and old Jim Huggett, and how she sat cm her verandah and tried to calculate how many gallons of salt water separated her from the mainland and her life at Dilchester Court. She told him, too, how, gradually, when she was alone in her sanctuary, serenity came to her and fresh strength flowed into her, so that she could come back to Dilchester Court and carry on again as Mrs. Richard Anson.

“I’m always Beth on the island, John,” she said. “I’d like you to see it. Perhaps before you go I could run you over to Whitbourne; it’s only fifty miles.”

He nodded.

“I wish I could do something, Beth.”

She shook her head.

“There’s nothing to be done. It’s just a grand old mess, and I caused it, and I’ve got to grin and bear it. You mustn’t worry; I shall be all right.”

“But surely — of course, I don’t know much about it, and if you don’t choose to tell me I’m not going to press you. But if things are as bad — well, as bad as they seem to be — surely something can be done? I mean, it’s not as if you were dependent on Anson. You’ve got money of your own and you might make some sort of arrangement—”

She cut him short.

“There’s nothing to be done, John — nothing that wouldn’t be — cheap.”

“I see,” he said. “Sorry I butted in. Just forget, will you, that I saw things I wasn’t intended to see.” He felt the pressure of her fingers on his arm, and then he heard her voice, hardly more than a whisper: “No, John, I won’t forget. I think I’d like to remember that.”
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While Elizabeth and John were together in the summerhouse, Anson was pacing the floor of his study. His blaze of resentment against his wife, which he had been obliged to damp down during dinner, flared up again as soon as he was in the privacy of his own room. The more he thought of her treatment of him, the more fuel was added to his bitterness against her.

He wished now that he had not asked her for the fifty thousand pounds; it had only given her another opportunity to humiliate him. But when Celia had suggested it, it had struck him as the obvious way out of his difficulties. He had been quite confident that if he tackled her diplomatically the money would be forthcoming, and the discovery that Elizabeth could stand up to him as she had done and refuse to do anything to help him had come as a shock to his pride. She had been as obstinate and intractable as Doran, and — also like Doran — had somehow contrived to make him feel small and ineffective.

He had probably tackled her in the wrong way. There shouldn’t have been any of that apologizing and pretending that he hadn’t meant what he had said when he had accused her the other morning. Generous gestures like that were not appreciated by a woman; she always took them to be signs of weakness.

He should have asserted his authority, issued his instructions, and made it clear to her that he intended to be obeyed. The apology had done no good. Elizabeth had graciously agreed to be “friends” with him, but she had made it pretty clear that her door would remain locked, and to admit to her, as he had done.

That he had never really doubted her, had given her the whip hand and put him in an impossible position.

If he doubted her, he was insulting, beastly, obscene; if he didn’t doubt her, he was a fool, whom she had tricked and could go on tricking with impunity. That’s how she’d look at it. She’d think she had him caught now either way, and her refusal to lend him the money was her typically feminine way of getting back at him for having dared to suspect her of what she knew to be true. She was vindictive and wanted to hurt him, and if he apologized a dozen times she would still refuse to help him and still be careful to lock her door. Well, two could be vindictive. He wasn’t quite so powerless to hurt her as she seemed to think.

He paused in his pacing, glancing across at the telephone that stood on his desk, and slowly a smile came to his face. That would be one way to hurt Elizabeth. Not just at the moment, but it would be something to keep up his sleeve and, when the right time came, fling in her face. It would hurt her more than anything. A woman was like that. She could carry on any cheap little intrigue behind her husband’s back and persuade herself that she was justified in doing so, but if he dared to look at another woman, she was insulted, outraged, wounded as she could be by nothing else. It would give him great satisfaction to tell Elizabeth one day the truth about himself and Celia.

He crossed to his desk, seated himself at it and took from his pocket the slip of paper on which Celia had hastily scrawled the address and telephone number of her friend’s flat. He lifted the telephone receiver, asked for the number and smiled as he waited for the connection to be made. There was a touch of humour, he told himself, in the situation: Elizabeth and young Hackett in the next room, secretly congratulating themselves on the way they had fooled him, and he in here, under the same roof, making an appointment with his mistress. It was a pity Elizabeth couldn’t know.

“Hullo!”

There was no mistaking Celia’s soft, slightly husky voice, but Anson was taking no risks.

“Is that Miss Paterson’s flat?”

“It’s Miss Paterson here. Who’s speaking?”

“It’s Mr. Anson.”

“Who? I can’t hear you.”

“Mr. Anson.” He lowered his voice and put his lips close to the mouthpiece. “It’s Richard.”

“Oh!” It was a long-drawn, sighing, ecstatic “Oh”, which brought a smile of satisfaction to Anson’s face.

“Oh, I’m terribly surprised, Richard. I wasn’t expecting you to ring me up.” Anson’s smile vanished.

“Who were you expecting to ring you up?”

“Why, nobody, of course. I mean, I didn’t expect you to ring me up so soon.”

“Listen to me, Celia. I’ve something to say to you. Are you alone?”

“Why, of course, Richard. All alone — and just a tiny bit lonely.”

“Well, perhaps we can put that right. I have to come up to London on business tomorrow.”

“Oh, business!”

“The business won’t take me long, and I thought that afterwards I might run along and see you. Would you like me to?”

“Oh, Richard, I’d adore it; you know I would.”

“Very well, then,” said Anson. “I can’t stop to talk to you now, but I shall have quite a lot to say to you tomorrow. I’ll be with you about four. Will that do?”

“Oh, yes, of course. I’ll be ready for you, Richard.”

“Then goodbye, my dear, until tomorrow.”

“Good night, Richard. Oh, Richard!”

“Well?”

“Listen.”

There came to him over the wire a strange sound which he did not remember having heard before on the telephone; but before he could decide what could have caused it, he heard Celia’s voice again: “Did you get it, Richard?”

“Get what?”

“Why, the kiss. Didn’t you hear it?”

“Oh, I see. Yes, my dear, I heard it. And now — good night, Celia.”

“Oh, Richard!”

Anson made no reply.

“Richard — aren’t you going to send me one?”

Good God! He — Richard Anson — blowing kisses on the telephone! He replaced the receiver and pushed the instrument away from him. He would have to talk to Celia very seriously. Suppose the girls at the exchange were listening in!

In Anson’s mind, the word “flat” connoted a palatial building with uniformed porters, lifts, an impressive entrance hall and names in gold letters on a name board, and as he stood on the opposite side of the road and surveyed the old-fashioned three-storeyed house, whose fanlight bore a number which corresponded with that on the slip of paper Celia had given him, he bestowed on it a slight frown of disapproval.

This was not at all the sort of place that he had intended. If he had realized that Celia’s friend was living in apartments, he would certainly not have agreed to her going there. He would have to knock at the front door, interview the landlady and ask for Celia, and that was just the sort of thing he wished to avoid. A man of his position had to be careful, discreet. His photograph had been in the papers several times, and there was the possibility of the landlady recognizing him. One chance in a million, perhaps, but experience had taught him that the millionth chance had an unhappy knack of coming off when it was important that it shouldn’t.

The sight of three bells, ranged one above the other beside the door, relieved his anxiety a little. It might not, after all, be necessary to interview the landlady. In any case, now he was here, he had better see the thing through.

He was about to cross the road when it struck him that a would-be lover paying his first visit could hardly arrive empty-handed. Celia would expect something or other, and it was important that she should not get a wrong impression of him. He glanced at his watch, found that he was ten minutes ahead of time, and strode off in the direction of Baker Street.

He found shops at the station, bought a large bunch of roses and a blatantly expensive box of chocolates, and returned to the front door uncomfortably conscious of the white paper cornucopia of roses in his hand. He felt that for Richard Anson to be standing on a doorstep with a bunch of roses in one hand and a box of chocolates tucked beneath his arm was only a shade less undignified than blowing kisses down a telephone. Why the devil hadn’t he had the things put in a box?

Celia had told him that her friend’s flat was on the top floor, and, as there were no names beneath the bells, he pressed the topmost button. He heard quick footsteps on the stairs, and the next moment the door was opened and Celia was smiling at him.

She was wearing a garment which he described to himself as “a loose kimono sort of thing”; a mass of highly coloured flowers, like no flowers that he had ever seen, on a black background. He was not quite sure whether it was a dressing-gown or not, but he was quite sure that he would have preferred her not to come to the front door in it, where any passerby might see her.

Her golden hair looked more than usually golden, as though she had just been dipping it in a bath of sunshine; her eyes looked larger and softer and more like the eyes of a heifer than he had ever seen them; and the aura of perfume was definitely more heavily laden than it had been in the taxi.

“Oh, Mr. Anson — Richard — are those for me?” she exclaimed ecstatically, gazing at the bunch of roses. “.How perfectly adorable!”

He thrust the bunch into her hand. Of course they were for her. Did she imagine that he was in the habit of walking about London carrying a bunch of roses for his own pleasure?

She held the flowers to her nose, sniffing them daintily; he wished to goodness she’d stop sniffing and not keep him waiting on the doorstep. Someone might come out of one of the other flats and see him….

“I was terribly afraid you weren’t coming, Richard,” she smiled. “You’re dreadfully late. But do come in. I’m longing to show you the flat; it’s too perfectly sweet.”

With a sigh of relief he stepped inside, hurriedly closed the door behind him, and followed her up the stairs. The staircase was steep, and by the time he reached the second floor Anson was breathing rather rapidly.

She led the way into the sittingroom. He would not have called it “perfectly sweet”, but it was a pleasant room, tastefully furnished, and he noted with approval the two deep armchairs and the comfortable-looking settee.

She was watching him anxiously as he stood just inside the door, glancing round.

“You do like it, Richard, don’t you?”

“Charming, my dear,” he assured her. “Of course, a little later I should like you to have something of your own — one of those modern places — with a lift. But I’m sure we shall be very comfortable here for the time being.”

He presented her with the box of chocolates; she opened it and put a chocolate in her mouth.

“Scrumptious! You really are an angel, Richard.”

She led him to one of the big armchairs and settled him into it.

“And now I’m going to make a terrible fuss of you, Richard,” she told him.

She took a cigarette from the box on the mantelpiece, placed it between his lips and gave him a light. He detested cigarettes, but he made no protest. She stood beside the chair for a few moments, smiling down at him, and then she suddenly stooped and brushed his cheek with her lips.

Anson sat upright and tried to slip his arm round her waist, but she stepped quickly away, shaking a linger at him reproachfully.

“Tea first, Richard,” she said coyly. “I’m just going to make it, and you’re to stay where you are and try to be a good boy.”

She hurried out of the room. Anson was conscious of a sense of frustration. It hadn’t turned out at all as he had planned it. He had made up his mind that the first thing he would do when he met Celia would be to kiss her. Ever since that ride with her in the taxi he had thought a good deal about kissing Celia, and had felt that he would very much like to kiss her again at the first possible moment. But downstairs, on the doorstep — he couldn’t kiss her there; and as soon as they had come upstairs she had put a chocolate in her mouth….

Celia brought in the tea, handed him a cup and seated herself, with her own cup, on the big settee. He made a move to join her, but she shook a finger at him again and told him he must be a good boy until lea was over, and he subsided in his chair, vowing to himself that he wouldn’t sit on the settee with her for a thousand pounds.

Taking his cup from him, she set it down, returned to the settee and began nibbling chocolates, glancing at him every now and then with that look in her eyes which he found so attractive.

There was an awkward silence; he got the impression that she was waiting for something, and that if any move was to be made it must be made by himself.

He smiled at her. She came and perched herself on the arm of his chair and held a chocolate to his lips.

“Bite, Richard.”

He did not bite. He disliked chocolates intensely, and if she intended munching them all the time he wished he hadn’t bought them. But she was pushing the chocolate against his lips, urging him to take it, and he didn’t want to disappoint her. He took it and swallowed it whole.

He waited impatiently while she wiped her fingers on a tiny wisp of a handkerchief. Then, with a sudden movement, he put his arm round her, pulled her on to his knee and pressed his lips against hers.

She gave a little sighing gasp, just as she had done in the taxi, and he felt her arm creep round his neck.

“Oh, Richard — at last!” she breathed.

Again he found her hungry for kisses; she clung to him as if afraid to let him go, pressing her mouth against his. Then, suddenly releasing him, she lay back limp in his arms, her eyes closed, her moist lips slightly parted.

“Oh, Richard — darling!” she whispered huskily, and the next moment she was clinging to him again, pressing herself against him.

Anson was too absorbed in her — in the touch of her lips, the scent and softness of her, the smoothness of her round white arms, to be aware of anything else. He was not, for instance, aware of the noiseless opening of the door and of the entrance of two figures that paused just inside the room.

It was the flash that suddenly wrenched his attention from Celia — a white, blinding flash, accompanied by a little splutter, which made him sit up abruptly in his chair and glance across the room. The room was half filled with a whitish, acrid smoke, and through the smoke he saw the figures of two men. One of them was Ted Moore; the other, though there was something familiar about him, Anson did not recognize for a moment. Then it dawned on him that it was the man who had stared at him in the restaurant when he was dining with Celia. Both men were smiling and seemed to be amused.

Anson thrust Celia from him and sprang to his feet.

“What the devil do you mean by this, Moore?” he demanded.

He felt Celia slip her hand into the crook of his Arm.

“Mr. Anson — who are these men?” she asked nervously. “I don’t know them, and they’ve no right in here—”

He patted her hand without looking at her.

“Leave this to me, my dear, and don’t worry.”

“But what do they want?” she persisted.

“That’s all right, miss,” said Ted Moore. “We don’t want you. Our business is with Mr. Anson. I’m sorry to burst into your flat like this, but in the circumstances it couldn’t be helped.”

Anson led her to the armchair.

“There’s nothing to be frightened of, Celia,” he said. “Just stay there and leave this to me.”

He turned and faced the others.

“And now, Moore, perhaps you’ll be good enough to explain what you mean by forcing your way into a lady’s flat.”

Moore cut him short with an impatient gesture.

“You can come off the high horse, Anson; it won’t get you anywhere this time.” He held up the camera which he was carrying and tapped it with a finger. “That’s what we came for — evidence. And we’ve got it. I fancy the Dilchester Gazette
 will be ready to pay a big price for that photograph. ‘Mr. Richard Anson in a new pose.’” He grinned maliciously. “You’ve got a lot to learn at this sort of game, Anson. You should have come to me and I’d have given you a few tips.”

Anson strode angrily across the room.

“Get out of here, Moore!” he ordered. “Get outside that door before I put you out!”

Moore raised his camera again.

“And take this with me? That suits me, if you’re agreeable. There’s plenty of people in Dilchester who’ll be interested to see that photograph, and if you’ve no objection to their seeing it, that suits me down to the ground.”

Anson held out his hand.

“Give me that camera, Moore!”

The man shook his head.

“Oh, no, Mr. Anson, that’s asking too much. I’ve been put to considerable trouble and expense to get that photograph; what with taxi fares and dinners and tracking you all round London, it’s cost me and my friend Arthur quite a lot of time and money.”

Turning to his companion, he handed him the camera.

“Go outside, Arthur, and keep that safe,” he said, “while I have a chat with Mr. Anson.”

Arthur went out and closed the door.

“Now, Anson,” said Moore, “we can get down to business. If you want that photograph — and it’s a real good one, I promise you — you’ve got to pay for it.”

“I see,” said the banker furiously. “More blackmail, eh?”

“Photography — professional photography. I’m afraid you’ll find my prices rather high. If you want that particular photograph, it’s going to cost you a thousand pounds. That’s for the negative, of course. I don’t suppose you’ve got a thousand pounds in your pocket. Young ladies are an expensive hobby but not as expensive as that.”

Celia rose from her chair and crossed to Anson.

“Mr. Anson, you’re not going to pay him, are you?” the said. “I wouldn’t. Why, you don’t even know that he’s taken a photograph, and if he’d taken fifty photographs I wouldn’t pay him. I know what I’d do — I’d send for the police.”

“That’s all right, miss,” said Ted Moore. “I’ve got the photograph all right. If you’re a good girl, perhaps I’ll send you a copy, and if Mr. Anson buys the negative no doubt he’ll get one printed for you.”

“I’d send for the police if I were you, Mr. Anson,” she repeated. “It’s much the best thing to do, if people try to blackmail you. I’ve read that in the newspapers, and you don’t have to give your name, you know. They call you Mr. X—”

“Leave this to me, Celia, please. I know how to handle this blackguard. My answer to you, Moore, is the same as it was last time. You can go to hell! You’re getting no money out of me and you can do what you like with your photograph.”

“Thanks, Anson. I intend to. Shall I call and see you at the Bank tomorrow?”

“Call if you like. It will give me great pleasure to have you kicked out. And if you’re not outside this room in ten seconds, you’ll be kicked out of here.” With a shrug, Ted Moore turned to the door and opened it.

“All right, Mr. Anson; have it your own way. But I’ve got you this time, and don’t you forget it.”

He went from the room, and a few moments later the front door was slammed, and Anson, striding to the window, saw the two men sauntering off along the street.

He turned from the window and picked up his hat. “Oh, but, Richard, you’re not going yet?” exclaimed Celia.

“I’m sorry, my dear, but I’m afraid I must,” replied Anson. “Those two fellows — I’m most distressed, Celia, that anything like this should have occurred. You must try to forgive me, my dear, and believe that I wouldn’t have dragged you into this sort of business for anything in the world. I can’t think how the fellows got in.”

“Oh, I dare say the door was open. People often do leave it open. But I’m not worried, Richard, because I know you’ll look after me.”

“You may be quite sure of that, my dear. Whatever happens — whatever course I may decide to adopt with regard to Ted Moore and his fellow blackguard, I give you my promise that your reputation shan’t suffer.”

Celia sighed.

“I just couldn’t face that, Richard. I think I’d die of shame.”

He smiled.

“You’re not going to die, my dear, and there’s no need to upset yourself about this. I’ll soon put Moore in his place, and then we’ll find another flat — some place with a lift. Why not run round tomorrow and look at a few?”

“May I? Really?”

He nodded.

“I’ll ring you up in the evening and see how you’ve got on. And now, my dear, I really must be off. I’ve business to attend to.”

“Very well, Richard,” she sighed. “If you must. But, Richard!”

“Well, my dear — what is it?”

Placing her hands on his shoulders, she stood on tiptoe and put her lips close to his ear.

“Richard, I’m terribly — disappointed,” she whispered.

Because of those whispered words, Richard Anson definitely strutted as he walked towards Baker Street in search of a taxi.
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The face of Graves, the butler, as he came sedately across the lawn towards Elizabeth, was eloquent of contemptuous disapproval. Elizabeth, ostensibly reading a book, but actually absorbed in watching John as he lay on his back on the grass, gazing up at the sky, looked up as he approached.

“Yes, Graves?”

“There’s a person asking to see you, madam,” he told her. “A party of the name of Moore.”

“Edward Moore? He wants to see me?”

Graves inclined his head.

“I expressed the doubt, madam, as to whether you were at liberty, but the man was most insistent. ‘Urgent and private’ were his words.”

Elizabeth wrinkled her forehead.

“Is he sober?”

“I should say so, madam. In view of the unfortunate incidents of a few days ago, I paid particular attention to that point. He appears to be quite compos mentis
 .”

Elizabeth got up.

“Where have you put him, Graves?”

The butler raised his eyebrows.

“In the circumstances, madam, I did not care to put him anywhere without your permission. I left him in the porch.”

“I suppose I’d better see him, Graves. Take him into the library.”

The butler turned and made his way sedately towards the house. With a “Shan’t be long, John”, Elizabeth went across the lawn and entered the library by the french windows. A few moments later, Graves, looking as if he were showing in the personification of plague, pestilence and famine, opened the door and Ted Moore came in.

“Good afternoon, Mrs. Anson.”

“Good afternoon, Mr. Moore. I think Graves must have made a mistake; it’s my husband you want to see, isn’t it?”

Moore shook his head.

“No, Mrs. Anson, I don’t want to see your husband. He’s at the Bank, and if I’d wanted to see him I should have gone there. It’s you I want to see — without your husband. If your husband had known I was coming, I’d never have got into the house.”

She gave him a puzzled look.

“Hadn’t you better explain?”

“I’m going to try to, but it’s a pretty difficult thing to say to a woman. You see, Mrs. Anson, I like you. I fancy everybody in Dilchester does. That’s why it was hard to make up my mind what I ought to do about it. I didn’t want to hurt you, but at the same time it didn’t seem right to me to let things go on as they are. If you’d been my own sister I’d have told you right enough, and what would be a good turn to my own sister can’t be a bad turn to you.”

“It all sounds very mysterious, Mr. Moore.”

“You’ll understand in a few moments,” he assured her. “It’s not an easy thing to tell you, Mrs. Anson, and I’ll be glad if you’ll let me do it in my own way. I’ve always liked you and I’ve always been sorry for you.”

“Sorry?”

Moore nodded.

“A good many people in Dilchester are sorry for you, Mrs. Anson. I know what’s being said. I hear them calling you ‘Poor Mrs. Anson’, and it’s not for me to disagree with them.”

Elizabeth was watching him closely, but he seemed to be perfectly sober.

“I never pay attention to what people say, Mr. Moore. They probably say all sorts of things about me, but I’m really not a bit interested. I certainly don’t want people to be sorry for me.”

“Ah! That’s what you would say,” replied Moore. “You would put a brave face on things, Mrs. Anson, and try not to let people guess. I’ve often seen you smiling and talking to people just as if you were perfectly happy, and I’ve always admired you for it.”

“I haven’t the least idea what you’re talking about, Mr. Moore. I can assure you I don’t need anybody’s sympathy.”

He shook his head.

“You won’t persuade me of that, and everyone in Dilchester agrees with me. Everybody knows that the wife of Richard Anson must need a great deal of sympathy.”

Elizabeth stared at him in amazement.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Moore,” she said coldly, “but I’ve no more time to waste listening to this sort of thing. If you’ve anything to say about my husband, please have the courage to say it to his face.”

Moore smiled. “Don’t you worry about that, Mrs. Anson — I’ve said it to his face. I’ve said a good many things to his face that he won’t forget in a hurry.”

“Perhaps you have, Mr. Moore, but you’re not going to say them to me.”

“Well, that rests with you, of course,” replied Moore. “You can call the butler and have me thrown out if you choose to, but you’d be very much wiser not to choose. Throwing me out won’t alter facts, and you’ll have to know the facts sooner or later. They’ll be all over Dilchester before long, and that won’t be very nice for you, especially if you’re the only person who didn’t know about them. You’d much better hear them now. You may be able to do something to put things right.”

“If there are any facts which I should know, Mr. Moore, my husband will tell me them.”

“Oh, no, he won’t; you can be quite sure of that. They’re not the sort of facts Anson would tell his wife.”

“If you’re referring to the silly rumours about the Bank — you needn’t trouble to tell me those. I’ve heard the ridiculous things people are saying, and so has my husband.”

“It’s nothing to do with the Bank, though you can take it from me, Mrs. Anson, the rumours about Anson’s Bank are a long way from being ridiculous. You’ll be hearing some unpleasant facts about the Bank before many more days have passed — and some unpleasant facts about your husband.”

Elizabeth knew that she ought to refuse to listen to him. She should call the butler and have Moore shown out of the house. But somehow she could not do it. Moore, perhaps, knew the true facts about the Bank — the facts which her husband had refused to disclose to her — which she had a right to know. “Disgrace,” Richard had said, and had declined to explain. Ever since she had had an uneasy feeling, a suspicion that had quickly become almost certainty that the precarious condition of Anson’s Bank would prove to be due not so much to misfortune as to mismanagement and perhaps something worse. And if Richard refused to tell her, refused even to face the truth himself, wasn’t she justified in finding out for herself? This loyalty to Richard — pretending to Ted Moore to have complete faith in her husband when she had nothing of the sort — was only hypocrisy, misplaced loyalty….

“But I didn’t come to talk about the Bank,” Moore went on. “I came to talk about something which concerns you much more intimately than the affairs of the Bank, Mrs. Anson. It’s something you ought to know, something you’re bound to know sooner or later. Someone will tell you — though it won’t be your husband. It’s not the sort of thing any husband would tell his wife.”

She shot him a quick glance, and Moore smiled.

“It’s the sort of information, Mrs. Anson, any husband would take great pains to keep from his wife. You know Celia Paterson, don’t you?”

“Naturally. She’s my husband’s secretary?”

“Secretary? Well, we’ll let that pass. But it isn’t so natural as you think, Mrs. Anson. Lots of business men never allow their wives to meet their secretaries. She’s a goodlooking girl, is Celia Paterson, and Anson always had an eye for a goodlooking girl. Celia Paterson isn’t the first goodlooking secretary he’s—”

“Mr. Moore!” interrupted Elizabeth angrily. “I refuse to listen to another word. Please go.”

But something told her that Moore was speaking the truth, and she realized as she spoke that she did not really want him to go until she had heard all he had to say. More hypocrisy! More misplaced loyalty!

Moore showed no signs of going.

“You’d better hear me out now, Mrs. Anson. It’s not pleasant hearing, and it’s not pleasant for me to have to stand here and tell you, but it’s only right that you should know.”

“I don’t see how it concerns you in the very least, Mr. Moore. I wonder you’re not ashamed to come here and make these wicked, disgusting insinuations.”

“Then I’ll tell you why,” said Moore with sudden vehemence— “because if there’s one man in the world I hate and despise, it’s Richard Anson. I’ve good reason. He robbed me of everything I had. He began with Grace Marlow. I was only a young man then — an employee of the Bank, and Grace Marlow was your husband’s secretary. We were fond of each other. I was going to ask her to marry me. But Anson didn’t mean that to happen. Grace Marlow wasn’t for me — he had marked her down for his own amusement. He knew he could get her if I was out of the way. Grace was like that — weak, rather empty-headed, easily dazzled with a few trinkets and pretty clothes — and I suppose it flattered her to be noticed by a man like Anson. He got her, anyway — kicked me out of the Bank and took what he’d set his heart on taking. And when he’d finished with her he kicked her out — left her flat. You can guess what happened to her — what would happen to a girl like Grace.”

She shook her head, and Moore, with a shrug, tossed it on to the writing-desk.

“I’ll leave it for you,” he said. “You may be glad to have it when you’ve thought things over. It was taken yesterday afternoon — about five o’clock.” He smiled. “I meant to get him sooner or later, and I’ve got him this time. I’ve been waiting for this chance — watching him, trailing him around—”

The door opened and Graves appeared.

“Show Mr. Moore out, please, Graves.”

Moore had no objection to going.

“Good day, Mrs. Anson. Only too glad to have been of service to you,” he said, and went from the room.

For a time Elizabeth stood motionless, gazing at the door through which he had gone, trying to reduce her thoughts to some sort of order. She was furiously angry with Moore, angry and scornful. What contemptible sort of a man was he to come to her with a story like that, just to vent his own vindictiveness? What sort of a man was he to harbour a grudge all these years and then to go sneaking and spying and peeping through keyholes to get his own back?

She was angry with herself, too. She should not have listened to him. At the first word he had said against Richard, she should have ordered him out of the house. But somehow she hadn’t been able to do that. Once Moore had planted the seed of suspicion in her mind, she had felt that she must let him go on; that, however unpleasant the truth might be, it would be better to hear it and face it than leave that seed of suspicion to grow in her mind.

And as she had listened to Moore’s story, she had somehow known that, no matter how much she might despise his motives in telling her, he was speaking the hard, unvarnished truth. She knew it now, as she stood by the fireplace, thinking over what Moore had said. Grace Marlow — and the others.

She had been under the impression that she knew Richard through and through. She knew him to be in some respects very much as Moore had described him — selfish, hypocritical, with an inflated idea of his own importance and perhaps a little unscrupulous — but it had never entered her head that he was capable of the sort of thing of which Moore had accused him. She had always taken it for granted that he was not interested in any woman but herself. Most wives, she supposed, took that for granted as regards their husbands, and it came as a shock to them when they discovered their mistake.

It had come as a shock to her — not because she had put Richard on a pedestal and had now found that the god had feet of clay; she had never raised Richard to any godlike eminence — but because the idea of Richard Anson so far departing from the conventions by which his whole life was governed as to carry on an intrigue with a woman, refused absolutely to fit into the picture she had made of him in her mind. The impeccable, irreproachable Richard Anson, Chairman of Anson’s Bank, future knight and Member of Parliament, conducting a liaison with his secretary. It struck her as so absurd, so humorous, that a smile came to her lips at the thought of it.

But Moore had been very definite about it and had given her the impression that he was quite prepared to give her more detailed information if she gave him the least encouragement. He had spoken of proofs. That flat — just off Baker Street. A fact like that could so easily be confirmed that he would hardly have mentioned it if it had not been true. His friend, too, who was ready to confirm everything he had said.

But, whatever proofs Moore might have, the facts would still remain so amazing as to be almost incredible. Celia Paterson, with her golden, empty head, her pretty, unintelligent face, her lavish use of lipstick and nail-varnish! How could Richard have found anything in her to interest him? How could he possibly have been attracted by her? How could he have brought himself to choose her in preference to his wife?

Elizabeth was conscious of a little twinge of pain, and smiled at herself for having felt it. Most women in her position no doubt felt as she was feeling, could not understand how their husbands had failed to appreciate their obviously superior charm. Actually, however, in her own case, that did not altogether surprise her. Richard had always found her rather unsatisfactory. He thought her cold, unresponsive, as no doubt she had been. What surprised her was that her husband, if he wished to take a mistress, had not taken one of a better type than Celia Paterson.

She noticed the photograph lying on the desk where Ted Moore had tossed it, and stood for a few moments frowning, undecided whether to look at it or not. If the photograph was the proof, she was not sure that she wanted to see it. She was not sure that she wanted to touch it or have anything to do with the sordid business. Moore could only have got the photograph in some contemptible, underhand way. To hive taken it at all stamped him as a despicable sort of creature, and she felt that to pick it up and look at it would in some way soil her.

And then her sense of humour got the better of her. Richard as the ardent lover — walking along the street perhaps with a big bunch of flowers that made him look ridiculous — and Celia Paterson clinging to his arm — Richard hated anyone to hold his arm — smiling up at him adoringly. It really was too good to miss.

With a smile, she crossed to the desk, picked up the photograph and looked at it. It was a picture which paid tribute to Edward Moore’s skill as a photographer, and as she glanced at it Elizabeth’s smile vanished.

Every detail was clear: Richard — there was no question about its being Richard — sitting in an armchair. Lying in his arms, gazing up at him with a rapturous expression on her face, Celia Paterson, her hair disordered, her dressing-gown in disarray, her white arm encircling Richard’s neck. And on Richard’s face, unnaturally white in the glare of the flashlight, there was a look with which she was very familiar — painfully so.

With a sudden movement she grasped the photograph with her other hand and was about to tear it into pieces, but she had done no more than just split the edge of it when she hesitated and stood gazing at it thoughtfully. Then, going from the room, she went upstairs and slipped the photograph in the drawer of her dressing-table.
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Anson picked up the decanter of whisky, tipped out a stiff drink, swallowed it at a gulp and set down the glass. It rattled as he placed it on the table, and Anson frowned. He was drinking too much; but a man needed something at a time like this.

He flung himself into an armchair and glanced with disapproval at his shaking hand. He was all to pieces, his nerves on edge. No wonder, after what he’d been through today. All those accounts being closed, and Marshall nagging at him all the time, telling him to do something, getting in a panic and tramping up and down his room until he had felt that if he didn’t stand still he’d throw something.

Do something. Good God, what more could he do? If people were fools enough to close their accounts he couldn’t stop them. It wasn’t his fault. If anyone was to blame it was Doran. Why couldn’t the man say yes or no and have done with it? But that wasn’t Doran’s way: he must chew and chew and chew, as if fifty thousand pounds were all the money in the world. Twice today he’d been on the telephone to him, asking for a definite decision, and all he had got was more delay, more evasion. The most he had been willing to promise was that he would telephone his definite decision tonight.

Anson glanced at his watch. Nearly ten o’clock.

Why the devil didn’t Doran telephone? He glared at the instrument on his desk as though it were responsible for Doran’s dilatoriness. Probably he didn’t intend to ring at all — had decided not to lend the money and was sending a letter to say so. That would mean the end of Anson’s Bank. The end of him, too, as far as Dilchester was concerned.

It was damnable, just when everything looked so promising. And, as if that weren’t enough, that fellow Moore must start making a nuisance of himself again. The man was a blackguard, a common blackmailer and not a very clever one at that. A thousand pounds for a photograph! He could do what he liked with his photograph.

He had been just a little too late for that scheme to succeed. If the Bank smashed, the name of Richard Anson would stink anyway, and a bit more scandal attached to him would make no difference one way or the other. Besides, the Dilchester Gazette
 would never risk publishing a photograph like that. Moore must have thought him a first-class fool if he believed that sort of threat would frighten him. He only wished the Gazette
 would publish it; heavy damages for libel might come in very useful a little later.

It was quite obvious how Moore had managed it. That other fellow, Arthur, had been following him round. He was working in with Moore, no doubt, expecting a share in the proceeds; but there wouldn’t be any proceeds. It had been an unpleasant experience for Celia, though, and it was damned annoying, Moore turning up like that just when he was getting on so well with her. Still, there would be plenty more chances; whatever happened, he’d keep in touch with Celia.

He liked her. She was just the sort of young woman a man liked to go home to after a hard day’s work at the office. None of that keep-your-distance business like there was with Elizabeth.

His frown deepened as he thought of Elizabeth. This evening at dinner she had puzzled him. It was difficult to say just what it was about her, but there was something different. Once or twice he had caught her looking at him almost as if she were amused. Perhaps it did amuse her to see how troubled he was about the Bank. Well, if it amused her to see him threatened with ruin, she’d probably get a damned good laugh in a few days’ time when he was face to face with it. Celia hadn’t been amused; she had understood, sympathized, wanted to help.

The telephone bell rang. Anson sprang to his feet, crossed to his desk and snatched off the receiver.

“Hullo!… Who? No, it isn’t!”

He slammed the receiver down and began pacing the room. Damn the telephone! That was the second wrong number this evening. Sheer incompetence.

He halted abruptly and frowned in the direction of the door as he heard the handle turned. The door was opened and Elizabeth came in. It struck him that she seemed very composed and self-possessed, and noticed, as she glanced across at him, that her eyes still held that look of mild amusement.

“Can you spare me a few minutes, Richard?”

“What is it?” he asked irritably. “I’m extremely busy—”

“I shan’t keep you long.” She hesitated. “It’s about Ted Moore.”

“I don’t want to hear anything about Ted Moore. He’s a low-down, blackmailing scoundrel.”

“He came here this afternoon, Richard. He said he wanted to see me — urgently.”

“And you saw him? You let him into the house?”

“I couldn’t very well refuse, Richard. He was quite sober and was most insistent to Graves that he must see me at once.”

“What did he want?”

“I think his chief object was to do you as much harm as he possibly could. As a matter of fact, he admitted as much. Apparently he has some grudge against you — something about a girl called Grace Marlow.”

He wrinkled his forehead.

“Grace Marlow?”

“He said she used to be your secretary.”

“Grace Marlow?” repeated Anson. “Ah, yes; I remember her now. A pretty little thing — dark. The most inefficient secretary I ever had. In the end I was compelled to dismiss her, and Moore took it rather badly. Apparently he was in love with the girl and seemed to think that a sufficient reason for my employing an incompetent young woman. I remember he was quite abusive about it.”

Elizabeth was smiling faintly.

“That’s not the story Mr. Moore told me, Richard.”

“Eh? It’s the true story, anyway.”

“What Mr. Moore told me was that, thanks to you, Richard, Grace Marlow is now earning her living — well, in the way that’s easiest for a pretty young woman.”

“Then Moore’s a damned liar!”

“And that’s not all he told me, Richard.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Elizabeth,” he interrupted, “I’m worried out of my life and up to my eyes in work, and I’ve no time to waste listening to Moore’s ridiculous stories. I’m surprised that you listened to them.”

“I was rather surprised at myself,” replied Elizabeth. “Just at first, when he began abusing you, I thought of calling Graves and having Moore turned out of the house.”

“That’s exactly what you should have done.”

“I know. But I didn’t do it because, somehow, while he was talking, I got the impression that he was telling the truth.”

“Moore couldn’t tell the truth if he tried, and I’ve never known him try.”

“I’ve a feeling that he did tell it this afternoon. Somehow that story of Grace Marlow rang true. Or it may have been something in Ted Moore’s manner. Anyway, I found I couldn’t disbelieve him and I let him go on talking.”

“Huh! Well, if you believe that story of Grace Marlow, you’ll believe anything.”

“It’s no use refusing to believe a thing, Richard, just because you don’t want to believe it, or even because it strikes you as utterly incredible, when the proof that it is true is staring you in the face.”

“Proof! He can prove nothing about Grace Marlow. It all happened years ago. Until you mentioned the girl I’d completely forgotten her. In any case, Elizabeth, even if what you’re hinting at were true, I don’t see that it’s any concern of yours. I’ve never set up to be a saint, and if women would only marry men with spotless pasts none of them would ever get married. If you were interested in my past, the right time to inquire into it was before you married me — and you’re hardly one, Elizabeth, who is entitled to be too fastidious over anyone’s past.”

“I dare say you’re right, Richard, and I’m really not very interested in anything you may have done before you married me. And since our marriage it has never entered my head that you could be anything but the model, faithful husband. Never, that is, until this afternoon. Even then I couldn’t bring myself to believe it. The idea of you, Richard, keeping a mistress struck me as — well — too funny for words. I somehow couldn’t picture you as the ardent lover, buying her flowers and chocolates.”

He made a gesture of impatience.

“I don’t know what the devil you’re getting at, Elizabeth, with all this rigmarole. I’ve told you that I’m extremely busy—”

He seated himself at his desk and picked up his pen, and Elizabeth, crossing to the desk, placed on the blottingpad in front of him the photograph which Ted Moore had given her.

“However busy you are, Richard,” she said, “you must try to find time to explain that.”

Anson’s hands gripped the arms of his chair as he sat staring at the photograph in silence.

“Quite a good one of you, Richard, don’t you think? Of course, the pose is rather unconventional, but then perhaps Miss Paterson is a rather unconventional young woman. Judging by this picture, I think she must be. And did you really go to town with your hair like that, Richard, or did she rumple it?”

She waited, watching his face, as he continued gazing at the photograph.

“That’s the sort of proof, Richard,” she said at last, “which forces one to believe the most unbelievable things. When Mr. Moore gave me that picture—”

He glanced up at her.

“So Moore gave it to you, did he? And on the word of a man like him — on the word of a drunken swine like Moore — you dare to come here and accuse me—”

“The photograph accuses you, Richard. Don’t answer me, answer the photograph.”

“I should have imagined that the answer to the photograph was quite obvious. The thing’s a fake — a blatant, clumsy forgery. Any photographer can turn out this sort of thing.”

He paused abruptly as he saw that she was shaking her head.

“That won’t do, Richard,” she said. “It’s not a fake.”

“I see. I’m a liar, am I? You’d rather take the word of a skunk like Moore than the word of your husband, would you? Then let me tell you—”

The telephone bell rang and Anson snatched up the receiver.

“Hullo!… Yes, Mr. Anson speaking…. A message from whom? Oh, from Mr. Doran. Yes, I was expecting it…. What’s that? He regrets he can’t be of any assistance…”

He sat for some moments with the receiver to his ear, his face a shade paler than usual and his lips pressed together. Then he suddenly flung the receiver aside and sprang to his feet.

“Now perhaps you’re satisfied!” he exclaimed furiously. “That was Doran’s secretary. Doran will do nothing, and you know what that means, don’t you? Ruin, disgrace, the end of everything — and you don’t care. You’re glad. You knew how things were — I told you. Sank my pride and came and confided in you and asked you to help me. If a man can’t ask his wife for help, who can he ask? But you wouldn’t raise a finger. Not you. I’m only your husband, not your lover. You’d have been ready enough to help if it had been young Hackett who asked you.”

“Richard, this isn’t going to help you. If things are really so serious—”

“Serious — Good God! I’ve told you they’re serious, but you didn’t care, you wouldn’t help.”

“That’s not quite fair, Richard. I asked you to tell me how much money you wanted to put the Bank in a really sound position, and you either couldn’t or wouldn’t tell me.”

“I told you all it was necessary for you to know — that I needed fifty thousand pounds, and you argued and quibbled and cross-examined me. You call that being a wife to a man! All right, keep your money. I don’t want it; I wouldn’t take it now if you offered me a hundred thousand. I wouldn’t take a penny of your money, even if you are my wife. Wife! You’ve never been a wife to me. You’ve been a fraud, a sham, taking everything and giving nothing. Tricking and deceiving me, carrying on your nasty little intrigue, like a servant girl.”

He picked up the photograph and flourished it in her face.

“And then you’re cheap enough to get a swine like Ted Moore to spy on me — to peep through the keyhole and supply you with this sort of scurrilous trash. Where’s your sense of decency? And who are you to complain if I choose to take a mistress? You, who lock your door against me and who had a lover even when you married me.”

He tore the photograph into fragments and tossed them aside.

“All right, I won’t deny it. I’ll tell you the truth. The biggest mistake I ever made in my life was to marry you. Within a week I regretted it, and within a month I was sick of you — sick of your damned airs of superiority, your superciliousness, your pose of refinement. Oh, I know what you thought of me — I was coarse, uncouth, not quite a gentleman — and I hated you for thinking it. And then you have the nerve to complain because you think I haven’t been faithful to you. My God! It would be easier to be faithful to a lump of frozen mutton. I haven’t been faithful to you — I’m not dependent on you. Celia’s worth ten of you. She’s human, anyway. And she hasn’t been the only one: there have been others — plenty of them, since Grace Marlow — and everyone of them was a better wife to me than you’ve been. What else did you expect?”

He was striding up and down the room, clenching and unclenching his hands, almost beside himself. Suddenly he stopped.

“For God’s sake, woman, don’t stand there looking like a saint!”

He flung out a hand towards the door.

“Get out of my sight, do you hear! Get out of my sight before I strike you!”

Without a word Elizabeth went from the room and hurried upstairs to her bedroom.

Flinging herself into a chair, she closed her eyes. She felt bruised and battered. She had expected an angry scene when she had gone to the library, but she had not expected the savage assault that Anson had made on her. He had lashed her unmercifully, and although she had somehow managed to hide her feelings, a good many of the lashes had cut deep.

Had she really been anything like a real wife to Richard? Apart from everything else, hadn’t she failed him pretty badly when he had told her about the Bank and asked her to help him? True, she had been feeling very bitter with him then, smarting under the accusations he had made about John and herself; and she really had felt that he should face up to things, tell her frankly how much was required to put the Bank out of all danger, and not expect her to throw away fifty thousand pounds merely to stave off the disaster for a little longer. But hadn’t Richard perhaps some right on his side when he said that if she had been a real wife to him she would not have acted like that? Shouldn’t she really have given him the money without question, have forgotten her own resentment against him, refrained from flinging his faults in his face, and thought only of helping him?

That was what she would have done if she had loved him. It was perhaps what she should have done in any case, as his wife. But even now it might not be too late. She could do nothing with Richard, of course; in his present mood it would be useless to try to talk to him about it. If she talked to anyone it would have to be Mr. Marshall. She would see about it tomorrow. Richard might by then have recovered himself, and, if not, Mr. Marshall would tell her the truth.

She was glad in a way that Richard had lost control of himself. If he had remained calm and composed, as she had expected him to do, she might never have got at the truth. He had begun by tying to her, declaring the photograph to be a fake and denying her accusations with a show of righteous indignation; but when he had lost his temper the truth had slipped out, and now she knew where she stood.

It was useless pretending to herself that, when once the first shock was over, she felt any regrets. She had never loved Richard, and would have left him long ago but for the feeling that, so long as he kept his side of the bargain, she was bound to keep hers. She had kept it and had intended to go on keeping it, b it this confession of Richard’s altered everything. She no longer felt that in leaving him she would be playing a swindling trick. If one party to a contract breaks it, the other party to it is free. She was free — free to go to John….
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When Elizabeth got down to breakfast the following morning she found that Anson had already gone out.

“So ridiculous,” said Mrs. Stellman, “rushing off like that without a mouthful of breakfast. I’m sure he can’t possibly do his banking properly if his stomach’s empty, but he wouldn’t listen to me when I told him so. Terribly snappy, my dear. I don’t think he can have slept very well.”

Probably not, thought Elizabeth. She had not slept well herself; and John, judging by the look of him when he entered the room, might have been awake all night. She was quick to notice the tired look about his eyes and an unusual gravity in his manner. He was silent, too, during the meal, and seemed anxious to avoid meeting her glance.

“And he won’t be in for dinner, Elizabeth,” said Mrs. Stellman; “perhaps not until quite late tonight, he said. He’s probably going up to London today, and he doesn’t know how long he’ll be kept there.” She turned to John. “Such a pity you can’t stay any longer, John. Richard was telling me that you simply must leave this morning.”

Elizabeth glanced quickly at John.

“You’re going, John?”

He nodded.

“But why?”

“So sudden,” exclaimed Mrs. Stellman. “I thought you would be down here for at least a fortnight.”

“I hoped so too, Mrs. Stellman,” replied John, “but something has happened — business — I’ve a good many things to do, you know, before I sail, and I’ve got to get up to London. I explained to Mr. Anson last night.”

“But you didn’t tell me, John. Why not?”

“You’d gone to bed, Beth, when I — decided I must go.”

“But I’m sure it can’t be so urgent as all that, John,” said Mrs. Stellman, “and Elizabeth will be terribly disappointed if you run away so soon. There’ll be just as many Chinese to be converted in a week’s time, and we’re having such beautiful weather, and Richard seemed to be most upset that you’d decided to leave us. I really do believe that’s why he couldn’t eat any breakfast. Once upon a time you wouldn’t have deserted us like this. I remember it was all I could do to get you out of the house when I wanted to lock up for the night. Why don’t you put off your business in London and stay with us a few more days?”

“John knows his own business best, Mother,” said Elizabeth. “If he won’t stop for me, he won’t stop for anyone.”

The subject was dropped; but when breakfast was over, Elizabeth went out into the garden and signed to John to follow her. He went with obvious reluctance, and they walked together across the lawn.

“Are you really going, John?”

He nodded.

“I’m catching the eleven-fifteen.”

“Why?”

“It’s the first fast train, Beth.”

“I mean, why are you going?”

“I’ve told you. I’ve all sorts of things to attend to before I sail.”

“Which you suddenly remembered last night? There’s still a month before you sail.”

He made no reply, and it was not until they had covered the whole length of the lawn that either of them spoke again. Then Elizabeth stood still and faced him.

“What did Richard say to you last night, John?” He shrugged his shoulders.

“But I want to know.”

John took out his cigarette-case and lighted a cigarette.

“Was he very abusive?”

“He was rather — upset, Beth. Apparently he wanted my uncle to do something for him and he had refused.”

“And so today you’re leaving for London?”

He nodded again. It was evident he did not intend to explain further. But Elizabeth needed no explanation. She could guess what had happened last night: a stormy scene in Richard’s study; Richard, violent, abusive, giving vent to all his pent-up bitterness, flinging his vile accusations at John and ordering him out of the house; and John, shocked, bewildered, and then furiously angry. She might have guessed that something of the sort would happen, when Richard had told her that Doran had refused to help. John was only here on sufferance, because it would have been impolitic to risk offending Doran just now; but with Doran’s refusal there was no longer any need to be politic, and John could safely be insulted and sent about his business.

“I can guess what happened, John,” she said. “If you won’t tell me, I’ll tell you, shall I? Last night, after I had gone upstairs, Richard invited you to his study. Yes, I think he’d do that; he’s always at his best in his study, always his most impressive. It was the study, wasn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“And when he got you there, he seated himself at his desk, put an ominous, forbidding look on his face, and began to say bitter, biting, sarcastic things to you. He always begins like that. Then he suddenly lost his temper and said all kinds of things, made all sorts of accusations. I know just what those accusations were, John; I’ve heard them all — a few days ago and again last night.” She smiled. “Were you terribly shocked?”

“I wanted — I wanted to smash his face, Beth. I don’t know how I stopped myself. You and I — it was all so beautiful, so — so bright and shining, and he made it all so cheap, so nasty.”

She nodded.

“I know. And then he ordered you out of the house.”

“I’d have walked out there and then, but I couldn’t go without seeing you again. I suppose it’s my own fault. I shouldn’t have come; I should have known—”

“How could you possibly know, John? You’d never met Richard. You had no idea what sort of man he was. If anyone’s to blame, I am. I know what sort of man Richard is, yet even I never dreamed he could be capable of acting as he acted, saying the things he said.”

“I hoped he hadn’t said them to you, Beth. As he has, that only makes it still more impossible for me to stay here. You see that, don’t you? I must go.”

“To London?”

“To London first, anyway.”

“And then to China? I wonder, John, if anything in the world could persuade you not to go to China?” He gave her a quick, searching look.

“Nothing, Beth.”

“You can’t think of a single thing that might tempt you to stay in England?”

He shook his head.

“Nothing that’s possible.”

She was silent for a few moments.

“Suppose—” she began.

“Oh, for God’s sake, Beth, don’t let’s start supposing!” he exclaimed. “We can suppose all sorts of impossible things, but supposing won’t make them possible, and it’s no use building castles. It’ll only make us wretched. What time do I have to leave for the station?”

She ignored the question.

“Suppose, John,” she repeated, “just suppose for a moment that what you think so utterly impossible weren’t so impossible as you think it. Suppose — oh, John, let’s be frank with each other. Would you stop in England for me? If I were ready to leave Richard, to throw in my hand and come to you…. There you are, John, I’ve said it — what I’ve been thinking and you’ve been thinking ever since you came here. I suppose it had to be said. You have been thinking it, haven’t you?”

“I’ve been trying not to, Beth.”

“Oh, yes, I don’t doubt that. I’ve seen you trying. I’ve tried, too. I didn’t mean to tell you, I meant to go on pretending. Perhaps it wasn’t pretence — I don’t know. In any case, I can’t pretend with you, John, and I can’t let you go until you’ve answered my question. Suppose I were ready to do as I say, would you still go to China?”

He looked at her gravely for some moments before he answered.

“Beth, my dear,” he said, “you know I should have to.”

“Because of me?”

“Because of you.”

“But if I didn’t mind, John? Suppose I thought that the consequences didn’t matter? Suppose I found the courage to face them? Suppose I thought that divorce—”

He made a quick gesture.

“Don’t let’s talk of that, Beth. We don’t want that sort of — slime. I can’t have you without… Oh, you know how I feel about it. I’m not just being priggish. That sort of thing wouldn’t do for us, Beth. You — mixed up in that kind of mess! I couldn’t stand that; I wouldn’t ask you to stand it. Bright and shining, Beth, or not at all. You know I’m right; you know I’m not just posing. You feel the same yourself really. I know. If I asked you to throw up everything and come to me, you’d come; I don’t doubt that. But you’d think just a little bit less of me for having let you do it.”

“I see,” said Elizabeth thoughtfully. “Then you’re going to China?”

He nodded, laid his hand on her arm and gave it a little squeeze.

“Bless you, my dear, all the same.”

Elizabeth glanced at her watch.

“I’ll take you to the station in my car, John. We must start at eleven.”

The red-winged two-seater, with Elizabeth at the wheel and John seated beside her, hummed along the High Street. At the crossroads it was held up by Dilchester’s new traffic lights, and John noted the blue sign with the white lettering which pointed to the right bearing the words: “To the Railway Station”. But when the lights changed, the red-winged two-seater did not turn to the right; it shot across the road with a roar from its exhaust and leapt straight ahead.

John glanced at Elizabeth.

“Shouldn’t we have turned there?”

She kept her gaze fixed on the road ahead.

“No, John.”

“There was a notice that said: ‘To the Railway Station’.”

“Was there? We’re not going that way.”

She drove on, and as the note of the exhaust mounted the scale and the needle of the speedometer swung round the dial, John glanced again at Elizabeth with a puzzled frown. She was still gazing straight ahead, very calm and composed, with just the faintest trace of a smile on her lips. They were out on the main road now and the speedometer marked fifty.

“I say, Beth, are we going the right way?”

“Oh, yes, John — the right way.”

He glanced at his watch.

“It’s ten past, and the train goes at eleven-fifteen.”

“You’re not catching the eleven-fifteen p.m., perhaps, but not a.m.”

He sat upright in his seat.

“What are you up to, Beth?”

She nodded towards the speedometer, smiling.

“Fifty-six. Don’t worry, John; the road’s de-restricted and we’ll do seventy later.”

“Later?”

“Before we get to Whitbourne. Sorry, John, but I couldn’t let you go without showing you my island. Do you mind?”

He made no answer, and her voice sank almost to a whisper.

“Just one last day,” she said, and he was not sure whether she was speaking to herself or to him.

He leaned back again in his seat.

“Have it your own way, Beth.”

They did not talk much during the trip. They did their seventy, and at that speed, with the windscreen open, conversation is difficult and dangerous. John leaned back in his seat, rarely turning his eyes away from Elizabeth’s face.

Elizabeth was different. There was a brightness in her eyes, an air of eager excitement about her, and always just that suspicion of a smile about her lips. This rush through the air, with the wind whipping her cheeks, roaring past her ears and playing havoc with her hair, seemed to be sweeping all her worries away from her, and when she spoke, it was gaily, carelessly, and once or twice she gave that merry little laugh which he had always remembered as characteristic of her.

At Whitbourne she pulled up in the village street and they went shopping together. It was to be a picnic, she announced. There was nothing to eat in the bungalow and they must take their provisions with them. They would have a banquet, a festal banquet. He was to be the chief of a lonely desert island, and she was to be — oh, well, she was to be there anyway. She prattled on about the desert island. There was a beach of golden sand and a lagoon of blue water. They would go swimming in the lagoon, but as it wasn’t really a lagoon at all, they went and bought him a bathing costume, because Elizabeth was sure that her green one, which was much too big for her, would be much too small for the chief of the island.

Having made their purchases and piled them in the car, they went in search of Jim Huggett. Jim, she explained to him, was the man who looked after her “canoe”. It was quite the latest thing in canoes, but it hadn’t been running too well lately, and the last time she was down here she had told Jim Huggett to get the engine overhauled. She hoped he had done so.

They found him on the beach, varnishing a boat; and no sooner did he see them than he took off his cap and began scratching his head.

“Well, now, what are we going to do about it?” he said. “That there engine of yours, missie — a nice old mess it was in. Young Bill Hide up at the garage, he said he never did see an engine in such a mess. ‘I’ll have to take her all to bits,’ he said, ‘and give her a real good cleaning.’ And all to bits she is, missie. If you’re wanting to go out to the island—”

“I am.”

“Ah!” said Jim Huggett. “I had an idea you might be. Well, there’s my boat. In you get and I’ll take you out. Maybe the gentleman will take an oar.”

Elizabeth instructed John to carry the provisions from the car to the boat, and while he was doing so she stood talking earnestly to Jim Huggett, who kept nodding his head and saying: “Yes, missie”; and when the conversation was over, all three of them got into the boat and they set off, at Jim Huggett’s leisurely pace, towards the island.

They unloaded the boat, dumping the various packages on the sand, and then stood together at the edge of the water and watched Huggett as he pulled back towards Whitbourne. There was a faint haze over the sea, so that the mainland was only a dark shadow. They waited until Jim Huggett was well on his way, waving to him every now and then and seeing him wave in reply.

“A quaint old stick,” said John. “What time is he fetching us back?”

“About six, I told him.” She turned towards him and smiled. “Only just here, John, and you’re already worrying about getting away. Didn’t you want to come?”

“Of course I did.”

“Then just for a few hours, John, let’s try to forget that there is such a place as the mainland. Look!” She pointed. “It’s only a sort of shadow. It doesn’t look real today. And soon we shan’t see it at all; the mist is getting thicker. It’s often like that — a sort of soft curtain, a mile thick, just round the coast. But we’re beyond it here — in the sunshine — with goodness knows how many millions of gallons of water between us and… Come on, John, carry things. I’m dying to show you my bungalow.”

She led the way up the steep path, her arms laden with parcels, and John, carrying his bag and more parcels, followed. When they reached the top she made him stop and inspect the bungalow from the distance, pointing out to him that it was built so as to catch every scrap of sunshine. “Because we don’t get much of it, John, unless we set about catching it, you know,” she said, and John gave her a quick look and made no reply.

They went up to the bungalow. At the door, when she had inserted the key, she turned and faced him. “Do you realize the tremendous event that is about to take place, John?” she asked, with a smile. “You’re going to be the first man to enter the bungalow since I took possession. What have you to say to that? But don’t tell me now; you shall tell me later.”

She opened the door and went in, beckoning to him to follow. For the next half-hour she kept him busy admiring the sittingroom, with the big settee and the deep armchairs and the grand piano which they had made such a fuss about bringing to the island; the bedroom, with the antique four-poster bed — because she had always wanted to sleep in a four-poster, though she had now come to the conclusion that it wasn’t any different from sleeping in any other bed — the dressing-table with the long oval mirror, at which she sat and watched herself getting older and older; the tiny bathroom that led out of the bedroom, with its white bath which she filled by pumping the water up from the well; the kitchen with its patent oil-cooker.

He wandered round with her, inspecting and admiring everything. Then they went outside and she showed him her garden, in which she could persuade no flowers to grow, because the salt air, she was sure, was too strong for them.

From time to time, as she talked to him, John glanced at her curiously — much as he had glanced at her during the drive to Whitbourne — and told himself again that Beth today was somehow different. He tried to discover just where the difference lay, but could get no nearer than that she somehow seemed more alive, more like she used to be in the old days. When he had met her again at Dilchester Court she had seemed listless, as though the springs of her bubbling spirits had dried up, and there had been that look of rather wistful sadness in her eyes. Yes, that was it — her eyes. It was in her eyes that the difference lay. They were bright, eager, excited, confident — he could find a dozen words to apply to them and still fell short of describing what he saw there.

She suggested a bathe, and while she changed into bathing kit in her bedroom he wandered down the path to the beach, got into his costume, and lay on the warm sand, smoking a cigarette and waiting for her to join him. He heard her call and looked up. She was standing at the top of the path, with her bathing-gown over her arm, waving her bathing-cap — dark hair, scarlet costume, golden-brown skin….

She sat beside him on the sand, accepted a cigarette, and was silent for a time, gazing thoughtfully out to sea. Then she spoke, more to herself, it seemed, than to John.

“It is good for us to be here,” she murmured. “‘Let us build two tabernacles…’ Look, John, the mist is getting thicker — creeping towards us. But it won’t reach us for a long time yet. I know the habits of this particular mist. You can’t see the mainland now; it’s not even a shadow.” She sighed — a scarcely perceptible sigh. “But the trouble is, John, that we know it’s there even though we can’t see it. Let’s bathe.”

She pulled on her cap and got to her feet, and a few moments later they were in the water. They swam straight out, side by side, for about a hundred yards, and then turned on their backs and lay there, basking in the sunshine.

“Deep waters, John. I wonder how deep.”

“Full fathom five,” smiled John.

“Suppose I went down and down and down, John, right to the bottom — and stayed there — should I — you know — that bit in Shakepeare’s Tempest
 —’suffer a sea-change’, isn’t it, ‘into something rich and strange?’ I think I should, you know. I think I’d be ever so much more wonderful if I were dead. To you, I mean, John.”

“You’re talking rot, Beth.”

“Perhaps. But I’ve often thought it would be rather a wonderful experience — just to throw up my arms and let myself sink down and down — gently — without any effort — just sinking away from everything. They say it’s marvellous — people who’ve been nearly drowned, I mean. There’s wonderful music in your ears — the sea singing to you, calming you, telling you not to be afraid, saying you’ve only to keep your eyes shut and be rocked to sleep—”

“Beth, you’re talking rot,” he repeated. “In any case, you couldn’t do it. It isn’t a bit like that really — especially if you’re a swimmer. You wouldn’t have sunk far before you’d start struggling — trying to get to the top again. I doubt if a swimmer could deliberately let himself drown.”

She thought that over.

“Perhaps you’re right, John,” she admitted. “I think you are right — about me, anyway. If I found myself in deep waters — out of my depth — I shouldn’t just lie still and drown; I’d struggle and keep on struggling until I fought my way to the top again. It’s terribly easy to slip into deep waters, John. Just one false step and you’re there. And getting out again can be the very devil — especially if no one will lend a hand.”

He raised his head and looked at her. But there was nothing to be learned from her face as she lay smiling up at the sky, and he let his head fall back again, telling himself that Beth was queer today, talking as he had never heard her talk, looking as he had never seen her look. And Elizabeth, as she floated and basked, was saying to herself: “He mustn’t go. He mustn’t go. I can’t let him go.”

When they had finished their swimming, they settled on the sandy beach and let the sun beat down on them, Elizabeth lying on her back with her hands beneath her head, resting on a rolled-up towel, and John sitting cross-legged beside her; Elizabeth, apparently, absorbed in studying the sky, John staring at the bank of mist and digging his fingers in the sand and letting it run through them.

But Elizabeth was not in reality absorbed in a study of the heavens; every now and then her eyelids were slightly lowered, her eyes turned, and she gazed at John’s face. Such a solemn face, she thought it this morning, with his jaw stuck out just a little further than usual and his forehead like a piece of corrugated iron. And he wasn’t looking like that just because he was angry with her for having brought him here instead of letting him catch the 11.15 train to London. John couldn’t be angry about a thing like that.

He was angry — oh, with everything. With her, perhaps, for the nice old mess she had made of things. She didn’t blame him for that; he was entitled to be angry with her. Just a little angry with himself, too, perhaps, for feeling that he couldn’t bring himself to get her out of the nice old mess. For her sake. Oh, yes, she would grant him that; he was being strong and self-controlled and upright and honourable chiefly for her sake.

“Bright and shining!” He couldn’t stand the thought of his Beth having just a tiny spot of tarnish on her; and he couldn’t stand the thought that she might never be able to shut her eyes to just a tiny spot of tarnish on him. But it wouldn’t be tarnish; that was where John was wrong. Try as she would, she could not see it as tarnish. It was the last two years that had added the tarnish, making it thicker and thicker, hiding their love under a dull veneer of pretence, and all they would be doing would be to rub the tarnish off and restore its former brightness.

But John was not able to see that, and was going to China…. He must not go. She couldn’t let him go. Perhaps, if she brought herself to tell him the whole truth, if she confided to him about Richard — that photograph… But she didn’t want that. She didn’t want John if she could only get him by playing on his pity. He must come to her because his love for her swamped all other considerations, as did her love for him; because nothing else, not even honour, counted. Honour — codes, conventions, prohibitions — what did they matter — really? They could never have been intended, she was sure, to cripple such a love as hers and John’s. John didn’t understand that. But she couldn’t let him go. She couldn’t….

“Stupid John!”

He glanced round at her, his forehead still wrinkled, his jaw still thrust forward just a little further than usual.

“Why stupid, Beth?”

She did not answer for a few moments, and when she spoke she did not answer directly.

“Are you really going to China?”

He turned away again.

“You know I am.”

She smiled at that, because she knew that he could not see her smile.

“So sure and certain and immutable you sound, John.”

“I am. It’s no use, Beth. You know how I feel — how you feel yourself really. What’s the good of talking about it? I’m going.”

“You’ll hate it, John. You don’t think so now, because just at the moment you’re seeing yourself as something rather heroic, something self-sacrificing and noble, something of a martyr—”

“That’s rot, Beth. You know it is.”

“Year in and year out, John, teaching dirty little Chinese boys to be clean and say their prayers—”

“There’s more in it than that, my dear.”

She sat up.

“Oh, I know that, John. I’m not laughing at mission work; I’m only trying to make you realize that it’s not the work for you. But I’ve said it all before, haven’t I? All right, John; I’ll say no more about that. I won’t pretend any more that I don’t know why you’re going to China. I do know. It’s so like you, John, and I love you for it — in a way.”

“I’m going because I must go.”

“Because you think you must go,” she corrected. “But suppose I tell you, John, that — well, that whether you go to China or not I’m not going to stay with Richard? Suppose I say that — oh, I don’t know. I might get a divorce or I might not. I’ve had no time to think, no time to ask anyone’s advice. But suppose I told you that, what then? Would you still go?”

He turned towards her again and gave her a long, searching stare. Then the ghost of a smile touched his lips.

“Don’t try pretending to me, Beth. That’s quite a beautiful lie, but it’s a lie none the less.”

She lay back again and smiled up at the sky.

“So be it, then, John,” she said.

They lunched in the bungalow; after lunch they sat on the verandah and watched the mist slowly advancing towards the island. She made him sit in a long, low wicker chair, stretching his legs out, because that was how she had always pictured him on the verandah, and she wanted to see if she had pictured him accurately; and she lighted his cigarettes for him and arranged a cushion behind his head, because she had so often imagined herself rendering him these little services.

They did not talk much, but just sat there in their wicker chairs, John frowning a good deal, and Elizabeth with that hint of a smile on her lips which had been there as she drove him to Whitbourne. He noticed also that her eyes were still the same — bright, eager, excited, confident.

“The mist is getting thick, Beth. I hope old Huggett won’t funk the trip.”

“It would take more than a bit of mist to frighten Jim Huggett.”

“Six o’clock, you said?”

She nodded, and he glanced at his watch.

“It’s past five already.”

“Tea,” said Elizabeth, and disappeared into the bungalow.

By the time tea was over the mist had reached the island and was wrapping it round like clinging white wool. John showed signs of anxiety. Suppose Jim Huggett didn’t come?

“I’ve never yet known Jim fail to keep a promise,” she told him.

He looked at his watch again.

“It’s past six already, Beth. I’ll go out and see if I can spot him, shall I?”

“If you like, John.”

He went out, and Elizabeth remained seated in her big armchair, smiling that confident smile, until, ten minutes later, John came striding into the room.

“Not a sign of him. The mist is really thick now. You can’t see a yard ahead.”

She went to the window and looked out.

“I can see quite a long way ahead, John. Why worry? Jim Huggett will arrive in due course. Sit down and smoke and talk to me.”

He sat down. But he was obviously restless, glancing at his watch every few minutes. Twice more he journeyed to the top of the cliff, returning more restless than before. There was, however, nothing restless about Elizabeth; she was very calm, very self-possessed, very composed — except for her eyes.

At seven o’clock she admitted that perhaps Jim Huggett might have lost his way and was taking longer than he expected to locate the island; at eight o’clock she was willing to agree that there was, of course, the possibility that the mist was so thick that Jim Huggett had not ventured to set out.

“But we can’t stop here all night, Beth!”

“Tell that to the mist,” she laughed. “If Jim Huggett doesn’t turn up, what else can we do? Unless you feel you could swim two miles in a fog, John. I couldn’t, anyway. But why worry? It makes no difference whether you get to London tonight or tomorrow, and if Jim Huggett doesn’t turn up you can camp down here. You’ll manage all right on the settee if you bend a bit.”

She suggested supper, and raked up a very creditable meal from the remnants of their lunch. By the time they had eaten it, it was nine o’clock. The mist was thicker than ever. She complained of feeling chilly, and set John to work to light a fire while she changed into something more comfortable. They looked like being there for the night, she said, and might just as well make themselves as much at home as possible Why didn’t he get his slippers out of his bag? He said he would, and set about making a fire while she went into her bedroom.

When she returned to the sittingroom she had changed into a rest gown of rose-pink silk. She found John, wearing his slippers, sitting on the settee in front of a blazing fire. Crossing to the piano, she opened it and seated herself.

“I’ll play to you, John, shall I?”

For almost an hour she played to him — the music she had so often played to him when they had been planning their wonder world together. At first, as she played, she kept glancing at him, as though searching his face for some sign that he was remembering as she was as he sat there staring into the fire. After a time, however, she found that she could not study his face any more, because each time that she glanced at him she found that he was gazing at her, and there was an expression on his face which made her want to turn her head away, though it set her heart singing. John was remembering, seeing all the pictures that were rising up before her own eyes, finding them beautiful — pictures of that wonder world which they had painted together, which one day they had meant to turn into reality.

She stopped playing, crossed to the fireplace and seated herself beside him on the settee facing the fire. There was darkness in the room now except for the light from the fire, a thin sort of darkness through which the furniture showed dimly like shadows.

For a time she stared thoughtfully into the fire. Then:

“Are you sorry this has happened, John?”

“I’m thinking of you, Beth. It’s not the sort of thing—”

She silenced him with a gesture.

“I’m not sorry,” she said; “I’m glad. I shall always be grateful to Jim Huggett for having been afraid to set out in the mist. He has given us just the few last precious hours together.”

He made no answer, and after a time she went on.

“You and I, John — alone — like we used to be — with the mist all round us, wrapping and enfolding us, shutting off everyone else, keeping us in a world of our own. I shall never forget tonight. Whatever happens in the future — but don’t let’s think of the future. We shall hurt ourselves so much if we talk of that. The past, too — that’s going to hurt if we talk about it. And it doesn’t matter. It’s only now that matters.”

She leaned back on the settee and again both of them were silent. They had always been like that — content to be with each other, feeling no need of words.

“Like old times, John,” she said at last. “Almost.”

“Almost?”

She nodded.

“Remember how we used to sit?”

She saw from his face that he did remember.

“Just this once more, please, John.”

He placed his right arm round her shoulders; she linked her right hand in his, and a moment later his left hand clasped hers.

“Like that, wasn’t it, Beth?”

“Exactly like that.”

So for some time they sat, gazing at the fire and saying nothing.

“John, my dear,” she said at last, “why can’t things last for ever? If we could only catch a moment and make it go on and on—”

“If!” said John, and smiled. But she had heard the little shake in his voice and felt the slight tightening of his grip on her hand.

“It’s terribly human to talk like that, John, isn’t it? And you’re not terribly human like me.”

She laid her head against him and felt the grip on her hand tighten again.

“Happy, John?”

“Beth, dear, you know I’m happy — as happy as I ever can be.”

She shook her head.

“Oh, no.” She freed her left hand and laid it on his, caressing it with the tips of her fingers. “You’re not sorry — about Jim Huggett?”

She glanced up at him as she spoke and saw him smilingly shake his head.

“Glad,” he said.

Lifting his hand, she pressed it against her heart.

“John, dear,” she said, “there’s happiness — and sunshine — and we’ve got to catch them and keep them and… How can I tell you what I mean?”

For some moments she was silent and very still. Then again she lifted his hand, slipped it beneath the rose-pink silk of her rest gown and laid it on her breast.

She felt him try to withdraw it, but she held it there firmly, and it seemed to her that her hand was pleading with his not to desert it. Gradually she felt his resistance weaken, until at last she knew that his hand had surrendered and would surely not desert.

She lifted it again and touched it with her lips.

“Dear hand!” she whispered, slipped it back beneath the rose-pink silk, and closed her eyes.

She felt him bending over her.

“Beth—”

Opening her eyes, she smiled at him.

“John — my dearest,” she said softly, “our wonder world — it’s waiting for us. Let’s go into it — together.”

As she closed her eyes again she felt his lips crushed against hers.
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Elizabeth awoke the next morning to find the sunshine streaming into her bedroom. For a few moments she lay very still, gazing at the window with her eyes half-closed. Then, as memory came back to her, she sat upright in bed and glanced at the pillow beside her own, hollowed where a head had lain. She laid her hand on it with a caressing movement; the pillow was just slightly warm, and she sat there for a time gazing at it, soft-eyed and smiling.

She got out of bed, slipped on her dressing-gown and went to the window. The mist had gone and she saw the sea sparkling in the sunshine, and, beyond the sea, clear-cut against the sky, the line of the mainland.

But the mainland didn’t matter now. She went out on to the verandah and glanced towards the clump of tamarisk that marked the spot where the steep, narrow path led down to the beach. John was there, standing on the edge of the cliff, with his bathing costume in his hand, looking out to sea. She wished she could see his face.

She called to him, but the slight breeze that was blowing carried her voice away, and it was not until she had called three times that he turned his head in her direction. As he saw her leaning over the rail of the verandah he smiled, and it seemed that something in her began to sing again. He waved his bathing costume, pointing to the beach; she nodded and signalled to him to go and have his bathe. With another wave, he went down the pathway.

She waited until his head disappeared, and then, going back into her bedroom, she dressed quickly. She went through the sittingroom into the kitchen and took stock of their resources. Breakfast would have to be a frugal meal. There was bread left and butter and just enough milk to give them a cup of tea. She filled a kettle and put it on to boil, and then busied herself laying the table in the sittingroom.

She was conscious of a wonderful feeling of serenity, as if she were in tune with the universe and in the whole cosmos there was not one discordant note. She wondered if John were feeling the same, or whether now, as he was thinking things over, he was letting discordant thoughts disturb his harmony; codes, conventions, prohibitions — she and John had killed so many of them last night, and she wondered if John was finding it possible to look on the havoc without regret. She wondered if he had come to realize that it was not a case of tarnishing their love but of rubbing off the tarnish that had accumulated and making it bright and shining again.

She herself was aware of a sensation of freedom, a lightness, a feeling that in some mysterious way she had become less earthbound, less material; she had something in common with the wind and the sunshine and wondered if every woman who had cast out her devil felt as she was feeling.

That, of course, was what she had done — given up pretending, given up playing a part and become herself. That was what Mrs. Burns had said would happen if she could find the courage not to care what other people thought of her, not to cling for the sake of respectability to things which were not worth having, to withdraw her misplaced loyalty and give it to some worthier object.

No, it was Dr. Ewell who had spoken of loyalty. She smiled as she thought of him. Dr. Ewell at any rate would understand, even if he did not approve, and she rather fancied he would approve, even though he might hesitate to say so. In any case, it didn’t matter what Dr. Ewell thought. It didn’t matter what anyone thought — except John.

Actually she had no fear of what John might think. This morning fear could not touch her; she was sure of herself, sure of the future, sure of John. He would not leave her now; she had not asked him. Last night, as he had held her in his arms, she had been tempted to ask him, to plead with him to stay with her, but she had not uttered the words. It would have been so easy then to extract a promise from him, so hard for him to refuse her anything. Lying there in the darkness, he had been blinded by his love to everything that lay outside it, and she had realized that she did not want him to promise to stay with her simply because he had not seen things clearly. She had not wanted love to close his eyes, but to open them and reveal itself to him, and show him that it was bright and shining as it had always been. But he would not leave her now — she was utterly certain that he would not leave her.

The kettle was boiling. She went out on to the verandah to see if John was coming. He was nowhere in sight, and she walked along to the top of the footpath that led to the beach. From that point she could see almost the whole of the little cove, and her eyes scanned it eagerly. John was not there, however. She looked out to sea, thinking he must still be swimming. But there was no sign of him. With a little frown she began to go down the path.

She was halfway down when she heard him call her name. The voice came from below her, and there was something in the sound of it, a note of urgency, that made her quicken her steps and go running down the few remaining yards of path. As she stepped on to the sand, she glanced towards the foot of the cliff and saw him. He was sitting, propped against a lump of rock, and though he smiled at her as she ran towards him, she saw that his face was pale.

“Is anything wrong, John?”

He waved a hand towards his right leg.

“It’s my ankle, Beth. I slipped as I was coming down the path, and landed on the beach. I’ve been yelling for ten minutes.”

Going down on her knees, she inspected the ankle. Already it was badly swollen, and as she gently touched it he winced.

“Something’s broken, I’m afraid, Beth. I can’t stand up, anyway. Another nice old mess. Now what do we do?”

She rose to her feet and stood for a few moments frowning thoughtfully, her finger pressed against her lip.

“Stay where you are, John,” she said suddenly. “Don’t try to move. I won’t be long.”

She ran up the pathway, into the bungalow, and went into her bedroom. Opening her wardrobe, she took out the telephone, plugged it in and lifted the receiver.

“Hullo! Is that the Exchange?… Put me through to the doctor, please…. I don’t know his name. Just put me through to the doctor — any doctor.”

She waited, and a few moments later she heard a voice.

“This is Dr. Gordon’s house.”

“Oh! Is Dr. Gordon there?”

The doctor was not there. Yes, he was the only doctor in Whitbourne. It might be possible to get at him if the case was really urgent. He was playing golf at the Whitbourne Golf Club. The number was seven eight. If she rang through and spoke to the secretary…

Within a minute she was speaking to the golf club secretary, who informed her that the doctor was somewhere on the links and he would send him along as soon as possible if the case was urgent.

“It is urgent,” she assured him. “There’s been an accident — on the island. Please send him at once. If he can’t be found, you’ll send another doctor, won’t you? Any doctor will do.”

She replaced the receiver and hurried back to the beach.

“It’s all right, John,” she said. “You’ve just got to sit tight and wait for the doctor. He won’t be long; he’s playing golf, but I’ve just telephoned the golf club—”

He jerked his head round and stared at her. “Telephoned?”

She nodded.

“You’ve got a telephone here?”

“Oh, yes, John. Didn’t you know? I thought I’d better not be absolutely cut off from everybody, so I had the ‘phone fitted. But nobody knows about it — not even Richard.”

“I see,” said John thoughtfully. “Then last night, Beth, when the boat didn’t turn up, you could easily—”

“Have telephoned for another? Oh, yes, quite easily.”

“But you didn’t.”

She shook her head.

“No.”

“You didn’t even let me know you had a telephone.”

“No, John. I hid it — in the wardrobe.”

“I see,” said John again.

“And there’s worse than that, John. About Jim Huggett. I told him not to come back. You understand, John, don’t you?”

“I think so, Beth.”

“It was the only way.”

He considered that for a moment and nodded. Then he turned to her.

“Bless you, Beth — for everything.”

She smiled into his smiling eyes.

“And China?”

The footprints of laughter became deeper round his eyes as he took her hand in his.

“China?” he said. “Where’s China?”

They sat there until they heard the chugging of an engine and saw a motorboat coming rapidly towards the island. Then Elizabeth got up and went down to the water’s edge, staring at the two figures in the boat. It was the one sitting in front that interested her, and long before the boat reached the shore her first impression was confirmed. The man sitting in the front of the boat was Dr. Ewell. She had no time to wonder how he came to be there before the boat grounded in the sand and he was striding towards her.

“So it is you, is it, Mrs. Anson? I guessed as much. I was up at the golf club — in the bar — when I heard them say a doctor was wanted on the island. Gordon was playing, so I came in his place.” He looked her up and down. “Well, what’s wrong with you?”

“Nothing,” she assured him. “It’s John — Mr. Hackett.”

“Here — on the island?”

She nodded, and the doctor’s keen eyes twinkled.

“The answer to my question, eh, Mrs. Anson? Well, come along; let’s have a look at him.”

He stumped up the beach, and, with a nod to John, went down on his knees and ran his fingers over the swollen ankle, while Elizabeth stood watching him.

“Fracture,” he announced. “Bless me, the trouble you young people cause! If you must fracture your ankle, why choose to do it on a desert island? When did it happen?”

“This morning,” John told him.

“I could have told you that,” replied the doctor. “How long ago?”

He glanced up at Elizabeth and her eyes met his steadily.

“Quite early, Dr. Ewell,” she said; “before breakfast.”

“Huh! Well, I’ll patch you up for the moment and then we must get you aboard. The fellow in the boat must help me carry you. You’d better run away, Mrs. Anson; I’m probably going to make him swear.”

With a smile at John, she went up the path and spent ten minutes in the bungalow closing windows and gathering their belongings. When she returned to the beach, John and the doctor were already on board. She got into the boat, the engine started up, and they set off towards the mainland.

Once or twice during the trip Elizabeth caught the doctor watching her closely.

“What is it, Doctor?” she asked. “More irisoscopy?”

He smiled.

“Perhaps it is, Mrs. Anson.”

“And the verdict?”

“Well, I should say the patient is definitely better.”

“No prescription necessary?”

He shook his head.

“Not from me. I fancy you’ve found the right prescription yourself.” He nodded towards John. “What about this patient? What are we going to do with him? You won’t be wanting him at Dilchester Court. He’d better come to my place; I’ll be glad of his company, and I can keep an eye on him. How will that do?”

John was about to protest, but the doctor cut him short.

“I’m not asking you, young man; I’m asking Mrs. Anson. You belong to her — salvage on her island — and she’s at liberty to dispose of you as she thinks fit. Besides, you owe me something for having robbed me of a day’s good golf; or perhaps I ought to say a good day’s golf; my handicap’s been steady at eighteen for the last ten years. What with my patients and the clubhouse, I never get any practice. You’ll stay with me.”

It was arranged that Elizabeth should return to Dilchester in her own car and that John should travel in the doctor’s, because his car was a car, with plenty of room in it for John to rest his leg on the seat, and not one of those absurd things that were all pop and pep and could only be entered with a shoehorn. They would be longer getting there, but there was at least a practical certainty that they would get there and not finish up in a ditch.

“And I’ve an idea, Mrs. Anson, that the sooner you get back to Dilchester the better,” he went on. “I’m afraid there’s going to be trouble. They were queueing up outside the Bank when I came through the High Street at eight o’clock this morning.”

The Bank! During the last twentyfour hours, since she had decided to take John to the island and play her trump card in an effort to persuade him not to go to China, she had not given the Bank a thought. She had intended seeing Mr. Marshall yesterday, but John had filled her mind to the exclusion of everything else, and in any case she had not realized that the matter was of such urgency. A queue outside the Bank — she must get back at once, find Mr. Marshall, see if there was anything to be done….

As soon as they reached shore she hurried to her car, which she had left standing beside Jim Huggett’s boathouse, and got into it. As she started up the engine, the doctor came across to her.

“Don’t worry, Mrs. Anson,” he said. “You can trust me to look after him.”

“I know that, Doctor.”

He was about to turn away, but paused and laid a hand on her shoulder.

“If it’s a case for discretion, Mrs. Anson,” he said kindly, “you may rely on me.”

Just for a moment her hand covered his, and then, as he stepped away from the car, she let in the clutch and set off towards Dilchester.

As soon as the car reached the town, it was clear to Elizabeth that something was happening. People were standing about in little groups, talking excitedly, and she could not help noticing the hostile glances that were given her as she drove along the High Street. There were few people in Dilchester who did not know Mrs. Richard Anson and her red-winged car, and she was accustomed to attracting a certain amount of attention when she took it through the town, but until today it had always been friendly attention.

As she came in sight of the Bank she drew the car into the kerb and got out. Outside the Bank building, stretching for a good hundred yards along the pavement, was a queue of people. On the steps of the Bank stood two policemen, and around the doors was collected a large crowd. So it was true — the run had begun. She could see that the Bank doors were closed and that there was a notice fastened to them. Stray remarks reached her from the people who passed her.

“Every penny I’d got in that bank—”

“No, Anson isn’t there. He’s disappeared.”

“He’ll get ten years if they catch him.”

And time and again she caught the words “fraud”, “swindle”, “robbery”.

She went to the edge of the crowd that jostled around the doors of the Bank. The police were trying to persuade the people to move on.

“There’s no sense in you folks waiting here. The Bank won’t be open today.”

She thrust her way through the crowd until she was almost at the front of it. People recognized her. She was aware that they were nudging one another, pointing to her, telling one another who she was. She read the notice on the doors:

The Board of Directors announces that Anson’s Bank will not be open for the transaction of business until further notice.

It bore Mr. Marshall’s signature.

She went forward to the steps on which the policemen were standing and spoke to one of them.

“You know me, don’t you? I’m Mrs. Anson. Is Mr. Anson here?”

The policeman hitched his belt and gave her the smile of one who possesses superior knowledge.

“No, Mrs. Anson, he’s not here — and not likely to be.”

“Is Mr. Marshall here?”

“Oh, yes, he’s here.”

“Then please tell him I want to see him — I must see him, at once. He’ll see me if you say it’s Mrs. Anson.”

Two minutes later she was facing Mr. Marshall across his desk.

“It’s a bad business, Mrs. Anson,” he said. “Bad for all of us, and especially bad for those people out there in the street. There are thousands of them who’ve got every penny they possess in the Bank, the savings they’ve worked for all their lives, and now we, Anson’s Bank, have let them down. It hits me pretty hard, Mrs. Anson. I’ve given the best years of my life to the Bank and now this—”

“I know,” she said. “Have you seen my husband?” He looked at her curiously.

“That’s a queer question to come from you, Mrs. Anson. When did you see him last?”

“Two nights ago. I’ve been — away. Where is he?”

Marshall got to his feet.

“My God, I wish I knew! If there’s one man in this world I’d like to lay my hands on—” He stopped abruptly. “You must forgive me, Mrs. Anson; I was forgetting myself. I was forgetting that Anson is your husband.”

“As his wife, Mr. Marshall, I am entitled to know the truth. I want to know it.”

He gave her that keen, penetrating glance of his. “Then I’ll tell you,” he said. “Anson has disappeared — run away, deserted, like a rat from a sinking ship. No one has seen him since yesterday morning. And that’s not the worst; he’s taken money — a great deal of money — the Bank’s money — the money of those poor people standing out there on the pavement. That’s the truth, Mrs. Anson, and I’d like to say I’m sorry for you. This thing’s going to hit you harder than anyone else and you’ll need to be a brave woman to stand up to it. Anson may get away — abroad — but even if he does, they’ll fetch him back if they can find him; and the police will strain every nerve to find him. There’ll be charges against him — against some of us others, too, perhaps, though God knows I’ve done my best to stop the crooked business. That’s what you’ve got to face, Mrs. Anson. It’s not a nice thing to have to tell you—”

She cut him short.

“What can be done, Mr. Marshall?” she asked. “Is there any way in which matters can be put right, and the Bank saved?”

“There’s only one thing can save the Bank, Mrs. Anson — money.”

“How much?”

“A very great deal. More than we can get. The men who’ve got it don’t like us and they won’t lend.”

“How much? How much to put Anson’s Bank firmly on its feet again?”

He smiled.

“If it interests you, Mrs. Anson, I don’t mind telling you. It would take the best part of a hundred thousand pounds.” He made a helpless gesture with his hands. “Why talk about it?”

“A hundred thousand pounds,” repeated Elizabeth. “And if you had securities worth a hundred thousand pounds, that would do just as well, would it?”

“Securities are as good as money, but in view of the Bank’s financial condition there isn’t a soul in the country who’d be willing to risk—”

“I’ll risk it, Mr. Marshall. I’ve got it — securities — in my bank. You must get into touch with them immediately….”

She left the Bank, got into her car and drove to Dilchester Court. She went straight to the library, hoping to find her husband there. If Mr. Marshall had told her the truth — and he would scarcely have said what he had said unless it were true beyond all possibility of doubt — then she must see Richard and somehow persuade him not to do what he was intending to do. Somehow she must make him stand up and face things, and not run away, as Mr. Marshall had put it, like a rat from a sinking ship. And that money, the Bank’s money, the money of those poor people waiting in the street — he must give it back. If it was money he wanted, she would rather give him hers, rather strip herself of everything she possessed, than have him play the coward and the thief.

Anson was not in the library, but, as she glanced round the room, she saw that he had been there. His desk was littered with papers, the drawers were open, and the safe that stood in the corner had the appearance of having been hastily rifled.

She went upstairs to his dressing-room. There she found the same signs of hurry — drawers left open and garments strewn about the room.

She went to her bedroom and took off her hat and coat, trying to persuade herself that there was still a chance that it might not be true. She knew Richard, she told herself, and though he was capable of many things she had never believed him capable of this. But the more she thought of it, the more she was forced to the conviction that Mr. Marshall had told her no more than the truth.

She remembered how Richard had sat there beside her dressing-table and spoken of the disgrace that would come if he could not get his fifty thousand pounds. Just for a moment that had given her an uneasy qualm, but she had instantly dismissed the idea that he had meant more than the feeling of disgrace which any man would have at the realization of even honest failure. But she saw now that he had meant more than that, and understood why he had been so eager to avoid explaining what he had meant.

She heard the door opened and turned to see her mother come bustling into the room.

“My dear, I’m so glad you’re back,” began Mrs. Stellman. “I’m sure last night I wondered what was happening to everybody. What with you away and Richard away and nobody in the house but the servants, there was no knowing what might happen. Where’s Richard? I haven’t seen him since yesterday morning, and then he wouldn’t eat any breakfast. What’s become of him?”

“Oh, he’s probably up in London, Mother. He said he might be going, you know — on business.”

“Business! It’s a nice business at the Bank, I must say! My dear, you should see the crowds in the High Street. Anyone would think there was a sale on. And the things they’re saying — about Richard, I mean.”

“What are they saying, Mother?”

“That Hilliard woman!” exclaimed Mrs. Stellman. “Such insolence! She walked up to me in the High Street and told me to my face that she considered Richard no better than a common swindler. She said he’d taken money from the Bank and run away with it. My dear, I’m afraid I forgot myself. ‘Such lies, Agatha,’ I said. ‘Such wicked, malicious lies!’”

“Perhaps they’re not lies, Mother.”

“My dear Elizabeth, what do you mean?”

“Perhaps Richard has taken money from the Bank and run away with it.”

“What nonsense, Elizabeth! Besides, even if Richard had borrowed a few pounds, I’m sure he’d pay it back, and it’s perfectly ridiculous for that Hilliard woman to make such a fuss about it.”

“There are hundreds of people standing outside the Bank, Mother, all eager to make a fuss about it.” She turned to her mother and took her hand. “I’m afraid we’ve got to face it, Mother. I’ve seen Mr. Marshall and he told me very much the same as Mrs. Hilliard told you. Everybody knows it. As I came through the town, I heard them talking. If I heard the word ‘swindler’ once, I heard it fifty times.”

“But, my dear — Richard, a swindler! They’ll probably arrest him and put him in prison!” She sighed. “You know, Elizabeth, I always did hope you were going to marry John. I’m sure he could never be a swindler.”

Elizabeth patted her mother’s hand.

“Don’t worry, Mother. It’ll all come right somehow.” There came a knock on the door.

“Come in.”

It was Graves, dignified as ever, but with a startled, rather shocked expression on his face, as he glanced towards Elizabeth.

“You’re wanted on the telephone, madam.”

“Who is it, Graves?”

The butler seemed to take a very deep breath.

“The police, madam.”

Elizabeth started.

“The police?”

Graves inclined his head.

“I understand, madam, that they have news for you of Mr. Anson.”
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It was just after ten o’clock that the big Rolls-Royce car purred along Baker Street, swung off to the left and came to a halt beside the kerb. Anson had purposely waited until darkness fell to make the trip because he felt that at night the Rolls-Royce would be less likely to attract attention, and attention was the last thing he wanted attracted to himself. Not that there was much risk of his car being identified without a thorough inspection; a few minutes had sufficed to effect a change of number-plates and there must be hundreds of machines similar to his own about the streets of London at any hour of the evening, but in the circumstances it was as well to take every possible precaution.

He got out of the car and glanced quickly to right and left; then, satisfied that no one had been following him, he took a quick look up at the windows of Celia’s flat, saw that a light was burning, and with a smile mounted the steps and pressed the bellpush.

Celia, he reflected as he waited, had seemed very willing to fall in with his plans when he had had that brief conversation with her on the telephone. He had not of course divulged the whole of his plan; it was advisable to be careful even on the telephone, but she had shown herself ready to fall in with his wishes, whatever they might be, and he had not the least doubt that she would receive his plan with characteristic ecstasy. She would probably consider it “adorable”.

He frowned slightly. There were one or two points about Celia that would have to be corrected if the plan were to prove a success — that use of the word “adorable”, for instance, and those terribly red fingernails. But he would soon knock her into shape and make her into something which he could take about with him without feeling ashamed to be seen with her.

There was no reason at all why they should not be very happy. He had always been reasonable where women were concerned, never expecting too much intelligence in them and realizing that if they had physical appeal they had almost all that a man had any right to expect of them. And in that respect Celia was not likely to disappoint him.

He heard her footsteps on the stairs; the next moment the door was opened and Celia was gazing at him with her big eyes and inviting him in. This evening she held up her face and he gave her a quick kiss as soon as the door was shut behind him.

She led the way upstairs to her sittingroom, settled him in an armchair and lighted a cigarette for him, just as she had done before. This time, however, she did not sit detached on the settee: she placed herself unblushingly on his knee and slipped her arm round his neck.

“And now tell me, Richard,” she said. “I’ve been terribly excited since you spoke to me on the telephone. You were so fearfully mysterious about what you wanted me to do. Of course, I simply can’t imagine anything I wouldn’t do for you. I told you that day at the Bank, didn’t I? There’s nothing I wouldn’t do and nowhere I wouldn’t go to help you.”

“I’m sure that’s true, Celia. Well, I’m going away — out of England.”

“Oh, Richard!” There was consternation in her voice. “You can’t surely mean—”

“I mean, Celia, that I want you to come with me. I shall be away for — well, perhaps for a very long time. I tell you that because I want you to realize that I’m not asking you to come with me just for a holiday; I’m offering you a — er — permanency. If I were in a position to offer you marriage—”

“Oh, Richard, as if that matters!”

“I’m glad you feel like that about it, Celia. None the less, if I could do so, I should certainly ask you to marry me.”

He glanced at her as if to note the effect on her of his magnanimity.

“As I am unable to do that,” he went on, apparently well satisfied with her adoring expression, “I suggest that we should — er — ignore the conventions and throw in our lots together. I have known many cases in which such unions have turned out most satisfactorily. I should, of course, regard you as my wife in fact if not in law, and—”

She giggled, and he stopped abruptly, raising his eyebrows in surprise.

“I’m sorry, Richard,” she apologized. “I didn’t mean to laugh, but I’ve never heard of a wife-in-law. Is there such a thing?”

He made no reply to that.

“I am leaving at once — for Paris,” he went on, “and if you are ready to accept my offer, you must be prepared to leave within about half an hour. We are travelling by ‘plane from — er — in any case, it is all arranged, and the ‘plane will be leaving at midnight. You must just pack up a few things and we can get anything else you may require when we reach Paris.”

“I’ve always simply ached to go to Paris,” she said wistfully. “But it’s terribly short notice, Richard. Couldn’t you possibly wait a few days and give me time—”

“I can’t even wait a few hours, Celia. It is a matter of extreme urgency for me to leave — to be in Paris early tomorrow, and if you’re coming, you must come tonight. You’ve probably heard that the Bank is in very grave difficulties — you can hardly have failed to hear; all the papers are full of it.”

“Yes, I’ve seen the papers, and I think they’re perfectly terrible, Richard. The awful things they say about you! Anyone would think you’d done something wrong.”

“I am not the first man, my dear, to be unjustly accused. Because someone has been carrying on fraudulent business, it is taken for granted that every director of the Bank is necessarily involved in the same malpractices.”

“They say, Richard, that the police are searching for you everywhere, and the ports are being watched and—”

“I have no doubt that is true, Celia. They’ve got to have a scapegoat, and as I’m the most influential person on the board of directors, I should naturally make the best one. But I’m not worrying, my dear. Provided a man’s conscience is clear he has no cause for worry, no matter what unjust charges are made against him. As for watching the ports—” He smiled. “They can’t very well watch every field in the country from which an aeroplane might take off, and I have made all arrangements to ensure a safe departure. I have my car outside, and once we have started we shall be safe in Paris within a few hours.”

She thought that was marvellous of him, she said, and she had always longed to go in an aeroplane. But he wouldn’t mind if she were just a little bit nervous, would he? He assured her of large-minded toleration of any such weakness, and then took her hand in his and regarded her solemnly.

“There is just one thing that troubles me, Celia,” he said gravely. “These charges that are being made against me, these wicked accusations, these contemptible aspersions on my honour — how much of them do you believe, Celia?”

She opened her eyes very wide.

“Why, Richard, how could I possibly believe any of them?”

He smiled and patted her hand.

“That is a great relief to me, my dear,” he said. “If I felt that you were not utterly convinced of my innocence, I could not dream of asking you to link your life with mine. But if you believe in me and are ready to trust me, then I can start again, make my way again, and come out again on top. My career is shattered, Celia, but I shall ‘stoop and build it up with worn-out tools’, as Kipling puts it.”

“I think that’s wonderful of you, Richard.”

Anson was obviously glad that she agreed with him. He bent and kissed her.

“Then you’ll come, Celia?”

“Why, of course, Richard.”

“Then you’d better go and get ready, my dear. I can’t give you very long.” He glanced at his watch. “We must be off in about a quarter of an hour. Just pack a few necessities and leave it at that.”

She got off his knee, went to the door and paused. “Richard,” she said softly, “couldn’t you come and help me?”

He got up, followed her along the corridor and into the bedroom. Rummaging under the bed, she produced a suitcase, opened it and told him to pack the things in it as she gave them to him; and for the next few minutes Richard Anson, ex-Chairman of Anson’s Bank, was busily engaged in stowing away flimsy article after flimsy article, none of which he felt it was quite proper for him to be handling. “Pyjamas!” she announced, tossing him a bundle of flowered filminess; and then, as she threw him another wispy garment: “Don’t ask me what that is, Richard, because I simply couldn’t tell you.”

He stuffed the anonymous garment into the suitcase. As he did so the door was opened, and he turned abruptly to find the man Arthur — that fellow who had stared at him in the restaurant and was a friend of Ted Moore — standing in the doorway, staring at him with hostile eyes. He glanced at Celia, who was smiling.

“Come in, Arthur,” she said, “and be introduced. This is Mr. Richard Anson. You know — the man who stole the money from Anson’s Bank. This, Richard, is Arthur — my husband.”

Anson’s mouth dropped open and he stood there, gaping, staring first at Celia and then at Arthur, and then again at Celia’s smiling face. He was aware that Arthur was advancing towards him aggressively, and backed away a couple of steps.

“May I ask, Mr. Anson,” said Arthur in a dangerously quiet voice, “what you are doing here in my wife’s bedroom?”

For a moment Anson could think of nothing to say which would not seem absurd. He felt instinctively that to tell an outraged husband — if, indeed, the fellow was her husband — that he was merely stuffing his wife’s filmy and anonymous garments into a suitcase, would sound a pitifully thin excuse which would be no more likely to soothe his feelings than would the statement that he was proposing to fly to Paris with her.

“He has been helping me pack my bag, Arthur,” explained Celia sweetly. “And what do
 you think? He’s going to take me to Paris — by aeroplane. I think that’s too perfectly adorable of him—”

Anson swung round and faced her.

“Celia, is this man your husband?”

“I’ve told you so, Anson,” said Arthur in that same quiet voice, “and you can take my word for it that I know my own wife.”

“But you mustn’t be too angry with him, Arthur,” she went on, “because he’s going to be perfectly marvellous to me. It’s to be quite a permanent arrangement, and he’ll treat me exactly as if I were his real wife—”

“Celia!” interrupted Anson furiously. “I suggest that you owe me some sort of explanation—”

“You’ll get it all right, Anson.”

The banker recognized that voice instantly, and knew, before he turned and faced the door, that Ted Moore was in the room.

“So it’s you again, Moore, is it? Another of your dirty, blackmailing tricks!”

Moore grinned.

“Dirty, if you like, Anson,” he said, “but not quite so dusty as a trick — as blackmailing tricks go. We’ve got you fair and square this time. There’s no getting away. You’ve got to pay those debts before you leave this room — every damned one of them. You didn’t know Celia was a friend of mine, did you? Naturally. You’d never have engaged a friend of Ted Moore to be your secretary. You’d have smelt a rat, so we didn’t let you know — were mighty careful not to let you know. I knew the sort of bait you’d fall for. You like the soft, clinging type, don’t you, Anson — like Grace Marlow?”

Anson, his hands clenched and his eyes blazing with anger, took a step towards Celia.

“So that’s what you are!” he exclaimed furiously.

“Just a cheap, common—”

“That’ll do, Anson!” snapped Arthur. “I must ask you to remember that Celia is my wife.”

“Grace Marlow,” repeated Moore. “Just keep Grace Marlow in mind, Anson, when you start talking of cheapness. Remember the cheap way you treated her. And you’d have treated Celia the same when you got tired of her if she’d been fool enough to go with you. Paris, eh, by aeroplane? You always did have big ideas.”

Celia went close to Anson and smiled up into his face.

“You’re such a terrible fool, you know, Mr. Anson,” she said. “You pretend to be so marvellous, such a keen business man, so high and mighty and important, but you’re really a perfectly dreadful fool. And oh, Mr. Anson, you really are awful when you try to make love. Do you remember that evening in the taxi? If only you could have seen yourself!”

Anson’s lips were working and he could not utter a sound. He could only stare at her, speechless with fury.

“We were afraid you’d spot it, Anson,” said Moore. “But you didn’t. That’s what Celia means: you with your keen business perception weren’t observant enough to see the resemblance, though it’s striking enough in all conscience.”

“I’ve not the least idea what all this rigmarole is about,” blustered Anson, “and I’ve certainly no time to waste—”

He took a step towards the door, but halted as Arthur stepped in front of him, barring his way.

“Stand out of my way!” he ordered; but Arthur did not move, except to put his right hand in his pocket. The next moment Anson found himself staring at the muzzle of a revolver.

“It’s serious this time, Anson,” said Arthur. “There’s no blustering your way out of it.”

Again Celia went close to him.

“Look at me, Mr. Anson,” she said. “Take a good look at me and see whether you can’t notice the resemblance now. I’ve the same sort of eyes and the same sort of nose, and everybody says how alike we are—”

Anson started and stood staring at her face as though he were gazing at a ghost.

“So you’ve recognized it at last, Mr. Anson?” said Celia. The smile left her face and the sweetness disappeared from her voice and her eyes were suddenly blazing. “Yes, that’s quite right,” she exclaimed. “I’m Grace Marlow’s sister. Now perhaps you understand the meaning of all this rigmarole. Try to remember what you did to Grace and you’ll understand still better. You know what happened to Grace, don’t you? Ted Moore told you, didn’t he? And it was all your fault. You made her what she became — a woman of the streets—”

“I refuse to listen,” interrupted Anson angrily.

“I refuse to listen to these absurd, insulting—”

“And because you did that to Grace,” continued Celia, “this has happened to you. You can think what you like of me — I don’t care. Grace is my sister, and Ted was in love with her, and between us we meant to make you pay.”

“And because of this imaginary injury to your sister, you felt yourself justified in joining in a dirty blackmailing plot—”

“I felt myself justified in doing anything to make you pay,” she told him. “I didn’t care what happened to me so long as we could make you pay. And I was safe enough; I could look after myself. Arthur knew that. He trusted me to put you in your place if you got too loving. Just a few kisses—” She made a gesture of distaste. “It was worth putting up with a few kisses to get you where we’ve got you now.”

“That’s just one thing you’re going to pay for, Anson,” said Moore. “You know the others. There’s Anna’s account to settle, too.”

“Cut out the talk,” said Arthur, “and get down to business, Ted.”

“Very well, I will,” said Moore. “How much money have you got with you, Anson?”

Anson glared at him.

“However much money I’ve got, you can take my word for it that you’re not going to get a penny.” Moore took no notice.

“You’ve probably got a nice sum. You wouldn’t be bolting from the country without taking a good fat wad of notes with you. Not yours, of course, but that’s of no consequence. If you’re not squeamish over that sort of thing, I’m sure I’ve no reason to be. How much have you got?”

“You’re not getting a penny.” He swung round on Arthur again. “Stand away from that door or—”

“Or what, Anson?” smiled Arthur. “I should have imagined that a man of your powers of perception would have realized that this is the moment for a graceful surrender. Whether you realize it or not, I can assure you it is so; and whether it is graceful or not — that’s for you to decide. Empty your pockets.”

“I absolutely refuse—”

“Empty your pockets, Anson.”

The banker forced a smile.

“If you imagine you can frighten me by holding a gun in your hand—” He waved the suggestion aside with a gesture of impatience. “I’m not the sort of man who is easily bluffed, and I know as well as you do that your gun is just a bit of — showmanship — window-dressing. You’d no more dare to fire it than the majority of the blackguards who carry guns. You seem to have forgotten that if you ventured to use it, the consequences might be somewhat serious for yourself as well as for me. Stand away from that door and let me out.”

Arthur did not move.

“Once again, Anson,” he said, “your perception is at fault. You have misjudged my character and you’ve underestimated the seriousness of your position. I shall certainly use my gun if necessary, and I can assure you that the consequences wouldn’t be nearly so serious for me as you seem to think. Haven’t you seen the papers?”

“They’re after you, Anson,” said Ted Moore, with a smile. “The police all over the country are after you. According to what the papers say, you’ve taken a whole lot of money that doesn’t belong to you, and they don’t intend to let you get away with it. Nor do we, by the way. But the point is that if you provoke Arthur to put a bullet into you, there won’t be much fuss made. We had you here, and you tried to escape, and Arthur felt he was only doing his duty in stopping an absconding swindler from escaping his just punishment. You see what I mean, don’t you?”

“Empty your pockets, Anson,” repeated Arthur. “I’ll do no such thing,” fumed Anson. “You can do what you like; I don’t care. You can go to hell — the whole lot of you! Go on — fire your damned gun! Fire it — if you dare!”

“I shall fire if it becomes necessary,” Arthur told him. “It will become necessary only if you grow violent and try to leave this room. How much money have you got?”

Anson smiled faintly.

“You’ve been just a little too clever this time, Moore,” he said. “Once again your blackmailing plot has come to grief. Except for two or three pounds — which I fancy won’t be of much interest to you — I have no money with me at all.”

Moore raised his eyebrows.

“Is that so? Well, that’s a pity, because if you can’t pay in cash you’ve still got to pay.” He turned towards Celia. “As Mr. Anson has no money, Celia, just go downstairs to the telephone, will you, and put a call through to the police. Say we’ve got Mr. Richard Anson here waiting for them to call and collect him.” He grinned at Anson. “You’ll pay that way, Anson, and it’ll suit me almost as well. Run along, Celia.” Celia went from the room, and for a few moments Anson stood staring at the door through which she had passed. If they really telephoned to the police… They might. Moore was clearly out to get his own back, and it was not safe to assume that he was bluffing. In any case, time was getting short; he should have been on his way half an hour ago. They were waiting for him with the ‘plane, and if he didn’t turn up within a reasonable time they might clear off and leave him stranded. He would never get away by any of the ports. After all, there was only a couple of thousand or so in his wallet, and these swine would probably be satisfied with that. They knew nothing about that case he had left in the car. There was plenty more there, and with all the money he had got transferred abroad…. They were welcome to their couple of thousand. It was a small price to pay for safety, and he could spare no time to argue about it….

He pulled his wallet from his pocket and tossed it on to the table.

“There you are, Moore,” he said. “That’s all I’ve got. And now tell that damned girl to come away from the telephone.”

Moore picked up the wallet, opened it, pulled out a wad of notes and counted them.

“What about trying your other pockets, Anson?”

“Damn it, that’s all I’ve got, I tell you!” exclaimed Anson. “If you want to search me… No, I’m damned if I’ll let you search me. You can take my word for it or go to hell.”

Moore glanced inquiringly at Arthur.

“Let it go at that,” said Arthur, flung the door open and stood aside.

Without a glance at either of them, Anson strode from the room and went down the stairs. In the hall he saw Celia standing with the telephone receiver in her hand.

“Put that damned thing down!” he exclaimed, snatched it from her hand and banged it on to its hook. He strode to the front door, flung it open and was halfway down the steps when he heard Celia’s voice:

“Mr. Anson!”

He paused and glanced back. She was standing in the doorway, smiling at him, with that adoring look in her eyes.

“Oh, Richard,” she said, and all the cloying sweetness was back in her voice. “Oh, Richard, I think you’re perfectly marvellous!”

Anson strode across the pavement, got into his car, slammed the door and the next moment the car glided away. He turned into Baker Street, entered Regent’s Park and frowned, as he drove round the Outer Circle, at the thought that only a few nights ago he had been sitting in a taxi driving round and round the circle with Celia Paterson.

Grace Marlow’s sister! Of course, he saw the resemblance as soon as it was pointed out to him. He’d have seen it before if he hadn’t been so worried and anxious about the Bank. It was a bit humiliating to have been fooled by a chit of a girl like Celia and a couple of blackguards like her husband and Moore.

Still, he was well out of that trouble, and they were welcome to their two thousand pounds. He wasn’t such a fool as not to have made ample provision for himself, and he would be able to live quite comfortably once he was safely out of the country, as he would be in a few hours’ time. He glanced at the clock on the dashboard and pressed down the accelerator.

He made for the Great North Road, travelled along it for some distance and then turned off along a by-road. The road was narrow and he was obliged to proceed more slowly, and every few minutes he shot an anxious glance at the face of the clock. Moore and his foolery had hung him up badly, and he’d be in a nice mess if he arrived to find that the ‘plane hadn’t waited.

He set the car going faster, swinging it recklessly round the bends and driving blindly through the little patches of mist into which he ran from time to time. Rounding one bend, his nearside wheel was almost in the ditch, and he swore softly as he savagely jerked the car on to the road again.

A patch of mist, another bend and then more mist, so dense that he could only just see the mascot on the radiator. This time it was a bigger patch. He switched off his headlights, found that he could see no better and switched them on again.

Suddenly he shot clear of the mist. Right in front of him, clear-cut in the beam of his lights, he saw a low stone wall right across the road. He realized in a flash that the road took a sharp bend to the left, over a narrow bridge, saw the wall rushing at him, swung the car desperately and jammed on his brakes.

He felt the car swerve, give a sickening slither, and got the impression that it actually flung itself at the parapet of the bridge. He heard a crash, caught a glimpse of flying masonry, felt the car leap in the air, and then realized that he was falling.

Another crash; waves of water rearing up on each side of the car; and then water, more water, water all round him, pouring in through the windows, filling the car — water in his mouth, his nose, rushing into his ears….
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Elizabeth opened the french windows, went out on to the verandah and beckoned to John to follow her. There were two low wicker chairs, placed side by side on the verandah, and she took him by the arm, led him to one of them and settled him into it. Going back into the bungalow, she reappeared a few moments later carrying a cushion which she placed behind his head. She took a cigarette from her case, placed it between his lips and gave him a light.

She stood there for a moment surveying him as if searching for any little detail which still required attention; then with a smile she seated herself in the chair beside his and continued her scrutiny.

“Stick your legs out, John, and look as if you’re really being lazy.”

He thrust out his feet and glanced at her.

“Like that?”

She nodded.

“Just like that. That’s exactly how I always used to picture you, John. It was the best I could do then — to picture you, to try to imagine how it would be if I hadn’t made such a nice old mess of things.”

John smiled.

“I thought it was agreed between us, Mrs. Hackett,” he said, “that neither of us would ever again refer to the nice old mess of things. That was a clause in the marriage contract.”

He laid a hand on hers, as it rested on the arm of her chair.

“Forget it, Beth. It all happened so long ago.”

“Twelve whole months ago,” she smiled. “I’m not sure I want to forget it, John — that day when we sat here on the verandah and you were so terribly worried in case Jim Huggett might be afraid to come and fetch us because of the mist.”

She pointed out to sea.

“There it is, John, coming up again, just as it did that afternoon, slowly moving towards us. It won’t reach us just yet, but this evening it will come creeping all round us, shutting us off from all the rest of the world, enclosing us in a wonder world of our own.” She smiled at him. “But we don’t need the mist now, John, do we? We’ve got our wonder world always, haven’t we?”

“Always,” said John. “Always — and everywhere.”


The End
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Give a dog a bad name and hang him; give a woman a name which is neither Mary nor Jane, but hovers somewhere between the opposite ends of the poles, and she attracts to herself qualities and weaknesses which in some inevitable way are traceable to the misguided people who named her.

They who named October Jones were with the shades. There was only one of them had lived long enough to repent. October, under local and topical influences, had at various times and on particular occasions styled herself Doris Mabel and Mary Victoria and Gloria Wendy. At school she was Virginia Guinevere. She chose that name before she left home and had her baggage initialled “V.G.J.”

“I’m afraid I can’t get rid of the Joneses,” she said thoughtfully, her disapproving eye upon them. “That old man of the sea will hang around with his chubby little knees under my ears until I’m dead.”

“Or married,” said her parent wearily.

He had been a tall man, hollow-cheeked, long-bearded. Children did not interest him. October bored him. His wife, in those days something of a social butterfly, he seldom saw. Moreover, October had a trick of borrowing rare volumes from his library and leaving them on the damp grass of the lawn, or wherever she happened to be when it started raining.

“Jones is a miserable kind of name,” she suggested. “Can’t you change it, daddy?”

Mr. Jones had sighed, and tapped his nose with a tortoiseshell paperknife.

“It satisfied my father, my grandfather and my great-grandfather, and innumerable ancestors before them.”

Her brows knit.

“Who was the first Jones?” she demanded. “I suppose they came out of their protoplasm simultaneously,” murmured Mr. Jones. “I wish you would get out of that habit, October.”

October groaned.

“What’s the matter with Virginia?” she asked.

There was nothing that was October in her appearance, though October is a red and brown month. She was pinkish and whitish; she had April eyes, and her hair was harvest colour, when the corn is growing red. Nobody ever called her Virginia or Alys or Gloria Wendy or Guinevere, or anything but October. The nearest she came to an acceptable nickname was when somebody, reasoning along intelligent lines, called her “Huit.” In another age she would have been a Joan of Arc. Lost causes had for her an attraction that she could not resist. She was by turns a Socialist, a Worker of the World, an Anarchist, and a Good Christian Woman. Cross October in the pursuit of her legitimate rainbows, and she was terrible. Thwart her, and you trebled her resolution. Forbid her, and she bared her feet for the red hot shares across which she was prepared to walk for her convictions.

Mr. George Loamer, who was not greatly interested in women, young or old, accepted the guardianship which came to him on her mother’s death without any idea of the complicated piece of mechanism he was taking in charge. In a sense he subdued her by his magnificent lack of comprehension. Her subtle sarcasms were wasted on a man whose subtlety was supplied by a mother of whom he stood in dread, and of whose existence October had not the slightest inkling, until one day when, crouched with a tramp behind certain bushes, she saw that eagle-faced woman pass. But that is anticipating.

This was Mary October Jones — she had acquired a “Mary” in passing — who was one day to take the London road, hide under hedges, creep into deserted factories, her companion a disreputable tramp with a black eye.

As to Mr. Loamer, her guardian…

There is a department at Scotland Yard which deals with Curious Happenings. In a big room, the double-windows of which look, across the Thames, sits a man who has no other business in life than to tabulate gossip. The by-products of fact that come into that gloomy building reach him and are noted. From the vast heaps of waste that are examined he sometimes extracts a few fine particles of golden truth which are often immensely valuable to the more prosaic branches of his profession.

Central Inspector Simpson strolled in one afternoon and found him poring over a grisly photograph which had come to him from an East London coroner’s court.

“Pity that man Quilting had no friends or relations — got an idea this is the feller.”

“Quilting?”

“In List C — Missing.”

The inspector remembered.

“Queer coincidence — five — six people all in the same class. Men with money who have flutters on the market — no friends — all operated through Loamer’s — all vanished.”

Simpson sucked at his pipe glumly.

“Loamer handles thousands of accounts. You’re thinking of Dr Elvington? Loamer reported that himself.”

“In the past twenty years—” began the patient collector of news.

“Nonsense! Loamer is a very rich man.”

“I wonder!” said the collector of gossip, who believed in nothing and nobody.

That same day Mr. Simpson had an interview with the head of the City Police, and certain investigations were put in trim — a few days too late, as it proved, to save October Jones from a great deal of fear and discomfort, and Mr. Nigel Black, that wealthy young man from New York, from several narrow escapes from death.
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Just as there was something about Mr. George Loamer that was wholly different from and superior to all other human beings, so there was something about his office which marked it as different from and superior to all the other offices in the City of London.

Mr. George Loamer was unique in that he was not an individual obscuring his individuality behind a corporation, a company, or a syndicate. He was just himself, a name in dull gold letters on a grey stone fascia without reservation or qualifying appendage.

The building occupied a very small plot in Lombard Street. It had four floors, on which his managers, cashiers, accountants and clerks worked in luxurious surroundings — areas of polished mahogany and plate glass enclosed within marble walls. Here they kept track of his multifarious transactions, his incursions into the rubber market and the rail market and mining market. For Mr. George Loamer confessed himself good-humouredly as a gambler on the Stock Exchange, and there was such material proof of his prosperity that the word lost much of its disreputable meaning.

He was a very tall man, stout and broad-shouldered. His face was very red and good-humoured, and he smiled most of the time. His thin, sandy hair was brushed back from his high forehead, and he wore invariably a perfectly fitting frock coat; a double-breasted waistcoat, across which looped a heavy gold chain.

He was smiling one morning in late spring when a solitary sumach tree in the paved courtyard beneath his window was putting forth its new green, and his smile had the quality of benevolence. His companion was a small, shabby-looking woman in the early forties, with a lined, sad face and a nervous trick of pinching her bloodless lips. Her faded blue eves were fixed on Mr Loamer in pathetic appeal.

She sat opposite Mr. Loamer, fiddling with the ivory handle of an umbrella, and she was obviously ill at ease.

“My dear Miss Elvington,” said Mr. George Loamer in his most comforting tone, “nobody knows better than you how much I would give to learn your father was alive. May I suggest, as I have suggested year after year, that I am the last person in the world with whom he is likely to communicate.”

The faded woman stirred uneasily.

“My father was a very wealthy man—” she began.

Mr. Loamer closed his eyes wearily.

“Yes, yes” — his voice was little more than a murmur— “I know — I know! And an eccentric man. I have always thought that Dr Marcus was a very eccentric man. I do not wish to hurt your feelings, but — er — I have thought that possibly his mind was a little… shall we say… affected?”

“He was strange but he wasn’t mad,” she said with spirit. “He drew a hundred thousand pounds from the bank — the proceeds of the sale of his properties — and was never seen again.”

Mr. Loamer nodded. He was very patient. Once in every three months he had to endure such an interview as this: he was almost inured to the experience.

“I never saw him, my dear lady,” he said gently. “When you reported his disappearance I was the first to inform the police. He was a client of mine. I certainly had made a little money for him, but at the time of his disappearance he owed me the best part of four thousand pounds. As I say, I should be the last person in the world he would communicate with. He told me the previous day that he was going abroad; that is all I know.”

He sighed, twiddled his short thumbs and looked appealingly at the ceiling. The little woman rose, gathered up her worn bag and umbrella.

“It is rather hard living in that big house alone,” she said. “The expense is terrible.”

Mr. Loamer did not suggest that she should sell the house. He had offered the suggestion before, and he was anxious to cut short the interview. Presently, he thought, she would tell him that she had a small income inherited from her mother. She always told him that. To his relief she said nothing more except to bid him a timid goodbye. He opened the door for her and watched her disappear into the gilded elevator, and, going back to his desk, sat down to await the arrival of Mr. Nigel Black.

Nigel came swinging across the broad outer office on time; would have started his business then and there but for the fortuitous circumstance that, displaying the mysteries of his sanctum, Mr. Loamer drew back a small panel and revealed a window which gave him an uninterrupted view of the outer office.

“I like to feel that I can, by pressing a button as it were, bring my staff — my more intimate staff — under observation.”

“By Jove!” said Mr. Nigel Black, in wonder.

It was not the mechanism or the ingenuity which surprised him. Looking over the shoulder of the young man, Mr. Loamer frowned, blinked and then smiled. If there was annoyance in the smile, he did not betray himself.

“My ward,” said he, a little grandly.

Nigel Black looked through that small observation window which afforded Mr. Loamer a view of his outer office. “My ward” was standing by the desk of the cashier, and he saw at first only the graceful lines of her and the back of a biscuit-coloured toque, for her face was turned from him. A tiny diamond glittered on the white finger of the hand that rested on the desk, and he wondered, as young men wonder almost mechanically, if she was engaged and to whom. He was never quite sure which was the engagement finger. Fair… he saw the dull gold of her hair over the ears. A very gracious figure. And then she turned her head. The profile was perfect — he guessed the splendour of her eyes. In profile her lips were full and red.

“My ward,” said Mr. Loamer again, and as he spoke the girl turned from the desk and went slowly out of the room.

Nigel scratched his nose thoughtfully.

“What the devil are you doing with a ward?” he demanded, and Mr. Loamer smiled complacently.

“Her mother, a widow, was a dear friend of mine, Mrs Hallaman Jones. Rich? Oh, yes. Hallaman Jones was — um — artistic — but rich. When he died his dear wife put her business in my hands. She was my best friend.”

“Dead?”

Mr. Loamer nodded gravely.

“She died in my house rather suddenly. A heart attack four years ago. I was sole executor of her will.”

Nigel Black was not greatly interested in the late Mrs Jones; he thought the name was rather usual. In a second she had passed from his mind. The ward in the biscuit-coloured coat and the little toque was not so easily forgotten.

“She’s certainly beautiful,” he said, and added: “So far as I could see her.”

Here Mr. George Loamer should have invited him to meet his ward, should have explained that she was curiously named after the russet month in which she was born, and added such spice of detail as would have piqued the curiosity of his visitor. There was every reason why he should, for Nigel Black was the type of young man that guardians dream about. He was very goodlooking, very wholesome, an out-of-door man, and solidly rich. But for a motive that was good and sufficient he did not excite the curiosity of his visitor.

“Now let us talk business,” said Mr. Loamer gravely, a trifle pompously.

There was business to be talked, for Nigel Black had arrived two days before from New York and the voyage had been punctuated by radio messages concerning the state of the rubber market.

Nigel Black had all the virtues of clean youth and most of the advantages which come to very rich young men. He had one gentle but ineradicable vice — the desire for adventure which is so often expressed in these humdrum and peaceful times on the floor of the Stock Exchange or that space verging the green ribbon of the turf where men speculate on the erratic qualities of the racehorse.

It was his misfortune that his gambling propensities produced a profit, otherwise he might have grown bored of folly and developed an interest in those gilt-edged securities; the movements of which so seldom raise a flutter in the most susceptible bosom. It was when rubber had dropped to an incredibly low level that he met Mr. George Loamer in the grill room of the Astoria, for Mr. Loamer was on one of his periodical visits to the United States, and when introduced, as he was, by an enthusiastic friend to “one of the big men in London finance,” he accepted this extravagant estimate of Mr Loamer’s stability.

Mr. Loamer was not unknown on Wall Street. He was regarded as a “safe” gambler who had built a huge fortune by the exercise of an admirable judgment not usual in speculators. He was a broker who acted for quite important people in America, but it was generally understood that his operations where of the more secret kind, that he was in fact a “rigger,” who could manipulate stock to the advantage of clients who desired anonymity.

Mr. Loamer talked “rubber” in his soothing way, spoke easily of production, of plantations, of reserves. Here was rubber at thirteen cents a pound. It could not fall lower. All the world’s traffic was carried on rubber — he had motorcar statistics at his finger tips.

Now suppose… His gold pencil flew along the smooth white table cover — many a laundry hand had examined Mr. Loamer’s pencilled calculations without understanding them.

Nigel Black was fired with the plausibility, the logic of his new friend’s calculations. He gave Mr. Loamer a tentative commission then and there, and within a month found himself the richer by twenty thousand dollars.

And then Mr. George Loamer had advanced the details of a great scheme that brought the young man to London and to the greatest adventure of all.

For two hours they sat in the guarded office, and then Mr Loamer rose stiffly, and locked away his documents in the big safe.

“Lunch,” he said peremptorily-

Outside in Lombard Street a man in rags was walking along the edge of the sidewalk, his eyes glued to the ground. Now and again he stooped and picked up a cigarette end from the gutter. Nigel was watching him curiously when Mr. Loamer joined him.

“Shooting snipe!”

Nigel’s white teeth showed in a grin of joy.

“Makes me feel homesick to see that hobo gathering in the sheaves,” he said.

Mr. Loamer’s interest was of the mild and disparaging kind.

“How these beasts live I can’t imagine,” he said. “A friend of mine in the police department told me that some of them cover Europe, and one, he knew, walked from London to Madrid and back in a year. That of course is a lie. Without a passport it would be impossible to leave the country.”

“Listen,” protested Nigel Black. “You may be a whale of a financier, but human nature is a sealed book to you, Mr. Loamer.”

And he proceeded to tell stories, and out of these stories grew one which Mr. Loamer invented for himself.
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Mr. Loamer’s car brought him to Kensington and to one of the broad avenues leading from the High Road. The Rolls stopped before the stone portico of a big corner house, and scarcely had his shining shoes touched the pavement when the door was opened by a footman. The financier strode into the hall, stopped before a mirror to arrange his cravat and smooth back a strand of hair that had come out of place. He brushed his coat, glanced at his hands a little anxiously, and mounted the broad stairway.

The room into which he was ushered was of magnificent proportions; the furniture old and costly. A priceless tapestry half covered one wall, the few pictures that glowed in the light of concealed lamps were veritable masters.

Though the day was warm, a small fire burnt in the big fireplace, before which sat a woman. She turned her head as he came in and her dark eyes surveyed him in an incurious stare. Her hair was a whitish-grey, the face sallow-pale, a pair of thin, bloodless lips and a huge hook nose were the striking features of her pinched face. About her neck were rope upon rope of pearls, a huge diamond sparkled in either ear, and it seemed that wherever jewels could be placed upon her person they had been pinned or hung. She glittered with every movement; her fingers were hardly visible for rings.

Mr. Loamer came nervously towards his mother, raised her hand to his lips and kissed an emerald or two.

“Sit down, George.”

Meekly he sat on a low chair before her.

“You have seen the report of the Agar Syndicate?”

He nodded.

“Very unfortunate,” mused Mrs. Loamer, “but not irremediable. Without my advice you would of course be ruined. How much have you lost?”

“The greater part of a hundred thousand pounds,” said Mr Loamer huskily.

He did not protest that it was her idea to finance the fantastic scheme for mining rubies in a country which had never yet produced a ruby. He might look back across the wreckage of a score of schemes which she had propounded in her dominating way, and the past was littered with the debris of a dozen fortunes broken in the attempt to acquire easy money. The Sunken Treasure Scheme, the Cocos Island Expedition, the Sea Gold Syndicate — he could not think of them without wincing. But he made no comment.

She fingered her pointed chin thoughtfully.

“What exactly is the position, George?” she asked.

Mr. Loamer cleared his throat.

“The Bank have called in the overdraft, and Waltons threaten to sue for their account.”

“How much is it?” she asked.

He mentioned a sum which would have staggered most people — Mrs. Loamer’s eyes did not so much as blink.

“This wretched girl, October Jones — ?” Mr. Loamer licked his lips.

“£143,000 18s 9d,” he said exactly, “and it is her birthday next month.”

His mother looked up at him.

“Her birthday?”

He nodded.

“Twenty-one. I must give — um — an account of my stewardship.”

Her eyes narrowed.

“But I thought you said you hadn’t touched that?”

“I can’t touch it,” he said, a little glumly, “until next month. There’s a small sum — twenty thousand or so — involved in the securities which I have lodged against our overdraft, but the remainder is to all intents and purposes in Chancery. I merely administer the income.”

Mrs. Loamer turned her gaze to the small fire, staring into its dull depths.

“I suppose the American did not come?” she said. “That was bad management on your part, George.”

“He has come,” he interrupted her, “and he has brought the money.”

She looked round quickly at this.

“All the money — the amount you suggested?”

He nodded.

“He has brought it in cash — dollar bills. I made that clear to him when I was in New York. You cannot operate in rubber without you have fluid capital. The money is deposited in my name at the Birmingham Bank.”

Their eyes met.

“I am bringing him to dinner tomorrow night, mother,” Mr Loamer went on nervously. “He is a peculiar young man, but I think you will like him.”

“Peculiar?” She frowned. Mrs. Loamer was something of the grand lady; she did not like peculiar men, young or old; they jarred with her stateliness.

“Not vulgar, I hope?” she suggested.

“No, no,” he hastened to assure her, “certainly not vulgar. He is inclined to make extravagant bets. On the way to the Carlton he offered to bet me a thousand pounds that we should meet a green taxi driven by a man with a red moustache.”

“That savours certainly of vulgarity,” said Mrs. Loamer icily.

She thought a little while.

“Yes, you may bring him to dinner. We will have the gold service, and I would like Cavalini to sing to us after dinner.”

Mr. Loamer wiggled.

“He will charge two hundred, and I’m not certain that we can get him at such short notice,” he wailed.

Mrs. Loamer’s hand waved majestically.

“Don’t be tiresome, George. Arrange this for me. And that new Polish violinist is in London — Bourjerliski. I should like to hear him. Lady Elmer told me that he played at the Duchess of Alton’s party the other night, and his terms are quite moderate — a hundred and fifty, and twentyfive for the accompanist. Arrange this also, George.”

Mr. Loamer sighed heavily and nodded.

“This October woman — we must do something about her. Is she pretty?”

George Loamer scratched his chin.

“I suppose she is. She’s rather a nuisance. I’m sending her away on the Continent for three or four months — things may straighten out by then. Miss Elvington was in to-day.”

He said this with some significance; so terrified was he of this eagle-faced woman that he never made any direct revelation of thought, and in all their association had approached delicate matters obliquely.

“Miss Elvington?”

The old woman pursed her thin lips.

“Poor Marcus! I am sorry for him. But it was necessary’. Let that be an example for you, George. I put aside all my own feelings, my own emotions, for the good of the House. It is unfortunate that we should have lost the money in an aeroplane invention introduced by that objectionable young man whose lies I will never forgive.”

Again he might have protested that the objectionable young man had not been his friend, but hers.

She sat thinking, her chin on her palm, her eyes closed, and so fearful was he of interrupting her that he scarcely dared breathe. Presently the big eyes opened and transfixed him.

“When you were in America, I asked you to do something for me.”

He wriggled uncomfortably in his chair and did not answer.

“I have always been interested,” she went on slowly, “in that type of desperado which certain cities of the United States seem to produce so prolifically,” She paused.

“I found two men,” he answered doggedly. “I told you I found them. A State detective brought me in touch with them. But what use would they be to us? Don’t you see, mother, you would be putting our lives in their hands?”

“Do you know their addresses?” she interrupted him.

He nodded mutely.

“Cable them money to come here,” she said. “I have no doubt the American police will be glad to see the back of them.”

“But what use — ?”

“Cable them!” It was an order.

“October.” Mrs. Loamer shook her head and frowned. “I think you had better marry her,” she said astonishingly, and Mr. Loamer staggered.

“Marry her?” he almost squeaked. “But, my dear mother, she would not think of marrying me.” And then, with a sudden burst of almost hysterical fury: “Can’t we sell things? Can’t you give up this place? It costs a fortune. Cavalini! We might be able to pull things out of the fire. I’ve got these three houses running and they are ruinous! And the risk… suppose old Elvington’s found, or other things come out… ruin — imprisonment perhaps. Mother, I’ve always done what you wished. Always. You could have saved me a lot of worry. You should have looked after October… she doesn’t even know that you exist….”

His voice graded down to a dismal plaint.

Mrs. Loamer silenced him with an upraised hand.

“I see everything,” she said simply and majestically. “George, you may go. Bring your friend tomorrow at half-past eight. By the time you have returned I shall have had one of my Inspirations.”

It was a crushed and baffled man who crawled back into his car. He sat bunched up in one corner, his chin on his breast, his mind a confusion. This woman who planned so madly would be his ruin, his death. And yet he had lived in bondage to her all his life.

Long after the car had struck the open country road he was trying to collect his wild thoughts into a coherent stream.

The car swept up the broad drive of Market Chase. He saw a slim figure practising putts on the lawn. She turned her head as he descended from the car, and went on with her task. There was neither friendliness nor antagonism in the gaze that met his; rather a painful patience.

“Have you been back long, my dear?”

“An hour,” she said laconically, and swung her putter again.

“Milton brought you back all right? I saw you in the office.”

The clear, grave eyes met his.

“Milton took me to your office, where I cashed a cheque; he took me to Dover Street; he saw me carefully inside the car and brought me back.”

Mr. Loamer forced a laugh.

“My dear, you go on as though he were your keeper,” he said. “Why didn’t you come and see me? That wasn’t friendly, October.”

She sighed impatiently and faced him again.

“They told me you were terribly busy. I saw you peeping at me through your little spyhole, and I felt rather as if I were being exhibited. Who was the other sightseer?”

Mr. Loamer coughed.

“A young American, a fellow named Nigel Black — um — he thought you were pretty.”

“Do Americans think such things?” she asked with a half-smile.

There was an awkward pause here. Mr. Loamer, taking the putter from her hand, was examining it curiously, as though he had never seen such an instrument before.

“In a few days, my dear October,” he said oracularly, “the world will be opening For you. New sights, new visions, new experiences will come to you. And I am wondering — um — whether you will enjoy your newfound freedom.”

“I’m wondering, too,” she said, her eyes twinkling.

“It is a grave responsibility for you, and not only for you, but for me. I suppose — um — marriage will come in the ordinary course of events, and I am wondering, October, indeed I am deeply concerned, whether it would not be better if you remained a little longer under my care until your mind matures, as it were. The world is full of fortune-hunting men, and the young girl is wise who chooses as a mate a man, let us say, of riper years and experience.”

She was looking at him steadily, but obviously she was thinking of something else. Her mind was miles away.

“Nigel Black,” she said. “That name seems almost familiar — he’s an American millionaire, isn’t he? Is he a friend of yours?”

“A very dear friend,” said Mr. Loamer. He was not being untruthful from his point of view, for all friends of his were “very dear friends.”

“I remember now,” she said presently. “I read a book of his.” Mr. Loamer’s mouth opened in an O of astonishment. He was totally unaware of his dear friend’s literary achievements.

“Wait a moment!” She flew into the house, was gone a minute or two and, coming back to meet him in the hall with a book in her hand: “It is he,” she said triumphantly. “Look!”

He took the book from her and turned to the title page. It was called The Hobo Student
 , and the brief introduction told of a Yale scholar who had spent his vacation amongst the tramps of Western America, “riding the rails and decking the fliers” with the best of the professionals.

“I’d love to meet him, Mr. Loamer.”

“Uncle,” he murmured, but that invitation had never been accepted.

“Couldn’t you bring him here? You’ve no idea how terribly dull it is at Market Chase. Perhaps,” she added wickedly, “that might solve the problem of my marriage.”

Mr. Loamer, who was a delicate man, winced at the crudity’.
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It was exactly four weeks and three days after Nigel Black dined with the great financier and his mother that Mary October Jones came to a decision. She could remember the date precisely, because it was on the eve of her twenty-first birthday. She was walking up and down the drawingroom at Market Chase, stopping now and again to look through the long windows to the lawn and the dark line of Hawick Wood beyond. The sun had gone down, but the lemon light of sunset tinted the darkening sky.

Twenty-one seemed a tremendous age: tomorrow a new life would begin, a life from which certain shadows would be lifted. Substantially the greatest shadow of all was cast by Mr. George Loamer, but there were shades a little more terrifying. Mr. Loamer had friends and associations gathered in the fifty-five years of his life. People whose names she scarcely knew. Newest and most terrifying of these were Red Beard, a stocky, silent man, and the fat man called Lenny, who she was sure was Italian. They had appeared most unexpectedly about ten days after she introduced Mr. Loamer to that literary masterpiece The Hobo Student
 . She had been reading under the shade of a big oak one warm Sunday afternoon when they crossed the line of her vision. Mr Loamer was in his library — writing letters.

A tall, thickset man with a short red beard, and a fat little man whose face was broader than it was long, the breadth being emphasised by the straight black eyebrows and moustache. They were striding out side by side, the little man’s head no higher than his companion’s shoulder. They favoured October with a quick sidelong stare and marched up to her, keeping in step like soldiers.

“Mornin’, miss,” said the tall man. “I guess this is Market Chase — tha’s what the ginty-man said, Lenny?”

“Thasso,” grunted the little man.

She had risen by now and had recovered from her astonishment.

“I will tell Mr. Loamer you’re here,” she said.

“Friends from Chicago,” said Red Beard. “Name of O’Flynn… hardware.”

She walked to the house in time to see Mr. Loamer hurrying out. He was a trifle breathless — but then, he had been that way for over a week. nervous, irritable, ready to jump at any sound.

“Er — um — yes… some friends of mine… business friends from New York… Mr… Hennessy, and Mr… I forget.”

He hustled them into the house. She did not see them leave, only Mr. Loamer was more nervous than ever at dinner that night. She had seen them again. In the middle of the night the roar of a motor engine had wakened her and looking out in the moonlight, she saw Red Beard talking in low tones to Mr. Loamer, who was in his dressing-gown and pyjamas.

There was something about Red Beard that frightened her. Why this should be so, she did not know. He was more furtive than the stout, oily-faced woman who made such mysterious appearances at the Chase.

Mr. Loamer had not been to the office that day. At breakfast he had been abstracted and nervous. There were deep shadows under his eyes, and he had the haggard appearance of a man who had missed sleep. He had made a pitiful attempt at gaiety, had produced with a flourish the tickets for the Italian tour he had planned for her, and at the tail end of the breakfast, after a long succession of silences:

“October, my dear, there are certain documents to sign. They are coming down from town to-day — um — about your estate. You have, of course, no estate literally. You have money, but that is a legal term—”

“Mr. Loamer,” she interrupted him, “don’t you think that I should have a lawyer at this stage?”

He forced a smile.

“A lawyer, my dear?” he said, almost jovially. “My lawyer is looking after your interests. You need have no fear whatever. I will arrange everything for you — even your marriage settlement.” He coughed, and did not meet her eyes.

“My marriage settlement? But I am not thinking of getting married.”

“You will,” he said huskily. “It is as certain as anything can be, that a beautiful girl like you will not be allowed to go single all your days. My mo — a friend of mine, one of the wisest, shrewdest, dearest creatures in the world, is very much interested in you, October. She suggests that you should marry a man of some — weight, let us say.”

“Avoirdupois?” asked October, a little cruelly. And it needed only his red face to tell her what was in his mind, and in spite of herself she laughed.

“But that isn’t done, is it. Mr. Loamer, excepts in books? I mean, the marriage of guardian and ward.”

In his confusion he had no answer to give. This was a very crude variation of the speech he had prepared.

“I think we ought ter be very frank with one another, Mr. Loamer.” She folded her serviette deliberately and thrust it into the enamelled ring. “Since my dear mother died with such terrible suddenness, and you became my guardian, you have been very kind and sympathetic, but we have nothing in common. I am not thinking of your age: that really makes no difference,” she added quickly.

She had seen the colour go from his face and had misread the signal.

“I have been virtually a prisoner at Market Chase, haven’t I? I know that’s a terribly dramatic way of putting it, but it is very near the truth. You have given me the use of an electric runabout which cannot run more than twenty miles without recharging; you have never allowed me to go to town except with Milton, who has not let me out of his sight — in fact, you’ve not given me the slightest opportunity of meeting any other man than yourself.”

Mr. Loamer’s face went suddenly red again.

“I had no idea of keeping other men from you,” he protested explosively. “Good God! I hadn’t thought of myself in that connection until… anyway, I hadn’t any idea of marrying you or any other woman.”

She knew he was speaking the truth.

Since breakfast she had not seen him. Somebody had arrived from London that afternoon: she guessed it was the messenger bringing the documents which she was to sign, and her resolve was that in no circumstances would she put pen to paper without independent advice. She was not alarmed; it was, she told herself, merely the new spirit of independence, the desire to break effectively with the restraining influences which had overshadowed her during the past years, that fostered this revolt. And when Milton, who was both chauffeur, footman and butler, came in to ask her to attend Mr. Loamer in the library, she followed him, resolved to have her own way in the matter which was to be the subject of their interview.

To her surprise, George Loamer was alone. There was a greater cause for apprehension in his face. It was deathly pale, and on a corner of the desk where he sat was a half-emptied decanter. That he had employed this to some purpose she gathered from his indistinct speech. This was the most astonishing thing of all, for she knew him as an abstemious man, who limited himself to a glass of claret with his dinner; indeed, she never remembered before seeing whisky in the house.

“Close both doors, Milton,” he said, unsteadily, and he waited until the outer door was closed before he spoke. “Sit down, October.”

There was on his desk a mass of papers. To one of these she saw a number of seals affixed.

He licked his dry lips — and his lips were often dry in these days.

“October,” he began, “I’ve been thinking all day how I should talk to you, what I should say to you, and I have decided to tell you the truth.”

For a moment her heart nearly stopped beating. Why she should think so, she did not know, except that some dormant gift of instinct kindled to life, but she realised in a flash that she was speaking with a ruined man.

He saw her change of face and read in her eyes something of her dismay.

“I haven’t stolen your money,” he said loudly. “Your fortune is practically intact… I couldn’t touch it. God knows if I could, I should have used it.”

She could only look at him openmouthed.

“I’m going to tell you the truth.” His face was drawn and old-looking. “I’m as near to ruin as I can be. Your money would stave it off… save me perhaps something… terrible.”

“Ruin?” she said incredulously. “Why, I thought—”

“I’ve been speculating for years. Somebody… somebody I’m rather fond of is very extravagant — terribly extravagant. She thinks no more of a thousand pounds than you or I think of a penny. She just throws it away with both hands… mad schemes… thousands — nearly a million gone, and I’ve got to get right, October. I’m putting myself at your mercy. I had all sorts of lies to tell you, but now I’m telling you the truth. I want you to marry me. I’ve arranged everything.”

She shook her head.

“That is impossible,” she said quietly. “I’m terribly sorry for you, Mr. Loamer, but I can do nothing. Perhaps if I lent you a little — ?”

He shook his head.

“I must have the whole. Less than that is no use to me. If I had that I could stop the — the other thing. It is killing me, the worry of it. She doesn’t mind. She’s like a great general who does not trouble who dies so long as there is victory at the end.” Who was the mysterious “she”? October Jones guessed, but guessed wrong.

He was talking now rapidly, disjointedly, and it was difficult to follow from his slurred speech the mind behind it. He picked up a telegraph form and waved it. At any other moment his gesture would have been ridiculous, but she felt the tragedy that lay beyond the gesture.

“… this is a respite… nothing happened. They missed him… I could wire them and stop everything if you’d help me. You shall be as free as the air, October. I won’t ask anything of you but the money.”

From time to time his eyes went over to the big French clock above the mantelpiece. He was like a man who was compressing into too limited a time a task beyond his power.

“I had all sorts of schemes, but none of them seemed as possible as this — telling you the truth, throwing myself on your mercy. Will you do this for me, October?”

Perspiration was rolling down his white face; he was like a man in mortal agony.

October shook her head.

“I couldn’t do it, Mr. Loamer, I couldn’t, I couldn’t,” she said in a low voice. “I’m dreadfully sorry, but…”

He sank back in his chair, a huddled, wretched figure, and his white hand waved weakly towards the door.

“Sorry…sorry,” he mumbled. “I hoped you would save…”

She did not hear the rest of the sentence distinctly.

Her mind was in a whirl as she came back to the drawingroom. For five minutes she stood staring out into the dusk, her heart beating uncomfortably, trying to eradicate from the disorder of her mind the dull patch of fear that was widening every second…

Milton came in with a cup of coffee on a silver platter. He was his dark, inscrutable self. She took the cup with a trembling hand and was grateful for the refreshment, for her mouth was dry. Supersensitive, too; the coffee had a queer, metallic taste to it.

Milton put down the tray and waited, though she nodded him to go. He waited because a half-hysterical Mr. Loamer had instructed him to be near her when the drug took effect.
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Rain was happening rather than falling as the mud-covered racing car turned into the smelly drabness of Seven Sisters Road. There was just enough mist to surround every street lamp with a ghostly nimbus, just enough rain to keep the ground mist in movement.

The big machine roared up the glassy hill to Finsbury, skidding a little on the tramlines and more than a little when the brakes went on in obedience to the traffic policeman’s signal. The driver, wet to the skin, stared gloomily ahead. His unshaven face was ludicrously mud-stained. The red-bearded man huddled up by his side scarcely opened his weary eyes. He had touched the deeps of physical discomfort: wet, chilled to the bone, every muscle in his body aching, he could sleep — if such a coma into which periodic flashes of reality penetrated could be called sleep.

The policeman waved them on, and with a splutter the car headed for the Holloway Road; came presently to the gloom of the Outer Circle about Regent’s Park, turned through the gate that leads to Avenue Road, and stopped in the middle of the road before a small house that stood apart from its fellows. The passenger was nudged to wakefulness and, climbing down, the driver unlocked the door of a garage that was flush with the house and, sending the machine in a semicircle, drove into the dark interior. The folding doors closed behind them.

“Put the light on,” said the passenger hoarsely. He had not spoken since they had left Royston.

His companion answered in a queer, quavering voice that was made up half of fear and half of sheer sickness.

“Where? Where’s that switch? … God, isn’t it cold and horrible! Here it is.”

A light glowed overhead and the driver got down painfully, stretched his back with a grimace and groaned.

“I’m wetter than you if it comes to that… she’s
 probably dead! That’s what I bin thinkin’ all the ways from Bishop’s Stortford. Suppose she’s dead… an’ suppose we’re held up by some fool policeman… you know what these Essex coppers are… s’pose they take a peek inside the boot, hey? An’ suppose she’s dead… Mr. Byrne!”

He wiped the back of his hand across his face and left a blacker smear. His age was something more than forty. A thin face, the valleys of flesh emphasized by high and prominent cheekbones, and two small pale eyes set close together, were amongst his unattractions. It was rather difficult to recognise Milton the inscrutable. His companion, for all his fortitude, had the appearance of a drowned rat. He had stripped his thin, inadequate waterproof, his sleeves were clinging wetly to his bony wrists.

“Say, if she’s dead, she’s dead,” he said shortly, dived into his waisted pocket and produced a key.

In the streamlined back of the car was a square trap door which, raised, in ordinary cars forms a seat. Unlocking this, he pulled up the flap. But no seat came in to view. In the commodious well was the cramped and huddled figure of a girl. She lay as he had placed her. The doubled-up cushion that braced her back against the side of the machine had not moved.

Kneeling astride of the cavity, he stooped and drew up head and shoulders. The driver helped awkwardly, and stood watching fearfully as Red Beard examined the figure they had laid on the concrete floor of the garage.

October’s face was colourless; there was no movement of breast or pulse. Red Beard let the cold hand fall. The driver, scanning his face anxiously, saw doubt written there.

“We ought to have bored a hole in the side — but there was air enough. Lift her up, Mr. Byrne. Martha had best see her.”

Red Beard lifted the girl with scarcely an effort and, leading the way, the passenger passed through the back door of the garage along a narrow garden path, and presently his key slipped into a lock.

“Don’t forget the step,” he warned. “I’ll put a light on as soon as I’ve shut the door. Martha!”

He called softly. Somewhere at the end of the passage a crack of yellow light appeared as a door opened cautiously.

“It’s me,” said Milton, as he closed the door on Red Beard and his burden. “We’ve got her.”

The room door opened wider. The woman he addressed stood aside and watched incuriously as the silent figure was laid on a red velvet sofa.

Martha was very stout — her pale-blue kimono made her appear even stouter than she was. Her hair was brushed back daringly from a high forehead — daringly because attention was invited to a big and shapeless face.

“I got through to Four Beeches tonight,” she said. Her voice was very deep and hoarse and yet monotonous. “I told ‘O’ to get the place ready. Is the governor going down?”

“Yes, yes,” said Milton testily. “Just take a look at this girl. Is she dead?”

Martha bent over the girl.

“If she’s passed over, it’s written,” she said sombrely. She was a dabbler in spiritualism. “I had a message to get into touch with a newcomer tonight. Maybe it’s her.”

“‘She’”, snarled Milton. “How many times have I told you not to say ‘her’ when you mean ‘she’?”

Red Beard blinked from one to the other. He was a man of action and realised that this was not the moment for pedantry. “Say, take a good look!” he said. “Try” her heart Martha fingered the bosom of the stained dress.

“She’s alive,” she said. “What did you give her?”

“The needle — the other side of Royston. She came round from the dope, so I gave her the needle.”

Milton ran his hand through his scanty hair with a grimace of pain. It was as if he had remembered something unpleasant. Martha was still staring blankly at the girl on the sofa.

“She’d be called pretty, I suppose,” she asserted. “Thin — I wish I was thin. She’s got a fateful face. I’ll bet she’s psychic. Them kind of faces frequently is.”

Milton groaned.

“‘Them’! Listen. Get my box. And have the little room ready. You’ll have to sit up with her till morning. She goes on to Hampshire tomorrow night.”

Red Beard was drying his nose with a handkerchief.

“Maybe you can fix her so that she can start tonight,” he suggested. “I got to get along.”

Milton and the woman looked at one another dubiously, and Red Beard went on:

“He said he’d have a proper car calling for her about one in the morning. That’s in a few hours. He’d have sent her down that way from Newmarket, only he didn’t want his car to be recognised.”

“What about the servants?” asked Martha. “They’ll talk.’ Milton’s nerves were a little frayed.

“Servants!” he snarled. “Are there any servants at Market Chase? You know they come from the village every morning.”

Red Beard intervened again.

“I’ve got work to do. Gotta meet a guy who ought to come one way and is coming another, see?”

Milton did not see. Martha was busy with the unconscious girl.

“He ought to come Boo-loyne, but Lenny says he’s doubled back to Havre.”

“What are you talking about?” he asked Milton impatiently.

Red Beard vouchsafed no explanation.

At one o’clock in the morning a policeman patrolling Avenue Road saw a big closed car draw up to a house which he knew had been let furnished a week or two before. It was not unusual to see cars, closed or otherwise, in this exclusive thoroughfare at such an hour. In view of the rain that pelted down, he would have been surprised if it had not been a closed car. He made the circuit of his beat, and came back to find that the machine had disappeared. It was well on its way to Hampshire, with a girl who was still half-conscious and wholly miserable. She did not know that the arm that supported her was the arm of an expert gunman, or that the broad shoulder that supported her head was the shoulder of Red Beard. If she had known, she would not have cared.

She woke dizzily on a morning, to find herself in a small attic room, poorly furnished. The one high window that admitted light was heavily barred, and when she dragged herself on shaking limbs to the door, she discovered it was locked.

For an hour October Jones lay motionless, catching wildly at the threads of reality. And then Martha came in with a tray. She knew Martha, with her oily face and her pince-nez, and did not greet her. The woman put the tray on a small table and drew it to the side of the bed.

“Here’s your breakfast, Mrs. Loamer,” she said shrilly.

The girl sat up quickly, her head reeling.

“Mrs. Loamer?” she repeated in a cracked voice.

Martha nodded, evidently with satisfaction.

“You’ve been two days down here,” she said. “You were married to Mr. Loamer last night by special licence. I’m surprised you don’t remember.”

She went out quickly, closed and locked the door behind her, and left October Jones to grapple with her grotesque problem.

First of all she had drunk a cup of coffee at Market Chase. Then she was lying very uncomfortably in a sort of box, and something sharp pricked her forearm… then she was in a car. These were the fragments from which she must rehabilitate the lost hours. The tea revived her. She nibbled at a piece of toast, but could not eat.

And then she saw on the tray a folded envelope, the cover unfastened. She pulled out the paper inside and read the long slip uncomprehendingly. It was a marriage certificate, as far as she knew what marriage certificates were. A marriage performed between… There was her name, and “George Augustus Loamer, bachelor, of independent means.” And a flourishing signature at the bottom.

It wasn’t possible — it couldn’t be. She was dreaming. Presently she would wake up at Market Chase…

The key turned in the lock. It was Martha, and Martha evidently primed to supply such information as was requested.

The girl’s head ached no longer; she was still a little dizzy, and although her heart thumped with unpleasant distinctness, she had regained something of her normal calm.

“I’ve brought you a paper.” Martha’s thumb dug into an announcement on the front page of the sheet she laid on the bed. “There’s the announcement.”

October took up the journal mechanically. “Loamer-Jones. By special licence…” She put the paper back on the bed and asked no questions. The stout Martha was obviously disappointed.

“It happened in this very house—” she began.

“Thank you, I don’t want to know anything about it,” said October. “Am I to be kept in this room?”

Martha hesitated.

“You can come downstairs if you like, but you’ll have to stay with me all the time. Mr. Loamer isn’t coming back till this afternoon.”

“Where is this place?”

Again Martha seemed reluctant to speak. “Somewhere in the country,” she said vaguely.

And then an inspiration came to the girl.

“Is this Four Beeches?” She knew of Mr. Loamer’s Hampshire farm, and had once expressed a desire to accompany him on one of his infrequent visits.

“Yes, this is Four Beeches. You can see the trees from your window. But don’t you try to wander round, Miss Jones.”

“It was Mrs. Loamer a little time ago,” said the girl coldly.

“I mean Mrs. Loamer,” said Martha, in perturbation. “There’s bogs all round. One of my cows got drowned there last week. This is the wildest part of Hampshire; we’re only a few miles from Salisbury Plain. If you want to go downstairs I’ll come back for you in a few minutes.”

October nodded, and when the door was locked upon her, climbed to a chair and looked out of the barred windows. The prospect was bleak and comfortless; rain was still falling, but it was warmer. She looked across a stark stretch of uncultivated land to a ridge of wood-covered hills. There was no sign of road, or any other human habitation.

She poured water from a ewer into a shallow basin and bathed her face: and the cold of the water revived her. It was an altogether different October Jones (or was it Loamer?) who went down the narrow stairway to a paved hall and was ushered by her custodian into a stuffy little sittingroom.

If she had any doubts as to her liberty of movement, those doubts were soon removed. Martha left her alone in the room but she locked the door on her, and despite the closeness of the day the windows were fastened and apparently immovable.

October Jones had brought the newspaper with her and now read the notice through word by word. It was not possible. The whole thing was a fantastic invention. What minister would marry an unconscious girl? She tossed the paper aside, and presently, in utter boredom, retrieved it and skimmed the news.

It was then that she read the little paragraph about the tramp who had broken into a Southampton store and stolen a pistol. By a trick of mind, this was the one item in the newspaper which remained with her, though why she should be interested in the picturesque thefts of tramps she could not divine.

At midday Martha served her lunch, and graciously permitted her the run of the house. She saw no other servants, but she heard a man’s voice speaking through a closed door, and she thought she recognised Milton, and this recognition was justified a little later, when she caught a glimpse through the window of a man’s back as he passed rapidly across the stable yard and disappeared behind the heavy door of a barn.

It was four o’clock that afternoon when George Loamer arrived, and there was nothing of the Mr. Loamer she had seen at Newmarket. His step was jaunty, his manner bright, affable, self-assured. Whatever was the stimulant which produced this new return to his old confidence, it was effective.

He came into the little sittingroom as he might have stepped into his own office, silk-hatted, frockcoated, an incongruous figure in such rural surroundings.

“Ah, my dear October!” He greeted her with the warmth of a best friend. “So you are yourself again! Well, well, that is splendid — and how wonderful of you to agree at the last moment. You have saved me from a very embarrassing situation.”

He was expecting an outburst, she guessed, and was disconcerted by her silence.

“As I said before,” he went on, and this time it needed an effort to maintain his manner of assurance, “the marriage is a mere matter of convenience. Possibly in a year or so you would like a — um — divorce.” In spite of himself he winced at the word, for Mr. George Loamer was a highly respectable man.

“Will you tell me just what the position is, Mr. Loamer?” she asked. “Of course I’m not married to you: that stupid certificate wouldn’t deceive a child. You can buy the blanks for a penny each at any law stationer’s.”

He was taken aback at this, winked at her quickly, as a man might wink who was suddenly confronted with a light of devastating brightness.

“Eh? Law stationer’s? Come, come, October.” He made an heroic effort to recover his lost ground.

“You brought me here — why? Of course you drugged me: my head was horrible this morning. And you know better what are the consequences than I. I think they are rather serious, aren’t they? If you will take me back to London now, I am prepared to say no more about the matter.”

“You were married to me—” he began shrilly.

She shook her head with a little smile.

“It is a little childish, isn’t it? I don’t know in what bright mind this stupid plan was conceived, or who was the tragic fool—”

His face went suddenly red.

“You will be careful how you speak, October,” he said sharply. “I will not allow you to insult….”

He stopped suddenly and went off at a tangent.

“You’re married, and that’s the end of it. You will stay here for a few days, before we go to the Continent together. Our marriage was announced in the daily press.”

She could have laughed in any other circumstances. It was inconceivable that a man of his age and experience could be so desperately foolish. And yet there was something more than folly in the situation, she realised; a danger more sinister than she would admit to herself.

The interview was not prolonged. She excused herself and went back to her room, to be summoned to dinner a few hours later. In that time she had made a reconnaissance of the room. The lock was a cheap one, and, had she the strength, she could have broken it. It was while she was making an examination that she remembered something that the village carpenter who had been called in to repair a door at Market Chase had said.

“In an ordinary house, miss, one door key will open any lock — they’re all made alike.”

She wondered if this was so and, going down to dinner in the long and dismal diningroom lit by oil lamps, she made a furtive and successful effort to extract the key from the door of that room and slip it onto the bosom of her dress.

Again Mr. Loamer’s mood had changed. He was taciturn and gloomy throughout the meal, drank incessantly. Not one word did he say about her affairs, and she was relieved. The only remark that he made concerned the good terms upon which he stood with the neighbouring farmers. There had been a number of tramp robberies in the district, and the police efforts to trace and capture the thieves had been ineffectual. There was some suggestion of the farmers taking the matter into their own hands. Mr. Loamer repeated this fact several times, and she wondered if there was any peculiar importance in such a decision.

Martha took her back to her room, and it was then that she discovered she was not the only inmate of the house. Again she saw the figure of Milton vanishing down the long corridor. He carried a food-laden tray in his hands.

“That’s a man we’re got in for the day,” said Martha hurriedly, and her very anxiety to convey this information emphasised the identity of the chauffeur.

She sat down on her bed to wait. The evening had grown close and the room was almost airless. Looking up, she saw a long coat hanging behind the door. It had not been there that morning. It was her own, and by the feel and appearance of it she guessed that it had been rough-dried. She took this down. II it was raining, it might be useful.

She waited till the house was in silence, and then, recovering the key, she tried it in the door, and to her joy it turned. She fastened the lock again with a wildly beating heart, and waited for the hours to pass. Mr. Loamer’s unsteady feet sounded on the stairs. They passed her door, and she heard him muttering something to himself. Then somebody called him softly, and there was a whispered colloquy in the passage. She heard his exclamation of anger, and —

“Here, in the neighbourhood? He can’t have got…”

She did not hear the rest, but after a while:

“You can trust me and Lenny — yes, sir!”

Red Beard! So he was here! Why had Loamer to trust him and Lenny, the little fat Italian?

The hands of the small alarm clock on the washstand pointed to eleven when, with trembling fingers, she inserted the key in the lock. For an hour no sound had broken the silence; the house was quiet. The key turned with more quietness than she had expected, and in another second, with her coat over her arm, she was tiptoeing down the stairs. She crossed the lobby and felt for the fastenings of the great front door. It was not only bolted and chained, but locked, the key had been removed, and she had left her own key upstairs. There must be another way out. Holding her breath, she crept down the long passage — it seemed of interminable length. Presently she felt an angle of wall. Here the passage turned. She had taken two steps when —

A door opened in front of her somewhere, and the opposite wall was illuminated with a square of faint light. She drew back into the long passage, her heart racing.

“Why don’t you take him by train?”

It was Milton talking in a low voice.

“Take him by train?” growled the second man. “Where’s your sense?”

“What about a car?” suggested Milton.

“Put him in a car and he squeals like hell. I can take the road for it. It will be a bit of a job to get round London, but we can sleep up at night. I don’t know why he shifted him at all.”

Milton whispered something. There was a surly goodnight. A door opened and another closed. October waited another five minutes before she moved. Looking round a corner, she saw that one of the doors was ajar. There was a pencil of light showing, and a murmur of voices came to her ears. Faint as it was, it showed her a way of escape. At the end of the passage a door was wide open. Evidently a fire was burning there, for she saw the spasmodic leap of flames, caught a glimpse of a large table. That was the kitchen, and a way out.

She took off her shoes and went softly along the passage. As she came abreast of the door that was ajar, she saw to her horror that it had swung open a little wider. She had a glimpse of the broad back and bullet head of a tall man, and beyond him, lying on a little truckle bed, staring up fearfully, a little bald, old gentleman, who was making queer whimpering sounds.

“Shut up!” growled the big man. “If you don’t shut up I’ll beat your head off!”

Setting her teeth, she darted into the kitchen. There was no light but the fire. She saw the yawning opening of the scullery, and guessed that the way out lay there. Later that night she was to explore yet another scullery, but in her wildest imaginings she could not have foreseen this.

The key was in the lock; she turned it, drew back the bolts noiselessly and stepped out into the open air and, stopping only to slip on her shoes, ran across the badly paved courtyard. Her foot was on a low fence when something rose up in front of her.

“Don’t move or I’ll shoot!” whispered a voice fiercely, and at that moment there was a flicker of lightning and she gazed into a face hideous beyond her worst dreams.
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“OH, a woman!” he said. “What the dickens are you—”

“Help me get away, help me get away, for God’s sake!” She was frantic with terror.

In another instant he had gripped her arms and lifted her to the ground.

“What’s the trouble?”

She did not answer. Her teeth were chattering with fear. With his hand on her arm, he guided her to behind the barn, into a little ruined cowshed.

“Come in here; you’ll be all right.”

He drew her in, stirred the little fire that smouldered into a blaze.

A tramp! Her heart sank at the sight. He was less savoury than most tramps, and more dangerous, for he was carrying a serviceable automatic pistol. He was not pleasant even as tramps go. His face was blotched and swollen; he carried a week’s growth of beard; one eye was recovering from the violent impact of a fist, delivered a week before by a brother tramp whom he had awakened at an inconvenient moment. His collar and shirt were grimy; his apology for a jacket had bottomless pits for pockets; on the back of his head he maintained an ancient derby hat, badly dented, the rim rather lacking. He saw her amazement and grinned, but his amusement was shortlived. Somewhere nearby he heard a voice call gruffly: “What’s that light, Lenny?” In an instant he had stamped on the flames, half-lifted, half-dragged her through the crumbling doorway of the hut. She thought he was drunk; there was a faint aroma of spirits in the air.

“I want you to take me to London,” she whispered urgently. “Please, please!”

“Why not go to the police?” he answered, intelligently enough.

She shook her head. What had she to complain of? Her life had not been threatened. This horrible marriage… it might be true after all.

“Can you help me to get… somewhere, away from this horrible place?”

She heard him chuckle.

“Sure,” he said, and added, unnecessarily: “My name’s Robin.”

There was no sound of pursuit. Robin was walking ahead of her — she saw the nearly white sleeve of his tattered shirt and, quickening her pace, overtook him.

“Where’s that?”

He was pointing, she guessed.

“I don’t know the place.”

He rubbed his forehead.

“Looks like a road — there must be another way — a path over the fields.”

She considered.

“Isn’t there a village somewhere near — we might find help there—”

“Not the help I want,” said the tramp quickly. “I want to be a wicked human. Maybe you’re keen on getting into the angel class.”

He stood uncertainly. Ahead was the gate and the road. Behind she heard somebody roar her name.

“This way.”

She caught him by the sleeveless coat and dragged him between bushes along a track scarcely visible in daylight. The path brought them to grass and trees and an occasional view between the apple trees of a faraway yellow light. Presently they were clear of the orchard and traversing a rough stretch of field where Martha grazed her cows. There was a big barn here, its bulk showing blackly against the sky. Beyond was rough going, a pool where the cows drank and sheer waste land where nothing grazed or grew.

“There is a storm somewhere,” said Robin. October had seen the lightning. “Following the river valley.”

She stopped suddenly.

“What are you — what nationality? You’re not English?’ ‘American.” His voice sounded a little impatient.

She drew a long breath.

“Oh… I’m British.”

“You surprise me.”

She could not see his face; she had to suppose his sarcasm from tone and attitude. Her lips were tight pressed.

“I’m English — nothing will ever make me anything but English.”

“Oh…” He was inclined to be rude, she thought. “You said you were British just now — I hate people who can’t make up their minds. Where are we going?”

“Where are
 we going? Where do you want to go?”

“London — and we’ve got to get there on foot. Where does this bring us — right here, I mean?”

She told him there was a road ahead of them. Though she had never been to Four Beeches, she knew the farm and the country about.

“Is there a little wood — road goes through it?” he asked eagerly. And, surprised, she said that there was. They had reached the fence which marked the boundary of the farm when he hissed:

“Don’t speak — kneel!”

She obeyed and heard somebody talking, and after a while saw the flare of a match.

“Flat down… in this dip!” He set her an example and sprawled face downward on the moist grass. She fell beside him, her heart racing.

There was no cause for that wild excitement, she told herself, and yet she knew that there was an enormous, a vital reason. There was danger: a vague sense of peril lifted the hairs of her neck. She found herself glaring towards the road and hating the men who were walking in so leisurely a fashion towards them. Nearer and nearer. One stopped to strike another match. They were less than six yards from where the two were lying. She glimpsed a fat, broad face and had a flash of a red beard.

“You certainly put your name in lights, Lenny!” said Red Beard disparagingly. “We ought to have come out with a band.”

“Huh!” grunted the other. “What’s that matter? He’s not here… not in miles.”

“I saw him, I tell you. The boss ‘phoned me at Aldershot and I saw him crossing the heath. If you’d been around I’d have got him.”

“Had to go up to the station… that fly cop….”

The voices grew indistinct; they became a murmur. Came a growl and rumble of thunder, and when it died away there was silence.

“Are they looking for you?” she whispered.

“Yes. They don’t know that you have got away from Four Beeches.”

His voice was steady: he seemed suddenly a very capable tramp. As he rose, the western skies throbbed palely with lightning, and she saw the glint of something in his hand.

“Don’t stub your toe against the fence,” he whispered. “Wood sounds carry. Is there a gate?”

“Farther along.”

“Down!”

He had seen the faint speck of a cigar end: the men were coming back. This time the hiding pair had an advantage. A small ridge of earth ran parallel with the fence; behind this they were safely screened.

The two strollers stopped opposite to them. Apparently one seated himself on the fence: they listened, heard the scrape of his shoes on the rail.

“…back in the wood on the other side of town, I bet. Ought to have combed that wood, Lenny. If I hadn’t been a bonehead. I’d a got him at Havre.”

A silence.

“He’s got a gun,” said another voice.

“Like hell he has! That’s newspaper lyin’. Fellers don’t smash a store to get a gun… well, maybe it wasn’t a store, but I reckon the bookkeeper’s office at a plant is as good as a bank.”

“Newspaper said—”

“Newspaper!” He added an appeal to his Deity.

Another long silence. The scent of a good cigar was wafted towards and over the hillock. The sound of their footsteps receded. Raising his head, Robin took an observation.

“I’m a store robber,” he murmured. “That’s certainly good!”

Ten minutes passed before he got up and helped her to rise.

“Where is the gate?”

She walked a little ahead of him: he must have seen the coat she carried was trailing; he took it from her without a word.

The gate was found and was half open. They went through the road, which was uneven but infinitely easier to walk upon than the field. The grass had been heavy with dew — she felt the front of her dress was soaked.

“There’s a house up in these woods; haunted. You’re not afraid?”

“The Shepherd’s house,” she said, remembering.

“That’s it. Hanged himself, didn’t he? Tramps never go there… rather sleep in the rain. They think it is unlucky. Terribly superstitious people, tramps. Am I walking too fast?”

“No.” A hundred yards farther on: “You’re not drunk now.”

He turned his head sideways to her.

“I never was drunk. I’m just all in. I keep thinking you’re someone else. And my legs are all crazy. I didn’t sleep last night. I jumped a ride on a freight train, a goods train from Southampton night before that, but one of the train hands found me and booted me off. I could sleep standing tonight. But I’m dizzy all right.”

The road began to ascend. She had so often walked this way that she could have gone forward blindfolded. Larches appeared on either hand and the road became a track. Now they were in great darkness; the far-off lightning was helpful, the sky reflection came down to them through the tree tops.

“It is to the left somewhere… there are two steps up the bank.”

They walked more slowly now, searching for the path to the Shepherd’s house. A flicker of light in the sky, and they saw the steps — two rough-hewn slabs of sandstone, worn by the feet of the suicide. She went first, paused at the top and pointed — at least he thought she was pointing. The storm was coming nearer; the heaven lit up in a quivering succession of flashes. He saw a low-roofed shack, a shutter that hung by one hinge, a pitiful little portico drooping on one pillar.

“Home!” said Robin magnificently.

The door was fast, but a window gave him entrance. After a while she heard his footfall in the passage and the squeaking of a latch. It took a perceptible time to open the door, and then it only yielded far enough to admit her.

“Hinges gone,” he said briefly.

He pushed the door tight and then, striking a match, lit a piece of candle which he took from a pocket on the inside of his coat. The passage was inches deep in debris. Dead leaves had found their way here, and scraps of discoloured rags showed under the accumulations of dust. Across the passage ran a beam of unpainted wood, and screwed into the wood was a large hook. She saw this and… the forgotten shepherd, whose sole memorial this tumbledown house was, had hanged himself.

“Ugh!”

He looked at her gravely.

“Not scared?” His eyes went up to the hook. “That
 wasn’t it. Used to hang bacon there. He did
 it in the wood — on a tree somewhere. So they say. Lost his wife and went mad — before you were born. So they say.”

“So who say?” a little impatiently.

He jerked his head vaguely towards the moor; in reality he was indicating a scattered community.

“Tramps swoop these yarns. I didn’t understand them all — they have a language of their own. Hold the light, will you, please?”

October took, the candle from his hand and he lurched into a room that opened from the passage. He returned very soon, carrying a dusts-and ragged blanket.

“There’s an iron bed — the spring mattress feels good to me. Rusty, I think… but springy. We’d better chance a light.”

The bed was a very dismal looking affair, but, as he said, the spring bottom was intact. He shook out the blanket and folded it pillow fashion.

“Warmish,” he said sleepily, “but you’d better put your coat over you.”

She sat on the bed. Looked at him. He might have been goodlooking once. The bristly face, the bruised eye, the puffy redness on one cheek… October shook her head.

“What is the matter with your face?” she asked.

He was surprised by the question.

“Generally or particularly?” he asked, and touched his cheek. “This? Wasps — it happened in France. I slept one night near a wasp nest — they woke me in the morning. Those old Inquisitors missed something. Go to sleep.”

She kicked off her shoes and lay down, pulling her coat over her. The mattress was largely soft, but it was made up of little steel links and her dress was thin… she would be like a tattooed lady in the morning. He had seated himself in a corner of the room and blown out the candle. Presently she heard his deep breathing; once he snored.

Through the unshaded window she could see the sky lit red and blue at irregular intervals. The house shook and shivered with every crash of thunder. And then the rain came down. It rattled and drummed on the iron roof, beat against the broken window pane…

“Seep… peep… peep!”

The roof was leaking somewhere; the drip and drop of water sounded close at hand. Between thunder rolls she heard the breathing of Robin… she was dozing when he spoke in his sleep.

“Silly fool,” he muttered. “Silly fool!”

Whether he was talking of himself or to somebody who belonged to the life that was veiled, or of her, she could only speculate upon.

She fell asleep dreamless… she woke slowly with the consciousness that somebody was holding her hand… a bristly cheek was near to hers. She opened her lips to scream and a firm hand closed her mouth.
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October was very wide awake now. She did not struggle, but gripped at the hand which covered her mouth, conserving all her strength to pry loose this suffocating pad of muscle and bone.

“Don’t make a sound!” he was breathing. “Terribly scared you’d shout… somebody prowling outside the house.”

She nodded. The hand was drawn away, the bristly face was removed.

“Sorry!” he whispered. “Can you get off the bed without raising a riot… wait!”

His two hands went under her; she felt herself raised slowly.

“Creak — squeak!” went the rusty springs as they relaxed. He canted her gently, feet to floor, so that she stood with her back to the wall in which the window was set.

“Don’t move!”

The storm had passed; she thought she detected the ghostly light of dawn in the room. Silence… and then, outside, the cracking of a twig.

Robin the tramp crouched under the window. She could only see a splodge of something a little blacker than the blackness of the room.

The window darkened; hands were fumbling with the latch. She heard the low murmur of a querulous voice. Suddenly a brilliant circle of light appeared on the opposite wall: the man outside was searching the room with an electric lamp. The circle moved left and right, up and down; focused on the end of the rusty bed and paused there undecidedly. She saw Robin clearly now, huddled under the window; he was gripping a steel rod that, attached to the window, had once regulated its opening. She wondered why the man outside had failed to find a way in. The light went.

“Get to the door… along the passage to the right… take your shoes but don’t put them on!”

She nodded agreement to the sibilant instructions, gathered her shoes and tiptoed along the passage until a door barred further progress. Here she waited. Presently she heard him coming towards her.

“Is it open?” he whispered, and went past her.

The passage was so narrow that she felt the brush of his shirt sleeve on her face. The door was unlocked but noisy. The enemy was at the front door by now, rattling the handle. Robin the tramp waited until the sound came again and then, putting his shoulder to the obstruction, pushed. With a grind and ajar it opened. Reaching back, he caught her by the arm and pulled her through. They were in a kitchen which smelt of earth and damp. A second door was here… he felt for it, groping along wet walls. Overhead the roof had partly vanished.

A thudding sound shook the little house… another. Robin tugged at the door and it opened with a groan; the scent of wet leaves and balsam came to October’s grateful nostrils.

“Got your coat?” His lips were close to her ear. She did not mind the bristly cheek now. “Good! Follow me — you’ll get your feet wet but that won’t kill you. Hold my sleeve… when I stoop, do the same.”

He stepped out into the tangle of what had once been a garden. Noiselessly he moved towards the encircling wood, she creeping behind him. Her stockings were soaked; once she trod on a thorn and needed all her self-control to repress a cry — as it was, she made some sort of sound, for he half turned. They were circling towards the town road; if it had been light they could not have seen the Shepherd’s shack when he stopped.

“Put on your shoes — I expect your feet are wet.”

She held on to his arm with one hand and pulled on her shoes one by one with the other. Her feet were sodden and the soles of her silk stockings in rags. But she was glad to have leather between foot and earth.

“No hurry: they will take some time exploring the hut,” he said, still whispering. “And the trees will spoil Lenny’s style — he likes the great open spaces where men are men!”

Something amused him: she heard him laughing in staccato gasps. He was moving more swiftly, and the distance between them and the shack must have been considerable when they struck a path that ran downhill, the trees began to thin, and then he caught tight hold of her arm and stopped.

She saw the figure, too.

It was smoking a cigarette. There was just enough light in the sky to reveal an indistinct outline. A man, and he was sitting on a fallen tree to their left front.

Behind them, somebody shouted; it sounded faint and comfortably far. The man on the tree trunk got up and strolled slowly up the path, but unexpectedly deviated to his right. He passed the watching pair not a dozen yards away — evidently he had missed the path.

“Hullo!” he called.

“They’ve been here — but they’ve gone.” Still faintly.

It was Red Beard’s voice; she recognised its deep raucousness.

The smoker passed out of sight… still stooping. Robin went on… stopped again and pointed.

In the fold of the little hill she saw three gleaming lights, two white, one red.

“A car,” he breathed.

By the position of the lights she saw that the bonnet of the machine was turned towards Ash.

Stealthily he crept towards the lights and, holding fast to his sleeve, she followed. One swift look round.

“Jump in!” he said, and she scrambled aboard.

She did not realise that the engines were running until he was by her side. He gripped the gear lever, looked back again. They were moving with little or no sound. The springs of the machine took the strain of the uneven surface, nearer and nearer to the white road they stole. Then she heard a shout behind, but, looking round, could see nothing against the dark background of hill and wood.

The car was going faster. Something buzzed past her cheek; she thought it was a nocturnal beetle and instinctively put up her hand to brush her face.

Robin the tramp slowed to take the turn; and now Ashleigh was behind them and the car was flying towards Farnham. She sat huddled in a corner of the seat, watching and yet not watching the country fly past. Barn and farmhouse, rail crossing, stretch of rolling country, now a steep hill, tree-furred, now a dead town with an ugly iron church and none to watch their passage but a cat.

Once they passed a lake and saw at the end of it a miniature Niagara. It was growing lighter. They passed a farm wagon.

Robin came to a fork and branched right, though it was clear that this was the poorer road. And so it proved. They bumped and swayed up a steep and slippery grade. The road became unrelieved rock, and when they had got beyond a great scar in the hillside, from which at some period stone had been quarried, the road ceased to be. Nevertheless, they continued, dodging between trees, avoiding, miraculously, a confusion of boulders that seemed to have been dropped for the especial purpose of checking their adventure. Coming over a razor-back ridge, he jammed on the brakes, and only in time, for from the crest the ground dropped steeply to the well-defined edge of a chasm.

“That’s that,” said the tramp, and hoisted himself from his seat.

Before she could descend, he had put his hands about her waist and lifted her free of the machine. He walked to the top of the slope and looked back. The car tracks were visible on the grass if the search came so far. But beyond was the stone causeway (as he called it) and the lower slopes of the road had marks of wagon wheels in which his own might merge.

He strolled to the car, pulled from the back seat a folded rug and then “whooped” softly. There was a basket here and a hold-all. He lugged them out, one after the other. Opening the lid, he looked in and grinned demoniacally (as October thought); then he unrolled the canvas carry-all.

“Here is a towel and soap — I can hear water up there,” he jerked his head to the higher slopes. “Ware wire!”

She looked enquiringly at him.

“Ware — ?”

“Watch your step,” he translated.

She found the water; it was beautifully cold. When she came back to him with a light step, as rosy as the dawn that had broken, he took towel and soap from her and went up the hill. There was a ludicrous plaid patch on the back of his pants that seemed in keeping. She had seen the genus at such a distance as the stalls are from the stage. October watched him, chin in hand, until he disappeared behind the tangle of flowering hawthorns and laurel that hid the spring.

Out of the mad confusion of the night this fact emerged. The life of Mary October Jones, heiress at law, had in the twinkling of an eye become identified with that of ‘Robin’ — an unknown and most disreputable tramp.

And the situation did not seem unreal. She was part of his life. Red Beard was her deadly foe. She had thrilled and grown tense at a common danger. October never analysed her own emotions. She could pick to threads motives and causes, could reduce to formulae human eccentricities, but she never felt the urge to disintegrate her own soul that she might furnish sections for a microscope, or tested with the acid of other people’s experience her own reactions. The man attached to the plaid patch was a fact. He could differ only from any other man in respect to his behaviour. So far he was entirely satisfactory. He had given her the spring bed (she was
 a tattooed lady, she had discovered after a limited investigation); he had told her to put on her shoes at exactly the right moment. She in his place would have done the same. He drove a car rather efficiently. He had probably stolen cars before. The plaid patch was not absurd, nor the sleeveless jacket. Probably his pants were hitched up with string and she had overlooked the old soup can that all tramps carry.

He came back very clean looking and surprisingly wholesome: when he opened the basket and offered her a sandwich she saw that his nails were immaculate. But he was a little shaky; his eyes bloodshot. They were grey eyes set well apart, but they were decidedly bloodshot. There was a vacuum bottle in the basket. The coffee steamed as he poured it into one of the cups that he had found in this heavensent canteen.

“Now,” he said, and sat down cross-legged, “let’s get everything right! I know you are here, I know that you were in the Shepherd’s house — by the way, he did
 hang himself from that hook, but I thought it best to lie — and I know that in some mysterious fashion you have got yourself attached to me. But exactly why and how?”

She sat very upright at this. Was he joking? Apparently not. He was sipping at his cup, one reddish eye regarding her over its edge.

“You’re taking me to London,” she said. “I was married last night.”

He choked… coughed, and put down the cup.

“I beg your pardon?”

“I was married to somebody two days ago,” she said. She did not think it necessary to name her husband.

By the rising horror that made his face more unpleasant, she gathered that he was shocked to the core.

“I told you so.”

“You’re not serious?”

She nodded.

“I’m very serious. You don’t remember?”

No, he did not remember. He was terribly bewildered.

She told him undramatically. And as she went on, he punctuated the story with startled “Good lord’s!”

“But you’re really serious? You married — er — and you’ve run away?”

She was very serious, she said.

Robin covered his face with his hands and moaned.

“What a perfectly horrible nightmare!”

She was interested but not offended.

“Is it, Mr. Robin?”

“Mr. Who?” he demanded, his eyes wide open.

“That is the name you gave — Mr. Robin. I suppose you dreamt that?”

He shook his head dispiritedly.

“No — that’s my name all right — at least, it is my Christian-given name,” he said. “What a perfectly ghastly thing to happen! I’ve no recollection — I suppose it was the fever. I’ll tell you the truth. I had a bout of malaria and stole a bottle of Brother Loamer’s whisky. Was I very — ?”

“You were — rather,” she said, “in fact, very. You said you were sorry—”

“I was sober then,” grimly. “What is or was your name?”

“Mary October Jones.”

“What a horrible name!” he groaned. “Moses — what
 a name!” She stiffened at this.

“I don’t see anything ‘horrible’ about it,” she said coldly. “It is certainly unusual.”

“Unusual! What am I to call you?”

“You may call me October,” she replied.

“I’ll be — I won’t, anyway. What a swine!”

“Of course, if you regret the help you are giving me..,” she began stiffly.

His solemn eyes were fixed on hers.

“Don’t let us start our disgraceful adventure with a quarrel,” he said sombrely. “Have another sandwich.”

She took the sandwich because she was hungry.

“We will pack all the grub that is left,” he suggested. “I don’t think we shall be getting any eats as sumptuous as these for a very long time.”

He looked up at the sky.

“Seven o’clock — between that and eight. We ought to double back towards Ashleigh, then strike northeast. There is plenty of timber in this country, thank heaven! With luck we should find a place where we can sleep before nightfall.”

“Why does that red-bearded man want you? Have you committed a crime?”

He smiled with his eyes.

“Have I committed a crime? Yes. I burgled a factory; ‘plant’ he called it, and pinched a gun. This is my chief offence. I don’t mind him
 . It is the little fellow, the knife-throwing gentleman, who rattles me. He is rather wonderful — a South American, I suppose. Leonardo Dellamontez. And run! That fellow can sprint like a hare. You wouldn’t think so to see him. Very fat and short in the leg. I shouldn’t think he could sit a horse. But a real artist.”

He spoke dispassionately, if anything admiringly, of the knife-thrower. October had the illusion that they were sitting together on the grandstand watching Leonardo competing in some murderous Olympic game.

“You’re not a real tramp, are you?” she asked.

“Sure as you’re born!” he answered. “Is that the right thing to say? Yes, I’m a tramp, but the County of Hampshire is not an ideal tramping ground. There is no merit in the exercise you get from strolling through a picture gallery. Now the Gobi Desert is real tramping! And the woolly lands beyond Urzra. That’s tramping, too!”

She had a dim idea that the Gobi Desert was in China, but Urzra she could not place.

“Mongolia — it’s Red now. Queer little place, full of Buddhist priests and dogs that will pull you down in the street and leave nothing but your watch and buttons.”

“But,” she insisted, “you’re tramping for… for fun, for pleasure. It is a sort of holiday, isn’t it? You aren’t tramping because you’ve no money and… well, because you can’t get work?”

“I’ve got two shillings,” he said. “Just now I’m tramping to save my life!”

“Why?”

He shook his head.

“I’d hate to tell you,” he said. “If I did, you’d say what I say — Such Things Cannot Be!”

“But what are
 those things?”

He rose, gathered her cup and corked the vacuum bottle.

“Mediaeval things — things you hear about in the Valley of the Rhône and on the Rhine. The history of France is full of it, and England. That is what I am finding in this Europe of yours — just mad, impossible things that cannot be. You’re another of ‘em! Good lord!”

He was shaking his head at her.

“I really must have been tight!”

“Intoxicated,” she said. “You’re almost offensive.”

“Am I?” He was immediately penitent. His unsightly face drooped. “Of course I am… but I just feel that I can
 be offensive to you.”

She knew what he meant and was fairly well pleaded.
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The way they took was a painful one. They traversed mile upon mile of sloping hill; she seemed, most of the time, to be walking alternately on the right side of her right foot and the left of the other. Both legs ached in turn, whilst the other went cramped. And yet she carried nothing. It was Robin who was loaded up with food and blanket. She did not even carry her own coat.

There was very little conversation. He admitted that he did not know the country at all; she was almost as ignorant. She had paid a visit to Hampshire — had spent a holiday within sight of Four Beeches — but she did not even know the names of relative positions of the towns. Twice she had been to Bournemouth, but the window of an express is a poor place to study topography. She knew Winchester, because she had taken motor trips from Bournemouth.

The position was intriguing, bizarre. She could hardly keep her eyes from the plaid patch. Once upon a time she had made a study of the Scottish tartans. It wasn’t Stewart — Stewart is red; and it was not Cameron — that had a yellowish line in it (or was that Gordon?).

“Campbell!” she cried triumphantly.

“Eh?” He came round in alarm.

“That patch — on your trousers. 11 is a Campbell tartan!”

“Is it?” He screwed his head to see. “I am not fearfully keen on the Campbells. So it is — how clever of you!”

As he lifted his jacket to examine the patch she saw the butt of a gun in his pocket. She had supposed the revolver, but had forgotten all about it.

“Isn’t it very dangerous carrying a pistol in England?” she asked. “I mean… in your position?”

“Much more dangerous not to — especially now.”

He resumed his march and was talking over his shoulder, and then, at a tangent:

“I suppose you wouldn’t have the slightest difficulty in getting a divorce?”

“I don’t wish a divorce — yet,” she said calmly, and she heard him groan again. “You’re very ungallant,” she said.

“I am, aren’t I? Very sorry. What is the best remedy for wasp stings?”

“Does it hurt?” She was sympathetic.

“A wee bit — nothing to make a fuss about. It rather irritates when one is hot. Hullo!”

He stood stock still. Ahead of them they heard the clop-clop of a woodman’s axe, and as they stood, the swish and thud of falling timber.

They were walking along the wet floor of a little ravine. There was cover enough in case of necessity, thickly-growing clumps of dark laurel and fernlike laburnum. The walls of the little valley rose steeply. Looking up, he saw with some concern a small hut perched on the edge. But there was no sign of a man or his inevitable dog.

“Let’s try this other face,” he suggested. “I’m afraid that the unsparing woodmen are on the other side of that bluff.”

He went first and their progress was painfully slow. In half an hour he drew himself cautiously over the side of a rock. Before him was a beautiful sight, trees — pine, larch, birch — an impenetrable fairy woodland that belonged to dreams.

After a careful reconnaissance he signalled her to follow. They plunged into the cool twilight and silence. A game preserve of some kind, he thought; big, tame birds were strutting on the ground, a hen pheasant rose at his feet and went noisily to a less disturbed area. There were rabbits — he thought he saw a sleek black stoat.

The nest they found by accident — it was a saucer-like depression in a small hillock, and was shielded from view, supposing anybody came, by low-growing bushes and high-growing ferns.

“We can’t light a fire,” he said, as he spread the blanket for her to sit upon, “but happily there is no need. You may find the ground damp. We will move on before night.”

“Where are we going?”

“Farnham,” he told her. “Not exactly Farnham, but a few miles beyond. Hungry?”

He produced the vacuum bottle. The coffee was lukewarm but refreshing — what was left.

“But how do you know which way we’re going?”

He felt in his hip pocket where the pistol was, and brought out a little compass. Because the nest was rather difficult to find, he broke off a small branch of a young tree and stuck it upright — more for her guidance than his.

“You don’t mind being left alone? I want to do a little exploring.”

He was gone the greater part of two hours (she had become aware of her wristwatch in the course of their morning march) and he returned, carrying three melons. There was a farm on the edge of the wood, he told her.

“Some swell lives there — it looks like one of those gentleman-farmers’ places — pedigree cows and a good dancing floor. There was a wonderful pair of flannel trousers drying on a line, but I hadn’t the nerve to raid ‘em. Seen the newspapers?”

He took a sheet from his pocket. When he had lifted the melons he had also paid a visit to a gardener’s shed. The newspaper had been lying on the bench.

“You’re famous,” he said.

She unfolded the page, her mouth opened.

Fiendish Tramp Steals the Bride of London Financier.

County Roused. Armed Men Searching All Night.



The account began.



An amazing outrage has shocked Hampshire to its core. A famous London financier arrived at his farm, Four Beeches, Ashleigh, to spend his honeymoon with his young bride. About ten o’clock last night, the gentleman, returning to his library from a tour of the house, saw his wife struggling in the arms of a tramp. Before he could intervene he was felled by the intruder. When he recovered consciousness, his wife and the tramp had disappeared….



“Why…!” October’s eyes were blazing. “How could
 they! How could they! Oh!”

He was examining the news-sheet critically.

“That is a pretty good portrait of you. Most of these things flatter — I rather like your hair done that way.”

“I am going right back to Ashleigh to tell them they are liars!” she stormed. “Liars! Oh, but it is too bad —

“Worse to come — did you see the very latest? It is on the back page. You can’t go back.”

With trembling hands she turned the newspaper and found the ‘worse’.



Has beautiful Mrs. Loamer met with a terrible death at the hands of the mad tramp-fiend? That is the question all Hampshire is asking.



“You see,” he explained gravely. “You can’t go back if you’re dead: that would be an anticlimax and would be unpardonable. They would never forgive you. You had better stay dead for a week or two.”

“‘Mad tramp’!… I must do something!”

“Write to The Times
 ,” he said soothingly.

“The Times?
 Don’t be absurd. Can’t you see what this means? Everybody will be searching for you — you’ll never have a fair chance — they will shoot you like a dog if they come upon you here… or… or anywhere!”

“I suppose they would.” Only then such an idea occurred to him, apparently. He was rather surprised. “Pity one can’t buy the afternoon extras — I’d like to know what Georgie says about the car. Do you bet?”

“I don’t know what you mean,” she said bewildered.

“If you did, I would bet you that Georgie says nothing. Not a word — not a syllable. Of course, the farm hand may have seen us without being able to identify the machine I drove. In which case the search will shift nearer. Do you think you could sleep?”

She shook her head.

“Perhaps later — you’re all nerved up by this infernal newspaper report. Sorry I brought it with me — I thought you would be amused.”

“Amused?” she scoffed.

As the afternoon wore on she began to feel drowsy and fell asleep for an hour. She woke to find him lying flat on his face at the edge of the “saucer.” He had parted the ferns that obstructed his view, and as he looked back at her she guessed that her awakening owed nothing to chance.

“I saw a woman walking in the wood,” he said in a low voice. “She was some distance away. Probably she belongs to the farm. I thought I had better kick you.”

“Did you kick me?” indignantly.

“We’re tramps,” he said. “The practice is very usual in our circle.”

Half an hour passed.

“I have been a brute,” he said, without turning his head. ‘No, not over kicking you. That whisky of Loamer’s was fierce. The man has no taste even in whisky. I’m still a little dithery, but I can think. When this woman has gone I will take you to the farm — at least to the outskirts. You’ll find your way into the house and “phone. I want you please to lie about me: say you left me on the Farnham road — wherever that may be.”

“Leave you?” She was aghast.

“Of course — you can’t go around sleeping in woods… hunted and… God knows what. I’m being selfish really. It will be easier for me to get away. And you can tell them, of course, that you aren’t dead and that I’m quite — as tramps go — respectable. I was joking this morning about your not being able to go back because you were dead. But you English have no sense of American humour.”

She too was lying face downward now. Her hands was clasped under her chin.

“I’m late but I’m laughing,” she said calmly. “How funny!’ ‘What?”

He screwed his head round to her and he was frowning. Much of the inflammation had left his face — one red weal ran from his ear and disappeared in the growth upon his chin.

“Do you really expect me to go to the farm and say ‘Please, I’m the stolen bride’? Have you any imagination?”

He scratched his nose, frowning deeper.

“I have — but I’d rather like to hear how yours is working.” She flashed a quick smile. He had not seen her smile before, and the experience left him a little breathless.

“I’ll tell you,” she nodded. “I am met by the lady of the house — I relate my sad story. She looks at me… oddly. Can’t you see her eyebrows going up, can’t you hear her saying ‘My poor child!’ — supposing she is playing at farms and not a real slave-wife. And then she telephones to the police and maybe to Mr. Loamer! And then she seeks her dearest friend, who maybe is staying with her and, closing the door so that the servants can’t hear, tells her.
 And then they look at one another and one says ‘What do you think?’ and the other says ‘Well—’, and then—”

“Oh, yes, yes!” Robin spoke hurriedly. He was actually embarrassed. “Of course… yes… shut up!” This last outrageous piece of rudeness in a fierce whisper. “The woman!” October followed his example and, gently pressing back the ferns, looked.

The lady was very near to them. She strode manfully, using a black ebony walking cane. She was in black, and over her grey head she wore a Spanish mantilla. In point of inches she was enormous, and her thinness made her seem taller. Coming into a patch of sunlight, the swinging hands glittered dazzlingly. October saw this in spite of herself, for she was gazing awestricken at the face of the woman. Dead white, with dark-rimmed eyes and a nose that was grotesquely big and outstanding. Diamonds flashed at her ears, from her wrist, from the black corsage. She went on out of sight, and then October heard the man sigh.

“The managing director. Did you see her? Suffering snakes… here!”

“Managing director — what do you mean?”

He shook his head; his staring eyes were still glued to the tree clumps around which she had disappeared. He was a comical picture of amazement.

“Well, I’ll go sideways! The old sport!”

“Who is she?” October was a thought impatient.

“Mrs. Loamer.”

The girl listened, stunned.

“Mrs. Loamer!” she gasped. “His — his—”

“Mother,” said Robin. “The genius behind the colossal financier.”

She was dazed for a moment.

“But I never knew — she must be—”

“Seventy-six — I dined with her once: she has a swagger house in Kensington. She is
 staying at the farm. You can’t go there.”

“I cannot because I will not,” said October correctly. “I am going through to London. What will you do in London?”

“Nothing much.”

He was looking at her glumly; she felt that she had of a sudden become a worry to him.

“Anyway, I refuse to go back.” She very resolutely spoke her thoughts. He saw her shudder and was curious. Until that moment he had not considered very closely her relationship with Mr. Loamer. He could both understand why she had married the sleek financier and why she had left him. He was rather too full of his own affairs to question her, even then.

A little while after this he pillowed his face on his arm and fell asleep. October took stock of the food. There were two very stale rolls, a small box of biscuits, three cakes of chocolate, and a segment of a pie, the latter carefully wrapped in thin white paper. They would not starve. There was, in addition to the vacuum bottle, a flat, military-looking water flask, which Robin had filled just before they climbed out of the ravine.

She sat patiently, her hands folded in her lap; it was her turn to keep guard. There was an importance in her vigil. Now and again she looked through the ferns, but saw nothing. The sun was sinking. Millions of tiny flies began to gyrate in great clouds under the spread of every tree. She heard more distinctly the “tap tap tap” of a woodpecker.

“What time is it?” She did not know that he was awake.

“About seven — aren’t you hungry?”

He sat up, rubbing his face vigorously.

“Starving,” he answered, and they supped together frugally. After they had wrapped up what food remained (and they ate the stalest items first) he outlined his programme. They would start before the light was entirely gone and make for the southern section of the reserve. He believed that a main road ran somewhere in that direction. And there was a railway somewhere near. In point of fact, they had heard hoarse whistles and the far-off clang of bells during the afternoon. The trouble was going to be at the bridges, he said. If they came to any considerable stream, they must follow it or find some means of crossing. He was an expert on such things, she gathered, and had evaded several unhappy experiences by a careful avoidance of bridges. As far as he could understand, they would “fetch up” in the morning midway between Farnham and Aldershot.

Night was coming down when, with the motor rug rolled and fastened horse-collar fashion about his shoulder, he led the way. The wood was deeper than she thought. Between treetops she saw the thin crescent of a new moon… the harsh shriek of an owl at hand made her jump involuntarily.

“Made me jump, too,” he comforted her.

They were descending all the time, and this worried him a little. Most abruptly their progress was stopped by a high wire fence. The wood’s natural boundary was beyond this, for the wire ran irregularly from tree to tree. Searching the ground, he found a piece of branch wood suitable for the purpose, and prised up the lower strand of wire.

“You can slip under — keep very close to the ground and make yourself thin!”

She got under with only a slight mishap. One of the sharp barbs caught the old coat which she insisted she should wear, and ripped a narrow strip.

“You’ll be real tramp in a week,” he said. “Rags and tatters — I must hunt up a tomato can for you!”

By some miracle he himself wriggled under without a scratch.

“‘Let caution mark the way’,” he quoted, dropping his voice. “The road is nearer than I thought.”

Nearer indeed. From the thicket-like density of the wood they came suddenly within a few yards of the open, and a road bright with the lights of stationary motor cars.

“…the woodman said he saw ’em go into Mr. Murphy’s preserve. Don’t let anybody move till we get the signal from the fellers on the other side of the park.”

A tall, redfaced farmer was addressing a select and approving audience. Even as he spoke there came the sound of a shot from beyond the woods.

“Get your lights ready, boys, and don’t shoot the young lady.”

They came surging up the bank to where a petrified October stood gripping the tramp’s sleeve in terror.
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“Back! Under the wire… I’ll go first.”

Before she reached the fence he was under… he dragged her through with some violence. She heard another rent appear in her coat.

“Left… hurry. They don’t know about the wire.”

Evidently the party had halted for another reason.

“Spread out! You go right along to the corner. Mr. Loamer — where’s Mr. Loamer?… Oh, Mr. Loamer, you stay with us.”

The corner? There would be an angle to the fence, and the confines of the estate must be fairly near.

“Run!” he said under his breath, and she obeyed.

The right-angle fence appeared as unexpectedly as its fellow. Peering through, Robin saw that the roadway was deserted. He yanked up the lower strand and the girl slipped under. She held the wire less efficiently whilst he followed.

“Nothing — my coat wouldn’t show a new tear.”

The man ordered to the corner must have obeyed with some reluctance. He was nowhere in sight. The two made to the right, keeping by the side of the road and walking in single file. From the wood came the sound of a shot and then another; there followed a fusillade. She saw that he was shaking with laughter.

“They will kill one another, and I shall be blamed,” he said, and was almost prophetic.

Two specks of light showed ahead of them. They lay flat on the side of the road until the car passed.

“We had better keep to the verge,” he said, and explained that the ancient word for the borders of a road was “slang.”

“Gypsies used to camp on the slang — Gypsies and wandering tinkers with a queer language of their own. And ‘slang’ has passed into the vocabulary as all queer languages.”

He was oddly informative and at the most unlikely moments.

They walked over a mile before they came to a by-road. Private tracks there were, leading to gloomy farm buildings; once a big dog leapt out at them from an open gate. Robin whistled, and the dog came to his side and was with difficulty persuaded to go to his home again.

They were within a few yards of the side road when October whispered:

“Are you sure we are not being followed?”

He looked back.

“I didn’t think we were; why?”

“I don’t know — I’m nervous. I suppose. But I thought—”

They turned at this minute and he waved her on and, crouching down by the corner of the fence that bounded the main road, looked back. He remained for a few minutes before he joined the girl.

“I saw nobody — did you?”

She hesitated.

“No — I’m not sure. I thought I saw somebody walking on the side of the road. It may have been imagination.”

Less than a mile away was a railroad. They saw a brilliantly lighted train moving across the landscape.

“There is a level crossing at the end of this road, I suppose,” mused Robin. “We might take to the railway track, but I’ve a notion that wouldn’t help us very much. We’d probably land in the very place we wish to avoid.”

The plan was to cross the track and find a road on the far side that ran parallel. That which they now trudged did not run straight to the railroad, they found. Half way down there there was a sharp elbow, and in the crook of it were two high gates flanked by tall pillars that led to a drive and eventually, as he supposed, to a house hidden behind the high clipped hedges that lined the fence and flanked the drive. As he stopped to make an inspection a dog barked furiously, but evidently it was leashed.

But a bigger danger than dogs threatened. As they stood, October saw that she was casting a long, dim shadow on the ground. The man had seen it, too, and looked round. At the far end of the road two motor lamps showed and they were growing in brilliance every fraction of a second.

Robin made a swift survey. There was no cover of any kind: it was impossible that, passing them, the motorists could miss seeing them, and in that bright light there could be no question but that they would be identified. He saw an iron ring dangling from the gate, turned it, and, as a heavy iron latch came up, the big gate moved open.

October needed no instructions to follow: she had become inured to furtiveness and was inside the gate almost as soon as he. He fastened the gate again… the dog was barking furiously. So close was the car that there was light enough to see the gaps that offered shelter. They had to crawl on hands and knees before they rolled over, completely hidden. The machine had stopped: somebody got down and, walking to the gate, flung it open with a crash. From the direction of the invisible house a man’s voice asked:

“Is that you, Dick?”

“Yes. Sorry I’m late — Bill, did you hear the shooting?”

The man walked from the house up the drive to meet them, his feet scrunching pleasantly on the gravel.

“Eh? Shooting? Yes, I thought I heard something. Dog was barking like mad. What is the trouble?”

“That dam’ tramp — the fellow that killed the girl. They got him on Murphy’s land — Murphy is trying to look as if he enjoyed having his birds shot over in September! Some of these fellows started in to blaze away at one another. Nobody killed — that’s the wonder. I’ll get the car inside… sorry I’m late…”

His voice receded: evidently he was going to the car. There was a harsh purr, the machine turned cautiously into the drive and somebody clanged the gate behind it.

“Let my man come out and put it away… leave it, Dick.’ There was a chuckle, a snap of steel.

“Best lock the gears whilst that bird is around. He lifted a car last night — found it up on Quarry Hill… eh? Wait, I’ll get my suitcase.”

“Come on” — impatiently. “I’ll send Hawkins for it.”

Sounds of two pairs of feet on gravel… silence as they crossed the grass floor on a lawn.

“Get out — quick as you can,” Robin whispered. She had never seen him quite as excited. “Walk along towards the railway… and wait.”

October obeyed, wriggling out under the hedge — a terribly difficult exit this proved to be, for the car lights had been extinguished and she could not see the providential gap through which they had come.

She lifted the latch noiselessly and stepped into the road. She thought that the car steal of the night before was to be repeated, and it might have been but for those locked gears. The current was also locked off, but he should have made a short circuit under the bonnet and overcome that difficulty. The gears defied him…

She turned to the right as she went out, and had walked a hundred yards when a doubt assailed her. The house had been on the left: she was going back the way she had come. Or wasn’t she? Standing irresolutely for a moment, she considered. She saw the lights of a winking train as it passed through a belt of trees. Of course…

She had started to run, when she saw the men. They stood one on each side of the road, motionless pillars of black… but men. Her heart was thumping painfully; for an instant she was breathless. Robin must be warned: they had been followed.

She walked rapidly along the centre of the road, and they crossed to intercept her.

“Excuse me, Miss.”

It was Red Beard. She would have detected his voice amongst a thousand.

“Goodnight,” said October, and would have gone on, but he threw out his hand and she found her arm gripped painfully.

“Goin’ far, Miss?”

“No… to Mr. — To the house. Please let me go — or I’ll call for my brother.”

“Didn’t know she had any brother, d’you, Lenny? Thought she was just one lone li’l orphan. Hey, where’s that hobo friend of yourn?”

“I don’t know what you mean.” She spoke loudly. Robin could hear. And then a panic seized her. Suppose he heard and came? These two men were after him; one threw knives…

“What’s the matter — nobody’s goin’ to hurt you, are they, Lenny?”

He invariably appealed to Lenny, and as a general rule Lenny said nothing. He bent over past her and whispered into the ear of his companion.

“Uh huh,” grunted Lenny, “thasso.”

“You come along back to your husband, ma’am,” said Red Beard. “I guess we’re mighty poor kind of hicks after runnin’ around with that swell friend of yours, but you better stick along of us, hey, Lenny?”

All the time she was conscious of a tense alertness in him; he was like a man who expected attack from some quarter, he knew not whence. Then she saw the gun in his hand — sensed it rather, for the night was very dark; the crescent moon had slid down from the sky and only the stars gave light.

“Come along.” His grip of her arm did not relax: he was sidling. Lenny made no pretence that he was not walking backwards.

Starlight, faint and ghostly, was reflected back in the knife he carried between finger and thumb.

“What are you scared of?” she asked. “And must you walk like a crab? — If he shoots you, you will fall on me.”

She heard the quick catch of his breath, and then he laughed softly, but not heartily.

“Tha’s good! Heard that, Lenny? I guess your friend’s somewhere around, ma’am? There’s a bunch handy that wants to get acquainted with him. Ain’t there, Lenny?”

“Thasso,” said Lenny.

“Got a gun, ain’t he, ma’am? I’ll bet—”

“Watch out!”

For the life of her she could not resist the mischievous inclination. He jumped sideways with an oath. For an instant she was free, but he clawed at her.

“Say… what’s this funny stuff, Missis Tramp? What’s the idea? I guess we’re laughin’ at you, ain’t we, Lenny? Funny stuff—”

He was loud and angry. Thereafter they progressed much more quickly, but neither Red Beard nor the silent Lenny kept their heads still. Every two steps, one glance back.

“We’ll get him
 , don’t worry’, ma’am. He’s around, that’s all we want to know. There’s two men guardin’ the crossin’ anyway. I guess before mornin’ we’ll be takin’ you down to the morgue an’ sayin’ ‘Pick yours, ma’am,’ hey, Lenny?”

“Thasso,” said Lenny.

“What are you in real life,” she asked. “Just thieves or merely American gunmen?”

“Say—”

“Gunmen, I suppose,” she nodded. “Mr — my friend said they’re cheapest in Chicago.”

Red Beard had his civic pride. Chicago was his home town.

He developed a spluttering obscurity of speech.

“Listen, you… what’s good enough for one’s good enough for… say, what’s the matter with you anyway… Cheap! I like that, hey. Lenny? What’s cheaper’n a hobo’s girl… huh!”

They had reached the post road; there was a thrilling spectacle revealed. Quite near them, cars were packed bonnet to tail. The ground rose gently to one side of the road, apparently no man’s land, for the sloping ground beyond was unfenced. A fire was burning, a regular camp fire that lit the trees picturesquely.
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Mr. Loamer sat there, an aloof and somewhat grotesque figure, in his frockcoat pitiably soiled, and trousers that no longer creased. His large red face was unshaven and he blinked from group to group with unseeing eves. The world was crashing about George Loamer’s ears. Of a sudden, by his own volition, he had passed into the public gaze, and was aching to recover his obscurity. In his handsome office he could plan and manipulate and manoeuvre cast schemes, and none was the wiser save his confidential clerk. From Market Chase he could pull strings and set the wheels of a well-ordered system moving. But here he was out of his element, unable to control or propitiate the honest fury he had aroused in the bosoms of the sympathetic populace.

The police had been enquiring: there had arrived two men from Scotland Yard who wanted to know all about his marriage, where the ceremony had been performed, the circumstances under which his ward had changed her plans for a Continental tour and undertaken this new and enormous responsibility. How they knew of the tour, lie could not guess. One had gone prying into the recesses of Four Beeches and had discovered in its untenanted wing a bedroom recently occupied. Who had been staying there? Where were they now?

In a cold sweat of fear Mr. Loamer had contradicted himself, and then in a panic he had wired for that masterful mother of his, and she had come laden with reproach, a nettle of a woman who stung at every contact. He sat by the fire, biting his nails fretfully. If he could only get October back… if she were dead… yes, it were better she were dead…

He looked up at this point, his scorched eyes staring to one side of the blazing wood. The red-bearded man he knew… And then he came to his feet.

“October!” he gasped, and was uncertain how further to proceed.

There she stood, gravely surveying him, an object of interest to threescore pairs of startled eyes. He saw the ragged, mud stained dress, the torn coat, and blinked at her again.

“October! My-my dear!”

He put out his shaking hand, but hers were behind her back.

She had already made up her mind as to the course she would follow. With her capture she thought the search would end, and Robin the tramp would have an opportunity for escape.

“I’ll go back with you,” she said, very distinctly and slowly.

George Loamer looked left and right in mute appeal. He wanted — how very badly he needed — the presence of his mother at that moment. Suppose October told the truth? He had not even a lie to counter her.

“All right… October… we’ll go along.”

He was awkward, trembling, in a terror lest she accused him. At the moment he imagined that she was privy to all the unpleasant secrets that his quaking heart held. That she would presently denounce him as a bankrupt and worse.

He looked round fearfully. The two quiet men from Scotland Yard were not there, and with a sudden courage he gripped her arm and hurried her down the slope to his waiting car.

Red Beard? She strained her eyes towards the road. There were several men there, but Red Beard was not among them. That interminable journey! October curled up in one corner of the car, George Loamer in the other. She woke from a doze as the machine glided through the gates of Four Beech Farm. The room she had left was unchanged. The house smelt stale — worse than the earthy kitchen at the Shepherd’s cottage. That heavy Georgian furniture; the solemn faced clock in the wide hall — there ought by rights to be a hook in the ceiling whereon a broken heart could make a swift, sad, merciful transition to a land where tramps like angels wander hand in hand through scented woods. Not love… it wasn’t love. Hero worship! She fell into a paroxysm of laughter. And then the door clanged behind her, and the laugh died on her lips as the stout Martha, oily faced and menacing, her plump hands folded, confronted her.

“You’ve got a lot to laugh about.”

Martha had lived under the shadow of terror for twentyfour hours and her voice was tremulous.

“What lies you’ve told I don’t know.”

“That will do.” It was Loamer’s harsh voice that interrupted the flow of reproach. “What did you tell that damned tramp?”

October was very calm now.

“I told him nothing,” she said.

He was peering at her through narrowed lids. The change in his appearance in the two days was remarkable. His smooth face had sunk into strange hollows and wrinkles.

“Did you tell him about—’ — he found a difficulty in speaking—’the old man?”

“Where is he?” she asked quickly.

“Never mind where he is. Did you tell him?”

“I told him nothing,” she answered briefly.

He was searching her face and did not speak for a long time. When he did, it was to tell her that they were leaving in the morning for London. Then he turned to Martha.

“See if you can keep her this time,” he said harshly, and went up the broad stairway to his room and she heard the slam of his door.

Martha led her into her stuffy little sittingroom and pointed majestically to a chair. October sat meekly, noting she had interrupted Martha’s supper, for a coffee cup stood on the table, and had evidently been poured full before her arrival.

“You’d better get what you can to eat, and then you go to bed, young lady,” she said. “You’ll sleep in my room tonight.”

She handed the cup to October with a gesture of disparagement. October sipped the hot fluid thoughtfully. Perhaps it wasn’t true about the guard at the railway crossing. A lie would come naturally to Red Beard. And Robin was cautious — almost he was like one of the wild creatures of the forest. He could see things in the dark, things invisible to her. So the shepherd hanged himself on the hook after all. It was nothing to smile about, but she smiled, and Martha, who watched her every expression, felt her anger rising.

“Glad you can grin!”

“Grinning — was I?” She was almost penitent; Martha had never seen her that way before. “I’m sorry; I was thinking of… things entirely different. I suppose I must stay here? Couldn’t I have another room?”

A suggestion on which the woman had very emphatic views.

It was at that moment that there was a knocking at the front door. Martha got up with a frown and disappeared.

To and fro October rocked, her cheek on her palm. Over the back of a chair her tattered, bark-torn coat was hanging; it was lovely to see. Almost every stain and rent could be identified with some stage of her — of their adventure.

The door opened slowly and Martha came in, her face twitching. Behind her came a tall man in evening dress. His soft white shirt was like snow, his black tie was most correct; his trousers were an inch too short, and a gap of shirt showed between his waistcoat and the top of his pants. He had a stubbly moustache and sidewhiskers, and a pair of horn-rimmed pince-nez, a little askew, were on his nose.

“Mr. Sullivan, from Scotland Yard,” he gruffly introduced himself. “Is this the young lad?”

As he indicated October, four inches of shirt-cuff shot out. The sleeves of his coat were a little short.

October gazed, fascinated.

“I came by special — from London,” said Mr. Sullivan. “Young lady, you’re under arrest!”

October nodded. She had no questions to ask.

“Get your coat — have you any food in the house?” This to Martha. The lady nodded; the right words would not come.

Only she gazed helplessly at the door, expecting, hoping for the apparition of her master.

Upstairs in his room, George Loamer was changing both his clothes and his plans. He would leave by car for London that night — in London were banks and offices where steamship tickets could be bought. The end was in sight.

“Cheese, bread, biscuits.” Mr. Sullivan’s eves fell on the coffeepot. “Coffee. We have a long journey.”

“Under arrest?” Martha found her voice quakily.

“Under arrest,” said Mr. Sullivan solemnly. “Contravention of Section twenty-nine.”

Martha vanished into the kitchen. She returned in a remarkably short space of time with a basket loaded with odd things.

“Have you a bottle — a large bottle?”

She nodded dumbly, returned from the kitchen with a bottle — a large bottle. Gravely Mr. Sullivan half-Riled it from the coffeepot; added milk. He took two large handfuls of sugar and solemnly put them into the pocket of his smoking jacket. His gravity was almost depressing.

“Arrested? Is anybody else…” Martha’s voice quavered.

Mr. Sullivan regarded her severely for the space of a second, then he took up the coat that was hanging over the chair.

“Yours?”

October nodded. She was on her feet now.

“Come,” he said, and took two cups from the table. He had the bottle in one hand, the basket in the other; an apple fell out: he stooped and picked it up.

“Screak!”

A back seam of the jacket parted under the strain, and a white slither of shirt showed.

October went obediently, meekly. Outside the gate stood a car, its engine running. “Chug, chug, CHUG!” Every third “chug” was more explosive than its fellows. She scrambled into a machine which was without dignity.

The car rattled wheezily through Ashleigh and came again to the well-remembered road. October sighed luxuriously.

“Robin, I think you’re wonderful!” she breathed.
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Some twenty miles away a distracted and wrathful young man was telephoning to the police.

“…a brown leather suitcase. R.T. on both sides… Eh? I told
 you — hours ago I told you. Listen, write it down, will you: a brown leather suitcase. It was strapped on the back of my car. It had an evening-dress suit, a safety-razor outfit, and — well, the usual things. And a suit of pyjamas.”

Robin grew conversational as the car jogged along.

“The pyjamas were rather superfluous — I chucked them into a field. I’m sorry now; you could have worn the pants as a scarf. And that razor… my heavens, it hurt
 !”

The car had been gathered from the parking place near the camp fire. It was the end machine — nobody had seen it go.

“But the shaving… cold water and no glass, and this face of mine!”

“Did you see me taken away?” she asked.

“From the Bob Scouts — yes. As a matter of fact, you passed me. What really happened?”

She told him about Red Beard, but this was no news to him. He had seen Red Beard.

“I guessed that you had gone in the wrong direction when I didn’t see you. I stopped to loot the suitcase. I’m wearing silk undies — I feel royal!”

She asked nothing. When they came to the side road where the case had been acquired he turned down. As they passed the house where the wronged owner of a good dress suit was expressing his views about the police and police methods, he waved a silent salute to the author of his comfort.

Red Beard had only half lied. At the crossing was a policeman. As they passed, he shouted.

“You haven’t seen—”

The rest of the sentence was inaudible.

“Good night!” roared Robin as they bumped across the track.

“I could have wished something less conspicuous than a dress suit,” he said, “but finders can’t choose. And I feel like the Prince of Wales. Besides, as we’re doing our walking by night the costume is appropriate. You weren’t frightened when I appeared?”

“I knew you — of course I knew you,” she scoffed.

“I thought you would — hullo!” He jerked his head round to look back.

“What was it?” she asked.

“A man lying beside the road — hiding, I think. You don’t know which way Red Whiskers went after he left the Wolf Cubs?”

She had not seen his going. Robin considered all the possibilities.

“He guessed I was making for the railway,” he said at last. “Perhaps he thought I had already gone on. I wonder what the Managing Director thinks about it all.” This was the title he had adopted for Loamer’s mother.

She could advance no postulation.

“Looks like a crossroad ahead,” he said. “Suppose we turn down, shut off the lights and eat. I had to abandon the grub and I’m starving.”

The crossroad was, it seemed, the main road, not a spot for lingering. A few miles along this highway, they found a likely lane and a suitable halting ground. There was a glow in the western sky — faint but distinguishable. He suspected the presence of a large town.

“Farnham can’t be very far away,” he said.

She was not very hungry but she ate to keep him in countenance.

“If we could hide the car you could sleep in it,” he said. “There is a skin blanket of some kind in the back. I’d give a thousand pounds for a line to the habits and customs of the local tribe! There must be any number of old barns that nobody ever looks into. You knew me, eh?”

He seemed pleased at this and reverted to her recognition again.

“Loamer may go to the police — he’s in rather a desperate position.”

She put down the cup from which she had been drinking.

“What is your crime?” she asked. “I know that you are a burglar and a car thief, but what have you done that is seriously
 wrong?”

He laughed as he got down and cranked up the car, but he offered no explanation.

They rattled on for a mile or so and reached a three-way crossroad. He took the centre way and they came presently to a gaunt-looking building, very square and ugly, that stood within a few yards of the road. The wire fence that indicated the boundary was sagging and in places missing. One of the finds he made when he searched the car was an electric torch, and with this in his hand he went exploring.

The foreground was littered with iron barrels, Rank grass grew through and about the debris. There, in the neglect and desolation, was unmistakable evidence of ruin. He saw that the window glass was broken; on the black door that was squarely in the middle of the building was a half-obliterated tramp sign written with chalk. He puzzled over this sign for a time: it might be a private signature revealing the identity of the writer, or a piece of general information. Was it “not safe”?

Picking his way carefully through the rubbish, he rounded a corner of the building and continued. At the far end he came upon a one-storied annexe built on to the main structure. He could imagine this had once been an office of the long-departed occupants. There was a small door and he tried this, never expecting that it would open. To his surprise, it yielded readily-too readily: somebody was pulling from the inside, and he stepped back quickly, pulling the gun from his pocket.

In the light of his lamp he saw a very old man. His rags were indescribably foul, his face had not known soap and water for weeks. White bearded and bald, he stood, one hand on the door, blinking at the light.

And then he spoke, not loudly but in an undertone, as though he were afraid of disturbing somebody’s sleep. But half of the words and phrases he used were Greek to the listener.

“I am afraid I can’t understand you,” he said.

The old man looked back into the room and stepped out, closing the door very gently.

“My mistake entirely.” The voice was that of an educated man. “I did not see you well. The light… disconcerting. Hum!” He peered forward shortsightedly.

“Hum! I see you have dressed for dinner. The fashion has changed considerably. A soft shirt, for example, was regarded as — er — déclassé. But fashions change.”

His grimy hand felt the texture of the coat.

“It is rather interesting… hum!” He shook his bald head. ‘Let me see… it was in “90 or a little later that I last… hum!” Robin was startled alike by the accent and the substance of the old man’s speech.

“It was before the trouble about the money,” said the old gentleman, reminiscent, “and long before the Apparition. That came to me in — er — Hampshire, or possibly it was London… in — I cannot tell you the date.”

He spoke pleasantly, in the way of an old man retailing his reminiscences. He had been a professor of anatomy, he remarked casually — before the trouble with the money and long before the Apparition and He.

“Who is He?” asked Robin.

The old man nodded towards the door.

“He thinks I am mad… because of the… Appearance. I have tried to explain that I have gifts not vouchsafed to every man. But I can sympathise with a sceptic. I should have laughed ten, twenty years ago… hum!”

Robin thought it was time to ask vital questions.

“A car? Let me think!” The old man smoothed his shiny pate. “There is a shed behind — nobody comes to the studio… as they call it. It was occupied by a moving picture — er — maker. I am glad you came.”

“Why?”

“I am glad you came,” repeated the old man. “The Apparition… I am not sure that I understood her. She is usually so explicit. But tonight… nebulous, indefinite. Naturally one would not like to fall into error. Was it not perhaps that my own sense of personal grievance… He gave me rather a bad beating. Look!”

He pointed to his mouth: it was swollen and cut.

“Is this somebody you are travelling with?”

The ancient nodded seriously.

“His name I do not know. Harry they call him.” He glanced nervously at the door. “I will show you the shed,” he said, and went ahead. “We have been together for eight years — longer perhaps. He — er — looked after me. I find him useful. But he is very cruel… hum!”

The “shed” was a lean-to, but if, as the old man said, this disused studio was a place that nobody visited, the shelter was on the side of the building where it was least likely to be observed.

“This is a favourite ‘sleep’ for the confraternity.” The visitor gathered what he meant. “But I am afraid we have the best place. But of course you would not wish to sleep here?”

Robin broke it to him that he would, and the old man did not seem surprised.

“Are you alone? No — there is a store in a corner of the grounds. I have not been there myself, but I understand that it is comfortable in dry weather.”

He would have shown the way, but Robin declined his assistance and they returned to the front of the one-storeyed building to find that He was waiting in the open for him. A giant of a man, almost a head taller than Robin.

“Hey! What’s this, Jesse? Leavin’ the door open, you little—”

His language was not delicate. Robin showed his lamp on to the ground. It gave enough light to see the stranger. Poorly but not uncomfortably dressed, well fed, burly… there all that could be said favourably of his appearance finished. A low receding forehead, a gross button of a nose and a huge chin, eyes as small, as dark, and as close-set as a monkey’s.

The old man addressed him as “O” and was pitifully anxious to propitiate him.

“Get in and make that bed again, you little swine!” He lifted his foot; the bald old man dodged the kick with remarkable agility.

In the light, “O” had seen the white expanse of dress shirt and was plainly troubled.

“I’m taking him to London — he’s not right in his head.”

“You’re his keeper?” asked the astonished Robin.

“Yes — that’s so. He’s got a fancy for walking. He’d attract a lot of attention if we went by train. And he’s scared of cars.”

“Has he any relations?” asked Robin.

“No — and not much money. We’d have got lodgings only the little devil won’t go near a village. We have to humour ‘em. Goodnight, mister.”

It was the moment to put “O” right. Robin explained.

“Sleeping here? You’re mad, too! Anyway, there’s no room.” The note of deference was gone from his voice. “What’s the idea?”

“I’m staying here, that’s all,” said Robin shortly and turned away.

He expected the man to follow, but he made no movement. Very briefly he explained to October what the position was.

“I don’t think we can get the car much farther,” he said. “The tank is nearly empty, but I may be able to scrounge a tin tomorrow.”

He drove the car over the ruts and furrows, surmounted mysterious heaps of refuse and backed it into the shelter. Then they went in search of the corner store. It was a small windowless building that had evidently been used as a sleeping place before. Door there was none; the floor was bare, not even a sack had been left. The onetime whitewashed walls were covered with pencilled inscriptions by former occupants. Some of them were translatable and others unprintable. There were also drawings, but he dropped his light quickly from these.

“You had better try the floor,” he said, and laid the cushions and rug he had brought from the car in one corner.

He heard her whisper, and looking up, saw the giant form of “O” silhouetted in the doorway. Robin walked out of the hut.

“Want anything?” he asked.

“Who’s the skirt?”

Robin’s light flashed full on the animal face of the man. He shaded his eyes and saw the gun in the other hand.

“Go back where you belong.”

“Hi! hi! what’s the matter with you…!”

“Get!”

The big man shambled off into the darkness; his curses came back with undesirable clearness.

“Who is he?”

“O,” said Robin laconically. “Or ‘nought’ — he’s nothing.”

One cushion sufficed him. He planted it in the doorway, pulled a rubber sheet round him and, with his back to the wall, dozed. It was a long time before October fell into a fitful sleep. She must have awakened a dozen times, but whenever she turned or stretched, she saw a movement at the door and knew that he was awake. Finally she sat up, pushed back her hair and yawned.

“Did it waken you?” asked the voice from the doorway.

“It? What was it? I heard nothing.”

“I’ve an idea that my poor lunatic friend is getting a beating — for two cents I’d go over.”

What he meant, as she knew, was that, but for the necessity of guarding her sleep, he would have gone.

She yawned, got up on her feet, pulling on her shoes, and joined him. His head was bent, listening. From somewhere in the grounds came the sound of weeping, a thin, weak crying like a child’s.

“Poor old Bald!” he said softly.

She asked him what he meant and he told her of the old man called “Jesse’. Even then she did not associate him with the nightmare vision she had seen at Four Beeches.

“I suspect he is a slave. Some of the old hands have these poor devils to fetch and carry for them. Baldy is one of such.”

He told her nothing of the money or the apparition or the great University where Baldy had lectured to students who were now great doctors driving in their pretentious limousines. The tale was harrowing enough, and he was not past being harrowed himself.

The weeping ceased. She brought her blanket, put it round her shoulders and sat with him. He had had “forty winks’, he said, and anyway he did not require much sleep, boasting, that he had once kept awake for three days and night.

“Where was this?” she asked, and he answered vaguely that it was in Europe, and did not think it worth while explaining that an intensive enemy bombardment of his trench had been a contributory cause to his wakefulness.

Just as the first pale light came into the east, they heard another cry. An “Owl” hoarse and startling. Nothing followed. Robin moved uneasily. He could see the angle of the building now — the after side of the office. Then he rose.

“I really must go over, I am afraid,” he said. “Do you mind? You will be quite safe here.”

“Shall I come with you?”

“Yes… perhaps it would be better.”

The morning was chilly; he helped her into the beloved coat and they stepped out side by side.

They rounded the corner and stopped before the door, listening. No sound came from inside the “office.” He motioned her back and pushed the door gently. As it opened a little he listened again. Sharp as his ears were, he could detect no sound of breathing. The atmosphere was thick. He made a grimace and moved the door wide open.

Still no sound. He could have switched on the light, but he did not wish to disturb them — they must sleep soundly if fresh air did not rouse their shivering protests. The room was inkily dark. He took one cautious step, and then his foot slipped on something and he lost his balance. Down he came sprawling.
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It was soft and wet. His hands were covered with a warm, sticky fluid. Up to his feet he came in a second and flashed down the lamp on the face of the man called “O”. He looked, petrified with horror, then his lamp searched for Jesse who was once a professor of anatomy and saw Apparitions. The old man was not there.

Robin stooped and wiped his hand on the man’s coat, then he backed out. October was waiting, a dim figure in the grey dimness.

“Was he…?”

Then she saw the white shirt-front.

“Blood!” she whispered. “Is the old man hurt?”

He shook his head.

“The other — ?”

“Dead — sorry.”

He sent the light round its limited range. There was no sign of the old man who spoke such good English. Perhaps he was already with the Apparition that came to him some nights and leered and pointed him his duty.

They went back to the little store and gathered rug and cushions.

“We must get away from here — quick,” he said, carrying the equipment to the car. “The poor old beggar! Professor of anatomy! I should say so!”

When he cranked up the car, the noise of it sounded deafening. Nobody could live on the earth and not hear it.

“I don’t know how far we can run on a quart of juice,” he said, “but we’ll go as far as we can.”

They came out on to the road and turned in the direction they had been heading when the car had stopped before the studio. The light was still faint — hardly distinguishable from night. Patches of white mist lay in the hollows, and when they descended a sharp dip they ran into a fog that continued a surprising time.

Now they were climbing a road that was cut in the side of a bare hill. The engines began to make spluttering noises, the machine went on in jerks. Near to the top, it went dead. He pulled the brake, and, getting down, walked to the crest. From here the road ran gently downhill.

He came back and told her, and together, with great labour, they pushed the machine to the far side of the ridge. Here they sat down and regained their breath.

“Can’t you take off your shirt?” she asked anxiously. “It is — dreadful! And your hands…”

She looked round for water but there was no spring here.

“Couldn’t I buy you some clothes?” she asked suddenly.

He put his hand in his pocket and when he withdrew it she saw two shillings on his palm.

“Buy me anything up to two shillings,” he said. She had no money. Her wristwatch might have a selling value, but it could not be a high one.

“Great Moses!”

She followed the direction of his startled eyes. He was looking backwards: the hill commanded a view of the road along which they had come… big white billows of smoke were rising from the studio… she saw the red and yellow flames lick up and vanish.

“On fire — he did it… the old hero!”

She knew that he was talking of Baldy. Then his face fell.

“That is going to call together all the police in miles,” he said, “and they will find ‘O’ — both parts of him.”

Without another word he stripped off his coat and shirt. Underneath was the silk which made him feel royal. He made a bundle of waistcoat and shirt, looked longingly at the petrol tank and finally stuffed them under one of the back cushions.

“Let us glide,” he said.

The car went smoothly downhill. He might have got a movement for his engine, but he was reserving this for a final run on the level.

“You must be dreadfully cold — have the rug around your shoulders,” said October, but though he was shivering he refused the offer.

There was a little township ahead of them. The inevitable farm lorry appeared in the road. Robin made a signal and the driver, a sleepy and disgruntled youth, stopped.

“Yes, I’ve got petrol, but—”

Robin bargained and lied. He had a manner with him that combined hauteur and good humour. He sought for the young man’s weak spot and found it.

“This young lady is my daughter — she’s rushing to meet the 6.15. Queer thing is that I came along without money — look!”

Two shillings displayed up a broad palm look very few shillings.

“That’s not enough for a tin,” said the young man, one eye on October. “I’d get the sack. Still—”

He had a can that was near full. The exchange was effected.

“Where you from? Not Ashleigh? They caught that tramp last night an’ run him in. Over Mr. Murphy’s estate… you
 know. He poisoned a feller an’ got his wife away — she’s dead, too.”

“Glory be!” said Robin. “I must tell her — I must tell my daughter.”

A few miles further along a motor fire-engine came rocking past, smothered with dust.

“We are getting near to civilisation,” said Robin. “This is where we go very slow.”

He had hardly spoken before he heard the hideous shriek of a motor horn behind. He thought it was the fire float and took no notice. Again the angry yelp. Looking back, he saw a car and, drawing into the side waved it on.

“It’s very early for traffic—” he began, and then the car drew abreast and passed. The man at the wheel was big-featured and unshaven. From the heap of furs by his side protruded the dead white face of a lady with a large Roman nose. For a second their eyes met… she spoke to the man at her side and he half turned his head, straightened it again and swerved before the little machine.

“What a nerve!” said Robin.

It was all over in two seconds, the exchange of glances, the passing. The machine ahead accelerated, became a dim form showing between rolling clouds of dust, and was gone.

“Mrs. Loamer!” said October.

“And Georgie,” he said.

At the next cross road he stopped and examined the wheel tracks. The diamond-pattern tyres had gone due north; he took the westerly road and was sorry. So many were the houses hereabouts that he guessed he was approaching the suburbs of a large town. There were cars and people on the road — people who were interested in a man dressed simply in a chess coat and silk vest. And the spirit was running low. A garage was opening, and he stopped the car before its doors. But the man who was opening up was an assistant and had no authority to lend petrol.

“Would you like to buy this handsome car?” blandly.

The garage hand regarded this suggestion as a humourless joke. Then he said something.

“Cut yourself, ain’t you?”

He was looking curiously at Robin’s hand.

“Could you drive a car like that and not cut yourself?” he demanded.

October came to the rescue.

“My uncle — has left home without money and we have to get on to Aldershot. Would you lend us some spirit if I left my watch with you — er — would you buy it?”

The garage man took the watch and smiled cleverly. He was not, said the smile, the kind of man who would succumb to the lure of fake jewellery. With disparagement written large upon his homely face bearing relics of yesterday’s toil, he weighed the little gold timepiece in his hand.

“Worth about ten shillings,” he said. “You can buy ’em cheaper, but ten shillings’d be fair.”

The watch had cost thirty pounds, a year before.

“Make it a pound,” said October courageously.

The young man half shook his head. He had a girl for whose birthday he had designed an expensive present — and an expensive present is one that is just a little more than you can afford. And it was a nice watch. It had been worn and yet remained gold.

“Ten shillings is all that I could give you for that watch.”

A brilliant idea came to October.

“You shall have that little watch for five shillings and a suit of clothes,” she said, with solemn earnestness.

He was staggered, but the bargaining faculties of the man were stirred. He had a suit… a very old suit…

“Wait,” he said.

Near to the garage was the tiniest wooden house she had ever seen. It looked to be rather a large tool chest, yet into this he disappeared. When he came out, garments were hanging over his arm. October took them one by one and examined them critically.

“They’re not Savile Row, are they?” she asked, and he, who had taken a correspondence course in the French language, thought she had introduced a foreign idiom and answered “Oui
 .”

With five shillings’ worth of petrol in the tank, and the suit neatly folded on the back seat, the car sped on its way.

“He’s very slight, not to say skinny,” said Robin ominously. “I’m going to bulge
 .”

They were now in a more sparsely peopled country; farms were fewer, there were dumps of trees and fast-running little streams. They followed the course of one of these until they came to a wooded glen.

He had abandoned food and covering, but had held fast to soap and towel — she had discovered this the night before, when the sugar with which he sweetened her coffee had imparted a faintly soapy flavour to an otherwise perfect refreshment.

“You go first,” he said, and produced the towel with a flourish.

Climbing down the steep bank to the stream, she made a hurried toilet and returned him apologetically a very damp towel. He had, he gravely informed her, a shirt. He used this to dry himself, washed the shirt in the stream and applied to his cheeks the safety razor. It was a groaning performance.

There came back to her a smart, youngish man with a moustache the ends of which had been soaped and twisted into spiky points. The vividly brown suit showed signs of wear and tear, but in many ways it fitted him better than the dress clothes he had abandoned. The crumpled dress collar had been straightened out, the black dress tie gave him an air of respectability.

“You look,” October summed up, “rather like an unemployed undertaker.”

The shirt was spread on the engine to dry whilst they made a hasty meal and held a council of war. O’s death had complicated matters, he said. The certain circulation of particulars and number of the stolen car, the appearance of Mr. Sullivan at Four Beech Farm in a borrowed dress suit, and the swift recognition of Mrs. Loamer were all bad enough. What would follow the discovery at the studio would be worse.

“But, my dear man, they can’t say that you killed this wretched bully!” she protested.

They could and they might, he argued. He had been seen coming from the direction of the fire; the garage man had noted the blood on his hands.

“My only hope is the Managing Director — she’s clever,” he said, and she was speechless with astonishment.

“But… I thought she would have you arrested if she could. I understood that… doesn’t she hate you?”

He nodded, but did not reply, for his mouth was occupied with the half of a large apple.

“She loathes me,” he said. “But the last thing she wishes is my arrest. She would strip her rings from her fingers, her diamonds from her ears, her king’s-ransom pearls from her neck to prevent my arrest! That is her big worry. She will never forgive me for coming into the public eye. If you could get inside her soul you would find it like a tossing sea of despair. Poor old creature!”

October settled back in the corner of the car and moaned.

“I don’t understand! What is the mystery? First you make me think that this wretched woman hates you, then you tell me she would sell her jewels — as I have done — to save you. Then you call her ‘poor old creature’ as though she were your dearest friend!”

“I’m naturally mysterious,” he said modestly, but became serious immediately. “The point is this: we’re marked, and the car marks us. I don’t know whether its lawful owner has already interviewed the police — it is rather early. But that risk can only be delayed a short while. Every garage will be notified, and our friend whose wardrobe I am representing is certain to betray us. The only hope in that direction is that he doesn’t disclose the fact that he swooped clothes for your watch. Probably he won’t. He will think that the watch has been stolen, and that if he tells the truth he will lose watch, shillings and suit. He will say that we filled up and went on.”

“What shall we do with the car?” she asked, impressed by his logic.

“Leave it — not here but near some town. You will have to leave your coat, too, I am afraid. That is positively trampish.” He recovered his shirt. It was dry — in places. There were even yellow scorch marks. October made a suggestion. A thin branch of alder was broken off, and to its end the shirt was tied by its sleeves. There was hardly enough wind to stir the linen, but when the car started and the breeze caught the fluttering thing, it billowed out like an obese and shapeless sausage.

“An emblem of surrender and slightly conspicuous,” said Robin, glancing up, “but ingenious.”

Fortunately the road was deserted, and the only man who saw this strange banner found a perfectly natural explanation for its presence. They had to strike their banner once for a farmer’s cart, but by the time they came to the really dense traffic the shirt was dry. And they came up to the “dense traffic” unexpectedly at the first cross road — two wagonettes, several cars, a little farm cart, crowded with young men and maidens in festal garb, they were all in sight when the machine, panting huskily, struggled over the top of a long steep hill.

“They are going to a fair,” said the girl, suddenly remembering.

Apparently the fair was an affair of some importance. Robin made up his mind quickly. Not to be going to the fair, would be, in the eyes of numerous travellers, both odd and noticeable. The best was to avoid attention was to drift with the stream. He turned with the tide, planted himself between a dilapidated joy wagon and a slow-moving and heavily loaded car, and kept his position.

The gaiety of the fair came out to meet them — stuff-roofed stalls where young men were eating quickly but solemnly; a little group, heads bent in a motionless scrum about a top-hatted man who was performing some miracle in the centre: another and larger group gathered round a small rostrum on which a bareheaded gentleman wearing a violent waistcoat and frock coat held a large pink-filled bottle in one hand and gesticulated with the other.

“We’ll back in here,” said Robin.

They had reached the centre of the town; motor vehicles in every stage of beauty or decrepitude were parked at an angle to the pavement.

“Every town in the United Kingdom should have its name painted up in letters a mile high,” said Robin as he got down. “We’ll lease this bad baby here — I don’t know a better place than a car park. Now where can I leave you?”

“Leave me?” she repeated in dismay.

He nodded.

“I want clothes for us both, a new car and information,” he said, “and I shall get all these best if I work alone. By the way, I suppose you have never picked a pocket? That’s a pity. I’m rather clumsy with my hands. We’ll have to try another way.”

He left her outside a chemist’s store with strict injunctions that she was not to move until he returned, and was soon lost to sight in the crowd. She stood for a long time watching the people. Immediately opposite where she stood was a big square stone building with a red shingled roof. Across its front in letters gilt and Gothic were the words “Red Lion.” It was presumably the principal hotel, for on the narrow step before the building, and protected from the sun by a semicircular veranda that had the appearance of a large eyeshade, was a line of chairs, occupied by shirtsleeved men.

As she was looking, a long-bodied touring car drew up before the doors. It was covered with dust so that it was difficult to distinguish its colour, but the shape was familiar. It was the car that had passed them on the descent from the hill! More, it was the identical machine that she and Robin had left in the quarry forest. The woman with the Roman nose was not one of its three passengers, and Mr. Loamer sat at the wheel.

First to descend was the passenger who had lolled at his ease behind. He opened his coat, shook off the dust and, standing up, removed his big goggles.

Red Beard!

Where was Robin? Her heart was beating furiously, and it was not from fear for herself. She withdrew her attention for a second and looked round for the echoing Lenny. He was nowhere in sight. When her eyes came back to Red Beard, he was apparently interested elsewhere. He had not followed the others into the hotel but strolled on, ignoring her. She wanted to follow, but Robin had told her to stay. And stay she must.

The crowd was increasing. Every minute brought a new contingent from the neighbouring towns and… was she mistaken?… more police. She saw a party of a dozen ride slowly down the street: they must have come some distance, for their horses were caked with dust, their flanks wet and heaving. And then a wagon drew up by the sidewalk and a dozen youngish men tumbled out. Police?

Surely more than was necessary to keep in order a few thousand law-abiding holiday makers, or to deal with the half-a-dozen manipulators of peas and walnut shells who lurked in secluded side streets to baffle and bleed the unwary.

She felt herself go white and red again. Robin’s presence here was known, but that was not all. Something dreadful had happened.

She became conscious of a small and supernaturally clean boy with a collar that obviously irked him, who had appeared on the pavement. He stood, very ill at ease and uncertain, looking first at October, then at the store. In his hand he twisted and twirled a folded slip of paper. He edged nearer to her.

“Do you want me?” she asked in a low voice.

“You Mrs. Loamer or somethin’?”

She almost snatched the note from his hand.



Get to school far end of road. Walk on into country. Will endeavour pick you up. Police looking for me.

There was no signature. The note was written on a telegraph form.

She crumpled the paper in her hand and nodded to the boy. Evidently he expected no reward, for he did not linger.

She did not wait until the broad portals of Astor House had engulfed him before she joined that section of the leisurely throng that was moving in the direction of the school. To make absolutely sure that she had made no mistake she asked a woman loiterer.

Police… everywhere!

Men obviously strangers to the town, who exchanged knowing glances with the uniformed men as they strolled passed them.

The school house was a building of glaring red brick, shingle-roofed, not to be missed. It was aloof from the town proper, nearer to a huddle of one-storeyed houses of microscopic dimensions that formed a suburb to the town and yet had an entity and a name of its own.

The road before the school was comparatively deserted except for the pedestrians and vehicles making for the town she had left. There was no sign of Robin.

“Walk on into country,” the note said, and she continued on her way. Soon the town of the fair (she never discovered its name) was behind her. On either side were fields dotted with sheaves of corn; farm buildings were numerous; ahead was the blue curve of hills. She stopped and sat down, staring back along the road. Except for the cars that had passed her there was nothing in sight.

A wagon of some kind was coming towards her, progressing with painful slowness. A diminutive man was driving — she thought at first he was a boy. The noise of the worn-out and patched-up engine was thunderous, even at a distance. As it came nearer it sounded like an artillery bombardment.


‘Phut! Crash! Boom! Bang!’
 and through the major notes the counter melody of metallic tittering.

The driver was a middle-aged man with a wisp of iron-grey beard, and large rimless glasses on his nose. His face wore a look of fierce determination and labour, as though it were only the operations of his indomitable soul that kept the horrible machine in motion. It moved at a good walking pace; when it came near, the noise was deafening. The driver threw her one appealing glance as he came up to her. The wagon had a tilt; flapping curtains hid its interior.

“October!”

She spun round with a cry. The curtains at the back were parted. She saw a face and an extended hand and flew. The hand caught hers; she gripped the edge of the tailboard with her other hand and was drawn upward.

“Watch your step,” warned Robin. “We have guests!”

And then in the half-darkness she saw the man with the red beard and his broad-faced companion. They were lying on the broken floor of the trolley, their hands strapped to one another’s, back to back.

“You can sit on ’em if you like,” shouted Robin obligingly.

It was necessary to shout, for inside the wagon the sound of bombardment was intensified.
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When Robin left his strange companion he went in search of a telegraph office. He had one shilling in his pocket, and that shilling had been stolen from the stall of a vendor of peppermint rock, and he was determined to take a short cut out of all his troubles. But the telegraph office was not easy to find without making enquiries. One good result came of his wanderings — he became acquainted with local topography. On a board attached to a shop was a sheet advertising the desirable character of building lots outside the town. To illustrate their proximity a conscienceless draughtsman had drawn a plan, and on one of the broad treeshaded avenues (as they were in the drawing) was the inscription “To Farnham.”

And Farnham or thereabouts was his immediate destination.

The town boasted, in addition to a cinema, a theatre. He became aware of this, oddly enough, before he had seen the lurid posters which advertised that sterling attraction “A Mother’s Sin,” which was immodestly described as “The Most Stupendous Drama of Love and Hate and Woman’s Sacrifice ever presented on the English Stage.”

It was an argument between the pugnacious driver of a lorry that had evidently transported the properties and scenery of this soul-stirring play, and one who, to judge by his commanding manner and all-round insolence, was not only the manager but the leading man of the troupe, that first attracted Robin’s attention.

He was not near enough, nor did he penetrate the fast-gathering crowd, to learn the cause of the dispute, but guessed that money entered into the question.

It was as he strolled off that he became dimly aware that there were more police in the town than seemed necessary. Two men, walking together in front of him, were obviously detectives. One took off his hat and showed a sandy head, bald at the back. They were talking; he got nearer to them.

“…not in ten years. Last case was when Mickey got Norey the Lawyer. Cut his throat same as this feller’s was cut.”

That was all, and more than Robin wanted to hear. The body had been found, and though his own name had not been mentioned, he knew that he was the explanation for this incursion of police officers. They were looking for him, and either knew that he was in the town or guessed that this was the most likely place to find him.

Soon after this he found the telegraph office, took a form to the wall desk and considered. To send such a wire at all was repugnant to him. He was quitting. Whichever way he examined his motives, he was a quitter. But there was October to be considered…

He dropped point of pencil to the paper; checked his hand again. What good would be the wire if they arrested him for the murder of ‘O’? He got a little hot under the collar as he thought of all the possible consequences of such an arrest.

He made up his mind quickly, scribbled a note to the girl and looked round for a messenger. A boy had brought in a wire for despatch and was paying the clerk. Robin caught his eye and signalled him: the small boy came suspiciously.

“Here’s a shilling for you, son: take this note to a young lady you’ll find waiting outside the druggist’s.”

When the messenger had gone, Robin walked without haste to the door and stepped aside to allow a newcomer to enter. “Morning!”

Red Beard was more shocked than he; his voice trembled so slightly that an ordinary hearer would not have detected the quaver of it. Behind him was Lenny, a set grin on his face, his brown eyes saying as plainly as words, “Too near — and too many police around.”

“Come right in, Reddy’ — Robin’s voice was cool, desperately polite—’Tickled to death to see you.”

He had started at an advantage; his left hand was in his jacket. By a scarcely imperceptible flicker of eye had Red Beard observed this potent fact.

“Got kind of spruce, ain’t you? Never seen you with a moostache before. You’re a dude, ‘bo, ain’t he, Lenny?”

“Thasso,” grunted Lenny.

“I’ll be going along,” said Robin.

Red Beard stepped aside promptly. As he came on to the street Robin turned at an angle to face them.

“Listen’ — Red Beard seemed to have forgotten that he wanted to go into the office at all—’I’d like to talk to you. Suppose you come a walk?”

“Suppose!” replied Robin sardonically. “Where’s the cemetery anyway?”

“Aw! Cemetery!” Red Beard looked pained. “What’s all this cemetery stuff? Me and Lenny will walk in front. That’s fair, ain’t it, Lenny?”

Lenny agreed in the usual manner.

Curiosity was one of Robin Leslie’s weaknesses.

“Walk,” he said, and kept close behind them as they marched together side by side in their soldierlike way. They turned at the corner of the block, he close behind them, knowing the dangerous nature of corners. At the end of the thoroughfare was a fair sprinkling of people, a booth or two. A man, patently Eastern of origin, was selling hot edibles briskly. Farther down the street a procession was forming, and here was a bigger and younger crowd. There was a circus in town: gilded wagons, beautiful but under-attired ladies hobnobbed with gorgeous Cossacks; clowns smoking cigarettes, a dispirited lion blinking sleepily through the shutter that covered his cage; two camels (Robin observed that one was mangy), and a top-hatted huntsman with a mixed pack of performing hounds that were merely dogs; a band wagon of scarlet and gold and, a long way behind the tail of this aggregation of talent and beauty, a very ancient trolley with a bedraggled tilt.

“Let’s talk.”

Red Beard and his companion stopped and came about with military exactness.

“I seen your young lady in the village,” said Red Beard. “That’s one nice girl. A perfect lady — ain’t she, Lenny?”

“Thasso,” said Lenny.

“Me and Lenny’s been talking about you. Lenny reckons that you’re mad at us for shootin’ you up at Boo-loyne. But we was all wrong. Mistook you for a tramp who put dirt on me an’ Lenny down in Paris last fall. Ain’t that so, Lenny?”

“Thasso,” said Lenny.

“We got you wrong, ‘bo, and that’s a fact. Now me an’ Lenny don’t want any fuss — we got our own graft an’ we don’t want anybody to go sour on us because we mistook you for a guy that doubled us in Paris.”

“And when,” asked Robin blandly, “did you make this ‘discovery’? Did it coincide—”

“How’s that?” asked Red Beard.

“Did it happen when you found that I’d borrowed a gun and was good enough shot to take your hat off?”

“That’s nothin’ to do with it,” Red Beard hastened to assure him. “You didn’t need to shoot off my derby — I’d take it off to you as a shooter. Yes, sir.”

“Then what do you want to talk about?”

Red Beard did not look at his friend. He stared straight ahead.

“You’re in bad. Seen the coppers in town? I’ll bet you have! I’ll bet there’s nothin’ you don’t see! Sharp! That’s what I says to Lenny: ‘I’ll bet he don’t miss any!’”

“Yes, I’ve seen the police: I thought they were after you.”

Red Beard was amused. He laughed loud and long.

“Tha’s the best one I heard since I left New York! Say, Lenny, did you hear this big stiff? Ain’t he the big joke? Listen — I’m tellin’ you. You got to get out of town — quick! There’s three fly cops on every way out — and mounted fellers. You can’t get out one-handed and that’s a fact. But me an’ Lenny won’t leave you. We got a feelin’ we’d like to pull you out with us. Only we can’t take your young lady. That’s a fact.”

“How are you going to get me out?”

Red Beard looked round, and it occurred to the fugitive that until that moment his would-be rescuer had not considered a method. The ramshackle trolley was drawn up by the roadside; its little driver sat with his back to a high poster-covered fence, eating.

“Just wait,” said Red Beard, and walked slowly over to the luncher.

“Mornin’, boss — come far?”

The little man eyed him unfavourably over his glasses.

“Farnham,” he said briefly, and took another bite at the thick wad of brown dough that occupied his attention.

“Me and my friends reckon we’d like to go back to Farnham. Startin’ soon?”

“Yes’ — with a glance at “my friends’. And then, with a shake of head: “My old lorry don’t go fast enough. You’d get there sooner by train.”

Red Beard whistled softly.

“Pretty well known around here?”

“I’d say,” said the lorry owner complacently. “You wouldn’t find nobody here that didn’t know me. My name’s Walkley.”

“Police know you?”

“Hey?” Suspicion in the man’s face and tone. He had money in his pocket and this man was a foreigner. “Yes. I don’t suppose there’s a constable in this country that don’t know me.”

He wrapped the remainder of his lunch in brown paper.

“I’ll be getting along,” he said.

Red Beard signed to the others to come; they were crossing the road. Mr. Walkley’s heart sank into his little boots.

“We figured we’d like to take a ride with you,” said Red Beard, and, as the old man went to the starting handle, signalled the two into the back of the machine.

The engine raved round; Mr. Walkley leapt to his seat with great agility when he saw that his questioner had disappeared. The lorry’ shocked forward… behind the driver the curtain was pulled aside.

“Drive straight through town and speak to nobody. I’ll be watching you, you old hound, an’ I’ll blow your spine outer you if you squeal!”

The muzzle of a gun rested on the back of the driver’s seat. Mr. Walkley reeled. As the lorry came to the thronged avenue:

“You guys better lay flat,” said Red Beard, “case any of these hicks peek in,” and set an example, lying athwart the floor, holding back the front curtain with one hand his gun levelled in the other.

Robin and Lenny were stretched side by side and facing. Half the width of the trolley was between them.

They were clear of the town, beyond the shacks that were qualifying for entrance to the gazetteer… fields on either side… no sign of October.

“Put that gun down!”

Red Beard turned his head. Robin was resting on his elbow, and his left hand held a black-barrelled automatic. Red Beard looked at Lenny and the impassive face of the echo told him nothing. He laid down the revolver very carefully, and Robin kicked it towards himself. And then, every muscle in play, he flung himself back against the side of the wagon. Lenny struck, but struck short. Swifter than eye could follow, his hand had moved… the knife buried itself in the wooden floor and the point protruded beneath.

“Come here, Reddy, and step lively! Stay down — you!”

He was on his feet. Red Beard lurched forward, his hands above his head.

“Lie down — back to back.”

There were little straps in the lorry’: the pinioning was easy.

“Clever, ain’t you… we got you out of town and this is what you do! Say, we’ll get you for this!”

“Don’t talk,” said Robin ominously.

He took a look at the driver. The little man was as if in a trance.

“Go right on: don’t stop till you get to Farnham.”

Now he saw the slim figure by the wayside and, going to the back curtain, called…
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As they cleared the first crossroad Robin pointed to the exit, helped her drop to the road. The lorry thundered on.

“Which way now?”

She sounded breathless, and he looked at her keenly.

“London now,” he said.

The railway had run parallel with the road for the last few miles, and they crossed it without meeting anything more human than a dog. At a wayside pond he stopped to toss into the still water a number of deadly weapons that he had acquired in the course of the trip. Two knives, a revolver and a small automatic went to their permanent rest.

“I’m rather sorry for Lenny,” he said. “Effective knife-throwing is largely a matter of balance — it may take him years to get used to a new armoury.”

She shivered, and again he shot an anxious glance at her.

“You’re not feeling — sick?” And, when she shook her head: “You’ll never deceive me about that, will you?”

“No — I’m not sick. Not really
 sick. I’m just — I’m frightened to confess it — but my nerves are — well, you can guess.”

“You have seen the newspapers?” he asked quickly.

“No; — why? Is it about the tramp? Did they find the — the body?”

He nodded.

“I haven’t seen them, but I gathered from such talk as I overheard that O’s body was found and that the old man had not been heard of. Of course they blame me — the garage man spilt the beans. I am aching to see the newspapers.”

He saw them much sooner than he expected.

They reached the inevitable London Road and turned eastward.

“They will shout like blazes as soon as I am out of earshot, and the funny little man will stop his machine and untie them — unless he has the sense to drive them to the nearest police station.”

He laughed at the memory of a good joke.

“What is it?” She was inclined to be irritable.

For answer he put his hand in his pocket and drew out a respectable handful of Treasury notes.

“Nearly a hundred pounds — I took every penny they had,” he said simply.

October was past surprise.

“I don’t understand — anything,” she said. “Why did you — rob them? Surely they were trying to help you? If it had not been for them you would still have been in town — captured probably.”

He was tickled at this.

“The Managing Director wouldn’t allow that! I told you she wouldn’t. And of course she was there — I saw the car as I was talking to Reddy at the telegraph office. No, she would hate to see me pinched — hullo!”

She had left his side and, walking to a grassy bank at the side of the road, sat down. Her face had gone suddenly very white, her hands were trembling.

“I don’t think I can walk any more,” she said unsteadily.

In a state of panic Robin made a search of the road. It was a straight, broad avenue, and he thought he saw the white gable of a house through the trees.

“You won’t faint if I leave you?” She shook her head. “Sure?”

“Don’t be silly — I shan’t faint. Hunger doesn’t kill the first day!”

Hunger! She had eaten nothing since seven that morning. He searched his pockets frantically.

“What a callous brute I’ve been!” he exclaimed. “I’ve nothing — not even a crust.”

Without another word he sprinted down the road. As he came nearer to the gable he saw it was a house of some size. An old-fashioned place, white and chaste, its walls hidden for half their height by some creeping flower of brilliant purple. As he pushed open the gate he was staggered to see, on a neatly-painted board nailed to a big sycamore, “Rooms to Let.”

He rang the bell, and after a wait of a minute the door was opened by a melancholy-featured maid in black. He supposed her the maid from the white apron and cap she wore. He thought she was between forty and fifty. She had been weeping; her eyes were very red and swollen, her nose had been streaked with powder hurriedly, in a pathetic endeavour to hide the evidence of her distress.

“May I see your mistress, please?”

Her eyes winked rapidly.

“Can I have a room — two rooms? My — er, my wife has been taken ill on the road.”

She shook her head halfheartedly, measured his inches with a glance.

“Would you be staying long?” she asked.

“I don’t know; everything depends.”

He could almost watch the process of vacillation.

“Come in, please.”

She closed the door behind him. He was in a large vestibule from which a staircase wound up to a gallery that ran all four sides of the hall. Facing him on the wall was a large steel engraving of Queen Victoria. The floor was paved in squares of black and white tiling; there was a bloated rosewood cabinet against one wall, and an old grandfather’s clock ticked solemnly in one corner. She opened a door and showed him into a parlour that was a type of all that mid-Victorian parlours should be. Everything was specklessly clean, but terribly worn and shabby. The original design of the carpet had long since disappeared: it was a reddish-blue smudge.

She took off her apron and cap and laid them on the horsehair couch.

“I am the lady of the house,” she said simply. “I have only one maid. I — I sometimes open the door to strangers. You wanted rooms?”

“Two,” he said, but she shook her head.

“I have one — a large double room. You see, Mr…?”

“Robin.”

“ — Mr. Robin, I have no boarders any longer. I am rather far from London and not exactly in the best part of Hampshire, and in the past few years new boardinghouses have been opened. Sometimes in the spring and autumn I have a family from Southampton.”

She wanted to tell him something, but he, growing impatient as he thought of October, was in no mood for her confidences.

“May I bring her, then?” he asked.

She hesitated again.

“Yes, please. I am sure that I am doing right. God has performed great miracles for me — I must trust you.”

With this cryptic utterance in his ears but hardly in his mind, he raced back to where he had left October, and a load rolled off his heart when he saw her walking slowly towards him.

“You angel! I thought you would at least need carrying!”

She smiled at this, and October seldom smiled.

“What have you unearthed?” she asked. “Robin, I could eat grass.”

He told her of his new landlady.

“Poor soul — how brave!” said October in a hushed voice. “And I lose early Victorian furniture, especially tables with chicken salad and apple pies and melons… ugh! I mustn’t think of it!”

She was waiting at the door and informed them quaintly that she was usually called “Miss Ellen.”

“There is only one thing I would ask of you,” she said, after she had ceremoniously introduced the drawingroom to October, “and that is to make as little noise as possible. I — I have an invalid in the house. My — my dear father.”

She searched rapidly for her handkerchief. Here, then, was the source of tears.

“Perhaps you would like dinner? It is rather late — we dine at midday, but if you wish — ?”

October wished, most fervently. Miss Ellen glided from the room and closed the door softly upon them.

“In many ways,” said Robin, glooming down on the girl, “this isn’t Real! It is one of the Things that Cannot Be. Thank God for money!”

He rustled the notes in his pocket luxuriously and then:

“In a moment of temporary insanity, I said — er — I wanted a room for — don’t faint! — my wife and myself. There is only one room,” he said, with elaborate indifference. “I mean bedroom. I will break it to our dear lady that I have an eccentric desire to sleep on the Chesterfield — maybe there is a davenport somewhere. To a man who has spent a very considerable time sleeping on hard ground and regarding coal sheds and French hayricks as sybaritic, a sofa, or even a reasonably soft carpet, will be heaven.”

She said nothing in reply; for some reason or other the moment was embarrassing.

“I suppose — I am
 married?” she asked.

He was astonished.

“If you don’t know, who does?”

She looked hard at the window.

“I will tell you about it some time or other — I have my doubts. At any rate, I was married in circumstances that make it pretty certain it can be dissolved. Even if Mr. Loamer does not take steps.”

He staggered at this.

“Mr. Loamer — you’re not really married to… good heavens!”

“Why — I thought you knew?”

He shook his head.

“I knew that you were married to somebody — if I hadn’t been a little mad I would have sent you back to your husband. This is the first chance I have had of talking to you — tell me all about it.”

“Confidence for confidence,” she challenged. “Why are you a tramp?”

He scratched his chin at this and looked past her.

“Because I am a fool, I think — in fact, I know. October, do you ever bet?”

She shook her head.

“Then don’t! I have been betting all my life, not only on horses and markets — they’re fairly innocuous, but on whether I could stand on my hands for ten minutes without dying of apoplexy, and fool things like that. I once walked across America, from New York to Sacramento. I won ten thousand dollars and lost the best part of half a million. But a fresh sophomore — that’s a second-year man at Harvard — bet me I couldn’t do it, and I went after his money. Hiking isn’t any effort to me; it is my chief pleasure in life.”

She nodded.

“You’re walking for a bet?”

“In general,” he answered cautiously. “In particular, I am walking for my life.”

She told him the story of her own experience, and he listened incredulously.

“It doesn’t sound real. Loamer, eh?” He whistled. “Of course you’re not married! I’ll bet the Managing Director thought this out!”

“The Managing Director? Oh, you mean his mother? You have met her?”

He nodded.

“A great old lady.” He chuckled at the recollection. “She’s crazy about romantic propositions. I dined with them one night, the night before I left civilisation, and she tried so hard to get me interested in a scheme for extracting electricity from thunderclouds — it’s a fact. A million pounds’ capital was the modest sum required, and she was so plausible I nearly fell for it! She’s the Managing Director all right. I honestly believe that Loamer hasn’t a word to say in any of the dinky little transactions that have brought him into the gutter.”

She was grave at this.

“He is ruined, then?”

He nodded.

“Doubly ruined, if I succeed in walking into his office and claiming my stake. Trebly ruined — if I don’t.”

And then the full understanding of the danger swept over her and left her white and shaking.

“I see now,” she breathed. “He trapped you into making this wager. You became a tramp from the moment it was made — an unknown man, without an identity. And if you were found dead one morning, nobody would imagine that you were — oh, how horrible!”

“Ingenious,” he murmured.

And then, to his amazement, she turned on him in a fury.

“Why don’t you take the first train back to town? Why do you persist in this stupid adventure? Telephone now for the police!”

She was halfway to the hall when he caught her by the arm and drew her back gently.

“I want to get out of this without explanations,” he said quietly. “Naturally. I am not anxious to stand before the world revealed as a first-class fool. If I send for the police now, there is a murder to be explained, and publicity which I am anxious to avoid. I’ve got to get back to London, October, in a quiet and normal way, recover my identity, settle with Mr Loamer on the best terms I can — I don’t even think I shall kick him — and when that is done we will turn our attention to your sad case. If you are married, we’ll find a way of annulling the marriage — but I don’t for one moment imagine you are.”

She raised her face with a jerk.

“Would you be… terribly relieved if my marriage were dissolved? That is, if it needs dissolving.”

He looked at her queerly.

“I guess you’ll
 be relieved, you poor little hobo-ess!”

“You’re evading!” she accused.

He eyed her steadily.

“If this marriage is dissolved, will you marry me?” he asked, and her hand shot out to him and was imprisoned.

Miss Ellen knocked at the door. “Dinner is ready,” she said. She hoped they would excuse her shortcomings and (this was asked as Robin was following into the diningroom) when might she expect the baggage.

He turned back and produced his money. It would, he explained, take some time to get his baggage. He was only staying because his wife was not well. As a matter of fact they were on a visit from Canada and they had brought no baggage at all. He intended (a very bright notion) to ask her whether she would be so kind as to buy a few things for his wife in town — possibly a few articles for himself? A ready-made suit, for example? He had a roll of notes in his hand as he spoke. Would she accept a week’s board in advance? He could have sworn that her eyes lit up at the suggestion.

By the time he joined October at the table she was halfway through the first course. Miss Ellen herself waited on them. She had, she said in some confusion, a very good wine.

“The cellar has not been touched since dear father — went away,” she said. “He has been a traveller and has only just returned.”

The wine was pleasant enough. She gave them the history of its laying down — the name of the merchant who had supplied it in the late days of the war. The coffee, on the other hand, was thin and unpalatable.

“Of course she’s English!” scoffed Robin when the girl expressed her doubt. “Taste the coffee and be convinced!”

Miss Ellen came in soon after; she was dressed for the street and, to his delight, expressed her willingness to buy whatever he required. Perhaps they would inspect their room after her return? If not, it was the door facing them when they reached the head of the stairs.

“Mrs — er — Robin will see her room when you return,” said Robin emphatically.

He made a hurried list of his requirements and handed pencil and paper to October, walking discreetly to the window whilst she described her more intimate needs.

The diningroom overlooked a broad lawn flanked by flowerbeds blazing with early chrysanthemums. There was a little wooden nesting-place on the end of a pole, weatherworn cupids at odd corners. Beyond the lawn a “carré” of trees, as they call these narrow plantations in Norfolk; beyond that, to his surprise, a railway. It seemed to skirt the end of a kitchen garden, sketchily revealed through the plantation.

After Miss Ellen’s departure, October went up to inspect her room and he found his way into the grounds. The lawn was delightfully soft; the gravelled path led to a pergola unseen from the window. Dorothy Perkins still bloomed pinkly, but there was a suggestion of neglect here.

“Poor soul!” October had said rightly. He sensed a hard and bitter fight against the encroachment of poverty, an heroic, vain defence in face of overwhelming odds. It is hard to keep the wolf from the cottage door with its one entrance — here were so many approaches to guard.

The belt of pines cut off the track garden; a low hedge, which was neither box nor privet, separated this land from a broad meadow. A small cowshed in one corner was closed. A train thundered past; he walked to the untrimmed bushes that were the first boundary line.

Untrimmed, broken… why broken? There was a distinct gap… newly broken. The twigs that were snapped showed whitely, except in one place. A dark red turning brown. Blood! There it was again on the burnished face of a leaf… and on another broken twig. He looked down. The grass grew high here, there was an abundance of dandelion… a patch was crushed down, their stems snapped… blood on the golden flower, too!

And now he began to quarter the field; found nothing until he explored the plantation. Under a tree very close to the path through which he had walked was a grimy old gold cap, and when he picked it up it was damp … blood! He wiped his hand on the grass and dropped the cap where he had found it. He looked at the house. It had a brooding air: the very windows seemed to leer slyly as though enjoying some grim jokes at his expense.

“Nerves!” said Robin, and returned to the house very thoughtful.
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October was in the drawingroom reading a newspaper with an expression more serious than his own.

“I found this under the pillow of the sofa,” she said, and gave it to him.

There was a heavy-type line across the front page.



Police Reserves of Hampshire Searching For Tramp Murderer.



“That is good to begin with,” he said, after he had read the line aloud.

“There’s worse to come,” she said; but he was reading the “worse.”



The alleged abductor of Mrs. Loamer cuts the throat of a fellow tramp and burns the building to hide his fiendish crime.

“They called me ‘fiendish’ before,” he complained.

“Have you read what the garage man has to say?” she asked. He jumped the headlines and came to Al Luke, his story.



It was round about seven when I saw the tramp. He stopped at Mr. Stone’s garage, where I work, and asked me for a tin of petrol. I saw his hands were stained, but little dreamt that the sanguinary fluid —



“I’ll bet Al didn’t say that,” protested Robin.



— sanguinary fluid was the blood of his wretched victim. I saw Mrs. Loamer. She sat in the machine most of the time. She looked pale and wan. I would not call her pretty, but she was sad-looking —



“He wouldn’t call you pretty,” emphasised Robin.

“He doesn’t even call you pretty,” she retorted.



The man was a debased-looking creature and the trace of his vicious life was only too evident. I didn’t notice what clothes he wore —



“Good for him!”



I only saw his besotted face. Madness glared out of his eyes….



The report concluded with the information that the witness was expecting to get married at an early date to the prettiest girl in the village, and was moving to Aldershot to join the thriving garage company of Slitt and Silbermann as chief engineer.

“Not so bad,” said Robin, and folded up the paper. “I wonder what happened to Baldy — that pathetic old slave! The paper makes no mention of him.”

At her suggestion he replaced the journal where she had found it. He left her with an old volume of Scott — the lightest reading that the bookshelf in the parlour had to offer and, returning to the garden, began a systematic search.

Nearing the end of the tree belt, he was conscious of the pungent odour of burning paraffin. Against the brick wall was a heap of ashes that still smouldered. He sniffed and raked over the ashes. The centre of the heap was still red. What had been burnt here? It was impossible to tell: the fluffy ash gave no clue, until he saw, in the depth of the red glowing heart, a hot metal button, and then another a little larger. Old clothing — and Miss Ellen did not seem the kind of woman who would burn old clothes.

Going down into the meadow, he straddled the gap in the hedge and found himself on a railway embankment. There were bloodstains here, and a heap of gravel piled up by the side of the track was scattered as though it had been struck by a heavy body.

There had been an accident. He began to piece together the evidence. Miss Ellen’s aged father had wandered on to the track and had been knocked over by an engine and carried into the house. But why the mystery, and how came it that she made no reference to the happening?

Going back through the trees, he found the cap. It was an ancient golf cap with a large red check, and he had the impression that he had seen it before. But where? There must be thousands of such caps in use. He picked it up with a stick and, balancing the thing carefully, carried it to the ash heap and poked it into the centre of the fire.

When he returned to the parlour October was asleep, the open book in her lap. He sat down opposite her.

She was pretty, very pretty. The long lashes that lay on her cheek were darker than her hair, a mop of red gold… he sighed deeply, and the sound may have awakened her, for she opened her eyes.

“Was I asleep? How long have you been here… did I snore? How mean of you!”

He shook his head solemnly.

“Never a snore! I could have set you back a nice pair of reindeer gloves, but I didn’t.”

“Why didn’t you?” she asked, retrieving the book that had fallen to the floor.

“My innate delicacy is largely responsible,” he said, “plus the dread of telling the truth when I am cross-examined in Court No VII.”

“When I am divorced?” She yawned and stretched her arms. “Heavens — I am almost looking forward to it!”

“That almost sounds indelicate,” he replied. “October, quo vadis
 ?”

“London,” she said lazily, “and you shall find me a nice lawyer so that I may be separated from Mr. Loamer — materially and spiritually.”

He laughed gently.

“‘Spiritually’ is rather good! Poor old George! If it were as easy to get rid of mother as it is to get rid of wives, he’d be a happy man. October, you’re unique!”

“All women are,” she retorted.

“Yes — don’t interrupt: you send all my profound judgments skew-whiff! But you’re unique in the light of experience. You may represent a numerous genre
 , but I have never met a sample. Vividly wholesome— “vividly” is right — you shine! Puritanical, too. That’s queer. I thought you were Joan of Arc-ish, but you’re not. You see no — apparitions (poor old Baldy!); you’re sane. Lady Godiva is nearer the type: a shingled Lady Godiva. You would have scorned the compromise of long hair—”

She nodded.

“That is so: I should have felt I was a cheat — what else?’ ‘You’re emotional in a kind of way — I haven’t quite got to the end of you there. You’re rather a stranger… I talked blithely about winning a pair of gloves just now. But the truth is I never thought of kissing you. I’d sooner knock out the fuse of a dud shell with a coke-hammer. You’d explode — or you wouldn’t. I’d be disappointed if you didn’t and be unconscious if you did. How old are you?”

“Twenty-one. If I hadn’t been twenty-one yesterday or whenever it was, you’d be going on your way and I should have been picking flowers for the drawingroom at Market Chase. I wonder if I should have exploded?”

“I think you would,” he nodded. “It would have been a pretty bad piece of timing on my part. I know a fellow who jumped into the sea to save a drowning girl. She was awfully pretty and rather fond of him, but as he swam with her he kissed her — she never forgave him.”

She had not taken her eyes from his face all the time he had been speaking.

“I hate your moustache,” she said.

“That was another reason why I could not kiss you,” he said, and she went pink.

“I wasn’t thinking of that — yes, I was! It is too late to start lying. I was. That moustache with little spiky ends… like an Italian banker or Matilda Ann’s ideal—”

“Hi, O! Can’t we go by train, O? This walking is killing me.”

A cracked, chokey voice hailed them, and Robin leapt to his feet.

Standing in the doorway was a little man wrapped in a woman’s faded kimono. His head was swathed in white bandages, his scrawny feet were bare. Chalk-faced, he glared at Robin.

“… terribly fatiguing. You must be reasonable, O — I haven’t walked so far for years….”

It was Baldy the Tramp, Baldy tottering into this quiet parlour, the light of madness in his eyes. The old man’s knees gave way as Robin reached and caught him.

“Hey?” He looked up into Robin’s face. “Hullo — I rather think the guard didn’t like me to ride on the train without a ticket… he was rather offensive… so I got out… I think the train must have been moving…”

His head drooped.

“What does he say?” asked the bewildered girl. “I can’t understand.”

“He was stealing a ride on a train and the guard found him; he must have tried to escape and fallen out!”

The mystery of the bloodstains and the gap in the hedge was a mystery no longer. And the miracle of Miss Ellen’s — was it not miraculous that this old wanderer should have been dropped at the door of the house he had left ten years before!

He laid the old man down on the hard sofa. His eyes were closed, and October, in alarm, thought he was dead.

“I wonder where the servant is?” asked Robin. “Would you look after him whilst I find her?”

At that moment Baldy’s eyelids flickered and opened. He looked up at Robin and smiled faintly.

“I am so dreadfully sorry to give you so much trouble, sir. My knowledge of medicine tells me that I have — um — a very short time to live. Would it be trespassing on your kindness to ask you… I would like to see my daughter very much. I have a very big deal under way… Mr. Loamer — Loamer is arranging everything… I am going down in the country with him tonight.”

Across the frail body Robin’s eyes met the girl’s.

“Loamer! What a gentleman!” he breathed.
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Mr. George Loamer had all his life occupied a position not easily distinguishable from bondage. The rule of that hawklike mother of his had been a very real one, more exacting than any that the most jealous wife could have imposed.

He came back after a fruitless search for his agents to hear from the landlord of the little hotel at Alton, where she was staying, a tale and a plaint which was by now familiar.

“Madame wants me to knock two bedrooms into one, and that I can’t do. I’ve sent to London for the caviare — there’s no call for that in a little hotel like this, Mr. Loamer. I’ll do anything I possibly can for Mrs Loamer, but I can’t perform miracles. Elwood, the florist, has sent in a bill for twelve pounds — is that all right?”

George Loamer groaned.

“Yes, that’s all right,” he said miserably, and went upstairs to meet his mother.

She sat in the corner of a large new settee (purchased that day for her comfort), and she was smoking a thin brown cigarette. She looked up under her eyebrows as he came in, and flicked the cigarette into the fireplace.

“Well what has happened?”

“I can’t find them anywhere,” he said miserably.

She looked at him for a long time before she spoke.

“The best surgeon in the world could not perform an operation if he had blunt instruments,” she said deliberately. “I am disappointed in you — not for the first time.”

“But—” he began.

She silenced him with a gesture.

“I have been sitting here reviewing the past.” She had a style which was at once pedantic and a little artificial. “I can see no flaw in any of the schemes which my genius evolved. Failure has been entirely due to clumsy agency.”

He sat down on an inadequate chair, his hands thrust into his pockets, his big chin resting on his cravat. The very injustice of her strictures did not arouse him. The wasted nightmare years that had gone! If he could only recall any one of them, preferably the last! His blind obedience to the will of a woman who was half mad had led him from ruin to ruin, from crime to crime. And now he was involved, hopelessly involved, in the most tragic failure of all.

“… in every detail, George! I have left nothing to chance. If you had carried out my wishes — I will not say orders — you would have been an extremely rich man by now. Do you realise that?”

He made no answer, and her further reproaches were silenced by a knock at the door. Mr. Loamer started, and opened the door. It was the landlord.

“Will you step downstairs, sir?” The proprietor’s voice was urgent; he was a little fearful.

“What is it?” asked Mr. Loamer.

“There’s a gentleman wants to see you.”

“To see me? But I know nobody here—”

Nevertheless he followed the landlord down the stairs.

There were two men waiting in the passage, tall, military-looking men, who were apparently absorbed in the study of a road map that hung on the wall of the lobby. George Loamer thought he recognised one of them. He at any rate, was recognised, for, as he came into the vestibule, the elder of the two offered his hand.

“Mr. Loamer, isn’t it? My name’s Simpson, Central Inspector Simpson, of Scotland Yard.”

Mr. Loamer felt himself change colour.

“Er — yes, I remember you, Inspector. Ten years ago, over a letter theft.”

George Loamer’s knees gave under him as he followed the detective into the village street.

“There are one or two things I wish to speak to you about, Mr. Loamer. I see by The Times
 that you have been recently married.”

Loamer nodded.

“And your wife has disappeared — there was an account in a local newspaper. Has she been traced?”

“Not yet,” said Mr. Loamer huskily.

“When were you married?”

The big man swallowed something.

“Two days ago.”

“At — er — what church?”

“We were married by special licence — it was not in a church… a friend of mind performed the ceremony.”

The detective was looking at him keenly.

“We shall be able to get your friend’s account of that, Mr Loamer,” he said drily. “In the meantime, there are some little matters which require elucidation, and these are the subject of my enquiry. About three weeks ago, two American gunmen arrived in this country. We have had an enquiry from the New York police; we find that they are in your employ — a man named Byrne and an Italian who is known as Lenny or Leonardo. The story in New York is that they came at your request.”

Loamer cleared his throat.

“They are in England, I know. To tell you the truth, Inspector, I met these men when I was in Chicago, and they told me that they wanted to make a new start. It was an act of philanthropy on my part to bring them to England.”

Again the detective looked at him searchingly.

“These two men are desperate characters — the most conscienceless gunmen in Chicago. What induced you to cable them five thousand dollars, with the request that they should come to England immediately?”

Mr. Loamer did not answer.

“There is another enquiry from New York, and that is the more important of the two,” said Simpson. “Little more than a month ago there arrived in this country Mr. Nigel Robin Black, a very rich young American. Before leaving New York he drew from the Federal Bank a million dollars in bills.”

“As a matter of fact, he’s a client of mine,” said Mr Loamer easily. “He came to my office and asked me to undertake a rubber deal. There is no secret about that. You will find the record in my private ledger.”

“Did he place in your care the million dollars?”

Only for a second did Loamer hesitate.

“Yes,” he said. “The money is, or was, in my bank. I have undertaken the operation he suggested.”

“Where is Nigel Black now?”

Loamer shrugged his shoulders.

“As to that I can give you no information. He is a young man full of what I might call the joy of life, and he spoke to me of taking a trip to Constantinople. I have not heard from him since.”

“Or of him?” asked the other significantly.

“Or of him,” said the desperate man. “Why should I?’ Inspector Simpson smiled.

“It is not unreasonable to suppose that a man who trusts you with a million dollars will make a few enquiries from time to time as to its well-being. Mr. Nigel Black,” he went on deliberately, “was fond of what they call in America ‘hikes’. In other words, he was something of a tramp. He wrote a book on the subject.”

“I was not aware of it,” said Mr. Loamer.

“There is a possibility, of course,” Simpson continued, “that Black is engaging in some fool expedition of the kind — we have in fact heard that a mysterious English tramp was seen a fortnight ago in the region of Paris. If this is he, there will be no further enquiries.”

“Enquiries?” repeated Mr. Loamer, and Simpson nodded. “The Metropolitan Police do not like men to disappear, especially rich men, Mr Loamer,” he said quietly. “A few years ago a Dr Marcus Elvington vanished from the face of the earth, after entrusting you with his affairs.”

“It was I who notified the police,” said Mr. Loamer quickly, and Simpson smiled.

“That was wise of you,” he said; “for if you had not notified the police, somebody else would have done so. Whoever brought the matter to our attention, Dr Marcus Elvington disappeared, and has not been seen since. With him disappeared a hundred thousand pounds. There are other circumstances of your life, Mr. Loamer, that are curious, but I am not prepared to discuss them at the moment.”

By now Loamer had recovered something of his old self-possession.

“Your suggestions and innuendos are a little unusual, aren’t they, Inspector?” he said. “You seem to forget that I am a man of some position in the City of London—”

Simpson interrupted him with a gesture.

“Let us be frank with one another. It is easier, because we are not speaking in the presence of witnesses. Your house has been shaky as long as I can remember; you have speculated in all sorts of crazy adventures; you were until a few weeks ago, heavily overdrawn at your bank; and you owed an immense sum of money to one of your brother brokers. We have discovered that these debts have been liquidated, and presumed, on seeing the announcement of your marriage, that your wife’s fortune had helped in this respect. I will be perfectly open with you, Mr. Loamer: unless Nigel Black appears within a week, the enquiries we are making will take a more unpleasant form.” He drew on his gloves. “I think that is about all, except that I should like you to ask Byrne and his friend to report to Scotland Yard the moment you get into touch with them.”

George Loamer went back to his mother’s room, a broken man.

Mrs. Loamer reclined at her ease in a long cane chair, a cigarette between her heavily carmined lips, her bright eyes fixed upon her son. That terrified man was silent; he had less reason for speech because of his mother’s awful calm. A dozen times he tried to tell her of his danger — but in her presence lacked the courage to speak. He sat, numbed and silent; his fingers beat a miserable tattoo on the arm of the chair, and his mechanical smile was little more than a grimace.

It was an hour before he dared reveal the extent of their ruin. She listened without comment, but he saw the fury in her eyes and quailed beneath her unspoken scorn.

“What are you going to do?” she asked. When Mrs. Loamer was annoyed, her voice had a peculiar hoarseness. And she was hoarse now.

“I don’t know.” He examined the carpet attentively. “I suppose I’d better take the car and find these two men. We must get them out of the country at once. Really, Mother, I don’t see why you should blame me. I’ve done my best. I never supposed that Black would be easy. I told you so—”

“Never mind what you told me!” she rasped.

“At any rate,” he interrupted, “it was not my idea: You will admit that. It was yours.”

He wilted under the contempt in her eyes.

“Not your idea! Have you ever had an idea, George? Not your idea! I hate to remind you, but you are very like your father.”

Evidently this was her deadliest insult, for there followed a long and tense silence. Mr. George Loamer’s face was very red; his frown was terrible; but she knew him for the weakling he was, and his active rebellion came in the nature of a shock.

“I don’t care…!” He spoke rapidly, his sentences were a little disjointed. “I’m finished with the business. It’s too horrible! And he knows… he’s always known! It was fate that he should meet October… fate. Everything is working against us — everything. Mad! We’re all mad — such a clumsy scheme. I wonder I could have listened to you. You’ve made things impossible. I’m going to Southampton tomorrow morning, and I’m catching the first boat that sails for New York.”

The thin lips of the woman curved in a smile.

“You sail — as a steward?” she asked sardonically. “How will you reach New York? And what will happen when Black gets back there? ‘Mad,’ I think you said? You’ll stay here, George, until I give you leave to go — and money to go with. I should have stayed in London! I never intended coming to the country. In London my mind expands — no general should overlook a battlefield. I came here because I knew that sooner or later you would need help. Have you ever succeeded in anything — without help?”

He wriggled in his impotent rage and became his old humble self.

“Mother, be reasonable! This thing is getting on my nerves; I shall have a breakdown. I get no sleep… really, the thing is impossible. And he knows! Why not chuck the thing and go to Canada with me?”

She got up from her chair, walked to the window and pulled aside the blind; he thought she had heard something which had attracted her attention, but apparently she needed this stimulus of movement and light — stimulus or sedative, for, when she turned round, she was smiling.

“We’ll go to London,” she said. “The opera opens tomorrow and I’ve asked some people to my box.”

He could only wave impotent hands and utter sounds which could not be interpreted. And then:

“What is the name of that man with the red beard?”

“Byrne,” he replied, in surprise.

She nodded.

“I want to see him,” she said. “No, not here. It would be foolish to bring them here. Where are they waiting?”

He told her that they had last telephoned from a garage on the outskirts of Farnham.

“That means, of course, that they are too well known to go into the town,” she nodded. “And it would be little better for them here, if what you say is true.”

He was a picture of apprehension.

“Is it wise?” he pleaded. “I mean to say… need you come into this at all?”

“Don’t be a fool!” She cut him short. “Now tell me, what have you said to these men? What reason have you given?”

“I’ve told them… that Black was a servant who has been blackmailing the family for years. That’s right, isn’t it? That he unearthed some… well, some scandal about… us.”

“Did you convince them?”

“I suppose I did” — he was doubtful. “But they’re a pretty tough crowd. Byrne wanted to know how long Black had been a hobo — as he calls him. Fortunately I wasn’t obliged to go into details. One of them — the little Italian or Spaniard or whatever he is — met Robin two years ago in a hobo camp on the Frazer River in Vancouver. they called him “The Guy Who Walks,” because he never jumps trains — that means “steals rides.” Apparently a walking tramp is an object of derision.

This Lenny man was on the run for some crime he’d committed in Chicago at the time, and apparently he had some sort of fight with Black and got the worst of it. Byrne told me that he only found this out after he’d arranged with Lenny to join him, and if it had not been for Lenny’s surprise at finding an old enemy they would have got him at Boulogne.”

Another pause.

“Mother, when… if…”

He stopped.

“When — if?” she repeated impatiently.

“Suppose the thing goes through, what about these two men? We’re rather in their hands, aren’t we?”

Her frosty smile answered him.

“One of them will be killed — at least one,” she said. “I think I know Nigel Black! Ring the bell, George, and ask the landlord to make a coupe Jacques
 .”
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The sound of a door opening sent Robin into the hall. It was Miss Ellen, laden with parcels, and she gave him a friendly nod — then saw his face.

“Has anything happened?” she asked fearfully.

He tried to reassure her, but, dropping the packages she carried, she ran past him into the parlour, and when he went in she was kneeling by the sofa, her arm about the old man’s neck.

“Well! That is why you came, to find him, I suppose?”

She was strident, defiant; he marvelled at the valour of this frail little woman. “I should have known that you were detectives… that is why you sent me on this errand, so that you could spy on a poor old man.”

Hate shone in her eyes like a fire. He was too dumbfounded to answer.

“You’ll have to prove that — that he killed anybody. He couldn’t do it — he couldn’t! And the girl — an old man like he is… lies, newspaper lies!”

A light dawned upon Nigel Robin Black. Now he knew why the old man’s bloodstained clothes had been burnt — why the newspaper was so carefully hidden from sight. This loyal daughter of his had confused her father — with Robin! He could have chuckled, and did indeed smile.

“We are no detectives,” he said quietly; “we are tramps!”

“Tramps…?” Doubt and incredulity in tone and look.

“Yes: one half the newspaper story applies to me — the other half to your father.”

“You are a tramp… which half? Which half?” tremulously. “He didn’t… he didn’t hurt… kill anybody?”

“Let us get your father up to bed.” Robin was peremptory, almost bullying. “We can talk about things after.”

The old man had been a silent listener, and now, as the other stooped to lift him, he tittered foolishly.

“Professor of anatomy, hey? His own knife, too! He got his! Third cervical vertebra!”

Robin carried him rapidly out of earshot. On the bottom step of the stairs stood an old woman, wringing her hands. She was the oldest woman he had ever seen.

“Oh dear, oh lor’, Miss Ellen! I only went down to boil the kettle, Miss Ellen.”

Miss Ellen, practical in that testing time of nerves and judgment, waved her aside and flew upstairs ahead of Robin and his burden. She showed the way to a little room at the far end of the gallery.

“Thank you — I can attend to him now.”

She was as pale as the old man and almost pushed Robin from the room.

“This,” he said, as he came back to the parlour, “is emphatically one of the Things that Cannot Be. It is impossible and absurd — the most monstrous of all coincidences that ever disturbed the smooth flow of logic’s placid stream.”

“It was the old man — Baldy, as you called him?”

“Baldy; and this is his home — the home from which Loamer enticed him. I’m only guessing now. October, we may have to move quickly.”

“Why? Do you think she will send for the police?”

He nodded.

“There is a chance. You see, she cannot believe that her father would murder; she may be seized of the notion that my conviction would free her parent from blame. The homely little lioness! S-sh!” He raised a finger in warning.

There was a telephone in the hall: they heard Miss Ellen’s voice, and Robin crept to the closed door and listened.

“Dr Steel? Will you come up at once, please? My father has come home, very ill…. Yes, my father; he has been to — to America.”

A clang as the receiver was hung up. Robin had tiptoed back to the middle of the room when the door opened. Miss Ellen’s face was still white, but she had recovered her old serenity. Closing the door behind her, she stopped to straighten a linen mat on one of the small tables which abounded in the room.

“Mr. Robin—”

“Black — but Robin will do,” he said.

“I want you to tell me — the truth. About my father and about yourself.” Her faded eyes fell upon the girl and their infinite pathos brought October to the verge of tears. “I am quite alone — in the world,” she said. “There isn’t a lonelier woman in all the world. And I’ve nobody to whom I can turn for advice or help. Will you remember this?”

Robin nodded slowly.

“I think I can explain about your father. I will tell you everything,” he said. “I am guessing a lot, but I don’t think my guesses are very wild. Do you know Mr. George Loamer?”

She nodded.

“Has your father ever had business transactions with him?”

He had guessed very near to the mark, he discovered, when she told him of her father’s disappearance.

“He went out one day to go to London, and I never saw him again. He had been very mysterious about a great transaction in which he was engaged. I don’t think he was normal. My mother had recently died, and that had upset him terribly. At that time he was a rich man; he had inherited two large properties from his aunt, and I was worried about him. I had a wire the day he left to say he would not be back for a week, that he was going to inspect some property. The week passed, and then I went up to see Mr. Loamer. He told me that father had gone abroad to buy an oil concession in Roumania. From that day to this I have not seen him.”

It was as Robin had expected. Only now was he beginning to appreciate the extent of the Managing Director’s amazing system. Old Dr Elvington must have been only one of many who had disappeared or died, that this mad woman might indulge herself in extravagant speculation.

He thought of October’s mother, who had died so suddenly, and his heart went cold. October saw the sudden pallor that came to his face, but happily did not understand its cause.

“I should imagine, Miss Elvington,” he said gently, “that your father was a little abnormal the day he left you — nobody knew that better than Loamer. The doctor was taken down to Four Beeches and put in the charge of the ruffian whom he eventually killed.” And, seeing her start, he nodded gravely. “I’m afraid that is true. The man called ‘O’ is dead. How he came to be in Loamer’s service we shall probably never know. He had plenty of money; the newspaper accounts say that the police found a hundred pounds in notes in his hip pocket. Probably the custody of your father was not the only service he rendered to Loamer.”

Miss Ellen, sitting stiffly on the edge of a chair, her hands folded in her lap, pale blue eyes searching his face, listened without interruption until he had finished.

“You think there is no doubt?” She shook her own head in anticipation of his answer. “I’m glad — I’m glad he killed him!” she said breathlessly. “That anybody could be so wicked and cruel to an old man!” She shuddered. “Dreadful… he drove my father insane. And he was such a gentle soul — such a dear, gentle soul!”

With an effort of will at which Robin could only marvel she controlled her quivering lips.

She described the miracle of Dr Elvington’s return. She and the old woman had been cutting vegetables in the garden when the train had rattled past, and had heard rather than seen the old man fall from the door of the carriage in which he had been concealed until a vigilant guard found him.

“We dragged him into the house. Until he opened his eyes and called me by my dear mother’s name, I did not know him. And then he told me of the — the — of what he had done, and I found the blood on his poor rags and burnt them. Mr. Black, what am I to do?”

“Do nothing. You have sent for the doctor? Tell him your father is asleep and you do not wish him disturbed. No doctor can help him at present. Later, when all this talk of tramps and murders has subsided, you can call him in. The point is, Miss Ellen, what would you wish us to do?”

She had no views.

“You may stay — or go whenever it is convenient,” she said. “I will help you however I can. I was glad you came — the presence of a man in the house was welcome. What set you tramping, Mr. Black?”

He shrugged his broad shoulders.

“I was born that way, I suppose,” he said.

Miss Ellen went out soon after.

“What did
 set you tramping — originally?” October was curious.

“A woman,” he said grandly, and saw her lips curl.

“Really?” She was rather cold.

“Shall I tell you?”

She shook her head; her voice was a little strained.

“I don’t expect you to table your heart for my inspection.”

“You are wise,” he agreed. “I have no romance; I have had no violent affairs. My heart is as nearly virginal as makes no difference.”

“Somebody sent you away and you went,” she insisted. “There is no crime in that — you have no need to defend yourself. It is not my business. I don’t expect you to take me into your confidence — I should loathe you if you did. She has a right to your reticence.”

He glowered at her. One needle point of his ridiculous moustache curled downward. Under such a handicap he could not be heroic.

“There is no woman in my life but you,” he said.

She laughed politely.

“I am not concerned,” she said.

“I could shake
 you!”

“You dare! And your moustache is coming undone!”

“Is it?” He was interested enough to approach the gilt-framed mirror above the stove. “You did that. No self-respecting mustachios could stay jaunty in the presence of a nagging fiancee.”

“I’m not nagging — and I’m not your fiancee.”

He said nothing to this; she thought she saw a shadow pass across his face.

“I am
 nagging — and I am
 your fiancée,” she added. “I’m an unpleasant little devil, Mr. Nigel Robin Black — author. I do wish we were in London!”

He caught his breath.

“That’s better!” he said. “I had the sensation of standing on a chimney-stack a mile high and watching somebody pulling it down. Yes, it was as bad as that. Mrs. Loamer was the immediate lady, but I haven’t tramped for love of her.”

“Who could?” she answered sympathetically.

It was strange how shaken she was; she could hardly believe that this limp being with funny squirmy sensations inside her was October Jones… or Loamer.

“I mustn’t try that again,” she said seriously.

“Try what?”

“Entertaining the gentleman with the green eyes. Yes. I was jealous.”

He took no advantage of the opening; she would have been surprised if he had. That was the wonder of it all — she could dispense with her defences, leave the portcullis raised and the drawbridge down, and the truce, unspoken, unformed, was observed. The safety of him was like a draught of wine. Sometimes it tempted her to folly. In certain moods she was for painting “welcome” on the portcullis and laying a carpet across the bridge. Just to see if he would.

A knock at the front door advertised the arrival of the doctor. Followed a long conversation between Miss Ellen and the visitor. The murmur of their voices came faintly through the stout door.

“He is going upstairs,” said Robin, in surprise.

A very long time elapsed before the voices were heard again and the front door closed. Miss Ellen came in, her eyes red with weeping.

“The doctor says my father cannot possibly recover,” she said. “I told him he had fallen from a train, and he says that at his age the shock is too violent for any hope of recovery.”

She pressed her lips tightly together, but the tears were rolling down her cheeks.

“But the doctor doesn’t know,” said Robin quietly. “He doesn’t know the hard life your father has been leading.”

She shook her head.

“I bless you for that little ray of hope,” she said, “but the doctor is right — I feel it. And his mind has gone, though he has long lucid intervals when he knows me and remembers — everything. I am too grateful to God that He sent him home, to the hearts that loved him, to resent.”

The heroine! Robin was humbled in the presence of this homely woman, prematurely aged by her sorrows. She had given up her life for this appointed end — sacrificed youth and was grateful that the wanderer might die in the home he had desolated. After she had gone:

“Do you think he will die?” October asked in a low voice.

Robin nodded.

“She thinks so. Women have an uncanny instinct for these things.”

Dusk fell. Miss Ellen came into the parlour with a lamp and drew the blinds. She was very calm, cheerful almost. Her father was sleeping, she said. At the door she lingered.

“I have put your clothes upstairs, Mr. Black. If you wish to dress before supper, they are ready for you.”

Robin had forgotten all about the clothes.

“Do you mind if I go up and change?”

October did not object.

“You will go to bed at what time you wish,” said Miss Ellen.

“Yes,” said Robin thoughtfully. “And that reminds me, Miss Ellen. Would you object very much if I used your parlour… very late? In fact, I may be writing until the early hours—”

“We may both be writing till the early hours,” October broke in.

The woman looked from one to the other.

“I see,” she said quietly, and went out.

“What did
 she see?” asked Robin, but October was immersed in her Scott and supplied no answer.

Soon after, Robin disappeared and was gone until a few minutes before supper was announced. There walked into the room a soldierly figure in yellow tussore. He was cleanshaven; the face was well moulded — there was about him that ineffable air of good breeding which may not be stated in terms of looks.

“You?” she said incredulously.

“I,” said Robin. He fingered his cheek tenderly. “The wasp poison has ceased to cling to my sturdy jaw. Scared away, I imagine.”

She had noticed that morning that the swelling had almost disappeared. Of the black eye, the relic of which had disfigured his face on their first meeting, nothing remained but the palest shadow.

“You — come into the light. I want to look at you.”

He obeyed without embarrassment.

“Yes…” The scrutiny did not altogether satisfy her, it seemed. “Yes… you are different. I wonder if I like the change? I think so.”

This new aspect of him gave her the satisfaction a new toy affords to a child. She made him stand, here and there, with the light on his face and behind him: in profile…

“Yes,” she said.

“Do I get past?”

“You get past,” she said. “But you’re terribly young!”

“I shall grow out of that,” he said tritely. “And I’m thirty something. In our set I am an aged gentleman.”

She pondered this.

“Ten years older than I—”

“Thirteen; that’s unlucky. For you, I mean. What nonsense you make me talk!”

Miss Ellen had supper with them — an act of friendliness that they appreciated each for a different reason. She remarked frankly upon his improved appearance. When the coffee came in, she left them finally.

“I have opened the bureau desk if you wish to write,” she said, “and I have put a cover and a pillow on the sofa if you don’t.”/p>

“That lady has a nice mind,” said Robin when they were alone. He turned the conversation to a more serious channel.

“We may stay here for a day or so,” he said, “but we must make preparations for a flit.”

“It will be ever so much easier now that you have clothes,’ she suggested, but he shook his head.

“I’m not sure of that. All depends upon how far Red Beard allowed the lorry to go before he pulled up. I’ve been thinking since that they may not have gone far.”

“Who is Red Beard?”

He smiled. He had
 a nice smile: she was certain of this now.

“A gunman of sorts. A tramp I pigged with in Utica told me that he was a well-known highjacker who had got into some sort of trouble in Chicago — he doublecrossed one of the intelligentsia in the rum-running business and Mud became his middle name. The red beard is merely a Living Down of the Past. Lenny was with him in his various enterprises. He has been on the road (as we call it at home). I met him two years ago, when I was hiking through British Columbia and we had a — well, a sort of fight. It was over a question of property. He tried to ‘glom’ my boots when I was asleep. They are nothing very much. Some day the slow but steady law of the United States will reach for Red Beard and set him firmly in a large wooden chair, and some electrician will buy his wife a new hat on the proceeds.”

He was observing her closely.

“You’re a tired woman. If you are wise you’ll go and meet Miss Morpheus. I change the sex because, as I have told you before, I am innately delicate.”

The advice was welcome. October had never felt so tired in her life. How long ago since she had slept in her hard little bed at Four Beech Farm? Ages?

He talked about the road and the queer folks of a world beyond her ken. The Gobi Desert was
 tramping. He knew a strange people, famous people in their own world. Hoke, who tramped through Russia whilst the Revolution was in fiercest flame, who ambled pleasantly through Germany during the war and begged his way from one prisoners’ camp to another. Lossy, the New Englander who spoke fourteen languages and could not write his own name. And Lossy had walked and begged his way from Kashmir to Bucharest. She was immensely interested, was angry with herself that she nodded. Perhaps the monotony of his voice was studied… she woke halfway up the stairs in his arms — he delivered her on her feet at the door of her room.

A minute later he was knocking softly on the door, begging in a loud whisper for his razor.

It was no more than the truth that he had letters to write — the writing had been postponed too long. One of these was a very long letter. His pen moved with extraordinary rapidity; sheet after sheet was covered and tossed aside. Miss Ellen brought him coffee at ten o’clock, saw the quantity and was impressed.

“There is a letterbox at the end of the road,” she said, and described its location. But there would be no collection until the morning, she said.

“I’ll post tonight — a letterbox is as good as a safe deposit,” he said.

Might she bring him some refreshment before he went to bed? She suggested wine, but Robin, in haste, elected for tea. She had tea, a special brand that Dr Elvington liked. It was the first time he had heard Baldy’s name — the grandeur of the appellation surrounded the old man’s identity with an aura of dignity. Never again did he think of the little tramp except as Dr Elvington.

By eleven o’clock the three most important letters were finished. He went in search of Miss Ellen to beg stamps, and found her in a lofty, stone-flagged kitchen, stirring some concoction that simmered on a wood fire.

“Shall I post them?” she volunteered, when the stamps had been extracted from her note case, but he wouldn’t hear of this.

It was a fine night; the sickle moon was still in the sky, and gave an eerie half light to a dark and silent world. He walked up the drive, pulled open the gate and strolled towards the letterbox. It was let in to a stone pillar that formed a corner-stone of the small estate. He dropped the letters in and walked leisurely back. Frogs were croaking by a faraway pond, a frantically hurrying bat darted down towards him, swerved and vanished. A slow goods train was making the grade somewhere south, and the harsh cough-cough of the engine was softened by distance to the gentlest of “woofs.” A night for the road and the open country, he thought.

His hand was on the gate.

A streak of silver in the air… a bird? He ducked in time.

The knife struck the crossbar of the gate — he saw the second in flight and threw himself back as he jerked out his gun. The second knife missed the gate — he heard the sharp whang of it as it struck a tree. Out of the darkness on the opposite side of the road leapt a thin pencil of flame… once, twice. The automatic spat in reply… a shadow ran from the shadows — Robin threw his gun to his left hand and fired. The shadow stumbled and went down.
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Robin was inside the gate, running. He saw the open doorway…

“Get away from the door!” he yelled, and Miss Ellen fell out of sight.

He leapt to the top step as October reached the hall. She asked no questions. A small lamp was standing on the hall table: she made for this and blew it out as he closed the door.

“What was it?” Miss Ellen was trembling. “Not the police?”

“No: friends of mine — that’s all.” He was out of breath but was grinning savagely. “Lenny got his knives back — probably saw me toss them in the pond and fished them out again. I should have been prepared for that. But the gun is different — a .42. Whiskers used a hammerless of a smaller calibre.”

“They didn’t hurt you?”

October’s hand was moving slowly up and down his sleeve and the caress set him on fire.

“No — but I hurt one of them. Lenny, I think. I hope he isn’t dead: I’ve a soft spot for the wife of the jail electrician and I’d hate her to be robbed of her new hat. I’ll make sure.”

He went through the parlour, extinguished the light and, opening a window noiselessly, dropped on to the flagged terrace beneath. Passing through the tree belt, he reached the place where the old man’s clothes had been burnt. There was a weatherbeaten door in the wall and he had noticed that it was not quite closed. He pushed it open far enough to squeeze through. He was in a narrow alleyway flanked on one side by the wall of the garden and on the other by a wire fence. Along this he crept, pausing every few paces to listen. Presently he was within a few yards of the road. He calculated that he must be opposite the spot where the shadow fell… The purr of a motorcar growing fainter and fainter. He reached the road and looked left and right.

The road was very straight; half a mile away he saw a speck of red light — the tail-lamp of a car, and as he looked, it went out of sight. The automatic was in his left hand now: he was taking no chances.

Nobody was there — not even in the black shadows of the trees in front of him. They had gone. He stepped into the middle of the road, the moonlight reflected on the polished barrel of his gun. No sound or movement. The nearest house was a quarter of a mile away, and only congenital idiots come out at night to learn the cause of promiscuous shooting. Doubtless there were timid souls at this moment ‘phoning urgently to the police.

Here… or was it here that Lenny fell? He took a chance and lit a match… dropped it instantly as the sound of pattering feet came to his ears.

It was October. She wore an old coat over her nightdress and was barefooted.

“Get back to the house!” he hissed.

“Don’t be a caveman,” she said. “They’ve gone. I saw the car drive up and somebody lifted in. I went up to my bedroom and looked out of the window. It isn’t as clever as climbing the garden wall, but you see a lot more! Is this the knife?” She held a long-bladed, wicked-looking hunting knife in her hand. “It was sticking in a tree—”

He raised his hand in warning and listened.

“That’s probably a police tender,” he said, and they ran to the house and closed the door. Miss Ellen, waiting like a wilting ghost in the gloomy hall, rubbed her thin hands together nervously.

“Will they come here?” she asked, when he told her.

“They may enquire — you had best tell them that you heard the shots. October can go back to her room. I don’t imagine that they will wish to search the house. If you went down to the gate that might save a lot of trouble.”

She nodded: she had nerve and to spare. So it came about that when the police arrived, and behind them a dozen or so residents in the neighbourhood, Miss Ellen was able to give the only authentic story of the shooting.

“Didn’t see any of ‘em, did you?” asked the police sergeant, for Miss Ellen claimed to have been a witness from her
 bedroom window. “One a red-bearded man? He was in Farnham this afternoon?”

No, Miss Ellen had not identified a red-bearded man or any other kind of man. The police made a sweeping examination of the ground and found blood traces to confirm the lady’s story’.

“Wasn’t a tramp — feller in a brown suit… moustache waxed up — with a girl?”

Miss Ellen had seen no such tramp.

“That’s certainly queer.” The sergeant scratched his head. “Motorcar and all that! Didn’t see that either, Miss Elvington? I’m telling everybody there’s trouble coming to any tramp I find with a gun — and that’s a fact!”

He went off to collect evidence from the other inhabitants. One had heard six shots fired — one had only heard two. The firing was over something under a minute: on that point they were all agreed.

And then a discovery was made by accident. The postbox at the corner of the road had been broken open and rifled. It was not a very difficult operation, for roadside boxes are not designed to resist the attention which had been paid to this.

“A gang of mail thieves,” concluded the sergeant vaguely.

At long last the patrol wagon departed townwards, the neighbours disappeared behind doubly locked doors, and Miss Ellen went back to the dark parlour.

“They’ve gone! And the postbox has been broken open—” She was shaking so that she had to sit down. But the indomitable woman’s rest was short. She went upstairs — her father was still sleeping.

There were wooden shutters to the parlour window: these, as a matter of precaution, Robin closed before he lit the lamp again.

“Go along and sleep,” he said.

October shook her head vigorously.

“I couldn’t. Honestly. I’ll stay up till I feel tired.”

She lifted one bare foot after the other and brushed them clean of the sand.

“Then for heaven’s sake dress,” he said; “and dress warmly, because I’m going to say something to you that will make your blood run cold!”

“This,” said October, as she made for the door obediently, “this will be an interesting night.”

She was down in a few minutes, if not wholly, at least cosily, dressed.

“Produce your creep,” she said.

He was pacing up and down the long room, his hands clasped behind him. She wondered why he frowned and whether there was really something serious to hear.

“Police car or no police car — Lenny dead or Lenny alive — those birds have not roosted for the night.”

“They will come back?”

“Yes, sir; sure as you’re born!”

“When you have finished being idiomatic in the Darktown manner, will you please tell me why you think this?”

He was laughing softly.

“You’ve got a nerve—’Darktown manner’! I’ll reduce it to good English. I’m too near the winning post — that’s permissible — for Mrs Loamer to let up — relax her efforts, I mean. She’s that kind. There is only one thing that will stop her and it isn’t a gun — but a fountain pen!”

She shook her head, all at sea.

“Don’t you understand? For the first time since — I’ve lost track of time — I am in a position to write — and I wrote. And they saw me post and duly reported to General Headquarters, which was, I suspect, in the car. They went after the letters and got them. Therefore do I say that the night is still young for Mrs. Loamer — I wonder what her pet name was.”

“What did you write in the letters?” she asked curiously. ‘There was one important and vital sentence in the most important and vital of the letters — it ran somehow like this, and was at the beginning:

This is practically a copy of the letter I sent you from Winchester last night, but I am scared of the first going astray.

“Did
 you write from Winchester last night?” she asked in surprise, and he shook his head.

“No — it was an inspiration to start with, that passage. The only question is: will Cleopatra call my bluff?”

“Cleo — you mean Mrs. Loamer? But who was the letter meant for?” she asked.

“A friend — his name is Mortimer and he is, to be exact, a domestic servant in the employ of a lunatic.”

“In other words, your valet,” she said. “And my blood isn’t running cold and I’m terribly disappointed.”

He suggested, unhelpfully, bed and a good night’s sleep. She searched for her book, tidied away by Miss Ellen, and found it. Robin went back to his pen and ink and began writing letters all over again. The clock in the hall had a soft, musical chime.

Looking up from her book, October counted twelve. Robin glanced round at her.

“Is your hearing good?” he asked softly.

“Yes — why?”

He did not answer: his eyes wandered to the door.

“There is a bell ringing somewhere.”

She heard it now, a mournful clang-clang, muffled by the interposition of many doors.

“Do you think it is Miss Ellen — her father may be worse. Shall I go — ?”

He waved her down, and was halfway to the door when it flew open. It was Miss Ellen and her teeth were chattering.

“Somebody at the door — ringing!” she gasped. “Past twelve… there is a car in front of the house.”

“Oh?” Robin’s face was blank, expressionless. “Would you like me to open?” he asked.

Miss Ellen’s voice was witching.

“No — I will open!” Her voice was strained and unnatural. “I will open—”

She went firmly from the room; he followed her, signalling October to put out the light. In the open doorway he slipped his gun from his pocket and covered the door behind the unconscious Ellen Elvington. A rattle of chain and the creak of the lock.

“Who is there?” she asked.

“A lady who wishes to see Mr. Nigel Black.”

Robin nearly let his pistol fall in his astonishment.

For the woman who spoke was Mrs. Loamer!

“Let her in!” he whispered, and stepped back into the parlour. Fortunately October had turned the lamp low.

Mrs. Loamer was alone: he saw this when her tall figure was silhouetted against the open doorway.

“Come in,” he said, and stepped aside to let her pass.

In her white-gloved hands she carried a pair of lorgnettes. She raised them and favoured October with a long and steady scrutiny, and such was the girl’s disposition and balance that she grew neither angry nor embarrassed under the ordeal, but gave gravity for insolence.

“Is this — the girl — my son’s wife?”

“That is October — at present nobody’s wife,” he answered quietly.

“Really!”

An ironical politeness can be very offensive. And yet Mrs Loamer had no desire to be offensive. She came bearing large flags of truce with an ink-wet deed of armistice ready for his signature. Literally she carried in the shagreen bag that dangled from her wrist a document which represented both armistice and lopsided reparation.

“I should like to talk with you — alone,” she said.

Miss Ellen stood with folded hands just inside the room. She faded away at the words.

“Would you like me to go?” October needed only the agreement in his eyes to follow her hostess. Robin closed the door.

“Now,” he said, “won’t you sit down?”

The old woman declined with a gesture.

“I suppose you are going back to London?” she began conventionally.

“I hope so,” he said. He was very careful in the choice of words. “You have read my letter?”

Her eyebrows rose.

“I do not remember that you wrote to me?”

“I didn’t; I can’t remember when I wrote last to you. But I gather that you have
 read my letter?”

She ignored the question: indeed, it was one not to be answered without placing herself at a great disadvantage, and just now it was necessary that she should maintain command of a very delicate situation.

“Mr. Black,” she began, “I have come to you in preference to sending my son — who is rather… well a ‘mug’,” he suggested.

The vulgarity pained her.

“I don’t mind admitting that my son’s affairs are in a hopeless state… That will be a shock to you?”

“I should be shocked if they weren’t,” he said, and he saw the anger in her eyes.

“Mr. Black, we are in all sorts of trouble. Market Chase to keep up, my place in Kensington, and heavy losses in my son’s business — due to his wholly ignoring my advice — we are simply ruined by—”

“Current expenses?” he suggested when she paused. “They must be fairly heavy. I do not know what is the current rate for gunmen, but it must be heavy. Even the second-raters are expensive, I should imagine. You are feudal-minded, Mrs. Loamer. I have often wondered why your ginger-bearded retainer doesn’t wear your badge on his chest — two wolves couchant on a lamb rouge, isn’t it? Lenny would look fine in a suit of armour carrying your flaming banner.”

She accepted his banter without visible resentment. He could admire her without reservations, having discounted her peculiar morals. Over seventy and as straight as a lance. Fascinating, too, with her wonderful eyes as black as night and as fathomless. The Roman nose had a quality of its own; less in evidence, she would have been a beautiful woman.

“You interrupted me.”

“I’m sorry!”

She laid the shagreen bag on the table where he had been writing, took out a folded slip of paper and smoothed it flat.

“I cannot help feeling that you blame my son for all the stupid things that have happened since — since the night you dined with us. That seems an awful long time ago, doesn’t it? It was most unfortunate that you should have met George in New York—”

“But more unfortunate that I met him in London.”

His voice was silky; he was smiling. She shivered a little, knowing the kind of man he was. Such were deadliest when they were most cheerful. He had shaken her. She had experienced a spasm of fear and he knew it.

He had seen the slip of paper she had smoothed open on the writing table. The colour and shape were familiar. But he said nothing, waiting for her to explain a visit that now needed no explanation.

“Shall I be very frank, Mr. Black?” He inclined his head. “I want to get back to London. My agents have found a delightful villa for me at Cannes. I shall sell Market Chase and Four Beeches and leave the country. But I have a fearful number of bills to pay, and some of my creditors are getting unpleasant. I wish to start with a clean slate, and that can only be done if you will help me.”

“To what extent?”

She picked up the cheque: it was already filled in, wanted nothing but a signature. The sum was a very large one. It was indeed the sum he had already deposited with Mr. George Loamer. He smiled again and handed back the paper.

“No,” he said.

He did not say that he was sorry. He was not sorry at all, and he was very honest.

“No?”

Her head hung to one side; the lips were tightened.

“It means an awful lot of bother — for both of us. I should hate to see you in one of our English courts and the whole ghastly business exposed. Naturally, being what you are, it is unlikely that you would allow yourself to be arrested for murder without a fight. It would be perfectly horrible to hear that you had been shot down like a dog by some wretched policeman—”

“Or gunman,” he suggested. “Such accidents happen in a free-for-all fight and the murderer has the support of a righteous act. I’m sorry — I interrupted you.”

“That I wish to avoid. I would like to see you ride in comfort to London, without fuss or scandal. I suppose this girl means nothing to you?”

She watched him keenly and would have been happy to have found a new and more effective lever.

“We will not discuss ‘this girl’”,” he said.

One shoulder went up — he knew the sign; could have foretold her next words.

“Well… there is nothing to be done. I hoped you would be sensible.”

There was no bargaining: she did not offer quid pro quo. She had come for a loan and it had been refused. That was the end of it — for her.

“Goodnight, Mr. Black.” She picked up her bag, stuffed the cheque inside and snapped the fastening.

“You’re not in a hurry?” he asked.

She waited.

“The villa at Cannes — delightful! One can see you growing old there, an almost saintly figure. And in the Casino — a venerable and frugal gambler. Mr. George Loamer would find it irksome, but he could travel.”

He showed all his teeth in a smile.

“There is a convict establishment at Aylesbury — for women! Have you ever thought of that as an unpleasant alternative to Cannes, Mrs Loamer! I went there once — line upon line of drab women in grey, walking in a circle and looking at the ground. The dead alive!”
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Mrs. Loamer did not blench: she raised her lorgnettes deliberately and examined him.

“Is that — er — a threat?”

“It is a possibility,” he said. “I don’t know… you haven’t made up my mind. I admire you tremendously — I admired you that night when I saw you were the managing director of the firm. Your courage is beyond praise. There is a tiny loophole for you — it is in Dover Harbour — the narrowish entrance to a pier where the cross-Channel steamer is waiting for the just and the unjust. Write off your bad debts, go abroad, and live on your jewellery’.”

She walked in her stately fashion to the door.

“Goodnight,” she said.

“Goodnight — will you please not make a noise as you pass through the hall — Dr Elvington is very ill.”

She swung round.

“Elvington… Dr Elvington?” harshly. “What do you mean?”

“Very ill,” he murmured.

She looked up and down the parlour, a wondering frown on her forehead.

“Here?”

“He has just come back from hell,” said Robin. “Ten years of it. Think of it, Mrs. Loamer! Ten odd years of servitude in order that you should bedeck your ageing person with jewellery and pay fashionable pianists large fees! Ten years of being kicked and cuffed — and all because a clever lady wanted his money to fling into the gutter!”

He had pulled off the mask: she had lost self-control and looked pitiably old.

“You’re lying. I would never have touched his money—”

She stopped suddenly.

“Did you know him?”

He saw from her expression that she did.

“The lady who opened the door to you is his daughter. You owe her a life, Mrs. Loamer.”

Something in the old woman’s face arrested his attention, and there began to dawn upon him a realisation that the story of Dr Marcus Elvington and his mysterious disappearance from the world had not been wholly told or wholly guessed. Was there more behind his reckless folly than had appeared? Some other explanation of his “investment” than sheer lunacy? It was incredible, and yet —

“Where is he? I want to see him.”

Robin was dumbfounded.

“My dear good woman, you can’t see him—”

“I want to see him!”

She threw open the door. On the other side of the hall she saw a light in the diningroom, but before she could cross the tiled floor Miss Ellen was in the doorway.

“Are you his daughter — Marcus Elvington’s?” and, when Miss Ellen bowed: “I am Mrs. Loamer.”

Miss Ellen put out her hand to the wall for support. In the dim light of the little hall lamp Robin saw her face go whiter. October was in the background.

“I want to see your father… is it true he is here?”

“Yes.” The word hardly reached the watchful man.

“Will you take me to him?”

Miss Ellen turned meekly to the stairs and led the way.

“Why is she seeing him?” October whispered.

“I don’t know — I think I had better go up.”

He mounted the stairs two at a time and saw Mrs. Loamer disappear into the doctor’s room. The door was open; the old man lay on his back, looking strangely at the visitor. Miss Ellen folded her trembling hands, a picture of patience, of resignation, of sheer fatalism. In one corner of the room sat the aged maid, knitting on her lap, glooming over her steel-rimmed glasses at the visitor.

“Why, it’s Julia!”

Julia! Robin nearly dropped with amazement. There was such affection, such yearning in the word.

Mrs. Loamer was sitting on the bed, one of his hands between hers. And in her dark eyes was such a look as Robin had never seen.

“Marky!”

Just that, in a husky, tear-choked voice. Robin swore softly to himself… he was dreaming surely.

“… why, Julia! Old ‘O’ used to laugh at my Apparition… and here you are, darling! I always knew you’d come… do you remember that evening in Kensington, Julia… when I brought the money to you?”

He closed his eyes and seemed to be sleeping, but presently he spoke again.

“This, gentlemen, is a typical case of intracranial pressure. You will observe that the patient—”

His voice sank to a mumble, and when he spoke again it was of “Julia” and “money.”

Mrs. Loamer did not speak; she sat with his hand in hers, her eyes roving the wasted face. What story was here, half-told? — wondered Robin. He was never to know. Somewhere in the past of these two units of humanity was Romance… peculiar bonds not to be translated to his understanding. The souls of men and women are outside all measurement; their secret hearts defy comparison with formulae.

“Good to see you! Good to see you!”

The old man’s voice was very clear. Five minutes passed without a sound… Only Robin knew that he was dead.

Mrs. Loamer came downstairs, her head held high; there was no trace of emotion when she stood before Robin.

“I shall not see you again,” she said. “Goodbye!”

He was mute. So much he might say, but all her barriers were up against speech. She hated him — hated him because he knew; hated him for what he was, for all that he represented.

She had concentrated upon him all the bitter malignity she felt towards a world that had suddenly grown bitter. He stood for one of the main obstacles that had baffled her throughout her life. It was war to the end. The knowledge set him tingling. He could have laughed as he stood on the top step and watched the car pull away into the night.

He closed the door and went into the parlour. October was in her room — which was all to the good. He unfastened one of the shutters and pulled up the window. The drop to the terrace below was a gentle one. On the window sill he laid his electric torch that he had brought from October’s room. Drawing the heavy cloth curtains across the window, he took out his automatic, stuffed two more cartridges in the magazine and another in the breech, pulled up the safety catch and dropped the weapon into his pocket. Amongst the articles he had asked Miss Ellen to buy for him was a dark raincoat — she had hung it in the hall. He found this, transferred the gun and hung the coat within reach.

The hall clock chimed one; it had the sound of a knell. Robin showed his teeth in a smile; it was his one gesture of defiance.

The handle of the door turned. It was October, and he had never seen her more depressed.

“It is dreadful. But, Robin, his poor daughter is wonderful — truly wonderful! That woman has gone?” He nodded. “Isn’t it… unreal? And ugly!”

He nodded.

“It gave me the creeps — not the death of that poor old man. That was too natural to be anything but right. But she — sitting on the bed and holding his hand and all the ancient ghosts parading.”

“Tired?”

She shook her head.

“No — why?”

“We may have to leave in a hurry,” he said, and she nodded.

“I rather expected that — when?”

“I don’t know. Soon, I think. I am only afraid of one thing, that they come ‘soft-footed to destroy.’ But that is hardly likely. We ought to hear the car in time.”

“The police?” She was startled.

“The police — the last refuge of the wicked. Gunmen do not grow on bushes or Julia — oh, what a name! — would pick a quart. I’m going out to sit on the doorstep.” He swept up his coat. “Will you explain to Miss Ellen? And, October, get into everything that is new, and wait for me here.”

He opened the front door softly and went down to the gate. The world was silent and mysteriously without movement. His light suit made him conspicuous — he pulled on the coat and buttoned it to his neck; the sleeves were too long for effective gunplay — these he rolled back.

Not a sound…

Ten minutes passed; the hall clock chimed the quarter. There appeared far away to his left two twinkling stars of light. Mrs. Loamer’s car, he guessed. The lights grew brighter; to his ears came the hum of the engines. How near would she come? Not much nearer apparently. The lights went out and the engines ceased to purr. The police car was noisier. He must hear this before he made a move.

There it was — a harsher moan. He walked back into the house and closed the door. Miss Ellen was in the parlour.

“Your wife has told me you are leaving — I made this ready for you.”

It was a packet of food; he thanked her and dropped it into his pocket.

“We must go through the window,” he said, and asked her to close and shutter it after them.

As October dropped to his side on the stone flags, he heard the police car distinctly.

“This way.”

He took her hand. October had not touched his hand since the night of her escape, she realised; it felt very strong and capable.

Through the tree belt, across the track garden into the meadow… he helped her over the gap in the hedge. Somewhere a railway engine was coughing asthmatically.

He stooped and looked along the road. There was a grade here up which the express that carried poor Baldy might speed at forty miles an hour, but no heavy goods train would make that time.

Still holding hands, they made a cautious way along the ties. Presently they cleared the obstruction of the house and could see the tree-lined road. The police car had halted short of its objective. Men were tumbling out to the road. To go further was to show themselves against the skyline. The track ran along the top of an embankment; there was a little culvert ahead over a small stream. Better to wait, he thought, and sought a hiding place. There was a small pile of railway ties, and behind this they crouched.

“I don’t know what this train is, but our only chance of escape this way is to find a closed truck with the doors open. If that fails us we must cross the rails and take to the fields.”

The train was near now; the light of its two headlamps lit the bushes and trees that fringed the track. And then it came into sight — a white beam shot along the metals.

“Wait till I say ‘Go’,” he whispered. “Don’t try to climb — wait until I have boarded the truck.”

The engine grunted past… October could see the train crew in the light of the furnace fire… they were in darkness again. He touched her arm and she rose.

Truck after truck passed, and then:

“Follow!” he whispered and, running, reached up and caught a steel rod and hoisted himself through the open door of a van. Instantly he turned and, reaching down, gripped her wrist and pulled her up, breathless and triumphant.

Looking back in the direction of the house, he saw little lights flashing in Miss Ellen’s garden — thought he saw a man running beside the track; but, since the train increased its speed as it reached the top of the grade and began the downhill run, he thought he might be mistaken.

“We’re here!” he said grimly.

“There is somebody in the car!” she whispered.

He took the torch from his pocket and flashed the light around. At the far end of the car lay two ragged man half-covered by straw. They were sleeping peacefully.

“Where are we going?”

It was the old question, and she nearly laughed at its familiarity.

“I don’t know — London, I think. We are moving in that direction.”

The train whammed on at a pace which he likened to a steady jogtrot. Once, with a thundering rattle of buffer against buffer, they pulled up at a little station. Two men walked along the line, one of them swinging a lantern.

“… found that man yet… yes — murder! Killed another tramp — he orter get a medal for that!”

They were discussing tramps as they came back.

“Gow, two in here — look.”

He sent the light of his lantern towards the sleeping men. October squeezed herself tight against the wall. Robin had chosen the other end of the car, and the two men did not look in their direction. The lantern was withdrawn.

“… what’s the use? You throw ’em out and likely enough they wait for you one fine night and its ‘John Smith, aged thirty-eight. No flowers.’ Let ’em sleep.”

The train moved on for a few miles and then stopped. Looking out, Robin saw a man with a red lamp walking down the track towards the engine in the blinding light of the headlamp. He saw the glint of light on a helmet — a police officer!

He imparted the news to the girl.

“He’s come on a motor-bicycle,” he surmised.

He pulled open the big door on the far side of the car and dropped to the line, and in another second she had joined him. There was no station building in sight, but a hundred yards in front of the engine he saw a level crossing. The cycle would be there — he almost imagined that he could see the light of it. They reached the sandy ditch by the side of the track and, leading the way, Robin crawled towards the head of the train. He could hear voices above the hiss of the escaping steam — a volley of questions and answers.

The sound of steam stopped suddenly.

“…only one van that’s empty — all the others are sealed… two tramps, but I’ve had ’em since Ascot.”

Sound of heavy feet plodding along the track side. The engine crew were leaning out of the cab that they might miss nothing — their backs were towards the fugitives.

The danger was the nearside headlamp. It threw a beam that covered both rails; but the ditch became deeper, and by stooping they could keep their heads below its edge. Walking was difficult. They were tramping through mud; their feet became entangled with coarse water-grasses. Robin found a deep mud-hole and sank up to his knees.

“Farewell, new suit!” he groaned as he guided her past the trap. The crossing was a dozen yards away, and there was no sign of a motorcycle. “We can’t expect everything,” said Robin philosophically, and at that second the rays of the headlamp were reflected dimly on polished steel. It was on the right side of the road, too — they need not cross the line.

He climbed up the steep bank, puling her with him.

“You’d better lie down—”


Pang!


A bullet struck the wire fence on which his hand rested, and hummed into the night. The shot came from the ditch fifty yards behind them. October saw the flash.
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“Run!”

She was on her knees, but he jerked her to her feet and, stooping, they flew.


Pang!


Robin stumbled forward — her heart stood still.

“Nothing — caught me a clip on the head, but nothing.”

He was under cover, tinkering furiously with the big motorcycle.

“Give me the pistol.”

He handed it to her without a word, and she crept forward. A man was running along the track towards them, but her eyes were only for the hidden assassin in the ditch.

And then she saw him and fired. The force of the recoil startled her no less than the violence of the explosion. She felt her hand tingle hotly.

“Come!” It was Robin calling. He was straddling the machine, its headlamp burnt brilliantly. “Up behind me on the carrier — hang on!”

She obeyed, found a steel grille at the back of the seat and sat sideways, her arms around his body. He kicked at the starter… there was a splutter and bang, and they glided forward, gathering speed.

“Wow-w-w!”

“The policeman will stop him shooting in a minute,” shouted Robin. “Don’t worry… rotten target!”

It seemed an eternity before the road crooked round and the railway was out of sight. She could see its reflected searchlight for a long time. The cycle behaved nobly; over his shoulder Robin shouted encomia of its sterling qualities. They met only one man, an elderly gentleman driving a trap, whose horse reared up and shied towards the side of the road. He hurled fierce imprecations after them.

“A doctor,” roared Robin. “Only excuse for man his age being out late.”

The wind tore speech to fragments — they were moving at a rate which made conversation a matter of guesswork.

Apparently he had no route in his mind, but he told her afterwards that he was following a simple plan — first road to right — then first road to left.

“Red Beard — ditch!”

She gasped.

“The man who fired at us?”

“Jumped — train — same time — we. Thought — spotted him.”

He checked the speed of the machine, and after a few minutes stopped. She was not sorry to leave the carrier. It was of steel, in pattern rather like a grid. Robin put out the headlight.

“There will be a telephone within a mile of where the train stopped,” he said. “By now the constabulary of the county will be looking for a lady and gentleman riding the wind.”

He picked up the machine and toppled it over a low wall into a field.

“We are approaching a town of some kind,” he said. “Did you see the hotel advertisement in that field we just passed? Advertisements of hotels are the heralds of civilised communities.”

He stooped and with a stick scraped the drying mud from his trousers.

“You were about to ask where do we go from here?” he said.

“I wasn’t!” she affirmed stoutly. “I’ve ceased to be curious. I should like to know—”

“Where we are — so should I.” He put up his head and sniffed. “Can’t you smell it?”

“What?”

“Water — river, canal, something. I can smell it now. Glory be!”

She sniffed up the cool night air, but detected nothing that reminded her of anything.

“We’re near the Thames,” he said seriously; “how near or just where, I’m not troubling to think. I wonder where we can hide.”

They walked on and, as he had anticipated, came soon to a collection of houses. Their character and appearance were hidden. No wandering policeman was encountered, and they emerged into the country again in five minutes.

“The name of that thriving city might have helped us if we knew it,” he said. “There was a shop that sold fishing-tackle: did you notice that?”

She hadn’t, and marvelled that he could have made such a discovery in the darkness.

They stopped at the branch of the road and decided to take that which led to the left hand. It seemed the less cared for. It pros ed to be a cheerless way. A wind sprang up before dawn, and there was a nip in it that chilled his thinly covered legs.

“… if I might mention anything so indelicate.”

He could mention anything without protest from October. Her own legs were aching; she had an overwhelming desire to sleep, and had he suggested that they should lie down in the middle of the road, she would have offered no objection.

The sky had clouded over, they saw, with the coming of the first grey light. On and on they trudged along the uneven road. Twice he stopped to let her rest — the second time he had to shake her awake. She was apologetic in a sleepy way and tried to be brightly conversational.

“An intensive education in cinema cliches tells me that you will turn out to be a secret service man who is flying from a gang of international war makers,” she said. “You have the secret plans of — of the next war in your boot-heel — or maybe concealed in your vest; with a little card that you’ve only to show to the police to — to—”

“Get a cigar,” he humoured her. “No, I’m nothing so romantic.”

“Then you’re the heir to a great fortune that Lady Thingummy wants. You have a fleur de lys tattooed on your right arm.”

“Heir to the ages — no. The only person who ought to die and leave me something is Mrs. Loamer. And I’ll bet she won’t. Try another.”

“I can’t — I’m talking nonsense. You’re Mr. Tramp and I’m Mrs. Tramp, and we’ll wake up in the police station, and I shall be petted by the Society for the Protection of Lady Tramps.”

She scarcely realised that he had guided her from the main road, and that they were trudging through one of his favourite lanes.

She was sleeping on her feet, her arm linked in his, when she became conscious that they had stopped.

She stared stupidly at a narrow stream of black-looking water. Moored to the bank was a long black barge. There was light enough to see a man curled up on the bank under a gaily-coloured blanket. When they came up to him they saw he was black, and that his dazzling bedspread was only one of many. Nearby were the ashes of a fire. An old tin kettle blackened with much use, and a grub box. But neither kettle nor food were responsible for his deep and stertorous sleep.

Robin picked up the empty bottle and sniffed.

“Guaranteed to kill at fifty yards,” he said. “Snowball has been enjoying a solitary jag.”

Between bank and barge was a plank; he walked aboard and looked round. The barge was empty — its usual cargo of coal, he saw. At one end in the stern was a hatchway which was unlocked. He made an inspection of the cramped quarters. Apparently this was the sleeping and living room of the crew.

In the bow was a small compartment with a wooden bunk but having no evidence of occupation. It was approached through a sliding hatch, but the hasp by which the door was fastened had been broken off.

He returned to find October sitting on the bank, her arms folded on her knees, her head on her arms. Lifting her bodily, he carried her across the plank, which sagged under them so that the yard of their progress required an extraordinary effort, and eventually got her into the close little cubbyhole. Laying her on the bunk with his rolled coat under her head, he pushed the door tight and stretched himself on the floor, and fell into a painful sleep. In his dreams he heard voices shouting anathemas upon the heads of all boozing niggers, the slow drag of feet, and a guttural, whining voice raised in exculpation.

Thump!

A heavy object fell on the deck above his head. He stared round, saw that October had rolled perilously near to the edge of the bunk and pushed her back unceremoniously with his foot, before he fell off to sleep again.

He woke with a taste of tar in his mouth, and saw that October was sitting on the edge of the bunk eating a biscuit. Her face was black.

“There was a letter for you,” she said, and handed down an envelope.

“Has the post come?”

There was no light to read; he slipped it into his pocket.

“It was wrapped up with the food,” said October. “Isn’t everything quiet? You look funny!”

She began to laugh, quietly at first, and then mirth shook her.

“If it is the coal dust on my face that amuses you,” he said, “perhaps you would like to see your own.”

She had a bag and a mirror. Her exclamation of horror was pleasant hearing. He opened the hatch a little and peeped cautiously out. The banks were travelling past — the barge was on the move. Looking aft, he saw the negro sitting with a blanket about his shoulders, his head on his breast, one hand on the long tiller. He pulled open the hatch a little farther, got his head and shoulders out. Ahead of them was a little tug boat, and between barge and tug a hawser slapped up and down in the water.

He went down to the girl, but the cabin was empty — a mystery explained when she crawled out through the narrowest door he had ever seen. There was a washplace there with a rusty little pump that yielded a trickle of water.

“Which way are we going?” she asked in alarm.

“That way,” he pointed. “Whether it leads to London or — wherever canals lead, I don’t know. We must lie low until night.”

He closed the door and, visiting the washroom, succeeded in removing some of the grime from his face. With the hatch closed, the atmosphere was stuffy. October developed a headache and went to sleep again. Every hour or so Robin took an observation. Once, when he looked out, the barge was under the shadow of a wharf, and he saw the smoke of locomotives.

It must have been four o’clock when the tug ceased to haul. The bump of the barge as it struck the bank awakened the girl. Robin went to his peephole.

“We are taking more barges in tow.”

After the exchange of a considerable quantity of bad language between the captain of the tug and the negro at the tiller, in which the skipper was aided and abetted by an unknown called “Tom’, who evidently was posted on the canal bank, progress was resumed. Robin dozed, and dreamt that he was back in the Shepherd’s house and could not leave it because before every door and window swung the body of the departed owner. He felt a pressure on his arm and woke.

“We have stopped,” she whispered in his ear. “I heard somebody ask the negro if he had seen a man and a woman when he stopped last night.”

Feet sounded on the deck — booted, heavy feet.

“What’s down here?”

The door to the washroom was a thick plank, opening on hinges inwards. Robin gathered up his coat and the girl’s hat and bag and pushed her through the opening. He followed and, bracing his feet against the barge’s timbers, set his back firmly against the door. He heard the hatch grind back and heavy feet tread the floor of the bunkhouse.

“Nobody hear, sah. I bin in dis cabin an’ outer dis cab’n all day, sah.”

“Where do you sleep?” asked an authoritative voice.

“Me, sah? I sleep up forrard, sah. There ain’t nothin’ in my cab’n, sah!”

There was a crash as the hatch closed, and they were gone. Robin stole out and listened, heard later an angry colloquy. After that an animated and interminable conversation went on somewhere near, but Robin could hear nothing. The barge must be tied up to some wharf, for he heard the rumble of wagon wheels and the slow clip-clop of a horse’s hooves. The talkers were moving in his direction. Robin heard authority again.

“… now look here, Byrne—”

Byrne! Robin dared move the hatch; the failing light justified the act.

“… there’s no argument. You get back to London and report to Scotland Yard. I’ve had orders to send you there… I don’t care what you’re doing. I know, I know
 . We’ll get the tramp without any assistance from you — thank you! I know just all about it…”

Robin did not catch Red Beard’s retort.

“Always glad of information, Mr. Byrne. You traced him to the barge, did you… I know all about the officer losing his machine. Well, he’s not on the barge and never came on…

“Can’t I stay the night? I’ll go to London first thing in the morning. Listen, chief — this bird got my partner — right through the leg. I’m sore’s hell. And this man is on the barge — him an’ his chicken. He’s somewheres round. I gotta instinct. Say, I’d give a million dollars to get him for you…”

they were walking slowly as he spoke. Robin did not hear the reply. More deadly than all the detectives was Red Beard, for he had sources of information denied to the police. And he had the use of a fast car, could pick up the distinctive track of the cycle. It was not very hard to understand how this bloodhound came to nose along the trail. They had seen nobody on the journey except the old man in the trap. Who had seen them? What homeless men had looked out from their sleeping places and watched them pass in the light of dawn? “There is nothing to do but wait,” he said.

October thought that he sounded rather middle-aged, and told him as much.

“Maybe; I feel a hundred. I don’t know where we are, and we may blunder from the barge into the arms of a policeman.” There was a church clock near them. They counted the quarters until ten struck. Robin opened the hatch and closed it again quickly. Two men were standing at the far end of the boat, visible in a distant arc-lamp. The negro was one, the other he recognised, though his back was turned. So Red Beard was back. That instinct of which he boasted had brought him. He was illustrating his words with his hands. He pointed down, he pointed first to one side of the barge and then the other, and then he turned round, and it was the negro who pointed. And a negro’s gestures are expressive. By the slope of his hands Robin saw that he was indicating the cubbyhole, then he pulled open an invisible plank and vigorously washed his face — pointed again. Red Beard was nodding. The negro took a step towards the fore cabin — Red Beard caught him by the arm and told him something… all these events Robin repeated to the girl.

“… the negro is firing a gun — Reddy has told him I am armed — Reddy is flapping his hand up and down as if he was saying ‘Leave him to me.’ Now he is leaving the barge — no, he isn’t; he’s going down to Snowball’s dug-out—”

“Reddy fades out picture!” she said wearily. “It sounds like an overelaborated film scenario.”

Somebody called “Bud” in a loud voice, and the negro came flying up to the deck — alone. He ran towards the hatch. Robin closed it quickly, and just then there was a thud on the deck. The barge bumped so violently that October was nearly thrown from her feet.

“We’re on the move!” said Robin suddenly.

He could hear the panting of the tug — the barge lurched sideways. From the pier a man roared a string of rapid instructions, only the last four words of which could be distinguished.

“Don’t forget the bacon.”

Evidently this was a time-honoured jest. The negro’s roar of laughter filled all space.

“Ha, ha,” said Robin politely.

He was sitting by her side and, reaching out, took her hand.

“How did you know I wanted comfort?” she asked.

“Do you? Yes, I knew that. I am psychic. You have a forlornness.”

He heard her deep sigh and grinned.

“Don’t laugh — I’m psychic, too!” she said fretfully. “And I know
 you smiled. Do you realise that a week ago I had never slept in a haunted house, or in a barge, or ridden in a milk van with tramps, or seen anybody die? And it’s… well, crowding on me! And I feel that I’m going through life running away from something — the kind of nightmare you have after a bad supper — running away from a man with a knife, running, running, running until you wake up and turn on the light! Shall I wake up?”

“Yes, and you won’t need to turn on the light — there will be sunshine and flowers and fountains playing and a brass band — everything the heart can desire.”

She drew a long breath.

“I don’t see that — only horrid roads, and old sheds and goods trains… tramps without end, hobbling along and to nowhere!”

He dropped her hand suddenly.

“Why?” she asked.

“You’re shaking my nerve — and you mustn’t do it, October.” His voice was almost sharp. “I get panicky when you talk that way — when you feel that way. I just want to leap up on deck and shoot somebody — anybody. It is hysteria. Dash your auburn tresses, you’ve made me hysterical.”

“My hair isn’t auburn,” she said coldly, and then laughed and squeezed his arm tight. “I’m mean! I think I was depressed about Red Beard — I did so hope I had killed him! And then we could have sat side by side in court and cheered one another — the prisoner always gets the best seat in court.”

He laughed at this, rather more loudly than was safe… overhead he heard the creak of a shoe and put his hand to her mouth.

“I wonder if he heard!”
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Ten Thousand pounds are a lot of pounds, as Red Beard often said to Lenny. And Lenny had invariably replied, “Thasso!” A few minutes afterwards, he would grin from ear to ear, for he was a slow thinker, though an excellent judge of pace.

Red Beard squatted by the negro steersman, a cigar between his teeth, his arms clasped about his knees, and tried to imagine what they would look like — a hundred notes for a hundred pounds each, all spread out on a large table. It would have to be an enormously large table.

He watched the dark country pass on either bank, his eyes glued on the chuffing tug. The barge had passed out of the canal and was keeping to the central channel of the river that alternately sprawled and closed upon them. She — if a barge be not a neutral thing — was due to meet the William and Mary
 , a collier out of Cardiff, in the Pool of London, and Red Beard anticipated no more than a pleasant trip and a few quiet hours to exercise his thoughts. And the most pleasant of these was that ten thousand pounds are a lot of pounds.

Now suppose…

The worst of men have their dreams, and they are usually about money.

Now suppose he had got that walking guy at Boulogne, or when he was leaning on the gate taking the air… The thought thrilled him. Suppose he were on this very barge? Red Beard, though no Catholic, carried in his pocket a tiny silver medallion of St Anthony, reputedly a great help in finding articles you mislay. He possessed all the superstitions of his illiteracy, and in a grip now safely deposited in New York, at the Grand Central Station, he stored innumerable charms, which were all cunningly promoted and degraded as their potency failed. But St Anthony was one of the constants of his faith.

He took it out now, rubbed it on the palm of both hands, and deposited it religiously in the deeps of his pocket. This nigger talked of a recess opening from the forward cubbyhole. It was queer finding a nigger bargee in England…. But niggers are born liars and imagine things; and anyway, Red Beard had not thought it necessary to pursue his search. A thought occurred to him.

“Bud, go along and see what’s down that hatch. I’ll take your steering stick.”

“Me, sah? No, sah!” Bud shook his head vigorously. “Dat place is ha’nted! Old man died down thah last time we was on the Surrey Canal.”

Red Beard tried to jeer him into making the investigation, but the man was adamant. He said that the night after the old man was moved the hatch was padlocked. Next morning the lock was broken. Another padlock was fixed and again was broken. According to him, this happened six nights out of seven. He did not explain that the only time it happened was when a shore thief came aboard in his absence, looking for loot. But Red Beard was impressed. He believed in ghosts and premonitions — pictures falling from the wall, and death tappings…

He stared forward into the darkness apprehensively, but after a while he mastered his uneasiness, and walked along the narrow side deck, standing irresolutely above the hatch. And then he heard the laugh, and his heart leapt. Going down on his knees, he examined the covering. A broken staple gave support to the negro’s legend, but Mr. Byrne was superior now to superstitious fears. His fingers went gingerly along the slide. The hatch must be pushed towards the bow of the boat. If the staple were there, it would be easy enough to fasten. How else might it be kept closed? His practical mind found a way, and he went cautiously back to the uneasy steersman.

“Got an iron bar — anything!”

Bud, perturbed and frightened, went reluctantly down into his sleeping hole. In a box under the bunk were kept the ship’s tools, a rusty collection of of axes, hammers and chisels. From the bottom Red Beard raked out two crowbars of different length and, armed with these, he went forward again. If the longer of the two bars had been made for the purpose, it could not have suited him better. With the claw fixed to the back of the hatch he hammered down the head of the crowbar against the prow post. Robin heard the hammering and, guessing its meaning, jumped for the hatch; he tried to pull it back, but not an inch would it yield.

“Put your hands to your ears,” he whispered.

And then, from the deck above, he heard a hateful voice.

“Hullo!”

Red Beard lay flat on the hatch and formed a trumpet of his two hands.

“Think you’ll make London this trip? Like hell you will—”

Right at his elbow the wood splintered and flew upward. A second bullet snicked the tip of his ear… his face was smarting in a dozen places where the splinters had struck.

He scrambled to his feet with a bellow of rage and whipped out his gun. Ahead of them was a broad expanse of water, and as Red Beard fired, the tug was caught by the swift water of the river and swung round. From the little steamer’s deck the skipper was shouting at him excitedly; the siren wailed; but Red Beard neither heard nor realised. Half-mad with rage, he danced up and down the little deck, his gun whirling.

“I’ll fix you… I’ll fix you!”

Again the pistol banged, but by now Robin had taken cover with the girl behind the stout plank.

Back to the stern and the alarmed Bud the gunman raced, vanished into the little cabin. The steersman heard the rattle and crash of the tool-box being overturned, and then the half-demented man came out carrying a rusty axe.

“Boss, fo’ de Lawd’s sake, what you gwine ter do? Boss, I’ll get fired for dis sure…!”

But Red Beard swept him aside. The tug was panting against the stream; the hawser that held the barge was taut. With two blows he severed the rope, and without pause dropped down into the broad flat bottom of the barge. Crash! The axe fell on the floor, and as he lugged it back, a thin plank came up, revealing the black ribs and a layer of black water that covered the outer skin of this decrepit craft.

The negro was dancing to and fro, working the tiller first this way and that in his frenzy as the barge drifted in circles to the centre of the stream. The axe was useless — the bilge water was too deep. Red Beard clambered up to the foredeck and searched for the short crowbar, found it and, returning down, drove through the water to the bottom of the boat.

Red Beard’s back straightened and his gun drove out.

“Stay where you are, nigger!”

“Fo’ Gawd’s sake, boss… I cain’t swim.”

“Get back — quick!” He fired a shot at the negro’s foot and Bud clambered out of the well with a wild howl.

The wood was old and soggy: every blow of the sharp claw dug deeply into its rottenness. Panting, blinded with the perspiration which ran down his face at his unusual exertion, Red Beard drove down the bar and felt it slip through. Water bubbled up noisily; he struck again, broke off the edges of the hole he had made… the river was above his ankles when he climbed to the afterdeck.

He pushed the petrified steersman aside, dragging back the tiller so that the barge headed for the shore. It lurched sideways, turning round and round, now stern first, now broadside to the stream, but all the time edging towards the dark shore. In the well the water was rising slowly, bringing with it the loose deck boards that had covered its floor.

“I cain’t swim, I cain’t swim!” sobbed Bud.

“Shut up!” snapped Red Beard savagely. “When we hit the bank, jump!”

Nearer and nearer to the shore the ungainly craft circled. She was so heavily waterlogged that she no longer responded to the rudder. Red Beard made a mental calculation and guessed that, by now, the people in the fore cabin had water up to their waists. Another and a stronger eddy caught them and brought the stern of the scow within a few feet of the bank. He had judged well… there was a grinding thump and, with a scream of terror, Bud shot through the air like something released from a catapult, tumbled on to the steep bank and, by a superhuman effort, dragged himself to land.

Red Beard’s departure was more dignified. He literally stepped from the rudder top to earth, and, save for wet feet, suffered no inconvenience.

The barge was drifting out again and, as it drifted, sank lower and lower till only the rims of the stern and bow showed. Presently it passed out of sight. Red Beard put up his hand to his lacerated cheek, drew out a splinter with a grimace and grinned.

“Figured I’d fix him, and I’ve fixed him!” he said complacently, and sat down to recover his breath and to debate in his mind the important question — was Lenny entitled to his agreed share of the blood-money?

“Fifty-fifty’s all wrong,” said Red Beard.

The first intimation of danger that came to the two people in the cabin was a gushing of water through the loosely set floorboards. At first Robin could not believe his eyes, and then, as there reached him the thud-thud of the falling crowbar and the gurgle of the inrushing water, the horror of the thing turned him cold.

With the help of his lamp, he made a hurried search for some means to break open the hatch. The plank that formed the door to the washroom seemed the only possible instrument, but the hinges were tightly screwed, and not all his efforts could wrench one loose.

“We’re sinking, aren’t we?” asked October quietly.

“It feels that way,” he said.

“Is the knife any good?” she asked, and produced unexpectedly from her pocket the weapon that Lenny that thrown.

It was a clasp-knife of peculiar pattern: the blade, as long again as the handle, folded over, its edge being protected by a narrow steel groove which, when the knife was in use, fitted into the handle. He seized this timely weapon from her hand and, snapping it straight, attacked the hatchway. But the wood here was at least three-quarters of an inch thick, and although he had the advantage of working from the punctures which the bullets had made, there was little hope of cutting away sufficient to allow them to escape.

By now, as Red Beard had calculated, the water was between waist and armpits, and the barge was wallowing first to one side and then to the other, and with every drunken stagger of it they thought the end had come.

“Will the hatch slide in the other direction?” she asked.

He examined the edge and saw at once that the wooden cover was kept in its place by a flimsy strip of wood, which was already strained and bent under the pressure of the hammered crowbar. Driving the knife into the wood, he had the satisfaction of tearing off a long splinter without trouble. A second slither followed. As he struck again he heard the bump of the stern as it struck the bank. The water was now up to his shoulders and he worked at fever speed, handicapped by the presence of the girl, whom he had been forced to put in front of him on the lower of the three steps that led down from the deck. He pried loose yet another jagged slip and, planting his hands on the under side of the hatch, exerted all his strength and pushed. The hatch did not open, as he expected; it gave half-an-inch and then stuck. But that half-an-inch produced a result he had not anticipated. The iron bar fell to the deck with a clang and, reversing the motion of his hands, he pulled and the hatch slid back. Linking his arm in hers, he dragged her to the deck, already underwater.

“Can you swim, October?”

“Yes… how far and for how long?”

It seemed there was no need to swim for any distance. As the craft careened round, out of the darkness on their left loomed a low bank. In another instant they were in the water, swimming strongly against the current. Then, reaching out his hand, Robin dug his fingers into a clay bank and they slipped and slid up its steep and oozy face until his hand touched the thorny branches of a bush.

October was the first to recover her speech.

“Wow
 where are we?” she asked.

“I’m damn’d if I know!” said Robin, “but I’m in favour of a tax on betting!”

It was the first time he had used strong language in her presence, and in the circumstances she felt that he was justified.

Presently he gripped her hand and lifted her.

“Walk,” he said. “You’ll be chilled to death sitting there in those wet clothes. We’ll find a house somewhere.”

They struggled through the bramble of a little wood and emerged on the other side, to find there was a broad canal to cross. Along this they wandered until they came to a deserted lock, which gave them a bridge. Before them at the foot of a long hill they saw the lights of a considerable town. Presently, labouring across the field, they found a road.

“Once more we take to the broad highway,” said October gaily; “and if this is Ashleigh I shall scream!”

“It is anywhere but Ashleigh,” he said, “but I thought I recognised… no, I didn’t! But I’ve been in this town before.”

He felt in his pocket and his hand touched the sodden roll of notes he had taken from Lenny — who was the cashier of the confederation.

“We’ll go straight to the best hotel,” he said firmly, “order a hot dinner and a hot bath.”

Somebody was walking ahead of them — a stranger like themselves, for, hearing footsteps behind him, he stopped and turned.

“Say, mister, what place is this? I just landed from a barge—”

It was Red Beard. Robin slipped his arms from his wet jacket.

“This is the place you get off, whiskers!” he said, and drove with his left.

Red Beard fell with a crash, but in a second he was on his feet and had jerked out his gun. Before he could rise it, a hand gripped his wrist and twisted it so painfully that with a yell the gunman dropped his weapon. It fell at October’s feet and she kicked it to the side of the road.

Red Beard was game, but he was no hand fighter. The third time he went down he elected to stay. Robin searched round for the pistol, put it in his pocket and walked back to his enemy.

“Are you insured, Byrne?” he asked. “Because, if you are, I’m entitled to a commission from the company that took the risk. Ninety-nine cents to the dollar is your premium if you and I ever meet again! Do you get that?”

Red Beard did not answer. He was counting his teeth.

The end of the road brought them to the beginning of a street.

“We shall attract a little attention, October, but I can’t risk your running round in damp clothes.”

The town was peculiarly constructed: it consisted of one main avenue with practically no houses behind on either side, and a large proportion of the buildings were devoted to the rest and freshment of man. There was a festive gaiety about the place which seemed more unreal to October, who knew the river, than to her companion. It was one of those little bungalow communities which are desolations in the late autumn. A group of cottages, two little hotels, and a line of closed boathouses, suggested that the community enjoyed only a seasonal prosperity.

The chill wind that swept down the long street was responsible for its deserted appearance — they did not see even a policeman, though there was a knot of people about the enticing and brightly illuminated entrance of the inevitable cinema.

“The best hotel is any hotel,” said Robin, “and this place looks good to me.”

It was a two-storey house standing back from the road behind a grassy forecourt, and the open hallway, with its gaily coloured lights, decided him. Across the broad fanlight were the words “River Hotel,” and as they stepped into the warm vestibule a heavenly smell of cooking food came out to meet them.

Robin searched for a bell and found it, and presently a stout little woman, with huge, gold-rimmed spectacles, appeared with the set smile of one who had profited by her contact with humanity. The smile faded at the sight of the two coal-stained and bedraggled scarecrows. Robin hastened to remove the unfavourable impressions which they had created.

“We’ve been picnicking on a barge,” he said, “but unfortunately we didn’t choose a clean one, and we finished up our trip by falling into the water. Can you let us rooms?”

“Why — yes,” she hesitated, and then, with an “Excuse me,’ she darted through a door and returned immediately with a large redhaired man chewing a toothpick, who surveyed them solemnly, critically and appraisingly.

“Well,” he drawled, when he had found his voice, “I don’t know that this hotel will suit you. Maybe if you go along to Mrs. Hodges — she’s open all the winter.”

“We’re closing down tomorrow,” jerked in the stout little woman. “All our boarders are gone and we have no staff.”

“We only want rooms for the night,” said Robin.

The big man chewed his toothpick with his eye on his wife, and Robin thought it a good moment to produce from his unpleasantly damp pocket a mass of wet paper.

“I’d like you to dry this for me,” he said, and at the sight of so much indubitably good money the big man was galvanised into a violent interest.

“Of course I will,” he said. “You count it out, because I don’t want any argument after. Mother, you’ll find a room for this gentleman and lady. Married?”

Robin parried.

“Two rooms,” he said soberly, “and if possible, two bathrooms.”

“We’ve got three,” said the proprietor, with some pride.

He came up to collect the money and told Robin that they were the only guests in the house. Apparently they shut down at the end of August, but the September had been so unusually fine that a number of the bungalows in the town had dragged out their period of occupation.

“You’ll be wanting some more clothes,” said the big man. ‘Would you like me to “phone up to Sturgess and ask them to send you some down? Perhaps your wife would like something dry?”

It was an excellent scheme. Robin was hardly out of a scalding hot bath when Mr. Sturgess himself, happy to find customers at this dead-end of the season, arrived with two big suitcases.

They dined in solitary-state, he and October, in a large, over-ornamented diningroom, economically darkened except for a lamp over their table.

They had retired to the hotel parlour, there to discuss the morrow, when the first hint of trouble came. Next to the parlour was the proprietor’s office, and only a thin matchboarding separated the two rooms. Robin had heard the telephone bell ring before, and had been an unwilling eavesdropper to conversation which consisted of the unimportant exchanges of intimate gossip that make up the life of a small community.

Mr. Sturgess, who had brought the clothes, had told him that they were twelve miles from London.

“In which direction?” asked October.

“I didn’t ask him that. He was a very short-speech little man. I’ve never met a salesman who spoke less.”

He was rising to search for a newspaper when he heard the telephone bell ring and the proprietor’s voice answer.

“Hey?… Yes, inspector…” A long pause. “Yes, two people… that’s right, a man and a woman. Wait a minute.”

He got up and closed the door of his office, rather unnecessarily, as it happened.

“Yes, about an hour ago…” Another pause, and then, in a tone of consternation: “You don’t mean that!”

And then the receiver was hung up.

They looked at one another.

“The Great Highway, I think,” said Robin carefully, and at that moment the proprietor came in and closed the door behind him. In his hand he had a half-dried sheaf of notes.

“You’d better take these — and get out.”

“I haven’t paid my bill,” said Robin.

“Don’t worry about that. Killed a tramp, did you?”

He shook his head in wonder. Robin had the idea that the gesture held not a little admiration, too.

He personally conducted them on to the roadway.

“They’ll come from the left. You had best go right till you come to the London Road.”

Robin shrank back to cover as a car came speeding up the street and stopped before the door. Three men jumped out. In point of fact, only two should have alighted: the driver’s place was at the wheel, but he was curious, and curiosity has been the ruin of more men than women. He had hardly joined the group at the boardinghouse door before he saw the car moving…

“They must have slipped down the side path—” began the proprietor, but nobody waited to hear him.
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Mr. George Loamer strutted across the wide stretch of the outer office, beamed benevolently upon an intimate secretary, and passed into his own room. There was no evidence of perturbation or distress. He was his immaculate self, and hung his polished silk hat upon a peg with the greatest of care before he seated himself in his comfortable chair, glanced at the mass of unopened letters which awaited him, and rang a bell. His secretary came in.

“Dowdlers have been three times about their account—” he began, but Mr. Loamer silenced him good-humouredly.

“I have to go to Paris this afternoon,” he said, took a cheque from his waistcoat pocket and smoothed it out flat upon the blottingpad.

The secretary took it up, glanced at the figure and his mouth opened wide.

“You want all this in cash, Mr. Loamer?” he asked in a hushed voice.

Mr. Loamer nodded.

“Take a cab, and when you’ve drawn the money go to the Bank Lyonnaise and change it into francs.”

He locked the door after the man had gone, opened an intricate little wall safe that was concealed behind the panelling, took out a small account book, a number of papers, and carried them to the fireplace. From his hip pocket he took a whisky flask, sprinkled its contents upon the papers, and the pungent scent of petrol filled the office. Mr. Loamer struck a match and watched the blaze complacently, turning over the slower burning account book with a poker. Not until the handsome grate was filled with black ashes did he withdraw his gaze.

The panelled wall also concealed a cupboard, and from this Mr. Loamer took out a flat suitcase and, putting it on his desk, unlocked the door and rang again. This time one of the girl clerks answered him.

“Send the commissionaire to me.”

The commissionaire came, a grizzled man with two rows of war ribbons.

“Take this to Victoria Station and wait until I come,” he instructed, and the man carried the bag out.

There was a smaller bag, but this Mr. Loamer decided to carry himself.

Again he explored the cu board, brought out a rough tweed suit and, locking the door, made a quick change. He tidied away the clothes he had discarded, took a cardboard box from the smaller bag, and in a paper covering found the wig which had been made for him a year before, and the bristling iron-grey moustache which the finest costumier in London had assured him would defy detection under the eyes of experts. That disguise could be very quickly effected after he had met the commissionaire at the railway station.

He snapped the bag tight, unlocked the door, and sat down patiently to await the return of his messenger. He was an unconscionable time. Mr. Loamer grew impatient, a little apprehensive, but presently through the sliding panel he saw the man walking back quickly, and heard him enter before he tapped at the door. One glance at the secretary’s face told him the worst.

“The bank wouldn’t honour the cheque, sir. I told them I knew you had the balance, but they said they wanted to see you first. The clerk said that they’d had a wire from somebody.”

Not a muscle of George Loamer’s face moved.

“That is very foolish of them. Thank you, Carter, I will see the manager myself.”

When the man had gone, he searched the inside of his waistcoat pocket. There was a thick wad of notes there, sufficient to get him away and maintain him for two years; but it would have been better if he could have taken the bank balance. He did not think of his mother; he dared not think of her. The lifetime habit of obedience and servitude was not easily to be broken.

Pulling open a drawer of his desk, he unlocked a little cashbox which he had regarded as too insignificant to investigate, but every pound counted now.

He had emptied the box when there came a tap at the door. Mr. Loamer hesitated for a moment.

“Come in,” he said, and there walked into the office a very-bronzed, goodlooking young man, who greeted him with a nod and a smile.

“Good-morning, Mr. Loamer — you owe me five thousand pounds.”

Mr. Loamer’s face was a picture of surprise and pleasure.

“My dear Mr. Black!” he said. “When did you get back?”

Nigel Black pulled up a chair and sat down, in such a position that he was between Mr. Loamer and all possibility of escape.

“I arrived in town at five o’clock this morning,” he said grimly, and Mr. Loamer beamed.

“You shall have a cheque at once, my dear fellow,” he said, found his cheque book and spoke as he wrote. “An achievement — a wonderful achievement! Upon my word, I never would have imagined that you would ever win your wager! I don’t suppose there’s another man in England who has walked to Paris and back, starting out without a shilling.”

“A cheque isn’t much use, Mr. Loamer. The police have instructed your bankers not to honour your signature.”

Even this did not ruffle the placidity of one who had been regarded as a pillar of finance.

“You don’t really mean that? What an extraordinary thing to happen! Ha, ha, that’s rather a good joke.”

“I will do all the laughing that’s necessary,” said Nigel Black. “I haven’t been to the bank, so I am still in ignorance as to the fate of my million dollars — I presume that can be wiped out?”

“Your million dollars,” said Loamer pleasantly, “is quite intact. You will forgive me, Mr. Black, if I say that I think your manner is a little strange and wild. Americans, as I know to my cost, are eccentric, but I confess I have never met anybody as eccentric as you. I owe you five thousand pounds and I am willing to pay it. You have won your bet, and it is a lesson to me never to take uncommercial risks. Betting is a practice which I cannot too strongly deprecate—”

“Your mother was arrested this morning — an hour ago,” said Nigel quietly, and George Loamer’s face went grey. “When she was arrested,” continued the young man, “she did not preserve the calm which is so admirable in you. In fact, Mr. Loamer, she was very talkative.”

The big man sat numb, incapable of speech; despair in his eyes, his plump hands twitching convulsively.

“She told Mr. Simpson, who is an officer at Scotland Yard, and who will be along here presently, quite a number of queer stories. For example, she said that this business was started on borrowed money and kept in being by systematic fraud and — murder.”

Loamer blinked at this, but gave no other sign.

“She was very frank about her own innocence,” Nigel went on, “and I should imagine will be the principal witness at your trial; but she complained bitterly of the stupidity which brought her to her present unhappy position — your stupidity.”

“Oh, did she?” muttered Loamer.

“It was a queer, horrible story of people who had trusted you with their money — and disappeared. Or, if they did not disappear, died suddenly. October Jones does not know, and never will know, the cause of her mother’s death. Poor old Elvington cannot tell us of other wretched creatures who had been kept at Four Beeches long after their money was dissipated and they were forgotten; but the police have traced from local records the death of at least three men and one woman who went to Four Beeches and never returned to the world.”

“They died naturally,” murmured Mr. Loamer.

“That we shall discover,” said Nigel sternly.

George Loamer staggered to his feet, stood for a moment, his big hands on the desk supporting his weight, and then with unsteady footsteps walked to a corner of the room and stood with his back to the man he had designed for death.

“I’m not complaining about my mother… I’m saying nothing…. If she says I am to blame, I am
 to blame.”

His sensitive ears heard quick, precise footsteps on the floor outside. He bent his head listening and then his hand went up to his forehead in a gesture of weariness and there was a sharp explosion.

Before Nigel could reach him he had sunk in a huddled heap in the corner of the room.

“So far as I can discover,” said Nigel Black, when he called at October’s hotel a fortnight later, “your fortune is, with the exception of a few thousand pounds, very much as it ought to be. Loamer had not had time to make the transfer, though if he’d had another few weeks I think your money would have gone the way of others.”

“Poor souls!” She looked at him. “And you?” she asked and shook her head. “You’ve lost yours, of course?”

“Less than half of it,” he said cheerfully, “but a half is more than I ever expected to recover.”

They had taken Mrs. Loamer that morning to a mental institution.

“Where she should have been forty years ago. She’s undoubtedly mad.”

“Did she know about—” The girl hesitated.

“About her son’s suicide? Oh, yes, she discussed it quite calmly. She even said that it was the best thing that could possibly have happened.”

His arm slipped round October’s shoulder and he put one hand under her chin and raised her face to his.

“We’re going to be married in three days, October Jones — a real marriage this time. And I’ve a perfectly wonderful idea for a honeymoon.”

She looked at him suspiciously.

“We’ll go a walking tour through—”

“No!” said October Jones, very decidedly.


The End
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If you leave the Plaza del Mina, go down the narrow street, where, from ten till four, the big flag of the United States Consulate hangs lazily; through the square on which the Hotel de la France fronts, round by the Church of Our Lady, and along the clean, narrow thoroughfare that is the High Street of Cadiz, you will come to the Cafe of the Nations.

At five o’clock there will be few people in the broad, pillared saloon, and usually the little round tables that obstruct the sidewalk before its doors are untenanted.

In the late summer (in the year of the famine) four men sat about one table and talked business.

Leon Gonsalez was one, Poiccart was another, George Manfred was a notable third, and one, Thery, or Saimont, was the fourth. Of this quartet, only Thery requires no introduction to the student of contemporary history. In the Bureau of Public Affairs you will find his record. As Thery, alias Saimont, he is registered.

You may, if you are inquisitive, and have the necessary permission, inspect his photograph taken in eighteen positions — with his hands across his broad chest, full faced, with a three-days’ growth of beard, profile, with — but why enumerate the whole eighteen?

There are also photographs of his ears — and very ugly, bat-shaped ears they are — and a long and comprehensive story of his life.

Signor Paolo Mantegazza, Director of the National Museum of Anthropology, Florence, has done Thery the honour of including him in his admirable work (see chapter on ‘Intellectual Value of a Face’); hence I say that to all students of criminology and physiognomy, Thery must need no introduction.

He sat at a little table, this man, obviously ill at ease, pinching his fat cheeks, smoothing his shaggy eyebrows, fingering the white scar on his unshaven chin, doing all the things that the lower classes do when they suddenly find themselves placed on terms of equality with their betters.

For although Gonsalez, with the light blue eyes and the restless hands, and Poiccart, heavy, saturnine, and suspicious, and George Manfred, with his grey-shot beard and single eyeglass, were less famous in the criminal world, each was a great man, as you shall learn.

Manfred laid down the Heraldo di Madrid,
 removed his eyeglass, rubbed it with a spotless handkerchief, and laughed quietly.

“These Russians are droll,” he commented.

Poiccart frowned and reached for the newspaper. “Who is it — this time?”

“A governor of one of the Southern Provinces.”

“Killed?”

Manfred’s moustache curled in scornful derision.

“Bah! Who ever killed a man with a bomb! Yes, yes; I know it has been done — but so clumsy, so primitive, so very much like undermining a city wall that it may fall and slay — amongst others — your enemy.”

Poiccart was reading the telegram deliberately and without haste, after his fashion.

“The Prince was severely injured and the would-be assassin lost an arm,” he read, and pursed his lips disapprovingly. The hands of Gonsalez, never still, opened and shut nervously, which was Leon’s sign of perturbation.

“Our friend here” — Manfred jerked his head in the direction of Gonsalez and laughed— “our friend has a conscience and — —”

“Only once,” interrupted Leon quickly, “and not by my wish you remember, Manfred; you remember, Poiccart” — he did not address Thery— “I advised against it. You remember?” He seemed anxious to exculpate himself from the unspoken charge. “It was a miserable little thing, and I was in Madrid,” he went on breathlessly, “and they came to me, some men from a factory at Barcelona. They said what they were going to do, and I was horror-stricken at their ignorance of the elements of the laws of chemistry. I wrote down the ingredients and the proportions, and begged them, yes, almost on my knees, to use some other method. ‘My children,’ I said, ‘you are playing with something that even chemists are afraid to handle. If the owner of the factory is a bad man, by all means exterminate him, shoot him, wait on him after he has dined and is slow and dull, and present a petition with the right hand and — with the left hand — so!’” Leon twisted his knuckles down and struck forward and upward at an imaginary oppressor. “But they would listen to nothing I had to say.”

Manfred stirred the glass of creamy liquid that stood at his elbow and nodded his head with an amused twinkle in his grey eyes.

“I remember — several people died, and the principal witness at the trial of the expert in explosives was the man for whom the bomb was intended.”

Thery cleared his throat as if to speak, and the three looked at him curiously. There was some resentment in Thery’s voice.

“I do not profess to be a great man like you, senors. Half the time I don’t understand what you are talking about — you speak of governments and kings and constitutions and causes. If a man does me
 an injury I smash his head” — he hesitated— “I do not know how to say it…but I mean…well, you kill people without hating them, men who have not hurt you. Now, that is not my way…” He hesitated again, tried to collect his thoughts, looked intently at the middle of the roadway, shook his head, and relapsed into silence.

The others looked at him, then at one another, and each man smiled. Manfred took a bulky case from his pocket, extracted an untidy cigarette, re-rolled it deftly and struck a government match on the sole of his boot.

“Your-way-my-dear-Thery” — he puffed— “is a fool’s way. You kill for benefit; we kill for justice, which lifts us out of the ruck of professional slayers. When we see an unjust man oppressing his fellows; when we see an evil thing done against the good God” — Thery crossed him self— “and against man — and know that by the laws of man this evildoer may escape punishment — we punish.”

“Listen,” interrupted the taciturn Poiccart: “once there was a girl, young and beautiful, up there” — he waved his hand northward with unerring instinct— “and a priest — a priest, you understand — and the parents winked at it because it is often done…but the girl was filled with loathing and shame, and would not go a second time, so he trapped her and kept her in a house, and then when the bloom was off turned her out, and I found her. She was nothing to me, but I said, ‘Here is a wrong that the law cannot adequately right.’ So one night I called on the priest with my hat over my eyes and said that I wanted him to come to a dying traveller. He would not have come then, but I told him that the dying man was rich and was a great person. He mounted the horse I had brought, and we rode to a little house on the mountain…I locked the door and he turned round — so! Trapped, and he knew it. ‘What are you going to do?’ he said with a gasping noise. ‘I am going to kill you, senor,’ I said, and he believed me. I told him the story of the girl…He screamed when I moved towards him, but he might as well have saved his breath. ‘Let me see a priest,’ he begged; and I handed him — a mirror.”

Poiccart stopped to sip his coffee.

“They found him on the road next day without a mark to show how he died,” he said simply.

“How?” Thery bent forward eagerly, but Poiccart permitted himself to smile grimly, and made no response.

Thery bent his brows and looked suspiciously from one to the other.

“Government, and there are men whom the Government have never heard of. You remember one Garcia, Manuel Garcia, leader in the Carlist movement; he is in England; it is the only country where he is safe; from England he directs the movement here, the great movement. You know of what I speak?”

Thery nodded.

“This year as well as last there has been a famine, men have been dying about the church doors, starving in the public squares; they have watched corrupt Government succeed corrupt Government; they have seen millions flow from the public treasury into the pockets of politicians. This year something will happen; the old regime must go. The Government know this; they know where the danger lies, they know their salvation can only come if Garcia is delivered into their hands before the organisation for revolt is complete. But Garcia is safe for the present and would be safe for all time were it not for a member of the English Government, who is about to introduce and pass into law a Bill. When that is passed, Garcia is as good as dead. You must help us to prevent that from ever becoming law; that is why we have sent for you.”

Thery looked bewildered. “But how?” he stammered.

Manfred drew a paper from his pocket and handed it to Thery. “This, I think,” he said, speaking deliberately, “is an exact copy of the police description of yourself.” Thery nodded. Manfred leant over and, pointing to a word that occurred half way down the sheet, “Is that your trade?” he asked.

Thery looked puzzled. “Yes,” he replied.

“Do you really know anything about that trade?” asked Manfred earnestly; and the other two men leant forward to catch the reply.

“I know,” said Thery slowly, “everything there is to be known: had it not been for a — mistake I might have earned great money.”

Manfred heaved a sigh of relief and nodded to his two companions.

“Then,” said he briskly, “the English Minister is a dead man.”
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On the fourteenth day of August, 19 — , a tiny paragraph appeared at the foot of an unimportant page in London’s most sober journal to the effect that the Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs had been much annoyed by the receipt of a number of threatening letters, and was prepared to pay a reward of fifty pounds to any person who would give such information as would lead to the apprehension and conviction of the person or persons, etc.
 The few people who read London’s most sober journal thought, in their ponderous Athenaeum Club way, that it was a remarkable thing that a Minister of State should be annoyed at anything; more remarkable that he should advertise his annoyance, and most remarkable of all that he could imagine for one minute that the offer of a reward would put a stop to the annoyance.

News editors of less sober but larger circulated newspapers, wearily scanning the dull columns of Old Sobriety,
 read the paragraph with a newly acquired interest.

“Hullo, what’s this?” asked Smiles of the Comet,
 and cut out the paragraph with huge shears, pasted it upon a sheet of copy-paper and headed it:


Who is Sir Philip’s Correspondent?


As an afterthought — the Comet
 being in Opposition — he prefixed an introductory paragraph, humorously suggesting that the letters were from an intelligent electorate grown tired of the shilly-shallying methods of the Government.

The news editor of the Evening World —
 a white-haired gentleman of deliberate movement — read the paragraph twice, cut it out carefully, read it again and, placing it under a paperweight, very soon forgot all about it.

The news editor of the Megaphone,
 which is a very bright newspaper indeed, cut the paragraph as he read it, rang a bell, called a reporter, all in a breath, so to speak, and issued a few terse instructions.

“Go down to Portland Place, try to see Sir Philip Ramon, secure the story of that paragraph — why he is threatened, what he is threatened with; get a copy of one of the letters if you can. If you cannot see Ramon, get hold of a secretary.”

And the obedient reporter went forth.

He returned in an hour in that state of mysterious agitation peculiar to the reporter who has got a ‘beat’. The news editor duly reported to the Editor-in-Chief, and that great man said, “That’s very good, that’s very good indeed” — which was praise of the highest order.

What was ‘very good indeed’ about the reporter’s story may be gathered from the half-column that appeared in the Megaphone
 on the following day:

CABINET MINISTER IN DANGER

THREATS TO MURDER THE FOREIGN SECRETARY

‘THE FOUR JUST MEN’

PLOT TO ARREST THE PASSAGE OF THE

ALIENS EXTRADITION BILL —

EXTRAORDINARY REVELATIONS

Considerable comment was excited by the appearance in the news columns of yesterday’s National Journal
 of the following paragraph:

The Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs (Sir Philip Ramon) has during the past few weeks been the recipient of threatening letters, all apparently emanating from one source and written by one person. These letters are of such a character that they cannot be ignored by his Majesty’s Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, who hereby offers a reward of Fifty pounds (L50) to any person or persons, other than the actual writer, who will lay such information as will lead to the apprehension and conviction of the author of these anonymous letters.

So unusual was such an announcement, remembering that anonymous and threatening letters are usually to be found daily in the letter-bags of every statesman and diplomat, that the Daily Megaphone
 immediately instituted inquiries as to the cause for this unusual departure.

A representative of this newspaper called at the residence of Sir Philip Ramon, who very courteously consented to be seen.

“It is quite an unusual step to take,” said the great Foreign Secretary, in answer to our representative’s question, “but it has been taken with the full concurrence of my colleagues of the Cabinet. We have reasons to believe there is something behind the threats, and I might say that the matter has been in the hands of the police for some weeks past.

“Here is one of the letters,” and Sir Philip produced a sheet of foreign notepaper from a portfolio, and was good enough to allow our representative to make a copy.

It was undated, and beyond the fact that the handwriting was of the flourishing effeminate variety that is characteristic of the Latin races, it was written in good English.

It ran:




Your Excellency, —


The Bill that you are about to pass into law is an unjust one… It is calculated to hand over to a corrupt and vengeful Government men who now in England find an asylum from the persecutions of despots and tyrants. We know that in England opinion is divided upon the merits of your Bill, and that upon your strength, and your strength alone, depends the passing into law of the Aliens Political Offences Bill.

Therefore it grieves us to warn you that unless your Government withdraws this Bill, it will be necessary to remove you, and not alone you, but any other person who undertakes to carry into law this unjust measure.

(Signed)

FOUR JUST MEN.



“The Bill referred to,” Sir Philip resumed, “is of course the Aliens Extradition (Political Offences) Bill, which, had it not been for the tactics of the Opposition, might have passed quietly into law last session.”

Sir Philip went on to explain that the Bill was called into being by the insecurity of the succession in Spain.

“It is imperative that neither England nor any other country should harbour propagandists who, from the security of these, or other shores, should set Europe ablaze. Coincident with the passage of this measure similar Acts or proclamations have been made in every country in Europe. In fact, they are all in existence, having been arranged to come into law simultaneously with ours, last session.”

“Why do you attach importance to these letters?” asked the Daily Megaphone
 representative.

“Because we are assured, both by our own police and the continental police, that the writers are men who are in deadly earnest. The ‘Four just men’”, as they sign themselves, are known collectively in almost every country under the sun. Who they are individually we should all very much like to know. Rightly or wrongly, they consider that justice as meted out here on earth is inadequate, and have set themselves about correcting the law. They were the people who assassinated General Trelovitch, the leader of the Servian Regicides: they hanged the French Army Contractor, Conrad, in the Place de la Concorde — with a hundred policemen within call. They shot Hermon le Blois, the poet-philosopher, in his study for corrupting the youth of the world with his reasoning.”

The Foreign Secretary then handed to our representative a list of the crimes committed by this extraordinary quartet.

Our readers will recollect the circumstance of each murder, and it will be remembered that until today — so closely have the police of the various nationalities kept the secret of the Four Men — no one crime has been connected with the other; and certainly none of the circumstances which, had they been published, would have assuredly revealed the existence of this band, have been given to the public before today.

The Daily Megaphone
 is able to publish a full list of sixteen murders committed by the four men.

“Two years ago, after the shooting of le Blois, by some hitch in their almost perfect arrangements, one of the four was recognised by a detective as having been seen leaving le Blois’s house on the Avenue Kleber, and he was shadowed for three days, in the hope, that the four might be captured together. In the end he discovered he was being watched, and made a bolt for liberty. He was driven to bay in a café in Bordeaux — they had followed him from Paris: and before he was killed he shot a sergeant de ville and two other policemen. He was photographed, and the print was circulated throughout Europe, but who he was or what he was, even what nationality he was, is a mystery to this day.”

“But the four are still in existence?”

Sir Philip shrugged his shoulders. “They have either recruited another, or they are working shorthanded,” he said.

In conclusion the Foreign Secretary said:

“I am making this public through the Press, in order that the danger which threatens, not necessarily myself, but any public man who runs counter to the wishes of this sinister force, should be recognised. My second reason is that the public may in its knowledge assist those responsible for the maintenance of law and order in the execution of their office, and by their vigilance prevent the committal of further unlawful acts.”

Inquiries subsequently made at Scotland Yard elicited no further information on the subject beyond the fact that the Criminal Investigation Department was in communication with the chiefs of the continental police.

The following is a complete list of the murders committed by the Four Just Men, together with such particulars as the police have been able to secure regarding the cause for the crimes. We are indebted to the Foreign Office for permission to reproduce the list.




London
 ,


October 7, 1899. — Thomas Cutler, master tailor, found dead under suspicious circumstances. Coroner’s jury returned a verdict of ‘Wilful murder against some person or persons unknown.’

(Cause of murder ascertained by police: Cutler, who was a man of some substance, and whose real name was Bentvitch, was a sweater of a particularly offensive type. Three convictions under the Factory Act. Believed by the police there was a further and more intimate cause for the murder not unconnected with Cutler’s treatment of women employees.)




Liege
 ,


February 28,1900. — Jacques Ellerman, prefect: shot dead returning from the Opera House. Ellerman was a notorious evil liver, and upon investigating his affairs after his death it was found that he had embezzled nearly a quarter of a million francs of the public funds.




Seattle


(Kentucky), October, 1900. — Judge Anderson. Found dead in his room, strangled. Anderson had thrice been tried for his life on charges of murder. He was the leader of the Anderson faction in the Anderson-Hara feud. Had killed in all seven of the Hara clan, was three times indicted and three times released on a verdict of Not Guilty. It will be remembered that on the last occasion, when charged with the treacherous murder of the Editor of the Seattle Star,
 he shook hands with the packed jury and congratulated them.




New York
 ,


October 30, 1900. — Patrick Welch, a notorious grafter and stealer of public moneys. Sometime City Treasurer; moving spirit in the infamous Street Paving Syndicate; exposed by the New York
 Journal.
 Welch was found hanging in a little wood on Long Island. Believed at the time to have been suicide.




Paris
 ,


March 4, 1901. — Madame Despard. Asphyxiated. This also was regarded as suicide till certain information came to hands of French police. Of Madame Despard nothing good can be said. She was a notorious ‘dealer in souls’.




Paris
 ,


March 4, 1902 (exactly a year later). — Monsieur Gabriel Lanfin, Minister of Communication. Found shot in his brougham in the Bois de Boulogne. His coachman was arrested but eventually discharged. The man swore he heard no shot or cry from his master. It was raining at the time, and there were few pedestrians in the Bois.

(Here followed ten other cases, all on a par with those quoted above, including the cases of Trelovitch and le Blois.)

It was undoubtedly a great story.

The Editor-in-Chief, seated in his office, read it over again and said, “Very good indeed.”

The reporter — whose name was Smith — read it over and grew pleasantly warm at the consequences of his achievement.

The Foreign Secretary read it in bed as he sipped his morning tea, and frowningly wondered if he had said too much.

The chief of the French police read it — translated and telegraphed — in Le Temps,
 and furiously cursed the talkative Englishman who was upsetting his plans.

In Madrid, at the Cafe de la Paix, in the Place of the Sun, Manfred, cynical, smiling, and sarcastic, read extracts to three men — two pleasantly amused, the other heavy-jowled and pasty of face, with the fear of death in his eyes.
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Somebody — was it Mr Gladstone? — placed it on record that there is nothing quite so dangerous, quite so ferocious, quite so terrifying as a mad sheep. Similarly, as we know, there is no person quite so indiscreet, quite so foolishly talkative, quite so amazingly gauche, as the diplomat who for some reason or other has run off the rails.

There comes a moment to the man who has trained himself to guard his tongue in the Councils of Nations, who has been schooled to walk warily amongst pitfalls digged cunningly by friendly Powers, when the practice and precept of many years are forgotten, and he behaves humanly. Why this should be has never been discovered by ordinary people, although the psychological minority who can generally explain the mental processes of their fellows, have doubtless very adequate and convincing reasons for these acts of disbalancement.

Sir Philip Ramon was a man of peculiar temperament.

I doubt whether anything in the wide world would have arrested his purpose once his mind had been made up. He was a man of strong character, a firm, square-jawed, big-mouthed man, with that shade of blue in his eyes that one looks for in peculiarly heartless criminals, and particularly famous generals. And yet Sir Philip Ramon feared, as few men imagined he feared, the consequence of the task he had set himself.

There are thousands of men who are physically heroes and morally poltroons, men who would laugh at death — and live in terror of personal embarrassments. Coroner’s courts listen daily to the tale of such men’s lives — and deaths.

The Foreign Secretary reversed these qualities. Good animal men would unhesitatingly describe the Minister as a coward, for he feared pain and he feared death.

“If this thing is worrying you so much,” the Premier said kindly — it was at the Cabinet Council two days following the publication of the Megaphone’s
 story— “why don’t you drop the Bill? After all, there are matters of greater importance to occupy the time of the House, and we are getting near the end of the session.”

An approving murmur went round the table.

“We have every excuse for dropping it. There must be a horrible slaughtering of the innocents — Braithewaite’s Unemployed Bill must go; and what the country will say to that, Heaven only knows.”

“No, no!” The Foreign Secretary brought his fist down on the table with a crash. “It shall go through; of that I am determined. We are breaking faith with the Cortes, we are breaking faith with France, we are breaking faith with every country in the Union. I have promised the passage of this measure — and we must go through with it, even though there are a thousand ‘Just Men’, and a thousand threats.”

The Premier shrugged his shoulders.

“Forgive me for saying so, Ramon,” said Bolton, the Solicitor, “but I can’t help feeling you were rather indiscreet to give particulars to the Press as you did. Yes, I know we were agreed that you should have a free hand to deal with the matter as you wished, but somehow I did not think you would have been quite so — what shall I say? — candid.”

“My discretion in the matter, Sir George, is not a subject that I care to discuss,” replied Ramon stiffly.

Later, as he walked across Palace Yard with the youthful-looking Chancellor, Mr Solicitor-General, smarting under the rebuff, said, a propos
 of nothing, “Silly old ass.” And the youthful guardian of Britain’s finances smiled.

“If the truth be told,” he said, “Ramon is in a most awful funk. The story of the Four Just Men is in all the clubs, and a man I met at the Carlton at lunch has rather convinced me that there is really something to be feared. He was quite serious about it — he’s just returned from South America and has seen some of the work done by these men.”

“What was that?”

“A president or something of one of these rotten little republics…about eight months ago — you’ll see it in the list…They hanged him…most extraordinary thing in the world. They took him out of bed in the middle of the night, gagged him, blindfolded him, carried him to the public jail, gained admission, and hanged him on the public gallows — and escaped!”

Mr Solicitor saw the difficulties of such proceedings, and was about to ask for further information when an undersecretary buttonholed the Chancellor and bore him off. “Absurd,” muttered Mr Solicitor crossly.

There were cheers for the Secretary for Foreign Affairs as his brougham swept through the crowd that lined the approaches to the House. He was in no wise exalted, for popularity was not a possession he craved. He knew instinctively that the cheers were called forth by the public’s appreciation of his peril; and the knowledge chilled and irritated him. He would have liked to think that the people scoffed at the existence of this mysterious four — it would have given him some peace of mind had he been able to think the people have rejected the idea.

For although popularity or unpopularity was outside his scheme of essentials, yet he had an unswerving faith in the brute instincts of the mob. He was surrounded in the lobby of the House with a crowd of eager men of his party, some quizzical, some anxious, all clamouring for the latest information — all slightly in fear of the acid-tongued Minister.

“Look here, Sir Philip” — it was the stout, tactless member for West Brondesbury— “what is all this we hear about threatenin’ letters? Surely you’re not goin’ to take notice of things of that sort — why, I get two or three every day of my life.”

The Minister strode impatiently away from the group, but Tester — the member — caught his arm.

“Look here—” he began.

“Go to the devil,” said the Foreign Secretary plainly, and walked quickly to his room.

“Beastly temper that man’s got, to be sure,” said the honourable member despairingly. “Fact is, old Ramon’s in a blue funk. The idea of making a song about threatenin’ letters! Why, I get — —”

A group of men in the members’ smokeroom discussed the question of the Just Four in a perfectly unoriginal way.

“It’s too ridiculous for words,” said one oracularly. “Here are four men, a mythical four, arrayed against all the forces and established agencies of the most civilised nation on earth.”

“Except Germany,” interrupted Scott, MP, wisely.

“Oh, leave Germany out of it for goodness’ sake,” begged the first speaker tartly. “I do wish, Scott, we could discuss a subject in which the superiority of German institutions could not be introduced.”

“Impossible,” said the cheerful Scott, flinging loose the reins of his hobby horse: “remember that in steel and iron alone the production per head of the employee has increased 43 per cent., that her shipping — —”

“Do you think Ramon will withdraw the bill?” asked the senior member for Aldgate East, disentangling his attention from the babble of statistics.

“Ramon? Not he — he’d sooner die.”

“It’s a most unusual circumstance,” said Aldgate East; and three boroughs, a London suburb, and a midland town nodded and ‘thought it was’.

“In the old days, when old Bascoe was a young member” — Aldgate East indicated an aged senator bent and white of beard and hair, who was walking painfully toward a seat— “in the old days — —”

“Thought old Bascoe had paired?” remarked an irrelevant listener.

“In the old days,” continued the member for the East End, “before the Fenian trouble — —”

“ —— talk of civilisation,” went on the enthusiastic Scott. “Rheinbaken said last month in the Lower House, ‘Germany had reached that point where — —’”

“If I were Ramon,” resumed Aldgate East profoundly, “I know exactly what I should do. I should go to the police and say ‘Look here — —’”

A bell rang furiously and continuously, and the members went scampering along the corridor. “Division—’vision.”

Clause Nine of the Medway Improvement Bill having been satisfactorily settled and the words ‘Or as may hereafter be determined’ added by a triumphant majority of twentyfour, the faithful Commons returned to the interrupted discussion.

“What I say, and what I’ve always said about a man in the Cabinet,” maintained an important individual, “is that he must, if he is a true statesman, drop all consideration for his own personal feelings.”

“Hear!” applauded somebody.

“His own personal feelings,” repeated the orator. “He must put his duty to the state before all other — er — considerations. You remember what I said to Barrington the other night when we were talking out the Estimates? I said, ‘The right honourable gentleman has not, cannot have, allowed for the strong and almost unanimous desires of the great body of the electorate. The action of a Minister of the Crown must primarily be governed by the intelligent judgment of the great body of the electorate, whose fine, feelings’ — no—’whose higher instincts’ — no — that wasn’t it — at any rate I made it very clear what the duty of a Minister was,” concluded the oracle lamely.

“Now I — —” commenced Aldgate East, when an attendant approached with a tray on which lay a greenish-grey envelope.

“Has any gentleman dropped this?” he inquired, and, picking up the letter, the member fumbled for his eyeglasses.

“To the Members of the House of Commons,” he read, and looked over his pince-nez at the circle of men about him.

“Company prospectus,” said the stout member for West Brondesbury, who had joined the party; “I get hundreds. Only the other day — —”

“Too thin for a prospectus,” said Aldgate East, weighing the letter in his hand.

“Patent medicine, then,” persisted the light of Brondesbury. “I get one every morning—’Don’t burn the candle at both ends’, and all that sort of rot. Last week a feller sent me — —”

“Open it,” someone suggested, and the member obeyed. He read a few lines and turned red.

“Well, I’m damned!” he gasped, and read aloud:

Citizens,

The Government is about to pass into law a measure which will place in the hands of the most evil Government of modern times men who are patriots and who are destined to be the saviours of their countries. We have informed the Minister in charge of this measure, the title of which appears in the margin, that unless he withdraws this Bill we will surely slay him.

We are loath to take this extreme step, knowing that otherwise he is an honest and brave gentleman, and it is with a desire to avoid fulfilling our promise that we ask the members of the Mother of Parliaments to use their every influence to force the withdrawal of this Bill.

Were we common murderers or clumsy anarchists we could with ease wreak a blind and indiscriminate vengeance on the members of this assembly, and in proof thereof, and as an earnest that our threat is no idle one, we beg you to search beneath the table near the recess in this room. There you will find a machine sufficiently charged to destroy the greater portion of this building.

(Signed) Four Just Men



Postscript. — We have not placed either detonator or fuse in the machine, which may therefore be handled with impunity.


As the reading of the letter proceeded the faces of the listeners grew pallid.

There was something very convincing about the tone of the letter, and instinctively all eyes sought the table near the recess.

Yes, there was something, a square black something, and the crowd of legislators shrank back. For a moment they stood spellbound — and then there was a mad rush for the door.

“Was it a hoax?” asked the Prime Minister anxiously, but the hastily summoned expert from Scotland Yard shook his head.

“Just as the letter described it,” he said gravely, “even to the absence of fuses.”

“Was it really — —”

“Enough to wreck the House, sir,” was the reply.

The Premier, with a troubled face, paced the floor of his private room.

He stopped once to look moodily through the window that gave a view of a crowded terrace and a mass of excited politicians gesticulating and evidently all speaking at once.

“Very, very serious — very, very serious,” he muttered. Then aloud, “We said so much we might as well continue. Give the newspapers as full an account of this afternoon’s happenings as they think necessary — give them the text of the letter.” He pushed a button and his secretary entered noiselessly.

“Write to the Commissioner telling him to offer a reward of a thousand pounds for the arrest of the man who left this thing and a free pardon and the reward to any accomplice.”

The Secretary withdrew and the Scotland Yard expert waited.

“Have your people found how the machine was introduced?”

“No, sir; the police have all been relieved and been subjected to separate interrogation. They remember seeing no stranger either entering or leaving the House.”

The Premier pursed his lips in thought.

“Thank you,” he said simply, and the expert withdrew.

On the terrace Aldgate East and the oratorical member divided honours.

“I must have been standing quite close to it,” said the latter impressively; “‘pon my word it makes me go cold all over to think about it. You remember, Mellin? I was saying about the duty of the Ministry — —”

“I asked the waiter,” said the member for Aldgate to an interested circle, “when he brought the letter: ‘Where did you find it?’

“On the floor, sir!” he said. “I thought it was a medicine advertisement; I wasn’t going to open it, only somebody — —”

“It was me,” claimed the stout gentleman from Brondesbury proudly; “you remember I was saying — —’’

“I knew it was somebody,” continued Aldgate East graciously. “I opened it and read the first few lines. ‘Bless my soul,’ I said — —”

“You said, ‘Well, I’m damned,’” corrected Brondesbury.

“Well, I know it was something very much to the point,” admitted Aldgate East. “I read it — and, you’ll quite understand, I couldn’t grasp its significance, so to speak. Well — —”

The three stalls reserved at the Star Music Hall in Oxford Street were occupied one by one. At half past seven prompt came Manfred, dressed quietly; at eight came Poiccart, a fairly prosperous middle-aged gentleman; at half past eight came Gonsalez, asking in perfect English for a programme. He seated himself between the two others.

When pit and gallery were roaring themselves hoarse over a patriotic song, Manfred smilingly turned to Leon, and said:

“I saw it in the evening papers.”

Leon nodded quickly.

“There was nearly trouble,” he said quietly. “As I went in somebody said, ‘I thought Bascoe had paired,’ and one of them almost came up to me and spoke.”




Chapter III


One Thousand Pounds Reward
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To say that England was stirred to its depths — to quote more than one leading article on the subject — by the extraordinary occurrence in the House of Commons, would be stating the matter exactly.

The first intimation of the existence of the Four Just Men had been received with pardonable derision, particularly by those newspapers that were behindhand with the first news. Only the Daily Megaphone
 had truly and earnestly recognised how real was the danger which threatened the Minister in charge of the obnoxious Act. Now, however, even the most scornful could not ignore the significance of the communication that had so mysteriously found its way into the very heart of Britain’s most jealously guarded institution. The story of the Bomb Outrage filled the pages of every newspaper throughout the country, and the latest daring venture of the Four was placarded the length and breadth of the Isles.

Stories, mostly apocryphal, of the men who were responsible for the newest sensation made their appearance from day to day, and there was no other topic in the mouths of men wherever they met but the strange quartet who seemed to hold the lives of the mighty in the hollows of their hands.

Never since the days of the Fenian outrages had the mind of the public been so filled with apprehension as it was during the two days following the appearance in the Commons of the ‘blank bomb’, as one journal felicitously described it.

Perhaps in exactly the same kind of apprehension, since there was a general belief, which grew out of the trend of the letters, that the Four menaced none other than one man.

The first intimation of their intentions had excited widespread interest. But the fact that the threat had been launched from a small French town, and that in consequence the danger was very remote, had somehow robbed the threat of some of its force. Such was the vague reasoning of an ungeographical people that did not realise that Dax is no farther from London than Aberdeen.

But here was the Hidden Terror in the Metropolis itself. Why, argued London, with suspicious sidelong glances, every man we rub elbows with may be one of the Four, and we none the wiser.

Heavy, black-looking posters stared down from blank walls, and filled the breadth of every police noticeboard.

£1000 REWARD

Whereas, on August 18, at about 4.30 o’clock in the afternoon, an infernal machine was deposited in the Members’ SmokeRoom by some person or persons unknown.

And whereas there is reason to believe that the person or persons implicated in the disposal of the aforesaid machine are members of an organised body of criminals known as The Four Just Men, against whom warrants have been issued on charges of wilful murder in London, Paris, New York, New Orleans, Seattle (USA), Barcelona, Tomsk, Belgrade, Christiania, Capetown and Caracas.

Now, therefore, the above reward will be paid by his Majesty’s Government to any person or persons who shall lay such information as shall lead to the apprehension of any of or the whole of the persons styling themselves The Four Just Men and identical with the band before mentioned.

And, furthermore, a free pardon and the reward will be paid to any member of the band for such information, providing the person laying such information has neither committed nor has been an accessory before or after the act of any of the following murders.

(Signed)

Ryday Montgomery, His Majesty’s Secretary of State for Home Affairs.

J. B. Calfort, Commissioner of Police.

Here followed a list of the sixteen crimes alleged against the four men.

God Save the King

All day long little knots of people gathered before the broadsheets, digesting the magnificent offer.

It was an unusual hue and cry, differing from those with which Londoners were best acquainted. For there was no appended description of the men wanted; no portraits by which they might be identified, no stereotyped ‘when last seen was wearing a dark blue serge suit, cloth cap, check tie’, on which the searcher might base his scrutiny of the passerby.

It was a search for four men whom no person had ever consciously seen, a hunt for a will-o’-the-wisp, a groping in the dark after indefinite shadows.

Detective Superintendent Falmouth, who was a very plain-spoken man (he once brusquely explained to a Royal Personage that he hadn’t got eyes in the back of his head), told the Assistant Commissioner exactly what he thought about it.

“You can’t catch men when you haven’t got the slightest idea who or what you’re looking for. For the sake of argument, they might be women for all we know — they might be chinamen or niggers; they might be tall or short; they might — why, we don’t even know their nationality! They’ve committed crimes in almost every country in the world. They’re not French because they killed a man in Paris, or Yankee because they strangled Judge Anderson.”

“The writing,” said the Commissioner, referring to a bunch of letters he held in his hand.

“Latin; but that may be a fake. And suppose it isn’t? There’s no difference between the handwriting of a Frenchman, Spaniard, Portuguese, Italian, South American, or Creole — and, as I say, it might be a fake, and probably is.”

“What have you done?” asked the Commissioner.

“We’ve pulled in all the suspicious characters we know. We’ve cleaned out Little Italy, combed Bloomsbury, been through Soho, and searched all the colonies. We raided a place at Nunhead last night — a lot of Armenians live down there, but — —”

The detective’s face bore a hopeless look.

“As likely as not,” he went on, “we should find them at one of the swagger hotels — that’s if they were fools enough to bunch together; but you may be sure they’re living apart, and meeting at some unlikely spot once or twice a day.”

He paused, and tapped his fingers absently on the big desk at which he and his superior sat.

“We’ve had de Courville over,” he resumed. “He saw the Soho crowd, and what is more important, saw his own man who lives amongst them — and it’s none of them, I’ll swear — or at least he swears, and I’m prepared to accept his word.”

The Commissioner shook his head pathetically.

“They’re in an awful stew in Downing Street,” he said. “They do not know exactly what is going to happen next.”

Mr Falmouth rose to his feet with a sigh and fingered the brim of his hat.

“Nice time ahead of us — I don’t think,” he remarked paradoxically.

“What are the people thinking about it?” asked the Commissioner.

“You’ve seen the papers?”

Mr. Commissioner’s shrug was uncomplimentary to British journalism.

“The papers! Who in Heaven’s name is going to take the slightest notice of what is in the papers!” he said petulantly.

“I am, for one,” replied the calm detective; “newspapers are more often than not led by the public; and it seems to me the idea of running a newspaper in a nutshell is to write so that the public will say, ‘That’s smart — it’s what I’ve said all along.’”

“But the public themselves — have you had an opportunity of gathering their idea?” Superintendent Falmouth nodded. “I was talking in the Park to a man only this evening — a master-man by the look of him, and presumably intelligent. ‘What’s your idea of this Four Just Men business?’ I asked. ‘It’s very queer,’ he said: ‘do you think there’s anything in it?’ — and that,” concluded the disgusted police officer, “is all the public thinks about it.”

But if there was sorrow at Scotland Yard, Fleet Street itself was all a-twitter with pleasurable excitement. Here was great news indeed: news that might be heralded across double columns, blared forth in headlines, shouted by placards, illustrated, diagramised, and illuminated by statistics.

“Is it the Mafia?” asked the Comet
 noisily, and went on to prove that it was.

The Evening World,
 with its editorial mind lingering lovingly in the ‘sixties, mildly suggested a vendetta, and instanced ‘The Corsican Brothers’.

The Megaphone
 stuck to the story of the Four Just Men, and printed pages of details concerning their nefarious acts. It disinterred from dusty files, continental and American, the full circumstances of each murder; it gave the portraits and careers of the men who were slain, and, whilst in no way palliating the offence of the Four, yet set forth justly and dispassionately the lives of the victims, showing the sort of men they were.

It accepted warily the reams of contributions that flowed into the office; for a newspaper that has received the stigma ‘yellow’ exercises more caution than its more sober competitors. In newspaper-land a dull lie is seldom detected, but an interesting exaggeration drives an unimaginative rival to hysterical denunciations.

And reams of Four Men anecdotes did flow in. For suddenly, as if by magic, every outside contributor, every literary gentleman who made a speciality of personal notes, every kind of man who wrote, discovered that he had known the Four intimately all his life.

‘When I was in Italy…’ wrote the author of Come Again
 (Hackworth Press, 6s.:
 ‘slightly soiled’, Farringdon Book Mart, 2d.)
 ‘I remember I heard a curious story about these Men of Blood…’

Or —

‘No spot in London is more likely to prove the hiding-place of the Four Villains than Tidal Basin,’ wrote another gentleman, who stuck Collins
 in the northeast corner of his manuscript. ‘Tidal Basin in the reign of Charles II was known as…’

“Who’s Collins?” asked the super-chief of the Megaphone
 of his hardworked editor.

“A liner,” described the editor wearily, thereby revealing that even the newer journalism had not driven the promiscuous contributor from his hard-fought field; “he does police-courts, fires, inquests, and things. Lately he’d taken to literature and writes Picturesque-Bits-of-Old London and Famous Tombstones-of-Hornsey epics…”

Throughout the offices of the newspapers the same thing was happening. Every cable that arrived, every piece of information that reached the subeditor’s basket was coloured with the impending tragedy uppermost in men’s minds. Even the police-court reports contained some allusion to the Four. It was the overnight drunk and disorderly’s justification for his indiscretion.

“The lad has always been honest,” said the boy’s tearful mother; “it’s reading these horrible stories about the Four Foreigners that’s made him turn out like this”; and the magistrate took a lenient view of the offence.

To all outward showing, Sir Philip Ramon, the man mostly interested in the development of the plot, was the least concerned.

He refused to be interviewed any further; he declined to discuss the possibilities of assassination, even with the Premier, and his answer to letters of appreciation that came to him from all parts of the country was an announcement in the Morning Post
 asking his correspondents to be good enough to refrain from persecuting him with picture postcards, which found no other repository than his wastepaper basket.

He had thought of adding an announcement of his intention of carrying the Bill through Parliament at whatever cost, and was only deterred by the fear of theatricality.

To Falmouth, upon whom had naturally devolved the duty of protecting the Foreign Secretary from harm, Sir Philip was unusually gracious, and incidentally permitted that astute officer to get a glimpse of the terror in which a threatened man lives.

“Do you think there’s any danger, Superintendent?” he asked, not once but a score of times; and the officer, stout defender of an infallible police force, was very reassuring.

“For,” as he argued to himself, “what is the use of frightening a man who is half scared of death already? If nothing happens, he will see I have spoken the truth, and if — if — well, he won’t be able to call me a liar.”

Sir Philip was a constant source of interest to the detective, who must have shown his thoughts once or twice. For the Foreign Secretary, who was a remarkably shrewd man, intercepting a curious glance of the police officer, said sharply, “You wonder why I still go on with the Bill knowing the danger? Well, it will surprise you to learn that I do not
 know the danger, nor can I imagine it! I have never been conscious of physical pain in my life, and in spite of the fact that I have a weak heart, I have never had so much as a single ache. What death will be, what pangs or peace it may bring, I have no conception. I argue with Epictetus that the fear of death is by way of being an impertinent assumption of a knowledge of the hereafter, and that we have no reason to believe it is any worse condition than our present. I am not afraid to die — but I am afraid of dying.”

“Quite so, sir,” murmured the sympathetic but wholly uncomprehending detective, who had no mind for nice distinctions.

“But,” resumed the Minister — he was sitting in his study in Portland Place— “if I cannot imagine the exact process of dissolution, I can imagine and have experienced the result of breaking faith with the chancellories, and I have certainly no intention of laying up a store of future embarrassments for fear of something that may after all be comparatively trifling.”

Which piece of reasoning will be sufficient to indicate what the Opposition of the hour was pleased to term ‘the tortuous mind of the right honourable gentleman’.

And Superintendent Falmouth, listening with every indication of attention, yawned inwardly and wondered who Epictetus was.

“I have taken all possible precautions, sir,” said the detective in the pause that followed the recital of this creed. “I hope you won’t mind for a week or two being followed about by some of my men. I want you to allow two or three officers to remain in the house whilst you are here, and of course there will be quite a number on duty at the Foreign Office.”

Sir Philip expressed his approval, and later, when he and the detective drove down to the House in a closed brougham, he understood why cyclists rode before and on either side of the carriage, and why two cabs followed the brougham into Palace Yard.

At Notice Time, with a House sparsely filled, Sir Philip rose in his place and gave notice that he would move the second reading of the Aliens Extradition (Political Offences) Bill, on Tuesday week, or, to be exact, in ten days.

That evening Manfred met Gonsalez in North Tower Gardens and remarked on the fairylike splendour of the Crystal Palace grounds by night.

A Guards’ band was playing the overture to Tannhäuser,
 and the men talked music.

Then —

“What of Thery?” asked Manfred.

“Poiccart has him today; he is showing him the sights.” They both laughed.

“And you?” asked Gonsalez.

“I have had an interesting day; I met that delightfully naive detective in Green Park, who asked me what I thought of ourselves!”

Gonsalez commented on the movement in G minor, and Manfred nodded his head, keeping time with the music.

“Are we prepared?” asked Leon quietly.

Manfred still nodded and softly whistled the number. He stopped with the final crash of the band, and joined in the applause that greeted the musicians.

“I have taken a place,” he said, clapping his hands. “We had better come together.”

“Is everything there?”

Manfred looked at his companion with a twinkle in his eye.

“Almost everything.”

The band broke into the National Anthem, and the two men rose and uncovered.

The throng about the bandstand melted away in the gloom, and Manfred and his companion turned to go.

Thousands of fairy lamps gleamed in the grounds, and there was a strong smell of gas in the air.

“Not that way this time?” questioned, rather than asserted, Gonsalez.

“Most certainly not that way,” replied Manfred decidedly.




Chapter IV


Preparations
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When an advertisement appeared in the Newspaper Proprietor
 announcing that there was —

For sale: An old-established zinco-engraver’s business with a splendid new plant and a stock of chemicals.

Everybody in the printing world said “That’s Etherington’s.” To the uninitiated a photo-engraver’s is a place of buzzing saws, and lead shavings, and noisy lathes, and big bright arc lamps.

To the initiated a photo-engraver’s is a place where works of art are reproduced by photography on zinc plates, and consequently used for printing purposes.

To the very knowing people of the printing world, Etherington’s was the worst of its kind, producing the least presentable of pictures at a price slightly above the average.

Etherington’s had been in the market (by order of the trustees) for three months, but partly owing to its remoteness from Fleet Street (it was in Carnaby Street), and partly to the dilapidated condition of the machinery (which shows that even an official receiver has no moral sense when he starts advertising), there had been no bids.

Manfred, who interviewed the trustee in Carey Street, learnt that the business could be either leased or purchased; that immediate possession in either circumstances was to be had; that there were premises at the top of the house which had served as a dwelling-place to generations of caretakers, and that a banker’s reference was all that was necessary in the way of guarantee.

“Rather a crank,” said the trustee at a meeting of creditors, “thinks that he is going to make a fortune turning out photogravures of Murillo at a price within reach of the inartistic. He tells me that he is forming a small company to carry on the business, and that so soon as it is formed he will buy the plant outright.”

And sure enough that very day Thomas Brown, merchant; Arthur W. Knight, gentleman; James Selkirk, artist; Andrew Cohen, financial agent; and James Leech, artist, wrote to the Registrar of Joint Stock Companies, asking to be formed into a company, limited by shares, with the object of carrying on business as photo-engravers, with which object they had severally subscribed for the shares set against their names.

(In parenthesis, Manfred was a great artist.)

And five days before the second reading of the Aliens Extradition Act, the company had entered into occupation of their new premises in preparation to starting business.

“Years ago, when I first came to London,” said Manfred, “I learned the easiest way to conceal one’s identity was to disguise oneself as a public enemy. There’s a wealth of respectability behind the word ‘limited’, and the pomp and circumstance of a company directorship diverts suspicion, even as it attracts attention.”

Gonsalez printed a neat notice to the effect that the Fine Arts Reproduction Syndicate would commence business on October 1, and a further neat label that ‘no hands were wanted’, and a further terse announcement that travellers and others could only be seen by appointment, and that all letters must be addressed to the Manager.

It was a plain-fronted shop, with a deep basement crowded with the dilapidated plant left by the liquidated engraver. The ground floor had been used as offices, and neglected furniture and grimy files predominated.

There were pigeonholes filled with old plates, pigeonholes filled with dusty invoices, pigeonholes in which all the debris that is accumulated in an office by a clerk with salary in arrear was deposited.

The first floor had been a workshop, the second had been a store, and the third and most interesting floor of all was that on which were the huge cameras and the powerful arc lamps that were so necessary an adjunct to the business.

In the rear of the house on this floor were the three small rooms that had served the purpose of the bygone caretaker.

In one of these, two days after the occupation, sat the four men of Cadiz.

Autumn had come early in the year, a cold driving rain was falling outside, and the fire that burnt in the Georgian grate gave the chamber an air of comfort.

This room alone had been cleared of litter, the best furniture of the establishment had been introduced, and on the inkstained writing-table that filled the centre of the apartment stood the remains of a fairly luxurious lunch.

Gonsalez was reading a small red book, and it may be remarked that he wore gold-rimmed spectacles; Poiccart was sketching at a corner of the table, and Manfred was smoking a long thin cigar and studying a manufacturing chemist’s price list. Thery (or as some prefer to call him Saimont) alone did nothing, sitting a brooding heap before the fire, twiddling his fingers, and staring absently at the leaping little flames in the grate.

Conversation was carried on spasmodically, as between men whose minds were occupied by different thoughts. Thery concentrated the attentions of the three by speaking to the point. Turning from his study of the fire with a sudden impulse he asked:

“How much longer am I to be kept here?”

Poiccart looked up from his drawing and remarked:

“That is the third time he has asked today.”

“Speak Spanish!” cried Thery passionately. “I am tired of this new language. I cannot understand it, any more than I can understand you.”

“You will wait till it is finished,” said Manfred, in the staccato patois of Andalusia; “we have told you that.”

Thery growled and turned his face to the grate.

“I am tired of this life,” he said sullenly. “I want to walk about without a guard — I want to go back to Jerez, where I was a free man. I am sorry I came away.”

“So am I,” said Manfred quietly; “not very sorry though — I hope for your sake I shall not be.”

“Who are you?” burst forth Thery, after a momentary silence. “What are you? Why do you wish to kill? Are you anarchists? What money do you make out of this? I want to know.”

Neither Poiccart nor Gonsalez nor Manfred showed any resentment at the peremptory demand of their recruit. Gonsalez’s cleanshaven, sharp-pointed face twitched with pleasurable excitement, and his cold blue eyes narrowed.

“Perfect! perfect!” he murmured, watching the other man’s face: “pointed nose, small forehead and — articu-lorum se ipsos torquentium sonus; gemitus, mugitusque parum explanatis — —”


The physiognomist might have continued Seneca’s picture of the Angry Man, but Thery sprang to his feet and glowered at the three.

“Who are you?” he asked slowly. “How do I know that you are not to get money for this? I want to know why you keep me a prisoner, why you will not let me see the newspapers, why you never allow me to walk alone in the street, or speak to somebody who knows my language? You are not from Spain, nor you, nor you — your Spanish is — yes, but you are not of the country I know. You want me to kill — but you will not say how — —”

Manfred rose and laid his hand on the other’s shoulder.

“Senor,” he said — and there was nothing but kindness in his eyes— “restrain your impatience, I beg of you. I again assure you that we do not kill for gain. These two gentlemen whom you see have each fortunes exceeding six million pesetas, and I am even richer; we kill and we will kill because we are each sufferers through acts of injustice, for which the law gave us no remedy. If — if — —” he hesitated, still keeping his grey eyes fixed unflinchingly on the Spaniard. Then he resumed gently: “If we kill you it will be the first act of the kind.”

Thery was on his feet, white and snarling, with his back to the wall; a wolf at bay, looking from one to the other with fierce suspicion.

“Me — me!” he breathed, “kill me?”

Neither of the three men moved save Manfred, who dropped his outstretched hand to his side.

“Yes, you.” He nodded as he spoke. “It would be new work for us, for we have never slain except for justice — and to kill you would be an unjust thing.”

Poiccart looked at Thery pityingly.

“That is why we chose you,” said Poiccart, “because there was always a fear of betrayal, and we thought — it had better be you.”

“Understand,” resumed Manfred calmly, “that not a hair of your head will be harmed if you are faithful — that you will receive a reward that will enable you to live — remember the girl at Jerez.”

Thery sat down again with a shrug of indifference but his hands were trembling as he struck a match to light his cigarette.

“We will give you more freedom — you shall go out every day. In a few days we shall all return to Spain. They called you the silent man in the prison at Granada — we shall believe that you will remain so.”

After this the conversation became Greek to the Spaniard, for the men spoke in English.

“He gives very little trouble,” said Gonsalez. “Now that we have dressed him like an Englishman, he does not attract attention. He doesn’t like shaving every day; but it is necessary, and luckily he is fair. I do not allow him to speak in the street, and this tries his temper somewhat.”

Manfred turned the talk into a more serious channel.

“I shall send two more warnings, and one of those must be delivered in his very stronghold. He is a brave man.”

“What of Garcia?” asked Poiccart.

Manfred laughed.

“I saw him on Sunday night — a fine old man, fiery, and oratorical. I sat at the back of a little hall whilst he pleaded eloquently in French for the rights of man. He was a Jean-Jacques Rousseau, a Mirabeau, a broad-viewed Bright, and the audience was mostly composed of Cockney youths, who had come that they might boast they had stood in the temple of Anarchism.”

Poiccart tapped the table impatiently.

“Why is it, George, that an element of bathos comes into all these things?”

Manfred laughed.

“You remember Anderson? When we had gagged him and bound him to the chair, and had told him why he had to die — when there were only the pleading eyes of the condemned, and the half-dark room with a flickering lamp, and you and Leon and poor Clarice masked and silent, and I had just sentenced him to death — you remember how there crept into the room the scent of frying onions from the kitchen below.”

“I, too, remember,” said Leon, “the case of the regicide.”

Poiccart made a motion of agreement.

“You mean the corsets,” he said, and the two nodded and laughed.

“There will always be bathos,” said Manfred; “poor Garcia with a nation’s destinies in his hand, an amusement for shopgirls — tragedy and the scent of onions — a rapier thrust and the whalebone of corsets — it is inseparable.”

And all the time Thery smoked cigarettes, looking into the fire with his head on his hands.

“Going back to this matter we have on our hands,” said Gonsalez. “I suppose that there is nothing more to be done till — the day?”

“Nothing.”

“And after?”

“There are our fine art reproductions.”

“And after,” persisted Poiccart.

“There is a case in Holland, Hermannus van der Byl, to wit; but it will be simple, and there will be no necessity to warn.”

Poiccart’s face was grave.

“I am glad you have suggested van der Byl, he should have been dealt with before — Hook of Holland or Flushing?”

“If we have time, the Hook by all means.”

“And Thery?”

“I will see to him,” said Gonsalez easily; “we will go overland to Jerez — where the girl is,” he added laughingly.

The object of their discussion finished his tenth cigarette and sat up in his chair with a grunt.

“I forgot to tell you,” Leon went on, “that today, when we were taking our exercise walk, Thery was considerably interested in the posters he saw everywhere, and was particularly curious to know why so many people were reading them. I had to find a lie on the spur of the minute, and I hate lying” — Gonsalez was perfectly sincere. “I invented a story about racing or lotteries or something of the sort, and he was satisfied.”

Thery had caught his name in spite of its anglicised pronunciation, and looked inquiry.

“We will leave you to amuse our friend,” said Manfred, rising. “Poiccart and I have a few experiments to make.”

The two left the room, traversed the narrow passage, and paused before a small door at the end. A larger door on the right, padlocked and barred, led to the studio. Drawing a small key from his pocket, Manfred opened the door, and, stepping into the room, switched on a light that shone dimly through a dust-covered bulb. There had been some attempt at restoring order from the chaos. Two shelves had been cleared of rubbish, and on these stood rows of bright little phials, each bearing a number. A rough table had been pushed against the wall beneath the shelves, and on the green baize with which the table was covered was a litter of graduated measures, test tubes, condensers, delicate scales, and two queer-shaped glass machines, not unlike gas generators.

Poiccart pulled a chair to the table, and gingerly lifted a metal cup that stood in a dish of water. Manfred, looking over his shoulder, remarked on the consistency of the liquid that half filled the vessel, and Poiccart bent his head, acknowledging the remark as though it were a compliment.

“Yes,” he said, satisfied, “it is a complete success, the formula is quite right. Some day we may want to use this.”

He replaced the cup in its bath, and reaching beneath the table, produced from a pail a handful of ice-dust, with which he carefully surrounded the receptacle.

“I regard that as the multum in farvo
 of explosives,” he said, and took down a small phial from the shelf, lifted the stopper with the crook of his little finger, and poured a few drops of a whitish liquid into the metal cup.

“That neutralises the elements,” said Poiccart, and gave a sigh of relief. “I am not a nervous man, but the present is the first comfortable moment I have had for two days.”

“It makes an abominable smell,” said Manfred, with his handkerchief to his nose.

A thin smoke was rising from the cup.

“I never notice those things,” Poiccart replied, dipping a thin glass rod into the mess. He lifted the rod, and watched reddish drops dripping from the end.

“That’s all right,” he said.

“And it is an explosive no more?” asked Manfred.

“It is as harmless as a cup of chocolate.”

Poiccart wiped the rod on a rag, replaced the phial, and turned to his companion.

“And now?” he asked.

Manfred made no answer, but unlocked an old-fashioned safe that stood in the corner of the room. From this he removed a box of polished wood. He opened the box and disclosed the contents.

“If Thery is the good workman he says he is, here is the bait that shall lure Sir Philip Ramon to his death,” he said.

Poiccart looked. “Very ingenious,” was his only comment. Then— “Does Thery know, quite know, the stir it has created?”

Manfred closed the lid and replaced the box before he replied.

“Does Thery know that he is the fourth Just Man?” he asked; then slowly, “I think not — and it is as well as he does not know; a thousand pounds is roughly thirty-three thousand pesetas, and there is the free pardon — and the girl at Jerez,” he added thoughtfully.

A brilliant idea came to Smith, the reporter, and he carried it to the chief.

“Not bad,” said the editor, which meant that the idea was really very good— “not bad at all.”

“It occurred to me,” said the gratified reporter, “that one or two of the four might be foreigners who don’t understand a word of English.”

“Quite so,” said the chief; “thank you for the suggestion. I’ll have it done tonight.”

Which dialogue accounts for the fact that the next morning the Megaphone
 appeared with the police notice in French, Italian, German — and Spanish.




Chapter V


The Outrage at the ‘Megaphone’
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The editor of the Megaphone,
 returning from dinner, met the super-chief on the stairs. The super-chief, boyish of face, withdrew his mind from the mental contemplation of a new project (Megaphone House is the home of new projects) and inquired after the Four Just Men.

“The excitement is keeping up,” replied the editor. “People are talking of nothing else but the coming debate on the Extradition Bill, and the Government is taking every precaution against an attack upon Ramon.”

“What is the feeling?”

The editor shrugged his shoulders.

“Nobody really believes that anything will happen in spite of the bomb.”

The super-chief thought for a moment, and then quickly:

“What do you
 think?”

The editor laughed.

“I think the threat will never be fulfilled; for once the Four have struck against a snag. If they hadn’t warned Ramon they might have done something, but forewarned — —”

“We shall see,” said the super-chief, and went home.

The editor wondered, as he climbed the stairs, how much longer the Four would fill the contents bill of his newspaper, and rather hoped that they would make their attempt, even though they met with a failure, which he regarded as inevitable.

His room was locked and in darkness, and he fumbled in his pocket for the key, found it, turned the lock, opened the door and entered.

“I wonder,” he mused, reaching out of his hand and pressing down the switch of the light…

There was a blinding flash, a quick splutter of flame, and the room was in darkness again.

Startled, he retreated to the corridor and called for a light.

“Send for the electrician,” he roared; “one of these damned fuses has gone!”

A lamp revealed the room to be filled with a pungent smoke; the electrician discovered that every globe had been carefully removed from its socket and placed on the table.

From one of the brackets suspended a curly length of thin wire which ended in a small black box, and it was from this that thick fumes were issuing.

“Open the windows,” directed the editor; and a bucket of water having been brought, the little box was dropped carefully into it.

Then it was that the editor discovered the letter — the greenish-grey letter that lay upon his desk. He took it up, turned it over, opened it, and noticed that the gum on the flap was still wet.




Honoured Sir


(ran the note), when you turned on your light this evening you probably imagined for an instant that you were a victim of one of those ‘outrages’ to which you are fond of referring. We owe you an apology for any annoyance we may have caused you. The removal of your lamp and the substitution of a ‘plug’ connecting a small charge of magnesium powder is the cause of your discomfiture. We ask you to believe that it would have been as simple to have connected a charge of nitroglycerine, and thus have made you your own executioner. We have arranged this as evidence of our inflexible intention to carry out our promise in respect of the Aliens Extradition Act. There is no power on earth that can save Sir Philip Ramon from destruction, and we ask you, as the directing force of a great medium, to throw your weight into the scale in the cause of justice, to call upon your Government to withdraw an unjust measure, and save not only the lives of many inoffensive persons who have found an asylum in your country, but also the life of a Minister of the Crown whose only fault in our eyes is his zealousness in an unrighteous cause.



(Signed)


The Four Just Men



“Whew!” whistled the editor, wiping his forehead and eyeing the sodden box floating serenely at the top of the bucket.

“Anything wrong, sir?” asked the electrician daringly.

“Nothing,” was the sharp reply. “Finish your work, refix these globes, and go.”

The electrician, ill-satisfied and curious, looked at the floating box and the broken length of wire.

“Curious-looking thing, sir,” he said. “If you ask me —

“I don’t ask you anything; finish your work,” the great journalist interrupted.

“Beg pardon, I’m sure,” said the apologetic artisan.

Half an hour later the editor of the Megaphone
 sat discussing the situation with Welby.

Welby, who is the greatest foreign editor in London, grinned amiably and drawled his astonishment.

“I have always believed that these chaps meant business,” he said cheerfully, “and what is more, I feel pretty certain that they will keep their promise. When I was in Genoa” — Welby got much of his information first-hand— “when I was in Genoa — or was it Sofia? — I met a man who told me about the Trelovitch affair. He was one of the men who assassinated the King of Servia, you remember. Well, one night he left his quarters to visit a theatre — the same night he was found dead in the public square with a sword thrust through his heart. There were two extraordinary things about it.” The foreign editor ticked them on off his fingers. “First, the General was a noted swordsman, and there was every evidence that he had not been killed in cold blood, but had been killed in a duel; the second was that he wore corsets, as many of these Germanised officers do, and one of his assailants had discovered this fact, probably by a sword thrust, and had made him discard them; at any rate when he was found this frippery was discovered close by his body.”

“Was it known at the time that it was the work of the Four?” asked the editor.

Welby shook his head.

“Even I had never heard of them before,” he said resentfully. Then asked, “What have you done about your little scare?”

“I’ve seen the hall porters and the messengers, and every man on duty at the time, but the coming and the going of our mysterious friend — I don’t suppose there was more than one — is unexplained. It really is a remarkable thing. Do you know, Welby, it gives me quite an uncanny feeling; the gum on the envelope was still wet; the letter must have been written on the premises and sealed down within a few seconds of my entering the room.”

“Were the windows open?”

“No; all three were shut and fastened, and it would have been impossible to enter the room that way.”

The detective who came to receive a report of the circumstances endorsed this opinion.

“The man who wrote this letter must have left your room not longer than a minute before you arrived,” he concluded, and took charge of the letter.

Being a young and enthusiastic detective, before finishing his investigations he made a most minute search of the room, turning up carpets, tapping walls, inspecting cupboards, and taking laborious and unnecessary measurements with a foot-rule.

“There are a lot of our chaps who sneer at detective stories,” he explained to the amused editor, “but I have read almost everything that has been written by Gaboriau and Conan Doyle, and I believe in taking notice of little things. There wasn’t any cigar ash or anything of that sort left behind, was there?” he asked wistfully.

“I’m afraid not,” said the editor gravely.

“Pity,” said the detective, and wrapping up the ‘infernal machine’ and its appurtenances, he took his departure.

Afterwards the editor informed Welby that the disciple of Holmes had spent half an hour with a magnifying glass examining the floor.

“He found half a sovereign that I lost weeks ago, so it’s really an ill wind — —”

All that evening nobody but Welby and the chief knew what had happened in the editor’s room. There was some rumour in the subeditor’s department that a small accident had occurred in the sanctum.

“Chief busted a fuse in his room and got a devil of a fright,” said the man who attended to the Shipping List.

“Dear me,” said the weather expert, looking up from his chart, “do you know something like that happened to me: the other night — —”

The chief had directed a few firm words to the detective before his departure.

“Only you and myself know anything about this occurrence,” said the editor, “so if it gets out I shall know it comes from Scotland Yard.”

“You may be sure nothing will come from us,” was the detective’s reply: “we’ve got into too much hot water already.”

“That’s good,” said the editor, and ‘that’s good’ sounded like a threat.

So that Welby and the chief kept the matter a secret till half an hour before the paper went to press.

This may seem to the layman an extraordinary circumstance, but experience has shown most men who control newspapers that news has an unlucky knack of leaking out before it appears in type.

Wicked compositors — and even compositors can be wicked — have been known to screw up copies of important and exclusive news, and throw them out of a convenient window so that they have fallen close to a patient man standing in the street below and have been immediately hurried off to the office of a rival newspaper and sold for more than their weight in gold. Such cases have been known.

But at half past eleven the buzzing hive of Megaphone House began to hum, for then it was that the subeditors learnt for the first time of the ‘outrage’.

It was a great story — yet another Megaphone
 scoop, headlined half down the page with the ‘Just four’ again — outrage at the office of the Megaphone —
 devilish ingenuity — Another Threatening Letter — The Four Will Keep Their Promise — Remarkable Document — Will the Police save Sir Philip Ramon?


“A very good story,” said the chief complacently, reading the proofs.

He was preparing to leave, and was speaking to Welby by the door.

“Not bad,” said the discriminating Welby. “What I think — hullo!”

The last was addressed to a messenger who appeared with a stranger.

“Gentleman wants to speak to somebody, sir — bit excited, so I brought him up; he’s a foreigner, and I can’t understand him, so I brought him to you” — this to Welby.

“What do you want?” asked the chief in French.

The man shook his head, and said a few words in a strange tongue.

“Ah!” said Welby, “Spanish — what do you wish?” he said in that language.

“Is this the office of that paper?” The man produced a grimy copy of the Megaphone.


“Yes.”

“Can I speak to the editor?”

The chief looked suspicious.

“I am the editor,” he said.

The man looked over his shoulder, then leant forward.

“I am one of The Four Just Men,” he said hesitatingly. Welby took a step towards him and scrutinised him closely.

“What is your name?” he asked quickly.

“Miguel Thery of Jerez,” replied the man.

It was half past ten when, returning from a concert, the cab that bore Poiccart and Manfred westward passed through Hanover Square and turned off to Oxford Street.

“You ask to see the editor,” Manfred was explaining; “they take you up to the offices; you explain your business to somebody; they are very sorry, but they cannot help you; they are very polite, but not to the extent of seeing you off the premises, so, wandering about seeking your way out, you come to the editor’s room and, knowing that he is out, slip in, make your arrangements, walk out, locking the door after you if nobody is about, addressing a few farewell words to an imaginary occupant, if you are seen, and voila!”


Poiccart bit the end of his cigar.

“Use for your envelope a gum that will not dry under an hour and you heighten the mystery,” he said quietly, and Manfred was amused.

“The envelope-just-fastened is an irresistible attraction to an English detective.”

The cab speeding along Oxford Street turned into Edgware Road, when Manfred put up his hand and pushed open the trap in the roof.

“We’ll get down here,” he called, and the driver pulled up to the sidewalk.

“I thought you said Pembridge Gardens?” he remarked as Manfred paid him.

“So I did,” said Manfred; “goodnight.”

They waited chatting on the edge of the pavement until the cab had disappeared from view, then turned back to the Marble Arch, crossed to Park Lane, walked down that plutocratic thoroughfare and round into Piccadilly. Near the Circus they found a restaurant with a
 long bar and many small alcoves, where men sat around marble tables, drinking, smoking, and talking. In one of these, alone, sat Gonsalez, smoking a long cigarette and wearing on his cleanshaven mobile face a look of meditative content.

Neither of the men evinced the slightest sign of surprise at meeting him — yet Manfred’s heart missed a beat, and into the pallid cheeks of Poiccart crept two bright red spots.

They seated themselves, a waiter came and they gave their orders, and when he had gone Manfred asked in a low tone, “Where is Thery?”

Leon gave the slightest shrug.

“Thery has made his escape,” he answered calmly.

For a minute neither man spoke, and Leon continued:

“This morning, before you left, you gave him a bundle of newspapers?”

Manfred nodded.

“They were English newspapers,” he said. “Thery does not know a word of English. There were pictures in them — I gave them to amuse him.”

“You gave him, amongst others, the Megaphone?”


“Yes — ha!” Manfred remembered.

“The offer of a reward was in it — and the free pardon — printed in Spanish.”

Manfred was gazing into vacancy.

“I remember,” he said slowly. “I read it afterwards.”

“It was very ingenious,” remarked Poiccart commendingly.

“I noticed he was rather excited, but I accounted for this by the fact that we had told him last night of the method we intended adopting for the removal of Ramon and the part he was to play.”

Leon changed the topic to allow the waiter to serve the refreshments that had been ordered.

“It is preposterous,” he went on without changing his key, “that a horse on which so much money has been placed should not have been sent to England at least a month in advance.”

“The idea of a bad Channel-crossing leading to the scratching of the favourite of a big race is unheard of,” added Manfred severely.

The waiter left them.

“We went for a walk this afternoon,” resumed Leon, “and were passing along Regent Street, he stopping every few seconds to look in the shops, when suddenly — we had been staring at the window of a photographer’s — I missed him. There were hundreds of people in the street — but no Thery…I have been seeking him ever since.”

Leon sipped his drink and looked at his watch.

The other two men did nothing, said nothing.

A careful observer might have noticed that both Manfred’s and Poiccart’s hands strayed to the top button of their coats.

“Perhaps not so bad as that,” smiled Gonsalez.

Manfred broke the silence of the two.

“I take all blame,” he commenced, but Poiccart stopped him with a gesture.

“If there is any blame, I alone am blameless,” he said with a short laugh. “No, George, it is too late to talk of blame. We underrated the cunning of m’sieur, the enterprise of the English newspapers and — and — —”

“The girl at Jerez,” concluded Leon.

Five minutes passed in silence, each man thinking rapidly.

“I have a car not far from here,” said Leon at length. “You had told me you would be at this place by eleven o’clock; we have the naphtha launch at Burnham-on-Crouch — we could be in France by daybreak.”

Manfred looked at him. “What do you think yourself?” he asked.

“I say stay and finish the work,” said Leon.

“And I,” said Poiccart quietly but decisively.

Manfred called the waiter.

“Have you the last editions of the evening papers?”

The waiter thought he could get them, and returned with two.

Manfred scanned the pages carefully, then threw them aside.

“Nothing in these,” he said. “If Thery has gone to the police we must hide and use some other method to that agreed upon, or we could strike now. After all, Thery has told us all we want to know, but — —”

“That would be unfair to Ramon.” Poiccart finished the sentence in such a tone as summarily ended that possibility. “He has still two days, and must receive yet another, and last, warning.”

“Then we must find Thery.”

It was Manfred who spoke, and he rose, followed by Poiccart and Gonsalez.

“If Thery has not gone to the police — where would he go?”

The tone of Leon’s question suggested the answer.

“To the office of the newspaper that published the Spanish advertisement,” was Manfred’s reply, and instinctively the three men knew that this was the correct solution.

“Your motorcar will be useful,” said Manfred, and all three left the bar.

In the editor’s room Thery faced the two journalists.

“Thery?” repeated Welby; “I do not know that name. Where do you come from? What is your address?”

“I come from Jerez in Andalusia, from the wine farm of Sienor.”

“Not that,” interrupted Welby; “where do you come from now — what part of London?”

Thery raised his hands despairingly.

“How should I know? There are houses and streets and people — and it is in London, and I was to kill a man, a Minister, because he had made a wicked law — they did not tell me — —”

“They — who?” asked the editor eagerly.

“The other three.”

“But their names?”

Thery shot a suspicious glance at his questioner.

“There is a reward,” he said sullenly, “and a pardon. I want these before I tell — —”

The editor stepped to his desk.

“If you are one of the Four you shall have your reward — you shall have some of it now.” He pressed a button and a messenger came to the door.

“Go to the composing room and tell the printer not to allow his men to leave until I give orders.”

Below, in the basement, the machines were thundering as they flung out the first numbers of the morning news.

“Now” — the editor turned to Thery, who had stood, uneasily shifting from foot to foot whilst the order was being given— “now, tell me all you know.”

Thery did not answer; his eyes were fixed on the floor.

“There is a reward and a pardon,” he muttered doggedly.

“Hasten!” cried Welby. “You will receive your reward and the pardon also. Tell us, who are the Four Just Men? Who are the other three? Where are they to be found?”

“Here,” said a clear voice behind him; and he turned as a stranger, closing the door as he entered, stood facing the three men — a stranger in evening dress, masked from brow to chin.

There was a revolver in the hand that hung at his side.

“I am one,” repeated the stranger calmly; “there are two others waiting outside the building.”

“How did you get here — what do you want?” demanded the editor, and stretched his hand to an open drawer in his desk.

“Take your hand away” — and the thin barrel of the revolver rose with a jerk. “How I came here your doorkeeper will explain, when he recovers consciousness. Why I am here is because I wish to save my life — not an unreasonable wish. If Thery speaks I may be a dead man — I am about to prevent him speaking. I have no quarrel with either of you gentlemen, but if you hinder me I shall kill you,” he said simply. He spoke all the while in English, and Thery, with wide-stretched eyes and distended nostrils, shrank back against the wall, breathing quickly.

“You,” said the masked man, turning to the terror-stricken informer and speaking in Spanish, “would have betrayed your comrades — you would have thwarted a great purpose, therefore it is just that you should die.”

He raised the revolver to the level of Thery’s breast, and Thery fell on his knees, mouthing the prayer he could not articulate.

“By God — no!” cried the editor, and sprang forward.

The revolver turned on him.

“Sir,” said the unknown — and his voice sank almost to a whisper— “for God’s sake do not force me to kill you.”

“You shall not commit a coldblooded murder,” cried the editor in a white heat of anger, and moved forward, but Welby held him back. “What is the use?” said Welby in an undertone; “he means it — we can do nothing.”

“You can do something,” said the stranger, and his revolver dropped to his side.

Before the editor could answer there was a knock at the door.

“Say you are busy”; and the revolver covered Thery, who was a whimpering, huddled heap by the wall.

“Go away,” shouted the editor, “I am busy.”

“The printers are waiting,” said the voice of the messenger.

“Now,” asked the chief, as the footsteps of the boy died away; “what can we do?”

“You can save this man’s life.”

“How?”

“Give me your word of honour that you will allow us both to depart, and will neither raise an alarm nor leave this room for a quarter of an hour.”

The editor hesitated.

“How do I know that the murder you contemplate will not be committed as soon as you get clear?”

The other laughed under his mask.

“How do I know that as soon as I have left the room you will not raise an alarm?”

“I should have given my word, sir,” said the editor stiffly.

“And I mine,” was the quiet response; “And my word has never been broken.”

In the editor’s mind a struggle was going on; here in his hand was the greatest story of the century; another minute and he would have extracted from Thery the secret of the Four.

Even now a bold dash might save everything — and the printers were waiting…but the hand that held the revolver was the hand of a resolute man, and the chief yielded.

“I agree, but under protest,” he said. “I warn you that your arrest and punishment is inevitable.”

“I regret,” said the masked man with a slight bow, “that I cannot agree with you — nothing is inevitable save death. Come, Thery,” he said, speaking in Spanish. “On my word as a Caballero I will not harm you.”

Thery hesitated, then slunk forward with his head bowed and his eyes fixed on the floor.

The masked man opened the door an inch, listened, and in the moment came the inspiration of the editor’s life.

“Look here,” he said quickly, the man giving place to the journalist, “when you get home will you write us an article about yourselves? You needn’t give us any embarrassing particulars, you know — something about your aspirations, your raison d’etre.
 ”

“Sir,” said the masked man — and there was a note of admiration in his voice— “I recognise in you an artist. The article will be delivered tomorrow”; and opening the door the two men stepped into the darkened corridor.




Chapter VI


The Clues
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Blood-red placards, hoarse newsboys, overwhelming headlines, and column after column of leaded type told the world next day how near the Four had been to capture. Men in the train leant forward, their newspapers on their knees, and explained what they would have done had they been in the editor of the Megaphone’s
 position. People stopped talking about wars and famines and droughts and street accidents and parliaments and ordinary everyday murders and the German Emperor, in order to concentrate their minds upon the topic of the hour. Would the Four Just Men carry out their promise and slay the Secretary for Foreign Affairs on the morrow?

Nothing else was spoken about. Here was a murder threatened a month ago, and, unless something unforeseen happened, to be committed tomorrow.

No wonder that the London Press devoted the greater part of its space to discussing the coming of Thery and his recapture.

‘…It is not so easy to understand,’ said the Telegram,
 ‘why, having the miscreants in their hands, certain journalists connected with a sensational and halfpenny contemporary allowed them to go free to work their evil designs upon a great statesman whose unparalleled…We say if, for unfortunately in these days of cheap journalism every story emanating from the sanctum sanctorum of sensation-loving sheets is not to be accepted on its pretensions; so if, as it stated, these desperadoes really did visit the office of a contemporary last night…’ At noonday Scotland Yard circulated broadcast a hastily printed sheet:

£1000 REWARD

Wanted, on suspicion of being connected with a criminal organisation known as the Four Just Men, MIGUEL THERY, alias
 SAIMONT, alias
 LE CHICO, late of Jerez, Spain, a Spaniard speaking no English. Height 5 feet 8 inches. Eyes brown, hair black, slight black moustache, face broad. Scars: white scar on cheek, old knife wound on body. Figure, thickset.

The above reward will be paid to any person or persons who shall give such information as shall lead to the identification of the said Thery with the band known as the Four Just Men and his apprehension.

From which may be gathered that, acting on the information furnished by the editor and his assistant at two o’clock in the morning, the Direct Spanish Cable had been kept busy; important personages had been roused from their beds in Madrid, and the history of Thery as recorded in the Bureau had been reconstructed from pigeonhole records for the enlightenment of an energetic Commissioner of Police.

Sir Philip Ramon, sitting writing in his study at Portland Place, found a difficulty in keeping his mind upon the letter that lay before him.

It was a letter addressed to his agent at Branfell, the huge estate over which he, in the years he was out of office, played squire.

Neither wife nor chick nor child had Sir Philip. ‘…If by any chance these men succeed in carrying out their purpose I have made ample provision not only for yourself but for all who have rendered me faithful service,’ he wrote — from which may be gathered the tenor of his letter.

During these past few weeks, Sir Philip’s feelings towards the possible outcome of his action had undergone a change.

The irritation of a constant espionage, friendly on the one hand, menacing on the other, had engendered so bitter a feeling of resentment, that in this newer emotion all personal fear had been swallowed up. His mind was filled with one unswerving determination, to carry through the measure he had in hand, to thwart the Four Just Men, and to vindicate the integrity of a Minister of the Crown. ‘It would be absurd,’ he wrote in the course of an article entitled Individuality in its Relation to the Public Service,
 and which was published some months later in the Quarterly Review—’
 it would be monstrous to suppose that incidental criticism from a wholly unauthoritative source should affect or in any way influence a member of the Government in his conception of the legislation necessary for the millions of people entrusted to his care. He is the instrument, duly appointed, to put into tangible form the wishes and desires of those who naturally look to him not only to furnish means and methods for the betterment of their conditions, or the amelioration of irksome restrictions upon international commercial relations, but to find them protection from risks extraneous of purely commercial liabilities…in such a case a Minister of the Crown with a due appreciation of his responsibilities ceases to exist as a man and becomes merely an unhuman automaton.’

Sir Philip Ramon was a man with very few friends. He had none of the qualities that go to the making of a popular man. He was an honest man, a conscientious man, a strong man. He was the coldblooded, cynical creature that a life devoid of love had left him. He had no enthusiasm — and inspired none. Satisfied that a certain procedure was less wrong than any other, he adopted it. Satisfied that a measure was for the immediate or ultimate good of his fellows, he carried that measure through to the bitter end. It may be said of him that he had no ambitions — only aims. He was the most dangerous man in the Cabinet, which he dominated in his masterful way, for he knew not the meaning of the blessed word ‘compromise’.

If he held views on any subject under the sun, those views were to be the views of his colleagues.

Four times in the short history of the administration had Rumoured Resignation of a Cabinet Minister
 filled the placards of the newspapers, and each time the Minister whose resignation was ultimately recorded was the man whose views had clashed with the Foreign Secretary. In small things, as in great, he had his way.

His official residence he absolutely refused to occupy, and No. 44 Downing Street was converted into half office, half palace. Portland Place was his home, and from there he drove every morning, passing the Horse Guards clock as it finished the last stroke of ten.

A private telephone wire connected his study in Portland Place with the official residence, and but for this Sir Philip had cut himself adrift from the house in Downing Street, to occupy which had been the ambition of the great men of his party.

Now, however, with the approach of the day on which every effort would be taxed, the police insisted upon his taking up his quarters in Downing Street.

Here, they said, the task of protecting the Minister would be simplified. No. 44 Downing Street they knew. The approaches could be better guarded, and, moreover, the drive — that dangerous drive! — between Portland Place and the Foreign Office would be obviated.

It took a considerable amount of pressure and pleading to induce Sir Philip to take even this step, and it was only when it was pointed out that the surveillance to which he was being subjected would not be so apparent to himself that he yielded.

“You don’t like to find my men outside your door with your shaving water,” said Superintendent Falmouth bluntly. “You objected to one of my men being in your bathroom when you went in the other morning, and you complained about a plainclothes officer driving on your box — well, Sir Philip, in Downing Street I promise that you shan’t even see them.”

This clinched the argument.

It was just before leaving Portland Place to take up his new quarters that he sat writing to his agent whilst the detective waited outside the door.

The telephone at Sir Philip’s elbow buzzed — he hated bells — and the voice of his private secretary asked with some anxiety how long he would be.

“We have got sixty men on duty at 44,” said the secretary, zealous and young, “and today and tomorrow we shall — —” And Sir Philip listened with growing impatience to the recital.

“I wonder you have not got an iron safe to lock me in,” he said petulantly, and closed the conversation.

There was a knock at the door and Falmouth put his head inside.

“I don’t want to hurry you, sir,” he said, “but — —”

So the Foreign Secretary drove off to Downing Street in something remarkably like a temper.

For he was not used to being hurried, or taken charge of, or ordered hither and thither. It irritated him further to see the now familiar cyclists on either side of the carriage, to recognise at every few yards an obvious policeman in mufti admiring the view from the sidewalk, and when he came to Downing Street and found it barred to all carriages but his own, and an enormous crowd of morbid sightseers gathered to cheer his ingress, he felt as he had never felt before in his life — humiliated.

He found his secretary waiting in his private office with the rough draft of the speech that was to introduce the second reading of the Extradition Bill.

“We are pretty sure to meet with a great deal of opposition,” informed the secretary, “but Mainland has sent out three-line whips, and expects to get a majority of thirty-six — at the very least.”

Ramon read over the notes and found them refreshing.

They brought back the old feeling of security and importance. After all, he was a great Minister of State. Of course the threats were too absurd — the police were to blame for making so much fuss; and of course the Press — yes, that was it — a newspaper sensation.

There was something buoyant, something almost genial in his air, when he turned with a half smile to his secretary.

“Well, what about my unknown friends — what do the blackguards call themselves? — the Four Just Men?”

Even as he spoke he was acting a part; he had not forgotten their title, it was with him day and night.

The secretary hesitated; between his chief and himself the Four Just Men had been a tabooed subject.

“They — oh, we’ve heard nothing more than you have read,” he said lamely; “we know now who Thery is, but we can’t place his three companions.”

The Minister pursed his lips.

“They give me till tomorrow night to recant,” he said.

“You have heard from them again?”

“The briefest of notes,” said Sir Philip lightly.

“And otherwise?”

Sir Philip frowned. “They will keep their promise,” he said shortly, for the ‘otherwise’ of his secretary had sent a coldness into his heart that he could not quite understand.

In the top room in the workshop at Carnaby Street, Thery, subdued, sullen, fearful, sat facing the three. “I want you to quite understand,” said Manfred, “that we bear you no ill-will for what you have done. I think, and Senor Poiccart thinks, that Senor Gonsalez did right to spare your life and bring you back to us.”

Thery dropped his eyes before the half-quizzical smile of the speaker.

“Tomorrow night you will do as you agreed to do — if the necessity still exists. Then you will go — —” he paused.

“Where?” demanded Thery in sudden rage. “Where in the name of Heaven? I have told them my name, they will know who I am — they will find that by writing to the police. Where am I to go?”

He sprang to his feet, glowering on the three men, his hands trembling with rage, his great frame shaking with the intensity of his anger.

“You betrayed yourself,” said Manfred quietly; “that is your punishment. But we will find a place for you, a new Spain under other skies — and the girl at Jerez shall be there waiting for you.”

Thery looked from one to the other suspiciously. Were they laughing at him?

There was no smile on their faces; Gonsalez alone looked at him with keen, inquisitive eyes, as though he saw some hidden meaning in the speech.

“Will you swear that?” asked Thery hoarsely, “will you swear that by the — —”

“I promise that — if you wish it I will swear it,” said Manfred. “And now,” he went on, his voice changing, “you know what is expected of you tomorrow night — what you have to do?”

Thery nodded.

“There must be no hitch — no bungling; you and I and Poiccart and Gonsalez will kill this unjust man in a way that the world will never guess — such an execution as shall appall mankind. A swift death, a sure death, a death that will creep through cracks, that will pass by the guards unnoticed. Why, there never has been such a thing done — such — —” he stopped dead with flushed cheeks and kindling eyes, and met the gaze of his two companions. Poiccart impassive, sphinxlike, Leon interested and analytic. Manfred’s face went a duller red.

“I am sorry,” he said almost humbly; “for the moment I had forgotten the cause, and the end, in the strangeness of the means.”

He raised his hand deprecatingly.

“It is understandable,” said Poiccart gravely, and Leon pressed Manfred’s arm.

The three stood in embarrassed silence for a moment, then Manfred laughed.

“To work!” he said, and led the way to the improvised laboratory.

Inside Thery took off his coat. Here was his province, and from being the cowed dependant he took charge of the party, directing them, instructing, commanding, until he had the men of whom, a few minutes before, he had stood in terror running from studio to laboratory, from floor to floor.

There was much to be done, much testing, much calculating, many little sums to be worked out on paper, for in the killing of Sir Philip Ramon all the resources of modern science were to be pressed into the service of the Four.

“I am going to survey the land,” said Manfred suddenly, and disappearing into the studio returned with a pair of step-ladders. These he straddled in the dark passage, and mounting quickly pushed up a trapdoor that led to the flat roof of the building.

He pulled himself up carefully, crawled along the leaden surface, and raising himself cautiously looked over the low parapet.

He was in the centre of a half mile circle of uneven roofs. Beyond the circumference of his horizon London loomed murkily through smoke and mist. Below was a busy street. He took a hasty survey of the roof with its chimney stacks, its unornamental telegraph pole, its leaden floor and rusty guttering; then, through a pair of field-glasses, made a long, careful survey southward. He crawled slowly back to the trapdoor, raised it, and let himself down very gingerly till his feet touched the top of the ladder. Then he descended rapidly, closing the door after him.

“Well?” asked Thery with something of triumph in his voice.

“I see you have labelled it,” said Manfred.

“It is better so — since we shall work in the dark,” said Thery.

“Did you see then —— ?” began Poiccart.

Manfred nodded.

“Very indistinctly — one could just see the Houses of Parliament dimly, and Downing Street is a jumble of roofs.”

Thery had turned to the work that was engaging his attention. Whatever was his trade he was a deft workman. Somehow he felt that he must do his best for these men. He had been made forcibly aware of their superiority in the last days, he had now an ambition to assert his own skill, his individuality, and to earn commendation from these men who had made him feel his littleness.

Manfred and the others stood aside and watched him in silence. Leon, with a perplexed frown, kept his eyes fixed on the workman’s face. For Leon Gonsalez, scientist, physiognomist (his translation of the Theologi Physiognomia Humana
 of Lequetius is regarded today as the finest), was endeavouring to reconcile the criminal with the artisan.

After a while Thery finished.

“All is now ready,” he said with a grin of satisfaction: “let me find your Minister of State, give me a minute’s speech with him, and the next minute he dies.”

His face, repulsive in repose, was now demoniacal. He was like some great bull from his own country made more terrible with the snuffle of blood in his nostrils.

In strange contrast were the faces of his employers. Not a muscle of either face stirred. There was neither exultation nor remorse in their expressions — only a curious something that creeps into the set face of the judge as he pronounces the dread sentence of the law. Thery saw that something, and it froze him to his very marrow.

He threw up his hands as if to ward them off.

“Stop! stop!” he shouted; “don’t look like that, in the name of God — don’t, don’t!” He covered his face with shaking hands.

“Like what, Thery?” asked Leon softly.

Thery shook his head.

“I cannot say — like the judge at Granada when he says — when he says, ‘Let the thing be done!’”

“If we look so,” said Manfred harshly, “it is because we are judges — and not alone judges but executioners of our judgment.”

“I thought you would have been pleased,” whimpered Thery.

“You have done well,” said Manfred gravely.

“Bueno, bueno!” echoed the others.

“Pray God that we are successful,” added Manfred solemnly, and Thery stared at this strange man in amazement.

Superintendent Falmouth reported to the Commissioner that afternoon that all arrangements were now complete for the protection of the threatened Minister.

“I’ve filled up 44 Downing Street,” he said; “there’s practically a man in every room. I’ve got four of our best men on the roof, men in the basement, men in the kitchens.”

“What about the servants?” asked the Commissioner.

“Sir Philip has brought up his own people from the country, and now there isn’t a person in the house from the private secretary to the doorkeeper whose name and history I do not know from A to Z.”

The Commissioner breathed an anxious sigh.

“I shall be very glad when tomorrow is over,” he said. “What are the final arrangements?”

“There has been no change, sir, since we fixed things up the morning Sir Philip came over. He remains at 44 all day tomorrow until half past eight, goes over to the House at nine to move the reading of the Bill, returns at eleven.”

“I have given orders for the traffic to be diverted along the Embankment between a quarter to nine and a quarter after, and the same at eleven,” said the Commissioner. “Four closed carriages will drive from Downing Street to the House, Sir Philip will drive down in a car immediately afterwards.”

There was a rap at the door — the conversation took place in the Commissioner’s office — and a police officer entered. He bore a card in his hand, which he laid upon the table.

“Senor Jose di Silva,” read the Commissioner, “the Spanish Chief of Police,” he explained to the Superintendent. “Show him in, please.”

Senor di Silva, a lithe little man, with a pronounced nose and a beard, greeted the Englishmen with the exaggerated politeness that is peculiar to Spanish official circles.

“I am sorry to bring you over,” said the Commissioner, after he had shaken hands with the visitor and had introduced him to Falmouth; “we thought you might be able to help us in our search for Thery.”

“Luckily I was in Paris,” said the Spaniard; “yes, I know Thery, and I am astounded to find him in such distinguished company. Do I know the Four?” — his shoulders went up to his ears— “who does? I know of them — there was a case at Malaga, you know?…Thery is not a good criminal. I was astonished to learn that he had joined the band.”

“By the way,” said the chief, picking up a copy of the police notice that lay on his desk, and running his eye over it, “your people omitted to say — although it really isn’t of very great importance — what is Thery’s trade?”

The Spanish policeman knitted his brow.

“Thery’s trade! Let me remember.” He thought for a moment. “Thery’s trade? I don’t think I know; yet I have an idea that it is something to do with rubber. His first crime was stealing rubber; but if you want to know for certain — —”

The Commissioner laughed.

“It really isn’t at all important,” he said lightly.




Chapter VII


The Messenger of the Four
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There was yet another missive to be handed to the doomed Minister. In the last he had received there had occurred the sentence: One more warning you shall receive, and so that we may be assured it shall not go astray, our next and last message shall be delivered into your hands by one of us in person.


This passage afforded the police more comfort than had any episode since the beginning of the scare. They placed a curious faith in the honesty of the Four Men; they recognised that these were not ordinary criminals and that their pledge was inviolable. Indeed, had they thought otherwise the elaborate precautions that they were taking to ensure the safety of Sir Philip would not have been made. The honesty of the Four was their most terrible characteristic.

In this instance it served to raise a faint hope that the men who were setting at defiance the establishment of the law would overreach themselves. The letter conveying this message was the one to which Sir Philip had referred so airily in his conversation with his secretary. It had come by post, bearing the date mark, Balham, 12.15.


“The question is, shall we keep you absolutely surrounded, so that these men cannot by any possible chance carry out their threat?” asked Superintendent Falmouth in some perplexity, “or shall we apparently relax our vigilance in order to lure one of the Four to his destruction?”

The question was directed to Sir Philip Ramon as he sat huddled up in the capacious depths of his office chair.

“You want to use me as a bait?” he asked sharply.

The detective expostulated.

“Not exactly that, sir; we want to give these men a chance — —”

“I understand perfectly,” said the Minister, with some show of irritation.

The detective resumed:

“We know now how the infernal machine was smuggled into the House; on the day on which the outrage was committed an old member, Mr. Bascoe, the member for North Torrington, was seen to enter the House.”

“Well?” asked Sir Philip in surprise.

“Mr. Bascoe was never within a hundred miles of the House of Commons on that date,” said the detective quietly. “We might never have found it out, for his name did not appear in the division list. We’ve been working quietly on that House of Commons affair ever since, and it was only a couple of days ago that we made the discovery.”

Sir Philip sprang from his chair and nervously paced the floor of his room.

“Then they are evidently well acquainted with the conditions of life in England,” he asserted rather than asked.

“Evidently; they’ve got the lay of the land, and that is one of the dangers of the situation.”

“But,” frowned the other, “you have told me there were no dangers, no real dangers.”

“There is this danger, sir,” replied the detective, eyeing the Minister steadily, and dropping his voice as he spoke, “men who are capable of making such disguise are really outside the ordinary run of criminals. I don’t know what their game is, but whatever it is, they are playing it thoroughly. One of them is evidently an artist at that sort of thing, and he’s the man I’m afraid of — today.”

Sir Philip’s head tossed impatiently.

“I am tired of all this, tired of it” — and he thrashed the edge of his desk with an open palm— “detectives and disguises and masked murderers until the atmosphere is, for all the world, like that of a melodrama.”

“You must have patience for a day or two,” said the plain-spoken officer.

The Four Just Men were on the nerves of more people than the Foreign Minister.

“And we have not decided what is to be our plan for this evening,” he added.

“Do as you like,” said Sir Philip shortly, and then: “Am I to be allowed to go to the House tonight?”

“No; that is not part of the programme,” replied the detective.

Sir Philip stood for a moment in thought.

“These arrangements; they are kept secret, I suppose?”

“Absolutely.”

“Who knows of them?”

“Yourself, the Commissioner, your secretary, and myself.”

“And no one else?”

“No one; there is no danger likely to arise from that source. If upon the secrecy of your movements your safety depended it would be plain sailing.”

“Have these arrangements been committed to writing?” asked Sir Philip.

“No, sir; nothing has been written; our plans have been settled upon and communicated verbally; even the Prime Minister does not know.”

Sir Philip breathed a sigh of relief.

“That is all to the good,” he said, as the detective rose to go.

“I must see the Commissioner. I shall be away for less than half an hour; in the meantime I suggest that you do not leave your room,” he said.

Sir Philip followed him out to the anteroom, in which sat Hamilton, the secretary.

“I have had an uncomfortable feeling,” said Falmouth, as one of his men approached with a long coat, which he proceeded to help the detective into, “a sort of instinctive feeling this last day or two, that I have been watched and followed, so that I am using a car to convey me from place to place: they can’t follow that, without attracting some notice.” He dipped his hand into the pocket and brought out a pair of motoring goggles. He laughed somewhat shamefacedly as he adjusted them. “This is the only disguise I ever adopt, and I might say, Sir Philip,” he added with some regret, “that this is the first time during my twentyfive years of service that I have ever played the fool like a stage detective.”

After Falmouth’s departure the Foreign Minister returned to his desk.

He hated being alone: it frightened him. That there were two score detectives within call did not dispel the feeling of loneliness. The terror of the Four was ever with him, and this had so worked upon his nerves that the slightest noise irritated him. He played with the penholder that lay on the desk. He scribbled inconsequently on the blottingpad before him, and was annoyed to find that the scribbling had taken the form of numbers of figure 4.

Was the Bill worth it? Was the sacrifice called for? Was the measure of such importance as to justify the risk? These things he asked himself again and again, and then immediately, What sacrifice? What risk?

“I am taking the consequence too much for granted,” he muttered, throwing aside the pen, and half turning from the writing-table. “There is no certainty that they will keep their words; bah! it is impossible that they should — —”

There was a knock at the door.

“Hullo, Superintendent,” said the Foreign Minister as the knocker entered. “Back again already!”

The detective, vigorously brushing the dust from his moustache with a handkerchief, drew an official-looking blue envelope from his pocket.

“I thought I had better leave this in your care,” he said, dropping his voice; “it occurred to me just after I had left; accidents happen, you know.”

The Minister took the document.

“What is it?” he asked.

“It is something which would mean absolute disaster for me if by chance it was found in my possession,” said the detective, turning to go.

“What am I to do with it?”

“You would greatly oblige me by putting it in your desk until I return”; and the detective stepped into the anteroom, closed the door behind him and, acknowledging the salute of the plainclothes officer who guarded the outer door, passed to the motorcar that awaited him.

Sir Philip looked at the envelope with a puzzled frown.

It bore the superscription Confidential
 and the address, Department A, C1D, Scotland Yard.


‘Some confidential report,’ thought Sir Philip, and an angry doubt as to the possibility of it containing particulars of the police arrangements for his safety filled his mind. He had hit by accident upon the truth had he but known. The envelope contained those particulars.

He placed the letter in a drawer of his desk and drew some papers towards him.

They were copies of the Bill for the passage of which he was daring so much.

It was not a long document. The clauses were few in number, the objects, briefly described in the preamble, were tersely defined. There was no fear of this Bill failing to pass on the morrow. The Government’s majority was assured. Men had been brought back to town, stragglers had been whipped in, prayers and threats alike had assisted in concentrating the rapidly dwindling strength of the administration on this one effort of legislation; and what the frantic entreaties of the Whips had failed to secure, curiosity had accomplished, for members of both parties were hurrying to town to be present at a scene which might perhaps be history, and, as many feared, tragedy.

As Sir Philip conned the paper he mechanically formed in his mind the line of attack — for, tragedy or no, the Bill struck at too many interests in the House to allow of its passage without a stormy debate. He was a master of dialectics, a brilliant casuist, a coiner of phrases that stuck and stung. There was nothing for him to fear in the debate. If only —— It hurt him to think of the Four Just Men. Not so much because they threatened his life — he had gone past that — but the mere thought that there had come a new factor into his calculations, a new and terrifying force, that could not be argued down or brushed aside with an acid jest, nor intrigued against, nor adjusted by any parliamentary method. He did not think of compromise. The possibility of making terms with his enemy never once entered his head.

“I’ll go through with it!” he cried, not once but a score of times; “I’ll go through with it!” and now, as the moment grew nearer to hand, his determination to try conclusions with this new world-force grew stronger than ever.

The telephone at his elbow purred — he was sitting at his desk with his head on his hands — and he took the receiver. The voice of his house steward reminded him that he had arranged to give instructions for the closing of the house in Portland Place.

For two or three days, or until this terror had subsided, he intended his house should be empty. He would not risk the lives of his servants. If the Four intended to carry out their plan they would run no risks of failure, and if the method they employed were a bomb, then, to make assurance doubly sure, an explosion at Downing Street might well synchronize with an outrage at Portland Place.

He had finished his talk, and was replacing the receiver when a knock at the door heralded the entry of the detective.

He looked anxiously at the Minister.

“Nobody been, sir?” he asked.

Sir Philip smiled.

“If by that you mean have the Four delivered their ultimatum in person, I can comfort your mind — they have not.”

The detective’s face was evidence of his relief.

“Thank Heaven!” he said fervently. “I had an awful dread that whilst I was away something would happen. But I have news for you, sir.”

“Indeed!”

“Yes, sir, the Commissioner has received a long cable from America. Since the two murders in that country one of Pinkerton’s men has been engaged in collecting data. For years he has been piecing together the scrappy evidence he has been able to secure, and this is his cablegram.” The detective drew a paper from his pocket and, spreading it on the desk, read:


Pinkerton, Chicago, to Commissioner of Police, Scotland Yard, London.



Warn Ramon that the Four do not go outside their promise. If they have threatened to kill in a certain manner at a certain time they will be punctual. We have proof of this characteristic. After Anderson’s death small memorandum book was discovered outside window of room evidently dropped. Book was empty save for three pages, which were filled with neatly written memoranda headed ‘Six methods of execution’. It was initialled ‘C.’ (third letter in alphabet). Warn Ramon against following: drinking coffee in any form, opening letters or parcels, using soap that has not been manufactured under eye of trustworthy agent, sitting in any room other than that occupied day and night by police officer. Examine his bedroom; see if there is any method by which heavy gases can be introduced. We are sending two men by ‘Lucania’ to watch.


The detective finished reading. ‘Watch’ was not the last word in the original message, as he knew. There had been an ominous postscript, Afraid they will arrive too late.


“Then you think —— ?” asked the statesman.

“That your danger lies in doing one of the things that Pinkerton warns us against,” replied the detective. “There is no fear that the American police are talking idly. They have based their warning on some sure knowledge, and that is why I regard their cable as important.”

There was a sharp rap on the panel of the door, and without waiting for invitation the private secretary walked into the room, excitedly waving a newspaper.

“Look at this!” he cried, “read this! The Four have admitted their failure.”

“What!” shouted the detective, reaching for the journal.

“What does this mean?” asked Sir Philip sharply.

“Only this, sir: these beggars, it appears, have actually written an article on their ‘mission’.”

“In what newspaper?”

“The Megaphone.
 It seems when they recaptured Thery the editor asked the masked man to write him an article about himself, and they’ve done it; and it’s here, and they’ve admitted defeat, and — and — —”

The detective had seized the paper and broke in upon the incoherent secretary’s speech.


“The Creed of the Four Just Men”
 he read. “Where is their confession of failure?”

“Half way down the column — I have marked the passage — here”; and the young man pointed with a trembling finger to a paragraph.

“‘We leave nothing to chance,’” read the detective, “‘if the slightest hitch occurs, if the least detail of our plan miscarries, we acknowledge defeat. So assured are we that our presence on earth is necessary for the carrying out of a great plan, so certain are we that we are the indispensable instruments of a divine providence, that we dare not, for the sake of our very cause, accept unnecessary risks. It is essential therefore that the various preliminaries to every execution should be carried out to the full. As an example, it will be necessary for us to deliver our final warning to Sir Philip Ramon; and to add point to this warning, it is, by our code, essential that that should be handed to the Minister by one of us in person. All arrangements have been made to carry this portion of our programme into effect. But such are the extraordinary exigencies of our system that unless this warning can be handed to Sir Philip in accordance with our promise, and before eight o’clock this evening, our arrangements fall to the ground, and the execution we have planned must be forgone.’”

The detective stopped reading, with disappointment visible on every line of his face.

“I thought, sir, by the way you were carrying on that you had discovered something new. I’ve read all this, a copy of the article was sent to the Yard as soon as it was received.”

The secretary thumped the desk impatiently.

“But don’t you see!” he cried, “don’t you understand that there is no longer any need to guard Sir Philip, that there is no reason to use him as a bait, or, in fact, to do anything if we are to believe these men — look at the time — —”

The detective’s hand flew to his pocket; he drew out his watch, looked at the dial, and whistled.

“Half past eight, by God!” he muttered in astonishment, and the three stood in surprised silence.

Sir Philip broke the silence.

“Is it a ruse to take us off our guard?” he said hoarsely.

“I don’t think so,” replied the detective slowly, “I feel sure that it is not; nor shall I relax my watch — but I am a believer in the honesty of these men — I don’t know why I should say this, for I have been dealing with criminals for the past twentyfive years, and never once have I put an ounce of faith in the word of the best of ‘em, but somehow I can’t disbelieve these men. If they have failed to deliver their message they will not trouble us again.”

Ramon paced his room with quick, nervous steps.

“I wish I could believe that,” he muttered; “I wish I had your faith.”

A tap on the door panel.

“An urgent telegram for Sir Philip,” said a grey-haired attendant.

The Minister stretched out his hand, but the detective was before him.

“Remember Pinkerton’s wire, sir,” he said, and ripped open the brown envelope.


Just received a telegram handed in at Charing Cross


7.52. Begins: We have delivered our last message to the


foreign Secretary, signed Four. Ends. Is this true?


Editor, Megaphone.


“What does this mean?” asked Falmouth in bewilderment when he had finished reading.

“It means, my dear Mr. Falmouth,” replied Sir Philip testily, “that your noble Four are liars and braggarts as well as murderers; and it means at the same time, I hope, an end to your ridiculous faith in their honesty.”

The detective made no answer, but his face was clouded and he bit his lips in perplexity.

“Nobody came after I left?” he asked.

“Nobody.”

“You have seen no person besides your secretary and myself?”

“Absolutely nobody has spoken to me, or approached within a dozen yards of me,” Ramon answered shortly.

Falmouth shook his head despairingly.

“Well — I — where are we?” he asked, speaking more to himself than to anybody in the room, and moved towards the door.

Then it was that Sir Philip remembered the package left in his charge.

“You had better take your precious documents,” he said, opening his drawer and throwing the package left in his charge on to the table.

The detective looked puzzled.

“What is this?” he asked, picking up the envelope.

“I’m afraid the shock of finding yourself deceived in your estimate of my persecutors has dazed you,” said Sir Philip, and added pointedly, “I must ask the Commissioner to send an officer who has a better appreciation of the criminal mind, and a less childlike faith in the honour of murderers.”

“As to that, sir,” said Falmouth, unmoved by the outburst, “you must do as you think best. I have discharged my duty to my own satisfaction; and I have no more critical taskmaster than myself. But what I am more anxious to hear is exactly what you mean by saying that I handed any papers into your care.”

The Foreign Secretary glared across the table at the imperturbable police officer.

“I am referring, sir,” he said harshly, “to the packet which you returned to leave in my charge.”

The detective stared.

“I — did — not — return,” he said in a strained voice. “I have left no papers in your hands.” He picked up the package from the table, tore it open, and disclosed yet another envelope. As he caught sight of the grey-green cover he gave a sharp cry.

“This is the message of the Four,” said Falmouth.

The Foreign Secretary staggered back a pace, white to the lips.

“And the man who delivered it?” he gasped.

“Was one of the Four Just Men,” said the detective grimly. “They have kept their promise.”

He took a quick step to the door, passed through into the anteroom and beckoned the plainclothes officer who stood on guard at the outer door.

“Do you remember my going out?” he asked.

“Yes, sir — both times.”

“Both times, eh!” said Falmouth bitterly, “and how did I look the second time?”

His subordinate was bewildered at the form the question took.

“As usual, sir,” he stammered.

“How was I dressed?”

The constable considered.

“In your long dustcoat.”

“I wore my goggles, I suppose?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I thought so,” muttered Falmouth savagely, and raced down the broad marble stairs that led to the entrance-hall. There were four men on duty who saluted him as he approached.

“Do you remember my going out?” he asked of the sergeant in charge.

“Yes, sir — both times,” the officer replied.

“Damn your ‘both times’!” snapped Falmouth; “how long had I been gone the first time before I returned?”

“Five minutes, sir,” was the astonished officer’s reply.

“They just gave themselves time to do it,” muttered Falmouth, and then aloud, “Did I return in my car?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Ah!” — hope sprang into the detective’s breast— “did you notice the number?” he asked, almost fearful to hear the reply.

“Yes!”

The detective could have hugged the stolid officer.

“Good — what was it?”

“A17164.”

The detective made a rapid note of the number.

“Jackson,” he called, and one of the men in mufti stepped forward and saluted.

“Go to the Yard; find out the registered owner of this car. When you have found this go to the owner; ask him to explain his movements; if necessary, take him into custody.”

Falmouth retraced his steps to Sir Philip’s study. He found the statesman still agitatedly walking up and down the room, the secretary nervously drumming his fingers on the table, and the letter still unopened.

“As I thought,” explained Falmouth, “the man you saw was one of the Four impersonating me. He chose his time admirably: my own men were deceived. They managed to get a car exactly similar in build and colour to mine, and, watching their opportunity, they drove to Downing Street a few minutes after I had left. There is one last chance of our catching him — luckily the sergeant on duty noticed the number of the car, and we might be able to trace him through that — hullo.” An attendant stood at the door.

Would the Superintendent see Detective Jackson?

Falmouth found him waiting in the hall below.

“I beg your pardon, sir,” said Jackson, saluting, “but is there not some mistake in this number?”

“Why?” asked the detective sharply.

“Because,” said the man, “A17164 is the number of your own car.”
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Final warning was brief and to the point:



We allow you until tomorrow evening to reconsider your position in the matter of the Aliens Extradition Bill. If by six o’clock no announcement is made in the afternoon newspapers of your withdrawing this measure we shall have no other course to pursue but to fulfil our promise. You will die at eight in the evening. We append for your enlightenment a concise table of the secret police arrangements made for your safety tomorrow. Farewell.

(Signed) FOUR JUST MEN



Sir Philip read this over without a tremor. He read too the slip of paper on which was written, in the strange foreign hand, the details that the police had not dared to put into writing.

“There is a leakage somewhere,” he said, and the two anxious watchers saw that the face of their charge was grey and drawn.

“These details were known only to four,” said the detective quietly, “and I’ll stake my life that it was neither the Commissioner nor myself.”

“Nor I!” said the private secretary emphatically.

Sir Philip shrugged his shoulders with a weary laugh.

“What does it matter? — they know,” he exclaimed; “by what uncanny method they learnt the secret I neither know nor care. The question is, can I be adequately protected tomorrow night at eight o’clock?”

Falmouth shut his teeth.

“Either you’ll come out of it alive or, by the Lord, they’ll kill two,” he said, and there was a gleam in his eye that spoke for his determination.

The news that yet another letter had reached the great statesman was on the streets at ten o’clock that night. It circulated through the clubs and theatres, and between the acts grave-faced men stood in the vestibules discussing Ramon’s danger. The House of Commons was seething with excitement. In the hope that the Minister would come down, a strong House had gathered, but the members were disappointed, for it was evident soon after the dinner recess that Sir Philip had no intention of showing himself that night.

“Might I ask the right honourable the Prime Minister whether it is the intention of His Majesty’s Government to proceed with the Aliens Extradition (Political Offences) Bill,” asked the Radical Member for West Deptford, “and whether he has not considered, in view of the extraordinary conditions that this Bill has called into life, the advisability of postponing the introduction of this measure?”

The question was greeted with a chorus of ‘hear-hears’, and the Prime Minister rose slowly and turned an amused glance in the direction of the questioner.

“I know of no circumstance that is likely to prevent my right honourable friend, who is unfortunately not in his place tonight, from moving the second reading of the Bill tomorrow,” he said, and sat down.

“What the devil was he grinning at?” grumbled West Deptford to a neighbour.

“He’s deuced uncomfortable, is JK,” said the other wisely, “deuced uncomfortable; a man in the Cabinet was telling me today that old JK has been feeling deuced uncomfortable. ‘You mark my words,’ he said, ‘this Four Just Men business is making the Premier deuced uncomfortable,’” and the hon. member subsided to allow West Deptford to digest his neighbour’s profundities.

“I’ve done my best to persuade Ramon to drop the Bill,” the Premier was saying, “but he is adamant, and the pitiable thing is that he believes in his heart of hearts that these fellows intend keeping faith.”

“It is monstrous,” said the Colonial Secretary hotly; “it is inconceivable that such a state of affairs can last. Why, it strikes at the root of everything, it unbalances every adjustment of civilisation.”

“It is a poetical idea,” said the phlegmatic Premier, “and the standpoint of the Four is quite a logical one. Think of the enormous power for good or evil often vested in one man: a capitalist controlling the markets of the world, a speculator cornering cotton or wheat whilst mills stand idle and people starve, tyrants and despots with the destinies of nations between their thumb and finger — and then think of the four men, known to none; vague, shadowy figures stalking tragically through the world, condemning and executing the capitalist, the corner maker, the tyrant — evil forces all, and all beyond reach of the law. We have said of these people, such of us as are touched with mysticism, that God would judge them. Here are men arrogating to themselves the divine right of superior judgment. If we catch them they will end their lives unpicturesquely, in a matter-of-fact, commonplace manner in a little shed in Pentonville Gaol, and the world will never realise how great are the artists who perish.”

“But Ramón?”

The Premier smiled.

“Here, I think, these men have just overreached themselves. Had they been content to slay first and explain their mission afterwards I have little doubt that Ramon would have died. But they have warned and warned and exposed their hand a dozen times over. I know nothing of the arrangements that are being made by the police, but I should imagine that by tomorrow night it will be as difficult to get within a dozen yards of Ramon as it would be for a Siberian prisoner to dine with the Czar.”

“Is there no possibility of Ramon withdrawing the Bill?” asked the Colonies.

The Premier shook his head.

“Absolutely none,” he said.

The rising of a member of the Opposition front bench at that moment to move an amendment to a clause under discussion cut short the conversation.

The House rapidly emptied when it became generally known that Ramon did not intend appearing, and the members gathered in the smoking-room and lobby to speculate upon the matter which was uppermost in their minds.

In the vicinity of Palace Yard a great crowd had gathered, as in London crowds will gather, on the off-chance of catching a glimpse of the man whose name was in every mouth. Street vendors sold his portrait, frowsy men purveying the real life and adventures of the Four Just Men did a roaring trade, and itinerant street singers, introducing extemporised verses into their repertoire, declaimed the courage of that statesman bold, who dared for to resist the threats of coward alien and deadly anarchist.

There was praise in these poor lyrics for Sir Philip, who was trying to prevent the foreigner from taking the bread out of the mouths of honest working men.

The humour of which appealed greatly to Manfred, who, with Poiccart, had driven to the Westminster end of the Embankment; having dismissed their cab, they
 were walking to Whitehall.

“I think the verse about the ‘deadly foreign anarchist’ taking the bread out of the mouth of the homemade variety is distinctly good,” chuckled Manfred.

Both men were in evening dress, and Poiccart wore in his buttonhole the silken button of a Chevalier of the Legion d’Honneur.

Manfred continued:

“I doubt whether London has had such a sensation since — when?”

Poiccart’s grim smile caught the other’s eye and he smiled in sympathy.

“Well?”

“I asked the same question of the maitre d’hotel,” he said slowly, like a man loath to share a joke; “he
 compared the agitation to the atrocious East-End murders.”

Manfred stopped dead and looked with horror on his companion.

“Great heavens!” he exclaimed in distress, “it never occurred to me that we should be compared with — him!”

They resumed their walk.

“It is part of the eternal bathos,” said Poiccart serenely; “even De Quincey taught the English nothing. The God of Justice has but one interpreter here, and he lives in a public-house in Lancashire, and is an expert and dexterous disciple of the lamented Marwood, whose system he has improved upon.”

They were traversing that portion of Whitehall from which Scotland Yard runs.

A man, slouching along with bent head and his hands thrust deep into the pockets of his tattered coat, gave them a swift sidelong glance, stopped when they had passed, and looked after them. Then he turned and quickened his shuffle on their trail. A press of people and a seeming ceaseless string of traffic at the corner of Cockspur Street brought Manfred and Poiccart to a standstill, waiting for an opportunity to cross the road. They were subjected to a little jostling as the knot of waiting people thickened, but eventually they crossed and walked towards St Martin’s Lane.

The comparison which Poiccart had quoted still rankled with Manfred.

“There will be people at His Majesty’s tonight,” he said, “applauding Brutus as he asks, ‘What villain touched his body and not for justice?’ You will not find a serious student of history, or any commonplace man of intelligence, for the matter of that, who, if you asked, Would it not have been God’s blessing for the world if Bonaparte had been assassinated on his return from Egypt? would not answer without hesitation, Yes. But we — we are murderers!”

“They would not have erected a statue of Napoleon’s assassin,” said Poiccart easily, “any more than they have enshrined Felton, who slew a profligate and debauched Minister of Charles I. Posterity may do us justice,” he spoke half mockingly; “for myself I am satisfied with the approval of my conscience.”

He threw away the cigar he was smoking, and put his hand to the inside pocket of his coat to find another. He withdrew his hand without the cigar and whistled a passing cab.

Manfred looked at him in surprise.

“What is the matter? I thought you said you would walk?”

Nevertheless he entered the hansom and Poiccart followed, giving his direction through the trap, “Baker Street Station.”

The cab was rattling through Shaftesbury Avenue before Poiccart gave an explanation.

“I have been robbed,” he said, sinking his voice, “my watch has gone, but that does not matter; the pocketbook with the notes I made for the guidance of Thery has gone — and that matters a great deal.”

“It may have been a common thief,” said Manfred: “he took the watch.”

Poiccart was feeling his pockets rapidly.

“Nothing else has gone,” he said; “it may have been as you say, a pickpocket, who will be content with the watch and will drop the notebook down the nearest drain; but it may be a police agent.”

“Was there anything in it to identify you?” asked Manfred, in a troubled tone.

“Nothing,” was the prompt reply; “but unless the police are blind they would understand the calculations and the plans. It may not come to their hands at all, but if it does and the thief can recognise us we are in a fix.”

The cab drew up at the down station at Baker Street, and the two men alighted.

“I shall go east,” said Poiccart, “we will meet in the morning. By that time I shall have learnt whether the book has reached Scotland Yard. Goodnight.”

And with no other farewell than this the two men parted.

If Billy Marks had not had a drop of drink he would have been perfectly satisfied with his night’s work. Filled, however, with that false liquid confidence that leads so many good men astray, Billy thought it would be a sin to neglect the opportunities that the gods had shown him. The excitement engendered by the threats of the Four Just Men had brought all suburban London to Westminster, and on the Surrey side of the bridge Billy found hundreds of patient suburbanites waiting for conveyance to Streatham, Camberwell, Clapham, and Greenwich.

So, the night being comparatively young, Billy decided to work the trams.

He touched a purse from a stout old lady in black, a Waterbury watch from a gentleman in a top hat, a small hand mirror from a dainty bag, and decided to conclude his operations with the exploration of a superior young lady’s pocket.

Billy’s search was successful. A purse and a lace handkerchief rewarded him, and he made arrangements for a modest retirement. Then it was that a gentle voice breathed into his ear. “Hullo, Billy!”

He knew the voice, and felt momentarily unwell.

“Hullo, Mister Howard,” he exclaimed with feigned joy; “‘ow are you, sir? Fancy meetin’ you!”

“Where are you going, Billy?” asked the welcome Mr. Howard, taking Billy’s arm affectionately.

“‘Ome,” said the virtuous Billy.

“Home it is,” said Mr. Howard, leading the unwilling Billy from the crowd; “home, sweet home, it is, Billy.” He called another young man, with whom he seemed to be acquainted: “Go on that car, Porter, and see who has lost anything. If you can find anyone bring them along”; and the other young man obeyed.

“And now,” said Mr. Howard, still holding Billy’s arm affectionately, “tell me how the world has been using you.”

“Look ‘ere, Mr. Howard,” said Billy earnestly, “what’s the game? where are you takin’ me?”

“The game is the old game,” said Mr. Howard sadly— “the same old game, Bill, and I’m taking you to the same old sweet spot.”

“You’ve made a mistake this time, guv’nor,” cried Bill fiercely, and there was a slight clink.

“Permit me, Billy,” said Mr Howard, stooping quickly and picking up the purse Billy had dropped.

At the police station the sergeant behind the charge desk pretended to be greatly overjoyed at Billy’s arrival, and the gaoler, who put Billy into a steel-barred dock, and passed his hands through cunning pockets, greeted him as a friend.

“Gold watch, half a chain, gold, three purses, two handkerchiefs, and a red moroccer pocketbook,” reported the gaoler.

The sergeant nodded approvingly.

“Quite a good day’s work, William,” he said.

“What shall I get this time?” inquired the prisoner, and Mr Howard, a plainclothes officer engaged in filling in particulars of the charge, opined nine moons.

“Go on!” exclaimed Mr Billy Marks in consternation.

“Fact,” said the sergeant; “you’re a rogue and a vagabond, Billy, you’re a petty larcenist, and you’re for the sessions this time — Number Eight.”

This latter was addressed to the gaoler, who bore Billy off to the cells protesting vigorously against a police force that could only tumble to poor blokes, and couldn’t get a touch on sanguinary murderers like the Four Just Men.

“What do we pay rates and taxes for?” indignantly demanded Billy through the grating of his cell.

“Fat lot you’ll ever pay, Billy,” said the gaoler, putting the double lock on the door.

In the charge office Mr Howard and the sergeant were examining the stolen property, and three owners, discovered by PC Porter, were laying claim to their own.

“That disposes of all the articles except the gold watch and the pocketbook,” said the sergeant after the claimants had gone, “gold watch, Elgin half-hunter N05029020, pocketbook containing no papers, no card, no address, and only three pages of writing. What this means I don’t know.” The sergeant handed the book to Howard. The page that puzzled the policeman contained simply a list of streets. Against each street was scrawled a cabalistic character.

“Looks like the diary of a paperchase,” said Mr Howard. “What is on the other pages?” They turned the leaf. This was filled with figures.

“H’m,” said the disappointed sergeant, and again turned overleaf. The contents of this page was understandable and readable although evidently written in a hurry as though it had been taken down at dictation.

“The chap who wrote this must have had a train to catch,” said the facetious Mr Howard, pointing to the abbreviations:


Will not leave D.S., except for Hs. Will drive to Hs in M.C. (4 dummy brghms first), 8.30. At 2 600 p arve traf divtd Embank, 80 spls. inside D.S. One each rm, three each cor, six basmt, six rf. All drs wide opn allow each off see another, all spls will carry revr. Nobody except F and H to approach R. In Hse strange gal filled with spl, all press vouched for. 200 spl. in cor. If nee battalion guards at disposal.


The policeman read this over slowly.

“Now what the devil does that mean?” asked the sergeant helplessly.

It was at that precise moment that Constable Howard earned his promotion.

“Let me have that book for ten minutes,” he said excitedly. The sergeant handed the book over with wondering stare.

“I think I can find an owner for this,” said Howard, his hand trembling as he took the book, and ramming his hat on his head he ran out into the street.

He did not stop running until he reached the main road, and finding a cab he sprang in with a hurried order to the driver.

“Whitehall, and drive like blazes,” he called, and in a few minutes he was explaining his errand to the inspector in charge of the cordon that guarded the entrance of Downing Street.

“Constable Howard, 946 L. reserve,” he introduced himself. “I’ve a very important message for Superintendent Falmouth.”

That officer, looking tired and beaten, listened to the policeman’s story.

“It looks to me,” went on Howard breathlessly, “as though this has something to do with your case, sir. D.S. is Downing Street, and — —” He produced the book and Falmouth snatched at it.

He read a few words and then gave a triumphant cry.

“Our secret instructions,” he cried, and catching the constable by the arm he drew him to the entrance hall.

“Is my car outside?” he asked, and in response to a whistle a car drew up. “Jump in, Howard,” said the detective, and the car slipped into Whitehall.

“Who is the thief?” asked the senior.

“Billy Marks, sir,” replied Howard; “you may not know him, but down at Lambeth he is a well-known character.”

“Oh, yes,” Falmouth hastened to correct, “I know Billy very well indeed — we’ll see what he has to say.”

The car drew up at the police station and the two men jumped out.

The sergeant rose to his feet as he recognised the famous Falmouth, and saluted.

“I want to see the prisoner Marks,” said Falmouth shortly, and Billy, roused from his sleep, came blinking into the charge office.

“Now, Billy,” said the detective, “I’ve got a few words to say to you.”

“Why, it’s Mr Falmouth,” said the astonished Billy, and something like fear shaded his face. “I wasn’t in that ‘Oxton affair, s’help me.”

“Make your mind easy, Billy; I don’t want you for anything, and if you’ll answer my questions truthfully, you may get off the present charge and get a reward into the bargain.”

Billy was suspicious.

“I’m not going to give anybody away if that’s what you mean,” he said sullenly.

“Nor that either,” said the detective impatiently. “I want to know where you found this pocketbook,” and he held it up.

Billy grinned.

“Found it lyin’ on the pavement,” he lied.

“I want the truth,” thundered Falmouth.

“Well,” said Billy sulkily, “I pinched it.”

“From whom?”

“I didn’t stop to ask him his name,” was the impudent reply.

The detective breathed deeply.

“Now, look here,” he said, lowering his voice, “you’ve heard about the Four Just Men?”

Billy nodded, opening his eyes in amazement at the question.

“Well,” exclaimed Falmouth impressively, “the man to whom this pocketbook belongs is one of them.”

“What!” cried Billy.

“For his capture there is a reward of a thousand pounds offered. If your description leads to his arrest that thousand is yours.”

Marks stood paralysed at the thought.

“A thousand — a thousand?” he muttered in a dazed fashion, “and I might just as easily have caught him.”

“Come, come!” cried the detective sharply, “you may catch him yet — tell us what he looked like.”

Billy knitted his brows in thought.

“He looked like a gentleman,” he said, trying to recall from the chaos of his mind a picture of his victim; “he had a white weskit, a white shirt, nice patent shoes — —”

“But his face — his face!” demanded the detective.

“His face?” cried Billy indignantly, “how do I know what it looked like? I don’t look a chap in the face when I’m pinching his watch, do I?”
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“You cursed dolt, you infernal fool!” stormed the detective, catching Billy by the collar and shaking him like a rat. “Do you mean to tell me that you had one of the Four Just Men in your hand, and did not even take the trouble to look at him?”

Billy wrenched himself free.

“You leave me alone!” he said defiantly. “How was I to know it was one of the Four Just Men, and how do you know it was?” he added with a cunning twist of his face. Billy’s mind was beginning to work rapidly. He saw in this staggering statement of the detective a chance of making capital out of the position which to within a few minutes he had regarded as singularly unfortunate.

“I did get a bit of a glance at ‘em,” he said, “they — —”

“Them — they?” said the detective quickly. “How many were there?”

“Never mind,” said Billy sulkily. He felt the strength of his position.

“Billy,” said the detective earnestly, “I mean business; if you know anything you’ve got to tell us!’

“Ho!” cried the prisoner in defiance. “Got to, ‘ave I? Well, I know the lor as well as you — you can’t make a chap speak if he don’t want. You can’t — —”

The detective signalled the other police officers to retire, and when they were out of earshot he dropped his voice and said:

“Harry Moss came out last week.”

Billy flushed and lowered his eyes.

“I don’t know no Harry Moss,” he muttered doggedly.

“Harry Moss came out last week,” continued the detective shortly, “after doing three years for robbery with violence — three years and ten lashes.”

“I don’t know anything about it,” said Marks in the same tone.

“He got clean away and the police had no clues,” the detective went on remorselessly, “and they might not have caught him to this day, only — only ‘from information received’ they took him one night out of his bed in Leman Street.”

Billy licked his dry lips, but did not speak.

“Harry Moss would like to know who he owes his three stretch to — and the ten. Men who’ve had the cat have a long memory, Billy.”

“That’s not playing the game, Mr. Falmouth,” cried Billy thickly. “I — I was a bit hard up, an’ Harry Moss wasn’t a pal of mine — and the p’lice wanted to find out — —”

“And the police want to find out now,” said Falmouth.

Billy Marks made no reply for a moment.

“I’ll tell you all there is to be told,” he said at last, and cleared his throat. The detective stopped him.

“Not here,” he said. Then turning to the officer in charge:

“Sergeant, you may release this man on bail — I will stand sponsor.” The humorous side of this appealed to Billy at least, for he grinned sheepishly and recovered his former spirits.

“First time I’ve been bailed out by the p’lice,” he remarked facetiously.

The motorcar bore the detective and his charge to Scotland Yard, and in Superintendent Falmouth’s office Billy prepared to unburden himself.

“Before you begin,” said the officer, “I want to warn you that you must be as brief as possible. Every minute is precious.”

So Billy told his story. In spite of the warning there were embellishments, to which the detective was forced to listen impatiently.

At last the pickpocket reached the point.

“There was two of ‘em, one a tall chap and one not so tall. I heard one say ‘My dear George’ — the little one said that, the one I took the ticker from and the pocketbook. Was there anything in the notebook?” Billy asked suddenly.

“Go on,” said the detective.

“Well,” resumed Billy, “I follered ’em up to the end of the street, and they was waitin’ to cross towards Charing Cross Road when I lifted the clock, you understand?”

“What time was this?”

“‘Arf past ten — or it might’ve been eleven.”

“And you did not see their faces?”

The thief shook his head emphatically.

“If I never get up from where I’m sittin’ I didn’t, Mr Falmouth,” he said earnestly.

The detective rose with a sigh.

“I’m afraid you’re not much use to me, Billy,” he said ruefully. “Did you notice whether they wore beards, or were they cleanshaven, or — —”

Billy shook his head mournfully.

“I could easily tell you a lie, Mr Falmouth,” he said frankly, “and I could easily pitch a tale that would take you in, but I’m playin’ it square with you.”

The detective recognised the sincerity of the man and nodded.

“You’ve done your best, Billy,” he said, and then: “I’ll tell you what I’m going to do. You are the only man in the world who has ever seen one of the Four Just Men — and lived to tell the story. Now, although you cannot remember his face, perhaps if you met him again in the street you would know him — there may be some little trick of walking, some habit of holding the hands that you cannot recall now, but if you saw again you would recognise. I shall therefore take upon myself the responsibility of releasing you from custody until the day after tomorrow. I want you to find this man you robbed. Here is a sovereign; go home, get a little sleep, turn out as early as you can and go west.” The detective went to his desk, and wrote a dozen words on a card. “Take this: if you see the man or his companion, follow them, show this card to the first policeman you meet, point out the man, and you’ll go to bed a thousand pounds richer than when you woke.”

Billy took the card.

“If you want me at any time you will find somebody here who will know where I am. Goodnight,” and Billy passed into the street, his brain in a whirl, and a warrant written on a visiting card in his waistcoat pocket.

The morning that was to witness great events broke bright and clear over London. Manfred, who, contrary to his usual custom, had spent the night at the workshop in Carnaby Street, watched the dawn from the flat roof of the building.

He lay face downwards, a rug spread beneath him, his head resting on his hands. Dawn with its white, pitiless light, showed his strong face, seamed and haggard. The white streaks in his trim beard were accentuated in the light of morning. He looked tired and disheartened, so unlike his usual self that Gonsalez, who crept up through the trap just before the sun rose, was as near alarmed as it was possible for that phlegmatic man to be. He touched him on the arm and Manfred started.

“What is the matter?” asked Leon softly.

Manfred’s smile and shake of head did not reassure the questioner.

“Is it Poiccart and the thief?”

“Yes,” nodded Manfred. Then speaking aloud, he asked: “Have you ever felt over any of our cases as you feel in this?”

They spoke in such low tones as almost to approach whispering. Gonsalez stared ahead thoughtfully.

“Yes,” he admitted, “once — the woman at Warsaw. You remember how easy it all seemed, and how circumstance after circumstance thwarted us…till I began to feel, as I feel now, that we should fail.”

“No, no, no!” said Manfred fiercely. “There must be no talk of failure, Leon, no thought of it.”

He crawled to the trapdoor and lowered himself into the corridor, and Gonsalez followed.

“Thery?” he asked.

“Asleep.”

They were entering the studio, and Manfred had his hand on the door handle when a footstep sounded on the bottom floor.

“Who’s there?” cried Manfred, and a soft whistle from below sent him flying downstairs.

“Poiccart!” he cried.

Poiccart it was, unshaven, dusty, weary.

“Well?” Manfred’s ejaculation was almost brutal in its bluntness.

“Let us go upstairs,” said Poiccart shortly. The three men ascended the dusty stairway, not a word being spoken until they had reached the small livingroom.

Then Poiccart spoke:

“The very stars in their courses are fighting against us,” he said, throwing himself into the only comfortable chair in the room, and flinging his hat into a corner. “The man who stole my pocketbook has been arrested by the police. He is a well-known criminal of a sneak-thief order, and unfortunately he had been under observation during the evening. The pocketbook was found in his possession, and all might have been well, but an unusually smart police officer associated the contents with us.

“After I had left you I went home and changed, then made my way to Downing Street. I was one of the curious crowd that stood watching the guarded entrance. I knew that Falmouth was there, and I knew, too, if there was any discovery made it would be communicated immediately to Downing Street. Somehow I felt sure the man was an ordinary thief, and that if we had anything to fear it was from a chance arrest. Whilst I was waiting a cab dashed up, and out an excited man jumped. He was obviously a policeman, and I had just time to engage a hansom when Falmouth and the new arrival came flying out. I followed them in the cab as fast as possible without exciting the suspicion of the driver. Of course, they outdistanced us, but their destination was evident. I dismissed the cab at the corner of the street in which the police station is situated, and walked down and found, as I had expected, the car drawn up at the door.

“I managed to get a fleeting glance at the charge room — I was afraid that any interrogation there would have been conducted in the cell, but by the greatest of good luck they had chosen the charge room. I saw Falmouth, and the policeman, and the prisoner. The latter, a mean-faced, long-jawed man with shifty eyes — no, no, Leon, don’t question me about the physiognomy of the man — my view was for photographic purposes — I wanted to remember him.

“In that second I could see the detective’s anger, the thief’s defiance, and I knew that the man was saying that he could not recognise us.”

“Ha!” It was Manfred’s sigh of relief that put a period to Poiccart’s speech.

“But I wanted to make sure,” resumed the latter. “I walked back the way I had come. Suddenly I heard the hum of the car behind me, and it passed me with another passenger. I guessed that they were taking the man back to Scotland Yard.

“I was content to walk back; I was curious to know what the police intended doing with their new recruit. Taking up a station that gave me a view of the entrance of the street, I waited. After a while the man came out alone. His step was light and buoyant. A glimpse I got of his face showed me a strange blending of bewilderment and gratification. He turned on to the Embankment, and I followed close behind.”

“There was a danger that he was being shadowed by the police, too,” said Gonsalez.

“Of that I was well satisfied,” Poiccart rejoined. “I took a very careful survey before I acted. Apparently the police were content to let him roam free. When he was abreast of the Temple steps he stopped and looked undecidedly left and right, as though he were not quite certain as to what he should do next. At that moment I came abreast of him, passed him, and then turned back, fumbling in my pockets.

“‘Can you oblige me with a match?’” I asked.

“He was most affable; produced a box of matches and invited me to help myself.

“I took a match, struck it, and lit my cigar, holding the match so that he could see my face.”

“That was wise,” said Manfred gravely.

“It showed his face too, and out of the corner of my eye I watched him searching every feature. But there was no sign of recognition and I began a conversation. We lingered where we had met for a while and then by mutual consent we walked in the direction of Blackfriars, crossed the bridge, chatting on inconsequent subjects, the poor, the weather, the newspapers. On the other side of the bridge is a coffee-stall. I determined to make my next move. I invited him to take a cup of coffee, and when the cups were placed before us, I put down a sovereign. The stall-keeper shook his head, said he could not change it. ‘Hasn’t your friend any small change?’ he asked.

“It was here that the vanity of the little thief told me what I wanted to know. He drew from his pocket, with a nonchalant air — a sovereign. ‘This is all that I have got,’ he drawled. I found some coppers — I had to think quickly. He had told the police something, something worth paying for — what was it? It could not have been a description of ourselves, for if he had recognised us then, he would have known me when I struck the match and when I stood there, as I did, in the full glare of the light of the coffee-stall. And then a cold fear came to me. Perhaps he had recognised me, and with a thief’s cunning was holding me in conversation until he could get assistance to take me.”

Poiccart paused for a moment, and drew a small phial from his pocket; this he placed carefully on the table.

“He was as near to death then as ever he has been in his life,” he said quietly, “but somehow the suspicion wore away. In our walk we had passed three policemen — there was an opportunity if he had wanted it.

“He drank his coffee and said, ‘I must be going home.’

“‘Indeed!’ I said. ‘I suppose I really ought to go home too — I have a lot of work to do tomorrow.’ He leered at me. ‘So have I,’ he said with a grin, ‘but whether I can do it or not I don’t know.’

“We had left the coffee-stall, and now stopped beneath a lamp that stood at the corner of the street.

“I knew that I had only a few seconds to secure the information I wanted — so I played bold and led directly to the subject. ‘What of these Four Just Men?’ I asked, just as he was about to slouch away. He turned back instantly. ‘What about them?’ he asked quickly. I led him on from that by gentle stages to the identity of the Four. He was eager to talk about them, anxious to know what I thought, but most concerned of all about the reward. He was engrossed in the subject, and then suddenly he leant forward, and, tapping me on the chest, with a grimy forefinger, he commenced to state a hypothetical case.”

Poiccart stopped to laugh — his laugh ended in a sleepy yawn.

“You know the sort of questions,” said he, “and you know how very naive the illiterate are when they are seeking to disguise their identities by elaborate hypotheses. Well, that is the story. He — Marks is his name — thinks he may be able to recognise one of us by some extraordinary trick of memory. To enable him to do this, he has been granted freedom — tomorrow he would search London, he said.”

“A full day’s work,” laughed Manfred.

“Indeed,” agreed Poiccart soberly, “but hear the sequel. We parted, and I walked westward perfectly satisfied of our security. I made for Covent Garden Market, because this is one of the places in London where a man may be seen at four o’clock in the morning without exciting suspicion.

“I had strolled through the market, idly watching the busy scene, when, for some cause that I cannot explain, I turned suddenly on my heel and came face to face with Marks! He grinned sheepishly, and recognised me with a nod of his head.

“He did not wait for me to ask him his business, but started in to explain his presence.

“I accepted his explanation easily, and for the second time that night invited him to coffee. He hesitated at first, then accepted. When the coffee was brought, he pulled it to him as far from my reach as possible, and then I knew that Mr Marks had placed me at fault, that I had underrated his intelligence, that all the time he had been unburdening himself he had recognised me. He had put me off my guard.”

“But why —— ?” began Manfred.

“That is what I thought,” the other answered. “Why did he not have me arrested?” He turned to Leon, who had been a silent listener. “Tell us, Leon, why?”

“The explanation is simple,” said Gonsalez quietly: “why did not Thery betray us? — cupidity, the second most potent force of civilisation. He has some doubt of the reward. He may fear the honesty of the police — most criminals do so; he may want witnesses.” Leon walked to the wall, where his coat hung. He buttoned it thoughtfully, ran his hand over his smooth chin, then pocketed the little phial that stood on the table.

“You have slipped him, I suppose?” he asked.

Poiccart nodded.

“He lives —— ?”

“At 700 Red Cross Street, in the Borough — it is a common lodging-house.”

Leon took a pencil from the table and rapidly sketched a head upon the edge of a newspaper.

“Like this?” he asked.

Poiccart examined the portrait.

“Yes,” he said in surprise; “have you seen him?”

“No,” said Leon carelessly, “but such a man would have such a head.”

He paused on the threshold.

“I think it is necessary.” There was a question in his assertion. It was addressed rather to Manfred, who stood with his folded arms and knit brow staring at the floor.

For answer Manfred extended his clenched fist. Leon saw the downturned thumb, and left the room.

Billy Marks was in a quandary. By the most innocent device in the world his prey had managed to slip through his fingers. When Poiccart, stopping at the polished doors of the best hotel in London, whither they had strolled, casually remarked that he would not be a moment and disappeared into the hotel, Billy was nonplussed. This was a contingency for which he was not prepared. He had followed the suspect from Blackfriars; he was almost sure that this was the man he had robbed. He might, had he wished, have called upon the first constable he met to take the man into custody; but the suspicion of the thief, the fear that he might be asked to share the reward with the man who assisted him restrained him. And besides, it might not be the man at all, argued Billy, and yet ——

Poiccart was a chemist, a man who found joy in unhealthy precipitates, who mixed evilsmelling drugs and distilled, filtered, carbonated, oxydized, and did all manner of things in glass tubes, to the vegetable, animal, and mineral products of the earth.

Billy had left Scotland Yard to look for a man with a discoloured hand. Here again, he might, had he been less fearful of treachery, have placed in the hands of the police a very valuable mark of identification.

It seems a very lame excuse to urge on Billy’s behalf that this cupidity alone stayed his hand when he came face to face with the man he was searching for. And yet it was so. Then again there was a sum in simple proportion to be worked out. If one Just Man was worth a thousand pounds, what was the commercial value of four? Billy was a thief with a business head. There were no waste products in his day’s labour. He was not a conservative scoundrel who stuck to one branch of his profession. He would pinch a watch, or snatch a till, or pass snide florins with equal readiness. He was a butterfly of crime, flitting from one illicit flower to another, and nor above figuring as the X of ‘information received’.

So that when Poiccart disappeared within the magnificent portals of the Royal Hotel in Northumberland Avenue, Billy was hipped. He realised in a flash that his captive had gone whither he could not follow without exposing his hand; that the chances were he had gone for ever. He looked up and down the street; there was no policeman in sight. In the vestibule, a porter in shirt sleeves was polishing brasses. It was still very early; the streets were deserted, and Billy, after a few moment’s hesitation, took a course that he would not have dared at a more conventional hour.

He pushed open the swing doors and passed into the vestibule. The porter turned on him as he entered and favoured him with a suspicious frown.

“What do you want?” asked he, eyeing the tattered coat of the visitor in some disfavour.

“Look ‘ere, old feller,” began Billy, in his most conciliatory tone.

Just then the porter’s strong right arm caught him by the coat collar, and Billy found himself stumbling into the street.

“Outside — you,” said the porter firmly.

It needed this rebuff to engender in Marks the necessary self-assurance to carry him through.

Straightening his ruffled clothing, he pulled Falmouth’s card from his pocket and returned to the charge with dignity.

“I am a p’lice officer,” he said, adopting the opening that he knew so well, “and if you interfere with me, look out, young feller!”

The porter took the card and scrutinised it.

“What do you want?” he asked in more civil tones. He would have added ‘sir’, but somehow it stuck in his throat. If the man is a detective, he argued to himself, he is very well disguised.

“I want that gentleman that came in before me,” said Billy.

The porter scratched his head.

“What is the number of his room?” he asked.

“Never mind about the number of his room,” said Billy rapidly. “Is there any back way to this hotel — any way a man can get out of it? I mean, besides through the front entrance?”

“Half a dozen,” replied the porter.

Billy groaned.

“Take me round to one of them, will you?” he asked. And the porter led the way.

One of the tradesmen’s entrances was from a small back street; and here it was that a street scavenger gave the information that Marks had feared. Five minutes before a man answering to the description had walked out, turned towards the Strand and, picking up a cab in the sight of the street cleaner, had driven off.

Baffled, and with the added bitterness that had he played boldly he might have secured at any rate a share of a thousand pounds, Billy walked slowly to the Embankment, cursing the folly that had induced him to throw away the fortune that was in his hands. With hands thrust deep into his pockets, he tramped the weary length of the Embankment, going over again and again the incidents of the night and each time muttering a lurid condemnation of his error. It must have been an hour after he had lost Poiccart that it occurred to him all was not lost. He had the man’s description, he had looked at his face, he knew him feature by feature. That was something, at any rate. Nay, it occurred to him that if the man was arrested through his description he would still be entitled to the reward — or a part of it. He dared not see Falmouth and tell him that he had been in company with the man all night without effecting his arrest. Falmouth would never believe him, and, indeed, it was curious that he should have met him.

This fact struck Billy for the first time. By what strange chance had he met this man? Was it possible — the idea frightened Marks — that the man he had robbed had recognised him, and that he had deliberately sought him out with murderous intent?

A cold perspiration broke upon the narrow forehead of the thief. These men were murderers, cruel, relentless murderers: suppose —— ?

He turned from the contemplation of the unpleasant possibilities to meet a man who was crossing the road towards him. He eyed the stranger doubtingly. The newcomer was a young-looking man, cleanshaven, with sharp features and restless blue eyes. As he came closer, Marks noted that first appearance had been deceptive; the man was not so young as he looked. He might have been forty, thought Marks. He approached, looked hard at Billy, then beckoned him to stop, for Billy was walking away.

“Is your name Marks?” asked the stranger authoritatively.

“Yes, sir,” replied the thief.

“Have you seen Mr Falmouth?”

“Not since last night,” replied Marks in surprise.

“Then you are to come at once to him.”

“Where is he?”

“At Kensington Police Station — there has been an arrest, and he wants you to identify the man.”

Billy’s heart sank.

“Do I get any of the reward?” he demanded, “that is if I recognise ‘im?”

The other nodded and Billy’s hopes rose.

“You must follow me,” said the newcomer, “Mr Falmouth does not wish us to be seen together. Take a first-class ticket to Kensington and get into the next carriage to mine — come.”

He turned and crossed the road toward Charing Cross, and Billy followed at a distance.

He found the stranger pacing the platform and gave no sign of recognition. A train pulled into the station and Marks followed his conductor through a crowd of workmen the train had discharged. He entered an empty first-class carriage, and Marks, obeying instructions, took possession of the adjoining compartment, and found himself the solitary occupant.

Between Charing Cross and Westminster Marks had time to review his position. Between the last station and St James’s Park, he invented his excuses to the detective; between the Park and Victoria he had completed his justification for a share of the reward. Then as the train moved into the tunnel for its five minutes’ run to Sloane Square, Billy noticed a draught, and turned his head to see the stranger standing on the footboard of the swaying carriage, holding the half-opened door.

Marks was startled.

“Pull up the window on your side,” ordered the man, and Billy, hypnotised by the authoritative voice, obeyed. At that moment he heard the tinkle of broken glass.

He turned with an angry snarl.

“What’s the game?” he demanded.

For answer the stranger swung himself clear of the door and, closing it softly, disappeared.

“What’s his game?” repeated Marks drowsily. Looking down he saw a broken phial at his feet, by the phial lay a shining sovereign. He stared stupidly at it for a moment, then, just before the train ran into Victoria Station, he stooped to pick it up…
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A passenger leisurely selecting his compartment during the wait at Kensington opened a carriage door and staggered back coughing. A solicitous porter and an alarmed station official ran forward and pulled open the door, and the sickly odour of almonds pervaded the station.

A little knot of passengers gathered and peered over one another’s shoulders, whilst the station inspector investigated. By and by came a doctor, and a stretcher, and a policeman from the street without.

Together they lifted the huddled form of a dead man from the carriage and laid it on the platform.

“Did you find anything?” asked the policeman.

“A sovereign and a broken bottle,” was the reply.

The policeman fumbled in the dead man’s pockets.

“I don’t suppose he’ll have any papers to show who he is,” he said with knowledge. “Here’s a first-class ticket — it must be a case of suicide. Here’s a card — —”

He turned it over and read it, and his face underwent a change.

He gave a few hurried instructions, then made his way to the nearest telegraph office.

Superintendent Falmouth, who had snatched a few hours’ sleep at the Downing Street house, rose with a troubled mind and an uneasy feeling that in spite of all his precautions the day would end disastrously. He was hardly dressed before the arrival of the Assistant Commissioner was announced.

“I have your report, Falmouth,” was the official’s greeting; “you did perfectly right to release Marks — have you had news of him this morning?”

“No.”

“H’m,” said the Commissioner thoughtfully. “I wonder whether — —” He did not finish his sentence. “Has it occurred to you that the Four may have realised their danger?”

The detective’s face showed surprise.

“Why, of course, sir.”

“Have you considered what their probable line of action will be?”

“N — no — unless it takes the form of an attempt to get out of the country.”

“Has it struck you that whilst this man Marks is looking for them, they are probably seeking him?”

“Bill is smart,” said the detective uneasily.

“So are they,” said the Commissioner with an emphatic nod. “My advice is, get in touch with Marks and put two of your best men to watch him.”

“That shall be done at once,” replied Falmouth; “I am afraid that it is a precaution that should have been taken before.”

“I am going to see Sir Philip,” the Commissioner went on, and he added with a dubious smile, “I shall be obliged to frighten him a little.”

“What is the idea?”

“We wish him to drop this Bill. Have you seen the morning papers?”

“No, sir.”

“They are unanimous that the Bill should be abandoned — they say because it is not sufficiently important to warrant the risk, that the country itself is divided on its merit; but as a matter of fact they are afraid of the consequence; and upon my soul I’m a little afraid too.”

He mounted the stairs, and was challenged at the landing by one of his subordinates.

This was a system introduced after the episode of the disguised ‘detective’. The Foreign Minister was now in a state of siege. Nobody had to be trusted, a password had been initiated, and every precaution taken to ensure against a repetition of the previous mistake.

His hand was raised to knock upon the panel of the study, when he felt his arm gripped. He turned to see Falmouth with white face and startled eyes.

“They’ve finished Billy,” said the detective breathlessly. “He has just been found in a railway carriage at Kensington.”

The Commissioner whistled.

“How was it done?” he asked.

Falmouth was the picture of haggard despair.

“Prussic acid gas,” he said bitterly; “they are scientific. Look you, sir, persuade this man to drop his damned Bill.”

He pointed to the door of Sir Philip’s room. “We shall never save him. I have got the feeling in my bones that he is a doomed man.”

“Nonsense!” the Commissioner answered sharply.

“You are growing nervous — you haven’t had enough sleep, Falmouth. That isn’t spoken like your real self — we must
 save him.”

He turned from the study and beckoned one of the officers who guarded the landing.

“Sergeant, tell Inspector Collins to send an emergency call throughout the area for reserves to gather immediately. I will put such a cordon round Ramon today,” he went on addressing Falmouth, “that no man shall reach him without the fear of being crushed to death.”

And within an hour there was witnessed in London a scene that has no parallel in the history of the Metropolis. From every district there came a small army of policemen. They arrived by train, by tramway car, by motorbus, by every vehicle and method of traction that could be requisitioned or seized. They streamed from the stations, they poured through the thoroughfares, till London stood aghast at the realisation of the strength of her civic defences.

Whitehall was soon packed from end to end; St James’s Park was black with them. Automatically Whitehall, Charles Street, Birdcage Walk, and the eastern end of the Mall were barred to all traffic by solid phalanxes of mounted constables. St George’s Street was in the hands of the force, the roof of every house was occupied by a uniformed man. Not a house or room that overlooked in the slightest degree the Foreign Secretary’s residence but was subjected to a rigorous search. It was as though martial law had been proclaimed, and indeed two regiments of Guards were under arms the whole of the day ready for any emergency. In Sir Philip’s room the Commissioner, backed by Falmouth, made his last appeal to the stubborn man whose life was threatened.

“I tell you, sir,” said the Commissioner earnestly, “we can do no more than we have done, and I am still afraid. These men affect me as would something supernatural. I have a horrible dread that for all our precautions we have left something out of our reckoning; that we are leaving unguarded some avenue which by their devilish ingenuity they may utilise. The death of this man Marks has unnerved me — the Four are ubiquitous as well as omnipotent. I beg of you, sir, for God’s sake, think well before you finally reject their terms. Is the passage of this Bill so absolutely necessary?” — he paused— “is it worth your life?” he asked with blunt directness; and the crudity of the question made Sir Philip wince.

He waited some time before he replied, and when he spoke his voice was low and firm.

“I shall not withdraw,” he said slowly, with a dull, dogged evenness of tone. “I shall not withdraw in any circumstance.

“I have gone too far,” he went on, raising his hand to check Falmouth’s appeal. “I have got beyond fear, I have even got beyond resentment; it is now to me a question of justice. Am I right in introducing a law that will remove from this country colonies of dangerously intelligent criminals, who, whilst enjoying immunity from arrest, urge ignorant men forward to commit acts of violence and treason? If I am right, the Four Just Men are wrong. Or are they right: is this measure an unjust thing, an act of tyranny, a piece of barbarism dropped into the very centre of twentieth-century thought, an anachronism? If these men are right, then I am wrong. So it has come to this, that I have to satisfy my mind as to the standard of right and wrong that I must accept — and I accept my own.”

He met the wondering gaze of the officers with a calm, unflinching countenance.

“You were wise to take the precautions you have,” he resumed quietly. “I have been foolish to chafe under your protective care.”

“We must take even further precautions,” the Commissioner interrupted; “between six and half past eight o’clock tonight we wish you to remain in your study, and under no circumstance to open the door to a single person — even to myself or Mr Falmouth. During that time you must keep your door locked.” He hesitated. “If you would rather have one of us with you — —”

“No, no,” was the Minister’s quick reply; “after the impersonation of yesterday I would rather be alone.”

The Commissioner nodded. “This room is anarchist-proof,” he said, waving his hand round the apartment. “During the night we have made a thorough inspection, examined the floors, the wall, the ceiling, and fixed steel shields to the shutters.”

He looked round the chamber with the scrutiny of a man to whom every visible object was familiar.

Then he noticed something new had been introduced. On the table stood a blue china bowl full of roses.

“This is new,” he said, bending his head to catch the fragrance of the beautiful flowers.

“Yes,” was Ramon’s careless reply, “they were sent from my house in Hereford this morning.”

The Commissioner plucked a leaf from one of the blooms and rolled it between his fingers. “They look so real,” he said paradoxically, “that they might even be artificial.”

As he spoke he was conscious that he associated the roses in some way with — what?

He passed slowly down the noble marble stairway — a
 policeman stood on every other step — and gave his views to Falmouth.

“You cannot blame the old man for his decision; in fact, I admire him today more than I have ever done before. But” — there was a sudden solemnity in his voice— “I am afraid — I am afraid.”

Falmouth said nothing.

“The notebook tells nothing,” the Commissioner continued, “save the route that Sir Philip might have taken had he been anxious to arrive at 44 Downing Street by back streets. The futility of the plan is almost alarming, for there is so much evidence of a strong subtle mind behind the seeming innocence of this list of streets that I am confident that we have not got hold of the true inwardness of its meaning.”

He passed into the streets and threaded his way between crowds of policemen. The extraordinary character of the precautions taken by the police had the natural result of keeping the general public ignorant of all that was happening in Downing Street. Reporters were prohibited within the magic circle, and newspapers, and particularly the evening newspapers, had to depend upon such information as was grudgingly offered by Scotland Yard. This was scanty, while their clues and theories, which were many, were various and wonderful.

The Megaphone,
 the newspaper that regarded itself as being the most directly interested in the doings of the Four Just Men, strained every nerve to obtain news of the latest developments. With the coming of the fatal day, excitement had reached an extraordinary pitch; every fresh edition of the evening newspapers was absorbed as soon as it reached the streets. There was little material to satisfy the appetite of a sensation-loving public, but such as there was, was given. Pictures of 44 Downing Street, portraits of the Minister, plans of the vicinity of the Foreign Office, with diagrams illustrating existing police precautions, stood out from columns of letterpress dealing, not for the first but for the dozenth time, with the careers of the Four as revealed by their crimes.

And with curiosity at its height, and all London, all England, the whole of the civilised world, talking of one thing and one thing only there came like a bombshell the news of Marks’ death.

Variously described as one of the detectives engaged in the case, as a foreign police officer, as Falmouth himself, the death of Marks grew from ‘Suicide in a Railway Carriage’ to its real importance. Within an hour the story of tragedy, inaccurate in detail, true in substance, filled the columns of the Press. Mystery on mystery! Who was this ill-dressed man, what part was he playing in the great game, how came he by his death? asked the world instantly; and little by little, pieced together by ubiquitous newsmen, the story was made known. On top of this news came the great police march on Whitehall. Here was evidence of the serious view the authorities were taking.

‘From my vantage place,’ wrote Smith in the Megaphone,
 ‘I could see the length of Whitehall. It was the most wonderful spectacle that London has ever witnessed. I saw nothing but a great sea of black helmets reaching from one end of the broad thoroughfare to the other. Police! the whole vicinity was black with police; they thronged side streets, they crowded into the Park, they formed not a cordon, but a mass through which it was impossible to penetrate.’

For the Commissioners of Police were leaving nothing to chance. If they were satisfied that cunning could be matched by cunning, craft by craft, stealth by counter-stealth, they would have been content to defend their charge on conventional lines. But they were outmanoeuvred. The stake was too high to depend upon strategy — this was a case that demanded brute force. It is difficult, writing so long after the event, to realise how the terror of the Four had so firmly fastened upon the finest police organisation in the world, to appreciate the panic that had come upon a body renowned for its clearheadedness.

The crowd that blocked the approaches to Whitehall soon began to grow as the news of Billy’s death circulated, and soon after two o’clock that afternoon, by order of the Commissioner, Westminster Bridge was closed to all traffic, vehicular or passenger. The section of the Embankment that runs between Westminster and Hungerford Bridge was next swept by the police and cleared of curious pedestrians; Northumberland Avenue was barred, and before three o’clock there was no space within five hundred yards of the official residence of Sir Philip Ramon that was not held by a representative of the law. Members of Parliament on their way to the House were escorted by mounted men, and, taking on a reflected glory, were cheered by the crowd. All that afternoon a hundred thousand people waited patiently, seeing nothing, save, towering above the heads of a host of constabulary, the spires and towers of the Mother of Parliaments, or the blank faces of the buildings — in Trafalgar Square, along the Mall as far as the police would allow them, at the lower end of Victoria Street, eight deep along the Albert Embankment, growing in volume every hour. London waited, waited in patience, orderly, content to stare steadfastly at nothing, deriving no satisfaction for their weariness but the sense of being as near as it was humanly possible to be to the scene of a tragedy. A stranger arriving in London, bewildered by this gathering, asked for the cause. A man standing on the outskirts of the Embankment throng pointed across the river with the stem of his pipe.

“We’re waiting for a man to be murdered,” he said simply, as one who describes a familiar function.

About the edge of these throngs newspaper boys drove a steady trade. From hand to hand the pink sheets were passed over the heads of the crowd. Every half hour brought a new edition, a new theory, a new description of the scene in which they themselves were playing an ineffectual if picturesque part. The clearing of the Thames Embankment produced an edition; the closing of Westminster Bridge brought another; the arrest of a foolish Socialist who sought to harangue the crowd in Trafalgar Square was worthy of another. Every incident of the day was faithfully recorded and industriously devoured.

All that afternoon they waited, telling and retelling the story of the Four, theorising, speculating, judging. And they spoke of the culmination as one speaks of a promised spectacle, watching the slow-moving hands of Big Ben ticking off the laggard minutes. “Only two more hours to wait,” they said at six o’clock, and that sentence, or rather the tone of pleasurable anticipation in which it was said, indicated the spirit of the mob. For a mob is a cruel thing, heartless and unpitying.

Seven o’clock boomed forth, and the angry hum of talk ceased. London watched in silence, and with a quicker beating heart, the last hour crawl round the great clock’s dial.

There had been a slight alteration in the arrangements at Downing Street, and it was after seven o’clock before Sir Philip, opening the door of his study, in which he had sat alone, beckoned the Commissioner and Falmouth to approach. They walked towards him, stopping a few feet from where he stood.

The Minister was pale, and there were lines on his face that had not been there before. But the hand that held the printed paper was steady and his face was sphinxlike.

“I am about to lock my door,” he said calmly. “I presume that the arrangements we have agreed upon will be carried out?”

“Yes, sir,” answered the Commissioner quietly.

Sir Philip was about to speak, but he checked himself.

After a moment he spoke again.

“I have been a just man according to my rights,” he said half to himself. “Whatever happens I am satisfied that I am doing the right thing — What is that?”

Through the corridor there came a faint roar.

“The people — they are cheering you,” said Falmouth, who just before had made a tour of inspection.

The Minister’s lip curled in disdain and the familiar acid crept into his voice.

“They will be terribly disappointed if nothing happens,” he said bitterly. “The people! God save me from the people, their sympathy, their applause, their insufferable pity.”

He turned and pushed open the door of his study, slowly closed the heavy portal, and the two men heard the snick of the lock as he turned the key.

Falmouth looked at his watch.

“Forty minutes,” was his laconic comment.

In the dark stood the Four Men.

“It is nearly time,” said the voice of Manfred, and Thery shuffled forward and groped on the floor for something.

“Let me strike a match,” he grumbled in Spanish.

“No!”

It was Poiccart’s sharp voice that arrested him; it was Gonsalez who stooped quickly and passed sensitive fingers over the floor.

He found one wire and placed it in Thery’s hand, then he reached up and found the other, and Thery deftly tied them together.

“Is it not time?” asked Thery, short of breath from his exertions.

“Wait.”

Manfred was examining the illuminated dial of his watch. In silence they waited.

“It is time,” said Manfred solemnly, and Thery stretched out his hand.

Stretched out his hand — and groaned and collapsed.

The three heard the groan, felt rather than saw the swaying figure of the man, and heard the thud of him as he struck the floor.

“What has happened?” whispered a tremorless voice; it was Gonsalez.

Manfred was at Thery’s side fumbling at his shirt.

“Thery has bungled and paid the consequence,” he said in a hushed voice.

“But Ramon — —”

“We shall see, we shall see,” said Manfred, still with his fingers over the heart of the fallen man.

That forty minutes was the longest that Falmouth ever remembered spending. He had tried to pass it pleasantly by recounting some of the famous criminal cases in which he had played a leading role. But he found his tongue wandering after his mind. He grew incoherent, almost hysterical. The word had been passed round that there was to be no talking in tones above a whisper, and absolute silence reigned, save an occasional sibilant murmur as a necessary question was asked or answered.

Policemen were established in every room, on the roof, in the basement, in every corridor, and each man was armed. Falmouth looked round. He sat in the secretary’s office, having arranged for Hamilton to be at the House. Every door stood wide open, wedged back, so that no group of policemen should be out of sight of another.

“I cannot think what can happen,” he whispered for the twentieth time to his superior. “It is impossible for those fellows to keep their promise — absolutely impossible.”

“The question, to my mind, is whether they will keep their other promise,” was the Commissioner’s reply, “whether having found that they have failed they will give up their attempt. One thing is certain,” he proceeded, “if Ramon comes out of this alive, his rotten Bill will pass without opposition.”

He looked at his watch. To be exact, he had held his watch in his hand since Sir Philip had entered his room.

“It wants five minutes.” He sighed anxiously.

He walked softly to the door of Sir Philip’s room and listened.

“I can hear nothing,” he said.

The next five minutes passed more slowly than any of the preceding.

“It is just on the hour,” said Falmouth in a strained voice. “We have — —”

The distant chime of Big Ben boomed once.

“The hour!” he whispered, and both men listened.

“Two,” muttered Falmouth, counting the strokes.

“Three.”

“Four.”

“Five — what’s that?” he muttered quickly.

“I heard nothing — yes, I heard something.” He sprang to the door and bent his head to the level of the keyhole. “What is that? What — —”

Then from the room came a quick, sharp cry of pain, a crash — and silence.

“Quick — this way, men!” shouted Falmouth, and threw his weight against the door.

It did not yield a fraction of an inch.

“Together!”

Three burly constables flung themselves against the panels, and the door smashed open.

Falmouth and the Commissioner ran into the room.

“My God!” cried Falmouth in horror.

Sprawled across the table at which he had been sitting was the figure of the Foreign Secretary.

The paraphernalia that littered his table had been thrown to the floor as in a struggle.

The Commissioner stepped to the fallen man and raised him. One look at the face was sufficient.

“Dead!” he whispered hoarsely. He looked around — save for the police and the dead man the room was empty.
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The court was again crowded today in anticipation of the evidence of the Assistant Commissioner of Police and Sir Francis Katling, the famous surgeon. Before the proceedings recommenced the Coroner remarked that he had received a great number of letters from all kinds of people containing theories, some of them peculiarly fantastic, as to the cause of Sir Philip Ramon’s death.

“The police inform me that they are eager to receive suggestions,” said the Coroner, “and will welcome any view however bizarre.”

The Assistant Commissioner of Police was the first witness called, and gave in detail the story of the events that had led up to the finding of the late Secretary’s dead body. He then went on to describe the appearance of the room. Heavy bookcases filled two sides of the room, the third or southwest was pierced with three windows, the fourth was occupied by a case containing maps arranged on the roller principle.

Were the windows fastened? — Yes.

And adequately protected? — Yes; by wooden folding shutters sheathed with steel.

Was there any indication that these had been tampered with? — None whatever.

Did you institute a search of the room? — Yes; a minute search.

By the Foreman of the Jury: Immediately? — Yes: after the body was removed every article of furniture was taken out of the room, the carpets were taken up, and the walls and ceilings stripped.

And nothing was found? — Nothing.

Is there a fireplace in the room? — Yes.

Was there any possibility of any person effecting an entrance by that method? — Absolutely none.

You have seen the newspapers? — Yes; some of them.

You have seen the suggestion put forward that the deceased was slain by the introduction of a deadly gas? — Yes.

Was that possible? — I hardly think so.

By the Foreman: Did you find any means by which such a gas could be introduced? — (The witness hesitated.) None, except an old disused gaspipe that had an opening above the desk. (Sensation.)

Was there any indication of the presence of such a gas?

— Absolutely none.

No smell? — None whatever.

But there are gases which are at once deadly and scentless — carbon dioxide, for example? — Yes; there are.

By the Foreman: Did you test the atmosphere for the presence of such a gas? — No; but I entered the room before it would have had time to dissipate; I should have noticed it.

Was the room disarranged in any way? — Except for the table there was no disarrangement.

Did you find the contents of the table disturbed? — Yes.

Will you describe exactly the appearance of the table?

— One or two heavy articles of table furniture, such as the silver candlesticks, etc., alone remained in their positions. On the floor were a number of papers, the inkstand, a pen, and (here the witness drew a notecase from his pocket and extracted a small black shrivelled object) a smashed flower bowl and a number of roses.

Did you find anything in the dead man’s hand? — Yes, I found this.

The detective held up a withered rosebud, and a thrill of horror ran through the court.

That is a rose? — Yes.

The Coroner consulted the Commissioner’s written report.

Did you notice anything peculiar about the hand? — Yes, where the flower had been there was a round black stain. (Sensation.)

Can you account for that? — No.

By the Foreman: What steps did you take when you discovered this? — I had the flowers carefully collected and as much of the water as was possible absorbed by clean blotting-paper: these were sent to the Home Office for analysis.

Do you know the result of that analysis? — So far as I know, it has revealed nothing.

Did the analysis include leaves from the rose you have in your possession? — Yes.

The Assistant Commissioner then went on to give details of the police arrangements for the day. It was impossible, he emphatically stated, for any person to have entered or left 44 Downing Street without being observed. Immediately after the murder the police on duty were ordered to stand fast. Most of the men, said the witness, were on duty for twenty-six hours at a stretch.

At this stage there was revealed the most sensational feature of the inquiry. It came with dramatic suddenness, and was the result of a question put by the Coroner, who constantly referred to the Commissioner’s signed statement that lay before him.

You know of a man called Thery? — Yes.

He was one of a band calling themselves ‘The Four Just Men’? — I believe so.

A reward was offered for his apprehension? — Yes.

He was suspected of complicity in the plot to murder Sir Philip Ramon? — Yes.

Has he been found? — Yes.

This monosyllabic reply drew a spontaneous cry of surprise from the crowded court.

When was he found? — This morning.

Where? — On Romney Marshes.

Was he dead? — Yes. (Sensation.)

Was there anything peculiar about the body? (The whole court waited for the answer with bated breath.) — Yes; on his right palm was a stain similar to that found on the hand of Sir Philip Ramon!

A shiver ran through the crowd of listeners.

Was a rose found in his hand also? — No.

By the Foreman: Was there any indication how Thery came to where he was found? — None.

The witness added that no papers or documents of any kind were found upon the man.

Sir Francis Katling was the next witness.

He was sworn and was accorded permission to give his evidence from the solicitor’s table, on which he had spread the voluminous notes of his observations. For half an hour he devoted himself to a purely technical record of his examinations. There were three possible causes of death. It might have been natural: the man’s weak heart was sufficient to cause such; it might have been by asphyxiation; it might have been the result of a blow that by some extraordinary means left no contusion.

There were no traces of poison? — None.

You have heard the evidence of the last witness? — Yes.

And that portion of the evidence that dealt with a black stain? — Yes.

Did you examine that stain? — Yes.

Have you formed any theories regarding it? — Yes; it seems to me as if it were formed by an acid.

Carbolic acid, for instance? — Yes; but there was no indication of any of the acids of commerce.

You saw the man Thery’s hand? — Yes.

Was the stain of a similar character? — Yes, but larger and more irregular.

Were there any signs of acid? — None.

By the Foreman: You have seen many of the fantastic theories put forward by the Press and public? — Yes; I have paid careful attention to them.

And you see nothing in them that would lead you to believe that the deceased met his end by the method suggested? — No.

Gas? — Impossible; it must have been immediately detected.

The introduction into the room of some subtle poison that would asphyxiate and leave no trace? — Such a drug is unknown to medical science.

You have seen the rose found in Sir Philip’s hand? — Yes.

How do you account for that? — I cannot account for it.

Nor for the stain? — No.

By the Foreman: You have formed no definite opinion regarding the cause of death? — No; I merely submit one of the three suggestions I have offered.

Are you a believer in hypnotism? — Yes, to a certain extent.

In hypnotic suggestion? — Again, to a certain extent.

Is it possible that the suggestion of death coming at a certain hour so persistently threatened might have led to death? — I do not quite understand you.

Is it possible that the deceased is a victim to hypnotic suggestion? — I do not believe it possible.

By the Foreman: You speak of a blow leaving no contusion. In your experience have you ever seen such a case? — Yes; twice.

But a blow sufficient to cause death? — Yes.

Without leaving a bruise or any mark whatever? — Yes; I saw a case in Japan where a man by exerting a peculiar pressure on the throat produced instant death.

Is that ordinary? — No; it is very unordinary; sufficiently so to create a considerable stir in medical circles. The case was recorded in the British Medical Journal
 in 1896.

And there was no contusion or bruise? — Absolutely none whatever.

The famous surgeon then read a long extract from the British Medical Journal
 bearing out this statement.

Would you say that the deceased died in this way? — It is possible.

By the Foreman: Do you advance that as a serious possibility? — Yes.

With a few more questions of a technical character the examination closed.

As the great surgeon left the box there was a hum of conversation, and keen disappointment was felt on all sides. It had been hoped that the evidence of the medical expert would have thrown light into dark places, but it left the mystery of Sir Philip Ramon’s death as far from explanation as ever.

Superintendent Falmouth was the next witness called.

The detective, who gave his evidence in clear tones, was evidently speaking under stress of very great emotion. He seemed to appreciate very keenly the failure of the police to safeguard the life of the dead Minister. It is an open secret that immediately after the tragedy both the officer and the Assistant Commissioner tendered their resignations, which, at the express instruction of the Prime Minister, were not accepted.

Mr Falmouth repeated a great deal of the evidence already given by the Commissioner, and told the story of how he had stood on duty outside the Foreign Secretary’s door at the moment of the tragedy. As he detailed the events of that evening a deathly silence came upon the court.

You say you heard a noise proceeding from the study?

— Yes.

What sort of a noise? — Well, it is hard to describe what I heard; it was one of those indefinite noises that sounded like a chair being pulled across a soft surface.

Would it be a noise like the sliding of a door or panel?

— Yes. (Sensation.)

That is the noise as you described it in your report? — Yes.

Was any panel discovered? — No.

Or any sliding door? — No.

Would it have been possible for a person to have secreted himself in any of the bureaux or bookcases? — No; these were examined.

What happened next? — I heard a click and a cry from Sir Philip, and endeavoured to burst open the door.

By the Foreman: It was locked? — Yes. And Sir Philip was alone? — Yes; it was by his wish: a wish expressed earlier in the day.

After the tragedy did you make a systematic search both inside and outside the house? — Yes.

Did you make any discovery? — None, except that I made a discovery curious in itself, but having no possible bearing on the case now.

What was this? — Well, it was the presence on the windowsill of the room of two dead sparrows.

Were these examined? — Yes; but the surgeon who dissected them gave the opinion that they died from exposure and had fallen from the parapet above.

Was there any trace of poison in these birds? — None that could be discovered.

At this point Sir Francis Katling was recalled. He had seen the birds. He could find no trace of poison.

Granted the possibility of such a gas as we have already spoken of — a deadly gas with the property of rapid dissipation — might not the escape of a minute quantity of such a fume bring about the death of these birds? — Yes, if they were resting on the windowsill.

By the Foreman: Do you connect these birds with the tragedy? — I do not, replied the witness emphatically.

Superintendent Falmouth resumed his evidence.

Were there any other curious features that struck you? — None.

The Coroner proceeded to question the witness concerning the relations of Marks with the police.

Was the stain found on Sir Philip’s hand, and on the hand of the man Thery, found also on Marks? — No.

It was as the court was dispersing, and little groups of men stood discussing the most extraordinary verdict ever given by a coroner’s jury, ‘Death from some unknown cause, and wilful murder against some person or persons unknown’, that the Coroner himself met on the threshold of the court a familiar face.

“Hullo, Carson!” he said in surprise, “you here too; I should have thought that your bankrupts kept you busy — even on a day like this — extraordinary case.”

“Extraordinary,” agreed the other.

“Were you there all the time?”

“Yes,” replied the spectator.

“Did you notice what a bright foreman we had?”

“Yes; I think he would make a smarter lawyer than a company promoter.”

“You know him, then?”

“Yes,” yawned the Official Receiver; “poor devil, he thought he was going to set the Thames on fire, floated a company to reproduce photogravures and things — took Etherington’s off our hands, but it’s back again.”

“Has he failed?” asked the Coroner in surprise.

“Not exactly failed. He’s just given it up, says the climate doesn’t suit him — what is his name again?”

“Manfred,” said the Coroner.
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Falmouth sat on the opposite side of the Chief Commissioner’s desk, his hands clasped before him. On the blottingpad lay a thin sheet of grey notepaper. The Commissioner picked it up again and re-read it.


When you receive this


[it ran] we who for want of a better title call ourselves The Four Just Men will be scattered throughout Europe, and there is little likelihood of your ever tracing us. In no spirit of boastfulness we say: We have accomplished that which we set ourselves to accomplish. In no sense of hypocrisy we repeat our regret that such a step as we took was necessary.


Sir Philip Ramon’s death would appear to have been an accident. This much we confess. Thery bungled — and paid the penalty. We depended too much upon his technical knowledge. Perhaps by diligent search you will solve the mystery of Sir Philip Ramon’s death — when such a search is rewarded you will realise the truth of this statement. Farewell.

“It tells us nothing,” said the Commissioner. Falmouth shook his head despairingly. “Search!” he said bitterly; “we have searched the house in Downing Street from end to end — where else can we search?”

“Is there no paper amongst Sir Philip’s documents that might conceivably put you on the track?”

“None that we have seen.”

The chief bit the end of his pen thoughtfully.

“Has his country house been examined?”

Falmouth frowned.

“I didn’t think that necessary.”

“Nor Portland Place?”

“No: it was locked up at the time of the murder.”

The Commissioner rose.

“Try Portland Place,” he advised. “At present it is in the hands of Sir Philip’s executors.”

The detective hailed a hansom, and in a quarter of an hour found himself knocking upon the gloomy portals of the late Foreign Secretary’s town house. A grave manservant opened the door; it was Sir Philip’s butler, a man known to Falmouth, who greeted him with a nod.

“I want to make a search of the house, Perks,” he said. “Has anything been touched?”

The man shook his head.

“No, Mr Falmouth,” he replied, “everything is just as Sir Philip left it. The lawyer gentlemen have not even made an inventory.”

Falmouth walked through the chilly hall to the comfortable little room set apart for the butler.

“I should like to start with the study,” he said.

“I’m afraid there will be a difficulty, then, sir,” said Perks respectfully.

“Why?” demanded Falmouth sharply.

“It is the only room in the house for which we have no key. Sir Philip had a special lock for his study and carried the key with him. You see, being a Cabinet Minister, and a very careful man, he was very particular about people entering his study.”

Falmouth thought.

A number of Sir Philip’s private keys were deposited at Scotland Yard.

He scribbled a brief note to his chief and sent a footman by cab to the Yard.

Whilst he was waiting he sounded the butler.

“Where were you when the murder was committed, Perks?” he asked.

“In the country: Sir Philip sent away all the servants, you will remember.”

“And the house?”

“Was empty — absolutely empty.”

“Was there any evidence on your return that any person had effected an entrance?”

“None, sir; it would be next to impossible to burgle this house. There are alarm wires fixed communicating with the police station, and the windows are automatically locked.”

“There were no marks on the doors or windows that would lead you to believe that an entrance had been attempted?”

The butler shook his head emphatically.

“None; in the course of my daily duty I make a very careful inspection of the paintwork, and I should have noticed any marks of the kind.”

In half an hour the footman, accompanied by a detective, returned, and Falmouth took from the plainclothed officer a small bunch of keys.

The butler led the way to the first floor.

He indicated the study, a massive oaken door, fitted with a microscopic lock.

Very carefully Falmouth made his selection of keys. Twice he tried unsuccessfully, but at the third attempt the lock turned with a click, and the door opened noiselessly.

He stood for a moment at the entrance, for the room was in darkness.

“I forgot,” said Perks, “the shutters are closed — shall I open them?”

“If you please,” said the detective.

In a few minutes the room was flooded with light.

It was a plainly furnished apartment, rather similar in appearance to that in which the Foreign Secretary met his end. It smelt mustily of old leather, and the walls of the room were covered with bookshelves. In the centre stood a big mahogany writing-table, with bundles of papers neatly arranged.

Falmouth took a rapid and careful survey of this desk. It was thick with accumulated dust. At one end, within reach of the vacant chair stood an ordinary table telephone.

“No bells,” said Falmouth.

“No,” replied the butler. “Sir Philip disliked bells-there is a ‘buzzer’.”

Falmouth remembered.

“Of course,” he said quickly. “I remember — hullo!”

He bent forward eagerly.

“Why, what has happened to the telephone?”

He might well ask, for its steel was warped and twisted. Beneath where the vulcanite receiver stood was a tiny heap of black ash, and of the flexible cord that connected it with the outside world nothing remained but a twisted piece of discoloured wire.

The table on which it stood was blistered as with some great heat.

The detective drew a long breath.

He turned to his subordinate.

“Run across to Miller’s in Regent Street — the electrician — and ask Mr Miller to come here at once.”

He was still standing gazing at the telephone when the electrician arrived.

“Mr Miller,” said Falmouth slowly, “what has happened to this telephone?”

The electrician adjusted his pince-nez and inspected the ruin.

“H’m,” he said, “it rather looks as though some linesman had been criminally careless.”

“Linesman? What do you mean?” demanded Falmouth.

“I mean the workmen engaged to fix telephone wires.” He made another inspection.

“Cannot you see?”

He pointed to the battered instrument.

“I see that the machine is entirely ruined — but why?”

The electrician stooped and picked up the scorched wire from the ground.

“What I mean is this,” he said. “Somebody has attached a wire carrying a high voltage — probably an electric-lighting wire — to this telephone line: and if anybody had happened to have been at — —” He stopped suddenly, and his face went white.

“Good God!” he whispered, “Sir Philip Ramon was electrocuted!”

For a while not one of the party spoke. Then Falmouth’s hand darted into his pocket and he drew out the little notebook which Billy Marks had stolen.

“That is the solution,” he cried; “here is the direction the wires took — but how is it that the telephone at Downing Street was not destroyed in a similar manner?”

The electrician, white and shaking, shook his head impatiently.

“I have given up trying to account for the vagaries of electricity,” he said; “besides, the current, the full force of the current, might have been diverted — a short circuit might have been effected — anything might have happened.”

“Wait!” said Falmouth eagerly. “Suppose the man making the connection had bungled — had taken the full force of the current himself — would that have brought about this result?”

“It might — —”

“‘Thery bungled — and paid the penalty,’” quoted Falmouth slowly. “Ramon got a slight shock — sufficient to frighten him — he had a weak heart — the burn on his hand, the dead sparrows! By Heaven! it’s as clear as daylight!”

Later, a strong force of police raided the house in Carnaby Street, but they found nothing — except a half-smoked cigarette bearing the name of a London tobacconist, and the counterfoil of a passage ticket to New York.

It was marked per RMS ‘Lucania’,
 and was for three first-class passengers.

When the Lucania
 arrived at New York she was searched from stem to stern, but the Four Just Men were not discovered.

It was Gonsalez who had placed the ‘clue’ for the police to find.


The End
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It is not for you or me to judge Manfred and his works. I say ‘Manfred’, though I might as well have said ‘Gonsalez’, or for the matter of that ‘Poiccart’, since they are equally guilty or great according to the light in which you view their acts. The most lawless of us would hesitate to defend them, but the greater humanitarian could scarcely condemn them.

From the standpoint of us, who live within the law, going about our business in conformity with the code, and unquestioningly keeping to the left or to the right as the police direct, their methods were terrible, indefensible, revolting.

It does not greatly affect the issue that, for want of a better word, we call them criminals. Such would be mankind’s unanimous designation, but I think — indeed, I know — that they were indifferent to the opinions of the human race. I doubt very much whether they expected posterity to honour them.

Their action towards the cabinet minister was murder, pure and simple. Yet, in view of the large humanitarian problems involved, who would describe it as pernicious?

Frankly I say of the three men who killed Sir Philip Ramon, and who slew ruthlessly in the name of Justice, that my sympathies are with them. There are crimes for which there is no adequate punishment, and offences that the machinery of the written law cannot efface. Therein lies the justification for the Four Just Men, — the Council of Justice as they presently came to call themselves a council of great intellects, passionless.

And not long after the death of Sir Philip and while England still rang with that exploit, they performed an act or a series of acts that won not alone from the Government of Great Britain, but from the Governments of Europe, a sort of unofficial approval and Falmouth had his wish. For here they waged war against great world-criminals — they pitted their strength, their cunning, and their wonderful intellects against the most powerful organization of the underworld-against past masters of villainous arts, and brains equally agile.

It was the day of days for the Red Hundred. The wonderful international congress was meeting in London, the first great congress of recognized Anarchism. This was no hole-and-corner gathering of hurried men speaking furtively, but one open and unafraid with three policemen specially retained for duty outside the hall, a commissionaire to take tickets at the outer lobby, and a shorthand writer with a knowledge of French and Yiddish to make notes of remarkable utterances.

The wonderful congress was a fact. When it had been broached there were people who laughed at the idea; Niloff of Vitebsk was one because he did not think such openness possible. But little Peter (his preposterous name was Konoplanikova, and he was a reporter on the staff of the foolish Russkoye Znamza),
 this little Peter who had thought out the whole thing, whose idea it was to gather a conference of the Red Hundred in London, who hired the hall and issued the bills (bearing in the top left-hand corner the inverted triangle of the Hundred) asking those Russians in London interested in the building of a Russian Sailors’ Home to apply for tickets, who, too, secured a hall where interruption was impossible, was happy — yea, little brothers, it was a great day for Peter.

‘You can always deceive the police,’ said little Peter enthusiastically; ‘call a meeting with a philanthropic object and — voila!’


Wrote Inspector Falmouth to the assistant commissioner of police: —

Your respected communication to hand. The meeting to be held tonight at the Phoenix Hall, Middlesex Street, E., with the object of raising funds for a Russian Sailors’ Home is, of course, the first international congress of the Red Hundred. Shall not be able to get a man inside, but do not think that matters much, as meeting will be engaged throwing flowers at one another and serious business will not commence till the meeting of the inner committee. I inclose a list of men already arrived in London, and have the honour to request that you will send me portraits of undermentioned men.

There were three delegates from Baden, Herr Schmidt from Frieburg, Herr Bleaumeau from Karlsruhe, and Herr Von Dunop from Mannheim. They were not considerable persons, even in the eyes of the world of Anarchism; they called for no particular notice, and therefore the strange thing that happened to them on the night of the congress is all the more remarkable.

Herr Schmidt had left his pension
 in Bloomsbury and was hurrying eastward. It was a late autumn evening and a chilly rain fell, and Herr Schmidt was debating in his mind whether he should go direct to the rendezvous where he had promised to meet his two compatriots, or whether he should call a taxi and drive direct to the hall, when a hand grasped his arm.

He turned quickly and reached for his hip pocket. Two men stood behind him and but for themselves the square through which he was passing was deserted.

Before he could grasp the Browning pistol, his other arm was seized and the taller of the two men spoke.

‘You are Augustus Schmidt?’ he asked.

‘That is my name.’

‘You are an anarchist?’

‘That is my affair.’

‘You are at present on your way to a meeting of the Red Hundred?’

Herr Schmidt opened his eyes in genuine astonishment.

‘How did you know that?’ he asked.

‘I am Detective Simpson from Scotland Yard, and I shall take you into custody,’ was the quiet reply.

‘On what charge?’ demanded the German.

‘As to that I shall tell you later.’

The man from Baden shrugged his shoulders.

‘I have yet to learn that it is an offence in England to hold opinions.’

A closed motorcar entered the square, and the shorter of the two whistled and the chauffeur drew up near the group.

The anarchist turned to the man who had arrested him.

‘I warn you that you shall answer for this,’ he said wrathfully. ‘I have an important engagement that you have made me miss through your foolery and—’

‘Get in!’ interrupted the tall man tersely.

Schmidt stepped into the car and the door snapped behind him.

He was alone and in darkness. The car moved on and then Schmidt discovered that there were no windows to the vehicle. A wild idea came to him that he might escape. He tried the door of the car; it was immovable. He cautiously tapped it. It was lined with thin sheets of steel.

‘A prison on wheels,’ he muttered with a curse, and sank back into the corner of the car.

He did not know London; he had not the slightest idea where he was going. For ten minutes the car moved along. He was puzzled. These policemen had taken nothing from him, he still retained his pistol. They had not even attempted to search him for compromising documents. Not that he had any except the pass for the conference and — the Inner Code!

Heavens! He must destroy that. He thrust his hand into the inner pocket of his coat. It was empty. The thin leather case was gone! His face went grey, for the Red Hundred is no fanciful secret society but a bloody-minded organization with less mercy for bungling brethren than for its sworn enemies. In the thick darkness of the car his nervous fingers groped through all his pockets. There was no doubt at all — the papers had gone.

In the midst of his search the car stopped. He slipped the flat pistol from his pocket. His position was desperate and he was not the kind of man to shirk a risk.

Once there was a brother of the Red Hundred who sold a password to the Secret Police. And the brother escaped from Russia. There was a woman in it, and the story is a mean little story that is hardly worth the telling. Only, the man and the woman escaped, and went to Baden, and Schmidt recognized them from the portraits he had received from headquarters, and one night…You understand that there was nothing clever or neat about it. English newspapers would have described it as a ‘revolting murder’, because the details of the crime were rather shocking. The thing that stood to Schmidt’s credit in the books of the Society was that the murderer was undiscovered.

The memory of this episode came back to the anarchist as the car stopped — perhaps this was the thing the police had discovered? Out of the dark corners of his mind came the scene again, and the voice of the man…’Don’t! don’t! O Christ! don’t!’ and Schmidt sweated…

The door of the car opened and he slipped back the cover of his pistol.

‘Don’t shoot,’ said a quiet voice in the gloom outside, ‘here are some friends of yours.’

He lowered his pistol, for his quick ears detected a wheezing cough.

‘Von Dunop!’ he cried in astonishment.

‘And Herr Bleaumeau,’ said the same voice. ‘Get in, you two.’

Two men stumbled into the car, one dumbfounded and silent — save for the wheezing cough — the other blasphemous and voluble.

‘Wait, my friend!’ raved the bulk of Bleaumeau; ‘wait! I will make you sorry.’

The door shut and the car moved on.

The two men outside watched the vehicle with its unhappy passengers disappear round a corner and then walked slowly away.

‘Extraordinary men,’ said the taller.

‘Most,’ replied the other, and then, ‘Von Dunop — isn’t he — ?’

‘The man who threw the bomb at the Swiss President — yes.’

The shorter man smiled in the darkness.

‘Given a conscience, he is enduring his hour,’ he said.

The pair walked on in silence and turned into Oxford Street as the clock of a church struck eight.

The tall man lifted his walkingstick and a sauntering taxi pulled up at the curb.

‘Aldgate,’ he said, and the two men took their seats.

Not until the taxi was spinning along Newgate Street did either of the men speak, and then the shorter asked:

‘You are thinking about the woman?’

The other nodded and his companion relapsed into silence; then he spoke again:

‘She is a problem and a difficulty, in a way — yet she is the most dangerous of the lot. And the curious thing about it is that if she were not beautiful and young she would not be a problem at all. We’re very human, George. God made us illogical that the minor businesses of life should not interfere with the great scheme. And the great scheme is that animal men should select animal women for the mothers of their children.’


‘Venenum in auro bibitur,’
 the other quoted, which shows that he was an extraordinary detective, ‘and so far as I am concerned it matters little to me whether an irresponsible homicide is a beautiful woman or a misshapen negro.’

They dismissed the taxi at Aldgate Station and turned into Middlesex Street.

The meeting-place of the great congress was a hall which was originally erected by an enthusiastic Christian gentleman with a weakness for the conversion of Jews to the New Presbyterian Church, With this laudable object it had been opened with great pomp and the singing of anthems and the enthusiastic proselytizer had spoken on that occasion two hours and forty minutes by the clock.

After twelve months’ labour the Christian gentleman discovered that the advantages of Christianity only appeal to very rich Jews indeed, to the Cohens who become Cowans, to the Isaacs who become Grahames, and to the curious low-down Jews who stand in the same relation to their brethren as White Kaffirs to a European community.

So the hall passed from hand to hand, and, failing to obtain a music and dancing licence, went back to the mission-hall stage.

Successive generations of small boys had destroyed its windows and beplastered its walls. Successive fly-posters had touched its blank face with colour. Tonight there was nothing to suggest that there was any business of extraordinary importance being transacted within its walls. A Russian or a Yiddish or any kind of reunion does not greatly excite Middlesex Street, and had little Peter boldly announced that the congress of the Red Hundred were to meet in full session there would have been no local excitement and — if the truth be told — he might still have secured the services of his three policemen and commissionaire.

To this worthy, a neat, cleanly gentleman in uniform, wearing on his breast the medals for the relief of Chitral and the Soudan Campaigns, the two men delivered the perforated halves of their tickets and passed through the outer lobby into a small room. By a door at the other end stood a thin man with a straggling beard. His eyes were red-rimmed and weak, he wore long narrow buttoned boots, and he had a trick of pecking his head forwards and sideways like an inquisitive hen.

‘You have the word, brothers?’ he asked, speaking German like one unaccustomed to the language.

The taller of the two strangers shot a swift glance at the sentinel that absorbed the questioner from his cracked patent leather boots to his flamboyant watch-chain. Then he answered in Italian:

‘Nothing!’

The face of the guardian flushed with pleasure at the familiar tongue.

‘Pass, brother; it is very good to hear that language.’

The air of the crowded hall struck the two men in the face like the blast from a destructor. It was unclean; unhealthy — the scent of an early-morning doss-house.

The hall was packed, the windows were closed and curtained, and as a precautionary measure, little Peter had placed thick blankets before the ventilators.

At one end of the hall was a platform on which stood a semicircle of chairs and in the centre was a table draped with red. On the wall behind the chairs — every one of which was occupied — was a huge red flag bearing in the centre a great white ‘C’. It had been tacked to the wall, but one corner had broken away revealing a part of the painted scroll of the mission workers:

‘…are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth.’

The two intruders pushed their way through a group that were gathered at the door. Three aisles ran the length of the building, and they made their way along the central gangway and found seats near the platform.

A brother was speaking. He was a good and zealous worker but a bad orator. He spoke in German and enunciated commonplaces with hoarse emphasis. He said all the things that other men had said and forgotten. ‘This is the time to strike’ was his most notable sentence, and notable only because it evoked a faint buzz of applause.

The audience stirred impatiently. The good Bentvitch had spoken beyond his allotted time; and there were other people to speak — and prosy at that. And it would be ten o’clock before the Woman of Gratz would rise.

The babble was greatest in the corner of the hall, where little Peter, all eyes and startled eyebrows, was talking to an audience of his own.

‘It is impossible, it is absurd, it is most foolish!’ his thin voice rose almost to a scream. ‘I should laugh at it — we should all laugh, but the Woman of Gratz has taken the matter seriously, and she is afraid!’

‘Afraid!’

‘Nonsense!’

‘Oh, Peter, the fool!’

There were other things said because everybody in the vicinity expressed an opinion. Peter was distressed, but not by the epithets. He was crushed, humiliated, beaten by his tremendous tidings. He was nearly crying at the horrible thought. The Woman of Gratz was afraid! The Woman of Gratz who…It was unthinkable.

He turned his eyes toward the platform, but she was not there.

‘Tell us about it, Peter,’ pleaded a dozen voices; but the little man with the tears twinkling on his fair eyelashes waved them off.

So far from his incoherent outburst they had learnt only this — that the Woman of Gratz was afraid.

And that was bad enough.

For this woman — she was a girl really, a slip of a child who should have been finishing her education somewhere in Germany — this same woman had once risen and electrified the world.

There had been a meeting in a small Hungarian town to discuss ways and means. And when the men had finished their denunciation of Austria, she rose and talked. A short-skirted little girl with two long flaxen braids of hair, thin-legged, flat-chested, angular, hipless — that is what the men of Gratz noticed as they smiled behind their hands and wondered why her father had brought her to the meeting.

But her speech…two hours she spoke and no man stirred. A little flat-chested girl full of sonorous phrases — mostly she had collected them from the talk in Old Joseph’s kitchen. But with some power of her own, she had spun them together, these inconsiderable truisms, and had endowed them with a wondrous vitality.

They were old, old platitudes, if the truth be told, but at some time in the history of revolution, some long dead genius had coined them, and newly fashioned in the furnace of his soul they had shaped men’s minds and directed their great and dreadful deeds.

So the Woman of Gratz arrived, and they talked about her and circulated her speeches in every language. And she grew. The hollow face of this lank girl filled, and the flat bosom rounded and there came softer lines and curves to her angular figure, and, almost before they realized the fact, she was beautiful.

So her fame had grown until her father died and she went to Russia. Then came a series of outrages which may be categorically and briefly set forth: —

1: General Maloff shot dead by an unknown woman in his private room at the Police Bureau, Moscow.

2: Prince Hazallarkoff shot dead by an unknown woman in the streets of Petrograd.

3: Colonel Kaverdavskov killed by a bomb thrown by a woman who made her escape.

And the Woman of Gratz leapt to a greater fame. She had been arrested half a dozen times, and whipped twice, but they could prove nothing against her and elicit nothing from her — and she was very beautiful.

Now to the thundering applause of the waiting delegates, she stepped upon the platform and took the last speaker’s place by the side of the red-covered table.

She raised her hand and absolute and complete silence fell on the hall, so much so that her first words sounded strident and shrill, for she had attuned her voice to the din. She recovered her pitch and dropped her voice to a conversational tone.

She stood easily with her hands clasped behind her and made no gesture. The emotion that was within her she conveyed through her wonderful voice. Indeed, the power of the speech lay rather in its delivery than in its substance, for only now and then did she depart from the unwritten text of Anarchism: the right of the oppressed to overthrow the oppressor; the divinity of violence; the sacredness of sacrifice and martyrdom in the cause of enlightenment. One phrase alone stood apart from the commonplace of her oratory. She was speaking of the Theorists who counsel reform and condemn violence, ‘These Christs who deputize their Calvaries,’ she called them with fine scorn, and the hall roared its approval of the imagery.

It was the fury of the applause that disconcerted her; the taller of the two men who sat watching her realized that much. For when the shouting had died down and she strove to resume, she faltered and stammered and then was silent. Then abruptly and with surprising vehemence she began again. But she had changed the direction of her oratory, and it was upon another subject that she now spoke. A subject nearer to her at that moment than any other, for her pale cheeks flushed and a feverish light came to her eyes as she spoke.

‘…and now, with all our perfect organization, with the world almost within our grasp — there comes somebody who says “Stop!” — and we who by our acts have terrorized kings and dominated the councils of empires, are ourselves threatened!’

The audience grew deadly silent. They were silent before, but now the silence was painful.

The two men who watched her stirred a little uneasily, as though something in her speech had jarred. Indeed, the suggestion of braggadocio in her assertion of the Red Hundred’s power had struck a discordant note.

The girl continued speaking rapidly.

‘We have heard — you have heard — we know of these men who have written to us. They say’ — her voice rose—’that we shall not do what we do. They threaten us — they threaten me — that we must change our methods, or they will punish as — as we — punish; kill as we kill—’

There was a murmuring in the audience and men looked at one another in amazement. For terror unmistakable and undisguised was written on her pale face and shone from those wondrous eyes of hers.

‘But we will defy—’

Loud voices and the sound of scuffling in the little anteroom interrupted her, and a warning word shouted brought the audience to its feet.

‘The police!’

A hundred stealthy hands reached for cunning pockets, but somebody leapt upon a bench, near the entrance, and held up an authoritative hand.

‘Gentlemen, there is no occasion for alarm — I am Detective-Superintendent Falmouth from Scotland Yard, and I have no quarrel with the Red Hundred.’

Little Peter, transfixed for the moment, pushed his way towards the detective.

‘Who do you want — what do you want?’ he asked.

The detective stood with his back to the door and answered.

‘I want two men who were seen to enter this hall: two members of an organization that is outside the Red Hundred. They—’

‘Ha!’ The woman who still stood upon the platform leant forward with blazing eyes.

‘I know — I know!’ she cried breathlessly; ‘the men who threatened us-who threatened me — The Four Just Men!’
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The tall man’s hand was in his pocket when the detective spoke.

When he had entered the hall he had thrown a swift glance round the place and taken in every detail. He had seen the beaded strip of unpainted wood which guarded the electric light cables, and had improved the opportunity whilst the prosy brother was speaking to make a further reconnaissance. There was a white porcelain switchboard with half a dozen switches at the left-hand side of the platform. He judged the distance and threw up the hand that held the pistol.

Bang! Bang!

A crash of broken glass, a quick flash of blue flame from the shattered fuses — and the hall was in darkness. It happened before the detective could spring from his form into the yelling, screaming crowd — before the police officer could get a glance at the man who fired the shots.

In an instant the place was a pandemonium.

‘Silence!’ Falmouth roared above the din; ‘silence! Keep quiet, you miserable cowards — show a light here, Brown, Curtis — Inspector, where are your men’s lanterns!’

The rays of a dozen bull’s-eye lamps waved over the struggling throng.

‘Open your lanterns’ — and to the seething mob, ‘Silence!’ Then a bright young officer remembered that he had seen gas-brackets in the room, and struggled through the howling mob till he came to the wall and found the gasfitting with his lantern. He struck a match and lit the gas, and the panic subsided as suddenly as it had begun.

Falmouth, choked with rage, threw his eye round the hall. ‘Guard the door,’ he said briefly; ‘the hall is surrounded and they cannot possibly escape.’ He strode swiftly along the central aisle, followed by two of his men, and with an agile leap, sprang on to the platform and faced the audience. The Woman of Gratz, with a white set face, stood motionless, one hand resting on the little table, the other at her throat. Falmouth raised his hand to enjoin silence and the lawbreakers obeyed.

‘I have no quarrel with the Red Hundred,’ he said. ‘By the law of this country it is permissible to hold opinions and propagate doctrines, however objectionable they be — I am here to arrest two men who have broken the laws of this country. Two persons who are part of the organization known as the Four Just Men.’

All the time he was speaking his eyes searched the faces before him. He knew that one-half of the audience could not understand him and that the hum of talk that arose as he finished was his speech in course of translation.

The faces he sought he could not discern. To be exact, he hoped that his scrutiny would induce two men, of whose identity he was ignorant, to betray themselves.

There are little events, unimportant in themselves, which occasionally lead to tremendous issues. A skidding motorbus that crashed into a private car in Piccadilly had led to the discovery that there were three vociferous foreign gentlemen imprisoned in the overturned vehicle. It led to the further discovery that the chauffeur had disappeared in the confusion of the collision. In the darkness, comparing notes, the three prisoners had arrived at a conclusion — to wit, that their abduction was a sequel to a mysterious letter each had received, which bore the signature ‘The Four Just Men’.

So in the panic occasioned by the accident, they were sufficiently indiscreet to curse the Four Just Men by name, and, the Four Just Men being a sore topic with the police, they were questioned further, and the end of it was that Superintendent Falmouth motored eastward in great haste and was met in Middlesex Street by a reserve of police specially summoned.

He was at the same disadvantage he had always been — the Four Just Men were to him names only, symbols of a swift remorseless force that struck surely and to the minute — and nothing more.

Two or three of the leaders of the Red Hundred had singled themselves out and drew closer to the platform.

‘We are not aware,’ said Francois, the Frenchman, speaking for his companions in faultless English, ‘we are not aware of the identity of the men you seek, but on the understanding that they are not brethren of our Society, and moreover’ — he was at a loss for words to put the fantastic situation—’and moreover since they have threatened us — threatened us,’ he repeated in bewilderment, ‘we will afford you every assistance.’

The detective jumped at the opportunity.

‘Good!’ he said and formed a rapid plan.

The two men could not have escaped from the hall. There was a little door near the platform, he had seen that — as the two men he sought had seen it. Escape seemed possible through there; they had thought so, too. But Falmouth knew that the outer door leading from the little vestibule was guarded by two policemen. This was the sum of the discovery made also by the two men he sought. He spoke rapidly to Francois.

‘I want every person in the hall to be vouched for,’ he said quickly. ‘Somebody must identify every man, and the identifier must himself be identified.’

The arrangements were made with lightning-like rapidity. From the platform in French, German and Yiddish, the leaders of the Red Hundred explained the plan. Then the police formed a line, and one by one the people came forward, and shyly, suspiciously or self-consciously, according to their several natures, they passed the police line.

‘That is Simon Czech of Buda-Pest.’

‘Who identifies him?’

‘I.’ — a dozen voices.

‘Pass.’

‘This is Michael Ranekov of Odessa.’

‘Who identifies him?’

‘I,’ said a burly man, speaking in German.

‘And you?’

There was a little titter, for Michael is the best-known man in the Order. Some there were who, having passed the line, waited to identify their kinsfolk and fellow-countrymen.

‘It seems much simpler than I could have imagined.’

It was the tall man with the trim beard, who spoke in a guttural tone which was neither German nor Yiddish. He was watching with amused interest the examination.

‘Separating the lambs from the goats with a vengeance,’ he said with a faint smile, and his taciturn companion nodded. Then he asked —

‘Do you think any of these people will recognize you as the man who fired?’

The tall man shook his head decisively.

‘Their eyes were on the police — and besides I am too quick a shot. Nobody saw me unless—’

‘The Woman of Gratz?’ asked the other, without showing the slightest concern.

‘The Woman of Gratz,’ said George Manfred.

They formed part of a struggling line that moved slowly toward the police barrier.

‘I fear,’ said Manfred, ‘that we shall be forced to make our escape in a perfectly obvious way — the bull-at-the-gate method is one that I object to on principle, and it is one that I have never been obliged to employ.’

They were speaking all the time in the language of the harsh gutturals, and those who were in their vicinity looked at them in some perplexity, for it is a tongue unlike any that is heard in the Revolutionary Belt.

Closer and closer they grew to the inflexible inquisitor at the end of the police line. Ahead of them was a young man who turned from time to time as if seeking a friend behind. His was a face that fascinated the shorter of the two men, ever a student of faces. It was a face of deadly pallor, that the dark close-cropped hair and the thick black eyebrows accentuated. Aesthetic in outline, refined in contour, it was the face of a visionary, and in the restless, troubled eyes there lay a hint of the fanatic. He reached the barrier and a dozen eager men stepped forward for the honour of sponsorship. Then he passed and Manfred stepped calmly forward.

‘Heinrich Rossenburg of Raz,’ he mentioned the name of an obscure Transylvanian village.

‘Who identifies this man?’ asked Falmouth monotonously. Manfred held his breath and stood ready to spring.

‘I do.’

It was the spiritue who
 had gone before him; the dreamer with the face of a priest.

‘Pass.’

Manfred, calm and smiling, sauntered through the police with a familiar nod to his saviour. Then he heard the challenge that met his companion.

‘Rolf Woolfund,’ he heard Poiccart’s clear, untroubled voice.

‘Who identifies this man?’

Again he waited tensely.

‘I do,’ said the young man’s voice again.

Then Poiccart joined him, and they waited a little.

Out of the corner of his eye Manfred saw the man who had vouched for him saunter toward them. He came abreast, then:

‘If you would care to meet me at Reggiori’s at King’s Cross I shall be there in an hour,’ he said, and Manfred noticed without emotion that this young man also spoke in Arabic.

They passed through the crowd that had gathered about the hall — for the news of the police raid had spread like wildfire through the East End — and gained Aldgate Station before they spoke.

‘This is a curious beginning to our enterprise,’ said Manfred. He seemed neither pleased nor sorry. ‘I have always thought that Arabic was the safest language in the world in which to talk secrets — one learns wisdom with the years,’ he added philosophically.

Poiccart examined his well-manicured fingernails as though the problem centred there. ‘There is no precedent,’ he said, speaking to himself.

‘And he may be an embarrassment,’ added George; then, ‘let us wait and see what the hour brings.’

The hour brought the man who had befriended them so strangely. It brought also a little in advance of him a fourth man who limped slightly but greeted the two with a rueful smile. ‘Hurt?’ asked Manfred.

‘Nothing worth speaking about,’ said the other carelessly, ‘and now what is the meaning of your mysterious telephone message?’

Briefly Manfred sketched the events of the night, and the other listened gravely.

‘It’s a curious situation,’ he began, when a warning glance from Poiccart arrested him. The subject of their conversation had arrived.

He sat down at the table, and dismissed the fluttering waiter that hung about him.

The four sat in silence for a while and the newcomer was the first to speak.

‘I call myself Bernard Courtlander,’ he said simply, ‘and you are the organization known as the Four Just Men.’

They did not reply.

‘I saw you shoot,’ he went on evenly, ‘because I had been watching you from the moment when you entered the hall, and when the police adopted the method of identification, I resolved to risk my life and speak for you.’

‘Meaning,’ interposed Poiccart calmly, ‘you resolved to risk — our killing you?’

‘Exactly,’ said the young man, nodding, ‘a purely outside view would be that such a course would be a fiendish act of ingratitude, but I have a closer perception of principles, and I recognize that such a sequel to my interference is perfectly logical.’ He singled out Manfred leaning back on the red plush cushions. ‘You have so often shown that human life is the least considerable factor in your plan, and have given such evidence of your singleness of purpose, that I am fully satisfied that if my life — or the life of any one of you — stood before the fulfilment of your objects, that life would go — so!’ He snapped his fingers. ‘Well?’ said Manfred. ‘I know of your exploits,’ the strange young man went on, ‘as who does not?’

He took from his pocket a leather case, and from that he extracted a newspaper cutting. Neither of the three men evinced the slightest interest in the paper he unfolded on the white cloth. Their eyes were on his face.

‘Here is a list of people slain — for justice’ sake,’ Courtlander said, smoothing the creases from a cutting from the Megaphone,
 ‘men whom the law of the land passed by, sweaters and debauchers, robbers of public funds, corrupters of youth — men who bought ‘justice’ as you and I buy bread.’ He folded the paper again. ‘I have prayed God that I might one day meet you.’

‘Well?’ It was Manfred’s voice again.

‘I want to be with you, to be one of you, to share your campaign and and—’ he hesitated, then added soberly, ‘if need be, the death that awaits you.’

Manfred nodded slowly, then looked toward the man with the limp.

‘What do you say, Gonsalez?’ he asked.

This Leon Gonsalez was a famous reader of faces, — that much the young man knew, — and he turned for the test and met the other’s appraising eyes.

‘Enthusiast, dreamer, and intellectual, of course,’ said Gonsalez slowly; ‘there is reliability which is good, and balance which is better — but—’

‘But — ?’ asked Courtlander steadily.

‘There is passion, which is bad,’ was the verdict.

‘It is a matter of training,’ answered the other quietly. ‘My lot has been thrown with people who think in a frenzy and act in madness; it is the fault of all the organizations that seek to right wrong by indiscriminate crime, whose sense are senses, who have debased sentiment to sentimentality, and who muddle kings with kingship.’

‘You are of the Red Hundred?’ asked Manfred.

‘Yes,’ said the other, ‘because the Red Hundred carries me a little way along the road I wish to travel.’

‘In the direction?’

‘Who knows?’ replied the other. ‘There are no straight roads, and you cannot judge where lies your destination by the direction the first line of path takes.’

‘I do not tell you how great a risk you take upon yourself,’ said Manfred, ‘nor do I labour the extent of the responsibility you ask to undertake. You are a wealthy man?’

‘Yes,’ said Courtlander, ‘as wealth goes; I have large estates in Hungary.’

‘I do not ask that question aimlessly, yet it would make no difference if you were poor,’ said Manfred. ‘Are you prepared to sell your estates — Buda-Gratz I believe they are called — Highness?’

For the first time the young man smiled.

‘I did not doubt but that you knew me,’ he said; ‘as to my estates I will sell them without hesitation.’

‘And place the money at my disposal?’

‘Yes,’ he replied, instantly. ‘Without reservation?’

‘Without reservation.’

‘And,’ said Manfred, slowly, ‘if we felt disposed to employ this money for what might seem our own personal benefit, would you take exception?’

‘None,’ said the young man, calmly.

‘And as a proof?’ demanded Poiccart, leaning a little forward.

‘The word of a Hap—’

‘Enough,’ said Manfred; ‘we do not want your money — yet money is the supreme test.’ He pondered awhile before he spoke again.

‘There is the Woman of Gratz,’ he said abruptly; ‘at the worst she must be killed.’

‘It is a pity,’ said Courtlander, a little sadly. He had answered the final test did he but know it. A too willing compliance, an over-eagerness to agree with the supreme sentence of the ‘Four’, any one thing that might have betrayed the lack of that exact balance of mind, which their word demanded, would have irretrievably condemned him.

‘Let us drink an arrogant toast,’ said Manfred, beckoning a waiter. The wine was opened and the glasses filled, and Manfred muttered the toast.

‘The Four who were three, to the Fourth who died and the Fourth who is born.’

Once upon a time there was a fourth who fell riddled with bullets in a Bordeaux cafe, and him they pledged. In Middlesex Street, in the almost emptied hall, Falmouth stood at bay before an army of reporters.

‘Were they the Four Just Men, Mr. Falmouth?’

‘Did you see them?’

‘Have you any clue?’

Every second brought a fresh batch of newspaper men, taxi after taxi came into the dingy street, and the string of vehicles lined up outside the hall was suggestive of a fashionable gathering. The Telephone Tragedy was still fresh in the public mind, and it needed no more than the utterance of the magical words ‘Four Just Men’ to fan the spark of interest to flame again. The delegates of the Red Hundred formed a privileged throng in the little wilderness of a forecourt, and through these the journalists circulated industriously.

Smith of the Megaphone
 and his youthful assistant, Maynard, slipped through the crowd and found their taxi.

Smith shouted a direction to the driver and sank back in the seat with a whistle of weariness.

‘Did you hear those chaps talking about police protection?’ he asked; ‘all the blessed anarchists from all over the world — and talking like a mothers’ meeting! To hear ’em you would think they were the most respectable members of society that the world had ever seen. Our civilization is a wonderful thing,’ he added, cryptically.

‘One man,’ said Maynard, ‘asked me in very bad French if the conduct of the Four Just Men was actionable!’

At that moment, another question was being put to Falmouth by a leader of the Red Hundred, and Falmouth, a little ruffled in his temper, replied with all the urbanity that he could summon.

‘You may have your meetings,’ he said with some asperity, ‘so long as you do not utter anything calculated to bring about a breach of the peace, you may talk sedition and anarchy till you’re blue in the face. Your English friends will tell you how far you can go — and I might say you can go pretty far — you can advocate the assassination of kings, so long as you don’t specify which king; you can plot against governments and denounce armies and grand dukes; in fact, you can do as you please — because that’s the law.’

‘What is — a breach of the peace?’ asked his interrogator, repeating the words with difficulty.

Another detective explained.

Francois and one Rudulph Starque escorted the Woman of Gratz to her Bloomsbury lodgings that night, and they discussed the detective’s answer.

This Starque was a big man, strongly built, with a fleshy face and little pouches under his eyes. He was reputed to be well off, and to have a way with women.

‘So it would appear,’ he said, ‘that we may say “Let the kings be slain”, but not “Let the king be slain”; also that we may preach the downfall of governments, but if we say “Let us go into this cafe” — how do you call it?— “public-house, and be rude to the proprietaire”
 we commit a — er — breach of the peace — ne c’est pas?


‘It is so,’ said Francois, ‘that is the English way.’

‘It is a mad way,’ said the other.

They reached the door of the girl’s pension. She had been very quiet during the walk, answering questions that were put to her in monosyllables. She had ample food for thought in the events of the night.

Francois bade her a curt good night and walked a little distance. It had come to be regarded as Starque’s privilege to stand nearest the girl. Now he took her slim hands in his and looked down at her. Some one has said the East begins at Bukarest, but there is a touch of the Eastern in every Hungarian, and there is a crudeness in their whole attitude to womankind that shocks the more tender susceptibilities of the Western.

‘Good night, little Maria,’ he said in a low voice. ‘Some day you will be kinder, and you will not leave me at the door.’ She looked at him steadfastly. ‘That will never be,’ she replied, without a tremor.
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The front page of every big London daily was again black with the story of the Four Just Men.

‘What I should like,’ said the editor of the Megaphone,
 wistfully, ‘is a sort of official propaganda from the Four — a sort of inspired manifesto that we could spread into six columns.’

Charles Garret, the Megaphone’s
 ‘star’ reporter, with his hat on the back of his head, and an apparently inattentive eye fixed on the electrolier, sniffed.

The editor looked at him reflectively.

‘A smart man might get into touch with them.’

Charles said, ‘Yes,’ but without enthusiasm.

‘If it wasn’t that I knew you,’ mused the editor, ‘I should say you were afraid.’

‘I am,’ said Charles shamelessly.

‘I don’t want to put a younger reporter on this job,’ said the editor sadly, ‘it would look bad for you; but I’m afraid I must.’

‘Do,’ said Charles with animation, ‘do, and put me down ten shillings toward the wreath.’

He left the office a few minutes later with the ghost of a smile at the corners of his mouth, and one fixed determination in the deepest and most secret recesses of his heart. It was rather like Charles that, having by an uncompromising firmness established his right to refuse work of a dangerous character, he should of his own will undertake the task against which he had officially set his face. Perhaps his chief knew him as well as he knew himself, for as Charles, with a last defiant snort, stalked from the office, the smile that came to his lips was reflected on the editor’s face.

Walking through the echoing corridors of Megaphone House, Charles whistled that popular and satirical song, the chorus of which runs —

By kind permission of the Megaphone,


By kind permission of the Megaphone.
 Summer comes when Spring has gone,

And the world goes spinning on,

By permission of the Daily Megaphone.


Presently, he found himself in Fleet Street, and, standing at the edge of the curb, he answered a taxidriver’s expectant look with a nod.

‘Where to, sir?’ asked the driver.

‘37 Presley Street, Walworth — round by the “Blue Bob” and the second turning to the left.’

Crossing Waterloo Bridge it occurred to him that the taxi might attract attention, so halfway down the Waterloo Road he gave another order, and, dismissing the vehicle, he walked the remainder of the way.

Charles knocked at 37 Presley Street, and after a little wait a firm step echoed in the passage, and the door was half opened. The passage was dark, but he could see dimly the thickset figure of the man who stood waiting silently.

‘Is that Mr. Long?’ he asked.

‘Yes,’ said the man curtly.

Charles laughed, and the man seemed to recognize the voice and opened the door a little wider.

‘Not Mr. Garrett?’ he asked in surprise.

‘That’s me,’ said Charles, and walked into the house.

His host stopped to fasten the door, and Charles heard the snap of the well-oiled lock and the scraping of a chain. Then with an apology the man pushed past him and, opening the door, ushered him into a well-lighted room, motioned Charles to a deepseated chair, seated himself near a small table, turned down the page of the book from which he had evidently been reading, and looked inquiringly at his visitor.

‘I’ve come to consult you,’ said Charles.

A lesser man than Mr. Long might have been grossly flippant, but this young man — he was thirty-five, but looked older — did not descend to such a level.

‘I wanted to consult you,’ he said in reply.

His language was the language of a man who addresses an equal, but there was something in his manner which suggested deference.

‘You spoke to me about Milton,’ he went on, ‘but I find I can’t read him. I think it is because he is not sufficiently material.’ He paused a little. ‘The only poetry I can read is the poetry of the Bible, and that is because materialism and mysticism are so ingeniously blended—’

He may have seen the shadow on the journalist’s face, but he stopped abruptly.

‘I can talk about books another time,’ he said. Charles did not make the conventional disclaimer, but accepted the other’s interpretation of the urgency of his business.

‘You know everybody,’ said Charles, ‘all the queer fish in the basket, and a proportion of them get to know you — in time.’ The other nodded gravely.

‘When other sources of information fail,’ continued the journalist, ‘I have never hesitated to come to you — Jessen.’

It may be observed that ‘Mr. Long’ at the threshold of the house became ‘Mr. Jessen’ in the intimacy of the inner room.

‘I owe more to you than ever you can owe to me,’ he said earnestly; ‘you put me on the track,’ he waved his hand round the room as though the refinement of the room was the symbol of that track of which he spoke. ‘You remember that morning? — if you have forgotten, I haven’t — when I told you that to forget — I must drink? And you said—’

‘I haven’t forgotten, Jessen,’ said the correspondent quietly; ‘and the fact that you have accomplished all that you have is a proof that there’s good stuff in you.’

The other accepted the praise without comment.

‘Now,’ Charles went on, ‘I want to tell you what I started out to tell: I’m following a big story. It’s the Four Just Men story; you know all about it? I see that you do; well, I’ve got to get into touch with them somehow. I do not for one moment imagine that you can help me, nor do I expect that these chaps have any accomplices amongst the people you know.’

‘They have not,’ said Jessen; ‘I haven’t thought it worth while inquiring. Would you like to go to the Guild?’

Charles pursed his lips in thought.

‘Yes,’ he said slowly, ‘that’s an idea; yes, when?’

‘Tonight — if you wish.’

‘Tonight let it be,’ said Charles.

His host rose and left the room.

He reappeared presently, wearing a dark overcoat and about his throat a black silk muffler that emphasized the pallor of his strong square face.

‘Wait a moment,’ he said, and unlocked a drawer, from which he took a revolver.

He turned the magazine carefully, and Charles smiled.

‘Will that be necessary?’ he asked.

Jessen shook his head.

‘No,’ he said with a little embarrassment, ‘but — I have given up all my follies and fancies, but this one sticks.’

‘The fear of discovery?’

Jessen nodded.

‘It’s the only folly left — this fear. It’s the fly in the ointment.’

He led the way through the narrow passage, first having extinguished the lamp.

They stood together in the dark street, whilst Jessen made sure the fastening of the house.

‘Now,’ he said, and in a few minutes they found themselves amidst the raucous confusion of a Walworth Road market-night.

They walked on in silence, then turning into East Street, they threaded a way between loitering shoppers, dodged between stalls overhung by flaring naphtha lamps, and turned sharply into a narrow street.

Both men seemed sure of their ground, for they walked quickly and unhesitatingly, and striking off through a tiny court that connected one malodorous thoroughfare with the other, they stopped simultaneously before the door of what appeared to be a disused factory.

A peaky-faced youth who sat by the door and acted as doorkeeper thrust his hand forward as they entered, but recognizing them drew back without a word.

They ascended the flight of ill-lighted stairs that confronted them, and pushing open a door at the head of the stairs, Jessen ushered his friend into a large hall.

It was a curious scene that met the journalist’s eye. Well acquainted with ‘The Guild’ as he was, and with its extraordinary composition, he had never yet put his foot inside its portals. Basing his conception upon his knowledge of working-men’s clubs and philanthropic institutions for the regeneration of degraded youth, he missed the inevitable billiard-table; he missed, too, the table strewn with month-old literature, but most of all he missed the smell of free coffee.

The floor was covered with sawdust, and about the fire that crackled and blazed at one end of the room there was a semicircle of chairs occupied by men of varying ages. Old-looking young men and young-looking old men, men in rags, men well dressed, men flashily attired in loud clothing and resplendent with shoddy jewellery. And they were drinking.

Two youths at one end of the crescent shared a quart pewter pot; the flashy man whose voice dominated the conversation held a glass of whisky in one beringed hand, and the white-haired man with the scarred face who sat with bowed head listening had a spirit glass half filled with some colourless fluid.

Nobody rose to greet the newcomers.

The flashy man nodded genially, and one of the circle pushed his chair back to give place to Jessen.

‘I was just a-saying—’ said the flashy man, then looked at Charles.

‘All right,’ signalled Jessen.

‘I was just a-sayin’ to these lads,’ continued the flashy one, ‘that takin’ one thing with the other, there’s worse places than “stir”.’

Jessen made no reply to this piece of dogmatism, and he of the rings went on.

‘An’ what’s the good of a man tryin’ to go straight. The police will pull you all the same: not reportin’ change of address, loitering with intent; it don’t matter what you do if you’ve been in trouble once, you’re sure to get in again.’

There was a murmur of assent.

‘Look at me,’ said the speaker with pride. ‘I’ve never tried to go straight — been in twice an’ it took six policemen to take me last time, and they had to use the “stick”.’

Jessen looked at him with mild curiosity.

‘What does that prove, except that the policemen were pretty soft?’

‘Not a bit!’ The man stood up.

Under the veneer of tawdry foppery, Charles detected the animal strength of the criminal.

‘Why, when I’m fit, as I am now,’ the man went on, ‘there ain’t two policemen, nor four neither, that could handle me.’

Jessen’s hand shot out and caught him by the forearm.

‘Get away,’ he suggested, and the man swung round like lightning, but Jessen had his other arm in a grip of iron.

‘Get away,’ he said again; but the man was helpless, and knew it, and after a pause Jessen released his hold.

‘How was that?’ he asked.

The amused smiles of the men did not embarrass the prisoner.

‘The guv’nor’s different,’ he explained easily; ‘he’s got a knack of his own that the police haven’t got.’

Jessen drew up a chair, and whatever there was in the action that had significance, it was sufficient to procure an immediate silence.

He looked round the attentive faces that were turned toward him. Charles, an interested spectator, saw the eager faces that bent in his friend’s direction, and marvelled not a little at the reproductive qualities of the seed he had sown.

Jessen began to speak slowly, and Charles saw that what he said was in the nature of an address. That these addresses of Jessen were nothing unusual, and that they were welcome, was evident from the attention with which they were received.

‘What Falk has been telling you,’ said Jessen, indicating the man with the rings, ‘is true — so far as it goes. There are worse places than “stir”, and it’s true that the police don’t give an old lag a chance, but that’s because a lag won’t change his job. And a lag won’t change his job, because he doesn’t know any other trade where he gets money so quickly. Wally’ — he jerked his head toward a weedy-looking youth—’Wally there got a stretch for what? For stuff that fetched thirty pounds from a fence. Twelve months’ hard work for thirty pounds! It works out at about 10s, 6d.
 a week. And his lawyer and the mouthpiece cost him a fiver out of that. Old man Garth’ — he pointed to the white-headed man with the gin—’did a five stretch for less than that, and he’s out on brief. His wage works out at about a shilling a week.’

He checked the impatient motion that Falk made.

‘I know that Falk would say,’ he went on smoothly, ‘that what I’m saying is outside the bargain; when I fixed up the Guild, I gave my ‘davy that there wouldn’t be any parson talk or Come All-ye-Faithful singing. Everybody knows that being on the crook’s a mug’s game, and I don’t want to rub it in. What I’ve always said and done is in the direction of making you fellows earn bigger money at your own trade.

‘There’s a man who writes about the army who’s been trying to induce soldiers to learn trades, and he started right by making the Tommies dissatisfied with their own trade; and that is what I am trying to do. What did I do with young Isaacs? I didn’t preach at him, and I didn’t pray over him. Ike was one of the finest snide merchants in London. He used to turn out half-crowns made from pewter pots that defied detection. They rang true and they didn’t bend. Ike got three years, and when he came out I found him a job. Did I try to make him a wood-chopper, or a Salvation Army ploughboy? No. He’d have been back on the crook in a week if I had. I got a firm of medal makers in Birmingham to take him, and when Ike found himself amongst plaster moulds and electric baths, and discovered he could work at his own trade honestly, he stuck to it.’

‘We ain’t snide merchants,’ growled Falk discontentedly.

‘It’s the same with all branches,’ Jessen went on, ‘only you chaps don’t know it. Take tale-pitching—’

It would not be fair to follow Jessen through the elaborate disquisition by which he proved to the satisfaction of his audience that the ‘confidence’ man was a born commercial traveller. Many of his arguments were as unsound as they could well be; he ignored first principles, and glossed over what seemed to such a clearheaded hearer as Charles to be insuperable obstacles in the scheme of regeneration. But his audience was convinced. The fringe of men round the fire was reinforced as he continued. Men came into the room singly, and in twos and threes, and added themselves to the group at the fire. The news had spread that Jessen was talking — they called him ‘Mr. Long,’ by the way — and some of the newcomers arrived breathlessly, as though they had run in order that no part of the address should be missed.

That the advocate of discontent had succeeded in installing into the minds of his hearers that unrest and dissatisfaction which he held to be the basis of a new moral code, was certain. For every face bore the stamp of introspective doubt.

Interesting as it all was, Charles Garrett had not lost sight of the object of his visit, and he fidgeted a little as the speaker proceeded.

Immediately on entering the room he had grasped the exact relationship in which Jessen stood to his pupils. Jessen he knew could put no direct question as to their knowledge of the Four Just Men without raising a feeling of suspicion which would have been fatal to the success of the mission, and indeed would have imperilled the very existence of the ‘Guild’.

It was when Jessen had finished speaking, and had answered a dozen questions fired simultaneously from a dozen quarters, and had answered the questions that had arisen out of these queries, that an opening came from an unexpected quarter.

For, with the serious business of the meeting disposed of, the questions took the inevitable facetious turn.

‘What trade would you give the Four Just Men?’ asked Falk flippantly, and there was a little rumble of laughter.

The journalist’s eyes met the reformer’s for one second, and through the minds of both men flashed the answer. Jessen’s mouth twitched a little, and his restless hands were even more agitated as he replied slowly:

‘If anybody can tell me exactly what the Four Just Men — what their particular line of business is, I could reply to that.’

It was the old man sipping his gin in silence who spoke for the first time.

‘D’ye remember Billy Marks?’ he asked.

His voice was harsh, as is that of a man who uses his voice at rare intervals.

‘Billy Marks is dead,’ he continued, ‘deader than a doornail. He knew the Four Just Men; pinched the watch an’ the notebook of one an’ nearly pinched them.’

There was a man who sat next to Falk who had been regarding Charles with furtive attention.

Now he turned to Jessen and spoke to the point. ‘Don’t get any idea in your head that the likes of us will ever have anything to do with the Four,’ he said. ‘Why, Mr. Long,’ he went on, ‘the Four Just Men are as likely to come to you as to us; bein’ as you are a government official, it’s very likely indeed.’

Again Jessen and Charles exchanged a swift glance, and in the eyes of the journalist was a strange light.

Suppose they came to Jessen! It was not unlikely. Once before, in pursuing their vengeance in a South American State, they had come to such a man as Jessen. It was a thought, and one worth following.

Turning the possibilities over in his mind Charles stood deep in thought as Jessen, still speaking, was helped into his overcoat by one of the men.

Then as they left the hall together, passing the custodian of the place at the foot of the stairs, the journalist turned to his companion.

‘Should they come to you — ?’

Jessen shook his head.

‘That is unlikely,’ he said; ‘they hardly require outside help.’

They walked the rest of the way in silence.

Charles shook hands at the door of Jessen’s house.

‘If by any chance they should come—’ he said.

Jessen laughed.

‘I will let you know,’ he said a little ironically.

Then he entered his house, and Charles heard again the snap of the lock as the strange man closed the door behind him.

Within twentyfour hours the newspapers recorded the mysterious disappearance of a Mr. J. Long, of Presley Street. Such a disappearance would have been without interest, but for a note that was found on his table. It ran:

Mr. Long being necessary for our purpose, we have taken him.




The Four Just Men


That the affair had connection with the Four was sufficient to give it an extraordinary news value. That the press was confounded goes without saying. For Mr. Long was a fairly unimportant man with some selfeducation and a craze for reforming the criminal classes. But the Home Office, which knew Mr. Long as ‘Mr. Jessen’, was greatly perturbed, and the genius of Scotland Yard was employed to discover his whereabouts.
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The Inner Council sent out an urgent call to the men who administer the affairs of the Red Hundred.

Starque came, Francois, the Frenchman, came, Hollom, the Italian, Paul Mirtisky, George Grabe, the American, and Lauder Bartholomew, the ex-captain of Irregular Cavalry, came also. Bartholomew was the best dressed of the men who gathered about the green table in Greek Street, for he had held the King’s commission, which is of itself a sartorial education. People who met him vaguely remembered his name and frowned. They had a dim idea that there was ‘something against him’, but were not quite sure what it was. It had to do with the South African War and a surrender — not an ordinary surrender, but an arrangement with the enemy on a cash basis, and the transference of stores. There was a court martial, and a cashiering, and afterwards Bartholomew came to England and bombarded first the War Office and then the press with a sheaf of typewritten grievances. Afterwards he went into the theatrical line of business and appeared in music-hall sketches as ‘Captain Lauder Bartholomew — the Hero of Dopfontein’.

There were other chapters which made good reading, for he figured in a divorce case, ran a society newspaper, owned a few selling platers, and achieved the distinction of appearing in the Racing Calendar
 in a paragraph which solemnly and officially forbade his presence on Newmarket Heath.

That he should figure on the Inner Council of the Red Hundred is remarkable only in so far as it demonstrates how much out of touch with British sentiments and conditions is the average continental politician. For Bartholomew’s secret application to be enrolled a member of the Red Hundred had been received with acclamation and his promotion to the Inner Council had been rapid. Was he not an English officer — an aristocrat? A member of the most exclusive circle of English society? Thus argued the Red Hundred, to whom a subaltern in a scallywag corps did not differ perceptibly from a Commander of the Household Cavalry.

Bartholomew lied his way to the circle, because he found, as he had all along suspected, that there was a strong business end to terrorism. There were grants for secret service work, and with his fertile imagination it was not difficult to find excuses and reasons for approaching the financial executive of the Red Hundred at frequent intervals. He claimed intimacy with royal personages. He not only stated as a fact that he was in their confidence, but he suggested family ties which reflected little credit upon his progenitors.

The Red Hundred was a paying speculation; membership of the Inner Council was handsomely profitable. He had drawn a bow at a venture when under distress — literally it was a distress warrant issued at the instance of an importunate landlord — he had indited a letter to a revolutionary offering to act as London agent for an organization which was then known as The Friends of the People, but which has since been absorbed into the body corporate of the Red Hundred. It is necessary to deal fully with the antecedents of this man because he played a part in the events that are chronicled in the Council of Justice that had effects further reaching than Bartholomew, the mercenary of anarchism, could in his wildest moments have imagined.

He was one of the seven that gathered in the dingy drawingroom of a Greek Street boardinghouse, and it was worthy of note that five of his fellows greeted him with a deference amounting to humility. The exception was Starque, who, arriving late, found an admiring circle hanging upon the words of this young man with the shifty eyes, and he frowned his displeasure.

Bartholomew looked up as Starque entered and nodded carelessly.

Starque took his place at the head of the table, and motioned impatiently to the others to be seated. One, whose duty it was, rose from his chair and locked the door. The windows were shuttered, but he inspected the fastenings; then, taking from his pocket two packs of cards, he scattered them in a confused heap upon the table. Every man produced a handful of money and placed it before him.

Starque was an ingenious man and had learnt many things in Russia. Men who gather round a green baize-covered table with locked doors are apt to be dealt with summarily if no adequate excuse for their presence is evident, and it is more satisfactory to be fined a hundred roubles for gambling than to be dragged off at a moment’s notice to an indefinite period of labour in the mines on suspicion of being concerned in a revolutionary plot.

Starque now initiated the business of the evening. If the truth be told, there was little in the earlier proceedings that differed from the procedure of the typical committee.

There were monies to be voted. Bartholomew needed supplies for a trip to Paris, where, as the guest of an Illustrious Personage, he hoped to secure information of vital importance to the Hundred.

‘This is the fourth vote in two months, comrade,’ said Starque testily, ‘last time it was for information from your Foreign Office, which proved to be inaccurate.’

Bartholomew shrugged his shoulders with an assumption of carelessness.

‘If you doubt the wisdom of voting the money, let it pass,’ he said; ‘my men fly high — I am not bribing policemen or sous-officiers
 of diplomacy.’

‘It is not a question of money,’ said Starque sullenly, ‘it is a question of results. Money we have in plenty, but the success of our glorious demonstration depends upon the reliability of our information.’

The vote was passed, and with its passing came a grim element into the council.

Starque leant forward and lowered his voice.

There are matters that need your immediate attention,’ he said. He took a paper from his pocket, and smoothed it open in front of him. ‘We have been so long inactive that the tyrants to whom the name of Red Hundred is full of terror, have come to regard themselves as immune from danger. Yet,’ his voice sank lower, ‘yet we are on the eve of the greatest of our achievements, when the oppressors of the people shall be moved at one blow! And we will strike a blow at kingship as shall be remembered in the history of the world aye, when the victories of Caesar and Alexander are forgotten and when the scenes of our acts are overlaid with the dust and debris of a thousand years. But that great day is not yet — first we must remove the lesser men that the blow may fall surer; first the servant, then the master.’ He stabbed the list before him with a thick forefinger.

‘Fritz von Hedlitz,’ he read, ‘Chancellor to the Duchy of Hamburg-Altoona.’

He looked round the board and smiled.

‘A man of some initiative, comrades — he foiled our attempt on his master with some cunning — do I interpret your desire when I say — death?’

‘Death!’

It was a low murmured chorus.

Bartholomew, renegade and adventurer, said it mechanically. It was nothing to him a brave gentleman should die for no other reason than that he had served his master faithfully.

‘Marquis de Santo-Strato, private secretary to the Prince of the Escorial,’ read Starque.

‘Death!’ Again the murmured sentence.

One by one, Starque read the names, stopping now and again to emphasize some enormity of the man under review.

‘Here is Hendrik Houssmann,’ he said, tapping the paper, ‘of the Berlin Secret Police: an interfering man and a dangerous one. He has already secured the arrest and punishment of one of our comrades.’

‘Death,’ murmured the council mechanically.

The list took half an hour to dispose of.

‘There is another matter,’ said Starque.

The council moved uneasily, for that other matter was uppermost in every mind.

‘By some means we have been betrayed,’ the chairman went on, and his voice lacked that confidence which characterized his earlier speech; ‘there is an organization — an organization of reaction — which has set itself to thwart us. That organization has discovered our identity.’ He paused a little.

‘This morning I received a letter which named me president of the Inner Council and threatened me.’ Again he hesitated.

‘It was signed “The Four Just Men”.’

His statement was received in dead silence — a silence that perplexed him, for his compensation for the shock he had received had been the anticipation of the sensation his announcement would make.

He was soon enlightened as to the cause of the silence.

‘I also have received a letter,’ said Francois quietly.

‘And I.’

‘And I.’

‘And I.’

Only Bartholomew did not speak, and he felt the unspoken accusation of the others.

‘I have received no letter,’ he said with an easy laugh—’only these.’ He fumbled in his waistcoat pocket and produced two beans. There was nothing peculiar in these save one was a natural black and the other had been dyed red.

‘What do they mean?’ demanded Starque suspiciously.

‘I have not the slightest idea,’ said Bartholomew with a contemptuous smile; ‘they came in a little box, such as jewellery is sent in, and were unaccompanied either by letter or anything of the kind. These mysterious messages do not greatly alarm me.’

‘But what does it mean?’ persisted Starque, and every neck was craned toward the seeds; ‘they must have some significance — think.’

Bartholomew yawned.

‘So far as I know, they are beyond explanation,’ he said carelessly; ‘neither red nor black beans have played any conspicuous part in my life, so far as I—’

He stopped short and they saw a wave of colour rush to his face, then die away, leaving it deadly pale.

‘Well?’ demanded Starque; there was a menace in the question.

‘Let me see,’ faltered Bartholomew, and he took up the red bean with a hand that shook.

He turned it over and over in his hand, calling up his reserve of strength.

He could not explain, that much he realized.

The explanation might have been possible had he realized earlier the purport of the message he had received, but now with six pairs of suspicious eyes turned upon him, and with his confusion duly noted his hesitation would tell against him.

He had to invent a story that would pass muster.

‘Years ago,’ he began, holding his voice steady, ‘I was a member of such an organization as this: and — and there was a traitor.’ The story was plain to him now, and he recovered his balance. ‘The traitor was discovered and we balloted for his life. There was an equal number for death and immunity, and I as president had to give the casting vote. A red bean was for life and a black for death — and I cast my vote for the man’s death.’

He saw the impression his invention had created and elaborated the story. Starque, holding the red bean in his hand, examined it carefully.

‘I have reason to think that by my action I made many enemies, one of whom probably sent this reminder.’ He breathed an inward sigh of relief as he saw the clouds of doubt lifting from the faces about him. Then —

‘And the £1,000?’ asked Starque quietly.

Nobody saw Bartholomew bite his lip, because his hand was caressing his soft black moustache. What they all observed was the well simulated surprise expressed in the lift of his eyebrows.

‘The thousand pounds?’ he said puzzled, then he laughed. ‘Oh, I see you, too, have heard the story — we found the traitor had accepted that sum to betray us — and this we confiscated for the benefit of the Society — and rightly so,’ he added, indignantly.

The murmur of approbation relieved him of any fear as to the result of his explanation. Even Starque smiled.

‘I did not know the story,’ he said, ‘but I did see the “£1,000” which had been scratched on the side of the red bean; but this brings us no nearer to the solution of the mystery. Who has betrayed us to the Four Just Men?’

There came, as he spoke, a gentle tapping on the door of the room. Francois, who sat at the president’s right hand, rose stealthily and tiptoed to the door.

‘Who is there?’ he asked in a low voice.

Somebody spoke in German, and the voice carried so that every man knew the speaker.

‘The Woman of Gratz,’ said Bartholomew, and in his eagerness he rose to his feet.

If one sought for the cause of friction between Starque and the ex-captain of Irregular Cavalry, here was the end of the search. The flame that came to the eyes of these two men as she entered the room told the story.

Starque, heavily made, animal man to his fingertips, rose to greet her, his face aglow.

‘Madonna,’ he murmured, and kissed her hand.

She was dressed well enough, with a rich sable coat that fitted tightly to her sinuous figure, and a fur toque upon her beautiful head.

She held a gloved hand toward Bartholomew and smiled.

Bartholomew, like his rival, had a way with women; but it was a gentle way, overladen with Western conventions and hedged about with set proprieties. That he was a contemptible villain according to our conceptions is true, but he had received a rudimentary training in the world of gentlemen. He had moved amongst men who took their hats off to their womenkind, and who controlled their actions by a nebulous code. Yet he behaved with greater extravagance than did Starque, for he held her hand in his, looking into her eyes, whilst Starque fidgeted impatiently.

‘Comrade,’ at last he said testily, ‘we will postpone our talk with our little Maria. It would be bad for her to think that she is holding us from our work — and there are the Four—’

He saw her shiver.

‘The Four?’ she repeated. ‘Then they have written to you, also?’

Starque brought his fist with a crash down on the table.

‘You — you! They have dared threaten you? By Heaven—’

‘Yes,’ she went on, and it seemed that her rich sweet voice grew a little husky; ‘they have threatened — me.’

She loosened the furs at her throat as though the room had suddenly become hot and the atmosphere unbreathable.

The torrent of words that came tumbling to the lips of Starque was arrested by the look in her face.

‘It isn’t death that I fear,’ she went on slowly; ‘indeed, I scarcely know what I fear.’

Bartholomew, superficial and untouched by the tragic mystery of her voice, broke in upon their silence. For silenced they were by the girl’s distress.

‘With such men as we about, why need you notice the theatrical play of these Four Just Men?’ he asked, with a laugh; then he remembered the two little beans and became suddenly silent with the rest.

So complete and inexplicable was the chill that had come to them with the pronouncement of the name of their enemy, and so absolutely did the spectacle of the Woman of Gratz on the verge of tears move them, that they heard then what none had heard before-the ticking of the clock.

It was the habit of many years that carried Bartholomew’s hand to his pocket, mechanically he drew out his watch, and automatically he cast his eyes about the room for the clock wherewith to check the time.

It was one of those incongruous pieces of commonplace that intrude upon tragedy, but it loosened the tongues of the council, and they all spoke together.

It was Starque who gathered the girl’s trembling hands between his plump palms.

‘Maria, Maria,’ he chided softly, ‘this is folly. What! the Woman of Gratz who defied all Russia — who stood before Mirtowsky and bade him defiance — what is it?’

The last words were sharp and angry and were directed to Bartholomew.

For the second time that night the Englishman’s face was white, and he stood clutching the edge of the table with staring eyes and with his lower jaw drooping.

‘God, man!’ cried Starque, seizing him by the arm, ‘what is it — speak — you are frightening her!’

‘The clock!’ gasped Bartholomew in a hollow voice, ‘where — where is the clock?’

His staring eyes wandered helplessly from side to side. ‘Listen,’ he whispered, and they held their breath. Very plainly indeed did they hear the ‘tick — tick — tick.’

‘It is under the table,’ muttered Francois.

Starque seized the cloth and lifted it. Underneath, in the shadow, he saw the black box and heard the ominous whir of clockwork. ‘Out!’ he roared and sprang to the door. It was locked and from the outside.

Again and again he flung his huge bulk against the door, but the men who pressed round him, whimpering and slobbering in their pitiable fright, crowded about him and gave him no room.

With his strong arms he threw them aside left and right; then leapt at the door, bringing all his weight and strength to bear, and the door crashed open.

Alone of the party the Woman of Gratz preserved her calm. She stood by the table, her foot almost touching the accursed machine, and she felt the faint vibrations of its working. Then Starque caught her up in his arms and through the narrow passage he half led, half carried her, till they reached the street in safety.

The passing pedestrians saw the dishevelled group, and, scenting trouble, gathered about them.

‘What was it? What was it?’ whispered Francois, but Starque pushed him aside with a snarl.

A taxi was passing and he called it, and lifting the girl inside, he shouted directions and sprang in after her.

As the taxi whirled away, the bewildered Council looked from one to the other.

They had left the door of the house wide open and in the hall a flickering gas-jet gyrated wildly.

‘Get away from here,’ said Bartholomew beneath his breath.

‘But the papers — the records,’ said the other wringing his hands.

Bartholomew thought quickly.

The records were such as could not be left lying about with impunity. For all he knew these madmen had implicated him in their infernal writings. He was not without courage, but it needed all he possessed to reenter the room where a little machine in a black box ticked mysteriously.

‘Where are they?’ he demanded.

‘On the table,’ almost whispered the other. ‘Mon Dieux!
 what disaster!’ The Englishman made up his mind.

He sprang up the three steps into the hall. Two paces brought him to the door, another stride to the table. He heard the ‘tick’ of the machine, he gave one glance to the table and another to the floor, and was out again in the street before he had taken two long breaths.

Francois stood waiting, the rest of the men had disappeared.

‘The papers! the papers!’ cried the Frenchman.

‘Gone!’ replied Bartholomew between his teeth.

Less than a hundred yards away another conference was being held.

‘Manfred,’ said Poiccart suddenly — there had been a lull in the talk—’shall we need our friend?’ Manfred smiled. ‘Meaning the admirable Mr. Jessen?’

Poiccart nodded.

‘I think so,’ said Manfred quietly; ‘I am not so sure that the cheap alarm-clock we put in the biscuit box will be a sufficient warning to the Inner Council — here is Leon.’

Gonsalez walked into the room and removed his overcoat deliberately.

Then they saw that the sleeve of his dress coat was torn, and Manfred remarked the stained handkerchief that was lightly bound round one hand.

‘Glass,’ explained Gonsalez laconically. ‘I had to scale a wall.’

‘Well?’ asked Manfred.

‘Very well,’ replied the other; ‘they bolted like sheep, and I had nothing to do but to walk in and carry away the extremely interesting record of sentences they have passed.’

‘What of Bartholomew?’ Gonsalez was mildly amused. ‘He was less panicky than the rest — he came back to look for the papers.’

‘Will he — ?’

‘I think so,’ said Leon. ‘I noticed he left the black bean behind him in his flight — so I presume we shall see the red.’

‘It will simplify matters,’ said Manfred gravely.




Chapter V
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Lauder Bartholomew knew a man who was farming in Uganda. It was not remarkable that he should suddenly remember his friend’s existence and call to mind a three years’ old invitation to spend a winter in that part of Africa. Bartholomew had a club. It was euphemistically styled in all the best directories as ‘Social, Literary and Dramatic’, but knowing men about town called it by a shorter title. To them it was a ‘night club’. Poorly as were the literary members catered for, there were certain weeklies, The Times,
 and a collection of complimentary timetables to be obtained for the asking, and Bartholomew sought and found particulars of sailings. He might leave London on the next morning and overtake (via Brindisi and Suez) the German boat that would land him in Uganda in a couple of weeks.

On the whole he thought this course would be wise.

To tell the truth, the Red Hundred was becoming too much of a serious business; he had a feeling that he was suspect, and was more certain that the end of his unlimited financing was in sight. That much he had long since recognized, and had made his plans accordingly. As to the Four Just Men, they would come in with Menshikoff; it would mean only a duplication of treachery. Turning the pages of a Bradshaw, he mentally reviewed his position. He had in hand some seven hundred pounds, and his liabilities were of no account because the necessity for discharging them never occurred to him. Seven hundred pounds — and the red bean, and Menshikoff.

‘If they mean business,’ he said to himself, ‘I can count on three thousand.’

The obvious difficulty was to get into touch with the Four. Time was everything and one could not put an advertisement in the paper:

‘If the Four Just Men will communicate with L — B — they will hear of something to their advantage.’

Nor was it expedient to make in the agony columns of the London press even the most guarded reference to Red Beans after what had occurred at the Council Meeting. The matter of the Embassy was simple. Under his breath he cursed the Four Just Men for their unbusinesslike communication. If only they had mentioned or hinted at some rendezvous the thing might have been arranged.

A man in evening dress asked him if he had finished with the Bradshaw. He resigned it ungraciously, and calling a club waiter, ordered a whisky and soda and flung himself into a chair to think out a solution.

The man returned the Bradshaw with a polite apology.

‘So sorry to have interrupted, but I’ve been called abroad at a moment’s notice,’ he said.

Bartholomew looked up resentfully. This young man’s face seemed familiar.

‘Haven’t I met you somewhere?’ he asked.

The stranger shrugged his shoulders.

‘One is always meeting and forgetting,’ he smiled. ‘I thought I knew you, but I cannot quite place you.’

Not only the face but the voice was strangely familiar.

‘Not English,’ was Bartholomew’s mental analysis, ‘possibly French, more likely Slav — who the dickens can it be?’

In a way he was glad of the diversion, and found himself engaged in a pleasant discussion on fly fishing.

As the hands of the clock pointed to midnight, the stranger yawned and got up from his chair.

‘Going west?’ he asked pleasantly.

Bartholomew had no definite plans for spending the next hour, so he assented and the two men left the club together. They strolled across Piccadilly Circus and into Piccadilly, chatting pleasantly.

Through Half Moon Street into Berkeley Square, deserted and silent, the two men sauntered, then the stranger stopped. I’m afraid I’ve taken you out of your way,’ he said. ‘Not a bit,’ replied Bartholomew, and was conventionally amiable. Then they parted, and the ex-captain walked back by the way he had come, picking up again the threads of the problem that had filled his mind in the earlier part of the evening.

Halfway down Half Moon Street was a motorcar, and as he came abreast, a man who stood by the curb — and whom he had mistaken for a waiting chauffeur — barred his further progress. ‘Captain Bartholomew?’ he asked respectfully. ‘That is my name,’ said the other in surprise. ‘My master wishes to know whether you have decided.’

‘What — ?’

‘If,’ went on his imperturbable examiner, ‘if you have decided on the red — here is the car, if you will be pleased to enter.’

‘And if I have decided on the black?’ he asked with a little hesitation.

‘Under the circumstances,’ said the man without emotion, ‘my master is of opinion that for his greater safety, he must take steps to ensure your neutrality.’

There was no menace in the tone, but an icy matter-of-fact confidence that shocked this hardened adventurer.

In the dim light he saw something in the man’s hand — a thin bright something that glittered.

‘It shall be red!’ he said hoarsely.

The man bowed and opened the door of the car.

Bartholomew had regained a little of his self-assurance by the time he stood before the men.

He was not unused to masked tribunals. There had been one such since his elevation to the Inner Council.

But these four men were in evening dress, and the stagey setting that had characterized the Red Hundred’s Court of Justice was absent. There was no weird adjustment of lights, or rollings of bells, or partings of sombre draperies. None of the cheap trickery of the Inner Council.

The room was evidently a drawingroom, very much like a hundred other drawingrooms he had seen.

The four men who sat at equal distance before him were sufficiently ordinary in appearance save for their masks. He thought one of them wore a beard, but he was not sure. This man did most of the speaking.

‘I understand,’ he said smoothly, ‘you have chosen the red.’

‘You seem to know a great deal about my private affairs,’ replied Bartholomew.

‘You have chosen the red — again?’ said the man.

‘Why — again?’ demanded the prisoner.

The masked man’s eyes shone steadily through the holes in the mask.

‘Years ago,’ he said quietly, ‘there was an officer who betrayed his country and his comrades.’

‘That is an old lie.’

‘He was in charge of a post at which was stored a great supply of foodstuffs and ammunition,’ the mask went on. ‘There was a commandant of the enemy who wanted those stores, but had not sufficient men to rush the garrison.’

‘An old lie,’ repeated Bartholomew sullenly.

‘So the commandant hit upon the ingenious plan of offering a bribe. It was a risky thing, and in nine hundred and ninety-nine cases out of a thousand, it would have been a futile business. Indeed, I am sure that I am understating the proportion — but the wily old commandant knew his man.’

There is no necessity to continue,’ said Bartholomew.

‘No correspondence passed,’ Manfred went on; ‘our officer was too cunning for that, but it was arranged that the officer’s answer should be conveyed thus.’

He opened his hand and Bartholomew saw two beans, one red and the other black, reposing in the palm.

‘The black was to be a refusal, the red an acceptance, the terms were to be scratched on the side of the red bean with a needle — and the sum agreed was £1,000.’ Bartholomew made no answer.

‘Exactly that sum we offer you to place us from time to time in possession of such information as we require concerning the movements of the Red Hundred.’

‘If I refuse?’

‘You will not refuse,’ replied the mask calmly; ‘you need the money, and you have even now under consideration a plan for cutting yourself adrift from your friends.’

‘You know so much—’ began the other with a shrug.

‘I know a great deal. For instance, I know that you contemplate immediate flight — by the way, are you aware that the Lucus Woerhmann
 is in dock at Naples with a leaking boiler?’

Bartholomew started, as well he might, for nobody but himself knew that the Lucus Woerhmann
 was the ship he had hoped to overtake at Suez.

Manfred saw his bewilderment and smiled. ‘I do not ask credit for supernatural powers,’ he said; ‘frankly, it was the merest guesswork, but you must abandon your trip. It is necessary for our greater success that you should remain.’

Bartholomew bit his lips. This scheme did not completely fall in with his plans. He affected a sudden geniality.

‘Well, if I must, I must,’ he said heartily, ‘and since I agree, may I ask whom I have the honour of addressing, and further, since I am now your confidential agent, that I may see the faces of my employers?’

He recognized the contempt in Manfred’s laugh.

‘You need no introduction to us,’ said Manfred coldly, ‘and you will understand we do not intend taking you into our confidence. Our agreement is that we share your confidence, not that you shall share ours.’

‘I must know something,’ said Bartholomew doggedly. ‘What am I to do? Where am I to report! How shall I be paid?’

‘You will be paid when your work is completed.’ Manfred reached out his hand toward a little table that stood within his reach.

Instantly the room was plunged into darkness.

The traitor sprang back, fearing he knew not what.

‘Come — do not be afraid,’ said a voice.

‘What does this mean?’ cried Bartholomew, and stepped forward.

He felt the floor beneath him yield and tried to spring backwards, but already he had lost his balance, and with a scream of terror he felt himself falling, falling…

‘Here, wake up!’

Somebody was shaking his arm and he was conscious of an icy coldness and a gusty raw wind that buffeted his face.

He shivered and opened his eyes.

First of all he saw an iron camel with a load on its back; then he realized dimly that it was the ornamental support of a garden seat; then he saw a dull grey parapet of grimy stone. He was sitting on a seat on the Thames Embankment, and a policeman was shaking him, not ungently, to wakefulness.

‘Come along, sir — this won’t do, ye know.’

He staggered to his feet unsteadily. He was wearing a fur coat that was not his.

‘How did I come here?’ he asked in a dull voice.

The policeman laughed good humouredly.

‘Ah, that’s more than I can tell you — you weren’t here ten minutes ago, that I’ll swear.’

Bartholomew put his hand in his pocket and found some money.

‘Call me a taxi,’ he said shakily and one was found.

He left the policeman perfectly satisfied with the result of his morning’s work and drove home to his lodgings. By what extraordinary means had he reached the Embankment? He remembered the Four, he remembered the suddenly darkened room, he remembered falling — Perhaps he lost consciousness, yet he could not have been injured by his fall. He had a faint recollection of somebody telling him to breathe and of inhaling a sweet sickly vapour — and that was all.

The coat was not his. He thrust his hands into both pockets and found a letter. Did he but know it was of the peculiar texture that had made the greenish-grey paper of the Four Just Men famous throughout Europe.

The letter was brief and to the point:

For faithful service, you will be rewarded; for treachery, there will be no net to break your fall.

He shivered again. Then his impotence, his helplessness, enraged him, and he swore softly and weakly.

He was ignorant of the locality in which the interview had taken place. On his way thither he had tried in vain to follow the direction the shuttered motorcar had taken.

By what method the Four would convey their instructions he had no idea. He was quite satisfied that they would find a way.

He reached his flat with his head swimming from the effects of the I drug they had given him, and flung himself, dressed as he was, upon his bed and slept. He slept well into the afternoon, then rose stiff and irritable. A bath and a change refreshed him, and he walked out to keep an appointment he had made.

On his way he remembered impatiently that there was a call to the Council at five o’clock. It reminded him of his old rehearsal days. Then he recollected that no place had been fixed for the council meeting. He would find the quiet Francois in Leicester Square, so he turned his steps in that direction.

Francois, patient, smiling, and as deferential as ever, awaited him. ‘The council was held at two o’clock,’ he said, ‘and I am to tell you that we have decided on two projects.’ He looked left and right, with elaborated caution.

‘There is at Gravesend’ — he pronounced it ‘Gwayvse-end’—’a battleship that has put in for stores. It is the Grondovitch.
 It will be fresh in your mind that the captain is the nobleman Svardo — we have no reason to love him.’

‘And the second?’ asked Bartholomew.

Again Francois went through the pantomime that had so annoyed his companion before.

‘It is no less than the Bank,’ he said triumphantly.

Bartholomew was aghast.

‘The Bank — the Bank of England! Why, you’re mad — you have taken leave of your senses!’

Francois shrugged his shoulders tolerantly.

‘It is the order,’ he said; then, abruptly, ‘Au revoir,’
 he said, and, with his extravagant little bow, was gone.

If Bartholomew’s need for cutting himself adrift from the Red Hundred existed before, the necessity was multiplied now a thousand times. Any lingering doubt he might have had, any remote twinge of conscience at the part he was playing, these vanished.

He glanced at his watch, and hurried to his destination.

It was the Red Room of the Hotel Larboune that he sought.

He found a table and ordered a drink.

The waiter was unusually talkative.

He stood by the solitary table at which Bartholomew sat, and chatted pleasantly and respectfully. This much the other patrons of the establishment noticed idly, and wondered whether it was racing or house property that the two had in common.

The waiter was talking.

‘…I am inclined to disbelieve the story of the Grondovitch,
 but the Embassy and the commander shall know — when do you leave?’

‘Just as soon as I can,’ said Bartholomew.

The waiter nodded and flicked some cigarette ash from the table with his napkin.

‘And the Woman of Gratz?’ he asked.

Bartholomew made a gesture of doubt.

‘Why not,’ said the waiter, looking thoughtfully out of the window, ‘why not take her with you?’

There had been the germ of such a thought in Bartholomew’s mind, but he had never given form to it — even to himself.

‘She is very beautiful, and, it occurred to me, not altogether indifferent to your attractions — that kind of woman has a penchant for your type, and frankly we would gladly see her out of the way — or dead.’

M. Menshikoff was by no means vindictive, but there was obvious sincerity in his voice when he pronounced the last two words. M. Menshikoff had been right-hand man of the Grand Master of the Secret Police for too many years to feel any qualms at the project of removing an enemy to the system.

‘I thought we had her once,’ he said meditatively; ‘they would have flogged her in the fortress of St Peter and Paul, but I stopped them. She was grateful I think, and almost human…but it passed off.’

Bartholomew paid for his drink, and ostentatiously tipped the obsequious man before him. He remembered as he did so that Menshikoff was reputedly a millionaire.

‘Your change, m’sieur,’ said Menshikoff gravely, and he handed back a few jingling coppers and two tightly folded banknotes for a hundred pounds. He was a believer in the principle of ‘pay as you go’ Bartholomew pocketed the money carelessly.

‘Good day,’ he said loudly.


‘Au revoir, m’sieur, et ban voyage’,
 said the waiter.




Chapter VI


Princess Revolutionary
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The Woman of Gratz was very human. But to Bartholomew she seemed a thing of ice, passionless, just a beautiful woman who sat stiffly in a straight-backed chair, regarding him with calm, questioning eyes. They were in her flat in Bloomsbury on the evening of the day following his interview with Menshikoff. Her coolness chilled him, and strangled the very passion of his speech, and what he said came haltingly, and sounded lame and unconvincing.

‘But why?’ that was all she asked. Thrice he had paused appealingly, hoping for encouragement, but her answer had been the same.

He spoke incoherently, wildly. The fear of the Four on the one hand and the dread of the Reds on the other, were getting on his nerves.

He saw a chance of escape from both, freedom from the four-walled control of these organizations, and before him the wide expanse of a trackless wilderness, where the vengeance of neither could follow.

Eden in sight — he pleaded for an Eve.

The very thought of the freedom ahead overcame the depression her coldness laid upon him.

‘Maria — don’t you see? You are wasting your life doing this man’s work — this assassin’s work. You were made for love and for me!’ He caught her hand and she did not withdraw it, but the palm he pressed was unresponsive and the curious searching eyes did not leave his face.

‘But why?’ she asked again. ‘And how? I do not love you, I shall never love any man — and there is the work for you and the work for me. There is the cause and your oath. Your comrades—’

He started up and flung away her hand. For a moment he stood over her, glowering down at her upturned face.

‘Work! — Comrades!’ he grated with a laugh. ‘D’ye think I’m going to risk my precious neck any further?’

He did not hear the door open softly, nor the footfall of the two men who entered.

‘Are you blind as well as mad?’ he went on brutally. ‘Don’t you see that the thing is finished? The Four Just Men have us all in the hollow of their hands! They’ve got us like that!’ He snapped his fingers contemptuously. ‘They know everything — even to the attempt that is to be made on the Prince of the Escorials! Ha! that startles you — yet it is true, every word I say — they know.’

‘If it is true,’ she said slowly, ‘there has been a traitor.’

He waved his hand carelessly, admitting and dismissing the possibility.

‘There are traitors always — when the pay for treachery is good,’ he said easily; ‘but traitor or no traitor, London is too hot for you and me.’

‘For you,’ corrected the girl.

‘And for you,’ he said savagely; he snatched up her hand again. ‘You’ve got to come — do you hear — you beautiful snow woman — you’ve got to come with me!’

He drew her to him, but a hand grasped his arm, and he turned to meet the face of Starque, livid and puckered, and creased with silent anger.

Starque was prepared for the knife or for the pistol, but not for the blow that caught him full in the face and sent him staggering back to the wall.

He recovered himself quickly, and motioned to Francois, who turned and locked the door.

‘Stand away from that door!’

‘Wait!’

Starque, breathing quickly, wiped the blood from his face with the back of his hand.

Wait, he said in his guttural tone; ‘before you go there is a matter to be settled.’

At any time, in any place,’ said the Englishman.

‘It is not the blow,’ breathed Starque, ‘that is nothing; it is the matter of the Inner Council — traitor!’

He thrust out his chin as he hissed the last word.

Bartholomew had very little time to decide upon his course of action. He was unarmed; but he knew instinctively that there would be no shooting. It was the knife he had to fear and he grasped the back of a chair. If he could keep them at a distance he might reach the door and get safely away. He cursed his folly that he had delayed making the coup that would have so effectively laid Starque by the heels.

‘You have betrayed us to the Four Just Men — but that we might never have known, for the Four have no servants to talk. But you sold us to the Embassy — and that was your undoing.’ He had recovered his calm.

‘We sent you a message telling you of our intention to destroy the Bank of England. The Bank was warned — by the Four. We told you of the attempt to be made on the Grondovitch
 — the captain was warned by the Embassy — you are doubly convicted. No such attempts were ever contemplated. They were invented for your particular benefit, and you fell into the trap.’

Bartholomew took a fresh grip of the chair. He realized vaguely that he was face to face with death, and for one second he was seized with a wild panic.

‘Last night,’ Starque went on deliberately, ‘the Council met secretly, and your name was read from the list.’ The Englishman’s mouth went dry.

‘And the Council said with one voice…’ Starque paused to look at the Woman of Gratz. Imperturbable she stood with folded hands, neither approving nor dissenting. Momentarily Bartholomew’s eyes too sought her face — but he saw neither pity nor condemnation. It was the face of Fate, inexorable, unreasoning, inevitable.

‘Death was the sentence,’ said Starque in so soft a voice that the man facing him could scarcely hear him. ‘Death…’

With a lightning motion he raised his hand and threw the knife… ‘Damn you…’ whimpered the stricken man, and his helpless hands groped at his chest…then he slid to his knees and Francois struck precisely…

Again Starque looked at the woman.

‘It is the law,’ he stammered, but she made no reply.

Only her eyes sought the huddled figure on the floor and her lips twitched.

‘We must get away from here,’ whispered Starque.

He was shaking a little, for this was new work for him. The forces of jealousy and fear for his personal safety had caused him to take upon himself the office that on other occasions he left to lesser men.

‘Who lives in the opposite flat?’

He had peeped through the door.

‘A student — a chemist,’ she replied in her calm, level tone.

Starque flushed, for her voice sounded almost strident coming after the whispered conference between his companion and himself.

‘Softly, softly,’ he urged.

He stepped gingerly back to where the body was lying, made a circuit about it, and pulled down the blind. He could not have explained the instinct that made him do this. Then he came back to the door and gently turned the handle, beckoning the others. It seemed to him that the handle turned itself, or that somebody on the other side was turning at the same time.

That this was so he discovered, for the door suddenly jerked open, sending him staggering backward, and a man stood on the threshold.

With the drawn blind, the room was in semi-darkness, and the intruder, standing motionless in the doorway, could see nothing but the shadowy figures of the inmates.

As he waited he was joined by three others, and he spoke rapidly in a language that Starque, himself no mean linguist, could not understand. One of his companions opened the door of the student’s room and brought out something that he handed to the watcher on the threshold.

Then the man entered the room alone and closed the door behind him, not quite close, for he had trailed what looked like a thick cord behind him and this prevented the shutting of the door.

Starque found his voice.

‘What do you want?’ he asked, quietly.

‘I want Bartholomew, who came into this room half an hour ago,’ replied the intruder.

‘He has left,’ said Starque, and in the darkness he felt at his feet for the dead man — he needed the knife.

‘That is a lie,’ said the stranger coolly; ‘neither he nor you, Rudolph Starque, nor the Woman of Gratz, nor the murderer Francois has left.’

‘Monsieur knows too much,’ said Starque evenly, and lurched forward, swinging his knife.

‘Keep your distance,’ warned the stranger, and at that moment Starque and the silent Francois sprang forward and struck…

The exquisite agony of the shock that met them paralysed them for the moment. The sprayed threads of the ‘live’ wire the man held before him like a shield jerked the knife from Starque’s hands, and he heard Francois groan as he fell.

‘You are foolish,’ said the voice again, ‘and you, madame, do not move, I beg — tell me what has become of Bartholomew.’

A silence, then:

‘He is dead,’ said the Woman of Gratz.

She heard the man move.

‘He was a traitor — so we killed him,’ she continued calmly enough. ‘What will you do — you, who stand as a self-constituted judge?’

He made no reply, and she heard the soft rustle of his fingers on the wall.

‘You are seeking the light — as we all seek it,’ she said, unmoved, and she switched on the light.

He saw her standing near the body of the man she had lured to his death, scornful, defiant, and strangely aloof from the sordidness of the tragedy she had all but instigated.

She saw a tanned man of thirty-five, with deep, grave eyes, a broad forehead, and a trim, pointed beard. A man of inches, with strength in every line of his fine figure, and strength in every feature of his face.

She stared at him insolently, uncaring, but before the mastery of his eyes, she lowered her lids.

It seemed the other actors in the drama were so inconsiderate as to be unworthy of notice. The dead man in his grotesque posture, the unconscious murderer at his feet, and Starque, dazed and stunned, crouching by the wall.

‘Here is the light you want,’ she went on, ‘not so easily do we of the Red Hundred illuminate the gloom of despair and oppression—’

‘Spare me your speechmaking,’ said Manfred coldly, and the scorn in his voice struck her like the lash of a whip. For the first time the colour came to her face and her eyes lit with anger.

‘You have bad counsellors,’ Manfred went on, ‘you, who talk of autocrats and corrupt kingship — what are you but a puppet living on flattery? It is your whim that you should be regarded as a conspirator — a Corday. And when you are acclaimed Princess Revolutionary, it is satisfactory to your vanity — more satisfactory than your title to be hailed Princess Beautiful.’

He chose his words nicely.

‘Yet men — such men as these,’ he indicated Starque, ‘think only of the Princess Beautiful — not the lady of the Inspiring Platitudes; not the frail, heroic Patriot of the Flaming Words, but the warm flesh and blood woman, lovable and adorable.’

He spoke in German, and there were finer shades of meaning in his speech than can be exactly or literally translated. He spoke of a purpose, evenly and without emotion. He intended to wound, and wound deeply, and he knew he had succeeded.

He saw the rapid rise and fall of her bosom as she strove to regain control of herself, and he saw, too, the blood on her lips where her sharp white teeth bit.

‘I shall know you again,’ she said with an intensity of passion that made her voice tremble. ‘I shall look for you and find you, and be it the Princess Revolutionary or the Princess Beautiful who brings about your punishment, be sure I shall strike hard.’

He bowed.

‘That is as it may be,’ he said calmly; ‘for the moment you are powerless, if I willed it you would be powerless forever — for the moment it is my wish that you should go.’

He stepped aside and opened the door.

The magnetism in his eyes drew her forward.

‘There is your road,’ he said when she hesitated. She was helpless; the humiliation was maddening.

‘My friends—’ she began, as she hesitated on the threshold.

‘Your friends will meet the fate that one day awaits you,’ he said calmly.

White with passion, she turned on him.

‘You! — threaten me! a brave man indeed to threaten a woman!’

She could have bitten her tongue at the slip she made. She as a woman had appealed to him as a man! This was the greatest humiliation of all.

There is your road,’ he said again, courteously but uncompromisingly.

She was scarcely a foot from him, and she turned and faced him, her lips parted and the black devil of hate in her eyes.

‘One day — one day,’ she gasped, ‘I will repay you!’ Then she turned quickly and disappeared through the door, and Manfred waited until her footsteps had died away before he stooped to the half-conscious Starque and jerked him to his feet.
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In recording the events that followed the reappearance of the Four Just Men, I have confined myself to those which I know to have been the direct outcome of the Red Hundred propaganda and the counter-activity of the Four Just Men.

Thus I make no reference to the explosion at Woolwich Arsenal, which was credited to the Red Hundred, knowing, as I do, that the calamity was due to the carelessness of a workman. Nor to the blowing up of the main in Oxford Street, which was a much more simple explanation than the fantastic theories of the Megaphone
 would have you imagine. This was not the first time that a fused wire and a leaking gas main brought about the upheaval of a public thoroughfare, and the elaborate plot with which organized anarchy was credited was without existence.

I think the most conscientiously accurate history of the Red Hundred movement is that set forth in the series of ten articles contributed to the Morning Leader by
 Harold Ashton under the title of ‘Forty Days of Terrorism’, and, whilst I think the author frequently fails from lack of sympathy for the Four Just Men to thoroughly appreciate the single-mindedness of this extraordinary band of men, yet I shall always regard ‘Forty Days of Terrorism’ as being the standard history of the movement, and its failure.

On one point in the history alone I find myself in opposition to Mr. Ashton, and that is the exact connection between the discovery of the Carlby Mansion Tragedy, and the extraordinary return of Mr. Jessen of 37 Presley Street.

It is perhaps indiscreet of me to refer at so early a stage to this return of Jessen’s, because whilst taking exception to the theories put forward in ‘Forty Days of Terrorism’, I am not prepared to go into the evidence on which I base my theories.

The popular story is that one morning Mr. Jessen walked out of his house and demanded from the astonished milkman why he had omitted to leave his morning supply. Remembering that the disappearance of ‘Long’ — perhaps it would be less confusing to call him the name by which he was known in Presley Street — had created an extraordinary sensation; that pictures of his house and the interior of his house had appeared in all the newspapers; that the newspaper crime experts had published columns upon columns of speculative theories, and that 37 Presley Street, had for some weeks been the Mecca of the morbid minded, who, standing outside, stared the unpretentious facade out of countenance for hours on end; you may imagine that the milkman legend had the exact journalistic touch that would appeal to a public whose minds had been trained by generations of magazine-story writers to just such denouement
 as this.

The truth is that Mr. Long, upon coming to life, went immediately to the Home Office and told his story to the Under Secretary. He did not drive up in a taxi, nor was he lifted out in a state of exhaustion as one newspaper had erroneously had it, but he arrived on the top of a motor omnibus which passed the door, and was ushered into the Presence almost at once. When Mr. Long had told his story he was taken to the Home Secretary himself, and the chief commissioner was sent for, and came hurriedly from Scotland Yard, accompanied by Superintendent Falmouth. All this is made clear in Mr. Ashton’s book.

‘For some extraordinary reason,’ I quote the same authority, ‘Long, or Jessen, seems by means of documents in his possession to have explained to the satisfaction of the Home Secretary and the Police Authorities his own position in the matter, and moreover to have inspired the right hon. gentleman with these mysterious documents, that Mr. Ridgeway, so far from accepting the resignation that Jessen placed in his hands, reinstated him in his position.’

As to how two of these documents came to Jessen or to the Four Just Men, Mr. Ashton is very wisely silent, not attempting to solve a mystery which puzzled both the Quai d’Orsay and Petrograd.

For these two official forms, signed in the one case by the French President and in the other with the sprawling signature of Czar Nicholas, were supposed to be incorporated with other official memoranda in well-guarded national archives.

It was subsequent to Mr. Jessen’s visit to the Home Office that the discovery of the Garlby Mansions Tragedy was made, and I cannot do better than quote The Times,
 since that journal, jealous of the appearance in its columns of any news of a sensational character, reduced the intelligence to its most constricted limits. Perhaps the Megaphone
 account might make better reading, but the space at my disposal will not allow of the inclusion in this book of the thirty-three columns of reading matter, headlines, portraits, and diagrammatic illustrations with which that enterprising journal served up particulars of the grisly horror to its readers. Thus, The Times:
 —

Shortly after one o’clock yesterday afternoon and in consequence of information received, Superintendent Falmouth, of the Criminal Investigation Department, accompanied by Detective-Sergeants Boyle and Lawley, effected an entrance into No. 69, Carlby Mansions, occupied by the Countess Slienvitch, a young Russian lady of independent means. Lying on the floor were the bodies of three men who have since been identified as —

Lauder Bartholomew, aged 33, late of the Koondorp Mounted Rifles;

Rudolph Starque, aged 40, believed to be an Austrian and a prominent revolutionary propagandist;

Henri Delaye Francois, aged 36, a Frenchman, also believed to have been engaged in propaganda work.

The cause of death in the case of Bartholomew seems to be evident, but with the other two men some doubt exists, and the police, who preserve an attitude of rigid reticence, will await the medical examination before making any statement.

One unusual feature of the case is understood to be contained in a letter found in the room accepting, on behalf of an organization known as the Four Just Men, full responsibility for the killing of the two foreigners, and another, writes a correspondent, is the extraordinary structural damage to the room itself. The tenant, the Countess Slienvitch, had not, up to a late hour last night, been traced.

Superintendent Falmouth, standing in the centre of the room, from which most traces of the tragedy had been removed, was mainly concerned with the ‘structural damage’ that The Times
 so lightly passed over.

At his feet yawned a great square hole, and beneath, in the empty flat below, was a heap of plaster and laths, and the debris of destruction.

‘The curious thing is, and it shows how thorough these men are,’ explained the superintendent to his companion, ‘that the first thing we found when we got there was a twenty-pound note pinned to the wall with a brief note in pencil saying that this was to pay the owner of the property for the damage.’

It may be added that by the express desire of the young man at his side he dispensed with all ceremony of speech.

Once or twice in speaking, he found himself on the verge of saying, ‘Your Highness’, but the young man was so kindly, and so quickly put the detective at his ease, that he overcame the feeling of annoyance that the arrival of the distinguished visitor with the letter from the commissioner had caused him, and became amiable.

‘Of course, I have an interest in all this,’ said the young man quietly; ‘these people, for some reason, have decided I am not fit to encumber the earth—’

‘What have you done to the Red Hundred, sir?’

The young man laughed.

‘Nothing. On the contrary,’ he added with a whimsical smile, ‘I have helped them.’

The detective remembered that this hereditary Prince of the Escorial bore a reputation for eccentricity.

With a suddenness which was confusing, the Prince turned with a smile on his lips.

‘You are thinking of my dreadful reputation?’

‘No, no!’ disclaimed the embarrassed Mr. Falmouth. ‘I—’

‘Oh, yes — I’ve done lots of things,’ said the other with a little laugh; ‘it’s in the blood — my illustrious cousin—’

‘I assure your Highness,’ said Falmouth impressively, ‘my reflections were not — er — reflections on yourself — there is a story that you have dabbled in socialism — but that, of course—’

‘Is perfectly true,’ concluded the Prince calmly. He turned his attention to the hole in the floor.

‘Have you any theory?’ he asked.

The detective nodded.

It’s more than a theory — it’s knowledge — you see we’ve seen Jessen, and the threads of the story are all in hand.’

‘What will you do?’

‘Nothing,’ said the detective stolidly; ‘hush up the inquest until we can lay the Four Just Men by the heels.’

‘And the manner of killing?’

‘That must be kept quiet,’ replied Falmouth emphatically. This conversation may furnish a clue as to the unprecedented conduct of the police at the subsequent inquest.

In the little coroner’s court there was accommodation for three pressmen and some fifty of the general public. Without desiring in any way to cast suspicion upon the cleanest police force in the world, I can only state that the jury were remarkably well disciplined, that the general public found the body of the court so densely packed with broad-shouldered men that they were unable to obtain admission. As to the press, the confidential circular had done its work, and the three shining lights of journalism that occupied the reporters’ desk were careful to carry out instructions.

The proceedings lasted a very short time, a verdict, ‘…some person or persons unknown,’ was recorded, and another London mystery was added (I quote from the Evening News)
 to the already alarming and formidable list of unpunished crimes.

Charles Garrett was one of the three journalists admitted to the inquest, and after it was all over he confronted Falmouth.

‘Look here, Falmouth,’ he said pugnaciously, ‘what’s the racket?’ Falmouth, having reason to know, and to an extent stand in awe of, the little man, waggled his head darkly.

‘Oh, rot!’ said Charles rudely, ‘don’t be so disgustingly mysterious — why aren’t we allowed to say these chaps died — ?’

‘Have you seen Jessen?’ asked the detective.

‘I have,’ said Charles bitterly, ‘and after what I’ve done for that man; after I’ve put his big feet on the rungs of culture—’

‘Wouldn’t he speak?’ asked Falmouth innocently.

‘He was as close,’ said Charles sadly, ‘as the inside washer of a vacuum pump.’

‘H’m!’ the detective was considering. Sooner or later the connection must occur to Charles, and he was the only man who would be likely to surprise Jessen’s secret. Better that the journalist should know now.

‘If I were you,’ said Falmouth quietly, ‘I shouldn’t worry Jessen; you know what he is, and in what capacity he serves the Government. Come along with me.’

He did not speak a word in reply to the questions Charles put until they passed through the showy portals of Carlby Mansions and a lift had deposited them at the door of the flat.

Falmouth opened the door with a key, and Charles went into the flat at his heels.

He saw the hole in the floor.

‘This wasn’t mentioned at the inquest,’ he said; ‘but what’s this to do with Jessen?’

He looked up at the detective in perplexity, then a light broke upon him and he whistled.

‘Well, I’m—’ he said, then he added softly—’But what does the Government say to this?’

‘The Government,’ said Falmouth in his best official manner, smoothing the nap of his hat the while—’the Government regard the circumstances as unusual, but they have accepted the situation with great philosophy.’

That night Mr. Long (or Jessen) reappeared at the Guild as though nothing whatever had happened, and addressed his audience for half an hour on the subject of ‘Do burglars make good caretakers?’
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From what secret place in the metropolis the Woman of Gratz reorganized her forces we shall never know; whence came her strength of purpose and her unbounded energy we can guess. With Starque’s death she became virtually and actually the leader of the Red Hundred, and from every corner of Europe came reinforcements of men and money to strengthen her hand and to reestablish the shaking prestige of the most powerful association that Anarchism had ever known.

Great Britain had ever been immune from the active operations of the anarchist. It had been the sanctuary of the revolutionary for centuries, and Anarchism had hesitated to jeopardize the security of refugees by carrying on its propaganda on British soil. That the extremists of the movement had chafed under the restriction is well known, and when the Woman of Gratz openly declared war on England, she was acclaimed enthusiastically.

Then followed perhaps the most extraordinary duels that the world had ever seen. Two powerful bodies, both outside the pale of the law, fought rapidly, mercilessly, asking no quarter and giving none. And the eerie thing about it all was, that no man saw the agents of either of the combatants. It was as though two spirit forces were engaged in some titanic combat. The police were almost helpless. The fight against the Red Hundred was carried on, almost single-handedly, by the Four Just Men, or, to give them the title with which they signed their famous proclamation, ‘The Council of Justice’…

Since the days of the Fenian scare, London had never lived under the terror that the Red Hundred inspired. Never a day passed but preparations for some outrage were discovered, the most appalling of which was the attempt on the Tube Railway. If I refer to them as ‘attempts’, and if the repetition of that word wearies the reader, it is because, thanks to the extraordinary vigilance of the Council of Justice, they were no more.

‘This sort of thing cannot go on,’ said the Home Secretary petulantly at a meeting of the heads of the police. ‘Here we have admittedly the finest police force in the world, and we must needs be under obligation to men for whom warrants exist on a charge of murder!’

The chief commissioner was sufficiently harassed, and was inclined to resent the criticism in the minister’s voice.

‘We’ve done everything that can be done, sir,’ he said shortly; ‘if you think my resignation would help you out of the difficulty — —’

‘Now for heaven’s sake, don’t be a fool,’ pleaded the Home Secretary, in his best unparliamentary manner. ‘Cannot you see —— —’

‘I can see that no harm has been done so far,’ said the commissioner doggedly; then he burst forth:

‘Look here, sir! our people have very often to employ characters a jolly sight worse than the Four Just Men — if we don’t employ them we exploit them. Mean little sneak-thieves, “narks” they call ‘em, old lags, burglars — and once or twice something worse. We are here to protect the public; so long as the public is being protected, nobody can kick—’

‘But it is not you who are protecting the public — you get your information —

‘From the Council of Justice, that is so; but where it comes from doesn’t matter. Now, listen to me, sir.’

He was very earnest and emphasized his remarks with little raps on the desk.

‘Get the Prince of the Escorial out of the country,’ he said seriously. ‘I’ve got information that the Reds are after his blood. No, I haven’t been warned by the Just Men, that’s the queer part about it. I’ve got it straight from a man who’s selling me information. I shall see him tonight if they haven’t butchered him.’

‘But the Prince is our guest.’

‘He’s been here too long,’ said the practical and unsentimental commissioner; ‘let him go back to Spain — he’s to be married in a month; let him go home and buy his trousseau or whatever he buys.’

‘Is that a confession that you cannot safeguard him?’

The commissioner looked vexed.

‘I could safeguard a child of six or a staid gentleman of sixty, but I cannot be responsible for a young man who insists on seeing London without a guide, who takes solitary motorcar drives, and refuses to give us any information beforehand as to his plans for the day — or if he does, breaks them!’

The minister was pacing the apartment with his head bent in thought.

‘As to the Prince of the Escorial,’ he said presently, ‘advice has already been conveyed to his Highness — from the highest quarter — to make his departure at an early date. Tonight, indeed, is his last night in London.’

The Commissioner of Police made an extravagant demonstration of relief.

‘He’s going to the Auditorium tonight,’ he said, rising. He spoke a little pityingly, and, indeed, the Auditorium, although a very first-class music hall, had a slight reputation. ‘I shall have a dozen men in the house and we’ll have his motorcar at the stage door at the end of the show.’

That night his Highness arrived promptly at eight o’clock and stood chatting pleasantly with the bareheaded manager in the vestibule. Then he went alone to his box and sat down in the shadow of the red velvet curtain.

Punctually at eight there arrived two other gentlemen, also in evening dress. Antonio Selleni was one and Karl Ollmanns was the other. They were both young men, and before they left the motorcar they completed their arrangement.

‘You will occupy the box on the opposite side, but I will endeavour to enter the box. If I succeed — it will be finished. The knife is best,’ there was pride in the Italian’s tone.

‘If I cannot reach him the honour will be yours.’ He had the stilted manner of the young Latin. The other man grunted. He replied in halting French.

‘Once I shot an egg from between fingers — so,’ he said.

They made their entry separately.

In the manager’s office, Superintendent Falmouth relieved the tedium of waiting by reading the advertisements in an evening newspaper.

To him came the manager with a message that under no circumstances was his Highness in Box A to be disturbed until the conclusion of the performance.

In the meantime Signor Selleni made a cautious way to Box A. He found the road clear, turned the handle softly, and stepped quickly into the dark interior of the box.

Twenty minutes later Falmouth stood at the back of the dress circle issuing instructions to a subordinate.

‘Have a couple of men at the stage door — my God!’

Over the soft music, above the hum of voices, a shot rang out and a woman screamed. From the box opposite the Prince’s a thin swirl of smoke floated.

Karl Ollmanns, tired of waiting, had fired at the motionless figure sitting in the shadow of the curtain. Then he walked calmly out of the box into the arms of two breathless detectives.

‘A doctor!’ shouted Falmouth as he ran. The door of the Box A was locked, but he broke it open.

A man lay on the floor of the box very still and strangely stiff.

‘Why, what — !’ began the detective, for the dead man was bound hand and foot.

There was already a crowed at the door of the box, and he heard an authoritative voice demand admittance.

He looked over his shoulder to meet the eye of the commissioner.

‘They’ve killed him, sir,’ he said bitterly.

‘Whom?’ asked the commissioner in perplexity.

‘His Highness.’

‘His Highness!’ the commissioner’s eyebrows rose in genuine astonishment. ‘Why, the Prince left Charing Cross for the Continent half an hour ago!’

The detective gasped.

‘Then who in the name of Fate is this?’

It was M. Menshikoff, who had come in with the commissioner, who answered.

‘Antonio Selleni, an anarchist of Milan,’ he reported.

Carlos Ferdinand Bourbon, Prince of the Escorial, Duke of Buda-Gratz, and heir to three thrones, was married, and his many august cousins scattered throughout Europe had a sense of heartfelt relief.

A prince with admittedly advanced views, an idealist, with Utopian schemes for the regeneration of mankind, and, coming down to the mundane practical side of life, a reckless motorcar driver, an outrageously daring horseman, and possessed of the indifference to public opinion which is equally the equipment of your fool and your truly great man, his marriage had been looked forward to throughout the courts of Europe in the light of an international achievement.

Said his Imperial Majesty of Central Europe to the grizzled chancellor:

‘Te Deums — you understand, von Hedlitz? In every church.’

‘It is a great relief,’ said the chancellor, wagging his head thoughtfully.

‘Relief!’ the Emperor stretched himself as though the relief were physical, ‘that young man owes me two years of life. You heard of the London essay?’

The chancellor had heard — indeed, he had heard three or four times — but he was a polite chancellor and listened attentively. His Majesty had the true storytelling faculty, and elaborated the introduction.

‘…if I am to believe his Highness, he was sitting quietly in his box when the Italian entered. He saw the knife in his hand and half rose to grapple with the intruder. Suddenly, from nowhere in particular, sprang three men, who had the assassin on the floor bound and gagged. You would have thought our Carlos Ferdinand would have made an outcry! But not he! He sat stock still, dividing his attention between the stage and the prostrate man and the leader of this mysterious band of rescuers.’

‘The Four Just Men!’ put in the chancellor.

‘Three, so far as I can gather,’ corrected the imperial storyteller. ‘Well, it would appear that this leader, in quite a logical calm, matter-of-fact way, suggested that the prince should leave quietly; that his motorcar was at the stage door, that a saloon had been reserved at Charing Cross, a cabin at Dover, and a special train at Calais.’

His Majesty had a trick of rubbing his knee when anything amused him, and this he did now.

‘Carl obeyed like a child — which seems the remarkably strange point about the whole proceedings — the captured anarchist was trussed and bound and sat on the chair, and left to his own unpleasant thoughts.’

‘And killed,’ said the chancellor.

‘No, not killed,’ corrected the Emperor. ‘Part of the story I tell you is his — he told it to the police at the hospital — no, no, not killed — his friend was not the marksman he thought.’
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Some workmen, returning home of an evening and taking a short cut through a field two miles from Catford, saw a man hanging from a tree.

They ran across and found a fashionably dressed gentleman of foreign appearance. One of the labourers cut the rope with his knife, but the man was dead when they cut him down. Beneath the tree was a black bag, to which somebody had affixed a label bearing the warning, ‘Do not touch — this bag contains explosives: inform the police.’ More remarkable still was the luggage label tied to the lapel of the dead man’s coat. It ran: ‘This is Franz Kitsinger, convicted at Prague in 1904, for throwing a bomb: escaped from prison March 17, 1905, was one of the three men responsible for the attempt on the Tower Bridge today. Executed by order of The Council of Justice.’

‘It’s a humiliating confession,’ said the chief commissioner when they brought the news to him, ‘but the presence of these men takes a load off my mind.’

But the Red Hundred were grimly persistent.

That night a man, smoking a cigar, strolled aimlessly past the policeman on point duty at the corner of Kensington Park Gardens, and walked casually into Ladbroke Square. He strolled on, turned a corner and, crossing a road, he came to where one great garden served for a double row of middle-class houses. The backs of these houses opened on to the square. He looked round and, seeing the coast clear, he clambered over the iron railings and dropped into the big pleasure ground, holding very carefully an object that bulged in his pocket.

He took a leisurely view of the houses before he decided on the victim. The blinds of this particular house were up and the French windows of the diningroom were open, and he could see the laughing group of young people about the table. There was a birthday party or something of the sort in progress, for there was a great parade of Parthian caps and paper sunbonnets.

The man was evidently satisfied with the possibilities for tragedy, and he took a pace nearer…

Two strong arms were about him, arms with muscles like cords of steel.

‘Not that way, my friend,’ whispered a voice in his ear…

The man showed his teeth in a dreadful grin.

The sergeant on duty at Notting Hill Gate Station received a note at the hands of a grimy urchin, who for days afterwards maintained a position of enviable notoriety.

‘A gentleman told me to bring this,’ he said.

The sergeant looked at the small boy sternly and asked him if he ever washed his face. Then he read the letter:

‘The second man of the three concerned in the attempt to blow up the Tower Bridge will be found in the garden of Maidham Crescent, under the laurel bushes, opposite No. 72.’

It was signed ‘The Council of Justice’.

The commissioner was sitting over his coffee at the Ritz, when they brought him the news. Falmouth was a deferential guest, and the chief passed him the note without comment.

‘This is going to settle the Red Hundred,’ said Falmouth. ‘These people are fighting them with their own weapons — assassination with assassination, terror with terror. Where do we come in?’

‘We come in at the end,’ said the commissioner, choosing his words with great niceness, ‘to clean up the mess, and take any scraps of credit that are going’ — he paused and shook his head. ‘I hope — I should be sorry—’ he began.

‘So should I,’ said the detective sincerely, for he knew that his chief was concerned for the ultimate safety of the men whose arrest it was his duty to effect. The commissioner’s brows were wrinkled thoughtfully.

‘Two,’ he said musingly; ‘now, how on earth do the Four Just Men know the number in this — and how did they track them down — and who is the third? — heavens! one could go on asking questions the whole of the night!’

On one point the Commissioner might have been informed earlier in the evening — he was not told until three o’clock the next morning. The third man was Von Dunop. Ignorant of the fate of his fellow-Terrorists, he sallied forth to complete the day notably.

The crowd at a theatre door started a train of thought, but he rejected that outlet to ambition. It was too public, and the chance of escape was nil. These British audiences did not lose their heads so quickly; they refused to be confounded by noise and smoke, and a writhing figure here and there. Von Dunop was no exponent of the Glory of Death school. He greatly desired glory, but the smaller the risk, the greater the glory. This was his code.

He stood for a moment outside the Hotel Ritz. A party of diners were leaving, and motorcars were being steered up to carry these accursed plutocrats to the theatre. One soldierly-looking gentleman, with a grey moustache, and attended by a quiet, observant, cleanshaven man, interested the anarchist. He and the soldier exchanged glances.

‘Who the dickens was that?’ asked the commissioner as he stepped into the taxi. ‘I seem to know his face.’

‘I have seen him before,’ said Falmouth. ‘I won’t go with you, sir — I’ve a little business to do in this part of the world.’

Thereafter Von Dunop was not permitted to enjoy his walk in solitude, for, unknown to him, a man ‘picked him up’ and followed him throughout the evening. And as the hour grew later, that one man became two, at eleven o’clock he became three, and at quarter to twelve, when Von Dunop had finally fixed upon the scene and scope of his exploit, he turned from Park Lane into Brook Street to discover, to his annoyance, quite a number of people within call. Yet he suspected nothing. He did not suspect the night wanderer mooching along the curb with downcast eyes, seeking the gutter for the stray cigar end; nor the two loudly talking men in suits of violet check who wrangled as they walked concerning the relative merits of the favourites for the Derby; nor the commissionaire trudging home with his bag in his hand and a pipe in his mouth, nor the cleanshaven man in evening dress.

The Home Secretary had a house in Berkeley Square. Von Dunop knew the number very well. He slackened pace to allow the man in evening dress to pass. The slow-moving taxi that was fifty yards away he must risk. This taxi had been his constant attendant during the last hour, but he did not know it.

He dipped his hand into his overcoat pocket and drew forth the machine. It was one of Culveri’s masterpieces and, to an extent, experimental — that much the master had warned him in a letter that bore the date-mark ‘Riga’. He felt with his thumb for the tiny key that ‘set’ the machine and pushed it.

Then he slipped into the doorway of No. 196 and placed the bomb. It was done in a second, and so far as he could tell no man had seen him leave the pathway and he was back again on the sidewalk very quickly. But as he stepped back, he heard a shout and a man darted across the road, calling on him to surrender. From the left two men were running, and he saw the man in evening dress blowing a whistle.

He was caught; he knew it. There was a chance of escape — the other end of the street was clear — he turned and ran like the wind. He could hear his pursuers pattering along behind him. His ear, alert to every phase of the chase, heard one pair of feet check and spring up the steps of 196. He glanced round. They were gaining on him, and he turned suddenly and fired three times. Somebody fell; he saw that much. Then right ahead of him a tall policeman sprang from the shadows and clasped him round the waist.

‘Hold that man!’ shouted Falmouth, running up. Blowing hard came the night wanderer, a ragged object but skilful, and he had Von Dunop handcuffed in a trice.

It was he who noticed the limpness of the prisoner.

‘Hullo!’ he said, then held out his hand. ‘Show a light here.’

There were half a dozen policemen and the inevitable crowd on the spot by now, and the rays of the bull’s-eye focused on the detective’s hand. It was red with blood. Falmouth seized a lantern and flashed it on the man’s face.

There was no need to look farther. He was dead, — dead with the inevitable label affixed to the handle of the knife that killed him.

Falmouth rapped out an oath.

‘It is incredible; it is impossible! he was running till the constable caught him, and he has not been out of our hands! Where is the officer who held him?’

Nobody answered, certainly not the tall policeman, who was at that moment being driven eastward, making a rapid change into the conventional evening costume of an English gentleman.
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To fathom the mind of the Woman of Gratz is no easy task, and one not to be lightly undertaken. Remembering her obscure beginning, the barelegged child drinking in revolutionary talk in the Transylvanian kitchen, and the development of her intellect along unconventional lines — remembering, also, that early in life she made acquaintance with the extreme problems of life and death in their least attractive forms, and that the proportion of things had been grossly distorted by her teachers, you may arrive at a point where your vacillating judgement hesitates between blame and pity.

I would believe that the power of introspection had no real place in her mental equipment, else how can we explain her attitude towards the man whom she had once defied and reconcile those outbursts of hers wherein she called for his death, for his terrible punishment, wherein, too, she allowed herself the rare luxury of unrestrained speech, how can we reconcile these tantrums with the fact that this man’s voice filled her thoughts day and night, the recollection of this man’s eyes through his mask followed her every movement, till the image of him became an obsession?

It may be that I have no knowledge of women and their ways (there is no subtle smugness in the doubt I express) and that her inconsistency was general to her sex. It must not be imagined that she had spared either trouble or money to secure the extermination of her enemies, and the enemies of the Red Hundred. She had described them, as well as she could, after her first meeting, and the sketches made under her instruction had been circulated by the officers of the Reds.

Sitting near the window of her house, she mused, lulled by the ceaseless hum of traffic in the street below, and half dozing.

The turning of the door-handle woke her from her dreams.

It was Schmidt, the unspeakable Schmidt, all perspiration and excitement. His round coarse face glowed with it, and he could scarcely bring his voice to tell the news.

‘We have him! we have him!’ he cried in glee, and snapped his fingers. ‘Oh, the good news! — I am the first! Nobody has been, Little Friend? I have run and have taken taxis—’

‘You have — whom?’ she asked.

‘The man — one of the men’ he said, ‘who killed Starque and Francois, and—’

‘Which — which man?’ she said harshly.

He fumbled in his pocket and pulled out a discoloured sketch.

‘Oh!’ she said, it could not be the man whom she had defied, ‘Why, why?’ she asked stormily, ‘Why only this man? Why not the others — why not the leader? — have they caught him and lost him?’

Chagrin and astonishment sat on Schmidt’s round face. His disappointment was almost comic.

‘But, Little Mother!’ he said, crestfallen and bewildered, ‘this is one — we did not hope even for one and—’

The storm passed over.

‘Yes, yes,’ she said wearily, ‘one — even one is good. They shall learn that the Red Hundred can still strike — this leader shall know — This man shall have a death,’ she said, looking at Schmidt ‘worthy of his importance. Tell me how he was captured.’

‘It was the picture,’ said the eager Schmidt, ‘the picture you had drawn. One of our comrades thought he recognized him and followed him to his house.’

‘He shall be tried — tonight,’ and she spent the day anticipating her triumph.

Conspirators do not always choose dark arches for their plottings. The Red Hundred especially were notorious for the likeliness of their rendezvous. They went to nature for a precedent, and as she endows the tiger with stripes that are undistinguishable from the jungle grass, so the Red Hundred would choose for their meetings such a place where meetings were usually held.

It was in the Lodge Room of the Pride of Millwall, AOSA — which may be amplified as the Associated Order of the Sons of Abstinence — that the trial took place. The financial position of the Pride of Millwall was not strong. An unusual epidemic of temperate seafaring men had called the Lodge into being, the influx of capital from eccentric bequests had built the tiny hall, and since the fiasco attending the first meeting of the League of London, much of its public business had been skilfully conducted in these riverside premises. It had been raided by the police during the days of terror, but nothing of an incriminating character had been discovered. Because of the success with which the open policy had been pursued the Woman of Gratz preferred to take the risk of an open trial in a hall liable to police raid.

The man must be so guarded that escape was impossible. Messengers sped in every direction to carry out her instruction. There was a rapid summoning of leaders of the movement, the choice of the place of trial, the preparation for a ceremony which was governed by well-established precedent, and the arrangement of the properties which played so effective a part in the trials of the Hundred.

In the black-draped chamber of trial the Woman of Gratz found a full company. Maliscrivona, Tchezki, Vellantini, De Romans, to name a few who were there sitting altogether side by side on the low forms, and they buzzed a welcome as she walked into the room and took her seat at the higher place. She glanced round the faces, bestowing a nod here and a glance of recognition there. She remembered the last time she had made an appearance before the rank and file of the movement. She missed many faces that had turned to her in those days: Starque, Francois, Kitsinger — dead at the hands of the Four Just Men. It fitted her mood to remember that tonight she would judge one who had at least helped in the slaying of Starque.

Abruptly she rose. Lately she had had few opportunities for the display of that oratory which was once her sole title to consideration in the councils of the Red Hundred. Her powers of organization had come to be respected later. She felt the want of practice as she began speaking. She found herself hesitating for words, and once she felt her illustrations were crude. But she gathered confidence as she proceeded and she felt the responsive thrill of a fascinated audience.

It was the story of the campaign that she told. Much of it we know; the story from the point of view of the Reds may be guessed. She finished her speech by recounting the capture of the enemy.

‘Tonight we aim a blow at these enemies of progress; if they have been merciless, let us show them that the Red Hundred is not to be outdone in ferocity. As they struck, so let us strike — and, in striking, read a lesson to the men who killed our comrades, that they, nor the world, will ever forget.’

There was no cheering as she finished — that had been the order — but a hum of words as they flung their tributes of words at her feet — a ruck of incoherent phrases of praise and adoration.

Then two men led in the prisoner.

He was calm and interested, throwing out his square chin resolutely when the first words of the charge were called and twiddling the fingers of his bound hands absently.

He met the scowling faces turned to him serenely, but as they proceeded with the indictment, he grew attentive, bending his head to catch the words.

Once he interrupted.

‘I cannot quite understand that,’ he said in fluent Russian, ‘my knowledge of German is limited.’

‘What is your nationality?’ demanded the woman.

‘English,’ he replied.

‘Do you speak French?’ she asked.

‘I am learning,’ he said naively, and smiled.

‘You speak Russian,’ she said. Her conversation was carried on in that tongue.

‘Yes,’ he said simply; ‘I was there for many years.’

After this, the sum of his transgressions were pronounced in a language he understood. Once or twice as the reader proceeded — it was Ivan Oranvitch who read — the man smiled.

The Woman of Gratz recognized him instantly as the fourth of the party that gathered about her door the day Bartholomew was murdered. Formally she asked him what he had to say before he was condemned.

He smiled again.

‘I am not one of the Four Just Men,’ he said; ‘whoever says I am — lies.’

‘And is that all you have to say?’ she asked scornfully.

‘That is all,’ was his calm reply.

‘Do you deny that you helped slay our comrade Starque?’

‘I do not deny it,’ he said easily, ‘I did not help — I killed him.’

‘Ah!’ the exclamation came simultaneously from every throat.

‘Do you deny that you have killed many of the Red Hundred?’

He paused before he answered.

‘As to the Red Hundred — I do not know; but I have killed many people.’ He spoke with the grave air of a man filled with a sense of responsibility, and again the exclamatory hum ran through the hall. Yet, the Woman of Gratz had a growing sense of unrest in spite of the success of the examination.

‘You have said you were in Russia — did men fall to your hand there?’

He nodded.

‘And in England?’

‘Also in England,’ he said.

‘What is your name?’ she asked. By an oversight it was a question — she had not put before.

The man shrugged his shoulders.

‘Does it matter?’ he asked. A thought struck her. In the hall she had seen Magnus the Jew. He had lived for many years in England, and she beckoned him.

‘Of what class is this man?’ she asked in a whisper.

‘Of the lower orders,’ he replied; ‘it is astounding — did you not notice when — no, you did not see his capture. But he spoke like a man of the streets, dropping his aspirates.’

He saw she looked puzzled and explained.

‘It is a trick of the order — just as the Moujik says…’ he treated her to a specimen of colloquial Russian.

‘What is your name?’ she asked again.

He looked at her slyly.

‘In Russia they called me Father Kopab…’

The majority of those who were present were Russian, and at the word they sprang to their feet, shrinking back with ashen faces, as though they feared contact with the man who stood bound and helpless in the middle of the room.

The Woman of Gratz had risen with the rest. Her lips quivered and her wide open eyes spoke her momentary terror.

‘I killed Starque,’ he went on, ‘by authority. Francois also. Some day’ — he looked leisurely about the room—’I shall also—’

‘Stop!’ she cried, and then:

‘Release him,’ she said, and, wonderingly, Schmidt cut the bonds that bound him. He stretched himself.

‘When you took me,’ he said, ‘I had a book; you will understand that here in England I find — forgetfulness in books — and I, who have seen so much suffering and want caused through departure from the law, am striving as hard for the regeneration of mankind as you — but differently.’

Somebody handed him a book.

He looked at it, nodded, and slipped it into his pocket.

‘Farewell,’ he said as he turned to the open door.

‘In God’s name!’ said the Woman of Gratz, trembling, ‘go in peace, Little Father.’

And the man Jessen, sometime headsman to the Supreme Council, and latterly public executioner of England, walked out, no man barring his exit.

The power of the Red Hundred was broken. This much Falmouth knew. He kept an ever-vigilant band of men on duty at the great termini of London, and to these were attached the members of a dozen secret police forces of Europe. Day by day, there was the same report to make. Such and such a man, whose very presence in London had been unsuspected, had left via Harwich. So-and-so, surprisingly sprung from nowhere, had gone by the eleven o’clock train from Victoria; by the Hull and Stockholm route twenty had gone in one day, and there were others who made Liverpool, Glasgow, and Newcastle their port of embarkation.

I think that it was only then that Scotland Yard realized the strength of the force that had lain inert in the metropolis, or appreciated the possibilities for destruction that had been to hand in the days of the Terror.

Certainly every batch of names that appeared on the commissioner’s desk made him more thoughtful than ever.

‘Arrest them!’ he said in horror when the suggestion was made. ‘Arrest them! Look here, have you ever seen driver ants attack a house in Africa? Marching in, in endless battalions at midnight and clearing out everything living from chickens to beetles? Have you ever seen them re-form in the morning and go marching home again? You wouldn’t think of arresting ‘em, would you? No, you’d just sit down quietly out of their reach and be happy when the last little red leg has disappeared round the corner!’

Those who knew the Red Hundred best were heartily in accord with his philosophy.

‘They caught Jessen,’ reported Falmouth. ‘Oh!’ said the commissioner.

‘When he disclosed his identity, they got rid of him quick.’

‘I’ve often wondered why the Four Just Men didn’t do the business of Starque themselves,’ mused the Commissioner.

‘It was rather rum,’ admitted Falmouth, ‘but Starque was a man under sentence, as also was Francois. By some means they got hold of the original warrants, and it was on these that Jessen — did what he did.’

The commissioner nodded. ‘And now,’ he asked, ‘what about them?’ Falmouth had expected this question sooner or later. ‘Do you suggest that we should catch them, sir?’-he asked with thinly veiled sarcasm; ‘because if you do, sir, I have only to remind you that we’ve been trying to do that for some years.’ The chief commissioner frowned.

‘It’s a remarkable thing,’ he said, ‘that as soon as we get a situation such as — the Red Hundred scare and the Four Just Men scare, for instance, we’re completely at sea, and that’s what the papers will say. It doesn’t sound creditable, but it’s so.’

‘I place the superintendent’s defence of Scotland Yard on record in extenso.’


‘What the papers say,’ said Falmouth, ‘never keeps me awake at night. Nobody’s quite got the hang of the police force in this country — certainly the writing people haven’t.

‘There are two ways of writing about the police, sir. One way is to deal with them in the newspaper fashion with the headline “Another Police Blunder” or “The Police and The Public”, and the other way is to deal with them in the magazine style, which is to show them as softies on the wrong scent, whilst an ornamental civilian is showing them their business, or as mysterious people with false beards who pop up at the psychological moment, and say in a loud voice, “In the name of the Law, I arrest you!”’

‘Well, I don’t mind admitting that I know neither kind. I’ve been a police officer for twentythree years, and the only assistance I’ve had from a civilian was from a man named Blackie, who helped me to find the body of a woman that had disappeared. I was rather prejudiced against him, but I don’t mind admitting that he was pretty smart and followed his clues with remarkable ingenuity.

‘The day we found the body I said to him:

‘“Mr. Blackie, you have given me a great deal of information about this woman’s movements — in fact, you know a great deal more than you ought to know — so I shall take you into custody on the suspicion of having caused her death.”

‘Before he died he made a full confession, and ever since then I have always been pleased to take as much advice and help from outside as I could get.

‘When people sometimes ask me about the cleverness of Scotland Yard, I can’t tell ’em tales such as you read about. I’ve had murderers, anarchists, burglars, and average low-down people to deal with, but they have mostly done their work in a commonplace way and bolted. And as soon as they have bolted, we’ve employed fairly commonplace methods and brought ’em back.

‘If you ask me whether I’ve been in dreadful danger, when arresting desperate murderers and criminals, I say “No”.

‘When your average criminal finds himself cornered, he says, “All right, Mr. Falmouth; it’s a cop”, and goes quietly.

‘Crime and criminals run in grooves. They’re hardy annuals with perennial methods. Extraordinary circumstances baffle the police as they baffle other folks. You can’t run a business on business lines and be absolutely prepared for anything that turns up. Whiteley’s will supply you with a flea or an elephant, but if a woman asked a shopgirl to hold her baby whilst she went into the tinned meat department, the girl and the manager and the whole system would be floored, because there is no provision for holding babies. And if a Manchester goods merchant, unrolling his stuff, came upon a snake lying all snug in the bale, he’d be floored too, because natural history isn’t part of their business training, and they wouldn’t be quite sure whether it was a big worm or a boa constrictor.’

The Commissioner was amused.

‘You’ve an altogether unexpected sense of humour,’ he said, ‘and the moral is—’

‘That the unexpected always floors you, whether it’s humour or crime,’ said Falmouth, and went away fairly pleased with himself.

In his room he found a waiting messenger.

‘A lady to see you, sir.’

‘Who is it?’ he asked in surprise.

The messenger handed him a slip of paper and when he read it he whistled.

‘The unexpected, by — ! Show her up.’

On the paper was written—’The Woman of Gratz…’




Chapter XI


Manfred
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Manfred sat alone in his Lewisham house, — he was known to the old lady who was his caretaker as ‘a foreign gentleman in the music line’ — and in the subdued light of the shaded lamp, he looked tired. A book lay on the table near at hand, and a silver coffee-service and an empty coffee-cup stood on the stool by his side. Reaction he felt. This strange man had set himself to a task that was never ending. The destruction of the forces of the Red Hundred was the end of a fight that cleared the ground for the commencement of another — but physically he was weary.

Gonsalez had left that morning for Paris, Poiccart went by the afternoon train, and he was to join them tomorrow.

The strain of the fight had told on them, all three. Financially, the cost of the war had been heavy, but that strain they could stand better than any other, for had they not the fortune of — Courtlander; in case of need they knew their man.

All the world had been searched before they — the first Four — had come together — Manfred, Gonsalez, Poiccart, and the man who slept eternally in the flower-grown grave at Bordeaux. As men taking the oaths of priesthood they lived down the passions and frets of life. Each man was an open book to the other, speaking his most secret thought in the faith of sympathy, one dominating thought controlling them all.

They had made the name of the Four Just Men famous or infamous (according to your point of reckoning) throughout the civilized world. They came as a new force into public and private life. There were men, free of the law, who worked misery on their fellows; dreadful human ghouls fattening on the bodies and souls of the innocent and helpless; great magnates calling the law to their aid, or pushing it aside as circumstances demanded. All these became amenable to a new law, a new tribunal. There had grown into being systems which defied correction; corporations beyond chastisement; individuals protected by cunningly drawn legislation, and others who knew to an inch the scope of toleration. In the name of justice, these men struck swiftly, dispassionately, mercilessly. The great swindler, the procureur,
 the suborner of witnesses, the briber of juries — they died.

There was no gradation of punishment: a warning, a second warning — then death.

Thus their name became a symbol, at which the evildoer went tremblingly about his work, dreading the warning and ready in most cases to heed it. Life became a sweeter, a more wholesome thing for many men who found the thin greenish-grey envelope on their breakfast-table in the morning; but others persisted on their way, loudly invoking the law, which in spirit, if not in letter, they had outraged. The end was very sure, and I do not know of one man who escaped the consequence.

Speculating on their identity, the police of the world decided unanimously upon two points. The first was that these men were enormously rich — as indeed they were, and the second that one or two of them were no mean scientists — that also was true. Of the fourth man who had joined them recently, speculation took a wider turn. Manfred smiled as he thought of this fourth member, of his honesty, his splendid qualities of heart and brain, his enthusiasm, and his proneness to ‘lapse from the balance’ — Gonsalez coined the phrase. It was an affectionate smile. The fourth man was no longer of the brotherhood; he had gone, the work being completed, and there were other reasons.

So Manfred was musing, till the little clock on the mantelpiece chimed ten, then he lit the spirit-kettle and brewed another cup of coffee. Thus engaged, he heard the faraway tinkle of a bell and the opening of a door. Then a murmur of voices and two steps on the stairs. He did not expect visitors, but he was always prepared for them at any hour.

‘Come in,’ he said, in answer to the knock; he recognized the apologetic rap of his housekeeper.

‘A lady — a foreign lady to see you.’—’

‘Show her in, please,’ he said courteously.

He was busy with the kettle when she came in. He did not look up, nor did he ask who it was. His housekeeper stood a moment uncertain on the threshold, then went out, leaving them together.

‘You will excuse me a moment,’ he said. ‘Please sit down.’

He poured out the coffee with a steady hand, walked to his desk, sorted a number of letters, tossed them into the grate, and stood for a moment watching them burn, then looked at her.

Taking no notice of his invitation, the girl stood waiting at ease, one hand on her hip, the other hanging loosely.

‘Won’t you sit down?’ he asked again.

‘I prefer to stand,’ she said shortly.

‘Then you are not so tired as I am,’ he said, and sank back into the depths of his chair.

She did not reply, and for a few seconds neither spoke.

‘Has the Woman of Gratz forgotten that she is an orator?’ he said banteringly. It seemed to him that there was in those eyes of hers a great yearning, and he changed his tone.

‘Sit down, Maria,’ he said gently. He saw the flush that rose to her cheek, and mistook its significance.

‘No, no!’ he hastened to rectify an impression. ‘I am serious now, I am not gibing — why have you not gone with the others?’

‘I have work to do,’ she said.

He stretched out his hands in a gesture of weariness.

‘Work, work, work!’ he said with a bitter smile, ‘isn’t the work finished? Isn’t there an end to this work of yours?’

‘The end is at hand,’ she said, and looked at him strangely.

‘Sit down,’ he commanded, and she took the nearest chair and watched him.

Then she broke the silence.

‘What are you?’ she asked, with a note of irritation. ‘Who gave authority?’

He laughed.

‘What am I — just a man, Maria. Authority? As you understand it-none.’

She was thoughtful for a moment.

‘You have not asked me why I have come,’ she said.

‘I have not asked myself — yet it seems natural that you and I should meet again — to part.’

‘What do they call you — your friends?’ she asked suddenly. ‘Do they say “the man with the beard”, or “the tall man” — did any woman ever nurse you and call you by name?’

A shadow passed over his face for a second.

‘Yes,’ he said quietly; ‘I have told you I am human; neither devil nor demi-god, no product of sea-foam or witches’ cauldron,’ he smiled, ‘but a son of earthly parents — and men call me George Manfred.’

‘George,’ she repeated as though learning a lesson. ‘George Manfred.’ She looked at him long and earnestly, and frowned.

‘What is it you see that displeases you?’ he asked.

‘Nothing,’ she said quickly, ‘only I am — I cannot understand — you are different—’

‘From what you expected.’ She bent her head. ‘You expected me to air a triumph. To place myself in defence?’ She nodded again.

‘No, no,’ he went on, ‘that is finished. I do not pursue a victory — I am satisfied that the power of your friends is shattered. I dissociate you from the humiliation of their defeat.’

‘I am no better nor worse than they,’ she said defiantly.

‘You will be better when the madness passes,’ he said gravely, ‘when you realize that your young life was not meant for the dreadful sacrifice of anarchy.’

He leant over and took her listless hand and held it between his palms.

‘Child, you must leave this work,’ he said softly, ‘forget the nightmare of your past — put it out of your mind, so that you will come to believe that the Red Hundred never existed.’

She did not draw away her hand, nor did she attempt to check the tears that came to her eyes. Something had entered her soul — an influence that was beyond all description or definition. A wonderful element that had dissolved the thing of granite and steel, that she had fondly thought was her heart, and left her weak and shaking in the process.

‘Maria, if you ever knew a mother’s love’ — how soft his voice was—’think of that: have you ever realized what your tiny life was to her — how she planned and thought and suffered for you — and to what end? That the hands she kissed should be set against men’s lives! Did she pray to God that He might keep you strong in health and pure in soul — only that His gifts should prove a curse to His beautiful world?’

With the tenderness of a father he drew her to him, till she was on her knees before him and her weeping face was pressed closely against him.

His strong arms were about her, and his hand smoothed her hair.

‘I am a wicked woman,’ she sobbed, ‘a wicked, wicked woman.’

‘Hush,’ he said sadly; ‘do not let us take our conception of wickedness from our deeds, but from our intentions, however mistaken, however much they traverse the written law.’

But her sobbing grew wilder, and she clutched him as though in fear that he would leave her.

He talked to her as though she were a frightened child, chiding her, laughing at her in gentle raillery, and she grew calmer and presently lifted her stained face to his.

‘Listen,’ she said; ‘I — I — oh, I cannot, I cannot say it.’ And she buried her face on her breast.

Then with an effort she raised her head again.

‘If I asked you — if I begged you to do something for me — would you?’

He looked into her eyes, smiling.

‘You have done many things — you have killed — yes — yes, let me say it — I know I am hurting you, but let me finish.’

‘Yes,’ he said simply; ‘I have killed.’

‘Have you — pitied as you killed?’

He shook his head.

‘Yet you would,’ she went on, and her distress moved him, ‘you would if you thought that you could kill a body and save a soul.’

He shook his head again.

‘Yes, yes,’ she whispered, and tried to speak. Twice she attempted to frame the words, and twice she failed. Then she pushed herself slowly backwards with her hands at his chest, and crouched before him with parted lips and heaving bosom.

‘Kill me,’ she breathed, ‘for I have betrayed you to the police.’

Still he made no sign, sitting there all huddled in the big chair, as though every muscle of his body had relaxed.

‘Do you hear?’ she cried fiercely. ‘I have betrayed you because — I think — I love you — but I — I did not know it — I did not know it! I hated you so that I pitied you — and always I thought of you!’

She knew by the look of pain in his eyes what her words had cost him.

Somehow she divined that the betrayal hurt least.

‘I have never said it to myself,’ she whispered; ‘I have never thought it in my most secret thoughts — yet it was there, there all the time, waiting for expression — and I am happier, though you die, and though every hour of my life be a lifetime of pain, I am happier that I have said it, happier than I thought I could ever be.

‘I have wondered why I remembered you, and why I thought of you, and why you came into my every dream. I thought it was because I hated you, because I wanted to kill you, and to hold you at my mercy — but I know now, I know now.’

She rocked from side to side, clasping her hands in the intensity of her passion.

‘You do not speak?’ she cried. ‘Do you not understand, beloved? I have handed you over to the police, because — O God! because I love you! It must be that I do!’

He leant forward and held out his hands and she came to him half swooning.

‘Marie, child,’ he murmured, and she saw how pale he was, ‘we are strangely placed, you and I to talk of love. You must forget this, little girl; let this be the waking point of your bad dream; go forth into the new life — into a life where flowers are, and birds sing, and where rest and peace is.’

She had no thought now save for his danger.

‘They are below,’ she moaned. ‘I brought them here — I guided them.’

He smiled into her face.

‘I knew,’ he said.

She looked at him incredulously.

‘You knew,’ she said, slowly.

‘Yes — when you came’ — he pointed to the heap of burnt papers in the grate—’I knew.’

He walked to the window and looked out. What he saw satisfied him.

He came back to where she still crouched on the floor and lifted her to her feet.

She stood unsteadily, but his arm supported her. He was listening, he heard the door open below.

‘You must not think of me,’ he said again.

She shook her head helplessly, and her lips quivered.

‘God bless you and help you,’ he said reverently, and kissed her.

Then he turned to meet Falmouth.

‘George Manfred,’ said the officer, and looked at the girl in perplexity.

‘That is my name,’ said Manfred quietly. ‘You are Inspector Falmouth.’

‘Superintendent,’ corrected the other.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Manfred.

‘I shall take you into custody,’ said Falmouth, ‘on suspicion of being a member of an organization known as the Four Just Men, and accordingly concerned in the following crimes—’

‘I will excuse you the recital,’ said Manfred pleasantly, and held out his hands. For the first time in his life he felt the cold contact of steel at his wrists.

The man who snapped the handcuffs on was nervous and bungled, and Manfred, after an interested glance at the gyves, lifted his hands.

‘This is not quite fastened,’ he said.

Then as they closed round him, he half turned toward the girl and smiled.

‘Who knows how bright are the days in store for us both?’ he said softly.

Then they took him away.




Chapter XII


In Wandsworth Gaol
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Charles Garrett, admirable journalist, had written the last line of a humorous description of a local concert at which a cabinet minister had sung pathetic ballads. Charles wrote with difficulty, for the situation had been of itself so funny, that extracting its hidden humours was a more than ordinarily heartbreaking thing. But he had finished and the thick batch of copy lay on the chief subeditor’s desk — Charles wrote on an average six words to a folio, and a half a column story from his pen bulked like a three-volume novel.

Charles stopped to threaten an officeboy who had misdirected a letter, strolled into various quiet offices to ‘see who was there’ and with his raincoat on his arm, and his stick in his hand, stopped at the end of his wanderings before the chattering tape machine. He looked through the glass box that shielded the mechanism, and was interested in a message from Teheran in the course of transmission.

‘…at early date. Grand Vizier has informed Exchange Correspondent that the construction of line will be pushed forward…’

The tape stopped its stuttering and buzzed excitedly, then came a succession of quick jerks that cleared away the uncompleted message.

Then ‘…the leader of the Four Just Men was arrested in London tonight,’ said the tape, and Charles broke for the editor’s room.

He flung open the door without ceremony, and repeated the story the little machine had told.

The grey chief received the news quietly, and the orders he gave in the next five minutes inconvenienced some twenty or thirty unoffending people.

The construction of the ‘story’ of the Four Just Men, began at the lower rung of the intellectual ladder.

‘You boy! get half a dozen taxicabs here quick…Poynter, ‘phone the reporters in…get the Lambs Club on the ‘phone and see if O’Mahony or any other of our bright youths are there…There are five columns about the Four Just Men standing in the gallery, get it pulled up, Mr. Short…pictures — h’m…yet wire Massonni to get down to the police station and see if he can find a policeman who’ll give him material for a sketch…Off you go, Charles, and get the story.’

There was no flurry, no rush; it was for all the world like the scene on a modern battleship when ‘clear lower deck for action’ had sounded. Two hours to get the story into the paper was ample, and there was no need for the whip.

Later, with the remorseless hands of the clock moving on, taxi after taxi flew up to the great newspaper office, discharging alert young men who literally leapt into the building. Later, with waiting operators sitting tensely before the keyboards of the linotypes, came Charles Garrett doing notable things with a stump of pencil and a ream of thin copy paper.

It was the Megaphone
 that shone splendidly amidst its journalistic fellows, with pages — I quote the envenomed opinion of the news editor of the Mercury
 — that ‘shouted like the checks on a bookmaker’s waistcoat’.

It was the Megaphone
 that fed the fires of public interest, and was mainly responsible for the huge crowds that gathered outside Greenwich Police Court, and overflowed in dense masses to the foot of Blackheath Hill, whilst Manfred underwent his preliminary inquiries.

‘George Manfred, aged 39, of no occupation, residing at Hill Crest Lodge, St John’s.’ In this prosaic manner he was introduced to the world.

He made a striking figure in the steel-railed dock. A chair was placed for him, and he was guarded as few prisoners had been guarded. A special cell had been prepared for his reception, and departing from established custom, extra warders were detailed to watch him. Falmouth took no risks.

The charge that had been framed had to do with no well-known case. Many years before, one Samuel Lipski, a notorious East End sweater, had been found dead with the stereotyped announcement that he had fallen to the justice of the Four. Upon this the Treasury founded its case for the prosecution — a case which had been very thoroughly and convincingly prepared, and pigeonholed against such time as arrest should overtake one or the other of the Four Just Men.

Reading over the thousands of newspaper cuttings dealing with the preliminary examination and trial of Manfred, I am struck with the absence of any startling feature, such as one might expect to find in a great state trial of this description. Summarizing the evidence that was given at the police court, one might arrange the ‘parts’ of the dozen or so commonplace witnesses so that they read:

A policeman: ‘I found the body.’

An inspector: ‘I read the label.’

A doctor: ‘I pronounced him dead.’

An only man with a slight squint and broken English: ‘This man Lipski, I known him, he were a goot man and make the business wit the head, ker-vick.’

And the like.

Manfred refused to plead ‘guilty’ or ‘not guilty’. He spoke only once during the police court proceedings, and then only when the formal question had been put to him.

‘I am prepared to abide by the result of my trial,’ he said clearly, ‘and it cannot matter much one way or the other whether I plead “guilty” or “not guilty”.’

‘I will enter your plea as “not guilty”,’ said the magistrate.

Manfred bowed.

‘That is at your worship’s discretion,’ he said.

On the seventh of June he was formally committed for trial. He had a short interview with Falmouth before he was removed from the police-court cells.

Falmouth would have found it difficult to analyse his feelings towards this man. He scarcely knew himself whether he was glad or sorry that fate had thrown the redoubtable leader into his hands.

His attitude to Manfred was that of a subordinate to a superior, and that attitude he would have found hardest to explain.

When the cell door was opened to admit the detective, Manfred was reading. He rose with a cheery smile to greet his visitor.

‘Well, Mr. Falmouth,’ he said lightly, ‘we enter upon the second and more serious act of the drama.’

‘I don’t know whether I’m glad or sorry,’ said Falmouth bluntly.

‘You ought to be glad,’ said Manfred with his quizzical smile. ‘For you’ve vindicated—’

‘Yes, I know all about that,’ said Falmouth dryly, ‘but it’s the other pan I hate.’

‘You mean — ?’

Manfred did not complete the question.

‘I do — it’s a hanging job, Mr. Manfred, and that is the hateful business after the wonderful work you’ve done for the country.’

Manfred threw back his head, and laughed in unrestrained amusement.

‘Oh, it’s nothing to laugh about,’ said the plain-spoken detective, ‘you are against a bad proposition — the Home Secretary is a cousin of Ramon’s, and he hates the very name of the Four Just Men.’

‘Yet I may laugh,’ said Manfred calmly, ‘for I shall escape.’

There was no boastfulness in the speech, but a quiet assurance that had the effect of nettling the other.

‘Oh, you will, will you?’ he said grimly. ‘Well, we shall see.’

There was no escape for Manfred in the dozen yards or so between his cell door and the prison van. He was manacled to two warders, and a double line of policemen formed an avenue through which he was marched. Not from the van itself that moved in a solid phalanx of mounted men with drawn swords. Nor from the gloomy portals of Wandsworth Gaol where silent, uniformed men closed round him and took him to the triple-locked cell.

Once in the night, as he slept, he was awakened by the sound of the changing guard, and this amused him.

If one had the space to write, one could compile a whole book’ concerning Manfred’s life during the weeks he lay in gaol awaiting trial. He had his visitors. Unusual laxity was allowed in this respect. Falmouth hoped to find the other two men. He generously confessed his hope to Manfred.

‘You may make your mind easy on that point,’ said Manfred; ‘they will not come.’

Falmouth believed him.

‘If you were an ordinary criminal, Mr. Manfred,’ he said smilingly, ‘I should hint the possibilities of King’s evidence, but I won’t insult you.’

Manfred’s reply staggered him.

‘Of course not,’ he said with an air of innocence; ‘if they were arrested, who on earth would arrange my escape?’

The Woman of Gratz did not come to see him, and he was glad.

He had his daily visits from the governor, and found him charmingly agreeable. They talked of countries known to both, of people whom each knew equally well, and tacitly avoided forbidden subjects. Only —

‘I hear you are going to escape?’ said the governor, as he concluded one of these visits. He was a largely built man, sometime Major of Marine Artillery, and he took life seriously. Therefore he did not share Falmouth’s view of the projected escape as being an ill-timed jest.

‘Yes,’ replied Manfred.

‘From here?’

Manfred shook his head solemnly.

‘The details have not yet been arranged,’ he said with admirable gravity. The governor frowned.

‘I don’t believe you’re trying to pull my leg — it’s too devilishly serious a matter to joke about — but it would be an awkward thing for me if you got away.’ He was of the prisoner’s own caste and he had supreme faith in the word of the man who discussed prison-breaking so lightheartedly.

‘That I realize,’ said Manfred with a little show of deference, ‘and I shall accordingly arrange my plans, so that the blame shall be equally distributed.’

The governor, still frowning thoughtfully, left the cell. He came back in a few minutes.

‘By the way, Manfred,’ he said, ‘I forgot to tell you that you’ll get a visit from the chaplain. He’s a very decent young fellow, and I know I needn’t ask you to let him down lightly.’

With this subtle assumption of mutual paganism, he left finally.

‘That is a worthy gentleman,’ thought Manfred.

The chaplain was nervously anxious to secure an opening, and sought amidst the trivialities that led out of the conventional exchange of greetings a fissure for the insertion of a tactful inquiry.

Manfred, seeing his embarrassment, gave him the chance, and listened respectfully while the young man talked, earnestly, sincerely, manfully.

‘N — no,’ said the prisoner after a while, ‘I don’t think, Mr. Summers, that you and I hold very different opinions, if they were all reduced to questions of faith and appreciation of God’s goodness — but I have got to a stage where I shrink from labelling my inmost beliefs with this or that creed, or circumscribing the boundless limits of my faith with words. I know you will forgive me and believe that I do not say this from any desire to hurt you, but I have reached, too, a phase of conviction where I am adamant to outside influence. For good or ill, I must stand by the conceptions that I have built out of my own life and its teachings.

‘There is another, and a more practical reason,’ he added, ‘why I should not do you or any other chaplain the disservice of taking up your time — I have no intention of dying.’

With this, the young minister was forced to be content. He met Manfred frequently, talking of books and people and of strange religions.

To the warders and those about him, Manfred was a source of constant wonder. He never wearied them with the recital of his coming attempt. Yet all that he said and did seemed founded on that one basic article of faith: I shall escape.

The governor took every precaution to guard against rescue. He applied for and secured reinforcements of warders, and Manfred, one morning at exercise seeing strange faces amongst his guards, bantered him with over-nervousness.

‘Yes,’ said the Major, ‘I’ve doubled the staff. I’m taking you at your word, that is all — one must cling tight to the last lingering shreds of faith one has in mankind. You say that you’re going to escape, and I believe you.’ He thought a moment, ‘I’ve studied you,’ he added.

‘Indeed?’

‘Not here,’ said the governor, comprehending the prison in a sweep of his hand, ‘but outside — read about you and thought about you and a little dimly understood you — that makes me certain that you’ve got something at the back of your mind when you talk so easily of escape.’

Manfred nodded. He nodded many times thoughtfully, and felt a new interest in the bluff, brusque man.

‘And whilst I’m doubling the guard and that sort of thing, I know in my heart that that “something” of yours isn’t “something” with dynamite in it, or “something” with brute force behind it, but it’s “something” that’s devilishly deep — that’s how I read it.’

He jerked his head in farewell, and the cell door closed behind him with a great jangling and snapping of keys.

He might have been tried at the sessions following his committal, but the Crown applied for a postponement, and being informed and asked whether he would care to raise any objection to that course, he replied that so far from objecting, he was grateful, because his arrangements were not yet completed, and when they asked him, knowing that he had refused solicitor and counsel, what arrangements he referred to, he smiled enigmatically and they knew he was thinking of this wonderful plan of escape. That such persistent assurances of delivery should eventually reach the public through the public press was only to be expected, and although ‘Manfred says he will escape from Wandsworth’ in the Megaphone
 headline, became ‘A prisoner’s strange statement’ in The Times,
 the substance of the story was the same, and you may be sure that it lost nothing in the telling. A Sunday journal, with a waning circulation, rallied on the discovery that Manfred was mad, and published a column-long account of this ‘poor lunatic gibbering of freedom.’

Being allowed to read the newspapers, Manfred saw this, and it kept him amused for a whole day.

The warders in personal attendance on him were changed daily, he never had the same custodian twice till the governor saw a flaw in the method that allowed a warder with whom he was only slightly acquainted, and of whose integrity he was ignorant, to come into close contact with his prisoner. Particularly did this danger threaten from the new officers who had been drafted to Wandsworth to reinforce the staff, and the governor went to the other extreme, and two trusted men, who had grown old in the service, were chosen for permanent watchdogs.

‘You won’t be able to have any more newspapers,’ said the governor one morning. ‘I’ve had orders from headquarters — there have been some suspicious-looking “agonies” in the Megaphone
 this last day or so.’

‘I did not insert them,’ said Manfred, smiling.

‘No — but you may have read them,’ said the governor drily.

‘So I might have,’ said the thoughtful Manfred.

‘Did you?’

Manfred made no reply.

‘I suppose that isn’t a fair question,’ said the governor cheerfully; ‘anyhow, no more papers. You can have books — any books you wish within limits.’

So Manfred was denied the pleasure of reading the little paragraphs that described the movements and doings of the fashionable world. Just then these interested him more than the rest of the newspaper put together. Such news as he secured was of a negative kind and through the governor. ‘Am I still mad?’ he asked. ‘No.’

‘Was I born in Brittany — the son of humble parents?’

‘No — there’s another theory now.’

‘Is my real name still supposed to be Isadore something-or-other?’

‘You are now a member of a noble family, disappointed at an early age by a reigning princess,’ said the governor impressively.

‘How romantic!’ said Manfred in hushed tones. The gravity of his years, that was beyond his years, fell away from him in that time of waiting. He became almost boyish again. He had a never-ending fund of humour that turned even the tremendous issues of his trial into subject-matter of amusement.

Armed with the authority of the Home Secretary came Luigi Fressini, the youthful director of the Anthropological Institute of Rome.

Manfred agreed to see him and made him as welcome as the circumstances permitted. Fressini was a little impressed with his own importance, and had the professional manner strongly developed. He had a perky way of dropping his head on one side when he made observations, and reminded Manfred of a horse-dealer blessed with a little knowledge, but anxious to discover at all hazards the ‘points’ that fitted in with his preconceived theories. ‘I would like to measure your head,’ he said.

‘I’m afraid I cannot oblige you,’ said Manfred coolly; ‘partly because I object to the annoyance of it, and partly because head-measuring in anthropology is as much out of date as bloodletting in surgery.’

The director was on his dignity.

‘I’m afraid I cannot take lessons in the science—’ he began.

‘Oh, yes, you can,’ said Manfred, ‘and you’d be a greater man if you did. As it is Antonio de Costa and Felix Hedeman are both beating you on your own ground — that monograph of yours on ‘Cerebral Dynamics’ was awful nonsense.’

Whereupon Fressini went very red and spluttered and left the cell, afterwards in his indiscretion granting an interview to an evening newspaper, in the course of which he described Manfred as a typical homicide with those peculiarities of parietal development, that are invariably associated with coldblooded murderers. For publishing what constituted a gross contempt of court, the newspaper was heavily fined, and at the instance of the British Government, Fressini was reprimanded, and eventually superseded by that very De Costa of whom Manfred spoke.

All these happenings formed the comedy of the long wait, and as to the tragedy, there was none.

A week before the trial Manfred, in the course of conversation, expressed a desire for a further supply of books.

‘What do you want?’ asked the governor, and prepared to take a note.

‘Oh, anything,’ said Manfred lazily—’travel, biography, science, sport — anything new that’s going.’

‘I’ll get you a list,’ said the governor, who was not a booky man. ‘The only travel books I know are those two new things, Three Months in Morocco
 and Through the Ituri Forest.
 One of them’s by a new man, Theodore Max — do you know him?’

Manfred shook his head.

‘But I’ll try them,’ he said.

‘Isn’t it about time you started to prepare your defence?’ the governor asked gruffly.

‘I have ho defence to offer,’ said Manfred, ‘therefore no defence to prepare.’

The governor seemed vexed.

‘Isn’t life sufficiently sweet to you — to urge you to make an effort to save it?’ he asked roughly, ‘or are you going to give it up without a struggle?’

‘I shall escape,’ said Manfred again; ‘aren’t you tired of hearing me tell you why I make no effort to save myself?’

‘When the newspapers start the “mad” theory again,’ said the exasperated prison official, ‘I shall feel most inclined to break the regulations and write a letter in support of the speculation.’

‘Do,’ said Manfred cheerfully, ‘and tell them that I run round my cell on all fours biting visitors’ legs.’

The next day the books arrived. The mysteries of the Ituri Forest remained mysteries, but Three Months in Morocco
 (big print, wide margins, 12s. 6d.)
 he read with avidity from cover to cover, notwithstanding the fact that the reviewers to a man condemned it as being the dullest book of the season. Which was an unkindly reflection upon the literary merits of its author, Leon Gonsalez, who had worked early and late to prepare the book for the press, writing far into the night, whilst Poiccart, sitting at the other side of the table, corrected the damp proofs as they came from the printer.




Chapter XIII


The ‘Rational Faithers’
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In the handsomely furnished sittingroom of a West Kensington flat, Gonsalez and Poiccart sat over their post-prandial cigars, each busy with his own thoughts. Poiccart tossed his cigar into the fireplace and pulled out his polished briar and slowly charged it from a gigantic pouch. Leon watched him under half-closed lids, piecing together the scraps of information he had collected from his persistent observation.

‘You are getting sentimental, my friend,’ he said.

Poiccart looked up inquiringly.

‘You were smoking one of George’s cigars without realizing it. Halfway through the smoke you noticed the band had not been removed, so you go to tear it off. By the band you are informed that it is one of George’s favourite cigars, and that starts a train of thought that makes the cigar distasteful to you, and you toss it away.’

Poiccart lit his pipe before replying.

‘Spoken like a cheap little magazine detective,’ he said frankly. ‘If you would know I was aware that it was George’s, and from excess of loyalty I was trying to smoke it; halfway through I reluctantly concluded that friendship had its limits; it is you who are sentimental.’

Gonsalez closed his eyes and smiled. ‘There’s another review of your book in the Evening Mirror
 tonight,’ Poiccart went on maliciously; ‘have you seen it?’

The recumbent figure shook its head.

‘It says,’ the merciless Poiccart continued, ‘that an author who can make Morocco as dull as you have done, would make—’

‘Spare me,’ murmured Gonsalez half asleep.

They sat for ten minutes, the tick-tick of the little clock on the mantelpiece and the regular puffs from Poiccart’s pipe breaking the silence.

‘It would seem to me,’ said Gonsalez, speaking with closed eyes, ‘that George is in the position of a master who has set his two pupils a difficult problem to solve, quite confident that, difficult as it is, they will surmount all obstacles and supply the solution.’

‘I thought you were asleep,’ said Poiccart.

‘I was never more awake,’ said Gonsalez calmly. ‘I am only marshalling details. Do you know Mr. Peter Sweeney?’

‘No,’ said Poiccart.

‘He’s a member of the Borough Council of Chelmsford. A great and a good man.’

Poiccart made no response.

‘He is also the head and front of the ‘Rational Faith’ movement, of which you may have heard.’

‘I haven’t,’ admitted Poiccart, stolid but interested.

‘The “Rational Faithers”,’ Gonsalez explained sleepily, ‘are an off shoot of the New Unitarians, and the New Unitarians are a hotchpotch people with grievances.’

Poiccart yawned.

‘The “Rational Faithers”,’ Gonsalez went on, ‘have a mission in life, they have also a brass band, and a collection of drivelling songs, composed, printed and gratuitously distributed by Mr. Peter Sweeney, who is a man of substance.’

He was silent after this for quite a minute.

‘A mission in life, and a nice loud brassy band — the members of which are paid monthly salaries — by Peter.’

Poiccart turned his head and regarded his friend curiously.

‘What is all this about?’ he asked.

‘The “Rational Faithers”,’ the monotonous Gonsalez continued, ‘are the sort of people who for all time have been in the eternal minority. They are against things, against public-houses, against music-halls, against meat eating, and vaccination — and capital punishment,’ he repeated softly.

Poiccart waited.

Years ago they were regarded as a nuisance — rowdies broke up their meetings; the police prosecuted them for obstruction, and some of them were sent to prison and came out again, being presented with newly furbished haloes at meat breakfasts — Peter presiding.

‘Now they have lived down their persecutions — martyrdom is not to be so cheaply bought — they are an institution like the mechanical spinning jenny and fashionable socialism — which proves that if you go on doing things often enough and persistently, saying with a loud voice,”’pro bono publico’”,
 people will take you at your own valuation, and will tolerate you.’

Poiccart was listening intently now.

‘These people demonstrate — Peter is really well off, with heaps of slum property, and he has lured other wealthy ladies and gentlemen into the movement. They demonstrate on all occasions. They have chants — Peter calls them “chants”, and it is a nice distinction, stamping them as it does with the stamp of semi-secularity — for these festive moments, chants for the confusion of vaccinators, and eaters of beasts, and such. But of all their “Services of Protest” none is more thorough, more beautifully complete, than that which is specially arranged to express their horror and abhorrence of capital punishment.’

His pause was so long that Poiccart interjected an impatient —

‘Well?’

‘I was trying to think of the chant,’ said Leon thoughtfully. ‘If I remember right one verse goes —

Come fight the gallant fight,

This horror to undo;

Two blacks will never make a white,

Nor legal murder too.

‘The last line,’ said Gonsalez tolerantly, ‘is a trifle vague, but it conveys with delicate suggestion the underlying moral of the poem. There is another verse which has for the moment eluded me, but perhaps I shall think of it later.’

He sat up suddenly and leant over, dropping his hand on Poiccart’s arm.

‘When we were talking of — our plan the other day you spoke of our greatest danger, the one thing we could not avoid. Does it not seem to you that the “Rational Faithers” offer a solution with their querulous campaigns, their demonstrations, their brassy brass band, and their preposterous chants?’

Poiccart pulled steadily at his pipe.

‘You’re a wonderful man, Leon,’ he said.

Leon walked over to the cupboard, unlocked it, and drew out a big portfolio such as artists use to carry their drawings in. He untied the strings and turned over the loose pages. It was a collection that had cost the Four Just Men much time and a great deal of money.

‘What are you going to do?’ asked Poiccart, as the other, slipping off his coat and fixing his pince-nez, sat down before a big plan he had extracted from the portfolio. Leon took up a fine drawing-pen from the table, examined the nib with the eye of a skilled craftsman, and carefully uncorked a bottle of architect’s ink.

‘Have you ever felt a desire to draw imaginary islands?’ he asked, ‘naming your own bays, christening your capes, creating towns with a scratch of your pen, and raising up great mountains with herringbone “strokes? Because I’m going to do something like that — I feel in that mood which in little boys is eloquently described as “trying”, and I have the inclination to annoy Scotland Yard.’

It was the day before the trial that Falmouth made the discovery. To be exact it was made for him. The keeper of a Gower Street boarding house reported that two mysterious men had engaged rooms. They came late at night with one portmanteau bearing divers foreign labels; they studiously kept their faces in the shadow, and the beard of one was obviously false. In addition to which they paid for their lodgings in advance, and that was the most damning circumstance of all. Imagine mine host, showing them to their rooms, palpitating with his tremendous suspicion, calling to the full upon his powers of simulation, ostentatiously nonchalant, and impatient to convey the news to the police-station round the corner. For one called the other Leon, and they spoke despairingly in stage whispers of ‘poor Manfred’.

They went out together, saying they would return soon after midnight, ordering a fire for their bedroom, for the night was wet and chilly.

Half an hour later the full story was being told to Falmouth over the telephone.

‘It’s too good to be true,’ was his comment, but gave orders. The hotel was well surrounded by midnight, but so skilfully that the casual passerby would never have suspected it. At three in the morning, Falmouth decided that the men had been warned, and broke open their doors to search the rooms. The portmanteau was their sole find. A few articles of clothing, bearing the ‘tab’ of a Parisian tailor, was all they found till Falmouth, examining the bottom of the portmanteau, found that it was false.

‘Hullo!’ he said, and in the light of his discovery the exclamation was modest in its strength, for, neatly folded, and cunningly hidden, he came upon the plans. He gave them a rapid survey and whistled. Then he folded them up and put them carefully in his pocket.

‘Keep the house under observation,’ he ordered. ‘I don’t expect they’ll return, but if they do, take ‘em.’

Then he flew through the deserted streets as fast as a motorcar could carry him, and woke the chief commissioner from a sound sleep.

‘What is it?’ he asked as he led the detective to his study.

Falmouth showed him the plans.

The commissioner raised his eyebrows, and whistled.

‘That’s what I said,’ confessed Falmouth.

The chief spread the plans upon the big table.

‘Wandsworth, Pentonville and Reading,’ said the commissioner, ‘Plans, and remarkably good plans, of all three prisons.’

Falmouth indicated the writing in the cramped hand and the carefully ruled lines that had been drawn in red ink.

‘Yes, I see them,’ said the commissioner, and read ‘“Wall 3 feet thick — dynamite here, warder on duty here — can be shot from wall, distance to entrance to prison hall 25 feet; condemned cell here, walls 3 feet, one window, barred 10 feet 3 inches from ground”.’

‘They’ve got the thing down very fine — what is this — Wandsworth?’

‘It’s the same with the others, sir,’ said Falmouth. ‘They’ve got distances, heights and posts worked out; they must have taken years to get this information.’

‘One thing is evident,’ said the commissioner; ‘they’ll do nothing until after the trial — all these plans have been drawn with the condemned cell as the point of objective.’

Next morning Manfred received a visit from Falmouth.

‘I have to tell you, Mr. Manfred,’ he said, ‘that we have in our possession full details of your contemplated rescue.’

Manfred looked puzzled.

‘Last night your two friends escaped by the skin of their teeth, leaving behind them elaborate plans—’

‘In writing?’ asked Manfred, with his quick smile.

‘In writing,’ said Falmouth solemnly. ‘I think it is my duty to tell you this, because it seems that you are building too much upon what is practically an impossibility, an escape from gaol.’

‘Yes,’ answered Manfred absently, ‘perhaps so — in writing I think you said.’

‘Yes, the whole thing was worked out’ — he thought he had said quite enough, and turned the subject. ‘Don’t you think you ought to change your mind and retain a lawyer?’

‘I think you’re right,’ said Manfred slowly. ‘Will you arrange for a member of some respectable firm of solicitors to see me?’

‘Certainly,’ said Falmouth, ‘though you’ve left your defence—’

‘Oh, it isn’t my defence,’ said Manfred cheerfully; ‘only I think I ought to make a will.’




Chapter XIV


At the Old Bailey
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They were privileged people who gained admission to the Old Bailey, people with tickets from sheriffs, reporters, great actors, and very successful authors. The early editions of the evening newspapers announced the arrival of these latter spectators. The crowd outside the court contented themselves with discussing the past and the probable future of the prisoner.

The Megaphone
 had scored heavily again, for it published in extenso
 the particulars of the prisoner’s will. It referred to this in its editorial columns variously as ‘An Astounding Document’ and ‘An Extraordinary Fragment’. It was remarkable alike for the amount bequeathed, and for the generosity of its legacies.

Nearly half a million was the sum disposed of, and of this the astonishing sum of £60,000 was bequeathed to ‘the sect known as the “Rational Faithers” for the furtherance of their campaign against capital punishment’, a staggering legacy remembering that the Four Just Men knew only one punishment for the people who came under its ban.

‘You want this kept quiet, of course,’ said the lawyer when the will had been attested.

‘Not a bit,’ said Manfred; ‘in fact I think you had better hand a copy to the Megaphone.’


‘Are you serious?’ asked the dumbfounded lawyer.

‘Perfectly so,’ said the other. ‘Who knows,’ he smiled, ‘it might influence public opinion in — er — my favour.’

So the famous will became public property, and when Manfred, climbing the narrow wooden stairs that led to the dock of the Old Bailey, came before the crowded court, it was this latest freak of his that the humming court discussed.

‘Silence!’

He looked round the big dock curiously, and when a warder pointed out the seat, he nodded, and sat down. He got up when the indictment was read.

‘Are you guilty or not guilty?’ he was asked, and replied briefly:

‘I enter no plea.’

He was interested in the procedure. The scarlet-robed judge with his old, wise face and his quaint, detached air interested him mostly. The businesslike sheriffs in furs, the clergyman who sat with crossed legs, the triple row of wigged barristers, the slaving bench of reporters with their fierce whispers of instructions as they passed their copy to the waiting boys, and the strong force of police that held the court: they had all a special interest for him.

The leader for the Crown was a little man with a keen, strong face and a convincing dramatic delivery. He seemed to be possessed all the time with a desire to deal fairly with the issues, fairly to the Crown and fairly to the prisoner. He was not prepared, he said, to labour certain points which had been brought forward at the police-court inquiry, or to urge the jury that the accused man was wholly without redeeming qualities.

He would not even say that the man who had been killed, and with whose killing Manfred was charged, was a worthy or a desirable citizen of the country. Witnesses who had come forward to attest their knowledge of the deceased, were ominously silent on the point of his moral character. He was quite prepared to accept the statement he was a bad man, an evil influence on his associates, a corrupting influence on the young women whom he employed, a breaker of laws, a blackguard, a debauchee.

‘But, gentlemen of the jury,’ said the counsel impressively, ‘a civilized community such as ours has accepted a system — intricate and imperfect though it may be — by which the wicked and the evil-minded are punished. Generation upon generation of wise lawgivers have moulded and amended a scale of punishment to meet every known delinquency. It has established its system laboriously, making great national sacrifices for the principles that system involved. It has wrested with its life-blood the charters of a great liberty — the liberty of a law administered by its chosen officers and applied in the spirit of untainted equity.’

So he went on to speak of the Four Just Men who had founded a machinery for punishment, who had gone outside and had overridden the law; who had condemned and executed their judgment independent and in defiance of the established code.

‘Again I say, that I will not commit myself to the statement that they punished unreasonably: that with the evidence against their victims, such as they possessed, the law officers of the Crown would have hesitated at initiating a prosecution. If it had pleased them to have taken an abstract view of this or that offence, and they had said this or that man is deserving of punishment, we, the representatives of the established law, could not have questioned for one moment the justice of their reasoning. But we have come into conflict on the question of the adequacy of punishment, and upon the more serious question of the right of the individual to inflict that punishment, which results in the appearance of this man in the dock on a charge of murder.’

Throughout the opening speech, Manfred leant forward, following the counsel’s words.

Once or twice he nodded, as though he were in agreement with the speaker, and never once did he show sign of dissent.

The witnesses came in procession. The constable again, and the doctor, and the voluble man with the squint. As he finished with each, the counsel asked whether he had any question to put, but Manfred shook his head.

‘Have you ever seen the accused before?’ the judge asked the last witness.

‘No, sar, I haf not,’ said the witness emphatically, ‘I haf not’ing to say against him.’

As he left the witnessbox, he said audibly:

‘There are anoder three yet — I haf no desire to die,’ and amidst the laughter that followed this exhibition of caution, Manfred recalled him sharply.

‘If you have no objection, my lord?’ he said.

‘None whatever,’ replied the judge courteously.

‘You have mentioned something about another three,’ he said. ‘Do you suggest that they have threatened you?’

‘No, sar — no!’ said the eager little man.

‘I cannot examine counsel,’ said Manfred, smiling; ‘but I put it to him, that there has been no suggestion of intimidation of witnesses in this case.’

‘None whatever,’ counsel hastened to say; ‘it is due to you to make that statement.’

‘Against this man’ — the prisoner pointed to the witnessbox—’we have nothing that would justify our action. He is a saccharine smuggler, and a dealer in stolen property — but the law will take care of him.’

‘It’s a lie,’ said the little man in the box, white and shaking; ‘it is libellous!’

Manfred smiled again and dismissed him with a wave of his hand.

The judge might have reproved the prisoner for his irrelevant accusation, but allowed the incident to pass.

The case for the prosecution was drawing to a close when an official of the court came to the judge’s side and, bending down, began a whispered conversation with him.

As the final witness withdrew, the judge announced an adjournment and the prosecuting counsel was summoned to his lordship’s private room.

In the cells beneath the court, Manfred received a hint at what was coming and looked grave.

After the interval, the judge, on taking his seat, addressed the jury:

‘In a case presenting the unusual features that characterize this,’ he said, ‘it is to be expected that there will occur incidents of an almost unprecedented nature. The circumstances under which evidence will be given now, are, however, not entirely without precedent.’ He opened a thick law book before him at a place marked by a slip of paper. ‘Here in the Queen against Forsythe, and earlier, the Queen against Berander, and earlier still and quoted in all these rulings, the King against Sir Thomas Mandory, we have parallel cases.’ He closed the book.

‘Although the accused has given no intimation of his desire to call witnesses on his behalf, a gentleman has volunteered his evidence. He desires that his name shall be withheld, and there are peculiar circumstances that compel me to grant his request. You may be assured, gentlemen of the jury, that I am satisfied both as to the identity of the witness, and that he is in every way worthy of credence.’

He nodded a signal to an officer, and through the judge’s door to the witness box there walked a young man. He was dressed in a tightly fitting frock coat, and across the upper part of his face was a half mask.

He leant lightly over the rail, looking at Manfred with a little smile on his clean-cut mouth, and Manfred’s eyes challenged him.

‘You come to speak on behalf of the accused?’ asked the judge.

‘Yes, my lord.’

It was the next question that sent a gasp of surprise through the crowded court.

‘You claim equal responsibility for his actions?’

‘Yes, my lord!’

‘You are, in fact, a member of the organization known as the Four Just Men?’

‘I am.’

He spoke calmly, and the thrill that the confession produced, left him unmoved.

‘You claim, too,’ said the judge, consulting a paper before him, ‘to have participated in their councils?’

‘I claim that.’

There were long pauses between the questions, for the judge was checking the replies and counsel was writing busily.

‘And you say you are in accord both with their objects and their methods?’

‘Absolutely.’

‘You have helped carry out their judgment?’

‘I have.’

‘And have given it the seal of your approval?’

‘Yes.’

‘And you state that their judgments were animated with a high sense of their duty and responsibility to mankind?’

‘Those were my words.’

‘And that the men they killed were worthy of death?’

‘Of that I am satisfied.’

‘You state this as a result of your personal knowledge and investigation?’

‘I state this from personal knowledge in two instances, and from the investigations of myself and the independent testimony of high legal authority.’

‘Which brings me to my next question,’ said the judge. ‘Did you ever appoint a commission to investigate all the circumstances of the known cases in which the Four Just Men have been implicated?’

‘I did.’

‘Was it composed of a Chief Justice of a certain European State, and four eminent criminal lawyers?’

‘It was.’

‘And what you have said is the substance of the finding of that Commission?’

‘Yes.’

The Judge nodded gravely and the public prosecutor rose to cross-examination.

‘Before I ask you any question,’ he said, ‘I can only express myself as being in complete agreement with his lordship on the policy of allowing your identity to remain hidden.’ The young man bowed.

‘Now,’ said the counsel, ‘let me ask you this. How long have you been in association with the Four Just Men?’

‘Six months,’ said the other.

‘So that really you are not in a position to give evidence regarding the merits of this case — which is five years old, remember.’

‘Save from the evidence of the Commission.’

‘Let me ask you this — but I must tell you that you need not answer unless you wish — are you satisfied that the Four Just Men were responsible for that tragedy?’

‘I do not doubt it,’ said the young man instantly. ‘Would anything make you doubt it?’

‘Yes,’ said the witness smiling, ‘if Manfred denied it, I should not only doubt it, but be firmly assured of his innocence.’

‘You say you approve both of their methods and their objects?’

‘Yes.’

‘Let us suppose you were the head of a great business firm controlling a thousand workmen, with rules and regulations for their guidance and a scale of fines and punishments for the preservation of discipline. And suppose you found one of those workmen had set himself up as an arbiter of conduct, and had superimposed upon your rules a code of his own.’

‘Well?’

‘Well, what would be your attitude toward that man?’

‘If the rules he initiated were wise and needful I would incorporate them in my code.’

‘Let me put another case. Suppose you governed a territory, administering the laws—’

‘I know what you are going to say,’ interrupted the witness, ‘and my answer is that the laws of a country are as so many closely-set palings erected for the benefit of the community. Yet try as you will, the interstices exist, and some men will go and come at their pleasure, squeezing through this fissure, or walking boldly through that gap.’

‘And you would welcome an unofficial form of justice that acted as a kind of moral stopgap?’

‘I would welcome clean justice.’

‘If it were put to you as an abstract proposition, would you accept it?’

The young man paused before he replied.

‘It is difficult to accommodate one’s mind to the abstract, with such tangible evidence of the efficacy of the Four Just Men’s system before one’s eyes,’ he said.

‘Perhaps it is,’ said the counsel, and signified that he had finished.

The witness hesitated before leaving the box, looking at the prisoner, but Manfred shook his head smilingly, and the straight slim figure of the young man passed out of court by the way he had come.

The unrestrained buzz of conversation that followed his departure was allowed to go unchecked as judge and counsel consulted earnestly across the bench.

Garrett, down amongst the journalists, put into words the vague thought that had been present in every mind in court.

‘Do you notice, Jimmy,’ he said to James Sinclair of the Review,
 ‘how blessed unreal this trial is? Don’t you miss the very essence of a murder trial, the mournfulness of it and the horror of it? Here’s a feller been killed and not once has the prosecution talked about “this poor man struck down in the prime of life” or said anything that made you look at the prisoner to see how he takes it. It’s a philosophical discussion with a hanging at the end of it.’

‘Sure,’ said Jimmy.

‘Because,’ said Garrett, ‘if they find him guilty, he’s got to die. There’s no doubt about that; if they don’t hang him, crack! goes the British Constitution, the Magna Charta, the Diet of Worms, and a few other things that Bill Seddon was gassing about.’

His irreverent reference was to the prosecutor’s opening speech. Now Sir William Seddon was on his feet again, beginning his closing address to the jury. He applied himself to the evidence that had been given, to the prisoner’s refusal to call that evidence into question, and conventionally traced step by step the points that told against the man in the dock. He touched on the appearance of the masked figure in the witnessbox. For what it was worth it deserved their consideration, but it did not affect the issue before the court. The jury were there to formulate a verdict in accordance with the law as it existed, not as if it did not exist at all, to apply the law, not to create it — that was their duty. The prisoner would be offered an opportunity to speak in his own defence. Counsel for the Crown had waived his right to make the final address. They would, if he spoke, listen attentively to the prisoner, giving him the benefit of any doubt that might be present in their minds. But he could not see, he could not conceivably imagine, how the jury could return any but one verdict.

It seemed for a while that Manfred did not intend availing himself of the opportunity, for he made no sign, then he rose to his feet, and, resting his hands on the inkstand ledge before him:

‘My lord,’ he said, and turned apologetically to the jury, ‘and gentlemen.’

The court was so still that he could hear the scratchings of the reporters’ pens, and unexpected noises came from the street outside.

‘I doubt either the wisdom or the value of speaking,’ he said, ‘not that I suggest that you have settled in your minds the question of my guilt without very excellent and convincing reasons.

‘I am under an obligation to Counsel for the Treasury,’ he bowed to the watchful prosecutor, ‘because he spared me those banalities of speech which I feared would mar this trial. He did not attempt to whitewash the man we killed, or to exonerate him from his gross and sordid crimes. Rather, he made plain the exact position of the law in relation to myself, and with all he said I am in complete agreement. The inequalities of the law are notorious, and I recognize the impossibility, as society is constituted, of amending the law so that crimes such as we have dealt with shall be punished as they deserve. I do not rail against the fate that sent me here. When I undertook my mission, I undertook it with my eyes open, for I, too,’ he smiled at the upturned faces at the counsels’ bench, ‘I too am learned in the law — and other things.’

‘There are those who imagine that I am consumed with a burning desire to alter the laws of this country; that is not so. Set canons, inflexible in their construction, cannot be adapted according to the merits of a case, and particularly is this so when the very question of “merit” is a contentious point. The laws of England are good laws, wise and just and equitable. What other commendation is necessary than this one fact, that I recognize that my life is forfeit by those laws, and assent to the justice which condemns me’?

‘None the less, when I am free again,’ he went on easily, ‘I shall continue to merit your judgment because there is that within me, which shows clearly which way my path lies, and how best I may serve humanity. If you say that to choose a victim here and a victim there for condemnation, touching only the veriest fringe of the world of rascaldom, I am myself unjust — since I leave the many and punish the few — I answer that for every man we slew, a hundred turned at the terror of our name and walked straightly; that the example of one death saved thousands. And if you should seriously ask: Have you helped reform mankind, I answer as seriously — Yes.’

He talked all this time to the judge.

‘It would be madness to expect a civilized country to revert to the barbarism of an age in which death was the penalty for every other crime, and I will not insult your intelligence by denying that such a return to the bad days was ever suggested by me. But there has come into existence a spurious form of humanitarianism, the exponents of which have, it would appear, lost their sense of proportion, and have promoted the Fear of Pain to a religion; who have forgotten that the Age of Reason is not yet, and that men who are animal in all but human semblance share the animal’s obedience to corrective discipline, share too his blind fear of death — and are amenable to methods that threaten his comfort or his life.’

He flung out his hand toward the judge.

‘You, my lord,’ he cried, ‘can you order the flogging of a brute who has half killed one of his fellows, without incurring the bleating wrath of men and women, who put everything before physical pain — honour, patriotism, justice? Can you sentence a man to death for a cruel murder without a thousand shrieking products of our time rushing hither and thither like ants, striving to secure his release? Without a chorus of pity — that was unexcited by the mangled victim of his ferocity? “Killing, deliberate, wolfish killing by man”, say they in effect, “is the act of God; but the legal punishment of death, is murder.” That is why I expect no sympathy for the methods the Four Just Men adopted. We represented a law — we executed expeditiously. We murdered if you like. In the spirit and the letter of the laws of England, we did murder. I acknowledge the justice of my condemnation. I do not desire to extenuate the circumstances of my crime. Yet none the less the act I cannot justify to your satisfaction I justify to my own.’

He sat down.

A barrister, leaning over the public prosecutor’s back, asked:

‘What do you think of that?’

Sir William shook his head.

‘Bewildering,’ he said in despair.

The judge’s summing up was one of the briefest on record.

The jury had to satisfy their minds that the prisoner committed the crime with which he was charged, and must not trouble themselves with any other aspect of the case but that part plainly before them. Was the man in the dock responsible for the killing of Lipski?

Without leaving the box, the jury returned its verdict.

‘Guilty!’

Those used to such scenes noticed that the judge in passing sentence of death omitted the striking and sombre words that usually accompany the last sentence of the law, and that he spoke, too, without emotion.

‘Either he’s going to get a reprieve or else the judge is certain he’ll escape,’ said Garrett, ‘and the last explanation seems ridiculous.’

‘By the way,’ said his companion as they passed slowly with the crowd into the roadway, ‘who was that swell that came late and sat on the bench?’

‘That was his Highness the Prince of the Escorial,’ said Charles, ‘he’s in London just now on his honeymoon.’

‘I know all about that,’ said Jimmy, ‘but I heard him speaking to the sheriff just before we came out, and it struck me that I’d heard his voice before.’

‘It seemed so to me,’ said the discreet Charles — so discreet indeed that he never even suggested to his editor that the mysterious mask who gave evidence on behalf of George Manfred was none other than his Royal Highness.
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They took Manfred back to Wandsworth Gaol on the night of the trial. The governor, standing in the gloomy courtyard as the van drove in with its clanking escort, received him gravely.

‘Is there anything you want?’ he asked when he visited the cell that night.

‘A cigar,’ said Manfred, and the governor handed him the case. Manfred selected with care, the prison-master watching him wonderingly.

‘You’re an extraordinary man,’ he said.

‘And I need to be,’ was the reply, ‘for I have before me an ordeal which is only relieved of its gruesomeness by its uniqueness.’

‘There will be a petition for reprieve, of course,’ said the governor.

‘Oh, I’ve killed that,’ laughed Manfred, ‘killed it with icy blast of satire — although I trust I haven’t discouraged the “Rational Faithers” for whom I have made such handsome posthumous provision.’

‘You are an extraordinary man,’ mused the governor again. ‘By the way, Manfred, what part does the lady play in your escape?’

‘The lady?’ Manfred was genuinely astonished. ‘Yes, the woman who haunts the outside of this prison; a lady in black, and my chief warder tells me singularly beautiful.’

‘Ah, the woman,’ said Manfred, and his face clouded. ‘I had hoped she had gone.’

He sat thinking.

‘If she is a friend of yours, an interview would not be difficult to obtain,’ said the governor.

‘No, no, no,’ said Manfred hastily, ‘there must be no interview — at any rate here.’

The governor thought that the interview ‘here’ was very unlikely, for the Government had plans for the disposal of their prisoner, which he did not feel his duty to the State allowed him to communicate. He need not, had he known, have made a mystery of the scheme.

Manfred kicked off the clumsy shoes the prison authorities had provided him with — he had changed into convict dress on his return to the gaol — and laid himself down dressed as he was, pulling a blanket over him.

One of the watching warders suggested curtly that he should undress.

‘It is hardly worth while,’ he said, ‘for so brief a time.’

They thought he was referring again to the escape, and marvelled a little at his madness. Three hours later when the governor came to the cell, they were dumbfounded at his knowledge.

‘Sorry to disturb you,’ said the Major, ‘but you’re to be transferred to another prison — why, you aren’t undressed!’

‘No,’ said Manfred, lazily kicking off the cover, ‘but I thought the transfer would be earlier.’

‘How did you know?’

‘About the transfer — oh, a little bird told me,’ said the prisoner, stretching himself. ‘Where is it to be — Pentonville?’

The governor looked at him a little strangely.

‘No,’ he said.

‘Reading?’

‘No,’ said the governor shortly.

Manfred frowned.

‘Wherever it is, I’m ready,’ he said.

He nodded to the attendant warder as he left and took an informal but cheery farewell of the governor on the deserted railway station where a solitary engine with brake van attached stood waiting.

‘A special, I perceive,’ he said.

‘Goodbye, Manfred,’ said the governor and offered his hand.

Manfred did not take it — and the Major flushed in the dark.

‘I cannot take your hand,’ said Manfred, ‘for two reasons. The first is that your excellent chief warder has handcuffed me, behind—’

‘Never mind about the other reason,’ said the governor with a little laugh, and then as he squeezed the prisoner’s arm he added, ‘I don’t wish the other man any harm, but if by chance that wonderful escape of yours materializes, I know a respected officer in the Prison Service who will not be heartbroken.’

Manfred nodded, and as he stepped into the train he said:

‘That lady — if you see her, tell her I am gone.’

‘I will — but I’m afraid I may not tell her where.’

‘That is at your discretion,’ said Manfred as the train moved off. The warders drew down the blinds, and Manfred composed himself to sleep.

He woke with the chief warder’s hand on his arm and stepped out on to the platform as the day was breaking. His quick eye searched the advertisement boards on the station. He would have done this ordinarily, because they would tell him where he was, supposing for some reason the authorities had wished to keep his destination a secret from him. But he had a particular interest in advertising just then. The station was smothered with the bills of a travelling cheap jack — an unusual class of advertisement for the austere notice boards of a railway station. Huge flaming posters that said ‘Everything is Right’, and in smaller type underneath ‘Up to-date’. Little bills that said, ‘Write to your cousin in London…and tell her that Gipsy Jack’s bargain,’ etc.
 ‘Go by the book!’ said another. Marching down the stairs he observed opposite the station yet further evidence of this extravagant cheap jack’s caprice, for there were big illuminated signs in evidence, all to the same effect. In the shuttered darkness of the cab, Manfred smiled broadly. There was really no limit to the ingenuity of Leon Gonsalez. Next morning when the governor of Chelmsford Gaol visited him, Manfred expressed his intention of writing a letter to his cousin — in London.

‘Did you see him?’ asked Poiccart.

‘Just a glimpse,’ said Leon. He walked over to the window of the room and looked out. Right in front of him rose the grim facade of the gaol. He walked back to the table and poured himself out a cup of tea. It was not yet six o’clock, but he had been up the greater part of the night.

‘The Home Secretary,’ he said between gasps as he drank the scalding hot liquid, ‘is indiscreet in his correspondence and is generally a most careless man.’ It was apropos of Manfred’s coming.

‘I have made two visits to the right honourable gentleman’s house in this past fortnight, and I am bursting with startling intelligence. Do you know that Willington, the President of the Board of Trade, has had an “affair”, and that a junior Lord of the Admiralty drinks like a sponge, and the Chancellor hates the War Secretary, who will talk all the time, and—’

‘Keeps a diary?’ asked Poiccart, and the other nodded.

‘A diary full of thousands of pounds’ worth of gossip, locked with a sixpenny-ha’penny lock. His house is fitted with the Magno-Sellie system of burglar alarms, and he keeps three servants.’

‘You are almost encyclopedic,’ said Poiccart.

‘My dear Poiccart,’ said Leon resentfully, ‘you have got a trick of accepting the most wonderful information from me without paying me the due of adopting the following flattering attitudes: primary, incredulous surprise; secondary, ecstatic wonder; tertiary, admiration blended with awe.’

Poiccart laughed outright: an unusual circumstance.

‘I have ceased to wonder at your cleverness, illustrious,’ he said, speaking in Spanish, the language these two men invariably used when alone.

‘All these things are beyond me,’ Poiccart went on, ‘yet no man can say for all my slow brain that I am a sluggard in action.’

Leon smiled.

The work of the last few weeks had fallen heavily on them both. It was no light task, the preparation of Three Months in Morocco.
 The first word of every seventh paragraph formed the message that he had to convey to Manfred — and it was a long message. There was the task of printing it, arranging the immediate publication, the placing of the book in the list, and generally thrusting it under the noses of an unappreciative public. As sailors store lifebelts for possible contingencies, so, in every country had the Four Just Men stored the equipment of rescue against their need. Poiccart, paying many flying visits to the Midlands, brought back with him from time to time strange parts of machinery. The lighter he carried with his luggage, the heavier parts he smuggled into Chelmsford in a strongly-built motorcar.

The detached house facing the prison was fortunately for sale, and the agent who conducted the rapid negotiations that resulted in its transfer had let fall the information that the clients hoped to establish a garage on the Colchester Road that would secure a sensible proportion of the Essex motor traffic. The arrival of two rough-painted chassis supported this view of the new owners’ business. They were enterprising people, these new arrivals, and it was an open secret ‘on the road’, that Gipsy Jack, whose caravan was under distress, and in the hands of the bailiff, had found financial support at their hands. Albeit Jack protested vigorously at the ridiculous suggestion that he should open in Chelmsford at an unpropitious season, and sniffed contemptuously at the extravagant billing of the town. Nor did he approve of the wording of the posters, which struck him as being milder than the hilarious character of his business-entertainment called for.

‘Them Heckfords are going to make a failure,’ said Mr. Peter Sweeney in the bosom of his family. He occupied ‘Faith Home’, an ornate villa on the Colchester Road. Before his momentous conception of the ‘Rational Faithers’, it had borne the more imposing title of ‘Palace Lodge’, this by the way.

‘They’ve got no business ability, and they’re a bit gone on the sherbet.’ For a high-priest of a new cult, Peter’s language was neither pure nor refined. ‘And they haven’t got the common politeness of pigs,’ he added ambiguously. ‘I took the petition there today,’ Peter went on indignantly, ‘and the chap that come to the door! Oh, what a sight! Looked as if he’d been up all night, eyes red, face white, and all of a shake.’

‘“Good mornin’, Mr. Heckford,” says I, “I’ve come about the petition.”

‘“What petition?” says he.

‘“The petition for the poor creature now lyin’ in Chelmsford,” says I, “under sentence of death — which is legal murder,” I says.

‘“Go to the devil” he says; they were his exact words, “Go to the devil.” I was that upset that I walked straight away from the door — he didn’t even ask me in — an’ just as I got to the bottom of the front garden, he shouts, “What do you want him reprieved for — hasn’t he left you a pot of money?”’

Mr. Peter Sweeney was very much agitated as he repeated this callous piece of cynicism.

‘That idea,’ said Peter solemnly and impressively, ‘Must Not be Allowed to Grow.’

It was to give the lie to the wicked suggestion that Peter arranged his daily demonstration, from twelve to two. There had been such functions before, ‘Mass’ meetings with brass bands at the very prison gates, but they were feeble mothers’ meetings compared to these demonstrations on behalf of Manfred.

The memory of the daily ‘service’ is too fresh in the minds of the public, and particularly the Chelmsford public, to need any description here. Crowds of three thousand people were the rule, and Peter’s band blared incessantly, whilst Peter himself grew hoarse from the effect of railing his denunciation of the barbarous methods of a medieval system.

Heckford Brothers, the new motorcar firm, protested against the injury these daily paraders were inflicting on their business. That same dissipated man, looking more dissipated than ever, who had been so rude to him, called upon Peter and threatened him with injunctions. This merely had the effect of stiffening Peter Sweeney’s back, and next day the meeting lasted three hours.

In the prison, the pandemonium that went on outside penetrated even to the seclusion of Manfred’s cell, and he was satisfied.

The local police were loath to interfere — and reopen the desperate quarrel that had centred around such demonstrations before.

So Peter triumphed, and the crowd of idlers that flocked to the midday gathering grew in proportion as the interest in the condemned man’s fate arose.

And the augmented band blared and the big drum boomed the louder and Rational Faith gained many new converts.

A sightseer, attracted by curiosity, was standing on the fringe of the crowd one day. He could not see the band from where he stood but he made a remarkable observation; it was nothing less than a gross reflection upon a valued member of the orchestra.

‘That chap,’ said this unknown critic, ‘is beating out of time — or else there’s two drums going.’

The man to whom he addressed his remarks listened attentively, and agreed.

The crowd had swayed back to the railings before the premises of the motor manufacturers, and as it dispersed — Peter’s party ‘processed’ magnificently to the town before breaking up — one of the new tenants came to the door and stood, watching the melting crowd. He overheard this remark concerning the big drummer’s time, and it vexed him. When he came back to the sittingroom, where a pallid Poiccart lay supinely on a couch, he said:

‘We must be careful,’ and repeated the conversation.

Until six o’clock these men rested — as men must rest who have been working under a monstrous pressure of air — then they went to clear away the results of their working.

At midnight they ceased, and washed away the stains of their labours.

‘Luckily,’ said Poiccart, ‘we have many rooms to fill yet; the drawingroom can hold little more, the diningroom we need, the morning-room is packed. We must start upstairs tomorrow.’

As the work proceeded, the need for caution became more and more apparent; but no accident marred their progress, and three days before the date fixed for the execution, the two men, coming to their barely furnished livingroom, looked at each other across the uncovered table that separated them, and sighed thankfully, for the work was almost finished.

‘Those fellows,’ said Mr. Peter Sweeney, ‘are not so Bad as I thought they was. One of ’em come to me today and Apologized. He was lookin’ better too, and offered to sign the petition.’ Peter always gave you the impression in speaking that he was using words that began with capital letters.

‘Pa,’ said his son, who had a mind that dealt in material issues, ‘what are you going to do with Manfred’s money?’

His parent looked at him sternly.

‘I shall Devote it to the Cause,’ he said shortly.

‘That’s you, ain’t it?’ asserted the innocent child.

Peter disdained to answer.

‘These young men,’ he went on, ‘might do worse than they have done. They are more businesslike than I thought, darker, the town electrician, tells me that they had got a power current in their works, they have got a little gas-engine too, and from the way one of them was handling a big car today on the London road, it strikes me they know something about the business of motorcar running.’

Gonsalez, coming back from a trial trip on his noisy car, had to report a disquieting circumstance.

‘She’s here,’ he said, as he was washing the grime from his hands.

Poiccart looked up from his work — he was heating something in a I crucible over an electric stove.

‘The Woman of Gratz?’ he asked.

Leon nodded.

‘That is natural,’ Poiccart said, and went on with his experiment.

‘She saw me,’ said Leon calmly.

‘Oh!’ said the other, unconcerned. ‘Manfred said—’

‘That she would betray no more — I believe that, and George asked us to be good to her, that is a command.’

(There was a great deal more in Manfred’s letter to ‘his cousin in London’ than met the governor’s eye.)

‘She is an unhappy woman,’ said Gonsalez gravely; ‘it was pitiable to see her at Wandsworth, where she stood day after day with those tragic eyes of hers on the ugly gate of the prison; here, with the result of her work in sight, she must be suffering the tortures of the damned.’

‘Then tell her,’ said Poiccart.

‘That—’

‘That George will escape.’

‘I thought of that. I think George would wish it.’

‘The Red Hundred has repudiated her,’ Leon went on. ‘We were advised of that yesterday; I am not sure that she is not under sentence. You remember Herr Schmidt, he of the round face? It was he who denounced her.’

Poiccart nodded and looked up thoughtfully.

‘Schmidt — Schmidt,’ he puzzled. ‘Oh yes — there is something against him, a coldblooded murder, was it not?’

‘Yes,’ said Leon very quietly, and they did not speak again of Herr Schmidt of Prague. Poiccart was dipping thin glass rods into the seething, bubbling contents of the crucible, and Leon watched idly.

‘Did she speak?’ Poiccart asked after a long interval of silence.

‘Yes.’

Another silence, and then Leon resumed:

‘She was not sure of me — but I made her the sign of the Red Hundred. I could not speak to her in the open street. Falmouth’s people were in all probability watching her day and night. You know the old glove trick for giving the hour of assignation. Drawing on the glove slowly and stopping to admire the fit of one, two, or three fingers…so I signalled to her to meet me in three hours’ time.’

‘Where?’

‘At Wivenhoe — that was fairly simple too…imagine me leaning over the side of the car to demand of the willing bystanders how long it would take me to reach Wivenhoe — the last word loudly — would it take me three hours? Whilst they volunteered their counsel, I saw her signal of assent.’

Poiccart hummed as he worked.

‘Well — are you going?’ he asked.

‘I am,’ said the other, and looked at his watch.

After midnight, Poiccart, dozing in his chair, heard the splutter and the Gatling-gun explosions of the car as it turned into the extemporized garage.

‘Well?’ he asked as Leon entered.

‘She’s gone,’ said Gonsalez with a sigh of relief. ‘It was a difficult business, and I had to lie to her — we cannot afford the risk of betrayal. Like the remainder of the Red Hundred, she clings to the idea that we have thousands of people in our organization; she accepted my story of storming the prison with sheer brute force. She wanted to stay, but I told her that she would spoil everything — she leaves for the continent tomorrow.’

‘She has no money, of course,’ said Poiccart with a yawn.

‘None — the Red Hundred has stopped supplies — but I gave her—’

‘Naturally,’ said Poiccart.

‘It was difficult to persuade her to take it; she was like a mad thing between her fear of George, her joy at the news I gave her — and remorse.

‘I think,’ he went on seriously, ‘that she had an affection for George.’

Poiccart looked at him.

‘You surprise me,’ he said ironically, and went to bed.

Day found them working. There was machinery to be dismantled, a heavy open door to be fixed, new tires to be fitted to the big car. An hour before the midday demonstration came a knock at the outer door. Leon answered it and found a polite chauffeur. In the roadway stood a car with a solitary occupant.

The chauffeur wanted petrol; he had run himself dry. His master descended from the car and came forward to conduct the simple negotiation. He dismissed the mechanic with a word.

‘There are one or two questions I would like to ask about my car,’ ne said distinctly.

‘Come inside, sir,’ said Leon, and ushered the man into the sittingroom.

He closed the door and turned on the fur-clad visitor.

‘Why did you come?’ he asked quickly; ‘it is terribly dangerous — for you.’

‘I know,’ said the other easily, ‘but I thought there might be something I could do — what is the plan?’

In a few words Leon told him, and the young man shivered.

‘A gruesome experience for George,’ he said.

‘It’s the only way,’ replied Leon, ‘and George has nerves like ice.’

‘And after — you’re leaving that to chance?’

‘You mean where shall we make for — the sea, of course. There is a good road between here and Clacton, and the boat lies snug between there and Walton.’

‘I see,’ said the young man, and he made a suggestion.

‘Excellent — but you?’ said Leon.

‘I shall be all right?’ said the cheerful visitor.

‘By the way, have you a telegraph map of this part of the world?’

Leon unlocked a drawer and took out a folded paper.

‘If you would arrange that,’ he said, ‘I should be grateful.’

The man who called himself Courtlander marked the plan with a pencil.

‘I have men who may be trusted to the very end,’ he said. ‘The wires shall be cut at eight o’clock, and Chelmsford shall be isolated from the world.’

Then, with a tin of petrol in his hand, he walked back to his car.




Chapter XVI


The Execution
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If you pass through the little door that leads to the porter’s lodge (the door will be locked and bolted behind you) your conductor will pass you through yet another door into a yard that is guarded by the ponderous doors of the prison at the one end and by a big steel gate at the other. Through this gate you reach another courtyard, and bearing to the right, you come to a flight of stone steps that bring you to the governor’s tiny office. If you go straight along the narrow passage from which the office opens, descend a flight of stairs at the other end, through a well-guarded doorway, you come suddenly into the great hall of the prison. Here galleries run along both sides of the hall, and steel gangways and bridges span the width at intervals. Here, too, polished stairways crisscross, and the white face of the two long walls of the hall are pitted with little black doors.

On the ground floor, the first cell on the right as you enter the hall from the governor’s office is larger and more commodious than its fellows. There is, too, a suspicion of comfort in the strip of matting that covers the floor, in the naked gaslight which flares in its wire cage by day and night, in the table and chair, and the plain comfortable bed. This is the condemned cell. A dozen paces from its threshold is a door that leads to another part of the yard, and a dozen more paces along the flagged pathway brings you to a little unpretentious one-storeyed house without windows, and a doorway sufficiently wide to allow two men to pass abreast. There is a beam where a rope may be made fast, and a trapdoor, and a bricklined pit, coloured with a salmon-pink distemper.

From his cell, Manfred was an interested listener, as day by day the uproar of the demonstration before the gates increased.

He found in the doctor who visited him daily a gentleman of some wit. In a sense, he replaced the governor of Wandsworth as an intellectual companion, for the master of Chelmsford was a reserved man, impregnated with the traditions of the system. To the doctor, Manfred confided his private opinion of the ‘Rational Faithers’.

‘But why on earth have you left them so much money?’ asked the surprised medico.

‘Because I dislike cranks and narrow, foolish people most intensely,’ was the cryptic reply.

‘This Sweeney—’ he went on.

‘How did you hear of Sweeney?’ asked the doctor.

‘Oh, one hears,’ said Manfred carelessly. ‘Sweeney had an international reputation; besides,’ he added, not moving a muscle of his face, ‘I know about everybody.’

‘Me, for instance?’ challenged the man of medicine.

‘You,’ repeated Manfred wisely. ‘From the day you left Clifton to the day you married the youngest Miss Arbuckle of Chertsey.’

‘Good Lord!’ gasped the doctor.

‘It isn’t surprising, is it,’ explained Manfred, ‘that for quite a long time I have taken an interest in the various staffs of the prisons within Teach of London?’

‘I suppose it isn’t,’ said the other. None the less he was impressed.

Manfred’s life in Chelmsford differed in a very little degree from his life in Wandsworth.

The routine of prison life remained the same: the daily exercises, the punctilious visits of governor, doctor and chaplain.

On one point Manfred was firm. He would receive no spiritual ministrations, he would attend no service. He made his position clear to the scandalized chaplain.

‘You do not know to what sect I am attached,’ he said, ‘because I have refused to give any information upon that point. I feel sure you have no desire to proselytize or convert me from my established beliefs.’

‘What are your beliefs?’ asked the chaplain.

‘That,’ said Manfred, ‘is my own most secret knowledge, and which I do not intend sharing with any man.’

‘But you cannot die like a heathen,’ said the clergyman in horror.

‘Point of view is everything,’ was the calm rejoinder, ‘and I am perfectly satisfied with the wholesomeness of my own; in addition to which,’ he added, ‘I am not going to die just yet, and being aware of this, I shrink from accepting from good men the sympathy and thought which I do not deserve.’

To the doctor he was a constant source of wonder, letting fall surprising items of news mysteriously acquired.

‘Where he gets his information from, puzzles me, sir,’ he confessed to the governor. ‘The men who are guarding him—’

‘Are above suspicion,’ said the governor promptly.

‘He gets no newspapers?’

‘No, only the books he requires. He expressed a desire the other day for Three Months in Morocco,
 said he had half finished it when he was at Wandsworth, and wanted to read it again to “make sure” — so I got it.’

Three days before the date fixed for the execution, the governor had informed Manfred that, despite the presentation of a petition, the Home Secretary saw no reason for advising the remission of the sentence.

‘I never expected a reprieve,’ he replied without emotion.

He spent much of his time chatting with the two warders. Strict sense of duty forced them to reply in monosyllables, but he interested them keenly with his talk of the strange places of the world. As far as they could, they helped him pass the time, and he appreciated their restricted tightness.

‘You are named Perkins,’ he said one day.

‘Yes,’ said the warder.

‘And you’re Franklin,’ he said to the other, and the man replied in the affirmative. Manfred nodded.

‘When I am at liberty,’ he said, ‘I will make you some recompense for your exemplary patience.’

At exercise on the Monday — Tuesday was the fatal day fixed by the High Sheriff — he saw a civilian walking in the yard and recognized him, and on his return to his cell he requested to see the governor.

‘I would like to meet Mr. Jessen,’ he said when the officer came, and the governor demurred.

‘Will you be good enough to refer my request to the Home Secretary by telegraph?’ asked Manfred, and the governor promised that he would.

To his surprise, an immediate reply gave the necessary permission.

Jessen stepped into the cell and nodded pleasantly to the man who sat on the edge of the couch.

‘I wanted to speak to you, Jessen,’ Manfred said, and motioned him to a seat. ‘I wanted to put the business of Starque right, once and for all.’ Jessen smiled.

‘That was all right — it was an order signed by the Czar and addressed personally to me — I could do no less than hang him,’ he said.

‘Yet you may think,’ Manfred went on, ‘that we took you for this work because—’

‘I know why I was taken,’ said the quiet Jessen. ‘Starque and Francois were within the law, condemned by the law, and you strike only at those the law has missed.’

Then Manfred inquired after the Guild, and Jessen brightened.

‘The Guild is flourishing,’ he said cheerfully. ‘I am now converting the luggage thieves — you know, the men who haunt railway stations.’

‘Into — ?’ asked the other.

‘The real thing — the porters they sometimes impersonate,’ said the enthusiast, and added dolefully, ‘It’s terribly uphill business though, getting characters for the men who want to go straight and have only a ticket of leave to identify them.’ As he rose to go, Manfred shook hands.

‘Don’t lose heart,’ he said.

‘I shall see you again,’ said Jessen, and Manfred smiled.

Again, if you grow weary of that repetition ‘Manfred smiled’, remember that the two words best describe his attitude in those dreadful days in Chelmsford.

There was no trace of flippancy in his treatment of the oppressing situation. His demeanour on the occasions when he met the chaplain was one to which the most sensitive could take no exception, but the firmness was insuperable.

‘It is impossible to do anything with him,’ said the despairing minister. ‘I am the veriest child in his hands. He makes me feel like a lay preacher interviewing Socrates.’

There was no precedent for the remarkable condition of affairs, and finally, at Manfred’s request, it was decided to omit the ceremony of the religious service altogether.

In the afternoon, taking his exercise, he lifted his eyes skyward, and the warders, following his gaze, saw in the air a great yellow kite, bearing a banner that advertised some brand or other of motor tires.

‘Yellow kite, all right,’ he improvised, and hummed a tune as he marched round the stone circle.

That night, after he had retired to rest, they took away his prison clothes and returned the suit in which he had been arrested. He thought he heard the measured tramping of feet as he dozed, and wondered if the Government had increased the guard of the prison. Under his window the step of the sentry sounded brisker and heavier.

‘Soldiers,’ he guessed, and fell asleep.

He was accurate in his surmise. At the eleventh hour had arisen a fear of rescue, and half a battalion of guards had arrived by train in the night and held the prison.

The chaplain made his last effort, and received an unexpected rebuff, unexpected because of the startling warmth with which it was delivered.

‘I refuse to see you,’ stormed Manfred. It was the first exhibition of impatience he had shown.

‘Have I not told you that I will not lend myself to the reduction of a sacred service to a farce? Can you not understand that I must have a very special reason for behaving as I do, or do you think I am a sullen boor rejecting your kindness out of pure perversity?’

‘I did not know what to think,’ said the chaplain sadly, and Manfred’s voice softened as he replied:

‘Reserve your judgement for a few hours — then you will know.’

The published accounts of that memorable morning are to the effect that Manfred ate very little, but the truth is that he partook of a hearty breakfast, saying, ‘I have a long journey before me, and need my strength.’

At five minutes to eight a knot of journalists and warders assembled outside the cell door, a double line of warders formed across the yard, and the extended line of soldiers that circled the prison building stood to attention. At a minute to eight came Jessen with the straps of office in his hand. Then with the clock striking the hour, the governor beckoning Jessen, entered the cell.

Simultaneously and in a dozen different parts of the country, the telegraph wires which connect Chelmsford with the rest of the world were cut.

It was a tragic procession, robbed a little of its horror by the absence of the priest, but sufficiently dreadful. Manfred, with strapped hands, followed the governor, a warder at each arm, and Jessen walking behind. They guided him to the little house without windows and stood him on a trap and drew back, leaving the rest to Jessen. Then, as Jessen put his hand to his pocket, Manfred spoke.

‘Stand away for a moment,’ he said; ‘before the rope is on my neck I have something to say,’ and Jessen stood back. ‘It is,’ said Manfred slowly, ‘farewell!’

As he spoke he raised his voice, and Jessen stooped to pick up the coil of rope that dragged on the floor. Then without warning, before the rope was raised, or any man could touch him, the trap fell with a crash and Manfred shot out of sight.

Out of sight indeed, for from the pit poured up a dense volume of black smoke, that sent the men at the edge reeling and coughing backwards to the open air.

‘What is it? What is it?’ a frantic official struggled through the press at the door and shouted an order.

‘Quick! the fire hose!’

The clanging of a bell sent the men to their stations. ‘He is in the pit,’ somebody cried, but a man came with a smoke helmet and went down the side. He was a long time gone, and when he returned he told his story incoherently.

‘The bottom of the pit’s been dug out — there’s a passage below and a door — the smoke — I stopped that, it’s a smoke cartridge!’

The chief warder whipped a revolver from his holster.

‘This way,’ he shouted, and went down the dangling rope hand over hand.

It was dark, but he felt his way; he slipped down the sharp declivity where the tunnel dipped beneath the prison wall and the men behind him sprawled after him. Then without warning he ran into an obstacle and went down bruised and shaken.

One of the last men down had brought a lamp, and the light of it came flickering along the uneven passage. The chief warder shouted for the man to hurry.

By the light he saw that what confronted him was a massive door made of unpainted deal and clamped with iron. A paper attracted his attention. It was fastened to the door, and he lifted the lantern to read it:

‘The tunnel beyond this point is mined.’

That was all it said.

‘Get back to the prison,’ ordered the warder sharply. Mine or no mine, he would have gone on, but he saw that the door was well nigh impregnable.

He came back to the light stained with clay and sweating with his exertions.

‘Gone!’ he reported curtly; ‘if we can get the men out on the roads and surround the town—’

‘That has been done,’ said the governor, ‘but there’s a crowd in front of the prison, and we’ve lost three minutes getting through.’

He had a grim sense of humour, this fierce silent old man, and he turned on the troubled chaplain.

‘I should imagine that you know why he didn’t want the service now?’

‘I know,’ said the minister simply, ‘and knowing, I am grateful.’

Manfred felt himself caught in a net, deft hands loosened the straps at his wrists and lifted him to his feet. The place was filled with the pungent fumes of smoke.

‘This way.’

Poiccart, going ahead, flashed the rays of his electric lamp over the floor. They took the slope with one flying leap, and stumbled forward as they landed; reaching the open door, they paused whilst Leon crashed it closed and slipped the steel bolts into their places.

Poiccart’s lamp showed the smoothly cut sides of the tunnel, and at the other end they had to climb the debris of dismantled machinery.

‘Not bad,’ said Manfred, viewing the work critically. ‘The “Rational Faithers” were useful,’ he added. Leon nodded.

‘But for their band you could have heard the drills working in the prison,’ he said breathlessly.

Up a ladder at the end they raced, into the earth strewn ‘diningroom’ through the passage, inches thick with trodden clay.

Leon held the thick coat for him and he slipped into it. Poiccart started the motor.

‘Right!’ They were on the move thumping and jolting through a back lane that joined the main road five hundred yards below the prison.

Leon, looking back, saw the specks of scarlet struggling through the black crowds at the gates. ‘Soldiers to hold the roads,’ he said; ‘we’re just in time — let her rip, Poiccart.’

It was not until they struck the open country that Poiccart obeyed, and then the great racer leapt forward, and the rush of wind buffeted the men’s faces with great soft blows.

Once in the loneliest part of the road they came upon telegraph wires that trailed in the hedge.

Leon’s eyes danced at the sight of it.

‘If they’ve cut the others, the chase is over,’ he said; ‘they’ll have cars out in half an hour and be following us; we are pretty sure to attract attention, and they’ll be able to trace us.’

Attract attention they certainly did, for leaving Colchester behind, they ran into a police trap, and a gesticulating constable signalled them to stop.

They left him behind in a thick cloud of dust. Keeping to the Clacton road, they had a clear run till they reached a deserted strip where a farm wagon had broken down and blocked all progress.

A grinning wagoner saw their embarrassment.

‘You cairn’t pass here, mister,’ he said gleefully, ‘and there ain’t another road for two miles back.’

‘Where are your horses?’ asked Leon quickly.

‘Back to farm,’ grinned the man.

‘Good,’ said Leon. He looked round, there was nobody in sight.

‘Go back there with the car,’ he said, and signalled Poiccart to reverse the engine.

‘What for?’

Leon was out of the car, walking with quick steps to the lumbering wreck in the road.

He stooped down, made a swift examination, and thrust something beneath the huge bulk. He lit a match, steadied the flame, and ran backward, clutching the slow-moving yokel and dragging him with him.

‘‘Ere, wot’s this?’ demanded the man, but before he could reply there was a deafening crash, like a clap of thunder, and the air was filled with wreckage.

Leon made a second examination and called the car forward.

As he sprang into his seat he turned to the dazed rustic.

‘Tell your master that I have taken the liberty of dynamiting his cart,’ he said; and then, as the man made a movement as if to clutch his arm, Leon gave him a push which sent him flying, and the car jolted over the remainder of the wagon.

The car turned now in the direction of Walton, and after a short run, turned sharply toward the sea.

Twenty minutes later two cars thundered along the same road, stopping here and there for the chief warder to ask the question of the chance-met pedestrian.

They too swung round to the sea and followed the cliff road.

‘Look!’ said a man.

Right ahead, drawn up by the side of the road, was a car. It was empty.

They sprang out as they reached it — half a dozen warders from each car. They raced across the green turf till they came to the sheer edge of the cliff.

There was no sign of the fugitive.

The serene blue of sea was unbroken, save where, three miles away, a beautiful white steam yacht was putting out to sea.

Attracted by the appearance of the warders, a little crowd came round them.

‘Yes,’ said a wondering fisherman, ‘I seed ‘em, three of ’em went out in one of they motor boats that go like lightenin’ — they’re out o’ sight by now.’

‘What ship is that?’ asked the chief warder quickly and pointed to the departing yacht.

The fisherman removed his pipe and answered: ‘That’s the Royal Yacht.’

‘What Royal Yacht?’

‘The Prince of the Escorials,’ said the fisherman impressively.

The chief warder groaned.

‘Well, they can’t be on her!’
 he said.


The End
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The man who sat at the marble-topped table of the Cafe of the Great Captain — if I translate the sign aright — was a man of leisure. A tall man, with a trim beard and grave grey eyes that searched the street absently as though not quite certain of his quest. He sipped a coffee con leche and drummed a little tune on the table with his slender white hands.

He was dressed in black, which is the conventional garb in Spain, and his black cloak was lined with velvet. His cravat was of black satin, and his well-fitting trousers were strapped under his pointed boots, in the manner affected by certain caballero.

These features of his attire were the most striking, though he was dressed conventionally enough — for Cordova. He might have been a Spaniard, for grey eyes are a legacy of the Army of Occupation, and many were the unions between Wellington’s rollicking Irishmen and the susceptible ladies of the Estremadura.

His speech was flawless. He spoke with the lisp of Andalusia, clipping his words as do the folk of the South. Also, there was evidence of his Southern origin in his response to the whining beggar that shuffled painfully to him, holding out crooked fingers for largess.

“In the name of the Virgin, and the Saints, and the God who is above all, I beseech you, senor, to spare me ten centimes.”

The bearded man brought his farseeing eyes to focus on the palm.

“God will provide,” he said, in the slurred Arabic of Spanish Morocco.

“Though I live a hundred years,” said the beggar monotonously, “I will never cease to pray for your lordship’s happiness.”

He of the velvet-lined cloak looked at the beggar.

The mendicant was a man of medium height, sharp-featured, unshaven, after the way of his kind, terribly bandaged across his head and one eye.

Moreover, he was lame. His feet were shapeless masses of swathed bandages, and his discoloured hands clutched a stick fiercely.

“Senor and Prince,” he whined, “there is between me and the damnable pangs of hunger ten centimes, and your worship would not sleep this night in comfort thinking of me tossing in famine.”

“Go in peace,” said the other patiently.

“Exalted,” moaned the beggar, “by the chico that lay on your mother’s knee” — he crossed himself— “by the gallery of the Saints and the blessed blood of martyrs, I beseech you not to leave me to die by the wayside, when ten centimes, which is as the paring of your nails, would lead me to a full stomach.”

The man at the table sipped his coffee unmoved.

“Go with God,” he said.

Still the man lingered.

He looked helplessly up and down the sunlit street. He peered into the cool dark recess of the cafe, where an apathetic waiter sat at a table reading the Heraldo.

Then he leant forward, stretching out a slow hand to pick a crumb of cake from the next table.

“Do you know Dr. Essley?” he asked in perfect English.

The cavalier at the table looked thoughtful.

“I do not know him. Why?” he asked in the same language.

“You should know him,” said the beggar; “he is interesting.”

He said no more, shuffling a painful progress along the street. The caballero watched him with some curiosity as he made his way slowly to the next cafe. Then he clapped his hands sharply, and the apathetic waiter, now nodding significantly over his Heraldo, came suddenly to life, collected the bill, and a tip which was in proportion to the size of the bill. Though the sky was cloudless and the sun threw blue shadows in the street, those same shadows were immensely cold, for these were the chilly days before the first heat of spring.

The gentleman, standing up to his full height — he was well over the six-feet mark — shook his cloak and lightly threw one end across his shoulder; then he began to walk slowly in the direction taken by the beggar.

The way led him through narrow streets, so narrow that in the walls on either side ran deep recesses to allow the boxes of cartwheels to pass. He overtook the man in the Calle Paraiso, passed him, threading the narrow streets that led to San Fernando. Down this he went, walking very leisurely, then turned to the street of Carrera de Puente, and so came to the shadows of the mosque-cathedral which is dedicated to God and to Allah with delightful impartiality. He stood irresolutely before the gates that opened on to the courtyards, seemed half in doubt, then turned again, going downhill to the Bridge of Calahorra. Straight as a die the bridge runs, with its sixteen arches that the ancient Moors built. The man with the cloak reached the centre of the bridge and leant over, watching with idle interest the swollen yellow waters of the Guadalquivir.

Out of the corner of his eye he watched the beggar come slowly through the gate and walk in his direction. He had a long time to wait, for the man’s progress was slow. At last he came sidling up to him, hat in hand, palm outstretched. The attitude was that of a beggar, but the voice was that of an educated Englishman.

“Manfred,” he said earnestly, “you must see this man Essley. I have a special reason for asking.”

“What is he?”

The beggar smiled.

“I am dependent upon memory to a great extent,” he said, “the library at my humble lodgings being somewhat limited, but I have a dim idea that he is a doctor in a suburb of London, rather a clever surgeon.”

“What is he doing here?”

The redoubtable Gonsalez smiled again.

“There is in Cordova a Dr. Cajalos. From the exalted atmosphere of the Paseo de Gran Capitan, wherein I understand you have your luxurious suite, no echo of the underworld of Cordova comes to you. Here “ — he pointed to the roofs and the untidy jumble of buildings at the farther end of the bridge— “in the Campo of the Verdad, where men live happily on two pesetas a week, we know Dr. Cajalos. He is a household word — a marvellous man, George, performing miracles undreamt of in your philosophy: making the blind to see, casting spells upon the guilty, and creating infallible love philtres for the innocent! He’ll charm a wart or arrest the ravages of sleeping sickness.”

Manfred nodded. “Even in the Paseo de la Gran Capitan he is not without honour,” he said with a twinkle in his eye. “I have seen him and consulted him.”

The beggar was a little astonished. “You’re a wonderful man,” he said, with admiration in his voice. “When did you do it?”

Manfred laughed softly.

“There was a certain night, not many weeks ago, when a beggar stood outside the worthy doctor’s door, patiently waiting till a mysterious visitor, cloaked to his nose, had finished his business.”

“I remember,” said the other, nodding. “He was a stranger from Ronda, and I was curious — did you see me following him?”

“I saw you,” said Manfred gravely. “I saw you from the corner of my eye.”

“It was not you?” asked Gonsalez, astonished.

“It was I,” said the other. “I went out of Cordova to come into Cordova.”

Gonsalez was silent for a moment.

“I accept the humiliation,” he said. “Now, since you know the doctor, can you see any reason for the visit of a commonplace English doctor to Cordova? He has come all the way without a halt from England by the Algeciras Express. He leaves Cordova tomorrow morning at daybreak by the same urgent system, and he comes to consult Dr. Cajalos.”

“Poiccart is here: he has an interest in this Essley — so great an interest that he comes blandly to our Cordova, Baedeker in hand, seeking information of the itinerant guide and submitting meekly to his inaccuracies.”

Manfred stroked his little beard, with the same grave thoughtful expression in his wise eyes as when he had watched Gonsalez shuffling from the Cafe de la Gran Capitan. “Life would be dull without Poiccart,” he said.

“Dull, indeed — ah, senor, my life shall be your praise, and it shall rise like the smoke of holy incense to the throne of Heaven.”

He dropped suddenly into his whine, for a policeman of the town guard was approaching, with a suspicious eye for the beggar who stood with expectant hand outstretched.

Manfred shook his head as the policeman strolled up.

“Go in peace,” he said.

“Dog,” said the policeman, his rough hand descending on the beggar’s shoulder, “thief of a thief, begone lest you offend the nostrils of this illustrious.”

With arms akimbo, he watched the man limp away, then he turned to Manfred.

“If I had seen this scum before, excellency,” he said fiercely, “I should have relieved your presence of his company.”

“It is not important,” said Manfred conventionally.

“As for me,” the policeman went on, releasing one hand from his hip to curl an insignificant moustache, “I have hard work in protecting rich and munificent caballeros from these swine. And God knows my pay is poor, and with three hungry mouths to fill, not counting my wife’s mother, who comes regularly on feast days and must be taken to the bull-fight, life is hard. More especially, senor, since she is one of those damned proud Andalusian women who must have a seat in the shade at two pesetas*. For myself, I have not tasted rioja since the feast of Santa Therese—”

[*At a bull-fight the seats in the sun are the cheaper, those in the shade being double the price.]

Manfred slipped a peseta into the hand of the uniformed beggar. The man walked by his side to the end of the bridge, retailing his domestic difficulties with the freedom and intimacy which is possible nowhere else in the world. They stood chattering near the principal entrance to the Cathedral.

“Your excellency is not of Cordova?” asked the officer.

“I am of Malaga,” said Manfred without hesitation.

“I had a sister who married a fisherman of Malaga,” confided the policeman. “Her husband was drowned, and she now lives with a senor whose name I forget. She is a pious woman, but very selfish. Has your excellency been to Gibraltar?”

Manfred nodded. He was interested in a party of tourists which was being shown the glories of the Puerta del Perdon.

One of the tourists detached himself from his party and came towards them. He was a man of middle height and strongly built. There was a strange reserve in his air and a saturnine imperturbability in his face.

“Can you direct me to the Passeo de la Gran Capitan?” he asked in bad Spanish.

“I am going that way,” said Manfred courteously; “if the senor would condescend to accompany me—”

“I shall be grateful,” said the other.

They chatted a little on divers subjects — the weather, the delightful character of the mosque-cathedral.

“You must come along and see Essley said the tourist suddenly. He spoke in perfect Spanish.

“Tell me about him,” said Manfred. “Between you and Gonsalez, my dear Poiccart, you have piqued my curiosity.”

“This is an important matter,” said the other earnestly. “Essley is a doctor in a suburb of London. I have had him under observation for some months. He has a small practice — quite a little one — and he attends a few cases. Apparently he does no serious work in his suburb, and his history is a strange one. He was a student at University College, London, and soon after getting his degree left with a youth named Henley for Australia. Henley had been a hopeless failure and had been badly ploughed in his exams., but the two were fast friends, which may account for their going away together to try their luck in a new country. Neither of them had a relation in the world, except Henley, who had a rich uncle settled somewhere in Canada, and whom he had never seen. Arrived in Melbourne, the two started off up country with some idea of making for the new gold diggings, which were in full swing at that time. I don’t know where the diggings were; at any rate, it was three months before Essley arrived — alone, his companion having died on the road!”

“He does not seem to have started practising,” Poiccart went on, “for three or four years. We can trace his wanderings from mining camp to mining camp, where he dug a little, gambled a lot, and was generally known as Dr. S. — Probably an abbreviation of Essley. Not until he reached Western Australia did he attempt to establish himself as a doctor. He had some sort of a practice, not a very high-class one, it is true, but certainly lucrative. He disappeared from Coolgardie in 1900; he did not reappear in England until 1908.”

They had reached the Passeo by now. The streets were better filled than they had been when Manfred had followed the beggar.

“I’ve some rooms here,” he said. “Come in and we will have some tea.”

He occupied a flat over a jeweller’s in the Calle Moreria. It was a well-furnished apartment, “and especially blessed in the matter of light,” explained Manfred as he inserted the key. He put a silver kettle on the electric stove.

“The table is laid for two?” questioned Poiccart.

“I have visitors,” said Manfred with a little smile. “Sometimes the begging profession becomes an intolerable burden to our Leon and he enters Cordova by rail, a most respectable member of society, full of a desire for the luxury of life — and stories. Go on with yours, Poiccart; I am interested.”

The “tourist” seated himself in a deep armchair. “Where was I?” he asked. “Oh, yes. Dr. Essley disappeared from Coolgardie, and after an obliteration of eight years reappeared in London.”

“In any exceptional circumstances?”

“No, very ordinarily. He seems to have been taken up by the newest kind of Napoleon.”

“A Colonel Black?” asked Manfred, raising his eyebrows.

Poiccart nodded.

“That same meteor,” he said. “At any rate, Essley, thanks to what practice he could steal from other practitioners in his own suburb — somewhere in the neighbourhood of Forest Hill — and what practice Napoleon’s recommendation gives him, seems to be fairly well off. He first attracted my attention—”

There came a tap at the door, and Manfred raised his finger warningly. He crossed the room and opened the door. The concierge stood outside, cap in hand; behind him and a little way down the stairs was a stranger — obviously an Englishman.

“A senor to see your excellency,” said the concierge.

“My house is at your disposal,” said Manfred, addressing the stranger in Spanish.

“I am afraid I do not speak good Spanish,” said the man on the stairs.

“Will you come up?” asked Manfred, in English.

The other mounted the stairs slowly.

He was a man of fifty. His hair was grey and long. His eyebrows were shaggy, and his underjaw stuck out and gave his face an appearance which was slightly repulsive. He wore a black coat and carried a big, soft wideawake in his gloved hand.

He peered round the room from one to the other.

“My name,” he said, “is Essley.”

He pronounced the word, lingering upon the double “ss” till it sounded like a long hiss.

“Essley,” he repeated as though he derived some satisfaction from the repetition— “Dr. Essley.”

Manfred motioned him to a chair, but he shook his head.

“I’ll stand,” he said harshly. “When I have business, I stand.” He looked suspiciously at Poiccart. “I have private business,” he said pointedly.

“My friend has my complete confidence,” said Manfred.

He nodded grudgingly. “I understand,” he said, “that you are a scientist and a man of considerable knowledge of Spain.”

Manfred shrugged his shoulders. In his present role he enjoyed some reputation as a quasi-scientific litterateur, and under the name of “de la Monte” had published a book on Modern Crime.

“Knowing this,” said the man, “I came to Cordova, having other business also — but that will keep.”

He looked round for a chair and Manfred offered one, into which he sat, keeping his back to the window.

“Mr. de la Monte,” said the doctor, leaning forward with his hands on his knees and speaking very deliberately, “you have some knowledge of crime.”

“I have written a book on the subject,” said Manfred, which is not necessarily the same thing.”

“I had that fear,” said the other bluntly. “I was also afraid that you might not speak English. Now I want to ask you a plain question and I want a plain answer.”

“So far as I can give you this, I shall be most willing,” said Manfred.

The doctor twisted his face nervously, then— “Have you ever heard of the Four Just Men?” he asked.

There was a little silence.

“Yes,” said Manfred calmly, “I have heard of them.”

“Are they in Spain?” The question was put sharply.

“I have no exact knowledge,” said Manfred. “Why do you ask?”

“Because—” The doctor hesitated. “Oh, well — I am interested. It is said that they unearth villainy that the law does not punish; they — they kill — eh?” His voice was sharper, his eyelids narrowed till he peered from one to the other through slits.

“Such an organization is known to exist,” said Manfred, “and one knows that they do happen upon unpunished crime — and punish.”

“Even to — to killing?”

“They even kill,” said Manfred gravely.

“And they go free!” — the doctor leapt to his feet with a snarl and flung out his hands in protest— “they go free! All the laws of all nations cannot trap them! A self-appointed tribunal — who are they to judge and condemn? Who gave them the right to sit in judgment? There is a law, if a man cheats it—”

He checked himself suddenly, shook his shoulders and sank heavily into the chair again.

“So far as I can secure information upon the subject,” he said roughly, “these men are no longer an active force — they are outlawed — there are warrants for them in every country.”

Manfred nodded.

“That is very true,” he said gently; “but whether they are an active force, time must reveal.”

“There were three?” — the doctor looked up quickly— “and they usually find a fourth — an influential fourth.”

Manfred nodded again. “So I understand.”

Dr. Essley twisted uncomfortably in his chair. It was evident that the information or assurance he expected to receive from this expert in crime was not entirely satisfactory to him.

“And they are in Spain?” he asked.

“So it is said.”

“They are not in France; they are not in Italy; they are not in Russia; nor in any of the German States,” said the doctor resentfully. “They must be in Spain.”

He brooded awhile in silence.

“Pardon me,” said Poiccart, who had been a silent listener, “but you seem very interested in these men. Would it be offensive to you if I asked you to satisfy my curiosity as to why you should be anxious to discover their whereabouts?”

“Curiosity also,” said the other quickly; “in a sense I am a modest student of crime, as our friend de la Monte is.”

“An enthusiastic student,” said Manfred quietly.

“I hoped that you would be able to give me some help,” Essley went on, unmindful of the significant emphasis of the other’s tones; “beyond the fact that they may be in Spain, which, after all, is conjectural, I have learnt nothing.”

“They may not even be in Spain,” said Manfred, as he accompanied his visitor to the door; “they may not even be in existence — your fears may be entirely groundless.”

The doctor whipped round, white to the lips. “Fears?” he said, breathing quickly. “Did you say fears?”

“I am sorry,” laughed Manfred easily; my English is perhaps not good.”

“Why should I fear them?” demanded the doctor aggressively. “Why should I? Your words are chosen very unwisely, sir. I have nothing to fear from the Four Just Men — or from any other source.”

He stood panting in the doorway like a man who is suddenly deprived of breath. With an effort he collected himself, hesitated a moment, and then with a stiff little bow left the room.

He went down the stairs, out to the street, and turned into the Passeo. There was a beggar at the corner who raised a languid hand. “Por deos—” he whined.

With an oath, Essley struck at the hand with his cane, only to miss it, for the beggar was singularly quick and, for all the discomforts he was prepared to face, Gonsalez had no desire to endure a hand seamed and wealed — those sensitive hands of his were assets to Gonsalez.

The doctor pursued a savage way to his hotel. Reaching his room, he locked the door and threw himself into a chair to think. He cursed his own folly — it was madness to have lost his temper even before so insignificant a person as a Spanish dilettante in science. There was the first half of his mission finished — and it was a failure. He took from the pocket of his overcoat, hanging behind the door, a Spanish Baedeker. He turned the leaves till he came to a map of Cordova. Attached to this was a smaller plan, evidently made by somebody who knew the topography of the place better than he understood the rules of cartography.

He had heard of Dr. Cajalos first from a Spanish anarchist he had met in some of his curious nocturnal prowlings in London. Under the influence of good wine this bold fellow had invested the wizard of Cordova with something approaching miraculous powers — he had also said things which had aroused the doctor’s interest to an extraordinary degree. A correspondence had followed: the visit was the result.

Essley looked at his watch. It was nearly seven o’clock. He would dine, then go to his room and change. He made a hasty ablution in the growing darkness of the room — curiously enough he did not switch on the light; then he went to dinner. He had a table to himself and buried himself in an English magazine he had brought with him. Now and again as he read he would make notes in a little book which lay on the table by the side of his plate.

They had no reference to the article he read; they had little association with medical science. On the whole, they dealt with certain financial aspects of a certain problem which came into his mind.

He finished his dinner, taking his coffee at the table. Then he rose, put the little notebook in his pocket, the magazine under his arm, and made his way back to his room. He turned on the light, pulled down the blinds, and drew a light dressing-table beneath the lamp. He produced his notebook again and, with the aid of a number of closely-written sheets of paper taken from his valise, he compiled a little table. He was completely engrossed for a couple of hours. As if some invisible and unheard alarum clock warned him of his engagement, he closed the book, locked his memoranda in the valise, and struggled into his coat. With a soft felt hat pulled down over his eyes, he left the hotel and without hesitation took the path which led down to the Calahorra Bridge. The streets through which he passed were deserted, but he had no hesitation, knowing well the lawful character of these unprepossessing little Spanish suburbs.

He plunged into a labyrinth of narrow streets — he had studied his plan to some purpose — and only hesitated when he reached a cul-de-sac which was more spacious than the street from which it opened. One oil lamp at the farther end added rather to the gloom. Tall, windowless houses rose on either side, and each was pierced by a door. On the left door the doctor, after a moment’s hesitation, knocked twice.

Instantly it opened noiselessly. He hesitated.

“Enter,” said a voice in Spanish; “the senor need not fear.”

He stepped into the black void and the door closed behind him. “Come this way,” said the voice. In the pitch darkness he could make out the indistinct figure of a little man.

The doctor stepped inside and surreptitiously wiped the sweat from his forehead. The old man lit a lamp, and Essley took stock of him. He was very little, scarcely more than four feet in height. He had a rough white beard and head as bald as an egg. His face and hands were alike grimy, and his whole appearance bore evidence of his aversion to water.

A pair of black twinkling eyes were set deeply in his head, and the puckering lines about them revealed him as a man who found humour in life. This was Dr. Cajalos, a famous man in Spain, though he had no social standing.

“Sit down,” said Cajalos; “we will talk quietly, for I have a senora of high quality to see me touching a matter of lost affection.”

Essley took the chair offered to him and the doctor seated himself on a high stool by the table. A curious figure he made, with his dangling little legs, his old, old face and his shining bald pate.

“I wrote to you on the subject of certain occult demonstrations,” began the doctor, but the old man stopped him with a quick jerk of the hand.

“You came to see me, senor, because of a drug I have prepared,” he said, “a preparation of — *”

[* In the story, as it appeared in serial form, the name of the poison occurred. It has been represented to the author (and he agrees) that it is wholly undesirable that the name of this drug should appear in a work of fiction. It is one well known to oculists and its action is faithfully described in these pages.]

Essley sprang to his feet. “I — I did not tell you so,” he stammered.

“The green devil told me,” said the other seriously. “I have many talks with the foot-draggers, and they speak very truly.”

“I thought—”

“Look!” said the old man. He leapt down from his high perch with agility. In the dark corner of one of the rooms were some boxes, to which he went. Essley heard a scuffling, and by and by the old man came back, holding by the ears a wriggling rabbit. With his disengaged hand he unstoppered a little green bottle on the table. He picked a feather from the table, dipped the point gingerly into the bottle. Then very carefully he lightly touched the nose of the rabbit with the end of the feather — so lightly, indeed, that the feather hardly brushed the muzzle of the animal.

Instantly, with no struggle, the rabbit went limp, as though the life essence had been withdrawn from the body. Cajalos replaced the stopper and thrust the feather into a little charcoal fire that burnt dully in the centre of the room.

“P — e,” he said briefly; “but my preparation.” He laid the dead animal on the floor at the feet of the other. “Senor,” he said proudly, “you shall take that animal and examine it; you shall submit it to tests beyond patience; yet you shall not discover the alkaloid that killed it.”

“That is not so,” said Essley, “for there will be a contraction of the pupil which is an invariable sign.”

“Search also for that,” said the old man triumphantly.

Essley made the superficial tests. There was not even this invariable symptom.

A dark figure, pressed close to the wall outside, listened. He was standing by the shuttered window. He held to his ear a little ebonite tube with a microphonic receiver, and the rubber which covered the bell-like end was pressed against the shutter.

For half an hour he stood thus, almost motionless, then he withdrew silently and disappeared into the shadows of the orange grove that grew in the centre of the long garden.

As he did so, the door of the house opened and, with lantern in hand, Cajalos showed his visitor into the street.

“The devils are greener than ever,” chuckled the old man. “Hey! there will be happenings, my brother!”

Essley said nothing. He wanted to be in the street again. He stood quivering with nervous impatience as the old man unfastened the heavy door, and when it swung open he almost leapt into the street outside.

“Goodbye,” he said.

“Go with God,” said the old man, and the door closed noiselessly.




Chapter II


Colonel Black, Financier
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The firm of Black and Gram had something of a reputation in City circles. Gram might have been a man beyond reproach — a veritable Bayard of finance, a churchgoer, and a generous subscriber to charities. Indeed, Black complained with good-humoured irritation — if the combination can be visualized — that Gram would ruin him one of these fine days by his quixotic munificence.

Gram allowed his heart to dictate to his head; he was too soft for business, too retiring. The City was very sceptical about Gram. It compared him with a certain Mrs. Harris, but Black did not fly into a temper; he smiled mysteriously at all the suspicion which the City entertained or expressed, and went on deploring the criminal rustiness of a man who apparently sought, by Black’s account, to made the firm reputable in spite of the rumours which centred about Colonel J. Black.

In this way did Black describe himself, though the Army list was innocent of his name, and even a search through the voluminous rolls of the American honorary ranks failed to reveal any association.

Black and Gram floated companies and dealt largely in stocks and shares. They recommended to their clients certain shares, and the clients bought or sold according to the advice given, and at the end of a certain period of time. Black and Gram wrote politely regretting that the cover deposited had been exhausted, and urgently requesting, with as little delay as possible, the discharge of those liabilities which in some extraordinary fashion the client had incurred. This, at any rate, was the humble beginnings of a firm which was destined to grow to important proportions. Gram went out of the business — was never in it, if the truth be told. One doubts if he ever breathed the breath of life — and Black grew in prosperity. His was a name to conjure with in certain circles. In others it was never mentioned. The financial lords of the City — the Farings, the Wertheiners, the Scott-Teasons — had no official knowledge of his existence. They went about their business calmly, loaning their millions at a ridiculously small percentage, issuing Government loans, discounting bills, buying bullion, and suchlike operations which filled the hours between eleven o’clock, when their electric broughams set them down in Threadneedle Street, and four o’clock, when their electric broughams picked them up again. They read of Colonel Black in their grave way, because there were days when he dominated the financial columns. They read of his mighty stock deals, of his Argentine electric deal, his rubber notations and his Canadian copper mines. They read about him, neither approving nor disapproving. They regarded him with that dispassionate interest which a railway engine has for a motorcar.

When, on one never-to-be-forgotten occasion, he approached the financial lords with a promising proposition, they “regretted they were unable to entertain Colonel Black’s interesting suggestion.” A little baffled, a little annoyed, he approached the big American group, for it was necessary for the success of his scheme that there should be names on his prospectus. Shrewd fellows, these Americans, thought Colonel Black, and he set forth his proposals in terms which were at once immodest and alluring. In reply —

“Dear friend,” (it was one of those American businesses that turn down a million dollars with five cents’ worth of friendship), “we have carefully considered your proposition, and whilst we are satisfied that you will make money by its fruition, we are not so certain that we shall.”

Black came to the City of London one afternoon to attend a board of directors’ meeting. He had been out of town for a few days, recruiting in advance, as he informed the board with a touch of facetiousness, for the struggle that awaited him.

He was a man of middle height, broad of shoulder. His face was thin and lank, his complexion sallow, with a curious uniform yellowness. If you saw Colonel Black once you would never forget him — not only because of that yellow face of his, that straight black bar of eyebrow and the thin-lipped mouth, but the very personality of the man impressed itself indelibly on the mind of the observer.

His manner was quick, almost abrupt; his replies brusque. A sense of finality marked his decisions. If the financial lords knew him not, there were thousands that did. His name was a household word in England. There was hardly a middle-class family that did not hold his stock. The little “street punters” hung on his word, his issues were subscribed for twice over. And he had established himself in five years; almost unknown before, he had risen to the dizziest heights in that short space of time.

Punctual to the minute, he entered the boardroom of the suite of offices he occupied in Moorgate Street.

The meeting had threatened to be a stormy one. Again an amalgamation was in the air, and again the head of one group of ironmasters — it was an iron combine he was forming — had stood against the threats and blandishments of Black and his emissaries.

“The others are weakening,” said Fanks, that big, hairless man; “you promised us that you would put him straight.”

“I will keep my promise,” said Black shortly.

“Widdison stood out, but he died,” continued Fanks. “We can’t expect Providence to help us all the time.”

Black’s eyebrows lowered.

“I do not like jests of that kind,” he said. “Sandford is an obstinate man, a proud man; he needs delicate handling. Leave him to me.”

The meeting adjourned lamely enough, and Black was leaving the room when Fanks beckoned to him.

“I met a man yesterday who knew your friend, Dr. Essley, in Australia,” he said.

“Indeed.” Colonel Black’s face was expressionless.

“Yes — he knew him in his very early days — he was asking me where he could find him.”

The other shrugged his shoulders. “Essley is abroad, I think — you don’t like him?”

Augustus Fanks shook his head. “I don’t like doctors who come to see me in the middle of the night, who are never to be found when they are wanted, and are always jaunting off to the Continent.”

“He is a busy man,” excused Black. “By the way, where is your friend staying?”

“He isn’t a friend, he’s a sort of prospector, name of Weld, who has come to London with a mining proposition. He is staying at Varlet’s Temperance Hotel in Bloomsbury.”

“I will tell Essley when he returns,” said Black, nodding his head.

He returned to his private office in a thoughtful mood. All was not well with Colonel Black. Reputedly a millionaire, he was in the position of many a financier who counted his wealth in paper. He had got so far climbing on the shadows. The substance was still beyond his reach. He had organized successful combinations, but the cost had been heavy. Millions had flowed through his hands, but precious little had stuck. He was that curious contradiction — a dishonest man with honest methods. His schemes were financially sound, yet it had needed almost superhuman efforts to get them through.

He was in the midst of an unpleasant reverie when a tap on the door aroused him. It opened to admit Fanks. He frowned at the intruder, but the other pulled up a chair and sat down. “Look here, Black,” he said, “I want to say something to you.”

“Say it quickly.”

Fanks took a cigar from his pocket and lit it. “You’ve had a marvellous career,” he said. “I remember when you started with a little bucket-shop — well, we won’t call it a bucket-shop,” he said hastily as he saw the anger rising in the other’s face, “outside broker’s. You had a mug — I mean an inexperienced partner who found the money.”

“Yes.”

“Not the mysterious Gram, I think?”

“His successor — there was nothing mysterious about Gram.”

“A successor named Flint?”

“Yes.”

“He died unexpectedly, didn’t he?”

“I believe he did,” said Black abruptly.

“Providence again,” said Fanks slowly; “then you got the whole of the business. You took over the notation and a rubber company, and it panned out. Well, after that you floated a tin mine or something — there was a death there, wasn’t there?”

“I believe there was — one of the directors; I forget his name.”

Fanks nodded. “He could have stopped the flotation — he was threatening to resign and expose some methods of yours.”

“He was a very headstrong man.”

“And he died.”

“Yes,” — a pause— “he died.”

Fanks looked at the man who sat opposite to him.

“Dr. Essley attended him.”

“I believe he did.”

“And he died.”

Black leant over the desk. “What do you mean?” he asked. “What are you suggesting about my friend, Dr. Essley?”

“Nothing, except that Providence has been of some assistance to you,” said Fanks. “The record of your success is a record of death — you sent Essley to see me once.”

“You were ill.”

“I was,” said Fanks grimly, “and I was also troubling you a little.” He flicked the ash from his cigar to the carpet. “Black, I’m going to resign all my directorships on your companies.”

The other man laughed unpleasantly.

“You can laugh, but it isn’t healthy, Black. I’ve no use for money that is bought at too heavy a price.”

“My dear man, you can resign,” said Colonel Black, “but might I ask if your extraordinary suspicions are shared by anybody else?”

Fanks shook his head.

“Not at present,” he said.

They looked at one another for the space of half a minute, which was a very long time.

“I want to clear right out,” Fanks continued. “I reckon my holdings are worth £150,000 — you can buy them.”

“You amaze me,” said Black harshly.

He opened a drawer of his desk and took out a little green bottle and a feather. “Poor Essley,” he smiled, “wandering about Spain seeking the secrets of Moorish perfumery — he would go off his head if he knew what you thought of him.”

“I’d sooner he went off his head than that I should go off the earth,” said Fanks stolidly. “What have you got there?”

Black unstoppered the bottle and dipped in the feather. He withdrew it and held it close to his nose.

“What is it?” asked Fanks curiously. For answer, Black held up the feather for the man to smell.

“I can smell nothing,” said Fanks. Tilting the end quickly downwards. Black drew it across the lips of the other. “Here… “ cried Fanks, and went limply to the ground.

“Constable Fellowe!”

Frank Fellowe was leaving the charge-room when he heard the snappy tones of the desk-sergeant calling him.

“Yes, sergeant?” he said, with a note of inquiry in his voice. He knew that there was something unpleasant coming. Sergeant Gurden seldom took any opportunity of speaking to him, except in admonishment. The sergeant was a wizen-faced man, with an ugly trick of showing his teeth when he was annoyed, and no greater contrast could be imagined than that which was afforded by the tall, straight-backed young man in the constable’s uniform, standing before the desk, and the shrunken figure that sat on the stool behind.

Sergeant Gurden had a dead-white face, which a scrubby black moustache went to emphasize. In spite of the fact that he was a man of good physical development, his clothing hung upon him awkwardly, and indeed the station-sergeant was awkward in more ways than one. Now he looked at Fellowe, showing his teeth. “I have had another complaint about you,” he said, “and if this is repeated it will be a matter for the Commissioner.”

The constable nodded his head respectfully. “I am very sorry, sergeant,” he said, “but what is the complaint?”

“You know as well as I do,” snarled the other; “you have been annoying Colonel Black again.”

A faint smile passed across Fellowe’s lips. He knew something of the solicitude in which the sergeant held the colonel.

“What the devil are you smiling at?” snapped the sergeant. “I warn you,” he went on, “that you are getting very impertinent, and this may be a matter for the Commissioner.”

“I had no intention of being disrespectful, sergeant,” said the young man. “I am as tired of these complaints as you are, but I have told you, as I will tell the Commissioner, that Colonel Black lives in a house in Serrington Gardens and is a source of some interest to me — that is my excuse.”

“He complains that you are always watching the house,” said the sergeant, and Constable Fellowe smiled.

“That is his conscience working,” he said. “Seriously, sergeant, I happen to know that the colonel is not too friendly disposed—”

He stopped himself.

“Well?” demanded the sergeant.

“Well,” repeated Constable Fellowe, “it might be as well perhaps if I kept my thoughts to myself.”

The sergeant nodded grimly.

“If you get into trouble you will only have yourself to blame,” he warned. “Colonel Black is an influential man. He is a ratepayer. Don’t forget that, constable. The ratepayers pay your salary, find the coat for your back, feed you — you owe everything to the ratepayers.”

“On the other hand,” said the young man, “Colonel Black is a ratepayer who owes me something.”

Hitching his cape over his arm, he passed from the charge-room down the stone steps into the street without. The man on duty at the door bade him a cheery farewell.

Fellowe was an annoying young man, more annoying by reason of the important fact that his antecedents were quite unknown to his most intimate friends. He was a man of more than ordinary education, quiet, restrained, his voice gently modulated; he had all the manners and attributes of a gentleman.

He had a tiny little house in Somers Town where he lived alone, but no friend of his, calling casually, had ever the good fortune to find him at home when he was off duty. It was believed he had other interests.

What those interests were could be guessed when, with exasperating unexpectedness, he appeared in the amateur boxing championship and carried off the police prize, for Fellowe was a magnificent boxer — hard-hitting, quick, reliable, scientific.

The bad men of Somers Town were the first to discover this, and one, Grueler, who on one never-to-be-forgotten occasion had shown fight on the way to the station, testified before breathless audiences as to the skill and science of the young man.

His breezy independence had won for him many friends, but it had made him enemies too, and as he walked thoughtfully along the street leading from the station, he realized that in the sergeant he had an enemy of more than average malignity.

Why should this be? It puzzled him. After all, he was only doing his duty. That he was also exceeding his duty did not strike him as being sufficient justification for the resentment of his superior, for he had reached the enthusiastic age of life where only inaction was unpardonable. As to Black, Frank shrugged his shoulders. He could not understand it. He was not of a nature to suspect that the sergeant had any other motive than the perfectly natural desire which all blase superiors have, to check their too impulsive subordinates.

Frank admitted to himself that he was indeed a most annoying person, and in many ways he understood the sergeant’s antagonism to himself. Dismissing the matter from his mind, he made his way to his tiny house in Croome Street and let himself into his small diningroom.

The walls were distempered, and the few articles of furniture that were within were such as are not usually met with in houses of this quality. The old print above the mantelpiece must have been worth a working-man’s annual income. The small gate-legged table in the centre of the felt-covered floor was indubitably Jacobean, and the chairs were Sheraton, as also was the sideboard. Though the periods may not have harmonized, there is harmony enough in great age. A bright fire was burning in the grate, for the night was bitterly cold. Fellowe stopped before the mantelpiece to examine two letters which stood awaiting him, replaced them from where he had taken them, and passed through the folding doors of the room into a tiny bedroom.

He had an accommodating landlord. Property owners in Somers Town, and especially the owners of small cottages standing on fairly valuable ground, do not as a rule make such renovations as Fellowe required. The average landlord, for instance, would not have built the spacious bathroom which the cottage boasted, but then Fellowe’s landlord was no ordinary man.

The young man bathed, changed himself into civilian clothing, made himself a cup of tea, and, slipping into a long overcoat which reached to his heels, left the house half an hour after he had entered.

Frank Fellowe made his way West. He found a taxicab at King’s Cross and gave an address in Piccadilly. Before he had reached that historic thoroughfare he tapped at the window-glass and ordered the cabman to drop him.

At eleven o’clock that night Sergeant Gurden, relieved from his duty, left the stationhouse. Though outwardly taciturn and calm, he was boiling internally with wrath.

His antipathy to Fellowe was a natural one, but it had become intensified during the past few weeks by the attitude which the young man had taken up towards the sergeant’s protege.

Gurden was as much of a mystery to the men in his division as Fellowe, and even more so, because the secrecy which surrounded Gurden’s life had a more sinister import than the reservation of the younger man.

Gurden was cursed with an ambition. He had hoped at the outset of his career to have secured distinction in the force, but a lack of education, coupled with an address which was apt to be uncouth and brusque, had militated against his enthusiasm.

He had recognized the limitations placed upon his powers by the authorities over him. He had long since come to realize that hope of promotion, first to an inspectorship, and eventually to that bright star which lures every policeman onward, and which is equivalent to the baton popularly supposed to be in every soldier’s knapsack, a superintendentship, was not for him.

Thwarted ambition had to find a new outlet, and he concentrated his attention upon acquiring money. It became a passion for him, an obsession. His parsimony, his meanness, and his insatiable greed were bywords throughout the Metropolitan police force.

It had become a mania with him, this collecting of money, and his bitterest enmity was reserved for those who placed the slightest obstacle between the officer and the gratification of his ambitions.

It must be said of Colonel Black that he had been most kind. Cupidity takes a lenient view of its benefactor’s morals, and though Sergeant Gurden was not the kind of man willingly to help the lawless, no person could say that an outside broker, undetected of fraud, was anything but a desirable member of society.

Black had made an appointment with him. He was on his way now to keep it. The colonel lived in one of those onetime fashionable squares in Camden Town. He was obviously well off, ran a car of his own, and had furnished No. 60 Serrington Gardens, with something like lavish comfort.

The sergeant had no time to change. There was no necessity, he told himself, for his relations with Black were of such a character that there was no need to stand on ceremony.

The square was deserted at this time of night, and the sergeant made his way to the kitchen entrance in the basement and rang the bell. The door was opened almost instantly by a manservant.

“Is that you, sergeant?” said a voice from the darkness, as Gurden made his way upstairs to the unlighted hall above. Colonel Black turned on the light. He held out a long muscular hand in welcome to the police officer. “I am so glad you have come,” he said.

The sergeant took the hand and shook it warmly. “I have come to apologize to you. Colonel Black,” he said. “I have severely reprimanded Police-Constable Fellowe.”

Black waved his hand deprecatingly. “I do not wish to get any member of your admirable force into trouble,” he said, “but really this man’s prying into my business is inexcusable and humiliating.”

The sergeant nodded. “I can well understand your annoyance, sir,” he said, “but you will understand that these young constables are always a little overzealous, and when a man is that way he is inclined to overdo it a little.”

He spoke almost pleadingly in his desire to remove any bad impression that might exist in Black’s mind as to his own part in Police-Constable Fellowe’s investigations.

Black favoured him with a gracious bow.

“Please do not think of it, I beg of you,” he said. “I am perfectly sure that the young constable did not intend willingly to hurt my amour-propre.” He led the way to a spacious diningroom situated at the back of the house. Whisky and cigars were on the table. “Help yourself, sergeant,” said Colonel Black. He pushed a big comfortable chair forward.

With a murmured word of thanks, the sergeant sank into its luxurious depths. “I am due back at the station in half an hour,” he said, “if you will excuse me then.”

Black nodded. “We shall be able to do our business in that time,” he said, “but before we go any further, let me thank you for what you have already done.”

From the inside pocket of his coat he took a flat pocketbook, opened it and extracted two banknotes. He laid them on the table at the sergeant’s elbow. The sergeant protested feebly, but his eyes twinkled at the sight of the crinkling paper. “I don’t think I have done anything to deserve this,” he muttered.

Colonel Black smiled, and his big cigar tilted happily. “I pay well for little services, sergeant,” he said. “I have many enemies — men who will misrepresent my motives — and it is essential that I should be forewarned.”

He strode up and down the apartment thoughtfully, his hands thrust into his trousers pockets.

“It is a hard country, England,” he said, “for men who have had the misfortune to dabble in finance.”

Sergeant Gurden murmured sympathetically.

“In our business, sergeant,” the aggrieved colonel went on, “it frequently happens that disappointed people — people who have not made the profits which they anticipated — bring extraordinary accusations against those responsible for the conduct of those concerns in which their money is invested. I had a letter to-day “ — he shrugged his shoulders— “accusing me — me! — of running a bucket-shop.”

The sergeant nodded; he could well understand that aspect of speculation.

“And one has friends,” Black went on, striding up and down the apartment, “one has people one wants to protect against similar annoyances — take my friend Dr. Essley — Essley, E double s ley,” he spelt the name carefully; “you have heard of him?”

The sergeant had not heard of any such body, but was willing to admit that he had.

“There is a man,” said the colonel, “a man absolutely at the head of his profession — I shouldn’t be surprised to learn that even he is no safer from the voice of slander.”

The sergeant thought it very likely, and murmured to the effect.

“There is always a possibility that malignity will attach itself to the famous,” the colonel continued, “and because I know that you would be one of the first to hear such slander, and that you would moreover afford me an opportunity — a private opportunity — of combating such slander, that I feel such security. God bless you, sergeant!” He patted the other’s shoulder, and Gurden was genuinely affected.

“I can quite understand your position, sir,” he said, “and you may be sure that when it is possible to render you any assistance I shall be most happy and proud to render it.”

Again Colonel Black favoured his visitor with a little pat.

“Or to Dr. Essley,” he said; “remember the name. Now, sergeant,” he went on, “I sent for you tonight,” — he shrugged his shoulders— “when I say sent for you, that, of course, is an exaggeration. How can a humble citizen like myself command the services of an officer of the police?”

Sergeant Gurden fingered his moustache self-consciously.

“It is rather,” the colonel went on, “that I take advantage of your inestimable friendship to seek your advice.”

He stopped in his walk, drew a chair opposite to where the sergeant was sitting, and seated himself.

“Constable Fellowe, the man of whom I have complained, had the good fortune to render a service to the daughter of Mr. Theodore Sandford — I see you know the gentleman.”

The sergeant nodded; he had heard of Mr. Theodore Sandford, as who had not? For Theodore Sandford was a millionaire ironmaster who had built a veritable palace at Hampstead, had purchased the Dennington “Velasquez,” and had presented it to the nation.

“Your constable,” continued Colonel Black, “sprang upon a motorcar Miss Sandford was driving down a steep hill, the brakes of which had gone wrong, and at some risk to himself guided the car through the traffic when, not to put too fine a point on it. Miss Sandford had lost her head.”

“Oh, it was him, was it?” said the sergeant disparagingly.

“It was him,” agreed the colonel out of sheer politeness. “Now these young people have met unknown to the father of Miss Sandford, and — well, you understand.”

The sergeant did not understand, but said nothing.

“I do not suggest,” said the colonel, “that there is anything wrong — but a policeman, sergeant, not even an officer like yourself — a policeman!”

Deplorable! said the sergeant’s head, eyes and hands.

“For some extraordinary reason which I cannot fathom,” the colonel proceeded, “Mr. Sandford tolerates the visits of this young man; that, I fear, is a matter which we cannot go into, but I should like you — well, I should like you to use your influence with Fellowe.”

Sergeant Gurden rose to depart. He had no influence, but some power. He understood a little of what the other man was driving at, the more so when —

“If this young man gets into trouble, I should like to know,” said Colonel Black, holding out his firm hand; “I should like to know very much indeed.”

“He is a rare pushful fellow, that Fellowe,” said the sergeant severely. “He gets to know the upper classes in some way that I can’t understand, and I dare say he has wormed himself into their confidence. I always say that the kitchen is the place for the policeman, and when I see a constable in the drawingroom I begin to suspect things. There is a great deal of corruption—” He stopped, suddenly realizing that he himself was in a drawingroom, and that corruption was an ugly and an incongruous word.

Colonel Black accompanied him to the door.

“You understand, sergeant,” he said, “that this man — Fellowe, did you call him? — may make a report over your head or behind your back. I want you to take great care that such a report, if it is made, shall come to me. I do not want to be taken by surprise. If there is any charge to answer I want to know all about it in advance. It will make the answering ever so much easier, as I am a busy man.”

He shook hands with the sergeant and saw him out of the house.

Sergeant Gurden went back to the station with a brisk step and a comforting knowledge that the evening had been well spent.
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In the meantime our constable had reached a small tavern in the vicinity of Regent Street. He entered the bar and, ordering a drink, took a seat in the corner of the spacious saloon. There were two or three people about; there were two or three men drinking at the bar and talking — men in loud suits, who cast furtive glances at every new-corner. He knew them to be commonplace criminals of the first type. They did not engage his attention: he flew higher.

He sat in the corner, apparently absorbed in an evening paper, with his whisky and soda before him scarcely touched, waiting. It was not the first time he had been here, nor would it be the first time he had waited without any result. But he was patient and dogged in the pursuit of his object.

The clock pointed to a quarter after ten, when the swing-doors were pushed open and two men entered. For the greater part of half an hour the two were engaged in a low-voiced consultation. Over his paper Frank could see the face of Sparks. He was the jackal of the Black gang, the man-of-all-trades. To him were deputed the meanest of Black’s commissions, and worthily did he serve his master. The other was known to Frank as Jakobs, a common thief and a pensioner of the benevolent colonel.

The conversation was punctuated either by glances at the clock above the bar or at Sparks’ watch, and at a quarter to eleven the two men rose and went out. Frank followed, leaving his drink almost untouched.

The men turned into Regent Street, walked a little way up, and then hailed a taxi. Another cab was passing. Frank beckoned it. “Follow that yellow cab,” he said to the driver, “and keep a reasonable distance behind, and when it sets down, pass it and drop me farther along the street.”

The man touched his cap. The two cabs moved on. They went in the direction of Victoria, passed the great station on the left, turned down Grosvenor Road on the right, and were soon in the labyrinth of streets that constitute Pimlico. The first cab pulled up at a big gaunt house in a street which had once been fashionable, but which now hovered indescribably between slums and shabby gentility. Frank saw the two men get out, and descended himself a few hundred yards farther along on the opposite side of the street. He had marked the house. There was no difficulty in distinguishing it; a brass plate was attached to the door announcing it to be an employment agency — as, indeed, it was.

His quarry had entered before he strode across towards the house. He crossed the road and took a position from whence he could watch the door. The half-hour after twelve had chimed from a neighbouring church before anything happened. A policeman on his beat had passed Frank with a resentful sidelong glance, and the few pedestrians who were abroad at that hour viewed him with no less suspicion.

The chime of the neighbouring church had hardly died away when a private car came swiftly along the road and pulled up with a jerk in front of the house. A man descended. From where he stood Frank had no difficulty in recognizing Black. That he was expected was evident from the fact that the door was immediately opened to him.

Three minutes later another car came down the street and stopped a few doors short of the house, as though the driver was not quite certain as to which was his destination. The newcomer was a stranger to Frank. In the uncertain light cast by a street lamp he seemed to be fashionably dressed. As he turned to give instructions to his chauffeur, Fellowe caught a glimpse of a spotless white shirt-front beneath the long dark overcoat. He hesitated at the foot of the steps which led to the door, and ascended slowly and fumbled for a moment at the bell. Before he could touch it the door opened. There was a short parley as the new man entered.

Frank, waiting patiently on the other side of the road, saw a light appear suddenly on the first floor.

Did he but know, this gathering was in the nature of a board meeting, a board meeting of a company more heavily financed than some of the most respected houses in the City, having its branches in various parts of the world, its agents, its business system — its very books, if they could be found and the ciphered entries unravelled.

Black sat at one end of the long table and the last arrival at the other. He was a florid young man of twenty-six, with a weak chin and a slight yellow moustache. His face would be familiar to all racing men, for this was the sporting baronet, Sir Isaac Tramber. There was something about Sir Isaac which kept him on the outside fringe of good society, in spite of the fact that he came of a stock which was indelibly associated with England’s story: the baronetcy had been created as far back as the seventeenth century. It was a proud name, and many of his ancestors had borne it proudly. None the less, his name was taboo, his invitations politely refused, and never reciprocated.

There had been some unfathomable scandal associated with his name. Society is very lenient to its children. There are crimes and sins which it readily, or if not readily, at any rate eventually, forgives and condones, but there are some which are unpardonable, unforgivable. Once let a man commit those crimes, or sin those sins, and the doors of Mayfair are closed for ever against him. Around his head was a cloud of minor scandal, but that which brought down the bar of good society was the fact that he had ridden his own horse at one of the Midland meetings. It had started a hot favourite — five to two on.

The circumstances of that race are inscribed in the annals of the Jockey Club. How an infuriated mob broke down the barriers and attempted to reach this amateur jockey was ably visualized by the sporting journalists who witnessed the extraordinary affair. Sir Isaac was brought before the local stewards and the case submitted to the stewards of the Jockey Club. The next issue of the Racing Calendar contained the ominous announcement that Sir Isaac Tramber had been “warned off” Newmarket Heath.

Under this ban he sat for four years, till the withdrawal of the notice. He might again attend race-meetings and own horses, and he did both, but the ban of society, that unwritten “warning off” notice, had not been withdrawn. The doors of every decent house were closed to him. Only one friend he had in the fashionable world, and there were people who said that the Earl of Verlond, that old and crabbed and envenomed man, merely championed his unpromising protege out of sheer perversity, and there was ample justification for this contention of a man who was known to have the bitterest tongue in Europe.

The descent to hell is proverbially easy, and Sir Isaac Tramber’s descent was facilitated by that streak of decadence which had made itself apparent even in his early youth. As he sat at one end of the board-table, both hands stuffed into his trousers pockets, his head on one side like a perky bird, he proved no mean man of business, as Black had discovered earlier in their acquaintanceship.

“We are all here now, I think,” said Black, looking humorously at his companion. They had left Sparks and his friend in a room below. “I have asked you to come tonight,” he said, “to hear a report of this business. I am happy to tell you that we have made a bigger profit this year than we have ever made in the course of our existence.”

He went on to give details of the work for which he had been responsible, and he did so with the air and in the manner of one who was addressing a crowded boardroom.

“People would say,” said the colonel oracularly, “that the business of outside broker is inconsistent with my acknowledged position in the world of finance; therefore I deem it expedient to dissociate myself from our little firm. But the outside broker is a useful person — especially the outside broker who has a hundred thousand clients. There are stocks of mine which he can recommend with every evidence of disinterestedness, and just now I am particularly desirous that these stocks should be recommended.”

“Do we lose anything by Fanks’ death?” asked the baronet carelessly. “Hard luck on him, wasn’t it? But he was awfully fat.”

The colonel regarded the questioner with a calm stare. “Do not let us refer to Fanks,” he said evenly. “The death of Fanks has very much upset me — I do not wish to speak about it.”

The baronet nodded. “I never trusted him, poor chap,” he said, “any more than I trusted the other chap who made such an awful scene here a year ago — February, wasn’t it?”

“Yes’ said the colonel briefly.

“It’s lucky for us he died too,” said the tactless aristocrat, “because—”

“We’ll get on with the business.” Colonel Black almost snarled the words. But the baronet had something to say. He was troubled about his own security. It was when Black showed some sign of ending the business that Sir Isaac leant forward impatiently.

“There is one thing we haven’t discussed, Black,” he said.

Black knew what the thing was, and had carefully avoided mention of the subject. “What is it?” he asked innocently.

“These fellows who are threatening us, or rather threatening you; they haven’t any idea who it is who is running the show, have they?” he asked, with some apprehension.

Black shook his head smilingly. “I think not,” he said. “You are speaking, of course, of the Four Just Men.”

Sir Isaac gave a short nod. “Yes,” Black went on, with an assumption of indifference, “I have had an anonymous letter from these gentlemen. As a matter of fact, my dear Sir Isaac, I haven’t the slightest doubt that the whole thing is a bluff.”

“What do you mean by a bluff?” demanded the other.

Black shrugged his shoulders. “I mean that there is no such organization as the Four Just Men. They are a myth. They have no existence. It is too melodramatic for words. Imagine four people gathered together to correct the laws of England. It savours more of the sensational novel than of real life.” He laughed with apparent ease. “These things,” he said, wagging his finger jocosely at the perturbed baronet, “do not happen in Pimlico. No, I suspect that our constable, the man I spoke to you about, is at the bottom of it. He is probably the whole Four of these desperate conspirators.” He laughed again.

Sir Isaac fingered his moustache nervously. “It’s all rot to say they don’t exist; we know what they did six years ago, and I don’t like this other man a bit,” he grumbled.

“Don’t like which other man?”

“This interfering policeman,” he replied irritably. “Can’t he be squared?”

“The constable?”

“Yes; you can square constables, I suppose, if you can square sergeants.” Sir Isaac Tramber had the gift of heavy sarcasm.

Black stroked his chin thoughtfully. “Curiously enough,” he said, “I have never thought of that. I think we can try.” He glanced at his watch. “Now I’ll ask you just to clear out,” he said. “I have an appointment at half-past one.”

Sir Isaac smiled slowly. “Rather a curious hour for an appointment,” he said.

“Ours is a curious business,” replied Colonel Black.

They rose, and Sir Isaac turned to Black. “What is the appointment?” he asked.

Black smiled mysteriously. “It is rather a peculiar case,” he began.

He stopped suddenly. There were hurried footsteps on the stairs without. A second later the door was flung open and Sparks burst into the room. “Guv’nor,” he gasped, “they’re watching the house.”

“Who is watching?”

“There’s a busy on the other side of the road,” said the man, speaking graphically. “I spotted him, and the moment he saw I noticed him he moved off. He’s back again now. Me and Willie have been watching him.”

The two followed the agitated Sparks downstairs, where from a lower window they might watch, unobserved, the man who dared spy on their actions.

“If this is the police,” fumed Black, “that dog Gurden has failed me. He told me Scotland Yard were taking no action whatever.”

Frank, from his place of observation, was well aware that he had caused some consternation. He had seen Sparks turn back hurriedly with Jakobs and reenter the house. He observed the light go out suddenly on the first floor, and now he had a pretty shrewd idea that they were watching him through the glass panel of the doorway.

There was no more he could learn. So far his business had been a failure. It was no secret to him that Sir Isaac Tramber was an associate of Black’s, or that Jakobs and estimable Sparks were also partners in this concern. He did not know what he hoped to find, or what he had hoped to accomplish.

He was turning away in the direction of Victoria when his attention was riveted on the figure of a young man which was coming slowly along on the opposite sidewalk, glancing from time to time at the numbers which were inscribed on the fanlights of the doors. He watched him curiously, then in a flash he realized his objective as he stopped in front of No. 63.

In half a dozen steps he had crossed the road towards him. The boy — he was little more — turned round, a little frightened at the sudden appearance. Frank Fellowe walked up to him and recognized him. “You need not be scared,” he said, “I am a police officer. Are you going into that house?”

The young man looked at him for a moment and made no reply. Then, in a voice that shook, he said “Yes.”

“Are you going there to give Colonel Black certain information about your employer’s business?” The young man seemed hypnotized by fear. He nodded. “Is your employer aware of the fact?”

Slowly he shook his head. “Did he send you?” he asked suddenly, and Frank observed a note of terror in his voice.

“No,” he smiled, wondering internally who the “he” was. “I am here quite on my own, and my object is to warn you against trusting Colonel Black.”

He jerked up his head, and Frank saw the flush that came to his face. “You are Constable Fellowe,” he said suddenly.

To say that Frank was a little staggered is to express the position mildly. “Yes,” he repeated, “I am Constable Fellowe.”

Whilst he was talking the door of the house had opened. From the position in which he stood Frank could not see this. Black merged stealthily and came down the steps towards him.

The agent had no other desire than to discover the identity of the man who was shadowing him. He was near enough to hear what the young man said.

“Fellowe,” he boomed, and came down the rest of the steps at a run. “So it’s you, is it?” he snarled. “It’s you interfering with my business again.”

“Something like that,” said Frank coolly.

He turned to the young man again.

“I tell you,” he said in a tone of authority, “that if you go into this house, or have anything whatever to do with this man, you will regret it to the last day of your life.”

“You shall pay for this!” fumed Black. “I’ll have your coat from your back, constable. I’ll give you in charge. I’ll — I’ll—”

“You have an excellent opportunity,” said Frank. His quick eye had detected the figure of a constable on the other side of the road, walking slowly towards them. “There’s a policeman over there; call him now and give me in charge. There is no reason why you shouldn’t — no reason why you should want to avoid publicity of the act.”

“Oh, no, no!” It was the youth who spoke. “Colonel Black, I must come another time.” He turned furiously on Frank. “As to you—” he began, gaining courage from Black’s presence.

“As to you,” retorted Frank, “avoid bad company!”

He hesitated, then turned and walked quickly away, leaving the two men alone on the pavement.

The three watchers in the hall eyed the scene curiously, and two of them at least anticipated instructions from Black which would not be followed by pleasant results for Frank.

With an effort, however, Black controlled his temper. He, too, had seen the shadow on the other side of the road.

“Look here, Constable Fellowe,” he said, with forced geniality, “I know you’re wrong, and you think you’re right. Just come inside and let’s argue this matter out.”

He waited, his nimble mind evolving a plan for dealing with this dangerous enemy. He did not imagine that Frank would accept the invitation, and he was genuinely astounded when, without another word, the constable turned and slowly ascended the steps to the door.




Chapter IV


The Men Who Sat in Judgment


Table of Contents


Frank heard a little scuffling in the hall, and knew that the men who had been watching him had gone to cover. He had little fear, though he carried no weapon. He was supremely confident in his own strength and science.

Black, following him in, shut the door behind him. Frank heard the snick of a bolt being shot into its socket in the dark. Black switched on the light.

“We’re playing fair, Constable Fellowe,” he said, with an amiable smile. “You see, we do not try any monkey tricks with you. Everything is straight and above-board.”

He led the way up the thickly-carpeted stairs, and Frank followed. The young man noticed the house was luxuriously furnished. Rich engravings hung on the walls, the curtains that veiled the big stairway window were of silk, cabinets of Chinese porcelain filled the recesses.

Black led the way to a room on the first floor. It was not the room in which the board meeting had been held, but a small one which led off from the boardroom. Here the luxury was less apparent. Two desks formed the sole furniture of the room; the carpet under foot was of the commonplace type to be found in the average office. A great panel of tapestry — the one touch of luxury — covered one wall, and a cluster of lights in the ceiling afforded light to the room. A little fire was burning in the grate. On a small table near one of the desks supper had been laid for two. Frank noticed this, and Black, inwardly cursing his own stupidity, smiled.

“It looks as though I expected you,” he said easily, “though, as a matter of fact, I have some friends here tonight, and one of them is staying to supper.”

Frank nodded. He knew the significance of that supper-table and the white paper pads ready for use.

“Sit down,” said Black, and himself sat at one of the desks. Frank seated himself slowly at some distance from the other, half turning to face the man whom he had set himself to ruin.

“Now, let us get to business,” said Black briskly. “There is no reason in the world why you and I should not have an understanding. I’m a business man, you’re a business man, and a smart young man too,” he said approvingly.

Frank made no reply. He knew what was coming.

“Now suppose,” Black continued reflectively, “suppose we make an arrangement like this. You imagine that I am engaged in a most obnoxious type of business. Oh, I know!” he went on deprecatingly, “I know! You’re under the impression that I’m making huge profits, that I’m robbing people by bucket-shop methods. I needn’t tell you, constable, that I am most grieved and indignant that you should have entertained so low an opinion of my character.”

His voice was neither grieved nor indignant. Indeed, the tone he employed was a cheerful admission of fault.

“Now, I am quite content you should investigate my affairs first hand. You know we receive a large number of accounts from all over the Continent and that we pay away enormous sums to clients who — well, shall we say — gamble on margins?”

“You can say what you like,” said Frank.

“Now,” said Black, “suppose you go to Paris, constable, you can easily get leave, or go into the provinces, to any of the big towns in Great Britain where our clients reside, and interview them for yourself as to our honesty. Question them — I’ll give you a list of them. I don’t want you to do this at your own expense “ — his big hands were outstretched in protest. “I don’t suppose you have plenty of money to waste on that variety of excursion. Now, I will hand you tonight, if you like, a couple of hundred pounds, and you shall use this just as you like to further your investigations. How does that strike you?”

Frank smiled. “It strikes me as devilish ingenious,” he said. “I take the couple of hundred, and I can either use it for the purpose you mention or I can put it to my own account, and no questions will be asked. Do I understand aright?”

Colonel Black smiled and nodded. His strong, yellow face puckered in internal amusement. “You are a singularly sharp young man,” he said.

Frank rose. “There’s nothing doing,” he said.

Colonel Black frowned. “You mean you refuse?” he said.

Frank nodded. “I refuse,” he said, “absolutely. You can’t bribe me with two hundred pounds, or with two thousand pounds, Black. I am not to be bought. I believe you are one of the most dangerous people society knows. I believe that both here and in the City you are running on crooked lines; I shall not rest until I have you in prison.”

Black rose slowly to his feet. “So that’s it, is it?” he said. There was menace and malignity in his tones. A look of implacable hatred met Fellowe’s steady gaze. “You will regret this,” he went on gratingly. “I have given you a chance that most young men would jump at. I could make that three hundred—”

“If you were to make it thirty-three hundred, or thirty-three thousand,” said Frank impatiently, “there would be no business done. I know you too well, Black. I know more about you than you think I know.”

He took up his hat and examined the interior thoughtfully.

“There is a man wanted in France — an ingenious man who initiated Get-rich-quick banks all over the country, particularly in Lyons and the South — his name is Olloroff,” he said carefully. “There’s quite a big reward offered for him He had a partner who died suddenly—”

Black’s face went white. The hand that rose to his lips shook a little. “You know too much, I think,” he said. He turned swiftly and left the room. Frank sprang back to the door. He suspected treachery, but before he could reach it the door closed with a click. He turned the handle and pulled, but it was fast.

He looked round the room, and saw another door at the farther end. He was halfway towards this when all the lights in the room went out. He was in complete darkness. What he had thought to be a window at one end turned out to be a blank wall, so cunningly draped with curtains and ingeniously-shaped blinds as to delude the observer. The real window, which looked out on to the street below, was heavily shuttered.

The absence of light was no inconvenience to him. He had a small electric lamp in his pocket, which he flashed round the room. It had been a tactical error on his part to put Black on his guard, but the temptation to give the big man a fright had been too great. He realized that he was in a position of considerable danger. Save the young man he had seen in the street, and who in such an extraordinary manner had recognized him, nobody knew of his presence in that house.

He made a swift search of the room and listened intently at both doors, but he could hear nothing. On the landing outside the door through which he had entered there were a number of antique Eastern arms hung on the wall. He had a slight hope that this scheme of decoration might have been continued in the room, but before he began his search he knew his quest was hopeless. There would be no weapons here. He made a careful examination of the floor; he wanted to be on his guard against traps and pitfalls.

There was no danger from this. He sat down on the edge of a desk and waited. He waited half an hour before the enemy gave a sign. Then, close to his ear, it seemed, a voice asked “Are you going to be sensible, constable?”

Frank flashed the rays of his lamp in the direction from which the voice came. He saw what appeared to him to be a hanging Eastern lantern. He had already observed that the stem from which it hung was unusually thick; now he realized that the bell-shaped lamp was the end of a speaking-tube. He guessed, and probably correctly, that the device had been hung rather to allow Black to overhear than for the purpose of communicating with the occupants of the room.

He made no reply. Again the question was repeated, and he raised his head and answered. “Come and see,” he challenged.

All the time he had been waiting in the darkness his attention had been divided between the two doors. He was on the alert for the thin pencil of light which would show him the stealthy opening. In some extraordinary manner he omitted to take into consideration the possibility of the outside lights being extinguished.

He was walking up and down the carpeted centre of the room, which was free of any impediment, when a slight noise behind him arrested his attention. He had half turned when a noose was slipped over his body, a pair of desperate arms encircled his legs, and he was thrown violently to the floor. He struggled, but it was against uneven odds. The lasso which had pinioned him prevented the free use of his arms. He found himself lying face downwards upon the carpet. A handkerchief was thrust into his mouth, something cold and hard encircled his wrists and pulled them together. He heard a click, and knew that he was handcuffed behind.

“Pull him up,” said Black’s voice.

At that moment the lights in the room went on. Frank staggered to his feet, assisted ungently by Jakobs. Black was there. Sparks was there, and a stranger Frank had seen enter the house was also there, but a silk handkerchief was fastened over the lower half of his face, and all that Frank could see was the upper half of a florid countenance and a pair of light blue eyes that twinkled shiftily.

“Put him on that sofa,” said Black. “Now,” he said, when his prisoner had been placed according to instructions, “I think you are going to listen to reason.”

It was impossible for Frank Fellowe to reply. The handkerchief in his mouth was an effective bar to any retort that might have risen in his mind, but his eyes, clear, unwavering, spoke in unmistakable language to the smiling man who faced him.

“My proposition is very simple,” said Black: “you’re to hold your tongue, mind your own business, accept a couple of hundred on account, and you will not be further molested. Refuse, and I’m going to put you where I can think about you.” He smiled crookedly. “There are some five cellars in this house,” said Black; “if you are a student of history, as I am, Mr. Fellowe, you should read the History of the Rhine Barons. You would recognize then that I have an excellent substitute for the donjon keeps of old. You will be chained there by the legs, you will be fed according to the whims of a trusted custodian, who, I may tell you, is a very absentminded man, and there you will remain until you are either mad or glad — glad to accept our terms — or mad enough to be incarcerated in some convenient asylum, where nobody will take your accusations very seriously.”

Black turned his head. “Take that gag out,” he said; “we will bring him into the other room. I do not think that his voice will be heard, however loudly he shouts, in there.”

Jakobs pulled the handkerchief roughly from Frank’s mouth. He was half pushed, half led, to the door of the boardroom, which was in darkness. Black went ahead and fumbled for the switch, the others standing in the doorway. He found the light at last, and then he stepped back with a cry of horror.

Well he might, for four strangers sat at the board — four masked men. The door leading into the boardroom was a wide one. The three men with their prisoner stood grouped in the centre, petrified into immobility. The four who sat at the table uttered no sound.

Black was the first to recover his self-possession. He started forward, then stopped. His face worked, his mouth opened, but he could frame no words. “What — what?” he gasped.

The masked man who sat at the head of the table turned his bright eyes upon the proprietor of the establishment. “You did not expect me, Mr. Olloroff?” he said bluntly.

“My name is Black,” said the other violently. “What are you doing here?”

“That you shall discover,” said the masked man. “There are seats.” Then Black saw that seats had been arranged at the farther end of the table.

“First of all,” the masked man went on, “I will relieve you of your prisoner. You take those handcuffs off, Sparks.”

The man fumbled in his pocket for the key, but not in his waistcoat pocket — his hand went farther down. “Keep your hand up,” said the man at the table, sharply. He made a little gesture with his hand, and Black’s servant saw the gleam of a pistol. “You need have no fear,” he went on, “our little business will have no tragic sequence tonight — tonight!” he repeated significantly. “You have had three warnings from us, and we have come to deliver the last in person.”

Black was fast recovering his presence of mind. “Why not report to the police?” he scoffed.

“That we shall do in good time,” was the polite reply, “but I warn you personally, Black, that you have almost reached the end of your tether.”

In some ways Black was no coward. With an oath, he whipped out a revolver and sprang into the room. As he did so the room went dark, and Frank found himself seized by a pair of strong hands and wrenched from the loose grip of his captor. He was pushed forward, a door slammed behind him. He found himself tumbling down the carpeted stairs into the hall below. Quick hands removed the handcuffs from his wrists, the street door was opened by somebody who evidently knew the ways of the house, and he found himself, a little bewildered, in the open street, with two men in evening dress by his side.

They still wore their masks. There was nothing to distinguish either of them from the ordinary man in the street. “This is your way, Mr. Fellowe,” said one, and he pointed up the street in the direction of Victoria.

Frank hesitated. He was keen to see the end of this adventure. Where were the other two of this vigilant four? Why had they been left behind? What were they doing? His liberators must have guessed his thoughts, for one of them said, “Our friends are safe, do not trouble about them. You will oblige us, constable, by going very quickly.”

With a word of thanks, Frank Fellowe turned and walked quickly up the street. He looked back once, but the two men had disappeared into the darkness.




Chapter V


The Earl of Verlond
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Colonel Black was amused. He was annoyed, too, and the two expressions resulted in a renewed irritation.

His present annoyance rose from another cause. A mysterious tribunal, which had examined his papers, had appeared from and disappeared to nowhere, had annoyed him — had frightened him, if the truth be told; but courage is largely a matter of light with certain temperaments, and strong in the security of the morning sunshine and with the satisfaction that there was nothing tangible for the four men to discover, he was bold enough.

He was sitting in his dressing-gown at breakfast, and his companion was Sir Isaac Tramber. Colonel Black loved the good things of life, good food and the comforts of civilization. His breakfast was a very ample one. Sir Isaac’s diet was more simple: a brandy and water and an apple comprised the menu. “What’s up?” he growled. He had had a late night and was not in the best of tempers.

Black tossed a letter across to him. “What do you think of that?” he asked. “Here’s a demand from Tangye’s, the brokers, for ten thousand pounds, and a hint that failing its arrival I shall be posted as a defaulter.”

“Pay it,” suggested Sir Isaac languidly, and the other laughed.

“Don’t talk rot,” he said, with offensive good humour. “Where am I going to get ten thousand pounds? I’m nearly broke; you know that, Tramber; we’re both in the same boat. I’ve got two millions on paper, but I don’t think we could raise a couple of hundred ready between us if we tried.”

The baronet pushed back his plate. “I say,” he said abruptly, “you don’t mean what you said?”

“About the money?”

“About the money — yes. You nearly gave me an attack of heart disease. My dear chap, we should be pretty awkwardly fixed if money dried up just now.”

Colonel Black smiled. “That’s just what has happened,” he said. “Fix or no fix, we’re in it. I’m overdrawn in the bank; I’ve got about a hundred pounds in the house, and I suppose you’ve got another hundred.”

“I haven’t a hundred farthings,” said the other.

“Expenses are very heavy,” Black went on; “you know how these things turn up. There are one or two in view, but beyond that we have nothing. If we could bring about the amalgamation of those Northern Foundries we might both sign cheques for a hundred thousand.”

“What about the City?”

The Colonel sliced off the top of his egg without replying. Tramber knew the position in the City as well as he did.

“H’m,” said Sir Isaac, “we’ve got to get money from somewhere, Black.”

“What about your friend?” asked Colonel Black. He spoke carelessly, but the question was a well-considered one.

“Which friend?” asked Sir Isaac, with a hoarse laugh. “Not that I have so many that you need particularize any. Do you mean Verlond?” Black nodded. “Verlond, my dear chap,” said the baronet, “is the one man I must not go to in this world for money.”

“He is a very rich man,” mused Black.

“He is a very rich man,” said the other grimly, “and he may have to leave his money to me.”

“Isn’t there an heir?” asked the colonel, interested.

“There was,” said the baronet with a grin, “a high-spirited nephew, who ran away from home, and is believed to have been killed on a cattle-ranch in Texas. At any rate, Lord Verlond intends applying to the court to presume his death.”

“That was a blow for the old man,” said Black.

This statement seemed to amuse Sir Isaac. He leant back in his chair and laughed loud and long.

“A blow!” he said. “My dear fellow, he hated the boy worse than poison. You see, the Verlond stock — he’s a member of the cadet branch of the family. The boy was a real Verlond. That’s why the old man hated him. I believe he made his life a little hell. He used to have him up for weekends to bully him, until at last the kid got desperate, collected all his pocket-money and ran away.

“Some friends of the family traced him; the old man didn’t move a step to search for him. They found work for him for a few months in a printer’s shop in London. Then he went abroad — sailed to America on an emigrant’s ticket.

“Some interested people took the trouble to follow his movements. He went out to Texas and got on to a pretty bad ranch. Later, a man after his description was shot in a street fight; it was one of those little ranching towns that you see so graphically portrayed in cinema palaces.”

“Who is the heir?” asked Black.

“To the title, nobody. To the money, the boy’s sister. She is quite a nice girl.” Black was looking at him through half-closed eyes. The baronet curled his moustache thoughtfully and repeated, as if to himself, “Quite a nice girl.”

“Then you have — er — prospects?” asked Black slowly.

“What the devil do you mean, Black?” asked Sir Isaac, sitting up stiffly.

“Just what I say,” said the other. “The man who marries the lady gets a pretty large share of the swag. That’s the position, isn’t it?”

“Something like that,” said Sir Isaac sullenly.

The colonel got up and folded his napkin carefully. Colonel Black needed ready money so badly that it mattered very little what the City said. If Sandford objected that would be another matter, but Sandford was a good sportsman, though somewhat difficult to manage. He stood for a moment looking down on the baronet thoughtfully.

“Ikey,” he said, “I have noticed in you of late a disposition to look upon our mutual interests as something of which a man might be ashamed — I have struck an unexpected streak of virtue in you, and I confess that I am a little distressed.”

His keen eyes were fixed on the other steadily.

“Oh, it’s nothing,” said the baronet uneasily, “but the fact is, I’ve got to keep my end up in society.”

“You owe me a little,” began Black.

“Four thousand,” said the other promptly, “and it is secured by a £50,000 policy on my life.”

“The premiums of which I pay,” snarled the colonel grimly; “but I wasn’t thinking of money.”

His absorbed gaze took in the baronet from head to foot.

“Fifty thousand pounds!” he said facetiously. “My dear Ikey, you’re worth much more murdered than alive.”

The baronet shivered. “Don’t make those rotten jokes,” he said, and finished his brandy at a gulp.

The other nodded. “I’ll leave you to your letters,” he said.

Colonel Black was a remarkably methodical and neat personage. Wrapped in his elaborate dressing-gown, he made his way through the flat and, reaching his study alone, he closed the door behind him and let it click.

He was disturbed in his mind at this sudden assumption of virtue on the part of his confederate; it was more than disconcerting, it was alarming. Black had no illusions. He did not trust Sir Isaac Tramber any more than he did other men.

It was Black’s money that had, to some extent, rehabilitated the baronet in society; it was Black’s money that had purchased racehorses and paid training bills. Here again, the man was actuated by no altruistic desire to serve one against whom the doors of society were shut and the hands of decent men were turned.

An outcast, Sir Isaac Tramber was of no value to the colonel: he had even, on one occasion, summarized his relationship with the baronet in a memorable and epigrammatic sentence: “He was the most dilapidated property I have ever handled; but I refurnished him, redecorated him, and today, even if he is not beautiful, he is very letable.”

And very serviceable Sir Isaac had proved — well worth the money spent on him, well worth the share he received from the proceeds of that business he professed to despise.

Sir Isaac Tramber feared Black. That was half the secret of the power which the stronger man wielded over him. When at times he sought to escape from the tyranny his partner had established, there were sleepless nights. During the past few weeks something had happened which made it imperative that he should dissociate himself from the confederacy; that “something” had to do with the brightening of his prospects.

Lady Mary Cassilirs was more of a reality now than she had ever been. With Lady Mary went that which Black in his vulgar way described as “swag.”

The old earl had given him to understand that his addresses would not be unwelcome. Lady Mary was his ward, and perhaps it was because she refused to be terrorized by the wayward old man and his fits of savage moroseness, and because she treated his terrible storms of anger as though they did not exist and never had existed, that in the grim old man’s hard and apparently wicked heart there had kindled a flame of respect for her.

Sir Isaac went back to his own chambers in a thoughtful frame of mind. He would have to cut Black, and his conscience had advanced so few demands on his actions that he felt justified in making an exception in this case.

He felt almost virtuous as he emerged again, dressed for the park, and he was in his brightest mood when he met Lord Verlond and his beautiful ward.

There were rude people who never referred to the Earl of Verlond and his niece except as “Beauty and the Beast.” She was a tall girl and typically English — straight of back, clear of skin, and bright of eye. A great mass of chestnut hair, two arched eyebrows, and a resolute little chin made up a face of special attractiveness. She stood almost head and shoulders above the old man at her side. Verlond had never been a beauty. Age had made his harsh lines still harsher; there was not a line in his face which did not seem as though it had been carved from solid granite, so fixed, so immovable and cold it was.

His lower jaw protruded, his eyes were deep set. He gave you the uncanny impression when you first met him that you had been longer acquainted with his jaw than with his eyes.

He snapped a greeting to Sir Isaac. “Sit down, Ikey,” he smiled. The girl had given the baronet the slightest of nods, and immediately turned her attention to the passing throng.

“Not riding to-day?” asked Sir Isaac.

“Yes,” said the peer, “I am at this moment mounted on a grey charger, leading a brigade of cavalry.”

His humour took this one form, and supplied answers to unnecessary questions. Then suddenly his face went sour, and after a glance round to see whether the girl’s attention had been attracted elsewhere, he leant over towards Sir Isaac and, dropping his voice, said, “Ikey, you’re going to have some difficulty with her.”

“I am used to difficulties,” said Sir Isaac airily.

“Not difficulties like this,” said the earl. “Don’t be a fool, Ikey, don’t pretend you’re clever. I know — the difficulties — I have to live in the same house with her. She’s an obstinate devil — there’s no other word for it.”

Sir Isaac looked round cautiously. “Is there anybody else?” he asked.

He saw the earl’s brows tighten, his eyes were glaring past him, and, following their direction, Sir Isaac saw the figure of a young man coming towards them with a smile that illuminated the whole of his face.

That smile was directed neither to the earl nor to his companion; it was unmistakably intended for the girl, who, with parted lips and a new light in her eyes, beckoned the new-corner forward.

Sir Isaac scowled horribly. “The accursed cheek of the fellow,” he muttered angrily.

“Good morning,” said Horace Gresham to the earl; “taking the air?”

“No,” growled the old man, “I am bathing, I am deep-sea fishing, I am aeroplaning. Can’t you see what I am doing? I’m sitting here — at the mercy of every jackass that comes along to address his insane questions to me.”

Horace laughed. He was genuinely amused. There was just this touch of perverse humour in the old man which saved him from being absolutely repulsive. Without further ceremony he turned to the girl. “I expected to find you here,” he said.

“How is that great horse of yours?” she asked. He shot a smiling glance at Tramber.

“Oh, he’ll be fit enough on the day of the race,” he said. “We shall make Timbolino gallop.”

“Mine will beat yours, wherever they finish, for a thousand,” said Sir Isaac angrily.

“I should not like to take your money,” said the young man. “I feel that it would be unfair to you, and unfair to — your friend.”

The last words were said carelessly, but Sir Isaac Tramber recognized the undertone of hostility, and read in the little pause which preceded them the suggestion that this cheery young man knew much more about his affairs than he was prepared for the moment to divulge.

“I am not concerned about my friend,” said the baronet angrily. “I merely made a fair and square sporting offer. Of course, if you do not like to accept it—” He shrugged his shoulders.

“Oh, I would accept it all right,” said the other. He turned deliberately to the girl.

“What’s Gresham getting at?” asked Verlond, with a grin at his friend’s discomfiture.

“I didn’t know he was a friend of yours,” said Sir Isaac; “where did you pick him up?”

Lord Verlond showed his yellow teeth in a grin. “Where one picks up most of one’s undesirable acquaintances,” he said, “in the members’ enclosure. But racing is getting so damned respectable, Ikey, that a real top-notch undesirable is hard to meet. The last race-meeting I went to, what do you think I found? The tearoom crammed, you couldn’t get in at the doors; the bar empty. Racing is going to the dogs, Ikey.”

He was on his favourite hobby now, and Sir Isaac shifted uneasily, for the old man was difficult to divert when in the mood for reminiscent chatter.

“You can’t bet nowadays like you used to bet,” the earl went on. “I once backed a horse for five thousand pounds at 20-1, without altering the price. Where could you do that nowadays?”

“Let us walk about a little,” said the girl.

Lord Verlond was so engrossed in his grievance against racing society that he did not observe the two young people rise and stroll away.

Sir Isaac saw them, and would have interrupted the other’s garrulity, but for the wholesome fear he had of the old man’s savage temper.

“I can’t understand,” said Horace, “how your uncle can stick that bounder.”

The girl smiled. “Oh, he can ‘stick’ him all right,” she said dryly. “Uncle’s patience with unpleasant people is proverbial.”

“He’s not very patient with me,” said Mr. Horace Gresham.

She laughed. “That is because you are not sufficiently unpleasant,” she said. “You have to be hateful to everybody else in the world before uncle likes you.”

“And I’m not that, am I?” he asked eagerly.

She flushed a little. “No, I wouldn’t say you were that,” she said, glancing at him from under her eyelashes. “I am sure you are a very nice and amiable young man. You must have lots of friends. Ikey, on the other hand, has such queer friends. We saw him at the Blitz the other day, lunching with a perfectly impossible man — do you know him?” she asked.

He shook his head. “I don’t know any perfectly impossible persons,” he said promptly.

“A Colonel Black?” she suggested.

He nodded. “I know of him,” he replied.

“Who is this Black?” she asked.

“He is a colonel.”

“In the army?”

“Not in our army,” said Horace with a smile. “He is what they call in America a ‘pipe colonel,’ and he’s — well, he’s a friend of Sir Isaac—” he began, and hesitated.

“That doesn’t tell me very much, except that he can’t be very nice,” she said.

He looked at her eagerly. “I’m so glad you said that,” he said. “I was afraid—” Again he stopped, and she threw a swift glance at him.

“You were afraid?” she repeated.

It was remarkable to see this self-possessed young man embarrassed, as he was now. “Well,” he went on, a little incoherently, “one hears things — rumours. I know what a scoundrel he is, and I know how sweet you are — the fact is, Mary, I love you better than anything in life.”

She went white and her hand trembled. She had never anticipated such a declaration in a crowd. The unexpectedness of it left her speechless. She looked at his face: he, too, was pale.

“You shouldn’t,” she murmured, “at this time in the morning.”




Chapter VI


The Policeman and a Lady
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Frank Fellowe was agitating a punch-ball in one of the upper rooms of his little cottage, and with good reason.

He was “taking out” of the ball all the grievances he had against the petty irritants of life.

Sergeant Gurden had bothered him with a dozen and one forms of petty annoyance. He had been given the least congenial of jobs; he had been put upon melancholy point work; and he seemed to be getting more than his share of extra duty. And, in addition, he had the extra worry of checking, at the same time, the work of Black’s organization. He might, had he wished, put away all the restrictions which hampered his movements, but that was not his way. The frustration of Black’s plans was one of Frank’s absorbing passions. If he had other passions which threatened to be equally absorbing, he had the sense to check them — for a while —

The daughter of a millionaire, violently introduced, subsequently met with heart-flutterings on the one side and not a little perturbation on the other; her gratitude and admiration began on a wayward two-seater with defective brakes, and progressed by way of the Zoo, for which she sent him a Sunday ticket — for she was anxious to see just what he was like.

She went in some fear of disillusionment, because an heroic constable in uniform, whose face is neatly arranged by helmet-peak and chin-strap, may be less heroic in clothes of his own choosing, to say nothing of cravats and shoes.

But she braced herself for the humiliation of discovering that one who could save her life could also wear a ready-made tie. She was terribly self-conscious, kept to the unfrequented walks of the Zoo, and was found by a very goodlooking gentleman who was dressed irreproachably in something that suggested neither the butcher’s boy at a beanfeast nor a plumber at a funeral.

She showed him the inmates of exactly two cages, then he took her in hand and told her things about wild beasts that she had never known before. He showed her the subtle distinction between five varieties of lynx, and gave her little anecdotes of the jungle fellowship that left her breathless with admiration. Moreover, he took her to the most unlikely places — to rooms where the sick and lame of the animal kingdom were nursed to health. It would appear that there was no need to have sent him the ticket, because he was a Fellow of the Society There was too much to be seen on one day.

She went again and yet again; rode with him over Hampstead Heath in the early hours of the morning. She gathered that he jobbed his horse, yet it was not always the same animal he rode.

“How many horses have you in your stable?” she asked banteringly one morning.

“Six,” he said readily. “You see,” he added hastily, “I do a lot of hunting in the season—”

He stopped, realizing that he was further in the mire.

“But you are a constable — a policeman!” she stammered. “I mean — forgive me if I’m rude.”

He turned in his saddle, and there was a twinkle in his eye.

“I have a little money of my own,” he said. “You see, I have only been a constable for twelve months; previous to that I — I wasn’t a constable!”

He was not very lucid: by this time he was apparently embarrassed, and she changed the subject, wondering and absurdly pleased.

It was inconsistent of her to realize after the ride that these meetings were wrong. They were wrong before, surely? Was it worse to ride with a man who had revealed himself to be a member of one’s own class than with a policeman? Nevertheless, she knew it was wrong and met him — and that is where Constable Fellowe and Miss Sandford became “May” and “Frank” to one another. There had been nothing clandestine in their meetings.

Theodore Sandford, a hard-headed man, was immensely democratic. He joked about May’s policeman, made ponderous references to stolen visits to his palatial kitchen in search of rabbit-pie, and then there arose from a jesting nothing the question of Frank’s remaining in the force. He had admitted that he had independent means. Why remain a ridiculous policeman? From jest it had passed into a very serious discussion and the presentation of an ultimatum, furiously written, furiously posted, and as furiously regretted.

Theodore Sandford looked up from his writing-table with an amused smile.

“So you’re really angry with your policeman, are you?” he asked.

But it was no joke to the girl. Her pretty face was set determinedly.

“Of course,” she shrugged her pretty shoulders, “Mr. Fellowe can do as he wishes — I have no authority over him” — this was not true— “but one is entitled to ask of one’s friends—”

There were tears of mortification in her eyes, and Sandford dropped his banter. He looked at the girl searchingly, anxiously. Her mother had died when May was a child; he was ever on the lookout for some sign of the fell disease which carried off the woman who had been his all.

“Dearest!” he said tenderly “you mustn’t be worried or bothered by your policeman; I’m sure he’d do anything in the world for you, if he is only half a human man. You aren’t looking well,” he said anxiously.

She smiled. “I’m tired tonight, daddy,” she said, putting her arm about his neck.

“You’re always tired nowadays,” he said. “Black thought so the other day when he saw you. He recommended a very clever doctor — I’ve got his address somewhere.”

She shook her head with vigour. “I don’t want to see doctors,” she said decidedly.

“But—”

“Please — please!” she pleaded, laughing now. “You mustn’t!”

There was a knock at the door and a footman came in. “Mr. Fellowe, madam,” he announced.

The girl looked round quickly. “Where is he?” she asked. Her father saw the pink in her cheeks and shook his head doubtingly.

“He is in the drawingroom,” said the man.

“I’ll go down, daddy.” She turned to her father.

He nodded. “I think you’ll find he’s fairly tractable — by the way, the man is a gentleman.”

“A gentleman, daddy!” she answered with lofty scorn, “of course he’s a gentleman!”

“I’m sorry I mentioned it,” said Mr. Theodore Sandford humbly.

Frank was reading her letter — the letter which had brought him to her — when she came in. He took her hand and held it for a fraction of a second, then he came straight to the point. It was hard enough, for never had she so appealed to him as she did this night.

There are some women whose charms are so elusive, whose beauty is so unordinary in character, as to baffle adequate description. May Sandford was one of these. No one feature goes to the making of a woman, unless, indeed, it be her mouth. There is something in the poise of the head, in the method of arranging the hair, in the clearness and peachlike bloom of the complexion, in the carriage of the shoulders, the suppleness of the body, the springy tread-each characteristic furnished something to the beautiful whole.

May Sandford was a beautiful girl. She had been a beautiful child, and had undergone none of the transition from prettiness to plainness, from beauty to awkwardness. It was as though the years had each contributed their quota to the creation of the perfect woman.

“Surely,” he said, “you do not mean this? That is not your view?” He held out her letter. She bent her head.

“I think it would be best,” she said in a low tone. “I don’t think we shall agree very well on — on things. You’ve been rather horrid lately, Mr. Fellowe.”

His face was very pale. “I don’t remember that I have been particularly horrid,” he said quietly.

“It is impossible for you to remain a policeman,” she went on tremulously. She went up to him and laid her hands upon his shoulders. “Don’t you see — even papa jokes about it, and it’s horrid. I’m sure the servants talk — and I’m not a snob really—”

Frank threw back his head and laughed.

“Can’t you see, dearie, that I should not be a policeman if there was not excellent reason? I am doing this work because I have promised my superior that I would do it.”

“But — but,” she said, bewildered, “if you left the force you would have no superior.”

“I cannot give up my work,” he said simply. He thought a moment, then shook his head slowly. “You ask me to break my word,” he said. “You ask me to do greater mischief than that which I am going to undo. You wouldn’t you couldn’t, impose that demand upon me.”

She drew back a little, her head raised, pouting ever so slightly. “I see,” she said, “you would not.” She held out her hand. “I shall never ask you to make another sacrifice.”

He took her hand, held it tightly a moment, then let it drop. Without another word the girl left the room. Frank waited a moment, hoping against hope that she would repent. The door remained closed.

He left the house with an overwhelming sense of depression.




Chapter VII


Dr. Essley Meets A Man
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Dr. Essley was in his study, making a very careful microscopic examination. The room was in darkness save for the light which came from a powerful electric lamp directed to the reflector of the instrument. What he found on the slide was evidently satisfactory, for by and by he removed the strip of glass, threw it into the fire and turned on the lights.

He took up a newspaper cutting from the table and read it. It interested him, for it was an account of the sudden death of Mr. Augustus Fanks.

“The deceased gentleman,” ran the account, “was engaged with Colonel Black, the famous financier, discussing the details of the new iron amalgamation, when he suddenly collapsed and, before medical assistance could be procured, expired, it is believed, of heart failure.”

There had been no inquest, for Fanks had in truth a weak heart and had been under the care of a specialist, who, since his speciality was heart trouble, discovered symptoms of the disease on the slightest pretext.

So that was the end of Fanks. The doctor nodded slowly. Yes, that was the end of him. And now? He took a letter from his pocket. It was addressed to him in the round sprawling calligraphy of Theodore Sandford.

Essley had met him in the early days when Sandford was on friendly terms with Black. He had been recommended to the ironmaster by the financier, and had treated him for divers ills. “My suburban doctor,” Sandford had called him.

“Though I am not seeing eye to eye with our friend Black,” he wrote, “and we are for the moment at daggers drawn, I trust that this will not affect our relationships, the more so since I wish you to see my daughter.”

Essley remembered having seen her once: a tall girl, with eyes that danced with laughter and a complexion of milk and roses.

He put the letter in his pocket, went into his little surgery and locked the door. When he came out he wore his long overcoat and carried a little satchel. He had just time to catch a train for the City, and at eleven o’clock he found himself in Sandford’s mansion.

“You are a weird man, doctor,” said the ironmaster with a smile, as he greeted his visitor. “Do you visit most of your patients by night?”

“My aristocratic patients,” said the other coolly.

“A bad job about poor Fanks,” said the other. “He and I were only dining together a few weeks ago. Did he tell you that he met a man who knew you in Australia?”

A shadow of annoyance passed over the other’s face. “Let us talk about your daughter,” he said brusquely. “What is the matter with her?”

The ironmaster smiled sheepishly. “Nothing, I fear; yet you know, Essley, she is my only child, and I sometimes imagine that she is looking ill. My doctor in Newcastle tells me that there is nothing wrong with her.”

“I see,” said Essley. “Where is she?”

“She is at the theatre,” confessed the father. You must think I am an awful fool to bring you up to town to discuss the health of a girl who is at the theatre, but something upset her pretty badly last night, and I was to-day glad to see her take enough interest in life to visit a musical comedy.”

“Most fathers are fools,” said the other. “I will wait till she comes in.” He strolled to the window and looked out. “Why have you quarrelled with Black?” he asked suddenly.

The older man frowned. “Business,” he said shortly. He is pushing me into a corner. I helped him four years ago—”

“He helped you, too,” interrupted the doctor.

“But not so much as I helped him,” said the other obstinately. “I gave him his chance. He floated my company and I profited, but he profited more. The business has now grown to such vast proportions that it will not pay me to come in. Nothing will alter my determination.”

“I see.” Essley whistled a little tune as he walked again to the window.

Such men as this must be broken, he thought. Broken! And there was only one way: that daughter of his. He could do nothing tonight, that was evident — nothing.

“I do not think I will wait for your daughter,” he said. “Perhaps I will call in tomorrow evening.”

“I am so sorry—”

But the doctor silenced him. “There is no need to be sorry,” he said with acerbity; “you will find my visit charged in my bill.”

The ironmaster laughed as he saw him to the door. “You are almost as good a financier as your friend,” he said.

“Almost,” said the doctor dryly.

His waiting taxi dropped him at Charing Cross, and he went straight to the nearest call-office and rang up a Temperance Hotel at Bloomsbury. He had reasons for wishing to meet a Mr. Weld who knew him in Australia.

He had no difficulty in getting the message through. Mr. Weld was in the hotel. He waited whilst the attendant found him. By and by a voice spoke:

“I am Weld — do you want me?”

“Yes; my name is Cole. I knew you in Australia. I have a message for you from a mutual friend. Can you see me tonight?”

“Yes; where?”

Dr. Essley had decided the place of meeting. “Outside the main entrance of the British Museum,” he said. “There are few people about at this time of night, and I am less likely to miss you.”

There was a pause at the other end of the wire. “Very good,” said the voice; in a quarter of an hour?”

“That will suit me admirably — goodbye.”

He hung up the receiver. Leaving his satchel at the cloakroom at Charing Cross Station, he set out to walk to Great Russell Street. He would take no cab. There should be no evidence of that description. Black would not like it. He smiled at the thought. Great Russell Street was deserted, save for a constant stream of taxicabs passing and repassing and an occasional pedestrian. He found his man waiting; rather tall and slight, with an intellectual, refined face.

“Dr. Essley?” he asked, coming forward as the other halted.

“That is my—” Essley stopped. “My name is Cole,” he said harshly. “What made you think I was Essley?”

“Your voice,” said the other calmly. “After all, it does not matter what you call yourself; I want to see you.”

“And I you,” said Essley.

They walked along side by side until they came to a side street.

“What do you want of me?” asked the doctor.

The other laughed.

“I wanted to see you. You are not a bit like the Essley I knew. He was slighter and had not your colouring, and I was always under the impression that the Essley who went up into the bush died.”

“It is possible,” said Essley in an absent way. He wanted to gain time. The street was empty. A little way down there was a gateway in which a man might lie unobserved until a policeman came.

In his pocket he had an impregnated feather carefully wrapped up in lint and oiled silk. He drew it from his pocket furtively and with his hands behind him he stripped it of its covering.

“… in fact, Dr. Essley,” the man was saying, “I am under the impression that you are an impostor.”

Essley faced him. “You think too much,” he said in a low voice, “and after all, I do not recognize — turn your face to the light.”

The young man obeyed. It was a moment. Quick as thought the doctor raised the feather…

A hand of steel gripped his wrist. As if from the ground, two other men had appeared. Something soft was thrust into his face; a sickly aroma overpowered him. He struggled madly, but the odds were too many, and then a shrill police-whistle sounded and he dropped to the ground…

He awoke to find a policeman bending over him. Instinctively he put his hand to his head.

“Hurt, sir?” asked the man.

“No.” He struggled to his feet and stood unsteadily. “Did you capture the men?”

“No, sir, they got away. We just spotted them as they downed you, but, bless your heart, they seemed to be swallowed up by the earth.”

He looked around for the feather: it had disappeared. With some reluctance he gave his name and address to the constable, who called a taxicab.

“You’re sure you’ve lost nothing, sir?” asked the man.

“Nothing,” said Essley testily. “Nothing — look here, constable, do not report this.” He slipped a pound into the man’s hand. “I do not wish this matter to get into the papers.”

The constable handed the money back. “I’m sorry, sir,” he said, “I couldn’t take this even if I was willing.” He looked round quickly and lowered his voice. “I’ve got a gentleman from the Yard with me,” he said, “one of the assistant commissioners.”

Essley followed the direction of the policeman’s eyes. In the shadow of the wall a man was standing.

“He was the chap who saw you first,” said the policeman, young and criminally loquacious.

Obeying some impulse he could not define, Essley walked towards the man in the shadow.

“I owe you a debt of gratitude,” he said. “I can only hope that you will add to your kindness by letting the matter drop — I should hate to see the thing referred to in the newspapers.”

“I suppose you would,” said the unknown. He was in evening dress, and the red glow of his cigar rather concealed than defined his face. “But this is a matter. Dr. Essley, where you must allow us full discretion.”

“How do you know my name?” asked the doctor suspiciously. The other smiled in the darkness and turned away.

“One moment!” Essley took a stride forward and peered into the other’s face. “I seem to recognize your voice,” he said.

“That is possible,” said the other, and pushed him gently, but firmly, away. Essley gasped. He himself was no weakling, but this man had an arm like steel.

“I think you had better go, sir,” said the police-constable anxiously. He desired neither to offend an obviously influential member of the public nor his superior — that mysterious commissioner who appeared and disappeared in the various divisions and who left behind him innumerable casualties amongst the different members of the force.

“I’ll go,” said the doctor, “but I should like to know this gentleman’s name.”

“That cannot possibly interest you,” said the stranger, and Essley shrugged his shoulders. With that he had to be content. He drove home to Forest Hill, thinking, thinking. Who were these three — what object had they? Who was the man who had stood in the shadows? Was it possible that his assailants were acting in collusion with the police?

He was no nearer the solution when he reached his home. He unlocked the door and let himself in. There was nobody in the house but himself and the old woman upstairs. His comings and goings were so erratic that he had organized a system which allowed him the most perfect freedom of movement.

There must be an end to Dr. Essley, he decided. Essley must disappear from London. He need not warn Black — Black would know. He would settle the business of the ironmaster and his daughter, and then — there would be a finish.

He unlocked his study, entered and switched on the lights. There was a letter on his writing-table, a letter enclosed in a thin grey envelope. He picked it up and examined it. It had been delivered by hand, and bore his name written in a firm hand. He looked at the writing-table and started back. The letter had been written in the room and blotted on the pad!

There was no doubt at all about it. The blotting-paper had been placed there fresh that day, and the reverse of the bold handwriting on the envelope was plain to see. He looked at the envelope again.

It could not have been a patient: he never admitted patients — he had none worth mentioning. The practice was a blind. Besides, the door had been locked, and he alone had the key. He tore the envelope open and took out the contents. It was a half-sheet of notepaper. The three lines of writing ran —

“You escaped tonight, and have only seven days to prepare yourself for the fate which awaits you. THE FOUR JUST MEN.”

He sank into his chair, crushed by the knowledge. They were the Just Men — and he had escaped them. The Just Men! He buried his face in his hands and tried to think. Seven days they gave him. Much could be done in seven days. The terror of death was upon him, he who had without qualm or remorse sent so many on the long journey. But this was he — himself! He clutched at his throat and glared round the room. Essley the poisoner — the expert; a specialist in death — the man who had revived the lost art of the Medicis and had hoodwinked the law. Seven days! Well, he would settle the business of the ironmaster. That was necessary to Black.

He began to make feverish preparations for the future. There were no papers to destroy. He went into the surgery and emptied three bottles down the sink. The fourth he would want. The fourth had been useful to Black: a little green bottle with a glass stopper. He slipped it into his pocket.

He let the tap run to wash away all trace of the drug he had spilt. The bottles he smashed and threw into a waste-bin.

He went upstairs to his room, but he could not sleep. He locked his door and put a chair against it. With a revolver in his hand, he searched the cupboard and beneath the bed. He placed the revolver under his pillow and tried to sleep.

Next morning found him haggard and ill, but none the less he made his toilet with customary care. Punctually at noon he presented himself at Hampstead and was shown into the drawingroom. The girl was alone when he entered. He noted with approval that she was very beautiful.

That May Sandford did not like him he knew by instinct. He saw the cloud come to her pretty face as he came into her presence, and was amused in his cold way.

“My father is out,” she said.

“That is good,” said Essley, “for now we can talk.” He seated himself without invitation.

“I think it is only right to tell you. Dr. Essley, that my father’s fears regarding me are quite groundless.”

At that moment the ironmaster came in and shook hands warmly with the doctor. “Well, how do you think she looks?” he asked.

“Looks tell you nothing,” said the other. It was not the moment for the feather. He had other things to do, and the feather was not the way. He chatted for a while and then rose. “I will send you some medicine,” he said. She pulled a wry face. “You need not worry to take it,” he said, with the touch of rancour that was one of his characteristics.

“Can you come to dinner on Tuesday?” asked Sandford.

Essley considered. This was Saturday — three days out of seven, and anything might turn up in the meantime. “Yes,” he said, “I will come.”

He took a cab to some chambers near the Thames Embankment. He had a most useful room there.




Chapter VIII


Colonel Black Has A Shock
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Mr. Sandford had an appointment with Colonel Black. It was the final interview before the break.

The City was busy with rumours. A whisper had circulated; all was not well with the financier — the amalgamation on which so much depended had not gone through. Black sat at his desk that afternoon, idly twiddling a paperknife. He was more sallow than usual; the hand that held the knife twitched nervously. He looked at his watch. It was time Sandford came. He pushed a bell by the side of his desk and a clerk appeared.

“Has Mr. Sandford arrived?” he asked.

“He has just come, sir,” said the man.

“Show him in.”

The two men exchanged formal greetings, and Black pointed to a chair. “Sit down, Sandford,” he said curtly. “Now, exactly how do we stand?”

“Where we did,” said the other uncompromisingly.

“You will not come into my scheme?”

“I will not,” said the other.

Colonel Black tapped the desk with his knife, and Sandford looked at him. He seemed older than when he had last seen him. His yellow face was seamed and lined.

“It means ruin for me,” he said suddenly. “I have more creditors than I can count. If the amalgamation went through I should be established. There are lots of people in with me too — Ikey Tramber — you know Sir Isaac? He’s a friend of — er — the Earl of Verlond.”

But the elder man was not impressed. “It is your fault if you’re in a hole,” said he. “You have taken on too big a job — more than that, you have taken too much for granted.”

The man at the desk looked up from under his straight brows. “It is all very well for you to sit there and tell me what I should do,” he said, and the shakiness of his voice told the other something of the passion he concealed. “I do not want advice or homily — I want money. Come into my scheme and amalgamate, or—”

“Or—” repeated the ironmaster quietly.

“I do not threaten you,” said Black sullenly; “I warn you. You are risking more than you know.”

“I’ll take the risk,” said Sandford. He got up on to his feet. “Have you anything more to say?”

“Nothing.”

“Then I’ll bid you goodbye.”

The door closed with a slam behind him, and Black did not move. He sat there until it was dark, doing no more than scribble aimlessly upon his blottingpad. It was nearly dark when he drove back to the flat he occupied in Victoria Street and let himself in.

“There is a gentleman waiting to see you, sir,” said the man who came hurrying to help him out of his coat.

“What sort of a man?”

“I don’t know exactly, sir, but I have got a feeling that he is a detective.”

“A detective?” He found his hands trembling, and cursed his folly. He stood uncertainly in the centre of the hall. In a minute he had mastered his fears and turned the handle of the door.

A man rose to meet him. He had a feeling that he had met him before. It was one of those impressions that it is so difficult to explain. “You wanted to see me?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” said the man, a note of deference in his voice. “I have called to make a few inquiries.”

It was on the tip of Black’s tongue to ask him whether he was a police officer, but somehow he had not the courage to frame the words. The effort was unnecessary, as it proved, for the next words of the man explained his errand.

“I have been engaged,” he said, “by a firm of solicitors to discover the whereabouts of Dr. Essley.”

Black looked hard at him. “There ought to be no difficulty,” he said, “in that. The doctor’s name is in the Directory.”

“That is so,” said the man, “and yet I have had the greatest difficulty in running him to earth. As a matter of fact,” explained the man, “I was wrong when I said I wanted to discover his whereabouts. It is his identity I wish to establish.”

“I do not follow you,” said the financier.

“Well,” said the man, “I don’t know exactly how to put it. If you know Dr. Essley, you will recall the fact that he was for some years in Australia.”

“That is true,” said Black. “He and I came back together.”

“And you were there some years, sir?”

“Yes, we were there for a number of years, though we were not together all the time.”

“I see,” said the man. “You went out together, I believe?”

“No,” replied the other sharply, “we went at different periods.”

“Have you seen him recently?”

“No, I have not seen him, although I have frequently written to him on various matters.” Black was trying hard not to lose his patience. It would not do for this man to see how much the questions were irritating him.

The man jotted down something in his notebook, closed it and put it in his pocket. “Would you be surprised to learn,” he asked quietly, “that the real Dr. Essley who went out to Australia died there?”

Black’s fingers caught the edge of the table and he steadied himself.

“I did not know that,” he said. “Is that all you have to ask?” he said, as the man finished.

“I think that will do, sir,” said the detective.

“Can I ask you on whose behalf you are inquiring?” demanded the colonel.

“That I am not at liberty to tell.”

After he had gone, Black paced the apartment, deep in thought.

He took down from the shelf a continental Baedeker and worked out with a pencil and paper a line of retirement. The refusal of Sandford to negotiate with him was the crowning calamity.

He crossed the room to the safe which stood in the corner, and opened it. In the inside drawer were three flat packets of notes. He picked them out and laid them on the table. They were notes on the Bank of France, each for a thousand francs.

It would be well to take no risks. He put them in the inside pocket of his coat. If all things failed, they were the way to freedom. As for Essley — he smiled. He must go any way. He left his flat and drove eastwards to the City. Two men followed him, though this he did not know.

Black boasted that his corporation kept no books, maintained no record, and this fact was emphasized the night that the Four had visited him unbidden. Their systematic search for evidence, which they had intended to use against him at a recognized tribunal, had failed to disclose the slightest vestige of documentary evidence which might be employed. Yet, if the truth be told, Black kept a very complete set of books, only they were in a code of his own devising, the key of which he had never put on paper, and which he only could understand.

He was engaged on the evening of the detective’s visit in placing even these ledgers beyond the reach of the Four. He had good reason for his uneasiness. The Four had been very active of late, and they had thought fit to issue another challenge to Colonel Black. He was busy from nine o’clock to eleven, tearing up apparently innocent letters and burning them. When that hour struck, he looked at his watch and confirmed the time. He had very important business that night.

He wrote a note to Sir Isaac Tramber, asking him to meet him that night. He had need of every friend, every pull, and every bit of help that could come to him.




Chapter IX


Lord Verlond Gives A Dinner
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Lord Verlond was an afternoon visitor at the Sandford establishment. He had come for many reasons, not the least of which nobody expected. He was a large shareholder in the Sandford Foundries, and with rumours of amalgamation in the air there was excuse enough for his visit. Doubly so, it seemed, when the first person he met was a large, yellow-faced man, confoundedly genial (in the worst sense of the word) and too ready to fraternize for the old man’s liking.

“I have heard of you, my lord,” said Colonel Black.

“For the love of Heaven, don’t call me ‘my lord’!” snapped the earl. “Man’ alive, you are asking me to be rude to you!”

But no man of Verlond’s standing could be rude to the colonel, with his mechanical smile and his beaming eye.

“I know a friend of yours, I think,” he said, in that soothing tone which in a certain type of mind passes for deference.

“You know Ikey Tramber, which is not the same thing,” said the earl.

Colonel Black made a noise indicating his amusement. “He always—” he began.

“He always speaks well of me and says what a fine fellow I am, and how the earth loses its savour if he passes a day without seeing me,” assisted Lord Verlond, his eyes alight with pleasant malice, “and he tells you what a good sportsman I am, and what a true and kindly heart beats behind my somewhat unprepossessing exterior, and how if people only knew me they would love me — he says all this, doesn’t he?”

Colonel Black bowed.

“I don’t think!” said Lord Verlond vulgarly. He looked at the other for a while. “You shall come to dinner with me tonight — you will meet a lot of people who will dislike you intensely.”

“I shall be delighted,” murmured the colonel.

He was hoping that in the conference which he guessed would be held between Sandford and his lordship he would be invited to participate. In this, however, he was disappointed. He might have taken his leave there and then, but he chose to stay and discuss art (which he imperfectly understood) with a young and distracted lady who was thinking about something else all the time.

She badly wanted to bring the conversation round to the Metropolitan police force, in the hope that a rising young constable might be mentioned. She would have asked after him, but her pride prevented her. Colonel Black himself did not broach the subject.

He was still discussing lost pictures when Lord Verlond emerged from the study with Sandford. “Let your daughter come” the earl was saying.

Sandford was undecided. “I’m greatly obliged — I should not like her to go alone.”

Something leapt inside Colonel Black’s bosom. A chance…!

“If you are talking of the dinner tonight,” he said with an assumption of carelessness, “I shall be happy to call in my car for you.”

Still Sandford was not easy in his mind. It was May who should make the decision.

“I think I’d like to, daddy,” she said.

She did not greatly enjoy the prospect of going anywhere with the colonel, but it would only be a short journey.

“If I could stand in loco parentis to the young lady,” said Black, nearly jocular, “I should esteem it an honour.”

He looked round and caught a curious glint in Lord Verlond’s eyes. The earl was watching him closely, eagerly, almost, and a sudden and unaccountable fear gripped the financier’s heart.

“Excellent, excellent!” murmured the old man, still watching him through lowered lids. “It isn’t far to go, and I think you’ll stand the journey well.”

The girl smiled, but the grim fixed look on the earl’s face did not relax.

“As you are an invalid, young lady,” he went on, despite May’s laughing protest— “as you’re an invalid, young lady, I will have Sir James Bower and Sir Thomas Bigland to meet you — you know those eminent physicians, colonel? Your Dr. Essley will, at any rate — experts both on the action of vegetable alkaloids.”

Great beads of sweat stood on Black’s face, but his features were under perfect control. Fear and rage glowed in his eyes, but he met the other’s gaze defiantly. He smiled even — a slow, laboured smile. “That puts an end to any objection,” he said almost gaily.

The old man took his leave and was grinning to himself all the way back to town.

The Earl of Verlond was a stickler for punctuality: a grim, bent old man, with a face that, so Society said, told eloquently the story of his life, his bitter tongue was sufficient to maintain for him the respect — or if not the respect, the fear that so ably substitutes respect — of his friends.

“Friends” is a word which you would never ordinarily apply to any of the earl’s acquaintances. He had apparently no friends save Sir Isaac Tramber. “I have people to dine with me,” he had said cynically when this question of friendship was once discussed by one who knew him sufficiently well to deal with so intimate a subject.

That night he was waiting in the big library of Carnarvon Place. The earl was one of those men who observed a rigid timetable every day of his life. He glanced at his watch; in two minutes he would be on his way to the drawingroom to receive his guests.

Horace Gresham was coming. A curious invitation, Sir Isaac Tramber had thought, and had ventured to remark as much, presuming his friendship.

“When I want your advice as to my invitation list, Ikey,” said the earl, “I will send you a prepaid telegram.”

“I thought you hated him,” grumbled Sir Isaac.

“Hate him! Of course I hate him. I hate everybody. I should hate you, but you are such an insignificant devil,” said the earl. “Have you made your peace with Mary?”

“I don’t know what you mean by ‘making my peace’,” said Sir Isaac complainingly. “I tried to be amiable to her, and I only seemed to succeed in making a fool of myself.”

“Ah!” said the nobleman with a little chuckle, “she would like you best natural.”

Sir Isaac shot a scowling glance at his patron. “I suppose you know,” he said, “that I want to marry Mary.”

“I know that you want some money without working for it,” said the earl. “You have told me about it twice. I am not likely to forget it. It is the sort of thing I think about at nights.”

“I wish you wouldn’t pull my leg,” growled the baronet. “Are you waiting for any other guests?”

“No,” snarled the earl, “I am sitting on the top of Mont Blanc eating rice pudding.” There was no retort to this. “I’ve invited quite an old friend of yours,” said the earl suddenly, “but it doesn’t look as if he was turning up.”

Ikey frowned. “Old friend?”

The other nodded. “Military gent,” he said laconically. “A colonel in the army, though nobody knows the army.”

Sir Isaac’s jaw dropped. “Not Black?”

Lord Verlond nodded. He nodded several times, like a gleeful child confessing a fault of which it was inordinately proud. “Black it is,” he said, but made no mention of the girl.

He looked at his watch again and pulled a little face. “Stay here,” he commanded. “I’m going to telephone.”

“Can I—”

“You can’t!” snapped the earl. He was gone some time, and when he returned to the library there was a smile on his face. “Your pal’s not coming,” he said, and offered no explanation either for the inexplicable behaviour of the colonel or for his amusement.

At dinner Horace Gresham found himself seated next to the most lovely woman in the world. She was also the kindest and the easiest to amuse. He was content to forget the world, and such of the world who were gathered about the earl, but Lord Verlond had other views.

“Met a friend of yours to-day,” he said abruptly and addressing Horace.

“Indeed, sir?” The young man was politely interested.

“Sandford — that terribly prosperous gentleman from Newcastle.” Horace nodded cautiously. “Friend of yours too, ain’t he?” The old man turned swiftly to Sir Isaac. “I asked his daughter to come to dinner — father couldn’t come. She ain’t here.”

He glared round the table for the absent girl.

“In a sense Sandford is a friend of mine,” said Sir Isaac no less cautiously, since he must make a statement in public without exactly knowing how the elder man felt on the subject of the absent guests; “at least, he’s a friend of a friend.”

“Black,” snarled Lord Verlond, “bucket-shop swindler — are you in it?”

“I have practically severed my connection with him,” Sir Isaac hastened to say.

Verlond grinned. “That means he’s broke,” he said, and turned to Horace. “Sandford’s full of praise for a policeman who’s mad keen on his girl — friend of yours?”

Horace nodded. “He’s a great friend of mine,” he said quietly.

“Who is he?”

“Oh, he’s a policeman,” said Horace.

“And I suppose he’s got two legs and a head and a pair of arms,” said the earl. “You’re too full of information — I know he’s a policeman. Everybody seems to be talking about him. Now, what does he do, where does he come from — what the devil does it all mean?”

“I’m afraid I can’t give you any information,” said Horace. “The only thing that I am absolutely certain about in my own mind is that he is a gentleman.”

“A gentleman and a policeman?” asked the earl incredulously. Horace nodded. “A new profession for the younger son, eh?” remarked Lord Verlond sardonically. “No more running away and joining the army; no more serving before the mast; no more cow-punching on the pampas—”

A look of pain came into Lady Mary’s eyes. The old lord swung round on her.

“Sorry” he growled. “I wasn’t thinking of that young fool. No more dashing away to the ends of the earth for the younger son; no dying picturesquely in the Cape Mounted Rifles, or turning up at an appropriate hour with a bag of bullion under each arm to save the family from ruin. Join the police force, that’s the game. You ought to write a novel about that: a man who can write letters to the sporting papers can write anything.”

“By the way,” he added, “I am coming down to Lincoln on Tuesday to see that horse of yours lose.”

“You will make your journey in vain,” said Horace. “I have arranged for him to win.”

He waited later for an opportunity to say a word in private to the old man. It did not come till the end of the dinner, when he found himself alone with the earl. “By the way,” he said, with an assumption of carelessness, “I want to see you on urgent private business.”

“Want money?” asked the earl, looking at him suspiciously from underneath his shaggy brows.

Horace smiled. “No, I-don’t think I am likely to borrow money,” he said.

“Want to marry my niece?” asked the old man with brutal directness.

“That’s it,” said Horace coolly. He could adapt himself to the old man’s mood.

“Well, you can’t,” said the earl. “You have arranged for your horse to win, I have arranged for her to marry Ikey. At least,” he corrected himself, “Ikey has arranged with me.”

“Suppose she doesn’t care for this plan?” asked Horace.

“I don’t suppose she does,” said the old man with a grin. “I can’t imagine anybody liking Ikey, can you? I think he’s a hateful devil. He doesn’t pay his debts, he has no sense of honour, very little sense of decency; his associates, including myself, are the worst men in London.” He shook his head suspiciously. “He’s being virtuous now,” he growled, “told me so confidentially; informed me that he was turning over a new leaf. What a rotten confession for a man of his calibre to make! I mistrust him in his penitent mood.” He looked up suddenly. “You go and cut him out,” he said, the tiny flame of malice, which gave his face such an extraordinary character, shining in his eyes. “Good idea, that! Go and cut him out; it struck me Mary was a little keen on you. Damn Ikey! Go along!”

He pushed the astonished youth from him.

Horace found the girl in the conservatory. He was bubbling over with joy. He had never expected to make so easy a conquest of the old man — so easy that he almost felt frightened. It was as if the Earl of Verlond, with that sardonic humour of his, was devising some method of humiliating him. Impulsively he told her all that had happened.

“I can’t believe it,” he cried, “he was so ready, so willing. He was brutal, of course, but that was natural.”

She looked at him with a little glint of amusement in her eyes. “I don’t think you know uncle,” she said quietly.

“But — but—” he stammered.”

“Yes, I know,” she went on, “everybody thinks they do. They think he’s the most horrid old man in the world. Sometimes,” she confessed, “I have shared their opinion. I can never understand why he sent poor Con away.”

“That was your brother?” he asked.

She nodded. Her eyes grew moist. “Poor boy,” she said softly, “he didn’t understand uncle. I didn’t then. I sometimes think uncle doesn’t understand himself very well,” she said with a sad little smile. “Think of the horrid things he says about people — think of the way he makes enemies—”

“And yet, I am ready to believe he is a veritable Gabriel,” said Horace fervently. “He is a benefactor of the human race, a king among men, the distributor of great gifts—”

“Don’t be silly,” she said, and laying her hand on his arm, she led him to the farther end of the big palm court.

Whatever pleasure the old lord brought to Horace, it found no counterpart in his dealings with Sir Isaac. He alternately patted and kicked him, until the baronet was writhing with rage. The old man seemed to take a malicious pleasure in ruffling the other. That the views he expressed at ten o’clock that night were in absolute contradiction to those that he had put into words at eight o’clock on the same night did not distress him; he would have changed them a dozen times during the course of twentyfour hours if he could have derived any pleasure from so doing.

Sir Isaac was in an evil frame of mind when a servant brought him a note. He looked round for a quiet place in which to read it. He half suspected its origin. But why had Black missed so splendid an opportunity of meeting Lord Verlond? The note would explain, perhaps.

He crossed the room and strolled towards the conservatory, reading the letter carefully. He read it twice, then he folded it up and put it into his pocket; he had occasion to go to that pocket again almost immediately, for he pulled out his watch to see the time.

When he had left the little retreat on his way to the hall, he left behind him a folded slip of paper on the floor.

This an exalted Horace, deliriously happy, discovered on his way back to the card-room. He handed it to Lord Verlond who, having no scruples, read it — and, reading it in the seclusion of his study, grinned.




Chapter X


A Policeman’s Business


Table of Contents


There was living at Somers Town at that time a little man named Jakobs.

He was a man of some character, albeit an unfortunate person with “something behind him.” The something behind him, however, had come short of a lagging. “Carpets” (three months’ hard labour) almost innumerable had fallen to his share, but a lagging had never come his way.

A little wizened-faced man, with sharp black eyes, very alert in his manner, very neatly dressed, he conveyed the impression that he was enjoying a day off, but so far as honest work was concerned Jakobs’ day was an everlasting one.

Mr. Jakobs had been a pensioner of Colonel Black’s for some years. During that period of time Willie Jakobs had lived the life of a gentleman. That is to say, he lived in the manner which he thought conformed more readily to the ideal than that which was generally accepted by the wealthier classes.

There were moments when he lived like a lord — again he had his own standard — but these periods occurred at rare intervals, because Willie was naturally abstemious. But he certainly lived like a gentleman, as all Somers Town agreed, for he went to bed at whatsoever hour he chose, arose with such larks as were abroad at the moment, or stayed in bed reading his favourite journal.

A fortunate man was he, never short of a copper for a half-pint of ale, thought no more of spending a shilling on a race than would you or I, was even suspected of taking his breakfast in bed, a veritable hallmark of luxury and affluence by all standards.

To him every Saturday morning came postal orders to the value of two pounds sterling from a benefactor who asked no more than that the recipient should be happy and forget that he ever saw a respected dealer in stocks and shares in the act of rifling a dead man’s pockets.

For this William Jakobs had seen.

Willie was a thief, born so, and not without pride in his skilful-fingered ancestry. He had joined the firm of Black and Company less with the object of qualifying for a pension twenty years hence than on the off chance of obtaining an immediate dividend. He was guarded by the very principles which animated the head of his firm.

There was an obnoxious member of the board — obnoxious to the genial Colonel Black — who had died suddenly. A subsequent inquisition came to the conclusion that he died from syncope: even Willie knew no better. He had stolen quietly into the managing director’s office one day in the ordinary course of business, for Master Jakobs stole quietly, but literally and figuratively. He was in search of unconsidered stamps and such loose coinage as might be found in the office of a man notoriously careless in the matter of small change. He had expected to find the room empty, and was momentarily paralysed to see the great Black himself bending over the recumbent figure of a man, busily searching the pockets of a dead man for a letter — for the silent man on the floor had come with his resignation in his pocket and had indiscreetly embodied in this letter his reasons for taking the step. Greatest indiscretion of all, he had revealed the existence of this very compromising document to Colonel Black.

Willie Jakobs knew nothing about the letter — had no subtle explanation for the disordered pocketbook. To his primitive mind Colonel Black was making a search for money: it was, in fact, a stamp-hunt on a large scale, and in his agitation he blurted this belief.

At the subsequent inquest Mr. Jakobs did not give evidence. Officially he knew nothing concerning the matter. Instead he retired to his home in Somers Town, a life pensioner subject to a continuation of his reticence. Two years later, one Christmas morning, Mr. Jakobs received a very beautiful box of chocolates by post, ‘with every good wish,’ from somebody who did not trouble to send his or her name. Mr. Jakobs, being no lover of chocolate drops, wondered what it had cost and wished the kindly donor had sent beer.

“Hi, Spot, catch!” said Mr. Jakobs, and tossed a specimen of the confectioner’s art to his dog, who possessed a sweet tooth.

The dog ate it, wagging his tail, then he stopped wagging his tail and lay down with a shiver — dead.

It was some time before Willie Jakobs realized the connection between the stiff little dog and this bland and ornate Christmas gift.

He tried a chocolate on his landlord’s dog, and it died. He experimented on a fellow-lodger’s canary, and it died too — he might have destroyed the whole of Somers Town’s domestic menagerie but for the timely intervention of his landlord, who gave him in charge for his initial murder. Then the truth came out. The chocolates were poisoned. Willie Jakobs found his photograph in the public Press as the hero of a poisoning mystery: an embarrassment for Willie, who was promptly recognized by a Canning Town tradesman he had once victimized, and was arrested for the second time in a week.

Willie came out of gaol (it was a “carpet”) expecting to find an accumulation of one-pound postal orders awaiting him. Instead he found one five-pound note and a typewritten letter, on perfectly plain uncompromising paper, to the effect that the sender regretted that further supplies need not be expected.

Willie wrote to Colonel Black, and received in reply a letter in which “Colonel Black could not grasp the contents of yours of the 4th. He has never sent money, and fails to understand why the writer should have expected,” etc., etc.


Willie, furious and hurt at the base ingratitude and duplicity of his patron, carried the letter and a story to a solicitor, and the solicitor said one word— “Blackmail!” Here, then, was a disgruntled Willie Jakobs forced to work: to depend upon chance bookings and precarious liftings. Fortunately his right hand had not lost its cunning, nor, for the matter of that, had his left. He “clicked” to good stuff, fenced it with the new man in Eveswell Road (he was lagged eventually because he was only an amateur and gave too much for the stuff), and did well — so well, indeed, that he was inclined to take a mild view of Black’s offences.

On the evening of Lord Verlond’s dinner party — though, to do him justice, it must be confessed that Jakobs knew nothing of his lordship’s plans — he sallied forth on business intent. He made his way through the tiny court and narrow streets which separated him from Stibbington Street, there turning southwards to the Euston Road, and taking matters leisurely, he made his way to Tottenham Court Road, en route to Oxford Street.

Tottenham Court Road, on that particular night, was filled with interested people. They were interested in shop windows, interested in one another, interested in boarding and alighting from buses. It was an ideal crowd from Jakobs’ point of view. He liked people who concentrated, who fixed their minds on one thing and had no thought for any other. In a sense he was something of a psychologist, and he looked sound to find some opulent person whose powers of concentration might be of service to himself.

Gathered round the steps of an omnibus, impatiently waiting for other passengers to disembark, was a little crowd of people, and Jakobs, with his quick, keen eye, spotted a likely client.

He was a stout man of middle age. His hat was placed at such an angle on his head that the Somers Towner diagnosed him as “canned.” He may or may not have been right in his surmise. It is sufficient that he appeared comfortably off, and that not only was his coat of good material, but he had various indications of an ostentatious character testifying to his present affluence. Willie Jakobs had had no intention of taking a bus ride. I doubt very much whether he changed his plans even now, but certain it is that he began to elbow his way into the little throng which surrounded the bus, by this time surging forward to board it.

He elbowed his way with good effect, for suddenly ceasing his efforts, as though he had remembered some very important engagement, he began to back out. He reached the outskirts of the little knot, then turned to walk briskly away.

At that moment a firm hand dropped on his shoulder in quite a friendly way. He looked round quickly. A tall young man in civilian dress stood behind him.

“Hullo!” said the young man, kindly enough, “aren’t you going on?”

“No, Mr. Fellowe,” he said. “I was going down for a blow, but I remember I left the gas burning at home.”

“Let’s go back and put it out,” said Constable Fellowe, who was on a very special duty that night.

“On second thoughts,” said Jakobs reflectively, “I don’t think it’s worth while. After all, it’s one of those penny-in-the-slot machines and it can only burn itself out.”

“Then come along and see if my gas is burning,” said Frank humorously.

He held the other’s arm lightly, but when Jakobs attempted to disengage himself he found the pressure on his arm increased. “What’s the game?” he asked innocently.

“The same old game,” said Frank, with a little smile. “Hullo. Willie, you’ve dropped something.”

He stooped quickly, without releasing his hold, and picked up a pocketbook.

The bus was on the point of moving off as Frank swung round and with a signal stopped the conductor. “I think some one who has just boarded your bus has lost a pocketbook. I think it is that stoutish gentleman who has just gone inside.”

The stoutish gentleman hastily descended to make a public examination of his wardrobe. He discovered himself minus several articles which should, by all laws affecting the right of property, have been upon his person.

Thereafter the matter became a fairly commonplace incident. “It’s a cop,” said Willie philosophically. I didn’t see you around, Mr. Fellowe.”

“I don’t suppose you did, yet I’m big enough.”

“And ugly enough,” added Willie impartially.

Frank smiled. “You’re not much of an authority on beauty, Willie, are you?” he asked jocosely, as they threaded their way through the streets which separated them from the nearest police-station.

“Oh, I don’t know,” said Willie, “‘andsome is as ‘andsome does. Say, Mr. Fellowe, why don’t the police go after a man like Olloroff? What are they worrying about a little hook like me for — getting my living at great inconvenience, in a manner of speaking. He is a fellow who makes his thousands, and has ruined his hundreds. Can you get him a lagging?”

“In time I hope we shall,” said Frank.

“There’s a feller!” said Willie. “He baits the poor little clerk — gets him to put up a fiver to buy a million pounds’ worth of gold mines. Clerk puts it — pinches the money from the till, not meanin’ to be dishonest, in a manner of speakin’, but expectin’ one day to walk into his boss, covered with fame and diamonds, and say, ‘Look at your long-lost Horace!’ See what I mean?”

Frank nodded.

“‘Look at your prodigal cashier’,” Jakobs continued, carried away by his imagination. “‘Put your lamps over my shiners, run your hooks over me Astrakhan collar. Master. it is I, thy servant!’”

It was not curious that they should speak of Black. There had been a case in court that day in which a too-credulous client of Black’s, who had suffered as a result of that credulity, had sued the colonel for the return of his money, and the case had not been defended.

“I used to work for him,” said Mr. Jakobs, reminiscently. “Messenger at twenty-nine shillings a week — like bein’ messenger at a mortuary.” He looked up at Frank. “Ever count up the number of Black’s friends who’ve died suddenly?” he asked. “Ever reckon that up? He’s a regular jujube tree, he is.”

“‘Upas’ is the word you want, Willie,” said Frank gently.

“You wait till the Four get him,” warned Mr. Jakobs cheerfully. “They won’t half put his light out.”

He said no more for a while, then he turned suddenly to Frank.

“Come to think of it, Fellowe,” he said, with the gross familiarity of the habitue in dealing with his captor, “this is the third time you’ve pinched me.”

“Come to think of it,” admitted Frank cheerfully, “it is.”

“Harf a mo’.” Mr. Jakobs halted and surveyed the other with a puzzled air. “He took me in the Tottenham Court Road, he took me in the Charin’ Cross Road, an’ he apperryhended me in Cheapside.”

“You’ve a wonderful memory,” smiled the young man.

“Never on his beat,” said Mr. Jakobs to himself, “always in plain clothes, an’ generally watchin’ me — now, why?”

Frank thought a moment. “Come and have a cup of tea, Willie,” he said, “and I will tell you a fairy story.”

“I think we shall be gettin’ at facts very soon,” said Willie, in his best judicial manner.

“I am going to be perfectly frank with you, my friend,” said Fellowe, when they were seated in a neighbouring coffee-shop.

“If you don’t mind,” begged Willie, “I’d rather call you by your surname — I don’t want it to get about that I’m a pal of yours.”

Frank smiled again. Willie had ever been a source of amusement. “You have been taken by me three times,” he said, “and this is the first time you have mentioned our friend Black. I think I can say that if you had mentioned him before it might have made a lot of difference to you, Willie.”

Mr. Jakobs addressed the ceiling. “Come to think of it,” he said, “he ‘inted at this once before.”

“I ‘int at it once again,” said Frank. “Will you tell me why Black pays you two pounds a week?”

“Because he don’t,” said Willie promptly. “Because he’s a sneakin’ hook an’ because he’s a twister, because he’s a liar—”

“If there’s any reason you haven’t mentioned, give it a run,” said Constable Fellowe in the vernacular.

Willie hesitated. “What’s the good of my tellin’ you?” he asked. “Sure as death you’ll tell me ‘I’m only lyin’.”

“Try me,” said Frank, and for an hour they sat talking, policeman and thief.

At the end of that time they went different ways — Frank to the police-station, where he found an irate owner of property awaiting him, and Mr. Jakobs, thankfully, yet apprehensively, to his Somers Town home.

His business completed at the station, and a station sergeant alternately annoyed and mystified by the erratic behaviour of a plainclothes constable, who gave orders with the assurance of an Assistant-Commissioner, Frank found a taxi and drove first to the house of Black, and later (with instructions to the driver to break all the rules laid down for the regulation of traffic) to Hampstead.

May Sandford was expecting the colonel. She stood by the drawingroom fire, buttoning her glove and endeavouring to disguise her pleasure that her sometime friend had called.

“Where are you going?” was his first blunt greeting, and the girl stiffened.

“You have no right to ask in that tone,” she said quietly, “but I will tell you. I am going to dinner.”

“With whom?”

The colour came to her face, for she was really annoyed. “With Colonel Black,” she said an effort to restrain her rising anger.

He nodded. “I’m afraid I cannot allow you to go,” he said coolly.

The girl stared. “Once and for all, Mr. Fellowe,” she said with quiet dignity, “you will understand that I am my own mistress. I shall do as I please. You have no right to dictate to me — you have no right whatever” — she stamped her foot angrily— “to say what I may do and what I may not do. I shall go where and with whom I choose.”

“You will not go out tonight, at any rate,” said Frank grimly.

An angry flush came to her cheeks. “If I chose to go tonight, I should go tonight,” she said.

“Indeed, you will do nothing of the sort.” He was quite cool now — master of himself — completely under control.

“I shall be outside this house,” he said, “for the rest of the night. If you go out with this man I shall arrest you.” She started and took a step back. “I shall arrest you,” he went on determinedly. “I don’t care what happens to me afterwards. I will trump up any charge against you. I will take you to the station, through the streets, and put you in the iron dock as though you were a common thief. I’ll do it because I love you,” he said passionately, “because you are the biggest thing in the world to me — because I love you better than life, better than you can love yourself, better than any man could love you. And do you know why I will take you to the police-station?” he went on earnestly. “Because you will be safe there, and the women who look after you will allow no dog like this fellow to have communication with you — because he dare not follow you there, whatever else he dare. As for him—”

He turned savagely about as a resplendent Black entered the room. Black stopped at the sight of the other’s face and dropped his hand to his pocket.

“You look out for me,” said Frank, and Black’s face blanched.

The girl had recovered her speech. “How dare you — how dare you!” she whispered. “You tell me that you will arrest me. How dare you! And you say you love me!” she said scornfully.

He nodded slowly. “Yes,” he said, quietly enough. “I love you. I love you enough to make you hate me. Can I love you any more than that?”

His voice was bitter, and there was something of helplessness in it too, but the determination that underlay his words could not be mistaken. He did not leave her until Black had taken his leave, and in his pardonable perturbation he forgot that he intended searching the colonel for a certain green bottle with a glass stopper.

Colonel Black returned to his flat that night to find unmistakable evidence that the apartment had been most systematically searched. There existed, however, no evidence as to how his visitors had gained admission. The doors had been opened, despite the fact that they were fastened by a key which had no duplicate, and with locks that were apparently unpickable. The windows were intact, and no attempt had been made to remove money and valuables from the desk which had been ransacked. The only proof of identity they had left behind was the seal which he found attached to the blottingpad on his desk.

They had gone methodically to work, dropped a neat round splash of sealing-wax, and had as neatly pressed the seal of the organization upon it. There was no other communication, but in its very simplicity this plain “IV” was a little terrifying. It seemed that the members of the Four defied all his efforts at security, laughed to scorn his patent locks, knew more about his movements than his most intimate friends, and chose their own time for their visitations.

This would have been disconcerting to a man of less character than Black; but Black was one who had lived through a score of years — each year punctuated, at regular intervals, with threats of the most terrible character. He had ever lived in the shadow of reprisal, yet he had never suffered punishment.

It was his most fervent boast that he never lost his temper, that he never did anything in a flurry. Now, perhaps for the first time in his life, he was going to work actuated by a greater consideration than self-interest — a consideration of vengeance.

It made him less careful than he was wont to be. He did not look for shadowers that evening, yet shadowers there had been — not one but many.




Chapter XI


To Lincoln Races
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Sir Isaac Tramber went to Lincoln in an evil frame of mind. He had reserved a compartment, and cursed his luck when he discovered that his reservation adjoined that of Horace Gresham.

He paced the long platform at King’s Cross, waiting for his guests. The Earl of Verlond had promised to go down with him and to bring Lady Mary, and it was no joy to Sir Isaac to observe on the adjoining carriage the label, “Reserved for Mr. Horace Gresham and party.”

Horace came along about five minutes before the train started. He was as cheerful as the noonday sun, in striking contrast to Sir Isaac, whose night had not been too wisely spent. He nodded carelessly to Sir Isaac’s almost imperceptible greeting.

The baronet glanced at his watch and inwardly swore at the old earl and his caprices. It wanted three minutes to the hour at which the train left. His tongue was framing a bitter indictment of the old man when he caught a glimpse of his tall, angular figure striding along the platform.

“Thought we weren’t coming. I suppose?” asked the earl, as he made his way to the compartment. “I say, you thought we weren’t coming?” he repeated, as Lady Mary entered the compartment, assisted with awkward solicitude by Sir Isaac.

“Well, I didn’t expect you to be late.”

“We are not late,” said the earl.

He settled himself comfortably in a corner seat — the seat which Sir Isaac had specially arranged for the girl. Friends of his and of the old man who passed nodded. An indiscreet few came up to speak.

“Going up to Lincoln, Lord Verlond?” asked one idle youth.

“No,” said the earl sweetly, “I am going to bed with the mumps.” He snarled the last word, and the young seeker after information fled.

“You can sit by me, Ikey — leave Mary alone,” said the old man sharply. “I want to know all about this horse. I have £150 on this thoroughbred of yours; it is far more important than those fatuous inquiries you intend making of my niece.”

“Inquiries?” grumbled Sir Isaac resentfully.

“Inquiries!” repeated the other. “You want to know whether she slept last night; whether she finds it too warm in this carriage; whether she would like a corner seat or a middle seat, her back to the engine or her face to the engine. Leave her alone, leave her alone, Ikey. She’ll decide all that. I know her better than you.”

He glared, with that amusing glint in his eyes, across at the girl. “Young Gresham is in the next carriage. Go and tap at the window and bring him out. Go along!”

“He’s got some friends there, I think, uncle,” said the girl.

“Never mind about his friends,” said Verlond irritably. “What the devil does it matter about his friends? Aren’t you a friend? Go and tap at the door and bring him out.”

Sir Isaac was fuming.

“I don’t want him in here,” he said loudly. “You seem to forget, Verlond, that if you want to talk about horses, this is the very chap who should know nothing about Timbolino.”

“Ach!” said the earl testily, “don’t you suppose he knows all there is to be known. What do you think sporting papers are for?”

“Sporting papers can’t tell a man what the owner knows,” said Sir Isaac importantly.

“They tell me more than he knows,” he said. “Your horse was favourite yesterday morning — it isn’t favourite any more, Ikey.”

“I can’t control the investments of silly asses,” grumbled Sir Isaac.

“Except one,” said the earl rudely. “But these silly asses you refer to do not throw their money away — remember that, Ikey. When you have had as much racing as I have had, and won as much money as I have won, you’ll take no notice of what owners think of their horses. You might as well ask a mother to give a candid opinion of her own daughter’s charms as to ask an owner for unbiased information about his own horse.”

The train had slipped through the grimy purlieus of London and was now speeding through green fields to Hatfield. It was a glorious spring day, mellow with sunlight: such a day as a man at peace with the world might live with complete enjoyment.

Sir Isaac was not in this happy position, nor was he in a mood to discuss either the probity of racing men or the general question of the sport itself. He observed with an inward curse the girl rise and walk, apparently carelessly, into the corridor. He could have sworn he heard a tap at the window of the next compartment, but in this, of course, he was wrong. She merely moved across the vision of the little coterie who sat laughing and talking, and in an instant Horace had come out.

“It is not my fault this, really,” she greeted him, with a little flush in her cheeks. “It was uncle’s idea.”

“Your uncle is an admirable old gentleman,” said Horace fervently. “I retract anything I may have said to his discredit.”

“I will tell him,” she said, with mock gravity.

“No, no,” cried Horace, “I don’t want you to do that exactly.”

“I want to talk to you seriously,” said she suddenly. “Come into our compartment. Uncle and Sir Isaac are so busy discussing the merits of Timbolino—is that the right name?” He nodded, his lips twitching with amusement. “That they won’t notice anything we have to say,” she concluded.

The old earl gave him a curt nod. Sir Isaac only vouchsafed a scowl. It was difficult to maintain anything like a confidential character in their conversation, but by manoeuvring so that they spoke only of the more important things when Sir Isaac and his truculent guest were at the most heated point of their argument, she was able to unburden the anxiety of her mind.

“I am worried about uncle,” she said in a low tone.

“Is he ill?” asked Horace.

She shook her head. “No, it isn’t his illness — yet it may be. But he is so contradictory; I am so afraid that it might react to our disadvantage. You know how willing he was that you should… “ She hesitated, and his hand sought hers under the cover of an open newspaper.

“It was marvellous,” he whispered, “wasn’t it? I never expected for one moment that the old dev — that your dear uncle,” he corrected himself, “would have been so amenable.”

She nodded again. “You see,” she said, taking advantage of another heated passage between the old man and the irritated baronet, “what he does so impetuously he can undo just as easily. I am so afraid he will turn and rend you.”

“Let him try,” said Horace. “I am not easily rent.”

Their conversation was cut short abruptly by the intervention of the man they were discussing.

“Look here, Gresham,” snapped the earl shortly, “you’re one of the cognoscenti, and I suppose you know everything. Who are the Four Just Men I hear people talking about?”

Horace was conscious of the fact that the eyes of Sir Isaac Tramber were fixed on him curiously. He was a man who made no disguise of his suspicion.

“I know no more than you,” said Horace. “They seem to me to be an admirable body of people who go about correcting social evils.”

“Who are they to judge what is and what is not evil?” growled the earl, scowling from under his heavy eyebrows. “Infernal cheek! What do we pay judges and jurymen and coroners and policemen and people of that sort for, eh? What do we pay taxes for, and rent for, and police rates, and gas rates, and water rates, and every kind of dam’ rate that the devilish ingenuity of man can devise? Do we do it that these jackanapes can come along and interfere with the course of justice? It’s absurd! It’s ridiculous!” he stormed.

Horace threw out a protesting hand. “Don’t blame me,” he said.

“But you approve of them,” accused the earl. “Ikey says you do, and Ikey knows everything — don’t you, Ikey?”

Sir Isaac shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “I didn’t say Gresham knew anything about it,” he began lamely.

“Why do you lie, Ikey; why do you lie?” asked the old man testily. “You just told me that you were perfectly sure that Gresham was one of the leading spirits of the gang.”

Sir Isaac, inured as he was to the brutal indiscretions of his friends, went a dull red. “Oh, I didn’t mean that exactly,” he said awkwardly and a little angrily. “Dash it, Lord Verlond, don’t embarrass a fellow by rendering him liable to heavy damages an all that sort of thing.”

Horace was unperturbed by the other’s confusion. “You needn’t bother yourself,” he said coolly. “I should never think of taking you to a court of justice.”

He turned again to the girl, and the earl claimed the baronet’s attention. The old man had a trick of striking off at a tangent; from one subject to another he leapt like a will-o’-the-wisp. Before Horace had framed half a dozen words the old man was dragging his unwilling victim along a piscatorial road, and Sir Isaac was floundering out of his depths in a morass — if the metaphor be excused — of salmon-fishing, trout-poaching, pike-fishing — a sport on which Sir Isaac Tramber could by no means deem himself an authority.

It was soon after lunch that the train pulled into Lincoln. Horace usually rented a house outside the town, but this year he had arranged to go and return to London on the same night. At the station he parted with the girl.

“I shall see you on the course,” he said. “What are your arrangements? Do you go back to town tonight?”

She nodded. “Is this a very important race for you to win?” she asked, a little anxiously.

He shook his head. “Nobody really bothers overmuch about the Lincolnshire Handicap,” he said. “You see, it’s too early in the season for even the gamblers to put their money down with any assurance. One doesn’t know much, and it is almost impossible to tell what horses are in form. I verily believe that Nemesis will win but everything is against her.

“You see, the Lincoln,” continued Horace doubtfully, “is a race which is not usually won by a filly, and then, too, she is a sprinter. I know sprinters have won the race before, and every year have been confidently expected to win it again; but the averages are all against a horse like Nemesis.”

“But I thought,” she said in wonder, “that you were so confident about her.”

He laughed a little. “Well, you know, one is awfully confident on Monday and full of doubts on Tuesday. That is part of the game; the form of horses is not half as inconsistent as the form of owners. I shall probably meet a man this morning who will tell me that some horse is an absolute certainty for the last race of the day. He will hold me by the buttonhole and he will drum into me the fact that this is the most extraordinarily easy method of picking up money that was ever invented since racing started. When I meet him after the last race he will coolly inform me that he did not back that horse, but had some tip at the last moment from an obscure individual who knew the owner’s aunt’s sister. You mustn’t expect one to be consistent.

“I still think Nemesis will win,” he went on, “but I am not so confident as I was. The most cocksure of students gets a little glum in the face of the examiner.”

The earl had joined them and was listening to the conversation with a certain amount of grim amusement. “Ikey is certain Timbolino will win,” he said, “even in the face of the examiner. Somebody has just told me that the examiner is rather soft under foot.”

“You mean the course?” asked Horace, a little anxiously.

The earl nodded. “It won’t suit yours, my friend,” he said. “A sprinter essaying the Lincolnshire wants good going. I can see myself taking £1,500 back to London to-day.”

“Have you backed Timbolino?”

“Don’t ask impertinent questions,” said the earl curtly. “And unnecessary questions,” he went on. “You know infernally well I’ve backed Timbolino. Don’t you believe me? I’ve backed it and I’m afraid I’m not going to win.”

“Afraid?” Whatever faults the old man had, Horace knew him for a good loser.

The earl nodded. He was not amused now. He had dropped like a cloak the assumption of that little unpleasant leering attitude. He was, Horace saw for the first time, a singularly goodlooking old man. The firm lines of the mouth were straight, and the pale face, in repose, looked a little sad.

“Yes. I’m afraid,” he said. His voice was even and without the bitter quality of cynicism which was his everlasting pose. “This race makes a lot of difference to some people. It doesn’t affect me very much,” he said, and the corner of his mouth twitched a little. “But there are people,” he went on seriously, “to whom this race makes a difference between life and death.” There was a sudden return to his usual abrupt manner. “Eh? How does that strike you for good melodrama, Mr. Gresham?”

Horace shook his head in bewilderment. “I’m afraid I don’t follow you at all. Lord Verlond.”

“You may follow me in another way,” said the earl briskly. “Here is my car. Good morning.”

Horace watched him out of sight and then made his way to the racecourse. The old man had puzzled him not a little. He bore, as Horace knew, a reputation which, if not unsavoury, was at least unpleasant. He was credited with having the most malicious tongue in London. But when Horace came to think, as he did, walking along the banks of the river on his way to the course, there was little that the old man had ever said which would injure or hurt innocent people. His cynicism was in the main directed against his own class, his savageness most manifested against notorious sinners. Men like Sir Isaac Tramber felt the lash of his tongue.

His treatment of his heir was, of course, inexcusable. The earl himself never excused it; he persistently avoided the subject, and it would be a bold man who would dare to raise so unpleasant a topic against the earl’s wishes.

He was known to be extraordinarily wealthy, and Horace Gresham had reason for congratulating himself that he had been specially blessed with this world’s goods. Otherwise his prospects would not have been of the brightest. That he was himself enormously rich precluded any suggestion (and the suggestion would have been inevitable) that he hunted Lady Mary’s fortune. It was a matter of supreme indifference to himself whether she inherited the Verlond millions or whether she came to him empty-handed.

There were other people in Lincoln that day who did not take so philosophical a view of the situation.

Sir Isaac had driven straight to the house on the hill leading to the Minster, which Black had engaged for two days. He was in a very bad temper when at last he reached his destination. Black was sitting at lunch. Black looked up as the other entered. “Hullo, Ikey,” he said, “come and sit down.”

Sir Isaac looked at the menu with some disfavour. “Thanks,” he said shortly, “I’ve lunched on the train. I want to talk to you.”

“Talk away,” said Black, helping himself to another cutlet. He was a good trencherman — a man who found exquisite enjoyment in his meals.

“Look here. Black,” said Isaac, “things are pretty desperate. Unless that infernal horse of mine wins to-day I shall not know what to do for money.”

“I know one thing you won’t be able to do,” said Black coolly, “and that is, come to me. I am in as great straits as you.” He pushed back his plate and took a cigar-case from his pocket. “What do we stand to win on this Timbolino of yours?”

“About £25,000,” said Sir Isaac moodily. “I don’t know if the infernal thing will win. It would be just my luck if it doesn’t. I am afraid of this horse of Gresham’s.”

Black laughed softly. “That’s a new fear of yours,” he said. “I don’t remember having heard it before.”

“It’s no laughing matter,” said the other. “I had my trainer, Tubbs, down watching her work. She is immensely fast. The only thing is whether she can stay the distance.”

“Can’t she be got at?” asked Black.

“Got at!” said the other impatiently. “The race will be run in three hours’ time! Where do you get your idea of racing from?” he asked irritably. “You can’t poison horses at three hours’ notice. You can’t even poison them at three days’ notice, unless you’ve got the trainer in with you. And trainers of that kind only live in novels.”

Black was carefully cutting the end of his cigar. “So if your horse loses we shall be in High Street, Hellboro’?” he reflected. “I have backed it to save my life.” He said this in grim earnest.

He rang a bell. The servant came in. “Tell them to bring round the carriage,” he said. He looked at his watch. “I am not particularly keen on racing, but I think I shall enjoy this day in the open. It gives one a chance of thinking.”
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The Race
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The curious ring on the Carholme was crowded. Unusually interested in the Lincoln handicap was the sporting world, and this, together with the glorious weather, had drawn sportsmen from north and south to meet together on this great festival of English racing. Train and steamer had brought the Wanderers back to the fold. There were men with a tan of Egypt on their cheeks, men who had been to the south to avoid the vigorous and searching tests of an English winter; there were men who came from Monte Carlo, and lean, brown men who had spent the dark days of the year amongst the snows of the Alps.

There were regular followers of the game who had known no holiday, and had followed the jumping season with religious attention. There were rich men and comparatively poor men; little tradesmen who found this the most delightful of their holidays; members of Parliament who had snatched a day from the dreariness of the Parliamentary debates; sharpers on the lookout for possible victims; these latter quiet, unobtrusive men whose eyes were constantly on the move for a likely subject. There was a sprinkling of journalists, cheery and sceptical, young men and old men, farmers in their gaiters — all drawn together in one great brotherhood by a love of the sport of kings.

In the crowded paddock the horses engaged in the first race were walking round, led by diminutive stable-lads, the number of each horse strapped to the boy’s arm.

“A rough lot of beggars,” said Gresham, looking them over. Most of them still had their winter coats; most of them were grossly fat and unfitted for racing. He was ticking the horses off on his card; some he immediately dismissed as of no account. He found Lady Mary wandering around the paddock by herself. She greeted him as a shipwrecked mariner greets a sail.

“I’m so glad you’ve come,” she said. “I know nothing whatever about racing.” She looked round the paddock. “Won’t you tell me something. Are all these horses really fit?”

“You evidently know something about horses,” he smiled. “No, they’re not.”

“But surely they can’t win if they’re not fit,” she said in astonishment.

“They can’t all win,” replied the young man, laughing. “They’re not all intended to win, either. You see, a trainer may not be satisfied his horse is top-hole. He sends him out to have a feeler, so to speak, at the opposition. The fittest horse will probably win this race. The trainer who is running against him with no hope of success will discover how near to fitness his own beast is!”

“I want to find Timbolino,” she said, looking at her card. “That’s Sir Isaac’s, isn’t it?”

He nodded. “I was looking for him myself,” he said. “Come along, and let’s see if we can find him.”

In a corner of the paddock they discovered the horse — a tall, upstanding animal, well muscled, so far as Horace could judge, for the horse was still in his cloths.

“A nice type of horse for the Lincoln,” he said thoughtfully. “I saw him at Ascot last year. I think this is the fellow we’ve got to beat.”

“Does Sir Isaac own many horses?” she asked.

“A few,” he said. “He is a remarkable man.”

“Why do you say that?” she asked.

He shrugged his shoulders. “Well, one knows… “ Then he realized that it wasn’t playing cricket to speak disparagingly of a possible rival, and she rightly interpreted his silence.

“Where does Sir Isaac make his money?” she asked abruptly.

He looked at her. “I don’t know,” he said. “He’s got some property somewhere, hasn’t he?”

She shook her head. “No,” she said. “I am not asking,” she went on quickly, “because I have any possible interest in his wealth or his prospects. All my interest is centred — elsewhere.” She favoured him with a dazzling little smile.

Although the paddock was crowded and the eyes of many people were upon him, the owner of the favourite had all his work to restrain himself from taking her hand.

She changed the subject abruptly. “So now let’s come and see your great horse,” she said gaily.

He led her over to one of the boxes where Nemesis was receiving the attention of an earnest groom.

There was not much of her. She was of small build, clean of limb, with a beautiful head and a fine neck not usually seen in so small a thoroughbred. She had run a good fourth in the Cambridgeshire of the previous year, and had made steady improvement from her three-year-old to her four-year-old days.

Horace looked her over critically. His practised eye could see no fault in her condition. She looked very cool, ideally fit for the task of the afternoon. He knew that her task was a difficult one; he knew, too, that he had in his heart really very little feat that she could fail to negotiate the easy mile of the Carholme. There were many horses in the race who were also sprinters, and they would make the pace a terrifically fast one. If stamina was a weak point, it would betray her.

The previous day, on the opening of the racing season, his stable had run a horse in a selling plate, and it was encouraging that this animal, though carrying top weight, beat his field easily. It was this fact that had brought Nemesis to the position of short-priced favourite.

Gresham himself had very little money upon her; he did not bet very heavily, though he was credited with making and losing fabulous sums each year. He gained nothing by contradicting these rumours. He was sufficiently indifferent to the opinions of his fellows not to suffer any inconvenience from their repetition.

But the shortening of price on Nemesis was a serious matter for the connection of Timbolino. They could not cover their investments by “saving” on Nemesis without a considerable outlay.

Horace was at lunch when the second race was run. He had found Lord Verlond wonderfully gracious; to the young man’s surprise his lordship had accepted his invitation with such matter-of-fact heartiness as to suggest he had expected it. “I suppose,” he said, with a little twinkle in his eye, “you haven’t invited Ikey?”

Gresham shook his head smilingly. “No, I do not think Sir Isaac quite approves of me.”

“I do not think he does,” agreed the other. “Anyway, he’s got a guest of his own, Colonel Black. I assure you it is through no act of mine. Ikey introduced him to me, somewhat unnecessarily, but Ikey is always doing unnecessary things.”

“A very amiable person,” continued the earl, busy with his knife and fork; “he ‘lordshipped’ me and ‘my lorded’ me as though he were the newest kind of barrister and I was the oldest and wiliest of assize judges. He treated me with that respect which is only accorded to those who are expected to pay eventually for the privilege. Ikey was most anxious that he should create a good impression.”

It may be said with truth that Black saw the net closing round him. He knew not what mysterious influences were at work, but day by day, in a hundred different ways, he found himself thwarted, new obstacles put in his way. He was out now for a final kill.

He was recalled to a realization of the present by the strident voices of the bookmakers about him; the ring was in a turmoil. He heard a voice shout, “Seven to one, bar one! Seven to one Nemesis!” and he knew enough of racing to realize what had happened to the favourite. He came to a bookmaker he knew slightly. “What are you barring?” he asked.

“Timbolino,” was the reply.

He found Sir Isaac near the enclosure. The baronet was looking a muddy white, and was biting his fingernails with an air of perturbation.

“What has made your horse so strong a favourite?”

“I backed it again,” said Sir Isaac.

“Backed it again?”

“I’ve got to do something,” said the other savagely. “If I lose, well, I lose more than I can pay. I might as well add to my liabilities. I tell you I’m down and out if this thing doesn’t win,” he said, “unless you can do something for me. You can, can’t you, Black, old sport?” he asked entreatingly. “There’s no reason why you and I should have any secrets from one another.”

Black looked at him steadily. If the horse lost he might be able to use this man to greater advantage.

Sir Isaac’s next words suggested that in case of necessity help would be forthcoming. “It’s that beastly Verlond,” he said bitterly. “He put the girl quite against me — she treats me as though I were dirt — and I thought I was all right there. I’ve been backing on the strength of the money coming to me.”

“What has happened recently?” asked Black.

“I got her by myself just now,” said the baronet, “and put it to her plain; but it’s no go. Black, she gave me the frozen face — turned me down proper. It’s perfectly damnable,” he almost wailed.

Black nodded. At that moment there was a sudden stir in the ring. Over the heads of the crowd from where they stood they saw the bright-coloured caps of the jockeys cantering down to the post.

Unlike Sir Isaac, who had carefully avoided the paddock after a casual glance at his candidate, Horace was personally supervising the finishing touches to Nemesis. He saw the girths strapped and gave his last instructions to the jockey. Then, as the filly was led to the course, with one final backward and approving glance at her, he turned towards the ring.

“One moment, Gresham!” Lord Verlond was behind him. “Do you think your horse,” said the old man, with a nod towards Nemesis, “is going to win?”

Horace nodded. “I do now,” he said; “in fact, I am rather confident.”

“Do you think,” the other asked slowly, “that if your horse doesn’t, Timbolino will?”

Horace looked at him curiously. “Yes, Lord Verlond, I do,” he said quietly.

Again there was a pause, the old man fingering his shaven chin absently. “Suppose, Gresham,” he said, without raising his voice, “suppose I asked you to pull your horse?”

The face of the young man went suddenly red. “You’re joking, Lord Verlond,” he answered stiffly.

“I’m not joking,” said the other. “I’m speaking to you as a man of honour, and I am trusting to your respecting my confidence. Suppose I asked you to pull Nemesis, would you do it?”

“No, frankly, I would not,” said the other, “but I can’t—”

“Never mind what you can’t understand,” said Lord Verlond, with a return of his usual sharpness. “If I asked you and offered you as a reward what you desired most, would you do it?”

“I would not do it for anything in the world,” said Horace gravely.

A bitter little smile came to the old man’s face. “I see,” he said.

“I can’t understand why you ask me,” said Horace, who was still bewildered. “Surely you — you know—”

“I only know that you think I want you to pull your horse because I have backed the other,” said the old earl, with just a ghost of a smile on his thin lips. “I would advise you not to be too puffed up with pride at your own rectitude,” he said unpleasantly, though the little smile still lingered, “because you may be very sorry one of these days that you did not do as I asked.”

“If you would tell me,” began Horace, and paused. This sudden request from the earl, who was, with all his faults, a sportsman, left him almost speechless.

“I will tell you nothing,” said the earl, “because I have nothing to tell you,” he added suavely.

Horace led the way up the stairs to the county stand. To say that he was troubled by the extraordinary request of the old man would be to put it mildly. He knew the earl as an eccentric man; he knew him by reputation as an evil man, though he had no evidence as to this. But he never in his wildest and most uncharitable moments had imagined that this old rascal — so he called him — would ask him to pull a horse. It was unthinkable. He remembered that Lord Verlond was steward of one or two big meetings, and that he was a member of one of the most august sporting clubs in the world.

He elbowed his way along the top of the stand to where the white osprey on Lady Mary’s hat showed.

“You look troubled,” she said as he reached her side. “Has uncle been bothering you?”

He shook his head. “No,” he replied, with unusual curtness.

“Has your horse developed a headache?” she asked banteringly.

“I was worried about something I remembered,” he said incoherently.

The field was at the starting-post: “Your horse is drawn in the middle,” she said.

He put up his glasses. He could see the chocolate and green plainly enough. Sir Isaac’s — grey vertical stripes on white, yellow cap — was also easy to see. He had drawn the inside right.

The field was giving the starter all the trouble that twentyfour high-spirited thoroughbreds could give to any man. For ten minutes they backed and sidled and jumped and kicked and circled before the two long tapes. With exemplary patience the starter waited, directing, imploring almost, commanding and, it must be confessed, swearing, for he was a North-country starter who had no respect for the cracks of the jockey world.

The wait gave Horace an opportunity for collecting his thoughts. He had been a little upset by the strange request of the man who was now speaking so calmly at his elbow.

For Sir Isaac the period of waiting had increased the tension. His hands were shaking, his glasses went up and down, jerkily; he was in an agony of apprehension, when suddenly the white tape swung up, the field bunched into three sections, then spread again and, like a cavalry regiment, came thundering down the slight declivity on its homeward journey.

“They’re off!”

A roar of voices. Every glass was focused on the oncoming field. There was nothing in it for two furlongs; the start had been a splendid one. They came almost in a dead line. Then something on the rail shot out a little: it was Timbolino, going with splendid smoothness.

“That looks like the winner,” said Horace philosophically. “Mine’s shut in.”

In the middle of the course the jockey on Nemesis, seeking an opening, had dashed his mount to one which was impossible.

He found himself boxed between two horses, the riders of which showed no disposition to open out for him. The field was halfway on its journey when the boy pulled the filly out of the trap and “came round his horses.”

Timbolino had a two-length clear lead of Colette, which was a length clear of a bunch of five; Nemesis, when half the journey was done, was lying eighth or ninth.

Horace, on the stand, had his stopwatch in his hand. He clicked it off as the field passed the four-furlong post and hastily examined the dial.

“It’s a slow race,” he said, with a little thrill in his voice.

At the distance, Nemesis, with a quick free stride, had shot out of the ruck and was third, three lengths behind Timbolino.

The boy on Sir Isaac’s horse was running a confident race. He had the rails and had not moved on his horse. He looked round to see where the danger lay, and his experienced eye saw it in Nemesis, who was going smoothly and evenly.

A hundred yards from the post the boy on Gresham’s filly shook her up, and in half a dozen strides she had drawn abreast of the leader.

The rider of Timbolino saw the danger — he pushed his mount, working with hands and heels upon the willing animal under him.

They were running now wide of each other, dead level. The advantage, it seemed, lay with the horse on the rails, but Horace, watching with an expert eye from the top of the stand, knew that the real advantage lay with the horse in the middle of the track.

He had walked over the course that morning, and he knew that it was on the crown of the track that the going was best. Timbolino responded nobly to the efforts of his rider; once his head got in front, and the boy on Nemesis took up his whip, but he did not use it. He was watching the other. Then, with twenty yards to go, he drove Nemesis forward with all the power of his splendid hands.

Timbolino made one more effort, and as they flew past the judge’s box there was none save the judge who might separate them.

Horace turned to the girl at his side with a critical smile. “Oh, you’ve won,” she said. “You did win, didn’t you?” Her eyes were blazing with excitement.

He shook his head smilingly. “I’m afraid I can’t answer that,” he said. “It was a very close thing.”

He glanced at Sir Isaac. The baronet’s face was livid, the hand that he raised to his lips trembled like an aspen leaf. “There’s one man,” thought Horace, “who’s more worried about the result than I am.”

Down below in the ring there was a Babel of excited talk. It rose up to them in a dull roar. They were betting fast and furiously on the result, for the numbers had not yet gone up.

Both horses had their partisans. Then there was a din amounting to a bellow. The judge had hoisted two noughts in the frame. It was a dead-heat!

“By Jove!” said Horace.

It was the only comment he made.

He crossed to the other side of the enclosure as quickly as he could, Sir Isaac following closely behind. As the baronet elbowed his way through the crowd somebody caught him by the arm. He looked round. It was Black.

“Run it off,” said Black, in a hoarse whisper. “It was a fluke that horse got up. Your jockey was caught napping. Run it off.”

Sir Isaac hesitated. “I shall get half the bets and half the stakes,” he said.

“Have the lot,” said Black. “Go along, there is nothing to be afraid of. I know this game; run it off. There’s nothing to prevent you winning.”

Sir Isaac hesitated, then walked slowly to the unsaddling enclosure. The steaming horses were being divested of their saddles.

Gresham was there, looking cool and cheerful. He caught the baronet’s eye.

“Well, Sir Isaac,” he said pleasantly, “what are you going to do?”

“What do you want to do?” asked Sir Isaac suspiciously. It was part of his creed that all men were rogues. He thought it would be safest to do the opposite to what his rival desired. Like many another suspicious man, he made frequent errors in his diagnosis.

“I think it would be advisable to divide,” said Horace. “The horses have had a very hard race, and I think mine was unlucky not to win.”

That decided Sir Isaac. “We’ll run it off,” he said.

“As you will,” said Horace coldly, “but I think it is only right to warn you that my horse was boxed in halfway up the course and but for that would have won very easily. He had to make up half a dozen—”

“I know all about that,” interrupted the other rudely, “but none the less, I’m going to run it off.”

Horace nodded. He turned to consult with his trainer. If the baronet decided to run the dead-heat off, there was nothing to prevent it, the laws of racing being that both owners must agree to divide.

Sir Isaac announced his intention to the stewards, and it was arranged that the run-off would take place after the last race of the day.

He was shaking with excitement when he rejoined Black. “I’m not so sure that you’re right,” he said dubiously. “This chap Gresham says his horse was boxed in. I didn’t see the beast in the race, so I can’t tell. Ask somebody.”

“Don’t worry,” said Black, patting him on the back, “there is nothing to worry about; you’ll win this race just as easily as I shall walk from this ring to the paddock.”

Sir Isaac was not satisfied. He waited till he saw a journalist whom he knew by sight returning from the telegraph office.

“I say,” he said, “did you see the race?”

The journalist nodded. “Yes, Sir Isaac,” he said with a smile. “I suppose Gresham insisted on running it off?”

“No, he didn’t,” said Sir Isaac, “but I think I was unlucky to lose.”

The journalist made a little grimace. “I’m sorry I can’t agree with you,” he said. “I thought that Mr. Gresham’s horse ought to have won easily, but that he was boxed in in the straight.”

Sir Isaac reported this conversation to Black.

“Take no notice of these racing journalists,” said Black contemptuously. “What do they know? Haven’t I got eyes as well as they?”

But this did not satisfy Sir Isaac. “These chaps are jolly good judges,” he said. “I wish to heaven I had divided.”

Black slapped him on the shoulder. “You’re losing your nerve, Ikey,” he said. “Why, you’ll be thanking me at dinner tonight for having saved you thousands of pounds. He didn’t want to run it off?”

“Who?” asked Sir Isaac. “Gresham?”

“Yes; did he?” asked Black.

“No, he wasn’t very keen. He said it wasn’t fair to the horses.”

Black laughed. “Rubbish!” he said scornfully. “Do you imagine a man like that cares whether his horse is hard raced or whether it isn’t? No! He saw the race as well as I did. He saw that your fool of a jockey had it won and was caught napping. Of course he didn’t want to risk a run-off. I tell you that Timbolino will win easily.”

Somewhat reassured by his companion’s optimism. Sir Isaac awaited the conclusion of the run-off in better spirits. It added to his assurance that the ring took a similar view to that which Black held. They were asking for odds about Timbolino. You might have got two to one against Nemesis.

But only for a little while. Gresham had gone into the tearoom with the girl, and was standing at the narrow entrance of the county stand, when the cry, “Two to one Nemesis!” caught his ear.

“They’re not laying against my horse!” he exclaimed in astonishment. He beckoned a man who was passing. “Are they laying against Nemesis?” he asked. The man nodded. He was a commission agent, who did whatever work the young owner required. “Go in and back her for me. Put in as much money as you possibly can get. Back it down to evens,” said Gresham decidedly.

He was not a gambling man. He was shrewd and businesslike in all his transactions, and he could read a race. He knew exactly what had happened. His money created some sensation in a market which was not over-strong. Timbolino went out, and Nemesis was a shade odds on.

Then it was that money came in for Sir Isaac’s horse.

Black did not bet to any extent, but he saw a chance of making easy money. The man honestly believed all he had said to Sir Isaac. He was confident in his mind that the jockey had ridden a “jolly race.” He had sufficient credit amongst the best men in the ring to invest fairly heavily.

Again the market experienced an extraordinary change. Timbolino was favourite again. Nemesis went out — first six to four, then two to one, then five to two.

But now the money began to come in from the country. The results of the race and its description had been published in the stop-press editions in hundreds of evening papers up and down England, Ireland and Scotland. Quick to make their decisions, the little punters of Great Britain were reinvesting — some to save their stakes, others to increase what they already regarded as their winnings.

And here the money was for Nemesis. The reporters, unprejudiced, had no other interest but to secure for the public accurate news and to describe things as they saw them. And the race as they saw it was the race which Sir Isaac would not believe and at which Black openly scoffed.

The last event was set for half-past four, and after the field had come past the post, and the winner was being led to the unsaddling enclosure, the two dead-heaters of the memorable Lincolnshire Handicap came prancing from the paddock on to the course.

The question of the draw was immaterial. There was nothing to choose between the jockeys, two experienced horsemen, and there was little delay at the post. It does not follow that a race of two runners means an equable start, though it seemed that nothing was likely to interfere with the tiny field getting off together. When the tapes went up, however, Nemesis half-turned and lost a couple of lengths.

“I’ll back Timbolino,” yelled somebody from the ring, and a quick staccato voice cried, “I’ll take three to one.”

A chorus of acceptances met the offer.

Sir Isaac was watching the race from the public stand. Black was at his side.

“What did I tell you?” asked the latter exultantly. “The money is in your pocket, Ikey, my boy. Look, three lengths in front. You’ll win at a walk.”

The boy on Nemesis had her well balanced. He did not drive her out. He seemed content to wait those three lengths in the rear. Gresham, watching them through his glasses, nodded his approval.

“They’re going no pace,” he said to the man at his side. “She was farther behind at this point in the race itself.”

Both horses were running smoothly. At the five-furlong post the lad on Nemesis let the filly out just a little. Without any apparent effort she improved her position. The jockey knew now exactly what were his resources and he was content to wait behind. The rest of the race needs very little description. It was a procession until they had reached the distance. Then the boy on Timbolino looked round.

“He’s beaten,” said Gresham, half to himself. He knew that some jockeys looked round when they felt their mount failing under them.

Two hundred yards from the post Nemesis, with scarcely an effort, drew level with the leader. Out came the other jockey’s whip. One, two, he landed his mount, and the horse went ahead till he was a neck in front. Then, coming up with one long run, Nemesis first drew up, then passed the fast-stopping Timbolino, and won with consummate ease by a length and a half.

Sir Isaac could not believe his eyes. He gasped, dropped his glasses, and stared at the horses in amazement. It was obvious that he was beaten long before the winning-post was reached.

“He’s pulling the horse,” he cried, beside himself with rage and chagrin. “Look at him! I’ll have him before the stewards. He is not riding the horse!”

Black’s hand closed on his arm. “Drop it, you fool,” he muttered. “Are you going to give away the fact that you are broke to the world before all these people? You’re beaten fairly enough. I’ve lost as much as you have. Get out of this.”

Sir Isaac Tramber went down the stairs of the grandstand in the midst of a throng of people, all talking at once in different keys. He was dazed. He was more like a man in a dream. He could not realize what it meant to him. He was stunned, bewildered. All that he knew was that Timbolino had lost. He had a vague idea at the back of his mind that he was a ruined man, and only a faint ray of hope that Black would in some mysterious way get him out of his trouble.

“The horse was pulled,” he repeated dully. “He couldn’t have lost. Black, wasn’t it pulled?”

“Shut up,” snarled the other. “You’re going to get yourself into pretty bad trouble unless you control that tongue of yours.” He got the shaking man away from the course and put a stiff glass of brandy and water in his hand. The baronet awoke to his tragic position.

“I can’t pay. Black,” he wailed. “I can’t pay — what an awful business for me. What a fool I was to take your advice — what a fool! Curse you, you were standing in with Gresham. Why did you advise me? What did you make out of it?”

“Dry up,” said Black shortly. “You’re like a babe, Ikey. What are you worrying about? I’ve told you I’ve lost as much money as you. Now we’ve got to sit down and think out a plan for making money. What have you lost?”

Sir Isaac shook his head weakly. “I don’t know,” he said listlessly. “Six or seven thousand pounds. I haven’t got six or seven thousand pence,” he added plaintively. “It’s a pretty bad business for me, Black. A man in my position — I shall have to sell off my horses—”

“Your position!” Black laughed harshly. “My dear good chap, I shouldn’t let that worry you. Your reputation,” he went on. “You’re living in a fool’s paradise, my man,” he said with savage banter. “Why, you’ve no more reputation than I have. Who cares whether you pay your debts of honour or whether you don’t? It would surprise people more if you paid than if you defaulted. Get all that nonsense out of your head and think sensibly. You will make all you’ve lost and much more. You’ve got to marry — and quick, and then she’s got to inherit my lord’s money, almost as quickly.”

Ikey looked at him in despairing amazement. “Even if she married me,” he said pettishly, “I should have to wait years for the money.” Colonel Black smiled.

They were moving off the course when they were overtaken by a man, who touched the baronet on the arm.

“Excuse me. Sir Isaac,” he said, and handed him an envelope.

“For me?” asked Ikey wonderingly, and opened the envelope. There was no letter — only a slip of paper and four banknotes for a thousand pounds each. Sir Isaac gasped and read:

“Pay your debts and live cleanly; avoid Black like the devil and work for your living.”

The writing was disguised, but the language was obviously Lord Verlond’s.




Chapter XIII


Who are The Four?


Table of Contents


Lord Verlond sat at breakfast behind an open copy of The Times. Breakfast was ever an unsociable meal at Verlond House. Lady Mary, in her neat morning dress, was content to read her letters and her papers without expecting conversation from the old man.

He looked across at her. His face was thoughtful. In repose she had always thought it rather fine, and now his grave eyes were watching her with an expression she did not remember having seen before.

“Mary,” he asked abruptly, “are you prepared for a shock?”

She smiled, though somewhat uneasily. These shocks were often literal facts. “I think I can survive it,” she said.

There was a long pause, during which his eyes did not leave her face. “Would you be startled to know that that young demon of a brother of yours is still alive?”

“Alive!” she exclaimed, starting to her feet. There was no need for the old man to ask exactly how she viewed the news. Her face was flushed with pleasure — joy shone in her eyes. “Oh, is it really true?” she cried.

“It’s true enough,” said the old man moodily. “Very curious how things turn out. I thought the young beggar was dead, didn’t you?”

“Oh, don’t talk like that, uncle, you don’t mean it.”

“I mean it all right,” snapped the earl. “Why shouldn’t I? He was infernally rude to me. Do you know what he called me before he left?”

“But that was sixteen years ago,” said the girl.

“Sixteen grandmothers,” said the old man. “It doesn’t make any difference to me if it was sixteen hundred years — he still said it. He called me a tiresome old bore — what do you think of that?” She laughed, and a responsive gleam came to the old man’s face. “It’s all very well for you to laugh,” he said, “but it’s rather a serious business for a member of the House of Lords to be called a tiresome old bore by a youthful Etonian. Naturally, remembering his parting words and the fact that he had gone to America, added to the very important fact that I am a Churchman and a regular subscriber to Church institutions, I thought he was dead. After all, one expects some reward from an All-wise Providence.”

“Where is he?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” said the earl. “I traced him to Texas — apparently he was on a farm there until he was twenty-one. After that his movements seem to have been somewhat difficult to trace.”

“Why,” she said suddenly, pointing an accusing finger at him, “you’ve been trying to trace him.”

For a fraction of a second the old man looked confused. “I’ve done nothing of the sort,” he snarled. Do you think I’d spend my money to trace a rascal who—”

“Oh, you have,” she went on. “I know you have. Why do you pretend to be such an awful old man?”

“Anyway, I think he’s found out,” he complained. “It takes away a great deal of the fortune which would have come to you. I don’t suppose Gresham will want you now.” She smiled. He rose from the table and went to the door. “Tell that infernal villain—”

“Which one?”

“James,” he replied, “that I’m not to be disturbed. I’m going to my study. I’m not to be disturbed by anyone for any reason; do you understand?”

If it was a busy morning for his lordship, it was no less so for Black and his friend, for it was Monday, and settling day, and in numerous clubs in London expectant bookmakers, in whose volumes the names of Black and Sir Isaac were freely inscribed, examined their watches with feelings that bordered upon apprehension.

But, to the surprise of everybody who knew the men, the settlements were made. An accession of wealth had come to the “firm.”

Sir Isaac Tramber spent that afternoon pleasantly. He was raised from the depths of despair to the heights of exaltation. His debts of honour were paid; he felt it was possible for him to look the world in the face. As a taxi drove him swiftly to Black’s office, he was whistling gaily, and smiling at the politely veiled surprise of one of his suspicious bookmakers.

The big man was not at his office, and Sir Isaac, who had taken the precaution of instructing his driver to wait, redirected him to the Chelsea flat. Black was dressing for dinner when Sir Isaac arrived.

“Hullo!” he said, motioning him to a seat. “You’re the man I want. I’ve got a piece of information that will please you. You are the sort of chap who is scared by these Four Just Men. Well, you needn’t be any more. I’ve found out all about them. It’s cost me £200 to make the discovery, but it’s worth every penny.” He looked at a sheet of paper lying before him. “Here is the list of their names. A curious collection, eh? You wouldn’t suspect a Wesleyan of taking such steps as these chaps have taken. A bank manager in South London — Mr. Charles Grimburd — you’ve heard of him: he’s the art connoisseur, an unexpected person, eh? And Wilkinson Despard — he’s the fellow I suspected most of all. I’ve been watching the papers very carefully. The Post Herald, the journal he writes for, has always been very well informed upon these outrages of the Four. They seem to know more about it than any other paper, and then, in addition, this man Despard has been writing pretty vigorously on social problems. He’s got a place in Jermyn Street. I put a man on to straighten his servant, who had been betting. He had lost money. My man has been at him for a couple of weeks. There they are.” He tossed the sheet across. “Less awe-inspiring than when they stick to their masks and their funny titles.”

Sir Isaac studied the list with interest.

“But there are only three here,” he said. “Who is the fourth?”

“The fourth is the leader: can’t you guess who it is? Gresham, of course.”

“Gresham?”

“I haven’t any proof,” said Black; “it’s only surmise. But I would stake all I have in the world that I’m right. He is the very type of man to be in this — to organize it, to arrange the details.”

“Are you sure the fourth is Gresham?” asked Sir Isaac again.

“Pretty sure,” said Black. He had finished his dressing and was brushing his dress-coat carefully with a whisk brush.

“Where are you going?” asked Sir Isaac.

“I have a little business tonight,” replied the other. “I don’t think it would interest you very much.” He stopped his brushing. For a moment he seemed deep in thought. “On consideration,” he said slowly, “perhaps it will interest you. Come along to the office with me. Have you dined?”

“No, not yet.”

“I’m sorry I can’t dine you,” said Black. “I have an important engagement after this which is taking all my attention at present. You’re not dressed,” he continued. “That’s good. We’re going to a place where people do not as a rule dress for dinner”

Over his own evening suit he drew a long overcoat, which he buttoned to the neck. He selected a soft felt hat from the wardrobe in the room and put it on before the looking-glass. “Now, come along,” he said.

It was dusk, and the wind which howled through the deserted street justified the wrapping he had provided. He did not immediately call a cab, but walked until they came to Vauxhall Bridge Road. By this time Sir Isaac’s patience and powers of pedestrianism were almost exhausted.

“Oh, Lord!” he said irritably, “this is not the kind of job I like particularly.”

“Have a little patience,” said Black. “You don’t expect me to call cabs in Chelsea and give my directions for half a dozen people to hear. You don’t seem to realize, Ikey, that you and I are being very closely watched.”

“Well, they could be watching us now,” said Sir Isaac with truth.

“They may be, but the chances are that nobody will be near enough when we give directions to the driver as to our exact destination.”

Even Sir Isaac did not catch it, so low was the voice of Black instructing the driver. Through the little pane at the back of the cab Black scrutinized the vehicles following their route. “I don’t think there is anybody after us at present,” he said. “It isn’t a very important matter, but if the information came to the Four that their plans were being checkmated it might make it rather awkward for us.”

The cab passed down the winding road which leads from the Oval to Kennington Green. It threaded a way through the traffic and struck the Camberwell Road. Halfway down, Black put out his head, and the cab turned sharply to the left. Then he tapped at the window and it stopped. He got out, followed by Sir Isaac. “Just wait for me at the end of the street,” he said to the driver.

He handed the man some money as a guarantee of his bona fides, and the two moved off. The street was one of very poor artisan houses, and Black had recourse to an electric lamp which he carried in his pocket to discover the number he wanted. At last he came to a small house with a tiny patch of garden in front and knocked. A little girl opened the door. “Is Mr. Farmer in?” said Black.

“Yes, sir,” said the little girl, “will you go up?”

She led the way up the carpeted stairs and knocked at a small door on the left. A voice bade them come in. The two men entered. Seated by the table in a poorly-furnished room, lit only by the fire, was a man. He rose as they entered.

“I must explain,” said Black, “that Mr. Farmer has rented this room for a couple of weeks. He only comes here occasionally to meet his friends. This,” he went on, motioning to Sir Isaac, “is a great friend of mine.”

He closed the door, and waited till the little girl’s footsteps on the stairs had died away.

“The advantage of meeting in this kind of house,” said the man called Farmer, “is that the slightest movement shakes the edifice from roof to basement.”

He spoke with what might be described as a “mock-culture” voice. It was the voice of a common man who had been much in the company of gentlemen, and who endeavoured to imitate their intonation without attempting to acquire their vocabulary.

“You can speak freely, Mr. Farmer,” said Black. “This gentleman is in my confidence. We are both interested in this ridiculous organization. I understand you have now left Mr. Wilkinson Despard’s employment?”

The man nodded. “Yes, sir,” he said, with a little embarrassed cough. “I left him yesterday.”

“Now, have you found out who the fourth is?”

The man hesitated. “I am not sure, sir. It is only fair to tell you that I am not absolutely certain. But I think you could gamble on the fact that the fourth gentleman is Mr. Horace Gresham.”

“You didn’t say that,” said Black, “until I suggested the name myself.”

The man did not flinch at the suspicion involved in the comment. His voice was even as he replied: “That I admit, sir. But the other three gentlemen I knew. I had nothing to do with the fourth. He used to come to Mr. Despard’s late at night, and I admitted him. I never saw his face and never heard his voice. He went straight to Mr. Despard’s study, and if you knew how the house was portioned out you would realize that it was next to impossible to hear anything!”

“How did you come to know that these men were the Four?” asked Black.

“Well, sir,” said the other, obviously ill at ease, “by the way servants generally find things out — I listened.”

“And yet you never found out who the leader was?”

“No, sir.”

“Have you discovered anything else of which I am not aware?”

“Yes, sir,” said the man eagerly. I discovered before I left Mr. Despard’s employ that they’ve got you set. That’s an old army term which means that they’ve marked you down for punishment.”

“Oh, they have, have they?” said Black.

“I overheard that last night. You see, the meeting generally consisted of four. The fourth very seldom turned up unless there was something to do. But he was always the leading spirit. It was he who found the money when money was necessary. It was he who directed the Four to their various occupations. And it was he who invariably chose the people who had to be punished. He has chosen you, I know, sir. They had a meeting, the night before last. They were discussing various people, and I heard your name.”

“How could you hear?”

“I was in the next room, sir. There’s a dressing-room leading out of Mr. Despard’s room, where these conferences were held. I had a duplicate key.”

Black rose as if to go.

“It almost seems a pity you have left that Johnnie. Did they ever speak about me?” asked Sir Isaac, who had been an attentive listener.

“I don’t know your name, sir,” said the servant deferentially.

“No, and you jolly well won’t,” answered the baronet promptly.

“I hope, gentlemen,” said the man, “that now I have lost my employment you’ll do whatever you can to find me another place. If either of you gentlemen want a reliable manservant—”

He looked inquiringly at Sir Isaac, as being the more likely of the two.

“Not me,” said the other brutally. “I find all my work cut out to keep my own secrets, without having any dam’ eavesdropping man on the premises to spy on me.”

The man against whom this was directed did not seem particularly hurt by the bluntness of the other. He merely bowed his head and made no reply.

Black took a flat case from his inside pocket, opened it and extracted two notes.

“Here are twenty pounds,” he said, “which makes £220 you have had from me. Now, if you can find out anything else worth knowing I don’t mind making it up to £300 — but it has got to be something good. Keep in with the servants. You know the rest of them. Is there any reason why you shouldn’t go back to the flat?”

“No, sir,” said the man. “I was merely discharged for carelessness.”

“Very good,” said Black. “You know my address and where to find me. If anything turns up let me know.”

“Yes, sir.”

“By the way,” said Black, as he made a move to go, “do the Four contemplate taking any action in the immediate future?”

“No, sir,” said the man eagerly. “I am particularly sure of that. I heard them discussing the advisability of parting. One gentleman wanted to go to the Continent for a month, and another wanted to go to America to see about his mining property. By the way, they all agreed there was no necessity to meet for a month. I gathered that for the time being they were doing nothing.”

“Excellent!” said Black. He shook hands with the servant and departed.

“Pretty beastly sort of man to have about the house,” said Sir Isaac as they walked back to the cab.

“Yes,” said Black, good-humouredly, “but it isn’t my house, and I feel no scruples in the matter. I do not,” he added virtuously, “approve of tapping servants for information about their masters and mistresses, but there are occasions when this line of conduct is Perfectly justified.”
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Left alone, the man whom they had called Farmer waited a few minutes. Then he took down his coat, which hung behind the door, put on his hat and gloves deliberately and thoughtfully, and left the house. He walked in the direction which Black and Sir Isaac had taken, but their taxicab was flying northward long before he reached the spot where it had waited.

He pursued his way into the Camberwell Road and boarded a tramcar. The street lamps and the lights in the shop windows revealed him to be a goodlooking man, a little above the average height, with a pale refined face. He was dressed quietly, but well.

He alighted near the Elephant and Castle and strode rapidly along the New Kent Road, turning into one of the poorer streets which lead to a labyrinth of smaller and more poverty-stricken thoroughfares in that district which is bounded on the west by East Street and on the east by the New Kent Road. A little way along, some of the old houses had been pulled down and new buildings in yellow brick had been erected. A big red lamp outside a broad entrance notified the neighbourhood that this was the free dispensary, though none who lived within a radius of five miles needed any information as to the existence of this institution.

In the hallway was a board containing the names of three doctors, and against them a little sliding panel, which enabled them to inform their visitors whether they were in or out. He paused before the board.

The little indicator against the first name said “Out.”

Farmer put up his hand and slid the panel along to show the word “In.” Then he passed through the door, through the large waiting-room into a small room, which bore the name “Dr. Wilson Graille.”

He closed the door behind him and slipped a catch. He took off his hat and coat and hung them up. Then he touched a bell, and a servant appeared.

“Is Dr. O’Hara in?” he asked.

“Yes, doctor,” replied the man.

“Ask him to come along to me, will you, please?”

In a few minutes a man of middle height, but powerfully built, came in and closed the door behind him.

“Well, how did you get on,” he inquired, and, uninvited, drew up a chair to the table.

“They jumped at the bait,” said Gonsalez with a little laugh. “I think they have got something on. They were most anxious to know whether we were moving at all. You had better notify Manfred. We’ll have a meeting tonight. What about Despard? Do you think he would object to having his name used?”

His voice lacked the mock culture which had so deceived Black.

“Not a bit. I chose him purposely because I knew he was going abroad tonight.”

“And the others?”

“With the exception of the art man, they are non-existent.”

“Suppose he investigates?”

“Not he. He will be satisfied to take the most prominent of the four — Despard, and the other chap whose name I have forgotten. Despard leaves tonight, and the other on Wednesday for America. You see, that fits in with what I told Black.”

He took from his pocket the two ten-pound notes and laid them on the table. “Twenty pounds,” he said, and handed them to the other man. “You ought to be able to do something with that.”

The other stuffed them into his waistcoat pocket.

“I shall send those two Brady children to the seaside,” he said. “It probably won’t save their lives, but it will give the little devils some conception of what joy life holds — for a month or so.” The same thought seemed to occur to both, and they laughed.

“Black would not like to know to what base use his good money is being put,” said Graille, or Farmer, or Gonsalez — call him what you will — with a twinkle in his blue eyes.

“Were they anxious to know who was the fourth man?” asked Poiccart.

“Most keen on it,” he said. “But I wondered if they would have believed me if I had confessed myself to be one of the four, and had I at the same time confessed that I was as much in the dark as to the identity of the fourth as they themselves.”

Poiccart rose and stood irresolutely, with his hands stuffed into his trousers pockets, looking into the fire.

“I often wonder,” he said, “who it is. Don’t you?”

“I’ve got over those sensations of curiosity,” said Gonsalez. “Whoever he is, I am of course satisfied that he is a large-hearted man, working with a singleness of purpose.”

The other nodded in agreement.

“I am sure,” said Graille enthusiastically, “that he has done great work, justifiable work, and honourable work.”

Poiccart nodded gravely.

“By the way,” said the other, “I went to old Lord Verlond — you remember, No. 4 suggested our trying him. He’s a pretty bitter sort of person with a sharp tongue.”

Poiccart smiled. “What did he do? Tell you to go to the devil?”

“Something of the sort,” said Dr. Gonsalez. “I only got a grudging half-guinea from him, and he regaled me all the time with more than half a guinea’s worth of amusement.”

“But it wasn’t for this work,” said the other.

Gonsalez shook his head. “No, for another department,” he said with a smile.

They had little more time for conversation. Patients began to come in, and within a quarter of an hour the two men were as busy as men could be attending to the injuries, the diseases and the complaints of the people of this overcrowded neighbourhood.

This great dispensary owed its erection and its continuance to the munificence of three doctors who appeared from nowhere. Who the man was who had contributed £5,000 to the upkeep, and who had afterwards appeared in person, masked and cloaked, and had propounded to three earnest workers for humanity his desire to be included in the organization, nobody knew, unless it was Manfred. It was Manfred the wise who accepted not only the offer, but the bona fides of the stranger — Manfred who accepted him as a co-partner.

Casual observers described the three earnest medicos not only as cranks, but fanatics. They were attached to no organization; they gave no sign to the world that they could be in any way associated with any of the religious organizations engaged in medical work. It is an indisputable fact that they possessed the qualifications to practise, and that one — Leon Gonsalez — was in addition a brilliant chemist.

No man ever remembered their going to church, or urging attendance at any place of worship. The religious bodies that laboured in the neighbourhood were themselves astonished. One by one they had nibbled at the sectarian question. Some had asked directly to what religious organization these men were attached. No answer was offered satisfactory to the inquirers.

It was nearly eleven o’clock that night when the work of the two dispensers had finished. The last patient had been dismissed, the last fretful whimper of an ailing child had died away; the door had been locked, the sweepers were engaged in cleaning up the big waiting-room.

The two men sat in the office — tired, but cheerful. The room was well furnished; it was the common room of the three. A bright fire burnt in the fireplace, big roomy armchairs and settees were in evidence. The floor was carpeted thickly, and two or three rare prints hung on the distempered walls.

They were sitting discussing the events of the evening — comparing notes, retailing particulars of interest in cases which had come under their notice. Manfred had gone out earlier in the evening and had not returned. Then a bell rang shrilly. Leon looked up at the indicator. “That is the dispensary door,” he said in Spanish. I suppose we’d better see who it is.”

“It will be a small girl,” said Poiccart. “Please will you come to father; he’s either dead or drunk.’” There was a little laugh at this reminiscence of an incident which had actually happened.

Poiccart opened the door. A man stood in the entrance. “There’s a bad accident just round the corner,” he said. “Can I bring him in here, doctor?”

“What sort of an accident?” said Poiccart.

“A man has been knifed.”

“Bring him in,” said Poiccart. He went quickly to the common room. “It’s a stabbing case,” he said. “Will you have him in your surgery, Leon?”

The young man rose swiftly. “Yes,” he said; “I’ll get the table ready.”

In a few minutes half a dozen men bore in the unconscious form of the victim. It was a face familiar to the two. They laid him tenderly upon the surgical table, and with deft hands ripped away the clothing from the wound, whilst the policeman who had accompanied the party pushed back the crowd from the surgery door.

The two men were alone with the unconscious man. They exchanged glances.

“Unless I am mistaken” said carefully, “this is the late Mr. Willie Jakobs.”

That evening May Sandford sat alone in her room reading. Her father, when he had come in to say goodbye to May before going to a directors’ dinner, had left her ostensibly studying an improving book, but the volume now lay unheeded at her side.

That afternoon she had received an urgent note from Black, asking her to meet him “on a matter of the greatest importance.” It concerned her father, and it was very secret. She was alarmed, and not a little puzzled. The urgency and the secrecy of the note distressed her unaccountably. For the twentieth time she began to read the improving plays of Monsieur Moliere, when a knock at the door made her hastily conceal the paper.

“There is a man who wishes to see you,” said the girl who had entered in response to her “Come in.”

“What sort of man?”

“A common-looking man,” said the maid.

She hesitated. The butler was in the house, otherwise she would not have seen the visitor.

“Show him into father’s study,” she said. “Tell Thomas this man is here and ask him to be handy in case I ring for him.”

She had never seen the man whom she found waiting. Instinctively she distrusted his face, though there was something about him which compelled her sympathy. He was white and haggard, black shadows encircled his eyes, and his hands, by no means clean, shook.

“I am sorry to bother you, miss,” he said, “but this is important.”

“It is rather a late hour,” she said. “What is it you want?”

He fumbled with his hat and looked at the waiting girl. At a nod from May she left the room.

“This is rather important to you, miss,” said the man again. “Black treated me pretty badly.”

For a moment an unworthy suspicion flashed through her mind. Had Frank sent his man to her to shake her faith in Black? A feeling of resentment arose against her visitor and the man she thought was his employer.

“You may save your breath,” she said coolly, “and you can go back to the gentleman who sent you and tell him—”

“Nobody sent me, miss,” he said eagerly. “I come on my own. I tell you they’ve done me a bad turn. I’ve kept my mouth shut for Black for years, and now he’s turned me down. I’m ill, miss, you can see that for yourself,” he said, throwing out his arms in despair. “I’ve been almost starving and they haven’t given me a bean. I went to Black’s house to-day and he wouldn’t see me.” He almost whimpered in his helpless anger. “He’s done me a bad turn and I’m going to do him one,” he said fiercely. “You know what his game is?”

“I do not want to know,” she said again, the old suspicion obscuring her vision. “You will gain nothing by speaking against Colonel Black.”

“Don’t be foolish, miss,” he pleaded, “don’t think I’ve come for money. I don’t expect money — I don’t want it. I dare say I can get help from Mr. Fellowe.”

“Ah!” she said, “so you know Mr. Fellowe: it was he who sent you. I will not hear another word,” she went on hotly. “I know now where you come from — I’ve heard all this before.”

She walked determinedly across the room and rang the bell. The butler came in. “Show this man out,” said May.

The man looked at her sorrowfully.

“You’ve had your chance, miss,” he said ominously. “Black’s Essley, that’s all!”

With this parting shot he shuffled through the hall, down the steps into the night.

Left alone, the girl shrank into her chair. She was shaking from head to foot with indignation and bewilderment. It must have been Frank who sent this man. How mean, how inexpressibly mean!

“How dare he? How dare he?” she asked.

It was the policeman in Frank which made him so horrid, she thought. He always believed horrid things of everybody. It was only natural. He had lived his life amongst criminals; he had thought of nothing but breaches of the law. She looked at the dock: it was a quarter to ten. He had wasted her evening, this visitor. She did not know exactly what to do. She could not read; it was too early to go to bed. She would have liked to have gone for a little walk, but there was nobody to take her. It was absurd asking the butler to walk behind her; she smiled at the thought.

Then she started. She had heard the distant ring of the front-door bell. Who could it be?

She had not long to wait in doubt. A few minutes afterwards the girl had announced Colonel Black. He was in evening dress and very cheerful.

“Forgive this visit,” he said, with that heartiness of voice which carried conviction of his sincerity. “I happened to be passing and I thought I’d drop in.”

This was not exactly true. Black had carefully planned this call. He knew her father was out; knew also, so bitter had been a discussion of that afternoon, that he would not have sanctioned the visit. May gave him her hand, and he grasped it warmly.

She came straight to the point. “I’m so glad you’ve come,” she said. “I’ve been awfully bothered.” He nodded sympathetically, though a little at sea. “And now this man has come?”

“This man — which man?” he asked sharply.

“I forget his name — he came this evening. In fact, he’s only been gone a little time. And he looked awfully ill. You know him, I think?”

“Not Jakobs?” he breathed.

She nodded. “I think that is the name,” she said.

“Jakobs?” he repeated, and his face went a little white. “What did he say?” he asked quickly.

She repeated the conversation as nearly as she could remember it. When she had finished he rose. “You’re not going?” she said in astonishment.

“I’m afraid I must,” he said. “I’ve a rather important engagement and — er — I only called in passing. Which way did this man go? Did he give you any idea as to his destination?”

She shook her head. “No. All that he said was that there were people who would be glad of the information he could give about you.”

“He did, did he?” said Black, with an heroic attempt at a smile. “I never thought Jakobs was that kind of man. Of course, there is nothing that I should mind everybody knowing, but one has business secrets, you know. Miss Sandford. He is a discharged employe of mine who has stolen some contracts. You need not worry about the matter.”

He smiled confidently at her as he left the room.

He drove straight from the house to his city office. The place was in darkness, but he knew his way without the necessity of lighting up. He ran upstairs into the boardroom.

There was a little door in one corner of the room, concealed from view by a hanging curtain.

He closed the shutters and pulled down the blinds before he switched on the light. He pushed the curtain aside and examined the face of the door. There was no sign that it had been forced. Jakobs knew of the existence of this little retiring-room, and had, in his indiscretion, mentioned its existence in one of his letters of demand.

Black drew from his pocket a small bunch of keys attached to a silver chain. The door of the room opened easily. There was a smaller room disclosed — no larger than a big cupboard. A single incandescent electric burner slung from the ceiling supplied all the light necessary. There was a dressing-table, a chair, a big looking-glass, and a number of hooks from which were suspended a dozen articles of attire. Air was admitted through two ventilators let into the wall and communicating with the main ventilating shaft of the building.

He opened the door of the dressing-table and drew out a number of wigs. They were wigs such as only Fasieur can supply — perfectly modelled and all of one shade of hair, though differently arranged.

He tossed them on to the table impatiently, groping for something which he knew should be there, and was there unless a thief skilled in the use of skeleton keys, and having, moreover, some knowledge of the office, had taken it. He stopped his search suddenly and examined a pad of paper which lay on the table. It was a pad which he kept handy for note — taking — to jot down memoranda. On the white face of the paper was a large brown thumbmark, and though Colonel Black knew little of the science of anthropology, he was sufficiently well acquainted with the sign to know that it was the mark of a thumb which ought never to have been in this secret office of his.

Then it was Willie! Willie Jakobs, the befriended, the pensioned, and the scorned, who had removed a certain green bottle, the duplicate of which was in his pocket at that moment.

Black did not lose his nerve. He went to a drawer in the desk of his outer office and took out a Browning pistol. It was loaded. He balanced it in his right hand, looked at it reflectively, then put it back again. He hated firearms; they made a great deal of unnecessary noise, and they left behind them too sure an indication of the identity of their user. Men have been traced by bullets.

There were other ways. He lifted from the drawer a long thin knife. It was an Italian stiletto of the sixteenth century — the sort of toy a man might use in these prosaic days for opening his letters. And indeed this was the ostensible reason why Black kept the weapon at hand.

He drew it from its ornate leather sheath and tested its temper, felt its edge and gingerly fingered its point; then he put the stiletto in its case in his overcoat pocket, switched out the light and went out. This was not a case which demanded the employment of the little bottle. There was too little of the precious stuff left, and he had need of it for other purposes.

There were two or three places where he might find the man. A little public-house off Regent Street was one. He drove there, stopping the cab a few paces from the spot. He strode into the bar, where men of Jakobs’ kind were to be found, but it was empty. The man he sought was not there.

He made a tour of other likely places with no better success. Willie would be at home. He had moved to lodgings on the south side of the Thomas.

It was coming from a little public-house off the New Kent Road that Black found his man. Willie had been spending the evening brooding over his grievance, and was on his way home to prepare for his big adventure when Black clapped him on the shoulder.

“Hullo, Willie,” he said.

The man turned round with a start. “Keep your hands off me,” he said hastily, stumbling against the wall.

“Now, don’t be silly,” said Black. “Let’s talk this matter out reasonably. You’re a reasonable man, aren’t you? I’ve got a cab waiting round the corner.”

“You don’t get me into no cabs,” said Jakobs. “I’ve had enough of you, Black. You’ve turned round on me. You cast me out like a dog. Is that the way to treat a pal?”

“You’ve made a mistake, my friend,” said Black smoothly. “We’re all liable to make mistakes. I’ve made many, and I dare say you’ve made a few. Now, let’s talk business.”

Willie said nothing. He was still suspicious. Once he thought he saw the other’s hand steal to his breast-pocket. He guessed the motive of the action. This, then, was where the bottle was.

Black was an adept in the art of cajolery. He knew the weak places of all the men who had been associated with him. Very slowly he led the other aimlessly, so it seemed, from one street to another until they reached a little cul-de-sac. Stables occupied one side of the tiny street and artisan houses the other. One street-lamp halfway down showed a dim light.

Willie hesitated. “There’s no thoroughfare,” he said.

“Oh yes, there is,” said Black confidently. “I know this neighbourhood rather well. Now, there’s one thing I want to ask you, Willie. I’m sure you are feeling more friendly towards me now, aren’t you?”

His hand rested almost affectionately on the other’s shoulder.

“You didn’t play the game,” persisted the other.

“Let bygones be bygones,” said Black. “What I want to know is, Willie, why did you take the bottle?” He asked the question in a matter-of-fact tone. He did not raise his voice or give the query unusual emphasis.

The other man was taken off his guard. “Well, I felt sore,” he said.

“And I suppose,” said Black, with gentle reproach, “you’re waiting to hand that bottle to our friend Fellowe?”

“I haven’t handed it to anybody yet,” said Willie, “but to tell you the truth—”

He said no more. The big man’s hand suddenly closed round his throat with a grip like steel. Willie struggled, but he was like a child in the grasp of the other.

“You dog,” breathed Black.

He shook the helpless man violently. Then with his disengaged hand he whipped the telltale phial from the other’s pocket and pushed him against the wall. “And I’ll teach you that that’s nothing to what you’ll get if you ever come across me again.”

Jakobs dropped, white and ghastly, against the wall. “You’ve got the bottle, Black,” he said, “but I know everything that you’ve done with it.”

“You do, do you?”

“Yes, everything,” said the other desperately. “You’re not going to cast me off, do you hear? You’ve got to pension me, same as you’ve done other people. I know enough to send you for a lagging without—”

“I thought you did,” said Black.

Something glittered in the light of the lamp, and without a cry Jakobs went down in a huddled heap to the ground.

Black looked round. He wiped the blade of the stiletto carefully on the coat of the stricken man, carefully replaced the weapon in its leather case, and examined his own hands with considerable care for any signs of blood. But these Italian weapons make small wounds.

He turned and, pulling on his gloves, made his way back to where the cab was still waiting.
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Under the bright light of a bronze lamp, all that was mortal of Jakobs lay extended upon the operating-table. About the body moved swiftly the shirtsleeved figures of the doctors.

“I don’t think there is much we can do for him,” said Gonsalez. “He’s had an arterial perforation. It seems to me that he’s bleeding internally.”

They had made a superficial examination of the wound, and Poiccart had taken so serious a view of the man’s condition that he had dispatched a messenger for a magistrate. Willie was conscious during the examination, but he was too weak and too exhausted to give any account of what had happened.

“There’s just a chance,” said Gonsalez, if we could get a J.P. up in time, that we could give him sufficient strychnine to enable him to tell us who had done this.”

“It’s murder, I think,” said Gonsalez, “the cut’s a clean one. Look, there’s hardly half an inch of wound. The man who did this used a stiletto, I should say, and used it pretty scientifically. It’s a wonder he wasn’t killed on the spot.”

The hastily-summoned justice of the peace appeared on the scene much sooner than they had anticipated. Gonsalez explained the condition of the man.

“He tried to tell me, after we had got him on the table, who had done it,” he said, “but I couldn’t catch the name.”

“Do you know him?” asked the J.P.

“I know him,” he said, “and I’ve rather an idea as to who has done it, but I can’t give any reasons for my suspicions.”

Jakobs was unconscious, and Gonsalez seized the first opportunity that presented itself of consulting with his colleague.

“I believe this is Black’s work,” he said hurriedly. “Why not send for him? We know Jakobs has been in his employ and was pensioned by him, and that’s sufficient excuse. Possibly, if we can get him down before this poor chap dies, we shall learn something.”

“I’ll get on the telephone,” said the other.

He drew from his pocket a memorandum book and consulted its pages. Black’s movements and his resorts were fairly well tabulated, but the telephone failed to connect the man they wanted.

At a quarter to two in the morning Jakobs died, without having regained consciousness, and it looked as though yet another mystery had been added to a list which was already appallingly large.

The news came to May Sandford that afternoon. The tragedy had occurred too late that night to secure descriptions in the morning papers; but from the earlier editions of the afternoon journals she read with a shock of the man’s terrible fate.

It was only by accident that she learnt of it from this source, for she was still reading of his death in the paper when Black, ostentatiously agitated, called upon her. “Isn’t it dreadful. Miss Sandford?” he said.

He was quite beside himself with grief, the girl thought. “I shall give evidence, of course, but I shall take great care to keep your name out of it. I think the poor man had very bad associates indeed,” he said frankly. “I had to discharge him for that reason. Nobody need know he ever came here,” he suggested. “It wouldn’t be pleasant for you to be dragged into a sordid case like this.”

“Oh, no, no,” she said. “I don’t want to be mixed up in it at all. I’m awfully sorry, but I can’t see how my evidence would help.”

“Of course,” agreed Black. It had only occurred to him that morning how damning might be the evidence that this girl was in a position to give, and he had come to her in a panic lest she had already volunteered it. She thought he looked ill and worded, as indeed he was, for Black had slept very little that night. He knew that he was safe from detection. None had seen him meet the man, and although he had visited the resorts which the man frequented, he had not inquired after him.

Yet Black was obsessed by the knowledge that a net was drawing round him. Who were the hunters he could not guess. There came to him at odd moments a strange feeling of terror. Nothing was going exactly right with him. Sir Isaac had showed signs of revolt.

Before the day was out he found that he had quite enough to bother him without the terrors which the unknown held. The police had made most strenuous inquiries regarding his whereabouts on the night of the murder. They had even come to him and questioned him with such persistence that he suspected a directing force behind them. He had not bothered overmuch with the Four Just Men. He had accepted the word of his informant that the Four had separated for the time being, and the fact that Wilkinson Despard had left for America confirmed all that the man had told him.

He was getting short of money again. The settlement of his bets had left him short. Sandford must be “persuaded.” Every day it was getting more and more of a necessity. One morning Sir Isaac had telephoned him asking him to meet him in the park.

“Why not come here?” asked Black.

“No,” said the baronet’s voice. “I’d rather meet you in the park.”

He named the spot, and at the hour Black met him, a little annoyed that his day’s programme should be interrupted by this eccentricity on the part of Sir Isaac Tramber. The baronet himself did not at once come to the point. He talked around, hummed and hawed, and at last blurted out the truth. “Look here, Black,” he said, “you and I have been good pals — we’ve been together in some queer adventures, but now I am going to — I want—” He stammered and spluttered.

“What do you want?” asked Black with a frown.

“Well, to tell the truth,” said Sir Isaac, with a pathetic attempt to be firm, “I think it is about time that you and I dissolved partnership.”

“What do you mean?” asked Black.

“Well, you know, I’m getting talked about,” said the other disjointedly. “People are spreading lies about me, and one or two chaps recently have asked me what business you and I are engaged in, and — it’s worrying me. Black,” he said with the sudden exasperation of a weak man. “I believe I have lost my chance with Verlond because of my association with you.”

“I see,” said Black. It was a favourite expression of his. It meant much; it meant more than usual now. “I understand,” he said, “that you think the ship is sinking, and, rat-like, you imagine it is time to swim to the shore.”

“Don’t be silly, dear old fellow,” protested the other, “and don’t be unreasonable. You see how it is. When I joined you, you were goin’ to do big things — big amalgamations, big trusts, stuffin’ an’ all that sort of thing. Of course,” he admitted apologetically, “I knew all about the bucket-shop, but that was a sideline.”

Black smiled grimly. “A pretty profitable sideline for you,” he said dryly.

“I know, I know,” said Ikey, patient to an offensive degree, “but it wasn’t a matter of millions an’ all that, now was it?”

Black was thoughtful, biting his nails and looking down at the grass at his feet.

“People are talkin’, dear old fellow,” Tramber went on, “sayin’ the most awful rotten things. You’ve been promisin’ this combination with Sandford’s foundries, you’ve practically issued shares in Amalgamated Foundries of Europe without havin’ the goods.”

“Sandford won’t come in,” said Black, without looking up, “unless I pay him a quarter of a million cash — he’ll take the rest in shares. I want him to take his price in shares.”

“He’s no mug,” said the baronet coarsely. “Old Sandford isn’t a mug — and I’ll bet he’s got Verlond behind him. He’s no mug either.” There was a long and awkward silence — awkward for Sir Isaac, who had an unaccountable desire to bolt.

“So you want to sneak out of it, do you?” said Black, meeting his eyes with a cold smile.

“Now, my dear old chap,” said Sir Isaac hastily, “don’t take that uncharitable view.. Partnerships are always being dissolved, it’s what they’re for,” he said with an attempt at humour. “And I must confess I don’t like some of your schemes.”

“You don’t like!” Black turned round on him with a savage oath. “Do you like the money you’ve got for it? The money paid in advance for touting new clients? The money given to you to settle your debts at the club? You’ve got to go through with it, Ikey, and if you don’t, I’ll tell the whole truth to Verlond and to every pal you’ve got.”

“They wouldn’t believe you,” said Sir Isaac calmly. “You see, my dear chap, you’ve got such an awful reputation, and the worst of having a bad reputation is that no one believes you. If it came to a question of believing you or believing me, who do you think Society would believe — a man of some position, one in the baronetage of Great Britain, or a man — well, not to put too fine a point on it — like you?”

Black looked at him long and steadily. “Whatever view you take,” he said slowly, “you’ve got to stand your corner. If, as a result of any of the business we are now engaged in, I am arrested, I shall give information to the police concerning you. We are both in the same boat — we sink or swim together.”

He noticed the slow-spreading alarm on Sir Isaac’s face. “Look here,” he said, “I’ll arrange to pay you back that money I’ve got. I’ll give you bills—”

Black laughed. “You’re an amusing devil,” he said. “You and your bills! I can write bills myself, can’t I? I’d as soon take a crossing-sweeper’s bills as yours. Why, there’s enough of your paper in London to feed Sandford’s furnaces for a week.” The words suggested a thought. “Let’s say no more about this matter till after the amalgamation. It’s coming off next week. It may make all the difference in our fortune, Ikey,” he said in gentler tones. “Just drop the idea of ratting.”

“I’m not ratting,” protested the other. “I’m merely—”

“I know,” said Black. “You’re merely taking precautions — well, that’s all the rats do. You’re in this up to your neck — don’t deceive yourself. You can’t get out of it until I say ‘Go.’”

“It will be awkward for me if the game is exposed,” said Sir Isaac, biting his nails. “It will be jolly unpleasant if it is discovered I am standing in with you.”

“It will be more awkward for you,” answered Black ominously, “if, at the psychological moment, you are not standing in with me.”

Theodore Sandford, a busy man, thrust his untidy grey head into the door of his daughter’s sittingroom. “May,” said he, “don’t forget that I am giving a dinner tonight in your honour — for unless my memory is at fault and the cheque you found on your breakfast-tray was missupplied, you are twenty-two to-day.”

She blew him a kiss. “Who is coming?” she asked. “I ought really to have invited everybody myself.”

“Can’t stop to tell you” said her father with a smile. “I’m sorry you quarrelled with young Fellowe. I should like to have asked him.”

She smiled gaily. “I shall have to get another policeman,” she said.

He looked at her for a long time. “Fellowe isn’t an ordinary policeman,” he said quietly. “Do you know that I saw him dining with the Home Secretary the other day?”

Her eyebrows rose. “In uniform?” she asked.

He laughed. “No, you goose,” he chuckled, “in his dressing-gown.”

She followed him down the corridor. “You’ve learnt that from Lord Verlond,” she said reproachfully. She waited till the car had carried her father from view, then walked back to her room, happy with the happiness which anticipates happiness.

The night before had been a miserable one till, acting on an impulse, she had humbled herself, and found strange joy in the humiliation. The knowledge that this young man was still her ideal, all she would have him to be, had so absorbed her that for the time being she was oblivious of all else. She recalled with a little start the occasion of their last meeting, and how they had parted. The recollection made her supremely miserable again, and, jumping up from her stool, she had opened her little writing-bureau and scribbled a hurried, penitent, autocratic little note, ordering and imploring him to come to her the instant he received it.

Frank came promptly. The maid announced his arrival within ten minutes of Mr. Sandford’s departure.

May ran lightly downstairs and was seized with a sudden fit of shyness as she reached the library door. She would have paused, but the maid, who was following her, regarded her with so much sympathetic interest that she was obliged to assume a nonchalance that she was far from feeling and enter the room.

Frank was standing with his back to the door, but he turned quickly on hearing the light rustle of her gown. May closed the door, but she made no effort to move away from it. “How do you do?” she began. The effort she was making to still the wild beating of her heart made her voice sound cold and formal.

“I am very well, thank you.” Frank’s tone reflected her own.

“I — I wanted to see you,” she continued, with an effort to appear natural.

“So I gathered from your note,” he replied.

“It was good of you to come,” she went on conventionally. “I hope it has not inconvenienced you at all.”

“Not at all.” Again Frank’s voice was an expressive echo. “I was just on the point of going out, so came at once.”

“Oh, I am sorry — won’t you keep your other appointment first? Any time will suit me; it — it is nothing important.”

“Well, I hadn’t an appointment exactly.” It was the young man’s turn to hesitate. “To tell the truth, I was coming here.”

“Oh, Frank! Were you really?”

“Yes, really and truly, little girl.” May did not answer, but something Frank saw in her face spoke more plainly than words could do.

Mr. Sandford returned that afternoon to find two happy people sitting in the half-darkness of the drawingroom; and ten members of the Criminal Investigation Department waited at Scotland Yard, alternately swearing and wringing their hands.
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Dr. Essley’s house at Forest Hill stood untenanted. The red lamp before the door was unlit, and though the meagre furnishings had not been removed, the house, with its drawn blinds and grimy steps, had the desolate appearance of emptiness.

The whisper of a rumour had agitated the domestic circles of that respectable suburb — a startling rumour which, if it were true, might well cause Forest Hill to gasp in righteous indignation. “Dr.” Essley was an unauthorized practitioner, a fraud of the worst description, for he had taken the name and the style of a dead man.

“All I know,” explained Colonel Black, whom a reporter discovered at his office, “is that I met Dr. Essley in Australia, and that I was impressed by his skill. I might say,” he added in a burst of frankness, “that I am in a sense responsible for his position in England, for I not only advanced him money to buy his practice, but I recommended him to all my friends, and naturally I am upset by the revelation.”

No, he had no idea as to the “doctor’s” present location. He had last seen him a month before, when the “doctor” spoke of going to the Continent.

Colonel Black had as much to tell — and no more — to the detectives who came from Scotland Yard. They came with annoying persistence and never seemed tired of coming. They waited for him on the doorstep and in his office. They waited for him in the vestibules of the theatres, at the entrance doors of banks. They came as frequently as emissaries of houses to whom Colonel Black was under monetary obligation.

A week after the events chronicled in the last chapter. Colonel Black sat alone in his flat with a light heart. He had collected together a very considerable amount of money. That it was money to which he had no legal right did not disturb the smooth current of his thoughts. It was sufficient that it was money, and that a motorcar which might carry him swiftly to Folkestone was within telephone-call day and night. Moreover, he was alive.

The vengeance of an organization vowed against Dr. Essley had passed over the head of Colonel Black — he might be excused if he thought that the matter of a grey wig and a pair of shaggy eyebrows, added to some knowledge of medicine, had deceived the astute men who had come to England to track him down.

This infernal man Fellowe, who appeared and disappeared as if by magic, puzzled him — almost alarmed him. Fellowe was not one of the Four Just Men — instinct told him that much. Fellowe was an official.

A Sergeant Gurden who had been extremely useful to Black had been suddenly transferred to a remote division, and nobody knew why. With him had disappeared from his familiar beats a young police-constable who had been seen dining with Cabinet Ministers. It was very evident that there was cause for perturbation — yet, singularity enough, Colonel Black was cheerful; but there was a malignant quality to his cheerfulness. He busied himself with the destruction of such of his papers — and they were few — which he had kept by him.

He turned out an old pocketbook and frowned when he saw its contents. It was a wagon-lit coupon for the journey from Paris to Madrid, and was made out in the name of Dr. Essley — a mad slip which might have led to serious consequences, he told himself. He burnt the incriminating sheet and crumbled the ashes before he threw them into the fireplace.

It was dark before he had finished his preparations, but he made no attempt to light the room. His dress-suit was laid out in an adjoining room, his trunks stood packed. He looked at his watch. In half an hour he would be on his way to the Sandfords. Here was another risk which none but a madman would take — so he told himself, but he contemplated the outcome of his visit with equanimity.

He went into his bedroom and began his preparations, then remembered that he had left a bundle of notes on his writing-table, and went back. He found the notes and was returning when there was a click, and the room was flooded with light.

He whipped round with an oath, dropping his hand to his hip-pocket.

“Don’t move, please,” quietly.

“You!” gasped Black.

The tall man with the little pointed beard nodded. “Keep your hand away from your pocket, colonel’ he said; there is no immediate danger.”

He was unarmed. The thin cigar between his white teeth testified his serenity. “De la Monte!” stammered Black.

Again the bearded man nodded. “The last time we met was in Cordova,” he said, “but you have changed since then.”

Black forced a smile.

“You are confusing me with Dr. Essley,” he said.

“I am confusing you with Dr. Essley,” agreed the other. “Yet I think I am justified in my confusion.”

He did not remove his cigar, seemed perfectly at ease, even going so far as to cast an eye upon a chair, inviting invitation. “Essley or Black,” he said steadily, “your day is already dusk, and the night is very near.”

A cold wave of terror swept over the colonel. He tried to speak, but his throat and his mouth were dry, and he could only make inarticulate noises. “Tonight — now?” he croaked — his shaking hands went up to his mouth. Yet he was armed and the man before him bore no weapon. A quick movement of his hand and he would lay the spectre which had at one time terrorized Europe. He did not doubt that he was face to face with one of the dreaded Four, and he found himself endeavouring to memorize the face of the man before him for future use. Yet he did not touch the pistol which lay snug in his hip-pocket. He was hypnotized, paralysed by the cool confidence of the other. All that he knew was that he wanted the relief which could only come if this calm man were to go. He felt horribly trapped, saw no way of escape in the presence of this force.

The other divined what was going on in Black’s mind.

“I have only one piece of advice to offer you,” he said, “and that is this — keep away from the Sandfords’ dinner.”

“Why — why?” stammered Black.

The other walked to the fireplace and flicked the ash of his cigar into the grate.

“Because,” he said, without turning round, “at the Sandford dinner you come within the jurisdiction of the Four Just Men — who, as you may know, are a protecting force. Elsewhere—”

“Yes — elsewhere?”

“You come within the jurisdiction of the law. Colonel Black, for at this present moment an energetic young Assistant-Commissioner of Police is applying for a warrant for your arrest on the charge of murder.” With a little nod, Manfred turned his back and walked leisurely towards the door.

“Stop!” The words were hissed. Black, revolver in hand, was livid with rage and fear.

Manfred laughed quietly. He did not check his walk, but looked backward over his shoulder. “Let the cobbler stick to his last,” he quoted. “Poison, my dear colonel, is your last — or the knife in the case of Jakobs. An explosion, even of a Webley revolver, would shatter your nerves.”

He opened the door and walked out, closing it carefully behind him. Black sank into the nearest chair, his mouth working, the perspiration streaming down his face. This was the end. He was a spent force. He crossed the room to the telephone and gave a number. After a little while he got an answer.

Yes, the car was in readiness; there had been no inquiries. He hung up the telephone and called up six depots where cars could be hired. To each he gave the same instructions. Two cars were to be waiting — he changed the locality with each order. Two fast cars, each able to cover the eighty miles to Dover without fear of a breakdown.

“I shall take one,” he said, “the other must follow immediately behind — yes, empty. I am going to Dover to meet a party of people.” He would take no risk of a breakdown. The second car must be close at hand in case he had an accident with the first.

He was something of an organizer. In the short space of time he was at the telephone, he arranged the cars so that whatever avenue of escape he was forced to take he would find the vehicles waiting. This done, he completed his dressing. The reaction from the fear had come. He was filled with black hate for the men who had put a period to his career of villainy. Most of all he hated Sandford, the man who could have saved him. He would take the risk of the Four — take his chance with the police. Curiously, he feared the police least of all. One final blow he would strike and break the man whose obstinacy had broken him.

He was mad with anger — he saw nothing but the fulfilment of his plan of revenge. He went into his room, unlocked a cupboard and took out the green bottle. There was no need for the feather, he would do the job thoroughly.

He finished his dressing, pocketed his banknotes, and slipped the little green bottle into his waistcoat pocket. One last look round he gave, then, with a sense of the old exhilaration which had been his before the arrival of Manfred, he put on his hat, threw an overcoat over his arm and went out.

It was a gay little party that assembled at the Great South Central Hotel. May Sandford had invited a girl friend, and Mr. Sandford had brought back the junior partner of one of the City houses he did business with. Black was late and did not arrive till a quarter of an hour after the time settled for dinner. Sandford had given orders for the meal to be served when the colonel came in.

“Sit down, Black,” said Sandford. There was a chair between the ironmaster and his daughter, and into this he dropped. His hand shook as he took up the spoon to his soup. He put the spoon down again and unfolded his serviette. A letter dropped out. He knew those grey envelopes now, and crushed the letter into his pocket without attempting to read it.

“Busy man, Black, eh?” smiled Sandford. He was a florid, hearty man with a wisp of white whisker on either side of his rubicund face, and in his pleasant moments he was a very lovable man. “You ought to be grateful I did not agree to the amalgamations — you would have been worked to death.”

“Yes,” said the colonel shortly. He stuck out his jaw — a trick he had when he was perturbed.

“In a way,” bantered the elder man, “you’re an admirable chap. If you were a little more reasonable you would be more successful.”

“Wouldn’t you call me successful?”

Sandford pouted thoughtfully. “Yes and no,” he said. “You are not altogether successful. You see, you have achieved what you would call success too easily.”

Colonel Black did not pursue the subject, nor did he encourage the other to go any further. He needed opportunity. For a time he had to sit patiently, joining in, with such scraps of speech as he could muster, the conversation that rippled about him.

At his left hand were the girl’s wineglasses. She refused the lighter wines and drew forth a laughing protest from her father.

“Dearie, on your birthday — you must sip some champagne!”

“Champagne, then!” she said gaily. She was happy for many reasons, but principally because — well, just because.

That was the opportunity. Absentmindedly he drew her glass nearer, then he found the bottle in his pocket. With one hand he removed the cork and spilt half the contents of the phial on to his serviette. He re-corked the bottle and slipped it into his pocket. He took the glass on to his lap. Twice he wiped the edge of it with the damp napkin. He replaced the glass unnoticed.

Now it was done he felt better. He leant back in his chair, his hands thrust deep into his trousers pockets. It was an inelegant attitude, but he derived a sense of comfort.

“Black, wake up, my dear fellow!” Sandford was talking to him, and he roused himself with a start. My friend here was rude enough to comment on your hair.”

“Eh?” Black put up his hand to his head.

“Oh, it’s all right and it isn’t disarranged — but how long has it been white?”

“White?” He had heard of such things and was mildly interested. “White? Oh — er — quite a time.”

He did not further the discussion. The waiters were filling the glasses. He looked across to Sandford. How happy, how self-sufficient he was. He intercepted the tender little looks that passed between father and daughter. There was perfect sympathy between the two. It was a pity that in a minute or so one should be dead and the other broken. She so full of life, so splendid of shape, so fresh and lovely. He turned his head and looked at her. Curious, very curious, how frail a thing is life, that a milligram of a colourless fluid should be sufficient to snap the cord that binds soul to body. The waiter filled the glasses — first the girl’s, then his.

He raised his own with unconcern and drank it off.

The girl did not touch hers. She was talking to the man on her left. Black could see only the rounded cheek and one white shoulder. He waited impatiently.

Sandford tried to bring him into the conversation, but he refused to be drawn. He was content to listen, he said. To listen, to watch and to wait. He saw the slim white fingers close round the stem of the glass, saw her half raise it, still looking towards her partner. Black pushed his chair a little to one side as the glass reached her lips. She drank, not much, but enough. The colonel held his breath. She replaced the glass, still talking with the man on her left.

Black counted the slow seconds. He counted sixty — a hundred, oblivious to the fact that Sandford was talking to him. The drug had failed!

“Are you ill, colonel?”

Everybody was staring at him.

“Ill?” he repeated hoarsely. “No, I am not ill — why should I be ill?”

“Open one of those windows, waiter.”

A blast of cold air struck him and he shivered. He left the table hurriedly and went blundering blindly from the room. There was an end to it all. In the corridor of the hotel he came in his haste into collision with a man. It was the man who had called upon him some time before.

“Excuse me,” said the man, catching his arm. “Colonel Black, I believe.”

“Stand out of my way.”

Black spat out the words savagely.

“I am Detective-Sergeant Kay from Scotland Yard, and shall take you into custody.”

At the first hint of danger the colonel drew back. Suddenly his fist shot out and caught the officer under the jaw. It was a terrific blow and the detective was unprepared. He went down like a log.

The corridor was empty. Leaving the man upon the floor, the fugitive sped into the lobby. He was hatless, but he shaded his face and passed through the throng in the vestibule into the open air. He signalled a taxi. “Waterloo, and I will give you a pound if you catch my train.”

He was speeding down the Strand in less than a minute. He changed his instructions before the station was reached.

“I have lost the train — drop me at the corner of Eaton Square.”

At Eaton Square he paid the cabman and dismissed him. With little difficulty he found two closed cars that waited.

“I am Colonel Black,” he said, and the first chauffeur touched his cap. “Take the straightest road to Southampton and let the second man follow behind.” The car had not gone far before he changed his mind. “Go first to the Junior Turf Club in Pall Mall,” he said.

Arrived at the club, he beckoned the porter. “Tell Sir Isaac Tramber that he is wanted at once,” he directed.

Ikey was in the club — it was a chance shot of the colonel’s, but it bagged his man.

“Get your coat and hat,” said Black hurriedly to the flustered baronet.

“But—”

“No buts,” snarled the other savagely. “Get your coat and hat, unless you want to be hauled out of your club to the nearest police-station.”

Reluctantly Ikey went back to the club and returned in a few seconds struggling into his greatcoat. “Now what the devil is this all about?” he demanded peevishly; then, as the light of a street lamp caught the colonel’s uncovered head, he gasped: “Good Lord! Your hair has gone white! You look just like that fellow Essley!”




The Last. Justice


“Where are we going?” asked Sir Isaac faintly.

“We are going to Southampton,” growled Black in his ear. “We shall find some friends there.” He grinned in the darkness. Then, leaning forward, he gave instructions in a low tone to the chauffeur.

The car jerked forward and in a few minutes it had crossed Hammersmith Broadway and was speeding towards Barnes.

Scarcely had it cleared the traffic when a long grey racing car cut perilously across the crowded space, dodging with extraordinary agility a number of vehicles, and, unheeding the caustic comments of the drivers, it went on in the same direction as Black’s car had taken.

He had cleared Kingston and was on the Sandown road when he heard the loud purring of a car behind. He turned and looked, expecting to find his second car, but a punctured tyre held Black’s reserve on Putney Heath. Black was a little uneasy, though it was no unusual thing for cars to travel the main Portsmouth road at that hour of the night. He knew, too, that he could not hope to keep ahead of his pursuer. He caught the unmistakable sound which accompanies the racing car in motion. “We’ll wait till the road gets a little broader,” he said, “and then we’ll let that chap pass us.”

He conveyed the gist of this intention to the chauffeur. The car behind showed no disposition to go ahead until Sandown and Cobham had been left behind and the lights of Guildford were almost in sight. Then, on a lonely stretch of road, two miles from the town, the car, without any perceptible effort, shot level with them and then drew ahead on the off side. Then it slowed, and the touring car had perforce to follow its example.

Black watched the manoeuvre with some misgiving. Slower and slower went the racing car till it stopped crossways in the road; it stopped, too, in a position which made it impossible for the touring car to pass. Black’s man drew up with a jerk.

They saw, by the light of their lamps, two men get out of the motor ahead and make what seemed to be a cursory examination of a wheel. Then one walked back, slowly and casually, till he came to where Black and his companion sat.

“Excuse me,” said the stranger. “I think I know you.”

Of a sudden an electric lamp flashed in Black’s face. More to the point, in the spreading rays of the light, clear to be seen was the nickel-plated barrel of a revolver, and it was pointed straight at Black. “You will alight, Mr. Black — you and your companion,” said the unknown calmly.

In the bright light that flooded him, Black could make no move. Without a word he stepped down on to the roadway, his companion following him. “Go ahead,” said the man with the revolver.

The two obeyed. Another flood of light met them. The driver of the first car was standing up, electric torch in one hand, revolver in the other. He directed them curtly to enter the tonneau. The first of their captors turned to give directions to the chauffeur of the grey touring car, then he sprang into the body in which they sat and took a seat opposite them.

“Put your hands on your knees,” he commanded, as his little lamp played over them.

Black brought his gloved hands forward reluctantly. Sir Isaac, half dead with fright, followed his example.

They struck off from the main road and took a narrow country lane which was unfamiliar to Black, and for ten minutes they twisted and turned in what seemed the heart of the country. Then they stopped. “Get down!” ordered the man with the lamp. Neither Black nor his friend had spoken one word up till now.

“What is the game?” asked Black.

“Get down!” commanded the other. With a curse, the big man descended. There were two other men waiting for them.

“I suppose this is the Four Just Men farce,” said Black with a sneer.

“That you shall learn,” said one of those who were waiting.

They were conducted by a long, rough path through a field, through a little copse, until ahead of them in the night loomed a small building. It was in darkness. It gave Black the impression of being a chapel. He had little time to take any note of its construction. He heard Sir Isaac’s quick breathing behind him and the snick of a lock. The hand that held his arm now relaxed.

“Stay where you are,” said a voice. Black waited. There was growing in his heart a sickly fear of what all this signified. “Step forward,” said a voice. Black moved two steps forward and suddenly the big room in which he stood blazed with light. He raised his hand to cu his eyes from the dazzling glow.

The sight he saw was a remarkable one. He was in a chapel; he saw the stained-glass windows, but in place of the altar there was a low platform which ran along one end of the building. It was draped with black and set with three desks. It reminded him of nothing so much as a judge’s desk, save that the hangings were of purple, the desks of black oak, and the carpet that covered the dais of the same sombre hue.

Three men sat at the desks. They were masked, and a diamond pin in the cravat of one glittered in the light of the huge electrolier which hung from the vaulted roof. Gonsalez had a weakness for jewels.

The remaining member of the Four was to the right of the prisoners.

With the stained-glass windows, the raftered roof, and the solemn character of the architecture, the illusion of the chapel ended. There was no other furniture on the floor; it was tiled and bare of chair or pew.

Black took all this in quickly. He noted a door behind the three, through which they came and apparently made their exit. He could see no means of escape save by the way he had come.

The central figure of the three at the desk spoke in a voice which was harsh and stern and uncompromising. “Morris Black,” he said solemnly, “what of Fanks?”

Black shrugged his shoulders and looked round as though weary of a question which he found it impossible to answer.

“What of Jakobs, of Coleman, of a dozen men who have stood in your way and have died?” asked the voice.

Still Black was silent. His eye took in the situation. Behind him were two doors, and he observed that the key was in the lock. He could see that he was in an old Norman chapel which private enterprise had restored for a purpose.

The door was modern and of the usual “churchy” type.

“Isaac Tramber,” said Number One, “what part have you played?”

“I don’t know,” stammered Sir Isaac. “I am as much in the dark as you are. I think the bucket-shop idea is perfectly beastly. Now look here, is there anything else I can tell you, because I am most anxious to get out of this affair with clean hands?”

He made a step forward and Black reached out a hand to restrain him, but was pulled back by the man at his side.

“Come here,” said Number One. His knees shaking under him, Sir Isaac walked quickly up the aisle floor.

“I’ll do anything I can,” he said eagerly, as he stood like a penitent boy before the master’s figure. “Any information I can give you I shall be most happy to give.”

“Stop!” roared Black. His face was livid with rage. “Stop,” he said hoarsely, “you don’t know what you’re doing, Ikey. Keep your mouth shut and stand by me and you’ll not suffer.”

“There is only one thing I know,” Sir Isaac went on, “and that is that Black had a bit of a row with Fanks—”

The words were scarcely out of his mouth when three shots rang out in rapid succession. The Four had not attempted to disarm Black. With lightning-like rapidity he had whipped out his Browning pistol and had fired at the traitor.

In a second he was at the door. An instant later the key was turned and he was through.

“Shoot — shoot, Manfred,” said a voice from the dais. But they were too late — Black had vanished into the darkness. As the two men sprang after him, they stood for a moment silhouetted against the light from the chapel within. “Crack! crack!” A nickel bullet struck the stone supports of the doorway and covered them with fine dust and splinters of stone.

“Put the lights out and follow,” said Manfred quickly.

He was too late, for Black had a start, and the fear and hatred in him lent him unsuspected speed. The brute instinct in him led him across the field unerringly. He reached the tiny road, fumed to the left, and found the grey racing car waiting, unattended.

He sprang to the crank and turned it. He was in the driver’s seat in an instant. He had to take risks — there might be ditches on either side of the road, but he turned the wheel over till it almost locked and brought his foot down over the pedal. The car jumped forward, lurched to the side, recovered itself, and went bumping and crashing along the road.

“It’s no good,” said Manfred. He saw the tail-lights of the car disappearing. “Let’s get back.” He had slipped off his mask.

They raced back to the chapel. The lights were on again. Sir Isaac Tramber lay stone-dead on the floor. The bullet had struck him in the left shoulder and had passed through this heart. But it was not to him they looked. Number One lay still and motionless on the floor in a pool of blood.

“Look to the injury,” he said, “and unless it is fatal do not unmask me.”

Poiccart and Gonsalez made a brief examination of the wound. “It’s pretty serious.”

In this terse sentence they summarized their judgment. “I thought it was,” said the wounded man quietly. “You had better get on to Southampton. He’ll probably pick up Fellowe” — he smiled through his mask— “I suppose I ought to call him Lord Francis Ledborough now. He’s a nephew of mine and a sort of a police-commissioner himself. I wired him to follow me. You might pick up his car and go on together. Manfred can stay with me. Take this mask off.”

Gonsalez stooped down and gently removed the silk half-mask. Then he started back.

“Lord Verlond!” he exclaimed with surprise, and Manfred, who knew, nodded.

The road was clear of traffic at this hour of the night. It was dark and none too wide in places for a man who had not touched the steering-wheel of a car for some years, but Black, bareheaded, sat and drove the big machine ahead without fear of consequences. Once he went rocking through a little town at racing speed.

A policeman who attempted to hold him up narrowly escaped with his life. Black reached open road again with no injury save a shattered mudguard that had caught a lamppost on a sharp turn. He went through Winchester at top speed—again there was an attempt to stop him. Two big wagons had been drawn up in the main street, but he saw them in time and took a side turning, and cleared town again more by good luck than otherwise. He knew now that his flight was known to the police. He must change his plans. He admitted to himself that he had few plans to change: he had arranged to leave England by one of two ports, Dover or Southampton. He had hoped to reach the Havre boat without attracting attention, but that was now out of the question. The boats would be watched, and he had no disguise which would help him.

Eight miles south of Winchester he overtook another car and passed it before he realized that this must be the second car he had hired. With the realization came two reports — the front tyres of his car had punctured. His foot pressed on the brake and he slowed the car to a standstill. Here was luck! To come to grief at the very spot where his relief was at hand!

He jumped out of the car and stood revealed in the glare of the lamps of the oncoming car, his arms outstretched. The car drew up within a few feet of him. “Take me on to Southampton; I have broken down,” he said, and the chauffeur said something unintelligible.

Black opened the door of the car and stepped in. The door slammed behind him before he was aware that there were other occupants. “Who — ?” he began. Then two hands seized him, something cold and hard snapped on his wrists, and a familiar voice said: “I am Lord Francis Ledborough, an assistant-commissioner of police, and I shall take you into custody on a charge of wilful murder.”

“Ledborough?” repeated Black dully.

“You know me best as Constable Fellowe,” said the voice.

Black was hanged at Pentonville gaol on the 27th of March, 19 — , and Lord Francis Ledborough, sitting by the side of an invalid uncle’s bed, read such meagre descriptions as were given to the press.

“Did you know him, sir?” he asked.

The old earl turned fretfully.

“Know him?” he snarled. “Of course I knew him; he is the only friend of mine that has ever been hanged.”

“Where did you meet him?” persisted a sceptical A.C. of Police.

“I never met him,” said the old man grimly, “he met me.”

And he made a little grimace, for the wound in his shoulder was still painful.


The End
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The Man Who Lived at Clapham
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“The jury cannot accept the unsupported suggestion — unsupported even by the prisoner’s testimony since he has not gone into the box — that Mr. Noah Stedland is a blackmailer and that he obtained a large sum of money from the prisoner by this practice. That is a defence which is rather suggested by the cross-examination than by the production of evidence. The defence does not even tell us the nature of the threat which Stedland employed…”

The remainder of the summing up was creditable to the best traditions of the Bar, and the jury, without retiring, returned a verdict of “Guilty”.

There was a rustle of movement in the court and a thin babble of whispered talk as the Judge fixed his pince-nez and began to write.

The man in the big oaken pen looked down at the pale drawn face of a girl turned to him from the well of the court and smiled encouragingly. For his part, he did not blanch and his grave eyes went back to the figure on the Bench — the puce-gowned, white-headed figure that was writing so industriously. What did a Judge write on these occasions, he wondered? Surely not a precis of the crime. He was impatient now to have done with it all; this airy court, these blurred rows of pink faces in the gloom of the public gallery, the indifferent counsel and particularly with the two men who had sat near the lawyer’s pews watching him intently.

He wondered who they were, what interest they had in the proceedings. Perhaps they were foreign authors, securing first-hand impressions. They had the appearance of foreigners. One was very tall (he had seen him rise to his feet once), the other was slight and gave an impression of boyishness, though his hair was grey. They were both cleanshaven and both were dressed in black and balanced on their knees broad-brimmed hats of soft black felt.

A cough from the Judge brought his attention back to the Bench.

“Jeffrey Storr,” said his lordship, “I entirely agree with the verdict of the jury. Your defence that Stedland robbed you of your savings and that you broke into his house for the purpose of taking the law into your own hands and securing the money and a document, the character of which you do not specify but which you allege proved his guilt, could not be considered seriously by any Court of Justice. Your story sounds as though you had read of that famous, or infamous, association called the Four Just Men, which existed some years ago, but which is now happily dispersed. Those men set themselves to punish where the law failed. It is a monstrous assumption that the law ever fails! You have committed a very serious offence, and the fact that you were at the moment of your arrest and capture in possession of a loaded revolver, serves very gravely to aggravate your crime. You will be kept in penal servitude for seven years.”

Jeffrey Storr bowed and without so much as a glance at the girl in the court, turned and descended the steps leading to the cells.

The two foreign-looking men who had excited the prisoner’s interest and resentment were the first to leave the court.

Once in the street the taller of the two stopped. But “I think we will wait for the girl,” he said.

“Is she the wife?” asked the slight man.

“Married the week he made his unfortunate investment,” replied the tall man, then, “It was a curious coincidence, that reference of the Judge’s to the Four Just Men.”

The other smiled.

“It was in that very court that you were sentenced to death, Manfred,” he said, and the man called Manfred nodded.

“I wondered whether the old usher would remember me,” he answered, “he has a reputation for never forgetting a face. Apparently the loss of my beard has worked a miracle, for I actually spoke to him. Here she is.”

Fortunately the girl was alone. A beautiful face, thought Gonsalez, the younger of the two men. She held her chin high and there was no sign of tears. As she walked quickly toward Newgate Street they followed her. She crossed the road into Hatton Garden and then it was that Manfred spoke.

“Pardon me, Mrs. Storr,” he said, and she turned and stared at the foreign-looking man suspiciously.

“If you are a reporter—” she began.

“I’m not,” smiled Manfred, “nor am I a friend of your husband’s, though I thought of lying to you in that respect in order to find an excuse for talking to you.”

His frankness procured her interest.

“I do not wish to talk about poor Jeffrey’s terrible trouble,” she said, “I just want to be alone.”

Manfred nodded.

“I understand that,” he said sympathetically, “but I wish to be a friend of your husband’s and perhaps I can help him. The story he told in the box was true — you thought that too, Leon?”

Gonsalez nodded.

“Obviously true,” he said, “I particularly noticed his eyelids. When a man lies he blinks at every repetition of the lie. Have you observed, my dear George, that men cannot tell lies when their hands are clenched and that when women lie they clasp their hands together?”

She looked at Gonsalez in bewilderment. She was in no mood for a lecture on the physiology of expression and even had she known that Leon Gonsalez was the author of three large books which ranked with the best that Lombroso or Mantegazza had given to the world, she would have been no more willing to listen.

“The truth is, Mrs. Storr,” said Manfred, interpreting her new distress, “we think that we can free your husband and prove his innocence. But we want as many facts about the case as we can get.”

She hesitated only a moment.

“I have some furnished lodgings in Gray’s Inn Road,” she said, “perhaps you will be good enough to come with me.

“My lawyer does not think there is any use in appealing against the sentence,” she went on as they fell in a one on either side of her. Manfred shook his head.

“The Appeal Court would uphold the sentence,” he said quietly, “with the evidence you have there is no possibility of your husband being released.”

She looked round at him in dismay and now he saw that she was very near to tears.

“I thought… you said… ?” she began a little shakily.

Manfred nodded.

“We know Stedland,” he said, “and—”

“The curious thing about blackmailers, is that the occiput is hardly observable,” interrupted Gonsalez thoughtfully. “I examined sixty-two heads in the Spanish prisons and in every case the occipital protuberance was little more than a bony ridge. Now in homicidal heads the occiput sticks out like a pigeon’s egg.”

“My friend is rather an authority upon the structure of the head,” smiled Manfred. “Yes, we know Stedland. His operations have been reported to us from time to time. You remember the Wellingford case, Leon?”

Gonsalez nodded.

“Then you are detectives?” asked the girl.

Manfred laughed softly.

“No, we are not detectives — we are interested in crime. I think we have the best and most thorough record of the unconvicted criminal class of any in the world.”

They walked on in silence for some time.

“Stedland is a bad man,” nodded Gonsalez as though the conviction had suddenly dawned upon him. “Did you observe his ears? They are unusually long and the outer margins are pointed — the Darwinian tubercle, Manfred. And did you remark, my dear friend, that the root of the helix divides the concha into two distinct cavities and that the lobule was adherent? A truly criminal ear. The man has committed murder. It is impossible to possess such an ear and not to murder.”

The flat to which she admitted them was small and wretchedly furnished. Glancing round the tiny diningroom, Manfred noted the essential appointments which accompany a “furnished” flat.

The girl, who had disappeared into her room to take off her coat, now returned, and sat by the table at which, at her invitation, they had seated themselves.

“I realise that I am being indiscreet,” she said with the faintest of smiles; “but I feel that you really want to help me, and I have the curious sense that you can! The police have not been unkind or unfair to me and poor Jeff. On the contrary, they have been most helpful. I fancy that they suspected Mr. Stedland of being a blackmailer, and they were hoping that we could supply some evidence. When that evidence failed, there was nothing for them to do but to press forward the charge. Now, what can I tell you?”

“The story which was not told in court,” replied Manfred.

She was silent for a time. “I will tell you,” she said at last. “Only my husband’s lawyer knows, and I have an idea that he was sceptical as to the truth of what I am now telling you. And if he is sceptical,” she said in despair, “how can I expect to convince you?”

The eager eyes of Gonsalez were fixed on hers, and it was he who answered.

“We are already convinced, Mrs. Storr,” and Manfred nodded.

Again there was a pause. She was evidently reluctant to begin a narrative which, Manfred guessed, might not be creditable to her; and this proved to be the case.

“When I was a girl,” she began simply, “I was at school in Sussex — a big girls’ school; I think there were over two hundred pupils. I am not going to excuse anything I did,” she went on quickly. “I fell in love with a boy — well, he was a butcher’s boy! That sounds dreadful, doesn’t it? But you understand I was a child, a very impressionable child — oh, it sounds horrible, I know; but I used to meet him in the garden leading out from the prep. room after prayers; he climbed over the wall to those meetings, and we talked and talked, sometimes for an hour. There was no more in it than a boy and girl love affair, and I can’t explain just why I committed such a folly.”

“Mantegazza explains the matter very comfortably in his Study of Attraction,” murmured Leon Gonsalez. “But forgive me, I interrupted you.”

“As I say, it was a boy and girl friendship, a kind of hero worship on my part, for I thought he was wonderful. He must have been the nicest of butcher boys,” she smiled again, “because he never offended me by so much as a word. The friendship burnt itself out in a month or two, and there the matter might have ended, but for the fact that I had been foolish enough to write letters. They were very ordinary, stupid love-letters, and perfectly innocent — or at least they seemed so to me at the time. To-day, when I read them in the light of a greater knowledge they take my breath away.”

“You have them, then?” said Manfred.

She shook her head.

“When I said ‘them’ I meant one, and I only have a copy of that, supplied me by Mr. Stedland. The one letter that was not destroyed fell into the hands of the boy’s mother, who took it to the headmistress, and there was an awful row. She threatened to write to my parents who were in India, but on my solemn promise that the acquaintance should be dropped, the affair was allowed to blow over. How the letter came into Stedland’s hands I do not know; in fact, I had never heard of the man until a week before my marriage with Jeff. Jeff had saved about two thousand pounds, and we were looking forward to our marriage day when this blow fell. A letter from a perfectly unknown man, asking me to see him at his office, gave me my first introduction to this villain. I had to take the letter with me, and I went in some curiosity, wondering why I had been sent for. I was not to wonder very long. He had a little office off Regent Street, and after he had very carefully taken away the letter he had sent me, he explained, fully and frankly, just what his summons had meant.”

Manfred nodded.

“He wanted to sell you the letter,” he said, “for how much?”

“For two thousand pounds. That was the diabolical wickedness of it,” said the girl vehemently. “He knew almost to a penny how much Jeff had saved.”

“Did he show you the letter?”

She shook her head.

“No, he showed me a photographic reproduction and as I read it and recalled what construction might be put upon this perfectly innocent note, my blood went cold. There was nothing to do but to tell Jeff, because the man had threatened to send facsimiles to all our friends and to Jeffrey’s uncle, who had made Jeffrey his sole heir. I had already told Jeffery about what happened at school, thank heaven, and so I had no need to fear his suspicion. Jeffrey called on Mr. Stedland, and I believe there was a stormy scene; but Stedland is a big, powerful man in spite of his age, and in the struggle which ensued poor Jeffrey got a little the worst of it. The upshot of the matter was, Jeffrey agreed to buy the letter for two thousand pounds, on condition that Stedland signed a receipt, written on a blank page of the letter itself. It meant the losing of his life savings; it meant the possible postponement of our wedding; but Jeffrey would not take any other course. Mr. Stedland lives in a big house near Clapham Common—”

“184 Park View West,” interrupted Manfred.

“You know?” she said in surprise. “Well, it was at this house Jeffrey had to call to complete the bargain. Mr. Stedland lives alone except for a manservant, and opening the door himself, he conducted Jeffrey up to the first floor, where he had his study. My husband, realising the futility of argument, paid over the money, as he had been directed by Stedland, in American bills—”

“Which are more difficult to trace, of course,” said Manfred.

“When he had paid him, Stedland produced the letter, wrote the receipt on the blank page, blotted it and placed it in an envelope, which he gave to my husband. When Jeffrey returned home and opened the envelope, he found it contained nothing more than a blank sheet of paper.”

“He had rung the changes,” said Manfred.

“That was the expression that Jeffrey used,” said the girl. “Then it was that Jeffrey decided to commit this mad act. You have heard of the Four Just Men?”

“I have heard of them,” replied Manfred gravely.

“My husband is a great believer in their methods, and a great admirer of them too,” she said. “I think he read everything that has ever been written about them. One night, two days after we were married — I had insisted upon marrying him at once when I discovered the situation — he came to me.

“‘Grace,’ he said, ‘I am going to apply the methods of the Four to this devil Stedland.’

“He outlined his plans. He had apparently been watching the house, and knew that except for the servant the man slept in the house alone, and he had formed a plan for getting in. Poor dear, he was an indifferent burglar; but you heard today how he succeeded in reaching Stedland’s room. I think he hoped to frighten the man with his revolver.”

Manfred shook his head.

“Stedland graduated as a gunfighter in South Africa,” he said quietly. “He is the quickest man on the draw I know, and a deadly shot. Of course, he had your husband covered before he could as much as reach his pocket.”

She nodded.

“That is the story,” she said quietly. “If you can help Jeff, I shall pray for you all my life.”

Manfred rose slowly.

“It was a mad attempt,” he said. “In the first place Stedland would not keep a compromising document like that in his house, which he leaves for six hours a day. It might even have been destroyed, though that is unlikely. He would keep the letter for future use. Blackmailers are keen students of humanity, and he knows that money may still be made, from that letter of yours. But if it is in existence—”

“If it is in existence,” she repeated — and now the reaction had come and her lips were trembling —

“I will place it in your hands within a week,” said Manfred, and with this promise left her.

Mr. Noah Stedland had left the Courts of Justice that afternoon with no particular sense of satisfaction save that he was leaving it by the public entrance. He was not a man who was easily scared, but he was sensitive to impressions; and it seemed to him that the Judge’s carefully chosen words had implied, less in their substance than in their tone, a veiled rebuke to himself. Beyond registering this fact, his sensitiveness did not go. He was a man of comfortable fortune, and that fortune had been got together in scraps — sometimes the scraps were unusually large — by the exercise of qualities which were not handicapped by such imponderable factors as conscience or remorse. Life to this tall, broad-shouldered, grey-faced man was a game, and Jeffrey Storr, against whom he harboured no resentment, was a loser.

He could think dispassionately of Storr in his convict clothes, wearing out the years of agony in a convict prison, and at the mental picture could experience no other emotion than that of the successful gambler who can watch his rival’s ruin with equanimity.

He let himself into his narrow-fronted house, closed and double-locked the door behind him, and went up the shabbily carpeted stairs to his study. The ghosts of the lives he had wrecked should have crowded the room; but Mr. Stedland did not believe in ghosts. He rubbed his finger along a mahogany table and noted that it was dusty, and the ghost of a well-paid charlady took shape from that moment.

As he sprawled back in his chair, a big cigar between his gold-spotted teeth, he tried to analyse the queer sensation he had experienced in court. It was not the Judge, it was not the attitude of the defending counsel, it was not even the possibility that the world might censure him, which was responsible for his mental perturbation. It was certainly not the prisoner and his possible fate, or the white-faced wife. And yet there had been a something or a somebody which had set him glancing uneasily over his shoulder.

He sat smoking for half an hour, and then a bell clanged and he went down the stairs and opened the front door. The man who was waiting with an apologetic smile on his face, a jackal of his, was butler and tout and general errand-boy to the hardfaced man.

“Come in, Jope,” he said, closing the door behind the visitor. “Go down to the cellar and get me a bottle of whisky?”

“How was my evidence, guv’nor?” asked the sycophant, smirking expectantly.

“Rotten,” growled Stedland. “What did you mean by saying you heard me call for help?”

“Well, guv’nor, I thought I’d make it a little worse for him,” said Jope humbly.

“Help!” sneered Mr. Stedland. “Do you think I’d call on a guy like you for help? A damned lot of use you would be in a rough house! Get that whisky!”

When the man came up with a bottle and a syphon, Mr. Stedland was gazing moodily out of the window which looked upon a short, untidy garden terminating in a high wall. Behind that was a space on which a building had been in course of erection when the armistice put an end to Government work. It was designed as a small factory for the making of fuses, and was an eyesore to Mr. Stedland, since he owned the ground on which it was built.

“Jope,” he said, turning suddenly, “was there anybody in court we know?”

“No, Mr. Stedland,” said the man, pausing in surprise. “Not that I know, except Inspector—”

“Never mind about the Inspector,” answered Mr. Stedland impatiently. “I know all the splits who were there. Was there anybody else — anybody who has a grudge against us?”

“No, Mr. Stedland. What does it matter if there was?” asked the valorous Jope. “I think we’re a match for any of ‘em.”

“How long have we been in partnership?” asked Stedland unpleasantly, as he poured himself out a tot of whisky.

The man’s face twisted in an ingratiating smile.

“Well, we’ve been together some time now, Mr. Stedland,” he said.

Stedland smacked his lips and looked out of the window again.

“Yes,” he said after-a while, “we’ve been together a long time now. In fact, you would almost have finished your sentence, if I had told the police what I knew about you seven years ago—”

The man winced, and changed the subject. He might have realised, had he thought, that the sentence of seven years had been commuted by Stedland to a sentence of life servitude, but Mr. Jope was no thinker.

“Anything for the Bank today, sir?” he asked.

“Don’t be a fool,” said Stedland. “The Bank closed at three. Now, Jope,” he turned on the other, “in future you sleep in the kitchen.”

“In the kitchen, sir?” said the astonished servant, and Stedland nodded.

“I’m taking no more risks of a night visitor,” he said. “That fellow was on me before I knew where I was, and if I hadn’t had a gun handy he would have beaten me. The kitchen is the only way you can break into this house from the outside, and I’ve got a feeling at the back of my mind that something might happen.”

“But he’s gone to gaol.”

“I’m not talking about him,” snarled Stedland. “Do you understand, take your bed to the kitchen.”

“It’s a bit draughty—” began Jope.

“Take your bed to the kitchen,” roared Stedland, glaring at the man.

“Certainly, sir,” said Jope with alacrity.

When his servant had gone, Stedland took off his coat and put on one of stained alpaca, unlocked the safe, and took out a book. It was a passbook from his bank, and its study was very gratifying. Mr. Stedland dreamed dreams of a South American ranch and a life of ease and quiet. Twelve years’ strenuous work in London had made him a comparatively rich man. He had worked cautiously and patiently and had pursued the business of blackmail in a businesslike manner. His cash balance was with one of the beat known of the private bankers. Sir William Molbury & Co., Ltd. Molbury’s Bank had a reputation in the City for the privacy and even mystery which enveloped the business of its clients — a circumstance which suited Mr. Stedland admirably. It was, too, one of those old-fashioned banks which maintain a huge reserve of money in its vaults; and this was also a recommendation to Mr. Stedland, who might wish to gather in his fluid assets in the shortest possible space of time.

The evening and the night passed without any untoward incident, except as was revealed when Mr. Jope brought his master’s tea in the morning, and told, somewhat hoarsely, of a cold and unpleasant night. “Get more bedclothes,” said Stedland curtly. He went off to his city office after breakfast, and left Mr. Jope to superintend the operations of the charwoman and to impress upon her a number of facts, including the high rate at which she was paid, the glut of good charwomen on the market and the consequences which would overtake her if she left Mr. Stedland’s study undusted.

At eleven o’clock that morning came a respectable and somewhat elderly looking gentleman in a silk hat, and him Mr. Jope interviewed on the doormat.

“I’ve come from the Safe Deposit,” said the visitor.

“What Safe Deposit?” asked the suspicious Mr. Jope.

“The Fetter Lane Deposit,” replied the other. “We want to know if you left your keys behind the last time you came?”

Jope shook his head. “We haven’t any Safe Deposit,” he said with assurance, “and the governor’s hardly likely to leave his keys behind.”

“Then evidently I’ve come to the wrong house,” smiled the gentleman. “This is Mr. Smithson’s?”

“No, it ain’t,” said the ungracious Jope, and shut the door in the caller’s face.

The visitor walked down the steps into the street and joined another man who was standing at a corner.

“They know nothing of Safe Deposits, Manfred,” he said.

“I hardly thought it would be at a Safe Deposit,” said the taller of the two. “In fact, I was pretty certain that he would keep all his papers at the bank. You saw the man Jope, I suppose?”

“Yes,” said Gonsalez dreamily. “An interesting face. The chin weak, but the ears quite normal. The frontal bones slope irregularly backward, and the head, so far as I can see, is distinctly oxycephalic.”

“Poor Jope!” said Manfred without a smile. “And now, Leon, you and I will devote our attention to the weather. There is an anticyclone coming up from the Bay of Biscay, and its beneficent effects are already felt in Eastbourne. If it extends northwards to London in the next three days we shall have good news for Mrs. Storr.”

“I suppose,” said Gonsalez, as they were travelling back to their rooms in Jermyn Street, “I suppose there is no possibility of rushing this fellow.”

Manfred shook his head.

“I do not wish to die,” he said, “and die I certainly should, for Noah Stedland is unpleasantly quick to shoot.”

Manfred’s prophecy was fulfilled two days later, when the influence of the anticyclone spread to London and a thin yellow mist descended on the city. It lifted in the afternoon, Manfred saw to his satisfaction, but gave no evidence of dispersing before nightfall.

Mr. Stedland’s office in Regent Street was small but comfortably furnished. On the glass door beneath his name was inscribed the magic word: “Financier,” and it is true that Stedland was registered as a moneylender and found it a profitable business; for what Stedland the moneylender discovered, Stedland the blackmailer exploited, and it was not an unusual circumstance for Mr. Stedland to lend at heavy interest money which was destined for his own pocket. In this way he could obtain a double grip upon his victim.

At half past two that afternoon his clerk announced a caller.

“Man or woman?”

“A man, sir,” said the clerk, “I think he’s from Molbury’s Bank.”

“Do you know him?” asked Stedland.

“No, sir, but he came yesterday when you were out, and asked if you’d received the Bank’s balance sheet.” Mr. Stedland took a cigar from a box on the table and lit it.

“Show him in,” he said, anticipating nothing more exciting than a dishonoured cheque from one of his clients.

The man who came in was obviously in a state of agitation. He closed the door behind him and stood nervously fingering his hat.

“Sit down,” said Stedland. “Have a cigar, Mr.—”

“Curtis, sir,” said the other huskily. “Thank you, sir, I don’t smoke.”

“Well, what do you want?” asked Stedland.

“I want a few minutes’ conversation with you, sir, of a private character.” He glanced apprehensively at the glass partition which separated Mr. Stedland’s office from the little den in which his clerks worked.

“Don’t worry,” said Stedland humorously. “I can guarantee that screen is soundproof. What’s your trouble?”

He scented a temporary embarrassment, and a bank clerk temporarily embarrassed might make a very useful tool for future use.

“I hardly know how to begin, Mr. Stedland,” said the man, seating himself on the edge of a chair, his face twitching nervously. “It’s terrible story, a terrible story.”

Stedland had heard about these terrible stories before, and sometimes they meant no more than that the visitor was threatened with bailiffs and was anxious to keep the news from the ears of his employers. Sometimes the confession was more serious — money lost in gambling, and a desperate eleventh-hour attempt to make good a financial deficiency.

“Go on,” he said. “You won’t shock me.” The boast was a little premature, however.

“It’s not about myself, but about my brother, John Curtis, who’s been cashier for twenty years, sir,” said the man nervously. “I hadn’t the slightest idea that he was in difficulties, but he was gambling on the Stock Exchange, and only today he has told me the news. I am in terrible distress about him, sir. I fear suicide. He is a nervous wreck.”

“What has he done?” asked Stedland impatiently.

“He has robbed the Bank. sir,” said the man in a hushed voice. “It wouldn’t matter if it had happened two years ago, but now, when things have been going so badly and we’ve had to stretch a point to make our balance sheet plausible, I shudder to think what the results will be.”.

“Of how much has he robbed the Bank?” asked Stedland quickly.

“A hundred and fifty thousand pounds,” was the staggering reply, and Stedland jumped to his feet.

“A hundred and fifty thousand?” he said incredulously.

“Yes, sir. I was wondering whether you could speak for him; you are one of the most highly respected clients of the Bank!”

“Speak for him!” shouted Stedland, and then of a sudden he became cool. His quick brain went over the situation, reviewing every possibility. He looked up at the clock. It was a quarter to three.

“Does anybody in the Bank know?”

“Not yet, sir, but I feel it is my duty to the general manager to tell him the tragic story. After the Bank closes this afternoon I am asking him to see me privately and—”

“Are you going back to the Bank now?” asked Stedland.

“Yes, sir,” said the man in surprise.

“Listen to me, my friend.” Stedland’s grey face was set and tense. He took a case from his pocket, opened it and extracted two notes. “Here are two notes for fifty,” he said. “Take those and go home.”

“But I’ve got to go to the Bank, sir. They will wonder—”

“Never mind what they wonder,” said Stedland. “You’ll have a very good explanation when the truth comes out. Will you do this?”

The man took up the money reluctantly.

“I don’t quite know what you—”

“Never mind what I want to do,” snapped Stedland. “That is to keep your mouth shut and go home. Do you understand plain English?”

“Yes, sir,” said the shaking Curtis.

Five minutes later Mr. Stedland passed through the glass doors of Molbury’s Bank and walked straight to the counter. An air of calm pervaded the establishment and the cashier, who knew Stedland, came forward with a smile.

“‘Unconscious of their awful doom, The little victims play;’” quoted Stedland to himself. It was a favourite quotation of his, and he had used it on many appropriate occasions.

He passed, a slip of paper across the counter, and the cashier looked at it and raised his eyebrows.

“Why, this is almost your balance, Mr. Stedland,” he said.

Stedland nodded.

“Yes, I am going abroad in a hurry,” he said. “I shall not be back for two years, but I am leaving just enough to keep the account running.”

It was a boast of Molbury’s that they never argued on such occasions as these.

“Then you will want your box?” said the cashier politely.

“If you please,” said Mr. Noah Stedland. If the Bank passed into the hands of the Receiver, he had no wish for prying strangers to be unlocking and examining the contents of the tin box he had deposited with the Bank, and to the contents of which he made additions from time to time.

Ten minutes later, with close on a hundred thousand pounds in his pockets, a tin box in one hand, the other resting on his hip pocket — for he took no chances — Mr. Stedland went out again on the street and into the waiting taxicab. The fog was cleared, and the sun was shining at Clapham when he arrived.

He went straight up to his study, fastened the door and unlocked the little safe. Into this he pushed the small box and two thick bundles of notes, locking the safe door behind him. Then he rang for the faithful Jope, unfastening the door to admit him.

“Have we another camp bed in the house?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” said Jope.

“Well, bring it up here. I am going to sleep in my study tonight.”

“Anything wrong, sir?”

“Don’t ask jackass questions. Do as you’re told!”

Tomorrow, he thought, he would seek out a safer repository for his treasures. He spent that evening in his study and lay down to rest, but not to sleep, with a revolver on a chair by the side of his camp bed. Mr. Stedland was a cautious man. Despite his intention to dispense with sleep for one night, he was dozing when a sound in the street outside roused him.

It was a familiar sound — the clang of fire bells — and apparently fire engines were in the street, for he heard the whine of motors and the sound of voices. He sniffed; there was a strong smell of burning, and looking up he saw a flicker of light reflected on the ceiling. He sprang out of bed to discover the cause. It was immediately discernible, for the fuse factory was burning merrily, and he caught a glimpse of firemen at work and a momentary vision of a hose in action. Mr. Stedland permitted himself to smile. That fire would be worth money to him, and there was no danger to himself.

And then he heard a sound in the hall below; a deep voice boomed an order, and he caught the chatter of Jope, and unlocked the door. The lights were burning in the hall and on the stairway. Looking over the banisters he saw the shivering Jope, with an overcoat over his pyjamas, expostulating with a helmeted fireman.

“I can’t help it,” the latter was saying, “I’ve got to get a hose through one of these houses, and it might as well be yours.”

Mr. Stedland had no desire to have a hose through his house, and thought he knew an argument which might pass the inconvenience on to his neighbour.

“Just come up here a moment,” he said. “I want to speak to one of those firemen.”

The fireman came clumping up the stairs in his heavy boots, a fine figure of a man in his glittering brass.

“Sorry,” he said, “but I must get the hose—”

“Wait a moment, my friend,” said Mr. Stedland with a smile. “I think you will understand me after a while. There are plenty of houses in this road, and a tenner goes a long way, eh? Come in.”

He walked back into his room and the fireman followed and stood watching as he unlocked the safe. Then:

“I didn’t think it would be so easy,” he said.

Stedland swung round.

“Put up your hands,” said the fireman, “and don’t make trouble, or you’re going out, Noah. I’d just as soon kill you as talk to you.”

Then Noah Stedland saw that beneath the shade of the helmet the man’s face was covered with a black mask.

“Who — who are you?” he asked hoarsely.

“I’m one of the Four Just Men — greatly reviled and prematurely mourned. Death is my favourite panacea for all ills…”

At nine o’clock in the morning Mr. Noah Stedland still sat biting his nails, a cold uneaten breakfast spread on a table before him.

To him came Mr. Jope wailing tidings of disaster, interrupted by Chief Inspector Holloway and a hefty subordinate who followed the servant into the room.

“Coming for a little walk with me, Stedland?” asked the cheery inspector, and Stedland rose heavily.

“What’s the charge?” he asked heavily.

“Blackmail,” replied the officer. “We’ve got evidence enough to hang you — delivered by special messenger. You fixed that case against Storr too — naughty, naughty!”

As Mr. Stedland put on his coat the inspector asked:

“Who gave you away?”

Mr. Stedland made no reply. Manfred’s last words before he vanished into the foggy street had been emphatic.

“If he wanted to kill you, the man called Curtis would have killed you this afternoon when we played on your cunning; we could have killed you as easily as we set fire to the factory. And if you talk to the police of the Four Just Men, we will kill you, even though you be in Pentonville with a regiment of soldiers round you.”

And somehow Mr. Stedland knew that his enemy spoke the truth. So he said nothing, neither there nor in the dock at the Old Bailey, and went to penal servitude without speaking.
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“Murder, my dear Manfred is the most accidental of crimes,” said Leon Gonsalez, removing his big shell-rimmed glasses and looking across the breakfast-table with that whimsical earnestness which was ever a delight to the handsome genius who directed the operations of the Four Just Men.

“Poiccart used to say that murder was a tangible expression of hysteria,” he smiled, “but why this grisly breakfast-table topic?”

Gonsalez put on his glasses again and returned, apparently, to his study of the morning newspaper. He did not wilfully ignore the question, but his mind, as George Manfred knew, was so completely occupied by his reflections that he neither heard the query nor, for the matter of that, was he reading the newspaper. Presently he spoke again.

“Eighty per cent of the men who are charged with murder are making their appearance in a criminal court for the first time,” he said-”therefore, murderers as a class are not criminals — I speak, of course, for the Anglo-Saxon murderer. Latin and Teutonic criminal classes supply sixty per cent of the murderers in France, Italy and the Germanic States. They are fascinating people, George, fascinating!”

His face lighted up with enthusiasm, and George Manfred surveyed him with amusement.

“I have never been able to take so detached a view of those gentlemen,” he said, “To me they are completely horrible — for is not murder the apotheosis of injustice?” he asked.

“I suppose so,” said Gonsalez vacantly.

“What started this line of thought?” asked Manfred, rolling his serviette.

“I met a true murderer type last night,” answered the other calmly. “He asked me for a match and smiled when I gave it to him. A perfect set of teeth, my dear George, perfect — except—”

“Except?”

“The canine teeth were unusually large and long, the eyes deep set and amazingly level, the face anamorphic — which latter fact is not necessarily criminal.”

“Sounds rather an ogre to me,” said Manfred.

“On the contrary,” Gonsalez hastened to correct the impression, “he was quite goodlooking. None but a student would have noticed the irregularity of the face. Oh no, he was most presentable.”

He explained the circumstances of the meeting. He had been to a concert the night before — not that he loved music, but because he wished to study the effect of music upon certain types of people. He had returned with hieroglyphics scribbled all over his programme, and had sat up half the night elaborating his notes.

“He is the son of Professor Tableman. He is not on good terms with his father, who apparently disapproves of his choice of fiancee, and he loathes his cousin,” added Gonsalez simply.

Manfred laughed aloud.

“You amusing person! And did he tell you all this of his own free will, or did you hypnotise him and extract the information? You haven’t asked me what I did last night.”

Gonsalez was lighting a cigarette slowly and thoughtfully.

“He is nearly two metres — to be exact, six feet two inches — in height, powerfully built, with shoulders like that!” He held the cigarette in one hand and the burning match in the other to indicate the breadth of the young man. “He has big, strong hands and plays football for the United Hospitals. I beg your pardon, Manfred; where were you last night?”

“At Scotland Yard,” said Manfred; but if he expected to produce a sensation he was to be disappointed. Probably knowing his Leon, he anticipated no such result.

“An interesting building,” said Gonsalez. “The architect should have turned the western facade southward — though its furtive entrances are in keeping with its character. You had no difficulty in making friends?”

“None. My work in connection with the Spanish Criminal Code and my monograph on Dactyology secured me admission to the chief.”

Manfred was known in London as “Senor Fuentes,” an eminent writer on criminology, and in their roles of Spanish scientists both men bore the most compelling of credentials from the Spanish Minister of Justice. Manfred had made his home in Spain for many years. Gonsalez was a native of that country, and the third of the famous four — there had not been a fourth for twenty years — Poiccart, the stout and gentle, seldom left his big garden in Cordova.

To him Leon Gonsalez referred when he spoke.

“You must write and tell our dear friend Poiccart,” he said. “He will be interested. I had a letter from him this morning. Two new litters of little pigs have come to bless his establishment, and his orange trees are in blossom.”

He chuckled to himself, and then suddenly became serious.

“They took you to their bosom, these policemen?”

Manfred nodded.

“They were very kind and charming. We are lunching with one of the Assistant Commissioners, Mr. Reginald Fare, tomorrow. British police methods have improved tremendously since we were in London before, Leon. The fingerprint department is a model of efficiency, and their new men are remarkably clever.”

“They will hang us yet,” said the cheerful Leon.

“I think not!” replied his companion.

The lunch at the Ritz-Carlton was, for Gonsalez especially, a most pleasant function. Mr. Fare, the middle-aged Commissioner, was, in addition to being a charming gentleman, a very able scientist. The views and observations of Marro, Lombroso, Fere, Mantegazza and Ellis flew from one side of the table to the other.

“To the habitual criminal the world is an immense prison, alternating with an immense jag,” said Fare. “That isn’t my description but one a hundred years old. The habitual criminal is an easy man to deal with. It is when you come to the non-criminal classes, the murderers, the accidental embezzlers—”

“Exactly!” said Gonsalez. “Now my contention is—”

He was not to express his view, for a footman had brought an envelope to the Commissioner, and he interrupted Gonsalez with an apology to open and read its contents.

“H’m!” he said. “That is a curious coincidence…”

He looked at Manfred thoughtfully.

“You were saying the other night that you would like to watch Scotland Yard at work close at hand, and I promised you that I would give you the first opportunity which presented — your chance has come!”

He had beckoned the waiter and paid his bill before he spoke again.

“I shall not disdain to draw upon your ripe experience,” he said, “for it is possible we may need all the assistance we can get in this case.”

“What is it?” asked Manfred. as the Commissioner’s car threaded the traffic at Hyde Park Corner.

“A man has been found dead in extraordinary circumstances,” said the Commissioner. “He holds rather a prominent position in the scientific world — a Professor Tableman — you probably know the name.”

“Tableman?” said Gonsalez, his eyes opening wide. “Well, that is extraordinary! You were talking of coincidences, Mr. Fare. Now I will tell you of another.”

He related his meeting with the son of the Professor on the previous night.

“Personally,” Gonsalez went on, “I look upon all coincidences as part of normal intercourse. It is a coincidence that, if you receive a bill requiring payment, you receive two or more during the day, and that if you receive a cheque by the first post, be sure you will receive a cheque by your second or third post. Some day I shall devote my mind to the investigation of that phenomenon.”

“Professor Tableman lives in Chelsea. Some years ago he purchased his house from an artist, and had the roomy studio converted into a laboratory. He was a lecturer in physics and chemistry at the Bloomsbury University,” explained Fare, though he need not have done so, for Manfred recalled the name; “and he was also a man of considerable means.”

“I knew the Professor and dined with him about a month ago,” said Fare. “He had had some trouble with his son. Tableman was an arbitrary, unyielding old man, one of those types of Christians who worship the historical figures of the Old Testament but never seem to get to the second book.”

They arrived at the house, a handsome modern structure in one of the streets abutting upon King’s Road, and apparently the news of the tragedy had not leaked out, for the usual crowd of morbid loungers had not gathered. A detective was waiting for them, and conducted the Commissioner along a covered passageway running by the side of the house, and up a flight of steps directly into the studio. There was nothing unusual about the room save that it was very light, for one of the walls was a huge window and the sloping roof was also of glass. Broad benches ran the length of two walls, and a big table occupied the centre of the room, all these being covered with scientific apparatus, whilst two long shelves above the benches were filled with bottles and jars, apparently containing chemicals.

A sad-faced, goodlooking young man rose from a chair as they entered.

“I am John Munsey,” he said, “the Professor’s nephew. You remember me, Mr. Fare? I used to assist my uncle in his experiments.”

Fare nodded. His eyes were occupied with the figure that lay upon the ground, between table and bench.

“I have not moved the Professor,” said the young man in a low voice. “The detectives who came moved him slightly to assist the doctor in making his examination, but he has been left practically where he fell.”

The body was that of an old man, tall and spare, and on the grey face was an unmistakable look of agony and terror.

“It looks like a case of strangling,” said Fare. “Has any rope or cord been found?”

“No, sir,” replied the young man. “That was the view which the detectives reached, and we made a very thorough search of the laboratory.”

Gonsalez was kneeling by the body, looking with dispassionate interest at the lean neck. About the throat was a band of blue about four inches deep, and he thought at first that it was a material bandage of some diaphanous stuff, but on close inspection he saw that it was merely the discoloration of the skin. Then his keen eye rose to the table, near where the Professor fell.

“What is that?” he asked. He pointed to a small green bottle by the side of which was an empty glass.

“It is a bottle of creme de menthe,” said the youth; “my uncle took a glass usually before retiring.”

“May I?” asked Leon, and Fare nodded.

Gonsalez picked up the glass and smelt it, then held it to the light.

“This glass was not used for liqueur last night, so he was killed before he drank,” the Commissioner said. “I’d like to hear the whole story from you, Mr. Munsey. You sleep on the premises, I presume?”

After giving a few instructions to the detectives, the Commissioner followed the young man into a room which was evidently the late Professor’s library.

“I have been my uncle’s assistant and secretary for three years,” he said, “and we have always been on the most affectionate terms. It was my uncle’s practice to spend the morning in his library, the whole of the afternoon either in his laboratory or at his office at the University, and he invariably spent the hours between dinner and bedtime working at his experiments.”

“Did he dine at home?” asked Fare.

“Invariably,” replied Mr. Munsey, “unless he had an evening lecture or there was a meeting of one of the societies with which he was connected, and in that case he dined at the Royal Society’s Club in St. James’s Street.

“My uncle, as you probably know, Mr. Fare, has had a serious disagreement with his son, Stephen Tableman, and my cousin and very good friend. I have done my best to reconcile them, and when, twelve months ago, my uncle sent for me in this very room and told me that he had altered his will and left the whole of his property to me and had cut his son entirely from his inheritance, I was greatly distressed. I went immediately to Stephen and begged him to lose no time in reconciling himself with the old man. Stephen just laughed and said he didn’t care about the Professor’s money, and that, sooner than give up Miss Faber — it was about his engagement that the quarrel occurred — he would cheerfully live on the small sum of money which his mother left him. I came back and saw the Professor and begged him to restore Stephen to his will. I admit,” he half smiled, “that I expected and would appreciate a small legacy. I am following the same scientific course as the Professor followed in his early days, and I have ambitions to carry on his work. But the Professor would have none of my suggestion. He raved and stormed at me, and I thought it would be discreet to drop the subject, which I did. Nevertheless, I lost no opportunity of putting in a word for Stephen, and last week, when the Professor was in an unusually amiable frame of mind, I raised the whole question again and he agreed to see Stephen. They met in the laboratory; I was not present, but I believe that there was a terrible row. When I came in, Stephen had gone, and Mr. Tableman was livid with rage. Apparently, he had again insisted upon Stephen giving up his fiancee, and Stephen had refused point-blank.”

“How did Stephen arrive at the laboratory?” asked Gonsalez. “May I ask that question, Mr. Fare?”

The Commissioner nodded.

“He entered by the side passage. Very few people who come to the house on purely scientific business enter the house.”

“Then access to the laboratory is possible at all hours?”

“Until the very last thing at night, when the gate is locked,” said the young man. “You see, uncle used to take a little constitutional before going to bed, and he preferred using that entrance.”

“Was the gate locked last night?”

John Munsey shook his head.

“No,” he said quietly. “That was one of the first things I investigated. The gate was unfastened and ajar. It is not so much of a gate as an iron grille, as you probably observed”

“Go on,” nodded Mr. Fare.

“Well, the Professor gradually cooled down, and for two or three days he was very thoughtful, and I thought a little sad. On Monday — what is today? Thursday? — yes, it was on Monday, he said to me: ‘John, let’s have a little talk about Steve. Do you think I have treated him very badly?’-’I think you were lather unreasonable, Uncle,’ I said. ‘Perhaps I was,’ he replied. ‘She must be a very fine girl for Stephen to risk poverty for her sake.’ That was the opportunity I had been praying for, and I think I urged Stephen’s case with an eloquence which he would have commended. The upshot of it was that the old man weakened and sent a wire to Stephen, asking him to see him last night. It must have been a struggle for the Professor to have got over his objection to Miss Faber; he was a fanatic on the question of heredity—”

“Heredity?” interrupted Manfred quickly. “What was-wrong with Miss Faber?”

“I don’t know,” shrugged the other, “but the Professor had heard rumours that her father had died in an inebriates’ home. I believe those rumours were baseless.”

“What happened last night?” asked Fare.

“I understand that Stephen came,” said Munsey. “I kept carefully out of the way; in fact, I spent my time in my room, writing off some arrears of correspondence. I came downstairs about half past eleven, but the Professor had not returned. Looking from this window you can see the wall of the laboratory, and as the lights were still on, I thought the Professor’s conversation had been protracted, and, hoping that the best results might come from this interview, I went to bed. It was earlier than I go as a rule, but it was quite usual for me to go to bed even without saying good night to the Professor.

“I was awakened at eight in the morning by the housekeeper, who told me that the Professor was not in his room. Here again, this was not an unusual circumstance. Sometimes the Professor would work very late in the laboratory and then throw himself into an armchair and go off to sleep. It was a habit of which I had remonstrated as plainly as I dared; but he was not a man who bore criticism with equanimity.

“I got into my dressing-gown and my slippers, and went along to the laboratory, which is reached, as you know, by the way we came here. It was then that I discovered him on the floor, and he was quite dead.”

“Was the door of the laboratory open?” asked Gonsalez.

“It was ajar.”

“And the gate also was ajar?”

Munsey nodded.

“You heard no sound of quarrelling?”

“None.”

There was a knock, and Munsey walked to the door.

“It is Stephen,” he said, and a second later Stephen Tableman, escorted by two detectives, came into the room. His big face was pale, and when he greeted his cousin with a little smile, Manfred saw the extraordinary canines, big and cruel looking. The other teeth were of normal size, but these pointed fangs were notably abnormal.

Stephen Tableman was a young giant, and, observing those great hands of his, Manfred bit his lip thoughtfully.

“You have heard the sad news, Mr. Tableman?”

“Yes, sir,” said Stephen in a shaking voice. “Can I see my father?”

“In a little time,” said Fare, and his voice was hard. “I want you to tell me when you saw your father last.”

“I saw him alive last night,” said Stephen Tableman quickly. “I came by appointment to the laboratory, and we had a long talk.”

“How long were you there with him?”

“About two hours, as near as I can guess.”

“Was the conversation of a friendly character?”

“Very,” said Stephen emphatically. “For the first time since over a year ago” — he hesitated— “we discussed a certain subject rationally.”

“The subject being your fiancee, Miss Faber?”

Stephen looked at the interrogator steadily.

“That was the subject, Mr. Fare,” he replied quietly.

“Did you discuss any other mailers?”

Stephen hesitated.

“We discussed money,” he said. “My father cut off his allowance, and I have been rather short; in fact, I have been overdrawn at my bank, and he promised to make that right, and also spoke about — the future.”

“About his will?”

“Yes, sir, he spoke about altering his will.” He looked across at Munsey, and again he smiled. “My cousin has been a most persistent advocate, and I can’t thank him half enough for his loyalty to me in those dark times,” he said.

“When you left the laboratory, did you go out by the side entrance?”

Stephen nodded.

“And did you close the door behind you?”

“My father closed the door,” he said. “I distinctly remember hearing the click of the lock as I was going up the alley.”

“Can the door be opened from outside?”

“Yes,” said Stephen, “there is a lock which has only one key, and that is in my father’s possession — I think I am right, John?”

John Munsey nodded.

“So that, if he closed the door behind you, it could only be opened again by somebody in the laboratory — himself, for example?”

Stephen looked puzzled.

“I don’t quite understand the meaning of this enquiry,” he said. “The detective told me that my father had been found dead. What was the cause?”

“I think he was strangled,” said Fare quietly, and the young man took a step back.

“Strangled!” he whispered. “But he hadn’t an enemy in the world.”

“That we shall discover.” Fare’s voice was dry and businesslike. “You can go now, Mr. Tableman.”

After a moment’s hesitation the big fellow swung across the room through a door in the direction of the laboratory. He came back after an absence of a quarter of an hour, and his face was deathly white.

“Horrible, horrible!” he muttered. “My poor father!”

“You are on the way to being a doctor, Mr. Tableman? I believe you are at the Middlesex Hospital,” said Fare. “Do you agree with me that your father was strangled?”

The other nodded.

“It looks that way,” he said, speaking with difficulty. “I couldn’t conduct an examination as if he had been — somebody else, but it looks that way.”

The two men walked back to their lodgings. Manfred thought best when his muscles were most active. Their walk was in silence, each being busy with his own thoughts.

“You observed the canines?” asked Leon with quiet triumph after a while.

“I observed too his obvious distress,” said Manfred, and Leon chuckled.

“It is evident that you have not read friend Mantegazza’s admirable monograph on the ‘Physiology of Pain,’” he said smugly — Leon was delightfully smug at times— “nor examined his most admirable tables on the ‘Synonyms of Expression,’ or otherwise you would be aware that the expression of sorrow is indistinguishable from the expression of remorse.”

Manfred looked down at his friend with that quiet smile of his.

“Anybody who did not know you, Leon, would say that you were convinced that Professor Tableman was strangled by his son.”

“After a heated quarrel,” said Gonsalez complacently.

“When young Tableman had gone, you inspected the laboratory. Did you discover anything?”

“Nothing more than I expected to find,” said Gonsalez. “There were the usual air apparatus, the inevitable liquid-air still, the ever-to-be-expected electric crucibles. The inspection was superfluous, I admit, for I knew exactly how the murder was committed — for murder it was — the moment I came into the laboratory and saw the thermos flask and the pad of cotton wool.”

Suddenly he frowned and stopped dead.

“Santa Miranda!” he ejaculated. Gonsalez always swore by this non-existent saint. “I had forgotten!”

He looked up and down the street.

“There is a place from whence we can telephone,” he said. “Will you come with me, or shall I leave you here?”

“I am consumed with curiosity,” said Manfred.

They went into the shop and Gonsalez gave a number. Manfred did not ask him how he knew it, because he too had read the number which was written on the telephone disc that stood on the late Professor’s table.

“Is that you, Mr. Munsey?” asked Gonsalez. “It is I. You remember I have just come from you? Yes, I thought you would recognise my voice. I want to ask you where are the Professor’s spectacles.”

There was a moment’s silence.

“The Professor’s spectacles?” said Munsey’s voice. “Why, they’re with him, aren’t they?”

“They were not on the body or near it,” said Gonsalez. “Will you see if they are in his room? I’ll hold the line.”

He waited, humming a little aria from El Perro Chico, a light opera which had its day in Madrid fifteen years before; and presently he directed his attention again to the instrument.

“In his bedroom, were they? Thank you very much.”

He hung up the receiver. He did not explain the conversation to Manfred, nor did Manfred expect him to, for Leon Gonsalez dearly loved a mystery. All he permitted himself to say was;

“Canine teeth!”

And this seemed to amuse him very much.

When Gonsalez came to breakfast the next morning, the waiter informed him that Manfred had gone out early. George came in about ten minutes after the other had commenced breakfast, and Leon Gonsalez looked up.

“You puzzle me when your face is so mask-like, George,” he said. “I don’t know whether you’re particularly amused or particularly depressed.”

“A little of the one and a little of the other,” said Manfred, sitting down to breakfast. “I have been to Fleet Street to examine the files of the sporting press.”

“The sporting press?” repeated Gonsalez, staring at him, and Manfred nodded.

“Incidentally, I met Fare. No trace of poison has been found in the body, and no other sign of violence. They are arresting Stephen Tableman today.”

“I was afraid of that,” said Gonsalez gravely. “But why the sporting press, George?”

Manfred did not answer the question, but went on:

“Fare is quite certain that the murder was committed by Stephen Tableman. His theory is that there was a quarrel and that the young man lost his temper and choked his father. Apparently, the examination of the body proved that extraordinary violence must have been used. Every blood-vessel in the neck is congested. Fare also told me that at first the doctor suspected poison, but there is no sign of any drug to be discovered, and the doctors say that the drug that would cause that death with such symptoms is unknown. It makes it worse for Stephen Tableman because for the past few months he has been concentrating his studies upon obscure poisons.”

Gonsalez stretched back in his chair, his hands in his pockets.

“Well, whether he committed that murder or not,” he said after a while, “he is certain to commit a murder sooner or later. I remember once a doctor in Barcelona who had such teeth. He was a devout Christian, a popular man, a bachelor, and had plenty of money, and there seemed no reason in the world why he should murder anybody, and yet he did. He murdered another doctor who threatened to expose some error he made in an operation. I tell you, George, with teeth like that—” He paused and frowned thoughtfully. “My dear George,” he said, “I am going to ask Fare if he will allow me the privilege of spending a few hours alone in Professor Tableman’s laboratory.”

“Why on earth—” began Manfred, and checked himself. “Why, of course, you have a reason, Leon. As a rule I find no difficulty in solving such masteries as these. But in this case I am puzzled, though I have confidence that you have already unravelled what mystery there is. There are certain features about the business which are particularly baffling. Why should the old man be wearing thick gloves—”

Gonsalez sprang to his feet, his eyes blazing.

“What a fool! What a fool!” he almost shouted. “I didn’t see those. Are you sure, George?” he asked eagerly. “He had thick gloves? Are you certain?”

Manfred nodded, smiling his surprise at the other’s perturbation.

“That’s it!” Gonsalez snapped his fingers. “I knew there was some error in my calculations! Thick woollen gloves, weren’t they?” He became suddenly thoughtful. “Now, I wonder how the devil he induced the old man to put ’em on?” he said half to himself.

The request to Mr. Fare was granted, and the two men went together to the laboratory. John Munsey was waiting for them.

“I discovered those spectacles by my uncle’s bedside,” he said as soon as he saw them.

“Oh, the spectacles?” said Leon absently. “May I see them?” He took them in his hand. “Your uncle was very shortsighted. How did they come to leave his possession, I wonder?”

“I think he went up to his bedroom to change; he usually did after dinner,” explained Mr. Munsey. “And he must have left them there. He usually kept an emergency pair in the laboratory, but for some reason or other he doesn’t seem to have put them on. Do you wish to be alone in the laboratory?” he asked.

“I would rather,” said Leon. “Perhaps you would entertain my friend whilst I look round?”

Left alone, he locked the door that communicated between the laboratory and the house, and his first search was for the spectacles that the old man usually wore when he was working.

Characteristically enough, he went straight to the place where they were — a big galvanised ash-pan by the side of the steps leading up to the laboratory. He found them in fragments, the horn rims broken in two places, and he collected what he could and returned to the laboratory, and, laying them on the bench, he took up the telephone.

The laboratory had a direct connection with the exchange, and after five minutes waiting, Gonsalez found himself in communication with Stephen Tableman.

“Yes, sir,” was the surprised reply. “My father wore his glasses throughout the interview.”

“Thank you, that is all,” said Gonsalez and hung up the ‘phone.

Then he went to one of the apparatus in a corner of the laboratory and worked steadily for an hour and a half. At the end of that time he went to the telephone again. Another half hour passed, and then he pulled from his pocket a pair of thick woollen gloves, and unlocking the door leading to the house, called Manfred.

“Ask Mr. Munsey to come,” he said.

“Your friend is interested in science,” said Mr. Munsey as he accompanied Manfred along the passage.

“I think he is one of the cleverest in his own particular line,” said Manfred.

He came into the laboratory ahead of Munsey, and to his surprise, Gonsalez was standing near the table, holding in his hand a small liqueur glass filled with an almost colourless liquid. Almost colourless, but there was a blue tinge to it, and to Manfred’s amazement a faint mist was rising from its surface.

Manfred stared at him, and then he saw that the hands of Leon Gonsalez were enclosed in thick woollen gloves.

“Have you finished?” smiled Mr. Munsey as he came from behind Manfred; and then he saw Leon and smiled no more. His face went drawn and haggard, his eyes narrowed, and Manfred heard his laboured breathing.

“Have a drink, my friend?” said Leon pleasantly. “A beautiful drink. You’d mistake it for creme de menthe or any old liqueur — especially if you were a shortsighted, absentminded old man and somebody had purloined your spectacles.”

“What do you mean?” asked Munsey hoarsely. “I — I don’t understand you.”

“I promise you that this drink is innocuous, that it contains no poison whatever, that it is as pure as the air you breathe,” Gonsalez went on.

“Damn you!” yelled Munsey, but before he could leap at his tormentor, Manfred had caught him and slung him to the ground.

“I have telephoned for the excellent Mr. Fare, and he will be here soon, and also Mr. Stephen Tableman. Ah, here they are.”

There was a tap at the door.

“Will you open, please, my dear George? I do not think our young friend will move. If he does, I will throw the contents of this glass in his face.”

Fare came in, followed by Stephen, and with them an officer from Scotland Yard.

“There is your prisoner, Mr. Fare,” said Gonsalez. “And here is the means by which Mr. John Munsey encompassed the death of his uncle — decided thereto, I guess, by the fact that his uncle had been reconciled with Stephen Tableman, and that the will which he had so carefully manoeuvred was to be altered in Stephen Tableman’s favour.”

“That’s a lie!” gasped John Munsey. “I worked for you — you know I did, Stephen. I did my best for you—”

“All part of the general scheme of deception — again I am guessing,” said Gonsalez. “If I am wrong, drink this. It is the liquid your uncle drank on the night of his death.”

“What is it?” demanded Fare quickly.

“Ask him,” smiled Gonsalez, nodding to the man.

John Munsey turned on his heels and walked to the door, and the police officer who had accompanied Fare followed him.

“And now I will tell you what it is,” said Gonsalez. “It is liquid air!”

“Liquid air!” said the Commissioner. “Why, what do you mean? How can a man be poisoned with liquid air?”

“Professor Tableman was not poisoned. Liquid air is a fluid obtained by reducing the temperature of air to two hundred and seventy degrees below zero. Scientists use the liquid for experiments, and it is usually kept in a thermos flask, the mouth of which is stopped with cotton wool, because, as you know, there would be danger of a blow up if the air was confined.”

“Good God?” gasped Tableman in horror. “Then that blue mark about my father’s throat—”

“He was frozen to death. At least his throat was frozen solid the second that liquid was taken. Your father was in the habit of drinking a liqueur before he went to bed, and there is no doubt that, after you had left, Munsey gave the Professor a glassful of liquid air and by some means induced him to put on gloves.”

“Why did he do that? Oh, of course, the cold,” said Manfred.

Gonsalez nodded.

“Without gloves he would have detected immediately the stuff he was handling. What artifice Munsey used we may never know. It is certain he himself must have been wearing gloves at the time. After your father’s death he then began to prepare evidence to incriminate somebody else. The Professor had probably put away his glasses preparatory to going to bed, and the murderer, like myself, overlooked the fact that the body was still wearing gloves.

“My own theory,” said Gonsalez later, “is that Munsey has been working for years to oust his cousin from his father’s affections. He probably invented the story of the dipsomaniac father of Miss Faber.”

Young Tableman had come to their lodgings, and now Gonsalez had a shock. Something he said had surprised a laugh from Stephen, and Gonsalez stared at him.

“Your — your teeth!” he stammered.

Stephen flushed.

“My teeth?” he repeated, puzzled.

“You had two enormous canines when I saw you last,” said Gonsalez. “You remember, Manfred?” he said, and he was really agitated. “I told you—”

He was interrupted by a burst of laughter from the young student.

“Oh, they were false,” he said awkwardly. “They were knocked out at a rugger match, and Benson, who’s a fellow in our dental department and is an awfully good chap, though a pretty poor dentist, undertook to make me two to fill the deficiency. They looked terrible, didn’t they? I don’t wonder your noticing them. I got two new ones put in by another dentist.”

“It happened on the thirteenth of September last year. I read about it in the sporting press,” said Manfred, and Gonzales fixed him with a reproachful glance.

“You see, my dear Leon—” Manfred laid his hand on the other’s shoulder— “I knew they were false, just as you knew they were canines.”

When they were alone, Manfred said:

“Talking about canines—”

“Let us talk about something else,” snapped Leon.




Chapter 3


The Man Who Hated Earthworms
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“The death has occurred at Staines of Mr. Falmouth, late Superintendent of the Criminal Investigation Department. Mr. Falmouth will best be remembered as the Officer who arrested George Manfred, the leader of the Four Just Men gang. The sensational escape of this notorious man is perhaps the most remarkable chapter in criminal history. The ‘Four Just Men’ was an organisation which set itself to right acts of injustice which the law left unpunished. It is believed that the members were exceedingly rich men who devoted their lives and fortunes to this quixotic but wholly unlawful purpose. The gang has not been heard of for many years.”

Manfred read the paragraph from the Morning Telegram and Leon Gonsalez frowned.

“I have an absurd objection to being called a ‘gang,’” he said, and Manfred smiled quietly.

“Poor old Falmouth,” he reflected, “well, he knows! He was a nice fellow.”

“I liked Falmouth,” agreed Gonsalez. “He was a perfectly normal man except for a slight progenism—”

Manfred laughed.

“Forgive me it I appear dense, but I have never been able to keep up with you in this particular branch of science,” he said, “what is a ‘progenism’?”

“The unscientific call it an ‘underhung jaw,’” explained Leon, “and it is mistaken for strength. It is only normal in Piedmont where the brachycephalic skull is so common. With such a skull, progenism is almost a natural condition.”

“Progenism or not, he was a good fellow,” insisted Manfred and Leon nodded. “With well-developed wisdom teeth,” he added slyly, and Gonsalez went red, for teeth formed a delicate subject with him. Nevertheless he grinned.

“It will interest you to know, my dear George,” he said triumphantly, “that when the famous Dr. Carrara examined the teeth of four hundred criminals and a like number of non-criminals — you will find his detailed narrative in the monograph ‘Sullo Sviluppo Del Terzo Dente Morale Net Criminali’ — he found the wisdom tooth more frequently present in normal people.”

“I grant you the wisdom tooth,” said Manfred hastily. “Look at the bay! Did you ever see anything more perfect?”

They were sitting on a little green lawn overlooking Babbacombe Beach. The sun was going down and a perfect day was drawing to its close. High above the blue sea towered the crimson cliffs and green fields of Devon.

Manfred looked at his watch.

“Are we dressing for dinner?” he asked, “or has your professional friend Bohemian tastes?”

“He is of the new school,” said Leon, “rather superior, rather immaculate, very Balliol. I am anxious that you should meet him, his hands are rather fascinating.”

Manfred in his wisdom did not ask why.

“I met him at golf,” Gonsalez went on, “and certain things happened which interested me. For example, every time he saw an earthworm he stopped to kill it and displayed such an extraordinary fury in the assassination that I was astounded. Prejudice has no place in the scientific mind. He is exceptionally wealthy. People at the club told me that his uncle left him close on a million, and the estate of his aunt or cousin who died last year was valued at another million and he was the sole legatee. Naturally a good catch. Whether Miss Moleneux thinks the same I have had no opportunity of gauging,” he added after a pause.

“Good lord!” cried Manfred in consternation as he jumped up from his chair. “She is coming to dinner too, isn’t she?”

“And her mamma,” said Leon solemnly. “Her mamma has learnt Spanish by correspondence lessons, and insists upon greeting me with ‘habla usted Espanol?’.”

The two men had rented Cliff House for the spring. Manfred loved Devonshire in April when the slopes of the hills were yellow with primroses and daffodils made a golden path across the Devon lawns. “Senor Fuentes” had taken the house after one inspection and found the calm and the peace which only nature’s treasury of colour and fragrance could bring to his active mind.

Manfred had dressed and was sitting by the wood fire in the drawingroom when the purr of a motorcar coming cautiously down the cliff road brought him to his feet and through the open French window.

Leon Gonsalez had joined him before the big limousine had come to a halt before the porch.

The first to alight was a man and George observed him closely. He was tall and thin. He was not bad looking, though the face was lined and the eyes deep set and level. He greeted Gonsalez with just a tiny hint of patronage in his tone.

“I hope we haven’t kept you waiting, but my experiments detained me. Nothing went right in the laboratory today. You know Miss Moleneux and Mrs. Moleneux?”

Manfred was introduced and found himself shaking hands with a grave-eyed girl of singular beauty.

Manfred was unusually sensitive to “atmosphere” and there was something about this girl which momentarily chilled him. Her frequent smile, sweet as it was and undoubtedly sincere, was as undoubtedly mechanical. Leon, who judged people by reason rather than instinct, reached his conclusion more surely and gave shape and definite description to what in Manfred’s mind was merely a distressful impression. The girl was afraid! Of what? wondered Leon. Not of that stout, complacent little woman whom she called mother, and surely not of this thin-faced academic gentleman in pince-nez.

Gonsalez had introduced Dr. Viglow and whilst the ladies were taking off their cloaks in Manfred’s room above, he had leisure to form a judgment. There was no need for him to entertain his guest. Dr. Viglow spoke fluently, entertainingly and all the time.

“Our friend here plays a good game of golf,” he said, indicating Gonsalez, “a good game of golf indeed for a foreigner. You two are Spanish?”

Manfred nodded. He was more thoroughly English than the doctor, did that gentleman but know, but it was as a Spaniard and armed, moreover, with a Spanish passport that he was a visitor to Britain.

“I understood you to say that your investigations have taken rather a sensational turn. Doctor,” said Leon and a light came into Dr. Viglow’s eyes.

“Yes,” he said complacently, and then quickly, “who told you that?”

“You told me yourself at the club this morning.”

The doctor frowned.

“Did I?” he said and passed his hand across his forehead. “I can’t recollect that. When was this?”

“This morning,” said Leon, “but your mind was probably occupied with much more important matters.”

The young professor bit his lip and frowned thoughtfully.

“I ought not to have forgotten what happened this morning,” he said in a troubled tone.

He gave the impression to Manfred that one half of him was struggling desperately to overcome a something in the other half. Suddenly he laughed.

“A sensational turn!” he said. “Yes indeed, and I rather think that within a few months I shall not be without fame, even in my own country! It is, of course, terribly expensive. I was only reckoning up today that my typists’ wages come to nearly £60 a week.”

Manfred opened his eyes at this.

“Your typists’ wages?” he repeated slowly. “Are you preparing a book?”

“Here are the ladies,” said Dr. Felix.

His manner was abrupt to rudeness and later when they sat round the table in the little diningroom Manfred had further cause to wonder at the boorishness of this young scientist. He was seated next to Miss Moleneux and the meal was approaching its end when most unexpectedly he turned to the girl and in a loud voice said:

“You haven’t kissed me today, Margaret.”

The girl went red and white and the fingers that fidgeted with the tableware before her were trembling when she faltered:

“Haven’t — haven’t I, Felix?”

The bright eyes of Gonsalez never left the doctor. The man’s face had gone purple with rage.

“By God! This is a nice thing!” he almost shouted. “I’m engaged to you. I’ve left you everything in my will and I’m allowing your mother a thousand a year and you haven’t kissed me today!”

“Doctor!” It was the mild but insistent voice of Gonsalez that broke the tension. “I wonder whether you would tell me what chemical is represented by the formula Cl2O5.”

The doctor had turned his head slowly at the sound of Leon’s voice and now was staring at him. Slowly the strange look passed from his face and it became normal.

“Cl2O5 is Oxide of Chlorine,” he said in an even voice, and from thenceforward the conversation passed by way of acid reactions into a scientific channel.

The only person at the table who had not been perturbed by Viglow’s outburst had been the dumpy complacent lady on Manfred’s right. She had tittered audibly at the reference to her allowance, and when the hum of conversation became general she lowered her voice and leant toward Manfred.

“Dear Felix is so eccentric,” she said, “but he is quite the nicest, kindest soul. One must look after one’s girls, don’t you agree, senor?”

She asked this latter question in very bad Spanish and Manfred nodded. He shot a glance at the girl. She was still deathly pale.

“And I am perfectly certain she will be happy, much happier than she would have been with that impossible person.”

She did not specify who the “impossible person” was, but Manfred sensed a whole world of tragedy. He was not romantic, but one look at the girl had convinced him that there was something wrong in this engagement. Now it was that he came to a conclusion which Leon had reached an hour before, that the emotion which dominated the girl was fear. And he pretty well knew of whom she was afraid.

Half an hour later when the tail light of Dr. Viglow’s limousine had disappeared round a corner of the drive the two men went back to the drawingroom and Manfred threw a handful of kindling to bring the fire to a blaze.

“Well, what do you think?” said Gonsalez, rubbing his hands together with evidence of some enjoyment.

“I think it’s rather horrible,” replied Manfred, settling himself in his chair. “I thought the days when wicked mothers forced their daughters into unwholesome marriages were passed and done with. One hears so much about the modern girl.”

“Human nature isn’t modern,” said Gonsalez briskly, “and most mothers are fools where their daughters are concerned. I know you won’t agree but I speak with authority. Mantegazza collected statistics of 843 families—”

Manfred chuckled.

“You and your Mantegazza!” he laughed. “Did that infernal man know everything?”

“Almost everything,” said Leon. “As to the girl,” he became suddenly grave. “She will not marry him of course.”

“What is the matter with him?” asked Manfred. “He seems to have an ungovernable temper.”

“He is mad,” replied Leon calmly and Manfred looked at him.

“Mad?” he repeated incredulously. “Do you mean to say that he is a lunatic?”

“I never use the word in a spectacular or even in a vulgar sense,” said Gonsalez, lighting a cigarette carefully. “The man is undoubtedly mad. I thought so a few days ago and I am certain of it now. The most ominous test is the test of memory. People who are on the verge of madness or entering its early stages do not remember what happened a short time before. Did you notice how worried he was when I told him of the conversation we had this morning?”

“That struck me as peculiar,” agreed Manfred.

“He was fighting,” said Leon, “the sane half of his brain against the insane half. The doctor against the irresponsible animal. The doctor told him that if he had suddenly lost his memory for incidents which had occurred only a few hours before, he was on the high way to lunacy. The crazy half of the brain told him that he was such a wonderful fellow that the rules applying to ordinary human beings did not apply to him. We will call upon him tomorrow to see his laboratory and discover why he is paying £60 a week for typists,” he said. “And now, my dear George, you can go to bed. I am going to read the excellent but often misguided Lombroso on the male delinquent.”

Dr. Viglow’s laboratory was a new red building on the edge of Dartmoor. To be exact, it consisted of two buildings, one of which was a large army hut which had been recently elected for the accommodation of the doctor’s clerical staff.

“I haven’t met a professor for two or three years,” said Manfred as they were driving across the moor, en route to pay their call, “nor have I been in a laboratory for five. And yet within the space of a few weeks I have met two extraordinary professors, one of whom I admit was dead. Also I have visited two laboratories.”

Leon nodded.

“Some day I will make a very complete examination of the phenomena of coincidence,” he said.

When they reached the laboratory they found a post-office van, backed up against the main entrance, and three assistants in white overalls were carrying post bags and depositing them in the van.

“He must have a pretty large correspondence,” said Manfred in wonder.

The doctor, in a long white overall, was standing at the door as they alighted from their car, and greeted them warmly.

“Come into my office,” he said, and led the way to a large airy room which was singularly free from the paraphernalia which Gonsalez usually associated with such workrooms.

“You have a heavy post,” said Leon and the doctor laughed quietly.

“They are merely going to the Torquay post office,” he said. “I have arranged for them to be despatched when—” he hesitated, “when I am sure. You see,” he said, speaking with great earnestness, “a scientist has to be so careful. Every minute after he has announced a discovery he is tortured with the fear that he has forgotten something, some essential, or has reached a too hasty conclusion. But I think I’m right,” he said, speaking half to himself. “I’m sure I’m right, but I must be even more sure!”

He showed them round the large room, but there was little which Manfred had not seen in the laboratory of the late Professor Tableman. Viglow had greeted them genially, indeed expansively, and yet within five minutes of their arrival he was taciturn, almost silent, and did not volunteer information about any of the instruments in which Leon showed so much interest, unless he was asked.

They came back to his room and again his mood changed and he became almost gay.

“I’ll tell you,” he said, “by Jove, I’ll tell you! And no living soul knows this except myself, or realises or understands the extraordinary work I have been doing.”

His face lit up, his eyes sparkled and it seemed to Manfred that he grew taller in this moment of exaltation. Pulling open a drawer of a table which stood against the wall he brought out a long porcelain plate and laid it down. From a wire-netted cupboard on the wall he took two tin boxes and with an expression of disgust which he could not disguise, turned the contents upon the slab. It was apparently a box full of common garden mould and then Leon saw to his amazement a wriggling little red shape twisting and twining in its acute discomfort. The little red fellow sought to hide himself and burrowed sinuously into the mould.

“Curse you! Curse yo!” The doctor’s voice rose until it was a howl. His face was twisted and puckered in his mad rage. “How I hate you!”

If ever a man’s eyes held hate and terror, they were the eyes of Dr. Felix Viglow.

Manfred drew a long breath and stepped back a pace the better to observe him. Then the man calmed himself and peered down at Leon.

“When I was a child,” he said in a voice that shook, “I hated them and we had a nurse named Martha, a beastly woman, a wicked woman, who dropped one down my neck. Imagine the horror of it!”

Leon said nothing. To him the earthworm was a genus of chaetopod in the section oligochaeta and bore the somewhat, pretentious name of lumbncus terrestris. And in that wav, Dr. Viglow, eminent naturalist and scientist, should have regarded this beneficent little fellow.

“I have a theory,” said the doctor. He was calmer now and was wiping the sweat from his forehead with a handkerchief, “that in cycles every type of living thing on the earth becomes in turn the dominant creature. In a million years’ time man may dwindle to the size of an ant and the earthworm, by its super-intelligence, its cunning and its ferocity, may be pre-eminent in the world! I have always thought that,” he went on when neither Leon nor Manfred offered any comment. “It is still my thought by day and my dream by night. I have devoted my life to the destruction of this menace.”

Now the earthworm is neither cunning nor intelligent and is moreover notoriously devoid of ambition.

The doctor again went to the cupboard and took out a wide-necked bottle filled with a greyish powder He brought it back and held it within a few inches of Leon’s face.

“This is the work of twelve years,” he said simply. “There is no difficulty in finding a substance which will kill these pests, but this does more.”

He took a scalpel and tilting the bottle brought out a few grains of the powder on the edge of it. This he dissolved in a twenty-ounce measure which he filled with water. He stirred the colourless fluid with a glass rod, then lifting the rod he allowed three drops to fall upon the mould wherein the little creature was hidden. A few seconds passed, there was a heaving of the earth where the victim was concealed.

“He is dead,” said the doctor triumphantly and scraped aw ay the earth to prove the truth of his words. “And he is not only dead, but that handful of earth is death to any other earthworm that touches it.”

He rang a bell and one of his attendants came in.

“Clear away that,” he said with a shudder and walked gloomily to his desk.

Leon did not speak all the way back to the house. He sat curled up in the corner of the car, his arms lightly folded, his chin on his breast. That night without a word of explanation he left the house, declining Manfred’s suggestion that he should walk with him and volunteering no information as to where he was going.

Gonsalez walked by the cliff road, across Babbacombe Downs and came to the doctor’s house at nine o’clock that night. The doctor had a large house and maintained a big staff of servants, but amongst his other eccentricities was the choice of a gardener’s cottage away horn the house as his sleeping place at night.

It was only lately that the doctor had chosen this lonely lodging. He had been happy enough in the big old house which had been his father’s, until he had heard voices whispering to him at night and the creak of boards and had seen shapes vanishing along the dark corridors, and then in his madness he had conceived the idea that his servants were conspiring against him and that he might any night be murdered in his bed. So he had the gardener turned out of his cottage, had refurnished the little house, and there, behind locked doors, he read and thought and slept the nights away. Gonsalez had heard of this peculiarity and approached the cottage with some caution, for a frightened man is more dangerous than a wicked man. He rapped at the door and heard a step across the flagged floor.

“Who is that?” asked a voice.

“It is I,” said Gonsalez and gave the name by which he was known.

After hesitation the lock turned and the door opened.

“Come in, come in,” said Viglow testily and locked the door behind him. “You have come to congratulate me, I am sure. You must come to my wedding too, my friend. It will be a wonderful wedding, for there I shall make a speech and tell the story of my discovery. Will you have a drink? I have nothing here, but I can get it from the house. I have a telephone in my bedroom.”

Leon shook his head.

“I have been rather puzzling out your plan. Doctor,” he said, accepting the proffered cigarette, “and I have been trying to connect those postal bags which I saw being loaded at the door of your laboratory with the discovery which you revealed this afternoon.”

Dr. Viglow’s narrow eyes were gleaming with merriment and he leant back in his chair and crossed his legs, like one preparing for a pleasant recital.

“I will tell you,” he said. “For months I have been in correspondence with farming associations, both here and on the Continent. I have something of a European reputation,” he said, with that extraordinary immodesty which Leon had noticed before. “In fact, I think that my treatment for phylloxera did more to remove the scourge from the vineyards of Europe than any other preparation.”

Leon nodded. He knew this to be the truth.

“So you see, my word is accepted in matters dealing with agriculture. But I found after one or two talks with our own stupid farmers that there is an unusual prejudice against destroying” — he did not mention the dreaded name but shivered— “and that of course I had to get round. Now that I am satisfied that my preparation is exact, I can release the packets in the post office. In fact, I was just about to telephone to the postmaster telling him that they could go off — they are all stamped and addressed — when you knocked at the door.”

“To whom are they addressed?” asked Leon steadily.

“To various farmers — some fourteen thousand in all in various parts of the country and Europe, and each packet has printed instructions in English, French, German and Spanish. I had to tell them that it was a new kind of fertiliser or they may not have been as enthusiastic in the furtherance of my experiment as I am.”

“And what are they going to do with these packets when they get them?” asked Leon quietly.

“They will dissolve them and spray a certain area of their land — I suggested ploughed land. They need only treat a limited area of earth,” he explained. “I think these wretched beasts will carry infection quickly enough. I believe,” he leant forward and spoke impressively, “that in six months there will not be one living in Europe or Asia.”

“They do not know that the poison is intended to kill — earthworms?” asked Leon.

“No, I’ve told you,” snapped the other. “Wait, I will telephone the postmaster.”

He rose quickly to his feet, but Leon was quicker and gripped him arm.

“My dear friend,” he said, “you must not do this.”

Dr. Viglow tried to withdraw his arm.

“Let me go,” he snarled. “Are you one of those devils who are trying to torment me?”

In ordinary circumstances, Leon would have been strong enough to hold the man, but Viglow’s strength was extraordinary and Gonsalez found himself thrust back into the chair. Before he could spring up, the man had passed through the door and slammed and locked it behind him.

The cottage was on one floor and was divided into two rooms by a wooden partition which Viglow had erected. Over the door was a fanlight, and pulling the table forward Leon sprang on to the top and with his elbow smashed the flimsy frame.

“Don’t touch that telephone,” he said sternly. “Do you hear?”

The doctor looked round with a grin. “You are a friend of those devils!” he said, and his hand was on the receiver when Leon shot him dead.

Manfred came back the next morning from his walk and found Gonsalez pacing the lawn, smoking an extra long cigar.

“My dear Leon,” said Manfred as he slipped his arm in the other’s. “You did not tell me.”

“I thought it best to wait,” said Leon.

“I heard quite by accident,” Manfred went on. “The story is that a burglar broke into the cottage and shot the doctor when he was telephoning for assistance. All the silverware in the outer room has been stolen. The doctor’s watch and pocketbook have disappeared.”

“They are at this moment at the bottom of Babbacombe Bay,” said Leon. “I went fishing very early this morning before you were awake.”

They paced the lawn in silence for a while and then:

“Was it necessary?” asked Manfred.

“Very necessary,” said Leon gravely. “You have to realise first of all that although this man was mad, he had discovered not only a poison but an infection.”

“But, my dear fellow,” smiled Manfred, “was an earthworm worth it?”

“Worth more than his death,” said Leon. “There isn’t a scientist in the world who does not agree that if the earthworm was destroyed the world would become sterile and the people of this world would be starving in seven years.”

Manfred stopped in his walk and stared down at his companion.

“Do you really mean that?”

Leon nodded.

“He is the one necessary creature in God’s world,” he said soberly. “It fertilises the land and covers the bare rocks with earth. It is the surest friend of mankind that we know, and now I am going down to the post office with a story which I think will be sufficiently plausible to recover those worm poisoners.”

Manfred mused a while, then he said:

“I’m glad in many ways — in every way,” he corrected. “I rather liked that girl, and I’m sure that impossible person isn’t so impossible.”




Chapter 4


The Man Who Died Twice
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The interval between Acts II and III was an unusually long one, and the three men who sat in the stage box were in such harmony of mind that none of them felt the necessity for making conversation. The piece was a conventional crook play and each of the three had solved the “mystery” of the murder before the drop fell on the first act. They had reached the same solution (and the right one) without any great mental effort.

Fare, the Police Commissioner, had dined with George Manfred and Leon Gonsalez (he addressed them respectively as “Senor Fuentes” and “Senor Mandrelino” and did not doubt that they were natives of Spain, despite their faultless English) and the party had come on to the theatre.

Mr. Fare frowned as at some unpleasant memory and heard a soft laugh. Looking up, he met the dancing eyes of Leon.

“Why do you laugh?” he asked, half smiling in sympathy.

“At your thoughts,” replied the calm Gonsalez.

“At my thoughts!” repeated the other, startled,

“Yes,” Leon nodded, “you were thinking of the Four Just Men.”

“Extraordinary!” exclaimed Fare. “It is perfectly true. What is it, telepathy?”

Gonsalez shook his head. As to Manfred, he was gazing abstractedly into the stalls.

“No, it was not telepathy,” said Leon, “it was your facial expression.”

“But I haven’t mentioned those rascals, how—”

“Facial expression,” said Leon, revelling in his pet topic, “especially an expression of the emotions, comes into the category of primitive instincts — they arc not ‘willed’. For example, when a billiard player strikes a ball he throws and twists his body after the ball — you must have seen the contortions of a player who has missed his shot by a narrow margin? A man using scissors works his jaw, a rower moves his lips with every stroke of the oar. These are what we call ‘automatisms’. Animals have these characteristics. A hungry dog approaching meat pricks his ears in the direction of his meal—”

“Is there a particular act of automatism produced by the thought of the Four Just Men?” asked the Commissioner, smiling.

Leon nodded.

“It would take long to describe, but I will not deceive you. I less read than guessed your thoughts by following them. The last line in the last act we saw was uttered by a ridiculous stage parson who says: ‘Justice! There is a justice beyond the law!’ And I saw you frown. And then you looked across the stalls and nodded to the editor of the Megaphone. And I remembered that you had written an article on the Four Just Men for that journal—”

“A little biography on poor Falmouth who died the other day,” corrected Fare. “Yes, yes, I see. You were right, of course. I was thinking of them and their pretensions to act as judges and executioners when the law fails to punish the guilty, or rather the guilty succeed in avoiding conviction.”

Manfred turned suddenly.

“Leon,” he spoke in Spanish, in which language the three had been conversing off and on during the evening. “View the cavalier with the diamond in his shirt — what do you make of him?” The question was in English.

Leon raised his powerful opera glasses and surveyed the man whom his friend had indicated.

“I should like to hear him speak,” he said after a while. “See how delicate his face is and how powerful are his jaws — almost prognathic, for the upper maxilla is distinctly arrested. Regard him, senor, and tell me if you do not agree that his eyes are unusually bright?”

Manfred took the glasses and looked at the unconscious man.

“They are swollen — yes, I see they are bright.”

“What else do you see?”

“The lips are large and a little swollen too, I think,” said Manfred.

Leon took the glasses and turned to the Commissioner.

“I do not bet, but if I did I would wager a thousand pesetas that this man speaks with a harsh cracked voice.”

Fare looked from his companion to the object of their scrutiny and then back to Leon.

“You are perfectly right,” he said quietly. “His name is Ballam and his voice is extraordinarily rough and harsh. What is he?”

“Vicious,” replied Gonsalez. “My dear friend, that man is vicious, a bad man. Beware of the bright eyes and the cracked voice, senor! They stand for evil!”

Fare rubbed his nose irritably, a trick of his.

“If you were anybody else I should be very rude and say that you knew him or had met him,” he said, “but after your extraordinary demonstration the other day I realise there must be something in physiognomy.”

He referred to a visit which Leon Gonsalez and Manfred had paid to the record department of Scotland Yard. There, with forty photographs of criminals spread upon the table before him Gonsalez, taking them in order, had enumerated the crimes with which their names were associated. He only made four errors and even they were very excusable.

“Yes, Gregory Ballam is a pretty bad lot,” said the Commissioner thoughtfully. “He has never been through our hands, but that is the luck of the game. He’s as shrewd as the devil and it hurts me to see him with a nice girl like Genee Maggiore.”

“The girl who is sitting with him?” asked Manfred, interested.

“An actress,” murmured Gonsalez. “You observe, my dear George, how she turns her head first to the left and then to the right at intervals, though there is no attraction in either direction. She has the habit of being seen — it is not vanity, it is merely a peculiar symptom of her profession.”

“What is his favourite vanity?” asked Manfred and the Commissioner smiled. “You know our Dickens, eh?” he asked, for he thought of Manfred as a Spaniard. “Well, it would be difficult to tell you what Gregory Ballam does to earn his respectable income,” he said more seriously. “I think he is connected with a moneylender’s business and runs a few profitable sidelines.”

“Such as—” suggested Manfred.

Mr. Fare was not, apparently, anxious to commit himself. “I’ll tell you in the strictest confidence,” he said. “We believe, and have good cause to believe, that he has a hop joint which is frequented by wealthy people. Did you read last week about the man, John Bidworth, who shot a nursemaid in Kensington Gardens and then shot himself?”

Manfred nodded.

“He was quite a well-connected person, wasn’t he?” he asked.

“He was very well connected,” replied Fare emphatically. “So well connected that we did not want to bring his people into the case at all. He died the next day in hospital and the surgeons tell us that he was undoubtedly under the influence of some Indian drug and that in his few moments of consciousness he as much as told the surgeon in charge of the case that he had been on a jag the night before and had finished up in what he called an opium house, and remembered nothing further till he woke up in the hospital. He died without knowing that he had committed this atrocious crime. There is no doubt that under the maddening influence of the drug he shot the first person he saw.”

“Was it Mr. Ballam’s opium house?” asked Gonsalez, interested.

The curtain rose at that moment and conversation went on in a whisper.

“We don’t know — in his delirium he mentioned Ballam’s name. We have tried our best to find out. He has been watched. Places at which he has stayed any length of time have been visited, but we have found nothing to incriminate him.”

Leon Gonsalez had a favourite hour and a favourite meal at which he was at his brightest. That hour was at nine o’clock in the morning and the meal was breakfast. He put down his paper the next morning and asked:

“What is crime?”

“Professor,” said Manfred solemnly, “I will tell you. It is the departure from the set rules which govern human society.”

“You are conventional,” said Gonsalez. “My dear George, you are always conventional at nine o’clock in the morning! Now, had I asked you at midnight you would have told me that it is any act which wilfully offends and discomforts your neighbour. If I desired to give it a narrow and what they call in this country a legal interpretation I would add, ‘contrary to the law’. There must be ten thousand crimes committed for every one detected. People associated crime only with those offences which are committed by a certain type of illiterate or semi-illiterate lunatic or half-lunatic, glibly dubbed a ‘criminal’. Now, here is a villainous crime, a monumental crime. He is a man who is destroying the souls of youth and breaking hearts ruthlessly! Here is one who is dragging down men and women from the upward road and debasing them in their own eyes, slaying ambition and all beauty of soul and mind in order that he should live in a certain comfort, wearing a clean dress shirt every evening of his life and drinking expensive and unnecessary wines with his expensive and indigestible dinner.”

“Where is this man?” asked Manfred.

“He lives at 993 Jermyn Street, in fact he is a neighbour,” said Leon.

“You’re speaking of Mr. Ballam?”

“I’m speaking of Mr. Ballam,” said Gonsalez gravely. “Tonight I am going to be a foreign artist with large rolls of money in my pockets and an irresistible desire to be amused. I do not doubt that sooner or later Mr. Ballam and I will gravitate together. Do I look like a detective, George?” he asked abruptly.

“You look more like a successful pianist,” said George and Gonsalez sniffed.

“You can even be offensive at nine o’clock in the morning,” he said.

There are two risks which criminals face (with due respect to the opinions of Leon Gonsalez, this word criminal is employed by the narrator) in the pursuit of easy wealth. There is the risk of detection and punishment which applies to the big as well as to the little delinquent. There is the risk of losing large sums of money invested for the purpose of securing even larger sums. The criminal who puts money in his business runs the least risk of detection. That is why only the poor and foolish come stumbling up the stairs which lead to the dock at the Old Bailey, and that is why the big men, who would be indignant at the very suggestion that they were in the category of lawbreakers, seldom or never make their little bow to the Judge.

Mr. Gregory Ballam stood for and represented certain moneyed interests which had purchased at auction three houses in Montague Street, Portland Place. They were three houses which occupied an island site. The first of these was let out in offices, the ground floor being occupied by a lawyer, the first floor by a wine and spirit merchant, the second being a very plain suite, dedicated to the business hours of Mr. Gregory Ballam. This gentleman also rented the cellar, which by the aid of limewash and distemper had been converted into, if not a pleasant, at any rate a neat and cleanly storage place. Through this cellar you could reach (amongst other places) a brand-new garage, which had been built for one of Mr. Ballam’s partners, but in which Mr. Ballam was not interested at all.

None but the workmen who had been employed in renovation knew that it was possible also to walk from one house to the other, either through the door in the cellar which had existed when the houses were purchased, or through a new door in Mr. Ballam’s office.

The third house, that at the end of the island site, was occupied by the International Artists’ Club, and the police had never followed Mr. Ballam there because Mr. Ballam had never gone there, at least not by the front door. The Artists’ Club had a “rest room” and there were times when Mr. Ballam had appeared, as if by magic, in that room, had met a select little party and conducted them through a well-concealed pass-door to the ground floor of the middle house. The middle house was the most respectable looking of the three. It had neat muslin curtains at all its windows and was occupied by a venerable gentleman and his wife.

The venerable gentleman made a practice of going out to business every morning at ten o’clock, his shiny silk hat set jauntily on the side of his head, a furled umbrella under his arm and a buttonhole in his coat. The police knew him by sight and local constables touched their helmets to him. In the days gone by when Mr. Raymond, as he called himself, had a luxurious white beard and earned an elegant income by writing begging letters and interviewing credulous and sympathetic females, he did not have that name or the reputation which he enjoyed in Montague Street. But now he was cleanshaven and had the appearance of a retired admiral and he received £4 a week for going out of the house every morning at ten o’clock, with his silk hat set at a rakish angle, and his furled umbrella and his neat little boutonniere. He spent most of the day in the Guildhall reading-room and came back at five o’clock in the evening as jaunty as ever.

And his day’s work being ended, he and his hardfaced wife went to their little attic room and played cribbage and their language was certainly jaunty but was not venerable.

On the first floor, behind triple black velvet curtains, men and women smoked day and night. It was a large room, being two rooms which had been converted into one and it had been decorated under Mr. Ballam’s eye. In this room nothing but opium was smoked. If you had a fancy for hasheesh you indulged yourself in a basement apartment. Sometimes Mr. Ballam himself came to take a whiff of the dream-herb, but he usually reserved these visits for such occasions as the introduction of a new and profitable client. The pipe had no ill-effect upon Mr. Ballam. That was his boast. He boasted now to a new client, a rich Spanish artist who had been picked up by one of his jackals and piloted to the International Artists’ Club.

“Nor on me,” said the newcomer, waving away a yellow-faced Chinaman who ministered to the needs of the smokers. “I always bring my own smoke.”

Ballam leant forward curiously as the man took a silver box from his pocket and produced therefrom a green and sticky-looking pill.

“What is that?” asked Ballam curiously.

“It is a mixture of my own, cannabis indica, opium and a little Turkish tobacco mixed. It is even milder than opium and the result infinitely more wonderful.”

“You can’t smoke it here,” said Ballam, shaking his head. “Try the pipe, old man.”

But the “old man” — he was really young in spite of his grey hair — was emphatic.

“It doesn’t matter,” he said, “I can smoke at home. I only came out of curiosity,” and he rose to go.

“Don’t be in a hurry,” said Ballam hastily. “See here, we’ve got a basement downstairs where the hemp pipes go — the smokers up here don’t like the smell — I’ll come down and try one with you. Bring your coffee.”

The basement was empty and selecting a comfortable divan Mr. Ballam and his guest sat down.

“You can light this with a match, you don’t want a spirit stove,” said the stranger.

Ballam, sipping his coffee, looked dubiously at the pipe which Gonsalez offered.

“There was a question I was going to ask you,” said Leon. “Does running a show like this keep you awake at nights?”

“Don’t be silly,” said Mr. Ballam, lighting his pipe slowly and puffing with evident enjoyment. “This isn’t bad stuff at all. Keep me awake at nights? Why should it?”

“Well,” answered Leon. “Lots of people go queer here, don’t they? I mean it ruins people smoking this kind of stuff.”

“That’s their look out,” said Mr. Ballam comfortably. “They get a lot of fun. There’s only one life and you’ve got to die once.”

“Some men die twice,” said Leon soberly. “Some men who under the influence of a noxious drug go fantee and wake to find themselves murderers. There’s a drug in the East which the natives call ‘bal’. It turns men into raving lunatics.”

“Well, that doesn’t interest me,” said Ballam impatiently. “We must hurry up with this smoke. I’ve a lady coming to see me. Must keep an appointment, old man,” he laughed.

“On the contrary, the introduction of this drug into a pipe interests you very much,” said Leon, “and in spite of Miss Maggiore’s appointment—”

The other started.

“What the hell are you talking about?” he asked crossly.

“In spite of that appointment I must break the news to you that the drug which turns men into senseless beasts is more potent than any you serve in this den.”

“What’s it to do with me?” snarled Ballam.

“It interests you a great deal,” said Leon coolly, “because you are at this moment smoking a double dose!”

With a howl of rage Ballam sprang to his feet and what happened after that he could not remember. Only something seemed to split in his head, and a blinding light flashed before his eyes and then a whole century of time went past, a hundred years of moving time and an eternity of flashing lights, of thunderous noises, of whispering voices, of ceaseless troubled movement. Sometimes he knew he was talking and listened eagerly to hear what he himself had to say. Sometimes people spoke to him and mocked him and he had a consciousness that he was being chased by somebody.

How long this went on he could not judge. In his half-bemused condition he tried to reckon time but found he had no standard of measurement. It seemed years after that he opened his eyes with a groan, and put his hand to his aching head. He was lying in bed. It was a hard bed and the pillow was even harder. He stared up at the whitewashed ceiling and looked round at the plain distempered walls. Then he peered over the side of the bed and saw that the floor as of concrete. Two lights were burning, one above a table and one in a corner of the room where a man was sitting reading a newspaper. He was a curious-looking man and Ballam blinked at him.

“I am dreaming,” he said aloud and the man looked up.

“Hello! Do you want to get up?”

Ballam did not reply. He was still staring, his mouth agape. The man was in uniform, in a dark, tight-fitting uniform. He wore a cap on his head and a badge. Round his waist was a shiny black belt and then Ballam read the letters on the shoulder-strap of the tunic.

“A.W.,” he repeated, dazed. “A.W.”

What did “A.W,” stand for? And then the truth flashed on him.

Assistant Warder! He glared round the room. There was one window, heavily barred and covered with thick glass. On the wall was pasted a sheet of printed paper. He staggered out of bed and read, still openmouthed:

“Regulations for His Majesty’s Prisons.”

He looked down at himself. He had evidently gone to bed with his breeches and stockings on and his breeches were of coarse yellow material and branded with faded black arrows. He was in prison! How long had he been there?

“Are you going to behave today?” asked the warder curtly. “We don’t want any more of those scenes you gave us yesterday!”

“How long have I been here?” croaked Ballam.

“You know how long you’ve been here. You’ve been here three weeks, yesterday.”

“Three weeks!” gasped Ballam. “What is the charge?”

“Now don’t come that game with me, Ballam,” said the warder, not unkindly. “You know I’m not allowed to have conversations with you. Go back and sleep. Sometimes I think you are as mad as you profess to be.”

“Have I been — bad?” asked Ballam.

“Bad?” The warder jerked up his head. “I wasn’t in the court with you, but they say you behaved in the dock like a man demented, and when the Judge was passing sentence of death—”

“My God!” shrieked Ballam and fell back on the bed, white and haggard. “Sentenced to death!” He could hardly form the words. “What have I done?”

“You killed a young lady, you know that,” said the warder. “I’m surprised at you, trying to come it over me after the good friend I’ve been to you, Ballam. Why don’t you buck up and take your punishment like a man?”

There was a calendar above the place where the warder had been sitting.

“Twelfth of April,” read Ballam and could have shrieked again, for it was the first day of March that he met that mysterious stranger. He remembered it all now. Bal! The drug that drove men mad.

He sprang to his feet.

“I want to see the Governor! I want to tell them the truth! I’ve been drugged!”

“Now you’ve told us all that story before,” said the warder with an air of resignation. “When you killed the young lady—”

“What young lady?” shrieked Ballam. “Not Maggiore! Don’t tell me—”

“You know you killed her right enough,” said the warder. “What’s the good of making all this fuss? Now go back to bed, Ballam. You can’t do any good by kicking up a shindy this night of all nights in the world.”

“I want to see the Governor! Can I write to him?”

“You can write to him if you like,” and the warder indicated the table.

Ballam staggered up to the table and sat down shakily in a chair. There was half a dozen sheets of blue notepaper headed in black: “H.M. Prison, Wandsworth, S.W.1.”

He was in Wandsworth prison! He looked round the cell. It did not look like a cell and yet it did. It was so horribly bare and the door was heavy looking. He had never been in a cell before and of course it was different to what he had expected.

A thought struck him.

“When — when am I to be punished?” he said chokingly.

“Tomorrow!”

The word fell like a sentence of doom and the man fell forward, his head upon his arms and wept hysterically. Then of a sudden he began to write with feverish haste, his face red with weeping.

His letter was incoherent. It was about a man who had come to the club and had given him a drug and then he had spent a whole eternity in darkness seeing lights and being chased by people and hearing whispering voices. And he was not guilty. He loved Genee Maggiore. He would not have hurt a hair of her head.

He stopped here to weep again. Perhaps he was dreaming? Perhaps he was under the influence of this drug. He dashed his knuckles against the wall and the shock made him wince.

“Here, none of that,” said the warder sternly. “You get back to bed.”

Ballam looked at his bleeding knuckles. It was true! It was no dream! It was true, true!

He lay on the bed and lost consciousness again and when he awoke the warder was still sitting in his place reading. He seemed to doze again for an hour, although in reality it was only for a few minutes, and every time he woke something within him said: “This morning you die!”

Once he sprang shrieking from the bed and had to be thrown back.

“If you give me any more trouble I’ll get another officer in and we’ll tie you down. Why don’t you take it like a man? It’s no worse for you than it was for her,” said the warder savagely.

After that he lay still and he was falling into what seemed a longer sleep when the warder touched him. When he awoke he found his own clothes laid neatly by the side of the bed upon a chair and he dressed himself hurriedly.

He looked around for something.

“Where’s the collar?” he asked trembling.

“You don’t need a collar,” the warder’s voice had a certain quality of sardonic humour.

“Pull yourself together,” said the man roughly. “Other people have gone through this. From what I’ve heard you ran an opium den. A good many of your clients gave us a visit. They had to go through with it, and so must you.”

He waited, sitting on the edge of the bed, his face in his hands and then the door opened and a man came in. He was a slight man with a red beard and a mop of red hair.

The warder swung the prisoner round.

“Put your hands behind you,” he said and Ballam sweated as he felt the strap grip his wrists.

Then light was extinguished. A cap was drawn over his face and he thought he heard voices behind him. He wasn’t fit to die, he knew that. There always was a parson in a case like this. Someone grasped his arm on either side and he walked slowly forward through the door across a yard and through another door. It was a long way and once his knees gave under him but he stood erect. Presently they stopped.

“Stand where you are,” said a voice and he found a noose slipped round his neck and waited, waited in agony, minutes, hours it seemed. He took no account of time and could not judge it. Then he heard a heavy step and somebody caught him by the arm.

“What are you doing here, governor?” said a voice.

The bag was pulled from his head. He was in the street. It was night and he stood under the light of a street-lamp. The man regarding him curiously was a policeman.

“Got a bit of rope round your neck, too, somebody tied your hands. What is it — a hold-up case?” said the policeman as he loosened the straps. “Or is it a lark?” demanded the representative of the law. “I’m surprised at you, an old gentleman like you with white hair!”

Gregory Ballam’s hair had been black less than seven hours before when Leon Gonsalez had drugged his coffee and had brought him through the basement exit into the big yard at the back of the club.

For here was a nice new garage as Leon had discovered when he prospected the place, and here they were left uninterrupted to play the comedy of the condemned cell with blue sheets of prison notepaper put there tor the occasion and a copy of Prison Regulations which was donated quite unwittingly by Mr. Fare, Commissioner of Police.




Chapter 5


The Man Who Hated Amelia Jones
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There was a letter that came to Leon Gonsalez, and the stamp bore the image and superscription of Alphonse XIII. It was from a placid man who had written his letter in the hour of siesta, when Cordova slept, and he had scribbled all the things which had come into his head as he sat in an orange bower overlooking the lordly Guadalquivir, now in yellow spate.

“It is from Poiccart,” said Leon.

“Yes?” replied George Manfred, half asleep in a big armchair before the fire.

That and a green-shaded reading lamp supplied the illumination to their comfortable Jermyn Street flat at the moment.

“And what,” said George, stretching himself, “what does our excellent friend Poiccart have to say?”

“A blight has come upon his onions,” said Leon solemnly and Manfred chuckled and then was suddenly grave.

There was a time when the name of these three, with one who now lay in the Bordeaux cemetery, had stricken terror to the hearts of evildoers. In those days the Four Just Men were a menace to the sleep of many cunning men who had evaded the law, yet had not evaded this ubiquitous organisation, which slew ruthlessly in the name of Justice.

Poiccart was growing onions! He sighed and repeated the words aloud.

“And why not?” demanded Leon. “Have you read of the Three Musketeers?”

“Surely,” said Manfred, with a smile at the fire.

“In what book, may I ask?” demanded Leon. “Why, in ‘The Three Musketeers’, of course,” replied Manfred in surprise.

“Then you did wrong,” said Leon Gonsalez promptly. “To love the Three Musketeers, you must read of them in ‘The Iron Mask’. When one of them has grown fat and is devoting himself to his raiment, and one is a mere courtier of the King of France, and the other is old and full of sorrow for his lovesick child. Then they become human, my dear Manfred, just as Poiccart becomes human when he grows onions. Shall I read you bits?”

“Please,” said Manfred, properly abashed.

“H’m,” read Gonsalez, “I told you about the onions, George. I have some gorgeous roses. Manfred would love them… do not take too much heed of this new blood test, by which the American doctor professes that he can detect degrees of relationship… the new little pigs are doing exceedingly well. There is one that is exceptionally intelligent and contemplative. I have named him George.’”

George Manfred by the fire squirmed in his chair and chuckled.

“‘This will be a very good year for wine, I am told,’” Leon read on, “‘but the oranges are not as plentiful as they were last year… do you know that the fingerprints of twins are identical? Curiously enough the fingerprints of twins of the anthropoid ape are dissimilar. I wish you would get information on this subject… ‘“

He read on, little scraps of domestic news, fleeting excursions into scientific side-issues, tiny scraps of gossip — they filled ten closely written pages.

Leon folded the letter and put it in his pocket. “Of course he’s not right about the fingerprints of twins being identical. That was one of the Illusions of the excellent Lombroso. Anyway the fingerprint system is unsatisfactory.”

“I never heard it called into question,” said George in surprise. “Why isn’t it satisfactory?”

Leon rolled a cigarette with deft fingers, licked down the paper and lit the ragged end before he replied.

“At Scotland Yard, they have, let us say, one hundred thousand fingerprints. In Britain there are fifty million inhabitants. One hundred thousand is exactly one five-hundredth of fifty millions. Suppose you were a police officer and you were called to the Albert Hall where five hundred people were assembled and told that one of these had in his possession stolen property and you received permission to search them. Would you be content with searching one and giving a clean bill to the rest?”

“Of course not,” said Manfred, “but I don’t see what you mean.”

“I mean that until the whole of the country and every country in Europe adopts a system by which every citizen registers his fingerprints and until all the countries have an opportunity of exchanging those fingerprints and comparing them with their own, it is ridiculous to say that no two prints are alike.”

“That settles the fingerprint system,” said Manfred, sotto voce.

“Logically it does,” said the complacent Leon, “but actually it will not, of course.”

There was a long silence after this and then Manfred reached to a case by the side of the fireplace and took down a book.

Presently he heard the creak of a chair as Gonsalez rose and the soft “pad” of a closing door. Manfred looked up at the clock and, as he knew, it was half past eight.

In five minutes Leon was back again. He had changed his clothing and, as Manfred had once said before, his disguise was perfect. It was not a disguise in the accepted understanding of the word, for he had not in any way touched his face, or changed the colour of his hair.

Only by his artistry he contrived to appear just as he wished to appear, an extremely poor man. His collar was clean, but frayed. His boots were beautifully polished, but they were old and patched. He did not permit the crudity of a heel worn down, but had fixed two circular rubber heels just a little too large for their foundations.

“You are an old clerk battling with poverty, and striving to the end to be genteel,” said Manfred.

Gonsalez shook his head.

“I am a solicitor who, twenty years ago, was struck off the rolls and ruined because I helped a man to escape the processes of the law. An ever so much more sympathetic role, George. Moreover, it brings people to me for advice. One of these nights you must come down to the public bar of the ‘Cow and Compasses’ and hear me discourse upon the Married Woman’s Property Act.”

“I never asked you what you were before,” said George. “Good hunting, Leon, and my respectful salutations to Amelia Jones!”

Gonsalez was biting his lips thoughtfully and looking into the fire and now he nodded.

“Poor Amelia Jones?” he said softly.

“You’re a wonderful fellow,” smiled Manfred, “only you could invest a charwoman of middle age with the glamour of romance.”

Leon was helping himself into a threadbare overcoat.

“There was an English poet once — it was Pope, I think — who said that everybody was romantic who admired a fine thing, or did one. I rather think Amelia Jones has done both.”

The “Cow and Compasses” is a small public-house in Treet Road, Deptford. The gloomy thoroughfare was wellnigh empty, for it was a grey cold night when Leon turned into the bar. The uninviting weather may have been responsible for the paucity of clients that evening, for there were scarcely half a dozen people on the sanded floor when he made his way to the bar and ordered a claret and soda.

One who had been watching for him started up from the deal form on which she had been sitting and subsided again when he walked toward her with glass in hand.

“Well, Mrs. Jones,” he greeted her, “and how are you this evening?”

She was a stout woman with a white worn face and hands that trembled spasmodically.

“I am glad you’ve come, sir,” she said.

She held a little glass of port in her hand, but it was barely touched. It was on one desperate night when in an agony of terror and fear this woman had fled from her lonely home to the light and comfort of the public-house that Leon had met her. He was at the time pursuing with the greatest caution a fascinating skull which he had seen on the broad shoulders of a Covent Garden porter. He had tracked the owner to his home and to his place of recreation and was beginning to work up to his objective, which was to secure the history and the measurements of this unimaginative bearer of fruit, when the stout charwoman had drifted into his orbit. Tonight she evidently had something on her mind of unusual importance, for she made three lame beginnings before she plunged into the matter which was agitating her.

“Mr. Lucas” (this was the name Gonsalez had given to the habitues of the “Cow and Compasses”), “I want to ask you a great favour. You’ve been very kind to me, giving me advice about my husband, and all that. But this is a big favour and you’re a very busy gentleman, too.”

She looked at him appealingly, almost pleadingly.

“I have plenty of time just now,” said Gonsalez.

“Would you come with me into the country tomorrow?” she asked. “I want you to — to — to see somebody.”

“Why surely, Mrs. Jones,” said Gonsalez.

“Would you be at Paddington Station at nine o’clock in the morning? I would pay your fare,” she went on fervently. “Of course, I shouldn’t allow you to go to any expense — I’ve got a bit of money put by.”

“As to that,” said Leon, “I’ve made a little money myself today, so don’t trouble about the fare. Have you heard from your husband?”

“Not from him,” she shook her head, “but from another man who has just come out of prison.”

Her lips trembled and tears were in her eyes.

“He’ll do it, I know he’ll do it,” she said, with a catch in her voice, “but it’s not me that I’m thinking of.”

Leon opened his eyes.

“Not you?” he repeated.

He had suspected the third factor, yet he had never been able to fit it in the scheme of this commonplace woman.

“No, sir, not me,” she said miserably. “You know he hates me and you know he’s going to do me in the moment he gets out, but I haven’t told you why.”

“Where is he now?” asked Leon.

“Devizes Gaol, he’s gone there for his discharge. He’ll be out in two months.”

“And then he’ll come straight to you, you think?”

She shook her head.

“Not he,” she said bitterly. “That ain’t his way. You don’t know him, Mr. Lucas. But nobody does know him like I do. If he’d come straight to me it’d be all right, but he’s not that kind. He’s going to kill me, I tell you, and I don’t care how soon it comes. He wasn’t called Bash Jones for nothing. I’ll get it all right!” she nodded grimly. “He’ll just walk into the room and bash me without a word and that’ll be the end of Amelia Jones. But I don’t mind, I don’t mind,” she repeated. “It’s the other that’s breaking my heart and has been all the time.”

He knew it was useless to try to persuade her to tell her troubles, and at closing time they left the bar together.

“I’d ask you home only that might make it worse, and I don’t want to get you into any kind of bother, Mr. Lucas,” she said.

He offered his hand. It was the first time he had done so, and she took it in her big limp palm and shook it feebly.

“Very few people have shaken hands with Amelia Jones,” thought Gonsalez, and he went back to the flat in Jermyn Street to find Manfred asleep before the fire.

He was waiting at Paddington Station the next morning in a suit a little less shabby, and to his surprise Mrs. Jones appeared dressed in better taste than he could have imagined was possible. Her clothes were plain but they effectively disguised the class to which she belonged. She took the tickets for Swindon and there was little conversation on the journey. Obviously she did not intend to unburden her mind as yet.

The train was held up at Newbury whilst a slow up-train shunted to allow a school special to pass. It was crowded with boys and girls who waved a cheery and promiscuous greeting as they passed.

“Of course!” nodded Leon. “It is the beginning of the Easter holidays. I had forgotten.”

At Swindon they alighted and then for the first time the woman gave some indication as to the object of their journey.

“We’ve got to stay on this platform,” she said nervously. “I’m expecting to see somebody, and I’d like you to see her, too, Mr. Lucas.”

Presently another special ran into the station and the majority of the passengers in this train also were children. Several alighted at the junction, apparently to change for some other destination than London, and Leon was talking to the woman, who he knew was not listening, when he saw her face light up. She left him with a little gasp and walked quickly along the platform to greet a tall, pretty girl wearing the crimson and white hat-ribbon of a famous West: of England school.

“Why, Mrs. Jones, it is so kind of you to come down to see me. I wish you wouldn’t take so much trouble. I should be only too happy to come to London,” she laughed. “Is this a friend of yours?”

She shook hands with Leon, her eyes smiling her friendliness.

“It’s all right. Miss Grace,” said Mrs. Jones, agitated. “I just thought I’d pop down and have a look at you. How are you getting on at school, miss?”

“Oh, splendidly,” said the girl. “I’ve won a scholarship.”

“Isn’t that lovely!” said Mrs. Jones in an awestricken voice. “You always was wonderful, my dear.”

The girl turned to Leon.

“Mrs. Jones was my nurse, you know, years and years ago, weren’t you, Mrs. Jones?”

Amelia Jones nodded.

“How is your husband? Is he still unpleasant?”

“Oh, he ain’t so bad, miss,” said Mrs. Jones bravely. “He’s a little trying at times.”

“Do you know, I should like to meet him.”

“Oh no, you wouldn’t, miss,” gasped Amelia. “That’s only your kind heart. Where are you spending your holidays, miss?” she asked.

“With some friends of mine at Clifton, Molly Walker, Sir George Walker’s daughter.”

The eyes of Amelia Jones devoured the girl and Leon knew that all the love in her barren life was lavished upon this child she had nursed. They walked up and down the platform together and when her train came in Mrs. Jones stood at the carriage door until it drew out from the station and then waited motionless looking after the express until it melted in the distance.

“I’ll never see her again!” she muttered brokenly. “I’ll never see her again! Oh, my God!”

Her face was drawn and ghastly in its pallor and Leon took her arm.

“You must come and have some refreshment, Mrs. Jones. You are very fond of that young lady?”

“Fond of her?” She turned upon him. “Fond of her? She — she is my daughter!”

They had a carriage to themselves going back to Town and Mrs. Jones told her story.

“Grace was three years old when her father got into trouble,” she said. “He had always been a brute and I think he’d been under the eyes of the police since he was a bit of a kid. I didn’t know this when I married him. I was nursemaid in a house that he’d burgled and I was discharged because I’d left the kitchen door ajar for him, not knowing that he was a thief. He did one long lagging and when he came out he swore he wouldn’t go back to prison again, and the next time if there was any danger of an alarm being raised, he would make it a case of murder. He and another man got into touch with a rich bookmaker on Blackheath. Bash used to do his dirty work for him, but they quarrelled and Bash and his pal burgled the house and got away with nearly nine thousand pounds.

“It was a big race day and Bash knew there’d be a lot of money in notes that had been taken on the racecourse and that couldn’t be traced. I thought he’d killed this man at first. It wasn’t his fault that he hadn’t. He walked into the room and bashed him as he lay in bed — that was Bash’s way — that’s how he got his name. He thought there’d be a lot of enquiries and gave me the money to look after. I had to put the notes into an old beer jar half full of sand, ram in the cork and cover the cork and the neck with candle-wax so that the water couldn’t g et through, and then put it in the cistern which he could reach from one of the upstairs rooms at the back of the house. I was nearly mad with fear because I thought the gentleman had been killed, but I did as I was told and sunk the jar in the cistern. That night Bash and his mate were getting away to the north of England when they were arrested at Euston Station. Bash’s friend was killed, for he ran across the line in front of an engine, but they caught Bash and the house was searched from end to end. He got fifteen years’ penal servitude and he would have been out two years ago if he hadn’t been a bad character in prison.

“When he was in gaol I had to sit down and think, Mr. Lucas, and my first thought was of my child. I saw the kind of life that she was going to grow up to, the surroundings, the horrible slums, the fear of the police, for I knew that Bash would spend a million if he had it in a few weeks. I knew I was free of Bash for at least twelve years and I thought and I thought and at last I made up my mind.

“It was twelve months after he was in gaol that I dared get the money, for the police were still keeping their eye on me as the money had not been found. I won’t tell you how I bought grand clothes so that nobody would suspect I was a working woman or how I changed the money.

“I put it all into shares. I’m not well educated, but I read the newspapers for months, the columns about money. At first I was puzzled and I could make no end to it, but after a while I got to understand and it was in an Argentine company that I invested the money, and I got a lawyer in Bermondsey to make a trust of it. She gets the interest every quarter and pays her own bills — I’ve never touched a penny of it. The next thing was to get my little girl out of the neighbourhood, and I sent her away to a home for small children — it broke my heart to part with her — until she was old enough to go into a school. I used to see her regularly and when, after my first visit, I found she had almost forgotten who I was, I pretended that I’d been her nurse — and that’s the story.”

Gonsalez was silent.

“Does your husband know?”

“He knows I spent the money,” said the woman staring blankly out of the window. “He knows that the girl is at a good school. He’ll find out,” she spoke almost in a whisper. “He’ll find out!”

So that was the tragedy! Leon was struck dumb by the beauty of this woman’s sacrifice. When he found his voice again, he asked:

“Why do you think he will kill you? These kind of people threaten.”

“Bash doesn’t threaten as a rule,” she interrupted him. “It’s the questions he’s been asking people who know me. People from Deptford who he’s met in prison. Asking what I do at nights, what time I go to bed, what I do in the daytime. That’s Bash’s way.”

“I see,” said Leon. “Has anybody given him the necessary particulars?” he asked.

She shook her head.

“They’ve done their best for me,” she said. “They are bad characters and they commit crimes, but there’s some good hearts amongst them. They have told him nothing.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m certain. If they had he wouldn’t be still asking. Why, Toby Brown came up from Devizes a month ago and told me Bash was there and was still asking questions about me. He’d told Toby that he’d never do another lagging and that he reckoned he’d be alive up to Midsummer Day if they caught him.”

Leon went up to his flat that night exalted.

“What have you been doing with yourself?” asked Manfred. “I for my part have been lunching with the excellent Mr. Fare.”

“And I have been moving in a golden haze of glory! Not my own, no, not my own, Manfred,” he shook his head, “but the glory of Amelia Jones. A wonderful woman, George. For her sake I am going to take a month’s holiday, during which time you can go back to Spain and see our beloved Poiccart and hear all about the onions.”

“I would like to go back to Madrid for a few days,” said Manfred thoughtfully. “I find London particularly attractive, but if you really are going to take a holiday — where are you spending it, by the way?”

“In Devizes Gaol,” replied Gonsalez cheerfully, and Manfred had such faith in his friend that he offered no comment.

Leon Gonsalez left for Devizes the next afternoon. He arrived in the town at dusk and staggered unsteadily up the rise toward the marketplace. At ten o’clock that night a police constable found him leaning against a wall at the back of the Bear Hotel, singing foolish songs, and ordered him to move away. Whereupon Leon addressed him in language for which he was at the time (since he was perfectly sober) heartily ashamed. Therefore he did appear before a bench of magistrates the next morning, charged with being drunk, using abusive language and obstructing the police in the execution of their duty.

“This is hardly a case which can be met by imposing a fine,” said the staid chairman of the Bench. “Here is a stranger from London who comes into this town and behaves in a most disgusting manner. Is anything known against the man?”

“Nothing, sir,” said the gaoler regretfully.

“You will pay a fine of twenty shillings or go to prison for twenty-one days.”

“I would much rather go to prison than pay,” said Leon truthfully.

So they committed him to the local gaol as he had expected. Twenty-one days later, looking very brown and fit, he burst into the flat and Manfred turned with outstretched hands.

“I heard you were back,” said Leon joyously. “I’ve had a great time! They rather upset my calculations by giving me three weeks instead of a month, and I was afraid that I’d get back before you.”

“I came back yesterday,” said George and his eyes strayed to the sideboard.

Six large Spanish onions stood in a row and Leon Gonsalez doubled up with mirth. It was not until he had changed into more presentable garments that he told of his experience.

“Bash Jones had undoubtedly homicidal plans,” he said. “The most extraordinary case of facial anamorphosis I have seen. I worked with him in the tailor’s shop. He is coming out next Monday.”

“He welcomed you, I presume, when he discovered you were from Deptford?” said Manfred dryly.

Leon nodded.

“He intends to kill his wife on the third of the month, which is the day after he is released,” he said.

“Why so precise?” asked Manfred in surprise.

“Because that is the only night she sleeps in the house alone. There are usually two young men lodgers who are railwaymen and these do duty until three in the morning on the third of every month.”

“Is this the truth or are you making it up?” asked Manfred.

“I did make it up,” admitted Gonsalez. “But this is the story I told and he swallowed it eagerly. The young men have no key, so they come in by the kitchen door which is left unlocked. The kitchen door is reached by a narrow passage which runs the length of Little Mill Street and parallel with the houses. Oh yes, he was frightfully anxious to secure information, and he told me that he would never come back to gaol again except for a short visit. An interesting fellow. I think he had better die,” said Leon, with some gravity. “Think of the possibilities for misery, George. This unfortunate girl, happy in her friends, wellbred—”

“Would you say that,” smiled Manfred, “with Bash for a father?”

“Wellbred, I repeat,” said Gonsalez firmly. “Breeding is merely a quality acquired through lifelong association with gentlefolk. Put the son of a duke in the slums and he’ll grow up a peculiar kind of slum child, but a slum child nevertheless. Think of the horror of it. Dragging this child back to the kennels of Deptford, for that will be the meaning of it, supposing this Mr. Bash Jones docs not kill his wife. If he kills her then the grisly truth is out. No, I think we had better settle this Mr. Bash Jones.”

“I agree,” said Manfred, puffing thoughtfully at his cigar, and Leon Gonsalez sat down at the table with Browning’s poems open before him and read, pausing now and again to look thoughtfully into space as he elaborated the method by which Bash Jones should die.

On the afternoon of the third, Mrs. Amelia Jones was called away by telegram. She met Leon Gonsalez at Paddington Station.

“You have brought your key with you, Mrs. Jones?”

“Yes, sir,” said the woman in surprise, then, “Do you know that my husband is out of prison?”

“I know, I know,” said Gonsalez, “and because he is free I want you to go away for a couple of nights. I have some friends in Plymouth. They will probably meet you at the station and if they do not meet you, you must go to this address.”

He gave her an address of a boardinghouse that he had secured from a Plymouth newspaper.

“Here is some money. I insist upon your taking it. My friends are very anxious to help you.”

She was in tears when he left her.

“You are sure you have locked up your house?” said Leon at parting.

“I’ve got the key here, sir.”

She opened her bag and he noticed that now her hands trembled all the time.

“Let me see,” said Leon taking the bag in his hand and peering at the interior in his shortsighted way. “Yes, there it is.”

He put in his hand, brought it out apparently empty and closed the bag again.

“Goodbye, Mrs. Jones,” he said, “and don’t lose courage.”

When dark fell Leon Gonsalez arrived in Little Mill Street carrying a bulky something in a black cloth bag. He entered the house unobserved, for the night was wet and gusty and Little Mill Street crouched over its scanty fires.

He closed the door behind him and with the aid of his pocket lamp found his way to the one poor bedroom in the tiny house. He turned down the cover, humming to himself, then very carefully he removed the contents of the bag, the most important of which was a large glass globe.

Over this he carefully arranged a black wig and searched the room for articles of clothing which might be rolled into a bundle. When he had finished his work, he stepped back and regarded it with admiration. Then he went downstairs, unlocked the kitchen door, and to make absolutely certain crossed the little yard and examined the fastening of the gate which led from the lane. The lock apparently was permanently out of order and he went back satisfied.

In one corner of the room was a clothes hanger, screened from view by a length of cheap cretonne. He had cleared this corner of its clothing to make up the bundle on the bed. Then he sat down in a chair and waited with the patience which is the peculiar attribute of the scientist.

The church bells had struck two when he heard the back gate creak, and rising noiselessly took something from his pocket and stepped behind the cretonne curtain. It was not a house in which one could move without sound, for the floorboards were old and creaky and every stair produced a creak. But the man who was creeping from step to step was an artist and Leon heard no other sound until the door slowly opened and a figure came in.

It moved with stealthy steps across the room and stood for a few seconds by the side of the bulky figure in the bed. Apparently he listened and was satisfied. Then Leon saw a stick rise and fall.

Bash Jones did not say a word until he heard the crash of the broken glass. Then he uttered an oath and Leon heard him fumble in his pocket for his matches. The delay was fatal. The chlorine gas, compressed at a pressure of many atmospheres, surged up around him. He choked, turned to run and fell, and the yellow gas rolled over him in a thick and turgid cloud.

Leon Gonsalez stepped from his place of concealment and the dying man staring up saw two enormous glass eyes and the snout-like nozzle of the respirator and went bewildered to his death.

Leon collected the broken glass and carefully wrapped the pieces in his bag. He replaced the clothes with the most extraordinary care and put away the wig and tidied the room before he opened the window and the door. Then he went to the front of the house and opened those windows too. A southwester was blowing and by the morning the house would be free from gas.

Not until he was in the back yard did he remove the gas mask he wore and place that too in the bag.

An hour later he was in his own bed in a deep, untroubled sleep.

Mrs. Jones slept well that night, and in a dainty cubicle somewhere in the west of England a slim girlish figure in pyjamas snuggled into her pillow and sighed happily.

But Bash Jones slept soundest of all.




Chapter 6


The Man Who Was Happy
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On a pleasant evening in early summer, Leon Gonsalez descended from the top of a motor-omnibus at Piccadilly Circus and walking briskly down the Haymarket, turned into Jermyn Street apparently oblivious of the fact that somebody was following on his heels.

Manfred looked up from his writing as his friend came in, and nodded smilingly as Leon took off his light overcoat and made his way to the window overlooking the street.

“What are you searching for so anxiously, Leon?” he asked.

“Jean Prothero, of 75 Barside Buildings, Lambeth,” said Leon, not taking his eyes from the street below. “Ah, there he is, the industrious fellow!”

“Who is Jean Prothero?”

Gonsalez chuckled.

“A very daring man,” evaded Leon, “to wander about the West End at this hour.” He looked at his watch. “Oh no, not so daring,” he said, “everybody who is anybody is dressing for dinner just now.”

“A ladder larcenist?” suggested Manfred, and Leon chuckled again.

“Nothing so vulgar,” he said. “By ladder larcenist I presume you mean the type of petty thief who puts a ladder against a bedroom window whilst the family are busy at dinner downstairs, and makes off with the odd scraps of jewellery he can find?”

Manfred nodded.

“That is the official description of this type of criminal,” he agreed.

Leon shook his head.

“No, Mr. Prothero is interesting,” he said. “Interesting for quite another reason. In the first place, he is a baldheaded criminal, or potential criminal, and as you know, my dear George, criminals are rarely bald. They are coarse-haired, and they are thin-haired: they have such personal eccentricities as parting their hair on the wrong side, but they are seldom bald. The dome of Mr. Prothero’s head is wholly innocent of hair of any kind. He is the second mate of a tramp steamer engaged in the fruit trade between the Canary Islands and Southampton. He has a very pretty girl for a wife and, curiously enough, a ladder larcenist for a brotherin-law, and I have excited his suspicion quite unwittingly. Incidentally,” he added as though it were a careless afterthought, “he knows that I am one of the Four Just Men.”

Manfred was silent. Then:

“How does he know that?” he asked quietly.

Leon had taken off his coat and had slipped his arms into a faded alpaca jacket; he did not reply until he had rolled and lit an untidy Spanish cigarette.

“Years ago, when there was a hue and cry after that pernicious organisation, whose name I have mentioned, an organisation which, in its humble way, endeavoured to right the injustice of the world and to mete out to evildoers the punishment which the ponderous machinery of the Law could not inflict, you were arrested, my dear George, and consigned to Chelmsford Gaol. From there you made a miraculous escape, and on reaching the coast you and I and Poiccart were taken aboard the yacht of our excellent friend the Prince of the Asturias, who honoured us by acting as the fourth of our combination.”

Manfred nodded.

“On that ship was Mr. Jean Prothero,” said Leon. “How he came to be on the yacht of His Serene Highness I will explain at a later stage, but assuredly he was there. I never forget faces, George, but unfortunately I am not singular in this respect, Mr. Prothero remembered me, and seeing me in Barside Buildings—”

“What were you doing in Barside Buildings?” asked Manfred with a faint smile.

“In Barside Buildings,” replied Leon impressively, “are two men unknown to one another, both criminals, and both colour-blind!”

Manfred put down his pen and turned, prepared for a lecture on criminal statistics, for he had noticed the enthusiasm in Gonsalez’s voice.

“By means of these two men,” said Leon joyously, “I am able to refute the perfectly absurd theories which both Mantegazza and Scheml have expounded, namely, that criminals are never colour-blind. The truth is, my dear George, both these men have been engaged in crime since their early youth. Both have served terms of imprisonment, and what is more important, their fathers were colour-blind and criminals!”

“Well, what about Mr. Prothero?” said Manfred, tactfully interrupting what promised to be an exhaustive disquisition upon optical defects in relation to congenital lawlessness.

“One of my subjects is Prothero’s brotherin-law, or rather, half-brother to Mrs. Prothero, her own father having been a blameless carpenter, and lives in the flat overhead. These flats are just tiny dwelling places consisting of two rooms and a kitchen. The builders of Lambeth tenements do not allow for the luxury of a bathroom. In this way I came to meet Mrs. Prothero whilst overcoming the reluctance of her brother to talk about himself.”

“And you met Prothero, too, I presume,” said Manfred patiently.

“No, I didn’t meet him, except by accident. He passed on the stairs and I saw him give me a swift glance. His face was in the shadow and I did not recognise him until our second meeting, which was today. He followed me home. As a matter of fact,” he added, “I have an idea that he followed me yesterday, and only came today to confirm my place of residence.”

“You’re a rum fellow,” said Manfred.

“Maybe I’ll be rummer,” smiled Leon. “Everything depends now,” he said thoughtfully, “upon whether Prothero thinks that I recognised him. If he does—”

Leon shrugged his shoulders.

“Not for the first time have I fenced with death and overcome him,” he said lightly.

Manfred was not deceived by the flippancy of his friend’s tone.

“As bad as that, eh?” he said, “and more dangerous for him, I think,” he added quietly. “I do not like the idea of killing a man because he has recognised us — that course does not seem to fit in with my conception of justice.”

“Exactly,” said Leon briskly, “and there will be no need, I think. Unless, of course—” he paused.

“Unless what?” asked Manfred.

“Unless Prothero really does love his wife, in which case it may be a very serious business.”

The next morning he strolled into Manfred’s bedroom carrying the cup of tea which the servant usually brought, and George stared up at him in amazement.

“What is the matter with you, Leon, haven’t you been to bed?”

Leon Gonsalez was dressed in what he called his “pyjama outfit” — a grey flannel coat and trousers, belted at the waist, a silk shirt open at the neck and a pair of light slippers constituted his attire, and Manfred, who associated this costume with all-night studies, was not astonished when Leon shook his head.

“I have been sitting in the diningroom, smoking the pipe of peace,” he said.

“All night?” said Manfred in surprise. “I woke up in the middle of the night and I saw no light.”

“I sat in the dark,” admitted Leon. “I wanted to hear things.”

Manfred stirred his tea thoughtfully. “Is it as bad as that? Did you expect—”

Leon smiled. “I didn’t expect what I got,” he said. “Will you do me a favour, my dear George?”

“What is your favour?”

“I want you not to speak of Mr. Prothero for the rest of the day. Rather, I wish you to discuss purely scientific and agricultural matters, as becomes an honest Andalusian farmer, and moreover to speak in Spanish.”

Manfred frowned.

“Why?” and then: “I’m sorry, I can’t get out of the habit of being mystified, you know, Leon. Spanish and agriculture it shall be, and no reference whatever to Prothero.”

Leon was very earnest and Manfred nodded and swung out of bed.

“May I talk of taking a bath?” he asked sardonically.

Nothing particularly interesting happened that day. Once Manfred was on the point of referring to Leon’s experience, and divining the drift of his thought, Leon raised a warning finger.

Gonsalez could talk about crime, and did. He talked of its more scientific aspects and laid particular stress upon his discovery of the colour-blind criminal. But of Mr. Prothero he said no word.

After they had dined that night, Leon went out of the flat and presently returned.

“Thank heaven we can now talk without thinking,” he said.

He pulled a chair to the wall and mounted it nimbly. Above his head was a tiny ventilator fastened to the wall with screws. Humming a little tune he turned a screwdriver deftly and lifted the little grille from its socket, Manfred watching him gravely.

“Here it is,” said Leon. “Pull up a chair, George.”

“It” proved to be a small fiat brown box four inches by four in the centre of which was a black vulcanite depression.

“Do you recognise him?” said Leon. “He is the detectaphone — in other words a telephone receiver fitted with a microphonic attachment.”

“Has somebody been listening to all we’ve been saying?”

Leon nodded.

“The gentleman upstairs has had a dull and dreary day. Admitting that he speaks Spanish, and that I have said nothing which has not illuminated that branch of science which is my particular hobby,” he added modestly, “he must have been terribly bored.”

“But—” began Manfred.

“He is out now,” said Gonsalez. “But to make perfectly sure—”

With deft fingers he detached one of the wires by which the box was suspended in the ventilator shaft.

“Mr. Prothero came last night,” he explained. “He took the room upstairs, and particularly asked for it. This I learnt from the head waiter — he adores me because I give him exactly three times the tip which he gets from other residents in these service flats, and because I tip him three times as often. I didn’t exactly know what Prothero’s game was, until I heard the tap-tap of the microphone coming down the shaft.”

He was busy refixing the grille of the ventilator — presently he jumped down.

“Would you like to come to Lambeth today? I do not think there is much chance of our meeting Mr. Prothero. On the other hand, we shall see Mrs. Prothero shopping at eleven o’clock in the London Road, for she is a methodical lady.”

“Why do you want me to see her?” asked Manfred.

He was not usually allowed to see the workings of any of Leon’s schemes until the dramatic denouement, which was meat and drink to him, was near at hand.

“I want you, with your wide knowledge of human nature, to tell me whether she is the type of woman for whom a baldheaded man would commit murder,” he said simply, and Manfred stared at him in amazement.

“The victim being — ?”

“Me!” replied Gonsalez, and doubled up with silent laughter at the blank look on Manfred’s face.

It was four minutes to eleven exactly when Manfred saw Mrs. Prothero. He felt the pressure of Leon’s hand on his arm and looked.

“There she is,” said Leon.

A girl was crossing the road. She was neatly, even well-dressed for one of her class. She carried a market bag in one gloved hand, a purse in the other.

“She’s pretty enough,” said Manfred.

The girl had paused to look in a jeweller’s window and Manfred had time to observe her. Her face was sweet and womanly, the eyes big and dark, the little chin firm and rounded.

“What do you think of her?” said Leon.

“I think she’s rather a perfect specimen of young womanhood,” said Manfred.

“Come along and meet her,” said the other, and took his arm.

The girl looked round at first in surprise, and then with a smile. Manfred had an impression of flashing white teeth and scarlet lips parted in amusement. Her voice was not the voice of a lady, but it was quiet and musical.

“Good morning. Doctor,” she said to Leon. “What are you doing in this part of the world so early in the morning.”

“Doctor,” noted Manfred.

The adaptable Gonsalez assumed many professions for the purpose of securing his information.

“We have just come from Guy’s Hospital. This is Dr. Selbert,” he introduced Manfred. “You are shopping, I suppose?”

She nodded.

“Really, there was no need for me to come out, Mr. Prothero being away at the Docks for three days,” she replied.

“Have you seen your brother this morning?” asked Leon.

A shadow fell over the girl’s face.

“No,” she said shortly.

Evidently, thought Manfred, she was not particularly proud of her relationship. Possibly she suspected his illicit profession, but at any rate she had no desire to discuss him, for she changed the subject quickly.

They talked for a little while, and then with an apology she left them and they saw her vanish through the wide door of a grocer’s store.

“Well, what do you think of her?”

“She is a very beautiful girl,” said Manfred quietly.

“The kind of girl that would make a baldheaded criminal commit a murder?” asked Leon, and Manfred laughed.

“It is not unlikely,” he said, “but why should he murder you?”

“Nous verrons,” replied Leon.

When they returned to their flat in the afternoon the mail had been and there were half a dozen letters. One bearing a heavy crest upon the envelope attracted Manfred’s attention.

“Lord Pertham,” he said, looking at the signature. “Who is Lord Pertham?”

“I haven’t a Who’s Who handy, but I seem to know the name,” said Leon. “What does Lord Pertham want?”

“I’ll read you the note,” said Manfred. “‘Dear Sir,’” it read.

“‘Our mutual friend Mr. Fare of Scotland Yard is dining with us tonight at Connaught Gardens, and I wonder whether you would come along? Mr. Fare tells me that you are one of the cleverest criminologists of the century, and as it is a study which I have made particularly my own, I shall be glad to make your acquaintance.’”

It was signed “Pertham” and there was a postscript running —

“Of course, this invitation also includes your friend.”

Manfred rubbed his chin.

“I really do not want to dine fashionably tonight,” he said.

“But I do,” said Leon promptly. “I have developed a taste for English cooking, and I seem to remember that Lord Pertham is an epicurean.”

Promptly at the hour of eight they presented themselves at the big house standing at the corner of Con naught Gardens and were admitted by a footman who took their hats and coats and showed them into a large and gloomy drawingroom.

A man was standing with his back to the fire — a tall man of fifty with a mane of grey hair, that gave him an almost leonine appearance.

He came quickly to meet them.

“Which is Mr. Fuentes?” he asked, speaking in English.

“I am Signer Fuentes,” replied Manfred, with a smile, “but it is my friend who is the criminologist.”

“Delighted to meet you both — but I have an apology to make to you;” he said, speaking hurriedly. “By some mischance — the stupidity of one of my men — the letter addressed to Fare was not posted. I only discovered it half an hour ago. I hope you don’t mind.”

Manfred murmured something conventional and then the door opened to admit a lady.

“I want to present you to her ladyship,” said Lord Pertham.

The woman who came in was thin and vinegary, a pair of pale eyes, a light-lipped mouth and a trick of frowning deprived her of whatever charm Nature had given to her.

Leon Gonsalez, who analysed faces automatically and mechanically, thought, “Spite — suspicion — uncharity — vanity.”

The frown deepened as she offered a limp hand.

“Dinner is ready, Pertham,” she said, and made no attempt to be agreeable to her guests.

It was an awkward meal. Lord Pertham was nervous and his nervousness might have communicated itself to the two men if they had been anything but what they were. This big man seemed to be in terror of his wife — was deferential, even humble in her presence, and when at last she swept her sour face from the room he made no attempt to hide his sigh of relief.

“I am afraid we haven’t given you a very good dinner,” he said. “Her ladyship has had a little — er — disagreement with my cook.”

Apparently her ladyship was in the habit of having little disagreements with her cook, for in the course of the conversation which followed he casually mentioned certain servants in his household who were no longer in his employ. He spoke mostly of their facial characteristics, and it seemed to Manfred, who was listening as intently as his companion, that his lordship was not a great authority upon the subject. He spoke haltingly, made several obvious slips, but Leon did not correct him. He mentioned casually that he had an additional interest in criminals because his own life had been threatened.

“Let us go up and join my lady,” he said after a long and blundering exposition of some phase of criminology which Manfred could have sworn he had read up for the occasion.

They went up the broad stairs into a little drawingroom on the first floor. It was empty. His lordship was evidently surprised.

“I wonder—” he began, when the door opened and Lady Pertham ran in. Her face was white and her thin lips were trembling.

“Pertham,” she said rapidly, “I’m sure there’s a man in my dressing-room.”

“In your dressing-room?” said Lord Pertham, and ran out quickly.

The two men would have followed him, but he stopped halfway up the stairs and waved them back.

“You had better wait with her ladyship,” he said. “Ring for Thomas, my love,” he said.

Standing at the foot of the stairs they heard him moving about. Presently they heard a cry and the sound of a struggle. Manfred was halfway up the stairs when a door slammed above. Then came the sound of voices and a shot, followed by a heavy fall.

Manfred flung himself against the door from whence the sound came.

“It’s all right,” said Lord Pertham’s voice.

A second later he unlocked the door and opened it.

“I’m afraid I’ve killed this fellow.”

The smoking revolver was still in his hand. In the middle of the floor lay a poorly dressed man and his blood stained the pearl-grey carpet.

Gonsalez walked quickly to the body and turned it over. At the first sight he knew that the man was dead. He looked long and earnestly in his face, and Lord Pertham said:

“Do you know him?”

“I think so,” said Gonsalez quietly. “He is my colour blind criminal,” for he had recognised the brother of Mrs. Prothero.

They walked home to their lodgings that night leaving Lord Pertham closeted with a detective-inspector, and Lady Pertham in hysterics.

Neither man spoke until they reached their flat, then Leon, with a sigh of content, curled up in the big armchair and pulled lovingly at an evilsmelling cigar.

“Leon!”

He took no notice.

“Leon!”

Leon shifted his head round and met George’s eye.

“Did anything about that shooting tonight strike you as peculiar?”

“Several things,” said Leon.

“Such as?”

“Such as the oddness of the fate that took Slippery Bill — that was the name of my burglar — to Lord Pertham’s house. It was not odd that he should commit the burglary, because he was a ladder larcenist, as you call him. By the way, did you look at the dead man’s hand?” he asked, twisting round and peering across the table at Manfred.

“No, I didn’t,” said the other in surprise.

“What a pity — you would have thought it still more peculiar. What are the things you were thinking of?”

“I was wondering why Lord Pertham carried a revolver. He must have had it in his pocket at dinner.”

“That is easily explained,” said Gonsalez. “Don’t you remember his telling us that his life had been threatened in anonymous letters?”

Manfred nodded.

“I had forgotten that,” he said. “But who locked the door?”

“The burglar, of course,” said Leon and smiled. And by that smile Manfred knew that he was prevaricating. “And talking of locked doors—”

and rose.

He went into his room and returned with two little instruments that looked like the gongs of electric bells, except that there was a prong sticking up from each.

He locked the sittingroom door and placed one of these articles on the floor, sticking the spike into the bottom of the door so that it was impossible to open without exercising pressure upon the bell. He tried it and there was a shrill peal.

“That’s all right,” he said, and turned to examine the windows.

“Are you expecting burglars?”

“I am rather,” said Leon, “and really I cannot afford to lose my sleep.”

Not satisfied with the fastening of the window he pushed in a little wedge, and performed the same office to the second of the windows looking upon the street.

Another door, leading to Manfred’s room from the passage without, he treated as he had served the first.

In the middle of the night there was a frantic ring from one of the bells. Manfred leapt out of bed and switched on the light. His own door was fast and he raced into the sittingroom, but Gonsalez was there before him examining the little sentinel by the door. The door had been unlocked. He kicked away the alarm with his slippered foot.

“Come in, Lord Pertham,” he said. “Let’s talk this matter over.”

There was a momentary silence, then the sound of a slippered foot, and a man came in. He was fully dressed and hatless, and Manfred, seeing the bald head, gasped.

“Sit down and make yourself at home, and let me relieve you of that lethal weapon you have in your pocket, because this matter can be arranged very amicably,” said Leon.

It was undoubtedly Lord Pertham, though the great mop of hair had vanished, and Manfred could only stare as Leon’s left hand slipped into the pocket of the midnight visitor and drew forth a revolver which he placed carefully on the mantelshelf.

Lord Pertham sank into a chair and covered his face with his hands. For a while the silence was unbroken.

“You may remember the Honourable George Fearnside,” began Leon, and Manfred started.

“Fearnside? Why, he was on the Prince’s yacht—”

“He was on the Prince’s yacht,” agreed Gonsalez, “and we thoroughly believed that he did not associate us with escaping malefactors, but apparently he knew us for the Four Just Men. You came into your title about six years ago, didn’t you, Pertham?”

The bowed figure nodded. Presently he sat up — his face was white and there were black circles about his eyes.

“Well, gentlemen,” he said, “it seems that instead of getting you, you have got me. Now what are you going to do?”

Gonsalez laughed softly.

“For myself,” he said, “I am certainly not going in the witnessbox to testify that Lord Pertham is a bigamist and for many years has been leading a double life. Because that would mean I should also have to admit certain uncomfortable things about myself.”

The man licked his lips and then:

“I came to kill you,” he said thickly.

“So we gather,” said Manfred. “What is this story, Leon?”

“Perhaps his lordship will tell us,” said Gonsalez.

Lord Pertham looked round for something.

“I want a glass of water,” he said, and it was Leon who brought it.

“It is perfectly true,” said Lord Pertham after a while. “I recognised you fellows as two of the Four Just Men. I used to be a great friend of His Highness, and it was by accident that I was on board the yacht when you were taken off. His Highness told me a yarn about some escapade, but when I got to Spain and read the newspaper account of the escape I was pretty certain that I knew who you were. You probably know something about my early life, how I wert before the mast as a common sailor and travelled all over the world. It was the kind of life which satisfied me more than any, other, for I got to know people and places and to know them from an angle which I should never have understood in any other way. If you ever want to see the world, travel in the fo’c’sle,” he said with a half-smile.

“I met Martha Grey one night in the East End of London at a theatre. When I was a seaman I acted like a seaman. My father and I were not on the best of terms and I never wanted to go home. She sat by my side in the pit of the theatre and ridiculous as it may seem to you I fell in love with her.”

“You were then married?” said Leon, but the man shook his head.

“No,” he said quickly. “Like a fool I was persuaded to marry her ladyship about three months later, after I had got sick of the sea and had come back to my own people. She was an heiress and it was a good match for me. That was before my father had inherited his cousin’s money. My life with her ladyship was a hell upon earth. You saw her tonight and you can guess the kind of woman she is. I have too great a respect for women and live too much in awe of them to exercise any control over her viperish temper and it was the miserable life I lived with her which drove me to seek out Martha.

“Martha is a good girl,” he said, and there was a glitter in his eye as he challenged denial. “The purest, the dearest, the sweetest woman that ever lived. It was when I met her again that I realised how deeply in love I was, and as with a girl of her character there was no other way — I married her.

“I had fever when I was on a voyage to Australia and lost all my hair. That was long before I met Martha. I suppose it was vanity on my part, but when I went back to my own life and my own people, as I did for a time after that, I had a wig made which served the double purpose of concealing my infirmity and preventing my being recognised by my former shipmates.

“As the little hair I had had gone grey I had the wig greyed too, had it made large and poetical—” he smiled sadly, “to make my disguise more complete. Martha didn’t mind my bald head. God bless her!” he said softly, “and my life with her has been a complete and unbroken period of happiness. I have to leave her at times to manage my own affairs and in those times I pretend to be at sea, just as I used to pretend to her ladyship that business affairs called me to America to explain my absence from her.”

“The man you shot was Martha’s half-brother, of course,” said Gonsalez, and Lord Pertham nodded.

“It was just ill luck which brought him to my house,” he said, “sheer bad luck. In the struggle my wig came off, he recognised me and I shot him,” he said simply. “I shot him deliberately and in cold blood, not only because he threatened to wreck my happiness, but because for years he has terrorised his sister and has been living on her poor earnings.”

Gonsalez nodded.

“I saw grey hair in his hands and I guessed what had happened,” he said.

“Now what are you going to do?” asked the Earl of Pertham.

Leon was smoking now.

“What are you going to do?” he asked in retort. “Perhaps you would like me to tell you?”

“I should,” said the man earnestly.

“You are going to take your bigamous wife abroad just as soon as this inquest is over, and you are going to wait a reasonable time and then persuade your wife to get a divorce. After which you will marry your Mrs. Prothero in your own name,” said Gonsalez.

“Leon,” said Manfred after Fearnside had gone back to the room above, the room he had taken in the hope of discovering how much Gonsalez knew, “I think you are a thoroughly unmoral person. Suppose Lady Pertham does not divorce his lordship?”

Leon laughed.

“There is really no need for her to divorce Lord Pertham,” he said, “for his lordship told us a little lie. He married his Martha first, deserted her and went back to her. I happen to know this because I have already examined both registers, and I know there was a Mrs. Prothero before there was a Lady Pertham.”

“You’re a wonderful fellow, Leon,” said Manfred admiringly.

“I am,” admitted Leon Gonsalez.




Chapter 7


The Man Who Loved Music
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The most striking characteristics of Mr Homer Lynne were his deep and wide sympathies, and his love of Tschaikovsky’s “1812.” He loved music generally, but his neighbours in Pennerthon Road, Hampstead, could testify with vehemence and asperity to his preference for that great battle piece. It had led from certain local unpleasantness to a police-court application, having as its object the suppression of Mr. Homer Lynne as a public nuisance, and finally to the exchange of lawyers’ letters and the threat of an action in the High Court.

That so sympathetic and kindly a gentleman should utterly disregard the feelings and desires of his neighbours, that he should have in his bedroom the largest gramophone that Hampstead had ever known, and a gramophone, moreover, fitted with an automatic arm, so that no sooner was the record finished than the needle was switched to the outer edge of the disc and began all over again, and that he should choose the midnight hour for his indulgence, were facts as strange as they were deplorable.

Mr. Lynne had urged at the police court that the only method he had discovered for so soothing his nerves that he could ensure himself a night’s sleep, was to hear that thunderous piece.

That Mr. Lynne was sympathetic at least three distressed parents could testify. He was a theatrical agent with large interests in South America; he specialised in the collection of “turns” for some twenty halls large and small, and the great artists who had travelled through the Argentine and Mexico, Chile and Brazil, had nothing but praise for the excellent treatment they had received at the hands of those Mr. Lynne represented. It was believed, and was in truth, a fact, that he was financially interested in quite a number of these places of amusement, which may have accounted for the courtesy and attention which the great performers received on their tour.

He also sent out a number of small artists — microscopically small artists whose names had never figured on the play bills of Britain. They were chosen for their beauty, their sprightliness and their absence of ties.

“It’s a beautiful country,” Mr. Homer Lynne would say.

He was a grave, smooth man, cleanshaven, save for a sign of grey sidewhiskers, and people who did not know him would imagine that he was a successful lawyer, with an ecclesiastical practice.

“It’s a beautiful country,” he would say, “but I don’t know whether I like sending a young girl out there. Of course, you’ll have a good salary, and live well — have you any relations?”

If the girl produced a brother or a father, or even a mother, or an intimate maiden aunt, Mr. Lynne would nod and promise to write on the morrow, a promise which he fulfilled, regretting that he did not think the applicant would quite suit his purpose — which was true. But if she were isolated from these connections, if there were no relations to whom she would write, or friends who were likely to pester him with enquiries, her first-class passage was forthcoming — but not for the tour which the great artists followed, nor for the bigger halls where they would be likely to meet. They were destined for smaller halls, which were not so much theatre as cabaret.

Now and again, on three separate occasions to be exact, the applicant for an engagement would basely deceive him. She would say she had no relations, and lo! there would appear an inquisitive brother, or, as in the present case, a father.

On a bright morning in June, Mr. Lynne sat in his comfortable chair, his hands folded, regarding gravely a nervous little man who sat on the other side of the big mahogany desk balancing his bowler hat on his knees.

“Rosie Goldstein,” said Mr. Lynne thoughtfully, “I seem to remember the name.”

He rang a bell and a dark young man answered.

“Bring me my engagement book, Mr. Mandez,” said Mr. Lynne.

“You see how it is, Mr. Lynne,” said the caller anxiously — he was unmistakably Hebraic and very nervous. “I hadn’t any idea that Rosie had gone abroad until a friend of hers told me that she had come here and got an engagement.”

“I see,” said Mr. Lynne. “She did not tell you she was going.”

“No, sir.”

The dark young man returned with the book and Mr. Lynne turned the pages leisurely, running his finger down a list of names.

“Here we are,” he said. “Rosie Goldstein. Yes, I remember the girl now, but she told me she was an orphan.”

Goldstein nodded.

“I suppose she thought I’d stop her,” he said with a sigh of relief. “But as long as I know where she is, I’m not so worried. Have you her present address?”

Lynne closed the book carefully and beamed at the visitor.

“I haven’t her present address,” he said cheerfully, “but if you will write her a letter and address it to me, I will see that it goes forward to our agents in Buenos Aires: they, of course, will be able to find her. You see, there are a large number of halls in connection with the circuit, and it is extremely likely that she may be performing up-country. It is quite impossible to keep track of every artist.”

“I understand that, sir,” said the grateful little Jew.

“She ought to have told you,” said the sympathetic Lynne shaking his head.

He really meant that she ought to have told him.

“However, we’ll see what can be done.”

He offered his plump hand to the visitor, and the dark young man showed him to the door.

Three minutes later Mr. Lynne was interviewing a pretty girl who had the advantage of stage experience — she had been a member of a beauty chorus in a travelling revue. And when the eager girl had answered questions relating to her stage experiences, which were few, Mr. Lynne came to the real crux of the interview.

“Now what do your father and mother say about this idea of your accepting this engagement to go abroad?” he asked with his most benevolent smile.

“I have no father or mother,” said the girl, and Mr. Lynne guessed from the momentary quiver of the lips that she had lost one of these recently.

“You have brothers, perhaps?”

“I have no brothers,” she answered, shaking her head. “I haven’t any relations in the world, Mr. Lynne. You will let me go, won’t you?” she pleaded.

Mr. Lynne would let her go. If the truth be told, the minor “artists” he sent to the South American continent were infinitely more profitable than the great performers whose names were household words in London.

“I will write you tomorrow,” he said conventionally.

“You will let me go?”

He smiled.

“You are certain to go Miss Hacker. You need have no fear on the subject. I will send you on the contract — no, you had better come here and sign it.”

The girl ran down the stairs into Leicester Square, her heart singing. An engagement at three times bigger than the biggest salary she had ever received! She wanted to tell everybody about it, though she did not dream that in a few seconds she would babble her happiness to a man who at that moment was a perfect stranger.

He was a foreign-looking gentleman, well dressed and goodlooking. He had the kind of face that appeals to children — an appeal that no psychologist has ever yet analysed.

She met him literally by accident. He was standing at the bottom of the stairs as she came down, and missing her footing she tell forward into his arms.

“I am ever so sorry,” she said with a smile.

“You don’t look very sorry,” smiled the man. “You look more like a person who had just got a very nice engagement to go abroad.”

She stared at him.

“However did you know that?”

“I know it because — well, I know,” he laughed, and apparently abandoning his intention of going upstairs, he turned and walked with her into the street.

“Yes, I am,” she nodded. “I’ve had a wonderful opportunity. Are you in the profession?”

“No, I’m not in the profession,” said Leon Gonsalez, “if you mean the theatrical profession, but I know the countries you’re going to rather well. Would you like to hear something about the Argentine?”

She looked at him dubiously.

“I should very much,” she hesitated, “but I—”

“I’m going to have a cup of tea, come along,” said Leon good-humouredly.

Though she had no desire either for tea or even for the interview (though she was dying to tell somebody) the magnetic personality of the man held her, and she fell in by his side. And at that very moment Mr. Lynne was saying to the dark-skinned man:

“Fonsio! She’s a beaut!” and that staid man kissed the bunched tips of his fingers ecstatically.

This was the thud time Leon Gonsalez had visited the elegant offices of Mr. Homer Lynne in Panton Street.

Once there was an organisation which was called the Four Just Men, and these had banded themselves together to execute justice upon those whom the law had missed, or passed by, and had earned for themselves a reputation which was world-wide. One had died, and of the three who were left, Poiccart (who had been called the brains of the four) was living quietly in Seville. To him had come a letter from a compatriot in Rio, a compatriot who did not identify him with the organisation of the Four Just Men, but had written vehemently of certain abominations. There had been an exchange of letters, and Poiccart had discovered that most of these fresh English girls who had appeared in the dance halls of obscure towns had been imported through the agency of the respectable Mr. Lynne, and Poiccart had written to his friends in London.

“Yes, it’s a beautiful country,” said Leon Gonsalez, stirring his tea thoughtfully. “I suppose you’re awfully pleased with yourself.”

“Oh, it’s wonderful,” said the girl. “Fancy, I’m going to receive £12 a week and my board and lodging. Why, I shall be able to save almost all of it.”

“Have you any idea where you will perform?”

The girl smiled.

“I don’t know the country,” she said, “and it’s dreadfully ignorant of me, but I don’t know one single town in the Argentine.”

“There aren’t many people who do,” smiled Leon, “but you’ve heard of Brazil, I suppose?”

“Yes, it’s a little country in South America,” she nodded, “I know that.”

“Where the nuts come from,” laughed Leon. “No, it’s not a little country in South America: it’s a country as wide as from here to the centre of Persia, and as long as from Brighton to the equator. Does that give you any idea?”

She stared at him.

And then he went on, but confined himself to the physical features of the sub-continent. Not once did he refer to her contract — that was not his object. That object was disclosed, though not to her, when he said:

“I must send you a book. Miss Hacker: it will interest you if you are going to the Argentine. It is full of very accurate information.”

“Oh, thank you,” she said gratefully. “Shall I give you my address?”

That was exactly what Leon had been fishing for. He put the scrap of paper she had written on into his pocketbook, and left her.

George Manfred, who had acquired a two-seater car, picked him up outside the National Gallery, and drove him to Kensington Gardens, the refreshment buffet of which, at this hour of the day, was idle. At one of the deserted tables Leon disclosed the result of his visit.

“It was singularly fortunate that I should have met one of the lambs.”

“Did you see Lynne himself?”

Leon nodded.

“After I left the girl I went up and made a call. It was rather difficult to get past the Mexican gentleman — Mandez I think his name is — into the sanctum but eventually Lynne saw me.”

He chuckled softly:

“I do not play on the banjo; I declare this to you, my dear George, in all earnestness. The banjo to me is a terrible instrument—”

“Which, means,” said Manfred with a smile, “that you described yourself as a banjo soloist who wanted a job in South America.”

“Exactly,” said Leon, “and I need hardly tell you that I was not engaged. The man is interesting, George.”

“All men are interesting to you, Leon,” laughed Manfred, putting aside the coffee he had ordered, and lighting a long, thin cigar.

“I should have loved to tell him that his true vocation was arson. He has the face of the true incendiary, and I tell you George, that Lombroso was never more accurate than when he described that type. A fair, dear, delicate skin, a plump, babylike face, hair extraordinarily fine: you can pick them out anywhere.”

He caressed his chin and frowned.

“Callous destruction of human happiness also for profit. I suppose the same type of mind would commit both crimes. It is an interesting parallel. I should like to consult our dear friend Poiccart on that subject.”

“Can he be touched by the law?” asked Manfred. “Is there no way of betraying him?”

“Absolutely none,” said Leon shortly. “The man is a genuine agent. He has the names of some of the best people on his books and they all speak loudly in his praise. The lie that is half a lie is easier to detect than the criminal who is half honest. If the chief cashier of the Bank of England turned forger, he would be the most successful forger in the world. This man has covered himself at every point. I had a talk with a Jewish gentleman — a pathetic old soul named Goldstein, whose daughter went abroad some seven or eight months ago. He has not heard from her, and he told me that Lynne was very much surprised to discover that she had any relations at all. The unrelated girl is his best investment.”

“Did Lynne give the old man her address?”

Leon shrugged his shoulders.

“There are a million square miles in the Argentine — where is she? Cordoba, Tucuman, Mendoza, San Louis, Santa Fe, Rio Cuario, those are a few towns. And there are hundreds of towns where this girl may be dancing, towns which have no British or American Consul. It’s rather horrible, George.”

Manfred looked thoughtfully across the green spaces in the park.

“If we could be sure,” said Gonsalez softly. “It will take exactly two months to satisfy us, and I think it would be worth the money. Our young friend will leave by the next South American packet, and you, some time ago, were thinking of returning to Spain. I think I will take the trip.”

George nodded.

“I thought you would,” he said. “I really can’t see how we can act unless you do.”

Miss Lilah Hacker was amazed when she boarded the Braganza at Boulogne to discover that she had as fellow passenger the polite stranger who had lectured so entertainingly on the geography of South America.

To the girl her prospect was rosy and bright. She was looking forward to a land of promise, her hopes for the future were at zenith, and if she was disappointed a little that the agreeable Gonsalez did not keep her company on the voyage, but seemed for ever preoccupied, that was a very unimportant matter.

It was exactly a month from the day she put foot on the Braganza that her hope and not a little of her faith in humanity were blasted by a stout Irishman whose name was Rafferty, but who had been born in the Argentine. He was the proprietor of a dance hall called “La Plaza” in a cattle town in the interior. She had been sent there with two other girls wiser than she, to entertain the half-breed vaqueros who thronged the town at night, and for whom “La Plaza” was the principal attraction.

“You’ve got to get out of them ways of yours,” said Rafferty, twisting his cigar from one side of his mouth to the other. “When Senor Santiago wanted you to sit on his knee last night, you made a fuss, I’m told.”

“Of course, I did,” said the girl indignantly. “Why, he’s coloured!”

“Now see here,” said Mr. Rafferty, “there ain’t no coloured people in this country. Do you get that? Mr. Santiago is a gentleman and he’s got stacks of money, and the next time he pays you a little attention, you’ve got to be pleasant, see?”

“I’ll do nothing of the sort,” said the girl, pale and shaking, “and I’m going straight back to Buenos Aires tonight.”

“Oh you are, are you?” Rafferty smiled broadly. “That’s an idea you can get out of your head, too.”

Suddenly he gripped her by the arm.

“You’re going up to your room, now,” he said, “and you’re going to stay there till I bring you out tonight to do your show, and if you give me any of your nonsense — you’ll be sorry!”

He pushed her through the rough unpainted door of the little cell which was termed bedroom, and he paused in the doorway to convey information (and there was a threat in the course of it) which left her white and staring.

She came down that night and did her performance and to her surprise and relief did not excite even the notice of the wealthy Mr. Santiago, a half-bred Spaniard with a yellow face, who did not so much as look at her.

Mr. Rafferty was also unusually bland and polite.

She went to her room that night feeling more comfortable. Then she discovered that her key was gone, and she sat up until one o’clock in the morning waiting for she knew not what. At that hour came a soft footfall in the passage; somebody tried the handle of her door, but she had braced a chair under the handle.

They pushed and the rickety chair creaked; then there was a sound like a stick striking a cushion, and she thought she heard somebody sliding against the wooden outer wall of the room. A tap came to her door.

“Miss Hacker,” the voice said. She recognised it immediately. “Open the door quickly. I want to get you away.”

With a trembling hand she removed the chair, and the few little articles of furniture she had piled against the door, and opened it. By the light of the candle which was burning in her room she recognised the man who had been her fellow passenger on the Braganza.

“Come quietly,” he said. “There is a back stair to the compound. Have you a cloak? Bring it, because you have a sixty-mile motor journey before we come to the railway…”

As she came through the door she saw the upturned toes of somebody who was lying in the passage, and with a shudder she realised that was the thumping sound she had heard.

They reached the big yard behind the “Plaza” crowded with the dusty motorcars of ranchers and their foremen, who had come into town for the evening, and passed out through the doorway. A big car was standing in the middle of the road, and to this he guided her. She threw one glance back at Rafferty’s bar. The windows blazed with light, the sound of the orchestra came faintly through the still night air, then she dropped her head on her hands and wept.

Leon Gonsalez had a momentary pang of contrition, for he might have saved her all this.

It was two months exactly from the day he had left London, when he came running up the stairs of the Jermyn Street flat and burst in upon Manfred.

“You’re looking fit and fine, Leon,” said George, jumping up and gripping his hand. “You didn’t write and I ever expected that you would. I only got back from Spain two days ago.”

He gave the news from Seville and then:

“You proved the case?”

“To our satisfaction,” said Leon grimly. “Though you would not satisfy the law that Lynne was guilty. It is, however, a perfectly clear case. I visited his agent when I was in Buenos Aires, and took the liberty of rifling his desk in his absence. I found several letters from Lynne and by their tone there can be no doubt whatever that Lynne is consciously engaged in this traffic.”

They looked at one another.

“The rest is simple,” said Manfred, “and I will leave you to work out the details, my dear Leon, with every confidence that Mr. Homer Lynne will be very sorry indeed that he departed from the safe and narrow way.”

There was no more painstaking, thorough or conscientious workman that Leon Gonsalez. The creation of punishment was to him a work of love. No General ever designed the battle with a more punctilious regard to the minutest detail than Leon.

Before the day was over he had combed the neighbourhood in which Mr. Lynne lived of every vital fact. It was then that he learnt of Mr. Lynne’s passion for music. The cab which took Leon back to Jermyn Street did not go fast enough: he literally leapt into the sittingroom, chortling his joy.

“The impossible is possible, my dear George,” he cried, pacing about the apartment like a man demented. “I thought I should never be able to carry my scheme into effect, but he loves music, George! He adores the tuneful phonograph!”

“A little ice water, I think,” suggested Manfred gently.

“No, no,” said Leon, “I am not hot, I am cool: I am ice itself! And who would expect such good luck? Tonight we will drive to Hampstead and we will hear his concert.”

It was a long time before he gave a coherent account of what he had learnt. Mr. Lynne was extremely unpopular in the neighbourhood, and Leon explained why.

Manfred understood better that night, when the silence of the sedate road in which Mr. Lynne’s detached house was situated was broken by the shrill sound of trumpets, and the rolling of drums, the clanging of bells, the simulated boom of cannon — all the barbarian musical interjection which has made “1812” so popular with unmusical people.

“It sounds like a real band,” said Manfred in surprise.

A policeman strolled along, and seeing the car standing before the house, turned his head with a laugh.

“It’s an awful row, isn’t it?”

“I wonder it doesn’t wake everybody up,” suggested Manfred.

“It does,” replied the policeman, “or it did until they got used to it. It’s the loudest gramophone in the world, I should think: like one of those things you have at the bottom of the tube stairs, to tell the people to move on. A stentaphone, isn’t it?”

“How long does this go on? All night?” asked Manfred.

“For about an hour, I believe,” said the policeman. “The gentleman who lives in that house can’t go to sleep without music. He’s a bit artistic, I think.”

“He is,” said Leon grimly.

The next day he found out that four servants were kept in the establishment, three of whom slept on the premises. Mr. Lynne was in the habit of returning home every evening at about ten o’clock, except on Fridays when he went out of Town.

Wednesday evening was the cook’s night out, and it was also the night when Mr. Lynne’s butler and general factotum was allowed an evening off. There remained the housemaid, and even she presented no difficulty. The real trouble was that all these people would return to the house or the neighbourhood at eleven o’clock. Leon decided to make his appointment with Mr. Lynne for Friday night, on which day he usually went to Brighton. He watched the genial man leave Victoria, and then he called up Lynne’s house.

“Is that Masters?” he asked, and a man’s voice answered him.

“Yes, sir,” was the reply.

“It is Mr. Mandez here,” said Leon, imitating the curious broken English of Lynne’s Mexican assistant. “Mr. Lynne is returning to the house tonight on very important business, and he does not want any of the servants to be there.”

“Indeed, sir,” said Masters and showed no surprise. Evidently these instructions had been given before. Leon had expected some difficulty here, and had prepared a very elaborate explanation which it was not necessary to give.

“He wouldn’t like me to stay, sir?”

“Oh, no,” said Leon. “Mr. Lynne particularly said that nobody was to be in the house. He wants the side door and the kitchen door left unlocked,” he added as an afterthought. It was a brilliant afterthought if it came off, and apparently it did.

“Very good, sir,” said Masters.

Leon went straight from the telephone call-box, where he had sent the message, to the counter and wrote out a wire, addressed to Lynne, Hotel Ritz,- Brighton. The message ran:

“The girl Goldstein has been discovered at Santa Fe. Terrible row. Police have been making enquiries. Have very important information for you. I am waiting for you at your house.”

He signed it Mandez.

“He will get the wire at eight. There is a train back at nine. That should bring him to Hampstead by half past ten,” said Leon when he had rejoined Manfred who was waiting for him outside the post office. “We will be there an hour earlier: that is as soon as it is dark.”

They entered the house without the slightest difficulty. Manfred left his two-seater outside a doctor’s house, a place where an unattended car would not be noticed, and went on foot to Lynne’s residence. It was a large detached house, expensively furnished, and as Leon had expected, the servants had gone. He located Lynne’s room, a big apartment at the front of the house.

“There is his noise box,” said Leon pointing to a handsome cabinet near the window. “Electrical, too. Where does that wire lead?”

He followed the flex to a point above the head of the bed, where it terminated in what looked like a hanging bell push.

Leon was momentarily puzzled and then a light dawned upon him.

“Of course, if he has this infernal noise to make him go to sleep, the bell push switches off the music and saves him getting out of bed.”

He opened the lid of the gramophone cabinet and examined the record.

“1812,” he chuckled. He lifted the needle from the disc, turned the switch and the green table revolved. Then he walked to the head of the bed and pushed the knob of the bell push. Instantly the revolutions stopped.

“That is it,” he nodded, and turned over the soundbox, letting the needle rest upon the edge of the record.

“That,” he pointed to a bronze rod which ran from the centre to the side of the disc and fitted to some adjustment in the soundbox, “is the repeater. It is an American invention which I saw in Buenos Aires, but I haven’t seen many on this side. When the record is finished the rod automatically transfers the needle to the beginning of the record.”

“So that it can go on and on and on,” said Manfred interested. “I don’t wonder our friend is unpopular.”

Leon was looking round the room for something and at last he found what he was seeking. It was a brass clothes peg fastened to a door which led to a dressing-room. He put all his weight on the peg but it held firm.

“Excellent,” he said, and opened his bag. From this he took a length of stout cord and skilfully knotted one end to the clothes hook. He tested it but it did not move. From the bag he took a pair of handcuffs, unlocked and opened them and laid them on the bed. Then he took out what looked to be a Field-Marshal’s baton. It was about fourteen inches long, and fastened around were two broad strips of felt; tied neatly to the baton were nine pieces of cord which were fastened at one end to the cylinder. The cords were twice the length of the handle and were doubled over neatly and temporarily fastened to the handle by pieces of twine.

Leon looked at one end of the baton and Manfred saw a red seal.

“What on earth is that, Leon?”

Leon showed him the seal, and Manfred read:

“Prison Commission.”

“That,” said Leon, “is what is colloquially known as the ‘cat’. In other words, the ‘cat of nine tails’. It is an authentic instrument which I secured with some difficulty.”

He cut the twine that held the cords to the handle and let the nine thongs fall straight. Manfred took them into his hands and examined them curiously. The cords were a little thinner than ordinary window line, but more closely woven: at the end of each thong there was a binding of yellow silk for about half an inch.

Leon took the weapon in his hands and sent the cords whistling round his head.

“Made in Pentonville Gaol,” he explained, “and I’m afraid I’m not as expert as the gentleman who usually wields it.”

The dusk grew to darkness. The two men made their way downstairs and waited in the room leading from the hall.

At half past ten exactly they heard a key turn in the lock and the door close.

“Are you there, Mandez?” called the voice of Mr. Lynne, and it sounded anxious.

He took three steps towards the door and then Gonsalez stepped out.

“Good evening, Mr. Lynne,” he said.

The man switched on the light.

He saw before him a figure plainly dressed, but who it was he could not guess, for the intruder’s face was covered by a white semi-diaphanous veil.

“Who are you? What do you want?” gasped Lynne.

“I want you,” said Leon shortly. “Before we go any further, I will tell you this, Mr. Lynne, that if you make an outcry, if you attempt to attract attention from outside, it will be the last sound you ever make.”

“What do you want of me?” asked the stout man shakily, and then his eyes fell upon Manfred similarly veiled and he collapsed into the hall chair.

Manfred gripped his arm and led him upstairs to his bedroom. The blinds were pulled and the only light came from a small table-lamp by the side of the bed.

“Take off your coat,” said Manfred.

Mr. Lynne obeyed.

“Now your waistcoat.”

The waistcoat was discarded.

“Now I fear I shall have to have your shirt,” said Gonsalez.

“What are you going to do?” asked the man hoarsely.

“I will tell you later.”

The stout man, his face twitching, stood bare to the waist, and offered no resistance when Manfred snapped the handcuffs on him.

They led him to the door where the hat peg was, and deftly Leon slipped the loose end of the rope through the links and pulled his manacled hands tightly upwards.

“Now we can talk,” said Gonsalez. “Mr. Lynne, for some time you have been engaged in abominable traffic. You have been sending women, who sometimes were no more than children, to South America, and the penalties for that crime are, as you know, a term of imprisonment and this.”

He picked the baton from where he had placed it, and shook out the loose cords. Mr. Lynne gazed at them over his shoulder, with a fascinated stare.

“This is colloquially known as the ‘cat of nine tails’,” said Gonsalez, and sent the thongs shrilling round his head.

“I swear to you I never knew—” blubbered the man. “You can’t prove it—”

“I do not intend proving it in public,” said Leon carefully. “I am here merely to furnish proof to you that you cannot break the law and escape punishment.”

And then it was that Manfred started the gramophone revolving, and the blare of trumpets and the thunder of drums filled the room with strident harmony.

The same policeman to whom Manfred and Gonsalez had spoken a few nights previously paced slowly past the house and stopped to listen with a grin. So, too, did a neighbour.

“What a din that thing makes,” said the aggrieved householder.

“Yes it does,” admitted the policeman. “I think he wants a new record. It sounds almost as though somebody was shrieking their head off, doesn’t it?”

“It always sounds like that to me,” grumbled the neighbour, and went on.

The policeman smiled and resumed his beat, and from behind the windows of Mr. Lynne’s bedroom came the thrilling cadences of the “Marseillaise” and the boom of guns, and a shrill thin sound of fear and pain for which Tschaikovsky was certainly not responsible.




Chapter 8


The Man Who Was Plucked
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On Sunday night Martaus Club is always crowded with the smartest of the smart people who remain in Town over the weekend. Martaus Club is a place of shaded lights, of white napery, of glittering silver and glass, of exotic flowers, the tables set about the walls framing a parallelogram of shining floor.

Young men and women, and older folks too, can be very happy in Martaus Club — at a price. It is not the size of the “note” which Louis, the head waiter, initials, nor the amazing cost of wine, nor the half-a-crown strawberries, that breaks a man.

John Eden could have footed the bill for all he ate or drank or smoked in Martaus, and in truth the club was as innocent as it was gay. A pack of cards had never been found within its portals. Louis knew every face and the history behind the face, and could have told within a few pounds just what was the bank balance of every habitue. He did not know John Eden, who was the newest of members, but he guessed shrewdly.

John Eden had danced with a strange girl, which was unusual at Martaus, for you bring your own dancing partner, and never under any circumstances solicit a dance with a stranger.

But Welby was there. Jack knew him slightly, though he had not seen him for years. Welby was the mirror of fashion and apparently a person of some importance. When he came across to him. Jack felt rather like a country cousin. He had been eight years in South Africa, and he felt rather out of it, but Welby was kindness itself, and then and there insisted upon introducing him to Maggie Vane. A beautiful girl, beautifully gowned, magnificently jewelled — her pearl necklace cost £20,000 — she rather took poor Jack’s breath away, and when she suggested that they should go to Bingley’s, he would not have dreamt of refusing.

As he passed out through the lobby Louis, the head waiter, with an apology, brushed a little bit of fluff from his dress-coat, and said in a voice, inaudible, save to Jack: “Don’t go to Bingley’s,” which was of course a preposterous piece of impertinence, and Jack glared at him.

He was at Bingley’s until six o’clock in the morning, and left behind him cheques which would absorb every penny he had brought back from Africa, and a little more. He had come home dreaming of a little estate with a little shooting and a little fishing, and the writing of that book of his on big-game hunting, and all his dreams went out when the croupier, with a smile on his bearded lips, turned a card with a mechanical:

“Le Rouge gagnant et couleur.”

He had never dreamt Bingley’s was a gambling-house, and it certainly had not that appearance when he went in. It was only when this divine girl introduced him to the inner room, where they played trente-et-quarante and he saw how high the stakes were running, that he began to feel nervous. He sat by her side at the table and staked modestly and won. And continued to win — until he increased his stakes.

They were very obliging at Bingley’s. They accepted cheques, and. indeed, had cheque forms ready to be filled in.

Jack Eden came back to the flat he had taken in Jermyn Street, which was immediately above that occupied by Manfred and Leon Gonsalez, and wrote a letter to his brother in India…

Manfred heard the shot and woke up. He came out into the sittingroom in his pyjamas to find Leon already there, looking at the ceiling, the whitewash of which was discoloured by a tiny red patch which was growing larger.

Manfred went out on to the landing and found the proprietor of the flats in his shirt and trousers, for he had heard the shot from his basement apartment.

“I thought it was in your room, sir,” he said, “it must be in Mr. Eden’s apartment.”

Going up the stairs he explained that Mr. Eden was a new arrival in the country. The door of his flat was locked, but the proprietor produced a key which opened it. The lights were burning in the sittingroom, and one glance told Manfred the story. A huddled figure was lying across the table, from which the blood was dripping and forming a pool on the floor.

Gonsalez handled the man scientifically.

“He is not dead,” he said. “I doubt if the bullet has touched any vital organ.”

The man had shot himself in the breast; from the direction of the wound Gonsalez was fairly sure that the injuries were minor. He applied a first-aid dressing and together they lifted him on to a sofa. Then when the wound was dressed, Gonsalez looked round and saw the telltale letter.

“Pinner,” he said, holding the letter up, “I take it that you do not want to advertise the fact that somebody attempted to commit suicide in one of your flats?”

“That is the last thing in the world I want,” said the flat proprietor, fervently.

“Then I’m going to put this letter in my pocket. Will you telephone to the hospital and say there has been an accident. Don’t talk about suicide. The gentleman has recently come back from South Africa; he was packing his pistol, and it exploded.”

The man nodded and left the room hurriedly.

Gonsalez went to where Eden was lying and it was at that moment the young man’s eyes opened. He looked from Manfred to Gonsalez with a puzzled frown.

“My friend,” said Leon, in a gentle voice as he leant over the wounded man, “you have had an accident, you understand? You are not fatally injured; in fact, I think your injury is a very slight one. The ambulance will come for you and you will go to a hospital and I will visit you daily.”

“Who are you?” whispered the man.

“I am a neighbour of yours,” smiled Leon.

“The letter!” Eden gasped the words and Leon nodded.

“I have it in my pocket,” he said, “and I will restore it to you when you are recovered. You understand that you have had an accident?”

Eden nodded.

A quarter of an hour later the hospital ambulance rolled up to the door, and the would-be suicide was taken away.

“Now,” said Leon, when they were back in their own room, “we will discover what all this is about,” and very calmly he slit open the envelope and read.

“What is it?” asked Manfred.

“Our young friend came back from South Africa with £7,000, which he had accumulated in eight years of hard work. He lost it in less than eight hours at a gambling-house which he does not specify. He has not only lost all the money he has but more, and apparently has given cheques to meet his debts.”

Leon scratched his chin.

“That necessitates a further examination of his room. I wonder if the admirable Mr. Pinner will object?”

The admirable Mr. Pinner was quite willing that Leon should anticipate the inevitable visit of the police. The search was made, and Leon found a chequebook for which he had been looking, tucked away in the inside pocket of Jack Eden’s dress-suit, and brought it down to his room.

“No names,” he said disappointedly. “Just ‘cash’ on every counterfoil. All, I should imagine, to the same person. He banks with the Third National Bank of South Africa, which has an office in Throgmorton Street.”

He carefully copied the numbers of the cheques — there were ten in all.

“First of all,” he said, “as soon as the post office is open we will send a telegram to the bank stopping the payment of these. Of course he can be sued, but a gambling debt is not recoverable at law, and before that happens we shall see many developments.”

The first development came the next afternoon. Leon had given instructions that anybody who called for Mr. Eden was to be shown up to him, and at three o’clock came a very smartly dressed young man who aspirated his h’s with suspicious emphasis. “Is this Mr. Eden’s flat?”

“No, it isn’t,” said Gonsalez. “It is the flat of myself and my friend who are acting for Mr. Eden.”

The visitor frowned suspiciously at Leon.

“Acting for him?” he said. “Well, you can perhaps give me a little information about some cheques that have been stopped. My governor went to get a special clearance this morning, and the bank refused payment. Does Mr. Eden know all about this?”

“Who is your governor?” asked Leon pleasantly.

“Mr. Mortimer Birn.”

“And his address?”

The young man gave it. Mr. Mortimer Birn was apparently a bill-discounter, and had cashed the cheques for a number of people who did not want to pass them through their banks. The young man was very emphatic as to the cheques being the property of a large number of people.

“And they all came to Mr. Birn. What a singular coincidence,” agreed Leon.

“I’d rather see Mr. Eden, if you don’t mind,” said the emissary of Mr. Mortimer Birn, and his tone was unpleasant.

“You cannot see him because he has met with an accident,” said Leon. “But I will see your Mr. Birn.”

He found Mr. Birn in a very tiny office in Glasshouse Street. The gentleman’s business was not specified either on the doorplate or on the painted window, but Leon smelt “moneylender” the moment he went into his office.

The outer office was unoccupied when he entered. It was a tiny dusty cupboard of a place with just room enough to put a diminutive table, and the space was further curtailed by a wooden partition, head high, which served to exclude the unfortunate person who occupied the room from draughts and immediate observation. A door marked private led to Mr. Birn’s holy of holies and from this room came the sound of loud voices.

Gonsalez listened.

“… come without telephoning, hey? She always comes in the morning, haven’t I told you a hundred times?” roared one voice.

“She doesn’t know me,” grumbled the other.

“She’s only got to see your hair…”

It was at that moment that the young man who called at Jermyn Street came out of the room. Gonsalez had a momentary glimpse of two men. One was short and stout, the other was tall, but it was his bright red hair that caught Leon’s eye. And then Mr. Birn’s clerk went back to the room and the voices ceased. When Gonsalez was ushered into the office, only the proprietor of the establishment was visible.

Birn was a stout bald man, immensely affable. He told Leon the same story as his clerk had told.

“Now, what is Eden going to do about these cheques?” asked Birn at last.

“I don’t think he’s going to meet them,” said Leon gently. “You see, they are gambling debts.”

“They are cheques,” interrupted Birn, “and a cheque is a cheque whether it’s for a gambling debt or a sack of potatoes.”

“Is that the law?” asked Leon, “and if it is, will you write me a letter to that effect, in which case you will be paid.”

“Certainly I will,” said Mr. Birn. “If that’s all you want, I’ll write it now.”

“Proceed,” said Leon, but Mr. Birn did not write the letter. Instead he talked about his lawyers; grew virtuously indignant on the unsportsmanlike character of people who repudiated debts of honour (how he came to be satisfied that the cheques represented gambling losses, he did not explain) and ended the interview a little apoplectically. And all the time Leon was speculating upon the identity of the third man he had seen and who had evidently left the room through one of the three doors which opened from the office.

Leon went down the narrow stairs into the street, and as he stepped on to the pavement, a little car drove up and a girl descended. She did not look at him, but brushing past ran up the stairs. She was alone, and had driven her own luxurious coupe. Gonsalez, who was interested, waited till she came out, which was not for twenty minutes, and she was obviously distressed.

Leon was curious and interested. He went straight on to the hospital where they had taken Eden, and found the young man sufficiently recovered to be able to talk.

His first words betrayed his anxiety and his contrition.

“I say, what did you do with that letter? I was a fool to—”

“Destroyed it,” said Leon, which was true. “Now, my young friend, you’ve got to tell me something. Where was the gambling-house to which you went?”

It took a long time to persuade Mr. John Eden that he was not betraying a confidence and then he told him the whole story from beginning to end.

“So it was a lady who took you there, eh?” said Leon thoughtfully.

“She wasn’t in it,” said John Eden quickly. “She was just a visitor like myself. She told me she had lost five hundred pounds.”

“Naturally, naturally,” said Leon. “Is she a fair lady with very blue eyes, and has she a little car of her own?”

The man looked surprised.

“Yes, she drove me in her car,” he said, “and she is certainly fair and has blue eyes. In fact, she’s one of the prettiest girls I’ve ever seen. You needn’t worry about the lady, sir,” he said shaking his head. “Poor girl, she was victimised, if there was any victimisation.”

“196 Paul Street, Mayfair, I think you said.”

“I’m certain it was Paul Street, and almost as sure it was 196,” said Eden. “But I hope you’re not going to take any action against them, because it was my own fault. Aren’t you one of the two gentlemen who live in the flat under me?” he asked suddenly.

Leon nodded.

“I suppose the cheques have been presented and some of them have come back.”

“They have not been presented yet, or at any rate they have not been honoured,” said Leon. “And had you shot yourself, my young friend, they would not have been honoured at all, because your bank would have stopped payment automatically.”

Manfred dined alone that night. Leon had not returned, and there had been no news from him until eight o’clock, when there came a District Messenger with a note asking Manfred to give the bearer his dress clothes and one or two articles which he mentioned.

Manfred was too used to the ways of Leon Gonsalez to be greatly surprised. He packed a small suitcase, sent the messenger boy off with it and he himself spent the evening writing letters.

At half past two he heard a slight scuffle in the street outside, and Leon came in without haste, and in no wise perturbed, although he had just emerged from a rough-and-tumble encounter with a young man who had been watching the house all the evening for his return.

He was not in evening dress, Manfred noticed, but was wearing the clothes he had on when he went out in the morning.

“You got your suitcase all right?”

“Oh yes, quite,” replied Leon.

He took a short stick from his trousers pocket, a stick made of rhinoceros hide, and called in South Africa a “sjambok”. It was about a foot and a half in length, but it was a formidable weapon and was one of the articles which Leon had asked for. He examined it in the light.

“No, I didn’t cut his scalp,” he said. “I was afraid I had.”

“Who was this?”

Before he replied, Leon put out the light, pulled back the curtains from the open window and looked out. He came back, replaced the curtains, and put the light on again.

“He has gone away, but I do not think we have seen the last of that crowd,” he said.

He drank a glass of water, sat down by the table and laughed.

“Do you realise, my dear Manfred,” he said, “that we have a friend in Mr. Fare, the Police Commissioner, and that he occasionally visits us?”

“I realise that very well,” smiled Manfred. “Why, have you seen him?”

Leon shook his head.

“No, only other people have seen him and have associated me with the Metropolitan Constabulary. I had occasion to interview our friend Mr. Bingley, and he and those who are working with him are perfectly satisfied that I am what is known in London as a ‘split’, in other words a detective, and it is generally believed that I am engaged in the business of suppressing gambling-houses. Hence the mild attention I have received and hence the fact, as I recognised when I was on my way back to Jermyn Street to-day — luckily I had forgotten to tell the cabman where to stop and he passed the watchers before I could stop him — that I am under observation.”

He described his visit to the hospital and his interview with Mr. Birn.

“Birn, who of course is Bingley, is the proprietor of three, and probably more, big gambling-houses in London, at least he is the financial power behind them. I should not imagine that he himself frequents any of them. The house in Mayfair was, of course, shut up tonight and I did not attempt to locate it. They were afraid that our poor friend would inform the police. But oh, my dear Manfred, how can I describe to you the beauties of that lovely house in Bayswater Road, where all that is fashionable and wealthy in London gathers every night to try its luck at baccarat?”

“How did you get there?” asked Manfred.

“I was taken,” replied Gonsalez simply. “I went to dinner at Martaus Club. I recognised Mr. Welby and greeted him as an old friend. I think he really believed that he had met me before I went to the Argentine and made my pile, and of course, he sat down with me and we drank liqueurs, and he introduced me to a most beautiful girl, with a most perfectly upholstered little runabout.”

“You weren’t recognised?”

Leon shook his head.

“The moustache which I put on my face was indistinguishable from the real thing,” he said not without pride. “I put it on hair by hair, and it took me two hours to manufacture. When it was done you would not have recognised me. I danced with the beautiful Margaret and—” He hesitated.

“You made love to her,” said Manfred admiringly.

Leon shrugged.

“My dear Manfred, it was necessary,” he said solemnly. “And was it not fortunate that I had in my pocket a diamond ring which I had brought back from South America — it cost me 110 guineas in Regent Street this afternoon — and how wonderful that it should fit her. She wasn’t feeling at her best, either, until that happened. That was the price of my admission to the Bayswater establishment. She drove me there in her car. It was a visit not without profit,” he said modestly. He put his hand in his pocket and pulled out a stiff bundle of notes.

Manfred was laughing softly.

Leon was the cleverest manipulator of cards in Europe. His long delicate fingers, the amazing rapidity with which he could move them, his natural gift for palming, would have made his fortune either as a conjurer or a cardsharper.

“The game was baccarat and the cards were dealt from a box by an intelligent croupier,” explained Leon. “Those which were used were thrown into a basin. Those in the stack were, of course, so carefully arranged that the croupier knew the sequence of them all. To secure a dozen cards from the basin was a fairly simple matter. To stroll from the room and rearrange them so that they were alternately against and for the bank, was not difficult, but to place them on the top of those he was dealing, my dear Manfred, I was an artist!”

Leon did not explain what form his artistry took, nor how he directed the attention of croupier and company away from the “deck” for that fraction of a second necessary — the croupier seldom took his hands from the cards — but the results of his enterprise were to be found in the thick stack of notes which lay on the table.

He took off his coat and put on his old velvet jacket, pacing the room with his hands in his pockets.

“Margaret Vane,” he said softly. “One of God’s most beautiful works, George, flawless, gifted, and yet if she is what she appears, something so absolutely loathsome that…”

He shook his head sadly.

“Does she play a big part, or is she just a dupe?” asked Manfred.

Leon did not answer at once.

“I’m rather puzzled,” he said slowly. He related his experience in Mr, Birn’s office, the glimpse of the redhaired man and Mr. Birn’s fury with him.

“I do not doubt that the ‘she’ to whom reference was made was Margaret Vane. But that alone would not have shaken my faith in her guilt. After I left the Bayswater house I decided that I would discover where she was living. She had so skilfully evaded any question on this matter which I had put to her that I grew suspicious. I hired a taxicab and waited, sitting inside. Presently her car came out and I followed her. Mr. Birn has a house in Fitzroy Square and it was to there she drove. A man was waiting outside to take her car, and she went straight into the house, letting herself in. It was at this point that I began to think that Birn and she were much better friends than I had thought.

“I decided to wait, and stopped the car on the other side of the Square. In about a quarter of an hour the girl came out, and to my surprise, she had changed her clothes. I dismissed the cab and followed on foot. She lives at 803 Gower Street.”

“That certainly is puzzling,” agreed Manfred. “The thing does not seem to dovetail, Leon.”

“That is what I think,” nodded Leon. “I am going to 803 Gower Street tomorrow morning.”

Gonsalez required very little sleep and at ten o’clock in the morning was afoot.

The report he brought back to Manfred was interesting.

“Her name is Elsie Chaucer, and she lives with her father, who is paralysed in both legs. They have a flat, one servant and a nurse, whose business it is to attend to the father. Nothing is known of them except that they have seen better times. The father spends the day with a pack of cards, working out a gambling system, and probably that explains their poverty. He is never seen by visitors, and the girl is supposed to be an actress — that is, supposed by the landlady. It is rather queer,” said Gonsalez thoughtfully. “The solution is, of course, in Birn’s house and in Birn’s mind.”

“I think we will get at that, Leon.”

Leon nodded.

“So I thought,” said he. “Mr. Birn’s establishment does not present any insuperable difficulties.”

Mr. Birn was at home that night. He was at home most nights. Curled up in a deep armchair, he puffed at a long and expensive cigar, and read the London Gazette which was to him the most interesting piece of literature which the genius of Caxton had made possible.

At midnight his housekeeper came in. She was a middle-aged Frenchwoman and discreet.

“All right?” queried Mr. Birn lazily.

“No, monsieur, I desire that you should speak to Charles.”

Charles was Mr. Birn’s chauffeur, and between Charles and Madame was a continuous feud.

“What has Charles been doing?” asked Mr. Birn with a frown.

“He is admitted every evening to the kitchen for supper,” explained madame, “and it is an order that he should close the door after he goes out. But, m’sieur, when I went this evening at eleven o’clock to bolt the door, it was not closed. If I had not put on the lights and with my own eyes have seen it, the door would have been open, and we might have been murdered in our beds.”

“I’ll talk to him in the morning,” growled Mr. Birn. “You’ve left the door of mademoiselle’s room unfastened?”

“Yes, m’sieur, the key is in the lock.”

“Good night,” said Mr. Birn resuming his study. At half past two he heard the street door close gently and a light footstep passed through the hall. He looked up at the clock, threw away the end of his cigar and lit another before he rose and went heavily to a wall safe. This he unlocked and took out an empty steel box, which he opened and placed on the table. Then he resumed his chair.

Presently came a light tap at the door.

“Come in,” said Mr. Birn.

The girl who was variously called Vane and Chaucer came into the room. She was neatly but not richly dressed. In many ways the plainness of her street costume enhanced her singular beauty and Mr. Birn gazed approvingly upon her refreshing figure.

“Sit down, Miss Chaucer,” he said, putting out his hand for the little linen bag she carried.

He opened it and took out a rope of pearls and examined every gem separately.

“I haven’t stolen any,” she said contemptuously.

“Perhaps you haven’t,” said Mr. Birn, “but I’ve known some funny things happen.”

He took the diamond pin, the rings, the two diamond and emerald bracelets, and each of these he scrutinised before he returned them to the bag and put the bag into the steel box.

He did not speak until he had placed them in the safe.

“Well, how are things going tonight?” he asked.

She shrugged her shoulders.

“I take no interest in gambling,” she said shortly and Mr. Birn chuckled.

“You’re a fool,” he said frankly.

“I wish I were no worse than that,” said Elsie Chaucer bitterly. “You don’t want me any more, Mr. Birn?”

“Sit down,” he ordered. “Who did you find tonight?”

For a moment she did not reply.

“The man whom Welby introduced last night,” she said.

“The South American?” Mr. Birn pulled a long face. “He wasn’t very profitable. I suppose you know that? We lost about four thousand pounds.”

“Less the ring,” said the girl.

“The ring he gave you? Well, that’s worth about a hundred, and I’ll be lucky to get sixty for it,” said Mr. Birn with a shrug. “You can keep that ring if you like.”

“No thank you, Mr. Birn,” said the girl quietly. “I don’t want those kind of presents.”

“Come here,” said Birn suddenly, and reluctantly she came round the table and stood before him.

He rose and took her hand.

“Elsie,” he said, “I’ve got very fond of you and I’ve been a good friend of yours, you know. If it hadn’t been for me what would have happened to your father? He’d have been hung! That would have been nice for you, wouldn’t it?”

She did not reply but gently disengaged her hand.

“You needn’t put away those jewels and fine clothes every night, if you’re sensible,” he went on, “and—”

“Happily I am sensible, if by sensible you mean sane,” said the girl, “and now I think I’ll go if you don’t mind, Mr. Birn. I’m rather tired.”

“Wait,” he said.

He walked to the safe, unlocked it again and took out an oblong parcel wrapped in brown paper, fastened with tapes and sealed.

“There’s a diamond necklace inside there,” he said. “It’s worth eight thousand pounds if it’s worth a penny. I’m going to put it in my strong box at the bank tomorrow, unless—”

“Unless—” repeated the girl steadily.

“Unless you want it,” said Mr. Birn. “I’m a fool with the ladies.”

She shook her head.

“Does it occur to you, Mr. Birn,” she said quietly, “that I could have had many necklaces if I wanted them? No, thank you. I am looking forward to the end of my servitude.”

“And suppose I don’t release you?” growled Mr. Birn as he put back the package in the safe and locked the door. “Suppose I want you for another three years? How about that? Your father’s still liable to arrest. No man can kill another, even if he’s only a croupier, without hanging for it.”

“I’ve paid for my father’s folly, over and over again,” said the girl in a low voice. “You don’t know how I hate this life, Mr. Birn. I feel worse than the worst woman in the world! I spend my life luring men to ruin — I wish to God I had never made the bargain. Sometimes I think I will tell my father just what I am paying for his safety, and let him decide whether my sacrifice is worth it!”

A momentary look of alarm spread on the man’s face.

“You’ll do nothing of the kind,” he said sharply. “Just as you’ve got into our ways! I was only joking about asking you to stay on. Now, my dear,” he said with an air of banter, “you’d better go home and get your beauty sleep.”

He walked with her to the door, saw her down the steps and watched her disappear in the darkness of the street, then he came back to lock up for the night. He drank up the half glass of whisky he had left and made a wry face.

“That’s a queer taste,” he said, took two steps towards the passage and fell in a heap.

The man who had slipped into the room when he had escorted Elsie Chaucer to the door came from behind the curtain and stooping, loosened his collar. He stepped softly into the dimly lit passage and beckoned somebody, and Manfred came from the shadows, noiselessly, for he was wearing rubber over-boots.

Manfred glanced down at the unconscious man and then to the dregs in the whisky glass.

“Butyl chloride, I presume?”

“No more and no less,” said the practical Leon, “in fact the ‘knockout-drop’ which is so popular in criminal circles.”

He searched the man, took out his keys, opened the safe and removing the sealed packet, he carried it to the table. Then he looked thoughtfully at the prostrate man.

“He will only be completely under the ‘drop’ for five minutes, Manfred, but I think that will be enough.”

“Have you stopped to consider what will be the pathological results of ‘twilight sleep’ on top of butyl?” asked Manfred. “I saw you blending the hyocine with the morphia before we left Jermyn Street and I suppose that is what you are using?”

“I did not look it up,” replied Gonsalez carelessly, “and if he dies, shall I weep? Give him another dose in half an hour, George. I will return by then.”

He took from his pocket a small black case, and opened it; the hypodermic syringe it contained was already charged, and rolling back the man’s sleeve, he inserted the needle and pressed home the piston.

Mr. Birn woke the next morning with a throbbing headache.

He had no recollection of how he had got to bed, yet evidently he had undressed himself, for he was clad in his violet pyjamas. He rang the bell and got on to the floor, and though the room spun round him, he was able to hold himself erect.

The bell brought his housekeeper.

“What happened to me last night?” he asked, and she looked astounded.

“Nothing, sir. I left you in the library.”

“It is that beastly whisky,” grumbled Mr. Birn.

A cold bath and a cup of tea helped to dissipate the headache, but he was still shaky when he went into the room in which he had been sitting the night before.

A thought had occurred to him. A terrifying thought. Suppose the whisky had been drugged (though what opportunity there had been for drugging his drink he could not imagine) and somebody had broken in!…

He opened the safe and breathed a sigh of relief. The package was still there. It must have been the whisky, he grumbled, and declining breakfast, he ordered his car and was driven straight to the bank.

When he reached his office, he found the hatchet-faced young man in a state of agitation.

“I think we must have had burglars here last night, Mr. Birn.”

“Burglars?” said Mr. Birn alarmed. And then with a laugh, “well, they wouldn’t get much here. But what makes you think they have been?”

“Somebody has been in the room, that I’ll swear,” said the young man. “The safe was open when I came and one of the books had been taken out and left on your table.”

A slow smile dawned on Mr. Birn’s face.

“I wish them luck,” he said.

Nevertheless he was perturbed, and made a careful search of all his papers to see if any important documents had been abstracted. His promissory notes were at the bank, in that same large box wherein was deposited the necklace which had come to him for the settlement of a debt.

Just before noon his clerk came in quickly.

“That fellow is here,” he whispered.

“Which fellow?” growled Mr. Birn.

“The man from Jermyn Street who stopped the payment of Eden’s cheques.”

“Ask him in,” said Mr. Birn. “Well, sir,” he said jovially, “have you thought better about settling those debts?”

“Better and better,” said Gonsalez. “I can speak to you alone, I suppose?”

Birn signalled his assistant to leave them.

“I’ve come to settle all sorts of debts. For example, I’ve come to settle the debt of a gentleman named Chaucer.”

The gambling-house keeper started.

“A very charming fellow, Chaucer. I’ve been interviewing him this morning. Some time ago he had a shock which brought on a stroke of paralysis. He’s not been able to leave his room in consequence for some time.”

“You’re telling me a lot I don’t want to hear about,” said Mr. Birn briskly.

“The poor fellow is under the impression that he killed a redhaired croupier of yours. Apparently he was gambling and lost his head, when he saw your croupier taking a bill.”

“My croupier,” said the other with virtuous indignation. “What do you mean? I don’t know what a croupier is.”

“He hit him over the head with a money-rake. You came to Chaucer the next day and told him your croupier was dead, seeking to extract money from him. You soon found he was ruined. You found also he had a very beautiful daughter, and it occurred to you that she might be of use to you in your nefarious schemes, so you had a little talk with her and she agreed to enter your service in order to save her father from ruin and possibly imprisonment.”

“This is a fairy story you’re telling me, is it?” said Birn, but his face had gone a pasty white and the hand that took the cigar from his lips trembled.

“To bolster up your scheme,” Gonsalez went on, “you inserted an advertisement in the death column of The Times and also you sent to the local newspaper a very flowery account of Mr. Jinkins’ funeral, which was also intended for Chaucer and his daughter.”

“It’s Greek to me,” murmured Mr. Birn with a pathetic attempt at a smile.

“I interviewed Mr. Chaucer this morning and was able to assure him that Jinkins is very much alive and is living at Brighton, and is running a little gambling-house — a branch of your many activities, and by the way, Mr. Birn, I don’t think you will see Elsie Chaucer again.”

Birn was breathing heavily. “You know a hell of a lot,” he began, but something in Leon’s eyes stopped him.

“Birn,” said Gonsalez softly. “I am going to ruin you — to take away every penny of the money you have stolen from the foolish men who patronise your establishments.”

“Try it on,” said Birn shakily. “There’s a law in this country! Go and rob the bank, and you’d have little to rob,” he added with a grin. “There’s two hundred thousand pounds’ worth of securities in my bank — gilt-edged ones, Mr. Clever! Go and ask the bank manager to hand them over to you. They’re in Box 65,” he jeered. “That’s the only way you can ruin me, my son.”

Leon rose with a shrug.

“Perhaps I’m wrong,” he said. “Perhaps after all you will enjoy your ill-gotten gains.”

“You bet your life I will.” Mr. Birn relit his cigar.

He remembered the conversation that afternoon when he received an urgent telephone message from the bank. What the manager said took him there as fast as a taxi could carry him.

“I don’t know what’s the matter with your strong box,” said the bank manager, “but one of my clerks who had to go into the vault said there was an extraordinary smell, and when we looked at the box, we found a stream of smoke coming through the keyhole.”

“Why didn’t you open it?” screamed Birn, fumbling for his key.

“Partly because I haven’t a key, Mr. Birn,” said the bank manager intelligently.

With shaking hands the financier inserted the key and threw back the lid. A dense cloud of acrid yellow smoke came up and nearly stifled him… all that remained of his perfectly good securities was a black, sticky mess; a glass bottle, a few dull gems and nothing…

“It looks to me,” said the detective officer who investigated the circumstance, “as though you must have inadvertently put in a package containing a very strong acid. What the acid is our analysts are working on now. It must have either leaked out or burst.”

“The only package there,” wailed Mr. Birn, “was a package containing a diamond necklace.”

“The remnants of which are still there,” said the detective. “You are quite sure nobody could get at that package and substitute a destroying agent? It could easily be made. A bottle such as we found — a stopper made of some easily consumed material and there you are! Could anybody have opened the package and slipped the bottle inside?”

“Impossible, impossible,” moaned the financier.

He was sitting with his face in his hands, weeping for his lost affluence, for though a few of the contents of that box could be replaced, there were certain American bonds which had gone for ever and promissory notes by the thousand which would never be signed again.




Chapter 9


The Man Who Would Not Speak
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But for the fact that he was already the possessor of innumerable coats-of-arms, quarterings, family mottoes direct and affiliated, Leon Gonsalez might have taken for his chief motto the tag ‘homo sum, nihil humani a me alienum puto’. For there was no sphere of human activity which did not fascinate him. Wherever crowds gathered, wherever man in the aggregate was to be seen at his best or worst, there was Gonsalez to be found, oblivious to the attractions which had drawn the throng together, intensely absorbed in the individual members of the throng themselves.

Many years ago four young men, wealthy and intensely sincere, had come together with a common purpose inspired by one common ideal. There had been, and always will be, such combinations of enthusiasts. Great religious revivals, the creation of missions and movements of sociological reform, these and other developments have resulted from the joining together of fiery young zealots.

But the Four Just Men had as their objective the correction of the law’s inequalities. They sought and found the men whom the wide teeth of the legal rake had left behind, and they dealt out their justice with terrible swiftness.

None of the living three (for one had died at Bordeaux) had departed from their ideals, but it was Leon who retained the appearance of that youthful enthusiasm which had brought them together.

He sought for interests in all manner of places, and it is at the back of the grandstand on Hurst Park racecourse that he first saw “Spaghetti” Jones. It is one of the clear laws of coincidence, that if, in reading a book, you come across a word which you have not seen before, and which necessitates a reference to the dictionary, that same word will occur within three days on some other printed page. This law of the Inexplicable Recurrences applies equally to people, and Leon, viewing the bulk of the big man, had a queer feeling that they were destined to meet again — Leon’s instincts were seldom at fault.

Mr. Spaghetti Jones was a tall, strong and stoutly built man, heavy eyed and heavy jawed. He had a long dark moustache which curled at the ends, and he wore a green and white bow tie that the startling pink of his shirt might not be hidden from the world. There were diamond rings on his fat fingers, and a cable chain across his figured waistcoat. He was attired in a very bright blue suit, perfectly tailored, and violently yellow boots encased his feet, which were small for a man of his size. In fact, Mr. Spaghetti Jones was a model of what Mr. Spaghetti Jones thought a gentleman should be.

It was not his rich attire, nor his greatness of bulk, which ensured for him Leon’s fascinated interest. Gonsalez had strolled to the back of the stand whilst the race was in progress, and the paddock was empty. Empty save for Mr. Jones and two men, both smaller and both more poorly dressed than he.

Leon had taken a seat near the ring where the horses paraded, and it happened that the party strolled towards him. Spaghetti Jones made no attempt to lower his voice. It was rich and full of volume, and Leon heard every word. One of the men appeared to be quarrelling: the other, after a vain attempt to act as arbitrator, had subsided into silence.

“I told you to be at Lingfield, and you weren’t there,” Mr. Jones was saying gently.

He was cleaning his nails with a small penknife Leon saw, and apparently his attention was concentrated on the work of beautification.

“I’m not going to Lingfield, or to anywhere else, for you, Jones,” said the man angrily.

He was a sharp, palefaced man, and Leon knew from the note in his voice that he was frightened, and was employing this blustering manner to hide his fear.

“Oh, you’re not going to Lingfield or anywhere else, aren’t you?” repeated Spaghetti Jones.

He pushed his hat to the back of his head, and raised his eyes momentarily, and then resumed his manicuring.

“I’ve had enough of you and your crowd,” the man went on. “We’re blooming slaves, that’s what we are! I can make more money running alone, now do you see?”

“I see,” said Jones. “But. Tom, I want you to be at Sandown next Thursday. Meet me in the ring—”

“I won’t, I won’t,” roared the other, red of face. “I’ve finished with you, and all your crowd!”

“You’re a naughty boy,” said Spaghetti Jones almost kindly.

He slashed twice at the other’s face with his little penknife, and the man jumped back with a cry.

“You’re a naughty boy,” said Jones, returning to the contemplation of his nails, “and you’ll be at Sandown when I tell you.”

With that he turned and walked away.

The man called Tom pulled out a handkerchief and dabbed his bleeding face. There were two long shallow gashes — Mr. Jones knew to an nth of an inch how deeply he could go in safety — but they were ugly and painful.

The wounded man glared after the retreating figure, and showed his discoloured teeth in an ugly grin, but Leon knew that he would report for duty at Sandown as he was ordered.

The sight was immensely interesting to Leon Gonsalez.

He came back to the flat in Jermyn Street full of it.

Manfred was out visiting his dentist, but the moment he came into the doorway Leon babbled forth his discovery.

“Absolutely the most amazing fellow I’ve seen in my life, George!” he cried enthusiastically. “A gorgeous atavism — a survival of the age of cruelty such as one seldom meets. You remember that shepherd we found at Escorial? He was the nearest, I think. This man’s name is Spaghetti Jones,” he went on, “he is the leader of a racecourse gang which blackmails bookmakers. His nickname is derived from the fact that he has Italian blood and lives in the Italian quarter, and I should imagine from the general asymmetry of the face, and the fullness of his chin, that there is a history of insanity, and certainly epilepsy, on the maternal side of his family.”

Manfred did not ask how Leon had made these discoveries. Put Leon on the track of an interesting “subject” and he would never leave it until it was dissected fibre by fibre and laid bare for his examination.

“He has a criminal record — I suppose?”

Gonsalez laughed, delighted.

“That is where you’re wrong, my dear Manfred. He has never been convicted, and probably never will be. I found a poor little bookmaker in the silver ring — the silver ring is the enclosure where smaller bets are made than in Tattersall’s reservation — who has been paying tribute to Caesar for years. He was a little doleful and maudlin, otherwise he would not have told me what he did. I drove him to a public-house in Cobham, far from the madding crowd, and he drank gin (which is the most wholesome drink obtainable in this country, if people only knew it) until he wept, and weeping unbuttoned his soul.”

Manfred smiled and rang the bell for dinner.

“The law will lay him low sooner or later: I have a great faith in English law,” he said. “It misses far fewer times than any other law that is administered in the world.”

“But will it?” said I eon doubtfully. “I’d like to talk with the courteous Mr. Fare about this gentleman.”

“You’ll have an opportunity,” said Manfred, “for we are dining with him tomorrow night at the Metropolitan Restaurant.”

Their credentials as Spanish criminologists had served them well with Mr. Fare and they in turn had assisted him — and Fare was thankful.

It was after the Sunday night dinner, when they were smoking their cigars, and most of the diners at the Metropolitan had strayed out into the dancing-room, that Leon told his experience.

Fare nodded.

“Oh yes. Spaghetti Jones is a hard case,” he said. “We have never been able to get him, although he has been associated with some pretty unpleasant crimes. The man is colossal. He is brilliantly clever, in spite of his vulgarity and lack of education: he is remorseless, and he rules his little kingdom with a rod of iron. We have never been able to get one man to turn informer against him, and certainly he has never yet been caught with the goods.”

He flicked the ash of his cigar into his saucer, and looked a long time thoughtfully at the grey heap.

“In America the Italians have a Black Hand organisation. I suppose you know that? It is a system of blackmail, the operations of which, happily, we have not seen in this country. At least, we hadn’t seen it until quite recently. I have every reason to believe that Spaghetti Jones is the guiding spirit in the one authentic case which has been brought to our notice.”

“Here in London?” said Manfred in surprise. “I hadn’t the slightest idea they tried that sort of thing in England.”

The Commissioner nodded.

“It may, of course, be a fake, but I’ve had some of my best men on the track of the letter-writers for a month, without getting any nearer to them. I was only wondering this morning, as I was dressing, whether I could not interest you gentlemen in a case where I confess we are a little at sea. Do you know the Countess Vinci?”

To Leon’s surprise Manfred nodded.

“I met her in Rome, about three years ago,” he said. “She is the widow of Count Antonio Vinci, is she not?”

“She is a widow with a son aged nine,” said the Commissioner, “and she lives in Berkeley Square. A very wealthy lady and extremely charming. About two months ago she began to receive letters, which had no signature, but in its stead, a black cross. They were written in beautiful script writing, and that induced a suspicion of Spaghetti Jones who, in his youth, was a signwriter.”

Leon nodded his head vigorously.

“Of course, it is impossible to identify that kind of writing,” he said admiringly. “By ‘script’ I suppose you mean writing which is actually printed? That is a new method, and a particularly ingenious one, but I interrupted you, sir. Did these letters ask for money?”

“They asked for money and threatened the lady as to what would happen if she failed to send to an address which was given. And here the immense nerve of Jones and his complicity was shown. Ostensibly Jones carries on the business of a newsagent. He has a small shop in Netting Hill, where he sells the morning and evening papers, and is a sort of local agent for racing tipsters whose placards you sometimes see displayed outside newspaper shops. In addition, the shop is used as an accommodation address—”

“Which means,” said Manfred, “that people who do not want their letters addressed to their houses can have them sent there?”

The Commissioner nodded.

“They charge twopence a letter. These accommodation addresses should, of course, be made illegal, because they open the way to all sorts of frauds. The cleverness of the move is apparent: Jones receives the letter, ostensibly on behalf of some client, the letter is in his hands, he can open it or leave it unopened so that if the police call — as we did on one occasion — there is the epistle intact! Unless we prevent it reaching his shop we are powerless to keep the letter under observation. As a matter of fact, the name of the man to whom the money was to be sent, according to the letter which the Countess received, was ‘H. Frascati, care of John Jones’. Jones, of course, received the answer to the Countess’s letter, put the envelope with dozens of other letters which were waiting to be claimed, and when our man went in in the evening, after having kept observation of the shop all day, he was told that the letter had been called for, and as, obviously, he could not search everybody who went in and out of the shop in the course of the day, it was impossible to prove the man’s guilt.”

“A wonderful scheme!” said the admiring Gonsalez. “Did the Countess send money?”

“She sent £200 very foolishly,” said Fare with a shake of his head, “and then when the next demand came she informed the police. A trap letter was made up and sent to Jones’s address, with the result as I have told you. She received a further note, demanding immediate payment, and threatening her and her boy, and a further trap letter was sent; this was last Thursday: and from a house on the opposite side of the road two of our officers kept observation, using field-glasses, which gave them a view of the interior of the shop. No letter was handed over during the day by Jones, so in the evening we raided the premises, and there was that letter on the shelf with the others, unopened, and we looked extremely foolish,” said the Commissioner with a smile. He thought awhile. “Would you like to meet the Countess Vinci?” he asked.

“Very much indeed,” said Gonsalez quickly, and looked at his watch.

“Not tonight,” smiled the Commissioner. “I will fix an interview for you tomorrow afternoon. Possibly you two ingenious gentlemen may think of something which has escaped our dull British wits.”

On their way back to Jermyn Street that night, Leon Gonsalez broke the silence with a startling question.

“I wonder where one could get an empty house with a large bathroom and a very large bath?” he asked thoughtfully.

“Why ever — ?” began Manfred, and then laughed. “I’m getting old, I think, Leon,” he said as they turned into the flat. “There was a time when the amazing workings of your mind did not in any way surprise me. What other characteristics must this ideal home of yours possess?”

Leon scientifically twirled his hat across the room that it fell neatly upon a peg of the hat-rack.

“How is that for dexterity, George?” he asked in self-admiration. “The house — oh well, it ought to be a little isolated, standing by itself in its own grounds, if possible. Well away from the road, and the road not often frequented. I should prefer that it was concealed from observation by bushes or trees.”

“It sounds as if you’re contemplating a hideous crime,” said Manfred good-humouredly.

“Not I,” corrected Leon quickly, “but I think our friend Jones is a real nasty fellow.” He heaved a big sigh. “I’d give anything for his head measurements,” he said inconsequently.

Their interview with the Countess Vinci was a pleasant one. She was a tall, pretty woman, of thirty-four, the “grande dame” to her fingertips.

Manfred, who was human, was charmed by her, for Leon Gonsalez she was too normal to be really interesting.

“Naturally I’m rather worried,” she said. “Philip is not very strong, though he is not delicate.”

Later the boy came in, a straight, little fellow with an olive skin and brown eyes, self-possessed and more intelligent than Manfred had expected from his years. With him was his governess, a pretty Italian girl.

“I trust Beatrice more than I trust your police,” said the Countess when the girl had taken her charge back to his lessons. “Her father is an officer in the Sicilian police, and she has lived practically all her life under threat of assassination.”

“Does the boy go out?” asked Manfred.

“Once a day, in the car,” said the Countess. “Either I take him or Beatrice and I, or Beatrice alone.”

“Exactly what do they threaten?” asked Gonsalez.

“I will show you one of their letters,” said the Countess.

She went to a bureau, unlocked it, and came back with a stout sheet of paper. It was of excellent quality and the writing was in copperplate characters:

“You will send us a thousand pounds on the first of March, June, September and December. The money should be in banknotes and should be sent to H. Frascati, care of J. Jones, 194 Notting Hill Crescent. It will cost you more to get your boy back than it will cost you to keep him with you.”

Gonsalez held the paper to the light, then carried it to the window for a better examination.

“Yes,” he said as he handed it back. “It would be difficult to trace the writer of that. The best expert in the world would fail.”

“I suppose you can suggest nothing,” said the Countess, shaking her head in anticipation, as they rose to go.

She spoke to Manfred, but it was Gonsalez who answered.

“I can only suggest, madame,” he said, “that if your little boy does disappear you communicate with us immediately.”

“And my dear Manfred,” he said when they were in the street, “that Master Philip will disappear is absolutely certain. I’m going to take a cab and drive round London looking for that house of mine.”

“Are you serious, Leon?” asked Manfred, and the other nodded.

“Never more serious in my life,” he said soberly. “I will be at the flat in time for dinner.”

It was nearly eight o’clock, an hour after dinnertime, when he came running up the stairs of the Jermyn Street establishment, and burst into the room.

“I have got—” he began, and then saw Manfred’s face. “Have they taken him?”

Manfred nodded.

“I had a telephone message an hour ago,” he said.

Leon whistled.

“So soon,” he was speaking to himself. And then: “How did it happen?”

“Fare has been here. He left just before you came,” said Manfred. “The abduction was carried out with ridiculous ease. Soon after we left, the governess took the boy out in the car, and they followed their usual route, which is across Hampstead Heath to the country beyond. It is their practice to go a few miles beyond the Heath in the direction of Beacon’s Hill and then to turn back.”

“Following the same route every day was, of course, sheer lunacy,” said Leon. “Pardon me.”

“The car always turns at the same point,” said Manfred, “and that is the fact which the abductors had learnt. The road is not especially wide, and to turn the big Rolls requires a little manoeuvring. The chauffeur was engaged in bringing the car round, when a man rode up on a bicycle, a pistol was put under the chauffeur’s nose, and at the same time two men, appearing from nowhere, pulled open the door of the car, snatched away the revolver which the governess carried, and carried the screaming boy down the road to another car, which the driver of the Vinci car had seen standing by the side of the road, but which apparently had not aroused his suspicion.”

“The men’s faces, were they seen?”

Manfred shook his head.

“The gentleman who held up the chauffeur wore one of those cheap theatrical beards which you can buy for a shilling at any toyshop, and in addition a pair of motor goggles. Both the other men seemed to be similarly disguised. I was just going to the Countess when you came. If you’ll have your dinner, Leon—”

“I want no dinner,” said Leon promptly.

Commissioner Fare was at the house in Berkeley Square when they called, and he was endeavouring vainly to calm the distracted mother.

He hailed the arrival of the two men with relief.

“Where is the letter?” said Leon immediately he entered the room.

“What letter?”

“The letter they have sent stating their terms.”

“It hasn’t arrived yet,” said the other in a low voice. “Do you think that you can calm the Countess? She is on the verge of hysteria.”

She was lying on a sofa deathly white, her eyes closed, and two maidservants were endeavouring to rouse her. She opened her eyes at Manfred’s voice, and looked up.

“Oh my boy, my boy?” she sobbed, and clasped his hands in both of hers. “You will get him back, please. I will give anything, anything. You cannot name a sum that I will not pay!”

It was then that the butler came into the room bearing a letter on a salver.

She sprang up, but would have fallen had not Manfred’s arm steadied her.

“It is from — them,” she cried wildly and tore open the envelope with trembling fingers.

The message was a longer one:

“Your son is in a place which is known only to the writer. The room is barred and locked and contains food and water sufficient to last for four days. None but the writer knows where he is or can find him. For the sum of twentyfive thousand pounds his hiding place will be sent to the Countess, and if that sum is not forthcoming, he will be left to starve.”

“I must send the money immediately,” cried the distraught lady. “Immediately! Do you understand? My boy — my boy!…”

“Four days,” murmured Leon, and his eyes were bright. “Why it couldn’t be better!”

Only Manfred heard him.

“Madam,” said Mr. Fare gravely, “if you send twentyfive thousand pounds what assurance have you that the boy will be restored? You are a very rich woman. Is it not likely that this man, when he gets your money, will make a further demand upon you?”

“Besides which,” interrupted Leon, “it would be a waste of money. I will undertake to restore your boy in two days. Perhaps in one, it depends very much upon whether Spaghetti Jones sat up late last night.”

Mr. Spaghetti Jones was nicknamed partly because of his association with the sons and daughters of Italy, and partly because, though a hearty feeder, he invariably finished his dinner, however many courses he might have consumed, with the Italian national dish.

He had dined well at his favourite restaurant in Soho, sitting aloof from the commonplace diners, and receiving the obsequious services of the restaurant proprietor with a complacency which suggested that it was no more than his right.

He employed a toothpick openly, and then paying his bill, he sauntered majestically forth and hailed a taxicab. He was on the point of entering it when two men closed in, one on each side of him.

“Jones,” said one sharply.

“That’s my name,” said Mr. Jones.

“I am Inspector Jetheroe from Scotland Yard, and I shall take you into custody on a charge of abducting Count Philip Vinci.”

Mr. Jones stared at him.

Many attempts had been made to bring him to the inhospitable shelter which His Majesty’s Prisons afford, and they had all failed.

“You have made a bloomer, haven’t you?” he chuckled, confident in the efficiency of his plans.

“Get into that cab,” said the man shortly, and Mr. Jones was too clever and experienced a juggler with the law to offer any resistance.

Nobody would betray him — nobody could discover the boy, he had not exaggerated in that respect. The arrest meant no more than a visit to the station, a few words with the inspector and at the worst a night’s detention.

One of his captors had not entered the cab until he had a long colloquy with the driver, and Mr. Jones, seeing through the window the passing of a five-pound note, wondered what mad fit of generosity had overtaken the police force.

They drove rapidly through the West End, down Whitehall, and to Mr. Jones’s surprise, did not turn into Scotland Yard, but continued over Westminster Bridge.

“Where are you taking me?” he asked.

The man who sat opposite him, the smaller man who had spoken to the cabman, leant forward and pushed something into Mr. Jones’s ample waistcoat, and glancing down he saw the long black barrel of an automatic pistol, and he felt a momentary sickness.

“Don’t talk — yet,” said the man.

Try as he did, Jones could not see the face of either detective. Passing, however, under the direct rays of an electric lamp, he had a shock. The face of the man opposite to him was covered by a thin white veil which revealed only the vaguest outlines of a face. And then he began to think rapidly. But the solutions to his difficulties came back to that black and shining pistol in the other’s hands.

On through New Cross, Lewisham, and at last the cab began the slow descent of Blackheath Hill. Mr. Jones recognised the locality as one in which he had operated from time to time with fair success.

The cab reached the Heath Road, and the man who was sitting by his side opened the window and leant out, talking to the driver. Suddenly the car turned through the gateway of a garden and stopped before the uninviting door of a gaunt, deserted house.

“Before you get out,” said the man with the pistol, “I want you to understand that if you talk or shout or make any statement to the driver of this cab, I shall shoot you through the stomach. It will take you about three days to die, and you will suffer pains which I do not think your gross mind can imagine.”

Mr. Jones mounted the steps to the front door and passed meekly and in silence into the house. The night was chilly and he shivered as he entered the comfortless dwelling. One of the men switched on an electric lamp, by the light of which he locked the door. Then he put the light out, and they found their way up the dusty stairs with the assistance of a pocket lamp which Leon Gonsalez flashed before him.

“Here’s your little home,” said Leon pleasantly, and opening the door, turned a switch.

It was a big bathroom. Evidently Leon had found his ideal, thought Manfred, for the room was unusually large, so large that a bed could be placed in one corner, and had been so placed by Mr. Gonsalez. George Manfred saw that his friend had had a very busy day. The bed was a comfortable one, and with its white sheets and soft pillows looked particularly inviting.

In the bath, which was broad and deep, a heavy Windsor chair had been placed, and from one of the taps hung a length of rubber hosing.

These things Mr. Jones noticed, and also marked the fact that the window had been covered with blankets to exclude the light.

“Put out your hands,” said Leon sharply, and before Spaghetti Jones realised what was happening, a pair of handcuffs had been snapped on his wrists, a belt had been deftly buckled through the connecting links, and drawn between his legs.

“Sit down on that bed. I want you to see how comfortable it is,” said Leon humorously,

“I don’t know what you think you’re doing,” said Mr. Jones in a sudden outburst of rage, “but by God you’ll know all about it! Take that veil off your face and let me see you.”

“I’d rather you didn’t,” said Leon gently. “If you saw my face I should be obliged to kill you, and that I have no desire to do. Sit down.”

Mr. Jones obeyed wonderingly, and his wonder increased when Leon began to strip his patent shoes and silk socks, and to roll up the legs of his trousers.

“What is the game?” asked the man fearfully.

“Get on to that chair.” Gonsalez pointed to the chair in the bath. “It is an easy Windsor chair—”

“Look here,” began Jones fearfully.

“Get in,” snapped Leon, and the big fellow obeyed.

“Are you comfortable?” asked Leon politely.

The man glowered at him.

“You’ll be uncomfortable before I’m through with you,” he said.

“How do you like the look of that bed?” asked Leon. “It looks rather cosy, eh?”

Spaghetti Jones did not answer, and Gonsalez tapped him lightly on the shoulder.

“Now, my gross friend, will you tell me where you have hidden Philip Vinci?”

“Oh, that is it, is it?” grinned Mr. Jones. “Well, you can go on asking!”

He glared down at his bare feet, and then from one to the other of the two men.

“I don’t know anything about Philip Vinci,” he said. “Who is he?”

“Where have you hidden Philip Vinci?”

“You don’t suppose if I knew where he was I’d tell you, do you?” sneered Jones.

“If you know, you certainly will tell me,” answered Leon quietly, “but I fancy it is going to be a long job. Perhaps in thirty-six hours’ time? George, will you take the first watch? I’m going to sleep on that very comfortable bed, but first,” he groped at the back of the bath and found a strap and this he passed round the body of his prisoner, buckling it behind the chair, “to prevent you falling off,” he said pleasantly.

He lay down on the bed and in a few minutes was fast asleep. Leon had that gift of sleeping at will, which has ever been the property of great commanders.

Jones looked from the sleeper to the veiled man who lounged in an easy chair facing him. Two eyes were cut in the veil, and the watcher had a book on his knee and was reading.

“How long is this going on?” he demanded.

“For a day or two,” said Manfred calmly. “Are you very much bored? Would you like to read?”

Mr. Jones growled something unpleasant, and did not accept the offer. He could only think and speculate upon what their intentions were. He had expected violence, but apparently no violence was intended. They were merely keeping him prisoner till he spoke. But he would show them! He began to feel tired. Suddenly his head drooped forward, till his chin touched his breast. ‘“Wake up,” said Manfred shortly.

He awoke with a start.

“You’re not supposed to sleep,” explained Manfred.

“Ain’t I?” growled the prisoner. “Well, I’m going to sleep!” and he settled himself more easily in the chair.

He was beginning to doze when he experienced an acute discomfort and drew up his feet with a yell. The veiled man was directing a stream of ice-cold water upon his unprotected feet, and Mr. Jones was now thoroughly awake. An hour later he was nodding again, and again the tiny hosepipe was directed to his feet, and again Manfred produced a towel and dried them as carefully as though Mr. Jones were an invalid.

At six o’clock in the morning, red-eyed and glaring, he watched Manfred rouse the sleeping Leon and take his place on the bed.

Again and again nature drew the big man’s chin down to his chest, and again and again the icy stream played maddeningly upon him and he woke with a scream.

“Let me sleep, let me sleep!” he cried in helpless rage, tugging at the strap. He was half-mad with weariness, his eyes were like lead.

“Where is Philip Vinci?” demanded the inexorable Leon.

“This is torture, damn you—” screamed the man.

“No worse for you than for the boy locked up in a room with four days’ supply of food. No worse than slitting a man’s face with a penknife, my primitive friend. But perhaps you do not think it is a serious matter to terrify a little child.”

“I don’t know where he is, I tell you,” said Spaghetti hoarsely.

“Then we shall have to keep you awake till you remember,” replied Leon, and lit a cigarette.

Soon after he went downstairs and returned with coffee and biscuits for the man, and found him sleeping soundly.

His dreams ended in a wail of agony.

“Let me sleep, please let me sleep,” he begged with tears in his eyes. “I’ll give you anything if you’ll let me sleep!”

“You can sleep on that bed — and it’s a very comfortable bed too—” said Leon, “but first we shall learn where Philip Vinci is.”

“I’ll see you in hell before I’ll tell you,” screamed Spaghetti Jones.

“You will wear your eyes out looking for me,” answered Leon politely. “Wake up!”

At seven o’clock that evening a weeping, whimpering, broken man, moaned an address, and Manfred went off to verify this information.

“Now let me sleep!”

“You can keep awake till my friend comes back,” said Leon.

At nine o’clock George Manfred returned from Berkeley Square, having released a frightened little boy from a very unpleasant cellar in Netting Hill, and together they lifted the half-dead man from the bath and unlocked the handcuffs.

“Before you sleep, sit here,” said Manfred, “and sign this.”

“This” was a document which Mr. Jones could not have read even if he had been willing. He scrawled his signature, and crawling on to the bed was asleep before Manfred pulled the clothes over him. And he was still asleep when a man from Scotland Yard came into the room and shook him violently.

Spaghetti Jones knew nothing of what the detective said; had no recollection of being charged or of hearing his signed confession read over to him by the station sergeant. He remembered nothing until they woke him in his cell to appear before a magistrate for a preliminary hearing.

“It’s an extraordinary thing, sir,” said the gaoler to the divisional surgeon. “I can’t get this man to keep awake.”

“Perhaps he would like a cold bath,” said the surgeon helpfully.




Chapter 10


The Man Who Was Acquitted
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“Have you ever noticed,” said Leon Gonsalez, looking up from his book and taking off the horn-rimmed glasses he wore when he was reading, “that poisoners and baby-farmers are invariably mystics?”

“I haven’t noticed many baby-farmers — or poisoners for the matter of that,” said Manfred with a little yawn. “Do you mean by ‘mystic’ an ecstatic individual who believes he can communicate directly with the Divine Power?”

Leon nodded.

“I’ve never quite understood the association of a superficial but vivid form of religion with crime,” said Leon, knitting his forehead. “Religion, of course, does not develop the dormant criminality in a man’s ethical system; but it is a fact that certain criminals develop a queer form of religious exaltation. Ferri, who questioned 200 Italian murderers, found that they were all devout: Naples, which is the most religious city in Europe, is also the most criminal. Ten per cent of those inmates of British prisons who are tattooed are marked with religious symbols.”

“Which only means that when a man of low intelligence submits to the tattoo artist, he demands pictures of the things with which he is familiar,” said Manfred, and took up the paper he was reading. Suddenly he dropped the journal on his knees.

“You’re thinking of Dr. Twenden,” he said and Leon inclined his head slowly.

“I was,” he confessed.

Manfred smiled.

“Twenden was acquitted with acclamation and cheered as he left the Exeter Assize Court,” he said, “and yet he was guilty!”

“As guilty as a man can be — I wondered if your mind was on the case, George. I haven’t discussed it with you.”

“By the way, was he religious?” asked Manfred.

“I wouldn’t say that,” said the other, shaking his head. “I was thinking of the pious letter of thanks he wrote, and which was published in the Baxeter and Plymouth newspapers — it was rather like a sermon. What he is in private life I know no more than the account of the trial told me. You think he poisoned his wife?”

“I am sure,” said Manfred quietly. “I intended discussing the matter with you this evening.”

The trial of Dr. Twenden had provided the newspaper sensation of the week. The doctor was a man of thirty: his wife was seventeen years his senior and the suggestion was that he had married her for her money — she had a legacy of £2,000 a year which ceased at her death. Three months before this event she had inherited £63,000 from her brother, who had died in Johannesburg.

Twenden and his wife had not been on the best of terms, one of the subjects of disagreement being her unwillingness to continue paying his debts. After her inheritance had been transferred to her, she sent to Torquay, to her lawyer, the draft of a will in which she left the income from £12,000 to her husband, providing he did not marry again. The remainder of her fortune she proposed leaving to her nephew, one Jacley, a young civil engineer in the employ of the Plymouth Corporation.

The lawyer drafted her bequests and forwarded a rough copy for her approval before the will was engrossed. That draft arrived at Newton Abbot where the doctor and his wife were living (the doctor had a practice there) and was never seen again. A postman testified that it had been delivered at the 8 o’clock “round” on a Saturday. That day the doctor was called into consultation over a case of viper bite. He returned in the evening and dined with his wife. Nothing happened that was unusual. The doctor went to his laboratory to make an examination of the poison sac which had been extracted from the reptile.

In the morning Mrs. Twenden was very ill, showed symptoms which could be likened to blood-poisoning and died the same night.

It was found that in her arm was a small puncture such as might be made by a hypodermic needle, such a needle as, of course, the doctor possessed — he had in fact ten.

Suspicion fell upon him immediately. He had not summoned any further assistance besides that which he could give, until all hope of saving the unfortunate woman had gone. It was afterwards proved that the poison from which the woman had died was snake venom.

In his favour was the fact that no trace of the poison was found in either of the three syringes or the ten needles in his possession. It was his practice, and this the servants and another doctor who had ordered the treatment testified, to give his wife a subcutaneous injection of a new serum for her rheumatism.

This he performed twice a week and on the Saturday the treatment was due.

He was tried and acquitted. Between the hour of his arrest and his release he had acquired the popularity which accumulates about the personality of successful politicians and goodlooking murderers, and he had been carried from the Sessions House shoulder high through a mob of cheering admirers, who had discovered nothing admirable in his character, and were not even aware of his existence, till the iron hand of the law closed upon his arm.

Possibly the enthusiasm of the crowd was fanned to its high temperature by the announcement the accused man had made in the dock — he had defended himself.

“Whether I am convicted or acquitted, not one penny of my dear wife’s money will I touch. I intend disposing of this accursed fortune to the poor of the country. I, for my part, shall leave this land for a distant shore and in a strange land, amidst strangers, I will cherish the memory of my dear wife, my partner and my friend.”

Here the doctor broke down.

“A distant shore,” said Manfred, recalling the prisoner’s passionate words. “You can do a lot with sixty-three thousand pounds on a distant shore.”

The eyes of Leon danced with suppressed merriment.

“It grieves me, George, to hear such cynicism. Have you forgotten that the poor of Devonshire are even now planning how the money will be spent?”

Manfred made a noise of contempt, and resumed his reading, but his companion had not finished with the subject.

“I should like to meet Twenden,” he said reflectively. “Would you care to go to Newton Abbot, George? The town itself is not particularly beautiful, but we are within half an hour’s run of our old home at Babbacombe.”

This time George Manfred put away his paper definitely.

“It was a particularly wicked crime,” he said gravely. “I think I agree with you, Leon. I have been thinking of the matter all the morning, and it seems to call for some redress. But,” he hesitated, “it also calls for some proof. Unless we can secure evidence which did not come before the Court, we cannot act on suspicion.”

Leon nodded.

“But if we prove it,” he said softly, “I promise you, Manfred, a most wonderful scheme.”

That afternoon he called upon his friend, Mr. Fare of Scotland Yard, and when the Commissioner heard his request, he was less surprised than amused.

“I was wondering how long it would be before you wanted to see our prisons, Senor,” he said. “I can arrange that with the Commissioners. What prison would you like to see?”

“I wish to see a typical county prison,” said Leon. “What about Baxeter?”

“Baxeter,” said the other in surprise. “That’s rather a long way from London. It. doesn’t differ very materially from Wandsworth, which is a few miles from this building, or Pentonville, which is our headquarters prison.”

“I prefer Baxeter,” said Leon. “The fact is I am going to the Devonshire coast, and I could fill in my time profitably with this inspection.”

The order was forthcoming on the next day. It was a printed note authorising the Governor of H.M. Prison, Baxeter, to allow the bearer to visit the prison between the hours of ten and twelve in the morning, and two and four in the afternoon.

They broke their journey at Baxeter, and Leon drove up to the prison, a prettier building than most of its kind. He was received by the Deputy Governor and a tall, goodlooking chief warder, an ex-Guardsman, who showed him round the three wings, and through the restricted grounds of the gaol.

Leon rejoined his companion on the railway station just in time to catch the Plymouth express which would carry them to Newton Abbot.

“A thoroughly satisfactory visit,” said Leon. “In fact, it is the most amazingly convenient prison I have ever been in.”

“Convenient to get into or convenient to get away from?” asked Manfred.

“Both,” said Leon.

They had not engaged rooms at either of the hotels. Leon had decided, if it was possible, to get lodgings near to the scene of the tragedy, and in this he was successful. Three houses removed from the corner house where Doctor Twenden was in residence he discovered furnished lodgings were to let.

A kindly rosy-faced Devonshire woman was the landlady, and they were the only tenants, her husband being a gunner on one of His Majesty’s ships, and he was at sea. She showed them a bright sittingroom and two bedrooms on the same floor. Manfred ordered tea, and when the door closed on the woman, he turned to behold Leon standing by the window gazing intently at the palm of his left hand, which was enclosed, as was the other, in a grey silk glove.

Manfred laughed.

“I don’t usually make comments on our attire, my dear Leon,” he said, “and remembering your Continental origin, it is remarkable that you commit so few errors in dress — from an Englishman’s point of view,” he added.

“It’s queer, isn’t it,” said Leon, still looking at his palm.

“But I’ve never seen you wearing silk gloves before,” Manfred went on curiously. “In Spain it is not unusual to wear cotton gloves, or even silk—”

“The finest silk,” murmured Leon, “and I cannot bend my hand in it.”

“Is that why you’ve been carrying it in your pocket,” said Manfred in surprise, and Gonsalez nodded.

“I cannot bend my hand in it,” he said, “because in the palm of my hand is a stiff copperplate and on that plate is half an inch thickness of plastic clay of a peculiarly fine texture.”

“I see,” said Manfred slowly.

“I love Baxeter prison,” said Leon, “and the Deputy Governor is a dear young man: his joy in my surprise and interest when he showed me the cells was delightful to see. He even let me examine the master key of the prison, which naturally he carried, and if, catching and holding his eye, I pressed the business end of the key against the palm of my gloved hand, why it was done in a second, my dear George, and there was nothing left on the key to show him the unfair advantage I had taken.”

He had taken a pair of folding scissors from his pocket and dexterously had opened them and was soon cutting away the silk palm of the glove.

“‘How wonderful,’ said I, ‘and that is the master key!’ and so we went on to see the punishment cell and the garden and the little unkempt graves where the dead men lie who have broken the law, and all the time I had to keep my hand in my pocket, for fear I’d knock against something and spoil the impression. Here it is.”

The underside of the palm had evidently been specially prepared for the silk came off easily, leaving a thin grey slab of slate-coloured clay in the centre of which was dearly the impression of a key.

“The little hole at the side is where you dug the point of the key to get the diameter?” said Manfred, and Leon nodded.

“This is the master key of Baxeter Gaol, my dear Manfred,” he said with a smile, as he laid it upon the table. “With this I could walk in — no, I couldn’t.” He stopped suddenly and bit his lip.

“You are colossal,” said Manfred admiringly.

“Aren’t I,” said Leon with a wry face. “Do you know there is one door we can’t open?”

“What is that?”

“The big gates outside. They can only be opened from the inside. H’m.”

He laid his hat carefully over the clay mould when the landlady came in with the tray.

Leon sipped his tea, staring vacantly at the lurid wallpaper, and Manfred did nor interrupt his thoughts.

Leon Gonsalez had ever been the schemer of the Four Just Men, and he had developed each particular of his plan as though it were a story he was telling himself.

His extraordinary imagination enabled him to foresee every contingency. Manfred had often said that the making of the plan gave Leon as much pleasure as its successful consummation.

“What a stupid idiot I am,” he said at last. “I didn’t realise that there was no keyhole in the main gate of a prison — except of course Dartmoor.”

Again he relapsed into silent contemplation of the wall, a silence broken by cryptic mutterings. “I send the wire… It must come, of course, from London… They would send down if the wire was strong enough. It must be five men — no five could go into a taxi — six… If the door of the van is locked, but it won’t be… If it fails then I could try the next night.”

“What on earth are you talking about?” asked Manfred good-humouredly.

Leon woke with a start from his reverie.

“We must first prove that this fellow is guilty,” he said, “and we’ll have to start on that job tonight. I wonder if our good landlady has a garden.”

The good landlady had one. It stretched out for two hundred yards at the back of the house, and Leon made a survey and was satisfied.

“The doctor’s place?” he asked innocently, as the landlady pointed out this object of interest. “Not the man who was tried at Baxeter?”

“The very man,” said the woman triumphantly. “I tell you, it caused a bit of a sensation round here.”

“Do you think he was innocent?”

The landlady was not prepared to take a definite standpoint.

“Some think one thing and some think the other,” she replied, in the true spirit of diplomacy. “He’s always been a nice man, and he attended my husband when he was home last.”

“Is the doctor staying in his house?”

“Yes, sir,” said the woman. “He’s going abroad soon.”

“Oh yes, he is distributing that money, isn’t he? I read something about it in the newspapers — the poor are to benefit, are they not?”

The landlady sniffed.

“I hope they get it,” she said significantly.

“Which means that you don’t think they will,” smiled Manfred, strolling back from an inspection of her early chrysanthemums.

“They may,” said the cautious landlady, “but nothing has happened yet. The vicar went to the doctor yesterday morning, and asked him whether a little of it couldn’t be spared for the poor of Newton Abbot. We’ve had a lot of unemployment here lately, and the doctor said ‘Yes he would think about it’, and sent him a cheque for fifty pounds from what I heard.”

“That’s not a great deal,” said Manfred. “What makes you think he is going abroad?”

“All his trunks are packed and his servants are under notice, that’s how I came to know,” said the landlady. “I don’t think it’s a bad thing. Poor soul, she didn’t have a very happy life.”

The “poor soul” referred to was apparently the doctor’s wife, and when asked to explain, the landlady knew no more than that people had talked, that there was probably nothing in it, and why shouldn’t the doctor go motoring on the moor with pretty girls if he felt that way inclined.

“He had his fancies,” said the landlady.

Apparently those “fancies” came and went through the years of his married life.

“I should like to meet the doctor,” said Leon, but she shook her head.

“He won’t see anyone, not even his patients, sir,” she said.

Nevertheless Leon succeeded in obtaining an interview. He had judged the man’s character correctly thus far, and he knew he would not refuse an interview with a journalist.

The servant took Leon’s name, closing the front door in his face while she went to see the doctor, and when she came back it was to invite him in.

He found the medical gentleman in his study, and the dismantled condition of the room supported Mrs. Martin’s statement that he was leaving the town at an early date. He was in fact engaged in destroying old business letters and bills when Leon arrived.

“Come in,” grumbled the doctor. “I suppose if I didn’t see you, you’d invent something about me. Now what do you want?”

He was a goodlooking young man with regular features, a carefully trimmed black moustache and tiny black sidewhiskers.

“Light-blue eyes I do not like,” said Leon to himself, “and I should like to see you without a moustache.”

“I’ve been sent down from London to ask to what charities you are distributing your wife’s money. Dr. Twenden,” said Leon, with the brisk and even rude directness of a London reporter.

The doctor’s lips curled.

“The least they can do is to give me a chance to make up my mind,” he said. “The fact is, I’ve got to go abroad on business, and whilst I’m away I shall carefully consider the merits of the various charity organisations of Devon to discover which die the most worthy and how the money is to be distributed.”

“Suppose you don’t come back again?” asked Leon cruelly. “I mean, anything might happen; the ship may sink or the train smash — what happens to the money then?”

“That is entirely my affair,” said the doctor stiffly, and closing his eyes, arched his eyebrows for a second as he spoke. “I really don’t wish to reopen this matter. I’ve had some very charming letters from the public, but I’ve had abusive ones too. I had one this morning saying that it was a pity that the Four Just Men were not in existence! The Four just Men!” he smiled contemptuously, “as though I should have cared a snap of my fingers for that kind of cattle!”

Leon smiled too.

“Perhaps it would be more convenient if I saw you tonight,” he suggested.

The doctor shook his head.

“I’m to be the guest-of honour of a few friends of mine,” he said, with a queer air of importance, “and I shan’t be back until half past eleven at the earliest.”

“Where is the dinner to be held? That might make an interesting item of news,” said Leon.

“It’s to be held at the Lion Hotel. You can say that Sir John Murden is in the chair, and that Lord Tussborough has promised to attend. I can give you the list of the people who’ll be there.”

“The dinner engagement is a genuine one,” thought Leon with satisfaction.

The list was forthcoming, and pocketing the paper with due reverence, Gonsalez bowed himself out. From his bedroom window that evening he watched the doctor, splendidly arrayed, enter a taxi and drive away. A quarter of an hour later the servant, whom Leon had seen, came out pulling on her gloves. Gonsalez watched her for a good quarter of an hour, during which time she stood at the corner of the street. She was obviously waiting for something or somebody. What it was he saw. The Torquay bus passed by, stopped, and she mounted it.

After dinner he had a talk with the landlady and brought the conversation back to the doctor’s house.

“I suppose it requires a lot of servants to keep a big house like that going.”

“He’s only got one now, sir: Milly Brown, who lives in Torquay. She is leaving on Saturday. The cook left last week. The doctor has all his meals at the hotel.”

He left Manfred to talk to the landlady — and Manfred could be very entertaining.

Slipping through the garden he reached a little alleyway at the back of the houses. The back gate giving admission to the doctor’s garden was locked, but the wall was not high. He expected that the door of the house would be fastened, and he was not surprised when he found it was locked. A window by the side of the door was, however, wide open: evidently neither the doctor nor his maid expected burglars. He climbed through the window on to the kitchen sink, through the kitchen and into the house, without difficulty. His search of the library into which he had been shown that afternoon was a short one. The desk had no secret drawers, and most of the papers had been burnt. The ashes overflowed the grate on to the tiled hearth. The little laboratory, which had evidently been a creamery when the house was in former occupation, yielded nothing, nor did any of the rooms.

He had not expected that in this one search he would make a discovery, remembering that the police had probably ransacked the house after the doctor’s arrest and had practically been in occupation ever since.

He went systematically and quickly through the pockets of all the doctor’s clothing that he found in the wardrobe of his bedroom, but it produced nothing more interesting than a theatre programme.

“I’m afraid I shan’t want that key,” said Leon regretfully, and went downstairs again. He turned on his pocket lamp: there might be other clothing hanging in the hall, but he found the rack was empty.

As he flashed the light around, the beam caught a large tin letterbox fastened to the door. He lifted up the yellow lid and at first saw nothing. The letterbox looked as if it had been homemade. It was, as he had seen at first, of grained and painted tin that had been shaped roughly round a wooden frame; he saw the supports at each corner. One was broken. He put in his hand, and saw that what he thought had been the broken ends of the frame, was a small square packet standing bolt upright: it was now so discoloured by dust that it seemed to be part of the original framework. He pulled it out, tearing the paper cover as he did so; it had been held in its place by the end of a nail which had been driven into the original wood, which explained why it had not fallen over when the door had been slammed. He blew the dust from it; the package was addressed from the Pasteur Laboratory. He had no desire to examine it there, and slipped it into his pocket, getting out of the house by the way he had come in, and rejoining Manfred just when that gentleman was beginning to get seriously worried, for Leon had been three hours in the house.

“Did you find anything?” asked Manfred when they were alone.

“This,” said Leon. He pulled the packet out of his pocket and explained where he had found it.

“The Pasteur Institute,” said Manfred in surprise. “Of course,” he said suddenly, “the serum which the doctor used to inject into his wife’s arm. Pasteur are the only people who prepare that. I remember reading as much in the account of the trial.”

“And which he injected twice a week, if I remember rightly,” said Leon, “on Wednesdays and Saturdays, and the evidence was that he did not inject it on the Wednesday before the murder. It struck me at the time as being rather curious that nobody asked him when he was in the witness box why he had omitted this injection.”

He cut along the paper and pulled it apart: inside was an oblong wooden box, about which was wrapped a letter. It bore the heading of the laboratory, directions, and was in French:

“Sir (it began),

“We despatch to you immediately the serum Number 47 which you desire, and we regret that through the fault of a subordinate, this was not sent you last week. We received your telegram to-day that you are entirely without serum, and we will endeavour to expedite the delivery of this.”

“Entirely without serum,” repeated Gonsalez. He took up the wrapping-paper and examined the stamp. “Paris, the 14th September,” he said, “and here’s the receiving stamp, Newton Abbot the 16th September, 7 a.m.”

He frowned.

“This was pushed through the letterbox on the morning of the 16th,” he said slowly. “Mrs. Twenden was injected on the evening of the 15th. The 16th was a Sunday, and there’s an early post. Don’t you see, Manfred?”

Manfred nodded.

“Obviously he could not have injected serum because he had none to inject, and this arrived when his wife was dying. It is, of course, untouched.”

He took out a tiny tube and tapped the seal.

“H’m,” said Leon, “I shall want that key after all. Do you remember, Manfred, he did not inject on Wednesday: why? because he had no serum. He was expecting the arrival of this, and it must have gone out of his mind. Probably we shall discover that the postman knocked, and getting no answer on the Sunday morning, pushed the little package through the letterbox, where by accident it must have fallen into the corner where I discovered it.”

He put down the paper and drew a long breath.

“And now I think I will get to work on that key,” he said.

Two days later Manfred came in with news.

“Where is my friend?”

Mrs. Martin, the landlady, smiled largely.

“The gentleman is working in the greenhouse, sir. I thought he was joking the other day when he asked if he could put up a vice on the potting bench, but, lord, he’s been busy ever since!”

“He’s inventing a new carburettor,” said Manfred, devoutly hoping that the lady had no knowledge of the internal-combustion engine.

“He’s working hard, too, sir; he came out to get a breath of air just now, and I never saw a gentleman perspire so! He seems to be working with that file all the day.”

“You mustn’t interrupt him,” began Manfred.

“I shouldn’t dream of doing it,” said the landlady indignantly.

Manfred made his way to the garden, and his friend, who saw him coming — the greenhouse made an ideal workshop for Leon, for he could watch his landlady’s approach and conceal the key he had been filing for three days — walked to meet him.

“He is leaving today, or rather tonight,” said Manfred. “He’s going to Plymouth: there he will catch the Holland-American boat to New York.”

“Tonight?” said Leon in surprise. “That cuts me rather fine. By what train?”

“That I don’t know,” said Manfred.

“You’re sure?”

Manfred nodded.

“He’s giving it out that he’s leaving tomorrow, and is slipping away tonight. I don’t think he wants people to know of his departure. I discovered it through an indiscretion of the worthy doctor’s. I was in the post office when he was sending a wire. He had his pocketbook open on the counter, and I saw some labels peeping out. I knew they were steamship labels, and I glimpsed the printed word ‘Rotterdam’, looked up the newspapers, and saw that the Rotterdam was leaving tomorrow. When I heard that he had told people that he was leaving Newton Abbot tomorrow I was certain.”

“That’s all to the good,” said Leon. “George, we’re going to achieve the crowning deed of our lives. I say ‘we’, but I’m afraid I must do this alone — though you have a very important role to play.”

He chuckled softly and rubbed his hands.

“Like every other clever criminal he has made one of the most stupid of blunders. He has inherited his wife’s money under an old will, which left him all her possessions, with the exception of £2,000 which she had on deposit at the bank, and this went to her nephew, the Plymouth engineer. In his greed Twenden is pretty certain to have forgotten this legacy. He’s got all the money in a Torquay bank. It was transferred from Newton Abbot a few days ago and was the talk of the town. Go to Plymouth, interview young Jacley, see his lawyer, if he has one, or any lawyer if he hasn’t, and if the two thousand pounds has not been paid, get him to apply for a warrant for Twenden’s arrest. He is an absconding trustee under those circumstances, and the Justices will grant the warrant if they know the man is leaving by the Rotterdam tomorrow.”

“If you were an ordinary man, Leon,” said Manfred, “I should think that your revenge was a little inadequate.”

“It will not be that,” said Leon quietly.

At ninethirty, Dr. Twenden, with his coat collar turned up and the brim of a felt hat hiding the upper part of his face, was entering a first-class carriage at Newton Abbot, when the local detective-sergeant whom he knew tapped him on the shoulder.

“I want you, Doctor.”

“Why, Sergeant?” demanded the doctor, suddenly white.

“I have a warrant for your arrest,” said the officer.

When the charge was read over to the man at the police station he raved like a lunatic.

“I’ll give you the money now, now! I must go tonight. I’m leaving for America tomorrow.”

“So I gather,” said the Inspector dryly. “That is why you’re arrested, Doctor.”

And they locked him in the cells for the night.

The next morning he was brought before the Justices. Evidence was taken, the young nephew from Plymouth made his statement, and the Justices conferred.

“There is prima facie evidence here of intention to defraud, Dr. Twenden,” said the chairman at last. “You are arrested with a very large sum of money and letters of credit in your possession, and it seems clear that it was your intention to leave the country. Under those circumstances we have no other course to follow, but commit you to take your trial at the forthcoming session.”

“But I can have bail: I insist upon that,” said the doctor furiously.

“There will be no bail,” was the sharp reply, and that afternoon he was removed by taxicab to Baxeter prison.

The Sessions were for the following week, and the doctor again fumed in that very prison from which he had emerged if not with credit, at least without disaster.

On the second day of his incarceration the Governor of Baxeter Gaol received a message:

“Six star men transferred to you will arrive at Baxeter Station 10.15. Arrange for prison van to meet.”

It was signed “Imprison”, which is the telegraphic address of the Prison Commissioner.

It happened that just about then there had been a mutiny in one of the London prisons, and the deputy governor, beyond expressing his surprise as to the lateness of the hour, arranged for the prison van to be at Baxeter station yard to meet the batch of transfers.

The 10.15 from London drew into the station, and the warders waiting on the platform walked slowly down the train looking for a carriage with drawn blinds But there were no prisoners on the train, and there was no other train due until four o’clock in the morning.

“They must have missed it,” said one of the warders. “All right, Jerry,” this to the driver. He slammed the door of the Black Maria which had been left open, and the van lumbered out of the station yard.

Slowly up the slope and through the black prison gates: the van turned through another gate to the left, a gate set at right angles to the first, and stopped before the open doors of a brick shed isolated from the prison.

The driver grumbled as he descended and unharnessed his horses.

“I shan’t put the van in the shed tonight,” he said. “Perhaps you’ll get some of the prisoners to do it tomorrow.”

“That will be all right,” said the warder, anxious to get away.

The horses went clopping from the place of servitude, there was a snap of locks as the gates were closed, and then silence.

So far all was well from one man’s point of view. A roaring southwester was blowing down from Dartmoor round the angles of the prison, and wailing through the dark, deserted yard.

Suddenly there was a gentle crack, and the door of the Black Maria opened. Leon had discovered that his key could not open yet another door. Hie had slipped into the prison van when the warders were searching the train, and had found some difficulty in getting out again. No men were coining from London, as he knew, but he was desperately in need of that Black Maria. It had piloted him to the very spot he wished to go. He listened. There was no sound save the wind, and he walked cautiously to a little glass covered building, and plied his master key. The lock turned, and he was inside a small recess where the prisoners were photographed. Through another door and he was in a storeroom. Beyond that lay the prison wards. He had questioned wisely and knew where the remand cells were to be found.

A patrol would pass soon, he thought, looking at his watch, and he waited till he heard footsteps go by the door. The patrol would now be traversing a wing at right angles to the ward, and he opened the door and stepped into the deserted hall. He heard the feet of the patrol man receding and went softly up a flight of iron stairs to the floor above and along the cell doors. Presently he saw the man he wanted. His key went noiselessly into the cell door and turned. Doctor Twenden blinked up at him from his wooden bed.

“Get up,” whispered Gonsalez, “and turn round.”

Numbly the doctor obeyed.

Leon strapped his hands behind him and took him by the arm, stopping to lock the cell door. Out through the storeroom into the little glass place, then before the doctor knew what had happened, he slipped a large silk handkerchief over his mouth.

“Can you hear me?”

The man nodded.

“Can you feel that?”

“That” was a something sharp that slabbed his left arm, He tried lo wriggle his arm away.

“You will recognise the value of a hypodermic swinge, you better than any,” said the voice of Gonsalez in his ear. “You murdered an innocent woman, and you evaded the law. A few days ago you spoke of the Four Just Men. I am one of them!”

The man stared into the darkness at a face he could not see.

“The law missed you, but we have not missed you. Can you understand?”

The head nodded more slowly now.

Leon released his grip of the man’s arm, and felt him slipping to the floor. There he lay whilst Gonsalez went into the shed, pulled up the two traps that hung straightly in the pit until they clicked together, and slipped the end of the rope he had worn round his waist over the beam…

Then he went back to the unconscious man.

In the morning when the warders came to the coach house, which was also the execution shed, they saw a taut rope. The track was open, and a man was at the end of the rope, very still. A man who had escaped the gallows of the law, but had died at the hands of justice.


The End
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“£520 p.a. Wanted at once, Laboratory Secretary (lady). Young; no previous experience required, but must have passed recognized examination which included physics and inorganic (elementary) chemistry. Preference will be given to one whose family has some record in the world of science. Apply by letter, Box 9754, Daily Megaphone. If applicant is asked to interview advertiser, fare will be paid from any station within a hundred and fifty miles of London.”

A Good friend sent one of the issues containing this advertisement to Heavytree Farm and circled the announcement with a blue pencil. Mirabelle Leicester found the newspaper on the hall settee when she came in from feeding the chickens, and thought that it had been sent by the Alington land agent who was so constantly calling her attention to the advertisers who wished to buy cheap farms. It was a practice of his. She had the feeling that he resented her presence in the country, and was anxious to replace her with a proprietor less poverty-stricken. Splitting the wrapper with a dusty thumb, she turned naturally to the advertisement pages, having the agent in mind. Her eyes went rapidly down the “Wanted to Buy” column. There were several “gentlemen requiring small farm in good district,” but none that made any appeal to her, and she was wondering why the parsimonious man had spent tuppence-ha’penny on postage and paper when the circled paragraph caught her eye. “Glory!” said Mirabelle, her red lips parted in excited wonder. Aunt Alma looked up from her press-cutting book, startled as Mirabelle dashed in. “Me!” she said dramatically, and pointed a finger at the advertisement. “I am young — I have no experience — I have my higher certificate — and daddy was something in the world of science. And, Alma, we are exactly a hundred and forty miles from London town!”

“Dear me!” said Aunt Alma, a lady whose gaunt and terrifying appearance was the terror of tradesmen and farm hands, although a milder woman never knitted stockings.

“Isn’t it wonderful? This solves all our problems. We leave the farm to Mark, open the flat in Bloomsbury…we can afford one or even two theatres a week…”

Alma read the announcement for the second time.

“It seems good,” she said with conventional caution, “though I don’t like the idea of your working, my dear. Your dear father…”

“Would have whisked me up to town and I should have had the job by tonight,” said Mirabelle definitely. ‘;

But Alma wasn’t sure. London was full of pitfalls and villainy untold lurked in its alleys and dark passages. She herself never went to London except under protest.

“I was there years ago when those horrible Four Just Men were about, my dear,” she said, and Mirabelle, who loved her, listened to the oft-told story. “They terrorized London. One couldn’t go out at night with the certainty that one would come back again alive…and to think that they have had a free pardon! It is simply encouraging crime.”

“My dear,” said Mirabelle (and this was her inevitable rejoinder), “they weren’t criminals at all. They were very rich men who gave up their lives to punishing those whom the law let slip through its greasy old fingers. And they were pardoned for the intelligence work they did in the war — one worked for three months in the German War Office — and there aren’t four at all: there are only three. I’d love to meet them — they must be dears!”

When Aunt Alma made a grimace, she was hideous. Mirabelle averted her eyes.

“Anyway, they are not in London now, darling,” she said, “and you will be able to sleep soundly at nights.”

“What about the snake?” asked Miss Alma Goddard ominously.

Now if there was one thing which no person contemplating a visit to London wished to be reminded about, it was the snake. Six million people rose from their beds every morning, opened their newspapers and looked for news of the snake. Eighteen daily newspapers never passed a day without telling their readers that the scare was childish and a shocking commentary on the neurotic tendencies of the age; they also published, at regular intervals, intimate particulars of the black mamba, its habits and its peculiar deadliness, and maintained quite a large staff of earnest reporters to “work on the story.”

The black mamba, most deadly of all the African snakes, had escaped from the Zoo one cold and foggy night in March. And there should have been the end of him — a three-line paragraph, followed the next day by another three-line paragraph detailing how the snake was found dead on the frozen ground — no mamba could live under a temperature of 75 Fahrenheit. But the second paragraph never appeared. On the 2nd of April a policeman found a man huddled up in a doorway in Orme Place. He proved to be a well-known and apparently wealthy stockbroker, named Emmett. He was dead. In his swollen face were found two tiny punctured wounds, and the eminent scientist who was called into consultation gave his opinion that the man had died from snake-bite: an especially deadly snake. The night was chilly; the man had been to a theatre alone. His chauffeur stated that he had left his master in the best of spirits on the doorstep. The key found in the dead man’s hand showed that he was struck before the car had turned. When his affairs were investigated he was found to be hopelessly insolvent. Huge sums drawn from his bank six months before had disappeared.

London had scarcely recovered from this shocking surprise when the snake struck again. This time in the crowded street, and choosing a humble victim, though by no means a blameless one. An exconvict named Sirk, a homeless down-and-out, was seen to fall by a park-keeper near the Achilles statue in Hyde Park. By the time the keeper reached him he was dead. There was no sign of a snake — nobody was near him. This time the snake had made his mark on the wrist — two little punctured wounds near together.

A month later the third man fell a victim. He was a clerk of the Bank of England, a reputable man who was seen to fall forward in a subway train, and, on being removed to hospital, was discovered to have died — again from snake-bite.

So that the snake became a daily figure of fear, and its sinister fame spread even so far afield as Heavytree Farm.

“Stuff!” said Mirabelle, yet with a shiver. “Alma, I wish you wouldn’t keep these horrors in your scrapbook.”

“They are Life,” said Alma soberly, and then: “When d’you take up your appointment?” she asked, and the girl laughed.

“We will make a beginning right away — by applying for the job,” she said practically. “And you needn’t start packing your boxes for a very long time!”

An hour later she intercepted the village postman and handed him a letter.

And that was the beginning of the adventure which involved so many lives and fortunes, which brought the Three Just men to the verge of dissolution, and one day was to turn the heart of London into a battlefield.

Two days after the letter was dispatched came the answer, typewritten, surprisingly personal, and in places curiously worded. There was an excuse for that, for the heading on the notepaper was

OBERZOHN & SMITTS, MERCHANTS AND EXPORTERS.

On the third day Mirabelle Leicester stepped down from a ‘bus in the City Road and entered the unimposing door of Romance, and an inquisitive chauffeur who saw her enter followed and overtook her in the lobby.

“Excuse me, madame — are you Mrs. Carter?”

Mirabelle did not look like Mrs. Anybody.

“No,” she said, and gave her name.

“But you’re the lady from Hereford.. you live with your mother at Telford Park…?”

The man was so agitated that she was not annoyed by his insistence. Evidently he had instructions to meet a stranger and was fearful of missing her.

“You have made a mistake — I live at Heavytree Farm, Daynham — with my aunt.”

“Is she called Carter?”

She laughed.

“Miss Alma Goddard — now are you satisfied?”

“Then you’re not the lady, miss; I’m waiting to pick her up.”

The chauffeur withdrew apologetically.

The girl waited in the ornate anteroom for ten minutes before the pale youth with the stiff, upstanding hair and the huge rimless spectacles returned. His face was large, expressionless, unhealthy. Mirabelle had noted as a curious circumstance that every man she had seen in the office was of the same type. Big heavy men who gave the impression that they had been called away from some very urgent work to deal with the triviality of her inquiries. They were speechless men who glared solemnly at her through thick lenses and nodded or shook their heads according to the requirements of the moment. She expected to meet foreigners in the offices of Oberzohn & Smitts; German, she imagined, and was surprised later to discover that both principals and staff were in the main Swedish.

The pale youth, true to the traditions of the house, said nothing: he beckoned her with a little jerk of his head, and she went into a larger room, where half a dozen men were sitting at half a dozen desks and writing furiously, their noses glued shortsightedly to the books and papers which engaged their attention. Nobody looked up as she passed through the waist-high gate which separated the caller from the staff. Hanging upon the wall between two windows was a map of Africa with great green patches. In one corner of the room were stacked a dozen massive ivory tusks, each bearing a hanging label. There was the model of a steamship in a case on a window-ledge, and on another a crudely carved wooden idol of native origin.

The youth stopped before a heavy rosewood door and knocked. When a deep voice answered, he pushed open the door and stood aside to let her pass. It was a gigantic room — that was the word which occurred to her as most fitting, and the vast space of it was emphasized by the almost complete lack of furniture. A very small ebony writing-table, two very small chairs and a long and narrow black cupboard fitted into a recess were all the furnishings she could see. The high walls were covered with a golden paper. Four bright-red rafters ran across the black ceiling — the floor was completely covered with a deep purple carpet. It seemed that there was a rolled map above the fireplace — a long thin cord came down from the cornice and ended in a tassel within reach.

The room, with its lack of appointments, was so unexpected a vision that the girl stood staring from walls to roof, until she observed her guide making urgent signs, and then she advanced towards the man who stood with his back tiny fire that burnt in the silver fireplace.

He was tall and grey; her first impression was of an enormously high forehead. The sallow face wag long, and nearer at hand, she saw, covered by innumerable lines and furrows. She judged him to be about fifty until he spoke, and then she realized that he was much older.

“Miss Mirabelle Leicester?”

His English was not altogether perfect; the delivery was queerly deliberate and he lisped slightly.

“Pray be seated. I am Dr. Eruc Oberzohn. I am not German. I admire the Germans, but I am Swedish. You are convinced?”

She laughed, and when Mirabelle Leicester laughed, less susceptible men than Dr. Eruc Oberzohn had forgotten all other business. She was not very tall — her slimness and her symmetrical figure made her appear so. She had in her face and in her clear grey eyes something of the countryside; she belonged to the orchards where the apple-blossom lay like heavy snow upon the bare branches; to the cold brooks that ran noisily under hawthorn hedges. The April sunlight was in her eyes and the springy velvet of meadows everlastingly under her feet.

To Dr. Oberzohn she was a girl in a blue tailor-made costume. He saw that she wore a little hat with a straight brim that framed her face just above the lift of her curved eyebrows. A German would have seen these things, being a hopeless sentimentalist. The doctor was not German; he loathed their sentimentality.

“Will you be seated? You have a scientific training?”

Mirabelle shook tier head.

“I haven’t,” she confessed ruefully, “but I’ve passed in the subjects you mentioned in your advertisement.”

“But your father — he was a scientist?”

She nodded gravely.

“But not a great scientist,” he stated. “England and America do not produce such men. Ah, tell me not of your Kelvins, Edisons, and Newtons! They were incomplete, dull men, ponderous men — the fire was not there.”

She was somewhat taken aback, but she was amused as well. His calm dismissal of men who were honoured in the scientific world was so obviously sincere.

“Now talk to me of yourself.” He seated himself in the hard, straight-backed chair by the little desk.

“I’m afraid there is very little I can tell you, Dr. Oberzohn. I live with my aunt at Heavytree Farm in Gloucester, and we have a flat in Doughty Court. My aunt and I have a small income — and I think that is all.”

“Go on, please,” he commanded. “Tell me of your sensations when you had my letter — I desire to know your mind. That is how I form all opinions; that is how I made my immense fortune. By the analysis of the mind.”

She had expected many tests; an examination in elementary science; a typewriting test possibly (she dreaded this most); but she never for one moment dreamt that the flowery letter asking her to call at the City Road offices of Oberzohn & Smitts would lead to an experiment in psychoanalysis.

“I can only tell you that I was surprised,” she said, and the tightening line of her mouth would have told him a great deal if he were the student of human nature he claimed to be. “Naturally the salary appeals to me — ten pounds a week is such a high rate of pay that I cannot think I am qualified—”

“You are qualified.” His harsh voice grew more strident as he impressed this upon her. “I need a laboratory secretary. You are qualified” — he hesitated, and then went on— “by reason of distinguished parentage. Also” — he hesitated again for a fraction of a second— “also because of general education. Your duties shall commence soon!” He waved a long, thin hand to the door in the corner of the room. “You will take your position at once,” he said.

The long face, the grotesquely high forehead, the bulbous nose and wide, crooked mouth all seemed to work together when he spoke. At one moment the forehead was full of pleats and furrows — at the next, comparatively smooth. The point of his nose dipped up and down at every word, only his small, deepset eyes remained steadfast, unwinking. She had seen eyes like those before, brown and pathetic. Of what did they remind her? His last words brought her to the verge of panic.

“Oh, I could not possibly start to-day,” she said in trepidation.

“To-day, or it shall be never,” he said with an air of finality.

She had to face a crisis. The salary was more than desirable; it was necessary. The farm scarcely paid its way, for Alma was not the best of managers. And the income grew more and more attenuated. Last year the company in which her meagre fortune was invested had passed a dividend and she had to give up her Swiss holiday.

“I’ll start now.” She had to set her teeth to make this resolve.

“Very good; that is my wish.”

He was still addressing her as though she were a public meeting. Rising from his chair, he opened the little door and she went into a smaller room. She had seen laboratories, but none quite so beautifully fitted as this — shelf upon shelf of white porcelain jars, of cut-glass bottles, their contents engraved in frosted letters; a bench that ran the length of the room, on which apparatus of every kind was arranged in order. In the centre of the room ran a long, glass-topped table, and here, in dustproof glass, were delicate instruments, ranging from scales which she knew could be influenced by a grain of dust, to electrical machines, so complicated that her heart sank at the sight of them.

“What must I do?” she asked dismally.

Everything was so beautifully new; she was sure she would drop one of those lovely jars…all the science of the school laboratory had suddenly drained out of her mind, leaving it a blank.

“You will do.” Remarkably enough, the doctor for the moment seemed as much at a loss as the girl. “First — quantities. In every jar or bottle there is a quantity. How much? Who knows? The last secretary was careless, stupid. She kept no book. Sometimes I go for something — it is not there! All gone. That is very regrettable.”

“You wish me to take stock?” she asked, her hopes reviving at the simplicity of her task.

There were measures and scales enough. The latter stood in a line like a platoon of soldiers ranged according to their size. Everything was very new, very neat. There was a smell of drying enamel in the room as though the place had been newly painted.

“That is all,” said the long-faced man. He put his hand in the pocket of his frockcoat and took out a large wallet. From this he withdrew two crisp notes.

“Ten pounds,” he said briefly. “We pay already in advance. There is one more thing I desire to know,” he said. “It is of the aunt. She is in London?”

Mirabelle shook her head.

“No, she is in the country. I expected to go back this afternoon, and if I was — successful, we were coming to town tomorrow.”

He pursed his thickish lips; she gazed fascinated at his long forehead rippled in thought.

“It will be a nervous matter for her if you stay in London tonight — no?”

She smiled and shook her head.

“No. I will stay at the flat; I have often stayed there alone, but even that will not be necessary. I will wire asking her to come up by the first train.”

“Wait.” He raised a pompous hand and darted back to his room. He returned with a packet of telegraph forms. “Write your telegram,” he commanded. “A clerk shall dispatch it at once.”

Gratefully she took the blanks and wrote her news and request.

“Thank you,” she said.

Mr. Oberzohn bowed, went to the door, bowed again, and the door closed behind him.

Fortunately for her peace of mind, Mirabelle Leicester had no occasion to consult her employer or attempt to open the door. Had she done so, she would have discovered that it was locked. As for the telegram she had written, that was a curl of black ash in his fire.
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No. 233, Curzon Street, was a small house. Even the most enthusiastic of agents would not, if he had any regard to his soul’s salvation, describe its dimensions with any enthusiasm. He might enlarge upon its bijou beauties, refer reverently its historical association, speak truthfully of its central heating and electric installation, but he would, being an honest man, convey the impression that No. 233 was on the small aide.

The house was flanked by two modern mansions, stone-fronted, with metal and glass doors that gave out a blur of light by night. Both overtopped the modest roof of their neighbour by many stories — No. 233 had the appearance of a little man crushed in a crowd and unable to escape, and there was in its mild frontage the illusion of patient resignation and humility.

To that section of Curzon Street wherein it had its place, the house was an offence and was, in every but a legal sense, a nuisance. A learned Chancery judge to whom application had been made on behalf of neighbouring property owners, ground landlords and the like, had refused to grant the injunction for which they had pleaded, “prohibiting the said George Manfred from carrying on a business, to wit the Triangle Detective Agency, situate at the aforesaid number two hundred and thirty-three Curzon Street in the City of Westminster in the County of Middlesex.”

In a judgment which occupied a third of a column of The Times he laid down the dictum that a private detective might be a professional rather than a business man — a dictum which has been, and will be, disputed to the end of time.

So the little silver triangle remained fixed to the door and he continued to interview his clients — few in number, for he was most careful to accept only those who offered scope for his genius.

A tall, strikingly handsome man, with the face of a patrician and the shoulders of an athlete, Curzon Street — or such of the street as took the slightest notice of anything — observed him to be extremely well dressed on all occasions. He was a walking advertisement for a Hanover Street tailor who was so fashionable that he would have died with horror at the very thought of advertising at all. Car folk held up at busy crossings glanced into his limousine, saw the clean-cut profile and the tanned, virile face, and guessed him for a Harley Street specialist. Very few people knew him socially. Dr. Elver, the Scotland Yard surgeon, used to come up to Curzon Street at times and give his fantastic views on the snake and its appearances, George Manfred and his friends listening in silence and offering no help. But apart from Elver and an Assistant Commissioner of Police, a secretive man, who dropped in at odd moments to smoke a pipe and talk of old times, the social callers were few and far between.

His chauffeur-footman was really better known than he. At the mews where he garaged his car, they called him “Lightning,” and it was generally agreed that this thin-faced, eager-eyed man would sooner or later meet the end which inevitably awaits all chauffeurs who take sharp corners on two wheels at sixty miles an hour: some of the critics had met the big Spanz on the road and had reproached him afterwards, gently or violently, according to the degree of their scare.

Few knew Mr. Manfred’s butler, a dark-browed foreigner, rather stout and somewhat saturnine. He was a man who talked very little even to the cook and the two housemaids who came every morning at eight and left the house punctually at six, for Mr. Manfred dined out most nights.

He advertised only in the more exclusive newspapers, and not in his own name; no interviews were granted except by appointment, so that the arrival of Mr. Sam Barberton was in every sense an irregularity.

He knocked at the door just as the maids were leaving, and since they knew little about Manfred and his ways except that he liked poached eggs and spinach for breakfast, the stranger was allowed to drift into the hall, and here the taciturn butler, hastily summoned from his room, found him.

The visitor was a stubby, thickset man with a brick-red face and a head that was both grey and bald. His dress and his speech were equally rough. The butler saw that he was no ordinary artisan because his boots were of a kind known as veldtschoons. They were of undressed leather, patchily bleached by the sun.

“I want to see the boss of this Triangle,” he said in a loud voice, and, diving into his waistcoat pocket, brought out a soiled newspaper cutting.

The butler took it from him without a word. It was the Cape Times — he would have known by the type and the spacing even if on the back there had not been printed the notice of a church bazaar at Wynberg. The butler studied such things.

“I am afraid that you cannot see Mr. Manfred without an appointment,” he said. His voice and manner were most expectedly gentle in such a forbidding man.

“I’ve got to see him, if I sit here all night,” said the man stubbornly, and symbolized his immovability by squatting down in the hall chair.

Not a muscle of the servant’s face moved. It was impossible to tell whether he was angry or amused.

“I got this cutting out of a paper I found on the Benguella — she docked at Tilbury this afternoon — and I came straight here. I should never have dreamt of coming at all, only I want fair play for all concerned. That Portuguese feller with a name like a cigar — Villa, that’s it! — he said, ‘What’s the good of going to London when we can settle everything on board ship?’ But half-breed Portuguese! My God, I’d rather deal with bushmen! Bushmen are civilized — look here.”

Before the butler realized what the man was doing, he had slipped off one of his ugly shoes. He wore no sock or stocking underneath, and he upturned the sole of his bare foot for inspection. The flesh was seamed and puckered into red weals, and the butler knew the cause.

“Portuguese,” said the visitor tersely as he resumed his shoe. “Not niggers — Portugooses — half-bred, I’ll admit. They burnt me to make me talk, and they’d have killed me only one of those hell-fire American traders came along — full of fight and firewater. He brought me into the town.”

“Where was this?” asked the butler.

“Mosamades: I went ashore to look round, like a fool. I was on a Woerman boat that was going up to Boma. The skipper was a Hun, but white — he warned me.”

“And what did they want to know from you?”

The caller shot a suspicious glance at his interrogator.

“Are you the boss?” he demanded.

“No — I’m Mr. Manfred’s butler. What name shall I tell him?”

“Barberton — Mister Samuel Barberton. Tell him I want certain things found out. The address of a young lady by the name of Miss Mirabelle Leicester. And I’ll tell your governor something too. This Portugoose got drunk one night, and spilled it about the fort they’ve got in England. Looks like a house but it’s a fort: he went there…”

No, he was not drunk; stooping to pick up an imaginary matchstalk, the butler’s head had come near the visitor; there was a strong aroma of tobacco but not of drink.

“Would you very kindly wait?” he asked, and disappeared up the stairs.

He was not gone long before he returned to the first landing and beckoned Mr. Barberton to come. The visitor was ushered into a room at the front of the house, a small room, which was made smaller by the long grey velvet curtains that hung behind the empire desk where Manfred was standing.

“This is Mr. Barberton, sir,” said the butler, bowed, and went out, closing the door.

“Sit down, Mr. Barberton.” He indicated a chair and seated himself. “My butler tells me you have quite an exciting story to tell me — you are from the Cape?”

“No, I’m not,” said Mr. Barberton. “I’ve never been at the Cape in my life.”

The man behind the desk nodded.

“Now, if you will tell me—”

“I’m not going to tell you much,” was the surprisingly blunt reply. “It’s not likely that I’m going to tell a stranger what I wouldn’t even tell Elijah Washington — and he saved my life!”

Manfred betrayed no resentment at this cautious attitude. In that room he had met many clients who had shown the same reluctance to accept him as their confidant. Yet he had at the back of his mind the feeling that this man, unlike the rest, might remain adamant to the end: he was curious to discover the real object of the visit.

Barberton drew his chair nearer the writing-table and rested his elbows on the edge.

“It’s like this, Mr. What’s-your-name. There’s a certain secret which doesn’t belong to me, and yet does in a way. It is worth a lot of money. Mr. Elijah Washington knew that and tried to pump me, and Villa got a gang of Kroomen to burn my feet, but I’ve not told yet. What I want you to do is to find Miss Mirabelle Leicester; and I want to get her quick, because there’s only about two weeks, if you understand me, before this other crowd gets busy — Villa is certain to have cabled ‘em, and according to him they’re hot!”

Mr. Manfred leant back in his padded chair, the glint of an amused smile in his grey eyes.

“I take it that what you want us to find Miss Leicester?”

The man nodded energetically.

“Have you the slightest idea as to where she is to be found? Has she any relations in England?”

“I don’t know,” interrupted the man. “All I know is that she lives here somewhere, and that her father died three years ago, on the twenty-ninth of May — make a note of that: he died in England on the twenty-ninth of May.”

That was an important piece of information, and it made the search easy, thought Manfred.

“And you’re going to tell me about the fort, aren’t you?” he said, as he looked up from his notes.

Barberton hesitated.

“I was,” he admitted, “but I’m not so sure that I will now, until I’ve found this young lady. And don’t forget,” — he rapped the table to emphasize his words— “that crowd is hot!”

“Which crowd?” asked Manfred good-humouredly. He knew many “crowds,” and wondered if it was about one which was in his mind that the caller was speaking.

“The crowd I’m talking about,” said Mr. Barberton, who spoke with great deliberation and was evidently weighing every word he uttered for fear that he should involuntarily betray his secret.

That seemed to be an end of his requirements, for he rose and stood a little awkwardly, fumbling in his inside pocket.

“There is nothing to pay,” said Manfred, guessing his intention. “Perhaps, when we have located your Miss Mirabelle Leicester, we shall ask you to refund our out-of-pocket expenses.”

“I can afford to pay—” began the man.

“And we can afford to wait.” Again the gleam of amusement in the deep eyes.

Still Mr. Barberton did not move.

“There’s another thing I meant to ask you. You know all that’s happening in this country?”

“Not quite everything,” said the other with perfect gravity.

“Have you ever heard of the Four Just Men?”

It was a surprising question. Manfred bent forward as though he had not heard aright.

“The Four — ?”

“The Four Just Men — three, as a matter of fact. I’d like to get in touch with those birds.”

Manfred nodded.

“I think I have heard of them,” he said.

“They’re in England now somewhere. They’ve got a pardon: I saw that in the Cape Times — the bit I tore the advertisement from.”

“The last I heard of them, they were in Spain,” said Manfred, and walked round the table and opened the door. “Why do you wish to get in touch with them?”

“Because,” said Mr. Barberton impressively, “the crowd are scared of ’em — that’s why.”

Manfred walked with his visitor to the landing.

“You have omitted one important piece of information,” he said with a smile, “but I did not intend your going until you told me. What is your address?”

“Petworth Hotel, Norfolk Street.”

Barberton went down the stairs; the butler was waiting in the hall to show him out, and Mr. Barberton, having a vague idea that something of the sort was usual in the houses of the aristocracy, slipped a silver coin in his hand. The dark-faced man murmured his thanks: his bow was perhaps a little lower, his attitude just a trifle more deferential.

He closed and locked the front door and went slowly up the stairs to the office room. Manfred was sitting on the empire table, lighting a cigarette. The chauffeur-valet had come through the grey curtains to take the chair which had been vacated by Mr. Barberton.

“He gave me half a crown — generous fellow,” said Poiccart, the butler. “I like him, George.”

“I wish I could have seen his feet,” said the chauffeur, whose veritable name was Leon Gonsalez. He spoke with regret. “He comes from West Sussex, and there is insanity in his family. The left parietal is slightly recessed and the face is asymmetrical.”

“Poor soul!” murmured Manfred, blowing a cloud of smoke to the ceiling. “It’s a great trial introducing one’s friends to you, Leon.”

“Fortunately, you have no friends,” said Leon, reaching out and taking a cigarette from the open gold case on the table. “Well, what do you think of our Mr. Barberton’s mystery?”

George Manfred shook his head.

“He was vague, and, in his desire to be diplomatic, incoherent. What about your own mystery, Leon? You have been out all day…have you found a solution?”

Gonsalez nodded.

“Barberton is afraid of something,” said Poiccart, a slow and sure analyst. “He carried a gun between his trousers and his waistcoat — you saw that?” George nodded.

“The question is, who or which is the crowd? Question two is, where and who is Miss Mirabelle Leicester? Question three is, why did they burn Barberton’s feet?…and I think that is all.”

The keen face of Gonsalez was thrust forward through a cloud of smoke.

“I will answer most of them and propound two more,” he said. “Mirabelle Leicester took a job to-day at Oberzohn’s — laboratory secretary!”

George Manfred frowned.

“Laboratory? I didn’t know that he had one.”

“He hadn’t till three days ago — it was fitted in seventy-two hours by experts who worked day and night; the cost of its installation was sixteen hundred pounds — and it came into existence to give Oberzohn an excuse for engaging Mirabelle Leicester. You sent me out to clear up that queer advertisement which puzzled us all on Monday — I have cleared it up. It was designed to bring our Miss Leicester into the Oberzohn establishment. We all agreed when we discovered who was the advertiser, that Oberzohn was working for something — I watched his office for two days, and she was the only applicant for the job — hers the only letter they answered. Oberzohn lunched with her at the Ritz-Carlton — she sleeps tonight in Chester Square.”

There was a silence which was broken by Poiccart.

“And what is the question you have to propound?” he asked mildly.

“I think I know,” said Manfred, and nodded. “The question is: how long has Mr. Samuel Barberton to live?”

“Exactly,” said Gonsalez with satisfaction. “You are beginning to understand the mentality of Oberzohn!”
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The man who that morning walked without announcement into Dr. Oberzohn’s office might have stepped from the pages of a catalogue of men’s fashions. He was, to the initiated eye, painfully new. His lemon gloves, his dazzling shoes, the splendour of his silk hat, the very correctness of his handkerchief display, would have been remarkable even in the Ascot paddock on Cup day. He was goodlooking, smooth, if a trifle plump, of face, and he wore a tawny little moustache and a monocle. People who did not like Captain Monty Newton — and their names were many — said of him that he aimed at achieving the housemaid’s conception of a guardsman. They did not say this openly, because he was a man to be propitiated rather than offended. He had money, a place in the country, a house in Chester Square, and an assortment of cars. He was a member of several good clubs, the committees of which never discussed him without offering the excuse of wartime courtesies for his election. Nobody knew how he made his money, or, if it were inherited, whose heir he was. He gave extravagant parties, played cards well, and enjoyed exceptional luck, especially when he was the host and held the bank after one of the splendid dinners he gave in his Chester Square mansion.

“Good morning, Oberzohn — how is Smitts?” It was his favourite jest, for there was no Smitts, and had been no Smitts in the firm since ‘96.

The doctor, peering down at the telegram he was writing, looked up.

“Good morning, Captain Newton,” he said precisely. Newton passed to the back of him and read the message he was writing. It was addressed to “Miss Alma Goddard, Heavytree Farm, Daynham, Gloucester,” and the wire ran:

“Have got the fine situation. Cannot expeditiously return tonight. I am sleeping at our pretty flat in Doughty Court. Do not come up until I send for you. — Miss MIRABELLE LEICESTER.”

“She’s here, is she?” Captain Newton glanced at the laboratory door. “You’re not going to send that wire? ‘Miss Mirabelle Leicester!’ ‘Expeditiously return!’ She’d tumble it in a minute. Who is Alma Goddard?”

“The aunt,” said Oberzohn. “I did not intend the dispatching until you had seen it. My English is too correct.”

He made way for Captain Newton, who, having taken a sheet of paper from the rack on which to deposit with great care his silk hat, and having stripped his gloves and deposited them in his hat, sat down in the chair from which the older man had risen, pulled up the knees of his immaculate trousers, tore off the top telegraph form, and wrote under the address:

“Have got the job. Hooray! Don’t bother to come up, darling, until I am settled. Shall sleep at the flat as usual. Too busy to write. Keep my letters. — MIRABELLE.”

“That’s real,” said Captain Newton, surveying his work with satisfaction. “Push it off.”

He got up and straddled his legs before the fire.

“The hard part of the job may be to persuade the lady to come to Chester Square,” he said.

“My own little house—” began Oberzohn.

“Would scare her to death,” said Newton with a loud laugh. “That dog-kennel! No, it is Chester Square or nothing. I’ll get Joan or one of the girls to drop in this afternoon and chum up with her. When does the Benguella arrive?”

“This afternoon: the person has booked rooms by radio at the Petworth Hotel.”

“Norfolk Street…humph! One of your men can pick him up and keep an eye on him. Lisa? So much the better. That kind of trash will talk for a woman. I don’t suppose he has seen a white woman in years. You ought to fire Villa — crude beast! Naturally the man is on his guard now.”

“Villa is the best of my men on the coast,” barked Oberzohn fiercely. Nothing so quickly touched the raw places of his amazing vanity as a reflection upon his organizing qualities.

“How is trade?” Captain Newton took a long ebony holder from his tail pocket, flicked out a thin platinum case and lit a cigarette in one uninterrupted motion.

“Bat!” When Dr. Oberzohn was annoyed the purity of his pronunciation suffered. “There is nothing but expense!”

Oberzohn & Smitts had once made an enormous income from the sale of synthetic alcohol. They were, amongst other things, coast traders. They bought rubber and ivory, paving in cloth and liquor. They sold arms secretly, organized tribal wars for their greater profit, and had financed at least two Portuguese revolutions nearer at home. And with the growth of their fortune, the activities of the firm had extended. Guns and more guns went out of Belgian and French workshops. To Kurdish insurrectionaries, to ambitious Chinese generals, to South American politicians, planning, to carry their convictions into more active fields. There was no country in the world that did not act as host to an O. & S. agent — and agents can be very expensive. Just now the world was alarmingly peaceful. A revolution had failed most dismally in Venezuela, and Oberzohn & Smitts had not been paid for two shiploads of lethal weapons ordered by a general who, two days after the armaments were landed, had been placed against an adobe wall and incontinently shot to rags by the soldiers of the Government against which he was in rebellion. “But that shall not matter.” Oberzohn waved bad trade from the considerable factors of life. “This shall succeed: and then I shall be free to well punish—”

“To punish well,” corrected the purist, stroking his moustache. “Don’t split your infinitives, Eruc — it’s silly. You’re thinking of Manfred and Gonsalez and Poiccart? Leave them alone. They are nothing!”

“Nothing!” roared the doctor, his sallow face instantly distorted with fury. “To leave them alone, is it? Of my brother what? Of my brother in heaven, sainted martyr…!”

He spun round, gripped the silken tassel of the cord above the fireplace, and pulled down, not a map, but a picture. It had been painted from a photograph by an artist who specialized in the gaudy banners which hang before every booth at every country fair. In this setting the daub was a shrieking incongruity; yet to Dr. Oberzohn it surpassed in beauty the masterpieces of the Prado. A full-length portrait of a man in a frockcoat. He leaned on a pedestal in the attitude which cheap photographers believe is the acme of grace. His big face, idealized as it was by the artist, was brutal and stupid. The carmine lips were parted in a simper. In one hand he held a scroll of paper, in the other a Derby hat which was considerably out of drawing.

“My brother!” Dr. Oberzohn choked. “My sainted Adolph…murdered! By the so-called Three Just Men…my brother!”

“Very interesting,” murmured Captain Newton, who had not even troubled to look up. He flicked the ash from his cigarette into the fireplace and said no more. Adolph Oberzohn had certainly been shot dead by Leon Gonsalez: there was no disputing the fact. That Adolph, at the moment of his death, was attempting to earn the generous profits which come to those who engage in a certain obnoxious trade between Europe and the South American states, was less open to question. There was a girl in it: Leon followed his man to Porto Rico, and in the Cafe of the Seven Virtues they had met. Adolph was by training a gunman and drew first — and died first. That was the story of Adolph Oberzohn: the story of a girl whom Leon Gonsalez smuggled back to Europe belongs elsewhere. She fell in love with her rescuer and frightened him sick.

Dr. Oberzohn let the portrait roll up with a snap, blew his nose vigorously, and blinked the tears from his pale eyes.

“Yes, very sad, very sad,” said the captain cheerfully. “Now what about this girl? There is to be nothing rough or raw, you understand, Eruc? I want the thing done sweetly. Get that bug of the Just Men out of your mind — they are out of business. When a man lowers himself to run a detective agency he’s a back number. If they start anything we’ll deal with them scientifically, eh? Scientifically!”

He chuckled with laughter at this good joke. It was obvious that Captain Newton was no dependant on the firm of Oberzohn & Smitts. If he was not the dominant partner, he dominated that branch which he had once served in a minor capacity. He owed much to the death of Adolph — he never regretted the passing of that unsavoury man.

“I’ll get one of the girls to look her over this afternoon — where is your telephone pad — the one you write messages received?”

The doctor opened a drawer of his desk and took out a little memo pad, and Newton found a pencil and wrote: “To Mirabelle Leicester, care Oberzohn (Phone) London. Sorry I can’t come up tonight. Don’t sleep at flat alone. Have wired Joan Newton to put you up for night. She will call — ALMA.”

“There you are,” said the gallant captain, handing the pad to the other. “That message came this afternoon. All telegrams to Oberzohn come by ‘phone — never forget it!”

“Ingenious creature!” Dr. Oberzohn’s admiration was almost reverential.

“Take her out to lunch…after lunch, the message. At four o’clock, Joan or one of the girls. A select dinner. Tomorrow the office…gently, gently. Bull-rush these schemes and your plans die the death of a dog.”

He glanced at the door once more.

“She won’t come out, I suppose?” he suggested.

“Deuced awkward if she came out and saw Miss Newton’s brother!”

“I have locked the door,” said Dr. Oberzohn proudly.

Captain Newton’s attitude changed: his face went red with sudden fury.

“Then you’re a — you’re a fool. Unlock the door when I’ve gone — and keep it unlocked! Want to frighten her?”

“It was my idea to risk nothing,” pleaded the long-faced Swede.

“Do as I tell you.”

Captain Newton brushed his speckless coat with the tips of his fingers. He pulled on his gloves, fitted his hat with the aid of a small pocket-mirror he took from his inside pocket, took up his clouded cane and strolled from the room.

“Ingenious creature,” murmured Dr. Oberzohn again, and went in to offer the startled Mirabelle an invitation to lunch.
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The great restaurant, with its atmosphere of luxury and wealth, had been a little overpowering. The crowded tables, the soft lights, the very capability and nonchalance of the waiters, were impressive. When her new employer had told her that it was his practice to take the laboratory secretary to lunch, “for I have not other time to speak of business things,” she accepted uncomfortably. She knew little of office routine, but she felt that it was not customary for principals to drive their secretaries from the City Road to the Ritz-Carlton to lunch expensively at that resort of fashion and the epicure. It added nothing to her self-possession that her companion was an object of interest to all who saw him. The gay luncheon parties forgot their dishes and twisted round to stare at the extraordinary-looking man with the high forehead.

At a little table alone she saw a man whose face was tantalizingly familiar. A keen, thin face with eager, amused eyes. Where had she seen him before? Then she remembered: the chauffeur had such a face — the man who had followed her into Oberzohn’s when she arrived that morning. It was absurd, of course; this man was one of the leisured class, to whom lunching at the Ritz-Carlton was a normal event. And yet the likeness was extraordinary.

She was glad when the meal was over. Dr. Oberzohn did not talk of “business things.” He did not talk at all, but spent his time shovelling incredible quantities of food through his wide slit of a mouth. He ate intently, noisily — Mirabelle was: glad the band was playing, and she went red with suppressed laughter at the whimsical thought; and after that she felt less embarrassed.

No word was spoken as the big car sped citywards. The doctor had his thoughts and ignored her presence. The only reference he made to the lunch was as they were leaving the hotel, when he had condescended to grunt a bitter complaint about the quality of English-made coffee. He allowed her to go back to her weighing and measuring without displaying the slightest interest in her progress.

And then came the crowning surprise of the afternoon — it followed the arrival of a puzzling telegram from her aunt. She was weighing an evilsmelling mass of powder when the door opened and there floated into the room a delicate-looking girl, beautifully dressed. A small face framed in a mass of little golden-brown curls smiled a greeting. “You’re Mirabelle Leicester, aren’t you? I’m Joan Newton — your aunt wired me to call on you.”

“Do you know my aunt?” asked Mirabelle in astonishment. She had never heard Alma speak of the Newtons, but then, Aunt Alma had queer reticences. Mirabelle had expected a middle-aged dowd — it was amazing that her unprepossessing relative could claim acquaintance with this society butterfly.

“Oh yes — we know Alma very well,” replied the visitor. “Of course, I haven’t seen her since I was quite a little girl — she’s a dear.”

She looked round the laboratory with curious interest.

“What a nasty-smelling place!” she said, her nose upturned. “And how do you like old — er — Mr. Oberzohn?”

“Do you know him?” asked Mirabelle, astounded at the possibility of this coincidence.

“My brother knows him — we live together, my brother and I, and he knows everybody. A man about town has to, hasn’t he, dear?”

“Man about town” was an expression that grated a little; Mirabelle was not of the “dearing” kind. The combination of errors in taste made her scrutinize the caller more closely. Joan Newton was dressed beautifully but not well. There was something…Had Mirabelle a larger knowledge of life, she might have thought that the girl had been dressed to play the part of a lady by somebody who wasn’t quite sure of the constituents of the part. Captain Newton she did not know at the time, or she would have guessed the dress authority.

“I’m going to take you back to Chester Square after Mr. Oberzohn — such a funny name, isn’t it? — has done with you. Monty insisted upon my bringing the Rolls. Monty is my brother; he’s rather classical.”

Mirabelle wondered whether this indicated a love of the Greek poets or a passion for the less tuneful operas. Joan (which was her real name) meant no more than classy: it was a favourite word of hers; another was “morbid.”

Half an hour later the inquisitive chauffeur put his foot on the starter and sent his car on the trail of the Rolls, wondering what Mirabelle Leicester had in common with Joan Alice Murphy, who had brought so many rich young men to the green board in Captain Newton’s beautiful drawingroom, where stakes ran high and the captain played with such phenomenal luck,

“And there you are,” said Gonsalez complacently. “I’ve done a very good day’s work. Oberzohn has gone back to his rabbit-hutch to think up new revolutions — Miss Mirabelle Leicester is to be found at 307, Chester Square. Now the point is, what do we do to save the valuable life of Mr. Sam Barberton?”

Manfred looked grave. “I hardly like the thought of the girl spending the night in Newton’s house,” he said.

“Why allow her to remain there?” asked Poiccart in his heavy way.

“Exactly!” Leon nodded.

George Manfred looked at his watch.

“Obviously the first person to see is friend Barberton,” he said, “If we can prevail on him to spend the evening with us, the rest is a simple matter—”

The telephone bell rang shrilly and Leon Gonsalez monopolized the instrument.

“Gloucester? Yes.” He covered the receiver with his hand. “I took the liberty of asking Miss Alma Goddard to ring me up…her address I discovered very early in the day: Heavytree Farm, Daynham, near Gloucester…yes, yes, it is Mr. Johnson speaking. I wanted to ask you if you would take a message to Miss Leicester…oh, she isn’t at home?” Leon listened attentively, and, after a few minutes: “Thank you very much. She is staying at Doughty Court? She wired you…oh, nothing very important. I — er — am her old science master and I saw an advertisement… oh, she has seen it, has she?”

He hung up the receiver.

“Nothing to go on,” he said. “The girl has wired to say she is delighted with her job. The aunt is not to come up until she is settled, and Mirabelle is sleeping at Doughty Court.”

“And a very excellent place too,” said Manfred. “When we’ve seen Mr. Barberton I shouldn’t be surprised if she didn’t sleep there after all.”

Petworth Hotel in Norfolk Street was a sedate residential hostel, greatly favoured by overseas visitors, especially South Africans. The reception clerk thought Mr. Barberton was out: the hall porter was sure.

“He went down to the Embankment — he said he’d like to see the river before it was dark,” said that confidant of so many visitors.

Manfred stepped into the car by Leon’s side — Poiccart seldom went abroad, but sat at home piecing together the little jigsaw puzzles of life that came to Curzon Street for solution. He was the greatest of all the strategists: even Scotland Yard brought some of its problems for his inspection.

“On the Embankment?” Manfred looked up at the blue and pink sky. The sun had gone down, but the light of day remained. “If it were darker I should be worried…stop, there’s Dr. Elver.”

The little police surgeon who had passed them with a cheery wave of his hand turned and walked back.

“Well, Children of the Law” — he was inclined to be dramatic— “on what dread errand of vengeance are you bound?”

“We are looking for a man named Barberton to ask him to dinner,” said Manfred, shaking hands.

“Sounds tame to me: has he any peculiarities which would appeal to me?”

“Burnt feet,” said Leon promptly. “If you would like to learn how the coastal intelligence department extract information from unwilling victims, come along.”

Elver hesitated. He was a man burnt up by the Indian suns, wizened like a dried yellow apple, and he had no interest in the world beyond his work.

“I’ll go with you,” he said, stepping into the car. “And if your Barberton man fails you, you can have me as a guest. I like to hear you talking. One cannot know too much of the criminal mind! And life is dull since the snake stopped biting!”

The car made towards Blackfriars Bridge, and Manfred kept watch of the sidewalk. There was no sign of Barberton, and he signalled Leon to turn and come back. This brought the machine to the Embankment side of the broad boulevard. They had passed under Waterloo Bridge and were nearing Cleopatra’s Needle when Gonsalez saw the man they were seeking.

He was leaning against the parapet, his elbows on the coping and his head sunk forward as though he were studying the rush of the tide below. The car pulled up near a policeman who was observing the lounger thoughtfully. The officer recognized the police surgeon and saluted.

“Can’t understand that bird, sir,” he said. “He’s been standing there for ten minutes. I’m keepin’ an eye on him, because he looks to me like a suicide who’s thinkin’ it over!”

Manfred approached the man, and suddenly, with a shock, saw his face. It was set in a grin — the eyes were wide open, the skin a coppery red.

“Elver! Leon!”

As Leon sprang from the car, Manfred touched the man’s shoulder and he fell limply to the ground. In a second the doctor was on his knees by the side of the still figure.

“Dead,” he said laconically, and then: “Good God!”

He pointed to the neck, where a red patch showed.

“What is that?” asked Manfred steadily.

“The snake!” said the doctor.
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Barberton had been stricken down in the heart of London, under the very eyes of the policeman, it proved.

“Yes, sir, I’ve had him under observation for a quarter of an hour. I saw him walking along the Embankment, admiring the view, long before he stopped here.”

“Did anybody go near him to speak to him?” asked Dr. Elver, looking up.

“No, sir, he stood by himself. I’ll swear that nobody was within two yards of him. Of course, people have been passing to and fro, but I have been looking at him all the time, and I’ve not seen man or woman within yards of him, and my eyes were never off him.”

A second policeman had appeared on the scene, and he was sent across to Scotland Yard in Manfred’s car for the ambulance and the police reserves necessary to clear and keep in circulation the gathering crowd. These returned simultaneously, and the two friends watched the pitiable thing lifted into a stretcher, and waited until the white-bodied vehicle had disappeared with its sad load before they returned to their machine.

Gonsalez took his place at the wheel; George got in by his side. No word was spoken until they were back at Curzon Street. Manfred went in alone, whilst his companion drove the machine to the garage. When he returned, he found Poiccart and George deep in discussion.

“You were right, Raymond.” Leon Gonsalez stripped his thin coat and threw it on a chair. “The accuracy of your forecasts is almost depressing. I am waiting all the time for the inevitable mistake, and I am irritated when this doesn’t occur. You said the snake would reappear, and the snake has reappeared. Prophesy now for me, O seer!”

Poiccart’s heavy face was gloomy; his dark eyes almost hidden under the frown that brought his bushy eyebrows lower.

“One hasn’t to be a seer to know that our association with Barberton will send the snake wriggling towards Curzon Street,” he said. “Was it Gurther or Pfeiffer?”

Manfred considered.

“Pfeiffer, I think. He is the steadier of the two. Gurther has brainstorms; he is on the neurotic side. And that nine-thonged whip of yours, Leon, cannot have added to his mental stability. No, it was Pfeiffer, I’m sure.”

“I suppose the whip unbalanced him a little,” said Leon. He thought over this aspect as though it were one worth consideration. “Gurther is a sort of Jekyll and Hyde, except that there is no virtue to him at all. It is difficult to believe, seeing him dropping languidly into his seat at the opera, that this exquisite young man in his private moments would not change his linen more often than once a month, and would shudder at the sound of a running bath-tap! That almost sounds as though he were a morphia fiend. I remember a case in ‘99…but I am interrupting you?”

“What precautions shall you take, Leon?” asked George Manfred.

“Against the snake?” Leon shrugged his shoulders. “The old military precaution against Zeppelin raids; the precaution the farmer takes against a plague of wasps. You cannot kneel on the chest of the vespa vulgaris and extract his sting with an anaesthetic. You destroy his nest — you bomb his hangar. Personally, I have never feared dissolution in any form, but I have a childish objection to being bitten by a snake.”

Poiccart’s saturnine face creased for a moment in a smile. “You’ve no objection to stealing my theories,” he said drily, and the other doubled up in silent laughter.

Manfred was pacing the little room, his hands behind him, a thick Egyptian cigarette between his lips.

“There’s a train leaves Paddington for Gloucester at ten forty-five,” he said. “Will you telegraph to Miss Goddard, Heavytree Farm, and ask her to meet the train with a cab? After that I shall want two men to patrol the vicinity of the farm day and night.”

Poiccart pulled open a drawer of the desk, took out a small book and ran his finger down the index.

“I can get this service in Gloucester,” he said. “Gordon, Williams, Thompson and Elfred — they’re reliable people and have worked for us before.”

Manfred nodded.

“Send them the usual instructions by letter. I wonder who will be in charge of this Barberton case? If it’s Meadows, I can work with him. On the other hand, if it’s Arbuthnot, we shall have to get our information by subterranean methods.”

“Call Elver,” suggested Leon, and George pulled the telephone towards him.

It was some time before he could get into touch with Dr. Elver, and then he learnt, to his relief, that the redoubtable Inspector Meadows had complete charge.

“He’s coming up to see you,” said Elver. “As a matter of fact, the chief was here when I arrived at the Yard, and he particularly asked Meadows to consult with you. There’s going to be an awful kick at the Home Secretary’s office about this murder. We had practically assured the Home Office that there would be no repetition of the mysterious deaths and that the snake had gone dead for good.”

Manfred asked a few questions and then hung up.

“They are worried about the public — you never know what masses will do in given circumstances. But you can gamble that the English mass does the same thing — Governments hate intelligent crowds. This may cost the Home Secretary his job, poor soul! And he’s doing his best.”

A strident shout in the street made him turn his head with a smile.

“The late editions have got it — naturally. It might have been committed on their doorstep.”

“But why?” asked Poiccart “What was Barberton’s offence?”

“His first offence,” said Leon promptly, without waiting for Manfred to reply, “was to go in search of Miss Mirabelle Leicester. His second and greatest was to consult with us. He was a dead man when he left the house.”

The faint sound of a bell ringing sent Poiccart down to the hall to admit an unobtrusive, middle-aged man, who might have been anything but what he was: one of the cleverest trackers of criminals that Scotland Yard had known in thirty years. A sandy-haired, thin-faced man, who wore pince-nez and looked like an actor, he had been a visitor to Curzon Street before, and now received a warm welcome. With little preliminary he came to the object of his call, and Manfred told him briefly what had happened, and the gist of his conversation with Barberton.

“Miss Mirabelle Leicester is—” began Manfred.

“Employed by Oberzohn — I know,” was the surprising reply. “She came up to London this morning and took a job as laboratory assistant. I had no idea that Oberzohn & Smitts had a laboratory on the premises.”

“They hadn’t until a couple of days ago,” interrupted Leon. “The laboratory was staged especially for her.”

Meadows nodded, then turned to Manfred.

“He didn’t give you any idea at all why he wanted to meet Miss Leicester?”

George shook his head.

“No, he was very mysterious indeed on that subject,” he said.

“He arrived by the Benguella, eh?” said Meadows, making a note. “We ought to get something from the ship before they pay off their stewards. If a man isn’t communicative on board ship, he’ll never talk at all! And we may find something in his belongings. Would you like to come along, Manfred?”

“I’ll come with pleasure,” said George gravely. “I may help you a little — you will not object to my making my own interpretation of what we see?”

Meadows smiled.

“You will be allowed your private mystery,” he said.

A taxi set them down at the Petworth Hotel in Norfolk Street, and they were immediately shown up to the room which the dead man had hired but had not as yet occupied. His trunk, still strapped and locked, stood on a small wooden trestle, his overcoat was hanging behind the door; in one corner of the room was a thick hold-all, tightly strapped, and containing, as they subsequently discovered, a weather-stained mackintosh, two well-worn blankets and an air pillow, together with a collapsible canvas chair, also showing considerable signs of usage. This was the object of their preliminary search.

The lock of the trunk yielded to the third key which the detective tried. Beyond changes of linen and two suits, one of which was practically new and bore the tab of a store in St. Paul de Loanda, there was very little to enlighten them. They found an envelope full of papers, and sorted them out one by one on the bed. Barberton was evidently a careful man; he had preserved his hotel bills, writing on their backs brief but pungent comments about the accommodation he had enjoyed or suffered. There was an hotel in Lobuo which was full of vermin; there was one at Mossamedes of which he had written: “Rats ate one boot. Landlord made no allowance. Took three towels and pillowslip.”

“One of the Four Just Men in embryo,” said Meadows dryly.

Manfred smiled.

On the back of one bill were closely written columns of figures: “126, 1315, 107, 1712, about 24,” etc.
 Against a number of these figures the word “about” appeared, and Manfred observed that invariably this qualification marked one of the higher numbers. Against the 107 was a thick pencil mark.

There were amongst the papers several other receipts. In St. Paul he had bought a “pistol automatic of precision” and ammunition for the same. The “pistol automatic of precision” was not in the trunk.

“We found it in his pocket,” said Meadows briefly. “That fellow was expecting trouble, and was entitled to, if it is true that they tortured him at Mosamodes.”

“Moss-AM-o-dees,” Manfred corrected the mispronunciation. It almost amounted to a fad in him that to hear a place miscalled gave him a little pain.

Meadows was reading a letter, turning the pages slowly.

“This is from his sister: she lives at Brightlingsea, and there’s nothing in it except…” He read a portion of the letter aloud:

“…thank you for the books. The children will appreciate them. It must have been like old times writing them — but I can understand how it helped pass the time. Mr. Lee came over and asked if I had heard from you. He is wonderful.”

The letter was in an educated hand.

“He didn’t strike me as a man who wrote books,” said Meadows, and continued his search.

Presently he unfolded a dilapidated map, evidently of Angola. It was rather on the small scale, so much so that it took in a portion of the Kalahari Desert in the south, and showed in the north the undulations of the rolling Congo.

“No marks of any bind,” said Meadows, carrying the chart to the window to examine it more carefully. “And that, I think, is about all — unless this is something.”

“This” was wrapped in a piece of cloth, and was fastened to the bottom and the sides of the trunk by two improvised canvas straps. Meadows tried to pull it loose and whistled.

“Gold,” he said. “Nothing else can weigh quite as heavily as this.”

He lifted out the bundle eventually, unwrapped the covering, and gazed in amazement on the object that lay under his eyes. It was an African bete, a nude, squat idol, rudely shaped, the figure of a native woman.

“Gold?” said Manfred incredulously, and tried to lift it with his finger and thumb. He took a firmer grip and examined the discovery closely.

There was no doubt that it was gold, and fine gold. His thumbnail made a deep scratch in the base of the statuette. He could see the marks where the knife of the inartistic sculptor had sliced and carved.

Meadows knew the coast fairly well: he had made many trips to Africa and had stopped off at various ports en route.

“I’ve never seen anything exactly like it before,” he said, “and it isn’t recent workmanship either. When you see this” — he pointed to a physical peculiarity of the figure— “you can bet that you’ve got something that’s been made at least a couple of hundred years, and probably before then. The natives of West and Central Africa have not worn toe-rings, for example, since the days of the Caesars.”

He weighed the idol in his hand.

“Roughly ten pounds,” he said. “In other words, eight hundred pounds’ worth of gold.”

He was examining the cloth in which the idol had been wrapped, and uttered an exclamation.

“Look at this,” he said.

Written on one corner, in indelible pencil, were the words:

“Second shelf up left Gods lobby sixth.”

Suddenly Manfred remembered.

“Would you have this figure put on the scales right away?” he said. “I’m curious to know the exact weight.”

“Why?” asked Meadows in surprise, as he rang the bell.

The proprietor himself, who was aware that a police search was in progress, answered the call, and, at the detective’s request, hurried down to the kitchen and returned in a few minutes with a pair of scales, which he placed on the table. He was obviously curious to know the purpose for which they were intended, but Inspector Meadows did not enlighten him, standing pointedly by the door until the gentleman had gone.

The figure was taken from under the cloth where it had been hidden whilst the scales were being placed, and put in one shallow pan on the machine.

“Ten pounds seven ounces,” nodded Manfred triumphantly. “I thought that was the one!”

“One what?” asked the puzzled Meadows.

“Look at this list.”

Manfred found the hotel bill with the rows of figures and pointed to the one which had a black cross against it.

“107,” he said. “That is our little fellow, and the explanation is fairly plain. Barberton found some treasure-house filled with these statues. He took away the lightest. Look at the figures! He weighed them with a spring balance, one of those which register up to 21 lb. Above that he had to guess — he puts ‘about 24,’ ‘about 22.’”

Meadows looked at his companion blankly, but Manfred was not deceived. That clever brain of the detective was working.

“Not for robbery — the trunk is untouched. They did not even burn his feet to find the idol or the treasure house: they must have known nothing of that It was easy to rob him — or, if they knew of his gold idol, they considered it too small loot to bother with.”

He looked slowly round the apartment. On the mantelshelf was a slip of brown paper like a pipe-spill. He picked it up, looked at both sides, and, finding the paper blank, put it back where he had found it. Manfred took it down and absently drew the strip between his sensitive fingertips.

“The thing to do,” said Meadows, taking one final look round, “is to find Miss Leicester.”

Manfred nodded.

“That is one of the things,” he said slowly. “The other, of course, is to find Johnny.”

“Johnny?” Meadows frowned suspiciously. “Who is Johnny?” he asked.

“Johnny is my private mystery.” George Manfred was smiling. “You promised me that I might have one!”




Chapter Six


In Chester Square
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When Mirabelle Leicester went to Chester Square, her emotions were a curious discord of wonder, curiosity and embarrassment. The latter was founded on the extraordinary effusiveness of her companion, who had suddenly, and with no justification, assumed the position of dearest friend and lifelong acquaintance. Mirabelle thought the girl was an actress: a profession in which sudden and violent friendships are not a rare occurrence. She wondered why Aunt Alma had not made an effort to come to town, and wondered more that she had known of Alma’s friendship with the Newtons. That the elder woman had her secrets was true, but there was no reason why she should have refrained from speaking of a family who were close enough friends to be asked to chaperon her in town.

She had time for thought, for Joan Newton chattered away all the time, and if she asked a question, she either did not wait for approval, or the question was answered to her o satisfaction before it was put.

Chester Square, that dignified patch of Belgravia, is an imposing quarter. The big house into which the girl was admitted by a footman had that air of luxurious comfort which would have appealed to a character less responsive to refinement than Mirabelle Leicester’s. She was ushered into a big drawingroom which ran from the front to the back of the house, and did not terminate even there, for a large, cool conservatory, bright with flowers, extended a considerable distance.

“Monty isn’t back from the City yet,” Joan rattled on. “My dear! He’s awfully busy just now, what with stocks and shares and things like that.”

She spoke as though “stocks and shares and things like that” were phenomena which had come into existence the day before yesterday for the occupation of Monty Newton.

“Is there a boom?” asked Mirabelle with a smile, and the term seemed to puzzle the girl.

“Ye-es, I suppose there is. You know what the Stock Exchange is, my dear? Everybody connected with it is wealthy beyond the dreams of avarice. The money they make is simply wicked! And they can give a girl an awfully good time — theatres, parties, dresses, pearls — why, Monty would think nothing of giving a string of pearls to a girl if he took a liking to her!”

In truth Joan was walking on very uncertain ground. Her instructions had been simple and to the point. “Get her to Chester Gardens, make friends with her, and don’t mention the fact that I know Oberzohn.” What was the object of bringing Mirabelle Leicester to the house, what was behind this move of Monty’s, she did not know. She was merely playing for safety, baiting the ground, as it were, with her talk of good times and vast riches, in case that was required of her. For she, no less than many of her friends, entertained a wholesome dread of Monty Newton’s disapproval, which usually took a definite unpleasant shape.

Mirabelle was laughing softly.

“I didn’t know that stockbrokers were so rich,” she said dryly, “and I can assure you that some of them aren’t!”

She passed tactfully over the gaucherie of the pearls that Monty would give to any girl who took his fancy. By this time she had placed Joan: knew something of her upbringing, guessed pretty well the extent of her intelligence, and marvelled a little that a man of the unknown Mr. Newton’s position should have allowed his sister to come through the world without the benefit of a reasonably good education.

“Come up to your room, my dear,” said Joan. “We’ve got a perfectly topping little suite for you, and I’m sure you’ll be comfortable. It’s at the front of the house, and if you can get used to the milkmen yowling about the streets before they’re aired, you’ll have a perfectly topping time.”

When Mirabelle inspected the apartment she was enchanted. It fulfilled Joan’s vague description. Here was luxury beyond her wildest dreams. She admired the silver bed and the thick blue carpet, the silken panelled walls, the exquisite fittings, and stood in rapture before the entrance of a little bathroom, with its silver and glass, its shaded lights and marble walls.

“I’ll have a cup of tea sent up to you, my dear. You’ll want to rest after your horrible day at that perfectly terrible factory, and I wonder you can stand Oberzohn, though they tell me he’s quite a nice man…”

She seemed anxious to go, and Mirabelle was no less desirous of being alone.

“Come down when you feel like it,” said Joan at parting, and ran down the stairs, reaching the hall in time to meet Mr. Newton, who was handing his hat and gloves to his valet.

“Well, is she here?”

“She’s here all right,” said Joan, who was not at all embarrassed by the presence of the footman. “Monty, isn’t she a bit of a fool? She couldn’t say boo to a goose. What is the general scheme?”

He was brushing his hair delicately in the mirror above the hall-stand.

“What’s what scheme?” he asked, after the servant had gone, as he strolled into the drawingroom before her.

“Bringing her here — is she sitting into a game?”

“Don’t be stupid,” said Monty without heat, as he dropped wearily to a low divan and drew a silken cushion-behind him. “Nor inquisitive,” he added. “You haven’t scared her, have you?”

“I like that!” she said indignantly.

She was one of those ladies who speak more volubly and with the most assurance when there is a mirror in view, and she had her eyes fixed upon herself all the time she was talking, patting a strand of hair here and there, twisting her head this way and that to get a better effect, and never once looking at the man until he drew attention to himself.

“Scared! I’ll bet she’s never been to such a beautiful house in her life! What is she, Monty? A typist or something? I don’t understand her.”

“She’s a lady,” said Monty offensively. “That’s the type that’ll always seem like a foreign language to you.”

She lifted one shoulder delicately.

“I don’t pretend to be a lady, and what I am, you’ve made me,” she said, and the reproach was mechanical. He had heard it before, not only from her, but from others similarly placed. “I don’t think it’s very kind to throw my education up in my face, considering the money I’ve made for you.”

“And for yourself.” He yawned. “Get me some tea.”

“You might say ‘please’ now and again,” she said resentfully, and he smiled as he took up the evening paper, paying her no more attention, until she had rung the bell with a vicious jerk and the silver tray came in and was deposited on a table near him.

“Where are you going tonight?”

His interest in her movements was unusual, and she was flattered.

“You know very well, Monty, where I’m going tonight,” she said reproachfully. “You promised to take me, too. I think you’d look wonderful as a Crusader — one of them — those old knights in armour.”

He nodded, but not to her comment.

“I remember, of course — the Arts Ball.”

His surprise was so well simulated that she was deceived.

“Fancy your forgetting! I’m going as Cinderella, and Minnie Gray is going as a pierrette—”

“Minnie Gray isn’t going as anything,” said Monty, sipping his tea. “I’ve already telephoned to her to say that the engagement is off. Miss Leicester is going with you.”

“But, Monty—” protested the girl.

“Don’t ‘but Monty’ me,” he ordered. “I’m telling you! Go up and see this girl, and put it to her that you’ve got a ticket for the dance.”

“But her costume, Monty! The girl hasn’t got a fancy dress. And Minnie—”

“Forget Minnie, will you? Mirabelle Leicester is going to the Arts Ball tonight.” He tapped the tray before him to emphasize every word. “You have a ticket to spare, and you simply can’t go alone because I have a very important business engagement and your friend has failed you. Her dress will be here in a few minutes: it is a bright green domino with a bright red hood.”

“How perfectly hideous!” She forgot for the moment her disappointment in this outrage. “Bright green! Nobody has a complexion to stand that!”

Yet he ignored her.

“You will explain to Miss Leicester that the dress came from a friend who, through illness or any cause you like to invent, is unable to go to the dance — she’ll jump at the chance. It is one of the events of the year and tickets are selling at a premium.”

She asked him what that meant, and he explained patiently.

“Maybe she’ll want to spend a quiet evening — have one of those headaches,” he went on. “If that is so, you can tell her that I’ve got a party coming to the house tonight, and they will be a little noisy. Did she want to know anything about me?”

“No, she didn’t,” snapped Joan promptly. “She didn’t want to know about anything. I couldn’t get her to talk. She’s like a dumb oyster.”

Mirabelle was sitting by the window, looking down into the square, when there was a gentle tap at the door and Joan came in.

“I’ve got wonderful news for you,” she said.

“For me?” said Mirabelle in surprise.

Joan ran across the room, giving what she deemed to be a surprisingly lifelike representation of a young thing full of innocent joy.

“I’ve got an extra ticket for the Arts Ball tonight. They’re selling at a — they’re very expensive. Aren’t you a lucky girl!”

“I?” said Mirabelle in surprise. “Why am I the lucky one?”

Joan rose from the bed and drew back from her reproachfully.

“You surely will come with me? If you don’t, I shan’t able to go at all. Lady Mary and I were going together…now she’s sick!”

Mirabelle opened her eyes wider.

“But I can’t go, surely. It is a fancy dress ball, isn’t it? I read something about it in the papers. And I’m awfully tired tonight.”

Joan pouted prettily.

“My dear, if you lay down for an hour you’d be fit. Besides, you couldn’t sleep here early tonight: Monty’s having one of his men parties, and they’re a noisy lot of people — though thoroughly respectable,” she added hastily.

Poor Joan had a mission outside her usual range.

“I’d love to go,” — Mirabelle was anxious not to be a killjoy— “if I could get a dress.”

“I’ve got one,” said the girl promptly, and ran out of the room.

She returned very quickly, and threw the domino on the bed.

“It’s not pretty to look at, but it’s got this advantage, that you can wear almost anything underneath.”

“What time does the ball start?” Mirabelle, examining her mind, found that she was not averse to going; she was very human, and a fancy dress ball would be a new experience.

“Ten o’clock,” said Joan. “We can have dinner before Monty’s friends arrive. You’d like to see Monty, wouldn’t you? He’s downstairs — such a gentleman, my dear!”

The girl could have laughed.

A little later she was introduced to the redoubtable Monty, and found his suave and easy manner a relief after the jerky efforts of the girl to be entertaining. Monty had seen most parts of the world and could talk entertainingly about them all. Mirabelle rather liked him, though she thought he was something of a fop, yet was not sorry when she learned that, so far from having friends to dinner, he did not expect them to arrive until after she and Joan had left.

The meal put her more at her ease. He was a polished man of the world, courteous to the point of pomposity; he neither said nor suggested one thing that could offend her; they were halfway through dinner when the cry of a newsboy was heard in the street. Through the diningroom window she saw the footman go down the steps and buy a newspaper. He glanced at the stop-press space and came back slowly up the stairs reading. A little later he came into the room, and must have signalled to her host, for Monty went out immediately and she heard their voices in the passage. Joan was uneasy.

“I wonder what’s the matter?” she asked, a little irritably. “It’s very bad manners to leave ladies in the middle of dinner—”

At that moment Monty came back. Was it imagination on her part, or had he gone suddenly pale? Joan saw it, and her brows met, but she was too wise to make a comment upon his appearance.

Mr. Newton seated himself in his place with a word of apology and poured out a glass of champagne. Only for a second did his hand tremble, and then, with a smile, he was his old self.

“What is wrong, Monty?”

“Wrong? Nothing,” he said curtly, and took up the topic of conversation where he had laid it down before leaving the room.

“It isn’t that old snake, is it?” asked Joan with a shiver. “Lord! that unnerves me! I never go to bed at night without looking under, or turning the clothes right down to the foot! They ought to have found it months ago if the police—”

At this point she caught Monty Newton’s eye, cold, menacing, malevolent, and the rest of her speech died on her lips.

Mirabelle went upstairs to dress, and Joan would have followed but the man beckoned her.

“You’re a little too talkative, Joan,” he said, more mildly than she had expected. “The snake is not a subject we wish to discuss at dinner. And listen!” He walked into the passage and looked round, then came back and closed the door. “Keep that girl near you.”

“Who is going to dance with me?” she asked petulantly. “I like having a hell of a lively night!”

“Benton will be there to look after you, and one of the ‘Old Guard’—”

He saw the frightened look in her face and chuckled. “What’s the matter, you fool?” he asked good-humouredly. “He’ll dance with the girl.”

“I wish those fellows weren’t going to be there,” she said uneasily, but he went on, without noticing her:

“I shall arrive at half-past eleven. You had better meet me near the entrance to the American bar. My party didn’t turn up, you understand. You’ll get back here at midnight.”

“So soon?” she said in dismay. “Why, it doesn’t end till—”

“You’ll be back here at midnight,” he said evenly. “Go into her room, clear up everything she may have left behind. You understand? Nothing is to be left.”

“But when she comes back she’ll—”

“She’ll not come back,” said Monty Newton, and the girl’s blood ran cold.




Chapter Seven


“Moral Suasion”
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“There’s a man wants to see you, governor.”

It was a quarter-past nine. The girls had been gone ten minutes, and Montague Newton had settled himself down to pass the hours of waiting before he had to dress. He put down the patience cards he was shuffling.

“A man to see me? Who is he, Fred?”

“I don’t know: I’ve never seen him before. Looks to me like a ‘busy.’”

A detective! Monty’s eyebrows rose, but not in trepidation. He had met many detectives in the course of his chequered career and had long since lost his awe of them.

“Show him in,” he said with a nod.

The slim man in evening dress who came softly into the room was a stranger to Monty, who knew most of the prominent figures in the world of criminal detection. And yet his face was in some way familiar.

“Captain Newton?” he asked.

“That is my name.” Newton rose with a smile.

The visitor looked slowly round towards the door through which the footman had gone.

“Do your servants always listen at the keyhole?” he asked, in a quiet, measured tone, and Newton’s face went a dusky red. In two strides he was at the door and had flung it open, just in time to see the disappearing heels of the footman.

“Here, you!” He called the man back, a scowl on his face. “If you want to know anything, will you come in and ask?” he roared. “If I catch you listening at my door, I’ll murder you!”

The man with a muttered excuse made a hurried escape.

“How did you know?” growled Newton, as he came back into the room and slammed the door behind him.

“I have an instinct for espionage,” said the stranger, and went on, without a break: “I have called for Miss Mirabelle Leicester.”

Newton’s eyes narrowed.

“Oh, you have, have you?” he said softly. “Miss Leicester is not in the house. She left a quarter of an hour ago.”

“I did not see her come out of the house.”

“No, the fact is, she went out by way of the mews. My — er “ — he was going to say “sister” but thought better of it— “my young friend—”

“Flash Jane Smith,” said the stranger. “Yes?”

Newton’s colour deepened. He was rapidly reaching the point when his sangfroid, nine-tenths of his moral assets, was in danger of deserting him.

“Who are you, anyway?” he asked.

The stranger wetted his lips with the tip of his tongue, a curiously irritating action of his, for some inexplicable reason.

“My name is Leon Gonsalez,” he said simply.

Instinctively the man drew back. Of course! Now he remembered, and the colour had left his cheeks, leaving him grey. With an effort he forced a smile.

“One of the redoubtable Four Just Men? What extraordinary birds you are!” he said. “I remember ten-fifteen years ago, being scared out of my life by the very mention of your name — you came to punish where the law failed, eh?”

“You must put that in your reminiscences,” said Leon gently. “For the moment I am not in an autobiographical mood.”

But Newton could not be silenced.

“I know a man” — he was speaking slowly, with quiet vehemence— “who will one day cause you a great deal of inconvenience, Mr. Leon Gonsalez: a man who never forgets you in his prayers. I won’t tell you who he is.”

“It is unnecessary. You are referring to the admirable Oberzohn. Did I not kill his brother…? Yes, I thought I was right. He was the man with the oxycephalic head and the queerly prognathic jaw. An interesting case: I would like to have had his measurements, but I was in rather a hurry.”

He spoke almost apologetically for his haste.

“But we’re getting away from the subject, Mr. Newton. You say this young lady has left your house by the mews, and you were about to suggest she left in the care of Miss — I don’t know what you call her. Why did she leave that way?”

Leon Gonsalez had something more than an instinct for espionage: he had an instinct for truth, and he knew two things immediately: first, that Newton was not lying when he said the girl had left the house; secondly, that there was an excellent, but not necessarily a sinister, reason for the furtive departure.

“Where has she gone?”

“Home,” said the other laconically. “Where else should she go?”

“She came to dinner…intending to stay the night?”

“Look here, Gonsalez,” interrupted Monty Newton savagely. “You and your gang were wonderful people twenty years ago, but a lot has happened since then — and we don’t shiver at the name of the Three Just Men. I’m not a child — do you get that? And you’re not so very terrible at close range. If you want to complain to the police—”

“Meadows is outside. I persuaded him to let me see you first,” said Leon, and Newton started.

“Outside?” incredulously.

In two strides he was at the window and had pulled aside the blind. On the other side of the street a man was standing on the edge of the sidewalk, intently surveying the gutter. He knew him at once.

“Well, bring him in,” he said.

“Where has this young lady gone? That is ail I want to know.”

“She has gone home, I tell you.”

Leon went to the door and beckoned Meadows; they spoke together in low tones, and then Meadows entered the room and was greeted with a stiff nod from the owner of the house.

“What’s the idea of this, Meadows — sending this bird to cross-examine me?”

“This bird came on his own,” said Meadows coldly, “if you mean Mr. Gonsalez? I have no right to prevent any person from cross-examining you. Where is the young lady?”

“I tell you, she has gone home. If you don’t believe me, search the house — either of you.”

He was not bluffing: Leon was sure of that. He turned to the detective.

“I personally have no wish to trouble this gentleman any more.”

He was leaving the room when, from over his shoulder: “That snake is busy again, Newton.”

“What snake are you talking about?”

“He killed a man tonight on the Thames Embankment. I hope it will not spoil Lisa Marthon’s evening.”

Meadows, watching the man, saw him change colour.

“I don’t know what you mean,” he said loudly.

“You arranged with Lisa to pick up Barberton tonight and get him talking. And there she is, poor girl, all dressed to kill, and only a dead man to vamp — only a murdered man.” He turned suddenly, and his voice grew hard. “That is a good word, isn’t it, Newton — murder?”

“I didn’t know anything about it.”

As Newton’s hand came towards the bell: “We can show ourselves out,” said Leon.

He shut the door behind him, and presently there was a slam of the outer door, Monty got to the window too late to see his unwelcome guests depart, and went up to his room to change, more than a little perturbed in mind.

The footman called him from the hall.

“I’m sorry about that affair, sir. I thought it was a ‘busy’.”

“You think too much, Fred” — Newton threw the words down at his servitor with a snarl. “Go back to your place — which is the servants’ hall. I’ll ring you if I want you.”

He resumed his progress up the stairs and the man turned sullenly away.

He opened the door of his room, switched on the light, had closed the door and was halfway to his dressing-table, when an arm like steel closed round his neck, he was jerked suddenly backward on to the floor, and looked up into the inscrutable face of Gonsalez.

“Shout and you die!” whispered a voice in his ear.

Newton lay quiet.

“I’ll fix you for this,” he stammered.

The other shook his head.

“I think not, if by ‘fixing’ me you mean you’re going to complain to the police. You’ve been under my watchful eye for quite a long time, Monty Newton, and you’ll be amazed to learn that I’ve made several visits to your house. There is a little wall safe behind that curtain” — he nodded towards the corner of the room— “would you be surprised to learn that I’ve had the door open and every one of its documentary contents photographed?”

He saw the fear in the man’s eyes as he snapped a pair of aluminium handcuffs of curious design about Monty’s wrists. With hardly an effort he lifted him, heavy as he was, threw him on the bed, and, having locked the door, returned, and, sitting on the bed, proceeded first to strap his ankles and then leisurely to take off his prisoner’s shoes.

“What are you going to do?” asked Monty in alarm.

“I intend finding out where Miss Leicester has been taken,” said Gonsalez, who had stripped one shoe and, pulling off the silken sock, was examining the man’s bare foot critically. “Ordinary and strictly legal inquiries take time and fail at the end — unfortunately for you, I have not a minute to spare.”

“I tell you she’s gone home.”

Leon did not reply. He pulled open a drawer of the bureau, searched for some time, and presently found what he sought: a thin silken scarf. This, despite the struggles of the man on the bed, he fastened about his mouth.

“In Mosamodes,” he said— “and if you ever say that before my friend George Manfred, be careful to give its correct pronunciation: he is rather touchy on the point — some friends of yours took a man named Barberton, whom they subsequently murdered, and tried to make him talk by burning his feet. He was a hero. I’m going to see how heroic you are.”

“For God’s sake don’t do it!” said the muffled voice of Newton.

Gonsalez was holding a flat metal case which he had taken from his pocket, and the prisoner watched him, fascinated, as he removed the lid, and snapped a cigar-lighter close to its blackened surface. A blue flame rose and swayed in the draught.

“The police force is a most excellent institution,” said Leon. He had found a silver shoehorn on the table and was calmly heating it in the light of the flame, holding the rapidly warming hook with a silk handkerchief. “But unfortunately, when you are dealing with crimes of violence, moral suasion and gentle treatment produce nothing more poignant in the bosom of your adversary than a sensation of amused and derisive contempt. The English, who make a god of the law, gave up imprisoning thugs and flogged them, and there are few thugs left. When the Russian gunmen came to London, the authorities did the only intelligent thing — they held back the police and brought up the artillery, having only one desire, which was to kill the gunmen at any expense. Violence fears violence. The gunman lives in the terror of the gun — by the way, I understand the old guard is back in full strength?”

When Leon started in this strain he could continue for hours.

“I don’t know what you mean,” mumbled Monty.

“You wouldn’t.” The intruder lifted the blackened, smoking shoehorn, brought it as near to his face as he dared.

“Yes, I think that will do,” he said, and came slowly towards the bed.

The man drew up his feet in anticipation of pain, but a long hand caught him by the ankles and drew them straight again.

“They’ve gone to the Arts Ball.” Even through the handkerchief the voice sounded hoarse.

“The Arts Ball?” Gonsalez looked down at him, and then, throwing the hot shoehorn into the fireplace, he removed the gag. “Why have they gone to the Arts Ball?”

“I wanted them out of the way tonight.”

“Is Oberzohn likely to be at the Arts Ball?”

“Oberzohn?” The man’s laugh bordered on the hysteric.

“Or Gurther?”

This time Mr. Newton did not laugh.

“I don’t know who you mean,” he said.

“We’ll go into that later,” replied Leon lightly, pulling the knot of the handkerchief about the ankles. “You may get up now. What time do you expect them back?”

“I don’t know. I told Joan not to hurry, as I was meeting somebody here tonight.”

Which sounded plausible. Leon remembered that the Arts Ball was a fancy dress affair, and there was some reason for the departure from the mews instead of from the front of the house. As though he were reading his thoughts, Newton said:

“It was Miss Leicester’s idea, going through the back. She was rather shy…she was wearing a domino.”

“Colour?”

“Green, with a reddish hood.”

Leon looked at him quickly.

“Rather distinctive. Was that the idea?”

“I don’t know what the idea was,” growled Newton, sitting on the edge of the bed and pulling on a sock. “But I do know this, Gonsalez,” he said, with an outburst of anger which was half fear; “that you’ll be sorry you did this to me!”

Leon walked to the door, turned the key and opened it.

“I only hope that you will not be sorry I did not kill you,” he said, and was gone.

Monty Newton waited until from his raised window he saw the slim figure pass along the sidewalk and disappear round a corner, and then he hurried down, with one shoe on and one off, to call New Cross 93.
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In a triangle two sides of which were expressed by the viaducts of converging railroads and the base by the dark and sluggish waters of the Grand Surrey Canal, stood the gaunt ruins of a store in which had once been housed the merchandise of the 0. & S. Company. A Zeppelin in passing had dropped an incendiary bomb at random, and torn a great ugly gap in the roof. The fire that followed left the iron frames of the windows twisted and split; the roof by some miracle remained untouched except for the blackened edges about the hole through which the flames had rushed to the height of a hundred feet.

The store was flush with the canal towing-path; barges had moored here, discharging rubber in bales, palm nut, nitrates even, and had restocked with Manchester cloth and case upon case of Birmingham-made geegaws of brass and lacquer.

Mr. Oberzohn invariably shipped his spirituous cargoes from Hamburg, since Germany is the home of synthesis. In the centre of the triangle was a redbrick villa, more unlovely than the factory, missing as it did that ineffable grandeur, made up of tragedy and pathos, attaching to a burnt-out building, however ugly it may have been in its prime.

The villa was built from a design in Mr. Oberzohn’s possession, and was the exact replica of the house in Sweden where he was born. It had high, gabled ends at odd and unexpected places. The roof was shingled with grey tiles; there were glass panels in the curious-looking door, and iron ornaments in the shape of cranes and dogs flanking the narrow path through the rank nettle and dock which constituted his garden.

Here he dwelt, in solitude, yet not in solitude, for two men lived in the house, and there was a stout Swedish cook and a very plain Danish maid, a girl of vacant countenance, who worked from sun-up to midnight without complaint, who seldom spoke and never smiled. The two men were somewhere in the region of thirty. They occupied the turret rooms at each end of the building, and had little community of interest. They sometimes played cards together with an old and greasy pack, but neither spoke more than was necessary. They were lean, hollow-faced men, with a certain physiognomical resemblance. Both had thin, straight lips; both had round, staring, dark eyes filled with a bright but terrifying curiosity.

“They look,” reported Leon Gonsalez, when he went to examine the ground, “as if they are watching pigs being killed and enjoying every minute of it. Iwan Pfeiffer is one, Sven Gurther is the other. Both have escaped the gallows or the axe in Germany; both have convictions against them. They are typical German-trained criminals, as pitiless as wolves. Dehumanized.”

The “Three,” as was usual, set the machinery of the law in motion, and found that the hands of the police were tied. Only by stretching the law could the men be deported, and the law is difficult to stretch. To all appearance they offended in no respect. A woman, by no means the most desirable of citizens, laid a complaint against one. There was an investigation — proof was absent; the very character of the complainant precluded a conviction, and the matter was dropped — by the police.

Somebody else moved swiftly.

One morning, just before daybreak, a policeman patrolling the towpath heard a savage snarl and looked round for the dog. He found instead, up one of those narrow entries leading to the canal bank, a man. He was tied to the stout sleeper fence, and his bare back showed marks of a whip. Somebody had held him up at night as he prowled the bank in search of amusement, had tied and flogged him. Twentyfive lashes: an expert thought the whip used was the official cat-o’-nine-tails.

Scotland Yard, curious, suspicious, sought out the Three Just Men. They had alibis so complete as to be unbreakable. Sven Gurther went unavenged — but he kept from the towpath thereafter.

In this house of his there were rooms which only Dr. Oberzohn visited. The Danish maid complained to the cook that when she had passed the door of one as the doctor came out, a blast of warm, tainted air had rushed out and made her cough for an hour. There was another room in which from time to time the doctor had installed a hotchpotch of apparatus. Vulcanizing machines, electrical machines (older and more used than Mirabelle had seen in her brief stay in the City Road), a liquid air plant, not the most up-to-date but serviceable.

He was not, curiously enough, a doctor in the medical sense. He was not even a doctor of chemistry. His doctorate was in Literature and Law. These experiments of his were hobbies — hobbies that he had pursued from his childhood.

On this evening he was sitting in his stuffy parlour reading close-printed and closer-reasoned volume of German philosophy, and thinking of something else. Though the sun had only just set, the blinds and curtains were drawn; a wood fire crackled in the grate, and the bright lights of three half-watt lamps made glaring radiance.

An interruption came in the shape of a telephone call. He listened, grunting replies.

“So!” he said at last, and spoke a dozen words in his strange English.

Putting aside his book, he hobbled in his velvet slippers across the room and pressed twice upon the bellpush by the side of the fireplace. Gurther came in noiselessly and stood waiting.

He was grimy, unshaven. The pointed chin and short upper lip were blue. The V of his shirt visible above the waistcoat was soiled and almost black at the edges. He stood at attention, smiling vacantly, his eyes fixed at a point above the doctor’s head.

Dr. Oberzohn lifted his eyes from his book.

“I wish you to be a gentleman of club manner tonight,” he said. He spoke in that hard North-German tongue which the Swede so readily acquires.

“Ja, Herr Doktor!”

The man melted from the room.

Dr. Oberzohn for some reason hated Germans. So, for the matter of that, did Gurther and Pfeiffer, the latter being Polish by extraction and Russian by birth. Gurther hated Germans because they stormed the little jail at Altostadt to kill him after the dogs found Frau Siedlitz’s body. He would have died then but for the green police, who scented a Communist rising, scattered the crowd and sent Gurther by road to the nearest big town under escort. The two escorting policemen were never seen again. Gurther reappeared mysteriously in England two years after, bearing a veritable passport. There was no proof even that he was Gurther — Leon knew, Manfred knew, Poiccart knew.

There had been an alternative to the whipping.

“It would be a simple matter to hold his head under water until he was drowned,” said Leon.

They debated the matter, decided against this for no sentimental or moral reason — none save expediency. Gurther had his whipping and never knew how near to the black and greasy water of the canal he had been.

Dr. Oberzohn resumed his book — a fascinating book that was all about the human soul and immortality and time. He was in the very heart of an analysis of eternity when Gurther reappeared dressed in the “gentleman-club manner,” The dress-coat fitted perfectly; shirt and waistcoat were exactly the right cut The snowy shirt, the braided trousers, the butterfly bow, and winged collar…

“That is good.” Dr. Oberzohn went slowly over the figure. “But the studs should be pearl — not enamel. And the watch-chain is demode — it is not worn. The gentleman-club manner does not allow of visible ornament Also I think a moustache…?”

“Ja, Herr Doktor!”

Gurther, who was once an actor, disappeared again. When he returned the enamel studs had gone: there were small pearls in their place, and his white waistcoat had no chain across. And on his upper lip had sprouted a small brown moustache, so natural that even Oberzohn, scrutinizing closely, could find no fault with it. The doctor took a case from his pocket, fingered out three crisp notes.

“Your hands, please?”

Gurther took three paces to the old man, halted, clicked his heels and held out his hands for inspection.

“Good! You know Leon Gonsalez? He will be at the Arts Ball. He wears no fancy dress. He was the man who whipped you.”

“He was the man who whipped me,” said Gurther without heat.

There was a silence, Dr. Oberzohn pursing his lips.

“Also, he did that which brands him as an infamous assassin…I think… yes, I think my dear Gurther…there will be a girl also, but the men of my police will be there to arrange such matters. Benton will give you instructions. For you, only Gonsalez.”

Gurther bowed stiffly.

“I have implored the order,” he said, bowed again and withdrew. Later, Dr. Oberzohn heard the drone of the little car as it bumped and slithered across the grass to the road. He resumed his book: this matter of eternity was fascinating.

The Arts Ball at the Corinthian Hall as one of the events of the season, and the tickets, issued exclusively to the members of three clubs, were eagerly sought by society people who could not be remotely associated with any but the art of living.

When the girl came into the crowded hall, she looked around in wonder. The balconies, outlined in soft lights and half-hidden with flowers, had been converted into boxes; the roof had been draped with blue and gold tissue; at one end of the big hall was a veritable bower of roses, behind which one of the two bands was playing. Masks in every conceivable guise were swinging rhythmically across the polished floor. To the blase, there was little difference between the Indians, the pierrots and the cavaliers to be seen here and those they had seen a hundred times on a hundred different floors.

As the girl gazed round in wonder and delight, forgetting all her misgivings, two men, one in evening dress, the other in the costume of a brigand, came from under the shadow of the balcony towards them.

“Here are our partners,” said Joan, with sudden vivacity. ‘“Mirabelle, I want you to know Lord Evington.”

The man in evening dress stroked his little moustache, clicked his heels and bent forward in a stiff bow. He was thin-faced, a little pallid, unsmiling. His round, dark eyes surveyed her for a second, and then:

“I’m glad to meet you, Miss Leicester,” he said, in a high, harsh voice, that had just the trace of a foreign accent.

This struck the girl with as much surprise as the cold kiss he had implanted upon her hand, and, as if he read her thoughts, he went on quickly:

“I have lived so long abroad that England and English manners are strange to me. Won’t you dance? And had you not better mask? I must apologise to you for my costume.” He shrugged his shoulders. “But there was no gala dress available.”

She fixed the red mask, and in another second she was gliding through the crowd and was presently lost to view.

“I don’t understand it all, Benton.”

Joan was worried and frightened. She had begun to realize that the game she played was something different…her part more sinister than any role she had yet filled. To jolly along the gilded youth to the green tables of Captain Monty Newton was one thing; but never before had she seen the gang working against a woman.

“I don’t know,” grumbled the brigand, who was not inaptly arrayed. “There’s been a hurry call for everybody.” He glanced round uneasily as though he feared his words might be overheard. “All the guns are here — Defson, Cuccini, Jewy Stubbs…”

“The guns?” she whispered in horror, paling under her rouge. “You mean…?”

“The guns are out: that’s all I know,” he said doggedly. “They started drifting in half an hour before you came.”

Joan was silent, her heart racing furiously. Then Monty had told her the truth. She knew that somewhere behind Oberzohn, behind Monty Newton, was a force perfectly dovetailed into the machine, only one cog of which she had seen working. These card parties of Monty’s were profitable enough, but for a long time she had had a suspicion that they were the merest sideline. The organization maintained a regular corps of gunmen, recruited from every quarter of the globe. Monty Newton talked sometimes in his less sober moments of what he facetiously described as the “Old Guard.” How they were employed, on what excuse, for what purpose, she had never troubled to think. They came and went from England in batches. Once Monty had told her that Oberzohn’s people had gone to Smyrna, and he talked vaguely of unfair competition that had come to the traders of the 0. & S. outfit. Afterwards she read in the paper of a “religious riot” which resulted in the destruction by fire of a great block of business premises. After that Monty spoke no more of competition. The Old Guard returned to England, minus one of its number, who had been shot in the stomach in the course of this “religious riot.” What particular faith he possessed in such a degree as to induce him to take up arms for the cause, she never learned. She knew he was dead, because Monty had written to the widow, who lived in the Bronx.

Joan knew a lot about Monty’s business, for an excellent reason. She was with him most of the time; and whether she posed as his niece or daughter, his sister, or some closer relationship, she was undoubtedly the nearest to a confidante he possessed.

“Who is that man with the moustache — is he one?” she asked.

“No; he’s Oberzohn’s man — for God’s sake don’t tell Monty I told you all this! I got orders tonight to put wise about the girl.”

“What about her…what are they doing with her?” she gasped in terror.

“Let us dance,” said Benton, and half guided, half carried her into the throng. They had reached the centre of the floor when, with no warning, every light in the hall went out.
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The band had stopped, a rustle of handclapping came from the hot dancers, and almost before the applause had started the second band struck up “Kulloo.”

Mirabelle was not especially happy. Her partner was the most correct of dancers, but they lacked just that unity of purpose, the oneness of interest which makes all the difference between the ill-and the well-matched.

“May we sit down?” she begged. “I am rather hot.”

“Will the gracious lady come to the little hall?” he asked. “It is cooler there, and the chairs are comfortable.”

She looked at him oddly.

“‘Gracious lady’ is a German expression — why do you use it, Lord Evington? I think it is very pretty,” she hastened to assure him.

“I lived for many years in Germany,” said Mr. Gurther. “I do not like the German people — they are so stupid.”

If he had said “German police” he would have been nearer to the truth; and had he added that the dislike was mutual, he might have gained credit for his frankness.

At the end of the room, concealed by the floral decorations of the bandstand, was a door which led to a smaller room, ordinarily separated from the main hall by folding doors which were seldom opened. Tonight the annexe was to be used as a conservatory. Palms and banked flowers were everywhere. Arbours had been artificially created, and the cosy nooks, half-hidden by shrubs, secluded seats and tables, all that ingenuity could design to meet the wishes of sitters-out.

He stood invitingly at the entrance of a little grotto, dimly illuminated by one Chinese lantern.

“I think we will sit in the open,” said Mirabelle, and pulled out a chair.

“Excuse me.”

Instantly he was by her side, the chair arranged, a cushion found, and she sank down with a sigh of relief. It was early yet for the loungers: looking round, she saw that, but for a solitary waiter fastening his apron with one eye upon possible customers, they were alone.

“You will drink wine…no? An orangeade? Good!” He beckoned the waiter and gave his order. “You must excuse me if I am a little strange. I have been in Germany for many years — except during the war, when I was in France.”

Mr. Gurther had certainly been in Germany for many years, but he had never been in France. Nor had he heard a shot fired in the war. It is true that an aerial bomb had exploded perilously near the prison at Mainz in which he was serving ten years for murder, but that represented his sole warlike experience.

“You live in the country, of course?”

“In London: I am working with Mr. Oberzohn.”

“So: he is a good fellow. A gentleman.”

She had not been very greatly impressed by the doctor’s breeding, but it was satisfying to hear a stranger speak with such heartiness of her new employer. Her mind at the moment was on Heavytree Farm: the cool parlour with its chintzes — a room, at this hour, fragrant with the night scents of flowers which came stealing through the open casement. There was a fox-terrier, Jim by name, who would be wandering disconsolately from room to room, sniffing unhappily at the hall door. A lump came up into her throat. She felt very far from home and very lonely. She wanted to get up and run back to where she had left Joan and tell her that she had changed her mind and must go back to Gloucester that night…she looked impatiently for the waiter. Mr. Gurther was fiddling with some straws he had taken from the glass container in the centre of the table. One end of the straws showed above the edge of the table, the others were thrust deep in the wide-necked little bottle he had in the other hand. The hollow straws held half an inch of the red powder that filled the bottle.

“Excuse!”

The waiter put the orangeades on the table and went away to get change. Mirabelle’s eyes were wistfully fixed on a little door at the end of the room. It gave to the street, and there were taxicabs which could get her to Paddington in ten minutes.

When she looked round he was stirring the amber contents of her glass with a spoon. Two straws were invitingly protruding from the foaming orangeade. She smiled and lifted the glass as he fitted a cigarette into his black holder.

“I may smoke — yes?”

The first taste she had through the straws was one of extreme bitterness. She made a wry face and put down the glass.

“How horrid!”

“Did it taste badly…?” he began, but she was pouring out water from a bottle.

“It was most unpleasant—”

“Will you try mine, please?” He offered the glass to her and she drank. “It may have been something in the straw.” Here he was telling her the fact.

“It was…”

The room was going round and round, the floor was rising up and down like the deck of a ship in a stormy sea. She rose, swayed, and caught him by the arm.

“Open the little door, waiter, please — the lady is faint.”

The waiter turned to the door and threw it open. A man stood there — just outside the door. He wore over his dinner dress a long cloak in the Spanish style. Gurther stood staring, a picture of amused dismay, his cigarette still unlit. He did not move his hands. Gonsalez was waiting there, alert…death grinning at him…and then the room went inky black. Somebody had turned the main switch.
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Five, ten minutes passed before the hall-keeper tripped and stumbled and cursed his way to the smaller room and, smashing down the hired flowers, he passed through the wreckage of earthen pots and tumbled mould to the control. Another second and the rooms were brilliantly lit again — the band struck up a two-step and fainting ladies were escorted to the decent obscurity of their retiring rooms.

The manager of the hall came flying into the annexe.

“What happened — the main fuse gone?”

“No,” said the hall-keeper sourly, “some fool turned over the switch.”

The agitated waiter protested that nobody had been near the switch-box.

“There was a lady and gentleman here, and another gentleman outside.” He pointed to the open door.

“Where are they now?”

“I don’t know. The lady was faint.”

The three had disappeared when the manager went out into a small courtyard that led round the corner of the building to a side street. Then he came back on a tour of inspection.

“Somebody did it from the yard. There’s a window open — you can reach the switch easily.”

The window was fastened and locked.

“There is no lady or gentleman in the yard,” he said. “Are you sure they did not go into the big hall?”

“In the dark — maybe.”

The waiter’s nervousness was understandable. Mr. Gurther had given him a five-pound note and the man had not as yet delivered the change. Never would he return to claim it if all that his keen ears heard was true.

Four men had appeared in the annexe: one shut the door and stood by it. The three others were accompanied by the manager, who called Phillips, the waiter.

“This man served them,” he said, troubled. Even the most innocent do not like police visitations. “What was the gentleman like?”

Phillips gave a brief and not inaccurate description.

“That is your man, I think, Herr Fluen?”

The third of the party was bearded and plump; he wore a Derby hat with evening dress.

“That is Gurther,” he nodded. “It will be a great pleasure to meet him. For eight months the Embassy has been striving for his extradition. But our people at home…!”

He shrugged his shoulders. All properly constituted officials behave in such a manner when they talk of Governments.

“The lady now” — Inspector Meadows was patently worried— “she was faint, you say. Had she drunk anything?”

“Orangeade — there is the glass. She said there was something nasty in the straws. These.”

Phillips handed them to the detective. He wetted his fin from them, touched his tongue and spat out quickly.

“Yes,” he said, and went out by the little door.

Gonsalez, of course: but where had he gone, and how, with a drugged girl on his hands and the Child of the Snake? Gurther was immensely quick to strike, and an icy-hearted man: the presence of a woman would not save Leon.

“When the light went out—” began the waiter, and the trouble cleared from Mr. Meadows’s face.

“Of course — I had forgotten that,” he said softly. “The lights went out!”

All the way back to the Yard he was trying to bring something from the back of his mind — something that was there, the smooth tip of it tantalizingly displayed, yet eluding every grasp. It had nothing to do with the lights — nor Gonsalez, nor yet the girl. Gurther? No. Nor Manfred? What was it? A name had been mentioned to him that day — it had a mysterious significance. A golden idol! He picked up the end of the thought…Johnny! Manfred’s one mystery. That was the dust which lay on all thought. And now that he remembered he was disappointed. It was so ridiculously unimportant a matter to baffle him.

He left his companions at the corner of Curzon Street and went alone to the house. There was a streak of light showing between the curtains in the upstairs room. The passage was illuminated — Poiccart answered his ring at once.

“Yes, George and Leon were here a little time back — the girl? No, they said nothing about a girl. They looked rather worried, I thought. Miss Leicester, I suppose? Won’t you come in?”

“No, I can’t wait. There’s a light in Manfred’s room.”

The ghost of a smile lit the heavy face and faded as instantly.

“My room also,” he said. “Butlers take vast liberties in the absence of their masters. Shall I give a message to George?”

“Ask him to call me at the Yard.”

Poiccart closed the door on him; stopped in the passage to arrange a salver on the table and hung up a hat. All this Meadows saw through the fanlight and walkingstick periscope which is so easily fitted and can be of such value. And seeing, his doubts evaporated.

Poiccart went slowly up the stairs into the little office room, pulled back the curtains and opened the window at the top. The next second, the watching detective saw the light go out and went away.

“I’m sorry to keep you in the dark,” said Poiccart.

The men who were in the room waited until the shutters were fast and the curtains pulled across, and then the light flashed on. White of face, her eyes closed, her breast scarcely moving, Mirabelle Leicester lay on the long settee. Her domino was a heap of shimmering green and scarlet on the floor, and Leon was gently sponging her face, George Manfred watching from the back of the settee, his brows wrinkled.

“Will she die?” he asked bluntly.

“I don’t know: they sometimes die of that stuff,” replied Leon coldbloodedly. “She must have had it pretty raw. Gurther is a crude person.”

“What was it?” asked George.

Gonsalez spread out his disengaged hand in a gesture of uncertainty.

“If you can imagine morphia with a kick in it, it was that. I don’t know. I hope she doesn’t die: she is rather young — it would be the worst of bad luck.”

Poiccart stirred uneasily. He alone had within his soul what Leon would call “a trace” of sentiment.

“Could we get Elver?” he asked anxiously, and Leon looked up with his boyish smile. “Growing onions in Seville has softened you, Raymondo mio!” He never failed in moments of great strain to taunt the heavy man with his two years of agricultural experiment, and they knew that the gibes were deliberately designed to steady his mind. “Onions are sentimental things — they make you cry: a vegetable muchos simpatico! This woman is alive!”

Her eyelids had fluttered twice. Leon lifted the bare arm, inserted the needle of a tiny hypodermic and pressed home the plunger.

“Tomorrow she will feel exactly as if she had been drunk,” he said calmly, “and in her mouth will be the taste of ten rank cigars. Oh, senorinetta, open thy beautiful eyes and look upon thy friends!”

The last sentence was in Spanish. She heard: the lids fluttered and rose.

“You’re a long way from Heavytree Farm, Miss Leicester.”

She looked up wonderingly into the kindly face of George Manfred.

“Where am I?” she asked faintly, and closed her eyes again with a grimace of pain.

“They always ask that — just as they do in books,” said Leon oracularly. “If they don’t say ‘Where am I?’ they ask for their mothers. She’s quite out of danger.”

One hand was on her wrist, another at the side of her neck.

“Remarkably regular. She has a good head — mathematical probably.”

“She is very beautiful,” said Poiccart in a hushed voice.

“All people are beautiful — just as all onions are beautiful. What is the difference between a lovely maid and the ugliest of duennas — what but a matter of pigmentation and activity of tissue? Beneath that, an astounding similarity of the circulatory, sustentacular, motorvascular—”

“How long have we got?” Manfred interrupted him, and Leon shook his head.

“I don’t know — not long, I should think. Of course, we could have told Meadows and he’d have turned out police reserves, but I should like to keep them out of it.”

“The Old Guard was there?”

“Every man jack of them — those tough lads! They will be here just as soon as the Herr Doktor discovers what is going forward. Now, I think you can travel. I want her out of the way.”

Stooping, he put his hands under her and lifted her. The strength in his frail body was a never-ending source of wonder to his two friends.

They followed him down the stairs and along the short passage, down another flight to the kitchen. Manfred opened a door and went out into the paved yard. There was a heavier door in the boundary wall. He opened this slowly and peeped out. Here was the inevitable mews. The sound of an engine running came from a garage near by. Evidently somebody was on the look out for them. A long-bodied car drew up noiselessly and a woman got out. Beside the driver at the wheel sat two men.

“I think you’ll just miss the real excitement,” said Gonsalez, and then to the nurse he gave a few words of instruction and closed the door on her.

“Take the direct road,” he said to the driver. “Swindon — Gloucester. Good night.”

“Good night, sir.”

He watched anxiously as the machine swung into the main road. Still he waited, his head bent. Two minutes went by, and the faint sound of a motor-horn, a long blast and a short, and he sighed.

“They’re clear of the danger zone,” he said.

Plop!

He saw the flash, heard the smack of the bullet as it struck the door, and his hand stiffened. There was a thudding sound — a scream of pain from a dark corner of the mews and the sound of voices. Leon drew back into the yard and bolted the door.

“He had a new kind of silencer. Oberzohn is rather a clever old bird. But my air pistol against their gun for noiselessness.”

“I didn’t expect the attack from that end of the mews.” Manfred was slipping a Browning back to his pocket.

“If they had come from the other end the car would not have passed — I’d like to get one of those silencers.”

They went into the house. Poiccart had already extinguished the passage light.

“You hit your man — does that thing kill?”

“By accident — it is possible. I aimed at his stomach: I fear that I hit him in the head. He would not have squealed for a stomach wound. I fear he is alive.”

He felt his way up the stairs and took up the telephone. Immediately a voice said, “Number?”

“Give me 8877 Treasury.”

He waited, and then a different voice asked: “Yes — Scotland Yard speaking.”

“Can you give me Mr. Meadows?”

Manfred was watching him frowningly.

“That you, Meadows?…They have shot Leon Gonsalez — can you send police reserves and an ambulance?”

“At once.”

Leon hung up the receiver, hugging himself. “The idea being — ?” said Poiccart.

“These people are clever.” Leon’s voice was charged with admiration. “They haven’t cut the wires — they’ve simply tapped it at one end and thrown it out of order on the exchange side.”

“Phew!” Manfred whistled. “You deceived me — you were talking to Oberzohn?”

“Captain Monty and Lew Cuccini. They may or may not be deceived, but if they aren’t, we shall know all about it.”

He stopped dead. There was a knock on the front door, a single, heavy knock. Leon grinned delightedly.

“One of us is now supposed to open an upper window cautiously and look out, whereupon he is instantly gunned. I’m going to give these fellows a scare.”

He ran up the stairs to the top floor, and on the landing, outside an attic door, pulled at a rope. A fire ladder lying flat against the ceiling came down, and at the same time a small skylight opened. Leon went into the room, and his pocket-lamp located what he needed: a small papier-mache cylinder, not unlike a seven-pound shell. With this on his arm, he climbed up the ladder on to the roof, fixed the cylinder on a flat surface, and, striking a match, lit a touch-paper. The paper sizzled and spluttered, there was a sudden flash and “boom!” a dull explosion, and a white ball shot up into the sky, described a graceful curve and burst into a shower of brilliant crimson stars. He waited till the last died out; then, with the hot cylinder under his arm, descended the ladder, released the rope that held it in place, and returned to his two friends.

“They will imagine a secret arrangement of signals with the police,” he said; “unless my knowledge of their psychology is at fault, we shall not be bothered again.”

Ten minutes later there was another knock at the door, peremptory, almost official in its character.

“This,” said Leon, “is a policeman to summon us for discharging fireworks in the public street!”

He ran lightly down into the hall and without hesitation pulled open the door. A tall, helmeted figure stood on the doorstep, notebook in hand.

“Are you the gentleman that let off that rocket—” he began.

Leon walked past him, and looked up and down Curzon Street. As he had expected, the Old Guard had vanished.
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Monty Newton dragged himself home, a weary angry man, and let himself in with his key. He found the footman lying on the floor of the hall asleep, his greatcoat pulled over him, and stirred him to wakefulness with the toe of his boot.

“Get up,” he growled. “Anybody been here?”

Fred rose, a little dazed, rubbing his eyes.

“The old man’s in the drawingroom,” he said, and his employer passed on without another word.

As he opened the door, he saw that all the lights in the drawingroom were lit Dr. Oberzohn had pulled a small table near the fire, and before this he sat bolt upright, a tiny chess-board before him; immersed in a problem. He looked across to the new-corner for a second and then resumed his study of the board, made a move…

“Ach!” he said in tones of satisfaction. “Leskina was wrong! It is possible to mate in five moves!”

He pushed the chessmen into confusion and turned squarely to face Newton.

“Well, have you concluded these matters satisfactorily?”

“He brought up the reserves,” said Monty, unlocking a tantalus on a side table and helping himself liberally to whisky. “They got Cuccini through the jaw. Nothing serious.”

Dr. Oberzohn laid his bony hands on his knees.

“Gurther must be disciplined,” he said. “Obviously he has lost his nerve; and when a man loses his nerve also he loses his sense of time. And his timing — how deplorable! The car had not arrived; my excellent police had not taken position…deplorable!”

“The police are after him: I suppose you know that?” Newton looked over his glass.

Dr. Oberzohn nodded.

“The extradition so cleverly avoided is now accomplished. But Gurther is too good a man to be lost. I have arranged a hiding-place for him. He is of many uses.”

“Where did he go?”

Dr. Oberzohn’s eyebrows wrinkled up and down.

“Who knows?” he said. “He has the little machine. Maybe he has gone to the house — the green light in the top window will warn him and he will move carefully.”

Newton walked to the window and looked out Chester Square looked ghostly in the grey light of dawn. And then, out of the shadows, he saw a figure move and walk slowly towards the south side of the square. “They’re watching this house,” he said, and laughed.

“Where is my young lady?” asked Oberzohn, who was staring glumly into the fire.

“I don’t know…there was a car pulled out of the mews as one of our men ‘closed’ the entrance. She has probably gone back to Heavytree Farm, and you can sell that laboratory of yours. There is only one way now, and that’s the rough way. We have time — we can do a lot in six weeks. Villa is coming this morning — I wish we’d taken that idol from the trunk. That may put the police on to the right track.”

Dr. Oberzohn pursed his lips as though he were going to whistle, but he was guilty of no such frivolity.

“I am glad they found him,” he said precisely. “To them it will be a scent. What shall they think, but that the unfortunate Barberton had come upon an old native treasure-house? No, I do not fear that” He shook his head. “Mostly I fear Mr. Johnson Lee and the American, Elijah Washington.”

He put his hand into his jacket pocket and took out a thin pad of letters. “Johnson Lee is for me difficult to understand. For what should a gentleman have to do with this boor that he writes so friendly letters to him?”

“How did you get these?”

“Villa took them: it was one of the intelligent actions also to leave the statue.”

He passed one of the letters across to Newton. It was addressed “Await arrival, Paste Restante, Mosamedes.” The letter was written in a curiously round, boyish hand. Another remarkable fact was that it was perforated across the page at regular intervals, and upon the lines formed by this perforation Mr. Johnson Lee wrote:

“Dear B.,” the letter ran, “I have instructed my bankers to cable you £500. I hope this will carry you through and leave enough to pay your fare home. You may be sure that I shall not breathe a word, and your letters, of course, nobody in the house can read but me. Your story is amazing and I advise you to come home at once and see Miss Leicester.

“Your friend,

“JOHNSON LEE.”

The notepaper was headed “Rath Hall, January 13th.”

“They came to me to-day. If I had seen them before, there would have been no need for the regrettable happening.”

He looked thoughtfully at his friend. “They will be difficult: I had that expectation,” he said; and Monty knew that he referred to the Three Just Men. “Yet they are mortal also — remember that, my Newton: they are mortal also.”

“As we are,” said Newton gloomily

“That is a question,” said Oberzohn, “so far as I am concerned.”

Dr. Oberzohn never jested; he spoke with the greatest calm and assurance. The other man could only stare at him.

Although it was light, a green lamp showed clearly in the turret room of the doctor’s house as he came within sight of the ugly place. And, seeing that warning, he did not expect to be met in the passage by Gurther. The man had changed from his resplendent kit and was again in the soiled and shabby garments he had discarded the night before.

“You have come, Gurther?”

“Ja, Herr Doktor.”

“To my parlour!” barked Dr. Oberzohn, and marched ahead.

Gurther followed him and stood with his back to the door, erect, his chin raised, his bright, curious eyes fixed on a point a few inches above his master’s head.

“Tell me now.” The doctor’s ungainly face was working ludicrously.

“I saw the man and struck, Herr Doktor, and then the lights went out and I went to the floor, expecting him to shoot…I think he must have taken the gracious lady. I did not see, for there was a palm between us. I returned at once to the greater hall, and walked through the people on the floor. They were very frightened.”

“You saw them?”

“Yes, Herr Doktor,” said Gurther. “It is not difficult for me to see in the dark. After that I ran to the other entrance, but they were gone.”

“Come here.”

The man took two stilted paces towards the doctor and Oberzohn struck him twice in the face with the flat of his hand. Not a muscle of the man’s face moved: he stood erect, his lips framed in a half-grin, his curious eyes staring straight ahead.

“That is for bad time, Gurther. Nobody saw you return?”

“No, Herr Doktor, I came on foot.”

“You saw the light?”

“Yes, Herr Doktor, and I thought it best to be here.”

“You were right,” said Oberzohn. “March!”

He went into the forbidden room, turned the key, and passed into the superheated atmosphere. Gurther stood attentively at the door. Presently the doctor came out, carrying a long case covered with baize under his arm. He handed it to the waiting man, went into the room, and, after a few minutes’ absence, returned with a second case, a little larger.

“March!” he said.

Gurther followed him out of the house and across the rank, weed-grown “garden” towards the factory. A white mist had rolled up from the canal, and factory and grounds lay under the veil.

He led the way through an oblong gap in the wall where once a door had stood, and followed a tortuous course through the blackened beams and twisted girders that littered the floor. Only a halfhearted attempt had been made to clear up the wreckage after the fire, and the floor was ankle-deep in charred shreds of burnt cloth. Near the far end of the building, Oberzohn stopped, put down his box and pushed aside the ashes with his foot until he had cleared a space about three feet square. Stooping, he grasped an iron ring and pulled, and a flagstone came up with scarcely an effort, for it was well counterweighted. He took up the box again and descended the stone stairs, stopping only to turn on a light.

The vaults of the store had been practically untouched by the fire. There were shelves that still carried dusty bales of cotton goods. Oberzohn was in a hurry. He crossed the stone floor in two strides, pulled down the bar of another door, and, walking into the darkness, deposited his box on the floor.

The electric power of the factory had, in the old days, been carried on two distinct circuits, and the connection with the vaults was practically untouched by the explosion.

They were in a smaller room now, fairly comfortably furnished. Gurther knew it well, for it was here that he had spent the greater part of his first six months in England. Ventilation came through three small gratings near the roof. There was a furnace, and, as Gurther knew, an ample supply of fuel in one of the three cellars that opened into the vault.

“Here will you stay until I send for you,” said Oberzohn. “Tonight, perhaps, after they have searched. You have a pistol?”

“Ja, Herr Doktor.”

“Food, water, bedding — all you need.” Oberzohn jerked open another of the cellars and took stock of the larder. “Tonight I may come for you — tomorrow night — who knows? You will light the fire at once.” He pointed to the two baize-covered boxes. “Good morning, Gurther.”

“Good morning, Herr Doktor.”

Oberzohn went up to the factory level, dropped the trap and his foot pushed back the ashes which hid its presence, and with a cautious look round he crossed the field to his house. He was hardly in his study before the first police car came bumping along the lane.
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Making inquiries, Detective-Inspector Meadows discovered that, on the previous evening at eight o’clock, two men had called upon Barberton. The first of these was described as tall and rather aristocratic in appearance. He wore dark, horn-rimmed spectacles. The hotel manager thought he might have been an invalid, for he walked with a stick. The second man seemed to have been a servant of some kind, for he spoke respectfully to the visitor.

“No, he gave no name, Mr. Meadows,” said the manager. “I told him of the terrible thing which had happened to Mr. Barberton, and he was so upset that I didn’t like to press the question.”

Meadows was on his circuitous way to Curzon Street when he heard this, and he arrived in time for breakfast. Manfred’s servants regarded it as the one eccentricity of an otherwise normal gentleman that he invariably breakfasted with his butler and chauffeur. This matter had been discussed threadbare in the tiny servants’ hall, and it no longer excited comment when Manfred telephoned down to the lower regions and asked for another plate.

The Triangle were in cheerful mood. Leon Gonsalez was especially bright and amusing, as he invariably was after such a night as he had spent.

“We searched Oberzohn’s house from cellar to attic,” said Meadows when the plate had been laid.

“And of course you found nothing. The elegant Gurther?”

“He wasn’t there. That fellow will keep at a distance if he knows that there’s a warrant out for him. I suspect some sort of signal. There was a very bright green light burning in one of those ridiculous Gothic turrets.” Manfred stifled a yawn.

“Gurther went back soon after midnight,” he said, “and was there until Oberzohn’s return.”

“Are you sure?” asked the astonished detective.

Leon nodded, his eyes twinkling.

“After that, one of those infernal river mists blotted out observation,” he said, “but I should imagine Herr Gurther is not far away. Did you see his companion, Pfeiffer?”

Meadows nodded. “Yes, he was cleaning boots when I arrived.”

“How picturesque!” said Gonzalez. “I think he will have a valet the next time be goes to prison, unless the system has altered since your days, George?”

George Manfred, who had once occupied the condemned cell in Chelmsford Prison, smiled.

“An interesting man, Gurther,” mused Gonsalez. “I have a feeling that he will escape hanging. So you could not find him? I found him last night. But for the lady, who was both an impediment and an interest, we might have put a period to his activities.” He caught Meadows’ eye. “I should have handed him to you, of course.”

“Of course,” said the detective dryly.

“A remarkable man, but nervous. You are going to see Mr. Johnson Lee?”

“What made you say that?” asked the detective in astonishment, for he had not as yet confided his intention to the three men.

“He will surprise you,” said Leon. “Tell me, Mr. Meadows: when you and George so thoroughly and carefully searched Barberton’s box, did you find anything that was suggestive of his being a cobbler, let us say — or a bookbinder?”

“I think in his sister’s letter there was a reference to the books he had made. I found nothing particular except an awl and a long oblong of wood which was covered with pinpricks. As a matter of fact, when I saw it my first thought was that, living the kind of life he must have done in the wilderness, it was rather handy to be able to repair his own shoes. The idea of bookbinding is a new one.”

“I should say he never bound a book in his life, in the ordinary sense of the word,” remarked Manfred; “and as Leon says, you will find Johnson Lee a very surprising man.”

“Do you know him?”

Manfred nodded gravely.

“I have just been on the telephone to him,” he said. “You’ll have to be careful of Mr. Lee Meadows. Our friend the snake may be biting his way, and will, if he hears a breath of suspicion that he was in Barberton’s confidence.”

The detective put down his knife and fork.

“I wish you fellows would stop being mysterious,” he said, half annoyed, half amused. “What is behind this business? You talk of the snake as though you could lay your hands on him.”

“And we could,” they said in unison.

“Who is he?” challenged the detective.

“The Herr Doktor,” smiled Gonsalez.

“Oberzohn?”

Leon nodded.

“I thought you would have discovered that by connecting the original three murders together — and murders they were. First” — he ticked the names off on his fingers— “we have a stockbroker. This gentleman was a wealthy speculator who occasionally financed highly questionable deals. Six months before his death he drew from the bank a very large sum of money in notes. By an odd coincidence the bank clerk, going out to luncheon, saw his client and Oberzohn driving past in a taxicab, and as they came abreast he saw a large blue envelope go into Oberzohn’s pocket. The money had been put into a blue envelope when it was drawn. The broker had financed the doctor, and when the scheme failed and the money was lost, he not unnaturally asked for its return. He trusted Oberzohn not at all; carried his receipt about in his pocket, and never went anywhere unless he was armed — that fact did not emerge at the inquest, but you know it is true.”

Meadows nodded.

“He threatened Oberzohn with exposure at a meeting they had in Winchester Street, on the day of his death. That night he returns from a theatre or from his club, and is found dead on the doorstep. No receipt is found. What follows?

“A man, a notorious blackmailer, homeless and penniless, was walking along the Bayswater Road, probably looking for easy money, when he saw the broker’s car going into Orme Place. He followed on the off-chance of begging a few coppers. The chauffeur saw him. The tramp, on the other hand, must have seen something else. He slept the next night at Rowton House, told a friend, who had been in prison with him, that he had a million pounds as good as in his hand…”

Meadows laughed helplessly.

“Your system of investigation is evidently more thorough than ours!”

“It is complementary to yours,” said George quietly. “Go on, Leon.”

“Now what happened to our friend the burglar? He evidently saw somebody in Orme Place whom he either recognized or trailed to his home. For the next day or two he was in and out of public telephone booths, though no number has been traced. He goes to Hyde Park, obviously by appointment — and the snake bites!

“There was another danger to the confederacy. The bank clerk, learning of the death of the client, is troubled. I have proof that he called Oberzohn on the ‘phone. If you remember, when the broker’s affairs were gone into, it was found that he was almost insolvent. A large sum of money had been drawn out of the bank and paid to ‘X.’ The certainty that he knew who ‘X’ was worried this decent bank clerk, and he called Oberzohn, probably to ask him why he had not made a statement. On the day he telephoned the snake man, that day he died.”

The detective was listening in silent wonder. “It sounds like a page out of a sensational novel,” he said, “yet it hangs together.”

“It hangs together because it is true.” Poiccart’s deep voice broke into the conversation. “This has been Oberzohn’s method all his life. He is strong for logic, and there is no more logical action in the world than the destruction of those who threaten your safety and life.”

Meadows pushed away his plate, his breakfast half eaten. “Proof,” he said briefly.

“What proof can you have, my dear fellow?” scoffed Leon.

“The proof is the snake,” persisted Meadows. “Show me how he could educate a deadly snake to strike, as he did, when the victim was under close observation, as in the case of Barberton, and I will believe you.”

The Three looked at one another and smiled together. “One of these days I will show you,” said Leon. “They have certainly tamed their snake! He can move so quickly that the human eye cannot follow him. Always he bites on the most vital part, and al the most favourable time. He struck at me last night, but missed me. The next time he strikes” — he was speaking slowly and looking at the detective through the veriest slits of his half-closed eyelids— “the next time he strikes, not all Scotland Yard on the one side, nor his agreeable company of gunmen on the other, will save him!”

Poiccart rose suddenly. His keen ears had heard the ring of a bell, and he went noiselessly down the stairs.

“The whole thing sounds like a romance to me.” Meadows was rubbing his chin irritably. “I am staring at the covers of a book whilst you are reading the pages. I suppose you devils; have the A and Z of the story?” Leon nodded. “Why don’t you tell me?”

“Because I value your life,” said Leon simply. “Because I wish — we all wish — to keep the snake’s attention upon ourselves.”

Poiccart came back at that moment and put his head in the door.

“Would you like to see Mr. Elijah Washington?” he asked, and they saw by the gleam in his eyes that Mr. Elijah Washington was well worth meeting.

He arrived a second or two later, a tall, broad-shouldered man with a reddish face. He wore pince-nez, and behind the rimless glasses his eyes were alive and full of bubbling laughter. From head to foot he was dressed in white; the cravat which flowed over the soft silk shirt was a bright yellow; the belt about his waist as bright as scarlet.

He stood beaming upon the company, his white panama crushed under his arm, both huge hands thrust into his trousers pockets.

“Glad to know you folks,” he greeted them in a deep boom of a voice. “I guess Mr. Barberton told you all about me. That poor little guy! Listen: he was a he-man all right, but kinder mysterious. They told me I’d find the police chief here — Captain Meadows?”

“Mister,” said the inspector, “I’m that man.”

Washington put out his huge paw and caught the detective’s hand with a grip that would have been notable in a boa constrictor.

“Glad to know you! My name is Elijah Washington — the Natural History Syndicate, Chicago.”

“Sit down Mr. Washington.” Poiccart pushed forward a chair.

“I want to tell you gentleman that this Barberton was murdered. Snake? Listen, I know snakes — brought up with ‘um! Snakes are my hobby: I know ‘um from egg-eaters to ‘tigers’ — notechis sentatus, moccasins, copperheads, corals mamba, fer de lance — gosh! snakes are just common objects like flies. An’ I tell you boys right here and now, that there ain’t a snake in this or the next world that can climb up a parapet, bite a man and get away with it with a copper looking on.”

He beamed from one to the other: he was almost paternal.

“I’d like to have shown you folks a worse-than-mamba,” he said regretfully, “but carrying round snakes in your pocket is just hot dog: it’s like a millionaire wearin’ diamond earrings just to show he can afford ‘em. I liked that little fellow; I’m mighty sorry he’s dead, but if any man tells you that a snake bit him, go right up to him, hit him on the nose, and say ‘Liar!’”

“You will have some coffee?” Manfred had rung the bell.

“Sure I will: never have got used to this tea-drinking habit. I’m on the wagon too: got scared up there in the backlands of Angola—”

“What were you doing there?” asked Leon.

“Snakes,” said the other briefly. “I represent an organization that supplies specimens to zoos and museums. I was looking for a flying snake — there ain’t such a thing, though the natives say there is. I got a new kinder cobra — viperidae crotalinae — and yet not!”

He scratched his head, bringing his scientific perplexity into the room. Leon’s heart went out to him.

He had met Barberton by accident. Without shame he confessed that he had gone to a village in the interior for a real solitary jag, and returning to such degree of civilization as Mossamedes represented, he found a group of Portuguese breeds squatting about a fire at which the man’s feet were toasting.

“I don’t know what he was — a prospector, I guess. He was one of those what-is-its you meet along that coast. I’ve met his kind most everywhere — as far south as Port Nottosh. In Angola there are scores: they go native at the end.”

“You can tell us nothing about Barberton?”

Mr. Elijah Washington shook his head.

“No, sir: I know him same as I might know you. It got me curious when I found out the why of the torturing: he wouldn’t tell where it was.”

“Where what was?” asked Manfred quickly, and Washington was surprised.

“Why, the writing they wanted to get. I thought maybe he’d told you. He said he was coming right along to spill all that part of it. It was a letter he’d found in a tin box — that was all he’d say.”

They looked at one another.

“I know no more about it than that,” Mr. Washington added, when he saw Gonsalez’ lips move. “It was just a letter. Who it was from, why, what it was about, he never told me. My first idea was that he’d been flirting round about here, but divorce laws are mighty generous and they wouldn’t trouble to get evidence that way. A man doesn’t want any documents to get rid of his wife. I dare say you folks wonder why I’ve come along.” Mr. Washington raised his steaming cup of coffee, which must have been nearly boiling, and drank it at one gulp. “That’s fine,” he said, “the nearest to coffee I’ve had since I left home.”

He wiped his lips with a large and vivid silk handkerchief.

“I’ve come along, gentleman, because I’ve got a pretty good idea that I’d be useful to anybody who’s snake-hunting in this little dorp.”

“It’s rather a dangerous occupation, isn’t it?” said Manfred quietly.

Washington nodded.

“To you, but not to me,” he said. “I am snakeproof.”

He pulled up his sleeve: the forearm was scarred and pitted with old wounds.

“Snakes,” he said briefly. “That’s cobra.” He pointed proudly. “When that snake struck, my boys didn’t wait for anything, they started dividing my kit. Sort of appointed themselves a board of executors and joint heirs of the family estate.”

“But you were very ill?” said Gonsalez.

Mr. Washington shook his head.

“No, sir, not more than if a bee bit me, and not so much as if a wasp had got in first punch. Some people can cat arsenic, some people can make a meal of enough morphia to decimate a province. I’m snakeproof — been bitten ever since I was five.”

He bent over towards them, and his jolly face went suddenly serious. “I’m the man you want,” he said.

“I think you are,” said Manfred slowly.

“Because this old snake ain’t finished biting. There’s a graft in it somewhere, and I want to find it. But first I want to vindicate the snake. Anybody who says a snake’s naturally vicious doesn’t understand. Snakes are timid, quiet, respectful things, and don’t want no trouble with nobody. If a snake sees you coming, he naturally lights out for home. When momma snake’s running around with her family, she’s naturally touchy for fear you’d tread on any of her boys and girls, but she’s a lady, and if you give her time she’ll Maggie ‘um and get ‘um into the parlour where the foot of white man never trod.”

Leon was looking at him with a speculative eye.

“It is queer to think,” he said, speaking half to himself, “that you may be the only one of us who will be alive this day week!”

Meadows, not easily shocked, felt a cold shiver run down his spine.
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The prediction that Leon Gonsalez had made was not wholly fulfilled, though he himself had helped to prevent the supreme distress he prophesied. When Mirabelle Leicester awoke in the morning, her head was thick and dull, and for a long time she lay between sleeping and waking, trying to bring order to the confusion of her thoughts, her eyes on the ceiling towards a gnarled oak beam which she had seen before somewhere; and when at last she summoned sufficient energy to raise herself on her elbow, she looked upon the very familiar surroundings of her own pretty little room.

Heavytree Farm! What a curious dream she had had! A dream filled with fleeting visions of old men with elongated heads, of dance music and a crowded ballroom, of a slightly overdressed man who had been very polite to her at dinner. Where did she dine? She sat up in bed, holding her throbbing head.

Again she looked round the room and slowly, out of her dreams, emerged a few tangible facts. She was still in a state of bewilderment when the door opened and Aunt Alma came in, and the unprepossessing face of her relative was accentuated by her look of anxiety.

“Hullo, Alma!” said Mirabelle dully. “I’ve had such a queer dream.”

Alma pressed her lips tightly together as she placed a tray on a table by the side of the bed.

“I think it was about that advertisement I saw.” And then, with a gasp: “How did I come here?”

“They brought you,” said Alma. “The nurse is downstairs having her breakfast. She’s a nice woman and keeps press-cuttings.”

“The nurse?” asked Mirabelle in bewilderment.

“You arrived here at three o’clock in the morning in a motorcar. You had a nurse with you.” Alma enumerated the circumstances in chronological order. “And two men. First one of the men got out and knocked at the door. I was worried to death. In fact, I’d been worried all the afternoon, ever since I had your wire telling me not to come up to London.”

“But I didn’t send any such wire,” replied the girl.

“After I came down, the man — he was really a gentleman and very pleasantly spoken — told me that you’d been taken ill and a nurse had brought you home. They then carried you, the two men and the nurse, upstairs and laid you on the bed, and nurse and I undressed you. I simply couldn’t get you to wake up: all you did was to talk about the orangeade.”

“I remember! It was so bitter, and Lord Evington let me drink some of his. And then I…I don’t know what happened after that,” she said, with a little grimace.

“Mr. Gonsalez ordered the car, got the nurse from a nursing home,” explained Alma.

“Gonsalez! Not my Gonsalez — the — the Four Just Men Gonsalez?” she asked in amazement.

“I’m sure it was Gonsalez: they made no secret about it. You can see the gentleman who brought you: he’s about the house somewhere. I saw him in Heavytree Lane not five minutes ago, strolling up and down and smoking. A pipe.”, added Alma.

The girl got out of bed; her knees were curiously weak under her, but she managed to stagger to the window, and, pushing open the casement still farther, looked out across the patchwork quilt of colour. The summer flowers were in bloom; the delicate scents came up on the warm morning air, and she stood for a moment, drinking in great draughts of the exquisite perfume, and then, with a sigh, turned back to the waiting Alma.

“I don’t know how it all happened and what it’s about, but my word, Alma, I’m glad to be back! That dreadful man…! We lunched at the Ritz-Carlton…I never want to see another restaurant or a ballroom or Chester Square, or anything but old Heavytree!”

She took the cup of tea from Alma’s hand, drank greedily, and put it down with a little gasp.

“That was wonderful! Yes, the tea was too, but I’m thinking about Gonsalez. If it should be he!”

“I don’t see why you should get excited over a man who’s committed I don’t know how many murders.”

“Don’t be silly, Alma!” scoffed the girl. “The Just Men have never murdered, any more than a judge and jury murder.”

The room was still inclined to go round, and it was with the greatest difficulty that she could condense the two Almas who stood before her into one tangible individual.

“There’s a gentleman downstairs: he’s been waiting since twelve.”

And when she asked, she was to learn, to her dismay, that at was half-past one.

“I’ll be down in a quarter of an hour,” she said recklessly. “Who is it?”

“I’ve never heard of him before, but he’s a gentleman,” was the unsatisfactory reply. “They didn’t want to let him come in.”

“Who didn’t?”

“The gentlemen who brought you here in the night.”

Mirabelle stared at her.

“You mean…they’re guarding the house?”

“That’s how it strikes me,” said Alma bitterly. “Why they should interfere with us, I don’t know. Anyway, they let him in. Mr. Johnson Lee.”

The girl frowned.

“I don’t know the name,” she said.

Alma walked to the window.

“There’s his car,” she said, and pointed.

It was just visible, standing at the side of the road beyond the box hedge, a long-bodied Rolls, white with dust. The chauffeur was talking to a strange man, and from the fact that he was smoking a pipe Mirabelle guessed that this was one of her self-appointed custodians.

She had her bath, and with the assistance of the nurse, dressed and came shakily down the stairs. Alma was waiting in the brick-floored hall.

“He wants to see you alone,” she said in a stage whisper. “I don’t know whether I ought to allow it, but there’s evidently something wrong. These men prowling about the house have got thoroughly on my nerves.”

Mirabelle laughed softly as she opened the door and walked in. At the sound of the door closing, the man who was sitting stiffly on a deep settee in a window recess got up. He was tall and bent, and his dark face was lined. His eyes she could not see; they were hidden behind dark green glasses, which were turned in her direction as she came across the room to greet him.

“Miss Mirabelle Leicester?” he asked, in the quiet, modulated voice of an educated man. He took her hand in his.

“Won’t you sit down?” she said, for he remained standing after she had seated herself.

“Thank you.” He sat down gingerly, holding between his knees the handle of the umbrella he had brought into the drawingroom. “I’m afraid my visit may be inopportune, Miss Leicester,” he said. “Have you by any chance heard about Mr. Barberton?”

Her brows wrinkled in thought. “Barberton? I seem to have heard the name.”

“He was killed yesterday on the Thames Embankment.” Then she recollected. “The man who was bitten by the snake?” she asked in horror.

The visitor nodded.

“It was a great shock to me, because I have been a friend of his for many years, and had arranged to call at his hotel on the night of his death.” And then abruptly he turned the conversation in another and a surprising direction. “Your father was a scientist, Miss Leicester?”

She nodded.

“Yes, he was an astronomer, an authority upon meteors.”

“Exactly. I thought that was the gentleman. I have only recently had his book read to me. He was in Africa for some years?”

“Yes,” she said quietly, “he died there. He was studying meteors for three years in Angola. You probably know that a very large number of shooting stars fall in that country. My father’s theory was that it was due to the ironstone mountains which attract them — so he set up a little observatory in the interior.” Her lips trembled for a second. “He was killed in a native rising,” she said.

“Do you know the part of Angola where be had his observatory?”

She shook her head.

“I’m not sure. I have never been in Africa, but perhaps Aunt Alma may know.”

She went out to find Alma waiting in the passage, in conversation with the pipe-smoker. The man withdrew hastily at the sight of her.

“Alma, do you remember what part of Angola father had his observatory?” she asked.

Alma did not know offhand, but one of her invaluable scrapbooks contained all the information that the girl wanted, and she carried the book to Mr. Lee.

“Here are the particulars,” she said, and laid the book open before them.

“Would you read it for me?” he requested gently, and she read to him the three short paragraphs which noted that Professor Leicester had taken up his residence in Bishaka.

“That is the place,” interrupted the visitor. “Bishaka! You are you sure that Mr. Barberton did not communicate with you?”

“With me?” she said in amazement “No — why should he?”

He did not answer, but sat for a long time, turning the matter over in his mind.

“You’re perfectly certain that nobody sent you a document, probably in the Portuguese language, concerning” — he hesitated— “Bishaka?”

She shook her head, and then, as though he had not seen the gesture, he asked the question again.

“I’m certain,” she said. “We have very little correspondence at the farm, and it isn’t possible that I could overlook anything so remarkable.”

Again he turned the problem over in his mind.

“Have you any documents in Portuguese or in English…any letters from your father about Angola?”

“None,” she said. “The only reference my father ever made to Bishaka was that he was getting a lot of information which he thought would be valuable, and that he was a little troubled because his cameras, which he had fixed in various parts of the country to cover every sector of the skies, were being disturbed by wandering prospectors.”

“He said that, did he?” asked Mr. Lee eagerly. “Come now, that explains a great deal!”

In spite of herself she laughed. “It doesn’t explain much to me, Mr. Lee,” she said frankly. And then, in a more serious tone: “Did Barberton come from Angola?”

“Yes, Barberton came from that country,” he said in a lower voice. “I should like to tell you,” — he hesitated— “but I am rather afraid.”

“Afraid to tell me? Why?”

He shook his head.

“So many dreadful things have happened recently to poor Barberton and others, that knowledge seems a most dangerous thing. I wish I could believe that it would not be dangerous to you,” he added kindly, “and then I could speak what is in my mind and relieve myself of a great deal of anxiety.” He rose slowly. “I think the best thing I can do is to consult my lawyer. I was foolish to keep it from him so long. He is the only man I can trust to search my documents.”

She could only look at him in astonishment

“But surely you can search your own documents?” she said good humouredly.

“No, I’m afraid I can’t. Because” — he spoke with the simplicity of a child— “I am blind.”

“Blind?” gasped Mirabelle, and the man laughed gently.

“I am pretty capable for a blind man, am I not? I can walk across a room and avoid all the furniture. The only thing I cannot do is to read — at least, read the ordinary print. I can read Braille: poor Barberton taught me. He was a schoolmaster,” he explained, “at a blind school near Brightlingsea. Not a particularly well-educated man, but a marvellously quick writer of Braille. We have corresponded for years through that medium. He could write a Braille letter almost as quickly as you can with pen and ink.”

Her heart was full of pity for the man: he was so cheery, so confident, and withal so proud of his own accomplishments, that pity turned to admiration. He had the ineffable air of obstinacy which is the possession of so many men similarly stricken, and she began to realize that self-pity, that greatest of all afflictions which attends blindness, had been eliminated from his philosophy.

“I should like to tell you more,” he said, as he held out his hand. “Probably I will dictate a long letter to you tomorrow, or else my lawyer will do so, putting all the facts before you. For the moment, however, I must be sure of my ground. I have no desire to raise in your heart either fear or — hope. Do you know a Mr. Manfred?”

“I don’t know him personally,” she said quickly. “George Manfred?”

He nodded.

“Have you met him?” she asked eagerly. “And Mr. Poiccart, the Frenchman?”

“No, not Mr. Poiccart. Manfred was on the telephone to me very early this morning. He seemed to know all about my relationships with my poor friend. He knew also of my blindness. A remarkable man, very gentle and courteous. It was he who gave me your address. Perhaps,” he roused, “it would be advisable if I first consulted him.”

“I’m sure it would!” she said enthusiastically. “They are wonderful. You have heard of them, of course, Mr. Lee — the Four Just Men?”

He smiled.

“That sounds as though you admire them,” he said. “Yes, I have heard of them. They are the men who, many years ago, set out to regularize the inconsistencies of the English law, to punish where no punishment is provided by the code. Strange I never associated them…”

He meditated upon the matter in silence for a long while, and then: “I wonder,” he said, but did not tell her what he was wondering.

She walked down the garden path with him into the roadway and stood chatting about the country and the flowers that he had never seen, and the weather and such trivialities as people talk about when their minds are occupied with more serious thoughts which they cannot share, until the big limousine pulled up and he stepped into its cool interior. He had the independence which comes to the educated blind and gently refused the offer of her guidance, an offer she did not attempt to repeat, sensing the satisfaction he must have had in making his way without help. She waved her hand to the car as it moved off, and so naturally did his hand go up in salute that for a moment she thought he had seen her.

So he passed cut of her sight, and might well have passed out of her life, for Mr. Oberzohn had decreed that the remaining hours of blind Johnson Lee were to be few.

But it happened that the Three Men had reached the same decision in regard to Mr. Oberzohn, only there was some indecision as to the manner of his passing. Leon Gonsalez had original views.
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The man with the pipe was standing within half a dozen paces of her. She was going back through the gate, when she remembered Aunt Alma’s views on the guardianship.

“Are you waiting here all day?” she asked.

“Till this evening, miss. We’re to be relieved by some men from Gloucester — we came from town, and we’re going back with the nurse, if you can do without her?”

“Who placed you here?” she asked.

“Mr. Gonsalez. He thought it would be wise to have somebody around.”

“But why?”

The big man grinned.

“I’ve known Mr. Gonsalez many years,” he said. “I’m a police pensioner, and I can remember the time when I’d have given a lot of money to lay my hands on him — but I’ve never asked him why, miss. There is generally a good reason for everything he does.”

Mirabelle went back into the farmhouse, very thoughtful. Happily, Alma was not inquisitive; she was left alone in the drawingroom to reconstruct her exciting yesterday.

Mirabelle harboured very few illusions. She had read much, guessed much, and in the days of her childhood had been in the habit of linking cause to effect. The advertisement was designed especially for her: that was her first conclusion. It was designed to bring her into the charge of Oberzohn. For now she recognized this significant circumstance: never once, since she had entered the offices of Oberzohn & Smitts, until the episode of the orangeade, had she been free to come and go as she wished. He had taken her to lunch, he had brought her back; Joan Newton had been her companion in the drive from the house, and from the house to the hall; and from then on she did not doubt that Oberzohn’s surveillance had continued, until…

Dimly she remembered the man in the cloak who had stood in the rocking doorway. Was that Gonsalez? Somehow she thought it must have been. Gonsalez, watchful, alert — why? She had been in danger — was still in danger. Though why anybody should have picked unimportant her was the greatest of all mysteries.

In some inexplicable way the death of Barberton had been associated with that advertisement and the attention she had received from Dr. Oberzohn and his creatures. Who was Lord Evington? She remembered his German accent and his “gracious lady,” the curious click of his heels and his stiff bow. That was a clumsy subterfuge which she ought to have seen through from the first. He was another of her watchers. And the drugged orangeade was his work. She shuddered. Suppose Leon Gonsalez, or whoever it was, had not arrived so providentially, where would she be at this moment?

Walking to the window, she looked out, and the sight of the two men just inside the gate gave her a sense of infinite relief and calm; and the knowledge that she, for some reason, was under the care and protection of this strange organization about which she had read, thrilled her.

She walked into the vaulted kitchen, to find the kitchen table covered with fat volumes, and Aunt Alma explaining to the interested nurse her system of filing. Two subjects interested that hard-featured lady: crime and family records. She had two books filled with snippings from country newspapers relating to the family of a distant cousin who had been raised to a peerage during the war. She had another devoted to the social triumphs of a distant woman, Goddard, who had finally made a sensational appearance as petitioner in the most celebrated divorce suit of the age. But crime, generally speaking, was Aunt Alma’s chief preoccupation. It was from these voluminous cuttings that Mirabelle had gained her complete knowledge of the Four Just Men and their operations. There were books packed with the story of the Ramon murder, arranged with loving care in order of time, for chronology was almost a vice in Alma Goddard. Only one public sensation was missing from her collection, and she was explaining the reason to the nurse as Mirabelle came into the kitchen.

“No, my dear,” she was saying, “there is nothing about The Snake. I won’t have anything to do with that: it gives me the creeps. In fact, I haven’t read anything that has the slightest reference to it.”

“I’ve got every line,” said the nurse enthusiastically. “My brother is a reporter on the Megaphone, and he says this is the best story they’ve had for years—”

Mirabelle interrupted this somewhat gruesome conversation to make inquiries about luncheon. Her head was steady now and she had developed an appetite.

The front door stood open, and as she turned to go into the diningroom to get her writing materials, she heard an altercation at the gate. A third man had appeared: a grimy-looking pedlar who carried a tray before him, packed with all manner of cheap buttons and laces. He was a middle-aged man with a ragged beard, and despite the warmth of the day, was wearing a long overcoat that almost reached to his heels.

“You may or you may not be,” the man with the pipe was saying, “but you’re not going in here.”

“I’ve served this house for years,” snarled the pedlar. “What do you mean by interfering with me? You’re not a policeman.”

“Whether I’m a policeman or a dustman or a postman,” said the patient guard, “you don’t pass through this gate — do you understand that?”

At this moment the pedlar caught sight of the girl at the door and raised his battered hat with a grin. He was unknown to the girl; she did not remember having seen him at the house before. Nor did Alma, who came out at that moment.

“He’s a stranger here, but we’re always getting new people up from Gloucester,” she said. “What does he want to sell?”

She stalked out into the garden, and at the sight of her the grin left the pedlar’s face.

“I’ve got some things I’d like to sell to the young lady, ma’am,” he said.

“I’m not so old, and I’m a lady,” replied Alma sharply. “And how long is it since you started picking and choosing your customers?”

The man grumbled something under his breath, and without waiting even to display his wares, shuffled off along the dusty road, and they watched him until he was out of sight.

Heavytree Farm was rather grandly named for so small a property. The little estate followed the road to Heavytree Lane, which formed the southern boundary of the property. The lane itself ran at an angle to behind the house, where the third boundary was formed by a hedge dividing the farmland from the more pretentious estate of a local magnate. It was down the lane the pedlar turned.

“Excuse me, ma’am,” said the companion of the man with the pipe.

He opened the gate, walked in, and, making a circuit of the house, reached the orchard behind. Here a few outhouses were scattered, and, clearing these, he came to the meadow, where Mirabelle’s one cow ruminated in the lazy manner of her kind. Half hidden by a thick-boled apple-tree, the watcher waited, and presently, as he expected, he saw a head appear through the boundary hedge. After an observation the pedlar sprang into the meadow and stood, taking stock of his ground. He had left his tray and his bag, and, running with surprising swiftness for a man of his age, he gained a little wooden barn, and, pulling open the door, disappeared into its interior. By this time the guard had been joined by his companion and they had a short consultation, the man with the pipe going back to his post before the house, whilst the other walked slowly across the meadow until he came to the closed door of the barn.

Wise in his generation, he first made a circuit of the building, and discovered there were no exits through the blackened gates. Then, pulling both doors open wide:

“Come out, bo’!” he said.

The barn was empty, except for a heap of hay that lay in one corner and some old and wheelless farm-wagons propped up on three trestles awaiting the wheelwright’s attention.

A ladder led to a loft, and the guard climbed slowly. His head was on a level with the dark opening, when: “Put up your hands!”

He was looking into the adequate muzzle of an automatic pistol.

“Come down, bo’!”

“Put up your hands,” hissed the voice in the darkness, “or you’re a dead man!”

The watcher obeyed, cursing his folly that he had come alone.

“Now climb up.”

With some difficulty the guard brought himself up to the floor level.

“Step this way, and step lively,” said the pedlar. “Hold your hands out.”

He felt the touch of cold steel on his wrist, heard a click.

“Now the other hand.”

The moment he was manacled, the pedlar began a rapid search.

“Carry a gun, do you?” he sneered, as he drew a pistol from the man’s hip pocket. “Now sit down.”

In a few seconds the discomfited guard was bound and gagged. The pedlar, crawling to the entrance of the loft, looked out between a crevice in the boards. He was watching, not the house, but the hedge through which he had climbed. Two other men had appeared there, and he grunted his satisfaction. Descending into the barn, he pulled away the ladder and let it fall on the floor, before he came out into the open and made a signal.

The second guard had made his way back by the short cut to the front of the house, passing through the garden and in through the kitchen door. He stopped to shoot the bolt, and the girl, coming into the kitchen, saw him.

“Is anything wrong?” she asked anxiously.

“I don’t know, miss.” He was looking at the kitchen windows: they were heavily barred. “My mate has just seen that pedlar go into the barn.”

She followed him to the front door. He had turned to go, but, changing his mind, came back, and she saw him put his hand into his hip pocket and was staggered to see him produce a long-barrelled Browning.

“Can you use a pistol, miss?”

She nodded, too surprised to speak, and watched him as he jerked back the jacket and put up the safety catch.

“I want to be on the safe side, and I’d feel happier if you were armed.”

There was a gun hanging on the wall and he took it down.

“Have you any shells for this?” he asked.

She pulled open the drawer of the hall-stand and took out a cardboard carton.

“They may be useful,” he said.

“But surely, Mr.—”

“Digby.” He supplied his name.

“Surely you’re exaggerating? I don’t mean that you’re doing it with any intention of frightening me, but there isn’t any danger to us?”

“I don’t know. I’ve got a queer feeling — had it all morning. How far is the nearest house from here?”

“Not half a mile away,” she said.

“You’re on the phone?”

She nodded.

“I’m scared, maybe. I’ll just go out into the road and have a look round. I wish that fellow would come back,” he added fretfully.

He walked slowly up the garden path and stood for a r moment leaning over the gate. As he did so, he heard the rattle and asthmatic wheezing of an ancient car, and saw a tradesman’s trolley come round a corner of Heavytree Lane. Its pace grew slower as it got nearer to the house, and opposite the gate it stopped altogether. The driver, getting down with a curse, lifted up the battered tin bonnet, and, groping under the seat, brought out a long spanner. Then, swift as thought, he half turned and struck at Digby’s head. The girl heard the sickening impact, saw the watcher drop limply to the path, and in another second she had slammed the door and thrust home the bolts.

She was calm; the hand that took the revolver from the hall-table did not tremble.

“Alma!” she called, and Alma came running downstairs.

“What on earth — ?” she began, and then saw the pistol in Mirabelle’s hands.

“They are attacking the house,” said the girl quickly. “I don’t know who ‘they’ are, but they’ve just struck down one of the men who was protecting us. Take the gun, Alma.”

Alma’s face was contorted, and might have expressed fear or anger or both. Mirabelle afterwards learnt that the dominant emotion was one of satisfaction to find herself in so warlike an environment.

Running into the drawingroom, the girl pushed open the window, which commanded a view of the road. The gate was unfastened and two men, who had evidently been concealed inside the trolley, were lifting the unconscious man, and she watched, with a calm she could not understand in herself, as they threw him into the interior and fastened the tailboard. She counted four in all, including the driver, who was climbing back to his seat. One of the newcomers, evidently the leader, was pointing down the road towards the lane, and she guessed that he was giving directions as to where the car should wait, for it began to go backwards almost immediately and with surprising smoothness, remembering the exhibition it had given of decrepitude a few minutes before.

The man who had given instructions came striding down the path towards the door. “Stop!”

He looked round with a start into the levelled muzzle of a Browning, and his surprise would, in any other circumstances, have been comical.

“It’s all right, miss—” he began.

“Put yourself outside that gate,” said Mirabelle coolly.

“I wanted to see you…very important—”

Bang!

Mirabelle fired a shot, aimed above his head, towards the old poplar. The man ducked and ran. Clear of the gate he dropped to the cover of a hedge, where his men already were, and she heard the murmur of their voices distinctly, for the day was still, and the far-off chugging of the trolley’s engine sounded close at hand. Presently she saw a head peep round the hedge.

“Can I have five minutes’ talk with you?” asked the leader loudly.

He was a thickset, bronzed man, with a patch of lint plastered to his face, and she noted unconsciously that he wore gold earrings.

“There’s no trouble coming to you,” he said, opening the gate as he spoke. “You oughtn’t to have fired, anyway. No-body’s going to hurt you—”

He had advanced a yard into the garden as he spoke.

Bang, bang!

In her haste she had pressed butt and trigger just a fraction too long, and, startled by the knowledge that another shot was coming, her hand jerked round, and the second shot missed his head by the fraction of an inch. He disappeared in a flash, and a second later she saw their hats moving swiftly above the box. They were running towards the waiting car.

“Stay here, Alma!”

Alma Goddard nodded grimly, and the girl flew up the stairs to her room. From this elevation she commanded a better view. She saw them climb into the van, and in another second the limp body of the guard was thrown out into the hedge; then, after a brief space of time, the machine began moving and, gathering speed, disappeared in a cloud of dust on the Highcombe Road.

Mirabelle came down the stairs at a run, pulled back the bolts and flew out and along the road towards the still figure of the detective. He was lying by the side of the ditch, his head a mass of blood, and she saw that he was still breathing. She tried to lift him, but it was too great a task. She ran back to the house. The telephone was in the hall: an old-fashioned instrument with a handle that had to be turned, and she had not made two revolutions before she realized that the wire had been cut.

Alma was still in the parlour, the gun gripped tight in her hand, a look of fiendish resolution on her face.

“You must help me to get Digby into the house,” she said. “Where is he?”

Mirabelle pointed, and the two women, returning to the man, half lifted, half dragged him back to the hall. Laying him down on the brick floor, the girl went in search of clean linen. The kitchen, which was also the drying place for Alma’s more intimate laundry, supplied all that she needed. Whilst Alma watched unmoved the destruction of her wardrobe, the girl bathed the wound and the frightened nurse (who had disappeared at the first shot) applied a rough dressing. The wound was an ugly one, and the man showed no signs of recovering consciousness.

“We shall have to send Mary into Gloucester for an ambulance,” said Mirabelle. “We can’t send nurse — she doesn’t know the way.”

“Mary,” said Alma calmly, “is at this moment having hysterics in the larder. I’ll harness the dogcart and go myself. But where is the other man?”

Mirabelle shook her head.

“I don’t like to think what has happened to him,” she said. “Now, Alma, do you think we can get him into the drawingroom?”

Together they lifted the heavy figure and staggered with it into the pretty little room, laying him at last upon the settee under the window.

“He can rest there till we get the ambulance,” began Mirabelle, and a chuckle behind her made her turn with a gasp.

It was the pedlar, and in his hand he held the pistol which she had discarded.

“I only want you” — he nodded to the girl. “You other two women can come out here.” He jerked his head to the passage. Under the stairs was a big cupboard and he pulled the door open invitingly. “Get in here. If you make a noise, you’ll be sorry for yourselves.”

Alma’s eyes wandered longingly to the gun she had left in the corner, but before she could make a move he had placed himself between her and the weapon.

“Inside,” said the pedlar, and Mirabelle was not much surprised when Aunt Alma meekly obeyed.

He shut the door on the two women and fastened the latch.

“Now, young lady, put on your hat and be lively!”

He followed her up the stairs into her room and watched her while she found a hat and a cloak. She knew only that it was a waste of time even to temporize with him. He, for his part, was so exultant at his success that he grew almost loquacious.

“I suppose you saw the boys driving away and you didn’t remember that I was somewhere around. Was that you doing the shooting?”

She did not answer.

“It couldn’t have been Lew, or you’d have been dead,” he said. He was examining the muzzle of the pistol. “It was you all right.” He chuckled. “Ain’t you the game one! Sister, you ought to be—”

He stopped dead, staring through the window. He was paralysed with amazement at the sight of a bareheaded Aunt Alma flying along the Gloucester Road. With an oath he turned to the girl.

“How did she get out? Have you got anybody here? Now speak up.”

“The cupboard under the stairs leads to the wine cellar,” said Mirabelle coolly, “and there are two ways out of the wine cellar I think Aunt Alma found one of them.”

With an oath, he took a step towards her, gripped her by the arm and jerked her towards the door.

“Lively!” he said, and dragged her down the stairs through the hall, into the kitchen.

He shot back the bolts, but the lock of the kitchen door had been turned.

“This way.” He swore coldbloodedly, and, her arm still in his powerful grip, he hurried along the passage and pulled open the door.

It was an unpropitious moment. A man was walking down the path, a half smile on his face, as though he was thinking over a remembered jest. At the sight of him the pedlar dropped the girl’s arm and his hand went like lightning to his pocket.

“When will you die?” said Leon Gonsalez softly. “Make a choice, and make it quick!”

And the gun in his hand seemed to quiver with homicidal eagerness.
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The pedlar, his face twitching, put up his shaking hands.

Leon walked to him, took the Browning from his moist grip and dropped it into his pocket.

“Your friends are waiting, of course?” he said pleasantly.

The pedlar did not answer.

“Cuccini too? I thought I had incapacitated him for a long time.”

“They’ve gone,” growled the pedlar.

Gonsalez looked round in perplexity.

“I don’t want to take you into the house. At the same time, I don’t want to leave you here,” he said. “I almost wish you’d drawn that gun of yours,” he added regretfully. “It would have solved so many immediate problems.”

This particular problem was solved by the return of the dishevelled Alma and the restoration to her of her gun.

“I would so much rather you shot him than I,” said Leon earnestly. “The police are very suspicious of my shootings, and they never wholly believe that they are done in self-defence.”

With a rope he tied the man, and tied him uncomfortably, wrists to ankles. That done, he made a few inquiries and went swiftly out to the barn, returning in a few minutes with the unhappy guard.

“It can’t be helped,” said Leon, cutting short the man’s apologies. “The question is, where are the rest of the brethren?”

Something zipped past him: it had the intensified hum of an angry wasp, and a second later he heard a muffled “Plop!” In a second he was lying flat on the ground, his Browning covering the hedge that hid Heavytree Lane.

“Run to the house,” he called urgently. “They won’t bother about you.” And the guard, nothing loth, sprinted for the cover of walls.

Presently Leon located the enemy, and at a little distance off he saw the flat top of the covered trolley. A man walked invitingly across the gap in the hedge, but Gonsalez held his fire, and presently the manoeuvre was repeated. Obviously they were trying to concentrate his mind upon the gap whilst they were moving elsewhere. His eyes swept the meadow boundary — running parallel, he guessed, was a brook or ditch which would make excellent cover.

Again the man passed leisurely across the gap. Leon steadied his elbow, and glanced along the sight. As he did so, the man reappeared.

Crack!

Gonsalez aimed a foot behind him. The man saw the flash and jumped back, as he had expected. In another second he was writhing on the ground with a bullet through his leg.

Leon showed his teeth in a smile and switched his body round to face the new point of attack. It came from the spot that he had expected: a little rise of ground that commanded his position.

The first bullet struck the turf to his right with an angry buzz, sent a divot flying heavenward, and ricocheted with a smack against a tree. Before the raised head could drop to cover, Gonsalez fired; fired another shot to left and right, then, rising, raced for the shelter of the tree, and reached it in time to see three heads bobbing back to the road. He waited, covering the gap, but the people who drew the wounded man out of sight did not show themselves, and a minute later he saw the trolley moving swiftly down the by-road, and knew that danger was past.

The firing had attracted attention. He had not been back in the house a few minutes before a mounted policeman, his horse in a lather, came galloping up to the gate and dismounted. A neighbouring farm had heard the shots and telephoned to constabulary headquarters. For half an hour the mounted policeman took notes, and by this time half the farmers in the neighbourhood, their guns under their arms, had assembled in Mirabelle’s parlour.

She had not seen as much of the redoubtable Leon as she could have wished, and when they had a few moments to themselves she seized the opportunity to tell him of the call which Lee had made that morning. Apparently he knew all about it, for he expressed no surprise, and was only embarrassed when she showed a personal interest in himself and his friends.

It was not a very usual experience for him, and he was rather annoyed with himself at this unexpected glimpse of enthusiasm and hero-worship, sane as it was, and based, as he realized, upon her keen sense of justice.

“I’m not so sure that we’ve been very admirable really,” he said. “But the difficulty is to produce at the moment a judgement which would be given from a distance of years. We have sacrificed everything which to most men would make life worth living, in our desire to see the scales held fairly.”

“You are not married, Mr. Gonsalez?”

He stared into the frank eyes. “Married! Why, no,” he said, and she laughed.

“You talk as though that were a possibility that had never occurred to you.”

“It hasn’t,” he admitted. “By the very nature of our work we are debarred from that experience. And is it an offensive thing to say that I have never felt my singleness to be a deprivation?”

“It is very rude,” she said severely, and Leon was laughing to himself all the way back to town as at a great joke that improved upon repetition.

“I think we can safely leave her for a week,” he reported, on his return to Curzon Street. “No, nothing happened. I was held up in a police trap near Newbury for exceeding the speed limit They said I was doing fifty, but I should imagine it was nearer eighty. Meadows will get me out of that. Otherwise, I must send the inevitable letter to the magistrate and pay the inevitable fine. Have you done anything about Johnson Lee?”

Manfred nodded. “Meadows and the enthusiastic Mr. Washington have gone round to see him. I have asked Washington to go because” — he hesitated— “the snake is a real danger, so far as he is concerned. Elijah Washington promises to be a very real help. He is afraid of nothing, and has undertaken to stay with Lee and to apply such remedies for snake-bites as he knows.”

He was putting on his gloves as he spoke, and Leon Gonsalez looked at him with a critical admiration.

“Are you being presented at Court, or are you taking tea with a duchess?”

“Neither. I’m calling upon friend Oberzohn.”

“The devil you are!” said Leon, his eyebrows rising.

“I have taken the precaution of sending him a note, asking him to keep his snakes locked up,” said Manfred, “and as I have pointedly forwarded the carbon copy of the letter, to impress the fact that another exists and may be brought in evidence against him, I think I shall leave Oberzohn & Smitts’ main office without hurt. If you are not too tired, Leon, I would rather prefer the Buick to the Spanz.”

“Give me a quarter of an hour,” said Leon, and went up to his room to make himself tidy.

It was fifteen minutes exactly when the Buick stopped at the door, and Manfred got into the saloon. There was no partition between driver and passenger, and conversation was possible.

“It would have been as well if you’d had Brother Newton there,” he suggested.

“Brother Newton will be on the spot: I took the precaution of sending him a similar note,” said Manfred. “I shouldn’t imagine they’ll bring out their gunmen.”

“I know two, and possibly three, they won’t bring out.” Gonsalez grinned at the traffic policeman who waved him into Oxford Street. “That Browning of mine throws high, Manfred: I’ve always had a suspicion it did. Pistols are queer things, but this may wear into my hand.” He talked arms and ammunition until the square block of Oberzohn & Smitts came into sight. “Good hunting!” he said, as he got out, opened the saloon door and touched his hat to Manfred as he alighted.

He got back into his seat, swung the little car round in a circle, and sat on the opposite side of the road, his eyes alternately on the entrance and on the mirror which gave him a view of the traffic approaching him from the rear.

Manfred was not kept in the waiting-room for more than two minutes. At the end of that time, a solemn youth in spectacles, with a little bow, led him across the incurious office into the presence of the illustrious doctor.

The old man was at his desk. Behind him, his debonair self, Monty Newton, a large yellow flower in his buttonhole, a smile on his face. Oberzohn got up like a man standing to attention.

“Mr. Manfred, this is a great honour,” he said, and held at his hand stiffly.

An additional chair had been placed for the visitor: a rich-looking tapestried chair, to which the doctor waved the hand which Manfred did not take.

“Good morning, Manfred.” Newton removed his cigar and nodded genially. “Were you at the dance last night?”

“I was there, but I didn’t come in,” said Manfred, seating himself. “You did not turn up till late, they tell me?”

“It was of all occurrences the most unfortunate,” said Dr. Oberzohn, and Newton laughed.

“I’ve lost his laboratory secretary and he hasn’t forgiven me,” he said almost jovially. “The girl he took on yesterday. Rather a stunner in the way of looks. She didn’t wish to go back to the country where she came from, so my sister offered to put her up for the night in Chester Square. I’m blessed if she didn’t lose herself at the dance, and we haven’t seen her since!”

“It was a terrible thing,” said Oberzohn sadly. “I regard her as in my charge. For her safety I am responsible. You, I trust, Mr. Newton—”

“I don’t think I should have another uneasy moment if I were you, doctor,” said Manfred easily. “The young lady is back at Heavytree Farm. I thought that would surprise you. And she is still there: that will surprise you more, if you have not already heard by telephone that your Old Guard failed dismally to — er — bring her back to work. I presume that was their object?”

“My old guard, Mr. Manfred?” Oberzohn shook his head in bewilderment. “This is beyond my comprehension.”

“Is your sister well?” asked Manfred blandly. Newton shrugged his shoulders.

“She is naturally upset. And who wouldn’t be? Joan is a very tender-hearted girl.”

“She has been that way for years,” said Manfred offensively. “May I smoke?”

“Will you have one of my cigarettes?” Manfred’s grave eyes fixed the doctor in a stare that held the older man against his will.

“I have had just one too many of your cigarettes,” he said. His words came like a cold wind. “I do not want any more, Herr Doktor, or there will be vacancies in your family circle. Who knows that, long before you compound your wonderful elixir, you may be called to normal immortality?”

The yellow face of Oberzohn had turned to a dull red.

“You seem to know so much about me, Mr. Manfred, as myself,” he said in a husky whisper.

Manfred nodded.

“More. For whilst you are racing against time to avoid the end of a life which does not seem especially worthy of preservation, and whilst you know not what day or hour that end may come, I can tell you to the minute,” The finger of his gloved hand pointed the threat.

All trace of a smile had vanished from Monty Newton’s face. His eyes did not leave the caller’s.

“Perhaps you shall tell me.” Oberzohn found a difficulty in speaking. Rage possessed him, and only his iron will choked down the flames from view.

“The day that injury comes to Mirabelle Leicester, that day you go out — you and those who are with you!”

“Look here, Manfred, there’s a law in this country—” began Monty Newton hotly.

“I am the law.” The words rang like a knell of fate. “In this matter I am judge, jury, hangman. Old or young, I will not spare,” he said evenly.

“Are you immortal too?” sneered Monty.

Only for a second did Manfred’s eyes leave the old man’s face.

“The law is immortal,” he said. “If you dream that, by some cleverly concerted coup, you can sweep me from your path before I grow dangerous, be sure that your sweep is clean.”

“You haven’t asked me to come here to listen to this stuff, have you?” asked Newton, and though his words were bold, his manner aggressive, there were shadows on his face which were not there when Manfred had come into the room — shadows under his eyes and in his cheeks where plumpness had been.

“I’ve come here to tell you to let up on Miss Leicester. You’re after something that you cannot get, and nobody is in a position to give you. I don’t know what it is — I will make you a present of that piece of information. But it’s big — bigger than any prize you’ve ever gone after in your wicked lives. And to get that, you’re prepared to sacrifice innocent lives with the recklessness of spendthrifts who think there is no bottom to their purse. The end is near!”

He rose slowly and stood by the table, towering over the stiff-backed doctor.

“I cannot say what action the police will take over this providential snake-bite, Oberzohn, but I’ll make you this offer: I and my friends will stand out of the game and leave Meadows to get you in his own way. You think that means you’ll go scot-free? But it doesn’t. These police are like bulldogs: once they’ve got a grip of you, they’ll never let go.”

“What is the price you ask for this interesting service?” Newton was puffing steadily at his cigar, his hands clasped behind him, his feet apart, a picture of comfort and well-being.

“Leave Miss Leicester alone. Find a new way of getting the money you need so badly.”

Newton laughed.

“My dear fellow, that’s a stupid thing to say. Neither Oberzohn nor I are exactly poor.”

“You’re bankrupt, both of you,” said Manfred quietly. “You are in the position of gamblers when the cards have run against you for a long time. You have no reserve, and your expenses are enormous. Find another way, Newton — and tell your sister” — he paused by the door, looking down into the white lining of his silk hat— “I’d like to see her at Curzon Street tomorrow morning at ten o’clock.”

“Is that an order?” asked Newton sarcastically.

Manfred nodded.

“Then let me tell you,” roared the man, white with passion, “that I take no orders for her or for me. Got swollen heads since you’ve had your pardon, haven’t you? You look out for me, Manfred. I’m not exactly harmless.”

He felt the pressure of the doctor’s foot upon his and curbed his temper.

“All right,” he growled, “but don’t expect to see Joan.”

He added a coarse jest, and Manfred raised his eyes slowly and met his.

“You will be hanged by the State or murdered by Oberzohn — I am not sure which,” he said simply, and he spoke with such perfect confidence that the heart of Monty Newton turned to water.

Manfred stood in the sidewalk and signalled, and the little car came swiftly and noiselessly across. Leon’s eyes were on the entrance. A tall man standing in the shadow of the hall was watching. He was leaning against the wall in a negligent attitude, and for a second Leon was startled.

“Get in quickly!”

Leon almost shouted the words back, and Manfred jumped into the machine, as the chauffeur sent the car forward, with a jerk that strained every gear.

“What on — ?” began Manfred, but the rest of his words were lost in the terrific crash which followed.

The leather hood of the machine was ripped down at the back, a splinter of glass struck Leon’s cap and sliced a half-moon neatly. He jammed on the brakes, threw open the door of the saloon and leaped out. Behind the car was a mass of wreckage; a great iron casting lay split into three pieces amidst a tangle of broken packing-case. Leon looked up; immediately above the entrance to Oberzohn & Smitts’ was a crane, which had swung out with a heavy load just before Manfred came out. The steel wire hung loosely from the derrick. He heard excited voices speaking from the open doorway three floors above, and two men in large glasses were looking down and gabbling in a language he did not understand.

“A very pretty accident. We might have filled half a column in the evening newspapers if we had not moved.”

“And the gentleman in the hall — what was he doing?”

Leon walked back through the entrance: the man had disappeared, but near where he had been standing was a small bellpush which, it was obvious, had recently been fixed, for the wires ran loosely on the surface of the wall and were new.

He came back in time to see a policeman crossing the road.

“I wish to find out how this accident occurred, constable,” he said. “My master was nearly killed.”

The policeman looked at the ton of debris lying half on the sidewalk, half on the road, then up at the slackened hawser.

“The cable has run off the drum, I should think.”

“I should think so,” said Leon gravely.

He did not wait for the policeman to finish his investigations, but went home at a steady pace, and made no reference to the “accident” until he had put away his car and had returned to Curzon Street.

“The man in the hall was put there to signal when you were under the load — certain things must not happen,” he said. “I am going out to make a few inquiries.”

Gonsalez knew one of Oberzohn’s staff: a clean young Swede, with that knowledge of English which is normal in Scandinavian countries; and at nine o’clock that night he drifted into a Swedish restaurant in Dean Street and found the young man at the end of his meal. It was an acquaintance — one of many — that Leon had assiduously cultivated. The young man, who knew him as Mr. Heinz — Leon spoke German remarkably well — was glad to have a companion with whom he could discuss the inexplicable accident of the afternoon.

“The cable was not fixed to the drum,” he said. “It might have been terrible: there was a gentleman in a motorcar outside, and he had only moved away a few inches when the case fell. There is bad luck in that house. I am glad that I am leaving at the end of the week.”

Leon had some important questions to put, but he did not hurry, having the gift of patience to a marked degree. It was nearly ten when they parted, and Gonsalez went back to his garage, where he spent a quarter of an hour.

At midnight, Manfred had just finished a long conversation with the Scotland Yard man who was still at Brightlingsea, when Leon came in, looking very pleased with himself. Poiccart had gone to bed, and Manfred had switched out one circuit of lights when his friend arrived.

“Thank you, my dear George,” said Gonsalez briskly. “It was very good of you, and I did not like troubling you, but—”

“It was a small thing,” said Manfred with a smile, “and involved merely the changing of my shoes. But why? I am not curious, but why did you wish me to telephone the night watchman at Oberzohn’s to be waiting at the door at eleven o’clock for a message from the doctor?”

“Because,” said Leon cheerfully, rubbing his hands, “the night watchman is an honest man; he has a wife and six children, and I was particularly wishful not to hurt anybody. The building doesn’t matter: it stands, or stood, isolated from all others. The only worry in my mind was the night watchman. He was at the door — I saw him.”

Manfred asked no further questions. Early the next morning he took up the paper and turned to the middle page, read the account of the “Big Fire in City Road” which completely gutted the premises of Messrs. Oberzohn & Smitts; and, what is more, he expected to read it before he had seen the paper.

“Accidents are accidents,” said Leon the philosopher that morning at breakfast. “And that talk I had with the clerk last night told me a lot: Oberzohn has allowed his fire insurance to lapse!”
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In one of the forbidden rooms that was filled with the apparatus which Dr. Oberzohn had accumulated for his pleasure and benefit, was a small electrical furnace which was the centre of many of his most interesting experiments. There were, in certain known drugs, constituents which it was his desire to eliminate. Dr. Oberzohn believed absolutely in many things that the modern chemist would dismiss as fantastical.

He believed in the philosopher’s stone, in the transmutation of base metals to rare; he had made diamonds, of no great commercial value, it is true; but his supreme faith was that somewhere in the materia medica was an infallible elixir which would prolong life far beyond the normal span. It was to all other known properties as radium is to pitchblende. It was something that only the metaphysician could discover, only the patient chemist could materialize. Every hour he could spare he devoted himself to his obsession; and he was in the midst of one of his experiments when the telephone bell called him back to his study. He listened, every muscle of his face moving, to the tale of disaster that Monty Newton wailed. “It is burning still? Have you no fire-extinguishing machinery in London?”

“Is the place insured or is it not?” asked Monty for the second time.

Dr. Oberzohn considered. “It is not,” he said. “But this matter is of such small importance compared with the great thing which is coming, that I shall not give it a thought.”

“It was incendiary,” said Newton angrily. “The fire brigade people are certain of it. That cursed crowd are getting back on us for what happened this afternoon.”

“I know of nothing that happened this afternoon,” said Dr. Oberzohn coldly. “You know of nothing either. It was an accident which we all deplored. As to this man…we shall see.”

He hung up the telephone receiver very carefully, went along the passage, down a steep flight of dark stairs, and into a basement kitchen. Before he opened the door he heard the sound of furious voices, and he stood for a moment surveying the scene with every feeling of satisfaction. Except for two men, the room was empty. The servants used the actual kitchen at the front of the house, and this place was little better than a scullery. On one side of the deal table stood Gurther, white as death, his round eyes red with rage. On the other, the short, stout Russian Pole, with his heavy pasty face and baggy eyes; his little moustache and beard bristling with anger. The cards scattered on the table and the floor told the Herr Doktor that this was a repetition of the quarrel which was so frequent between them.

“Schweinhund!” hissed Gurther. “I saw you palm the King as you dealt. Thief and robber of the blind—”

“You German dog! You—”

They were both speaking in German. Then the doctor saw the hand of Gurther steal down and back.

“Gurther!” he called, and the man spun round. “To my parlour — march!”

Without a word, the man strode past him, and the doctor was left with the panting Russian.

“Herr Doktor, this Gurther is beyond endurance!” His voice trembled with rage. “I would sooner live with a pig than this man, who is never normal unless he is drugged.”

“Silence!” shouted Oberzohn, and pointed to the chair. “You shall wait till I come,” he said.

When he came back to his room, he found Gurther standing stiffly to attention.

“Now, Gunther,” he said — he was almost benevolent as he patted the man on the shoulder— “this matter of Gonsalez must end. Can I have my Gurther hiding like a worm in the ground? No, that cannot be. Tonight I will send you to this man, and you are so clever that you cannot fail. He whipped you, Gurther — tied you up and cruelly beat you — always remember that, my brave fellow — he beat you till you bled. Now you shall see the man again. You will go in a dress for-every-occasion,” he said. “The city-clerk manner. You will watch him in your so clever way, and you shall strike — it is permitted.”

“Ja, Herr Doktor.”

He turned on his heels and disappeared through the door. The doctor waited till he heard him going up the stairs, and then he rang for Pfeiffer. The man came in sullenly. He lacked all the precision of the military Gurther; yet, as Oberzohn knew, of the two he was the more alert, the more cunning.

“Pfeiffer, it has come to me that you are in some danger. The police wish to take you back to Warsaw, where certain unpleasant things happened, as you well know. And I am told” — he lowered his voice— “that a friend of ours would be glad to see you go, hein?”

The man did not raise his sulky eyes from the floor, did not answer, or by any gesture or movement of body suggest that he had heard what the older man had said.

“Gurther goes tomorrow, perhaps on our good work, perhaps to speak secretly to his friends in the police — who knows? He has work to do: let him do it, Pfeiffer. All my men will be there — at a place called Brightlingsea. You also shall go. Gurther would rob a blind man? Good! You shall rob one also. As for Gurther, I do not wish him back. I am tired of him: he is a madman. All men are mad who sniff that white snuff up their foolish noses — eh, Pfeiffer?”

Still the awkward-looking man made no reply.

“Let him do his work: you shall not interfere, until — it is done.”

Pfeiffer was looking at him now, a cold sneer on his face.

“If he comes back, I do not,” he said. “This man is frightening me. Twice the police have been here — three times…you remember the woman. The man is a danger, Herr Doktor. I told you he was the day you brought him here.”

“He can dress in the gentleman-club manner,” said the doctor gently.

“Pshaw!” said the other scornfully. “Is he not an actor who has postured and painted his face and thrown about his legs for so many marks a week?”

“If he does not come back I shall be relieved,” murmured the doctor. “Though it would be a mistake to leave him so that these cunning men could pry into our affairs.”

Pfeiffer said nothing: he understood his instructions; there was nothing to be said. “When does he go?”

“Early tomorrow, before daylight. You will see him, of course.”

He said something in a low tone, that only Pfeiffer heard. The shadow who stood in stockinged feet listening at the door only heard two words. Gurther grinned in the darkness; his bright eyes grew luminous. He heard his companion move towards the door and sped up the stairs without a sound.

Rath Hall was a rambling white building of two stories, set in the midst of a little park, so thickly wooded that the house was invisible from the road; and since the main entrance to the estate was a very commonplace gate, without lodge or visible drive beyond, Gonsalez would have missed the place had he not recognized the man who was sitting on the moss-grown and broken wall who jumped down as Leon stopped his car.

“Mr. Meadows is at the house, sir. He said he expected you.”

“And where on earth is the house?” asked Leon Gonsalez, as he went into reverse.

For answer the detective opened the gate wide and Leon sent his car winding between the trees, for close at hand he recognized where a gravel drive had once been, and, moreover, he saw the tracks of cars in the soft earth. He arrived just as Mr. Johnson Lee was taking his two guests in to dinner; and Meadows was obviously glad to see him. He excused himself, and took Leon aside into the hall, where they could not be overheard.

“I have had your message,” he said. “The only thing that happened out of the ordinary is that the servants have an into a big concert at Brightlingsea. You expected that?”

Leon nodded.

“Yes: I hope Lee will let them go. I prefer that they should be out of the way. A crude scheme — but Oberzohn does these things. Has anything else happened?”

“Nothing. There have been one or two queer people around.”

“Has he showed you the letters he had from Barberton?”

To his surprise the inspector answered in the affirmative.

“Yes, but they are worse than Greek to me. A series of tiny protuberances on thick brown paper. He keeps them in his safe. He read some of the letters to me: they were not very illuminating.”

“But the letter of letters?” asked Leon anxiously. “That which Lee answered — by the way, you know that Mr. Lee wrote all his letters between perforated lines?”

“I’ve seen the paper,” nodded the detective. “No, I asked him about that, but apparently he is not anxious to talk until he has seen his lawyer, who is coming down tonight. He should have been here, in fact, in time for dinner.”

They passed into the diningroom together. The blind man was waiting patiently at the head of the table, and with an apology Leon took the place that had been reserved for him. He sat with his back to the wall, facing one of the three long windows that looked out upon the park. It was a warm night and the blinds were up, as also was the middle window that faced him. He made a motion to Mr. Washington, who sat opposite him, to draw a little aside, and the American realized that he wished an uninterrupted view of the park.

“Would you like the window closed?” asked Mr. Lee, leaning forward and addressing the table in general. “I know it is open,” he said with a little laugh, “because I opened it! I am a lover of fresh air.”

They murmured their agreement and the meal went on without any extraordinary incident. Mr. Washington was one of those adaptable people who dovetail into any environment in which they find themselves. He was as much at home at Rath Hall as though he had been born and bred in the neighbourhood. Moreover, he had a special reason for jubilation: he had found a rare adder when walking in the woods that morning, and spent ten minutes explaining in what respect it differed from every other English adder.

“Is it dead?” asked Meadows nervously.

“Kill it?” said the indignant Mr. Washington. “Why’ should I kill it? I saw a whole lot of doves out on the lawn this morning — should I kill ‘em? No, sir! I’ve got none of those mean feelings towards snakes. I guess the Lord sent snakes into this world for some other purpose than to be chased and killed every time they’re seen. I sent him up to London to-day by train to a friend of mine at the Zoological Gardens. He’ll keep him until I’m ready to take him back home.”

Meadows drew a long sigh.

“As long as he’s not in your pocket,” he said.

“Do you mind?”

Leon’s voice was urgent as he signalled Washington to move yet farther to the left, and when the big man moved his chair, Leon nodded his thanks. His eyes were on the window and the darkening lawn. Not once did he remove his gaze.

“It’s an extraordinary thing about Poole, my lawyer,” Mr. Lee was saying. “He promised faithfully he’d be at Rath by seven o’clock. What is the time?”

Meadows looked at his watch.

“Half-past eight,” he said. He saw the cloud that came over the face of the blind owner of Rath Hall.

“It is extraordinary! I wonder if you would mind—”

His foot touched a bell beneath the table and his butler came in.

“Will you telephone to Mr. Poole’s house and ask if he has left?”

The butler returned in a short time.

“Yes, sir, Mr. Poole left the house by car at half-past six.”

Johnson Lee sat back in his chair.

“Half-past six? He should have been here by now.”

“How far away does he live?”

“About fifteen miles. I thought he might have come down from London rather late. That is extraordinary.”

“He may have had tyre trouble,” said Leon, not shifting his fixed stare.”

“He could have telephoned.”

“Did anyone know he was coming — anybody outside your own household?” asked Gonsalez.

The blind man hesitated.

“Yes, I mentioned the fact to the post office this morning. I went in to get my letters, and found that one I had written to Mr. Poole had been returned through a mistake on my part. I told the postmaster that he was coming this evening and that there was no need to forward it.”

“You were in the public part of the post office?”

“I believe I was.”

“You said nothing else, Mr. Lee — nothing that would give any idea of the object of this visit?”

Again his host hesitated. “I don’t know. I’m almost afraid that I did,” he confessed. “I remember telling the postmaster that I was going to talk to Mr. Poole about poor Barberton — Mr. Barberton was very well known in this neighbourhood.”

“That is extremely unfortunate,” said Leon.

He was thinking of two things at the same time: the whereabouts of the missing lawyer, and the wonderful cover that the wall between the window and the floor gave to any man who might creep along out of sight until he got back suddenly to send the snake on its errand of death.

“How many men have you got in the grounds, by the way, Meadows?”

“One, and he’s not in the grounds but outside on the road. I pull him in at night, or rather in the evening, to patrol the grounds, and he is armed.” He said this with a certain importance. An armed English policeman is a tremendous phenomenon that few have seen.

“Which means that he has a revolver that he hasn’t fired except at target practice,” said Leon. “Excuse me — I thought I heard a car.”

He got up noiselessly from the table, went round the back of Mr. Lee, and, darting to the window, looked out. A flowerbed ran close to the wall, and beyond that was a broad gravel drive. Between gravel and flowers was a wide strip of turf. The drive continued some fifty feet to the right before it turned under an aich of rambler roses. To the left it extended for less than a dozen feet, and from this point a path parallel the side of the house ran into the drive.

“Do you hear it?” asked Lee.

“No, sir, I was mistaken.”

Leon dipped his hand into his side pocket, took out a handful of something that looked like tiny candles wrapped in coloured paper. Only Meadows saw him scatter them left and right, and he was too discreet to ask why, Leon saw the inquiring lift of his eyebrows as he came back to his seat, but was wilfully dense. Thereafter, he ate his dinner with only an occasional glance towards the window.

“I’m not relying entirely upon my own lawyer’s advice,” I said Mr. Lee. “I have telegraphed to Lisbon to ask Dr. Pinto Caillao to come to England, and he may be of greater service even than Poole, though where—” The butler came in at this moment.

“Mrs. Poole has Just telephoned, sir. Her husband has had a bad accident: his car ran into a tree trunk which was lying across the road near Lawley. It was on the other side of the bend, and he did not see it until too late.”

“Is he very badly hurt?”

“No, sir, but he is in the Cottage Hospital. Mrs. Poole says he is fit to travel home.”

The blind man sat openmouthed. “What a terrible thing to have happened!” he began. “A very lucky thing for Mr. Poole,” said Leon cheerfully. “I feared worse than that—”

From somewhere outside the window came a “snap!” — the sound that a Christmas cracker makes when it is exploded. Leon got up from the table, walked swiftly to the side of the window and jumped out. As he struck the earth, he trod on one of the little bon-bons he had scattered and it cracked viciously under his foot.

There was nobody in sight. He ran swiftly along the grass-plot, slowing his pace as came to the end of the wall, and then jerked round, gun extended stiffly. Still nobody. Before him was a close-growing box hedge, in which had been cut an opening. He heard the crack of a signal behind him, guessed that it was Meadows, and presently the detective joined him. Leon put his fingers to his lips, leapt the path to the grass on the other side, and dodged behind a tree until he could see straight through the opening in the box hedge. Beyond was a rose-garden, a mass of pink and red and golden blooms.

Leon put his hand in his pocket and took out a black cylinder, fitting it, without taking his eyes from the hedge opening, to the muzzle of his pistol. Meadows heard the dull thud of the explosion before he saw the pistol go up. There was a scatter of leaves and twigs and the sound of hurrying feet. Leon dashed through the opening in time to see a man plunge into a plantation.

“Plop!”

The bullet struck a tree not a foot from the fugitive.

“That’s that!” said Leon, and took off his silencer. “I hope none of the servants heard it, and most of all that Lee, whose hearing is unfortunately most acute, mistook the shot for something else.”

He went back to the window, stopping to pick up such of his crackers as had not exploded.

“They are useful things to put on the floor of your room when you’re expecting to have your throat cut in the middle of the night,” he said pleasantly. “They cost exactly two dollars a hundred, and they’ve saved my life more often than I can count. Have you ever waited in the dark to have your throat cut?” he asked. “It happened to me three times, and I will admit that it is not an experience that I am anxious to repeat. Once in Bohemia, in the city of Prague; once in New Orleans, and once in Ortona.”

“What happened to the assassins?” asked Meadows with a shiver.

“That is a question for the theologian, if you will forgive the well-worn jest,” said Leon. “I think they are in hell, but then I’m prejudiced.”

Mr. Lee had left the dining-table and was standing at the front door, leaning on his stick; and with him an interested Mr. Washington.

“What was the trouble?” asked the old man in a worried voice. “It is a great handicap not being able to see things. But I thought I heard a shot fired.”

“Two,” said Leon promptly. “I hoped you hadn’t heard them. I don’t know who the man was, Mr. Lee, but he certainly had no right in the grounds, and I scared him off.”

“You must have used a silencer: I did not hear the shots fully. Did you catch a view of the man’s face?”

“No, I saw his back,” he said. Leon thought it was unnecessary to add that a man’s back was as familiar to him as his face. For when he studied his enemies, his study was a very thorough and complete one. Moreover, Gurther ran with a peculiar swing of his shoulder.

He turned suddenly to the master of Rath Hall. “May I speak with you privately for a few minutes, Mr. Lee?” he asked. He had taken a sudden resolution.

“Certainly,” said the other courteously, and tapped his way into the hall and into his private study.

For ten minutes Leon was closeted with him. When he came out, Meadows had gone down to his man at the gate, and Washington was standing disconsolately alone. Leon took him by the arm and led him on to the lawn.

“There’s going to be real trouble here tonight,” he said, and told him the arrangement he had made with Mr. Johnson Lee. “I’ve tried to persuade him to let me see the letter which is in his safe, but he is like rock on that matter, and I’d hate to burgle the safe of a friend. Listen.”

Elijah Washington listened and whistled.

“They stopped the lawyer coming,” Gonsalez went on, “and now they’re mortally scared if, in his absence, the old man tells us what he intended keeping for his lawyer.”

“Meadows is going to London, isn’t he?”

Leon nodded slowly.

“Yes, he is going to London — by car. Did you know all the servants were going out tonight?”

Mr. Washington stared at him.

“The women, you mean?”

“The women and the men,” said Leon calmly. “There is an excellent concert at Brightlingsea tonight, and though they will be late for the first half of the performance, they will thoroughly enjoy the latter portion of the programme. The invitation is not mine, but it is one I thoroughly approve.”

“But does Meadows want to go away when the fun is starting?”

Apparently Inspector Meadows was not averse from leaving at this critical moment. He was, in fact, quite happy to go. Mr. Washington’s views on police intelligence underwent a change for the worse.

“But surely he had better stay?” said the American. “If you’re expecting an attack…they are certain to marshal the whole of their forces?”

“Absolutely certain,” said the calm Gonsalez “Here is the car.”

The Rolls came out from the back of the house at that moment and drew up before the door.

“I don’t like leaving you,” said Meadows, as he swung himself up by the driver’s side and put his bag on the seat.

“Tell the driver to avoid Lawley like the plague,” said Leon. “There’s a tree down, unless the local authorities have removed it — which is very unlikely.”

He waited until the tail lights of the machine had disappeared into the gloom, then he went back to the hall.

“Excuse me, sir,” said the butler, struggling into his greatcoat as he spoke. “Will you be all right — there is nobody left in the house to look after Mr. Lee. I could stay—”

“It was Mr. Lee’s suggestion you should all go,” said Gonsalez briefly. “Just go outside and tell me when the lights of the char-a-banc come into view. I want to speak to Mr. Lee before you go.”

He went into the library and shut the door behind him. The waiting butler heard the murmur of his voice and had some qualms of conscience. The tickets had come from a local agency; he had never dreamt that, with guests in the house, his employer would allow the staff to go in its entirety.

It was not a char-a-banc but a big closed bus that came lumbering up the apology for a drive, and swept round to the back of the house, to the annoyance of the servants, who were gathered in the hall.

“Don’t bother, I will tell him,” said Leon. He seemed to have taken full charge of the house, an unpardonable offence in the eyes of well-regulated servants.

He disappeared through a long passage leading into the mysterious domestic regions, and returned to announce that the driver had rectified his error and was coming to the front entrance: an unnecessary explanation, since the big vehicle drew up as he was telling the company.

“There goes the most uneasy bunch of festive souls it has ever been my misfortune to see,” he said, as the bus, its brakes squeaking, went down the declivity towards the unimposing gate. “And yet they’ll have the time of their lives. I’ve arranged supper for them at the Beech Hotel, and although they are not aware of it, I am removing them to a place where they’d give a lot of money to be — if they hadn’t gone!”

“That leaves you and me alone,” said Mr. Washington glumly, but brightened up almost at once. “I can’t say that I mind a rough house, with or without gunplay,” he said. He looked round the dark hall a little apprehensively. “What about fastening the doors behind?” he asked.

“They’re all right,” said Leon. “It isn’t from the back that danger will come. Come out and enjoy the night air…it is a little too soon for the real trouble.”

But here, for once, he was mistaken.

Elijah Washington followed him into the park, took two paces, and suddenly Leon saw him stagger. In a second he was by the man’s side, bent and peering, his glasses discarded on the grass.

“Get me inside,” said Washington’s voice. He was leaning heavily upon his companion.

With his arm round his waist, taking half his weight, Leon pushed the man into the hall but did not close the door. Instead, as the American sat down with a thud upon a hall seat, Leon fell to the ground, and peered along the artificial skyline he had created. There was no movement, no sign of any attacker. Then and only then did he shut the door and drop the bar, and pushing the study door wide, carried the man into the room and switched on the lights.

“I guess something got me then,” muttered Washington.

His right cheek was red and swollen, and Leon saw the telltale bite; saw something else. He put his hand to the cheek and examined his fingertips.

“Get me some whisky, will you? — about a gallon of it.”

He was obviously in great pain and sat rocking himself to and fro.

“Gosh! This is awful!” he groaned. “Never had any snake that bit like this!”

“You’re alive, my friend, and I didn’t believe you when you said you were snakeproof.”

Leon poured out a tumbler of neat whisky and held it to the American’s lips.

“Down with Prohibition!” murmured Washington, and did not take the glass from his lips until it was empty. “You can give me another dose of that — I shan’t get pickled,” he said.

He put his hand up to his face and touched the tiny wound gingerly— “It is wet,” he said in surprise.

“What did it feel like?”

“Like nothing so much as a snake-bite,” confessed the expert.

Already his face was puffed beneath the eyes, and the skin was discoloured black and blue.

Leon crossed to the fireplace and pushed the bell, and Washington watched him in amazement.

“Say, what’s the good of ringing? The servants have gone.”

There was a patter of feet in the hall, the door was flung open and George Manfred came in, and behind him the startled visitor saw Meadows and a dozen men.

“For the Lord’s sake!” he said sleepily.

“They came in the char-a-banc, lying on the floor,” explained Leon, “and the only excuse for bringing a char-a-banc here was to send the servants to that concert.”

“You got Lee away?” asked Manfred.

Leon nodded.

“He was in the car that took friend Meadows, who transferred to the char-a-banc somewhere out of sight of the house.”

Washington had taken a small cardboard box from his pocket and was rubbing a red powder gingerly upon the two white-edged marks, groaning the while.

“This is certainly a snake that’s got the cobra skinned to death and a rattlesnake’s bite ain’t worse than a dog nip,” he said. “Mamba nothing! I know the mamba; he is pretty fatal, but not so bad as this.”

Manfred looked across to Leon.

“Gurther?” he asked simply, and Gonsalez nodded.

“It was intended for me obviously, but, as I’ve said before, Gurther is nervous. And it didn’t help him any to be shot up.”

“Do you fellows mind not talking so loud?” He glanced at the heavy curtains that covered the windows. Behind these the shutters had been fastened, and Dr. Oberzohn was an ingenious man.

Leon took a swift survey of the visitor’s feet; they wore felt slippers.

“I don’t think I can improve upon the tactics of the admirable Miss Leicester,” he said, and went up to Mr. Lee’s bedroom, which was in the centre of the house and had a small balcony, the floor of which was formed by the top of the porch.

The long French windows were open and Leon crawled out into the darkness and took observation through the pillars of the balustrade. They were in the open now, making no attempt to conceal their presence. He counted seven, until he saw the cigarette of another near the end of the drive. What were they waiting for? he wondered. None of them moved; they were not even closing on the house. And this inactivity puzzled him. They were awaiting a signal. What was it to be? Whence would it come?

He saw a man come stealthily across the lawn…one or two? His eyes were playing tricks. If there were two, one was Gurther. There was no mistaking him. For a second he passed out of view behind a pillar of the balcony. Leon moved his head…Gurther had fallen! He saw him stumble to his knees and tumble flat upon the ground. What did that mean?

He was still wondering when he heard a soft scraping, and a deep-drawn breath, and tried to locate the noise. Suddenly, within a few inches of his face, a hand came up out of the darkness and gripped the lower edge of the balcony.

Swiftly, noiselessly, Gonsalez wriggled back to the room, drew erect in the cover of the curtains and waited. His hand touched something: it was a long silken cord by which the curtains were drawn. Leon grinned in the darkness and made a scientific loop.

The intruder drew himself up on to the parapet, stepped quietly across, then tiptoed to the open window. He was not even suspicious, for the French windows had been open all the evening. Without a sound, he stepped into the room and was momentarily silhouetted against the starlight reflected in the window.

“Hatless,” thought Leon. That made things easier. As the man took another stealthy step, the noose dropped over his neck, jerked tight and strangled the cry in his throat. In an instant he was lying flat on the ground with a knee in his back. He struggled to rise, but Leon’s fist came down with the precision of a piston-rod, and he went suddenly quiet.

Gonsalez loosened the slipknot, and, flinging the man over his shoulder, carried him out of the room and down the stairs. He could only guess that this would be the only intruder, but left nothing to chance, and after he had handed his prisoner to the men who were waiting in the hall, he ran back to the room, to find, as he had expected, that no other adventurer had followed the lead. They were still standing at irregular intervals where he had seen them last. The signal was to come from the house. What was it to be? he wondered.

He left one of his men on guard in the room and went back to the study, to find that the startled burglar was an old friend. Lew Cuccini was looking from one of his captors to the other, a picture of dumbfounded chagrin. But the most extraordinary discovery that Leon made on his return to the study was that the American snake-charmer was his old cheerful self, and, except for his unsightly appearance, seemed to be none the worse for an ordeal which would have promptly ended the lives of ninety-nine men out of a hundred. “Snakeproof — that’s me. Is this the guy that did it?” He pointed to Cuccini.

“Where is Gurther?” asked Manfred,

Cuccini grinned up into his face.

“You’d better find out, boss,” he said. “He’ll fix you. As soon as I shout—”

“Cuccini—” Leon’s voice was gentle. The point of the long-bladed knife that he held to the man’s neck was indubitably sharp. Cuccini shrank back. “You will not shout. If you do, I shall cut your throat and spoil all these beautiful carpets — that is a genuine silken Bokhara, George. I haven’t seen one in ten years.” He nodded to the soft-hued rug on which George Manfred was standing. “What is the signal, Cuccini?” turning his attention again to the prisoner. “And what happens when you give the signal?”

“Listen,” said Cuccini, “that throat-cutting stuff don’t mean anything to me. There’s no third degree in this country, and don’t forget it.”

“You have never seen my ninety-ninth degree.” Leon smiled like a delighted boy. “Put something in his mouth, will you?”

One of the men tied a woollen scarf round Cuccini’s head.

“Lay him on the sofa.”

He was already bound hand and foot and helpless.

“Have you any wax matches? Yes, here are some.” Leon emptied a cut-glass container into the palm of his hand and looked round at the curious company. “Now, gentlemen, if you will leave me alone for exactly five minutes, I will give Mr. Cuccini an excellent imitation of the persuasive methods of Gian Visconti, an excellent countryman of his, and the inventor of the system I am about to apply.”

Cuccini was shaking his head furiously. A mumble of unintelligible sounds came from behind the scarf.

“Our friend is not unintelligent. Any of you who say that Signer Cuccini is unintelligent will incur my severest displeasure,” said Leon.

They sat the man up and he talked brokenly, hesitatingly. “Splendid,” said Leon, when he had finished. “Take him into the kitchen and give him a drink — you’ll find a tap above the kitchen sink.”

“I’ve often wondered, Leon,” said George, when they were alone together, “whether you would ever carry out those horrific threats of yours of torture and malignant savagery?”

“Half the torture of torture is anticipation,” said Leon easily, lighting a cigarette with one of the matches he had taken from the table, and carefully guiding the rest back into the glass bowl. “Any man versed in the art of suggestive descriptions can dispense with thumbscrews and branding irons, little maidens and all the ghastly apparatus of criminal justice ever employed by our ancestors. I, too, wonder,” he mused, blowing a ring of smoke to the ceiling, “whether I could carry my threats into execution — I must try one day.” He nodded pleasantly, as though he were promising himself a great treat.

Manfred looked at his watch.

“What do you intend doing — giving the signal?” Gonsalez nodded. “And then?”

“Letting them come in. We may take refuge in the kitchen. I think it would be wiser.”

George Manfred nodded. “You’re going to allow them to open the safe?”

“Exactly,” said Leon. “I particularly wish that safe to be opened, and since Mr. Lee demurs, I think this is the best method. I had that in my mind all the time. Have you seen the safe, George? I have. Nobody but an expert could smash it. I have no tools. I did not provide against such a contingency, and I have scruples. Our friends have tools — and no scruples!”

“And the snake — is there any danger?”

Leon snapped his fingers.

“The snake has struck for the night, and will strike no more! As for Gurther—”

“He owes you something.”

Leon sent another ring up and did not speak until it broke on the ceiling.

“Gurther is dead,” he said simply. “He has been lying on the lawn in front of the house for the past ten minutes.”
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Leon briefly related the scene he had witnessed from the balcony.

“It was undoubtedly Gurther,” he said. “I could not mistake him. He passed out of view for a second behind one of the pillars, and when I looked round he was lying flat on the ground.”

He threw his cigarette into the fireplace.

“I think it is nearly time,” he said. He waited until Manfred had gone, and, going to the door, moved the bar and pulled it open wide.

Stooping down, he saw that the opening of the door had been observed, for one of the men was moving across the lawn in the direction of the house. From his pocket he took a small electric lamp and sent three flickering beams into the darkness. To his surprise, only two men walked forward to the house. Evidently Cuccini was expected to deal with any resistance before the raid occurred.

The house had been built in the fifteenth century, and the entrance hall was a broad, high barn of a place. Some Georgian architect, in the peculiar manner of his kind, had built a small minstrel gallery over the diningroom entrance and immediately facing the study. Leon had already explored the house and had found the tiny staircase that led to this architectural monstrosity. He had no sooner given the signal than he dived into the diningroom, through the tall door, and was behind the thick curtains at the back of the narrow gallery when the first two men came in. He saw them go straight into the study and push open the door. At the same time a third man appeared under the porch, though he made no attempt to enter the hall.

Presently one of those who had gone into the study came out and called Cuccini by name. When no answer came, he went grumbling back to his task. What that task was, Leon could guess, before the peculiarly acrid smell of hot steel was wafted to his sensitive nostrils.

By crouching down he could see the legs of the men who were working at the safe. They had turned on all the lights, and apparently expected no interruption. The man at the door was joined by another man.

“Where is Lew?”

In the stillness of the house the words, though spoken in a low tone, were audible.

“I don’t know — inside somewhere. He had to fix that dago.”

Leon grinned. This description of himself never failed to tickle him.

One of the workers in the library came out at this point.

“Have you seen Cuccini?”

“No,” said the man at the door.

“Go in and find him. He ought to be here.”

Cuccini’s absence evidently made him uneasy, for though he returned to the room he was out again in a minute, asking if the messenger had come back. Then, from the back of the passage, came the searcher’s voice: “The kitchen’s locked.”

The safe-cutter uttered an expression of amazement.

“Locked? What’s the idea?”

He came to the foot of the stairs and bellowed up: “Cuccini!”

Only the echo answered him.

“That’s queer.” He poked his head in the door of the study. “Rush that job, Mike. There’s some funny business here.” And over his shoulder, “Tell the boys to get ready to jump.”

The man went out into the night and was absent some minutes, to return with an alarming piece of news.

“They’ve gone, boss. I can’t see one of them.”

The “boss” cursed him, and himself went into the grounds on a visit of inspection. He came back in a hurry, ran into the study, and Leon heard his voice: “Stand ready to clear.”

“What about Cuccini?”

“Cuccini will have to look after himself…got it, Mike?”

The deep voice said something. There followed the sound of a crack, as though something of iron had broken. It was the psychological moment. Leon parted the curtains and dropped lightly to the floor.

The man at the door turned in a flash at the sound.

“Put ’em up!” he said sharply.

“Don’t shoot.” Leon’s voice was almost conversational in its calmness. “The house is surrounded by police.”

With an oath the man darted out of the door, and at that instant came the sound of the first shot, followed by desultory firing from the direction of the road. The second guard had been the first to go. Leon ran to the door, slammed it tight and switched on the lights as the two men came from the study. Under the arm of one was a thick pad of square brown sheets. He dropped his load and put up his hands at the sight of the gun; but his companion was made of harder material, and, with a yell, he leapt at the man who stood between him and freedom. Leon twisted aside, advanced his shoulder to meet the furious drive of the man’s fist; then, dropping his pistol, he stooped swiftly and tackled him below the knees. The man swayed, sought to recover his balance and fell with a crash on the stone floor. All the time his companion stood dazed and staring, his hands waving in the air.

There was a knock at the outer door. Without turning his back upon his prisoners, Leon reached for the bar and pulled it up. Manfred came in.

“The gentleman who shouted ‘Cuccini’ scared them. I think they’ve got away. There were two cars parked on the road.”

His eyes fell upon the brown sheets scattered on the floor and he nodded.

“I think you have all you want, Leon,” he said.

The detectives came crowding in at that moment and secured their prisoners whilst Leon Gonsalez and his friend went out on to the lawn to search for Gurther.

The man lay as he had fallen, on his face, and as Leon flashed his lamp upon the figure, he saw that the snake had struck behind the ear.

“Gurther?” frowned Leon.

He turned the figure on its back and gave a little gasp of surprise, for there looked up to the starry skies the heavy face of Pfeiffer.

“Pfeiffer! I could have sworn it was the other! There has been some doublecrossing here. Let me think.” He stood for fully a minute, his chin on his hand. “I could have understood Gurther; he was becoming a nuisance and a danger to the old man. Pfeiffer, the more reliable of the two, hated him. My first theory was that Gurther had been put out by order of Oberzohn.”

“Suppose Gurther heard that order, or came to know of it?” asked Manfred quietly.

Leon snapped his fingers.

“That is it! We had a similar case a few years ago, you will remember, George? The old man gave the ‘out’ order to Pfeiffer — and Gurther got his blow in first. Shrewd fellow!”

When they returned to the house, the three were seated in a row in Johnson Lee’s Library. Cuccini, of course, was an old acquaintance. Of the other two men, Leon recognized one, a notorious gunman whose photograph had embellished the pages of Hue and Cry for months.

The third, and evidently the skilled workman of the party, for he it was whom they had addressed as “Mike” and who had burnt out the lock of Lee’s safe, was identified by Meadows as Mike Selwyn, a skilful burglar and bank-smasher, who had, according to his statement, only arrived from the Continent that afternoon in answer to a flattering invitation which promised considerable profit to himself.

“And why I left Milan,” he said bitterly, “where the graft is easy and the money’s good, I’d like you to tell me!”

The prisoners were removed to the nearest secure lock-up, and by the time Lee’s servants returned from their dance, all evidence of an exciting hour had disappeared, except that the blackened and twisted door of the safe testified to the sinister character of the visitation.

Meadows returned as they were gathering together the scattered sheets. There were hundreds of them, all written in Braille characters, and Manfred’s sensitive fingers were skimming their surface.

“Oh, yes,” he said, in answer to a question that was put to him, “I knew Lee was blind, the day we searched Barberton’s effects. That was my mystery.” He laughed. “Barberton expected a call from his old friend and had left a message for him on the mantelpiece. Do you remember that strip of paper? It ran: ‘Dear Johnny, I will be back in an hour.’ These are letters,” — he indicated the papers.

“The folds tell me that,” said Meadows. “You may not get a conviction against Cuccini; the two burglars will come up before a judge, but to charge Cuccini means the whole story of the snake coming out, and that means a bigger kick than I’m prepared to laugh away — I am inclined to let Cuccini go for the moment.”

Manfred nodded. He sat with the embossed sheets on his knee.

“Written from various places,” he went on.

It was curious to see him, his fingers running swiftly along the embossed lines, his eyes fixed on vacancy.

“So far I’ve learnt nothing, except that in his spare time Barberton amused himself by translating native fairy stories into English and putting them into Braille for use in the blind school. I knew, of course, that he did that, because I’d already interviewed his sister, who is the mistress of the girls’ section.”

He had gone through half a dozen letters when he rose from the table and walked across to the safe.

“I have a notion that the thing we’re seeking is not here,” he said. “It is hardly likely that he would allow a communication of that character to be jumbled up with the rest of the correspondence.”

The safe door was open and the steel drawer at the back had been pulled out. Evidently it was from this receptacle that the letters had been taken. Now the drawer was empty. Manfred took it out and measured the depth of it with his finger.

“Let me see,” said Gonsalez suddenly.

He groped along the floor of the safe, and presently he began to feel carefully along the sides.

“Nothing here,” he said. He drew out half a dozen account books and a bundle of documents which at first glance Manfred had put aside as being personal to the owner of Rath Hall. These were lying on the floor amidst the mass of molten metal that had burnt deep holes in the carpet. Leon examined the books one by one, opening them and running his nail along the edge of the pages. The fourth, a weighty ledger, did not open so easily — did not, indeed, open at all. He carried it to the table and tried to pull back the cover. “Now, how does this open?”

The ledger covers were of leather; to all appearance a very ordinary book, and Leon was anxious not to disturb so artistic a camouflage. Examining the edge carefully, he saw a place where the edges had been forced apart. Taking out a knife, he slipped the thin blade into the aperture. There was a click and the cover sprang up like the lid of a box.

“And this, I think, is what we are looking for,” said Gonsalez.

The interior of the book had been hollowed out, the edges being left were gummed tight, and the receptacle thus formed was packed close with brown papers; brown, except for one, which was written on a large sheet of foolscap, headed:

“Bureau of the Ministry of Colonies, Lisbon.”

Barberton had superimposed upon this long document his Braille writing, and now one of the mysteries was cleared up.

“Lee said he had never received any important documents,” said Manfred, “and, of course, he hadn’t, so far as he knew. To him this was merely a sheet of paper on which Braille characters were inscribed. Read this, Leon.”

Leon scanned the letter. It was dated “July 21st, 1912,” and bore, in the lower left-hand corner, the seal of the Portuguese Colonial Office. He read it through rapidly and at the end looked up with a sigh of satisfaction.

“And this settles Oberzohn and Co., and robs them of a fortune, the extent of which I think we shall discover when we read Barberton’s letter.”

He lit a cigarette and scanned the writing again, whilst Meadows, who did not understand Leon’s passion for drama, waited with proving impatience.

“Illustrious Senhor,” began Leon, reading. “I have this day had the honour of placing before His Excellency the President, and the Ministers of the Cabinet, your letter dated May 15th, 1912. By a letter dated January 8th, 1911, the lands marked Ex. 275 on the Survey Map of the Biskara district were conceded to you, Illustrious Senhor, in order to further the cause of science — a cause which is very dear to the heart of His Excellency the President. Your further letter, in which you complain, Illustrious Senhor, that the incursion of prospectors upon our land is hampering your scientific work, and your request that an end may be put to these annoyances by the granting to you of an extension of the concession, so as to give you title to all mineral found in the aforesaid area, Ex. 275 on the Survey Map of Biskara, and thus making the intrusion of prospectors illegal, has been considered by the Council, and the extending concession is hereby granted, on the following conditions: The term of the concession shall be for twelve years, as from the 14th day of June, 1912, and shall be renewable by you, your heirs or nominees, every twelfth year, on payment of a nominal sum of 1,000 milreis. In the event of the concessionaire, his heirs or nominees, failing to apply for a renewal on the 14th day of June, 1924, the mineral rights of the said area, Ex. 275 on the Survey Map of Biskara, shall be open to claim in accordance with the laws of Angola—”

Leon sat back.

“Fourteenth of June?” he said, and looked up. “Why, that is next week — five days! We’ve cut it rather fine, George.”

“Barberton said there were six weeks,” said Manfred. “Obviously he made the mistake of timing the concession from July 21st — the date of the letter. He must have been the most honest man in the world; there was no other reason why he should have communicated with Miss Leicester. He could have kept quiet and claimed the rights for himself. Go on Leon.”

“That is about all,” said Leon, glancing at the tail of the letter. “The rest is more or less flowery and complimentary and has reference to the scientific work in which Professor Leicester was engaged. Five days — phew!” he whistled.

“We may now find something in Barberton’s long narrative to give us an idea of the value of this property.” Manfred turned the numerous pages. “Do any of you gentlemen write shorthand?”

Meadows went out into the hall and brought back an officer. Waiting until he had found pencil and paper, Leon began the extraordinary story of William Barberton — most extraordinary because every word had been patiently and industrially punched in the Braille characters.
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“Dear Friend Johnny,

“I have such a lot to tell you that I hardly know where to begin. I’ve struck rich at last, and the dream I’ve often talked over with you has come true. First of all, let me tell you that I have come upon nearly £50,000 worth of wrought gold. We’ve been troubled round here with lions, one of which took away a carrier of mine, and at last I decided to go out and settle accounts with this fellow. I found him six miles from the camp and planted a couple of bullets into him without killing him, and decided to follow up his spoor. It was a mad thing to do, trailing a wounded lion in the jungle, and I didn’t realize how mad until we got out of the bush into the hills and I found Mrs. Lion waiting for me. She nearly got me too. More by accident than anything else, I managed to shoot her dead at the first shot, and got another pot at her husband as he was slinking into a cave which was near our tent.

“As I had gone so far, I thought I might as well go the whole hog, especially as I’d seen two lion cubs playing around the mouth of the cave, and bringing up my boys, who were scared to death, I crawled in, to find, as I expected, that the old lion was nearly gone, and a shot finished him. I had to kill the cubs: they were too young to be left alone, and too much of a nuisance to bring back to camp. This cave had been used as a lair years; it was full of bones, human amongst them.

“But what struck me was the appearance of the roof, which, I was almost certain, had been cut out by hand. It was like a house, and there was a cut door in the rock at the back. I made a torch and went through on a tour of inspection, and you can imagine my surprise when I found myself in a little room with a line of stone niches or shelves. There were three lines on each side. Standing on these at intervals there were little statuettes. They were so covered with dust that I thought they were stone, until I tried to take one down to examine it; then I knew by its weight that it was gold, as they all were.

“I didn’t want my boys to know about my find, because they are a treacherous lot, so I took the lightest, after weighing them all with a spring balance, and made a note where I’d taken it from. You might think that was enough of a find for one man in a lifetime, but my luck had set in. I sent the boys back and ordered them to break camp and join me on top of the Thaba. I called it the Thaba, because it is rather like a hill I know in Basutoland, and is one of two.

“The camp was moved up that night; it was a better pitch than any we had had. There was water, plenty of small game, and no mosquitoes. The worst part of it was the terrific thunderstorms which come up from nowhere, and until you’ve seen one in this ironstone country you don’t know what a thunderstorm is like! The hill opposite vas slightly smaller than the one I had taken as a camp, and between was a shallow valley, through which ran a small shallow river — rapids would be a better word.

“Early the next morning I was looking round through my glasses, and saw what I thought was a house on the opposite hill. I asked my headman who lived there, and he told me that it was once the house or the Star Chief; and I remembered that somebody told me, down in Mossamedes, that an astronomer had settled in this neighbourhood and had been murdered by the natives. I thought I would go over and have a look at the place. The day being cloudy and not too hot, I took my gun and a couple of boys and we crossed the river and began climbing the hill. The house was, of course, in ruins; it had only been a wattle hut at the best of times. Part of it was covered with vegetation, but out of curiosity I searched round, hoping to pick up a few things that might be useful to me, more particularly kettles, for my boys had burnt holes in every one I had. I found a kettle, and then, turning over a heap of rubbish which I think must have been his bed, I found a little rusty tin box and broke it open with my stick. There were a few letters which were so faded that I could only read a word here and there, and in a green oilskin, a long letter from the Portuguese Government.”

(It was at this point, either by coincidence or design, that the narrative continued on the actual paper to which he referred.)

“I speak Portuguese and can read it as easily as English, and the only thing that worried me about it was that the concession gave Professor Leicester all rights to my cave. My first idea was to burn it, but then I began to realize what a scoundrelly business that would be, and I took the letters out into the sun and tried to find if he had any relations, hoping that I’d be able to fix it up with them to take at any rate 50 per cent. of my find. There was only one letter that helped me. It was written in a child’s hand and was evidently from his daughter. It had no address, but there was the name—’Mirabelle Leicester.’

“I put it in my pocket with the concession and went on searching, but found nothing more. I was going down the hill towards the valley when it struck me that perhaps this man had found gold, and the excuse for getting the concession was a bit of artfulness. I sent a boy back to the camp for a pick, a hammer and a spade, and when he returned I began to make a cutting in the side of the hill. There was nothing to guide me — no outcrop, such as you usually find near a true reef — but I hadn’t been digging for an hour before I struck the richest bed of conglomerate I’ve ever seen. I was either dreaming, or my good angel had at last led me to the one place in the hill where gold could be found. I had previously sent the boys back to camp and told them to wait for me, because, if I did strike metal, I did not want the fact advertised all over Angola, where they’ve been looking for gold for years.

“Understand, it was not a reef in the ordinary sense of the word, it was all conglomerate, and the wider I made my cutting, the wider the bed appeared, I took the pick to another part of the hill and dug again, with the same result — conglomerate. It was as though nature had thrown up a huge golden hump in the earth. I covered both cuttings late that night and went back to camp. (I was stalked by a leopard in the low bush, but managed to get him.)

“Early next morning, I started off and tried another spot, and with the same result; first three feet of earth, then about six inches of shale, and then conglomerate. I tried to work through the bed, thinking that it might be just a skin, but I was saved much exertion by coming upon a deep rift in the hill about twenty feet wide at the top and tapering down to about fifty feet below the ground level. This gave me a section to work on, and as near as I can judge, the conglomerate bed is something over fifty feet thick and I’m not so sure that it doesn’t occur again after an interval of twenty feet or more, for I dug more shale and had a showing of conglomerate at the very bottom of the ravine.

“What does this mean, Johnny? It means that we have found a hill of gold; not solid gold, as in the storybooks, but gold that pays ounces and probably pounds to the ton. How the prospectors have missed it all these years I can’t understand, unless it is that they’ve made their cuttings on the north side of the hill, where they have found nothing but slate and sandstone. The little river in the valley must be feet deep in alluvial, for I panned the bed and got eight ounces of pure gold in an hour — and that was by rough-and-ready methods. I had to be careful not to make the boys too curious, and I am breaking camp tomorrow, and I want you to cable or send me £500 to Mossamedes. The statuette I’m bringing home is worth all that. I would bring more, only I can’t trust these Angola boys; a lot of them arc mission boys and can read Portuguese, and they’re too friendly with a half-breed called Villa, who is an agent of Oberzohn & Smitts; the traders and I know these people to be the most unscrupulous scoundrels on the coast.

“I shall be at Mossamedes about three weeks after you get this letter, but I don’t want to get back to the coast in a hurry, otherwise people are going to suspect I have made a strike.”

Leon put the letter down.

“There is the story in a nutshell, gentlemen,” he said. “I don’t, for one moment, believe that Mr. Barberton showed Villa the letter. It is more likely that one of the educated natives he speaks about saw it and reported it to Oberzohn’s agent. Portuguese is the lingua franca of that part of the coast. Barberton was killed to prevent his meeting the girl and telling her of his find — incidentally, of warning her to apply for a renewal of the concession. It wasn’t even necessary that they should search his belongings to recover the letter, because once they knew of its existence and the date which Barberton had apparently confounded with the date the letter was written, their work was simply to present an application to the Colonial Office at Lisbon. It was quite different after Barberton was killed, when they learnt or guessed that the letter was in Mr. Lee’s possession.”

Meadows agreed.

“That was the idea behind Oberzohn’s engagement of Mirabelle Leicester?”

“Exactly, and it was also behind the attack upon Heavytree Farm. To secure this property they must get her away and keep her hidden either until it is too late for her to apply for a renewal, or until she has been bullied or forced into appointing a nominee.”

“Or married,” said Leon briskly. “Did that idea occur to you? Our tailor-made friend, Monty Newton, may have had matrimonial intentions. It would have been quite a good stroke of business to secure a wife and a large and auriferous hill at the same time. This, I think, puts a period to the ambitions of Herr Doktor Oberzohn.”

He got up from the table and handed the papers to the custody of the detective, and turned with a quizzical smile to his friend.

“George, do you look forward with any pleasure to a two hundred and fifty miles’ drive?”

“Are you the chauffeur?” asked George.

“I am the chauffeur,” said Leon cheerfully. “I have driven a car for many years and I have not been killed yet. It is unlikely that I shall risk my precious life and yours tonight. Come with me and I promise never to hit her up above sixty except on the real speedways.”

Manfred nodded.

“We will stop at Oxley and try to get a ‘phone call through to Gloucester,” said Leon. “This line is, of course, out of order. They would do nothing so stupid as to neglect the elementary precaution of disconnecting Rath Hall.”

At Oxley the big Spanz pulled up before the dark and silent exterior of the inn, and Leon, getting down, brought the half-clad landlord to the door and explained his mission, and also learned that two big cars had passed through half an hour before, going in the direction of London.

“That was the gang. I wonder how they’ll explain to their paymaster their second failure?”

His first call was to the house in Curzon Street, but there was no reply. “Ring them again,” said Leon. “You left Poiccart there?”

Manfred nodded.

They waited for five minutes; still there was no reply.

“How queer!” said Manfred. “It isn’t like Poiccart to leave the house. Get Gloucester.”

At this hour of the night the lines are comparatively clear, and in a very short time he heard the Gloucester operator’s voice, and a few seconds later the click that told them they were connected with Heavytree Farm. Here there was some delay before the call was answered.

It was not Mirabelle Leicester nor her aunt who spoke. Nor did he recognize the voice of Digby, who had recovered sufficiently to return to duty.

“Who is that?” asked the voice sharply. “Is that you, sergeant?”

“No, it is Mr. Meadows,” said Leon mendaciously.

“The Scotland Yard gentleman?” It was an eager inquiry.

“I’m Constable Kirk, of the Gloucester Police. My sergeant’s been trying to get in touch with you, sir.”

“What is the matter?” asked Leon, a cold feeling at his heart.

“I don’t know, sir. About half an hour ago, I was riding past here — I’m one of the mounted men — and I saw the door wide open and all the lights on, and when I came in there was nobody up. I woke Miss Goddard and Mr. Digby, but the young lady was not in the house.”

“Lights everywhere?” asked Leon quickly.

“Yes, sir — in the parlour at any rate.”

“No sign of a struggle?”

“No, sir; but a car passed me three miles from the house and it was going at a tremendous rate. I think she may have been in that. Mr. Digby and Miss Goddard have just gone into Gloucester.”

“All right, officer. I am sending Mr. Gonsalez down to see you,” said Leon, and hung up the receiver.

“What is it?” asked George Manfred, who knew that something was wrong by his friend’s face.

“They’ve got Mirabelle Leicester after all,” said Leon. “I’m afraid I shall have to break my promise to you, George. That machine of mine is going to travel before daybreak!”
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It had been agreed that, having failed in their attack, and their energies for the moment being directed to Rath Hall, an immediate return of the Old Guard to Heavytree Farm was unlikely. This had been Meadows’ view, and Leon and his friend were of the same mind. Only Poiccart, that master strategist, working surely with a queer knowledge of his enemies’ psychology, had demurred from this reasoning; but as he had not insisted upon his point of view, Heavytree Farm and its occupants had been left to the care of the local police and the shaken Digby.

Aunt Alma offered to give up her room to the wounded man, but he would not hear of this, and took the spare bedroom, an excellent position for a defender, since it separated Mirabelle’s apartment from the pretty little room which Aunt Alma used as a study and sleeping-place.

The staff of Heavytree Farm consisted of an ancient cowman, a cook and a maid, the latter of whom had already given notice and left on the afternoon of the attack. She had, as she told Mirabelle in all seriousness, a weak heart.

“And a weak head too!” snapped Alma. “I should not worry about your heart, my girl, if I were you.”

“I was top of my class at school,” bridled the maid, touched to the raw by this reflection upon her intelligence.

“It must have been a pretty small class,” retorted Alma.

A new maid had been found, a girl who had been thrilled by the likelihood that the humdrum of daily labour would be relieved by exciting events out of the ordinary, and before evening the household had settled down to normality. Mirabelle was feeling the reaction and went to bed early that night, waking as the first slant of sunlight poured through her window. She got up, feeling, she told herself, as well as she had felt in her life. Pulling back the chintz curtains, she looked out upon a still world with a sense of happiness and relief beyond measure. There was nobody in sight. Pools of mist lay in the hollows, and from one white farmstead, far away on the slope of the hill, she saw the blue smoke was rising. It was a morning to remember, and, to catch its spirit the better, she dressed hastily and went down into the garden. As she walked along the path she heard a window pulled open and the bandaged head of Mr. Digby appeared.

“Oh, it’s you, is it, miss?” he said with relief, and she laughed.

“There is nothing more terrible in sight than a big spider,” she said, and pointed to a big flat fellow, who was already spinning his web between the tall hollyhocks. And the first of the bees was abroad.

“If anybody had come last night I shouldn’t have heard them,” he confessed. “I slept like a dead man.” He touched his head gingerly. “It smarts, but the ache is gone,” he said, not loth to discuss his infirmities. “The doctor said I had a narrow escape; he thought there was a fracture. Would you like me to make some tea, miss, or shall I call the servant?”

She shook her head, but he had already disappeared, and came seeking her in the garden ten minutes later, with a cup of tea in his hand. He told her for the second time that he was a police pensioner and had been in the employ of Gonsalez for three years. The Three paid well, and had, she learned to her surprise, considerable private resources.

“Does it pay them — this private detective business?”

“Lord bless your heart, no, miss!” He scoffed at the idea. “They are very rich men. I thought everybody knew that. They say Mr. Gonsalez was worth a million even before the war.”

This was astonishing news.

“But why do they do this” — she hesitated— “this sort of thing?”

“It is a hobby, miss,” said the man vaguely. “Some people run racehorses, some own yachts — these gentlemen get a lot of pleasure out of their work and they pay well,” he added.

Men in the regular employ of the Three Just Men not only received a good wage, but frequently a bonus which could only be described as colossal. Once, after they had rounded up and destroyed a gang of Spanish bank robbers, they had distributed £1,000 to every man who was actively employed. He hinted rather than stated that this money had formed part of the loot which the Three had recovered, and did not seem to think that there was anything improper in this distribution of illicit gains.

“After all, miss,” he said philosophically, “when you collect money like that, it’s impossible to give it back to the people it came from. This Diego had been holding up banks for years, and banks are not like people — they don’t feel the loss of money.”

“That’s a thoroughly immoral view,” said Mirabelle, intent upon her flower-picking.

“It may be, miss,” agreed Digby, who had evidently been one of the recipients of bounty, and took a complacent and a tolerant view. “But a thousand pounds is a lot of money.”

The day passed without event. From the early evening papers that came from Gloucester she learned of the fire at Oberzohn’s, and did not connect the disaster with anything but an accident. She was not sorry. The fire had licked out one ugly from the past. Incidentally it had destroyed a crude painting which was to Dr. Oberzohn more precious than any that Leonardo had painted or Raphael conceived, but this she did not know.

It was just before the dinner hour that there came the first unusual incident of the day. Mirabelle was standing by the garden gate, intent upon the glories of the evening sky, which was piled high with red and slate-coloured cumuli. The glass was falling and a wet night was promised. But the loveliness of that lavish colouring held her. And then she became dimly aware that a man was coming towards the house from the direction of Gloucester. He walked in the middle of the road slowly, as though he, too, were admiring the view and there was no need to hurry. His hands were behind him, his soft felt hat at the back of his head. A stocky-looking man, but his face was curiously familiar. He turned his unsmiling eyes in her direction, and, looking again at his strong features, at the tiny grey-black moustache under his aquiline nose, she was certain she had seen him before. Perhaps she had passed him in the street, and had retained a subconscious mental picture of him.

He slowed his step until, when he came abreast of her, he stopped.

“This is Heavytree Lane?” he asked, in a deep musical voice.

“No — the lane is the first break in the hedge,” she smiled. “I’m afraid it isn’t much of a road — generally it is ankle-deep in mud.”

He looked past her to the house; his eyes ranged the windows, dropped for a moment upon a climbing clematis, and came back to her.

“I don’t know Gloucestershire very well,” he said, and added: “You have a very nice house.”

“Yes,” she said in surprise.

“And a garden.” And then, innocently: “Do you grow onions?”

She stared at him and laughed.

“I think we do — I am not sure. My aunt looks after the kitchen garden.”

His sad eyes wandered over the house again.

“It is a very nice place,” he said, and, lifting his hat, went on.

Digby was out: he had gone for a gentle walk, and, looking up the road after the stranger, she saw the guard appear round a bend in the road, and saw him stop and speak to the stranger. Apparently they knew one another, for they shook hands at meeting, and after a while Digby pointed down the road to where she was standing, and she saw the man nod. Soon after the stranger went out of view. Who could he be? Was it an additional guard that the three men had put to protect her? When Digby came up to her, she asked him. “That gentleman, miss? He is Mr. Poiccart.”

“Poiccart?” she said, delighted. “Oh, I wish I had known!”

“I was surprised to see him,” said the guard. “As a matter of fact, he’s the one of the three gentlemen I’ve met the most. He’s generally in Curzon Street, even when the others are away.”

Digby had nothing to say about Poiccart except that he was a very quiet gentleman and took no active part in the operations of the Three Just Men.

“I wonder why he wanted to know about onions?” asked the girl thoughtfully. “That sounded awfully mysterious.”

It would not have been so mysterious to Leon.

The house retired to bed soon after ten, Alma going the rounds, and examining the new bolts and locks which had been attached that morning to every door which gave ingress to the house.

Mirabelle was unaccountably tired, and was asleep almost as soon as her head touched the pillow.

She heard in her dreams the swish of the rain beating against her window, lay for a long time trying to energise herself to rise and shut the one open window where the curtains were blowing in. Then came the heavier patter against a closed pane, and something rattled on the floor of her room. She sat up. It could not be hail, although there was a rumble of thunder in the distance.

She got out of bed, pulled on her dressing-gown, went to the window, and had all her work to stifle a scream. Somebody was standing on the path below…a woman! She leaned out.

“Who is it?” she asked.

“It is me — I — Joan!” There was a sob in the voice of the girl. Even in that light Mirabelle could see that the girl was drenched. “Don’t wake anybody. Come down — I want you.”

“What is wrong?” asked Mirabelle in a low voice.

“Everything…everything!”

She was on the verge of hysteria. Mirabelle lit a candle and crossed the room, went downstairs softly, so that Alma should not be disturbed. Putting the candle on the table, she unbarred and unbolted the door, opened it, and as she did so, a man slipped through the half-opened door, his big hands smothering the scream that rose to her lips.

Another man followed and, lifting the struggling girl, carried her into the drawingroom. One of the men took a small iron bottle from his pocket, to which ran a flexible rubber tube ending in a large red cap. Her captor removed his hands just as long as it took to fix the cap over her face. A tiny faucet was turned. Mirabelle felt a puff on her face, a strangely sweet taste, and then her heart began to beat thunderously. She thought she was dying, and writhed desperately to free herself.

*

“She’s all right,” said Monty Newton, lifting an eyelid for a second. “Get a blanket.” He turned fiercely to the whimpering girl behind him. “Shut up, you!” he said savagely. “Do you want to rouse the whole house?”

A woebegone Joan was whimpering softly, tears running down her face, her hands clasping and unclasping in the agony of her mind.

“You told me you weren’t going to hurt her!” she sobbed.

“Get out,” he hissed, and pointed to the door. She went meekly.

A heavy blanket was wrapped round the unconscious girl, and, lifting her between them, the two men went out into the rain, where the old trolley was waiting, and slid her along the straw-covered floor. In another second the trolley moved off, gathering speed.

By this time the effect of the gas had worn off and Mirabelle had regained consciousness. She put out a hand and touched a woman’s knee. “Who is that — Alma?”

“No,” said a miserable voice, “it’s Joan.”

“Joan? Oh, yes, of course…why did you do it? — how wicked!”

“Shut up!” Monty snarled. “Wait until you get to — where you’re going before you start these ‘whys’ and ‘wherefores.’”

Mirabelle was deathly sick and bemused, and for the next hour she was too ill to feel even alarmed. Her head was going round and round, and ached terribly, and the jolting of the truck did not improve matters in this respect.

Monty, who was sitting with his back to the truck’s side, was smoking. He cursed now and then, as some unusually heavy jolt flung him forward. They passed through the heart of the storm: the flicker of lightning was almost incessant and the thunder was deafening. Rain was streaming down the hood of the trolley, rendering it like a drum.

Mirabelle fell into a sleep and woke feeling better. It was still dark, and she would not have known the direction they were taking, only the driver took the wrong turning coming through a country town, and by the help of the lightning she saw what was indubitably the stand of a racetrack, and a little later saw the word “Newbury.” They were going towards London, she realized.

At this hour of the morning there was little or no traffic, and when they turned on to the new Great West Road a big car went whizzing past at seventy miles an hour and the roar of it woke the girl. Now she could feel the trolley wheels skidding on tramlines. Lights appeared with greater frequency. She saw a store window brilliantly illuminated, the night watchman having evidently forgotten to turn off the lights at the appointed hour.

Soon they were crossing the Thames. She saw the red and green lights of a tug, and black upon near black a string of barges in midstream. She dozed again and was jerked wide awake when the trolley swayed and skidded over a surface more uneven than any. Once its wheels went into a pothole and she was flung violently against the side. Another time it skidded and was brought up with a crash against some obstacle. The bumping grew more gentle, and then the machine stopped, and Monty jumped down and called to her sharply.

Her head was clear now, despite its throbbing. She saw a queer-shaped house, all gables and turrets, extraordinarily narrow for its height. It seemed to stand in the middle of a field. And yet it was in London: she could see the glow of furnace fires and hear the deep boom of a ship’s siren as it made its way down the river on the tide.

She had not time to take observations, for Monty fastened to her arm and she squelched through the mud up a flight of stone steps into a dimly lit hall. She had a confused idea that she had seen little dogs standing on the side of the steps, and a big bird with a long bill, but these probably belonged to the smoke dreams which the gas had left.

Monty opened a door and pushed her in before him, and she stared into the face of Dr. Oberzohn.

He wore a black velvet dressing-gown that had once been a regal garment but was now greasy and stained. On his egg-shaped head he had an embroidered smoking-cap. His feet were encased in warm velvet slippers. He put down the book he had been reading, rubbed his glasses on one velvet sleeve, and then:

“So!” he said.

He pointed to the remains of a fire.

“Sit down, Mirabelle Leicester, and warm yourself. You have come quickly, my friend.” — he addressed Monty.

“I’m black and blue all over,” growled Newton. “Why couldn’t we have a car?”

“Because the cars were engaged, as I told you.”

“Did you—” began Newton quickly, but the old man glanced significantly at the girl, shivering before the fire and warming her hands mechanically.

“I will answer, but you need not ask, in good time. This is not of all moments the most propitious. Where is your woman?”

He had forgotten Joan, and went out to find her shivering in the passage.

“Do you want her?” he asked, poking his head in the door.

“She shall go with this girl. You will explain.”

“Where are you going to put her?”

Oberzohn pointed to the floor.

“Here? But—”

“No, no. My friend, you are too quick to see what is not meant. The gracious lady shall live in a palace — I have a certain friend who will no longer need it.”

His face twitched in the nearest he ever approached to a smile. Groping under the table, he produced a pair of muddy Wellingtons, kicked off his slippers and pulled on the boots with many gasps and jerks.

“All that they need is there: I have seen to it. March!”

He led the way out of the room, pulling the girl to her feet, and Newton followed, Joan bringing up the rear. Inside the factory, Oberzohn produced a small hand torch from his pocket and guided them through the debris till he came to that part of the floor where the trap was. With his foot he moved the covering of rubbish, pulled up the trap and went down.

“I can’t go down there, Monty, I can’t!” said Joan’s agitated voice. “What are you going to do with us? My God! if I’d known—”

“Don’t be a fool,” said Newton roughly. “What have you got to be afraid of? There’s nothing here. We want you to look after her for a day or two. You don’t want her to go down by herself: she’d be frightened to death.”

Her teeth chattering, Joan stumbled down the steps behind him. Certainly the first view of her new quarters was reassuring. Two little trestle beds had been made; the underground room had been swept clean, and a new carpet laid on the floor. Moreover, the apartment was brilliantly lit, and a furnace gave almost an uncomfortable warmth which was nevertheless very welcome, for the temperature had dropped 20° since noon.

“In this box there are clothes of all varieties, and expensive to purchase,” said Oberzohn, pointing to a brand-new trunk at the foot of one of the beds. “Food you will have in plenty — bread and milk newly every day. By night you shall keep the curtain over the ventilator.” On the wall was a small black curtain about ten inches square.

Monty took her into the next apartment and showed her the washplace. There was even a bath, a compulsory fixture under the English Factory Act in a store of this description, where, in the old days, men had to handle certain insanitary products of the Coast.

“But how do we get out, Monty? Where do we get exercise?”

“You’ll come out tomorrow night: I’ll see to that,” he said, dropping his voice. “Now listen, Joan: you’ve got to be a sensible girl and help me. There’s money in this — bigger money than you’ve ever dreamed of. And when we’ve got this unpleasant business over, I’m taking you away for a trip round the world.”

It was the old promise, given before, never fulfilled, always hoped for. But this time it did not wholly remove her uneasiness.

“But what are you going to do with the girl?” she asked.

“Nothing; she will be kept here for a week. I’ll swear to you that nothing will happen to her. At the end of a week she’s to be released without a hair of her head being harmed.”

She looked at him searchingly. As far as she was able to judge, he was speaking the truth. And yet —

“I can’t understand it” — she shook her head, and for once Monty Newton was patient with her.

“She’s the owner of a big property in Africa, and that we shall get, if things work out right,” he said. “The point is that she must claim within a few days. If she doesn’t, the property is ours.”

Her face cleared.

“Is that all?” She believed him, knew him well enough to detect his rare sincerity. “That’s taken a load off my mind, Monty. Of course I’ll stay and look after her for you — it makes it easier to know that nothing will happen. What are those baize things behind the furnace — they look like boxes?”

He turned on her quickly.

“I was going to tell you about those,” he said. “You’re not to touch them under any circumstances. They belong to the old man and he’s very stuffy about such things. Leave them just as they are. Let him touch them and nobody else. Do you understand?”

She nodded, and, to his surprise, pecked his cheek with her cold lips.

“I’ll help you, boy,” she said tremulously. “Maybe that trip will come off after all, if—”

“If what?”

“Those men — the men you were talking about — the Four Just Men, don’t they call themselves? They scare me sick, Monty! They were the people who took her away before, and they’ll kill us — even Oberzohn says that. They’re after him. Has he” — she hesitated— “has he killed anybody? That snake stuff…you’re not in it, are you, Monty?”

She looked more like a child than a sophisticated woman, clinging to his arm, her blue eyes looking pleadingly into his.

“Stuff! What do I know about snakes?” He disengaged himself and came back to where Oberzohn was waiting, a figure of patience.

The girl was lying on the bed, her face in the crook of her arm, and he was gazing at her, his expression inscrutable.

“That is all, then. Good night, gracious ladies.”

He turned and marched back towards the step and waved his hand. Monty followed. The girl heard the thud of the trap fall, the scrape of the old man’s boots, and then a rumbling sound, which she did not immediately understand. Later, when in a panic she tried the trap, she found that a heavy barrel had been put on top, and that it was immovable.
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Dr. Oberzohn had not been to bed for thirty-five years. It was his practice to sleep in a chair, and alternate his dozes with copious draughts from his favourite authors. Mostly the books were about the soul, and free will, and predestination, with an occasional dip into Nietzsche by way of light recreation. In ordinary circumstances he would have had need for all the philosophy he could master; for ruin had come. The destruction of his store, which, to all intents and purposes, was uninsured, would have been the crowning stroke of fate but for the golden vision ahead.

Villa, that handsome half-breed, had arrived in England and had been with the doctor all the evening. At that moment he was on his way to Liverpool to catch the Coast boat, and he had left with his master a record of the claims that had already been pegged out on Monto Doro, as he so picturesquely renamed the new mountain. There were millions there; uncountable wealth. And between the Herr Doktor and the achievement of this colossal fortune was a life which he had no immediate desire to take. The doctor was a bachelor; women bored him. Yet he was prepared to take the extreme step if by so doing he could doubly ensure his fortune. Mirabelle dead gave him one chance; Mirabelle alive and persuaded, multiplied that chance by a hundred.

He opened the book he was reading at the last page and took out the folded paper. It was a special licence to marry, and had been duly registered at the Greenwich Registrar’s Office since the day before the girl had entered his employment. This was his second and most powerful weapon. He could have been legally married on this nearly a week ago. It was effective for two months at least, and only five days separated him from the necessity of a decision. If the time expired, Mirabelle could live. It was quite a different matter, killing in cold blood a woman for whom the police would be searching, and with whose disappearance his name would be connected, from that other form of slaying he favoured: the striking down of strange men in crowded thoroughfares. She was not for the snake — as yet.

He folded the paper carefully, put it back in the book and turned the page, when there was a gentle tap at the door and he sat up.

“Come in, Pfeiffer. March!”

The door opened slowly and a man sidled into the room, and at the sight of him Dr. Oberzohn gasped.

“Gurther!” he stammered, for once thrown out of his stride.

Gurther smiled and nodded, his round eyes fixed on the tassel of the Herr Doktor’s smoking-cap.

“You have returned — and failed?”

“The American, I think, is dead, Herr Doktor,” said the man in staccato tone. “The so excellent Pfeiffer is also — dead!”

The doctor blinked twice.

“Dead?” he said gratingly. “Who told you this?”

“I saw him. Something happened…to the snake. Pfeiffer was bitten.”

The old man’s hard eyes fixed him.

“So!” he said softly.

“He died very quickly — in the usual manner,” jerked Gurther, still with that stupid smile.

“So!” said the doctor again. “All then was failure, and out of it comes an American, who is nothing, and Pfeiffer, who is much — dead!”

“God have him in His keeping!” said Gurther, not lowering or raising his eyes. “And all the way back I thought this, Herr Doktor — how much better that it should be Pfeiffer and not me. Though my nerves are so bad.”

“So!” said the doctor for the fourth time, and held out his hand.

Gurther slipped his fingers into his waistcoat pocket and took out a gold cigarette-case. The doctor opened it and looked at the five cigarettes that reposed, at the two halves of the long holder neatly lying in their proper place, closed the case with a snap and laid it on the table.

“What shall I do with you, Gurther? Tomorrow the police will come and search this house.”

“There is the cellar, Herr Doktor: it is very comfortable there. I would prefer it.”

GURTHER REPORTS 147

Dr. Oberzohn made a gesture like a boy wiping something from a slate.

“That is not possible: it is in occupation,” he said. “I must find a new place for you.” He stared and mused. “There is the boat,” he said.

Gurther’s smile did not fade.

The boat was a small barge, which had been drawn up into the private dock of the O. & S. factory, and had been rotting there for years, the playing-ground of rats, the doss-house of the homeless. The doctor saw what was in the man’s mind.

“It may be comfortable. I will give you some gas to kill the rats, and it will only be for five-six days.”

“Ja, Herr Doktor.”

“For tonight you may sleep in the kitchen. One does not expect—”

There was a thunderous knock on the outer door. The two men looked at one another, but still Gurther grinned.

“I think it is the police,” said the doctor calmly.

He got to his feet, lifted the seat of a long hard-looking sofa, disclosing a deep cavity, and Gurther slipped in, and the seat was replaced. This done, the doctor waddled to the door and turned the key.

“Good morning, Inspector Meadows,”

“May I come in?” said Meadows.

Behind him were two police officers, one in uniform.

“Do you wish to see me? Certainly.” He held the door cautiously open and only Meadows came in, and preceded the doctor into his study.

“I want Mirabelle Leicester,” said Meadows curtly. “She was abducted from her home in the early hours of this morning, and I have information that the car which took her away came to this house. There are tracks of wheels in the mud outside.”

“If there are car tracks, they are mine,” said the doctor calmly. He enumerated the makes of machines he possessed. “There is another matter: as to cars having come here in the night, I have a sense of hearing, Mr. Inspector Meadows, and I have heard many cars in Hangman’s Lane — but not in my ground. Also, I’m sure you have not come to tell me of abducted girls, but to disclose to me the miscreant who burnt my store. That is what I expected of you.”

“What you expect of me and what you will get will be entirely different propositions,” said Meadows unpleasantly. “Now come across, Oberzohn! We know why you want this girl — the whole plot has been blown. You think you’ll prevent her from making a claim on the Portuguese Government for the renewal of a concession granted in June, 1912, to her father.”

If Dr. Oberzohn was shocked to learn that his secret was out, he did not show it by his face. Not a muscle moved.

“Of such matters I know nothing. It is a fantasy, a story of fairies. Yet it must be true, Mr. Inspector Meadows, if you say it. No: I think you are deceived by the criminals of Curzon Street, W. Men of blood and murder, with records that are infamous. You desire to search my house? It is your privilege.” He waved his hand. “I do not ask you for the ticket of search. From basement to attic the house is yours.”

He was not surprised when Meadows took him at his word, and, going out into the hall, summoned his assistants. They visited each room separately, the old cook and the halfwitted Danish girl accepting this visitation as a normal occurrence: they had every excuse to do so, for this was the second time in a fortnight that the house had been visited by the police.

“Now I’ll take a look at your room, if you don’t mind,” said Meadows.

His quick eyes caught sight of the box ottoman against the wall, and the fact that the doctor was sitting thereon added to his suspicions.

“I will look in here, if you please,” he said.

Oberzohn rose and the detective lifted the lid. It was empty. The ottoman had been placed against the wall, at the bottom of which was a deep recess. Gurther had long since rolled through the false back.

“You see — nothing,” said Oberzohn. “Now perhaps you would like to search my factory? Perhaps amongst the rafters and the burnt girders I may conceal a something. Or the barge in my slipway? Who knows what I may place amongst the rats?”

“You’re almost clever,” said Meadows, “and I don’t profess to be a match for you. But there are three men in this town who are! I’ll be frank with you, Oberzohn. I want to put you where I can give you a fair trial, in accordance with the law of this country, and I shall resist, to the best of my ability, any man taking the law into his own hands. But whether you’re innocent or guilty, I wouldn’t stand in your shoes for all the money in Angola!”

“So?” said the doctor politely.

“Give up this girl, and I rather fancy that half your danger will be at an end. I tell you, you’re too clever for me. It’s a stupid thing for a police officer to say, but I can’t get at the bottom of your snake. They have.”

The old man’s brows worked up and down.

“Indeed?” he said blandly. “And of which snake do you speak?”

Meadows said nothing more. He had given his warning: if Oberzohn did not profit thereby, he would be the loser.

Nobody doubted, least of all he, that, in defiance of all laws that man had made, independent of all the machinery of justice that human ingenuity had devised, inevitable punishment awaited Oberzohn and was near at hand.
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It was five o’clock in the morning when the mud-spattered Spanz dropped down through the mist and driving rain of the Chiltern Hills and struck the main Gloucester Road, pulling up with a jerk before Heavytree Farm. Manfred sprang out, but before he could reach the door, Aunt Alma had opened it, and by the look of her face he saw that she had not slept that night.

“Where is Digby?” he asked.

“He’s gone to interview the Chief Constable,” said Alma. “Come in, Mr. Gonsalez.”

Leon was wet from head to foot: there was not a dry square centimetre upon him. But he was his old cheerful self as he stamped into the hall, shaking himself free of his heavy mackintosh.

“Digby, of course, heard nothing, George.”

“I’m the lightest sleeper in the world,” said Aunt Alma, “but I heard not a sound. The first thing I knew was when a policeman came up and knocked at my door and told me that he’d found the front door open.”

“No clue was left at all?”

“Yes,” said Aunt Alma. They went into the drawingroom and she took up from the table a small black bottle with a tube and cap attached. “I found this behind the sofa. She’d been lying on the sofa; the cushions were thrown on the floor and she tore the tapestry in her struggle.”

Leon turned the faucet, and, as the gas hissed out, sniffed.

“The new dental gas,” he said. “But how did they get in? No window was open or forced?”

“They came in at the door: I’m sure of that. And they had a woman with them,” said Aunt Alma proudly.

“How do you know?”

“There must have been a woman,” said Aunt Alma. “Mirabelle would not have opened the door except to a woman, without waking either myself or Mr. Digby.”

Leon nodded, his eyes gleaming.

“Obviously,” he said.

“And I found the marks of a woman’s foot in the passage. It is dried now, but you can still see it.”

“I have already seen it,” said Leon. “It is to the left of the door: a small pointed shoe and a rubber heel. Miss Leicester opened the door to the woman, the men came in, and the rest was easy. You can’t blame Digby,” he said appealingly to George.

He was the friend at court of every agent, but this time Manfred did not argue with him.

“I blame myself,” he said. “Poiccart told me—”

“He was here,” said Aunt Alma.

“Who — Poiccart? asked Manfred, surprised, and Gonsalez slapped his knee.

“That’s it, of course! What fools we are! We ought to have known why this wily old fox had left his post. What time was he here?”

Alma told him all the circumstances of the visit.

“He must have left the house immediately after us,” said Leon, with a wide grin of amusement, “caught the five o’clock train for Gloucester, taxied across.”

“And after that?” suggested Manfred.

Leon scratched his chin.

“I wonder if he’s back?” He took up the telephone and put a trunk call through to London. “Somehow I don’t think he is. Here’s Digby, looking as if he expected to be summarily executed.”

The police pensioner was indeed in a mournful and pathetic mood.

“I don’t know what you’ll think of me, Mr. Manfred—” he began.

“I’ve already expressed a view on that subject.” George smiled faintly. “I’m not blaming you, Digby. To leave a man who has been knocked about as you have been without an opposite number was the height of folly. I didn’t expect them back so soon. As a matter of fact, I intended putting four men on from to-day. You’ve been making inquiries?”

“Yes, sir. The car went through Gloucester very early in the morning and took the Swindon road. It was seen by a cyclist policeman; he said there was a fat roll of tarpaulin lying on the tent of the trolley.”

“No sign of anybody chasing it in a car, or on a motor-bicycle?” asked Manfred anxiously.

Poiccart had recently taken to motorcycling.

“No, sir.”

“You saw Mr. Poiccart?”

“Yes, he was just going back to London. He said he wanted to see the place with his own eyes.”

George was disappointed. If it had been a visit of curiosity, Poiccart’s absence from town was understandable. He would not have returned at the hour he was rung up.

Aunt Alma was cooking a hasty breakfast, and they had accepted her offering gratefully, for both men were famished; and they were in the midst of the meal when the London call came through.

“Is that you, Poiccart?”

“That is I,” said Poiccart’s voice. “Where are you speaking from?”

“Heavytree Farm. Did you see anything of Miss Leicester?”

There was a pause.

“Has she gone?”

“You didn’t know?”

Another pause.

“Oh, yes, I knew; in fact, I accompanied her part of the way to London, and was bumped off when the trolley struck a refuge on the Great West Road. Meadows is here: he has just come from Oberzohn’s. He says he has found nothing.”

Manfred thought for a while.

“We will be back soon after nine,” he said.

“Leon driving you?” was the dry response.

“Yes — in spite of which we shall be back at nine.”

“That man has got a grudge against my driving,” said Leon, when Manfred reported the conversation. “I knew it was he when Digby described the car and said there was a fat roll of mackintosh on the top. ‘Fat roll’ is not a bad description. Do you know whether Poiccart spoke to Miss Leicester?”

“Yes, he asked her if she grew onions.” — a reply which sent Leon into fits of silent laughter.

Breakfast was over and they were making their preparations for departure, when Leon asked unexpectedly: “Has Miss Leicester a writing-table of her own?”

“Yes, in her room,” said Alma, and took him up to show him the old bureau.

He opened the drawers without apology, took out some old letters, turned them over, reading them shamelessly. Then he opened the blotter. There were several sheets of blank paper headed “Heavytree Farm,” and two which bore her signature at the bottom. Alma explained that the bank account of the establishment was in Mirabelle’s name, and, when it was necessary to draw cash, it was a rule of the bank that it should be accompanied by a covering letter — a practice which still exists in some of the old West-country banking establishments. She unlocked a drawer that he had not been able to open and showed him a chequebook with three blank cheques signed with her name.

“That banker has known me since I was so high,” said Alma scornfully. “You wouldn’t think there’d be so much red-tape.”

Leon nodded.

“Do you keep any account books?”

“Yes, I do,” said Alma in surprise. “The household accounts, you mean?”

“Could I see one?”

She went out and returned with a thin ledger, and he made a brief examination of its contents. Wholly inadequate, thought Alma, considering the trouble she had taken and the interest he had shown.

“That’s that,” he said. “Now, George, en voiture!”

“Why did you want to see the account book?” asked Manfred as they bowled up the road.

“I am naturally commercial-minded,” was the unsatisfactory reply. “And, George, we’re short of juice. Pray like a knight in armour that we sight a filling station in the next ten minutes.”

If George had prayed, the prayer would have been answered: just as the cylinders started to miss they pulled up the car before a garage, and took in a supply which was more than sufficient to carry them to their destination. It was nine o’clock exactly when the car stopped before the house. Poiccart, watching the arrival from George’s room, smiled grimly at the impertinent gesture of the chauffeur.

Behind locked doors the three sat in conference.

“This has upset all my plans,” said Leon at last. “If the girl was safe, I should settle with Oberzohn tonight.”

George Manfred stroked his chin thoughtfully. He had once worn a trim little beard, and had never got out of that beard-stroking habit of his.

“We think exactly alike. I intended suggesting that course,” he said gravely.

“The trouble is Meadows. I should like the case to have been settled one way or the other, and for Meadows to be out of it altogether. One doesn’t wish to embarrass him. But the urgency is very obvious. It would have been very easy,” said Leon, a note of regret in his gentle voice. “Now of course it is impossible until the girl is safe. But for that” — he shrugged his shoulders— “tomorrow friend Oberzohn would have experienced a sense of lassitude. No pain…just a little tiredness. Sleep, coma — death on the third day. He is an old man, and one has no desire to hurt the aged. There is no hurt like fear. As for Gurther, we will try a more violent method, unless Oberzohn gets him first. I sincerely hope he does.”

“This is news to me. What is this about Gurther?” asked Poiccart.

Manfred told him.

“Leon is right now,” Poiccart nodded. He rose from the table and unlocked the door. “If any of you men wish to sleep, your rooms are ready; the curtains are drawn, and I will wake you at such and such an hour.”

But neither was inclined for sleep. George had to see a client that morning: a man with a curious story to tell. Leon wanted a carburettor adjusted. They would both sleep in the afternoon, they said.

The client arrived soon after. Poiccart admitted him and put him in the diningroom to wait before he reported his presence.

“I think this is your harem man,” he said, and went downstairs to show up the caller.

He was a commonplace-looking man with a straggling, fair moustache and a weak chin.

“Debilitated or degenerate,” he suggested.

“Probably a little of both,” assented Manfred, when the butler had announced him.

He came nervously into the room and sat down opposite to Manfred.

“I tried to get you on the ‘phone last night,” he complained, “but I got no answer.”

“My office hours are from ten till two!” said George good-humouredly. “Now will you tell me again this story of your sister?”

The man leaned back in the chair and clasped his knees, and began in a singsong voice, as though he were reciting something that he had learned by heart.

“We used to live in Turkey. My father was a merchant of Constantinople, and my sister, who went to school in England, got extraordinary ideas, and came back a most violent pro-Turk. She is a very pretty girl and she came to know some of the best Turkish families, although my father and I were dead against her going about with these people. One day she went to call on Hymer Pasha, and that night she didn’t come back. We went to the Pasha’s house and asked for her, but he told us she had left at four o’clock. We then consulted the police, and they told us, after they had made investigations, that she had been seen going on board a ship which left for Odessa the same night. I hadn’t seen her for ten years, until I went down to the Gringo Club, which is a little place in the East End — not high class, you understand, but very well conducted. There was a cabaret show after midnight, and whilst I was sitting there, thinking about going home — very bored, you understand, because that sort of thing doesn’t appeal to me — I saw a girl come out from behind a curtain dressed like a Turkish woman, and begin a dance. She was in the middle of the dance when her veil slipped off. It was Marie! She recognized me at once, and darted through the curtains. I tried to follow her, but they held me back.”

“Did you go to the police?” asked Manfred.

The man shook his head.

“No, what is the use of the police?” he went on in a monotonous tone. “I had enough of them in Constantinople, and I made up my mind that I would get outside help. And then somebody told me of you, and I came along. Mr. Manfred, is it impossible for you to rescue my sister? I’m perfectly sure that she is being detained forcibly and against her will.”

“At the Gringo Club?” asked Manfred.

“Yes,” he nodded. “I’ll see what I can do,” said George. “Perhaps my friends and I will come down and take a look round some evening. In the meantime will you go back to your friend Dr. Oberzohn and tell him that you have done your part and I will do mine? Your little story will go into my collection of Unplausible Inventions!”

He touched a bell and Poiccart came in.

“Show Mr. Liggins out, please. Don’t hurt him — he may have a wife and children, though it is extremely unlikely.”

The visitor slunk from the room as though he had been whipped.

The door had scarcely closed upon him when Poiccart called Leon down from his room.

“Son,” he said, “George wants that man trailed.” Leon peeped out after the retiring victim of Turkish tyranny.

“Not a hard job,” he said. “He has flat feet!”

Poiccart returned to the consulting-room. “Who is he?” he asked.

“I don’t know. He’s been sent here either by Oberzohn or by friend Newton, the general idea being to bring us all together at the Gringo Club — which is fairly well known to me — on some agreeable evening. A bad actor! He has no tone. I shouldn’t be surprised if Leon finds something very interesting about him.”

“He’s been before, hasn’t he?” Manfred nodded.

“Yes, he was here the day after Barberton came. At least, I had his letter the next morning and saw him for a few moments in the day. Queer devil, Oberzohn! And an industrious devil,” he added. “He sets everybody moving at once, and of course he’s right. A good general doesn’t attack with a platoon, but with an army, with all his strength, knowing that if he fails to pierce the line at one point he may succeed at another. It’s an interesting thought, Raymond, that at this moment there are probably some twenty separate and independent agencies working for our undoing. Most of them ignorant that their efforts are being duplicated. That is Oberzohn’s way — always has been his way. It’s the way he has started revolutions, the way he has organized religious riots.”

After he had had his bath and changed, he announced his intention of calling at Chester Square.

“I’m rather keen on meeting Joan Newton again, even if she has returned to her normal state of Jane Smith.”

Miss Newton was not at home, the maid told him when he called. Would he see Mr. Montague Newton, who was not only at home, but anxious for him to call, if the truth be told, for he had seen his enemy approaching.

“I shall be pleased,” murmured Manfred, and was ushered into the splendour of Mr. Newton’s drawingroom.

“Too bad about Joan,” said Mr. Newton easily. “She left for the Continent this morning.”

“Without a passport?” smiled Manfred.

A little slip on the part of Monty, but how was Manfred to know that the authorities had, only a week before, refused the renewal of her passport pending an inquiry into certain irregularities? The suggestion had been that other people than she had travelled to and from the Continent armed with this individual document.

“You don’t need a passport for Belgium,” he lied readily. “Anyway, this passport stuff’s a bit overdone. We’re not at war now.”

“All the time we’re at war,” said Manfred. “May I sit down?”

“Do. Have a cigarette?”

“Let me see the brand before I accept,” said Manfred cautiously, and the man guffawed as at a great joke.

The visitor declined the offer of the cigarette-case and took one from a box on the table.

“And is Jane making the grand tour?” he asked blandly.

“Jane’s run down and wants a rest.”

“What’s the matter with Aylesbury?”

He saw the man flinch at the mention of the women’s convict establishment, but he recovered instantly. “It is not far enough out, and I’m told that there are all sorts of queer people living round there. No, she’s going to Brussels and then on to Aix-la-Chapelle, then probably to Spa — I don’t suppose I shall see her again for a month or two.”

“She was at Heavytree Farm in the early hours of this morning,” said Manfred, “and so were you. You were seen and recognized by a friend of mine — Mr. Raymond Poiccart. You travelled from Heavytree Farm to Oberzohn’s house in a Ford trolley.”

Not by a flicker of an eyelid did Monty Newton betray his dismay.

“That is bluff,” he said. “I didn’t leave this house last night. What happened at Heavytree Farm?”

“Miss Leicester was abducted. You are surprised, almost agitated, I notice.”

“Do you think I had anything to do with it?” asked Monty steadily.

“Yes, and the police share my view. A provisional warrant was issued for your arrest this morning. I thought you ought to know.”

Now the man drew back, his face went from red to white, and then to a deeper red again. Manfred laughed softly.

“You’ve got a guilty conscience, Newton,” he said, “and that’s halfway to being arrested. Where is Jane?”

“Gone abroad, I tell you.”

He was thrown off his balance by this all too successful bluff and had lost some of his self-possession.

“She is with Mirabelle Leicester: of that I’m sure,” said Manfred. “I’ve warned you twice, and it is not necessary to warn you a third time. I don’t know how far deep you’re in these snake murders: a jury will decide that sooner or later. But you’re dead within six hours of my learning that Miss Leicester has been badly treated. You know that is true, don’t you?”

Manfred was speaking very earnestly.

“You’re more scared of us than you are of the law, and you’re right, because we do not put our men to the hazard of a jury’s intelligence. You get the same trial from us as you get from a judge who knows all the facts. You can’t beat an English judge, Newton.”

The smile returned and he left the room. Fred, near at hand, waiting in the passage but at a respectful distance from the door, let him out with some alacrity.

Monty Newton turned his head sideways, caught a fleeting glimpse of the man he hated — hated worse than he hated Leon Gonsalez — and then called harshly for his servant.

“Come here,” he said, and Fred obeyed. “They’ll be sending round to make inquiries, and I want you to know what to tell them,” he said. “Miss Joan went away this morning to the Continent by the eight-fifteen. She’s either in Brussels or Aix-la-Chapelle. You’re not sure of the hotel, but you’ll find out. Is that clear to you?”

“Yes, sir.”

Fred was looking aimlessly about the room.

“What’s the matter with you?”

“I was wondering where the clock is.”

“Clock?” Now Monty Newton heard it himself. The tick-tick-tick of a cheap clock, and he went livid. “Find it,” he said hoarsely, and even as he spoke his eyes fell upon the little black box that had been pushed beneath the desk, and he groped for the door with a scream of terror.

Passersby in Chester Square saw the door flung open and two men rush headlong into the street. And the little American clock, which Manfred had purchased a few days before, went on ticking out the time, and was still ticking merrily when the police experts went in and opened the box. It was Manfred’s oldest jest, and never failed.
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It was impossible that Mirabelle Leicester could fail to realize the serious danger in which she stood. Why she had incurred the enmity of Oberzohn, for what purpose this man was anxious to keep her under his eye, she could not even guess. It was a relief to wake up in the early morning, as she did, and find Joan sleeping in the same room; for though she had many reasons for mistrusting her, there was something about this doll-faced girl that made an appeal to her.

Joan was lying on the bed fully dressed, and at the sound of the creaking bed she turned and got up, fastening her skirt.

“Well, how do you like your new home?” she asked, with an attempt at joviality, which she was far from feeling, in spite of Monty’s assurances.

“I’ve seen better,” said Mirabelle coolly.

“I’ll bet you have!” Joan stretched and yawned; then, opening one of the cupboards, took a shovelful of coal and threw it into the furnace, clanging the iron door. “That’s my job,” she said humorously, “to keep you warm.”

“How long am I going to be kept here?”

“Five days,” was the surprising answer.

“Why five?” asked Mirabelle curiously.

“I don’t know. Maybe they’ll tell you,” said Joan.

She fixed a plug in the wall and turned on the small electric fire. Disappearing, she came back with a kettle which she placed on top of the ring.

“The view’s not grand, but the food’s good,” she said, with a gaiety that Mirabelle was now sure was forced.

“You’re with these people, of course — Dr. Oberzohn and Newton?”

“Mister Newton,” corrected Joan. “Yes, I’m his fiancee. We’re going to be married when things get a little better,” she said vaguely, “and there’s no use in your getting sore with me because I helped to bring you here. Monty’s told me all about it. They’re going to do you no harm at all.”

“Then why—” began Mirabelle.

“He’ll tell you,” interrupted Joan, “sooner or later. The old man, or — or — well, Monty isn’t in this: he’s only obliging Oberzohn.”

With one thing Mirabelle agreed: it was a waste of time to indulge in recriminations or to reproach the girl for her supreme treachery. After all, Joan owed nothing to her, and had been from the first a tool employed for her detention. It would have been as logical for a convict to reproach the prison guard.

“How do you come to be doing this sort of thing?” she asked, watching the girl making tea.

“Where do you get ‘this sort of thing’ from?” demanded Joan. “If you suppose that I spend my life chaperoning females, you’ve got another guess coming. Scared, aren’t you?”

She looked across at Mirabelle and the girl shook her head.

“Not really.”

“I should be,” confessed Joan. “Do you mind condensed milk? There’s no other. Yes, I should be writhing under the table, knowing something about Oberzohn.”

“If I were Oberzohn,” said Mirabelle with spirit, “I should be hiding in a deep hole where the Four Just Men would not find me.”

“Four Just Men!” sneered the girl, and then her face changed. “Were they the people who whipped Gurther?”

Mirabelle had not heard of this exploit, but she gave them credit with a nod.

“Is that so? Does Gurther know they’re friends of yours?” she asked significantly.

“I don’t know Gurther.”

“He’s the man who danced with you the other night — Lord — I forget what name we gave him. Because, if he does know, my dear,” she said slowly, “you’ve got two people to be extremely careful with. Gurther’s half mad. Monty has always said so. He dopes too, and there are times when he’s not a man at all but a low-down wolf. I’m scared of him — I’ll admit it. There aren’t Four Just Men, anyway,” she went off at a tangent. “There haven’t been more than three for years. One of them was killed in Bordeaux, That’s a town I’d hate to be killed in,” said Joan irreverently.

An interval of silence followed whilst she opened an airtight tin and took out a small cake, and, putting it on the table, cut it into slices.

“What are they like?” she asked. Evidently the interval had been filled with thoughts of the men from Curzon Street. “Monty says they’re just bluff, but I’m not so sure that Monty tells me all he thinks. He’s so scared that he told me to call and see them, just because they gave him an order — which isn’t like Monty. They’ve killed people, haven’t they?”

Mirabelle nodded.

“And got away with it? They must be clever.” Joan’s admiration was dragged from her. “Where do they get their money?”

That was always an interesting matter to Joan.

When the girl explained, she was really impressed. That they could kill and get away with it was wonderful; that they were men of millions placed them in a category apart.

“They’ll never find you here,” said Joan. “There’s nobody living knows about this vault. There used to be eight men working here, sorting monkey hides, and every one of them’s dead. Monty told me. He said this place is below the canal level, and Oberzohn can flood it in five minutes. Monty thinks the old man had an idea of running a slush factory here.”

“What is a slush factory?” asked Mirabelle, openmouthed.

“Phoney — snide — counterfeit. Not English, but Continental work. He was going to do that if things had gone really bad, but of course you make all the difference.”

Mirabelle put down her cup.

“Does he expect to make money out of me?” she said, trying hard not to laugh.

The girl nodded solemnly.

“Does he think I have a great deal of money?”

“He’s sure.”

Joan was sure too. Her tone said that plainly enough.

Mirabelle sat down on the bed, for the moment too astonished to speak. Her own financial position was no mystery. She had been left sufficient to bring her in a small sum yearly, and with the produce of the farm had managed to make both ends meet. It was the failure of the farm as a source of profit which had brought her to her new job in London. Alma had also a small annuity; the farm was the girl’s property, but beyond these revenues she had nothing. There was not even a possibility that she was an heiress. Her father had been a comparatively poor man, and had been supported in his numerous excursions to various parts of the world in search of knowledge by the scientific societies to which he was attached; his literary earnings were negligible; his books enjoyed only a very limited sale. She could trace her ancestry back for seven generations; knew of her uncles and aunts, and they did not include a single man or woman who, in the best traditions of the storybooks, had gone to America and made an immense fortune.

“It is absurd,” she said. “I have no money. If Mr. Oberzohn puts me up to ransom, it will have to be something under a hundred!”

“Put you up to ransom?” said Joan. “I don’t get you there. But you’re rich all right — I can tell you that. Monty says so, and Monty wouldn’t lie to me.”

Mirabelle was bewildered. It seemed almost impossible that a man of Oberzohn’s intelligence and sources of information could make such a mistake. And yet Joan was earnest.

“They must have mistaken me for somebody else,” she said, but Joan did not answer. She was sitting up in a listening attitude, and her eyes were directed towards the iron door which separated their sleeping apartment from the larger vault. She had heard the creak of the trap turning and the sound of feet coming down the stairs.

Mirabelle rose as Oberzohn came in. He wore his black dressing-gown, his smoking-cap was at the back of his head, and the muddy Wellington boots which he had pulled over his feet looked incongruous, and would at any other time have provoked her to laughter.. He favoured her with a stiff nod.

“You have slept well, gracious lady?” he said, and to her amazement took her cold hand in his and kissed it.

She felt the same feeling of revulsion and unreality as had overcome her that night at the dance when Gurther had similarly saluted her.

“It is a nice place, for young people and for old.” He looked round the apartment with satisfaction. “Here I should be content to spend my life reading my books, and giving my mind to thought, but” — he spread his hands and shrugged— “what would you? I am a business man, with immense interests in every part of the world. I am rich, too, beyond your dreams! I have stores in every part of the world, and thousands of men and women on my payroll.”

Why was he telling her all this, she wondered, reciting the facts in a monotonous voice. Surely he had not come down to emphasize the soundness of his financial position?

“I am not very much interested in your business, Mr. Oberzohn,” she said; “but I want to know why I am being detained here. Surely, if you’re so rich, you do not want to hold me to ransom?”

“To ransom?” His forehead went up and down. “That is foolish talk. Did she tell you?” He pointed at the girl, and his face went as black as thunder.

“No, I guessed,” said Mirabelle quickly, not wishing to get her companion into bad odour.

“I do not hold you to ransom. I hold you, lovely lady, because you are good for my eyes. Did not Heine say, ‘The beauty of women is a sedative to the soul’? You should read Heine: he is frivolous, but in his stupidity there are many clever thoughts. Now tell me, lovely lady, have you all you desire?”

“I want to go out,” she said. “I can’t stay in this underground room without danger to my health.”

“Soon you shall go.” He bowed stiffly again, and shuffled across the floor to the furnace. Behind this were the two baize covered boxes, and one he lifted tenderly. “Here are secrets such as you should not pry into,” he said in his awkward English. “The most potent of chemicals, colossal in power. The ignorant would touch them and they would explode — you understand?”

He addressed Mirabelle, who did not understand but made no answer.

“They must be kept warm for that reason. One I take, the other I leave. You shall not touch it — that is understood? My good friend has told you?” He brought his eyes to Joan.

“I understand all right,” she said. “Listen, Oberzohn: when am I going out for a walk? This place is getting on my nerves already.”

“Tonight you shall exercise with the lovely lady. I myself will accompany you.”

“Why am I here, Mr. Oberzohn?” Mirabelle asked again.

“You are here because you are in danger,” said Oberzohn, holding the green box under his arm. “You are in very great danger.” He nodded with every word. “There are certain men, of all the most infamous, who have a design upon your life. They are criminal, cunning and wise — but not so cunning or wise as Dr. Oberzohn. Because I will not let you fall into their hands I keep you here, young miss. Good morning.”

Again he bowed stiffly and went out, the iron door clanging behind him. They heard him climbing the stairs, the thud of the trap as it fell, and the rumble which Joan, at any rate, knew was made by the cement barrel being rolled to the top of the trap.

“Pleasant little fellow, isn’t he?” said Joan bitterly. “Him and his chemicals!” She glared down at the remaining box. “If I were sure it wouldn’t explode, I should smash it to smithereens!” she said.

Later she told the prisoner of Oberzohn’s obsession; of how he spent time and money in his search for the vital elixir.

“Monty thinks he’ll find it,” she said seriously. “Do you know, that old man has had an ox stewed down to a pint? There used to be a king in Europe — I forget his name — who had the same stuff, but not so strong. Monty says that Oberzohn hardly ever takes a meal — just a teaspoonful of this dope and he’s right for the day. And Monty says…”

For the rest of that dreary morning the girl listened without hearing to the wise sayings and clever acts of Monty; and every now and again her eyes strayed to the baize-covered box which contained “the most potent chemicals,” and she wondered whether, in the direst extremity, she would be justified in employing these dread forces for her soul’s salvation.
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Elijah Washington came up to London for a consultation. With the exception of a blue contusion beneath his right eye, he was none the worse for his alarming experience.

Leon Gonsalez had driven him to town, and on the way up the big man had expressed views about snake-bite which were immensely interesting to the man at the wheel. “I’ve figured it out this way: there is no snake at all. What happens is that these guys have extracted snake venom — and that’s easy, by making a poison-snake bite on something soft — and have poisoned a dart or a burr with the venom. I’ve seen that done in Africa, particularly up in the Ituri country, and it’s pretty common in South America. The fellow just throws or shoots it, and just where the dart hits, he gets snake-poisoning right away.”

“That is an excellent theory,” said Leon, “only — no dart or burr has ever been found. It was the first thing the police looked for in the case of the stockbroker. They had the ground searched for days. And it was just the same in the case of the tramp and the bank clerk, just the same in the case of Barberton. A dart would stick some time and would be found in the man’s clothing or near the spot where he was struck down. How do you account for that?”

Mr. Washington very frankly admitted that he couldn’t account for it at all, and Leon chuckled.

“I can,” he said. “In fact, I know just how it’s done.”

“Great snakes!” gasped Washington in amazement. “Then why don’t you tell the police?”

“The police know — now,” said Leon. “It isn’t snake-bite — it is nicotine poisoning.”

“How’s that?” asked the startled man, but Leon had his joke to himself.

After a consultation which had lasted most of the night they had brought Washington from Rath Hall, and on the way Leon hinted gently that the Three had a mission for him and hoped he would accept.

“You’re much too good a fellow to be put into an unnecessarily dangerous position,” he said; “and even if you weren’t, we wouldn’t lightly risk your blessed life; but the job we should ask you to do isn’t exactly a picnic.”

“Listen!” said Mr. Washington with sudden energy. “I don’t want any more snakes — not that kind of snake! I’ve felt pain in my time, but nothing like this! I know it must have been snake venom, but I’d like to meet the little wriggler who brews the brand that was handed to me, and maybe I’d change my mind about collecting him — alive!”

Leon agreed silently, and for the next few moments was avoiding a street car on one side, a baker’s cart on another, and a blah woman who was walking aimlessly in the road, apparently with no other intention than of courting an early death, this being the way of blah women.

“Phew!” said Mr. Washington, as the car skidded on the greasy road. “I don’t know whether you’re a good driver or just naturally under the protection of Providence.”

“Both,” said Leon, when he had straightened the machine. “All good drivers are that.”

Presently he continued:

“It is snake venom all right, Mr. Washington; only snake venom that has been most carefully treated by a man who knows the art of concentration of its bad and the extraction of its harmless constituents. My theory is that certain alkaloids are added, and it is possible that there has been a blending of two different kinds of poison. But you’re right when you say that no one animal carries in his poison sac that particular variety of death-juice. If it is any value to you, we are prepared to give you a snakeproof certificate!”

“I don’t want another experience of that kind,” Elijah Washington warned him; but Leon turned the conversation to the state of the road and the problems of traffic control.

There had been nothing seen or heard of Mirabelle, and Meadows’ activities had for the moment been directed to the forthcoming inquest on Barberton. Nowadays, whenever he reached Scotland Yard, he moved in a crowd of reporters, all anxious for news of further developments. The Barberton death was still the livest topic in the newspapers: the old scare of the snake had been revived and in some degree intensified. There was not a journal which did not carry columns of letters to the editor denouncing the inactivity of the policed Were they, asked one sarcastic correspondent, under the hypnotic influence of the snake’s eyes? Could they not, demanded another, give up trapping speeders on the Lingfield road and bring their mighty brains to the elucidation of a mystery that was to cause every household in London the gravest concern? The Barberton murder was the peg on which every letter-writing faddist had a novel view to hang, and Mr. Meadows was not at that time the happiest officer in the force.

“Where is Lee?” asked Washington as they came into Curzon Street.

“He’s in town for the moment, but we are moving him to the North of England, though I don’t think there is any danger to him, now that Barberton’s letters are in our possession. They would have killed him yesterday to prevent our handling the correspondence. To-day I should imagine he has no special importance in the eyes of Oberzohn and Company. And here we are!”

Mr. Washington got out stiffly and was immediately admitted by the butler. The three men went upstairs to where George Manfred was wrestling with a phase of the problem. He was not alone; Digby, his head swathed in bandages, sat, an unhappy man, on the edge of a chair and answered Leon’s cheery greeting with a mournful smile.

“I’m sending Digby to keep observation on Oberzohn’s house; and especially do I wish him to search that old boat of his.”

He was referring to an ancient barge which lay on the mud at the bottom of Mr. Oberzohn’s private dock. From the canal there was a narrow waterway into the little factory grounds. It was so long since the small cantilever bridge which covered the entrance had been raised, that locals regarded the bridge floor as part of the normal bank of the canal. But behind the green water-gates was a concrete dock large enough to hold one barge, and here for years a decrepit vessel had wallowed, the hunting-ground of rats and the sleeping-place of the desperately homeless.

“The barge is practically immovable: I’ve already reported on that,” said Leon.

“It certainly has that appearance, and yet I would like a search,” replied Manfred. “You understand that this is night duty, and I have asked Meadows to notify the local inspector that you will be on duty — I don’t want to be pulled out of my bed to identify you at the Peckham police station. It isn’t a cheerful job, but you might be able to make it interesting by finding your way into his grounds. I don’t think the factory will yield much, but the house will certainly be a profitable study to an observer of human nature.”

“I hope I do better this time, Mr. Manfred,” said Digby, turning to go. “And, if you don’t mind, I’ll go by day and take a look at the place. I don’t want to fall down this time!”

George smiled as he rose and shook the man’s hand at parting. “Even Mr. Gonsalez makes mistakes,” he said maliciously, and Leon looked hurt.

Manfred tidied some papers on his desk and put them into a drawer, waiting for Poiccart’s return. When he had come: “Now, Mr. Washington, we will tell you what we wish you to do. We wish you to take a letter to Lisbon. Leon has probably hinted something to that effect, and it is now my duty to tell you that the errand is pretty certain to be an exceedingly dangerous one, but you are the only man I know to whom I could entrust this important document. I feel I cannot allow you to undertake this mission without telling you that the chances are heavily against your reaching Portugal.”

“Bless you for those cheerful words,” said Washington blankly. “The only thing I want to be certain about is, am I likely to meet Mr. Snake?”

Manfred nodded, and the American’s face lengthened.

“I don’t know that even that scares me,” he said at last, “especially now that I know that the dope they use isn’t honest snake-spit at all but a synthesized poison. It was having my confidence shaken in snakes that rattled me. When do you want me to go?”

“Tonight.”

Mr. Washington for the moment was perplexed, and Manfred continued: “Not by the Dover-Calais route. We would prefer that you travelled by Newhaven-Dieppe. Our friends are less liable to be on the alert, though I can’t even guarantee that. Oberzohn spends a lot of money in espionage. This house has been under observation for days. I will show you.”

He walked to the window and drew aside the curtain.

“Do you see a spy?” he asked, with a twinkle in his eye.

Mr. Washington looked up and down the street.

“Sure!” he said. “That man at the corner smoking a cigar—”

“Is a detective officer from Scotland Yard,” said Manfred. “Do you see anybody else?”

“Yes,” said Washington after a while, “there’s a man cleaning windows on the opposite side of the road: he keeps looking across here.”

“A perfectly innocent citizen,” said Manfred.

“Well, he can’t be in any of those taxis, because they’re empty.” Mr. Washington nodded to a line of taxis drawn up on the rank in the centre of the road.

“On the contrary, he is in the first taxi on the rank — he is the driver! If you went out and called a cab, he would come to you. If anybody else called him, he would be engaged. His name is Clarke, he lives at 43, Portlington Mews; he is an exconvict living apart from his wife, and he receives seven pounds a week for his services, ten pounds every time he drives Oberzohn’s car, and all the money he makes out of his cab.”

He smiled at the other’s astonishment.

“So the chances are that your movements will be known; even though you do not call the cab, he will follow you. You must be prepared for that. I’m putting all my cards on the table, Mr. Washington, and asking you to do something which, if you cannot bring yourself to agree, must be done by either myself, Poiccart or Gonsalez. Frankly, none of us can be spared.”

“I’ll go,” said the American. “Snake or no snake, I’m for Lisbon. What is my route?”

Poiccart took a folded paper from his pocket.

“Newhaven, Dieppe, Paris. You have a reserved compartment on the Sud Express; you reach Valladolid late tomorrow night, and change to the Portuguese mail. Unless I can fix an aeroplane to meet you at Irun. We are trying now. Otherwise, you should be in Lisbon at two o’clock on the following afternoon. He had better take the letter now, George.”

Manfred unlocked the wall safe and took out a long envelope. It was addressed to “Senhor Alvaz Manuel y Cintra, Minister of Colonies,” and was heavily sealed.

“I want you to place this in Senhor Cintra’s hands. You’ll have no difficulty there because you will be expected,” he said. “Will you travel in that suit?”

The American thought.

“Yes, that’s as good as any,” he said.

“Will you take off your jacket?”

Mr. Washington obeyed, and with a small pair of scissors Manfred cut a slit in the lining and slipped the letter in. Then, to the American’s astonishment, Leon produced a rolled housewife, threaded a needle with extraordinary dexterity, and for the next five minutes the snake-hunter watched the deft fingers stitching through paper and lining. So skilfully was the slit sewed that Elijah Washington had to look twice to make sure where the lining had been cut.

“Well, that beats the band!” he said. “Mr. Gonsalez, I’ll send you my shirts for repair!”

“And here is something for you to carry.” It was a black leather portfolio, well worn. To one end was attached a steel chain terminating in a leather belt. “I want you to put this round your waist, and from now on to carry this wallet. It contains nothing more important than a few envelopes imposingly sealed, and if you lose it no great harm will come.”

“You think they’ll go for the wallet?” Manfred nodded.

“One. cannot tell, of course, what Oberzohn will do, and he’s as wily as one of his snakes. But my experience has been,” he said, “that the cleverer the criminal, the bigger the fool and the more outrageous his mistakes. You will want money.”

“Well, I’m not short of that,” said the other with a smile. “Snakes are a mighty profitable proposition. Still, I’m a business man…”

For the next five minutes they discussed financial details, and he was more than surprised to discover the recklessness with which money was disbursed.

He went out, with a glance from the corner of his eye at the taximan, whose hand was raised inquiringly, but, ignoring the driver, he turned and walked towards Regent Street, and presently found a wandering taxi of an innocuous character, and ordered the man to drive to the Ritz-Carlton, where rooms had been taken for him.

He was in Regent Street before he looked round through the peephole, and, as Manfred had promised him, the taxi was following, its flag down to prevent chance hiring. Mr. Washington went up to his room, opened the window and looked out: the taxi had joined a near-by rank. The driver had left his box.

“He’s on the ‘phone,” muttered Mr. Washington, and would have given a lot of money to have known the nature of the message.
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A man of habit, Mr. Oberzohn missed his daily journey to the City Road. In ordinary circumstances the loss would have been a paralysing one, but of late he had grown more and more wedded to his deep armchair and his ponderous volumes; and though the City Road had been a very useful establishment in many ways, and was ill replaced by the temporary building which his manager had secured, he felt he could almost dispense with that branch of his business altogether.

Oberzohn & Smitts was an institution which had grown out of nothing. The energy of the partners, and especially the knowledge of African trading conditions which the departed Smitts possessed, had produced a nourishing business which ten years before could have been floated for half a million pounds.

Orders still came in. There were up-country stores to be restocked; new, if unimportant, contracts to be fulfilled; there was even a tentative offer under consideration from one of the South American States for the armaments of a political faction. But Mr. Oberzohn was content to mark time, in the faith that the next week would see him superior to these minor considerations and in a position, if he so wished, to liquidate his business and sell his stores and his trade. There were purchasers ready, but the half million pounds had dwindled to a tenth of that sum, which outstanding bills would more than absorb. As Manfred had said, his running expenses were enormous. He had agents in every central Government office in Europe, and though they did not earn their salt, they certainly drew more than condiment for their services.

He had spent a busy morning in his little workshop-laboratory, and had settled himself down in his chair, when a telegraph messenger came trundling his bicycle across the rough ground, stopped to admire for a second the iron dogs which littered the untidy strip of lawn, and woke the echoes of this gaunt house with a thunderous knock. Mr. Oberzohn hurried to the door. A telegram to this address must necessarily be important. He took the telegram, slammed the door in the messenger’s face and hurried back to his room, tearing open the envelope as he went.

There were three sheets of misspelt writing, for the wire was in Portuguese and telegraph operators are bad guessers. He read it through carefully, his lips moving silently, until he came to the end, then he started reading all over again, and, for a better understanding of its purport, he took a pencil and paper and translated the message into Swedish. He laid the telegram face downwards on the table and took up his book, but he was not reading. His busy mind slipped from Lisbon to London, from Curzon Street to the factory, and at last he shut his book with a bang, got up, and opening the door, barked Gurther’s name. That strange man came downstairs in his stockinged feet, his hair hanging over his eyes, an unpleasant sight. Dr. Oberzohn pointed to the room and the man entered.

For an hour they talked behind locked doors, and then Gurther came out, still showing his teeth in a mechanical smile, and went up the stairs two at a time. The halfwitted Danish maid, passing the door of the doctor’s room, heard his gruff voice booming into the telephone, but since he spoke a language which, whilst it had some relation to her own, was subtly different, she could not have heard the instructions, admonitions, orders and suggestions which he fired in half a dozen different directions, even if she had heard him clearly.

This done, Dr. Oberzohn returned to his book and a midday refreshment, spooning his lunch from a small cup at his side containing a few fluid ounces of dark red liquid. One half of his mind was pursuing his well-read philosophers; the other worked at feverish speed, conjecturing and guessing, forestalling and baffling the minds that were working against him. He played a game of mental chess, all the time seeking for a check, and when at last he had discovered one that was adequate, he put down his book and went out into his garden, strolling up and down inside the wire fence, stopping now and again to pick a flower from a weed, or pausing to examine a rain-filled pothole as though it were the star object in a prize landscape.

He loved this ugly house, knew every brick of it, as a feudal lord might have known the castle he had built, the turret, the flat roof with its high parapet, that commanded a view of the canal bank on the one side and the railway arches left and right. They were railway arches which had a value to him. Most of them were blocked up, having been converted into lock-up garages and sheds, and through only a few could ingress be had. One, under which ran the muddy lane — why it was called Hangman’s Lane nobody knew; another that gave to some allotments on the edge of his property; and a third through which he also could see daylight, but which spanned no road at all.

An express train roared past in a cloud of steam, and he scanned the viaduct with benignant interest. And then he performed his daily tour of inspection. Turning back into the house, he climbed the stairs to the third floor, opened a little door that revealed an extra flight of steps, and emerged on to the roof. At each corner was a square black shed, about the height of a man’s chest. The doors were heavily padlocked, and near by each was a stout black box, equally weatherproof. There were other things here: great, clumsy wall-plugs at regular intervals. Seeing them, it might be thought that Mr. Oberzohn contemplated a night when, in the exultation of achievement, he would illuminate his ungainly premises. But up till now that night had not arrived, and in truth the only light usable was one which at the moment was dismantled in the larger of the four sheds.

From here he could look down upon the water cutting into the factory grounds; and the black bulk of the barge, which filled the entire width of the wharf, seemed so near that he could have thrown a stone upon it. His idle interest was in the sluggish black water that oozed through the gates. A slight mist lay upon the canal; a barge was passing down towards Deptford, and he contemplated the straining horse that tugged the barge rope with a mind set upon the time when he, too, might use the waterway in a swifter craft.

London lay around him, its spires and chimneys looming through the thin haze of smoke. Far away the sun caught the golden ball of St. Paul’s and added a new star to the firmament. Mr. Oberzohn hated London — only this little patch of his had beauty in his eyes. Not the broad green parks and the flowering rhododendrons; not the majestic aisles of pleasure which the rich lounger rode or walked, nor the streets of stone-fronted stores, nor the pleasant green of suburban roads — he loved only these God-forgotten acres, this slimy wilderness in which he had set up his habitation.

He went downstairs, locking the roof door behind him, and, passing Gurther’s room, knocked and was asked to enter. The man sat in his singlet; he had shaved once, but now the keen razor was going across his skin for the second time. He turned his face, shining with cream, and grinned round at the intruder, and with a grunt the doctor shut the door and went downstairs, knowing that the man was for the moment happy; for nothing pleased Gurther quite so much as “dressing up.”

The doctor stood at the entrance of his own room, hesitating between books and laboratory, decided upon the latter, and was busy for the next two hours. Only once he came out, and that was to bring from the warm room the green baize box which contained “the most potent of chemicals, colossal in power.”

The Newhaven-Dieppe route is spasmodically popular. There are nights when the trains to Paris are crowded; other nights when it is possible to obtain a carriage to yourself; and it happened that this evening, when Elijah Washington booked his seat, he might, if it had been physically possible, have sat in one compartment and put his feet on the seat in another.

Between the two great branches of the Anglo-Saxon race there is one notable difference. The Englishman prefers to travel in solitude and silence. His ideal journey is one from London to Constantinople in a compartment that is not invaded except by the ticket collector; and if it is humanly possible that he can reach his destination without having given utterance to anything more sensational than an agreement with some other passenger’s comment on the weather, he is indeed a happy man. The American loves company; he has the acquisitiveness of the Latin, combined with the rhetorical virtues of the Teuton. Solitude makes him miserable; silence irritates him. He wants to talk about large and important things, such as the future of the country, the prospects of agriculture and the fluctuations of trade, about which the average Englishman knows nothing, and is less interested. The American has a town pride, can talk almost emotionally about a new drainage system and grow eloquent upon a municipal balance sheet. The Englishman does not cultivate his town pride until he reaches middle age, and then only in sufficient quantities to feel disappointed with the place of his birth after he has renewed its acquaintance.

Mr. Washington found himself in an empty compartment, and, grunting his dissatisfaction, walked along the corridor, peeping into one cell after another in the hope of discovering a fellow-countryman in a similar unhappy plight. His search was fruitless and he returned to the carriage in which his bag and overcoat were deposited, and settled down to the study of an English humorous newspaper and a vain search for something at which any intelligent man could laugh.

The doors of the coach were at either end, and most passengers entering had to pass the open entrance of Mr. Washington’s compartment. At every click of the door he looked up, hoping to find a congenial soul. But disappointment awaited him, until a lady hesitated by the door. It was a smoking carriage, but Washington, who was a man of gallant character, would gladly have sacrificed his cigar for the pleasure of her society. Young, he guessed, and a widow. She was in black, an attractive face showed through a heavy veil.

“Is this compartment engaged?” she asked in a low voice that was almost a whisper.

“No, madam.” Washington rose, hat in hand.

“Would you mind?” she asked in a soft voice.

“Why, surely! Sit down, ma’am,” said the gallant American. “Would you like the corner seat by the window?”

She shook her head, and sat down near the door, turning her face from him.

“Do you mind my smoking?” asked Washington, after a while.

“Please smoke,” she said, and again turned her face away.

“English,” thought Mr. Washington in disgust, and hunched himself for an hour and a half of unrelieved silence.

A whistle blew, the train moved slowly from the platform, and Elijah Washington’s adventurous journey had begun.

They were passing through Croydon when the girl rose, and, leaning out, closed the little glass-panelled door.

“You should let me do that,” said Elijah reproachfully, and she murmured something about not wishing to trouble him, and he relapsed into his seat.

One or two of the men who passed looked in, and evidently this annoyed her, for she reached and pulled down the spring blind which partially hid her from outside observation, and after the ticket collector had been and punched the slips, she lowered the second of the three blinds.

“Do you mind?” she asked.

“Sure not, ma’am,” said Elijah, without any great heartiness. He had no desire to travel alone with a lady in a carriage so discreetly curtained. He had heard of cases…and by nature he was an extremely cautious man.

The speed of the train increased; the wandering passengers had settled down. The second of the ticket inspections came as they were rushing through Redhill, and Mr. Washington thought uncomfortably that there was a significant look in the inspector’s face as he glanced first at the drawn blinds, then from the lady to himself.

She affected a perfume of a peculiarly pleasing kind. The carriage was filled with this subtle fragrance. Mr. Washington smelt it above the scent of his cigar. Her face was still averted; he wondered if she had gone to sleep, and, growing weary of his search for humour, he put down the paper, folded his hands and closed his eyes, and found himself gently drifting to that medley of the real and unreal which is the overture of dreams.

The lady moved; he looked at her out of the corner of his half-closed eyes. She had moved round so as to half face him. Her veil was still down, her white gloves were reflectively clasped on her knees. He shut his eyes again, until another movement brought him awake. She was feeling in her bag.

Mr. Washington was awake now — as wide awake as he had ever been in his life. In stretching out her hand, the lady had pulled short her sleeve, and there was a gap of flesh between the glove and the wrist of her blouse, and on her wrist was hair!

He shifted his position slightly, grunted as in his sleep, and dropped his hand to his pocket, and all the time those cold eyes were watching him through the veil.

Lifting the bottom of the veil, she put the ebony holder between her teeth and searched the bag for a match. Then she turned appealingly to him as though she had sensed his wakefulness. As she rose, Washington rose too, and suddenly he sprang at her and flung her back against the door. For a moment the veiled lady was taken by surprise, and then there was a flash of steel.

From nowhere a knife had come into her hand and Washington gripped the wrist and levered it over, pushing the palm of his hand under the chin. Even through the veil he could feel the bristles, and knew now, if he had not known before, that he had to deal with a man. A live, active man, rendered doubly strong by the knowledge of his danger. Gurther butted forward with his head, but Washington saw the attack coming, shortened his arm and jabbed full at the face behind the veil. The blow stopped the man only for an instant, and again he came on, and this time the point of the knife caught the American’s shoulder, and ripped the coat to the elbow. It needed this to bring forth Elijah Washington’s mental and physical reserves. With a roar he gripped the throat of his assailant and threw him with such violence against the door that it gave, and the “widow in mourning” crashed against the panel of the outer corridor. Before he could reach the attacker, Gurther had turned and sped along the corridor to the door of the coach. In a second he had flung it open and had dropped to the footboard. The train was slowing to take Horsham Junction, and the cat eyes waited until he saw a good fall, and let go. Staring back into the darkness, Washington saw nothing, and then the train inspector came along.

“It was a man in woman’s clothes,” he said, a little breathlessly, and they went back to search the compartment, but Mr. Gurther had taken bag and everything with him, and the only souvenir of his presence was the heel of a shoe that had been torn off in the struggle.




Chapter Twenty-Five


Gurther Returns
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The train was going at thirty miles an hour when Gurther dropped on to a ridge of sand by the side of the track, and in the next second he was sliding forward on his face. Fortunately for him the veil, though torn, kept his eyes free. Stumbling to his feet, he looked round. The level-crossing gates should be somewhere here. He had intended jumping the train at this point, and Oberzohn had made arrangements accordingly. A signalman, perched high above the track, saw the figure and challenged.

“I’ve lost my way,” said Gurther. “Where is the level-crossing?”

“A hundred yards farther on. Keep clear of those metals — the Eastbourne express is coming behind.”

If Gurther had had his way, he would have stopped long enough to remove a rail for the sheer joy of watching a few hundred of the hated people plunged to destruction. But he guessed that the car was waiting, went sideways through the safety gates into a road which was fairly populous. There were people about who turned their heads and looked in amazement at the bedraggled woman in black, but he had got beyond worrying about his appearance.

He saw the car with the little green light which Oberzohn invariably used to mark his machines from others, and, climbing into the cab (as it was), sat down to recover his breath. The driver he knew as one of the three men employed by Oberzohn, one of whom Mr. Washington had seen that morning.

The journey back to town was a long one, though the machine, for a public vehicle, was faster than most. Gurther welcomed the ride. Once more he had failed, and he reasoned that this last failure was the most serious of all. The question of Oberzohn’s displeasure did not really arise. He had travelled far beyond the point when the Swede’s disapproval meant very much to him. But there might be a consequence more serious than any. He knew well with what instructions Pfeiffer had been primed on the night of the attack at Rath House — only Gurther had been quicker, and his snake had bitten first. Dr. Oberzohn had no illusions as to what happened, and if he had tactfully refrained from making reference to the matter, he had his purpose and reasons. And this night journey with Elijah Washington was one of them.

There was no excuse; he had none to offer. His hand wandered beneath the dress to the long knife that was strapped to his side, and the touch of the worn handle was very reassuring. For the time being he was safe; until another man was found to take Pfeiffer’s place Oberzohn was working single-handed and could not afford to dispense with the services of this, the last of his assassins.

It was past eleven when he dismissed the taxi at the end of the long lane, and, following the only safe path, came to the unpainted door that gave admission to Oberzohn’s property. And the first words of his master told him that there was no necessity for explanation.

“So you did not get him, Gurther?”

“No, Herr Doktor.’

“I should not have sent you.” Oberzohn’s voice was extraordinarily mild in all the circumstances. “That man you cannot kill — with the snake. I have learned since you went that he was bitten at the blind man’s house, yet lives! That is extraordinary. I would give a lot of money to test his blood. You tried the knife?”

“Ja, Herr Doktor.” He lifted his veil, stripped off hat and wig in one motion. The rouged and powdered face was bruised; from under the brown wig was a trickle of dried blood.

“Good! You have done as well as you could. Go to your room, Gurther — march!”

Gurther went upstairs, and for a quarter of an hour was staring at his grinning face in the glass, as with cream and soiled towel he removed his make-up.

Oberzohn’s very gentleness was a menace. What did it portend? Until that evening neither Gurther nor his dead companion had been taken into the confidence of the two men who directed their activities. He knew there were certain papers to be recovered; he knew there were men to be killed; but what value were the papers, or why death should be directed to this unfortunate or that, he neither knew nor cared. His duty had been to obey, and he had served a liberal paymaster well and loyally. That girl in the underground room? Gurther had many natural explanations for her imprisonment. And yet none of them fitted the conditions. His cogitations were wasted time. That night, for the first time, the doctor took him into his confidence.

He had finished dressing and was on his way to his kitchen when the doctor stood at the doorway and called him in.

“Sit down, Gurther.” He was almost kind. “You will have a cigar? These are excellent.”

He threw a long, thin, black cheroot, and Gurther caught it between his teeth and seemed absurdly pleased with his trick.

“The time has come when you must know something, Gurther,” said the doctor. He took a fellow to the weed the man was smoking, and puffed huge clouds of rank smoke into the room. “I have for a friend — who? Herr Newton?” He shrugged his shoulders. “He is a very charming man, but he has no brains. He is the kind of man, Gurther, who would live in comfort, take all we gave him by our cleverness and industry, and never say thank you! And in trouble what will he do, Gurther? He will go to the police — yes, my dear friend, he will go to the police!”

He nodded. Gurther had heard the same story that night when he had crept soft-footed to the door and had heard the doctor discuss certain matters with the late Mr. Pfeiffer.

“He would, without a wink of his eyelash, without a snap of his hand, send you and me to death, and would read about our execution with a smile, and then go forth and eat his plum-pudding and roast beef! That is our friend Herr Newton! You have seen this with your own eyes?”

“Ja, Herr Doktor!” exclaimed the obedient Gurther.

“He is a danger for many reasons,” Oberzohn proceeded deliberately. “Because of these three men who have so infamously set themselves out to ruin me, who burnt down my house, and who whipped you, Gurther — they tied you up to a post and whipped you with a whip of nine tails. You have not forgotten, Gurther?”

“Nein, Herr Doktor!” Indeed, Gurther had not forgotten, though the vacant smirk on his face might suggest that he had a pleasant memory of the happening.

“A fool in an organization,” continued the doctor oracularly, “is like a bad plate on a ship, or a weak link in a chain. Let it snap, and what happens? You and I die, my dear Gurther. We go up before a stupid man in a white wig and a red cloak, and he hands us to another man who puts a rope around our necks, drops us through a hole in the ground — all because we have a stupid man like Herr Montague Newton to deal with.”

“Ja, Herr Doktor,” said Gurther as his master stopped. He felt that this comment was required of him.

“Now, I will tell you the whole truth.” The doctor carefully knocked off the ash of his cigar into the saucer of his cup. “There is a fortune for you and for me, and this girl that we have in the quiet place can give it to us. I can marry her, or I can wipe her out, so! If I marry her, it would be better, I think, and this I have arranged.”

And then, in his own way, he told the story of the hill of gold, concealing nothing, reserving nothing — all that he knew, all that Villa had told him.

“For three-four days now she must be here. At the end of that time nothing matters. The letter to Lisbon — of what value is it? I was foolish when I tried to stop it. She has made no nominee, she has no heirs, she has known nothing of her fortune, and therefore is in no position to claim the renewal of the concession.”

“Herr Doktor, will you graciously permit me to speak?” The doctor nodded. “Does the Newton know this?”

“The Newton knows all this,” said the doctor.

“Will you graciously permit me to speak again, Herr Doktor? What was this letter I was to have taken, had I not been overcome by misfortune?”

Oberzohn examined the ceiling.

“I have thought this matter from every angle,” he said, “and I have decided thus. It was a letter written by Gonsalez to the Secretary or the Minister of the Colonies, asking that the renewal of the concession should be postponed. The telegram from my friend at the Colonial Office in Lisbon was to this effect.” He fixed his glasses, fumbled in his waistcoat and took out the three-page telegram. “I will read it to you in your own language —

“‘Application has been received from Leon Gonsalez, asking His Excellency to receive a very special letter which arrives in two days. The telegram does not state the contents of the letter, but the Minister has given orders for the messenger to be received. The present Minister is not favourable to concessions granted to England or Englishmen.’”

He folded the paper.

“Which means that there will be no postponement, my dear Gurther, and this enormous fortune will be ours.”

Gurther considered this point and for a moment forgot to smile, and looked what he was in consequence: a hungry, discontented wolf of a man.

“Herr Doktor, graciously permit me to ask you a question?”

“Ask,” said Oberzohn magnanimously.

“What share does Herr Newton get? And if you so graciously honoured me with a portion of your so justly deserved gains, to what extent would be that share?”

The other considered this, puffing away until the room was a mist of smoke.

“Ten thousand English pounds,” he said at last.

“Gracious and learned doctor, that is a very small proportion of many millions,” said Gurther gently.

“Newton will receive one half,” said the doctor, his face working nervously, “if he is alive. If misfortune came to him, that share would be yours, Gurther, my brave fellow! And with so much money a man would not be hunted. The rich and the noble would fawn upon him; he would have his lovely yacht and steam about the summer seas everlastingly, huh?”

Gurther rose and clicked his heels.

“Do you desire me again this evening?”

“No, no, Gurther.” The old man shook his head. “And pray remember that there is another day tomorrow, and yet another day after. We shall wait and hear what our friend has to say. Good night, Gurther.”

“Good night, Herr Doktor.”

The doctor looked at the door for a long time after his man had gone and took up his book. He was deep in the chapter which was headed, in the German tongue: “The Subconscious Activity of the Human Intellect in Relation to the Esoteric Emotions.” To Dr. Oberzohn this was more thrilling than the most exciting novel.




Chapter Twenty-Six


In Captivity
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The second day of captivity dawned unseen, in a world that lay outside the brick roof and glazed white walls of Mirabelle Leicester’s prison-house. She had grown in strength and courage, but not so her companion, Joan, who had started her weary vigil with an almost cheerful gaiety, had sunk deeper and deeper into depression as the hours progressed, and Mirabelle woke to the sound of a woman’s sobs, to find the girl sitting on the side of her bed, her head in her wet hands.

“I hate this place!” she sobbed. “Why does he keep me here? God! If I thought the hound was doublecrossing me…! I’ll go mad if they keep me here any longer. I will, Leicester!” she screamed.

“I’ll make some tea,” said Mirabelle, getting out of bed and finding her slippers.

The girl sat throughout the operation huddled in a miserable heap, and by and by her whimpering got on Mirabelle’s nerves.

“I don’t know why you should be wretched,” she said. “They’re not after your money!”

“You can laugh — and how you can, I don’t know,” sobbed the girl, as she took the cup in her shaking hands. “I know I’m a fool, but I’ve never been locked up — like this before. I didn’t dream he’d break his word. He swore he’d come yesterday. What time is it?”

“Six o’clock,” said Mirabelle.

It might as well have been eight or midday, for all she knew to the contrary.

“This is a filthy place,” said the hysterical girl. “I think they’re going to drown us all…or that thing will explode” — she pointed to the green baize box— “I know it! I feel it in my blood. That beast Gurther is here somewhere, ugh? He’s like a slimy snake. Have you ever seen him?”

“Gurther? You mean the man who danced with me?”

“That’s he. I keep telling you who he is,” said Joan impatiently. “I wish we could get out of here.”

She jumped up suddenly.

“Come and see if you can help me lift the trap.”

Mirabelle knew it was useless before she set forth on the quest for freedom. Their united efforts failed to move the stone, and Joan was on the point of collapse when they came back to their sleeping-room.

“I hope Gurther doesn’t know that those men are friends of yours,” she said, when she became calmer.

“You told me that yesterday. Would that make any difference?”

“A whole lot,” said Joan vehemently. “He’s got the blood of a fish, that man! There’s nothing he wouldn’t do. Monty ought to be flogged for leaving us here at his mercy. I’m not scared of Oberzohn — he’s old. But the other fellow dopes, and goes stark, staring mad at times. Monty told me one night that he was” — she choked— “a killer. He said that these German criminals who kill people are never satisfied with one murder, they go on and on until they’ve got twenty or thirty! He says that the German prisons are filled with men who have the murder habit.”

“He was probably trying to frighten you.”

“Why should he?” said the girl, with unreasonable anger. “And leave him alone! Monty is the best in the world. I adore the ground he walks on!”

Very wisely, Mirabelle did not attempt to traverse this view.

It was only when her companion had these hysterical fits that fear was communicated to her. Her faith was completely and wholeheartedly centred on the three men — upon Gonsalez. She wondered how old he was. Sometimes he looked quite young, at others an elderly man. It was difficult to remember his face; he owed so much to his expression, the smile in his eyes, to the strange, boyish eagerness of gesture and action which accompanied his speech. She could not quite understand herself; why was she always thinking of Gonsalez, as a maid might think of a lover? She went red at the thought. He seemed so apart, so aloof from the ordinary influences of women. Suppose she had committed some great crime and had escaped the vigilance of the law, would he hunt her down in the same remorseless, eager way, planning to cut off every avenue of her escape until he shepherded her into a prison cell? It was a horrible thought, and she screwed up her eyes tight to blot out the mental picture she had made.

It would have given her no ordinary satisfaction to have known how often Gonsalez’s thoughts strayed to the girl who had so strangely come into his life. He spent a portion of his time that morning in his bedroom, fixing to the wall a large railway map which took in the south of England and the greater part of the Continent. A red-ink line marked the route from London to Lisbon, and he was fixing a little green flag on the line just south of Paris when Manfred strolled into the room and surveyed his work.

“The Sud Express is about there,” he said, pointing to the last of the green flags, “and I think our friend will have a fairly pleasant and uneventful journey as far as Valladolid — where I have arranged for Miguel Garcia, an old friend of mine, to pick him up and shadow him on the westward journey — unless we get the ‘plane. I’m expecting a wire any minute. By the way, the Dieppe police have arrested the gentleman who tried to bump him overboard in mid-Channel, but the man who snatched at his portfolio at the Gare St. Lazare is still at liberty.”

“He must be getting quite used to it now,” said Manfred coolly, and laughed to himself.

Leon turned. “He’s a good fellow,” he said with quick earnestness. “We couldn’t have chosen a better man. The woman on the train, of course, was Gurther. He is the only criminal I’ve ever known who is really efficient at disguising himself.”

Manfred lit his pipe; he had lately taken to this form of smoking. “The case grows more and more difficult every day. Do you realize that?”

Leon nodded. “And more dangerous,” he said. “By the laws of average, Gurther should get one of us the next time he makes an attempt. Have you seen the papers?”

Manfred smiled.

“They’re crying for Meadows’ blood, poor fellow! Which shows the extraordinary inconsistency of the public. Meadows has only been in one snake case. They credit him with having fallen down on the lot.”

“They seem to be in remarkable agreement that the snake deaths come into the category of wilful murder,” said Gonsalez as they went down the stairs together.

Meadows had been talking to the reporters. Indeed, that was his chief offence from the viewpoint of the official mind. For the first article in the code of every well-constituted policeman is, “Thou shalt not communicate to the Press.”

Leon strolled aimlessly about the room. He was wearing his chauffeur’s uniform, and his hands were thrust into the breeches pockets. Manfred, recognizing the symptoms, rang the bell for Poiccart, and that quiet man came from the lower regions.

“Leon is going to be mysterious,” said Manfred dryly.

“I’m not really,” protested Leon, but he went red. It was one of his most charming peculiarities that he had never forgotten how to blush. “I was merely going to suggest that there’s a play running in London that we ought to see. I didn’t know that ‘The Ringer’ was a play until this morning, when I saw one of Oberzohn’s more genteel clerks go into the theatre, and, being naturally of an inquisitive turn of mind, followed him. A play that interests Oberzohn will interest me, and should interest you, George,” he said severely, “and certainly should interest Meadows — it is full of thrilling situations! It is about a criminal who escapes from Dartmoor and comes back to murder his betrayer. There is one scene which is played in the dark, that ought to thrill you — I’ve been looking up the reviews of the dramatic critics, and as they are unanimous that it is not an artistic success, and is, moreover, wildly improbable, it ought to be worth seeing. I always choose an artistic success when I am suffering from insomnia,” he added cruelly.

“Oberzohn is entitled to his amusements, however vulgar they may be.”

“But this play isn’t vulgar,” protested Leon, “except in so far as it is popular. I found it most difficult to buy a seat. Even actors go to see the audience act.”

“What seat did he buy?”

“Box A,” said Leon promptly, “and paid for it with real money. It is the end box on the prompt side — and before you ask me whence I gained my amazing knowledge of theatrical technique, I will answer that even a child in arms knows that the prompt side is the left-hand side facing the audience.”

“For tonight?”

Leon nodded.

“I have three stalls,” he said and produced them from his pocket. “If you cannot go, will you give them to the cook? She looks like a woman who would enjoy a good cry over the sufferings of the tortured heroine. The seats are in the front row, which means that you can get in and out between the acts without walking on other people’s knees.”

“Must I go?” asked Poiccart plaintively. “I do not like detective plays, and I hate mystery plays. I know who the real murderer is before the curtain has been up ten minutes, and that naturally spoils my evening.”

“Could you not take a girl?” asked Leon outrageously. “Do you know any who would go?”

“Why not take Aunt Alma?” suggested Manfred, and Leon accepted the name joyously.

Aunt Alma had come to town at the suggestion of the Three, and had opened up the Doughty Court flat.

“And really she is a remarkable woman, and shows a steadiness and a courage in face of the terrible position of our poor little friend, which is altogether praiseworthy. I don’t think Mirabelle Leicester is in any immediate danger. I think I’ve said that before. Oberzohn merely wishes to keep her until the period of renewal has expired. How he will escape the consequences of imprisoning her, I cannot guess. He may not attempt to escape them, may accept the term of imprisonment which will certainly be handed out to him, as part of the payment he must pay for his millions.”

“Suppose he kills her?” asked Poiccart.

For a second Leon’s face twitched.

“He won’t kill her,” he said quietly. “Why should he? We know that he has got her — the police know. She is a different proposition from Barberton, an unknown man killed nobody knew how, in a public place. No, I don’t think we need cross that bridge, only…” He rubbed his hands together irritably. “However, we shall see. And in the meantime I’m placing a lot of faith in Digby, a shrewd man with a sense of his previous shortcomings. You were wise there, George.”

He was looking at the street through the curtains.

“Tittlemouse is at his post, the faithful hound!” he said, nodding towards the solitary taxicab that stood on the rank. “I wonder whether he expects—”

Manfred saw a light creep into his eyes.

“Will you want me for the next two hours?” Leon asked quickly, and was out of the room in a flash.

Ten minutes later, Poiccart and George were talking together when they heard the street door close, and saw Leon stroll to the edge of the pavement and wave his umbrella. The taxidriver was suddenly a thing of quivering excitement. He leaned down, cranked his engine, climbed back into his seat and brought the car up quicker than any taxicab driver had ever moved before.

“New Scotland Yard,” said Leon, and got into the machine.

The cab passed through the forbidding gates of the Yard and dropped him at the staff entrance.

“Wait here,” said Leon, and the man shifted uncomfortably.

“I’ve got to be back at my garage—” he began.

“I shall not be five minutes,” said Leon.

Meadows was in his room, fortunately.

“I want you to pull in this man and give him a dose of the third degree you keep in this country,” said Leon. “He carries a gun; I saw that when he had to get down to crank up his cab in Piccadilly Circus. The engine stopped.”

“What do you want to know?”

“All that there is to be known about Oberzohn. I may have missed one or two things. I’ve seen him outside the house. Oberzohn employs him for odd jobs and occasionally he acts as the old man’s chauffeur. In fact, he drove the machine the day Miss Leicester lunched with Oberzohn at the Ritz-Carlton. He may not have a cabman’s licence, and that will make it all the easier for you.”

A few minutes later, a very surprised and wrathful man was marched into Cannon Row and scientifically searched. Leon had been right about the revolver; it was produced and found to be loaded, and his excuse that he carried the weapon as a protection following upon a recent murder of a cab-driver had not the backing of the necessary permit. In addition — and this was a more serious offence — he held no permit from Scotland Yard to ply for hire on the streets, and his badge was the property of another man.

“Put him inside,” said Meadows, and went back to report to the waiting Leon. “You’ve hit the bull’s-eye first time. I don’t know whether he will be of any use to us, but I don’t despise even the smallest fish.”

Whilst he was waiting, Leon had been engaged in some quick thinking.

“The man has been at Greenwich lately. One of my men saw him there twice, and I needn’t say that he was driving Oberzohn.”

“I’ll talk to him later and telephone you,” said Meadows, and Leon Gonsalez went back to Curzon Street, one large smile.

“You have merely exchanged a spy you know for a spy you don’t know,” said George Manfred, “though I never question these freakish acts of yours, Leon. So often they have a trick of turning up trumps. By the way, the police are raiding the Gringo Club in the Victoria Dock Road tonight, and they may be able to pick up a few of Mr. Oberzohn’s young gentlemen who are certain to be regular users of the place.”

The telephone bell rang shrilly, and Leon took up the receiver, and recognized Meadows’ voice.

“I’ve got a queer story for you,” said the inspector immediately.

“Did he talk?” asked the interested Leon.

“After a while. We took a fingerprint impression, and found that he was on the register. More than that, he is a ticket-of-leave man. As an exconvict we can send him back to finish his unexpired time. I promised to say a few words for him, and he spilt everything. The most interesting item is that Oberzohn is planning to be married.”

“To be married? Who is this?” asked Manfred, in surprise. “Oberzohn?”

Leon nodded.

“Who is the unfortunate lady?” asked Leon.

There was a pause, and then:

“Miss Leicester.”

Manfred saw the face of his friend change colour, and guessed.

“Does he know when?” asked Leon in a different voice.

“No. The licence was issued over a week ago, which means that Oberzohn can marry any morning he likes to bring along his bride. What’s the idea, do you think?”

“Drop in this evening and either I or George will tell you,” said Leon.

He put the telephone on the hook very carefully.

“That is a danger I had not foreseen, although it was obviously the only course Oberzohn could take. If he marries her, she cannot be called in evidence against him. May I see the book, George?”

Manfred unlocked the wall safe and brought back a small ledger. Leo Gonsalez turned the pages thoughtfully.

“Dennis — he has done good work for us, hasn’t he?” he asked.

“Yes, he’s a very reliable man. He owes us, amongst other things, his life. Do you remember, his wife was—”

“I remember.” Leon scribbled the address of a man who had proved to be one of the most trustworthy of his agents.

“What are you going to do?” asked Manfred.

“I’ve put Dennis on the doorstep of the Greenwich registrar’s office from nine o’clock in the morning until half-past three in the afternoon, and he will have instructions from me that, the moment he sees Oberzohn walk out of a cab with a lady, he must push him firmly but gently under the wheels of the cab and ask the driver politely to move up a yard.”

Leon in his more extravagantly humorous moods was very often in deadly earnest.
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Mr. Newton’s Dilemma
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The most carefully guided streaks of luck may, in spite of all precautions, overflow into the wrong channel, and this had happened to Mr. Montague Newton, producing an evening that was financially disastrous and a night from which sleep was almost banished. He had had one of his little card parties; but whether it was the absence of Joan, and the inadequacy of her fluffy-haired substitute, or whether the wine had disagreed with one of the most promising victims, the result was the same. They had played chemin de fer, and the gilded pigeon, whose feathers seemed already to be ornamenting the headdress of Monty Newton, had been successful, and when he should have been signing cheques for large amounts, he was cashing his counters with a reluctant host.

The night started wrong with Joan’s substitute, whose name was Lisa. She had guided to the establishment, via an excellent dinner at Mero’s, the son of an African millionaire. Joan, of course, would have brought him alone, but Lisa, less experienced, had allowed a young-looking friend of the victim to attach himself to the party, and she had even expected praise for her perspicacity and enterprise in producing two birds for the stone which Mr. Newton so effectively wielded, instead of one.

Monty did not resent the presence of the new-corner, and rather took the girl’s view, until he learnt that Lisa’s “find” was not, as she had believed, an officer of the Guards, but a sporting young lawyer with a large criminal practice, and one who had already, as a junior, conducted several prosecutions for the Crown. The moment his name was mentioned, Monty groaned in spirit. He was, moreover, painfully sober. His friend was not so favourably situated.

That was the first of the awkward things to happen. The second was the bad temper of the player, who, when the bank was considerably over £3,000, had first of all insisted upon the cards being reshuffled, and then he had gone banquo — the game being baccarat. Even this contretemps might have been overcome, but after he had expressed his willingness to “give it,” the card which Monty had so industriously palmed slipped from his hand to the table, and though the fact was unnoticed by the players, the lawyer’s attention being diverted at the moment, it was impossible to recover that very valuable piece of pasteboard. And Monty had done a silly thing. Instead of staging an artistic exhibition of annoyance at remarks which the millionaire’s son had made, he decided to take a chance on the natural run of the cards. And he had lost. On top of that, the slightly inebriated player had decided that when a man had won a coup of £3,000 it was time to stop playing. So Monty experienced the mortification of paying out money, and accompanying his visitor to the door with a smile that was so genial and so full of good-fellowship that the young gentleman was compelled to apologize for his boorishness.

“Come along some other night and give me my revenge,” said Monty.

“You bet I will! I’m going to South Africa tomorrow, but I shall be back early next year, and I’ll look you up.”

Monty watched him going down the steps and hoped he would break his neck.

He was worried about Joan — more worried than he thought it was possible for him to be about so light a girl. She was necessary to him in many ways. Lisa was a bungling fool, he decided, though he sent her home without hurting her feelings. She was a useful girl in many ways, and nothing spoils a tout quicker than constant nagging.

He felt very lonely in the house, and wandered from room to room, irritated with himself that the absence of this featherbrained girl, who had neither the education nor the breed of his own class, should make such a big difference. And it did; he had to admit as much to himself. He hated the thought of that underground room. He knew something of her temperament, and how soon her experience would get on her nerves. In many respects he wished he did not feel that way about her, because she had a big shock coming, and it was probably because he foresaw this hurt that he was anxious to make the present as happy as he could for her.

After he had done what he was to do, there was no reason in the world why they should be bad friends, and he would give her a big present. Girls of that class soon forget their miseries if the present is large enough. Thus he argued, tossing from side to side in his bed, and all the time his thoughts playing about that infernal cellar. What she must be feeling! He did not worry at all about Mirabelle, because — well, she was a principal in the case. To him, Joan was the real victim.

Sleep did not come until daybreak, and he woke in his most irritable frame of mind. He had promised the girl he would call and see her, though he had privately arranged with Oberzohn not to go to the house until the expiry of the five days.

By lunchtime he could stand the worry no longer, and, ordering his car, drove to a point between New Cross and Bermondsey, walking on foot the remainder of the distance. Mr. Oberzohn expected the visit. He had a shrewd knowledge of his confederate’s mental outfit, and when he saw this well-dressed man picking a dainty way across the littered ground, he strolled out on the steps to meet him.

“It is curious you should have come,” he said.

“Why didn’t you telephone?” growled Newton. This was his excuse for the visit.

“Because there are human machines at the end of every wire,” said Oberzohn. “If they were automatic and none could listen, but you and I, we would talk and talk and then talk! All day long would I speak with you and find it a pleasure. But not with Miss This and Miss That saying, ‘One moment, if you please,’ and saying to the Scotland Yard man, ‘Now you cut in’!”

“Is Gurther back?”

“Gurther is back,” said the doctor soberly.

“Nothing happened to that bird? At least, I saw nothing in the evening papers.”

“He has gone to Lisbon,” replied the doctor indifferently. “Perhaps he will get there, perhaps he will not — what does it matter? I should like to see the letter, because it is data, and data has an irresistible charm for a poor old scientist. You will have a drink?”

Monty hesitated, as he always did when Oberzohn offered him refreshment. You could never be sure with Oberzohn.

“I’ll have a whisky,” he said at last, “a full bottle — one that hasn’t been opened. I’ll open it myself.”

The doctor chuckled unevenly.

“You do not trust?” he said. “I think you are wise. For who is there in this world of whom a man can say, ‘He is my friend. To the very end of my life I will have confidence in him’?”

Monty did not feel that the question called for an answer.

He took the whisky bottle to the light, examined the cork and drove in the corkscrew.

“The soda water — that also might be poisoned,” said Dr. Oberzohn pleasantly.

At any other time he would not have made that observation. That he said it at all betrayed a subtle but ominous change in their relationship. If Monty noticed this, he did not say a word, but filled his glass and sat down on the sofa to drink. And all the time the doctor was watching him interestedly.

“Yes, Gurther is back. He failed, but you must excuse failure in a good man. The perfect agent has yet to be found, and the perfect principal also. The American, Washington, had left Paris when I last heard of him. He is to be congratulated. If I myself lived in Paris I should always be leaving. It is a frivolous city.”

Monty lit a cigar, and decided to arrive at the object of his visit by stages. For he had come to perform two important duties. He accounted as a duty a call upon Joan. No less was it a duty, and something of a relief also, to make his plan known to his partner.

“How are the girls?” he asked.

“They are very happy,” said Dr. Oberzohn, who had not resumed his seat, but stood in an attitude somewhat reminiscent of Gurther, erect, staring, motionless. “Always my guests are happy.”

“In that dog-hole?” said the other contemptuously. “I don’t want Joan to be here.”

The Herr Doktor shrugged.

“Then take her away, my friend,” he said. “Why should she stay, if you are unhappy because this woman is not with you? She serves no purpose. Possibly she is fretting. By all means — I will bring her to you.” He moved to the door.

“Wait a moment,” said Monty. “I’ll see her later and take her out perhaps, but I don’t want her to be away permanently. Somebody ought to stay with that girl.”

“Why? Am I not here?” asked Oberzohn blandly.

“You’re here, and Gurther’s here.” Monty was looking out of the window and did not meet the doctor’s eyes. “Especially Gurther. That’s why I think that Mirabelle Leicester should have somebody to look after her. Has it ever struck you that the best way out of this little trouble is — marriage?”

“I have thought that,” said the doctor. “You also have thought it? This is wonderful! You are beginning to think.”

The change of tone was noticeable enough now. Monty snapped round at the man who had hitherto stood in apparent awe of him and his judgments.

“You can cut that sarcasm right out, Oberzohn,” he said, and, without preamble: “I’m going to marry that girl.” Oberzohn said nothing to this. “She’s not engaged; she’s got no love affairs at all. Joan told me, and Joan is a pretty shrewd girl. I don’t know how I’m going to fix it, but I guess the best thing I can do is to pretend that I am a real friend and get her out of your cellar. She’ll be so grateful that maybe she will agree to almost anything. Besides, I think I made an impression the first time I saw her. And I’ve got a position to offer her, Oberzohn: a house in the best part of London—”

“My house,” interrupted Oberzohn’s metallic voice.

“Your house? Well, our house, let us say. We’re not going to quarrel about terms,”

“I also have a position to offer her, and I do not offer her any other man’s.”

Oberzohn was looking at him wide-eyed, a comical figure; his elongated face seemed to stand out in the gloom like a pantomime mask.

“You?” Monty could hardly believe his ears.

“I, Baron Eruc Oberzohn.”

“A baron, are you?” The room shook with Monty’s laughter. “Why, you damned old fool, you don’t imagine she’d marry you, do you?”

Oberzohn nodded.

“She would do anythings what I felt her.” In his agitation his English was getting a little ragged. “A girl may not like a mans, but she might hate something worse — you understand? A woman says death is nothing, but a woman is afeard of death, isn’t it?”

“You’re crazy,” said Monty scornfully.

“I am crazy, am I? And a damned old fool also — yes? Yet I shall marry her.”

There was a dead silence, and then Oberzohn continued the conversation, but on a much calmer note.

“Perhaps I am what you call me, but it is not a thing worthy for two friends to quarrel. Tomorrow you shall come here, and we will discuss this matter like a business proposition, hein?”

Monty examined him as though he were a strange insect that had wandered into his ken.

“You’re not a Swede, you’re German,” he said. “That baron stuff gave you away.”

“I am from the Baltic, but I have lived many years in Sweden,” said Oberzohn shortly. “I am not German: I do not like them.”

More than this he would not say. Possibly he shared Gurther’s repugnance towards his sometime neighbours.

“We shall not quarrel, anyway,” he continued. “I am a fool, you are a fool, we are all fools. You wish to see your woman?”

“I wish to see Joan,” said Monty gruffly. “I don’t like that ‘your woman’ line of yours.”

“I will go get her. You wait.”

Again the long boots came from under the table, were dragged on to the doctor’s awkward feet, and Monty watched him from the window as he crossed to the factory and disappeared.

He was gone five minutes before he came out again, alone. Monty frowned. What was the reason for this?

“My friend,” panted Oberzohn, to whom these exertions were becoming more and more irksome, “it is not wise.”

“I want to see her—” began Monty.

“Gently, gently; you shall see her. But on the canal bank Gurther has also seen a stranger, who has been walking up and down, pretending to fish. Who can fish in a canal, I ask you?”

“What is he to do with it?”

“Would it be wise to bring her in daylight, I ask you again? Do not the men think that your — that this girl is in Brussels?”

This had not occurred to Monty.

“I have an idea for you. It is a good idea. The brain of old fool Oberzohn sometimes works remarkably. This morning a friend sent to me a ticket for a theatre. Now you shall take her tonight. There is always a little fog when the sun is setting and you can leave the house in a car. Presently I will send a man to attract this watcher’s attention, and then I will bring her to the house and you can call for her.”

“I will wait for her.” Monty was dogged on this point.

And wait he did, until an hour later a half-crazy girl came flying into the room and into his arms.

Dr. Oberzohn witnessed the reunion unmoved.

“That is a pretty scene for me,” he said, “for one to be so soon married,” and he left them alone.

*

“Monty, I can’t possibly go back to that beastly place tonight. She’ll have to stay by herself. And she’s not a bad kid Monty, but she doesn’t know she’s worth a lot of money.”

“Have you been talking to her?” he asked angrily. “I told you—”

“No, I’ve only just asked her a few questions. You can’t be in a poky hole like that, thrown together day and night, without talking, can you? Monty, you’re absolutely sure nothing can happen to her?”

Monty cleared his throat.

“The worst thing that can happen to her,” he said, “is to get married.”

She opened her eyes at this.

“Does somebody want to marry her?”

“Oberzohn,” he said.

“That old thing!” she scoffed.

Again he found a difficulty in speaking.

“I have been thinking it over, honey,” he said. “Marriage doesn’t mean a whole lot to anybody.”

“It’ll mean a lot to me,” she said quietly.

“Suppose I married her?” he blurted.

“You!” She stepped back from him in horror.

“Only just a…well, this is the truth, Joan. It may be the only way to get her money. Now you’re in on this graft, and you know what you are to me. A marriage — a formal marriage — for a year or two, and then a divorce, and we could go away together, man and wife.”

“Is that what he meant?” She jerked her head to the door. “About ‘married so soon’?”

“He wants to marry her himself.”

“Let him,” she said viciously. “Do you think I care about money? Isn’t there any other way of getting it?”

He was silent. There were too many other ways of getting it for him to advance a direct negative.

“Oh, Monty, you’re not going to do that?”

“I don’t know what I’m going to do yet,” he said.

“But not that?” she insisted, clinging to him by his coat.

“We’ll talk about it tonight. The old man’s got us tickets for the theatre. We’ll have a bit of dinner up West and go on, and it really doesn’t matter if anybody sees us, because they know very well you’re not in Brussels. What is that queer scent you’ve got?”

Joan laughed, forgetting for the moment the serious problem which faced her.

“Joss-sticks,” she said. “The place got so close and stuffy, and I found them in the pantry with the provisions. As a matter of fact, it was a silly thing to do, because we had the place full of smoke. It’s gone now, though. Monty, you do these crazy things when you’re locked up,” she said seriously. “I don’t think I can go back again.”

“Go back tomorrow,” he almost pleaded. “It’s only for two or three days, and it means a lot to me. Especially now that Oberzohn has ideas.”

“You’re not going to think any more about — about marrying her, are you?”

“We’ll talk of it tonight at dinner. I thought you’d like the idea of the graft,” he added untruthfully.

Joan had to return to her prison to collect some of her belongings. She found the girl lying on the bed, reading, and Mirabelle greeted her with a smile.

“Well, is your term of imprisonment ended?”

Joan hesitated.

“Not exactly. Do you mind if I’m not here tonight?”

Mirabelle shook her head. If the truth be told, she was glad to be alone. All that day she had been forced to listen to the plaints and weepings of this transfigured girl, and she felt that she could not well stand another twentyfour hours.

“You’re sure you won’t mind being alone?”

“No, of course not. I shall miss you,” added Mirabelle, more in truth than in compliment. “When will you return?”

The girl made a little grimace.

“Tomorrow.”

“You don’t want to come back, naturally? Have you succeeded in persuading your — your friend to let me out too?”

Joan shook her head.

“He’ll never do that, my dear, not till…” She looked at the girl. “You’re not engaged, are you?”

“I? No. Is that another story they’ve heard?” Mirabelle got up from the bed, laughing. “An heiress, and engaged?”

“No, they don’t say you were engaged.” Joan hastened to correct the wrong impression. There was genuine admiration in her voice when she said: “You’re wonderful, kid! If I were in your shoes I’d be quaking. You’re just as cheerful as though you were going to the funeral of a rich aunt!”

She did not know how near to a breakdown her companion had been that day, and Mirabelle, who felt stronger and saner now, had no desire to tell her.

“You’re rather splendid,” Joan nodded. “I wish I had your pluck.”

And then, impulsively, she came forward and kissed the girl.

“Don’t feel too sore at me,” she said, and was gone before Mirabelle could make a reply.

The doctor was waiting for her in the factory.

“The spy has walked up to the canal bridge. We can go forward,” he said. “Besides” — he had satisfaction out of this— “he cannot see over high walls.”

“What is this story about marrying Mirabelle Leicester?”

“So he has told you? Also did he tell you that — that he is going to marry her?”

“Yes, and I’ll tell you something, doctor. I’d rather he married her than you.”

“So!” said the doctor.

“I’d rather anybody else married her, except that snake of yours.”

Oberzohn looked round sharply. She had used the word quite innocently, without any thought of its application, and uttered an “Oh!” of dismay when she realized her mistake.

“I meant Gurther,” she said.

“Well, I know you meant Gurther, young miss,” he said stiffly.

To get back to the house they had to make a half-circle of the factory and pass between the canal wall and the building itself. The direct route would have taken them into a deep hollow into which the debris of years had been thrown, and which now Nature, in her kindness, had hidden under a green mantle of wild convolvulus. It was typical of the place that the only beautiful picture in the grounds was out of sight.

They were just turning the corner of the factory when the doctor stopped and looked up at the high wall, which was protected by a cheval de frise of broken glass. All except in one spot, about two feet wide, where not only the glass but the mortar which held it in place had been chipped off. There were fragments of the glass, and, on the inside of the wall, marks of some implement on the hard surface of the mortar.

“So!” said the doctor.

He was examining the scratches on the wall.

“Wait,” he ordered, and hurried back into the factory, to return, carrying in each hand two large rusty contraptions which he put on the ground.

One by one he forced open the jagged rusty teeth until they were wide apart and held by a spring catch. She had seen things like that in a museum. They were mantraps — relics of the barbarous days when trespass was not only a sin but a crime.

He fixed the second of the traps on the path between the factory and the wall.

“Now we shall see,” he said. “Forward!”

Monty was waiting for her impatiently. The Rolls had been turned out in her honour, and the sulky-looking driver was already in his place at the wheel.

“What is the matter with that chauffeur?” she asked, as they bumped up the lane towards easier going. “He looks so happy that I shouldn’t be surprised to hear that his mother was hanged this morning.”

“He’s sore with the old man,” explained Monty. “Oberzohn has two drivers. They do a little looking round in the morning. The other fellow was supposed to come back to take over duty at three o’clock, and he hasn’t turned up. He was the better driver of the two.”

The chauffeur was apparently seeking every pothole in the ground, and in the next five minutes she was alternately clutching the support of the arm-strap and Monty. They were relieved when at last the car found a metal road and began its noiseless way towards the lights. And then her hand sought his, and for a moment this beautiful flower which had grown in such foul soil, bloomed in the radiance of a love common to every woman, high and low, good and bad.
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At Prater’s
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Manfred suggested an early dinner at the Lasky, where the soup was to his fastidious taste. Leon, who had eaten many crumpets for tea — he had a weakness for this indigestible article of diet — was prepared to dispense with the dinner, and Poiccart had views, being a man of steady habits. They dined at the Lasky, and Leon ordered a baked onion, and expatiated upon the two wasted years of Poiccart’s life, employing a wealth of imagery and a beauty of diction worthy of a better subject.

Manfred looked at his watch.

“Where are they dining?” he asked.

“I don’t know yet,” said Leon. “Our friend will be here in a few minutes: when we go out he will tell us. You don’t want to see her?”

Manfred shook his head.

“No,” he said.

“I’m going to be bored,” complained Poiccart.

“Then you should have let me bring Alma,” said Leon promptly.

“Exactly.” Raymond nodded his sober head. “I have the feeling that I am saving a lady from an unutterably dreary evening.”

There was a man waiting for them when they came out of the restaurant — a very uninteresting-looking man who had three sentences to say sotto voce as they stood near him, but apparently in ignorance of his presence.

“I did not wish to go to Mero’s,” said Manfred, “but as we have the time, I think it would be advisable to stroll in that direction. I am curious to discover whether this is really Oberzohn’s little treat, or whether the idea emanated from the unadmirable Mr. Newton.”

“And how will you know, George?” asked Gonsalez.

“By the car. If Oberzohn is master of the ceremonies, we shall find his machine parked somewhere in the neighbourhood. If it is Newton’s idea, then Oberzohn’s limousine, which brought them from South London, will have returned, and Newton’s car will be in its place.”

Mero’s was one of the most fashionable of dining clubs, patronized not only by the elite of society, but having on its books the cream of the theatrical world. It was situated in one of those quiet, old-world squares which are to be found in the very heart of London, enjoying, for some mysterious reason, immunity from the hands of the speculative property owner. The square retained the appearance it had in the days of the Georges; and though some of the fine mansions had been given over to commerce and the professions, and the lawyer and the manufacturer’s agent occupied the drawingrooms and bedrooms sacred to the bucks and beauties of other days, quite a large number of the houses remained in private occupation.

There was nothing in the fascia of Mero’s to advertise its character. The club premises consisted of three of these fine old dwellings. The uninitiated might not even suspect that there was communication between the three houses, for the old doorways and doorsteps remained untouched, though only one was used.

They strolled along two sides of the square before, amidst the phalanx of cars that stood wheel to wheel, their backs to the railings of the centre gardens, they saw Oberzohn’s car. The driver sat with his arms folded on the wheel, in earnest conversation with a palefaced man, slightly and neatly bearded, and dressed in faultless evening dress. He was evidently a cripple: one shoulder was higher than the other; and when he moved, he walked painfully with the aid of a stick.

Manfred saw the driver point up the line of cars, and the lame gentleman limped in the direction the chauffeur had indicated and stopped to speak to another man in livery. As they came abreast of him, they saw that one of his boots had a thick sole, and the limp was explained.

“The gentleman has lost his car,” said Manfred, for now he was peering shortsightedly at the number-plates.

The theft of cars was a daily occurrence. Leon had something to say on the potentialities of that branch of crime. He owned to an encyclopaedic knowledge of the current fashions in wrongdoing, and in a few brief sentences indicated the extent of these thefts.

“Fifty a week are shipped to India and the Colonies, after their numbers are erased and another substituted. In some cases the ‘knockers off,’ as they call the thieves, drive them straightway into the packing-cases which are prepared for every make of car; the ends are nailed up, and they are waiting shipment at the docks before the owner is certain of his loss. There are almost as many stolen cars in India, South Africa and Australia as there are honest ones!”

They walked slowly past the decorous portals of Mero’s, and caught a glimpse, through the curtained windows, of soft table lamps burning, of bare-armed women and white-shirted men, and heard faintly the strains of an orchestra playing a Viennese waltz.

“I should like to see our Jane,” said Gonsalez. “She never came to you, did she?”

“She came, but I didn’t see her,” said Manfred. “From the moment she leaves the theatre she must not be left.”

Leon nodded.

“I have already made that arrangement,” he said. “Digby—”

“Digby takes up his duty at midnight,” said Manfred. “He has been down to Oberzohn’s place to get the lie of the land: he thought it advisable that he should study the topography in daylight, and I agreed. He might get himself into an awkward tangle if he started exploring the canal bank in the dark hours. Summer or winter, there is usually a mist on the water.”

They reached Prater’s theatre so early that the queues at the pit door were still unadmitted, and Leon suggested that they make a circuit of this rambling house of entertainment. It stood in Shaftesbury Avenue and occupied an island site. On either side two narrow streets flanked the building, whilst the rear formed the third side of a small square, one of which was taken up by a County Council dwelling, mainly occupied by artisans. From the square a long passageway led to Cranbourn Street; whilst, in addition to the alley which opened just at the back of the theatre, a street ran parallel to Shaftesbury Avenue from Charing Cross Road to Rupert Street.

The theatre itself was one of the best in London, and although it had had a succession of failures, its luck had turned, and the new mystery play was drawing all London.

“That is the stage door,” said Leon — they had reached the square— “and those are emergency exits” — he pointed back the way they had come— “which are utilized at the end of a performance to empty the theatre.”

“Why are you taking such an interest in the theatre itself?” asked Poiccart.

“Because,” said Gonsalez slowly, “I am in agreement with George. We should have found Newton’s car parked in Fitzreeve Gardens — not Oberzohn’s. And the circumstances are a little suspicious.”

The doors of the pit and gallery were open now; the queues were moving slowly to the entrances; and they watched the great building swallow up the devotees of the drama, before they returned to the front of the house.

Cars were beginning to arrive, at first at intervals, but, as the hour of the play’s beginning approached, in a ceaseless line that made a congestion and rendered the traffic police articulate and occasionally unkind. It was short of the half-hour after eight when Manfred saw Oberzohn’s glistening car in the block, and presently it pulled up before the entrance of the theatre. First Joan and then Monty Newton alighted and passed out of view.

Gonsalez thought he had never seen the girl looking quite as radiantly pretty. She had the colouring and the shape of youth, and though the more fastidious might object to her daring toilette, the most cantankerous could not cavil at the pleasing effect.

“It is a great pity” — Leon spoke in Spanish— “a thousand pities! I have the same feeling when I see a perfect block of marble placed in the hands of a tombstone-maker to be mangled into ugliness!”

Manfred put out his hand and drew him back into the shadow. A cab was dropping the lame man. He got out with the aid of a linkman, paid the driver, and limped into the vestibule. It was not a remarkable coincidence: the gentleman had evidently come from Mero’s, and as all London was flocking to the drama, there was little that was odd in finding him here. They saw that he went up into the dress circle, and later, when they took their places in the stalls, Leon, glancing up, saw the pale, bearded face and noted that he occupied the end seat of the front row.

“I’ve met that man somewhere,” he said, irritated. “Nothing annoys me worse than to forget, not a face, but where I have seen it!”

Did Gurther but know, he had achieved the height of his ambition: he had twice passed under the keen scrutiny of the cleverest detectives in the world, and had remained unrecognized.
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Work for Gurther
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Gurther was sleeping when he was called for duty, but presented himself before his director as bright and alert as though he had not spent a sleepless night, nor yet had endured the strain of a midnight train jump.

“Once more, my Gurther, I send you forth.” Dr. Oberzohn was almost gay. “This time to save us all from the Judas treachery of one we thought was our friend. Tonight the snake must bite, and bite hard, Gurther. And out into the dark goes the so-called Trusted! And after that, my brave boy, there shall be nothing to fear.”

He paused for approval, and got it in a snapped agreement.

“Tonight we desire from you a chef d’oeuvre, the supreme employment of your great art, Gurther; the highest expression of genius! The gentleman-club manner will not do. They may look for you and find you. Better it should be, this time, that you—”

“Herr Doktor, will you graciously permit me to offer a humble suggestion?” said Gurther eagerly.

The doctor nodded his head slowly.

“You may speak, Gurther,” he said. “You are a man of intelligence; I would not presume to dictate to an artist.”

“Let me go for an hour, perhaps two hours, and I will return to you with a manner that is unique. Is it graciously permitted, Herr Doktor?”

“March!” said the doctor graciously, waving his hand to the door.

Nearly an hour and a half passed before the door opened and a gentleman came in who for a moment even the doctor thought was a stranger. The face had an unearthly ivory pallor; the black brows, the faint shadows beneath the eyes that suggested a recent illness, the close-cropped black beard in which grey showed — these might not have deceived him. But the man was obviously the victim of some appalling accident of the past. One shoulder was hunched, the hand that held the stick was distorted out of shape, and as he moved, the clump of his club foot advertised his lameness.

“Sir, you desire to see me — ?” began the doctor, and then stared openmouthed. “It is not…!”

Gurther smiled.

“Herr Doktor, are you condescendingly pleased?”

“Colossal!” murmured Oberzohn, gazing in amazement. “Of all accomplishments this is supreme! Gurther, you are an artist. Some day we shall buy a theatre for you in Unter den Linden, and you shall thrill large audiences.”

“Herr Doktor, this is my own idea; this I have planned for many months. The boots I made myself; even the coat I altered” — he patted his deformed shoulder proudly.

“An eyeglass?”

“I have it,” said Gurther promptly.

“The cravat — is it not too proper?”

Gurther fingered his tie.

“For the grand habit I respectfully claim that the proper tie is desirable, if you will graciously permit.”

The Herr Doktor nodded.

“You shall go with God, Gurther,” he said piously, took a golden cigarette-case from his pocket and handed it to the man. “Sit down, my dear friend.”

He rose and pointed to the chair he had vacated.

“In my own chair, Gurther. Nothing is too good for you. Now here is the arrangement…”

Step by step he unfolded the timetable, for chronology was almost as great a passion with this strange and wicked man as it was with Aunt Alma.

So confident was Gurther of his disguise that he had gone in the open to speak to Oberzohn’s chauffeur, and out of the tail of his eye he had seen Manfred and Gonsalez approaching. It was the supreme test and was passed with credit to himself.

He did not dine at Mero’s; Gurther never ate or drank when he was wearing a disguise, knowing just how fatal that occupation could be. Instead, he had called a taxi, and had killed time by being driven slowly round and round the Outer Circle of Regent’s Park.

Gurther was doing a great deal of thinking in these days, and at the cost of much physical discomfort had curtailed his pernicious practices, that his head might be clear all the time. For if he were to live, that clear head of his was necessary.

The prisoner in the cellar occupied his thoughts. She had an importance for two reasons: she was a friend of the men whom he hated with a cold and deadly malignity beyond description; she represented wealth untold, and the Herr Doktor had even gone to the length of planning a marriage with her. She was not to be killed, not to be hurt; she was so important that the old man would take the risks attendant upon a marriage. There must be an excellent reason for that, because Dr. Oberzohn had not a very delicate mind.

He seemed to remember that, by the English law, a wife could not give evidence against her husband. He was not sure, but he had a dim notion that Pfeiffer had told him this: Pfeiffer was an educated man and had taken high honours at the gymnasium.

Gurther was not well read. His education had been of a scrappy character, and once upon a time he had been refused a leading part because of his provincial accent. That fault he had corrected in prison, under the tuition of a professor who was serving a life sentence for killing two women; but by the time Gurther had been released, he was a marked man, and the stage was a career lost to him for ever.

Oberzohn possessed advantages which were not his. He was the master; Gurther was the servant. Oberzohn could determine events by reason of his vast authority, and the strings which he pulled in every part of the world. Even Gurther had accepted this position of blind, obedient servant, but now his angle had shifted, even as Oberzohn’s had moved in relation to Montague Newton. Perhaps because of this. The doctor, in curtailing one confidence, was enlarging another, and in the enlargement his prestige suffered.

Gurther was now the confidant, therefore the equal, and logically, the equal can always become the superior. He had dreamed dreams of a life of ease, a gratification of his sense of luxury without the sobering thought that somewhere round the corner was waiting a man ready to tap him on the shoulder…a white palace in a flowery land, with blue swimming pools, and supple girls who called him Master. Gurther began to see the light.

Until he had taken his seat in the theatre, he had not so much as glimpsed the man and the woman in the end box.

Joan was happy — happier than she remembered having been. Perhaps it was the reaction from her voluntary imprisonment. Certainly it was Monty’s reluctant agreement to a change of plans which so exalted her. Monty had dropped the thin pretence of an accommodation marriage; and once he was persuaded to this, the last hindrance to enjoyment was dissipated. Let Oberzohn take the girl if he wanted her; take, too, such heavy responsibility as followed. Monty Newton would get all that he wanted without the risk. Having arrived at this decision, he had ordered another bottle of champagne to seal the bargain, and they left Mero’s club a much happier couple than they had been when they entered.

“As soon as we’ve carved up this money, we’ll get away out of England,” he told her as they were driving to the theatre. “What about Buenos Ayres for the winter, old girl?”

She did not know where Buenos Ayres was, but she gurgled her delight at the suggestion, and Monty expatiated upon the joys of the South American summer, the beauties of B.A., its gaieties and amusements.

“I don’t suppose there’ll be any kick coming,” he said, “but it wouldn’t be a bad scheme if we took a trip round the world, and came back in about eighteen months’ time to settle down in London. My hectic past would have been forgotten by then — why, I might even get into Parliament.”

“How wonderful!” she breathed, and then: “What is this play about, Monty?”

“It’s a bit of a thrill, the very play for you — a detective story that will make your hair stand on end.”

She had all the gamin’s morbid interest in murder and crime, and she settled down in the box with a pleasant feeling of anticipation, and watched the development of the first act.

The scene was laid in a club, a low-down resort where the least desirable members of society met, and she drank in every word, because she knew the life, had seen that type of expensively dressed woman who swaggered on to the stage and was addressed familiarly by the club proprietor. She knew that steady-eyed detective when he made his embarrassing appearance. The woman was herself. She even knew the cadaverous wanderer who approached stealthily at the door: a human wolf that fled at the sight of the police officer.

The three who sat in the front row of the stalls — how Leon Gonsalez secured these tickets was one of the minor mysteries of the day — saw her, and one at least felt his heart ache.

Monty beamed his geniality. He had taken sufficient wine to give him a rosy view of the world, and he was even mildly interested in the play, though his chief pleasure was in the girl’s enchantment. He ordered ices for her after the first interval.

“You’re getting quite a theatre fan, kiddie,” he said. “I must take you to some other shows. I had no idea you liked this sort of thing.”

She drew a long breath and smiled at him.

“I like anything when I’m with you,” she said, and they held hands foolishly, till the house lights dimmed and the curtain rose upon a lawyer’s office.

The lawyer was of the underworld: a man everlastingly on the verge of being struck off the rolls. He had betrayed a client with whom he had had dealings, and the man had gone to prison for a long term, but had escaped. Now the news had come that he had left Australia and was in London, waiting his opportunity to destroy the man whose treachery was responsible for his capture.

Here was a note to which the heart of the girl responded. Even Monty found himself leaning forward, as the old familiar cant terms of his trade came across the footlights.

“It is quite all right,” he said, at the second interval, “only” — he hesitated— “isn’t it a bit too near the real thing? After all, one doesn’t come to the theatre to see…”

He stopped, realizing that conditions and situations familiar to him were novel enough to a fashionable audience which was learning for the first time that a “busy” was a detective, and that a police informer went by the title of “nose.”

The lights up, he glanced round the house, and suddenly he started and caught her arm.

“Don’t look for a moment,” he said, averting his eyes, “then take a glance at the front row. Do you see anybody you know?”

Presently she looked.

“Yes, that is the fellow you hate so much, isn’t it — Gonsalez?”

“They’re all there — the three of them,” said Monty. “I wonder” — he was troubled at the thought— “I wonder if they’re looking for you?”

“For me? They’ve nothing on me, Monty.”

He was silent.

“I’m glad you’re not going back to that place tonight. They’ll trail you sure — sure!”

He thought later that it was probably a coincidence that they were there at all. They seemed to show no interest in the box, but were chattering and talking and laughing to one another. Not once did their eyes come up to his level, and after a while he gained in confidence, though he was glad enough when the play was resumed.

There were two scenes in the act: the first was a police station, the second the lawyer’s room. The man was drunk, and the detective had come to warn him that The Ringer was after him. And then suddenly the lights on the stage were extinguished and the whole house was in the dark. It was part of the plot. In this darkness, and in the very presence of the police, the threatened man was to be murdered. They listened in tense silence, the girl craning her head forward, trying to pierce the dark, listening to the lines of intense dialogue that were coming from the blackness of the stage. Somebody was in the room — a woman, and they had found her. She slipped from the stage detective’s grasp and vanished, and when the lights went up she was gone.

“What has happened, Monty?” she whispered.

He did not answer.

“Do you think-?”

She looked round at him. His head was resting on the plush-covered ledge of the box. His face, turned towards her, was grey; the eyes were closed, and his teeth showed in a hideous grin.

She screamed.

“Monty! Monty!”

She shook him. Again her scream rang through the house. At first the audience thought that it was a woman driven hysterical by the tenseness of the stage situation, and then one or two people rose from their stalls and looked up.

“Monty! Speak to me! He’s dead, he’s dead!”

Three seats in the front row had emptied. The screams of the hysterical girl made it impossible for the scene to proceed, and the curtain came down quickly.

The house was seething with excitement. Every face was turned towards the box where she knelt by the side of the dead man, clasping him in her arms, and the shrill agony in her voice was unnerving.

The door of the box swung open, and Manfred dashed in. One glance he gave at Monty Newton, and he needed no other.

“Get the girl out,” he said curtly.

Leon tried to draw her from the box, but she was a shrieking fury.

“You did it, you did it!…Let me go to him!”

Leon lifted her from her feet, and, clawing wildly at his face, she was carried from the box.

The manager was running along the passage, and Leon sent him on with a jerk of his head. And then a woman in evening dress came from somewhere.

“May I take her?” she said, and the exhausted girl collapsed into her arms.

Gonsalez flew back to the box. The man was lying on the floor, and the manager, standing at the edge of the box, was addressing the audience.

“The gentleman has fainted, and I’m afraid his friend has become a little hysterical. I must apologize to you, ladies and gentlemen, for this interruption. If you will allow us a minute to clear the box, the play will be resumed. If there is a doctor in the house, I should be glad if he would come.”

There were two doctors within reach, and in the passage, which was now guarded by a commissionaire, a hasty examination was made. They examined the punctured wound at the back of the neck and then looked at one another.

“This is The Snake,” said one.

“The house musn’t know,” said Manfred. “He’s dead, of course?”

The doctor nodded.

Out in the passage was a big emergency exit door, and this the manager pushed open, and, running out into the street, found a cab, into which all that was mortal of Monty Newton was lifted.

Whilst this was being done, Poiccart returned.

“His car has just driven off,” he said. “I saw the number-plate as it turned into Lisle Street.”

“How long ago?” asked Gonsalez quickly.

“At this very moment.”

Leon pinched his lip thoughtfully.

“Why didn’t he wait, I wonder?”

He went back through the emergency door, which was being closed, and passed up the passage towards the entrance. The box was on the dress-circle level, and the end of a short passage brought him into the circle itself.

And then the thought of the lame man occurred to him, and his eyes sought the first seat in the front row, which was also the seat nearest to the boxes. The man had gone.

As he made this discovery, George emerged from the passage.

“Gurther!” said Leon. “What a fool I am! But how clever!”

“Gurther?” said Manfred in amazement. “Do you mean the man with the club foot?”

Leon nodded.

“He was not alone, of course,” said Gonsalez. “There must have been two or three of the gang here, men and women — Oberzohn works these schemes out with the care and thoroughness of a general. I wonder where the management have taken the girl?”

He found the manager discussing the tragedy with two other men, one of whom was obviously associated with the production, and he signalled him aside.

“The lady? I suppose she’s gone home. She’s left the theatre.”

“Which way did she go?” asked Gonsalez, in a sudden panic.

The manager called a linkman, who had seen a middle-aged woman come out of the theatre with a weeping girl, and they had gone down the side-street towards the little square at the back of the playhouse.

“She may have taken her home to Chester Square,” said Manfred. His voice belied the assumption of confidence.

Leon had not brought his own machine, and they drove to Chester Square in a taxi. Fred, the footman, had neither heard nor seen the girl, and nearly fainted when he learned of the tragic ending to his master’s career.

“Oh, my God!” he groaned. “And he only left here this afternoon…dead, you say?”

Gonsalez nodded.

“Not — not The Snake?” faltered the man.

“What do you know about the snake?” demanded Manfred sternly.

“Nothing, except — well, the snake made him nervous, I know. He told me to-day that he hoped he’d get through the week without a snake-bite.”

He was questioned closely, but although it was clear that he knew something of his master’s illicit transactions, and that he was connected in business with Oberzohn, the footman had no connection with the doctor’s gang. He drew a large wage and a percentage of profits from the gaming side of the business, and confessed that it was part of his duties to prepare stacks of cards and pass them to his master under cover of bringing in the drinks. But of anything more sinister he knew nothing.

“The woman, of course, was a confederate, who had been planted to take charge of the girl the moment the snake struck. I was in such a state of mind,” confessed Leon, “that I do not even remember what she looked like. I am a fool — a double-distilled idiot! I think I must be getting old. There’s only one thing for us to do, and that is to get back to Curzon Street — something may have turned up.”

“Did you leave anybody in the house?”

Leon nodded. “Yes, I left one of our men, to take any ‘phone messages that came through.”

They paid off the taxi before the house, and Leon sprinted to the garage to get the car. The man who opened the door to them was he who had been tied up by the pedlar at Heavytree Farm, and his first words came as a shock to Manfred: “Digby’s here, sir.”

“Digby?” said the other in surprise. “I thought he was on duty?”

“He’s been here since just after you left, sir. If I’d known where you had gone, I’d have sent him to you.”

Digby came out of the waiting-room at that moment, ready to apologize.

“I had to see you, sir, and I’m sorry I’m away from my post.”

“You may not be missing much,” said Manfred unsmilingly. “Come upstairs and tell me all about it.”

Digby’s story was a strange one. He had gone down that afternoon to the canal bank to make a reconnaissance of ground which was new to him.

“I’m glad I did too, because the walls have got broken glass on top. I went up into the Old Kent Road and bought a garden hoe, and prised the mortar loose, so that if I wanted, I could get over. And then I climbed round the water-gate and had a look at that barge of his. There was nobody about, though I think they spotted me afterwards. It is a fairly big barge, and, of course, in a terrible state, but the hold is full of cargo — you know that, sir?”

“You mean there is something in the barge?”

Digby nodded.

“Yes, it has a load of some kind. The after part, where the bargee’s sleeping quarters are, is full of rats and water, but the fore part of the vessel is watertight, and it holds something heavy too. That is why the barge is down by its head in the mud. I was in the Thames police and I know a lot about river craft.”

“Is that what you came to tell me?”

“No, sir, it was something queerer than that. After I’d given the barge a look over and tried to pull up some of the boards — which I didn’t manage to do — I went along and had a look at the factory. It’s not so easy to get in, because the entrance faces the house, but to get to it you have to go half round the building, and that gives you a certain amount of cover. There was nothing I could see in the factory itself. It was in a terrible mess, full of old iron and burnt-out boxes. I was coming round the back of the building,” he went on impressively, “when I smelt a peculiar scent.”

“A perfume?”

“Yes, sir, it was perfume, but stronger — more like incense. I thought at first it might be an old bale of stuff that had been thrown out, or else I was deceiving myself. I began poking about in the rubbish heaps — but they didn’t smell of scent! Then I went back into the building again, but there was no smell at all. It was very strong when I returned to the back of the factory, and then I saw a little waft of smoke come out of a ventilator close to the ground. My first idea was that the place was on fire, but when I knelt down, it was this scent.”

“Joss-sticks?” said Poiccart quickly.

“That’s what it was!” said the detective. “Like incense, yet not like it. I knelt down and listened at the grating, and I’ll swear that I heard voices. They were very faint.”

“Men’s?”

“No, women’s.”

“Could you see anything?”

“No, sir, it was a blind ventilator there was probably a shaft there — in fact, I’m sure there was, because I pushed a stone through one of the holes and heard it drop some distance down.”

“There may be an underground room there,” said Poiccart, “and somebody’s burnt joss-sticks to sweeten the atmosphere.”

“Under the factory? It’s not in the plans of the building. I’ve had them from the surveyor’s office and examined them,” said George, “although surveyors’ plans aren’t infallible. A man like Oberzohn would not hesitate to break so unimportant a thing as a building law!”

Leon came in at that moment, heard the story and was in complete agreement with Poiccart’s theory.

“I wondered at the time we saw the plans whether we ought to accept that as conclusive,” he said. “The store was built at the end of 1914, when architects and builders took great liberties and pleaded the exigencies of the war.”

Digby went on with his story.

“I was going back to the barge to get past the water-gate, but I saw the old man coming down the steps of the house, so I climbed the wall, and very glad I was that I’d shifted that broken glass, or I should never have got over.”

Manfred pulled his watch from his pocket with a frown. They had lost nearly an hour of precious time with their inquiries in Chester Square.

“I hope we’re not too late,” he said ominously. “Now Leon…”

But Leon had gone down the stairs in three strides.




Chapter Thirty


Joan a Prisoner
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Dazed with grief, not knowing, not seeing, not caring, not daring to think, Joan suffered herself to be led quickly into the obscurity of the side-street, and did not even realize that Oberzohn’s big limousine had drawn up by the sidewalk.

“Get in,” said the woman harshly.

Joan was pushed through the door and guided to a seat by somebody who was already in the machine.

She collapsed in a corner moaning as the door slammed and the car began to move.

“Where are we going? Let me get back to him!”

“The gracious lady will please restrain her grief,” said a hateful voice, and she swung round and stared unseeingly to the place whence the voice had come.

The curtains of the car had been drawn; the interior was as black as pitch.

“You — you beast!” she gasped. “It’s you, is it?…Gurther! You murdering beast!”

She struck at him feebly, but he caught her wrist.

“The gracious lady will most kindly restrain her grief,” he said suavely. “The Herr Newton is not dead. It was a little trick in order to baffle certain interferers.”

“You’re lying, you’re lying!” she screamed, struggling to escape from those hands of steel. “He’s dead! You know he’s dead, and you killed him! You snake-man!”

“The gracious lady must believe me,” said Gurther earnestly. They were passing through a public part of the town and at any moment a policeman might hear her shrieks. “If Herr Newton had not pretended to be hurt, he would have been arrested…he follows in the next car.”

“You’re trying to quieten me,” she said, “but I won’t be quiet.”

And then a hand came over her mouth and pressed her head back against the cushions. She struggled desperately, but two fingers slid up her face and compressed her nostrils. She was being suffocated. She struggled to free herself from the tentacle hold of him, and then slipped into unconsciousness.

Gurther felt the straining figure go limp and removed his hands. She did not feel the prick of the needle on her wrist, though the drugging was clumsily performed in the darkness and in a car that was swaying from side to side. He felt her pulse, his long fingers pressed her throat and felt the throb of the carotid artery; propping her so that she could not fall, Herr Gurther sank back luxuriously into a corner of the limousine and lit a cigar.

The journey was soon over. In a very short time they were bumping down Hangman’s Lane and turned so abruptly into the factory grounds that one of the mudguards buckled to the impact of the gatepost.

It must have been two hours after the departure of her companion, when Mirabelle, lying on her bed, half dozing, was wakened by her book slipping to the floor, and sat up quickly to meet the apprising stare of the man whom, of all men in the world, she disliked most cordially. Dr. Oberzohn had come noiselessly into the room and under his arm was a pile of books.

“I have brought these for you,” he said, in his booming voice, and stacked them neatly on the table.

She did not answer.

“Novels of a frivolous kind, such as you will enjoy,” he said, unconscious of offence. “I desired the seller of the books to pick them for me. Fiction stories of adventure and of amorous exchanges. These will occupy your mind, though to me they would be the merest rubbish and nonsense.”

She stood silently, her hands clasped behind her, watching him. He was neater than usual, had resumed the frockcoat he wore the day she had first met him — how long ago that seemed! — his collar was stiffly white, and if his cravat was more gorgeous than is usually seen in a man correctly arrayed, it had the complementary value of being new.

He held in his hands a small bouquet of flowers tightly packed, their stems enclosed in silver foil, a white paper frill supplying an additional expression of gentility.

“These are for you.” He jerked out his hand towards her.

Mirabelle looked at the flowers, but did not take them. He seemed in no way disconcerted, either by her silence, or by the antagonism which her attitude implied, but, laying the flowers on top of the books, he clasped his hands before him and addressed her. He was nervous, for some reason; the skin of his forehead was furrowing and smoothing with grotesque rapidity. She watched the contortions, fascinated.

“To every man,” he began, “there comes a moment of domestic allurement. Even to the scientific mind, absorbed in its colossal problems, there is this desire for family life and for the haven of rest which is called marriage.”

He paused, as though he expected her to offer some comment upon his platitude.

“Man alone,” he went on, when she did not speak, “has established an artificial and unnatural convention that, at a certain age, a man should marry a woman of that same age. Yet it has been proved by history that happy marriages are often between a man who is in the eyes of the world old, and a lady who is youthful.”

She was gazing at him in dismay. Was he proposing to her? The idea was incredible, almost revolting. He must have read in her face the thoughts that were uppermost in her mind, the loathing, the sense of repulsion which filled her, yet he went on, unabashed: “I am a man of great riches. You are a girl of considerable poverty. But because I saw you one day in your poor house, looking, gracious lady, like a lily growing amidst foul weeds, my heart went out to you, and for this reason I brought you to London, spending many thousands of pounds in order to give myself the pleasure of your company.”

“I don’t think you need go any farther, Dr. Oberzohn,” she said quietly, “if you’re proposing marriage, as I think you are.”

He nodded emphatically.

“Such is my honourable intention,” he said.

“I would never marry you in any circumstances,” she said. “Not even if I had met you under the happiest conditions. The question of your age” — she nearly added “and of your appearance,” but her natural kindness prevented that cruel thrust, though it would not have hurt him in the slightest degree— “has nothing whatever to do with my decision. I do not even like you, and have never liked you, Mr. Oberzohn.”

“Doctor,” he corrected, and in spite of her woeful plight she could have laughed at this insistence upon the ceremonial title.

“Young miss, I cannot woo you in the way of my dear and sainted brother, who was all for ladies and had a beautiful manner.”

She was amazed to hear that he had a brother at all — and it was almost a relief to know that he was dead.

“Martyred, at the hands of wicked and cunning murderers, slain in his prime by the assassin’s pistol…” His voice trembled and broke. “For that sainted life I will some day take vengeance.”

It was not wholly curiosity that impelled her to ask who killed him.

“Leon Gonsalez.” The words in his lips became the grating of a file. “Killed…murdered! And even his beautiful picture destroyed in that terrible fire. Had he saved that, my heart would have been soft towards him.” He checked himself, evidently realizing that he was getting away from the object of his call. “Think over this matter, young lady. Read the romantic books and the amorous books, and then perhaps you will not think it so terrible a fate to drift at moonlight through the canals of Venice, with the moon above and the gondoliers.”

He wagged his head sentimentally.

“There is no book which will change my view, doctor,” she said. “I cannot understand why you propose such an extraordinary course, but I would rather die than marry you.”

His cold eyes filled her with a quick terror.

“There are worse things than death, which is but sleep — many worse things, young miss. Tomorrow I shall come for you, and we will go into the country, where you will say ‘yes’ and ‘no’ according to my desire. I have many — what is the word? — certificates for marriage, for I am too clever a man to leave myself without alternatives.”

(This was true; he had residential qualifications in at least four counties, and at each he had given legal notice of his intended marriage.)

“Not tomorrow or any other day. Nothing would induce me.”

His eyebrows went almost to the top of his head.

“So!” he said, with such significance that her blood ran cold. “There are worse men than the Herr Doktor” — he raised a long finger warningly— “terrible, men with terrible minds. You have met Gurther?”

She did not answer this.

“Yes, yes, you danced with him. A nice man, is he not, to ladies? Yet this same Gurther…I will tell you something.”

He seated himself on a corner of the table and began talking, until she covered her ears with her hands and hid her white face from him.

“They would have killed him for that,” he said, when her hands came down, “but Gurther was too clever, and the poor German peasants too stupid. You shall remember that, shall you not?”

He did not wait for her answer. With a stiff bow he strutted out of the room and up the stairs. There came the thud of the trap falling and the inevitable rumble of the concrete barrel.

He had some work to do, heavy work for a man who found himself panting when he climbed stairs. And though four of his best and most desperate men were waiting in his parlour drinking his whisky and filling the little room with their rank cigar smoke, he preferred to tackle this task which he had already begun as soon as night fell, without their assistance or knowledge.

On the edge of the deep hole in his grounds, where the wild convolvulus grew amidst the rusty corners of discarded tins and oil barrels, was a patch of earth that yielded easily to the spade. When the factory had been built, the depression had been bigger, but the builders had filled in half the hole with the light soil that they had dug out of the factory’s foundations.

He took his spade, which he had left in the factory, and, skirting the saucer-shaped depression, he reached a spot where a long trench had already been dug. Taking off his fine coat and waistcoat, unfastening cravat and collar and carefully depositing them upon the folded coat, he continued his work, stopping now and again to wipe his streaming brow.

He had to labour in the dark, but this was no disadvantage; he could feel the edges of the pit. In an hour the top of the trench was level with his chin, and, stooping to clear the bottom of loose soil, he climbed up with greater difficulty than he had anticipated, and it was only after the third attempt that he managed to reach the top, out of breath and short of temper.

He dressed again, and with his electric torch surveyed the pit he had made and grunted his satisfaction.

He was keenly sensitive to certain atmospheres, and needed no information about the change which had come over his subordinates. In their last consultation Gurther had been less obsequious, had even smoked in his presence without permission — absentmindedly, perhaps, but the offence was there. And Dr. Oberzohn, on the point of smacking his face for his insolence, heard a warning voice within himself which had made his hand drop back at his side. Or was it the look he saw on Gurther’s face? The man was beyond the point where he could discipline him in the old Junker way. For although Dr. Oberzohn condemned all things Teutonic, he had a sneaking reverence for the military caste of that nation.

He left the spade sticking in a heap of turned earth. He would need that again, and shortly. Unless Gurther failed. Somehow he did not anticipate a failure in this instance. Mr. Monty Newton had not yet grown suspicious, would not be on his guard. His easy acceptance of the theatre tickets showed his mind in this respect.

The four men in his room rose respectfully as he came in. The air was blue with smoke, and Lew Cuccini offered a rough apology. He had been released that morning from detention, for Meadows had found it difficult to frame a charge which did not expose the full activities of the police, and the part they were playing in relation to Mirabelle Leicester. Evidently Cuccini had been reproaching, in his own peculiar way and in his own unprincipled language, the cowardice of his three companions, for the atmosphere seemed tense when the doctor returned. Yet, as was subsequently proved, the appearance of discord was deceptive; might indeed have been staged for their host’s benefit.

“I’ve just been telling these birds—” began Cuccini.

“Oh, shut up, Lew!” growled one of his friends. “If that crazy man hadn’t been shouting your name, we should not have gone back! He’d have wakened the dead. And our orders were to retire at the first serious sign of an alarm. That’s right, doctor, isn’t it?”

“Sure it’s right,” said the doctor blandly. “Never be caught — that is a good motto. Cuccini was caught.”

“And I’d give a year of my life to meet that Dago again,” said Cuccini, between his teeth.

He was delightfully inconsistent, for he came into the category, having been born in Milan, and had had his early education in the Italian quarter of Hartford, Connecticut.

“He’d have tortured me too…he was going to put lighted wax matches between my fingers—”

“And then you spilled it!” accused one of the three hotly. “You talk about us bolting!”

“Silence!” roared the doctor. “This is unseemly! I have forgiven everything. That shall be enough for you all. I will hear no other word.”

“Where is Gurther?” Cuccini asked the question.

“He has gone away. Tonight he leaves for America. He may return — who knows? But that is the intention.”

“Snaking?” asked somebody, and there was a little titter of laughter.

“Say, doctor, how do you work that stunt?” Cuccini leaned forward, his cigar between his fingers, greatly intrigued. “I saw no snakes down at Rath Hall, and yet he was bitten, just as that Yankee was bitten — Washington.”

“He will die,” said the doctor complacently. He was absurdly jealous for the efficacy of his method.

“He was alive yesterday, anyway. We shadowed him to the station.”

“Then he was not bitten — no, that is impossible. When the snake bites” — Oberzohn raised his palms and gazed piously at the ceiling— “after that there is nothing. No, no, my friend, you are mistaken.”

“I tell you I’m not making any mistake,” said the other doggedly. “I was in the room, I tell you, soon after they brought him in, and I heard one of the busies say that his face was all wet.”

“So!” said Oberzohn dully. “That is very bad.”

“But how do you do it, doctor? Do you shoot or sump’n?”

“Let us talk about eventual wealth and happiness,” said the doctor. “Tonight is a night of great joy for me. I will sing you a song.”

Then, to the amazement of the men and to their great unhappiness, he sang, in a thin reedy old voice, the story of a young peasant who had been thwarted in love and had thrown himself from a cliff into a seething waterfall. It was a lengthy song, intensely sentimental, and his voice held few of the qualities of music. The gang had never been set a more difficult job than to keep straight faces until he had finished.

“Gee! You’re some artist, doctor!” said the sycophantic Cuccini, and managed to get a simulation of envy into his voice.

“In my student days I was a great singer,” said the doctor modestly.

Over the mantelpiece was a big, old clock, with a face so faded that only a portion of the letters remained. Its noisy ticking had usually a sedative effect on the doctor. But its main purpose and value was its accuracy. Every day it was corrected by a message from Greenwich, and as Oberzohn’s success as an organizer depended upon exact timing, it was one of his most valuable assets.

He glanced up at the clock now, and that gave Cuccini his excuse.

“We’ll be getting along, doctor,” he said. “You don’t want anything tonight? I’d like to get a cut at that Gonsalez man. You won’t leave me out if there’s anything doing?”

Oberzohn rose and went out of the room without another word, for he knew that the rising of Cuccini was a signal that not only was the business of the day finished, but also that the gang needed its pay.

Every gang-leader attended upon Mr. Oberzohn once a week with his payroll, and it was usually the custom for the Herr Doktor to bring his cashbox into the room and extract sufficient to liquidate his indebtedness to the leader. It was a big box, and on pay-day, as this was, filled to the top with banknotes and Treasury bills. He brought it back now, put it on the table, consulted the little slip that Cuccini offered to him, and, taking out a pad of notes, fastened about by a rubber band, he wetted his finger and thumb.

“You needn’t count them,” said Cuccini. “We’ll take the lot.”

The doctor turned to see that Cuccini was carelessly holding a gun in his hand.

“The fact is, doctor,” said Cuccini coolly, “we’ve seen the red light, and if we don’t skip now, while the skipping’s good, there’s going to be no place we can stay comfortable in this little island, and I guess we’ll follow Gurther.”

One glance the doctor gave at the pistol and then he resumed his counting, as though nothing had happened.

“Twenty, thirty, forty, fifty…”

“Now quit that,” said Cuccini roughly. “I tell you, you needn’t count.”

“My friend, I prefer to know what I am going to lose. It is a pardonable piece of curiosity.”

He raised his hand to the wall, where a length of cord hung, and pulled it gently, without taking his eyes from the banknotes.

“What are you doing? Put up your hands!” hissed Cuccini.

“Shoot, I beg.” Oberzohn threw a pad of notes on the table. “There is your pay.” He slammed down the lid of the box. “Now you shall go, if you can go! Do you hear them?” He raised his hand, and to the strained ears of the men came a gentle rustling sound from the passage outside as though somebody were dragging a piece of parchment along the floor. “Do you hear? You shall go if you can,” said the doctor again, with amazing calmness.

“The snakes!” breathed Cuccini, going white, and the hand that held the pistol shook.

“Shoot them, my friend,” sneered Oberzohn. “If you see them, shoot them. But you will not see them, my brave man. They will be — where? No eyes shall see them come or go. They may lie behind a picture, they may wait until the door is opened, and then…!”

Cuccini’s mouth was dry.

“Call ’em off, doctor,” he said tremulously.

“Your gun — on the table.”

Still the rustling was audible. Cuccini hesitated for a second, then obeyed, and took up the notes.

The other three men were huddled together by the fireplace, the picture of fear.

“Don’t open the door, doc,” said Cuccini, but Oberzohn had already gripped the handle and turned it.

They heard another door open and the click of the passage light as it had come on. Then he returned.

“If you go now, I shall not wish to see you again. Am I not a man to whom all secrets are known? You are well aware!”

Cuccini looked from the doctor to the door.

“Want us to go?” he asked, troubled.

Oberzohn shrugged.

“As you wish! It was my desire that you should stay with me tonight — there is big work and big money for all of you.”

The men were looking at one another uneasily.

“How long do you want us to stay?” asked Cuccini.

“Tonight only; if you would not prefer…”

Tonight would come the crisis. Oberzohn had realized this since the day dawned for him.

“We’ll stay — where do we sleep?”

For answer Oberzohn beckoned them from the room and they followed him into the laboratory. In the wall that faced them was a heavy iron door that opened into a concrete storehouse, where he kept various odds and ends of equipment, oil and spirit for his cars, and the little gas engine that worked a small dynamo in the laboratory and gave him, if necessary a lighting plant independent of outside current.

There were three long windows heavily barred and placed just under the ceiling.

“Looks like the condemned cell to me,” grumbled Cuccini suspiciously.

“Are the bolts on the inside of a condemned cell?” asked Oberzohn. “Does the good warden give you the key as I give you?” —

Cuccini took the key.

“All right,” he said ungraciously, “there are plenty of blankets here, boys — I guess you want us where the police won’t look, eh?”

“That is my intention,” replied the doctor.

Dr. Oberzohn closed the door on them and reentered his study, his big mouth twitching with amusement. He pulled the cord again and closed the ventilator he had opened. It was only a few days before that he had discovered that there were dried leaves in the ventilator shaft, and that the opening of the inlet made them rustle, disturbingly for a man who was engaged in a profound study of the lesser known, and therefore the more highly cultured, philosophers.
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He heard the soft purr of engines, and, looking through the hall window, saw the dim lights of the car approaching the house, and turned out the hall lamp. There he waited in the darkness, till the door of the limousine opened and Gurther jumped out. “I respectfully report that it is done, Herr Doktor,” he said.

Oberzohn nodded.

“The woman of Newton — where is she?”

“She is inside. Is it your wish that I should bring her? She was very troublesome, Herr Doktor, and I had to use the needle.”

“Bring her in — you!” He barked to the chauffeur. “Help our friend.”

Together they lifted the unconscious girl, but carried her no farther than the steps. At this point Oberzohn decided that she must return to the prison. First they sent the chauffeur away; the car was garaged at New Cross (it was one of Oberzohn’s three London depots), where the man also lived. After he had gone, they carried Joan between them to the factory, taking what, to Gurther, seemed an unnecessarily circuitous route. If it was necessary, it was at least expedient, for the nearest way to the factory led past the yawning hole that the doctor had dug with such labour.

There was no mistaking Oberzohn’s arrival this time. The trap went up with a thud, and Mirabelle listened, with a quickly beating heart, to the sound of feet coming down the stone stairs. There were two people, and they were walking heavily. Somehow she knew before she saw their burden that it was Joan. She was in evening dress, her face as white as chalk and her eyes closed; the girl thought she was dead when she saw them lay her on the bed.

“You have given her too much, Gurther,” said Oberzohn.

Gurther? She had not recognized him. It was almost impossible to believe that this was the dapper young man who had danced with her at the Arts Ball.

“I had to guess in the dark, Herr Doktor,” said Gurther.

They were talking in German, and Mirabelle’s acquaintance with that language was very slight. She saw Gurther produce a small flat case from his pocket, take out a little phial, and shake into the palm of his hand a small brown capsule. This he dissolved in a tiny tube which, with the water he used, was also extracted from the case. Half filling a minute syringe, he sent the needle into Joan’s arm. A pause, and then: “Soon she will wake, with your kind permission, Herr Doktor,” said Gurther.

Mirabelle was not looking at him, but she knew that his hot eyes were fixed on her, that all the time except the second he was operating, he was looking at her; and now she knew that this was the man to be feared. A cold hand seemed to grip at her heart.

“That will do, Gurther.” Oberzohn’s voice was sharp. He, too, had interpreted the stare. “You need not wait.”

Gurther obediently stalked from the room, and the doctor followed. Almost before the trap had fastened down she was by the girl’s side, with a basin of water and a wet towel. The second the water touched her face, Joan opened her eyes and gazed wildly up at the vaulted ceiling, then rolling over from the bed to her knees, she struggled to her feet, swayed and would have fallen, had not Mirabelle steadied her.

“They’ve got him! They’ve got my boy…killed him like a dog!”

“What — Mr. — Mr. Newton?” gasped Mirabelle, horrified.

“Killed him — Monty — Monty!”

And then she began to scream and run up and down the room like a thing demented. Mirabelle, sick at heart, almost physically sick at the sight, caught her and tried to calm her, but she was distracted, half mad. The drug and its antidote seemed to have combined to take away the last vestige of restraint. It was not until she fell, exhausted, that Mirabelle was able to drag her again to the bed and lay her upon it.

Montague Newton was dead! Who had killed him? Who were the “they”? Then she thought of Gurther in his strange attire; white dress-front crumpled, even his beard disarranged in the struggle he had had with the overwrought woman.

In sheer desperation she ran up the steps and tried the trap, but it was fast. She must get away from here — must get away at once. Joan was moaning pitiably, and the girl sat by her side, striving to calm her. She seemed to have passed into a state of semiconsciousness; except for her sobs, she made no sound and uttered no intelligible word. Half an hour passed — the longest and most dreadful half-hour in Mirabelle Leicester’s life. And then she heard a sound. It had penetrated even to the brain of this half-mad girl, for she opened her eyes wide, and, gripping Mirabelle, drew herself up.

“He’s coming,” she said, white to the lips, “coming…the Killer is coming!”

“For God’s sake don’t talk like that!” said Mirabelle, beside herself with fear.

There it was, in the outer room; a stealthy shuffle of feet. She stared at the closed door, and the strain of the suspense almost made her faint. And then she saw the steel door move slowly, and first a hand came through, the edge of a face…Gurther was leering at her. His beard was gone, and his wig; he was collarless, and had over his white shirt the stained jacket that was his everyday wear.

“I want you.” He was talking to Mirabelle. Her tongue clave to the roof of her mouth, but she did not speak.

“My pretty little lady—” he began, and then, with a shriek, Joan leapt at him.

“Murderer, murderer…! Beast!” she cried, striking wildly at his face. With a curse, he tried to throw her off, but she was clinging to him; a bestial lunatic thing, hardly human.

He flung her aside at last, and then he put up his hand to guard his face as she leapt at him again. This time she went under his arm and was through the door in a flash. He heard the swift patter of her feet on the stairs, and turned in pursuit. The trap was open. He stumbled and tripped in the dark across the floor of the gaunt factory. Just as she reached the open, he grabbed at her and missed. Like a deer she sped, but he was fleeter-footed behind her; and suddenly his hand closed about her throat.

“You had better go out, my friend,” he said, and tightened his grip.

As she twisted to avoid him, he put out his foot. There was a grating snap, something gripped his legs, and the excruciating pain of it was agonizing. He loosened his hold of her throat, but held her arm tightly. With all his strength he threw her against the wall and she fell in a heap. Then, leaning down, he forced apart the cruel jagged teeth of the mantrap on to which he had put his foot, and drew his leg clear. He was bleeding; his trouser leg was torn to ribbons. He stopped only long enough to drag the girl to her feet, and, throwing her across his shoulder as though she were a sack, he went back into the factory, down the stairs, and threw her on to the bed with such violence that the spring supports broke. It had a strange effect upon the dazed woman, but this he did not see, for he had turned to Mirabelle.

“My little lady, I want you!” he breathed.

Blood was trickling down from his wounded calf, but he did not feel the pain any more; felt nothing, save the desire to hurt those who hunted him; wanted nothing but the materialization of crude and horrid dreams.

She stood, frozen, paralysed, incapable of movement. And then his hand came under her chin and he lifted her face; and she saw the bright, hungry eyes devouring her, saw the thin lips come closer and closer, could not move; had lost all sentient impressions, and could only stare into the eyes of this man-snake, hypnotized by the horror of the moment.

And then a raging fury descended upon him. Narrow fingers tore at his face, almost blinding him. He turned with a howl of rage, but the white-faced Joan had flown to the furnace and taken up a short iron bar that had been used to rake the burning coals together. She struck at him and missed. He dodged past her and she flung the bar at him, and again missed him. The iron struck the green box, behind the furnace, there was a sound of smashing glass. He did not notice this, intent only upon the girl, and Mirabelle closed her eyes and heard only the blow as he struck her.

When she looked again, Joan was lying on the bed and he was tying one of her hands to the bedrail with a strap which he had taken from his waist. Then Mirabelle saw a sight that released her pent speech. He heard her scream and grinned round at her…saw where she was looking and looked too.

Something was coming from the broken green box! A black, spade-shaped head, with bright, hard eyes that seemed to survey the scene in a malignant stare. And then, inch by inch, a thick shining thing, like a rubber rope, wriggled slowly to the floor, coiled about upon itself, and raised its flat head. “Oh, God, look!”

He turned about at the sight, that immovable grin of his upon his face, and said something in a guttural tongue. The snake was motionless, its baleful gaze first upon the sinking girl, then upon the man.

Gurther’s surprise was tragic; it was as though he had been confronted with some apparition from another world. And then his hand went to his hip pocket; there was a flash of light and a deafening explosion that stunned her. The pistol dropped from his hand and fell with a clatter to the floor, and she saw his arm was stiffly extended, and protruding from the cuff of his coat a black tail that wound round and round his wrist. It had struck up his sleeve. The cloth about his biceps was bumping up and down erratically.

He stood straightly erect, grinning, the arm still outflung, his astonished eyes upon the coil about his wrist. And then, slowly his other hand came round, gripped the tail and pulled it savagely forth. The snake turned with an angry hiss and tried to bite back at him; but raising his hand, he brought the head crashing down against the furnace. There was a convulsive wriggle as the reptile fell among the ashes.

“Gott in himmel!” whispered Gurther, and his free hand went up to his arm and felt gingerly. “He is dead, gracious lady. Perhaps there is another?”

He went, swaying as he walked, to the green box, and put in his hand without hesitation. There was another — a bigger snake, roused from its sleep and angry. He bit twice at the man’s wrist, but Gurther laughed, a gurgling laugh of pure enjoyment. For already he was a dead man; that he knew. And it had come to him, at the moment and second of his dissolution, when the dread gates of judgment were already ajar, that he should go to his Maker with this clean space in the smudge of his life.

“Go, little one,” he said, grinning into the spade-face. “You have no more poison; that is finished!”

He put the writhing head under his heel, and Mirabelle shut her eyes and put her hands to her ears. When she looked again, the man was standing by the door, clinging to the post and slipping with every frantic effort to keep himself erect. He grinned at her again; this man of murder, who had made his last kill.

“Pardon, gracious lady,” he said thickly, and went down on his knees, his head against the door, his body swaying slowly from side to side, and finally tumbled over.

She heard Oberzohn’s harsh voice from the floor above. He was calling Gurther, and presently he appeared in the doorway, and there was a pistol in his hand.

“So!” he said, looking down at the dying man.

And then he saw the snake, and his face wrinkled. He looked from Mirabelle to the girl on the bed, went over and examined her, but did not attempt to release the strap. It was Mirabelle who did that; Mirabelle who sponged the bruised face and loosened the dress.

So doing, she felt a hand on her shoulder.

“Come,” said Oberzohn.

“I’m staying here with Joan, until—”

“You come at once, or I will give you to my pretty little friends.” He pointed to the two snakes on the floor who still moved spasmodically.

She had to step past Gurther, but that seemed easier than passing those wriggling, shining black ropes; and, her hand in his, she stumbled up the dark steps and eventually into the clean, sweet air of the night.

He was dressed for a journey; she had noticed that when he appeared. A heavy cloth cap was on his curious-shaped head, and he looked less repulsive with so much of his forehead hidden. Though the night was warm, he wore an overcoat.

They were passing between the wall and the factory when he stopped and put his hand before her mouth. He had heard voices, low voices on the other side of the wall, and presently the scrape of something. Without removing his hand from her face, he half dragged, half pushed her until they were clear of the factory.

She thought they were going back to the house, which was in darkness, but instead, he led her straight along the wall, and presently she saw the bulk of the barge.

“Stay, and do not speak,” he said, and began to turn a rusty wheel. With a squeak and a groan the water-gates opened inwards. What did he intend doing? There was no sign of a boat, only this old dilapidated barge. She was presently to know.

“Come,” he said again. She was on the deck of the barge, moving forward to its bow, which pointed towards the open gate and the canal beyond.

She heard him puff and groan as he strained at a rope he had found, and then, looking down, she saw the front of the barge open, like the two water-gates of a lock. Displaying remarkable agility, he lowered himself over the edge; he seemed to be standing on something solid, for again he ordered her to join him.

“I will not go,” she said breathlessly, and turning, would have fled, but his hand caught her dress and dragged at her.

“I will drown you here, woman,” he, said, and she knew that the threat would have a sequel.

Tremblingly she lowered herself over the edge until her foot touched something hard and yet yielding. He was pushing at the barge with all his might, and the platform beneath her grew in space. First the sharp nose and then the covered half-deck of the fastest motorboat that Mr. Oberzohn’s money could buy, or the ingenuity of builders could devise. The old barge was a boathouse, and this means of escape had always been to his hand. It was for this reason that he lived in a seemingly inaccessible spot.

The men who had been on the canal bank were gone. The propellers revolving slowly, the boat stole down the dark waters, after a short time slipped under a bridge over which street-cars were passing, and headed for Deptford and the river.

Dr. Oberzohn took off his overcoat and laid it tenderly inside the shelter of the open cabin, tenderly because every pocket was packed tight with money.

To Mirabelle Leicester, crouching in the darkness of that sheltered space, the time that passed had no dimension. Once an authoritative voice hailed them from the bank. It was a policeman; she saw him after the boat had passed. A gas-lamp showed the glitter of his metal buttons. But soon he was far behind.

Deptford was near when they reached a barrier which neither ingenuity nor money could pass; a ragged night-bird peered down curiously at the motorboat. “You can’t get through here, guv’nor,” he said simply. “The lock doesn’t open until high tide.”

“When is this high tide?” asked Oberzohn breathlessly.

“Six o’clock tomorrow morning,” said the voice.

For a long time he was stricken to inactivity by the news, and then he sent his engines into reverse and began circling round.

“There is one refuge for us, young miss,” he said. “Soon we shall see it. Now I will tell you something. I desire so much to live. Do you also?”

She did not answer.

“If you cry out, if you will make noises, I will kill you — that is all,” he said; and the very simplicity of his words, the lack of all emphasis behind the deadly earnestness, told her that he would keep his word.
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“‘Ware mantraps,” said Gonsalez.

The white beam of his lamp had detected the ugly thing. He struck at it with his stick, and with a vicious snap it closed.

“Here’s one that’s been sprung,” he said, and examined the teeth. “And, what’s more, it has made a catch! There’s blood here.”

Manfred and Digby were searching the ground cautiously. Then Manfred heard the quick intake of his breath, and he stooped again, picked up a strip of braided cloth.

“A man’s,” he said, and his relief betrayed his fear. “Somebody in evening dress, and quite recent.” He looked at his finger. “The blood is still wet.”

Digby showed him the ventilator grating through which he had smelt the incense, and when Leon stooped, the faint aroma still remained.

“We will try the factory first. If that draws blank, we’ll ask Dr. Oberzohn’s guidance, and if it is not willingly given I shall persuade him.” And in the reflected light of the lamp George Manfred saw the hard Leon he knew of old. “This time I shall not promise: my threat will be infinitely milder than my performance.”

They came to the dark entry of the factory, and Manfred splashed his light inside.

“You’ll have to walk warily here,” he said,

Progress was slow, for they did not know that a definite path existed between the jagged ends of broken iron and debris. Once or twice Leon stopped to stamp on the floor; it gave back a hollow sound.

The search was long and painfully slow: a quarter of an hour passed before Leon’s lamp focussed on the upturned flagstone and the yawning entrance of the vault. He was the first to descend, and, as he reached the floor, he saw silhouetted in the light that flowed from the inner room, a man, as he thought, crouching in the doorway, and covered him.

“Put up your hands!” he said.

The figure made no response, and Manfred ran to the shape. The face was in the shadow, but he brought his own lamp down and recognized the set grin of the dead man.

Gurther!

So thus he had died, in a last effort to climb out for help.

“The Snake,” said Manfred briefly. “There are no marks on his face, so far as I can see.”

“Do you notice his wrist, George?”

Then, looking past the figure, Gonsalez saw the girl lying on the bed, and recognized Joan before he saw her face. Halfway across the room he slipped on something. Instinctively he knew it was a snake and leapt around, his pistol balanced.

“Merciful heaven! Look at this!”

He stared from the one reptile to the other.

“Dead!” he said. “That explains Gurther.”

Quickly he unstrapped Joan’s wrists and lifted up her head, listening, his ear pressed to the faintly fluttering heart. The basin and the sponge told its own story. Where was Mirabelle?

There was another room, and a row of big cupboards, but the girl was in no place that he searched.

“She’s gone, of course,” said Manfred quietly. “Otherwise, the trap would not have been open. We’d better get this poor girl out of the way and search the grounds. Digby, go to—”

He stopped.

If Oberzohn were in the house, they must not take the risk of alarming him.

But the girl’s needs were urgent. Manfred picked her up and carried her out into the open, and, with Leon guiding them, they came, after a trek which almost ended in a broken neck for Leon, to within a few yards of the house.

“I presume,” said Gonsalez, “that the hole into which I nearly dived was dug for a purpose, and I shouldn’t be surprised to learn it was intended that the late Mr. Gurther should find a permanent home there. Shall I take her?”

“No, no,” said Manfred, “go on into the lane. Poiccart should be there with the car by now.”

“Poiccart knows more about growing onions than driving motorcars.” The gibe was mechanical; the man’s heart and mind were on Mirabelle Leicester.

They had to make a circuit of the stiff copper-wire fence which surrounded the house, and eventually reached Hangman’s Lane just as the headlamps of the Spanz came into view.

“I will take her to the hospital and get in touch with the police,” said Manfred. “I suppose there isn’t a near-by telephone?”

“I shall probably telephone from the house,” said Leon gravely.

From where he stood he could not tell whether the door was open or closed. There was no transom above the door, so that it was impossible to tell whether there were lights in the passage or not. The house was in complete darkness.

He was so depressed that he did not even give instructions to Poiccart, who was frankly embarrassed by the duty which had been imposed upon him, and gladly surrendered the wheel to George.

They lifted the girl into the tonneau, and, backing into the gate, went cautiously up the lane — Leon did not wait to see their departure, but returned to the front of the house.

The place was in darkness. He opened the wire gate and went silently up the steps. He had not reached the top before he saw that the door was wide open. Was it a trap? His lamp showed him the switch: he turned on the light and closed the door behind him, and, bending his head, listened.

The first door on the right was Oberzohn’s room. The door was ajar, but the lamps were burning inside. He pushed it open with the toe of his boot, but the room was empty.

The next two doors he tried on that floor were locked. He went carefully down to the kitchens and searched them both. They were tenantless. He knew there was a servant or two on the premises, but one thing he did not know, and this he discovered in the course of his tour, was that Oberzohn had no bedroom. One of the two rooms above had evidently been occupied by the servants. The door was open, the room was empty and in some confusion; a coarse nightdress had been hastily discarded and left on the tumbled bedclothes. Oberzohn had sent his servants away in a hurry — why?

There was a half-smoked cigarette on the edge of a deal washstand. The ash lay on the floor. In a bureau every drawer was open and empty, except one, a half-drawer filled with odd scraps of cloth. Probably the cook or the maid smoked. He found a packet of cigarettes under one pillow to confirm this view, and guessed they had gone to bed leisurely with no idea that they would be turned into the night.

He learned later that Oberzohn had bundled off his servants at ten minutes’ notice, paying them six months’ salary as some salve for the indignity.

Pfeiffer’s room was locked; but now, satisfied that the house was empty, he broke the flimsy catch, made a search but found nothing. Gurther’s apartment was in indescribable disorder. He had evidently changed in a hurry. His powder puffs and beards, crepe hair and spirit bottles, littered the dressing-table. He remembered, with a pang of contrition, that he had promised to telephone the police, but when he tried to get the exchange he found the line was dead: a strange circumstance, till he discovered that late that evening Meadows had decided to cut the house from all telephonic communication, and had given orders accordingly.

It was a queerly built house: he had never realized its remarkable character until he had examined it at these close quarters. The walls were of immense thickness: that fact was brought home to him when he had opened the window of the maid’s room to see if Digby was in sight. The stairs were of concrete, the shutters which covered the windows of Oberzohn’s study were steel-faced. He decided, pending the arrival of the police, to make an examination of the two locked rooms. The first of these he had no difficulty in opening. It was a large room on the actual ground level, and was reached by going down six steps. A rough bench ran round three sides of this bare apartment, except where its continuity broke to allow entrance to a further room. The door was of steel and was fastened.

The room was dusty but not untidy. Everything was in order. The various apparatus was separated by a clear space. In one corner he saw a gas engine and dynamo covered with dust. There was nothing to be gained here. The machine which interested him most was one he knew all about, only he had not guessed the graphite moulds. The contents of a small blue bottle, tightly corked, and seemingly filled with discoloured swabs of cottonwool, however, revived his interest. With a glance round the laboratory, he went out and tried the second of the locked doors.

This room, however, was well protected, both in the matter of stoutness of door and complication of locks. Leon tried all his keys, and then used his final argument. This he carried in a small leather pouch in his hip pocket; three steel pieces that screwed together and ended in a bright claw. Hammering the end of the jemmy with his fist, he forced the claw between door and lintel, and in less than a minute the lock had broken, and he was in the presence of the strangest company that had ever been housed.

Four electric radiators were burning. The room was hot and heavy, and the taint of it caught his throat, as it had caught the throat of the Danish servant. He put on all the lights — and they were many — and then began his tour.

There were two lines of shelves, wide apart, and each supporting a number of boxes, some of which were wrapped in baize, some of which, however, were open to view. All had glass fronts, all had steel tops with tiny airholes, and in each there coiled, in its bed of wool or straw, according to its requirements, one or two snakes. There were cobras, puff-adders, two rattlesnakes, seemingly dead, but, as he guessed, asleep; there was a South American fer-de-lance, that most unpleasant representative of his species; there were little coral snakes, and, in one long box, a whole nest of queer little things that looked like tiny yellow lobsters, but which he knew as scorpions.

He was lifting a baize cover when:

“Don’t move, my friend! I think I can promise you more intimate knowledge of our little family.”

Leon turned slowly, his hands extended. Death was behind him, remorseless, unhesitating. To drop his hand to his pocket would have been the end for him — he had that peculiar instinct which senses sincerity, and when Dr. Oberzohn gave him his instructions he had no doubt whatever that his threat was backed by the will to execute.

Oberzohn stood there, and a little behind him, white-faced, open-eyed with fear, Mirabelle Leicester.

Digby — where was he? He had left him in the grounds.

The doctor was examining the broken door and grunted his annoyance.

“I fear my plan will not be good,” he said, “which was to lock you in this room and break all those glasses, so that you might become better acquainted with the Quiet People. That is not to be. Instead, march!”

What did he intend? Leon strolled out nonchalantly, but Oberzohn kept his distance, his eyes glued upon those sensitive hands that could move so quickly and jerk and fire a gun in one motion.

“Stop!”

Leon halted, facing the open front door and the steps.

“You will remember my sainted brother, Senor Gonsalez, and of the great loss which the world suffered when he was so vilely murdered?”

Leon stood without a quiver. Presently the man would shoot. At any second a bullet might come crashing on its fatal errand. This was a queer way to finish so full a life. He knew it was coming, had only one regret; that this shaken girl should be called upon to witness such a brutal thing. He wanted to say goodbye to her, but was afraid of frightening her.

“You remember that so sainted brother?” Oberzohn’s voice was raucous with fury. Ahead of him the light fell upon a face.

“Digby! Stay where you are!” shouted Leon.

The sound of the explosion made him jump. He saw the brickwork above the doorway splinter, heard a little scuffle, and turned, gun in hand. Oberzohn had pulled the girl in front of him so that she afforded a complete cover: under her arm he held his pistol.

“Run!” she screamed.

He hesitated a second. Again the pistol exploded and a bullet ricochetted from the door. Leon could not fire. Oberzohn so crouched that nothing but a trick shot could miss the girl and hit him. And then, as the doctor shook free the hand that gripped his wrist, he leapt down the steps and into the darkness. Another second and the door slammed. He heard the thrust of the bolts and a clang as the great iron bar fell into its place. Somehow he had a feeling as of a citadel door being closed against him.

Dr. Oberzohn had returned unobserved, though the night was clear. Passing through the open water-gate he had tied up to the little quay and landed his unwilling passenger. Digby, according to instructions, had been making a careful circuit of the property, and at the moment was as far away from the barge as it was humanly possible to be. Unchallenged, the doctor had worked his way back to the house. The light in the hall warned him that somebody was there. How many? He could not guess.

“Take off your shoes,” he growled in Mirabelle’s ear, and she obeyed.

Whatever happened, he must not lose touch of her, or give her an opportunity to escape. Still grasping her arm with one hand and his long Mauser pistol in the other, he went softly up the steps, got into the hall and listened, locating the intruder instantly.

It all happened so quickly that Mirabelle could remember nothing except the desperate lunge she made to knock up the pistol that had covered the spine of Leon Gonsalez. She stood dumbly by, watching this horrible old man fasten the heavy door, and obediently preceded him from room to room. She saw the long cases in the hot room and shrank back. And then began a complete tour of the house. There were still shutters to be fastened, peepholes to be opened up. He screwed up the shutters of the servants’ room, and then, with a hammer, broke the thumbpiece short.

“You will stay here,” he said. “I do not know what they will do. Perhaps they will shoot. I also am a shooter!”

Not satisfied with the lock that fastened her door, he went into his workshop, found a staple, hook and padlock, and spent the greater part of an hour fixing this additional security. At last he had finished, and could put the situation in front of four very interested men.

He unlocked the door of the concrete annexe and called the crestfallen gunmen forth, and in a very few words explained the situation and their danger.

“For every one of you the English police hold warrants,” he said. “I do not bluff, I know. This afternoon I was visited by the police. I tell you I do not bluff you — me they cannot touch, because they know nothing, can prove nothing. At most I shall go to prison for a few years, but with you it is different.”

“Are they waiting outside?” asked one suspiciously. “Because, if they are, we’d better move quick.”

“You do not move, quick or slow,” said Oberzohn. “To go out from here means certain imprisonment for you all. To stay, if you follow my plan, means that every one of you may go free and with money.”

“What’s the idea?” asked Cuccini. “Are you going to fight them?”

“Sure I am going to fight them,” nodded Oberzohn. “That is my scheme. I have the young miss upstairs; they will not wish to do her any harm. I intend to defend this house.”

“Do you mean you’re going to hold it?” asked one of the staggered men.

“I will hold it until they are tired, and make terms.”

Cuccini was biting his nails nervously.

“Might as well be hung for a sheep as a lamb, boss,” he growled. “I’ve got an idea you’ve roped us into this.”

“You may rope yourself out of it!” snapped Oberzohn. “There is the door — go if you wish. There are police there; make terms with them. A few days ago you were in trouble, my friend. Who saved you? The doctor Oberzohn. There is life imprisonment for every one of you, and I can hold this house myself. Stay with me, and I will give you a fortune greater than any you have dreamt about. And, more than this, at the end you shall be free.”

“Where’s Gurther?”

“He has been killed — by accident.” Oberzohn’s face was working furiously. “By accident he died,” he said, and told the truth unconvincingly. “There is nothing now to do but to make a decision.”

Cuccini and his friends consulted in a whisper.

“What do we get for our share?” he asked, and Oberzohn mentioned a sum which staggered them.

“I speak the truth,” he said. “In two days I shall have a gold-mine worth millions.”

The habit of frankness was on him, and he told them the story of the golden hill without reservations. His agents at Lisbon had already obtained from the Ministry an option upon the land and its mineral rights. As the clock struck twelve on June 14, the goldfield of Biskara automatically passed into his possession.

“On one side you have certain imprisonment, on the other you have great moneys and happiness.”

“How long will we have to stay here?” asked Cuccini.

“I have food for a month, even milk. They will not cut the water because of the girl. For the same reason they will not blow in the door.”

Again they had a hasty consultation and made their decision.

“All right, boss, we’ll stay. But we want that share-out put into writing.”

“To my study,” said Oberzohn promptly, “march!”

He was halfway through writing the document when there came a thunderous knock on the door and he got up, signalling for silence. Tiptoeing along the passage, he came to the door.

“Yes — who is that?” he asked.

“Open, in the name of the law!” said a voice, and he recognized Meadows. “I have a warrant for your arrest, and if necessary the door will be broken in.”

“So!” said Oberzohn, dropped the muzzle of his pistol until it rested on the edge of the little letter-slit and fired twice.
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Bur Meadows had already been warned to keep clear of the letterbox, and the bullets eventually reached one of the railway viaducts, to the embarrassment of a road ganger who happened to be almost in the line of fire.

Meadows slipped down the steps to cover. Inside the wire fence a dozen policemen were waiting. “Sergeant, go back to the station in the police car and bring arms,” he said. “This is going to be a long job.”

Gonsalez had made a very careful reconnaissance of the ground, and from the first had recognized the difficulties which lay ahead of the attacking party. The wall rose sheer without any break; such windows as were within reach were heavily shuttered; and even the higher windows, he guessed, had been covered. The important problem in his mind was to locate the room in which the girl was imprisoned, and making a mental review of the house, he decided that she was either in the servants’ apartment or in that which had held Gurther. By the light of the lantern he made a rapid sketch plan of the floors he had visited.

Meadows had gone away to telephone to police headquarters. He had decided to reestablish telephone connection with the doctor, and when this was done, he called the house and Oberzohn’s voice answered him.

The colloquy was short and unsatisfactory. The terms which the doctor offered were such as no self-respecting Government could accept. Immunity for himself and his companions (he insisted so strongly upon this latter offer that Meadows guessed, accurately, that the gang were standing around the instrument).

“I don’t want your men at all. So far as I am concerned, they can go free,” said Meadows. “Ask one of them to speak on the ‘phone.”

“Oh, indeed, no,” said Oberzohn. “It is ridiculous to ask me that.”

He hung up at this point and explained to the listening men that the police had offered him freedom if he would surrender the gang.

“As I already told you,” he said in conclusion, “that is not the way of Dr. Oberzohn. I will gain nothing at the expense of my friends.”

A little later, when Cuccini crept into the room to call police headquarters and confirm this story of the doctor, he found that not only had the wire been cut, but a yard of the flex had been removed. Dr. Oberzohn was taking no risks.

The night passed without any further incident. Police reserves were pouring into the neighbourhood; the grounds had been isolated, and even the traffic of barges up and down the canal prohibited. The late editions of the morning newspapers had a heavily headlined paragraph about the siege of a house in the New Cross area, and when the first reporters arrived a fringe of sightseers had already gathered at every police barrier. Later, special editions, with fuller details, begun to roll out of Fleet Street; the crowd grew in density, and a high official from Scotland Yard, arriving soon after nine, ordered a further area to be cleared, and with some difficulty the solid wedge of humanity at the end of Hangman’s Lane was slowly pushed back until the house was invisible to them. Even here, a passageway was kept for police cars and only holders of passes were allowed to come within the prohibited area.

The three men, with the police chief, had taken up their headquarters in the factory, from which the body of Gurther had been removed in the night. The Deputy Commissioner, who came on the spot at nine and examined the dead snakes, was something of a herpetologist, and pronounced them to be veritable fers-de-lance, a view from which Poiccart differed.

“They are a species of African tree snakes that the natives call mamba. There are two, a black and a green. Both of these are the black type.”

“The Zoo mamba?” said the official, remembering the sensational disappearance of a deadly snake which had preceded the first of the snake mysteries.

“You will probably find the bones of the Zoo mamba in some mole run in Regent’s Park — he must have been frozen to death the night of his escape,” said Poiccart. “It was absolutely impossible that at that temperature he could live. I have made a very careful inspection of the land, and adjacent to the Zoological Gardens is a big stretch of earth which is honeycombed by moles. No, this was imported, and the rest of his menagerie was imported.”

The police chief shook his head.

“Still, I’m not convinced that a snake could have been responsible for these deaths,” he said, and went over the ground so often covered.

The three listened in polite silence, and offered no suggestion.

The morning brought news of Washington’s arrival in Lisbon. He had left the train at Irun, Leon’s agent in Madrid having secured a relay of aeroplanes, and the journey from Irun to Lisbon had been completed in a few hours. He was now on his way back.

“If he makes the connections he will be here tonight,” he told Manfred. “I rather think he will be a very useful recruit to our forces.”

“You’re thinking of the snakes in the house?”

Leon nodded.

“I know Oberzohn,” he said simply, and George Manfred thought of the girl, and knew the unspoken fears of his friend were justified.

The night had not been an idle one for Oberzohn and his companions. With the first light of dawn they had mounted to the roof, and, under his direction, the gunmen had dismantled the four sheds which stood at each corner of the parapet. Unused to the handling of such heavy metal, the remnants of the Old Guard gazed in awe upon the tarnished jackets of the Maxim guns that were revealed.

Oberzohn understood the mechanism of the machines so thoroughly that in half an hour he had taught his crew the method of handling and sighting. In the larger shed was a collapsible tripod, which was put together, and on this he mounted a small but powerful searchlight and connected it up with one of the plugs in the roof.

He pointed to them the three approaches to the house: the open railway arches and the long lane, at the end of which the crowd at that moment was beginning to gather.

“From only these places can the ground be approached,” he said, “and my little quick-firers cover them!”

Just before eleven there came down Hangman’s Lane, drawn by a motor tractor, a long tree-trunk, suspended about the middle by chains, and Oberzohn, examining it carefully through his field-glasses, realized that no door in the world could stand against the attack of that battering-ram. He took up one of the dozen rifles that lay on the floor, sighted it carefully, resting his elbow on the parapet, and fired.

He saw the helmet of a policeman shoot away from the head of the astonished man, and fired again. This time he was more successful, for a policeman who was directing the course of the tractor crumpled up and fell in a heap.

A shrill whistle blew; the policemen ran to cover, leaving the machine unattended. Again he fired, this time at the driver of the tractor. He saw the man scramble down from his seat and run for the shelter of the fence.

A quarter of an hour passed without any sign of activity on the part of his enemies, and then eight men, armed with rifles, came racing across the ground towards the wire barrier. Oberzohn dropped his rifle, and, taking a grip of the first machinegun in his hand, sighted it quickly. The staccato patter of the Maxim awakened the echoes. One man dropped; the line wavered. Again the shrill whistle, and they broke for cover, dragging their wounded companion with them.

“I was afraid of that,” said Leon, biting his knuckles — sure evidence of his perturbation.

He had put a ladder against the wall of the factory, and now he climbed up on to the shaky roof and focussed his glasses.

“There’s another Maxim on this side,” he shouted down. And then, as he saw a man’s head moving above the parapet, he jerked up his pistol and fired. He saw the stone splinters fly up and knew that it was not bad practice at four hundred yards. The shot had a double effect; it made the defenders cautious and aroused in them the necessary quantity of resentment.

He was hardly down before there was a splutter from the roof, and the whine and snap of machinegun bullets; one slate tile shivered and its splinters leapt high in the air and dropped beside his hand.

The presence of the girl was the only complication. Without her, the end of Oberzohn and his companions was inevitable. Nobody realized this better than the doctor, eating a huge ham sandwich in the shelter of the parapet — an unusual luxury, for he ate few solids.

“This will be very shocking for our friends of Curzon Street,” he said. “At this moment they bite their hands in despair.” (He was nearly right here.)

He peeped over the parapet. There was no policeman in sight. Even the trains that had roared at regular intervals along the viaduct had ceased to run, traffic being diverted to another route.

At half-past twelve, looking through a peephole, he saw a long yellow line of men coming down Hangman’s Lane, keeping to the shelter of the fence.

“Soldiers,” he said, and for a second his voice quavered.

Soldiers they were. Presently they began to trickle into the grounds, one by one, each man finding his own cover. Simultaneously there came a flash and a crack from the nearest viaduct. A bullet smacked against the parapet and the sound of the ricochet was like the hum of a bee.

Another menace had appeared simultaneously; a great, lumbering, awkward vehicle, that kept to the middle of the lane and turned its ungainly nose into the field. It was a tank, and Oberzohn knew that only the girl’s safety stood between him and the dangling noose.

He went down to see her, unlocked the door, and found her, to his amazement, fast asleep. She got up at the sound of the key in the lock, and accepted the bread and meat and water he brought her without a word.

“What time is it?”

Oberzohn stared at her.

“That you should ask the time at such a moment!” he said.

The room was in darkness but for the light he had switched on.

“It is noon, and our friends have brought soldiers. Ach! how important a woman you are, that the whole army should come out for you!”

Sarcasm was wasted on Mirabelle.

“What is going to happen — now?”

“I do not know.” He shrugged his shoulders. “They have brought a diabolical instrument into the grounds. They may use it, to give them cover, so that the door may be blown in. At that moment I place you in the snake-room. This I shall tell our friends very quickly.”

She gazed at him in horror.

“You wouldn’t do anything so wicked, Mr. Oberzohn!”

Up and down went the skin of his forehead.

“That I shall tell them and that I shall do,” he said, and locked her in with this comfortless assurance.

He went into his study and, fastening the door, took two strands of wire from his pocket and repaired the broken telephone connections.

“I wish to speak to Meadows,” he said to the man who answered him — a police officer who had been stationed at the exchange to answer any call from this connection.

“I will put you through to him,” was the reply.

For a moment the doctor was surprised that Meadows was not at the exchange. He did not know then that a field telephone line had been organized, and that the factory headquarters of the directing staff was in communication with the world.

It was not Meadows, but another man who answered him, and by his tone of authority Oberzohn guessed that some higher police official than Meadows was on the spot.

“I am the doctor Oberzohn,” he barked. “You have brought a tank machine to attack me. If this approaches beyond the wire fence, I shall place the woman Leicester in the home of the snakes, and there I will bind her and release my little friends to avenge me.”

“Look here—” began the officer, but Oberzohn hung up on him.

He went out and locked the door, putting the key in his pocket. His one doubt was of the loyalty of his companions. But here, strangely enough, he underrated their faith in him. The very mildness of the attack, the seeming reluctance of the soldiers to fire, had raised their hopes and spirits; and when, a quarter of an hour later, they saw the tank turn and go out into Hangman’s Lane, they were almost jubilant.

“You’re sure that he will carry out his threat?” asked the police chief.

“Certain,” said Leon emphatically. “There is nothing on earth that will stop Oberzohn. You will force the house to find a man who has died by his own hand, and—” He shuddered at the thought. “The only thing to be done is to wait for the night. If Washington arrives on time, I think we can save Miss Leicester.”

From the roof Dr. Oberzohn saw that the soldiers were digging a line of trenches, and sent a spatter of machinegun bullets in their direction. They stopped their work for a moment to look round, and then went on digging, as though nothing had happened.

The supply of ammunition was not inexhaustible, and he determined to reserve any further fire until the attack grew more active. Looking over the top of the parapet to examine the ground immediately below, something hot and vicious snicked his ear. He saw the brickwork of the chimney behind him crumble and scatter, and, putting up his hand, felt blood.

“You’d better keep down, Oberzohn,” said Cuccini, crouching in the shelter of the parapet. “They nearly got you then. They’re firing from that railway embankment. Have you had a talk with the boss of these birds?”

“They are weakening,” said Oberzohn promptly. “Always they are asking me if I will surrender the men; always I reply, ‘Never will I do anything so dishonourable.’”

Cuccini grunted, having his own views of the doctor’s altruism.

Late in the afternoon, a flight of aeroplanes appeared in, the west: five machines flying in V formation. None of the men on the roof recognized the danger, standing rather in the attitude and spirit of sightseers. The machines were flying low; with the naked eye Cuccini could read their numbers long before they came within a hundred yards of the house. Suddenly the roof began to spout little fountains of asphalt. Oberzohn screamed a warning and darted to the stairway, and three men followed him out. Cuccini lay spreadeagled where he fell, two machinegun bullets through his head.

The fighting machines mounted, turned and came back. Standing on the floor below, Oberzohn heard the roar of their engines as they passed, and went incautiously to the roof, to discover that the guns of flying machines fire equally well from the tail. He was nearer to death then than he had ever been. One bullet hit the tip of his finger and sliced it off neatly. With a scream of pain he half fell, half staggered to safety, spluttering strange oaths in German.

The aeroplanes did not return. He waited until their noise had died away before he again ventured to the roof, to find the sky clear. Cuccini was dead, and it was characteristic of his three friends that they should make a thorough search of his pockets before they heaved the body over the parapet.

Oberzohn left the three on the roof, with strict instructions that they were to dive to cover at the first glint of white wings, and went down into his study. The death of Cuccini was in some ways a blessing. The man was full of suspicion; his heart was not in the fight, and the aeroplane gunner had merely anticipated the doctor’s own plan.

Cuccini was a Latin, who spoke English well and wrote it badly. He had a characteristic hand, which it amused Oberzohn to copy, for the doctor was skilful with his pen. All through the next three hours he wrote, breaking off his labours at intervals to visit the guard on the roof. At last he had finished, and Cuccini’s sprawling signature was affixed to the bottom of the third page. Oberzohn called down one of the men.

“This is the statement of Cuccini which he left. Will you put your name to his signature?”

“What is it?” asked the man surlily.

“It is a letter which the good Cuccini made — what generosity! In this he says that he alone was to blame for bringing you here, and nobody else. Also that he kept you by threats.”

“And you?” asked the man.

“Also me,” said Oberzohn, unabashed. “What does it matter? Cuccini is dead. May he not in his death save us all? Come, come, my good friend, you are a fool if you do not sign. After that, send down our friends that they may also sign.”

A reluctant signature was fixed, and the other men came one by one, and one by one signed their names, content to stand by the graft which the doctor indicated, exculpating themselves from all responsibility in the defence.

Dusk fell and night came blackly, with clouds sweeping up from the west and a chill rain falling. Gonsalez, moodily apart from his companions, watched the dark bulk of the house fade into the background with an ever-increasing misery. What these men did after did not matter — to them. A policeman had been killed, and they stood equally guilty of murder in the eyes of the law. They could now pile horror upon horror, for the worst had happened. His only hope was that they did not know the inevitability of their punishment.

No orders for attack had been given. The soldiers were standing by, and even the attack by the aeroplanes had been due to a misapprehension of orders. He had seen Cuccini’s body fall, and as soon as night came he determined to approach the house to discover if there was any other way in than the entrance by the front door.

The aeroplanes had done something more than sweep the roof with their guns. Late in the evening there arrived by special messenger telescopic photographs of the building, which the military commander and the police chief examined with interest.

Leon was watching the house when he saw a white beam of light shoot out and begin a circular sweep of the grounds. He expected this; the meaning of the connections in the wall was clear. He knew, too, how long that experiment would last. A quarter of an hour after the searchlight began its erratic survey of the ground, the lamp went out, the police having disconnected the current. But it was only for a little while, and in less than an hour the light was showing again.

“He has power in the house — a dynamo and a gas engine,” explained Gonsalez.

Poiccart had been to town and had returned with a long and heavy steel cylinder, which Leon and Manfred carried between them into the open and left. They were sniped vigorously from the roof, and although the firing was rather wild, the officer in charge of the operations forbade any further movement in daylight.

At midnight came the blessed Washington. They had been waiting for him with eagerness, for he, of all men, knew something that they did not know. Briefly, Leon described the snake-room and its contents. He was not absolutely certain of some of the species, but his description was near enough to give the snake expert an idea of the species.

“Yes, sir, they’re all deadly,” said Washington, shaking his head. “I guess there isn’t a thing there, bar the scorps, who wouldn’t put a grown man to sleep in five minutes — ten minutes at the most.”

They showed him the remains of the dead snake and he instantly recognized the kind, as the zoological expert had done in the afternoon.

“That’s mamba. He’s nearly the deadliest of all. You didn’t see a fellow with a long bill-shaped head? You did? Well that’s fer-de-lance, and he’s almost as bad. The little red fellows were corals…”

Leon questioned him more closely.

“No, sir, they don’t leap — that’s not their way. A tree snake will hang on to something overhead and get you as you pass, and they’ll swing from the floor, but their head’s got to touch the floor first. The poor little fellow that killed Gurther was scared, and when they’re scared they’ll lash up at you — I’ve known a man to be bitten in the throat by a snake that whipped up from the ground. But usually they’re satisfied to get your leg.”

Leon told him his plan.

“I’ll come along with you,” said Washington without hesitation.

But this offer neither of the three would accept. Leon had only wanted the expert’s opinion. There were scores of scientists in London, curators of museums and keepers of snakes, who could have told him everything there was to be known about the habits of the reptile in captivity. He needed somebody who had met the snake in his native environment.

An hour before daylight showed in the sky, there was a council of war, Leon put his scheme before the authorities, and the plan was approved. He did not wait for the necessary orders to be given, but, with Poiccart and Manfred, went to the place where they had left the cylinder, and, lifting it, made their slow way towards the house. In addition, Leon carried a light ladder and a small bag full of tools.

The rays of the searchlight were moving erratically, and for a long time did not come in their direction. Suddenly they found themselves in a circle of dazzling light and fell flat on their faces. The machinegun spat viciously, the earth was churned up under the torrent of bullets, but none of the men was hit; and, more important, the cylinder was not touched.

Then suddenly, from every part of the ground, firing started. The target was the searchlight, and the shooting had not gone on for more than a minute before the light went out, so jerkily that it was obvious that one bullet at least had got home.

“Now,” said Manfred, and, lifting up the cylinder, they ran. Poiccart put his hand on the fence wire and was hurled back. The top wire was alive, but evidently the doctor’s dynamo was not capable of generating a current that would be fatal. Leon produced an insulated wire cutter and snipped off a six-foot length, earthing the broken ends of the wire. They were now under the shadow of the wall of the house, and out of danger so far as bullets were concerned.

Leon planted his ladder against the window under which they stopped, and in a second had broken the glass, turned the catch and sent up the sash. From his bag he produced a small diamond drill and began to work through the thick steel plate. It was a terribly arduous job, and after ten minutes’ labour he handed over the work to Manfred, who mounted in his place.

Whatever damage had been done to the searchlight had now been repaired, and its beam had concentrated on the spot where they had been last seen. This time no fusillade greeted its appearance, and Oberzohn was surprised and troubled by the inaction.

The light came into the sky, the walls grew grey and all objects sharply visible, when he saw the tank move out of the lane where it had been standing all the previous day, turn into the field, and slowly move towards the house. He set his teeth in a grin and, darting down the stairs, flung himself against the door of the girl’s room, and his agitation was such that for a time he could not find the keyhole of the two locks that held the door secure.

It opened with a crash, and he almost fell into the room in his eagerness. Mirabelle Leicester was standing by the bed, her face white as death. Yet her voice was steady, almost unconcerned, when she asked:

“What do you want?”

“You!” he hissed. “You, my fine little lady — you are for the snakes!”

He flung himself upon her, though she offered no resistance, threw her back on the bed and snapped a pair of rusty handcuffs on her wrists. Pulling her to her feet, he dragged her from the room and down the stairs. He had some difficulty in opening the door of the snake-room, for he had wedged it close. The door was pushed open at last: the radiators were no longer burning. He could not afford the power. But the room was stiflingly hot, and when he turned on the lights, and she saw the long line of boxes, her knees gave way under her, and she would have fallen had he not put his arm about her waist. Dragging a heavy chair to the centre of the room, he pushed her down into it.

“Here you wait, my friend!” he yelled. “You shall wait…but not long!”

On the wall there were three long straps which were used for fastening the boxes when it was necessary to travel with them. In a second one thong was about her and buckled tight to the back of the chair. The second he put under the seat and fastened across her knee.

“Goodbye, gracious lady!”

The rumble of the tank came to him in that room. But he had work to do. There was no time to open the boxes. The glass fronts might easily be broken. He ran along the line, hitting the glass with the barrel of his Mauser. The girl, staring in horror, saw a green head come into view through one opening; saw a sinuous shape slide gently to the floor. And then he turned out the lights, the door was slammed, and she was left alone in the room of terror.

Oberzohn was no sooner in the passage than the first bomb exploded at the door. Splinters of wood flew past him, as he turned and raced up the stairs, feeling in his pocket as he went for the precious document which might yet clear him.

Boom!

He had not locked the door of the snake-room; Leon had broken the hasp. Let them go in, if they wished. The front door was not down yet. From the landing above he listened over the balustrade. And then a greater explosion than ever shook the house, and after an interval of silence he heard somebody running along the passage and shake at the snake-room door.

Too late now! He grinned his joy, went up the last flight to the roof, to find his three men in a state of mutiny, the quelling of which was not left to him. The glitter of a bayonet came through the door opening, a khaki figure slipped en to the roof, finger on trigger.

“Hands up, you!” he said, in a raucous Cockney voice.

Four pairs of hands went upward.

Manfred followed the second soldier and caught the doctor by the arm.

“I want you, my friend,” he said, and Oberzohn went obediently down the stairs.

They had to pass Gurther’s room: the door was open, and Manfred pushed his prisoner inside, as Poiccart and Leon ran up the stairs.

“The girl’s all right. The gas killed the snakes the moment they touched the floor, and Brother Washington is dealing with the live ones,” said Leon rapidly.

He shut the door quickly. The doctor was alone for the first time in his life with the three men he hated and feared.

“Oberzohn, this is the end,” said Manfred.

That queer grimace that passed for a smile flitted across the puckered face of the doctor.

“I think not, my friends,” he said. “Here is a statement by Cuccini. I am but the innocent victim, as you will see. Cuccini has confessed to all and has implicated his friends. I would not resist — why should I? I am an honest, respectable man, and a citizen of a great and friendly country. Behold!”

He showed the paper. Manfred took it from his hand but did not read it.

“Also, whatever happens, your lady loses her beautiful hill of gold.” He found joy in this reflection. “For tomorrow is the last day—”

“Stand over there, Oberzohn,” said Manfred, and pushed him against the wall. “You are judged. Though your confession may cheat the law, you will not cheat us.”

And then the doctor saw something and he screamed his fear. Leon Gonsalez was fixing a cigarette to the long black holder he had found in Gurther’s room.

“You hold it thus,” said Leon, “do you not?” He dipped the cigarette down and pressed the small spring that was concealed in the black ebonite. “The holder is an insulated chamber that holds two small icy splinters — I found the mould in your laboratory, Herr Doktor. They drop into the cigarette, which is a metal one, and then…”

He lifted it to his lips and blew. None saw the two tiny icicles fly. Only Oberzohn put his hand to his cheek with a strangled scream, glared for a second, and then went down like a heap of rags.

Leon met Inspector Meadows on his way up.

“I’m afraid our friend has gone,” he said. “He has cheated the hangman of ten pounds.”

“Dead?” said Meadows. “Suicide?”

“It looks like a snake-bite to me,” said Leon carelessly, as he went down to find Mirabelle Leicester, half laughing, half crying, whilst an earnest Elijah Washington was explaining to her the admirable domestic qualities of snakes.

“There’s five thousand dollars’ worth dead,” he said, in despair, “but there’s enough left to start a circus!”




Chapter Thirty-Four


The Death Tube
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Later Manfred explained to an interested police chief.

“Oberzohn secured the poison by taking a snake and extracting his venom — a simple process: you have but to make him angry, and he will bite on anything. The doctor discovered a way of blending these venoms to bring out the most deadly qualities of them all — it sounds fantastic, and, from the scientists’ point of view, unlikely. But it is nevertheless the fact. The venom was slightly diluted with water and enough to kill a dozen people was poured into a tiny mould and frozen.”

“Frozen?” said the chief, in astonishment.

Manfred nodded.

“There is no doubt about it,” he said. “Snake venom does not lose its potency by being frozen, and this method of moulding their darts was a very sane one, from their point of view. It was only necessary for a microscopic portion of the splinter to pierce the flesh. Sufficient instantly melted to cause death, and if the victim rubbed the place where he had been struck, it was more certain that he would rub some of the venom, which had melted on his cheek, into the wound. Usually they died instantly. The cigarette holders that were carried by Gurther and the other assassin, Pfeiffer, were blowpipes, the cigarette a hollow metal fake. By the time they blew their little ice darts, it was in a half-molten condition and carried sufficient liquid poison to kill, even if the skin was only punctured. And, of course, all that did not enter the skin melted before there could be any examination by the police. That is why you never found darts such as the bushmen use, slithers of bamboo, thorns from trees. Oberzohn had the simplest method of dealing with all opposition: he sent out his snake-men to intercept them, and only once did they fail — when they aimed at Leon and caught that snakeproof man, Elijah Washington!”

“What about Miss Leicester’s claim to the goldfields of Biskara?”

Manfred smiled.

“The renewal has already been applied for and granted. Leon found at Heavytree Farm some blank sheets of notepaper signed with the girl’s name. He stole one during the aunt’s absence and filled up the blank with a formal request for renewal. I have just had a wire to say that the lease is extended.”

He and Poiccart had to walk the best part of the way to New Cross before they could find a taxicab. Leon had gone on with the girl. Poiccart was worried about something, and did not speak his mind until the providential cab appeared on the scene and they were trundling along the New Cross Road.

“My dear George, I am a little troubled about Leon,” he said at last. “It seems almost impossible to believe, but—”

“But what?” asked Manfred good-humouredly, and knowing what was coming.

“You don’t believe,” said Poiccart in a hushed voice, as though he were discussing the advent of some world cataclysm— “you don’t believe that Leon is in love, do you?”

Manfred considered for a moment.

“Such things happen, even to just men,” he said, and Poiccart shook his head sadly.

“I have never contemplated such an unhappy contingency,” he said, and Manfred was laughing to himself all the way back to town.


The End
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As The Megaphone once said, in its most pessimistic and wondering mood, recording rather than condemning the strangeness of the time:

“Even The Four Just Men have become a respectable institution. Not more than fifteen years ago we spoke of them as ‘a criminal organization’; rewards were offered for their arrest…today you may turn into Curzon Street and find a silver triangle affixed to the sedate door which marks their professional headquarters…The hunted and reviled have become a most exclusive detective agency…We can only hope that their somewhat drastic methods of other times have been considerably modified.”

It is sometimes a dangerous thing to watch a possible watcher.

‘What is Mr Lewis Lethersohn afraid of?’ asked Manfred, as he cracked an egg at breakfast. His handsome, cleanshaven face was tanned a teak-brown, for he was newly back from the sun and snows of Switzerland.

Leon Gonsalez sat opposite, absorbed in The Times; at the end of the table was Raymond Poiccart, heavy-featured and saturnine. Other pens than mine have described his qualities and his passion for growing vegetables.

He raised his eyes to Gonsalez.

‘Is he the gentleman who has had this house watched for the past month?’ he asked.

A smile quivered on Leon’s lips as he folded the newspaper neatly.

‘He is the gentleman — I’m interviewing him this morning,’ he said. ‘In the meantime, the sleuth hounds have been withdrawn — they were employed by the Ottis Detective Agency.’

‘If he is watching us, he has a bad conscience,’ said Poiccart, nodding slowly. ‘I shall be interested to hear all about this.’

Mr Lewis Lethersohn lived in Lower Berkeley Street — a very large and expensive house. The footman who opened the door to Leon was arrayed in a uniform common enough in historical films but rather out of the picture in Lower Berkeley Street. Mulberry and gold and knee breeches…Leon gazed at him with awe.

‘Mr Lethersohn will see you in the library,’ said the man — he seemed; thought Leon, rather conscious of his own magnificence.

A gorgeous house this, with costly furnishings and lavish decorations. As he mounted the wide stairs he had a glimpse of a beautiful woman passing across the landing. One disdainful glance she threw in his direction and passed, leaving behind her the faint fragrance of some exotic perfume.

The room into which he was shown might have been mistaken for a bedroom, with its bric-a-brac and its beauty of appointments.

Mr Lethersohn rose from behind the Empire writing table and offered a white hand. He was thin, rather bald, and there was a suggestion of the scholar in his lined face.

‘Mr Gonsalez?’ His voice was thin and not particularly pleasant. ‘Won’t you sit down? I had your inquiry — there seems to be some mistake.’

He had resumed his own seat. Though he might endeavour, to cover up his uneasiness by this cold attitude of his, he could not quite hide his perturbation.

‘I know you, of course — but it is ridiculous that I should set men to watch your house. Why?’

Gonsalez was watching him intently.

‘That is what I have come to learn,’ he said, ‘and I think it would be fairest to tell you that there is no doubt that you are watching us. We know the agency you employed — we know the fees you have paid and the instructions you have given. The only question is, why?’

Mr Lethersohn moved uncomfortably and smiled. ‘Really…I suppose there is no wisdom in denying that I did employ detectives. The truth is, the Four Just Men is rather a formidable organization — and — er — Well, I am a rich man….’

He was at a loss how to go on.

The interview ended lamely with polite assurances on either side. Leon Gonsalez went back to Curzon Street a very thoughtful man.

‘He’s afraid of somebody consulting us, and the detective people have been employed to head off that somebody. Now who?’

The next evening brought the answer.

It was a grey April night, chill and moist. The woman who walked slowly down Curzon Street, examining the numbers on the doors, was an object of suspicion to the policeman standing on Claridge’s corner. She was in the region of thirty, rather slim, under the worn and soddened coat. Her face was faded and a little pinched. ‘Pretty once,’ mused Leon Gonsalez, observing her from behind the net curtain that covered the window. ‘A working woman without a thought beyond keeping her body and soul together.’

He had time enough to observe her, since she stood for a long time by the kerb, looking up and down the street hopelessly.

‘Notice the absence of any kind of luring finery — and this is the hour when even the poorest find a scarf or a pair of gloves.’

Manfred rose from the table where he had been taking his frugal meal and joined the keen-faced observer.

‘Provincial, I think,’ said Leon thoughtfully. ‘Obviously a stranger to the West End — she’s coming here!’

As he was speaking, the woman had turned, made a brief scrutiny of the front door…They heard the bell ring.

‘I was mistaken — she hadn’t lost her way; she was plucking up courage to ring — and if she isn’t Lethersohn’s bete noire I’m a Dutchman!’

He heard Poiccart’s heavy tread in the passage — Poiccart played butler quite naturally. Presently he came in and closed the door behind him.

‘You will be surprised,’ he said in his grave way. That was peculiarly Poiccart — to say mysterious things gravely.

‘About the lady? I refuse to be surprised.’ Leon was vehement. ‘She has lost something — a husband, a watch, something. She has the “lost” look — an atmosphere of vague helplessness surrounds her. The symptoms are unmistakable!’

‘Ask her to come in,’ said Manfred, and Poiccart retired.

A second later Alma Stamford was ushered into the room.

That was her name. She came from Edgware and she was a widow…Long before she came to the end of preliminaries Poiccart’s promised surprise had been sprung, for this woman, wearing clothes that a charwoman would have despised, had a voice which was soft and educated. Her vocabulary was extensive and she spoke of conditions which could only be familiar to one who had lived in surroundings of wealth.

She was the widow of a man who — they gathered — had not been in his lifetime the best of husbands. Rich beyond the ordinary meaning of the term, with estates in Yorkshire and Somerset, a fearless rider to hounds, he had met his death in the hunting field.

‘My husband had a peculiar upbringing,’ she said. ‘His parents died at an early age and he was brought up by his uncle. He was a terrible old man who drank heavily, was coarse to the last degree, and was jealous of outside interference. Mark saw practically nobody until, in the last year or the old man’s life, he brought in a Mr Lethersohn, a young man a little older than Mark, to act as tutor — for Mark’s education was terribly backward. My husband was twenty-one when his uncle died, but he retained a gentleman to act for him as companion and secretary.’

‘Mr Lewis Lethersohn,’ said Leon promptly, and she gasped.

‘I can’t guess how you know, but that is the name. Although we weren’t particularly happy,’ she went on, ‘my husband’s death was a terrible shock. But almost as great a shock was his will. In this he left one half of his fortune to Lethersohn, the other half to me at the expiration of five years from his death, provided that I carried out the conditions of the will. I was not to marry during that period, I was to live at a house in Harlow and never to leave the Harlow district. Mr Lethersohn was given absolute power as sole executor to dispose of property for my benefit. I have lived in Harlow until this morning.’

‘Mr Lethersohn is of course married?’ said Leon, his bright eyes fixed on the lady.

‘Yes — you know him?’

Leon shook his head.

‘I only know that he is married and very much in love with his wife.’

She was astounded at this.

‘You must know him. Yes, he married just before Mark was killed. A very beautiful Hungarian girl — he is half Hungarian and I believe he adores her. I heard that she was very extravagant — I only saw her once.’

‘What has happened at Harlow?’ It was the silent, watchful Poiccart who asked the question.

He saw the woman’s lips tremble.

‘It has been a nightmare,’ she said with a break in her voice. ‘The house was a beautiful little place — miles from Harlow really, and off the main road. There I have been for two years practically a prisoner. My letters have been opened, I have been locked in my room every night by one of the two women Mr Lethersohn sent to look after me, and men have been patrolling the grounds day and night.’

‘The suggestion is that you are not quite right in your head?’ asked Manfred.

She looked startled at this.

‘You don’t think so?’ she asked quickly, and, when he shook his head: ‘Thank God for that! Yes, that was the story they told. I wasn’t supposed to see newspapers, though I had all the books I wanted. One day I found a scrap of paper with the account of a bank fraud which you gentlemen had detected, and there was a brief account of your past. I treasured that because it had your address in the paragraph. To escape seemed impossible — I had no money, it was impossible to leave the grounds. But they had a woman who came to do the rough work twice a week. I think she came from the village. I managed to enlist her sympathy, and yesterday she brought me these clothes. Early this morning I changed, dropped out of my bedroom window and passed the guard. Now I come to my real mystery.’

She put her hand into the pocket of her wet coat and took out a small package. This she unwrapped.

‘My husband was taken to the cottage hospital after his accident; he died early the next morning. He must have recovered consciousness unknown to the nurses, for the top of the sheet was covered with little drawings. He had made them with an indelible pencil attached to his temperature chart and hanging above his head — he must have reached up for it and broken it off.’

She spread out the square of soiled linen on the table.

[The book here includes a drawing: three irregular shapes at the left with a car and a motorbike below them, a three-storey building in the centre, and to the right of it twenty small circles, a line, the shape of a pear with a long stem, and a flower with four short strokes above it.]

‘Poor Mark was very fond of drawing the figures that children and idle people who have no real knowledge of art love to scribble.’

‘How did you get this?’ asked Leon.

‘The matron cut it off for me.’

Manfred frowned. ‘The sort of things a man might draw in his delirium,’ he said.

‘On the contrary,’ said Leon coolly, ‘it is as clear as daylight to me. Where were you married?’

‘At the Westminster Registry Office.’

Leon nodded.

‘Take your mind back: was there anything remarkable about the marriage — did your husband have a private interview with the registrar?’

She opened her big blue eyes at this.

‘Yes — Mr Lethersohn and my husband interviewed him in his private office.’

Leon chuckled, but was serious again instantly.

‘One more question. Who drew up the will? A lawyer?’

She shook her head.

‘My husband — it was written in his own hand from start to finish. He wrote rather a nice hand, very easily distinguishable from any other.’

‘Were there any other conditions imposed upon you in your husband’s will?’

She hesitated, and the watchers saw a dark flush pass over her face.

‘Yes…it was so insulting that I did not tell you. It was this — and this was the main condition — that I should not at any time attempt to establish the fact that I was legally married to Mark. That was to me inexplicable — I can’t believe that he was ever married before, but his early life was so remarkable that anything may have happened.’

Leon was smiling delightedly. In such moments he was as a child who had received a new and entrancing toy.

‘I can relieve your mind,’ he said, to her amazement. ‘Your husband was never married before!’

Poiccart was studying the drawings.

‘Can you get the plans of your husband’s estates?’ he asked, and Leon chuckled again.

‘That man knows everything, George!’ he exclaimed. ‘Poiccart, mon vieux, you are superb!’ He turned quickly to Mrs Stamford. ‘Madam, you need rest, a change of clothing, and — protection. The first and the last are in this house, if you dare be our guest. The second I will procure for you in an hour — together with a temporary maid.’

She looked at him, a little bewildered…Five minutes later, an embarrassed Poiccart was showing her to her room, and a nurse of Leon’s acquaintance was hurrying to Curzon Street with a bulging suitcase — Leon had a weakness for nurses, and knew at least a hundred by name.

Late as was the hour, he made several calls — one as far as Strawberry Hill, where a certain assistant registrar of marriages lived.

It was eleven o’clock that night when he rang the bell at the handsome house in Upper Berkeley Street. Another footman admitted him.

‘Are you Mr Gonsalez? Mr Lethersohn has not returned from the theatre, but he telephoned asking you to wait in the library.’

‘Thank you,’ said Leon gratefully, though there was no need for gratitude, for he it was who had telephoned.

He was bowed into the ornate sanctum and left alone.

The footman had hardly left the room before Leon was at the Empire desk, turning over the papers rapidly. But he found what he sought on the blottingpad, face downwards.

A letter addressed to a firm of wine merchants complaining of some deficiency in a consignment of champagne. He read this through rapidly — it was only half finished — folded the paper and put it into his pocket.

Carefully and rapidly he examined the drawers of the table: two were locked — the middle drawer was, however, without fastening. What he found interested him and gave him some little occupation. He had hardly finished before he heard a car stop before the house and, looking through the curtains, saw a man and woman alight.

Dark as it was, he recognized his unconscious host, and he was sitting demurely on the edge of a chair when Lethersohn burst into the room, his face white with fury.

‘What the hell is the meaning of this?’ he demanded as he slammed the door behind him. ‘By God, I’ll have you arrested for impersonating me—’

‘You guessed that I had telephoned — that was almost intelligent,’ smiled Leon Gonsalez.

The man swallowed.

‘Why are you here — I suppose it concerns the poor woman who escaped from a mental hospital today — I only just heard before I went out….’

‘So we gathered from the fact that your watchers have been on duty again tonight,’ said Leon, ‘but they were a little too late.’

The man’s face went a shade paler.

‘You’ve seen her?’ he asked jerkily. ‘And I suppose she told you a cock and bull story about me?’

Leon took from his pocket a piece of discoloured linen and held it up.

‘You’ve not seen this?’ he asked. ‘When Mark Stamford died, this drawing was found on his sheet. He could draw these strange little things, you know that?’

Lewis Lethersohn did not answer.

‘Shall I tell you what this is — it is his last will.

‘That’s a lie!’ croaked the other.

‘His last will,’ nodded Leon sternly. ‘Those three queer rhomboids are rough plans of his three estates. That house is a pretty fair picture of the Southern Bank premises and the little circles are money.’

Lethersohn was staring at the drawing.

‘No court would accept that foolery,’ he managed to say.

Leon showed his teeth in a mirthless grin..

‘Nor the “awl” which means “all,” nor the four strokes which stand as “for,” nor the “Margaret,” nor the final “Mark”? be asked.

With an effort Lethersohn recovered his composure. ‘My dear man, the idea is fantastical — he wrote a will with his own hand—’

Leon stood with his head thrust forward. So far Lethersohn got, when:

‘He couldn’t write!’ he said softly, and Lethersohn turned pale. ‘He could draw these pictures but he couldn’t write his own name. If Mrs Stamford had seen the registrar’s certificate she would have seen that it was signed with a cross — that is why you put in the little bit about her not attempting to prove her marriage — why you kept her prisoner at Harlow in case she made independent inquiries.’

Suddenly Lethersohn flew to his desk and jerked open a drawer. In a second an automatic appeared in his hand. Running back to the door, he flung it open.

‘Help…murder!’ he shouted.

He swung round on the motionless Gonsalez and, levelling his gun, pulled the trigger. A click — and no more.

‘I emptied the magazine,’ said Leon coolly, ‘so the little tragedy you so carefully staged has become a farce. Shall I telephone to the police or will you?’

Scotland Yard men arrested Lewis Lethersohn as he was stepping on to the boat at Dover.

‘There may be some difficulty in proving the will,’ said Manfred, reading the account in the evening newspapers; ‘but the jury will not take long to put friend Lewis in his proper place….’

Later, when they questioned Leon — Poiccart was all for pinning down his psychology — he condescended to explain.

‘The rebus told me he could not write — the fact that the will did not instruct Mrs Stamford to marry Lewis showed me that he was married and loved his wife. The rest was ridiculously easy.’




Chapter 2


The Happy Travellers
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Of the Three men who had their headquarters in Curzon Street, George Manfred was by far the best looking. His were the features and poise of an aristocrat. In a crowd he stood out by himself, not alone because of his height, but the imponderable something which distinguishes breeding.

‘George looks like a racehorse in a herd of Shetland ponies!’ said the enthusiastic Leon Gonsalez on one occasion. Which was very nearly true.

Yet it was Leon who attracted the average woman, and even women above the average. It was fatal to send him to deal with a case in which women were concerned, not because he himself was given to philandering, but because it was as certain as anything could be that he would come back leaving at least one sighing maiden to bombard him with letters ten pages long.

Which really made him rather unhappy.

‘I’m old enough to be their father,’ he wailed on one occasion, ‘and as I live I said no more than “Good morning” to the wench. Had I held her hand or chanted a canto or two into her pink ear, I would stand condemned. But, George, I swear—’

But George was helpless with laughter.

Yet Leon could act the perfect lover. Once in Cordova he paid court to a certain senorita — three knife scars on his right breast testify to the success of his wooing. As to the two men who attacked him, they are dead, for by his courting he lured into the open the man for whom the police of Spain and France were searching.

And he was especially effusive one spring morning to a slim and beautiful dark-eyed lady whom he met in Hyde Park. He was on foot, when he saw her walking past slowly and unattended. A graceful woman of thirty with a faultless skin and grey eyes that were almost black.

It was by no accident that they met, for Leon had been studying her movements for weeks.

‘This is an answer to prayer, beautiful lady,’ he said, and his extravagance was the more facile since he spoke in Italian.

She laughed softly, gave him one swift, quizzical glance from under the long lashes, and signalled him to replace the hat that was now in his hand.

‘Good morning, Signor Carrelli,’ she smiled, and gave him a small gloved hand. She was simply but expensively dressed. The only jewels she wore were the string of pearls about her white throat.

‘I see you everywhere,’ she said. ‘You were dining at the Carlton on Monday night, and before that I saw you in a box at a theatre, and yesterday afternoon I met you!’

Leon showed his white teeth in a delighted smile.

‘That is true, illustrious lady,’ he said, ‘but you make no reference to my searching London to find somebody who would introduce me. Nor do you pity my despair as I followed you, feasting my eyes upon your beauty, or my sleepless nights—’

All this he said with the fervour of a lovesick youth, and she listened without giving evidence of disapproval.

‘You shall walk with me,’ she said, in the manner of a queen conveying an immense privilege..

They strolled away from the crowd towards the open spaces of the park, and they talked of Rome and the hunting season, of runs on Campagna and the parties of Princess Leipnitz-Savalo — Leon read the society columns of the Roman press with great assiduity and remembered all that he read.

They came at last to a place of trees and comfortable garden chairs. Leon paid the watchful attendant, and, after he had strolled away:

‘How beautiful it is to sit alone with divinity!’ he began ecstatically. ‘For I tell you this, signorita…’

‘Tell me something else, Mr Leon Gonsalez,’ said the lady, and this time she spoke in English and her voice had the qualities of steel and ice. ‘Why are you shadowing me?’

If she expected to confound him it was because she did not know her Leon.

‘Because you are an extremely dangerous lady, Madame Koskina,’ he said coolly, ‘and all the more dangerous because the Lord has given you kissable lips and a graceful body. How many impressionable young attaches of embassies have discovered these charms in you!’

She laughed at this and was seemingly well pleased.

‘You have been reading,’ she said. ‘No, my dear Mr Gonsalez, I am out of politics — they bore me. Poor Ivan is in Russia struggling with the work of the Economic Commission and living in dread because of his well-known Liberal views, and I am in London, which is delightfully capitalistic and comfortable! Believe me, Leningrad is no place for a lady!’

Isola Koskina had been Isola Caprevetti before she married a dashing young Russian attache. She had been a revolutionary from birth; and now she had developed a zeal for revolution that amounted to fanaticism.

Leon smiled.

‘There are worse places for a lady even than Leningrad. I should be grieved indeed, my dear Isola, to see you making coarse shirts in Aylesbury convict establishment.’

She looked at him steadily, insolently.

‘That is a threat, and threats bore me. In Italy I have been threatened with…all sorts of dreadful things if I ever showed myself on the wrong side of the Simplon Pass. And really I am the most inoffensive person in the world, Monsieur Gonsalez. You are, or course, employed by the Government — how eminently respectable! Which Government?’

Leon grinned, but was serious again in a second.

‘The Italian frontiers are practically closed since the last attempt,’ he said. ‘You and your friends are causing everybody an immense amount of trouble. Naturally the Government are concerned. They do not wish to wake up one morning and find that they are implicated, and that some successful assassin made a jump from — England, shall we say?’

The lady shrugged her pretty shoulders. ‘How very dramatic! And therefore poor Isola Koskina must be watched by detectives and reformed murderers — I suppose you and your precious comrades are reformed?’

The smile on the thin face of Leon Gonsalez widened. ‘If we were not, signorita, what would happen? Should I be sitting here talking pretty-pretty talk with you? Would you not be picked out of the Thames at Limehouse all cold and clammy some morning, and lie on the slab till a coroner’s jury returned a verdict of “Found drowned”?’

He saw the colour leave her face: fear came to her eyes. ‘You had better threaten Ivan—’ she began.

‘I will cable him: he is not in Leningrad but living in Berlin under the name of Petersohn — Martin Lutherstrasse 904. How easy it would be if we were not reformed! A dead man in a gutter and a policeman searching his pockets for a card of identity—’

She rose hurriedly; her very lips were bloodless.

‘You do not amuse me,’ she said and, turning from him, walked quickly away.

Leon made no attempt to follow her. It was two days after this encounter that the letter came. Many people wrote to the Just Men, a few abusively, quite a number fatuously. But now and again there could be extracted from the morning correspondence quite a pretty little problem. And the dingy letter with its fingermarks and creases was quite worth the amount that the postman charged them — for it came unstamped. The address was:

Four Just Men, Curzon Street, May Fair,

West End, London.

The writing was that of an illiterate, and the letter went:

DEAR SIR,

You are surposed to go in for misteries well hear is a mistery. I was a boiler makers mate in Hollingses but now out of work and one Sunday I was photoed by a foren lady she come in front of me with a camra and took me. There was a lot of chaps in the park but she only took me. Then she ast me my name and address and ast me if I knew a clergyman. And when I said yes she wrote down the name of the Rev J. Crewe, and then she said shed send me a picture dear sir she didn’t send me a pictur but ast me to joyne the Happy Travlers to go to Swizzleland Rome, etc.
 and nothing to pay all expences payed also loss of time (Ten £) and soots of close everything done in stile. Well dear sir I got ready and she did everything close ten £ &. also she got tickets &c. But now the lady says I got to go to Devonshire not that I mind. Now dear sir thats a mistery because I just met a gentleman from Leeds and has had his photo took and joyned the Happy Travlers and hes going to Cornwall and this lady who took the picture of him ast him if he knew a clergyman and wrote it down. Now what is the mistery is it something to do with religion? Yours Sincerely, T. B A R G E R.

George Manfred read the ill-spelt scrawl and threw the letter across the breakfast table to Leon Gonsalez.

‘Read me that riddle, Leon,’ he said.

Leon read and frowned.

‘“Happy Travellers,” eh? That’s odd.’

The letter went to Raymond, who studied it with an expressionless face.

‘Eh, Raymond?’ Leon asked, his eyes alight.

‘I think so,’ said Raymond, nodding slowly.

‘Will you let me into your “mistery”?’ asked Manfred.

Leon chuckled.

‘No mystery at all, my dear George. I will see this T. Barger, whose name is surely “Thomas” and will learn certain particulars as, for example, the colour of his eyes and the testimonial he has received from the Foreign Secretary.’

‘Mistery on mistery,’ murmured George Manfred as he sipped his coffee — though in truth the matter was no longer a mystery to him. The reference to the Foreign Secretary was very illuminating.

‘As to the lady—’ said Leon, and shook his head.

His big Bentley created a mild sensation in the street where T. Barger lived. It was situated near the East India Dock, and T. Barger — whose front name was surprisingly Theophilus — proved to be a tall, dark man of thirty with a small black moustache and rather heavy black eyebrows. He was obviously wearing his new ‘soot’ and had expended at least a portion of his ‘ten £’ on alcoholic refreshment, for he was in a loud and confident mood.

‘I’m leavin’ tomorrow,’ he said thickly, ‘for Torquay — everything paid. Travellin’ like a swell…first class. You one of them Justers!’

Leon induced him to go into the house.

‘It’s a myst’ry to me,’ said Mr Barger, ‘why she done it. Happy Trav’ler — that’s what I am. She might have took me abroad — I’d like to have seen them mountains, but she says if I don’t speak the Swiss language I’d be out of it. Anyway, what’s the matter with Torquay?’

‘The other man is going to Cornwall?’

Mr Barger nodded solemnly. ‘An’ his mate’s goin’ to Somerset — funny meetin’ him at all….’ He explained the coincidence, which had to do with a public-house where Mr Barger had called for a drink.

‘What was his name?’

‘Rigson — Harry Rigson. I told him mine, he told me his. The other man? Harry’s pal? I call him Harry — we’re like pals — now let me think, mister….’

Leon let him think.

Tunny name…Coke…no, Soke…Lokely! That’s it — Joe Lokely.’

Leon asked a few more questions which were seemingly irrelevant but were not.

‘Of course I had to be passed by the committee,’ said the communicative Theophilus. ‘Accordin’ to Harry, this lady photoed a friend of his but he didn’t pass.’

‘I see,’ said Leon. ‘What time do you leave for Devonshire?’

‘Tomorrow mornin’ — seven o’clock. Bit early, ain’t it? But this lady says that Happy Travellers must be early risers. Harry’s goin’ by the same train but in another coach….’

Leon went back to Curzon Street well satisfied. The question he had to decide was: was Isola an early riser too?

‘I hardly think so,’ said Raymond Poiccart. ‘She would not take the risk — especially if she knows that she is watched.’

That night Scotland Yard was a very hive of industry, and Leon Gonsalez did without sleep. Fortunately Isola had been under police observation, and the Yard knew every district in England she had visited for the past month. By midnight two thousand ministers of religion had been awakened from their sleep by local police and asked to furnish certain particulars.

Isola went to a dinner and dance that night and her partner was a very nice young man, tall and dark of face. She chose the L’Orient, which is the most exclusive and plutocratic of night clubs. Men and women turned to admire or criticize her beauty as she entered, a radiant figure in a scarlet dress with a dull gold stole. The colours set off the glories of her lovely face, and there was sinuous grace in every movement.

They had reached the dessert when suddenly she laid two fingers on the tablecloth.

‘Who is it?’ asked her companion carelessly as he saw the danger signal.

‘The man I told you about — he is at the table immediately opposite.’

Presently the dark young man looked.

‘So that is the famous Gonsalez! A wisp of a man that I could break—’

‘A wisp of a man who has broken giants, Emilo,’ she interrupted. ‘Have you heard of Saccoriva — was he not a giant? That man killed him — shot him down in his own headquarters when there was a guard of revolutionary brethren within call — and escaped!’

‘He is anti-revolutionary?’ Emilo was impressed.

She shook her head. ‘Comrade Saccoriva was very foolish — with women. It was over some girl he had taken — and left. He is looking this way: I will call him over.’

Leon rose lazily at the signal and came across the crowded dance floor.

‘Signorita, you will never forgive me!’ he said in despair. ‘Here am I watching you again! And yet I only came here because I was bored.’

‘Bore me also,’ she said with her sweetest smile, and then, remembering her companion: ‘This is Heir Halz from Leipzig.’

Leon’s eyes twinkled.

‘Your friends change their nationalities as often as they change their names,’ he said. ‘I remember Herr Halz of Leipzig when he was Emilo Cassini of Turin!’

Emilo shifted uncomfortably, but Isola was amused.

‘This man is omniscient! Dance with me, Senor Gonsalez, and promise that you will not murder me!’

They went twice round the dance floor before Leon spoke. ‘If I had your face and figure and youth, I should have a good time and not bother with politics,’ he said.

‘And if I had your wisdom and cunning I should remove tyrants from their high positions,’ she retorted, her voice quivering.

That was all that was said. Going out into the vestibule, Leon discovered the girl and her escort waiting. It was raining heavily and Isola’s car could not be found.

‘May I drop you, gracious lady?’ Leon’s smile was most entrancing. ‘I have a poor car but it is at your disposition.’

Isola hesitated.

‘Thank you,’ she said.

Leon, ever the soul of politeness, insisted on taking one of the seats that put his back to the driver. It was not his own car. Usually he was very nervous about other drivers, but tonight he did not mind.

They crossed Trafalgar Square.

‘The man is taking the wrong turning,’ said Isola with quick vehemence.

‘This is the right road to Scotland Yard,’ said Leon. ‘We call this the Way of the Happy Traveller — keep your hand away from your pocket, Emilo. I have killed men on less provocation, and I have been covering you ever since we left the club!’

In the early hours of the morning telegrams were despatched to police headquarters at Folkestone and Dover:

‘Arrest and detain Theophilus Barger, Joseph Lokely, Harry Rigson’ — here followed five other names—’travelling to the Continent by boat either today or tomorrow.’

There was no need to give instructions about Isola. For a perfect lady, her behaviour was indefensible.

‘She blotted her copybook,’ said Leon sadly. ‘I’ve never seen a Happy Traveller less happy when we got her to Scotland Yard.’

Considering the matter at the morning conference which was part of the daily routine in Curzon Street, Manfred was inclined to regard the plot as elementary.

‘If you speak disparagingly of my genius and power of deduction I shall burst into tears,’ said Leon. ‘Raymond thinks I was clever — I will not have that verdict challenged. George, you’re getting old and grouchy.’

‘The detection was clever,’ Manfred hastened to placate his smiling friend.

‘And the scheme was clever,’ insisted Leon, ‘and terribly like Isola. One of these days she’ll do something awfully original and be shot. Obviously, what she set out to do was to collect seven men who bore some resemblance to the members of her murder gang. When she had found them, she made them get passports — that of course is why she asked if they knew a clergyman, for a padre’s signature on the photograph and application form is as good as a lawyer’s. Seven poor innocent men with passports which she handed over to her friends while the happy travellers were sent into out-of-the-way places. She was heading the gang into Italy — all the passports were visaed for that country.’

‘Tell me,’ said Manfred, ‘did they arrest the spurious T. Barger at Dover?’

Leon shook his head.

‘The man who was to have travelled with T. Barger’s passport was one Emilo Casbini — I spotted the likeness immediately. Isola was very abusive — but I quietened her by suggesting that her husband might like to know something about her friendship with Emilo…I have been watching Isola for a long time and I have seen things.’
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It was a year since Lord Geydrew invoked the aid of the Just Men who lived at the sign of the Triangle in Curzon Street. He was a narrow-headed man; the first time they met with him, Poiccart hazarded the opinion that he was constitutionally mean. The last time they met it was not so much an opinion as stark knowledge, for his lordship had most boldly repudiated the bill of expenses that Poiccart had rendered — even though Manfred and Gonsalez had risked their lives to recover the lost Geydrew diamond.

The Three did not take him to court. Not one of them had need of money. Manfred was satisfied with the experience; Poiccart was cock-a-hoop because a theory of his had worked home; Gonsalez found his consolation in the shape of the client’s head.

‘The most interesting recession of the parietal and malformation of the occiput I have ever seen,’ he said enthusiastically.

The Just Men shared one extraordinary gift — a prodigious memory for faces and an extraordinary facility for attaching those faces to disreputable names. There was, however, no credit due for remembering the head of his lordship.

Manfred was sitting in his small room overlooking Curzon Street one night in spring, and he was in his most thoughtful mood when Poiccart — who invariably undertook the job of butler — came hobbling in to announce Lord Geydrew.

‘Not the Geydrew of Gallat Towers?’ Manfred could be massively ironical. ‘Has he come to pay his bill?’

‘God knows,’ said Poiccart piously. ‘Do peers of the realm pay their bills? For the moment I am less concerned about the peerage than I am about my ankle — really, Leon is a careless devil. I had to take a taxi….’

Manfred chuckled. ‘He will be penitent and interesting,’ he said, ‘as for his lordship. Show him up.’

Lord Geydrew came in a little nervously, blinking at the bright light that burnt on Manfred’s table. Evidently he was unusually agitated. The weak mouth was tremulous, he opened and closed his eyes with a rapidity for which the bright light was not wholly responsible. His long, lined face was twitching spasmodically; from time to time he thrust his fingers through the scanty, reddish-grey hair.

‘I hope, Mr Manfred, there is no — um — er—’

He fumbled in his pocket, produced an oblong slip of paper and pushed it across the desk. Manfred looked and wondered. Poiccart, forgetful of his role as butler, watched interestedly. Besides, there was no need to pretend that he was anything but what he was.

Lord Geydrew looked from one to the other.

‘I was hoping your friend — um—’

‘Mr Gonsalez is out: he will be back later in the evening,’ said Manfred, wondering what was coming.

Then his lordship collapsed with a groan, and let his head fall upon the arms that lay on the desk.

‘Oh, my God!’ he wailed…’The most terrible thing…It doesn’t bear thinking about.’

Manfred waited patiently. Presently the older man looked up.

‘I must tell you the story from the beginning, Mr Manfred,’ he said. ‘My daughter Angela — you may have met her?’

Manfred shook his head.

‘She was married this morning. To Mr Guntheimer, a very wealthy Australian banker and an immensely nice fellow.’ He shook his head and dabbed his eyes with a handkerchief.

Light was beginning to dawn on Manfred.

‘Mr Guntheimer is considerably older than my daughter,’ his lordship went on, ‘and I will not conceal from you the fact that Angela has certain objections to the match. In fact, she had very stupidly arrived at some sort of understanding with young Sidworth — good family and all that, but not a penny in the world…It would have been madness.’

Manfred now understood quite clearly.

‘We had to hurry the marriage, since Guntheimer is leaving for Australia much earlier than he expected. Happily my daughter gave way to my legitimate wishes and they were married this morning at a registrar’s office and were due to leave for the Isle of Wight by the three o’clock train.

‘We did not go to see her off, and the only account I have of the occurrence was from the mouth of my son-in-law. He said that he was walking up to his reserved compartment, when suddenly he missed my daughter from his side. He looked round, retraced his steps, but could see nothing of her. Thinking that she might have gone ahead, he returned to the compartment, but it was empty. He then went back beyond the barrier: she was not in sight, but a porter whom he had engaged to carry his luggage and who followed him, said that he had seen her in earnest conversation with an elderly man and that they walked into the booking hall together and disappeared. Another porter on duty in the courtyard of the station saw them get into a car and drive off.’

Manfred was jotting down his notes on his blottingpad. Poiccart never lifted his eyes from the visitor.

‘The story the porter tells — the outside porter, I mean, went on his lordship, ‘is that my daughter seemed reluctant to go, and that she was almost thrust into the car, which had to pass him. As the car came abreast, the man was pulling down the blinds, and the porter says that he has no doubt that my daughter was struggling with him.’

‘With the elderly man?’ said Manfred.

Lord Geydrew nodded.

‘Mr Manfred’ — his voice was a wail—’I am not a rich man, and perhaps I would be wise to leave this matter in the hands of the police. But I have such extraordinary faith in your intelligence and acumen — I think you will find that cheque right — and in spite of your exorbitant charges I wish to engage you. She is my only daughter….’ His voice broke.

‘Did the porter take the number of the car?’

Lord Geydrew shook his head. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Naturally I wish to keep this out of the press—’

‘I’m afraid you’ve failed,’ said Manfred, and took a paper from a basket that was at his side, pointing out a paragraph in the stop press.

“REPORTED ABDUCTION OF BRIDE

“It is reported that a bride, just before leaving Waterloo on her honeymoon trip, was forcibly abducted by an elderly man. Scotland Yard have been notified.”

‘Porters will talk,’ said Manfred, leaning back in his chair. ‘Have the police a theory?’

‘None,’ snapped his lordship.

‘Has Mr Sidworth been interviewed?’

Lord Geydrew shook his head vigorously.

‘Naturally that was the first thought I had. Sidworth, I thought, has persuaded this unfortunate girl—’

‘Is he an elderly man?’ asked Manfred, with a twinkle in his eye which only Poiccart understood.

‘Of course he isn’t,’ snapped his lordship. ‘I told you he was young. At the present moment he’s staying with some very dear friends of mine at Newbury — I think he took the marriage rather badly. At any rate, my friend says that he has not left Kingshott Manor all day, and that he has not once used the telephone.’

Manfred rubbed his shapely nose thoughtfully.

‘And Mr Guntheimer — ?’

‘Naturally he’s distracted. I have never known a man so upset. He’s almost mad with grief. Can you gentlemen give me any hope?’

He looked from one to the other, and his lean face brightened at Manfred’s nod.

‘Where is Mr Guntheimer staying?’ asked Poiccart, breaking his silence.

‘At the Gayborough Hotel,’ said Lord Geydrew.

‘Another point — what was his present to the bride?’ asked Manfred.

His visitor looked surprised, and then: ‘A hundred thousand pounds,’ he said impressively. ‘Mr Guntheimer doesn’t believe in our old method of settlement. I may say that his cheque for that amount is in my pocket now.’

‘And your present to the bride?’ asked Manfred.

Lord Geydrew showed some signs of impatience.

‘My dear fellow, you’re on the wrong track. Angela was not spirited away for purposes of property. The jewel case containing her diamonds was carried by Guntheimer. She had nothing of value in her possession except for a few odd pounds in her handbag.’

Manfred rose.

‘I think that is all I want to ask you, Lord Geydrew. Unless I’m greatly mistaken, your daughter will come back to you in twentyfour hours.’

Poiccart showed the comforted man to his car, and returned to find Manfred reading the sporting column in an evening newspaper.

‘Well?’ asked Poiccart.

‘A curious case and one in which my soul revels.’ He put down the paper and stretched himself. ‘If Leon comes in, will you ask him to wait my return unless there is something urgent takes him elsewhere?’ He lifted his head. ‘I think that is him,’ he said, at the sound of squealing brakes.

Poiccart shook his head.

‘Leon is more noiseless,’ he said, and went down to admit an agitated young man.

Mr Harry Sidworth was that type of youth for which Manfred had a very soft spot. Lank of body, healthy of face, he had all the incoherence of his age.

‘I say, are you Mr Manfred?’ he began, almost before he got into the room. ‘I’ve been to that old devil’s house and his secretary told me to come here, though for the Lord’s sake don’t tell anybody he said so!’

‘You’re Mr Sidworth, of course?’

The young man nodded vigorously. His face was anxious, his air wild; he was too young to hide his evident distress.

‘Isn’t it too terrible for words—’ he began.

‘Mr Sidworth’ — Manfred fixed him with a kindly eye—’you’ve come to ask me about your Angela, and I’m telling you, as I told Lord Geydrew, that I’m perfectly certain that she will come back to you unharmed. There’s one thing I might ask — how long has she known her husband?’

The young man made a wry face.

‘That’s a hateful word to me,’ he groaned. ‘Guntheimer? About three months. He isn’t a bad fellow. I’ve nothing against him, except that he got Angela. Old Geydrew thought I’d taken her away. He rang up the people I was staying with, and that was the first news I had that she’d disappeared. It’s the most ghastly thing that’s ever happened to me.’

‘Have you heard from her lately?’ asked Manfred.

Sidworth nodded.

‘Yes, this morning,’ he said dolefully. ‘Just a little note thanking me for my wedding present. I gave her a jewel case—’

‘A what?’ asked Manfred sharply, and the young man, surprised at his vehemence, stared at him.

‘A jewel case — my sister bought one about a month ago, and Angela was so taken with it that I had an exact copy made.’

Manfred was looking at him absently.

‘Your sister?’ he said slowly. ‘Where does your sister live?’

‘Why, she’s at Maidenhead,’ said the young man, surprised.

Manfred looked at his watch.

‘Eight o’clock,’ he said. ‘This is going to be rather an amusing evening.’

The clocks were striking the half-hour after ten when the telephone in Mr Guntheimer’s private suite buzzed softly. Guntheimer ceased his restless pacing and went to the instrument.

‘I can’t see anybody,’ he said. ‘Who?’ He frowned. ‘All right, I’ll see him.’

It had been raining heavily and Manfred apologized for his wet raincoat and waited for an invitation to remove it. But apparently Mr Guntheimer was too preoccupied with his unhappy thoughts to be greatly concerned about his duties as host.

He was a tall, goodlooking man, rather haggard of face now, and the hand that stroked the iron-grey moustache trembled a little.

‘Geydrew told me he was going to see you — what is your explanation of this extraordinary happening, Mr Manfred?’

Manfred smiled.

‘The solution is a very simple one, Mr Guntheimer,’ he said. ‘It is to be found in the pink diamond.’

‘In the what?’ asked the other, startled.

‘Your wife has a rather nice diamond brooch,’ said Manfred. ‘Unless I am misinformed, the third from the end of the bar is of a distinctly pinkish hue. It is, or was, the property of the Rajah of Komitar, and on its topmost facet you will find an Arabic word, meaning “Happiness.”’

Guntheimer was gazing at him openmouthed.

‘What has that to do with it?’

Again Manfred smiled.

‘If there is a pink diamond and it is inscribed as I say, I can find your wife, not in twentyfour but in six hours.’

Guntheimer fingered his chin thoughtfully.

‘That matter’s easily settled,’ he said. ‘My wife’s jewels are in the hotel safe. Just wait.’

He was gone five minutes and returned carrying a small scarlet box. He put this on the table and opened it with a key which he took from his pocket. Lifting the lid, he took out a pad of washleather and revealed a trayful of glittering jewels.

‘There’s no brooch there,’ he said after a search; he pulled out the tray and examined the padded bottom of the box.

There were brooches and bars of all kinds. Manfred pointed to one, and this was inspected — but there was no pink diamond; nor was there in any other brooch.

‘Is that the best you can do in the way of detective work?’ demanded Mr Guntheimer as he closed and locked the box. ‘I thought that tale was a little fantastic…’

Crash! A stone came hurtling through the window, smashing the glass, and fell on the carpet. With an oath Guntheimer spun round.

‘What was that?’

He grabbed the jewel box that was on the table and ran to the window. Outside the window was a small balcony which ran the length of the building.

‘Somebody standing on the balcony must have thrown that,’ said Guntheimer.

The sound of smashing glass had been heard in the Corridor, and two hotel servants came in and examined the damage without, however, offering a solution to the mystery.

Manfred waited until the distracted bridegroom had locked away the jewel box in a strong trunk, and by this time Guntheimer was in a better humour.

‘I’ve heard about you fellows,’ he said, ‘and I know you’re pretty clever; otherwise, I should have thought that story of the pink diamond was all bunkum. Perhaps you will tell me what the Rajah of Who-was-it has to do with Angela’s disappearance?’

Manfred was biting his lip thoughtfully.

‘I don’t wish to alarm you,’ he said slowly. ‘But has it occurred to you, Mr Guntheimer, that you may share her fate?’

Again that quick turn and look of apprehension.

‘I don’t quite understand you.’

‘I wondered if you would,’ said Manfred and, holding out his hand, he left his astonished host staring after him.

When he got to Curzon Street he found Gonsalez, his head in one deep armchair, his feet on another. Apparently Poiccart, who had reached home first, had told him of the callers, for he was holding forth on women.

‘They are wilful, they are unreasonable,’ he said bitterly. ‘You remember, George, that woman at Cordova, how we saved her life from her lover and how we barely saved our own at her infuriated hands — there should be a law prohibiting women from possessing firearms. Here is a case in point. Tomorrow the newspapers will tell you the harrowing story of a bride torn from the arms of her handsome bridegroom. The old ladies of Bayswater will shed tears over the tragedy, knowing nothing of the aching heart of Mr Harry Sidworth or the great inconvenience to which this strange and tragic happening has put George Manfred, Raymond Poiccart, and Leon Gonsalez.’

Manfred opened the safe in a corner of the room and put into it something he had taken from his pocket. Characteristically, Gonsalez asked no questions, and it was remarkable and significant that nobody discussed the pink diamond.

The following morning passed uneventfully, save that Leon had much to say about the hardness of the drawingroom sofa, where he had spent the night, and the three men had finished lunch and were sitting smoking over their coffee, when a ring of the bell took Poiccart into the hall.

‘Geydrew, full of bad tidings,’ said George Manfred, as the sound of a voice came to them.

Lord Geydrew it was, shrill with his tremendous information.

‘Have you heard the news?…Guntheimer has disappeared! The waiter went to his room this morning, could get no answer, opened the door with his key and walked in. The bed had not been slept in…all his luggage was there, and on the floor—’

‘Let me guess,’ said Manfred, and held his forehead. ‘The jewel case was smashed to smithereens, without a single jewel in it! Or was it—’

But Lord Geydrew’s face told him that his first guess was accurate.

‘How did you know?’ he gasped. ‘It wasn’t in the papers — my God, this is awful!’

In his agitation, he did not notice that Leon Gonsalez had slipped from the room, and only missed him when he turned to find the one man in whom, for some extraordinary reason, he had faith.

(‘Geydrew never did trust you or me,’ said George afterwards.)

‘I’m ashamed to confess it,’ smiled Manfred. ‘That was sheer guesswork. The jewel case had the appearance of being jumped on — I don’t wonder!’

‘But — but—’ stammered the nobleman, and at that minute the door opened and he stood amazed.

A smiling girl was there, and in another instant was in his arms.

‘Here’s your Angela,’ said Leon, with great coolness, ‘and with all due respect to everybody, I shan’t be sorry to sleep in my own bed tonight. George, that sofa must be sent back to the brigands who supplied it.’

But George was at the safe, lifting out a red leather jewel case.

It was a long time before Geydrew was calm enough to hear the story.

‘My friend Leon Gonsalez,’ said Manfred, ‘has a wonderful memory for faces — so have we all, for the matter of that. But Leon is specially gifted. He was waiting at Waterloo to drive friend Poiccart home. Raymond had been to Winchester to see a surgeon friend of ours over a matter of a sprained leg. Whilst Leon was waiting he saw Guntheimer and your daughter and instantly recognized Guntheimer whose other name is Lanstry, or Smith, or Malikin. Guntheimer’s graft is bigamy, and Leon happens to know him rather well. A few inquiries made of the porter, and he discovered, not the identity of your daughter, but that this man had married that day. He approached Angela with a cock and bull story that some mysterious body was waiting to see her outside the station. I will not say that she imagined that mysterious body was Harry Sidworth, but at any rate she went very willingly. She showed some little fight when friend Leon pushed her into the car and drove away with her—’

‘Anybody who has tried to drive a car and control an infuriated and terrified lady will sympathize with me,’ broke in Leon.

‘By the time Miss Angela Geydrew reached Curzon Street she was in full possession of the facts as Leon knew them,’ Manfred went on. ‘Leon’s one object was to postpone the honeymoon until he could get somebody to identify Guntheimer. The young lady told us nothing about her jewel case, but we all guessed the hundred-thousand-pound cheque, presented too late to be banked; before it could be cleared, Guntheimer would be well out of the country with any loot he was able to gather — in this case the family diamonds — and of course it would have been pretty easy to arrest him last night. When your lordship called yesterday Leon was out finishing his investigations. Before he returned, I learnt where I could get a duplicate jewel box, and with Poiccart made a call on friend bigamist. Poiccart was on the balcony, listening, and at an agreed word signal he smashed the window, which gave me just the opportunity I wanted to change the jewel boxes. Later, I presume, Mr Guntheimer opened the box, found it was empty, realized the game was up and fled.’

‘But how did you induce him to show you the jewel box?’ asked Lord Geydrew.

Manfred smiled cryptically. The tale of the pink diamond was too crude to be repeated.
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Leon Gonsalez, like the famous scientist, had an unholy knack of collecting coincidences. He had, too, strange faiths, and believed that if a man saw a pink cow with one horn in the morning, he must, by the common workings of a certain esoteric law, meet another pink cow with one horn later in the day.

‘Coincidences, my dear George,’ he said, ‘are inevitabilities — not accidents.’

Manfred murmured something in reply — he was studying the dossier of one William Yape, of whom something may be told at a later period.

‘Now here is a coincidence.’ Leon was in no sense abashed, for it was after dinner, the hour of the day when he was most confident. ‘This morning I took the car for a run to Windsor — she was a trifle sticky yesterday — and at Langley what did I find? A gentleman sitting before an inn, very drunk. He was, I imagined, an agricultural labourer in his best Sunday suit, and it was remarkable that he wore a diamond ring worth five hundred pounds. He had, he told me, been to Canada, and had stayed at the Chateau Fronteuse — which is an expensive hotel.’

Poiccart was interested.

‘And the coincidence?’

‘If George will listen.’ Manfred looked up with a groan. ‘Thank you. Hardly had I begun questioning this inebriated son of the soil when a Rolls drove up, and there stepped down a rather nicelooking gentleman who also wore a diamond ring on his little finger.’

‘Sensation,’ said George Manfred, and went back to his dossier.

‘I shall be offended if you do not listen. Imagine the agriculturist suddenly jumping to his feet as if he had seen a ghost. “Ambrose!” he gasped. I tell you his face was the colour of milk. Ambrose — if he will pardon the liberty — could not have heard him, and passed into the inn. The labourer went stumbling away — it is remarkable that one’s head sobers so much more quickly than one’s legs — as though the devil was after him.

‘I went into the inn and found Ambrose drinking tea — a man who drinks tea at eleven o’clock in the morning has lived either in South Africa or Australia. It proved to be South Africa. An alluvial diamond digger, an ex-soldier and a most gentlemanly person, though not very communicative. After he had gone I went in search of the labourer — overtook him as he entered a most flamboyant villa.’

‘Which, with your peculiar disregard for the sacredness of the Englishman’s home, you entered.’

Leon nodded.

‘Truth is in you,’ he said. ‘Imagine, my dear George, a suburban villa so filled with useless furniture that you could hardly find a place to sit. Satin-covered settees, pseudo-Chinese cabinets, whatnots and wherefores crowding space. Ridiculous oil paintings, painted by the yard, in heavy gold frames, simpering enlargements of photographs covering hideous wallpaper — and two ladies, expensively dressed, bediamonded but without an “h” between them; common as the dirt on my shoes, shrill, ugly, coarse.

‘As I entered the hall on the trail of the labourer I heard him say: “He wasn’t killed — he’s back,” and a woman say:

“Oh, my God!” And then the second woman said: “He must be killed — it was in the list on New Year’s Day!” — after which I was so busy explaining my presence that further enlightenment was out of the question.’

George Manfred had tied his dossier neatly with a strip of red tape, and now he leaned back in his chair.

‘You took the number of the Ambrose car, of course?’

Leon nodded.

‘And he wore a diamond ring?’

‘A lady’s — it was on his little finger. A not very magnificent affair. It was the sort of dress ring that a girl would wear.’

Poiccart chuckled.

‘Now we sit down and wait for the third coincidence,’ he said. ‘It is inevitable.’

A few minutes later Leon was on his way to Fleet Street, for he was a man whose curiosity was insatiable. For two hours, in the office of a friendly newspaper, he pored over the casualty lists that were published on four New Year’s Days, looking for a soldier whose first name was ‘Ambrose’.

‘The Three Just Men,’ said the Assistant Commissioner cheerfully, ‘are now so eminently respectable that we give them police protection.’

You must allow for the fact that this was after dinner, when even an Assistant Commissioner grows a little expansive, especially when he is host in his nice house in Belgravia. You must also allow for the more interesting fact that one of the famous organization had been seen outside Colonel Yenford’s house that very night.

‘They are strange devils — why they should be watching this place beats me; if I’d known I should have asked the fellow in!’

Lady Irene Belvinne looked at one of the portraits on the wall: she seemed scarcely interested in the Three Just Men. Yet every word Colonel Yenford spoke was eagerly stored in her memory.

A beautiful woman of thirty-five, the widow of a man who had held Cabinet rank, she might claim to be especially favoured. She had been the wife of a many-times millionaire who had left her his entire fortune; she had the lineless face and serene poise of one who had never known care….

‘I don’t exactly know what they do?’ Her voice was a soft drawl. ‘Are they detectives? Of course, I know what they were.’

Who did not know what that ruthless trio were in the days when every hand was against them? When swift death followed their threat, when a whole world of secret lawbreakers trembled at their names.

‘They’re tame enough now,’ said somebody. ‘They wouldn’t have played their monkey tricks today, eh, Yenford?’

Colonel Yenford was not so confident.

‘It’s strange,’ mused Irene. ‘I didn’t think of them.’

She was so wholly absorbed in her thoughts that she did not realize she was speaking aloud.

‘Why on earth should you think about them?’ demanded Yenford, a little astonished.

She started at this and changed the subject.

It was past midnight when she reached her beautiful flat in Piccadilly, and all the staff except her maid had gone to bed. At the sound of a key turning in the lock the maid came flying into the hall, and with a sinking of heart Irene Belvinne knew that something was wrong.

‘She’s been waiting since nine, m’lady,’ said the girl in a low voice.

Irene nodded.

‘Where is she?’ she asked.

‘I put her in the study, madam.’

Handing her coat to the maid, the woman walked up the broad passage, opened a door and entered the library. The woman who had been sitting on the hide-covered settee rose awkwardly at the sight of the radiant woman who entered. The visitor was poorly dressed, had a long, not too clean face, and a mouth that drooped pathetically. She looked up slyly from under her lowered lids, and though her tone was humble it also held a suggestion of menace.

‘He’s terribly bad again tonight, m’lady,’ she said. ‘We had all our work cut out to keep him in bed. He wanted to come here, he said, him being delirious. The doctor says that we ought to get him away to—’ her eyes rose quickly and fell again ‘ — South Africa.’

‘It was Canada last time,’ said Irene steadily. ‘That was rather an expensive trip, Mrs Dennis.’

The woman mumbled something, rubbing her hands still more nervously.

‘I’m sure I’m worried to death about the whole business, me being his aunt, and I’m sure I can’t afford no five thousand pounds to take him to South Africa—’

Five thousand pounds! Irene was aghast at the demand. The Canadian trip had cost three thousand, but the original request was for one.

‘I should like to see him myself,’ she said with sudden determination.

Again that swift, sly look.

‘I wouldn’t let you come and see him, me lady, unless you brought a gentleman. I’d say your ‘usband, but I know he’s no more. I wouldn’t take the responsibility, I wouldn’t indeed. That’s why I never tell you where we’re living, in case you was tempted, me lady. He’d think no more of cutting your throat than he would of looking at you!’

A smile of contempt hardened the beautiful face.

‘I am not so sure that really terrifies me,’ said Irene quietly. ‘You want five thousand pounds — when do you sail?’

‘Next Saturday, me lady,’ said the woman eagerly. ‘And Jim say you was to pay the money in notes.’

Irene nodded.

‘Very well,’ she said. ‘But you mustn’t come here again unless I send for you.’

‘Where shall I get the money, me lady?’

‘Here at twelve o’clock tomorrow. And won’t you please make yourself a little more presentable when you call?’

The woman grinned.

‘I ain’t got your looks or your clothes, me lady,’ she sneered. ‘Every penny piece I earn goes on poor Jim, atrying to save his life, when if he had his rights he’d have millions.’

Irene walked to the door and opened it, waited in the passage until the maid had shut out the unprepossessing visitor.

‘Open the windows and air the room,’ said Irene.

She went upstairs and sat down before her dressing table, eyeing her reflection thoughtfully.

Then, of a sudden, she got up and crossed the room to the telephone. She lifted the receiver and then realized that she did not know the number. A search of the book gave her the information she wanted. The Triangle Detective Agency had their headquarters in Curzon Street. But they would be in bed by now, she thought; and even if the members of this extraordinary confederation were not, would they be likely to interest themselves at this late hour?

She had hardly given the number before she was through. She heard the rattle of the receiver as it was raised, and the distinctive tinkle of a guitar; then an eager voice asked her who she was.

‘Lady Irene Belvinne,’ she said. ‘You don’t know me, but—’

‘I know you very well. Lady Irene.’ She could almost detect the unknown smiling as he answered. ‘You dined at Colonel Yenford’s tonight and left the house at twelve minutes to twelve. You told your chauffeur to go back by way of Hyde Park….’

The guitar had ceased. She heard a distant voice say: ‘Listen to Leon: he’s being all Sherlock Holmes.’ And then a laugh. She smiled in sympathy.

‘Do you want to see me?’ This was Leon Gonsalez speaking, then.

‘When can I?’ she asked.

‘Now. I’ll come right away, if you’re in any serious trouble — I have an idea that you are.’

She hesitated. An immediate decision was called for and she set her teeth.

‘Very well. Will you come? I’ll wait up for you.’

In her nervousness she dropped the receiver down while he was answering her.

Five minutes later the maid admitted a slim, goodlooking man. He wore a dark suit, and was strangely like a Chancery barrister she knew. On her part the greeting was awkward, for the interval had been too short for her to make up her mind what she should tell him, and how she should begin.

It was in the library tainted, to her sensitive nostrils, with her late frowsy visitor, that she made her confession, and he listened with an expressionless face.

‘…I was very young — that is my only excuse; and he was a very handsome, very attractive young man…and a chauffeur isn’t a servant…I mean, one can be quite good friends with him, as one couldn’t be with — well, with other servants.’

He nodded.

‘It was an act of lunacy, and nasty, and everything you can say. When my father sent him away I thought my heart would break.’

‘Your father knew?’ asked Gonsalez gravely.

She shook her head.

‘No. Father was rather quick-tempered, and he bullied Jim for some fault that was not his — that was the end of it. I had one letter and then I heard no more until two or three years after I was married, when I got a letter from this woman, saying that her nephew was consumptive and she knew what — good friends we’d been.’

To her surprise her visitor was smiling, and at first she was hurt.

‘You have told me only what I’ve guessed,’ he said to her amazement.

‘You guessed…but you didn’t know—’

He interrupted her brusquely.

‘Was your second marriage happy, Lady Irene? I am not being impertinent.’

She hesitated.

‘It was quite happy. My husband was nearly thirty years older than I — why do you ask?’

Leon smiled again.

‘I am a sentimentalist — which is a shocking confession for one who boasts of his scientific mind. I am a devourer of love stories, both in fiction and in life. This Jim was not unpleasant?’

She shook her head.

‘No,’ she said, and then added simply: I loved him — I love him still. That is the ghastly part of it. It is dreadful to think of him lying ill with this dreadful aunt looking after him—’

‘Landlady,’ broke in Leon calmly. ‘He had no relations.’

She was on her feet now, staring at him.

‘What do you know?’

He had a gesture which was almost mesmeric in its calming effect.

‘I went to Colonel Yenford’s house tonight — I happened to learn that you were his guest and I wanted to see your mouth. I’m sorry if I am being mysterious, but I judge women by their mouths — the test is infallible. That is why I knew the hour you left.’

Irene Belvinne was frowning at him.

‘I don’t understand, Mr Gonzalez,’ she began. ‘What has my mouth to do with the matter?’

He nodded slowly.

‘If you had a certain type of mouth I should not have been interested — as it is…’

She waited, and presently he spoke.

‘You will find James Ambrose Clynes in his suite at the Piccadilly Hotel. The dress ring you gave him is on his little finger, and your photograph is the only one in his room.’

He put out his hand and steadied her as, white and shaking, she sank into a chair.

‘He’s a very rich man and a very nice man…and a very stupid man, or he would have come to see you.’

A car drew up before an ornate villa in the village of Langley and a poorly-dressed woman got down. The door was opened by a thickset man and the two passed into the over-furnished parlour. On the face of Mrs Dennis was a smile of satisfaction.

‘It’s all right — she’ll part,’ she said, throwing off her old coat.

The coarse-looking man with the diamond ring turned to his other sister.

‘As soon as we get the money it’s Canada for us,’ he said ominously. ‘I won’t have another fright like I had on Tuesday — why were you so late, Maria?’

‘A tyre burst on the Great West Road,’ she said, rubbing her hands at the fire. ‘What are you worrying about, Saul? We’ve done nothing. It ain’t as though we ever threatened her. That’d be crime. Just askin’ her to help a poor feller who’s ill, that ain’t crime.’

They discussed the pros and cons of this for nearly an hour. Then came the knock at the door.

It was the man who went out to interview the visitor….

‘If I don’t come in,’ said Leon Gonsalez pleasantly, ‘the police will. There will be a warrant issued tomorrow morning and you will be held on a charge of conspiring to defraud.’

A few seconds later he was questioning a trembling audience….

Poiccart and George Manfred were waiting up for him when he returned in the early hours of the morning.

‘Rather a unique case,’ said Leon, glancing through his notes. ‘Our Ambrose, a well-educated man, had a love affair with the Earl of Carslake’s daughter. He loses his job — because he loves the girl he decides not to communicate with her. He goes into the Army and, before he is sent overseas, he writes to his landlady, asks her to take out a sealed envelope, full of letters from Irene and burn them. By the time she gets these instructions, Ambrose is reported killed. The landlady, Mrs Dennis, with the inquisitiveness of her class, opens the envelope and learns enough to be able to blackmail this unfortunate girl. But Ambrose isn’t dead — he is discharged from the army on account of wounds and, accepting the invitation of a South African soldier, goes to the Cape, where he makes good.

‘In the meantime the Dennises wax rich. They pretend that “Jim”, as they called him, is desperately ill, trusting that Irene has not heard of his death. By this means, and on the threat of telling her husband, they extract nearly twenty thousand pounds.’

‘What shall we do to them?’ asked Poiccart.

Leon took something from his pocket — a glittering diamond ring. ‘I took this as payment for my advice,’ he said.

George smiled.

‘And your advice, Leon?’

‘Was to get out of the country before Ambrose found them,’ said Leon.




Chapter 5


The Slane Mystery
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The Killing of Bernard Slane was one of those mysteries which delight the Press and worry the police. Mr Slane was a rich stockbroker, a bachelor and a good fellow. He had dined at a Pall Mall club and, his car being in the garage for repairs, he took a taxi and ordered the driver to take him to his flat in Albert Palace Mansions. The porter of the mansions had taken the elevator to the fifth floor at the time Mr Slane arrived.

The first intimation that there was anything wrong was when the porter came down to find the taxidriver standing in the hall, and asked him what he wanted.

‘I’ve just brought a gentleman here — Mr Slane, who lives at Number Seven,’ said the driver. ‘He hadn’t got any change so he’s gone in to get it.’

This was quite likely, because Slane lived on the first floor and invariably used the stairs. They chatted together, the porter and the driver, for some five minutes, and then the porter undertook to go up and collect the money for the fare.

Albert Palace Mansions differed from every other apartment-house of its kind in that, on the first and the most expensive floor, there was one small flat consisting of four rooms, which was occupied by Slane.

A light showed through the transom, but then it had been burning all the evening. The porter rang the bell and waited, rang it again, knocked — without, however, getting an answer. He returned to the driver.

‘He must have gone to sleep — how was he?’ he asked.

By his question he meant to inquire whether the stockbroker was quite sober. It is a fact that Slane drank rather heavily, and had come home more than once in a condition which necessitated the help of the night porter to get him to bed.

The driver, whose name was Reynolds, admitted his passenger had had as much as, and probably more than, was good for him. Again the porter attempted to get a reply from the flat and, when this failed, he paid the driver out of his own pocket, four shillings and sixpence.

The porter was on duty all night, and made several journeys up and down his shaft. Through the open grille on the first floor he commanded a view of No 7. His statement was that he saw nothing of Mr Slane that night, that it was impossible for the stockbroker to have left the building without his seeing him.

At half past five the next morning a policeman patrolling Green Park saw a man sitting huddled up on a garden chair. He wore a dinner jacket and, his attitude was so suspicious that the policeman stepped over the rails and crossed the stretch of grass which intervened between the pathway and the chair which was placed near a clump of rhododendrons. He came up to the man, to find his fears justified. The man was dead; he had been terribly battered with some blunt instrument, and a search of the pockets revealed his identity as Bernard Slane.

Near the spot was an iron gateway set in the rails leading to the Mall, and the lock of this was discovered to be smashed. Detectives from Scotland Yard were at once on the spot; the porter of Albert Palace Mansions was questioned; and a call was sent round, asking the driver Reynolds to call at the Yard. He was there by twelve o’clock, but could throw no light on the mystery.

Reynolds was a respectable man without any record against him, and was a widower who lived over a garage near Dorset Square, Baker Street.

‘A most amusing crime,’ said Leon Gonsalez, his elbows on the breakfast table, his head between his hands.

‘Why amusing?’ asked George.

Leon read on, his lips moving, a trick of his, as he devoured every printed line. After a while he leaned back in his chair and rubbed his eyes.

‘It is amusing,’ he said, ‘because of the hotel bill that was found in the dead man’s pocket.’

He put his finger on a paragraph and Manfred drew the paper towards him and read:

‘The police discovered in the right hand pocket of the murdered man’s overcoat a bloodstained paper which proved to be an hotel bill, issued by the Plage Hotel, Ostend, five years ago. The bill was made out in the name of Mr and Mrs Wilbraham and was for 7,500 francs.’

Manfred pushed the paper back.

‘Isn’t the mystery why this half-drunken man left his flat and went back to Green Park, some considerable distance from Albert Palace Mansions?’ he asked.

Leon, who was staring blankly at the farther wall, shook his head slowly; and then, in his characteristic way, went off at a tangent:

‘There’s a lot to be said for the law which prohibited the publication of certain details in divorce cases,’ he said, ‘but I believe that the circumstances which surrounded the visit of Mr and Mrs Wilbraham to the Plage would have been given the fullest publicity if the case had come into court.’

‘Do you suspect a murder of revenge?’ Leon shrugged his shoulders and changed the subject. George Manfred used to say that Leon had the most amazing pigeonhole of a mind that it had been his fortune to meet with. Very seldom indeed did he have to consult the voluminous notes and data he had collected during his life, and which made one room in that little house uninhabitable.

There was a man at Scotland Yard, Inspector Meadows, who was on the friendliest terms with the Three. It was his practice to smoke a pipe, indeed many pipes, of evenings in the little Curzon Street house. He came that night, rather full of the Slane mystery.

‘Slane was a pretty rapid sort,’ he said. ‘From the evidence that was found in his house, it is clear that he was the one man in London who ought not to be a bachelor if about two dozen women had their rights! By the way, we’ve traced Mr and Mrs Wilbraham. Wilbraham was of course Slane. The lady isn’t so easy to find; one of his pickups, I suppose—’

‘And yet the only girl he was willing to marry,’ said Gonsalez.

‘How did you know that?’ asked the startled detective.

Leon chuckled.

‘The bill was obviously sent to give the husband evidence. The husband, either because he was willing to give his wife another chance or because he was a Roman Catholic, did not divorce her. Now tell me’ — he leaned forward over the table and beamed on the detective—’when the taxi drew up before the door of Albert Palace Mansions, did Slane immediately alight? — I can tell you he didn’t.’

‘You’ve been making inquiries,’ said the other suspiciously. ‘No, he waited there. The driver, being a tactful individual, thought it best to keep him inside until the people who were in the hall had gone up in the lift — which is visible from the door.’

‘Exactly. Was it the driver’s idea or Slane’s’?

‘The driver’s,’ said Meadows. ‘Slane was half asleep when the man pulled him out.’

‘One more question: when the elevator man took this party to the fifth floor, did he come down immediately?’

The Inspector shook his head.

‘No, he stayed up there talking to the tenants. He heard Slane’s door slam, and that was the first intimation he had that somebody had come in.’

Leon jerked back into his chair, a delighted smile on his face.

‘What do you think, Raymond?’ He addressed the saturnine Poiccart.

‘What do you think?’ said the other.

Meadows looked from Poiccart to Gonsalez.

‘Have you any theory as to why Slane went out again?’

‘He didn’t go out again,’ said the two men in unison.

Meadows caught George Manfred’s smiling eyes.

‘They’re trying to mystify you. Meadows, but what they say is true. Obviously he didn’t go out again.’

He rose and stretched himself.

‘I’m going to bed; and I’d like to bet you fifty pounds that Leon finds the murderer tomorrow, though I won’t swear that he will hand him over to Scotland Yard.’

At eight o’clock next morning, when, with a cigarette in his mouth, Reynolds, the taxidriver, was making a final inspection of his cab before taking it out for the day, Leon Gonsalez walked into the mews.

Reynolds was a man of forty, a quiet, goodlooking fellow. He had a soft voice and was courteous in a particularly pleasing way.

‘You’re not another detective, are you?’ he asked, smiling ruefully. ‘I’ve answered as many foolish questions as I care to answer.’

‘Is this your own cab?’ Leon nodded to the shining vehicle.

‘Yes, that’s mine,’ said the driver. ‘Cab-owning is not the gold mine some people think it is. And if you happen to get mixed up in a case like this, your takings fall fifty per cent.’

Very briefly Leon explained his position.

‘The Triangle Agency — oh, yes, I remember: you’re the Four Just Men, aren’t you? Good Lord! Scotland Yard haven’t put you on the job?’

‘I’m on the job for my own amusement,’ said Leon, giving smile for smile. ‘There are one or two matters which weren’t quite clear to me, and I wondered if you would mind telling me something that the police don’t seem to know.’

The man hesitated, and then: ‘Come up to my room,’ he said, and led the way up the narrow stairs.

The room was surprisingly well furnished. There were one or two old pieces, Leon noticed, which must have been worth a lot of money. On a gate-legged table in the centre of the room was a suitcase and near the table a trunk. The driver must have noticed his eyes rest on these, for he said quickly: ‘They belong to a customer of mine. I’m taking them to the station.’

From where he stood, Leon could see they were addressed to the Tetley cloak room to be called for; he made no comment on this, but his observation evidently disconcerted his host for his manner changed.

‘Now, Mr Gonsalez, I’m a working man, so I’m afraid I can’t give you very much time. What is it you want to know?’

‘I particularly wish to know,’ said Leon, ‘whether the day you brought Slane to his house had been a very busy one for you?’

‘It was fairly profitable,’ said the other. ‘I’ve already given the police an account of my fares, including the hospital case — but I suppose you know that.’

‘Which hospital case was this?’

The man hesitated.

‘I don’t want you to think I’m boasting about doing a thing like that — it was just humanity. A woman was knocked down by a bus in Baker Street: I picked her up and took her to the hospital.’

‘Was she badly hurt?’

‘She died.’ His voice was curt.

Leon looked at him thoughtfully. Again his eyes roved to the trunk.

‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘Will you come to Curzon Street tonight at nine o’clock? Here’s my address.’ He took a card from his pocket.

‘Why?’ There was a note of defiance in the voice.

‘Because I want to ask you something that I think you’ll be glad to answer,’ said Leon.

His big car was waiting at the end of the mews, and he set it flying in the direction of the Walmer Street hospital. He learnt there no more than he expected, and returned to Curzon Street, a very silent and uninformative man.

At nine o’clock that night came Reynolds, and for an hour he and Leon Gonsalez were closeted together in the little room downstairs. Happily, Meadows did not consider it necessary to call. It was not until a week afterwards that he came with a piece of information that surprised only himself.

‘It was rather a rum thing — that driver who took Slane back to his flat has disappeared — sold his taxi and cleared out. There’s nothing to associate him with the murder or I should get a warrant for him. He has been straightforward from the very first.’

Manfred politely agreed. Poiccart was staringly vacant. Leon Gonsalez yawned and was frankly bored with all mysteries.

‘It’s very curious,’ said Gonsalez, when he condescended to tell the full story, ‘that the police never troubled to investigate Slane’s life at Tetley. He had a big house there for some years. If they had, they couldn’t have failed to hear the story of young Doctor Grain and his beautiful wife, who ran away from him. She and Slane disappeared together; and of course he was passionately fond of her and was ready to marry her. But then, Slane was the type who was passionately fond of people for about three months, and unless the marriage could be arranged instantly the unfortunate girl had very little chance of becoming his wife.

‘The doctor offered to take his wife back, but she refused, and disappeared out of his life. He gave up the practice of medicine, came to London, invested his savings in a small garage, went broke, as all garage proprietors do unless they’re backed with good capital, and having to decide whether he’d go back to the practice of medicine and pick up all that he’d lost in the years he’d been trying to forget his wife, he chose what to him was the less strenuous profession of cab-driver. I know another man who did exactly the same thing: I will tell you about him one of these days.

‘He never saw his wife again, though he frequently saw Slane. Reynolds, or Grain, as I will call him, had shaved off his moustache and generally altered his appearance, and Slane never recognized him. It became an obsession of Grain’s to follow his enemy about, to learn of his movements, his habits. The one habit he did discover, and which proved to be Slane’s undoing, was his practice of dining at the Real Club in Pall Mall every Wednesday evening and of leaving the club at eleven-thirty on those occasions.

‘He put his discovery to no use, nor did he expect he would, until the night of the murder. He was driving somewhere in the northwest district when he saw a woman knocked down by a bus and he himself nearly ran over the prostrate figure. Stopping his cab, he jumped down and, to his horror, as he picked her up, he found himself gazing into the emaciated face of his wife. He lifted her into the cab, drove full pelt to the nearest hospital. It was while they were in the waiting-room, before the house surgeon’s arrival, that the dying woman told him, in a few broken, half-delirious words, the story of her downward progress…She was dead before they got her on to the operating table — mercifully, as it proved.

‘I knew all this before I went to the hospital and found that some unknown person had decided that she should be buried at Tetley and had made the most lavish arrangements for her removal. I guessed it before I saw Grain’s suitcase packed ready for that tragedy. He left the hospital, a man mad with hate. It was raining heavily. He crawled down Pall Mall, and luck was with him, for just as the porter came out to find an empty taxi, Grain pulled up before the door.

‘On the pretext of a tyre burst he stopped in the Mall, forced open one of the gates that led to the park, and waited until no pedestrian was in sight before he dragged the half-drunken man into the gardens…He was sober enough before Grain finished his story. Grain swears that he gave him the chance of his life, but Slane pulled a gun on him, and he had to kill him in self-defence. That may or may not be true.

‘He never lost his nerve. Reaching his cab without observation, he drove to Albert Palace Mansions, waited until the lift had risen, and then ran up the stairs. He had taken Slane’s bunch of keys, and on the way had selected that which he knew would open the door. His first intention was to search the flat for everything that betrayed the man’s association with his wife; but he heard the porter up above saying good night and, slamming the door, raced downstairs in time to be there when the man reached the ground floor.’

‘We’re not telling the police of this, of course?’ said Manfred gravely.

Poiccart at the other end of the table burst into a loud guffaw.

‘It’s so good a story that the police would never believe it,’ he said.




Chapter 6


The Marked Cheque
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The Man Who called at the little house in Curzon Street was in a rage, and anxious to say something that would hurt his late employer.

He had also a personal grievance against Mr Jens, the butler.

‘Mr Storn took me on as a second footman, and it looked like being a good job, but I couldn’t hit it off with the rest of the staff. But was it fair to chuck me out without a minute’s warning because I happened to let drop a word in Arabic — ?’

‘Arabic?’ asked Leon Gonsalez in surprise. ‘Do you speak Arabic?’

Tenley, the dismissed footman, grinned.

‘About a dozen words: I was with the Army in Egypt after the war, and I picked up a few phrases. I was polishing the silver salver in the hall, and I happened to say “That’s good” in Arabic; and I heard Mr Storn’s voice behind me.

‘“You clear out,” he said, and before I knew what had happened, I was walking away from the house with a month’s salary.’

Gonsalez nodded.

‘Very interesting,’ he said, ‘but why have you come to us?’

He had asked the same question many times of inconsequential people who had come to the House of the Silver Triangle, with their trifling grievances.

‘Because there’s a mystery there,’ said the man vaguely. Perhaps he had cooled down a little by now, and was feeling rather uncomfortable. ‘Why was I fired for my Arabic? What’s the meaning of the picture in Storn’s private room — the men being hung?’

Leon sat upright. ‘Men being hanged? What is that?’

‘It’s a photograph. You can’t get it, because it’s in the panelling and you have to open one of the panels. But I went in one day and he’d left the panel ajar…Three men hanging from a sort of gibbet an’ a lot of Turks looking on. That’s a funny thing for a gentleman to have in his house.’

Leon was silent for a while.

‘I don’t know that that is an offence. It is certainly odd. Is there anything I can do for you?’

Apparently nothing. The man left a little sheepishly, and Leon carried the news to his partner. He remembered afterwards that he had heard nothing of the grievance against the butler.

‘The only thing I learnt about Storn is that he is extraordinarily mean, that he runs his house in Park Lane with a minimum number of staff, that he pays those the smallest wages possible. He is of Armenian origin and made his money out of oilfields which he acquired by very dubious means.

‘As to the three hanged men, that is rather gruesome, but it might be worse. I have seen photographs in the house of the idle rich that would make your hair stand on end, my dear Poiccart. At any rate, the morbid interest of a millionaire in a Turkish execution is not extraordinary.’

‘If I were an Armenian,’ said Manfred, ‘they would be my chief hobby; I should have a whole gallery of ‘em!’

And there ended the matter of the morbid millionaire who lived meanly and underpaid his servants.

Early in April, Leon read in the newspaper that Mr Storn had gone to Egypt for a short holiday.

By every test, Ferdinand Storn was a desirable acquaintance. He was immensely rich; he was personally attractive in a dark, long-nosed way; and to such people as met him intimately — and they were few — he could talk Art and Finance with equal facility. So far as was known, he had no enemies. He lived at Burson House, Park Lane, a small, handsome residence which he had purchased from the owner, Lord Burson, for £150,000. He spent most of his time either there or at Felfry Park, his beautiful country house in Sussex. The Persian and Oriental Oil Trust, of which he was the head, had its offices in a magnificent building in Moorgate Street, and here he was usually to be found between ten o’clock in the morning and three o’clock in the afternoon.

This Trust, despite its titled board, was a one-man affair, and conducted, amongst other things, the business of bankers. Storn held most of the shares, and was popularly supposed to derive an income of something like a quarter of a million a year. He had few personal friends, and was a bachelor.

It was just short of a month after Leon had read the news that a big car drew up at the door of the Triangle, and a stout, prosperous-looking man got out and rang the bell. He was a stranger to Leon, who interviewed him, and was apparently loth to state his business, for he hummed and hawed and questioned until Leon, a little impatiently, asked him point-blank who he was and what was his object.

‘Well, I’ll tell you, Mr Gonsalez,’ said the stout man. ‘I am the General Manager of the Persian and Oriental Oil—’

‘Storn’s company?’ asked Leon, his interest awakened.

‘Storn’s company. I suppose I really ought to go to the police with my suspicions, but a friend of mine has such faith in you and what he calls the Three Just Men, that I thought I had better see you first.’

‘Is it about Mr Storn?’ asked Leon.

The gentleman, who proved to be Mr Hubert Grey, the Managing Director of the Trust, nodded.

‘You see, Mr Gonsalez, I am in rather a peculiar position. Mr Storn is a very difficult man, and I should lose my job if I made him look ridiculous.’

‘He’s abroad, isn’t he?’ asked Leon.

‘He’s abroad,’ agreed the other soberly. ‘He went abroad, as a matter of fact, quite unexpectedly; that is to say, it was unexpected by the office. In fact he had an important Board meeting the day he left, which he should have attended, but on that morning I got a letter from him saying that he had to go to Egypt on a matter which affected his personal honour. He asked me not to communicate with him, or even to announce the fact that he had left London. Unfortunately, one of my clerks very foolishly told a reporter who had called that day that Mr Storn had left,

‘A week after he had gone, he sent us a letter from an hotel in Rome, enclosing a cheque for eighty-three thousand pounds, and arranging that this cheque should be honoured when a gentleman called, which he did the next day.’

‘An Englishman?’ asked Leon.

Mr Grey shook his head. ‘No, he was a foreigner of some kind; a rather dark-looking man. The money was paid over to him.

‘A few days later we had another letter from Mr Storn, written from the Hotel de Russie, Rome. This letter told us that a further cheque had been sent to Mr Kraman, which was to be honoured. This was for one hundred and seven thousand pounds and a few odd shillings. He gave us instructions as to how the money was to be paid, and asked us to telegraph to him at an hotel in Alexandria the moment the cheque was honoured. This I did. The very next day there came a second letter written from the Hotel Mediterraneo in Naples — I will let you have copies of all these — telling us that a third cheque was to be paid without fail, but to a different man, a Mr Rezzio, who would call at the office. This was for one hundred and twelve thousand pounds, which very nearly exhausted Mr Storn’s cash balance, although of course he has large reserves at the bank. I might say that Mr Storn is a man who is rather eccentric in the matter of large deposit reserves. Very little of his money is locked up in shares. Look here’ — he took a notecase from his pocket and produced a cheque form—’this money has been paid, but I’ve brought you along the cheque to see.’

Leon took it in his hand. It was written in characteristic writing, and he examined the signature.

‘There is no question of this being a forgery?’

‘None whatever,’ said Grey emphatically. ‘The letter, too, was in his own handwriting. But what puzzled me about the cheque were the queer marks on the back.’

They were indistinguishable to Leon until he took them to the window, and then saw a line of faint pencil marks which ran along the bottom of the cheque.

‘I suppose I can’t keep this cheque for a day or two?’ asked Leon.

‘Certainly. The signature, as you see, has been cancelled out, and the money has been paid.’

Leon examined the cheque again. It was drawn on the Ottoman Oil Bank, which was apparently a private concern of Storn’s.

‘What do you imagine has happened?’ he asked.

‘I don’t know, but I’m worried.’

Grey’s troubled frown showed the extent of that worry.

‘I don’t know why I should be, but I’ve got an uncomfortable feeling at the back of my mind that there is a swindle somewhere.’

‘Have you cabled to Alexandria?’

Mr Grey smiled. ‘Naturally; and I have had a reply. It struck me that you might have agents in Egypt, in which case it might be a simple matter for you to discover whether there is anything wrong. The main point is that I don’t wish Mr Storn to know that I’ve been making inquiries. I’ll pay any reasonable expenditure you incur, and I’m quite sure that Mr Storn will agree that I have done the right thing.’

After the departure of his visitor, Leon interviewed Manfred.

‘It may, of course, be a case of blackmail,’ said George softly. ‘But you will have to start at Storn’s beginnings if you want to get under whatever mystery there is.’

‘So I think,’ said Gonsalez; and a few minutes afterwards went out of the house.

He did not return till midnight. He brought back an amazing amount of information about Mr Storn.

‘About twelve years ago he was an operator in the service of the Turco Telegraph Company. He speaks eight Oriental languages, and was well-known in Istanbul. Does that tell you anything, George?’

Manfred shook his head.

‘It tells me nothing yet, but I am waiting to be thrilled.’

‘He was mixed up with the revolutionary crowd, the understrappers who pulled the strings in the days of Abdul Ahmid, and there is no doubt that he got his Concession through these fellows.’

‘What Concession?’ asked Manfred.

‘Oil land, large tracts of it. When the new Government came into power, the Concession was formed, though I suspect our friend paid heavily for the privilege. His five partners, however, were less fortunate. Three of them were accused of treason against the Government, and were hanged.’

‘The photograph,’ nodded Manfred. ‘What happened to the other two?’

‘The other two were Italians, and they were sent to prison in Asia Minor for the rest of their lives. When Storn came to London, it was as sole proprietor of the Concession, which he floated with a profit of three million pounds.’

The next morning Leon left the house early, and at ten o’clock was ringing the bell at Burson House.

The heavy-jowled butler who opened the door regarded him with suspicion, but was otherwise deferential.

‘Mr Storn is abroad, and won’t be back for some weeks, sir.’

‘May I see Mr Stem’s secretary?’ asked Leon in his blandest manner.

‘Mr Storn never has a secretary at his house; you will find the young lady at the offices of the Persian Oil Trust.’

Leon felt in his pocket and produced a card.

‘I am one of the Bursons,’ he said, ‘and as a matter of fact my father was born here. Some months ago when I was in London I asked Mr Storn if he would give me permission to look over the house.’

The card contained a scribbled line, signed ‘Ferdinand Storn,’ giving permission to the bearer to see the house at any hour ‘when I am out of town.’ It had taken Leon the greater part of an hour to forge that permit.

‘I am afraid I cannot let you in, sir,’ said the butler, barring the passage. ‘Mr Storn told me before he went that I was to admit no strangers.’

‘What is today?’ asked Leon suddenly.

‘Thursday, sir,’ said the man.

Leon nodded. ‘Cheese day,’ he said.

Only for the fraction of a second was the man confused.

‘I don’t know what you mean, sir,’ he said gruffly, and almost shut the door in the face of the caller.

Gonsalez made a circuit of the house. It stood with another upon an island site.

When he had finished, he went home, an amused and almost excited man, to give instructions to Raymond Poiccart who, amongst his other qualifications, had a very wide circle of criminal friends. There was not a big gangster in London that he did not know. He was acquainted with the public house in London where the confidence men and the safe smashers met: he could at any moment gather the gossip of the prisons, and was probably better acquainted with the secret news of the underworld than any man at Scotland Yard. Him Leon sent on a news-gathering mission, and in a small public house off Lambeth Walk, Poiccart learned of the dark philanthropist who had found employment for at least three exconvicts.

Leon was sitting alone when he returned, examining with a powerful lens the odd marks on the back of the cheque.

Before Poiccart could retail his news, Leon reached for a telephone directory.

‘Grey, of course, has left his office, but unless I am mistaken this is his private address,’ he said, as his fingers stopped on one of the pages. A maid answered his call. Yes, Mr Grey was at home. Presently the Managing Director’s voice came through.

‘Mr Grey — who would handle the cheques which you have received from Storn; I mean who is the official?’

‘The accountant,’ was the reply.

‘Who gave the accountant his job — you?’

A pause.

‘No — Mr Storn. He used to be in the Eastern Telegraph Company — Mr Storn met him abroad.’

‘And where is the accountant to be found?’ asked Leon eagerly.

‘He’s on his holidays. He left before the last cheque came. But I can get him.’

Leon’s laugh was one of sheer delight.

‘You needn’t worry — I knew he wasn’t at the office,’ he said, and hung up on the astonished manager.

‘Now, my dear Poiccart, what did you find?’

He listened intently till his friend had finished, and then: ‘Let us go to Park Lane — and bring a gun with you,’ he said. ‘We will call at Scotland Yard en route.’

It was ten o’clock when the butler opened the door. Before he could frame a question, a big detective gripped him and pulled him into the street.

The four plainclothes officers who accompanied Leon flocked into the hall. A surly-faced footman was arrested before he could shout a warning. At the very top of the house, in a small windowless apartment that had once been used as a boxroom, they found an emaciated man whom even his Managing Director, hastily summoned to the scene, failed to identify as the millionaire. The two Italians who kept guard on him and watched him through a hole broken through the wall from an adjoining room gave no trouble.

One of them, he who had carefully planted Burson House full of exconvict servants, was very explicit.

‘This man betrayed us, and we should have hanged like Hatim Effendi and Al Shiri and Maropulos the Greek, only we bribed witnesses,’ he said. ‘We were partners in the oilfields, and to rob us he manufactured evidence that we were conspiring against the Government. My friend and I broke prison and came back to London. I was determined he should pay us the money he owed us, and I knew that we could never get it from a Court of Law.’

‘It was a very simple matter, and I really am ashamed of myself that I did not understand those marks at the back of the cheque at first glance,’ explained Leon over the supper-table that night. ‘Our Italian friend was one of the crowd that got the Concession: he had lived for years in London, and possibly it will be proved that he had criminal associates. At any rate, he had no difficulty in collecting a houseful of servants, playing as he did on his knowledge of Storn’s character. All these men offered to serve Storn for sums at which the average servant would have turned up his nose. It has taken the better part of a year to fill our friend’s establishment with these exconvicts. You remember that the footman who came to us a few months ago said that he had been employed, not by the butler but by Storn himself. They would have taken the first opportunity of getting rid of him, only inadvertently he used an Arabic expression, and Storn, who was suspicious of spies and probably expected the men whom he had betrayed to return, sent him packing.

‘On the day Storn was supposed to leave for Egypt, he was seized by the two Italians, locked up in a room and compelled to write such letters and sign such cheques as they dictated. But he remembered, rather late in the day, that the accountant was an old telegraphist, and so he put on the back of the cheque, in pencil marks, a Morse message in the old symbols which were employed when the needle machine was most commonly used.’

He produced the cheque and laid it on the table, running his finger along the pencil mark:

SOSPRSNRPRKLN

‘In other words, “Prisoner in Park Lane.” The accountant was on his holiday, so he did not read the message.’

Manfred took up the cheque, turned it and examined it.

‘What handsome fee will this millionaire send you?’ he asked ironically.

The answer did not come till a few days after the Old Bailey trial. It took the form of a cheque — for five guineas.

‘Game to the last!’ murmured Leon admiringly.




Chapter 7


Mr Levingrou’s Daughter


Table of Contents


Mr Levingrou took his long cigar from his mouth and shook his head sorrowfully. He was a fat man, thick-necked and heavy-cheeked, and he could not afford to spoil a good cigar.

‘That is awful…that is brutal! Tch! It makes me seek…poor Jose!’

His companion snorted in sympathy.

For Jose Silva had fallen. An unemotional judge, who spoke rather precociously, had told Jose that certain crimes were very heinous in the eyes of the law. For example, women were held in special esteem, and to trade on their follies was regarded as being so dreadful that nothing but a very long term of imprisonment could vindicate the law’s outraged majesty.

And Jose had offended beyond forgiveness. He ran the Latin-American Artists Agency to give young and pretty aspirants to the stage a quick and profitable engagement on South American stages. They went away full of joy and they never came back. Letters came from them to their relations, very correctly worded, nicely spelt. They were, they said, happy. They all wrote the same in almost identical language. You might imagine that they wrote to dictation, as indeed they did.

But the vice squad had got on Jose’s tail. A pretty girl applied for a job and went to Buenos Aires, accompanied by her father and brother — they were both Scotland Yard men, and when they learnt all that they had to learn they came back with the girl, a rather shrewd detective herself, and Jose was arrested. And then they learnt more things about him, and the prison sentence was inevitable.

Nobody arrested Jules Levingrou and haled him from his beautiful little bijou house in Knightsbridge and sent him to a cold bleak prison. And nobody arrested Heinrich Luss, who was his partner. They had financed Jose and many other Joses, but they were clever.

‘Jose was careless,’ sighed Jules as he sucked at his cigar.

Heinrich sighed, too. He was as fat as, but looked fatter than, his companion, because he was a shorter man.

Jules looked round the pretty saloon with its cream and gold decorations, and presently his eyes stopped roving and fixed on a framed photograph that was on the mantelpiece. His big face creased in a smile as he rose with a grunt and, waddling across to the fireplace, took the frame in his hand. The picture was of an extremely pretty girl.

‘You see?’

Heinrich took the picture and mumbled ecstatic praise.

‘Not goot enough,’ he said.

Mr Levingrou agreed. He had never yet seen a picture that quite did justice to the delicate beauty of this only daughter of his. He was a widower; his wife had died when Valerie was a baby. She would never know how many hearts were broken, how many souls destroyed, that she might be brought up in the luxury which surrounded her. This aspect of her upbringing never occurred to Mr Levingrou. He prided himself that he had no sentiment.

He was part proprietor of twentythree cabarets and dance halls scattered up and down the Argentine and Brazil, and drew large profits from what he regarded as a perfectly legitimate business.

He put down the photograph and came back to the deep armchair.

‘It is unfortunate about Jose; but these men come and go. This new man may or may not be good.’

‘What is his name?’ asked Heinrich.

Jules searched breathlessly in his pockets, found a letter and opened it, his thick fingers glittering in the light from the crystal chandelier, for he was a lover of rings.

‘Leon Gonsalez — herr Gott!’

Heinrich was sitting upright in his chair, white as a sheet.

‘Name of a pipe! What is the matter with you, Heinrich?’

‘Leon Gonsalez!’ repeated the other huskily. ‘You think he is an applicant for the post…you do not know him?’

Jules shook his huge head.

‘Why in God’s name should I know him — he is a Spaniard, that is good enough for me. This is always the way, Heinrich. No sooner does one of our men make a fool of himself and get caught than another arises. Tomorrow I shall have twenty, thirty, fifty applicants — not to me but through the usual channel.’

Heinrich was looking at him hollow-eyed, and now in his agitation he spoke in German — that brand of German which is heard more frequently in Poland.

‘Let me see the letter.’ He took it in his hand and read it carefully.

‘He asks for an appointment, that is all.’

‘Have you ever heard of the Four Just Men?’

Jules frowned.

‘They are dead, eh? I read something years ago.’

‘They are alive,’ said the other grimly; ‘pardoned by the English Government. They have a bureau in Curzon Street.’

Rapidly he sketched the history of that strange organization which for years had terrorized the evildoers who by their natural cunning had evaded the just processes of the law; and, as he spoke, the face of Jules Levingrou lengthened.

‘But that — is preposterous!’ he spluttered at last. ‘How could these men know of me and of you…Besides, they dare not.’

Before Heinrich could reply there was a gentle knock at the door and a footman came in. There was a card on the salver he carried in his hand. Jules took it, adjusted his glasses and read, meditated a second, and then:

‘Show him up,’ he said.

‘Leon Gonsalez,’ almost whispered Heinrich as the door closed on the servant. ‘Do you see a little silver triangle at the corner of the card? That is on the door of their house. It is he!’

‘Pshaw!’ scoffed his companion. ‘He has come — why? To offer his services. You shall see!’

Leon Gonsalez, grey-haired and dapper, swung into the room, his keen, ascetic face tense, his fine eyes alive. A ready smiler was Leon. He was smiling now as he looked from one man to the other.

‘You!’ he said, and pointed to Jules.

Monsieur Levingrou started. There was almost an accusation in that finger thrust.

‘You wish to see me?’ He tried to recover some of his lost dignity.

‘I did,’ said Leon calmly. ‘It is my misfortune that I have never seen you before. My friend Manfred, of whom you have heard, knows you very well by sight, and my very dear comrade Poiccart is so well acquainted with you that he could draw you feature by feature — and indeed did upon the tablecloth at dinner last night, much to the annoyance of our thrifty housekeeper!’

Levingrou was on his guard; there was something of the cold devil in those smiling eyes.

‘To what am I indebted—’ he began.

‘I come in a perfectly friendly spirit,’ Leon’s smile broadened, his eyes were twinkling, as with suppressed laughter. ‘You will forgive that lie. Monsieur Levingrou, for lie it is. I have come to warn you that your wicked little business must be destroyed, or you will be made very unhappy. The police do not know of the Cafe Espagnol and its peculiar attractions.’

He dived into his overcoat pocket and, with the quick, jerky motion which was characteristic of him, produced a sheet of notepaper and unfolded it.

‘I have here a list of thirty-two girls who have gone to one or another of your establishments during the past two years,’ he said. ‘You may read it’ — and thrust the paper into Jules’ hand—’for I have a copy. You will be interested to know that that sheet of paper represents six months’ inquiries.’

Jules did not so much as read a name. Instead, he shrugged, pushed the paper back to his visitor and, when Leon did not take it, dropped it on the floor.

‘I am entirely in the dark,’ he said. ‘If you have no business with me you had better go — goodnight.’

‘My friend’ — Leon’s voice was a little lower, and those eyes of his were piercing the very soul of the man who squatted like an ill-shaped toad in the luxurious deeps of silk and down—’you will send cables to your managers, ordering the release of those girls, the payment of adequate compensation, and first-class return ticket to London.’

Levingrou shrugged.

‘I really don’t know what you mean, my friend. It seems to me you’ve come upon a cock and bull story, that you have been deceived.’

M. Jules Levingrou reached out deliberately and pressed an ivory bellpush.

‘I think you are mad, therefore I will take a very charitable view of what you say. Now, my friend, we have no more time to give to you.’

But Leon Gonsalez was unperturbed.

‘I can only imagine that you have no imagination. Monsieur Levingrou,’ he said, a little curtly. ‘That you do not realize the torture, the sorrow, the ghastly degradation into which you throw these sisters of ours.’

A gentle tap at the door and the footman entered. Mr Levingrou indicated his visitor with a wave of his hand.

‘Show this gentleman to the door.’

If he expected an outburst he was pleasantly disappointed. Leon looked from one man to the other, that mocking smile of his still playing about the corners of his sensitive mouth then, without a word, turned, and the door closed on him.

‘You heard — you heard?’ Heinrich’s voice was quivering with terror, his face the colour of dirty chalk. ‘Herr Gott! you don’t understand, Jules! I know of these men. A friend of mine…’

He told a story that would have impressed most men; but Levingrou smiled.

‘You are scared, my poor friend. You have not my experience of threats. Let him prove what he can and go to the police.’

‘You fool!’ Heinrich almost howled the words. ‘The police! Do I not tell you they want no proof? They punished—’

‘Hush!’ growled Jules.

He had heard the girl’s step in the hall. She was going to the theatre, she said — her explanation stopped short at the sight of Heinrich’s white face.

‘Daddy,’ she said reproachfully, ‘you’ve been quarrelling with Uncle Heinrich.’

She stooped and kissed the forehead of her father and pulled his ear gently. The stout man imprisoned her in both his arms and chuckled.

‘No quarrel, my darling. Heinrich is scared of a business deal. You wouldn’t imagine he could be such a baby.’

A minute later she stood in front of the fireplace, using a lipstick skilfully. She paused in the operation to tell him an item of news.

‘I met such a nice man today, Daddy, at Lady Athery’s, a Mr Gordon — do you know him?’

‘I know many Mr Gordons,’ smiled Jules. And then, in sudden alarm: ‘He didn’t make love to you, did he?’

She laughed at this.

‘My dear, he’s almost as old as you. And he’s a great artist and very amusing.’

Jules walked with her to the door and saw her go down the steps, cross the little flagged garden, and stood there until her Rolls had passed out of sight. Then he came back to his pretty saloon to argue out this matter of the Four Just Men.

It was a gay party of young people about her own age that Valerie joined. The box was crowded, and was hot and thick, for the theatre was one where smoking was allowed. She was relieved when an attendant tapped her on the shoulder and beckoned her out.

‘A gentleman to see you, miss.’

‘To see me?’ she said in wonder, and came into the vestibule to find a handsome, middle-aged man in evening dress.

‘Mr Gordon!’ she exclaimed. ‘I had no idea you were here!’

He seemed unusually grave.

‘I have some rather bad news for you, Miss Levingrou,’ he said, and she went pale.

‘Not about Father?’

‘In a sense it is. I am afraid that he is in rather bad trouble.’

She frowned at this.

‘Trouble? What kind of trouble?’

‘I can’t explain here. Will you come with me to the police station?’

She stared at him incredulously, her mouth open.

‘The police station?’

Gordon summoned a waiting attendant.

‘Get Miss Levingrou’s coat from the box,’ he said authoritatively.

A few minutes later they passed out of the theatre together and into a waiting car.

Twelve o’clock was striking when Mr Levingrou rose from his chair stiffly and stretched himself. Heinrich had been gone nearly three hours. He had, indeed, left the house in time to catch the last train for the Continent, whither he fled without even packing so much as a pocket-handkerchief. Unaware of this desertion, Mr Levingrou was on the point of mounting the stairs to bed when a thundering rat-tat shook the house. He turned to the footman.

‘See who that is,’ he growled, and waited curiously.

When the door was opened he saw the stocky figure of a police inspector.

‘Levingrou?’ asked the visitor.

Mr Levingrou came forward.

‘That is my name,’ he said.

The inspector strolled into the hall.

‘I want you to come with me to the police station.’ His manner was brusque, indeed rude, and Levingrou felt for the first time in his life a qualm of fear.

‘The police station? Why?’

‘I’ll explain that to you when you get there.

‘But this is monstrous!’ exploded the stout man. I will telephone to my lawyers—’

‘Are you going quietly?’

There was such a threat in the tone that Jules became instantly tractable.

‘Very good, inspector, I will come. I think you have made a very great mistake and…’

He was hustled out of the hall, down the steps and into the waiting car.

It was not an ordinary taxi. The blinds were pulled down. Moreover, he discovered as soon as he entered the interior that it was well occupied. Two men sat on seats facing him, the inspector took his place by the prisoner’s side.

He could not see where the car was going. Five minutes, ten minutes passed…there should be a police station somewhere nearer than that. He put a question.

‘I can relieve your mind,’ said a calm voice. ‘You’re not going to a police station.’

‘Then where am I being taken?’

‘That you will discover,’ was the unsatisfactory answer.

Nearly an hour passed before the car drew up before a dark house and the authoritative ‘inspector’ ordered him curtly to alight. The house had the appearance of being untenanted; the hall was littered with refuse and dust. They led him down a flight of stone stairs to the cellar, unlocked a steel door and pushed him inside.

He had hardly entered before an electric light in the wall glowed dimly, and he saw that he was in what looked to be a concrete chamber, furnished with a bed. At the farther end was a small open doorway, innocent of door, which he was informed led to a washing place. But the revelation which came to Mr Levingrou, and which struck terror to his soul, was the fact that the two men who had brought him were heavily masked — the inspector had disappeared and, try as he did, Jules could not remember what he looked like.

‘You will stay here and keep quiet, and you need not be afraid that anybody will be alarmed by your disappearance.’

‘But…my daughter!’ stammered Levingrou in terror.

‘Your daughter? Your daughter leaves for the Argentine with a Mr Gordon tomorrow morning — as other men’s daughters have left.’

Levingrou stared, took one step forward and fell fainting to the floor.

Sixteen days passed; sixteen days of unadulterated hell for the shrieking, half-demented man who paced the length of his cell for hours on end till, exhausted, he dropped almost lifeless on his bed. And every morning came a masked man to tell him of plans that had been made, to describe in detail the establishment in Antofagasta which was to be the destination of Valerie Levingrou; of a certain piestro…they showed him his photograph…who was the master of that hell broth.

‘You devils! You devils!’ shrieked Levingrou, striking wildly out, but the other caught him and flung him back on the bed.

‘You mustn’t blame Gordon,’ he mocked. ‘He has his living to earn…he is merely the agent of the man who owns the cabaret.’

Then one morning, the eighteenth, they came and told him, three masked men, that Valerie had arrived and was being initiated into her duties as a dancing girl….

Jules Levingrou spent the night shivering in a corner of his cell. They came to him at three in the morning and pricked him with a hypodermic needle. When he woke, he thought he was dreaming, for he was sitting in his own saloon, where these masked men had carried him in the dead of night.

A footman came in, and dropped the tray at the sight of him.

‘Good God, sir!’ he gasped. ‘Where did you come from?’

Levingrou could not speak: he could only shake his head.

‘We thought you was in Germany, sir.’

And then, clearing his dry throat, Jules asked harshly:

‘Is there any news…Miss Valerie…?’

‘Miss Valerie, sir?’ The footman was astonished. ‘Why, yes sir, she’s upstairs asleep. She was a bit worried the night she came back and found you weren’t here, and then of course she got your letter saying you’d been called abroad.’

The footman was staring at him, an uncomfortable wonder in his gaze. Something peculiar had happened. Jules rose unsteadily to his feet and caught a glance of his face in the mirror. His hair and his beard were white.

He staggered rather than walked to his writing-table, jerked open a drawer and took out an overseas cable form. ‘Ring for a messenger.’ His voice was hoarse and quavering. ‘I want to send fourteen cablegrams to South America.’




Chapter 8


The Share Pusher


Table of Contents


The Man Whom Raymond Poiccart ushered into the presence of Manfred was to all appearances a smart, military looking gentleman approaching the sixties. He was faultlessly dressed and had the carriage and presence of a soldier. A retired general, thought Manfred; but he saw something more than the outward personation of manner revealed. This man was broken. There was a certain imponderable expression in his face, a tense anguish which this, the shrewdest of the Three Just Men, instantly interpreted.

‘My name is Pole — Major-General Sir Charles Pole,’ said the visitor, as Poiccart placed a chair for him and discreetly withdrew.

‘And you have come to see me about Mr Bonsor True,’ said Manfred instantly, and when the other started nervously he laughed. ‘No, I am not being very clever,’ said Manfred gently. ‘So many people have seen me about Mr Bonsor True. And I think I can anticipate your story. You have been investing in one of his oil concerns and you have lost a considerable sum of money. Was it oil?’

‘Tin,’ said the other. ‘Inter-Nigerian Tin. You have heard about my misfortune?’

Manfred shook his head.

‘I have heard about the misfortunes of so many people who have trusted Mr True. How much have you lost?’

The old man drew a long breath.

‘Twentyfive thousand pounds,’ he said, ‘every penny I possess. I have consulted the police, but they say there is nothing they can do. The tin mine actually existed, and no misrepresentation was made by True in any letter he sent to me.’

Manfred nodded.

Yours is a typical case, General,’ he said. ‘True never brings himself within the reach of the law. All his misrepresentations are made over a luncheon table, when there is no other witness, and I presume that in his letters to you he pointed out the speculative nature of your investment and warned you that you were not putting your money into gilt-edged securities.’

‘It was at dinner,’ said the General. ‘I had some doubt on the matter and he asked me to dine with him at the Walkley Hotel. He told me that immense quantities of tin were in sight, and that while he could not, in justice to his partners, broadcast the exact amount of profit the company would make, he assured me that my money would be doubled in six months. I wouldn’t mind so much,’ the old man went on, as he raised his trembling hand to his lips, ‘but, Mr Manfred, I have a daughter, a brilliant young girl who has, in my opinion, a wonderful future. If she had been a man she would have been a strategist. I hoped to have left her amply provided for, but this means ruin — ruin! Can nothing be done to bring this criminal to justice?’

Manfred did not reply immediately.

‘I wonder if you realize. General, that you are the twelfth person who has come to us in the past three months. Mr True is so well protected by the law and by his letters that it is almost impossible to catch him. There was a time’ — he smiled faintly—’when my friends and I would have taken the most dramatic steps to deal with the gentleman, and I think our method would have been effective; but now’ — he shrugged his shoulders—’we are a little restricted. Who introduced you to this gentleman?’

‘Mrs Calford Creen. I met the lady at a dinner of a mutual friend, and she asked me to dine with her at her flat in Hanover Mansions.’

Manfred nodded again. He was not at all surprised by this intelligence.

‘I am afraid I can promise you very little,’ he said. ‘The only thing I would ask is that you should keep in touch with me. Where are you living?’

His visitor was at the moment living in a little house near Truro. Manfred noted the address, and a few minutes later was standing by the window watching the weary old man walking slowly down Curzon Street.

Poiccart came in.

‘I know nothing of this gentleman’s business,’ he said, ‘but I have a feeling that it concerns our friend True. George, we ought to be able to catch that man. Leon was saying at breakfast this morning that there is a deep pond in the New Forest, where a man suitably anchored by chains and weights might lie without discovery for a hundred years. Personally, I am never in favour of drowning—’

George Manfred laughed.

‘‘Ware the law, my good friend,’ he said. ‘There will be no killing, though a man who has systematically robbed the new poor deserves something with boiling lead in it.’

Nor could Leon Gonsalez offer any solution when he was consulted that afternoon.

‘The curious thing is that True has no monies in this country. He runs two bank accounts and is generally overdrawn on both. I should not be surprised if he had a cache somewhere, in which case the matter would be simple — I’ve been watching him for the greater part of a year, and he never goes abroad, and I have searched his modest Westminster flat so often that I could go blindfolded to the place where he keeps his dress ties.’

All this had occurred in the previous year and no further complaints came about this fraudulent share pusher. The Three were no nearer to a solution of their problem when came the rather remarkable disappearance of Margaret Lein.

Margaret Lein was not a very important person: she was by all social standards as unimportant a person as one would be likely to meet in a stroll through the West End of London. She occupied the position of maid to the Hon Mrs Calford Creen, and she had gone out one evening to the chemist to buy a bottle of smelling salts for her mistress, and had never come back.

She was pretty; her age was nineteen; she had no friends in London, being — so she said — an orphan; and, so far as was known, she had no attachments in the accepted sense of the word. But, as the police pointed out, it was extremely unlikely that a rather pretty maid, well spoken and with charming manners, in addition to her physical perfections, could spend a year in London without having acquired something in the shape of a ‘follower.’

Mrs Calford Creen, not satisfied with the police inquiries, had called the Three Just Men to her aid. It was a week after the disappearance of Margaret Lein that a well-known lawyer crossed the polished dancing floor of the Leiter Club to greet the man who sat aloof and alone at a very small table near the floor’s edge.

‘Why, Mr Gonsalez!’ he beamed. ‘This is the last place in the world I should have expected to find you! In Limehouse, yes, prowling in the haunts of the underworld, yes, but at Letter’s Club…Really, I have mistaken your character.’

Leon smiled faintly, poured a little more Rhine wine into his long-stemmed glass and sipped it.

‘My dear Mr Thurles,’ he drawled, ‘this is my underworld. That fat gentleman puffing gallantly with that stout lady is Bill Sikes. It is true he does not break into houses nor carry a life-preserver, but he sells dud shares to thrifty and gullible widows, and has grown fat on the proceeds. Some day I shall take that gentleman and break his heart.’

The redfaced Thurles chuckled as he sat down by the other’s side.

‘That will be difficult. Mr Bonsor True is too rich a man to pull down, however much a blackguard he may be.’

Leon fixed a cigarette in a long amber tube and seemed wholly absorbed in the operation, which he performed with great care.

‘Perhaps I oughtn’t to have made that horrific threat,’ he said. ‘True is a friend of your client’s, isn’t he?’

‘Mrs Creen?’ Thurles was genuinely surprised. ‘I wasn’t aware of the fact.’

‘I must have been mistaken,’ said Leon, and changed the subject.

He knew right well that he was not mistaken. That stout share plugger had been the tete-a-tete guest of Mrs Creen on the night Margaret Lein had disappeared from human ken; and the curious circumstance was that neither to the police nor to the Triangle had Mrs Creen mentioned this interesting fact.

She lived in a modest flat near Hanover Court: a rather pretty, hardfaced young widow, whose source of income was believed to be a legacy left by her late husband. Leon, a very inquisitive man, had made the most careful inquiries without discovering either that she had had a husband or that he had died. All he knew of her was that she took frequent trips abroad, sometimes to out-of-the-way places like Roumania; that she was invariably accompanied by the missing Margaret; that she spent money, not freely but lavishly, gave magnificent entertainments in Paris, Rome, and once in Brussels, and seemed quite content to return from a life which must have cost her at least seven hundred and fifty pounds a week to the modest establishment near Hanover Court where her rent was seven hundred and fifty pounds per annum and her household bills did not exceed twenty pounds a week.

Leon watched the dancing for a little longer, beckoned a waiter and paid his bill. The lawyer had gone back to his party. He saw Mr Bonsor True, the centre of a gay table, and smiled to himself, and wondered whether the share plugger would be as cheerful if he knew that in the right hand inside pocket of Leon Gonsalez’ coat was a copy of a marriage certificate that he had dug out that morning.

It had been an inspiration that had led Leon Gonsalez to Somerset House.

He glanced at his watch: late as the hour was, there was still a hope of finding Mrs Creen. His car was waiting in the park in Wellington Place, and ten minutes later he had stopped before the doors of Hanover Mansions. A lift carried him to the third floor. He pressed the bell of No 109. A light showed in the fanlight, and it was Mrs Creen herself who opened the door to him. Evidently she expected somebody else, for she was momentarily taken back.

‘Oh, Mr Gonsalez!’ And then, quickly: ‘Have you had news of Margaret?’

‘I am not quite sure whether I have or not,’ said Leon. ‘May I see you for a few minutes?’

Something in his tone must have warned her.

‘It’s rather late, isn’t it?’

‘It will save me a journey in the morning,’ he almost pleaded and with some reluctance she admitted him.

It was not the first visit he had paid to her flat, and he had duly noted that, although her method of living was fairly humble, the flat itself was furnished regardless of expense.

She offered him a whisky and soda, which he accepted but did not drink.

‘I want to ask you,’ he said, when she had settled down, ‘how long you have had Margaret in your employ?’

‘Over a year,’ she replied.

‘A nice girl?’

‘Very. But I told you about her. It has been a great shock to me.’

‘Would you call her accomplished? Did she speak any foreign languages?’

Mrs Creen nodded.

‘French and German perfectly — that was why she was such a treasure. She had been brought up with a family in Alsace, and was, I believe, half French.’

‘Why did you send her out to the chemist for smelling salts?’

The woman moved impatiently.

‘I have already told you, as I told the police, that I had a very bad headache, and Margaret herself suggested she should go to the chemist.’

‘For no other reason? Couldn’t Mr True have gone?’

She nearly jumped at this.

‘Mr True? I don’t know what you mean.’

‘True was with you that night; you had been dining tete-a-tete. In fact, you were dining as one would expect a husband and wife to dine.’

The woman went white, was momentarily bereft of speech.

‘I don’t know why you’re making such a mystery of your marriage, Mrs Creen, but I know that for five years past you have not only been married to True, but you have been his partner, in the sense that you have assisted him in his — er — financial operations. Now, Mrs True, I want you to put your cards on the table. When you went abroad you took this girl with you?’

She nodded dumbly.

‘What was your object in going to Paris, Rome and Brussels? Had you any other object than to enjoy yourself? Was there any business reason for your move?’

He saw her lick her dry lips, but she did not reply.

‘Let me put it more plainly. Have you in any of those cities a private safe at any of the banking corporations or safe deposits?’

She sprang to her feet, her mouth open in surprise.

‘Who told you?’ she asked quickly. ‘What business is that of yours, anyway?’

As she spoke, came the gentle tinkle of a bell, and she half turned.

‘Let me open it for you,’ said Leon, and before she could move he was down the passage and had flung open the door.

An astonished financier was standing on the doormat. At the sight of Leon he gaped.

‘Come inside, Mr True,’ said Leon gently. ‘I think I have some interesting news for you.’

‘Who — who are you?’ stammered the older man, peering at the visitor, and then of a sudden he recognized him. ‘My God! One of the Four Just Men, eh? Well, have you found that girl?’

He realized at that moment that the question in itself was a blunder. He was not supposed to be interested in the missing maid.

‘I haven’t found her, and I think she’s going to be rather difficult for any of us to find,’ said Leon.

By this time Mrs Creen had recovered her self-possession.

‘I’m awfully glad you came, Mr True. This gentleman has been making the most extraordinary statements about us. He is under the impression we are married. Did you ever hear anything so ridiculous?’

Leon did not attempt to refute the absurdity of his suggestion until they were back in the little drawingroom.

‘Now, sir,’ said Mr Bonsor True, his pompous self, ‘whatever do you mean by making—’

Leon cut him short.

‘I will tell you briefly what I have already told your wife,’ he said; ‘and as to your marriage, that is so indisputable a fact that I will not attempt to show you the marriage certificate which is in my pocket. I’m not here to reproach you, True, or this lady. The question of your treatment of the unfortunate people who have invested money with you is a matter for your own conscience. What I do wish to know is, whether it is a fact that in certain continental cities you have safes or deposits where you keep your wealth?’

The significance of the question was not lost upon the stout Mr True.

‘There are certain deposits of mine on the Continent,’ he said, ‘but I don’t quite understand—’

‘Will you be perfectly frank with me, Mr True?’ There was a hint of impatience in Leon’s tone. ‘Are there in Paris, Rome or Brussels safes of yours, and are you in the habit of carrying the keys of those safes?’

Mr Bonsor True smiled.

‘No, sir; I have places of deposit, and they are in fact safes. But they have combinations—’

‘Ah ha!’ Leon’s face lit. ‘And do you by any chance carry the combination words in your pocket?’

For a second True hesitated, and then he took from his waistcoat pocket, fastened to a platinum chain, a small golden book about the size of a postage stamp.

‘Yes, I carry them here — and why on earth I should be discussing my private business—’

‘That’s all I wanted to know.’

He stared at the visitor. Leon was laughing softly but heartily, rubbing his hands as at the best joke in the world.

‘Now I think I understand,’ he said. ‘I also know why you sent Miss Margaret Lein to the chemist to get a little smelling salts. It was you they were for!’ — his accusing finger pointed at the financier.

True’s jaw dropped.

‘That’s true: I was taken suddenly ill.’

‘Mr True fainted,’ Mrs. Creen broke in. ‘I sent Margaret up to my room to get some smelling salts, but they weren’t there. It was she who volunteered to buy them from the chemist.’

Leon wiped his eyes.

‘That’s a great joke,’ he said; ‘and now I can reconstruct the whole story. What time did you call on Mrs Creen that evening?’

True thought.

‘About seven.’

‘Are you in the habit of drinking cocktails, and are they usually waiting for you in the diningroom?’

‘In the drawingroom,’ corrected Mrs Creen.

‘You took a cocktail,’ Leon went on, ‘and then you suddenly went out. In other words, somebody had doctored your drink with a knockout drop. Mrs Creen was not, of course, in the room. When you fell, Margaret Lein examined your book and got the combination words she wanted. She had been abroad with Mrs Creen, so she knew this playful little method of yours of caching your ill-gotten gains.’

True’s face went from livid red to ashy white.

‘The combination word?’ he said huskily. ‘She got the combination word? Oh, my God!’

Without another word he flew from the room and they heard the front door thunder as he slammed it.

Leon went at greater leisure, but he arrived, in Curzon Street in time for supper.

‘I’m not going to investigate any further,’ he said, ‘but it’s any odds that those safes in Paris and Rome are empty by now, and that a very clever girl, who is certainly the daughter of one of Mr True’s deluded clients, is now in a position to help her parents.’

‘How do you know that she has parents?’ asked Manfred.

‘I don’t know,’ replied Leon frankly. ‘But I am certain she had a father — I wired to General Pole last week to discover if his clever daughter was staying with him, and he wired back that ‘Margaret had been abroad finishing her education for the past year. And I suppose that acting as maid to the partner of a share crook is an education.’




Chapter 9


The Man Who Sang in Church
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To Leon Gonsalez went most of the cases of blackmail which came the way of the Three Just Men.

And yet, from the views he had so consistently expressed, he was the last man in the world to whom such problems should have gone, for in that famous article of his entitled ‘Justification,’ which put up the sales of a quarterly magazine by some thousand per cent, he offered the following opinion:

‘…as to blackmail, I see no adequate punishment but death in the case of habitual offenders. You cannot parley with the type of criminal who specialises in this loathsome form of livelihood. Obviously there can be no side of him to which appeal can be made: no system of reformation can effect him. He is dehumanised, and may be classified with the secret poisoner, the drug pusher and…’

He mentioned a trade as degrading.

Leon found less drastic means of dealing with these pests; yet we may suppose that the more violent means which distinguished the case of Miss Brown and the man who sang in church had his heartiest approval.

There are so many types of beauty that even Leon Gonsalez, who had a passion for classification, gave up at the eighteenth subdivision of the thirty-third category of brunettes. By which time he had filled two large quarto notebooks.

If he had not wearied of his task before he met Miss Brown, he would assuredly have recognized its hopelessness, for she fell into no category, nor had he her peculiar attractions catalogued in any of his sub-sections. She was dark and slim and elegant. Leon hated the word, but he was compelled to admit this characteristic. The impression she left was one of delicate fragrance. Leon called her the Lavender Girl. She called herself Brown, which was obviously not her name; also, in the matter of simulations, she wore a closely-fitting hat which came down over her eyes and would make subsequent identification extremely difficult.

She timed her visit for the half-light of dusk — the cigarette hour that follows a good dinner, when men are inclined rather to think than to talk, and to doze than either.

Others had come at this hour to the little house in Curzon Street, where the silver triangle on the door marked the habitation of the Three Just Men, and when the bell rang George Manfred looked up at the clock.

‘See who it is, Raymond: and before you go, I will tell you. It is a young lady in black, rather graceful of carriage, very nervous and in bad trouble.’

Leon grinned as Poiccart rose heavily from his chair and went out.

‘Clairvoyance rather than deduction,’ he said, ‘and observation rather than either: from where you sit you can see the street. Why mystify our dear friend?’

George Manfred sent a ring of smoke to the ceiling. ‘He is not mystified,’ he said lazily. ‘He has seen her also. If you hadn’t been so absorbed in your newspaper you would have seen her, too. She has passed up and down the street three times on the other side. And on each occasion she has glanced toward this door. She is rather typical, and I have been wondering exactly what variety of blackmail has been practised on her.’

Here Raymond Poiccart came back.

‘She wishes to see one of you,’ he said. ‘Her name is Miss Brown — but she doesn’t look like a Miss Brown!’

Manfred nodded to Leon. ‘It had better be you,’ he said.

Gonsalez went to the little front drawingroom, and found the girl standing with her back to the window, her face in shadow. ‘I would rather you didn’t put on the light, please,’ she said, in a calm, steady voice. ‘I don’t want to be recognized if you meet me again.’

Leon smiled.

I had no intention of touching the switch,’ he said. ‘You see, Miss—’ He waited expectantly.

‘Brown,’ she replied, so definitely that he would have known she desired anonymity even if she had not made her request in regard to the light. ‘I told your friend my name.’

‘You see, Miss Brown,’ he went on, ‘we have quite a number of callers who are particularly anxious not to be recognized when we meet them again. Will you sit down? I know that you have not much time, and that you are anxious to catch a train out of town.’

She was puzzled.

‘How did you know that?’ she asked.

Leon made one of his superb gestures.

‘Otherwise you would have waited until it was quite dark before you made your appointment. You have, in point of fact, left it just as late as you could.’

She pulled a chair to the table and sat down slowly, turning her back to the window.

‘Of course that is so,’ she nodded. ‘Yes, I have to leave in time, and I have cut it fine. Are you Mr Manfred?’

‘Gonsalez,’ he corrected her.

‘I want your advice,’ she said.

She spoke in an even, unemotional voice, her hands lightly clasped before her on the table. Even in the dark, and unfavourably placed as she was for observation, he could see that she was beautiful. He guessed from the maturity of her voice that she was in the region of twentyfour.

‘I am being blackmailed. I suppose you will tell me I should go to the police, but I am afraid the police would be of no assistance, even if I were willing to risk an appearance in Court, which I am not. My father’ — she hesitated—’is a Government official. It would break his heart if he knew. What a fool I’ve been!’

‘Letters?’ asked Leon, sympathetically.

‘Letters and other things,’ she said. ‘About six years ago I was a medical student at St John’s Hospital. I didn’t take my final exam for reasons which you will understand. My surgical knowledge has not been of very much use to me, except…well, I once saved a man’s life, though I doubt if it was worth saving. He seems to think it was, but that has nothing to do with the case. When I was at St John’s I got to know a fellow-student, a man whose name will not interest you and, as girls of my age sometimes do, I fell desperately in love with him. I didn’t know that he was married, although he told me this before our friendship reached a climax.

‘For all that followed I was to blame. There were the usual letters—’

‘And these are the basis of the blackmail?’ asked Leon.

She nodded. ‘I was worried ill about the…affair. I gave up my work and returned home; but that doesn’t interest you, either.’

‘Who is blackmailing you?’ asked Leon.

She hesitated. ‘The man. It’s horrible isn’t it? But he has gone down and down. I have money of my own — my mother left me two thousand pounds a year — and of course I’ve paid.’

‘When did you see this man last?’

She was thinking of something else, and she did not answer him. As he repeated the question, she looked up quickly.

‘Last Christmas Day — only for a moment. He wasn’t staying with us — I mean it was at the end of…’

She had become suddenly panic-stricken, confused, and was almost breathless as she went on:

‘I saw him by accident. Of course he didn’t see me, but it was a great shock…It was his voice. He always had a wonderful tenor voice.’

‘He was singing?’ suggested Leon, when she paused, as he guessed, in an effort to recover her self-possession.

‘Yes, in church,’ she said desperately. ‘That is where I saw him.’

She went on speaking with great rapidity, as though she were anxious not only to dismiss from her mind that chance encounter, but to make Leon also forget.

‘It was two months after this that he wrote to me — he wrote to our old address in London. He said he was in desperate need of money, and wanted five hundred pounds. I’d already given him more than one thousand pounds, but I was sane enough to write and tell him I intended to do no more. It was then that he horrified me by sending a photograph of the letter — one of the letters — I had sent him. Mr Gonsalez, I have met another man, and…well, John had read the news of my engagement.’

‘Your fiance knows nothing about this earlier affair?’

She shook her head.

‘No, nothing, and he mustn’t know. Otherwise everything would be simple. Do you imagine I would allow myself to be blackmailed any further but for that?’

Leon took a slip of paper from one pocket and a pencil from another.

‘Will you tell me the name of this man? John — ?’

‘John Letheritt, 27, Lion Row, Whitechurch Street. It’s a little room that he has rented, as an office, and a sleeping-place. I’ve already had inquiries made.’

Leon waited.

‘What is the crisis — why have you come now?’ he asked.

She took from her bag a letter, and he noted that it was in a clean envelope; evidently she had no intention that her real name and address should be known.

He read it, and found it a typical communication. The letter demanded £3,000 by the third of the month, failing which the writer intended putting ‘papers’ in ‘certain hands.’ There was just that little touch of melodrama which for some curious reason the average blackmailer adopts in his communiques.

‘I’ll see what I can do — how am I to get in touch with you?’ asked Leon. ‘I presume that you don’t wish that either your real name or your address should be known even to me.’

She did not answer until she had taken from her bag a number of banknotes, which she laid on the table.

Leon smiled. ‘I think we’ll discuss the question of payment when we have succeeded. What is it you want me to do?’

‘I want you to get the letters and, if it is possible, I want you so to frighten this man that he won’t trouble me again. As to the money, I shall feel so much happier if you will let me pay you now!’

‘It is against the rules of the firm!’ said Leon cheerfully.

She gave him a street and a number which he guessed was an accommodation address.

‘Please don’t see me to the door,’ she said, with a half-glance at the watch on her wrist.

He waited till the door closed behind her, and then went upstairs to his companions.

‘I know so much about this lady that I could write a monograph on the subject,’ he said.

‘Tell us a little,’ suggested Manfred. But Leon shook his head.

That evening he called at Whitechurch Street. Lion Row was a tiny, miserable thoroughfare, more like an alley than anything, and hardly deserved its grand designation. In one of those ancient houses which must have seen the decline of Alsatia, at the top of three rickety flights of stairs, he found a door, on which had been recently painted: ‘J. LETHERITT, EXPORTER.’

His knock produced no response.

He knocked again more heavily, and heard the creaking of a bed, and a harsh voice on the other side asking who was there. It took some time before he could persuade the man to open the door, and then Leon found himself in a very long, narrow room, lighted by a shadeless electric table-lamp. The furniture consisted of a bed, an old washstand and a dingy desk piled high with unopened circulars.

He guessed the man who confronted him, dressed in a soiled shirt and trousers, to be somewhere in the region of thirty-five; he certainly looked older. His face was unshaven and there was in the room an acrid stink of opium.

‘What do you want?’ growled John Letheritt, glaring suspiciously at the visitor.

With one glance Leon had taken in the man — a weakling, he guessed — one who had found and would always take the easiest way. The little pipe on the table by the bed was a direction post not to be mistaken.

Before he could answer, Letheritt went on: ‘If you have come for letters you won’t find them here, my friend.’ He shook a trembling hand in Leon’s face. ‘You can go back to dear Gwenda and tell her that you are no more successful than the last gentleman she sent!’

‘A blackmailer, eh? You are the dirtiest little blackmailer I ever met,’ mused Leon. ‘I suppose you know the young lady intends to prosecute you?’

‘Let her prosecute. Let her get a warrant and have me pinched! It won’t be the first time I’ve been inside! Maybe she can get a search warrant, then she’ll be able to have her letters read in Court. I’m saving you a lot of trouble. I’ll save Gwenda trouble, too! Engaged, eh? You’re not the prospective bridegroom?’ he sneered.

‘If I were, I should be wringing your neck,’ said Leon calmly. ‘If you are a wise man—’

‘I’m not wise,’ snarled the other. ‘Do you think I’d be living in this pigsty if I were? Me…a man with a medical degree?’

Then, with a sudden rage, he pushed his visitor towards the door.

‘Get out and stay out!’

Leon was so surprised by this onslaught that he was listening to the door being locked and bolted against him before he had realized what had happened.

From the man’s manner, he was certain that the letters were in that room — there were a dozen places where they might be hidden: he could have overcome the degenerate with the greatest ease, bound him to the bed and searched the room, but in these days the Three Just Men were very law-abiding people.

Instead he came back to his friends late that night with the story of his partial failure.

‘If he left the house occasionally, it would be easy — but he never goes out. I even think that Raymond and I could, without the slightest trouble, make a very thorough search of the place. Letheritt has a bottle of milk left every morning, and it shouldn’t be difficult to put him to sleep if we reached the house a little after the milkman.’

Manfred shook his head.

‘You’ll have to find another way; it’s hardly worth while antagonizing the police,’ he said.

‘Which is putting it mildly,’ murmured Poiccart. ‘Who’s the lady?’

Leon repeated almost word for word the conversation he had had with Miss Brown.

‘There are certain remarkable facts in her statement, and I am pretty sure they were facts, and that she was not trying to deceive me,’ he said. ‘Curious item Number One is that the lady heard this man singing in church last Christmas Day. Is Mr Letheritt the kind of person one would expect to hear exercising his vocal organs on Christmas carols? My brief acquaintance with him leads me to suppose that he isn’t. Curious item Number Two was the words: “He wasn’t staying with us,” or something of that sort; and he was “nearing the end” — of what? Those three items are really remarkable!’

‘Not particularly remarkable to me,’ growled Poiccart. ‘He was obviously a member of a house-party somewhere, and she didn’t know he was staying in the neighbourhood, until she saw him in church. It was near the end of his visit.’

Leon shook his head.

‘Letheritt has been falling for years. He hasn’t reached his present state since Christmas; therefore he must have been as bad — or nearly as bad — nine months ago. I really have taken a violent dislike to him, and I must get those letters.’

Manfred looked at him thoughtfully.

‘They would hardly be at his bankers, because he wouldn’t have a banker; or at his lawyers, because I should imagine that he is the kind of person whose acquaintance with law begins and ends in the Criminal Courts. I think you are right, Leon; the papers are in his room.’

Leon lost no time. Early the next morning he was in Whitechurch Street, and watched the milkman ascend to the garret where Letheritt had his foul habitation. He waited till the milkman had come out and disappeared but, sharp as he was, he was hardly quick enough. By the time he had reached the top floor, the milk had been taken in, and the little phial of colourless fluid which might have acted as a preservative to the milk was unused.

The next morning he tried again, and again he failed.

On the fourth night, between the hours of one and two, he managed to gain an entry into the house, and crept noiselessly up the stairs. The door was locked from the inside, but he could reach the end of the key with a pair of narrow pliers he carried.

There was no sound from within, when he snapped back the lock and turned the handle softly. He had forgotten the bolts.

The next day he came again, and surveyed the house from the outside. It was possible to reach the window of the room, but he would need a very long ladder, and after a brief consultation with Manfred, he decided against the method.

Manfred made a suggestion.

‘Why not send him a wire, asking him to meet your Miss Brown at Liverpool Street Station? You know her Christian name?’

Leon sighed wearily.

‘I tried that on the second day, my dear chap, and had little Lew Leveson on hand to “whizz” him the moment he came into the street in case he was carrying the letters on him.’

‘By “whizz” you mean to pick his pocket? I can’t keep track of modern thief slang,’ said Manfred. ‘In the days when I was actively interested, we used to call it “dip”.’

‘You are out of date, George; “whizz” is the word. But of course the beggar didn’t come out. If he owed rent I could get the brokers put in; but he does not owe rent. He is breaking no laws, and is living a fairly blameless life — except, of course, one could catch him for being in possession of opium. But that wouldn’t be much use, because the police are rather chary of allowing us to work with them.’ He shook his head. ‘I’m afraid I shall have to give Miss Brown a very bad report.’

It was not until a few days later that he actually wrote to the agreed address, having first discovered that it was, as he suspected, a small stationer’s shop where letters could be called for.

A week later Superintendent Meadows, who was friendly with the Three, came down to consult Manfred on a matter of a forged Spanish passport, and since Manfred was an authority on passport forgeries and had a fund of stories about Spanish criminals, it was long after midnight when the conference broke up.

Leon, who needed exercise, walked to Regent Street with Meadows, and the conversation turned to Mr John Letheritt.

‘Oh, yes, I know him well. I took him two years ago on a false pretence charge, and got him eighteen months at the London Assizes. A real bad egg, that fellow, and a bit of a squeaker, too. He’s the man who put away Joe Benthall, the cleverest cat burglar we’ve had for a generation. Joe got ten years, and I shouldn’t like to be this fellow when he comes out!’

Suddenly Leon asked a question about Letheritt’s imprisonment, and when the other had answered, his companion stood stockstill in the middle of the deserted Hanover Square and doubled up with silent laughter.

‘I don’t see the joke.’

‘But I do,’ chuckled Leon. ‘What a fool I’ve been! And I thought I understood the case!’

‘Do you want Letheritt for anything? I know where he lives,’ said Meadows.

Leon shook his head.

‘No, I don’t want him: but I should very much like to have ten minutes in his room!’

Meadows looked serious.

‘He’s blackmailing, eh? I wondered where he was getting his money from.’

But Leon did not enlighten him. He went back to Curzon Street and began searching certain works of reference, and followed this by an inspection of a large scale map of the Home Counties. He was the last to go to bed, and the first to waken, for he slept in the front of the house and heard the knocking at the door.

It was raining heavily as he pulled up the window and looked out; and in the dim light of dawn he thought he recognized Superintendent Meadows. A second later he was sure of his visitor’s identity.

‘Will you come down? I want to see you.’

Gonsalez slipped into his dressing-gown, ran downstairs and opened the door to the Superintendent.

‘You remember we were talking about Letheritt last night?’ said Meadows as Leon ushered him into the little waiting-room.

The superintendent’s voice was distinctly unfriendly, and he was eyeing Leon keenly.

‘Yes — I remember.’

‘You didn’t by any chance go out again last night?’

‘No. Why?’

Again that look of suspicion.

‘Only Letheritt was murdered at half past one this morning, and his room ransacked.’

Leon stared at him.

‘Murdered? Have you got the murderer?’ he asked at last.

‘No, but we shall get him all right. He was seen coming down the rainpipe by a City policeman. Evidently he had got into Letheritt’s room through the window, and it was this discovery by the constable which led to a search of the house. The City Police had to break in the door, and they found Letheritt dead on the bed. He had evidently been hit on the head with a jemmy, and ordinarily that injury would not have killed him, according to the police doctor; but in his state of health it was quite enough to put him out. A policeman went round the house to intercept the burglar, but somehow he must have escaped into one of the little alleys that abound in this part of the city, and he was next seen by a constable in Fleet Street, driving a small car, the number-plate of which had been covered with mud.’

‘Was the man recognized?’

‘He hasn’t been — yet. What he did was to leave three fingerprints on the window, and as he was obviously an old hand at the game, that is as good as a direct identification. The City Detective Force called us in, but we haven’t been able to help them except to give them particulars of Letheritt’s past life. Incidentally, I supplied them with a copy of your fingerprints. I hope you don’t mind.’

Leon grinned.

‘Delighted!’ he said.

After the officer had left, Leon went upstairs to give the news to his two friends.

But the most startling intelligence was to come when they were sitting at breakfast. Meadows arrived. They saw his car draw up and Poiccart went out to open the door to him. He strode into the little room, his eyes bulging with excitement.

‘Here’s a mystery which even you fellows will never be able to solve,’ he said. ‘Do you know that this is a day of great tragedy for Scotland Yard and for the identification system? It means the destruction of a method that has been laboriously built up…’

‘What are you talking about?’ asked Manfred quickly.

‘The fingerprint system,’ said Meadows, and Poiccart, to whom the fingerprint method was something Godlike, gaped at him. ‘We’ve found a duplicate,’ said Meadows. ‘The prints on the glass were undoubtedly the prints of Joe Benthall — and Joe Benthall is in Wilford County Gaol serving the first part of a ten years’ sentence!’

Something made Manfred turn his head toward his friend. Leon’s eyes were blazing, his thin face wreathed in one joyous smile.

‘The man who sang in church!’ he said softly. ‘This is the prettiest case that I have ever dealt with. Now sit down, my dear Meadows, and eat! No, no: sit down. I want to hear about Benthall — is it possible for me to see him?’

Meadows stared at him.

‘What use would that be? I tell you this is the biggest blow we’ve ever had. And what is more, when we showed the City policeman a photograph of Benthall, he recognized him as the man he had seen coming down the rainpipe! I thought Benthall had escaped, and phoned the prison. But he’s there all right.’

‘Can I see Benthall?’

Meadows hesitated.

‘Yes — I think it could be managed. The Home Office is rather friendly with you, isn’t it?’

Friendly enough, apparently. By noon, Leon Gonsalez was on his way to Wilford Prison and, to his satisfaction, he went alone.

Wilford Gaol is one of the smaller convict establishments, and was brought into use to house long-time convicts of good character who were acquainted with the bookbinding and printing trade. There are several ‘trade’ prisons in England — Maidstone is the ‘printing’ prison, Shepton Mallet the ‘dyeing’ prison — where prisoners may exercise their trades.

The chief warder, whom Leon interviewed, told him that Wilford was to be closed soon, and its inmates transferred to Maidstone. He spoke regretfully of this change.

‘We’ve got a good lot of men here — they give us no trouble, and they have an easy time. We’ve had no cases of indiscipline for years. We only have one officer on night-duty — that will give you an idea how quiet we are.’

‘Who was the officer last night?’ asked Leon, and the unexpectedness of the question took the chief warder by surprise.

‘Mr Bennett,’ he said, ‘he’s gone sick today by the way — a bilious attack. Curious thing you should ask the question: I’ve just been to see him. We had an inquiry about the man you’ve come to visit. Poor old Bennett is in bed with a terrible headache.’

‘Can I see the Governor?’ asked Leon.

The chief warder shook his head.

‘He’s gone to Dover with Miss Folian — his daughter. She’s gone off to the Continent.’

‘Miss Gwenda Folian?’ and when the chief warder nodded: ‘Is she the lady who was training to be a doctor?’

‘She is a doctor,’ said the other emphatically. ‘Why, when Benthall nearly died from a heart attack, she saved his life — he works in the Governor’s house, and I believe he’d cut off his right hand to serve the young lady. There’s a lot of good in some of these fellows!’

They were standing in the main prison hall. Leon gazed along the grim vista of steel balconies and little doors.

‘This is where the night-warder sits, I suppose?’ he asked, as he laid his hand on the high desk near where they were standing: ‘and the door leads — ?’

‘To the Governor’s quarters.’

‘And Miss Gwenda often slips through there with a cup of coffee and a sandwich for the night man, I suppose?’ he added carelessly.

The chief warder was evasive.

‘It would be against regulations if she did,’ he said. ‘Now you want to see Benthall?’

Leon shook his head.

‘I don’t think so,’ he said quietly.

Where could a blackguard like Letheritt be singing in church on Christmas Day?’ asked Leon when he was giving the intimate history of the case to his companions. ‘In only one place — a prison. Obviously our Miss Brown was in that prison: the Governor and his family invariably attend church. Letheritt was “not staying” — it was the end of his sentence, and he had been sent to Wilford for discharge. Poor Meadows! With all his faith in fingerprints gone astray because a released convict was true to his word and went out to get the letters that I missed, whilst the doped Mr Bennett slept at his desk and Miss Gwenda Folian took his place!’
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The journey had begun in a storm of rain and had continued in mist. There was a bumpiness over the land which was rather trying to airsick passengers. The pilot struck the Channel and dropped to less than two hundred feet.

Then came the steward with news that he bawled above the thunder of engines.

‘We’re landin’ at Lympne…thick fog in London…coaches will take you to London….’

Manfred leaned forward to the lady who was sitting on the other side of the narrow gangway.

‘Fortunate for you,’ he said, tuning his voice so that it reached no other ear.

The Honourable Mrs Peversey raised her glasses and surveyed him coldbloodedly.

‘I beg your pardon?’

They made a perfect landing soon after, and as Manfred descended the steps leading from the Paris plane he offered his hand to assist the charming lady to alight.

‘You were saying — ?’

The slim, pretty woman regarded him with cold and open-eyed insolence.

‘I was saying that it was rather fortunate for you that we landed here,’ said Manfred. ‘Your name is Kathleen Zieling, but you are known better as “Claro” May, and there are two detectives waiting for you in London to question you on the matter of a pearl necklace that was lost in London three months ago. I happen to understand French very well and I heard two gentlemen of the Surete discussing your future just before we left Le Bourget.’

The stare was no longer insolent, but it was not concerned. Apparently her scrutiny of the man who offered such alarming information satisfied her in the matter of his sincerity.

‘Thank you,’ she said easily, ‘but I am not at all worried. Fenniker and Edmonds are the two men. I’ll wire them to meet me at my hotel. You don’t look like a “bull” but I suppose you are?’

‘Not exactly,’ smiled Manfred.

She looked at him oddly.

‘You certainly look too honest for a copper. I’m OK, but thank you all the same.’

This was a dismissal, but Manfred stood his ground.

‘If you get into any kind of trouble I’d be glad if you’d call me up.’ He handed the woman a card, at which she did not even glance. ‘And if you wonder why I am interested, I only want to tell you that a year ago a very dear friend of mine would have been killed by the Fouret gang which caught him unprepared on Montmartre, only you very kindly helped him.’

Now, with a start of surprise, she read the card and, reading, changed colour.

‘Oh!’ she said awkwardly. ‘I didn’t know that you were one of that bunch — Four Just Men? You folks give me the creeps! Leon something — a dago name….’

‘Gonsalez,’ suggested Manfred, and she nodded.

That’s right!’

She was looking at him now with a new interest.

‘Honest there’s no trouble coming about the pearls. And as to your friend, he saved me. He wouldn’t have got into the gang fight, only he came out of the cabaret to help me.’

‘Where are you staying in London?’

She told him her address, and at that moment came a Customs officer to break the conversation. Manfred did not see her again — she was not in the closed coach that carried him to London.

In truth he had no great wish to meet her again. Curiosity and a desire to assist one who had given great help to Leon Gonsalez — it was the occasion of Leon’s spectacular unravelling of the Lyons forgeries — were behind his action.

Manfred neither sympathized with nor detested criminals. He knew May to be an international swindler on the grand scale, and was fairly well satisfied that she would be well looked after by the English police.

It was on the journey to London that he regretted that he had not asked her for information about Garry, though in all probability they had never met.

George Manfred, by common understanding the leading spirit of the Four Just Men, had in the course of his life removed three-and-twenty social excrescences from all human activities.

The war brought him and his companions a pardon for offences known and offences suspected. But in return the pardoning authorities had exacted from him a promise that he should keep the law in letter and in spirit, and this he had made, not only on his own behalf but on behalf of his companions. Only once did he express regret for having made this covenant, and that was when Garry Lexfield came under his observation.

Garry lived on the outer edge of the law. He was a man of thirty, tall, frank of face, rather good looking. Women found him fascinating, to their cost, for he was of the ruthless kind; quite nice people invited him to their homes — he even reached the board of a well-known West End Company.

Manfred’s first encounter with Garry was over a stupidly insignificant matter. Mr Lexfield was engaged in an argument at the corner of Curzon Street, where he had his flat. Manfred, returning late, saw a man and a woman talking, the man violently, the woman a little timidly. He passed them, thinking that it was one of those quarrels in which wise men are not interested, and then he heard the sound of a blow and a faint scream. He turned to see the woman crouching by the area railings of the house. Quickly he came back.

‘Did you hit that woman?’ he asked.

‘It’s none of your dam’ business—’

Manfred swung him from his feet and dropped him over the area railings. When he looked round the woman had vanished.

‘I might have killed him,’ said Manfred penitently, and the spectacle of a penitent Manfred was too much for Leon Gonsalez.

‘But you didn’t — what happened?’

‘When I saw him get up on his feet and knew nothing was broken I bolted,’ confessed Manfred. ‘I really must guard against these impulses. It must be my advancing years that has spoilt my judgment.’

If Poiccart had a very complete knowledge of the sordid underworld, Manfred was a living encyclopaedia on the swell mob; but for some reason Mr Lexfield was outside his knowledge. Leon made investigations and reported.

‘He has been thrown out of India and Australia. He is only “wanted” in New Zealand if he attempts to go back there. His speciality is bigamous marriages into families which are too important to risk a scandal. The swell mob in London only know of him by hearsay. He has a real wife who has followed him to London and was probably the lady who was responsible for his visit to the area.’

Mr Garry Lexfield had ‘touched’ royally, and luck had been with him, since, unostentatiously and in an assumed name, he had stepped on to the Monrovia at Sydney. He had the charm and the attraction which are three-quarters of the good thief’s assets. Certainly he charmed the greater part of three thousand pounds out of the pockets of two wealthy Australian landowners, and attracted to himself the daughter of one who at any rate had the appearance of being another.

When he landed he was an engaged man: happily and mercifully, his bride-to-be was taken ill on the day of her arrival with a prosaic attack of appendicitis. Before she had left her nursing home, he learned that that bluff squatter, her father, so far from being a millionaire, was in very considerable financial difficulties.

But the luck held: a visit to Monte Carlo produced yet another small fortune — which was not gained at the public tables. Here he met and wooed Elsa Monarty, convent-trained and easily fascinated. A sister, her one relative, had sent her to San Remo — oddly enough, she also was convalescing from an illness — and, straying across the frontier, she met the handsome Mr Lexfield — which was not his name — in the big vestibule of the rooms. She wanted a ticket of admission — the gallant Garry was most obliging. She told him about her sister, who was the manager and part owner of a big dressmaking establishment in the Rue de la Paix. Giving confidence for confidence, Garry told her of his rich and titled parents, and described a life which was equally mythical.

He came back to London alone and found himself most inconveniently dogged by the one woman in the world who was entitled to bear his name, which was Jackson — a pertinacious if handsome woman who had no particular affection for him, but was anxious to recover for the benefit of his two neglected children a little of the fortune he had dissipated.

And most pertinacious at a moment when, but for his inherent meanness, he would have gladly paid good money to be rid of her.

It was a week after he had had the shocking experience of finding himself hurled across fairly high railings into a providentially shallow area, and he was still inclined to limp, when Leon Gonsalez, who was investigating his case, came with the full story of the man’s misdeeds.

‘I would have dropped him a little more heavily if I had known,’ said Manfred regretfully. ‘The strange thing is that the moment I lifted him — it’s a trick you have never quite succeeded in acquiring, Leon — I knew he was something pestilential. We shall have to keep an unfriendly eye on Mr Garry Lexfield. Where does he stay?’

‘He has a sumptuous flat in Jermyn Street,’ said Leon. ‘Before you tell me that there are no sumptuous flats in Jermyn Street, I would like to say that it has the appearance of sumptuousness. I was so interested in this gentleman that I went round to the Yard and had a chat with Meadows. Meadows knows all about him, but he has no evidence to convict. The man’s got plenty of money — has an account at the London and Southern, and bought a car this afternoon.’

Manfred nodded thoughtfully.

‘A pretty bad man,’ he said. ‘Is there any chance of finding his wife? I suppose the unfortunate lady who was with him—’

‘She lives in Little Titchfield Street — calls herself Mrs Jackson, which is probably our friend’s name. Meadows is certain that it is.’

Mr Garry Lexfield was too wise a man not to be aware of the fact that he was under observation; but his was the type of crime which almost defies detection. His pleasant manner and his car, plus a well-organized accident to his punt on one of the upper reaches of the Thames, secured him introductions and honorary membership of a very exclusive river club; and from there was but a step to homes which ordinarily would have been barred to him.

He spent a profitable month initiating two wealthy stockbrokers into the mysteries of bushman poker, at which he was consistently unlucky for five successive nights, losing some £600 to his apologetic hosts. There was no necessity for their apologies as it turned out: on the sixth and seventh days, incredible as it may seem, he cleared the greater part of £5,000 and left his hosts with the impression of his regret that he had been the medium of their loss.

‘Very interesting,’ said Manfred when this was reported to him.

Then, one night when he was dining at the Ritz-Carlton with a young man to whom he had gained one of his quick introductions, he saw his supreme fortune.

‘Do you know her?’ he asked in an undertone of his companion.

‘That lady? Oh, Lord, yes! I’ve known her for years. She used to stay with my people in Somerset — Madame Velasquez. She’s the widow of a terribly rich chap, a Brazilian.’

Mr Lexfield looked again at the dark, beautiful woman at the next table. She was perhaps a little over-jewelled to please the fastidious. Swathes of diamond bracelets encircled her arm from the wrist up; an immense emerald glittered in a diamond setting on her breast. She was exquisitely dressed and her poise was regal.

‘She’s terribly rich,’ prattled on his informant. ‘My colonel, who knows her much better than I, told me her husband had left her six million pounds — it’s wicked that people should have so much money.’

It was wicked, thought Garry Lexfield, that anybody should have so much money if he could not ‘cut’ his share.

‘I’d like to meet her,’ he said, and a minute later the introduction was made and Garry forgot his arrangement to trim the young guardsman that night in the thrill of confronting a bigger quarry.

He found her a remarkably attractive woman. Her English, though slightly broken, was good. She was obviously pleased to meet him. He danced with her a dozen times and asked to be allowed to call in the morning. But she was leaving for her country place in Seaton Deverel.

‘That’s rather strange,’ he said, with his most dazzling smile. ‘I’m driving through Seaton Deverel next Saturday.’

To his joy she bit the bait. At noon on the Saturday his car shot up the long drive to Hanford House.

A week later came Loon with startling news.

‘This fellow’s got himself engaged to a rich South American widow, George. We can’t allow that to go any further. Let us have an orgy of lawlessness — kidnap the brigand and put him on a cattle boat. There’s a man in the East India Dock Road who would do it for fifty pounds.’

Manfred shook his head.

‘I’ll see Meadows,’ he said. ‘I have an idea that we may catch this fellow.’

Mr Garry Lexfield was not in that seventh heaven of delight to which accepted lovers are supposed to ascend; but he was eminently satisfied with himself as he watched the final touches being made to the dinner table in his flat.

Madame Velasquez had taken a great deal of persuading, had shown an extraordinary suspicion, and asked him to introduce her to those parents of his who were at the moment conveniently attending to their large estates in Canada.

‘It is a very serious step I take, Garry dear,’ she said, shaking her pretty head dubiously. ‘I love you very dearly, of course, but I am so fearful of men who desire only money and not love.’

‘Darling, I don’t want money,’ he said vehemently. ‘I have shown you my passbook: I have nine thousand pounds in the bank, apart from my estates.’

She shrugged this off. Madame was a lady of peculiar temperament, never in the same mood for longer than an hour.

She came to dinner and, to his annoyance, brought a chaperon — a girl who spoke no word of English. Mr Lexfield was a very patient man and concealed his anger.

She brought news that made him forget the inconvenience of a chaperon. It was while they were sipping coffee in his over-decorated little drawingroom that she told him:

‘Such a nice man I meet today. He came to my house in the country.’

‘He was not only nice, but lucky,’ smiled Garry, who was really not feeling terribly happy.

‘And he spoke about you,’ she smiled.

Garry Lexfield became instantly attentive. Nobody in England knew him well enough to make him the subject of conversation. If they did, then the discussion had not been greatly to his advantage.

‘Who was this?’ he asked.

‘He spoke such perfect Spanish, and he has a smile the most delightful! And he said so many funny things that I laughed.’

‘A Brazilian?’ he asked.

She shook her head.

‘In Brazil we speak Portuguese,’ she said. ‘No, Senor Gonsalez—’

‘Gonsalez?’ he said quickly. ‘Not Leon Gonsalez? One of those swi — men…the Three Just Men?’

She raised her eyebrows.

‘Do you know them?’

He laughed.

I have heard about them. Blackguards that should have been hanged years ago. They are murderers and thieves. They’ve got a nerve to come and see you. I suppose he said something pretty bad about me? The truth is, I’ve been an enemy of theirs for years…’

He went on to tell an imaginary story of an earlier encounter he had had with the Three, and she listened intently.

‘How interesting!’ she said at last. ‘No, they simply said of you that you were a bad man, and that you wanted my money; that you had a bad — what is the word? — record. I was very angry really, especially when they told me that you had a wife, which I know is not true, because you would not deceive me. Tomorrow he comes again, this Senor Gonsalez — he really did amuse me when I was not angry. Shall I lunch with you and tell you what he said?’

Garry was annoyed: he was thoroughly alarmed. It had not been difficult to locate and identify the man who had taken such summary action with him; and, once located, he had decided to give a wide berth to the men who lived behind the Silver Triangle. He had sense enough to know they were not to be antagonized, and he had hoped most sincerely that they had been less acute in tracing him than he had been in identifying them.

He changed the conversation and became, in spite of the witness, the most ardent and tender of lovers. All his art and experience was called into play; for here was a prize which had been beyond his dreams.

His immediate objective was some £20,000 which had come to the lady in the shape of dividends. She had displayed a pretty helplessness in the matter of money, though he suspected her of being shrewd enough. Garry Lexfield could talk very glibly and fluently on the subject of the market. It was his pet study; it was likewise his continuous undoing. There never was a thief who did not pride himself on his shrewdness in money matters, and Garry had come in and out of the market from time to time in his short and discreditable life with disastrous results to himself.

He saw her and her silent companion to the car and went back, and in the solitude of his flat turned over the new and alarming threat represented by the interest which the Three Just Men were showing in his activities.

He rose late, as was his practice, and was in his pyjamas when the telephone-bell rang. The voice of the porter informed him that there was a trunk call for him and trunk calls these days meant the lovely Velasquez.

‘I have seen Gonsalez,’ said her urgent voice. ‘He came when I was at breakfast. Tomorrow, he says, they will arrest you because of something you did in Australia. Also today he applies to stop your money coming from the bank.’

‘Holding up my account?’ said Garry quickly. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Certain I am sure! They will go to a judge in his rooms and get a paper. Shall I come to lunch?’

‘Of course — one o’clock,’ he said quickly. He glanced at the little clock on the mantelshelf: it was half-past eleven.

‘And about your investments: I think I can fix everything today. Bring your chequebook.’

He was impatient for her to finish the conversation, and at last rather abruptly he brought it to a termination, dashed down the receiver, and, flying into his bedroom, began to dress.

His bank was in Fleet Street, and the journey seemed interminable. Fleet Street was much too close to the Law Courts for his liking. The judge’s order might already be effective.

He pushed his cheque under the brass grille of the tellers’ counter and held his breath while the slip of paper was handed to the accountant for verification. And then, to his overwhelming relief, the teller opened his drawer, took out a pad of notes and counted out the amount written on the cheque.

‘This leaves only a few pounds to your credit, Mr Lexfield,’ he said.

‘I know,’ said Garry. ‘I’m bringing in rather a big cheque after lunch, and I want you to get a special clearance.’

It was then he realized that by that time the judge’s order would be in operation. He must find another way of dealing with Madame Velasquez’s cheque.

The relief was so great that he could hardly speak calmly. With something short of £9,000 he hurried back to Jermyn Street and arrived simultaneously with Madame Velasquez.

‘How funny that caballero was, to be sure!’ she said in her staccato way. ‘I thought I should have laughed in his face. He told me you would not be here tomorrow, which is so absurd!’

‘It’s blackmail,’ said Garry easily. ‘Don’t you worry about Gonsalez. I have just been to Scotland Yard to report him. Now about these shares—’

They had ten minutes to wait before lunch was ready, and those ten minutes were occupied with many arguments. She had brought her chequebook, but she was a little fearful. Perhaps, he thought, the visit of Gonsalez had really aroused her suspicions. She was not prepared to invest the whole of her £20,000. He produced the papers and balance sheets that he had intended showing her on the previous night and explained, as he could very readily explain, the sound financial position of the company — one of the most solid on the Rand — in which he wished her to invest.

These shares,’ he said impressively, ‘will rise in the next twentyfour hours by at least ten per cent. in value. I’ve got a block held for you, but I must get them this afternoon. My idea is that immediately after lunch you should bring me an open cheque; I’ll buy the shares and bring them back to you.’

‘But why could not I go?’ she asked innocently.

‘This is a personal matter,’ said Garry with great gravity. ‘Sir John is allowing me to buy this stock as a great personal favour.’

To his joy she accepted this assurance — she actually wrote a cheque for £12,500 at the luncheon table, and he could scarcely summon patience to sit through the meal.

The proprietors of the flats in which he had his brief habitation did not cater on a generous scale, but the short time which elapsed before the dessert stage of the lunch arrived was a period of agony. She returned once to the question of her investment, seemed in doubt, referred again to Gonsalez and his warning.

‘Perhaps I had better wait for a day — yes?’

‘My dear girl, how absurd!’ said Garry. ‘I really believe you are being frightened by this fellow who called on you this morning! I’ll make him sorry!’

He half rose from the table, but she put her hand on his arm.

‘Please don’t hurry,’ she begged, and reluctantly he agreed. The bank did not close until three; there would be time to reach Dover by car and catch the five o’clock boat.

But the bank was situated in the City, and he must not cut his time too fine. He excused himself for a moment, went out in search of the valet he had acquired and gave him a few simple but urgent instructions. When he returned she was reading the balance sheet.

‘I am so foolish about these matters,’ she said, and suddenly lifted her head. ‘What was that?’ she asked, as the door slammed.

‘My valet — I have sent him out on a little errand.

She laughed nervously.

‘I am what you call on the jump,’ she said, as she pushed his coffee towards him. ‘Now tell me again, Garry, dear, what does ex-dividend mean?’

He explained at length, and she listened attentively. She was still listening when, with a sudden little choke of alarm, he half rose from his feet, only to fall back on the chair and thence to roll helplessly to the floor. Madame Velasquez took his half-empty cup of coffee, carried it at her leisure into the kitchen and emptied the contents into the sink. When he sent his valet out, Mr Garry Lexfield had saved her a great deal of trouble.

She rolled the unconscious man on to his back, and searched quickly and with a dexterous hand pocket after pocket until she found the fat envelope wherein Garry had placed his banknotes.

There was a knock at the outer door. Without hesitation she went out and opened it to the young guardsman who had so kindly introduced Mr Lexfield to her.

‘It’s all right, the servant’s gone,’ she said. ‘Here’s your two hundred, Tony, and thank you very much.’

Tony grinned.

‘The grudge I’ve got against him is that he took me for a sucker. These Australian crooks—’

‘Don’t talk — get,’ she said tersely.

She went back to the diningroom, removed Carry’s collar and tie and, putting a pillow under his head, opened the window. In twenty minutes he would be more or less conscious, by which time his valet would have returned.

She found the cheque she had given to him, burnt it in the empty grate, and with a last look round took her departure.

Outside the airport a tall man was waiting. She saw him signal to the driver of the car to pull up.

‘I got your message,’ said Manfred sardonically. ‘I trust you’ve had a good killing? I owe you five hundred pounds.’

She shook her head with a laugh. She was still the brown, beautiful Brazilian — it would take weeks before the stain would be removed.

‘No, thank you, Mr Manfred. It was a labour of love, and I have been pretty well paid. And the furnished house I took in the country was really not a very expensive proposition — oh, very well, then.’ She took the notes he handed to her and put them in her bag, one eye on the waiting plane. ‘You see, Mr Manfred, Garry is an old acquaintance of mine — by hearsay. I sent my sister down to Monte Carlo for her health. She also found Garry.’

Manfred understood. He waited till the plane had passed through the haze out of sight, and then he went back to Curzon Street, well satisfied.

The evening newspapers had no account of the Jermyn Street robbery, which was easily understood. Mr Garry Lexfield had a sense of pride.




Chapter 11


The Typist Who Saw Things
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About every six months Raymond Poiccart grew restless, and began prodding about in strange corners, opening deed boxes and trunks, and sorting over old documents. It was a few days before the incident of the Curzon Street ‘murder’ that he appeared in the dining room with an armful of old papers, and placed them on that portion of the table which had not been laid for dinner.

Leon Gonsalez looked and groaned.

George Manfred did not even smile, though he was laughing internally.

‘I am indeed sorry to distress you, my dear friends,’ said Poiccart apologetically; ‘but these papers must be put in order. I have found a bundle of letters that go back five years, to the time when the agency was a child.’

‘Burn ‘em,’ suggested Leon, returning to his book. ‘You never do anything with them, anyway!’

Poiccart said nothing. He went religiously from paper to paper, read them in his shortsighted way, and put them aside so that as one pile diminished another pile grew.

‘And I suppose when you’ve finished you’ll put them back where you found them?’ said Leon.

Poiccart did not answer. He was reading a letter.

‘A strange communication, I don’t remember reading this before,’ he said.

‘What is it, Raymond?’ asked George Manfred. Raymond read:

‘To the Silver Triangle. Private.

‘Gentlemen:

‘I have seen your names mentioned in a case as being reliable agents who can be trusted to work of a confidential character. I would be glad if you would make inquiries and find out for me the prospects of the Persian Oil Fields; also if you could negociate the sale of 967 shares held by me. The reason I do not approach an ordinary share-broker is because there are so many sharks in this profeccion. Also could you tell me whether there is a sale for Okama Biscuit shares (American)? Please let me know this.

‘Yours faithfully,

‘J Rock.’

‘I recall that letter,’ said Leon promptly. ‘“Negotiate” and “profession” were spelt with c’s. Don’t you remember, George, I suggested this fellow had stolen some shares and was anxious to make us the means by which he disposed of his stolen property?’

Manfred nodded.

‘Rock,’ said Leon softly. No, I have never met Mr Rock. He wrote from Melbourne, didn’t he, and gave a box number and a telegraphic address? Did we hear again from him? I think not.’

None of the three could recollect any further communication: the letter passed with the others and might have remained eternally buried, but for Leon’s uncanny memory for numbers and spelling errors.

And then one night:

A police whistle squealed in Curzon Street. Gonsalez, who slept in the front of the house, heard the sound in his dreams, and was standing by the open window before he was awake. Again the whistle sounded, and then Gonsalez heard the sound of flying feet. A girl was racing along the sidewalk. She passed the house, stopped, and ran back, and again came to a standstill.

Leon went down the narrow stairs two at a time, unlocked the front door and flung it open. The fugitive stood immediately before him.

‘In here — quickly!’ said Leon.

She hesitated only a second; stepping backward through the doorway, she waited. Leon gripped her by the arm and pulled her into the passage.

‘You needn’t be frightened of me or my friends,’ he said.

But he felt the arm in his hand strain for release. ‘Let me go, please — I don’t want to stay here!’

Leon pushed her into the back room and switched on the light.

‘You saw a policeman running up toward you, that’s why you came back,’ he said, in his quiet, conversational way. ‘Sit down and rest — you look all in!’

‘I’m innocent…!’ she began, in a trembling voice.

He patted her shoulder.

‘Of course you are. I, on the contrary, am guilty, for whether you’re innocent or not, I am undoubtedly helping a fugitive from justice.’

She was very young — scarcely more than a child. The pale, drawn face was pretty. She was well, but not expensively, dressed, and it struck Leon as a significant circumstance that on one finger was an emerald ring, which, if the stone were real, must have been worth hundreds of pounds. He glanced at the clock. A few minutes after two. There came to them the sound of heavy, hurrying feet.

‘Did anybody see me come in?’ she asked, fearfully.

‘Nobody was in sight. Now what is the trouble?’ Danger and fear had held her tense, almost capable. The reaction had come now: she was shaking. Shoulders, hands, body quivered pitiably. She was crying noiselessly, her lips trembled; for the time being she was inarticulate. Leon poured water into a glass and held it to her chattering teeth. If the others had heard him, they had no intention of coming down to investigate. The curiosity of Leon Gonsalez was a household proverb. Any midnight brawl would bring him out of bed and into the street.

After a while, she was calm enough to tell her story, and it was not the story he expected.

‘My name is Farrer — Eileen Farrer. I am a typist attached to Miss Lewley’s All-Night Typing Agenda. Usually there are two girls on duty, one a senior; but Miss Leah went home early. We call ourselves an all-night agency, but really we close down about one o’clock. Most of our work is theatrical. Often, after a firstnight performance, certain changes have to be made in a script — and sometimes new contracts are arranged over supper, and we prepare the rough drafts. At other times it is just letter-work. I know all the big managers, and I’ve often gone to their offices quite late to do work for them. We never, of course, go to strange people and at the offices we have a porter who is also a messenger, to see that we are not annoyed. At twelve o’clock I had a phone message from Mr Grasleigh, of the Orpheum, asking me if I would do two letters for him. He sent his car for me, and I went to his flat in Curzon Street. We’re not allowed to go to the private houses of our clients, but I knew Mr Grasleigh was a client, though I had never met him before.’

Leon Gonsalez had often seen Mr Jesse Grasleigh’s bright yellow car. That eminent theatrical manager lived in some exclusive flats in Curzon Street, occupying the first floor, and paying — as Leon, who was insatiably curious, discovered — £3,000 a year. He had dawned on London three years before, had acquired the lease of the Orpheum, and had been interested in half a dozen productions, most of which had been failures.

‘What time was this?’ he asked.

‘A quarter to one,’ said the girl. ‘I reached Curzon Street at about a quarter after. I had several things to do at the office before I left, besides which he told me there was no immediate hurry. I knocked at the door and Mr Grasleigh admitted me. He was in evening dress, and looked as if he had come from a party. He had a big white flower in the buttonhole of his tail coat. I saw no servants, and I know now there were none in the flat. He showed me into his study, which was a large room, and pulled up a chair to a little table by his desk. I don’t know exactly what happened. I remember sitting down and taking my notebook out of my attache case and opening it, and I was stooping to find a pencil in the case when I heard a groan, and, looking up, I saw Mr Grasleigh lying back in his chair with a red mark on his white shirt-front — it was horrible!’

‘You heard no other sound, no shot?’ asked Leon.

She shook her head.

‘I was so horrified I couldn’t move. And then I heard somebody scream and, looking round, I saw a lady, very beautifully dressed, standing in the doorway. “What have you done to him?” she said. “You horrible woman, you’ve killed him!” I was so terrified that I couldn’t speak, and then I must have got into a panic, for I ran past her and out of the front door—’

‘It was open?’ suggested Leon.

She frowned.

‘Yes, it was open. I think the lady must have left it open. I heard somebody blow a police whistle, but I can’t remember how I got down the stairs or into the street. You’re not going to give me up, are you?’ she asked wildly.

He leaned over and patted her hand.

‘My young friend,’ he said, gently, ‘you have nothing whatever to fear. Stay down here while I dress, and then you and I will go down, to Scotland Yard and you will tell them all you know.’

‘But I can’t. They’ll arrest me!’

She was on the verge of hysteria, and it was perhaps a mistake to attempt to argue with her.

‘Oh, it’s horrible. I hate London…I wish I’d never left Australia…First the dogs and then the black man and now this….’

Leon was startled, but this was not a moment to question her. The thing to do was to bring her to a calm understanding of the situation.

‘Don’t you realize that they won’t blame you, and that your story is such that no police officer in the world would dream of suspecting it?’

‘But I ran away—’ she began.

‘Of course you ran away,’ he said soothingly. ‘I should probably have run away too. Just wait here.’

He was halfway through dressing when he heard the front door slam and, running down the stairs, found that the girl had disappeared.

Manfred was awake when he went into his room and told him the story.

‘No, I don’t think it’s a pity that you didn’t call me earlier,’ he interrupted Leon’s apology. ‘We couldn’t very well have detained her in any circumstances. You know where she is employed. See if you can get Lewley’s Agency on the telephone.’

Leon found the number in the book, but had no answer from his call.

When he was dressed he went into the street and made his way to Curzon House. To his surprise he found no policeman on guard at the door, though he saw one at the corner of the street, nor was there any evidence that there had been a tragedy. The front door of the flat was fastened, but inserted in the wall were a number of small bellpushes, each evidently communicating with one of the flats, and after a while he discovered that which bore the name Grasleigh and was on the point of ringing when the policeman he had seen came silently across from the other side of the road. He evidently knew Leon.

‘Good evening, Mr Gonsalez,’ he said. It wasn’t you blowing that police whistle, was it?’

‘No — I heard it, though.’

‘So did I and three or four of my mates,’ said the policeman. ‘We’ve been flying round these streets for a quarter of an hour, but we haven’t found the man who blew it.’

‘Probably I’ll be able to help you.’

It was at that moment that he heard the door unlocked, and nearly dropped, for the man who opened the door to him he recognized as Grasleigh himself. He was in a dressing-gown; the half of a cigar was in the corner of his mouth.

‘Hullo!’ he said in surprise. ‘What’s the trouble?’

‘Can I see you for a few minutes?’ said Leon when he had recovered from his surprise.

‘Certainly,’ said the ‘dead man’, ‘though it’s hardly the time I like to receive callers. Come up.’

Wonderingly Leon followed him up the stairs to the first floor. He saw no servants, but there was not the slightest evidence to associate this place with the dramatic scene which the girl had described. Once they were in the big study, Leon told his story. When he had finished, Grasleigh shook his head.

‘The girl’s mad! It’s perfectly true that I did telephone for her, and as a matter of fact I thought it was her when you rang the bell. I assure you she hasn’t been here tonight…Yes, I heard the police whistle blow, but I never mix myself up in these midnight troubles.’ He was looking at Leon keenly. ‘You’re one of the Triangle people, aren’t you, Mr Gonsalez? What was this girl like?’

Leon described her, and again the theatrical manager shook his head.

‘I’ve never heard of her,’ he said. ‘I’m afraid you’ve been the victim of a hoax, Mr Gonsalez.’

Leon went back to join his two friends, a very bewildered man.

The next morning he called at Lewles Agency, which he knew by repute as a well-conducted establishment of its kind, and interviewed its goodnatured spinster-proprietress. He had to exercise a certain amount of caution: he was most anxious not to get the girl into trouble. Fortunately, he knew an important client of Miss Lewley’s and he was able to use this unconscious man as a lever to extract the information he required.

‘Miss Farrer is doing night duty this week, and she will not be in until this evening,’ she explained. ‘She has been with us about a month.’

‘How long has Mr Grasleigh been a client of yours?’

‘Exactly the same time,’ she said with a smile. ‘I rather think he likes Miss Farrer’s work, because previous to that he sent all his work to Danton’s Agency, where she was employed, and the moment she came to us he changed his agency.’

‘Do you know anything about her?’

The woman hesitated.

‘She is an Australian. I believe at one time her family were very wealthy. She’s never told me anything about her troubles, but I have an idea that she will be entitled to a lot of money some day. One of the partners of Colgate’s, the lawyers, came to see her once.’

Leon managed to get the girl’s address, and then went on to the City to find Messrs. Colgate. Luck was with him, for Colgate’s had employed the Three on several occasions, and at least one of their commissions had been of a most delicate character.

It was one of those old-fashioned firms that had its offices in the region of Bedford Row, and though it was generally known as ‘Colgate’s,’ it consisted of seven partners, the names of all of whom were inscribed on the brass plate before the office.

Mr Colgate himself was a man of sixty, and at first rather uncommunicative. It was an inspiration for Leon to tell him of what had happened the night before. To his amazement, he saw the lawyer’s face drop.

‘That’s very bad,’ he said, ‘very bad indeed. But I’m afraid I can tell you nothing more than you know.’

‘Why is it so very bad?’ asked Leon.

The lawyer pursed his lips thoughtfully.

‘You understand that she is not our client, although we represent a firm of Melbourne solicitors who are acting for this young lady. Her father died in a mental home and left his affairs rather involved. During the past three years, however, some of his property has become very valuable, and there is no reason why this young lady should work at all, except, as I suspect, that she wishes to get away from the scene of this family trouble and has to work to occupy her mind. I happen to know that the taint of madness is a cause of real distress to the girl, and I believe it was on the advice of her only relative that she came to England, in the hope that the change of scene would put out of her mind this misfortune which has overshadowed her.’

‘But she has been to see you?’

The lawyer shook his head.

‘One of my clients called on her. Some property in Sydney which was overlooked in the settlement of her father’s estate came into the market. He had a tenth share, it seems. We tried to get in touch with the executor, Mr Flane, but we were unsuccessful — he’s travelling in the East — so we got the girl’s signature to the transfer.’

‘Flane?’

Mr Colgate was a busy man; he had intimated as much. He was now a little impatient.

‘A cousin of the late Joseph Farrer — the only other relative. As a matter of fact, Farrer was staying in Western Australia on his cousin’s station just before he went mad.’

Leon was blessed with an imagination, but even this, vivid as it was, could not quite bridge the gaps in what he suspected was an unusual story.

‘My own impression,’ said the lawyer, ‘and I tell you this in the strictest confidence, is that the girl is not quite…’ He tapped his forehead. ‘She told my clerk, a man who is skilled in gaining the confidence of young people, that she had been followed about for weeks by a black man, on another occasion had been followed about by a black retriever. Apparently, whenever she takes her Saturday stroll, this retriever has appeared and never leaves her. So far as I can discover, nobody else has seen either the black man or the dog. You don’t need to be a doctor to know that this delusion of being followed is one of the commonest signs of an unbalanced mind.’

Leon knew something more than the average about police work. He knew that discovery is not a thing of a dramatic moment, but patiently accrued evidence, and he followed the same line of inquiry that a detective from Scotland Yard would follow.

Eileen Farrer lived in Landsbury Road, Clapham, and No 209 proved to be a house in a respectable terrace. The motherly-looking landlady who interviewed him in the hall was palpably relieved to see him when he stated the object of his visit.

‘I’m so glad you’ve come,’ she said. ‘Are you a relation?’

Leon disclaimed that association.

‘She’s a very peculiar young lady,’ the landlady went on, ‘and I don’t know what to make of her. She’s been up all night walking about her room — she sleeps in the room above me — and this morning she’s taken no breakfast. I can’t help feeling that there’s something wrong — she’s so strange.’

‘You mean that she’s not quite right in her head?’ asked Leon brutally.

‘Yes, that’s what I mean. I thought of sending for my doctor, but she wouldn’t hear of it. She told me she’d had a great shock. Do you know her?’

‘I’ve met her,’ said Leon. ‘May I go upstairs?’

The landlady hesitated.

‘I think I’d better tell her you’re here. What name?’

‘I think it would be better if I saw her without being announced,’ said Leon, ‘if you will show me the door. Where is she?’

Eileen Farrer was, he learnt, in her sittingroom — she could afford the luxury of an extra apartment Leon tapped at the door and a startled voice asked: ‘Who is it?’

He did not answer but, turning the knob, entered the room. The girl was standing by the window, staring out; apparently the taxi that brought Leon had excited her apprehension.

‘Oh!’ she said in dismay, as she saw her visitor. ‘You’re the man…you haven’t come to arrest me?’

Out of the corner of his eye he saw that the floor was strewn with papers. Evidently she had bought every available newspaper to discover tidings of the crime.

‘No, I haven’t come to arrest you,’ said Leon in an even tone. ‘I don’t exactly know what you could be arrested for — Mr Grasleigh is not dead. He’s not even hurt.’

She stared at him, wide-eyed.

‘Not even hurt?’ she repeated slowly.

‘He was quite well when I saw him last night.’

She passed her hand over her eyes.

‘I don’t understand. I saw him — oh, it’s terrible!’

‘You saw him, as you thought, very badly hurt. I had the pleasure of meeting him a few minutes afterwards and he was quite uninjured; and, what is more’ — he was watching her as he spoke—’he said that he had never seen you.’

Wonder, incredulity, terror were in her eyes.

‘Now won’t you sit down, Miss Farrer, and tell me all about yourself. You see, I know quite a lot. I know, for example, that your father died in an institution.’

She was staring at him as though unable to grasp his words. Leon became instantly practical.

‘Now I want you to tell me. Miss Farrer, why your father went mad. Was there any other history of insanity in the family?’

Leon’s calmness was of the dominant kind: under its influence she had recovered something of her self-possession.

‘No, the cause was a fall from a horse; the full effect of it wasn’t known for years afterwards.’

He nodded and smiled.

‘I thought not. Where were you when he was taken away?’

‘I was at school in Melbourne,’ she said, ‘or rather, just outside of Melbourne. I never saw my father from the time I was seven. He was a long time in that horrible place, and they wouldn’t let me see him.’

‘Now tell me this: who is Mr Flane? Do you know him?’

She shook her head.

‘He was my father’s cousin. The only thing I know about him is that Daddy used to lend him money, and he was staying on the farm when he became ill. I’ve had several letters from him about money. He paid my fare to England. It was he who suggested I should go home and try to forget all the troubles I’d had.’

‘You never saw him?’

‘Never,’ she said. ‘He came once to school, but I was away on a picnic.’

‘You don’t know what money your father left?’

She shook her head again.

‘No, I’ve no idea.’

‘Now tell me, Miss Farrer, about the Negro you have seen following you, and the dog.’

She had very little to tell except the bare fact. The persecution had begun two years before, and her doctor had once called to inquire the cause. Here Leon stopped her quickly.

‘Did you send for the doctor?’

‘No,’ she said in surprise, ‘but he must have heard from somebody, though who I can’t think, because I told very few people.’

‘Can you show me any of the letters that Mr Flane sent you?’

These she had in a drawer, and Leon examined them carefully. Their tone was rather unusual, not the tone one would have expected from a guardian or from one who had control of her destinies. In the main they were protestations of the difficulties the writer found in providing for her schooling, for her clothes, and eventually for the trip to England, and each letter insisted on the fact that her father had left very little money.

‘And that was true,’ she said. ‘Poor Daddy was rather eccentric about money. He never kept his stocks at the bank but always carried them about with him in a big iron box. In fact, he was terribly secretive, and nobody knew exactly what money he had. I thought he was very rich, because he was a little’ — she hesitated—’ “near” is the word. I hate saying anything disparaging about the poor darling, but he was never generous with money, and when I found that he had only left a few hundred pounds and a very few shares, and those not of any particular value, I was astonished. And so, of course, was everybody in Melbourne — everybody who knew us, I mean. In fact, I always regarded myself as poor until a few months ago. We then discovered that father had a large interest in the West Australian Gold Mine, which nobody knew anything about. It came to light by accident. If all they say is true, I shall be very rich. The lawyers have been trying to get into touch with Mr Flane, but they have only had a letter or two, one posted from China addressed to me, and another posted I think in Japan.’

‘Have you got the letter addressed to you?’

She produced it. It was written on thick paper. Leon held it up to the light and saw the watermark.

‘What shares did your father leave? I mean, what shares was he known to leave?’

She puzzled over this question.

‘There were some absolutely valueless, I know. I remember them because of the number — 967. What’s the matter?’

Leon was laughing.

‘I think I can promise you freedom from any further persecution, Miss Farrer, and my advice to you is that you get immediately in touch with the best firm of lawyers in London. I think I can give you their address. There’s one thing I want to tell you’ — there was a very kindly smile in Leon Gonsalez’s eyes—’and it is that you are not mad, that you haven’t imagined you were followed by Negroes and by black dogs and that you didn’t imagine you saw Mr Grasleigh murdered. There’s one more question I want to ask you, and it’s about Mr Flane. Do you know what he did for a living?’

‘He had a small station — farm, you would call it,’ she said. ‘I think Daddy bought it for him and his wife. Before that I think he had the lease of a theatre in Adelaide, and he lost a lot of money.’

‘Thank you,’ said Leon. That is all I want to know.’

He drove straight back to the flats in Curzon Street, and met Mr Grasleigh as he was leaving his flat.

‘Hullo! You’ve not come to tell me about another murder?’ said that jovial man with a loud laugh.

‘Worse than murder,’ said Leon, and something in his tone struck the smile from Mr Grasleigh’s lips.

Leon followed him into the study and himself closed the door.

‘Mr Flane, I understand?’ he said, and saw the colour fade from the man’s face.

‘I don’t know what you mean,’ blustered Grasleigh. ‘My name is—’

‘Your name is Flane,’ said Leon very gently. ‘A few years ago you got an inkling that the man you had robbed — Eileen Farrer’s father — was richer than you thought, and you evolved a rather clumsy, and certainly a diabolical scheme to retain possession of Eileen Farrer’s property. A shallow-brained man as you are, I have no doubt, would imagine that because the father was mad the daughter could also be driven into a mental asylum. I don’t know where you got your Negro from or where you found your trained dog, but I know where you got the money to take the lease of the Orpheum. And, Mr Flane, I want to tell you something more, and you might pass the information on to your wife, who is, I gather, a fellow conspirator. “Negotiate” is spelt with a “t” and “profession” with an “s”. Both words occur in the letters you wrote to Miss Farrer.’

The man was breathing loudly through his nose, and the hand that went up to take out the dead stump of his cigar was shaking.

‘You’ve got to prove all this,’ he blustered.

‘Unfortunately I have,’ said Leon sadly. ‘In the old days when the Four Just Men were not quite so legally minded as they are today, you would not have been taken into a court of law: I rather imagine that my friends and I would have opened a manhole in Curzon Street and dropped you through.’




Chapter 12


The Mystery of Mr Drake


Table of Contents


All Events Go in threes — that was the considered opinion of Leon Gonsalez. This, for example, was his second meeting with Cornelius Malan. The last time Mr Roos Malan, the bearded brother of Cornelius, had been a third party, but now Roos was dead — though of this fact Leon was at the moment unaware.

This alert and bright-eyed man had never had a driving accident. The fact that he was alive proved this, for he was never quite happy if the needle of the speedometer on his big sports car fell below the seventy mark. By an odd chance it was well below thirty when he skidded on the slush and snow of a lonely Oxford road and slithered a back wheel into a four-foot ditch. That the car did not overturn was a miracle.

Leon climbed out and looked round. The squat farmstead beyond the stone wall which flanked the road had a familiar appearance. He grinned as he leapt the wall and made his way across the rough surface of an uncultivated field towards the building. A dog barked gruffly, but he saw no human creature. And when he knocked at the door there was no answer. Leon was not surprised. Cornelius kept few servants, even in the summer — he was unlikely to have his house well staffed in the unprofitable days of late autumn.

He made a tour of the house, passed through an untidy and weed-grown garden, and still could find no sign of life. And then from the ground, not a dozen yards away, arose a big, broad-shouldered giant of a man. He came veritably from the ground. For a moment the observer was staggered, and then he realized that the man had come out of a well. The back of Cornelius Malan was turned to his uninvited guest. Leon saw him stoop, heard the clang of steel and the click of a lock fastened. Presently the big man dusted his knees and stretched himself and, turning, came straight towards where Leon was standing. At the sight of a stranger, the broad, red face of Cornelius went a shade redder.

‘Hi, you!’ he began wrathfully, and then recognized his visitor. ‘Ah!’ he said. ‘The detective!’

He spoke with scarcely a trace of accent, unlike his dead brother, who could hardly speak English.

‘What do you want, eh? Do more people think that poor Roos has swindled them? Well, he is dead, so you get nothing out of him.’

Leon was looking past him, and the man must have divined what was in his mind, for he said quickly: ‘There is a bad well here, full of gas. I must have it filled up—’

‘In the meantime you’ve had it sensibly fastened,’ smiled Leon. ‘I’m sorry to barge in upon your Arcadian pursuits, Mr Malan, but the fact is my car has ditched itself, and I wanted help to get it up.’

There had been a strange look of apprehension on the man’s face, and this cleared away as Leon explained the object of his visit.

‘I myself could pick a car out of any ditch,’ he boasted. ‘You shall see.’

As he walked across the field with Leon he was almost affable.

‘I do not like you people from London, and you especially, Mr What’s-your-name. You are like the lawyer who swindled me and my poor brother by Potchefstroom, so many years ago that I forget his name. Poor Roos! You and such people as you have hounded him into his grave! Inspectors of taxes and God knows what. And we are both poor men and have nothing to say to them.’

When they got to the car, he found that his strength was hardly sufficient, and they returned to the farm and from some mysterious place gathered two hungry-looking labourers, who, with planks and ropes, succeeded in hauling the Bentley to road level. By this time, Cornelius Malan was his old self.

‘That will cost you one pound, my friend,’ he said. I cannot afford to pay these men for extra work. I am poor, and now that Roos is dead, who knows that I may not have to take that lazy wench of our sister’s….’

Very solemnly Leon produced a pound note, and handed it to the old miser.

When he got back to Curzon Street he related his experience.

‘I’ll bet you we’re going to meet for the third time,’ he said. ‘It is odd, but it’s a fact. One of these days I am going to write a book on the Law of Coincidence — I’ve any amount of data.’

‘Add this,’ said Poiccart briefly, as he tossed a letter across the table.

Leon smoothed it out: the first thing he read was an Oxfordshire address. He turned quickly to the end of the letter, and saw it was signed, ‘Leonora Malan.’

Manfred was watching him with a smile in his eyes.

‘There’s a job after your own heart, Leon,’ he said.

Leon read the letter.

‘DEAR SIRS,

‘Some time ago you came into town to see my uncle, who has now, I am sorry to say, passed over. Will you please grant me an interview on Wednesday morning in regard to my late uncle’s money? I don’t suppose you can help me, but there is just a chance.’

It was signed ‘Leonora Malan,’ and there was a postscript.

‘Please do not let my Uncle Cornelius know I have written.’

Leon scratched his chin.

‘Leon and Leonora,’ murmured Manfred. ‘That alone is sufficient basis for a chapter on coincidences.’

On Wednesday morning, rainy and gusty, Miss Malan called, and with her was the young man who was to be the fourth and the greatest coincidence of all.

A scrawny man of thirty, with irregular features and eyes that were never still, she introduced him as Mr Jones, the late manager of her dead uncle.

Leonora Malan was astonishingly pretty. That was the first impression Leon had of his visitor. He had expected something dumpy and plain — Leonora was a name to shy at. Malan was obviously Cape Dutch. He would have known this even if he had not been aware, from personal experience, of the nationality of her two uncles. He had had an encounter with the notorious Jappy, and the no less objectionable Roos — less objectionable now, since he had been gathered to his fathers. And he was agreeably surprised, for this slim, bright-eyed girl with the peach and rose complexion was a very happy upsetting of preconceived ideas.

She came with him into the bright little drawingroom which was also the office of the Three, and sat down in the chair which Poiccart pushed forward for her before, in his role of butler, he glided out, closing the door respectfully and noiselessly behind him.

She looked up at Leon, her eyes twinkling, and smiled.

‘You can do nothing for me, Mr Gonsalez, but Mr Jones thought I ought to see you,’ she said, with a trustful glance at her ill-favoured companion which appalled Gonsalez. ‘That isn’t a very promising beginning, is it? I suppose you’ll wonder why I’m wasting your time if I believe that? But just now I’m clutching at straws, and—’

‘I am a very substantial straw,’ laughed Leon.

Mr Jones spoke. His voice was harsh and coarse.

‘It’s like this. Leonora is entitled to about eighty thousand pounds. I know it was there before the old boy died. Got the will, Leonora?’

She nodded quickly and sighed, half-opened her little handbag, reached mechanically for a battered silver case, but quickly withdrew her hand and snapped the bag tight. Leon reached for the cigarette box and passed it to her.

‘You know my uncle?’ she said, as she took a cigarette. ‘Poor Uncle Roos often spoke about you—’

‘Very uncomplimentarily, I am sure,’ said Leon.

She nodded.

‘Yes, he didn’t like you. He was rather afraid of you, and you cost him money.’

Roos Malan had figured in one of Leon’s more humdrum cases. Roos and his brother Cornelius had been prosperous farmers in South Africa. And then gold was discovered on their farm, and they became, of a sudden, very rich men; both came to England and settled on two desolate farms in Oxfordshire. It was Roos who had adopted his dead sister’s baby with much grumbling and complaining for, like his brother, he was that rarest of misers who grudges every farthing spent even on himself. Yet both brothers were shrewd speculators; too shrewd sometimes. It was a case in which their cupidity had overrun their discretion, that had brought Leon into their orbit.

‘Uncle Roos,’ said the girl, ‘was not so bad as you think. Of course, he was terribly mean about money, and even about the food that was eaten on the farm; and life was a little difficult with him. Sometimes he was kindness itself, and I feel a pig that I am bothering about his wretched money.’

‘Don’t worry about him,’ began Jones impatiently.

‘You find that there is no wretched money?’ interrupted Leon, glancing again at the letter she had sent him.

She shook her head.

‘I can’t understand it,’ she said.

‘Show him the will,’ Jones snapped.

She opened her bag again and took out a folded paper.

‘Here is a copy.’

Leon took the paper and opened it. It was a short, handwritten document in Dutch. Beneath was the English translation. In a few lines the late Roos Malan had left ‘all the property I possess to my niece Leonora Mary Malan.’

‘Every penny,’ said Jones, with satisfaction that he did not attempt to conceal. ‘Leonora and I were going into business in London. Her money, my brains. See what I mean?’

Leon saw very clearly.

‘When did he die?’ he asked.

‘Six months ago.’ Leonora frowned as at an unpleasant memory. ‘You’ll think I am heartless, but really I had no love for him, though at times I was very fond of him.’

‘And the property?’ said Leon.

She frowned.

‘All that is left seems to be the farm and the furniture. The valuers say that it’s worth five thousand pounds, and it’s mortgaged for four thousand. Uncle Cornelius holds the mortgage. Yet Roos Malan must have been very rich; he drew royalties from his property in South Africa, and I’ve seen the money in the house; it came every quarter and was always paid in banknotes.’

‘I could explain the mortgage,’ said Jones. ‘Those two mean old skunks exchanged mortgages to protect one another in case the authorities ever tried to play tricks on ‘em! The money’s gone, mister — I’ve searched the house from top to bottom. There’s a strongroom built in a corner of the cellar — we’ve had that door opened, but there’s not a penny to be found. They’re great for strongrooms, the Malans. I know where Cornelius keeps his too. He doesn’t know it, but by God, if he doesn’t play fair with this kid…!’

The girl seemed a little embarrassed by the championship of the man. The friendship was a little one-sided, he thought, and had the impression that Mr Jones’ glib plans for ‘going into business’ were particularly his own.

Jones gave him one piece of news. Neither of the brothers had banking accounts. Though they speculated heavily and wisely in South African stocks, their dividends were paid or their stock was bought with ready money, and invariably cash payments were made in the same medium.

‘Both these old blighters objected to paying taxation, and they used all sorts of dirty tricks to avoid payment. They suspected all banks, because they believed that banks tell the Government their clients’ business.’

Leonora shook her head again despairingly.

‘I don’t think you can do anything, Mr Gonsalez, and I almost wish I hadn’t written. The money isn’t there; there’s no record that it ever was there. I really don’t mind very much, because I can work. Happily I took typing lessons and improved my speed at the farm: I did most of Uncle’s correspondence.’

‘During the last illness was Cornelius at the farm?’

She nodded.

‘All the time?’

She nodded again.

And he left — ?’

‘Immediately after poor Roos’ death. I haven’t seen him again, and the only communication I’ve had from him was a letter in which he told me that I ought to earn my living and that I couldn’t depend on him. Now what can I do?’

Leon considered this problem for a long time.

‘I’ll be perfectly frank with you, Mr Gonsalez,’ she went on. ‘I am sure Uncle Cornelius collected what money there was in the house before he left. Mr Jones thinks that too.’

‘Think it — I know it!’ The hatchet-faced man was very emphatic. ‘I saw him coming out of the cellar with a big Gladstone bag. Old Roos was in the habit of keeping his key of the strongroom under his pillow; when he died it wasn’t there — I found it on the kitchen mantelpiece!’

When the man and the girl were leaving, Leon so manoeuvred the departure that she was the last to go.

‘Who is Jones?’ he asked, dropping his voice.

She was a little uncomfortable.

‘He was Uncle’s farm manager — he’s been very nice…a little too nice.’

Leon nodded, and as he heard Mr Jones returning, asked her immediate plans. She was, she said, staying the week in London, making preparations to earn her own livelihood. After he had taken down her address and seen the party to the door, he walked thoughtfully back to the common room where his two companions were playing chess — an immoral occupation for eleven o’clock in the forenoon.

‘She is very pretty,’ said Poiccart, not looking up from the piece he was fingering, ‘and she has come about her inheritance. And the man with her is no good.’

‘You were listening at the door,’ accused Leon.

‘I have read the local newspapers and I know that Mr Roos Malan died penniless — not sufficient to meet the demands of the Inspector of Taxes,’ said Poiccart as he checked Manfred’s king. ‘Both men were terrible misers, both are enormously rich, and both men have got Somerset House tearing their hair.’

‘And naturally,’ George Manfred went on, ‘she came to you to recover her property. What did the man want?’

He sat back in his chair and sighed.

‘We’re fearfully respectable, aren’t we? It was so easy ten, fifteen years ago. I know so many ways of making Cornelius disgorge.’

‘And I know one,’ interrupted Leon promptly. ‘And if all my theories and views are correct — and I cannot imagine them being anything else — Mr Drake will make the recovery.’

‘Mr Who?’ Poiccart looked up with a heavy frown.

‘Mr Drake,’ said Leon glibly; ‘an old enemy of mine. We have been at daggers drawn for ten years. He knows one of my most precious secrets, and I have lived in mortal terror of him, so much so that I contemplate removing him from his present sphere of activity.’

George looked at him thoughtfully; then a light dawned in his face.

‘Oh, I think I know your mysterious Mr Drake. We used him before, didn’t we?’

‘We used him before,’ agreed Leon gravely. ‘But this time he dies the death of a dog!’

‘Who is this Jones?’ asked Poiccart. ‘I’ve seen him at the Old Bailey — and he has a Dartmoor manner. You remember, George — an unpleasant case, eight-ten years ago. Not a fit companion for the pretty Leonora.’

Leon’s car took him the next morning to a famous market town, ten miles from Mr Malan’s farm. Here he sought and had an interview with the local inspector of taxes, producing the brief authorization which he had suggested Leonora should sign. The harassed official was both willing and anxious to give Leon all the information he required.

‘I have the devil of a job with these people. We know their main income, which arrives from South Africa every quarter, but they’ve got a score of other South African interests which we’re unable to trace. We knew that they are in the habit of receiving their money in cash. Both men have obviously been cheating the Revenue for years, but we could get no evidence against them. If Mr Malan keeps books, he also keeps them well out of sight! A few months ago we put a detective on to watch Cornelius, and we found his hiding place. It lies about twenty feet down a half-filled-in well in his garden.’

Leon nodded.

‘And it’s a solid rock chamber approached by a steel door. It sound like a fairy tale, doesn’t it? It’s one of the many in which Charles II was reputedly hidden, and the existence of the rock chamber has been known for centuries. Cornelius had the steel door fitted, and as the well is right under his window and is fastened by an iron trapdoor and is, moreover, visible from the road, it’s much more secure than any safe he could have in his house.’

‘Then why not search the strongroom?’ asked Leon.

The inspector shook his head.

‘We’ve no authority to do that — the most difficult thing in the world to secure is a search warrant, and our department, unless it institutes criminal proceedings, has never applied for such an authority.’

Leon smiled broadly.

‘Mr Drake will have to get it for you,’ he said cryptically.

The puzzled official frowned.

‘I don’t quite get that.’

‘You will get more than that,’ said the mysterious Leon.

As Leon walked up the muddy cart-track, he became aware of the sound of voices, one deep and bellowing, one high and shrill. Their words, incoherent in themselves, were indistinguishable. He turned the corner of an untidy clump of bushes, and saw the two: Cornelius the giant, and the rat-faced Mr Jones, who was white with passion.

‘I’m going to get you, you damned Dutch thief!’ he cried shrilly. ‘Robbing the orphan — that’s what you’re doing. You haven’t heard the last of me.’

What Cornelius said was impossible to understand, for in his rage he had relapsed into Cape Dutch, which is one of the most expressive mediums of vituperation. He caught sight of Leon, and came striding towards him.

‘You’re a detective: take that man from here. He’s a thief, a gaolbird. My brother gave him a job because he could get no other.’

The thin lips of Mr Jones curled in a sneer.

‘A hell of a job! A stable to sleep in and stuff to eat that Dartmoor would turn up its nose at — not that I know anything about Dartmoor,’ he added hastily. ‘All that this man says is lies. He’s a thief; he took the money from old Roos’ safe—’

‘And you come and say “Give me ten thousand and I’ll tell Leonora not to trouble about the rest,” eh?’ snarled Cornelius.

Leon knew it was not the moment to tell the story of Mr Drake. That must come later. He made an excuse for his calling and then accompanied the man Jones back to the road.

‘Don’t you take any notice of what he said, mister, I mean about my trying to doublecross Leonora. She’s a good girl; she trusts me, she does, and I’m going to do the right thing by her…Old Roos led her the life of a dog.’

Leon wondered what kind of life this exconvict would lead Leonora Malan and was quite satisfied that, whatever happened, the girl should be saved from such an association.

‘And when he says I was a convict—’ began Jones again.

‘I can save you a lot of trouble,’ said Leon. ‘I saw you sentenced.’

He mentioned the offence, and the man went red and then white.

‘Now you can go back to London, and I’m warning you not to go near Miss Leonora Malan. If you do, there is going to be trouble.’

Jones opened his mouth as if to say something, changed his mind and lurched up the road. It was later in the evening when Leon returned to tell the story of Mr Drake.

He reached the farm of Mr Cornelius Malan at nine o’clock. It was pitch dark; rain and sleet were falling, and the house offered no promise that his discomfort would be relieved, for not so much as a candle gleam illuminated the dark windows. He knocked for some time, but had no reply. Then he heard the sound of laboured breathing: somebody was walking towards him in the darkness, and he spun round.

‘Mr Cornelius Malan?’ he asked, and heard the man grunt, and then: ‘Who is it?’

‘An old friend,’ said Leon coolly, and though Cornelius could not see his face, he must have recognized him.

‘What do you want?’ His voice was shrill with anxiety.

‘I want to see you. It’s rather an important matter,’ said Leon.

The man pushed past him, unlocked the door and led the way into the darkness. Leon waited in the doorway until he saw the yellow flame of a match and heard the tinkle of a lamp chimney being lifted.

The room was big and bare. Only the glow of a wood fire burnt in the hearth, yet this apparently was the farmer’s livings and sleeping room, for his untidy bed was in one corner of the room. In the centre was a bare deal table, and on this Leon sat uninvited. The man stood at the far end of the table, scowling down at him; his face was pale and haggard. ‘What do you want?’ he asked again.

‘It’s about John Drake,’ said Leon deliberately. ‘He’s an old enemy of mine; we have chased one another across three continents before now, and tonight, for the first time in ten years, we met.’

The man was puzzled, bewildered. ‘What’s this to do with me?’

Leon shrugged. ‘Only tonight I killed him.’

He saw the man’s jaw drop. ‘Killed him?’ — incredulously.

Leon nodded. ‘I stabbed him with a long knife,’ he said, with some relish. ‘You’ve probably heard about the Three Just Men: they do such things. And I’ve concealed the body on your farm. For the first time in my life I am conscious that I have acted unfairly, and it is my intention to give myself up to the police.’

Cornelius looked down at him.

‘On my farm?’ he said dully. ‘Where did you put the body?’

Not a muscle of Leon’s face moved.

‘I dropped it down the well.’

‘That’s a lie!’ stormed the other. ‘It is impossible that it was you who opened the cover!…’

Leon shrugged his shoulders.

‘That you must tell the police. They at any rate will learn from me that I dropped him down that well. At the bottom I found a door which I succeeded in opening with a skeleton key, and inside that door is my unhappy victim.’

Malan’s lips were quivering.

Suddenly he turned and rushed from the room.

Leon heard the shot and ran through the door into the night…the next second he sprawled over the dead body of Cornelius Roos.

Later, when the police came and forced the cover of the well, they found another dead man huddled at the bottom of the well, where Cornelius had thrown him.

‘Jones must have been detected in the act of forcing the well, and been shot,’ said Leon. ‘Weird, isn’t it…after my yam about having buried a man there? I expected no more than that Cornelius would pay up rather than have the well searched.’

‘Very weird,’ said Manfred drily, ‘and the weirdest thing is Jones’ real name.’

‘What is it?’

‘Drake,’ said Manfred. ‘The police phoned it through half-an-hour before you came in.’




Chapter 13


‘The Englishman Konnor’
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Thethree Just Men sat longer over dinner than usual. Poiccart had been unusually talkative — and serious.

‘The truth is, my dear George,’ he appealed to the silent Manfred, ‘we are fiddling with things. There are still offences for which the law does not touch a man; for which death is the only and logical punishment. We do a certain amount of good — yes. We right certain wrongs — yes. But could not any honest detective agency do as much?’

‘Poiccart is a lawless man,’ murmured Leon Gonsalez; ‘he is going fantee — there is a murderous light in his eyes!’

Poiccart smiled good-humouredly.

‘We know this is true, all of us. There are three men I know, every one of them worthy of destruction. They have wrecked lives, and are within the pale of the law…Now, my view is…’

They let him talk and talk, and to the eyes of Manfred came a vision of Merrell, the Fourth of the Four Just Men — he who died in Bordeaux and, in dying completed his purpose. Some day the story of Merrell the Fourth may be told. Manfred remembered a warm, still night, when Poiccart had spoken in just this strain. They were younger then: eager for justice, terribly swift to strike….

‘We are respectable citizens,’ said Leon, getting up, ‘and you are trying to corrupt us, my friend. I refuse to be corrupted!’

Poiccart looked up at him from under his heavy eyelids.

‘Who shall be the first to break back to the old way?’ he asked significantly.

Leon did not answer.

This was a month before the appearance of the tablet. It came into the possession of the Four in a peculiar way. Poiccart was in Berlin, looking for a man who called himself Lefevre. One sunny afternoon, when he was lounging through Charlonenburg, he called in at an antique shop to buy some old Turkish pottery that was exhibited for sale. Two large blue vases were his purchase, and these he had packed and sent to the House with the Silver Triangle, in Curzon Street.

It was Manfred who found the gold badge. He had odd moments of domesticity, and one day decided to wash the pottery. There were all sorts of oddments at the bottom of the vases: one was stuffed with old pieces of Syrian newspaper for half its depth, and it needed a great deal of patience and groping with pieces of wire to bring these to light. Nearing the end of his task, he heard a metallic tinkle and, as he turned the jar upside down, there dropped into the kitchen sink a gold chain bracelet that held an oblong gold tablet, inscribed on both sides with minute Arabic writing.

Now it so happened that Mr Dorian of the Evening Herald was in the kitchen when this interesting find was made, and Mr Dorian, as everybody knows, is the greatest gossip-writer that ever went into Fleet Street. He is a youngish man of forty-something who looks twenty-something. You meet him at first nights and very select functions, at the unveiling of war memorials — he was a very good artilleryman during the war. Sometimes he called and stayed to dinner to talk over the old days on the Megaphone, but never before had he made professional profit out of his visits. ‘Poiccart will be indifferent — but Leon will be delighted,’ said Manfred as he examined the bracelet link by link. ‘Gold, of course. Leon loves mysteries and usually makes his own. This will go into his little story box.’

The little story box was Leon’s especial eccentricity. Disdaining safes and strong rooms, that battered steel deed-box reposed beneath his bed. It is true that it contained nothing of great value intrinsically: a jumble of odds and ends, from the torn tickets of bookmakers to two inches of the rope that should have hanged Manfred, each inconsiderable object had its attachment in the shape of a story.

The imagination of the journalist was fired. He took the bracelet in his hand and examined it.

‘What is it?’ he asked curiously.

Manfred was examining the inscription.

‘Leon understands Arabic better than I — it rather looks like the identification disc of a Turkish officer. He must be, or must have been, rather an exquisite.’

Curious, mused Dorian aloud. Here in smoky London a jar or vase bought in Berlin, and out of it tumbles something of Eastern romance. He asked it he might muse in print to the same purpose, and George Manfred had no objection.

Leon came back that evening: he had been asked by the American Government to secure exact information about a certain general cargo which was being shipped from lighters in the port of London.

‘Certain raw materials,’ he reported, ‘which could have caused a great deal of trouble for our friends in America.’

Manfred told him of his find.

‘Dorian was here — I told him he could write about this if he liked.’

‘H’m!’ said Leon, reading the inscription. ‘Did you tell him what this writing stood for? But you’re not a whale at Arabic, are you? There’s one word in Roman characters “Konnor” — did you see that? “Konnor?” Now what is “Konnor”?’ He looked up at the ceiling. ‘“The Englishman Konnor” — that was the owner of this interesting exhibit. Konnor? I’ve got it— “Connor”!’

The next evening, under ‘The Man in Town,’ Mr Dorian’s daily column, Leon read of the find, and was just a little irritated to discover that the thorough Mr Dorian had referred to the story box. If the truth be told, Leon was not proud of this little box of his; it stood for romance and sentiment, two qualities which he was pleased to believe were absent from his spiritual make-up.

‘George, you’re becoming a vulgar publicity agent,’ he complained. ‘The next thing that will happen will be that I shall receive fabulous offers from a Sunday newspaper for a series of ten articles on “Stories from my Story Box,” and if I do I shall sulk for three days.’

Nevertheless, into the black box went the bracelet. What the writing was all about, and where ‘the Englishman Konnor’ came into it, Leon refused to say.

Yet it was clear to his two companions that Leon was pursuing some new inquiry in the days that followed. He haunted Fleet Street and Whitehall, and even paid a visit to Dublin. Once Manfred questioned him and Leon smiled amiably.

‘The whole thing is rather amusing. Connor isn’t even Irish. Probably isn’t Connor, though it is certain that he bore that name. I found it on the roll of a very fine Irish regiment. He is most likely a Levantine. Stewarts, the Dublin photographers, have a picture of him in a regimental group. That is what I went to Ireland to see. There’s a big bookmaker in Dublin who was an officer in the same regiment, and he says “Connor” spoke with a foreign accent.’

‘But who is Connor?’ asked Manfred.

Leon showed his even white teeth in a grin of delight.

‘He is my story,’ was all that he would say.

Three weeks later Leon Gonsalez found adventure.

He had something of the qualities of a cat; he slept noiselessly; the keenest ear must strain to hear him breathing; he woke noiselessly. He could pass from complete oblivion to complete wakefulness in a flash. As a cat opens her eyes and is instantly and coldbloodedly alert, so was Leon.

He had the rare power of looking back into sleep and rediscovering causes, and he knew without remembering that what had wakened him was not the tap-tap of the blind cords for, the night being windy, this had been a normal accompaniment to sleep, but rather the sound of human movement.

His room was a large one for so small a house, but there could never be enough ventilation for Leon, so that, in addition to windows, the door was wedged open…He snuffled picturesquely, like a man in heavy sleep, grumbled drowsily, and turned in the bed; but when he had finished turning, his feet were on the floor and he was standing upright, tightening the cord of his pyjamas.

Manfred and Poiccart were away for the weekend, and he was alone in the house — a satisfactory state of affairs, since Leon preferred to deal with such situations as these single-handed.

Waiting, his head bent, he heard the sound again. It came at the end of a whining gust of wind that should have drowned the noise — a distinct creak. Now the stairs gave seven distinct creakings. This one came from the second tread. He lifted his dressing-gown and drew it on as his bare feet groped for his slippers. Then he slipped out on to the landing, and switched on the light.

There was a man on the landing; his yellow, uncleanly face was upraised to Leon’s. Fear, surprise, hateful resentment were there.

‘Keep your hand out of your pocket, or I’ll shoot you through the stomach,’ said Leon calmly. ‘It will take you four days to die, and you’ll regret every minute of it.’

The second man, halfway up the stairs, stood stockstill, paralysed with fright. He was small and slim. Leon waved the barrel of his Browning in his direction, and the smaller figure shrank against the wall and screamed.

Leon smiled. He had not met a lady burglar for years.

‘Turn about, both of you, and walk downstairs,’ he ordered; ‘don’t try to run — that would be fatal.’

They obeyed him, the man sullenly, the girl, he guessed, rather weak in the knees.

Presently they came to the ground floor.

‘To the left,’ said Leon.

He stepped swiftly up to the man, dropped the Browning against his spine, and put his hand into the jacket pocket. He took out a short-barrelled revolver, and slipped it into the pocket of his dressing-gown.

‘Through the doorway — the light switch is on the left, turn it.’ Following them into the little diningroom, he closed the door behind him. ‘Now sit down — both of you.’

The man he could place: a typical prison man; irregular features, bad-complexioned: a creature of low mentality, who spent his short periods of liberty qualifying for further imprisonment.

His companion had not spoken, and until she spoke Leon could not place her into a category.

‘I’m very sorry — I am entirely to blame.’

So she spoke, and Leon was enlightened.

It was an educated voice — the voice you might hear in Bond Street ordering the chauffeur to drive to the Ritz.

She was pretty, but then, most women were pretty to Leon; he had that amount of charity in his soul. Dark eyes, fine arches of eyebrows, rather full, red lips. The nervous fingers that twined in and out of one another were white, shapely, rather over-manicured. There was a small purple spot on the back of one finger, where a big ring had been.

‘This man is not responsible,’ she said, in a low voice. ‘I hired him. A — a friend of mine used to help him, and he came to the house one night last week; and I asked him to do this for me. That’s really true.’

‘Asked him to burgle my house?’

She nodded. ‘I wish you’d let him go — I could talk to you then…and feel more comfortable. It really isn’t his fault. I’m entirely to blame.’

Leon pulled open the drawer of a small writing-table, and took out a sheet of paper and an inkpad. He put them on the table before the girl’s unshaven companion.

‘Put your finger and thumb on the pad — press ‘em.’

‘Whaffor?’ The man was husky and suspicious.

‘I want your fingerprints in case I have to come after you. Be slippy!’

Reluctantly, the burglar obeyed — first one hand and then the other. Leon examined the prints on the paper, and was satisfied.

‘Step this way.’

He pushed his visitor to the street door, opened it, and walked out after him.

‘You must not carry a gun,’ he said. As he spoke his fist shot up and caught the man under the jaw, and the man went sprawling to the ground.

He got up whimpering.

‘She made me carry it,’ he whined.

‘Then she earned you a punch on the jaw,’ said Leon brightly, and closed the door on one who called himself, rather unimaginatively, ‘John Smith.’

When he returned to the diningroom, the girl had loosened the heavy coat she wore, and was sitting back in her chair, rather white of face but perfectly calm.

‘Has he gone? I’m so glad! You hit him, didn’t you? I thought I heard you. What do you think of me?’

‘I wouldn’t have missed tonight for a thousand pounds!’ said Leon, and he was telling the truth.

Only for a fraction of a second did she smile.

‘Why do you think I did this mad, stupid thing?’ she asked quietly. Leon shook his head.

‘That is exactly what I can’t think: we’ve no very important case on hand; the mysterious documents which figure in all sensation stories are entirely missing. I can only suppose that we’ve been rather unkind to some friend of yours — a lover, a father, a brother—’

He saw the ghost of a smile appear and disappear.

‘No; it isn’t revenge. You’ve done me no harm, directly or indirectly. And there are no secret documents.’

‘Then it’s not revenge and it’s not robbery; I confess that I am beaten!’

Leon’s smile was dazzling, and this time she responded without reservation.

‘I suppose I’d better tell you everything,’ she said, ‘and I’d best start by telling you that my name is Lois Martin, my father is Sir Charles Martin, the surgeon, and I shall be married in three weeks’ time to Major John Rutland, of the Cape Police. And that is why I burgled your house.’

Leon was amused.

‘You were — er — looking for a wedding — present?’ he asked, mildly sarcastic.

To his surprise, she nodded.

‘That is just what I came for,’ she said. ‘I’ve been very silly. If I’d known you better, I should have come to you and asked for it.’

Her steady eyes were fixed upon Leon.

‘Well?’ he asked. ‘What is this interesting object?’

She spoke very slowly.

‘A gold chain bangle, with an identification disc….’

Leon was not surprised, except that she was speaking the truth. He jotted down the names she had given him. A gold bracelet,’ he repeated, ‘the property of — ?’

She hesitated.

‘I suppose you’ve got to know the whole story — I’m rather in your hands.’

He nodded.

‘Very much in my hands,’ he said pleasantly. ‘It seems to me that you will get less discomfort in telling me now than in explaining the matter to a police magistrate.’

He was geniality itself yet she, womanlike, could detect a hardness in his tone that made her shiver a little.

‘Major Rutland knows nothing about my coming here — he would be horrified if he knew I had taken this risk,’ she began.

She told him, haltingly at first, how her older brother had been killed in Africa during the War.

‘That’s how I come to know Jack,’ she said. ‘He was in the desert, too. He wrote to me two years ago from Paris — said he had some papers belonging to poor Frank. He had taken them from his — from his body, after he was killed. Naturally, Daddy asked him to come over, and we became good friends, although Daddy isn’t very keen on — our marriage.’

She was silent for a little while, and then went on quickly:

‘Father doesn’t like the marriage at all, and really the fact that we are getting married is a secret. You see, Mr Gonsalez, I am a comparatively rich woman: my mother left me a large sum of money. And John will be rich, too. During the War, when he was a prisoner, he located a big gold mine in Syria, and that is what the inscription is all about. John saved the life of an Arab, and in his gratitude he revealed to him where the mine was located, and had it all inscribed on a little gold tablet, in Arabic. John lost it at the end of the War, and he’d heard nothing more of it until he read in the Evening Herald about your discovery. Poor John was naturally terribly upset at the thought that he might be forestalled by somebody who could decipher the tablet, so I suggested he should call and see you and ask for the bracelet back; but he wouldn’t hear of this. Instead, he’s been getting more and more worried and upset and nervous, and at last I thought of this mad scheme. Jack has quite a number of acquaintances amongst the criminal classes — being a police officer he very naturally can deal with them; and he’s done a lot to help them to keep straight. This man who came tonight was one of them. It was I who saw him, and suggested this idea of getting into the house and taking the bracelet. We knew that you kept it under your bed—’

‘Are you sure it was you and not Major John Rutland who thought out this burglary?’

Again she hesitated.

‘I think he did in fun suggest that the house should be burgled.’

‘And that you should do the burgling?’ asked Leon blandly.

She avoided his eyes.

‘In fun…yes. He said nobody would hurt me, and I could always pretend it was a practical joke. It was very stupid, I know, Mr Gonsalez; if my father knew…’

‘Exactly,’ said Leon brusquely. ‘You needn’t tell me any more — about the burglary. How much money have you at the bank?’

She looked at him in surprise.

‘Nearly forty thousand pounds,’ she said. ‘I’ve sold a lot of securities lately — they were not very productive—’

Leon smiled.

‘And you’ve heard of a better investment?’

She was quick to see what he meant.

‘You’re altogether wrong, Mr Gonsalez,’ she said coldly. ‘John is only allowing me to put a thousand pounds into his exploration syndicate — he isn’t quite sure whether it is a thousand or eight hundred he will require. He won’t let me invest a penny more. He’s going to Paris tomorrow night, to start these people on their way; and then he is coming back, and we are to be married and follow them.’

Leon looked at her thoughtfully.

‘Tomorrow night — do you mean tonight?’

She glanced quickly at the clock, and laughed.

‘Of course, tonight.’

Then she leaned across the table and spoke earnestly.

‘Mr Gonsalez, I’ve heard so much about you and your friends, and I’m sure you wouldn’t betray our secret. If I’d any sense I should have come to you yesterday and asked you for the tablet — I would even pay a good sum to relieve John’s anxiety. Is it too late now?’

Leon nodded.

‘Much too late. I am keeping that as a memento. The enterprising gentleman who wrote the paragraph told you that it is part of my story collection — and I never part with stories. By the way, when do you give your cheque?’

Her lips twitched at this.

‘You still think John is a wicked swindler? I gave him the cheque yesterday.’

‘A thousand or eight hundred?’

‘That is for him to decide,’ she said.

Leon nodded, and rose.

‘I will not trouble you any further. Burglary, Miss Martin, is evidently not your speciality, and I should advise you to avoid that profession in the future.’

‘You’re not giving me in charge?’ she smiled.

‘Not yet,’ said Leon.

He opened the door for her, and stood in his dressing-gown, watching her. He saw her cross the road to the taxi rank, and take the last vehicle available. Then he bolted the door and went back to bed.

His alarm clock called him at seven, and he arose cheerfully, having before him work which was after his own heart. In the morning he called at a tourist agency and bought a ticket to Paris — it seemed a waste of time to go to the office of the High Commissioner for South Africa and examine the available records of the Cape Police; but he was a conscientious man. The afternoon he spent idling near the Northern and Southern Bank in Threadneedle Street, and at a quarter to three his vigil was rewarded, for he saw Major John Rutland descend from a cab, go into the bank, and emerge a few minutes before the big doors closed. The Major looked very pleased with himself — a handsome fellow, rather slim, with a short-cropped military moustache.

Manfred came back in the afternoon, but Leon told him nothing of the burglary. After dinner he went up to his own room, took from a drawer an automatic, laid a few spots of oil in the sliding jacket, and loaded it carefully. From a small box he took a silencer, which he fixed to the muzzle. He put the apparatus into his overcoat pocket, found his suitcase, and came downstairs. George was standing in the hallway.

‘Going out, Leon?’

‘I shall be away a couple of days,’ said Leon, and Manfred, who never asked questions, opened the door for him.

Leon was hunched up in a corner of a first-class carriage when he saw Major Rutland and the girl pass. Behind them, an unwanted third, was a tall, thin-faced man with grey hair, obviously the surgeon. Leon saw them from the corner of his eye, and as the train pulled out had another glimpse of the girl waving her hand to her departing lover.

It was a dark, gusty night; the weather conditions chalked on a board at the railway station promised an unpleasant crossing, and when he stepped on to the boat at midnight he found it rolling uneasily, even in the comparatively calm waters of the harbour.

He made a quick scrutiny of the purser’s list. Major Rutland had taken a cabin and this, after the boat began to move out of harbour, he located. It was the aft cabin de luxe, not a beautiful apartment, for the ship was an old one.

He waited till the assistant purser came along to collect his ticket, and then: ‘I’m afraid I’ve lost my ticket,’ he said, and paid.

His ticket from Dover to Calais was in his pocket, but Major Rutland had not taken the Calais but the Ostend boat. He watched the assistant purser go into the cabin de luxe, and peered through the window. The Major was lying on a sofa, his cap pulled down over his eyes.

After the assistant purser had taken his ticket and departed, Leon waited for another half-hour; then he saw the cabin go dark. He wandered round the ship: the last light of England showed glitteringly on the south-western horizon. There were no passengers on deck: the few that the ship carried had gone below, for she was tossing and rolling diabolically. Another quarter of an hour passed, and then Leon turned the handle of the stateroom door, stepped into the cabin and sent the light of his small torch round the room. Evidently the Major was travelling without a great deal of luggage: there were two small suitcases and nothing more.

These Leon took out on to the deck and, walking to the rail, dropped them into the water. The man’s hat went the same way. He put the torch back into his pocket and, returning for the second time to the cabin, gently shook the sleeper.

‘I want to speak to you, Konnor,’ he said, in a voice little above a whisper.

The man was instantly awake. ‘Who are you?’

‘Come outside: I want to talk to you.’

‘Major Rutland’ followed on to the dim deck.

‘Where are you going?’ he asked.

The aft of the ship was reserved for second-class passengers, and this, too, was deserted. They made their way to the rail above the stern. They were in complete darkness.

‘You know who I am?’

‘Haven’t the slightest idea,’ was the cool reply.

‘My name is Gonsalez. Yours, of course, is Eugene Konnor — or Bergstoft,’ said Leon. ‘You were at one time an officer in the—’ He mentioned the regiment. ‘In the desert you went over to the enemy by arrangements made through an agency in Cairo. You were reported killed, but in reality you were employed by the enemy as a spy. You were responsible for the disaster at El Masjid — don’t try to draw that gun or your life will be shorter.’

‘Well,’ said the man, a little breathlessly, ‘what do you want?’

‘I want first of all the money you drew from the bank this afternoon. I’ve an idea that Miss Martin gave you a blank cheque, and I’ve a stronger idea that you filled that almost to the limit of her balance, as she will discover tomorrow morning.’

‘A hold-up, eh?’ Konnor laughed harshly.

‘That money, and quick!’ said Leon, between his teeth.

Konnor felt the point of the gun against his stomach, and obeyed. Leon took the thick pad of notes from the man, and slipped it into his pocket.

‘I suppose you realize, Mr Leon Gonsalez, that you’re going to get into very serious trouble?’ began Konnor. ‘I thought you’d probably decipher the pass—’

‘I deciphered the pass without any trouble at all, if you’re referring to the gold tablet,’ said Leon. ‘It said that “the Englishman Konnor is permitted to enter our lines at any moment of the day or night and is to be afforded every assistance,” and it was signed by the Commander of the Third Army. Yes, I know all about that.’

‘When I get back to England—’ began the man.

‘You’ve no intention of going back to England. You’re married. You were married in Dublin — and that was probably not your first bigamy. How much money is there here?’

‘Thirty or forty thousand — you needn’t think that Miss Martin will prosecute me.’

‘Nobody is going to prosecute you,’ said Leon, in a low voice.

He took one quick glance around: the decks were empty.

‘You’re a traitor to your country — if you have a country; a man who has sent thousands of the men who were his comrades to their death. That is all.’

There was a flash of fire from his hand, a guttural ‘plop!’ Konnor’s knees went under him, but before he reached the ground Leon Gonsalez caught him under the arms, threw the pistol into the water, lifted the man without an effort and heaved him into the dark sea….

When Ostend harbour came into sight, and the steward went to collect Major Rutland’s luggage, he found it had gone, and with it the owner. Passengers are very often mean, and carry their own luggage on to the deck in order to save porterage. The steward shrugged his shoulders and thought no more of the matter.

As for Leon Gonsalez, he stayed in Brussels one day, posted without comment the £34,000 in notes to Miss Lois Martin, caught the train to Calais and was back in London that night. Manfred glanced up as his friend strode into the diningroom.

‘Had a good time, Leon?’ he asked.

‘Most interesting,’ said Leon.


The End
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It was a bad night in London, not wild or turbulent, but swathed to the eyes like an Eastern woman in a soft grey garment of fog. It engulfed the walled canyons of the city through which the traffic had roared all day, plugged up the maze of dark side streets, and blotted out the open squares. Close to the ground it was thick, viscous, impenetrable, so that one could not see a yard ahead, and walked ghostlike, adventuring into a strange world.

Occasionally it dispersed. In front of the opera house, numbers of arc-lights wrought a wavering mist-hung yellow square, into which a constant line of vehicles like monstrous shiny bugs emerged from the outer nowhere, disgorged their contents, and eclipsed again. And pedestrians in gay processional streamed across the ruddy glistening patch like figures on a slide.

Conspicuous in the shifting throng was a boy, ostensibly selling violets, but with a keen eye upon the arriving vehicles. Suddenly he darted to the curb, where an electric coupe had just drawn up. A man alighted heavily, and turned to assist a young woman.

For an instant the lad’s attention was deflected by the radiant vision. The girl, wrapped in a voluminous cloak of ivory colour, was tall and slim, with soft white throat and graceful neck; her eyes under shadowy lashes were a little narrow, but blue as autumn mist, and sparkling now with amusement.

“Watch your steps, auntie,” she warned laughingly, as a plump elderly little lady descended stiffly from the coupe. “These London fogs are dangerous.”

The boy stood staring at her, his feet as helpless as if they had taken root in the ground. Suddenly he remembered his mission. His native impudence reasserted itself, and he started forward.

“Voylets, lidy? Wear your colours. You ain’t allowed to trot without.”

The girl gazed at him, her blue eyes bright as stars on a windy night. An enchanting dimple twinkled about her curved lips in gay hide-and-seek, and when she laughed, fled upward to her eyes.

“Father,” she said, “will you buy my colours from this bold sporting gentleman?”

As the man fumbled in an inner pocket for change, the lad took a swift inventory. The face, beneath the tall hat, was a powerful oval, paste-coloured, with thin lips, and heavy lines from nostril to jaw. The eyes were close-set and of a turbid grey.

“It’s him,” the boy assured himself, and opened his mouth to speak.

“So you are a sporting man,” the girl rallied him gaily, adjusting the flowers.

The boy nodded, responding instantly to her mood.

“Only,” he swept her with shrewd, appraising eyes, that noted every detail of her delicate beauty and sumptuousness, “I
 don’t trot in the two-minute class myself.”

The girl laughed a clear silvery peal; and turned impulsively to the young man in evening dress who had just dismissed his hansom and joined the group.

It was the diversion the boy had prayed for. He took a quick step toward the older man.

“N.,” he said in a soft but distinct undertone. The man’s face blanched suddenly, and a coin which he held in his large, white-gloved palm, slipped jingling to the pavement.

The young messenger stooped and caught it up dextrously.

“N.,” he whispered again, insistently.

“H.,” the answer came hoarsely. The man’s lips trembled.

“C.,” finished the boy promptly and with satisfaction. Under cover of returning the coin, he thrust a slip of white paper into the other’s hand. Then he wheeled, ducked to the girl with a gay little swagger of impudence, threw a lightning glance of scrutiny at her young escort, and turning, was lost in the throng.

The whole incident occupied less than a minute, and presently the four were seated in their box, and the throbbing strains from the overture of I Pagliacci
 came floating up to them.

“I wish I were a little street gamin in London,” said the girl pensively, fingering the violets at her corsage. “Think of the adventures! Don’t you, Cord?”

“Don’t I wish you were?” Cord Van Ingen looked across at her with smiling significant eyes, which brought a flush to her cheeks.

“No,” he said softly, “I do not!”

The girl laughed at him and shrugged her round white shoulders.

“For a young diplomat, Cord, you are too obvious — too delightfully verdant. You should study indirection, subtlety, finesse — study Poltavo!” At the name the boy’s brow darkened.

“Study the devil!” he muttered under his breath.

“That too, for a diplomat, is necessary!” she murmured sweetly.

“He isn’t coming here tonight?” Van Ingen asked in aggrieved tones.

The girl nodded, her eyes dancing with laughter.

“What you can see in that man, Doris,” he protested, “passes me! I’ll bet you anything you like that the fellow’s a rogue! A smooth, soft-smiling rascal! Lady Dinsmore,” he appealed to the older woman, “do you like him?”

“Oh, don’t ask Aunt Patricia!” cried the girl.

“She thinks him quite the most fascinating man in London. Don’t deny it, auntie!”

“I shan’t,” said that lady calmly, “for it’s true! Count Poltavo,” she paused to inspect through her lorgnettes some newcomers in the opposite box, “Count Poltavo is the only interesting man in London. He is a genius.” She shut her lorgnettes with a snap. “It delights me to talk with him. He smiles and murmurs gay witticisms and quotes Talleyrand and Luculhis, and all the while in the back of his head, quite out of reach, his real opinions of you are being tabulated and ranged neatly in a row, like bottles on a shelf.”

“I’d like to take down some of those bottles,” said Doris thoughtfully. “Maybe some day I shall.”

“They’re probably labelled poison,” remarked Van Ingen, a little viciously. He looked at the girl with a growing sense of injury. Of late she had seemed absolutely changed toward him; and from being his dear friend, his childhood’s mate, with established intimacies, she had turned before his very. eyes into an alien, almost an enemy, more beautiful than ever, to be true, but perverse, mocking, impish. She flouted him for his youth, his bluntness, his guileless transparency. But hardest of all to bear was the delicate derision with which she treated his awkward attempts to express his passion for her, to speak of the fever which had taken possession of him, almost against his will, and which at sight of her throbbed madly at his wrists and temples. And now, he reflected bitterly, with this velvet fop of a count looming up as a possible rival, with his savoir faire
 , and his absurd penchant for literature and art, what chance had he, a plain American, against such odds? — unless, as he profoundly believed, the chap was a crook. He determined to sound her father.

“Mr. Grayson,” he asked aloud, “what do you think — halloo!” He sprang up suddenly and thrust out a supporting arm.

Grayson had risen, and stood swaying slightly upon his feet. He was frightfully pale, and his countenance was contracted as if in pain. He lifted a wavering hand to his brow.

“I — I feel ill,” he said faintly. His hand fell limply to his side. He took a staggering step toward the door.

Van Ingen was beside him instantly.

“Lean on me, sir,” he urged quietly. He passed a steadying hand through Grayson’s, and guided him toward the passage.

“We’ll have you out of this in a jiffy,” he said cheerfully. “It’s the confounded stifling air of these places! It’s enough to make a grampus faint! Lady Dinsmore, will you look after Doris?”

“No! No!” the girl exclaimed. Her face was white and strained and fear darkened her eyes. In her distress she had risen, and stood, clasping tightly her father’s arm.

“We’ll all go together! Please, dear!” Her voice and eyes pleaded. She seemed trying to convey a hidden meaning, a secret urgency.

“Nonsense!” Grayson, still pallid and frowning, leaned heavily upon Van Ingen’s shoulder. Tiny beads of perspiration stood out upon his temples but his voice was stronger.

“Don’t make a scene, my girl.” He nodded toward the stalls, where already curious lorgnettes were beginning to be levelled at their box.

“Sit down!”

Doris obeyed mutely, her mobile lips quivering as she sought to suppress her emotion. She was conscious of a shiver which seemed to spread from her heart throughout her limbs. The oppression of a nameless fear took possession of her; it weighed her down. She sat very still, gripping her fan.

“I’ll be around fit as ever in the morning. ‘Night, Lady Dinsmore. Take care of my girl.”

Grayson spoke jerkily with a strong effort.

Lady Patricia Dinsmore regarded him coldly. She disliked the man cordially, and made no bones of it. In her heart she had never forgiven him for wedding her foolish younger sister, the family beauty, who had died at Doris’ birth far away from her kith and kin in the desolate wilds of New York.

“Goodnight, Gerald,” she said drily. “Try to get a little sleep.” She turned to the younger man. “Put him to bed, Cord, and cut all the wires around the Savoy, so he won’t call up those wretched brokers. I think he’s trying to gobble the whole English market.”

She marked sharply the effect of her shaft. Grayson turned a shade paler. He clutched Van Ingen’s arm.

“Get me out of here!” he whispered hoarsely. Lady Patricia viewed their departing backs with a fleeting ironical smile.

“Your father, my dear,” she murmured to Doris, “is a very remarkable man.”

Out in the fresh air, Grayson revived amazingly. His feebleness disappeared as if by magic, and he stepped out briskly. He nodded to a hansom in the rank and the man drew in to the opening.

“The Savoy,” cried Grayson.

He sprang in hastily.

Van Ingen made as if to follow, but Grayson held the apron door securely.

“No need in the world for you to accompany me, dear boy,” he exclaimed, smiling. “Go back. I feel quite braced already. It was that devilish stuffiness inside — a momentary seizure. Goodnight!”

He waved his hand and sank back. The hansom started forward with a jerk, and the young man retraced his steps to the theatre, frowning thoughtfully.

Ten minutes later Grayson thrust up the trap.

“You may drop me here,” he called. He descended and paid his fare. “I’ll walk the rest of the way,” he remarked casually.

“Bit thickish on foot tonight, sir,” offered the driver respectfully. “Better let me set you down at the hotel.” But his fare was already lost in the enveloping gloom.

Grayson wrapped his muffler closely about his chin, pulled down his hat to shadow his eyes, and hurried along like a man with a set destination. Presently he halted and signalled to a cab, crawling along close to the curb. Grayson scrutinised it keenly. The horse looked strong.

“Can you take me some distance?” he asked the driver.

“Take ye far’s you got the coin!”

Grayson glanced about him furtively. “As far as this?” He stepped forward and gave an address in a carefully lowered voice.

The driver leaned far down from his high box and peered into his fare’s face.

“Not there!” he muttered.

Grayson held out a sovereign silently. The driver shook his head.

“It’s fair worth a man’s life on a night like this.”

Two sovereigns gleamed in Grayson’s bare outstretched palm.

“I’ll double it if you drive fast,” he offered.

“All right, sir,” answered the man at length, a bit sullenly. “Jump in.” He turned his horse round and drove rapidly toward the river.
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The fog was still heavy and the blurred street-lamps looked ghastly in the yellow mist when the young messenger, the first half of his mission performed, struck briskly riverward to complete his business. He disposed of his violets at a corner stand, hailed a passing hansom boldly, and after a low consultation with the driver, got in. They drove steadily for an hour. The gas-lamps grew fewer, and the streets more narrow and gloomy. Suddenly the man drew up with a jerk.

“Here ye be,” he called huskily.

The boy sprang to the ground and peered about him. “It’ll do,” he announced, and then briefly, “Wait ‘arf an hour.”

He plunged down a dark and crabbed way, glancing warily behind him now and then to see if he was being followed.

Here, between invisible walls, the fog hung thick and warm and sticky, crowding up close, with a kind of blowsy intimacy that whispered the atmosphere of the place. Occasionally, close to his ear, snatches of loose song burst out, or a base, coarse face loomed head-high through the reek. But the boy was upon his native heath and scuttled along, whistling softly between closed teeth, as, with a dexterity born of long practice, he skirted slush and garbage sinks, held around the blacker gulfs that denoted unguarded basement holes, and eluded the hideous shadows that lurched by in the gloom.

Hugging the wall, he presently became aware of footsteps behind him. He rounded a corner, and turning swiftly collided with something which grappled him with great hands. Without hesitation, the lad leaned down and set his teeth deep into the hairy arm.

The man let go with a hoarse bellow of rage, and the boy, darting across the alley, could hear him stumbling after him in blind search of the narrow way.

Thin shivers of excitement rippled up and down his spine and his blood crinkled in his veins. Squatting close to the sloppy wall, he thrust out one leg and waited. He could feel the quarry come on, the big blowing body of him, the groping, outstretched arms. His leg stiffened rigid as a bar of iron. With a crash the man fell headlong across it. The boy laughed aloud and sheered aside, barely missing a knife which hurtled past and stuck quivering in the opposite wall.

As he sped along, a door suddenly opened in the blank wall beside him, and a stream of ruddy light gushed out, catching him square within its radiance, mud-spattered, starry-eyed, vivid.

A man stood framed in the doorway.

“Come in,” he commanded briefly.

The boy obeyed. Surreptitiously he wiped the wet and mud from his face and tried to reduce his wild breathing.

The room which he entered was meagre and stale-smelling, with bare floor and stained and sagging wallpaper; unfurnished save for a battered deal table and some chairs.

He sank into one of them and stared with frank curiosity past his employer, who had often entrusted him with messages requiring secrecy, past his employer’s companion, to the third figure in the room. A prostrate figure which lay quite still under the heavy folds of a long dark ulster with its face turned to the wall.

“Well?” It was a singularly agreeable voice which aroused him, softly modulated but with a faint foreign accent. The speaker was his employer, a slender dark man, with a finely carved face, immobile as the Sphinx. He had laid aside his Inverness and top hat, and showed himself in evening dress with a large buttonhole of Parma violets, which sent forth a faint, delicious fragrance.

Of the personality of the man the messenger knew nothing more than that he was an aristocratic young nob, eccentric in a quiet way, who lived in a grand house near Portland Place, and who rewarded him handsomely for his occasional services.

He related his adventures of the evening, not omitting to mention his late pursuer. “The keb’s waitin’ now, outside, sir,” he concluded. The man listened quietly, brooding, his elbows upon the table, his inscrutable face propped in the crotch of his hand. A ruby, set quaintly in a cobra’s head, gleamed from a ring upon his little finger. Presently he roused.

“That’s all tonight, my boy,” he said gravely.

“You’ve served me well.”

He drew out his purse, extracted two sovereigns, and laid them in the messenger’s hand.

“And this,” he said softly, holding up a third gold piece, “is for — discretion! You comprehend?”

The boy shot a swift glance, not unmixed with terror, at the still, recumbent figure in the corner, mumbled an assent, and withdrew. Out in the dampness of the fog, he took a long, deep breath. After all, he reflected, such affairs were not in the province of a night-messenger. They belonged to Scotland Yard. And certainly the man paid well.

As the door closed behind him, his employer leaned back in his chair, and smiled into the sombre eyes of his companion.

“At last!” he breathed softly. “The thing moves. The wheels are beginning to revolve!”

His friend nodded gloomily, his glance straying off toward the corner of the room.

“They’ve got to revolve a mighty lot more before the night’s done!” he replied with heavy significance.

He was a tall, lean man and wore a brown overcoat with the collar turned up sharply about his throat, and a derby hat still glistening from the mist. His voice, which was flat and rasping, betrayed his transatlantic origin.

“It’s my opinion,” he continued bluntly, “that you stick right here at this end of the line and see the game through. You can present your excuses to Lady Dinsmore tomorrow. I needn’t tell you that we must move in this venture with extreme caution. A single misstep at the outset, the slightest breath of suspicion, and pff! the entire superstructure falls to the ground.”

“That is doubtless true, Mr. Baggin,” murmured his companion pleasantly. He leaned down to inhale the fragrant scent of the violets. “But you forget one little thing. This grand superstructure you speak of — so mysteriously—” he hid a slight smile, “I know it not. You have seen fit, in your extreme caution, to withhold all knowledge of it from me.”

He paused and regarded his companion with a level, steady gaze. A faint, ironical smile played about the corners of his mouth.

“Is it not so, my friend?” he asked softly. “I am — how you say — left out in the cold?”

His countenance was serene and unruffled, and it was only by his slightly quickened breathing that an acute observer might have said that the conversation held any unusual significance.

The American stirred uneasily in his chair. A dull flush mounted to his temples.

“There are some financial matters—” he muttered sullenly.

“You admit it, then — this high scheme has to do with finance, with the finance of nations — the finance of the world!”

“Hush!” whispered Baggin hoarsely. He glanced about, half-fearfully.

The younger man ignored the outburst. He laid a persuasive hand upon his companion’s arm.

“My friend,” he said gravely, “let me give you a bit of good advice. Believe me, I speak disinterestedly. Take me into your counsels. As a Russian nobleman and distant kinsman of his Imperial Majesty the Tsar, I have the entree to the most exclusive houses of London. Politics I know a little, and the politicians extremely well. Twice I have been a guest at Sandringham. I am a person of diplomacy, resolution, power. In brief, Mr. Baggin, I am intelligent,’and I know too little or too much for you. Too much for an outsider, too little for a friend and — ah — conspirator. With half my knowledge, I could make you, or break you like glass. Candidly, I have not the heart for the latter. I would be rather a — a friendly power.”

He leaned forward suddenly. “Make me,” he said softly, “a member of your Committee of Nine.”

Baggin shrank back. “You — you know that?” he gasped.

“I know many things,” was the quiet reply, “but not all.”

The American looked at him doubtfully. The man seemed limpid. Was he, in truth, as Grayson had once said, as deep as the bottomless pit?

Grayson, he knew, had favoured him.

“You have no money,” he objected, finally.

“I have something better.”

“What?” In Baggin’s mouth the question was an insult.

“Genius!” returned the young man simply.

He disregarded Baggin’s scornful ejaculation, and continued impersonally, as if reading aloud from a book.

“Genius, my friend! Genius is as high above mere money as the stars wheeling in their celestial courses are above the earth. It is human electricity — the motive power of the world. With my power, the spark I feel within me here” — he touched his white shirt-front— “I could wipe out kingdoms and principalities, change the map of Europe more drastically than Napoleon — and bloodlessly! Think of it a moment, my prosaic, financial friend! I who sit here in this room, with you and a dead man, can do these things
 ! Just one little pawn in the game is missing. Money. A few million pounds for running expenses and for salaries to my — er — myrmidons! That item, Mr. Baggin, I expect to be supplied by you.”

He laughed outright at Baggin’s frowning, mistrustful face, crossed one leg over the other, and clasped his silk-clad ankle with a shapely hand. Baggin noted the boyish action. It at once irritated him and determined his course.

“Unfortunately,” he replied drily, “we have already chosen our president and voted upon the immediate use of the fund. The map of Europe, I fear, must for the present remain unaltered—”

He glanced up and added hurriedly, “I — regret this Perhaps at our next meeting The membership, as you perhaps know, is — er — limited.”

The young man sprang to his feet. His face was bronze.

“It is of no consequence, my friend.” He laughed softly. “Simply, the scheme appealed to me. It fired my imagination. I am, as you know, a dreamer.

“‘If you can dream, and not make dreams your master,’” he murmured.

He walked over to the corner of the room, picked up his Inverness, and stood looking composedly down upon the figure which it had concealed.

“Salve
 , my friend! You go down the river tonight, wiser than all the kings of earth.”

He slipped into his coat and turned toward Baggin, who had also risen.

“You will see that it gets into the morning papers,” he said. “I could wish to write it myself,” he added pensively, drawing on his gloves.

“It has possibilities. So: ‘ Grayson a suicide. Great financier shows himself at the opera, bids the gay world goodnight, and throws himself in the Thames. A flying rumour breathes money troubles as a cause for the tragedy.’ Wait!” he fumbled in his breast pocket, “I’ll write a note to pin to his clothes.”

He scribbled hastily in his memorandum book, tore out the leaf, and handed it to his companion.

“He confesses his sins and commends his soul to ‘le bon Dieu.’” He laid a hand upon the door.

“You will leave me here — alone?” asked Baggin.

“But yes! Nothing can harm you from within, and you bolt the door from without — until the preconcerted signal. It should not be long now.” He drew out his watch.

“But — I wish you to remain — I command it—”

Despite his efforts at composure, Baggin’s voice quavered.

His companion laughed. “A Roland for your Oliver, my friend!” he cried. “Favour for favour! You grant my small request?”

Baggin shook his head.

“You will be king, eh? — and alone? Good!”

He put on his top hat, adjusted his silk muffler about his throat, and with an amiable nod to his companion, stepped out into the night.

The fog had thinned to a nebulous haze, fine as a lady’s veil, and the young man strode along briskly. Ten minutes brought him to the waiting hansom.

“Covent Garden,” he directed the driver. He sprang in and leaned back against the cushions.

“So Baggin would be king!” He smiled with a certain grimness.



3. In Which a Certain Momentous Question Is Asked
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At precisely ten o’clock, as the curtain came reefing slowly down upon the first act of I Pagliacci
 , Lady Dinsmore turned with outstretched hand to greet a newcomer who had just entered the box.

“My dear count,” she exclaimed, “I am disappointed in you! Here I have been paying you really quite tremendous compliments to these young people — which for an old woman, you know, is very proper — and you show your complete indifference to me by committing the worst crime in the calendar!”

“I am desolated!” The stranger who was bowing over her hand, a trifle lower than an Englishman would have done, was slender and distinguished looking, faultlessly dressed, and wearing a bunch of Parma violets. He had a way of looking at one gravely with an air of concentrated attention, as if he were seeing through the words, into the very soul of the speaker. He was, indeed, a wonderful listener, and this quality, added to a certain boyish candour of temperament, accounted perhaps for Count Poltavo’s popularity in society.

“Before I ask you to name the crime, Lady Dinsmore,” he said, “or to inform me if the calendar is a lady’s, permit me to offer my humblest apologies for my lateness.” Lady Dinsmore shook her head at him.

“You are incorrigible!” she declared. “But sit down and make your excuses at your leisure. You know my niece, and I think you have met Mr. Van Ingen. He is one of our future diplomats.” The count bowed and sank into a chair beside his hostess.

Van Ingen, after a frigidly polite acknowledgment, resumed his conversation with Doris rather eagerly, and Lady Dinsmore turned to her companion.

“Now for the explanation,” she exclaimed briskly. “I shall not let you off! Unpunctuality is
 a crime, and your punishment shall be to confess its cause.”

Count Poltavo bent toward her with bright, smiling eyes.

“A very stupid and foolish business engagement,” he replied, “which required my personal attendance. Shall I give you the details? I warn you in advance they will bore you frightfully! They did me.”

Lady Dinsmore threw up a protesting hand.

“Pray spare me,” she begged. “Business has no charms to soothe my savage breast! Grayson,” she lowered her voice confidentially, “can talk of nothing else. When he was with me, he was forever telegraphing, cabling to America, or decoding messages. There was no peace in the house, by day or by night. Finally I made a stand. ‘Gerald,’ I said, ‘you shall not pervert my servants with your odious tips, and turn my home into a public stock-exchange. Take your bulls and bears over to the Savoy and play with them there, and leave Doris to me.’ And he did!” she concluded triumphantly.

Count Poltavo looked about, as if noting for the first time the man’s absence. “Where is he now?” he enquired.

Lady Dinsmore shrugged her shoulders.

“He is — ill! Frankly, I think he had a slight indisposition, and magnified it in order to escape. He hates music. Doris has been quite distrait ever since. The child adores her father.”

Her companion glanced across to the subject of their remarks. The girl sat in the front of the box, slim and elegant, her hands clasped loosely in her lap. She was watching the brilliant scene with a certain air of detachment, as if thinking of other things. Her usual lightness and gay banter seemed for the moment to have deserted her, leaving a soft brooding wistfulness that was strangely appealing.

The count looked long at her.

“She is very beautiful,” he murmured under his breath.

Something in his voice caught Lady Dinsmore’s attention. She eyed him keenly. The count met her look frankly.

“Is — is she engaged to her young friend?” he asked quietly. “Believe me, it is not vulgar curiosity which prompts the question. I — I am — interested.”

His voice was as composed as ever, but a slight pallor spread across his countenance. Lady Dinsmore averted her gaze hurriedly and thought with lightning rapidity.

“I have not her confidence,” she replied at length in a low tone. “She is a wise young woman and keeps her own counsel.” She appeared to hesitate. “She dislikes you,” she added. “I am sorry to wound you, but it is no secret.” Count Poltavo nodded. “I know,” he said simply. “Will you be my very good friend and tell me why?”

Lady Dinsmore smiled. “I will do better than that,” she said kindly. “I will be your very good friend and give you a chance to ask her why. Cord,” she bent forward and tapped the young man upon the shoulder’with her fan, “will you come over here and tell me what your chief means by permitting all this dreadful war-talk with Japan. Is it true that you Americans are going to fight those pleasant little men?”

The count resigned his seat courteously, and took the vacant place beside the girl. A silence fell between them, which presently the man broke.

“Miss Grayson,” he began gravely, “your aunt kindly gave me this opportunity to ask you a question. Have I your permission also?”

The girl arched her brows at him. Her lip curled ever so slightly.

“A question to which you and my Aunt Patricia could find no answer between you! It must be subtle indeed! How can I hope to succeed?”

He ignored her sarcasm. “Because it concerns yourself, mademoiselle.”

“Ah!” She drew herself up and regarded him with sparkling eyes. One small foot began to tap the floor ominously. Then she broke into a vexed little laugh.

“I am no match for you with the foils, count. I admit it, freely. I should have learned by this time that you never say what you mean, or mean what you say.”

“Forgive me, Miss Grayson, if I say that you mistake me utterly. I mean always what I say — most of all to you. But to say all that I mean. — To put into speech all that one hopes or dreams — or dares—” his voice dropped to a whisper—” to turn oneself inside out like an empty pocket to the gaze of the multitude — that is — imbecile.”

He threw out his hands with an expressive gesture.

“But to speak concretely — I have unhappily offended you, Miss Grayson. Something I have done —

“Miss Grayson,” he began gravely, “your aunt kindly gave me this opportunity to ask you a question. Have I your permission also?”

The girl arched her brows at him. Her lip curled ever so slightly.

“A question to which you and my Aunt Patricia could find no answer between you! It must be subtle indeed! How can I hope to succeed?”

He ignored her sarcasm. “Because it concerns yourself, mademoiselle.”

“Ah!” She drew herself up and regarded him with sparkling eyes. One small foot began to tap the floor ominously. Then she broke into a vexed little laugh.

“I am no match for you with the foils, count. I admit it, freely. I should have learned by this time that you never say what you mean, or mean what you say.”

“Forgive me, Miss Grayson, if I say that you mistake me utterly. I mean always what I say — most of all to you. But to say all that I mean. — To put into speech all that one hopes or dreams — or dares—” his voice dropped to a whisper—” to turn oneself inside out like an empty pocket to the gaze of the multitude — that is — imbecile.” He threw out his hands with an expressive gesture.

“But to speak concretely — I have unhappily offended you, Miss Grayson. Something I have done or left undone — or my unfortunate personality does not engage your interest? Is it not true?”

There was no mistaking his almost passionate sincerity now, held in check by the man’s invincible composure.

But the girl still held aloof, her blue eyes cool and watchful. For the moment her face, in its young hardness, bore a curious resemblance to her father’s.

“Is that your question?” she demanded. The count bowed silently. His lips were pale.

“Then I will tell you!” She spoke in a low voice surcharged with emotion. “I will give you candour for candour, and make an end of all this paltry masquerade.”

“That,” he murmured, “is what I most desire.” Doris continued, heedless of the interruption.

“It is true that I dislike you. I am glad to be able to say it to you, openly. And yet, perhaps, I should use another word. I dislike you and fear you in equal parts. I dislike your secrecy — something dark and hidden within you — and I fear your influence over my father.” Her voice faltered over the last word, and she paused.

Lady Dinsmore’s cheerful tones broke across the silence.

“Doris,” she charged, “you are preaching to the count. He is looking quite sulky and bored.”

He shook his head at her, smiling.

“My unfortunate face, it belies me. I was, in truth, deeply interested. Miss Grayson was speaking of her father.” He turned back to the girl. “You will continue the — how you say — arraignment?” he asked gravely. “I would know the worst. I, influence your father for evil — but how?”

Doris looked at him sombrely.

“I don’t know — exactly,” she admitted. “But you are somehow connected with the — the scheme — a terrible illegal scheme,” her voice was only just audible. “That I know to a certainty. Father spoke to me one day of you—”

Count Poltavo started.

“It was after he had decoded a telegram. He looked up and spoke of your brilliance and discretion. He said you had the mind of a Napoleon.”

“It is true that I was able to do your father a service,” he replied slowly. “I did him another tonight.” He smiled with a certain mysticism.

“In truth, it was what delayed me. But as for your — ah — conspiracy, Miss Grayson, believe me, I know little. That a — a committee exists, with a president—”

“Baggin!” breathed the girl. Her eyes were wide with terror.

“Ah!” His face was immovable, but a gleam in his eyes betrayed him.

She turned upon him sharply. “You did not know?”

He shook his head. “I know nothing — certainly. I wish I did!” he added simply.

“That is true — you swear it?” She leaned toward him a little, her bosom heaving tumultuously.

He bowed his head in assent.

“If I could believe you!” she faltered. “I need a friend! Oh, if you could know how I have been torn by doubts, beset by fears — oppressions!”

Her voice quivered. “It is illegal, you know, and terrible! If you would help me Wait. May I test you with a question?”

“A thousand if you like.”

“And you will answer — truthfully?” In her eagerness she was like a child.

He smiled. “If I answer at all, be sure it v/ill be truthful.”

“Tell me then, is Mr. Baggin your friend?”

“He is my dearest enemy,” he returned promptly.

She drew a deep breath of relief. “And my father?” The question was a whisper. She appeared to hang upon his reply. The count hesitated. “I do not know,” he admitted finally. “If he were not influenced by Mr. Baggin, I believe he would be my friend.”

“For the first time that evening Doris looked at him with warmth in her manner. “By that,” she said, smiling faintly, “I know you have told the truth. My father likes you, but Mr. Baggin sways him completely.” The smile deepened in her eyes and she laughed a little unsteadily. “You — you will be kind, and forgive my rudeness and — and my anger?” The coldness had departed from her face completely and she was charming.

The count looked hard at her. Her glance wavered, fell, and met his again for a long moment.

Her colour heightened, and her breath came more quickly. A cloud of passion was about them. It brushed them with invisible wings.

He broke the spell.

“I am happy to have convinced you of my — ah — sincerity,” he murmured. “And you do, in truth, believe me?”

She laughed softly. “Yes.”

“And will trust me?”

“Yes.”

He bent nearer to her. His face was quite pale and his eyes burned like living things. “May I put’my original question, then — my personality is not utterly displeasing to you?”

“My dear count,” it was Lady Dinsmore’s voice again, “it occurs to me that you are putting several hundred questions besides the one which I permitted you.”

“It is I who am the culprit, auntie,” exclaimed Doris gaily. “You see it was a game — taking down bottles off the shelf! Each one of us had ten questions which the other must answer truthfully. I finished mine first, and the count had just begun on his!”

“I see,” said Lady Dinsmore drily. “I fear, then, that I interrupted.” Count Poltavo leaned toward her persuasively.

“There is just one more important question, dear Lady Dinsmore,” he said,’” and that I should like to ask you.”

The little lady elevated her brows at him. “Insatiable youth!” she murmured. “What is your question?”

“It is a very small thing,” he replied, “but it has been in my mind for several days. I should like you and Miss Grayson — and Mr. Van Ingen, if he can find the time,” he bowed politely to the young American, “to visit my studio.”

Doris clapped her hands. “Delightful!” she exclaimed. “And will you do a sketch of auntie with her head cocked a bit to one side, like a pert little robin, and that adorable crooked smile?”

Lady Dinsmore patted her hand with a tolerant smile. “It is you that the count wishes to paint, my dear, not a wizened old woman like me.”

“If I might try both of you,” the count replied.

“Sometimes, with people who are my friends, the result is not so bad. The likeness, if it comes at all, comes quickly.”

Lady Dinsmore laughed. “We will come, I promise you! Some afternoon—”

“Morning,” he begged. “The light is better.”

“Some morning, then,” she agreed, “next week.”

The curtain rose upon Nedda and Canio, who sang with love and bitterness and rage. Lady Dinsmore yawned behind her fan. At the end of the act she rose.

“Doris, my dear, I am going to follow the example of your father. This air is stifling, and we have a heavy day before us tomorrow. Cord, will you go for our things?”

It was the count who handed the ladies to their places in the unobtrusively elegant electric coupe, while Van Ingen stood doggedly at his elbow, awaiting a last word with Doris. He was bitterly jealous of his rival, who, to the boy’s inflamed mind, seemed perversely lingering over his farewells. There was some colour for his anger. The count had taken the girl’s hand, and bending down so low that the two dark heads almost touched, was murmuring in her ear.

She smiled, but shook her head.

“Every moment tomorrow is already gone. And the next day also!”

He looked at her steadfastly for a moment. “I shall see you tomorrow,” he reiterated softly.

“Moreover, you yourself will send for me. I prophesy!”

She laughed, and gave her hand to Van Ingen.

“Goodnight, Cord,” she said with frank affection.

“You won’t forget you’re lunching with me tomorrow, Doris?” he begged.

“No, indeed!” she returned mischievously. “I want to see my father. And, Cord, do look him up in the morning and ‘phone me how he is — will you? I wish you could get him off for a walk.”

“I will.” He flushed with pleasure at the request. “I’ll take him out to the zoo.”

He closed the door and turned to rid himself of his companion.

The count stood with bared head, staring after the coupe. The corners of his lips curved in a slight smile, and his eyes were bright, as of one who dreams of pleasant things.

“Goodnight,” said Van Ingen shortly. The count laid a persuasive hand upon the young man’s arm.

“Not yet,” he begged. “You will perhaps stroll with me for a little?”

Van Ingen hesitated, frowning.

“I must insist!” Count Poltavo linked an arm through his companion’s, who perforce fell into step with him. “It is — how you say — a small matter of business!” He laughed softly.

Van Ingen stalked along in absolute silence. The man’s marked, almost insolent preference of Doris, as well as his amazing power over her, filled him with speechless rage. ,Given a pinchbeck title, he reflected viciously, and a glib tongue, and straightway loses her head. “What is your business?” he asked aloud. Poltavo threw back his head and laughed musically. “Ah, you Americans!” he murmured.

“You cut, like a sharp knife, straight to the heart of a matter. One stroke! ‘What is your business?’” He mimicked the young man’s curt speech with delicate precision.

“Your countrywoman, Miss Grayson, she also is direct — and adorable.” He appeared to muse.

“She is natural, with the naivete of a child. She is beautiful. She has charm. The perfect trinity! Have you observe’ her chin — so round, so firm — and her throat—”

Van Ingen disengaged himself roughly. “We will not discuss Miss Grayson,” he said a little hoarsely. “We will, if you please, keep strictly to business.”

The count regarded him with an air of aggrieved reproach.

“You use words like bricks, my friend,” he said gently. “You assault the intelligence. Ver’ good. I retort in kind.” His accent became slightly more pronounced. “You say: keep strictly to business. I say: mademoiselle is the subject of my business. She have told me that she and you are childhood mates — that you live in — how you say — the same bloc
 with her in New York — and that she have for you great regard, great affection — like a sister, perhaps. And it was this great regard which leads me to speak to you — to confide my hopes. It is my great wish to make Miss Grayson my wife,” he concluded simply.

“You — you are engaged to her?” The universe seemed suddenly wheeling about Van Ingen’s head, and his heart was beating thickly. It appeared, oddly enough, to be beating up in his head, smiting the drums of his ears like iron hammers, and pounding madly at his temples. He fought for composure, the hated ease of his companion. The count’s words came to him dimly, as from a distance.

“Not yet,” he was saying. “In the future — perhaps. But with you, her almost-brother, one may anticipate—”

Van Ingen interrupted him. “I fear I must correct a slight misapprehension upon your part. I am not Miss Grayson’s ‘almost-brother,’ nor,” he laughed grimly, “have I any desire for that particular relationship. You have given me your confidence. I will be equally frank with you. I, too, admire Miss Grayson.”

“Ah!” He looked at Van Ingen with interest. “So you also are making the running! But, my dear boy, are you not — forgive me! — are you not — ah — young?”

Van Ingen flushed to the roots of his hair with sheer rage. It was the very taunt which Doris had flung in his teeth earlier in the evening. “I am twentyfive,” he replied stiffly.

“So old!” exclaimed the count. “Permit me to say that you do not look it! I,” he continued thoughtfully, “am thirty-five. And Miss Doris is older than both of us.”

“She is exactly twenty-two.”

The count shook his head. “Never believe it, my friend. She is as old as Eve. And as eternally young as Spring!” ‘ He turned to the other with a slight laugh. “You are my rival, then? You will do your best to baffle me, to thwart this great desire?”

“That is understood!” Van Ingen retorted. In spite of himself he was coming to admire the man’s coolness and apparent simplicity of nature.

“Excellent! Well, then, it would appear that we are enemies. I have been counted an indifferently good enemy,” he remarked. He held out his hand. “Goodnight! Let us part friends, though we meet as sworn foes in the morning.”

Van Ingen appeared not to perceive the outstretched hand. “Goodnight,” he said coldly.

He lifted his hat and turned away.

The count looked after him thoughtfully.

“Odd!” he muttered. “But I fancy that youngster. He is
 like her.” With a few swift steps he overtook his late companion.

“Mr. Van Ingen, forgive my insistence. Believe me, it surprises you no more than it does me.

Let me venture to give you a word of advice.”

Van Ingen interrupted him fiercely. “Let me give you a word first,” he exclaimed. “The plain advice of a very plain American. Briefly, mind your own business and permit me to attend to mine.”

The count looked at him fixedly for a moment, and then shrugged his shoulders. “So be it, my friend,” he murmured, turning away.

“It was but a momentary weakness.” He drew out his notebook, which afterwards became so famous, and wrote: “To spare is to become a coward.”



4. Which Relates to a Newspaper Suicide
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The next morning, at the stroke of ten, Van Ingen, faultlessly clad, sprang from his hansom in front of the American Embassy and tossed the astonished jarvey a sovereign.

“Because it’s a fine morning,” explained Van Ingen gaily, “and also because something nice is going to happen to-day.”

He stood for a moment, drawing in the fresh April air, sweet with the breath of approaching spring. He caught the scent of lilacs from an adjoining florist shop. Overhead, the sky was faintly blue. He was feeling fit, very fit indeed — he made passes with his cane at an imaginary foe — and he was to lunch with Doris and her father at the Savoy. That was the “something nice” — with perhaps a stroll later along the Embankment with Doris alone.

He turned and took the stairs three at a time, whistling softly to himself.

“Chief in yet?” he enquired of Jamieson, the secretary, who looked up in astonishment at his entrance, and then at the clock.

“No, he’s not down yet. You’ve broken your record.”

Cord grinned. “I’ve got to get away early.” Tossing his hat upon his desk, he sat down and went methodically through his mail. Half-an-hour later, he leaned back languidly and unfolded his Times
 , which in his haste he had thrust unread into his pocket.

“Beastly bore, this keeping up with the times,” he grumbled in an aggrieved tone. “Why does the chief make us wade through all this stuff? Make us diplomats, forsooth!”

He yawned and glanced down at the flaring headlines on the front page. With a little horrified cry he sprang to his feet. He was suddenly pale, and the hand which gripped the paper shook.

“Good God!” he exclaimed.

Jamieson swung about in his swivel chair.

“What’s up?” he enquired alertly.

“Grayson!” he muttered huskily. “Gerald Grayson has committed suicide!”

“Yes, so I read,” remarked Jamieson cheerfully.

“Supposed to be a fabulously rich old johnny, wasn’t he, and turned out to be a bankrupt. Friend of yours?” he asked curiously.

Van Ingen lifted a face from which every vestige of colour had been drained. “I — I was with him at the opera last night,” he said. Jamieson whistled softly.

“He was slightly indisposed and left early,” continued Van Ingen, “and I thought no more about it.”

He rose hurriedly and reached for his hat. “I must go to them. Perhaps something can be done. Doris—” He broke off, unable to continue, and turned away sharply.

Jamieson looked at him sympathetically. “Why don’t you go round by the newspaper offices?” he suggested. “There may be new developments — possibly a mistake. You note that the — the body has not been recovered?”

Van Ingen’s face brightened. “A fine idea! Thanks, old man.” He wrung the other’s hand fervently. “I’ll be off at once.”

Out upon the pavement, he caught a passing taxicab. “Drive to the nearest newspaper office,” he directed, “and wait for me.”

At the information desk inside the huge building where he preferred his request, his worst fears were realised. The note was unmistakably in Grayson’s handwriting.

“We verified that, of course,” said the reporter who had been sent out to speak to the young man.

“How?” asked Van Ingen sharply.

“Through his daughter, naturally,” was the calm response. “We sent a man out this morning to her aunt’s house, and she recognised the handwriting at once.” Van Ingen groaned. “Couldn’t you have left her in peace?” he demanded.

“Mr. Van Ingen, you don’t seem quite to realise the importance of this tragedy. Grayson was a financial king — a multimillionaire. Or, at least, he was so considered up to this morning. It now appears that he had speculated heavily during the last few weeks — we gathered this from Lady Dinsmore — who kindly told us what she knew — and lost everything, every penny of his own and his daughter’s fortune. Last night, in a fit of despair, he ended his life.”

Van Ingen looked at him in a kind of stupefaction. Was it of Grayson the man was talking such drivel? Grayson who only the week before had told him in high gratification that within the last month he had added a cool million to his girl’s marriage portion. Grayson who but yesterday had hinted mysteriously of a gigantic financial coup in the near future. He passed a bewildered hand across his eyes. And now all that fortune was lost, and the loser was lying at the bottom of the Thames!

“I think I must be going mad!” he muttered.

“Grayson wasn’t the kind to kill himself. Why, I tell you,” he cried, “that last night, when I bade him goodnight, he was gay, smiling. He looked like a man who goes forth to meet success.”

“You saw him, then?” the reporter queried eagerly. “When? Where? Please give us full details, Mr. Van Ingen. This may turn out to be of tremendous importance.” He pulled out his notebook.

“I was at the opera with his party last night,” replied Van Ingen. He repeated the events of the previous evening.

“Grayson was not meditating suicide when I left him,” he concluded positively. “I could swear it! Rather, he seemed to be reflecting with relish upon some particularly fine joke. May I see that note he is supposed to have written?”

“Certainly!” The reporter vanished into an inner room, and presently returned holding a scrap of white paper in his hand. “Torn from his memorandum book, you see,” he observed quietly. Van Ingen read it through. “It’s his handwriting, right enough,” he admitted. “But somehow, it doesn’t sound like Grayson himself. Too theatrical, dramatic!” He frowned, as if trying to catch some haunting impression. “It sounds like— “He broke off sharply, his face paling.

“Good God, no!” he whispered, “that couldn’t be! And yet “ — his eyes sought the paper again— “it’s the dead ringer of the kind of rot he talks! But why— “He pressed his hand to his temples. “I give it up!” He returned the slip to the reporter, who had been watching him with cool, level eyes.

“You have a clue?” he asked.

“No, no!” replied Van Ingen hurriedly. “The whole affair is utterly inexplicable to me at present. I cannot believe that Grayson deliberately killed himself. The thing is beyond reason! The paper says that his hat and overcoat were found?”

“Together with his wallet and some personal letters. It seems a clear case.” The reporter hesitated a moment. “It is not as yet known to the public, but I think I may tell it to you that Mr. T.B. Smith has been given charge of the matter. He will probably wish to know your address. And in the meantime, if you run across anything—”

“Certainly! I will let you know. Smith is an able man, of course.” Van Ingen gave the number of his chambers, and retreated hastily, glad that the man had questioned him no further.

Out in the fresh air he drew a deep breath of relief, which ended in a sigh. But, at any rate, he had not betrayed his suspicions, if indeed they could be termed suspicions — those wild surmises which had flashed like forked lightning across the blackness of his mind. He found his cab and flung himself wearily back against the cushions. And now for Doris!

But Doris was not visible. Lady Dinsmore met him in the morning-room, her usually serene countenance full of trouble. He took her hand in silence.

“It is good of you, my dear Cord, to come so quickly. You have heard all?”

He nodded. “How is Doris?”

She sank into a chair and shook her head. “The child is taking it terribly hard! Quite tearless, but with a face like frozen marble! She refused quite scornfully to believe the news, until she saw his own handwriting. Then she fainted. She fell to the floor at the man’s feet as if she had been stabbed to the heart.” Lady Dinsmore took out her lace handkerchief and wiped her eyes. “Doris,” she continued in a moment, “has sent for Count Poltavo.”

Van Ingen started. “Why?” he demanded in a low voice.

“I cannot say, definitely,” she replied, with a sigh. “She is a silent girl. But I fancy she feels that the count knows something She believes that Gerald met with foul play.”

Cord leaned forward breathlessly. “My own idea!” he articulated.

Lady Dinsmore surveyed him with faint, good-humoured scorn. “You do not know Gerald!” she said finally.

“But — I do not follow you! If it was not murder it must have been suicide. But why should Grayson kill himself?”

“I am sure that he had not the slightest idea of doing anything so unselfish,” returned Lady Dinsmore composedly.

“Then what—”

She leaned forward and tapped him on the shoulder with her fan.

“Why are you so absolutely sure that he is dead?” she asked softly.

Cord stared at her in blank amazement. “What do you mean?” he gasped. Was she mad also?

“Simply that he is no more dead than you or I,” she retorted coolly. “What evidence have we? A letter, in his own handwriting, telling us gravely that he has decided to die! Does it sound probable? It is a safe presumption that that is the farthest thing from his intentions. For when did Gerald ever tell the truth concerning his movements? No, depend on it, he is not dead. But, for purposes of his own, he is pretending to be. He has decided to exist — surreptitiously.”

“Why should he?” muttered Cord. This was the maddest theory of all. His head swam with the riot of conflicting impressions. He seemed to have been hurled headlong into a frightful nightmare, and he longed to emerge again into the light of the prosaic, everyday world.

The door at the farther end of the room opened. He looked up eagerly, half expecting to see Grayson himself smiling upon the threshold.

It was Doris. She stood there for a moment, uncertain, gazing at them rather strangely. In her white morning dress, slightly crumpled, and her dark hair arranged in smooth bandeaux, she was amazingly like a child. The somewhat cold spring sunlight which streamed through the window showed her pallid, as though the event of the night had already set its mark upon her. There were faint violet shadows beneath her eyes.

Cord came forward hastily, everything blotted from his mind but the sight of her white, grief-stricken face. He took both her hands in his own warm clasp. All he found to say, huskily, was, “Doris! Doris!”

The girl gave him a wide, deep look. Suddenly her lips dipped and quivered uncontrollably. With a short, smothered sob, she flung herself into his arms and hid her face on his shoulder.

Cord held her tenderly. “Don’t!” he whispered unsteadily. “Don’t cry, dear!”

In her sorrow, she was inexpressibly sweet and precious to him.

The moment recalled vividly an incident in their childhood, when her pet collie had died, and the little girl of seven had flown down the path with streaming eyes to meet him and sobbed out her grief in his arms.

He bent down and smoothed with gentle fingers the soft dusky hair. The fragrance of it filled his nostrils. Its softness sent a delicious ecstasy thrilling from his fingertips up his arm. He trembled throughout his entire frame. All his life, he declared to himself with passionate sincerity, he would love her like this. All his life he would remember this one moment. He gazed down at her tenderly, a wonderful light in his young face.

“Dear!” he whispered again.

She lifted a pallid face tr, him. Her violet eyes were misty, and tiny drops of dew were still tangled in her lashes.

“You — you are good to me,” she murmured.

At his answering look, a faint colour swept into her cheeks. She disengaged herself and sat down.

Lady Dinsmore came forward, and seating herself beside the girl upon the divan, drew her close within the shelter of her arms.

“Now, Cord,” she said cheerily, indicating a chair opposite, “sit down, and let us take counsel together. And first of all,” she pressed the girl’s cold hand, “let me speak my strongest conviction. Gerald is not dead. Something tells me that he is safe and well.”

Doris turned her eyes to the young man wistfully. “You have heard something — later?” she asked.

He shook his head. “There has been no time for fresh developments yet. I came past the newspaper office, and they are doing what they can.

Scotland Yard is in charge of the affair, and T.B. Smith has been put upon the case.”

She shuddered and covered her face with her hands.

“How strange and ghastly it all is!” she whispered. “I — I cannot get it out of my head. The dark river — my father — I can see him there—” She broke off with a low moan.

Lady Dinsmore looked helplessly across to the young man. Tears were in her kind eyes.

The curtain at the lower end of the room parted, and a footman stood framed in the opening.

“A message for Miss Grayson,” he announced discreetly.

Lady Dinsmore arched her eyebrows significantly. “Poltavo!” she breathed.

Doris darted forward and snatched the letter from the man’s hand. She broke the seal and tore out the contents at a glance. A little strangled cry of joy escaped her. Her face, which had been pale, flushed a rosy hue. She bent to read it again, her lips parted. Her whole aspect breathed renewed hope and radiance. She folded the note, slipped it into her bosom, and, without a word, glided from the room.



Cord stared after her, white to the lips with rage and wounded love.

Lady Dinsmore rose briskly to her feet. “Excuse me, dear Cord,” she murmured, “and wait here!” She rustled after her niece.

Van Ingen paced up and down the room distractedly, momentarily expecting her reappearance.

Alternate waves of jealousy and grief inundated his being. Only a short half-hour ago, with Doris’ head pillowed upon his breast, he had felt supremely happy; now he was plunged into an abyss of utter wretchedness. What were the contents of that brief note which had affected her so powerfully? Why should she secrete it with such care unless it conveyed a lover’s assurance? His foot came into contact with a chair, and he swore under his breath. Then he sighed.

The servant, who had entered unobserved, coughed deprecatingly. “Her ladyship sends her excuses, sir,” he said, “and says she will write you later.” He ushered the young man to the outer door.

Upon the top step Van Ingen halted stiffly. He found himself face to face with Poltavo.

The count greeted him gravely. “A sad business!” he murmured. “You have seen the ladies? How does Miss Grayson bear it? She is well?”

Van Ingen gazed at him darkly. “Your note recovered her!” he said with harsh bitterness.

“Mine!” Surprise was in the count’s voice.

“But I have not written. I am come in person.”

Cord’s face expressed scornful incredulity. He lifted his hat grimly and descended the steps.



5. Count Poltavo Offers His Services
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The footman who had shown Van Ingen to the door ushered the count into the morning-room, replenished the fire in the grate which had burned low, and departed noiselessly.

The newcomer sank wearily into a deep chair, and closed his eyes. He looked spent and haggard, as if his night had been a sleepless one. The clear olive of his skin showed slightly sallow, and fine wire-lines were etched about his eyes. Perhaps he did not hear the light footfalls which approached. Doris came nearer, soft-footed, and pausing before the fire, regarded him with deep attention.

She had changed into a dark dress which accentuated her youth and slenderness.

The count opened his eyes and looked at her. A slight smile touched his lips. “I was dreaming of you!” he murmured softly. He sprang to his feet. “Forgive me!” he exclaimed contritely. “I must have dozed. I had a wakeful night.” She gave him her hand. “And I disturbed you with my message!”

“I was glad to come,” he replied simply. “But you — this terrible news!” He released her hand and fell back a pace, scrutinising her sharply.

“But you do not look sad! And yet your letter — the morning paper which I bought upon the way — it is not true, then?”

“Something is true — but not — not the ghastly thing I feared when I wrote you.” She seated herself, and the count resumed his chair by the fire. His face was hidden in the shadows. “You mean that your father—”

“Is alive and well!” Her voice quivered and broke. Two shining tears trembled for a moment upon her lashes., and then sped down her cheeks. Others followed. She smiled through them. “I am so happy — so thankful!” she murmured.

“How did you learn this — wonderful news?”

The count’s voice, though low, rang like steel on stone.

She gave him a startled look, and withdrew the note from its warm resting place and handed it silently to him.

“May I take it to the light?” Without waiting for permission, he rose and stepped to the window. He stood with his eyes glued to the oblong strip of paper. A curious greyish pallor had spread across his countenance, and his hands shook. A gust of strong rage overtook him, as he stared down at the familiar handwriting. “Imbecile!” he muttered. With an effort he collected himself, and turned back to the girl. “Permit me to ask if your aunt has seen this — ah — communication?”

She shook her head. “You see, he — he has forbidden me to speak!” Tears clouded her vision.

The sternness melted out of his face, but he put another question.

“And your estimable young friend whom I met at the door?”

“No.”

He took a deep breath and returned to his place at her side.

“I wished to tell him,” she continued, “for Cord is so good! He is as dear to me as a brother.”

The count restrained a smile. He bent down and possessed himself of her hand. “Dear lady,” he said, “you must conceal this, even from your brother. It was a mad thing for your father to do! I think Baggin would kill him if he knew!”

His own face hardened as he spoke. “But what’s done can be undone.” He leaned forward and dropped the paper upon the glowing coals. It smoked, then turned a deep quivering red, against which the letters were blackly visible. “Look!” he exclaimed softly. One phrase stood out strong and clear upon the darkening ashes.

“‘Trust Poltavo!’” Doris whispered. She bent a little toward him. Her eyes were luminous, and her red lips parted. “It is a good omen!” she breathed.

“And you will trust me in this matter?” he asked.

She nodded gravely.

He raised her fingers to his lips and kissed them.

“And in others, also?”

She flushed warmly. “You must not speak of such things now. I must not listen. I can think only of my father. He is not dead — for that I thank Heaven. But he is in danger — great danger, both from Baggin and the law. He — he loved me more than his millions, and wrote to reassure me of his safety. Oh!” she exclaimed passionately, he is not bad, Count Poltavo — as Baggin is — as I once thought you were — but only weak, and swayed by his imagination. He sees things big. He dreams of a financial empire such as the world never knew.”

The count looked at her, and smiled queerly.

“And you wish me to find your father?” he questioned.

“Yes, or take me to him!”

“And after that?” he demanded a little eagerly.

“After that,” she replied wearily, “you may say what you will.”

“Until that hour, then,” he said gently, “I shall set a seal upon my lips.”

A silence fell between them. The count brooded, his eyelids down-dropped, his chin propped in the palm of his hand. A ruby, set in a curious antique ring, gleamed dully from his finger.

“I think,” he observed finally in a low voice, “that Mr. Grayson is, by this time, safely upon the Continent. Paris — Rome?” He shook his head. “Too dangerous. Madrid? It is possible. Yes.” He nodded, and then sat erect. “Tonight, mademoiselle,” he announced, “I shall start for Madrid to find your father.”

She thanked him with her eyes. “And you will stop this terrible scheme — you will save him from Baggin?”

“I will save him from Baggin!” he promised grimly. “More than that, dear lady, I cannot undertake.”

She gave him a shining look. “Ah, you are good,” she whispered. She laid a hand on his arm. “Good and — and faithful!”

The count seemed deeply moved. He looked down at the hand, but made no motion to touch it.

“Mademoiselle,” he said in a strange, choked voice, “it is you who are good! You conquer me with your divine tenderness!” A spasm as of pain crossed his countenance. “I — I am not good, as, the world knows that word. I am hard, ambitious, cruel.” He continued, his face white and stern:

“Power is to me the greatest thing in the world, greater than love — even my love for you — greater than life. For what is human life? It is cheaper than the dirt in the street. Why should we value it? For myself, it signifies nothing. When it obstructs my path, I set it aside — or crush it.”

She drew back from him half fearfully. A lock of dark hair had escaped, and fallen across her brow. It made her look singularly young and troubled. “Why do you say those wild things?” she faltered.

He smiled, master of himself again, and took her hand.

“You are afraid of me — Doris?” he whispered softly.

She trembled at the word. Her white eyelids fluttered, and her colour came and went under his persistent gaze.

“A — a little!” she confessed. It seemed to her that she could almost hear her heart beat. His personality was round about her like a spell.

“Only a little!” the count laughed gaily. “I admit I am very much afraid of you!”

The hand was still closely imprisoned. She disengaged it, and lifted her eyes bravely to him.

“I believe that you are the most truthful man in the world,” she said simply. “But I — I fear your truth. It terrifies me.”

“Yesterday,” he replied, with a whimsical smile, “you hated me. I was all evil. To-day I am the most truthful man in the world. What shall I be tomorrow?”

She held her head down and refused to meet his look.

“I — I cannot tell,” she whispered.

“Nor shall I urge you,” he replied gently.

“Later, perhaps, when your father is safe But until then, may I ask a very great favour?”

She nodded mutely.

He drew off the ring. “Will you wear this? I have a fancy that upon your hand it will bring me good luck and ward off danger.” He tried it upon one after another of her fingers. “Too large!” he murmured disappointedly.

Doris smiled faintly. From about her throat, hidden in the lace of her gown, she pulled out a slender gold chain, from which a locket depended.

“I will wear it here,” she promised, “together with the picture of my father.” She took the jewel from his hand, and undoing the clasp, threaded the ring upon the chain and restored all to their place.

“That is better than I dared hope!” he said. He bent toward her. “And you will think of me sometimes?”

“Every instant of the day,” she responded fervently, “until I shall see my father.”

He laughed a little ruefully, and rose. “I suppose that must content me! And now I must be off. I will find your father. ‘Trust Poltavo.’”

“I do — completely.” She gave him her hand.

Her face was composed, almost cheerful. “Do you leave any commands?”

He looked significantly at the fire, where the only trace of the note was a faint black film. “You have already received them,” he said gravely.

“Everything is as it was this morning. Your father is dead. For you nothing is left but silence — and courage.”

She shuddered a little. “Cord told me that the — the affair was in the hands of Scotland Yard, and that a Mr. Smith had been appointed to the case.”

The count started at the name. He opened his lips to speak, but closed them again.

“Will he come and question me?” she continued. “Oh,” she declared half wildly, “I could not bear that!”

“I regret that Mr. Smith has been given the case,” observed the count thoughtfully. “I know the gentleman, slightly. He is a difficult man to deceive. You may be sure, dear lady, that he will come — and come again, if he suspects anything. You must be on your guard. Aid him openly with all the information at your disposal. Make engagements with him. Write notes. Send him fresh clues — one a day! And now — how you say — goodbye!” He looked down into her eyes, smiling.

Doris appeared to cling to him. “Oh, if you could be here to advise me!” she murmured. “I am afraid. It is all so secret — and terrible!”

“I will return,” he assured her. “In three days I will return, or wire instructions. Courage!” he whispered. He touched his lips to her hand, pressed it, gave her a long look, and turned abruptly upon his heel.

Doris sank upon the divan, and stared drearily into the fire.

Half-an-hour later, Lady Dinsmore, drawing the curtains softly, found her in the same position. The older woman’s face was flushed, and showed traces of recent tears. She sat down beside the girl and drew her close into her arms.

“Dear,” she said in a choked voice, “you must be very brave.”

Doris shuddered inside the protecting circle. Lady Dinsmore held her tightly.

“Your poor father has been found. Mr. Smith is below. He wishes us to go with him, to identify the — the body.” She bent down tenderly to the girl, who lay quite still in her arms, and then gave a little cry. Doris had fainted.



6. A Stranger Comes to Burgos
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He was a slender, distinguished man, and dressed in black, which is the colour of Spain.

Seeing him, on windy days, when bleak, icy air-streams poured down from the circling Sierras, and made life in Madrid insupportable, one might have marked him down as a Spaniard. His black felt hat and his velvet-lined cappa
 with its high collar would show him to be such from a distance, while nearer at hand his olive complexion, his delicateiy aquiline nose, and slightly upturned black moustache, would confirm the distant impression. He had come to Burgos from Madrid by an express, and had travelled all night, and yet he was the trimmest and most alert of the crowd which thronged the Calle de Vitoria, a crowd made up of peasants, tourists, and soldiers.

He made a slow progress, for the crowd grew thicker in the vicinity of the Casa del Cordón, where the loyal countryfolk waited patiently for a glimpse of their young king.

The stranger stood for a little while looking up at the expressionless windows of the Casa, innocent of curtain, but strangely clean. He speculated on the value of life — of royal life.

“If I were to kill the king,” he mused, “Europe would dissolve into one big shudder. If, being dead, I came forward offering to restore him to life for fifty million francs the money would be instantly forthcoming on the proof of my ability. Yet were I to go now to the king’s minister saying—’It is easy for me to kill the king, but if you will give me the money you would spend on his obsequies, I will stay my hand,’ I should be kicked out, arrested, and possibly confined as a lunatic.”

He nodded his head slowly, and as he turned away he took a little notebook from his pocket, and inscribed—” The greatest of miracles is self-restraint.” Then he rolled a cigarette and walked slowly back to the Cafe Suizo in the Espolon.

A cleanshaven priest, with a thin, intellectual face, was stirring his coffee at one of the tables, and since this was the least occupied the stranger made for it. He raised his hat to the priest and sat down.

“I apologise for intruding myself, father,” he said, “but the other tables—”

The priest smiled and raised a protesting hand.

“The table is at your disposition, my son,” he said.

He was about the same age as the stranger, but he spoke with the assurance of years. His voice was modulated, his accent refined, his presence that of a gentleman.

“A Jesuit,” thought the stranger, and regarded him with politely veiled curiosity. Jesuits had a fascination for him. They were clever, and they were good; but principally they were a mysterious force that rode triumphant over the prejudice of the world and the hatred in the Church.

“If I were not an adventurer,” he said aloud, and with an air of simplicity, “I should be a Jesuit.”

The priest smiled again, looking at him with calm interest.

“My son,” he said, “if I were not a Jesuit priest, I should be suspicious of your well-simulated frankness.”

Here would have come a deadlock to a man of lesser parts than the stranger, but he was a very adaptable man. None the less, he was surprised into a laugh which showed his white teeth.

“In Spain,” he said, “no gambit to conversation is known. I might have spoken of the weather, of the crowd, of the king — I chose to voice my faults.”

The priest shook his head, still smiling.

“It is of no importance,” he said quietly; “ — you are a Russian, of course?”

The stranger stared at him blankly. These Jesuits — strange stories had been told about them. A body with a secret organisation, spread over the world — it had been said that they were hand-in-hand with the police.

“I knew you were a Russian; I lived for some time in St. Petersburg. Besides, you are only Spanish to your feet,” the Jesuit looked down at the stranger’s boots,—” they are not Spanish; they are much too short.”

The stranger laughed again. After all, this was a confirmation of his views of Jesuits.

“You, my father,” he accused in his turn, “are a teacher; a professor at the College of Madrid: a professor of languages.” He stopped and looked up to the awning that spread above him, seeking inspiration. “A professor of Greek,” he said slowly.

“Arabic,” corrected the other; “ — but that deduction isn’t clever, because the Jesuits at Madrid are all engaged in scholastic work.”

“But I knew you came from Madrid.”

“Because we both came by the same train,” said the calm priest, “and for the same purpose.”

The stranger’s eyes narrowed.

“For what purpose, father?” he asked.

“To witness the eclipse,” said the priest. A few minutes later the stranger watched the black-robed figure with the broad-rimmed hat disappearing in the crowd with a little feeling of irritation.

He drank the remainder of his café en tasse
 , paid the waiter, and stepping out into the stream, was swept up the hill to where a number of English people were gathered, with one eye upon their watches and another upon the livid shadow that lay upon the western sky.

He found a place on the slope of the hill tolerably clear of sightseers, and spread a handkerchief carefully on the bare baked earth and sat down. He had invested a penny in a strip of smoked glass, and through this he peered critically at the sun. The hour of contact was at hand, and he could see the thin rim of the obstruction cover the edge of the glaring ball.

“Say, this will do; it’s not so crowded.”

The stranger buried his chin in the high collar of his cappa
 , pulled down his felt hat over his eyes, and from beneath its brim gazed eagerly at the newcomers.

One was short and stout and breathed stertorously, having recently climbed the hill. His face was a heavy oval, with deep creases running from nostril to jaw. The other, the speaker, was a tall, lean man, with an eagle cast of countenance. He wore, somewhat carelessly, a brown overcoat and a derby. Both were unmistakably American tourists, who had stopped off at Burgos to see the eclipse.

“Phew!” exclaimed the fat man. “I don’t know which was worse, the climb or the crowd. I hate crowds,” he grumbled. “You lose things,”

“Have you lost anything?” asked the other. His own hand went unconsciously to his breast pocket. The stranger saw this out of the corner of his eye — inside breast pocket on the left, he noted.

“You shouldn’t carry valuables in a place like this,” the man continued, “that is to say, not money.”

“How about letters, eh, Baggin? Letters — and plans? They are sometimes worth money to the right party.”

His companion frowned. “Nothing that I carry is worth money,” he returned shortly. “I flatter myself that not a man in the world, no, not even you, Grayson,” there was a slight sneer in his voice, “could make head or tail of my memoranda. And yet, there it is, the entire proposition, written down, in black and white. But it’s all in code, and I carry the code in my head.”

“I’m sincerely glad to hear it,” replied the other. He looked about him nervously. “I have a feeling that we oughtn’t to have come here.”

“You make me tired,” said Baggin wearily.

“We oughtn’t be seen together,” persisted the other. “All sorts of people are here. Men from the city, perhaps. Suppose I should be recognised — my picture was in all the papers.”

“Don’t be a fool,” said Baggin roughly. “And for Heaven’s sake, don’t peer around in that silly fashion. Let me give you an epigram of Poltavo’s. ‘It is the observer who is always observed.’ Rather neat, eh?”

“I wish he were in with us on this thing.”

“I don’t,” retorted Baggin. “So that’s settled. He’s done his work, and that’s the end of him.”

“I doubt it,” returned the other thoughtfully.

“And, frankly, if the matter comes up again, I shall vote to admit him.”

“Well, wait till it does come up,” growled Baggin. “And don’t talk shop in a crowd like this.

Do you know what Poltavo says? ‘Men babble away their secrets, and whisper away their lives.’” There was a long pause, and the stranger knew that one of the Americans was making dumb-show signals of warning. They were nodding at him, he felt sure, so he bowed and asked politely:

“At what hour is the eclipse?”

“No savvy,” said the fat man, “no hablo Espagnol.”

The stranger shrugged his shoulders, and turned again to the contemplation of the plain below.

“He doesn’t speak English,” said the fat man, “none of these beggars do.”

His friend made no reply, but after a silence of a few minutes he said quietly and in English:

“Look at that balloon.”

But the stranger was not to be trapped by a simple trick like that, and continued his stolid regard of the landscape; besides he had seen the balloons parked on the outskirts of the town, and knew that intrepid scientists would make the ascent to gather data.

He took another look at the sun. The disc was and blue, and the little clouds that flecked the sky were iridescent. Crowds still poured up the hill, and the slope was now covered with people. He had to stand up, and in doing so, he found himself side by side with the fat man. A strange light was coming to the world; there were triple shadows on the ground, and the stout man shifted uneasily.

“Don’t like this, Baggin,” he said fretfully, “it’s hateful — never did like these wonders of the sky, they make me nervous. It’s awful. Look out there, out west behind you. It’s black, black — it’s like the end of the world!”

“Cut it out!” said his unimaginative companion.

Then of a sudden the black shadow in the west leaped across the sky, and the world went grey-black. Where the sun had been was a hoop of fire, a bubbling, boiling circle of golden light, and the circling horizon was a dado of bright yellow. It was as though the sun had set at its zenith, and the sunset glows were shown, east, west, north, and south.

“My God, this is awful!”

The stout man covered his face with one hand and clung tightly with the other to Baggin. He was oblivious to everything, save a gripping fear of the unknown that clawed at his heart. Baggin himself paled, and set his jaw grimly.

For the moment he was blind and deaf to the hustling, murmuring crowd about him; he only knew that he stood in the darkness at high noon, and that something was happening which he could not compress within the limits of his understanding.

Three minutes the eclipse lasted; then, as suddenly as it began, it ended.

A blazing, blinding wave of light flooded the world, and the stars that had studded the sky went out.

“Yes — yes, I know I’m a fool.” Grayson’s face was bathed in perspiration. “It’s — it’s my temperament. But never again! It’s an experience.” He shook his head, as his trembling legs carried him down the hillside.

“You’re all right,” said Baggin reassuringly.

“I’ll admit that it was a bit spooky.” He tapped his pocket mechanically, and stopped dead.

“Gone!” he gasped, and dived into his pocket.

“My memorandum book!” Suddenly he grasped his companion and shook him savagely.

“It was you, damn you! I felt you pawing over me in the dark.”

Grayson looked at him goodnaturedly. “Don’t be an ass, Baggin,” he said. “What would I do with your code when I had it? God knows I don’t want the responsibility of this business!”

Baggin released him sullenly.

“I — I beg pardon, Grayson. But I did feel hands upon me in the darkness, and thought at the time it was you. I daresay it was that accursed Spaniard.”

He looked about him eagerly. The crowd was dispersing in all directions. The stranger was not to be seen.

“Thank Heaven, the thing was in cipher. He won’t be able to make anything of it, anyway. He probably thought it was a fat wallet full of money, and will be desperately disappointed.” He laughed mirthlessly. Plainly he was greatly disturbed. Grayson observed him with a malicious satisfaction.

“You shouldn’t carry valuables around in a place like this,” he remarked gravely.

The two men descended the hill and made their way to their hotel.

The stranger went into the cathedral, and took from the pocket of his mantle a small memorandum book.

“‘Men babble away their secrets, and whisper away their lives,’” he murmured with a smile.

“Never was my friend Baggin more apropos.” He set to work upon the cipher. It was very quiet in the cathedral.

That evening, at ten o’clock, the trim serving-maid tapped lightly at the sittingroom door of the two American gentlemen, and tendered Baggin, who answered it, a card.

“Tell him to come up,” he said in a surly voice.

He flipped the bit of pasteboard across to his friend. “Poltavo! What the devil is he doing in this part of the world? No good, I’ll be bound.”

A sudden idea shot across his mind and struck him pale. He stood in the middle of the room, his head down, his brows drawn blackly together. A red light flickered in his eyes. Grayson, lounging easily in a deep leather chair, regarded him with something of the contempt the lazy man always entertains for the active one. The beginning of a secret dislike formed vaguely in his brain. His thoughts flew to Poltavo, a bright contrast. “I wish he would bring me news of Doris,” he muttered. A wistful look crept into his face.

There was a discreet double knock at the door, it fell open, and Count Poltavo was revealed framed picturesquely in the archway.

He wore a black felt hat and a velvet-lined cappa
 which fell about him in long graceful folds. A small dark moustache adorned his upper lip. He removed it, and the hat, gravely, and stood bareheaded before them, a slender, distinguished figure.

“Good-evening, gentlemen.”

He spoke in a soft, well-modulated voice, which held a hint of laughter. “Mr. Baggin, permit me to restore something of yours which I — er — found upon the hill.” He held out the memorandum book, smiling.



Baggin sprang at him with an oath.

The count, still smiling, flung out his other hand, with a motion of defence, and the candlelight gleamed brightly upon a small dagger of Spanish workmanship. “‘Ware!” he cried softly. “That point, I fancy, is sharp.”

Baggin fell back a pace, his face twitching with rage.

“You would knife me, an unarmed man!” he cried furiously. “You low foreign cur!”

The count took a quick step toward him. His eyes sparkled. “I must ask you to retract that,” he said. There was a dangerous note in his tones like the thin edge of a blade.

Grayson started to his feet. “Gentlemen! Gentlemen!” he cried. “Are you gone stark mad, to quarrel over such a trifle? Baggin, stop glaring like a caged beast. Sit down. The count has returned your book, which doubtless you dropped upon the hill. And did you not boast that its contents were undecipherable?,”

Baggin took the book. “I may have been over-hasty,” he acknowledged grudgingly, suspicion still in his eye. “But your disguise—”

“Was necessary, my friend, and I accept your apology. Say nothing more of it.” The count unfastened the clasp at his throat, stuck the dagger into the panel of the door, and hung his hat and mantle upon it. The moustache he held up between thumb and forefinger with a grimace.

“How do you like me with mustachios, Mr. Grayson? They fell off three times to-day.” The man whom most of London supposed to be dead laughed heartily.

“They change the entire cast of your countenance,” he remarked candidly. “They make you look like a rascal.”

“That is true,” admitted the count. “I have observe’ the same. They bring out the evil streak in my nature. I used to wear them, five years ago, in London,” he continued pensively, “and then I shaved for — ah — aesthetic reasons. Mr. T. B. Smith does not fancy mustachios. He thought they gave me the look of a nihilist — or perhaps a Russian spy. Apropos,” he nodded to Grayson, “he has charge of your case. He is a clever man, my friend.” He sighed gently.

Grayson looked at him sombrely. “I wish I were out of this job,” he muttered, “and back in America with DoYis. You saw her?”he demanded eagerly.

The count nodded, with a significant glance toward Baggin. The latter caught the look, and suspicion flamed again in his eye.

“May I ask you a plain question?” he said harshly.

“Surely!”

“How much of this business do you know?”

The count permitted himself a smile. “Since this afternoon,” he answered softly, “I know — all.”

Baggin’s face grew black with rage. “Thief! I knew it!” He stuttered in the intensity of his passion.

The count surveyed him dispassionately.

“Wrath in, reason out,” he murmured. Grayson intervened again. “For my part,” he declared, “I am heartily glad of it. Poltavo is one of us now, and can tell us what he thinks of the scheme. I have always wished for his opinion.”

Baggin rose abruptly, and strode about the room. Plainly the man was in a great, almost uncontrollable passion. The veins on his temples stood out in knots, and his hands clenched and unclenched spasmodically. Presently he turned, mastering himself with a strong effort, and held out his hand.

“I agree,” he said in a constrained voice. “You are one of us, count.” The two shook hands and resumed their chairs.

“And now,” said Grayson, “tell us what you think of the scheme?”

The count hesitated for a minute. “Good,” he said at length, “and bad! Admirable in the general plan, but absurd in some of the details.”

“The general plan was mine,” said Baggin gruffly.

“And the absurd details were probably mine,” admitted Grayson with cheerfulness.

“May I give you some suggestions?” asked the count politely.

“Go ahead!” returned Baggin.

“This afternoon — after I had deciphered your notes — it took me precisely two . hours by the cathedral chimes to work out the key — I ventured to revise them, and also to devise a different plan of retirement for the committee. You would care to know it?” He looked deferentially at Baggin, whose bent brows relaxed.

“Draw up your chair to the table,” he said in reply. “We’ll overhaul the entire proposition. There will be difficulties If you could invest an equal share of money—”

“I thought of that,” answered the count simply.

“And I fancy I can — how you say — raise the required amount. May I speak for a moment to Mr. Grayson — on a very personal matter?”

He drew the older man aside, and conversed with him briefly, in low tones.

Surprise, incredulity, displeasure chased each other across Grayson’s countenance in rapid succession. “Very well,” he said finally, somewhat brusquely. “You have my consent — until I see Doris.”

They returned to the table. “I will be security for Count Poltavo,” he declared to Baggin, “for half-a-million pounds.”



7. Some Disappearances
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In the last week of April, 1908, a notice was posted on the doors of the London, Manhattan, and Jersey Syndicate, in Moorgate Street. It was brief, but it was to the point:

“Owing to the disappearance of Mr. George T. Baggin, the L. M. and J. Syndicate has suspended operations.”

With Mr. Baggin had disappeared the sum of £247,000. An examination of the books of the firm revealed the fact that the London, Manhattan, and Jersey Syndicate was — Mr. Baggin; that its imposing title thinly disguised the operations of a bucket-shop, and the vanished bullion had been most systematically collected in gold and foreign notes.

Mr. Baggin had disappeared as though the earth had swallowed him up. He was traced to Liverpool. A ticket to New York had been purchased by a man answering to his description, and he had embarked on the Lucania
 . The liner called at Queenstown, and the night she left, Mr. “Coleman” was missing. His clothing and trunks were found intact in his cabin. The ship was searched from stem to stern, but no trace of the unfortunate man could be discovered. The evening newspapers flared forth with, “Tragic End of a Defaulting Banker,” but Scotland Yard, ever sceptical, set on foot certain enquiries and learnt that a stranger had been seen in Queenstown after the ship sailed. A stranger who left for Dublin, and who doubled back to Heysham; who came, via
 Manchester, back to London again. In London he had vanished completely. Whether or not this was the redoubtable George T. Baggin, was a matter for conjecture.

T.B. Smith, of Scotland Yard, into whose hands the case was put, had no doubt at all. He believed that Baggin was alive.

Most artistic of all was the passing of Lucas Damant, the Company Promoter. Damant’s defalcations were the heaviest, for his opportunities were greater. He dealt in millions and stole in millions. Taking his holiday in Switzerland, Mr. Damant foolishly essayed the ascent of the Matterhorn without a guide. His alpenstock was picked up at the edge of a deep crevasse
 , and another Alpine disaster was added to the alarming list of mountaineering tragedies. What time four expert guides were endeavouring to extricate the lost man from a bottomless pit, sixteen chartered accountants were engaged in extracting from the chaos of his documentary remains the true position of Mr. Damant’s affairs, but the sixteen accountants, had they been sixteen hundred, and the space of time occupied in their investigations a thousand years, would never have been able to balance the Company Promoter’s estate to the satisfaction of all concerned, for between debit and credit yawned an unfathomable chasm that close on a million pounds could not have spanned.

In the course of time a fickle public forgot the sensational disappearance of these men; in course of time their victims died or sought admission to the workhouse. There were spasmodic discussions that arose in smokerooms and tap-rooms, and the question, as to whether they were dead or whether they had merely bolted, was hotly debated, but it may be truthfully said that they were forgotten; but not by Scotland Yard, which neither forgets nor forgives.

The Official Memory sits in a big office that overlooks the Thames Embankment. It is embodied in a man who checks, day by day, hour by hour, and minute by minute, the dark happenings of the world. He is an inconsiderable person, as personalities go, for he enters no witnessbox to testify against a pallid prisoner. He grants no interviews to curious newspaper reporters, he appears in no magazines as a picturesque detector of crime, but silently, earnestly, and remorselessly he marks certain little square cards, makes grim entries in strange ledgers, consults maps, and pores over foreign newspaper reports. Sometimes he prepares a dossier
 as a cheap-jack makes up his prize packet, with a paper from this cabinet, a photograph from that drawer, a newspaper-cutting, a docketed deposition with the sprawling signature of a dying man, a fingerprint card — and all these he places in a large envelope, and addresses it in a clerkly hand to Chief Inspector So-and-So, or to the “Director of Public Prosecutions.” When the case is over and a dazed man sits in a cell at Wormwood Scrubbs pondering his sentence, or, as it sometimes happens, when convict masons are at work carving initials over a grave in a prison-yard, the envelope comes back to the man in the office, and he sorts the contents jealously. It is nothing to him, the sum of misery they have cast, or the odour of death that permeates them. He receives them unemotionally, distributes the contents to their cabinets, pigeonholes, guard-books, and drawers and proceeds to make up yet another dossier
 .

All things come to him; crime in all its aspects is veritably his stockin-trade.

When George T. Baggin disappeared in 1908, his simple arrangement of indexing showed the connection between the passing of Lucas Damant, six months later, and the obliteration of Gerald Grayson. The Official Memory knew, too, what the public had no knowledge of: namely, that there had been half-a-dozen minor, but no less mysterious, flittings in the space of two years.

Their stories, briefly and pithily told, were inscribed on cards in the silent man’s cabinet. Underneath was the significant word, “Incomplete.” They were stories to be continued; some other hand than his might take up the tale at a future time, and subscribe “Finis
 ” to their grim chapters. He was satisfied to carry the story forward as far as his information allowed him.

There never was a more fascinating office than this of the Silent Recorder’s. It was terribly businesslike, with its banked files, its innumerable drawers, its rows of deep cabinets. “A, B, C, D,” they ran; then began all over again, “AA, BB, CC,” except the big index drawer where “Aabot, Aaroon, Aato, Abard, Abart” commenced the record of infamous men. There were forgers here, murderers, coiners, defaulters great and small. There are stories of great swindles, and of suspected swindles, of events apparently innocent in themselves, behind which lie unsuspected criminalities.

I show you this office, the merest glimpse of it, so that as this story progresses, and information comes mysteriously to the hand of the chief actor, you will understand that no miracle has been performed, no Heavensent divination of purpose has come to him, but that at the back of the knowledge he employs with such assurance is this big office at New Scotland Yard. A pleasant office, overlooking the Embankment with its green trees and its sunny river and its very pleasant sights — none of which the Recorder ever sees, being shortsighted from overmuch study of criminal records.



8. The Ambassador Takes a Hand
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Mr. John Hammond Bierce, American Ambassador and Minister Plenipotentiary to the Court of Saint James, sat in his spacious private office, and listened with an air of grave attention to the story his young protégé poured into his ears. As Van Ingen concluded, the great man leaned back in his swivel-chair until the spring creaked, and stifled a yawn behind a white, well-groomed hand.

“My dear boy,” he said, “this is a very sad tale, and I am genuinely sorry for Miss Grayson. Her father appears to have been a rascal. But,” he smiled across at his youthful visitor, “I do not quite see what the American ambassador has to do with the business. I understand you consulted me in my official capacity.”

“I — I thought perhaps you might wish to take some action—”

“But the man is dead!” exclaimed the ambassador. “Dead and buried.”

“That is just the question!” cried Cord eagerly. “Is
 he dead? For my part, I suspect he is very much alive and kicking. His suicide was only a ruse, to mask his plans from the public.”

“A very successful one!” retorted the older man drily. “His daughter identified the body and was present at its burial. It was in all the papers.”

“That is another point!” exclaimed Van Ingen.

“Not once was I permitted to view the body. I was even denied admittance to the house until three days after the funeral. Throughout the affair the utmost secrecy was observed.”

“That seems natural, under the circumstances.”

Van Ingen coloured warmly. “Pardon me, it is not natural, sir, when you know all the circumstances. I was an intimate of the family — almost, one might say, in the position of a son.” He halted, and then continued, with a certain dignity:

“I have not spoken on the subject to you before, sir, chiefly because there has been nothing definite to say. But Miss Grayson is, I hope and pray, sir, my future wife.”

“Ah!” The ambassador surveyed him with a keen but kindly glance.

“I feel bound,” he observed thoughtfully, “to make a few remarks, both as your guardian and as a man who has seen something of the world. The wife of a rising young diplomat must be, like Caesar’s wife, above reproach. In short, my dear boy, to marry Miss Grayson will absolutely ruin your career.”

Van Ingen sprang to his feet; his face was livid with anger.

“Then, sir,” he cried hotly, “I shall ruin my career, with the greatest pleasure in life. Miss Grayson — Doris — is worth inestimably more to me than any paltry success, or material advantage. Moreover,” he continued, composing himself with a strong effort, “I disagree with you, even upon worldly grounds. Marriage with Doris will not mar me — it will make me. Without her, I shall be ineffectual, a nobody to the end of my days. Without her, living has no aim, no purpose. She justifies existence. I can’t explain these things, sir, even to you. I — I love her!”

“So it would seem!” murmured the ambassador. The sternness had melted out of his face, leaving a whimsical tenderness.

“Sit down, my dear boy! Other people have been as hot in love as you before now — and as rashly headstrong.” A shade passed over his features. “Come, let us get down to business. What is it you wish me to do — administer a love-potion to the young woman? Or restore the father to life?”

“I want you to investigate the case,” Cord replied simply. “Or rather, give me the power to do so.”

“There’s Scotland Yard, you know,” suggested his friend mildly.

“They could cooperate with us. In fact, that is what I should like to ask. That you send for Mr. T.B. Smith, who is already in charge of the business, and tell him that a certain strangeness in the circumstances has aroused your suspicions, and that you wish to sift the affair to the bottom. But since you cannot move openly, on account of your conspicuous position, you desire to join forces secretly, and to that end you offer a bonus of £500 to clear up the mystery — to prove, satisfactorily, that Grayson either is, or is not,, dead.”

“Five hundred pounds!” mused the ambassador. “You are in love!”

Van Ingen flushed at the thrust. “I am in earnest,” he said simply.

The ambassador studied his fingertips. “I might say,” he observed gravely, “that such a course as you outline — minus the £500 — had already occurred to me. Certain financial — er — adventures in which Grayson was engaged, with others, have come before my attention, and it appeared advisable to throw a searchlight upon the somewhat shadowy obscurity of his death. But my attitude in the investigation differs slightly from yours.” His eyes, suddenly upraised, were slightly quizzical.

Van Ingen leaned forward breathlessly. He appeared to hang on his companion’s words. “Go on! Go on, sir!” he urged.

The older man continued: “I do not ask, then, as you, where is Mr. Grayson? I ask, where is Mr. Grayson’s money? The gentleman may be in heaven, or — ah! — elsewhere; presumably the latter. But, in either case, his money is not with him. Where is it, then? These, and several other interesting queries, I am waiting to put to Mr. Smith, who “ — he took out his watch—” is due here in precisely ten minutes.”

He smiled blandly at the young man, who seized his hand and wrung it fervently.

“And you will let me work under him, for you?”

“That was my intention before this interview. But, since your revelation, I doubt its wisdom. Coolness, impartiality of judgment—”

“Oh, come, sir!” protested Van Ingen, reddening. “I think I’ve had enough!”

The ambassador laughed. “Perhaps you have,” he conceded. “Especially as the young lady has not yet struck her colours — eh?”

“Nor shows the slightest signs of doing so,” replied Van Ingen ruefully. “There’s another fellow making the running — that foreign beggar, Poltavo.”

The ambassador looked up swiftly. “Not Count Poltavo, distantly related to the Czar?”

“Related to the devil!” muttered Van Ingen gloomily. “The way he gets around Doris—”

His guardian looked a little disturbed. “I am sorry for you, my boy. Poltavo is a strong man. I fancy he will give you quite a fight.” There was a discreet knock at the door, and, at the ambassador’s call, Jamieson entered. He bore a card, which he laid upon the table.

“I told him that you were engaged, Mr. Bierce, but he said he came in answer to your note.”

“Quite right!” replied the ambassador briskly.

“Show him in at once.” As the secretary vanished, the older man held up the bit of engraved pasteboard before the astonished eyes of his young friend. “Apropos!” he murmured.

Van Ingen reached for his hat. “I must be going,” he said hurriedly.

“Not so fast!” The ambassador waved him back to his chair. “Sit still. The investigation has begun!”

The door opened, and Count Poltavo entered the room.

The ambassador received him cordially. “It was good of you to come so promptly,” he said.

“I daresay my note puzzled you.”

“I shall not deny it,” smiled the count. He bowed politely to Van Ingen. “As you see, I have come directly on the heels of it, to hear the question.”

“I shall not keep you in suspense, Count Poltavo,” replied the ambassador gravely, “but come at once to the point. Briefly, some data which lie before me “ — he tapped a typewritten report upon the table—” connect you, somewhat vaguely, with a certain recent event. For reasons, I propose to investigate that event, and a truthful statement on your part—”

The count elevated his eyebrows slightly.

“Pardon me! I withdraw the unnecessary adjective.”

The count bowed. “And a statement on my part— “he murmured.

“Would be of great value to me at the present moment. And so I have ventured to write to you, as one gentleman to another, to beg your assistance.”

“And the question?” The count’s voice was like velvet. He outlined a pattern of the carpet with his cane.

The ambassador regarded him somewhat sternly. “How did you spend the evening of the eighteenth of thisfmonth?”

The count’s composure did not fail him. Not a muscle of his face moved under the sharp scrutiny of his questioner, but he hesitated a perceptible moment.

“The eighteenth?” He wrinkled his brows, in an effort at recollection. “Pardon me!” He took out a small, black, leather-bound book. “I sometimes scribble in it my random thoughts,” he explained. “It may contain something which will aid my memory of that particular night. Ah!” His face beamed. “Here it is! The night of the eighteenth, I was at the opera with Lady Dinsmore and her charming niece. Afterwards, I had a most interesting conversation with Mr. Van Ingen, in which he confided to me — ah! — his age.” He looked up brightly.

“Is that helpful?”

The ambassador smiled grimly. “And then?”

“Then we parted. I strolled for perhaps ten minutes, and took a taxicab home.” He appeared to reflect a moment. “I went directly to my study, and wrote for some time — several hours, perhaps. Later, I read.” He paused, and then added: “I am not, at any time, an insatiable sleeper. Four, or five hours at best, are all that I can manage. That morning it was dawn when I retired, and a faint, ghostly light was filtering through the shutters. I remember flinging them wide to look out, and wondering what the new day would bring to the world. It brought,” he concluded quietly, “great grief to my dear friends.”

He rose as he finished. “And now I regret that another engagement — with Lady Dinsmore, in truth — cuts short my time. I am glad if I have been able to aid you. And you will let me know if I can be of further service to you in this lamentable business.” He held out his hand. The ambassador sat still in his chair, smiling.

“One moment, my dear count, and, if Lady Dinsmore complains, refer her to me.”

The count looked at him amiably. “There is still another question?” he murmured.

“A small part of the same one,” the ambassador emended smoothly. “Where were you in the early part of the evening — before
 the opera?”

Poltavo laughed softly. “That is true,” he admitted. “For the moment I had completely forgotten. I dined at an unconscionably early hour with a business associate — I regret that I cannot give you his name—”

The ambassador glanced down at his report.

“Baggin?” he suggested.

The count turned a little white, but he answered composedly. “It is true. I dined with Mr. Baggin.”

“And did not Mr. Grayson call you up over the telephone during dinner?”

“Some one called Mr. Baggin,” responded the count indifferently. “I remember, because the fish grew cold and had to be sent away.”

“And then?”

“Then — we discussed — business. I have a little money lying idle which I desired Mr. Baggin to invest for me. Unfortunately, the sum was too small for his purpose.”

“And when did you join Mr. Grayson?”

The count stared. “Not at all!” He glanced down at the typewritten sheets, and an ironical smile touched his lips. “Your report appears to be — ah! — defective.

“It is,” agreed the ambassador. “I had hoped to supplement it by your information. May I ask you again — Did you not see Mr. Grayson at some time during the evening of the eighteenth?”

The count shook his head. “I did not,” he replied simply. “I affirm it, upon the honour of a Poltavo.”

The ambassador sighed. “Then we are still in the dark,” he said ruefully. “But I thank you for your courtesy. Would you care to know why I have sought you out, openly, in this extraordinary fashion?”

“Because you are an extraordinary man,” returned the count, with a deep bow. The ambassador made a motion of dissent.

“Because I am your well-wisher, Count Poltavo,” he said earnestly. “You are, I believe, a poet, a philosopher, a dreamer — not a common, base money-grabber. And, therefore, I should deeply regret to find you connected in any way with this present investigation, and I sincerely trust that in the future your name will not appear in these — ah! — defective reports. Frankly, I like you, Count Poltavo.” He held out his hand. “Good-morning. I thank you for your extreme good nature in answering my questions.”

The count appeared moved. Throughout his life, this strange man remained deeply susceptible to expressions of regard from his associates, and was always melted, for the moment, by sincere affection. Indeed, his natural tenderness, offspring of his heart, and his haughty ambitions, offspring of his head, were ever in deadly conflict, and his hardness conquered only by the supremest act of his will.

He grasped the outstretched hand cordially.

“You are very kind!” he said. “And I shall repay you by endeavouring that my name does not again appear in that reprehensible report.” He laid a hand upon the sheaf of papers. “I should like to see it?” he asked simply.

The ambassador laughed outright. “My dear count,” he exclaimed, “your powers are wasted as a private gentleman! You should be the ambassador of your imperial kinsman. There, your abilities would have adequate scope.”

The count laughed, and glanced again at the report. “I shall see you next week at the Duke of Manchester’s,” he said. “The duchess read me yesterday her list of names. I was rejoiced to see it included yours.” He bowed again, and withdrew.

The ambassador stared after him somewhat gloomily, took a turn about the room, and stopped in front of the young man. At sight of his doleful countenance, his own face brightened.

“Well?” he demanded.

Van Ingen looked sheepish. “I give up!” he replied. “The rascal’s as deep as a well. But he seemed to me to be telling the truth.”

“He was!” agreed the ambassador promptly.

“He is a great man — and a dangerous one. He has an unquenchable spirit.”

He took out his watch. “Smith has failed us,” he remarked. “But it is no matter. He sent in this morning his detailed report. I will turn that over to you, my boy, since you have volunteered your services in this business. Read it with care — it contains some remarkable statements — and return it to Mr. Smith, in person. Why not drop around to his chambers, this evening and see what has detained him? Wait! I’ll give you a line to him.”

He scribbled a note hastily, and thrust it and the report into the young man’s hands. “And now, clear out!” He waved his hands laughingly.

“Don’t return until you can explain — everything! Off with you!”

On the way out, Cord paused to examine his mail. One letter was from Doris. He broke the seal with fingers that trembled slightly. It contained but a single sentence.

“Can you come to me at nine o’clock? DORIS.”

Despite his joy at receiving such a token of friendship, his face clouded. Nine o’clock! It was an awkward hour. He had planned to spend the entire evening with the detective. He determined to read the report, dine with Smith, if he could catch him, and go on later to Lady Dinsmore’s. His spirits rose with a bound at the prospect.

But he was destined to disappointment. Mr. Smith was not to be found at his chambers, nor at Scotland Yard, nor in any of his accustomed haunts. Nor had he left any instructions with his man. At five o’clock, after repeated attempts, Cord gave up the project, somewhat sulkily, and sent two messages. He would stay for a short half-hour with Doris, and then drive around to the apartment of the detective, trusting that he might have returned.

That evening, at nine o’clock, he was ushered into Lady Dinsmore’s drawingroom by a deferential footman, who went to announce his presence. Cord moved about restlessly. His forehead throbbed madly with overwrought nerves, for, since the reading of the report, he had felt wildly excited. It was safely folded away in an inner pocket, together with a telegram from T.B. Smith, bearing the single word, “Delighted!”

When at length Doris appeared, Cord was struck with the pallid beauty of the girl. Her animation and glow had departed, and her red lips, usually a Cupid’s-bow of laughter, drooped pitifully at the corners. Her high-necked gown of deepest black gave her the look of a sorrowing nun. Nor did her manner reassure him; it was vague and remote, and Cord, who had meant to pour out his heart in sympathy, found himself chilled, and stammering forth absurd inanities. The half-hour passed on leaden foot. Doris explained, in a listless voice, that she was leaving soon, with her aunt, for the Continent, to travel indefinitely. She had meant to go away, quietly, without a word, but she found that she wished to see him once more — she faltered piteously.

Cord stood up abruptly. The interview had suddenly become unendurable to him.

“I shall see you again tomorrow!” he assured her.

She shook her head sadly. “This is the end, dear Cord. Our paths lie apart in the future. Yours is a fair, shining one, with success just ahead. Mine— “She gave a gesture of despair. “Goodbye!”

Cord took both her hands in his. “Goodnight! I shall come again in the morning.” He felt an almost overmastering desire {o take her into his arms, to whisper into her ear the secret of the report.

She walked with him to the outer door and let him out into the cool darkness of the night.

“Goodbye!” she said again. She seemed vaguely uneasy, and bent forward, peering about her. “Is that your taxicab?” she asked sharply. Cord reassured her.

“I — I have a presentiment that something is going to happen.” She spoke in a low voice, full of emotion. “You will be careful — for my sake?”

Cord laughed, with a commingling of the joy and tender pride which a man feels toward the anxiety of the one woman in the world.

“I will be most careful,” he promised, “and I will report my welfare to you in the morning!”

The door closed between them, and he went down the steps, whistling cheerfully.

The taxicab drew alongside. He gave the address to the driver, and sprang in, triumphant, hopeful. In front of the house of the detective, he descended and halted a moment upon the pavement, searching in an inner pocket for change. Something rushed upon him from behind; he swerved, instinctively, and received a stinging blow across the head and neck. As he sank helplessly to his knees, blinded by pain, but still conscious, a hand from behind inserted itself into his pocket. Cord resisted with all his strength. “Smith!” he shouted. Something heavy descended upon his head. There was a sudden blaze of falling stars all about him, — and then blackness, oblivion. When he regained consciousness, he was lying upon a couch, and Smith was bending over him.

“That was a narrow squeak, my friend!” he said cheerfully. “You may thank your lucky stars that you missed the full force of that first blow.” Van Ingen blinked feebly. There was still a horrid buzzing in his ears, and Smith’s voice sounded as from a great distance. The room swam in great circles around him.

“The report?” he asked faintly.

“They got it!” admitted Smith, who did not seem deeply downcast at its loss. “But they didn’t get you, my boy! So that I think we may regard their job as a failure.”



9. Introducing t.b.smith
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In the month of May the market, that unfailing barometer of public nerves, moved slowly in an upward direction.

If the “House” was jubilant, the “Street” was no less gratified, for since the “Baggin Failure” and financial cataclysm, which dragged down the little investors to ruin, there had been a sad flatness in the world of shares. There are many places of public resort where the “Street” people meet — those speculators who daily, year in and out, promenade the pavement of Throgmorton Street, buying and selling on an “eighth” margin. To them, from time to time, come the bareheaded clerks with news of this or that rise or fall, to receive instructions gravely imparted, and as gravely accepted, and to retire to the mysterious deeps of the “House” to execute their commissions.

The market was rising, steadily as the waters of a river rise; that was the most pleasant knowledge of all. It did not jump or leap or flare; it progressed by sixteenths, by thirty-seconds, by sixty-fourths; but all down the money columns in the financial papers of the press were tiny little plus marks which brought joy to the small investor, who is by nature a “bull.”

Many people who are not directly interested In finance regarded the signs with sympathy. The slaves of the street, ‘busmen, cabmen, the sellers of clamorous little financial papers, all these partook in the general cheeriness.

Slowly, slowly climbed the market.

“Like old times!” said a hurrying clerk; but the man he spoke to sniffed contemptuously, being by nature one of that sour class from which all beardom is recruited.

“Like old times!” chuckled a man standing at the Bodega bar, a little dazed with his prosperity. Somebody reminded him of the other booms that had come and undergone sudden collapse, but the man standing at the counter twiddled the stem of the glass in his hand and smiled indulgently.

“Industrials are the feature,” said an evening paper, and indeed the biggest figures behind the tiny plus marks were those against the famous commercial concerns best known in the city. The breweries, the bakeries, the cotton corporations, the textile manufacturing companies enjoying quotation in the share list — all these participated in the upward rush; nay, led the van.

Into Old Broad Street, on one day at the height of the boom, came a man a little above middle height, cleanshaven, his face the brick-tan of one who spends much of his life in the open air. He wore a suit of blue serge, well-cut but plain, a spotless grey Tirai hat, broad-brimmed, white spats over his patent shoes, and a thin cane in his hand. “A fellow in the Kaffir market—” guessed one of the group about the corner of ’Change Alley, but somebody better informed turned hastily when he saw the quick, striding figure approaching, and dived down a side court.

A showily attired young man, standing on the edge of the pavement chewing a quill toothpick thoughtfully, did not see the nqwcomer until he was close on him, then started and changed colour. The man in the wide-brimmed hat recognised him and nodded. He checked his walk and stopped.

“Here’s Moss,” he said. He had a snappy, curt delivery and a disconcerting habit of addressing one in the third person. “How is Moss? Straight now? Straight as a die, I’ll swear. He’s given up rigging, given up Punk Prospectuses for Petty Punters. Oh, Moss! Moss!”

He shook his head with gentle melancholy, though a light twinkled in his humorous grey eyes.

“I don’t know why you’re so ‘ard on me, Mister Smith,” said the embarrassed Moss; “we’ve all got our faults—”

“Not me, Mr. Moss,” said T.B. Smith promptly.

“I dessay even you, sir,” insisted the other.

“I’ve ‘ad my flutter; and I failed. There’s lots of people who’ve done more than I ever done, worse things, and crookeder things, who are livin* in what I might call the odour of sanctity.

“There’s people in the ‘Ouse,” Moss wagged an admonitory finger towards ’Change, and his tone was bitter but envious, “who’ve robbed by the million, an’ what do we see?”

T.B. Smith shook his head.

“We see,” said the indignant young man, “motorcars, an’ yachts, an’ racehorses — because they ‘aven’t been found out!”

“Moral,” mused T.B. Smith: “don’t allow yourself—”

“I know, I know.” Moss loftily waved aside the dubious morality of Mr. Assistant-Commissioner Smith. “But I was found out. Twelve months in the second division. Is that justice?”

“It all depends,” cautiously, “what you mean by justice. I thought the sentence was rather light.”

“Look here, Mr. Smith,” said Mr. Moss firmly; “ — let’s put the matter another way round. Here’s Baggin’s case, an’ Grayson’s case. Now, I ask you, man to man, are these chaps dead?”

T.B. Smith was discreetly silent.

“Are they dead?” again demanded Moss, with emotion. “You know jolly well they ain’t. You know as well as I do who’s at the bottom of these bear raids to send the market into the mud. I know them raids!” In his excitement Mr. Moss got farther and farther away from the language of his adoption. “They smell o’ Baggin, George T. Baggin; he’s operatin’ somewhere. I recognise the touch. George T. Baggin, I tell you, an’, as the good book says, his right hand hath not lost its cunnin’.”

“And,” said T.B. Smith, blandly ignoring the startling hypothesis; “what is Mr. Moss doing now to earn the bread, butter, and et ceteras
 of life?”

“Me? Oh, I’m in the East mostly,” said the other moodily;—” got a client or two; give a tip an’ get a tip now an’ again. Small money an’ small profits.”

He dropped his eyes under the steady and pseudo-benevolent gaze of the other.

“No companies?” said the detective softly.

“No companies, Mr. Moss? No Amalgamated Peruvian Concessions, eh? No Brazilian Rubber and Exploitation Syndicate?”

The young man shifted his feet uneasily.

“Genuine concerns, them,” he said doggedly; “an’, besides, I’m only a shareholder.”

“Not promoter. Mr. Moss is not a promoter?”

In desperation the badgered shareholder turned.

“How in ‘Eaven’s name you get hold of things I don’t know,” he said in helpless annoyance.

“An’ all I can say — excuse me.”

T.B. Smith saw his expression undergo a sudden change.

“Don’t look round, sir,” said the other breathlessly; “there’s one o’ my clients comin’ along; genuine business, Mr. Smith; don’t crab the deal.”

In his agitation he grew a little incoherent.

T.B. Smith might have walked on discreetly, leaving Moss to transact his business in quiet and peace. Indeed, the young man’s light-blue eyes pleaded for this indulgence; but the gentleman from Scotland Yard was singularly obtuse this morning.

“You don’t want to meet him,” urged Mr. Moss. “He’s not in your line, sir; he’s a gentleman.”

“I think you’re very rude, Mr. Moss,” said T.B. Smith, and waited, whilst Moss and client met.

“Permit me,” said Moss, with all the grace he could summon at a moment’s notice, “to introduce you to a friend of mine — name of Smith — in the Government.”

The stranger bowed and offered a gloved hand.

“Er—” said T.B., hesitant. “I did not quite catch your name?”

“Count Poltavo,” said Mr. Moss defiantly; “a friend of mine an’ a client.”

“Delighted to make your acquaintance, count. I have met you somewhere.”

The count bowed.

“It is ver’ likely. I have been in England before.”

T.B. Smith surveyed the imperturbable foreigner with interest. Of Count Poltavo’s connection with Baggin and with Grayson he knew from his men’s reports, though, as far as recollection served, he had never seen the man. But a haunting resemblance troubled him.

He nodded briefly to Moss, and turned away, and five minutes later had dismissed the incident from his mind.

He continued in the direction of the Mansion House. A famous banker, passing in his motor brougham, waved his hand in salute; a city policeman stolidly ignored him.

Along Cheapside, with the deliberate air of a sightseer, the man in the grey felt hat strolled, turning over in his mind the problem of the boom.

For it was a problem.

If you see, on one hand, ice forming on a pool, and, on the other, a thermometer rising slowly to blood-heat, you may be satisfied in your mind that something is wrong somewhere. Nature cannot make mistakes. Thermometers are equally infallible. Look for the human agency at work on the mercury bulb for the jet of hot air directed to the instrument. In this parable is explained the market position, and T.B. Smith, who dealt with huge, vague problems like markets and wars and national prosperity, was looking for the hot-air current.

The market rises because big people buy big quantities of shares; it falls because these same people sell, and T.B. Smith happened to know that nobody was buying. That is, nobody of account — Eckhardts, Tollingtons, or Bronte’s Bank. You can account for the rise of a particular share by some local and favourable circumstance, but when the market as a whole moves up?

“ — We can trace no transactions,” wrote Mr. Louis Veil, of the firm of Veil, Vallings & Boys, Brokers, “carried out by or on behalf of the leading jobbers. The market improvement in Industrial Stocks is due, as far as we can gather, to Continental buying — an unusual circumstance.”

Who was the “philanthropist” who was making a market in stagnant stocks? Whoever it was, he or they repented long before T.B. Smith had reached the Central Criminal Court, which was his objective.

He was a witness in the Gildie Bank fraud case, and his cross-examination at the hands of one of the most relentless of counsel occupied three hours. This concluded to everybody’s satisfaction, save counsel’s, T.B. Smith, who hated the law courts, walked out into Old Bailey to find newsboys loudly proclaiming, “Slump on the Stock Exchange!”

“Thank Heaven, that bubble’s burst!” said T.B. piously, and walked back to Scotland Yard, whistling.

He did not doubt that the artificial rise had failed, and that the market had gone back to normal.

At the corner of the Thames Embankment he bought a paper, and the first item of news he read was:

“Consols have fallen to 84.”

Now, Consols that morning had stood at 90, and T.B. Smith stopped whistling.
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T.B. Smith strolled into the room of Superintendent Elk.

Elk is a detective officer chiefly remarkable for his memory. A tall, thin, sad man, who affects a low turned-down collar and the merest wisp of a black tie. If he has any other pose than his desire to be taken for a lay preacher, it is his pose of ignorance on most subjects. Elk’s attitude to the world at large is comprehended in the phrase, “I am a child in these things,” which accounts to a very great extent for the rapidity of his promotion in the Criminal Investigation Department. T.B.’s face wore a frown, and he twirled a paperknife irritably.

“Elk,” he said, without any preliminary, “the market has gone to the devil.”

“Again?” said Elk politely, haying knowledge without interest.

“Again,” said T.B. emphatically, “for the fourth time this year. I’ve just seen one of the Stock Exchange Committee, and he’s in a terrible state of mind. Stocks and shares are nothing to me,” the Commissioner went on, seeing the patient boredom on the other’s face, “and I know there is a fairly well-defined law that governs the condition of the Stock Exchange. Prices go seesawing up and down, and that is part of the day’s work, but for the fourth time, and for no apparent reason, the market is broken. Consols are down to 84.”

“I once had some shares in an American copper mine,” reflected Elk, “and a disinterested stock-jobber advised me to hold on to them; I’m still holding, but it never occurred to me — I lost £500 — that it was a matter for police investigation.” The Commissioner stopped in his walk and looked at the detective.

“There’s little romance in finance,” he mused, “but there is something behind all this; do you remember the break of January 4?”

Elk nodded; he saw there was a police side to this slump, and grew alert and knowledgeable.

“Yankees and gilt-edged American stock came tumbling down as though their financial foundations had been dug away. What was the cause?”

Elk thought.

“Wasn’t it the suicide of the President of the Eleventh National Bank?” he asked.

“Happened after the crash,” said T.B. promptly. “Do you remember the extraordinary slump in Russian Fours in April — a slump which, like the drop in Yankees, affected every market? What was the cause?”

“The attempt on the Czar.”

“Again you’re wrong,” said the other; “the slump anticipated the attempt; it did not follow it. Then we have the business of the 9th of August.” “The Kaffir slump?”

“Yes.”

“But, surely, the reason for that may be traced,” said Elk; “ — it followed the decision of the Cabinet to abolish coloured labour in the mines.”

“It anticipated it,” corrected his chief, with a twinkle in his eye, “and do you remember no other occurrence that filled the public mind about that time?”

Elk thought with knit brows.

“There was the airship disaster at the palace. Hike Mills was put away just about then for blackmail; there was the Vermont case — and the Sud Express wreck—”

“That’s it,” said the Commissioner, “wrecked outside Valladolid; three killed, many injured — do you remember who was killed?ü” Yes,” said Elk slowly, “a Frenchman, whose name I’ve forgotten; Mr. Arthur Saintsbury, a King’s Messenger — by George!” The connection dawned upon him, and T.B. grinned.

“Killed whilst carrying despatches to the King of Portugal,” he said.

“Those despatches related to the proposed withdrawal of native labour — much of which is recruited in Portuguese West Africa.” He paused a moment, and added as an afterthought, “His despatch-box was never found.”

There was silence.

“You suggest?” said Elk suddenly.

“I suggest there is an intelligent anticipator in existence who is much too intelligent to be at large.” The Commissioner walked to the door. He stood for a moment irresolutely.

“I offer you two suggestions,” he said: “the first is that the method which our unknown operator is employing is not unlike the method of Mr. George Baggin, who departed this life some time ago. The second is that, if by any chance I am correct in my first surmise, we lay this ghost for good and all.”
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It was two days later, when Consols touched 80, that T.B. Smith gathered in Cord Van Ingen and marched him into the City.

The agitated Committeeman of the Stock Exchange met them in his office and led them to his private room.

“I must tell you the whole story,” he said, after he had carefully shut and locked the door. “Last Wednesday, the market still rising and a genuine boom in sight, Mogseys — they’re the biggest firm of brokers in the city — got a wire from their Paris agents which was to this effect, ‘ Sell Consols down to 80.’ They were standing then at 90, and were on the up-grade. Immediately following the wire, and before it could be confirmed, came another instruction, in which they were told to sell some gilt-edged stocks — this was on a rising market, too — down to prices specified. I have seen the list, and taking the prices as they stood on Wednesday morning and the price they stand at to-day, the difference is enormous — something like three millions.”

“Which means?”

“Which means that the unknown bears have pocketed that amount. Well, Mogseys were paralysed at the magnitude of the order, and cabled away to their agent, asking for particulars, and were equally dumfounded to learn that they were acting on behalf of the Credit Bourbonnais, one of the biggest banks in the South of France. There was nothing else to do but to carry out the order, and on Thursday morning they had hammered stocks down ten points — stocks that have never fluctuated five points each way in mortal memory!”

The Committeeman, speaking in tones of reverence of these imperturbable securities, mopped his forehead with a tumultuous bandanna.

“Now,” he resumed, “we know all the bears throughout all the world. The biggest of ’em is dead. That was George T. Baggin, one of the most daring and unscrupulous operators we have ever had in London. We know every man or woman or corporation likely to jump onto the market with both feet and set it sagging — but there isn’t a single known bear who has a hand in this. We’ve tried to discover his identity, but we’ve always come up against a blank wall — the bank. The bank can’t give away its client, and, even if it did, I doubt very much whether we should be any the wiser, for he’s pretty sure to have hidden himself too deep. We’d probably find the bank was instructed by a broker and the broker by another bank, and we’d be as far off a solution as ever.”

“Is there any cause for the present break?”

“I’m coming to that. In all previous slumps there has been a very good excuse for a panic hanging round. In the present instance no such excuse exists. There is a good feeling abroad, money is free and the Bank Rate is low, and the recent spurt in Kaffirs and Yankee rails has put a good heart into the market — why, even the Brontes have dealt!”

He mentioned the name of the great bank, which, in the City of London, ranks second to the Bank of England only.

“I don’t know exactly the details of their dealing, but it is pretty generally known in the City that they have increased their commitments, and, when a conservative house like Bronte’s takes advantage of a spell of prosperity, you may be sure that peace is in the very air we breathe.” T.B. Smith was thoughtfully rolling a glass paperweight up and down a blottingpad, and Van Ingen, following such a plain lead, was regarding the ceiling with an air of pained resignation.

Neither of the two spoke when the Committeeman finished his recital. He waited a little longer for them to offer some remark, and, finding that neither had any comment to make, he asked, a little impatiently:

“Well?”

T.B. roused himself from his reverie.

“Would you mind telling me the names of the stocks again?” he asked. “The stocks that are being attacked.”

The member recited a list.

“Um!” said the Commissioner thoughtfully.

“Industrials, breweries, manufactories — the very shares that enjoyed the boom are now undergoing the slump. Will you give me a Stock Exchange Yearbook?”

“Certainly.”

He unlocked the door and went out, reappearing shortly with a fat brown volume.

T.B. turned the pages of the book with quick, nervous fingers, consulting the list at his side from time to time.

“Thank you,” he said at length, pushing the book from him and rising.

“Have you any idea — ?” the broker began, and T.B. laughed.

“You nearly said ‘clue’” he smiled; “ — yes, I’ve lots of ideas — I’m just going to work one of them out.”

He bowed slightly, and the two men left the building together. Van Ingen was burning with curiosity, but he wisely kept silence. At the corner of Threadneedle Street, Smith bought an evening paper.

“Issued at 4.10,” he said, glancing at the “fudge” space, where the result of a race had been printed, “and nothing has happened.”

He hailed a passing cab, and the two men got in.

“Bronte’s Bank, Holborn,” was the direction he gave.

“Like the immortal Mrs. Harris, there ain’t no Bronte, as you know,” he said. “The head of the business is Sir George Calliper. He’s an austere young man of thirty-five or thereabouts. President of philosophical societies and patron of innumerable philanthropies.”

“Has no vices,” added Van Ingen.

“And therefore a little inhuman,” commented T.B. “Here we are.”

They drew up before the severe façade of Bronte’s, and dismissed the cab.

The bank was closed, but there was a side door — if, indeed, such an insignificant title could be applied to the magnificent portal of mahogany and brass — and a bell, which was answered by a uniformed porter.

“The bank is closed, gentlemen,” he said when T.B. had stated his errand.

“My business is very urgent,” said T.B. imperatively, and the man hesitated.

“I am afraid Sir George has left the building,” he said, “but, if you will give me your cards, I will see.”

T.B. Smith drew a card from his case. He also produced a tiny envelope, in which he inserted the card.

A few minutes later the messenger returned.

“Sir George will see you,” he said, and ushered them into an anteroom. “Just a moment, gentlemen; Sir George is engaged.”

Ten minutes passed before he came again. Then he reappeared, and they followed him along a marble-tiled corridor to the sanctum of the great man. It was a large room, solidly and comfortably furnished and thickly carpeted. The only ornamentation was the beautifully carved mantel, over which hung the portrait of Septimus Bronte, who, in 1743, had founded the institution which bore his name.

Sir George Calliper rose to meet them. He was a tall young man with sandy hair and a high, bald forehead. From his square-toed boots to his black satin cravat, he was commercial solidity personified. T.B. noted the black ribbon watchguard, the heavy dull gold signet-ring, the immaculately manicured nails, the dangling black-rimmed monocle, and catalogued his observations for future reference.

Van Ingen, who saw with another eye and from a different point of view, mentally recorded a rosebud on the carpet and a handkerchief.

“Now, what can I do for you?” asked Sir George; he picked up the card from the desk and refreshed his memory.

“We’re very sorry to trouble you,” began T.B. conventionally, but the baronet waved the apology aside.

“I gather you have not come to see me out of office hours without cause,” he said, and his tone rather suggested that it would be unpleasant even for an Assistant-Commissioner, if he had.

“No, but I’ve come to make myself a nuisance — I want to ask you questions,” said T.B. coolly.

“So long as they are pertinent to the business in hand, I shall have every pleasure in answering,” replied Sir George.

“First and foremost, is there the slightest danger of Bronte’s Bank failing?” asked T.B. Smith calmly.

The audacity of the question struck the baronet dumb.

“Failing?” he repeated. “Bronte’s fail — Mr. Smith, are you jesting?”

“I was never more in earnest,” said T.B.

“Think what you like of my impertinence, but humour me, please.” The banker looked hard at the man before him, as though to detect some evidence of ill-timed humour.

“It is no more possible for Bronte’s to fail than the Bank of England,” he said brusquely.

“I am not very well acquainted with the practice of banking,” said T.B., “and I should be grateful if you would explain why it is impossible for a bank to fail.”

If Sir George Calliper had been a little less sure of himself, he would have detected the monstrous inaccuracy of T.B.’s confession of ignorance.

“But are you really in earnest?”

“I assure you,” said T.B. seriously, “that I regard this matter as being one of life and death.”

“Well,” said the banker, with a perplexed frown, “I will explain. The solvency of a bank, as of an individual, is merely a matter of assets and liabilities. The liabilities are the elementary debts, deposits, loans, calls, and such like that are due from the bank to its clients and shareholders. Sometimes the liability takes the form of a guarantee for the performance of certain obligations — that is clear enough?”

T.B. nodded.

“Assets may be represented as gold, Government securities and stock convertible into gold, properties, freehold, leasehold, land; but you know, of course, the exact significance of the word assets?”

T.B. nodded again.

“Well, it is a matter of balance,” said the banker, “allowing a liberal margin for the fluctuation of securities, we endeavour and succeed in keeping a balance of assets in excess of our liabilities.”

“Do you keep gold in any quantity on the premises? — what would be the result, say, of a successful burglary that cleared your vaults?”

“It would be inconvenient,” said Sir George, with a dry smile, “but it would not be disastrous.”

“What is your greatest outstanding liability?” demanded T.B.

The banker looked at him strangely.

“It is queer that you should ask,” he said slowly; “ — it was the subject of a discussion at my board meeting this afternoon — it is the Wady Semlik Barrage.”

“The Egyptian irrigation scheme?” asked T.B. quickly.

“Yes, the bank’s liability was very limited until a short time ago. There was always a danger that the physical disabilities of the Soudan would bring about a fiasco. So we farmed our liability, if you understand the phrase. But with the completion of the dam, and the report of our engineer that it had been submitted to the severest test, we curtailed the expensive insurance.”

“When are the works to be handed over to the Egyptian Government?”

Sir George smiled.

“That I cannot tell you,” he said; “it is a secret known only to the directors and myself.”

“But until it is officially handed over, you are liable?”

“Yes, to an extent. As a matter of fact, we shall only be fully liable for one day. For there is a clause in the agreement which binds the Gov* ernment to accept responsibilities for the work seven days after inspection by the works department, and the bulk of our insurances run on till within twentyfour hours of that date. I will tell you this much: the inspection has taken place — I cannot give you the date — and the fact that it was made earlier than we anticipated is responsible for the cancellation of the insurances.”

“One more question, Sir George,” said T.B.

“Suppose, through any cause, the Wady Semlik Barrage broke on that day — the day upon which the bank was completely liable, — what would be the effect on Bronte’s?”

A shadow passed over the banker’s face.

“That is a contingency I do not care to contemplate,” he said curtly.

He glanced at his watch.

“I have not asked you to explain your mysterious visit,” he said, with a smile, “and I am afraid I must curb my curiosity, for I have an appointment in ten minutes, as far west as Portland Place. In the meantime, it may interest you to read the bank’s balance-sheet.”

Van Ingen’s eye was on him as he opened a drawer in his desk.

He closed it again hurriedly, with a little frown. He opened another drawer and produced a printed sheet. “Here it is,” he said. “Would you care to see me again at ten tomorrow?”

T.B. might have told him that for the next twelve hours the banker would hardly be out of sight for an hour, but he replied:

“I shall be very pleased.”

He had shaken hands with Sir George, and was on his way to the door, when Van Ingen gave him a sign. T.B. turned again.

“By the way,” he said, pointing to the picture over the fireplace, “that is the
 Bronte, is it not?”

Sir George turned to the picture.

“Yes,” said he, and then with a smile: “ — I wonder Mr. Bronte did not fall from his frame at some of your questions.”

T.B. chuckled softly as he followed the uniformed doorkeeper along the ornate corridor. In a cab being driven rapidly westward, Van Ingen solemnly produced his finds.

“A little rose and a handkerchief,” he said. T.B. took the last-named article in his hand. It was a delicate piece of flimsiness, all lace and fragrance. Also it was damp.

“Here’s romance,” said T.B., folding it carefully and putting it in his pocket. “Somebody has been crying, and I’ll bet it wasn’t our friend the banker.”
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“I’ve got two men on to Sir George,” said T.B. to Van Ingen. They were at the Yard. “I’ve given them instructions not to leave him day or night. Now, the question is, how will the ‘ bears ‘ discover the fatal day the barrage is to be handed over to the guileless Fellaheen?”

“Through the Egyptian Government?” suggested Van Ingen.

“That I doubt. It seems a simple proposition, but the issues are so important that you may be sure our mysterious friends will not strike until they are absolutely certain. In the meantime—”

He unlocked the safe and took out a book.

This, too, was fastened by two locks. He opened it, laid it down, and began writing on a sheet of paper, carefully, laboriously checking the result.

*

That night the gentleman who is responsible for the good order of Egypt received a telegram which ran:

PREMIUM FELLOW COLLECT WADY BARRAGE MERIDIAN TAINTED INOCULATE WEARY SULPHUR.

There was a great deal more written in the same interesting style. When the Egyptian Chief of Police unlocked his book to decode the message, he was humming a little tune that he had heard the band playing outside Shepheard’s Hotel. Long before he had finished decoding the message, his humming stopped.

Ten minutes later the wires were humming, and a battalion of infantry was hastily entrained from Khartoum.

Having despatched the wire, T.B. turned to the young man, who was sitting solemnly regarding a small gossamer handkerchief and a crushed rosebud that lay on the table.

“Well?” demanded T.B. Smith, leaning over the table, “what do you make of ‘em?”

“They are not Sir George’s,” replied Van Ingen, with a grin.

“So much I gather,” said T.B.”

“A client’s?”

“A very depressed and agitated client — feel.”

T.B.’s fingers touched the little handkerchief; it was still quite damp. He nodded.

“The rosebud?”

“Did you notice our austere banker’s buttonhole?”

“Not particularly — but I remember no flowers.”

“No,” agreed Van Ingen, “there were no flowers. I noticed particularly that his buttonhole was sewn, and yet—”

“And yet?”

“Hidden in one of those drawers was a bunch of these roses. I saw them when he was getting your balance-sheet.”

“H’m!” T.B. tapped the table impatiently.

“So, you see,” Van Ingen went on, “we have an interest in this lady client of his, who comes after office hours, weeps copiously, and leaves a bunch of rosebuds as a souvenir of her visit. It may have been a client, of course.”

“And the roses may have been security for an overdraft,” said the ironic T.B. “What do you make of the handkerchief?”

It was an exquisite little thing of the most delicate cambric. Along one hem, in letters minutely embroidered in flowing script, there ran a line of writing. T.B. took up a magnifying glass and read it.

“‘Que dieu te garde
 ,’” he read, “and a little monogram — a gift of some sort, I gather. As far as I can see, the lettering is ‘ N.H.C.’ — and what that means, Heaven knows! I’m afraid that, beyond intruding to an unjustifiable extent into the private affairs of our banker, we get no further. Well, Jones?”

With a knock at the door, an officer had entered.

“Sir George has returned to his house. We have just received a telephone message from one of our men.”

“What has he been doing tonight — Sir George?”

“He dined at home; went to his club and returned; he does not go out again.” T.B. nodded.

“Watch the house and report,” he said. The man saluted and left.

T.B. turned again to the contemplation of the handkerchief.

“If I were one of those funny detectives, Mr. Van Ingen, who live in books,” he said sadly, “I could weave quite an interesting theory from this.” He held the handkerchief to his nose and smelt it.

“The scent is ‘Simpatico,’ therefore the owner must have lived in Spain; the workmanship is Parisian, therefore—” He threw the flimsy thing from him with a laugh. “This takes us no nearer to the Wady Barrage, my friend — no nearer to the mysterious millionaires who ‘bear’ the shares of worthy brewers. Let us go out into the open, and ask Heaven to drop a clue at our feet.” The two men turned their steps towards Whitehall, and were halfway to Trafalgar Square when a panting constable overtook them.

“There is a message from the man watching Sir George Calliper’s house, sir,” he said; “ — he wants you to go there at once.”

“What is wrong?” asked T.B. quickly.

“A drunken man, sir, so far as I could understand.”

“A what?”

T.B.’s eyebrows rose, and he smiled incredulously.

“A drunken man,” repeated the man; “he’s made two attempts to see Sir George—”

“Hail that cab,” said T.B. “We’ll drive round and see this extraordinary person.”

A drunken man is not usually a problem so difficult that it is necessary to requisition the services of an Assistant-Commissioner. This much T.B. pointed out to the detective who awaited him at the corner of St. James’s Square.

“But this man is different,” said the officer; “he’s well dressed; he has plenty of money — he gave the cab-driver a sovereign — and he talks.”

“Nothing remarkable in that, dear lad,” said T.B. reproachfully; “we all talk.”

“But he talks business, sir,” persisted the officer; “boasts that he’s got Bronte’s bank in his pocket.”

“The devil he does!” T.B.’s eyebrows had a trick of rising. “Did he say anything else?”

“The second time he came,” said the detective, “the butler pushed him down the steps, and that seemed to annoy him — he talked pretty freely then, called Sir George all the names he could lay his tongue to, and finished up by saying that he could ruin him.”

T.B. nodded.

“And Sir George? He could not, of course, hear this unpleasant conversation? He would be out of earshot.”

“Beg pardon, sir,” said the plainclothes man, “but that’s where you’re mistaken. I distinctly saw Sir George through the half-opened door. He was standing behind his servant.”

“It’s a pity—” began T.B., when the detective pointed along the street in the direction of the Square.

“There he is, sir,” he whispered; “he’s coming again.”

Along the pavement, a little unsteadily, a young man walked. In the brilliant light of a street lamp T.B. saw that he was well dressed in a glaring way. The Assistant-Commissioner waited until the newcomer reached the next lamp; then walked to meet him.

A young man, expensively garbed, red of face, and flashily jewelled — at a distance T.B. classified him as one of the more offensive type of nouveau riche
 . The stranger would have passed on his way, but T.B. stepped in front of him.

“Excuse me, Mr. “He stopped with an incredulous gasp. “Mr. Moss!” he said wonderingly. “Mr. Lewis Moss, some time of Tokenhouse Yard, company promoter.”

“Here, stash it, Mr. Smith,” begged the young man. He stood unsteadily, and in his eye was defiance. “Drop all that — reformed — me. Look ‘ere” — he lurched forward and caught T.B. by the lapel of his coat, and his breath was reminiscent of a distillery—” if you knew what I know, ah!”

The “ah!” was triumph in a word.

“If you knew what 1 know,” continued Mr. Moss, with relish; “but you don’t. You fellers at your game think you know toot
 , as Count Poltavo says; but you don’t.” He wagged his head wisely.

T.B. waited.

“I’m goin’ to see Calliper,” Mr. Moss went on, with gross familiarity, “an’ what I’ve got to say to him is worth millions — millions, I tell you. An’ when Calliper says to me, ‘ Mr. Moss, I thank you! ‘ and has done the right thing, I’ll come to you — see?”

“I see,” said T.B., “but you mustn’t annoy Sir George any more tonight.”

“Look here, Smith,” Mr. Moss went off at a tangent, “you want to know how I got acquainted with Count Poltavo — well, I’ll tell you. There’s a feller named Hyatt that I used to do a bit of business with. Quiet young feller who got marvellous tips — made a lot o’ money, he did, all because he bowled out Poltavo — see?”

He stopped short, for it evidently dawned upon him that he was talking too much.

“He sent you, eh?” Mr. Moss jerked the point of a gold-mounted stick in the direction of Sir George’s house. “Come down off his high ‘orse “ — the third “h” was too much for him— “and very wisely, very wisely.” He shook his head with drunken gravity. “As a man of the world,” he went on, “you bein’ one an’ me bein’ another, it only remains to fix a meeting between self an’ client — your client — an’ I can give him a few tips.”

“That,” said T.B., “is precisely my desire.” He had ever the happy knack of dealing satisfactorily with drunken men. “Now let us review the position.”

“First of all,” said Mr. Moss firmly, “who are these people?” He indicated Van Ingen and the detective. “If they’re friends of yours, old feller, say the word “ — and his gesture was generous— “friends of yours? Right!” Once more he became the man of affairs.

“Let us get at the bottom of the matter,” said T.B. “Firstly, you wish to see Sir George Calliper?”

The young man, leaning against some happily placed railings, nodded several times.

“Although,” T.B. went on, shaking his head reprovingly, “you are not exactly—”

“A bottle of fizz — a couple, nothing to cloud the mind,” said the young man airily. “I’ve never been drunk in me life.”

“It seems to me that I have heard that remark before,” said T.B., “ — but that’s beside the matter; you were talking about a man called Hyatt who bawled Poltavo.”

The young man pulled himself erect.

“In a sense I was,” he said, with dignity, “in a sense I wasn’t; and now I must be toddling.” T.B. saw the sudden suspicion that came to him. “What do you know about the barrage?” he asked abruptly.

The man started back, sobered.

“Nothing,” he said harshly. “I know nothing. I know you, though, Mr. Bloomin’ Smith, and you ain’t goin’ to pump me. Here, I’m going.” He pushed T.B. aside. Van Ingen would have stopped him but for a look from his companion.

“Let him go,” he said. “I have a feeling that—”

The young man was crossing St. James’s Street, and disappeared for a moment in the gloom between the street lamps. T.B. waited a time for him to reappear, but he did not come into sight.

“That’s rum,” murmured Van Ingen; “he couldn’t have gone into Sir George’s; his house is on the other side of the street — hello, there he is!”

A man appeared momentarily in the rays of the lamp they were watching, and walked rapidly away.

“That isn’t him,” said T.B., puzzled; “he’s too tall; it must be somebody from one of the houses. Let us stroll along and see what has become of Mr. Moss.”

The little party crossed the street. The thoroughfare was deserted now, save for the disappearing figure of the tall gentleman.

The black patch where Moss had disappeared was the entrance of the mews.

“He must have mistaken this for a thoroughfare,” said T.B. “We’ll probably find him asleep in a corner somewhere.” He took a little electric lamp from his pocket and shot a white beam into the darkness.

“I don’t see him anywhere,” he said, and walked into the mews.

“There he is!” said Van Ingen suddenly. The man was lying flat on his back, his eyes wide open, one arm moving feebly.

“Drunk?” said T.B., and leant over him. Then he saw the blood and the wound in the man’s throat.

“Murder! by the Lord!” he cried. He was not dead, but, even as the sound of Van Ingen’s running feet grew fainter, T.B. knew that this was a case beyond the power of the divisional surgeon. The man tried to speak, and the detective bent his head to listen. “Can’t tell you all,” the poor wreck whispered, “get Hyatt or the man on the Eiffel Tower — they know. His sister’s got the book — Hyatt’s sister — down in Falmouth — you’ll find N.H.C. I don’t know who they are, but you’ll find them.” He muttered a little incoherently, and T.B. strained his ears, but heard nothing. “N.H.C.,” he repeated under his breath, and remembered the handkerchief.

The man on the ground spoke again—” The Admiralty — they could fix it for you. Poltavo—”

Then he died.
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“Get Hyatt or the man on the Eiffel Tower!”

It sounded like the raving of a dying man, and T.B. shook his head as, in the company of Van Ingen, he walked back to his chambers in the early hours of the morning.

Since the night of the assault, the young man had remained as Smith’s guest, at the latter’s express command.

“Not that I believe you stand in immediate danger of having your head broken again by those miscreants,” he said laughingly the next morning, “or that I could protect you if you didl But since you are in on this thing, and the enemy have got wind of it, it is as well to join forces. You can run errands, type my notes, and investigate obscure clues — in short, become a useful other self to me. In that way I double my efficiency, and can be in two places at once!”

And so Van Ingen, nothing loath, had sent for a few necessaries, and had taken up quarters with the detective.

At the suggestion of the latter, he had not acquainted Doris with his mishap, the injuries from which were, indeed, slight enough, consisting only of a bruise, the size of a walnut on the right side of his head, and an accompanying dizziness when, the next morning, he attempted to raise his head from the pillow.

He had scrawled a line to Doris therefore, reporting himself, per agreement, and inviting himself to tea, to discuss an important personal matter, the next afternoon at five.

To this he had received, late the same day, posted from Folkestone, the following reply:

“DEAR CORD :

“Owing to a sudden change of plans, we start for the Continent tonight, and, ‘ tomorrow at five,’ I shall be having my tea with Aunty in Paris — and thinking of you!

“We remain there only for a few days, then on to the Riviera, and eventually cross into Spain.

I had something to ask you last night, which escaped me in the pain of bidding you farewell — something you may do for me, which will add to the great debt of gratitude I already owe you — and crown it all! Abandon this investigation! By our dear friendship of many years, I ask it, — by the love which you profess for me. It will involve you in frightful consequences of which I do not dare to speak. Your bare connection with it fills me with anguish — I cannot sleep!… Thank you for the report of your health. I am nervous and unstrung these days, and filled with imaginary terrors.

In your note, you speak of ‘an important personal matter’ — may I interpret the phrase, candidly, and give you my answer? I esteem you too dear to entangle you in my own melancholy career. This decision is quite unalterable, and,, moreover, I am not free.

“There is nothing left to add. God bless you.

“DORIS.”

This missive Van Ingen did not show to Smith.

With a white bandage about his head, and looking, the detective declared, “pale and interesting,” he sat in an easychair before the open fire, and gloomily reviewed the situation.

She was not free. That meant Poltavo! Could it be true that in truth she loved him, then? For a while, he gave himself to the full bitterness of the idea. Before his mind there arose, vividly, the picture of the two at the opera — Poltavo, elegant, distinguished, speaking in low eager tones, and Doris bending toward him with parted lips, a divine light in her blue eyes. As he pondered all the recent circumstances, he felt the waters of despair pour over his soul. His head still throbbed from the bruise; he felt feverish and agitated, full of a burning turmoil, and a longing that knows but one solace.

Again he turned to the letter, seeking, unconsciously, for some word of comfort to his troubled spirit, and reread it, slowly.

This time her sweet sympathy shone out at him, like the sun behind storm-clouds. He remarked, also, the note of despairing sadness. She was not free! That hinted not of love, but of compulsion, of an iron necessity laid upon her soul. In a flash of intuition, the young man glimpsed the real situation. She had bound herself to the count, in order to save her father!

What had it not cost her to assume that heavy burden? For the first time he realised something of what the girl, with her high spirit, and her passionate adoration of her father, must have suffered at learning that he had perpetrated such a monstrous fraud on the public; that he was, in truth, a cheat, an outlaw, and a criminal. Was it any wonder that her cheeks had lost their colour, her eyes their light, and her figure its youthful buoyancy and charm? He recalled, with a sharp pang, the pitiful droop of the slender, black-robed figure when he had last seen her; her pallor, and the shadow which lay deep, in her eyes. Fear had looked out of those eyes, fear had trembled in her voice, as she bade him be careful!… And she had esteemed him too dear to entangle in her dark fate!… A flood of infinite tenderness welled up in his breast, a tenderness and an exquisite yearning which thrilled the young man’s soul to the point of pain. He burned with the desire to stand between her and her troubles, ta carry her off bodily from her enemies, to conquer a kingdom, or subdue a dragon — to do any wild, rash thing to prove his love.

Such moments rarely endure. They pass, these mountain-heights of exaltation and emotion, but to have experienced them however briefly, to have loved a woman with such passion and pure fervour, leaves no man as he was before.

Van Ingen returned to the problem. She had: bound herself to the count.

But Poltavo, according to the detective’s theory, was the master-mind of the conspiracy. How, then, had he tricked her so completely? How had he gulled them all, he wondered savagely. Even his chief, the American ambassador, and a judge of men, had been completely fascinated by the charm of his personality, and would not hear a word against him.

As for women — he knew the silly ardent creatures went down like nine-pins before the smiling glance of his eyes and the unfailing courtesy of his manners. There was Lady Angela, the Duke of Manchester’s daughter, a slender dryad-girl, with soft eyes and a halo of pale golden hair, whom the count had sketched upon a recent visit to their country-house, and whom, it was reported, he might have any day, for the asking.

“Why don’t he ask her, then?” he growled aloud.

The detective, who lounged opposite him, warm coils of smoke ascending from his briar pipe, regarded him with humorous eyes.

“I don’t follow you,” he said. He glanced down at the open letter, which Van Ingen still held tightly in his hand.

“Do you want him to marry her?”

Van Ingen reddened. “I — I beg your pardon!” he stammered. “I was thinking of Lady Angela.”

The detective smoked on tranquilly, though it was apparent he did not get the connection. Van Ingen, however, vouchsafed no further explanation, and presently the conversation fell upon other things.

The next morning Cord had awakened greatly refreshed, and with his resolve strengthened to continue the investigation. In company with Smith, he had interviewed Sir George Calliper, and seen the tragic end of Moss. As they walked homeward in the cold air of the early morning, Cord speculated upon the manner of man was this Count Poltavo. Beside him, the detective pondered, grimly, the same problem.

Hyatt — the man on the Eiffel Tower — the Wady Barrage — the mysterious bears — what connection was there one with another?

TO — HYATT, A FRIEND OF THE LATE LEWIS MOSS

Information concerning the whereabouts of the above-mentioned Hyatt is urgently required. Immediate communication should be made to the nearest police-station.

This notice appeared under the heading, “Too Late for Classification,” in every London newspaper the morning following the murder of Moss.

“It is possible that the name is an assumed one,” said T.B.,” but the Falmouth clue narrows the search.”

An “allstation” message was flashed throughout the metropolis:

“Arrest and detain Count Ivan Poltavo” (here followed a description), “on suspicion of being concerned in the murder of Lewis Moss.”

But Count Poltavo anticipated the arrest, for hardly had the last message been despatched when he himself entered the portico of Scotland Yard and requested an interview with T.B.

“Yes,” he said sadly, “I knew this young man. Poor fellow!”

He gave a very frank account of his dealings with Moss, offered a very full explanation of his own movements on the night of the murder, and was finally dismissed by a perplexed Commissioner, who detached an officer to verify all that Poltavo had said.

T.B. was worried, and showed it, after his own fashion. He sent Van Ingen by an early train to pursue his enquiries in Cornwall, and then went into the City.

An interview with the head of the banking-house of Bronte was not satisfactory.

“I am satisfied,” said T.B., “that an attempt will be made to destroy the barrage on the day for which you are liable. All the features of the present market position point to this fact.”

“In that case,” said the banker, “the ‘ bears ‘ must be clairvoyant. The day on which the barrage comes into the hands of the Egyptian Government is known to two persons only. I am one, and the other is a gentleman the mere mention of whose name would satisfy you as to his integrity.”

“And none other?”

“None other,” said the banker. And that was all he would say.

But at six o’clock that night T.B. received a message. It was written in pencil on the torn edges of a newspaper.

“Tonight Sir George Calliper is dining with the Spanish dancing girl, La Belle Espagnole.”

That, and an initial, was all the note contained, but it came from the most reliable man in the Criminal Investigation Department, and T.B. whistled his astonishment.
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Sir George Calliper lived in St. James’s Street. A bachelor — some regarded him as a misogynist — his establishment was nevertheless a model of order; and if you had missed the indefinable something that betrays a woman’s hand in the arrangement of furniture, you recognised that the controlling spirit of the household was one possessed of a rigid sense of domesticity, that found expression in solid comfort and sober luxury. The banker sat in his study engaged in writing a letter. He was in evening dress, and the little French clock on the mantel had just chimed seven. He finished the note and folded it in its envelope. Then he pressed a bell. A servant entered.

“I am dining out,” said Sir George shortly.

“I shall be home at eleven.” It was characteristic that he did not say “may be home,” or “at about eleven.”

“Shall I order the car, Sir George?”

“No; I’ll take a cab.”

A shrill whistle brought a taxicab to the door. A passing commissionaire stopped to ask the cabman which was the nearest way to Berkeley Square as the banker came down the two steps of the house.

“Meggioli’s,” he instructed the cabman, and added, “the Vine Street entrance.”

The commissionaire stood back respectfully as the whining taxi jerked forward.

“Meggioli’s!” murmured the commissionaire, “and by the private doorl That’s rum. I wonder whether Van Ingen has started for Cornwall yet?”

He walked into St. James’s Square, and a smart one-horse brougham, that had been idly moving round the circle of garden in the centre, pulled up at the curb by his side.

“Meggioli’s — front entrance,” said the commissionaire.

It was a uniformed man who entered the carriage; it was T.B. Smith in his well-fitting dress clothes who emerged at Meggioli’s.

“I want a private room,” he informed the proprietor, who came to meet him with a bow.

“I’m ver’ sorry, Mr. Smith, but I have not—”

“But you have three,” said T.B. indignantly.

“I offer a thousand regrets,” said the distressed restaurateur; “they are engaged. If you had only—”

“But, name of dog! name of a sacred pipe!” expostulated T.B. unscrupulously. Was it not possible to pretend that there had been a mistake; that one room had already been engaged?

“Impossible, m’sieur! In No.1 we have no less a person than the Premier of Southwest Australia, who is being dined by his fellow-colonists; in No.2 a family party of Lord Redlands; in No.3 — ah! in No. 3—”

“Ah, in No. 3!” repeated T.B. cunningly, and the proprietor dropped his voice to a whisper.

“‘La Belle Espagnole’!” he murmured. He named the great Spanish dancer with relish.

“She, and her fiancé’s
 friend, eh?”

“Her fiancé
 ? I didn’t know—”

“It is a secret—” He looked round as if he were fearful of eavesdroppers. “But it is said that ‘La Belle Espagnole’ is to be married to a rich admirer.”

“Name?” asked T.B. carelessly.

The proprietor shrugged his shoulders.

“I do not enquire the name of my patrons,” he said, “but I understand that it is to be the young Lord Carleby.”

The name told T.B. nothing.

“Well,” he said easily, “I will take a table in the restaurant. I do not wish to interrupt a tête-à-tête.”

“Oh, it is not Carleby tonight,” the proprietor hastened to assure him. “I think mamzelle would prefer that it was — no; it is a stranger.”

T.B. sauntered into the brilliantly lighted room, having handed his hat and coat to a waiter. He found a deserted table. Luck was with him to an extraordinary extent; that Sir George should have chosen Meggioli’s was the greatest good fortune of all.

At that time Count Menshikoff was paying one of his visits to England. The master of the St. Petersburg secret police was a responsibility. For his protection it was necessary that a small army of men should be detailed, and since Meggioli’s was the restaurant he favoured, at least one man of the Criminal Investigation Department was permanently employed at that establishment.

T.B. called a waiter, and the man came swiftly. He had a large white face, big unwinking black eyes, and heavy bushy eyebrows, that stamped his face as one out of the common. His name — which is unimportant — was Vellair, and foreign notabilities his specialty.

“Soup — consommé
 , crème de—”


T.B., studying his menu, asked quietly, “Is it possible to see and hear what is going on in No. 3?”

“The private room?”

“Yes.”

The waiter adjusted the table with a soft professional touch. “There is a small anteroom, and a ventilator, a table that might be pushed against the wall and a chair,” said the waiter concisely. “If you remain here I will make sure.”

He scribbled a mythical order on his little pad and disappeared.

He came back in five minutes with a small tureen of soup. As he emptied its contents into the plate before T.B. he said, “All right; the key is on the inside. — The door is numbered 11.” T.B. picked up the wine list.

“Cover me when I leave,” he said.

He had finished his soup when the waiter brought him a note. He broke open the envelope and read the contents with an expression of annoyance.

“I shall be back in a few minutes,” he said, rising; “ — reserve this table.”

The waiter bowed.
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T.B. Reached the second floor. The corridor was deserted; he walked quickly to No. 11. The door yielded to his push. He closed it behind him and noiselessly locked it. He took a tiny electric lamp from his pocket and threw the light cautiously round.

He found the table and chair placed ready for him, and blessed Vellair silently.

The ventilator was a small one; he had located it easily enough when he had entered the room by the gleam of light that came through it. Very carefully he mounted the table, stepped lightly into the chair, and looked down into the next chamber. It was an ordinary kind of private diningroom. The only light came from two shaded electric lamps on the table in the centre.

Sir George, with a frown, was regarding his beautiful vis-à-vis
 . That she was lovely beyond ordinary loveliness T.B. knew from repute. He had expected the high colourings, the blacks and scarlets of the Andalusian; but this girl had the creamy complexion of the wellbred Spaniard, with eyes that might have been hazel or violet in the uncertain light, but which were decidedly not black. Her lips, now tightly compressed, were neither too full nor too thin; her nose straight; her hair, brushed back from her forehead in an unfamiliar style, was that exact tint between bronze and brown that your connoisseur so greatly values.

A plain filet
 of dull gold about her head and the broad collar of pearls around her neck were the only jewels she displayed. Her dress was black, unrelieved by any touch of colour. She was talking rapidly in French, a language with which T.B. was very well conversant.

“ — but, Sir George,” she pleaded, “it would be horrible, wicked, cruel not to see him again!”

“It would be worse if you saw him,” said the other drily. “You know, my dear Miss Dominguez, you would both be miserable in a month. The title would be no compensation for you; Carleby would bore you; Carleby House would drive you mad; Carleby’s relatives would incite you to murder.”

“You are one!” she blazed.

“Exactly; and do I not exasperate you? Think of me magnified by a hundred. Come, come, there are better men than Carleby in the world, and you are young, you are little more than a child.”

“But I love him,” she sobbed.

“I suppose you do.” T.B., from his hiding-place, bestowed an admiring grin upon the patronage in the baronet’s tone. “When did you meet him first?”

“Three weeks ago.” She spoke with a catch in her voice that affected T.B. strangely.

“That girl is acting,” he thought. “But why?”

“Three weeks?” mused the banker. “Um — when did you discover he was a relative of mine?”

“A few days since,” she said eagerly. “I was in Cornwall, visiting some friends—”

“Cornwall!” T.B. had hard work to suppress an exclamation.

“ — and I learnt from them that you were related. I did not know of any other relation. My friends told me it would be wicked to marry without the knowledge of his people. ‘Go to Sir George Calliper and explain,’ they said; ‘he will help you’; instead of which—”

The banker smiled again.

“Instead of which I pointed out how impossible it was, eh? and persuaded you to give up all idea of marrying Carleby. Yes, I suppose you think I am a heartless brute.” She sat with bent head.



“You will give him my message?” she asked suddenly.

He nodded.

“And the flowers?”

“And the flowers,” he repeated gravely.

(“That clears the banker,” thought T.B.)

“I shall leave for Spain tomorrow. It was good of you to let me have this talk.”

“It was good of you to come.”

“Somehow,” she said drearily, “I cannot help feeling that it is for the best.” Again T.B. thought he detected a note of insincerity.

“When will you see him?”

“Carleby?” he asked.

“Tomorrow?”

“Not tomorrow.”

“The next day?”

T.B. was alert now; he saw in a flash the significance of this interview; saw the plot which had lured a foolish relative of Calliper’s to a love affair; and now, the manoeuvring to the crucial moment of the interview which she had so cleverly planned.

“Nor the next day,” smiled Sir George.

“Well, the next
 day?”

He shook his head. “That is the day of all days I am not likely to leave London.”

“Why?” she asked innocently, her eyes wide open and her lips parted.

“I have some very important business to transact on that day,” he said briefly.

“Oh, I forgot,” she said, with a hint of awe in her voice. “You’re a great banker, aren’t you?” she smiled. “Oh, yes, Carleby told me—”

“I thought you didn’t know about me until your Cornish friends told you?” he asked.

“Not that you were related to him,” she rejoined quickly, “but he spoke of the great house of Bronte—”

(“Neat,” approved the hidden T.B.)

“So Thursday will be the day,”“ she mused.

“What day?” The banker’s voice was sharp.

“The day you will see Carleby,” she said, with a look of surprise.

“I said not Thursday on any account, but possibly the next day,” said Sir George stiffly.

“She has the information she wants,” said T.B. to himself, “and so have I,” he reflected; “I will now retire.”

He stepped carefully down, reached the floor, and was feeling his way to the door when a strange noise attracted his attention. It came, not from the next room, but from that in which he stood. He stood stockstill, holding his breath, and the noise he heard was repeated.

Somebody was in the room with him. Somebody was moving stealthily along the wall at the opposite side of the apartment. T.B. waited for a moment to locate his man, then leapt noiselessly in the direction of the sound. His strong hands grasped a man’s shoulder; another instant and his fingers were at the spy’s throat. “Utter a word and I’ll knock your head off!” he hissed. No terrible threat when uttered facetiously, but T.B.’s words were the reverse of humorous. Retaining a hold of his prisoner, he waited until the noise of a door closing told him that the diners in the next room had departed, then he dragged his man to where he judged the electric-light switch would be. His fingers found the button, turned it, and the room was instantly flooded with light. He released the man with a little push, and stood with his back to the door.

“Now, sir,” said T.B. virtuously; “will you kindly explain what you mean by spying on me?”

The man was tall and thin. He was under thirty and decently dressed; but it was his face that held the detective’s attention. It was the face of a man in mortal terror — the eyes staring, the lips tremulous, the cheeks lined and seamed like an old man’s. He stood blinking in the light for a moment, and when he spoke he was incoherent and hoarse.

“You’re T.B. Smith,” he croaked. “I know you; I’ve been wanting to find you.”

“Well, you’ve found me,” said the detective grimly.

“I wasn’t looking for you — now. I’m Hyatt.”

He said this simply enough. It was the detective’s turn to stare.

“I’m Hyatt,” the man went on; “and I’ve a communication to make; King’s evidence; but you’ve got to hide me!” He came forward and laid his hand on the other’s arm. “I’m not going to be done in like Moss; it’s your responsibility, and you’ll be blamed if anything happens to me,” he almost whispered in his fear. “They’ve had Moss, and they’ll try to have me. They’ve played me false because they thought I’d get to know the day the barrage was to be handed over, and spoil their market. They brought me up to London, because I’d have found out if I’d been in Cornwall—”

“Steady, steady!” T.B. checked the man. He was talking at express rate, and between terror and wrath was wellnigh incomprehensible.

“Now, begin at the beginning. Who are ‘they’?”

“N. H. C, I told you,” snarled the other impatiently. “I knew they were going to get the date from the banker. That was the scheme of Catherine Dominguez. She is one of the agents — they’ve got ’em everywhere. She was introduced to his nephew so that she might get at the uncle. But I’m giving King’s evidence. I shall get off; shan’t I?”

His anxiety was pitiable.

T.B. thought quickly. Here were two ends to the mystery; which was the more important? He decided. This man would keep; the urgent business was to prevent Catherine from communicating her news to her friends.

“Take this card,” he said, and scribbled a few words hastily upon a visiting-card; “ — that will admit you to my rooms at the Savoy. Make yourself comfortable until I return.” He gave the man a few directions, piloted him from the restaurant, saw him enter a cab, then turned his steps toward Baker Street.
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Pentonby Mansions are within a stone’s throw of Baker Street Station. T.B. jumped out of his cab some distance from the great entrance hall, and paid the driver. Just before he turned into the vestibule a man, strolling towards him, asked him for a match.

“Well?”

“She came straight from the restaurant and has been inside ten minutes,” reported the man, ostentatiously lighting his pipe.

“She hasn’t sent a telegram?”

“So far as I know, no, sir.” In the vestibule a hall porter sat reading the evening paper.

“Can I telephone from here?” asked T.B.

“Yes, sir,” said the man, and T.B.’s heart sank, for he had overlooked this possibility.

“I suppose you have ‘phones in every room?” he asked carelessly.

But the man shook his head.

“No, sir,” he said; “there is some talk of putting ’em in, but so far this ‘phone in my office is the only one in the building.”

T.B. smiled genially.

“And I suppose,” he said, “that you’re bothered day and night with calls from tenants?” He waited anxiously for the answer.

“Sometimes I am, and sometimes I go a whole day without calls. No; to-day, for instance, I haven’t had a message since five o’clock.”

T.B. murmured polite surprise and began his ascent of the stairs. So far, so good. His business was to prevent the girl communicating with Poltavo.

He had already formed a plan in his mind.

Turning at the first landing, he walked briskly along the corridor to the left.

“29. 31. 33,” he counted, “35, 37. Here we are.” The corridor was empty; he slipped his skeleton-key from his pocket and deftly manipulated it.

The door opened noiselessly. He was in a dark little hallway. At the end was a door, and a gleam of light shone under it. He closed the door behind him, stepped softly along the carpeted floor, and his hand was on the handle of the further door, when a sweet voice called him by name from the room.

“Adelante
 ! Senor Smit’,” it said; and, obeying the summons, T.B. entered.

The room was well, if floridly, furnished; but T.B. had no eyes save for the graceful figure lounging in a big wicker-chair, a thin cigarette between her red lips, and her hands carelessly folded on her lap.

“Come in,” she repeated, this time in French.

“I have been expecting you.”

T.B. bowed slightly.

“I was told that I should probably receive a visit from you.”

“First,” said T.B. gently, “let me relieve you of that ugly toy.”

Before she could realise what was happening, two strong hands seized her wrists and lifted them. Then one hand clasped her two, and a tiny pistol that lay in her lap was in the detective’s possession.

“Let us talk,” said T.B. He laid her tiny pistol on the table, and with his thumb raised the safety-catch.

“You are not afraid of a toy pistol?” she scoffed.

“I am afraid of anything that carries a nickel bullet,” he confessed without shame. “I know by experience that your ‘toy’ throws a shot that penetrates an inch of pinewood and comes out on the other side. I cannot offer the same resistance as pinewood,” he added modestly.

“I have been warned about you,” she said, with a faint smile.

“So you were warned?” T.B. was mildly amused and just a trifle annoyed. It piqued him to know that, whilst, as he thought, he had been working in the shadow, he had been under a searchlight.

“You are — what do you call it in England? — smug,” she said, “but what are you going to do with me?”

She had let fall her cloak and was again leaning back lazily in the big armchair. The question was put in the most matter-of-fact tones.

“That you shall see,” said T.B. cheerfully. “I am mainly concerned now in preventing you from communicating with your friends.”

“It will be rather difficult?” she challenged, with a smile. “I am not proscribed; my character does not admit—”

“As to your character,” said T.B. magnanimously, “we will not go into the question. So far as you are concerned, I shall take you into custody on a charge of obtaining property by false pretences,” said T.B. calmly.

“What?”

“Your name is Mary Brown, and I shall charge you with having obtained the sum of £350 by a trick from a West Indian gentleman at Barbadoes last March.”

She sprang to her feet, her eyes blazing.

“You know that is false and ridiculous,” she said steadily. “What is the meaning of it?”

T.B. shrugged his shoulders.

“Would you prefer that I should charge ‘ La Belle Espagnole ‘ with being an accessory to murder?” he asked, with a lift of his eyebrows.

“You could not prove it!” she challenged.

“Of that I am aware,” he said. “I have taken the trouble to trace your movements. When these murders were committed you were fulfilling an engagement at the Philharmonic, but you knew of the murder, I’ll swear — you are an agent of N.H.C.”

“So it was you who found my handkerchief?”

“No; a discerning friend of mine is entitled to the discovery. Are you ready — Mary Brown?”

“Wait.”

She stood plucking at her dress nervously.

“What good can my arrest do to you? — tomorrow it will be known all over the world.”

“There,” said T.B., “you are mistaken.”

“To arrest me is to sign your death-warrant — you must know that — the Nine Men will strike—”

“Ah!”

T.B.’s eyes were dancing with excitement.

“Nine men!” he repeated slowly. “Neuf hommes
 — N.H. What does the ‘C.’ stand for?”

“That much you will doubtless discover,” she said coldly, “but they will strike surely and effectively.”

The detective had regained his composure.

“I’m a bit of a striker myself,” he said in English.
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T.B. Found the Chief Commissioner of Police at his club, and unfolded his plan. The Chief looked grave.

“It might very easily lead to a horrible catastrophe if you carry that scheme into execution.”

“It might very easily lead to a worse if I don’t,” said T.B. brutally. “I am too young to die. At the worst it can only be a ‘ police blunder,’ such as you read about in every evening newspaper that’s published,” he urged, “and I look at the other side of the picture. If this woman communicates with her principals, nothing is more certain than that Thursday will see the blowing up of the Wady Semlik Barrage. These ‘ Nine Bears ‘ are operating on the sure knowledge that Bronte’s Bank is going to break. The stocks they are attacking are companies banking with Bronte, and it’s ten chances to one they will kill Sir George Calliper in order to give an artistic finish to the failure.”

The Commissioner bit his lip thoughtfully.

“And,” urged T.B. Smith, “the N.H.C. will be warned, and bang goes our only chance of bagging the lot!”

The Commissioner smiled.

“Your language, T.B.!” he deplored; then,

“Do as you wish — but what about the real Mary Brown?”

“Oh, she can be sent on next week with apologies. We can get a new warrant if necessary.” “Where is she?”

“At Bow Street.”

“No; I mean the Spanish lady?”

T.B. grinned.

“She’s locked up in your office, sir,” he said cheerfully.

The Commissioner said nothing, but T.B. declined to meet his eye.

At four o’clock the next morning, a woman attendant woke “La Belle Espagnole” from a fitful sleep, and a few minutes afterwards T.B., dressed for a journey and accompanied by a hardfaced wardress and a detective, came in.

“Where are you going to take me?” she demanded, but T.B.’s reply was not very informing.

A closed carriage deposited them at Euston in time to catch the early morning train. In the compartment reserved for her and the wardress — it was a corridor carriage, and T.B. and his man occupied the next compartment — she found a dainty breakfast waiting for her, and a supply of literature. She slept the greater part of the journey and woke at the jolting of a shunting engine being attached to the carriage.

“Where are we?” she asked.

“We’re there,” was the cryptic reply of the woman attendant.

She was soon to discover, for, when the carriage finally came to a standstill and the door was opened, she stepped down onto a wind-swept quay. Ahead of her the great white hull of a steamer rose, and before she could realise the situation she had been hurried up the sloping gangway onto the deck.

Evidently T.B.’s night had been profitably spent, for he was expected. The purser met him.

“We got your telegrams,” he said. “Is this the lady?”

T.B. nodded. The purser led the way down the spacious companion.

“I have prepared ‘C’ suite,” he said, and ushered the party into a beautifully appointed cabin. She noticed that a steel grating had been newly fixed to the porthole, but that was the only indication of her captivity.

“I have enlisted the help of the stewardess,” said T.B., “and you will find all the clothing you are likely to require for the voyage. I am also instructed to hand you £300. You will find your little library well stocked. I myself have denuded my own poor stock of French novels in order that you might not be dull.”

“I understand that I am to be deported?” she said.

“That is an excellent understanding,” he replied.

“By what authority?” she demanded. “It is necessary to obtain an order from the Court.”

“For the next fourteen days, and until this ship reaches Jamaica, you will be Mary Brown, who was formally extradited last Saturday on a charge of fraud,” said T.B. “If you are wise you will give no trouble, and nobody on board need have an inkling that you are a prisoner. You can enjoy the voyage, and at the end—”

“At the end?” she asked, seeing that he paused.

“At the end we shall discover our mistake,” said T.B., “and you may return.”

“I will summon the captain and demand to be put ashore!” she cried.

“A very natural request on the part of a prisoner,” said T.B. meditatively, “but I doubt very much whether it would have any effect upon an unimaginative seaman.”

He left her raging.

For the rest of the day he idled about the ship. The Port Sybil
 was due to leave at four o’clock, and when the first warning bell had sounded he went below to take his leave. He found her much calmer.

“I would like to ask one question,” she said.

“It is not like the police to provide me with money, and to reserve such a cabin as this for my use — who is behind this?”

“I wondered whether you would ask that,” said T.B. “Sir George was very generous—”

“Sir George Calliper!” she gasped. “You have not dared—”

“Yes, it needed some daring,” admitted T.B., “to wake an eminent banker out of his beauty sleep to relate such a story as I had to tell — but he was very nice about it.”

She brooded for some moments.

“You will be sorry for this,” she said. “The Nine Men will know much sooner than you imagine.”

“Before they know this they will know other things,” he said. And with this utterance he left her.

He stood watching the great steamer moving slowly down the Mersey. He had left the wardress on board to make the voyage, and the other detective had remained to report.

As the vessel swung round a bend of the Mersey out of sight, he murmured flippantly:

“Next stop — Jamaica!”

T.B. reached his chambers at noon that day. He stopped to ask a question of the porter.

“Yes, sir,” said that worthy, “he arrived all right with your card last night. I made him comfortable for the night, got him some supper, and told my mate who is on duty at night to look after him.”

T.B. nodded. Declining the lift-boy’s services, he mounted the marble stairs.

He reached the door of his flat and inserted the key.

“Now for Mr. Hyatt,” he thought, and opened the door.

There was a little hallway to his chambers, in which the electric light still burned, in spite of the flood of sunlight that came from a long window at the end.

“Extravagant beggar!” muttered T.B.

The diningroom was empty, and the blinds were drawn, and here, too, the electric light was full on. There was a spare bedroom to the left, and to this T.B. made his way.

He threw open the door.

“Hyatt!” he called; but there was no answer, and he entered.

Hyatt lay on the bed, fully dressed. The handle of a knife protruded from his breast, and T.B., who understood these things, knew that the man had been dead for many hours.

*

Consols were up.

There was no doubt whatever about that fact, and the industrial market was a humming hive of industry.

Breweries, bakeries, and candlestick makeries — their shares bounded joyously as though a spirit, as of early spring, had entered into these inanimate and soulless things.

The mysterious “bears” were buying, buying, buying. Frantically, recklessly buying.

Whatever coup had been contemplated by the Nine Men had failed, and their agents and brokers were working at fever heat to cover their losses. It is significant that on the morning the boom started, there appeared in all the early editions of the evening newspapers one little paragraph. It appeared in the “late news” space and was condensed:

“Wady Barrage was handed over to Egyptian Government early this morning in presence of Minister of Works. Overnight rumours were prevalent that attempt made to destroy section dam by dynamite and that Italian named Soccori shot dead by sentry of West Kent Regiment in act of placing explosives on works. No official confirmation.”

Interesting enough, but hardly to be associated by the crowd which thronged the approaches of the House with the rising market.

All day long the excitement in the city continued, all day long bareheaded clerks ran aimlessly — to all appearance — from ’Change to pavement, pavement to ’Change, like so many agitated ants. Sir George Calliper, sitting alone in the magnificence of his private office, watched the “boom” thoughtfully, and wondered exactly what would have happened if “an Italian named Soccori” had succeeded in placing his explosive.

The echoes of the boom came to T.B. Smith in, his little room overlooking the Thames Embankment, but brought him little satisfaction. The Nine Men had failed this time. Would they fail on the next occasion?

Who they were he could guess. From what centre they operated, he neither knew nor guessed. For T.B. they had taken on a new aspect. Hitherto they had been regarded merely as a band of dangerous and clever swindlers, Napoleonic in their method; now, they were murderers — dangerous, devilish men without pity or remorse.

The man Moss by some accident had been associated with them — a tool perhaps, but a tool who had surprised their secret. He was not the type of man who, of his own intelligence, would have made discoveries. He mentioned Hyatt and “the man on the Eiffel Tower.” That might have been the wanderings of a dying man, but Hyatt had come to light.

Hyatt, with his curiously intellectual face; here, thought T.B., was the man, if any, who had unearthed the secret of the Nine. Likely enough he shared confidence with Moss; indeed, there was already evidence in T.B.’s hands that the two men had business dealings. And the third— “the man on the Eiffel Tower”? Here T.B. came against a wall of improbability.
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The room was a long one, full of dazzling islands of light where shaded lamps above the isolated subeditors’ desks threw their white circles. This room, too, was smirched with black shadows; there were odd corners where light never came. It never shone upon the big bookcase over the mantelpiece, or in the corner behind the man who conned the foreign exchanges, or on the nest of pigeonholes over against the chief “sub.”

When he would refer to these he must needs emerge blinking from the blinding light in which he worked and go groping in the darkness for the needed ‘memorandum.

He was sitting at his desk now, intent upon his work.

At his elbow stood a pad, on which he wrote from time to time.

Seemingly his task was an aimless one. He wrote nothing save the neat jottings upon his pad. Bundles of manuscript came to him, blue books, cuttings from other newspapers; these he looked at rather than read, looked at them in a hard, strained fashion, put them in this basket or that, as the fancy seized him, chose another bundle, stared at it, fluttered the leaves rapidly, and so continued. He had the appearance of a man solving some puzzle, piecing together intricate parts to make one comprehensive whole. When he hesitated, as he sometimes did, and seemed momentarily doubtful as to which basket a manuscript should be consigned, you felt the suggestion of mystery with which his movements were enveloped, and held your breath. When he had decided upon the basket you hoped for the best, but wondered vaguely what would have happened if he had chosen the other.

The door that opened into the tape-room was swinging constantly now, for it wanted twenty minutes to eleven. Five tickers chattered incessantly, and there was a constant procession of agency boys and telegraph messengers passing in and out the vestibule of the silent building. And the pneumatic tubes that ran from the front hall to the subs’ room hissed and exploded periodically, and little leathern carriers rattled into the wire basket at the chief sub’s elbow.

News! news! news!

A timber fire at Rotherhithe; the sudden rise in Consols; the Sultan of Turkey grants an amnesty to political offenders; a man kills his wife at Wolverhampton; a woman cyclist run down by a motorcar; the Bishop of Elford denounces Nonconformists —

News for tomorrow’s breakfast table! Intellectual stimulant for the weary people who are even now kicking off their shoes with a sleepy yawn and wondering whether there will be anything in the paper tomorrow.

A boy came flying through the swing door of the tape-room, carrying in his hand a slip of paper. He laid it before the chief sub.

That restless man looked at it, then looked at the clock.

“Take it to Mr. Greene,” he said shortly, and reached for the speaking-tube that connected him with the printer.

“There will be a three-column splash on page five,” he said in a matter-of-fact voice.

“What’s up?” His startled assistant was on his feet.

“A man found murdered in T.B. Smith’s chambers,” he said.

*

The inquest was over, the stuffy little court discharged its morbid public, jurymen gathered in little knots on the pavement permitted themselves to theorise, feeling, perhaps, that the official verdict of “murder against some person or persons unknown” needed amplification.

“My own opinion is,” said the stout foreman, “that nobody could have done it, except somebody who could have got into his chambers unknown.”

“That’s my opinion, too,” said another juryman.

“I should have liked to add a rider,” the foreman went on, something like this: ‘We call the coroner’s attention to the number of undiscovered murders nowadays, and severely censure the police,’ but he wouldn’t have it.”

“They ‘ang together,” said a gloomy little man; “ — p’lice and coroners and doctors, they ‘ang together, there’s corruption somewhere. I’ve always said it.”

“Here’s a feller murdered,” the foreman went on, “in a detective’s room, the same detective that’s in charge of the Moss murder. We’re told his name’s Hyatt, we’re told he was sent to that room by the detective whilst he’s engaged in some fanciful business in the north — is that sense?”

“Then there’s the Journal
 ,” interrupted the man of gloom, “it comes out this mornin’ with a cock-an’-bull story about these two murders being connected with the slump — why, there ain’t any slump! The market went up the very day this chap Hyatt was discovered.”

“Sensation,” said the foreman, waving deprecating hands, “newspaper sensation. Any lie to sell the newspapers, that’s their motto.”

The conversation ended abruptly, as T.B. Smith appeared at the entrance of the court. His face was impassive, his attire, as usual, immaculate, but those who knew him best detected signs of worry.

“For Heaven’s sake,” he said to a young man who approached him, “don’t talk to me now — you beggar, your wretched rag has upset all my plans.”

“But, Mr. Smith,” pleaded the reporter.

“What we said was true, wasn’t it?”

“‘A lie that is half the truth,’” quoted T.B. solemnly.

“But it is true — there is some connection between the murders and the slump, and, I say, do your people know anything about the mysterious disappearance of that dancing girl from the Philharmonic?”

“Oh, child of sin!” T.B. shook his head reprovingly. “Oh, collector of romance!”

“One last question,” said the reporter. “Do you know a man named Escoltier?”

“Not,” said T.B. flippantly, “from a crow — why? is he suspected of abducting your dancing lady?”

“No,” said the reporter, “he’s suspected of pulling our editor’s leg.”

T.B. was all this time walking away from the court, and the reporter kept step with him.

“And what is the nature of his hoax?” demanded T.B.

He was not anxious for information, but he was very desirous of talking about nothing — it had been a trying day for him.

“Oh, the usual thing; wants to tell us the greatest crime that ever happened — a great London crime that the police have not discovered.”

“Dear me!” said T.B. politely, “wants payment in advance?”

“No; that’s the curious thing about it,” said the reporter. “All he wants is protection.” T.B. stopped dead and faced the young man. He dropped the air of boredom right away.

“Protection?” he said quickly, “from whom?”

“That is just what he doesn’t say — in fact, he’s rather vague on that point — why don’t you go up and see Delawn, the editor?”

T.B. thought a moment.

“Yes,” he nodded. “That is an idea. I will go at once.”

In the holy of holies, the inner room within the inner room, wherein the editor of the London Morning Journal
 saw those visitors who were privileged to pass the outer portal, T.B. Smith sat, a sorely puzzled man, a scrap of disfigured paper in his hands.

He read it again and looked up at the editor.

“This might of course be a fake,” he said.

“It doesn’t read like a fake,” said the other.

“Admitting your authority on the subject of fakes, Tom,” said T.B., — they were members of the same club, which fact in itself is a license for rudeness,—” I am still in the dark. Why does this — what is his name?”

“Escoltier.”

“Why does this man Escoltier write to a newspaper, instead of coming straight to the police?”

“Because he is a Frenchman, I should imagine,” said the editor. “The French have the newspaper instinct more highly developed than the English.” T.B. looked at his watch.

“Will he come, do you think?”

“I have wired to him,” said the editor. T.B. read the paper again. It was written in execrable English, but its purport was clear. The writer could solve the mystery of Hyatt’s death, and for the matter of that of the Moss murder.

T.B. read it and shook his head.

“This sort of thing is fairly common,” he said; “there never was a bad murder yet, but what the Yard received solutions by the score.”

A little bell tinkled on the editor’s desk, and he took up the receiver of the telephone.

“Yes?” he said, and listened. Then, “Send him up.”

“Is it — ?”

“Monsieur Escoltier,” said the editor. A few seconds later the door was opened, and a man was ushered into the room. Short and thickset, with a two days’ growth of beard on his chin, his nationality was apparent long before he spoke in the argot
 of the lowly born Parisian. His face was haggard, his eyes heavy from lack of sleep, and the hand that strayed to his mouth shook tremulously.

“I have to tell you,” he began, “about M’sieur Moss and M’sieur Hyatt.” His voice was thick, and as he spoke he glanced from side to side as though fearful of observation. There was something in his actions that vividly reminded the detective of his interview with Hyatt. “You understand,” the man went on incoherently, “that I had long suspected N.H.C. — It was always so unintelligible. There was no such station and—”

“You must calm yourself, monsieur,” said T.B., speaking in French; “ — begin at the beginning, for as yet my friend and myself are entirely in the dark. What is N.H.C., and what does it mean?”

It was some time before the man could be brought to a condition of coherence. The editor pushed him gently to the settee that ran the length of the bay window of his office.

“Wait,” said the journalist, and unlocking a drawer, he produced a silver flask.

“Drink some of this,” he said.

The man raised the brandy to his lips with a hand that shook violently, and drank eagerly.

“C’est bien
 ,” he muttered, and looked from one to the other.

“I tell you this story because I am afraid to go to the police — they are watching the police office—”

“In the first place, who are you?” demanded T.B.

“As to who and what I am,” said the stranger, nodding his head to emphasise his words, “it would be better that I should remain silent.”

“I do not see the necessity,” said the detective calmly. “So far as I can judge from what information I have, you are a French soldier — an engineer. You are a wireless telegraph operator, and your post of duty is on the Eiffel Tower.”

The man stared at the speaker, and his jaw dropped.

“M’sieur!” he gasped.

“Hyatt was also a wireless operator; probably in the employ of the Marconi Company in the west of England. Between you, you surprised the secret of a mysterious agency which employs wireless installations to communicate with its agents. What benefits you yourself may have derived from your discovery I cannot say. It is certain that Hyatt, operating through Moss, made a small fortune; it is equally certain that, detecting a leakage, the ‘Nine Men’ have sent a clever agent to discover the cause—”

But the man from the Eiffel Tower had fainted.

“I shall rely on you to keep the matter an absolute secret until we are ready,” said T.B., and the editor nodded. “The whole scheme came to me in a flash. The Eiffel Tower! Who lives on the Eiffel Tower? Wireless telegraph operators. Our friend is recovering.”

He looked down at the pallid man lying limply in an armchair.

“I am anxious to know what brings him to London. Fright, I suppose. It was the death of Moss that brought Hyatt, the killing of Hyatt that produced Monsieur Escoltier.”

The telegraphist recovered consciousness with a shiver and a groan. For a quarter of an hour he sat with his face hidden in his hands. Another pull at the editor’s flask aroused him to tell his story — a narrative which is valuable as being the first piece of definite evidence laid against the Nine Bears.

He began hesitatingly, but as the story of his complicity was unfolded he warmed to his task. With the true Gaul’s love for the dramatic, he declaimed with elaborate gesture and sonorous phrase the part he had played.

“My name is Jules Escoltier, I am a telegraphist in the corps of engineers. On the establishment of the wireless telegraphy station on the Eiffel Tower in connection with the Casa Blanca affair, I was appointed one of the operators. Strange as it may sound, one does not frequently intercept messages, but I was surprised a year ago to find myself taking code despatches from a station which called itself ‘ N.H.C.’ There is no such station known, so far as I am aware, and copies of the despatches which I forwarded to my superiors were always returned to me as ‘non-decodable.’

“One day I received a message in English, which I can read. It ran —

“‘All those who know N.H.C. call H. A.’

“Although I did not know who N.H.C. was, I had the curiosity to look up H. A. on the telegraph map, and found it was the Cornish Marconi Station. Taking advantage of the absence of my officer, I sent a wireless message, ‘I desire information, L.L.’ That is not the Paris ‘indicator,’ but I knew that I should get the reply. I had hardly sent the message when another message came. It was from Monsieur Hyatt. I got the message distinctly—’Can you meet me in London on the gth, Gallini’s Restaurant?’ To this I replied, ‘No, impossible.’ After this I had a long talk with the Cornishman, and then it was that he told me that his name was Hyatt. He told me that he was able to decode the N.H.C. messages, that he had a book, and that it was possible to make huge sums of money from the information contained in them. I thought that it was very indiscreet to speak so openly, and told him so.

“He asked me for my name, and I gave it, and thereafter I regularly received letters from him, and a correspondence began.

“Not being au fait
 in matters affecting the Bourse, I did not know of what value the information we secured from N.H.C. could be, but Hyatt said he had a friend who was interested in such matters, and that if I ‘took off’ all N.H.C. messages that I got, and repeated them to him, I should share in the proceeds. I was of great value to Hyatt, because I received messages that never reached him in this way. He was able to keep in touch with all the operations on which N.H.C. were engaged.

“By arrangement, we met in Paris — Hyatt, his friend of the London Bourse, Monsieur Moss, and myself, and Hyatt handed to me notes for 20,000 francs (£800) ; that was the first payment I received from him. He returned to England, and things continued in very much the same way as they had done, I receiving and forwarding N.H.C. messages. I never understood any of them, but Hyatt was clever, and he had discovered the code and worked it out.

“About a fortnight ago I received from him 3,000 francs in notes, a letter that spoke of a great coup contemplated by N.H.C. ‘If this materialises,’ he wrote, ‘I hope to send you half a million francs by the end of next week.’

“The next morning I received this message—”

He fumbled in his pocket and produced a strip of paper, on which was hastily scrawled —

“From N.H.C. to L.L. Meet me in London on the sixth, Charing Cross Station.”

“It was, as you see, in French, and as it came I scribbled it down. I would have ignored it, but that night I got a message from Hyatt saying that N.H.C. had discovered we shared their secret and had offered to pay us £5,000 each to preserve silence, and that as they would probably alter the code I should be a fool not to accept. So I got leave of absence and bought a suit of clothing, left Paris, and arrived in London the following night. A dark young man met me at the station, and invited me to come home with him.

“He had a motorcar at the entrance of the station, and after some hesitation I accepted. We drove through the streets filled with people, for the theatres were just emptying, and after an interminable ride we reached the open country. I asked him where was Hyatt, and where we were going, but he refused to speak. When I pressed him, he informed me he was taking me to a rendezvous near the sea.

“We had been driving for close on three hours, when we reached a lonely lane. By the lights of the car I could see a steep hill before us, and I could hear the roar of the waves somewhere ahead.

“Suddenly he threw a lever over, the car bounded forward, and he sprang to the ground.

“Before I could realise what had happened, the machine was flying down the steep gradient, rocking from side to side.

“I have sufficient knowledge of motorcar engineering to manipulate a car, and I at once sprang to the wheel and felt for the brake. But both foot and hand brake were useless. In some manner he had contrived to disconnect them.

“It was pitch-dark, and all that I could hope to do was to keep the car to the centre of the road. Instinctively I knew that I was rushing to certain death, and, messieurs, I was! I was flying down a steep gradient to inevitable destruction, for at the bottom of the hill the road turned sharply, and confronting me, although I did not know this, was a stone sea wall.

“I resolved on taking my life in my hands, and putting the car at one of the steep banks which ran on either side, I turned the steering wheel and shut my eyes. I expected instant death. Instead, the car bounded up at an angle that almost threw me from my seat. I heard the crash of wood, and flying splinters struck my neck, and the next thing I remember was a series of bumps as the car jolted over a ploughed field.

“I had achieved the impossible. At the point I had chosen to leave the road was a gate leading to a field, and by an act of Providence I had found the only way of escape.

“I found myself practically at the very edge of the sea, and in my first terror I would have given every sou I had to escape to France. All night long I waited by the broken car, and with the dawn some peasants came and told me I was only five miles distant from Dover. I embraced the man who told me this, and would have hired a conveyance to drive me to Dover, en route
 for France. I knew that N.H.C. could trace me, and then I was anxious to get in touch with Hyatt and Moss. Then it was that I saw in an English newspaper that Moss was dead.”

He stopped and moistened his lips.

“M’sieur!” he went on with a characteristic gesture, “I decided that I would come to London and find Hyatt. I took train, but I was watched. At a little junction called Sandgate, a man sauntered past my carriage. I did not know him, he looked like an Italian. As the train left the station something smashed the window and I heard a thud. There was no report, but I knew that I had been fired at with an air-gun, for the bullet I found embedded in the woodwork of the carriage.”

“Did nothing further happen?” asked T.B.

“Nothing till I reached Charing Cross, then when I stopped to ask a policeman to direct me to the Central Police Bureau I saw a man pass me in a motorcar, eyeing me closely. It was the man who had tried to kill me.”

“And then?”

“Then I saw my danger. I was afraid of the police. I saw a newspaper sheet. It was a great newspaper — I wrote a letter — and sought lodgings in a little hotel near the river. There was no answer to my letter. I waited in hiding for two days before I realised that I had given no address. I wrote again. All this time I have been seeking Hyatt. I have telegraphed to Cornwall, but the reply comes that he is not there. Then in the newspaper I learn of his death. M’sieur, I am afraid.”

He wiped the drops of sweat from his forehead with a shaky hand.

He was indeed in a pitiable condition of fright, and T.B., upon whose nerves the mysterious “bears” were already beginning to work, appreciated his fear without sharing it. There came a knock at the outer door of the office, and the editor moved to answer it. There was a whispered conversation at the door, the door closed again, and the editor returned with raised brows.

“T.B.,” he said, “that wretched market has gone again.”

“Gone?”

“Gone to blazes! Spanish Fours are so low that you’d get pain in your back if you stooped to pick them up.”

T.B. nodded.

“I’ll use your telephone,” he said, and stooped over the desk. He called for a number, and after an interval —

“Yes — that you, Maitland? Go to 375 St. John Street, and take into custody Count Ivan Poltavo on a charge of murder. Take with you fifty men and surround the place. Detain every caller, and every person you find in the house.”

He hung up the receiver. “It is a bluff, as my gay American friend says,” he remarked to the editor, “because, of course, I have no real evidence against him. But I want a chance to ransack that studio of his, anyway.

“Now, my friend,” he said in French, “what shall we do with you?”

The Frenchman shrugged his shoulders listlessly.

“What does it matter?” he said. “They will have me — it is only a matter of hours.”

“I take a brighter view,” said T.B. cheerily; “you shall walk with us to Scotland Yard and there you shall be taken care of.”

But the Frenchman shrank back.

“Come, there is no danger,” smiled T.B.

Reluctantly the engineer accompanied the detective and the editor from the building. A yellow fog lay like a damp cloth over London, and the Thames Embankment was almost deserted.

“Do you think he followed you here?” asked T.B.

“I am sure.” The Frenchman looked from left to right in an agony of apprehension. “He killed Hyatt and he killed Moss — of that I am certain — and now—”

A motorcar loomed suddenly through the fog, coming from the direction of Northumberland Avenue, and overtook them. A man leant out of the window as the car swept abreast. His face was masked and his actions were deliberate.

“Look out!” cried the editor and clutched the Frenchman’s arm.

The pistol that was levelled from the window of the car cracked twice and T.B. felt the wind of the bullets as they passed his head.

Then the car disappeared into the mist, leaving behind three men, one half fainting with terror, one immensely pleased with the novel sensation — our editor, you may be sure — and one using language unbecoming to an Assistant-Commissioner of Police.
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The house in St. John Street had been raided. In a little room on the top floor there was evidence that an instrument of some considerable size had been hastily dismantled. Broken ends of wire were hanging from the wall, and one other room on the same floor was packed with storage batteries. Pursuing their investigations, the detectives ascended to the roof through a trap door. Here was the flagstaff and the arrangement for hoisting the wires. Apparently, night was usually chosen for the reception and despatch of messages. By night, the taut strands of wire would not attract attention. Only in cases of extremest urgency were they employed in daylight.

Count Poltavo was gone — vanished, in spite of the fact that every railway terminus in London had been watched, every ocean-going passenger scrutinised.

Van Ingen had been given two days to get the “book”; this code which the unfortunate Hyatt had deciphered to his undoing. Moss had said Hyatt’s sister had it, but the country had been searched from end to end for Hyatt’s sister. It had not been difficult to trace her. Van Ingen, after half-an-hour’s search in Falmouth, had discovered her abode, but the girl was not there.

“She left for London yesterday,” he was informed.

From that moment Miss Hyatt had disappeared. A telegram had reached her on the very day of Hyatt’s death. It said “Come.”

There was no name, no address. The telegram had been handed in at St. Martin’s-le-Grand; unearthed, it was found to be in typewritten characters, and the address at its back a fictitious one. One other item of news Van Ingen secured; there had been a lady on the same errand as himself.

“A foreign lady,” said the good folks of Falmouth.

He had some two days to discover Eva Hyatt — this was her name.

He paced the room, his head sunk on his breast. Where was the girl?

The telegram said “Come.” It suggested some prearranged plan in which the girl had acquiesced; she was to leave Falmouth and go somewhere. Suppose she had come to London, where would Catherine Dominguez have placed her? Near at hand; a thought struck Van Ingen. Smith had told him the tale of the deportation of the dancing girl. He would search her flat. He took down his overcoat and struggled into it, made a selection of keys from his pocket, and went out. It was a forlorn hope, but forlorn hopes had often been the forerunners of victory, and there was nothing to be lost by trying.

He came to the great hall of the mansion in Baker Street and asked the number of the dancer’s flat.

The hall porter touched his cap.

“Evening, sir.” Then, “I suppose you know the young lady hasn’t come back yet?”

Van Ingen did know, but said nothing. The porter was in a talkative mood.

“She sent me a wire from Liverpool, saying that she’d been called away suddenly.”

The young man nodded. He knew this, too, for T.B. had sent the wire.

“What the other young lady couldn’t understand,” continued the porter, and Van Ingen’s heart gave a leap, “was, why—”

“Why she hadn’t wired her, eh?” he asked.

“Well, you see, she was so busy—”

“Of course!” The porter clucked his lips impatiently.

“She’s upstairs in Miss Dominguez’ flat at this moment. My word, she’s been horribly worried—”

“I’ll go up and see her. As a matter of fact, I’ve come here for the purpose,” said Van Ingen quickly. He took the lift to the second floor, and walked along the corridor. He reached No. 43 and his hand was raised to press the little electric bell of the suite when the door opened quickly and a girl stepped out. She gave a startled cry as she saw the stranger, and drew back.

“I beg your pardon,” said Van Ingen, with a pleasant smile. “I’m afraid I startled you.” She was a big florid girl with a certain awkwardness of movement.

“Well-dressed but gauche
 ,” thought Van Ingen.

“Provincial! she’ll talk.”

“I was a little startled,” she said, with a ready smile. “I thought it was the postman.”

“But surely postmen do not deliver letters in this palatial dwelling,” he laughed. “I thought the hall porter—”

“Oh, but this is a registered letter,” she said importantly, “from America.” All the time Van Ingen was thinking out some method by which he might introduce the object of his visit. An idea struck him.

“Is your mother—” she looked blank, “er — aunt within?” he asked. He saw the slow suspicion gathering on her face.

“I’m not a burglar,” he smiled, “in spite of my alarming question, but I’m in rather a quandary. I’ve a friend — well, not exactly a friend — but I have business with Miss Dominguez, and—”

“Here’s the postman,” she interrupted. A quick step sounded in the passage, and the bearer of the king’s mails, with a flat parcel in his hand and his eyes searching the door numbers, stopped before them.

“Hyatt?” he asked, glancing at the address.

“Yes,” said the girl; “ — is that my parcel?”

“Yes, miss; will you sign?”

“Hyatt?” murmured Van Ingen; “what an extraordinary coincidence. You are not by any chance related to the unfortunate young man the story of whose sad death has been filling the newspapers?”

She flushed and her lip trembled.

“He was my brother; did you know him?”

“I knew of him,” said Van Ingen quietly, “but I did not know you lived in London!”

“Nor do I,” said the girl; “it is only by the great kindness of Miss Dominguez that I am here.”

There was no time for delicate finesse.

“Will you let me come in and talk with you?”

Van Ingen said; then, as he saw again the evidence of her suspicion, “What I have to ask you is of the greatest importance to you and to me.”

She hesitated, then led the way into a handsomely furnished sittingroom.

“First of all,” said Van Ingen quietly, “you must tell me how Miss Dominguez found you.”

“She came to Falmouth and sought me out. It was not difficult. I have a little millinery establishment there, and my name is well known. She came one morning, eight days — no — yes, it was seven days ago, and—”

“What did she want?”

“She said she had known Charles; he had some awfully swagger friends; that is what got him into trouble at the post-office; it was a great blow to us, because—”

“What did she want?” asked Van Ingen, cutting short the loquacity.

“She said that Charles had something of hers — a book which she had lent him, years before. Now, the strange thing was that on the very day poor Charles was killed I had a telegram which ran: ‘ If anything happens, tell Escoltier book is at Antaxia, New York.’ It was unsigned, and I did not connect it with Charles. You see, I hadn’t heard from him for years.

“She was a great friend of Charles’ — the Spanish lady — and she came down especially about the book. She said Charles had got into trouble and she wanted the book to save him. Then I showed her the telegram. I was confused, but I wanted to help Charles.” She gulped down a sob. “I asked her who Escoltier was.”

“Yes?” asked Van Ingen quickly.

“She said he was a friend of hers who was interested in the book. She went away, but came back soon afterwards and told me that ‘Antaxia’ was the telegraphic address of a safe deposit in New York. She was very nice and offered to pay for a cable to the deposit. So I wired: ‘Please forward by registered post the book deposited by Charles Hyatt’; and I signed it ‘Eva Hyatt’ and gave my address. By the evening the reply came: ‘Forwarded; your previous wire did not comply with our instructions.’—”

“I see,” said Van Ingen.

“Well, that is more than I can,” said the girl, with a smile, “because only one wire was sent. Miss Dominguez was surprised, too, and a little annoyed, and said: ‘ How foolish it was of me not to ask you your Christian name.’ Well, then she insisted upon my coming to stay with her till the book came. I came expecting I should find Charles, but — but—”

Her eyes were filled with tears.

“I read in a newspaper that he was dead. It was the first thing I saw in London, the bill of a newspaper—”

Van Ingen gave her time to recover her voice.

“And Miss Dominguez?”

“She took this furnished flat near to hers,” said the girl; “she lives here—”

“Does she?” asked Van Ingen artlessly. He took up the registered parcel which she had put on the table.

It was fairly light.

“Now, Miss Hyatt,” he said, very gently. “I want you to do something for me; and I must tell you that, although I ask it as a favour, I can enforce my wishes as a right.”

“I will do anything,” said the girl eagerly.

“Very well; you must let me take this book away.”

“But it is not mine; it belongs to Miss Dominguez,” she protested; “and it is to save my brother’s name—”

“Miss Hyatt,” said Van Ingen, “I must take this book which has so providentially come into my hands, not to save your brother’s name, but to bring to justice the men who took his life.” As he spoke there came a knock at the door; and, hastily drying her eyes, the girl opened it.

A porter handed her a telegram, and she came back into the light of the room to open it. She read it, and reread it; then looked at Van Ingen with bewilderment written on her face.

“What does this mean?” she said. He took the telegram from her hand; it had been readressed from Falmouth and ran:

BY WIRELESS FROM PORT SYBIL. DO NOT PART WITH BOOK TO ANYBODY ON ANY ACCOUNT. CATHERINE DOMINGUEZ.

He handed the telegram back.

“It means,” he said, “that our friend is just two minutes too late.”
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“This business is a little too hot to hold,” said the editor in a final interview with T.B., who had persuaded him to keep back his story, until he had bagged the “Nine Men.” “Tonight I must tell the whole of the affair.”

T.B. nodded.

“Tonight,” said T.B., “you can tell what you like. I shall have played my stake for good or ill.

“I have been talking with Escoltier; we have got him lodged in Scotland Yard — though you needn’t mention that fact in your account — and I think we know enough now to trap the ‘Nine Men.’”

“Who are they and what does the ‘ C.’ stand for in ‘ N.H.C.’?”

“I can only guess,” said T.B. cautiously. “Do you know anything about wireless telegraphy?”

he demanded.

“Not much,” admitted the editor.

“Well, you know enough to realise that the further you wish to communicate the more electrical energy you require?”

“That much I understand,” said the journalist.

“The principle is the ‘rings on the pond.’ You throw a stone into still water, and immediately rings grow outward. The bigger the stone, the farther-reaching the rings.”

“At Poldhu,” continued T.B., “Hyatt was in charge of the long-distance instrument. As a matter of fact, the work he was engaged on was merely experimental, but his endeavour seemed to be centred in securing the necessary energy for communicating 900 miles. Of course, wireless telegraphy is practicable up to and beyond 3,000 miles, but few installations are capable of transmitting that distance.”

“So ‘C.’ is, you think, within 900 miles of Cornwall?”

T.B. nodded.

“I have a feeling that I know ‘C.,’” he said.

“I have another feeling that these wireless messages do not come from ‘C.’ at all, but from a place adjacent. However,” — he took from his pocket a flat exercise book filled with closely written columns of words and figures—” we shall see.”

He took a cab from Fleet Street; and, arriving at the block of Government buildings which shelters the Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty, he entered its gloomy doors.

A messenger came forward to enquire his business, but was forestalled by a keen little man with tanned face and twinkling eyes. “Sailor” was written on every line of his mahogany face.

“Hullo, my noble policeman,” he greeted T.B.

“Who is the victim — the First Sea Lord or the Controller of the Victualling Department?”

“To be precise, Almack,” said T.B., “I have come to arrest Reform, which I gather—”

“No politics,” smiled Captain John Almack, R.N. “What is the game?”

“It is what our mutual friend Napoleon would call a negative problem in strategy,” the Assistant-Commissioner replied. “I want to ask an ethereal friend, who exists somewhere in space, to come in and be killed.”

Captain Almack led the way up a flight of stairs.

“We got a request from your Commissioner; and, of course, the Lords of the Admiralty are only too pleased to put the instrument at your disposal.”

“They are very charming,” murmured T.B.

“They instructed me to keep a watchful eye on you. We have missed things since your last visit.”

“That sounds like a jovial lie,” said T.B. frankly.

In the orderly instrument room they found an operator in attendance, and T.B. lost no time.

“Call N.H.C.,” he said; and, whilst the instrument clicked and snapped obedient to the man’s hand, T.B. opened his little exercise book and composed a message. He had finished his work long before any answer came to the call. For half-an-hour they waited whilst the instrument clicked monotonously. “Dash-dot, dot-dot-dot, dash-dot-dash-dot.”

And over and over again.

“Dash-dot, dot-dot-dot, dash-dot-dash-dot.” Then suddenly the operator stopped, and there came a new sound.

They waited in tense silence.

“Answered,” said the operator.

“Take this.” T.B. handed him a slip of paper.

As the man sent the message out with emphatic tappings, Captain Almack took the translation that T.B. handed to him.

“To N.H.C. There is trouble here. I must see you. Important. Can you meet me in Paris tomorrow?”

After this message had gone through there was a wait of five minutes. Then the answer came, and the man at the instrument wrote down unintelligible words which T.B. translated.

“Impossible. Come to M. Will meet S.E. Have you got the book?”

“Reply ‘Podaba’” instructed T.B., spelling the word. “Now send this.” He handed another slip of paper across the table, and passed the translation back to the man behind him.

“Is Gibraltar intercepting messages?” it ran. Again the wait, and again the staccato reply.

“Unlikely, but will send round tomorrow to make sure. Goodnight.”

As the instrument clicked its farewell, T.B. executed a silent wardance to the scandal of the solemn operator, and the delight of the little captain.

“T.B., you’ll get me hung!” he warned.

“You’ll upset all kinds of delicate instruments, to say nothing of the telegraphist’s sense of decency. Come away.”

“Now,” demanded Captain Almack, when he had led him to his snug little office; “what is the mystery?”

T.B. related as much of the story as was necessary, and the officer whistled.

“The devils!” he swore.

“The discovery I was trying to make,” T.B. went on, “was the exact location of N.H.C. I asked him or them to come to Paris. As a matter of fact, I wanted to know if they were within twentyfour hours’ distance of Paris. ‘Impossible,’ they reply. But they will come to Madrid, and offer to meet the Sud Express. So they must be in Spain and south of Madrid, otherwise there would be no impossibility about meeting me in Paris tomorrow. Where are they? Within reach of Gibraltar apparently, because they talk of sending round tomorrow. Now, that phrase ‘sending round’ is significant, for it proves beyond the shadow of a doubt exactly in what part of Andalusia they live.”

“How?”

“When people who live within reach of the fortress talk of going to Gibraltar, as you know they either say that they are ‘ going across to Gibraltar’ or that they are ‘ going round.’ By the first, they indicate the route via
 Algeciras and across the bay; by the latter, they refer to the journey by way of Cadiz and Tangier—”

“Cadiz!”

The exclamation came from his hearer.

“Cadiz,” repeated T.B. He bent his head forward and rested it for a moment in his hands. When he lifted it, his face was grave.

“It’s worth trying,” he muttered. “And,” he continued aloud, “it will be bringing down two birds with one stone.”

“Can I use the instrument again?” he asked.

“Certainly,” said the officer readily.

T.B. rose.

“I’m going to Scotland Yard, and I shall not be away for more than ten minutes,” he said; and in a few seconds he was crossing Whitehall at a run. He passed through the entrance and made straight for the big bureau, where day in and day out the silent recorder sat with his pen, his cabinets, and his everlasting dossier
 .

T.B. knew he would be there, because there was a heavy calendar at the Old Bailey, and the silent man was working far into the night — arranging, sorting, and rearranging.

The detective was back at the Admiralty within the ten minutes, and together the two made their way to the instrument room.

“N.H.C,” responded almost at once, and T.B. sent his message.

“Tell George T. Baggin that another warrant has been issued for his arrest.”

The reply came immediately.

“Thanks. Get further particulars, but do not use names.”

T.B. read the reply and handed it without a word to the other.

“Please God, I’ll hang the man who sent that message,” he said with unusual earnestness.
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It was half-past nine when T.B. sent and received the last message; and an hour later he had interviewed the Commissioner.

“Get your lady away all right?” his chief greeted him.

“Well away, sir,” said T.B. serenely. “Out of reach of Poltavo — his agents were watching the flat — there was a burglary there the very night the book arrived.”

“And the lady?”

“She is due in Jamaica in a few days.”

“And now—”

T.B. told the story of the developments. The Commissioner nodded from time to time.

“You’re an ingenious young man,” he said.

“One of these fine days somebody will badly want your blood.”

“It has often happened,” T.B. granted. He sat over a companionable cigar and a whisky and soda, talking until the hands of the clock were near on midnight; then he rose to take his leave.

“You will leave for Spain tomorrow?” asked the chief.

“Yes; by the first train. I shall take Van Ingen, with me; he speaks Spanish with ease, while I can only blunder through with a phrase or two. I can get the warrants from the Yard before I leave,” he continued, “and the Spanish authorities will give me all the help I need.”

“And what of Poltavo?” asked the Chief Commissioner.

T.B. shrugged his shoulders.

“We had a murderer there,” he said. “I am satisfied that he killed Moss. Whether he actually stabbed Hyatt, I am not sure. The man had such a perfect organisation in London that it is possible that one of his cutthroat friends served him in the case of that unfortunate young man. Count Poltavo can wait. If we get the others, we shall get him. He has powerful friends; we must move with caution.

“Goodnight, sir.”

He grasped the proffered hand, and his host ushered him into the silent street.

He took two steps forward, when a man rose apparently from the ground, and two shots rang out. T.B. had drawn his revolver and fired from his hip, and his assailant staggered back cursing as a dark shadow came running from the opposite side of the road to his help.

Then T.B. swayed, his knees bent under him, and he fell back into the Commissioner’s arms.

“I’m done,” he said, and the third man, hesitating a moment in the roadway, heard the words and slipped his revolver back into his pocket and fled.
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The streets of Cadiz were deserted. Only by the Quay was there any sign of life, for here the crew of the Brazilian warship, the Maria Braganza
 , were languidly embarking stores on flat-bottomed lighters, and discussing, with a wealth of language and in no complimentary terms, the energy of their commander. It was obvious, so they said in their picturesque language, that a warship was never intended to carry cargo, and if the Brazilian Government was foolish enough to purchase war stores in Spain, it should go a little farther, and charter a Spanish merchant ship to carry them.

So they cursed Captain Lombrosa for a dog and the son of a dog, and predicted for him an eternity of particular discomfort.

Captain Lombrosa, a short, swarthy man, knew nothing of his unpopularity and probably cared less. He was sitting in the Cafe of the Five Nations, near the Plaza Mayor, picking his teeth thoughtfully and reading from time to time the cablegram from his Government which informed him that certain defalcations of his had been discovered by the paymaster-general of the navy, and demanding peremptorily his return to Rio de Janeiro.

To say that Captain Lombrosa was unperturbed would be to exaggerate. No man who builds his house upon sand can calmly regard the shifting foundations of his edifice. But he was not especially depressed, for many reasons. The Government had merely anticipated events by a week or so.

He read the cablegram with its pencilled decodation, smiled sadly, put up his feet on a chair, and called for another bottle of Rioja.

There is an unlovely road through the dreary waste that leads from Cadiz to San Fernando. Beyond the city and beyond the Arsenal the road winds through the bleak salt marshes to Jerez, that Xeres de la Frontera which has given its name to the amber wine of Spain.

A solitary horseman cantered into San Fernando, his clothing white with brackish dust. He drew rein before the Cafe Cruz Blanca and dismounted, an untidy barefooted boy leading his horse away. There were few people in the saloon of the café, for a chill wind was abroad, and the cap-pa is a very poor protection against the icy breezes that blow from the Sierras.

A man greeted the horseman as he entered — a stout man with bulging cheeks and puffy eyes. He breathed wheezily, and his hands moved with a strange restlessness.

They hailed each other in the Andalusian dialect, and the newcomer ordered “Cafe c’leche.”

“Well, friend?” asked the stout man, when the waiter had disappeared. “What is the news?”

He spoke in English.

“The best,” replied the other in the same language. “T.B. is finished.”

“No!”

“It’s a fact. Ramundo shot him at close range, but the devil went down fighting. They’ve got Ramundo.”

The fat man snorted.

“Isn’t that dangerous?” he asked.

“For us, no; for him, yes,” said the man carelessly. “Ramundo knows nothing except that he has been living in the lap of luxury in London on the wages of an unknown employer.”

“What will he get?” asked the stout man nervously.

The man looked at him curiously.

“You are getting jumpy, friend Grayson,” he said coolly.

“I am getting sick of this life,” said Grayson.

“We’re making money by the million, but what is the use of it? We are dogs that dare not show our noses abroad; we’re exiled and damned, and there is no future.”

“You might as well be here as in prison,” philosophised his friend. “And in prison you most certainly would be, if not worse—”

“We had no hand in the murders,” interrupted Grayson pleadingly. “Now did we, Baggin?”

“I know little about the English law,” drawled George T. Baggin, sometime treasurer of the London, Manhattan, and Jersey Securities Syndicate.

“But such knowledge as I have enables me to say with certainty that we should be hanged — sure.” The fat man collapsed, mopping his brow.

“Ramundo killed one and Poltavo the other,” he mumbled. “What about Poltavo?”

“He was standing by when T.B. was shot; but, as soon as he saw the policeman was down and out, he skipped. He arrives tonight.”

Some thought came to him which was not quite agreeable, for he frowned.

“Poltavo, of course, knows,” he went on meditatively. “Poltavo is one with us.”

“He has been a valuable member,” ventured Grayson.

“Had been,” said the other, emphasising the first word.

“What do you mean? Was it not he who established our stations and got the right men to work ‘em? Why, he has got the whole thing at his fingers’ ends.”

“Yes,” agreed Baggin, with a wry smile. “And he has us at his fingers’ ends also — where are our friends? — the other matter I have arranged without calling in Poltavo.”

“They are returning tonight.” The fat man shifted uncomfortably. “You were saying about this T.B. fellow — he is dead?”

“Not dead, but nearly; Poltavo saw him carried into the house, and a little later an ambulance came flying to the door. He saw him carried out. Later he enquired at the hospital — sent in his card, if you please — and found that Smith was shot through the shoulder.”

Grayson lowered his voice.

“Is Poltavo—” He did not complete his sentence.

“He’s dangerous. I tell you, Grayson, we are on tender ice; there’s a crackling and a creaking in the air.”

Grayson licked his dry lips.

“I’ve been having dreams lately,” he rumbled.

“Horrid dreams about prisons—”

“Oh, cut it out!” said Baggin. “There’s no time for fool dreaming. I’m going to the committee tonight; you back me up. Hullo!”

A beggar had sidled into the café in the waiter’s absence. He moved with the furtive shuffle of the practised mendicant.

His hair was close-cropped, and on his cheeks was a three days’ growth of beard. He held out a grimy hand.

“Senor,” he murmured. “For Dios—”

“Get out.”

The man looked at him appealingly.

“Diez centimes, senor,” he whined.

Baggin raised his hand, but checked its descent.

He had seen something behind the ragged jacket closely buttoned at the throat.

“Wait for me on the road to Jerez,” he commanded, and tossed the man a silver piece. The beggar caught it with the skill of an expert. Baggin cut short the torrent of thanks, blessings, and protestations.

“Meet me in half-an-hour; you understand?”

“What the devil are you going to do?” demanded Grayson.

“You shall see.”

Half-an-hour later they emerged from the café, Baggin to his horse, and the fat man to a capacious victoria that he had summoned from the hotel stables.

A mile along the road they came up with the beggar.

“Get down, Grayson, and send the victoria on; you can signal it when you want it.”

He waited until the empty victoria had driven away; then he turned to the waiting ragamuffin.

“What is your name?”

“Carlos Cabindez,” said the man hesitatingly.

“Where do you live?”

“At Ronda.”

“Where have you come from?”

“Tarifa.”

“What is your trade?”

The man grinned and shuffled his feet.

“A fisherman,” he said at last.

Baggin’s hand suddenly shot out; and, grasping his collar, tore open the frayed jacket. The man wrenched himself free with an imprecation.

“Take your hand from that knife,” commanded Baggin. “I will do you no harm. Where did you get that shirt?”

The beggar scowled and drew the threadbare coat across his chest.

“I bought it,” he said.

“That’s a lie,” said Baggin. “It is a prisoner’s shirt; you are an escaped convict.”

The man made no answer.

“From Ceuta?”

Again no reply.

“What was your sentence? Answer.”

“Life,” said the other sullenly.

“Your crime?”

“Asesinatos
 .”

“How many?”

“Tres
 .”

Baggin’s eyes narrowed.

“Three murders, eh?” he said. Then, “You would like to earn a thousand pesetas?” he asked. The man’s eyes lit up.

Baggin turned to the troubled Grayson.

“You can go on, Grayson,” he said. “I shall see you tonight. In the meantime, I wish to have a little talk with our friend here.
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Beyond the town of Jerez and on the road that runs westward to San Lucar, there is a hill. Once upon a time, a grey old watchtower stood upon its steepest place, but one day there came an eccentric American who purchased the land on which it stood, demolished the tower, and erected a castellated mansion. Rumour had it that he was mad, but no American would be confined on a Spaniard’s appreciation of sanity.

The American consul at Jerez, of his charity and kindliness of heart, journeyed out to call upon him, and received a cold welcome. A message came to him that the proprietor was in bed with gout, and neither then or at any time desired visitors, which so enraged the well-meaning consul that he never called again. The American’s visits were of a fleeting character. He was in residence less than a month in the year. Then one day he came and remained. His name was registered as Senor Walter G. Brown, of New York. The English police sought him as George T. Baggin, an absconding promoter, broker, bucket-shop keeper, and all-round thief. After a time he began to receive visitors, who stayed on also.

Then came a period when Mr. Walter G. Brown became aggressively patriotic. He caused to be erected on the topmost tower of his mansion an enormous flagstaff, from which flew on rare occasions a ridiculously small Stars and Stripes.

At night, the place of the flag was taken by a number of thick copper strands, and simple-minded villagers in the country about reported strange noises, for all the world like the rattling of dried peas in a tin canister.

On the evening of a wintry day, many people journeyed up the steep pathway that led to the mansion on the hill. They came singly and in pairs, mostly riding, although one stout man drove up in a little victoria drawn by two panting mules. The last to come was Mr. Baggin, an unpleasant smile on his square face.

By the side of his horse trotted a breathless man. in a tattered coat, his cropped head bare.

“I will show you where to stand,” Baggin said.

“There is a curtain that covers a door. The man will pass by that curtain, and I shall be with him. I will hold his arm — so. Then I will say, ‘ Count Poltavo, I do not trust you,’ and then—”

The ragged man swept the sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand, for the path was> steep.

“And then,” he grunted, “I will strike.”

“Surely,” warned the other.

The man grinned.

“I shall not fail,” he said significantly. They disappeared into the great house — it is worthy of note that Baggin opened the door with a key of his own — and darkness fell upon the hill and upon the valley.

Far away, lights twinkling through the trees showed where Jerez lay.
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The room in which the Nine Men sat was large, even as rooms go in Spain. It had the appearance of a small lecture hall. Heavy curtains of dark blue velvet hid the tall windows, and electric lights, set at intervals in the ceiling, provided light. The little desks at which the men sat were placed so as to form a horseshoe.

Of the nine, it is possible that one knew the other, and that some guessed the identity of all. It was difficult to disguise Grayson, who in his life of inactivity had grown exceedingly stout, and yet with all the trickery of the black cloaks they wore and the crepe masks that hid their faces, it was hard enough to single even him from his fellows. The last man had reached his seat when one who sat at the extreme end of the horseshoe on the president’s right, rose and asked: “What of Poltavo, brother?”

“He has not yet arrived,” was the muffled reply.

“Perhaps, then, it is well that I should say what I have to say before his return,” said the first speaker.

He rose to his feet, and eight pairs of eyes turned towards him.

“Gentlemen,” he began, “the time has come when our operations must cease.”

A murmur interrupted him, and he stopped.

“What is it?” he asked sharply.

“Let us have more light,” said a mask at the end of the horseshoe, and pointed to the ceiling where only half of the lights glowed. Baggin nodded, and the man rose and made his way to the curtained recess where the switches were.

“No, no, no!” said Baggin quickly — for he suddenly realised that there was something hidden by the curtain, a sinister figure of a man in convict shirt, fingering the edge of a brand-new knife. So Baggin pictured him.

The masked man halted in surprise.

“No, no,” repeated Baggin, and beckoned him back. “For what I have to say I need no light; you interrupt me, brother.”

With a muttered apology the man resumed his seat.

“I have said,” continued Baggin, “that the time has come when we must seriously consider the advisability of dispersing.”

A murmur of assent met these words.

“This organisation of ours has grown and grown until it has become unwieldy,” he went on.

“We are all business men, so there is no need for me to enlarge upon the danger that attends the house that undertakes responsibilities which it cannot personally attend to.

“We have completed a most wonderful organisation. We have employed all the ingenuities of modern science to further our plans. We have agents in every part of Europe, in India, Egypt, and America. So long as these agents have been ignorant of the identity and location of their employers, we were safe. To ensure this, we have worked through Count Poltavo, a gentleman who came to us some time ago — under peculiar conditions.

“We have employed, too, and gratefully employed, Catherine Dominguez, a charming lady, as to whose future you need have no fear. Some time ago, as you all know, we established wireless stations in the great capitals, as being the safest method by which our instructions might be transmitted without revealing to our agents the origin of these commands. A code was drawn up, certain arrangements of letters and words, and this code was deciphered and our secret revealed through the ingenuity of one man. We were prepared to meet him on a business basis. We communicated with him by wireless, and agreed to pay a sum not only to himself, but to two others, if he kept our secret and agreed to make no written record of theif discovery. They promised, but their promise was broken, and it was necessary to employ other methods.

“I am fully prepared to accept responsibility for my share of the result, just as I am prepared to share responsibility for any other act which circumstances may have rendered necessary.

“And now, gentlemen, I come to the important part in my speech. By sharing the result of our operations we may each go our way, in whatever guise we think most suitable, to the enjoyment of our labours.

“In a short time for many of us the statute of limitations will have worked effectively; and for others there are States in South America that would welcome us and offer us every luxury that money can buy or heart desire.

“Yet I would not advise the scattering of our forces. Rather, I have a scheme which will, I think, enable us to extract the maximum of enjoyment from life, at a minimum of risk. With that end in view, I have expended from our common fund a sum equal to half-a-million English pounds. I have completed elaborate arrangements, which I shall ask you to approve of; I have fashioned our future.” He threw out his hands with a gesture of pride. “It is for you to decide whether we shall go our several ways, each in fear of the weakness of the other, our days filled with dread, our nights sleepless with doubt, or whether in new circumstances we shall live together in freedom, in happiness, and in unity.”

Again the murmured applause.

“But there is an element of danger which must be removed,” Baggin went on; “ — between freedom and us there lies a shadow.”

He stopped and looked from mask to mask.

“That shadow,” he said slowly, “is Count Ivan Poltavo, the man who knows our secrets, who has done our work, the one man in the world who holds our lives in the hollow of his—”

Before he had finished he saw their eyes leave his face and seek the door, and he turned to meet the calm scrutiny of the subject of his discourse. He had entered the room whilst Baggin was speaking and stood listening.

For a few moments there was silence.

Over Baggin’s face came a startling change. The flush of excitement died out of his cheeks, leaving him ghastly pale and overcome with confusion. His mouth, opened to conclude his sentence, hung gaping, as if it had suddenly been frozen in that position. His eyes glared with rage and terror.

Count Poltavo advanced, hat in hand, and bowed gravely to the masked company.

“Monsieur Baggin does me an honour that I do not deserve,” he said.

Baggin, recovering himself, shot a swift side glance at a curtained recess behind which stooped a crop-haired man in a convict shirt, fingering a brand-new knife.

“Monsieur Baggin,” Count Poltavo went on, “is wrong when he says I am the only man who stands between the Nine Bears of Cadiz and freedom — there is another, and his name is T.B. Smith.”

“T.B. Smith is dead, or dying,” said Baggin angrily; “ — we have your word for it.”

His antagonist favoured him with the slightest bow.

“Even I may fall into an error,” he said magnanimously. “T.B. is neither dead nor dying.”

“But he fell?”

The count smiled.

“It was clever, and for the moment even I was deceived,” he confessed.

He walked forward until he was opposite the curtain where the assassin waited.

“He is in Jerez, messieurs — with an assistant. I saw them upon the street this morning. Mr. Smith,” he concluded, smiling, “wore his arm in a sling.”

“It’s a lie!” shouted Baggin. “Strike, Carlos!”

He wrenched the curtain aside, revealing the sinister figure behind.

Poltavo fell back with an ashen face, but the convict made no move.

Baggin sprang at him in a fury, and struck madly, blindly, but Poltavo’s arm caught his, and wrenched him backward.

In the count’s other hand was a revolver, and the muzzle covered the convict.

“Gentlemen,” he said, and his eyes blazed with triumph, “I have told you that T.B. Smith was here with an assistant — behold the assistant!”

And Cord Van Ingen, in his convict shirt, standing with one hand against the wall of the recess, and the other on his hip, smiled cheerfully.

“That is very true,” he said.

Under his hand were the three switches that controlled the light in the room.

“It is also true, my young friend,” said Poltavo softly, “that you have meddled outrageously in this matter — that you are virtually dead.” Van Ingen nodded.

“Wasn’t it a Polish philosopher,” he began, with all the hesitation of one who is beginning a long discourse, “who said—”

Then he switched out the light and dropped flat on the floor. The revolvers cracked together, and Poltavo uttered an oath.

There was a wild scramble in the dark. A knot of men swayed over a prostrate form; then a trembling hand found the switch, and the room was flooded with light.

Poltavo lay flat on his back with a bullet through his leg, but the man they sought, the man in the striped shirt and with a three days’ growth of beard, was gone.
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That night at nine o’clock, Cord Van Ingen paced with beating heart the length of the tiny enclosed garden upon which the side-door of the hotel opened, and glanced up eagerly at every sound of footsteps. There may be men who can go to a lover’s appointment with an even pulse, but Cord Van Ingen was not one of them. His heart sang a psean of joy and praise. He was going to see Doris! A broad shaft of yellow light streaming from an unshuttered window in the second story, told him that the detective was still busy writing reports and preparing despatches. That he regarded the expedition as a failure the young man knew, but he was indifferent since he had learned the one great fact. Doris was in Jerez!

An old woman, with a face like a withered apple, and her eyes under the fringe of her black headshawl shining like bright beads, had delivered the message. At the conclusion of his adventure with the Nine, he had made his way back to the hotel, and after a few words to the detective, had mounted to his bare little room, bathed, shaved, and descended to supper.

The meal was an unsocial one, for Smith, in an execrable temper over the miscarriage of his plans, glowered blackly through the scant courses, and at their close vanished promptly into his room.

Van Ingen lighted a cigarette, and sauntered out upon the narrow street. He meant to stroll toward the plaza, and have a look at the cathedral. As he stood for a moment in front of the hotel, uncertain of the direction, an old crone, such as haunt the steps of churches with trinkets and sacred relics for sale, hobbled up to him, scanned his face sharply, and dropped a courtesy.

“Senor Van Eenge?” she asked, in a clear soft whisper.

The young man fell back a pace in amazement.

“Yes,” he admitted curtly. On the instant he thought of Poltavo, and his hand went into his coat pocket. “But how did you know?”

She shook her head with a mysterious smile, and held out her hand. “From the senorita,” she murmured.

“Eh?” Cord stared blankly.

But he took the missive, scenting a romance, and laughingly struck a match. It contained but a single pencilled line, written, evidently, in great agitation, for the characters were scarcely legible. The match burned down and scorched his fingers. He lit another unsteadily, and stared again, his face in the small circle of light pallid with excitement.

“I will see you in the garden at nine. DORIS.”

Doris, whom he had believed to be with Lady Dinsmore on the Riviera, in this desolate, wind-raked little Spanish town? What was the meaning of it? He turned to question the old crone, but she had slid noiselessly into the gloom whence she had come, and he was left standing before the hotel with only the scrap of white paper to show that the entire incident was not the wild imagining of an overwrought brain.

He bent his eyes to it again, and especially to the signature. There could be no mistake. That funny little D of Doris, with its childish curl at the end, he would know the world around. It smote him with a strong emotion and gave him a sense of reality. Doris, then, was actually near at hand, breathing the same warm night air, watching the same moon, high and pale, sailing across the sky. He turned back to the house, and after a casual word with his host, a tall, spare-looking man, with a drooping moustache and a face as sour as the vintages he sold to his guests, he went down the short flight of steps into the garden. The bell of the campanile somewhere in the distance struck the four quarters, and then chimed eight silver strokes. An hour to wait. He flung himself upon a bench at the extreme end of the garden, beneath a pomegranate tree. As he leaned back, a shower of the scarlet flowers fell about him. Not far down the street, perhaps beneath some window, a youth’s voice could be heard, sweetened by distance, singing “La Paloma.” Cord wondered idly if it were another tryst.

He sprang up, mastered by impatience, and walked about, whistling the same air softly. Minutes passed. Cord wondered how she would come. The only entrance to the enclosed garden which he had remarked lay through the lobby of the hotel. He frowned at the thought of her meeting the cold, leering stare of his host, and decided to meet her upon the street. With a foot upon the lower step, he paused and lifted his head, alert, listening. Behind him, at the end of the garden, coming from the neighbourhood of the bench, he had heard the sound of an unmistakable click. He sprang toward the sound, his blood racing tumultuously through his veins.

Two shadows detached themselves from the deeper gloom of the garden wall, and stood forth uncertainly. One of the shadows held out a hand.

“Cord!” she murmured. She pushed back the enveloping folds of the lace mantilla about her head. It fell away upon her shoulders, and the pale beams of the moon shone full upon her face. It was Doris.

At sight of her, the exclamation of joy died on Van Ingen’s lips. He stood rooted to the spot by the startling change in her countenance. Her blue eyes, once so laughing, looked out from black hollows, her cheeks were pale and slightly drawn, and her mouth colourless. Fear, depression, misery, spoke in every drooping line of her figure.

“Well?” she said at last, tremulously. “You — are not glad to see me?”

With a hoarse little cry, he took her into his arms, and held her close.

“My Doris!” he whispered. “What have they done to you?”

She trembled in the close embrace, and clung to him.

“I — I have been afraid,” she said simply, “for so many endless days! So many long white nights! I thought at times I should go mad at the horror of it! And when I heard that you were here, near me, in Jerez, I decided to risk all. And so I — I came with Maria, who knows the way,” she nodded toward the other figure which had withdrawn into the shadows, “to — to see you.”

“To see me?” he repeated in a low voice, as one cons a difficult lesson. “You risked all, to see me?”

She nodded, and raised her eyes to his. “But if you are not glad to see me?” She strove gently to disengage herself.

He held her fast. At the moment, as if the heavens had opened wide, a great light broke in upon him. He stared at the face lying against his shoulder, flushed, eager, incredulous. Her soft eyelids were closed. Love lay upon them like a dream, and upon the faintly smiling lips. Her breath mounted to his nostrils like delicate incense. He bent lower and lower.

“Open your eyes, darling!” he entreated. She obeyed — their lips met. He kissed her again.

A slight sound came from the shadows. Doris broke from him, breathless, but unashamed, a newfound joy in her eyes.

“I had almost forgot!” she exclaimed. “I came to tell you something — something important.” Cord laughed.

“You have told it already!” he said. “You have been chanting wonderful, thrilling, cosmic things to me the last ten minutes!”

He sat down and drew her beside him on the bench.

“Tell me — everything,” he said gravely. She eased herself within the circle of his arm.

“First, I wish you to take a message to my aunt. Tell her I am well and happy — now!”

“Lady Dinsmore?” he asked in surprise. “Is she not with you?”

She shook her head. “Aunt Patricia is in Biarritz,” she replied in a low tone. “I — I am with my father.” Fear had crept into her voice again.

“That is what I came to tell you,” she continued.

“My aunt does not understand — she would have me desert my father. But I shall stay with him to the end.

“And — Poltavo?” Van Ingen recalled her letter, and jealousy started up within him.

“Count Poltavo is with us — at present,” she answered in a constrained voice. “How long he will remain—”

“Tell me everything, darling!” he pleaded.

“I can tell you — nothing!” she said passionately, her breast heaving. “Save only that I shall be glad, glad, when this terrible search is completed. So many lives—” For the first time, she broke down completely, and turning from him, sobbed bitterly, her face hidden in her hands. She rocked back and forth in a paroxysm of grief. He bent over her, in an agony of distress, and put his arms about her.

“Cord!” The voice came to him, strangled with sobs.

“Darling?” his mouth was close to her lips.

“Promise me that you will give it up?”

“No.”

“But they will kill you — too!” she moaned.

“Not me!” he said cheerfully. “Not after this!” He raised her tearful face to his. “Tell me, at least, where a letter may find you.”

“I shall be with my father,” she replied evasively. “Count Poltavo and Mr. Baggin are in open rupture,” she hurried on. “Each is fighting for mastery. Count Poltavo has the brains, but Baggin has the money. Between them, they tear my poor father to pieces.”

“And you!” he cried in a choked, angry voice.

“They are killing you, too.”

“I am a pawn in the game,” she said listlessly.

“Each side plays me off against the other.” She rose. “It is late. Maria.”

The old woman materialised out of the gloom, and held open the gate. Cord arose also.

“You are not to come with me!” she whispered urgently. “Goodnight!”

He held her closely. “You love me?”

“Forever!” she said simply.

She rearranged the lace mantilla about her head, and held out her hand.

“I am coming with you,” he said composedly.



Something in his tone checked the protest on her lips.

They walked quietly along the narrow street, the duenna behind, climbed a slight ascent, and stopped in front of a house standing apart, and surrounded by a large garden.

She turned to him, laying one hand upon a small wicket gate.

“One moment,” he implored. “Count Poltavo Your promise—”

“I gave my pledge to him if he would save my father,” she said sadly. “That he has not done.” She opened the gate.

“But if he should—” he insisted.

She lifted her head proudly. “Then I should redeem my pledge.”

She vanished into the darkness of the garden, and the young man retraced his steps to the hotel. The next morning he mounted the steep little street with hope in his heart, and hung about, watching anxiously. No sign of life exhibited itself. The windows, with their close-drawn shades, stared at him blankly. Presently an old woman hobbled out of the little wicket gate. Van Ingen approached her eagerly. “The young lady—” he began in a low tone.

“Gone, senor!” She threw out her hands with an expressive gesture, to indicate illimitable distances. “They departed, in mad haste, in the night.”

“And she left no message?” he cried, in bitter disappointment.

She shrugged her shoulders. “Nothing more than she told the senor last night.”

Van Ingen tossed her a silver piece, and turned slowly back to the hotel.
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In red, blue, and green; in type varying in size according to the temperament of the newspaper; in words wild or sedate, as the character of the journal demanded, the newspaper contents bills gave London its first intimation of the breaking up of the Nine Bears.

As a sensation scarcely less vivid came the astounding exposé of Count Ivan Poltavo. Society rocked to its foundations by this news of its favourite. From every dinner-table in London arose the excited clamour of discussion. Lady Angela defended him stoutly, declaring that as an artist, and ignorant of money, he had been misled by bad, clever rascals. Men who had been forced to take second place in his presence, now came forward, boldly, and stated that they had always suspected him to be a rogue.

One brilliant young man achieved a week-long fame by looking up his record at Scotland Yard. It appeared that the count was indeed a black-hearted villain. Five years ago he had been deported as an undesirable alien.

“But how did he escape recognition?” asked a guest.

The famous one smirked. “He parted his hair on one side, and wore a moustache!”

Ah! Into the mind of every feminine diner arose the vivid picture of the count — with mustachios! They sighed.

That the Nine Bears were dispersed was hailed as a triumph for the English police. Unfortunately, the popular view is not always the correct view, and T.B. Smith came back to London a very angry man.

It had been no fault of his that the majority of the band had escaped.

“The Civil Guard was twenty minutes late in taking up its position,” wrote T.B. in his private report.

“No blame attached to the Guard, which is one of the finest police forces in the world, but to the local police authorities, who at the eleventh hour detected some obscurity in their instructions from Madrid, and must needs telegraph for elucidation. So that the ring about the House on the Hill which I commanded was not completed until long after the whole lot had escaped. We caught François Zillier, who has been handed over to the French police, but the remainder of the gang got clean away. Apparently they have taken Count Poltavo with them; Van Ingen declares he shot him and such indications as we have point to his having been badly hurt. How the remainder managed to carry him off passes my comprehension. We have secured a few documents. There is one mysterious scrap of paper discovered in Baggin’s private room which is incoherent to a point of wildness, and apparently the rough note of some future scheme; it will bear reexamination.”

“Thanks to the industry and perseverance of the English police,” said the London Morning Journal
 , commenting on the affair, “the Nine Men of Cadiz are dispersed, their power destroyed, their brilliant villainies a memory. It is only a matter of time before they will fall into the hands of the police, and the full measure of Society’s punishment be awarded them. Scattered as they are—”

T.B. Smith put down his paper when he came to this part, and smiled grimly.

“Scattered, are they!” he said. “I doubt it.” For all the praise that was lavished upon him and upon his department, he was not satisfied with himself. He knew that he had failed. To break up the gang had always been possible. To arrest them and seize the huge fortune they had amassed would have been an achievement justifying the encomia that were being lavished upon him.

“The only satisfaction I have,” he said to the Chief Commissioner, “is that we are so often cursed for inefficiency when we do the right thing, that we can afford to take a little credit when we’ve made a hash of things.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” demurred the Chief.

“You did all that was humanly possible.”

T.B. sniffed.

“Eight men and Poltavo slipped through my fingers,” he answered briefly; “ — that’s a bad best.” He rose from the chair and paced the room, his head sunk on his breast.

“If Count Poltavo had delayed his entrance another ten minutes,” he said, stopping suddenly, “Baggin would have told Van Ingen all that I wanted to know. This wonderful scheme of his that was to secure them all ease and security for the rest of their lives.”

“He may have been boasting,” suggested the other, but T.B. shook his head.

“It was no boast,” he said with assurance, “and if it were he has made it good, for where are the Nine? One of them is on Devil’s Island, because he had the misfortune to fall into our hands. But where are the others? Vanished! Dissolved into the elements — and their money with them! I tell you, sir, there is not even the suspicion of a trace of these men. How did they get away from Cadiz? Not by rail, for all northward trains were stopped at Boadilla and searched. Not by sea, for the only ship that left that night was the Brazilian man-o’-war, Maria Braganza
 .”

“Airship,” suggested his chief flippantly, as he moved towards the door.

“It is unlikely, sir,” replied T.B. coldly. The Chief Commissioner stood with his hand on the edge of the open door.

“At any rate, they are finished,” he said, “their power for further mischief is destroyed.”

“I appreciate your optimism, sir,” said T.B. impertinently, “which I regret to say I do not share.”

“One thing is evident, and must be remembered,” T.B. went on, as his chief still lingered.

“Outside of the Nine Men there must be in Europe hundreds of agents, who, without being aware of their principals, have been acting blindly for years in their interest. What of the men who went to the length of murder at Poltavo’s orders? What of the assassins in Europe and America who ‘arranged’ the suicide of the bank president and the wreck of the Sud Express? Not one of these men have we been able to track down. I tell you, sir, that outside of the inner council of this gang, Poltavo organised as great a band of villains as the world has ever seen. They remain; this is an indisputable fact; somewhere in the world, scattered materially, but bound together by bonds of Poltavo’s weaving, are a number of men who formed the working parts of the Nine Men’s great machine. For the moment the steam is absent Yes?”

A constable was at the door.

“A message for you, sir.”

T.B. took the envelope and tore it open mechanically. It was a note from Van Ingen.

“Saw Poltavo ten minutes ago in a hansom. Positive — no disguise. C.V.I.”

Smith sat suddenly erect. “Poltavo in London!” he breathed. “It is incredible!”

He stood up, busily engaged in speculation.

*

The little telegraph instrument near the Chief Inspector’s desk began to click. In every police station throughout the metropolis it snapped forth its message. In Highgate, in Camberwell, in sleepy Greenwich, in Ladywell, as in Stoke Newington.

“Clickerty, clickerty, click,” it went, hastily, breathlessly. It ran:

TO ALL STATIONS: ARREST AND DETAIN COUNT IVAN POLTAVO. [here the description followed.] ALL RESERVES OUT IN PLAIN CLOTHES.

All reserves out!

That was a remarkable order.

London did not know of the happening; the homeward-bound suburbanite may have noticed a couple of keen-faced men standing idly near the entrance of the railway station, may have seen a loiterer on the platform — a loiterer who apparently had no train to catch. Curious men, too, came to the hotels, lounging away the whole evening in the entrance hall, mildly interested in people who came or went. Even the tram termini were not neglected, nor the theatre queues, nor the boardinghouses of Bloomsbury. Throughout London, from east to west, north to south, the work that Scotland Yard had set silent emissaries to perform was swiftly and expeditiously carried out.

T.B. sat all that evening in his office waiting. One by one little pink slips were carried in to him and laid upon the desk before him.

As the evening advanced they increased in number and length.

At eight o’clock came a wire:

NOT LEAVING BY HOOK OF HOLLAND ROUTE.

Soon after nine:

CONTINENTAL MAIL CLEAR.

Then in rapid succession the great caravanserais reported themselves. Theatres, bars, restaurants, every place in London where men and women gather together, sent, through the plainclothes watchers, their messages.

At eleven o’clock T.B. was reading a telegram from Harwich when the telephone at his elbow buzzed.

He took up the receiver.

“Hullo,” he said curtly.

For a second there was no reply, and then, very clear and distinct, came a voice.

“T.B. Smith, I presume.”

It was the voice of Count Poltavo.

If there had been anybody in the room but T.B., he might have imagined it was a very ordinary call the detective was receiving. Save for the fact that his face twitched, as was a characteristic of his when labouring under any great excitement, he gave no sign of the varied emotions Poltavo’s voice had aroused.

“Yes, I am T.B. Smith; you are, of course, Count Poltavo?”

“I am, of course, Count Poltavo,” said the voice suavely, “and it is on the tip of your tongue to ask me where I am.”

“I am hardly as foolish as that,” said T.B. drily, “but wherever you are — and I gather from the clearness of your voice that you are in London — I shall have you.”

There was a little laugh at the other end of the wire.

T.B.’s hand stole out and pressed a little bellpush that rested on the table.

“Yes,” said Poltavo’s voice mockingly, “I am in London. I am desirous of knowing where my friends have hidden.”

“Your friends?” T.B. was genuinely astonished.

“My friends,” said the voice gravely, “who so ungenerously left me to die on the salt plains near Jerez whilst they were making their escape.”

A constable entered the room whilst Poltavo was talking, and T.B. raised his hand warningly.

“Tell me,” he said carelessly, “why you have not joined them.”

Then, like a flash, he brought his hand down over the transmitter and turned to the waiting constable.

“Run across to Mr. Elk’s room,” he said rapidly; “call the Treasury Exchange and ask what part of London — what office — this man is speaking to me from.”

Poltavo was talking before T.B. had finished giving his instructions.

“Why have I not joined them?” he said, and there was a little bitterness in his voice,—” because they do not wish to have me. Poltavo has served his purpose! Where are they now? — that is what I wish to know. More important still, I greatly desire a piece of information which you alone, monsieur, can afford me.”

The sublime audacity of the man brought a grin to T.B.’s face.

“And that is?” he asked.

“There was,” said Poltavo, “amongst the documents you found at our headquarters in Jerez a scrap of paper written somewhat unintelligibly, and apparently — I should imagine, for I have not seen it — without much meaning.”

“There was,” said T.B. cheerfully.

“So much I gathered from Baggin’s agitation on our retreat,” said Poltavo. “Where, may I ask, is this interesting piece of literature deposited?”

The cool, matter-of-fact demand almost took T.B.’s breath away.

“It is at present at Scotland Yard,” he said “With my — er — dossier
 ?” asked the voice, and a little laugh followed.

“Rather with the dossier
 of your friend Baggin,” said T.B.

“In case I should ever want to — how do you say — burgle Scotland Yard,” said the drawling voice again, “could you give me explicit instructions where to find it?”

T.B.’s anxiety was to keep Poltavo engaged in conversation until the officer he had despatched to the telephone returned.

“Yes,” he said, “at present it is in the cabinet marked ‘ Unclassified Data,’ but I cannot promise you that it will remain there. You see, count, I have too high an opinion of your enterprise and daring.”

He waited for a reply, but no reply came, and at that moment the door opened and the constable he had sent on the errand appeared.

T.B. covered the transmitter again.

“The Treasury say that you are not connected with anybody, sir,” he said.

“What?”

T.B. stared at him.

He moved his hand from the transmitter and called softly, “Poltavo!”

There was no reply, and he called again.

He looked up with the receiver still at his ear.

“He’s rung off.”

Then a new voice spoke.

“Finished, sir?”

“No — who are you?” demanded T.B. quickly.

“Exchange, sir — Private Exchange, Scotland Yard.”

“Who was talking to me then? Where was he talking from?”

“Why, from the Record Office.”

T.B., his face white, leapt to his feet.

“Follow me,” he said, and went racing down the long corridor. He went down the broad stairs three at a time.

A constable on duty in the hall turned in astonishment.

“Has anybody left here recently?” asked T.B. breathlessly.

“A gentleman just gone out, sir,” said the man; “went away in a motorcar.”

“Is Mr. Elk in the building?”

“In the Record Office, sir,” said the man. Up the stairs again flew the detective.

The Record Office was at the far end of the building.

The door was ajar and the room in darkness, but T.B. was in the room and had switched on the light.

In the centre of the room was stretched the unfortunate Elk in a pool of blood. A life-preserver lay near him. T.B. leant over him; he was alive, but terribly injured; then he shot a swift glance round the room. He saw the telephone with the receiver off; he saw an open cabinet marked “Unclassified Data,” and it was empty.
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Poltavo had escaped. There was pother enough — eight of the Nine Bears had melted into nothingness. No official feather came to T.B.’s cap for that, whatever praise the mistaken public might award. Worst of all, and most shocking outrage of all, the Record Office at Scotland Yard had been burgled and important documents had been stolen. But Elk had not been killed, so the incident did not come before the public.

The contents of the documents were not lost to the police, for Scotland Yard does not put all its eggs into one basket, even when the basket is as secure a one as the Record Office. There were photographs innumerable of the scrap of paper, and one of these was on T.B. Smith’s desk the morning after the robbery.

The memorandum, for such it was, was contained in less than a hundred words. Literally, and with all its erasures written out, it ran:

“Idea [crossed out]. Ideas [written again]. Suppose we separated; where to meet; allowing for accidental partings; must be some spot; yet that would be dangerous; otherwise, must be figures easily remembered; especially as none of these people have knowledge [crossed out and rewritten]; especially as difficult for nontechnical [word undecipherable] to fix in mind, and one cipher makes all difference. LOLO be good, accessible, unfrequented. Suggest on first Ju every year we rendezvous at Lolo.

“(Mem. — Lolo would indeed be nowhere!)

“So far have only explained to Zillier.”

That was all, and T.B. read and reread the memorandum. Zillier was the only man who knew. By the oddest of chances, Baggin had confided his plans to the one man who might have found them useful if Providence had given him one chance of escape. But the French Government had him safe enough on Devil’s Island.

For the rest, the “note” needed much more explanation than he could give it.

He took a pen and began to group the sentences he could not understand.

“Must be some spot; yet that would be dangerous; otherwise, must be figures easily remembered.”

A spot would be dangerous? He was perplexed and showed it. What was meant by “spot”?

“On the 1st of Ju we rendezvous at Lolo — nowhere!”

“This is absolute nonsense!” The detective threw down his pen and jumped up. He called in the Chief Commissioner’s office and was received cordially.

“Any news, T.B.; what do you make of your puzzle?”

T.B. made a little grimace.

“Nothing,” he said, “and if the original had not been stolen I should not have troubled to study it.”

He gained the Strand by a short cut.

A contents bill attracted his attention, and he stopped to buy an evening newspaper.

LOSS OF A WARSHIP

He turned the paper before he discovered the small paragraph that justified so large a bill.

“The Brazilian Government has sent another cruiser to search for the Brazilian man-of-war, Maria Braganza
 , which is a month overdue. It is feared that the warship foundered in the recent cyclone in the South Atlantic.”

“Maria Braganza
 ?” thought T.B., and remembered where he had seen the vessel.

The ship and her fate passed out of his mind soon afterward, for he had a great deal of routine work requiring his attention, but the name cropped up again in the course of the day and in a curious manner.

*

A drunken sailor, obviously of foreign extraction, was ejected, fighting, from a small public-house in the Edgware Road. He rose from the ground slowly, and stood apparently debating in his mind whether he should go away quietly or whether he should return to the attack. It is not too much to say that had he decided upon the pacific course, the mystery of the whereabouts of the Nine Bears might never have been elucidated. In that two seconds of deliberation hung the fates of Baggin and his confederates, and the reputation of Scotland Yard.

The foreign sailor made up his mind. Back to the swing-doors of the tavern he staggered, pushed them open, and entered.

A few minutes later a police-whistle blew, and a commonplace constable strolled leisurely to the scene of the disturbance and took into custody the pugnacious foreigner on a charge of “drunk and disorderly.”

This was the beginning of the final fight with the “Bears,” a fight which cost Europe over a million of money and many lives, but which closed forever the account of the Nine Bears of Cadiz.

“Here is a case that will amuse you, T.B.,” said the Chief, strolling into his bureau; “ — a man, giving the name of Silva, who has been taken to the police-station on the prosaic charge of ‘D. and D.,’ is found to be a walking cash deposit. Twelve hundred pounds in Bank of England notes and 26,000 francs in French money was found in his possession. He speaks little or no English, has the appearance of being a sailor — will you go down and see what you can make of him?”

In a quarter of an hour the Assistant-Commissioner was at the police-station.

“Yes, sir,” said the station sergeant, “he’s quiet now. I don’t think he’s so very drunk, only pugilistically so.”

“What do you make of him?”

“He’s a sailor; a deserter from some foreign navy, I should say. He has underclothes of a uniform type, and there’s a sort of device on his singlet — three stars and a number.”

“Brazilian Navy,” said T.B. with promptness.

“Talkative?”

The sergeant smiled.

“In his own language, very,” he said drily.

“When I searched him, he said a great number of things which were probably very rude.”

T.B. nodded.

“I’ll see him,” he said.

A gaoler led him down a long corridor. On either side were long stone-painted doors, each with a little steel wicket.

Stopping before one door, he inserted his bright key in the lock, snapped back a polished bolt, and the door swung open.

A man who was sitting on a wooden bench with his head in his hands, jumped to his feet as the Assistant-Commissioner entered, and poured forth a volume of language.

“Softly, softly,” said T.B. “You speak French, my friend.”

“Oui, monsieur,” said the man. “Though I am Spanish.”

“You are a deserter from a Brazilian warship,” said T.B.

The man stared at him defiantly.

“Is not that so, friend?”

The prisoner shrugged his shoulders.

“I should like to smoke,” was all that he said. T.B. took his gold case from an inside pocket and opened it.

“Many thanks,” said the sailor, and took the lighted match the gaoler had struck. If he had known the ways of the English police, he would have grown suspicious. Elsewhere, a man might be bullied, browbeaten, frightened into a confession. In France, Juge d’Instruction
 and detective would combine to wring from his reluctant lips a damaging admission. In America, the Third Degree, most despicable of police methods, would have been similarly employed.

But the English police do most things by kindness, and do them very well.

The sailor puffed at his cigarette, from time to time looking up from the bench on which he sat at the detective’s smiling face.

T.B. asked no questions; he had none to ask; he did not demand how the man came by his wealth; he would not be guilty of such a crudity. He waited for the sailor to talk. At last he spoke.

“Monsieur,” he said, “you wish to know where I got my money?”

T.B. said nothing.

“Honestly,” said the sailor loudly, and with emphatic gesture; “honestly, monsieur;” and he went on earnestly, “By my way of reckoning, a man has a price.”

“Undoubtedly,” agreed T.B.

“A price for body and soul.” The sailor blew a ring of smoke and watched it rising to the vaulted roof of the cell.

“Some men,” continued the man, “in their calm moments set their value at twenty million dollars — only to sell themselves in the heat of a foolish moment for—” He snapped his fingers.

“I have never,” thought T.B., “come into contact with so many philosophical criminals in my life.”

“Yet I would beg you to believe,” said the sailor, “it is a question of opportunity and need. There are moments when I would not risk my liberty for a million pesetas — there have been days when I would have sold my soul for ten milreis.” He paused again, for he had all the Latin’s appreciation of an audience; all the Latin’s desire for dramatic effect.

“Sixty thousand pesetas is a large sum, monsieur; it amounts to more than £2,000 in your money — that was my price!”

“For what?”

“I will set you a riddle: on the Maria Braganza
 we had one hundred officers and men—”

T.B. saw light.

“You are a deserter from the Maria Braganza
 ,” he said — but the man shook his head smilingly.

“On the contrary I have my discharge from the navy, properly attested and signed by my good captain. You will find it at my lodgings, in a tin trunk under a picture of the blessed Saint Teresa of Avila, or, as some say, Sergovia. No, monsieur officer, I am discharged honourably. Listen.”

His cigarette was nearly finished, and T.B. opened his case again, and the man, with a grateful inclination of his head, helped himself. Slowly, he began his story, a story which, before all others, helps the mind to grasp the magnitude of a combination which made the events he described possible.

“I was a sub-officer on the Maria Braganza
 ,” he began, and went on to narrate the history of the voyage of that remarkable battleship from the day it left Rio until it steamed into the roadstead off Cadiz.

“We stayed at Cadiz much longer than we expected, and the men were grumbling — because our next port was to have been Rio. But for some reason our Captain Lombrosa did not wish to sail. Then one day he came on board — he spent most of his time ashore — looking extremely happy. Previous to this he had lived and walked in gloom, as though some matter were preying on his mind. But this was all changed now. Whatever troubles he had were evaporated. He walked about the deck, smiling and cracking jokes, and we naturally concluded that he had received his orders to sail back to Brazil at once.

“That same day we were ordered to take on board stores which the Government had purchased. Whatever stores these were, they were extremely heavy. They were packed in little square boxes, strongly made and clamped with steel. Of these boxes we took two hundred and fifty, and the business of transporting them occupied the greater part of a whole day.”

“What was the weight of them?” asked T.B.

“About fifty kilos,” said the man, “and,” he added with an assumption of carelessness, “they each contained gold.”

T.B. did a little sum in his head.

“In fact a million and a half of English pounds,” he said half to himself.

“As to that I do not know,” said the other, “but it was enormous; I discovered the gold by accident, for I and another officer had been chosen to store the boxes in one of the ammunition flats, and, owing to the breaking of a box, I saw — what I saw.

“However, to get back to the captain. In the evening he came aboard, having first given orders for steam to be ready and every preparation made for slipping.

“Then it was I told him that I had seen the contents of one of the boxes, and he was distressed.

“‘Who else has seen this?’ he asked, and I informed him of the sub-officer who had been with me.

“‘Do not speak of this matter, as you value your soul,’ he said, ‘for this is a high Government secret — send sub-officer Alverez to me ‘ — that was the name of my companion. I obeyed and sent Alverez aft. He too received similar injunctions, and was dismissed.

“At ten o’clock that night, the quartermasters went to their stations, and all stood ready for dropping our mooring.

“As the hours wore on, the captain began to show signs of impatience. I was on the bridge with the officer of the watch, and the captain was pacing up and down, now looking at his watch and swearing, now training his binocular on a portion of the land to the north of the town.

“I had forgotten to say that at 8.30 the ship’s steam pinnace had been sent away, and that it had not returned.

“It was for the coming of the pinnace, and whoever was coming with it, that our captain displayed so much anxiety.

“It was eleven o’clock before the boat came alongside. We heard it racing across the water — for the night was very still. Then it drew alongside, and a number of gentlemen came on board. They were all talking excitedly, and seemed as though they had walked a long distance, for, by the light of the branch lamp that lit the gangway, I saw that their boots and trousers were white with dust, such as I believe lies on the road outside Cadiz. One was in a state of great fear; he was very stout. Another, and he was the leader, spoke to our captain, and soon after I heard the order given—’Quartermaster, stand by for going out of harbour,’ and the captain gave the navigating officer his course. We went out at full speed, steering a course due west.

“It was a perfectly calm night, with stars, but no moon. When (as near as I can guess) we were twenty miles from the coast, the captain sent for me and Alverez to his cabin.

“‘My friends,’ he said, ‘I have a proposition to make to you, but first let me ask you if you are good patriots.’

“We said that we were.

“‘What,’ said the captain, addressing himself to me, ‘do you value your patriotism at?’

“I was silent.

“Monsieur,” said the prisoner earnestly, “I assure you I was not considering the insult offered to me, because we had got to a point outside of abstract morality. In my mind was a dilemma — if I ask too much I might lose an opportunity, if I ask too little I should assuredly lose money. Such was also the consideration in Alverez’s mind. ‘Senor Capitan,’ I said, ‘as an honest man—’

“‘We will leave that out of the question,’ said the captain. ‘Name a price.’

“And so, at random, I suggested a sum equal to £3,000, and Alverez, not a man of any originality, repeated ‘£3,000.’

“The captain nodded; ‘This sum I will pay you,’ he said. ‘Moreover, I will give you your discharge from the Navy of Brazil, and you may leave the ship tonight.’

“I did not ask him why. I realised he had some high scheme which it was not proper I should know, besides which I had not been ashore for a month — and there was the £3,000.

“‘Before you go,’ said the captain, ‘I will explain to you, that my honour and my reputation may not suffer. In a few days’ time, when we are at sea, the comrades you leave behind will be offered a new service, a service under a new and wealthier government, a government that will offer large and generous rewards for faithful service and obedience.’”

The prisoner chuckled softly, as at some thought which amused him.

“We went ashore in the steam pinnace; the captain himself superintending our landing. It was a remarkable journey, senor.

“You may imagine us in the open sea, with nothing but the ‘chica clucka, clucka!’ of the engine of our little boat! Alverez and myself sat at the bow with our hands on the butts of our revolvers — we knew our captain — and he himself steered us for the lights that soon came up over the horizon. We landed at Cadiz, and were provided with papers to the Brazilian consul, should our return be noticed. But none saw us, or if they did, thought nothing of the spectacle of two Brazilian seamen walking through the streets at that hour of the night; remember that none but the port authorities were aware that the Maria Braganza
 had sailed. The next morning we procured some civilian clothing, and left by the afternoon train for Seville. By easy stages we came first to Madrid, then to Paris. Here we stayed some time.”

He chuckled again.

“Alverez,” he resumed, “is a man of spirit, but, as I have said, of no great originality. In Paris a man of spirit may go far, a man of money farther, always providing that behind the spirit and the wealth there is intelligence. My poor Alverez went his own way in Paris. He made friends.”

Again he smiled thoughtfully.

“Alverez I left,” he explained; “his ways are not my ways. I came to England. I do not like this country,” he said frankly. “Your lower classes are gross people, and very quarrelsome.”

A few more questions were asked, and answered, and ten minutes later T.B. was flying back to Scotland Yard with the story of the stolen battleship.
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Once more were the Nine Men in the bill of every newspaper in London. Once more the cables hummed from world’s end to world’s end, and slowly, item by item, came fragmentary scraps of news which Scotland Yard pieced together.

“Of all extraordinary developments,” said the London Journal
 , “in any great criminal case, nothing has ever equalled, in its improbability, the present phase of this remarkable case.

“And now we have reached the stage which we confidently hope will be a final one. It is clear that these men, having command of enormous riches, gained at the sacrifice of life, and by the ruin of thousands of innocent people, secured to their service the Captain of the Brazilian warship, Maria Braganza
 . So that somewhere in the wide seas of the world is a stolen battleship, having on board a congregation of the world’s worst rascals, Napoleonic in the largeness of their crimes.

“Many and fantastic are the suggestions that have been put forward as to the whereabouts of the Nine Men of Cadiz. One of our contemporaries draws a fanciful picture of life on some gorgeous Southern Pacific isle, out of the track of steamers, and pictures the Nine Men living in a condition of Oriental splendour, an existence of dolce far nlente
 . Such a supposition is, of course, on the face of it absurd. Such an island exists only in the fancy of the romantic writer. The uninhabited portions of the globe are few, and are, in the main, of the character of the Sahara desert. Wherever life can be sustained, wherever comfort and freedom from disease wait the newcomer, be sure the newcomer has already arrived.”

This much is quoted from the Journal
 because it approaches near enough to truth and actuality to merit quotation.

That Baggin had based all his plans on the supposition that such an island existed, and could be discovered, we now know. He was the possessor of an imagination, but his geographical knowledge was faulty.

The “idea,” that scrap of paper which Count Poltavo had risked his neck to obtain, was simple enough now — up to a point.

THE “IDEA” THE SOLUTION

“Suppose we separated, “Some spot,” meant

where to meet? Must be some place on land,

some spot; yet that would

be dangerous.”



“Otherwise, must be The latitude and longitude

easily remembered. Especially of sea rendezvous

as it is difficult for must be easy to remember.

nontechnical (?) to fix in

mind, and one cipher

makes all the difference.”



“Suggest we rendezvous at Lolo.”

This last was the only part of the little clue that offered any difficulty to T.B. The Gazetteer
 supplied no explanation,

Nor could the Admiralty help. The naval authorities did their best to unravel the mystery of “Lolo.”

A conference of the Ambassadors met in London, and it was jointly agreed that the nations should act in concert to bring the Maria Braganza
 and her crew to justice as speedily as possible. The Brazilian Government agreed to indemnify the Powers in their action, and, in the event of the destruction of the ship being necessitated by resistance on the part of its rebel captain, to accept an agreed sum as compensation.

There are surprising periods of inaction in the record of all great accomplishments, which those who live, rather than those who read the stories of achievements, realise.

There were weeks of fretting and days of blank despair in one room at Scotland Yard. For the examination of all clues led to the one end. Somewhere in the world were the Nine Men of Cadiz — but where, none could say. Every port in every civilised land was alert. Captains of mail steamers, of grimy little tramps, of war vessels of every nation, watched for the battleship. Three British cruisers, detached unostentatiously from the Home Fleet, cruised unlikely seas, but with no good result.

Then began the new terror.

T.B. had always had one uncomfortable feeling, a feeling that the dissipation of the Nine had not dispelled, and that was the knowledge that somewhere in Europe the machinery set up with devilish ingenuity by Poltavo still existed. Who were the desperate and broken men who acted as agents to the Nine? Whoever they were, they had been well chosen.

The weeks passed without further news of the ship, and T.B. was beginning to worry, for good reasons. He had an elaborate chart supplied to him by the Admiralty, which showed him, from day to day, the amount of provisions and coal such a ship as the Maria Braganza
 would require, and he knew that she must be running short. Then, one morning, he received a clue.

A telegram came to Scotland Yard, which began:

“OFFICER COMMANDING GIBRALTAR REPORTS THAT HIS WIRELESS STATION HAD BEEN INTERCEPTING MESSAGES IN CODE WHICH BEAR SOME RESEMBLANCE TO THOSE OF N.H.C. FULL MESSAGES HAVE BEEN FORWARDED HERE FOR DECODING. SOME OF THEM ARE UNINTELLIGIBLE, BUT ONE PORTION OF A MESSAGE WE HAVE BEEN ABLE TO MAKE READ: ‘…ACCEPT YOUR ASSURANCE AND EXPLANATION; WE HAVE STILL SPLENDID FIELD FOR ENTERPRISE; I WILL JOIN YOU AT LOLO WITH SHIPLOAD OF PROVISIONS AND COLLIER ON JUNE 1ST. IN MEANTIME, IF YOU DO AS I SUGGEST, WE CAN MAKE TERMS WITH GOVERNMENTS AND, MOREOVER, FIND EMPLOYMENT FOR AGENTS WHO ARE AT PRESENT DISCONTENTED…’ MESSAGE BEYOND THIS UNDECIPHERABLE WITH EXCEPTION OF WORDS ‘DESTRUCTION,’ ‘EASILY OBTAINABLE,’ AND ‘INSURE.’ THIS MESSAGE OBVIOUSLY BETWEEN POLTAVO AND MARIA BRAGANZA—’ COMMANDER FLEET, GIBRALTAR, HAS SENT H.M.S. DUNCAN, ESSEX, KENT, WITH SIX DESTROYERS, INTO ATLANTIC PICK UP MARIA BRAGANZA.’”

T.B. read the message again, folded it carefully, and placed it in his breast pocket. There was one word in Poltavo’s message that revealed, in a flash, the nature of the new terror with which the Nine Men of Cadiz threatened the world.
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You pass up a broad stone staircase at one end of the Royal Exchange, and come to a landing where, confronting you, are two big swing-doors that are constantly opening and closing as bareheaded clerks and top-hatted brokers go swiftly in and out.

On the other side of the doors is a small counter where a man in uniform checks, with keen glance, each passerby. Beyond the counter are two rooms, one leading to the other, shaped like the letter “L,” and in the longer of the two sit, in innumerable pews, quiet men with fat notebooks. From desk to desk flutter the brokers bargaining their risks, and there is a quiet but eager buzz of voices through which, at intervals, boom the stentorian tones of the porter calling by name the members whose presence is required outside.

A stout man made a slow progress down one of the aisles, calling at the little pews en route
 , making notes in a silver-mounted book he held in his hand.

He stopped before the pew of one of the biggest underwriters. “Raglan Castle
 ?” he said laconically, and the underwriter looked up over his spectacles, then down at the slip of paper the man put before him.

“One per cent?” he asked, in some surprise, and the other nodded.

“How much?” he asked.

The underwriter tapped the slip of paper before him.

“Ten thousand pounds at 5s. per centum,” he said. “I can do that.” He initialled the slip, and the man passed on.

He went the round of the room, stopped to exchange a joke with an acquaintance, then descended the stone stairs.

Back to his stuffy little office went the broker, with little thought that he had been engaged in any unusual variety of business. In his private room he found his client; a thickset man with a straggling beard, who rose politely as the broker entered, and removed the cigar he had been smoking.

“You have finish?” he said, with a slightly foreign accent, and the broker smiled.

“Oh, yes!” — a little pompously, after the manner of all Lloyd’s brokers—” no difficulty about the Raglan
 , you know. Mail ship, new steamer, no risks practically on the Cape route; rather a bad business for you; you’ll lose your premium.”

He shook his head with a show of melancholy, and took a pinch of snuff.

“I have a dream,” said the foreigner hastily, “ver’ bad dream. I have belief in dreams.”

“I daresay,” said the broker indulgently. “A sister of mine used to have ‘em, or said she had; dreamt a tiger bit her, and, sure enough, next day she lost her brooch.” He sat at his desk, signed a receipt, counted some notes, and locked them in his drawer.

“You won’t get your policies for a day or so,” he said; “you’re staying—”

“At the Hotel Belgique,” said the client, and, pocketing his receipts, he rose.

“Good-day,” said the broker, and opened the door.

With a slight bow, his client departed, and reached the street.

There was a taxicab drawn up before the door, and two or three gentlemen standing on the pavement before the office.

“Cab, sir?” said the driver, but the foreigner shook his head.

“I think you had better,” said a voice in French, and a strong hand grasped his arm. Before he realised what had happened, the Frenchman was hustled into the cab, two men jumped in with him, the door banged, and the car whirled westward.

It was a car which had extraordinary privileges, for at a nod from the man who sat by the side of the driver the City police held up the traffic to allow it to pass. It flew down Queen Victoria Street at a much greater speed than is permissible within the City boundaries, and the gloved hands of the policemen on duty at the end of Blackfriars Bridge made a clear way for it.

It turned into Scotland Yard, remained a few minutes, then returned along the Embankment, up Northumberland Avenue, and through a side thoroughfare to Bow Street.

Thereafter, the Frenchman’s experience was bewildering. He was searched, hurried through a passage to a small court, where a benevolent-looking gentleman sat behind a table, on a raised dais.

The prisoner was placed in a steel pen, and a quietly dressed man rose from the solicitors’ table, and made a brief statement.

“We shall charge this man with being a suspected person, your Worship,” he said, “and ask for a remand.”

Then another man went into the witnessbox.

“My name is Detective-Sergeant Kiegnell, of ‘A’ Division,” he said; “and, from information received, I went to 976 Throgmorton Street, where I saw the prisoner. I told him I was a police officer, and should take him into custody.”

That was all.

The magistrate scribbled something on a paper before him, and said briefly, “Remanded.”

Before the prisoner could say a word, or utter anything more than a “Sacré
 !” he was beckoned from the dock and disappeared from court.

So unimportant was this case that none of the reporters in court troubled to record more than the fact that “a well-dressed man of foreign appearance was charged with loitering with intent.”

Certainly nobody associated his arrest with the announcement that the Raglan Castle
 had left Cape Town, homeward bound.

It was an interesting voyage for the passengers of the Raglan Castle
 , which, by the way, carried specie to the amount of £600,000. She left Cape Town soon after dusk. The next morning, to the surprise of her captain, she fell in with a little British fleet — the Doris
 , the Philomel
 , and the St. George
 , flying a Commodore’s flag.

Greatest surprise of all came to the captain of the Raglan Castle
 when he received the following signal:

“Slow down to thirteen knots, and do not part company.”

To the captain’s “I am carrying the mails,” came the laconic message, “I know.”

For ten days the four ships kept together, then came the sensation of the voyage. At dawn of the tenth day, a big steamer came into view over the horizon. She was in the direct path of the flotilla, and to all appearance she was stationary. Those who were on deck at that early hour heard shrill bugle sounds from the escorting warships, then suddenly the engines of the Raglan
 stopped, and a crowd of curious passengers came running up from below. The Raglan Castle
 had obeyed a peremptory order given by the St. George
 , and was hove-to.

The St. George
 and Doris
 went on; then, from the funnels of the stationary steamer, came clouds of smoke, and, through their telescope, the passengers saw her turn slowly and move.

Slowly, slowly she got under way, then —

“Bang!”

The forward 9.2 gun of the St. George
 emitted a thin straight streak of flame, and there was a strange whining noise in the air.

“Bang! Bang!”

The Doris
 came into action at the same time as the St. George
 fired her second gun. Both shots fell short, and the spray of the ricochets
 leapt up into the air.

The fugitive steamer was now moving at full speed; there was a great fanshaped patch of white water at her stern.

“Bang!”

All this time the two British warships were going ahead, firing as they went. Then, from the stern of the strange steamer, floated a whiff of white smoke, and, in a second, the eerie whine of a shell came to the passengers who crowded the deck of the Raglan Castle
 . The shell missed the firing warships; indeed, it did not seem to be aimed in their direction, but it fell uncomfortably close to the mail boat. Another shell fell wide of the steamer, but in a line with her. The manoeuvre of the flying vessel was now apparent. She carried heavier metal than the second-class cruisers of the British fleet, but her object was to disable the mail boat.

The captain of the Raglan
 did not wait for orders; he rung his engines full speed ahead, and swung his helm hard aport. He was going to steam back out of range.

But no further shot came from the Maria Braganza
 .

Smaller and smaller she grew until only a pall of smoke on the horizon showed where she lay.

Obeying a signal from the distant warship, the Raglan
 came round again, and in half-an-hour had come abreast of the two warships, the faithful

in attendance.



There was a swift exchange of signals between the warships, and their semaphore arms whirled furiously.

Then the Commodore’s ship signalled:

“Hope you are not alarmed; you will not be troubled again; go ahead.”

On the twelfth day there was another shock for the excited passengers of the Raglan Castle
 , for, nearing Cape Verde Islands, they came upon not one warship but six — six big black hulls lying at regular intervals along the horizon. But there was no cause for alarm. They were the six Dreadnought cruisers that had been sent down from Gibraltar to take up the burden of the Cape Fleet.

It was all a mystery to the bewildered passengers, whatever it might be to the officers of the Raglan, who had received a long “lamp” message in the middle of the night.

There was a two hours’ delay whilst the captain of the St. George went on board the Indefatigable
 to report.

This was the end of the adventures that awaited the Raglan
 . She was escorted to the Needles by the six warships, and came into Southampton, her passengers a-flutter with that excitement peculiar to men who have come through a great danger and are exhilarated to find themselves alive.

The arrival of the Raglan
 was opportune; it gave confirmation to the rumours which had been in circulation, and synchronised with the issue of the manifesto of the Nine Men — a manifesto unique in history.
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The manifesto had arrived simultaneously at every newspaper office in London, Paris, and Berlin.

It was printed on paper of a texture and quality which is generally in use in small Continental newspaper offices. From certain peculiarities of the printed characters, it was seen that the type from which it was printed must have been cast in Spain. The manifesto was neatly folded and enclosed in an envelope of octavo size, and the actual sheet-size was what is known in the printing trade as double-crown. The postage stamps were Spanish, the place of posting, as revealed by the office postmarks, were in some cases Malaga, and in some, Algeciras. The fact that, whether posted at one place or the other, the date of the posting was identical, supported the view that at least two persons had been concerned in the despatch.

The manifesto itself ran:





TO THE CIVILIZED NATION (sic
 )

Whereas, we, the company known as the Nine Men of Cadiz, have been placed by universal decree outside the law, and whereas it is against our desires that such decrees of outlawry should exist against us, both from the point of view of our own personal comfort and safety, and from the point of view of the free exchange of commercial (sic
 ) relationships.

Now, therefore, we decree —

That unless an immediate free pardon be granted to each and every man on board the Maria Braganza
 and liberty be given to him to go his way peaceably without arrest or fear of molestations (sic
 ), the owners and crew of the Maria Braganza
 will declare war upon the commerce of the world. It will loot and destroy such shipping as may with advantage be so looted and destroyed, and in the end will fight to the last against its aggressor.

(Signed) By order of the Nine.

POLTAVO.



It is no exaggeration to say that the publication of this manifesto caused a panic, not only in shipping circles, but throughout the civilised world. The sea held a hidden danger, neither life nor property was secure.

That the fears of the community were justified was proved by the story of the Raglan Castle
 , and within a fortnight came the story of the North Atlantic outrage.

The Caratana
 , the fastest mail-ship afloat, as well as being nearly the largest, was sixty hours out of New York with 350 passengers on board, when she came up with a strange warship flying a red flag. The warship hoisted an unintelligible signal, which the captain of the Caratana
 did not understand. It was followed by one of which there could be no mistaking the meaning:

“Stop, or I will sink you.”

The captain of the Atlantic liner knew all that was known about the Maria Braganza
 , and at once realised his danger. If he did not realise it, there came a shell from the warship which passed astern. Fortunately, there was a mist on the water, which grew heavier every minute — a dense bank of fog, not usually met with so far east.

The captain of the Caratana
 decided upon the course of action he would take. Very quickly he signalled “I surrender,” and rang his engines to “stop.” The men on the warship seemed satisfied with his action, and no further demonstration was made against the liner. Such was the “way” on the big ship that, although her propellers had ceased to revolve, she continued her course — nearer and nearer she grew to a thick patch of the fog that lay ahead of her. The Maria Braganza
 may have suspected the manoeuvre, for she signalled —

“Go astern.”

For answer, the captain of the Caratana
 put port and starboard engines full ahead, and, whilst men were running to their stations on the warship, the Caratana
 slipped into the fog-belt.

In an instant, the Maria Braganza
 was blotted from view.

The liner captain put his helm over to starboard, and it was well that he did so, for, with a reverberating crash, the warship opened fire in the direction in which he had disappeared. Shell after shell came flying through the thick mist, and the thud of their impact as they struck the water came to the ears of the affrighted passengers.

The sound of spasmodic firing grew fainter and fainter every minute as the great steamer went threshing through the swirling fog, until it ceased altogether.

Although no harm had befallen the liner, the news of the attack produced a profound sensation. Its effect was to paralyse the business of ocean travel. The “Mad Warship” terrorised the seas.

It was on the day the report of this new outrage reached England that T.B. Smith located Poltavo.

*

There languished in a prosaic prison cell at Brixton Gaol a Monsieur Torquet, who was admittedly a victim of police persecution. That much T.B. himself was prepared to admit.

Monsieur Torquet was suspected not of a crime against any particular section of society, but indeed of being accessory to a crime against humanity; and T.B. was prepared to run a tilt at the very Habeas Corpus Act rather than release his grip upon the stranger with the straggling beard who had so heavily insured the Raglan Castle
 before she started out on her adventurous voyage. This Monsieur Torquet, brooding in the loneliness of his cell at Brixton, had very nearly reached the limits of his patience; the silence and the indifference had crushed what little spirit there was in him.

For two months he had lain without trial, in a cell which had a table on which were pen, paper, and ink. He had not in all that time touched the one or the other, but on the day that the Atlantic liner came across the Maria Braganza
 he sat at the table and wrote a brief note to the governor of the prison. Within an hour T.B. Smith was ushered into the cell, and remained with the man for some time. Then he came out, and sent for a shorthand clerk, and together they returned. For four hours the three men worked, one questioning and translating, one answering at first sullenly and with periodic outbursts of temper, and later eagerly, volubly — and all this time the clerk wrote and wrote, until one notebook was exhausted and he sent out for another.

It was late in the evening when he said:

“And that, monsieur, is all.”

“All?” T.B.’s eyebrows rose. “All? But you have not explained the whereabouts of Lolo?”

The prisoner was frankly puzzled.

“Lolo?” he repeated. “M’sieur, I do not understand.”

It was T.B.’s turn to be astonished.

“But the rendezvous — there was to be some rendezvous where the ship would come to pick up any member of the Nine who might become detached.”

The man shook his head, and at that moment an idea occurred to T.B. He drew from his pocket a copy of Baggin’s little “cross with the nobs,” as it had been named at Scotland Yard.

“Do you know this?” he asked.

The man looked at it, and smiled.

“Yes — Poltavo drew that for me on the last occasion I met him in Paris.”

“What does it mean?”

Again the prisoner shook his head.

“I do not know,” he said simply. “Poltavo was telling me something of his plans. He drew the cross and was beginning to explain its meaning, and then for some reason he stopped, crumpled up the paper, and threw it into the fireplace. At the time I attached some importance to it, and, after he had gone, I rescued it, but—”

“You don’t understand it?”

“I don’t,” said the man, and T.B. knew that he spoke the truth.
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It must have been whilst Poltavo was in Paris that the ruling spirit of the Maria Braganza
 discovered that Count Poltavo was indispensable, and that strange reconciliation occurred. Through what agency Baggin and he came into touch is not known. It is generally supposed that the warship ventured close to the French or Spanish coast and sent a message of good will flickering through space, and that some receiving station, undiscovered and undemolished — there must have been a score of such stations — received it, and transmitted it to Poltavo.

News of him came to Smith from Van Ingen, who, following a faint clue of the Spanish dancer, had gone to Tangier. Work at the Embassy had become unendurable to him, since the disappearance of the Nine Men had marked also the disappearance of Doris, and despite the expostulations of the ambassador, who was sorely distressed by certain international complications of the situation — for both Baggin and Grayson were Americans — despite also the detective’s blunt advice to let the business alone and return to the Embassy, Van Ingen had set forth on his wild-goose chase.

The afternoon of his arrival, he climbed to the Marshan, the plateau that commands Tangier. Here are villas, in which Moorish, Spanish, and English styles of architecture, struggling for supremacy, have compromised in a conglomerate type. And here, idling along the promenade, scanning every figure as it passed, he had come face to face with Catherine Dominguez.

At his start of surprise, for he had not expected such good fortune, the lady paused, uncertainly. The young man uncovered with a sweeping bow.

“Pardon!” he exclaimed gallantly, in Spanish, “but so often have I seen the lovely face of the ‘Belle Espagnole’ in the newspapers that I recognised it before I was aware!”

Catherine nodded amiably, and, at a word of invitation, Van Ingen fell into step beside her.

That night he cabled to the detective:

POLTAVO IN TANGIER. C. DOMINGUEZ WILL SELL HIS WHEREABOUTS FOR £5,000. VAN INGEN.

To this he received the laconic reply, “Coming.”

The trap which the detective laid, as the Sud Express fled shrieking through the night, was simple. To capture Count Poltavo while the “Mad Terror” remained afloat would be imbecile. But to frighten him by a pseudo-attack out into the open, and then follow him to the Nine — Smith smiled over the commonsense of his little scheme, and fell asleep.

His interview, two mornings later, with Catherine Dominguez was most amiable — both ignored their last meeting — and satisfactory, save in one small particular. Upon reflection, the lady had raised her price. For £10,000 she would divulge her secret. And the detective, after a few protests, acceded to her demands. After all, she ran a certain risk in betraying a man like the count. He thought, grimly, of Hyatt and Moss.

At the conclusion of the conference, he wrote her a check.

She shook her head, smiling.

“I should prefer banknotes,” she said gently. Smith appeared to hesitate. “Very well,” he replied finally. “But, in that case, you must wait until tomorrow. If your information is good — the check will be also.”

She took it from his hand, and he rose.

“Ver’ good, Senor Smit’,” she replied, looking up at him with an engaging smile. “I will trust you.” She fingered the paper absently. Smith looked down at her. Something, he knew, she had left untold, and he waited.

“One small thing I had almost forgot,” she murmured pensively. “Count Poltavo leaves for — Lolo — tonight.”

Catherine Dominguez had not lied. Perhaps, she had some secret grudge against the Nine, whose faithful agent she had been, or perhaps she was tired of obscure flittings, and wished to buy indemnity by confession. The detective never knew. Nevertheless, he felt grateful to her.

*

That night, a slender man, wearing a felt hat and a cappa
 , descended the steps of one of the villas of the Marshan, and walked through the garden.

There was a man standing in the middle of the white road, his hands in his overcoat pocket, the red glow of his cigar a point of light in the gloom. Farther away, he saw the figures of three horsemen.

“Count Poltavo, I suppose,” drawled a voice — the voice of T.B. Smith. “Put up your hands or you’re a dead man.”
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In an instant the road was filled with men; they must have been crouching in the shadow of the grassy plateau, but in that same instant Poltavo had leapt back to the cover of the garden. A revolver banged behind him; and, as he ran, he snatched his own revolver from his pocket, and sent two quick shots into the thick of the surrounding circle. There was another gate at the farther end of the garden; there would be men there, but he must risk it. He was slight and had some speed as a runner; he must depend upon these gifts.

He opened the gate swiftly and sprang out. There were three or four men standing in his path. He shot at one point-blank, dodged the others, and ran. He judged that his pursuers would not know the road as well as he. Shot after shot rang out behind him. He was an easy mark on the white road, and he turned aside and took to the grass. He was clear of the houses now, and there was no danger ahead, but the men who followed him were untiring.

Presently he struck the footpath across the sloping plain that led to the shore, and the going was easier.

It was his luck that his pursuers should have missed the path. His every arrangement worked smoothly, for the boat was waiting, the men at their oars, and he sprang breathlessly into the stern.

It was a circumstance which might have struck him as strange, had he been in a condition for calm thought, that the horsemen who were of the party that surrounded him had not joined in pursuit.

But there was another mystery that the night revealed. He had been on board the Doro
 — as his little ship was called — for an hour before he went to the cabin that had been made ready for him. His first act was to take his revolver from his pocket, preparatory to reloading it from the cartridges stored in one of his trunks.

Two chambers of the pistol were undischarged, and, as he jerked back the extractor, these two shells fell on the bed. He looked at them stupidly.

Both cartridges were blank!

*

Had he heard T.B. Smith speaking as he went flying down the road, Poltavo might have understood.

“Where’s the dead man?” asked T.B.

“Here, sir,” said Van Ingen cheerfully.

“Good.” Then, in French, he addressed a figure that stood in the doorway.

“Were you hurt, mademoiselle?”

Catherine’s little laugh came out to him. “I am quite safe,” she said quietly. He was going away, but she called him.

“I cannot understand why you allowed him to escape—” she began. “That you should desire blank cartridges to be placed in his revolver is not so difficult, but I do not see—”

“I suppose not,” said T.B. politely, and left her abruptly.

He sprang onto a horse that was waiting, and went clattering down the hill, through the Sole, down the narrow main street that passes the mosque; dismounting by the Custom House, he placed his horse in charge of a waiting soldier, and walked swiftly along the narrow wooden pier. At the same time as the count was boarding the Doro
 , T.B. and Van Ingen were being rowed in a cockleshell of a pinnace to the long destroyer which lay, without lights, in the bay.

They swung themselves up a tiny ladder onto the steel deck that rang hollow under their feet.

“All right?” said a voice in the darkness.

“All right,” said T.B.; a bell tinkled somewhere, the destroyer moved slowly ahead, and swung out to sea.

“Will you have any difficulty in picking her up?” He was standing in the cramped space of the little bridge, wedged between a quick-firing gun and the navigation desk.

“No — I think not,” said the officer; “ — our difficulty will be to keep out of sight of her. It will be an easy matter to keep her in view, because she stands high out of the water, and she is pretty sure to burn her regulation lights. By day I shall let her get hull down and take her masts for guide.”

It was the strangest procession that followed the southern bend of the African coast. First went the Doro
 , its passengers serenely unconscious of the fact that six miles away, below the rim of the horizon, followed a slim ugly destroyer that did not once lose sight of the Doro
 ’s mainmast; behind the destroyer, and three miles distant, came six destroyers steaming abreast. Behind them, four miles away, six swift cruisers.

That same night, there steamed from Funchal in the Island of Madeira, the Victor Hugo
 , Condé
 , Gloire
 , and the Edgard Quinet
 of the French Fleet; the Roon
 , Yorck
 , Prinz Adalbert
 , and the battleship Pommern
 of the German Navy, with sixteen destroyers, and followed a parallel ocean path.

After three days’ steaming, the Doro
 turned sharply to starboard, and the unseen fleets that dogged her turned too. In that circle of death, for a whole week, the little Spanish steamer twisted and turned, and, obedient to the message that went from destroyer to cruiser, the fleets followed her every movement. For the Doro
 was unconsciously leading the nations to the “Mad Battleship.” She had been slipped with that object. So far every part of the plan had worked well. To make doubly sure, the news of Zillier’s escape from Devil’s Island had been circulated in every country. It was essential that, if they missed the Maria Braganza
 this time, they should catch her on the first of June at “Lolo.”

“And where that is,” said T.B., in despair, “Heaven only knows.”

Wearing a heavy overcoat, he was standing on the narrow deck of the destroyer as she pounded through the seas. They had found the southeast trade winds at a surprisingly northerly latitude, and the sea was choppy and cold.

Young Marchcourt, the youthful skipper of the Martine
 , grinned.

“‘Lolo’ is ‘nowhere,’ isn’t it?” he said.

“You’ll find it charted on all Admiralty maps; it’s the place where the supply transport is always waiting on manoeuvres — I wish to Heaven these squalls would drop,” he added irritably, as a sudden gust of wind and rain struck the tiny ship.

“Feel seasick?” suggested T.B. maliciously.

“Not much — but I’m horribly afraid of losing sight of this Looker-ahead.”

He lifted the flexible end of a speaking-tube, and pressed a button.

“Give her a few more revolutions, Cole,” he said. He hung up the tube. “We look like carrying this weather with us for a few days,” he said, “and, as I don’t feel competent to depend entirely upon my own eyesight, I shall bring up the Magneto
 and the Solus
 to help me watch this beggar.”

Obedient to signal, two destroyers were detached from the following flotilla, and came abreast at dusk.

The weather grew rapidly worse, the squalls of greater frequence. The sea rose, so that life upon the destroyer was anything but pleasant. At midnight, T.B. Smith was awakened from a restless sleep by a figure in gleaming oilskins.

“I say,” said a gloomy voice, “we’ve lost sight of that dashed Doro
 .”

“Eh?”

T.B. jumped from his bunk, to be immediately precipitated against the other side of the cabin.

“Lost her light — it has either gone out or been put out. We’re going ahead now full speed in the hope of overhauling her—”

Another oilskinned figure came to the door.

“Light ahead, sir.”

“Thank Heaven!” said the other fervently, and bolted to the deck.

T.B. struggled into his clothing, and, with some difficulty, made his way to the bridge. Van Ingen was already before him. As he climbed the little steel ladder, he heard the engine-bell ring, and instantly the rattle and jar of the engines ceased.

“She’s stationary,” explained the officer,” so we’ve stopped. She has probably upset herself in this sea.”

“How do you know she is stationary?” asked T.B., for the two faint stars ahead told him nothing.

“Got her riding lights,” said the other laconically.

Those two riding lights stopped the destroyer; it stopped six other destroyers, far out of sight, six obedient cruisers came to a halt, and, a hundred miles or so away, the combined French and German fleets became stationary.

All through the night the watchers lay, heaving, rolling, and pitching, like so many logs, on the troubled seas. Dawn broke mistily, but the lights still gleamed. Day came in dull greyness, and the young officer, with his eyes fastened to his binoculars, looked long and earnestly ahead.

“I can see a mast,” he said doubtfully, “but there’s something very curious about it.” Then he put down his glasses suddenly, put out his hand, and rang his engines full ahead.

He turned to the quartermaster at his side.

“Get the Commodore by wireless,” he said rapidly; “the Doro
 has gone.” Gone, indeed, was the Doro
 — gone six hours since.

They found the lights. They were still burning when the destroyer came up with them. A roughly built raft with a pole lashed upright, and from this was suspended two lanterns. Whilst the fleet had watched this raft, the Doro
 had gone on. Nailed to the pole was a letter. It was sodden with spray, but T.B. had no difficulty in reading it.

“Cher ami,” it ran, “much as I value the honour of a naval escort, its presence is embarrassing at the moment. I saw your destroyer this morning through my glasses, and guessed the rest. You are ingenious. Now I understand why you allowed me to escape.

“My respectful salutations to you, oh, most admirable of policemen!”

It was signed, “POLTAVO.”

*

The court-martial held on Lieutenant-Commander George Septimus Marchcourt, on a charge of “neglect of duty, in that he failed to carry out the instructions of his superior officer,” resulted in an honourable acquittal for that cheerful young officer. It was an acquittal which had a far-reaching effect, though’at the time it did not promise well.

T.B. was a witness at the trial, which was a purely formal one, in spite of the attention it excited.

He remained at Gibraltar, pending further developments. For the affair of the Nine Men had got beyond Scotland Yard — they were an international problem.

T.B. was walking over from La Linea, across the strip of neutral ground which separated Gibraltar from Spain, with Van Ingen, when he confessed that he despaired of ever bringing the Nine to justice.

“The nations cannot stand the racket much longer,” he said; “these Nine Men are costing civilisation a million a week! Think of it! A million pounds a week! We must either capture them soon or effect a compromise. I am afraid they will make peace on their own terms.”

“But they must be caught soon,” urged the other.

“Why?” demanded T.B. irritably. “How can we hope to capture one of the fastest war vessels afloat when the men who control her have all the seas to run in?”

They had reached the waterport, and T.B. stopped before his hotel.

“Come in,” he said suddenly. The two men passed through the paved vestibule and mounted the stair to T.B.’s room. “I’m going to look again at our clue,” he said grimly, and extracted from his portfolio the drawing of the little cross with the circular ends.

T.B. himself does not know to this day why he was moved to produce this disappointing little diagram at that moment. It may have been that, as a forlorn hope, he relied upon the application of a fresh young mind to the problem which was so stale in his, for Van Ingen had never seen the diagram.

He looked and frowned.

“Is that all?” he asked, without disguising his disappointment.

“That is all,” responded T.B.

They sat looking at the diagram in silence. Van Ingen, as was his peculiarity, scribbled mechanically on the blotting pad before him. He drew flowers, and men’s heads, and impossible structures of all kinds; he made inaccurate tracings of maps, of columns, pediments, squares, and triangles. Then, in the same absent way, he made a rough copy of the diagram.

Then his pencil stopped and he sat bolt upright.

“Gee!” he whispered.

The detective looked up in astonishment.

“Whew!” whistled Van Ingen. “Have you got an atlas, Smith?”

The detective took one from his trunk. Van Ingen turned the leaves, looked long and earnestly at something he saw, closed the book, and turned a little white, but his eyes were blazing.

“I have found ‘Lolo,’” he said simply.

He took up his pencil and quickly sketched the diagram:



“Look,” he said, and added a few letters:



“Longitude, nought; latitude nought — L.0, L.0!” whispered the detective. “You’ve hit it, Van Ingen! By Jove! Why, that is off the African coast.”

He looked again at the map.

“It is where the Greenwich meridian crosses the Equator,” he said. “It’s ‘nowhere’! The only ‘nowhere’ in the world!”
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Under an awning on the quarterdeck of the Maria Braganza
 , George T. Baggin was stretched out in the easiest of easychairs in an attitude of luxurious comfort.

Admiral Lombrosa, passing on his way to his cabin, smacked him familiarly upon the shoulder — an attitude which epitomised the changed relationships of the pair.

The Maria Braganza
 was steaming slowly eastward, and, since it was the hour of siesta, the deck was strewn with the recumbent forms of men. Baggin looked up with a scowl.

“Where is Poltavo?” he asked, and the other laughed.

“He sleeps, Senor Presidente,” said the “Admiral.” — There had been some curious promotions on board the Maria Braganza
 .—” He is amusing, your count.”

Baggin wriggled uncomfortably in his chair, but made no answer, and the other man eyed him keenly.

Baggin must have felt rather than observed the scrutiny, for suddenly he looked up and caught the sailor’s eye.

“Eh?” he asked, as though to some unspoken question. Then, “Where is Grayson?”

Again the smile on the swart face of the Brazilian.

“He is here,” he said, as a stout figure in white ducks shuffled awkwardly along the canting deck. He came opposite to Baggin; and, drawing a chair towards him with a grunt, he dropped into it with a crash.

“You grow fatter, my friend,” said Baggin.

“Fatter!” gasped the other. “Of course I’m fatter! No exercise — this cursed ship! Oh, what a fool, what a fool I’ve been!”

“Forget it,” said Baggin. He took a long gold case from his inside pocket, opened it, and selected with care a black cheroot. “Forget it.”

“I wish I could! I’d give half-a-million to be safe in the hands of the Official Receiver! I’d give half-a-million to be serving five years in Sing Sing! Baggin,” he said, with comic earnestness, “we’ve got to compromise! It’s got to be done. Where do we stand, eh?”

Baggin puffed leisurely at his cigar, but made no attempt to elucidate the position. He was used to all this; but now, with his nerves on edge, this cowardice of Grayson’s grated.

“Where are the Nine Men of Cadiz?” demanded Grayson, the sweat rolling down his cheeks. “Where is Bortuski? Where is Morson? Where is Couthwright? Zillier, we know where he is, or was, but where are the others? You and me and Count Poltavo and the rest — phutt!” He made a little noise with his mouth.

“I know!” he said. He raised a trembling finger accusingly.

“My dear man,” said Baggin lazily, though his face was white and his lips firm-pressed.

“There was the storm—”

“That’s a lie!” screamed Grayson, beating the air with his hands; “ — that’s a lie! The storm didn’t take Kohr from his bunk and leave blood on his pillow! It didn’t make Morson’s cabin smell of chloroform! I know, I know!”

“There is such a thing as knowing too much,” said George T. Baggin, rising unsteadily.

“Grayson,” he said, “I’ve been a good friend of yours because I sort of like you in spite of your foolishness. Our friends perished in the storm; it wasn’t a bad thing for us, taking matters all round. If this manifesto of ours doesn’t secure us a pardon, we can risk making a run for safety. There are fewer of us to blab. See here—”

He sat down on the side of the other’s chair and dropped his voice— “suppose we can’t shock this old world into giving us a free pardon, and the sun gets too warm for us, as it will sooner or later—”

“Suppose it!” Grayson burst in. “Do you think there’s an hour of the day or night when I don’t suppose it? Lord! I—”

“Listen, can’t you?” said Baggin savagely.

“When that happens, what are we to do? We’ve buried gold on the African coast; we’ve buried it on the South American coast—”

“All the .crew know. We’re at the mercy—”

“Wait, wait!” said the other wearily. “Suppose there comes a time when we must make a dash for safety — with the steam pinnace. Slipping away in the night when the men of the watch are doped. You and your daughter, and me, Poltavo, and the Admiral” — he bent his head lower—” leaving a time-fuse in the magazine,” he whispered. “There’s a way out for us, my friend! We are going to make one last effort,” he went on. “Between here and ‘ Lolo ‘ we fall in with the outward-bound, intermediate Cape mail. It shall be our last attack upon civilisation.”

“Don’t do it!” begged Grayson; “ — for the love of Heaven, don’t do it, Baggin!”

He got upon his feet, .pallid and staring. His hand was clapped over his heart, and his breath came in thick, stertorous gasps. Doris appeared around the corner, walking with Count Poltavo. She came forward swiftly.

“Come, father!” she said, and led him, unresisting, away.

They ate a silent meal in the magnificently upholstered wardroom, which had been converted into a saloon for the officers of the “Mad Battleship.”

After dinner, Count Poltavo and Baggin promenaded the quarterdeck together.

“Grayson has gone below,” reported the count, in answer to a question of his companion. “He got no sleep last night.”

“He is a greater danger than any of the others,” said Baggin.

They stood for awhile, watching the phosphorescence on the water, till Lombrosa’s voice recalled them.

“Are you there?” he called quickly. They detected the agitation in his tone and turned together.

“It’s Grayson,” said the captain rapidly. “I found him in the wireless cabin, trying to send a message. He’s half-mad.”

“Where is he?” demanded the count; but, before his tongue had formed the words, the voice of the fat man came to him. He came along, the centre of a swaying body of sailors, who held him.

“For God’s sake, silence him!” said the Brazilian hoarsely. “Don’t you hear?”

“Dead! you’ll all be dead!” yelled Grayson. He was screaming at the top of his voice in English. “A time-fuse in your magazine! whilst they get away with the money!”

At any moment he might remember that the Brazilians who held him could not understand a word he said.

Poltavo gave an order, and the struggling man was flung to the deck.

“Murder!” he screamed. “Hyatt, and the other man! And poor Morson and Kohr. I see the blood on his pillow! and a time-fuse in the magazine—”

Baggin thrust a handkerchief in his mouth.

“Chloroform,” he said in Spanish. “Our friend has been drinking.” In a few seconds, the captain was back with a bottle of colourless liquid, and a saturated handkerchief was pressed over the struggling man’s mouth.

He was silent at last, and, at a word from their captain, the men who held him released their hold, and went forward to their quarters. The captain discreetly followed them.

The two men stood in silence, gazing down at the huddled figure. Then, “He must go,” said Baggin.

Poltavo was silent a moment.

“No,” he said finally, “I do not agree.” Baggin regarded him blackly.

“I see your point,” he said, with biting emphasis. “With the others” — he wet his dry lips—” you cast the black vote fast enough—”

The count elevated his eyebrows. “Why refer to such things?” he objected mildly. “If they be necessary — do them, swiftly and well — but be silent, even as Nature is silent. For Mr. Grayson, he is — how you say — a very sick man. Perhaps—” He shrugged his shoulders and did not finish the sentence.

He bent down to the unconscious man.

“Lend a hand,” he said quietly to Baggin. The American obeyed, sullenly, and, between them, they half supported, half carried Grayson to his cabin.



34. The Last of the Nine


Table of Contents


To a calm sea, to a dawn all pearl and rose, the crew of the Maria Braganza
 woke. In the night, the speed of the warship had been accelerated until she was moving at her top speed, and two columns of black smoke belched from her great funnels. The two men who came on deck at the same moment did not speak one to the other. Baggin was pale; there were dark circles about his eyes; he looked like a man who had not slept. But Count Poltavo was unperturbed.

Clear-eyed, shaven, not unusually pallid, he woke as from a pleasant dream, and appeared on deck immaculate from point of shoe to fingernail.

All the morning preparations were going on. Ammunition came up from the magazine, dilatory quartermasters swung out guns; on the masthead was an under-officer armed with a telescope.

He was the principal object of interest to the men on the quarterdeck. Every few minutes their eyes would go sweeping aloft.

Beyond the curtest salutations, neither the captain, Baggin, nor the calm Poltavo spoke. In Baggin’s heart grew a new terror, and he avoided the count.

The sun beat down on the stretch of awning that protected the privileged three, but, for some reason, Baggin did not feel the heat. He had a something on his mind; a question to ask; and at last he summoned his resolution to put it. He walked over to where the count sat reading.

“Ivan,” he said — he had never so addressed him before— “is the end near?”

The count had raised his clear eyes when the other had come toward him; he smiled.

“Which variety of end?” he asked.

“There is only one variety,” said Baggin steadily. “There is only one thing in the world that counts, and that is life.”

“Not money?” asked the Russian, with a faint, ironical smile.

“Not money,” repeated Baggin. “Least of all, money — but life!”

Poltavo arose. He had seen the flutter of a white skirt at the far end of the promenade-deck.

“Life,” he said, with soft deliberateness, “is the least of all gifts, my friend. It is of no more consequence than the crystal of snow which is lost in the foul mud beneath our feet, or the drop of dew which is burned up by the. ardent rays of the sun.” He turned upon his heel.

The American plucked at his sleeve. “Then, what counts?” he demanded hoarsely.

“Nothing!” There was a certain mysticism in the count’s gentle smile. “We are bewildered guests. Listen to the words of one of your own great countrymen.” He quoted in a musical voice, looking out across the water:

I was not asked if I should like to come,

I have not seen my host here since I came,

Or had a word of welcome in his name.

Some say that we shall never see him, and some

That we shall see him elsewhere, and then know

Why we were bid.



“For myself” — he shrugged his shoulders with an expressive gesture—” it does not matter. I have been well amusé
 .” He strolled forward. Doris, dressed all in white, was leaning against the rail. She drank in the fresh morning air eagerly. The wind had brought a faint tinge of colour to her cheeks, and the blue ribbon which she had bound about her hair to protect it from the ravages of the wind lent her an air almost of gaiety, which the count was not slow to observe.

“It is a glorious day,” he said cheerfully.

“And your father is better. I can read the good news in your face.”

He ranged himself beside her, his back against the rail, so that his eyes took in every aspect of her face and figure.

“He is asleep,” she returned in a low voice, “and so I ventured out for a breath of fresh air. He was — delirious — through the night.”

He looked at her reproachfully. “And you watched with him all night?”

She nodded.

“You might, at least, have permitted me to divide the time with you.”

The girl was silent.

“Is he alone — now?” he asked abruptly.

A certain quality in his tones made her glance up swiftly.

“I — I think so,” she faltered. “There is — danger?”

“It is just as well to have a guard,” he said drily. “In case the — ah! — delirium should return.”

He beckoned to one of the sailors, and spoke to him in Spanish.

As the man retreated, she turned to him, her blue eyes swimming in a bright mist of tears.

“You are very good!” she murmured.

“It is nothing,” he said simply. “Will you come up on the hurricane-deck? I have a desire for wide sweeps — great distances to-day.”

She hesitated.

“Your father is safe,” he urged. “I have set two men at his door. And I have something to say to you.”

“I also have something to say to you,” she answered, with a queer little laugh.

They did not speak again until he had placed her in a luxurious steamer-chair, protected from the rays of the sun by a gay striped awning, and seated himself beside her.

Doris folded her hands in her lap, and gazed across the shimmering water. Slowly her eyes came back, and rested upon the figure beside her. She drew from about her neck a slender gold chain, from which depended a locket, and a ring, set quaintly with a ruby.

“Count Poltavo,” she said, in a low, clear tone, “do you remember giving me this ring?”

“Yes.” His face had paled slightly, and a light came into his eyes.

“And — and the pledge which I made you then?”

“I recall no pledge, dear lady.”

She gave him a wide, deep look.

“I bound myself to answer any question you should wish to ask — if you should save my father from Mr. Baggin. Yesterday, that came to pass. During a lucid interval in the night, my father—” — her voice quivered on the word— “spoke of you, but brokenly, and I did not completely understand until you set the guard about his door.”

The count made as if to speak, but she raised a protesting hand. “So now you have fulfilled your pledge to me, and I “ — she lifted her head proudly—” stand ready to redeem mine.”

He looked at her strangely. “You would marry me?”

“Yes.”

Her lips articulated the word with difficulty. Her eyes were upon her hands, and her hands plaited nervously a fold of her white gown.

“Doris!” He laid a hand over the slim white fingers. She shrank back, and then suffered her hand to lie in his, passively.

“Look up, child,” he urged gently. “Let me see your eyes.”

She closed them tightly. A warm tear splashed upon his hand.

Count Poltavo was very white, but he smiled.

“Do you weep,” he said softly, “because you have given yourself to me? Or because you do not love me?”

The tears fell faster.

He took both her hands. “Dear lady,” he said, “let our hearts speak only true words to-day. You have already chosen a mate — is it not true?”

She sat mute, but a burning flush betrayed her.

The count rose suddenly to his feet, and made his way blindly to the rail. When he returned, a few moments later, his face was tranquil and serene. “I have put my question,” he said lightly, “and you have answered it — with a blush! Let us drop the poor unfortunate subject into oblivion.”

She took a long deep breath, as if throwing off the weight of a weary burden. “I am free?” she whispered.

He laughed somewhat harshly. “As free as a bird,” he retorted, “to fly whither you will.”

She did not answer, but unthreaded the ring, with trembling fingers, and handed it to him without a word.

He drew back, shaking his head. “Will you honour me by keeping it as a memento of your — ah! — freedom? To think upon, in happier days?”

“I will keep it,” she said softly, “in memory of a man whom I could wish to love!” A silence fell between them, which the girl presently broke.

“You also had something to tell me?” she said.

He roused himself. “It is true — I had almost forgot!” He stopped and looked about them, as if to reassure himself that they were quite alone.

“Your father is very ill,” he began, “too ill to receive proper attention aboard this ship. I have decided, therefore,” — he lowered his voice to a whisper,—” to transfer him, as soon as he is able, to the first steamer we meet. It can be arranged, quite simply, with assumed names. You will take him to some quiet place, and, when he is quite restored, return with him to America.”

The light of a great hope shone in her eyes.

Impulsively, she bent down, and touched his hand with her lips. “I can never, never repay you!” she murmured.

He rose smiling. From where he stood, the man in the mainmast was visible. He was shouting to somebody on the bridge, and pointing northward.

The count deftly interposed himself between the girl and the sea.

“You can repay me,” he said slowly, “by returning at once with me to your father’s stateroom, and promising to remain there until I come or send some one for you.”

She looked up at him, startled, and the blood ebbed from her cheeks, leaving them ashen, but she asked no question, and he escorted her gravely to her father’s cabin.

When he came again on deck, Baggin pointed triumphantly toward the north. “We make our final appeal to the world!” he cried.

It came reluctantly into view, a big grey-painted steamer with red-and-black funnels, a great, lumbering ocean beast.

Through their glasses the three men watched her, a puzzled frown upon the captain’s face.

“I do not recognise her,” he said, “but she looks like a gigantic cargo steamer.”

“Her decks are crowded with passengers,” said Baggin. “I can see women’s hats and men in white; what is that structure forward?” He indicated a long superstructure before the steamer’s bridge.

“There goes her flag.”

A little ball crept up to the mainmast.

“We will show her ours,” said the captain pleasantly, and pushed a button.

Instantly, with a crash that shook the ship, the forward gun of the Maria Braganza
 sent a shell whizzing through the air.

It fell short and wide of the steamer. The captain turned to Poltavo, as for instructions.

“Sink her,” said the count briefly.

But the steamer was never sunk.

The little ball that hung at the main suddenly broke, and out to the breeze there floated not the red ensign of the merchant service, but the Stars and Stripes of America — more, on the little flagstaff at the bow of the ship fluttered a tiny blue flag spangled with stars.

Livid of face, Captain Lombrosa sprang to the wheel.

“It’s a Yankee man-o’-war!” he cried, and his voice was cracked. “We’ve—”

As he spoke the superstructure on the “intermediate,” which had excited the count’s curiosity, fell apart like a house of canvas — as it was — and the long slim barrel of a nine-inch gun swung round.

“Bang!”

The shell carried away a boat and a part of the wireless cabin.

“Every gun!” yelled Lombrosa, frantically pressing the buttons on the bridge before him.

“We must run for it!”

Instantly, with an ear-splitting succession of crashes, the guns of the Maria Braganza
 came into action.

To the last, fortune was with the Nine, for the second or third shot sent the American over with a list to starboard.

Round swung the Maria Braganza
 like a frightened hare; the water foamed under her bows as, running under every ounce of steam, she made her retreat.

“We must drop all idea of picking up Zillier,” said Baggin, white to the lips; “this damned warship is probably in wireless communication with a fleet; can you tap her messages?”

Poltavo shook his head.

“The first shell smashed our apparatus,” he said. “What is that ahead?”

Lombrosa, with his telescope glued to his eye, was scanning the horizon.

“It looks like a sea fog.”

But the captain made no reply.

Over the edge of the ocean hung a thin red haze. He put the glass down, and turned a troubled face to the two men.

“In other latitudes I should say that it was a gathering typhoon,” he said. He took another long look, put down the telescope, closed it mechanically, and hung it in the rack.

“Smoke,” he said briefly. “We are running into a fleet.”

He brought the Maria Braganza
 ’s bows northward, but the smoke haze was there, too. East, north, south, west, a great circle of smoke and the Maria Braganza
 trapped in the very centre.

Out of the smoke haze grey shadowy shapes, dirty grey hulls, white hulls, hulls black as pitch, loomed into view.

The captain rang his engines to “stop.”

“We are caught,” he said.

He opened a locker on the bridge leisurely, and took out a revolver.

“I have no regrets,” he said — it was a challenge to fate.

Then he shot himself and fell dead at the feet of the two. Baggin sprang forward, but too late.

“You coward!” he screamed. He shook his fist in the dead man’s face, then he turned like a wild beast on Poltavo. “This is the end of it! This is the end of your scheme! Curse you! Curse you!”

He leapt at the Russian’s throat.

For a moment they swayed and struggled, then suddenly Baggin released his hold, dropped his head like a tired man, and slid to the deck.

Count Poltavo flung the knife overboard, and lit a cigarette with a hand that did not tremble.

One last expiring effort the Maria Braganza
 made; you could almost follow Poltavo, as he sped from one side of the ship to the other, by the spasmodic shots that came from the doomed ship.

Then four men-of-war detached themselves from the encircling fleets and steamed in toward the Brazilian. Shell after shell beat upon the steel hull of the “Mad Battleship,” a great hole gaped in her side, her funnels were shot away, her foremast hung limply.

A white flag waved feebly from her bridge, and a British destroyer came with a swift run across the smoky seas.

Up the companion-ladder came a rush of marines; and, after them, a revolver in his hand, T.B. Smith, a prosaic Assistant-Commissioner from Scotland Yard, and Van Ingen.

T.B. came upon the count standing with his back to a bulkhead, grimy — bloodstained, but with the butt of a cigarette still glowing in the corner of his mouth.

“You are Count Ivan Poltavo,” said T.B., and snapped a pair of handcuffs on his wrists. “I shall take you into custody on a charge of wilful murder, and I caution you that what you now say may be used in evidence against you at your trial.”

The count laughed, though faintly.

“You come, as ever, a bit late, my friend.” He flung overboard a tiny phial, which he had held concealed in his hand. He turned to Van Ingen.

“You will find Miss Grayson in the cabin with her father, who is dying. For him, also, Mr. Smith comes a trifle too late.”

He staggered backward.

Van Ingen and the detective sprang to his support.

The marines had gathered about in an awestruck circle.

A slight foam gathered upon the count’s lips.

He opened his eyes.

“It grows dark,” he whispered. “Goodnight, gentlemen!”

He stiffened himself suddenly, and stood boldly erect, gazing past the circle of men.

“Vive Poltavo!” he cried, in a loud, clear voice, and fell backward into their arms.


The End



Silinski – Master Criminal (new revised version of The Nine Bears)


Table of Contents



I. Eclipse



II. Silinski Has a Plan



III. Some Disappearances



IV. Introducing T.B. Smith



V. The Anticipators



VI. At Bronte’s Bank



VII. Silinski Explains



VIII. Murder



IX. Hyatt



XI. The Dancing Girl



XII. “Mary Brown”



XIII. Deportation



XIV. When the Market Rose



XV. In the “Journal” Office



XVI. Silinski Is Interviewed



XVII. The Man From the Eiffel Tower



XVIII. The Affair of the “Castilia”



XIX. The Book



XX. At the Admiralty



XXI. Silinski Strikes



XXII. The Convict From Ceutra



XXIII. The House on the Hill



XXIV. The Nine Bears



XXV. t.b. Smith Reports



XXVI. The Lady Who Lost £200



XXVII. In the Record Office



XXVIII. The Lost Warship



XXIX. Silinski Understands



XXX. What the Sailor Said



XXXI. The “Maria Braganza”



XXXII. A Matter of Insurance



XXXIII. The “Mad Warship”



XXXIV. In Tangier



XXXV. Silinski Leaves Hurriedly



XXXVI. At “Lolo”



XXXVII. The Last of the Nine




I. Eclipse


Table of Contents


Men who think in millions, usually pay in installments, but this was not the case with Silinski, who had a mind for small things, and between whiles, when mighty financial schemes were not occupying the screen, had time to work out his landlady’s bill and detect the altogether fallacious addition of —


3 pesetas 25 centimos

4 “ 50 “

as 8 pesetas 75 centimos



He might, indeed, have hailed from Andalusia as did the Senora with her thrifty additions and her buxom red and white and black beauty, for he counted his pennies carefully and never received a duoro without testing it with his teeth.

He was a tall man with a stoop, and dressed invariably in black, which is the colour of Spain. Seeing him, on windy days, when bleak, icy air-streams poured down from the circling Sierras, and made life in Madrid insupportable, you might have marked him down as a Spaniard. His black felt hat and his velvet-lined cappa
 with its high collar would show him to be such from a distance, whilst nearer at hand, his long, melancholy face, with a thin nose that drooped over a trim black moustache slightly upturned, would confirm the distant impression. He spoke Spanish fluently, and affected a blazing diamond ring — such as a well-to-do Spaniard would delight in.

Silinski was, in fact, a Pole, and had been for many years a patriot, finding the calling lucrative.

Of all the bad men of whose history I have knowledge, or whose acquaintance I have made, none more than Silinski looked the part.

He was the transpontine villain to the life, and is the only instance I can recall of such a creature. He was in appearance so clever, so cunning, so snakelike, suave, and well-mannered, that men, and not a few women, trusted him from sheer perversity, reasoning, no doubt, that no man who looked so utterly untrustworthy could be anything but good at bottom. Reflecting on the bad men I have known, I enter into the spirit of the reasoning. Jan Muller was benevolent of face, with a kindly eye that twinkled behind gold-rimmed spectacles — yet Muller’s record is known, and for the five murders that were brought home to him, a score were undiscovered. Bawker had the face of a clown, a weak, goodnatured clown, with his loose lip and the puckered eyes of a lover of good living — Bawker was a coldhearted murdered. Agma Cymon — I doubt if that was his real name — was a cold severe, just man, infinitely precise and methodical; a mean man who would fight over a penny, and who invariably had his clothing patched, and his shoes resoled, yet Cymon’s defalcations amounted to £127,000, and the bulk of the money went to the upkeep of an establishment over which the beautiful Madame Carron-Setter presided.

Silinski looked what he was, yet people did not shake their heads over him. Eather they received him in their homes, and some, more intimately acquainted, joked with him on his Mephistophelian ensemble.

Silinski came to Burgos, from Madrid, by an excursion train that travelled all night, yet he was the trimmest and most alert of the crowd which thronged the Callo do Vitoria, a crowd made up of peasants, tourists, and soldiers.

He made slow progress, for the crowd grew thicker in the vicinity of the Casa del Cordon, where the loyal countryfolk waited patiently for a glimpse of their King.

Silinski stood for a little while looking up at the expressionless windows of the Casa, innocent of curtain, but strangely clean. He speculated on the value of life — of royal life.

“If I were to kill the King,” he mused, “Europe would dissolve into one big shudder. If, being dead, I came forward offering to restore him to life for fifty million francs the money would be instantly forthcoming on the proof of my ability. Yet were I to go now to the King’s minister saying—’It is easy for me to kill the King, but if you will give me the money you would spend on his obsequies. I will stay my hand,’ I should be kicked out, arrested, and possibly confined as a lunatic.”

He nodded his head slowly, and as he turned away he took a little notebook from his pocket, and inscribed— “The greatest of miracles is self-restraint.” Then he rolled a cigarette and walked slowly back to the Cafe Suiso in the Espollon.

A cleanshaven priest, with a thin, intellectual face, was stirring his coffee at one of the tables, and since this was the least occupied Silinski made for it. He raised his hat to the priest and sat down.

“I apologize for intruding myself, father,” he said, “but the other tables—”

The priest smiled and raised a protesting hand.

“The table is at your disposition, my son,” he said.

He was about the same age as Silinski, but he spoke with the assurance of years. Silinski noted that the priest’s voice was modulated, his accent refined, his presence that of a gentleman.

“A Jesuit,” thought Silinski, and regarded him with politely veiled curiosity. Jesuits had a fascination for him. They were clever, and they were good; but principally they were a mysterious force that rode triumphant over the prejudice of the world and the hatred in the Church.

“If I were not an adventurer,” he said aloud, and with that air of simplicity which ever proved to be his most valuable asset, “I should be a Jesuit.”

The priest smiled again, looking at Silinski with calm interest.

“My son,” he said, “if I were not a Jesuit priest, I should be suspicious of your well-simulated frankness.”

Here would have come a deadlock to a man of lesser parts than Silinski, but he was a very adaptable man. None the less, he was surprised into a laugh which showed his white teeth.

“In Spain,” he said, “no gambit to conversation is known. I might have spoken of the weather, of the crowd, of the King — I chose to voice my faults.”

The priest shook his head, still smiling.

“It is of no importance,” he said quietly, “you are a Pole, of course?”

Silinski stared at him blankly. These Jesuits — strange stories had been told about them. A body with a secret organization, spread over the world — it had been said that they were hand-in-hand with the police.

“I knew you were a Pole; I lived for some time in Poland. Besides, you are only Spanish to your feet,” the Jesuit looked down at Silinski’s boots, “they are not Spanish; they are too short and too heavy.”

Silinski laughed again. After all, this was a confirmation of his views of Jesuits.

“You, my father,” he accused in his turn, “are a teacher; a professor at the college in Madrid; a professor of languages,” he stopped and looked up to the awning that spread above him, seeking inspiration. “A professor of Greek,” he said slowly.

“Arabic,” corrected the other, “but that deduction isn’t clever, because the Jesuits at Madrid are all engaged in scholastic work.”

“But I knew you came from Madrid,” smiled Silinski.

“Because we both came by the same train,” said the calm priest, “and for the same purpose.”

Silinski’s eyes narrowed.

“For what purpose, father?” he asked.

“To witness the eclipse,” said the priest.

A few minutes later, Silinski watched the black-robed figure with the broad-rimmed hat disappearing in the crowd with a little feeling of irritation.

He had not come to Burgos to witness the eclipse of the sun, but because he knew that the phenomenon would attract to the ancient stronghold of the Cid many notabilities. Notabilities were usually rich men, and these Silinski was anxious to meet. A Spanish gentleman, who could speak fluently French, English, German, and Italian, might, if he played his cards well, secure introductions at such a time as this, which ordinarily would be out of his reach. The guarded circles of Paris and London, through which the unknown could not hope to penetrate, would be assailable here.

A stately Spanish grandee (which was Silinski’s role) might call on my lord in Berkeley Square, and receive no happier welcome than the suspicious scrutiny of an under footman. His ability to speak English would not serve him in a city where 6,000,000 of people spoke it indifferently well.

Silinski had come to Burgos as another man might go to a horse fair, in the hope of picking up a bargain; only, in the case of the Pole, it was a human bargain he desired, a profitable investment which he could secure for a hundred pesetas — for that was the exact amount of capital he at the moment controlled.

So with Silinski in Burgos, with crowds hurrying to the hill above the cathedral to witness the eclipse, and with no other actor in this strange drama upon the stage, the story of the Nine Bears begins.

Silinski scrawled a platitude in his notebook — had it been an epigram I would have recorded it — drank the remainder of his cafe au lait, signed to the waiter and paid him the exact amount due. Leaving the outraged servant speechless, he stepped into the stream and was swept up the hill to where a number of English people were gathered, with one eye upon their watches and another upon the livid shadow that lay upon the western sky.

Silinski found a place on the slope of the hill tolerably clear of sightseers, and spread a handkerchief carefully on the bare baked earth and sat down. He had invested a penny in a strip of smoked glass, and through this he peered critically at the sun. The hour of contact was at hand, and he could see the thin rim of the obstruction cover the edge of the glaring ball.

He had all the clever man’s respect for the astuteness of the scientist, and as he waited he wondered by what method astronomers were able to so accurately fortell to the minute, to the second, nay to the thousandth part of a second, the time of eclipse. Perhaps —

“Say, this place will do, it’s not so crowded.”

Silinski looked up at the newcomers.

One was short and stout and breathed stertorously, having recently climbed the hill, the other, the speaker, was tall, well-groomed and unmistakably an American, with his rimless glasses and his square-toed boots.

“Phew!” wheezed the fat man. “Don’t know which was worse, the climb or the crowd.” He tapped his inside pocket apprehensively. “Hate crowds,” he grumbled, “lose things.”

“Have you lost anything?” asked the other. The fat man shook his head, but felt his pocket again. Silinski saw this out of the corner of his eye — inside breast pocket on the left, he noted.

“Baggin,” said the fat man suddenly, “I’ve a feelin’ that we oughtn’t to have come here.”

“You make me tired,” said the American wearily.

“We oughtn’t to be seen together,” persisted the other; “all sorts of people are here, eh? Fellers I know slightly, chaps in the City, eh? They’ll smell a rat.”

He was querulous and worrying, and had a trick of asking for corroboration where none was likely to be offered.

“You’re a fool,” said the other.

There was a long pause, and Silinski knew that the American was making dumb show signals of warning. They were nodding at him, he felt sure, so he raised his hat and asked politely:

“At what hour is the eclipse?”

“No savvy,” said the fat man, “no hablo es-pagnol.”

Silinski shrugged his shoulders, and turned again to the contemplation of the plain below.

“He doesn’t speak English,” said the fat man, “none of these beggars do.”

The American made no reply, but after a silence of a few minutes, he said quietly and in English:

“Look at that balloon.”

But Silinski was too experienced a warrior to be trapped by a simple trick like that, and continued his solid regard of the landscape; besides, he had seen the balloons parked on the outskirts of the town, and knew that intrepid scientists would make the ascent to gather data.

He took another look at the sun. The disc was halfway across its surface, and the west was grey and blue, and the little clouds that flecked the sky were iridescent. Crowds still poured up the hill, and the slope was now covered with people. He had to stand up, and in doing so he found himself side by side with the fat man.

A strange light was coming to the world; there were triple shadows on the ground, and the stout man, whose name was Meyers, shifted uneasily.

“Don’t like this, Baggin,” he said fretfully; “it’s hateful — never did like these wonders of the sky, they make me nervous — am frightened, Bag-gin, eh? It’s awful, it’s damned awful. Look out there, out west behind you, eh? It’s black, black — it’s like the end of the world!”

“Cut it out!” said his unimaginative companion.

Then of a sudden the black shadow in the west leaped across the sky, and the world went grey black. Where the sun had been was a hoop of fire, a bubbling, boiling circle of golden light, and the circling horizon was a dado of bright yellow. It was as though the sun had set at its zenith, and the sunset glows were shown, east, west, north, and south.

“My God! My God!” the fat man shook in his terror; “it’s horrible, horrible.”

He covered his face with his hands, oblivious to everything, save a gripping fear of the unknown that clawed at his heart.

He was blind and deaf to the hustling, murmuring crowd about him; only he knew he stood in the darkness at high noon, and that something was happening he could not compress within the limits of his understanding.

Three minutes the eclipse lasted, then, as suddenly as it began, it ended.

A blazing, blinding wave of light flooded the world, and the stars that had studded the sky went out.

“Yes — yes, I know I’m a fool.” His face was bathed in perspiration, although with the darkness had come the chill of death. “It’s — it’s my temperament, eh? But never again! It’s an experience.”

He shook his head, as his trembling legs carried him down the hillside; then he tapped his pocket mechanically and stopped dead.

“Gone!” he gasped, and dived into his pocket. “Gone! by hell!” he roared. “Fifty thousand francs — gone — I’ve been robbed, Baggin—”

“You must expect that sort of thing in a crowd,” said the philosophical American.

Silinski went into the cathedral to count the money — it was very quiet in the cathedral.



II. Silinski Has a Plan
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Silinski had a sister who was beautiful. She enjoyed a vogue in Madrid as Foudonitya, a great dancer. She went her own way, having no reason for showing respect for her brother, or regard for his authority. This did not greatly exercise Silinski. But her way — so easy a way! — led to outrageous unconventionalities, and there were certain happenings which need not be particularized. She was solemnly excommunicated by the Archbishop of Toledo, and the evening newspapers published her photograph.

Silinski was annoyed.

“Child,” he had said gravely to her, “you did wrong to come into conflict with the Church.”

“It will be a good advertisement,” she said.

Silinski shook his head, and said nothing.

That night Foudonitya was hissed off the stage of the Casino, and came to her brother, not weeping or storming, but philosophically alarmed.

“What am I to do?” she asked.

“Go away into the country and perform good works; be kind to the poor, hire a duenna, and make the acquaintance of the local correspondent of the Heraldo de Madrid.”

“It will cost money,’ 9 said the practical Catherine — this was her name.

“You can do nothing without money,” said Silinski, and would have entered the saying in his notebook, but for the fact that it sounded trite.

So Catherine went into the country, and from time to time there appeared notes of her charity in the Madrid papers. She was still in the country when the ban of excommunication was withdrawn and she did penance at Cordova.

Silinski was not greatly surprised to see her dining at the Hotel de Paris at Burgos, on the night of the eclipse, but her hosts — they could not be her guests, for Catherine was one of the frugal sort — gave him occasion for thought. He stood in the doorway watching them. He had been looking for an empty table when he saw Catherine, and after a first glance he would have turned and departed, waiting until his sister was disengaged, but the fat man saw him.

“Hi!” he bellowed, “there he is — stop him, somebody!”

Silinski required no stopping; rather he came forward with a smile, offering his hand to the beautiful girl.

“That was the fellow who was standing near me when I lost the money,” fumed the fat man, and looked helplessly round for a policeman.

There was a scraping of chairs, a confusion of voices; people rose from their seats craning their necks in an endeavour to secure a better view of what was happening, in the midst of which Mr. Meyers found himself pulled to his chair.

“Keep quiet — you,” hissed Baggin’s voice in his ear; “you fool, you’re getting exactly a million dollars’ worth of the wrong kind of publicity — he knows the girl.” He leaned across the table and smiled crookedly at Silinski. “Sit down, won’t you? My friend thinks he knows you — introduce us, Senora.”

The commotion died down as it had begun, occasional curious glances being thrown at the strange quartette.

“Your brother?” Baggin looked keenly at the bowing stranger. “Well, we’ve met him before, and my friend entertained rather unjust suspicions — but they were preposterous, of course.”

Silinski bowed again with a grave and patient smile.

“He didn’t understand English on the hill, eh?”

Meyers choked as his suspicions found fresh food. “Don’t like it Baggin, don’t like it, I tell you!” He had a trick of dropping pronouns, which gave his speech an extraordinary rapidity of utterance.

“We had the pleasure of meeting your sister in Eonda a few weeks ago,” Baggin went on smoothly, and Silinski nodded. He did not ask by what means this prosperous-looking American had secured an introduction in this land of punctilio. On Catherine’s hand blazed a ring he had not remembered seeing before. “As we are leaving Spain tomorrow, we offered her a parting feast—”

He was feeling his way with Silinski, not quite sure of his ground. Silinski might be the outraged relative, the proud hidalgo, quickly and easily affronted, terrible in his vengeance. The girl needed some explaining away.

As for Silinski, did Baggin but know, the girl had explained her presence when she laid her hand on the white tablecloth and the fires of her ring leaped and fell in the gaslight.

“Senor,” said Silinski benevolently, “I am gratified beyond measure with your courtesy. We Bohemians, we artists, ask nor offer excuse for our departures from the convention. My little one” — he patted Catherine’s white hand— “makes friends quickly, but” — here he shrugged his shoulders and turned a pained face to the wheezing Mr. Meyers— “some observations have been made which reflect upon my honour.”

“No offence,” growled Meyers sulkily.

“Pardon,” Silinski raised his hand, dignity and respect in every pose, “pardon, Senor, I could not fail to comprehend your accusation. I stood by your side on the hill, so absorbed, so rapt in the glories of the phenomena, that I could not bring my elated mind to the level of understanding.” He resolved to remember this phrase. “I understood nothing, heard nothing, saw nothing, but the astral splendour—”

“No offence, no offence,” grumbled the fat man, “didn’t think before I spoke; worried, worried, worried!” He waggled his fat hand to and fro as though illustrating the process of perturbation.

“As to that,” said Silinski, with a magnificent sweep of hand, “we agree to forget; but you lost money—”

“Lost money!” the fat man glared, “lost more than money, important documents, a precioso
 — precious, savvy — letter from a feller in the city, no possible value except to owner, see?”

“Let us go on with our dinner,” said Baggin roughly; “you talk too much, Louis.”

“Letters have been lost, seemingly, irredeemably lost,” persisted Silinski, who was not at all anxious to change the subject, “yet, by such agencies as I have at present in my mind, have been restored to their grateful and generous owners.”

“Detectives, eh?” Meyers’ glare was now ferocious. “Spying, pryin’, lyin’ detectives? No! by—”

Baggin looked across at the girl in patient despair.

“I was not thinking of detectives — by the way, Burgos seems filled with these gentlemen,” Silinski went on. “I was thinking of a genius who makes this country his home. His name” — Silinski’s voice was emphatic as he created from his mind the wonderful investigator— “his name is Senor don Sylvester de Gracia, and he is a personal friend of mine.”

“Oh! let the thing go,” interrupted Baggin impatiently. “You’ve lost it, and there’s an end to it; the thief will be satisfied with the money and tear the letter up.”

“Unless,” mused Silinski, “the thief is arrested by the police, and the letter is found upon him. Then the authorities might send for Senor T.B. Smith — eh?”

Meyers’ face went ashen, and his thick lips began to quiver like a child on the point of crying.

“Smith? T.B. Smith? Commissioner, Scotland Yard! Not here, eh? Damn it, he’s not here!”

“I passed him in the Plaza Mayos less than an hour ago; a gentleman very easily amused.”

“Smith!” Meyers’ shaking hand poured out a glass of amber wine. “Bah! mistaken!”

“I know him slightly,” said Silinski modestly (it was T.B. Smith who had marked him for deportation under the Undesirable Aliens Act); “I never forget a face.”

The fat man pushed back his chair, wiping his big mouth clumsily with a serviette.

“Then it’s up,” he said. “He’s here for something; my name’s Mud in the city—”

“Be quiet!” Baggin turned with a snarl upon his companion. “Look here,” he said, facing Silinski, “my friend is not quite himself — I’ll take him up to my room for a minute or so: will you wait here? You might be of service to us.”

Without waiting for an answer the two men left the room, Baggin with one hand clenched on the fat man’s arm.

When they had gone Silinski turned to his sister.

“I hope you haven’t scared them,” she said in German.

“I think not,” said her amiable relative, and the two exchanged confidences.

“What have they done?” she asked.

“Nothing — as yet,” he said diplomatically.

“You have this letter?” she asked, but Silinski shook his head.

“If I had,” he said, “I could tell you all you want to know. Unfortunately I am in the dark.”

“And the money?”

“I know no more about the money than you,” he replied, with charming frankness. “Who are they?”

She laughed, showing two straight, white rows of teeth, and there was genuine amusement in her big grey eyes. “You have the money, of course, and the letter — you must tell me, Gregory. I must know where I am with them; it is due to me.”

“As to the money,” said Silinski, without shame, “it is some fifty thousand francs; one might live for a year in luxury upon fifty thousand francs. As for the letter — why, that is an annuity forever.”

He leaned over the table, and as he looked his eyes were lowered to the cloth, like a man ransacking his memory for elusive facts.

“These men are part of an epidemic — a wave of financial instability is rushing across the world — no, I will put it inimitably: There are props of rotten finance; sometimes one pole snaps and the structure trembles,’ sometimes two snap and the structure lurches, but does not fall, for there is strength in union, and it is more difficult to break a bundle of worm-eaten sticks than one honest stave. But suppose all the props are withdrawn at once — what happens? Ph-tt! And suppose the weaker props say—’ The big fellow is going — it is time for us to move’?”

Catherine listened patiently.

“I would rather you spoke less like a priest, in parables,” she said.

“Naturally,” said Silinski, with an easy inclination of his head, as though this were the very comment he expected, “yet I must deal in parables. Amongst your accomplishments, do you speak English?”

“A little.” Catherine shrugged her shoulders carelessly. “I can say ‘my dear’ and ‘I like you very much’.”

“Which hardly fulfils all commercial requirements,” said Silinski thoughtfully. “I will translate to you the interesting letter, which may be condensed into one comprehensive sentence towards the end—’When you are ready say “jump”’—”

Here Baggin appeared in the doorway, and beckoned to the polite Silinski, and that worthy made his way through the crowded room.

“Can you get that letter?” asked Baggin, without any preliminary, “or were you only joshing?”

“I can not only get the letter, but I have the letter,” said the other calmly, and Baggin’s lids narrowed. “Further, your plans are very foolish,” the Pole went on smoothly, “because you have no plans. Spain will not hold nine defaulting bucket-shop keepers — that is the idiom, is it not? — unless your retirement is organized with considerably more skill than you have up to this moment displayed.”

The American said nothing.

“I have a plan, a great plan,” said Silinski, and he drew himself erect in the pride of his authorship; “but you must take me into its working.”

“You are a damned villain,” said Baggin, “a blackmailer ‘ 9

Silinski’s brows darkened.

“Villain, yes,” he said; “blackmailer, no — I am a genius — that is all.”



III. Some Disappearances
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In the month of March, 1904, a notice was posted on the doors of the London, Manhattan and Jersey Syndicate, in Moorgate Street. It was brief, but it was to the point —

“Owing to the disappearance of Mr. George T. Baggin, the L.M. and J. Syndicate has suspended operations.”

With Mr. Baggin had disappeared the sum of £247,000, an examination of the books of the firm revealed the fact that the London, Manhattan, and Jersey Syndicate was — Mr. Baggin; that its imposing title thinly disguised the operations of a bucket-shop, and the vanished bullion had been most systematically collected in gold and foreign notes.

Mr. Baggin had disappeared as though the earth had swallowed him up. He was traced to Liverpool; a ticket to New York had been purchased by a man answering to his description, and he had embarked on the Lucania. The liner called at Queenstown, and the night she left Mr. “Coleman” was missing. His clothing and trunks were found intact in his cabin, and a pathetic note addressed to the chief steward was pinned to his pillow. It said, in the extravagant language of remorse, that overwhelmed by the horror of his position, the writer had decided to leave this world for a better, and, he trusted, brighter life. It was signed “George T. Baggin.” The ship was searched from stem to stern, but no trace of the unfortunate man could be discovered.

The evening newspapers flared forth with, “Tragic End of a Defaulting Banker,” but Scotland Yard, ever sceptical, set on foot certain inquiries and learnt that a stranger had been seen in Queenstown after the ship sailed. A stranger who left for Dublin, and who doubled back to Heysham; who came, via Manchester, back to London again. In London he had vanished completely. Whether or not this was the redoubtable George T. Baggin, was a matter for conjecture.

T.B. Smith, of Scotland Yard, into whose hands the case was put, had no doubt at all. He believed that Baggin was alive. Two months after the disappearance, the firm of Woolfe, Meyers, Limited, crumbled into dust — for Louis Meyers himself failed to take his place one fine morning in the lavishly furnished boardroom in King William Street. Meyers was a dealer in Premium Bonds. A stout man, scant of breath, loose-lipped, sparing pronouns. His ingenious method of trading may be summarized in a sentence. You paid your money and he took his choice. “There can be no doubt at all,” said the Daily Megaphone, in commenting on his disappearance, “that this wretched man, face to face with exposure which was inevitable, has taken the supreme and desperate step of suicide. His overcoat, in which was a letter to the coroner, was found on one of the seats of the Thames Embankment…”

Yet Scotland Yard took no trouble to find the body. Instead, it sent its most experienced detectives to watch the seaports. T.B. Smith’s instructions to his watchful subordinates were marked with sardonic levity.

“You will recognize the body of the late Louis Meyers,” he wrote, “from the fact that it will be smoking a big cigar and carrying a portmanteau containing £150,000’s worth of French and German notes; it speaks English with a slight lisp.”

Most artistic of all was the passing of Lucas Damant, the Company Promoter. Damant’s defalcations were the heaviest, for his opportunities were greater. He dealt in millions and stole in millions. Taking his summer holidays in Switzerland, Mr. Damant foolishly essayed the ascent of the Matterhorn without a guide. His alpenstock was picked up at the edge of a deep crevasse, and (I again quote the Megaphone) “yet another Alpine disaster was added to the alarming list of mountaineering tragedies.” What time four expert guides were endeavouring to extricate the lost man from a bottomless pit, sixteen chartered accountants were engaged in extracting from the chaos of his documentary remains the true position of Mr. Damant’s affairs, but the sixteen accountants, had they been sixteen hundred, and the space of time occupied in their investigations a thousand years, would never have been able to balance the Company Promoter’s estate to the satisfaction of all concerned, for between debit and credit yawned an unfathomable chasm that close on a million pounds could not have spanned. In the course of time a fickle public forgot the sensational disappearance of these men; in course of time their victims died or sought admission to the workhouse. There were spasmodic discussions that arose in smokerooms and tap-rooms, and the question as to whether they were dead or whether they had merely bolted, was hotly debated, but it may be truthfully said that they were forgotten; but not by Scotland Yard, which neither forgets nor forgives.

The Official Memory sits in a big office that overlooks the Thames Embankment. It is embodied in a man who checks, day by day, hour by hour, and minute by minute, the dark happenings of the world. He is an inconsiderable person, as personalities go, for he enters no witnessbox to testify against a pallid prisoner. He grants no interviews to curious newspaper reporters, he appears in no magazine as a picturesque detector of crime, but silently, earnestly, and remorselessly, he marks certain little square cards, makes grim entries in strange ledgers, consults maps, and pores over foreign newspaper reports. Sometimes he prepares a dossier, as a cheap-jack makes up his prize packet, with a paper from this cabinet, a photograph from that drawer, a newspaper cutting, a docketed deposition with the sprawling signature of a dying man, a fingerprint card — and all these he places in a large envelope, and addresses it in a clerkly hand to Chief Inspector So-and-So, or to the “ Director of Public Prosecutions.” When the case is over and a dazed man sits in a cell at Wormwood Scrubbs pondering his sentence, or, as it sometimes happens, when convict masons are at work carving initials over a grave in a prison yard, the envelope conies back to the man in the office, and he sorts the contents jealously. It is nothing to him, the sum of misery they have cast, or the odour of death that permeates them. He receives them unemotionally, distributes the contents to their cabinets, pigeonholes, guard-books, and drawers, and proceeds to make up yet another dossier.

All things come to him; crime in all its aspects is veritably his stockin-trade.

When George Baggin disappeared in 1904, his simple arrangement of indexing showed the connection between the passing of Lucas Damant six months later, and the obliteration of Meyers between these times. The Official Memory knew, too, what the public had no knowledge of — namely, that there had been half a dozen minor, but no less mysterious, Sittings in the space of two years.

Their stories, briefly and pithily told, were inscribed on cards in the silent man’s cabinet. Underneath was the significant word, “Incomplete.” They were stories to be continued; some other hand than his might take up the tale at a future time, and subscribe “Finis” to their grim chapters. He was satisfied to carry the story forward as far as his information allowed him.

There never was a more fascinating office than this of the Silent Recorder’s. It was terribly businesslike with its banked files, its innumerable drawers, its rows of deep cabinets, “A,B,C,D,” they ran, then began all over again, “AA, BB, CC,” except the big index drawer where “Aabot, Aaroon, Aato, Abard, Abart,” commenced the record of infamous men. There were forgers here, murderers, coiners, defaulters, great and small (Silinski’s autobiography occupies a folder by itself). There are stories of great swindles, and of suspected swindles, of events apparently innocent in themselves, behind which lie unsuspected criminalities.

I show you this office, the merest glimpse of it, so that as this story progresses, and information comes mysteriously to the hand of the chief actor, you will understand that no miracle has been performed, no heavensent divination of purpose has come to him, but that at the back of the knowledge he employs with such assurance, is this big office at New Scotland Yard. A pleasant office overlooking the Embankment with its green trees and its sunny river and its very pleasant sights — none of which the Recorder ever sees, being shortsighted from overmuch study of criminal records.



IV. Introducing T.B. Smith
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In the month of October the market, that unfailing barometer of public nerves, moved slowly in an upward direction.

If the “House” was jubilant, the “Street” was no less gratified, for since the “Baggin Failure” and financial cataclysm which dragged down the little investors to ruin, there had been a sad flatness in the world of shares. There are many places of public resort where the “Street” people meet — those speculators who daily, year in and out, promenade the pavement of Throgmorton Street, buying and selling on an “eighth” margin.

To them from time to time come the bareheaded clerks with news of this or that rise or fall, to receive instructions gravely imparted, and as gravely accepted, and to retire to the mysterious deeps of the “House” to execute their commissions.

The market was rising steadily, as the waters of a river rise; that was the most pleasant knowledge of all. It did not jump or leap or flare; it progressed by sixteenths, by thirty-seconds, by sixty-fourths; but all down the money columns in the financial papers of the press were tiny little plus marks which brought joy to the small investor, who is by nature a “bull.”

Many people who are not directly interested in finance regarded the signs with sympathy. The slaves of the street, ‘busmen, cabmen, the sellers of clamorous little financial papers, all these partook in the general cheeriness.

Slowly, slowly, climbed the market.

“Like old times,” said a hurrying clerk; but the man he spoke to sniffed contemptuously, being by nature one of that sour class from which all beardom is recruited.

“Like old times!” chuckled a man standing at the Bodega bar, a little dazed with his prosperity. Somebody reminded him of the other booms that had come and undergone sudden collapse, but the man standing at the counter twiddled the stem of the glass in his hand and smiled indulgently.

“Industrials are the feature,” said an evening paper, and indeed the biggest figures behind the tiny plus marks were those against the famous commercial concerns best known in the city. The breweries, the bakeries, the cotton corporations, the textile manufacturing companies enjoying quotation in the share list — all these participated in the upward rush; nay, led the van.

Into Old Broad Street on one day at the height of the boom, came a man a little above middle height, cleanshaven, his face the brick tan of one who spends much of his life in the open air. He wore a suit of blue serge, well cut but plain, a spotless grey Tirai hat, broad-brimmed, white spats over his patent shoes, and a thin cane in his hand. “A fellow in the Kaffir market” guessed one of the group about the corner of Change Alley, but somebody better informed turned hastily when he saw the quick striding figure approaching, and dived down a side court.

A showily-attired young man, standing on the edge of the pavement chewing a quill toothpick thoughtfully, did not see the newcomer until he was close on him, then started and changed colour. The man in the wide-brimmed hat recognized him and nodded. He checked his walk and stopped.

“Here’s Moss,” he said. He had a snappy, curt delivery and a disconcerting habit of addressing one in the third person. “How is Moss? Straight now? Straight as a die, I’ll swear. He’s given up rigging, given up Punk Prospectuses for Petty Punters. Oh, Moss! Moss!”

He shook his head with gentle melancholy, though a light twinkled in his humorous grey eyes.

“I don’t know why you’re so ‘ard on me, Mister Smith,” said the embarrassed Moss; “we’ve all got our faults—”

“Not me, Mr. Moss,” said T.B. Smith promptly.

“I dessay even you, sir,” insisted the other. “I’ve ‘ad my flutter; and I failed. There’s lots of people who’ve done more than I ever done, worse things, and crookeder things, who are livin’ in what I might call the odour of sanctity.

“There’s people in the ‘Ouse,” Moss wagged an admonitory finger towards ’Change, and his tone was bitter but envious, “who’ve robbed by the million, an’ what do we see?”

T.B. Smith shook his head.

“We see,” said the indignant young man, “motor cars, an’ yachts, an’ racehorses — because they ‘aven’t been found out!”

“Moral,” mused T.B. Smith, “don’t allow yourself—”

“I know, I know,” Moss loftily waved aside the dubious morality of Mr. Assistant-Commissioner Smith. “But I was found out. Twelve months in the second division. Is that justice?”

“It all depends,” cautiously, “what you mean by justice. I thought the sentence was rather light.”

“Look here, Mr. Smith,” said Mr. Moss firmly; “let’s put the matter another way round. Here’s Baggin’s case, an’ Meyers’ case. Now I ask you, man to man, are these chaps dead?”

T.B. Smith was discreetly silent.

“Are they dead?” again demanded Moss, with emotion. “You know jolly well they ain’t. You know as well as I do who’s at the bottom of these bear raids to send the market into the mud. I know them raids!” in his excitement Mr. Moss got further and further away from the language of his adoption; “they smell o’ Baggin, George T. Baggin; he’s operatin’ somewhere. I recognize the touch. George T. Baggin, I tell you, an’ as the good book says, his right hand hath not lost its cunnin’.”

“And,” said T.B. Smith, blandly ignoring the startling hypothesis; “what is Mr. Moss doing now to earn the bread, butter, and etceteras of life?”

“Me? Oh, I’m in the East mostly,” said the other moodily; “got a client or two; give a tip an’ get a tip now an’ again. Small money an’ small profits.”

He dropped his eyes under the steady and pseudo-benevolent gaze of the other.

“No companies,” said the detective softly. “No companies, Mr. Moss? No Amalgamated Peruvian Concessions, eh? No Brazilian Rubber and Exploitation Syndicate?”

The young man shifted his feet uneasily.

“Genuine concerns, them,” he said doggedly; “an’ besides, I’m only a shareholder.”

“Not promoter. Mr. Moss is not a promoter?”

In desperation the badgered shareholder turned.

“How in ‘eaven’s name you get hold of things I don’t know,” he said in helpless annoyance. “An’ all I can say — excuse me.”

T.B. Smith saw his expression undergo a sudden change.

“Don’t look round, sir,” said the other breathlessly; “there’s one o’ my clients comin’ along; genuine business, Mr. Smith; don’t crab the deal.”

In his agitation he grew a little incoherent.

T.B. Smith might have walked on discreetly, leaving Moss to transact his business in quiet and peace. Indeed, the young man’s light blue eyes pleaded for this indulgence; but the gentleman from Scotland Yard was singularly obtuse this morning.

“You don’t want to meet him,” urged Mr. Moss. “He’s not in your line, sir; he’s a gentleman.”

“I think you’re very rude, Mr. Moss,” said T.B. Smith, and waited, whilst Moss and client met.

The client may have been a gentleman; he was certainly opulent. The day being fairly mild, T.B. Smith thought the client’s fur-lined coat a superfluity, but the silk hat which overtopped the client’s thin, long face was most correct.

“Permit me,” said Moss with all the grace he could summon at a moment’s notice, “to introduce you to a friend of mine — name of Smith — in the Government.”

The stranger bowed and offered a gloved hand.

“Er—” said T.B., hesitant. “I did not quite catch your name.”

“Count Poltavo,” said Mr. Moss defiantly; “a friend of mine an’ a client.”

“Delighted to make your acquaintance, Count. I have met you somewhere.”

The Count bowed.

“It is ver’ likely. I have been in England before.”

T.B. Smith with his head on one side, so ridiculously reminiscent of an inquisitive bird, surveyed the imperturbable foreigner with interest.

“But for the integrity of Mr. Moss,” he said, “I should believe that I had been introduced to quite an old friend of mine — Gregory Silinski, to wit.”

The foreigner smiled, showing two regular rows of white teeth.

“You think of my cousin, of whom there is some resemblance — a bad lot.” He shook his head sternly and reprovingly.

“A bad lot, indeed,” agreed T.B. Smith, and offered his hand to Moss.

“Good-day to you, Mr. Moss,” he said; “keep out of mischief; goodbye, Mr. Silinski.” He looked at his watch. “It wants four minutes to twelve; and if by five minutes to twelve tomorrow you are still in England, I shall arrest you. Comprenez?”

“Parfaitement
 ,” said Silinski, who prided himself upon his ability to accept a situation.

T.B. Smith resumed his walk. At the corner of Threadneedle Street an able-bodied hawker offered him his choice of a box of matches or a pair of bootlaces.

“Neither in mine,” said T.B. Smith. “Have you got a hawker’s license, my man?”

“Yes, sir.”

The hawker produced from the inside pocket of his frowsy jacket a folded paper, and T.B. Smith examined it carefully. He must have read every word of it twice. After a while, he handed it back and what he said was not about hawkers, or licenses.

“I know they are here,” he said as though referring to people whose names were inscribed on the paper he had been reading, “but they don’t count, they are too small. Silinski, do you know him?”

“I’ve seen him,” said the hawker; “wasn’t he deported over the Griffon Street affair?”

T.B. Smith nodded.

“He’s way along,” he said, with a jerk of his head in the direction of Moss and client; “get one of your men to watch and report.”

“Very good, sir.”

T.B. Smith continued in the direction of the Mansion House. A famous banker passing in his motor brougham, waved his hand in salute; a city policeman stolidly ignored him.

Along Cheapside, with the deliberate air of a sightseer, the man in the grey felt hat strolled, turning over in his mind the problem of the boom.

For it was a problem.

If you see on one hand ice forming on a pool, and on the other a thermometer rising slowly to blood-heat, you may be satisfied in your mind that something is wrong somewhere. Nature cannot make mistakes. Thermometers are equally infallible. Look for the human agency at work on the mercury bulb, for the jet of hot air directed to the instrument. In this parable is explained the market position, and T.B. Smith, who dealt with huge, vague problems like markets and wars and national prosperity, was looking for the hot-air current.

The market rises because big people buy big quantities of shares; it falls because these same people sell, and T.B. Smith happened to know that nobody was buying. That is, nobody of account — Eckhardt’s, Tollington’s, or Bronte’s Bank. You can account for the rise of a particular share by some local and favourable circumstance, but when the market as a whole moves up?

“We can trace no transactions,” wrote Mr. Louis Veil, of the firm of Veil, Vallings & Boys, Brokers, “carried out by or on behalf of the leading jobbers. The marked improvement in Industrial Stocks is due, as far as we can gather, to Continental buying — an unusual circumstance.”

Who was the “philanthropist” who was making a market in stagnant stocks? Whoever it was, he or they repented long before T.B. Smith had reached the Central Criminal Court, which was his objective.

He was a witness in the Gildie Bank fraud case, and his cross-examination at the hands of one of the most relentless of counsel occupied three hours. This concluded to everybody’s satisfaction, save counsel, T.B. Smith, who hated the law courts, walked out into Old Baily to find newsboys loudly proclaiming,—” Slump on the Stock Exchange!”

“Thank heaven, that bubble’s burst!” said T.B. piously, and walked back to Scotland Yard, whistling.

He did not doubt that the artificial rise had failed, and that the market had gone back to normal.

At the corner of the Thames Embankment he bought a paper, and the first item of news he read was:

“Consols have fallen to 84.”

Now, Consols that morning had stood at 90, and T.B. Smith stopped whistling.
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T.B. Smith strolled into the room of Superintendent Elk.

Elk was a detective officer chiefly remarkable for his memory. A tall, thin, sad man, who affects a low turned-down collar and the merest wisp of a black tie. If he has any other pose than his desire to be taken for a lay preacher, it is his pose of ignorance on most subjects. Elk’s attitude to the world at large is comprehended in the phrase, “I am a child in these things,” which accounts to a very great extent for the rapidity of his promotion in the Criminal Investigation Department.

T.B.’s face wore a frown, and he twirled a paperknife irritably.

“Elk,” he said, without any preliminary, “the market has gone to the devil.”

“Again?” said Elk politely, having knowledge without interest.

“Again,” said T.B. emphatically, “for the fourth time this year. I’ve just seen one of the Stock Exchange Committee, and he’s in a terrible state of mind. Stocks and shares are nothing to me,” the Commissioner went on, seeing the patient boredom on the other’s face, “and I know there is a fairly well-defined law that governs the condition of the Stock Exchange. Prices go seesawing up and down, and that is part of the day’s work, but for the fourth time, and for no apparent reason, the market is broken. Consols are down to 84.”

“I once had some shares in an American copper mine,” reflected Elk, “and a disinterested stock-jobber advised me to hold on to them; I’m still holding, but it never occurred to me — I lost £500 — that it was a matter for police investigation.”

The Commissioner stopped in his walk and looked at the detective.

“There’s little romance in finance,” he mused, “but there is something behind all this; do you remember the break of January 4th?”

Elk nodded; he saw there was a police side to this slump, and grew alert and knowledgeable.

“Yankees and gilt-edged American stock came tumbling down as though their financial foundations had been dug away. What was the cause?”

Elk thought.

“Wasn’t it the suicide of the President of the 11th National Bank?” he asked.

“Happened after the crash,” said T.B. promptly. “Do you remember the extraordinary slump in Russian Fours in April — a slump which, like the drop in Yankees, affected every market? What was the cause?”

“The attempt on the Czar.”

“Again you’re wrong,” said the other; “the slump anticipated the attempt, it did not follow it. Then we have the business of the 9th of August.”

“The Kaffir slump?”

“Yes.”

“But, surely, the reason for that may be traced,” said Elk; “it followed the decision of the Cabinet to abolish coloured labour on the mines.”

“It anticipated it,” corrected his chief, with a twinkle in his eye, “and do you remember no other occurrence that filled the public mind about that time?”

Elk thought with knit brows.

“There was the airship disaster at the Palace. Hike Mills was put away just about then for blackmail; there was the Vermont case — and the Sud Express wreck—”

“That’s it,” said the Commissioner, “wrecked outside Valladolid, three killed, many injured — do you remember who was killed?”

“Yes,” said Elk slowly, “a Frenchman whose name I’ve forgotten, Mr. Arthur Saintsbury, a King’s Messenger — by George!”

The connection dawned upon him, and T.B. grinned.

“Killed whilst carrying dispatches to the King of Portugal,” he said.

“Those dispatches related to the proposed withdrawal of native labour — much of which is recruited in Portuguese West Africa”; he paused a moment, and added as an afterthought, “his dispatch-box was never found.”

There was silence.

“You suggest?” said Elk suddenly.

“I suggest there is an intelligent anticipator in existence who is much too intelligent to be at large.” The Commissioner walked to the door.

He stood for a moment irresolutely.

“I offer you two suggestions,” he said; “the first is that the method which our unknown operator is employing is not unlike the method of Mr. George Baggin who departed this life some four years ago. The second is, that if by any chance I am correct in my first surmise, we lay this ghost for good and all!”
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It was two days later, when Consols touched 80, that T.B. Smith gathered in Elk and marched him into the City.

The agitated Committeeman of the Stock Exchange met them in his office and led them to his private room.

“I must tell you the whole story,” he said, after he had carefully shut and locked the door. “Last Wednesday, the market still rising and a genuine boom in sight, Mogseys — they’re the biggest firm of brokers in the city — got a wire from their Paris agents, which was to this effect: ‘Sell Consols down to 80.’ They were standing then at 90, and were on the up grade. Immediately following the wire, and before it could be confirmed, came another instruction in which they were told to sell some gilt-edged stocks — this was on a rising market, too — down to prices specified. I have seen the list, and taking the prices as they stood on Wednesday morning and the price they stand at today, the difference is enormous — something like three millions.”

“Which means?”

“Which means that the unknown bears have pocketed that amount. Well, Mogseys were paralyzed at the magnitude of the order, and cabled away to their agent asking for particulars, and were equally dumbfounded to learn that they were acting on behalf of the Credit Bourbonaise, one of the biggest banks in the South of France. There was nothing else to do but to carry out the order, and on Thursday morning they had hammered stocks down ten points — stocks that have never fluctuated five points each way in mortal memory!”

The Committeeman, speaking in tones of reverence of these imperturbable securities, mopped his forehead with a tumultuous bandana.

“Now,” he resumed, “we know all the bears throughout all the world. The biggest of ’em is dead. That was George T. Baggin, one of the most daring and unscrupulous operators we have ever had in London. We know every man or woman or corporation likely to jump on to the market with both feet and set it snagging — but there isn’t a single known bear who has a hand in this.

We’ve tried to discover his identity, but we’ve always come up against a blank wall — the bank. The bank can’t give away its client, and even if it did, I doubt very much whether we should be any the wiser, for he’s pretty sure to have hidden himself too deep. “We’d probably find the bank was instructed by a broker, and the broker by another bank, and we’d be as far off a solution as ever.”

“Is there any cause for the present break!”

“I’m coming to that. In all previous slumps there has been a very good excuse for a panic hanging round. In the present instance no such excuse exists. There is a good feeling abroad, money is free and the Bank Eate is low, and the recent spurt in Kaffirs and Yankee rails has put a good heart into the market — why, even Bronte’s have dealt!”

He mentioned the name of the great bank, which in the City of London, ranks only second to the Bank of England.

“I don’t know exactly the details of their dealing, but it is pretty generally known in the City that they have increased their commitments, and when a conservative house like Bronte’s take advantage of a spell of prosperity, you may be sure that peace is in the very air we breathe.”

T.B. Smith was thoughtfully rolling a glass paperweight up and down a blottingpad, and Elk was regarding the ceiling with an air of pained resignation.

Neither of the two spoke when the Committeeman finished his recital, or when he looked from one to the other, secretly disappointed that two men of whom he expected so much should be so little perturbed, indeed, so little interested, by his story. He waited a little longer for them to offer some remark, and, finding that neither had any comment to make, he asked a little impatiently —

“Well!”

T.B. roused himself from his reverie, and Elk brought his gaze to earth.

“Would you mind telling me the names of the stocks again?” asked T.B., “the stocks that are being attacked.”

The member recited a list.

“Um!” said the Commissioner thoughtfully. “Industrials, breweries, manufactories — the very shares that enjoyed the boom and are now undergoing the slump!

“Will you give me a Stock Exchange Yearbook!”

“Certainly.”

He unlocked the door and went out, reappearing shortly with a fat brown volume.

T.B. turned the pages of the book with quick, nervous fingers, consulting the list at his side from time to time.

“Thank you,” he said at length, pushing the book from him and rising.

“Have you any idea — ?” the broker began, and T.B. laughed.

“You nearly said ‘clue,’” he smiled; “yes, I’ve lots of ideas — I’m just going to work one of them out.”

He bowed slightly and the two detectives left the building together.

At the corner of Threadneedle Street he bought an evening paper.

“Issued at 4:10,” he said, glancing at the “fudge” space, where the result of a race had been printed, “and nothing has happened.”

He hailed a passing cab and the two men got in.

“Bronte’s Bank, Holborn,” was the direction he gave.

“Like the immortal Mrs. Harris, there ain’t no Bronte, as you know,” he said. “The head of the business is Sir George Calliper. He’s an austere young man of thirty-five or thereabouts. President of philosophical societies and patron of innumerable philanthropies.”

“Has no vices,” added Elk.

“And therefore a little inhuman,” commented T.B. “Here we are.”

They drew up before the severe fagade of Bronte’s, and dismissed the cab.

The bank was closed, but there was a side door — if, indeed, such an insignificant title could be applied to the magnificent portal of mahogany and brass — and a bell, which was answered by a uniformed porter.

“The bank is closed, gentlemen,” he said when T.B. had stated his errand.

“My business is very urgent,” said T.B. imperatively, and the man hesitated.

“I am afraid Sir George has left the building,” he said, “but if you will give me your cards I will see.”

T.B. Smith drew a card from his case. He also produced a tiny envelope, in which he inserted the card.

A few minutes later the messenger returned.

“Sir George will see you,” he said, and ushered them into an anteroom. “Just a moment, gentlemen, Sir George is engaged.”

Ten minutes passed before he came again. Then he reappeared, and they followed him along a marble-tiled corridor to the sanctum of the great man.

It was a large room, solidly and comfortably furnished and thickly carpeted. The only ornamentation was the beautifully carved mantel, over which hung the portrait of Septimus Bronte, who, in 1743, had founded the institution which bore his name.

Sir George Calliper rose to meet them.

He was a tall young man with sandy hair and a high, bald forehead. From his square-toed boots to his black satin cravat he was commercial solidity personified. T.B. noted the black ribbon watchguard, the heavy, dull gold signet-ring, the immaculately manicured nails, the dangling, black-rimmed monocle, and catalogued his observations for future reference. Elk, who saw with another eye and from a different point of view, mentally recorded a rosebud on the carpet and a handkerchief.

“Now, what can I do for you?” asked Sir George; he picked up the card from the desk and refreshed his memory.

“We’re very sorry to trouble you,” began T.B. conventionally, but the baronet waved the apology aside.

“I gather you have not come to see me out of office hours without cause,” he said, and his tone rather suggested that it would be unpleasant even for an Assistant-Commissioner, if he had.

“No, but I’ve come to make myself a nuisance — I want to ask you questions,” said T.B. coolly.

“So long as they are pertinent to the business in hand, I shall have every pleasure in answering,” replied Sir George.

“First and foremost, is there the slightest danger of Bronte’s Bank failing?” asked T.B. Smith calmly.

The audacity of the question struck the baronet dumb.

“Failing?” he repeated, “Bronte’s fail — Mr. Smith, are you jesting?”

“I was never more in earnest,” said T.B. “Think what you like of my impertinence, but humour me, please.”

The banker looked hard at the man before him, as though to detect some evidence of ill-timed humour.

“It is no more possible for Bronte’s to fail, than the Bank of England,” he said brusquely.

-1 1 am not very well acquainted with the practice of banking,” said T.B., “and I should be grateful if you would explain why it is impossible for a bank to fail.”

If Sir George Calliper had been a little less sure of himself, he would have detected the monstrous inaccuracy of T.B.’s confession of ignorance.

“But are you really in earnest?”

“I assure you,” said T.B. seriously, “that I regard this matter as being one of life and death.”

“Well,” said the banker, with a perplexed frown, “I will explain. The solvency of a bank, as of an individual, is merely a matter of assets and liabilities. The liabilities are the elementary debts, deposits, loans, calls, and such like, that are due from the bank to its clients and shareholders. Sometimes the liability takes the form of a guarantee for the performance of certain obligations — that is clear enough?”

T.B. nodded.

“Assets may be represented as gold, Government securities and stock convertible into gold, properties, freehold, leasehold, land; but you know, of course, the exact significance of the word assets?”

T.B. nodded again.

“Well, it is a matter of balance,” said the banker; “allowing a liberal margin for the fluctuation of securities, we endeavour to and succeed in keeping a balance of assets in excess of our liabilities.”

“Do you keep gold in any quantity on the premises? — what would be the result, say, of a successful burglary that cleared your vaults!”

“It would be inconvenient,” said Sir George, with a dry smile, “but it would not be disastrous.”

“What is your greatest outstanding liability?” demanded T.B.

The banker looked at him strangely.

“It is queer that you should ask,” he said slowly, “it was the subject of a discussion at my board meeting this afternoon — it is the Wady Semlik Barrage.”

“The Egyptian irrigation scheme?” asked T.B. quickly.

“Yes, the bank’s liability was very limited until a short time ago. There was always a danger that the physical disabilities of the Soudan would bring about a fiasco. So we farmed our liability, if you understand the phrase. But with the completion of the dam, and the report of our engineer that it had been submitted to the severest test, we curtailed the expensive insurance.”

“When are the works to be handed over to the Egyptian Government?”

Sir George smiled.

“That I cannot tell you,” he said, “it is a secret known only to the directors and myself.”

“But until it is officially handed over, you are liable!”

“Yes, to an extent. As a matter of fact, we shall only be fully liable for one day. For there is a clause in the agreement which binds the Government to accept responsibilities for the work seven days after inspection by the works department, and the bulk of our insurances run on till within twentyfour hours of that date. I will tell you this much: the inspection has taken place, I cannot give you the date — and the fact that it was made earlier than we anticipated is responsible for the cancellation of the insurances.”

“One more question, Sir George,” said T.B. “Suppose, through any cause, the Wady Semlik Barrage broke on that day — the day upon which the bank was completely liable — what would be the effect on Bronte’s?”

A shadow passed over the banker’s face.

“That is a contingency I do not care to contemplate,” he said curtly.

He glanced at his watch.

“I have not asked you to explain your mysterious visit,” he said, with a smile, “and I am afraid I must curb my curiosity, for I have an appointment in ten minutes, as far west as Portland Place. In the meantime, it may interest you to read the bank’s balance-sheet.”

Elk’s vacant eye was on him as he opened a drawer in his desk.

He closed it again hurriedly with a little frown. He opened another drawer and produced a printed sheet. “Here it is,” he said. “Would you care to see me again at ten tomorrow?”

T.B. might have told him that for the next twelve hours the banker would hardly be out of sight for an hour, but he replied —

“I shall be very pleased.”

He had shaken hands with Sir George, and was on his way to the door, when Elk gave a sign which meant “cover my movements,” and T.B. turned again.

“By the way,” he said, pointing to the picture over the fireplace, “that is the Bronte, is it not?”

Sir George turned to the picture.

“Yes,” said he, and then with a smile, “I wonder Mr. Bronte did not fall from his frame at some of your questions.”

T.B. chuckled softly as he followed the uniformed doorkeeper along the ornate corridor.

In a cab being driven rapidly westward, Elk solemnly produced his finds.

“A little rose and a handkerchief,” he said.

T.B. took the last-named article in his hand. It was a delicate piece of flimsiness, all lace and fragrance. Also it was damp,

“Here’s romance,” said T.B., folding it carefully and putting it in his pocket. “Somebody has been crying, and I’ll bet it wasn’t our friend the banker.”
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T.B. Smith was dressing for dinner in his room at the Savoy, his mind occupied by speculations that centered round a mill dam, when there came a gentle tap at the door.

“Come in,” he said, having all but completed his somewhat elaborate toilet — he was ever a little fastidious in the matter of personal adornment.

The door opened, and there came into his room a gentleman in evening dress, very beautiful to behold.

His shirt-front was soft and pleated, and there were three little diamond buttons to fasten it. His dress suit fitted him almost as well as the white gloves on his hands, and if the velvet collar of his coat was a little daring, he had the distinguished air of the educated and refined foreigner to carry off his sartorial extravagance.

“Come in, Silinski,” said T.B., without turning round. “Twentyfour hours I gave you — when do you leave?”

“May I take a chair?”

Silinski was suave, polite, deferential, all the things that a wellbred man of the world should be.

“Sorry — chuck those things of mine from the chair by the bed.”

So far from “chucking” anything anywhere, Silinski removed the various articles of attire one by one, folded them, and placed them in a neat pile on the bed.

Then he seated himself carefully.

“Mr. Smith,” he began, “it was written by the illustrious philosopher Epictetus—”

“Do not,” begged T.B., in the throes of manipulating a dress tie, “do not quote any of your disreputable friends, I beg.”

“Then,” said Silinski, unabashed, “let me put the matter in another way? Medical authority has it that all human-kind changes once in every seven years. New tissues replace the old, of superior or inferior quality according to age and temperament; but assuredly an entire change comes to every man.”

“The last man who cited to me the born-again theory — which, by the way, is an old one in criminal circles,” interrupted T.B., “is now living in retirement near Princetown because unfortunately, there was enough of the old tissue left in him to induce him to commit crimes for which, I do not doubt. the shame and indignation…”

“It it foolish.”

“It is,” said T.B., confronting him now.

“Because years ago I was,” pursued Silinski, “a poor waif without a friend in this vast city, hungry, alone, half mad with solitude and starvation; because in the far-off days I stole a little. Is my fate to be visited on my head in the days of my affluence?”

The unsympathetic T.B. grinned.

“What a liar you are, Silinski,” he said admiringly. “Friendless! starving! why, you beggar, you were living on the fat of Europe I Have you forgotten the reason for your deportation? A friend of yours threw a bomb—”

Silinski raised a protesting hand.

“There is no need to go farther,” he said with dignity, “the circumstances of my persecution had for the moment escaped my memory. I must got!”

T.B. nodded. He nodded most emphatically.

Silinsky took from the breast pocket of his coat a highly-coloured picture postcard, and handed it to the detective.

“You might not know but La Belle Espagna…

The wonder was that one of Silinski’s experience should have been deceived by the bluff T.B. was making.

“Because I know of these things,” continued T.B. Smith, enjoying the mystery he was creating, “I desire your absence. Let us, however, extend the period of grace to three days, at the end of which time I would have you in a land where your genius is appreciated to a greater extent than in this land of England.”

Silinski stood in the centre of the room, his head bent forward, his whole attitude suggestive of feline activity, and suddenly T.B. felt the airy badinage of his own tone ring hollow, and there came to him a realization that in some indefinable way he was in deadly peril.

What secret had he surprised — what strange devilment was behind this man?

T.B. had no other regard for Silinski than as a political extremist, a mischievous egger-on of other and bolder spirits. He had never thought of Silinski as a source of danger. T.B. Smith was prompt to act.

“My man,” he said evenly, “for some reason I do not like your present state of mind, and if you do monkey tricks I shall take you by the scruff of your neck and drop you out of the window.”

Silinski’s face was extraordinarily pale, but he did not move.

“You know — what?” he said steadily. “I am anxious, monsieur, to see where I stand. If you know what you may know, I have bungled — and if I have not, then somebody else has.”

“As to my information,” said T.B., “I am not prepared to extend my confidence to you. I can only warn you that you will be watched, and any attempt on your part to further certain political propaganda” — he saw a look of relief come to the other’s face, and was satisfied— “will be instantly and violently suppressed.”

He escorted his visitor to the lift and exchanged conventional farewells for the benefit of the liftman, and returned slowly to his room. Then he sat down to untangle the mystery.

1. Silinski, an anarchist (see Dossier R.P.D., 9413, Record Department), and by his own confession.

2. Deported for inciting to murder.

3. His sister comes to London to fulfil an engagement at a first-class music-hall. (“No particular significance in this,” thought T.B. “We are all liable to be cursed with unspeakable relations.”)

“By the way!”

He walked across the room to where a telephone stood on the little table, and called up Elk at Scotland Yard.

“Is anything known about La Belle Espagna — the dancing girl at the Philharmonic? Yes, I know all about her brother. Eh, what’s that? — people desperately in love with her? You surprise me! Who? A young lord? Elk, there is so much awe in your voice that I could not catch that last. Who is the lord? Carleby? Never heard of him. Is that all? Thanks.”

He hung the receiver up.

4. Silinski reappears, imposingly prosperous. He knows Moss, frankly, a thief.

Could they have business together, fearing detection in which, Silinski goes white? Hardly.

Then what was Silinski doing in London? Was he — a bear! T.B. had not connected the man with the bear raid. But that sort of thing was not in Silinski’s line.

He sat meditating till he realized that he was hungry, and taking his overcoat from a peg behind the door, struggled into it and went out.

Elk met him at ten o’clock, and together they drove back to the Yard. There was need to dismiss Silinski from his mind.

This business of the Egyptian barrage was sufficient to occupy his thoughts.

Dimly, he began to see the workings of the gigantic combination that was spreading destruction throughout the world, anticipating disaster profitably.

Who they were he might guess; where their headquarters were situated he could not understand. In two days telegraph and cable office had been systematically ransacked for evidence upon this point. Every code, private and official, had been employed in the deciphering of messages that had arrived in London on the day of the slump and the day preceding it. The secret police of a dozen countries were acting in concert; for now that Scotland Yard had begun its investigations, many things were remembered. The Berlin financial crisis, coincided with the discovery of stolen plans, which had all but precipitated a war with Austria. Every country had its tale to tell of unaccountable depression, and their secret forces worked in unison to discover wherefore.
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“I’ve got two men on to Sir George,” said T.B. — They were at the Yard— “I’ve given them instructions not to leave him day or night. Now, the question is, how will the ‘bears’ discover the fatal day the barrage is to be handed over to the guileless Fellaheen?”

“Through the Egyptian Government?”

“That I doubt. It seems a simple proposition, but the issues are so important that you may be sure our mysterious friends will not strike until they are absolutely certain. In the meantime—”

He unlocked the safe and took out a book. This, too, was fastened by two locks. He opened it, laid it down and began writing on a sheet of paper, carefully, laboriously checking the result.

That night the gentleman who is responsible for the good order of Egypt received a telegram which ran —

PREMIUM FELLOW COLLECT WADY BARRAGE MERIDIAN TAINTED INOCULATE WEARY SULPHER.

There was a great deal more written in the same interesting style. When the Egyptian Chief of Police unlocked his book to decode the message, he was humming a little tune that he had heard the band playing outside Shepheard’s Hotel. Long before he had finished decoding the message his humming stopped.

Ten minutes later the wires were humming, and a battalion of infantry was hastily entrained from Khartoum.

Having dispatched the wire, T.B. turned to the other man, who was sitting solemnly regarding a small gossamer handkerchief and a crushed rosebud that lay on the table.

“Well,” demanded T.B. Smith, leaning over the table, “what do you make of ‘em?”

“They are not Sir George’s,” replied the cautious Elk.

“So much I gather,” said T.B. “A client’s?”

“A very depressed and agitated client — feel.”

T.B.’s fingers touched the little handkerchief; it was still quite damp. He nodded.

“The rosebud?”

“Did you notice our austere banker’s buttonhole?”

“Not particularly — but I remember no flowers.’

“No,” agreed Elk absently, “there were no flowers. I noticed particularly that his buttonhole was sewn and yet—”

“And yet?”

“Hidden in one of those drawers was a bunch of these roses. I saw them when he was getting your balance-sheet.”

“H’m!” T.B. tapped the table impatiently.

“So you see,” Elk went on, “we have an interest in this lady client of his, who comes after office hours, weeps copiously, and leaves a bunch of rosebuds as a souvenir of her visit. It may have been a client of course.”

“And the roses may have been security for an overdraft,” said the ironic T.B. “What do you make of the handkerchief?”

It was an exquisite little thing of the most delicate cambric. Along one hem, in letters minutely embroidered in flowing script, there ran a line of writing. T.B. took up a magnifying glass and read it.

“‘Que Dieu tu garde’,” he read, “and a little monogram — a gift of some sort, I gather. As far as I can see, the lettering is ‘N.H.C.’ — and what that means, heaven knows! I’m afraid that beyond intruding to an unjustifiable extent into the private affairs of our banker, we get no further. Well, Jones?”

With a knock at the door an officer had entered.

“Sir George has returned to his house. We have just received a telephone message from one of our men.”

“What has he been doing tonight — Sir George?”

“He dined at home; went to his club, and returned; he does not go out again.”

T.B. nodded.

“Watch the house and report,” he said, and the man saluted and left.

T.B. turned again to the contemplation of the handkerchief.

“If I were one of those funny detectives who live in books,” he said sadly, “I could weave quite an interesting theory from this.” He held the handkerchief to his nose and smelt it. “The scent is ‘Sympatico,’ therefore the owner must have lived in Spain, the workmanship is Parisian, therefore—” He threw the flimsy thing from him with a laugh. “This takes us no nearer to the Wady Barrage, my friend — no nearer to the mysterious millionaires who ‘bear’ the shares of worthy brewers. Let us go out into the open, Elk, and ask heaven to drop a clue at our feet.”

The two men turned their steps towards Whitehall, and were halfway to Trafalgar Square when a panting constable overtook them.

“There is a message from the man watching Sir George Calliper’s house, sir,” he said; “he wants you to go there at once.”

“What is wrong?” asked T.B. quickly.

“A drunken man, sir, so far as I could understand.”

“A what?”

T.B.’s eyebrows rose, and he smiled incredulously.

“A drunken man,” repeated the man, “he’s made two attempts to see Sir George—”

“Hail that cab, Elk,” said T.B. “We’ll drive round and see this extraordinary person.”

A drunken man is not usually a problem so difficult that it is necessary to requisition the services of an Assistant-Commissioner. This much T.B. pointed out to the detective who awaited him at the corner of St. James’s Square.

“But this man is different,” said the officer; he’s well-dressed; he has plenty of money — he gave the cab-driver a sovereign — and he talks.”

“Nothing remarkable in that, dear lad,” said T.B. reproachfully; “we all talk.”

“But he talks business, sir,” persisted the offcer; “boasts that he’s got Bronte’s bank in his pocket.”

“The devil he does!” T.B.’s eyebrows had a trick of rising. “Did he say anything else?”

“The second time he came,” said the detective, “the butler pushed him down the steps, and that seemed to annoy him — he talked pretty freely then, called Sir George all the names he could lay his tongue to, and finished up by saying that he could ruin him.”

T.B. nodded.

“And Sir George? He could not, of course, hear this unpleasant conversation? He would be out of earshot.”

“Beg pardon, sir,” said the plain clothes man, “but that’s where you’re mistaken. I distinctly saw Sir George through the half-opened door. He was standing behind his servant.”

“It’s a pity “ began T.B., when the detective pointed along the street in the direction of the Square.

“There he is, sir,” he whispered, “he’s coming again.”

Along the pavement, a little unsteadily, a young man walked. In the brilliant light of a street lamp T.B. saw that he was well dressed in a glaring way. The Assistant-Commissioner waited until the newcomer reached the next lamp, then walked to meet him.

A young man, expensively garbed, red of face, and flashily jewelled — at a distance T.B. classified him as one of the more offensive type of nouveau riche. The stranger would have passed on his way, but T.B. stepped in front of him.

“Excuse me, Mr. “He stopped with an incredulous gasp. “Mr. Moss!” he said wonderingly. “Mr. Lewis Moss, some time of Tokenhouse Yard, company promoter.”

“Here, stash it, Mr. Smith,” begged the young man. He stood unsteadily, and in his eye was defiance. “Drop all that — reformed — me. Look ‘ere” — he lurched forward and caught T.B. by the lapel of his coat, and his breath was reminiscent of a distillery— “if you knew what I know, ah!”

The “Ah!” was triumph in a word.

“If you knew what I know,” continued Mr. Moss with relish, “but you don’t. You fellers at your game think you know toot, as old Silinski says; but you don’t.” He wagged his head wisely.

T.B. waited.

“I’m goin’ to see Calliper,” Mr. Moss went on, with gross familiarity, “an’ what I’ve got to say to him is worth millions — millions, I tell you. An’ when Calliper says to me, ‘Mr. Moss, I thank you!’ and has done the right thing, I’ll come to you — see!”

“I see,” said T.B.; “but you mustn’t annoy Sir George any more tonight.”

“Look here, Smith,” Mr. Moss went off at a tangent, “you want to know how I got acquainted with Silinski — well, I’ll tell you. There’s a feller named Hyatt that I used to do a bit of business with. Quiet young feller who got marvellous tips — made a lot o’ money, he did, all because he bowled out Silinski — see?”

He stopped short, for it evidently dawned upon him that he was talking too much.

“He sent you, eh?” Mr. Moss jerked the point of a gold-mounted stick in the direction of Sir George’s house. “Come down off his high ‘orse” — the third “h” was too much for him— “and very wisely, very wisely.” He shook his head with drunken gravity. “As a man of the world,” he went on, “you bein’ one an’ me bein’ another, it only remains to fix a meeting between self an’ client — your client — an’ I can give him a few tips.”

“That,” said T.B., “is precisely my desire.” He had ever the happy knack of dealing satisfactorily with drunken men. “Now let us review the position.”

“First of all,” said Mr. Moss firmly, “who are these people?” He indicated Elk and the detective. “If they’re friends of yours, ole feller, say the word,” and his gesture was generous, “friends of yours? Right!” Once more he became the man of affairs.

“Let us get to the bottom of the matter,” said T.B. “Firstly, you wish to see Sir George Calliper?”

The young man, leaning against some happily-placed railings, nodded several times.

“Although,” T.B. went on, shaking his head reprovingly, “you are not exactly—”

“A bottle of fizz — a couple, nothing to cloud the mind,” said the young man airily. “I’ve never been drunk in me life.”

“It seems to me that I have heard that remark before,” said T.B., “but that’s beside the matter; you were talking about a man called Hyatt who bowled Silinski.”

The young man pulled himself erect.

“In a sense I was,” he said with dignity, “in a sense I wasn’t; and now I must be toddling.”

T.B. saw the sudden suspicion that came t him. “What do you know about the barrage?” he asked abruptly.

The man started back, sobered.

“Nothing,” he said harshly. “I know nothing. I know you, though, Mr. Bloomin’ Smith, and you ain’t goin’ to pump me. Here, I’m going.”

He pushed T.B. aside. Elk would have stopped him but for a look from his chief.

“Let him go,” he said. “I have a feeling that—”

The young man was crossing St. James’s Street, and disappeared for a moment in the gloom between the street lamps. T.B. waited a time for him to reappear, but he did not come into sight.

“That’s rum,” murmured Elk, “he couldn’t have gone into Sir George’s; his house is on the other side of the street — hello, there he is!”

A man appeared momentarily in the rays of the lamp they were watching, and walked rapidly away.

“That isn’t him,” said T.B., puzzled, “he’s too tall; it must be somebody from one of the houses. Let us stroll along and see what has become of Mr. Moss.”

The little party crossed the street. The thoroughfare was deserted now, save for the disappearing figure of the tall gentleman.

The black patch where Moss had disappeared was the entrance of the mews.

“He must have mistaken this for a thoroughfare,” said T.B. “We’ll probably find him asleep in a corner somewhere.” He took a little electric lamp from his pocket and shot a white beam into the darkness.

“I don’t see him anywhere,” he said, and walked into the mews.

“There he is!” said Elk suddenly.

The man was lying flat on his back, his eyes wide open, one arm moving feebly.

“Drunk!” said T.B., and leaned over him. Then he saw the blood and the wound in the man’s throat.

“Murder! by the Lord!” he cried.

He was not dead, but even as the sound of Elk’s running feet grew fainter, T.B. knew that this was a case beyond the power of the divisional surgeon. The man tried to speak, and the detective bent his head to listen. “Can’t tell you all,” the poor wreck whispered, “get Hyatt or the man on the Eiffel Tower — they know. His sister’s got the book — Hyatt’s sister — down in Falmouth — you’ll find N.H.C. I don’t know who they are, but you’ll find them.” He muttered a little incoherently, and T.B. strained his ears, but heard nothing. “N.H.C,” he repeated under his breath, and remembered the handkerchief.

The man on the ground spoke again— “The Admiralty — they could fix it for you.”

Then he died.
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“Get Hyatt or the man on the Eiffel Tower!”

It sounded like the raving of a dying man, and T.B. shook his head as he walked back to his chambers in the early hours of the morning.

“Hyatt — the man on the Eiffel Tower — the Wady Barrage — the mysterious bears — what connection was there one with another”

“I want a private room,” he informed the proprietor, who came to meet him, with a bow.

“I’m ver’ sorry, Mr. Smith, but I have not—”

“But you have three,” said T.B. indignantly.

“I offer a thousand regrets,” said the distressed restaurateur; “they are engaged. If you had only—”

“But, name of dog! name of a sacred pipe!” expostulated T.B. unscrupulously. Was it not possible to pretend that there had been a mistake; that one room had already been engaged?

“Impossible, m’sieur! In No. 1 we have no less a person than the Premier of SouthWest Australia, who is being dined by his fellow-colonists; in No. 2 a family party of Lord Redlands; in No. 3 — ah! in No. 3—”

“Ah, in No. 3!” repeated T.B. cunningly, and the proprietor dropped his voice to a whisper.

“La Belle Espagna!” he murmured. He named the great Spanish dancer with relish. “She, and her fiance’s friend, eh?”

“Her fiancé’s?” I didn’t know—”

“It is a secret “ he looked round as if he were fearful of eavesdroppers, “but it is said that La Belle Espagna is to be married to a rich admirer.”

“Name?” asked T.B. carelessly.

The proprietor shrugged his shoulders.

“I do not inquire the name of my patrons,” he said, “but I understand that it is to be the young Lord Carleby.”

The name told T.B. nothing.

“Well,” he said easily, “I will take a table in the restaurant. I do not wish to interrupt a tête-à-tête.”

“Oh, it is not Carleby tonight,” the proprietor hastened to assure him. “I think mamzelle would prefer that it was — not; it is a stranger.”

T.B. sauntered into the brilliantly lighted room, having handed his hat and coat to a waiter. He found a deserted table. Luck was with him to an extraordinary extent; that Sir George should have chosen Meggioli’s was the greatest good fortune of all

At that time Count Menshikoff was paying one of his visits to England. The master of the St. Petersburg secret police was a responsibility. For his protection it was necessary that a small army of men should be detailed, and since Meggioli’s was the restaurant he favoured, at least one man of the Criminal Investigation Department was permanently employed at that establishment.

T.B. called a waiter, and the man came swiftly. He had a large white face, big unwinking black eyes, and heavy bushy eyebrows, that stamped his face as one out of the common. His name — which is unimportant — was Vellair, and foreign notabilities his specialty.

“Soup — consommé
 , crème de—”


T.B., studying his menu, asked quietly, “is it possible to see and hear what is going on in No. 3?”

“The private room?”

“Yes.”

The waiter adjusted the table with a soft professional touch. “There is a small anteroom, and a ventilator, a table that might be pushed against the wall, and a chair,” said the waiter, concisely. “If you remain here I will make sure.”

He scribbled a mythical order on his little pad and disappeared.

He came back in five minutes with a small tureen of soup. As he emptied its contents into the plate before T.B. he said, “All right; the key is on the inside. The door is numbered 11.”

T.B. picked up the wine list. “Cover me when I leave,” he said.

He had finished his soup when the waiter brought him a note. He broke open the envelope and read the contents with an expression of annoyance.

“I shall be back in a few minutes,” he said rising; “reserve this table.”

The waiter bowed.
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T.B. reached the second floor. The corridor was deserted; he walked quickly to No. 11. The door yielded to his push. He closed it behind him and noiselessly locked it. He took a tiny electric lamp from his pocket and threw the light cautiously round.

He found the table and chair placed ready for him, and blessed Vellair silently.

The ventilator was a small one, he had located it easily enough when he had entered the room by the gleam of light that came through it. Very carefully he mounted the table, stepped lightly on to the chair, and looked down into the next chamber.

It was an ordinary kind of private diningroom. The only light came from two shaded electric lamps on the table in the centre.

Sir George with a frown was regarding his beautiful vis-a-vis. That she was lovely beyond ordinary loveliness T.B. knew from repute. He had expected the high colourings, the blacks and scarlets of the Andalusian; but this girl had the creamy complexion of the wellbred Spaniard, with eyes that might have been hazel or violet in the uncertain light, but which were decidedly not black. Her lips, now tightly compressed, were neither too full nor too thin, her nose straight, her hair, brushed back from her forehead in an unfamiliar style, was that exact tint between bronze and brown that your connoisseur so greatly values.

A plain filet of dull gold about her head, and the broad collar of pearls around her neck, were the only jewels she displayed. Her dress was black, unrelieved by any touch of colour. She was talking rapidly in Spanish, a language with which T.B. was very well conversant.

“…but, Sir George,” she pleaded, “it would be horrible, wicked, cruel not to see him again!”

“It would be worse if you saw him,” said the other drily. “You know, my dear young lady, you would both be miserable in a month. The title would be no compensation for you; Carleby would bore you; Carleby House would drive you mad; Carleby’s relatives would incite you to murder.”

“You are one!” she blazed.

“Exactly; and do I not exasperate you? Think of me magnified by a hundred. Come, come, there are better men than Carleby in the world, and you are young, you are little more than a child.”

“But I love him,” she sobbed.

“I suppose you do.” T.B. from his hiding-place bestowed an admiring grin upon the patronage in the baronet’s tone. “When did you meet him first?”

“Three weeks ago.” She spoke with a catch in her voice that affected T.B. strangely.

“That girl is acting,” he thought.

“Three weeks?” mused the banker. “Um — when did you discover he was a relative of mine?”

“A few days since,” she said eagerly. “I was in Cornwall, visiting some friends—”

“Cornwall!” T.B. had hard work to suppress an exclamation.

“and I learned from them that you were related. I did not know of any other relation. My friends told me it would be wicked to marry without the knowledge of his people. ‘ Go to Sir George Calliper and explain,’ they said; ‘he will help you’; instead of which—”

The banker smiled again.

“Instead of which I pointed out how impossible it was, eh? and persuaded you to give up all idea of marrying Carleby. Yes, I suppose you think I am a heartless brute.”

She sat with bent head.

“You will give him my message?” she asked suddenly.

He nodded.

“And the flowers?”

“And the flowers,” he repeated gravely.

(“That clears the banker,” thought T.B.)

“I shall leave for Spain tomorrow. It was good of you to let me have this talk.”

“It was good of you to come.”

“Somehow,” she said drearily. “I cannot help feeling that it is for the best.”

Again T.B. thought he detected a note of insincerity.

“When will you see him?”

“Carleby?” he asked.

“Tomorrow?”

“Not tomorrow.”

“The next day?”‘

T.B. was alert now; he saw in a flash the significance of this interview; saw the plot which had lured a foolish relative of Calliper’s to a love affair; and now, the manoeuvring to the crucial moment of the interview which she had so cleverly planned.

“Nor the next day,” smiled Sir George.

“Well, the next day?”

He shook his head. “That is the day of all days I am not likely to leave London.”

“Why?” she asked innocently, her eyes wide open and her lips parted.

“I have some very important business to transact on that day,” he said briefly.

“Oh, I forgot,” she said, with a hint of awe in her voice. “You’re a great banker, aren’t you?” she smiled. “Oh, yes, Carleby told me—”

“I thought you didn’t know about me until your Cornish friends told you?” he asked.

“Not that you were related to him,” she rejoined quickly, “but he spoke of the great house of Bronte—”

(“Neat,” approved the hidden T.B.)

“So Thursday will be the day,” she mused.

“What day?” the banker’s voice was sharp.

“The day you will see Carleby,” she said, with a look of surprise.

“I said not Thursday on any account, but possibly the next day,” said Sir George stiffly.

“She has the information she wants,” said T.B. to himself, “and so have I,” he reflected. “I will now retire.”

He stepped carefully down, and reached the floor, and was feeling his way to the door, when a strange noise attracted his attention. It came, not from the next room, but from that in which he stood. He stood stock still, holding his breath, and the noise he heard was repeated.

Somebody was in the room with him. Somebody was moving stealthily along the wall at the opposite side of the apartment. T.B. waited for a moment to locate his man, then leaped noiselessly in the direction of the sound. His strong hands grasped a man’s shoulder; another instant and his fingers were at the spy’s throat. “Utter a word and I’ll knock your head off!” he hissed. No terrible threat when uttered facetiously, but T.B.’s words were the reverse to humorous. Retaining a hold of his prisoner he waited until the noise of a door closing told him that the diners in the next room had departed, then he dragged his man to where he judged the electric light switch would be. His fingers found the button, turned it, and the room was instantly flooded with light.

He released the man with a little push, and stood with his back to the door.

“Now, sir,” said T.B. virtuously, “will you kindly explain what you mean by spying on me?”

The man was tall and thin. He was under thirty and decently dressed; but it was his face that held the detective’s attention. It was the face of a man in mortal terror — the eyes staring, the lips tremulous, the cheeks lined and seamed like an old man’s. He stood blinking in the light for a moment, and when he spoke he was incoherent and hoarse.

“You’re T.B. Smith,” he croaked. “I know you; I’ve been wanting to find you.”

“Well, you’ve found me,” said the detective grimly.

“I wasn’t looking for you — now. I’m Hyatt.”

He said this simply enough, and it was the detective ‘s turn to stare.

“I’m Hyatt,” the man went on; “and I’ve a communication to make; King’s evidence; but you’ve got to hide me!” He came forward and laid his hand on the other’s arm. “I’m not going to be done in like Moss; it’s your responsibility, and you’ll be blamed if anything happens to me,” he almost whispered, in his fear. “They’ve had Moss, and they’ll try to have me. They’ve played me false because they thought I’d get to know the day the barrage was to be handed over, and spoil their market. They brought me up to London, because I’d have found out if I’d been in Cornwall—”

“Steady, steady!” T.B. checked the man. He was talking at express rate, and between terror and wrath was well nigh incomprehensible. “Now, begin at the beginning. Who are ‘they’?”

“N.C.H., I told you,” snarled the other impatiently. “I knew they were going to get the date from the banker. That was Catherine’s scheme; she got introduced to his nephew so that she might get at the uncle. But I’m giving King’s evidence. I shall get off, shan’t I?”

His anxiety was pitiable.

T.B. thought quickiy. Here were two ends to the mystery; which was the most important? He decided. This man would keep; the urgent business was to prevent Catherine from communicating her news to her friends.

“Take this card,” he said, and scribbled a few words hastily upon a visiting-card; “that will admit you to my rooms at the Savoy. Make yourself icomf ortable until I return.

He gave the man a few directions, piloted him from the restaurant, saw him enter a cab, then turned his steps towards Baker Street.
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Pentonby Mansions are within a stone’s throw of Baker Street Station. T.B. jumped out of his cab some distance from the great entrance hall, and paid the driver. Just before he turned into the vestibule a man strolling toward him asked him for a match.

“Well?”

“She came straight from the restaurant and has been inside ten minutes,” reported the man ostentatiously lighting his pipe.

“She hasn’t sent a telegram?”

“So far as I know, no, sir.”

In the vestibule a hall porter sat reading the evening paper.

“Can I telephone from here?” asked T.B.

“Yes, sir,” said the man, and T.B.’s heart sank, for he had overlooked this possibility.

“I suppose you have ‘phones in every room?” he asked carelessly.

But the man shook his head.

“No, sir,” he said; “there is some talk of putting ’em in, but so far this ‘phone in my office is the only one in the building.”

T.B. smiled genially.

“And I suppose,” he said, “that you’re bothered day and night with calls from tenants?” He waited anxiously for the answer.

“Sometimes I am, and sometimes I go a whole day without calls. No; today, for instance, I haven’t had a message since five o’clock.”

T.B. murmured polite surprise and began his ascent of the stairs. So far, so good. His business was to prevent the girl communicating with her brother, whom he did not doubt now was the agent of the “bears,” if not worse.

He had already formed a plan in his mind.

Turning at the first landing, he walked briskly along the corridor to the left.

“29,31, 33,” he counted, “35, 37. Here we are.” The corridor was empty; he slipped his skeleton key from his pocket, deftly manipulated it.

The door opened noiselessly. He was in a dark little hallway. At the end was a door and a gleam of light shone under it. He closed the door behind him, stepped softly along the carpeted floor, and his hand was on the handle of the further door, when a sweet voice called him by name from the room.

“Adelante! Senor Smii,” it said; and, obeying the summons, T.B. entered.

The room was well, if floridly, furnished; but T.B. had no eyes save for the graceful figure lounging in a big wicker chair, a thin cigarette between her red lips, and her hands carelessly folded on her lap.

“Come in,” she repeated. “I have been expecting you.”

T.B. bowed slightly.

“Gregory told me that I should probably receive a visit from you.”

“First,” said T.B. gently, “let me relieve you of that ugly toy.”

Before she could realize what was happening, two strong hands seized her wrists and lifted them. Then one hand clasped her two, and a tiny pistol that lay in her lap was in the detective’s possession.

“Let us talk,” said T.B. He laid her tiny pistol on the table, and with his thumb raised the safety catch.

“You are not afraid of a toy pistol!” she scoffed.

“I am afraid of anything that carries a nickel bullet,” he confessed, without shame. “I know by experience that your ‘toy’ throws a shot that penetrates an inch of pinewood and comes out on the other side. I cannot offer the same resistance as pinewood,” he added modestly.

“I have been warned about you,” she said, with a faint smile.

“So you were warned.” T.B. was mildly amused and just a trifle annoyed. It piqued him to know that whilst, as he thought, he had been working in the shadow, he had been under a searchlight.

“Your excellent brother, I do not doubt,” he said.

“You are — what do you call it in England? — smug,” she said, “but what are you going to do with me!”

She had let fall her cloak and was again leaning back lazily in the big armchair. The question was put in the most matter-of-fact tones.

“That, you shall see,” said T.B. cheerfully. “I am mainly concerned now in preventing you from communicating with brother Gregory.”

“It will be rather difficult?” she challenged with a smile. “I am not proscribed; my character does not admit—”

“As to your character,” said T.B. magnanimously, “we will not go into the question. So far as you are concerned, I shall take you into custody on a charge of obtaining property by false pretences,” said T.B. calmly.

“What!”

“Your name is Mary Brown, and I shall charge you with having obtained the sum of £350 by a trick from a West Indian gentleman at Barbadoes last March.”

She sprang to her feet, her eyes blazing.

“You know that is false and ridiculous,” she said steadily. “What is the meaning of it?”

T.B. shrugged his shoulders.

“Would you prefer that I should charge La Belle Espagna with being an accessory to murder?” he asked, with a lift of his eyebrows.

“You could not prove it!” she challenged.

“Of that I am aware,” he said. “I have taken the trouble to trace your movements. When these murders were committed you were fulfilling an engagement at the “Philharmonic,” but you knew of the murder, I’ll swear — you are an agent of N.H.C.”

“So it was you who found my handkerchief?”

“No; a discerning friend of mine is entitled to the discovery — are you ready, Mary Brown?”

“Wait.”

She stood plucking at her dress nervously. “What good can my arrest do to you — tomorrow it will be known all over the world.”

“There,” said T.B., “you are mistaken.”

“To arrest me is to sign your death-warrant — you must know that — the Nine Men will strike—”

“Ah!”

T.B.’s eyes were dancing with excitement.

“Nine men!” he repeated slowly, “Neuf hommes
 —’N.H.’ What does the ‘C’ stand for?”

“That much you will doubtless discover,” she said coldly, “but they will strike surely and effectively.”

The detective had regained his composure.

“I’m a bit of a striker myself,” he said in English.



XIII. Deportation


Table of Contents


T.B. found the Chief Commissioner of Police at his club, and unfolded his plan.

The Chief looked grave.

“It might very easily lead to a horrible catastrophe if you carry that scheme into execution.”

“It might very easily lead to a worse if I don’t,” said T.B. brutally, “I am too young to die. At the worst it can only be a ‘police blunder,’ such as you read about in every evening newspaper that’s published,” he urged, “and I look at the other side of the picture. If this woman communicates with her principals, nothing is more certain than that Thursday will see the blowing up of the Wady Semlik Barrage. These ‘Nine Bears’ are operating on the sure knowledge that Bronte’s Bank is going to break. The stocks they are attacking are companies banking with Bronte, and it’s ten chances to one they will kill Sir George Calliper in order to give an artistic finish to the failure.”

The Commissioner bit his lip thoughtfully. “And,” urged T.B. Smith, “the N. H. C. will be warned, and bang goes our only chance of bagging the lot!”

The Commissioner smiled.

“Your language, T.B.!” he deplored; then, “do as you wish — but what about the real Mary Brown?”

“Oh, she can be sent on next week with apologies. We can get a new warrant if necessary.”

“Where is she?”

“At Bow Street.”

“No; I mean the Spanish lady?”

T.B. grinned.

“She’s locked up in your office, sir,” he said cheerfully.

The Commissioner said nothing, but T.B. declined to meet his eye.

At four o’clock the next morning, a woman attendant woke La Belle Espagna from a fitful sleep, and a few minutes afterwards T.B., dressed for a journey and accompanied by a hardfaced wardress and a detective, came in.

“Where are you going to take me?” she demanded; but T.B. ‘s reply was not very informing.

A closed carriage deposited them at Euston in time to catch the early morning train.

In the compartment reserved for her and the wardress — it was a corridor carriage, and T.B. and his man occupied the next compartment — she found a dainty breakfast waiting for her, and a supply of literature. She slept the greater part of the journey and woke at the jolting of a shunting engine being attached to the carriage.

“Where are we?” she asked.

“We’re there,” was the cryptic reply of the woman attendant.

She was soon to discover, for when the carriage finally came to a standstill and the door was opened, she stepped down on to a wind-swept quay. Ahead of her the great white hull of a steamer rose, and before she could realize the situation she had been hurried up the sloping gangway on to the deck.

Evidently T.B.’s night had been profitably spent, for he was expected. The purser met him.

“We got your telegrams,” he said. “Is this the lady!”

T.B. nodded.

The purser led the way down the spacious companion.

“I have prepared ‘C’ suite,” he said, and ushered the party into a beautifully appointed cabin.

She noticed that a steel grating had been newly fixed to the porthole, but that was the only indication of her captivity.

“I have enlisted the help of the stewardess,” said T.B., “and you will find all the clothing you are likely to require for the voyage. I am also instructed to hand you three hundred pounds. You will find your little library well stocked. I, myself,” he stated with all the extravagance to which the Iberian tongue lends itself, “have denuded my own poor stock of Spanish and French novels in order that you might not be dull.”

“I understand that I am to be deported?” she said.

“That is an excellent understanding,” he replied.

“By what authority?” she demanded. “It is necessary to obtain an order from the Court.”

“For the next fourteen days, and until this ship reaches Jamaica, you will be Mary Brown, who was formally extradited last Saturday on a charge of fraud,” said T.B. “If you are wise, you will give no trouble, and nobody on board need have an inkling that you are a prisoner. You can enjoy the voyage, and at the end—”

“At the end?” she asked, seeing that he paused.

“At the end we shall discover our mistake,” said T.B., “and you may return.”

“I will summon the captain and demand to be put ashore!” she cried.

“A very natural request on the part of a prisoner,” said T.B. meditatively, “but I doubt very much whether it would have any effect upon an unimaginative seaman.”

He left her raging.

For the rest of the day he idled about the ship. The Port Syfyil was due to leave at four o’clock, and when the first warning bell had sounded he went below to take his leave.

He found her much calmer.

“I would like to ask one question,” she said. “It is not like the police to provide me with money, and to reserve such a cabin as this for my use — who is behind this?”

“I wondered whether you would ask that,” said T.B. “Sir George was very generous—”

“Sir George Calliper!” she gasped. “You have not dared—”

“Yes, it needed some daring,” admitted T.B., “to wake an eminent banker out of his beauty sleep to relate such a story as I had to tell — but he was very nice about it.”

She brooded for some moments.

“You will be sorry for this,” she said. “The Nine Men will know much sooner than you imagine.”

“Before they know this, they will know other things,” he said. And with this cryptic utterance he left her.

He stood watching the great steamer moving slowly down the Mersey. He had left the wardress on board to make the voyage, and the other detective had remained to report.

As the vessel swung round a bend of the Mersey out of sight, he murmured flippantly:

“Next stop — Jamaica!”

T.B. reached his chambers at noon that day. He stopped to ask a question of the porter.

“Yes, sir,” said that worthy, “he arrived all right with your card last night. I made him comfortable for the night, got him some supper, and told my mate who is on duty at night to look after him.”

T.B. nodded. Declining the lift-boy’s services, he mounted the marble stairs.

He reached the door of his flat and inserted the key.

“Now for Mr. Hyatt,” he thought, and opened the door.

There was a little hallway to his chambers, in which the electric light still burned, in spite of the flood of sunlight that came from a long window at the end.

“Extravagant beggar!” muttered T.B.

The diningroom was empty, and the blinds were drawn, and here, too, the electric light was full on. There was a spare bedroom to the left, and to this T.B. made his way.

He threw open the door.

“Hyatt!” he called; but there was no answer, and he entered.

Hyatt lay on the bed, fully dressed. The handle of a knife protruded from his breast, and T.B., who understood these things, knew that the man had been dead for many hours.
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Consols were up.

There was no doubt whatever about that fact, and the industrial market was a humming hive of industry.

Breweries, bakeries, and candlestick makeries — their shares bounded joyously as though a spirit, as of early spring had entered into these inanimate and soulless things.

The mysterious “bears” were buying, buying, buying.

Frantically, recklessly buying,

Whatever coup had been contemplated by the Nine Men had failed, and their agents and brokers were working at fever heat to cover their losses.

It is significant that on the morning the boom started, there appeared in all the early editions of the evening newspapers one little paragraph. It appeared in the “late news” space and was condensed:

“Wady Barrage was handed over to Egyptian Government early this morning in presence of Minister of Works. Overnight rnmours were prevalent that attempt made to destroy section dam by dynamite and that Italian named Soccori shot dead by sentry of West Kent Kegiment in act of placing explosives on works. No official confirmation.”

Interesting enough, but hardly to be associated by the crowd which thronged the approaches of the House with the rising market.

All day long the excitement in the City continued, all day long bareheaded clerks ran aimlessly — to all appearances — f rom ’Change to pavement, from pavement to ’Change, like so many agitated ants.

Sir George Calliper, sitting alone in the magnificence of his private office, watched the “boom” thoughtfully, and wondered exactly what would have happened if “an Italian named Soccori” had succeeded in placing his explosive.

The echoes of the boom came to T.B. Smith in his little room overlooking the Thames Embankment, but brought him little satisfaction. The Nine Men had failed this time. Would they fail on the next occasion?

Who they were he could guess. From what centre they operated, he neither knew nor guessed. For T.B. they had taken on a new aspect. Hitherto they had been regarded merely as a band of dangerous and clever swindlers, Napoleonic in their method; now, they were murderers — dangerous, devilish men, without pity or remorse.

The man Moss by some accident had been associated with them — a tool perhaps, but a tool who had surprised their secret. He was not the type of man who, of his own intelligence, would have made discoveries. He mentioned Hyatt and “the man on the Eiffel Tower.” That might have been the wanderings of a dying man, but Hyatt had come to light.

Hyatt, with his curiously intellectual face; here, thought T.B., was the man, if any, who had unearthed the secret of the Nine.

Likely enough he shared confidence with Moss; indeed, there was already evidence in T.B.’s hands that the two men had business dealings. And the third— “the man on the Eiffel Tower”? Here T.B. came against a wall of improbability. His report to the Chief Commissioner deserves quotation on the point.

“Hyatt occupied rooms in Albany Street,” he wrote. “So far as we have been able to ascertain, he paid rare visits to London. His landlady thought he came from the South of England, but could give me no reason for this supposition. He paid £2 a week for his chambers, and although, as I say, he was seldom in London, he kept these rooms on, which leads to the assumption that he was a man of some means. The only documents we found in our search were two penny memorandum books, filled with notes regarding share transactions. Hyatt seems to have speculated very heavily and very successfully, and it is significant that he participated in all the big ‘Nine Men’ operations.

“I found a bag with two hotel labels half obliterated. One of these is unquestionably the label of the Hotel de Calais in the Eue de Capucines, and the other is the representation of a white ensign. Comparing this with the hotel labels indexed on the Record Department at Scotland Yard, I am led to the belief that it was affixed at the Grand Hotel, Gibraltar. It is a fact, as you know, that amongst the possessions of Moss we discovered a handbag with a Paris label, but in these two bags there is a more important clue. There is affh od to both a ‘Repository’ label — that is, the label of a French cloakroom.

“In the case of Moss the number of the ticket is ‘01795,’ on Hyatt’s bag there is still discernible ‘ — 796.’ From this we know that not only were the two men in Paris at the same time, but that they arrived by the same train, and going together to the depository, left their bags — which were numbered consecutively.

“I am now, therefore, inclined to take a more serious view of the statement made by Moss before he died. His words were, you remember —

“‘Get Hyatt or the man on the Eiffel Tower. His sister’s got the book — Hyatt’s sister down in Falmouth.’

“Then he went on to say that ‘the Admiralty would fix it for you.’

“At the time I thought the poor chap was raving; but Hyatt is a fact, and we are now searching for his sister and this ‘book’ of his. As to the reference to the Admiralty, I confess I am stumped, for nobody at Whitehall has ever heard of Hyatt.

“There remains the man on the Eiffel Tower. Who was he, or is he? A theory advanced by Elk is that he is a man casually met; some acquaintance made in the course of a morning’s sightseeing. If this is so, the business of discovering his identity promises to be an extremely difficult one. We have communicated with Lepine in Paris, but naturally the little man wants something more tangible, more definite than the description we have been able to give him… In the meantime I have had Hyatt’s body removed, and so far nothing has got into the papers about that murder. We must issue a statement tonight, if the fact does not leak out before. By the way, Silinski, the man I referred to in my minute of the 10th, was under observation at the time of the murder, and the detective engaged in shadowing him informs me that it is impossible that he could have been implicated.”
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The room was a long one, full of dazzling islands of light where shaded lamps above the isolated subeditors’ desks threw their white circles. This room, too, was smirched with black shadows; there were odd corners where light never came. It never shone upon the big bookcase over the mantelpiece, or in the corner behind the man who conned the foreign exchanges, or on the nest of pigeon holes over against the chief “sub.”

When he would refer to these he must needs emerge blinking from the blinding light in which he worked and go groping in the darkness for the needed memorandum.

He was sitting at his desk now, intent upon his work.

At his elbow stood a pad, on which he wrote from time to time.

Seemingly his task was an aimless one. He wrote nothing save the neat jottings upon his pad. Bundles of manuscript came to him, blue books, cuttings from other newspapers; these he looked at rather than read, looked at them in a hard, strained fashion, put them in this basket or that, as the fancy seized him, chose another bundle, stared at it, fluttered the leaves rapidly and so continued. He had the appearance of a man solving some puzzle, piecing together intricate parts to make one comprehensive whole. When he hesitated, as he sometimes did, and seemed momentarily doubtful as to which basket a manuscript should be consigned, you felt the suggestion of mystery with which his movements were enveloped, and held your breath. When he had decided upon the basket, you hoped for the best, but wondered vaguely what would have happened if he had chosen the other.

Once he leaned back and dived into the darkness. When he came back to light his hand held a little book, carefully indexed and filled with written notes.

He glanced dubiously at a bundle of copy before him, opened the book at “E,” ran his finger down the page, turned the page over, made another search, and frowned.

Elling was there: George Elling, who sold the Journal
 a story about a suicide that had never happened. He had derived a fairly comfortable and regular income from reporting mythical happenings till the Journal
 sent a special man to investigate. Then the fraud was detected and “our own correspondent” at Gravesport was “fired,” and his name and the record of his infamy entered in the little book with the green covers. Edwards was there too. Edwards had written a little pamphlet attacking “The Office” — a vulgarly abusive, hysterical, foolish, and illogical little pamphlet, in which personal grievances and incoherent appeals to the sanity of the country were hopelessly interwoven. Essard was there, on the second page of the “E’s.” No crime stood against his name, but the chief sub. smiled faintly as he passed the name, for Essard had once dared to contribute a paragraph with a “business end.” In other words, the wretched Essard had had the temerity to write under the guise of a news-story, the most barefaced advertisement of a firm of engineers, thereby wickedly, maliciously, and feloniously attempting to deprive the directors and shareholders of the Amalgamated Newspapers, Limited, of their just and proper revenue.

But the subeditor sought in vain for the name of the man under review. He closed the book and looked across the table to his assistant.

“Who is Escoltier?” he asked.

The assistant looked up.

“Escoltier? Never heard of the gentleman. What has he done?”

“Is he barred?”

“Barred — Escoltier?” This was a serious question and not to be treated with flippancy. “No, I can’t remember Escoltier — rum name — being barred; in fact, I can’t remember Escoltier.”

The chief sub. stared at the manuscript on the desk before him.

He shook his head; hesitated, then dropped it into basket three.

The door that opened into the tape-room was swinging constantly now, for it wanted twenty minutes to eleven. Five tickers chattered incessantly, and there was a constant procession of agency boys and telegraph messengers passing in and out the vestibule of the silent building. And the pneumatic tubes that ran from the front hall to the subs’, room hissed and exploded periodically, and little leathern carriers rattled into the wire basket at the chief sub’s elbow.

News! news! news!

A timber fire at Rotherhithe; the sudden rise in Consols; the Sultan of Turkey grants an amnesty to political offenders; a man kills his wife at Wolverhampton; a woman cyclist run down by a motorcar; the Bishop of Elford denounces Nonconformists…

News for tomorrow’s breakfast table; intellectual stimulant for the weary people who are even now kicking off their shoes with a sleepy yawn and wondering whether there will be anything in the paper tomorrow.

News to be carried by fast expresses north, east, south, and west. The history of the world for one day, told by eyewitnesses, recorded by expert reporters, telegraphed, telephoned, mailed, and written in the office at first hand.

A boy came flying through the swing door of the tape-room, carrying in his hand a slip of paper.

He laid it before the chief sub.

That restless man looked at it, then looked at the clock.

“Take it to Mr. Greene,’ 9 he said shortly, and reached for the speaking-tube that connected him with the printer.

“There will be a three-column splash on page five,” he said, in a matter-of-fact voice.

“What’s up!” His startled assistant was on his feet.

“A man found murdered in T.B. Smith’s chambers,” he said.

The inquest was over, the stuffy little court discharged its morbid public, jurymen gathered in little knots on the pavement permitted themselves to theorize, feeling, perhaps, that the official verdict of “murder against some person or persons unknown,” needed amplification.

“My own opinion is,” said the stout foreman, “that nobody could have done it, except somebody who could have got into his chambers unknown.”

“That’s my opinion, too,” said another juryman.

“I should have liked to add a rider,” the foreman went on, “something like this: ‘We call the coroner’s attention to the number of undiscovered murders nowadays, and severly censure the police,’ but he wouldn’t have it.”

“They ‘ang together,” said a gloomy little man; “p’lice and coroners and doctors, they ‘ang together, there’s corruption somewhere. I’ve always said it.”

“Here’s a feller murdered,” the foreman went on, “in a detective’s room, the same detective that’s in charge of the Moss murder. We’re told his name’s Hyatt, we’re told he was sent to that room by the detective whilst he’s engaged in some fanciful business in the north — is that sense?”

“Then there’s the Journal
 ” interrupted the man of gloom, “it comes out this mornin’ with a cock an’ bull story about these two murders being connected with the slump — why, there ain’t any slump! The market went up the very day this chap Hyatt was discovered.”

“Sensation,” said the foreman, waving deprecating hands, “newspaper sensation. Any lie to sell the newspapers, that’s their motto.”

The conversation ended abruptly, as T.B. Smith appeared at the entrance to the court. His face was impassive, his attire, as usual, immaculate, but those who knew him best detected signs of worry.

“For heaven’s sake,” he said to a young man who approached him, “don’t talk to me now — you beggar, your wretched rag has upset all my plans.”

“But, Mr. Smith,” pleaded the reporter, “what we said was true, wasn’t it?”

“A lie that is half the truth,” quoted T.B. solemnly.

“But it is true — there is some connection between the murders and the slump, and, I say, do your people know anything about the dancing girl from the Philharmonic?”

“Oh, child of sin!” T.B. shook his head reprovingly. “Oh, collector of romance!”

“One last question,” said the reporter. “Do you know a man named Escoltier?”

“Not,” said T.B. flippantly, “from a crow — why? Is he suspected of abducting your dancing lady!”

“No,” said the reporter, “he’s suspected of pulling our editor’s leg.”

T.B. was all this time walking away from the Court, and the reporter kept step with him.

“And what is the nature of his hoax?” demanded T.B.

He was not anxious for information, but be was very desirous of talking about nothing — it had been a trying day for him.

“Oh, the usual thing; wants to tell us the greatest crime that ever happened — a great London crime that the police have not discovered.”

“Dear me!” said T.B. politely, “wants payment in advance?”

“No, that’s the curious thing about it,” said the reporter. “All he wants is protection.”

T.B. stopped dead and faced the young man. He dropped the air of boredom right away.

“Protection?” he said quickly, “from whom?”

“That is just what he doesn’t say — in fact, he’s rather vague on that point — why don’t you go up and see Delawn, the editor!”

T.B. thought a moment.

“Yes,” he nodded. “That is an idea. For the moment, however, I have engaged myself to meet another gentleman who may throw a light upon many matters which are at present obscure.”
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There was no apparent connection between Homborgstrasse 22, Berlin, and No. 14, Rue de Cent, Paris, nor between the big, barren-looking house in the Calle de Recoletos in Madrid and 375, St. John Street, W.C. Nor, for the matter of that, between the little house perched upon one of the seven hills overlooking the Tagus and the pension near Nevski Prospekt in Petersburg.

One feature they had in common, and that was a stout flagstaff, upon which on festal days fluttered the flag of the respective nations.

Silinski, who was responsible, for the hiring or purchasing of all these properties, could have told you another connection less apparent, but Silinski was a notoriously silent man, and said little or nothing.

He sat in his well-furnished study in St. John Street, and round him and about was evidence of his refinement and taste. Rare prints hung on the wall, the furniture was sombrely magnificent, the carpet beneath his feet soft and thick and of sober hue, the desk before him such an one as a successful man of letters might affect.

There were photographs of eminent personages, kings, statesmen, ambassadors, great prima donnas. Some of these were autographed “a cher Silinski”; some were framed in silver, and, in the case of royalties, surmounted by tiny gilt crowns.

Silinski had never met royalty in his life, though he had once robbed a grand duke at Monte Carlo, and the autographs and loving messages written upon the purchased photographs were in Silinski’s own hand, though this fact was not generally known. This was Silinski’s weakness; many a greater man has shared it.

There came a gentle tap at his door and a man entered.

“Well?” demanded Silinski suavely.

“The police, illustrious,” said the man in Spanish, and with no particular sign of agitation.

Silinski nodded gravely.

“Admit,” he said, and in a few seconds T.B. Smith walked into the room.

“And what is your pleasure, gentlemen!” demanded Silinski.

“Little enough, Silinski,” said the other blandly. He looked round as though seeking a comfortable chair. In reality he was taking a rapid survey of the apartment. “I have a few questions to ask you.”

Silinski bowed, and motioned the Assistant-Commissioner to a seat.

“It is my misfortune,” he said, leaning back in his chair and crossing his legs, “that I have incurred your enmity; none the less, it will give me the greatest pleasure to afford you such assistance as lies in my power.”

T.B. smiled grimly.

“You have incurred nobody’s enmity, as I understand the situation,” he said. He looked again round the room. “You are very comfortably circumstanced, Silinski.”

“Fortune has been kind,” said the Pole suavely.

“One successful speculation,” mused T.B. aloud, “might found the fortunes of such a man as you.”

“I am no speculator,” said the other hastily. “It is too risky — I do not approve of gambling.”

“Yet you had dealings with Moss?”

“Investments, m’sieur — not speculations.”

“And with Hyatt?”

“As to Hyatt — I do not know him. I have never heard of him.”

“And the man,” T.B. paused, “from the — er — Eiffel Tower?”

Perhaps Silinski’s face grew a shade whiter, and the lines about his mouth hardened.

“These riddles you set me are beyond my understanding,” he said harshly. In a moment, however, he had recovered his equanimity.

“You are much too clever for me, Mr. Smith,” he said, with a smile.

“There is a fourth person who would seem to be in some way associated with your complicated financial affairs,” T.B. resumed. “Do you know a Monsieur Escoltier?”

Silinski sprang to his feet.

“Fourth person — M’sieur Escoltier?” he stammered. “What do you mean? I tell you, you are speaking in riddles. I do not understand you — I do not wish to understand you.” His voice grew louder and louder as he spoke. His energy seemed out of all proportion to the importance of the topic, and T.B. knit his brows in perplexity.

Then he suddenly sprang to his feet.

“Stop!” he said, l ‘ stop talking! You are bellowing because something is happening in this house that you do not wish me to hear — stop!”

But the frenzy of the Pole rose. He roared indignant, unintelligible protestations; he shouted denunciations of police espionage.

T.B., with bent head and every sense alert, stood before him. Through the flood of impassioned words he detected the sound; it was a noise strangely like the rattling of dried peas in a tin can.

Then as suddenly as he began, Silinski ceased, and the two men faced one another in silence.

“Silinski,” said T.B. at last, “before God, I believe you are a wicked murderer.”

“Then arrest me,” challenged the man; “call in the police who have been watching this house day and night since the death of Moss. Arrest me, as you did my sister!”

T.B. had all his work to suppress the exclamation of surprise that came to his lips.

“Extradite me under a false name, as you did her,” sneered Silinski; “carry me up to Liverpool in the dead of night and smuggle me on board a West Indian steamer.”

“I am not as a rule a curious man,” said T.B. slowly, “but I must confess that I should like to know where you secured all these valuable data.”

“Pooh!”

It was the old Silinski who paced the floor and snapped his fingers — the Silinski assured, arrogant, the hint of a swagger in his walk.

“You think, you English police, that the world goes blind at your command. My friend” — he stopped and pointed a lean forefinger at the other— “I can tell you many things. The hour you left London, the hour you arrived, the number of the stateroom in which you placed my poor, illused sister; your very words to her at parting.”

He stopped, biting his lips; he had said too much, and he knew it. In the enjoyment of puzzling an astute member of a profession regarded by him as made up of his natural enemies, he had allowed boastfulness to outrun discretion.

“So you know my last words to her,” repeated T.B., more slowly than ever, “although she and I were alone, although a thousand miles of sea separate you at this moment. I see.”

He said no more, but with a slight nod, and without any further talk, he descended the stairs that led to the big entrance-hall, and Silinski, pulling nervously at his moustache, heard the great door of the house close behind him.
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In the holy of holies, the inner room within the inner room, wherein the editor of the London Morning Journal
 saw those visitors who were privileged to pass the outer portal, T.B. Smith sat, a sorely puzzled man, a scrap of disfigured paper in his hands.

He read it again and looked up at the editor.

“This might, of course, be a fake,” he said.

“It doesn’t read like a fake,” said the other.

“Admitting your authority on the subject of fakes, Tom,” said T.B., — they were members of the same club, which fact in itself is a license for rudeness— “I am still in the dark. Why does this — what is his name!”

“Escoltier.”

“Why does this man Escoltier write to a newspaper, instead of coming straight to the police!”

“Because he is, a Frenchman, I should imagine,” said the editor. “The French have the newspaper instinct more highly developed than the English.”

T.B. looked at his watch.

“Will he come, do you thinkf—”

“I have wired to him,” said the editor.

T.B. read the paper again. It was written in execrable English, but its purport was clear.

The writer could solve the mystery of Hyatt’s death, and, for the matter of that, of the Moss murder.

T.B. read it and shook his head.

“This sort of thing is fairly common,” he said; “there never was a bad murder yet, but what the Yard received solutions by the score.”

A little bell tinkled on the editor’s desk, and he took up the receiver of the telephone.

“Yes?” he said, and listened. Then, “Send him up.”

“Is it — ?»

“M. Escoltier,” said the editor.

A few seconds later the door was opened, and a man was ushered into the room. Short and thickset, with a two days ‘ growth of beard on his chin, Ms nationality was apparent long before he spoke in the argot of the lowly-born Parisian.

His face was haggard, his eyes heavy from lack of sleep, and the hand that strayed to his mouth:shook tremulously.

“I have to tell you,” he began, “about M’sieur Moss and M’sieur Hyatt.” His voice was thick, and as he spoke he. glanced from side to side as though fearful of observation. There was something in his actions that vividly reminded the detective of his interview with Hyatt. “You understand,” the man went on incoherently, “that I had long suspected N. H. C. — It was always so unintelligible. There was no such station and—”

“You must calm yourself, monsieur,” said T.B., speaking in French; “begin at the beginning, for as yet my friend and myself are entirely in the dark. What is N.C.H., and what does it mean?” It was some time before the man could be brought to a condition of coherence. The editor pushed him gently to the settee that ran the length of the bay window of his office.

“Wait,” said the journalist, and unlocking a drawer, he produced a silver flask.

“Drink some of this,” he said.

The man raised the brandy to his lips with a hand that shook violently, and drank eagerly.

“C’est bien
 ,” he muttered, and looked from one to the other.

“I tell you this story because I am afraid to go to the police — they are watching the police office—”

“In the first place, who are you?” demanded T.B.

“As to who and what I am,” said the stranger, nodding his head to emphasize his words, “it would be better that I should remain silent.”

“I do not see the necessity,” said the detective calmly. “ So far as I can judge from what information I have, you are a French soldier — an engineer. You are a wireless telegraph operator, and your post of duty is on the Eiffel Tower.”

The man stared at the speaker, and his jaw dropped.

“M’sieur!” he gasped.

“Hyatt was also a wireless operator; probably in the employ of the Marconi Company in the West of England. Between you, you surprised the secret of a mysterious agenc^which employs wireless installations to communicate with its agents. What benefits you yourself may have derived from your discovery I cannot say. It is certain that Hyatt, operating through Moss, made a small fortune; it is equally certain that, detecting a leakage, the ‘Nine Men’ hav§ sent a clever agent to discover the cause—”

But the man from the Eiffel Tower had fainted.

“I shall rely on you to keep the matter an absolute secret until we are ready,” said T.B., and the editor nodded. “I tumbled to the whole scheme when a gentleman, who shall be nameless, boasted to me that he knew certain things which it was not humanly possible for him to know — until I remembered that a certain ship was fitted with wireless telegraphy. Then it came to me in a flash. The Eiffel Tower! Who lives on the Eiffel Tower? Telegraph operators. Our friend is recovering.”

He looked down at the pallid man lying limply in an armchair.

“I am anxious to know what brings him to London. Fright, I suppose. It was the death of Moss that brought Hyatt, the killing of Hyatt that produced Monsieur Escoltier.”

The telegraphist recovered consciousness with a shiver and a groan. For a quarter of an hour he sat with his face hidden in his hands. Another pull at the editor’s flask aroused him to tell his story — a narrative which is valuable as being the first piece of definite evidence laid against the Nine Bears.

He began hesitatingly, but as the story of his complicity was unfqlded he warmed to his task. With the true Gaul’s love for the dramatic, he declaimed with elaborate gesture and sonorous phrase the part he had played.

“My name is Jules Escoltier, I am a telegraphist in the corps of Engineers. On the establishment of the wireless telegraphy station on the Eiffel Tower in connection with the Casa Blanca affair, I was appointed one of the operators. Strange as it may sonnd, one does not frequently intercept messages, but I was surprised a year ago to find myself taking code dispatches from a station which called itself ‘N.C.H.’ There is no such station known, so far as I am aware, and copies of the dispatches which I forwarded to my superiors were always returned to me as ‘non-decodable.’

“One day I received a message in English, which I can read. It ran —

“All those who know N.C.H.. call H.A.’

“Although I did not know who N.H.C. was, I had the curiosity to look up H.A. on the telegraph map, and found it was the Cornish Marconi Station. Taking advantage of the absence of my officer, I sent a wireless message, ‘I desire information, L.L.’ That is not the Paris ‘indicator,’ but I knew that I should get the reply. I had hardly sent the message when another message came. It was from Monsieur Hyatt. I got the message distinctly—’Can you meet me in London on the 9th, Gallini’s Restaurant! To this I replied, ‘No, impossible.’ After this I had a long talk with the Cornishman, and then it was that he told me that his name was Hyatt. He told me that he was able to decode the N.C.H.. messages, that he had a book, and that it was possible to make huge sums of money for the information contained in them. I thought that it was very indiscreet to speak so openly, and told him so.

“He asked me for my name, and I gave it, and thereafter I regularly received letters from him, and a correspondence began.

“Not being au fait in matters affecting the Bourse, I did not know of what value the information we secured from N.C.H.. could be, but Hyatt said he had a friend who was interested in such matters, and that if I Hook off’ all N. H. C. messages that I got, and repeated them to him, I should share in the proceeds. I was of great value to Hyatt, because I received messages that never reached him. In this way he was able to keep in touch with all the operations in which N.C.H.. were engaged.

“By arrangement, we met in Paris — Hyatt, his friend of the London Bourse (Monsieur Moss), and myself, and Hyatt handed to me notes for 20,000 francs (£800); that was the first payment I received from him. He returned to England, and things continued in very much the same way as they had done, I receiving and forwarding N.C.H.. messages. I never understood any of them, but Hyatt was clever, and he had discovered the code and worked it out.

“About a fortnight ago I received from him 3,000 francs in notes, a letter that spoke of a great coup contemplated by K H. C. ‘If this materializes, he wrote, ‘I hope to send you half a million francs by the end of next week.’

“The next morning I received this message—”

He fumbled in his pocket and produced a strip of paper, on which was hastily scrawled —

“From N.C.H. to L.L. Meet me in London on the sixth, Charing Cross Station.”

“It was, as you see, in French, and as it came I scribbled it down. I would have ignored it, but that night I got a message from Hyatt saying that N.C.H.. had discovered we shared their secret and had offered to pay us £5,000 each to preserve silence, and that as they would probably alter the code I should be a fool not to accept. So I got leave of absence and bought a suit of clothing, left Paris, and arrived in London the following night. A dark young man who said his name was Silinski met me at the station, and invited me to come home with him.

“He had a motorcar at the entrance of the station, and after some hesitation I accepted. We drove through the streets filled with people, for the theatres were just emptying, and after an interminable ride we reached the open country. Silinski drove the car and I was the only other occupant. I asked him where was Hyatt, and where we were going, but he refused to speak. When I pressed him, he informed me he was taking me to a rendezvous near the sea.

“We had been driving for close on three hours, when we reached a lonely lane. By the lights of the car I could see a steep hill before us, and I could hear the roar of the waves somewhere ahead.

“Suddenly he threw a lever over, and as the car bounded forward, he sprang to the ground with a mocking laugh.

“Before I could realize what had happened, the machine was flying down the steep gradient, rocking from side to side.

“I have sufficient knowledge of motorcar engineering to manipulate a car, and I at once sprang to the wheel and felt for the brake. But both foot and hand brake were useless. In some manner he had contrived to disconnect them.

“It was pitch dark, and all that I could hope to do was to keep the car to the centre of the road. Instinctively I knew that I was rushing to certain death, and, messieurs, I was! I was flying down a steep gradient to inevitable destruction, for at the bottom of the hill the road turned sharply, and confronting me, although I did not know this, was a stone sea wall.

“I resolved on taking my life in my hands, and putting the car at one of the steep banks which ran on either side, I turned the steering wheel and shut my eyes. I expected instant death. Instead, the car bounded up at an angle that almost threw me from my seat. I heard the crash of wood, and flying splinters struck my neck, and the next thing I remember was a series of bumps as the car jolted over a ploughed field.

“I had achieved the impossible. At the point I had chosen to leave the road was a gate leading to a field, and by an act of Providence, I had found the only way of escape.

“I found myself practically at the very edge of the sea, and in my first terror I would have given every sou I had to escape to France. All night long I waited by the broken car, and with the dawn some peasants came and told me I was only five miles distant from Dover. I embraced the man who told me this, and would have hired a conveyance to drive me to Dover, en route for France. I knew that N.C.H.. could trace me, and then I was anxious to get in touch with Hyatt and Moss. Then it was that I saw in an English newspaper that Moss was dead.”

He stopped and moistened his lips.

“M’sieur!” he went on, with a characteristic gesture, “I decided that I would come to London and find Hyatt. I took train, but I was watched. At a little junction called Sandgate, a man sauntered past my carriage. I did not know him, he looked like an Italian. As the train left the station something smashed the window, and I heard a thud. There was no report, but I knew that I had been fired at with an air-gun, for the bullet I found embedded in the woodwork of the carriage.”

“Did nothing further happen?” asked T.B.

“Nothing till I reached Charing Cross; then when I stopped to ask a policeman to direct me to the Central Police Bureau I saw a man pass me in a motorcar, eyeing me closely. It was Silinski.”

“And then?”

“Then I saw my danger. I was afraid of the police. I saw a newspaper sheet. It was a great newspaper — I wrote a letter — and sought lodgings in a little hotel near the river. There was no answer to my letter. I waited in hiding for two days before I realized that I had given no address. I wrote again. All this time I have been seeking Hyatt. I have telegraphed to Cornwall, but the reply comes that he is not there. Then in the newspaper I learn of his death. M’sieur, I am afraid.”

He wiped the drops of sweat from his forehead with a shaky hand.

He was indeed in a pitiable condition of fright, and T.B., upon whose nerves the mysterious “bears” were already beginning to work, appreciated his fear without sharing it.

There came a knock at the outer door of the office, and the editor moved to answer it.

There was a whispered conversation at the door, the door closed again, and the editor returned with raised brows.

“T.B,” he said, “that wretched market has gone again.”

“Gone?”

“Gone to blazes! Spanish fours are so low that you’d get a pain in your back if you stooped to pick them up.”

T.B. nodded.

“I’ll use your telephone,” he said, and stooped over the desk. He called for a number and after an interval —

“Yes — that you, Mainland? Go to 375 St. John Street, and take into custody Gregory Silinski on a charge of murder. Take with you fifty men and surround the place. Detain every caller, and every person you find in the house.”

He hung up the receiver.

“Now, my friend,” he said in French, “what shall we do with you?”

The Frenchman shrugged his shoulders listlessly.

“What does it matter?” he said, “they will have me — it is only a matter of hours.”

“I take a brighter view,” said T.B. cheerily; “you shall walk with us to Scotland Yard and there you shall be taken care of.”

But the Frenchman shrunk back.

“Come, there is no danger,” smiled T.B.

Eeluctantly the engineer accompanied the detective and the editor from the building. A yellow fog lay like a damp cloth over London, and the Thames Embankment was almost deserted.

“Do you think he followed you here?” asked T.B.

“I am sure.” The Frenchman looked from left to right in an agony of apprehension. “He killed Hyatt and he killed Moss — of that I am certain — and now—”

A motorcar loomed suddenly through the fog, coming from the direction of Northumberland Avenue, and overtook them. A man leaned out of the window as the car swept abreast. His face was masked and his actions were deliberate.

“Look out!” cried the editor, and clutched the Frenchman’s arm.

The pistol that was levelled from the window of the car cracked twice and T.B. felt the wind of the bullets as they passed his head.

Then the car disappeared into the mist, leaving behind three men, one half-fainting with terror, one immensely pleased with the novel sensation — our editor, you may be sure — and one using language unbecoming to an Assistant-Commissioner of Police, for T.B. knew that the mask was Silinski, and that the detectives even now on their way to St. John Street would find the cage empty and the bird flown.
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There was no apparent reason for the slump in Spanish Fours. Spanish credit never stood so high as it did at the moment of the panic. Catalonia had been appeased by the restoration of the constitution, the crops throughout Spain had been excellent, and the opening of the Porta Ciento mines, combined with the extension of the mining industry in the north, had all helped to bring about a condition of financial confidence in Spanish securities.

The “bear” attack, which was made simultaneously on every European Bourse, was, in the face of these facts, madness.

The Spanish Government rose to the situation and with praiseworthy promptness, issued broadcast warnings to the investing public. Ministers seized any opportunity for speaking on the subject of national financial stability, but the “raid” went on. No stock even remotely associated with, or dependent upon, Spain’s national security was left unassailed. Telegraphs, railways, mines — they suffered in common.

Then happened that remarkable tragedy that set the whole of Europe gasping. It was a happening tragic in its futility, comic in its very tragedy. Europe was dumbfounded, speechless. There are two accounts given; there is that contained in Blue Book 7541-09, and that issued by the Spanish Government as a White Paper. The latter, although it is little more than a reprint of a number of articles published in the Heraldo de Madrid and the Correspondencia, is as accurate and contains more detail. I have taken these accounts and summarized the story of the momentous occurrence from both.

On the morning of the 29th of January, the Spanish cruiser Castilia
 was lying in Vigo Bay. She had been engaged in gun practice on the coast, and had come into Vigo for stores and to give leave to her crew.

The ship had been coaled, ammunition and stores taken on board, and the warship steamed out to sea. Her commander was Captain Alfonso Tirez, a singularly capable officer who had served with distinction in the Spanish-American War.

The movements of the ship subsequent to her departure from Vigo Bay are fairly well known.

She was seen by a fishing fleet heading south, and was sighted level with Oporto by the Portuguese gunboat Braganza
 . More than this, she exchanged signals with the Braganza
 , making “All’s well.”

From this point, her voyage is something of a mystery, although it is evident that she continued a straight course.

She was not sighted again until the third of February, four days after her departure from Vigo, and the particulars of her reappearance are contained in the report made by Captain Somburn, R.N., of H.M.S. Inveterate, a first-class cruiser.

The Inveterate was detached from the Atlantic Squadron, then lying at Gibraltar, by order of the Commander-in-Chief, to cruise along the Morocco coast as far south as Mogador, and she was returning when the incident to Captain Somburn, so graphically described, occurred.

“The ship’s (the Inveterate’s) position at 7.45 was approximately Lat. 35 north and Long. 10 west, and we were due west of Cape Cantin when the Castilia
 was sighted,” wrote Captain Somburn.

“She was making a course as to pass us on our starboard bow. Recognizing her, I ordered the ensign to be flown. Nothing untoward happened, and the ship came nearer and nearer.

“There had been some trouble just before I arrived at Mogador, some little fighting with a Moorish tribe, and thinking that it was on this account that the cruiser was going south, and that possibly the later news I had would be of interest to her captain, I ordered a signal to be made.

“Mogador all quiet; rising quelled.”

“To my astonishment, no notice was taken of this, and not even so much as an answering pennant was hoisted.

“The officer of the watch, who had been looking at the vessel through his telescope, then reported to me that the Castilia
 was cleared for action, and that her gun crews were standing by.

“I thought that we were interrupting some manoeuvre, such as ‘man and arm ship,’ and readily forgave her commander, who was so absorbed in his drill that he had ignored my signal.

“The next minute, however, the Castilia
 opened fire on me with her forward guns. Both shots missed, one passing our stern and the other just clearing our quarterdeck.

“I signalled ‘Your firing practice is endangering me,’ for, even then, I could not bring myself to a realization that the captain of the Castilia
 was in earnest.

“I was soon nndeceived, however. A shell from his after four-inch gun struck and carried away a portion of the navigation bridge.

“I immediately ordered general stations, and in twenty seconds I had cleared the starboard batteries for action. In this time the Castilia
 had put three shells into the Inveterate. The first killed an able seaman and seriously wounded the gunnery-lieutenant, the second did little or no damage, but the third destroyed No. 3 9.6 gun and killed four of its crew.

“I at once opened fire on the Castilia
 with two six-inch guns. Both shots took effect, one, as I have since ascertained, below her water line, and she immediately heeled over to port.

“Seeing she was helpless, and sinking rapidly, I ordered away my lifeboats, at the same time signalling ‘I am coining to your assistance.’ No further shots were fired, and the officers and crew of the Castilia
 , together with nineteen wounded men, were taken off.

“The Castilia
 sank at 8.19, the action having lasted, from the time of firing the first shot to the moment of crippling, 5 minutes, 48 seconds.

“I made no immediate attempt to ascertain the cause of the extraordinary conduct of the Castilia
 , because Captain Tirez, when I received him on board, was in a dying condition. He had been struck by a fragment of shell and never regained consciousness, expiring that afternoon, but before my arrival at Gibraltar I interviewed the Spanish officer who was acting as navigating lieutenant. From him I learned the incident was inexplicable to him, as to the rest of the crew. The captain had received a wireless telegram, coded in the secret cypher of the Admiralty. This telegram had perplexed and distressed him, but the only remark he had made to his officers had been —

“‘The Government is sending us to our deaths — but I can do nothing else than obey.’

“From this it would seem that Captain Tirez — whom I know personally to have been a very able and gallant gentleman — was acting on orders which were open to no other interpretation than as direct instructions to shell the Inveterate.”

So much for the laconic report of the officer.

He compressed within the limits of a sheet of notepaper a tragedy, the news of which appalled the civilized world.

The battle occurred at between seven and eight in the morning. The news was in London by ten that the Inveterate had been snnk by a Spanish cruiser and that a fierce and sanguinary battle had preceded its sinking.

Who sent the descriptive telegram from Gibraltar will never be known, though its source was obvious.

It bore the name of a world-famous news agency, and was issued to the Press from the London office of the Agency, but the Gibraltar correspondent had no knowledge of its sending. All England was in an uproar when the official version of the incident came to hand.

Spain! Why Spain! What was the cause? What had we done, what insult had we offered? There were writers in plenty to rush into print to prove that whatever had happened it was England’s fault, but even these gentlemen could offer no elucidation.

Captain Somburn’s report was telegraphed to the Admiralty immediately on his arrival at Gibraltar, and issued to the Press. Side by side in the morning newspapers appeared the official disclaimer of the Spanish Government.

“His Majesty’s Government has no knowledge of any circumstance leading up to or responsible for the recent lamentable disaster off the coast of Morocco. It has issued directly or indirectly no instructions, orders, or suggestions to Captain Tirez, and has had no communication with him other than the conventional exchange of documents, peculiar to routine.”
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T.B. Smith was one of many millions, who read this statement. He was one of many thousands who believed it implicitly. He was one of twelve who understood the madness of the dead Spanish Captain.

He saw, too, villainy behind it all; the greed of gold that had sent a gallant ship to the bottom, that had brought death and mutilation in most horrible form to brave men.

Silinski had slipped through his fingers — Silinski, arch-agent of the Nine.

The house in St. John Street had been raided. In a little room on the top floor there was evidence that an instrument of some considerable size had been hastily dismantled. Broken ends of wire were hanging from the wall, and one other room on the same floor was packed with storage batteries. Pursuing their investigations, the detectives ascended to the roof through a trap door. Here was the flagstaff and the arrangement for hoisting the wires. Apparently, night was usually chosen for the reception and dispatch of messages. By night, the taut strands of wire would not attract attention. Only in cases of extremest urgency were they employed in daylight.

Such an occasion had been that when T.B. had interviewed Silinski. He understood now why the Pole had talked so loudly. It was to drown the peculiar sound of a wireless instrument at work.

Silinski was gone — vanished, in spite of the fact that every railway terminus in London had been watched, every ocean-going passenger scrutinized.

Now, on top of his disappearance came the Castilia disaster with the irresponsible public of two nations howling for a scapegoat. T.B. Smith attended a specially convened meeting of Ministers in Downing Street and related all that he knew.

“Give me two days,” he said, “and you may publish the whole of the facts. But to show our hand now would be disastrous. The police of every city are engaged in tracking down the wireless stations. There is one in every capital, of that much we are sure. To get the whole gang, however, I must find out where they are operating from.”

“Is that possible?” asked the grave Prime Minister.

“Absolutely, sir,” said T.B.

In the end they agreed.

A more difficult man to persuade was the editor of the London Morning Journal
 .

“I have got the story, why not let me publish?” was a not unnatural request.

“In two days you shall have the complete story; what I am anxious to avoid is anything in the nature of to-be-continued-in-our-next! I want the whole thing rounded off and finished for good.”

Reluctantly, the editor agreed.

He had two days to get the “book”; this code which the unfortunate Hyatt had deciphered to his undoing. Moss had said Hyatt’s sister had it, but the country had been searched from end to end for Hyatt’s sister. It had not been difficult to trace her. Elk, after half an hour’s search in Falmouth had discovered her abode, but the girl was not there.

“She left for London yesterday,” he was informed.

From that moment Miss Hyatt had disappeared.

A telegram had reached her on the very day of Hyatt’s death. It said “Come.”

There was no name, no address. The telegram had been handed in at St. Martin’s-le-Grand; unearthed, it was found to be in typewritten characters, and the address at its back a fictitious one.

One other item of news Elk secured; there had been a lady on the same errand as himself. “A foreign lady,” said the good folks of Falmouth. When T.B. played the spy to the banker and the Spanish dancer, he had heard her speak of a visit to Cornwall; this, then, was the visit.

He had some two days to discover Eva Hyatt — this was her name.

Silinski might have killed her; he was large in his views and generously murderous, and one life more or less would not count. T.B. paced his room, his head sunk on his breast.

Where was the girl?

The telegram said “Come.” It suggested some prearranged plan in which the girl had acquiesced; she was to leave Falmouth and go somewhere.

Who sent the telegram? Not Silinski; this Eva Hyatt, by all showing, was of the class that sticks for the proprieties.

Suppose she had come to London, where would Catherine Silinski have placed her? Near at hand; a thought struck T.B.

He had been satisfied with deporting the dancing girl, a fruitless precaution, as it turned out; he had made no search of her flat. Had she been arrested in the ordinary way, the search would have followed, but her arrest was a little irregular.

He took down his overcoat and struggled into it, made a selection of keys from his pocket, and went out. It was a forlorn hope, but forlorn hopes had often been the forerunners of victory with him, and there was nothing to be lost by trying.

He came to the great hall of the mansion in Baker Street.

The hall porter recognized him and touched his cap.

“Evening, sir.” Then, “I suppose you know the young lady hasn’t come back yet?”

T.B. did know, but said nothing. The porter was in a talkative mood.

“She sent me a wire from Liverpool, saying that she’d been called away suddenly.”

T.B. nodded. He knew this, too, for it was he who had sent the wire.

“What the other young lady couldn’t understand,” continued the porter, and T.B.’s heart gave a leap, “was, why—”

“Why she hadn’t wired her, eh?” the detective jumped in.

“Well, you see, she was so busy—”

“Of course!” The porter clucked his lips impatiently. “Of course, you saw her off, didn’t you, sir?”

“I saw her off,” said T.B. gravely.

“I’d forgotten that; why, you went away together, an’ I never told the young lady. She’s upstairs in Miss Silinski’s flat at this moment. My word, she’s been horribly worried—”

“I’ll go up and see her. As a matter of fact, I’ve come here for the purpose,” said T.B. quickly.

He took the lift to the second floor, and walked along the corridor. He reached No. 43 and his hand was raised to press the little electric bell of the suite when the door opened quickly and a girl stepped out. She gave a startled cry as she saw the detective, and drew back.

“I beg your pardon,” said T.B. with a smile. “I’m afraid I startled you.”

She was a big florid girl with a certain awkwardness of movement.

“Well-dressed but gauche,” mentally summarized the detective. “Provincial! she’ll talk.”

“I was a little startled,” she said, with a ready smile. “I thought it was the postman.”

“But surely postmen do not deliver letters in this palatial dwelling,” he laughed. “I thought the hall porter—”

“Oh, but this is a registered letter,” she said importantly, “from America.”

All the time T.B. was thinking out some method by which he might introduce the object of his visit. An idea struck him.

“Is your mother—” she looked blank, “er — aunt within?” he asked.

He saw the slow suspicion gathering on her face.

“I’m not a burglar,” he smiled, “in spite of my alarming question, but I’m in rather a quandary. I’ve a friend — well, not exactly a friend — but I have business with Miss Silinski, and—”

“Here’s the postman,” she interrupted.

A quick step sounded in the passage, and the bearer of the King’s mails, with a flat parcel in his hand and his eyes searching the door numbers, stopped before them.

“Hyatt!” he asked, glancing at the address.

“Yes,” said the girl; “is that my parcel!”

“Yes, miss, will you sign!”

“Hyatt!” murmured T.B., “what an extraordinary coincidence. You are not by any chance related to the unfortunate young man, the story of whose sad death has been rilling the newspapers!”

She flushed and her lip trembled.

“He was my brother; did you know him!”

“I knew of him,” said T.B. quietly, “but I did not know you lived in London!”

“Nor do I,” said the girl; “it is only by the great kindness of Senora Silinski that I am here.”

There was no time for delicate finesse. He slid his card-case from his pocket.

“Will you let me come in and talk with you,” he said; then, as he saw again the evidence of her suspicion, “I am a police-officer, and what I have to ask you is of the greatest importance to you and to me.”

She took the pasteboard, and, as T.B. had anticipated, fell into a flutter of agitation.

“Oh, please come in! Was it wrong to come to London? The Senora was so anxious that nobody should know I was here. I’ve been so worried about her—”

She led the way into a handsomely furnished sittingroom.

“First of all,” said T.B. quietly, “you must tell me how the Senora found you.”

“She came to Falmouth and sought me out. It was not difficult. I have a little millinery establishment there, and my name is well known. She came one morning, eight days — no — yes, it was seven days ago, and—”

“What did she want?”

“She said she had known Charles, he had some awfully swagger friends; that is what got him into trouble at the post office; it was a great blow to us because—”

“What did she want?” asked T.B., cutting short the loquacity.

“She said that Charles had something of hers — a book which she had lent him, years before. Now, the strange thing was that on the very day poor Charles was killed I had a telegram which ran: ‘If anything happens, tell Escoltier book is at Antaxia, New York.’ It was unsigned, and I did not connect it with Charles. You see, I hadn’t heard from him for years.

“She was a great friend of Charles’ — the Sen-ora — and she came down especially about the book. She said Charles had got into trouble and she wanted the book to save him. Then I showed her the telegram. I was confused, but I wanted to help Charles.” She gulped down a sob. “I asked her who Escoltier was.”

“Yes!” asked T.B. quickly.

“She said he was a friend of hers who was interested in the book. She went away, but came back soon afterwards and told me that ‘Antaxia’ was the telegraphic address of a safe deposit in New York. She was very nice and offered to pay for a cable to the deposit. So I wired: ‘Please forward by registered post the book deposited by Charles Hyatt’; and I signed it ‘Eva Hyatt’ and gave my address. By the evening the reply came: ‘Forwarded; your previous wire did not comply with our instructions.’”

“I see,” said T.B.

“Well, that is more than I can,” said the girl, with a smile, “because only one wire was sent. The Senora was surprised, too, and a little annoyed, and said: ‘How foolish it was of me not to ask you your Christian name.’ Well, then the Senora insisted upon my coming to stay with her till the book came. I came expecting I should find Charles, but — but—”

Her eyes were filled with tears.

“I read in a newspaper that he was dead. It was the first thing I saw in London, the bill of a newspaper—”

T.B. gave her time to recover her voice.

“And the Senora!”

“She took this furnished flat near to hers,” said the girl; “she lives here—”

“Does she?” asked T.B. artlessly. He took up the registered parcel which she had put on the table.

It was fairly light.

“Now, Miss Hyatt,” he said, “I want you to do something for me; and I must tell you that, although I ask it as a favour, I can enforce my wishes as a right.”

“I will do anything,” said the girl eagerly.

“Very well; you must let me take this book away.”

“But it is not mine; it belongs to the Senora,” she protested; “and it is to save my brother’s name—”

“Miss Hyatt,” said T.B. gently, “I must take this book which has so providentially come into my hands, not to save your brother’s name, but to bring to justice the men who took his life.”

As he spoke there came a knock at the door; and, hastily drying her eyes, the girl opened it.

A porter handed her a telegram, and she came back into the light of the room to open it.

She read it, and re-read it; then looked at T.B. with bewilderment written on her face.

“What does this mean?” she said.

T.B. took the telegram from her hand; it had been readdressed from Falmouth, and ran:

“By wireless from Port Sybil. Do not part with book to anybody on any account,

“Catherine Silinski.”

T.B. handed the telegram back. “It means,” he said, “that our friend is just two minutes too late.”
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Wherever men met they spoke of one thing; they had one subject of conversation; in train or in clubroom; in bar or meeting-place, in barristers’ robing-room; in prisoners’ waiting hall — the Castilia
 , and Spain.

Small doubt but that there were demands, irresponsible demands for satisfaction, after satisfaction had been given. But tangible satisfaction was needed. Spain had dared… insult to the might and majesty of Britain — war must be a logical outcome — and the like.

These outpourings appeared in many newspapers under the heading, “Letters to the Editor.” Some newspapers would not print them because of a curious resemblance between them.

The Editor of the London Journal
 made this discovery.


The Journal
 is a newspaper controlled by a great syndicate which owns a newspaper in every one of the great centres of industry throughout Great Britain. It has a system of exchanging confidences, and, as a result, it was found that a letter addressed to The Northern Journal
 and Times
 was identical, word for word, with a letter addressed to the London paper. With this difference, that whilst one was signed “J.Y. Bayer,” the other bore the magnificent signature of “Orlando T. Sabout.” The editor sent both letters to T.B. Smith, and T.B. grinned unpleasantly, but with some admiration for the completeness of the Nine Men’s organization.

On top of these letters, was revived a form of publicity which had long since fallen into desuetude — the pamphlet was mooked.

Three pamphlets were shot suddenly into the market. This was the second day after the sinking of the Castilia
 .

One, the more virulent, was called “A Blow at Protestantism,” and was an invitation to England to sweep Europe clear of the “Catholic menace.’ 9

Neither pamphlet could have been written in two days. They must have been prepared a fortnight to a month in advance of the disaster. They bore no publisher’s imprint or printer’s advertisement.

“This business is a little too hot to hold,” said the editor in a final interview with T.B. “Tonight I must tell the whole of the story.”

T.B. nodded.

“Tonight,” said T.B., “you can tell what you like. I shall have played my stake for good or ill.”

“I have been talking with Escoltier; we have got him lodged in Scotland Yard — though you needn’t mention that fact in your account — and I think we know enough now to trap the Nine Men.”

“Who are they and what does the ‘C’ stand for in’N.H.C.’?”

“I can only guess,” said T.B. cautiously. “Do you know anything about wireless telegraphy!” he demanded.

“Not much,” admitted the editor.

“Well, you know enough to realize that the further you wish to communicate the more electrical energy you require?”

“That much I understand,” said the journalist. “The principle is the ‘rings on the pond.’ You throw a stone into still water, and immediately rings grow outward. The bigger the stone, the farther reaching the rings.”

“At Poldhu,” continued T.B., “Hyatt was in charge of the long-distance instrument. As a matter of fact, the work he was engaged on was merely experimental, but his endeavour seemed to be centred in securing the necessary energy for communicating nine hundred miles. Of course, wireless telegraphy is practicable up to and beyond 3,000 miles, but few installations are capable of transmitting that distance.

“So ‘C’ is, you think, within 900 miles of Cornwall!”

T.B. nodded.

“I have a feeling that I know ‘C’,” he said. “I have another feeling that these wireless messages do not come from ‘C’ at all, but from a place adjacent. However,” — he took from his pocket a flat exercise book filled with closely-written columns of words and figures— “we shall see.”

He took a cab from Fleet Street; and, arriving at the block of Government buildings which sheltered the Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty, he entered its gloomy doors.

A messenger came forward to inquire his business, but was forestalled by a keen little man with tanned face and twinkling eyes. “Sailor” was written on every line of his mahogany face. “Hullo, my noble policeman!” he greeted T.B. “Who is the victim — the First Sea Lord or the Controller of the Victualling Department?”

“To be precise, Almack,” said T.B. “I have come to arrest Reform, which I gather—”

“No politics,” smiled Captain John Almack, R.N. “What is the game?”

“It is what our mutual friend Napoleon would call a negative problem in strategy,” the Assistant-Commissioner replied. “I want to ask an ethereal friend, who exists somewhere in space, to come in and be killed.”

Captain Almack led the way up a flight of stairs.

“We got a request from your Commissioner; and, of course, the Lords of Admiralty are only too pleased to put the instrument at your disposal.”

“They are very charming,” murmured T.B.

“They instructed me to keep a watchful eye on you. We have missed things since your last visit.

“That sounds like a jovial lie,” said T.B. frankly.

In the orderly instrument room they found an operator in attendance, and T.B. lost no time.

“Call N.C.H.,” he said; and, whilst the instrument clicked and snapped obedient to the man’s hand, T.B. opened his little exercise book and composed a message. He had finished his work long before any answer came to the call. For half an hour they waited whilst the instrument clicked monotonously. “Dash-dot, dot-dot-dot, dash-dot-dash-dot.”

And over and over again.

“Dash-dot, dot-dot-dot, dash-dot-dash-dot.”

Then suddenly the operator stopped, and there came a new sound.

They waited in tense silence.

“Answered,” said the operator.

“Take this.” T.B. handed him a slip of paper.

As the man sent the message out with emphatic tappings, Captain Almack took the translation that T.B. handed him.

“To N.C.H.. There is trouble here. I must see you. Important. Can you meet me in Paris tomorrow?”

After this message had gone through there was a wait of five minutes. Then the answer came, and the man at the instrument wrote down unintelligible words which T.B. translated.

“Impossible. Come to M. Will meet S.E. Have you got the book?”

“Reply ‘Podaba’,” instructed T.B., spelling the word. “Now send this.” He handed another slip of paper across the table, and passed the translation back to the man behind him.

“Is Gibraltar intercepting messages?” it ran. Again the wait, and again the staccato reply.

“Unlikely, but will send round tomorrow to make sure. Goodnight.”

As the instrument clicked its farewell, T.B. executed a silent wardance to the scandal of the solemn operator, and the delight of the little captain.

“T.B., you’ll get me hung!” he warned. “You’ll upset all kinds of delicate instruments, to say nothing of the telegraphist’s sense of decency. Come away.”

“Now,” demanded Captain Almack, when he had led him to his snug little office; “what is the mystery!”

T.B. related as much of the story as was necessary, and the officer whistled.

“The devils!” he swore. “And so that’s the explanation of the poor old Castilia
 ’s sinking is it?”

“The discovery I was trying to make,” T.B. went on, “was the exact location of N.C.H.. I asked him or them to come to Paris. As a matter of fact, I wanted to know if they were within twentyfour hours’ distance of Paris. ‘Impossible,’ they reply. But they will come to Madrid, and offer to meet the Sud Express. So they must be in Spain and south of Madrid, otherwise there would be no impossibility about meeting me in Paris tomorrow. “Where are they? within reach of Gibraltar apparently, because they talk of sending round tomorrow. Now, that phrase ‘sending round’ is significant, for it proves beyond the shadow of a doubt exactly in what part of Andalusia they live.”

“How?”

“When people who live within reach of the fortress talk of going to Gibraltar, as you know, they either say that they are ‘going across to Gibraltar’ or that they are ‘going round.’ By the jfirst, they indicate the route via Algeciras and across the bay; by the latter, they refer to the journey by way of Cadiz and Tangier—”

“Cadiz!”

The exclamation came from his hearers.

“Cadiz,” repeated T.B. He bent his head forward and rested it for a moment in his hands. When he lifted it, they saw that his face was grave.

“It’s worth trying,” he muttered. “And,” he continued aloud, “it will be bringing down two birds with one stone.”

“May I use the instrument again?” he asked.

“Certainly,” said the officer readily.

T.B. rose.

“I’m going to Scotland Yard, and I shall not be away for more than ten minutes,” he said; and in a few seconds he was crossing Whitehall at a run.

He passed through the entrance and made straight for the big bureau, where day in and day out the silent recorder sat with his pen, his cabinets and his everlasting dossier.

T.B. knew he would be there, because there was a heavy calendar at the Old Bailey, and the silent man was working far into the night — arranging, sorting, and rearranging.

The detective was back at the Admiralty within the ten minutes, and together the two made their way to the Instrument Room.

“N.C.H.,” responded almost at once, and T.B. sent his message.

“Tell George T. Baggin that another warrant has been issued for his arrest.”

The reply came immediately.

“Thanks. Get further particulars, but do not use names.’ 9

T.B. read the reply and handed it without a word to the other.

“Please God, I’ll hang the man who sent that, message,” he said, with unusual earnestness.
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It was half-past nine when T.B. sent and received the last message; and an hour later he had interviewed the Commissioner.

“Get your lady away all right?” his chief greeted him.

“Well away, sir,” said T.B. serenely. “Out of reach of Silinski — his agents were watching the flat — there was a burglary there the very night the book arrived.”

“And the lady?”

“She is due in Jamaica in a few days.”

“And now—”

T.B. told the story of the developments.

The Commissioner nodded from time to time.

“You’re an ingenious young man,” he said. “One of these fine days somebody will badly want your blood.”

“It has often happened,” T.B. granted. “There was Spedding, the forger; you remember him, sir?

There was — oh, I could give you a dozen instances.”

He sat over a companionable cigar and a whisky and soda, talking until the hands of the clock were near on midnight; then he rose to take his leave.

“You will leave for Spain tomorrow?” asked the Chief.

“Yes; by the first train. I can get the warrants from the Yard before I leave, and the Spanish authorities will give me all the help I need.”

“And what of Silinskif” asked the Chief Commissioner.

T.B. shrugged his shoulders.

“We had a murderer there,” he said. “I am satisfied that with all his alibis, he killed Moss. Whether he actually stabbed Hyatt, I am not sure. The man had such a perfect organization in London that it is possible that one of his cutthroat friends served him in the case of that unfortunate young man. Silinski can wait. If we get the others, we shall get him.”

“Goodnight, sir.”

He grasped the proffered hand, and his host ushered him into the silent street.

He took two steps forward, when a man rose apparently from the ground, and two shots rang out. T.B. had drawn his revolver and fired from his hip, and his assailant staggered back cursing as a dark shadow came running from the opposite side of the road to his help.

Then T.B. swayed, his knees bent under him, and he fell back into the Commissioner’s arms.

“I’m done,” he said, and the third man, whose name was Silinski, hesitating a moment in the roadway, slipped his revolver back into his pocket and fled.



XXII. The Convict From Ceutra


Table of Contents


The streets of Cadiz were deserted; only by the Quay was there any sign of life, for here the crew of the Brazilian warship, the Maria Braganza
 , were languidly embarking stores on flat-bottomed lighters, and discussing, with a wealth of language and in no complimentary terms, the energy of their commander. It was obvious, so they said in their picturesque language, that a warship was never intended to carry cargo, and if the Brazilian Government was foolish enough to purchase war stores in Spain, it should go a little farther, and charter a Spanish merchant ship to carry them.

So they cursed Captain Lombrosa for a dog and the son of a dog, and predicted for him an eternity of particular discomfort.

Captain Lombrosa, a short, swarthy man, knew nothing of his unpopularity, and probably cared less. He was sitting in the cafe of the Five Nations, near the Plaza de Mayor, picking his teeth thoughtfully and reading from time to time the cablegram from his Government which informed him that certain defalcations of his had been discovered by the Paymaster-General of the Navy, and demanding peremptorily his return to Eio de Janeiro.

To say that Captain Lombrosa was unperturbed would be to exaggerate. No man who builds his house upon sand can calmly regard the shifting foundations of his edifice. But he was not especially depressed for many reasons. The Government had merely anticipated events by a week or so.

He read the cablegram with its pencilled decodation, smiled sadly, put up his feet on a chair, and called for another bottle of Rioja.

There is an unlovely road through the dreary waste that leads from Cadiz to San Fernando. Beyond the city and beyond the Arsenal the road winds through the bleak salt marshes to Jerez, that Xeres de la Fonterra which has given its name to the amber wine of Spain.

A solitary horseman cantered into San Fernando, his clothing white with brackish dust. He drew rein before the Cafe Cruz Blanca and dismounted; an untidy barefooted boy leading his horse away.

There were few people in the saloon of the cafe, for a chill wind was abroad, and the cappa
 is a very poor protection against the icy breezes that blow from the Sierras.

A man greeted the horseman as he entered — an outrageously stout man with bulging cheeks and puffy eyes. He breathed wheezily, and his fat hands moved with a strange restlessness.

They hailed each other in the Andalusian dialect, and the newcomer ordered “Cafe c’leche.”

“Well, friend?” asked the stout man, when the waiter had disappeared. “What is the news?”

He spoke in English.

“The best,” replied the other, in the same language. “T.B. is finished.”

“No!”

“It’s a fact.”

“Ramundo shot him at close range, but the devil went down fighting. They’ve got Ramundo.”

The fat man snorted.

“Isn’t that dangerous?” he asked.

“For us, no; for him, yes,” said the man carelessly. “Ramundo knows nothing except that he has been living in the lap of luxury for two years in London on the wages of an unknown employer.”

“What will he get?” asked the stout man nervously.

The man looked at him curiously.

“You are getting jumpy, friend Meyers,” he said coolly.

“I am getting sick of this life,” said Meyers. “We’re making money by the million, but what is the use of it? We are dogs that dare not show our noses abroad; we’re exiled and damned and there is no future.”

“You might as well be here as in prison,” philosophized his friend. “And in prison you most certainly would be, if not worse—”

“We had no hand in the murders,” interrupted Meyers pleadingly. “Now did we, Baggin!”

“I know little about the English law,” drawled George T. Baggin, sometime treasurer of the London and Manhattan Securities Syndicate. “But such knowledge as I have enables me to say with certainty that we should be hanged — sure.”

The fat man collapsed, mopping his brow.

“Eamundo killed one and Silinski the other,” he mumbled. “What about Silinski!”

“He was standing by when T.B. was shot; but, as soon as he saw the policeman was down and out, he skipped. He arrives tonight.”

Some thought came to him which was not quite agreeable, for he frowned.

“Silinski, of course, knows,” he went on meditatively. “Silinski is one with us.”

“He has been a good servant,” the fat man ventured.

“Had been,” said the other, emphasizing the first word.

“What do you mean? Was it not he who established our stations and got the right men to work ‘em? Why, he has got the whole thing at his fingers’ ends.”

“Yes,” agreed Baggin, with a wry smile. “And he has ns at his fingers’ ends also — where are our friends f — the other matter I have arranged without calling in Silinski.”

“They are returning tonight.” The fat man shifted uncomfortably. “You were saying about this T.B. fellow — he is dead?”

“Not dead, but nearly; Silinski saw him carried into the house, and a little later an ambulance came flying to the door. He saw him carried out.”

Meyers lowered his voice.

“Is Silinski?” He did not complete his sentence.

“He’s dangerous. I tell you, Meyers, we are on tender ice; there’s a cracking and a creaking in the air.”

Meyers licked his dry lips.

“I’ve been havin’ dreams lately,” he rumbled. “Horrid dreams about prisons—”

“Haw — cut it out,” said the disgusted American. “There’s no time for fool dreaming. I’m going to the committee tonight; you back me up. Hullo!”

A beggar had sidled into the Cafe in the waiter’s absence. He moved with the furtive shuffle of the practised mendicant.

His hair was close cropped, and on his cheeks was a three days’ growth of beard.

He held out a grimy hand.

“Senor,” he murmured. “Por Dios—”

“Git!”

The man looked at him appealingly.

“Diez centimos, Senor,” he whined.

Baggin raised his hand, but checked its descent. He had seen something behind the ragged jacket closely buttoned at the throat.

“Wait for me on the road to Jerez,” he commanded, and tossed the man a silver piece. The beggar caught it with the skill of an expert.

The American cut short the torrent of thanks, blessings, and protestations.

“Meet me in half an hour; you understand?”

‘What the devil are you going to do?” demanded Meyers.

“You shall see.”

Half an hour later they emerged from the Cafe, Baggin to his horse, and the fat man to a capacious victoria, that he had summoned from the hotel stables.

A mile along the road they came up with the beggar.

“Get down, Meyers, and send the victoria on; you can signal it when you want it.”

He waited until the empty victoria had driven away; then he turned to the waiting ragamuffin.

“What is your name?”

“Carlos Cabindez,” said the man hesitatingly.

“Where do you live!”

“At Ronda.”

“Where have you come from?”

“Tarifa.”

“What is your trade?”

The man grinned and shuffled his feet.

“A fisherman,” he said at last.

Baggin’s hand suddenly shot out; and, grasping his collar, tore open the frayed jacket.

The man wrenched himself free with an imprecation.

“Take your hand from that knife,” commanded Baggin. “I will do you no harm. Where did you get that shirt?”

The beggar scowled and drew the threadbare coat across his chest.

“I bought it,” he said.

“That’s a lie,” said Baggin. “It’s a prisoner’s shirt; you are an escaped convict.”

The man made no answer.

“From Ceutra?”

Again no reply.

“What was your sentence? Answer.”

“Life,” said the other sullenly.

“Your crime?”

“Asesinatos.”

“How many?”

“Tres.”

Baggin’s eyes narrowed.

“Three murders, eh?” he said. “Then you would like to earn a thousand pesetas?” he asked.

The man’s eyes lit up.

“You can go on, Meyers,” he said. “I shall see you tonight. In the meantime, I wish to have a little talk with our friend here.”
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Beyond the town of Jerez and on the road that runs westward to San Lucar, there is a hill. Once upon a time, a grey old watchtower stood upon its steepest place, but one day there came an eccentric American who purchased the land on which it stood, demolished the tower, and erected a castellated mansion. Eumour had it that he was mad, but no American would be confined on a Spaniard’s appreciation of sanity.

The American consul at Jerez, of his charity and kindliness of heart, journeyed out to call upon him, and received a cold welcome. A message came to him, but the proprietor was in bed with gout, and neither then or at any time desired visitors, which so enraged the well-meaning consul that he never called again. The American’s visits were of a fleeting character. He was in residence less than a month in the year. Then one day he came and remained. His name was registered as Senor Walter G. Brown, of New York. The English police sought him as George T. Baggin, an absconding promoter, broker, bucket-shopkeeper, and all-round thief. After a time he began to receive visitors, who stayed on also.

Then came a period when Mr. Walter G. Brown became aggressively patriotic.

He caused to be erected on the topmost tower of his mansion an enormous flagstaff, from which flew on rare occasions a ridiculously small Stars and Stripes.

At night, the place of the flag was taken by a number of thick copper strands, and simple-minded villagers in the country about reported strange noises, for all the world like the rattling of dried peas in a tin canister.

On the evening of a wintry day, many people journeyed up the steep pathway that led to the mansion on the hill. They came singly and in pairs, mostly riding, although one exceedingly stout man drove up in a little victoria drawn by two panting mules.

The last to come was Mr. Baggin, an unpleasant smile on his square face.

By the side of his horse trotted a breathless man in a tattered coat, his cropped head bare.

“I will show you where to stand,” Baggin said. “There is a curtain that covers a door. The man will pass by that curtain, and I shall be with him. I will hold his arm — so. Then I will say ‘Senor Silinski I do not trust you/ and then—”

The ragged man swept the sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand, for the path was steep.

“And then,” he grunted, “I will strike.”

“Surely,” warned the other.

The man grinned.

“I shall not fail,” he said significantly.

They disappeared into the great house — it is worthy of note that Baggin opened the door with a key of his own — and darkness fell upon the hill and upon the valley.

Far away, lights twinkling through the trees showed where Jerez lay.
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The room in which the Nine Men sat was large even as rooms go in Spain. It had the appearance of a small lecture hall. Heavy curtains of dark blue velvet hid the tall windows, and] electric lights, set at intervals in the ceiling, provided light.

The little desks at which the men sat were placed so as to form a horseshoe.

Of the nine, it is possible that one knew the other, and that some guessed the identity of all. It was difficult to disguise Meyers with his unwieldy bulk, yet with all the trickery of the black cloaks they wore and the crepe masks that hid their faces, it was hard enough to single even him from his fellows.

The last man had reached his seat when one who sat at the extreme end of the horseshoe on the president’s right, rose and asked: “What of Silinski, brother?”

“He has not yet arrived,” was the muffled reply.

“Perhaps, then, it is well that I should say what I have to say before his return,” said the first speaker.

He rose to his feet, and eight pairs of eyes turned towards him.

“Gentlemen,” he began, “the time has come when our operations must cease.”

A murmur interrupted him, and he stopped.

“What is it!” he asked sharply.

“Let us have more light,” said a mask at the end of the horseshoe, and pointed to the ceiling where only half of the lights glowed.

Baggins nodded, and the man rose and made his way to the curtained recess where the switches were.

“No, no, no!” said Baggin quickly — for he suddenly realized that there was something hidden by the curtain, a sinister figure of a man in convict shirt, fingering the edge of a brand new knife. So Baggin pictured him.

The masked man halted in surprise.

“No, no,” repeated Baggin, and beckoned him back. “For what I have to say I need no light; you interrupt me, brother,”

With a muttered apology the man resumed his seat.

“I have said,” continued Baggin, “that the time has come when we must seriously consider the advisability of dispersing.”

A murmur of assent met these words.

“This organization of ours has grown and grown until it has become unwieldy,” he went on. “We are all business men, so there is no need for me to enlarge upon the danger that attends the house that undertakes responsibilities which it cannot personally attend to.

“We have completed a most wonderful organization. We have employed all the ingenuities of modern science to further our plans. We have agents in every part of Europe, in India, Egypt, and America. So long as these agents have been ignorant of the identity and location of their employers, we were safe. To ensure this, we have worked through M. Gregory Silinski, a gentleman who came to us four years ago — under peculiar conditions.

“We have employed, too, and gratefully employed, Catherine Silinski, a charming lady, as to whose future you need have no fear. Some time ago, as you all know, we established wireless stations in the great capitals, as being the safest method by which our instructions might be transmitted without revealing to our agents the origin of these commands. A code was drawn up, certain arrangements of letters and words, and this code was deciphered and our secret revealed through the ingenuity of one man. We were prepared to meet him on a business basis. We communicated with him by wireless, and agreed to pay a sum not only to himself, but to two others, if he kept our secret and agreed to make no written record of their discovery. They promised, but their promise was broken, and it was necessary to employ other methods.

“I am fully prepared to accept responsibility for my share of the result, just as I am prepared to share responsibility for any other act, which circumstances may have rendered necessary.

“And now, gentlemen, I come to the important part in my speech. By sharing the result of our operations we may each go our way, in whatever guise we think most suitable, to the enjoyment of our labours.

“In a short time for many of us the Statute of Limitations will have worked effectively; and for others there are States in South America that would welcome us and offer us every luxury that money can buy or heart desire.

“Yet I would not advise the scattering of our forces. Rather, I have a scheme which will, I think, enable us to extract the maximum of enjoyment from life, at a minimum of risk. With that end in view, I have expended from our common fund a sum equal to half a million English pounds. I have completed elaborate arrangements, which I shall ask you to approve of; I have fashioned our future.” He threw out his hands with a gesture of pride. “It is for you to decide whether we shall go our several ways, each in fear of the weakness of the other, our days filled with dread, our nights sleepless with doubt, or whether in new circumstances we shall live together in freedom, in happiness, and in unity.

Again the murmured applause.

“But there is an element of danger which must be removed,” Baggin went on, “between freedom and us there lies a shadow.”

He stopped and looked from mask to mask.

“That shadow,” he said slowly, “is Gregory Silinski, the man who knows our secret, who has done our work, the one man in the world who holds our lives in the hollow of his hand.”

Before he had finished he saw their eyes leave his face and seek the door, and he turned to meet the calm scrutiny of the subject of his discourse.

He entered the room whilst Baggin was speaking and stood listening.

Silinski had an air of his own; a deferential, yet menacing air, which impressed you. He had been described by T.B. Smith as a combination of head-waiter and hangman — not an unhappy description.

Now he stood with eyes fixed on Baggin.

“Monsieur Baggin does me an honour that I do not deserve,” he said suavely, in his high lisping voice.

Baggin shot a swift side glance at a curtained recess behind which stooped a crop-haired man in a convict shirt, fingering a brand-new knife.

“Monsieur Baggin,” Silinski went on, “is wrong when he says I am the only man who stands between the Nine Bears of Cadiz and freedom — there is another, and his name is T.B. Smith.”

“T.B. Smith is dead, or dying,” said Baggin angrily, “we have your word for it.”

Silinski favoured him with the slightest bow.

“Even Silinski may fall into an error,” he said magnanimously. “T.B. is neither dead nor hurt.”

“But he fell?”

Silinski smiled.

“It was clever, and even I was deceived,” he confessed; “the ambulance that took him away was an artistic conception — he is alive and—”

He walked forward until he was opposite the curtain where the assassin waited.

“He is in Jerez, messieurs.”

“It’s a lie,” shouted Baggin. “Strike, Carlos.”

He wrenched the curtain aside, revealing the sinister figure behind.

Silinski fell back with an ashen face, but the convict made no move.

Baggin sprang at him in a fury, and struck madly, blindly, but Silinski’s arm caught his, and wrenched him backward.

In Silinski’s other hand was a revolver, and the muzzle covered the convict.

“Gentlemen,” said Silinski, and his eyes blazed with triumph, “I have told you that T.B. Smith was alive — behold him!”

And T.B. Smith, in his convict shirt, standing with one hand against the wall of the recess, and the other on his hip, smiled cheerfully.

“That is very true,” he said.

Under his hand were the three switches that controlled the light in the room.

“It is also true,” said Silinski, who dearly loved a speech, “that you are virtually dead.”

T.B. nodded; he knew his man by now.

“Wasn’t it a Polish philosopher,” he began with all the hesitation of one who is beginning a long discourse, “who said—”

Then he switched out the light and dropped flat on the floor. The revolvers cracked together, and Silinski uttered an oath.

There was a wild scramble in the dark. A knot of men swayed over a prostrate form; then a trembling hand found the switch, and the room was flooded with light.

Silinski lay flat on his back with a bullet through his leg, but the man they sought, the man in the striped shirt and with a three days’ growth of beard, was gone.
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In red, blue, and green; in type varying in size according to the temperament of the newspapers; in words wild or sedate, as the character of the journal demanded, the newspaper contents bills gave London its first intimation of the breaking up of the Nine Bears.

“Never in the history of our time,” began the leading article of the Telegram
 .

“A story which reads like the imaginative conception of the romantic writer,” began the leader of the London Times and Courier.

That the Nine Bears were dispersed was hailed as a triumph for the English police. Unfortunately, the popular view is not always the correct view, and T.B. Smith came back to London a very angry man.

It had been no fault of his that the majority of the band had escaped.

“The Civil Guard was twenty minutes late in taking up its position,” wrote T.B. in his private report.

“No blame attached to the Guard, which is one of the finest police forces in the world, but of the local police authorities, who at the eleventh hour detected some obscurity in their instructions from Madrid, and must needs telegraph for elucidation. So that the ring about the House on the Hill was not completed until long after the whole lot had escaped. We caught Francois Zillier, who has been handed over to the French police, but the remainder of the gang got clean away. Apparently they have taken Silinski with them; he may or may not be dangerously wounded, but such indications as we have point to his having been badly hurt. How the remainder managed to carry him off passes my comprehension; the ‘why’ of it is apparent. He knows too much. We have secured a few documents. There is one mysterious scrap of paper discovered in Baggin’s private room which is incoherent to a point of wildness, and apparently the rough note of some future scheme; it will bear reexamination.—”
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There was, in the Record Office at Scotland Yard, and is probably still, a stout package containing a number of telegrams written in French, English, Spanish, German, Portuguese and Ital^ ian. Each one of these wires is to the same effect as the others.

“Exhaustive enquiries throughout the country have failed to discover any trace of the Nine Bears of Cadiz.”

The story of these men, inscribed in the records of Scotland Yard, is not perhaps as complete as that in the possession of the French police, for M. Escoltier, some time confidential wireless operator of the Eiffel Tower, had placed the police of Paris in possession of a great deal of useful information that he had denied the Metropolitan authorities.

From the rough notes of the telegrams he had received and transmitted to the unfortunate Hyatt, the French police, with the aid of codes obligingly supplied by Scotland Yard, had been able to grasp the magnitude of the operations conducted by the Nine. The extent of these operations revealed the extraordinary thoroughness of their organization. In various names, and under cover very often of innocent-looking commercial concerns, they had conducted their nefarious business with impunity. There is now no doubt whatever that the Deutsch Ost-Amerika Handel, with its gorgeous offices at The Hague, was part of the chain of operating centres. Equally certain it is that the Compagnie de Maritime de Solent was another. The Credit Sud-Espagna — despite threats of libel actions — was a third. One could multiply the list, covering bogus concerns in Vienna, Petersburg, Moscow, Milan, Rome, Budapest, Bukarest, and Brussels.

So far as we have been able to trace, there was no office in Copenhagen or in either of the Scandinavian capitals. By means of M. Escoltier’s telegrams the French police made an approximate estimate of the extent of the profits secured by the band:

Slump in Kaffirs (anticipating the announcements that the Portuguese Government refused recruiting facilities for native labour): £1,750,000

Slump in New York steel (anticipating the “suicide” of the President of the National Bank of Baltimore): £2,850,000

Slump in copper: £1,340,000 (Coincident with the arrest of Mr. Hilas B. Cluttering on a charge of misappropriation. The documents on which the arrest was effected were afterwards discovered to be forgeries)

£1,000,000 Slump in British Industrials (expert opinions hold that this was one of the failures of the Nine) £100,000

Slump in Spanish Fours £2,000,000

(See page 49 of the Appendix of M. Gaultier’s Report.)

It well may be that the French police have overestimated the hauls, just as they have entirely failed to connect the disastrous fall of Argentine securities with the revolution of ‘07 — a revolution which owed its origin to the machinations of the Nine Men of Cadiz.

The discovery of the band and the revelations of its modus operandi must stand as the greatest sensation in the history of crime. It was followed by the world-famous “International Convention of 1910,” and the adoption of its recommendation prohibiting the working of private wireless instruments without a licence from the Government, making any breach of the ordinance a penal offence.

“Thanks to the industry and perseverance of the English police,” said the London Morning Journal
 , commenting upon this law, “the Nine Men of Cadiz are dispersed, their power destroyed, their brilliant villainies a memory. It is only a matter of time before they will fall into the hands of the police, and the full measure of Society’s punishment be awarded them. Scattered as they are…”

T.B. Smith put down his paper when he came to this part, and smiled grimly.

“Scattered, are they!” he said. “I doubt it.”

For all the praise that was lavished upon him and upon his department, he was not satisfied with himself. He knew that he had failed. To break up the gang had always been possible. To arrest them and seize the huge fortune they had amassed would have been an achievement justifying the encomia that was being lavished upon him.

“The only satisfaction I have,” he said to the Chief Commissioner, “is that we are so often cursed for inefficiency when we do the right thing, that we can afford to take a little credit when we’ve made a hash of things.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” demurred the Chief.

“You did all that was humanly possible.”

T.B. sniffed.

“Eight men and Silinski slipped through my fingers,” he answered briefly; “that’s a bad best.”

He rose from the chair and paced the room, his head sunk on his breast.

“If Silinski had delayed his entrance another ten minutes,” he said, stopping suddenly. “Baggin would have told me all that I wanted to know. This wonderful scheme of his that was to secure them all ease and security for the rest of their lives.”

“He may have been boasting,” suggested the other, but T.B. shook his head.

“It was no boast,” he said, with assurance, “and if it were, he has made it good, for where are the Nine? One of them is on the Devil’s Island, because he had the misfortune to fall into our hands. But where are the others? Vanished! Dissolved into the elements — and their money with them. I tell you, sir, there is not even the suspicion of a trace of these men. How did they get away from Cadiz? Not by rail, for all northward trains were stopped at Bobadilla and searched. Not by sea, for the only ship that left that night was the Brazilian man-o’-war, Maria Braganza
 ”

“Airship,” suggested his Chief flippantly, as he moved towards the door. “It is unlikely, sir,” replied T.B. coldly.

The Chief Commissioner stood with his hand on the edge of the open door.

“At any rate, they are finished,” he said, “their power for further mischief is destroyed.”

“I appreciate your optimism, sir,” said T.B. impertinently, “which I regret to say I do not share.”

Three months had passed since the disappearance of the “bears”; from that day no news had come which might even remotely associate them with a hiding-place.

“One thing is evident, and must be remembered,” T.B. went on, as his Chief still lingered. “Outside of the Nine Men there must be in Europe hundreds of agents, who without being aware of their principals, have been acting blindly for years in their interest. What of the men who went to the length of murder at Silinski’s orders! What of the assassins in Europe and America who ‘arranged’ the suicide of the Bank President and the wreck of the Sud Express? Not one of these men have we been able to track down. I tell you, sir, that outside of the inner council of this gang, Silinski organized as great a band of villains as the world has ever seen. They remain; this is an indisputable fact; somewhere in the world, scattered materially, but bound together by bonds of Silinski’s weaving, are a number of men who formed the working parts of the Nine Men’s great machine. For the moment the steam is absent — Yes?”

A constable was at the door.

“There is a lady to see you, sir,” he said.

“Lady?” said T.B. wonderingly, for ladies were rare amongst his regular callers. “What does she want?”

“I don’t know, sir, except that she wants to see you about some money,” said the man.

T.B. looked up at his Chief in blank astonishment, and the elder man shook his head sadly.

“I should never have suspected you, T.B.,” he said sorrowfully, with which cryptic utterance he left T.B. alone to his interview.

The lady was stout and voluble, respectable, middle class. Her ample bosom was a chaos of brooches, ranging in size from a half-crown to a coffee saucer. She was red of face and scant of breath, and with a gracious inclination of her head she took the seat to which T.B. motioned her.

“Mr. Smith?”

T.B. nodded, and the lady fumbled in a little black satin bag that hung from her wrist. It contained many things that rattled; it also contained a little notebook, which the lady extracted and opened.

“On the 4th ultimo,” she began.

“May I ask, madam,” interrupted T.B. Smith, with some little evidence of irritation, “exactly what your business is?”

The lady shot at him a look in which reproof and indignation were blended.

“I have some experience of the police,” she said bitingly, “having given evidence against Gustav Heilberg, a house-boy charged at the West London Sessions with having stolen a ring valued at four guineas, the property of—”

“But—”

“The legal mind,” she said, with a magnanimous sweep of her hand, “is not beyond my comprehension, ‘ These police officials are busy people; they want all the facts set forth clearly, concisely’ — er, another word begins with ‘s’ which has for the moment escaped me — yes, ‘succinctly,’ that is it.”

“To all this I agree,” said T.B.; he walked to his desk and pressed a bell. “If it is another case of Gustav Heilberg, I will see that you are escorted to the proper department. I do not deal with these matters myself—”

“Stop!” The lady raised a gleaming hand.

“This is a matter of greater importance — it concerns you — and a lady.”

If his visitor intended shocking him she succeeded admirably.

T.B.’s eyebrows rose, his lean jaw dropped.

“A matter of two hundred and fifty-five,” said madam, holding her head till the ornament of her bonnet shivered again, “advanced to a friend of yours last week — I say advanced, because I want no unpleasantness. I think that it is right to explain that we were fellow-passengers — the money never left me day or night, being always wrapped up in my nightdress bag, placed under the pillow—”

“I see!” A light was beginning to dawn on T.B. “You have been robbed and somebody has told you to come to me—”

“Wait,” said the lady imposingly; “wait; by day I carried it in my bodice — such a nice gal she was, used to sit for hours talking about my late husband, and her brother was such a gentlemanly man with a little peaky beard and eyeglasses, like a young man I used to know at the Hydro at Malvern. Well, she talked and talked, she helped me with my packing; I went down to help her with hers, though she never asked me, and,” said the lady, wagging an impressive finger; “the first thing I saw in her cabin was you.”

“Eh?”

T.B. stared at the lady blankly.

“You,” repeated the visitor, with evidence of the satisfaction that her startling news produced. “You as large as life; in a silver frame, propped up on the bunk.”

“‘Who’s that?’says I.

“‘A friend of mine,’ says she, snatching up the photo. That was all. But I have a memory for faces; the other day I saw your portrait in the Police News—”

T.B. made a little grimace.

“I saw your portrait in the Police News,” she repeated, “and I says to myself, ‘Ah, ha, my lady! I ‘m going to call on this friend of yours.’—”

She paused and looked triumphantly at the detective.

“Two hundred and fifty-five pounds in Bank of England notes,” she said slowly, emphasizing each word with a jab of her right finger in the palm of her left hand. “Gone!”

“When did you find this out?”

T.B. was interested now, although filling in the spaces of her disjointed narrative, he perceived little more than a fairly common story of an ordinary theft.

“When I got to Euston the money was in my jewelcase; my card-case was packed in it, and I wanted to give my card to a very charming girl I met in the train — niece of a Lord Somebody or other — I opened the case — gone!”

Again she stopped.

“Well!” said the detective. “What do you expect me to do?”

“Find my money,” said the lady complacently. “If she knows you, you must know her.”

“What was her name?”

“Mad’moozle de Verdum.”

The detective shook his head.

“I don’t know the name,” he said, “and if I did, I don’t suppose I could find her; you may be sure that if she is a professional thief she has left England—”

“She is here; I saw her today. I was on the top of a ‘bus, and she was in a carriage,” said the lady bitterly, “paid for out of my money; you don’t know her name, de Verdum!”

“I do not,” said T.B., and rose to signify that the interview was finished.

“Suppose she had another name; suppose the name I saw on a card in her cabin was her name—”

“In that case,” said T.B. wearily, “you had better give me that also.”

For a moment the lady groped in the recesses of her satin bag, and after what looked like developing into an interminable search, she produced a card.

“Here it is,” she said, and read:

“‘Catherine Silinski.’”
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T.B. spun round as though the lash of a whip had caught him.

“Silinski — Catherine Silinski — here?” he breathed.

“Here!” said the triumphant lady. “Now, will you tell me that you can’t get my money back?”

“It’s incredible, unthinkable!”

Silinski in London!

As he stood, his mind busily engaged in speculation, his visitor grew impatient.

“Two hundred and fifty-five pounds,” she murmured absently.

He looked up.

“Your money, madam,” he said briskly, “is the least important aspect of the question.”

The lady was not unnaturally annoyed.

The little telegraph instrument near the chief inspector’s desk began to click. In every police station throughout the Metropolis it snapped forth its message. In Highgate, in Camberwell, in sleepy Greenwich, in Ladywell, as in Stoke Newington. “Clickerty, clickerty, click,” it went, hastily, breathlessly. It ran:

“To all Stations: — Arrest and detain man and woman (here the descriptions followed) on a pharge of having stolen banknotes to the amount of £255 from Louisa Breddell, of Sloe Grove, Bayswater. All reserves out in plain clothes.”

All reserves out!

That was a remarkable order. What was the importance of this theft of £255 that the whole of the London police force should be mobilized to find the thief?

London did not know of the happening; the homeward-bound suburbanite may have noticed a couple of keen-faced men standing idly near the entrance of the railway station, may have seen a loiterer on the platform — a loiterer who apparently had no train to catch. Curious men, too, came to the hotels, lounging away the whole evening in the entrance hall, mildly interested in people who came or went. Even the tram termini were not neglected, nor the theatre queues, nor the boardinghouses of Bloomsbury. Throughout London, from East to West, North to South, the work that Scotland Yard had set emissaries to perform, was swiftly and expeditiously carried Out.

T.B. sat all that evening in his office waiting. One by one little pink slips were carried in to him and laid upon the desk before him.

As the evening advanced they increased in number and length.

At eight o’clock came a wire:

“Not leaving by Hook of Holland route.”

Soon after nine:

“Continental mail clear.”

Then in rapid succession the great caravanserai reported themselves. Theatres, bars, restaurants, every place in London where men and women gather together, sent, through the plainclothes watchers, their messages.

T.B.’s hope lay in the woman. Without her, Silinski might hide himself in some obscure slum in the Metropolis. At eleven o ‘clock he was reading a telegram from Harwich when the telephone, at his elbow buzzed.

He took up the receiver.

“Hullo,” he said curtly.

For a second there was no reply, and then, very clear and distinct, came a voice.

“T.B. Smith, I presume.”

It was the voice of Silinski.

If there had been anybody in the room, but T.B. they might have imagined it was a very ordinary call he was receiving. Save for the fact that his face twitched, as was a characteristic of his when labouring under any great excitement, he gave no sign of the varied emotions Silinski’s voice had aroused.

“Yes, I am T.B. Smith; you are, of course, Silinskif”

“I am, of course, Silinski,” said the voice suavely, “and it is on the tip of your tongue to ask me where I am.”

“I am hardly as foolish as that,’ said T.B. drily; “but wherever you are — and I gather from the clearness of your voice that you are in London — I shall have you.”

There was a little laugh at the other end of the wire.

T.B.’s hand stole out and pressed a little bellpush that rested on the table.

“Yes,” said Silinski’s voice mockingly. “I am in London. I am desirous of knowing where my friends have hidden.”

“Your friends?” T.B. was genuinely astonished.

“My friends,” said the voice gravely, “who so ungenerously left me to die on the salt plains near Jerez whilst they were making their escape.”

A constable entered the room whilst Silinski was talking, and T.B. raised his hand warningly.

“Tell me,” he said carelessly, “why you have not joined them.”

Then, like a flash, he brought his hand down over the transmitter and turned to the waiting constable.

“Run across to Mr. Elk’s room,” he said rapidly; “call the Treasury Exchange and ask what part of London — what office — this man is speaking to me from.”

Silinski was talking before T.B. had finished giving his instructions.

“Why have I not joined them,” said Silinski, and there was a little bitterness in his voice, “because they do not wish to have me. Silinski has served his purpose. Where are they now? that is what I wish to know. More important still, I greatly desire a piece of information which you alone, senor, can afford me.”

The sublime audacity of the man brought a grin to T.B.’s face.

“And that is!” he asked.

“There was,” said Silinski, “amongst the documents you found at our headquarters in Jerez a scrap of paper written somewhat unintelligibly, and apparently — I should imagine, for I have not seen it — without much meaning.”

“There was,” said T.B. cheerfully.

“So much I gathered from Baggin’s agitation on our retreat,” said Silinski. “Where, may I ask, is this interesting piece of literature deposited?”

The cool, matter-of-fact demand almost took T.B.’s breath away.

“It is at present at Scotland Yard,” he said.

“With my — er — dossier?” asked the voice, and a little laugh followed.

“Rather with the dossier of your friend, Bag-gin,” said T.B.

“In case I should ever want to burgle Scotland Yard,” said the drawling voice again, “could you give me explicit instructions where to find it?”

T.B.’s anxiety was to keep Silinski engaged in conversation until the officer he had dispatched to the telephone returned.

“Yes,” he said, “at present it is in the cabinet marked ‘Unclassified Data,’ but I cannot promise you that it will remain there. You see, Silinski, I have too high an opinion of your enterprise and daring.”

He waited for a reply, but no reply came, and at that moment the door opened and the constable he had sent on the errand appeared. T.B. covered the transmitter again.

“The Treasury say that you are not connected with anybody, sir,” he said.

“What?”

T.B. stared at him.

He moved his hand from tfre transmitter and called softly, “Silinski.”

There was no reply, and he called again.

He looked up with the receiver still at his ear.

“He’s rung off.”

Then a new voice spoke.

“Finished, sir?”

“No, who are you?” demanded T.B. quickly.

“Exchange, sir — Private Exchange, Scotland Yard.”

“Who was talking to me then! Where was he talking from?”

“Why, from the Record Office.”

T.B., his face white, leaped to his feet.

“Follow me,” he said, and went racing down the long corridor. He went down the broad stairs three at a time.

A constable on duty in the hall turned in astonishment.

“Has anybody left here recently?” asked T.B. breathlessly.

“A gentleman just gone out, sir,” said the man; “went away in a motorcar — lady driving.”

“Is Mr. Elk in the building?”

“In the Record Office, sir,” said the man.

Up the stairs again flew the detective. The Record Office was at the far end of the building.

The door was ajar and the room in darkness, but T.B. was in the room and had switched on the light.

In the centre of the room was stretched the unfortunate Elk, in a pool of blood. A life-preserver lay near him. T.B. leant over him; he was alive, but terribly injured; then he shot a swift glance round the room. He saw the telephone with the receiver off; he saw an open cabinet marked “Unclassified Data,” and it was empty.
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Translation of an extract from a little memorandum book found in Gregory Silinski’s house in St. John Street and now in possession of the Police Authorities.

“It may be said that life is fairly crude, from the standpoint of the professional writer, and ‘ True Stories’ have a singular knack of being remarkably dull.

“Thus in actuality it very often happens that denouements have a knack of postponing themselves for a dozen years or so — a dozen years that enables the hero to grow fat and the heroine to lose a little of the bloom of youth and develop characteristics which are not in harmony with one’s original conception of her character.

“Very few indeed of the stories, tragic or comic, of real life, make good ‘book tales,’ because life is made up of anticlimaxes, and because the villains of life more often than not live to be respected, and virtue so frequently goes to the wall before an unappreciative world can realize its immense and gratifying worth.”

One need not be an admirer of Silinski to agree with the truth of much that he has said. Silinski was a philosopher, without being a gentleman.

It may be that on the slender basis of his philosophy he depended too implicitly. He would argue that since his case was one of actuality he was safe in putting back the denouement for a dozen years or so. More he may have entertained visions of a respectable old age — of a Silinski white-haired, benevolent, and venerated, musing in his dotage of virtuous competitors buried and forgotten.

Unfortunately, the story of the “Nine Bears” is a “book” story — one of a very few, and the denouement came with disconcerting swiftness. To such comfort as he might extract from his philosophy he was welcome.

T.B. Smith was a philosopher, but of another type; his attitude in the face of blame was one of stoical equanimity; before a too lavish award of praise he was cynically tolerant.

There might have been blame in plenty, if the news of the outrage at Scotland Yard leaked out, but, fortunately, Elk was not killed and the world was unaware of the happening.

Silinski had escaped; there was pother enough; eight of the Nine Bears had melted into nothingness; no official feather came to T.B.’s cap for that, whatever praise the mistaken public might award. Worst of all, the Record Office at Scotland Yard had been burgled and important documents had been stolen.

Their contents were not lost to the police, for Scotland Yard does not put all its eggs into one basket, even when the basket is as secure a one as the Record Office. There were photographs innumerable of the scrap of paper, and one of these was on T.B. Smith’s desk the morning after the robbery.

The memorandum, for such it was, was contained in less than a hundred words. Literally, and with all its erasures written out, it ran:

“Idea (crossed out). Ideas (written again). Suppose we separated; where to meet; allowing for accidental partings; must be some spot; yet that would be dangerous; otherwise, must be figures easily remembered; especially as none of these people have knowledge (crossed out and rewritten); especially as difficult for nontechnical (word undecipherable) to fix in mind, and one cipher makes all difference. Lolo be good, accessible, unfrequented. Suggest on first Ju every year we rendezvous at Lolo.

(“Mem. — Lolo would indeed be nowhere!)

“So far have only explained to Zillier.”

That was all, and T.B. read and re-read the memorandum. Zillier was the only man who knew. By the oddest of chances, Baggin had confided his plans to the one man who might have found them useful if Providence had given him one chance of escape. But the French Government had him safe enough on DeviPs Island.

For the rest, the “note” needed much more explanation than he could give it. He took a pen and began to group the sentences he could not understand. “Must be some spot, yet that would be dangerous; otherwise must be figures easily remembered.”

A spot would be dangerous? He was perplexed, and showed it. What was meant by “spot”?

He grinned faintly, remembering a famous legal quibble as to what was a “place” within the meaning of an Act. Any given point on the earth’s surface was a “spot,” so what could the “otherwise” mean? Somewhere that was not on the earth? He smiled again. In the air? What were the figures — and technical figures at that?

“On the 1st of Ju we rendezvous at Lolo — nowhere!”

“This is absolute nonsense!” The detective threw down his pen and jumped up. “I’ll go over to the hospital and see old man Elk.”

He called at the Chief Commissioner’s office and was received cordially.

“Any news, T.B? what do you make of your puzzle?”

T.B. made a little grimace.

“Nothing,” he said, “and if the original had not been stolen I should not have troubled to study it”

He gained the Strand by a short cut.

A contents bill attracted his attention, and he stopped to buy an evening newspaper.

“LOSS OF A WARSHIP”

He turned the paper before he discovered the small paragraph that justified so large a bill.

“The Brazilian Government has sent another cruiser to search for the Brazilian man-of-war, Maria Braganza
 , which is a month overdue. It is feared that the warship foundered in the recent cyclone in the South Atlantic.”

“Maria Braganza
 ?” thought T.B. — And remembered where he had seen the vessel.

The ship and her fate passed out of his mind soon afterward, for he had a great deal of routine work requiring his attention; but the name cropped up again in the course of the day and in a curious manner.

A drunken sailor, obviously of foreign extraction, was ejected, fighting from a small public-house in the Edgware Road. He rose from the ground slowly, and stood apparently debating in his mind whether he should go away quietly or whether he should return to the attack. It is not too much to say that had he decided upon the pacific course, the mystery of the whereabouts of the Nine Bears might never have been elucidated. In that two seconds of deliberation hung the fates of Baggin and his confederates, of Silinski and his sister, indeed of the reputation of Scotland Yard.

The foreign sailor made up his mind. Back to the swing doors of the tavern he staggered, pushed them open and entered.

A few minutes later a police whistle blew, a commonplace constable strolled leisurely to the scene of the disturbance and took into custody the pugnacious foreigner on a charge of “drunk and disorderly.”

This was the beginning of the final fight with the “bears,” a fight which cost Europe a million of money and many lives, but which closed for ever the account of the Nine Bears of Cadiz.
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What “double chambers” are to the dramatist, parallel columns are to the journalist; in the former you see two actions going on at the same time, in the latter you may observe two minds working differently to the same end.

Thus Gregory Silinski of Paris and T.B. Smith in London.

You may picture Silinski on a day in April, when Paris was awakening to springtime, and the branches of the trees in the Bois de Boulogne vivid green. A day very balmy, with a hint of early summer, with no bite in the breeze that came in soft gusts along the Boulevard des Capucines.

Every day to the Coq d’Or came a thoughtful student, cleanshaven, dressed in shabby black, with a cravat sufficiently extravagant to suggest art, and spectacles businesslike enough to hint at medicine. This Monsieur Flamarrion lived in the Montmartre, and described himself as a mechanical engineer. He was — so said his papers — from Bayonne.

He came, naturally enough, under the observation of the police, and was reported to be a bachelor of “studious and virtuous” habits; he had, said the report, “ne pas ami intime.” Your Parisian detective, by nature suspicious, differs materially from his brother at Scotland Yard. In the first place, he concentrates his attentions too fiercely and is too readily swayed by first impressions. Under his terrific scrutiny and examinations the newly observed takes on a permanent character. Thus M. Flamarrion, a newcomer to Paris, endured the embarrassing attention of the French police for exactly two days, and was passed as “harmless.”

And all this time, T.B. Smith was imploring the French authorities to keep a strict watch on Silinski. Every day came M. Flamarrion to soak his brioch in his coffee and read patiently and thoroughly the Journal des Débats
 .

Every day, too, to this admirable tavern came a young lady, heavily veiled and wearing the evidence of recent widowhood.

They did not sit at the same table, but generally they were near enough to exchange furtive glances and conventional politeness.

“May I offer you Le Matin
 , madame?”

“Iam obliged to you, monsieur.”

Thus would Silinski communicate with his sister, for always, with the newspaper he so politely tendered, would be a letter giving her his news, his plans, and such money as she required.

This April morning Catherine read her note with some trepidation. There was a little flush on Silinski’s cheek when he greeted her, Iris eyes were a thought too bright, and his nod lacked the pretence of deference which usually marked it.

More than this, he threw away all pretence of strangership and called her to his table.

“Catherine,” he said quickly, “we must leave Paris.”

She nodded.

“Our friend, Zillier!” he said, dropping his voice. “Consider it, little one! Whilst we are at liberty he languishes on in chains! A prisoner, a dog!”

She looked at him curiously.

His eyes were dancing, that little patch of red was in his face; she knew they stood on the threshold of a great enterprise.

“I cannot sleep at nights,” he went on. “I start up and see Zillier in his cage—”

“Gregory,” she said steadily, “why do you talk thus to me?”

He was not abashed.

“Little one,” he said exultantly, “I talk thus because I feel thus. Zillier means a return to the grip of things. Baggin has gone, and with him my good fortune; you cannot any more secure employment; we have had to descend to petty robberies to sustain life. The Nine Men I made!” he said, and, since the cafe was empty, he indulged in his favourite gesture. “I created them, their machinery, their organization, their very code. And now! I have on my hands a hundred and one bold gentlemen who, their fortunes being bound in mine, find their means of living gone. On the one hand, I am sought by the police, who want my life, on the other by my agents, who want my money — of the two I fear the police least.”

He paused to sip his coffee.

“From police and friends I have one refuge — the Nine Men of Cadiz; now the eight men of nowhere and the one of Devil’s Island. How to join forces — how to reach Mr. Baggin, that is the question.”

He took a scrap of paper from his pocketbook.

“This was valueless to me until to-day,” he said, tapping the paper. “It gave me no clue as to the means by which my friends escaped, vanished into the void; but to-day has come a great light. We go to join our friends!”

So much for Silinski, who, as we now know, left Paris that night.



XXX. What the Sailor Said


Table of Contents


The solution of the “note” did not come so quickly to T.B., because his mind could not jump as Silinski’s did.

“Here is a case that will amuse you, T.B.,” said the Chief, strolling into his bureau; “a man, giving the name of Silva, who has been taken to the police-station on the prosaic charge of ‘D. and D.’, is found to be a walking cash deposit. Twelve hundred pounds in Bank of England notes and 26,000 francs in French money was found in his possession. He speaks little or no English, has the appearance of being a sailor — will you go down and see what you can make of him?”

In a quarter of an hour the Assistant-Commissioner was at the police-station.

“Yes, sir,” said the station sergeant, “he’s quiet now. I don’t think he’s so very drunk, only pugilistically so.”

“What do you make of him?” “He’s a sailor; a deserter from some foreign navy, I should say. He has underclothes of a uniform type, and there’s a sort of device on his singlet — three stars and a number.”

“Brazilian Navy,” said T.B. with promptness. “Talkative!”

The sergeant smiled.

“In his own language, very,” he said drily. “When I searched him, he said a great number of things which were probably very rude.”

T.B. nodded.

“I’ll see him,” he said.

A gaoler led him down a long corridor.

On either side were long stone-painted doors, each with a little steel wicket.

Stopping before one door, he inserted his bright key in the lock, snapped back a polished bolt, and the door swung open.

A man who was sitting on a wooden bench with his head in his hands, jumped to his feet as the Assistant-Commissioner entered, and poured forth a volume of language.

“Softly, softly,” said T.B. “You speak Spanish, my friend.”

“Si, senor,” said the man. “I am Spanish.”

“That is good, for I cannot speak Portuguese,” said T.B.

“I know nothing of Portuguese,” said the man quickly.

“Yet you are a deserter from a Brazilian warship,” said T.B.

The man stared at him defiantly.

“Is not that so, friend?”

The prisoned shrugged his shoulders.

“I should like to smoke,” was all that he said.

T.B. took his gold case from an inside pocket and opened it.

“Many thanks,” said the sailor, and took the lighted match the gaoler had struck.

If he had known the ways of the English police, he would have grown suspicious. Elsewhere, a man might be bullied, browbeaten, frightened into a confession. In France, Juge destruction and detective would combine to wring from his reluctant lips a damaging admission. In America, the Third Degree, most despicable of police methods, would have been similarly employed.

But the English police do most things by kindness, and do them very well.

The sailor puffed at his cigarette, from time to time looking up from the bench on which he sat at the detective’s smiling face.

T.B. asked no questions; he had none to ask; he did not demand how the man came by his wealth; he would not be guilty of such a crudity. He waited for the sailor to talk. As last he spoke,

“Senor,” he said, “you wish to know where I got my money?”

T.B. said nothing.

“Honestly,” said the sailor, loudly, and with emphatic gesture, “honestly, senor,” and he went on earnestly, “By my way of reckoning a man has a price.”

“Undoubtedly,” agreed T.B.

“A price for body and soul.” The sailor blew a ring of smoke and watched it rise to the vaulted roof of the cell.

“Some men,” continued the man, “in their calm moments set their value at twenty million dollars — only to sell themselves in the heat of a foolish moment for “ he snapped his fingers.

“I have never,” thought T.B., “come into contact with so many philosophical criminals in my life.”

“Yet I would beg you to believe,” said the sailor — and I would ask the reader to realize that he was speaking in Spanish, which gives even to the uneducated speech a certain literary pedantry—” it is a question of opportunity and need. There are moments when I would not risk my liberty for a million pesetas — there have been days when I would have sold my soul for ten milreis.”

He paused again, for he had all the Latin’s appreciation of an audience; all the Latin’s desire for dramatic effect.

“Sixty thousand pesetas is a large sum, senor; it amounts to more than £2,000 in your money — that was my price!”

“For what?”

“I will set you a riddle: on the Maria Braganza
 we had one hundred officers and men—”

T.B. saw light.

“You are a deserter from the Maria Braganza
 ” he said — but the man shook his head smilingly.

“On the contrary I have my discharge from the navy, properly attested and signed by my good Captain. You will find it at my lodgings, in a tin trunk under a picture of the blessed Saint Teressa of Avila, or, as some say, Sergovia. No, senor officer, I am discharged honourably. Listen.”

His cigarette was nearly finished and T.B. opened his case again, and the man, with a grateful inclination of his head, helped himself. Slowly he began his story, a story which before all others, I think, helps the mind to grasp the magnitude of a combination which made the events he described possible.

“I was a sub-officer on the Maria Braganza
 ,” he began, and went on to narrate the history of the voyage of that remarkable battleship from the day it left Eio, until it steamed into the roadstead off Cadiz.

“We stayed at Cadiz much longer than we expected, and the men were grumbling — because our next port was to have been Rio. But for some reason our Captain did not wish to sail. Then one day he came on board — he spent most of his time ashore — looking extremely happy. Previous to this he had lived and walked in gloom, as though some matter were preying on his mind. But this was all changed now. Whatever troubles he had were evaporated. He walked about the deck, smiling and cracking jokes, and we naturally concluded that he had received his orders to sail back to Brazil at once.

“That same day we were ordered to take on board stores which the government had purchased. Whatever stores these were, they were extremely heavy. They were packed in little square boxes, strongly made and clamped with steel. Of these boxes we took two hundred and fifty, and the business of transporting them occupied the greater part of a whole day.”

“What was the weight of them?” asked T.B.

“About fifty kilos,” said the man, “and,” he added, with an assumption of carelessness, “they each contained gold.”

T.B. did a little sum in his head.

“In fact a million and a half of English pounds,” he said half to himself.

“As to that I do not know,” said the other, “but it was enormous; I discovered the gold by accident, for I and another officer had been chosen to store the boxes in one of the ammunition flats, and owing to the breaking of a box I saw — what I saw.”

“However, to get back to the Captain. In the evening he came aboard, having first given orders for steam to be ready and every preparation made for slipping.”

“Then it was I told him I had seen the contents of one of the boxes, and he was distressed.

“‘Who else has seen this?’ he asked, and I informed him of the sub-officer who had been with me.

“‘Do not speak of this matter, as you value your soul,’ he said, ‘for this is a high Government secret — send sub-officer Alverez to me’ — that was the name of my companion. I obeyed and sent Alverez aft. He too, received similar injunctions, and was dismissed.

“At ten o’clock that night, the quartermasters went to their stations, and all stood ready for dropping our mooring.

“As the hours wore on, the Captain began to show signs of impatience. I was on the bridge with the officer of the watch, and the Captain was pacing up and down, now looking at his watch and swearing, now training his binocular on a portion of the land to the north of the town.

“I had forogtten to say that at 8.30 the ship’s steam pinnace had been sent away, and that it had not returned.

“It was for the coming of the pinnace, and whoever was coming with it, that our Captain displayed so much anxiety.

“It was eleven o’clock before the boat came alongside. “We heard it racing across the water — for the night was very still. Then it drew alongside, and a number of gentlemen came on board. They were all talking excitedly, and seemed as though they had walked a long distance, for, by the light of the branch lamp that lit the gangway I saw that their boots and trousers were white with dust, such as I believe lies on the road outside Cadiz. One was in a state of great fear; he was very stout. Another, and he was the leader, spoke to our Captain, and soon after I heard the order given—’Quartermaster, stand by for going out of harbour,’ and the Captain gave the navigating officer his course. We went out at full speed, steering a course due west.

“It was a perfectly calm night, with stars, but no moon. When (as near as I can guess) we were twenty miles from the coast, the Captain sent for me and Alverez to his cabin.

“‘My friends,’ he said, ‘I have a proposition to make to you, but first let me ask you if you are good patriots?’

We said that we were.

“‘What,’ said the Captain, addressing himself to me, ‘do you value your patriotism at?’

I was silent.

“Senor,” said the prisoner earnestly, “I assure you I was not considering the insult offered to me, because we had got to a point outside of abstract morality. In my mind was a dilemma — if I ask too little I should assuredly lose money. Such was also the consideration in Alverez’s mind. ‘Senor Captain,’ I said, ‘as an honest man’

“‘We will leave that out of the question,’ said the Captain. ‘Name a price.’

“And so, at random, I suggested a sum equal to £3,000, and Alverez, not a man of any originality, repeated ‘£3,000.’

“The Captain nodded; ‘This sum I will pay you,’ he said. ‘Moreover, I will give you your discharge from the navy of Brazil, and you may leave the ship tonight.’

“I did not ask him why. I realized he had some high scheme which it was not proper I should know, besides which I had not been ashore for a month — and there was the £3,000.

“‘Before you go,’ said the Captain, ‘I will explain to you that my honour and my reputation may not suffer. In a few days’ time, when we are at sea, the comrades you leave behind will be offered a new service, a service under a new and wealthier Government, a Government that will offer large and generous rewards for faithful service and obedience.’—”

The prisoner chuckled softly, as at some thought which amused him.

“We went ashore in the steam pinnace; the Captain himself superintending our landing. It was a remarkable journey, senor.

“You may imagine us in the open sea, with nothing but the ‘chica-clucka, clucka!’ of the engine of our little boat; Alverez and myself sitting at the bow with our hands on the butts of onr revolvers — we knew onr Captain — and he himself steering us for the lights that soon came up over the horizon. “We landed at Cadiz, and were provided with papers to the Brazilian Consul, should our return be noticed. But none saw us, or if they did, thought nothing of the spectacle of two Brazilian seamen walking through the streets at that hour of the night; remember that none but the port authorities were aware that the Maria Braganza had sailed. The next morning we procured some civilian clothing, and left by the afternoon train for Seville. By easy stages we came first to Madrid, then to Paris. Here we stayed some time.”

He chuckled again.

“Alverez,” he resumed, “is a man of spirit, but, as I have said, of no great originality. In Paris a man of spirit may go far, a man of money farther, always providing that behind the spirit and the wealth there is intelligence. My poor Alverez went his own way in Paris. He made friends.”

Again he smiled thoughtfully.

“Alverez I left,” he explained; “his ways are not my ways. I came to England. I do not like this country,” he said frankly. “Your lower classes are gross people, and very quarrelsome.” A few more questions were asked, and answered, and ten minutes later T.B. was flying back to Scotland Yard with the story of the stolen battleship.
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Once more were the Nine Men in the bill of every newspaper in London. Once more the cables hummed from world’s end to world’s end, and slowly, item by item, came fragmentary scraps of news which Scotland Yard pieced together.

“Of all extraordinary developments,” said the London Journal
 , “in any great criminal case, nothing has ever equalled in its improbability, the present phase of this remarkable case. Our readers will remember…” (here the Journal
 went on to give the story of the inception and progress of the Nine Men in their schemes — a story with which the reader is already familiar).

“And now we have reached the stage which we confidently hope will be a final one. It is clear that these men, having command of enormous riches, gained at the sacrifice of life, and by the ruin of thousands of innocent people, secured to their service the Captain of the Brazilian warship, Maria Braganza
 .

“Captain Lombroza holds an unenviable reputation in the Brazilian navy. A Court of Inquiry had discovered that, for years, he had been systematically robbing the Brazilian Treasury, and the discovery of his speculation coincided with his disappearance; but not only with his disappearance but with the vanishing of the Brazilian Government ‘s battleship.

“It is not difficult to understand what arguments the Nine Men used to win over the crew of this unfortunate battleship. They had enormous wealth at their command; they could offer to pay salaries which, to the untutored men of the Brazilian Navy, must have seemed beyond the dreams of avarice.

“But what is the explanation of the discharge of Alverez and his companion?

“To our minds it would seem tolerably easy. These two men of all the crew knew the extent of the riches brought on board the Maria Braganza
 . They of all the crew had a comprehension of the wealth of the Nine Men. They were dangerous men to have on board; their presence might mean mutiny, strikes, all the extraordinary consequences of a position which would be Gilbertian were it not for the note of tragedy that underlies the whole remarkable story.

“From the day the Maria Braganza
 left Cadiz it has, apparently, been lost to sight. We say ‘apparently’ because a closer inspection of shipping records leads us to the belief that this ship has not only been sighted, but has coaled at a British port. On the 16th of January, Lloyds published, amongst other arrivals, that of the Spinoza at Port Elizabeth. At first, this was reported to be a warship flying the flag of Venezuela. This was later corrected to Colombia, a mistake very easy to make if one were to judge the nationality of a ship by its ensign; for, save for a small emblem in the centre of the flags, both these countries display a similar ensign. A reference to the battleships of the world, shows us that no such warship exists, and later advices from the Cape go to prove that the vessel that came in, coaled and took stores so hurriedly, was none other than the Maria Braganza
 , So that somewhere in the wide seas of the world is a stolen battleship, having on board a congregation of the world’s worst rascals, Napoleonic in the largeness of their crimes. But money, which can do much, cannot do all, and it is necessary that these men, no less than the ship’s company, should obtain stores and food, and the necessities of life; more important still, that they should secure the coal that is so necessary a part of the ships equipment. In this respect we have made one or two important discoveries.

“An examination of the shipping list shows that two months ago three colliers were chartered out of Cardiff. There is nothing remarkable in this fact, and their apparent destination excited no comment at the time. They were ordered to very usual ports in South America, but it is an extraordinary fact that the consignor in each case gave the captain sealed orders which were only to be opened at sea. So far, we have had no news from these ships, and it is the merest conjecture on our parts when we suppose the colliers were intended for the Maria Braganza
 and, that at some rendezvous, and at some appointed time, they were met by the warship in mid-ocean, and there transferred their cargo.

“But more mysterious is the chartering of the Hedleigh Head
 , a tramp steamer of 2,000 tons, which took on board, on the 16th of last month, one of the strangest cargoes that ship has ever taken. We now know that a month prior to this, one of the largest furnishing firms of the West End received an order to the extent of £10,000, for the delivery of elaborate ship’s fittings, intended, as it was said, for a South American yacht owner. The firm in question makes a specialty of such luxurious appointments, and such an order was not regarded as unusual, and so chairs, panels, upholstery of all kinds, paints, mouldings, and twelve magnificent cabin suites were placed on board the Hedleigh Head
 , and were ostentatiously consigned to Valparaiso. Here, again, the captain received sealed orders, and here again we think we are justified in assuming these goods were intended for the Maria Braganza
 ; and that, so far from the ship’s destination being Valparaiso, the cargo was met on the high seas and taken over.

“Many and fantastic are the suggestions that have been put forward as to the whereabouts of the Nine Men of Cadiz. One of our contemporaries draws a fanciful picture of life on some gorgeous Southern Pacific Isle, out of the track of steamers, and pictures the Nine Men living in a condition of Oriental splendour, an existence of dolce far niente
 . Such a supposition is, of course, on the face of it, absurd. Such an island exists only in the fancy of the romantic writer. The uninhabited portions of the globe are few, and are in the main, of the character of the Sahara desert. Wherever life can be sustained, wherever comfort and freedom from disease waits the newcomer, be sure the newcomer has already arrived.”

I quote this much from the Journal
 because it is near enough to truth and actuality to merit quotation.

That Baggin had based all his plans on the supposition that such an island existed, and could be discovered, we now know. He was the possessor of an imagination, but his geographical knowledge was faulty.

The “idea,” that scrap of paper which Silinski had risked his neck to obtain, was simple enough now — up to a point.

The “Idea” “Suppose we separated, where to meet! Must be some spot yet that would be dangerous.”

“Otherwise, must be easily remembered. Especially as it is difficult for nontechnical (?) to fix in mind, and one cypher makes all the difference.”

“Suggest we rendezvous at Lolo.”

The Solution “Some spot,” meant some place on land.

The latitude and longitude of sea rendezvous must be easy to remember. This last was the only part of the little clue that offered any difficulty to T.B. The Gazetteer supplied no explanation.

Nor could the Admiralty help. The naval authorities did their best to unravel the mystery of “Lolo.”

T.B., who saw no reason to suppress such news as he had, and following the precedent he had established when he revealed the story of the deserter to the Press, called that engine to his aid, and all newspaperdom racked its brains to discover in “L0I0,” a cryptic reference to some lonely Pacific island.

Many and ingenious were the suggestions offered, but none found favour.

A conference of the Ambassadors met in London, and it was jointly agreed that the nations should act in concert to bring the Maria Braganza
 and her crew to justice as speedily as possible. The Brazilian Government agreed to indemnify the Powers in their action, and in the event of the destruction of the ship being necessitated by resistance on the part of its rebel captain, to accept an agreed sum as compensation.

There are surprising periods of inaction in the record of all great accomplishments, which those who read the stories of achievements, realize.

There were weeks of fretting, and days of blank despair in one room at Scotland Yard. For the examination of all clues led to the one end. Somewhere in the world were the Nine Men of Cadiz — but where none could say. Every port in every civilized land was alert. Captains of mail steamers, of grimy little tramps, of war vessels of every nation, watched for the battleship. Three British cruisers, detached unostentatiously from the Home Fleet, cruised unlikely seas, but with no good result.

Then began the new terror.

T.B. had always had one uncomfortable feeling, a feeling that the dissipation of the Nine had not dispelled, and that was the knowledge that somewhere in Europe the machinery set up with devilish ingenuity by Silinski, still existed. Who were the desperate and broken men who acted as agents to the Nine? Whoever they were, they had been well chosen.

Silinski possessed an extraordinary acquaintance with the criminal world. There was scarcely a land in which he had not been a sojourner, a citizen of the shades, more often than not, a fugitive of justice.

That he then had a splendid opportunity of meeting with the very type which was ultimately to prove of such value to him, there can be no doubt.

Investigations had not brought any of these men to the light of day; they lurked in the background — ominous, menacing, a constant danger.

That danger was all the greater if Silinski had rejoined his accomplices, or if by any chance he had come into touch with them, as he boasted he had.

This knowledge of danger was irritating, more irritating since it ran with the impatience engendered by inaction. For three weeks — three whole eternities — no word came of the Maria Braganza
 ; then a Cape steamer picked up a ship’s boat with a dead man and a rough wooden chest filled with English gold-coins. There were no papers, no name was painted on the little boat, but for the mystery of the tragic find T.B. had a solution which received official support. One of the crew of the Maria Barganza had looted the treasure and attempted to steal away by night. He had succeeded only too well.

“This suggests,” said T.B., “that at the time of the desertion the warship was within sailing distance from some coast, probably the isle of Sao Thome or Principe. The man, having no compass, took a wrong course; from the description he must have died of thirst.”

Two gunboats from the Cape station were sent to search those latitudes, but drew blank. The commander of the Dwarf
 , a small British gunboat, however, was partially successful, for it fell in with a Monrovian fishing-boat which had sighted a “big steamer” three weeks before, heading south.

The British Government had taken every precaution to prevent supplies reaching the Nine. It was forbidden by a special Order in Council (colloquially known as “The ‘Port to Port’ Ordinance,”) for ship’s masters to sail with “sealed orders,” or to discharge their cargoes elsewhere than at the ports specified on the ship’s papers. Other nations had followed the lead, and the German Government instituted a vigilant surveillance of charters, a sort of charter parties’ censorship which is in vogue to this day.

The weeks passed without further news of the ship, and T.B. was beginning to worry, for good reasons. He had an elaborate chart supplied to him by the Admiralty, which showed him from day to day, the amount of provisions and coal such a ship as the Maria Braganza
 would require, and he knew that she must be running short.

Then came news from Paris that trace of Silinski had been found; and, although the scent was old, T.B. crossed the Channel the day the message came.

*

The night of the 1st of March saw T.B. Smith in Paris. He stayed at the Hotel D’Antin in the Rue D’An tin, one of those cosy little hostels in which Paris abounds. His visit was partially successful. He had been able to find traces of Silinski and his sister; he found their lodgings without much difficulty. He found, with the aid of a French detective, the cafe affected by the precious pair, and in one way or another was able to collect quite a considerable amount of useful information regarding the Silinskis. He was idling away an, evening, sitting before the Cafe de la Paix, watching the ceaseless procession of people passing to and fro. This was a favourite amusement of his; indeed, is it not of every Englishman who finds himself in Paris with time on his hands?

As he sat there sipping his coffee, a man left the pavement; and, pulling a chair towards the next table, seated himself. He was a thickset man with a straggling beard, and there was little to distinguish him from the ordinary citizen. T.B. gave him a glance and resumed his survey of the passing crowd. By and by, his attention was again attracted to the neighbonring table by the arrival of another man equally undistinguished. The two men apparently knew one another, for, after a curt meeting, they plunged into a conversation, which was carried on in such low tones that no word reached the detective.

Now, if T.B. had not been a born policeman, he would have been a born journalist, for his ruling passion was an intense curiosity. For aught that he knew, these two might have been engaged in the discussion of some private business matter; the subject of their conversation might indeed have had reference to some intimate family secret. But no sooner had these two very ordinary citizens given evidence of their wish for privacy, than T.B. was overpowered with a desire to act the eavesdropper.

But his unpardonable curiosity was unrewarded save that, by one expression which reached him, he gathered that the conversation was either in Low German or Flemish.

“Mumble, mumble, mumble, mumble,” said one rapidly.

“So!” said the other nodding.

“Mumble, mumble, mumble, mumble.”

“Ja,” said the other, and added something in a lower tone.

T.B. was annoyed, not with himself that he should be acting the spy on apparently innocent people; he had no conscience in the matter — but because of the extraordinary and unnecessary care these people were taking to keep their affairs to themselves.

He had a good working knowledge of Flemish — which is Cape Dutch with variations — and he was in a position to understand anything they might say, if they would only have the grace to say it aloud.

At last he gave up his attempt at hearing, in disgust, and opening the Journal du Soir
 , began to read a particularly lurid story of an Apache murder in the Montmartre.

“Mumble, mumble, mumble, mumble,” went on the voices; and T.B., in his unjustifiable annoyance, thought twice about the advisability of changing his seat.

He read the case through, turned over a leaf to a brilliant, if wholly illogical article on one of France’s inevitable “situations,” and was half way through it; then suddenly he stopped reading, and, though his eyes did not leave the printed page, every nerve in his body awoke to life.

“Mumble, mumble, mumble, Silinski, mumble, ship, mumble.” He waited. The voices kept up their monotonous burden.

“Silinski — ship!”

That was all; he heard no other word that gave him further clue to the subject of the conversation, but “Silinski — ship” was enough. By and by, he saw a French detective stroll past, saw the swift and apparently careless scrutiny of the officer, and caught his eye. The sign T.B. gave was imperceptible to any save one acquainted with the universal sign-language of the great police world, but the French detective, seeing T.B. rubbing his right eye as if to keep himself awake, knew that he was required, and walking along to the corner of the Place de l’Opera, waited. T.B. was with him in less than a minute, and rapidly explained. The detective listened. He had noticed the men.

“If Monsieur le Commissaire will return to the cafe and invent some excuse for detaining them, I will do all that is necessary.”

T.B. nodded and returned to the cafe. The men were settling with the waiter when T.B. returned to his seat, with two or three newspapers he had hurriedly purchased at the corner kiosque as an excuse for his absence.

As they rose, T.B. looked the man with the beard in the face, and, smiling, nodded.

He saw the gathering frown of suspicion, and said. “M. Herhault, n’est ce que pas?”

“You are mistaken, monsieur,” said the man coldly.

“Pardon,” T.B. made haste to say with profound humility, “but I am in error. I thought—”

“Goodnight, m’sieur,” said the other curtly, and turned to go.

“One moment.” T.B. laid his hand on the man’s arm. “I cannot allow you to go under a misapprehension; will you be seated whilst I explain how I came to make the mistake?”

“Your explanation is unnecessary,” said the man shortly. “I beg you not to detain me.”

T.B. with one eye for the promenading crowd, saw the French detective pass.

“I will not detain you, m’sieur,” he said, with a slight bow.

The two men turned out of the cafe. He watched them as they crossed the Place, going in the direction of the Eue de la Paix.

At a distance he followed, and saw them turn into a side street. He quickened his steps; and, as he rounded the corner, he came upon a little group in the deserted street. The two men were surrounded by half a dozen plain clothes officers.

They were expostulating vigorously, and their captors stood impassively by.

As T.B. came up to the group two of the French officers took an arm each of the arrested men, whilst one whistled a cab.

T.B. did not follow to the Commissaire’s office. He had told the detective all he had heard, and he was content to leave the matter at that.

He returned to his hotel, and waited. It was near midnight before the French officer came.

“We have searched their lodgings, and can find nothing but a little drawing of the cardinal points of the compass,” he said.

“Do they deny knowledge of Silinski?”

The Frenchman shrugged his shoulders.

“They deny nothing; they affirm nothing,” he said. “It is unusual for my countrymen in the exultation of arrest to make confessions. But I am placing a spy in the same cell, and tomorrow we may learn something. All that we know at present is that they are Frenchmen, although they are visitors from Brussels, that they have been in this city for a month, and are engaged in no known business.”

The next morning brought T.B. no further information. The men had remained dumb in the presence of the spy.

“I am afraid that unless we get further evidence, we must release them,” said the officer who brought the information. “I am with you in believing that these two men are, or have been, agents of Silinski; but we need a stronger case.”

That stronger case did not materialize, and that same night T.B. was informed that the men had been released.

They were carefully watched, but that same night they left by the mail train for Liege.

So much the detective officer related to T.B. over coffee and a cigarette at the Cafe de la Paix.

“It is very curious,” said the French detective thoughtfully; it was La Croix of Lefeu’s staff; “that you should have heard them, or one of them, speak of Silinski and a ship. You are sure you were not mistaken?”

T.B. shook his head.

“I do not think you were,” said La Croix. “I questioned them and they denied that they knew any such person, or that they had ever mentioned his name. That in itself is suspicious.”

“You found nothing in their lodgings’?”

“Nothing — except the compass points.”

He felt in his breast pocket, took out a notebook, opened it, and extracted a folded sheet of paper. This he smoothed on the marble-topped table at which they sat. There was no word of writing on it, only a simple diagram. It was a cross with tiny circles at the end of each arm, and a larger circle in the centre.

T.B.’s frown spoke eloquently his disappointment.

“This,” bantered La Croix, “gives you no clue to this mysterious ‘Lolo’ of yours, I suppose?”

T.B. shook his head.

“Does it you!” he asked, and the Frenchman laughed.

“No,” he said, “to me it is only a curious little cross with no significance.”

T.B. smoothed the paper again, and pursed his lips in thought.

“Can I have this?” he demanded after a little while.

“You may have a photograph of it,” said the cautious La Croix. “These documents, even the least of them, have some value, and are part of the dossier; until we know enough to be able to distinguish between those that count and those that have no bearing whatever on the case, we cannot destroy any of them, or part with them. As it happens, I have anticipated your wishes, for a photograph has already been taken and will be in your possession to-day.”

It was the 9th of March when T.B., with the meagre evidence he had been able to secure, together with the unpromising photograph of the meaningless cross, drove down the Gare du Nord on his way back to town. The train was on the point of drawing out when a man came racing along the platform. T.B. ‘s carriage had been reserved, so that the man had no difficulty in discovering it. He jumped up on the footboard, and thrust a bulky blue package into T.B. ‘s hand.

“I am from the Chief of the Police,” he said breathlessly; “this telegram is for you, and has just arrived.”

T.B. thanked him, and the train began to move.

Leaning back amidst the cushions, he unfolded the blue sheets, and read.

The telegram was from Scotland Yard, and began: —

“Officer commanding Gibraltar reports that his wireless station had been intercepting messages in code which bear some resemblance to those of N”. H. C. Full messages have been forwarded here for decoding. Some of them are unintelligible, but one portion of a message we have been able to make read: ‘… Accept your assurance and explanation; we have will splendid field for enterprise; I will join you at Lolo with shipload of provisions and collier on June 1st. In meantime, if you do as I suggest we can make terms with Governments and, moreover, find employment agents who are at present discontented…’ Message beyond this undecipherable with exception of words ‘destruction,’ ‘easily obtainable,’ and ‘insure.’ This message obviously between Silinski and Maria Braganza
 ” — Stop. ‘Commander Fleet, Gibraltar, has sent H.M.S. Duncan
 , Essex
 , Kent
 , with six destroyers into Atlantic pick up Maria Braganza
 . Return immediately. — Commissioned—”

T.B. read the message again, folded it carefully, and placed it in his breast pocket. There was one word in Silinski’s message that revealed in a flash the nature of the new terror with which the Nine Men of Cadiz threatened the world.
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You pass up a broad stone staircase at one end of the Royal Exchange, and come to a landing where, confronting you, are two big swing doors that are constantly opening and closing as bareheaded clerks and top-hatted brokers go swiftly in and out.

On the other side of the doors is a small counter where a man in uniform checks, with keen glance, each passerby. Beyond the counter are two rooms, one leading to the other, shaped like the letter “L,” and in the longer of the two sit in innumerable pews, quiet men with fat notebooks. From desk to desk nutter the brokers bargaining their risks, and there is a quiet but eager buzz of voices through which at intervals booms the stentorian tones of the porter calling by name the members whose presence is required outside.

A stout man made a slow progress down one of the aisles, calling at the little pews en route, making notes in a silver-mounted book he held in his hand.

He stopped before the pew of one of the biggest underwriters. “Raglan Castle
 ?” he said laconically, and the underwriter looked up over his spectacles, then down at the slip of paper the man put before him.

“One per cent?” he asked, in some surprise, and the other nodded.

“How much?” he asked.

The underwriter tapped the slip of paper before him.

“Ten thousand pounds at 5s. per centum,” he said. “I can do that.” He initialled the slip and the man passed on.

He went the round of the room, stopped to exchange a joke with an acquaintance, then descended the stone stairs.

Back to his stuffy little office went the broker with little thought that he had been engaged in any unusual variety of business. In his private room he found his client; a thickset man with a straggling beard, who rose politely as the broker entered, and removed the cigar he had been smoking.

“You have finish,” he said with a slightly foreign accent, and the broker smiled.

“Oh, yes!” — a little pompously, after the manner of all Lloyds brokers— “no difficulty about the Raglan, you know. Mail ship, new steamer, no risks practically on the Cape route; rather a bad business for you; you’ll lose your premium.”

He shook his head with a show of melancholy, and took a pinch of snuff.

“I have a dream,” said the foreigner hastily, “ver’ bad dream. I have belief in dreams.”

“I daresay,” said the broker indulgently. “A sister of mine used to have ‘em, or said she had; dreamt a tiger bit her, and sure enough next day she lost her brooch.”

He sat at his desk, signed a receipt, counted some notes, and locked them in his drawer.

“You won’t get your policies for a day or so,” he said; “you’re staying—”

“At the Hotel Belgique,” said the client, and, pocketing his receipts, he rose.

“Good-day,” said the broker, and opened the door.

With a slight bow his client departed, and reached the street.

There was a taxicab drawn up before the door, and two or three gentlemen standing on the pavement before the office. “Cab, sir?” said the driver, but the foreigner shook his head.

“I think you had better,” said a voice in French, and a strong hand grasped his arm.

Before he realized what had happened, the Frenchman was hustled into the cab, two men jumped in with him, the door banged, and the car whirled westward.

It was a car which had extraordinary privileges, for at a nod from the man who sat by the side of the driver, the City police held up the traffic to allow it to pass. It flew down Queen Victoria Street at a much greater speed than is permissible within the City boundaries, and the gloved hands of the policemen on duty at the end of Blackfriars Bridge made a clear way for it.

It turned into Scotland Yard, remained a few minutes, then returned along the Embankment, up Northumberland Avenue, and through a side thoroughfare, to Bow Street.

Thereafter, the Frenchman’s experience was bewildering. He was searched, hurried through a passage to a small court where a benevolent-looking gentleman sat behind a table, on a raised dais.

The prisoner was placed in a steel pen, and a quietly-dressed man rose from the solicitors’ table, and made a brief statement.

“We shall charge this man with being a suspected person, your worship,” he said, “and ask for a remand.”

Then another man went into the witnessbox.

“My name is Detective-Sergeant Kiegnell, of ‘A’ Division,” he said; “and from information received, I went to 976, Throgmorton Street, where I saw the prisoner. I told him I was a police officer, and should take him into custody.”

That was all.

The magistrate scribbled something on a paper before him, and said briefly, “Remanded.”

Before the prisoner could say a word, or utter anything more than a “Sacre!” he was beckoned from the dock and disappeared from court.

So unimportant was this case that none of the reporters in court troubled to record more than the fact that “a well-dressed man of foreign appearance was charged with loitering with intent.”

Certainly nobody associated his arrest with the announcement that the Raglan Castle
 had left Cape Town, homeward bound.

It was an interesting voyage for the passengers of the Raglan Castle
 , which, by the way, carried specie to the amount of £600,000. She left Cape Town soon after dusk. The next morning, to the surprise of her Captain, he fell in with a little British fleet — the Doris
 , the Philomel
 , and the St. George
 , flying a Commodore’s flag.

Greatest surprise of all came to the Captain of the Raglan Castle
 when he received the following signal:

“Slow down to thirteen knots, and do not part company.”

To the Captain’s “I am carrying the mails,” came the laconic message, “I know.”

For ten days the four ships kept together, then came the sensation of the voyage. At dawn of the tenth day, a big steamer came into view over the horizon. She was in the direct path of the flotilla and to all appearance she was stationary. Those who were on deck at that early hour, heard shrill bugle sounds from the escorting warships, then suddenly the engine of the Raglan
 stopped, and a crowd of curious passengers came running up from below. The Raglan Castle
 had obeyed a peremptory order given by the St. George, and was hove-to.

The St. George and Doris went on; then from the funnels of the stationary steamer came clouds of smoke, and through their telescope the passengers saw her turn slowly and move.

Slowly, slowly, she got under way, then —

“Bang!”

The forward 9.2 gun of the St. George emitted a thin straight streak of flame, and there was a strange whining noise in the air.

“Bang! Bang!”

The Doris came into action at the same time as the St. George fired her second gun. Both shots fell short, and the spray of the ricochets leapt up into the air.

The fugitive steamer was now moving at full speed; there was a great fanshaped patch of white water at her stern.

“Bang!”

All this time the two British warships were going ahead firing as they went. Then from the stern of the strange steamer floated a whiff of white smoke, and, in a second, the eerie whine of a shell came to the passengers who crowded the deck of the Raglan Castle
 . The shell missed the firing warships; indeed, it did not seem to be aimed in their direction, but it fell uncomfortably close to the mail boat. Another shell fell wide of the steamer but in a line with her. The manoeuvre of the flying vessel was now apparent. She carried heavier metal than the second-class cruisers of the British fleet, but her object was to disable the mail boat.

The Captain of the Raglan
 did not wait for orders; he rung his engines full speed ahead, and swung his helm hard aport. He was going to steam back out of range.

But no further shot came from the Maria Braganza
 .

Smaller and smaller she grew until a pall of smoke on the horizon showed where she lay.

Obeying a signal from the distant warship, the Raglan
 came round again, and in half an hour had come abreast of the two warships, the faithful Philomel in attendance.

There was a swift exchange of signals between the warships, and their semaphore arms whirled furiously.

Then the Commodore’s ship signalled.

“Hope you are not alarmed; you will not be troubled again; go ahead.”

On the twelfth day there was another shock for the excited passengers of the Raglan Castle
 , for, nearing Cape Verde Islands, they came upon not one warship but six — six big black hulls lying at regular intervals along the horizon. But there was no cause for alarm. They were the six Dreadnought cruisers that had been sent down from Gibraltar to take up the burden of the Cape Fleet.

It was all a mystery to the bewildered passengers, whatever it might be to the officers of the Raglan
 , who had received a long “lamp” message in the middle of the night.

There was a two hours’ delay whilst the Captain of the St. George
 went on board the Indefatigable to report.

This was the end of the adventures that awaited the Raglan
 . She was escorted to the Needles by the six warships, and came into Southampton, her passengers a-flutter with that excitement peculiar to men who have come through a great danger, and are exhilarated to find themselves alive.

The arrival of the Raglan
 was opportune; it gave confirmation to the rumours which had been in circulation, and synchronized with the issue of the manifesto of the Nine Men — a manifesto unique in history.
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The manifesto had arrived simultaneously at every newspaper office in London, Paris, and Berlin.

“It was printed,” says the official record of the incident, with its cold precision and its passion for detail, “on paper of a texture and quality which is generally in use in small Continental newspaper offices. From certain peculiarities of the printed characters, it was seen that the type from which it was printed must have been cast in Spain. Wherever the letter W occurred it was replaced by W… The manifesto was neatly folded and enclosed in an envelope of octavo size, and the actual sheet-size was what is known in the printing trade as double-crown. The postage stamps were Spanish, the place of posting, as revealed by the office postmarks, were in some cases Malaga, and in some, Algeciras. The fact that, whether posted at one place or the other the date of the posting was identical, supports the view that at least two persons had been concerned in the dispatch.”

The manifesto itself ran: —

“To the Civilized Nation (sic).

“Whereas, we, the company known as the Nine Men of Cadiz, have been placed by universal decree outside the law, and whereas it is against our desires that such decrees of outlawry should exist against us, both from the point of view of our own personal comfort and safety, and from the point of view of the free exchange of commercial (sic) relationships.

“Now, therefore, we decree —

“That unless an immediate free pardon be granted to each and every man on board the Maria Braganza
 and liberty be given to him to go his way peaceably without arrest or fear of molestations (sic), the owners and crew of the Maria Braganza
 will declare war upon the commerce of the world. It will loot and destroy such shipping as may with advantage be so looted and destroyed, and in the end will fight to the last against its aggressor.

“(Signed) By order of the Nine,

“Silinski.”

It is no exaggeration to say that the publication of this manifesto caused a panic, not only in shipping circles, but throughout the civilized world. The sea held a hidden danger, neither life nor property were secure. There came to stay-at-home people a realization of the dependence of these islands upon its oversea trade. That insurance rates should rise was only a natural and immaterial result of the publication of the threat. But a more serious aspect was the instant effect the manifesto had upon the grain market. Bread rose in two days from 4d. to 6d., and, in some parts of the country 7d., a loaf.

That the fears of the community were justified was proved by the story of the Raglan Castle
 , and was proved beyond doubt two days after the publishing of the Nine Men’s proclamation by what happened to the Zeider Prince
 , a Welsh collier bound from Cardiff to Valparaiso. The port authorities at St. Vincent (Teneriffe) reported that heavy cannonading had been heard by the coastguards on the western shore of the island. The firing lasted three minutes and then ceased. Fortunately, there was in the harbour of St. Vincent at the time, the British destroyer Alert
 , which, on receipt of the news, went out at full speed to investigate. The Alert
 came up to the scene of the crime after the Zeider Prince
 had been sunk (a lifebuoy and a waterlogged boat were taken on board the destroyer to establish the identity of the doomed ship).

When the Alert
 came up, the Maria Braganza
 was hull down, and steaming due west, and the Captain of the destroyer very pluckily gave chase. With the Alert
 ’s enormous speed she overhauled the battleship hand over hand, but long before she could get within striking distance, the Maria Braganza
 opened fire on her, and it was only by a miracle that the Alert
 escaped destruction. The destroyer had neither the coal nor the stores necessary for a long chase, and returned to TenerifTe.

The theory in regard to the Zeider Prince
 is that she was first brought alongside the battleship, her cargo taken aboard, and then the little tramp was sunk. No member of her crew was found, dead or alive, and the assumption at the time was that the crew were prisoners on board the warship — an assumption which afterwards proved to be accurate.

Less fortunate were the men who manned the German steamer Aosan Werthan, bound from Hamburg to the ivory coast with a general cargo. The dead body of a sailor washed up near Cape Blanca was the first intimation of the tragedy.

It was the only intimation, for from that day to this no word has ever reached the world of its fate.

There was consternation enough at these events, but within a fortnight came the story of the North Atlantic outrage.

The Caratana
 , the fastest mail-ship afloat, as well as being nearly the largest, was sixty hours, out of New York with 350 passengers on board, when she came up with a strange warship flying a red flag. The warship hoisted an unintelligible signal, which the Captain of the Caratana
 did not understand. It was followed by one of which there could be no mistaking the meaning.

“Stop, or I will sink you.”

The Captain of the Atlantic liner knew all that was known about the Maria Braganza
 , and at once realized his danger. If he did not realize it, there came a shell from the warship, which passed astern. Fortunately, there was a mist on the water which grew in density every minute — a real “bank” fog, not usually met with so far east.

The Captain of the Caratana
 decided upon the course of action he would take. Very quickly he signalled “I surrender,” and rang his engines to “stop.” The men on the warship seemed satisfied with his action, and no further demonstration was made against the liner. Such was the “way” on the big ship, that although her propellers had ceased to revolve, she continued her course, nearer and nearer she grew to a thick patch of fog that lay ahead of her. The Maria Braganza
 may have suspected the manoeuvre, for she signalled, “Go astern.”

For answer, the Captain of the Caratana
 put port and starboard engine full ahead, and, whilst men were running to their stations on the warship, the Caratana
 slipped into the fog belt.

In an instant the Maria Braganza
 was blotted from view.

The liner Captain put his helm over to starboard, and it was well that he did so, for with a reverberating crash, the warship opened fire in the direction he had disappeared. Shell after shell came flying through the thick mist, and the thud of their impact as they struck the water came to the ears of the affrighted passengers.

The sound of spasmodic firing grew fainter and fainter every minute as the great steamer went threshing through the swirling fog, until it ceased altogether.

Although no harm had befallen the liner, the news of the attack produced a profound sensation. Its effect was to paralyse the business of ocean travel. “The Mad Warship” terrorized the seas.

Immediately intelligence of the outrage was flashed by wireless telegraphy to America, the American Fleet, which had been cruising up the Atlantic coast, steamed out to intercept the Maria Braganza
 ; and, simultaneously, the Home Fleet, which was lying in Queenstown Harbour, sailed to meet them. The American Fleet consisted of the battleships New Jersey, Connecticut, Idaho, and Michigan; the armoured cruisers St. Louis and Maryland; and the protected cruisers Salem, Chat-tanooga, Olympia, and Tacoma. The cruisers went on, and two and a half days later came up with the Warrior, Achilles, Invincible and Indomitable, of the British Fleet.

But no sign had they seen of the Maria Braganza
 , which must have headed due south.

It was on the day the report of their non-success reached England that T.B. Smith located Silinski.

*

There languished in a prosaic prison cell at Brixton gaol a Monsieur Torquet, who was admittedly a victim of a police persecution. That much I think T.B. himself was prepared to admit. He had come before a police magistrate; had been remanded and again remanded; he had communicated first with the Belgian Ambassador, who found it convenient to disown him as a Belgian; he had applied to the French Consul, and that gentleman had replied to the communication with a promptitude and a finality which suggest that the whole of the circumstances of the case had been in the possession of the Consulate, and the application anticipated.

This, indeed, was the fact.

M. Torquet was suspected not of a crime against any particular section of society, but indeed of being accessory to a crime against humanity; and T.B. was prepared to run a tilt at the very Habeas Corpus Act rather than release his grip upon the stranger with the straggling beard, whom he had recognized as being the mumbling gentleman of the Cafe de la Paix, who knew of Silinski and of “ships”; and, knowing so much about the latter, had heavily insured the Raglan Castle
 before she started out on her adventurous voyage.

So, through the days of the terror, M. Torquet was a prisoner in Brixton, watched day and night, taking his exercise aloof and at separate hours from the other prisoners; and, moreover, denied the satisfaction of knowing that public interest was excited in his fate.

For nobody knew of M. Torquet. The most astute reporters who had seen the thickset figure stumble up the steps of the dock in the Extradition Court had failed to connect him with the subject that was filling every mind, and, incidentally, every available column in the newspapers. It is a fact that all through the period of incarceration no man had attempted by threat, entreaty, or promise, to extract from him the secret he undoubtedly held.

The police had waited for a voluntary statement; they applied to him the supreme torture of indifference.

Day by day men had brought him food, warders who were apparently dumb had led him forth to the paved exercise yard, and had led him back again. He had been kept supplied with books and writing materials, the food that came to him was well cooked, every consideration was shown to him; but nobody displayed any desire to share bis confidence, or to be interested in any way in birr) , save as a rare animal to be fed and exercised.

He had been remanded and remanded. Finally, he had been committed for trial.

It does not seem possible that evidence could be produced in open court — evidence sufficient to constitute a prima facie case for trial — without the event being reported, yet this was what happened.

Into the Extradition Court at Bow Street, generally supposed to be closed for the day, the man was hurried. A magistrate took his seat on the bench, evidence was given — there were two police witnesses — the committal was signed, and before the faintest rumour reached the general court that the other court was open, before a reporter could gather up his block and pad and hurry out, the sitting was completed, and no man was wiser.

This M. Torquet, brooding in the loneliness of his cell at Brixton, had very nearly reached the limits of his patience; the silence and the indifference had crushed what little there was in him.

For two months he had lain without trial, in a cell which had a table on which were pen, paper, and ink. He had not in all that time touched the one or the other, but on the day that the Atlantic liner came across the Maria Braganza
 he sat at the table and wrote a brief note to the governor of the prison. Within an hour T.B. Smith was ushered into the cell and remained with the man for some time. Then he came out and sent for a shorthand clerk, and together they returned.

For four hours the three men worked, one questioning and translating, one answering, at first sullenly and with periodic outbursts of temper, and later eagerly, volubly — and all this time the clerk wrote and wrote, until one notebook was exhausted and he sent out for another.

It was late in the evening when he said:

“And that, monsieur, is all.”

“All?” T.B.’s eyebrows rose. “All? But you have not explained the whereabouts of Lolo?”

The prisoner was frankly puzzled.

“Lolo?” he repeated. “M’sieur, I do not understand.”

It was T.B.’s turn to be astonished.

“But the rendezvous — there was to be some rendezvous where the ship would come to pick up any member of the Nine who might become detached.”

The man shook his head, and at that moment an idea-occurred to T.B. He drew from his pocket a copy of the little “cross with the nobs,” as it had been named at Scotland Yard.

“Do you know this?” he asked.

The man looked at it, and smiled.

“Yes — Silinski drew that for me on the last occasion I met him in Paris.”

“What does it mean?”

Again the prisoner shook his head.

“I do not know,” he said simply. “Silinski was telling me something of his plans. He drew the cross and was beginning to explain its meaning and then for some reason he stopped, crumpled up the paper, and threw it into the fireplace. At the time I attached some importance to it, and after he had gone I rescued it, but—”

“You don’t understand it?”

“I don’t,” said the man, and T.B. knew that he spoke the truth.
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Many little houses are on the Marshan, the plateau that commands Tangier. They are villas in which Moorish, Spanish, and English styles of architecture, struggling for supremacy, have compromised in a conglomerate type. In one of these houses lived Gregory SilinsM and his sister. There is every excuse for a rich Madrid merchant taking up his residence in this pleasant land, more especially in the spring, most especially when the rich Madrid merchant is an invalid. This was Silinski’s role for the moment.

Like most people of the Polish race, he had an aptitude for languages, and his Arabic was well-night faultless.

The man had a passion for organization, and in an incredibly short space of time he had created a secret service of his -own.

In Tangier, the very centre of international intrigue, where the Embassies beamed at one another over the dinner table, and plotted their lie was, he discovered that it was almost as cheap to go in person, as it wonld be to cable — and mnch safer. Then, he thought, Catherine would have money with her, or the means of getting it.

When they had paid their fares back to England — Silinski affected a little beard in those troublous days — they exhausted their stock of ready money.

It must have been whilst Silinski was in Paris that the ruling spirit of the Maria Braganza
 discovered that Silinski was indispensable, and that strange reconciliation occurred. Through what agency Baggin and he came into touch is not known. It is generally supposed that the warship ventured close to the French or Spanish coast and sent a message of goodwill flickering through space, and that some receiving station, undiscovered and undemolished — there must have been a score of such stations — received it, and transmitted it to Silinski. At any rate, it would appear that Silinski became suddenly affluent, and that he was — in Tangier — reputed wealthy.

For this accession to comfort I find an explanation, more simple than that offered by the majority of biographers of the “Nine Men of Cadiz.” There can be little doubt, that, by one of those extraordinary coincidences which no writer of fiction could dare fabricate, Silinski had met the second Brazilian sailor — that Alverez who was “not of great mentality and preferred Paris,” and had succeeded in securing no small amount of the ex-quartermaster’s money.

But to return to Catherine Silinski.

I reconstruct the scene when Catherine delivered her ultimatum — Catherine grown weary of waiting, grown tired with forced seclusion; Catherine divorced of an admiring audience, and being moreover a recipient of daily doles, for as I have explained Silinski was a careful man where money was concerned.

They sat on either side of a table in the spacious livingroom of their villa. The night was unusually warm, and the French windows were open, but the jalousies were closed.

The room in which they sat was well furnished for Silinski was a man of some taste.

He himself was engaged in making notes in a large exercise book, and Catherine was pretending to read. From time to time she glanced across the table at him, but he did not look up. Once, her glance rested longer than usual, and he might have seen that look of calm dispassionate speculation which was the peculiar possession of the Silinski family — a cold appraisement.

“When she spoke it was patiently and quietly.

“Gregory,” she said suddenly, “how does this end?”

“This!” He looked up enquiringly.

“This,” she repeated. “This hiding and seeking; these mysteries — and poverty?”

He smiled gently, and shook his head as one reluctant to reprove, but compelled by circumstances to administer a chiding.

“Poverty, as the great Cervantes once said “ he began.

“I would rather not discuss Cervantes,” she interrupted coolly. “I do not know who Cervantes was, though there was a little man in Madrid who showed me a great deal of attention, who had that name. Gregory, what is the end of this, for me, and you?”

He stroked his moustache with caressing white fingers.

“Wealth,” he said, after a while, “enormous wealth; our share of the profits we secured for our friends of Cadiz. It will not be difficult to reach the Maria Braganza
 . It will be less difficult to leave her when our share has been apportioned. More than our share,” he added, thoughtfully, “for there is a man on that ship with whom I have some score to settle.”

She made no answer, but absently fingered the paper of her book.

“You are once more in touch with them?” she asked, and Silinski nodded.

“How?”

He smiled. He loved a mystery, yet there was no mystery in the matter. In the days before the Nine Men had been scattered, Silinski had foreseen the necessity for establishing wireless stations that would be, because of their very openness, free from suspicion. He had no difficulty in persuading the young Sultan, Abdul Asziz, to grant a concession empowering the erection of experimental wireless stations, for Abdul Asziz dearly loved a toy, greatly desired, too, amongst Europeans the reputation of being a progressive monarch. So that the high masts of the Anglo-Sevilla “Wireless Company stood by the lighthouse, at Cape Spartel, and had so stood for two years. When the hasty inspection of existing stations had been made by the powers, the Cape Spartel installation had not been suspected, and Silinski’s agents had been permitted to continue their experiments. It was a simple explanation; it explained in fact Silinski’s presence in Tangier, but he did not feel disposed to offer it.

So his cryptic smile was all the answer that Catherine received.

“Is there not a reward for the arrest of the Nine Men?” she asked.

“There is, my child,” he replied.

“And a pardon?”

“And a pardon.”

She was silent and sat with her eyes fixed on the table.

“A reward of ten thousand pounds?” she repeated. “How much is that?”

“A little more than a quarter of a million francs. Why do you ask?”

He looked at her keenly as he spoke, searching her every feature as though he would surprise a secret.

“Why do you not take the reward?” she said calmly, and he stifled a little sigh of relief.

“Because, my dear Catherine, I am what these English call a party to the crime — and in the amiable proclamation which the English Government issued a short time since, I was specifically named.”

She was silent for such a long time, that he had resumed his work. Then —

“What will they do to you, if they capture you?” she asked, and he laid down his pen again, with an exaggerated air of patience.

“They will hang me by the neck until I am dead,” he said, and Catherine did not shudder, as a thousand other women would have done, but nodded.

“And met”

“You, my dear Catherine?” Silinski looked at her again, with swift suspicion. “You? I think because of your youth and beauty, but more because you are not as deeply involved as the rest of us, you might escape with a few years’ imprisonment — let us say seven.”

“I see.”

She took up her book again, and idly turned the leaves. “Seven years is a long time,” she commented reflectively.

“Eternity is longer,” said Silinski.

Catherine did not answer. She was apparently interested in her book, and Silinski, after waiting for her to speak, took up his pen again.

He worked steadily for two hours, during which time Catherine made no further attempts to speak.

He finished his work, read it over carefully, blotted the book, and rose.

He pushed open the jalousies and stepped into the little garden. From the villa, a hill sloped downward to the town. It was a calm moonlight night, and the crude white of Tangier was softened in the silver beams. There were many twinkling lights in the town, and the bay was laced with light.

He walked through the garden, and moved toward the sea.

From where he stood he could not distinguish the little ship that lay under steam round the shoulder of the cliff. A tiny Spanish steamer that wandered from port to port, from Casa Blanca to Ceutra, from Tangier to Mogador, carrying passengers in the tourist season, and cargo all the year round. Silinski had a “friend” in command of the Doro
 . The fact that he was a friend of Silinski’s is sufficient to indicate that he was none of Nature’s noblemen, and I say this in no uncharity. It was rumoured in Gibraltar that the Doro
 had been engaged in not a few gun-running adventures on the Moorish coast, and on one occasion there had been a Court of Inquiry following upon a seizure, but nothing had come of that.

Silinski walked back to the villa, and stood for a time on the white road that led past the house, his head on one side, absorbing the beauty of the scene — for there was poetry in the man.

Then he walked slowly to the house.

Catherine was sitting as he had left her, the book — it was one of Guadilva’s romances, and bore a gandy picture on its cover — before her. She too had been thinking, for Silinski noted that the page was open at the identical illustration he had seen when he went out.

He took up his work where he left off, opened his little book, unscrewed his stylographic pen, and began to work.

Suddenly he stopped and, looking up, caught his sister’s eyes fixed upon him.

“My friend,” he said, picking up the conversation where they had dropped it, “you worry too much about things that do not concern you.”

She shrugged her shoulders.

“I think seven years’ imprisonment concerns me very much,” she said. “I should be an old woman at the end of that time.”

“It will never come to that,” said Silinski sharply — for him. “You seem to think we shall fail. Do you not realize that we are on the verge of our greatest success?”

She smiled, a little scornfully.

“Men are always on the verge of success who end their lives in failure,” she said. “There is no verge to real success; it opens under you and you fall into it.”

“You are too clever,” said Silinski. “You have read that somewhere. After all,” he went on, “you have less to fear than most of us; and you forget that you are only a very small piece in the game.”

Then he made a mistake, a bad mistake for a man of his finesse.

“We will find you a husband, Catherine,” he said, with humour. “It shall be Baggin or Meyers — somebody immensely rich, and you shall live on a beautiful island, and have thousands of slaves.”

All the time she was looking at him thoughtfully.

She nodded slightly when he finished, and went on reading.

Silinski retired that night just before there came floating up from the town below the voice of the muezzin calling the faithful to prayer. He slept on the ground floor, and he was dozing when there was a tapping on his window pane.

He got up and opened the window, for he recognized an agent from the wireless station.

“Senor,” whispered the mam “have you heard the news?”

“No; what is it?”

“Monsieur Zillier has escaped from Devil’s Island — the news came across from Gibraltar tonight.”

“Are you sure?” whispered Silinski, eagerly.

For answer the man produced a slip of paper.

Silinski took it, closed the shutters, and turned on the electric.light.

The paper, crumpled and soiled, was a copy of the garrison orders of Gibraltar, and under the routine duties appeared the “News of the Day.”

Yes, there it was.

“The man Zillier, convicted in connection with the Nine Men of Cadiz conspiracy, has escaped from Devil’s Island.”

That was all.

Silinski read it again, then he extinguished the lights, and reopened the window.

“Take this,” he said, handing the paper to the man. “All night call the Nine, and if you get an answer convey the news to them. They must know, for Zillier will endeavour to reach the rendezvous on June the first.”

After the man had gone, he returned to bed, and lay staring into the darkness. If Zillier joined the Maria Braganza
 , he must join it also; that much he decided. And Catherine — ? He frowned. Catherine was getting a little difficult to manage.

Before he fell asleep he decided to cut himself adrift from her. Curiously enough some such resolution had already been made by Catherine.

*

Three days later Silinski returned from a walk in the best of humours. He had been out to the station near Cape Spartel. After two days the operators had got into communication with the Maria Braganza
 , and the news was satisfactory.

He burst in upon Catherine as she was settling herself down for a siesta.

“Catherine, my child,” he said, with a gesture that was peculiarly his, “soon you are to lose your unsympathetic brother, my little one; yet be assured that his thoughts will ever be with you, his eyes tearful—”

“And what does all this mean?” she added, very wakeful indeed now.

He waved his hands airily.

“A little separation,” he said. “I must go to meet the Nine Men; after a while I shall, of course, return—”

“But what of me?” she said. “Do I stay in this town of dogs and smells? Do I bury myself in Tangier and grow old?”

“I will leave you money,” he said. “I have made certain arrangements; you will have ten thousand pesetas.”

She laughed.

“Ten thousand pesetas!” she scoffed; “to last me for eternity J”

“Madame,” he said gravely — Silinski was unusually impressive when he was grave— “I shall return.”

She made a little grimace, was about to speak, then shut her mouth tightly as though to cheek something that were better not said.

“When do you purpose leaving!” she asked.

“Tomorrow — the next day — who knows!” he answered vaguely. “There are many things to do. The English Government have become interested in the wireless station. They have been putting on foot inquiries, which are not likely to allay any suspicion we have aroused. It would be better if some of our instruments were dismantled and taken away; they will be difficult to replace.”

He rattled on, giving her, amongst other things, such purely domestic instructions as to the disposal of such of his linen as was still with their Moorish laundry.

To all this she listened patiently, even interposed a few suggestions of her own.

Silinski, prepared for something of a scene at his bareface desertion, was relieved, and showed it. He was in an exultant mood throughout that day, hummed such airs as occurred to him, whistled, made little jokes, and went on with his packing for all the world like some everyday clerk released from the bondage of office work to his annual holiday.

Less boisterous was Catherine. She, too, was busy in a quiet way. In the confusion of his packing, Silinski did not notice at first that Catherine was packing also. When he did he dropped the work he was at the moment engaged in, and came to her.

“Beloved,” he said seriously, “what are you doing?”

“I am packing,” she replied calmly.

“But,” he urged gently; “you do not understand. I will return—”

“I shall not be here,” she said, without raising her voice. “You did not expect me to stay in this place, did you?”

“At least, you will wait until I have gone?” he asked, ignoring her question. He had only the vaguest interest in her fate thereafter. Indeed, he thought it likely that Catherine might remain at liberty less than a week following his disappearance. You may be sure that Silinski had studied the situation in all its aspects. He had thought at first of taking her with him on board the Maria Braganza
 , but he foresaw complication. Her presence might strengthen his position with the Nine; at the same time it might easily bring about his own undoing.

“Have no fear,” she answered his question. “I shall wait for your departure.”

“That might well be,” thought Silinski, for he had timed his departure for that very night. The Doro
 waited for him, and the dark of the night would bring a boat to the shore to take him and his belongings aboard.

“Where do you meet our friends?” she asked suddenly.

“At the rendezvous,” Silinski answered instantly, “although it is a great secret, little one, I will tell you; it is a spot on the map nine hundred miles south of Bermuda, in the midst of a desolation of water; here will Gregory Silinski, an outlaw, join his fellow outcasts.” ^

He grew pensive at the melancholy picture he drew, and sighed.

“Nine hundred miles south of Bermuda,” she repeated absently.

“To be exact,” said Silinski carefully, “eight hundred and ninety-four miles.” She nodded.

“I wonder where the rendezvous really is!” she said with a smile.

“I have told you—”

“You have told me a lie,” she interrupted him, still smiling, and Silinski smiled in sympathy.

He made many visits to the wireless station that day. It was a hot and dusty walk, but he regarded neither heat nor discomfort. Late in the afternoon, just as darkness fell, returning to the villa, he found it deserted, save for the two Moorish servants of the house. Their mistress had gone out, so they said, into the town. They had scarcely finished answering the questions that Silinski put to them when Catherine walked in.

“Where have you been?” he asked. He made no pretence at being polite, for he was perturbed in mind.

“To the city,” she said coolly.

“Why!”

“To book my passage by the Petalygol
 ”

“Why?”

She made no answer.

“Why?” he asked again.

She shrugged her shoulders.

“Have I not answered? As soon as you have left Tangier, I also leave.”

“Why did you go into Tangier!” He was insistent, and she saw she had need for caution.

“I have told you — to book my passage to Cadiz.”

He laughed harshly,

“Book your passage to Hades, my friend!” he said. “You went to Tangier for a purpose.”

For answer she turned upon him with a contemptuous gesture, and walked quickly to her room. She heard him follow with quick steps, and shut the door in his face; before he could grasp the handle of the door, he heard the key turn in the lock. He was of a mind to kick in the door, for he had an instinct for danger, and knew that he was in deadly peril.

Instead, he knocked at the door gently.

“Catherine,” he said softly, “Catherine, little one; I am sorry I offended you.”

There was no answer.

“I was annoyed because you went into Tangier without telling me. It was indiscreet, my dear. Open the door and I will explain.”

He heard her-f ootsteps on the floor of the room, and slipped from his hip-pocket the thin-bladed knife he had found so useful many times before.

But she did not come to the door. He heard a drawer open, the soft “click” of a Browning pistol being charged, and replaced his knife with a little grin which meant many things.

He went back to the sittingroom. It was quite dark now, but he did not attempt to turn on the lights.

He sat down to think. His baggage he had sent away during the afternoon. The men would now be waiting for him with the boat, though it was early. He could have wished to settle matters with Catherine. How much did she know? He did not rate the intelligence of women very highly, but Catherine was a Silinski. Yet, remarkably enough, he had never before seriously considered the extent of Catherine’s knowledge.

A suspicious man sitting in the dark, rapidly reviewing such a position as this, is not likely to think evenly or justly, and perhaps Silinski overestimated Catherine’s astuteness. Be that as it may, be came to a decision.

He stepped softly into the garden, and came to a spot beneath her window.

“Catherine,” he called, and he saw her dimly, for there was no light in her room.

She stood a little way back from the open casement, but he judged the distance between himself and her with tolerable precision.

Like a flash, his arm rose, and the thin-bladed knife went whistling through the air. He heard a sharp cry; then silence. He waited a little while, and walked through the garden. There was a man standing in the middle of the white road. His hands in his overcoat pocket, the red glow of his cigar a point of light in the gloom. Farther away, he saw the figures of three horsemen.

“Silinski, I suppose,” drawled a voice — the voice of T.B. Smith. “Put up your hands or you’re a dead man.”
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In an instant the road was filled with men; they must have been crouching in the shadow of the grassy plateau, but in that same instant Silinski had leapt back to the cover of the garden. A revolver banged behind him; and, as he ran, he snatched his own revolver from his pocket, and sent two quick shots into the thick of the surrounding circle. There was another gate at the farther end of the garden; there would be men there, but he must risk it. He was slight and had some speed as a runner; he must depend upon these gifts.

He opened the gate swiftly and sprang out. There were three or four men standing in his path. He shot at one point blank, dodged the others, and ran. He judged that his pursuers would not know the road as well as he. Shot after shot rang out behind him. He was an easy mark on the white road, and he turned aside and took to the grass. He was clear of the houses now, and there was no danger ahead, but the men who followed him were untiring.

Presently, he struck the footpath across the sloping plain that led to the shore, and the going was easier.

It was Silinski’s luck that his pursuers should have missed the path. His every arrangement worked smoothly, for the boat was waiting, the men at their oars, and he sprang breathlessly into the stern.

It was a circumstance, which might have struck him as strange, had be been in a condition for calm thought, that the horsemen who were of the party that surrounded him had not joined in pursuit.

But there was another mystery that the night revealed. He had been on board the Doro
 for an hour, and the crew of the little ship was pushing her southward before he went to the cabin that had been made ready for him.

His first act was to take his revolver from his pocket, preparatory to reloading it from the cartridges stored in one of his trunks.

Two chambers of the pistol were undischarged, and, as he jerked back the extractor, these two shells fell on the bed. He looked at them stupidly.

Both cartridges were blank!

Had he heard T.B. Smith speaking as he went flying down the road, Silinski might have understood.

“Where’s the dead man!” said T.B. cheerfully.

“Here, sir,” said a voice.

“Good.” Then in Spanish he addressed a figure that stood in the doorway.

“Were you hurt, senora!”

Catherine’s little laugh of contempt came out to him.

“I know Gregory,” she said quietly; “there is not a trick of his that I have not seen. I was expecting the knife before he raised his arm; has he got safely away?”

“I hope so,” said T.B. Then, “You have learnt nothing more?”

“Nothing,” she said. “He told me a story of the rendezvous, but it was, of course, a lie; but I have earned my reward.”

“I think you need have no fear as to that,” said the detective. “Although I knew that your brother was somewhere on this coast, I should, in all probability, have arrived days too late but for your telegram; you will remain in Tangier under the protection of the British Consul.”

He was going away, but she called him.

“I cannot understand why you allowed my brother to escape “ she began. “That you should desire blank cartridges to be placed in his revolver is not so difficult, but I do not see—”

“I suppose not,” said T.B. politely, and left her abruptly.

He sprang on to a horse that was waiting, and went clattering down the hill, through the Sok, down the narrow main street that passes the mosque; dismounting by the Custom House, he placed his horse in charge of a waiting soldier, and walked swiftly along the narrow wooden pier.

At the same time as Silinski was boarding the D’oro, T.B. was being rowed in a cockleshell of a pinnace to the long destroyer which lay, without lights, in the bay.

He swung himself up a tiny ladder on to the steel deck that rang hollow under his feet.

“All right?” said a voice in the darkness.

“All right,” said T.B.; a bell tinkled somewhere, the destroyer moved slowly ahead, and swung out to sea.

“Will you have any difficulty in picking her up?” He was standing in the cramped space of the little bridge, wedged between a quick-firing gun and the navigation desk.

“No — I think not,” said the officer; “our difficulty will be to keep out of sight of her. It will be an easy matter to keep her in view because she stands high out of the water, and she is pretty sure to burn her regulation lights. By day I shall let her get hull down and take her masts for guide.”

It was the strangest procession that followed the southern bend of the African Coast. First went the Doro
 , its passengers serenely unconscious of the fact that six miles away, below the rim of the horizon, followed a slim ugly destroyer that did not once lose sight of the Doro
 ’s mainmast; behind the destroyer, and three miles distant, came six destroyers steaming abreast. Be-, hind them, four miles away, six swift cruisers.

That same night there steamed from Funchal in the Island^ of Madeira, the Victor Hugo, Conde, Gloire, and the Edgard Quinet of the French fleet; the Boon, Torek, Prim Adalbert, and the battleship Pommern, of the German navy, with sixteen destroyers, and followed a parallel ocean path.

After three days’ steaming, the Doro
 turned sharply to starboard, and the unseen fleets that dogged her turned too. In that circle of death, for a whole week, the little Spanish steamer twisted and turned, and, obedient to the message that went from destroyer to cruiser, the fleets followed her every movement. For the Doro
 was unconsciously leading the nations to the mad battleship. She had been slipped with that object. So far every part of the plan had worked well. To make doubly sure, the news of Zillier’s escape from Devil’s Island had been circulated in every country. It was essential that if they missed the Maria Braganza
 this time, they should catch her on the first of June at “Lolo.”

“And where that is,” said T.B. in despair, “heaven only knows.”

Wearing a heavy overcoat, he was standing on the narrow deck of the destroyer as she pounded through the seas. They had found the SouthEast trade winds at a surprisingly northerly latitude, and the sea was choppy and cold.

Young Marchcourt, the youthful skipper of the Martine, grinned.

“‘Lolo’ is ‘nowhere,’ isn’t it?” he said. “You’ll find it charted on all Admiralty maps; it’s the place where the supply transport is always waiting on manoeuvres — I wish to heaven these squalls would drop,” he added irritably, as a sudden gust of wind and rain struck the tiny ship.

“Feel seasick?” suggested T.B. maliciously.

“Not much — but I’m horribly afraid of losing sight of this hooker ahead.”

He lifted the flexible end of a speaking tube, and pressed a button.

“Give her a few more revolutions, Cole,” he said. He hung up the tube. “We look like carrying this weather with us for a few days,” he said, “and as I don’t feel competent to depend entirely upon my own eyesight, I shall bring up the Magneto and the Solus to help me watch this beggar.”

Obedient to his signal, two destroyers were detached from the following flotilla, and came abreast at dusk.

The weather grew rapidly worse, the squalls of greater frequence. The sea rose, so that life upon the destroyer was anything but pleasant. At midnight, T.B. Smith was awakened from a restless sleep by a figure in gleaming oilskins.

“I say,” said a gloomy voice, “we’ve lost sight of that dashed Doro
 .”

“Eh?”

T.B. jumped from his bunk, to be immediately precipitated against the other side of the cabin.

“Lost her light — it has either gone out or been put out. We’re going ahead now full speed in the hope of overhauling her—”

Another oilskinned figure came to the door.

“Light ahead, sir.”

“Thank heaven!” said the other fervently, and bolted to the deck.

T.B. struggled into his clothing, and with some difficulty made, his way to the bridge. As he climbed the little steel ladder, he heard the engine bell ring, and instantly the rattle and jar of the engines ceased.

“She’s stationary,” explained the officer, “so weVe stopped. She has probably upset herself in this sea.”

“How do you know she is stationary?” asked T.B., for the two faint stars ahead told him nothing.

“Got her riding lights,” said the other laconically.

Those two riding lights stopped the destroyer; it stopped six other destroyers, far out of sight, six obedient cruisers came to a halt, and a hundred miles or so away, the combined French and German fleets became stationary.

All through the night the watchers lay, heaving, rolling, and pitching, like so many logs on the troubled seas. Dawn broke mistily, but the lights still gleamed. Day came in dull greyness, and the young officer, with his eyes fastened to his binoculars, looked long and earnestly ahead.

“I can see a mast,” he said doubtfully, “but there’s something very curious about it.”

Then he put down his glasses suddenly, put out nis hand, and rang his engines full ahead.

He turned to the quartermaster at his side.

“Get the Commodore by wireless,” he said rapidly, “the Doro
 has gone.”

Gone, indeed, was the Doro
 — gone six hours since.

They found the lights. They were still burning when the destroyer came up with them.

A roughly built raft with a pole lashed upright, and from this was suspended two lanterns.

Whilst the fleet had watched this raft, the Doro
 had gone on. Nailed to the pole was a letter. It was sodden with spray, but T.B. had no difficulty in reading it.

“Cher ami,” it ran, “much as I value the honour of a naval escort, its presence is embarrassing at the moment. I saw your destroyer this morning through my glasses, and guessed the rest. You are ingenious. Now I understand why you allowed me to escape.

“My love and duty to Catherine, if she still lives; for yourself, my respectful salutations, most admirable of policemen.”

It was signed “Silinski.”

I am happy to think that the court-martial held on Lieutenant-Commander George Septimus Marchcourt, on a charge of “neglect of duty, in that he failed to carry out the instructions of his superior officer,” resulted in an honourable acquittal for that cheerful young officer. It was an acquittal, which had a far-reaching effect, though at the time it did not promise well.

T.B. was a witness at the trial, which was a purely formal one, in spite of the attention it excited.

T.B. remained at Gibraltar, pending further developments. For the affair of the Nine Men had got beyond Scotland Yard — they were an international problem.

Thanks to the information supplied by Torquet in Brixton prison, supplemented by such particulars as Catherine Silinski was able to supply, the European agents had been arrested. Their trials — if one may anticipate a little — were of the most sensational character, but in no case, whether the investigation was before the gentle tribunals peculiar to English law, or whether they were instituted by the more vigorous courts of France, Germany, or Russia, was the mystery of “Lolo” solved.

But of “Lolo” she had no information to give

Catherine’s evidence,* however, was particularly valuable to T.B., not so much because she was able to assist him in his search for the Nine, but from the inside history she was able to give of the working of this colossal organization of crime. We know now the cause of many market “breaks” which were, at the time, inexplicable. We catch a glimpse, in her fascinating story of the method adopted by the Nine, their directors’ meetings, to which, apparently, she was admitted. Catherine appears to have shared the confidence of Meyers, who from time to time confided his fears to her; she knew, intimately, Baggin, and it was through her that Silinski and he met.

[* The evidence of Catherine Maria Silinski in relation to the operations of ‘The Cadiz Conspirators”-Blue Book, 747-11 (Home Office). ]

T.B. was walking over from La Linea, across the strip of neutral ground which separated Gibraltar from Spain, with young Marchcourt, when he confessed that he despaired of ever bringing the Nine to justice.

“The nations cannot stand the racket much longer,” he said; “these Nine Men are costing civilization a million a week! Think of it! A million pounds a week! We must either capture them soon or effect a compromise. I am afraid they will make peace on their own terms.

“But they must be caught soon,” urged the other.

“Why?” demanded T.B. irritably. “Why ‘must’. Man, we couldn’t catch De Wet in the restricted area of the Orange Eiver Colony; how can we hope to capture one of the fastest war vessels afloat when the men who control her have all the seas to run in!”

“The crew will get tired. After all, they have nothing to gain,” persisted the officer; “that is the weakness of their position.”

“And their strength,” said T.B. “If these men have been persuaded to take the first step in piracy, the rest is easy; if by the promise of huge rewards, they have been induced to put their necks in the noose, the realization of their danger will only make them the more determined to go through with their enterprise.”

They had reached the waterport, and T.B. stopped before his hotel.

“Come in,” he said suddenly. The two men passed through the paved vestibule and mounted the stair, to T.B.’s room. “I’m going to show you our clue,” he said grimly, and extracted from his portfolio the drawing of the little cross with the circular ends.

T.B. himself does not know to this day why he was moved to produce this disappointing little diagram at that moment. It may have been that, as a forlorn hope, he relied upon the application of a fresh young mind to the problem which was so stale in his.

The officer looked and frowned.

“Is that all?” asked Marchcourt, without disguising his disappointment.

“That is all,” responded T.B.

They sat looking at the diagram in silence, and T.B., as was his peculiarity, scribbled mechanically on the blotting pad before him.

He drew flowers, and men’s heads, and impossible structures of all kinds; he made inaccurate tracings of maps, of columns, pediments, squares, and triangles. Then, in the same absent way, he made a rough copy of the diagram.

Then his pencil stopped and he sat bolt upright.

“Gee!” he whispered.

The young naval officer looked up in astonishment.

“Whew!” whistled T.B.

He jumped up, walked to his trunk, and drew out an atlas.

He turned the leaves, looked long and earnestly at something he saw, closed the book, and turned a little white; but his eyes were blazing.

“I have found Lolo,” he said simply.

He took up his pencil and quickly sketched the diagram:



“What that means perhaps our nautical friend will tell us,” he said triumphantly, and with a return to his old mannerism.

But young Marchcourt only shook his head.

“Look,” said T.B., and added a few letters.



“Longitude nought; latitude nought — L.0, L.0!” whispered the officer. “By Jove! Why, this is off the African coast.”

T.B. nodded.

“It is where the Greenwich meridian crosses the equator,” he said. “It’s ‘nowhere’! The only ‘nowhere’ in the world!”
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Under an awning on the quarterdeck of the Maria Braganza
 , George T. Baggin was stretched out in the easiest of easychairs in an attitude of luxurious comfort.

“Admiral” Lombrosa, passing on his way to his cabin, smacked him familiarly upon the shoulder — an attitude which epitomized the changed relationships of the pair.

The Maria Braganza
 was steaming slowly eastward, and, since it was the hour of siesta, the deck was strewn with the recumbent forms of men.

Baggin looked up with a scowl.

“Where is Silinski?” he asked, and the other laughed.

“He sleeps, Senor President,” said the “Admiral.’ ‘ — there had been some curious promotions on board the Maria Braganza
 — “he is amusing, your Silinski.”

Baggin wriggled uncomfortably in his chair, but made no answer, and the other man eyed him keenly.

Baggin must have felt rather than observed the scrutiny, for suddenly he looked up and caught the sailor’s eye.

“Eh?” he asked, as though to some unspoken question. Then, “Where is Meyersf—”

Again the smile on the swart face of the Brazilian.

“He is here,” he said, as a stout figure in white ducks shuffled awkwardly along the canting deck.

He came opposite to Baggin; and, drawing a chair towards him, with a grunt, he dropped into it with a crash.

“You get fatter and fatter, my friend,” said Baggin, regarding the monstrous figure with the interest he would have given to some strange beast.

“Fatter!” gasped the other — ever short of breath was Lucas Meyers — il Course ‘m fatter! No exercise — this cursed ship! Oh, what a fool, what a fool I’ve been!”

He wriggled his big head, and the rolling fat of his neck creased and bulged.

“Forget it,” said Baggin. He took a long gold case from his inside pocket, opened it, and selected with care a black cheroot. “ Forget it.”

“Wish I could! oh, heaven, I wish I could!” wheezed Meyers. “I’d give half a million to be safe in the hands of the Official Receiver! I’d give half a million to be servin’ five years in Portland! Baggin,” he said, with comic earnestness, “we’ve got to compromise! It’s got to be done. Where do we stand, eh?”

Baggin puffed leisurely at his cigar, but made no attempt to elucidate the position.

The other man did not wait for any answer. He wrheezed on, whining, complaining, cursing.

Baggin was used to all this; he had had years of it, but now, with his nerves on edge, this cowardice of Meyers’ grated.

“I’ve got an idea, see?” Meyers was saying, with unwonted eagerness. “I’m a nuisance to you, ain’t I? I know I am. Now, suppose you ventured into some little port, eh? Put me ashore in a boat. I’d turn King’s evidence — them London murders, Hyatt an’ Moss — it wouldn’t do you any harm, but it’d save me, see? You’d still be at sea; still be free, eh? I’ll make over my share to you — just enough to get ashore an’ live comfortably, if they let me—”

“Splendid, splendid!” said the silky voice of Silinski.

Meyers jerked himself erect, with a start. “Hey!” he breathed. “Hey, Silinski! You go sneakiu’ about in your bare feet. Don’t do it I I hate it, Silinski; it unnerves me. I hate people who come creepin’ on a man unawares! That’s what you do, Silinski! It’s — it’s not gentlemanly.”

“It is not gentlemanly to talk of deserting your comrades; deserting this ocean republic we have founded,” said Silinski gently; “that is treason, high treason.”

“Rot!” exploded Meyers. “Rot! Never approved of it; never saw any sense in it! Presidents! Admirals! Citizens! Oaths! Bah!”

The Admiral had walked away to the after-rail.

“Where are the Nine Men of Cadiz!” demanded Meyers, the sweat rolling down his cheeks, a tragic-comic figure. “Where is Bortuski? Where is Morson? Where is Couthwright? Zillier, we know where he is, or was, but where are the others f You an’ me, an’ this feller Silinski, an’ the rest — phutt!” He made a little noise with his mouth. “I know!” he said. He raised a trembling finger accusingly. “They were all here when Silinski came aboard — less’n a week ago.”

“My dear man,” said Baggin lazily, though his face was white and his lips firm-pressed. “There was the storm—”

“That’s a lie!” screamed the fat man, beating the air with his hands; “that’s a lie! The storm didn’t take Kohr from his bunk an’ leave blood on his pillow! It didn’t make Morson’s cabin smell of chloroform! I know, I know!”

“There is such a thing as knowing too much,” said George T. Baggin, rising unsteadily. “Meyers,” he said, “I’ve been a good friend of yours because I sort of like you in spite of your foolishness. Our friends perished in the storm; it wasn’t a bad thing for us, taking matters all round. If this manifesto of ours doesn’t secure us a pardon, we can risk making a run for safety. There are fewer of us to blab. See here” — he sat down on the side of the other’s chair and dropped his voice— “suppose we can’t shock this old world into giving us a free pardon, and the sun gets too warm for us, as it will sooner or later—”

“Suppose it!” Meyers burst in. “D’ye think there’s an hour of the day or night when I don’t suppose it? Lord! I—”

“Listen, can’t you?” said Baggin savagely. “When that happens, what are we to do? We’ve buried gold on the African coast; we’ve buried it on the South American coast—”

“All the crew know,” grunted the fat man, “we’re at the mercy—”

“Wait! wait!” said the other wearily. “Suppose there comes a time when we must make a dash for safety — with the steam pinnace. Slipping away in the night when the men of the watch arr doped. You and me, Silinski and the Admiral” — he bent his head lower— “leaving a time-fuse in the magazine” — he whispered— “there’s a way out for us, my friend!”

Meyers said nothing. The coldblooded villainy of the proposal did not shock him; for a moment a gleam of hope lit the dark places of his miserable soul.

“But Zillier,” he whispered huskily; “we’re going to pick up Zillier; why not leave him?”

“He knows more than any other of our plans,” said Baggin; “he will be safer with us — for a time.”

“We’re going to make one last effort,” he went on, “between here and ‘Lolo’ we fall in with the outward bound intermediate Cape mail. It shall be our last attack upon civilization—”

“Don’t do it!” begged Meyers; “for the love of heaven, don’t do it! I can’t stand it, Baggin! I can’t stand it!”

He stood on the deck, his feet wide apart, his big body quivering with fear. Terror gave him a certain dignity; he was grotesque rather than ridiculous.

“Drop Zillier! Drop everything! Let us clear out—”

Baggin left him babbling and walked to where Silinski strolled with the Captain.

“I’ve done my best,” he said shortly; “he’s just mad with fright; there’s no backbone in him.”

Silinski nodded.

They ate a silent meal in the magnificently upholstered wardroom, which had been converted into a saloon for the officers of the Republic.* After dinner, Silinski and Baggin promenaded the quarter deck together.

[ *The exact constitution of this extraordinary Republic is not very dear. We have to depend upon the evidence of the warship’s crew for such information as we possess, and it would appear that their knowledge was of the slightest-E. W. ]

“Meyers has gone below,” reported the latter in answer to a question; “he got no sleep last night.”

“He’s a greater danger than any of the others,” said Silinski quietly.

They stood for a while watching phosphorescence on the water till Lombrosa’s voice recalled them.

“Are you there?” he called quickly. They detected the agitation in his tone and turned together.

“It’s Meyers,” said the Captain rapidly. “I found him in the wireless cabin, trying to send a message. He’s half mad.”

“Where is he!” demanded Silinski, but, before his tongue had formed the words, the voice of the fat man came to him. He came along, the centre of a swaying body of sailors, who held him.

“For God’s sake, silence him!” said the Brazilian hoarsely. “Don’t you hear—”

“Dead! ye’11 all be dead!” yelled Meyers. He was screaming at the top of his voice in English. “Eh! a time-fuse in your dam’ magazine! whilst they get away with the money! Hold ‘em! Catch ‘em, ye fools!”

At any moment he might remember that the Brazilians who held him could not understand a word he said.

Silinski gave an order, and the struggling man was flung to the deck.

“Murder!” he screamed. “Hyatt, an’ the other feller! an’ poor Morson, an’ Kohr. I see the blood on his pillow! an’ a time-fuse in the magazine—”

Silinski thrust a handkerchief in his mouth.

“Chloroform,” he said in Spanish. “Our friend has been drinking.”

In a few seconds Baggin was back with a bottle of colourless liquid, and a saturated handkerchief was pressed over the struggling man’s mouth.

He was silent at last, and, at a word from their Captain, the men who held him released their hold, and went forward to their quarters.

The three men stood in silence, gazing down at the huddled figure. Then, “He must go,” said Silinski, and Baggin nodded.

Nobody heard the splash of him as he fell into the water, or heard the one scream of horror that came from his lips as the cold of the water revived him, or saw his large white face staring blankly into the darkness ere he went down to his death.
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To a calm sea, to a dawn all pearl and rose, the crew of the Maria Braganza
 woke. In the night the speed of the warship had been accelerated until she was moving at her top speed, and two columns of black smoke belched from her great funnels. The two men who came on deck at the same moment did not speak one to the other. Baggin was pale; there were dark circles about his eyes; he looked like a man who had not slept. But Silinski was unperturbed to the last.

Dapper, shaven, not unusually pallid, he woke as from a pleasant dream, and appeared on deck trim from point of shoe to fingernail — a singular man.

All the morning preparations were going on. Ammunition came up from the magazine, dilatory quartermasters swung out guns; on the masthead was an under-officer armed with a telescope.

He was the principal object of interest to the men on the quarter deck. Every few minutes their eyes would go sweeping aloft.

Beyond the curtest “buenos dias” neither the Captain, Baggin, nor the calm Silinski spoke. In Baggin’s heart grew a new terror, and he avoided Silinski.

The sun beat down on the stretch of awning that protected the privileged three, but for some reason Baggin did not feel the heat.

He had a something on his mind; a question to ask; and at last he summoned his resolution to put it. He walked over to where Silinski sat reading.

“Gregory,” he said — he had never so addressed him before— “is the end near?”

Silinski had raised his eyes when the other had come toward him; he smiled.

“Which variety of end?” he asked.

“There is only one variety,” said Baggin steadily. “There is only one thing in the world that counts, and that is life.”

“Not money?” sneered the Pole.

“Not money,” repeated Baggin; “least of all money.”

“You have been reading,” said Silinski promptly — it was a point with him that all disturbing thought came as a result of book-reading; “we are at the very beginning of a new life, my friend — look, look!”

From where they stood the man on the mainmast was visible; he was shouting to somebody on the bridge and pointing northward.

“You see?” said Silinski triumphantly, “at the moment of your despair comes the spur to action; throw your philosophies overboard, my friend; they killed Meyers because they developed into fear. We will make our final appeal to the world. 0

It came reluctantly into view, a big grey-painted steamer with red and black funnels, a great lumbering ocean beast.

Through their glasses the three men watched her, a puzzled frown upon the Captain’s face.

“I do not recognize her,” he said. “She is larger than the Ross Castle; she looks like a gigantic cargo steamer.”

“Her decks are crowded with passengers,” said Baggin. “I can see women’s hats and men in white; what is that structure forward?” He indicated a long superstructure before the steamer’s bridge.

“There goes her flag.”

A little ball crept up to the mainmast.

“We will show her ours,” said the Captain pleasantly, and pushed a button.

Instantly, with a crash that shook the ship, the forward gun of the Maria Braganza
 sent a shell whizzing through the air.

It fell short and wide of the steamer.

The Captain turned to Silinski as for instructions.

“Sink her,” said Silinski.

But the steamer was never sunk.

The little ball that hung at the main suddenly broke, and out to the breeze there floated not the red ensign of the merchant service, but the stars and stripes of America — more, on the little flagstaff at the bow of the ship fluttered a tiny blue flag spangled with stars.

Livid of face, Captain Lombrosa sprang to the wheeL

“It’s a Yankee man-o’-war!” he-cried, and his voice was cracked. “We’ve—”

As he spoke the superstructure on the “intermediate,” which had excited Baggin’s curiosity, fell apart like a house of canvas — as it was — and the long slim barrel of a nine-inch gun swung round.

“Bang!”

The shell carried away a boat and a part of the wireless cabin.

“Every gun!” yelled Lombrosa, frantically pressing the buttons on the bridge before him. “We must run for it!”

Instantly, with an ear-splitting succession of crashes, the guns of the Maria Braganza came into action.

To the last, fortune was with the Nine, for the second or third shot sent the American over with a list to starboard.

Bound swung the Maria Braganza
 like a frightened hare; the water foamed under her bows as, running under every ounce of steam, she made her retreat

“We must drop all idea of picking up Zillier,” said Baggin, white to the lips; “this damned warship is probably in wireless communication with a fleet; can you tap her messages?”

Silinski shook his head.

“The first shell smashed our apparatus,” he said. “What is that ahead!”

Lombrosa, with his telescope glued to his eye, was scanning the horizon.

“It looks like a sea fog.”

But the Captain made no reply.

Over the edge of the ocean hung a thin red haze. He put the glass down, and turned a troubled face to the two men.

“In other latitudes I should say that it was a gathering typhoon,” he said. He took another long look, put down the telescope, closed it mechanically, and hung it in the rack.

“Smoke,” he said briefly. “We are running into a fleet!”

He brought the Maria Braganza
 ’s bows northward but the smoke haze was there, too.

East, north, south, west, a great circle of smoke and the Maria Braganza
 trapped in the very centre.

Out of the smoke haze grey shadowy shapes, dirty grey hulls, white hulls, hulls black as pitch, loomed into view.

The Captain rang his engines to “stop.”

“We are caught,” he said.

He opened a locker on the bridge leisurely, and took out a revolver.

“I have no regrets,” he said — it was a challenge to fate.

Then he shot himself and fell dead at the feet of the two. Baggin sprang forward, but too late.

“You coward! you coward!” he screamed. He shook his fist in the dead man’s face, then he turned like a wild beast on Silinski. “This is the end of it! This is the end of your scheme! Curse you! Curse you!”

He leaped at the Pole’s throat.

For a moment they swayed and struggled, then suddenly Baggin released his hold, dropped his head like a tired man, and slid to the deck.

Silinski wiped his knife on the white duck coat of his fallen fellow, and lit a cigar with a hand that did not tremble.

*

One last expiring effort the Maria Braganza
 made: you could almost follow Silinski as he sped from one side of the ship to the other, by the spasmodic shots that came from the doomed ship.

Then four men-of-war — the Boon
 , the Connecticut
 , the Black Prince
 , and the Gloire
 — detached themselves from the encircling fleets and steamed in toward the Brazilian. Shell after shell beat upon the steel hull of the “Mad Battleship,” a great hole gaped in her side, her funnels were shot away, her foremast hung limply.

A white flag waved feebly from her bridge and a British destroyer came with a swift run across the smoky seas.

Up the companion-ladder came a rush of marines; and, after them, a revolver in his hand, T.B. Smith, a prosaic Assistant-Commissioner from Scotland Yard.

And the end of this extraordinary story of crime was as commonplace as it could well be.

T.B. came upon Silinski standing with his back to a bulkhead, grimy — bloodstained, but with the butt of a cigar still glowing in the corner of his mouth.

“You are Gregory Silinski,” said T.B., and snapped a pair of handcuffs on his wrists. “I shall take you into custody on a charge of wilful murder, and I caution you that anything you now say may be used in evidence against you at your trial.”

Silinski said nothing.


The End
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It was of interest to those who study the psychology of the mass that, until the prosperous but otherwise insignificant James G. Bliss became the object of their attention, the doings and growth of the Frogs were almost unnoticed. There were strong references in some of the country newspapers to the lawless character of the association; one Sunday journal had an amusing article headed:

“TRAMPS’ TRADE UNION TAKES FROG FOR SYMBOL OF MYSTIC ORDER”

It gave a humorous and quite fanciful extract from its rules and ritual. The average man made casual references: “I say, have you seen this story about the tramps’ Union — every member a walking delegate?…”

There was a more serious leading article on the growth of trade unionism, in which the Frogs were cited, and although from time to time came accounts of mysterious outrages which had been put to the discredit of the Frogs, the generality of citizens regarded the society, order, or whatever it was, as something benevolent in its intentions and necessarily eccentric in its constitution, and, believing this, were in their turn benevolently tolerant. In some such manner as the mass may learn with mild interest of a distant outbreak of epidemic disease, which slays its few, and wake one morning to find the sinister malady tapping at their front doors, so did the world become alive and alarmed at the terror-growth which suddenly loomed from the mists.

James G. Bliss was a hardware merchant, and a man well known on exchange, where he augmented the steady profits of the Bliss General Hardware Corporation with occasional windfalls from legitimate speculation. A somewhat pompous and, in argument, aggressive person, he had the advantage which mediocrity, blended with a certain expansive generosity, gives to a man, in that he had no enemies; and since his generosity was run on sane business principles, it could no: even be said of him, as is so often said of others, that his worst enemy was himself. He held, and still holds, the bulk of the stock in the B.G.H. Corporation — a fact which should be noted because it was a practice of Mr. Bliss to manipulate from time to time the price of his shares by judicious operations. It was at a time coincident with the little boom in industrials which brought Bliss Hardware stock at a jump from 12.50 to 23.75, that the strange happening occurred which focussed for the moment all eyes upon the Frogs.

Mr. Bliss has a country place at Long Beach, Hampshire. It is referred to as “The Hut,” but is the sort of hut that King Solomon might have built for the Queen of Sheba, had that adventurous man been sufficiently well acquainted with modern plumbing, the newest systems of heating and lighting, and the exigent requirements of up-to-date chauffeurs. In these respects Mr. Bliss was wiser than Solomon.

He bad returned to his country home after a strenuous day in the City, and was walking in the garden in the cool of the evening. He was (and is) married, but his wife and two daughters were spending the spring in Par is — a wise course, since the spring is the only season when Paris has the slightest pretensions to being a beautiful city.

He had come from his kennels, and was seen walking across the home park toward a covert which bordered his property. Hearing a scream, his kennel man and a groom ran toward the wood, to discover Bliss lying on the ground unconscious, his face and shoulders covered with blood. He had been struck down by some heavy weapon: there were a slight fracture of the parietal bone and several very ugly scalp wounds.

For three weeks this unfortunate man hovered between life and death, unconscious except at intervals, and unable during his lucid moments to throw any light on, or make any coherent statement concerning, the assault, except to murmur, “Frog…frog…left arm…frog.”

It was the first of many similar outrages, seemingly purposeless and wanton, in no case to be connected with robbery, and invariably (except once) committed upon people occupied fairly unimportant positions in the social hierarchy. The Frogs advanced instantly to a first-class topic. The disease was found to be widespread, and men who had read, lightheartedly, of minor victimizations, began to bolt their own doors and carry lethal weapons when they went abroad at nights.

And they were wise, for there was a force in being that had been born in fear and had matured in obscurity (to the wonder of its creator) so that it wielded the tyrannical power of governments.

In the centre of many ramifications sat the Frog, drunk with authority, merciless, terrible. One who lived two lives and took full pleasure from both, and all the time nursing the terror that Saul Morris had inspired one foggy night in London, when the grimy streets were filled with armed policemen looking for the man who cleaned the strongroom of the S.S. Mantania
 of three million pounds between the port of Southampton and the port of Cherbourg.
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A dry radiator coincided with a burst tyre. The second coincidence was the proximity of Maytree Cottage on the Horsham Road. The cottage was larger than most, with a timbered front and a thatched roof. Standing at the gate, Richard Gordon stopped to admire. The house dated back to the days of Elizabeth, but his interest and admiration were not those of the antiquary.

Nor, though he loved flowers, of the horticulturist, though the broad garden was a patchwork of colour and the fragrance of cabbage roses came to delight his senses. Nor was it the air of comfort and cleanliness that pervaded the place, the scrubbed redbrick pathway that led to the door, the spotless curtains behind leaded panes.

It was the girl, in the red-lined basket chair, that arrested his gaze. She sat on a little lawn in the shade of a mulberry tree, with her shapely young limbs stiffly extended, a book in her hand, a large box of chocolates by her side. Her hair, the colour of old gold, an old gold that held life and sheen; a flawless complexion, and, when she turned her head in his direction, a pair of grave, questioning eyes, deeper than grey, yet greyer than blue…

She drew up her feet hurriedly and rose.

“I’m so sorry to disturb you,” — Dick, hat in hand, smiled his apology— “but I want water for my poor little Lizzie. She’s developed a prodigious thirst.”

She frowned for a second, and then laughed.

“Lizzie — you mean a car? If you’ll come to the back of the cottage I’ll show you where the well is.”

He followed, wondering who she was. The tiny hint of patronage in her tone he understood. It was the tone of matured girlhood addressing a boy of her own age. Dick, who was thirty and looked eighteen, with his smooth, boyish face, had been greeted in that “little boy” tone before, and was inwardly amused.

“Here is the bucket and that is the well,” she pointed. “I would send a maid to help you, only we haven’t a maid, and never had a maid, and I don’t think ever shall have a maid!”

“Then some maid has missed a very good job,” said Dick, “for this garden is delightful.”

She neither agreed nor dissented. Perhaps she regretted the familiarity she had shown. She conveyed to him an impression of aloofness, as she watched the process of filling the buckets, and when he carried them to the car on the road outside, she followed.

“I thought it was a — a — what did you call it — Lizzie?”

“She is Lizzie to me,” said Dick stoutly as he filled the radiator of the big Rolls, “and she will never be anything else. There are people who think she should be called Diana,’ but those high-flown names never had any attraction for me. She is Liz — and will always be Liz.”

She walked round the machine, examining it curiously.

“Aren’t you afraid to be driving a big car like that?” she asked. “I should be scared to death. It is so tremendous and…and unmanageable.”

Dick paused with a bucket in hand.

“Fear,” he boasted, “is a word which I have expunged from the bright lexicon of my youth.”

For a second puzzled, she began to laugh softly.

“Did you come by way of Welford?” she asked.

He nodded.

“I wonder if you saw my father on the road?”

“I saw nobody on the road except a sour-looking gentleman of middle age who was breaking the Sabbath by carrying a large brown box on his back.”

“Where did you pass him?” she asked, interested.

“Two miles away — less than that.” And then, a doubt intruding: “I hope that I wasn’t describing your parent?”

“It sounds rather like him,” she said without annoyance. “Daddy is a naturalist photographer. He takes moving pictures of birds and things — he is an amateur, of course.”

“Of course,” agreed Dick.

He brought the buckets back to where he had found them and lingered. Searching for an excuse, he found it in the garden. How far he might have exploited this subject is a matter for conjecture. Interruption came in the shape of a young man who emerged from the front door of the cottage. He was tall and athletic, goodlooking…Dick put his age at twenty.

“Hello, Ella! Father back?” he began, and then saw the visitor.

“This is my brother,” said the girl, and Dick Gordon nodded. He was conscious that this free-and-easy method of getting acquainted was due largely, if not entirely, to his youthful appearance. To be treated as an inconsiderable boy had its advantages. And so it appeared.

“I was telling him that boys ought not to be allowed to drive big cars,” she said. “You remember the awful smash there was at the Shoreham cross roads?”

Ray Bennett chuckled.

“This is all part of a conspiracy to keep me from getting a motor-bicycle. Father thinks I’ll kill somebody, and Ella thinks I’ll kill myself.”

Perhaps there was something in Dick Gordon’s quick smile that warned the girl that she had been premature in her appraisement of his age, for suddenly, almost abruptly, she nodded an emphatic dismissal and turned away. Dick was at the gate when a further respite arrived. It was the man he had passed on the road. Tall, loose-framed, grey and gaunt of face, he regarded the stranger with suspicion in his deepset eyes.

“Good morning,” he said curtly. “Car broken down?”

“No, thank you. I ran out of water, and Miss — er—”

“Bennett,” said the man. “She gave you the water, eh Well, good morning.”

He stood aside to let Gordon pass, but Dick opened the gate and waited till the owner of Maytree Cottage had entered.

“My name is Gordon,” he said. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Ella had turned back and stood with her brother within earshot. “I am greatly obliged to you for your kindness.” The old man, with a nod, went on carrying his heavy burden into the house, and Dick in desperation turned to the girl.

“You are wrong when you think this is a difficult car to drive — won’t you experiment? Or perhaps your brother?”

The girl hesitated, but not so young Bennett.

“I’d like to try,” he said eagerly. “I’ve never handled a big machine.”

That he could handle one if the opportunity came, he showed. They watched the car gliding round the corner, the girl with a little frown gathering between her eyes, Dick Gordon oblivious to everything except that he had snatched a few minutes’ closer association with the girl. He was behaving absurdly, he told himself. He, a public official, an experienced lawyer, was carrying on like an irresponsible, love-smitten youth of nineteen. The girl’s words emphasized his folly.

“I wish you hadn’t let Ray drive,” she said. “It doesn’t help a boy who is always wanting something better, to put him in charge of a beautiful car…perhaps you don’t understand me. Ray is very ambitious and dreams in millions. A thing like this unsettles him.”

The older man came out at that moment, a black pipe between his teeth, and, seeing the two at the gate, a cloud passed over his face.

“Let him drive your car, have you?” he said grimly. “I wish you hadn’t — it was very kind of you, Mr. Gordon, but in Ray’s case a mistaken kindness.”

“I’m very sorry,” said the penitent Dick. “Here he comes!” The big car spun toward them and halted before the gate.

“She’s a beauty!”

Ray Bennett jumped out and looked at the machine with admiration and regret.

“My word, if she were mine!”

“She isn’t,” snapped the old man, and then, as though regretting his petulance: “Some clay perhaps you’ll own a fleet, Ray — are you going to London, Mr. Gordon?”

Dick nodded.

“Maybe you wouldn’t care to stop and eat a very frugal meal with us?” asked the elder Bennett, to his surprise and joy. “And you’ll be able to tell this foolish son of mine that owning a big car isn’t all joy-riding.”

Dick’s first impression was of the girl’s astonishment. Apparently he was unusually honoured, and this was confirmed after John Bennett had left them.

“You’re the first boy that has ever been asked to dinner,” she said when they were alone. “Isn’t he, Ray?” Ray smiled.

“Dad doesn’t go in for the social life, and that’s a fact,” he said. “I asked him to have Philo Johnson down for a weekend, and he killed the idea before it was born. And the old philosopher is a good fellow and the boss’s confidential secretary. You’ve heard of Maitlands Consolidated, I suppose?”

Dick nodded. The marble palace on the Strand Embankment in which the fabulously rich Mr. Maitland operated, was one of the show buildings of London.

“I’m in his office — exchange clerk,” said the young man, “and Philo could do a whole lot for me if dad would pull out an invitation. As it is, I seem doomed to be a clerk for the rest of my life.”

The white hand of the girl touched his lips.

“You’ll be rich some day, Ray dear, and it is foolish to blame daddy.”

The young man growled something under the hand, and then laughed a little bitterly.

“Dad has tried every get-rich-quick scheme that the mind and ingenuity of man—”

“And why?”

The voice was harsh, tremulous with anger. None of them had noticed the reappearance of John Bennett.

“You’re doing work you don’t like. My God! What of me? I’ve been trying for twenty years to get out. I’ve tried every silly scheme — that’s true. But it was for you—”

He stopped abruptly at the sight of Gordon’s embarrassment.

“I invited you to dinner, and I’m pulling out the family skeleton,” he said with rough good-humour.

He took Dick’s arm and led him down the garden path between the serried ranks of rose bushes.

“I don’t know why I asked you to stay, young man,” he said. “An impulse, I suppose…maybe a bad con science. I don’t give these young people all the company they ought to have at home, and I’m not much of a companion for them. It’s too bad that you should be the witness of the first family jar we’ve had for years.”

His voice and manner were those of an educated man. Dick wondered what occupation he followed, and why it should be so particularly obnoxious that he should be seeking some escape.

The girl was quiet throughout the meal. She sat at Dick’s left hand and she spoke very seldom. Stealing an occasional glance at her, he thought she looked preoccupied and troubled, and blamed his presence as the cause.

Apparently no servant was kept at the cottage. She did the waiting herself, and she had replaced the plates when the old man asked:

“I shouldn’t think you were as young as you look, Mr. Gordon — what do you do for a living?”

“I’m quite old,” smiled Dick. “Thirty-one.”

“Thirty-one?” gasped Ella, going red. “And I’ve been talking to you as though you were a child!”

“Think of me as a child at heart,” he said gravely. “As to my occupation — I’m a persecutor of thieves and murderers and bad characters generally. My name is Richard Gordon—”

The knife fell with a clatter from John Bennett’s hand and his face went white.

“Gordon — Richard Gordon?” he said hollowly.

For a second their eyes met, the clear blue and the faded blue.

“Yes — I am the Assistant Director of Prosecutions,” said Gordon quietly. “And I have an idea that you and I have met before.”

The pale eyes did not waver. John Bennett’s face was a mask.

“Not professionally, I hope,” he said, and there was a challenge in his voice.

Dick laughed again as at the absurdity of the question. “Not professionally,” he said with mock gravity.

On his way back to London that night his memory worked overtime, but he failed to place John Bennett of Horsham.
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Maitlands Consolidated had grown from one small office to its present palatial proportions in a comparatively short space of time. Maitland was a man advanced in years, patriarchal in appearance, sparing of speech. He had arrived in London unheralded, and had arrived, in the less accurate sense of the word, before London was aware of his existence.

Dick Gordon saw the speculator for the first time as he was waiting in the marble-walled vestibule. A man of middle height, bearded to his waist; his eyes almost hidden under heavy white brows; stout and laborious of gait, he came slowly through the outer office, where a score of clerks sat working under their green-shaded lamps, and, looking neither to the right nor left, walked into the elevator and was lost to view.

“That is the old man: have you seen him before?” asked Ray Bennett, who had come out to meet the caller a second before. “He’s a venerable old cuss, but as tight as a soundproof door. You couldn’t pry money from him, not if you used dynamite! He pays Philo a salary that the average secretary wouldn’t look at, and if Philo wasn’t such an easygoing devil, he’d have left years ago.”

Dick Gordon was feeling a little uncomfortable. His presence at Maitlands was freakish, his excuse for calling as feeble as any weak brain could conceive. If he had spoken the truth to the flattered young man on whom he called in business hours, he would have said: “I have idiotically fallen in love with your sister. I am not especially interested in you, but I regard you as a line that will lead me to another meeting, therefore I have made my being in the neighbourhood an excuse for calling. And because of this insane love I have for your sister, I am willing to meet even Philo, who will surely bore me.” Instead he said:

“You are a friend of Philo — why do you call him that?”

“Because he’s a philosophical old horse — his other name is Philip,” said the other with a twinkle in his eye. “Everybody is a friend of Philo’s — he’s the kind of man that makes friendship easy.”

The elevator door opened at that moment and a man came out. Instinctively Dick Gordon knew that this bald and middle-aged man with the good-humoured face was the subject of their discussion. His round, fat face creased in a smile as he recognized Ray, and after he had handed a bundle of documents to one of the clerks, he came over to where they were standing.

“Meet Mr. Gordon,” said Ray. “This is my friend Johnson.” Philo grasped the extended hand warmly. “Warm” was a word which had a special significance in relation to Mr. Johnson. He seemed to radiate a warming and quickening influence. Even Dick Gordon, who was not too ready to respond, came under the immediate influence of his geniality.

“You’re Mr. Gordon of the Public Prosecution Department — Ray was telling me,” he said. “I should like you to come one day and prosecute old man Maitland! He is certainly the most prosecutable gentleman I’ve met for years!”

The jest tickled Mr. Johnson. He was, thought Dick, inclined to laugh at himself.

“I’ve got to get back: he’s in a tantrum this morning. Anyone would think the Frogs were after him.”

Philo Johnson, with a cheery nod, hurried back to the lift. Was it imagination on Dick’s part? He could have sworn the face of Ray Bennett was a deeper shade of red, and that there was a look of anxiety in his eyes.

“It’s very good of you to keep your promise and call…yes, I’ll be glad to lunch with you, Gordon. And my sister will also, I’m sure. She is often in town.”

His adieux were hurried and somewhat confused. Dick Gordon went out into the street puzzled. Of one thing he was certain: that behind the young man’s distress lay that joking reference to the Frogs.

When he returned to his office, still sore with himself that he had acted rather like a moon-calf or a farm hand making his awkward advances to the village belle, he found a troubled-looking chief of police waiting for him, and at the sight of him Dick’s eyes narrowed.

“Well?” he asked. “What of Genter?”

The police chief made a grimace like one who was swallowing an unpleasant potion.

“They slipped me,” he said. “The Frog arrived in a car — I wasn’t prepared for that. Genter got in, and they were gone before I realized what had happened. Not that I’m worried. Genter has a gun, and he’s a pretty tough fellow in a rough house.”

Dick Gordon stared at and through the man, and then: “I think you should have been prepared for the car,” he said. “If Genter’s message was well founded, and he is on the track of the Frog, you should have expected a car. Sit down, Wellingdale.”

The grey-haired man obeyed.

“I’m not excusing myself,” he growled. “The Frogs have got me rattled. I treated them as a joke once.”

“Maybe we’d be wiser if we treated them as a joke now,” suggested Dick, biting off the end of a cigar. “They may be nothing but a foolish secret society. Even tramps are entitled to their lodges and passwords, grips and signs.” Wellingdale shook his head.

“You can’t get away from the record of the past seven years,” he said. “It isn’t the fact that every other bad road-criminal we pull in has the frog tattooed on his wrist. That might be sheer imitation — and, in any case, all crooks of low mentality have tattoo marks. But in that seven years we’ve had a series of very unpleasant crimes. First there was the attack upon the chargé d’affaires of the United States Embassy — bludgeoned to sleep in Hyde Park. Then there was the case of the President of the Northern Trading Company — clubbed as he was stepping out of his car in Park Lane. Then the big fire which destroyed the Mersey Rubber Stores, where four million pounds’ worth of raw rubber went up in smoke. Obviously the work of a dozen fire bugs, for the stores consist of six big warehouses and each was fired simultaneously and in two places. And the Frogs were in it. We caught two of the men for the Rubber job; they were both ‘Frogs’ and bore the totem of the tribe — they were both exconvicts, and one of them admitted that he had had instructions to carry out the job, but took back his words next day. I never saw a man more scared than he was. And I can’t blame him. If half that is said about the Frog is true, his admission cost him something. There it is, Mr. Gordon. I can give you a dozen cases. Genter has been two years on their track. He has been tramping the country, sleeping under hedges, hogging in with all sorts of tramps, stealing rides with them and thieving with them; and when he wrote me and said he had got into touch with the organization and expected to be initiated, I thought we were near to getting them. I’ve had Genter shadowed since he struck town. I’m sick about this morning.”

Dick Gordon opened a drawer of his desk, took out a leather folder and turned the leaves of its contents. They consisted of pages of photographs of men’s wrists. He studied them carefully, as though he were looking at them for the first time, though, in truth, he had examined these records of captured men almost every day for years. Then he closed the portfolio thoughtfully and put it away in the drawer. For a few minutes he sat, drumming his fingers on the edge of the writing-table, a frown on his youthful face.

“The frog is always on the left wrist, always a little lob-sided, and there is always one small blob tattooed underneath,” he said. “Does that strike you as being remarkable?”

The Superintendent, who was not a brilliant man, saw nothing remarkable in the fact.
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It was growing dark when the two tramps, skirting the village of Morby, came again to the post road. The circumvention of Morby had been a painful and tiring business, for the rain which had been falling all day had transformed the ploughed fields into glutinous brown seas that made walking a test of patience.

One was tall, unshaven, shabby, his faded brown coat was buttoned to his chin, his sagged and battered hat rested on the back of his head. His companion seemed short by comparison, though he was a well-made, broad-shouldered man, above the average height.

They spoke no word as they plodded along the muddy road. Twice the shorter man stopped and peered backward in the gathering darkness, as though searching for a pursuer, and once he clutched the big man’s arm and drew him to hiding behind the bushes that fringed the road. This was when a car tore past with a roar and a splattering of liquid mud.

After a while they turned off the road, and crossing a field, came to the edge of a wild waste of land traversed by an ancient cart track.

“We’re nearly there,” growled the smaller man, and the other grunted. But for all his seeming indifference, his keen eyes were taking in every detail of the scene. Solitary building on the horizon…looked like a barn. Essex County (he guessed this from the indicator number on the car that had passed); waste land probably led to a disused clay pit…or was it quarry? There was an old noticeboard fixed to a groggy post near the gate through which the cart track passed. It was too dark to read the faded lettering, but he saw the word “lime.” Limestone? It would be easy to locate.

The only danger was if the Frogs were present in force. Under cover of his overcoat, he felt for the Browning and slipped it into his overcoat pocket.

If the Frogs were in strength, there might be a tough fight. Help there was none. He never expected there would be. Carlo had picked him up on the outskirts of the city in his disreputable car, and had driven him through the ram, tacking and turning, following secondary roads, avoiding towns and hamlets, so that, had he been sitting by the driver’s side, he might have grown confused. But he was not. He was sitting in the darkness of the little van, and saw nothing. Wellingdale, with the shadows who had been watching him, had not been prepared for the car. A tramp with a motorcar was a monstrosity. Even Genter himself was taken aback when the car drew up to the pavement where he was waiting, and the voice of Carlo hissed, “Jump in!”

They crossed the crest of a weed-grown ridge. Below, Genter saw a stretch of ground littered with rusting trollies, twisted Decourville rails, and pitted with deep, rain-filled holes. Beyond, on the sharp line of the quarry’s edge, was a small wooden hut, and towards this Carlo led the way.

“Not nervous, are you?” he asked, and there was a sneer in his voice.

“Not very,” said the other coolly. “I suppose the fellows are in that shack?”

Carlo laughed softly.

“There are no others,” he said, “only the Frog himself. He comes up the quarry face — there’s a flight of steps that come up under the hut. Good idea, eh? The hut hangs over the edge, and you can’t even see the steps, not if you hang over. I tried once. They’d never catch him, not if they brought forty million cops.”

“Suppose they surrounded the quarry?” suggested Genter, but the man scoffed.

“Wouldn’t he know it was being surrounded before he came in? He knows everything, does the Frog.” He looked down at the other’s hand.

“It won’t hurt,” he said, “and it’s worth it if it does! You’ll never be without a friend again, Harry. If you get into trouble, there’s always the best lawyer to defend you. And you’re the kind of chap we’re looking for — there is plenty of trash. Poor fools that want to get in for the sake of the pickings. But you’ll get big work, and if you do a special job for him, there’s hundreds and hundreds of money for you If you’re hungry or ill, the Frogs will find you out and help you. That’s pretty good, ain’t it?”

Genter said nothing. They were within a dozen yards of the hut now, a strong structure built of stout timber bulks, with one door and a shuttered window.

Motioning Genter to remain where he was, the man called Carlo went forward arid tapped on the door. Genter heard a voice, and then he saw the man step to the window, and the shutter open an inch. There followed a long conversation in an undertone, and then Carlo came back.

“He says he has a job for you that will bring in a thousand — you’re lucky! Do you know Rochmore?”

Genter nodded. He knew that aristocratic suburb.

“There’s a man there that has got to be coshed. He comes home from his club every night by the eleven-five. Walks to his house. It is up a dark road, and a fellow could get him with a club without trouble. Just one smack and he’s finished. It’s not killing, you understand.”

“Why does he want me to do it?” asked the tall tramp curiously.

The explanation was logical.

“All new fellows have to do something to show their pluck and straightness. What do you say?”

Genter had not hesitated. “I’ll do it,” he said.

Carlo returned to the window, and presently he called his companion.

“Stand here and put your left arm through the window,” he ordered.

Genter pulled back the cuff of his soddened coat and thrust his bare arm through the opening. His hand was caught in a firm grip, and immediately he felt something soft and wet pressed against his wrist. A rubber stamp, he noted mentally, and braced himself for the pain which would follow. It came, the rapid pricking of a thousand needles, and he winced. Then the grip on his hand relaxed and he withdrew it, to look wonderingly on the blurred design of ink and blood that the tattooer had left.

“Don’t wipe it,” said a muffled voice from the darkness of the hut. “Now you may come in.”

The shutter closed and was bolted. Then came the snick of a lock turning and the door opened. Genter went into the pitch-black darkness of the hut and heard the door locked by the unseen occupant.

“Your number is K 971,” said the hollow voice. “When you see that in the personal column of The Times, you report here, wherever you are. Take that…”

Genter put out his hand and an envelope was placed in his outstretched palm. It was as though the mysterious Frog could see, even in that blackness.

“There is journey money and a map of the district. If you spend the journey money, or if you fail to come when you are wanted, you will be killed. Is that clear?”

“Yes.”

“You will find other money — that you can use for your expenses. Now listen. At Rochmore, 17 Park Avenue, lives Hallwell Jones, the banker—”

He must have sensed the start of surprise which the recruit gave.

“You know him?”

“Yes — worked for him years ago,” said Genter. Stealthily, he drew his Browning from his pocket and thumbed down the safety catch.

“Between now and Friday he has to be clubbed. You need not kill him. If you do, it doesn’t matter. I expect his head’s too hard—”

Genter located the man now, and, growing accustomed to the darkness, guessed rather than saw the bulk of him. Suddenly his hand shot out and grasped the arm of the Frog.

“I’ve got a gun and I’ll shoot,” he said between his teeth. “I want you, Frog! I am Inspector Genter from police headquarters, and if you resist I’ll kill you!”

For a second there was a deathly silence. Then Genter felt his pistol wrist seized in a vice-like grip. He struck out with his other hand, but the man stooped and the blow fell in the air, and then with a wrench the pistol was forced out of the big man’s hand and he closed with his prisoner. So doing, his face touched the Frog’s. Was it a mask he was wearing?…The cold mica goggles came against his cheek. That accounted for the muffled voice…

Powerful as he was, he could not break away from the arms which encircled him, and they struggled backward and forward in the darkness.

Suddenly the Frog lifted his foot, and Genter, anticipating the kick, swerved round. There was a crash of broken glass, and then something came to the detective — a faint but pungent odour. He tried to breathe, but found himself strangling, and his arms fell feebly by his side.

The Frog held him for a minute, and then let the limp figure tall with a thud to the ground. In the morning a London police patrol found the body of Inspector Genter lying in the garden of an empty house, and rang for an ambulance. But a man who has been gassed by the concentrated fumes of hydrocyanic acid dies very quickly, and Genter had been dead ten seconds after the Frog smashed the thin class cylinder which he kept in the hut for such emergencies as these.
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There was no detective in the world who looked less like a police officer, and a clever police officer, than Elk. He was tall and thin, and a slight stoop accentuated his weediness. His clothes seemed ill-fitting, and hung upon rather than fitted him. His dark, cadaverous face was set permanently in an expression of the deepest gloom, and few had ever seen him smile. His superiors found him generally a depressing influence, for his outlook on life was prejudiced and apparently embittered by his failure to secure promotion. Faulty education stood in his way here. Ten times he had come up for examination, and ten times he had failed, invariably in the same subject — history.

Dick, who knew him better than his immediate chiefs, guessed that these failures did not worry Mr. Elk as much as people thought. Indeed, he often detected a glum pride in his inability to remember historical dates, and once, in a moment of astonishing confidence, Elk had confessed that promotion would be an embarrassment to a man of his limited educational attainments. For Elk’s everyday English was one of his weaknesses.

“There’s no rest for the wicked, Mr. Gordon,” he sighed as he sat down. “I thought I’d get a holiday after my trip to the U.S.A.”

“I want to know all about Lola Bassano — who are her friends, why she has suddenly attached herself to Raymond Bennett, a clerk in the employ of Maitlands Consolidated. Particularly why she picked him up at the corner of St. James’s Square and drove him to Horsham last night. I saw them by accident as I was coming out of my club, and followed. They sat in her coupe for the greater part of two hours within a hundred yards of Bennett’s house, and they were talking. I know, because I stood in the rain behind the car, listening. If he had been making love to her I should have understood — a little. But they were talking, and talking money. I heard certain sums mentioned. At four o’clock he got out of the car and went into his house, and Lola drove off.”

Elk, puffing, sadly shook his head.

“Lola wouldn’t talk about anything but money anyway,” he said. “She’s like Queen What’s-her-name who died in 1077, or maybe it was 1573. She married King Henry, or it may have been Charles, because she wanted a gold snuffbox he had. I’m not sure whether it was a gold snuffbox or a silver bed. Anyway, she got it an’ was be’eaded in…I don’t remember the date.”

“Thank you for the parallel,” smiled Dick. “But Lola is not after snuffboxes of gold or silver. Young Bennett hasn’t twopence of his own. There is something particularly interesting to me about this acquaintance.”

Elk smoked thoughtfully, watching the smoke rings rise to the ceiling.

“Bennett’s got a sister,” he said, to the other’s amazement. “Pretty, as far as looks go. Old man Bennett’s a crook of some kind. Doesn’t do any regular work, but goes away for days at a time and comes back looking ill.”

“You know them?”

Elk nodded.

“Old man Bennett attracted me. Somebody reported his movements as suspicious — the local police. They’ve got nothing to do except guard chickens, and naturally they look on anybody who doesn’t keep chickens as bein’ a suspicious character. I kept old Bennett under observation, but I never got to the bottom of his movements. He has run lots of queer stunts. He wrote a play once and put it on. It went dead on the fourth night. Then he took to playing the races on a system. That nearly broke him. Then he started a correspondence school at Horsham—’ How to write good English’ — and he lost money. Now he’s taking pictures.”

“How long has he been trying those methods of getting a living?”

“Years. I traced a typewriting agency to him seventeen years ago. They haven’t all been failures. He made money out of some. But I’d give my head to know what his regular game is. Once a month regular, sometimes twice, sometimes more often, he disappears and you can’t find him or trail him. I’ve sounded every crook in town, but they’re as much puzzled as I am. Lew Brady — that’s the big sporting fellow who worked with Lola — he’s interested too. He hates Bennett. Years ago he tackled the old man and tried to bully him into telling him what his lay was, and Bennett handled him rough.”

“The old man?” asked Dick incredulously.

“The old man. He’s as strong as an ox. Don’t forget it. I’ll see Lola. She’s not a bad girl — up to a point. Personally, vamps never appeal to me. Genter’s dead, they tell me? The Frog’s in that too?”

“There’s no doubt about it,” said Dick, rising. “And here, Elk, is one of the men who killed him.”

He walked to the window and looked out, Elk behind him. The man who had stood on the sidewalk had disappeared. “Where?” asked Elk.

“He’s gone now!”

At that moment the window shattered inward, and splinters of glass stung his face. Another second, and Elk was dragged violently to cover.

“From the roof of Onslow Gardens,” said Richard Gordon calmly. “I wondered where the devils would shoot from — that’s twice they’ve tried to get me since daylight.”

A spent cartridge on the flat roof of 94, Onslow Gardens, and the print of feet, were all the evidence that the assassin left behind. No. 94 was empty except for a caretaker, who admitted that he was in the habit of going out every morning to buy provisions for the day. Admission had been gained by the front door; there was a tradesman who saw a man let himself into the house, carrying what looked to be a fishing-rod under his arm, but which undoubtedly was a rifle in a cloth case.

“Very simple,” said Dick; “and, of course, from the Frog’s point of view, effective. The shooter had half-a-dozen ways, of escape, including the fire-escape.”

Elk was silent and glum. Dick Gordon as silent, but cheerful, until the two men were back in his office.

“It was my inquiry at the garage that annoyed them,” he said, “and I’ll give them this credit, that they are rapid! I was returning to my house when the first attempt was made. The most ingenious effort to run me down with a light car — the darned thing even mounted the pavement after me.

“Number?”

“XL.19741,” said Dick, “but fake. There is no such number on the register. The driver was gone before I could stop him.”

Elk scratched his chin, surveying the youthful Public Prosecutor with a dubious eye.

“Almost sounds interesting to me,” he said. “Of course I’ve heard of the Frogs, but I didn’t give much attention. Nowadays secret societies are so common that every time a man shakes hands with me, he looks sort of disappointed if I don’t pull my ear or flap my feet. And gang work on a large scale I’ve always looked upon as something you only hear about in exciting novels by my old friend Shylock—”

“Sherlock — and he didn’t write them,” murmured Dick.

Again Elk fingered his cheek.

“I don’t believe in it, anyway,” he said after thought. “It’s not natural that tramps should do anything systematic. It’s too much like work. I’ll bet there’s nothing in it, only a lot of wild coincidences stickin’ together. I’ll bet that the Frogs are just a silly society without any plan or reason. And I’ll bet that Lola knows all about ‘em,” he added inconsistently.

Elk walked back to “The Yard” by the most circuitous route. With his furled and ancient umbrella hanging on his arm, he had the appearance of an out-of-work clerk. His steel-rimmed spectacles, clipped at a groggy angle, assisted the illusion. Winter and summer he wore a soiled fawn topcoat, which was invariably unbuttoned, and he had worn the same yellowish-brown suit for as long as anybody could remember. The rain came down, not in any great quantities, but incessantly. His hard derby hat glistened with moisture, but he did not put up his umbrella. Nobody had ever seen that article opened.

He walked to Trafalgar Square and then stopped, stood in thought for some time, and retraced his steps. Opposite the Public Prosecutor’s office stood a tall street-seller with a little tray of matches, key-rings, pencils and the odds and ends that such men sell. His wares, for the moment, were covered by a shining oilcloth. Elk had not noticed him before, and wondered why the man had taken up so unfavourable a stand, for the end of Onslow Gardens, the windiest and least comfortable position in Whitehall, is not a place where the hurrying pedestrian would stop to buy, even on a fine day. The hawker was dressed in a shabby raincoat that reached to his heels; a soft felt hat was pulled down over his eyes, but Elk saw the hawklike face and stopped.

“Busy?”

“Naw.”

Elk was immediately interested. This man was American, and was trying to disguise his voice so that it appeared Cockney — the most impossible task that any American had ever undertaken, for the whine and intonation of the Cockney are inimitable.

“You’re American — what state?”

“Georgia,” was the reply, and this time the hawker made no attempt at disguise. “Came over on a cattle boat during the war.”

Elk held out his hand.

“Let me see that licence of yours, brother,” he said.

Without hesitation the man produced the written police permit to sell on the streets. It was made out in the name of “Joshua Broad,” and was in order.

“You’re not from Georgia,” said Elk, “but that doesn’t matter. You’re from Hampshire or Massachusetts.”

“Connecticut, to be exact,” said the man coolly, “but I’ve lived in Georgia. Want a key-ring?”

There was a gleam of amusement in his eyes — the merest flash.

“No. Never had a key. Never had anything worth locking up,” said Elk, fingering the articles on the tray. “Not a good pitch, this.”

“No,” said the other; “too near to Scotland Yard, Mr. Elk.”

Elk cast a swift glance at the man.

“Know me, do you?”

“Most people do, don’t they?” asked the other innocently.

Elk took the pedlar in from the soles of his stout shoes to his soddened hat, and, with a nod, went on. The hawker looked after the detective until he was out of sight, and then, fixing a cover over his tray, strapped it tight and walked in the direction Elk had taken.

Coming out of Maitlands to lunch, Ray Bennett saw a shabby and saturnine man standing on the edge of the pavement, but gave him no more than a passing glance. He, at any rate, did not know Elk and was quite unconscious of the fact that he was being followed to the little chophouse where Philo Johnson and he took their modest luncheon.

In any circumstances Ray would not have observed the shadow, but to-day, in his condition of mind, he had no thought for anybody but himself, or any offence but the bearded and ancient Maitland’s outrageous behaviour.

“The old devil!” he said as he walked by Johnson’s side. “To make a ten per cent cut in salaries and to start on me And this morning the papers say that he has given five thousand to the Northern Hospitals!”

“He’s a charitable cuss, and as to the cut, it was either that or standing you off,” said Johnson cheerfully. “What’s the use of kicking? Trade has been bad, and the stock market is as dead as Ptolemy. The old man wanted to put you off — said that you were superfluous anyway. If you’d only look on the bright side of things, Ray—”

“Bright!” snorted the young man, his face going pink with anger. “I’m getting a boy’s salary, and I want money mighty badly, Philo.”

Philo sighed, and for once his good-humoured face was clouded. Then it relaxed into a broad grin.

“If I thought the same way as you, I’d go mad or turn into a first-class crook. I only earn about fifty per cent more than you, and yet the old man allows me to handle hundreds of thousands. It’s too bad.”

Nevertheless, the “badness” of the parsimonious Maitland did not interfere with his appetite.

“The art of being happy,” he said as he pushed back his plate and lit a cigarette, “is to want nothing. Then you’re always getting more than you need. How is your sister?”

“She’s all right,” said Ray indifferently. “Ella’s the same mind as you. It’s easy to be a philosopher over other people’s worries, Who’s that disreputable bird?” he added, as a man seated himself at a table opposite to them.

Philo fixed his glasses — he was a little nearsighted.

“That’s Elk — a Scotland Yard man,” he said, and grinned at the newcomer, a recognition which, to Ray’s annoyance — and his annoyance was tinged with uneasiness — brought the seedy man to their table.

“This is my friend, Mr. Bennett — Inspector Elk, Ray.”

“Sergeant,” suggested Elk dourly. “Fate has always been against me in the matter of promotion. Can’t remember dates.”

So far from making a secret of his failure, Mr. Elk was never tired of discussing the cause.

“Though why a man is a better thief-taker for knowin’ when George Washington was born and when Napoleon Bonaparte died, is a mystery to me. Dine here every day, Mr. Bennett?”

Ray nodded.

“Know your father, I think — John Bennett of Horsham, isn’t it? Thought so.”

In desperation Ray got up with an excuse and left them alone.

“Nice boy, that,” said Elk.
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They were nearing the imposing home of Maitlands Consolidated, when Mr. Johnson suddenly broke off in the middle of an interesting exposition of his philosophy and quickened his pace. On the pavement ahead of them he saw Ray Bennett, and by his side the slim figure of a girl. Their backs were toward the two men, but Elk guessed rightly when he decided that the girl was Ella Bennett. He had seen her twice before, and he had a wonderful memory for backs. Turning as the stout man came up to her, hat in hand, she greeted him with a quick and friendly smile.

“This is an unexpected pleasure, Miss Bennett.”

There was a pink tinge to Johnson’s homely face (“Sweet on her,” thought Elk, interested), and his handshake was warm and something more than cordial.

“I didn’t intend coming to town, but father has gone off on one of his mysterious excursions,” she said with a little laugh, “this time to the West. And, curiously enough, am absolutely sure I saw him on a ‘bus just now, though his train left two hours ago.”

She glanced at Elk hovering in the background, and the sight of his glum countenance seemed to arouse some unpleasant memory, for the brightness went out of her face.

“My friend, Mr. Elk,” said Johnson a little awkwardly, and Elk nodded.

“Glad to meet you, Miss Bennett,” he said, and noted Ray’s annoyance with inward satisfaction which, in a more cheerful man, would have been mirth.

She bowed slightly and then said something in a low tone to her brother. Elk saw the boy frown.

“I shan’t be very late,” he said, loudly enough for the detective to hear.

She put out her hand to Johnson, Elk she favoured with a distant inclination of her head, and was gone, leaving the three men looking after her. Two, for when Mr. Elk looked around, the boy had disappeared into the building.

“You know Miss Bennett?”

“Slightly,” said Elk grudgingly. “I know almost everybody slightly. Good people and bad people. The gooder they are, the slighter I know ‘em. Queer devil.”

“Who?” asked the startled Johnson. “You mean her father? I wish he wasn’t so chilly with me.”

Elk’s lips twitched.

“I guess you do,” he said drily. “So long.”

He strolled aimlessly away as Johnson walked up the steps into Maitlands, but he did not go far. Crossing the road, he retraced his steps and took up his station in the doorway.

At four o’clock a taxicab drew up before the imposing door of Maitlands Consolidated, and a few minutes later the old man shuffled out, looking neither to the right nor to the left. Elk regarded him with more than ordinary interest. He knew the financier by sight, and had paid two or three visits to the office in connection with certain petty thefts committed by cleaners. In this way he had become acquainted with Philo Johnson, for old Maitland had delegated the interview to his subordinate.

Elk judged the old man to be in the region of seventy, and wondered for the first time where he lived, and in what state. Had he relations? It was a curious fact that he knew nothing whatever about the financier, the least paragraphed of any of the big City forces.

The detective had no business with the head of this flourishing firm. His task was to discover the association between Lola Bassano and this impecunious clerk. He knew inside him that Dick Gordon’s interest in the young man was not altogether disinterested, and suspected rightly that the pretty sister of Ray Bennett lay behind it.

But the itch for knowledge about Maitland, suddenly aroused by the realization that the old man’s home life was an unknown quantity, was too strong to be resisted. As the taxicab moved off, Elk beckoned another.

“Follow that cab,” he said, and the driver nodded his agreement without question, for there was no taximan on the streets who did not know this melancholy policeman.

The first of the cabs drove rapidly in the direction of North London, and halted at a busy junction of streets in Finsbury Park. This is a part of the town which great financiers do riot as a rule choose for their habitations. It is a working-class district, full of small houses, usually occupied by two or more families; and when the cab stopped and the old man nimbly descended, Elk’s mouth opened in an ‘0’ of surprise.

Maitland did not pay the cabman, but hurried round the corner into the busy thoroughfare, with Elk at his heels. He walked a hundred yards, and then boarded a street car. Elk sprinted, and swung himself on board as the car was moving. The old man found a seat, took a battered newspaper from his pocket, and began reading.

The car ran down Seven Sisters Road into Tottenham, and here Mr. Maitland descended. He turned into a side street of apparently interminable length, crossed the road, and came into a narrow and even meaner street than that which he had traversed; and then, to Elk’s amazement, pushed open the iron gate of a dark and dirty little house, opened the door and went in, closing it behind him.

The detective looked up and down the street. It was crowded with poor children. Elk looked at the house again, scarcely believing his eyes. The windows were unclean, the soiled curtains visible were ragged, and the tiny forecourt bore an appearance of neglect. And this was the home of Ezra Maitland, a master of millions, the man who gave £5,000 to the London hospitals! It was incredible.

He made up his mind, and, walking to the door, knocked. For some time there was no reply, and then he heard the shuffle of slippered feet in the passage, and an old woman with a yellow face opened the door.

“Excuse me,” said Elk “I think the gentleman who just came in dropped this.” He produced a handkerchief from his pocket, and she glared at it for a moment, and then, reaching out her hand, took it from him and slammed the door in his face.

“And that’s the last of my good handkerchief,” thought Elk bitterly.

He had caught one glimpse of the interior. A grimy-looking passage with a strip of faded carpet, and a flight of uncovered stairs. He proceeded to make a few local inquiries. “Maitland or Mainland, I don’t know which,” said a tradesman who kept a general store at the corner. “The old gentleman goes out every morning at nine, and comes home just about this hour. I don’t know who or what he is. I can tell you this, though: he doesn’t eat much! He buys all his goods here. What those two people live on, an ordinary healthy child would eat at one meal!”

Elk went back to the west, a little mystified. The miser was a common figure of fiction, and not uncommonly met with in real life. But old Maitland must be a super-miser, he thought, and decided to give the matter a little further attention. For the moment, he was concentrating his efforts upon Miss Lola Bassano, that interesting lady.

In one of the fashionable thoroughfares leading from Cavendish Square is a block of flats, occupied by wealthy tenants. Its rents are remarkably high, even for that exclusive quarter, and even Elk, who was not easily surprised, was a little staggered when he learnt that Lola Bassano occupied a suite in this expensive building.

It was to Caverley House that he made his way after returning to Maitland’s office, to find the premises closed. There was no indicator on the wall, but the liftman, who regarded Elk with some suspicion, as he was entitled to do, announced that Miss Bassano lived on the third floor. “How long has she been here?” asked Elk.

“That’s no business of yours,” said the liftman; “and I think what you want, my friend, is the tradesmen’s entrance.”

“I’ve often wondered,” ruminated Elk, “what people like you do their thinking with.”

“Now look here — !” began the liftman indignantly. “Look here,” retorted Elk, and at the sight of his badge the man grew more polite and more informative.

“She’s been here two months,” he said. “And, to tell you the truth, Mr. Elk, I’ve often wondered how she got a suite in Caverley House. They tell me she used to run a gambling joint on Jermyn Street. You haven’t come to raid her, have you?” he asked anxiously. “That’d get Caverley House a pretty bad name.”

“I’ve come to make a friendly call,” said Elk carefully. “That’s the door.” The man stepped out of the lift and pointed to one of the two sober mahogany doors on the landing. “This other flat belongs to an American millionaire.”

“Is there such a thing?” asked Elk. He was about to say something more when the liftman walked to the door and peered at one of its polished panels. “That’s queer,” he said. “What do you make of this?” Elk joined him, and at a glance saw and understood. On the panel had been stamped a small white frog — an exact replica of those he had seen that morning on the photographs that Dick Gordon had shown him. A squatting frog, slightly askew.

He touched it. The ink was still wet and showed on his finger. And then the strangest thing of all happened. The door opened suddenly, and a man of middle age appeared in the doorway. In his hand was a long-barrelled Browning, and it covered the detective’s heart.

“Put up your hands,” he said sharply. Then he stopped and stared at the detective.

Elk returned the gaze, speechless; for the elegantly dressed man who stood there was the hawk-faced pedlar he had seen in Whitehall!

The American was the first to recover. Not a muscle of his face moved, but Elk saw again that light of amusement in his eyes as he stepped back and opened the door still wider. “Come right in, Mr. Elk,” he said, and, to the amazed liftman: “It’s all right, Worth. I was practising a little joke on Mr. Elk.”

He closed the door behind him, and with a gesture beckoned the detective into a prettily furnished drawingroom. Elk went in, leaving the matter of the frog on the door for discussion later.

“We’re quite alone, Mr. Elk, so you needn’t lower your voice when you talk of my indiscretions. Will you smoke a cigar?”

Elk stretched out his fingers mechanically and selected a big Cabana.

“Unless I’m greatly mistaken, I saw you this morning,” he began.

“You weren’t mistaken at all,” interrupted the other coolly. “You saw me on Whitehall. I was peddling key-rings. My name is Joshua Broad. You haven’t anything on me for trading in a false name.”

The detective lit his cigar before he spoke.

“This apartment must cost you a whole lot to keep up,” he said slowly, “and I don’t blame you for trying to earn something on the side. But it seems to me that peddling key-rings is a very poor proposition for a first-class business man.”

Joshua Broad nodded.

“I haven’t made a million out of that business,” he said, “but it amuses me, Mr. Elk. I am something of a philosopher.”

He lit a cigar and settled himself comfortably in a deep, chintz-covered armchair, his legs crossed, the picture of contentment.

“As an American, I am interested in social problems, and I have found that the best way to understand the very poor of any country is to get right down amongst them.”

His tone was easy, apologetic, but quite self-possessed.

“I think I forestalled any question on your part as to whether I had a licence in my own name, by telling you that had.”

Elk settled his glasses more firmly on his nose, and his eyes strayed to Mr. Broad’s pocket, whither the pistol had returned.

“This is a pretty free country,” he said in his deliberate way, “and a man can peddle key-rings, even if he’s a member of the House of Lords. But one thing he mustn’t do, Mr. Broad, is to stick firearms under the noses of respectable policemen.”

Broad Chuckled.

“I’m afraid I was a little rattled,” he said. “But the truth is, I’ve been waiting for the greater part of an hour, expecting somebody to come to my door, and when I heard your stealthy footsteps” — he shrugged— “it was a fool mistake for a grown man to make,” he said, “and I guess I’m feeling as badly about it as you would have me feel.”

The unwavering eyes of Mr. Elk did not leave his face.

“I won’t insult your intelligence by asking you if you were expecting a friend,” he said. “But I should like to know the name of the other guest.”

“So should I,” said the other, “and so would a whole lot of people.”

He reached out his hand to flick the ash from his cigar, looking at Elk thoughtfully the while.

“I was expecting a man who has every reason to be very much afraid of me,” he said. “His name is — well, it doesn’t matter, and I’ve only met him once in my life, and then I didn’t see his face.”

“And you beat him up?” suggested Elk.

The other man laughed.

“I didn’t even beat him up. In fact, I behaved most generously to him,” he said quietly. “I was not with him more than five minutes, in a darkened room, the only light being a lantern which was on the table. And I guess that’s about all I can tell you, Inspector.”

“Sergeant,” murmured Elk. “It’s curious the number of people who think I’m an Inspector.”

There was an awkward pause. Elk could think of no other questions he wanted to ask, and his host displayed as little inclination to advance any further statement.

“Neighbours friends of yours?” asked Elk, and jerked his head toward the passage.

“Who — Bassano and her friend? No. Are you after them?” he asked quickly.

Elk shook his head.

“Making a friendly call,” he said. “Just that. I’ve just country, back from your country, Mr. Broad. A good country but too full of distances.”

He ruminated, looking down at the carpet for a long time, and presently he said:

“I’d like to meet that friend of yours, Mr. Broad — American?”

Broad shook his head. Not a word was spoken as they went up the passage to the front door, and it almost seemed as if Elk was going without saying goodbye, for he walked out absentmindedly, and only turned as though the question of any farewell had occurred to him.

“Shall be glad to meet you again, Mr. Broad,” he said. “Perhaps I shall see you in Whitehall—”

And then his eyes strayed to the grotesque white frog on the door. Broad said nothing. He put his finger on the imprint and it smudged under his touch.

“Recently stamped,” he drawled. “Well, now, what do you think of that, Mr. Elk?”

Elk was examining the mat before the door. There was a little spot of white, and he stooped and smeared his finger over it.

“Yes, quite recent. It must have been done just before I came in,” he said. And there his interest in the Frog seemed to evaporate. “I’ll be going along now,” he said with a nod.

In the exquisitely appointed drawingroom of Suite No. 6, Lola Bassano sat cuddled up in a deep, over-cushioned chair, her feet tucked under her, a thin cigarette between her lips, a scowl upon her pretty face. From time to time she glanced at the man who stood by the window, hands in pockets, staring down into the square. He was tall, heavily built, heavily jowled, unprepossessing. All the help that tailor and valet gave to him could not disguise his origin. He was pugilist, run to fat. For a time, a very short time, Lew Brady had been welter-weight champion of Europe, a terrific fighter with just that yellow thread in his composition which makes all the difference between greatness and mediocrity in the ring. A harder man had discovered his weakness, and the glory of Lew Brady faded with remarkable rapidity. He had one advantage over his fellows which saved him from utter extinction. A philanthropist had found him in the gutter as a child, and had given him an education. He had gone to a good school and associated with boys who spoke good English. The benefit of that association he had never lost, and his voice was so curiously cultured that people who for the first time heard this brute-man speak, listened openmouthed.

“What time do you expect that rat of yours?” he asked. Lola lifted her silk-clad shoulders, took out her cigarette to yawn, and settled herself more cosily.

“I don’t know. He leaves his office at five.”

The man turned from the window and began to pace the room slowly.

“Why Frog worries about him I don’t know,” he grumbled. “Lola, I’m surely getting tired of old man Frog.”

Lola smiled and blew out a ring of smoke.

“Perhaps you’re tired of getting money for nothing, Brady,” she said. “Personally speaking, that kind of weariness never comes to me. There is one thing sure: Frog wouldn’t bother with young Bennett if there wasn’t something in it.”

He pulled out a watch and glanced at its jewelled face.

“Five o’clock. I suppose that fellow doesn’t know you’re married to me?”

“Don’t be a fool,” said Lola wearily. “Am I likely to boast about it?”

He grinned and resumed his pacings. Presently he heard the faint tinkle of the bell and glanced at the girl. She got up, shook the cushions and nodded.

“Open the door,” she said, and the man went out of the room obediently.

Ray Bennett crossed the room with quick strides and caught the girl’s hand in both of his.

“I’m late. Old Johnson kept me running round after the clerks had gone. Moses, this is a fine room, Lola! I hadn’t any idea you lived in such style.”

“You know Lew Brady?”

Ray nodded smilingly. He was a picture of happiness, and the presence of Lew Brady made no difference to him. He had met Lola at a supper club, and knew that she and Brady had some business association. Moreover, Ray prided himself upon that confusion of standards which is called “broadmindedness.” He visualized a new social condition which was superior to the bondage which old-fashioned rules of conduct imposed upon men and women in their relationship one to the other. He was young, clean-minded, saw things as he would have them be. Breadth of mind not infrequently accompanies limitation of knowledge.

“Now for your wonderful scheme,” he said as, at a gesture from her, he settled himself by the girl’s side. “Does Brady know?”

“It is Lew’s idea,” she said lightly. “He is always looking out for opportunities — not for himself but for other people.”

“It’s a weakness of mine,” said Lew apologetically. “And anyway, I don’t know if you’ll like the scheme. I’d have taken it on myself, but I’m too busy. Did Lola tell you anything about it?”

Ray nodded.

“I can’t believe it,” he said. “I always thought such things belonged to magazine stories! Lola says that the Government of Japan wants a secret agent in London. Somebody they can disown, if necessary. But what is the work?”

“There you’ve got me,” said Lew, shaking his head. “So far as I can discover, you’ve nothing to do but live! Perhaps they’ll want you to keep track of what is going on in the political world. The thing I don’t like about it is that you’ll have to live a double life. Nobody must know that you’re a clerk at Maitlands. You can call yourself by any name you like, and you’ll have to make your domestic arrangements as best you know.”

“That will be easy,” interrupted the boy. “My father says I ought to have a room in town — he thinks the journey to and from Horsham every day is too expensive. I fixed that with him on Sunday. I shall have to go down to the cottage some weekends — but what am I to do, and to whom do I report?”

Lola laughed softly.

“Poor boy,” she mocked. “The prospect of owning a beautiful flat and seeing me every day is worrying him.”



VI. Mr. Maitland Goes Shopping
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Eldor Street, Tottenham, was one of thousands of drab and ugly thoroughfares that make up the central suburbs of London. Imagine two rows of houses set on either side of a straight street, lighted at economic intervals by yellow lamps. Each house has a protuberance, called a bay window; each house is separated from the road by iron railings pierced by an iron gate. There is a tiny forecourt in which the hardiest of shrubs battle desperately for existence; there is one recessed door, and on the floor above two windows exactly alike.

Elk found himself in Eldor Street at nine o’clock that night. The rain was pelting down, and the street in consequence was a desert. Most of the houses were dark, for Eldor Street lives in its kitchens, which are back of the houses. In the front window of No. 47 one crack of light showed past the edge of the lowered blind, and, creeping up to the window, he heard, at long intervals, the mumble of conversation.

It was difficult to believe that he was standing at the door of Ezra Maitland’s home. That morning the newspapers had given prominence to the newest speculation of Maitlands Consolidated — a deal involving something over a million. And the master-mind of the concern lived in this squalor!

Whilst he was standing there, the light was extinguished and there came to him the sound of feet in the uncarpeted passage. He had time to reach the obscurity of the other side of the street, when the door opened and two people came out: Maitland and the old woman he had seen. By the light of a street-lamp he saw that Maitland wore an overcoat buttoned to his chin. The old woman had on a long ulster, and in her hand she carried a string bag. They were going marketing! It was Saturday night, and the main street, through which Elk had passed, had been thronged with late shoppers — Tottenham leaves its buying to the last, when food can be had at bargain prices.

Waiting until they were out of sight, Elk walked down the street to the end and turned to the left. He followed a wall covered with posters until he reached a narrow opening. This was the passage between the gardens — a dark, unlighted alleyway, three feet wide and running between tar-coated wooden fences. He counted the gates on his left with the help of his flashlamp, and after a while stopped before one of them and pushed gently. The gate was locked — it was not bolted. There was a keyhole that had the appearance of use. Elk grunted his satisfaction, and, taking from his pocket a wallet, extracted a small wooden handle, into which he fitted a steel hook, chosen with care from a dozen others. This he inserted into the lock and turned. Evidently the lock was more complicated than he had expected. He tried another hook of a different shape, and yet another. At the fourth trial the lock turned and he pushed open the door gently.

The back of the house was in darkness, the yard singularly free from the obstructions which he had anticipated. He crossed to the door leading into the house. To his surprise it was unfastened, and he replaced his tools in his pocket. He found himself in a small scullery. Passing through a door into the bare passage, he came to the room in which he had seen the light. It was meanly and shabbily furnished. The armchair near the fireplace had broken springs, there was an untidy bed in one corner, and in the centre of the room a table covered with a patched cloth. On this were two or three books and a few sheets of paper covered with the awkward writing of a child. Elk read curiously.

“Look at the dog,” it ran. “The man goes up to the dog and the dog barks at the man.”

There was more in similar strain. The books were children’s primers of an elementary kind. Looking round, he saw a cheap gramophone and on the sideboard half a dozen scratched and chipped records.

The child must be in the house. Turning on the gas, he lit it, after slipping a bolt in the front door to guard against surprise. In the more brilliant light, the poverty of the room staggered him. The carpet was worn and full of holes; there was not one article of furniture which had not been repaired at some time or other. On the dingy sideboard was a child’s abacus — a frame holding wires on which beads were strung, and by means of which the young are taught to count. A paper on the mantelpiece attracted him. It was a copy of the million pound contract which Maitland had signed that morning. His neat signature, with the characteristic flourish beneath, was at the foot.

Elk replaced the paper and began a search of the apartment. In a cupboard by the side of the fireplace he found an iron money-box, which he judged was half-full of coins In addition, there were nearly a hundred letters addressed to E. Maitland, 47 Eldor Street, Tottenham. Elk, glancing through them, recognized their unimportance. Every one was either a tradesman’s circular or those political pamphlets with which candidates flood their constituencies. And they were all unopened. Mr. Maitland evidently knew what they were also, and had not troubled to examine their contents Probably the hoarding instincts of age had made him keep them. There was nothing else in the room of interest. He was certain that this was where the old man slept — where was the child?

Turning out the light, he went upstairs. One door was locked, and here his instruments were of no avail, for the lock was a patent one and was recently fixed. Possibly the child was there, he thought. The second room, obviously the old woman’s, was as meanly furnished as the parlour.

Coming back to the landing, his foot was poised to reach the first stair when he heard a faint “click.” It came from below, and was the sound of a door closing. Elk waited, listening. The sound was not repeated, and he descended softly. At first he thought that the old man had returned, and was trying his key on the bolted door, but when he crept to the door to listen, he heard no sound, and slipping back the bolt, he went to the second of the rooms on the ground floor and put his light on the door.

Elk was a man of keen observation; very little escaped him, and he was perfectly certain that this door had been ajar when he had passed it on entering the house. It was closed now and fastened from the inside, the key being in the lock.

Was it the child, frightened by his presence? Elk was wise enough a man not to investigate too closely. He made the best of his way back to the garden passage and into the street. Here he waited, taking up a position which enabled him to see the length of Eldor Street and the passage opening in the wall. Presently he saw Maitland returning. The old man was carrying the string bag, which now bulged. Elk saw the green of a cabbage as they passed under the light. He watched them until the darkness swallowed them up, and heard the sound of their closing door. Five minutes later, a dark figure came from the passage behind the houses. It was a man, and Elk, alert and watchful, swung off in pursuit.

The stranger plunged into a labyrinth of little streets with the detective at his heels. He was walking quickly, but not too quickly for Elk, who was something of a pedestrian. Into the glare of the main road the stranger turned, Elk a dozen paces behind him. He could not see his face, nor did he until his quarry stopped by the side of a waiting car, opened the door and jumped in. Then it was that Elk came abreast and raised his hand in cheery salutation.

For a second the man in the closed limousine was taken aback, and then he opened the door.

“Come right in out of the rain, Elk,” he said, and Elk obeyed.

“Been doing your Sunday shopping?” he asked innocently.

The man’s hawklike face relaxed into a smile.

“I never eat on Sundays,” he said.

It was Joshua Broad, that rich American who peddled key-rings in Whitehall, lived in the most expensive flats in London, and found time to be intensely interested in Ezra Maitland.

He turned abruptly as Elk seated himself.

“Say, Elk, did you see the child?”

Elk shook his head.

“No,” he said, and heard the chuckle of his companion as the car moved toward the civilized west.

“Yes, I saw that baby,” said Mr. Broad, puffing gently at the cigar he had lit; “and, believe me, Elk, I’ve stopped loving children. Yes, sir. The education of the young means less than nothing to me for evermore.”

“Where was she?”

“It’s a ‘he,’” replied Broad calmly, “and I hope I’ll be excused answering your question. I had been in the house an hour when you arrived — I was in the back room, which is empty, by the way. You scared me. I heard you come in and thought it was old St. Nicholas of the Whiskers. Especially when I saw the light go on. I’d had it on when you opened the scullery door — I left that unfastened, by the way. Didn’t want to stop my bolt hole. Well, what do you think?”

“About Maitland?”

“Eccentric, eh? You don’t know how eccentric!”

As the car stopped before the door of Caverley House, Elk broke a long silence.

“What are you, Mr. Broad?”

“I’ll give you ten guesses,” said the other cheerfully as they got out.

“Secret Service man,” suggested Elk promptly.

“Wrong — you mean U.S.? No, you’re wrong. I’m a private detective who makes a hobby of studying the criminal classes — will you come up and have a drink?”

“I will come up, but I won’t drink,” said Elk virtuously, “not if you offer gin and orange. That visit to the United States has spoilt my digestion.”

Broad was fitting a key in the lock of his flat, when a strange cold sensation ran down the spine of the detective, and he laid his hand on the American’s arm.

“Don’t open that door,” he said huskily.

Broad looked round in surprise. The yard man’s face was tense and drawn.

“Why not?”

“I don’t know…just a feeling, that’s all. I’m Scot by birth…we’ve got a word ‘fey,’ which means something supernatural. And it says inside me, ‘don’t open that door.’”

Broad put down his hand.

“Are you being fey or funny?” he asked.

“If I look funny,” said Elk, “I’m entitled to sue my face for libel. There’s something at the other side of that door that isn’t good. I’ll take an oath on it! Give me that!” He took the key from the unwilling hand of Joshua Broad, thrust it in the lock and turned it. Then, with a quick push, he threw open the door, pushing Broad to the cover of the wall.

Nothing happened for a second, and then:

“Run!” cried Elk, and leapt for the stairs.

The American saw the first large billow of greenish-yellowy mist that rolled from the open door, and followed. The hall-porter was closing his office for the night when Elk appeared, hatless and breathless.

“Can you ‘phone the flats? — good! Get on at once to every one on and below the third floor, and tell them on no account to open their doors. Tell ’em to close all cracks with paper, to stop up their letterboxes, and open all windows. Don’t argue — do it! The building is full of poison gas!”

He himself ‘phoned the fire station, and in a few seconds the jangle of bells sounded in the street outside, and men in gas-masks were clattering up the stairs.

Fortunately, every tenant except Broad arid his neighbour was out of town for the weekend.

“And Miss Bassano doesn’t come in till early morning,” said the porter.

It was daylight before the building was cleared by the aid of high-pressure air-hoses and chemical precipitants. Except that his silver was tarnished black, and every window glass and mirror covered with a yellow deposit, little harm had been done. A musty odour pervaded the flat in spite of the open windows, but later came the morning breeze to dispel the last trace of this malodorous souvenir of the attempt.

Together the two men made a search of the rooms to discover the manner in which the gas was introduced.

“Through that open fireplace,” Elk pointed. “The gas is heavier than air, and could be poured down the chimney as easily as pouring water.”

A search of the flat roof satisfied him that his theory was right. They found ten large glass cylinders and a long rope, to which a wicker cradle was attached. Moreover, one of the chimney-pots (easily reached from the roof) was scratched and discoloured.

“The operator came into the building when the porter was busy — working the lift probably. He made his way to the roof, carrying the rope and the basket. Somebody in the street fixed the cylinders in the basket, which the man hauled to the roof one by one. It was dead easy, but ingenious. They must have made a pretty careful survey beforehand, or they wouldn’t have known which chimney led to your room.”

They returned to the flat, and for once Joshua Broad was serious.

“Fortunately, my servant is on a holiday,” he said, “or he would have been in heaven!”

“I hope so,” responded Elk piously.

The sun was tipping the roofs of the houses when he finally left, a sleepy and a baffled man. He heard the sound of boisterous voices before he reached the vestibule. A big car stood at the entrance of the flats, and, seated at the wheel, was a young man in evening dress. By him sat Lew Brady, and on the pavement was a girl in evening finery.

“A jolly evening, eh, Lola! When I get going, I’m a mover, eh?”

Ray Bennett’s voice was thick and unsteady. He had been drinking — was within measurable distance of being drunk.

With a yell he recognized the detective as he came into the street.

“Why, it’s old Elk — the Elk of Elks! Greetings, most noble copper! Lola, meet Elky of Elksburg, the Sherlock of Fact, the Sleuth—”

“Shut up!” hissed the savage-voiced Lew Brady in his ear, but Ray was in too exalted a mood to be silenced.

“Where’s the priceless Gordon? — say, Elk, watch Gordon! Look after poor old Gordon — my sister’s very much attached to Gordon.”

“Fine car, Mr. Bennett,” said Elk, regarding the machine thoughtfully. “Present from your father!”

The mention of his father’s name seemed to sober the young man.

“No, it isn’t,” he snapped, “it belongs to a friend. ‘Night, Lola.” He pumped at the starter, missed picking up, and stamped again. “S’Iong, Elk!”

With a jerk the ear started, and Elk watched it out of sight. “That young fellow is certainly in danger of knocking his nut against the moon,” he said. “Had a good time, Lola?”

“Yes — why?”

She fixed her suspicious eyes upon him expectantly.

“Didn’t forget to turn off the gas when you went out, did you? If I was Shylock Holmes, maybe I’d tell from the stain on your glove that you didn’t.”

“What do you mean about gas? I never use the cooker.”

“Somebody does, and he nearly cooked me and a friend of mine — nearly cooked us good!”

He saw her frown. Since she was a woman he expected her to be an actress, but somehow he was ready to believe in her sincerity.

“There’s been a gas attack on Caverley House,” he explained, “and not cooking gas either. I guess you’ll smell it as you go up.”

“What kind of gas — poison?”

Elk nodded.

“But who put it there — emptied it, or whatever is done with gas?”

Elk looked at her with that wounded expression which so justly irritated his victims.

“If I knew, Lola, would I be standing here discussing the matter? Maybe my old friend Shylock Holmes would, but I wouldn’t. I don’t know. It was upset in Mr. Broad’s flat.”

“That is the American who lives opposite to us — to me,” she said. “I’ve only seen him once. He seems a nice man.”

“Somebody didn’t think so,” said Elk. “I say, Lola, what’s that boy doing — young Bennett?”

“Why do you ask me? He is making a lot of money just now, and I suppose he is running a little wild. They all do.”

“I didn’t,” said Elk; “but if I’d made money and started something, I’d have chosen a better pacemaker than a dud fighting man.”

The angry colour rose to her pretty face, and the glance she shot at him was as venomous as the gas he had fought all night.

“And I think I’d have put through a few enquiries to central office about my female acquaintances,” Elk went on remorselessly. “I can understand why you’re glued to the game, because money naturally attracts you. But what gets me is where the money comes from.”

“That won’t be the only thing that will get you,” she said between her teeth as she flounced into the half-opened door of Caverley House.

Elk stood where she had left him, his melancholy face expressionless. For five minutes he stood so, and then walked slowly in the direction of his modest bachelor home.

He lived over a lock-up shop, a cigar store, and he was the sole occupant of the building. As he crossed Gray’s Inn Road, he glanced idly up at the windows of his rooms and noted that they were closed. He noticed something more. Every pane of glass was misty with some yellow, opalescent substance.

Elk looked up and down the silent street, and at a short distance away saw where road repairers had been at work. The night watchman dozed before his fire, and did not hear Elk’s approach or remark his unusual action. The detective found in a heap of gravel, three rounded pebbles, and these he took back with him. Standing in the centre of the road, he threw one of the pebbles unerringly.

There was a crash of glass as the window splintered. Elk waited, and presently he saw a yellow wraith of poison-vapour curl out and downward through the broken pane.

“This is getting monotonous,” said Elk wearily, and walked to the nearest fire alarm.
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Outwardly, John Bennett accepted his son’s new life as a very natural development which might be expected in a young man. Inwardly he was uneasy, fearful. Ray was his only son; the pride of his life, though this he never showed. None knew better than John Bennett the snares that await the feet of independent youth in a great city. Worst of all, for his peace of mind, he knew Ray.

Ella did not discuss the matter with her father, but she guessed his trouble and made up her mind as to what action she would take.

The Sunday before, Ray had complained bitterly about the new cut to his salary. He bad been desperate and had talked wildly of throwing up his work and finding a new place. And that possibility filled Ella with dismay. The Bennetts lived frugally on a very limited income. Apparently her father had few resources, though he always gave her the impression that from one of these he received a fairly comfortable income.

The cottage was Bennett’s own property, and the cost of living was ridiculously cheap. A woman from the village came in every morning to do heavy work, and once a week to assist with the wash. That was the only luxury which her father’s meagre allowance provided for. So that she faced the prospect of an out-of-work Ray with alarm and decided upon her line of action.

One morning Johnson, crossing the marble floor of Maitland’s main office, saw a delicious figure come through the swing doors, and almost ran to meet it.

“My dear Miss Bennett, this is a wonderful surprise — Ray is out, but if you’ll wait—”

“I’m glad he is out,” she said, relieved. “I want to see Mr. Maitland. Is it possible?”

The cheery face of the philosopher clouded.

“I’m afraid that will be difficult,” he said. “The old man never sees people — even the biggest men in the City. He hates women and strangers, and although I’ve been with him all these years, I’m not so sure that he has got used to me! What is it about?”

She hesitated.

“It’s about Ray’s salary,” and then, as he shook his head, she went on urgently: “It is so important, Mr. Johnson. Ray has extravagant tastes, and if they cut his salary it means — well, you know Ray so well!—”

He nodded.

“I don’t know whether I can do anything,” he said dubiously. “I’ll go up and ask Mr. Maitland, but I’m afraid that it is a million to one chance against his seeing you.”

When he came back, the jovial face of Mr. Johnson was one broad smile.

“Come up before he changes his mind,” he said, and led her to the lift. “You’ll have to do all the talking, Miss Bennett — he’s an eccentric old cuss and as hard as flint.”

He showed her into a small and comfortably furnished room, and waved his hand to a writing-table littered with papers.

“My little den,” he explained.

From the “den” a large rosewood door opened upon Mr. Maitland’s office.

Johnson knocked softly, and, with a heart that beat a little faster, Ella was ushered into the presence of the strange old man who at that moment was dominating the money market.

The room was large, and the luxury of the fittings took her breath away. The walls were of rosewood inlaid with exquisite silver inlay. Light came from concealed lamps in the cornice as well as from the long stained-glass windows. Each article of furniture in the room was worth a fortune, and she guessed that the carpet, into which her feet sank, equalled in costliness the whole contents of an average house.

Behind a vast ormolu writing-table sat the great Maitland, bolt upright, watching her from under his shaggy white brows. A few stray hairs of his spotless beard rested on the desk, and as he raised his hand to sweep them into place, she saw he wore fingerless woollen gloves. His head was completely bald…she looked at his big ears, standing away from his head, fascinated. Patriarchal, yet repulsive. There was something gross, obscene, about him that hurt her. It was not the untidiness of his dress, it was not his years. Age brings refinement, that beauty of decay that the purists call caducity. This old man had grown old coarsely.

His scrutiny lacked the assurance she expected. It almost seemed that he was nervous, ill at ease. His gaze shifted from the girl to his secretary, and then to the rich colouring of the windows, and then furtively back to Ella again.

“This is Miss Bennett, sir. You remember that Bennett is our exchange clerk, and a very smart fellow indeed. Miss Bennett wants you to reconsider your decision about that salary cut.”

“You see, Mr. Maitland,” Ella broke in, “we’re not particularly well off, and the reduction makes a whole lot of difference to us.”

Mr. Maitland wagged his bald head impatiently.

“I don’t care whether you’re well off or not well off,” he said loudly. “When I reduces salaries I reduces ‘um, see?”

She stared at him in amazement. The voice was harsh and common. The language and tone were of the gutter. In that sentence he confirmed all her first impressions.

“If he don’t like it he can go, and if you don’t like it” — he fixed his dull eyes on the uncomfortable-looking Johnson— “you can go too. There’s lots of fellers I can get — pick ‘um up on the streets! Millions of ‘um! That’s all.” Johnson tiptoed from the presence and closed the door behind her.

“He’s a horror!” she gasped. “How can you endure contact with him, Mr. Johnson?”

The stout man smiled quietly.

“‘Millions of ‘um,’” he repeated, “and he’s right. With a million and a half unemployed on the streets, I can’t throw up a good job—”

“I’m sorry,” she said, impulsively putting her hand on his arm. “I didn’t know he was like that,” she went on more mildly. “He’s — terrible!”

“He’s a selfmade man, and perhaps he would have been well advised to have got an artisan to do the job,” smiled Johnson, “but he’s not really bad. I wonder why he saw you?”

“Doesn’t he see people?”

He shook his head.

“Not unless it is absolutely necessary, and that only happens about twice a year. I don’t think there is anybody in this building that he’s ever spoken to — not even the managers.”

He took her down to the general office. Ray had not come back.

“The truth is,” confessed Johnson when she asked him, “that Ray hasn’t been to the office this morning. He sent word to say that he wasn’t feeling any too good, and I fixed it so that he has a day off.”

“He’s not ill?” she asked in alarm, but Johnson reassured her.

“No. I got on the telephone to him — he has a telephone at his new flat.”

“I thought he had an ordinary apartment!” she said, aghast, the housewife in her perturbed. “A flat — where is it?”

“In Knightsbridge,” replied Johnson quietly. “Yes, it sounds expensive, but I believe he has a bargain. A man who was going abroad sub-let it to him for a song. I suppose he wrote to you from the lodgings in Bloomsbury where he intended going. May I be candid, Miss Bennett?”

“If it is about Ray, I wish you would,” she answered quickly.

“Ray is rather worrying me,” said Johnson. “Naturally I want to do all that I can for him, for I am fond of him. At present my job is covering up his rather frequent absences from the office — you need not mention this fact to him — but it is rather a strain, for the old man has an uncanny instinct for a shirker. He is living in better style than he ought to be able to afford, and I’ve seen him dressed to kill with some of the swellest people in town — at least, they looked swell.”

The girl felt herself go cold, and the vague unrest in her mind became instantly a panic.

“There isn’t…anything wrong at the office?” she asked anxiously.

“No. I took the liberty of going through his books. They’re square. His cash account is right to a centimo. Crudely stated, he isn’t stealing — at least, not from us. There’s another thing. He calls himself Raymond Lester at Knightsbridge. I found this out by accident, and asked him why he had taken another name. His explanation was fairly plausible. He didn’t want Mr. Bennett to hear that he was cutting a shine. He has some profitable outside work, but he won’t tell me what it is.”

Ella was glad to get away, glad to reach the seclusion which the wide spaces of the park afforded. She must think and decide upon the course she would take. Ray was not the kind of boy to accept the draconic attitude, either in her or in John Bennett. His father must not know — she must appeal to Ray. Perhaps it was true that he had found a remunerative sideline. Lots of young men ran spare time work with profit to themselves — only Ray was not a worker.

She sat down on a park chair to wrestle with the problem, and so intent was she upon its solution that she did not realize that somebody had stopped before her.

“This is a miracle!” said a laughing voice, and she looked up into the blue eyes of Dick Gordon. “And now you can tell me what is the difficulty?” he asked as he pulled another chair toward her and sat down.

“Difficulty…who…who said I was in difficulties?” she countered.

“Your face is the traitor,” he smiled. “Forgive this attire. I have been to make an official call at the United States Embassy.”

She noticed for the first time that he wore the punctilious costume of officialdom, the well-fitting tail-coat, the polished top-hat and regulation cravat. She observed first of all that he looked very well in them, and that he seemed even younger.

“I have an idea it is your brother,” he said. “I saw him a few minutes ago — there he is now.”

She followed the direction of his eyes, and half rose from her chair in her astonishment. Riding on the tan track which ran parallel to the park road, were a man and a girl. The man was Ray. He was smartly dressed, and from the toes of his polished riding-boots to the crown of his grey hat, was all that was creditable to expensive tailoring. The girl at his side was young, pretty, petite.

The riders passed without Ray noticing the interested spectators. He was in his gayest mood, and the sound of his laughter came back to the dumbfounded girl.

“But…I don’t understand — do you know the lady, Mr. Gordon?”

“Very well by repute,” said Dick drily. “Her name is Lola Bassano.”

“Is she — a lady?”

Dick’s eyes twinkled.

“Elk says she’s not, but Elk is prejudiced. She has money and education and breed. Whether or not these three assets are sufficient to constitute a lady, I don’t know. Elk says not, but, as I say, Elk is considerably prejudiced.”

She sat silent, her mind in a whirl.

“I have an idea that you want help…about your brother,” said Dick quietly. “He is frightening you, isn’t he?”

She nodded.

“I thought so. He is puzzling me
 . I know all about him, his salary and prospects and his queer masquerade under an alias. I’m not troubling about that, because boys love those kinds of mysteries. Unfortunately, they are expensive mysteries, and I want to know how he can afford to keep up this suddenly acquired position.”

He mentioned a sum and she gasped.

“It costs all that,” said Dick. “Elk, who has a passion for exact detail, and who knows to a penny what the riding suit costs, supplied me with particulars.”

She interrupted him with such a gesture of despair that he felt a brute.

“What can I do…what can I do?” she asked. “Everybody body wants to help — you Mr. Johnson, and, I’m sure, Mr. Elk. But he is impossible — Ray, I mean. It will be fighting a feather bed. It may seem absurd to you, so much fuss over Ray’s foolish escapade, but it means, oh, so much to us, father and me!”

Dick said nothing. It was too delicate a matter for an outsider to intrude upon. But the real delicacy of the situation was comprised in the boy’s riding companion. As though guessing his thoughts, she asked suddenly:

“Is she a nice girl — Miss Bassano? I mean, is she one whom Ray should know?”

“She is very charming,” he answered after a pause, and she noted the evasion and carried the subject no farther. Presently she turned the talk to her call on Ezra Maitland, and he heard her description without expressing surprise.

“He’s a rough diamond,” he said. “Elk knows something about him which he refuses to tell. Elk enjoys mystifying his chiefs even more than detecting criminals. But I’ve heard about Maitland from other sources.”

“Why does he wear gloves in the office?” she asked unexpectedly.

“Gloves — I didn’t know that,” he said, surprised. “Why shouldn’t he?”

She shook her head.

“I don’t know…it was a silly idea, but I thought — it has only occurred to me since…”

He waited.

“When he put up his hand to smooth his beard, I’m almost sure I saw a tattoo mark on his left wrist — just the edge of it showing above the end of the glove — the head and eyes of frog.”

Dick Gordon listened, thunderstruck.

“Are you sure it wasn’t your imagination, Miss Bennett?” he asked. “I am afraid the Frog is getting on all our nerves.

“It may have been,” she nodded “but I from within a few feet of him, and a patch of light, reflected from his blotter, caught the wrist for a second.”

“Did you speak to Johnson about it?”

She shook her head.

“I thought afterwards that even he, with all his long years of service, might not have observed the tattoo mark. I remember now that Ray told me Mr. Maitland always wore gloves, summer or winter.”

Dick was puzzled. It was unlikely that this man, the head of a great financial corporation, should be associated with a gang of tramps. And yet—

“When is your brother going to Horsham?” he asked.

“On Sunday,” said the girl. “He has promised father to come to lunch.”

“I suppose,” said the cunning young man, “that it isn’t possible to ask me to be a fourth?”

“You will be a fifth,” she smiled. “Mr. Johnson is coming down too. Poor Mr. Johnson is scared of father, and I think the fear is mutual. Father resembles Maitland in that respect, that he does not like strangers. I’ll invite you anyway,” she said, and the prospect of the Sunday meeting cheered her.

Elk came to see him that night, just as he was going out to a theatre, and Dick related the girl’s suspicion. To his surprise, Elk took the startling theory very coolly.

“It’s possible,” he said, “but it’s more likely that the tattoo mark isn’t a frog at all. Old Maitland was a seaman as a boy — at least, that is what the only biography of him in existence says. It’s a half-column that appeared in a London newspaper about twelve years ago, when he bought up Lord Meister’s place on the Embankment and began to enlarge his offices. I’ll tell you this, Mr. Gordon, that I’m quite prepared to believe anything of old Maitland.”

“Why?” asked Dick in astonishment. He knew nothing of the discoveries which the detective had made.

“Because I just should,” said Elk. “Men who make millions are not ordinary. If they were ordinary they wouldn’t be millionaires. I’ll inquire about that tat too mark.”

Dick’s attention was diverted from the Frogs that week by an unusual circumstance. On the Tuesday he was sent for by the Foreign Minister’s secretary, and, to his surprise, he was received personally by the august head of that department. The reason for this signal honour was disclosed.

“Captain Gordon,” said the Minister, “I am expecting from France the draft commercial treaty that is to be signed as between ourselves and the French and Italian Governments. It is very important that this document should be well guarded because — and I tell you this in confidence — it deals with a revision of tariff rates. I won’t compromise you by telling you in what manner the revisions are applied, but it is essential that the King’s Messenger who is bringing the treaty should be well guarded, and I wish to supplement the ordinary police protection by sending you to Dover to meet him. It is a little outside your duties, but your Intelligence work during the war must be my excuse for saddling you with this responsibility. Three members of the French and Italian secret police will accompany him to Dover, when you and your men will take on the guard duty, and remain until you personally see the document deposited in my own safe.”

Like many other important duties, this proved to be wholly unexciting. The Messenger was picked up on the quay at Dover, shepherded into a Pullman coupe which had been reserved for him, and the passageway outside the coupe was patrolled by two men from Scotland Yard. At Victoria a car, driven by a chauffeur-policeman and guarded by armed men, picked up the Messenger and Dick, and drove them to Calden Gardens. In his library the Foreign Secretary examined the seals carefully, and then, in the presence of Dick and the Detective-Inspector who had commanded the escort, placed the envelope in the safe.

“I don’t suppose for one moment,” said the Foreign Minister with a smile, after all the visitors but Dick had departed, “that our friends the Frogs are greatly interested. Yet, curiously enough, I had them in my mind, and this was responsible for the extraordinary precautions we have taken. There is, I suppose, no further clue in the Genter murder?”

“None, sir — so far as I know. Domestic crime isn’t really in my department. And any kind of crime does not come to the Public Prosecutor until the case against an accused person is ready to be presented.”

“It is a pity,” said Lord Farmley. “I could wish that the matter of the Frogs was not entirely in the hands of Scotland Yard. It is so out of the ordinary, and such a menace to society, that I should feel more happy if some extra department were controlling the investigations.”

Dick Gordon might have said that he was itching to assume that control, but he refrained. His lordship fingered his shaven chin thoughtfully. He was an austere man of sixty, delicately featured, as delicately wrinkled, the product of that subtle school of diplomacy which is at once urbane and ruthless, which slays with a bow, and is never quite so dangerous as when it is most polite.

“I will speak to the Prime Minister,” he said. “Will you dine with me, Captain Gordon?”

Early in the next afternoon, Dick Gordon was summoned to Downing Street, and was informed that a special department had been created to deal exclusively with this social menace.

“You have carte blanche, Captain Gordon. I may be criticized for giving you this appointment, but I am perfectly satisfied that I have the right man,” said the Prime Minister; “and you may employ any officer from Scotland Yard you wish.”

“I’ll take Sergeant Elk,” said Dick promptly, and the Prime Minister looked dubious.

“That is not a very high rank,” he demurred.

“He is a man with thirty years’ service,” said Dick; “and I believe that only his failure in the educational test has stopped his further promotion. Let me have him, sir, and give him the temporary rank of Inspector.”

The older man laughed.

“Have it your own way,” he said.

Sergeant Elk, lounging in to report progress that afternoon, was greeted by a new title. For a while he was dazed, and then a slow smile dawned on his homely face.

“I’ll bet I’m the only inspector in England who doesn’t know where Queen Elizabeth is buried!” he said, not without pride.
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It was perfectly absurd, Dick told himself a dozen times during the days which followed, that a grown man of his experience should punctiliously and solemnly strike from the calendar, one by one, the days which separated him from Sunday. A schoolboy might so behave, but it would have to be a very callow schoolboy. And a schoolboy might sit at his desk and dream away the time that might have been, devoted to official correspondence.

A pretty face…? Dick had admired many. A graciousness of carriage, an inspiring refinement of manner…? He gave up the attempt to analyse the attraction which Ella Bennett held. All that he knew was, that he was waiting impatiently for Sunday.

When Dick opened the garden gate, he saw the plump figure of philosophical Johnson ensconced cosily in a garden chair. The secretary rose with a beaming smile and held out his hand. Dick liked the man. He stood for that patient class which, struggling under the stifling handicap of its own mediocrity, has its superlative virtue in loyalty and unremitting application to the task it finds at hand.

“Ray told me you were coming, Mr. Gordon — he is with Miss Bennett in the orchard, and from a casual view of him just now, he is hearing a few home truths. What do you make of it?”

“Has he given up coming to the office?” asked Dick, as he stripped his dustcoat.

“I am afraid he is out for good.” Johnson’s face was sad. “I had to tell him to go. The old man found out that he’d been staying away, and by some uncanny and underground system of intelligence he has learnt that Ray was going the pace. He had an accountant in to see the books, but thank heaven they were O.K. I was very nearly fired myself.”

This was an opportunity not to be missed.

“Do you know where Maitland lives — in what state? Has he a town house?”

Johnson smiled.

“Oh yes, he has a town house all right,” he said sarcastically. “I only discovered where it was a year ago, and I’ve never told a single soul until now. And even now I won’t give details. But old Maitland is living in some place that is nearly a slum — living meanly and horribly like an unemployed labourer! And he is worth millions! He has a cheap house in one of the suburbs, a place I wouldn’t use to stable a cow! He and his sister live there; she looks after the place and does the housekeeping. I guess she has a soft job. I’ve never known Maitland to spend a penny on himself. I’m sure that he is wearing the suit he wore when I first came to him. He has a penny glass of milk and a penny roll for lunch, and tries to swindle me into paying for that, some days!”

“Tell me, Mr. Johnson, why does the old man wear gloves in the office?”

Johnson shook his head.

“I don’t know. I used to think it was to hide the scar on the back of his hand, but he’s not the kind of man to wear gloves for that. He is tattooed with crowns and anchors and dolphins all up his arms…”

“And frogs?” asked Dick quietly, and the question seemed to surprise the other.

“No, I’ve never seen a frog. There’s a bunch of snakes on one wrist — I’ve seen that. Why, old man Maitland wouldn’t be a Frog, would he?” he asked, and Dick smiled at the anxiety in his tone.

“I wondered,” he said.

Johnson’s usually cheerful countenance was glum.

“I reckon he is mean enough to be a Frog or ‘most anything,” he said, and at that minute Ray and his sister came into view. On Ray’s forehead sat a thundercloud, which deepened at the sight of Dick Gordon. The girl was flushed and obviously on the verge of tears.

“Hello, Gordon!” the boy began without preliminary. “I fancy you’re the fellow that has been carrying yarns to my sister. You set Elk to spy on me — I know, because I found Elk in the act.”

“Ray, you’re not to speak like that to Mr. Gordon,” interrupted the girl hotly. “He has never told me anything to your discredit. All I know I have seen. You seem to forget that Mr. Gordon is father’s guest.”

“Everybody is fussing over me,” Ray grumbled. “Even old Johnson!” He grinned sheepishly at the bald man, but Johnson did not return the smile.

“Somebody has got to worry about you, boy,” he said. The strained situation was only relieved when John Bennett, camera on back, came up the red path to greet his visitors.

“Why, Mr. Johnson, I owe you many apologies for putting you off, but I’m glad to see you here at last. How is Ray doing at the office?”

Johnson shot a helpless and pathetic glance at Dick. “Er — fine, Mr. Bennett,” he blurted.

So John Bennett was not to be told that his son had launched forth on a new career? The fact that he was fathering this deception made Dick Gordon a little uncomfortable. Apparently it reduced Mr. Johnson to despair, for when a somewhat tense luncheon had ended and they were alone again in the garden, that worthy man unburdened himself of his trouble.

“I feel that I’m playing it low on old Bennett,” he said. “Ray should have told him.”

Dick could only agree. He was in no mood to discuss Ray at the moment. The boy’s annoyance and self-assurance irritated him, and it did not help matters to recognize the sudden and frank hostility which the brother of Ella Bennett was showing toward him. That was disconcerting, and emphasized his anomalous position in relation to the Bennetts. He was discovering what many young men in love have to discover: that the glamour which surrounds their dears does not extend to the relations and friends of their dears. He made yet another discovery. The plump Mr. Johnson was in love with the girl. He was nervous and incoherent in her presence; miserable when she went away. More miserable still when Dick boldly took her arm and led her into the rose-garden behind the house.

“I don’t know why that fellow comes here,” said Ray savagely as the two disappeared. “He isn’t a man of our class, and he loathes me.”

“I don’t know that he loathes you, Ray,” said Johnson, waking from the unhappy daydream into which he seemed to have fallen. “He’s an extremely nice man—”

“Fiddlesticks!” said the other scornfully. “He’s a snob! Anyway, he’s a policeman, and I hate cops! If you imagine that he doesn’t look down on you and me, you’re wrong. I’m as good as he is, and I bet I’ll make more money before I’m finished!”

“Money isn’t everything,” said Johnson tritely. “What work are you doing, Ray?”

It required a great effort on his part to bring his mind back to his friend’s affairs.

“I can’t tell you. It’s very confidential,” said Ray mysteriously. “I couldn’t even tell Ella, though she’s been jawing at me for hours. There are some jobs that a man can’t speak about without betraying secrets that aren’t his to tell. This is one of them.”

Mr. Johnson said nothing. He was thinking of Ella and wondering how long it would be before her goodlooking companion brought her back.

Goodlooking and young. Mr. Johnson was not goodlooking, and only just on the right side of fifty. And he was bald. But, worst of all, in her presence he was tongue-tied. He was rather amazed with himself.

In the seclusion of the rose-garden another member of the Bennett family was relating her fears to a more sympathetic audience.

“I feel that father guesses,” she said. “He was out most of last night. I was awake when he came in, and he looked terrible. He said he had been walking about half the night, and by the mud on his boots I think he must have been.”

Dick did not agree.

“Knowing very little about Mr. Bennett, I should hardly think he is the kind of man to suffer in silence where your brother is concerned,” he said. “I could better imagine a most unholy row. Why has your brother become so unpleasant to me?”

She shook her head.

“I don’t know. Ray has changed suddenly. This morning when he kissed me, his breath smelt of whisky — he never used to drink. This new life is ruining him — why should he take a false name if…if the work he is doing is quite straight?”

She had ceased addressing him as “Mr. Gordon.” The compromise of calling him by no name at all was very pleasant to Dick Gordon, because he recognized that it was a compromise. The day was hot and the sky cloudless. Ella had made arrangements to serve tea on the lawn, and she found two eager helpers in Dick and Johnson, galvanized to radiant activity by the opportunity of assisting. The boy’s attitude remained antagonistic, and after a few futile attempts to overcome this, Dick gave it up.

Even the presence of his father, who had kept aloof from the party al! afternoon, brought no change for the better.

“The worst of being a policeman is that you’re always on duty,” he said during the meal. “I suppose you’re storing every scrap of talk in your mind, in ease you have to use it.”

Dick folded a thin slice of bread and butter very deliberately before he replied.

“I have certainly a good memory,” he said. “It helps me to forget. It also helps me keep silent in circumstances which are very difficult and trying.”

Suddenly Ray spun round in his chair.

“I told you he was on duty!” he cried triumphantly. “Look! There’s the chief of the spy corps! The faithful Elk!”

Dick looked in astonishment. He had left Elk on the point of going north to follow up a new Frog clue that had come to light. And there he was, his hands resting on the gate, his chin on his chest, gazing mournfully over his glasses at the group.

“Can I come in, Mr. Bennett?”

John Bennett, alert and watchful, beckoned.

“Happened to be round about here, so I thought I’d call. Good afternoon, miss — good afternoon, Mr. Johnson.”

“Give Sergeant Elk your chair,” growled John Bennett, and his son rose with a scowl.

“Inspector,” said Elk. “No, I’d rather stand, mister. Stand and grow good, eh? Yes, I’m Inspector. I don’t realize it myself sometimes, especially when the men salute me — forget to salute ’em back. Now, in America I believe patrol men salute sergeants. That’s as it should be.”

His sad eyes moved from one to the other.

“I suppose your promotion has made a lot of crooks very scared, Elk?” sneered Ray.

“Why, yes. I believe it has. Especially the amatchoors,” said Elk. “The crooks that are only fly-nuts. The fancy crooks, who think they know it all, and will go on thinking so till one day somebody says, ‘Get your hat — the chief wants you!’ Otherwise,” confessed Elk modestly, “the news has created no sensation, and London is just as full as ever of tale-pitchers who’ll let you distribute their money amongst the poor if you’ll only loan ’em a hundred to prove your confidence. And,” Elk continued after a moment’s cogitation, “there’s nearly as many dud prizefighters living on blackmail an’ robbery, an’ almost as many beautiful young ladies running faro parlours and dance emporiums.”

Ray’s face went a dull red, and if looks could blast, Inspector Elk’s friends would have been speaking of him in hushed tones.

Only then did he turn his attention to Dick Gordon.

“I was wondering, Captain, if I could have a day off next week — I’ve a little family trouble.”

Dick, who did not even know that his friend had a family was startled.

“I’m sorry to hear that, Elk,” he said sympathetically. Elk sighed.

“It’s hard on me,” he said, “but I feel I ought to tell you, if you’ll excuse me, Miss Bennett?”

Dick rose and followed the detective to the gate, and then Elk spoke in a low tone.

“Lord Farmley’s house was burgled at one o’clock this morning, and the Frogs have got away with the draft treaty!”

Watching the two furtively, the girl saw nothing in Dick Gordon’s demeanour to indicate that he had received any news which was of consequence to himself. He came slowly back to the table.

“I am afraid I must go,” he said. “Elk’s trouble is sufficiently important to take me back to town.”

He saw the regret in Ella’s eyes and was satisfied. The leave-taking was short, for it was very necessary that he should get back to town as quickly as his car could carry him.

On the journey Elk told all that he knew. Lord Farmley had spent the weekend in his town house. He was working on two new clauses which had been inserted on the private representation of the American ambassador, who, as usual, held a watching brief in the matter, but managed (also as usual) to secure the amendment of a clause dealing with transhipments that, had it remained unamended, would have proved detrimental to his country. All this Dick learnt later. He was unaware at the time that the embassy knew of the treaty’s existence.

Lord Farmley had replaced the document in the safe, which was a “Cham” of the latest make, and built into the wall of his study, locked and double-locked the steel doors, switched on the burglar alarm, and went to bed.

He had no occasion to go to the safe until after lunch. To all appearances, the safe-doors had not been touched. After lunch, intending to work again on the treaty, he put his key in the lock, to discover that, when it turned, the wards met no resistance. He pulled at the handle. It came away in his hand. The safe was open in the sense that it was not locked, and the treaty, together with his notes and amendments, had gone.

“How did they get in?” asked Dick as the car whizzed furiously along the country road.

“Pantry window — butlers’ pantries were invented by a burglar-architect,” said Elk. “It’s a real job — the finest bit of work I’ve seen in twenty years, and there are only two men in the world who could have done it. No fingerprints, no ugly holes blown into the safe, everything neat and beautifully done. It’s a pleasure to see.”

“I hope Lord Farmley has got as much satisfaction out of the workmanship as you have,” said Dick grimly, and Elk sniffed.

“He wasn’t laughing,” he said, “at least, not when I came away.”

His lordship was not laughing when Elk returned.

“This is terrible, Gordon — terrible! We’re holding a Cabinet on the matter this evening; the Prime Minister has returned to town. This means political ruin for me.”

“You think the Frogs are responsible?”

Lord Farmley’s answer was to pull open the door of the safe. On the inside panel was a white imprint, an exact replica of that which Elk had seen on the door of Mr. Broad’s flat. It was almost impossible for the non-expert to discover how the safe had been opened. It was Elk who showed the fine work that had extracted the handle and had enabled the thieves to shatter the lock by some powerful explosive which nobody in the house had beard.

“They used a silencer,” said Elk. “It’s just as easy to prevent gases escaping too quickly from a lock as it is from a gun barrel. I tell you, there are only two men who could have done this.”

“Who are they?”

“Young Harry Lyme is one — he’s been dead for years. And Saul Morris is the other — and Saul’s dead too.”

“As the work is obviously not that of two dead men, you would be well advised to think of a third,” said his lordship, pardonably annoyed.

Elk shook his head slowly.

“There must be a third, and he’s the cleverest of the lot,” he said, speaking his thoughts aloud. “I know the lot — Wal Cormon, George the Rat, Billy Harp, Ike Velleco, Pheeny Moore — and I’ll take an oath that it wasn’t any of them. This is master work, my lord. It’s the work of a great artist such as we seldom meet nowadays. And I fancy I know who he is.”

Lord Farmley, who had listened as patiently as he could to this rhapsody, stalked from the library soon after, leaving the men alone.

“Captain,” said Elk, walking after the peer and closing the door, “do you happen to know where old Bennett was last night?”

Elk’s tone was careless, but Dick Gordon felt the underlying significance of the question, and for a moment, realizing all that lay behind the question, all that it meant to the girl, who was dearer to him than he had guessed, his breath came more quickly.

“He was out most of the night,” he said. “Miss Bennett told me that he went away on Friday and did not return until this morning at daybreak. Why?”

Elk took a paper from his pocket, unfolded it slowly and adjusted his glasses.

“I’ve had a man keeping tag of Bennett’s absences from home,” he said slowly. “It was easy, because the woman who goes every morning to clean his house has a wonderful memory. He has been away fifteen times this past year, and every time he has gone there’s been a first-class burglary committed somewhere!”

Dick drew a long breath.

“What are you suggesting?” he asked.

“I’m suggesting,” replied Elk deliberately, “that if Bennett can’t account for his movements on Saturday night, I’m going to pull him in. Saul Morris I’ve never met, nor young Wal Cormon either — they were before I did big work. But if my idea is right, Saul Morris isn’t as dead as he ought to be. I’m going down to see Brother Bennett, and I think perhaps I’ll be doing a bit of resurrecting!”



IX. The Man Who Was Wrecked
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John Bennett was working in his garden in the early morning when Elk called, and the inspector came straight to the point.

“There was a burglary committed at the residence of Lord Farmley on Saturday night and Sunday morning. Probably between midnight and three o’clock. The safe was blown and important documents stolen. I’m asking you to account for your movements on Saturday night and Sunday morning.”

Bennett looked the detective straight in the eyes.

“I was on the London road — I walked from town. At two o’clock I was speaking with a policeman in Dorking. At midnight I was in Kingbridge, and again I spoke to a policeman. Both these men know me because I frequently walk to Dorking and Kingbridge. The man at Dorking is an amateur photographer like myself.”

Elk considered.

“I’ve a car here; suppose you come along and see these policemen?” he suggested, and to his surprise Bennett agreed at once.

At Dorking they discovered their man; he was just going off duty.

“Yes, Inspector, I remember Mr. Bennett speaking to me. We were discussing animal photography.”

“You’re sure of the time?”

“Absolutely. At two o’clock the patrol sergeant visits me, and he came up whilst we were talking.”

The patrol sergeant, wakened from his morning sleep, confirmed this statement. The result of the Kingbridge inquiries produced the same results.

Elk ordered the driver of his car to return to Horsham.

“I’m not going to apologize to you, Bennett,” he said, “and you know enough about my work to appreciate my position.”

“I’m not complaining,” said Bennett gruffly. “Duty is duty. But I’m entitled to know why you suspect me of all men in the world.”

Elk tapped the window of the car and it stopped.

“Walk along the road: I can talk better,” he said.

They got out and went some distance without speaking.

“Bennett, you’re under suspicion for two reasons. You’re a mystery man in the sense that nobody knows how you get a living. You haven’t an income of your own. You haven’t an occupation, and at odd intervals you disappear from home and nobody knows where you go. If you were a younger man I’d suspect a double life in the usual sense. But you’re not that kind. That is suspicious circumstance Number One. Here is Number Two. Every time you disappear there’s a big burglary somewhere. And I’ve an idea it’s a Frog steal. I’ll give you my theory. These Frogs are mostly dirt. There isn’t enough brain in the whole outfit to fill an average nut — I’m talking about the mass of ‘em. There are clever men higher up, I grant. But they don’t include the regular fellows who make a living from crime. These boys haven’t any time for such nonsense. They plan a job and pull it off, or they get pinched. If they make a getaway, they divide up the stuff and sit around in cafés with girls till all the stuff is gone, and then they go out for some more. But the Frogs are willing to pay good men who are outside the organization for extra work.”

“And you suggest that I may be one of the ‘good men’?” said Bennett.

“That’s just what I am suggesting. This Frog job at Lord Farmley’s was done by an expert — it looks like Saul Morris.”

His keen eyes were focused upon Bennett’s face, but not by so much as a flicker of an eyelash did he betray his thoughts.

“I remember Saul Morris,” said Bennett slowly. “I’ve never seen him, but I’ve heard of his work. Was he — anything like me?”

Elk pursed his lips, his chin went nearer to his chest, and his gaze became more and more intensified.

“If you know anything about Saul Morris,” he said slowly, “you also know that he was never in the hands of the police, that nobody except his own gang ever saw him, so as to be able to recognize him again.”

Another silence.

“I wasn’t aware of that,” said Bennett.

On the way back to the car, Bennett spoke again.

“I bear no malice. My movements are suspicious, but there is a good reason. As to the burglaries — I know nothing about them. I should say that in any case, whether I knew or not. I ask you not to mention this matter to my daughter, because — well, you don’t want me to tell you why.”

Ella was standing at the garden gate when the car came up, and at the sight of Elk the smile left her face. Elk knew instinctively that the thought of her brother, and the possibility of his being in trouble, were the causes of her apprehension.

“Mr. Elk came down to ask me a few questions about the attack on Mr. Gordon,” said her father briefly.

Whatever else he was, thought Elk, he was a poor and unconvincing liar. That the girl was not convinced, he was sure. When they were alone she asked:

“Is anything wrong, Mr. Elk?”

“Nothing, miss. Just come down to refresh my memory — which was never a good one, especially in the matter of dates. The only date I really remember is the landing of William the Conqueror-1140 or thereabouts. Brother gone back to town?”

“He went last night,” she said, and then, almost defiantly: “He is in a good position now, Mr. Elk.”

“So they tell me,” said Elk. “I wish he wasn’t working in the same shop as the bunch who are with him. I’m not letting him out of my sight, Miss Bennett,” he said in a kinder tone. “Perhaps I’ll be able to slip in the right word one of these days. He wouldn’t listen now if I said ‘get!’ — he’s naturally in the condition of mind when he’s making up press cuttings about himself. And in a way he’s right. If you don’t know it all at twenty-one you never will. What’s that word that begins with a ‘z’?—’zenith,’ that’s it. He’s at the zenith of his sure-and-certainness. From now on he’ll start unloading his cargo of dreams an’ take in ballast. But he’ll hate to hear the derricks at work.”

“You talk like a sailor,” she smiled in spite of her trouble.

“I was that once,” said Elk, “the same as old man Maitland — though I’ve never sailed with him — I guess he left the sea years before I was born. Like him?”

“Mr. Maitland? No!” she shivered. “I think he is a terrible man.”

Elk did not disagree.

To Dick Gordon that morning he confessed his error.

“I don’t know why I jumped at Bennett,” he said. “I’m getting young! I see the evening newspapers have got the burglary.”

“But they do not know what was stolen,” said Dick in a low voice. “That must be kept secret.”

They were in the inner bureau, which Dick occupied temporarily. Two men were at work in his larger office replacing a panel which had been shattered by the bullet which had been fired at him on the morning Elk came into the case, and it was symptomatic of the effect that the Frogs had had upon headquarters that both men had almost mechanically scrutinized the left arms of the workmen. The sight of the damaged panel switched Elk’s thoughts to a matter which he had intended raising before — the identity of the tramp Carlo. In spite of the precautions Gordon had taken, and although the man was under observation, Carlo had vanished, and the combined efforts of headquarters and the country offices had failed to locate him. It was a sore point with Gordon, as Elk had reason to know.

For Carlo was the reputable “Number Seven,” the most important man in the organization after the Frog himself.

“I’d like to see this Carlo,” he said thoughtfully. “There’s not much use in putting another man out on the road to follow up Genter’s work. That system doesn’t work twice. I wonder how much Lola knows?”

“Of the Frogs? They wouldn’t trust a woman,” said Dick. “She may work for them, but, as you said, it is likely they bring in outsiders for special jobs and pay them well.”

Elk did not carry the matter any further, and spent the rest of the day in making fruitless inquiries. Returning to his room at headquarters that night, he sat for along time hunched up in his chair, his hands thrust into his trousers pockets, staring down at the blottingpad. Then he pressed a bell, and his clerk, Balder, came.

“Go to Records, get me all that is known about every safebreaker known in this country. You needn’t worry about the German and French, but there’s a Swede or two who are mighty clever with the lamp, and of course there are the Americans.”

They came after a long interval — a considerable pile of papers, photographs and fingerprints.

“You can go, Balder — the night man can take them back.” He settled himself down to an enjoyable night’s reading.

He was nearing the end of the pile when he came to the portrait of a young man with a drooping moustache and a bush of curly hair. It was one of those sharp positives that unromantic police officials take, and showed whatever imperfections of skin there were. Beneath the photograph was the name, carefully printed: “Henry John Lyme, R.V.”

“R.V,” was the prison code. Every year from 1874 to 1899 was indicated by a capital letter in the alphabet. Thereafter ran the small letters. The “R” meant that Henry J. Lyme had been sentenced to penal servitude in 1891. The “V” that he had suffered a further term of convict imprisonment in 1895.

Elk read the short and terrible record. Born in Guernsey in 1873, the man had been six times convicted before he was twenty (the minor convictions are not designated by letters in the code). In the space at the foot of the blank in which particulars were given of his crime, were the words:

“Dangerous; carries firearms.” In another hand, and in the red ink which is used to close a criminal career, was written: “Died at sea. Channel Queen. Black Rock. Feb. 1, 1898.”

Elk remembered the wreck of the Guernsey mail packet on the Black Rocks.

He turned back the page to read particulars of the dead man’s crimes, and the comments of those who from time to time had been brought into official contact with him. In these scraps of description was the real biography. “Works alone,” was one comment, and another: “No women clue — women never seen with him.” A third scrawl was difficult to decipher, but when Elk mastered the evil writing, he half rose from the chair in his excitement. It was:

“Add to body marks in general D.C.P.14 frog tattooed left wrist. New. J.J.M.”

The date against which this was written was the date of the man’s last conviction. Elk turned up the printed blank “D.C.P.14” and found it to be a form headed “Description of Convicted Person.” The number was the classification. There was no mention of tattooed frogs: somebody had been careless. Word by word he read the description:

“Henry John Lyme, a. Young Harry, a. Thomas Martin, a. Boy Peace, a. Boy Harry (there were five lines of aliases). Burglar (dangerous; carries firearms). Height 5 ft. 6 in. Chest 38. Complexion fresh, eyes grey, teeth good, mouth regular, dimple in chin. Nose straight. Hair brown, wavy, worn long. Face round. Moustache drooping; wears sidewhiskers. Feet and hands normal. Little toe left foot amputated first joint owing to accident, H.M. Prison, Portland. Speaks well, writes good hand. Hobbies none. Smokes cigarettes. Poses as public official, tax collector, sanitary inspector, gas or water man. Speaks French and Italian fluently. Never drinks; plays cards but no gambler. Favourite hiding place, Rome or Milan. No conviction abroad. No relations. Excellent organizer. Immediately after crime, look for him at good hotel in Midlands or working to Hull for the Dutch or Scandinavian boats. Has been known to visit Guernsey…”

Here followed the Bertillon measurements and body marks — this was in the days before the introduction of the fingerprint system. But there was no mention of the Frog on the left wrist. Elk dropped his pen in the ink and wrote in the missing data. Underneath he added:

“This man may still be alive,” and signed his initials.
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So writing, the telephone buzzed, and in his unhurried way he finished his entry and blotted it before he took up the instrument.

“Captain Gordon wishes you to take the first taxi you can find and come to his house — the matter is very urgent,” said a voice. “I am speaking from Harley Terrace.”

“All right.” Elk found his hat and umbrella, stopped long enough to return the records to their home, and went out into the dark courtyard.

There are two entrances to Scotland Yard: one that opens into Whitehall and was by far the best route for him, since Whitehall is filled with cabs; the other on to the Thames Embankment, which, in addition to offering the longest way round, would bring him to a thoroughfare where, at this hour of the night, taxis would be few and far between. So engrossed was Elk with his thoughts that he was on the Embankment before he realized where he was going. He turned toward the Houses of Parliament into Bridge Street, found an ancient cab and gave the address. The driver was elderly and probably a little fuddled, for, instead of stopping at No. 273, he overshot the mark by a dozen houses, and only stopped at all on the vitriolic representations of his fare.

“What’s the matter with you, Noah? — this ain’t Mount Ararat!” snapped Elk as he descended. “You’re boozed, you poor fish.”

“Wish I was,” murmured the driver, holding out his hand for the fare.

Elk would have argued the matter but for the urgency of the summons. Whilst he was waiting for the driver to unbutton his many coats to find change, he glanced back along the street. A car was standing near the door of Dick Gordon’s house, its head lights dimmed to the least possible degree. That in itself was not remarkable. The two men who waited on the pavement were. They stood with their backs to the railings, one (as he guessed) on either side of the door. To him came the soft purring of the motorcar’s engine. He took a step back and brought the opposite pavement into his range of vision. There were two other men, also lounging idly, and they were exactly opposite 273.

Elk looked round. The cab had stopped before a doctor’s house, and the detective did not take a long time to make up his mind.

“Wait till I come out.”

“Don’t be long,” pleaded the aged driver. “The bars will be shut in a quarter of an hour.”

“Wait, Batchus,” said Elk, who had a nodding acquaintance with ancient mythology, but only a hazy idea of pronunciation. Bacchus growled, but waited.

Fortunately, the doctor was at home, and to him Elk revealed his identity. In a few seconds he was connected with Mary Lane Police Station.

“Elk, Central Office, speaking,” he said rapidly, and gave his code number. “Send every man you can put your hand on, to close Harley Terrace north and south of 273. Stop all cars from the moment you get my signal — two long two short flashes. How soon can your men be in place?”

“In five minutes, Mr. Elk. The night reliefs are parading, and I have a couple of motor-trucks here — just pinched the drivers for being drunk.”

He replaced the receiver and went into the hall.

“Anything wrong?” asked the startled doctor as Elk slid back the jacket of his automatic and pushed the safety catch into place.

“I hope so, sir,” said Elk truthfully. “If I’ve turned out the division because a few innocent fellows are leaning against the railings of Harley Terrace, I’m going to get myself into trouble.”

He waited five minutes, then opened the door and went out. The men were still in their positions, and as he stood there two motor-trucks drove into the thoroughfare from either end, turned broadside in the middle of the road and stopped.

Elk’s pocket lamp flashed to left and right, and he jumped for the pavement.

And now he saw that his suspicions were justified. The men on the opposite pavement came across the road at the double, and leapt to the running-board of the car with the dim lights as it moved. Simultaneously the two who had been guarding the entrance of 273 sprang into the machine. But the fugitives were too late. The car swerved to avoid the blocking motor-truck, but even as it turned, the truck ran backwards. There was a crash, a sound of splintering glass, and by the time Elk arrived, the five occupants of the car were in the hands of the uniformed policemen who swarmed at the end of the street.

The prisoners accepted their capture without resistance. One (the chauffeur) who tried to throw away a revolver unobtrusively, was detected in the act and handcuffed, but the remainder gave no trouble.

At the police-station Elk had a view of his prisoners. Four very fine specimens of the genus tramp, wearing their new ready-to-wear suits awkwardly. The fifth, who gave a Russian name, and was obviously the driver, a little man with small, sharp eyes that glanced uneasily from face to face.

Two of the prisoners carried loaded revolvers; in the car they found four walkingsticks heavily weighted.

“Take off your coats and roll up your sleeves,” commanded the inspector.

“You needn’t trouble, Elk.” It was the little chauffeur speaking. “All us boys are good Frogs.”

“There ain’t any good Frogs,” said Elk. “There’s only bad Frogs and worse Frogs and the worst Frog of all. But we won’t argue. Let these men into their cells, sergeant, and keep them separate. I’ll take Litnov to headquarters.”

The chauffeur looked uneasily from Elk to the station sergeant.

“What’s the great idea?” he asked. “You’re not allowed to use the third degree in England.”

“The law has been altered,” said Elk ominously, and re-snapped the handcuffs on the man’s wrists.

The law had not been altered, but this the little Russian did not know. Throughout the journey to headquarters he communed with himself, and when he was pushed into Elk’s bare-looking room, he was prepared to talk…

Dick was waiting for the detective when he came back to Harley Terrace, and heard the story.

“I never dreamt that it was a plant until I spotted the lads waiting for me,” said Elk. “Of course you didn’t telephone; they caught me napping there. Thorough! The Frogs are all that! They expected me to leave headquarters by the Whitehall entrance, and had a taxi waiting to pick me up, but in case they missed me that way, they told off a party to meet me in Harley Terrace. Thorough!”

“‘Who gave them their orders?”

Elk shrugged.

“Mr. Nobody. Litnov had his by post. It was signed ‘Seven,’ and gave him the rendezvous, and that was all. He says he has never seen a Frog since he was initiated. Where he was sworn in he doesn’t remember. The car belongs to Frogs, and he receives so much a week for looking after it. Ordinarily he is employed by Heron’s Club — drives a truck for them. He tells me that there are twenty other cars cached in London somewhere, just standing in their garages, and each has its own driver, who goes once a week to give it a clean up.”

“Heron’s Club — that is the dance club which Lola and Lew Brady are interested in!” said Dick thoughtfully, and Elk considered.

“I never thought of that. Of course, it doesn’t mean that the management of Heron’s know anything about Litnov’s evening work. I’ll look up that club.”

He was saved the trouble, for the next morning, when he reached the office, he found a man waiting to see him.

“I’m Mr. Hagn, the manager of the Heron’s Club,” he introduced himself. “I understand one of my men has been in trouble.”

Hagn was a tall, goodlooking Swede who spoke without any trace of a foreign accent.

“How have you heard that, Mr. Hagn?” asked Elk suspiciously. “The man has been under lock and key since last night, and he hasn’t held any communication with anybody.”

Mr. Hagn smiled.

“You can’t arrest people and take them to a police-station without somebody knowing all about it,” he said with truth. “One of my waiters saw Litnov being taken to Mary Lane handcuffed, and as Litnov hasn’t reported for duty this morning, there was only one conclusion to be drawn. What is the trouble, Mr. Elk?”

Elk shook his head.

“I can’t give you any information on the matter,” he said. “Can I see him?”

“You can’t even see him,” said Elk. “He has slept well, and sends his love to all kind friends.”

Mr. Hagn seemed distressed.

“Is it possible to discover where he put the key of the coal cellar?” he urged. “This is rather important to me. This man usually keeps it.”

The detective hesitated.

“I can find out,” he said, and, leaving Mr. Hagn under the watchful eyes of his secretary, he crossed the yard to the cells where the Russian was held.

Litnov rose from his plank bed as the cell door opened.

“Friend of yours called,” said Elk. “Wants to know where you put the key of the coal cellar.”

It was only the merest flicker of light and understanding that came to the little man’s eyes, but Elk saw it.

“Tell him I believe I left it with the Wandsworth man,” he said.

“Um!” said Elk, and went back to the waiting Hagn.

“He said he left it in the Pentonville Road,” said Elk untruthfully, but Mr. Hagn seemed satisfied.

Returning to the cells, Elk saw the gaoler.

“Has this man asked you where he was to be taken from here?”

“Yes, sir,” said the officer. “I told him he was going to Wandsworth Prison — we usually tell prisoners where they are going on remand, in case they wish to let their relatives know.”

Elk had guessed right. The inquiry about the key was prearranged. A telephone message to Mary Lane, where the remainder of the gang were held, produced the curious information that a woman, reputedly the wife of one of the men, had called that morning, and, on being refused an interview, begged for news about the missing key of the coal cellar, and had been told that it was in the possession of “the Brixton man.”

“The men are to be remitted to Wormwood Scrubbs Prison, and they are not to be told where they are going,” ordered Elk.

That afternoon a horse-driven prison-van drew out of Cannon Row and rumbled along Whitehall. At the juncture of St. Martin’s Lane and Shaftesbury Avenue, a carelessly-driven motor lorry smashed into its side, slicing off the near wheel. Instantly there came from nowhere a crowd of remarkable appearance. It seemed as if all the tramps in the world had been lying in wait to crowd about the crippled van. The door was wrenched open, and the gaoler on duty hauled forth. Before he could be handled, the van disgorged twenty Central Office men, and from the side streets came a score of mounted policemen, clubs in hand. The riot lasted less then three minutes. Some of the wild-looking men succeeded in making their escape, but the majority, chained in twos, went, meekly enough, between their mounted escorts.

Dick Gordon, who was also something of an organizer, watched the fight from the top of an omnibus, which, laden with policemen, had shadowed the van. He joined Elk after the excitement had subsided.

“Have you arrested anybody of importance?” he asked.

“It’s too early to say,” said Elk. “They look like ordinary tadpoles to me. I guess Litnov is in Wandsworth by now — I sent him in a closed police car before the van left.”

Arrived at Scotland Yard, he paraded the Frogs in two open ranks, watched, at a distance, by the curious crowd which packed both entrances. One by one he examined their wrists, and in every case the tattoo mark was present.

He finished his scrutiny at last, and his captives were herded into an inner yard under an armed guard.

“One man wants to speak to you, sir.”

The last file had disappeared when the officer in charge reported, and Elk exchanged a glance with his chief.

“See him,” said Dick. “We can’t afford to miss any information.”

A policeman brought the Frog to them — a tall man with a week’s growth of beard, poorly dressed and grimy. His battered hat was pulled down over his eyes, his powerful wrists visible beneath the sleeves of a jacket that was made for a smaller man.

“Well, Frog?” said Elk, glowering at him. “What’s your croak?”

“Croak is a good word,” said the man, and at the sound of his voice Elk stared. “You don’t think that old police car of yours is going to reach Wandsworth, do you?”

“Who are you?” asked Elk, peering forward.

“They want Litnov badly,” said the Frog. “They want to settle with him, and if the poor fish thinks it’s brotherly love that makes old man Frog go to all this trouble, he’s reserved a big jar for himself.”

“Broad! What…!”

The American licked his finger and wiped away the frog from his wrist.

“I’ll explain after, Mr. Elk, but take a friend’s advice and call up Wandsworth.”

Elk’s telephone was buzzing furiously when he reached his office.

It was Wandsworth station calling.

“Your police car was held up on the Common, two of your men were wounded, and the prisoner was shot dead,” was the report.

“Thank you!” said Elk bitterly.
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Detained under police supervision, Mr. Broad did not seem in any way surprised or disconcerted. Dick Gordon and his assistant reached Wandsworth Common ten minutes after the news came through, and found the wreckage of the police car surrounded by a large crowd, kept at a distance by police.

The dead prisoner had been taken into the prison, together with one of the attackers, who had been captured by a party of warders, returning to the gaol after their luncheon hour.

A brief examination of Litnov told them no more than they knew. He had been shot through the heart, and death must have been instantaneous.

The prisoner, brought from a cell, was a man of thirty and better educated than the average run of Frogs. No weapon had been found upon him and he protested his innocence of any complicity in the plot. According to his story, he was an out-of-work clerk who had been strolling across the Common when the ambush occurred. He had seen the fight, seen the second motorcar which carried the attackers away, and had been arrested whilst running in pursuit of the murderers.

His captors told a different story. The warder responsible for his arrest said that the man was on the point of boarding the car when the officer had thrown his truncheon at him and brought him down. The car was moving at the time, and the remainder of the party had not dared to stop and pick up their comrade. Most damning evidence of all was the tattoo mark on his wrist.

“Frog, you’re a dead man,” said Elk in his most sepulchral voice. “Where did you live when you were alive?” The captive confessed that his home was in North London. “North Londoners don’t come to Wandsworth to walk on the Common,” said Elk.

He had a conference with the chief warder, and, taking the prisoner into the courtyard, Elk spoke his mind.

“What happens to you if you spill the beans, Frog?” he asked.

The man showed his teeth in an unpleasant smile.

“The beans aren’t grown that I can spill,” he said.

Elk looked around. The courtyard was a small, stone-paved quadrangle, surrounded by high, discoloured walls. Against one of these was a little shed with grey sliding doors.

“Come here,” said Elk.

He took the key that the chief warder had given him, unlocked the doors and slid them back. They were looking into a bare, clean apartment with whitewashed walls. Across the ceiling ran two stout oak beams, and between them three stubby steel bars.

The prisoner frowned as Elk walked to a long steel lever near one of the walls.

“Watch, Frog!” he said.

He pulled at the lever, and the centre of the floor divided and fell with a crash, revealing a deep, bricklined pit.

“See that trap…see that ‘T’ mark in chalk? That’s where a man puts his feet when the hangman straps his legs. The rope hangs from that beam, Frog!”

The man’s face was livid as he shrank back.

“You…can’t…hang — me,” he breathed. “I’ve done nothing!”

“You’ve killed a man,” said Elk as he pulled the doors to and locked them. “You’re the only fellow we’ve got, and you’ll have to suffer for the lot. Are them beans growin’?”

The prisoner raised his shaking hand to his lips.

“I’ll tell you all I know,” he said huskily.

Elk led him back to his cell.

An hour later, Dick was speeding back to his headquarters with considerable information. His first act was to send for Joshua Broad, and the eagle-faced “tramp” came cheerfully.

“Now, Mr. Broad, I’ll have your story,” said Dick, and motioned the other to be seated.

Joshua seated himself slowly.

“There’s nothing much to tell,” he said. “For a week I’ve been getting acquainted with the Frogs. I guessed that it was unlikely that the bulk of them would be unknown to one another, and I just froze on to the first I found. Met him in a Deptford lodging-house. Then I heard there was a hurry-up call for a big job to-day and joined. The Frogs knew that the real attack might be somewhere else, and on the way to Scotland Yard I heard that a party had been told off to watch for Litnov at Wandsworth.”

“Did you see any of the big men?”

Broad shook his head.

“They looked all alike, but undoubtedly there were two or three section leaders in charge. There was never any question of rescuing. They were out to kill. They knew that Litnov had told all that he knew, and he was doomed — they got him, I suppose?”

“Yes — they got him!” said Dick, and then: “What is your interest in the Frogs?”

“Purely adventitious,” replied the other lazily. “I’m a rich man with a whole lot of time on my hands, and I have a big interest in criminology. A few years ago I heard about the Frogs, and they seized on my imagination. Since then I’ve been trailing them.”

His gaze did not waver under Dick Gordon’s scrutiny.

“Now will you tell me,” said Dick quietly, “how you became a rich man? In the latter days of the war you arrived in this country on a cattle boat — with about twenty dollars in your pocket. You told Elk you had arrived by that method, and you spoke the truth. I’ve been almost as much interested in you as you have been in the Frogs,” he said with a half smile, “and I have been putting through a few inquiries. You came to England 1917 and deserted your ship. In May, 1917, you negotiated for the hire of an old tumbledown shack near Eastleigh, Hampshire. There you lived, patching up this crazy cottage and living, so far as I can discover, on the few dollars you brought from the ship. Then suddenly you disappeared, and were next seen in Pans on Christmas Eve of that year. You were conspicuous in rescuing a family that had been buried in a house bombed in an air raid, and your name was taken by the police with the idea of giving you some reward. The French police report is that you were ‘very poorly dressed’ — they thought you might be a deserter from the American Army. Yet in February you were staying at the Hotel de Paris in Monte Carlo, with plenty of money and an extensive wardrobe—”

Joshua Broad sat through the recital unmoved, except for the ghost of a smile which showed at the corner of his unshaven mouth.

“Surely, Captain, Monte Carlo is the place where a man would
 have money?”

“If he brought it there,” said Dick, and went on: “I’m not suggesting that you are a bad character, or that your money came in any other way than honestly. I merely state the facts that your sudden rise from poverty to riches was, to say the least, remarkable.”

“It surely was,” agreed the other; “and, judging by appearances, my change from riches to poverty is as sudden.”

Dick looked at the dirty-looking tramp who sat on the other side of the table and laughed silently.

“You mean, if it is possible for you to masquerade now, it was possible then, and that, even though you were apparently broke in 5917, you might very well have been a rich man?”

“Exactly,” said Mr. Joshua Broad.

Gordon was serious again.

“I would prefer that you remained your more presentable self,” he said. “I hate telling an American that I may have to deport him, because that sounds as if it is a punishment to return to the United States. But I may find myself with no other alternative.”

Joshua Broad rose.

“That, Captain Gordon, is too broad for a hint and too kindly for a threat — henceforth, Joshua Broad is a respectable member of society. Maybe I’ll take the Prince of Caux’s house and entertain bims and be a modern Harun al Raschid. I’ve got to meet them somehow.”

At the mention of that show house that had cost a king’s ransom to build and a queen’s dowry to furnish, Dick smiled.

“It isn’t necessary you should advertise your respectability that way,” he said. But Broad was not smiling.

“The only thing I ask is that you do not advise the police to withdraw my permits,” he said.

Dick’s eyebrows rose.

“Permits?”

“I carry two guns, and the time is coming when two won’t be enough,” said Mr. Broad. “And it is coming soon.”
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There was a concert that night at the Queen’s Hall, and the spacious auditorium was crowded to hear the summer recital of a great violinist. Dick Gordon, in the midst of an evening’s work, remembered that he had reserved a seat. He felt fagged, baffled, inclined to hopelessness. A note from Lord Farmley had come to him, urging instant action to recover the lost commercial treaty. It was such a letter as a man, himself worried, would write without realizing that in so doing he was passing on his panic to those who it was very necessary should not be stampeded into precipitate action. It was a human letter, but not statesmanlike. Dick decided upon the concert.

He had finished dressing when he remembered that it was more than likely that the omniscient Frogs would know of his reservation. He must take the risk, if risk there was. He ‘phoned to the garage where his own machine was housed and hired a closed car, and in ten minutes was one of two thousand people who were listening, entranced, to the master. In the interval he strolled out to the lobby to smoke, and almost, the first person he saw was a Central Office man who avoided his eye. Another detective stood by the stairway leading to the bar, a third was smoking on the steps of the hall outside. But the sensation of the evening was not this evidence of Elk’s foresight. The warning bell had sounded, and Dick was in the act of throwing away his cigarette, when a magnificent limousine drew up before the building, a smart footman alighted to open the door, and there stepped heavily to the pavement — Mr. Ezra Maitland.

Dick heard a gasp behind him, and turned his head to see Elk in the one and only dress suit he had ever possessed.

“Mother of Moses!” he said in an awed voice.

And there was reason for his astonishment. Not only was Mr. Maitland’s equipage worthy of a reigning monarch, with its silver fittings, lacquered body and expensively uniformed servants, but the old man was wearing a dress suit of the latest fashion. His beard had been shortened a few inches, and across the spotless white waistcoat was stretched a heavy gold chain. On his hand many rings blazed and flashed in the light of the street standard. There was a camellia in his perfect lapel, and on his head the glossiest of silk hats. Leaning on a stick of ebony and ivory, he strutted across the pavement.

“Silk socks…patent leather shoes. My God! Look at his rings
 ,” hissed Elk.

His profanity was almost excusable. The vision of splendour passed through the doors into the hall.

“He’s gone gay!” said Elk hollowly, and followed like a man in a dream.

From where he was placed, Dick had a good view of the millionaire. He sat throughout the second part of the programme with closed eyes, and so slow was he to start applauding after each item, that Dick was certain that he had been asleep and the clapping had awakened him.

Once he detected the old man stifling a yawn in the very midst of the second movement of Elgar’s violin concerto, which held the audience spellbound by its delicate beauty. With his big hands, now enshrined in white kid gloves, crossed on his stomach, the head of Mr. Maitland nodded and jerked.

When at last the concert was over, he looked round fearfully, as though to make absolutely certain that it was over, then rose and made his way out of the hall, his silk hat held clumsily in his hand.

A manager came in haste to meet him.

“I hope, Mr. Maitland, you enjoyed yourself?” Dick heard him say.

“Very pooty — very pooty,” replied Maitland hoarsely. “That fiddler ought to play a few toons, though — nothing like a hornpipe on a fiddle.”

The manager looked after him openmouthed, then hurried out to help the old man into his car.

“Gay — he’s gay!” said Elk, as bewildered as the manager. “Jumping snakes! Who was that?”

He addressed the unnecessary question to the manager, who had returned from his duty.

“That is Maitland, the millionaire, Mr. Elk,” said the other. “First time we’ve had him here, but now that he’s come to live in town—”

“Where is he living?” asked Elk.

“He has taken the Prince of Caux’s house in Berkeley Square,” said the manager.

Elk blinked at him.

“Say that again?”

“He has taken the Prince of Caux’s house,” said the manager. “And what is more, has bought it — the agent told me this afternoon.”

Elk was incapable of comment, and the manager continued his surprising narrative.

“I don’t think he knows much about music, but he has booked seats for every big musical event next season — his secretary came in this afternoon. He seemed a bit dazed.”

Poor Johnson! thought Dick.

“He wanted me to fix dancing lessons for the old boy—” Elk clapped his hand to his mouth — he had an insane desire to scream.

“And as a matter of fact, I fixed them. He’s a bit old, but Socrates or somebody learnt Greek at eighty, and maybe Mr. Maitland’s regretting the wasted years of his life. I admit it is a bit late to start night clubs—”

Elk laid a chiding hand upon the managerial shoulder.

“You certainly deceived me, brother,” he said. “And here was I, drinking it all in, and you with a face as serious as the dial of a poorhouse clock! You’ve put it all over Elk, and I’m man enough to admit you fooled me.”

“I don’t think our friend is trying to fool you,” said Dick quietly. “You really mean what you say — old Maitland has started dancing and night clubs?”

“Certainly!” said the other. “He hasn’t started dancing, but that is where he has gone tonight — to the Heron’s. I heard him tell the chauffeur.”

It was incredible, but a little amusing — most amusing of all to see Elk’s face.

The detective was frankly dumbfounded by the news.

“Heron’s is my idea of a good finish to a happy evening,” said Elk at last, drawing a long breath. He beckoned one of his escort. “How many man do you want to cover Heron’s Club?” he asked.

“Six,” was the prompt reply. “Ten to raid it, and twenty for a rough house.”

“Get thirty!” said Elk emphatically.

Heron’s from the exterior was an unpretentious building. But once under the curtained doors, and the character of its exterior was forgotten. A luxurious lounge, softly lit and heavily carpeted, led to the large saloon, which was at once restaurant and dance-hall.

Dick stood in the doorway awaiting the arrival of the manager, and admired the richness and subtle suggestion of cosiness which the room conveyed. The tables were set about an oblong square of polished flooring; from a gallery at the far end came the strain of a coloured orchestra; and on the floor itself a dozen couples swayed and glided in rhythm to the staccato melody.

“Gilded vice,” said Elk disparagingly. “A regular haunt of sin and self-indulgence. I wonder what they charge for the food — there’s Mathusalem.”

“Mathusalem” was sitting, a conspicuous figure, at the most prominent table in the room. His polished head glistened in the light from the crystal candelabras, and in the shadow that it cast, his patriarchal beard so melted into the white of his snowy shirt front that for a moment Dick did not recognize him.

Before him was set a large glass mug filled with beer. “He’s human anyway,” said Elk.

Hagn came at that moment, smiling, affable, willing to oblige.

“This is an unexpected pleasure, Captain,” he said. “You want me to pass you in? Gentlemen, there is no necessity! Every police officer of rank is an honorary member of the club.”

He bustled in, threading his way between the tables, and found them a vacant sofa in one of the alcoves. There were revellers whose faces showed alarm at the arrival of the new guests — one at least stole forth and did not come back.

“We have many notable people here tonight,” said Hagn, rubbing his hands. “There are Lord and Lady Belfin “…he mentioned others; “and that gentleman with the beard is the great Maitland…his secretary is here somewhere. Poor gentleman, I fear he is not happy. But I invited him myself — it is sometimes desirable that we should elect the…what shall I say?…higher servants of important people?”

“Johnson?” asked Dick in surprise. “Where?”

Presently he saw that plump and philosophical man. He sat in a remote corner, looking awkward and miserable in his old-fashioned dress clothes. Before him was a glass which, Dick guessed, contained orange squash.

A solemn, frightened figure he made, sitting on the edge of his chair, his big red hands resting on the table. Dick Gordon laughed softly and whispered to Elk:

“Go and get him”

Elk, who was never self-conscious, walked through the dancers and reached Mr. Johnson, who looked up startled and shook hands with the vigour of one rescued from a desert island.

“It was good of you to ask me to come over,” said Johnson, as he greeted Dick. “This is new to me, and I’m feeling about as much at home as a chicken in a pie.”

“Your first visit?”

“And my last,” said Johnson emphatically. “This isn’t the kind of life that I care for. It interferes with my reading, and it — well, it’s sad.”

His eyes were fixed on a noisy little party in the opposite alcove. Gordon had seen them almost as soon as he had sat down. Ray, in his most hectic mood, Lola Bassano, beautifully and daringly gowned, and the heavy-looking ex-pugilist, Lew Brady.

Presently, with a sigh, Johnson’s eyes roved toward the old man and remained fixed on him, fascinated.

“Isn’t it a miracle?” he asked in a hushed voice. “He changes his habits in a day! Bought the house in Berkeley Square, called in an army of tailors, sent me rushing round to fix theatre seats, bought jewellery…”

He shook his head.

“I can’t understand it,” he confessed, “because it has made no difference to him in the office. He’s the same old hog. He wanted me to become his resident secretary, but I struck at that. I must have some sort of life worth living. What scares me is that he may fire me if I don’t agree. He’s been very unpleasant this week. I wonder if Ray has seen him? Ray Bennett had not seen his late employer. He was too completely engrossed in the joy of being with Lola, too, inspired and stimulated from more material sources, to take an interest in anything but himself and the immediate object of his affections.

“You are making a fool of yourself, Ray. Everybody is looking at you,” warned Lola.

He glanced round, and for the first time began to notice who was in the room. Presently his eyes fell upon the shining pate of Mr. Maitland, and his jaw dropped. He could not believe the evidence of his vision, and, rising, walked unsteadily across the floor, shouldering the other guests, stumbling against chairs and tables, until he stood by the table of his late employer.

“Gosh!” he gasped. “It is you—”

The old man raised his eyes slowly from the cloth which he had been contemplating steadily for ten minutes, and his steely eyes met the gaze steadily.

“You hoary old sinner!” breathed Ray.

“Go away,” snarled Mr. Maitland.

“‘Go away,’ is it? I’m going to talk to you and give you a few words of advice and warning, Moses!”

Ray sat down suddenly in a chair, and faced his glaring victim with drunken solemnity. His words of warning remained unuttered. Somebody gripped his arm and jerked him to his feet, and he looked into the dark face of Lew Brady.

“Here, what—” he began. But Brady led him and pushed him back to his own table.

“You fool!” he hissed. “Why do you want to advertise yourself in this way? You’re a hell of a Secret Service man!”

“I don’t want any of that stuff from you,” said Ray roughly as he jerked his arm free.

“Sit down, Ray,” said Lola in a low voice. “Half Scotland Yard is in the club, watching you.”

He followed the direction of her eyes and saw Dick Gordon regarding him gravely, and the sight and knowledge of that surveillance maddened him. Leaping to his feet, he crossed the room to where they sat.

“Looking for me?” he asked loudly. “Want me for anything?”

Dick shook his head.

“You damned police spy!” stormed the youth, white with unreasoning passion. “Bringing your bloodhounds after me! What are you doing with this gang, Johnson? Are you turned policeman too?”

“My dear Ray,” murmured Johnson.

“My dear Ray!” sneered the other. “You’re jealous, you poor worm — jealous because I’ve got away from the bloodsucker’s clutches! As to you “ — he waved a threatening finger in Dick’s face— “you leave me alone — see? You’ve got a whole lot of work to do without carrying tales to my sister.”

“I think you had better go back to your friends,” said Dick coolly. “Or, better still, go home and sleep.”

All this had occurred between the dances, and now the band struck up, but if the attention of the crowded clubroom was in no wise relaxed, there was this change, that Ray’s high voice now did not rise above the efforts of the trap drummer.

Dick looked round for the watchful Hagn. He knew that the manager, or one of the officials of the club, would interfere instantly. It was not Hagn, but a head waiter, who came up and pushed the young man back.

So intent was everybody on that little scene that followed, in the spectacle of that flushed youth struggling against the steady pressure which the head waiter and his fellows asserted, that nobody saw the man who for a while stood in the doorway surveying the scene, before pushing aside the attendants he strode into the centre of the room.

Ray, looking round, was almost sobered by the sight of his father.

The rugged, grey-haired man, in his worn, tweed suit, made a striking contrast to that gaily-dressed throng. He stood, his hands behind him, his face white and set, surveying his son, and the boy’s eyes dropped before him.

“I want you, Ray,” he said simply.

The floor was deserted; the music ceased, as though the leader of the orchestra had been signalled that something was wrong.

“Come back with me to Horsham, boy.”

“I’m not going,” said Ray sullenly.

“He is not with you, Mr. Gordon?”

Dick shook his head, and at this intervention the fury of Ray Bennett flamed again.

“With him!” he said scornfully. “Would I be with a sneaking policeman?”

“Go with your father, Ray.” It was Johnson’s urgent advice, and his hand lay for a second on the boy’s shoulder.

Ray shook him off.

“I’ll stay here,” he said, and his voice was loud and defiant. “I’m not a baby, that I can’t be trusted out alone. You’ve no right to come here, making me look a fool.” He glowered at his father. “You’ve kept me down all these years, denied me money that I ought to have had — and who are you that you should pretend to be shocked because I’m in a decent club, wearing decent clothes? I’m straight: can you say the same? If I wasn’t straight, could you blame me? You’re not going to put any of that kind father stuff over—”

“Come away.” John Bennett’s voice was hoarse.

“I’m staying here,” said Ray violently. “And in future you can leave me alone. The break had to come some time, and it might as well come now.”

They stood facing one another, father and son, and in the tired eyes of John Bennett was a look of infinite sadness.

“You’re a silly boy, Ray. Perhaps I haven’t done all I could—”

“Perhaps!” sneered the other. “Why, you know it! You get out!”

And then, as he turned his head, he saw the suppressed smiles on the face of the audience, and the hurt to his vanity drove him mad.

“Come,” said John gently, and laid his hand on the boy’s arm. With a roar of fury Ray broke loose…in a second the thing was done. The blow that struck John Bennett staggered him, but he did not fall.

And then, through the guests who thronged about the two, came Ella. She realized instantly what had happened. Elk had slipped from his seat and was standing behind the boy, ready to pin him if he raised his hand again. But Ray Bennett stood, frozen with horror, speechless, incapable of movement.

“Father!” The white-faced girl whispered the word.

The head of John Bennett dropped, and he suffered himself to be led away.

Dick Gordon wanted to follow and comfort, but he saw Johnson going after them and went back to his table. Again the music started, and they took Ray Bennett back to his table, where he sat, head on hand, till Lola signalled a waiter to bring more wine.

“There are times,” said Elk, “when the prodigal son and the fatted calf look so like one another that you can’t tell ’em apart.”

Dick said nothing, but his heart bled for the mystery man of Horsham. For he had seen in John Bennett’s face the agony of the damned.
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Johnson did not come back, and in many respects the two men were glad. Elk had been on the point of telling the secretary to clear, and he hoped that Mr. Maitland would follow his example. As if reading his thoughts, the old man rose soon after the room had quietened down. He had sat through the scene which had followed Ray’s meeting with his father, and had apparently displayed not the slightest interest in the proceedings. It was as though his mind were so far away that he could not bring himself to a realization of actualities.

“He’s going, and he hasn’t paid his bill,” whispered Elk.

In spite of his remissness, the aged millionaire was escorted to the door by the three chief waiters, his topcoat, silk hat and walkingstick were brought to him, and he was out of Dick Gordon’s sight before the bowing servants had straightened themselves.

Elk looked at his watch: it wanted five minutes of one. Hagn had not returned — a circumstance which irritated the detective and was a source of uneasiness to Dick Gordon. The merriment again worked up to its highest point, when the two men rose from the table and strolled toward the door. A waiter came after them hurriedly.

“Monsieur has not paid his bill.”

“We will pay that later,” said Dick, and at that moment the hands of the clock pointed to the hour.

Precisely five minutes later the club was in the hands of the police. By 1.15 it was empty, save for the thirty raiding detectives and the staff.

“Where is Hagn?” Dick asked the chief waiter.

“He has gone home, monsieur,” said the man sullenly. “He always goes home early.”

“That’s a lie,” said Elk. “Show me to his room.” Hagn’s office was in the basement, a part of the old mission hall that had remained untouched. They were shown to a large, windowless cubicle, comfortably furnished, which was Hagn’s private bureau, but the man had disappeared. Whilst his subordinates were searching for the books and examining, sheet by sheet, the documents in the clerk’s office, Elk made an examination of the room. In one corner was a small safe, upon which he put the police seal; and lying on a sofa in some disorder was a suit of clothes, evidently discarded in a hurry. Elk looked at them, carried them under the ceiling light, and examined them. It was the suit Hagn had been wearing when he had shown them to their seats.

“Bring in that head waiter,” said Elk.

The head waiter either wouldn’t or couldn’t give information.

“Mr. Hagn always changes his clothes before he goes home,” he said.

“Why did he go before the club was closed?”

The man shrugged his shoulders.

“I don’t know anything about his private affairs,” he said, and Elk dismissed him.

Against the wall was a dressing-table and a mirror, and on each side of the mirror stood a small table-lamp, which differed from other table-lamps in that it was not shaded. Elk turned the switch, and in the glaring light scrutinized the table. Presently he found two wisps of hair, and held them against the sleeve of his black coat. In the drawer he found a small bottle of spirit gum, and examined the brush. Then he picked up a little wastepaper basket and turned its contents upon the table. He found a few torn bills, business letters, a tradesman’s advertisement, three charred cigarette ends, and some odd scraps of paper. One of these was covered with gum and stuck together.

“I reckon he wiped the brush on this,” said Elk, and with some difficulty pulled the folded slip apart.

It was typewritten, and consisted of three lines:

“Urgent. See Seven at E.S.2. No raid. Get M.’s statement. Urgent. F.1.”

Dick took the paper from his subordinate’s hand and read it.

“He’s wrong about the no raid,” he said. “E. S., of course, is Eldor Street, arid two is either the number two or two o’clock.”

“Who’s ‘M.’?” asked Elk, frowning.

“Obviously Mills — the man we caught at Wandsworth. He made a written statement, didn’t he?”

“He has signed one,” said Elk thoughtfully.

He turned the papers over, and after a while found what he was looking for — a small envelope. It was addressed in typewritten characters to “G. V. Hagn,” and bore on the back the stamp of the District Messenger service.

The staff were still held by the police, and Elk sent for the doorkeeper.

“What time was this delivered?” he asked.

The man was an ex-soldier, the only one of the prisoners who seemed to feel his position.

“It came at about nine o’clock, sir,” he said readily, and produced the letter-book in confirmation. “It was brought by a District Messenger boy,” he explained unnecessarily.

“Does Mr. Hagn get many notes by District Messenger?”

“Very few, sir,” said the doorkeeper, and added an anxious inquiry as to his own fate.

“You can go,” said Elk. “Under escort,” he added, “to your own home. You’re not to communicate with anybody, or tell any of the servants here that I have made inquiries about this letter. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

To make assurance doubly sure, Elk had called up exchange and placed a ban upon all ‘phone communications. It was now a quarter to two, arid, leaving half-a-dozen detectives in charge of the club, he got the remainder on to the car that had brought them, and, accompanied by Dick, went full speed for Tottenham.

Within a hundred yards of Eldor Street the car stopped and unloaded. The first essential was that whoever was meeting No. 7 in Eldor Street should not be warned of their approach. It was more than possible that Frog scouts would be watching at each end of the street.

“I don’t know why they should,” said Elk, when Dick put this possibility forward.

“I can give you one very excellent reason,” said Dick quietly. “It is this: that the Frogs know all about your previous visit to Maitland’s slum residence.”

“What makes you think that?” asked Elk in surprise, but Dick did not enlighten him.

Sending the men round by circuitous routes, he went forward with Elk, and at the very corner of Eldor Street, Elk found that his chief’s surmise was well founded. Under a lamppost Elk saw the dim figure of a man standing, and instantly began an animated and raucous conversation concerning a mythical Mr. Brown. Realizing that this was intended for the watcher, Gordon joined in. The man under the lamppost hesitated just a little too long. As they came abreast of him, Elk turned.

“Have you got a match?” he asked.

“No,” growled the other, and the next instant was on the ground, with Elk’s knee on his chest and the detective’s bony hand around his throat.

“Shout, Frog, and I’ll throttle you,” hissed the detective ferociously.

There was no scuffle, no sound. The thing was done so quickly that, if there were other watchers in the street, they could not have known what had happened, or have received any warning from their comrade’s fate. The man was in the hands of the following detective, gagged and handcuffed, and on his way to the police car, before he knew exactly what tornado had struck him.

“Do you mind if I sing?” said Elk as they turned into the street on the opposite side to that where Mr. Maitland’s late residence was situated.

Without waiting permission Elk broke into song. His voice was thin and flat. As a singer, he was a miserable failure, and Dick Gordon had never in his life listened with so much patience to sounds more hideous. But there would be watchers at each end of the street, he thought, and soon saw that Elk’s precautions were necessary.

Again it was in the shadow of a street lamp that the sentinel stood — a tall, thickset man, more conscientious in the discharge of his duties than his friend, for Dick saw something glittering in his mouth, and knew that it was a whistle.

“Give me the world for a wishing well,” wailed Elk, staggering slightly, “Say that my dre-em will come true…”

And as he sang he made appropriate gestures. His outflung hand caught the whistle and knocked it from the man’s mouth, and in a second the two sprang at him and flung him face downward on the pavement. Elk pulled his prisoner’s cap over his mouth; something black and shiny flashed before the sentry’s eyes, and a cold, circular instrument was thrust against the back of his ear.

“If you make a sound, you’re a dead Frog,” said Elk; and that portion of his party which had made the circuit coming up at that moment, he handed his prisoner over and replaced his fountain-pen in his pocket.

“Everything now depends upon whether the gentleman who is patrolling the passage between the gardens has witnessed this disgusting fracas,” said Elk, dusting himself. “If he was standing at the entrance to the passage he has seen it, and there’s going to be trouble.”

Apparently the patrol was in the alleyway itself and had heard no sound. Creeping to the entrance, Elk listened and presently heard the soft pad of footsteps. He signalled to Dick to remain where he was, and slipped into the passage, walking softly, but not so softly that the man on guard at the back gate of Mr. Maitland’s house did not hear him.

“Who’s that?” he demanded in a gruff voice.

“It’s me,” whispered Elk. “Don’t make so much noise.”

“You’re not supposed to be here,” said the other in a tone of authority. “I told you to stay under the lamppost—”

Elk’s eyes had grown accustomed to the darkness, and now he saw his man.

“There are two queer-looking people in the street: I wanted you to see them,” he whispered.

All turned now upon the discipline which the Frogs maintained.

“Who are they?” asked the unknown in a low voice.

“A man and a woman,” whispered Elk.

“I don’t suppose they’re anybody important,” grumbled the other.

In his youth Elk had played football; and, measuring the distance as best he could, he dropped suddenly and tackled low. The man struck the earth with a jerk which knocked all the breath out of his body and made him incapable of any other sound than the involuntary gasp which followed his knockout. In a second Elk was on him, his bony knee on the man’s throat.

“Pray, Frog,” he whispered in the man’s ear, “but don’t shout!”

The stricken man was incapable of shouting, and was still breathless when willing hands threw him into the patrol wagon.

“We’ll have to go the back way, boys,” said Elk in a whisper.

This time his task was facilitated by the fact that the garden gate was not locked. The door into the scullery was, however, but there was a window, the catch of which Elk forced noiselessly. He had pulled off his boots and was in his stockinged feet, and he sidled along the darkened passage. Apparently none of the dilapidated furniture had been removed from the house, for he felt the small table that had stood in the hall on his last visit. Gently turning the handle of Maitland’s room, he pushed.

The door was open, the room in darkness and empty. Elk came back to the scullery.

“There’s nobody here on the ground floor,” he said. “We’ll try upstairs.”

He was halfway up when he heard the murmur of voices and stopped. Raising his eyes to the level of the floor, he saw a crack of light under the doorway of the front room — the apartment which had been occupied by Maitland’s housekeeper. He listened, but could distinguish no consecutive words. Then, with a bound, he took the remaining stairs in three strides, flew along the landing, and flung himself upon the door. It was locked. At the sound of his footsteps the light inside went out. Twice he threw himself with all his weight at the frail door, and at the third attempt it crashed in.

“Hands up, everybody!” he shouted.

The room was in darkness, and there was a complete silence. Crouching down in the doorway, he flung the gleam of his electric torch into the room. It was empty!

His officers came crowding in at his heels, the lamp on the table was relit — the glass chimney was hot — and a search was made of the room. It was too small to require a great deal of investigation. There was a bed, under which it was possible to hide, but they drew blank in this respect. At one end of the room near the bed was a wardrobe, which was filled with old dresses suspended from hangers.

“Throw out those clothes,” ordered Elk. “There must be a door there into the next house.”

A glance at the window showed him that it was impossible for the inmates of the room to have escaped that way. Presently the clothes were heaped on the floor, and the detectives were attacking the wooden back of the wardrobe, which did, in fact, prove to be a door leading into the next house. Whilst they were so engaged, Dick made a scrutiny of the table, which was littered with papers. He saw something and called Elk.

“What is this, Elk?”

The detective took the four closely-typed sheets of paper from his hand.

“Mills’ confession,” he said in amazement. “There are only two copies, one of which I have, and the other is in the possession of your department, Captain Gordon.”

At this moment the wardrobe backing was smashed in, and the detectives were pouring through to the next house.

And then it was that they made the interesting discovery that, to all intents and purposes, communication was continuous between a block of ten houses that ran to the end of the street. And they were not untenanted. Three typical Frogs occupied the first room into which they burst. They found others on the lower floor; and it soon became clear that the whole of the houses comprising the end block had been turned into a sleeping place for the recruits of Frogdom. Since any one of these might have been No. 7, they were placed under arrest.

All the communicating doors were now opened. Except in the case of Maitland’s house, no attempt had been made to camouflage the entrances, which in the other houses consisted of oblong apertures, roughly cut through the brick party walls.

“We may have got him, but I doubt it,” said Elk, coming back, breathless and grimy, to where Dick was examining the remainder of the documents which he had found. “I haven’t seen any man who looks like owning brains.”

“Nobody has escaped from the block?”

Elk shook his head.

“My men are in the passage and the street. In addition, the uniformed police are here. Didn’t you hear the whistle?” Elk’s assistant reported at that moment.

“A man has been found in one of the back yards, sir,” he said. “I’ve taken the liberty of relieving the constable of his prisoner. Would you like to see him?”

“Bring him up,” said Elk, and a few minutes later a handcuffed man was pushed into the room.

He was above medium height; his hair was fair and long, his yellow beard was trimmed to a point.

For a moment Dick looked at him wonderingly, and then:

“Carlo, I think?” he said.

“Hagn, I’m sure!” said Elk. “Get those whiskers off, you Frog, and we’ll talk numbers, beginning with seven!”

Hagn! Even now Dick could not believe his eyes. The wig was so perfectly made, the beard so cunningly fixed, that he could not believe it was the manager of Heron’s Club. But when he heard the voice, he knew that Elk was right.

“Number Seven, eh?” drawled Hagn. “I guess Number Seven will get through your cordon without being challenged, Mr. Elk. He’s friendly with the police. What do you want me for?”

“I want you for the part you played in the murder of Chief Inspector Genter on the night of the fourteenth of May,” said Elk.

Hagn’s lips curled.

“Why don’t you take Broad? — he was there. Perhaps he’ll come as witness for me.”

“When I see him—” began Elk.

“Look out of the window,” interrupted Hagn. “He’s there!”

Dick walked to the window and, throwing up the sash, leant out. A crowd of locals in shawls and overcoats were watching the transference of the prisoners. Dick caught the sheen of a silk hat and the unmistakable voice of Broad hailed him.

“Good morning, Captain Gordon — Frog stock kind of slumped, hasn’t it? By the way, did you see the baby?”
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Elk went out on the street to see the American. Mr. Broad was in faultless evening dress, and the gleaming headlamps of his car illuminated the mean street.

“You’ve certainly a nose for trouble,” said Elk with respect; “and whilst you’re telling me how you came to know about this raid, which hadn’t been decided on until half-an-hour ago, I’ll do some quiet wondering.”

“I didn’t know there was a raid,” confessed Joshua Broad, “but when I saw twenty Central Office men dash out of Heron’s Club and drive furiously away, I am entitled to guess that their haste doesn’t indicate their anxiety to get to bed before the clock strikes two. I usually call at Heron’s Club in the early hours. In many ways its members are less desirable acquaintances than the general run of Frogs, but they amuse me. And they are mildly instructive. That is my explanation — I saw you leave in a hurry and I followed you. And I repeat my question. Did you see the dear little baby who is learning to spell R-A-T, Rat?”

“No,” said Elk shortly. He had a feeling that the suave and self-possessed American was laughing at him. “Come in and see the chief.”

Broad followed the inspector to the bedroom, where Dick was assembling the papers which in his hurried departure No. 7 had left behind. The capture was the most important that had been made since the campaign against the Frogs was seriously undertaken.

In addition to the copy of the secret report on Mills, there was a bundle of notes, many of them cryptic and unintelligible to the reader. Some, however, were in plain English. They were typewritten, and obviously they corresponded to the General Orders of an army. They were, in fact, the Frog’s own instructions, issued under the name of his chief of staff, for each bore the signature “Seven.”

One ran:

“Raymond Bennett must go faster. L. to tell him that he is a Frog. Whatever is done with him must be carried out with somebody unknown as Frog.”

Another slip:

“Gordon has an engagement to dine American Embassy Thursday. Settle. Elk has fixed new alarm under fourth tread of stairs. Elk goes to Wandsworth 4.15 tomorrow for interview with Mills.”

There were other notes dealing with people of whom Dick had never heard. He was reading again the reference to himself, and smiling over the laconic instruction “settle,” when the American came in.

“Sit down, Mr. Broad — by the sad look on Elk’s face I guess you have explained your presence satisfactorily?” Broad nodded smilingly.

“And Mr. Elk takes quite a lot of convincing,” he said. His eyes fell upon the papers on the table. “Would it be indiscreet to ask if that is Frog stuff?” he asked.

“Very,” said Dick, “In fact, any reference to the Frogs would be the height of indiscretion, unless you’re prepared to add to the sum of our knowledge.”

“I can tell you, without committing myself, that Frog Seven has made a getaway,” said the American calmly.

“How do you know?”

“I heard the Frogs jubilating as they passed down the street in custody,” said Broad. “Frog Seven’s disguise was perfect — he wore the uniform of a policeman.”

Elk swore softly but savagely.

“That was it!” he said. “He was the ‘policeman’ who was spiriting Hagn away under the pretence of arresting him! And if one of my men had not taken his prisoner from him they would both have escaped. Wait!”

He went in search of the detective who had brought in Hagn.

“I don’t know the constable,” said that officer. “This is a strange division to me. He was a tallish man with a heavy black moustache. If it was a disguise, it was perfect, sir.”

Elk returned to report and question. But again Mr. Broad’s explanation was a simple one.

“I tell you that the Frogs were openly enjoying the joke. I heard one say that the ‘rozzer’ got away — and another refers to the escaped man as a ‘Hattie’ — both, I believe, are cant terms for policemen?”

Elk nodded.

“What is your interest in the Frogs, Broad?” he asked bluntly. “Forget for the minute that you’re a parlour criminologist and imagine that you’re writin’ the true story of your life.”

Broad considered for a while, examining the cigar he had been smoking.

“The Frogs mean nothing to me — the Frog everything.” The American puffed a ring of smoke into the air and watched it dissolve.

“I’m mighty curious to know what game he is playing with Ray Bennett,” he said. “That is certainly the most intriguing feature of Frog strategy.”

He rose and took up his hat.

“I envy you your search of this fine old mansion,” he said, and, with a twinkle in his eye: “Don’t forget the kindergarten, Mr. Elk.”

When he had gone, Elk made a close scrutiny of the house. He found two children’s books, both well-thumbed, and an elementary copybook, in which a childish hand had followed, shakily, the excellent copperplate examples. The abacus was gone, however. In the cupboard where he had seen the unopened circulars, he made a discovery. It was a complete outfit, as far as he could judge, for a boy of six or seven. Every article was new — not one had been worn. Elk carried his find to where Dick was still puzzling over some of the more obscure notes which “No. 7” had left in his flight.

“What do you make of these?” he asked.

The Prosecutor turned over the articles one by one, then leant back in his chair and stared into vacancy.

“All new,” he said absently, and then a slow smile dawned on his face.

Elk, who saw nothing funny in the little bundle, wondered what was amusing him.

“I think these clothes supply a very valuable clue; does this?” He passed a paper across the table, and Elk read:

“All bulls hear on Wednesday 3.1.A. L.V.M.B. Important.”

“There are twentyfive copies of that simple but moving message,” said Dick; “and as there are no envelopes for any of the instructions, I can only suppose that they are despatched by Hagn either from the club or his home. This is how far I have got in figuring the organization of the Frogs. Frog Number One works through Seven,’ who may or may not be aware of his chief’s identity. Hagn — whose number is thirteen, by the way, and mighty unlucky it will be for him — is the executive chief of Number Seven’s bureau, and actually communicates with the section chiefs. He may or may not know Seven ‘ — probably he does. Seven takes orders from the Frog, but may act without consultation if emergencies arise. There is here,” he tapped the paper, “an apology for employing Mills, which bears this out.”

“No handwriting?”

“None — nor fingerprints.”

Elk took up one of the slips on which the messages were written, and held it to the light.

“Watermark Three Lion Bond,” he read. “Typewriter new, written by somebody who was taught and has a weak little finger of the left hand — the ‘q’ and ‘a’ are faint. That shows he’s a touch typist — uses the same finger every time. Self-taught typists seldom use their little fingers. Especially the little finger of the left hand. I once caught a bank thief through knowing this.” He read the message again.

“All bulls hear on Wednesday…’ Bulls are the big men, the bull frogs, eh? Where do they hear? 3.1.A.? That certainly leaves me guessing, Captain. Why, what do you think?”

Dick was regarding him oddly.

“It doesn’t get me guessing,” he said slowly. “At 3.1 a.m. on Wednesday morning, I shall be listening in for the code signal L.V.M.B. — We are going to hear that great Frog talk!”

“Will he talk about the durned treaty?” growled Elk.
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Ray Bennett woke with a groan. His temples were splitting, his tongue was parched and dry. When he tried to lift his aching head from the pillow he groaned again, but with an effort of will succeeded in dragging himself from the bed and staggering to the window. He pushed open a leaded casement and looked out upon the green of Hyde Park, and all the time his temples throbbed painfully.

Pouring a glass of water from a carafe, he drank greedily, and, sitting down on the edge of the bed, his head between his hands, he tried to think. Only dimly did he recall the events of the night before, but he was conscious that something dreadful had happened. Slowly his mind started to sort out his experiences, and with a sinking heart he remembered he had struck his father! He shuddered at the recollection, and then began a frantic mental search for justification. The vanity of youth does not readily reject excuses for its own excesses, and Ray was no exception. By the time he had had his bath and was in the first stages of dressing, he had come to the conclusion that he had been very badly treated. It was unpardonable in him to strike his father — he must write to him expressing his sorrow and urging his condition as a reason for the act. It would not be a crawling letter (he told himself) but something dignified and a little distant. After all, these quarrels occurred in every family. Parents were temporarily estranged from their children, and were eventually reconciled. Some day he would go to his father a rich man…

He pursed his lips uneasily. A rich man? He was well off now. He had an expensive flat. Every week crisp new banknotes came by registered post. He had the loan of a car — how long would this state of affairs continue?

He was no fool. Not perhaps as clever as he thought he was, but no fool. Why should the Japanese or any other Government pay him for information they could get from any handbook available to all and purchasable for a few shillings at most booksellers?

He dismissed the thought — he had the gift of putting out of his mind those matters which troubled him. Opening the door which led into his diningroom, he stood stockstill, paralysed with astonishment.

Ella was sitting at the open window, her elbow on the ledge, her chin in her hand. She looked pale, and there were heavy shadows under her eyes.

“Why, Ella, what on earth are you doing here?” he asked. “How did you get in?”

“The porter opened the door with his passkey when I told him I was your sister,” she said listlessly. “I came early this morning. Oh, Ray — aren’t you…aren’t you ashamed?”

He scowled.

“Why should I be?” he asked loudly. “Father ought to have known better than tackle me when I was lit up! Of course, it was an awful thing to do, but I wasn’t responsible for my actions at the time. What did he say?” he asked uncomfortably.

“Nothing — he said nothing. I wish he had. Won’t you go to Horsham and see him, Ray?”

“No — let it blow over for a day or two,” he said hastily. He most assuredly had no anxiety to meet his father. “If…if he forgives me he’ll only want me to come back and chuck this life. He had no right to make me look little before all those people. I suppose you’ve been to see your friend Gordon?” he sneered.

“No,” she said simply, “I have been nowhere but here. I came up by the workmen’s train. Would it be a dreadful sacrifice, Ray, to give up this?”

Be made an impatient gesture.

“It isn’t — this, my dear Ella, if by ‘this’ you mean the flat. It is my work that you and father want me to give up. I have to live up to my position.”

“What is your work?” she asked.

“You wouldn’t understand,” he said loftily, and her lips twitched.

“It would have to be very extraordinary if I could not understand it,” she said. “Is it Secret Service work?”

Ray went red.

“I suppose Gordon has been talking to you,” he complained bitterly. “If that fellow sticks his nose into my affairs he is going to have it pulled!”

“Why shouldn’t he?” she asked.

This was a new tone in her, and one that made him stare at her. Ella had always been the indulgent, approving, excusing sister. The buffer who stood between him and his father’s reproof.

“Why shouldn’t he?” she repeated. “Mr. Gordon should know something of Secret Service work — he himself is an officer of the law. You are either working lawfully, in which case it doesn’t matter what he knows, or unlawfully, and the fact that he knows should make a difference to you.”

He looked at her searchingly.

“Why are you so interested in Gordon — are you in love with him?” he asked.

Her steady eyes did not waver, and only the faintest tinge of pink came to the skin that sleeplessness had paled.

“That is the kind of question that a gentleman does not ask in such a tone,” she said quietly, “not even of his sister. Ray, you are coming back to daddy, aren’t you — to-day?”

He shook his head.

“No. I’m not. I’m going to write to him. I admit I did wrong. I shall tell him so in my letter. I can’t do more than that.”

There came a discreet knock on the door.

“Come in,” growled Ray. It was his servant, a man who came by the day.

“Will you see Miss Bassano and Mr. Brady, sir?” he asked in a hoarse whisper, and glanced significantly at Ella.

“Of course he’ll see me,” said a voice outside. “Why all this formality — oh, I see.”

Lola Bassano’s eyes fell upon the girl seated by the window.

“This is my sister — Ella, this is Miss Bassano and Mr. Brady.”

Ella looked at the petite figure in the doorway, and, looking, could only admire. It was the first time they had met face to face, and she thought Lola was lovely.

“Glad to meet you, Miss Bennett. I suppose you’ve come up to roast this brother of yours for his disgraceful conduct last night. Boy, you were certainly mad! It was
 your father, Miss Bennett?”

Ella nodded and heard with gratitude the sympathetic click of Lew Brady’s lips.

“If I’d been near you, Ray, I’d have beaten you. Too bad, Miss Bennett.”

A strange coldness came suddenly to the girl — and a second before she had glowed to their sympathy. It was the suspicion of their insincerity that chilled her. Their kindness was just a little too glib and too ready. Brady’s just a little too overpowering.

“Do you like your brother’s flat?” asked Lola, sitting down and stretching her silk-covered legs to a patch of sunlight.

“It is very — handsome,” said Ella. “He will find Horsham rather dull when he comes back.”

“Will he go back?” Lola flashed a smile at the youth as she asked the question.

“Not much I won’t,” said Ray energetically. “I’ve been trying to make Ella understand that my business is too important to leave.”

Lola nodded, and now the antagonism which Ella in her charity was holding back came with a rush.

“What is the business?” she asked.

He went on to give her a vague and cautious exposition of his work, and she listened without comment.

“So if you think that I’m doing anything crooked, or have friends that aren’t as straight as you and father are, get the idea out of your head. I’m not afraid of Gordon or Elk or any of that lot. Don’t think I am. Nor is Brady, nor Miss Bassano. Gordon is one of those cheap detectives who has got his ideas out of books.”

“That’s perfectly true, Miss Bennett,” said Lew virtuously. “Gordon is just a bit too clever. He’s got the idea that everybody but himself is crook. Why, he sent Elk down to cross-examine your own father! Believe me, I’m not scared of Gordon, or any—”

Tap…tap…tappity…tap.

The taps were on the door, slow, deliberate, unmistakable. The effect on Lew Brady was remarkable. His big body seemed to shrink, his puffed face grew suddenly hollow.

Tap…tap…tappity…tap.

The hand that went up to Brady’s mouth was trembling. Ella looked from the man to Lola, and she saw, to her amazement, that Lola had grown pale under her rouge. Brady stumbled to the door, and the sound of his heavy breathing sounded loud in the silence.

“Come in,” he muttered, and flung the door wide open. It was Dick Gordon who entered.

He looked from one to the other, laughter in his eyes.

“The old Frog tap seems to frighten some of you,” he said pleasantly.
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Lola was the quickest to recover.

“What do you mean…Frog tap? Got that Frog stuff roaming loose in your head, haven’t you?”

“It is a new accomplishment,” said Dick with mock gravity. “A thirty-third degree Frog taught me. It’s the signal the old Grand Master Frog gives when he enters the presence of his inferiors.”

“Your thirty-third degree Frog is probably lying,” said Lola, her colour returning. “Anyway, Mills—”

“I never mentioned Mills,” said Dick.

“I know it was he. His arrest was in the newspapers.”

“It hasn’t even appeared in the newspapers,” said Dick, “unless it was splashed in The Frog Gazette
 — probably on the personality page.”

He inclined his head toward the girl. Ray, for the moment, he would have ignored if the young man had not taken a step towards him.

“Do you want anything, Gordon?” he asked.

“I want a private talk with you, Bennett,” said Dick.

“There’s nothing you can’t say before my friends,” said Ray, his ready temper rising.

“The only person I recognize by that title is your sister,” replied Gordon.

“Let’s go, Lew,” said Lola with a shrug, but Ray Bennett stopped them.

“Wait a minute! Is this my house, or isn’t it?” he demanded furiously. “You can clear out, Gordon! I’ve had just about as much of your interference as I want. You push your way in here, you’re offensive to my friends — you practically tell them to get out — I like your nerve There’s the door — you can go.”

“I’ll go if you feel that way,” said Dick, “but I want to warn you—”

“Pshaw I’m sick of your warnings.”

“I want to warn you that the Frog has decided that you’ve got to earn your money! That is all.”

There was a dead silence, which Ella broke.

“The Frog?” she repeated, open-eyed. “But…but, Mr. Gordon, Ray isn’t…with the Frogs?”

“Perhaps it will be news to him — but he is,” said Dick. “These two people are faithful servants of the reptile,” he pointed. “Lola is financed by him — her husband is financed by him—”

“You’re a liar!” screamed Ray. “Lola isn’t married! You’re a sneaking liar — get out before I throw you out! You poor Frog-chaser — you think everything that’s green lives in a pond! Get out and stay out!”

It was Ella’s appealing glance that made Dick Gordon walk to the door. Turning, his cold gaze rested on Lew Brady.

“There is a big question-mark against your name in the Frog-book, Brady. You watch out!”

Lew shrank under the blow, for blow it was, Had he dared, he would have followed Gordon into the corridor and sought further information. But here his moral courage failed him, and he stood, a pathetic figure, looking wistfully at the door that the visitor had closed behind him.

“For God’s sake let us get some air in the room!” snarled Ray, thrusting open the windows. “That fellow is a pestilence Married Trying to get me to believe that!”

Ella had taken up her handbag from the sideboard where she had placed it.

“Going, Ella?”

She nodded.

“Tell father…I’ll write anyway. Talk to him, Ella, and show him where he was wrong.”

She held out her hand.

“Goodbye, Ray,” she said. “Perhaps one day you will come back to us. Please God this madness will end soon. Oh, Ray, it isn’t true about the Frogs, is it? You aren’t with those people?”

His laugh reassured her for the moment.

“Of course I’m not — it’s about as true as the yarn that Lola is married! Gordon was trying to make a sensation; that’s the worst of these third-rate detectives, they live on sensation.”

She nodded to Lola as he escorted her to the lift. Lew Brady watched her with hungry eyes.

“What did he mean, Lola?” asked Brady as the door closed behind the two. “That fellow knows something! There’s a mark against my name in the Frog book! That sounds bad to me. Lola, I’m finished with these Frogs! They’re getting on my nerves.”

“You’re a fool,” she said calmly. “Gordon has got just the effect he wanted — he has scared you!”

“Scared?” he answered savagely. “Nothing scares me. You’re not scared because you’ve no imagination. I’m…not scared, but worried, because I’m beginning to see that the Frogs are bigger than I dreamt. They killed that Scotsman Maclean the other day, and they’re not going to think twice about settling with me. I’ve talked to these Frogs, Lola — they’d do anything from murder upwards. They look on the Frog as a god — he’s a religion with them! A question mark against my name! I believe it too — I’ve talked flip about ‘em, and they won’t forgive that.”

“Hush!” she warned him in a low voice as the door handle turned and Ray came back.

“Phew!” he said. “Thank God she’s gone What a morning! Frogs — Frogs — Frogs! The poor fool!”

Lola opened a small jewelled case and took out a cigarette and lit it, extinguishing the match with a snick of her fingers. Then she turned her beautiful eyes upon Ray.

“What is the matter with the Frogs anyway?” she asked coolly. “They pay well and they ask for little.”

Ray gaped at her.

“You’re not working for them, are you?” he asked astonished. “Why, they’re just low tramps who murder people!”

She shook her head.

“Not all of them,” she corrected. “They are only the body — the big Frogs are different. I am one and Lew is one.”

“What the devil are you talking about?” demanded Lew, half in fear, half in wrath.

“He ought to know — and he has got to know sooner or later,” said Lola, unperturbed. “He’s too sensible a boy to imagine that the Japanese or any other embassy is paying his overhead charges. He’s a Frog.”

Ray collapsed into a chair, incapable of speech.

“A Frog?” he repeated mechanically. “What…what do you mean?”

Lola laughed.

“I don’t see that it is any worse being a Frog than an agent of another country, selling your own country’s secrets,” she said. “Don’t be silly, Ray! You ought to be pleased and honoured. They chose you from thousands because they wanted the right kind of intelligence…”

And so she flattered and soothed him, until his plastic mind, wax in her hands, took another shape.

“I suppose it is all right,” he said at last. “Of course, I wouldn’t do anything really bad, and I don’t approve of all this clubbing, but, as you say, the Frog can’t be responsible for all that his people do. But on one thing I’m firm, Lola! I’ll have no tattooing!”

She laughed and extended her white arm.

“Am I marked?” she asked. “Is Lew marked? No; the big people aren’t marked at all. Boy, you’ve a great future.”

Ray took her hand and fondled it.

“Lola…about that story that Gordon told…your being married: it isn’t true?”

She laughed again and patted the hand on hers.

“Gordon is jealous,” she said. “I can’t tell you why — now. But he has good reasons.” Suddenly her mood grew gay, and she slipped away. “Listen, I’m going to ‘phone for a table for lunch, and you will join us, and we’ll drink to the great little Frog who feeds us!”

“The telephone was on the sideboard, and as she lifted the receiver she saw the square black metal box clamped to its base.

“Something new in ‘phones, Ray?” she asked.

“They fixed it yesterday. It’s a resistance. The man told me that somebody who was talking into a ‘phone during a thunderstorm had a bad shock, so they’re fitting these things as an experiment. It makes the instrument heavier, and it’s ugly, but—”

Slowly she put the receiver down and stooped to look at the attachment.

“It’s a dictaphone,” she said quietly. “And all the time we’ve been talking somebody has been making a note of our conversation.”

She walked to the fireplace, took up a poker and brought it down with a crash on the little box…

Inspector Elk, with a pair of receivers clamped to his head, sat in a tiny office on the Thames Embankment, and put down his pencil with a sigh. Then he took up his telephone and called Headquarters Exchange.

“You can switch off that detectaphone to Knightsbridge 93718,” he said. “I don’t think we shall want it any more.

“Did I put you through in time, sir?” asked the operator’s voice. “They had only just started talking when I called you.”

“Plenty of time, Angus,” said Elk, “plenty of time.” He gathered up his notes and went to his desk and placed them tidily by the side of his blottingpad.

Strolling to the window, he looked out upon the sunlit Aver, and there was peace and comfort in his heart, for overnight the prisoner Mills had decided to tell all he knew about the Frogs on the promise of a free pardon and a passage to Canada. And Mills knew more than he had, as yet, told.

“I can give you a line to Number 7 that will put him into your hands,” his note had run.

Number Seven! Elk caught a long breath. No. 7 was the hub on which the wheel turned.

He rubbed his hands cheerfully, for it seemed that the mystery of the Frog was at last to be solved. Perhaps “the line” would lead to the missing treaty — and at the thought of the lost document Elk’s face clouded. Two ministers, a great state department and innumerable undersecretaries spent their time in writing frantic notes of inquiry to headquarters concerning Lord Farmley’s loss.

“They want miracles,” said Elk, and wondered if the day would produce one.

He went to his overcoat pocket to find a cigar, aria his hand touched a thick roll of papers. He pulled them out and threw them upon the desk, and as he did so the first words on the first sheet caught his eye.

“By the King’s Most Excellent Majesty in Council—”


Elk tried to yell, but his voice failed him, and then he snatched up the paper from the desk and turned the leaves with trembling hands.

It was the lost treaty!

Elk held the precious document in his hand, and his mind went back quickly over the night’s adventures. When had he taken off his topcoat? When had he last put his hand in his pocket? He had taken off the coat at Heron’s Club, and he could not remember having used the pockets since. It was a light coat that he either carried or wore, summer or winter. He had brought it to the office that morning on his arm.

At the club! Probably when he had parted with the garment to the cloakroom attendant. Then the Frog must have been there. One of the waiters probably — an admirable disguise for the chief of the gang. Elk sat down to think.

To question anybody in the building would be futile. Nobody had touched the coat but himself.

“Dear me!” said Elk, as he hung up the coat again. At the touch of his Bell Balder came.

“Balder, do you remember seeing me pass your room?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I had my coat on my arm, didn’t I?”

“I never looked,” said Balder with satisfaction.

He invariably gave Elk the impression that he derived a great deal of satisfaction out of not being able to help.

“It’s queer,” said Elk.

“Anything wrong, sir?”

“No, not exactly. You understand what has to be done with Mills? He is to see nobody. Immediately he arrives he is to be put into the waiting-room — alone. There is to be no conversation of any kind, and, if he speaks, he is not to be answered.”

In the privacy of his office he inspected his find again.

Everything was there — the treaty and Lord Farmley’s notes. Elk called up his lordship and told the good news. Later came a small deputation from the Foreign Office to collect the precious document, and to offer, in the name of the Ministry, their thanks for his services in recovering the lost papers. All of which Elk accepted graciously. He would have been cursed with as great heartiness if he had failed, and would have been equally innocent of responsibility.

He had arranged for Mills to be brought to Headquarters at noon. There remained an hour to be filled, and he spent that hour unprofitably in a rough interrogation of Hagn, who, stripped of his beard, occupied a special cell segregated from the ordinary places of confinement in Cannon Row Station — which is virtually Scotland Yard itself.

Hagn refused to make any statement — even when formally charged with the murder of Inspector Genter. He did, however, make a comment on the charge when Elk saw him this morning.

“You have no proof, Elk,” he said, “and you know that I am innocent.”

“You were the last man seen in Genter’s company,” said Elk sternly. “It is established that you brought his body back to town. In addition to which, Mills has spilt everything.”

“I’m aware what Mills has said,” remarked the other.

“You’re not so aware either,” suggested Elk. “And now I’ll tell you something: we’ve had Number Seven under lock and key since morning — now laugh—”

To his amazement the man’s face relaxed in a broad grin.

“Bluff!” he said. “And cheap bluff. It might deceive a poor little thief, but it doesn’t get past with me. If you’d caught ‘Seven,’ you wouldn’t be talking fresh to me. Go and find him, Elk” he mocked, “and when you ye got him, hold him tight. Don’t let him get away — as Mills will.”

Elk returned from the interview feeling that it had not gone as well as it might — but as he was leaving the station he beckoned the chief inspector.

“I’m planting a pigeon on Hagn this afternoon. Put ‘um together and leave ‘um alone,” he said.

The inspector nodded understandingly.
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On the morning that Elk waited for the arrival of the informer, elaborate precautions were being made to transfer the man to headquarters. All night the prison had been surrounded by a cordon of armed guards, whilst patrols had remained on duty in the yard where he was confined.

The captured Frog was a well-educated man who had fallen on evil times and had been recruited when “on the road” through the agency of two tramping members of the fraternity. From the first statement he made, it appeared that he had acted as section leader, his duty being to pass on instructions and “calls” to the rank and file, to report casualties and to assist in the attacks which were made from time to time upon those people who had earned the Frog’s enmity. Apparently only section leaders and trustees were given this type of work.

They brought him from his cell at eleven o’clock, and the man, despite his assurance, was nervous and apprehensive. Moreover, he had a cold and was coughing. This may have been a symptom of nerves also.

At eleven-fifteen the gates of the prison were opened, and three motorcyclists came out abreast. A closed car followed, the curtains drawn. On either side of the car rode other armed men on motorcycles, and a second car, containing Central Office men, followed.

The cortege reached Scotland Yard without mishap; the gates at both ends were closed, and the prisoner was rushed into the building.

Balder, Elk’s clerk, and a detective sergeant, took charge of the man, who was now white and shaking, and he was put into a small room adjoining Elk’s office, a room the windows of which were heavily barred (it had been used for the safe holding of spies during the war). Two men were put on duty outside the door, and the discontented Balder reported.

“We’ve put that fellow in the waiting-room, Mr. Elk.”

“Did he say anything?” asked Dick, who had arrived for the interrogation.

“No, sir — except to ask if the window could be shut. I shut it-”

“Bring the prisoner,” said Elk.

They waited a while, heard the clash of keys, and then an excited buzz of talk. Then Balder rushed in.

“He’s ill…fainted or something,” he gasped, and Elk sprang past him, along the corridor into the guardroom.

Mills half sat, half lay, against the wall. His eyes were closed, his face was ashen.

Dick bent over the prisoner and laid him flat on the ground. Then he stooped and smelt.

“Cyanide of potassium,” he said. “The man is dead.”

That morning Mills had been stripped to the skin and every article of clothing searched thoroughly and well. As an additional precaution his pockets had been sewn up. To the two detectives who accompanied him in the car he had spoken hopefully of his forthcoming departure to Canada. None but police officers had touched him, and he had had no communication with any outsider.

The first thing that Dick Gordon noticed was the window, which Balder said he had shut. It was open some six inches at the bottom.

“Yes, sir, I’m sure I shut it,” said the clerk emphatically. “Sergeant Jeller saw me.”

The sergeant was also under that impression. Dick lifted the window higher and looked out. Four horizontal bars traversed the brickwork, but, by craning his head, he saw that, a foot away from the window and attached to the wall was a long steel ladder running from the roof (as he guessed) to the ground. The room was on the third floor, and beneath was a patch of shrub-filled gardens. Beyond that, high railings.

“What are those gardens?” he asked, pointing to the space on the other side of the railings.

“They belong to Onslow Gardens,” said Elk.

“Onslow Gardens?” said Dick thoughtfully. “Wasn’t it from Onslow Gardens that the Frogs tried to shoot me?” Elk shook his head helplessly.

“What do you suggest, Captain Gordon?”

“I don’t know what to suggest,” admitted Dick. “It doesn’t seem an intelligent theory that somebody climbed the ladder and handed poison to Mills — less acceptable, that he would be willing to take the dose. There is the fact. Balder swears that the window was shut, and now the window is open. You can trust Balder?”

Elk nodded.

The divisional surgeon came soon after, and, as Dick had expected, pronounced life extinct, and supported the view that cyanide was the cause.

“Cyanide has a peculiar odour,” he said. “I don’t think there’s any doubt at all that the man was killed, either by poison administered from outside, or by poison taken voluntarily by himself.”

After the body had been removed, Elk accompanied Dick Gordon to his Whitehall office.

“I have never been frightened in my life,” said Elk, “but these Frogs are now on top of me! Here is a man killed practically under our eyes! He was guarded, he was never let out of our sight, except for the few minutes he was in that room, and yet the Frog can reach him — it’s frightening, Captain Gordon.”

Dick unlocked the door of his office and ushered Elk into the cosy interior.

“I know of no better cure for shaken nerves than a Cabana Cesare,” he said cheerfully. “And without desiring to indulge in a boastful gesture, I can only tell you, Elk, that they don’t frighten me, any more than they frighten you. Frog is human, and has very human fears. Where is friend Broad?”

“The American?”

Dick nodded, and Elk, without a second’s hesitation, pulled the telephone toward him and gave a number.

After a little delay, Broad’s voice answered him.

“That you, Mr. Broad? What are you doing now?” asked Elk, in that caressing tone he adopted for telephone conversation.

“Is that Elk? I’m just going out.”

“Thought I saw you in Whitehall about five minutes ago,” said Elk.

“Then you must have seen my double,” replied the other, “for I haven’t been out of my bath ten minutes. Do you want me?”

“No, no,” cooed Elk. “Just wanted to know you were all right.”

“Why, is anything wrong?” came the sharp question.

“Everything’s fine,” said Elk untruthfully. “Perhaps you’ll call round and see me at my office one of these days — goodbye!”

He pushed the telephone back, and raising his eyes to the ceiling, made a quick calculation.

“From Whitehall to Cavendish Square takes four minutes in a good car,” he said. “So his being in the flat means nothing.”

He pulled the telephone toward him again, and this time called Headquarters.

“I want a man to shadow Mr. Joshua Broad, of Caverley House; not to leave him until eight o’clock tonight; to report to me.”

When he had finished, he sat back in his chair and lit the long cigar that Dick had pressed upon him.

“To-day is Tuesday,” he ruminated, “tomorrow’s Wednesday. Where do you propose to listen in, Captain Gordon?”

“At the Admiralty,” said Dick. “I have arranged with the First Lord to be in the instrument room at a quarter to three.”

He bought the early editions of the evening newspapers, and was relieved to find that no reference had been made to the murder — as murder he believed it to be. Once, in the course of the day, looking out from his window on to Whitehall, he saw Elk walking along on the other side 01 the road” his umbrella hanging on his arm, his ancient derby hat at the back of his head, an untidy and unimposing figure. Then, an hour later, he saw him again, coming from the opposite direction. He wondered what particular business the detective was engaged in. He learnt, quite by accident, that Elk had made two visits to the Admiralty that day, but he did not discover the reason until they met later in the evening.

“Don’t know much about wireless,” said Elk, “though I’m not one of those people who believe that, if God had intended us to use wireless, telegraph poles would have been born without wires. But it seems to me that I remember reading something about ‘directional.’ If you want to know where a wireless message is coming from, you listen in at two or three different points—”

“Of course! What a fool I am!” said Dick, annoyed with himself. “It never occurred to me that we might pick up the broadcasting station.”

“I get these ideas,” explained Elk modestly. “The Admiralty have sent messages to Milford Haven, Harwich, Portsmouth and Plymouth, telling ships to listen in and give us the direction. The evening papers haven’t got that story.”

“You mean about Mills? No, thank heaven! It is certain to come out at the inquest, but I’ve arranged for that to be postponed for a week or two; and somehow I feel that within the next few weeks things will happen.”

“To us,” said Elk ominously. “I dare not eat a grilled sausage since that fellow was killed! And I’m partial to sausages.”
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His jaundiced clerk was, as usual, in a complaining mood. “Records have been making a fuss and have been blaming me,” he said bitterly. “Records give themselves more airs than the whole darned office.”

The war between Balder and “Records” — which was a short title for that section of Headquarters which kept exact data of criminals’ pasts, — was of long standing. “Records” was aloof, detached, sublimely superior to everything except tabulated facts. It was no respecter of persons; would as soon snap at a Chief Commissioner who broke its inflexible rules, as it would at the latest joined constable.

“What’s the trouble?” asked Elk.

“You remember you had a lot of stuff out the other day about a man called — I can’t remember his name now.”

“Lyme?” suggested Elk.

“That’s the fellow. Well, it appears that one of the portraits is missing. The morning after you were looking at them, I went to Records and got the documents again for you, thinking you wanted to see them in the morning. When you didn’t turn up, I returned them, and now they say the portrait and measurements are short.”

“Do you mean to say they’re lost?”

“If they’re lost,” said the morose Balder, “then Records have lost ‘em! I suppose they think I’m a Frog or somethin’. They’re always accusing me of mislaying their fingerprint cards.”

“I’ve promised you a chance to make a big noise, Balder, and now I’m going to give it to you. You’ve been passed over for promotion, son, because the men upstairs think you were one of the leaders of the last strike. I know that ‘passed over’ feeling — it turns you sour. Will you take a big chance?”

Balder nodded, holding his breath.

“Hagn’s in the special cell,” said Elk. “Change into your civilian kit, roughen yourself up a bit, and I’ll put you in with him. If you’re scared I’ll let you carry a guru and fix it so that you won’t be searched. Get Hagn to talk. Tell him that you were pulled in over the Dundee murder, He won’t know you. Get that story, Balder, and I’ll have the stripes on your arm in a week.”

Balder nodded. The querulous character of his voice had changed when he spoke again.

“It’s a chance,” he said; “and thank you, Mr. Elk, for giving it to me.”

An hour later, a detective brought a grimy looking prisoner into Cannon Row and pushed him into the steel pen, and the only man who recognized the prisoner was the chief inspector who had waited for the arrival of the pigeon.

It was that high official himself who conducted Balder to the separate cell and pushed him in.

“Good night, Frog!” he said.

Balder’s reply was unprintable.

After seeing his subordinate safely caged, Elk went back to his room, locked the door, cut off his telephone and lay down to snatch a few hours’ sleep. It was a practice of his, when he was engaged in any work which kept him up at night, to take these intermediate siestas, and he had trained himself to sleep as and when the opportunity presented itself. It was unusual in him, however, to avail himself of the’ office sofa, a piece of furniture to which he was not entitled, and which, as his superiors had often pointed out, occupied space which might better be employed.

For once, however, he could not sleep. His mind ranged from Balder to Dick Gordon, from Lola Bassano to the dead man Mills. His own position had been seriously jeopardized, but that worried him not at all. He was a bachelor, had a snug sum invested. His mind went to the puzzling Maitland. His association with the Frogs had been proved almost up to the hilt. And Maitland was in a position to benefit by these many inexplicable attacks which had been made upon seemingly inoffensive people.

The old man lived a double life. By day the business martinet, before whom his staff trembled, the cutter of salaries, the shrewd manipulator of properties; by night the associate of thieves and worse than thieves. Who was the child? That was another snag.

“Nothing but snags!” growled Elk, his hands under his head, looking resentfully at the ceiling. “Nothing but snags.”

Finding he could not sleep, he got up and went across to Cannon Row. The gaoler told him that the new prisoner had been talking a lot to Hagn, and Elk grinned. He only hoped that the “new prisoner” would not be tempted to discuss his grievances against the police administration.

At a quarter to three he joined Dick Gordon in the instrument room at the Admiralty. An operator had been placed at their disposal; and after the preliminary instructions they took their place at the table where he manipulated his keys. Dick listened, fascinated, hearing the calls of far-off ships and the chatter of transmitting stations. Once he heard a faint squeak of sound, so faint that he wasn’t sure that he had not been mistaken.

“Cape Race,” said the operator. “You’ll hear Chicago in a minute. He usually gets talkative round about now.”

As the hands of the clock approached three, the operator began varying his wave lengths, reaching out into the ether for the message which was coming. Exactly at one minute after three he said suddenly:

“There is your L.V.M.B.”

Dick listened to the staccato sounds, and then:


“All Frogs listen. Mills is dead. Number Seven finished him this morning. Number Seven receives a bonus of a hundred pounds.”


The voice was clear and singularly sweet. It was a woman’s.


“Twenty-third district will arrange to receive Number Seven’s instructions at the usual place.”


Dick’s heart was beating thunderously. He recognized the speaker, knew the soft cadences, the gentle intonations.

There could he no doubt at all: it was Ella Bennett’s voice! Dick felt a sudden sensation of sickness, but, looking across the table and seeing Elk’s eyes fixed upon him, he made an effort to control his emotions.

“There doesn’t seem to be any more coming through,” said the operator after a few minutes’ wait.

Dick took off the headpiece and rose.

“We must wait for the direction signals to come through,” he said as steadily as he could.

Presently they began to arrive, and were worked out by a naval officer on a large scale map.

“The broadcasting station is in London,” he said. “All the lines meet somewhere in the West End, I should imagine; possibly in the very heart of town. Did you find any difficulty in picking up the Frog call?” he asked the operator.

“Yes, sir,” said the man. “I think they were sending from very close at hand.”

“In what part of town would you say it would be?” asked Elk.

The officer indicated a pencil mark that he had ruled across the page.

“It is somewhere on this mark,” he said, and Elk, peering over, saw that the line passed through Cavendish Square and Cavendish Place and that, whilst the Portsmouth line missed Cavendish Place only by a block, the Harwich line crossed the Plymouth line a little to the south of the square.

“Caverley House, obviously,” said Dick.

He wanted to get out in the open, he wanted to talk, to discuss this monstrous thing with Elk. Had the detective also recognized the voice, he wondered? Any doubt he had on that point was set at rest. He had hardly reached Whitehall before Elk said:

“Sounded very like a friend of ours, Captain Gordon?” Dick made no reply.

“Very like,” said Elk as if he were speaking half to himself. “In fact, I’ll take any number of oaths that I know the young lady who was talking for old man Frog.

“Why should she do it?” groaned Dick. “Why, for the love of heaven, should she do it?”

“I remember years ago hearing her,” said Elk reminiscently.

Dick Gordon stopped, and, turning, glared at the other.

“You remember…what do you mean?” he demanded.

“She was on the stage at the time — quite a kid,” continued Elk. “They called her ‘The Child Mimic.’ There’s another thing I’ve noticed, Captain: if you take a magnifying glass and look at your skin, you see its defects, don’t you? That wireless telephone acts as a sort of magnifying glass to the voice. She always had a little lisp that I jumped at straight away. You may not have noticed it, but I’ve got pretty sharp ears. She can’t pronounce her ‘S’s’ properly, there’s a sort of faint ‘th’ sound in ‘um. You heard that?”

Dick had heard, and nodded.

“I never knew that she was ever on the stage,” he said more calmly. “You are sure, Elk?”

“Sure. In some things I’m…what’s the word? — infalli-able. I’m a bit shaky on dates, such as when Henry the First an’ all that bunch got born — I never was struck on birthdays anyway — but I know voices an’ noses. Never forget ‘um.”

They were turning into the dark entrance of Scotland Yard when Dick said in a tone of despair:

“It was her voice, of course. I had no idea she had been on the stage — is her father in this business?”

“She hasn’t a father so far as I know,” was the staggering reply, and again Gordon halted.

“Are you mad?” he asked. “Ella Bennett has a father—”

“I’m not talking about Ella Bennett,” said the calm Elk. “I’m talking about Lola Bassano.”

There was a silence.

“Was it her voice?” asked Gordon a little breathlessly.

“Sure it was Lola. It was a pretty good imitation of Miss Bennett, but any mimic will tell you that these soft voices are easy. It’s the pace of a voice that makes it—”

“You villain!” said Dick Gordon, as a weight rolled from his heart. “You knew I meant Ella Bennett when I was talking, and you strung me alone!”

“Blame me,” said Elk. “What’s the time?”

It was half-past three. He gathered his reserves, and ten minutes later the police cars dropped a party at the closed door of Caverley House. The bell brought the night porter, who recognized Elk.

“More gas trouble?” he asked.

“Want to see the house plan,” said Elk, and listened as the porter detailed the names, occupations and peculiarities of the tenants.

“Who owns this block?” asked the detective.

“This is one of Maitland’s properties — Maitlands Consolidated. He’s got the Prince of Caux’s house in Berkeley Square and—”

“Don’t worry about giving me his family history. What time did Miss Bassano come in?”

“She’s been in all the evening — since eleven.”

“Anybody with her?”

The man hesitated.

“Mr. Maitland came in with her, but he went soon after.”

“Nobody else?”

“Nobody except Mr. Maitland.”

“Give me your master-key.”

The porter demurred.

“I’ll lose my job,” he pleaded. “Can’t you knock?”

“Knocking is my speciality — I don’t pass a day without knocking somebody,” replied Elk, “but I want that key.”

He did not doubt that Lola would have bolted her door, and his surmise proved sound. He had both to knock and ring before the light showed behind the transom, and Lola in a kimono and boudoir cap appeared.

“What is the meaning of this, Mr. Elk?” she demanded. She did not even attempt to appear surprised.

“A friendly call — can I come in?”

She opened the door wider, and Elk went in, followed by Gordon and two detectives. Dick she ignored.

“I’m seeing the Commissioner tomorrow,” she said, “and if he doesn’t give me satisfaction I’ll get on to the newspapers. This persecution is disgraceful. To break into a single girl’s flat in the middle of the night, when she is alone and unprotected—”

“If there is any time when a single girl should be alone and unprotected, it is in the middle of the night,” said Elk primly. “I’m just going to have a look at your little home, Lola. We’ve got information that you’ve been burgled, Lola. Perhaps at this very minute there’s a sinister man hidden under your bed. The idea of leaving you alone, so to speak, at the mercy of unlawful characters, is repugnant to our feelin’s. Try the diningroom, Williams; I’ll search the parlour — and
 the bedroom.”

“You’ll keep out of my room if you’ve any sense of decency,” said the girl.

“I haven’t,” admitted Elk, “no false sense, anyway. Besides, Lola, I’m a family man. One of ten. And when there’s anything I shouldn’t see, just say ‘Shut your eyes’ and I’ll shut ‘um.”

To all appearances there was nothing that looked in the slightest degree suspicious. A bathroom led from the bedroom, and the bathroom window was open. Flashing his lamp along the wall outside, Elk saw a small glass spool attached to the wall.

“Looks to me like an insulator,” he said.

Returning to the bedroom, he began to search for the instrument. There was a tall mahogany wardrobe against one of the walls. Opening the door, he saw row upon row of dresses and thrust in his hand.

It was the shallowest wardrobe he had ever seen, and the backing was warm to the touch.

“Hot cupboard, Lola?” he asked.

She did not reply, but stood watching him, a scowl on her pretty face, her arms folded.

Elk closed the door and his sensitive fingers searched the surface for a spring. It took him a long time to discover it, but at last he found a slip of wood that yielded to the pressure of his hand.

There was a “click” and the front of the wardrobe began to fall.

“A wardrobe bed, eh? Grand little things for a flat.”

But it was no sleeping-place that was revealed (and he would have been disappointed if it had been) as he eased down the “bed.” Set on a frame were row upon row of valve lamps, transformers — all the apparatus requisite for broadcasting.

Elk looked, and, looking, admired.

“You’ve got a licence, I suppose?” asked Elk. He supposed nothing of the kind, for licences to transmit are jealously issued in England. He was surprised when she went to a bureau and produced the document. Elk read and nodded.

“You’ve got some
 pull,” he said with respect. “Now I’ll see your Frog licence.”

“Don’t get funny, Elk,” she said tartly. “I’d like to know whether you’re in the habit of waking people to ask for their permits.”

“You’ve been using this tonight to broadcast the Frogs,” Elk nodded accusingly; “and perhaps you’ll explain to Captain Gordon why?”

She turned to Dick for the first time.

“I’ve not used the instrument for weeks,” she said. “But the sister of a friend of mine — perhaps you know her — asked if she might use it. She left here an hour ago.”

“You mean Miss Bennett, of course,” said Gordon, and she raised her eyebrows in simulated astonishment.

“Why, how did you guess that?”

“I guessed it,” said Elk, “the moment I heard you giving one of your famous imitations. I guessed she was around, teaching you how to talk like her. Lola, you’re cooked! Miss Bennett was standing right alongside me when you started talking Frog-language. She was right at my very side, and she said ‘Now, Mr. Elk, isn’t she the artfullest thing!’ You’re cooked, Lola, and you can’t do better than sit right down and tell us the truth. I’ll make it right for you. We caught ‘Seven’ last night and he’s told us everything. Frog will be in irons to-day, and I came here to give you the last final chance of getting out of all your trouble.”

“Isn’t that wonderful of you?” she mocked him. “So you’ve caught ‘Seven’ and you’re catching the Frog! Put a pinch of salt on his tail!”

“Yes,” said the imperturbable Elk, untruthfully, “we caught Seven and Hagn’s split. But I like you, Lol — always did. There’s something about you that reminds me of a girl I used to be crazy about — I never married her; it was a tragedy.

“Not for her,” said Lola. “Now I’ll tell you something, Elk! You haven’t caught anybody and you won’t. You’ve put a flat-footed stool pigeon named Balder into the same cell as Hagn, with the idea of getting information, and you’re going to have a jar.”

In other circumstances Dick Gordon would have been amused by the effect of this revelation upon Elk. The jaw of the unhappy detective dropped as he glared helplessly over his glasses at the girl, smiling her triumph. Then the smile vanished.

“Hagn wouldn’t talk, because Frog could reach him, as he reached Mills and Litnov. As he will reach you when he decides you’re worth while. And now you can take me if you want. I’m a Frog — I never pretend I’m not. You heard all the tale that I told Ray Bennett — heard it over the detectaphone you planted. Take me and charge me!”

Elk knew that there was no charge upon which he could hold her. And she knew that he knew.

“Do you think you’ll get away with it, Bassano?”

It was Gordon who spoke, and she turned her wrathful eyes upon him.

“I’ve got a Miss to my name, Gordon,” she rapped at him.

“Sooner or later you’ll have a number,” said Dick calmly. “You and your crowd are having the time of your young lives — perhaps because I’m incompetent, or because I’m unfortunate. But some day we shall get you, either I or my successor. You can’t fight the law and win because the law is everlasting and constant.”

“A search of my flat I don’t mind — but a sermon I will not have,” she said contemptuously. “And now, if you men have finished, I should like to get a little beauty sleep.”

“That is the one thing you don’t require,” said the gallant Elk, and she laughed.

“You’re not a bad man, Elk,” she said. “You’re a bad detective, but you’ve a heart of gold.”

“If I had, I shouldn’t trust myself alone with you,” was Elk’s parting shot.
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Dick Gordon, in the sudden lightening of his heart which had come to him when he realized that his horrible fears were without foundation, was inclined to regard the night as having been well spent. This was not Elk’s view. He was genuinely grave as they drove back to headquarters.

“I’m frightened of these Frogs, and I admit it,” he confessed. “There’s a bad leakage somewhere — how should she know that I put Balder in with Hagn? That has staggered me. Nobody but two men, in addition to ourselves, is in the secret; and if the Frogs are capable of getting that kind of news, it is any odds on Hagn knowing that he is being drawn. They frighten me, I tell you, Captain Gordon. If they only knew a little, and hadn’t got that quite right, I should be worried. But they know everything!”

Dick nodded.

“The whole trouble, Elk, is that the Frogs are not an illegal association. It may be necessary to ask the Prime Minister to proclaim the society.”

“Perhaps he’s a Frog too,” said Elk gloomily. “Don’t laugh, Captain Gordon! There are big people behind these Frogs. I’m beginning to suspect everybody.”

“Start by suspecting me,” said Gordon good-humouredly.

“I have,” was the frank reply. “Then it occurred to me that possibly I walk in my sleep — I used to as a boy. Likely I lead a double life, and I am a detective by day and a Frog by night — you never know. It is clear that there is a genius at the back of the Frogs,” he went on, with unconscious immodesty.

“Lola Bassano?” suggested Dick.

“I’ve thought of her, but she’s no organizer. She had a company on the road when she was nineteen, and it died the death from bad organization. I suppose you think that that doesn’t mean she couldn’t run the Frogs — but it does. You want exactly the same type of intelligence to control the Frogs as you want to control a bank. Maitland is the man. I narrowed the circle down to him after I had a talk with Johnson. Johnson says he’s never seen the old man’s passbook, and although he is his private secretary, knows nothing whatever of his business transactions except that he buys property and sells it. The money old Maitland makes on the side never appears in the books, and Johnson was a very surprised man when I suggested that Maitland transacted any business at all outside the general routine of the company. And it’s not a company at all — not an incorporated company. It’s a one man show. Would you like to make sure, Captain Gordon?”

“Sure of what?” asked Dick, startled.

“That Miss Bennett isn’t in this at all.”

“You don’t think for one moment she is?” asked Dick, aghast at the thought.

“I’m prepared to believe anything,” said Elk. “We’ve got a clear road; we could be at Horsham in an hour, and it is our business to make sure. In my mind I’m perfectly satisfied that it was not Miss Bennett’s voice. But when we come down to writing out reports for the people upstairs to read, (‘the people upstairs,’ was Elk’s invariable symbol for his superiors), we are going to look silly if we say that we heard Miss Bennett’s voice and didn’t trouble to find out where Miss Bennett was.”

“That is true,” said Dick thoughtfully, and, leaning out to the driver, Elk gave new directions.

The grey of dawn was in the sky as the car ran through the deserted streets of Horsham and began the steady climb toward Maytree Cottage, which lay on the slope of the Shoreham Road.

The cottage showed no signs of life. The blinds were drawn; there was no light of any kind. Dick hesitated, with his hand on the gate.

“I don’t like waking these people,” he confessed. “Old Bennett will probably think that I’ve brought some bad news about his son.”

“I have no conscience,” said Elk, and walked up the brick path.

But John Bennett required no waking. Elk was hailed from one of the windows above, and, looking up, saw the mystery man leaning with his elbows on the windowsill.

“What’s the trouble, Elk?” he asked in a low voice, as though he did not wish to awaken his daughter.

“No trouble at all,” said Elk cheerfully. “We picked up a wireless telephone message in the night, and Fin under the impression that it was your daughter’s voice I heard.”

John Bennett frowned, and Dick saw that he doubted the truth of this explanation.

“It is perfectly true, Mr. Bennett,” he said. “I heard the voice too. We were listening in for a rather important message, and we heard Miss Bennett in circumstances whirl, make it necessary for us to assure ourselves that it was not she who was speaking.”

The cloud passed from John Bennett’s face.

“That’s a queer sort of story, Captain Gordon, but I believe you. I’ll come down and let you in.”

Wearing an old dressing-gown, he opened the door and ushered them into the darkened sittingroom.

“I’ll call Ella, and perhaps she’ll be able to satisfy you hat she was in bed at ten o’clock last night.”

He went out of the room, after drawing the curtains to let in the light, and Dick waited with a certain amount of pleasurable anticipation. He had been only too glad of the excuse to come to Horsham, if the truth be told. This girl had so gripped his heart that the days between their meetings seemed like eternity. They heard the feet of Bennett on the stairs, and presently the old man came in, and distress was written largely on his face.

“I can’t understand it,” he said. “Ella is not in her room! The bed has been slept in, but she has evidently dressed and gone out.”

Elk scratched his chin, avoiding Dick’s eyes.

“A lot of young people like getting up early,” he said. “When I was a young man, nothing gave me greater pleasure than to see the sun rise — before I went to bed. Is she in the habit of taking a morning stroll?”

John Bennett shook his head.

“I’ve never known her to do that before. It’s curious I did not hear her, because I slept very badly last night. Will you excuse me, gentlemen?”

He went upstairs and came down in a few minutes, dressed. Together they passed out into the garden It was now quite light, though the sun had not yet tipped the horizon. John Bennett made a brief but fruitless search of the ground behind the cottage, and came hack to them with a confession of failure. He was no more troubled than Dick Gordon. It was impossible that it could have been she, that Elk was mistaken. Yet Lola had been emphatic. Against that, the hall-porter at Caverley House had been equally certain that the only visitor to Lola’s flat that night was the aged Mr. Maitland; and so far as he knew, or Elk had been able to discover, there was no other entrance into the building.

“I see you have a car here. You came down by road. Did you pass anybody?”

Dick shook his head.

“Do you mind if we take the car in the opposite direction toward Shoreham?”

“I was going to suggest that,” said Gordon, “Isn’t it rather dangerous for her, walking at this hour? The roads are thronged with tramps.”

The older man made no reply. He sat with the driver, his eyes fixed anxiously upon the road ahead. The car went ten miles at express speed, then turned, and began a search of the side roads. Nearing the cottage again, Dick pointed.

“‘What is that wood?” he asked pointing to a dense wood to which a narrow road led.

“That is Elsham Wood; she wouldn’t go there,” he hesitated.

“Let us try it,” said Dick, and the bonnet of the car was turned on to a narrow road. In a few minutes they were running through a glade of high trees, the entwining tops of which made the road a place of gloom.

“There are car tracks here,” said Dick suddenly, but John Bennett shook his head.

“People come here for picnics,” he said, but Dick was not satisfied.

These marks were new, and presently he saw them turn off the road to a ‘ride’ between the trees. He caught no glimpse of a car, however. The direction of the tracks supported the old man’s theory. The road ended a mile farther along, and beyond that was a waste of bracken and tree stumps, for the wood had been extensively thinned during the war.

With some difficulty the car was turned and headed back again. They carne through the glade into the open, and then Dick uttered a cry.

John Bennett had already seen the girl. She was walking quickly in the centre of the road, and stepped on to the grassy border without looking round as the car came abreast of her. Then, looking up, she saw her father, and went pale.

He was in the road in a moment.

“My dear,” he said reproachfully, “where have you been at this hour?”

She looked frightened, Dick thought. The eyes of Elk narrowed as he surveyed her.

“I couldn’t sleep, so I dressed and went out, father,” she said, and nodded to Dick. “You’re a surprising person, Captain Gordon. Why are you here at this hour?”

“I carne to interview you,” said Dick, forcing a smile.

“Me!” She was genuinely astonished. “Why me?”

“Captain Gordon heard your voice on a wireless telephone in the middle of the night, and wanted to know ail about it,” said her father.

If he was relieved, he was also troubled. Looking at him, Elk suddenly saw the relief intensified, and with his quick intuition guessed the cause before John Bennett put the question.

“Was it Ray?” he asked eagerly. “Did he come down?”

She shook her head.

“No, father,” she said quietly. “And as to the wireless telephone, I have never spoken into a wireless telephone, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen one,” she said.

“Of course you haven’t,” said Dick. “Only we were rather worried when we heard your voice, but Mr. Elk’s explanation, that it was somebody speaking whose voice was very mulch like yours, is obviously correct.”

“Tell me this, Miss Bennett,” said Elk quietly. “Were you in town last night?”

She did not reply.

“My daughter went to bed at ten,” said John Bennett roughly. “What is the sense of asking her whether she was in London last night?”

“Were you in town in the early hours of this morning. Miss Bennett?” persisted Elk, and to Dick’s amazement she nodded.

“Were you at Caverley House?”

“No,” she answered instantly.

“But, Ella, what were you doing in town?” asked John Bennett. “Did you go to see that wretched brother of yours?”

Again the hesitation, and then:

“No.”

“Did you go by yourself?”

“No,” said Ella, and her lip trembled. “I wish you wouldn’t ask me any further questions. I’m not a free agent in the matter. Daddy, you’ve always trusted me: you’ll trust me now, won’t you?”

He took her hand and held it in both of his.

“I’ll trust you always, girlie,” he said; “and these gentlemen must do the same.”

Her challenging eyes met Dick’s, and he nodded.

“I am one who will share that trust,” he said, and something in her look rewarded him.

Elk rubbed his chin fiercely.

“Being naturally of a trusting nature, I should no more think of doubting your word, Miss Bennett, than I should of believing myself.” He looked at his watch. “I think we’ll go along and fetch poor old Balder from the house of sin,” he said.

“You’ll stop and have some breakfast?”

Dick looked pleadingly at Elk, and the detective, with an air of resignation, agreed.

“Anyway, Balder won’t mind an hour more or less,” he said. Whilst Ella was preparing the breakfast, Dick and Elk paced the road outside.

“Well, what do you think of it, Captain?”

“I don’t understand, but I have every confidence that Miss Bennett has not lied,” said Dick.

“Faith is a wonderful thing,” murmured Elk, and Dick turned on him sharply.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean what I say. I have got faith in Miss Bennett,” he said soothingly; “and, after all, she’s only another little hit of the jigsaw puzzle that will fall into place when we fix the piece that’s shaped like a Frog. And John Bennett’s another,” he said after a moment’s thought.

From where they stood they could see, looking toward Shoreham, the opening of the narrow Elsham Wood road.

“The thing that puzzles me,” Elk was saying, “is why she should go into that wood in the middle of the night—” He stopped, lowering his head. There came to them the soft purr of a motorcar. “Where is that?” he asked.

The question was answered instantly. Slowly there came into view from the wood road the bonnet of a car, followed immediately by the remainder of a large limousine, which turned toward them, gathering speed as it came. A moment later it flashed past them, and they saw the solitary occupant.

“Well, I’m damned!” said Elk, who very infrequently indulged in profanity, but Dick felt that on this occasion at least he was justified. For the man in the limousine was the bearded Ezra Maitland; and he knew that it was to see Maitland that the girl had gone to Elsham Wood.
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A minute later Ella came to the door to call them. “Was that a car went past?” she asked, and they detected a note of anxiety in her tone.

“Yes,” said Elk, “it was a big car. Didn’t sec who was in it, but it was a big car.”

Dick heard her sigh of relief.

“Will you come in, please?” she said. “Breakfast is waiting for you.”

They left half an hour later, and each man was so busy with his own thoughts that Dick did not speak until they were passing the villas where the body of Genter had been found. It was near Horsham that Genter was killed, the remembered with a little shudder. Outside of Horsham he himself had seen the dead man’s feet extended beyond the back of a motor-van. Hagn should die for that; whether he was Frog or not, he was party to that murder. As if reading his thoughts, Elk turned to him and said:

“DO you think your evidence is strong enough to hang Hagn?”

“I was wondering,” said Dick. “There is no supporting evidence, unfortunately, but the car which you have under lock and key, and the fact that the garage keeper may be able to identify him.”

“With his beard?” asked Elk significantly. “There is going to be some difficulty in securing a conviction against this frog, believe me, Captain Gordon. And unless old Balder induces him to make a statement, we shall have all the difficulty in the world in convincing a jury. Personally,” he added, “if I was condemned to spend a night with Balder, I should tell the truth, if it was only to get rid of him. He’s a pretty clever fellow, is Balder. People don’t realize that — he has the makings of a first-class detective, if we could only get him to take a happier view of life.”

He directed the driver to go straight to the door of Cannon Row.

Dick’s mind was on another matter.

“What did she want with Maitland?” he asked. Elk shook his head.

“I don’t know,” he confessed. “Of course, she might have been persuading him to take back her brother, but old Maitland isn’t the kind of adventurer who’d get up in the middle of the night to discuss giving Ray Bennett his job back. If he was a younger man, yes. But he’s not young. He’s darned old. And he’s a wicked old man, who doesn’t care two cents whether Ray Bennett is working at his desk for so much per, or whether he’s breaking stones on Dartmoor. I tell you, that’s one of the minor mysteries which will be cleared up when we get the Frog piece in its place.”

The car stopped at the entrance of Cannon Row police station, and the men jumped down. The desk sergeant stood up as they came in, and eyed them wonderingly.

“I’m going to take Balder out, sergeant.”

“Balder?” said the man in surprise. “I didn’t know Balder was in.”

“I put him in with Hagn.”

A light dawned upon the station official.

“That’s queer. I didn’t know it was Balder,” he said. “I wasn’t on duty when he came in, but the other sergeant told me that a man had been put in with Hagn. Here is the gaoler.”

That official came in at that moment, and was as astonished as the sergeant to learn the identity of the second prisoner.

“I had no idea it was Balder, sir,” he said. “That accounts for the long talk they had — they were talking up till one o’clock.”

“Are they still talking?” asked Elk.

“No, sir, they’re sleeping now. I had a look at them a little time ago — you remember you gave me orders to leave them alone and not to go near them.”

Dick Gordon and his subordinate followed the gaoler down a long passage faced with glazed brick, the wall of which was studded at intervals by narrow black doors. Reaching the end of the corridor, they turned at right angles. The second passage had only one door, and that was at the end. Snapping back the lock, the gaoler threw open the door, and Elk went in.

Elk went to the first of the figures and pulled aside the blanket which covered the face. Then, with an oath, he drew the blanket clear.

It was Balder, and he was lying on his back, covered from head to foot with a blanket. A silk scarf was twisted round his mouth; his wrists were not only handcuffed but strapped, as were his legs.

Elk dashed at the second figure, but as he touched the blanket, it sank under his hands. A folded coat, to give resemblance to a human figure, a lair of battered shoes, placed artificially at the end of the blanket — these were all. Hagn had disappeared!

When they got the man into Elk’s office, and had given him brandy, and Elk, by sheer bullying, had reduced him to coherence, Balder told his story.

“I think it was round about two o’clock when it happened,” he said. “I’d been talking all the evening to this Hagn, though it was very clear to me, with my experience, that he spotted me the moment I came in, as a police officer, and was kidding me along all the evening. Still, I persevered, Mr. Elk. I’m the sort o man that never says die. That’s the peculiar thing about me—”

“The peculiar thing about you,” said Elk wearily, “is your passionate admiration of Balder. Get on!”

“Anyway, I did try,” said Balder in an injured voice; “and I thought I’d got over his suspicion, because he began talking about Frogs, and telling me that there was going to be a wireless call to all the heads tonight — that is, last night. He told me that Number Seven would never be captured, because he was too clever. He asked me how Mills had been killed, but I’m perfectly sure, the way he put the question, that he knew. We didn’t talk very much after one, and at a quarter past one I lay down, and I must have gone to sleep almost at once. The first thing I knew was that they were putting a gag in my mouth. I tried to struggle, but they held me—”

“They?” said Elk. “How many were there?”

“There may have been two or three — I’m not certain,” said Balder. “If it had been only two, I think I could have managed, for I am naturally strong. There must have been more. I only saw two besides Hagn.”

“Was the cell door open?”

“Yes, sir, it was ajar,” said Balder after he had considered a moment.

“What did they look like?”

“They were wearing long black overcoats, but they made no attempt to hide their faces. I should know them anywhere. They were young men — at least, one was. What happened after that I don’t know. They put a strap round my legs, pulled the blanket over me, and that’s all I saw or heard until the cell door closed. I have been lying there all night, sir, thinking of my wife and children…”

Elk cut him short, and, leaving the man in charge of another police clerk, he went across to make a more careful examination of the cell. The two passages were shaped like a capital L, the special cell being at the end of the shorter branch. At the elbow was a barred door leading into the courtyard, where men waiting trial were loaded into the prison van and distributed to various places of detention. The warder sat at the top of the L, in a small glass-panelled cubbyhole, where the cell indicators were. Each cell was equipped with a bellpush in case of illness, and the signals showed in this tiny office. From where he sat, the warder commanded, not only a view of the passage, but a side view of the door. Questioned, he admitted that he had been twice into the charge room for a few minutes at a time; once when a man arrested for drunkenness had demanded to see a doctor, and another time, about half-past two in the morning, to take over a burglar who had been captured in the course of the night.

“And, of course, it was during that time that the men got away,” said Elk.

The door into the courtyard was locked but not bolted. It could be opened from either side. The cell door could also open from both sides. In this respect it differed from every other cell in the station; but the explanation was that it was frequently used for important prisoners, whom it was necessary to subject to lengthy interrogations; and the lock had been chosen to give the police officers who were inside an opportunity of leaving the cell when they desired, without calling for the gaoler. The lock had not been picked, neither had the lock of the yard door.

Elk sent immediately for the policemen who were on duty at either entrance of Scotland Yard. The officer who was on guard at the Embankment entrance had seen nobody. The Irian at the Whitehall opening remembered seeing an inspector of police pass out at half-past two. He was perfectly sure the officer was an inspector, because he wore the hanging sword-belt, and the policeman had seen the star on his shoulder and had saluted him — a salute which the officer had returned.

“This may or may not be one of them,” said Elk. “If it is, what happened to the other two?”

But here evidence failed. The men had disappeared as though they had dissipated into air.

“We’re going to get a roasting for this, Captain Gordon,” said Elk; “and if we escape without being scorched, we’re lucky. Fortunately, nobody but ourselves knows that Hagn has been arrested; and when I say ‘ourselves,’ I wish I meant it! You had better go home and go to bed; I had some sleep in the night. If you’ll wait while I send this bleating clerk of mine home to his well-advertised wife and family, I’ll walk home with you.”

Dick was waiting on the edge of Whitehall when Elk joined him.

“There will be a departmental inquiry, of course. We can’t help that,” he said. “The only thing that worries me is that I’ve got poor old Balder into bad odour, and I was trying to put him right. I don’t know what the experience of the Boy Scouts is,” he went off at a tangent, “but my own is that the worst service you can render to any man is to try to do him a good turn.”

It was now nearly ten o’clock, and Dick was feeling faint with hunger and lack of sleep, for he had eaten nothing at Horsham. Once or twice, as they walked toward Harley Terrace, Elk looked back over his shoulder.

“Expecting anybody?” asked Dick, suddenly alive to the possibility of danger.

“No-o, not exactly,” said Elk. “But I’ve got a hunch that we’re being followed.”

“I saw a man just now who I thought was following us,” said Dick, “a man in a fawn raincoat.”

“Oh, him?” said Elk, indifferent alike to the rules of grammar and the presence of his shadow. “That is one of my men. There’s another on the other side of the road. I’m not thinking of them, my mind for the moment being fixed on Frogs. Do you mind if we cross the road?” he asked hurriedly, and, without waiting for a reply, caught Gordon’s arm and led him across the broad thoroughfare. “I always object to walking on the same side of a street as the traffic runs. I like to meet traffic; it’s not good to be overtaken. I thought so!”

A small Ford van, painted with the name of a laundry, which had been crawling along behind them, suddenly spurted and went ahead at top speed. Elk followed the car with his eyes until it reached the Trafalgar Square end of Whitehall. Instead of branching left toward Pall Mall or right to the Strand, the van swung round in a half-circle and came back to meet them. Elk half turned and made a signal.

“This is where we follow the example of the chicken,” said Elk, and made another hurried crossing.

When they reached the pavement he looked round. The detectives who were following him had understood his signal, and one had leaped on the running-board of the van, which was pulled up to the pavement. There was a few minutes’ talk between the driver and the officer, and then they all drove off together.

“Pinched,” said Elk laconically. “He’ll take him to the station on some charge or other and hold him. I guessed he’d see what I was after — my man, I mean. The easiest way to shadow is to shadow in a trade truck,” said Elk. “A trade van can do anything it likes; it can loiter by the pavement, it can turn round and go back, it can go fast or slow, and nobody takes the slightest notice. If that had been a limousine, it would have attracted the attention of every policeman by drawling along by the pavement, so as to over take us just at the right minute. Probably it wasn’t any more than a shadow, but to me,” he said with a quiver of his shoulder, “it felt rather like sudden death!”

Whether Elk’s cheerfulness was assumed or natural, he succeeded in impressing his companion.

“Let’s take a cab,” said Dick, and such was his doubt that he waited for three empty taxis to pass before he hailed the fourth. “Come in,” said Dick when the cab dropped them at Harley Terrace. “I’ve got a spare room if you want to sleep.”

Elk shook his head to the latter suggestion, but accompanied Gordon into the house. The man who opened the door had evidently something to say.

“There’s a gentleman waiting to see you, sir. He’s been here for half an hour.”

“What is his name?”

“Mr. Johnson, sir.”

“Johnson?” said Dick in surprise, and hurried to the diningroom, into which the visitor had been ushered.

It was, indeed, “the philosopher,” though Mr. Johnson lacked for the moment evidence of that equilibrium which is the chiefest of his possessions. The stout man was worried; his face was unusually long; and when Dick went into the room, he was sitting uncomfortably on the edge of a chair, as he had seen him sitting at Heron’s Club, his gloomy eyes fixed upon the carpet.

“I hope you’ll forgive me for coming to see you, Captain Gordon,” he said. “I’ve really no right to bring my troubles to you.”

“I hope your troubles aren’t as pressing as mine,” smiled Dick as he shook hands. “You know Mr. Elk?”

“Mr. Elk is an old friend,” said Johnson, almost cheerful for a second.

“Well, what is your kick? — sit down, won’t you?” ‘aid Dick. “I’m going to have a real breakfast. Will you join me?”

“With pleasure, sir. I’ve eaten nothing this morning. I usually have a little lunch about eleven, but I can’t say that I feel very hungry. The fact is, Captain Gordon, I’m fired.”

Dick raised his eyebrows.

“What — has Maitland fired you?”

Johnson nodded.

“And to think that I’ve served the old devil all these years faithfully, on a clerk’s salary! I’ve never given him any cause for complaint, I’ve handled hundreds of thousands — yes, and millions! And although it’s not for me to blow my own trumpet, I’ve never once been a penny out in my accounts. Of course, if I had been, he would have found it out in less than no time, for he is the greatest mathematician I’ve ever met. And as sharp as a needle! He can write twice as fast as any other man I’ve known,” he added with reluctant admiration.

“It’s rather curious that a man of his uncouth appearance and speech should have those attainments,” said Dick.

“It’s a wonder to me,” confessed Johnson. “In fact, it has been a standing wonder to me ever since I’ve known him. You’d think he was a dustman or a tramp, to hear him talk, yet he’s a very well-read man, of extraordinary educational qualities.”

“Can he remember dates?” asked Elk.

“He can even remember dates,” replied Johnson seriously. “A queer old man, and in many ways an unpleasant old man. I’m not saying this because he’s fired me; I’ve always had the same view. He’s without a single spark of kindness; I think the only human thing about him is his love for this little boy.”

“What little boy?” asked Elk, immediately interested.

“I’ve never seen him,” said Johnson. “The child has never been brought to the office. I don’t know who he is or whose he is; I’ve an idea he’s a grandchild of Maitland’s.”

There was a pause.

“I see,” said Dick softly, and well he did see, for in that second began his understanding of the Frog and the secret of the Frog.

“Why were you fired?” he asked.

Johnson shrugged his shoulders.

“Over a stupid thing; in fact, it’s hardly worth talking about. It appears the old man saw me at Heron’s Club the other night, and ever since then he’s been going carefully into my petty cash account, probably under the impression that I was living a fast life! Beyond the usual grousing, there was nothing in his manner to suggest that he intended getting rid of me; but this morning, when I came, I found that he had already arrived, which was an unusual circumstance. He doesn’t as a rule get to the office until about an hour after we start work. ‘Johnson,’ he said, ‘I understand that you know a Miss Ella Bennett.’I replied that I was fortunate enough to know the lady. ‘And I understand,’ he went on, ‘that you’ve been down there to lunch on one or two occasions.’ ‘That is perfectly true, Mr. Maitland,’ I replied. ‘Very well, Johnson,’ said Maitland, ‘you’re fired.’”

“And that was all?” asked Dick in amazement.

“That was all,” said Johnson in a hushed voice. “Can you understand it?”

Dick could have said yes, but he did not. Elk, more curious, and passionately anxious to extend his knowledge of the mysterious Maitland, had something to ask.

“Johnson, you’ve been right close to this man Maitland for years. Have you noticed anything about him that’s particularly suspicious?”

“Like what, Mr. Elk?”

“Has he had any visitors for whom you couldn’t account? Have you known him, for example, to do anything which would suggest to you that he had something to do with the Frogs?”

“The Frogs?” Johnson opened his eyes wide, and his voice emphasized his incredulity. “Bless you, no! I shouldn’t imagine he knows anything about these people. You mean the tramps who have committed so many crimes? No, Mr. Elk, I’ve never heard or seen or read anything which gave me that impression.”

“You’ve seen the records of most of his transactions: are there any that he has made which would lead you to believe that he had benefited, say, by the death of Mr. Maclean in Dundee, or by the attack which was made upon the woollen merchant at Derby? For example, do you know whether he has been engaged in the buying or selling of French brandies or perfumes?”

Johnson shook his head.

“No, sir, he deals only in real estate. He has properties in this country and in the South of France and in America. He has done a little business in exchanges; in fact, we did a very large exchange business until the mark broke.”

“What are you going to do now, Mr. Johnson?” asked Dick.

The other made a gesture of helplessness.

“What can I do, sir?” he asked. “I am nearly fifty; I’ve spent most of my working life in one job, and it is very unlikely that I can get another. Fortunately for me, I’ve not only saved money, but I have had one or two lucky investments, and for those I must be grateful to the old man. I don’t think he was particularly pleased when he found that I’d followed his advice, but that’s beside the question. I do owe him that. I’ve just about enough money to keep me for the rest of my life if I go quietly and do riot engage in any extraordinary speculations. Why I came to see you was to ask you, Captain Gordon, if you had any kind of opening. I should like a little spare time work, and I’d be most happy to work with you.”

Dick was rather embarrassed, because the opportunities for employing Mr. Johnson were few and far between. Nevertheless, he was anxious to help the man.

“Let me give the matter a day or two’s thought,” he said. “What is Maitland doing for a secretary?”

“I don’t know. That is my chief worry. I saw a letter lying on his desk, addressed to Miss Ella Bennett, and I have got an idea that he intends offering her the job.”

Dick could hardly believe his ears.

“What makes you think that?”

“I don’t know, sir, only once or twice the old man has inquired whether Ray has a sister. He took quite an interest in her for two or three days. and then let the matter drop. It is as astonishing as anything he has ever done.”

Elk for some reason felt immensely sorry for the man. He as so obviously and patently unfitted for the rough and humble of competition. And the opportunities which awaited a man of fifty worn to one groove were practically non-existent.

“I don’t know that! can help you either, Mr. Johnson,” he said. “As far as Miss Bennett is concerned, I imagine that there is no possibility of her accepting any such offer, supposing Maitland made it. I’ll have your address in case I want to communicate with you.”

“431, Fitzroy Square,” replied Johnson, and produced a somewhat soiled card with an apology. “I haven’t much use for cards,” he said.

He walked to the door and hesitated with his hand on its edge.

“I’m — I’m very fond of Miss Bennett,” he said, “and I’d like her to know that Maitland isn’t as bad as he looks. I’ve got to be fair to him!”

“Poor devil!” said Elk, watching the man through the window as he walked dejectedly along Harley Terrace. “It’s tough on him. You nearly told him about seeing Maitland this morning! I saw that, and was ready to jump in. It’s the young lady’s secret.”

“I wish to heaven it wasn’t,” said Dick sincerely, and remembered that he had asked Johnson to stay to breakfast.
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There is a certain murky likeness between the houses in Fitzroy Square, London, and Gramercy Park, New York. Fitzroy Square belongs to the Georgian days, when Soho was a fashionable suburb, and St. Martins-in-the-Fields was really in the fields, and was not tucked away between a Vaudeville house and a picture gallery.

No. 431 had been subdivided by its owner into three self-contained flats, Johnson’s being situated on the ground floor. There was a fourth basement flat, which was occupied by a man and his wife who acted for the owners, and, incidentally, were responsible, in the case of Johnson, for keeping his apartments clean and supplying him with the very few meals that he had on the premises.

It was nearly ten o’clock when philosopher Johnson arrived home that evening, and he was a very tired man. He had spent the greater part of the day in making a series of calls upon financial and real estate houses. To his inevitable inquiries he received an inevitable answer. There were no vacancies, and certainly no openings for a stoutish man of fifty, who looked, to the discerning eyes of the merchants concerned or their managing clerks, past his best years of work. Patient Mr. Johnson accepted each rebuff and moved on to another field, only to find his experience repeated.

He let himself in with a latchkey, walked wearily into a little sittingroom, and dropped with a sigh to the Chesterfield, for he was not given to violent exercise.

The room in which he sat was prettily, but not expensively furnished. A large green carpet covered the floor; the walls were hidden by bookshelves; and there was about the place a certain cosiness which money cannot buy. Rising after some little time, he walked to his bookshelf, took down a volume and spent the next two hours in reading. It was nearly midnight when he turned out the light and went to bed.

His bedroom was at the farther end of the short corridor, and in five minutes he was undressed and asleep.

Mr. Johnson was usually a light but consistent sleeper, but tonight he had not been asleep an hour before he was awake again. And wider awake than he had been at any portion of the day. Softly he got out of bed, put on his slippers and pulled a dressing-gown round him; then, taking something from a drawer in his bureau, he opened the door and crept softly along the carpeted passage toward his sittingroom.

He had heard no sound; it was sheer premonition of a pressing danger which had wakened him. His hand was on the doorknob, and he had turned it, when he heard a faint click. It was the sound of a light being turned off, and the sound came from the sittingroom.

With a quick jerk he threw open the door and reached out his hand for the switch; and then, from the blackness of the room, came a warning voice.

“Touch that light and you die! I’ve got you covered. Put your gun on the floor at your feet — quick!”

Johnson stooped and laid down the revolver he had taken from his bureau.

“Now step inside, and step lively,” said the voice.

“Who are you?” asked Johnson steadily.

He strained his eyes to pierce the darkness, and saw the figure now. It was standing by his desk, and the shine of something in its hand warned him that the threat was no idle one.

“Never met me?” There was a chuckle of laughter in the voice of the Unknown. “I’ll bet you haven’t! Friend — meet the Frog!”

“The Frog?” Johnson repeated the words mechanically. “One name’s as good as another. That will do for mine,” said the stranger. “Throw over the key of your desk.”

There was a silence.

“I haven’t my key here,” said Johnson. “It is in the bedroom.”

“Stay where you are,” warned the voice.

Johnson had kicked off his slippers softly, and was feeling with his feet for the pistol he had laid so obediently on the floor in the first shock of surprise. Presently he found it and drew it toward him with his bare toes.

“What do you want?” he asked, temporizing.

“I want to see your office papers — all the papers you’ve brought from Maitlands.”

“There is nothing here of any value,” said Johnson.

The revolver was now at his feet and a little ahead of him. He kept his toes upon the butt, ready to drop just as soon as he could locate with any certainty the position of the burglar. But now, though his eyes were growing accustomed to the darkness, he could no longer see the owner of the voice.

“Come nearer,” said the stranger, “and hold out your hands.”

Johnson made as though to obey, but dropped suddenly to his knees. The explosion deafened him. He heard a cry, saw, in the flash of his pistol, a dark figure, and then something struck him.

He came to consciousness ten minutes later, to find the room empty. Staggering to his feet, he put on the light and walked unsteadily back to his bedroom, to examine the extent of his injuries. He felt the bump on his head gingerly, and grinned. Somebody was knocking at the outer door, a peremptory, authoritative knocking. With a wet towel to his injured head he went out into the passage and opened the front door. He found two policemen at the step and a small crowd gathered on the pavement.

“Has there been shooting here?”

“Yes, constable,” said Johnson, “I did a little shooting, but I don’t think I hit anything.”

“Have you been hurt, sir? Was it burglars?”

“I can’t tell you. Come in,” said Johnson, and led the way back to the disordered library.

The blind was flapping in the draught, for the window, which looked out upon a side street, was open.

“Have you missed anything?”

“No, I don’t think so,” said Johnson. “I think it was rather more important than an ordinary burglary. I am going to call Inspector Elk of Scotland Yard, and I think you had better leave the room as it is until he arrives.”

Elk was in his office, laboriously preparing a report on the escape of Hagn, when the call came through. He listened attentively, and then:

“I’ll come down, Johnson. Tell the constable to leave things — ask him to speak to me.”

By the time Elk had arrived, the philosopher was dressed. “He gave you a pretty hefty one,” said Elk, examining the contusion with a professional eye.

“I wasn’t prepared for it. I expected him to shoot, and he must have struck at me as I fired.”

“You say it was the Frog himself?” said the sceptical Elk. “I doubt it. The Frog has never undertaken a job on his own, so far as I can remember.”

“It was either the Frog or one of his trusted emissaries,” said Johnson with a good-humoured smile. “Look a t this.”

On the centre of his pink blottingpad was stamped the inevitable Frog. It appeared also on the panel of the door.

“That is supposed to be a warning, isn’t it?” said Johnson. “Well, I hadn’t time to get acquainted with the warning before I got mine!”

“There are worse things than a clubbing,” said Elk cheerfully. “You’ve missed nothing?”

Johnson shook his head.

“No, nothing.”

Elk’s inspection of the room was short but thorough. It was near the open window, blown by the breeze into the folds of the curtain, that he found the parcel-room ticket. It was a green slip acknowledging the reception of a handbag, and it was issued at the terminus of the Great Northern Railway.

“Is this yours?” he asked.

Johnson took the slip from him, examined it and shook his head.

“No,” he said, “I’ve never seen it before.”

“Anybody else in your flat likely to have left a bag at King’s Cross station?”

Again Johnson shook his head and smiled.

“There is nobody else in this flat,” he said, “except myself.”

Elk took the paper under the light and scrutinized the date-stamp. The luggage had been deposited a fortnight before, and, as is usual in such tickets, the name of the depositor was not given.

“It may have blown in from the garden,” he said. “There is a stiff breeze tonight, but I should not imagine that anybody who had got an important piece of luggage would leave the ticket to fly around. I’ll investigate this,” he said, and put the ticket carefully away in his pocketbook. “You didn’t see the man?”

“I caught a glimpse of him as I fired, and I am under the impression that he was masked.”

“Did you recognize his voice?”

“No,” said Johnson, shaking his head.

Elk examined the window. The catch had been cleverly forced— “cleverly” because it was a new type of patent fastening familiar to him, and which he did not remember ever having seen forced from the outside before. Instinctively his mind went back to the burglary at Lord Farmley’s, to that beautifully cut handle and blown lock; and though, by no stretch of imagination, could the two jobs be compared, yet there was a similarity in finish and workmanship which immediately struck him.

What made this burglary all the more remarkable was that, for the first time, there had appeared somebody who claimed to be the Frog himself. Never before had the Frog given tangible proof of his existence. He understood the organization well enough to know that none of the Frog’s willing slaves would have dared to use his name. And why did he consider that Johnson was worthy of his personal attention?

“No,” said Johnson in answer to his question, “there are no documents here of the slightest value. I used to bring home a great deal of work from Maitlands; in fact, I have often worked into the middle of the night. That is why my dismissal is such a scandalous piece of ingratitude.”

“You have never had any private papers of Maitland’s here, which perhaps you might have forgotten to return?” asked Elk thoughtfully, and Johnson’s ready smile and twinkling eyes supplied an answer.

“That’s rather a graceful way of putting the matter,” he said. “No, I have none of Maitland’s documents here. If you care, you can see the contents of all my cupboards, drawers and boxes, but I can assure you that I’m a very methodical man; I know practically every paper in my possession.”

Walking home, Elk reviewed the matter of this surprising appearance. If the truth be told, he was very glad to have some additional problem to keep his mind off the very unpleasant interview which was promised for the morning. Captain Dick Gordon would assume all responsibility, and probably the Commissioners would exonerate Elk from any blame; but to the detective, the “people upstairs” were almost as formidable as the Frog himself.
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He intended making an early call at King’s Cross to examine the contents of the bag, but awoke the next morning, his mind filled with the coming inquiry to the exclusion of all other matters; and although he entered Johnson’s burglary in his report book very carefully, and locked away the cloakroom ticket in his safe, he was much too absorbed and worried to make immediate inquiries.

Dick arrived for the inquiry, and his assistant gave him a brief sketch of the burglary in Fitzroy Square.

“Let me see that ticket,” he asked.

Elk, unlocking the safe, produced the green slip.

“The ticket has been attached to something,” said Dick, carrying the slip to the window. “There is the mark of a paper-fastener, and the mark is recent. This may produce a little information,” he said as he handed it back.

“It’s very unlikely,” said Elk despondently as he kicked the door of the safe. “Those people upstairs are going to give us hell.”

“Don’t worry,” said Dick. “I tell you, our friends above are so tickled to death at recovering the Treaty that they’re not going to worry much about Hagn.”

It was a remarkable prophecy, remarkably fulfilled. Elk was gratified and surprised when he was called into the presence of the great — every Commissioner and Chief Constable sat round the green board of judgment — to discover that the attitude of his superiors was rather one of benevolent interest than of disapproval.

“With an organization of this character we are prepared for very unexpected developments,” said the Chief Commissioner. “In ordinary circumstances, the escape of Hagn would be a matter calling for severe measures against those responsible. But I really cannot apportion the blame in this particular case. Balder seems to have behaved with perfect propriety; I quite approve of your having put him into the cell with Hagn; and I do not see what I can do with the gaoler. The truth is, that the Frogs are immensely powerful — more powerful than the agents of an enemy Government, because they are working with inside knowledge, and in addition, of course, they are our own people. You think it is possible, Captain Gordon, to round up the Frogs? — I know it will be a tremendous business. Is it worth while?”

Dick shook his head.

“No, sir,” he replied. “They are too numerous, and the really dangerous men are going to be difficult to identify. It has come to our knowledge that the chiefs of this organization — at least, some of them — are not so marked.”

Not all the members of the Board of Inquiry were as pleasant as the Chief Commissioner.

“It comes to this,” said a white-haired Chief Constable, “that in the space of a week we have had two prisoners killed under the eyes of the police, and one who has practically walked out of the cell in which he was guarded by a police officer, without being arrested or any clue being furnished as to the method the Frogs employed.” He shook his head. “That’s bad, Captain Gordon.”

“Perhaps you would like to take charge of the inquiry, sir,” said Dick. “This is not the ordinary petty larceny type, of crime, and I seem to remember having dealt with a case of yours whilst I was in the Prosecutor’s Department, presenting less complicated features, in which you were no more successful than I and my officers have been in dealing with the Frogs. You must allow me the greatest latitude and exercise patience beyond the ordinary. I know the Frog,” he said simply.

For some time they did not realize what he had said.

“You know him?” asked the Chief Commissioner incredulously.

Dick nodded.

“If I were to tell you who it was,” he said, “you would probably laugh at me. And obviously, whilst it is quite possible for me to secure an arrest this morning, it is not as easy a matter to produce overwhelming evidence that will convict. You must give me rope if I am to succeed.”

“But how did you discover him, Captain Gordon?” asked the Chief, and Elk, who had listened, dumbfounded, to this claim of his superior, waited breathlessly for the reply.

“It was clear to me,” said Dick, speaking slowly and deliberately, “when I learnt from Mr. Johnson, who was Maitland’s secretary, that somewhere concealed in the old man’s house was a mysterious child.” He smiled as he looked at the blank faces of the Board. “That doesn’t sound very convincing, I’m afraid,” he said, “but nevertheless, you will learn in due course why, when I discovered this, I was perfectly satisfied that I could take the Frog whenever I wished. It is not necessary to say that, knowing as I do, or as I am convinced I do, the identity of this individual, events from now on will take a more interesting and a more satisfactory course. I do not profess to be able to explain how Hagn came to make his escape. I have a suspicion — it is no more than a suspicion — but even that event is soluble if my other theory is right, as I am sure it is.”

Until the meeting was over and the two men were again in Elk’s office, the detective spoke no word. Then, closing the door carefully, he said:

“If that was a bluff of yours, Captain Gordon, it was the finest bluff I have ever heard, and I’ve an idea it wasn’t a bluff.”

“It was no bluff,” said Dick quietly. “I tell you I am satisfied that I know the Frog.”

“Who is it?”

Dick shook his head.

“This isn’t the time to tell you. I don’t think any useful purpose would be served if I made my views known — even to you. Now what about your cloakroom ticket?”

Dick did not accompany him to King’s Cross, for he had sonic work to do in his office, and Elk went alone to the cloakroom. Producing the ticket, he paid the extra fees for the additional period of storage, and received from the attendant a locked brown leather bag.

“Now, son,” said Elk, having revealed his identity, “perhaps you will tell me if you remember who brought this bag?” The attendant grinned.

“I haven’t that kind of memory,” he said.

“I sympathize with you,” said Elk, “but possibly if you concentrated your mind, you might be able to recall something. Faces aren’t dates.”

The attendant turned over the leaves of his book to make sure.

“Yes, I was on duty that day.”

“What time was it handed in?”

He examined the counterfoils.

“About eleven o’clock in the morning,” he said. He shook his head. “I can’t remember who brought it. We get so much luggage entered at that time in the morning that it’s almost impossible for me to recall any particular person. I know one thing, that there wasn’t anything peculiar about him, or I should have remembered.”

“You mean that the person who handed this in was very ordinary. Was he an American?”

Again the attendant thought.

“No, I don’t think he was an American, sir,” he said. “I should have remembered that. I don’t think we have had an American here for weeks.”

Elk took the bag to the office of the station police inspector, and with the aid of his key unlocked and pulled it wide open. Its contents were unusual. A suit of clothes, a shirt, collar and tie, a brand-new shaving outfit, a small bottle of Annatto, a colouring material used by dairymen, a passport made out in the name of “John Henry Smith,” but with the photograph missing, a Browning pistol, fully loaded, an envelope containing 5,000 francs and five one-hundred-dollar bills; these comprised the contents.

Elk surveyed the articles as they were spread on the inspector’s table.

“What do you make of that?”

The railwayman shook his head.

“It’s a fairly complete outfit,” he said.

“You mean a getaway outfit? That’s what I think,” said Elk; “and I’d like to bet that one of these bags is stored at every railway terminus in London!”

The clothing bore no marks, the Browning was of Belgian manufacture, whilst the passport might, or might not, have been forged, though the blank on which it was written was obviously genuine. (A later inquiry put through to the Foreign Office revealed the fact that it had not been officially issued.)

Elk packed away the outfit into the bag.

“I shall take these to the Yard. Perhaps they’ll be called for — but more likely they won’t.”

Elk came out of the Inspector’s office on to the broad platform, wondering what it would be best to do. Should he leave the bag in the cloakroom and set a man to watch?…That would be a little futile, for nobody could call unless he had the ticket, and it would mean employing a good officer for nothing. He decided in the end to take the bag to the Yard and hand it over for a more thorough inspection.

One of the Northern expresses had just pulled into the station, two hours late, due to a breakdown on the line. Elk stood looking idly at the stream of passengers passing out through the barrier, and, so watching, he saw a familiar face. His mind being occupied with this, the familiarity did not force itself upon his attention until the man he had recognized had passed out of view. It was John Bennett — a furtive, hurrying figure, with his battered suitcase in his hand, a dark felt hat pulled over his eyes.

Elk strolled across to the barrier where a station official was standing.

“Where does this train come from?”

“Aberdeen, sir.”

“Last stop?” asked Elk.

“Last stop Doncaster,” said the official.

Whilst he was speaking, Elk saw Bennett returning Apparently he had forgotten something, for there was a frown, of annoyance on his face. He pushed his way through the stream of people that were coming from the barriers, and Elk wondered what was the cause of his return. He had not long to wait before he learnt.

When Bennett appeared again, he was carrying a heavy brown box, fastened with a strap, and Elk recognized the motion-picture camera with which this strange man pursued his paying hobby.

“Queer bird!” said Elk to himself and, calling a cab, carried his find back to headquarters.

He put the bag in his safe, and sent for two of his best men.

“I want the cloakrooms of every London terminus inspected for bags of this kind,” he said, showing the bag. “It has probably been left for weeks. Push the usual inquiries as to the party who made the deposit, select all likely bags, and, to make sure, have them opened on the spot. If they contained a complete shaving kit, a gun, a passport and money, they are to be brought to Scotland Yard and held for me.”

Gordon, whom he afterwards saw, agreed with his explanation for the presence of this interesting find.

“At any hour of the day or night he’s ready to jump for safety,” said Elk admiringly; “and at any terminus we shall find money, a change of kit and the necessary passport to carry him abroad, Annatto to stain his face and hands — I expect he carries his own photograph. And by the way, I saw John Bennett.”

“At the station?” asked Dick.

Elk nodded.

“He was returning from the north, from one of five towns — Aberdeen, Arbroath, Edinburgh, York or Doncaster. He didn’t see me, and I didn’t push myself forward. Captain, what do you think of this man Bennett?”

Dick did not reply.

“Is he your Frog?” challenged Elk, and Dick Gordon chuckled.

“You’re not going to get my Frog by a process of elimination, Elk, and you can save yourself a whole lot of trouble if you cut out the idea that cross-examining me will produce good results.”

“I never thought anything so silly,” said Elk. “But John Bennett gets me guessing. If he were the Frog, he couldn’t have been in Johnson’s sittingroom last night.”

“Not unless he motored to Doncaster to catch an alibi train,” said Dick, and then: “I wonder if the Doncaster police are going to call in headquarters, or whether they’ll rely upon their own intelligence department.”

“About what?” asked Elk surprised.

“Mabberley Hall, which is just outside Doncaster, was burgled last night,” said Dick, “and Lady FitzHerman’s diamond tiara was stolen — rather supports your theory, doesn’t it, Elk?”

Elk said nothing, but he wished most fervently that he had some excuse or other for searching John Bennett’s bag.
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Heron’s club had been temporarily closed by order of the police, but now was allowed to open its doors again. Ray invariably lunched at Heron’s unless he was taking the meal with Lola, who preferred a brighter atmosphere than the club offered at midday.

Only a few tables were occupied when he arrived. The stigma of the police raid lay upon Heron’s, ‘and its more cautious clients had not yet begun to drift back. It was fairly well known that something had happened to Hagn, the manager, for the man had not appeared since the night of the raid. There were unconfirmed rumours of his arrest. Ray had not troubled to call for letters as he passed through the hall, for very little correspondence came to him at the club. He was therefore surprised when the waiter, having taken his order, returned, accompanied by the clerk carrying in his hand two letters, one heavily sealed and weighty, the other smaller.

He opened the big envelope first, and was putting in his fingers to extract the contents when he realized that the envelope contained nothing but money. He did not care to draw out the contents, even before the limited public. Peeping, he was gratified to observe the number and denomination of the bills. There was no message, but the other letter was addressed in the same handwriting. He tore this open. It was innocent of address or date, and the typewritten message ran:

“On Friday morning you will assume a dress which will be sent to you, and you will make your way towards Nottingham by road. You will take the name of Jim Carter, and papers of identification in that name will be found in the pockets of the clothes which will reach you by special messenger tomorrow. From now onward you are not to appear in public, you are not to shave, receive visitors or pay visits. Your business at Nottingham will be communicated to you. Remember that you are to travel by road, sleeping in such lodging-houses, casual wards or Salvation Army shelters as tramps usually patronize. At Barnet, on the Great North Road, near the ninth milestone, you will meet another whom you know, and will accompany him for the remainder of the journey. At Nottingham you will receive further orders. It is very likely that you will not be required, and certainly, the work you will be asked to do will not compromise you in any way. Remember your name is Carter. Remember you are not to shave. Remember also the ninth milestone on Friday morning. When these facts are impressed upon you, take this letter, the envelope, and the envelope containing the money, to the club fireplace, and burn them. I shall see you.”

The letter was signed “Frog.”

So the hour had come when the Frogs had need of him. He had dreaded the day, and yet in a way had looked forward to it as one who wished to know the worst.

He faithfully carried out the instructions, and, under the curious eyes of the guests, carried the letter and the envelopes to the empty brick fireplace, lit a match and burnt them, putting his foot upon the ashes.

His pulse beat a little quicker, the thump of his heart was a little more pronounced, as he went back to his untouched lunch. So the Frog would see him — was here! He looked round the sparsely filled tables, and presently he met the gaze of a man whose eyes had been fixed upon him ever since he had sat down. The face was familiar, and yet unfamiliar. He beckoned the waiter.

“Don’t look immediately,” he said in a low voice, “but tell me who is that gentleman sitting in the second alcove.” The waiter looked carelessly round.

“That is Mr. Joshua Broad, sir,” he said.

Almost as the waiter spoke, Joshua Broad rose from his seat, walked across the room to where Ray was sitting.

“Good morning, Mr. Bennett. I don’t think we have met before, though we are fellow-members of Heron’s and I’ve seen you a lot of times here. My name is Broad.”

“Won’t you sit down?” Ray had some difficulty in controlling his voice. “Glad to meet you, Mr. Broad. Have you finished your lunch? If not, perhaps you’ll take it with me.”

“No,” he said, “I’ve finished lunch. I eat very little. But if it doesn’t annoy you, I’ll smoke a cigarette.”

Ray offered his case.

“I’m a neighbour of a friend of yours,” said Broad, choosing a cigarette, “Miss Lola Bassano. She has an apartment facing mine in Caverley House — I guess that’s where I’ve seen you most often.”

Now Ray remembered. This was the strange American who lived opposite to Lola, and about whose business he had so often heard Lola and Lew Brady speculate.

“And I think we have a mutual friend in — Captain Gordon,” suggested the other, his keen eyes fixed upon the boy.

“Captain Gordon is not a friend of mine,” said Ray quickly. “I’m not particularly keen on police folk as friends.”

“They can be mighty interesting,” said Broad, “but I can quite understand your feeling in the matter. Have you known Brady long?”

“Lew? No, I can’t say that I have. He’s a very nice fellow,” said Ray unenthusiastically. “He’s not exactly the kind of friend I’d have chosen, but it happens that he is a particularly close friend of a friend of mine.

“Of Miss Bassano,” said Broad. “You used to be at Maitlands?”

“I was there once,” said Ray indifferently, and from his tone one might have imagined that he had merely been a visitor attracted by morbid curiosity to that establishment.

“Queer cuss, old Maitland.”

“I know very little of him,” said Ray.

“A very queer fellow. He’s got a smart secretary, though.”

“You mean Johnson?” Ray smiled. “Poor old philosopher, he’s lost his job?”

“You don’t say? When did this happen?” Mr. Broad’s voice was urgent, eager.

“The other day — I don’t know when I met Johnson this morning and he told me. I don’t know how the old boy will get on without Philo.”

“I was wondering the same thing,” said Broad softly. “You surprise me. I wonder he has the nerve, though I don’t think he’s lacking in that quality.”

“The nerve?” said the puzzled Ray. “I don’t think it requires much nerve to fire a secretary.”

A fleeting smile played on the hard face of the American.

“By that I meant that it requires nerve for a man of Maitland’s character to dismiss a man who must share a fair number of his secrets. Not that I should imagine there would be any great confidence between these two. What is Johnson doing?”

“He’s looking for a job, I think,” said Ray. He was getting a little irritated by the persistence of the stranger’s questions. He had a feeling that he was being “pumped.” Possibly Mr. Broad sensed this suspicion, for he dropped his flow of interrogations and switched to the police raid, a prolific source of discussion amongst the members of Heron’s.

Ray looked after him as he walked out a little later and was puzzled. Why was he so keen on knowing all these things? Was he testing him? He was glad to be alone to consider this extraordinary commission which had come to him. The adventure of it, the disguise of it, all were particularly appealing to a romantic young man; and Ray Bennett lacked nothing in the matter of romance. There was a certain delightful suggestion of danger, a hint almost as thrilling of lawlessness, in these instructions. What might be the end of the adventure, he did not trouble to consider. It was well for his peace of mind that he was no seer; for, if he had been, he would have flown that very moment, seeking for some desolate place, some hole in time ground where he could lie and shiver and hide.
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Ella Bennett was cooking the dinner when her father Ed came in, depositing his heavy camera on the floor of the sittingroom, but carrying, as was usual, his grip to the bedroom. She heard the closing of the cupboard door and the turning of the lock, but had long ceased to wonder why he invariably kept his bag locked in that cupboard. He was looking very tired and old; there were deeper lines under his eves, and the pallor of his cheeks was even more pronounced.

“Did you have a good time, father?” she asked. It was the invariable question, and invariably John Bennett made no other reply than a nod.

“I nearly lost my camera this morning — forgot it,” he said. “It was quite a success — taking the camera away with me — but I must get used to remembering that I have it. I found a stretch of country full of wild fowl, and got some really good pictures. Round about Horsham my opportunities are limited, and I think I shall take the machine with me wherever I go.”

He seated himself in the old chair by the fireplace and was filling his pipe slowly.

“I saw Elk on the platform at King’s Cross,” he said. “I suppose he was looking for somebody.”

“What time did you leave where you were?” she asked. “Last night,” he replied briefly, but did not volunteer any further information about his movements.

She was in and out of the kitchen, laying the table, and she did not speak to him on the matter which was near her heart, until he had drawn up his chair, and then:

“I had a letter from Ray this morning, father,” she said. It was the first time she had mentioned the boy’s name since that night of horrible memories at Heron’s Club.

“Yes?” he answered, without looking up from his plate.

“He wanted to know if you had his letter.”

“Yes, I had his letter,” said John Bennett, “but I didn’t answer it. If Ray wants to see me, he knows where I am. Did you hear from anybody else?” he asked, with surprising calm.

She had been dreading what might follow the mention of Ray’s name.

“I heard from Mr. Johnson. He has left Maitlands.” Bennett finished his glass of water and set it down before he replied.

“He had a good job, too. I’m sorry. I suppose he couldn’t get on with the old man.”

Should she tell him? she wondered again. She had been debating the advisability of taking her father into her confidence ever since —

“Father, I’ve met Mr. Maitland,” she said.

“I know. You saw him at his office; you told me.”

“I’ve met him since. You remember the morning I was out, when Captain Gordon came — the morning I went to the wood? I went to see Mr. Maitland.”

He put down his knife and fork and stared at her incredulously.

“But why on earth did you see him at that hour of the morning? Had you made arrangements to meet him?”

She shook her head.

“I hadn’t any idea that I was going to see him,” she said, “but that night I was wakened by somebody throwing a stone at the window. I thought it was Ray, who had come back late. That was his habit; I never told you, but sometimes he was very late indeed, and he used to wake me that way. It was just dawn, and when I looked out, to my astonishment, I saw Mr. Maitland. He asked me to come down in that queerly abrupt way of his, and, thinking it had something to do with Ray, I dressed and went out into the garden, not daring to wake you. ‘We walked up the road to where his car was. It was the queerest interview you could imagine, because he said — nothing.”

“Nothing?”

“Well, he asked me if I’d be his friend. If it had been anybody else but Mr. Maitland, I should have been frightened. But he was so pathetic, so very old, so appealing. He kept saying ‘I’ll tell you something, miss,’ but every time he spoke he looked round with a frightened air. ‘Let’s go where we can’t be seen,’ he said, and begged me to step into the car. Of course I refused, until I discovered that the chauffeur was a woman — a very old woman, his sister. It was a most extraordinary experience. I think she must be nearly seventy, but during the war she learnt to drive a motorcar, and apparently she was wearing one of the chauffeur’s coats, and a more ludicrous sight you could not imagine, once you realized that she was a woman.

“I let him drive me down to the wood, and then: ‘Is it about Ray?’ I asked. But it wasn’t about Ray at all that he wanted to speak. He was so incoherent, so strange, that I really did get nervous. And then, when he had begun to compose himself and had even made a few connected remarks, you came along in Mr. Elk’s car. He was terrified and was shaking from head to foot! He begged me to go away, and almost went on his knees to implore me not to say that I had seen him.”

“Phew!” John Bennett pushed back his chair. “And you learnt nothing?”

She shook her head.

“He came again last night,” she said, “but this time I did not go out, and he refused to come in. He struck me as a man who was expecting to be trapped.”

“Did he give you any idea of what he wanted to say?”

“No, but it was something which was vitally important to him, I think. I couldn’t understand half that he said. He spoke in loud whispers, and I’ve told you how harsh his voice is.”

Bennett relit his pipe, and sat for a while with downcast eyes, revolving the matter in his mind.

“The next time he comes you’d better let me see him,” he said.

“I don’t think so, daddy,” she answered quietly. “If he has anything very important to say, I think I ought to know what it is. I have a feeling that he is asking for help.”

John Bennett looked up.

“A millionaire asking for help? Ella, that sounds queer to me.”

“And it is queer,” she insisted. “He didn’t seem half so terrible as he appeared when I first saw him. There was something tragic about him, something very sad. He will come tonight, and I’ve promised to see him. May I?”

Her father considered.

“Yes, you may see him, provided you do not go outside this garden. I promise that I will not appear, but I shall he on hand. Do you think it is about Ray — that Ray has committed some act of folly that he wants to tell you about?” he asked with a note of anxiety.

“I don’t think so, daddy. Maitland was quite indifferent to Ray or what becomes of him. I’ve been wondering whether I ought to tell somebody.

“Captain Gordon or Mr. Elk,” suggested her father dryly, and the girl flushed. “You like that young man, Ella No, I’m not referring to Elk, who is anything but young; I mean Dick Gordon.

“Yes,” she said after a pause, “I like him very much.”

“I hope you aren’t going to like him too much, darling,” said John Bennett, and their eyes met.

“Why not, daddy?” It almost hurt her to ask.

“Because,” — he seemed at a loss as to how he should proceed— “because it’s not desirable. He occupies a different position from ourselves, but that isn’t the only reason. I don’t want you to have a heartache, and I say this, knowing that, if that heartache comes, I shall be the cause.”

He saw her face change, and then:

“What do you wish me to do?” she asked.

He rose slowly, and, walking to her, put his arm about her shoulder.

“Do whatever you like, Ella,” he said gently. “There is a curse upon me, and you must suffer for my sin. Perhaps he will never know — but I am tired of expecting miracles.”

“Father, what do you mean?” she asked anxiously.

“I don’t know what I mean,” he said as he patted her shoulder. “Things may work out as they do in stories. Perhaps…” He ruminated for a while. “Those pictures I took yesterday may be the making of me, Ella. But I’ve thought that of so many things. Always there seems to be a great possibility opening out, and always I have been disappointed. But I’m getting the knack of this picture taking. The apparatus is working splendidly, and the man who buys them — he has a shop in Wardour Street — told me that the quality of the films is improving with every new ‘shot.’ I took a mother duck on the nest, just as the youngsters were hatching out. I’m not quite sure how the picture will develop, because I had to be at some distance from the nest. As it was, I nearly scared the poor lady when I fixed the camera.” Very wisely she did not pursue a subject which was painful to her.

That afternoon she saw a strange man standing in the roadway opposite the gate, looking toward the house. He was a gentleman, well dressed, and he was smoking a long cigar. She thought, by his shell glasses, that he might be an American, and when he spoke to her, his New England accent left no doubt. He came toward the gate, hat in hand.

“Am I right in thinking that I’m speaking to Miss Bennett?” he asked, and when she nodded: “My name is Broad. I was just taking a look round, and I seemed to remember that you lived somewhere in the neighbourhood. In fact, I think your brother told me to-day.”

“Are you a friend of Ray?” she asked.

“Why, no,” said Broad with a smile. “I can’t say that I’m a friend of Mr. Bennett; I’m what you might call a club acquaintance.”

He made no attempt to approach her any closer, and apparently he did not expect to be invited into the house on the strength of his acquaintance with Ray Bennett. Presently, with a commonplace remark about the weather (he had caught the English habit perfectly) he moved off, and from the gate she saw him walking up towards the wood road. That long cul-de-sac was a favourite parking place of motorists who came to the neighbourhood, and she was not surprised when, a few minutes later, she saw the car conic out. Mr. Broad raised his hat as he passed, and waved a little greeting to some person who was invisible to her. Her curiosity whetted, she opened the gate and walked on to the road. A little way down, a man was sitting on a tree trunk, reading a newspaper and smoking a large-bowled pipe. An hour later, when she came out, he was still there, but this time he was standing: a tall, soldierlike-looking man, who turned his head away when she looked in his direction. A detective, she thought, in dismay.

Her instinct was not at fault: of that she was sure. For some reason or other, Maytree Cottage was under observation. At first she was frightened, then indignant. She had half a mind to go into the village and telephone to Elk, to demand an explanation. Somehow it never occurred to her to be angry with Dick, though he was solely responsible for placing the men who were guarding her day and night.

She went to bed early, setting her alarm for three o’clock. She woke before the bell roused her, and, dressing quickly, went down to make some coffee. As she passed her father’s door, he called her.

“I’m up, if you want me, Ella.”

“Thank you, daddy,” she said gratefully. She was glad to know that he was around. It gave her a feeling of confidence which she had never before possessed in the presence of this old man.

The first light was showing in the sky when she saw the silhouette of Mr. Maitland against the dawn, and heard the soft click of the latch as he opened the garden gate. She had not heard the car nor seen it. This time Maitland had alighted some distance short of the house.

He was, as usual, nervous arid for the time being speechless. A heavy overcoat, which had seen its best clays, was buttoned up to his neck, and a big cap covered his hairless head.

“That you, miss?” he asked in a husky whisper.

“Yes, Mr. Maitland.”

“You coming along for a little walk?…Got something to tell you…Very important, miss.”

“We will walk in the garden,” she said, lowering her voice.

He demurred.

“Suppose anybody sees us, eh? That’d be a fine lookout for me! Just a little way up the road, miss,” he pleaded. “Nobody will hear us.”

“We can go on to the lawn. There are some chairs there.”

“Is everybody asleep? All your servant gels?”

“We have no servant girls,” she smiled.

He shook his head.

“I don’t blame you I hate ‘um. Got six fellows in uniform at my house. They frighten me stiff!”

She led him across the lawn, carrying a cushion, and, settling him in a chair, waited. The beginnings of these interviews had always seemed as promising, but after a while Mr. Maitland had a trick of rambling off at a tangent into depths which she could not plumb.

“You’re a nice gel,” said Maitland huskily. “I thought so the first time I saw you…you wouldn’t do a poor old man any ‘arm, would you, miss?”

“Why, of course not, Mr. Maitland.”

“I know you wouldn’t. I told Matilda you wouldn’t. She says you’re all right…Ever been in the workhouse, miss?

“In the poorhouse?” she said, smiling in spite of herself. “Why, no, I’ve never been in a poorhouse.”

He looked round fearfully from side to side, peering under his white eyebrows at a clump of bushes which might conceal an eavesdropper.

“Ever been in quod?”

She did not recognize the word.

“I have,” he went on. “Quad’s prison, miss. Naturally you wouldn’t understand them words.”

Again he looked round.

“Suppose you was me…It all comes to that question — suppose you was me!”

“I’m afraid I don’t understand, Mr. Maitland.”

She watched his frightened scrutiny of the grounds, and then he bent over toward her.

“Them fellows will get me,” he said slowly and impressively. “They’ll get me, and Matilda. And I’ve left all my money to a certain person. That’s the joke. That’s the whole joke of it, miss.” He chuckled wheezily. “And then they’ll get him.”

He slapped his knee, convulsed with silent laughter, and the girl honestly thought he was mad and edged away from him. “But I’ve got a great idea — got it when I saw you. It’s one of the greatest ideas I’ve ever had, miss. Are you a typewriter?”

“A typist?” she smiled. “No, I can type, but I’m not a very good typist.”

His voice sank until it was almost unintelligible.

“You come up to my office one day, and we’ll have a great joke. Wouldn’t think I was a joker, would yon? Eighty-seven I am, miss. You come up to my office and I’ll make you laugh!”

Suddenly he became more serious.

“They’ll get me — I know it. I haven’t told Matilda, because she’d start screaming. But I know. And
 the baby!”

This seemed to afford the saturnine old man the greatest Possible enjoyment. He rocked from side to side with mirth, until a fit of coughing attacked him.

“That’s all, miss. You come up to my office. Old Johnson isn’t there. You come up and see me. Never had a letter from me, have you?” he suddenly asked, as he rose.

“No, Mr. Maitland,” she said in surprise.

“There was one wrote,” said he. “Maybe I didn’t post it Maybe I thought better. I dunno.”

He started and drew back as a figure appeared before the house.

“Who’s that?” he asked, and she felt a hand on her arm that trembled.

“That is my father, Mr. Maitland,” she said. “I expect he got a little nervous about my being out.”

“Your father, eh?” He was more relieved than resentful. “Mr. John Bennett, his name is, by all accounts. Don’t tell him I’ve been in the workhouse,” he urged, “or in quod. And I have been in quod, miss. Met all the big men, every one of ‘um. And met a few of ‘um out, too. I bet I’m the only man in this country that’s ever seen Saul Morris, the grandest feller in the business. Only met him once, but I shall never forget him.”

John Bennett saw them pacing toward him, and stood undecided as to whether he should join them or whether Ella would be embarrassed by such a move. Maitland decided the matter by hobbling over to him.

“Morning, mister,” he said. “Just having a talk to your gel. Rather early in the morning, eh? Hope you don’t mind, Mr. Bennett.”

“I don’t mind,” said John Bennett. “Won’t you come inside, Mr. Maitland?”

“No, no, no,” said the other fearfully. “I’ve got to get on. Matilda will be waiting for me. Don’t forget, miss: come up to my office and have that joke!”

He did not offer to shake hands, nor did he take off his hat. In fact, his manners were deplorable. A curt nod to the girl, and then:

“Well, so long, mister—” he began, and at that moment John Bennett moved out from the shadow of the house.

“Goodbye, Mr. Maitland,” he said.

Maitland did not speak. His eyes were open wide with terror, his face blanched to the colour of death.

“You…you!” he croaked. “Oh, my God!”

He seemed to totter, and the girl sprang to catch him, but he recovered himself, and, turning, ran down the path with an agility which was surprising in one of his age, tore open the gate and flew along the road. They heard his dry sobs coming back to them.

“Father,” whispered the girl in fear, “did he know you? Did he recognize you?”

“I wonder,” said John Bennett of Horsham.
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Dick Gordon ‘phoned across to headquarters, and Elk reported immediately.

“I’ve discovered six good getaway bags, and each one is equipped as completely and exactly as the one we found at King’s Cross.”

“No clue as to the gentleman who deposited them?

“No, sir, not so much as a clue. We’ve tested them all for fingerprints, and we’ve got a few results; but as they have been handled by half a dozen attendants, I don’t think we shall get much out of it. Still, we can but try.”

“Elk, I would give a few years of my life to get to the inside of this Frog mystery. I’m having Lola shadowed, though I shouldn’t think she’d be in that lot. I know of nobody who looks less like a tramp than Lola Bassano! Lew has disappeared, and when I sent a man round this morning to discover what had happened to that young man about town, Mr. Raymond Bennett, he was not visible. He refused to see the caller on the plea that he was ill, and is staying in his room all day. Elk, who’s the Frog?”

Elk paced up and down the apartment, his hands in his pockets, his steel-rimmed spectacles sliding lower and lower down his long nose.

“There are only two possibilities,” he said. “One is Harry Lyme — an exconvict who was supposed to have been drowned in the Channel Queen
 some years ago. I put him amongst them, because all the records we have of him show that he was a brilliant organizer, a super-crook, and one of the two men capable of opening Lord Farmley’s safe and slipping that patent catch on Johnson’s window. And believe me, Captain Gordon, it was an artist who burgled Johnson!”

“The other man?” said Dick.

“He’s also comfortably dead,” said Elk grimly. “Saul Morris, the cleverest of all. He’s got Lyme skinned to death — an expression I picked up in my recent travels, Captain. And Morris is American; and although I’m as patriotic as any man in this country, I hand it to the Americans when it comes to smashing safes. I’ve examined two thousand records of known criminals, and I’ve fined it down to these two fellows — and they’re both dead! They say that dead men leave no trails, and if Frog is Morris or Lyme, they’re about right. Lyme’s dead — drowned. Morris was killed in a railway accident in the United States. The question is, which of the ghosts we can charge.”

Dick Gordon pulled open the drawer of his desk and took out an envelope that bore the inscription of the Western Union. He threw it across the table.

“What’s this, Captain Gordon?”

“It’s an answer to a question. You mentioned Saul Morris before, and I have been making inquiries in New York. Here’s the reply.”

The cablegram was from the Chief of Police, New York City.

“Answering your inquiry. Saul Morris is alive, and is believed to be in England at this moment. No charges pending against him here, but generally supposed to be the man who cleared out strong room of s.s. Mantania
 , February 17, 1898, Southampton, England, and got away with 55,000,000 francs. Acknowledge.”

Elk read and re-read the cablegram, then he folded it carefully, put it back in its envelope and passed it across the table.

“Saul Morris is in England,” he said mechanically. “That Seems to explain a whole lot.”

The search which detectives had conducted at the railway termini had produced nine bags, all of which contained identical outfits. In every case there was a spare suit, a clean shirt, two collars, one tie, a Browning pistol with cartridges, a forged passport without photograph, the Annatio and money. Only in one respect did the grips differ. At Paddington the police had recovered one which was a little larger than its fellows, all of which were of the same pattern and size. This held the same outfit as the remainder, with the exception that, in addition, there was a thick pad of cheque forms, every cheque representing a different branch of a different bank. There were cheques upon the Credit Lyonnais, upon the Ninth National Bank of New York, upon the Burrowstown Trust, upon the Bank of Spain, the Banks of Italy and Roumania, in addition to about fifty branches of the five principal banks of England. Occupied as he had been, Elk had not had time to make a very close inspection, but in the morning he determined to deal seriously with the cheques. He was satisfied that inquiries made at the banks and branches would reveal different depositors; but the numbers might enable him to bring the ownership home to one man or one group of men.

As the bags were brought in, they had been examined superficially and placed in Elk’s safe, and to accommodate them, the ordinary contents of the safe had been taken out and placed in other repositories. Each bag had been numbered and labelled with the name of the station from whence it was taken, the name of the officer who had brought it in, and particulars of its contents. These facts are important, as having a bearing upon what subsequently happened.

Elk arrived at his office soon after ten o’clock, having enjoyed the first full night’s sleep he had had for weeks. He had, as his assistants, Balder and a detective-sergeant named Fayre, a promising young man, in whom Elk placed considerable trust. Dick Gordon arrived almost simultaneously with the detective chief, and they went into the building together.

“There isn’t the ghost of a chance that we shall be rewarded for the trouble we’ve taken to trace these cheques,” said Elk, “and I am inclined to place more hope upon the possibility of the handbags yielding a few items which were not apparent at first examination. All these bags are lined, and there is a possibility that they have false bottoms. I am going to cut them up thoroughly, and if there’s anything left after I’m through, the Frogs are welcome to their secret.”

In the office, Balder and the detective-sergeant were waiting, and Elk searched for his key. The production of the key of the safe was invariably something of a ritual where Elk was concerned. He gave Dick Gordon the impression that he was preparing to disrobe, for the key reposed in some mysterious region which involved the loosening of coat, waistcoat, and the diving into a pocket where no pocket should be. Presently the ceremony was through, Elk solemnly inserted the key and swung back the door.

The safe was so packed with bags that they began to slide toward him, when the restraining pressure of the door was removed. One by one he handed them out, and Fayre put them on the table.

“We’ll take that Paddington one first,” said Elk, pointing to the largest of the bags. “And get me that other knife, Balder.”

The two men walked out into the passage, leaving Fayre alone.

“Can you see the end of this, Captain Gordon?” asked Elk. “The end of the Frogs? Why, yes, I think I can. I could almost say I was sure.”

They had reached the door of the clerk’s office and found Balder holding a murderous looking weapon in his hand.

“Here it is—” he began, and the next instant Dick was flung violently to the floor, with Elk on top of him.

There was the shrill shriek of smashed glass, a pressure of wind, and, through all this violence, the deafening thunder of an explosion.

Elk was first to his feet and flew back to his room. The door hung on its hinges; every pane of glass was gone, and the sashes with them. From his room poured a dense volume of smoke, into which he plunged. He had hardly taken a step before he tripped on the prostrate figure of Fayre, and, stooping, he half-lifted and half-dragged him into the corridor. One glance was sufficient to show that, if the man was not dead, there seemed little hope of his recovery. The fire-bells were ringing throughout the building. A swift rush of feet on the stairs, and the fire squad came pelting down the corridor, dragging their hose behind them.

What fire there was, was soon extinguished, but Elk’s office was a wreck. Even the door of the safe had been blown from its hinges. There was not a single article of furniture left, and a big hole gaped in the floor.

“Save those bags,” said Elk and went back to look after the injured man, and not until he had seen his assistant placed in the ambulance did he return to a contemplation of the ruin which the bomb had made.

“Oh, yes, it was a bomb, sir,” said Elk.

A group of senior officers stood in the corridor, looking at the havoc.

“And something particularly heavy in the shape of bombs. The wonder is that Captain Gordon and I were not there. I told Fayre to open the bag, but I thought he’d wait until we returned with the knife — we intended examining the lining. Fayre must have opened the bag and the bomb exploded.”

“But weren’t the bags examined before?” asked the Commissioner wrathfully.

Elk nodded.

“They were examined by me yesterday — every one. The Paddington bag was turned inside out, every article it contained was placed on my table, and catalogued. I myself returned them. There was no bomb.”

“But how could they be got at?” asked the other.

Elk shook his head.

“I don’t know, sir. The only other person who has a key to this safe is the Assistant Commissioner of my department, Colonel McClintock, who is on his holidays. We might all have been killed.”

“What was the explosive?”

“Dynamite,” said Elk promptly. “It blew down.” He pointed to the hole in the floor. “Nitroglycerine blows up and sideways,” he sniffed. “There’s no doubt about it being dynamite.”

In his search of the office he found a twisted coil of thin steel, later the blackened and crumpled face of a cheap alarm clock.

“Both time and contact,” he said. “Those Frogs are taking no chances.”

He shifted such of his belongings as he could discover into Balder’s office.

There was little chance that this outrage would be kept from the newspapers. The explosion had blown out the window and a portion of the brickwork and had attracted a crowd on the Embankment’ outside. Indeed, when Elk left headquarters, he was confronted by newspaper bills telling of the event.

His first call was at the near-by hospital, to where the unfortunate Fayre had been taken, acid the news he received was encouraging. The doctors thought that, with any kind of luck, they would not only save the man’s life, but also save him from any serious mutilation.

“He may lose a finger or two, and he’s had a most amazing escape,” said the house surgeon. “I can’t understand why he wasn’t blown to pieces.”

“What I can’t understand,” said Elk emphatically, “is why I wasn’t blown to pieces.”

The surgeon nodded.

“These high explosives play curious tricks,” said the surgeon. “I understand that the force of the explosion blew off the door of the safe, and yet this paper, which must also have been within range, is scarcely singed.”

He took a square of paper out of his pocket; the edges were blackened; one corner had been burnt off.

“I found this in his clothing. It must have been driven there when the bomb detonated,” said the surgeon.

Elk smoothed out the paper and read:


“With the compliments of Number Seven.
 ”

Carefully he folded the paper.

“I’ll take this,” he said, and put it tenderly away in the interior of his spectacle case. “Do you believe in hunches, doctor?”

“Do you mean premonitions?” smiled the surgeon.

“To an extent I do.”

Elk nodded.

“I have a hunch that I’m going to meet Number Seven — very shortly,” he said.
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A week had passed, and the explosion at headquarters was ancient history. The injured detective was making fair progress toward recovery, and in some respects the situation was stagnant.

Elk apparently accepted failure as an inevitability, and seemed, even to his greatest admirer, to be hypnotized into a fatalistic acceptance of the situation. His attitude was a little deceptive. On the sixth day following the explosion, headquarters made a raid upon the cloakrooms, and again, as Elk had expected, produced from every single terminus parcels office, a brand-new bag with exactly the same equipment as the others had had, except that the Paddington find differed from none of its fellows.

The bags were opened by an Inspector of Explosives, after very careful preliminary tests; but they contained nothing more deadly than the Belgian pistols and the self-same passports, this time made out in the name of “Clarence Fielding.”

“These fellows are certainly thorough,” said Elk with reluctant admiration, surveying his haul.

“Are you keeping the bags in your office?” asked Dick, but Elk shook his melancholy head.

“I think not,” said he.

He had had the bags immediately emptied, their contents sent to the Research Department; the bags themselves were now stripped of leather and steel frames, for they had been scientifically sliced, inch by inch.

“My own opinion,” said Balder oracularly, “is that there’s somebody at police headquarters who is working against us. I’ve been considering it for a long time, and after consulting my wife—”

“You haven’t consulted your children, too, have you?” asked Elk unpleasantly. “The less you talk about headquarters’ affairs in your domestic circle, the better will be your chance of promotion.”

Mr. Balder sniffed.

“There’s no fear of that, anyway,” he said sourly. “I’ve got myself in their bad books. And I did think there was a chance for me — it all comes of your putting me in with Hagn.”

“You’re an ungrateful devil,” said Elk.

“Who’s this Number Seven, sir?” asked Balder. “Thinking the matter over, and having discussed it with my wife, I’ve come to the conclusion that he’s one of the most important Frogs, and if we could only get him, we’d be a long way towards catching the big fellow.”

Elk put down his pen — he was writing his report at the time — and favoured his subordinate with a patient and weary smile.

“You ought to have gone into politics,” he said, and waved his subordinate from the room with the end of his penholder.

He had finished his report and was reading it over with a critical eye, when the service ‘phone announced a visitor.

“Send him up,” said Elk when he had heard the name. He rang his bell for Balder. “This report goes to Captain Gordon to initial,” he said, and as he put down the envelope, Joshua Broad stood in the doorway.

“Good morning, Mr. Elk.” He nodded to Balder, although he had never met him. “Good morning,” he said.

“Good morning,” said Elk. “Come right in and sit down, Mr. Broad. To what do I owe the pleasure of this call? excuse my politeness, but in the early morning I’m that way. All right, Balder, you can go.”

Broad offered his cigar-case to the detective. “I’ve come on a curious errand,” he said.

“Nobody ever comes to headquarters on any other,” replied Elk.

“It concerns a neighbour of mine.”

“Lola Bassano?”

“Her husband,” said the other, “Lew Brady.” Elk pushed up his spectacles.

“You don’t tell me that she’s properly married to Lew Brady?” he asked in surprise.

“I don’t think there’s any doubt about that,” said Broad, “though I’m perfectly certain that her young friend Bennett is not aware of the fact. Brady has been staying at Caverley House for a week, and during that time he has not gone out of doors. What is more, the boy hasn’t called; I don’t think there’s a quarrel — I have a notion there’s something much deeper than that. I saw Brady by accident as I was coming out of my door. Bassano’s door also happened to be open: the maid was taking in the milk: and I caught a glimpse of him. He has the finest crop of whiskers I’ve seen on a retired pugilist and their ambitions do not as a rule run to hair! That made me pretty curious,” he said, carefully knocking the ash of his cigar into a tray that was on the table, “and I wondered if there was any connection between this sudden defiance of the barber and Ray Bennett’s actions. I made a call on him — I met him the other day at the club and had, as an excuse, the fact that I have also managed to meet Miss Ella Bennett. His servant — he has a man in by the day to brush his clothes and tidy up the place — told me that he was not well and was not visible.”

Mr. Broad blew out a ring of smoke and watched it thoughtfully.

“If you want a servant to be faithful, he must live on the premises,” he said. “These occasional men aren’t with you long enough to get trustworthy. It cost me, at the present rate of exchange, two dollars and thirty-five cents to discover that Mr. Ray Bennett is also in the hair-restoring business. If there were an election on, these two fellows might be political cranks who had vowed a vow that they wouldn’t touch their razors until their party was returned to power. And if Lew Brady were a real sportsman, I should guess that they were doing this for a bet. As it is, I’m rather intrigued.”

Elk rolled his cigar from one corner of his mouth to the other.

“I’m not well acquainted with the Statute Book,” he said, “but I’m under the impression there is no law preventing people from cultivating undergrowth. The — what’s the word? — psych—”

“Psychology,” suggested Mr. Broad.

“That’s it. The psychology of whiskers has never quite reached me. You’re American, aren’t you, Mr. Broad?”

“I have the distinction,” said the other with that half-smile that came so readily to his eyes.

“Ah!” said Elk absently, as he stared through the window. “Ever heard of a man called Saul Morris?”

He brought his eyes back to the other’s face. Mr. Joshua Broad was frowning in an effort of thought.

“I seem to remember the name. He was a criminal of sorts, wasn’t he — an American criminal, if I remember rightly? Yes, I’ve heard of hint. I seem to remember that he was killed a few years ago.”

Elk scratched his chin irritably.

“I’d like to meet somebody who was at his funeral,” he said, “somebody I could believe on oath.”

“You’re not suggesting that Lew Brady—”

“No. I’m not suggesting anything about Lew Brady, except that he’s a very poor boxer. I’ll look into this distressing whisker competition, Mr. Broad, and thank you for telling me.”

He wasn’t especially interested in the eccentric toilet of Ray Bennett. At five o’clock Balder came to him and asked if he might go home.

“I promised my wife—” he began.

“Keep it,” said Elk.

After his subordinate’s departure there came an official letter to Inspector Elk, and, reading its contents, Mr. Elk beamed. It was a letter from the Superintendent who controlled the official careers of police officers at headquarters.

“Sir,” it ran, “I am directed by the Chief Commissioner of Police to inform you that the promotion of Police-Constable J. J. Balder to the rank of Acting-Sergeant has been approved, The appointment will date as from the 1st May.”

Elk folded up the paper and was genuinely pleased. He rang the bell for Balder before he remembered that he had sent his assistant home. Elk’s evening was free, and in the kindness of his heart he decided upon conveying the news personally.

“I’d like to see this wife of his,” said Elk, addressing nobody, “and the children!”

Elk turned up the official pass register, and found that Balder lived at 93, Leaford Road, Uxbridge. The names of his wife and children were not entered, to Elk’s disappointment. He would like to have addressed the latter personally, but no new entry had been made on the sheet since Balder’s enlistment.

His police car took him to Leaford Road; 93 was a respectable little house — such a house as Elk always imagined his assistant would live in. His knock was answered by an elderly woman who was dressed for going out, and Elk was surprised to see that she wore the uniform of a nurse.

“Yes, Mr. Balder lives here,” she said, apparently surprised to see the visitor. “That is to say, he has two rooms here, though he very seldom stays here the night. He usually comes here to change, and then I think he goes on to his friends.”

“Does his wife live here?”

“His wife?” said the woman in surprise. “I didn’t know that he was married.”

Elk had brought Balder’s official record with him, to procure some dates which it was necessary he should certify for pension purposes. In the space against Balder’s address, he noticed for the first time that there were two addresses given, and that Leaford Road had been crossed out with ink so pale that he only noticed it now that he saw the paper in daylight. The second address was one in Stepney.

“I seem to have made a mistake,” he said. “His address here is Orchard Street, Stepney.” But the nurse smiled.

“He was with me many years ago,” she said, “then he went to Stepney, but during the war he came here, because the air raids were rather bad in the East End of London. I am under the impression he has still a room in Stepney.”

“Oh?” said Elk thoughtfully.

He was at the gate when the nurse called him back.

“I don’t think he goes to Stepney, though I don’t know whether I ought to talk about his business to a stranger; but if you want him particularly, I should imagine you would find him at Slough. I’m a monthly nurse,” she said, “and I’ve seen his car twice going into Seven Gables on the Slough Road. I think he must have a friend there.”

“Whose car?” asked the startled Elk.

“It may be his or his friend’s car,” said the nurse. “Is he a friend of yours?”

“He is in a way,” said Elk cautiously.

She stood for a moment thinking.

“Will you come in, please?”

He followed her into the clean and tidy little parlour.

“I don’t know why I told you, or why I’ve been talking so freely to you,” she said, “but the truth is, I’ve given Mr. Balder notice. He makes so many complaints, and he’s so difficult to please, that I can’t satisfy him. It isn’t as though he paid me a lot of money — he doesn’t. I make very little profit out of his rooms, and I’ve a chance of letting them at a better rent. And then he’s so particular about his letters. I’ve had a letterbox put on the door, but even that is not big enough to hold them some days. What his other business is, I don’t know. The letters that come here are for the Didcot Chemical Works. You probably think that I am a very difficult woman to please, because, after all, he’s out all day and seldom sleeps here at night.”

Elk drew a long breath.

“I think you’re nearly the finest woman I’ve ever met,” he said. “Are you going out now?”

She nodded.

“I’ve an all night case, and I shan’t be back till eleven tomorrow. You were very fortunate in finding anybody at home.”

“I think you said ‘his car’; what sort of a car is it?” asked Elk.

“It’s a black machine — I don’t know the make; I think it is an American make. And he must have something to do with the ownership because once I found a lot of tyre catalogues in his bedroom, and some of the tyres he had marked with a pencil, so I suppose he’s responsible to an extent.”

One last question Elk asked.

“Does he come back here at night after you’ve gone?”

“Very rarely, I imagine,” replied the woman. “He has his own key, and as I’m very often out at night I’m not sure whether he returns or not.”

Elk stood with one foot on the running-board of his car.

“Perhaps I can drop you somewhere, madam?” he said, and the elderly woman gratefully accepted.

Elk went back to headquarters, opened a drawer of his desk and took out a few implements of his profession, and, after filing a number of urgent instructions, returned to the waiting car, driving to Harley Terrace. Dick Gordon had an engagement that night to join a theatre party with the members of the American Embassy, and he was in one of the boxes at the Hilarity Theatre when Elk opened the door quietly, tapped him on the shoulder, and brought him out into the corridor, without the remainder of the party being aware that their guest had retired.

“Anything wrong, Elk?” asked Gordon.

“Balder’s got his promotion,” said Elk solemnly, and Dick stared at him. “He’s an Acting-Sergeant,” Elk went on, “and I don’t know a better rank for Balder. When this news comes to him and his wife and children, there’ll be some happy hearts, believe me.”

Elk never drank: this was the first thought that came to Dick Gordon’s mind; but there was a possibility that the anxieties and worries of the past few weeks might have got on top of him.

“I’m very glad for Balder,” he said gently, “and I’m glad for you too, Elk, because I know you tried hard to get this miserable devil a step in the right direction.”

“Go on with what you were thinking,” said Elk.

“I don’t know that I was thinking anything,” laughed Dick.

“You were thinking that I must be suffering from sunstroke, or I shouldn’t take you out of your comfortable theatre to announce Balder’s promotion. Now will you get your coat, Captain Gordon, and come along with me? I want to break the news to Balder.”

Mystified, but asking no further questions, Gordon went to the cloakroom, got his coat, and joined the detective in the vestibule.

“We’re going to Slough — to the Seven Gables,” he added. “It’s a fine house. I haven’t seen it, but I know it’s a fine house, with a carriage drive and grand furniture, electric light, telephone and a modern bathroom. That’s deduction. I’ll tell you something else — also deduction. There are trip wires on the lawn, burglar alarms in the windows, about a hundred servants—”

“What the devil are you talking about?” asked Dick, and Elk chuckled hysterically.

They were running through Uxbridge when a long-bodied motorcar whizzed past them at full speed. It was crowded with men who were jammed into the seats or sat upon one another’s knees.

“That’s a merry little party,” said Dick.

“Very,” replied Elk laconically.

A few seconds later, a second car flashed past, going much faster than they.

“That looks to me like one of your police cars,” said Dick. This, too, was crowded.

“It certainly looks like one of my police cars,” agreed Elk. “In America they’ve got a better stunt. As you probably know, they’ve a fine patrol wagon system. I’d like to introduce it into this country; it’s very handy.”

As the car slowed to pass through the narrow, crooked street of Colnebrook, a third of the big machines squeezed past, and this time there was no mistaking its character. The man who sat with the driver, Dick knew as a detective inspector. He winked at Elk as he passed, and Elk winked back with great solemnity.

“What is the idea?” asked Dick, his curiosity now thoroughly piqued.

“We’re having a smoking concert,” said Elk, “to celebrate Balder’s promotion. And it will be one of the greatest successes that we’ve had in the history of the Force. There will be the brothers Mick and Mac, the trick cyclists, in their unrivalled act…” He babbled on foolishly.

At Langley the fourth and fifth police cars came past. Dick had long since realized that the slow pace at which his own car was moving was designed to allow these laden machines to overtake them. Beyond Langley, the Windsor road turned abruptly to the left, and, leaning over the driver, Elk gave new instructions. There was no sign of the police cars: they had apparently gone on to Slough. A solitary country policeman stood at the crossroads and watched them as they disappeared in the dusk with a certain languid interest.

“We’ll stop here,” said Elk, and the car was pulled from the road on to the green sidewalk.

Elk got down.

“Walk a little up the road while I talk to Captain Gordon, he said to the chauffeur, and then he talked, and Dick listened in amazement and unbelief.

“Now,” said Elk, “we’ve got about five minutes’ walk, as far as I can remember. I haven’t been to Windsor races for so long that I’ve almost forgotten where the houses are.”

They found the entrance to the Seven Gables between two stiff yew hedges. There was no gateway; a broad, gravelled path ran between a thick belt of pine trees, behind which the house was hidden. Elk went a little ahead. Presently be stopped and raised his hand warningly. Dick came a little nearer, and, looking over the shoulder of the detective, had his first view of Seven Gables.

It was a large house, with timbered walls and high, twisted chimney-stacks.

“Pseudo-Elizabethan,” said Dick admiringly.

“1066,” murmured Elk, “or was it 1599? That’s some
 house!”

It was growing dusk, and lights were showing from a broad window at the farther end of the building. The arched doorway was facing them.

“Let us go back,” whispered Elk, and they retraced their steps.

It was not until darkness had fallen that he led the way up the carriage drive to the point they had reached on their earlier excursion. The light still showed in the window, but the cream-coloured blinds were drawn down.

“It is safe up as far as the door,” whispered Elk; “but right and left of that, watch out!”

He had pulled a pair of thick stockings over his shoes, and handed another pair to Dick; and then, with an electric torch in his hand, he began to move along the path which ran parallel with the building. Presently he stopped.

“Step over,” he whispered.

Dick, looking down, saw the black thread traversing the path, and very cautiously avoided the obstacle.

A few more paces, and again Elk stopped and warned Dick to step high, turning to show his light upon the second of the threads, almost invisible even in the powerful glare of the electric lamp. He did not move from where he stood until he had made a careful examination of the path ahead; and it was well that he did so, for the third trip wire was less than two feet from the second.

They were half-an-hour covering the twenty yards which separated them from the window. The night was warm, and one of the casements was open. Elk crept close under the windowsill, his sensitive fingers feeling for the alarm which he expected to find protecting the broad sill. This he discovered and avoided, and, raising his hand, he gently drew aside the window blind.

He saw a large, oaken-panelled room, luxuriously furnished. The wide, open stone fireplace was banked with flowers, and before it, at a small table, sat two men. The first was Balder — unmistakably Balder, and strangely goodlooking. Balder’s red nose was no longer red. He was in evening dress and between his teeth was a long amber cigarette-holder.

Dick saw it all, his cheek against EIk’s head, heard the quick intake of the detective’s breath, and then noticed the second man. It was Mr. Maitland.

Mr. Maitland sat, his face in his hands, and Balder was locking at him with a cynical smile.

They were too far away to hear what the men were saving, but apparently Maitland was being made the object of reproof. He looked up after a while, and got on to his feet and began talking. They heard the rumble of his excited voice, but again no word was intelligible. Then they saw him raise his fist and shake it at the smiling man, who watched him with a calm, detached interest, as though he were some strange insect which had come into his ken. With this parting gesture of defiance, old Maitland shuffled from the room and the door closed behind him. In a few minutes he came out of the house, not through the doorway, as they expected, but apparently through a gateway on the other side of the hedge, for they saw the gleam of the headlights of his car as it passed.

Left alone, Balder poured himself a drink and apparently rang for one of the servants. The man who came in arrested Dick’s attention instantly. He wore the conventional uniform of a footman, the dark trousers and the striped waistcoat, but it was easy to see, from the way he moved, that he was not an ordinary type of servant. A big man, powerfully built, his every action was slow and curiously deliberate. Balder said something to him, and the footman nodded, and, taking up the tray, went out with the same leisurely, almost pompous, step that had distinguished his entry.

And then it flashed upon Dick, and he whispered into the detective’s ear one word.

“Blind!”

Elk nodded. Again the door opened, and this time three footmen came in, carrying a heavy-looking table with a canvas cover. At first Gordon thought that it was Balder’s meal that was being brought, but he was soon to discover the truth. Above the fireplace, hanging on a single wire, was a large electric lamp, which was not alight. Standing on a chair, one of the footmen took out the lamp and inserted a plug from the end of which ran a wire connecting with the table.

“They’re all blind,” said Elk in a whisper. “And that is Balder’s own broadcasting apparatus, and the aerial is attached to the lamp.”

The three servants went out, and, rising, Balder walked to the door and locked it.

There were another set of windows in the room, looking out upon the side of the house, and one by one Balder closed and shuttered them. He was busy with the second of the three, when Elk put his foot upon a ledge of brick, and, tearing aside the curtain, leapt into the room.

At the sound, Balder spun round.

“Evening, Balder,” said Elk.

The man made no reply. He stood, watching his sometime chief, with eyes that did not waver.

“Thought I’d come along and tell you that you’ve got your promotion,” said Elk, “as Acting-Sergeant from the 1st of May, in recognition of the services you’ve rendered to the State by poisoning Frog Mills, loosing Frog Hagn, and blowing up my office with a bomb that you planted overnight.”

Still the man did not speak, nor did he move; and here he was discreet, for the long-barrelled Browning in Elk’s hand covered the lower button of his white piqué waistcoat.

“And now,” said Elk — there was a ring of triumph in his voice— “you’ll take a little walk with me — I want you, Number Seven!
 ”

“Haven’t you made a mistake?” drawled Balder, so unlike his usual voice that Elk was for a moment taken aback.

“I never have made a mistake except about the date when Henry the Eighth married,” said Elk.

“Who do you imagine I am?” asked this debonair man of the world.

“I’ve ceased imagining anything about you, Balder — I know!”

Elk walked with a quick movement toward him and thrust the muzzle of the pistol in his prisoner’s diaphragm.

“Put up your hands and turn round,” he said.

Balder obeyed. Slipping a pair of handcuffs from his pocket, Elk snapped them on to the wrists. Deftly the detective strapped the arms from behind, drawing them tight, so that the manacled hands had no play.

“This is very uncomfortable,” said Balder. “Is it usual for you to make mistakes of this character, Mr. Elk? My name is Collett-Banson.”

“Your name is Mud,” said Elk, “but I’m willing to listen to anything you like to say. I’d rather have your views on cyanide of potassium than anything. You can sit down.”

Dick saw a gleam come to the man’s eye; it flashed for a second and was gone. Evidently Elk saw it too.

“Don’t let your hopes rest upon any monkey tricks that might be played by your attendants,” he said, “because fifty C.I.D. men, most of whom are known personally to you, are disposed round this house.”

Balder laughed.

“If they were round the house and on top of the house, they wouldn’t worry me,” he said. “I tell you, inspector, you’ve made a very grave error, and one which will cost you dear. If a gentleman cannot sit in his own drawingroom,” — he glanced at the table— “listening to a wireless concert at The Hague without interfering policemen — then it is about time the police force was disbanded.”

He walked across to the fireplace carelessly and stood with his back to it; then, lifting his foot, he kicked back one of the steel fire-dogs which stood on either side of the wide hearth, and the “dog” fell over on its side. It was a nervous act of a man who was greatly worried and was not quite conscious of what be was doing. Even Elk, who was all suspicion, saw nothing to excite his apprehension.

“Yon think my name is Balder, do you?” the man went on. “Well, all I can say is—”

Suddenly he flung himself sideways on to the hearthrug, but Elk was quicker. As an oblong slip of the floor gave way beneath the man’s weight, Elk gripped him by the collar and together they dragged him back to the room.

In a second the three were struggling on the floor together, and in his desperation Balder’s strength was unbelievable. His roaring cry for help was heard. There came a heavy blow on the door, the babble of angry voices without, and then, from the ground outside, a series of sharp explosions, as the army of detectives raced across the lawn, oblivious to the presence of the alarm-guns.

The fight was short and sharp. The six blind men who comprised the household of No. 7 were hustled away, and in the last car travelled Acting-Sergeant Balder, that redoubtable No. 7, who was the right hand and the left hand of the terrible Frog.
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Dick Gordon ended his interview with Mr. Ezra Maitland at three o’clock in the morning, and went to Headquarters, to find the charge-room at Cannon Row singularly empty. When he had left, it was impossible to get in or out for the crowd of detectives which filled or surrounded the place.

“On the whole, Pentonville is safest, and I’ve got him there. I asked the Governor to put him in the condemned cell, but it is not etiquette. Anyway, Pentonville is the safest spot I know, and I think that, unless Frogs eat stones, he’ll stay. What has Maitland got to say, Captain?”

“Maitland’s story, so far as one can get a story from him, is that he went to see Balder by invitation. ‘When you’re sent for by the police, what can you do?’ he asked, and the question is unanswerable.”

“There is no doubt at all,” said Elk, “that Maitland knew Balder’s character, and it was not in his capacity as policeman that the old man visited him. There is less doubt that this man is hand in glove with the Frog, but it is going to be very difficult to prove.”

“Maitland puzzles me,” said Dick. “He’s such a bully, and yet such a frightened old man. I thought he was going to drop through the floor when I told him who I was, and why I had come. And when I mentioned the fact that Balder had been arrested, he almost collapsed.”

“That line has to be followed,” said Elk thoughtfully. “I have sent for Johnson. He ought to be here by now. Johnson must know something about the old man’s business, and he will be a very valuable witness if we can connect the two.”

The philosopher arrived half-an-hour later, having been aroused from his sleep to learn that his presence was required at Headquarters.

“Mr. Elk will tell you something which will be public property in a day or two,” said Gordon. “Balder has been arrested in connection with the explosion which occurred in Mr. Elk’s office.”

It was necessary to explain to Johnson exactly who Balder was, and Dick went on to tell him of the old man’s visit to Slough. Johnson shook his head.

“I didn’t know that Maitland had a friend of that name,” he said. “Balder? What other name had he?”

“He called himself Collet-Banson,” said Dick, and a look of understanding came to the face of Johnson.

“I know that name very well. Mr. Banson used frequently to call at the office, generally late in the evenings — Maitland spends three nights a week working after the clerks have gone, as I know to my cost,” he said. “A rather tall, good looking fellow of about forty?”

“Yes, that is the man.”

“He has a house near Windsor. I have never been there, but I know because I have posted letters to him.”

“What sort of business did Collett-Banson have with Maitland?”

“I’ve never been able to discover. I always thought of him as a man who had property to sell, for that was the only type of outsider who was ever admitted to Maitland’s presence. I remember that he had the child staying with him for about a week—”

“That is, the child in Maitland’s house?”

Johnson nodded.

“You don’t know what association there is between the child and these two men?”

“No, sir, except that I am certain that Mr. Collett-Banson had the little boy with him, because I sent toys — mechanical engines or something of the sort — by Mr. Maitland’s directions. It was the day that Mr. Maitland made his will, about eighteen months ago. I remember the day particularly for a peculiar reason. I had expected Mr. Maitland to ask me to witness the will and was piqued, for no cause, because he brought two clerks up from the office to sign. These little things impress themselves upon one,” he added.

“Was the will made in favour of the child?”

Johnson shook his head.

“I haven’t the slightest knowledge of how the property goes,” he said. “He never discussed the matter with me; he wouldn’t even employ a lawyer. In fact, I don’t remember his ever employing a lawyer all the time I was with him, except for conveyancing work. He told me he had copied the form of will from a book, but beyond feeling hurt that I, an old and faithful servant of his, hadn’t been taken a little into his confidence, I wasn’t greatly interested in the matter. But I do remember that that morning I went down to a store and bought a whole lot of toys, had them packed and brought them back to the office. The old man played with them all the afternoon!”

Early in the morning Dick Gordon interviewed the prisoners at Pentonville, and found them in a very obstinate mood.

“I know nothing about babies or children; and if Johnson says he sent toys, he is lying,” said Balder defiantly. “I refuse to make any statement about Maitland or my association with Maitland. I am the victim of police persecution, and I defy you to bring any proof that I have committed a single act in my life — unless it is a crime to live like a gentleman — for which you can imprison me.”

“Have you any message for your wife and children?” asked Dick sarcastically, and the sullen features of the man relaxed for a second.

“No, Elk will look after them,” he said humorously.

The most stringent precautions had been taken to prevent a rescue, and the greatest care was exercised that no communication passed between No. 7 and the outside world. He was charged at Bow Street an hour before the court usually sat. Evidence of arrest was taken, and he was remanded, being removed to Pentonville in a motor-van under armed guard.

On the third night of his imprisonment, romance came into the life of the second chief warder of Pentonville Prison. He was comparatively young and single, not without good looks, and lived, with his widowed mother, at Shepherd’s Bush. It was his practice to return home after his day’s duty by omnibus, and he was alighting on this day when a lady, who had got off before him, stumbled and fell. Instantly he was by her side, and had lifted her to her feet. She was young and astonishingly pretty and he helped her gain the pavement.

“It was nothing,” she said smilingly, but with a grimace of pain. “It was very foolish of me to come by ‘bus; I was visiting an old servant of mine who is ill. Will you call me a taxi, please?”

“Certainly, madam,” said the gallant chief warder.

The taxi which was passing was beckoned to the kerb. The girl looked round helplessly.

“I wish I could see somebody I know. I don’t want to go home alone; I’m so afraid of fainting.”

“If you would not object to my escort,” said the man, with all the warm-hearted earnestness which the sight of a woman in distress awakens in the bosom of impressionable man, “I will see you home.”

She shot a glance at him which was full of gratitude and accepted his escort, murmuring her regret for the trouble she was giving him.

It was a beautiful apartment she occupied. The chief warder thought he had never met so gracious and beautiful a lady before, so appropriately housed, and he was right. He would have attended to her injury, but she felt so much better, and her maid was coming in soon, and would he have a whisky-and-soda, and would he please smoke? She indicated where the cigarettes were to be found, and for an hour the chief warder spoke about himself, and had an enjoyable evening.

“I’m very much obliged to you, Mr. Bron,” she said at parting. “I feel I’ve wasted your evening.

“I can assure you,” said Mr. Bron earnestly, “that if this is a waste of time, then time has no use!”

She laughed.

“That is a pretty speech,” she said, “and I will let you call tomorrow and see me.”

He took a careful note of the address; it was an exclusive maisonette in Bloomsbury Square; and the next evening found him ringing the bell, but this time he was not in uniform.

He left at ten o’clock, an ecstatic man who held his head high and dreamt golden dreams, for the fragrance of her charm (as he wrote her) “permeated his very being.” Ten minutes after he had gone, the girl came out, closed the door behind her and went out into the street, and the idler who had been promenading the pavement threw away his cigar.

“Good evening, Miss Bassano,” he said.

She drew herself up.

“I am afraid you have made a mistake,” she said stiffly.

“Not at all. You’re Miss Bassano, and my only excuse for addressing you is that I am a neighbour of yours.”

She looked more closely at him.

“Oh, Mr. Broad!” she said in a more gracious tone. “I’ve been visiting a friend of mine who is rather ill.”

“So I’m told, and a nice flat your friend occupies,” he said as he fell in by her side. “I was thinking of hiring it a few days ago. These furnished apartments are difficult to find. Maybe it was a week ago — yes, it was a week ago,” he said carefully; “it was the day before you had your lamentable accident in Shepherd’s Bush.”

“I don’t quite understand you,” she said, on her guard at once.

“The truth is,” said Mr. Broad apologetically, “that I’ve been trying to get at Bron too. I’ve been making a very careful study of the prison staff for the past two months, and I’ve a list of the easy boys that has cost me a lot of money to compile. I suppose you didn’t reach the stage where you persuaded him to talk about his interesting prisoner? I tried him last week,” he went on reminiscently. “He roes to a dance club at Hammersmith, and I got acquainted with him through a girl he’s keen about — you’re not the only young love of his life, by the way.”

She laughed softly.

“What a clever man you are, Mr. Broad!” she said. “No, I’m not very interested in prisoners. By the way, who this person you were referring to?”

“I was referring to Number Seven, who is in Pentonville Gaol,” said Mr. Broad coolly, “and I’ve got an idea he is a friend of yours.”

“Number Seven?” Her perplexity would have convinced a less hardened man than Joshua Broad. “I have an idea that that is something to do with the Frogs.”

“That is something to do with the Frogs,” agreed the other gravely, “about whom I daresay you have read. Miss Bassano, I’ll make you an offer.”

“Offer me a taxi, for I’m tired of walking,” she said, and when they were seated side by side she asked: “What your offer?”

“I offer you all that you require to get out of this country and to keep you out for a few years, until this old Frog busts — as he will bust! I’ve been watching you for a long time, and, if you won’t consider it an impertinence, I like you. There’s something about you that is very attractive — Don’t stop me, because I’m not going to get fresh with you, or suggest that you’re the only girl that ever made tobacco taste like molasses — I like you in a kind of pitying way, and you needn’t get offended at that either. And I don’t want to see you hurt.”

He was very serious; she recognized his sincerity, and the word of sarcasm that rose to her lips remained unuttered.

“Are you wholly disinterested?” she asked.

“So far as you are concerned, I am,” he replied. “There is going to be an almighty smash, and it is more than likely that you’ll get in the way of some of the flying pieces.”

She did not answer him at once. What he had said merely intensified her own uneasiness.

“I suppose you know I’m married?”

“I guessed that,” he answered. “Take your husband with you. What are you going to do with that boy?”

“You mean Ray Bennett?”

It was curious that she made no attempt to disguise either her position or the part that she was playing. She wondered at herself after she was home. But Joshua Broad had a compelling way, and she never dreamt of deceiving him.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I wish he wasn’t in it. He is on my conscience. Are you smiling?”

“At your having a conscience? No, I fancied that was how you stood. And the growing beard?”

She did not laugh.

“I don’t know about that. All I know is that we’ve had — why am I telling you this? Who are you, Mr. Broad?” He chuckled.

“Some day I’ll tell you,” he said; “and I promise you that, if you’re handy, you shall be the first to know. Go easy with that boy, Lola.”

She did not resent the employment of her first name, but rather it warmed her towards this mystery man.

“And write to Mr. Bron, Assistant Chief Warder of Pentonville Gaol, and tell him that you’ve been called out of town and won’t be able to see him again for ten years.”

To this she made no rejoinder. He left her at the door of her flat and took her little hand in his.

“If you want money to get away, I’ll send you a blank cheque,” he said. “There is no one else on the face of the earth that I’d give a blank cheque to, believe me.”

She nodded, most unusual tears in her eyes. Lola was breaking under the strain, and nobody knew it better than the hawk-faced man who watched her as she passed into her flat.
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The stone which woke Ella Bennett was aimed with such force that the pane cracked. She slipped quickly from bed and pulled aside the curtains. There had been a thunderstorm in the night, and the skies were so grey and heavy, and the light so bad, that she could only distinguish the shape of the man that stood under her window. John Bennett heard her go from her room and came to his door.

“Is it Maitland?” he asked.

“I think so,” she said.

He frowned.

“I can’t understand these visits,” he said. “Do you think he’s mad?”

She shook her head. After the precipitate flight of the old man on his last visit, she had not expected that he would come again, and guessed that only some matter of the greatest urgency would bring him. She heard her father moving about his room as she went through the darkened diningroom into the passage which opened directly on to the garden.

“Is that you, miss?” quavered a voice in the darkness.

“Yes, Mr. Maitland.”

“Is he
 up?” he asked in an awestricken whisper.

“You mean my father? Yes, he’s awake.”

“I’ve got to see you,” the old man almost wailed. “They’ve took him.”

“Taken whom?” she asked with a catch in her voice.

“That fellow Balder. I knew they would.”

She remembered having heard Elk mention Balder.

“The policeman?” she asked. “Mr. Elk’s man?”

But he was off on another tack.

“It’s you he’s after.” He came nearer to her and clutched her arm. “I warned you — don’t forget I warned you. Tell him that I warned you. He’ll make it good for me, won’t he?” he almost pleaded, and she began to understand dimly that the “he” to whom the old man was referring was Dick Gordon. “He’s been with me most of the night, prying and asking questions. I’ve had a terrible night, miss, terrible,” he almost sobbed. “First Balder and then him. He’ll get you — not that police gentleman I don’t mean, but Frog. That’s why I wrote you the letter, telling you to come up. You didn’t get no letter, did you, miss?”

She could not make head or tail of what he was saying or to whom he was referring, as he went on babbling his story of fear, a story interspersed with wild imprecations against “him.”

“Tell your father, dearie, what I said to you.” He became suddenly calmer. “Matilda said I ought to have told your father, but I’m afraid of him, my dear, I’m afraid of him!”

He took one of her hands in his and fondled it.

“You’ll speak a word for me, won’t you?” She knew he was weeping, though she could not see his face.

“Of course I’ll speak a word for you, Mr. Maitland, Oughtn’t you to see a doctor?” she asked anxiously.

“No, no, no doctors for me. But tell him, won’t you — not your father, I mean, the other feller — that I did all I could for you. That’s what I’ve come to see you about. They’ve got Balder—” He stopped short suddenly and craned his head forward. “Is that your father?” he asked in a husky whisper.

She had heard the footsteps of John Bennett on the stairs.

“Yes, I think it is, Mr. Maitland,” and at her words he pulled his hand from hers with a jerk and went shuffling down the pathway into the road and out of sight.

“What did he want?”

“I really don’t know, father,” she said. “I don’t think he can be very well.”

“Do you mean mad?”

“Yes, and yet he was quite sensible for a little time. He said they’ve got Balder.”

He did not reply to her, and she thought he had not heard her.

“They’ve taken Balder, Mr. Elk’s assistant. I suppose that means he has been arrested?”

“I suppose so,” said John Bennett, and then: “My dear, you ought to be in bed. Which way did he go?”

“He went toward Shoreham,” said the girl. “Are you going after him, father?” she asked in surprise.

“I’ll walk up the road. I’d like to see him,” said John Bennett. “You go to bed, my dear.”

But she stood waiting by the door, long after his footsteps had ceased to sound on the road. Five minutes, ten minutes passed, a quarter of an hour, and then she heard the whine of a car and the big limousine flew past the gate, spattering mud, and then came John Bennett.

“Aren’t you in bed?” he asked almost roughly.

“No, father, I don’t feel sleepy. It is late now, so I think I’ll do some work. Did you see him?”

“Who, the old man? Yes, I saw him for a minute or two.

“Did you speak to him?”

“Yes, I spoke to him.” The man did not seem inclined to pursue the subject, but this time Ella persisted.

“Father, why is he frightened of you?”

“Will you make me some coffee?” said Bennett.

“Why is he frightened of you?”

“How do I know? My dear, don’t ask so many questions. You worry me. He knows me, he’s seen me — that is all. Balder is held for murder. I think he is a very bad man.”

Later in the day she revived the subject of Maitland’s visit.

“I wish he would not come,” she said. “He frightens me.”

“He will not come again,” said John Bennett prophetically.

*

The house in Berkeley Square which had passed into the possession of Ezra Maitland had been built by a nobleman to whom money had no significance. Loosely described as one of the show places of the Metropolis, very few outsiders had ever marvelled at the beauty of its interior. It was a palace, though none could guess as much from viewing its conventional exterior. In the gorgeous saloon, with its lapis-lazuli columns, its fireplaces of onyx and silver, its delicately panelled walls and silken hangings, Mr. Ezra Maitland sat huddled in a large Louis Quinze chair, a glass of beer before him, a blackened clay pipe between his gums. The muddy marks of his feet showed on the priceless Persian carpet; his hat half eclipsed a golden Venus of Marrionnet, which stood on a pedestal by his side. His hands clasped across his stomach, he glared from under his white eyebrows at the floor. One shaded lamp relieved the gloom, for the silken curtains were drawn and the light of day did not enter.

Presently, with an effort, he reached out, took the mug of beer, which had gone flat, and drained its contents. This dare and the mug replaced, he sank back into his former condition of torpor. There was a gentle knock at the door and a footman came in, a man of powder and calves.

“Three gentlemen to see you, sir. Captain Gordon, Mr. Elk, and Mr. Johnson.”

The old man suddenly sat up.

“Johnson?” he said. “What does he want?”

“They are in the little drawingroom, sir.”

“Push them in,” growled the old man.

He seemed indifferent to the presence of the two police officers, and it was Johnson he addressed.

“What do you want?” he asked violently. “What do you mean by coming here?”

“It was my suggestion that Mr. Johnson should come,” said Dick.

“Oh, your suggestion, was it?” said the old man, and his attitude was strangely insolent compared with his dejection of the early morning.

Elk’s eyes fell upon the empty beer-mug, and he wondered how often that had been filled since Ezra Maitland had returned to the house. He guessed it had been employed fairly often, for there was a truculence in the ancient man’s tone, a defiance in his eye, which suggested something more than spiritual exaltation.

“I’m not going to answer any questions,” he said loudly. “I’m not going to tell any truth, and I’m not going to tell any lies.”

“Mr. Maitland,” said Johnson hesitatingly, “these gentlemen are anxious to know about the child.”

The old man closed his eyes.

“I’m not going to tell no truth and I’m not going to tell no lies,” he repeated monotonously.

“Now, Mr. Maitland,” said the good-humoured Elk, “forget your good resolution and tell us just why you lived in that slum of Eldor Street.”

“No truth and no lies,” murmured the old man. “You can lock me up but I won’t tell you anything. Lock me up. My name’s Ezra Maitland; I am a millionaire. I’ve got millions and millions and millions! I could buy you up and I could buy up mostly anybody! Old Ezra Maitland! I’ve been in the workhouse and I’ve been in quod.”

Dick and his companion exchanged glances, and Elk shook his head to signify the futility of further questioning the old man. Nevertheless, Dick tried again.

“Why did you go to Horsham this morning?” he asked, and could have bitten his tongue when he realized his blunder. Instantly the old man was wide awake.

“I never went to Horsham,” he roared. “Don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m not going to tell you anything. Throw ’em out, Johnson.”

When they were in the street again, Elk asked a question.

“No, I’ve never known him to drink before,” said Johnson. “He has always been very abstemious so long as I’ve known him. I never thought I could persuade him to talk.”

“Nor did I,” said Dick Gordon — a statement which more than a little surprised the detective.

Dick signalled to the other to get rid of Johnson, and when that philosophical gentleman had been thanked and sent away, Dick Gordon spoke urgently.

“We must have two men in this house at once. What excuse can we offer for planting detectives on Maitland?” Elk pursed his lips.

“I don’t know,” he confessed. “We shall have to get a warrant before we arrest him; we could easily get another warrant to search the house; but beyond that I fear we can’t go, unless he asks for protection.”

“Then put him under arrest,” said Dick promptly. “What is the charge?”

“Hold him on suspicion of being associated with the Frogs, and if necessary move him to the nearest police station. But it has to be done at once.”

Elk was perturbed.

“It isn’t a small matter to arrest a millionaire, you know, Captain Gordon. I daresay in America it is simple, and I am told you could pinch the President if you found him with a flask in his pocket. But here it is a little different.”

How very different it was, Dick discovered when he made application in private for the necessary warrants. At four o’clock they were delivered to him by the clerk of a reluctant magistrate, and, accompanied by police officers, be went back to Maitland’s palatial home.

The footman who admitted them said that Mr. Maitland was lying down and that he did not care to disturb him. In proof, he sent for a second footman, who confirmed the statement.

“Which is his room?” said Dick Gordon. “I am a police officer and I want to see him.”

“On the second floor, sir.”

He showed them to an electric lift, which carried the five to the second floor. Opposite the lift grille was a large double door, heavily burnished and elaborately gilded.

“Looks more like the entrance to a theatre,” said Elk. in an undertone.

Dick knocked. There was no answer. He knocked louder. Still there was no answer. And then, to Elk’s surprise, the young man launched himself at the door with all his strength. There was a sound of splitting wood and the door parted. Dick stood in the entrance, rooted to the ground.

Ezra Maitland lay half on the bed, his legs dragging over the side. At his feet was the prostrate figure of the old woman whom he called Matilda. They were both dead, and the pungent fumes of cordite still hung in a blue cloud beneath the ceiling.
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Dick ran to the bedside, and one glance at the still figures told him all he wanted to know.

“Both shot,” he said, and looked up at the filmy cloud under the ceiling. “May have happened any time — a quarter of an hour ago. This stuff hangs about for hours.”

“Hold every servant in the house,” said Elk in an undertone to the men who were with him.

A doorway led to a smaller bedroom, which was evidently that occupied by Maitland’s sister.

“The shot was fired from this entrance,” said Dick. “Probably a silencer was used, but we shall hear about that later.”

He searched the floor and found two spent cartridges of a heavy calibre automatic.

“They killed the woman, of course,” he said, speaking his thoughts aloud. “I was afraid of this. If I could only have got our men in!”

“You expected him to be murdered?” said Elk in astonishment.

Dick nodded. He was trying the window of the woman’s room. It was unfastened, and led on to a narrow parapet, protected by a low balustrade. From there, access could be had into another room on the same floor, and no attempt had been made by the murderer to conceal the fact that this was the way he had passed. The window was wide open, and there were wet footmarks on the floor. It was a guest room, slightly overcrowded with surplus furniture, which had been put there apparently by the housekeeper instead of in a lumber-room.

The door opened again into the corridor, and faced a narrow flight of stairs leading to the servants’ quarters above. Elk went down on his knees and examined the tread of the carpet carefully.

“Up here, I think,” he said, and ran ahead of his chief.

The third floor consisted entirely of servants’ rooms, and i t was some time before Elk could pick up the footprints which led directly to No. 1. He tried the handle: it was locked. Taking a pace backward, he raised his foot and kicked open the door. He found himself in a servant’s bedroom, which was empty. An attic window opened on to the sloping roof of another parapet, and without a second’s hesitation Dick went out, following the course of that very precarious alleyway. Farther along, iron rails protected the walker, and this was evidently one of the ways of escape in case of fire. He followed the “path” across three roofs until he came to a short flight of iron stairs, which reached down to the flat roof of another house, and a guard fire-escape. Guarded it had been, but now the iron gate which barred progress was open, and Dick ran down the narrow stairs into a concrete yard surrounded on three sides by high walls and on the fourth by the back of a house, which was apparently unoccupied, for the blinds were all drawn.

There was a gate in the third wall, and it was ajar. Passing through, he was in a mews. A man was washing a motorcar a dozen paces from where he stood, and they hurried toward him.

“Yes, sir,” said the cleaner, wiping his streaming forehead with the back of his hand, “I saw a man come out of there about five minutes ago. He was a servant — a footman or something — I didn’t recognize him, but he seemed in a hurry.”

“Did he wear a hat?”

The man considered.

“Yes, sir, I think he did,” he said. “He went out that way,” and he pointed.

The two men hurried along, turned into Berkeley Street, and as they did so, the car-washer turned to the closed doors of his garage and whistled softly. The door opened slowly and Mr. Joshua Broad came out.

“Thank you,” he said, and a piece of crisp and crackling paper went into the washer’s hand.

He was out of sight before Dick and the detective came back from their vain quest.

No doubt existed in Dick’s mind as to who the murderer was. One of the footmen was missing. The remaining servants were respectable individuals of unimpeachable character. The seventh had come at the same time as Mr. Maitland; and although he wore a footman’s livery, he had apparently no previous experience of the duties which he was expected to perform. He was an ill-favoured man, who spoke very little, and “kept himself to himself,” as they described it; took part in none of their pleasures or gossip; was never in the servants’ hall a second longer than was necessary.

“Obviously a Frog,” said Elk, and was overjoyed to learn that there was a photograph of the man in existence.

The photograph had its origin in an elaborate and somewhat pointless joke which had been played on the cook by the youngest of the footmen. The joke consisted of finding in the cook’s workbasket a photograph of the ugly footman, and for this purpose the young servant had taken a snap of the man.

“Do you know him?” asked Dick, looking at the picture. Elk nodded.

“He has been through my hands, and I don’t think I shall have any difficulty in placing him, although for the moment his name escapes me.”

A search of the records, however, revealed the identity of the missing man, and by the evening an enlargement of the photograph, and his name, aliases and general characteristics, were locked into the form of every newspaper in the metropolis.

One of the servants had heard the shot, but thought it was the door being slammed — a pardonable mistake, because Mr. Maitland was in the habit of banging doors.

“Maitland was a Frog all right,” reported Elk after he had seen the body removed to the mortuary. “He’s well decorated on the left wrist — yes, slightly askew. That is one of the points that you’ve never cleared up to me, Captain Gordon. Why they should be tattooed on the left wrist I can understand, but why the frog shouldn’t be stamped square I’ve never understood.”

“That is one of the little mysteries that can’t be cleared up until we are through with the big ones,” said Dick.

A telegram had been received that afternoon by the missing footman. This fact was not remembered until after Elk had returned to headquarters. A ‘phone message through to the district post-office brought a copy of the message. It was very simple.

“Finish and clear,” were the three words. The message was unsigned. It had been handed in at the Temple Post Office at two o’clock, and the murderer had lost no time in carrying out his instructions.

Maitland’s office was in the hands of the police, and a systematic search had already begun of its documents and books. At seven o’clock that night Elk went to Fitzroy Square, and Johnson opened the door to him. Looking past him, Elk saw that the passage was filled with furniture and packing cases, and remembered that early in the morning Johnson had mentioned that he was moving, and had taken two cheaper rooms in South London.

“You’ve packed?”

Johnson nodded.

“I hate leaving this place,” he said, “but it’s much too expensive. It seems as though I shall never get another job, and I’d better face that fact sensibly. If I live at Balham, I can live comfortably. I’ve very few expensive tastes.”

“If you have, you can indulge them,” said Elk. “We found the old man’s will. He has left you everything!”

Johnson’s jaw dropped, his eyes opened wide.

“Are you joking?” he said.

“I was never more serious in my life. The old man has left you every penny he had. Here is a copy of the will: I thought you’d like to see it.”

He opened his pocket-case, producing a sheet of foolscap, and Johnson read:

“I, Ezra Maitland, of 593, Eldor Road, in the County of Middlesex, declare this to be my last will and testament, and I formally revoke all other wills and codicils to such wills. I bequeath all my property, movable or immovable, all lands, houses, deeds, shares in stock companies whatsoever, and all jewellery, reversions, carriages, motorcars, and all other possessions absolutely, to Philip Johnson, of 475, Fitzroy Square, in the County of London, clerk. I declare him to be the only honest man I have ever met with in my long and sorrowful life, and I direct him to devote himself with unremitting care to the destruction of that society or organization which is known as the Frogs, and which for four and twenty years has extracted large sums of blackmail from me.”

It was signed in a clerkly hand familiar to Johnson, and was witnessed by two men whose names he knew.

He sat down and did not attempt to speak for a long time.

“I read of the murder in the evening paper,” he said after a while. “In fact, I’ve been up to the house, but the policemen referred me to you, and I knew you were too busy to be bothered. How was he killed?”

“Shot,” said Elk.

“Have they caught the man?”

“We shall have him by the morning,” said Elk with confidence. “Now that we’ve taken Balder, there’ll be nobody to warn the men we want.”

“It is very dreadful,” said Johnson after a while. “But this,” — he looked at the paper— “this has quite knocked me out. I don’t know what to say. Where was it found?”

“In one of his deed boxes.”

“I wish he hadn’t,” said Johnson with emphasis. “I mean, left me his money. I hate responsibility. I’m temperamentally unfitted to run a big business…I wish he hadn’t!”

“How did he take it?” asked Dick when Elk had returned.

“He’s absolutely hazed. Poor devil, I felt sorry for him, and I never thought I should feel sorry for any man who came into money. He was just getting ready to move into a cheaper house when I arrived. I suppose he won’t go to the Prince of Caux’s mansion. The change in Johnson’s prospects might make a difference to Ray Bennett: does that strike you, Captain Gordon?”

“I thought of that possibility,” said Dick shortly.

He had an interview in the afternoon with the Director of Public Prosecutions in regard to Balder. And that learned gentleman echoed his own fears.

“I can’t see how we’re going to get a verdict of murder against this man, although it is as plain as daylight that he poisoned Mills and was responsible for the bomb outrage. But you can’t hang a man on suspicion, even though the suspicion is not open to doubt. How did he kill Mills, do you think?”

“Mills had a cold,” said Dick. “He had been coughing all the way up in the car, and had asked Balder to close the window of the room. Balder obviously closed, or nearly closed the window, and probably slipped a cyanide tablet to the man, telling him it was good for his cold. It was a fairly natural thing for Mills to take and swallow the tablet, and that, I am sure, is what happened. We made a search of Balder’s house at Slough, and found a duplicate set of keys, including one to Elk’s safe. Balder got there early in the morning and planted the bomb, knowing that Elk and I would be opening the bags that morning.”

“And helped Hagn to escape,” said the Public Prosecutor.

“That was much more simple,” explained Dick. “I gather that the inspector who was seen walking out at half past two was Hagn. When Balder went into the cell to keep the man company; be must have been dressed underneath in the police uniform, and have carried the necessary handcuffs and passkeys with him. He was not searched — a fact for which I am as much responsible as Elk: The chief danger we had to fear from Balder came from his closeness to us, and his ability to communicate immediately to his chief every movement which we made. His name is Kramer, and he is by birth a Lithuanian. He was expelled from Germany at the age of eighteen for his revolutionary activities, and came to this country two years later, where he joined the police. At what time he came into contact with the Frogs I do not know, but it is fairly clear, from evidence we have obtained, that the man has been engaged in various illegal operations for many years past. I’m afraid you are right about Balder: it will be immensely difficult to get a conviction until we have caught Frog himself.”

“And will you catch the Frog, do you think?”

Dick Gordon smiled cryptically.

No fresh news had come about the murder of Maitland and his sister, and he seized the opportunity which the lull gave to him. Ella Bennett was in the vegetable garden, engaged in the prosaic task of digging potatoes when he appeared, and she came running toward him, stripping her leather gloves.

“This is a splendid surprise,” she said, and flushed at the consciousness of her own enthusiasm. “Poor man, you must be having a terrible time! I saw the newspaper this morning. Isn’t it dreadful about poor Mr. Maitland? He was here yesterday morning.”

He nodded.

“Is it true that Mr. Johnson has been left the whole of Maitland’s money? Isn’t that splendid!”

“Do you like Johnson?” he asked.

“Yes, he’s a nice man,” she nodded. “I don’t know a great deal about him; indeed, I’ve only met him once or twice, but he was very kind to Ray, and saved him from getting into trouble. I am wondering whether, now that he is rich, he will induce Ray to go back to Maitlands.”

“I wonder if he will induce you—” He stopped.

“Induce me to what?” she asked in astonishment.

“Johnson is rather fond of you — he’s never made any disguise of the fact, and he’s a very rich man. Not that I think that would make any difference to you,” he added hastily. “I’m not a very rich man, but I’m comfortably off.”

The fingers in his hand stole round his, and pressed them tightly, and then suddenly they relaxed.

“I don’t know,” she said, and drew herself free.

“Father said—” She hesitated. “I don’t think father would like it. He thinks there is such a difference between our social positions.”

“Rats!” said Dick inelegantly.

“And there’s something else.” She found it an effort to tell him what that something was. “I don’t know what father does for a living, but it is…work that he never wishes to speak about; something that he looks upon as disgraceful.”

The last words were spoken so low that he hardly caught them.

“Suppose I know the worst about your father?” he asked quietly, and she stood back, looking at him from under knit brows.

“Do you mean that? What is it, Dick?”

He shook his head.

“I may know or I may not. It is only a wild guess. And you’re not to tell him that I know, or that I’m in any way suspicious. Will you please do that for me?”

“And knowing this, would it make any difference to you?”

“None.”

She had plucked a flower, and was pulling it petal from petal in her abstraction.

“Is it very dreadful?” she asked. “Has he committed a crime? No, no, don’t tell me.”

Once more he was near her, his arm about her trembling shoulders, his hand beneath her chin.

“My dear!” murmured the youthful Public Prosecutor, and forgot there was such a thing as murder in the world.

John Bennett was glad to see him, eager to tell the news of his triumph. He had a drawer full of press cuttings, headed “Wonderful Nature Studies. Remarkable Pictures by an Amateur,” and others equally flattering. And there had come to him a cheque which had left him gasping.

“This means — you don’t know what it means to me, Mr. Gordon,” he said, “or Captain Gordon — I always forget you’ve got a military title. When that boy of mine recovers his senses and returns home, he’s going to have just the good time he wants. He’s at the age when most boys are fools — what I call the showing-off age. Sometimes it runs to pimples and introspection, sometimes to the kind of life that a man doesn’t like to look back on. Ray has probably taken the less vicious course.”

It was a relief to hear the man speak so. Dick always thought of Ray Bennett as one who had committed the unforgiveable sin.

“This time next year I’m going to be an artist of leisure,” said John Bennett, who looked ten years younger.

Dick offered to drive him to town, but this he would not hear of. He had to make a call at Dorking. Apparently he had letters addressed to him in that town (Dick learnt of this from the girl) concerning his mysterious errands. Dick left Horsham with a heart lighter than he had brought w that little country town, and was in the mood to rally Inspector Elk for the profound gloom which had settled on him since he had discovered that there was not sufficient evidence to try Balder for his life.
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Lew Brady sat disconsolately in Lola Bassano’s pretty drawingroom, and a more incongruous figure in that delicate setting it was impossible to imagine. A week’s growth of beard had transfigured him into the most unsavoury looking ruffian, and the soiled old clothes he wore, the broken and discoloured boots, the grimy shirt, no less than his own personal uncleanliness of appearance made him a revolting object.

So Lola thought, eyeing him anxiously, a foreboding of trouble in her heart.

“I’m finished with the Frog,” growled Brady. “He pays — of course he pays! But how long is it going on, Lola? You brought me into this!” He glowered at her.

“I brought you in, when you wanted to be brought into something,” she said calmly. “You can’t live on my savings all your life, Lew, and it was nearly time you made a little on the side.”

He played with a silver seal, twiddling it between his fingers, his eyes gloomily downcast.

“Balder’s caught, and the old man’s dead,” he said. “They’re the big people. What chance have I got?”

“What were your instructions, Lew?” she asked for the twentieth time that day.

He shook his head.

“I’m taking no risks, Lola. I don’t trust anybody, not even you.”

He took a small bottle from his pocket and examined it.

“What is that?” she asked curiously.

“Dope of some kind.”

“Is that part of the instructions too?”

He nodded.

“Are you going in your own name?”

“No, I’m not,” he snapped. “Don’t ask questions. I’m not going to tell you anything, see? This trip’s going to last a fortnight, and when it’s finished, I’m finished with Frog.”

“The boy — is he going with you?”

“How do I know? I’m to meet somebody somewhere, and that’s all about it.” He looked at the clock and rose with a grunt. “It’s the last time I shall sit in a decent parlour for a fortnight.” He gave a curt nod and walked to the door.

There was a servants’ entrance, a gallery which was reached through the kitchen, and he passed down the stairs unobserved, into the night.

It was dark by the time he reached Barnet; his feet were aching; he was hot and wretched. He had, suffered the indignity of being chased off the pavement by a policeman he could have licked with one hand, and he cursed the Frog with every step he took. There was still a long walk ahead of him once he was clear of Barnet; and it was not until a village clock was striking the hour of eleven that he ambled up to a figure that was sitting on the side of the road, just visible in the pale moonlight, but only recognizable when he spoke.

“Is that you?” said a voice.

“Yes, it’s me. You’re Cartes aren’t you?”

“Good Lord!” gasped Ray as he recognized the voice.

“It’s Lew Brady!”

“It’s nothing of the kind!” snarled the other man. “My name’s Phenan. Yours is Carter. Sit down for a bit. I’m dead beat.”

“What is the idea?” asked the youth as they sat side by side.

“How the devil do I know?” said the other savagely as, with a tender movement, he slipped off his boots and rubbed his bruised feet.

“I had no idea it was you,” said Ray.

“I knew it was you, all right,” said the other. “And why I should be called upon to take a mug around this country, God knows!”

After a while he was rested sufficiently to continue the tramp.

“There’s a barn belonging to a shopkeeper in the next village. He’ll let us sleep there for a few pence.”

“Why not try to get a room?”

“Don’t be a fool,” snapped Lew. “Who’s going to take in a couple of tramps, do you think? We know we’re clean, but they don’t. No, we’ve got to go the way the tramps go.

“Where? To Nottingham?”

“I don’t know. If they told you Nottingham, I should say that’s the last place in the world we shall go to. I’ve got a sealed envelope in my pocket. When we reach Baldock I shall open it.”

They slept that night in the accommodating barn — a draughty shed, populated, it seemed, by chickens and rats, and Ray had a restless night and thought longingly of his own little bed at Maytree Cottage. Strangely enough, be did not dwell on the more palatial establishment in Knightsbridge.

The next day it rained, and they did not reach Baldock until late in the afternoon, and, sitting down under the cover of a hedge, Brady opened the envelope and read its contents, his companion watching him expectantly.

“You will branch from Baldock and take the nearest G.W. train for Bath. Then by road to Gloucester. At the village of Laverstock you will reveal to Carter the fact that you are married to Lola Bassano. You should take him to the Red Lion
 for this purpose, and tell him as offensively as possible in order to force a quarrel, but in no circumstances are you to allow him to part company from you. Go on to Ibbley Copse. You will find an open space near where three dead trees stand, and there you will stop, take back the statement you made that you are married to Lola, and make an apology. You are carrying with you a whisky flask; you must have the dope and the whisky together at this point. After he is asleep, you will make your way to Gloucester, to 289 Hendry Street, where you will find a complete change of clothing. Here you will shave and return to town by the 2.19.”

Every word, every syllable, he read over and over again, until he had mastered the details. Then, striking a match, he set fire to the paper and watched it burn.

“What are the orders?” asked Ray.

“The same as yours, I suppose. What did you do with yours?”

“Burnt them,” said Ray. “Did he tell you where we’re going?”

“We are going to take the Gloucester Road; I thought we should. That means striking across country till we reach the Bath Road. We can take a train to Bath.”

“Thank goodness for that!” said Ray fervently. “I don’t feel I can walk another step.”

At seven o’clock that night, two tramps turned out of a third-class carriage on Bath station. One, the younger, was limping slightly, and sat down on a station seat.

“Come on, you can’t stay here,” said the other gruffly. “We’ll get a bed in the town. There’s a Salvation Army shelter somewhere in Bath.”

“Wait a bit,” said the other. “I’m so cramped with sitting in that infernal carriage that I can hardly move.”

They had joined the London train at Reading, and the passengers were pouring down the steps to the subway. Ray looked at them enviously. They had homes to go to, clean and comfortable beds to sleep in. The thought of it gave him a pain. And then he saw a figure and shrank back. A tall, angular man, who carried a heavy box in one hand and a bag in the other.

It was his father.

John Bennett went down the steps, with a casual glance at the two unsavoury tramps on the seat, never dreaming that one was the son whose future he was at that moment planning.

John Bennett spent an ugly night, and an even more ugly early morning. He collected the camera where he had left it, at a beerhouse on the outskirts of the town, and, fixing the improvised carrier, he slipped the big box on his back, and, with his bag in his hand, took the road. A policeman eyed him disapprovingly as he passed, and seemed in two minds as to whether or not he should stop him, but refrained. The strength and stamina of this grey man were remarkable. He breasted a hill and, without slackening his pace, reached the top, and strode steadily along the white road that was cut in the face of the hill. Below him stretched the meadow lands of Somerset, vast fields speckled with herds, glittering streaks of light where the river wound; above his head a blue sky, flecked white here and there. As he walked, the load on his heart was absorbed. All that was bright and happy in life came to him. His hand strayed to his waistcoat pocket mechanically. There were the precious press cuttings that he had brought from town and had read and re-read in the sleepless hours of the night.

He thought of Ella, and all that Ella meant to him, and of Dick Gordon — but that made him wince, and he came back to the comfort of his pictures. Somebody had told him that there were badgers to be seen; a man in the train had carefully located a veritable paradise for the lover of Nature; and it was toward this beauty spot that he was making his way with the aid of a survey map which he had bought overnight at a stationer’s shop.

Another hour’s tramp brought him to a wooden hollow, and, consulting his map, he found he had reached his objective. There was ample evidence of the truth that his chance-found friend had told him. He saw a stoat, flying on the heels of a terrified rabbit; a hawk wheeled ceaselessly on stiff pinions above him; and presently he found the “run” he was looking for, the artfully concealed entrance to a badger’s lair.

In the years he had been following his hobby he had overcome many difficulties, learnt much. To-day, failure had taught him something of the art of concealment, It took him time to poise and hide the camera in a bus of wild laurel, and even then it was necessary that he should take a long shot, for the badger is the shyest of its kind. There were young ones in the lair: he saw evidence of that; and a badger who has young is doubly shy.

He had replaced the pneumatic attachment which set the camera moving, by an electrical contrivance, and this enabled him to work with greater surety. He unwound the long flex and laid it to its fullest extent, taking a position on the slope of the hill eighty yards away, making himself comfortable. Taking off his coat, which acted as a pillow on which his arms rested, he put his field-glasses near at hand.

He had been waiting half an hour when he thought he saw a movement at the mouth of the burrow, and slowly focussed his glasses. It was the tip of a black nose he saw, and he took the switch of the starter in his hand, ready to set the camera revolving. Minutes followed minutes; five — ten — fifteen — but there was no further movement in the burrow, and in a dull way John Bennett was glad, because the warmth of the day, combined with his own weariness and his relaxed position, brought to him a rare sensation of bodily comfort and well-being. Deeper and deeper grew the languorous haze of comfort that fell on him like a fog, until it obscured all that was visible and audible. John Bennett slept, and, sleeping, dreamed of success and of peace and of freedom from all that had broken his heart, and had dried up the sweet waters of life within him. In his dream he heard voices and a sharp sound, like a shot. But he knew it was not a shot, and shivered. He knew that “crack,” and in his sleep clenched his hands convulsively. The electric starter was still in his hand.

At nine o’clock that morning there had come into Laverstock two limping tramps, though one limped more than the other. The bigger of the two stopped at the door of the Red Lion
 , and an unfriendly landlord surveyed the men over the top of the curtain which gave the habitués of the bar a semi-privacy.

“Come in,” growled Lew Brady.

Ray was glad to follow. The landlord’ bulk blacked the entrance to the bar.

“What do you want?” he asked.

“I want a drink.”

“There’s no free drinks going in this parish,” said the landlord, looking at the unpromising customer.

“Where did you get that ‘free drink’ stuff from?” snarled Lew. “My money’s as good as anybody else’s, isn’t it?”

“If it’s honestly come by,” said the landlord. “Let us have a look at it.”

Lew pulled out a handful of silver, and the master of the Red Lion stood back.

“Come in,” he said, “but don’t make a home of my bar. You can have your drink and go.”

Lew growled the order, and the landlord poured out the two portions of whisky.

“Here’s yours, Carter,” said Lew, and Ray swallowed the fiery dram and choked.

“I’ll be glad to get back,” said Lew in a low voice. “It’s all right for you single men, but this tramping is pretty tough on us fellows who’ve got wives — even though the wives aren’t all they might be.”

“I didn’t know you were married,” said Ray, faintly interested.

“There’s a lot you don’t know,” sneered the other. “Of course I’m married. You were told once, and you hadn’t the brains to believe it.”

Ray looked at the man openmouthed.

“Do you mean — what Gordon said?”

The other nodded.

“You mean that Lola is your wife?”

“Why, certainly she’s my wife,” said Lew coolly. “I don’t know how many husbands she’s had, but I’m her present one.”

“Oh, my God!”

Ray whispered the words.

“What’s the matter with you? And take that look off your face,” said Lew Brady viciously. “I’m not blaming you for being sweet on her. I like to see people admire my wife, even such kids as you.”

“Your wife!” said Ray again. He could not believe the man was speaking the truth. “Is she — is she a Frog?”

“Why shouldn’t she be?” said Brady. “And keep your voice down, can’t you? That fat old devil behind the counter is trying hard to listen. Of course she’s Frog, and she’s crook. We’re all crooks. You’re crook too. That’s the way with Lola, she likes the crooks best. Perhaps you’ll have a chance, after you’ve done a job or two—”

“You beast!” hissed Ray, and struck the man full in the face.

Before Lew Brady could come to his feet, the landlord was between them.

“Outside, both of you!” he shouted, and, dashing to the door, roared half a dozen names. He was back in time to see Lew Brady on his feet, glaring at the other.

“You’ll know all about that, Mr. Carter, one of these days,” he said. “I’ll settle with you!”

“And, by God, I’ll settle with you!” said Ray furiously, and at that moment a brawny ostler caught him by the arm and flung him into the road outside.

He waited for Brady to come out.

“I’ve finished with you,” he said. His face was white, his voice was quivering. “Finished with the whole rotten shoot of you! I’m going back.”

“You’re not going back,” said Lew. “Oh, listen, boy, what’s making you mad? We’ve got to go on to Gloucester, and we might as well finish our job. And if you don’t want to be with me after that — well, you can go ahead just as you like.”

“I’m going alone,” said Ray.

“Don’ts be a fool.” Lew Brady came after him and seized his arm.

For a second the situation looked ugly to the onlookers, and then, with a shrug, Ray Bennett suffered the arm to remain.

“I don’t believe you,” he said — the first words he spoke for half an hour after they had left the Red Lion
 . “Why should you have lied?”

“I’ve got sick of your good temper, that’s the whole truth, Ray — just sick to death of it. I had to make you mad, or I’d have gone mad myself.”

“But is it true about Lola?”

“Of course it’s not true,” lied Brady contemptuously.

“Do you think she’d have anything to do with a chap like me? Not likely! Lola’s a good ‘girl. Forget all I said, Ray.”

“I shall ask her myself. She wouldn’t he to me,” said the boy.

“Of course she wouldn’t lie to you,” agreed the other.

They were nearing their rendezvous now — the tree-furred cut in the hills — and his eyes were searching for the three white trunks that the lightning had struck. Presently he saw them.

“Come on in, and I’ll tell you all about it,” he said. “I’m not going to walk much farther to-day. My feet are so raw you couldn’t cook ‘em!”

He led the way between the trees, over the age-old carpet of pine needles, and presently he stopped.

“Sit down here, boy,” he said, “and let us have a drink and a smoke.”

Ray sat with his head on his hands, a figure so supremely miserable that any other man than Lew Brady would have felt sorry for him.

“The whole truth is,” began Lew slowly, “that Lola’s very strong for you, boy.”

“Then why did you tell me the other thing? Who was that?” He looked round.

“What is it?” asked Lew. His own nerves were on edge.

“I thought I heard somebody moving.”

“A twig broke. Rabbits, it may be; there are thousands of ’em round here,” said Lew. “No, Lola’s a good girl.” He fished from his pocket a flask, pulled off the cup at the bottom and unscrewed the stopper, holding the flask to the light. “She’s a good girl,” he repeated, “and may she never be anything else.”

He poured out a cupful, looked at the remainder in the Mottle.

“I’m going to drink her health, No, you drink first.” Ray shook his head.

“I don’t like the stuff,” he said. The other man laughed.

“For a fellow who’s been pickled night after night, that’s certainly an amusing view to take,” he said. “If you can’t hold a dram of whisky for the sake of drinking Lola’s health, well, you re a poor—”

“Give it to me.” Ray snatched the cup, but spilt a portion, and, drinking down the contents at a draught, he threw the metal holder to his companion.

“Ugh! I don’t care for that whisky. I don’t think I care for any whisky at all. There’s nothing harder to pretend you like than drinking, if you don’t happen to like it.”

“I don’t think anybody likes it at first,” said Lew. “It’s like tomatoes — a cultivated taste.”

He was watching his companion keenly.

“Where do we go from Gloucester?” asked Ray.

“We don’t go anywhere from Gloucester. We just stop there for a day, and then we change and come back.”

“It’s a stupid idea,” said Ray Bennett, screwing up his eyes and yawning. “Who is this Frog, Lew?” He yawned again, lay back on the grass, his hands under his head.

Lew Brady emptied the remainder of the flask’s contents upon the grass, screwed up the stopper and shook the cup before he rose and walked across to the sleeping boy.

“Hi, get up!” he said.

There was no answer.

“Get up, you!”

With a groan, Ray turned over, his head on his arms, and did not move again. A sudden misgiving carne to Lew Brady. Suppose he was dead? He went livid at the thought. That quarrel, so cleverly engineered by the Frog, would be enough to convict him. He whipped the flask from his pocket and slipped it into the coat pocket of the sleeper. And then he heard a sound, and, turning, saw a man watching him. Lew stared, opened his mouth to speak, and:

“Plop!”

He saw the flash of the flame before the bullet struck him. He tried to open his mouth to speak, and:

“Plop!”

Lew Brady was dead before he touched the ground.

The man removed the silencer of the pistol, walked leisurely across to where Ray Bennett was sleeping, and put the pistol by his hand. Then he came back and turned over the body of the dead man, looking down into the face. Taking one of three cigars from his waistcoat pocket, he lit it, being careful to put the match in the box whence he had taken it. He liked smoking cigars — especially other men’s cigars. Then, without haste, he walked back the way he had come, gained the main road after a careful reconnaissance, and reached the car he had left by the roadside.

Inside the car a youth was sitting in the shelter of the curtained hood, loose-mouthed, glassy-eyed, staring at nothing. He wore an ill-fitting suit and one end of his collar was unfastened.

“You know this place, Bill?”

“Yes, sir.” The voice was guttural and hoarse. “Ibbley Copse.”

“You have just killed a man: you shot him, just as you said you did in your confession.”

The halfwitted youth nodded.

“I killed him because I hated him,” he said.

The Frog nodded obediently and got into the driver’s seat…

John Bennett woke with a start. He looked at the damp bellpush in his hand with a rueful smile, and began winding up the flex. Presently he reached the bush where the camera was concealed, and, to his dismay, found that the indicator showed the loss — for loss it was — of five hundred feet. He looked at the badger hole resentfully, and there, as in mockery, he saw again the tip of a black nose, and shook his fist at it. Beyond, he saw two men lying, both asleep, and both, apparently, tramps.

He carried the camera back to where he had left his coat, put it on, hoisted the box into position and set off for Laverstock village, where, if his watch was right, he could catch the local that would connect him with Bath in time for the London express; and as he walked, he calculated his loss.
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El had promised to dine at Gordon’s club. Dick waited for him until twenty minutes past the hour of appointment, and Elk had neither telephoned nor put in an appearance. At twentyfive minutes past he arrived in a hurry.

“Good Lord!” he gasped, looking at the clock. “.I had no idea it was so late, Captain. I must buy a watch.”

They went into the dining-hall together, and Elk felt that he was entering a church, there was such solemn dignity about the stately room, with its prim and silent diners.

“It certainly has Heron’s beat in the matter of DickyOrum.”

“I don’t know the gentleman,” said the puzzled Dick. “Oh, do you mean decorum? Yes, this is a little more sedate. What kept you, Elk? I’m not complaining, but when you’re not on time, I worry as to what has happened to you.”

“Nothing has happened to me,” said Elk, nodding pleasantly to an embarrassed club waiter. “Only we had an inquiry in Gloucester. I thought we’d struck another Frog case, but the two men involved had no Frog marks.”

“Who are they?”

“Phenan is one — he’s the man that’s dead.”

“A murder?”

“I think so,” said Elk, spearing a sardine. “I think he was thoroughly dead when they found him at Ibbley Copse. They pinched the man who was with him; he was drunk. Apparently they’d been to Laverstock and had quarrelled and fought in the bar of the Red Lion. The police were informed later, and telephoned through to the next village, to tell the constable to keep his eye on these two fellows, but they hadn’t passed through, so they sent a bicycle patrol to look for them — there’s been one or two housebreakings in that neighbourhood.”

“And they found them?”

Elk nodded.

“One man dead and the other man bottled. Apparently they’d quarrelled, and the drunken gentleman shot the other. They’re both tramps or of that class. Identification marks on them show they’ve come from Wales. They slept at Bath last night, at Rooney’s lodging-house, and that’s all that’s known of ‘em. Carter is the murderer — they’ve taken him to Gloucester Gaol. It’s a very simple case, and the Gloucester police gave a haughty smile at the idea of calling in Headquarters. It is a crime, anyway, that is up to the intellectual level of the country police.”

Dick’s lips twitched.

“Just now, the country police are passing unpleasant comments on our intelligence,” he said.

“Let ‘um,” scoffed Elk. “Those people are certainly entitled to their simple pleasures, and I’d be the last to deny them the right. I saw John Bennett in town tonight, at Paddington this time. I’m always knocking against him at railway stations. That man is certainly a traveller. He had his old camera with him too. I spoke to him this time, and he’s full of trouble; went to sleep, pushed the gadget in his dreams and wasted a fortune in film. But he’s pleased with himself, and I don’t wonder. I saw a note about his pictures the other day in one of the newspapers. He looks like turning into a first-class success.”

“I sincerely hope so,” said Dick quietly, and something in his tone made his guest look up.

“Which reminds me,” he said, “that I had a note from friend Johnson asking me whether I knew Ray Bennett’s address. He said he called up Heron’s Club, but-Ray hadn’t been there for days. He wants to give him a job. Quite a big position, too. There’s a lot that’s very fine in Johnson.”

“Did you give the address?”

Elk nodded.

“I gave him the address, and I called on the boy, but he’s out of town — went out a few days ago, and is not likely to be back for a fortnight. It will be too bad if he loses this job. I think Johnson was sore with the side young Bennett put on, but he doesn’t seem to bear any malice. Perhaps there’s another influence at work,” he said significantly.

Dick knew that he meant Ella, but did not accept the opening.

They adjourned to the smokeroom after dinner, and whilst Elk puffed luxuriously at one of his host’s best cigars, Dick wrote a brief note to the girl, who had been in his thoughts all that day. It was an unnecessary note, as such epistles are liable to be; but it might have had, as its excuse, the news that he had heard from Elk, only, for some reason, he never thought of that until after the letter was finished and sealed. When he turned to his companion, Elk propounded a theory.

“I sent a man up to look at some chemical works. It’s a fake company—less than a dozen hands employed, and those only occasionally. But it has a very powerful electrical installation. It is an old poison gas factory. The present company bought it for a song, and two fellows we are holding were the nominal purchasers.”

“Where is it?” asked Dick.

“Between Newbury and Didcot. I found out a great deal about them for a curious reason. It appears there was some arrangement between the factory, when it was under Government control, that it should make an annual contribution to the Newbury Fire Brigade, and, in taking over the property, the company also took over that contract, which they’re now trying to get out of, for the charge is a stiff one. They told the Newbury Brigade, in so many words, to disconnect the factory from their alarm service, but the Newbury Brigade, being on a good thing and having lost money by the arrangement during the war, refused to cancel the contract, which has still three years to run.”

Dick was not interested in the slightest degree in the quarrel between the chemical factory and the fire brigade. Later, he had cause to be thankful that conversation had drifted into such a prosaic channel; but this he could not foresee.

“Yes, very remarkable,” he said absentmindedly.

*

A fortnight after the disappearance from town of Ray Bennett, Elk accepted the invitation of the American to lunch. It was an invitation often given, and only accepted now because there had arisen in Elk’s mind a certain doubt about Joshua Broad — a doubt which he wished to mould into assurance.

Broad was waiting for the detective when he ‘arrived, and Elk, to whom time had no particular significance, arrived ten minutes late.

“Ten minutes after one,” said Elk. “I can’t keep on time anyhow. There’s been a lot of trouble at the office over the new safe they’ve got me. Somethin’s wrong with it, and even the lockmaker doesn’t know what it is.”

“Can’t you open it?”

“That’s just it, I can’t, and I’ve got to get some papers out to-day that are mighty important,” said Elk. “I was wondering, as I came along, whether, having such a wide experience of the criminal classes, you’ve ever heard any way by which it could be opened — it needs a proper engineer, and, if I remember rightly, you told me you were an engineer once, Mr. Broad?”

“Your memory is at fault,” said the other calmly as he unfolded his napkin and regarded the detective with a twinkle in his eye. “Safe-opening is not my profession.”

“And I never dreamt it was,” said Elk heartily. “But it has always struck me that the Americans are much more clever with their hands than the people in this country, and I thought that you might be able to give me a word of advice.”

“Maybe I’ll introduce you to my pet burglar,” said Broad gravely, and they laughed together. “What do you think of me?” asked the American unexpectedly. “I’m not expecting you to give your view of my character or personal appearance, but what do you think I am doing in London, dodging around, doing nothing but a whole lot of amateur police work?”

“I’ve never given you much thought,” said Elk untruthfully. “Being an American, I expect you to be out of the ordinary—”

“Flatterer,” murmured Mr. Broad.

“I wouldn’t go so far as to flatter you,” protested Elk. “Flattery is repugnant to me anyway.”

He unfolded an evening newspaper he had brought. “Looking for those tailless amphibians?”

“Eh?” Elk looked up puzzled.

“Frogs,” explained the other.

“No, I’m not exactly looking for Frogs, though I understand a few of ’em are looking for me. As a matter of fact, there’s very little in the newspaper about those interesting animals, but there’s going to be!”

“When?”

The question was a challenge.

“When we get Frog Number One.”

Mr. Broad crumpled a roll in his hand, and broke it.

“Do you think you’ll get Number One before I get him?” he asked quietly, and Elk looked across the table over his spectacles.

“I’ve been wondering that for a long time,” he said, and for a second their eyes met.

“Do you think I shall get him?” asked Broad.

“If all my speculations and surmises are what they ought to be, I think you will,” said Elk, and suddenly his attention was focussed upon a paragraph. “Quick work,” he said. “We beat you Americans in that respect.”

“In what respect is that?” asked Broad. “I’m sufficient of a cosmopolitan to agree that there are many things in England which you do better than we in America.”

Elk looked up at the ceiling.

“Fifteen days?” he said. “Of course, he just managed to catch the Assizes.”

“Who’s that?”

“That man Carter, who shot a tramp near Gloucester,” said Elk.

“What has happened to him?” asked the other.

“He was sentenced to death this morning,” said the detective.

Joshua Broad frowned.

“Sentenced to death this morning? Carter, you say? I didn’t read the story of the murder.”

“There was nothing complicated about it,” said Elk. “Two tramps had a quarrel — I think they got drinking — and one shot the other and was found lying in a drunken sleep by the dead man’s side. There’s practically no evidence; the prisoner refused to make any statement, or to instruct a lawyer — it must have been one of the shortest murder trials on record.”

“Where did this happen?” asked Broad, arousing himself from the reverie into which he had fallen.

“Near Gloucester. There was little in the paper; it wasn’t a really interesting murder. There was no woman in it, so far as the evidence went, and who cared a cent about two tramps?”

He folded the paper and put it down, and for the rest of the meal was engaged in a much more fascinating discussion, the police methods of the United States, on which matter Mr. Broad was, apparently, something of an authority.

The object of the American’s invitation was very apparent. Again and again he attempted to turn the conversation to the man under arrest; and as skilfully as he introduced the subject of Balder, did Elk turn the discussion back to the merits of the third degree as a method of crime detection.

“Elk, you’re as close as an oyster,” said Broad, beckoning a waiter to bring his bill. “And yet I could tell you almost as much about this man Balder as you know.”

“Tell me the prison he’s in?” demanded Elk.

“He’s in Pentonville, Ward Seven, Cell Eighty-four,” said the other immediately, and Elk sat bolt upright. “And you needn’t trouble to shift him to somewhere else, just because I happen to know his exact location; I should be just as well informed if he was at Brixton, Wandsworth, Holloway, Wormwood Scrubbs, Maidstone, or Chelmsford.”



XXXII. In Gloucester Prison


Table of Contents


There is a cell in Gloucester Prison; the end cell in a long corridor of the old building. Next door is another cell, which is never occupied, for an excellent reason. That in which Ray Bennett sat was furnished more expensively than any other in the prison. There was an iron bedstead, a plain deal table, a comfortable Windsor chair and two other chairs, on one of which, night and day, sat a warder.

The walls were distempered pink. One big window, near the ceiling, heavily barred, covered with toughened opaque glass, admitted light, which was augmented all the time by an electric globe in the arched ceiling.

Three doors led from the cell: one into the corridor, the other into a little annexe fitted with a washing-bowl and a bath; the third into the unoccupied cell, which had a wooden floor, and in the centre of the floor a square trap. Ray Bennett did not know then how close he was to the death house, and if he had known he would not have cared. For death was the least of the terrors which oppressed him.

He had awakened from his drugged sleep, to find himself in the cell of a country lock-up, and had heard, bemused, the charge of murder that had been made against him. He had no clear recollection of what had happened. All that he knew was that he had hated Lew Brady and that he had wanted to kill him. After that, he had a recollection of walking with him and of sitting down somewhere.

They told him that Brady was dead, and that the weapon with which the murder was committed had been found in his hand. Ray had racked his brains in an effort to remember whether he had a revolver or not. He must have had. And of course he had been drugged. They had had whisky at the Red Lion, and Lew must have said something about Lola and he had shot him. It was strange that he did not think longingly of Lola. His love for her had gone. He thought of her as he thought of Lew Brady, as something unimportant that belonged to the past. All that mattered now was that his father and Ella should not know. At all costs the disgrace must be kept from them. He had waited in a fever of impatience for the trial to end, so that he might get away from the public gaze. Fortunately, the murder was not of sufficient interest even for the ubiquitous press photographers. He wanted to be done with it all, to go out of life unknown. The greatest tragedy that could occur to him was that he should be identified.

He dared not think of Ella or of his father. He was Jim Carter, without parents or friends; and if he died as Jim Carter, he must spend his last days of life as Jim Carter. He was not frightened; he had no fear, his only nightmare was that he should be recognized.

The warder who was with him, and who was not supposed to speak to him, had told him that, by the law, three clear Sundays must elapse between his sentence and execution. The chaplain visited him every day, and the Governor. A tap at the cell door told him it was the Governor’s hour, and he rose as the grey-haired official carne in.

“Any complaints, Carter?”

“None, sir.”

“Is there anything you want?”

“No, sir.”

The Governor looked at the table. The writing-pad, which had been placed for the condemned prisoner’s use, had not been touched.

“You have no letters to write? I suppose you can write?”

“Yes, sir. I’ve no letters to write.”

“What are you, Carter? You’re not an ordinary tramp. You’re better educated than that class.”

“I’m an ordinary tramp, sir,” said Ray quietly.

“Have you all the books you need?”

Ray nodded, and the Governor went out. Every day came these inevitable inquiries. Sometimes the Governor made reference to his friends, but he grew tired of asking questions about the unused blottingpad.

Ray Bennett had reached the stage of sane understanding where he did not even regret. It was inevitable. He had been caught up in the machinery of circumstance, and must go slowly round to the crashing-place. Every morning and afternoon he paced the square exercise yard, watched by three men in uniform, and jealously screened from the observation of other prisoners; and his serenity amazed all who saw him. He was caught up in the wheel and must go the full round. He could even smile at himself, observe his own vanity with the eye of an outsider. And he could not weep, because there was nothing left to weep about. He was already a dead man. Nobody troubled to organize a reprieve for him; he was too uninteresting a murderer. The newspapers did not flame into headlines, demanding a new trial. Fashionable lawyers would not foregather to discuss an appeal. He had murdered; he must die.

Once, when he was washing, and was about to put his hand in the water, he saw the reflection of his face staring back at him, and he did not recognize himself, for his beard had grown weedily. He laughed, and when the wondering warders looked at him, he said:

“I’m only now beginning to cultivate a sense of humour — I’ve left it rather late, haven’t I?”

He could have had visitors, could have seen anybody he wished, but derived a strange satisfaction from his isolation. He had done with all that was artificial and emotional in life. Lola? He thought of her again and shook his head. She was very pretty. He wondered what she would do now that Lew was dead; what she was doing at that moment. He thought, too, of Dick Gordon, remembered that he liked him that day when Dick had given him a ride in his big Rolls. How queerly far off that seemed! And yet it could have only been a few months ago.

One day the Governor came in a more ceremonial style, and with him was a gentleman whom Ray remembered having seen in the courthouse on the day of the trial. It was the Under Sheriff, and there was an important communication to be made. The Governor had to clear his throat twice.

“Carter,” he said a little unsteadily, “the Secretary of State has informed me that he sees no reason for interfering with the course of the law. The High Sheriff has fixed next Wednesday morning at eight o’clock as the date and hour of your execution.”

Ray inclined his head.

“Thank you, sir,” he said.
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John Bennett emerged from the woodshed, which he had converted into a dark room, bearing a flat square box in either hand.

“Don’t talk to me for a minute, Ella,” he said as she rose from her knees — she was weeding her own pet garden— “or I shall get these blamed things mixed. This one” — he shook his right hand— “is a picture of trout, and it is a great picture,” he said enthusiastically. “The man who runs the trout farm, let me take it through the glass side of the trench, and it was a beautifully sunny day.”

“What is the other one, daddy?” she asked, and John Bennett pulled a face.

“That is the dud,” he said regretfully. “Five hundred feet of good film gone west! I may have got a picture by accident, but I can’t afford to have it developed on the off-chance. I’ll keep it by, and one day, when I’m rolling in money, I’ll go to the expense of satisfying my curiosity.”

He took the boxes into the house, and turned round to his stationery rack to find two adhesive labels, and had finished writing them, when Dick Gordon’s cheery voice came through the open window. He rose eagerly and went out to him.

“Well, Captain Gordon, did you get it?” he asked.

“I got it,” said Dick solemnly, waving an envelope. “You’re the first cinematographer that has been allowed in the Zoological Gardens, and I had to crawl to the powers that be to secure the permission!”

The pale face of John Bennett flushed with pleasure.

“It is a tremendous thing,” he said. “The Zoo has never been put on the pictures, and Selinski has promised me a fabulous sum for the film if I can take it.”

“The fabulous sum is in your pocket, Mr. Bennett,” said Dick, “and I am glad that you mentioned it.”

“I am under the impression you mentioned it first,” said John Bennett. Ella did not remember having seen her father smile before.

“Perhaps I did,” said Dick cheerfully. “I knew you were interested in animal photography.”

He did not tell John Bennett that it was Ella who had first spoken about the difficulties of securing Zoo photographs and her father’s inability to obtain the necessary permission.

John Bennett went back to his labelling with a lighter heart than he had borne for many a day. He wrote the two slips, wetted the gum and hesitated. Then he laid down the papers and went into the garden.

“Ella, do you remember which of those boxes had the trout in?”

“The one in your right hand, daddy,” she said.

“I thought so,” he said, and went to finish his work.

It was only after the boxes were labelled that he had any misgivings. Where had he stood when he put them down? On which side of the table? Then, with a shrug, he began to wrap the trout picture, and they saw him carrying it under his arm to the village post-office.

“No news of Ray?” asked Dick.

The girl shook her head.

“What does your father think?”

“He doesn’t talk about Ray, and I haven’t emphasized the fact that it is such a long time since I had a letter.”

They were strolling through the garden toward the little summerhouse that John Bennett had built in the days when Ray was a schoolboy.

“You have not heard?” she asked. “I credit you with an omniscience which perhaps isn’t deserved. You have not found the man who killed Mr. Maitland?”

“No,” said Dick. “I don’t expect we shall until we catch Frog himself.”

“Will you?” she asked quietly.

He nodded.

“Yes, he can’t go on for ever. Even Elk is taking a cheerful view. Ella,” he asked suddenly, “are you the kind of person who keeps a promise?”

“Yes,” she said in surprise, “In all circumstances, if you make a promise, do you keep it?”

“Why, of course. If I do not think I can keep it, I do not make a promise. Why?”

“Well, I want you to make me a promise — and to keep it,” he said.

She looked past him, and then:

“It depends what the promise is.”

“I want you to promise to be my wife,” said Dick Gordon.

Her hand lay in his, and she did not draw it from him.

“It is…very…businesslike, isn’t it?” she said, biting her unruly underlip.

“Will you promise?”

She looked round at him, tears in her eyes, though her lips were smiling, and he caught her in his arms.

John Bennett waited a long time for his lunch that day. Going out to see where his daughter was, he met Dick, and in a few words Dick Gordon told him all. He saw the pain in the man’s face, and dropped his hand upon the broad shoulder.

“Ella has promised me, and she will not go back on her promise. Whatever happens, whatever she learns.”

The man raised his eyes to the other’s face.

“Will you go back on your promise?” he asked huskily. “Whatever you learn?

“I know,” said Dick simply.

Ella Bennett walked on air that day. A new and splendid colour had come into her life; a tremendous certainty which banished all the fears and doubts she had felt; a light which revealed delightful vistas.

Her father went over to Dorking that afternoon, and came back hurriedly, wearing that strained look which it hurt her to see.

“I shall have to go to town, dearie,” he said. “There’s been a letter waiting for me for two days. I’ve been so absorbed in my picture work that I’d forgotten I had any other responsibility.”

He did not look for her in the garden to kiss her goodbye, and when she came back to the house he was gone, and in such a hurry that he had not taken his camera with him.

Ella did not mind being alone; in the days when Ray was at home, she had spent many nights in the cottage by herself, and the house was on the main road. She made some tea and sat down to write to Dick, though she told herself reprovingly that he hadn’t been gone more than two or three hours. Nevertheless, she wrote, for the spirit of logic avoids the lover.

There was a postal box a hundred yards up the road; it was a bright night and people were standing at their cottage gates, gossipping, as she passed. The letter dropped in the box, she came back to the cottage, went inside, locked and bolted the door, and sat down with a workbasket by her side to fill in the hour which separated her from bedtime.

So working, her mind was completely occupied, to the exclusion of all other thoughts, by Dick Gordon. Once or twice the thought of her father and Ray strayed across her mind, but it was to Dick she returned.

The only illumination in the cosy diningroom was a shaded kerosene lamp which stood on the table by her side and gave her sufficient light for her work. All outside the range of the lamp was shadow. She had finished darning a pair of her father’s socks, and had laid down the needle with a happy sigh, when her eyes went to the door leading to the kitchen. It was ajar, and it was opening slowly.

For a moment she sat paralysed with terror, and then leapt to her feet.

“Who’s there?” she called.

There carne into the shadowy doorway a figure, the very sight of which choked the scream in her throat. It looked tall, by reason of the tightly-fitting black coat it wore. The face and head were hidden behind a hideous mask of rubber and mica. The reflection of the lamp shone on the big goggles and filled them with a baleful fire.

“Don’t scream, don’t move!” said the masked man, and his voice sounded hollow and far away. “I will not hurt you.”

“Who are you?” she managed to gasp.

“I am The Frog,” said the stranger.

For an eternity, as it seemed, she stood helpless, incapable of movement, and it was he who spoke.

“How many men love you, Ella Bennett?” he asked. “Gordon and Johnson—and The Frog, who loves you most of all!”

He paused, as though he expected her to speak, but she was incapable of answering him.

“Men work for women, and they murder for women, and behind all that they do, respectably or unrespectably, there is a woman,” said the Frog. “And you are that woman for me, Ella.”

“Who are you?” she managed to say.

“I am The Frog,” he replied again, “and you shall know my name when I have given it to you. I want you! Not now “ — he raised his hand as he saw the terror rising in her face. “You shall come to me willingly.”

“You’re mad!” she cried. “I do not know you. How can I — oh, it’s too wicked to suggest…please go away.”

“I will go presently,” said the Frog. “Will you marry me Ella?”

She shook her head.

“Will you marry me, Ella?” he asked again.

“No.” She had recovered her calm and something of her self-possession. “I will give you—”

“If you gave me all the money there was in the world, I would not marry you,” she said.

“I will give you something more precious.” His voice was softer, scarcely audible. “I will give you a life!”

She thought he was speaking of Dick Gordon.

“I will give you the life of your brother.”

“For a second the room spun round and she clutched a chair to keep her feet.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“I will give you the life of your brother, who is lying in Gloucester Gaol under sentence of death!” said the Frog. With a supreme effort Ella guided herself to a chair and sat down.

“My brother?” she said dully. “Under sentence of death?”

“To-day is Monday,” said the Frog. “On Wednesday he dies. Give me your word that when I send for you, you will come, and I will save him.”

“How can you save him?” The question came mechanically.

“A man has made a confession — a man named Gill, a halfwitted fellow who thinks he killed Lew Brady.”

“Brady?” she gasped.

The Frog nodded.

“It isn’t true,” she breathed. “You’re lying! You’re telling me this to frighten me.”

“Will you marry me?” he asked.

“Never, never!” she cried. “I would rather die. You are lying to me.”

“When you want me, send for me,” said the Frog. “Put in your window a white card, and I will save your brother.”

She half lay on the table, her head upon her folded arms.

“It’s not true, it’s not true,” she muttered.

There was no reply, and, looking up, she saw that the room was empty. Staggering to her feet, she went out into the kitchen. The kitchen door was open; and, peering into the dark garden, she saw no sign of the man. She had strength to bolt the door, and dragged herself up to her room and to her bed, and then she fainted.

Daylight showed in the windows when she sat up. She was painfully weary, her eyes were red with weeping, her head was in a whirl. It had been a night of horror — and it was not true, it could not be true. She had heard of no murder; and if there had been, it could not be Ray. She would have known; Ray would have sent for her father.

She dragged her aching limbs to the bathroom and turned the cold-water tap. Half an hour later she was sane, and looking at her experience dispassionately. Ray was alive. The man had tried to frighten her. Who was he? She shivered.

She saw only one solution to her terrible problem, and after she had made herself a cup of tea, she dressed and walked down into the town, in time to catch an early train. What other thought came to her, she never dreamt for one moment of surrender, never so much as glanced at the window where a white card could be placed, might save the life of her brother. In her heart of hearts, she knew that this man would not have come to her with such a story unless it was well founded. That was not the Frog’s way. What advantage would he gain if he had invented this tragedy? Nevertheless, she did not even look for a white card, or think of its possible use.

Dick was at breakfast when she arrived, and a glance at her face told him that she brought bad news.

“Don’t go, Mr. Elk,” she said as the inspector pushed back his chair. “You must know this.”

As briefly as she could, she narrated the events of the night before, and Dick listened with rising wrath until she came to the climax of the story.

“Ray under sentence?” he said incredulously. “Of course it isn’t true.”

“Where did he say the boy was?” asked Elk. “In Gloucester Prison.”

In their presence her reserve had melted and she was near to tears.

“Gloucester Prison?” repeated Elk slowly. “There is a man there under sentence of death, a man named,” — he strove to remember— “Carter,” he said at last. “That is it — Carter, a tramp. He killed another tramp named Phenan.”

“Of course it isn’t Ray,” said Dick, laying his hand on hers. “This brute tried to frighten you. When did he say the execution had been fixed for?

“Tomorrow.” She was weeping; now that the tension had relaxed, it seemed that she had reached the reserve of her strength.

“Ray is probably on the Continent,” Dick soothed her, and here Elk thought it expedient and delicate to steal silently forth.

He was not as convinced as Gordon that the Frog had made a bluff. No sooner was he in his office than he rang for his new clerk.

“Records,” he said briefly. “I want particulars of a man named Carter, now lying under sentence of death in Gloucester Prison — photograph, fingerprints, and record of the crime.”

The man was gone ten minutes, and returned with a small portfolio.

“No photograph has been received yet, sir,” he said. “In murder cases we do not get the full records from the County police until after the execution.”

Elk cursed the County police fluently, and addressed himself to the examination of the dossier. That told him little or nothing. The height and weight of the man tallied, he guessed, with Ray’s. There were no body marks and the description “Slight beard.”

He sat bolt upright. Slight beard! Ray Bennett had been growing a beard for some reason. He remembered that Broad had told him this.

“Pshaw!” he said, throwing down the fingerprint card. “It is impossible!”

It was impossible, and yet —

He drew a telegraph pad toward him and wrote a wire.

“Governor, H.M. Prison, Gloucester. Very urgent. Send by special messenger prison photograph of James Carter under sentence of death in your prison to Headquarters Records. Messenger must leave by first train. Very urgent.”

He took the liberty of signing it with the name of the Chief Commissioner. The telegram despatched, he returned to a scrutiny of the description sheet, and presently he saw a remark which he had overlooked.

“Vaccination marks on right forearm.”

That was unusual. People are usually vaccinated on the left arm, a little below the shoulder. He made a note of this fait and turned to the work that was waiting for him. At noon a wire arrived from Gloucester, saying that the photograph was on its way. That, at least, was satisfactory; though, even if it proved to be Rag, what could be done? In his heart Elk prayed most fervently that the Frog had bluffed.

Just before one, Dick telephoned him and asked him to lunch with them at the Auto Club, an invitation which, in any circumstances, was not to be refused, for Elk had a passion for visiting other people’s clubs.

When he arrived — on this occasion strictly on time — he found the girl in a calm, even a cheerful mood, and his quick eye detected upon her finger a ring of surprising brilliance that he had not seen before. Dick Gordon had made very good use of his spare time that morning.

“I feel I’m neglecting my business, Elk,” he said after he had led them into the palatial diningroom of the Auto, and had found a cushion for the girl’s back, and had placed her chair exactly where it was least comfortable, “but I guess you’ve got through the morning without feeling my loss.”

“I certainly have,” said Elk. “A very interesting morning. There is a smallpox scare in the East End,” he went on, “and I’ve heard some talk at Headquarters of having the whole staff vaccinated. If there’s one thing that I do not approve of, it is vaccination. At my time of life I ought to be immune from any germ that happens to be going round.”

The girl laughed.

“Poor Mr. Elk! I sympathize with you. Ray and I had a dreadful time when we were vaccinated about five years ago during the big epidemic, although I didn’t have so bad a time as Ray. And neither of us had such an experience as the majority of victims, because we had an excellent doctor, with unique views on vaccination.”

She pulled back the sleeve of her blouse and showed three tiny scars on the underside of the right forearm.

“The doctor said he would put it where it wouldn’t show. Isn’t that a good idea?”

“Yes,” said Elk slowly. “And did he vaccinate your brother the same way?”

She nodded, and then:

“What is the matter, Mr. Elk?”

“I swallowed an olive stone,” said Elk. “I wonder somebody doesn’t start cultivating olives without stones.” He looked out of the window. “You’ve got a pretty fine day for your visit, Miss Bennett,” he said, and launched forth into a rambling condemnation of the English climate.

It seemed hours to Elk before the meal was finished. The girl was going back to Gordon’s house to look at catalogues which Dick Lad ordered to be sent to Harley Terrace by telephone.

“You won’t be coming to the office?” asked Elk. “No: do you think it is necessary?”

“I wanted to see you for ten minutes,” drawled the other, “perhaps a quarter of an hour.”

“Come back to the house.”

“Well, I wasn’t thinking of coming back to the house,” said Elk. “Perhaps you’ve got a lady’s drawingroom. I remember seeing one as I came through the marble hall, and Miss Bennett would not mind—”

“Why, of course not,” she said. “If I’m in the way, I’ll do anything you wish. Show me your lady’s drawing room.”

When Dick had come back, the detective was smoking, his elbows on the table, his thin, brown hands clasped under his chin, and he was examining, with the eye of a connoisseur, the beautifully carved ceiling.

“What’s the trouble, Elk?” said Gordon as he sat down. “The man under sentence of death is Ray Bennett,” said Elk without preliminary.
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Dick’s face went white.

“How do you know this?”

“Well, there’s a photograph coming along; it will be in London this afternoon; but I needn’t see that. This man under sentence has three vaccination marks on the right forearm.”

There was a dead silence.

“I wondered why you turned the talk to vaccination,” said Dick quietly. “I ought to have known there was something in it. What can we do?”

“I’ll tell you what you can’t do,” said Elk. “You can’t let that girl know. For good and sufficient reasons, Ray Bennett has decided not to reveal his identity, and he must pass out. You’re going to have a rotten afternoon, Captain Gordon,” said Elk gently, “and I’d rather be me than you. But you’ve got to keep up your lighthearted chatter, or that young woman is going to guess that something is wrong.”

“My God! How dreadful!” said Dick in a low voice.

“Yes, it is,” admitted Elk, “and we can do nothing. We’ve got to accept it as a fact that he’s guilty. If you thought any other way, it would drive you mad. And even if he was as innocent as you or I, what chance have we of getting an inquiry or stopping the sentence being carried into execution?”

“Poor John Bennett!” said Dick in a hushed voice.

“If you’re starting to get sentimental,” snarled Elk, blinking furiously, “I’m going into a more practical atmosphere. Good afternoon.”

“Wait. I can’t face this girl for a moment. Come back to the house with me.”

Elk hesitated, and then grudgingly agreed.

Ella could not guess, from their demeanour, the horror that was in the minds of these men. Elk fell back upon history and dates — a prolific and a favourite subject.

“Thank heaven those catalogues have arrived!” said Dick, as, with a sigh of relief, he saw the huge pile of literature on his study table.

“Why ‘thank heaven’?” she smiled.

“Because his conscience is pricking him, and he wants an excuse for working.” Elk came to the rescue.

The strain was one which even he found almost insupportable; and when, after a pleading glance at the other, Dick nodded, he got up with a sense of holiday.

“I’ll be going now, bliss Bennett,” he said. “I expect you’ll be busy all the afternoon furnishing your cottage. I must come down and see it,” he went on, wilfully dense. “Though it struck me that there wouldn’t be much room for new furniture at Maytree.”

So far he got when he heard voices in the hall — the excited voice of a woman, shrill, insistent, hysterical. Before Dick could get to the door, it was flung open, and Lola rushed in.

“Gordon! Gordon! Oh, my God!” she sobbed. “Do you know?”

“Hush!” said Dick, but the girl was beside herself.

“They’ve got Ray! They’re going to hang him! Lew’s dead.”

The mischief was done. Ella carne slowly to her feet, rigid with fear.

“My brother?” she asked, and then Lola saw her for the first time and nodded.

“I found out,” she sobbed. “I had a suspicion, and I wrote…I’ve got a photograph of Phenan. I knew it was Lew at once, and I guessed the rest. The Frog did it! He planned it; months in advance he planned it. I’m not sorry about Lew; I swear I’m not sorry about Lew! It’s the boy. I sent him to his death, Gordon—” And then she broke into a fit of hysterical sobbing.

“Put her out,” said Gordon, and Elk lifted the helpless girl in his arms and carried her into the diningroom.

“True!” Ella whispered the word, and Dick nodded. “I’m afraid it’s true, Ella.”

She sat down slowly.

“I wonder where I can find father,” she said, as calmly as though she were discussing some everyday event.

“You can do nothing. He knows nothing. Do you think it is kind to tell him?”

She searched his face wonderingly.

“I think you’re right. Of course you’re right, Dick. I’m sure you’re right. Father mustn’t know. Couldn’t I see him — Ray, I mean?”

Dick shook his head.

“Ella, if Ray has kept silent to save you from this, all his forbearance, all his courage will be wasted if you go to him.”

Again her lips drooped.

“Yes. It is good of you to think for me.” She put her hand on his, and he felt no tremor. “I don’t know what I can do,” she said. “It is so — stunning. What can I do?”

“You can do nothing, my dear.” His arm went round her and her tired head fell upon his shoulder.

“No, I can do nothing,” she whispered.

Elk came in.

“A telegram for Miss Bennett,” he said. “The messenger just arrived with it. Been redirected from Horsham, I expect.”

Dick took the wire.

“Open it, please,” said the girl. “It may be from father.”

He tore open the envelope. The telegram ran:

“Have printed your picture. Cannot understand the murder. Were you trying take photo-play? Come and see me. Silenski House, Wardour Street.”

“What does it mean?” she asked.

“It is Greek to me,” said Dick. “‘Cannot understand murder’ — has your father been trying to take photo-plays?”

“No, dear, I’m sure he hasn’t; he would have told me.”

“What photographs did your father take?”

“It was a picture of trout,” she said, gathering her scattered thoughts; “but he took another picture — in his sleep. He was in the country waiting for a badger, and dozed. He must have pressed the starter; he thought that picture was a failure. It can’t be the trout; it doesn’t mention the trout; it must be the other.”

“We will go to Wardour Street.”

It was Elk who spoke so definitely, Elk who called a cab and hustled the two people into it. When they arrived at Wardour Street, Mr. Silenski was out at lunch, and nobody knew anything whatever about the film, or had authority to show it.

For an hour and a half they waited, fuming, in that dingy office, whilst messengers went in search of Silenski. He arrived at last, a polite and pleasant little Hebrew, who was all apologies, though no apology was called for, since he had not expected his visitors.

“Yes, it is a curious picture,” he said. “Your father, miss, is a very good amateur; in fact, he’s a professional now; and if it is true that he can get these Zoo photographs, he ought to be in the first rank of nature photographers.”

They followed him up a flight of stairs into a big room across which were row upon row of chairs. Facing them as they sat was a small white screen, and behind them an iron partition with two square holes.

“This is our theatre,” he explained. “You’ve no idea whether your father is trying to take motion pictures — I mean photo-plays? If he is, then this scene was pretty well acted, but I can’t understand why he did it. It’s labelled ‘Trout in a Pond’ or something of the sort, but there are no trout here, and there is no pond either!”

There was a click, and the room went black; and then there was shown on the screen a picture which showed in the foreground a stretch of grey, sandy soil, and the dark opening of a burrow, out of which peeped a queer-looking animal.

“That’s a badger,” explained Mr. Silenski. “It looked very promising up to there, and then I don’t know what he did. You’ll see he changed the elevation of the camera.”

As he spoke, the picture jerked round a little to the right, as though it had been pulled violently. And they were looking upon two men, obviously tramps. One was sitting with his head on his hands, the other, close by him, was pouring out whisky into a container.

“That’s Lew Brady,” whispered Elk fiercely, and at that moment the other man looked up, and Ella Bennett uttered a cry.

“It is Ray! Oh, Dick, it is Ray!”

There was no question of it. The light beard he wore melted into the shadows which the strong sunlight cast.

They saw Brady offer him a drink, saw him toss It down and throw the cup back to the man; watched him as his arms stretched in a yawn; and then saw him curl up to sleep, lie back, and Lew Brady standing over him. The prostrate figure turned on to its face, and Lew, stooping, put something in his pocket. They caught the reflection of glass.

“The flask,” said Elk.

And then the figure standing in the centre of the picture spun round. There walked toward him a man. His face was invisible. Never once during that period did he turn his face to that eager audience.

They saw his arm go up quickly, saw the flash of the two shots, watched breathless, spellbound, horrified, the tragedy that followed.

The man stooped and placed the pistol by the side of the sleeping Ray, and then, as he turned, the screen went white.

“That’s the end of the picture,” said Mr. Silenski. “And what it means, heaven knows.”

“He’s innocent! Dick, he’s innocent!” the girl cried wildly. “Don’t you see, it was not he who fired?”

She was half-mad with grief and terror, and Dick caught her firmly by the shoulders, the dumbfounded Silenski gaping at the scene.

“You are going back to my house and you will read! Do you hear, Ella? You’re to do nothing until you hear from me. You are not to go out; you are to sit and read! I don’t care what you read — the Bible, the Police News, anything you like. But you must not think of this business. Elk and I will do all that is possible.”

She mastered her wild terror and tried to smile.

“I know you will,” she said between her chattering teeth. “Get me to your house, please.”

He left Elk to go to Fleet Street to collect every scrap of information about the murder he could from the newspaper offices, and brought the girl back to. Harley Terrace. As he got out of the cab, he saw a man waiting on the steps. It was Joshua Broad. One glance at his face told Dick that he knew of the murder, and he guessed the source.

He waited in the hall until Dick had put the girl in the study, and had collected every illustrated newspaper, every book he could find.

“Lola told me of this business.”

“I guessed so,” said Dick. “Do you know anything about it?”

“I knew these two men started out in the disguise of tramps,” said Broad, “but I understood they were going north. This is Frog work — why?

“I don’t know. Yes, I do,” Dick said suddenly. “The Frog came to Miss Bennett last night and asked her to marry him, promising that he would save her brother if she agreed. But it can hardly be that he planned this diabolical trick to that end.”

“To no other end,” said Broad coolly. “You don’t know Frog, Gordon! The man is a strategist — probably the greatest strategist in the world. Can I do anything?”

“I would ask you to stay and keep Miss Bennett amused—” Dick began.

“I think you might do worse,” said the American quietly.

Ella looked up with a look of pain as the visitor entered the room. She felt that she could not endure the presence of a stranger at this moment, that she would break under any new strain, and she glanced at Dick imploringly.

“If you don’t want me to stay, Miss Bennett,” smiled Broad, “well, I’ll go just as soon as you tell me. But I’ve one piece of information to pass to you, and it is this: that your brother will not die.”

His eyes met Dick Gordon’s, and the Prosecutor bit his lip to restrain the cry that came involuntarily.

“Why?” she asked eagerly, but neither of the men could tell her.

Dick telephoned to the garage for his car, the very machine that Ray Bennett had driven the first day they had met. His first call was at the office of the Public Prosecutor, and to him he stated the facts.

“It is a most remarkable story, and I can do nothing, of course. You’d better see the Secretary of State at once, Gordon.”

“Is the House of Commons sitting, sir?”

“No — I’ve an idea that the Secretary, who is the only man that can do anything for you — is out of town. He may be on the Continent. I’m not sure. There was a conference at San Remo last week, and I’ve a dim notion that he went there.”

Dick’s heart almost stood still.

“Is there nobody else at the Home Office who could help?”

“There is the Under Secretary: you’d better see him.”

The Public Prosecutor’s Department was housed in the Home Office building, and Dick went straight away in search of the responsible official. The permanent secretary, to whom he explained the circumstances, shook his head.

“I’m afraid we can do nothing now, Gordon,” he said, “and the Secretary of State is in the country and very ill.”

“Where is the Under Secretary?” asked Dick desperately.

“He’s at San Remo.”

“How far out of town is Mr. Whitby’s house?” The official considered.

“About thirty miles — this side of Tunbridge Wells,” and Dick wrote the address on a slip of paper.

Half an hour later, a long yellow Rolls was flying across Westminster Bridge, threading the traffic with a recklessness which brought the hearts of hardened chauffeurs to their mouths; and forty minutes after he had left Whitehall, Dick was speeding up an elm-bordered avenue to the home of the Secretary of State.

The butler who met him could give him no encouragement.

“I’m afraid Mr. Whitby cannot see you, sir. He has a very bad attack of gout, and the doctors have told him that he mustn’t touch any kind of business whatever.

“This is a matter of life and death,” said Dick, “and I must see him. Or, failing him, I must see the King.”

This message, conveyed to the invalid, produced an invitation to walk upstairs.

“What is it, sir?” asked the Minister sharply as Dick tame in. “I cannot possibly attend to any business whatever. I’m suffering the tortures of the damned with this infernal foot of mine. Now tell me, what is it?”

Quickly Gordon related his discovery.

“An astounding story,” said the Minister, and winced. “Where is the picture?”

“In London, sir.”

“I can’t come to London: it is humanly impossible. Can’t you get somebody at the Home Office to certify this? When is this man to be hanged?

“Tomorrow morning, sir, at eight o’clock.”

The Secretary of State considered, rubbing his chin irritably. “I should be no man if I refused to see this damned picture,” he said, and Dick made allowance for his language as he rubbed his suffering limb. “But I can’t go to town unless you get me an ambulance. You had better ‘phone a garage in London to send a car down, or, better still, get one from the local hospital.”

Everything seemed to be conspiring against him, for the local hospital’s ambulance was under repair, but at last Dick put through a message to town, with the promise that an ambulance would be on its way in ten minutes.

“An extraordinary story, a perfectly amazing story! And of course, I can grant you a respite. Or, if I’m convinced of the truth of this astounding romance, we could get the King tonight; I could even promise you a reprieve. But my death will lie at your door if I catch cold.”

Two hours passed before the ambulance came. The chauffeur had had to change his tyres twice on the journey. Very gingerly, accompanied by furious imprecations from the Cabinet Minister, his stretcher was lifted into the ambulance.

To Dick the journey seemed interminable. He had telephoned through to Silenski, asking him to keep his office open until his arrival. It was eight o’clock by the time the Minister was assisted up to the theatre, and the picture was thrown upon the screen.

Mr. Whitby watched the drama with the keenest interest, and when it was finished he drew a long breath.

“That’s all right so far as it goes,” he said, “but how do I know this hasn’t been play-acted in order to get this man a reprieve? And how am I to be sure that this wretched tramp is your man?”

“I can assure you of that, sir,” said Elk. “I got the photograph up from Gloucester this afternoon.”

He produced from his pocketbook two photographs, one in profile and one full-face, and put them on the table before the Minister.

“Show the picture again,” he ordered, and again they watched the presentation of the tragedy. “But how on earth did the man manage to take this picture?”

“I’ve since discovered, sir, that he was in the neighbourhood on that very day. He went out to get a photograph of a badger — I know this, sir, because Mr. Silenski has given me all the information in his power.”

Mr. Whitby looked up at Dick.

“You’re in the Public Prosecutor’s Department? I remember you very well, Captain Gordon. I must take your word. This is not a matter for respite, but for reprieve, until the whole of the circumstances are investigated.”

“Thank you, sir,” said Dick, wiping his streaming forehead.

“You’d better take me along to the Home Office,” grumbled the great man. “Tomorrow I shall be cursing your name and memory, though I must confess that I’m feeling better for the drive. I want that picture.”

They had to wait until the picture was replaced in its box, and then Dick Gordon and Elk assisted the Secretary of State to the waiting ambulance.

At a quarter-past eight, a reprieve, ready for the Royal counter-signature, was in Dick’s hand, and the miracle, which Mr. Whitby had not dared expect, had happened. He was able, with the aid of a stick, to hobble to a car. Before the great Palace, streams of carriages and motorcars were passing. It was the night of the first ball of the season, and the hall of the Palace was a brilliant sight. The glitter of women’s jewels, the scarlet, blue and green of diplomatic uniforms, the flash of innumerable Orders, no less than the organization of this gorgeous gathering, interested Dick as he stood, a strangely contrasting figure, watching the pageant pass him.

The Minister had disappeared into an anteroom and presently came back and crooked his finger; Dick followed him down a red-carpeted passage past white-haired footmen in scarlet and gold, until they came to a door, before which another footman stood. A whispered word, the footman knocked, and a voice bade them enter. The servant opened the door and they went in.

The man who was sitting at the table rose. He wore the scarlet uniform of a general; across his breast was the blue ribbon of the Garter. There was in his eyes a kindliness and humanity which Dick had not imagined he would find.

“Will you be seated? Now please tell me the story as quickly as you can, because I have an appointment elsewhere, and punctuality is the politeness of princes,” he smiled.

He listened attentively, stopping Gordon now and again to ask a question. When Dick had finished, he took up a pen and wrote a word in a bold, boyish hand, blotted it punctiliously and handed it to the Secretary of State.

“There is your reprieve. I am very glad,” he said, and Dick, bowing over the extended hand, felt the music of triumph in his soul, forgot for the moment the terrible danger in which this boy had stood; and forgot, too, the most important factor of all — the Frog, still vigilant, still vengeful, still powerful!

When he got back to the Home Office and had taken farewell, with a very earnest expression of gratitude, of the irascible, but kindly Minister, Dick flew up the stairs to his own office and seized the telephone.

“Put me through to Gloucester 8585 Official,” he said, and waited for the long-distance signal.

It came after a few minutes.

“Sorry, sir, no call through to Gloucester. Line out of order. Trunk wires cut.”

Dick put down the ‘phone slowly. Then it was that he remembered that the Frog still lived.
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When Elk carne up to the Prosecutor’s room, Dick was sitting at the table, writing telegrams. They were each addressed to the Governor of Gloucester Prison, and contained a brief intimation that a reprieve for James Carter was on its way. Each was marked via a different route.

“What’s the idea?” said Elk.

“The ‘phone to Gloucester is out of order,” said Dick, and Elk bit his lip thoughtfully.

“Is that so?” he drawled. “Then if the ‘phone’s out of order—”

“I don’t want to think that,” said Dick.

Elk took up the instrument.

“Give me the Central Telegraph Office, miss,” he said. “I want to speak to the Chief Clerk…Yes, Inspector Elk, C.I.D.”

After a pause, he announced himself again.

“We’re putting some wires through to Gloucester. I suppose the lines are all right?”

His face did not move a muscle while he listened, then:

“I see,” he said. “Any roundabout route we can get? What’s the nearest town open?” A wait. “Is that so? Thank you.”

He put down the instrument.

“All wires to Gloucester are cut. The trunk wire has been cut in three places; the connection with Birmingham, which runs in an earthenware pipe underground, has been blown up, also in three places.” Dick’s eyes narrowed.

“Try the Radio Company,” he said. “They’ve got a station at Devizes, and another one somewhere near Cheltenham, and they could send on a message.”

Again Elk applied himself to the telephone.

“Is that the Radio Station? Inspector Elk, Headquarters Police, speaking. I want to get a message through to Gloucester, to Gloucester Prison, via — eh?…But I thought you’d overcome that difficulty. How long has it been jammed?…Thank you,” he said, and put down the telephone for the second time.

“There’s a jam,” he said. “No messages are getting through. The radio people say that somebody in this country has got a secret apparatus which was used by the Germans during the war, and that when the jam is on, it is impossible to get anything through.”

Dick looked at his watch. It was now half-past nine.

“You can catch the tenfive for Gloucester, Elk, but somehow I don’t think it will get through.”

“As a telephone expert,” said Elk, as he patiently applied himself to the instrument, “I have many of the qualities that make, so to speak, for greatness. Hullo! Get me Great Western, please. Great Western Stationmaster…I have a perfect voice, a tremendous amount of patience, and a faith in my fellow-man, and — Hullo! Is that you, Stationmaster?…Inspector Elk. I told you that before — no, it was somebody else. Inspector Elk, C.I.D. Is there any trouble on your road tonight?”…A longer pause this time. “Glory be!” said Elk unemotionally. “Any chance of getting through?…None whatever? What time will you have trains running?…Thank you.”

He turned to Dick.

“Three culverts and a bridge down at Swindon, blown at seven o’clock; two men in custody; one man dead, shot by rail guard. Two culverts down at Reading; the metals blown up at Slough. I won’t trouble to call up the other roads, because — well, the Frog’s thorough.”

Dick Gordon opened a cupboard and took out a leather coat and a soft leather helmet. In his drawer he found two ugly-looking Browning pistols and examined their magazines before he slipped them into his pocket. Then he selected half-a-dozen cigars, and packed them carefully in the breast pocket of the coat.

“You’re not going alone, Gordon?” asked Elk sternly. Dick nodded.

“I’m going alone,” he said. “If I don’t get through, you follow. Send a police car after me and tell them to drive carefully. I don’t think they’ll stop me this side of Newbury,” he said. “I can make that before the light goes. Tell Miss Bennett that the reprieve is signed, and that I am on my way.”

Elk said nothing, but followed his chief into the street, and stood by him with the policeman who had been left in charge of the car, while Dick made a careful scrutiny of the tyres and petrol tank.

So Dick Gordon took the Bath road; and the party of gunmen that waited at the two aerodromes of London to shoot him down if he attempted to leave by the aerial route, waited in vain. He avoided the direct road to Reading, and was taking the longer way round. He came into Newbury at eleven o’clock, and learnt of more dynamited culverts. The town was full of it. Two laden trains were held up on the down line, and their passengers thronged the old-fashioned streets of the town. Outside The Chequers he spoke to the local inspector of police. Beyond the outrages they hail heard nothing, and apparently the road was in good order, for a car had come through from Swindon only ten minutes before Dick arrived.

“You’re safe as far as Swindon, anyway,” said the inspector. “The countryside has been swarming with tramps lately, but my mounted patrols, that have just come in, have seen none on the roads.”

A thought struck Dick, and he drove the inspector round to the police-station and went inside with him.

“I want an envelope and some official paper,” he said, and, sitting down at the desk, he made a rough copy of the reprieve with its quaint terminology, sealed the envelope with wax and put it into his pocket. Then he took the real reprieve, and, taking off his shoe and sock, put it between his bare foot and his sock. Replacing his shoe, he jumped on to the car and started his cautious way toward Didcot. Both his glare lamps were on, and the road before him was as light as day. Nevertheless, he went at half speed, one of his Brownings on the cushion beside him.

Against the afterglow of the sunset, a faint, pale light which is the glory of late summer, he saw three inverted V’s and knew they were the ends of a building, possibly an aerodrome. And then he remembered that Elk had told him of the chemical factory. Probably this was the place, and he drove with greater caution. He had turned the bend, when, ahead of him, he saw three red lights stretched across the road, and in the light of the headlamps stood a policeman. He slowed the machine and stopped within a few yards of the officer.

“You can’t go this way, sir. The road’s up.”

“How long has it been up?” asked Dick.

“It’s been blown up, sir, about twenty minutes ago,” was the reply. “There’s a side road a mile back, which will bring you to the other side of the railway lines. You can back in here.”

He indicated a gateway evidently leading to the factory. Dick pulled back his lever to the reverse, and sent the Rolls spinning backward into the opening.

His hand was reaching to change the direction, when the policeman, who had walked to the side of the car, struck at him.

Gordon’s head was bent. He was incapable of resistance. Only the helmet he wore saved him from death. He saw nothing, only suddenly the world went black. Scarcely had the blow been struck when half-a-dozen men came from the shadows. Somebody jumped into the driver’s seat, and, flinging out the limp figure of its owner, brought the car still further backward, and switched off the lights. Another of the partly removed the red lamps. The policeman bent over the prostrate figure of Dick Gordon.

“I thought I’d settled him,” he said, disappointed.

“Well, settle him now,” said somebody in the darkness, but evidently the assailant changed his mind.

“Hagn will want him,” he said. “Lift him up.”

They carried the inanimate figure over the rough ground, through a sliding door, into a big, ill-lit factory hall, bare of machinery. At the far end was a brick partition forming an office, and into this he was carried and flung on the floor.

“Here’s your man, Hagn,” growled the policeman. “I think he’s through.”

Hagn got up from his table and walked across to where Dick Gordon lay.

“I don’t think there’s much wrong with him,” he said. “You couldn’t kill a man through that helmet, anyway. Take it off.”

They took the leather helmet from the head of the unconscious man, and Hagn made a brief inspection.

“No, he’s all right,” he said. “Throw some water over him. Wait; you’d better search him first. Those cigars,” he said, pointing to the brown cylinders that protruded from his breast pocket, “I want.”

The first thing found was the blue envelope, and this Hagn tore open and read.

“It seems all right,” he said, and locked it away in the roll-top desk at which he was sitting when Dick had been brought in. “Now give him the water!”

Dick came to his senses with a throbbing head and a feeling of resentment against the consciousness which was being forced upon him. He sat up, rubbing his face like a man roused from a heavy sleep, screwed up his eyes in the face of the bright light, and unsteadily stumbled to his feet, looking around from one to the other of the grinning faces.

“Oh!” he said at last. “I seem to have struck it. Who hit me?”

“We’ll give you his card presently,” sneered Hagn. “Where are you off to at this time of night?”

“I’m going to Gloucester,” said Dick.

“Like hell you are!” scoffed Hagn. “Put him upstairs, boys.”

Leading up from the office was a flight of unpainted pine stairs, and up this he was partly pushed and partly dragged. The room above had been used in war time as an additional supervisor’s office. It had a large window, commanding a view of the whole of the floor space. The window was now thick with grime, and the floor littered with rubbish which the present occupants had not thought it worth while to move.

“Search him again, and make sure he hasn’t any gun on him. And take away his boots,” said Hagn.

A small carbon filament lamp cast a sickly yellow light upon the sinister group that surrounded Dick Gordon. He had time to take his bearings. The window he had seen, and escape that way was impossible; the ceiling was covered with matchboards that had once been varnished. There was no other way out, save down the steps.

“You’ve got to stay here for a day or two, Gordon, but perhaps, if the Government will give us Balder, you’ll get away with your life. If they don’t, then it’ll be a case of ‘goodnight, nurse!’”
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Dick Gordon knew that any discussion with his captors was a waste of breath, and that repartee was profitless. His head was aching, but no sooner was he left alone than he gave himself a treatment which an osteopath had taught him. He put his chin on his breast, and his two open hands behind his neck, the fingertips pressing hard, then he slowly raised his head (it was an agony to do so), bringing his fingers down over the jugular. Three times repeated, his head was comparatively clear.

The door was of thin wood and could easily be forced, but the room below was filled with men. Presently the light below went out, and the place was in darkness. He guessed that it was because Hagn did not wish the light to be seen from the road; though it was unlikely that there would come any inquiries, he had taken effective steps to deal with the police car which he knew would follow.

They had not taken his matches away, and Dick struck one and looked round. Standing before a fireplace filled with an indescribable litter of half-burnt papers and dust, was a steel plate, with holes for rivets, evidently part of a tank which had not been assembled. There was a heavy switch on the wall, and Dick turned it, hoping that it controlled the light; but apparently that was on the same circuit as the light below. He struck another match and followed the casing of the switch. By and by he saw a thick black cable running in the angle of the wall and the ceiling. It terminated abruptly on the right of the fireplace; and from the marks on the floor, Dick guessed that at some time or other there had been an experimental welding plant housed there. He turned the switch again and sat down to consider what would be the best thing to do. He could hear the murmur of voices below, and, lying on the floor, put his ear to the trap, which he cleared with a piece of wire he found in the fireplace. Hagn seemed to do most of the talking.

“If we blow up the road between here and Newbury, they’ll smell a rat,” he said.

“It’s a stupid idea you put forward, Hagn. What are you going to do with the chap upstairs?”

“I don’t know. I’m waiting to hear from Frog. Perhaps the Frog will want him killed.”

“He’d be a good man to hold for Balder, though, if Frog thought it was worth while.”

Towards five o’clock, Hagn, who had been out of the office, came back.

“Frog says he’s got to die,” he said in a low voice.

*

Two people sat in Dick Gordon’s study. The hour was four o’clock in the morning. Elk had gone, for the twentieth time to Headquarters, and for the twentieth time was on his way back. Ella Bennett had tried desperately hard to carry out Dick’s instructions, and turned page after page determinedly, but had read and yet had seen nothing. With a deep sigh she put down the book and clasped her hands, her eyes fixed upon the clock.

“Do you think he will get to Gloucester?” she asked.

“I certainly do,” said Broad confidently. “That young man will get anywhere. He is the right kind and the right type, and nothing is going to hold him.”

She picked up the book but did not look at its printed page.

“What happened to the police cars? Mr. Elk was telling me a lot about them last night,” she said. “I haven’t heard since.”

Joshua Broad licked his dry lips.

“Oh, they got through all right,” he said vaguely.

He did not tell her that two police cars had been ditched between Newbury and Reading, the cars smashed and three men injured by a mine which had been sprung under them. Nor did he give her the news, that had arrived by motorcyclist from Swindon, that Dick’s car had not been seen.

“They are dreadful people, dreadful!” She shivered. “How did they come into existence, Mr. Broad?”

Broad was smoking (at her request) a long, thin cigar, and he puffed for a long time before he spoke.

“I guess I’m the father of the Frogs,” he said to her amazement.

“You!”

He nodded.

“I didn’t know I was producing this outfit, but there it is.” How, he did not seem disposed to explain at that moment.

Soon he heard the whirr of the bell, and thinking that Elk had perhaps forgotten the key, he rose, and, going along the passage, opened the door. It was not Elk.

“Forgive me for calling. Is that Mr. Broad?” The visitor peered forward in the darkness.

“I’m Broad all right. You’re Mr. Johnson, aren’t you? Come right in, Mr. Johnson.”

He closed the door behind him and turned on the light.

The stout man was in a state of pitiable agitation.

“I was up late last night,” he said, “and my servant brought me an early copy of the Post Herald.

“So you know, eh?”

“It’s terrible, terrible! I can’t believe it!”

He took a crumpled paper from his pocket and looked at the stop-press space as though to reassure himself.

“I didn’t know it was in the paper.”

Johnson handed the newspaper to the American.

“Yes, they’ve got it. I suppose old man Whitby must have given away the story.”

“I think it came from the picture man, Silenski. Is it true that Ray is under sentence of death?”

Broad nodded.

“How dreadful!” said Johnson in a hushed voice. “Thank God they’ve found it out in time! Mr. Broad,” he said earnestly, “I hope you will tell Ella Bennett that she can rely on me for every penny I possess to establish her brother’s innocence. I suppose there will be a respite and a new trial? If there is, the very best lawyers must be employed.”

“She’s here. Won’t you come in and see her?”

“Here?” Johnson’s jaw dropped. “I had no idea,” he stammered.

“Come in.”

Broad returned to the girl.

“Here is a friend of yours who has turned up — Mr. Johnson.” The philosopher crossed the room with quick, nervous strides, and held out both his hands to the girl.

“I’m so sorry, Miss Bennett,” he said, “so very, very sorry! It must be dreadful for you, dreadful! Can I do anything?”

She shook her head, tears of gratitude in her eyes.

“It is very sweet of you, Mr. Johnson. You’ve done so much for Ray, and Inspector Elk was telling me that you had offered him a position in your office.”

Johnson shook his head.

“It is nothing. I’m very fond of Ray, and he really has splendid capabilities. Once we get him out of this mess, I’ll put him on his feet again. Your father doesn’t know? Thank God for that!”

“I wish this news hadn’t got into the papers,” she said, when he told her how he had learnt of the happening.

“Silenski, of course,” said Broad. “A motion picture publicity man would use his own funeral to get a free par. How are you feeling in your new position, Johnson?” he asked, to distract the girl’s mind from the tragic thoughts which were oppressing her.

Johnson smiled.

“I’m bewildered. I can’t understand why poor Mr. Maitland did this. But I had my first Frog warning to-day; I feel almost important,” he said.

From a worn pocket-case he extracted a sheet of paper. It contained only three words:

“You are next!”

It bore the familiar sign manual of the Frog.

“I don’t know what harm I have done to these people, but I presume that it is something fairly bad, for within ten minutes of getting this note, the porter brought me my afternoon tea. I took one sip and it tasted so bitter that I washed my mouth out with a disinfectant.”

“When was this?”

“Yesterday,” said Johnson. “This morning I had the analysis — I had the tea bottled and sent off at once to an analytical chemist. It contained enough hydrocyanic acid to kill a hundred people. The chemist cannot understand how I could have taken the sip I did without very serious consequences. I am going to put the matter in the hands of the police to-day.”

The front door opened, and Elk came in.

“What is the news?” asked the girl eagerly, rising to meet him.

“Fine!” said Elk. “You needn’t worry at all, Miss Bennett. That Gordon man can certainly move. I guess he’s in Gloucester by now, sleeping in the best bed in the city.”

“But do you know
 he’s in Gloucester?” she asked stubbornly.

“I’ve had no exact news, but I can tell you this, that we’ve had no bad news,” said Elk; “and when there’s no news, you can bet that things are going according to schedule.”

“How did you hear about it, Johnson?”

The new millionaire explained.

“I ought to have pulled in Silenski and his operator,” said Elk thoughtfully. “These motion picture men lack reticence. And how does it feel to be rich, Johnson?” he asked.

“Mr. Johnson doesn’t think it feels too good,” said Broad. “He has attracted the attention of old man Frog.”

Elk examined the warning carefully.

“When did this come?”

“I found it on my desk yesterday morning,” said Johnson, and told him of the tea incident. “Do you think, Mr. Elk, you will ever put your hand on the Frog?”

“I’m as certain as that I’m standing here, that Frog will go the way—” Elk checked himself, and fortunately the girl was not listening.

It was getting light when Johnson left, and Elk walked with him to the door and watched him passing down the deserted street.

“There’s a lot about that boy I like,” he said; “and he’s certainly fortunate. Why the old man didn’t leave his money to that baby of his—”

“Did you ever find the baby?” interrupted Broad.

“No, sir, there was no sign of that innocent child in the house. That’s another Frog mystery to be cleared up.”

Johnson had reached the corner, and they saw him crossing the road, when a man came out of the shadow to meet him. There was a brief parley, and then Elk saw the flash of a pistol, and heard a shot. Johnson staggered back, and his opponent, turning, fled. In a second Elk was flying along the street. Apparently the philosopher was not hurt, though he seemed shaken.

The inspector ran round the corner, but the assassin had disappeared. He returned to the philosopher, to find him sitting on the edge of the pavement, and at first he thought he had been wounded.

“No, I think I just had a shock,” gasped Johnson, “I was quite unprepared for that method of attack.”

“What happened?” asked Elk.

“I can hardly realize,” said the other, who appeared dazed. “I was crossing the road when a man came up and asked me if my name was Johnson; then, before I knew what had happened, he had fired.”

His coat was singed by the flame of the shot, but the bullet must have gone wide. Later in the day, Elk found it embedded in the brickwork of a house.

“No, no, I won’t come back,” said Johnson. “I don’t suppose they’ll repeat the attempt.”

By this time one of the two detectives who had been guarding Harley Terrace had come up, and under his escort Johnson was sent home.

“They’re certainly the busiest little fellows,” said Elk, shaking his head. “You’d think they’d be satisfied with the work they were doing at Gloucester, without running sidelines.”

Joshua Broad was silent until they were going up the steps of the house.

“When you know as much about the Frog as I know, you’ll be surprised at nothing,” he said, and did not add to this cryptic remark.

Six o’clock came, and there was no further news from the west. Seven o’clock, and the girl’s condition became pitiable. She had borne herself throughout the night with a courage that excited the admiration of the men; but now, as the hour was drawing close, she seemed on the verge of collapse. At half-past seven the telephone bell rang, and Elk answered.

It was the Chief of Police at Newbury speaking.

“Captain Gordon left Didcot an hour ago,” was the message.

“Didcot!” gasped Elk in consternation. He looked at the clock. “An hour ago — and he had to make Gloucester in sixty minutes!”

The girl, who had been in the diningroom trying to take coffee which Gordon’s servant had prepared, came into the study, and Elk dared not continue the conversation.

“All right,” he said loudly, and smashed down the receiver.

“What is the news, Mr. Elk?” The girl’s voice was a wail.

“The news,” said Elk, twisting his face into a smile, “is fine!”

“What do they say?” she persisted.

“Oh, them?” said Elk, looking at the telephone. “That was a friend of mine, asking me if I’d dine with him tonight.” She went back to the diningroom, only half-satisfied, and Elk called the American to him.

“Go and get a doctor,” he said in a low voice, “and tell him to bring something that’ll put this young lady to sleep for twelve hours.”

“Why?” asked Broad. “Is the news bad?”

Elk nodded.

“There isn’t a chance of saving this boy — not the ghost of a chance!” he said.
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Dick, with his ear to the floor, heard the words “Frog says he’s got to die,” and his cracked lips parted in a grin. “Have you heard him moving about?” asked Hagn.

“No, he’s asleep, I expect,” said another voice. “We shall have to wait for light. We can’t do it in the dark. We shall be killing one another.”

This view commended itself to most of the men present. Dick counted six voices. He struck a match for another survey, and again his eye fell upon the cable. And then an inspiration came to him. Moving stealthily across the floor, he reached up, and, gripping the cable, pulled on it steadily. Under his weight, the supporting insulator broke loose. By great good luck it fell upon the heap of rubbish in the fireplace and made no sound. For the next half-hour he worked feverishly, unwrapping the rubber insulation from the wires of the cable, pulling the copper strands free. His hands were bleeding, his nails broken; but after half-an-hour’s hard work, he had the end of the cable frayed. The door opened outward, he remembered with satisfaction, and, lifting the steel plate, he laid it tight against the door, so that whoever entered must step upon it. Then he began to fasten the frayed copper wires of the cable to the rivet holes; and he had hardly finished his work before he heard a stealthy sound on the stairs.

Day had come now, and light was streaming through the glass roof of the factory. He heard a faint whisper, and even as faint a click, as the bolts of the door were pulled; and, creeping to e switch, he turned it down.

The door was jerked open, and a man stepped upon the plate. Before his scream could warn him who followed the second of the party had been flung senseless to the floor.

“What the devil’s wrong?” It was Hagn’s voice. He came running up the stairs, put one foot on the electric plate, and stood for the space of a second motionless. Then, with a gasping sob, he fell backward, and Dick heard the crash as he struck the stairs.

He did not wait any longer. Jumping over the plate, he leapt down the stairs, treading underfoot the senseless figure of Hagn. The little office was empty. On the table lay one of his pistols. He gripped it, and fled along the bare factory hall, through a door into the open. He heard a shout, and, looking round, saw two of the party coming at him, and, raising his pistol, he pressed the trigger. There was a click — Hagn had emptied the magazine.

A Browning is an excellent weapon even if it is not loaded, and Dick Gordon brought the barrel down with smashing force upon the head of the man who tried to grapple with him. Then he turned and ran.

He had made a mistake when he thought there were only six men in the building; there must have been twenty, and most of them were in full cry.

He tried to reach the road, and was separated only by a line of bushes. But here he blundered. The bushes concealed a barbed wire fence, and he had to run along uneven ground, and in his stockinged feet the effort was painful. His slow progress enabled his pursuers to get ahead. Doubling back, Dick flew for the second of the three buildings, and as he ran, he took out the magazine of his pistol. As he feared, it was empty.

Now they were on him. He could hear the leading man’s breath, and he himself was nearly spent. And then, before him, he saw a round fire-alarm, fixed to the wall, and in a flash the memory of an almost forgotten conversation came back to him. With his bare hands he smashed the glass and tugged at the alarm, and at that minute they were on him. He fought desperately, but against their numbers resistance was almost useless. He must gain time.

“Get up, you fellows!” he shouted. “Hagn’s dead.”

It was an unfortunate statement, for Hagn came out of the next building at that moment, very shaken but very alive. He was livid with rage, and babbled in some language which Dick did not know, but which he guessed was Swedish.

“I’ll fix you for that. You shall try electric shock yourself, you dog!”

He drove his fist at the prisoner’s face, but Dick twisted his head and the blow struck the brickwork of the building against which he stood. With a scream, the man leapt at him, clawing and tearing with open hands, and this was Dick’s salvation. For the men who were gripping his arms released their hold, that their chief might have freer play. Dick struck out, hitting scientifically for the body, and with a yell Hagn collapsed. Before they could stop him, Gordon was away like the wind, this time making for the gate.

He had reached it when the hand of the nearest man fell on him. He flung him aside and staggered into the roadway, and then, from down the straight road, came the clang of bells, a glitter of brass and a touch of crimson. A motor fire-engine was coming at full speed.

For a moment the men grouped about the gate stared at this intervention. Then, without taking any further notice of their quarry, they turned and ran. A word to the fire chief explained the situation. Another engine was coming, at breakneck speed, and firemen were men for whom Frogs had no terror.

Whilst Hagn was being carried to one of the waiting wagons, Dick looked at his watch; it was six o’clock. He went in search of his car, fearing the worst. Hagn, however, had made no attempt to put the car out of gear; probably he had some plan for using it himself. Three minutes later, Dick, dishevelled, grimy, bearing the marks of Hagn’s talons upon his face, swung out into the road and set the bonnet of the car for Gloucester. He could not have gone faster even had he known that his watch was stopped.

Through Swindon at breakneck speed, and he was on the Gloucester Road. He looked at his watch again. The hands still pointed to six, and he gave a gasp. He was going all out now, but the road was bad, full of windings, and once he was nearly thrown out of the car when he struck a ridge on the road.

A tyre burst, and he almost swerved into the hedge, but he got her nose straight again and continued on a flat tyre. It brought his speed down appreciably, and he grew hot and cold, as mile after mile of the road flashed past without a sign of the town.

And then, with Gloucester Cathedral showing its spires above the hill, a second tyre exploded. He could not stop: he must go on, if he had to run in to Gloucester on the rims. And now the pace was painfully slow in comparison with that frantic rush which had carried him through Berkshire and Wiltshire to the edge of Somerset.

He was entering the straggling suburbs of the town. The roads were terrible; he was held up by a street car, but, disregarding a policeman’s warning, flew past almost under the wheels of a great traction engine. And now he saw the time — two minutes to eight, and the gaol was half a mile farther on. He set his teeth end prayed.

As he turned into the main street, with the gaol gates before him, the clocks of the cathedral struck eight, and to Dick Gordon they were the notes of doom.

They would delay the carrying out of the death penalty for nothing short of the reprieve he carried. Punctually to the second, Ray Bennett would die. The agony of that moment was a memory that turned him grey. He brought the bumping car to a halt before the prison gates and staggered to the bell. Twice he pulled, but the gates remained closed. Dick pulled off his sock and found the soddened reprieve, streaky with blood, for his feet were bleeding. Again he rang with the fury of despair. Then a little wicket opened and the dark face of a warder appeared.

“You’re not allowed in,” he said curtly. “You know what is happening here.”

“Home Office,” said Dick thickly, “Home Office messenger. I have a reprieve!”

The wicket closed, and, after an eternity, the lock turned and the heavy door opened.

“I’m Captain Gordon,” gasped Dick, “from the Public Prosecutor’s office, and I carry a reprieve for James Carter.”

The warder shook his head.

“The execution took place five minutes ago, sir,” he said.

“But the Cathedral clock!” gasped Dick.

“The Cathedral clock is four minutes slow,” said the warder. “I am afraid Carter is dead.”
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Ray Bennett woke from a refreshing sleep and sat up in bed. One of the warders, who had watched him all night, got up and came over.

“Do you want your clothes, Carter?” he said. “The Governor thought you wouldn’t care to wear those old things of yours.”

“And he was right,” said the grateful Ray. “This looks a good suit,” he said as he pulled on the trousers.

The warder coughed.

“Yes, it’s a good suit,” he agreed.

He did not say more, but something in his demeanour betrayed the truth. These were the clothes in which some man had been hanged, and yet Ray’s hands did not shake as he fixed the webbed braces which held them. Poor clothes, to do duty on two such dismal occasions! He hoped they would be spared the indignity of a third experience.

They brought him his breakfast at six o’clock. Yet once more his eyes strayed toward the writing-pad, and then, with breakfast over, came the chaplain, a quiet man in minister’s garb, strength in every line of his mobile face. They talked awhile, end then the warder suggested that Ray should go to take exercise in the paved yard outside. He was glad of the privilege. He wanted once more to look upon the blue sky, to draw into his lungs the balm of God’s air.

Yet he knew that it was not a disinterested kindness, and well guessed why this privilege had been afforded to him, as he walked slowly round the exercise yard, arm in arm with the clergyman. He knew now what lay behind the third door. They were going to try the trap in the death house, and they wished to spare his feelings.

In half an hour he was back in the cell.

“Do you want to make any confession, Carter? Is that your name?”

“No, it is not my name, sir,” said Ray quietly, “but that doesn’t matter.”

“Did you kill this man?”

“I don’t know,” said Ray. “I wanted to kill him, and therefore it is likely that I did.”

At ten minutes to eight came the Governor to shake hands, and with him the Sheriff. The clock in the prison hall moved slowly, inexorably forward. Through the open door of the cell Ray could see it, and, knowing this, the Governor closed the door, for it was one minute to eight, and it would soon open again. Ray saw the door move. For a second his self-possession deserted him, and he turned his back to the man who came with a quick step, and, gripping his hands, strapped them.

“God forgive me! God forgive me!” murmured somebody behind him, and at the sound of that voice Ray spun round and faced the executioner.

The hangman was John Bennett!

Father and son, executioner and convicted murderer soon to be launched to death, they faced one another, and then, in a voice that was almost inaudible, John Bennett breathed the word:

“Ray!”

Ray nodded. It was strange that, in that moment, his mind was going back over the mysterious errands of his father, his hatred of the job into which circumstances had forced him.

“Ray!” breathed the man again.

“Do you know this man?” It was the Governor, and his voice was shaking with emotion.

John Bennett turned.

“He is my son,” he said, and with a quick pull loosed the strap.

“You must go on with this, Bennett.” The Governor’s voice was stern and terrible.

“Go on with it?” repeated John Bennett mechanically. “Go on with this? Kill my own son? Are you mad? Do you think I am mad?” He took the boy in his arms, his cheek against the hairy face. “My boy! Oh, my boy!” he said, and smoothed his hair as he had done in the days when Ray was a child. Then, recovering himself instantly, he thrust the boy through the open door into the death chamber, followed him and slammed the door, bolting it.

There was no other doorway except that, to which he had the key, and this he thrust into the lock that it might not be opened from the other side. Ray looked at the bare chamber, the dangling yellow rope, the marks of the trap, and fell back against the wail, his eyes shut, shivering. Then, standing in the middle of the trap, John Bennett hacked the rope until it was severed, hacked it in pieces as it lay on the floor. Then:

Crack, crash!

The two traps dropped, and into the yawning gap he flung the cut rope.

“Father!”

Ray was staring at him; oblivious to the thunderous blows which were being rained on the door, the old man came towards him, took the boy’s face between his hands and kissed him.

“Will you forgive me, Ray?” he asked brokenly. “I had to do this. I was forced to do it. I starved before I did it. I came once…out of curiosity to help the executioner — a broken-down doctor, who had taken on the work. And he was ill…I hanged the murderer. I had just come from the medical school. It didn’t seem so dreadful to me then. I tried to find some other way of making money, and lived in dread all my life that somebody would point his finger at me, and say: ‘There goes Benn, the executioner.’”

“Benn, the executioner!” said Ray wonderingly. “Are you Benn?”

The old man nodded.

“Benn, come out! I give you my word of honour that I will postpone the execution until tomorrow. You can’t stay there.”

John Bennett looked round at the grating, then up to the cut rope. The execution could not proceed. Such was the routine of death that the rope must he expressly issued from the headquarter gaol. No other rope would serve. All the paraphernalia of execution, down to the piece of chalk that marks the “T” on the trap where a man must put his feet, must be punctiliously forwarded from prison headquarters, and as punctiliously returned.

John shot back the bolts, opened the door and stepped out.

The faces of the men in the condemned cell were ghastly. The Governor’s was white and drawn, the prison doctor seemed to have shrunk, and the Sheriff sat on the bed, his face hidden in his hands.

“I will telegraph to London and tell them the circumstances,” said the Governor. “I’m not condemning you for what you’re doing, Benn. It would be monstrous to expect you to have done — this thing.”

A warder came along the corridor and through the door of the cell. And behind him, entering the prison by virtue of his authority, a dishevelled, dust-stained, limping figure, his face scratched, streaks of dried blood on his face, his eyes red with weariness. For a second John Bennett did not recognize him, and then:

“A reprieve, by the King’s own hand,” said Dick Gordon unsteadily, and handed the stained envelope to the Governor.
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Throughout the night Ella Bennett lay, half waking, half sleeping. She remembered the doctor coming; she remembered Elk’s urgent request that she should drink the draught he had prepared; and though she had suspected its nature and at first had fought against drinking that milky-white potion, she had at last succumbed, and had lain down on the sofa, determined that she would not sleep until she knew the worst or the best. She was exhausted with the mental fight she had put up to preserve her sanity, and then she had dozed.

She was dimly conscious, as she came back to understanding, that she was lying on a bed, and that somebody had taken off her shoes and loosened her hair. With a tremendous effort she opened her eyes and saw a woman, sitting by a window, reading. The room was intensely masculine; it smelt faintly of smoke.

“Dick’s bed,” she muttered, and the woman put down her book and got up.

Ella looked at her, puzzled. Why did she wear those white bands about her hair, and that butcher-blue wrapper and the white cuffs? She was a nurse, of course. Satisfied with having solved that problem, Ella closed her eyes and went back again into the land of dreams.

She woke again. The woman was still there, but this time the girl’s mind was in order.

“What time is it?” she asked.

The nurse came over with a glass of water, and Ella drank greedily.

“It is seven o’clock,” she said.

“Seven!” The girl shivered, and then, with a cry, tried to rise. “It is evening!” she gasped. “Oh, what happened?”

“Your father is downstairs, miss,” said the nurse. “I’ll call him.”

“Father — here?” She frowned. “Is there any other news?”

“Mr. Gordon is downstairs too, miss, and Mr. Johnson.” The woman was faithfully carrying out the instructions which had been given to her.

“Nobody — else?” asked Ella in a whisper.

“No, miss, the other gentleman is coming tomorrow or the next day — your brother, I mean.”

With a sob the girl buried her face in the pillow. “You are not telling the truth!”

“Oh yes, I am,” said the woman, and there was something in her laugh which made Ella look up.

The nurse went out of the room and was gone a little while. Presently the door opened, and John Bennett came in. Instantly she was in his arms, sobbing her joy.

“It is true, it is true, daddy!”

“Yes, my love, it is true,” said Bennett. “Ray will be here tomorrow. There are some formalities to be gone through; they can’t secure a release immediately, as they do in storybooks. We are discussing his future. Oh, my girl, my poor girl!”

“When did you know, daddy?”

“I knew this morning,” said her father quietly.

“Were you — were you dreadfully hurt?” she asked. He nodded.

“Johnson wants to give Ray the management of Maitlands Consolidated,” he said. “It would be a splendid thing for Ray. Ella, our boy has changed.”

“Have you seen him?” she asked in surprise.

“Yes, I saw him this morning.”

She thought it was natural that her father should have seen him, and did not question him as to how he managed to get behind the jealously guarded doors of the prison.

“I don’t think Ray will accept Johnson’s offer,” he said. “If I know him as he is now, I am sure he will not accept. He will not take any ready-made position; he wants to work for himself. He is coming back to us, Ella.”

She wanted to ask him something, but feared to hurt him.

“Daddy, when Ray comes back,” she said after a long silence, “will it be possible for you to leave this — this work you hate so much?”

“I have left it, dear,” he replied quietly. “Never again — never again — never again, thank God!”

She did not see his face, but she felt the tremor that passed through the frame of the man who held her.

Downstairs, the study was blue with smoke. Dick Gordon, conspicuously bandaged about the head, something of his good looks spoiled by three latitudinal scratches which ran down his face, sat in his dressing-gown and slippers, a rig pipe clenched between his teeth, the picture of battered contentment.

“Very good of you, Johnson,” he said. “I wonder whether Bennett will take your offer. Honestly, do you think he’s competent to act as the manager of this enormous business?”

Johnson looked dubious.

“He was a clerk at Maitlands. You can have no knowledge of his administrative qualities. Aren’t you being just a little too generous?”

“I don’t know. Perhaps I am,” said Johnson quietly. “I naturally want to help. There may be other positions less important, and perhaps, as you say, Ray might not care to take any quite as responsible.”

“I’m sure he won’t,” said Dick decidedly.

“It seems to me,” said Elk, “that the biggest job of all is to get young Bennett out of the clutches of the Frogs. Once a Frog, always a Frog, and this old man is not going to sit down and take his beating like a little gentleman. We had a proof of that yesterday morning. They shot at Johnson in this very street.”

Dick took out his pipe, sent a cloud of blue smoke toward the haze that lay on the room.

“The Frog is finished,” he said. “The only question now is, what is the best and most effective way to make an end? Balder is caught; Hagn is in gaol; Lew Brady, who was one of their most helpful agents, though he did not hold any executive position — Lew is dead; Lola—”

“Lola is through.” It was the American who spoke. “She left this morning for the United States, and I took the liberty of facilitating her passage — there remains Frog himself, and the organization which Frog controls. Catch him, and you’ve finished with the gang.”

John Bennett came back at that moment, and the conversation took another turn; soon after, Joshua Broad and Johnson went away together.

“You have not told Ella anything, Mr. Bennett?”

“About myself? — no. Is it necessary?”

“I hope you will not think so,” said Dick quietly. “Let that remain your own secret, and Ray’s secret. It has been known to me for a very long time. The day Elk told me he had seen you coming from King’s Cross station, and that a burglary had been committed, I saw in the newspapers that a man had been executed in York Prison. And then I took the trouble to look up the files of the newspapers, and I found that your absences had certainly coincided with burglaries — and there are so many burglaries in England in the course of a year that it would have been remarkable if they had not coincided — there were also other coincidences. On the day the murder was committed at Ibbley Copse, you were in Gloucester, and on that day Waldsen, the Hereford murderer, was executed.”

John Bennett hung his head.

“You knew, and yet..,” he hesitated.

Dick nodded.

“I knew none of the circumstances which drove you to this dreadful business, Mr. Bennett,” he said gently. “To me you are an officer of the law — no more and no less terrible than I, who have helped send many men to the scaffold. No more unclean than the judge who sentences them and signs the warrant for their death. We are instruments of Order.”

Ella and her father stayed that night at Harley Terrace, and in the morning drove down to Paddington Station to meet the boy. Neither Dick nor Elk accompanied them.

“There are two things which strike me as remarkable—” said Elk. “One is, that neither you nor I recognized Bennett.”

“Why should we?” asked Dick. “Neither you nor I attend executions, and the identity of the hangman has always been more or less unknown except to a very few people. If he cares to advertise himself, he is known. Bennett shrank from publicity, avoided even the stations of the towns where the executions took place, and usually alighted at some wayside village and tramped into the town on foot. The chief warder at Gloucester told me that he never arrived at the gaol until midnight before an execution. Nobody saw him come or go.”

“Old man Maitland must have recognized him.”

“He did,” nodded Dick. “At some period Maitland was in gaol, and it is possible for prisoners, especially privileged prisoners, to catch a glimpse of the hangman. By ‘privileged prisoners’ I mean men who, by reason of their good conduct, were allowed to move about the gaol freely. Maitland told Miss Bennett that he had been in ‘quod,’ and I am certain that that is the true explanation. All Bennett’s official letters came to him at Dorking, where he rented a room for years. His mysterious journeys to town were not mysterious to the people of Dorking, who did not know him by sight or name.”

To Elk’s surprise, when he came back to Harley Terrace, Dick was not there. His servant said that his master had had a short sleep, had dressed and gone out, and had left no message as to where he was going. Dick did not, as a rule, go out on these solitary expeditions, and Elk’s first thought was that he had gone to Horsham. He ate his dinner, and thought longingly of his comfortable bed. He did not wish to retire for the night until he had seen his chief.

He made himself comfortable in the study, and was fast asleep, when somebody shook him gently by the shoulder. He looked up and saw Dick.

“Hullo!” he said sleepily. “Are you staying up all night?”

“I’ve got the car at the door,” said Dick. “Get your topcoat. We’re going to Horsham.”

Elk yawned at the clock.

“She’ll be thinking of bed,” he protested.

“I hope so,” said Dick, “but I have my fears. Frog was seen on the Horsham Road at nine o’clock tonight.”

“How do you know?” asked Elk, now wide awake. “I’ve been shadowing him all the evening,” said Dick, “but he slipped me.”

“You’ve been watching Frog?” repeated Elk slowly.

“Do you know him?”

“I’ve known him for the greater part of a month,” said Dick Gordon. “Get your gun!”
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There is a happiness which has no parallel in life — the happiness which comes when a dear one is restored.

Ray Bennett sat by his father’s chair, and was content to absorb the love and tenderness which made the room radiant. It seemed like a dream to be back in this cosy sittingroom with its cretonnes, its faint odour of lavender, the wide chimney-place, the leaded windows, and Ella, most glorious vision of all. The rainstorm that lashed the windowpanes gave the comfort and peace of his home a new and a more beautiful value. From time to time he fingered his shaven face absently. It was the only sure evidence to him that he was awake and that this experience belonged to the word of reality.

“Full up your chair, boy,” said John Bennett as Ella carried in a steaming teapot and put it on the table.

Ray rose obediently and placed the big it had always been when he lived at home, on his father’s right hand.

John Bennett sat at the table, his head bent forward. It was the old grace that his father had said for years and years, and which secretly amused him in other days, but which now was invested with a beautiful significance that made him choke.


“For all the blessings we have received this day, may the Lord make us truly thankful!”


It was a wonderful meal, more wonderful than any he had eaten at Heron’s or at those expensive restaurants which he had favoured. Home-cured tongue, homemade bread, and a great jar of homemade preserves, tea that was fragrant with the bouquet of the East. He laid down his knife and fork and leant back with a happy smile.

“Home,” he said simply, and his father gripped his hand under cover of the tablecloth, gripped and held it so tightly that the boy winced.

“Ray, they want you to take over the management of Maitlands — Johnson does. What do you think of that, son?”

Ray shook his head.

“I’m no more fit to manage Maitlands than I am to be President of the Bank of England,” he said with a little laugh. “No, dad, my views are less exalted than they were. I think I might earn a respectable living hoeing potatoes — and I should be happy to do so!”

The older man was looking thoughtfully at the table.

“I — I shall want an assistant if these pictures of mine are the success that Silenski says they will be. Perhaps you can hoe potatoes between whiles — when Ella is married.”

The girl went red.

“Is Ella going to be married? Are you EIla?” Ray jumped up and, going to the girl, kissed her. “Ella, it won’t make a difference, will it — about me, I mean?”

“I don’t think so, dear. I’ve promised.”

“What is the matter?” asked John Bennett, as he saw the cloud that came to the girl’s face.

“I was thinking of something unpleasant, daddy,” she said, and for the first time told of the hideous visitation.

“The Frog wanted to marry you?” said Ray with a frown. “It is incredible! Did you see his face?”

She shook her head.

“He was masked,” she said. “Don’t let us talk about it.”

She got up quickly and began to clear away the meal, and, for the first time for many years, Ray helped her.

“A terrible night,” she said, coming back from the kitchen. “The wind burst open the window and blew out the lamp, and the rain is corning down in torrents!”

“All nights are good nights to me,” said Ray, and in his chuckle she detected a little sob.

No word had been spoken since they met of his terrible ordeal; it was tacitly agreed that that nightmare should remain in the region of bad dreams, and only now and again did he betray the horror of those three weeks of waiting.

“Bolt the back door, darling,” said John Bennett, looking up as she went out.

The two men sat smoking, each busy with his own thoughts. Then Ray spoke of Lola.

“I do not think she was bad, father,” he said. “She could not have known what was going to happen. The thing was so diabolically planned that even to the very last, until I learnt from Gordon the true story, I was under the impression that I had killed Brady. This man must have the brain of a general.”

Bennett nodded.

“I always used to think,” Ray went on, “that Maitland had something to do with the Frogs. I suppose he had, really. I first guessed that much after he turned up at Heron’s Club — what is the matter?”

“Ella!” called the old man.

There was no answer from the kitchen.

“I don’t want her to stay out there, washing up. Ray, boy, call her in.”

Ray got up and opened the door of the kitchen. It was in darkness.

“Bring the lamp, father,” he called, and John Bennett came hurrying after him.

The door of the kitchen was closed but not bolted. Something white lay on the floor, and Ray stooped to pick it up. It was a torn portion of the apron Which Ella had been wearing.

The two men looked at one another, and Ray, running up to his room, came down with a storm lanterns which he lit.

“She may be in the garden,” he said in a strained voice, and, throwing open the door, went out into the storm.

The rain beat down unmercifully; tire men were wet through before they had gone a dozen yards. Ray held the light down to the ground. There were tracks of many feet in the soft mud, and presently he found one of Ella’s. The tracks disappeared on to the edge of the lawn, but they were making straight for the side gate which opened into a narrow lane. This passageway connected the road with a meadow behind Maytree Cottage, and the roadway gate was usually kept chained and padlocked. Ray was the first to see the car tracks, and then he found that the gate was open and the broken chain lay in the muddy roadway. Running out into the road, he saw that the tracks turned to the right.

“We had better search the garden first to make absolutely sure, father,” he said. “I will arouse some of the cottagers and get them to help.”

By the time he came back to the house, John Bennett had made a thorough search of the garden and the house, but the girl had disappeared.

“Go down to the town and telephone to Gordon,” he said, and his voice was strangely calm.

In a quarter of an hour Ray Bennett jumped off his old bicycle at the door of Maytree Cottage, to tell his grave news.

“The ‘phone line has been cut,” he said tersely. “I’ve ordered a car to be sent up from the garage. We will try to follow the tracks.”

The machine had arrived when the blazing headlamps of Dick’s car carne into view. Gordon knew the worst before he had sprung to the ground. There was a brief, unemotional consultation. Dick went rapidly through the kitchen and followed the tracks until they came back to the road, to find Elk going slowly along the opposite side, examining the ground with an electric lamp.

“There’s a small wheel track over here,” he said. “Too heavy for a bicycle, too light for a car; looks to me like a motorcycle.”

“It was a car,” said Dick briefly, “and a very big one.”

He sent Ray and his father to the house to change; insisted on this being done before they moved a step. They came out, wrapped in mackintoshes, and leapt into the car as it was moving.

For five miles the tracks were visible, and then they came to a village. A policeman had seen a car come through “a little time ago” — and a motorcyclist.

“Where was the cyclist?” asked Elk.

“He was behind, about a hundred yards,” said the policeman. “I tried to pull him up because his lamp was out, but he took no notice.”

They went on for another mile, and then struck the hard surface of a newly tarred road, and here all trace of the tracks was lost. Going on for a mile farther, they reached a point where the road broke into three. Two of these were macadamized and showed no wheel tracks; nor did the third, although it had a soft surface, offer any encouragement to follow.

“It is one of these two,” said Dick. “We had better try the right-hand road first.”

The macadam lasted until they reached another village. The road was undergoing repair in the village itself, but the night watchman shook his head when Dick asked him.

“No, sir, no car has passed here for two hours.”

“We must drive back,” said Dick, despair in his heart, and the car spun round and flew at top speed to the juncture of the roads.

Down this they went, and they had not gone far before Dick half leapt at the sight of the red tail-lamp of the machine ahead. His hopes, however, were fated to be dashed. A car had broken down on the side of the road, but the disgruntled driver was able to give them valuable information. A car had passed him three-quarters of an hour before; he described it minutely, had even been able to distinguish its make. The cyclist was driving a Red Indian.

Again the cyclist!

“How far was he behind the car?”

“A good hundred yards I should say,” was the reply.

From now on they received frequent news of the car, but at the second village, the motorcyclist had not been seen, nor at subsequent places where the machine had been identified, was there any reference to a motorcyclist.

It was past midnight when they came up with the machine they were chasing. It stood outside a garage on the Shoreham Road, and Elk was the first to reach it. It was empty and unattended. Inside the garage, the owner of that establishment was busy making room for the last corner.

“Yes, sir, a quarter of an hour ago,” he said, when Elk had produced his authority. “The chauffeur said he was going to find lodgings in the town.”

With the aid of a powerful electric lamp they made an examination of the car’s interior. There was no doubt whatever that Ella had been an inmate. A little ivory pin which John Bennett had given her on her birthday, was found, broken, in a corner of the floor.

“It is not worth while looking for the chauffeur,” said Elk. “Our only chance is that he’ll come back to the garage.”

The local police were called into consultation.

“Shoreham is a very big place,” said the police chief. “If you had luck, you might find your man immediately. If he’s with a gang of crooks, it is more likely that you’ll not find him at all, or that he’ll never come back for the machine.”

One matter puzzled Elk more than any other. It was the disappearance of the motorcyclist. If the story was true, that he had been riding a hundred yards behind and that he had fallen out between two villages, they must have passed him. There were a few cottages on the road, into which he might have turned, but Elk dismissed this possibility.

“We had better go back,” he said. “It is fairly certain that Miss Bennett has been taken out somewhere on the road. The motorcyclist is now the best clue, because she evidently went with him. This cyclist was either the Frog, or one of his men.”

“They disappeared somewhere between Shoreham and Morby,” said Dick. “You know the country about here, Mr. Bennett. Is there any place where they’d be likely to go near Morby?”

“I know the country,” agreed Bennett, “and I’ve been trying to think. There is nothing but a very few houses outside of Morby. Of course, there is Morby Fields, but I can’t imagine Ella being taken there.”

“What are Morby Fields?” asked Dick, as the car went slowly back the way it had come.

“Morby Fields is a disused quarry. The company went into liquidation some years ago,” replied Bennett.

They passed through Morby at snail pace, stopping at the local policeman’s house for any further news which might have been gleaned in their absence. There was, however, nothing fresh.

“You are perfectly certain that you did not see the motorcyclist?”

“I am quite certain, sir,” said the man. “The car was as close to me as I am to you. In fact, I had to step to the pavement to prevent myself being splashed with mud; and there was no motorcyclist. In fact, the impression I had was that the car was empty.”

“Why did you think that?” asked Elk quickly.

“It was riding light, for one thing, and the chauffeur was smoking for another. I always associate a smoking chauffeur with an empty car.”

“Son,” said the admiring Elk, “there are possibilities about you,” and a recruit to Headquarters was noted.

“I’m inclined to agree with that village policeman,” said Dick when they walked back to their machine. “The car was empty when it came through here, and that accounts for the absence of the motorcyclist. It is between Morby and Wellan that we’ve got to look.”

And now they moved at a walking pace. The brackets that held the headlamps were wrenched round to throw a light upon the ditch and hedge on either side of the road. They had not gone five hundred yards when Elk roared:

“Stop!” and jumped into the roadway.

He was gone a few minutes, and then he called Dick, and the three men went back to where the detective was standing, looking at a big red motorcycle that stood under the shelter of a crumbling stone wall. They had passed it without observation, for its owner had chosen the other side of the wall, and it was only the gleam of the light on a handlebar which showed just above its screen, that had led to its detection.

Dick ran to the car and backed it so that the wall and machine were visible. The cycle was almost new; it was splattered with mud, and its acetylene headlamps were cold to the touch. Elk had an inspiration. At the back of the seat was a heavy tool-wallet, attached by a firm strap, and this he began to unfasten.

“If this is a new machine, the maker will have put the name and address of the owner in his wallet,” he said.

Presently the tool-bag was detached, and Elk unstrapped the last fastening and turned back the flap.

“Great Moses!” said Elk.

Neatly painted on the undressed leather was:

“Joshua Broad, 6, Caverley House, Cavendish Square!”
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“Walk,” hissed a voice, and she discovered her feet were loosened.

She could see nothing, only she could feel the rain beating down upon the cloth that covered her head, and the strength of the wind against her face. It blew the cloth so tightly over her mouth and nose that she could hardly breathe. Where they were taking her she could only guess. It was not until she felt her feet squelch in liquid mud that she knew she was in the lane by the side of the house. She had hardly identified the place before she was lifted bodily into the waiting car; she heard somebody scrambling in by her side, and the car jerked forward. Then with dexterous hand, one of the men sitting at her side whisked the cloth from her head. Ahead, in one of the two bucket seats, the only one occupied, was a dark figure, the face of which she could not see.

“What are you doing? Who are you?” she asked, and no sooner did the voice of the man before her come to her ears than she knew she was in the power of the Frog.

“I’m going to give you your last chance,” he said. “After tonight that chance is gone.”

She composed the tremor in her voice with an effort, and then:

“What do you mean by my last chance?” she asked.

“You will undertake to marry me, and to leave the country with me in the morning. I’ve such faith in you that I will take your word,” he said.

She shook her head, until she realized that, in the darkness, he could not see her.

“I will never do that,” she answered quietly, and no other word was spoken through the journey. Once, at a whispered word from the man in the mask — she saw the reflection of his mica eyepieces even though the blinds were drawn, as the car went through some village street — one of the men looked back through the glass in the hood.

“Nothing,” he said.

No violence was offered to her; she was not bound, or restricted in any way, though she knew it was perfectly hopeless for her to dream of escape.

They were running along a dark country road when the car slowed and stopped. The passengers turned out quickly, she was the last. A man caught her arm as she descended and led her, through an opening of the hedge, into what seemed to her to be a ploughed field.

The other came after her, bringing her an oilskin coat and helping her into it.

The rain flogged across the waste, rattling against the oil-coat; she heard the man holding her arm mutter something under his breath. The Frog walked ahead, only looking back once. She slipped and stumbled, and would have often fallen but for the hand which held her up.

“Where are you taking me?” she asked at last.

There was no reply. She wondered if she could wrench herself free, and trust to the cover of darkness to hide her, but even as the thought occurred, she saw a gleam of water to the right — a round, ghostly patch.

“These are Morby Fields,” she said suddenly, recognizing the place. “You’re taking me to the quarry.”

Again no answer. They tramped on doggedly, until she knew they were within measurable distance of the quarry itself. She wondered what would be her fate when she finally refused, as she would refuse. Did this terrible man intend to kill her?

“Wait,” said the Frog suddenly, and disappeared into the gloom.

Then she saw a light, which came from a small wooden house; two patches of light, one long, one square — a window and a door. The window disappeared as he closed the shutter. Then his figure stood silhouetted in the doorway.

“Come,” he said, and she went forward.

At the door of the hut she drew back, but the hand on her arm tightened. She was pushed into the interior, and the door was slammed and bolted.

She was alone with Frog. Curiosity overcame her fear. She looked round the little room. It was about ten feet long by six feet broad. The furnishings were simple: a bed, a table, two chairs and a fireplace. The wooden floor was covered by an old and grimy rug. Against one of the walls were piled two shallow wooden boxes, and the wood was new. The mask followed the direction of her eyes and she heard his slow chuckle.

“Money,” he said tersely, “your money and my money, there is a million there.”

She looked, fascinated. Near the boxes were four long glass cylinders, containing an opaque substance or liquid — she could not tell from where she stood. The nature of this the Frog did not then trouble to explain.

“Sit down,” he said.

His manner was brisk and businesslike. She expected him to take off his mask as he seated himself opposite her, but in this she was disappointed. He sat, and through the mica pieces she saw his hard eyes watching her.

“Well, Ella Bennett, what do you say? Will you marry me, or will you go into a welcome oblivion? You leave this hut either as my wife, or we leave together — dead.”

He got up and went to where the glass cylinders lay and touched one.

“I will smash one of these with my foot and take off my mask, and you shall have at least the satisfaction that you know who I am before you die — but only just before you die!”

She looked at him steadily.

“I will never marry you,” she said, “never! If for no other reason, for your villainous plot against my brother.”

“Your brother is a fool,” said the hollow voice. “He need never have gone through that agony, if you had only promised to marry me. I had a man ready to confess, I myself would have taken the risk of supporting his confession.”

“Why do you want to marry me?” she asked.

It sounded banal, stupid. Yet so grotesque was the suggestion, that she could talk of the matter in cold blood and almost without emotion.

“Because I love you,” was the reply. “Whether I love you as Dick Gordon loves you, I do not know. It may well be that you are something which I cannot possess, and therefore are all the more precious to me — I have never been thwarted in any desire.”

“I would welcome death,” she said quickly, and she heard the muffled chuckle.

“There are worse things than death to a sensitive woman,” he said significantly, “and you shall not die until the end.”

He did not attempt to speak again, but, pulling a pack of cards from his pocket, played solitaire. After an hour’s play, he swept the cards into the fireplace and rose.

He looked at her and there was something in his eyes that froze her blood.

“Perhaps you will never see my face,” he said, and reached out his hand to the oil lamp which stood on the table.

Lower and lower sank the flame, and then came a gentle tap at the door.

Tap…tap…tappity…tap!

The Frog stood still, his hand upon the lamp.

Tap…tap…tappity…tap!

It came again. He turned up the light a little and went to the door.

“Who’s that?” he asked.

“Hagn,” said a deep voice, and the Frog took a startled step backward. “Quick! Open!”

The mask turned the heavy bar, and, taking a key from his pocket, he drew back the lock.

“Hagn, how did you get away?”

The door was pushed open with such violence that he was flung back against the wall, and Ella uttered a scream of joy.

Standing in the doorway was a bareheaded man, in a shining trench-coat. It was Joshua Broad.

“Keep back!”

He did not look round, but she knew the words were addressed to her and stood stockstill. Both Broad’s hands were in the deep pockets of his coat; his eyes did not leave the mask.

“Harry,” he said softly, “you know what I want.”

“Take yours!” screeched the Frog. His hand moved so quickly that the girl could not follow it.

Two shots rang out together and the Frog staggered back against the wall. His foot was within a few inches of the glass cylinders, and he raised it. Again Broad fired, and the Frog fell backward, his head in the fireplace. He came struggling to his feet, and then, with a little choking sob, fell backward, his arms outstretched.

There was a sound of voices outside, a scraping of feet on the muddy path, and John Bennett came into the hut. In a moment the girl was in his arms. Broad looked round. Elk and Dick Gordon were standing in the doorway, taking in the scene.

“Gentlemen,” said Joshua Broad, “I call you to witness that I killed this man in self-defence.”

“Who is it?” said Dick.

“It is the Frog,” said Joshua Broad calmly. “His other name is Harry Lyme. He is an English convict.”

“I knew it was Harry Lyme.” It was Elk who spoke. “Is he dead?”

Broad stooped and thrust his hand under the man’s waistcoat.

“Yes, he is dead,” he announced simply. “I’m sorry that I have robbed you of your prey, Mr. Elk, but it was vitally necessary that he should be killed before I was, and one of us had to die this night!”

Elk knelt by the still figure and began to unfasten the hideous rubber mask.

“It was here that Genter was killed,” said Dick Gordon in a low voice. “Do you see the gas?”

Elk looked at the glass cylinders and nodded. Then his eyes came back to the bareheaded American.

“Saul Morris, I believe?” he said, and “Joshua Broad” nodded.

Elk pursed his lips thoughtfully, and his eyes went back to the still figure at his feet.

“Now, Frog, let me see you,” he said, and tore away the mask.

He looked down into the face of Philosopher Johnson!
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The sunlight was pouring through the windows of Maytree Cottage; the breakfast things still stood upon the table, when the American began his story.

“My name, as you rightly surmised, Mr. Elk, is Saul Morris. I am, by all moral standards, a criminal, though I have not been guilty of any criminal practice for the past ten years. I was born at Hertford in Connecticut.

“I am not going to offer you an apology, conventional or unconventional, for my ultimate choice; nor will I insult your intelligence by inviting sympathy for my first fail. I guess I was born with light fingers and a desire for money that I had not earned. I was not corrupted, I was not tempted, I had no evil companions; in fact, the beginnings of my career were singularly unlike any of the careers of criminals which I have ever read.

“I studied bank robberies as a doctor might take up the study of anatomy. I understand perfectly every system of banking — and there are only two, one of which succeeds, the other produces a plentiful crop of fraudulent directors — and I have added to this a knowledge of lockcraft. A burglar who starts business without understanding the difficulties and obstacles he has to overcome is — to use the parallel I have already employed — like the doctor who starts off to operate without knowing what arteries, tissues and nerves he will be severing. The difference between a surgeon and a butcher is that one doesn’t know the name of the tissues he is cutting!

“When I decided upon my career, I served for five years in the factory of the greatest English safemaker in Wolverhampton. I studied locks, safes, the tensile qualities of steel, until I was proficient, and my spare time I gave up to as important a study — the transportation of negotiable currency. That in itself is a study which might well occupy a man s full time.

“I returned to America at the age of twentyfive, and accumulated a kit of tools, which cost me several thousand dollars, and with these, and alone, I smashed the Ninth National Bank, getting away, on my first attempt, with three hundred thousand dollars. I will not give you a long list of my many crimes; some of them I have conveniently forgotten. Others are too unimportant, and contain too many disappointments to tell you in detail. It is sufficient to say that there is no proof, other than my word, that I was responsible for any of these depredations. My name has only been associated with one — the robbery of the strongroom on the Mantania
 .

“In 1898 I learnt that the Mantania
 was carrying to France fifty-five million francs in paper currency. The money was packed in two stout wooden cases, and before being packed, was submitted to hydraulic pressure in order to reduce the bulk. In one case were thirty-five packets, each containing a thousand mille notes, and in the second case twenty packets. I particularly want you to remember that there were two cases, because you will understand a little better what happened subsequently.

“It was intended that the ship should call at a French port; I think it was Havre, because the transAtlantic boats in those days did not call at Cherbourg. I had made all my plans for getting away with the stuff, and the robbery had actually been committed and the boxes were in my cabin trunk, substitute boxes of an exact shape having been left in the strongroom of the Mantania
 , when to my dismay we lost a propeller blade whilst off the coast of Ireland, and the captain of the Mantania
 decided to put in to Southampton without making the French port.

“A change of plans, to a man of my profession, is almost as embarrassing as a change of plan in the middle of a battle. I had on this occasion an assistant — a man who afterwards died in delirium tremens
 . It was absolutely impossible to work alone; the job was too big, and my assistant was a man I had every reason to trust.”

“Harry Lyme?” suggested Elk.

“Joshua Broad” shook his head.

“No, you’re wrong. I will not tell you his name — the man is dead, and he was a very faithful arid loyal fellow, though inclined to booze, a weakness which I never shared. However, the reason we were so embarrassed was that, had we gone ashore at the French port, the robbery In the strongroom would not have been discovered, because it was unlikely that the purser would go to the strongroom until the ship was in Southampton Water. I had fixed everything, the passing of my bags through the Customs being the most important. This change meant that we must improvise a method to get ashore at Southampton before the hue and cry was raised, and, if possible, before the robbery was discovered, though it did not seem possible that we should succeed.

“Fortunately, there was a fog in the Solent, and we had to go dead slow; and, if you remember the circumstances, as the Mantania
 came up the Solent, she collided with a steam dredger that was going into Portsmouth. The dredger’s foremast became entangled in the bowsprit of the Mantania
 and it was some time before they were extricated. It was then that I seized my opportunity. From an open port-way on my deck, where we were waiting with our baggage, ready to land, we were level with the side of the dredger as she swung round under the impact. I flung the two grips that held the boxes on to the dredger’s deck, and I and my friend jumped together.

“As I say, a fog lay on the water, and we were not seen, and not discovered by the crew of the dredger until we had parted company with the Mantania
 , and although the story we told to the dredger’s captain was the thinnest imaginable — namely, that we thought it was a tender that had come off to collect us — he very readily accepted it, and the twenty-dollar bill which I gave him.

“We made Portsmouth after a great deal of difficulty late in the evening. There was no Customs inspection and we got our bags safely on land. I intended staying the night at Portsmouth, but after we had taken our lodgings, my friend and I went round to a little bar to get a drink, and there we heard something which sent us back to our rooms at full pelt. What we heard was that the robbery had been discovered, and that the police were looking for two men who had made their escape on the dredger. As it was the dredger’s captain who had recommended our lodgings, I had little expectation of getting into the room and out again without capture.

“However, we did, and as we passed out of the street at one end, the police came in at the other. I carried one bag, my friend the lighter, and we started on foot across country, and before the morning we had reached a place called Eastleigh. It was to Eastleigh, you will remember, Mr. Elk, that I came when I left the cattle-boat during the war and suddenly changed my character from a hard-up cattle-puncher to a wealthy gambler at Monte Carlo.

“That matter I will explain later. When we reached Eastleigh, I had a talk with my companion, and it was a pretty straight talk, because he’d got a load of liquor on board and was becoming more and more unreliable. It ended by his going into the town to buy some food and not returning. When I went in search of him, I found him lying in the street, incapably drunk. There was nothing to do but to leave him; and getting a little food, I took the two bags and struck the road. The bags, however, were much too heavy for, me, and I had to consider my position.

“Standing by the road was an old cottage, and on a board was an announcement that it was to be sold. I took the address; it was the name of a Winchester lawyer; and then I got over the fence and made an inspection of the ground, to find that, at the lower end of the rank garden, was an old, disused well, boarded over by rotten planks. I could in safety drop the lighter of my burdens down the well and cover it up with the rubble, of which there was plenty around. I might have buried both; in many ways a lot of trouble would have been saved if I had. But I was loth to leave all that I had striven for with such care and pains, and I took the second box on with me, reached Winchester, bought a change of clothing, and spent a comfortable day there, interviewing the lawyer, who owned the cottage.

“I had some English money with me, and the purchase was effected. I gave strict instructions that the place was not to be let in any circumstances, and that it was to remain as it was until I came back from Australia — I posed as a wealthy Australian who was repurchasing the house in which he was born.

“From Winchester I reached London, never dreaming that I was in any danger. My companion had given me the name of an English crook, an acquaintance of his, who, he said, was the finest safe-man in Europe — a man who was called ‘Lyme’ and who, I discovered many years after, was the same Harry Lyme. He told me Lyme would help me in any emergency.

“And that emergency soon arose. The first man I saw when I put my foot on the platform at Waterloo was the purser of the Mantania
 , and with him was the ship’s detective. I dodged back, and, fortunately for me, there was a suburban train leaving from the opposite platform, and I went on to Surbiton, reaching London by another route. Afterwards, I learnt that my companion had been arrested, and in his half-drunken state had told all he knew. The thing to do now was to cache the remainder of the money — thirty-five million francs. I immediately thought of Harry Lyme. I have never suffered from the illusion that there is honour amongst thieves. My own experience is that that is one of the most stupid of proverbs. But I thought that at least I might make it worth Lyme’s while to help me out of a mess.

“I learnt from the newspapers that there was a special force of police looking for me, and that they were watching the houses of well-known criminals, to whom, they thought, I might gravitate. At first I thought this was a bluff, but I was to discover that this was not the case. I reached Lyme’s house, in a disreputable thoroughfare in Camden Town. The fog was thick and yellow, and I had some difficulty in finding my way. It was a small house in a mean, squalid street, and at first I could get no reply to my knocking. Then the door was opened cautiously.

“‘Is that Lyme?’ I asked. ‘He’s not at home,’ said a man, and he would have shut the door, but my instinct told me this was the fellow I was seeking, and I put my foot in the way of the closing door. ‘Come in,’ he said at last, and led the way into a small room, the only light of which was a lantern which stood on the table. The room was thick with fog, for the window was open, as I learnt afterwards, to allow Lyme to make his escape.

“‘Are you the American?’ he asked. ‘You’re mad to come here. The police have been watching this place ever since this afternoon.’ I told him briefly what my difficulty was. ‘I have here thirty-five million francs — that’s a million, three hundred thousand pounds,’ said I, ‘and there’s enough for both of us. Can you plant this whilst I make a getaway?’ ‘Yes, I will,’ he said. ‘What do I get out of it?’ ‘I’ll give you half,’ I promised, and he seemed to be satisfied with that.

“I was surprised that he spoke in the voice and tone of an educated man, and I learnt afterwards that he also had been intended for some profession, and, like myself, had chosen the easier way. Now, you’ll not believe me when I tell you that I did not see his face, and that I carried no very vivid impression away with me. This is due to the fact that I concentrated my attention upon the frog which was tattooed on his wrist, and which afterwards, at great expense, he succeeded in having removed by a Spanish doctor it Valladolid, who specialized in that kind of work. That frog was tattooed a little askew, and I knew, and he knew too, that, whether I remembered his face or not, he had a mark which was certain to guide me back to him.

“The arrangement I made was that, when I got back to America, I should send a cable to him, at an address we agreed upon, and that he was then to send me, by registered post to the Grand Hotel, Montreal, a half of the money he had in the box. To cut a long story short, I made my escape, and eventually reached the Continent by way of Hook of Holland. Encumbered with any baggage, that would have been impossible. In due course I left for the United States from Bremen, Germany, and immediately on my arrival sent the cable to Lyme, and went up to Montreal to await the arrival of the money. It did not come. I cabled again; still it did not come.

“It was months after that I learnt what had happened. It came from a cutting of a newspaper, saying that Lyme had been drowned on his way to Guernsey. How he sent that, I don’t know and never have inquired. Lyme was, in fact, very much alive. He had some six million dollars’ worth of French notes, and his job was to negotiate them. His first step was to move to a Midland town, where for six months he posed as a man of business, in the meantime changing his whole appearance, shaving off his moustache and producing an artificial baldness by the application of some chemical.

“Whilst he was doing this, and determined that every penny he had taken from me he would hold, he decided to make assurance doubly sure, and started in a small crag the Fellowship of the Frog. The object of this was to spread the mark of identification by which I should know him, as far and wide as possible. He may have had no other idea in his mind, and probably had not, but to broadcast this mark of the frog, a little askew, the exact replica of his. Obviously no class would be willing to suffer the tortures of tattooing for nothing. So began this curious Benefit Fund of hip, From this little beginning grew the great Frog organization. Almost one of the first men he came into contact with was an old criminal named Maitland, a man who could neither read nor write.”

There was a gasp.

“Why, of course!” said Elk, and smacked his knee impatiently. “That is the explanation of the baby!”

“There never was a baby,” smiled ‘Broad.’ “The baby was Maitland himself, learning to write. The clothes of the baby, which were planted for your special benefit in the Eldor Street house, were put there by Johnson. The toys for the baby were inventions to keep you guessing. There never was a baby. Once he had Maitland properly coached, he came to London, and Maitiands Consolidated was formed. Maitland had nothing to do except to sit around and look picturesque. His alleged clerk, one of the cleverest actors I have ever met, was the real head of the business, and remained Maitland’s clerk just as long as it suited him. When he thought suspicion was veering toward him, he had himself dismissed; just as, when he thought you had identified him with the Frog, he made one of his men shoot at him with a blank cartridge in Harley Terrace. He was the real Maitland.

“In the meantime the Frog organization was growing, and he sat down to consider how best he could use the society for his advantage. Money was going out, and he naturally hated to see it go. New recruits were appearing every day, and they all cost money. But what he did get from this rabble were one or two brilliant minds. Balder was one, Hagn was one, and there were others, who perhaps will now never be known.

“As the controlling force of Maitlands Consolidated, he had not the slightest difficulty in disposing of his francs. And then he set Maitlands speculating in other directions, and when his speculations were failing, he found ways of cutting his loss. He was once caught short in a wool transaction — the Frog maimed the only man who could have ruined him. Whenever he found it expedient for the benefit of himself to club a man, whether he was a military attaché or a very plain City merchant speculating in his own stocks, Johnson never hesitated. People who were bothering him were put beyond the opportunities of mischief. He made one great mistake. He allowed Maitland to live like a hog in a house he had bought. That was folly. When he found that the old man had been trailed, he shifted him to Berkeley Square, got him tailored, and eventually murdered him for daring to go to Horsham. I saw the murderer escape, for I was on the roof when the shots were fired. Incidentally, I had a narrow escape myself.

“But to return to my own narrative. Five years ago I was broke, and I decided to have another attempt to get my money; and there was also the fact that a very large sum of money waited reclaiming at Eastleigh, always providing that I had not been identified as the man who bought the house. It took me a long time before I made absolutely certain that I was unknown, and then, with the title deeds in my pocket, I sailed on a cattle-boat and landed, as you have said, Mr. Elk, with a few dollars in my pocket, at Southampton. I went straight to the house, which was now in a shocking state of repair, and there I made myself as comfortable as I possibly could whilst, night after night, I toiled in the well to recover the small box of money, amounting to a very considerable sum. When this was recovered, I left for Paris, and the rest, so far as my public history is concerned, you know.

“I then began my search for. Frog, and I very soon saw that, if I depended upon the identification of the tattoo marks, my search was hopeless. Naturally, when I discovered, as I soon did, that Maitland was a Frog, I narrowed my search to that office. I discovered that Maitland was an illiterate by the simple expedient of stopping him in the street one day near his house, and showing him an envelope on which I had written ‘You are a fake,’ and asking him if he knew the address. He pointed to a house farther along the street, and hurried in.”

“I knew that Maitland could neither read nor write when I learnt that the children’s clothes had been left at Eclat Street,” said Dick, “and from that moment I knew that Johnson was the Frog.

“Joshua Broad” nodded.

“That, I think, is about all I have to say. Johnson was a genius. The way he handled that huge organization, which he ran practically in his spare time when he was away from the office, was a revelation. He drew everybody into his net, and yet nobody knew him. Balder was a godsend; he was perhaps the highest paid agent of the lot. You will find that his income ran into six figures!”

*

When “Joshua Broad” had gone back to London, Dick walked with Elk to the garden gate.

“I shan’t be coming up for a little while,” he said.

“I never expected you would,” said Elk. “Say, Captain Gordon, what happened to those two wooden boxes that were in the quarry hut last night?”

“I didn’t see the boxes.”

“I saw them,” said Elk, nodding. “They were there when we took Miss Bennett away, and when I came back with the police they were gone, and ‘Joshua Broad’ was there all the time,” he added.

They looked at one another.

“I don’t think I should inquire too closely into that matter,” said Dick. “I owe ‘Broad’ something.”

“I owe him a bit too,” said Elk with a hint of enthusiasm. “Do you know, he taught me a rhyme last night? There are about a hundred and fifty verses, but I only know four. It starts:

“William the Conqueror started his tricks, Battle of Hastings, ten sixty-six.

“That’s a grand rhyme, Captain Gordon. If I’d only known that ten years ago I might have been a Chief Commissioner by now!”

He walked down the road towards the station, for be was returning by train. The sun glittered upon the rain-fringed banners of the hollyhocks that filled the cottagers’ gardens. Then from the hedge a tiny green figure hopped, and Elk stood still and watched it. The little reptile looked round and eyed the detective with black, staring eyes.

“Frog,” Elk raised a reproachful finger, “have a heart and go home — this is not your Day!”

And, as if he understood what the man had said, the frog leaped back to the shelter of the long grass.


The End
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Mr Stratford Harlow was a gentleman with no particular call to hurry. By every standard he was a member of the leisured classes, and to his opportunities for lingering, he added the desire of one who was pertinently curious.

The most commonplace phenomena interested Mr Harlow. He had all the requisite qualities of an observer; his enjoyment was without the handicap of sentimentality, a weakness which is fatal to accurate judgement.

Leonardo da Vinci could stand by the scaffold using the dreadful floor as his desk; and sketch the agonies of malefactors given to the torture. Mr Harlow, no great lover of painters, thought well of Leonardo. He too could stop to look at sights which sent the average man shuddering and hurrying past; he could stop (even when he was really in a hurry) to analyse the colour scheme in an autumn sunset, not to rhapsodise poetically, but to mark down for his own information the quantities of beauty.

He was a large man of forty-eight, fair and slightly bald. His cleanshaven face was unlined, his skin without blemish. Pale blue eyes are not accounted beautiful and the pallor of Mr Harlow’s eyes was such that, seeing him for the first time, many sensitive people experienced a shock, thinking he was sightless. His nose was big and long, and of the same width from forehead to tip. He had very red, thick lips that seemed to be pouting even when they were in repose. A rounded chin with a dimple in the centre and unusually small cars, completes the description.

His powerful car was drawn up by the side of the road, its two near wheels on the green verge, and Mr Harlow sat, one hand on the wheel, watching the marshalling of the men in a field. In such moments of contemplative reveries as these, splendid ideas were born in Stratford Harlow’s mind, great schemes loomed out of the nowhere which is beyond vision. And, curiously enough, prisons invariably had this inspirational effect.

They were trudging now across the field, led by a lank warder, cheerful, sunburnt men in prison uniform.

Tramp! Tramp! Tramp!

The convicts had reached the hard road and were coming towards him. The leading warder glanced suspiciously at the well-dressed stranger, but the gang were neither abashed nor distressed by this witness of their shame. Rather, they carried themselves with a new perkiness as though conscious of their value as an unusual spectacle. The first two files glanced sideways and grinned in a friendly manner, half the third file followed suit, but the second man looked neither left nor right. He had a scowl on his face, a sneer on his thin lips and he lifted one shoulder in a shrug of contemptuous defiance, delivered, as the watcher realised, not so much towards the curious sightseer, but the world of free men which Mr Harlow represented.

Twisting round in his seat, he watched the little column filing through the Arch of Despair and out of sight through the gunmetal gates which he could not see.

The motorist stepped on the starter and brought the car round in a half-circle. Patiently he manoeuvred the long chassis until it headed back towards Princetown. Tavistock and Ellenbury could wait a day — a week if necessary. For here was a great thought to be shaped and exploited.

His car stopped noiselessly before the Duchy Hotel, and the porter came running down the steps.

‘Anything wrong, sir?’

‘No. I thought I’d stay another day. Can I have the suite? If not, any room will do.’

The suite was not let, he learnt, and he had his case carried upstairs.

It was then that he decided that Ellenbury, being within driving distance, might come across the moor and save him the tedium of a day spent in Tavistock. He picked up the telephone and in minutes Ellenbury’s anxious voice answered him.

‘Come over to Princetown. I’m staying at the Duchy. Don’t let people see that you know me. We will get acquainted in the smokeroom after lunch.’

Mr Harlow was eating his frugal lunch at a table overlooking the untidy square in front of the Duchy, when he saw Ellenbury arrive: a small, thin, nervous man, with white hair. Soon after the visitor came down to the big diningroom, gazed quickly round, located Mr Harlow with a start, and sat himself at the nearest table.

The diningroom was sparsely occupied. Two parties that had driven up from Torquay ate talkatively in opposite corners of the room. An elderly man and his stout wife sat at another table, and at a fourth, conveying a curious sense of aloofness, a girl. Women interested Mr Harlow only in so far as they were factors in a problem or the elements of an experiment; but since he must classify all things he saw, he noticed, in his coldblooded fashion, that she was pretty and therefore unusual; for to him the bulk of humanity bore a marked resemblance to the cheap little suburban streets in which they lived, and the drab centres of commerce where they found their livelihood.

He had once stood at the corner of a busy street in the Midlands and had taken a twelve-hour census of beauty. In that period, though thousands upon thousands hurried past, he had seen one passably pretty girl and two that were not ill-favoured. It was unusual that this girl, who sat sidefaced to him, should be pretty; but she was unusually pretty.

Though he could not see her eyes, her visible features were perfect and her complexion was without flaw. Her hair was a gleaming chestnut and he liked the way she used her hands. He believed in the test of hands as a revelation of the mind. Her figure — what was the word? Mr Harlow pursed his lips. His was a cold and exact vocabulary, lacking in floweriness. ‘Gracious,’ perhaps. He pursed his lips again. Yes, gracious — though why it should be gracious…He found himself wandering down into the roots of language, and even as he speculated she raised her head slightly and looked at him. In profile she was pleasing enough, but now —

‘She is beautiful,’ agreed Stratford Harlow with himself, ‘but in all probability she has a voice that would drive a man insane.’

Nevertheless, he determined to risk disillusionment. His interest in her was impersonal. Two women, one young, one old, had played important parts in his life; but he could think of women unprejudiced by his experience. He neither liked nor disliked them, any more than he liked or disliked the Farnese vase, which could be admired but had no special utility.

Presently the waiter came to take away his plate. ‘Miss Rivers,’ said the waiter in a low voice, in answer to his query. ‘The young lady came this morning and she’s going back to Plymouth by the last train. She’s here to see somebody.’ He glanced significantly at Mr Harlow, who raised his bushy eyebrows.

‘Inside?’ he asked, in a low voice.

The waiter nodded. ‘Her uncle — Arthur Ingle, the actor chap.’

Mr Harlow nodded. The name was dimly familiar. Ingle?…Nosegay with a flower drooping out…and a judge with a cold in his head.

He began to reconstruct from his association of ideas.

He had been in court at the Old Bailey and seen the nosegay which every judge carries — a practice which had its beginning in olden times, when a bunch of herbs was supposed to shield his lordship from the taint of Newgate fever. As the judge had laid the nosegay on the ledge three little pimpernels in the centre had fallen on to the head of the clerk. Now he remembered! Ingle! An ascetic face distorted with fury. Ingle, the actor, who had forged and swindled, and had at last been caught. Mr Stratford Harlow laughed softly; he not only remembered the name but the man, and he had seen him that morning, scowling, and shrugging one shoulder as he slouched past in the field gang So that was Ingle! And he was an actor.

Mr Harlow had come back especially to Princetown to find out who he was. As he looked up he saw the girl walking quickly from the room and, rising, he strolled out after her, to find the lounge empty. Selecting the most secluded corner, he rang for his coffee and lit a cigar.

Presently Ellenbury came in, but for the moment Mr Harlow had other interests. Through the window he saw Miss Rivers walking across the square in the direction of the post office and, rising, he strolled out of the hotel and followed. She was buying stamps when he entered, and it was pleasing to discover that her voice had all the qualities he could desire.

Forty-eight has certain privileges; and can find the openings which would lead to twenty-eight’s eternal confusion.

‘Good morning, young lady. You’re a fellow guest of ours, aren’t you?’

He said this with a smile which could be construed as fatherly. She shot a glance at him and her lips twitched. She was too ready to smile, he thought, for this visitation of hers to be wholly sorrowful.

‘I lunched at the Duchy, yes, but I’m not staying here. It is a dreadful little town!’

‘It has its beauty,’ protested Mr Harlow.

He dropped sixpence on the counter, took up a local timetable, waited while the girl’s change was counted and fell in beside her as they came out of the office.

‘And romance,’ he added. ‘Take the Feathers Inn. There’s a building put up by the labour of French prisoners of war.’

From where they stood only the top of one of the high chimneys of the prison was visible.

She saw him glance in that direction and shake his head.

‘The other place, of course, is dreadful-dreadful! I’ve been trying to work up my courage to go inside, but somehow I can’t.’

‘Have you—’ She did not finish the question.

‘A friend — yes. A very dear friend he was, many years ago, but the poor fellow couldn’t go straight. I half promised to visit him, but I dreaded the experience.’

Mr Harlow had no friend in any prison.

She looked at him thoughtfully.

‘It isn’t really so dreadful. I’ve been before,’ she said, without the slightest embarrassment. ‘My uncle is there.’

‘Really?’ His voice had just the right quantity of sympathy and understanding.

‘This is my second visit in four years. I hate it, of course, and I’ll be glad when it’s over. It is usually rather — trying.’

They were pacing slowly towards the hotel now.

‘Naturally it is very dreadful for you. You feel so sorry for the poor fellows—’

She was smiling; he was almost shocked.

‘That doesn’t distress me very much. I suppose it’s a brutal thing to say, but it doesn’t. There is no’ — she hesitated—’there is no affection between my uncle and myself, but I’m his only relative and I look after his affairs’ — again she seemed at a loss as to how she would explain—’and whatever money he has. And he’s rather difficult to please.’

Mr Harlow was intensely interested; this was an aspect of the visit which he could not have imagined.

‘It would be dreadful if I liked him, or if he was fond of me,’ she went on, stopping at the foot of the hotel steps. ‘As it is, we have a business talk and that is all.’

With a friendly nod she passed into the hotel ahead of him. Mr Harlow stood for a long time in the doorway, looking at nothing, his mind very busy, and then he strolled back to his cooling coffee; and presently fell into discussion; about the weather and the crops with the nervous little man who awaited his coming.

They were quite alone now. The car parties had vanished in noisy confusion; the old gentleman and the stout old lady were leaving the hotel on a walking excursion as he had come in.

‘Is everything all right, Ellenbury?’

‘Yes, Mr Harlow,’ said the little man eagerly. ‘Everything is in perfect shape and trim. I have settled the action that the French underwriters were bringing against the Rata Company, and—’

Suddenly he was stricken to silence. Following the direction of his staring eyes, Mr Harlow also looked out of the window. Eight convicts were walking down the street in the direction of the railway station; Mr Harlow looked and pointed.

‘Not a very pleasant or an agreeable sight,’ he said. In his oracular moments his voice was very rich and pleasant. ‘Yet one, I think, to which the callous people of Princetown are quite accustomed. These men are being transferred to another prison, I imagine. Do you ever realise what your feelings would be if you had been, say, the leader of that gang, they used to be chained like wild beasts—’

‘For God’s sake, stop!’ said the little man hoarsely. ‘Don’t talk about it, don’t talk about it!’ His trembling hands covered his eyes. ‘I had a horror of coming here,’ he said, in a voice that was scarcely audible. ‘I’ve never been before…the car passed that terrible archway and I nearly fainted!’

Mr Harlow, one eye on the door, smiled indulgently. ‘You have nothing to fear, my dear Ellenbury,’ he said in a paternal voice. ‘I have in a sense condoned your felony. In a sense,’ he emphasised carefully. ‘Whether a judge would take the same view, I do not know. You understand the law better than I. This much is certain; you are free, your debts are paid, the money you stole from your clients has been made good and you have, I think, an income which is, shall we say, satisfactory.’

The little man nodded and swallowed something. He was white to the lips, and when he tried to lift a glass of water his hand shook so that he had to put it down again. ‘I’m very grateful,’ he said. ‘Very — very grateful…I’m sorry-it was rather upsetting.’

‘Naturally,’ murmured Mr Harlow.

He took a notebook from his pocket, opened it with the greatest deliberation and wrote for five minutes, the little lawyer watching him. When he had finished he tore out the sheet and passed it across the table.

‘I want to know all about this man Arthur Ingle,’ he said. ‘When his sentence expires, where he lives in London or elsewhere, his means and especially his grudge against life. I don’t know what it is, but I rather suspect that it is a pretty big one. I should also like to know where his niece is employed. Her name you will find on the paper, with a query mark attached. I want to know who are her friends, what are her amusements, her financial position is very important.’

‘I understand.’ Ellenbury put the paper carefully in a worn pocketbook. And then, with one of his habitual starts: ‘I had forgotten one thing, Mr Harlow,’ he said. ‘On Monday last I had a visit at my office in Lincoln’s Inn Fields from the police.’

He said the last two words apologetically as though he were in some way responsible for the character of his caller. Mr Harlow turned his pale eyes upon his companion, made a long scrutiny of his face before he asked: ‘in what connection?’

‘I don’t know exactly,’ said Ellenbury, who had a trick of reproducing at a second’s notice all the emotions he described. ‘It was rather puzzling.’ He screwed up his face into an expression of bewilderment. ‘You see, Mr Carlton did not come to any point.’

‘Carlton?’ demanded Harlow, quickly for him. ‘That’s the man at the Foreign Office, isn’t it?’

Ellenbury nodded.

‘It was about the rubber fire. You remember the fire at the United International factory? He wanted to know if Rata had any insurance on the stock that was burnt and of course I told him that as far as I knew, we hadn’t.’

‘Don’t say “we,”’ said Mr Harlow gently. ‘Say the Rata Syndicate hadn’t. You are a lawyer acting for undisclosed principals. Well?’

‘That was all,’ said Ellenbury. ‘He was very vague.’

‘He always is vague,’ interrupted Harlow with a faint smile, ‘and he’s always unscrupulous — remember that, Ellenbury. Sub-Inspector James Carlton is the most unscrupulous man that Scotland Yard has ever employed. Some day he will be irretrievably ruined or irretrievably promoted. I have a great admiration for him. I know of no man in the world I rate higher in point of intelligence, acumen and — unscrupulousness! He has a theory which is both admirable and baffling. Which means that he has the right theory. For rectitude is the most baffling of all human qualities, because you never know, if a man is doing right, what he will do next. I think that is almost an epigram, Ellenbury: you had best jot it down, so that if ever you are called upon to write my biography you may have material to lighten its pages.’ He looked at his watch. I shall be at Park Lane at eleven o’clock on Friday night, and I can give you ten minutes,’ he said.

Ellenbury twiddled his fingers unhappily.

‘Isn’t there a risk — to you, I mean?’ he blurted. ‘Perhaps I’m stupid, but I can’t see why you do…well, why you take chances. With all your money—’

Mr Harlow leaned back in the cushioned seat, amusement faintly visible in his pale eyes.

‘If you had millions what would you do? Retire, of course. Build or buy a beautiful house — and then?’

‘I don’t know,’ said the older man vaguely. ‘One could travel…’

‘The English people have two ideas of happiness: one comes from travel, one from staying still! Rushing or rusting! I might marry but I don’t wish to marry. I might have a great stable of racehorses, but I detest racing. I might yacht — I loathe the sea. Suppose I want a thrill? I do! The art of living is the art of victory. Make a note of that. Where is happiness in cards, horses, golf, women-anything you like? I’ll tell you: in beating the best man to it! That’s An Americanism. Where is the joy of mountain climbing, of exploration, of scientific discovery? To do better than somebody else — to go farther, to put your foot on the head of the next best.’

He blew a cloud of smoke through the open window and waited until the breeze had torn the misty gossamer into shreds and nothingness.

‘When you’re a millionaire you either get inside yourself and become a beast, or get outside of yourself and become a nuisance to your fellows. If you’re a Napoleon you will play the game of power, if you’re a Leonardo you’ll play for knowledge — the stakes hardly matter; it’s the game that counts. Accomplishment has its thrill, whether it is hitting a golf ball farther than the next fellow, or strewing the battle fields with the bodies of your enemies. My thrill is harder to get than most people’s. I’m a millionaire. Sterling and dollars are my soldiers — I am entitled to frame my own rules of war, conduct my forays in my own way. Don’t ask any further questions!’

He waved his hand towards the door and Mr Ellenbury was dismissed; and shortly afterwards his hired car rattled loudly up the hill and past the gates of the jail. Mr Ellenbury studiously turned his face in the opposite direction.
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Some Eight months later there was an accident on the Thames Embankment. The girl in the yellow raincoat and the man in the black beret were of one accord — they were anxious, for different reasons, to cross the most dangerous stretch of the Embankment in the quickest possible space of time. There was a slight fog which gave promise of being just plain fog before the evening was far advanced. And through the fog percolated an unpleasant drizzle which turned the polished surface of the road into an insurance risk which no self-respecting company would have accepted.

The mudguard of the ancient Ford caught Aileen Rivers just below the left elbow, and she found herself performing a series of unrehearsed pirouettes. Then her nose struck a shining button and she slid romantically to her knees at the feet of a resentful policeman. He lifted her, looked at her, put her aside with great firmness and crossed to where the radiator of the car was staring pathetically up a bent lamppost.

‘What’s the idea?’ he asked sternly, and groped for his notebook.

The young man in the beret wiped his soiled face with the back of his hand, a gesture which resulted in the further spread of his griminess.

‘Was the girl hurt?’ he asked quickly.

‘Never mind about the girl; let’s have a look at your licence.’

Unheeding his authoritative demand, the young man stalked across to where Aileen, embarrassed by the crowd which gathered, was assuring several old ladies that she wasn’t hurt. She was standing on her two feet to prove it.

‘Waggle your toes about,’ suggested a hoarse-voiced woman. ‘If they won’t move, your back’s broke!’

The experiment was not made, for at that moment the tall young man pushed his way to the centre of the curious throng.

‘Not hurt, are you?’ he asked anxiously. ‘I’m awfully sorry — really! Didn’t see you till the car was right on top of you.’

A voice from the crowd offered advice and admonition.

‘You orter be careful, mister! You might ‘a’ killed somebody.’

‘Tell me your name, won’t you?’

He dived into his pocket, found an old envelope and paused.

‘Really it isn’t necessary, I’m quite unhurt,’ she insisted, but he was also insistent.

He jotted down name and address and he had finished writing when the outraged constable melted through the crowd.

‘Here!’ he said, in a tone in which fierceness and reproach were mingled. ‘You can’t go running away when I’m talking to you, my friend! Just you stand still and show me that licence of yours.’

‘Did you see the blue Rolls?’ demanded the young man. ‘It was just ahead of me when I hit the lamppost.’

‘Never mind about blue Rolls’s,’ said the officer in cold exasperation. ‘Let me have a look at your licence.’

The young man slipped something out of his pocket and held it in the palm of his hand. It was not unlike a driver’s licence and yet it was something else.

‘What’s the idea?’ asked the policeman testily.

He snatched the little canvas-backed booklet and opened it, turning his torch on the written words.

‘Humph!’ he said. ‘Sorry, sir.’

‘Not at all,’ said Sub-Inspector James Carlton of Scotland Yard. ‘I’ll send somebody down to clear away the mess. Did you see the Rolls?’

‘Yes sir, just in front of you. Petrol tank dented.’

Carlton chuckled. ‘Saw that too? I’ll remember you, constable. You had better send the girl home in a taxi — no, I’ll take her myself.’

Aileen heard the proposal without enthusiasm. ‘I much prefer to walk,’ she said definitely.

He led her aside from the crowd now being dispersed, authoritatively. And in such privacy as could be obtained momentarily, he revealed himself.

‘I am, in fact, a policeman,’ he said; and she opened her eyes in wonder.

He did not look like a policeman, even in the fog which plays so many tricks. He had the appearance of a motor mechanic, and not a prosperous one. On his head was a black beret that had seen better days; he wore an old mack reaching to his knees; and the gloves he carried under his arm were black with grease.

‘Nevertheless,’ he said firmly, as though she had given oral expression to her surprise, ‘I am a policeman. But no ordinary policeman. I am an inspector at Scotland Yard — a sub-inspector, it is true, but I have a position to uphold.’

‘Why are you telling me all this?’

‘He had already hailed a taxi and now he opened the door. ‘You might object to the escort of an ordinary policeman,’ he said airily, ‘but my rank is so exalted that you do not need a chaperon.’

She entered the cab between laughter and tears, for her elbow really did hurt more than she was ready to confess.

‘Rivers — Aileen Rivers,’ he mused, as the cab went cautiously along the Embankment. ‘I’ve got you on the tip of my tongue and at the back of my mind, but I can’t place you.’

‘Perhaps if you look up my record at Scotland Yard?’ she suggested, with a certain anger at his impertinence.

‘I thought of doing that,’ he replied calmly; ‘but Aileen Rivers?’ He shook his head. ‘No, I can’t place you.’ And of course he had placed her. He knew her as the niece of Arthur Ingle, sometime Shakespearean actor and now serving five years for an ingenious system of fraud and forgery. But then, he was unscrupulous, as Mr Harlow had said. He had a power of invention which carried him far beyond the creative line, but he was not averse to stooping on the way to the most petty deceptions. And this in spite of the fact that he had been well educated and immense sums had been spent on the development of his mind, so that lie might distinguish between right and wrong.

‘Fotheringay Mansions.’ He fingered his grimy chin. ‘How positively exclusive!’

She turned on him in sudden anger. ‘I’ve accepted your escort, Mr—’ She paused insultingly.

‘Carlton,’ he murmured; ‘half-brother to the hotel but no relation to the club. And this is fame! You were saying?’

‘I was going to say that I wished you would not talk. You have done your best to kill me this evening; you might at least let me die in peace.’

He peered through the fog-shrouded windows. ‘There’s an old woman selling chrysanthemums near Westminster Bridge; we might stop and buy you some flowers.’ And then, quickly: ‘I’m terribly sorry, I won’t ask you any questions at all or make any comments upon your plutocratic residence.’

‘I don’t live there,’ she said in self-defence. ‘I go there sometimes to see the place is kept in order. It belongs to a-a-relation of mine who is abroad.’

‘Monte Carlo?’ he murmured. ‘And a jolly nice place too! Rien ne va plus! Faites vos jeux, monsieurs et mesdames! Personally I prefer San Remo. Blue sky, blue sea, green hills, white houses — everything like a railway poster.’ And then he went off at a tangent. ‘And talking of blueness, you were lucky not to be hit by the blue Rolls; it was going faster than me, but it has better brakes. I rammed his petrol tank in the fog, but even that didn’t make him stop.’

Her lips curled in the darkness. ‘A criminal escaping from justice, one thinks? How terribly romantic!’

The young man chuckled.

‘One thinks wrong. It was a millionaire on his way to a City banquet. And the only criminal charge I can bring home to him is that he wears large diamond studs in his shirt, which offence is more against my aesthetic taste than the laws of my country, God bless it!’

The cab was slowing, the driver leaning sideways seeking to identify the locality.

‘We’re here,’ said Mr Carlton; opened the door of the taxi while it was still in motion and jumped out.

The machine stopped before the portals of Fotheringay Mansions.

‘Thank you very much for bringing me home,’ said Aileen primly and politely, and added not without malice: ‘I’ve enjoyed your conversation.’

‘You should hear my aunt,’ said the young man. ‘Her line of talk is sheer poetry!’

He watched her until she was swallowed in the gloom, and returned to the cab.

‘Scotland Yard,’ he said laconically; ‘and take a bit of a risk, O son of Nimshi.’

The cabman took the necessary risk and arrived without hurt at the gloomy entrance of police headquarters. Jim Carlton waved a brotherly greeting to the sergeant at the desk, took the stairs two at a time, and came to his own little room. As a rule he was not particularly interested in his personal appearance, but now, glancing at the small mirror which decorated the upturned top of a washstand, he uttered a groan.

He was busy getting the grease from his face when the melancholy face of Inspector Elk appeared in the doorway.

‘Going to a party?’ he asked gloomily.

‘No,’ said Jim through the lather; ‘I often wash.’

Elk sniffed, seated himself on the edge of a hard chair, searched his pockets slowly and thoroughly.

‘It’s in the inside pocket of my jacket,’ spluttered Carlton. ‘Take one; I’ve counted ‘em.’

Elk sighed heavily as he took out the long leather case, and, selecting a cigar, lit it.

‘Seegars are not what they was when I was a boy,’ he said, gazing at the weed disparagingly. ‘For sixpence you could get a real Havana. Over in New York everybody smokes cigars. But then, they pay the police a livin’ wage; they can afford it.’

Mr Carlton looked over his towel. ‘I’ve never known you to buy a cigar in your life,’ he said deliberately. ‘You can’t get them cheaper than for nothing!’

Inspector Elk was not offended. ‘I’ve smoked some good cigars in my time,’ he said. ‘Over in the Public Prosecutor’s office in Mr Gordon’s days — he was the fellow that smashed the Frogs — him and me, that is to say,’ he corrected himself carefully.

‘The Frogs? Oh, yes, I remember. Mr Gordon had good cigars, did he?’

‘Pretty good,’ said Elk cautiously. ‘I wouldn’t say yours was worse, but it’s not better.’ And then, without a change of voice: ‘Have you pinched Stratford Harlow?’

Jim Carlton made a grimace of disgust. ‘Tell me something I can pinch him for,’ he invited.

‘He’s worth fifteen millions according to accounts,’ said Elk. ‘No man ever got fifteen million honest.’

Jim Carlton turned a white, wet face to his companion. ‘He inherited three from his father, two from one aunt, one from another. The Harlows have always been a rich family, and in the last decade they’ve graded down to maiden aunts. He had a brother in America who left him eight million dollars.’

Elk sighed and scratched his thin nose.

‘He’s in Ratas too,’ he said complainingly.

‘Of course he’s in Ratas!’ scoffed Jim. ‘Ellenbury hides him, but even if he didn’t, there’s nothing criminal in Ratas. And supposing he was openly in it, that would be no offence.

‘Oh!’ said Elk, and by that ‘Oh!’ indicated his tentative disagreement.

There was nothing furtive or underhand about the Rata Syndicate. It was registered as a public company, and had its offices in Westshire House, Old Broad Street, in the City of London, and its New York office on Wall Street. The Rata Syndicate published a balance sheet and employed a staff of ten clerks, three of whom gained further emoluments by acting as directors of the company, under the chairmanship of a retired colonel of infantry. The capital was a curiously small one, but the resources of the syndicate were enormous. When Rata cornered rubber, cheques amounting to five millions sterling passed outward through its banking accounts; in fact every cent involved in that great transaction appeared in the books except the fifty thousand dollars that somebody paid to Lee Hertz and his two friends.

Lee arrived from New York on a Friday afternoon. On the Sunday morning the United Continental Rubber Company’s stores went up in smoke. Nearly eighteen thousand tons of rubber were destroyed in that well-organised conflagration, and rubber jumped 80 per cent in twentyfour hours and 200 per cent in a week. For the big reserves that kept the market steady had been wiped out in the twinkling of an eye, to the profit of Rata Incorporated.

Said the New York Headquarters to Scotland Yard: Lee Hertz, Jo Klein and Philip Serrett well known fire bugs believed to be in London stop See record NY 9514 mailed you October 7 for description stop Possibility you may connect them United Continental fire.

By the time Scotland Yard located Lee he was in Paris in his well-known role of American Gentleman Seeing the Sights.

‘It doesn’t look right to me,’ said Elk, puffing luxuriously at the cigar. ‘Here’s Rata, buys rubber with not a ghost of a chance of its rising. And suddenly, biff! A quarter of the reserve stock in this country is burnt out, and naturally prices and shares rise. Rata’s been buying ’em for months. Did they know that the United was going west?’

‘I thought it might have been an accident,’ said Jim, who had never thought anything of the sort.

‘Accident my grandmother’s right foot!’ said Elk, without heat. ‘The stores were lit up in three places — the salvage people located the petrol. A man answering the description of Jo Klein was drinking with the night watchman the day before, and that watchman swears he never saw this Jo bird again, but he’s probably lying. The lower classes lie easier than they drink. Ten millions, and if Harlow’s behind Rata, he made more than that on the rubber deal. Buying orders everywhere! Toronto, Rio, Calcutta — every loose bit of rubber lifted off the market. Then comes the fire, and up she goes! All I got to say is—’

The telephone bell rang shrilly at that second, and Jim Carlton picked up the receiver.

‘Somebody wants you, Inspector,’ said the exchange clerk.

There was a click, an interval of silence, and then a troubled voice asked:

‘Can I speak to Mr Carlton?’

‘Yes, Miss Rivers.’

‘Oh, it’s you, is it?’ There was a nattering relief in the voice. ‘I wonder if you would come to Fotheringay Mansions, No. 63?’

‘Is anything wrong?’ he asked quickly.

‘I don’t know, but one of the bedroom doors is locked, and I’m sure there’s nobody in there.’
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The Girl was standing in the open doorway of the flat as the two men stepped from the elevator. She seemed a little disconcerted at the sight of Inspector Elk, but Jim Carlton introduced him as a friend and obliterated him as a factor with one comprehensive gesture.

‘I suppose I ought to have sent for the local police, only there are — well, there are certain reasons why I shouldn’t,’ she said.

Somehow Jim had never thought she could be so agitated. The discovery had evidently thrown her off her balance, and she was hardly lucid when she explained.

‘I come here to collect my uncle’s letters,’ she said. ‘He’s abroad…his name is Jackson,’ she said breathlessly. ‘And every Thursday I have a woman in to clean up the fiat. I can’t afford the time; I’m working in an office.’

They had left Elk staring at an engraving in the corridor, and it was an opportunity to make matters a little easier, if at first a little more uncomfortable, for her.

‘Miss Rivers, your uncle is Arthur Ingle,’ said Jim kindly, and she went very red. ‘It is quite understandable that you shouldn’t wish to advertise the fact, but I thought I’d tell you I knew, just to save you a great deal of unnecessary—’ He stopped and seemed at a loss.

‘“Lying” is the word you want,’ she said frankly. ‘Yes, Arthur Ingle lived here, but he lived here in the name of Jackson. Did you know that?’ she asked anxiously.

He nodded.

‘That’s the door.’ She pointed.

The flat was of an unusual construction. There was a very large diningroom with a low-timbered roof and panelled walls, from which led three doors — one to the kitchenette, the other two, she explained, to Arthur Ingle’s bedroom and a spare apartment which he used as a lumber room. It was the door of the lumber room which she indicated.

Jim tried the handle; the door was fast. Stooping down he peered through the keyhole and had a glimpse of an open window through which the yellow fog showed.

‘Are these doors usually left open?’

‘Always,’ she said emphatically. ‘Sometimes the cleaning woman comes before I return. Tonight she is late and I’m rather early.’

‘Where does that door lead?’

‘To the kitchen.’

She went in front of him into the tiny room. It was spotlessly clean and had one window, flush with that which he had seen through the keyhole of the next room. He looked down into a bottomless void, but just beneath was a narrow parapet. He swung one leg across the sill, only to find his arm held in a frenzied grip by the girl.

‘You mustn’t go, you’ll be killed!’ she gasped and he laughed at her, not ill pleased, for the risk was practically nil.

‘I’ve got a pretty high regard for me,’ he said, and in another instant he had swung clear, gripped the lower sash of the second window and had pulled himself into the room.

He could see nothing except the dim outlines of three trunks stacked one on top of the other. He switched on the light and turned to survey the confusion. Old boxes and trunks which, he guessed, had been piled in some order, were dragged into the centre of the room to allow the free operation of the vanished burglar. Recessed into the wall, thus cleared, was a safe the door of which was open. On the floor beneath was a rough circle of metal burnt from the door — it was still hot when he touched it — by the small blowlamp that the burglar had left behind him.

He unlocked the door of the room and admitted Elk and the girl.

‘That’s good work,’ said Elk, whose detached admiration for the genius of lawbreakers was at least sincere. ‘Safe’s empty! Not so much as a cigarette card left behind. Good work! Toby Haggitt or Lew Yakobi — they’re the only two men in London that could have done it.’

The girl was gazing wide-eyed at the ‘good work’. She was very pale, Jim noticed, and misread the cause.

‘What was in the safe?’ he asked.

She shook her head.

‘I don’t know — I didn’t even know that there was a safe in the room. He will be terrible about this!’

Carlton knew the ‘he’ was the absent Ingle. ‘He won’t know for some time, anyway—’ he began, but she broke in upon his reassurance.

‘Next week,’ she said; ‘he is being released on Wednesday.’

Elk scratched his chin thoughtfully. ‘Somebody knew that,’ he said; ‘he hadn’t a partner either.’

Arthur Ingle was indeed a solitary worker. His frauds had been unsuspected even by such friends as he had in his acting days — for they had covered a period of twelve years before his arrest and conviction. To the members of his company he was known as a bad paymaster and an unscrupulous manager; none imagined that this clever player of character parts was ‘Lobber & Syne, Manufacturing Jewellers, of Clerkenwell,’ and other aliases that produced him such golden harvests.

‘It was no fault of yours,’ said Jim Carlton; and she submitted to a gentle pat on the shoulder. ‘There’s no sense in worrying about it.’

Elk was examining the blowlamp under the electric light.

‘Bet it’s Toby,’ he said, and walked to the window.

‘That’s his graft. He’d make a cat burglar look like a wool-eatin’ kitten! Parapets are like the Great West Road to Toby — he’d stop to manicure his nails on three inches of rotten sandstone.’

The identity of the burglar worried Jim less than it did the girl. He had the brain of a lightning calculator. A hundred aspects of the crime, a hundred possibilities and explanations flickered through his mind and none completely satisfied him. Unless —

The Splendid Harlow was on the way to becoming an obsession. There was no immense sum of money to be made from discovering the secrets of a convicted swindler.

That there was money in the safe he did not for one moment believe. Ingle was not the type of criminal which hid its wealth in safes. He credited him with a dozen banking accounts in fictitious names, and each holding money on deposit.

They went back into the panelled diningroom. The apartment interested Jim, for here was every evidence of luxury and refinement. The flat must have cost thousands of pounds to furnish. And then he remembered that Arthur Ingle had been convicted on three charges. Evidence in a number of others, which must have produced enormous profits, was either missing or of too shaky a character to produce. This apartment represented coups more successful than those for which Arthur Ingle had been convicted.

‘Do you know your uncle very well?’

She shook her head.

‘I knew him better many years ago,’ she said, ‘when he was an actor, before he — well, before he got rich! I am his only living relation.’ She raised her head, listening.

Somebody had knocked at the outer door.

‘It may be the charwoman,’ she said, and went along the passage to open the door.

A man was standing on the mat outside, tall, commanding, magnificent in his well-cut evening clothes. His snowy linen blazed and twinkled with diamonds; the buttons on his white waistcoat were aglitter.

It was part of the primitive in the man, so that she saw nothing vulgar in the display. But something within her shrank under his pale gaze. She had a strange and inexplicable sensation of being in the presence of a power beyond earthly control. She was crushed by the sense of his immense superiority. So she might have felt had she found herself confronted by a tiger.

‘My name is Harlow — we met on Dartmoor,’ he said, and showed a line of even teeth in a smile. ‘May I come in?’

She could not speak in her astonishment, but somebody answered for her.

‘Come in, Harlow,’ drawled Jim Carlton’s voice. ‘I’d love to have your first impression of Dartmoor; is it really as snappy as people think?’
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Mr. Harlow’s attitude towards this impertinent man struck the girl as remarkable. It was mild, almost benevolent; he seemed to regard James Carlton as a good joke. And he was the great Harlow! She had learnt that at Princetown.

You could not work in the City without hearing of Harlow, his coups and successes. Important bankers spoke of him with bated breath. His money was too liquid for safety: it flowed here and there in floods that were more often than not destructive. Sometimes it would disappear into subterranean caverns, only to gush forth in greater and more devastating volume to cut new channels through old cultivations and presently to recede, leaving havoc and ruin behind.

And of course she had heard of the police station. When Mr Harlow interested himself in the public weal he did so thoroughly and unconventionally. His letters to the press on the subject of penology were the best of their kind that have appeared in print. He pestered Ministers and commissioners with his plans for a model police station, and when his enthusiasm was rebuffed he did what no philanthropist, however public-minded, has ever done before.

He bought a freehold plot in Evory Street (which is not a stone’s throw from Park Lane), built his model police headquarters at the cost of two hundred thousand pounds, and presented the building to the police commissioners. It was a model police office in every respect. The men’s quarters above the station were the finest of their kind in the world. Even the cells had the quality of comfort, though they contained the regulation plank bed. This gift was a nine days’ wonder. Topical revues had their jokes about it; the cartoonists flung their gibes at the Government upon the happening.

The City had ceased to think of him as eccentric, they called him ‘sharp’ and contrasted him unfavourably with his father. They were a little afraid of him. His money was too fluid for stability.

He nodded smilingly at Jim Carlton, fixed the unhappy Elk with a glance, and then: ‘I did not know that you and my friend Carlton were acquainted.’ And then, in a changed tone: ‘I hope I am not de trop.’

His voice, his attitude said as plainly as words could express: ‘I presume this is a police visitation due to the notorious character of your uncle?’ The girl thought this. Jim knew it.

‘There has been a burglary here and Miss Rivers called us in,’ he said.

Harlow murmured his regrets and sympathy. ‘I congratulate you upon having secured the shrewdest officer in the police force.’ He addressed the girl blandly.

‘And I congratulate the police force’ — he looked at Jim—’upon detaching you from the Foreign Office — you were wasted there, Mr Carlton, if I may be so impertinent as to express an opinion.’

‘I am still in the Foreign Office,’ said Jim. ‘This is spare-time work. Even policemen are entitled to their amusements. And how did you like Dartmoor?’

The Splendid Harlow smiled sadly. ‘Very impressive, very tragic,’ he said. ‘I am referring of course to Princetown, where I spent a couple of nights.’

Aileen was waiting to hear the reason for the call; even though her distress and foreboding she was curious to learn what whim had brought this super-magnate to the home of a convict.

He looked slowly from her to the men and again Jim interpreted his wishes; he glanced at Elk and walked with him into the lumber room.

‘It occurred to me,’ said Mr Harlow, ‘that I might be in a position to afford you some little help. My name may not be wholly unknown to you; I am Mr Stratford Harlow.’

She nodded.

‘I knew that,’ she said.

‘They told you at the Duchy, did they?’ It seemed that he was relieved that she had identified him.

‘Mine is rather a delicate errand, but it struck me — I have found myself thinking about you many times since we met — that possibly…I might be able to find a good position for you. Your situation, if you will forgive my saying as much, is a little tragic. Association with — er — criminals or people with criminal records has a drugging effect even upon the finest nature.’

She smiled. ‘In other words, Mr Harlow,’ she said quietly, ‘you’re under the impression I’m rather badly off and that you would like to make life easier for me?’

He beamed at this. ‘Exactly,’ he said.

‘It is very kind of you — most kind,’ she said, and meant it. ‘But I have a very good job in a lawyer’s office.’ He inclined his head graciously. ‘Mr Stebbings has been very good to me—’

‘Mr —— ?’ His head jerked on one side. ‘Stebbings — of Stebbings, Field & Farrow — surely not! They were my lawyers until a few years ago.’

She knew this also.

‘Quite good people, though a little old-fashioned,’ he said. ‘Then of course you have heard Mr Stebbings speak of me?’

‘Only once,’ she confessed. ‘He is a very reticent man and never talks about his clients.’

Harlow bit his lip in thought. ‘An excellent fellow! I have often wondered whether I was wrong in taking my affairs from him. I wish you would mention that to him when you see him. I understood you were working in the office of the New Library Syndicate?’

She smiled at this. ‘It’s curious you should say that; their offices are in Lincoln’s Inn Fields, but next door.’

‘Ah!’ he said. ‘I see how the mistake arose,’ and added quickly: ‘A friend of mine who knows you saw you going into — er — an office; and obviously made a mistake.’

He did not tell her who was their mutual friend, and she was not sufficiently interested to inquire.

This time the knock at the door was more pronounced.

‘Will you excuse me?’ she said. ‘That is my cleaner, and she is rather inclined to tell me her troubles. I may keep you waiting a little while.’

She left him and he heard the sounds of a door opening, as Jim Carlton and Elk came back into the diningroom.

‘A very charming young lady that,’ said Mr Harlow.

‘Very,’ said Jim shortly.

‘Women do not interest me greatly’ — the Splendid Harlow picked a tiny thread of cotton from his immaculate coat and dropped it on the floor. ‘They think along lines which I find it difficult to follow. They are emotional, too — swayed by momentary fears and scruples…’

The sound of voices in the passage, one high-pitched and complaining:

‘…what with the fog and everything, miss, it’s lucky I’m here at all…’

A shabby figure passed the open door, followed by Aileen.

‘I suppose you don’t know Ingle, Mr Harlow?’ Jim was examining the photograph on the mantelpiece. ‘A long-firm swindler; clever, but with a kink even in his kinkiness! Believes in revolution and all that sort of thing…blood and guillotines and tumbrils; the whole box of tricks—’

Something made him look round.

Mr Stratford Harlow was standing in the centre of the room, gripping the edge of a small table to keep him upright.

His face was white and haggard and drawn; and in his pale eyes was a look of horror such as Jim Carlton had never seen in the face of a man. Elk sprang forward and caught him as he swayed and led him to a big settee. Into this Stratford Harlow sank and leaning forward, covered his face with his hands.

‘Oh, my God!’ he said as he rocked slowly from side to side and fell in a heap on the ground.

The colossus had fainted.
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‘A little heart trouble,’ said Mr Harlow, smiling as he set down the glass of water. ‘I’m terribly sorry to have given you so much trouble, Miss Rivers. I haven’t had an attack in years.’

He was still pale, but such was his extraordinary self-control that the hand that put down the glass was without a tremor.

‘Phew!’ He dabbed his forehead with a silk handkerchief and rose steadily to his feet.

Elk was engaged in the prosaic task of brushing the dust stains from his knees and looked up.

‘You’d better let me take you home, Mr Harlow,’ he said.

Stratford Harlow shook his head.

‘That is quite unnecessary — quite,’ he said. ‘I have my car at the door and a remedy for all such mental disturbances as these! And it is not a drug!’ he smiled.

Nevertheless, Elk went with him to the car.

‘Will you tell my chauffeur to drive to the Charing Cross power station?’ was the surprising request; and long after the car had moved off in the fog Elk stood on the sidewalk, wondering what business took this multimillionaire to such a venue.

They evidently knew Mr Harlow at the power station and they at any rate saw nothing remarkable in his visit.

The engineer, who was smoking at the door, stood back to let him walk into the great machinery hall, and placed a stool for him. And there for half an hour he sat, and the droning of the dynamos and the whirr and thud of the great engines were sedatives and anodynes to his troubled mind.

Here he had come before, to think out great schemes, which developed best in this atmosphere. The power and majesty of big wheels, the rhythm of the driving belts as they sagged and rose, the shaded lights above the marble switchboards, the noisy quiet of it all, stimulated him as nothing else could. Here he found the illusion of irresistibility that attuned so perfectly to his own mood; the inevitable effects of the inevitable causes. The sense that he was standing near the very heart of power was an inspiration. This lofty hall was a very home of the gods to him.

Half an hour, an hour, passed, and then he rose with a catch of his breath, and a slow smile lit the big face. ‘Thank you, Harry, thank you.’

He shook the attendant’s hand and left something that crinkled in the hard palm of the workman. A few minutes later he drove through brilliantly illuminated Piccadilly Circus and could offer a friendly nod to the flickering and flashing lights whose birth he had seen and whose very brilliance was a homage to the steel godhead.

To be thoroughly understood, Mr Stratford Harlow must be known.

There had been five members of the Harlow family when Stratford Selwyn Mortimer Harlow was born, and they were all immensely rich. His mother died a week later, his father when he was aged three, leaving the infant child to the care of his Aunt Mercy, a spinster who was accounted, even by her charitable relatives, as ‘strange’. The boy was never sent to school, for his health was none of the best and he had his education at the hands of his aunt. An enormously rich woman with no interest in life, she guarded her charge jealously. Family interference drove her to a frenzy. The one call that her two sisters paid her, when the boy was seven, ended in a scene on which Miss Alice, the younger, based most of her conversation for years afterwards.

The main result of the quarrel between Miss Mercy and her maiden sisters was that she shut up Kravelly Hall and removed, with her maid Mrs Edwins, to a little cottage at Teignmouth. Here she lived unmolested by her relatives for seven years. She then went to Scarborough for three years and thence to Bournemouth. Regularly every month she wrote to her two sisters and her bachelor brother in New York; and the terminology of the letters did not vary by so much as a comma:

“Miss Mercy Harlow presents her compliments and begs to state that The Boy is in Good Health and is receiving adequate tuition in the essential subjects together with a sound instruction in the tenets of the Protestant Faith.”

She had engaged a tutor, a bearded young man from Oxford University (she deigned to mention this fact to her brother, with whom she had not quarrelled), whose name was Marling. There came to the ears of Aunt Alice a story which called into question the fitness of Mr Marling to mould the plastic mind of youth. A mild scandal at Oxford. Miss Alice felt it her duty to write, and after a long interval had a reply:

“Miss Mercy Harlow begs to thank Miss Alice Harlow for her communication and in reply begs to state that she has conducted a very thorough and searching enquiry into the charges preferred against Mr Saul Marling (B.A. Oxon) and is satisfied that Mr Marling acted in the most honourable manner, and has done nothing with which he may reproach himself or which renders him unfit to direct the studies of The Boy.”

This happened a year before Miss Mercy’s death. When nature took its toll and she passed to her Maker, Miss Alice hastened to Bournemouth and in a small and secluded cottage near Christchurch found a big and solemn young man of twentythree, dressed a little gawkily in black. He was tearless; and indeed, his aunt suspected, almost cheerful, at the prospect of being freed from Miss Mercy’s drastic management.

The bearded tutor had left (Mrs Edwins, the maid, tearfully explained) a fortnight before the passing of Miss Mercy.

‘And if he hadn’t gone,’ said Miss Alice with tight lips, ‘I should have made short work of him. The Boy has been suppressed! He hasn’t a word to say for himself!’

A council was held, including the family lawyer, who was making his first acquaintance with Stratford. It was agreed that The Boy should have a flat in Park Lane and the companionship of an elder man who combined a knowledge of the world with a leaning towards piety. Such was found in the Rev. John Barthurst, M.A., an ex-naval chaplain.

Miss Edwins was pensioned off and the beginning of Stratford’s independent life was celebrated with a dinner and a visit to Charley’s Aunt, through which roaring farce he sat with a stony face.

The tutelage lasted the best part of a year; and then the quiet young man suddenly came to life, dismissed his worldly and pious companion with a cheque for a thousand pounds, summoned Mrs Edwins to be his housekeeper; and bought and reconstructed the Duke of Greenhart’s house in Park Lane.

And thenceforward Mr Harlow’s name began to appear in the records of important transactions. Family fortunes dropped into his lap. Miss Mercy had been fabulously rich. She had left him every penny of her fortune, with the exception of £100 to Lucy Edwins in recognition of her faithful service, realising that she will not regard this sum as inadequate in view of the great service I rendered to her.’ Then Miss Henrietta died; and when the death duties were paid there was the greater part of two millions. Miss Alice left more. The bachelor uncle in New York died a comparative pauper, leaving a beggarly six hundred thousand.

Mr Harlow’s house was a rather ugly three-storey building which occupied a small island site, possibly the most valuable in Park Lane, though the actual entrance was not in that exclusive thoroughfare, but in the side street. He opened the door with a key and walked into the hall. The door to the library faced him. There were some letters on the table, which he scanned through rapidly, opening only one. It was from Ellenbury; and just then Mr Harlow was annoyed with Ellenbury; he had supplied erroneous information about Aileen Rivers, and had made him look a fool.

He read the letter carefully, and then dropped it in the fire and watched it turn black.

‘A useful man, but a thought too anxious. It was a mistake perhaps to keep him so taut. He must be let down,’ Mr Harlow decided. A little of his own confidence must be infused into his helper. Too great a desire to please, too present a fear of failure: those were Ellenbury’s weaknesses.

He pressed an ivory bell on his desk, sat down, reached to the wall, slid back a panel and took out a small black bottle, a siphon and a glass. He poured out barely more whisky than was enough to cover the bottom of the tumbler, and filled it to the top with soda-water. The glass was half-empty when Mrs Edwins, his housekeeper, came in without knocking. A tall, yellow-faced woman, with burning black eyes, she showed nothing of the slowness or decrepitude that might have been expected in a woman near seventy.

‘You rang?’

Miss Mercy’s maid of other days had a voice as sharp and clear as a bugle note. She stood before the desk, her hands behind her, her eyes fixed on his.

‘Yes,’ he said, turning over his letters once more. ‘Is everything all right?’

‘Everything.’

Like a bugle note and with some of a bugle’s stridency.

‘Couldn’t we keep a servant in the house?’ she asked. ‘The hours are a little too long for me. I didn’t get to bed until one o’clock yesterday, and I had to be up at seven to let them in.’

It was a curious fact that no servants slept at No. 704, Park Lane. There was not a house of its size, or an establishment of such pretensions, in all the country where every servant slept out. Mr Harlow’s excuse to his friends was that the room space was too valuable for servants, but he denied this by hiring an expensive house in Charles Street for their accommodation.

‘No, I don’t think it is necessary,’ he said, pursing his lips. ‘I thought you understood that.’

‘I might die, or be taken ill in the night,’ said Mrs Edwins dispassionately, ‘and then where would you be?’

He smiled. ‘It would be rather a case of where would you be, I think.’ he said in excellent humour. ‘Nothing has happened?’

She considered her answer before she replied. ‘Somebody called, that was all,’ she said, ‘but I’ll tell you about that afterwards.’

He was amused. ‘A good many people call. Very well — be mysterious!’

He got up from his chair and walked out of the room, and she followed. There was a tiny elevator in the hall, big enough for two, but she declined this conveyance.

‘I’ll walk,’ she said, and he laughed softly.

‘You were complaining about feeling tired just now,’ he retorted as he closed the grille before the little lift.

He pressed the top button, the elevator moved swiftly and noiselessly upwards and came at last to a stop on the third floor, where he stepped out to a square-carpeted landing from which led two doors. Here he waited, humming softly to himself, until the woman came in sight round the bend of the stairs.

‘You’re an athlete,’ he said pleasantly and, jerking out a pocket-chain, selected a small key and opened the door on the left.

It was a big and artistically furnished apartment, lit from the cornice by concealed light and from the floor by two red-shaded lamps. In one corner of the room was an ornate wooden bed of red lacquer decorated with Chinese paintings in gold. At a small Empire desk near one of the windows, which were heavily curtained, sat a man. He was almost as tall as Stratford Harlow; and the features which would have arrested the attention of a stranger were his big, dome-shaped forehead and the long golden-yellow beard which, in spite of his age — and he must have been as old as Harlow himself — was untinged with grey.

He was reading, one thin hand on his cheek, his eyes fixed upon the book that lay or the desk, and not until Mr Harlow spoke did he look up.

‘Hallo, Marling!’ said Stratford Harlow gently.

The man leaned back in his chair, closed the book, mechanically marking his place with a thin tortoiseshell paperknife.

‘Good evening,’ he said simply.

‘Time you had your walk, isn’t it?’

There was a second door in the room and towards this Mr Harlow glanced.

‘Yes, I suppose it is,’ said the man, and rose.

He wore a short dressing-jacket of dark blue velvet; his feet were encased in red morocco slippers. His glance strayed back to the closed book as though he were reluctant to have his reading interrupted.

‘The Odes of Horace,’ he said; ‘an English translation, but full of errors.’

‘Yes, yes,’ smiled Mr Harlow. ‘It’s rather late for Horace.’

The woman was standing by the door, stiffly erect, her hands folded in front of her, her dark eyes on her master.

‘Do you know who you are, my friend?’ he asked.

The bearded man put his white hand to his forehead.

‘I am Saul Marling, a graduate of Balliol,’ he said.

Mr Harlow nodded.

‘And — anything eke?’ he asked.

Again the hand went up to the dome-shaped forehead.

‘I forget…how absurd! It was something I saw, wasn’t it?’ he asked anxiously.

‘Something you saw,’ agreed Mr Harlow, ‘just before Miss Mercy died.’

The other heaved a sigh.

‘She died very suddenly. She was very kind to me in all my little troubles. Awfully suddenly! She used to sit on the chair talking to you, and then one night after dinner she fell down.’

‘On the floor,’ nodded Mr Harlow, almost cheerfully. ‘But you saw something, didn’t you?’ he encouraged. ‘A little bottle and some blue stuff. Wake up, Marling! You remember the little bottle and the blue stuff?’

The man shook his head.

‘Not clearly…that was before you and Mrs Edwins took me away. I drank the white powders — they fizzed like a seidlitz powder — and then…’

‘To the country,’ smiled Harlow. ‘You were ill, my poor old fellow, and we had to prescribe something to quieten you. You’re all right?’

‘My head is a little confused—’ began the man, but Harlow laughed, caught him almost affectionately by the arm and, opening the narrow door, led his companion up a flight of steep stairs. At the top of this was another door, which Mr Harlow unlocked. They were on the roof of Greenhart House, a wide, flat expanse of asphalt confined within a breast-high parapet. For half an hour they walked up and down arm-in-arm, the bigger man talking all the time. The fog was thick, the street lamps showed themselves below as patches of dull yellow luminosity.

‘Cold? I told you to put on your scarf, you stupid chap!’ Mr Harlow was good-humoured even in his annoyance.

‘Conic along, we’ll go down.’

In the room below he fastened the door and gazed approvingly round the comfortable apartment. He took up one of the eight volumes that lay on a table. They still wore the publishers’ wrappers and had arrived that day.

‘Reading maketh a full man — you will find the Augustan histories a little heavy even for a graduate of Oxford, eh? Good night. Marling — sleep well.’

He locked the door and went out on to the landing with Mrs Edwins. Her hard eyes were fixed on his face, and until he spoke she was silent.

‘He’s quite all right,’ he said.

‘Is he?’ Her harsh voice was disagreeable. ‘How can he be all right if he’s reading and writing?’

‘Writing?’ he asked quickly. ‘What?’

‘Oh, just stuff about the Romans, but it reads sensible.’

Mr Harlow considered this frowningly. ‘That means nothing. He gives no trouble.’

‘No,’ she said shortly. ‘I get worried,’ she went on, ‘but he’s quiet. Who is Mr Carlton?’

Harlow drew a quick breath. ‘Has he been here?’

She nodded. ‘Yes — this afternoon. He asked me if I was Miss Mercy’s old maid — she must have died soon after he was born.’

‘He’s older than that — well?’

‘I thought it was queer, but he said he’d been asked to trace Mr Saul Marling.’

‘By whom?’

She confessed her ignorance with a look. ‘I don’t know; but it was a proper inquiry. He showed me the papers. They were from Eastbourne. I told him Marling was dead. “Where?” he said. “In South America,” I told him.’

‘Pernambuco,’ emphasised Mr Harlow, ‘in the plague epidemic. Humph! Clever…and unscrupulous. Thank you.’

She watched him pass into the elevator and drop out of sight, then she went into the second room that opened from the landing. This too, was pleasantly furnished. Turning on the lights she sat down and opened a big chintz bag.

From this she took an unfinished stocking and adjusted her knitting needles. And as her nimble fingers moved, so did her lips.

‘Pernambuco-in the plague epidemic,’ she was saying.



Chapter 6


Table of Contents


Aileen Rivers lived in Bloomsbury, which had the advantage of being near her work. She had spent a restless night, and the day that followed had been full of vexation. Mr Stebbings, her immediate chief, was away nursing a cold; and his junior partner, with whom she was constantly brought into contact that day, was a tetchy and disagreeable man, with a habit of mislaying important documents and blaming the person who happened to be most handy for their disappearance.

At six o’clock in the evening she locked up her desk with a sigh of thankfulness, looking forward to a light dinner and an early bedtime. Through her window she had seen the car drawn up by the kerb, and at first had thought it was waiting for a client, so that she was a little surprised, and by no means pleased, when, as she came down the steps of the old-fashioned house where the office was situate, a young man crossed the broad sidewalk towards her and lifted his hat.

‘Oh, you!’ she said in some dismay,

‘Me, or I, as the case may be; I’m not quite certain which,’ said Jim Carlton. ‘And your tone is offensive,’ he said sternly. ‘By rights Elk or I should have been interviewing you at all sorts of odd hours during the day.’

‘But what on earth can I tell you?’ she asked, exasperated. You know everything about the burglary — I suppose that is what you mean?’

‘That is what I mean,’ said Jim. ‘It is very evident that you know nothing about policemen. You imagine, I suppose, that Scotland Yard says “Hallo, there’s been a burglary in Victoria. How interesting! Nobody knows, anything about it, so we’ll let the matter drop.” You’re wrong!’

‘I’m much too hungry to talk.’

‘So I guessed,’ he said. ‘There is an unpretentious restaurant at King’s Cross, where the sole bonne femme is worthy only of the pure of heart.’

She hesitated. ‘Very well,’ she said a little ungraciously. ‘Is that your car? How funny!’

‘There’s nothing funny about my car,’ he said with dignity, ‘and it is not my car. I borrowed it.’

It was a clear night of stars and there was a touch of frost in the air and, although she would not have admitted as much for untold wealth, she enjoyed the short run that brought them to the side entrance of a large restaurant filled with people in varying stages of gastronomic enjoyment.

‘I have booked a table,’ he said, piloting her through an avenue of working jaws to a secluded corner of the annexe.

The atmosphere of the place was very satisfying. The pink table-lamps had a soothing effect, and she could examine him at her leisure. In truth it had been one of the sources of irritation of that very unhappy day that she could not quite remember what he looked like. She knew that he was not repulsive, and had a misty idea that he was rather goodlooking, but that his nose was too short. It proved on inspection to be of a reasonable length. His eyes were blue and he was a little older than she had thought. Half her disrespect was based on the illusion of his youth.

‘Now ask all your horrid questions,’ she said as she took off her gloves.

‘Number one,’ he began. ‘What did Harlow offer you when I so discreetly withdrew last night?’

‘That has nothing to do with the burglary,’ she answered promptly. ‘But as it wasn’t very important, I will tell you. He offered me a position.’

‘Where?’ he asked quickly.

She shook her head.

‘I don’t know. We didn’t get as far as that; I told him I was perfectly happy with Mr Stebbings — who, by the way, used to be the lawyer of the Harlow family.’

‘Did you tell him that?’ He thrust his head forward eagerly.

‘Why, no — he told me, though of course I knew,’ she said. ‘He knew, the moment I mentioned Stebbings’s name.’

‘Was he impressed?’ he asked after a pause and she laughed.

‘How ridiculous you are! Seriously, Mr—’she paused insultingly.

‘Carlton,’ he murmured; ‘half-brother to the hotel but no relation to the club.’

‘You worked that one last night,’ she said.

‘And I shall work it every night you pretend to forget my name! Anyway, it is a confession of crass ignorance which no modern young woman can afford to make. I am one of the most famous men in London.’

‘I think I’ve heard you say that before,’ she said mendaciously. ‘Now tell me seriously, Mr Carlton—’

‘Got it!’ he murmured.

‘What do you want to know about the burglary?’

‘Nothing,’ was the shameless reply. ‘As a matter of fact, I have saved you a great deal of trouble by supplying headquarters with all the details they need. Your uncle emerges tomorrow; do you know that?’

‘Tomorrow?’ she said, with a pang of apprehension.

‘And Elk is going to meet him and take some of the sting out of his anger. I suppose he will be very angry?’

‘He’ll be furious,’ said the girl, troubled. And then, with a quick sigh, ‘I’ll be awfully glad when he has “emerged,” as you call it. He allows me two pounds a week for my trouble, but I can well spare that.’

‘Arthur Ingle ought to be ashamed of himself to drag you into the light which shines so brightly upon the unjust,’ he said. ‘There is only one thing I want to know about him, and perhaps you can tell me — was your uncle a great speculator?’

‘I don’t think so. But really I don’t know. He never spoke to me about any investments. Is that what you mean?’

‘That is just what I mean,’ said Jim. He found it difficult to put the question without offence. ‘You’ve had interviews with him and I dare say you’ve discussed his business to some extent. I shouldn’t ask you to betray his confidence and I don’t suppose for one minute you will. Did he ever talk about foreign gilt-edged investments?’

She was shaking her head before he finished the question.

‘Never,’ she said. ‘I don’t think he knows much about them. I remember the first time I saw him at Dartmoor he told me he didn’t believe in putting money in shares. Of course, I’m well aware he has money, but you know that, too, and I suppose it is stolen money that he’s—’

‘Cached — yes,’ said Jim.

He was very serious. It was the first time she had seen him in that mood and she rather liked it.

‘Only one more question. You don’t know that he is in any way connected with a firm called Rata?’

And, when she confessed that she had never heard of such a firm, his seriousness was at an end.

‘And that’s the whole of the questionnaire, back page and everything!’

He leaned back to allow the burly waiter to place the dish on the table. ‘Sole bonne femme is good for the tired business girl. Will you have wine, or just the Lord’s good water?’

After this he became his old flippant self. He made no further allusion to her uncle; and if he talked a great deal about himself, it was interesting, for he talked shop, and Scotland Yard shop is the second most interesting in the world. He lived at his club.

‘I’d better give you the telephone number in case you ever want me.’ He scrawled the address on the back of the menu and tore off the corner.

‘Why should I want you?’

‘I don’t know. I’ve just got a feeling that you might. I’m a hunch merchant — do you know what a hunch merchant is?’

She could guess.

‘Premonitions are my long suit, telepathy my sixth sense, and I’ve got a hunch…perhaps I’m wrong. I hope I am.’

Once or twice he had looked at his watch, a little furtively, she thought, yet it seemed that he was prepared to break any appointment he had made, for he lingered over his coffee until she brought a happy evening to an abrupt close by putting on her gloves. As they were driving back to her rooms: ‘I haven’t asked you very much about yourself. That is the kind of impertinence which really scares me,’ he said, ‘but I gather that you’re unmarried — and unengaged?’ he asked.

‘I have no followers,’ she said without embarrassment, ‘and I hope that confession will offer no encouragement to the philandering constabulary!’

He chuckled for fully a minute.

‘That’s good,’ he said at last.’ “Philandering constabulary” is taken into use for special occasions. You’re the first woman—’

‘Don’t!’ she warned him.

‘ — I’ve ever met with a real sense of humour,’ he concluded. ‘I’m sorry to disappoint you.’

‘I wasn’t disappointed. I expected something banal,’ she said. ‘My house is the third on the left…thank you.’

She got down without assistance and offered her hand, and as he looked past her towards the door of the house:

‘The number is 163,’ she said, ‘but you needn’t write unless you’ve something very policey to write about. Good night!’

Jim Carlton was smiling all the way to Whitehall Gardens and his sense of amusement still held when he followed the footman into Sir Joseph Layton’s study.

The words ‘Joseph Layton’ are familiar to all who carry passports, for he was the Foreign Secretary, a man of slight figure and ascetic face; and possibly the most cartooned politician in Britain.

He looked up over his big horn-rimmed glasses as Jim came in. ‘Sit down, Carlton.’ He blotted the letter he had been writing, inserted it with punctilious care into an envelope, and addressed it with a flourish before he spoke. ‘I’ve just come back from the House. Did you call before?’

‘No, sir.’

‘Humph!’ He settled himself more easily in his padded chair, put the tips of his fingers together, and again scrutinised the detective over his glasses. ‘Well, what are the developments?’ he asked, and added: ‘I’ve seen the cables you sent me. Curious — very curious indeed. You intercepted them?’

‘Some of them, sir,’ said Jim. ‘A great deal of the correspondence of the Rata Syndicate goes through other channels. But there’s enough to show that Rata is there preparing for a big killing. I should imagine that every big broking house in the world has received similar instructions.’

Sir Joseph unlocked a drawer of his desk and, pulling it open, took out a number of sheets of paper fastened together by a big brass clip. He turned the leaves slowly.

‘I suppose this one is typical,’ he said.

It was a message addressed to Rata Syndicate, Wall Street: ‘Be ready to sell for 15 per cent. drop undermentioned securities.’

Here followed a long list that covered two pages of writing, and against each stock was the number to be sold.

‘Yes,’ said Sir Joseph, stroking his little white moustache thoughtfully. ‘Very peculiar, very remarkable! As you said in your letter, these are the very stocks which would be instantly affected by the threat of war. But who on earth are we going to fight? The International situation was never easier. The Moroccan question has been settled. You read my speech in the House last night?’ Jim nodded. ‘Upon my word,’ said Sir Joseph, ‘I think I was very careful to avoid anything like unjustifiable optimism, but, searching the world from East to West, I can see no single cloud on the horizon.’

Jim Carlton reached out, took the papers and read them through carefully.

‘I think,’ said the Foreign Minister with a twinkle in his eye, ‘you have at the back of your mind the vision of some diabolical conspiracy to embroil the world in war. Am I right? Secret agents, traffic in secret plans, cellar meetings with masked and highly-placed diplomats?’

‘Nothing so romantic,’ smiled Jim. ‘No; I wasn’t brought up in that school. I know how wars are made. They grow as storms grow — out of the mists that gather on marshlands and meadows. Label them “the rising clouds of national prejudice,” and you’ve got a rough illustration.’

‘Come now, Mr Carlton, who is your ideal conspirator? I’m sure I know. You think Harlow is behind Rata; and that he has some diabolical scheme for stirring up the nations?’

‘I think Harlow is behind most of the big disturbances,’ said Jim slowly. ‘He’s got too much money; can’t you get some of it away from him?’

‘We do our best,’ said the Foreign Minister dryly; ‘but he is one of the few people in England who can look the sur-tax collector in the eye and never quail!’

Jim went back to Scotland Yard expecting to find Elk, but learned that that intelligent officer had left earlier in the evening for Devonshire. He was to meet Ingle on his release from prison and accompany him to town. And Inspector Elk’s mission was certainly not on Aileen’s behalf, nor had he any humanitarian idea of preparing the convict for news of the burglary.

The first idea (and this proved to be wrong) was that there was a reason and a mind behind this crime. Something had been taken of such value as justified the risk.

The sudden appearance of Harlow in the flat immediately after the crime had been committed had convinced Carlton that his visit was associated with the safe robbery. Harlow should have been at a City banquet — Jim had been trailing him all that day, and had known his destination. Indeed, his name had appeared in the morning newspapers as having been present at the dinner. And yet, within an hour of the accident on the Embankment, Harlow had turned up at Fotheringay Mansions, and had not deigned to offer an excuse for his absence from the dinner, although Jim was sure he knew that he had been trailed.

The early morning found Inspector Elk shivering on the wind-swept platform of Princetown. There were very few people in the waiting train at that hour; a workman or two on their way to an intermediate station, a commercial traveller who had been detained overnight and was probably looking forward to the comforts of Plymouth, comprised the list. It was within a minute of starting time, and he was beginning to think that he had wasted his time getting up so early, when he saw two men walk on to the platform.

One was a warder, and the other a thin man in an ill-fitting blue suit. The warder disappeared into the booking-office and came back with a ticket, which he handed to the other.

‘So long, Ingle!’ said the officer, and held out his hand, which the exconvict took grudgingly.

Ingle stepped into the carriage and was turning to shut the door when Elk followed him and the recognition was immediate. Into the keen eyes of Arthur Ingle came a look of deep suspicion.

‘Hallo! What do you want?’ he asked harshly.

‘Why, bless my life, if it isn’t Ingle!’ said Elk with a gasp. ‘Well, well, well! It doesn’t seem five years ago—’

‘What do you want?’ asked Ingle again.

‘Me? Nothing! I’ve been up to the prison making a few inquiries about a friend of one of those mocking birds, but you know what they are — it was love’s labour lost, so to speak,’ said Elk, lighting a cigar and offering the case to his companion.

Ingle took the brown cylinder, smelt it and, biting off the end savagely, accepted the light which the detective held for him. By this time the train was moving and they were free from any possibility of interruption.

‘Let me see: I heard something about you the other day…What was it?’ Mr Elk held his forehead, a picture of perplexity. ‘I’ve got it!’ he said. ‘There was a burglary at your flat.’

The cigar dropped from the man’s hand.

‘A burglary?’ he said shrilly. ‘What was stolen?’

‘Somebody opened the safe in your locker room—’

Ingle sprang to his feet, his teeth bared, his eyes glaring. ‘The safe!’ He almost screamed the words. ‘Opened the safe — damn them! They’re not satisfied with sending me to five years of this hell, but they want to catch me again, do they…?’

Elk let him rave on until, in his rage, the man’s voice sank to a hoarse rattle of sound.

‘I hope you didn’t lose any money?’

‘Money!’ snarled the man. ‘Do you think I’m the kind who puts money in a safe? You know what I lost!’ He pointed an accusing finger at the detective. ‘You fellows did it! So that’s why you’re here, eh? A prison gate arrest, is it?’

‘My dear, good man!’ Elk was pained. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about! You’re no more under arrest than I am. You could walk out of that door as free as the air, if the train wasn’t moving.’ And then he asked: ‘What did they pinch?’

It was a long time before the man recovered himself. ‘If you don’t know I’m not going to tell you,’ he said. ‘Some day—’ He ground his teeth and in his eyes glared; the fires of fanaticism. ‘You, and the like of you, call me a thief!’ His voice rose again as he talked rapidly. ‘You branded me and put me into prison — segregated me from my kind…a pariah, a leper! For what? For skimming off a little of the stolen cream! For taking a little of the money wrested from sweating bodies and breaking hearts! It was mine — mine!’ He struck his chest with a bony fist, his eyes blazing. ‘The money belonged to me — to my fellows, to those men there!’ He pointed back to where, beyond the brow of a rise, lay the grim prison building. ‘I took it from those fat and greasy men and I’m glad of it! One jewel less for their horrible women; one motorcar fewer for their slaves to clean!’

‘Great idea,’ murmured Elk sympathetically.

‘You! What are you? The lackey of a class,’ sneered Ingle. ‘The hired torturer — the prison-feeder!’

‘Quite right,’ murmured Elk, listening with closed eyes.

‘If they found those papers they’ve something to think about — do you hear? — something to spoil their night’s sleep! And if there is sedition in them I’m willing to go back to Princetown.’

Elk opened his eyes quickly. ‘Oh, was that what it was?’ he asked, disappointed. ‘Revolution stuff?’

The man nodded curtly.

‘I thought it was something worth while!’ said Elk, annoyed. ‘Silly idea though, isn’t it. Ingle?’

‘To you, yes. To me, no,’ snapped the other. ‘I hate England! I hate the English! I hate all middle-class people, the smirking self-satisfied swine! I hated them when I was a starving actor and they sat in their stalls with a sneer on their overfed faces…’ He choked.

‘There’s a lot to be said for fat people,’ mused Elk. ‘Now take Harlow-though you wouldn’t call him a fat man.’

‘Harlow!’ scoffed the other. ‘Another of your moneyed gods!’ Evidently he remembered something, for he stopped suddenly.

‘Moneyed gods — ?’ suggested Elk.

‘I don’t know.’ The man shook his head. ‘He may not be what he seems. In there’ — he jerked his head backwards—’they say he’s crook to his back teeth! But he doesn’t rob the poor. He takes it in large slabs from the fat men.’

‘If that’s so, I’ve nothing to say. He’s on the side of law and order,’ said Elk gently. ‘A man who hands out police stations as Christmas presents can’t be wholly bad!’

By the time the train pulled into Plymouth station, Detective-Inspector Elk was perfectly satisfied that there was nothing further to be learnt from the man. He went to the post office and sent a telegram to Jim which was short and expressive.

‘Revolution stuff. Nothing important.’

He was on the same train that carried Mr Ingle to London, but he did not occupy the same compartment, except for half an hour after the train flashed through Bath, when he strolled into the carriage and sat down by the man’s side; and apparently he was welcome, for Ingle started talking.

‘Have you seen anything of my niece? Docs she know about the burglary? I think you told me, but I was so angry that I can’t remember.’ And, when Elk had given him the fullest particulars: ‘Harlow! Why did he come? He met Aileen at Dartmoor, you say?’ He frowned and suddenly slapped his knee. ‘I remember the fellow. He was sprawling in his car by the side of the road when we came back from the field that day. So that was Harlow! Does he know Aileen?’ he asked suspiciously.

‘They met at Dartmoor; that’s all I know.’ Ingle gave one of his characteristic shrugs.

‘I suppose he’s running after her? She’s a pretty sort of girl. With that type of man, money’s no object. She’s old enough to look after herself without my assistance.’ So this Utopian left Aileen Rivers to her fate.
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He had wired from Plymouth asking her to call at the flat that night, and she arrived just as he had finished a dinner he had cooked for himself.

‘Yes, I’ve heard about the burglary,’ he said, cutting short her question. ‘They’ve got nothing that was worth a shilling to them, thank God! Why did you call in the police?’

And then he had a shock.

‘Who else should I have called in — a doctor?’ she asked.

It was the first time he had met her in a period of freedom. She had had her instructions to look after the flat, smuggled out of prison by a discharged convict; and their talks during the brief visiting hours had been mainly on business.

‘What does one usually do when a burglary is discovered?’ she asked. ‘I sent for the police — of course I sent!’

He stared at her fiercely, but she did not flinch. It was his eyes which dropped first.

‘I suppose it’s all right,’ he said, and then: ‘You know Harlow, don’t you?’

‘I met him at Dartmoor, yes.’

‘A friend of yours?’

‘No more than you are,’ she said; and he had his second shock. ‘I’m not going to quarrel with you, and I don’t see why you should want to be rude to me,’ he snapped. ‘You’ve been useful, but I’ve not been ungenerous. Harlow is a friend of yours—’

‘He called here on the night of the burglary to offer me a job,’ she replied, without any visible evidence other rising anger. ‘I met him at Princetown and he seemed to think that because of my relationship with you, I should find it rather difficult to get employment.’

He muttered something under his breath which she did not catch and it occurred to her that she had cowed this bullying little man, though she had had no such intention.

‘I shall not want you any more.’ He took out his pocketbook, opened it and extracted a banknote. ‘This is in the nature of a bonus,’ he said. ‘I do not intend continuing your allowance.’

He expected her to refuse the money and he was not wrong.

‘Is that all?’ she asked. She did not attempt to take the note.

‘That is all.’

With a nod she turned and walked to the door. ‘The charwoman is coming tonight to clean up,’ she said. ‘You had better make arrangements for her to stay on — but I suppose you’ve already made your plans.’

Before he could reply, she was gone. He heard the street door slam after her, took up the money and put it back in his case; and he was without regret for, if the truth be told, Mr Arthur Ingle, despite the largeness of his political views, was exceedingly mean.

There was a great deal for him to do: old boxes to open and sort, papers and memoranda to retrieve from strange hiding-places. The seat of the big settee on which Aileen had sat so often waiting for the cleaner to finish her work, opened like a lid and here he had documents and, in a steel box, books that might not have come to light even if the police had been aware of the flat at the time of his arrest, an had made their usual search.

Ingle was a man of wide political activities. No party man in the sense that he found a party to match his own views; rather, he was one of those violent and compelling thinkers who are unconsciously the nucleus of a movement. His grudge against the world was a sincere one. He saw injustice in the simplest consequences of cause and effect. His opinions had not made him a thief; they had merely justified him in his disregard for the law and his obligation to society.

Imprisonment had made him neither better nor worse, had merely confirmed him in certain theories. Inconsistently, he loathed his prison associates, men who had been unsupported by his high motives in their felonies. The company of them was contamination. He hated the chaplain; and only one inmate of that terrible place touched what in him still remained tender. That was the old, blind horse who had his stable in the prison, and whose sight seemed to have been destroyed by Providence that he might not witness the degradation of the superior mammals that tramped the exercise ring, or went trudging and shuffling up the hill and through the gates.

He was the one man in the prison who was thankful when the cell door closed on him and the key turned in the lock.

The foulness of these old lags, their talk, their boasts, the horrible things that may not be written about…he could not think back without feeling physically sick. In truth he would not have stretched out his hand if, by so doing, he could have opened those cell doors and released to the world the social sweepings whom it was his professed mission to salve.

His work finished, he lit a cigarette, fitted it carefully into an amber holder and, adjusting the cushions, lay down on the settee and smoked and thought till the telephone bell roused him and he got up.

The voice that spoke to him was quite unfamiliar. ‘Is that Mr Ingle?’

‘Yes,’ he said shortly.

‘Will you make a sacrifice of your principles?’ was the astonishing request, and the man smiled sourly.

‘What I have left, yes. What do you wish?’

It might be an old friend in need of money, in which case the conversation would be short. For Arthur Ingle had no foolish ideas about charity.

‘Could you meet me tonight on the sidewalk immediately opposite Horse Guards Parade?’

‘In the park, you mean?’ asked Ingle, astonished. ‘Who are you? I’ll tell you before you go any further that I’m not inclined to go out of my way to meet strangers. I’m a pretty tired man tonight.’

‘My name is—’ a pause—’Harlow.’

Involuntarily, Ingle uttered an exclamation.

‘Stratford Harlow?’ he asked incredulously.

‘Yes, Stratford Harlow.’

There was a long pause before Arthur Ingle spoke. ‘It’s rather an extraordinary request, but I realise that it isn’t an idle one. How do I know you’re Harlow?’

‘Call me up in ten minutes at my house and ask for me,’ said the voice. ‘Will you come?’

Again Mr Ingle hesitated. ‘Yes, I’ll come,’ he said. ‘At what time?’

‘At ten o’clock exactly. I won’t keep you hanging about this cold night. You can get into my car and we’ll drive somewhere.’

Ingle hung up the telephone a little bewildered. He was a cautious man and after ten minutes had expired he put through the number he discovered in the phone directory, and the same voice answered him. ‘Are you satisfied?’

‘Yes, I’ll be there — ten o’clock,’ he said.

He had two hours to wait. The charwoman did not arrive till nine. He gave her instructions, made arrangements for the following day; and went back to the diningroom to think out the extraordinary request which Stratford Harlow had made of him. And the more he thought, the less inclined he as to keep the appointment. At last he turned to his writing table, took out a sheet of paper and scrawled a note.

“DEAR MR HARLOW,

“I am afraid I must disappoint you. I am in such a position, being an exconvict, that I cannot afford to take the slightest risk. I will tell you I frankly that what I have in my mind is that this may be a frame-up organised by my friends the police, and I think that it would be, to say the least, foolish on my part to go any farther until I know your requirements, or at least have written proof that you have approached me.

“Yours sincerely,

“ARTHUR INGLE.”

He put the letter in an envelope, addressed it, and marked in the corner in bold letters ‘By hand. Urgent.’ Even now he was not satisfied. He went to the telephone to call a district messenger, but he did not lift the receiver. His curiosity was piqued. He felt he must know, with the least possible delay, just why Stratford Harlow had summoned Arthur Ingle, late of Dartmoor convict establishment. And why should the meeting be secret? A man of Harlow’s standing would not lose caste, even if he sent for him to go to his house. He came to a sudden resolve, pitched the letter on to the table, went into his bedroom and changed into a dark suit.

By the time he had climbed into his overcoat he was satisfied that he was taking the wisest course. The charwoman was in the kitchen and he opened the door to pass his last admonition. She was on her knees, scrubbing-brush in hand, and he looked down into a long, weak face over which strayed lank wisps of grey-black hair.

‘I’m going out. You needn’t wait. Finish your work and be here in the morning before eight,’ he barked and slammed the door on this inconsiderable member of the proletariat and went down the stairs in a spirit of adventure that made him feel almost young.

As the Horse Guards clock was chiming the three-quarters he came into Birdcage Walk and turned along the lonely footpath that runs parallel with the House Guards and flanks the broad parade ground. There was no hurry; he fell into a gentle stroll, fast enough to keep him warm and to avoid any suspicion of loitering within the meaning of the act.

It could not be a frame-up, he had decided. A man of Harlow’s character would hardly lend himself to such a plot; and in his heart of hearts, for all his bitter gibes at the police, he did not believe seriously in the prison legend of innocent men being trapped by cunning police plots.

He looked at his watch under a street standard; it was five minutes to ten, and he strolled back the way he had come, and stopped immediately in a line with the gates that closed the arch of the Horse Guards. As he did so a car came noiselessly along the sidewalk from the direction of Westminster.

It stopped in front of him and the door opened.

‘Will you come in, Mr Ingle?’ said a low voice; and without a word he stepped inside, pulling the door close after him and sank down on a soft seat by the side of a man who, he at once recognised, was that Splendid Harlow, whose name, even in Dartmoor, symbolised wealth beyond dreams.

The car, gathering speed, turned into the Mall, swung round towards Buckingham Palace and across the Corner into Hyde Park. It slackened speed now, and Stratford Harlow began to talk…

For an hour the car moved at a leisurely pace round the Circle. Sleet was falling. Ingle listened like a man in a dream to the amazing proposition which his companion advanced.

He, at any rate, sat in comfort. Inspector Jim Carlton, following in an aged convertible was chilled and wet, and the highly sensitive microphone which he had placed in Harlow’s car failed to transmit the talk it was so vital he should hear.

Arthur Ingle arrived home at his flat soon after eleven. The cleaner had gone and he was glad; dull clod and unimaginative as she was she yet might have read and interpreted the light that shone in his eyes or have sensed the exultation of his heart.

Brewing himself some coffee, he sat down at his desk and in to make notes. Once he rose and, entering his bedroom, turned on the light above his dressing-table and stared at himself for five minutes in the glass. The scrutiny seemed to afford him a certain amount of satisfaction, for he; smiled and returned to his notemaking.

That smile did not leave his lips; and once he laughed out loud. Evidently something had happened that afforded him the most exquisite happiness.
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‘Could you please come and see me in the lunch hour? — A.R.’

JIM CARLTON looked at the ‘A.R.’ blankly before he placed ‘A’ as indicating Aileen — he was under the impression that she spelt her name with an ‘E’. It had been delivered at Scotland Yard by a messenger half an hour before he arrived. Literally he was waiting on the mat when she came out; and she seemed very glad to see him.

‘You will probably be very angry that I’ve sent for you about such a little thing,’ she said, ‘and you’re so busy—’

‘I won’t tell you how I feel about it,’ he interrupted, ‘or you’ll think I’m not sincere.’

‘You see, you are the only policeman I know and I don’t know you very well, but I thought you wouldn’t mind. Mrs Gibbins has disappeared; she didn’t go home last night nor the night before.’

‘I’m thrilled,’ he said. ‘And her husband fears the worst?’

‘She hasn’t a husband; she’s a widow. Her landlady came in to see me this morning. She’s dreadfully upset.’

‘But who’s Mrs Gibbins?’

‘Mrs Gibbins is the charwoman at Uncle’s flat. Rather a wretched-looking lady with untidy hair. I’m rather worried about it because she’s a woman without friends. I called up my Uncle’s flat this morning and he was almost polite, and told me that she didn’t arrive yesterday morning and she hasn’t been there today.’

‘She may have met with an accident,’ was his natural suggestion.

‘I’ve telephoned to the big hospitals, but nothing has been heard of her. I want you to tell me what I can do next. It’s such a little matter that I’ll listen meekly to any rude comment you care to think up!’

He was not interested in Mrs Gibbins; the case of a lonely woman who disappears as from the face of the earth was so common a phenomenon in the life of any great city that he could hardly work up enthusiasm for the search. But Aileen was so concerned that he would have been a brute to have treated her request lightly; and after lunch, the day being his own, he went to Stanmore Rents in Lambeth, a little riverside slum and made a few inquiries at first hand.

Mrs Gibbins had lived there, the slatternly landlady told him, for five years. She was a good, sober, honest woman, never went out, had no friends, and subsisted on what she earned and a pound a week which was paid to her quarterly by some distant relation. In fact, she was due to receive the money on the following Monday. Her chief virtue was that she paid her rent every Monday morning and gave no trouble.

‘Do you mind if I search her room?’

The landlady wished that and showed him the way; it gave her a nice feeling of authority to be present during the operation.

Jim was shown into a small back room, scrupulously clean, with a bed and a sort of homemade hanging cupboard that had been fixed in one corner and was shrouded by a cheap curtain. Here was the meagre wardrobe of the missing charwoman: a skirt or two, a light summer coat that had seen its brightest days, and a best hat. He tried the chest of drawers and found one drawer locked. This he opened with the first key on his own bunch, to the awe and admiration of the landlady. Here was proof of the woman’s affluence — a post office bankbook showing £87 to her credit, four new £1 Treasury notes, and a threadbare bag with a broken catch.

Inside this were one or two proofs of the vanity of the eternal feminine — a greasy powder-puff, a cheap trinket or two, and between lining and outer cover a folded paper of some sort.

It had not got there by accident, he saw, when he carried the bag to the light, for it was carefully sewn into the lining. He took out his pocket knife and, picking the stitches, extracted what he thought was one sheet of paper, lightly folded. When he opened the paper out he found there were two sheets.

The landlady ducked her head sideways in an effort to catch a glimpse of the writing, but Jim was aware of this manoeuvre.

‘Do you mind going downstairs,’ he asked politely, ‘and seeing if you can find in your ash-can—’

‘Dustbin,’ corrected the lady.

‘Whatever it is, the envelope of any letter addressed to Mrs Gibbins?’

By the time she returned from her profitless task the papers had disappeared, and Jim Carlton was sitting on the narrow window ledge, a cigar between his teeth and he was examining the threadbare carpet with such intentness that the landlady was certain that he had discovered some bloodstains.

‘Eh?’ He woke from his dream with a start. ‘You can’t find it? I’m sorry. What was it I asked you to get? Oh, yes, an envelope. Thank you. I found it in the bag.’

He relocked the drawer, and with another glance round the apartment came down the treacherous stairs.

‘You don’t think she’s drownded herself, sir?’ asked the landlady tremulously.

‘No. Why? Did she ever threaten to commit suicide?’

‘She’s been pretty miserable for some time, poor dear!’ The woman wiped a tear from her cheek, and the fascinated Jim observed that the spot where the apron had been rubbed was perceptibly cleaner.

‘No, I don’t think she has — committed suicide,’ he said. ‘She may turn up. If she does, will you send me a telegram?’

He scribbled his name and address on a blank that he found in his pocket and gave her the money for its dispatch.

‘I know there’s something wrong,’ insisted the tearful lady. ‘Foul play or something. She bought some stuff to make up into a dress; I’ve got it in my kitchen — it only came the night before last.’

She showed him the package, which was unopened.

‘My niece was coming in yesterday morning to show her how to cut it out,’ continued the woman, ‘but, of course, Mrs Gibbins didn’t come home, and my niece lives over in Peckham, and it’s a long drag here—’

‘Yes. I suppose so,’ said Jim absently.

He walked down the noisome street, got into the car that was waiting at the end, and went slowly back across Westminster Bridge to his room.

Elk was not in and, even if he had been, Jim was not in the mood for consultation. He spread out on the table the papers he had taken from Mrs Gibbins’s bag and read them carefully, jotted down a few particulars and, refolding them, put them in his pocketbook. He passed the next hour dictating letters to the last people in the world one would have imagined would be interested in the disappearance of a charwoman.

Aileen did not expect to see him again that day and was surprised, almost pleasurably, when he walked into the outer office and sent in his name. She was on the point of leaving and the office boy, impatient to be gone, misinterpreted the colour that came to her cheeks.

‘You’ll be getting me a very bad name, Mr Carlton,’ she said as they went into the street together.

‘Did I tell you that my front name was Jim, or James, as the case may be?’ he asked. ‘Shall we try something more snappy in the restaurant line? I know a place in Soho—’

‘No, I think I’ll go home now.’

‘I wanted to talk to you about our Mrs Gibbins,’ he said flippantly, though he was not feeling at all flippant. ‘And I told our people that I can be found there if I am wanted.’

‘Have you had any news?’ she asked; and he guessed by her penitent tone that she had altogether forgotten the existence of the charwoman. At any rate she did not demur when he handed her into the car and she accepted his restaurant, dingy though it was, without protest.

They were passing from the street when Jim heard his name called and, looking round, saw a headquarters man.

‘Came through just after you left, sir.’

Jim read the hastily-written phone message.

‘I’ll be back in an hour,’ he said, and followed the girl who was waiting for him in the vestibule.

When they were seated: ‘I want to ask you: was Mrs Gibbins in the flat that night your uncle’s safe was burgled?’

She considered. ‘No, she wasn’t there; at least, she oughtn’t to have been there. She came later, you remember. I opened the door to her.’

‘Oh!’ he said, and she smiled.

‘What does “Oh!” mean?’ And then quickly: ‘You don’t think she was the burglar, do you?’

‘No, I don’t think that,’ he said; his tone was very grave — she wondered why. ‘Tell me something about her; was she well educated?’

Aileen shook her head.

‘No, she was rather illiterate. I’ve had many of her notes, and they were scarcely decipherable. The spelling was — well, very original.’

‘Oh!’ he said again, and she could have boxed his ears.

‘Well, that’s that!’ he said at last. ‘I don’t think that even your uncle, with his well-known passion for humanity, will so much as shed a silent tear. She was just nothing, nobody — a wisp of straw caught up in the wind and deposited God knows where! Stale fruit under the dustman’s broom. Horrible, isn’t it? Think of it! All the theatres will soon be crowded and people will be screaming with laughter at the antics and clowning of the comedians! There will be a State ball at the Palace and tonight happy men and women will I be dancing on a hundred floors. Who cares about Mrs Gibbins?’

He was very serious, and a minute before he had been almost gay.

‘The passing of a friendless woman is a small thing.’ He rubbed his nose irritably. ‘And now it is a big thing!’ he said, raising a warning finger and looking at her. ‘Mrs Gibbins is stirring the minds of eighteen thousand London policemen, who if need be would have the support of the whole Brigade of Guards and every one of these dancers, diners and theatregoers would move with one accord and not rest day or night till they found the man who struck her down and dropped her poor, wasted body in the waters of the Regent’s Canal!’ She half rose, but he motioned her down. ‘I’ve spoilt your dinner and I’ve spoilt my own, too,’ he said.

‘Dead?’ she whispered. He nodded. ‘Murdered?’

‘Yes…I think so. They took her out of the canal a few minutes before I left the office, and there were marks to show that she’d been bludgeoned. I had the news just before I came in. What was she doing near the Edgware Road — in Regent’s Park, let us say? Give her two days to drift as far.’

The waiter came and stood at his elbow in an attitude of expectancy. The girl shook her head. ‘I can’t eat.’

‘Omelettes,’ said Jim. ‘That isn’t eating; it’s just nourishment.’

Arthur Ingle had the discomfort of a police visitation, but he knew nothing of Mrs Gibbins, knew much less indeed than his niece.

‘I have seen the woman, but I shouldn’t recognise her.’

This accorded with the information already in their possession, and the two detectives who called had a whisky-and-soda with him and departed.

The landlady of the Rents could say no more than she had said on the previous afternoon to Sub-Inspector Carlton.

Jim went down himself to see this worthy soul; and he had a particular reason, because on that morning, ‘regular as clockwork,’ came the envelope which contained Mrs Gibbins’s quarterly allowance; and that lady was rather in a fluster, because the letter had not arrived.

‘No, sir, it was never registered, that’s why I feel so awkward about it. People might think…but you can ask the postman yourself, sir.’

‘I’ve asked him,’ smiled Jim. ‘Tell me, where were those letters posted? You must have seen the date-stamp at some time or other.’

But she swore she hadn’t; she was not inquisitive, indeed regarded inquisitiveness as one of the vices which had come into existence with reading newspapers. She did not explain the connection between the popular press and the inquiring mind, though it was there plain to be seen.

The local police inspector had cleared the wardrobe and drawers of all portable articles, including the bag.

‘I told him you found a paper in the bag, but he couldn’t see it, sir, though he searched high and low for it.’

‘There wasn’t a paper to find,’ said Jim untruthfully.

His position was a delicate one. He had withdrawn important evidence from what might perhaps be a very serious case. There was only one course to take and this he followed.

Returning to Scotland Yard, he requested an interview with the Commissioners, explained what he had done, told them frankly his suspicions and asked for the suppression of the evidence he held. The consultation was postponed for the attendance of a representative of the Public Prosecutor, but in the end he had his way, and when the inquest was held on Annie Maud Gibbins the jury returned an open verdict, which meant that they were content with the statement that the deceased woman had been ‘found dead’, and expressed no opinion as to how she met her fate — a laudable verdict, since no member of the jury, not even the coroner, nor the doctors who testified with so many reservations, had the slightest idea how the life of Mrs Gibbins, the charlady, had gone out.



Chapter 9


Table of Contents


Aileen Rivers was annoyed, and since the object of her annoyance lived in the same room, and to use a vulgar idiom, under the same hat as herself, a highly unsatisfactory state of affairs was produced. She was annoyed because she had not seen Mr James Carlton for a week. But she was furious with herself that she was annoyed at all. Mr Stebbings, that stout lawyer, had reached an age when he was no longer susceptible to atmosphere, yet even he was conscious that his favourite employee had departed in some degree from the normal. He asked her if she was not well; and suggested that she should take a week off and go to Margate. The suggestion of Margate was purely mechanical; he invariably prescribed Margate for all disorders of body and mind, having been once in the remote past cured of the whooping cough in that delightful town. It was not Margate weather, and Aileen was not Margate-minded.

‘I remember’ — Mr Stebbings unfolded several of his heavy chins to gaze meditatively at the ceiling—’many years ago suggesting to Miss Mercy Harlow — ahem!—’

It occurred to him that the girl would not know Miss Mercy Harlow and that the name would be without significance; for the great heights to which the living Harlow had risen were outside his comprehension.

‘You used to act for the Harlows once, didn’t you; Mr Stebbings?’

‘Yes,’ said Mr Stebbings carefully. ‘It was — er — a great responsibility. I was not sorry when young Mr Stratford went elsewhere.’

He said no more than this, which was quite a lot for Mr Stebbings, but by one of those coincidences which are a daily feature of life she came again into contact with the Harlow family.

Mr Stebbings was dealing with a probate case. A will had been propounded in the court, and was being opposed by a distant relative of the legator. The question turned on whether, in the spring of a certain year the legator had advanced certain money to one of the numerous beneficiaries under the will with the object of taking him out of the country.

Aileen was sent to inspect the cash book, since it was alleged the money had been paid through the lawyers. She found the entry without a great deal of difficulty, and, running down the index to discover if she had missed any further reference, her finger stopped at the words:

‘Harlow — Mercy Mildred. Harlow-Stratford Selwyn Mortimer.’

She would not have been human if she had not turned up the pages. For a quarter of an hour she pored over the accounts of the dead and gone Miss Mercy, that stern and eccentric woman, and then she saw an item ‘To L. Edwins, £125.’ An entry occurred four months later: ‘To L. Edwins, £183 17s. 4d.’ She knew of Mrs Edwins, and had seen a copy of Miss Mercy Harlow’s will — she had looked it up after the Dartmoor meeting, being momentarily interested in the millionaire.

She turned to Stratford’s account, which was a very small one. Evidently, Mr Harlow made no payments through his lawyers. If an opportunity had occurred she would have asked Mr Stebbings for further information about the family, though she was fairly sure that such a request would have produced no satisfactory result.

Deprived of this interest, Aileen was thrown back upon the dominating occupation of life — her amazement and disapproval of Aileen Rivers in relation to Mr James Carlton.

He knew her address: she had particularly told him the number. Equally true it was that she had asked him only to write on official business. By some miracle she had not been called to give evidence at the inquest and she might, and did, trace his influence here. But even that could not be set against a week’s neglect.

‘Ridiculous’ (said the saner part other, in tones of reprobation). ‘You hardly know the man! Just because he’s been civil to you and has taken you out to dinner twice (and they were both more or less business occasions), you’re expecting him to behave as though he were engaged to you!’

The unregenerate Aileen Rivers merely tossed her head at this and was unashamed.

She could, of course, have written to him: there was excuse enough; and she actually did begin a letter, until the scandalous character of her behaviour grew apparent even to Aileen II.

Saturday passed and Sunday; she stayed at home both days in case —

He called on Sunday night, when she had given up — well, if not hope, at any rate expectation.

‘I’ve been down to the country,’ he said.

She interviewed him in the sitting room, which her landlady set aside for formal calls.

‘Couldn’t you come out somewhere? Have you dined?’

She had dined.

‘Come along and walk; it’s rather a nice night. We can have coffee somewhere.’

Her duty was to tell him that he was taking much for granted, but she didn’t. She went upstairs, got her coat and in the shortest space of time was walking with him through Bloomsbury Square.

‘I’m rather worried about you,’ he said.

‘Are you?’ Her surprise was genuine.

Yes, I am a little. Didn’t you tell me Mrs Gibbins used to confide her troubles to you?’ There was a note of anxiety in his voice.

‘She was rather confidential at times.’

‘Did she ever tell you anything about her past?’

‘Oh, no,’ said Aileen quickly. ‘It was mostly about her mother, who died about four years ago.’

‘Did she ever tell you her Christian name — her mother’s, I mean?’

‘Louisa,’ answered the girl promptly. ‘You’re awfully mysterious, Mr James Carlton. What has this to do with poor Mrs Gibbins?’

‘Nothing, except that her name was Annie Maud, and the letters containing the money, which came to her quarterly, were addressed to “Louisa,” 14 Kennet Road, Birmingham, and readdressed by the postal authorities. A letter came this morning.’

‘Poor soul!’ said the girl softly.

‘Yes.’

It was surprising how well she understood him, remembering the shortness of their acquaintance. She knew, for example, when he was thinking of something else — his voice rose half a tone.

‘Isn’t that strange? Do you remember my telling you of the eighteen thousand policemen and the Brigade of Guards, and the whole congregation of the blessed? And now they are all agitated because Mrs Gibbins’s mother was named Louisa! That discovery — I shouldn’t have asked you, because I knew it already — proved two things: first, that Mrs Gibbins committed a crime some fifteen years ago, and secondly, that this is the second time she’s been dead!’

He suddenly relaxed and laughed softly.

‘Don’t tell me,’ he warned her. ‘I know just the fictional detective whom I am imitating! The whole thing is rather complicated. Did I say coffee or dinner?’

‘You said coffee,’ she said.

The popular restaurant into which they went was just a little overcrowded and after being served they lost no time in making their escape.

They were passing along Coventry Street when a big car rolled slowly past. The man who was driving was in evening dress…they saw the sheen of his diamond studs, the red tip of his cigar.

‘Nobody on earth but the Splendid Harlow could so scintillate,’ said Jim. ‘What does he do in this part of the world at such an hour?’

The car turned to the right through Leicester Square and passed down Orange Street at a pace which was strangely majestic. It was as though it formed part of and led a magnificent procession. The same thought occurred to both of them.

‘He should really travel with a band!’

‘I was thinking that, too,’ laughed the girl. ‘He frightened me terribly the night he came to the flat. I mean, when I opened the door to him. And I’m not easily scared. He looked so big and powerful and ruthless that my soul cowered before him!’

They passed up deserted Long Acre; it was too early for the market carts to have assembled, and the street was a wilderness. Suddenly the girl found her hand held loosely in Jim Carlton’s. He was swinging it to and fro. The severer side of Miss Aileen Rivers closed its eyes and pretended not to see.

‘I’ve got a very friendly feeling for you,’ said Jim huskily. ‘I don’t know why, but I just have. And if you talk about the philandering constabulary, I will never forgive you.’

Three men had suddenly debouched from a side street; they were talking noisily and violently and were moving slowly towards them. Jim looked round: the only man in sight was walking in the opposite direction, having passed them a minute or so before.

‘I think we’ll cross the road,’ he said. He took her arm, and, quickening his step, led her to the opposite sidewalk.

The quarrelling three turned back and Jim stopped. ‘I want you to run back to the other end of Long Acre and fetch a policeman,’ he said in a low voice. ‘Will you do this for me? Run!’

Obediently she turned and fled, and as she did so one of the three came lurching towards him.

‘What’s the idea?’ he said loudly. ‘Can’t we have an argument without you butting in?’

‘Stay where you are, Donovan,’ said Jim. ‘I know you and I know just what you’re after.’

‘Get him,’ said somebody angrily, and Jim Carlton whipped out the twelve inch length of jambok that he carried in his pocket and struck at the nearest man. As the flexible hide reached its billet the man dropped like one shot. In another second his two companions had sprung at the detective; and he knew that he was fighting, if not for his life, at any rate to save himself from an injury which would incapacitate him for months.

Again the jambok reached home; a second man reeled.

And then a taxicab came flying down Long Acre with a policeman on each footboard…

‘No, not Bow Street,’ said Jim, ‘take them to Cannon Row.’

Aileen was in the taxicab, a most unheroic woman, on the verge of tears.

‘I guessed what they were after,’ said Jim, as they were driving home. ‘It is one of the oldest tricks in the world, that rehearsed street fight.’

‘But why? Why did they do it? Were they old enemies of yours?’ she asked, bewildered.

‘One,’ he said. ‘Donovan.’ He carefully avoided her second question.

The presence of Mr Harlow in his lordly car was no accident. The car which passed down Orange Street was ostensibly carrying him to Vira’s Club, but there was a short cut which brought him through St Martin’s Lane to the end of Long Acre before the two walkers could possibly reach there. What was more important was that it was very clear to Jim that he and the girl were under observation, and had been followed that night from the moment he left the club where he lived, until the attack was delivered.

The reason for the hold-up was not difficult to understand, even supposing he ruled out the very remote possibility that it was associated with Mrs Gibbins’s death. And that he must exclude, unless he gave Mr Harlow credit for supernatural powers.

He saw the girl to her boarding house and went back to Scotland Yard, to find a telegram awaiting him. It was from the detective force of Birmingham, and ran:

‘Your inquiry 793 Mrs Louisa Gibbins, deceased. Letter which came to her regularly every quarter, and which was subsequently readdressed to Mrs Gibbins, of Stanmore Rents, Lambeth, invariably had Norwood postmark. This fact verified by lodger of late Mrs Gibbins of this town. Annie Maud Gibbins’s real name, Smith. She married William Smith, a platelayer on Midland Railway. Further details follow, Hooge. Ends.’

A great deal of this information was not new to Jim Carlton. But the Norwood postmark was invaluable, for in that suburb of London lived Mr Ellenbury. Further details he would not need.

But before that clue could be followed, Jim Carlton’s attention was wholly occupied by the strange behaviour of Arthur Ingle, who suddenly turned recluse, declined all communication with the outside world and, locking himself in his flat, gave himself to the study of cinematography.
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In the days which followed Jim Carlton was a busy man, and only once during the week did he find time to see Aileen, and then she related one of the minor troubles of life.

A new boarder had come to the establishment where she lived, an athletic young man who occupied the room immediately beneath hers and whose apparent admiration took the form of following tier to her work every morning at a respectful distance.

‘I wouldn’t mind that, but he makes a point of being in the neighbourhood of the office when I come out for lunch, and when I go home at nights.’

‘Has he spoken to you?’ asked Jim, interested.

‘Oh, no, he’s been most correct; he doesn’t even speak at meals.’

‘Bear with him,’ said Jim, a twinkle in his eye. ‘It is one of the penalties attached to the moderately goodlooking.’

Jim interviewed the girl’s new admirer.

‘As a shadow you’re a little on the heavy side, Brown,’ he said. ‘You should have found a way of watching her without her knowing.’

‘I’m very sorry, sir,’ said Detective Brown, and thereafter his espionage was less oppressive.

It was remarkable that in none of the excursions which Jim Carlton made from day to day did he once see Arthur Ingle. Deliberately he called at those restaurants and places of resort which in the old days were favoured by the man. It would not be a sense of shame or an unwillingness to meet old friends and associates of a more law-abiding life, that would keep him away. If anything, he was proud of his accomplishments, for by his fantastic twist of reasoning he had come to regard himself as a public benefactor.

Nobody had seen him; even the comrades whom it was his joy to address in frowsy Soho halls had not been honoured by speech or presence.

‘It almost looks as if he had gone over to the capitalists,’ said one.

‘I didn’t notice the flags were flying in Piccadilly,’ said Jim.

One night it happened that he found himself walking along the street at the back of Fotheringay Mansions and, looking up, noticed a bright light burning behind the green blind in an upper room. Mr Ingle’s apartment was easily located. There was a narrow parapet to identify the height; the lumber room where the light showed was four windows from the fire escape.

Elk was with him, and to that unenthusiastic man he confided his intentions.

‘He’ll start a squeal about police persecution,’ suggested Elk.

Undeterred, Jim went up in the elevator, though the man in charge discouraged him.

‘I don’t think Mr Jackson is at home,’ he said. ‘A gentleman called an hour ago and knocked twice but could get no answer.’

‘Maybe I can knock louder,’ suggested Jim.

But ring and knock as he did, he had no answer. Yet, as he listened at the letterbox aperture, to make certain that the bell was ringing, he could have sworn he heard a stealthy footstep inside. Why was Ingle hiding?

There was, of course, the possibility that the man was engaged in some new piece of roguery. But from his experience of swindlers, Jim Carlton knew that they were never furtive when they were planning a coup.

The landing was deserted and he could wait without attracting to himself the suspicion of the lift man. Again he stooped and listened; and now he heard a sound which puzzled him-a rapid whirring. He had heard that noise before somewhere, and yet he could not locate or diagnose the sound. It came very faintly as through a closed door…

He saw the ascending light of the elevator and walked to the gate. The car passed to the next floor to discharge its passenger, and then came down to his level.

‘Couldn’t make him hear, I suppose, sir?’ asked the elevator man, with the satisfaction of one whose dire prophecy has been realised. ‘He won’t see anybody these days. Why, he doesn’t even come out for his meals.’

‘He has a servant, hasn’t he?’

‘Not now,’ said the liftman gloomily, as they sank slowly down the well. ‘Used to have, but she—’ He told the story of Mrs Gibbins. ‘Now he gets his food and stuff delivered. I think Mr Jackson is going in for something unusual,’ he added as they reached the ground floor and he pulled back the gates.

‘What do you mean by “something unusual”?’

The man scratched his head.

‘I don’t know exactly. About four days ago a man came here with a long black box — the sort of thing that they use for carrying films—’

Films! Now Jim Carlton understood. This was the sound he had heard: the whirr of a cine projector!

‘He took it up and left it. I asked him if Mr Jackson was taking on film work, but he said nothing — the man who brought it, I mean. Of course, if I knew for certain that he had any celluloid stored on the premises, I’d have to report it. Fire risk…’

Jim listened without hearing. He was dumbfounded by the discovery. Every man has his secret weakness, but though he had credited Mr Arthur Ingle with many peculiarities, he had never suspected him of a passion for the cinema.

Elk was waiting outside, the stub of a cigar between his teeth, a large unfurled umbrella in his hand, and in a few words Jim told him what he had learnt.

‘Pitchers!’ said Elk, shaking his head. ‘Never thought he would lower himself to that! Queer thing how these crooks sort of run to weakness one way or the other. I knew a man, the cleverest safebreaker in Europe, who’d risk a lagging to get a game of ping-pong! There was another fellow named Moses who had the finest long-firm business in England—’

‘Let us go round and look at the back of the house again,’ Jim interrupted the reminiscences ruthlessly.

The bright light was showing again, clear through the dark green blinds, even as he looked it was extinguished, but when his eyes became accustomed to the darkness he could see the reflected glow of another light. It was in this room, then, that Mr Ingle was engaged in his new hobby.

Jim looked naturally at the fire-escape. There was a wall to be scaled, or easier perhaps, a door into the courtyard of the building might be opened with one of his keys. But the door needed no forcing; it was unlocked and gave easy entry to a stone-paved yard, whence a flight of iron stairs led up to the roof. An iron bar was fastened across the rails at the bottom, for what purpose was not clear, since it was possible to get either over or beneath it.

‘Maybe it’s to keep it airtight,’ suggested Elk, ‘or to trip up the fellers that are not burnt to death. Going up?’

Jim nodded, and Inspector Elk followed him from landing to landing until they came level with the floor on which Mr Ingle’s flat was situated. Without a word, Jim Carlton swung himself over the rail and, balancing precariously upon the narrow ledge of stone, felt forward and gripped the nearest windowsill. Progress in front of the windows was an easy matter to one with his nerves: it was in the intervening spaces, where he had to depend for his life upon a fine sense of balance, that the danger lay. Elk watched him anxiously as he moved nearer and nearer to the window, flattening himself against the wall and edging forward inch by inch; in this perilous fashion, he came sidling to the window from behind which came the ceaseless rattle of the projector.

The moment he reached his objective Jim knew that his effort had been in vain. Behind blind and window he could see the small projector at work, was dazzled by the flicker of the light, and Arthur Ingle showed clearly in the glow thrown back from the invisible screen. He was staring at the picture which he was projecting, and the first thing the detective noticed was that Mr Ingle was in need of a barber, for his face was covered by a ragged white stubble and his grey hair was long and unkempt.

But what was the picture he was viewing so intently? Jim screwed his head round, but on the left-hand side of the window the blind ran flush with the sash. There was nothing to but to make his way back and noiselessly he edged towards the fire ladder.

He had not gone more than halfway before he had a shock. He felt a stone yield beneath his feet, the edge broke off and fell into the courtyard below. It might be one rotten piece, he argued, but stepped more carefully. If the parapet gave under his weight while he was traversing a wall space, nothing could save him from death; but he did not allow his mind to dwell upon this aspect of the adventure.

He had reached the window nearest to the iron stairs and was feeling cautiously along with his feet when, without warning, the narrow parapet beneath him cracked. He managed to grip the wooden window; and in another second was hanging with his legs in space. He heard Elk’s agitated whisper, saw the elderly detective thrust up the crook of his umbrella, but knew that this was beyond his reach.

There was only one hope; taking off his soft felt hat, he put his hand inside and drove straight at the glass of the window. The shock of the blow almost dislodged him, but clearing off the broken edge of glass, he took a firm grip of the window-sash and drew himself up. A second pane was broken in the same way and, reaching in, with some difficulty he turned the window catch and pushed up the sash.

In another second he was in a room. He stopped to listen.

The smashing of the glass had evidently not aroused the inmates and he passed out the news to the agitated Elk.

‘I don’t know whose flat it is,’ he whispered. ‘Meet me at the front of the building.’

Tiptoeing across the room, he felt for the light and turned it on. He was in a small bedroom, which had evidently not received any attention for a very considerable time, for dust lay thick upon the furniture and upon the folded blankets at the foot of the bed. Yet the room was handsomely furnished and in a style that harmonised with the general furnishings of Ingle’s apartment. Evidently this was one of the rooms which he had not visited.

He opened the door carefully. The dining-hall was in darkness; from the lumber-room came the ceaseless clickety-click of the projector.

Should he risk being discovered and satisfy his curiosity?

It was almost worth while. As he debated the point, the telephone rang noisily in the diningroom and he drew back, pulling the door close. He heard the snap as Ingle turned on the lights…

‘Hullo! — yes, Jackson…oh, is that you? Speaking from a call-box, I hope? Good! Yes, everything is OK…Yes, I’ve heard him — but only on the radio. I shall have to go to a meeting. He’s a good speaker? Huh! So am I! A spellbinder — you can laugh! I’ve had four thousand people cheering for two minutes. Don’t worry…no, thanks, I have all the money I need.’

The receiver thudded down and presently the lights went out and the lumber-room door closed.

A spellbinder? Who was to be bound by the eloquence of Mr Arthur Ingle? He waited until he heard the projector whirring again, and then, tiptoeing across the room, reached the passage. He was sorely tempted to take one look at the film show, but obviously he could only do this with the certainty that he would be seen, and Jim had all a detective’s horror of a ‘police persecution’ charge.

He turned his flashlight on the table: there might be something there which would give him a clue. He saw a fat envelope bearing the name of the Cunard Company. This had not been opened, but he could guess its contents. Mr Ingle contemplated a visit to the United States — or Canada, perhaps.

The turning of the projector ceased. He passed quickly to the hall, opened the door and closed it quietly after him. The elevator was ascending as he went down, and he was spared an explanation of his surprising presence. He found the patient Elk flapping his hands to keep warm and puffing at the last few centimetres of his cigar.

Fortunately Jim’s club was within a quarter of an hour’s walk and as they crossed the park Elk asked:

‘You got into old man Ingle’s flat, didn’t you?’

‘Looks like it.’

‘What’s thrillin’ him?’ asked Elk. ‘I hate admittin’ it, but the cinema’s my favourite sleepin’ place. Or was he runnin’ through the cartoons?’

‘I’d give a lot to know,’ said Jim, and repeated the conversation he had overheard.

‘Never know whether Arthur’s red because he’s wild, or wild because he’s red,’ mused Elk. ‘He’s a bit of a dilly-what’s the word?-dillytanty, that’s it. There’s quite a lot of genuine Reds, but a whole lot of people who hang on in the hope that one of the comrades will break a jeweller’s window so that they can get away with the doin’s. Most people are Red if they only knew it. Take the feller that keeps beehives. He just waits for the old capitalist bee to pile up his honey reserves and then he comes down on his bankroll…’

He philosophised thus all the way across the park.

‘I am almost at the end of my theories — what is yours, Elk?’

‘Beer,’ said Elk absently, as they mounted the steps of the club.

‘Looks like he’s gettin’ ready for a quick money stunt,’ said Elk, as they made their way to the coffee-room. ‘But, Lord, you can never follow the minds of people like Ingle!

And he’s an actor too — that makes him more skittish. As likely as not he’s goin’ to give lectures on “My Five Years of Hell” — they all do it.’

Jim shook his head helplessly.

‘I don’t know what to make of that film craze of his.’

‘Decadence,’ said Elk laconically. ‘All these birds go wrong some way or another, I tell you.’

The waiter was hovering at their elbow.

‘Beer,’ said Elk emphatically.

It was a bitterly cold night, and in spite of the briskness of their walk Jim had been glad to get into the comfort of his club. He had no intention of returning to Scotland Yard that night, and was in fact parting with Elk at the door that looks out upon Pall Mall when the club porter called him.

There was an urgent message for him and, going into the booth, he spoke to one of the chief inspectors.

‘I have been trying to get you all the evening,’ said the officer. ‘One of the park-keepers has found the place where he thinks Mrs Gibbins was thrown into the canal. I’m on the phone to him. He suggested you should meet him outside the Zoological Society’s office.’

‘Tell him that I’ll come right along,’ said Jim quickly, and returning to Elk, conveyed the gist of the message.

‘Can’t these amacher detectives find things in the Lord’s bright sunlight?’ asked Elk bitterly. ‘Half-past nine and freezing like the devil: what a time to go snooping round canals!’

Yet he insisted upon going along with his companion.

‘You might miss something,’ he grumbled as the draughty taxi moved northward. ‘You ain’t got my power of observation and deduction. Anyway, I’ll bet we’re wasting our time. They’ll show us the hole in the water where she went in most likely.’

‘The canal is frozen,’ smiled Jim. ‘In fact, it’s been frozen since the day after the body was found.’

Mr Elk growled something under his breath; whether it was an uncomplimentary reference to the weather or to the tardiness of park-keepers, Jim did not gather.

It was not a keeper but an inspector who was waiting for them outside the Zoological offices. The discovery had been made that afternoon, but the keeper had not reported the matter until late in the evening. The inspector took a seat in their taxi and under his direction they drove back some distance to the place where a bridge crosses the canal to Avenue Road. Here the Circle roadway is separated from the canal by a fifty-foot stretch of grassland and trees. This verge, in summer, affords a playing ground for children, and has, from their point of view, the attraction of dipping down in a steep slope to the banks of the canal, which, however, is separated from the park by a row of wooden palings, wired to form an unclimbable fence. The playground is reached from the road by a broad iron gate running parallel with the bridge, and this, explained the park inspector, was locked at nights.

‘Occasionally somebody forgets,’ he said, ‘and I remember having it reported to me on the night after this woman’s disappearance, that the gates were found open in the morning.’

He led the way cautiously down the steep declivity towards the fence which runs by the canal bank. Here is a rough path and along this they trudged over ground frozen hard.

‘One of our keepers had to make an inspection of the fence this afternoon,’ the officer went on, ‘and we found that the palings had been wrenched from one of the supporting posts. Afterwards somebody must have put them up again and did the job so well that we have never noticed the break.’

They had now reached the spot, and a powerful light thrown along the fence revealed the extent of the damage.

A wire strand and one of the palings had been broken, and the officer had only to push lightly at the fence to send it sagging drunkenly towards the canal. He put his foot upon it and with a creak it lay over so that he could have walked without any difficulty on to the canal bank.

‘Our man thought that the damage had been done by boys, until he saw the hat.’

‘Which hat?’ asked Jim quickly.

‘I left it here for you to see, exactly as he found it.’

The superintendent’s light travelled along a bush, and presently focused upon a crushed brown object, which had been caught between two branches of the bush. Jim loosened the pitiable relic, a brown felt hat, stained and cut about the crown. It might easily, he saw, have been dragged off in a struggle, and against the autumnal colouring of the undergrowth would have escaped notice.

‘Here is another thing,’ said the park officer. ‘Do you see that? It was the first thing I looked for, but I have no doubt that you gentlemen will understand better than I what it signifies.’

It was the impress of a heel in the frozen ground. By its side a queer, flat footmark, crisscrossed with innumerable lines.

‘Somebody who wore rubbers,’ said Elk, going down on his knees. ‘There has been a struggle here. Look at the sideways thrust of that heel! And—’

‘What is this?’ asked Jim sharply.

His lamp was concentrated upon a tiny, frozen puddle, and Elk looked but could see nothing but its grey-white surface. Kneeling, Jim took out a knife from his pocket and began to scrape the ice; and now his companion saw what had attracted his attention: a piece of paper. It was an envelope which had been crushed into the mud. When he got the frozen object into the light it was frozen to the shape of the heel that had trodden upon it. Gently he scraped away the mud and ice until two lines were legible. The first was at the top left-hand corner and was heavily underlined.

‘By hand. Urgent.’

Only one line of the address was legible, but the word ‘Harlow’ was very distinct.

They carried their find back to the superintendent’s office and before his fire thawed it out. When the letter had become a limp and steaming thing, Jim stripped the flap of the envelope and carefully withdrew its contents.

‘DEAR MR HARLOW,

‘I am afraid I must disappoint you. I am in such a position, being an exconvict, that I cannot afford to take the slightest risk. I will tell you frankly that what I have in my mind, is that this may be a frame-p up organised by my friends the police, and I think that it would be, to say the least, foolish on my part to go any farther until I know your requirements, or at least have written proof that you have approached me.

‘Yours sincerely,

‘ARTHUR INGLE.’

The two men looked at one another.

‘That beats the band,’ said Elk. ‘What do you make of it, Carlton?’

Jim stood with his back to the fire, the letter in his hand, his brow wrinkled in a frown.

‘I don’t know…let me try now…Harlow asked Ingle to meet him: I knew that already. Ingle promised to go, changed his mind and wrote this letter, which has obviously never been opened by Harlow, and as obviously could not have been delivered to him before the interview, because, as I know — and I had a cold in the head to prove it — these two fellows met opposite the Horse Guards Parade and went joy-riding round the park for the greater part of an hour.

Supposing Harlow is concerned with the slaying of this wretched woman — and why he should kill her heaven knows! — would he carry about this unopened letter and leave it for the first flat-footed policeman to find?’

He sat down in a chair and held his head in his hands, and presently: ‘I’ve got it!’ he said, his eyes blazing with excitement. At least, if I haven’t got the whole story, I know at least one thing — poor Mrs Gibbins was very much in love with William Smith the platelayer!’

Elk stared at him.

‘You’re talking foolish,’ he said.
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Aileen Rivers had made one attempt to see her relative. She called up her uncle on the telephone and asked if she might call.

‘Why?’ was the uncompromising question.

Only a very pressing cause would have induced the girl to make the attempt — a fact which she conveyed to Ingle in the next sentence.

‘I’ve had a big bill sent to me for the redecoration of your flat. You remember that you wished this done. The decorators hold me responsible—’

‘Send the bill to me; I’ll settle it,’ he interrupted.

‘I’m not sure that all the items are exact,’ she began.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ he broke in again. ‘Send the bill: I’ll settle it. Good morning.’

She hung up with a little smile, relieved of the necessity for another interview.

There were times when Aileen Rivers was extremely grateful that no drop of Arthur Ingle’s blood ran in her veins.

He had married her mother’s first cousin, and the avuncular relationship was largely a complimentary one. She felt the need of emphasizing this fact upon Jim Carlton when he called that night — a very welcome visit, though he made it clear to her that the pleasure of seeing her again was not his sole object.

He had come to make inquiries which were a little inconsequent, she thought, about Mrs Gibbins. He seemed particularly anxious to know something about her nature, her qualities as a worker, and her willingness to undertake tasks which are as a rule outside the duties of a charwoman.

She answered every question carefully and exactly, and when her examination had been completed: ‘I won’t ask you why you want to know all this,’ she said, because I am sure that you must have a very good reason for asking. But I thought the case was finished?’

He shook his head. ‘No murder is finished until the assassin is caught,’ he said simply.

‘It was murder?’

‘I think so — Elk doesn’t. Even the doctors at the inquest disagreed. There is just a remote possibility that it may have been an accident.’ And then blandly: ‘How is your attentive fellow-boarder?’

‘Oh, Mr Brown?’ she said with a smile. ‘I don’t know what has happened, but since I spoke to you I’ve hardly seen him. Yes, he is still staying at the house.’

His visit was disappointingly short, though in reality she should not have been disappointed, because she had brought home a lot of work from the office — Mr Stebbings was preparing his annual audit, and she had enough to keep her occupied till midnight. Yet she experienced a little twinge of unhappiness when Jim Carlton took an abrupt adieu.

Though in no mood for work, she sat at her table until one o’clock, then, putting down her pen, opened the window and leaned out, inhaling the cold night air. The sky was clear and frosty; there was not a suspicion of the fog which had been predicted by the evening newspapers; and Coram Street was singularly peaceful and soothing. From time to time there came a distant whirr of wheels as cars and taxis passed along Theobald’s Road, but this was the only jar in the harmony of silence. It was one of London’s quiet nights.

She looked up and down the street-the deserted pavement was very inviting. She was stiff and cramped through sitting too long in one position, and a quarter of an hour’s walk was not only desirable, but necessary, she decided. Putting on her coat, she opened the door other room and crept silently down the stairs, not wishing to disturb the other inmates of the house.

At the foot of the first flight of stairs she had a surprise.

The door of the attentive boarder was wide open, and when she came abreast of it she saw him sitting in an armchair, a pipe gripped between his teeth, his hands clasped unromantically across his front and he was nodding sleepily. But she made sufficient noise to rouse him, and suddenly he sat up.

‘Hullo!’ he croaked, in the manner of one awaking from slumber. ‘Are you going out?’

The impertinence of the man took her breath away.

‘I thought of going for a stroll too,’ he said, rising laboriously. ‘I’m not getting enough exercise.’

‘I’m going to post a letter, that is all,’ she said, and had the humiliation of making a pretence to drop an imaginary letter into the pillarbox under his watchful eye.

She brushed past him as he stood in the doorway, blowing great clouds of smoke from his pipe, and almost ran up the stairs, angry with herself that she could allow so insignificant a thing to irritate her.

She did not see the man at breakfast, but as she walked up the steps to the office, she happened to glance round and, to her annoyance, saw him lounging on the corner of the square, apparently interested in nothing but the architecture of the fine old Queen Anne mansion which formed the corner block.

This day was to prove for Aileen Rivers something of an emotional strain. She was clearing up her desk preparatory to leaving the office when Mr Stebbings’s bell rang. She went in with her notebook and pencil.

‘No, no, no letter; I just have a curious request,’ said Mr Stebbings, looking past her. ‘A very curious and yet a very natural request. An old client of mine…his secretary has a sore throat or something. He wanted to know if you’d go round after dinner and take a few letters.’

‘Why certainly, Mr Stebbings,’ she said, surprised that he should be so apologetic.

‘He is not a client of mine now, as I think I’ve told you before,’ the stout Mr Stebbings went on, addressing the chandelier. ‘And I don’t know that I should wish for him to be a client either. Only—’

‘Mr Harlow?’ she gasped, and he brought his gaze down to her level.

‘Yes, Mr Harlow, 704 Park Lane. Do you mind?’

She shook her head.

‘No,’ she said. She had a struggle before she could agree. ‘Why, of course I’ll go. At what time?’

‘He suggested nine. I said that was rather late, but he told me that he had a dinner engagement. He was most anxious,’ said Mr Stebbings, his eyes returning to the Adam ceiling, ‘that this matter should be kept as quiet as possible.’

‘What matter?’ she asked wonderingly.

‘I don’t know’ — Mr Stebbings could be exasperatingly vague—’I rather fancy it may have been the contents of the letter; or, on the other hand, it may have been that he did not wish anybody to know that he had a letter of such importance as would justify the calling in of a special stenographer to deal with it. Naturally I told him he might rely on your discretion…thank you, that is all.’

She went back to her little room with the disquieting thought that she was committed to spend an hour alone with a man who on his last appearance had filled her with terror. She wondered whether she ought to tell Jim Carlton, and then she saw the absurdity of notifying to him every petty circumstance of her life, every coming and going. She knew he did not like Harlow; that he even suspected that splendid man of being responsible for the attack which had been made upon him in Long Acre; and she was the last to feed his prejudices. There were times when she allowed herself the disloyalty of thinking that Jim leaned a little towards sensationalism.

So she sent him no message, and at nine o’clock was ringing at the door of Mr Harlow’s house.

She had not seen him since he came to the flat. Once he had passed her in his car, but only Jim had recognised him.

Aileen was curious to discover whether she would recover that impression of power he had conveyed on the night of his call; whether the same thrill of fear would set her pulses beating faster-or whether on second view he would shrink to the proportions of someone who was just removed from the commonplace.

She had not anticipated that it would be Harlow himself who would open the door to her. He wore a dinner jacket, a pleated silk shirt and round the waist of his well cut trousers a cummerbund of oriental brocade. He looked superb. But the old thrill?…

Without realising her action she shook her head slowly.

His was a tremendous personality, dominating, masterful, sublimely confident. But he was not godlike. Almost she felt disappointed. Yet if he had been the Harlow of her mind it is doubtful whether she would have entered the house.

‘Most good of you!’ He helped her to struggle other heavy coat. ‘And very good of Stebbings! The truth is that my secretary is down with ‘flu and I hate employing people from agencies.’

He opened the door of the library and, entering, stood waiting with the edge of the door in his hand. As she stepped into the library, her foot slipped from under her on the highly-polished floor, and she would have fallen, but he caught her in a grip that was surprisingly fierce. As she recovered, she was facing him, and she saw something like horror in his eyes — just a glimpse, swift to come and go.

‘This floor is dreadful,’ he said jerkily. ‘The men from Herrans should have been here to lay the carpet.’

She uttered an incoherent apology for her clumsiness, but he would not listen.

‘No, no — unless you are used to the trick of walking on it—’

His concern was genuine, but he made a characteristic recovery.

‘I have a very important letter to write — a most important letter. And I am the worst of writers. Dictation is a cruel habit to acquire — the dictator becomes the slave of his typist!’

His attitude might be described as being generally offhanded. It struck Aileen that he was not at all anxious to impress her. She missed the smirk and the touch of ingratiating pomposity with which the middle-aged business man seeks to establish an impression upon a new and pretty stenographer. In a sense he was brusque, though he was always pleasant. She had the feeling of being put in her place — but it was an exact grading — she was in the place she belonged, no higher, no lower.

‘You have a notebook? Good! Will you sit at my table? I belong to the peripatetic school of dictators. Comfortable? Now—’

He gave a name and an address, spelling them carefully.

The letter was to a Colonel Harry Mayburgh of 9003 Wall Street.

‘My dear Harry’, he began. The dictation went smoothly from hereon. Harlow’s diction was a little slow but distinct.

He was never once at a loss for a word, nor did he flounder in the morass of parentheses. Towards the end of the letter:

‘…the European situation remains settled and there is every promise of a revival in trade during the next few months. I, for one, will never believe that so unimportant a matter as the Bonn affair will cause the slightest friction between ourselves and the French.’

She remembered now reading of the incident. A quarrel between a sous-officier of the French army and a peppery British colonel who had gone to Bonn.

So unimportant was the incident that when a question had been raised in the House of Commons by an inquisitive member, he had been greeted by jeering laughter. It seemed surprising that a man of Harlow’s standing should think it worth while to make any reference to the incident.

He stopped here, pinching his chin and gazing down at her abstractedly. She met the pale eyes — was conscious that in some ineffable manner his appearance had undergone a change. The pale eyes were deeper set; they seemed to have receded, leaving two little wrinkles of flesh to spoil the unmarked smoothness of skin. Perhaps she was mistaken and was seeing now, in a leisurely survey, characteristics which had been overlooked in the shock of meeting him at Fotheringay Mansions…

‘Yes,’ he said slowly, answering, as it were, a question he had put to himself. ‘I think I might say that. Will you read back?’

She read the letter from her shorthand and when she had finished he smiled.

‘Splendid!’ he said quietly. ‘I envy Mr Stebbings so efficient a young lady.’

He walked to the side-table, lifted a typewriter and carried it to the desk.

‘You will find paper and carbons in the top right hand drawer,’ he said. ‘Would you mind waiting for me after you have finished? I shall not be more than twenty minutes.’

She had made the required copies of the letter within a few minutes of his departure. There were certain matters to be considered; she sat back, her hands folded lightly on her lap, her eyes roving the room.

Mr Harlow’s splendour showed inoffensively in the decorations of the room. The furniture, even the bookcases which covered the walls, were in Empire style. There was a pervading sense of richness in the room and yet it might not in truth be called over-ornate, despite the gold and crystal of the candelabras, the luxury of heavy carpets and silken damask.

So roving her eyes came to the fireplace where the red coals were dying. On the white-tiled hearth immediately before the fire a little screw of paper had been thrown which, under the influence of the heat, had opened into a crumpled ball. She saw a pencilled scrawl.

‘Marling.’

She spelt the word — thought at first it was ‘making.’ And then she did something which shocked her even in the act — she stooped and picked up the paper, smoothed it out and read quickly, as though she must satisfy her curiosity before S, her outraged sense of propriety intervened.

The handle of the door turned; she slipped the creased paper into her bag, which was open on the table, and closed it as the stony-faced Mrs Edwins came into the room.

She came to the desk where the girl sat, her big, gaunt hands folded, her disparagement conveyed rather than expressed.

‘You’re the young woman,’ she stated.

‘I’m the young woman,’ smiled Aileen, who had a soft spot for age. She grew a little uncomfortable under the silent scrutiny that followed.

‘You’re a typewriter?’

‘A typist — yes. I am Mr Stebbings’s secretary.’

‘Stebbings!’

Mrs Edwins’ voice was surprisingly harsh and loud. The sudden change which came to her face was remarkable.

Eyes and thin lips opened together in startled surprise.

‘Stebbings? The lawyer? You’ve come here from him?’

For a second the girl was too startled to reply. ‘Yes…Mr Harlow asked that I be sent; his secretary was ill—’

‘Oh — that’s it!’ Relief unmistakable.

And here it flashed on the girl that this must be Mrs Edwins — that L. Edwins to whom reference had been made in the will of the late Miss Mercy Harlow. Perhaps, her nerves on edge, the woman received the thought, for she said quickly:

‘I am Mrs Lucy Edwins — Mr Harlow’s housekeeper.’

Aileen murmured some polite commonplace and wondered what was coming next. Nothing apparently, for, with a quick glance round the room, the woman sailed out, her hands still clasped before her, leaving the girl to her penitence and self-reproach. And these distresses were inevitable. A prying maid (she told herself) who read her mistress’s letters and poked into the mysteries of locked drawers was a pattern of decorum compared with a secretary who yet must inspect the wastepaper of a chance employer. She was of a mind to throw the paper into the fire, but it was natural that she should find excuses for her conduct. And her excuse (stoutly offered and defended to herself) was Jim Carlton and the vague familiarity of ‘Marling’.

Ten minutes passed and then Mr Harlow came slowly into the room. The door closed with a click behind him and he stood before her on the very spot where Mrs Edwins had conducted her cold survey.

‘My housekeeper came in, didn’t she?’

‘Yes’. She wondered what was coming next.

‘My housekeeper’ — he spoke slowly—’is the most unbalanced female I have ever known! She is the most suspicious woman I have ever known; and the most annoying woman I am ever likely to know.’ His eyes did not leave her face. ‘I wonder if you know why I sent for you?’

The question took her aback for the moment.

‘Don’t say to write a letter,’ he smiled. ‘I really wanted no letter written! It was an excuse to get you here alone for a little talk. And the fact that you have not gone pale and that you display no visible evidence of agitation is very pleasing to me. If you had, I should have opened the door to you and bid you a polite good night.’ He waited for her to speak.

‘I don’t quite understand what you want, Mr Harlow.’

‘Really? I was afraid that you would — and understand wrongly!’

He strode up and down the library, his hands under his coat tails, his head lifted so that he seemed immediately interested in the cornice.

‘I want a view — an angle. I can’t get that from any commonplace person. You are not commonplace. You’re not brilliant either — forgive my frankness. You’re a woman, perhaps in love — perhaps not. I don’t know, but a normal soul. You have no interest to serve.’

He stopped abruptly, looked at her, pointing to the door. ‘That door is locked,’ he said. ‘There is nobody in the house but myself and my housekeeper. The telephone near your right hand is disconnected. I am very fond of you!’

He paused and then nodded approvingly.

‘A little colour — that is annoyance. No trembling — that may come later. Will you be so good as to press the bell — you will find it…yes, that is it.’

Mechanically she had obeyed, and almost immediately the door opened and a tall manservant came in.

‘I want you to wait in the servants’ hall until this young lady has gone, Thomas — I have a letter I wish posted.’

The man bowed and went out. Mr Harlow smiled.

‘That disproves two statements I made to you — that the door was locked and that we were alone in the house. Now I think I know you! I wasn’t certain before. And of course I’m not fond of you — I like you though. If you feel inclined to call up James Carlton, the telephone is through to the exchange.’

‘Will you please tell me,’ she said quietly, ‘what all this means?’

He stood by the desk now, his white fingers beating a noiseless tattoo.

‘I know you, that is the point,’ he said. ‘I can now speak to you very plainly. Would you, for a very large financial consideration, marry a man in whom I am greatly interested?’

She shook her head and he approved even of the refusal.

‘That is splendid! You did not say I was insulting you, or that you could not marry a man for money — none of the cliches of the film or the novelette! You would have disappointed me if you had.’

Aileen made a discovery that left her doubting her own sanity. She liked this man. She believed in his sincerity. A crooked dealer he might be, but upon a plane which was beyond her comprehension. In the less lofty regions in the levels of human intercourse he was beyond suspicion. She felt curiously safe with him and was worried, as one who was in the process of changing a settled opinion in the face of a prejudiced habit of thought.

He had the face of a materialist — the blue of his eyes was (Jim had told her) common to great generals and great murderers. The thick lips and fleshy nose were repellent, Yet she lived consciously in a world of men and women — she did not look for god or hero in any man. None was wholly good; none was wholly bad, except in the most artificial of dramas.

‘I wonder if I know what you are thinking about?’

She mistrusted him now, having a sense of his uncanny power of mind-reading.

‘You are saying “I wonder if he is as great a scoundrel as people like Carlton say?” How shall you measure me? It is very difficult, not because I represent greatness, but because the canvas on which I work is immense. Miss Rivers, I hoped that you were heart-free.’

‘I think I am,’ she said.

‘Which means that you are not. I wanted you to marry somebody I love; the sweetest nature in the world. Something I have created out of confusion and chaos and shining lights and mysterious sounds. I talk like a divinity, but it is true. For years I have been looking for a wife.’ He leaned forward over the desk and his voice sank. ‘Shall I tell you something?’

And though she made no sign, he read her interest aright.

‘If you had said “yes”, my day would have been done. I am selfishly relieved that you declined. But if it had been “yes”, all this would have crumbled into dust-all the splendours of the Splendid Harlow! Dust and memories and failure!’

For a moment she thought he had been drinking and that she had not detected his condition before. But he was sober enough and very, very sane.

‘Strange, isn’t it? I like you. I like Carlton — unscrupulous but a nice man. He is waiting outside this house for you. Also a fellow-lodger of yours, a Mr Brown, who followed you here.’

She gasped at this.

‘He is a detective. Carlton is scared for you — he suspects me of harbouring the most sinister plans.’ His chuckle had a rich music in it. ‘Maybe I can help you some time. I’d love to give you a million and see what you would do with it.’

He held out his hand, and she took it without hesitation.

‘You haven’t told me whom I was to marry?’

‘A man with a golden beard,’ he laughed. ‘Forgive my little joke!’

She went out of the house bewildered and stopped on the step with a cry of wonder. Jim Carlton was standing on the sidewalk; and with him was Mr Brown, her fellow-boarder.

Mr Harlow waited until the door had closed upon his visitor and was stepping into the lift when his yellow-faced housekeeper appeared noiselessly from the direction of the servants’ hall.

‘What did that girl want?’ she asked.

‘Liberty of action,’ he replied.

‘I don’t understand what you’re talking about half the time,’ she complained. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if she wasn’t a spy.’

‘Nothing would surprise you, my dear woman,’ he said, his hand on the grille of the elevator.

‘I don’t like the look of her.’

‘I, on the contrary, like the look of her very much.’ He was resigned to the conversation. ‘I asked her to marry.’

‘You!’ she almost screamed.

‘No.’ He jerked his head to the ceiling and broke in upon her violent comment. ‘I’m not mad. I am very clever. I can face truth — that is the cleverest thing any man can do. I’m going up to Saul Marling.’

Her shrill voice followed him up the elevator shaft.

‘Fantastical nonsense…wasting your time!’

He closed the door of Marling’s apartment behind him and sank into a deep chair with a groan of relief. The bearded man, his face shadowed by a reading shade, looked round, chin on palm.

‘She has a tantrum today,’ he said, nodding his head wisely. ‘She was quite rude when I complained about the fish.’

‘The devil she was!’ Harlow sat upright, was on the point of rising but thought better of it. ‘You must have what you wish, my dear Saul. I will raise Cain if you don’t. What are you reading?’

Marling turned over the book to assure himself of the title.

‘The Interpretation of Dreams,’ he read.

‘Freud! Chuck it in the wastepaper basket,’ scoffed Harlow.

‘I don’t understand it very well,’ admitted his companion.

‘The man who can interpret other people’s dreams can interpret other people’s thought,’ said Harlow. ‘I have been dreaming for you, Saul Marling. I dreamt a wife for you, but she would have none of it.’

‘A wife!’ said the startled Marling, his hand trembling in his agitation. ‘I don’t want a wife — you know that!’

Mr Harlow lit a cigar.

‘Yes — but she doesn’t want a husband — I know THAT. Dreams, huh?’ He laughed to himself, the other man watching him curiously.

‘Do you ever dream?’ he asked with a timidity which was almost pathetic.

‘I? Lord, yes! I dream of jokes.’

Marling could not understand this: this strong man had talked about ‘jokes’ before, and when they were elaborated they had not amused anybody but Mr Harlow.

It is a peculiar trait of the English criminal that he never describes his unlawful act or acts by grandiloquent terms. Crime of all kind, especially crime against the person, is a ‘joke’. The man who holds up a cashier has ‘had a joke with him’; the confidence swindler ‘jokes’ his victim; a warehouse theft would be modestly described in the same way.

Mr Stratford Harlow once heard the term employed and never forgot it. This cant phrase so nearly covered his own mental attitude towards his operations; a good joke would produce the same emotions of mind and body.

Once he had written to an important rubber house offering to take its entire stock at a price which would show a fair profit to the seller. The house and its affiliated concerns smelt a forced buying and the price of rubber rose artificially.

He waited three months, buying everywhere but from the united companies and one night their stores illuminated the shipping of the Mersey.

That was a very good joke indeed. Mr Harlow chuckled for days, not because he had made an enormous fortune — the joke had to be there or the money had no value.

‘I don’t like your jokes,’ said Marling gravely.

‘I shouldn’t tell you about them,’ said Mr Harlow, suppressing a yawn; ‘but I have no secrets from you, Saul Marling. And I love testing them against your magnificent honesty. If you laughed at them as I laugh, I’d be worried sick. Come along to the roof for your walk and I’ll tell you the greatest joke of all. It starts with a dinner-party given in this house and ends with somebody making twenty millions and living happily ever after!’

It required a perceptible effort in Aileen to produce the paper she had found in the grate of Mr Harlow’s library.

She had the unhappy knowledge that whilst this big man had put her in her place, she hadn’t stayed there. She had gone down into deplorable depths. He might be anything that Jim believed, but on his own plane he had a claim to greatness.

When she reached that conclusion she felt that it was time to hand the paper to her companion.

‘I’m not going to excuse myself,’ she said frankly. ‘It was an abominable thing to do, and I won’t even say that I had you in my mind. It was just vulgar curiosity made me do it.’

They stopped under a street lamp and he opened the paper and read the message.

‘Marling!’ he gasped. ‘Good God!’

‘What is it?’

The effect of those scribbled words upon her companion astounded her. Presently he folded the paper very carefully and put it in his pocket.

‘Marling, Ingle, Mrs Gibbins,’ he said, in his old bantering mood. ‘Put me together the pieces of this jigsaw puzzle; and connect if you can the note of this Mr Marling, who wishes to retain his writing materials; your disreputable uncle who has developed a craze for film projecting; fit in the piece which stands for Mrs Gibbins and her beloved William Smith; explain a certain letter that was never posted and never delivered, yet was found in a frozen puddle — I nearly said puzzle! — and make of all these one intelligible picture.’

‘What on earth are you talking about?’ she asked helplessly.

He shook his head.

‘You don’t know! Elk doesn’t know. I’m not so sure that I know, but I wish the next ten days were through!’
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For Some reason which she could not explain to herself, Aileen was irritated.

‘Do you realise how horribly mysterious you are?’ she asked, almost tartly. ‘I always thought that the mystery of detectives was an illusion fostered by sensational writers.’

‘All mystery is illusion,’ he said grandly.

They had reached Oxford Street.

‘Have you ever been to the House of Commons?’ he asked her suddenly.

She shook her head.

‘No.’

‘Then come along. You’ll see something more entertaining than a film or a play, but you will hear very little that hasn’t been said better elsewhere.’

The House was in session, though she was only dimly aware of this, for she belonged to the large majority of people to whom the workings of Parliament were a closed book. Jim, on the contrary, was extraordinarily well informed in political affairs and favoured her with a brief dissertation on the subject. The old hard and fast party spirit was moribund, he said. The electorate had grown too flexible for any machine to control. There had been surprising results in recent by-elections to illustrate a fact so disconcerting to party organizers. The present Government, she learnt, despite its large majority, was on its last legs. There was dissension within the Cabinet, and rebel caves honeycombed the Government party.

In truth she was only faintly interested. But the approach to the Commons was impressive. The lofty hall, the broad stairway, the echoing lobby with its hurrying figures, and the mystery of what lay behind the door at one end, brought her a new thrill.

Jim disappeared and returned with a ticket. They passed up a flight of stairs and presently she was admitted to one of the galleries.

Her first impression was one of disappointment. The House was so much smaller than she had expected. Somebody was talking; a pale bald man, who rocked and swayed slowly as he delivered himself of a monotonous and complaining tirade on the failure of the Government to do something or other about the Basingstoke Canal. There were only a few dozen members in the House, and mainly they were engaged in talking or listening to one another, and apparently taking no notice of the speaker. On the front bench three elderly men sat, head to head, in consultation.

Mr Speaker in his canopied chair seemed the only person who was taking a keen interest in the member’s oration.

Even as she looked, the House began to fill. A ceaseless procession of men trooped in and took their places on the benches, stopping as they passed to exchange a word with somebody already seated. The orator still droned on; and then Jim pressed her arm and nodded.

From behind the Speaker’s chair had come a man whom she instantly recognised as Sir Joseph Layton, the Foreign Minister. He was in evening dress except that he wore, instead of the conventional dinner jacket, one of black velvet.

He sat down on the front bench, fingered his tiny white moustache with a characteristic gesture, and then the member who had been speaking sat down. Somebody rose from one of the front benches and asked a question which did not reach the girl. Sir Joseph jerked to his feet, his hands gripping the lapels of his velvet coat, his head on one side like an inquisitive sparrow, and she listened without hearing to his reply. His voice was husky; he had a dozen odd mannerisms of speech and gesture that fascinated her. And then Jim’s hand touched her.

‘I’m going down to see him. Will you wait for me in the lobby?’ he whispered and she nodded.

It was ten minutes before the Foreign Minister came out of the House, greeted the detective with a wave of his hand and put his arm in Jim’s.

‘Well, what is the news?’ he asked, when they reached his private room. ‘Harlow again, eh? Something dark and sinister going on in international circles of diplomacy?’

He chuckled at the joke as he sat down at his big table and filled his pipe from a tin of tobacco that stood at his elbow.

‘Harlow, Harlow!’ he said, with good-humoured impatience. ‘Everybody is telling me about Harlow! I’m going to have a talk with the fellow. He is giving a dinner-party on Tuesday and I’ve promised to look in before I come to the House.’

‘What is the excuse for the dinner?’ asked Jim, interested.

The Minister laughed.

‘He is a secret diplomatist, if you like. He has fixed up a very unpleasant little quarrel which might have developed in the Middle East — really it amounted to a row between two bloodthirsty brigands! — and he is giving a sort of olive-branch dinner to the ambassadors of the two states concerned. I can’t go to the dinner, but I shall go to the reception afterwards. Well,’ he asked abruptly, ‘what is your news?’

‘I came here to get news, not to give it, Sir Joseph,’ said Jim. ‘That well-known cloud is not developing?’

‘Pshaw!’ said the Minister impatiently. ‘Cloud!’

‘The Bonn incident?’ suggested Jim, and Sir Joseph exploded.

‘There was no incident! It was a vulgar slanging match between an elderly and pompous staff colonel and an impudent puppy of a French sous-officier! The young man has been disciplined by the French; and the colonel has been relieved of his post by the War Office. And that is the end of a so-called incident.’

Jim rejoined the girl soon after and learnt that Parliament had not greatly impressed her. Perhaps her mood was to blame that she found him a rather dull companion; for the rest of the evening, whilst she was with him, she did most of the talking, and he replied either in monosyllables or not at all. She understood him well enough to suspect that something unusual must have happened and did not banter him on his long silence.

At the door other boardinghouse he asked: ‘You won’t object to Brown staying on?’

‘I intended speaking about him,’ she said. ‘Why am I under observation — that is the term, isn’t it?’

‘But do you mind?’

‘No,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘It is rather funny.’

‘A sense of humour is a great thing,’ he replied, and that was his farewell.

Elk was not at Scotland Yard. He went up to the Great Eastern Road, where the inspector had rooms; and he was distinctly piqued to learn that Elk knew all about the Harlow dinner.

‘I only got to know this afternoon, though,’ said Elk. ‘If you’d been at the Yard I could have told you — the thing was only organised yesterday. We shouldn’t have heard anything about it, but Harlow applied for two policemen to be on duty outside the house. Swift worker, Harlow.’ His small eyes surveyed Jim Carlton gravely. ‘Tell you something else, son: Ratas have bought up a new office building in Moorgate Street. I forget the name of the fellow who bought it. Anyway, Ellenbury took over yesterday-got in double staff. He is a fellow you might see.’

‘He is a fellow I intend seeing,’ said Jim. ‘What is he now — lawyer or financier?’

‘A lawyer. But he knows as much about finance as law. I’ve got an idea he’s on the crook. We’ve never had a complaint against him, though there was a whisper once about his financial position. In the old days he used to act for some mighty queer people; and I think he lost money on the Stock Exchange.’

‘He’s the man who lives at Norwood?’

Elk nodded.

‘Norwood,’ he said deliberately; ‘the place where the letters were posted to Mrs Gibbins. I wondered you hadn’t seen him before — no, I haven’t, though.’ He reconsidered.

‘You didn’t want to make Harlow think that you are on to that Gibbins business.’ He stroked his nose thoughtfully.

‘Yuh, that’s it. He doesn’t know you. You might call on him on some excuse, but you’ll have to be careful.’

‘How does he get from Norwood to the City?’

Elk shook his head.

‘He’s not the kind of fellow you can pick up in the train, he said. ‘He runs a hired car which Ratas pay for. Royalton House is his address. It’s an old brick box near the Crystal Palace. He lives there with his wife — an invalid. He hasn’t any vices that I know of, unless being a friend of Harlow’s puts him on the list. And he’s not approachable any other way. He doesn’t work in Norwood, but has a little office in Theobald’s Road; and if you call his clerk will see you and tell you that he is very sorry but Mr Ellenbury can’t give you an appointment for the next ten years. But Ellenbury might tell something, if you could get at him.’

‘You are certain that Ellenbury is working with Harlow?’

‘Working with him?’ Elk spat contemptuously but unerringly into the fire. ‘I should say he was! They’re like brothers — up to a point. Do you remember the police station old man Harlow presented to a grateful nation? It was Ellenbury who bought the ground and gave the orders to the builders. Nobody knew it was a police station until it was up. After they’d put in the foundations and got the walls breast-high, there was a sort of strike because foreign labour was employed, and all the workmen had to be sent back to Italy or Germany, or wherever they came from. That’s where Ellenbury’s connection came under notice, though we weren’t aware that he was working for Harlow till a year later.’

Jim decided upon taking the bolder course, but the lawyer was prepared for the visitation.



Chapter 13


Table of Contents


Mr Ellenbury had his home in a large, gaunt house between Norwood and Anerley. It had been ugly even in the days when square, box-shaped dwellings testified to the strange mentality of the Victorian architects and stucco was regarded as an effective and artistic method of covering bad brickwork. It was in shape a cube, from the low centre of which, on the side facing the road, ran a long flight of stone steps confined within a plaster balustrade. It had oblong windows set at regular intervals on three sides, and was a mansion to which even Venetian blinds lent an air of distinction.

Royalton House stood squarely in the centre of two acres of land, and could boast a rosary, a croquet lawn, a kitchen garden, a rustic summerhouse and a dribbling fountain.

Scattered about the grounds there were a number of indelicate statues representing famous figures of mythology — these had been purchased cheaply from a local exhibition many years before at a great weeding-out of those gods chiselled with such anatomical faithfulness that they constituted an offence to the eye of the Young Person.

In such moments of leisure as his activities allowed, Mr Ellenbury occupied a room gloomily papered, which was variously styled ‘The Study’, and ‘The Master’s Room’ by his wife and his domestic staff. It was a high and ill-proportioned apartment, cold and cheerless in the winter, and was overcrowded with furniture that did not fit. Round tables and top-heavy secretaires; a horsehair sofa that ran askew across one corner of the room, where it could only be reached by removing a heavy card-table; there was space for Mr Ellenbury to sit and little more.

On this December evening he sat at his roll-top desk, biting his nails thoughtfully, a look of deep concern on his pinched face. He was a man who had grown prematurely old in a lifelong struggle to make his resources keep pace with ambition. He was a lover of horses; not other people’s horses that show themselves occasionally on a race track, but horses to keep in one’s own stable, horses that looked over the half-door at the sound of a familiar voice; horses that might be decked in shiny harness shoulder to shoulder and draw a glittering phaeton along a country road.

All men have their dreams; for forty years Mr Ellenbury’s pet dream had been to drive into the arena of a horse show behind two spanking bays with nodding heads and high knee action, and to drive out again amidst the plaudits of the multitude with the ribbons of the first prize streaming from the bridles of his team. Many a man has dreamt less worthily.

He had had bad luck with his horses, bad luck with his family. Mrs Ellenbury was an invalid. No doctor had ever discovered the nature of her illness. One West End specialist seen her and had advised the calling in of another. The second specialist had suggested that it would be advisable to see a third. The third had come and asked questions. Had any other parents suffered from illusions? Were they hysterical? Didn’t Mrs Ellenbury think that if she made an effort she could get up from her bed for, say, half an hour a day?

The truth was that Mrs Ellenbury, having during her life experienced most of the sensations which are peculiar to womankind, having walked and worked, directed servants, given little parties, made calls, visited the theatre, played croquet and tennis, had decided some twenty years ago that there was nothing quite as comfortable as staying in bed.

So she became an invalid, had a treble subscription at a library and acquired a very considerable acquaintance with the rottenness of society, as depicted by authors who were authorities on misunderstood wives.

In a sense Mr Ellenbury was quite content that this condition of affairs should be as it was. Once he was satisfied that his wife, in whom he had the most friendly interest, was suffering no pain, he was satisfied to return to the bachelor life. Every morning and every night (when he returned home at a reasonable hour) he went into her room and asked: ‘How are we today?’

‘About the same — certainly no worse.’

‘That’s fine! Is there anything you want?’

‘No, thank you — I have everything.’

This exchange varied slightly from day to day, but generally it followed on those lines.

Ellenbury had come back late from Ratas after a tiring day. Usually he directed the Rata Syndicate from his own office; indeed, he had never before appeared visibly in the operations of the company. But this new coup of Harlow’s was on so gigantic a scale that he must appear in the daylight; and his connection with a concern suspected by every reputable firm in the City must be public property. And that hurt him. He, who had secretly robbed his clients, who is had engaged in systematic embezzlement and might now, but for the intervention and help of Mr Stratford Harlow, have been an inmate of Dartmoor, walked with shame under the stigma of his known connection with a firm which was openly described as unsavoury.

He was a creature of Harlow, his slave. This sore place in his self-esteem had never healed. It was his recreation to brood upon the ignominy of his lot. He hated Harlow with a malignity that none, seeing his mild, worn face, would suspect.

To him Stratford Harlow was the very incarnation of evil, a devil on earth who had bound his soul in fetters of brass. And of late he had embarked upon a novel course of dreaming. It was the confused middle of a dream, having neither beginning nor end, but it was all about a humiliated Harlow; Harlow being dragged in chains through the Awful Arch; Harlow robbed at the apotheosis of his triumph. And always Ellenbury was there, leering, chuckling, pointing a derisive finger at the man he had ruined, or else he was flitting by midnight across the Channel with a suitcase packed with fabulous sums of money that he had filched from his master.

Mr Ellenbury bit his nails.

Soon money would be flowing into Ratas — he would spend days endorsing cheques, clearing drafts…drafts…

You may pass a draft into a bank and it becomes a number of figures in a passbook. On the other hand, you may hand it across the counter and receive real money.

Sometimes Harlow preferred that method — dollars into sterling, sterling into Swiss francs, Swiss francs into florins, until the identity of the original payment was beyond recognition.

Drafts…

In the room above his head his wife was lying immersed in the self-revelations of a fictional countess. Mrs Ellenbury had little money of her own. The house was her property. He could augment her income by judicious remittances.

Drafts…

Mauve and blue and red. ‘Pay to the order of—’ so many thousand dollars, or rupees, or yen.

Harlow never interfered. He gave exact instructions as to how the money was to be dealt with, into which accounts it must be paid and that was all. At the end of a transaction he threw a thousand or two at his assistant, as a bone to a dog.

Ellenbury had never been so rich in his life as he was now.

He could meet his bank manager without a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach — no longer did the sight of a strange man walking up the drive to the house fill him with a sense of foreboding. Yet once he had seen the sheriff’s officer in every stranger.

But he had grown accustomed to prosperity; it had become a normal condition of life and freed his mind to hate the source of his affluence.

A slave — at best a freedman. If Harlow crooked his finger he must run to him; if Harlow on a motoring tour wired ‘Meet me at—’ any inaccessible spot, he must drop his work and hurry there. He, Franklin Ellenbury, an officer of the High Court of Justice, a graduate of a great university, a man of sensibility and genius.

No wonder Mr Ellenbury bit at his nails and thought of drafts and sunny cafes and picture galleries which he had long desired to visit; and perhaps, after he was sated with the novelty of travel, a villa near Florence with orange groves and masses of bougainvillaea clustering between white walls and jade-green jalousies.

‘A gentleman to see you, sir.’

He aroused himself from his dreams with a painful start.

‘To see me?’ The clock on his desk said fifteen minutes after eleven. All the house save the weary maid was asleep. ‘But at this hour? Who is he? What does he want?’

‘He’s outside, in a big car.’

Automatically he sprang to his feet and ran out of the room. Harlow! How like the swine, not condescending to alight, but summoning his Thing to his chariot wheels! ‘Is that you, Ellenbury?’ The voice that spoke from. the darkness of the car was his.

‘Yes, Mr Harlow.’

‘You’ll be getting inquiries about the Gibbins woman — probably tomorrow. Carlton is certain to call — he has found that the letters were posted from Norwood. Why didn’t you post them in town?’

‘I thought — er — well, I wanted to keep the business away from my office.’

‘You could still have posted them in town. Don’t try to hide up the fact that you sent those letters. Mrs Gibbins was an old family servant of yours. You told me once that you had a woman with a similar name in your employ—’

‘She’s dead—’ began Ellenbury.

‘So much the easier for you to lie!’ was the answer. ‘Is everything going smoothly at Ratas?’

‘Everything, Mr Harlow.’

‘Good!’

The lawyer stood at the foot of the steps watching the carmine rear light of the car until it vanished on the road.

That was Harlow! Requesting nothing — just ordering. Saying ‘Let this be done,’ and never doubting that it would be done.

He went slowly back to his study, dismissed the servant to bed; and until the early hours of the morning was studying a continental timetable — Madrid, Munich, Cordova, Bucharest — delightful places all.

As he passed his wife’s bedroom she called him and he went in.

‘I’m not at all well tonight,’ she said fretfully. ‘I can’t sleep.’

He comforted her with words, knowing that at ten o’clock that night she had eaten a supper that would have satisfied an agricultural labourer.
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Mr Harlow had timed his warning well. He had the general’s gift of foretelling his enemy’s movements.

Jim called the next morning at the lawyer’s office in Theobald’s Road; and when the dour clerk denied him an interview, he produced his card.

‘Take that to Mr Ellenbury. I think he will see me,’ he said.

The clerk returned in a few seconds and ushered him into a cupboard of a place which could not have been more than seven feet square. Mr Ellenbury rose nervously from behind his microscopic desk and offered a limp, damp hand.

‘Good morning, Inspector,’ he said. ‘We do not get many visitors from Scotland Yard. May I inquire your business?’

‘I am making inquiries regarding the death of a woman named Gibbins,’ said the visitor.

Mr Ellenbury was not startled. He bowed his head slowly. ‘She was the woman taken out of the Regent’s Canal some weeks ago; I remember the inquest,’ he said.

‘Her mother, Louise Gibbins, had been drawing a quarterly pension of thirteen pounds, which, I understand, was sent by you?’

It was a bluff designed to startle the man into betraying himself but, to Jim Carlton’s astonishment, Mr Ellenbury lowered his head again.

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘that is perfectly true. I knew her mother, a very excellent old lady who was for some time in my employ. She was very good to my dear wife, who is an invalid, and I have made her an allowance for many years. I did not know she was dead until the case of the drowned charwoman came into court and caused me to make inquiries.’

‘The allowance was stopped before these facts wire made public,’ challenged Jim Carlton, and again he was dumbfounded when the lawyer agreed.

‘It was delayed — not stopped,’ he said, ‘and it was only by accident that the money was not sent at the usual time. Fortunately or unfortunately, I happened to be rather ill when the allowance should have been sent off. The day I returned to the office and dispatched the money I learnt of Mrs Gibbins’s death. It is clear that the woman, instead of informing me of her mother’s death, suppressed the fact in order that she might benefit financially. If she had lived and it had come to my notice, I should naturally have prosecuted her for embezzlement.’

Carlton knew that his visit had been anticipated, and the story cut and dried in advance. To press any further questions would be to make Harlow’s suspicion a certainty. He could round off his inquiry plausibly enough, and this he did.

‘I think that is my final question in the case,’ he said with a smile. ‘I am sorry to have bothered you, Mr Ellenbury. You never met Miss Annie Gibbins?’

‘Never,’ replied Ellenbury, with such emphasis that Jim knew he was speaking the truth. ‘I assure you I had no idea of her existence.’

From one lawyer to another was a natural step: more natural since Mr Stebbings’ office was in the vicinity, and this interview at least held one pleasant possibility — he might see Aileen.

She was a little staggered when he entered her room.

‘Mr Stebbings! — why on earth — ?’ And then penitently: ‘I’m so sorry! I am not as inquisitive as I appear!’

Mr Stebbings, who was surprised at nothing, saw him at once and listened without comment to the detective’s business.

‘I never saw Mr Marling except once,’ he said. ‘He was a wild, rather erratic individual, and as far as I know, went to the Argentine and did not return.’

‘You’re sure that he went abroad?’ asked Jim.

Mr Stebbings, being a lawyer, was too cautious a man to be sure of anything. ‘He took his ticket and presumably sailed; his name was on the passenger list. Miss Alice Harlow caused inquiries to be made; I think she was most anxious that Marling’s association with Mr Harlow should be definitely broken. That, I am afraid, is all I can tell you.’

‘What kind of man was Marling? Yes, I know he was wild and a little erratic, but was he the type of man who could be dominated by Harlow?’

A very rare smile flitted across the massive face of the lawyer.

‘Is there anybody in the world who would not be dominated by Mr Harlow?’ he asked dryly. ‘I know very little of what is happening outside my own profession, but from such knowledge as I have acquired I understand that Mr Harlow is rather a tyrant. I use the word in its original and historic sense,’ he hastened to add.

Jim made a gentle effort to hear more about Mr Harlow and his earlier life. He was particularly interested in the will, a copy of which he had evidently seen at Somerset House, but here the lawyer was adamant. He hinted that, if the police procured an order from a judge in chambers, or if they went through some obscure process of law, he would have no alternative but to reveal all that he knew about his former client; otherwise —

Aileen was not in her room when he passed through, and he lingered awhile, hoping to see her, but apparently she was engaged (to her annoyance, it must be confessed) with the junior partner; he left Bloomsbury with a feeling that he had not extracted the completest satisfaction from his visits.

At the corner of Bedford Place a blue Rolls was drawn up by the sidewalk, and so deep was he in thought that lie would have passed, had not the man who was sitting at the wheel removed the long cigar from his white teeth and called him by name. Jim turned with a start. The last person he expected to meet at this hour of the morning in the prosaic environment of Theobald’s Road.

‘I thought it was you.’ Mr Harlow’s voice was cheerful, his manner a pattern of geniality. ‘This is a fortunate meeting.’

‘For which of us?’ smiled Jim, leaning his elbow on the window opening and looking into the face of the man.

‘For both, I hope. Come inside, and I’ll drive you anywhere you’re going. I have an invitation to offer and a suggestion to make.’

Jim opened the door and stepped in. Harlow was a skilful driver. He slipped in and out of the traffic into Bedford Square, and then: ‘Do you mind if I drive you to my house? Perhaps you can spare the time?’

Jim nodded, wondering what was the proposition. But throughout the drive Mr Harlow kept up a flow of unimportant small talk, and he said nothing important until he showed his visitor into the beautiful library. Mr Harlow threw his heavy coat and cap on to one of the red settees, twisted a chair round, so that it revolved like a teetotum, and set it down near his visitor.

‘Somebody followed you here,’ he said. ‘I saw him out of the tail of my eye. A Scotland Yard man! My dear man, you are very precious to the law.’ He chuckled at this. ‘But I bear you no malice that you do not trust me! My theory is that it is much better for a dozen innocent men to come under police surveillance than for a guilty man to escape detection. Only it is sometimes a little unnerving, the knowledge that I am being watched. I could stop it at once, of course. The Courier is in the market — I could buy a newspaper and make your lives very unpleasant indeed. I could raise a dozen men up in Parliament to ask what the devil you meant by it. In fact, my dear Carlton, there are so many ways of breaking you and your immediate superior that I cannot carry them in my head!’

And Jim had an uncomfortable feeling that this was no vain boast.

‘I really don’t mind,’ Harlow went on; ‘it annoys me a little, but amuses me more. I am almost above the law! How stupid that sounds!’ He slapped his knee and his rich laughter filled the room. ‘Of course I am; you know that! Unless I do something very stupid and so trivial that even the police can understand that I am breaking the law, you can never touch me!’

He waited for some comment here, but Jim was content to let his host do most of the talking. A footman came in at that moment pushing a basket trolley, and, to Jim’s surprise, it contained a silver tea-service, in addition to a bottle of whisky, siphon and glasses.

‘I never drink,’ explained Harlow. ‘When I say “never,” it would be better if I said “rarely.” Tea-drinking is a pernicious habit which I acquired in my early youth.’ He lifted the bottle. ‘For you — ?’

‘Tea also,’ said Jim, and Mr Harlow inclined his head.

‘I thought that was possible,’ he said; and when the servant had gone he carried his tea back to the writing-table and sat down.

‘You’re a very clever young man,’ he said abruptly, and Jim showed his teeth in a sceptical smile. ‘I could almost wish you would admit your genius. I hate that form of modesty which is expressed in self-depreciation. You’re clever. I have watched your career and have interested myself in your beginning. If you were an ordinary police officer I should not bother with you; but you are something different.’

Again he paused, as though he expected a protest, but neither by word nor gesture did Jim Carlton approve or deny his right to this distinction.

‘As for me, I am a rich man,’ Harlow went on. ‘Yet I need the very help you can give to me. You are not well off, Mr Carlton? I believe you have an income of four hundred a year or thereabouts, apart from your salary, and that is very little for one who sooner or later must feel the need of a home of his own, a wife and a family—’

Again he paused suggestively, and this time Jim spoke.

‘What do you suggest to remedy this state of affairs? he asked.

Mr Harlow smiled.

‘You are being sarcastic. There is sarcasm in your voice! You feel that you are superior to the question of money. You can afford to laugh at it. But, my friend, money is a very serious thing. I offer you five thousand pounds a year.’

He rose to his feet the better to emphasize the offer, Jim thought.

‘And my duties?’ he said quietly.

Harlow shrugged his big shoulders; and put his hands deep into his trousers pockets.

‘To watch my interests.’ He almost snapped the words. ‘To employ that clever brain of yours in furthering my cause, in protecting me when I go — joking! I love a joke — a practical joke. To see the right man squirming makes me laugh. Five thousand a year, and all your expenses paid to the utmost limit. You like playgoing? I’ll show you a play that will set you rolling with joy! What do you say?’

‘No,’ said Jim simply; ‘I’m not keen on jokes.’

‘You’re not?’ Harlow made a little grimace. ‘What a pity! There might be a million in it for you. I am not trying to induce you to do something against your principles, but it is a pity.’ It seemed to Jim’s sensitive ear that there was genuine regret in Harlow’s tone, but he went on quickly: ‘I appreciate your standpoint. You have no desire to enter my service. You are, let us say, antipathetic towards me?’

‘I prefer my own work,’ said Jim.

Harlow’s smile was broad and benevolent. ‘There remains only one suggestion: I want you to come to the dinner and reception I am giving to the Middle East delegates next Thursday. Regard that as an olive branch!’

Jim smiled. ‘I will gladly accept your invitation, Mr Harlow,’ he said and then, with scarcely a pause: ‘Where can I find Marling?’

The words were hardly out of his lips before he cursed himself for his folly. He had not the slightest intention of asking such a fool question, and he could have kicked himself for the stupid impulse which, in one fraction of a second, had thrown out of gear the delicate machinery of investigation.

Not a muscle of Stratford Harlow’s face moved.

‘Marling?’ he repeated. His black brows met in a frown; the pale eyes surveyed the detective blankly.. ‘Marling?’ he said again. ‘Now where have I heard that name? You don’t mean the fellow who was my tutor? Good God! what a question to ask! I have never heard of him from the day he left for South Africa or somewhere.’

‘The Argentine?’ suggested Jim.

‘Was it the Argentine? I’m not sure. Yes, I am-Pernambuco — cholera — he died there!’

The underlip came thrusting out. Harlow was passing to the aggressive.

‘The truth is, Marling and I were not very good friends. He treated me rather as though I were a child, and I cannot think of him without resentment. Marling! How that word brings back the most uncomfortable memories! The succession of wretched cottages, of prim, neat gardens, of his abominable Greek and Latin verses — differential calculi, the whole horrible gauntlet of so-called education through which a timid youth must run — and be flayed. Why do you ask?’

Jim had his excuse all ready. He might not recover the ground he had lost, but he could at least consolidate himself against further retirement.

‘I have had an inquiry from one of his former associates.’ He mentioned a name, and here he was on safe ground, for it was the name of a man who had been a contemporary of Marling’s and who was in the same college. Not a difficult achievement for Jim, who had spent that morning looking up old university lists. Evidently it had no significance to Harlow.

‘I seem t remember Marling talking about him.’ he said. ‘But twenty-odd years is a very long time to cast one’s memory! And very probably I am an unconscious liar! So far as I know’ — he shook his head—’Marling is dead. I have no absolute proof of this, but if you wish I will have inquiries made. The Argentine Government will do almost anything I wish.’

‘You’re a lucky man.’ Jim held out his hand with a laugh.

‘I wonder if I am?’ Harlow looked at him steadfastly. ‘I wonder! And I wonder if you are, Mr Carlton,’ he added slowly. ‘Or will be!’

Jim Carlton was not in a position to supply an answer. His foot was on the doorstep when Harlow called him back. ‘I owe you an apology,’ he said.

Jim supposed that he was talking about the offer he had made, but this was not the case.

‘It was a crude and degrading business, Mr Carlton — but I have a passion for experiment. Such methods were efficacious in the days of our forefathers, and I argued that human nature has not greatly changed.’

Carlton was listening in bewilderment.

‘I don’t quite follow you—’

Mr Harlow showed his teeth in a smile and for a moment his pale eyes lit up with glee.

‘This was not a case of your following me — but of my following you. A crude business. I am heartily ashamed of myself!’

Jim was halfway to Scotland Yard before the solution of this mysterious apology occurred to him. Stratford Harlow was expressing his regret for the attack that had been delivered by his agents in Long Acre.

Jim stopped to scratch his head.

That man worries me!’ he said aloud.
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The News that Mr Stratford Harlow was entertaining the Middle East delegates at his house in Park Lane was not of such vital importance that it deserved any great attention from the London press. A three-line paragraph at the foot of a column confirmed the date and die hour. For Jim this proved to be unnecessary, since a reminder came by the second post on the following day, requesting the pleasure of his company at the reception.

‘They might have asked me to the dinner,’ said Elk. ‘Especially as it’s free. I’ll bet that bird keeps a good brand of cigar.’

‘Write and ask for a box; you’ll get it,’ said Jim, and Elk sniffed.

‘That’d be against the best interests of the service,’ he said virtuously. ‘Do you think I’d get ’em if I mentioned your name?’

‘You’d get the whole Havana crop,’ said Jim. ‘I’ve got a pick. Anyway, there’ll be plenty of cigars for you on the night of the reception.’

‘Me?’ Elk brightened visibly. ‘He didn’t send me an invite.’

‘Nevertheless you are going,’ said Jim definitely. ‘I’m anxious to know just what this reception is all about. I suppose it’s a wonderful thing to stop these brigands from shooting at one another, but I can’t see the excuse for a full-scale London party.’

‘Maybe he’s got a girl he wants to show off,’ suggested Elk helpfully.

‘You’ve got a deplorable mind,’ was Jim’s only comment.

He was not the only hardworked man in London that week. Every night he walked with Elk and stood opposite the new Rata building in Moorgate Street. Each room was brilliantly illuminated; messengers came and went; and he learnt from one of the extra staff whom he had put into the building, that even Ellenbury, who usually did not allow himself to be identified publicly with the business, was working till three o’clock every morning.

Scotland Yard has many agencies throughout the world, and from these the full extent of Rata’s activities began dimly to be seen.

‘They’ve sold nothing, but they’re going to sell’, reported Jim to his chief at the Yard; ‘and it’s going to be the biggest bear movement that we have seen in our generation.’

His chief was a natural enemy to the superlatives of youth.

‘If it were an offence to “bear” the market I should have no neighbours,’ he said icily. ‘Almost every stockbroker I know has taken a flutter at some time or other. My information is that the market is firm and healthy. If Harlow is really behind this coup, then he looks like losing money. Why don’t you see him and ask him plainly what is the big idea?’

Jim made a face.

‘I shall see him tonight at the party,’ he said, ‘but I doubt very much whether I shall have a chance of worming my way into his confidence!’

Elk was not a society man. It was his dismal claim, that not in any rank of the Metropolitan Police Force was there a man with less education than himself. Year after year, with painful regularity, he had failed to pass the examination which was necessary for promotion to the rank of inspector.

History floored him; dates of royal accessions and expedient assassinations drove him to despair. Sheer merit eventually secured him the rank which his lack of book learning denied him.

‘How’ll I do?’

He had come up to Jim’s room arrayed for the reception, and now he turned solemnly on his feet to reveal the unusual splendour of evening dress. The tail coat was creased, the trousers had been treated by an amateur cleaner, for they reeked of petrol, and the shirt was soft and yellow with age. ‘It’s the white weskit that worries me,’ he complained. ‘They tell me you only wear white weskits for weddin’s. But I’m sure the party’s goin’ to be a fancy one. You wearin’ a white weskit?’

‘I shall probably wear one,’ said Jim soothingly. ‘And you look a peach, Elk!’

‘They’ll take me for a waiter, but I’m used to that,’ said Elk. ‘Last time I went to a party they made me serve the drinks. Quite a lot never got by!’

‘I want you to fix a place where I can find you,’ said Jim, struggling with his tail coat. ‘That may be very necessary.’

‘The bar,’ said Elk laconically. ‘If it’s called a buf-fit, then I’ll be at the buf-fit!’

There was a small crowd gathered before the door of Harlow’s house. They left a clear lane to the striped awning beneath which the guests passed into the flower-decked vestibule. For the first time Jim saw the millionaire’s full domestic staff. A man took his card and did not question the presence of Elk, who strolled nonchalantly past the guardian.

‘White weskits!’ he hissed. ‘I knew it would be fancy!’

The wide doors of the library were thrown open and here Mr Harlow was receiving his guests. Dinner was over and the privileged guests were standing in a half-circle about him.

‘White weskit,’ murmured Elk, ‘and the bar’s in the corner of the room.’

Harlow had already seen them; and although Mr Elk was an uninvited guest, he greeted him with warmth. To his companion he gave a warm and hearty hand.

‘Have you seen Sir Joseph?’ he asked.

Jim had seen the Foreign Secretary that afternoon to learn whether he had made any fresh plans, but had found that Sir Joseph was adhering to his original intention of attending the reception only. He was telling Harlow this when there was a stir at the door and, looking around, he saw the Foreign Secretary enter the room and stop to shake hands with a friend at the door. He wore his black velvet jacket, his long black he straggled artistically over his white shirt front. Sir Joseph had been pilloried as the worst-dressed man in London and yet, for all his slovenliness of attire, he had the distinctive air of a grand gentleman.

He fixed his horn-rims and favoured Jim with a friendly smile as he made his way to his host. ‘I was afraid I could not come,’ he said in his husky voice. ‘The truth is, some foolish newspaper had been giving prominence to a ridiculous story that went the rounds a few weeks ago; and I had to be in my place to answer a question.’

‘Rather late for question time, Sir Joseph,’ smiled Harlow. ‘I always thought they were taken before the real business of Parliament began.’

Sir Joseph nodded in his jerky way.

‘Yes, yes,’ he said, a little testily, ‘but when questions of policy arise, and a member gives me private notice of his intention of asking such a question, it can be put at any period.’

He swept Parliament and vexatious questioners out of existence with a gesture of his hand.

Jim watched the two men talking together. They were in a deep and earnest conversation, and he gathered from Sir Joseph’s gesticulations that the Minister was feeling very strongly on the subject under discussion. Presently they strolled through the crowded library into the vestibule, and after a decent interval Jim went on their trail. He signalled his companion from the buffet and Mr Elk, wiping his moustache hurriedly, joined him as he reached the door.

The guests were still arriving; the vestibule was crowded and progress was slow. Presently a side door in the hall opened, and over the heads of the crush he saw Sir Joseph and Mr Harlow come out and make for the street. Harlow turned back and met the detectives.

‘A short visit,’ he said, ‘but worth while!’ Jim reached the steps in time to see the Foreign Minister’s car moving into Park Lane and he had a glimpse of Sir Joseph as he waved his hand in farewell…

‘He stayed long enough to justify a paragraph in the evening newspaper — and the uncharitable will believe that this was all I wanted! You’re not going?’

It was Harlow speaking.

‘I am sorry, I also have an engagement — in the House! said Jim good-humouredly; and Mr Harlow laughed.

‘I see. You were here on duty as well, eh? Well, that’s a very wise precaution. I now realise that not only are you a lucky but you are a shortsighted young man!’

‘Why?’ asked Jim, so sharply that Harlow laughed.

‘I will tell you one of these days,’ he said.

The two detectives waited until a taxicab had been hailed; they drove into Palace Yard at the moment Sir Joseph’s car was moving back to the rank.

‘I don’t see why you pulled me away from that party, Carlton,’ grumbled Elk. ‘Look on this picture and look on that! Look at gay Park Lane and dirty old Westminster!’ And then, when his companion did not reply, he asked anxiously: ‘Something wrong?’

‘I don’t know. I’ve only a sort of feeling that we’re going to see an earthquake — that’s all,’ said Jim emphatically, as they passed into the lobby.

Sir Joseph was in his room and could not be disturbed, a messenger told them. Jim had signed tickets and they passed into the chamber and took a seat under the gallery.

The house was well filled, except the Government benches, which save for the presence of an undersecretary deeply immersed in the contents of his dispatch box, were untenanted. Evidently some motion had been put to the House and the result announced just before the two visitors arrived, for the clerk was reading the terms of an interminable amendment to a Water and Power Bill when Sir Joseph strode in from behind the Speaker’s chair, dropped heavily on the bench and, putting on his glasses began to read a sheaf of notes which he carried.

At that moment somebody rose on the Opposition front bench.

‘Mr Speaker, I rise to ask the right honourable gentleman a question of which I have given him private notice. The question is: Has the right honourable gentleman seen a statement published in the Daily Megaphone to the effect that relationships between His Majesty’s Government and the Government of France are strained as the result of the Bonn incident? And will he tell the House whether such a statement was issued, as is hinted in the newspaper account, with the knowledge and approval of the Foreign Office?’

Sir Joseph rose slowly to his feet, took off his horn-rims and replaced them again, nervously gripped the lapels of his coat, and leaning forward over the dispatch box, spoke:

‘The right honourable gentleman is rightly informed,’ he began, and a hush fell on the House.

Members looked at one another in amazement and consternation.

‘There does exist between His Britannic Majesty’s Government and the Government of France a tension which I can only describe as serious. So serious, in fact, that I have felt it necessary to advise the Prime Minister that a state of emergency be declared, all Christmas leave for the Armed Forces be cancelled and that all reserves shall be immediately mobilised.’

A moment of deadly silence. Then a roar of protest.

There was hurled at the Government benches a hurricane of indignant questions. Presently the Speaker secured silence; and Sir Joseph went on, in his grave, husky tone: ‘I am not prepared to answer any further questions tonight, and I must ask honourable members to defer their judgement until Monday, when I hope to make a statement on behalf of His Majesty’s Government.’

And with that, unheeding the calls, he turned and walked behind the Speaker’s chair and out of sight.

‘Good God!’ Jim was white to the lips. ‘That means war!’

Elk, who had fallen into a doze, woke with a start, in time to see his companion dashing out of the House. He followed him along the corridor to Sir Joseph’s room and knocked at the door. There was no answer. Jim turned the handle and walked in.

The room was in darkness and empty. Rushing out into the passage, he waylaid a messenger.

‘No, sir, I’ve not seen Sir Joseph. He went into the House a few minutes ago.’

By the time he got back Jim found the lobby crowded with excited members. The Prime Minister was in the West of England; the First Lord of the Admiralty and the Secretary for War had left that afternoon to address a series of public meetings in the North; and already the telephones were busy seeking the other members of the Cabinet. He found nobody who had seen Sir Joseph after he left the House, until he came upon a policeman who thought he had recognised the Foreign Minister walking out into Palace Yard. Jim followed this clue and had it confirmed. Sir Joseph had come out into the Yard and taken a taxi (though his car was waiting), a few minutes before. The detectives almost ran to Whitehall Gardens; and here they had a further shock. The Minister had not arrived at his home.

‘Are you sure?’ asked Jim incredulously, thinking the butler had orders to rebuff all callers.

‘Positive, sir. Why, is anything the matter?’ asked the man in alarm.

Jim did not wait to reply. They found a cab in Whitehall and went beyond legal speed to Park Lane. There was just a chance that the Foreign Minister had returned to Harlow’s.

When they reached Greenhart House there came to them the strains of an orchestra; dancing was in full swing, both in the library and in the large drawingroom overlooking Park Lane. They found Harlow, after a search, and he seemed the most astonished man of all.

‘Of course he hasn’t come back here. He told me he was going to the House and then home to bed. What has happened?’

‘You’ll see it in the newspapers in the morning,’ said Jim curtly and drove back to Parliament in time to find the members streaming out of the House, which had been adjourned.

Whilst he was talking with a member he knew, a car drove up and the man who alighted was instantly hailed. It was the Chancellor of the Exchequer, a broad-shouldered man, with a stoop, the most brilliant member of the Cabinet.

‘Yes, I’ve heard all about it,’ he said, in his thin, rasping voice. ‘Where is Sir Joseph?’

He beckoned Jim, who was known to him and, pushing his way through the crowd of members, went back with him along the corridor to his room.

‘Were you in the House when Sir Joseph spoke?’ he asked.

‘Yes, sir,’ said Jim.

‘Just tell me what happened.’

Briefly, almost word for word, Jim Carlton repeated the astonishing speech.

‘He must be mad,’ said the Chancellor emphatically. ‘There is not a word of truth in the whole story, unless — well, something may have happened since I saw him last.’

‘Can’t you issue a denial?’

Mr Kirknoll bit his lip. ‘In the absence of the Prime Minister, I suppose I should, but I can’t do that until I have seen Sir Joseph.’

A thought struck Jim. ‘He is not what one would describe as a neurotic man, is he?’

‘No man less so,’ said the Chancellor emphatically. ‘He is the sanest person I’ve ever met. Is his secretary in the House?’

He rang a bell and sent a messenger in search, whilst he endeavoured to telephone the absent Ministers.

The secretariat of Downing Street were evidently engaged in a similar quest, with the result that until one in the morning neither had managed to communicate with the head of the Government.

‘We can’t stop this getting into the newspapers, I suppose?’

‘It is in,’ said the Chancellor laconically. ‘I’ve just had a copy of the first editions. Why he did it, heaven only knows! He has certainly smashed the Government. What other result will follow I dare not think about.’

‘What do you think will be the first result of Sir Joseph’s speech?’

The Minister spread out his hands. ‘The markets of course will go to blazes, but that doesn’t interest us so much as the feeling it may create in France. Unhappily, the French Ambassador is in Paris on a short visit.’

Jim left him talking volubly on the Paris line and at three o’clock in the morning was reading a verbatim report of Sir Joseph Layton’s remarkable lapse. The later editions carried eight lines in heavy type:

‘We are informed by the Chancellor of the Exchequer that the Bonn incident has never been before the Cabinet for discussion, and it is not regarded as being of the slightest importance. The Chancellor informs us that he cannot account for Sir Joseph Layton’s extraordinary statement in the House of Commons.’

All night long Jim literally sat on the doorstep of Whitehall Gardens, waiting without any great hope for Sir Joseph’s return. He learnt that the Prime Minister was returning from the West by special train; and that a statement had already been issued repudiating that of the Foreign Minister.

The opening of the Stock Exchange that morning was witnessed by scenes which had no parallel since the outbreak of the War. Stocks declined to an incredible extent, and even the banks reacted to the panic. It was too early to learn what had happened in New York, the British being five hours in advance of Eastern American time, and only at four o’clock that afternoon was the position on Wall Street revealed. Heavy selling — all gilt-edged stocks depreciated; the failure of a big broking house, were the first consequences observable in the press. In France the Bourse had been closed at noon, but there was heavy street selling; and one famous South African stock, which was the barometer in the market, had dropped to its lowest level.

At five o’clock that evening a statement was issued to the press over the signatures of the Prime Ministers of Britain and France.

‘There is no truth whatever in the statement that a state of tension exists between our two countries. The Bonn incident has been from first to last regarded as trivial, and the speech of the British Foreign Minister can only have been made in a moment of regrettable mental aberration.’

For Jim the day’s interest had nothing whatever to do with stock exchanges or the fall of shares; nor yet the fortune which he knew was being gathered, with every minute that passed, by Harlow and his agents. His interest was solely devoted to the mystery of Sir Joseph Layton’s disappearance.

There had been present at Harlow’s reception a very large number of notable people, many of whom were personal friends of the missing Minister. They were emphatic in declaring that he had not returned to Park Lane; and they were as certain that Harlow had not left the house after Sir Joseph’s departure. More than this, there were two policemen on duty at the door; and they were equally certain that Sir Joseph had not returned. The suggestion was made that the Minister had gone to his country house in Cheshire, but when inquiry was set on foot it was learned that the house and the shooting had been rented by a rich American.

Immediately he had returned to London the Prime Minister flew to Paris. When he got back Jim saw him, and the chief officer of state was a greatly worried as well as a very tired man.

‘Sir Joseph Layton has to be found!’ he said, thumping his table. ‘I tell you this, Carlton, as I have told your superiors, that it was, impossible, unless Sir Joseph went mad, that he should have stood up in the House of Commons and said something which he knew to be absolutely untrue, and which he himself would repudiate! Have you seen this man Harlow?’

‘Yes, sir,’ said Jim.

‘Did he tell you what was discussed by any chance? Was it the so-called Bonn incident?’

‘Harlow says that they just talked about the Middle East and nothing else during the few minutes the Foreign Minister vas in his house. And really, sir, I don’t see how they could have had any very lengthy discussion; they were not together more than a few minutes. Apparently Sir Joseph went into a little room which Harlow uses for his more confidential interviews and drank a glass of wine. They then talked about the reception and Sir Joseph congratulated him on bringing the warring elements together. It seems to have been, according to Harlow’s account, the most uninteresting talk.’

The Prime Minister walked up and down the room with long strides, his chin on his chest.

‘I can’t understand it, I can’t understand it!’ he muttered. And then, abruptly: ‘Find Sir Joseph Layton.’ That terminated the interview for Jim.

He was rattled, badly rattled, and in his distraction he could think of only one sedative. He rang up Aileen Rivers at her office and asked her to come to tea with him at the Automobile Club.

Aileen realised from the first that Jim was directly occupied by a mystery that was puzzling not only the country but the whole of the civilised world. But she understood also the reason he had sent for her, and the thought that she as being of use to him was a very pleasant one.

As soon as he met her he plunged straight into the story of his trouble.

‘He may have been kidnapped, of course, and I should say it was very likely, though the distance between Palace Yard and Whitehall Gardens is very short; and Whitehall so full of police that it hardly seems possible. We have advertised for the taximan who drove him away from the House, but so far have had no reply.’

‘Perhaps the taximan was also kidnapped?’ she suggested.

‘Perhaps so,’ he admitted. ‘I do wish Foreign Ministers weren’t so godlike that they have to travel alone! If he’d only waited a few minutes I would have joined him.’ And then, with a smile: ‘I’m laying my burdens upon you and you’re wilting visibly.’

‘I’m not,’ she affirmed.

She considered a moment before she asked:

‘Could I not help you?’

He stared at her in amused wonder.

‘How on earth could you help me? I’m being rude I know, but I can’t exactly see—’

She was annoyed rather than hurt by his scepticism.

‘It may be a very presumptuous thing to offer assistance to the police,’ she said with a faint hint of sarcasm, ‘but I think what may be wrong with you now is that you want — what is the expression? — a new angle?’

‘I certainly want several new angles,’ he confessed ruefully.

‘Then I’ll start in to give you one. Have you seen my uncle?’

His jaw dropped. He had forgotten all about Arthur Ingle; and never once had he associated him with the Minister’s disappearance.

‘What a fool I am!’ he gasped.

She examined his face steadily, as though she were considering whether or not to agree. In reality her mind was very far away.

‘I only suggest my uncle because he called upon me this morning,’ she said. ‘At least, he was waiting for me when I came out to lunch. It is the first time I have seen him since the night he came back from Devonshire.’

‘What did he want to see you about?’

She laughed softly.

‘He came with a most extraordinary offer, that I should keep house for him. And really, he offered me considerably more than the salary I am getting from Stebbings, and said he had no objection to my working in the daytime.’

‘You refused, of course?’

‘I refused, of course,’ she repeated, ‘but he wasn’t at all put out. I’ve never seen him in such an amiable frame of mind.’

‘How does he look?’ asked Jim, remembering the unshaven face he had seen through the window.

‘Very smart,’ was the surprising reply. ‘He told me he had been amusing himself with some of the big films that had appeared since he went to prison. He had hired them and bought a small projector. He really was fond of the pictures, as I know,’ the girl went on, ‘but it seems a queer thing to I have shut oneself up for days just to watch films! And he asked after you.’ She nodded. ‘Why should he ask after you, you are going to say, and that is the question that occurred to me. But he seems to have taken for granted that I am a very close friend of yours. He asked who had introduced me, and I told him your wretched little car on the Thames Embankment!’

‘Speak well of the dead,’ said Jim soberly. ‘Lizzie has cracked a cylinder.’

‘And now,’ she said, ‘prepare for a great shock.’

‘I brace myself,’ said Jim.

‘He asked,’ the girl went on, a twinkle in her eyes, ‘whether I thought you would object to seeing him. I think he must have taken a sudden liking to you.’

‘I’ve never met the gentleman,’ said Jim, ‘but that is an omission which shall be rectified without delay. We’ll go round together! He will naturally jump at the conclusion that we’re an engaged couple, but if you can stand that slur on your intelligence—’

‘I will be brave,’ said Aileen.

Mr Arthur Ingle was only momentarily disconcerted by the appearance of his niece and the man who had filled his mind all that afternoon. Jim had met him once before, but only for a few seconds, when he had called to make an inquiry about Mrs Gibbins. Now he was almost jovial.

‘Where’s friend Elk?’ he asked, with a smile. ‘I understood you never moved without one another in these perilous times, when lunatic ministers are wandering about the country, and no man knows the hour or the day when he will be called up for active service! So you are Mr James Carlton!’

He opened a silver cigar-box and pushed it across to Jim, who made a careful selection.

‘Aileen told you I wanted to see you, I suppose? Well, I do. I’m a bit of a theorist, Mr Carlton, and I have an idea that my theory is right. I wonder if you would be interested to know what it is?’

He pointedly ignored the presence of the girl except to put a chair for her.

‘I’ve been making inquiries,’ said this surprising exconvict, ‘and I’ve discovered that Sir Joseph is in all sorts of financial difficulties. This is unknown to the Prime Minister or even to his closest friend, but I have had a hint that he was very short of ready money and that his estates in Cheshire were heavily mortgaged. Now, Mr Carlton, do you conceive it as possible that the speech in the House was made with the deliberate intention of slumping the market and that Sir Joseph was paid handsomely for the part he played?’

As he was speaking, he clasped his hands before him, his fingers intertwined; he emphasised every point with a little jerk of his clasped hands and, watching him, the mist rolled from Jim Carlton’s brain, and he instantly solved the mystery of those private film shows which had kept Mr Ingle locked up in his flat for a week. And to solve that was to solve every mystery save the present whereabouts of Sir Joseph Layton.

He listened in silence whilst Ingle went on to expound and elaborate his theory and when the man had finished: ‘I will bring your suggestion to the notice of my superiors,’ he said conventionally.

It was evidently not the speech that Mr Ingle expected. For a moment he looked uncomfortable, and then, with a laugh: ‘I suppose you think it strange that I should be on the side of law and order — and the governing classes! I felt a little sore when I came out of prison. Elk probably told you of the exhibition I made of myself in the train. But I’ve been thinking things over, Carlton, and it has occurred to me that my extremism is not profitable either to my pocket or my mind.’

‘In fact,’ smiled Jim, ‘you’re going to become a reformed character and a member of the good old Tory party?’

‘I don’t know that I shall go as far as that,’ demurred the other, amused, ‘but I have decided to settle down. I am not exactly a poor man, and all that I have got I have paid for — in Dartmoor.’

Only for a second were the old harsh cadences audible in his voice. He nodded towards Aileen Rivers.

‘You’ll persuade this girl to give me a chance, Mr Carlton? I can well understand her hesitation to keep house for a man liable at any moment to be whisked off to durance, and I fear she does not quite believe in my reformation.’

He smiled blandly at the girl, and then turned his eyes upon Jim.

‘Could you not persuade her?’

‘If I could persuade her to any course,’ said Jim deliberately, ‘it would not be the one you suggest.’

‘Why?’ challenged the other.

‘Because,’ said Jim, ‘you are altogether wrong when you say that there is no longer any danger of your being whisked off to durance. The danger was never more pressing.’

Ingle did not reply to this. Once his lips trembled as though he were about to ask a question, and then with a laugh he walked to the table and took a cigar from the box.

‘I guess I won’t detain you,’ he said. ‘But you’re wrong, Carlton. The police have nothing on me! They may frame something to catch me, but you’ll have to be clever to do even that.’

As they passed out of the building:

‘I seem to spend my days giving warnings to the last people in the world who ought to be warned,’ said Jim bitterly. ‘Aileen, maybe you’ll knit me a muzzle in your spare moments? That will help considerably!’

The outstanding feature of this little speech from the girl’s point of view was that he had called her by her name for the first time. Later, when they were nearing her boarding house, she asked: ‘Do you think you will find Sir Joseph?’

He shook his head.

‘I doubt very much if he is alive,’ he said gravely.

But his doubts were to be dispelled, and in the most surprising manner. That night a drunken black-faced comedian hit a policeman over the head with a banjo, and that vulgar incident had an amazing sequel.
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There is a class of entertainer which devotes its talents to amusing the queues that wait at the doors of the cheaper entrances of London’s theatres. Here is generally to be found a man who can tear paper into fantastic shapes, a ballad singer or two, a performer on the bones and the inevitable black-faced minstrel.

It was eleven o’clock at night, and snow was lightly falling, when a policeman on point duty at the end of Evory Street saw a figure staggering along the middle of the road, in imminent danger from the returning theatre traffic. The man had obviously taken more drink than vas good for him, for he was howling at the top of his voice the song of the moment; and making a clumsy attempt to accompany himself on the banjo which was slung around his neck.

The London police are patient and long-suffering people, and had the reeling figure been less vocal he might have passed on to his destination without interference. For drunkenness in itself is not a crime according to the law; a man must be incapable or create a disturbance, or obstruct the police in the execution of their duty, before he offends. The policeman had no intention of arresting the noisy wayfarer.

He walked into the middle of the road to intercept and quieten him; and then discovered that the reveller was a black-faced comedian with extravagant white lips, a ridiculous Eton collar and a shell coat. On his head was a college cap, and this completed his outfit with the exception of the banjo, with which he was making horrid sounds.

‘Hi, hi!’ said the policeman gently. ‘A little less noise, young fellow!’

Such an admonition would have been sufficient in most cases to have reduced a midnight songbird to apology, but this street waif stood defiantly in the middle of the road, his legs apart, and invited the officer to go to a warmer climate, and, not satisfied with this, he swung his banjo, and brought it down with a crash on the policeman’s helmet.

‘You’ve asked for it!’ said the officer of the law and took his lawful prey in a grip of iron.

By a coincidence, Jim Carlton was at Evory Street Station when the man was brought in, singing not unmusically, and so obviously drunk that Jim hardly turned his head or interrupted the conversation he was having with the inspector on duty, to look at the charge. They made a rapid search of the man, he resisting violently and at last, when they had extracted a name (he refused his address) he was hustled between a policeman and a jailer into the long corridor off which the cells are placed.

The door of Cell No. 7 was opened and into this he was pushed, struggling to the last to maintain his banjo.

‘And,’ said the jailer when he came back to the charge-room, wiping his perspiring brow, ‘the language that bud is using would turn a soldier pale!’

The reason for Jim’s presence was to arrange a local supervision of Greenhart House and to obtain certain assistance in the execution of a plan which was running through his mind; and that task would have been completed when the black-faced man was brought in, but that the officer he had called to see was away. Jim lingered a little while, talking police shop, before he paid his last visit to Sir Joseph’s house. He had the inevitable reply: No News had reached Whitehall Gardens of the Foreign Minister.

The man he came to see at Evory Street was due to appear at the police court in the role of prosecutor and Jim strolled down to the court next morning, arriving soon after the magistrate had taken his seat. There he met the inspector from Evory Street. Before Jim could broach the subject which had brought him, the inspector asked:

‘Were you at the station when that black-faced fellow was pulled in last night?’

‘Yes, I remember the noisy gentleman,’ said Jim. ‘Why?’

The inspector shook his head, puzzled. ‘I can’t understand where he got it from. The sergeant searched him carefully, but he must have had it concealed in some place.’

‘What is the matter with him?’ asked Jim, only half interested.

‘Dope,’ said the other. ‘When the jailer went and called him this morning it was as much as he could do to wake him up. In fact, he thought of sending for the divisional surgeon. You never saw a sicker-looking man in your life! Can’t get a word out of him. All he did was to sit on his bed with his head in his hands, moaning. We had to shake him to get him into the prison van.’

The first two cases were disposed of rapidly, and then a policeman called: ‘John Smith,’ and there tottered into court the black-faced comedian, a miserable object, so weak of knee that he had to be guided up the steps into the steel-railed dock. Gone was the exhilaration of the night before, and Jim had an unusual feeling of pity for the poor wretch in his absurd clothes and black, shining face.

The magistrate looked over his glasses.

‘Why wasn’t this man allowed to wash his face before he came before me?’ he asked.

‘Couldn’t get him to do anything, sir,’ said the jailer, ‘and we haven’t got the stuff to take off this make-up.’

The magistrate grumbled something, and the assaulted policeman stepped into the box and took his oath to tell the truth and nothing but the truth. He gave his stereotyped evidence and again the magistrate looked at the drooping figure in the dock.

‘What have you to say, Smith?’ he asked.

The man did not raise his head.

‘Is anything known about him? I notice that his address is not on the charge sheet.’

‘He refused his address, your Worship,’ said the inspector.

‘Remanded for inquiries!’

The jailer touched the prisoner’s arm and he looked up at him suddenly; stared wildly round the court, and then:

‘May I ask what I am doing here?’ he asked in a husky voice, and Jim’s jaw dropped.

For the black-faced man was Sir Joseph Layton!
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Even the magistrate was startled, though he did not recognise the voice. He was about to give an order for the removal of the man when Jim pushed his way to his desk and whispered a few words.

‘Who?’ asked the magistrate. ‘Impossible!’

‘May I ask’ — it was the prisoner speaking again—’what is all this about — I really do not understand.’

And then he swayed and would have fallen, but the jailer caught him in his arms.

‘Take him out into my room.’ The magistrate was on his feet. ‘The court stands adjourned for ten minutes,’ he said; and disappeared behind the curtains into his office.

A few seconds later they brought in the limp figure of the prisoner and laid him on a sofa.

‘Are you sure? You must be mistaken, Mr Carlton!’

‘I am perfectly sure — even though his moustache has been shaved off,’ said Jim, looking into the face of the unconscious man. ‘This is Sir Joseph Layton, the Foreign Minister. I could not make a mistake. I know him so well.’

The magistrate peered closer.

‘I almost think you are right,’ he said, ‘but how on earth—’

He did not complete his sentence; and soon after he went out to carry on the business of the court. Jim had sent an officer to a neighbouring chemist for a pot of cold cream; and by the time the divisional surgeon arrived all doubt as to the identity of the black-faced man had been removed with his make-up. His white hair was stained, his moustache removed, and so far as they could see, not one stitch of his clothing bore any mark which would have identified him.

The doctor pulled up the sleeve and examined the forearm.

‘He has been doped very considerably,’ he said, pointing to a number of small punctures. ‘I don’t exactly know what drug was used, but there was hyoscine in it, I’ll swear.’

Leaving Sir Joseph to the care of the surgeon, Jim hurried out to the telephone and in a few minutes was in communication with the Prime Minister.

‘I’ll come along in a few minutes,’ said that astonished gentleman. ‘Be careful that nothing about this gets into the papers — will you please ask the magistrate, as a special favour to me, to make no reference in court?’

Fortunately, only one police-court reporter had been present, he had seen nothing that aroused his suspicion and his curiosity as to why the prisoner had been carried to the magistrate’s room was easily satisfied.

Sir Joseph was still unconscious when the Premier arrived. An ambulance had been summoned and was already in the little courtyard, and after a vain attempt to get him to speak, the Foreign Secretary was smuggled out into the yard, wrapped in a blanket and dispatched to a nursing home.

‘I confess I’m floored,’ said the Prime Minister in despair. A nigger minstrel…assaulting the police! It is incredible! You say you were at the police station when he was brought in; didn’t you recognise him then?’

‘No, sir,’ said Jim truthfully, ‘I was not greatly interested — he seemed just an ordinary drunk to me. But one thing I will swear; he was not under the influence of any drug when he was brought into the station. The inspector said he reeked of whisky, and he certainly found no difficulty in giving expression to his mind!’

The Premier threw out despairing hands.

‘It is beyond me; I cannot understand what has happened. The whole thing is monstrously incredible. I feel I must be dreaming.’

As soon as the Premier had gone, Jim drove to the nursing home to which the unfortunate Minister had been taken. The Evory Street inspector had gone with the ambulance, and had an astonishing story to tell.

‘What do you think we found in his pocket?’ he asked.

‘You can’t startle me,’ said Jim recklessly. ‘What was it — the Treaty of Versailles?’

The inspector opened his pocketbook and took out a small blank visiting card, blank, that is, except for a number of scratches, probably made by some blunt instrument, but the writer had attempted to get too much on so small a space, for Jim saw that it was writing when he examined the card carefully. Two words were decipherable, ‘Marling’ and ‘Harlow’ and these had been printed in capitals. He took a lead pencil, scraped the point upon the card, and sifted the fine dust over the scratches until they became more definite.

The writing was still indecipherable even with such an aid to legibility as the lead powder. Apparently the message had been written with a pin, for in two places the card was perforated.

‘The first word is “whosoever”,’ said Jim suddenly. ‘“Whosoever…please” is the fourth word and that seems to be underlined…’

He studied the card for a long time and then shook his head.

‘“Harlow” is clear and “Marling” is clear. What do you make of it, inspector?’

The officer took the card from his hand and examined it with a blank expression. ‘I don’t know anything about the writing or what it means,’ he said. ‘The thing I am trying to work out is how did that card come in his pocket — it was not there last night when the sergeant searched him — he takes his oath on it!’
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A brief paragraph appeared in the morning newspapers.

‘Sir Joseph Layton, Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, is seriously ill in a nursing home.’

It would take more than this simple paragraph to restore the markets of the world to the level they had been when the threat of war had sent them tumbling like a house of cards. The principal item of news remained this world panic, which the Foreign Secretary’s speech had initiated. A great economist computed that the depreciation in gilt-edged securities represented over £100,000,000 sterling and whilst the downward tendency at least to some stocks was recovering, a month or more must pass before the majority reached the pre-scare level. One newspaper, innocent of the suspicion under which the financier lay in certain quarters, interviewed Mr Harlow.

‘I think,’ said Mr Stratford Harlow, ‘that the effect of the slump has been greatly exaggerated. In many ways, such a panic has ultimately a beneficial result. It finds out all the feeble spots in the structure of finance, breaks down the weak links, so that in tile end the fabric is stronger and more wholesome than it was before the dump occurred.’

‘Is it possible that the slump was engineered by a group of market-riggers?’

‘Mr Harlow scoffed at the idea.

‘How could it have been engineered without the connivance or assistance of the Foreign Secretary, whose speech alone was responsible?’ he asked. ‘It is certainly an amazing statement for a responsible Minister to make. Apparently Sir John was a very sick man when he addressed the House of Commons. It is suggested that he was suffering from overwork, but whatever may have been the cause, he, and he alone, brought about this slump.’

‘You knew Sir John?’

‘Mr Harlow agreed.

‘He was in my house, in this very room, less than a quarter of an hour before the speech was made,’ he said, ‘and I can only say that he appeared in every way normal. If he was ill, he certainly did not show it.’

‘Reverting to the question of world-wide depreciation of stock values, Mr Harlow went on to say…’

Jim read the interview with a wry smile. Harlow had said many things, but he had omitted many more. He did not speak of the feverish activity of Rata, Limited, whose every window had been blazing throughout a week of nights — not one word had he suggested that he himself would benefit to an enormous extent through the tragedy of that unhappy speech.

The man puzzled him. If he was, as Jim was convinced, behind the scare, if his clever brain had devised, and by some mysterious means had brought about the financial panic, what end had he in view? He had been already one of the three richest men in England. He had not the excuse that he had a mammoth industry to benefit. He had no imperial project to bring to fruition. Had he been dreaming of new empires created out of the wilds; were he a great philanthropist who had some gigantic enterprise to advance for the benefit of mankind, this passionate desire for gold might be understood if it could not be excused.

But Harlow had no other objective than the accumulation of money. He had shown a vicarious interest in the public weal when he had presented his model police station to the country; he had certainly subscribed liberally to hospital appeals; but none of these gifts belonged to a system of charity or public spirit. He was a man without social gifts — the joys or suffering of his fellows struck no sympathetic chord in his nature. If he gave, he gave coldbloodedly, and yet without ostentation.

True, he had offered to build, on the highest point of the Chiltern Hills, an exact replica of the Parthenon as a national war memorial, but the offer had been rejected because of the inaccessibility of the chosen spot. There was a certain freakishness in his projects; and Jim suspected that they were not wholly disinterested. The man baffled him: he could get no thread that would lead him to the soul and the mind behind those cold blue eyes.

For six hours that night he sat by the bedside of the unconscious Foreign Minister. What strange story could he tell, Jim wondered. How came he to be perambulating the streets in the guise of a drunken mountebank, whose wanderings were to end in a vulgar brawl, with a policeman and the cheerless lodgings of a prison cell? Had he some secret weakness which Harlow had learnt and exploited? Did he live a double life? Jim thought only to reject the idea. Sir Joseph’s life was more or less an open book; his movements for years past could be traced day by day from the information supplied by the diaries of his secretary, from the knowledge of his own colleagues.

Whilst Jim kept his vigil he made another attempt to decipher the writing on the card, but he got no farther. He was taking turns with Inspector Wilton of Evory Street in watching beside the bedside. The doctor had said that at any moment the Minister might recover consciousness; and though he took the gravest view of the ultimate result of the drugging, his prognosis did not exclude the chance of a complete recovery. It was at a quarter after three in the morning that the sick man, who had been tossing from side to side, muttering disjointed words which had no meaning to the listener, turned upon his back and, opening his eyes, blinked round the dimly lighted room. Jim, who had been studying the card in the light of a shaded lamp, put it into his pocket and came to the side of the bed.

Sir Joseph looked at him wonderingly, his wide brows knit in an effort of memory.

‘Hullo!’ he said faintly. ‘What happened…? Did the car smash up?’

‘Nothing serious has happened. Sir Joseph,’ said Jim gently.

Again the wondering eyes wandered around the bare walls of the room, and then they fell upon a temperature chart hanging against the wall. ‘This is a hospital, isn’t it?’

‘A nursing home,’ said Jim.

There was a long silence before the sick man spoke. ‘My head aches infernally. Can you give me a drink, or isn’t that allowed?’

Jim poured out a glass of water and, supporting the shoulders of the Minister, put the glass to his lips. He drank the contents greedily and sank back with a sigh upon the pillow.

‘I suppose I am a little lightheaded, but I could swear that your name was Carlton,’ he said.

‘That is my name, sir,’ said Jim, and the Minister pondered this for a little time.

‘Anything broken?’ he asked. ‘It was the car, I suppose? I told that stupid chauffeur of mine to be careful. The road was like glass.’

He moved first one leg and then the other gingerly, and then his arms.

‘Nothing is broken at all, Sir Joseph,’ said Jim. ‘You have had a shock.’ He had already rung for the doctor, who was sleeping in a room below.

‘Shock, eh?…I don’t remember…And Harlow!’ His eyebrows lowered again. ‘A decent fellow but rather overdressed. I went to his house tonight, didn’t I…? Yes, yes, I remember. How long ago was it?’ Jim would not tell him that the visit to Harlow’s had happened days before. ‘Yes, yes, I remember now. Where did I go after that…to the House, I suppose? My mind is like a whirling ball of wool!’

The doctor came in, a dressing-gown over his pyjamas, and the Minister’s mind was sufficiently clear to guess his profession. ‘I’m all in, doctor. What was it, a stroke?’

‘No Sir Joseph,’ said the doctor. He was feeling his patient’s pulse and seemed satisfied.

‘Sir Joseph thinks he might have been in a car collision,’ suggested Jim with a significant glance at the doctor.

The man was terribly weak, but the brightness of his intellect was undimmed. ‘What is the matter with me?’ he asked irritably as the medical man put the stethoscope to his heart.

‘I’m wondering whether you have ever taken drugs in your life?’

‘Drugs!’ snorted the old man. ‘Good God! What a question! I don’t even take medicine! When I feel ill I go to my osteopath and he puts me right.’

The doctor grinned, as all properly constituted doctors grin when an osteopath is mentioned, for the medical profession is the most conservative and the most suspicious of any.

‘Then I shan’t give you drugs.’ He had a nimble turn of mind to cover up an awkward question. ‘Your heart is good and your pulse is good. And all you want now is a little sleep.’

‘And a little food,’ growled Sir Joseph. ‘I am as hungry as a starved weasel!’

They brought him some chicken broth, hot and strong, and in half an hour he had fallen into a gentle sleep. The doctor beckoned Jim outside the room.

‘I think it is safe for you to leave him,’ he said. ‘He is making a better recovery than I dreamt was possible. I suppose he has said nothing about his adventures?’

‘Nothing,’ said Jim, and the man of medicine realised that, even if Sir Joseph had explained the strange circumstances of his arrest and appearance in the police court, it was very unlikely that he would be told.

Early the next morning Jim called at Downing Street and saw the Prime Minister.

‘He is under the impression that he was in a car accident after leaving Park Lane. He remembers nothing about the speech in the House; the doctors will not allow him to be told until he is strong again. I have very grave doubt on one point, sir, which I want to clear up. And to clear it up it may be necessary to go outside the law.’

‘I don’t care very much where you go,’ said the Prime Minister, ‘but we must have the truth! Until the facts are known, not only Sir Joseph but the whole Cabinet is under a cloud. I will give instructions that you are to have carte blanche, and I will support you in any action you may take.’

With this confident assurance Jim went on to Scotland Yard to prove the truth ‘of a theory which had slowly evolved in the dark hours of the night; a theory so fantastical that he could hardly bring himself to its serious contemplation.
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Four Hundred and fifteen cablegrams were put on the wire in one morning and they were all framed in identical terms:

Remit by cable through Lombard Bank Carr Street Branch all profits taken in Rata Transaction 17 to receipt of this instruction. Acknowledge. Rata.

This message was dispatched at three o’clock in the morning from the GPO.

The Foreign Department manager of the Lombard Bank was an old friend of Mr Ellenbury, and had done business with him before. Mr Ellenbury drove to the bank the following afternoon and saw the head of the Foreign Department.

‘I am ejecting some very extensive cable remittances through the Lombard,’ he said, ‘and I shall want cash.’

The sour-looking manager looked even more sour.

‘Rata’s, I suppose? I’m surprised that you are mixed up with these people, Mr Ellenbury. I don’t think you can know what folks are saying in the City…’

He was a friend and was frank. Mr Ellenbury listened meekly.

‘One cannot pick and choose,’ he said. ‘The war made a great deal of difference to me; I must live.’

The war is an unfailing argument to explain changed conditions and can be employed as well to account for adaptable standards of morality. The manager accepted the other’s viewpoint with reservations. ‘How much has Harlow made out of this swindle?’ he asked, again exercising the privilege of friendship.

‘Someday I will tell you,’ said the lawyer cryptically. ‘The point is, I expect very large sums.’

‘Sterling or what?’

‘Any currency that is stable,’ said Mr Ellenbury.

That evening came the first advice — from Johannesburg.

The sum remitted was not colossal, but it was large. New Orleans arrived in the night and was delivered to Mr Ellenbury with Chicago, New York, Toronto and Sydney.

The cable advices accumulated; Mr Ellenbury took no steps to draw the money that was piling up at the Lombard Bank until the second day.

On the morning of that day he walked round his bedraggled demesne before going to the City. He had grown attached to Royalton House, he discovered, and almost wished he could take it with him. It was ugly and dreary and depressing. Even the vegetable garden seemed decayed.

Pale ghosts of cabbages drooped like aged and mourning men amidst the skeleton stalks of their departed fellows.

Across the desolation came the gardener, his shoulders protected from the drizzle by a sack.

‘I’ve got a load of stuff to fill the pit,’ he said. ‘Came yesterday.’

The pit was an eyesore and had been for thirty years. It was a deep depression at the edge of the kitchen garden and Mr Ellenbury had sited many dreams upon it. An ornamental pond, surrounded by banked rhododendrons. A swimming pool with a white-tiled bed and marble seats, where, hidden from the vulgar eye by trellised roses, a bather might sit and bask in the sun. Now it was the end of dreams — a pit to be filled. He stood on the edge of it. An unlovely hole in the ground, the bottom covered with water, the rusty corner of a petrol tin showing just above the surface. By the side was a heap of rubbish, aged bricks and portions of brick, sand gravel, sheer ashpit emptyings.

‘I will fill it in — I have promised myself that exercise,’ said Mr Ellenbury, forgetting for the moment that by tomorrow he would be filling in nothing more substantial than time.

The slimy hole held his eyes. If he could put Harlow there and see his big white face staring up from the mud — that would be a good filling! He felt his face and neck go red, his limbs tingling. Presently he tore himself away and walked back to the house.

The car that Rata’s hired for him was waiting — the driver bade him a civil good morning and said the weather was the worst he had ever known. Mr Ellenbury went in to breakfast without replying. The sight of the car was suggestive.

There was another garage known to Mr Ellenbury where a car could be hired and no inconvenient questions asked. Stated more clearly, there are many people in London engaged in peculiar professions, to whom money was not an important consideration. They could not buy loyalty, but they were willing to pay for discretion.

Nova’s Garage had a tariff that was considerably higher than any other, but the extra cost was money well spent. For when the police came to Nova’s to learn who was the foreign-looking gentleman who had driven away from a West End jeweller’s with the diamond ring he had bought and the row of pearls that had disappeared with him. Nova’s were blandly ignorant. Nor could they recognise the lady who had driven the rich Bradford merchant to Marlow and left him drugged and penniless in the long grass of the meadows.

In the afternoon the car came; the chauffeur was a burly man with a black moustache who chewed gum and had no interest in anybody’s business but his own. In this Mr Ellenbury drove to the bank, taking his two suitcases; and went into the manager’s room and checked the cable advices.

‘Immense!’ said the manager soberly. He referred to the total. ‘And more to come, I suppose? It is so big that it almost breaks loose from the standards.’

‘Standards?’ Mr Ellenbury did not know what he was talking about.

‘Right and wrong…like taking a foot-rule to measure St Paul’s.’

Ellenbury, something of a dialectician, could not resist the challenge. ‘Moral conduct isn’t a matter of arithmetic, but a matter of proportion. You can’t measure it with a yard-stick, but by its angle. Ten degrees out of the perpendicular is as much a fault in a gatepost as in the leaning Tower of Pisa…I make this American total a hundred and twelve thousand.’

‘And ten,’ added the manager. ‘The exchange is against us.’

Mr Ellenbury made five bundles of the notes and fitted them into the suitcase.

‘Now we will take the South African remittances,’ said the manager, painfully patient, a sigh in his every sentence, disapproval in every wag of his pen. ‘I suppose you’re right, but it does seem to me that a man’s offence against society is in inverse ratio to the amount of money he pouches.’

‘Pouches!’ murmured Mr Ellenbury in protest.

‘Pockets, then. When you reach the million mark you’ve got to a point beyond the comprehension of a jury. They look at the man and they look at the money, and they say “not guilty” automatically. There ought to be a new set of laws dealing with property — starting with penalties for pinching a million; and working up to the place where you can indict a government for wasting nine figures. And the jury should be made up of accountants and novelists, who’ve never seen real money but think in millions — eighty-seven thousand nine hundred I make it.’

Mr Ellenbury performed a rapid calculation, consulting a little ready reckoner.

‘Right,’ he said. ‘You have strangely perverted principles, my friend. Whether a man steals ten cents or five million dollars—’

‘Bank of Yokohama’ — the manager sorted his papers. ‘The yen is at 179, that’s a drop. Curious! Way down in the bowels of the earth a ledge of rock slips over, a superheated packet of steam blows up, and the effect on the money market is disastrous! There is a lot of earthquake in Harlow: he has got into the Acts of God class — I’m giving you dollars for this — US dollars.’

‘Quite OK,’ said Mr Ellenbury, checking the bundles that were handed to him.

It was growing dark when he carried out his suitcases and placed them inside the car. They were very heavy. It was strange how heavy paper money could be — and how bulky.

He drove to his office in Theobald’s Road and was glad that many years before, when offered the choice between a small suite on the ground floor and a larger one on the first floor, he had chosen the former.

He had sent his clerk home early. It was a Friday and the man had been given a fortnight’s holiday and had had his salary in advance. Opening the outer door with his key, he tugged the two suitcases into his private room. Here was a brand-new trunk and a passport. A few weeks before, Harlow had ordered him to procure a passport for a ‘Mr Jackson,’ whose other name was Ingle. Ellenbury had a distaste for the petty frauds of life, but as usual he had obeyed and duplicated the offence by applying for a second passport, forwarding a photograph of himself taken twenty years before and applying in a name which had not the faintest resemblance to his own.

He sat down with the two bulging grips before him and with a feeling of growing unease. Not that his conscience was troubling him. The bedridden Mrs Ellenbury never once entered his mind; the injustice he was doing to his employer, if it occurred to him at all, was a relief to his distress.

The weight and the bulk of the paper money…

The Customs would search his suitcase at Calais or Havre, and the money would attract attention. He might put it at the bottom of the trunk and register it through. But the thefts of baggage on the French railways were notoriously frequent. He might, of course, travel by the Simplon Express or by the Blue Train — hand baggage was subject to a perfunctory examination on the train, and if he were bound for Monte Carlo the carriage of such wealth might be regarded as an act of madness by the Customs officials and excite no other comment.

But both the Simplon and the Riviera Express are booked up at this season of the year and a compartment could not be secured by any influence. He might fly but he feared that the Airport scrutiny would be even more severe.

There remained only one alternative. To carry half the money in his trunk, distribute as much as he could amongst I his pockets and’ post the rest to himself at various hotels throughout France and Spain. And this would be a long and tedious job. He went into the outer office and brought back a packet of stout envelopes. He must not register them — these Latin post offices made the collection of a registered letter a fussy business.
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With a Bradshaw by his side, he began his task. He exhausted the envelopes and went in search of another packet, but could find none of the requisite stoutness. Extinguishing the lights, he went out to a neighbouring store, replenished his stock and came back. Halfway through the second packet, with the table piled with bulging envelopes, he was writing:

Hotel Riena Christina, Algeciras —

When there was a tap on the green baize door and he nearly screamed with fright.

Two grave eyes were watching him through the oval of glass that gave a view into the office. Leaping to hi feet, his teeth set in a grin of fear, he dragged open the door.

A girl stood on the threshold. She wore a long blue coat; there were beads of rain on the shoulders and on the head scarf. In her hand was a streaming umbrella. Mr Ellenbury had not noticed it was raining. She was staring at the open suitcases, at the bundles of notes, the heaped envelopes. Aileen Rivers had never seen so much money.

‘Well!’ Ellenbury’s voice was a harsh squeak.

‘I tried to find your clerk,’ she said. ‘The door was open—’

Open? In his haste to continue his work Ellenbury had not closed the outer door — had not even shut the door beyond the baize.

He recognized her.

‘You’re Stebbings’s girl,’ he said breathlessly. ‘What do you want!’

She took from her bag a folded envelope. Some leases of the late Miss Alice Harlow had fallen in; and by some oversight, as Mr. Stebbings had found, they had not been included in the legacy. He tried to read the letter; tried hard to put out of his mind the all-important, the vital happening…two grey eyes watching through a glass oval…watching bundles of money in suitcases, in envelopes…

‘Oh!’ he said blankly. ‘I see…something about leases. I’ll attend to that tomorrow.’

‘Mr Harlow knows,’ she said. ‘We telephoned to him early this afternoon and he asked us to notify you and bring the particulars to his house tonight.’

At this he jerked up his head. ‘You’re going to Harlow — now?’ he stammered.

It was rather remarkable that she had been looking forward to the visit all afternoon — very remarkable. The desire might seem incredible (and was) to the man who loved her.

Yet, when Mr Stebbings had said in his incomplete way, ‘I wonder if you would mind—’ she had said promptly, ‘No’; — too promptly, she thought.

Reduced to its ignoble elements, the lure of Stratford Harlow was a perversity that could never be satisfied; the lure that brought timid people to the edge of a volcano to shudder and wonder at the molten pool that hissed and bubbled below. And something more than that, for he was less terrible than terribly human.

‘Yes, I am going to Park Lane, now,’ she said.

The mind of Mr Ellenbury was numb; he could not direct its working; it was without momentum, static. ‘You are going to him now.’

Harlow had gone out of his way to meet this girl at Princetown; had made inquiries about her — where she lived, where she worked. He gave, as an excuse, his interest in her uncle. Ellenbury could, from common experience, find another. Those kinds of friendship develop very quickly.

People who pass as strangers on the Monday may be planning a mutual future on the Saturday. A very pretty girl…the wheels of Mr Ellenbury’s mind began to revolve, were whirling madly.

The first thing she would tell Harlow.

‘Did you see Mr Ellenbury?’

‘Yes; he had an enormous quantity of money in two suitcases on his desk…’

He could imagine the swift conclusions that would follow.

‘My wife is very ill’ — the wheels creaked a little—’very ill. She hasn’t been out of bed for twenty years.’ His weak mouth drooped pathetically. ‘It is strange…your coming like this. She asked about you this morning.’

‘About me?’ Aileen could hardly believe her ears. ‘But I don’t know her!’

‘She knows you — knew you when you were a child — knew your mother or your father, I’m not sure which.’ He was on safe ground here, though he was not sure of this. ‘Curious…I intended calling at Stebbings’s to ask you…the car would bring you back.’

‘To see Mrs Ellenbury — tonight?’ She was incredulous. Mr Ellenbury nodded his head. ‘But — I’ve promised to go to Mr Harlow’s house.’

‘There will be time — it is an old man’s request; unreasonable — I realise that.’ He looked very old and mean and unhappy.

‘Is it far?’

He told her the exact position of this house — described the nearest route. What would happen after, he did not know. There would be time to consider that. Something dreadful. To keep her away from Harlow — her lover perhaps. That was the first consideration. His seats were booked, the cabin reserved; he left in the morning by the early train. Why not by Ostend? These by-thoughts insisted on confusing him.

‘Could I telephone to Mr Stebbings?’

‘I’ll do that.’ He was almost jovial. ‘What you can do, young lady, is to help me pack these two cases. A lot of money, eh? All Harlow’s, all Harlow’s! A clever man!’

She nodded as she gathered up the bundles of bills.

‘Yes — very clever.’

‘A good fellow?’

She wasn’t sure of this; he thought she was dissembling a new affection. Obviously she was fond of Harlow. Otherwise, since she was a known friend of Jim Carlton she must express her abhorrence. He had escaped a very real danger.

She had forgotten that he had promised to telephone until the car, waiting all this time in the soaking rain, was moving down Kingsway. ‘I have a phone at my house,’ he said.

It is true that he had a telephone — a private wire into Mr Harlow’s library. But he was hardly likely to use it. Crouched up in a corner of the car, the suitcases at his feet, knocking at his knees as the machine slowed or accelerated, he talked about his wife, but he thought of the girl by his side. And he reached this conclusion: she was the one person in the world who could betray him. The one person in the world who knew that he had two large suitcases filled with money. It was necessary that he should forget bank managers and Harlow and certain members of the Rata’s staff, and so he forgot them. A bit of a girl to stand between him and a wonderful future. Picture galleries, sunlight on striped awnings, great masses of flowers blooming under blue skies, what time fog and rain clouds palled this filthy city and liquid mud splashed at the windows of the hired car.

They were nearing the house when he dropped the window and leaned out on the driver’s side.

‘The house is the fourth from the next side road. Stop before the gates; don’t go into the drive and wait for a few minutes before you drive away.’

He pushed three notes into the man’s hand: the gum-chewing driver examined them by the light on his instrument board and seemed satisfied.

‘Do you mind if we stop at the gate? It is only a little walk up the drive — my wife is so nervous; starts at every sound.’

Aileen did not object. When they alighted in the muddy road, she offered to carry one of the cases and he consented. It was heavier than she expected.

‘Harlow’s, all Harlow’s!’ he muttered as he walked through the ugly gates and bent his head to the drive of rain. ‘One of his “jokes”.

‘What do you mean by “joke”?’ she asked.

‘Harlow’s jokes…difficult…explain.’ The wind tore words out of his speech. She could see the house; square, lifeless. ‘To the left — we go in at the back.’

They were following a cinder-path that ran snakily through the bare stems of rose bushes. Ahead of her she saw a squat building of some sort. It was the furnace house of the greenhouses, he told her.

‘There are two steps down.’

Why on earth were they going into a hothouse at this time of night? He answered the question she had not put.

‘Safe…lock away…cases,’ he shouted.

The wind had freshened to a gale. A flicker of lightning startled her: lightning in December was a phenomenon outside her knowledge. Ellenbury put down the cases and pulled at a rusty padlock; a door groaned open.

‘Here,’ he said, and she went in after him.

He struck a match and lit an inch of candle in a grimy little storm-lantern and she could take stock of the place. It was a brick pit, windowless. The floor was littered with cinders and broken flowerpots. On a wooden bench was a heap of mould from which the green shoots of weed were sprouting. There was a rusting furnace door open and showing more ashes and cinders and garden rubbish.

‘Just wait: I’ll bring the bags.’

His heart was beating so violently that he could hardly breathe — fortunately for her peace of mind, she could not see his face. He staggered out and slammed the door, threw the rusty lamp on to the staple and, groping at his feet, found the padlock and fixed it. Then he stumbled up the two steps and ran towards the house.

He had to sit on the steps for a long time before he was sufficiently calm to go in. Listening at the door before he opened it, he crept into the hall, closed the door without a sound and tiptoed to his study. He was wet through and shivering. The suitcases were shining like patent leather.

He took off his drenched overcoat and rang the bell. The maid who presently appeared was surprised to see him.

‘I thought, sir—’ she began, but he cut her short.

‘Go up to my room — don’t make a noise — and bring me down a complete change. You may tell your mistress that I shall not be up for some time.’

Poking the meagre fire, he warmed his hands at the blaze.

The girl came back with a bundle of clothes, announced her intention of making him a cup of tea and discreetly retired.

Mr Ellenbury started to change when a thought occurred to him. He might have to change again. His trousers were not very wet. And round about the pit was very muddy. He had thought of the pit in the car. Fate was working for him.

He put on his dressing-gown and took down from a shelf two volumes which he had often read. The Chronicles of Crime they were called — a record of drab evil told in the stilted style of their Early Victorian editor. They were each ‘embellished with fifty-two illustrations by “Phiz”.’

He opened a volume at random.

‘…when a female, young, beautiful and innocent, is the victim of oppression, there is no man with common feelings who would not risk his life to snatch her from despair and misery…’

This little bit of moralising was the sentence he read. He turned the page, unconscious of its irony.

Maria Marten — shot in a barn. There was another woman killed with a sword. He turned the leaves impatiently; regretted at that moment so little acquaintance with the criminal bar. There was a large axe — where? Outside the kitchen door. He went down the kitchen stairs, passing the maid on her way up. Just outside the kitchen door, in the very place where he had seen it that morning, he found the axe. He brought it upstairs under his dressing-gown.

‘You may go to bed,’ he said to the maid. He drank his tea and then heard the ring of the telephone in the hall. He hesitated, then hastened to answer it.

‘Yes this is Ellenbury,’ he strove to keep his voice calm, ‘Miss Rivers? Yes she called at my office soon after six with a letter from Mr Stebbings — no, I haven’t seen her since…’

He heaved on his wet overcoat and went out into the storm.

How very unpleasant!…why couldn’t they let him go away quietly…an old man — white-haired, with only a few years to live? Tears rolled down his cheeks at the injustice of his treatment. It was Harlow! Damn Harlow! This poor girl, who had done nobody any harm — a beautiful creature who must die because of Harlow!

He dashed the weak tears from his eyes with the back of his hand, lilted off the padlock and threw open the door.

The candle had burnt down to its last flicker of life, but in that fraction of light, before the wick sank bluely into oblivion, he saw the white face of the girl as she stood, frozen with horror. Ellenbury swung his axe with a sob.
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When Mr Elk went into the office of his friend that afternoon, he found Jim engrossed in a large street plan that was spread out on the table. It had evidently been specially drawn or copied for his purpose, for there was a smudge of green ink where his sleeve had brushed.

‘Buying house property?’ asked Elk.

Jim rolled up the plan carefully and put it into his drawer.

‘The real estate business,’ Elk went on, ‘is the easiest way of getting money I know. You can’t be pinched for it, and there’s no come-back. Friend of mine bought a cow field at Finchley and built a lot of ready-to-wear villas on it — he drives his own Jaguar nowadays. I know another man—’

‘Would you like to assist me in a little burglary tonight?’ interrupted Jim.

‘Burglary is my long suit,’ said Elk. ‘I remember once—’

‘There was a time,’ mused Jim, ‘when I could climb like a cat, though I’ve not seen a cat go up the side of a house, and I’ve never quite understood how “cat burglar” can be an apposite description.’

‘Short for caterpillar,’ suggested Elk. ‘They can walk up glass owing to the suckers on their big feet. That’s natural history, the same as flies. Where’s the “bust”?’

‘Park Lane, no less,’ replied Jim. ‘My scheme is to inspect one of the stately homes of England — the ancestral castle of Baron Harlow.’

‘He ain’t been knighted, has he?’ asked Elk, who had the very haziest ideas about the peerage. ‘Though I don’t see why he shouldn’t be; if—’ he mentioned an illustrious political figure—’was in office, Harlow would have been a duke by now, or an earl, or somethin’.’

Jim looked out of the window at the Thames Embankment, crowded at this rush hour with homeward-bound workers. It was raining heavily, and half a gale was blowing. Certainly the fog which had been predicted by the Weather Bureau showed no sign of appearance.

‘The Weather people are letting me down,’ he said; ‘unless there’s a fog we shall have to postpone operations till tomorrow night.’

Elk, who had certain views on the Weather Bureau, expressed them at length. But he had also something encouraging to say.

‘Fog is no more use to a burglar than a bandaged eye. Rain that keeps policemen in doorways and stops amacher snoopin’ is weather from heaven for the burglar.’

Rain was falling in sheets on the Thames Embankment when the police car, which Jim Carlton drove, came through the arched gateway, and at the corner of Birdcage Walk he met a wind that almost overturned the car. He was blown across to Hyde Park Corner.

No. 704, Park Lane was one of the few houses in that thoroughfare which was not only detached from other houses but was surrounded by a wall. It could boast that beyond the library annexe was a small garden, in which a cherry tree flourished. A police sergeant detailed for the service appeared out of the murk and took charge of the car. In two minutes they were over the wall, dragging after them the hook ladders which had been borrowed during the afternoon from fire headquarters.

The domed skylight of the library was in darkness, and they gained its roof with little trouble. Here Jim left Elk as an advanced post. He had no illusions as to the difficulty of his task. All the upper windows were barred or secured by shutters; but he had managed to secure an aerial photograph which showed a little brick building on the roof, which was probably a stair cover and held a door that gave entrance to the floors below.

Jim drew himself up to the level of the first window, the bars of which made climbing a comparatively easy matter, and, detaching the hook of the ladder, he reached up and gripped the bars of the window above. Fortunately he was on the lee side of Greenhart House and the wind that shrieked about its corners did not greatly hamper him.

In ten minutes he was on the flat roof of the house, walking with difficulty in his felt-soled shoes towards the square brick shed. Now he caught the full force of the gale and was glad of the shelter which the parapet afforded.

As he had expected, in the brick superstructure there was a stout door, fastened by a patent lock. Probably it was bolted as well. He listened, but could hear nothing above the howl of the wind, and then continued his search of the roof, keeping the rays of his torch within a few inches of the ground. There was nothing to be discovered here, and he turned to the stairway. From his pocket he took a leather case of tools, fitted a small auger into a bit, and pushed it in the thickness of the door. He had not gone far before the point of the bit ground against something hard. The door was steel-lined. Replacing the tool, he pulled himself up to the roof of the shed, and he had to grip the edge to prevent being blown off.

The roof was of solid concrete, and it would need a sledgehammer and unlimited time to break through.

Possibly there was an unguarded window, though he did not remember having seen any. He leaned across the parapet and looked down into the side street that connected Park Lane with the thoroughfare where he had left his car. As he did so, he saw a man walk briskly up to the door, open it and enter. The sound of the slamming door came up to him. It was obviously Harlow; no other man had that peculiar swing of shoulders in his walk. What had he been doing out on such a night? Then it occurred to Jim that he had come from the direction of his garage.

He heard a clock strike eleven. What should he do? It seemed that there was no other course but to return to the waiting Elk and confess his failure; and he had decided to take this action when he heard above the wind the snap of a lock being turned; and then the voice of Harlow. The man was coming up to the roof, and Jim crouched down in the shadow of the shed.

‘…yes, it is raining, of course it is raining, my dear man. It is always raining in London. But I have been out in it and you haven’t! Gosh, how it rained!’

Though the words themselves had a querulous tone, Mr Harlow’s voice was good-humoured; it was as though he were speaking to a child.

‘Have you got your scarf? That’s right. And button your overcoat. You have no gloves, either. What a lad you are!’

‘I really don’t want gloves,’ said another voice. ‘I am not a bit cold. And, Harlow, may I ask you again…’

The voice became indistinct. They were walking away from the listener, and he guessed they were promenading by the side of the parapet. Unless Harlow carried a light he would not see the ladder. Jim went stealthily to the back of the shed and peered round the corner. Presently he discerned the figures of the two men: they were walking slowly towards him, their heads bent against the wind.

Quickly he drew back again.

‘…you can’t have it. You are reading top much and I won’t have your mind overtaxed by writing too much! Be reasonable, my dear Marling…’

Marling! Jim held his breath. They were so near to him now that by taking a step and stretching out his hand he could have touched the nearest man.

The lights in the street below gave him a skyline against the parapet, and he saw that Harlow’s companion was almost as tall as himself, save for a stoop. He caught a glimpse of a beard blown all ways by the gale…The voices came to him again as they returned; and then a sudden scraping sound and an exclamation from the financier.

‘What the devil was that?’

From far below came a faint crash. Jim’s heart sank.

Harlow must have brushed against the hook ladder and knocked it from the parapet.

‘You pushed something over,’ said the stranger’s voice.

‘Felt like a hook,’ said Harlow, and Jim could imagine him peering down over the parapet. ‘What was it?’ he said again.

This was Jim Carlton’s opportunity. He could steal round the side of the building, slip through the door which he guessed was open, and make his escape. Noiselessly he crept along, and then saw a band of light coming from the open doorway. Against such a light he must be inevitably detected unless he chose a moment when their backs were turned.

But they showed no inclination to move, and stood there for a time discussing the thing which Harlow had knocked from the stone coping.

‘It’s very curious’ — the big man was talking—’I don’t remember there was anything when we came here this morning. Let us go down again.’

The opportunity was lost. Even as Jim stood there listening he heard the feet of the men descending the stairs, the crash of the door as it was closed. He was left on the roof without any means of making his way to solid earth.

To communicate with Elk was impossible without inviting discovery. He took a notebook from his pocket, wrote a hurried message and, tearing out the sheet, wrapped in it a copper coin. He dropped it as near as he could guess in the vicinity of the place where Elk would be, for he heard the tinkle of the copper as it struck the ground. A quarter of an hour he waited, but there was no sign from below. He tried the door again, without even hoping that it would afford him an exit. To his amazement, when he turned the handle the door opened. Had Harlow, in his hurried departure, forgotten to lock it? That was not like Harlow.

Jim pushed the door farther open and looked down. A dim light was burning in the room below, and he had a glimpse of a corner of the secretaire and a stretch of red carpet. Noiselessly he descended the stout stairs, which did not creak under his weight, and after a while, coming to the bottom, he peered round the lintel.

The room was apparently empty. A big desk stood near the curtained window; there was an empty lacquer bed in one corner, and, before him, a door which was ajar. The only light in the apartment came from the reading lamp on the desk — he crossed the room and, pressing the lamp switch, put the room in darkness.

A light on the landing outside was now visible round the edge of the door. He peeped out and could see no sign of life. Before him was a stairway which led down to the lower floors of the house. Something told him that his presence in the house was known. On the left of the landing was another door, and the first thing he noticed was that the key was in the lock. Whoever had opened and entered that loom had gone in such haste that the key had not been removed. Jim saw his opportunity and in a flash, he leant over, gripped the key and snapped the lock tight. As he did so he heard a smothered exclamation from the room and grinned as he tiptoed down the stairs.

The lower landing was in darkness, and he could guide himself by his torch, testing every step he took, until he came into the dimly lighted vestibule, which, only a few days before, had been crowded with men and women, whose names were household words. He could heat nothing, and, walking swiftly to the door, grasped the handle. In another second he was flung back as though he had been struck by some huge invisible force.

He lay on the ground, breathless, paralysed with the shock. Then he heard the opening of a door upstairs, and somebody whispering. To touch that door handle, heavily charged with electric current, might mean death. The power which made the door a death trap for any burglar who succeeded in entering Harlow’s house, must come off an existing connection, he thought. He saw the two white buttons jutting out of the wall, though only one light was visible in the hall. He pressed the top button back, but the hall light was not extinguished. This must be the connection.

He tried the door handle again, touching it gingerly with his fingertip. The current was off. In the briefest time he was in the street; and he advertised his escape by closing the door with a crash that shook the house.

Hurrying back to his car, he found Elk astride of the wall, in earnest parley with the police sergeant.

‘I was just going round to the back to see what had happened to you,’ said Elk, vaulting on to the sidewalk.

‘Did you get my message?’

‘What was it? I heard something fall, and thought you must have dropped the ladder. I couldn’t locate it anyway.’

It was long past midnight when the driver stepped on his brake before the entrance to Scotland Yard. And the first man Jim saw as he walked into the hall was Brown and his heart sank.

‘Anything wrong?’ he asked.

‘Miss Rivers has not returned to the house,’ said the detective. ‘I’ve been on the phone to Stebbings. He tells me that she left at six o’clock to deliver two letters, one to Ellenbury and the other to Harlow. I got through to Ellenbury; he said his letter was handed to him by Miss Rivers soon after six and that he hadn’t seen her since.’

Jim Carlton thought quickly.

‘Just before eleven!’ exclaimed Elk. ‘Gosh! I’d forgotten that!’

‘What?’

‘That’s the time he passed us and went into his garage — I could see the car from the top of the library — it wasn’t his own and I didn’t know it was Harlow until he turned into the gate at the end of the courtyard. And he was a long time in the garage too! I’ll bet—’

It needed this clue, slight as it was, to spur Jim Carlton into instant action. At two o’clock in the morning, when Mr Harlow was finishing his last cigar, Jim Carlton and Elk arrived with the backing of a search warrant…

‘How amusing!’ said Mr Harlow sombrely, as he rose from the table and handed back the warrant to Jim. ‘Do you mind letting me have a copy of that interesting document one of these days. I should like it for my autobiography!’

‘You can save your breath, Harlow,’ said Jim roughly. ‘The present visit is nothing more than a little inconvenience for you. I’m not arresting you for the outrage on Sir Joseph Layton; I am not taking you for the murder of Mrs Gibbins!’

‘Merciful as you are strong!’ murmured Harlow. ‘Murder is an unpleasant word.’

His face was rather pale and seemed to have developed new lines and furrows since Jim saw him last.

‘What’s this talk of murder?’

At the sound of the harsh voice the inspector spun round. Standing in the doorway was the hardfaced Mrs Edwins. It was the first time he had seen her, but he could recognise instantly from Aileen’s description. Stiffly erect, her arms folded before her, she stood waiting, her hard black eyes blazing with malignity. She was a more menacing figure then Harlow himself.

‘What is this talk of murder? Who has been murdered, I should like to know?’ she demanded.

But Harlow pointed past her.

‘“Murder” was not your cue, Lucy Edwins,’ he said pleasantly. ‘Your sense of the dramatic will be your ruin!’

For a moment it seemed that the woman would disobey that imperious gesture. She blinked at him resentfully, almost with hate, and then turned, stiff as a ramrod, and disappeared.

‘Now, Mr Carlton, let us be our calm selves. What do you expect to find in this house? I imagine it is something very important.’

‘Imagine!’ said Jim sternly. ‘Harlow, I’m going to put my cards on the table and tell you just what I want to find. First and foremost, I want Aileen Rivers, who came here earlier in the evening with a letter from her employer. She has not been seen since.’

Mr Harlow did not smile.

‘Really? Not been seen by you, I suppose you mean—’

‘Wait, I haven’t finished. A car was seen to drive away from Ellenbury’s office in Theobald’s Road at half-past five. Miss Rivers was in that car — where is she now?’

Harlow looked at him steadily. ‘I will not say that I don’t know — unnecessary lies are stupid.’

He opened a drawer of his desk with great deliberation, and, taking out a bunch of keys, dropped them on his blottingpad.

‘You may search every room in the house,’ he said. ‘And then tell me if you are as wise as I!’

The library itself needed no prolonged inspection. Jim went up the stairs, followed by Elk, and came at last to the top floor, to find Harlow waiting for him at the door of the little elevator.

‘That is my housekeeper’s room’ — he pointed. ‘You will recognise the door as the one which you locked a few hours ago.’

‘And this?’ asked Jim.

Harlow turned the handle and threw the other door wide open. The room was as Jim had seen it on the previous night, and was untenanted.

‘We will start with the roof,’ said Carlton, and went up the narrow flight of stairs, opened the door and stepped out onto the flat roof. This time he carried a powerful torch, but here also he drew blank. He made a circuit of the parapet and came back to where Harlow was waiting at the open door.

‘Have you found a secret stairway?’ Harlow was innocence itself. ‘They are quite common in Park Lane, but still a novelty in Pimlico. You can touch a spring, something goes click, and there is a narrow winding stair leading to a still more secret room!’

Jim made no answer to this sarcasm, but went downstairs.

From room to room he passed, but there was no sign of the girl or of the bearded man and at last he reached the ground floor.

‘You have cellars? I should like to see them.’

Harlow opened a small door in the panelling of the vestibule. They were in a rather high, flagged passage, at the end of which was the kitchen and servants’ hall. From an open archway in one of the walls a flight of stone stairs descended to the basement. This was made up of three cellars, two of which were used for the storage of wine.

‘This is not the whole extent of the cellar space,’ said Jim suspiciously, when he had finished his inspection.

‘There are no other cellars,’ replied Harlow, with a weary sigh. ‘My good man, how very suspicious you are! Would you like to see the garage?’

Jim followed him up the steps, through the hall. He was being played with — Jim Carlton knew that, and yet for some reason was not rattled.

‘Harlow, where is Miss Rivers? You suggested you knew.’

Harlow inclined his head graciously. ‘If you will allow me to drive you a very little journey, I can promise that I will put an end to all your present doubts.’

They faced one another — Harlow towards the bright light that streamed from the garage.

‘I’ll call your bluff,’ said Jim at last.

A slow smile dawned on Harlow’s face. ‘So many people have done that,’ he said, ‘and yet here I am, with a royal flush permanently in hand! And all who have called — where are their chips?’

He opened the car door and after a second’s hesitation Jim entered, Mr Elk following. The big man shut the door.

‘I have a high opinion of the police,’ he said, ‘and I realise that I am making you look rather foolish: I am sorry! This story of Harlow’s penultimate joke shall go no farther than me.’

He moved away from the car and then very leisurely he walked to the wall, put up his hand, and the garage was in darkness.

Jim saw the manoeuvre and leapt to the door, but it was locked; and even as he struggled to lower the window, there was a whine of machinery and the car began to sink slowly through the floor. Down, down it went upon its platform and then, when the roof was a little below the level of the floor, the platform tilted forward, and the car slid gently onto an unseen track and thudded against rubber buffers and stopped.

Jim had got the window down and was half through when the hydraulic pillars beneath the platform shot up and closed the aperture with a gentle thud. In another second Elk was free. Wrenching open the driver’s door, Jim switched on the powerful head lamps and illuminated the chamber to which the car had sunk.

There were two more machines there; one in particular attracted his attention — an old hire car grey with mud which was still wet. Evidently the place was a very ordinary type of underground garage, though he had never seen such expensive equipment as a hydraulic lift in a private establishment. The walls were of dressed stone; at one end was a low iron door, not locked, so far as he could see, but fastened with two steel bolts. It was probably a petrol store, he thought, and the position under the courtyard before the garage confirmed this guess.

He looked at Elk.

‘How foolish do you feel?’ he asked bitterly.

Elk shook his head.

‘Nothin’ makes me feel foolish,’ he said cheerfully, ‘but I certainly didn’t expect to see the end so soon.’

‘End?’

Elk nodded.

‘Not mine — not yours: Harlow’s. He’s through — what’s penultimate mean, anyway?’

And when it was explained, Elk’s face brightened.

‘He’s got one big line to finish on? I’ll bet it is the biggest joke that’s ever made the police stop laffin. And I’ll tell you—’

He stopped; both heads went round towards the little iron door. Somebody was knocking feebly and Jim’s heart almost stopped beating.

‘Somebody behind that door,’ said Elk. ‘I never thought old man Harlow ran a dungeon.’

Jim ran to the place, slipped back the bolts and flung the iron door open — there staggered into the light the wild and dishevelled figure of an elderly man. For a moment Jim did not recognise him. He was coatless, his crumpled collar was unfastened, but it was the look in his face that transfixed the astonished men.

‘Ellenbury!’ breathed Jim.

The lawyer it was, but the change in him since Jim had seen him last was startling. The wide opened eyes glared from one to the other and then he raised his trembling hand to his mouth.

‘Where is she?’ he whispered fiercely. ‘What did he do with her?’

Jim’s heart turned to lead.

‘Who — Miss Rivers?’

Ellenbury peered at him as though he remembered his voice but could not identify him.

‘Stebbings’s girl!’ he croaked. ‘He took this axe — Harlow!’ The old man swung an imaginary axe. ‘Ugh!…killed her!’

Jim Carlton’s hand was thrust to the wall for support.

His face was colourless — he could not speak and it was Elk who took up the questioning of this apparition.

‘Killed her?’

Ellenbury nodded.

‘Where — ?’

‘On the edge of the kitchen garden…there’s a pit. You could put somebody there and nobody would guess. He knew all about the pit. I didn’t know he was the chauffeur — he had a little black moustache and he’d been driving me all day.’

Elk laid his hand gently on the little man’s shoulder and he shrank back with a sound of weeping.

‘Listen, Mr Ellenbury, you must tell us all you know and try to be calm. Nobody will hurt you. Did he kill Miss Rivers?’

The man nodded violently.

‘With an axe — my axe…I saw her lying there on the furnace-room floor. She was very beautiful and white and I saw that he had killed her and went back to the house for I did not wish — I did not wish…’ he shuddered, his face in his hands, ‘to see her in that pit, with the water…green water…ugh…ugh!’

He was fighting back the vision, his long fingers working like a piano player’s.

‘Yes…you saw her again?’ asked Jim huskily. He had. ‘Where?’

‘In the back of the car — where the suitcases were — all huddled up on the floor with a blanket thrown over her. I sat beside the devil and he talked! So softly! God! You’d have thought he had never murdered anybody! He said he was going to take me for a holiday — where I’d get well. But I knew he was lying — I knew the devil was lying and that he was forging new links in my chain. He put me in there!’

He almost screamed the words as his wavering finger pointed to the open door of his prison.

‘Ellenbury, for God’s sake try to think — is Aileen Rivers alive?’

The old man shook his head.

‘Dead!’ he nodded with every repetition of the word, ‘dead, dead, dead! My axe…it was outside the kitchen door…I saw her lying there and there was blood…’

‘Listen, Carlton,’ it was Elk’s harsh voice. ‘I’m not believing this! This bird’s mad—’

‘Mad! Am I mad!’ Ellenbury struck his thin chest. ‘She’s upstairs — I saw him carry her up — and the woman with the yellow face, and the man with a beard…they made me come with them…left me here in the dark for a long time and then made me come with them — look!’

He dragged Elk into the little prison house. There was a bed and a wardrobe; carpet covered the floor. It was a self-contained little suite, in the depth of the cellar.

Fumbling on the wall he found a light switch and the room was flooded with a rose-coloured glow that came from concealed lights in the angle of a stone cornice.

‘Look — look!’

The lawyer dragged open the door of the wardrobe. At the bottom was a heap of clothes — men’s clothes. A crumpled dress shirt, a velvet dress-jacket —

‘Sir Joseph’s clothes!’ gasped Elk.
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‘They kept him here,’ whispered Ellenbury. He seemed afraid of the sound of his own voice.

Jim saw another steel door at the farther end of the room; it had no bolt — only a tiny keyhole. And then his attention was diverted.

‘Look!’ called Ellenbury.

Exercising all his strength, the little man pulled at the wardrobe and it swung out like a gate on a hinge. Behind was an oblong door. ‘There…I came that way. The elevator…’

As Elk listened, he heard the distant whine of the elevator in motion.

‘To what room did he take her?’ asked Jim huskily. ‘We searched everywhere.’

‘Mrs Edwins’. There is a cupboard, but the back is a false one. There is a small room behind…why didn’t they put her in the pit and hide her? It would have been better…’

‘We’ve got to get out of here, and quick,’ said Elk, and looked round for the means of escape. ‘Penultimate joke hasn’t raised a laugh yet — looks like the penultimate joke’s goin’ to put my relations in mournin’!’

He tried to climb one of the greasy hydraulic cylinders, but although, with the assistance of Jim, he managed to touch the platform, he could derive little comfort from his achievement. The platform was of steel and concrete.

Neither knew anything of the mechanism of an hydraulic lift, and indeed the controls were out of reach under a locked steel grating.

The door behind the wardrobe was the only possible means of egress. Elk searched the car, and the tool chest beneath.

‘We’re safe for a bit — he’d be scared of using any kind of gas for fear there was a blow-up and he hasn’t the means of manufacturing something quick and sudden. Carlton, did you notice anything in the house!’

‘I noticed many things. To which do you refer?’

‘Notice that we never saw Mrs Edwins or Edwards, or whatever her name was, after the old man said “get”!’

That fact had not occurred to Jim; though they had searched the house from roof to basement, he had not seen the hardfaced woman again.

‘Where she is,’ said Elk, ‘the other feller can be — what’s ‘is name — Marling? And I know pretty well where that was — in the little elevator!’

It was true! Jim had seen the elevator when Harlow waited upon the top floor, but after that it had disappeared. It was the easiest thing in the world to slip from floor to floor, missing the search party.

The door was immovable; he could secure no leverage, and even if he had, it was unlikely that it would yield. They must attack the concrete-covered brickwork. This was the only section of the wall that was not built of stone.

Fortunately for them, there were tool chests in all the cars, and moreover in one of the machines was a big car jack, the steel lever of which they disconnected and used as a crowbar.

The work was an anodyne to Jim Carlton’s jangled nerves, set further on edge every time he saw the white face of Ellenbury.

The lawyer crouched by the bed watching them and muttering all the time under his breath. Once, in a pause, Jim heard him say: ‘You can’t measure principles with a yard stick; such a beautiful girl! And very young!’ And then he started weeping softly.

‘Don’t notice him,’ snarled Elk; ‘get on with the work!’

To move only an inch of concrete was an arduous and difficult business, and not without its danger if the sound were heard by the master of the house. But after an hour’s work they cleared a square foot of the hard plaster and revealed the brick lining beneath. Using screwdrivers for chisels, they managed to dislodge the first brick in the course and enlarge the hole. The second brick course was easier; but now the necessity for caution was brought home to them dramatically.

Jim was fitting the jagged edge of his driver into a small hole in the mortar, when a muffled voice almost at his elbow said: ‘Leave them alone: they can wait until tomorrow.’

It was Harlow, and Jim almost jumped.

But the phenomenon had a simple explanation. His voice had been carried down the shaft of the lift. They heard a gate slam, again came the whine of the motor and the lift stopped just above them, the gate was fastened again, and by a trick of acoustics Jim could hear the man’s foot tapping on the tiled floor of the vestibule.

They had till the morning; that was a comfort. Working and listening at intervals, they dislodged the inner brick, drew it out, a second followed, and in half an hour there was a jagged hole through which a lean man might wriggle.

Jim was that lean man. He found himself in the greasy pit of the elevator shaft, stumbling over beams and pulleys in a darkness which was unrelieved by a single ray from above.

He reached back into the room for his torch and made an inspection. The bottom of the lift was at least twelve feet above where he stood and hanging from it were two thick electric cables. Reaching up, he could just touch the lowest of the loops. He told Elk the position, and all the car cushions that could be gathered were thrust through the hole and piled by Jim, one on top of the other.

Balancing himself on these, he took a steady grip of the cable and rested his weight. The wires held. Pulling himself up, hand over hand, he managed to reach a thick steel bar which connected with the safety brake, and began to push the elevator floor, hoping to find a trap door. But evidently this little lift was too small for a mechanic’s trap, the floor did not yield under his pressure, and he was debating whether he should drop on to the cushions when he heard a quick step in the vestibule, a heavy foot stepped into the lift and the door slammed to. In another second he was mounting rapidly. On the top floor the lift stopped with a jerk which almost loosened his hold, though he had braced his feet upon the dangling cables below.

The upper floors were not as deep as the two lower. As he hung, his knee was on a level with the top of the elevator entrance to the second floor. There was a footledge there, and if he could reach it, it would be a simple matter to climb over the tiny grille. It was worth trying. Gently he slid down the cable until, swinging his feet, he could just touch the six inches of floor space between the pit and the grille.

Then, concentrating all his strength, he leapt forward, snatching at the breast-high gate — his feet slipping from under him. He recovered in a second, and was over the top.

He crept noiselessly up the stairs and was almost detected by the tall woman who was standing on the landing, her ear to the closed door of the room in which, he suspected, Aileen was a prisoner. From where he stood, concealed by a turn of the stairs, he could hear Harlow’s voice raised in complaint.

‘It was so vulgarly theatrical! I’m not annoyed, I’m hurt! To write messages on a card was stupid…and with a pin. If I had known…’

There was an agitated, murmured reply, and then unexpectedly Harlow laughed.

‘Well, well, you’re a foolish fellow; that is all I have to say to you. And you must never do such a thing again. Luckily the police couldn’t read your writing.’

Jim had almost forgotten the existence of the bearded man. He heard the door open and went quickly down the stairs until he was in the vestibule. The hands of the little silver clock over the marble mantelpiece pointed to five.

The lift was coming down again, and crouching back into a recess, Jim saw the big man pass into the library. The door shut behind him. In a second the detective was in the elevator and had pressed the top button.

If Aileen were there, he would find her; he dare not allow himself even to debate the sanity of the little man he had left in the garage.

Was she here?…dead? He closed his eyes to shut out the dreadful picture that the lawyer had drawn…the axe…the pit…

Just as the elevator reached the top floor something happened. For a few seconds Carlton did not grasp the explanation.

The two lights in the roof of the lift went out, and down below something flashed bluely — Jim saw the lightning flicker of it.

He pushed at the grille which, on the top floor alone, reached from ceiling to floor. It did not budge. He kicked at the gates, but they were of hammered steel.

Trapped for a second time in three hours, Jim swore softly through his teeth. He heard the street door close below and silence.

‘Elk!’ From a distance came Elk’s hollow answer. ‘He has cut out a fuse — can you climb to the hall?’

‘I’ll try.’

Facing where he stood, caged and impotent, was the door of Mrs Edwins’ room and as he looked he saw the handle turning slowly…slowly.

Mrs Edwins? She had been left behind then…The door opened a little…a little more, and then Aileen Rivers walked out.

‘Aileen!’ he cried hoarsely.

She looked at him, gripping the gate, his haggard face against the bars. ‘The philandering constable,’ she said, bravely flippant; and then, ‘please — take me home!’

‘Who brought you here?’ he asked, hardly believing the evidence of his senses.

‘I came of my own free will — oh, Jim he’s such a darling!’

‘Oh, God!’ groaned the man in the cage, ‘and I never noticed it!’
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Nearly Twelve hours before that poignant moment a gum-chewing chauffeur had found himself in an awkward position.

‘A lunatic and a fainting female!’ mused the chauffeur. ‘This is most embarrassing!’

Stooping, he lifted the girl and laid her limply over his shoulder. With his disengaged hand he dragged the dazed old lawyer to his feet.

‘You hit me!’ whimpered Ellenbury.

‘You are alive,’ said the chauffeur loftily, ‘which is proof that I did not hit you.’

‘You choked me!’

The chauffeur uttered a tut of impatience. ‘Go ahead, Bluebeard!’ he said.

Apparently one hundred and forty pounds of femininity was not too great a tax on the chauffeur’s strength, for as he walked behind the weeping little man, one hand on the scruff of his collar, he was whistling softly to himself.

Up the stone steps he walked and into the hall. The ancient maid came peeping round the corner, and almost fell down the kitchen stairs in her excitement, for something was happening at Royalton House — where nothing had happened before.

The chauffeur lowered the girl into a little armchair. Her eyes were open; she was feeling deathly ill.

‘There is nothing in the world like a cup of tea,’ suggested the chauffeur, and called in the maid, so imperiously that she never even glanced at her master. He seemed dwindled in stature. In his hand he still held the wet haft of the axe.

He was rather a pathetic little man.

‘I think you had better put that axe away,’ said the chauffeur gently.

Aileen only then became aware of his presence. He had a funny moustache, walrus-like and black, and as he spoke it waggled up and down. She wanted to laugh, but she knew that laughter was halfway to hysteria. Her eyes wandered to the axe; a cruel-looking axe — the handle was all wet and slippery. With a shiver she returned her attention to the chauffeur; he was holding forth in an oracular manner that reminded her of somebody. She discovered that he was watching her too, and this made her uneasy.

‘You’ve got to help me, young lady,’ said the man gravely.

She nodded. She was quite willing to help him, realising that she would not be alive at that moment but for him.

The chauffeur rolled his eyes round to Ellenbury.

‘O, what a tangled web we weave, When first we practise to deceive!’ he said reproachfully; and stripped his black moustache with a grimace of pain.

‘Thank God that’s gone!’ he said, and pulled up a chair to the fire. ‘I was once very useful to Nova — Nova has this day paid his debt and lost a client. Why don’t you take off your overcoat? It’s steaming.’

He glanced at the axe, its wet haft leaning against the fireplace and then, reaching out his hand, took it on to his knees and felt its edge.

‘Not very sharp, but horribly efficient,’ he said, and laid his hand on the shoulder of the shrinking man. ‘Ellenbury, my man, you’ve been dreaming!’ Ellenbury said nothing. ‘Nasty dreams, eh? My fault. I had you tensed up — I should have let you down months ago.’

Now Ellenbury spoke in a whisper.

‘You’re Harlow?’

‘I’m Harlow, yes.’ He scarcely gave any attention to the two suitcases; one glance, and he did not look at them again. ‘Harlow the Splendid. The Robber Baron of Park Lane. There’s a good title for you if you ever write that biography of mine!’

Mr Harlow glanced round at the girl and smiled; it was a very friendly smile.

Ellenbury offered no resistance when the big man relieved him of his wet coat and held up the dressing-gown invitingly. ‘Take off your shoes.’ The old man obeyed; he always obeyed Harlow. ‘When are you leaving?’

‘Tomorrow,’ The admission was wrung from him. He had no resistance.

‘One suitcase full of money is enough for any man,’ said Harlow. ‘I’ll take a chance — you shall have first pick.’

‘It’s yours!’ Ellenbury almost shouted the words.

‘No — anybody’s. Money belongs to the man who has it. That is my pernicious doctrine-you will go to Switzerland, get as high up the mountains as you can. St Moritz is a good place. Very likely you’re mad. I think you are. But madness cannot be cured by daily association with other madmen. It would be stupid to hide you up in an asylum — stupid and wicked. And if you will not think of killing people any more, Ellenbury. You — are — not — to — think — about — killing!’

‘No!’ The old man was weeping foolishly.

‘Our friend Ingle leaves for the Continent tomorrow — join him. If he starts talking politics, pull the alarm cord and have him arrested. I don’t know where he is going — anywhere but Russia, I guess…’

All the time he was talking, Aileen sensed his anxiety. Just then the maid brought in the tea and the big fellow relaxed.

‘Drink that hot,’ he ordered, and when the servant had gone he moved nearer to the girl and lowered his voice. ‘He doesn’t respond. You noticed that? No reflexes, I’m certain. I dare not try; he’d think I was assaulting him. It was my own fault. I kept him too tense — too keyed up. If I had let him down…umph!’ He shook his head; the thick lips pursed and drooped. Presently he spoke again. ‘I’ll have to bring you both away — you can be very helpful. If you insist upon going to Carlton and telling him about…this’ — he nodded to the unconscious man by the fire—’I shan’t stop you. This is the finish, anyway.’

‘Of what?’ she asked.

‘Harlow the Joker,’ he said. ‘Don’t you see that? Here’s a man who tried to murder you — a madman. Why? Because he thought you knew he was bolting. Here’s Harlow the magnificent masquerading like a fiction detective with a comic moustache! Why? Imagine the police asking all these questions. And Ellenbury of course would tell them quite a lot of things — some silly, some sane. The police are rather clever — not very, but rather. They’d smell — all sorts of jokes. I want a day if I can get it. Would you come to Park Lane for a day?’

‘Willingly!’ she said; and he went red.

‘That is a million-pound compliment,’ he said. ‘You’ll have to sit on the floor with a rug over you; you mustn’t be seen. As it is, if you are missed, your impetuous lover — did you speak?’

‘I didn’t,’ she said emphatically.

‘If he learns that you have disappeared, my twentyfour hours will be shortened.’

She glanced at Ellenbury. ‘What shall you do with…him?’ she asked.

‘He sits by my side; I dare not leave him here.’ He lifted up one of the suitcases and weighed it in his hand. ‘Would you like half a million?’ he asked pleasantly.

Aileen shook her head. ‘I don’t think there is much happiness in that money,’ she said.

He laughed. ‘Forgive me! I’ve got a little joke at the back of my mind — maybe I’ll tell you all about it!’
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She Told Jim all about this as he drove her back to her rooms after she had brought a policeman to release him.

‘He IS rather a darling,’ she repeated, and when he frowned she pressed his arm and laughed. ‘Somehow I don’t think you will arrest him,’ she said. ‘But if you do, hold him very tight!’

And she thought of Mr Harlow’s joke.

When, an hour later, a strong force of plainclothes policemen descended upon 704 Park Lane, they found only Mrs Edwins, erect and intractable as ever, her hands folded over her waist.

‘Mr Harlow left for the country this morning,’ she said, and when they searched the house they discovered neither the Splendid Harlow nor the golden-bearded man called Marling.

‘Arrest me!’ she sneered. ‘It takes a clever policeman to arrest an old woman. But you’ll not take Lemuel.’

‘Lemuel?’

She realised her mistake.

‘I called him Lemuel when he was a child, and I call him Lemuel now,’ she said defiantly. ‘He’ll ruin every one of you — mark my words!’

She was still muttering threats when two detectives found her coat and hat and led her, protesting, to the police station.

Mr Harlow’s landed possessions were not limited to his pied-a-terre in Park Lane. He had a large estate in Hampshire, which he seldom visited, though he retained a considerable staff for its upkeep. It was known that he owned a luxurious flat in Brighton; and it was generally believed that somewhere in London he kept another extensive suite of apartments.

Stratford Harlow was a far-thinker. He saw not only tomorrow but the day after. For over twenty years he had lived in the knowledge that he was a reprehensible jester, and that there was always a possibility, if not a probability, that his supreme ‘joke’ would be detected.

He was at the mercy of many men, for only the mean thief may work single-handed. He had perforce to employ people who must be taken — a little — into his confidence.

But only one person knew the big truth.

His chauffeur, who knew so much, never dreamt the whole; to Ellenbury he had been a crooked market-rigger; to Ingle he had been an admirable enemy of society. To himself, what was he? That ‘joke’ idea persisted; almost the description fitted his every action. When he had locked the grille on Jim he knew that the ‘joke’ was on him. The machinery of the law had begun to move, and there was nothing to be gained by dodging from one hiding place to another. It was a case of night or nothing.

He went to the foot of the stairs and whistled; and soon Mrs Edwins came into view with the tall, bearded man.

‘Marling, I am going to take you for a little drive,’ said Stratford Harlow pleasantly. ‘You are at once a problem and a straw. You have almost broken my neck and I am grasping at you.’ He laughed gently. ‘That’s a mixed illustration, isn’t it?’

‘Where are you going?’ asked Mrs Edwins.

He fixed her with his cold eyes.

‘You are very inquisitive and very stupid,’ he said. ‘What is worse, you lack self-control, and that has nearly been my undoing. Not that I blame you.’ A gesture of his white hand absolved her from responsibility. ‘Telephone to Reiss to bring the car. Possibly he will telephone in reply that he is unable to bring the car. You may even hear the strange and authoritative voice of a policeman.’

Her jaw dropped.

‘You don’t mean?’ she asked quickly.

‘Please telephone.’

He was very patient and cheerful. He did not look at her; his eyes, lit with a glint of humour, focused upon the uncomfortable man who faced him.

‘I hope I’ve done nothing—’ began Marling.

‘Nothing at all — nothing!’ said Mr Harlow with the greatest heartiness. ‘I have told you before, and I tell you again, you have nothing to fear from me. You are a victim of circumstances, incapable of a wrong action. I would sooner die than that you suffered so much as a hurt! Injustice pains me. That variety of justice which is usually called “poetical” fills me with a deep and abiding peace of soul. Well?’ He snapped the question at the woman in the doorway.

‘What am I to do with that girl?’ she asked.

‘Leave her alone,’ said the big man testily, ‘and at the earliest opportunity restore her to her friends. Help Mr Marling on with his coat; it is a cold night. And a scarf for his throat…Good!’

He peered through the ground-glass window.

‘Reiss has brought the car. Trustworthy fellow,’ he said, and beckoned Marling to him. Together they left the house and were driven rapidly away. For nearly a quarter of an hour Mrs Edwins stood in the deserted vestibule, very upright, very forbidding, her gnarled hands folded, staring at the door through which they had passed.

The car drove through Mayfair, turned into a side street and stopped. It was a corner block, the lower floor occupied by a bank. There was a side door, which Mr Harlow opened and stood courteously aside to allow his companion to pass.

They went up a long flight of stairs to another door, which Harlow unlocked.

‘Here we are, my dear fellow,’ he said, closing the door gently. ‘This is what is called a labour-saving flat; one of the modern creations designed by expensive architects for the service of wealthy tenants who are so confoundedly mean that they weigh out their servants’ food! Here we shall live in comparative quiet for a week or two.’

‘What has happened?’ asked Marling.

The big man shrugged his shoulders.

‘I do not know — I rather imagine that I recognise the inevitable, but I am not quite sure. Your room is here, at the back of the house. Do you mind?’

Marling saw that it was a more luxurious apartment than that which he had left. Books there were in plenty. The only drawback was that the windows were covered with a thin coating of white paint which made them opaque.

‘I prepared this place for you two, nay, three years ago,’ said Harlow. ‘For a week or two, until we can make arrangements, I am afraid we shall have to do our own housework.’

He patted the other on the shoulder.

‘You’re a good fellow,’ he said. ‘There are times when I would like to change places with you. Vivit post funera virtus! I, alas! have no virtues, but a consuming desire to make wheels turn.’

He pursed his thick lips and then said, apropos of nothing: ‘She is really a very nice girl indeed!…And she has a sense of humour. How rare a quality in a woman!’

‘Of whom are you talking?’ asked the bearded man, a little bewildered.

‘The might-have-been,’ was the flippant reply. ‘Even the wicked cannot be denied their dreams. Would you call me a sentimentalist, Marling?’ Marling shook his head, and Mr Harlow laughed not unkindly. ‘You’re the most appallingly honest man I’ve ever met,’ he said, in admiration; ‘and I think you’re the only human being in the world for whom I have a genuine affection.’

His companion stared at him with wide-open eyes. And Mr Harlow met the gaze without faltering. He was speaking the truth. His one nightmare in the past twenty years was that this simple soul should fall ill; for if that catastrophe had occurred, Stratford Harlow would have risked ruin and suffering to win him back to health. Marling was the only joke in life that he took seriously.

Every morning for three years, two newspapers had been thrust under the door of Harlow’s flat and had been disposed of by the hired servant who came to keep the place in order. Every morning a large bottle of milk had been deposited on the mat and had been similarly cleared away by the servant, who would come no more, for she had received a letter dispensing with her services on the morning Harlow and his companion arrived. The letter was not signed ‘Stratford Harlow,’ but bore the name by which she knew her employer.

The first day was a dull one. Harlow had nothing to do and inactivity exasperated him. He was down early the next morning to take in milk and newspapers; and for a long time sat at his ease, a thin cigar between his teeth, a cup of cooling coffee by his side, reading of his disappearance. The ports were watched; detectives were on duty at the termini of all airways. The flying squad was scouring London. The phrase seemed familiar. The flying squad from police headquarters spend their lives scouring London, and London seems none the cleaner for it.

There was his portrait across three columns, headed ‘The Splendid Harlow,’ and only hinting at the charge which would be laid against him. He learnt, without regret or sorrow, of the arrest of Mrs Edwins — he had a lifelong grudge against Mrs Edwins, who had a lifelong grudge against him. She was wholly incapable of understanding his attitude to life. She had wondered why he did not live abroad in the most luxurious and exotic atmosphere. She would have excused a seraglio; she could not forgive his industry and continence.

She had made no statement, the newspapers said, and he suspected her of making many of a vituperative character.

There was a hint of Marling in the paragraph:

‘The police are particularly desirous of getting into touch with the man who left the Park Lane house at the same time as Harlow. He is described as tall, rather pale, with a long yellow beard. None of the servants of the house has ever seen him. It may be explained that Mr Harlow’s domestic arrangements were of an unusual character. All the servants slept out in a house which Harlow had hired…’

Mr Harlow turned over the page to see the sporting cartoon. The humour of Tom Webster never failed to amuse him. Then he turned back to the Stock Exchange news.

Markets were recovering rapidly. He made a calculation on the margin of the paper and purred at his profits.

He could feel a glow of satisfaction though he was a fugitive from justice; though all sorts of horrid possibilities were looming before him; though it seemed nothing could prevent his going the dreary way-Brixton Prison, Pentonville, Wormwood Scrubs, Dartmoor…if not worse. If not worse.

He took out his cigar and looked at it complacently. Mrs Gibbins had died a natural death, though that would take some proving. It was a most amazingly simple accident. Her muddy shoes had slipped on the polished floor of his library; and when he had picked her up she was dead. That was the truth and nothing but the truth. And Miss Mercy Harlow had died naturally; and the little green bottle that Marling had seen had contained nothing more noxious than the restorative with which the doctor had entrusted him against the heart attack from which she succumbed.

He rose and stretched himself, drank the cold coffee with a wry face, and shuffled along leisurely in his slippered feet to call Saul Marling. He knocked at the door, but there was no answer. Turning the handle, he went in. The room was empty. So, too, was the bathroom.

Mr Harlow walked along the passage to the door leading down to the street. It was open. So also was the street door. He stood for a while at the head of the stairs, his hands in his pockets, the dead cigar between his teeth. Then he descended, closed the door and, walking back to the sittingroom, threw the cigar into the fireplace, lit another and sat down to consider matters; his forehead wrinkled painfully.

Presently he gave utterance to die thought which filled his mind.

‘I do hope that poor fellow is careful how he crosses the road — he isn’t used to traffic!’

But there were policemen who would help a timid, bearded man across the busy streets, and it was rather early for heavy traffic.

That thought comforted him. He took up the newspaper and in a second was absorbed in the Welbury divorce case which occupied the greater part of the page.
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Aileen Rivers might well have excused herself from attending her office, but she hated the fuss which her absence would occasion; and she felt remarkably well when she woke at noon.

Mr Stebbings greeted her as though she had not been absent until lunchtime, to his great inconvenience; and one might not imagine, from his matter-of-fact attitude, that he had been badgered by telephone messages and police visitations during the twelve hours which preceded her arrival.

He made no reference to her adventure until late in the afternoon, when she brought in some letters for him to sign. He put his careful signature to each sheet and then looked up. ‘James Carlton comes of a very good family. I knew his father rather well.’

She went suddenly red at this and was for the moment so thrown off her balance that she could not ask him what James Carlton’s parentage had to do with a prosaic and involved letter on the subject of leases.

‘He was most anxious about you, naturally,’ Mr Stebbings rambled on aimlessly. ‘I was in bed when he called me up — I have never heard a man who sounded so worried. It is curious that one does not associate the police force with those human emotions which are common in us all, and I confess it was a great surprise — in a sense a gratifying surprise! I have seen him once; quite a good looking young man; and although the emoluments of his office are not great, he appeals to me as one who has the capacity of making any woman happy.’ He paused. ‘If women can be made happy,’ he added, the misogynist in him coming to the surface.

‘I really don’t know what you mean, Mr Stebbings,’ she said, very hot, a little incoherent, but not altogether distressed.

‘Will you take this letter?’ said Mr Stebbings, dismissing distracted detectives and hot-faced girls from his mind; and immediately she was plunged into the technology of an obscure trusteeship which the firm of Stebbings was engaged in contesting.

As Aileen grew calmer, the shock of the discovery grew in poignancy. A girl who finds herself to be in love experiences a queer sense of desolation and loneliness. It is an emotion which seems unshareable; and the more she thought of Jim Carlton, the more she was satisfied that the affection was one-sided; that she was wasting her time and thought on a man who did not care for her any more than he cared for every other girl he met; and that love was a disease which was best cured by fasting and self-repression.

She was in this frame of mind when there came a gentle tap at her door. She called ‘Come in!’ — the handle turned and a man walked nervously into the room. A tall man, hatless, collarless, and inadequately clad. An overcoat many times too broad for him was buttoned up to the neck, and although he wore shoes he was sockless and his legs were covered by a pair of dark-blue pyjamas. He stroked his long beard nervously and looked at the girl in doubt.

‘Excuse me, madam,’ he said, ‘is this the office of Stebbings, Field and Farrow?’

She had risen in amazement. ‘Yes. Do you wish to see Mr Stebbings?’

He nodded, looked nervously round at the door and dosed it behind him.

‘If you please,’ he said.

‘What name?’ she asked.

He drew a long breath.

‘Will you tell him that Mr Stratford Harlow wishes to see him?’

Her mouth opened in amazement.

‘Stratford Harlow? Is he here?’

He nodded. ‘I am Stratford Harlow,’ he said simply.

The gentleman who for twentythree years had borne the name of Stratford Harlow was drinking a cup of China tea when the bell rang. He finished the tea, and wiped his mouth with a silk handkerchief. Again the bell shrilled. Mr Harlow rose with a smile, dusted the crumbs from his coat and, pausing in the passage to take down an overcoat and a hat from their pegs, walked down the stairs and threw open the door.

Jim Carlton was standing on the sidewalk, and with him three gentlemen who were unmistakably detectives.

‘I want you, Harlow,’ he said.

‘I thought you might,’ said Mr Harlow pleasantly. ‘Is that your car?’ He patted his pockets. ‘I think I have everything necessary to a prisoner of state. You may handcuff me if you wish, though I would prefer that you did not. I do not carry arms. I regard any man who resists arrest by the use of weapons as a cowardly barbarian! For the police have their duties — very painful duties sometimes, pleasant duties at others — I am not quite sure in which category yours will fall.’

Elk opened the car door and Mr Harlow stepped in, settled himself comfortably in the corner and asked: ‘May I smoke?’

He produced a cigar from his coat pocket and Elk held the light as the car moved towards Evory Street.

‘There is one thing I would like to ask you, Carlton,’ he said, half-turning his head towards his captor, who sat by his side. ‘I read in the newspapers that the ports and airports were being watched and all sorts of extraordinary precautions were being taken against my leaving the country. I presume that the news of my arrest will be made known immediately to these watchful gentlemen? I should hate to feel that they were tramping up and down in the cold, looking for a man who was already in custody. That would spoil my night’s sleep.’

Jim humoured his mood. ‘They will be notified,’ he said.

‘You found Marling, of course? He has suffered no injury? I am very relieved. It is difficult to conceive the confusion which must arise in the mind of a man who has been out of the world for some twenty years and returns to find the streets so crowded with death-dealing automobiles, driven usually at a pace beyond the legal limit.’

‘Yes, Mr Harlow is in good hands.’

‘Call him Marling,’ said the other. ‘And Marling he must remain until my duplicity is proved beyond any question. I will make the matter easy for you by admitting that he is Stratford Selwyn Mortimer Harlow.’

He went off at a tangent, a trick of his.

‘I should have gone away a long time ago and defied you to bring home to me any offence against the law. But I am intensely curious — if my dearest wish were realised, I would be suspended in a condition of disembodied consciousness to watch the progress of the world through the next two hundred thousand years! I would like to see what new nations arise, what new powers overspread the earth, what new continents will be pushed up from the sea and old continents submerged! Two hundred thousand years. There will be a new Rome, a new barbarian Britain, a new continent of America populated by indescribable beings! New Ptolemys and Pharaohs getting themselves embalmed; and never dreaming that their magnificent tombs shall be buried under sand and forgotten until they are dug out to be gaped at by tourists, who will pay two piastres a peep!’

He sighed, flicked the ash of his cigar onto the floor of the car. ‘Well, here I am at the end. I’ve seen it out. I know now into which compartment the little whirling ball of fate has fallen. It is extremely interesting.’

They hurried him into the charge-room and put him in the steel pen; and he beamed round the room.

In an undertone to Jim he said: ‘Can anything be done to prevent the newspapers with one accord describing what they will call the “irony” of my appearance in a police station which I presented to the nation? Almost I am tempted to present a million pounds to the journal which refrains from this obvious comment!’

He listened in silence to the charge which Elk read, interrupting only once.

‘Suspected of causing the death of Mrs Gibbins? How perfectly absurd! However, that is a matter for the lawyers to thrash out.’

With the jailer’s hand on his arm he disappeared to the cells.

‘And that’s that!’ said Jim, with a heartfelt sigh of relief.

‘Where’s the real fellow?’ asked Elk.

‘At the house in Park Lane. He’s got the whole story for us. I’ve arranged to have a police stenographer at nine o’clock tonight.’

At nine o’clock the bearded man sat in Mr Harlow’s library; and began in hesitant tones to tell his amazing story.
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‘My name is Stratford Selwyn Mortimer Harlow and as a child I lived as you know with my aunt, Miss Mercy Harlow, a very rich and eccentric lady, who assumed full charge of me and quarrelled with my other aunts over the question of my care. I do not remember very distinctly the early days of my life. I have an idea, which Marling confirms, that I was a backward child — backward mentally, that is to say — and that my condition caused the greatest anxiety to Miss Mercy, who lived in terror lest I became feeble-minded and she was in some way held responsible by her sisters. This fear became an obsession with her, and I was kept out of the way whenever visitors called at the house, and practically saw nobody but Miss Mercy, her maid Mrs Edwins, and her maid’s son Lemuel, who on two occasions was, I believe, substituted for me — he being a very healthy child.

‘I know nothing about the circumstances of his birth, but it is a fact that he was never called by the name of Edwins, except by Miss Mercy, and she continued to call him this even after the time came for him to go to school and the production of his birth certificate made it necessary that he should bear the name of his father, Marling.

‘He was my only playmate; and I think that he was genuinely fond of me and that he pitied what he believed to be my weakness of intellect. Mrs Edwins’ ambition for her son was unbounded; she strived and scraped to send him to a public school, and when he got a little older (as he told me himself) she prevailed upon Miss Mercy to give her the money to send him to the university.

‘Let me say here that I owe most of my information on the subject to Marling himself — it seems strange to call him by a name which I have borne so long! At that time my mind was undoubtedly clouded. He has described me as a morose, timid boy, who spent day after day in a brooding silence, and I should say that that description was an accurate one.

‘The fear that her relatives might discover my condition of mind was a daily torment to Miss Mercy. She shut up her house and went to live at a smaller house in the country; and whenever her sisters showed the slightest inclination to visit her, she would move to a distant town. For three years I saw very little of Marling, and then one day Miss Mercy told me that she was engaging a tutor for me. I disliked the idea, but when she said it was Marling I was overjoyed. He came to Bournemouth to see us and I should not have known him, for he had grown a long golden beard, of which he was very proud. We had long talks together and he told me of some of his adventures and of the scrapes he had got into.

‘I was the only person in whom he confided, and I know the full story of Mrs Gibbins as she was called. He had met her when she was a pretty housemaid in the service of the senior proctor. The courtship followed a tumultuous course, and then one day there arrived at Oxford the girl’s mother, who threatened that unless Marling married her daughter, she would inform the senior proctor. This threat, if it were carried out meant ruin to him, the end of Miss Mercy’s patronage, the destruction of all his mother’s hopes; and it was not surprising that he took the easiest course. They were married secretly at Cheltenham and lived together in a little village just outside the city of Oxford.

‘Of course the marriage was disastrous for Marling. He did not love the girl; she hated him with all the malignity that a common and ignorant person can have for one whose education emphasised her own uncouthness. The upshot of it was that he left her. Three years later he learnt from her mother that she was dead. In point of fact that was not true. She had contracted a bigamous marriage with a man named Smith, who was eventually killed in the war. You have told me, Mr Carlton, that you found no marriage certificate in her handbag.

‘By this time, owing to circumstances which I will explain, Marling had the handling of great wealth. He was oddly generous, but the pound a week which he allowed his wife’s mother was, I suspect, in the nature of a thanksgiving for freedom. The money came regularly to her every quarter and while she suspected who the sender was, she had no proof and was content to go on enjoying her allowance. Later this was improperly diverted to her daughter, who, on the death of her mother, assumed her maiden name.

‘Marling came to be my tutor, and I honestly think that in his care — I would almost say affectionate guidance — I had improved in health, though I was far from well, when Miss Mercy had her seizure. In my crazy despair I remember I accused Marling of killing her, for I saw him pour the contents of a green bottle into a glass and force it between Miss Mercy’s pale lips. I am convinced that I did him a grave injustice, though he never ceased to remind me of that green bottle. I think it was part of his treatment to keep my illusion before my eyes until I recognised my error.

‘On the death of Miss Mercy I was so ill that I had to be locked in my room, and it was then, I think, that Mrs Edwins proposed the plan which was afterwards adopted, namely, the substitution of Marling for myself. You will be surprised and incredulous when I tell you that Marling never forgave the woman for inducing him to take that step. He told me once that she had put him into greater bondage than that in which I was held. From his point of view I think he was sincere. I was hurried away to a cottage in Berkshire; and I knew nothing of the substitution until months afterwards, when I was brought to Park Lane. It was then that he told me my name was Marling and that his was Harlow. He used to repeat this almost like a lesson, until I became used to the change.

‘I don’t think I cared very much; I had a growing interest in books and he was tireless in his efforts to interest me. He claimed, with truth, that whatever imprisonment I suffered, he saved me from imbecility. The quiet of the life, the carefree nature of it, the comfort and mental satisfaction which it gave me, was the finest treatment I could have possibly had. He made me acquainted with the pathological side of my case, read me books that explained just why I was living the very best possible life — again I say, he was sincere.

‘Gradually the cloud seemed to dissipate from my mind. I could think logically and in sequence; I could understand what I was reading. More and more the extent of the wrong he had done me became apparent. He never disguised the fact, if the truth be told. Indeed, he disguised nothing! He took me completely into his confidence. I knew every coup he engineered in every detail.

‘One night he returned to the house terribly agitated, and told me that he had heard the voice of his wife! He had been to the flat of a man called Ingle; and whilst he was there a charwoman had come in and he had recognised her voice.

‘He was engaged at that time with Ingle in manoeuvring an amazing swindle. It was none other than the impersonation of the Foreign Minister by Ingle, who was a brilliant actor. The plot was to get the Minister to Park Lane, where he would be drugged and his place taken by Ingle, who, to make himself perfect in the part, had spent a week examining films of Sir Joseph Layton. In this way he had familiarised himself with Sir Joseph’s mannerisms; and he had paid one stealthy visit to a public meeting which Sir Joseph had addressed, in order to study his voice. The plan worked. Sir Joseph went into a room with Marling, drank a glass of wine and was immediately knocked out — I think that is the expression. Ingle waited behind the door all ready made up; and Marling told me he bore a striking resemblance to the Minister. He went out from the house, drove to the House of Commons and delivered a war speech which brought the markets tumbling down.

‘But before this happened there was a tragedy at 704, Park Lane. Apparently, when Marling approached Ingle the actor-convict had been in some doubt as to whether he should go to meet him. Ingle at first suspected a trap and wrote a letter declining to meet. Afterwards he changed his mind, but left the letter on his writing desk and the charwoman, Mrs Gibbins, seeing the envelope was marked “Urgent, By Hand,” came to the conclusion that her master had gone out and forgotten the letter; and with a desire to oblige, she herself brought it to Park Lane. Marling opened the door to her and had the shock of his life, for immediately he recognised her. He invited her into the library and there she slipped on the parquet floor and fell, cutting her head again the corner of the desk. They made every effort to restore her: that I can vouch for. They even brought me down to help, but she was dead, and there arose the question of disposing of the body.

‘Marling never ceased to blame himself that he did not call in the police immediately and tell them the truth, but he was afraid to have his name mentioned in connection with a man who had recently been discharged from prison; and in the end he and Mrs Edwins took the body to Hyde Park and dropped it in the water. You tell me there were signs of a struggle, but that is not so. The footprints were Mrs Edwins’ and not the dead woman’s.

‘Marling never saw the letter which the woman brought, it must have fallen from her pocket when they were carrying her down the slope towards the canal. He told me all about it afterwards; and I know he spoke the truth.’

(Here Mr Harlow’s narrative was interrupted for two hours as he showed some signs of fatigue. It was resumed at his own request just before midnight.)

‘Marling regarded his crimes as jokes, and always referred o them as such. It is, I believe, a common expression amongst the criminal classes and one which took his fancy. The great “joke” about Sir Joseph was the plan to restore him to his friends. I think it was partly Ingle’s idea, and was as follows. Two nigger minstrel suits were procured, exactly alike, and it was arranged that Ingle, at a certain hour, should get himself locked up and conveyed to what Marling invariably called “the lifeboat”—’

‘Lifeboat?’ interrupted Jim quickly. ‘Why did he call it that?’

‘I will tell you,’ resumed Mr Harlow. ‘You will remember that he presented a police station which he had built only about fifty yards from this house; he made this presentation with only one idea in his mind: if he were arrested it was to that police station that he would be taken!

‘Sir Joseph lay under the influence of drugs in the room off the underground garage until the moment arrived, when he was stripped, his upper lip shaved and his face covered with the black make-up of a minstrel. He was then taken through the little door, which you say you have seen, along a locked passage to one of the stairways beneath the cells, and the substitution was an easy matter. Every bed in every cell lilts up, if you know the secret, like the lid of a box; beneath each bed is a flight of steps leading to the passage and to the garage—’

Jim ran into Evory Street station.

‘I want to sec Harlow quick!’ he said breathlessly.

‘He’s all right; he was asleep the last time I saw him,’ said the inspector on duty.

‘Let me see him,’ said Jim impatiently; and followed the jailer down the corridor till they stopped outside Cell No 9.

The jailor squinted through the peephole. Suddenly he uttered an exclamation and turned the lock. The cell was empty!

When they visited the garage, the dark blue car was gone; and though this was found later abandoned on the Harwich road, the Splendid Harlow had vanished as though the earth had opened; nor was he ever seen again, though sometimes there came news from the continent of gigantic operations engineered through Spanish banks by an unknown plutocrat.

The Splendid Harlow had cached most of his money in Spain, but though Jim visited that country, he pursued no inquiries. People on their honeymoon have very little time for criminal investigation.

‘If I had only known about that infernal police station!’ he said once, as they were loafing through the Puerta del Sol.

Aileen changed the subject at the earliest possible moment.

For she had known about the plank beds which were doors to freedom.

It was too good a joke for Harlow to keep to himself. And in telling her he ran very little risk. He was an excellent judge of human nature.


The End
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There was once a little trainer of racehorses and a jockey who were at variance. The third party to the dispute was a bookmaker of dubious reputation and the trouble arose over a horse called Ectis, which was favourite for the Royal Hunt Cup. Both jockey and trainer were under suspicion; they lived so near a warning-off notice that they could afford to take no risks.

This dispute was whether the horse should be scientifically left at the post or (as the jockey suggested) whether all risks should be eliminated by a small dose of a certain drug before the race. Both men were foreseeing certain contingencies; for if the horse were left, the jockey was to blame, and if the stewards thought the animal had been “doctored” and there was an inquiry, the trainer would most certainly depart from the turf with some violence.

Eventually, the trainer had his way; Ectis was to be caught at the gale “flat-footed”. The bookmaker who acted for both laid the horse continuously, and from favourite he became second favourite, and from second favourite, third: from thence he drifted into the 100 to 6 class.

“I can’t understand it,” said the trainer to the owner on the day before the race. “The horse was never better, Mr. Braid.”

Mr. Braid drew thoughtfully at a long cigar, and his dark eyes fixed on the wizened little trainer. He was new to the game — in England, at any rate — an easygoing man, very rich, very amenable. He had no racing friends and knowledgeable racing men regarded curiously the slim figure with the dark, greying hair and the long sallow face and, without pitying him, expressed their regret that so profitable a mug had fallen into the hands of Lingford the trainer and his conscienceless partner, Joe Brille, the jockey.

Mr. Anthony Braid did not, apparently, pity himself. He had a small but lovely house at Ascot where he lived alone even during The Week, and he was content with his loneliness. You saw him standing aloof in various members’ enclosures smoking his long cigar and looking a little vacantly into space. He seldom betted, but when he did, he betted in modest tens; he never disputed the suggestions of his trainer; he made no inquiries of his jockey. You had the impression that racing bored him.

“Possibly,” he drawled when the trainer paused, “possibly the bookmakers fancy something else?”

“That’s right, sir — they think Denford Boy is a certainty.”

Often did Mr. Lingford regret that he could not run Ectis to win — there might be a fortune for him. But he owed a lot of money to the bookmaker who was ‘laying’ the horse, and it meant the greater part of two thousand to lose.

An hour before the Royal Hunt Cup was run, Anthony Braid took his trainer aside.

“My horse has shortened a little in price,” he said.

Mr. Lingford had noticed the fact. “Yes, sir — somebody has been backing him all over the country.”

He was somewhat uneasy, because that morning the bookmaker most concerned had accused him of double dealing.

“Yes,” said Tony Braid in his deep rich voice. “I have been backing him all over the country! I stand to win thirty thousand pounds.”

“Indeed, sir!” The trainer was relieved. He thought it might have been a confederate of Brille, and that the jockey was twisting him. “Well, you’ll have a good run for your money, Brille says—”

“What Brille says doesn’t interest me,” said the owner, gently. “He doesn’t ride the horse — I’ve brought over a jockey from France. And, Mr. Lingford, I’ve changed my trainer, I personally handed over the horse to Mr. Sandford half an hour since, and if you go near him I’ll have you before the Stewards. May I offer you a word of advice?”

The dazed trainer was incapable of reply.

“My advice,” said Anthony Braid, “falls under two heads. One; go into the ring and back Ectis to win you enough to live on for the rest of your life, because I don’t think you’ll ever train another horse; two: never try to swindle a man who graduated on the Johannesburg Stock Exchange. Good morning!”

Ectis won by three lengths, and amongst the disreputable section of the racing crowd Mr. Anthony Braid acquired a new nickname. He who had been “The Case” and “The Mug” (the terms being synonymous) was known as “The Twister”. And the name stuck. He had it flung at him one day in his City office, when he caught Aaron Trosky, of Trosky Limited, for considerably over fifty thousand. It is true Mr. Trosky, in the innocence of his heart, had tried to ‘catch’ Mr. Anthony Braid for a larger sum over a question of mining rights, but that made no difference. “You’re no better than a twister,” wailed the quavering Aaron. “That’s what they call you, and that’s what you are!”

“Shut the door as you go out,” said Anthony.

Undeterred by Mr Trosky’s experience, one Felix Fenervy brought a platinum proposition to The Twister. He should have known better. Anthony examined the maps, read the engineer’s vague reports (they would not have deceived a Commissioner Street officeboy) and invited Mr. Fenervy to lunch. Anthony had also a platinum proposition — a strip of territory in Northern Rhodesia. Why not, suggested the gentle Tony, combine the two properties under the title of the Consolidated Platinum Trust and take the complete profit on both flotations? The idea fired Fenervy. The next morning he paid to his victim twentythree thousand pounds deposit and was under the impression that he was making money.

This was Anthony Braid whose wealth none but his banker knew, until that morning he came to call upon a man who closed the door in his face, a man who liked yet was irritated by him. Whether Tony Braid liked Lord Frensham or not is beside the point. His attentions were, perhaps, so concentrated upon another member of the family, that Lord Frensham’s suspicion and Julian Reef’s hatred were matters of supreme indifference.

“Mr. Anthony Braid, my Lord,” said the butler.

Lord Frensham shifted back into his deep desk chair, ran his ringers impatiently through his thick gray hair and frowned.

“Oh!” he growled, looked at the man, and then with an impatient wave of his hand: “All right — show him in, Charles!”

A square-shouldered man, untidily dressed, unshaven at the moment, strong-featured, big-handed, gruff of voice, abrupt of manner, this was the eighth Earl of Frensham. An obstinate and loyal man, who had gone into the City to repair a family fortune which was beyond repair, the simple, lovable qualities of his nature everlastingly fought against the remorseless requirements of his circumstances.

When Charles had gone he pulled open a drawer of his desk and took out a folder bulging with documents, opened it and turned paper after paper. But, his mind was not on the affair of the Lulanga Oil Syndicate: he was framing in his mind a definite and crushing response to the suggestion which would be made to him in a few minutes.

“Mr. Anthony Braid, m’lord.”

The man who came into the library demonstrated all that a good tailor and careful valeting could contribute towards a perfect appearance. His spare build gave the illusion of height. His black coat was carefully cut: his grey waistcoat had onyx buttons; his striped trousers bore a knife-edged crease. Mr. Anthony Braid was forty and as straight as a gun-barrel. His hair was almost black and emphasized the sallowness of the long and not unpleasant face. His eyes were dark and inscrutable. He stood, his eyes fixed upon his host, and no word was spoken until they were alone.

“Well?” challenged Frensham impatiently. “Sit down — sit down, will you, Braid? Or are you dressed to sit?”

Mr. Braid put his hat, gloves and stick with meticulous care upon a small table, hitched his trouser-knees with great deliberation and sat down. “A lovely morning,” he said. He had a deep sweet voice and a smile that was disarming. “I trust you are well, Frensham — and Ursula?”

Lord Frensham was not in the mood to discuss the weather or his daughter.

“I had your letter,” he said gruffly, “and to tell you the truth I thought it was rather an — er-”

“Impertinence,” said Mr. Braid, the ghost of a smile in his eyes.

“Exactly,” said the other jerkily. “If not worse. What you tell me in effect is that Julian Reef, who is not only my nephew but a fellow-director, is ‘bearing’ Lulanga Oils — in fact, that he is doing his best to ruin me. To tell you the truth, Braid, I was rather surprised that you put such a monstrous charge in writing. Naturally I shall not show your letter to Reef, otherwise—”

The dark eyes of Mr. Braid lit up. “Why not show him the letter?” he asked gently. “I have not the slightest fear of an action for libel. I have some six hundred thousand pounds — perhaps a little more. No jury ever awarded so much damages. There would still be sufficient to live on.”

His hearer scowled at him.

“I dare say — but that is not the kind of publicity I wish,” he said. “I’ll be frank with you. Braid. Somebody is ‘bearing’ this stock — the prices are dropping daily — and that somebody is you! Don’t interrupt, please! You have a certain reputation — a nickname-”

“The Twister,” murmured the other. “I’m rather proud of it. It is the name that crooks give to a man who cannot be caught. And my dear friend Reef has tried to catch me in so many ways!”

“You are a racing man with a peculiar reputation—”

Again the dark-eyed man interrupted him. “Say ‘unsavoury’ if it pleases you. It isn’t quite true, but if it makes things easier for you, my dear Frensham, say ‘unsavoury’ — or, as an alternative, may I suggest ‘sinister’?”

Lord Frensham’s gesture betrayed his irritation.

“It may not be true — but there it is. You are The Twister to more people than you are Tony Braid. You really can’t expect me to believe that my best friend is working to ruin me — is betraying me and the board.”

The Twister smiled slowly, put his hand in his pocket and took out a gold cigarette-case, arched an inquiring eyebrow and accepted the other’s nodded permission. He lit his cigarette with great care, put away the match as carefully.

“Doesn’t it strike you that if I have been ‘bearing’ your stock it is a little crude to put the blame on your friend? If I am a ‘twister’, would I do anything so uncunning as to bring an accusation against a man you trust? Credit me at least with intelligence…”

The door opened suddenly and two people came in. The elegant Mr. Braid rose at the sight of the girl. The beauty of Ursula Frensham caught his breath afresh every time he saw her. She came towards him, her hand outstretched, surprise and delight in her eyes.

“Tony, you’re a bad man!” she said. “You haven’t been to see us for months!”

She could not have been aware of her father’s disapproving frown, though she might have guessed that the smiling young man who had followed her into the room was no longer smiling.

“I haven’t come because I haven’t been invited,” said Tony Braid. “Nobody loves me, Ursula — I am an outcast on the face of the earth.”

“Don’t talk like a fool,” growled Frensham.

Mr. Reef, momentarily startled by the unexpectedness of seeing the man he loathed, recovered his smile.

He smiled perpetually, this redfaced man with the thick auburn hair and wonderful white teeth. He was curiously youthful-looking despite his thirty years, and had a boyish habit of blurting painful truths. Mainly they were truths that cut like the lash of a whip, and not even his frank and delighted smile soothed the smart of them. Sometimes they only sounded like truth.

“Nonsense — you’re getting sorry for yourself, Braid! You fellows in the fifties may keep your hair suspiciously dark and your waists suspiciously small but you can’t stop yourself getting dull, old boy! I used to ask you to parties — but, lord, a wet blanket was a dry summer compared with you!”

The Twister was unruffled.

“Your parties bore me,” he said lightly, “and when I’m bored I’m dull. I gave up your parties on my thirty-ninth birthday, which was last year. And I don’t like your friends.”

Julian Reef smiled thinly.

“Don’t be cats,” said Ursula reproachfully. “Father, ask Tony to lunch today. And, Tony, behave!”

Lord Frensham was obviously uncomfortable. “I’m not asking Braid to lunch because I’m lunching at my club,” he said “And, Ursula, my dear—” He paused.

“You’ve got some business to talk — and, Father, you haven’t shaved!”

She nodded to Tony and went out of the room. Mr. Julian Reef looked from one to the other. “I’m in the way, I suppose?”

Tony Braid answered: “No. This concerns you. Show him the letter I sent to you, Frensham.”

“I’ll do nothing of the kind,” snapped Frensham. “I’ve already told you—”

“That you do not want a scandal,” said Tony Braid quietly; “and I assure you that there will be no scandal.”

He walked slowly to the desk and tapped the polished edge to emphasize every word he spoke.

“Until six months ago you and I were very good friends. I think I helped you in many ways — I have a larger knowledge of stock transactions, than you. But I am not offering that as an argument or as a reproach. I came to your house, and you had no objection to my meeting Ursula. And then you sent me a note asking me not to call, and requesting that I should not see your daughter. This morning you have made the discovery that City sharps and racecourse adventurers call me The Twister — you have been well aware of that fact for years! You told me that I am ‘bearing’ your stock, selling Lulanga Oils behind your back. I anticipated that accusation by stating categorically that the man who is selling Lulanga Oil Shares, and who has brought you to the verge of ruin, is your nephew, Mr. Julian Reef, who, for some reason — and that reason can only be for his own profit — has been selling Lulangas for the last three weeks.”

Julian Reef’s face was suddenly distorted with rage. He laid one hand on the other’s shoulder and jerked him round.

“You’re a damned liar!” he said, and the next instant was sprawling on the floor, overturning a chair in his fall.

“That will do, Braid!”

Frensham was on his feet and between the two men in a second. “Now you can get out!”

The Twister picked up his hat, carefully smoothed the nap of it. A smile showed at the corner of his mouth.

“I owe you an apology, Frensham,” he said; “but no man has ever called me a liar to my face and got away with it. I believe Mr. Reef is administering certain monies which are the property of your daughter. May I suggest that you send your accountants to examine that fund? It takes money to buy even yellow diamonds.”

He collected his gloves and stick at leisure. Reef, who had come to his feet holding his damaged jaw, glared death at him as he passed, but made no effort to stop him.
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After Tony Braid’s departure there was a long — and to one man a painful — silence. Frensham stood by his desk, his eyes moodily surveying the blottingpad, and fiddled with a paperknife. He was a poor man. His incursion into the City had been, in a sense, an act of desperation. There were directorships to be had. At first he had accepted every offer, but had learned by painful experience the necessity for discriminating.

Lulanga Oils was his pet; he had bought a large block of shares, mortgaging his every asset, and had refused to sell. He had faith in this stock, more faith perhaps in this clever nephew of his who had preceded him in the City by a few years.

The very success of Julian Reef, who had started almost penniless and was now accounted in certain circles as a man with a great financial future, was the shining a advertisement which led the older man into the troubled waters of finance.

It was on Julian’s advice that he had bought Lulangas and assumed the Chairmanship of the Company. Julian it was who had suggested the administration of a fund when Ursula’s aunt had died leaving her ú60,000. The investments had prospered: the gilt edge of the stocks originally purchased had deepened auriferously.

“What does he mean about yellow diamonds?” Lord Frensham broke the silence.

“Oh, that!” Julian was his laughing self. “The brute has discovered my hobby. I’m rather fond of diamonds, but unfortunately I can’t afford to buy them, so I’ve trained myself into a proper appreciation of tinted stones, particularly the yellow ones which are, of course, worth only a tenth of the white diamonds.”

The other man suddenly remembered that a certain amount of sympathy was due to his nephew.

“Oh lord, no, he didn’t hurt me,” said Julian lightly, though his jaw was throbbing painfully. “He hooked me so suddenly I didn’t see it coming and, of course, I couldn’t retaliate — not in your house.”

“It’s the last time he comes here,” said Frensham. He looked to the door and frowned warningly Ursula came in.

“I’m sorry to interrupt — but where is Anthony?” she asked, looking round in surprise.

Lord Frensham cleared his voice.

“Anthony has gone and he’ll not put his foot in my house again. He committed a brutal and unprovoked attack on Julian. It’s the most outrageous thing I have ever seen.”

She stared at him in amazement.

“Hit Julian? Why?”

“It was my own fault.” Julian broke in “I called him a liar and to him that is the unpardonable sin. I should have done the same to him.”

She was troubled, worried by the news.

“I an sorry. I am very fond of Tony. Father, are you really serious about his not coming again?”

“I am quite serious,” said Frensham curtly.

She looked at Julian and was about to speak, but changing her mind, went out of the room, Reef’s sly eyes following her.

“It seems incredible,” he said, as one who is speaking aloud his thoughts.

“What?” Frensham looked up quickly. “There’s nothing incredible about a friendship like that. I should imagine he’s a fascinating man with impressionable people”

Julian shook his head. “Ursula isn’t an impressionable girl,” he said, and something in his tone alarmed the older man.

“You don’t mean he’s been making love to her, or anything of that sort?”

Julian Reef was on dangerous ground, but there was greater danger elsewhere. He preferred to play with this particular peril rather than risk the attention of his uncle straying back to another matter.

“I wouldn’t say he’s made love to her or that he’s said anything. People don’t do that sort of thing nowadays: they drift into an understanding and drift from there into marriage. I don’t think you kicked him out a minute too soon.” He took up his hat. “Must dash to the office. My Mr. Guelder is an exacting taskmaster.”

“Where did you pick up that Dutchman?” asked Frensham.

“I knew him in Leyden twelve years ago,” said Julian patiently. Frensham’s memory was not of the best, and he had asked that question at least a dozen times before. “I was taking a chemistry course at the University and he was one of the minor professors. An extraordinarily clever fellow.”

Lord Frensham plucked at his lower lip thoughtfully.

“A chemist…what does he know about finance? Yes,” he said slowly, “I remember you told me he was a chemist, and he knew nothing about finance. Why on earth do you keep him in your office in a confidential position?”

“Because he knows something about chemistry,” smiled the other; “and when I am dealing with mining propositions and the wildcat schemes that are always coming to me, I like to have someone who can tell me exactly the geological strata from which a piece of conglomerate is taken.”

His hand was on the door when: “One minute. Julian: you’re not in such a great hurry. Of course, I don’t take the slightest notice of what that fellow said about Ursula’s money, but it’s all right, I suppose? I was looking at a list of the securities the other day: they seem fairly good and fairly safe properties.”

Julian’s mouth was very expressive. At the moment it indicated goodnatured annoyance.

“I seem to remember that Ursula had dividends at the half year,” he said. Of course, if you want to go into the thing as The Twister suggests — that fellow’s getting terribly honest and proper in his old age — send your accountant down, my dear uncle, and let him check the securities, or turn them over to your bank.”

“Don’t be a fool,” Frensham interrupted abruptly. “Nobody has suggested that you can’t handle the fund as well as any bank manager. I suppose none of the securities has been changed?”

“Naturally they’ve been changed,” said Julian quickly. “When I see stock, that promises to be unproductive I get rid of it and buy something more profitable. Ursula’s money has given me more thought than all the other business I do in the course of a year. For example, I had the first news of that slump in Brazil, and got rid of all her Brazilian Rail before the market sagged. I saved her over a thousand pounds on that contract. And if you remember, I told you I was selling the Kloxon Industrials shares—”

“I know, I know,” said the other hastily. “I’m not suggesting that you haven’t done splendidly. Only I’m a poor man — and a reckless man: and I must think of the future where Ursula is concerned.”

Mr. Julian Reef left him on this note; and all the way to the office he was wondering what would have happened if his uncle had accepted his suggestion and had placed Ursula Frensham’s money in the hands of a discriminating banker.

For the sixty thousand pounds’ worth of shares which be held in her name were no longer as gilt-edged as they had been.
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Ursula Frensham had a small car, and Lord Frensham’s small Hampstead estate offered her an opportunity of getting away from the house without observation. She knew Tony’s habits. He was a great walker. It was his practice when he called to dismiss his car and pick it up again at the park end of Avenue Road. He was halfway down Fitzjohn’s Avenue when she drew into the kerb and she called him by name. He looked round with such a start that she knew she had surprised him in a moment of deepest agitation.

“Get in — brawler,” she said sternly.

“Many things I am: brawler I am not,” he said as he took his place by her side.

“Really, Tony,” she said, “I am very, very hurt with you. Father is furious. Poor Julian!”

“I’m rather ashamed of myself,” he confessed. I have never quite got out of my old Barberton ways.”

“You mean barbarian,” she said. “Tony, what is the trouble? What did you say that made everybody so angry? I know it was you who really provoked Julian. Was it about my money?”

He looked round at her in consternation. “Did they tell you that?” he asked.

She shook her head. “No, I guessed it,” she said quietly. “I’m rather worried, too, Tony — not that I’m afraid for my own sake, but I think if anything happened to my money Father would die. You see, poor dear, he’s been working so hard all his life and living so shabbily and the title brought none of those broad lands that a missing heir inherits, only a lot of mortgaged old country houses full of snuffy tenants. And I’m quite sure he knows nothing whatever about the City.”

“And Julian?” asked Tony, looking straight ahead.

She did not reply to this for some time.

“I’m not sure about Julian; and one really ought to be sure about the man one is going to marry.”

He opened his eyes wide at this. “Do you mind stopping the car? I feel sick,” he said, with heavy irony. “Whose idea is this — Julian’s?”

“Father’s.” She was frowning. “Of course, it’s all very much in the air. Tony, do you really think that Julian is a good financier? I don’t.”

“Why?” he asked. He thought that Julian Reef’s little secret belonged to a very exclusive City circle.

“Well, for one thing, he sold some stock of mine called Bluebergs. Do you know them?”

He nodded. “Yes, a very sound company; paying an enormous dividend. Why on earth did he sell it?”

She shook her head.

“I haven’t asked. Only Sir George Crater — he’s the head of the Blueberg Company—” Tony nodded. “ — I met him at a dance last night and he said he was going to have a long serious talk with Father about selling the shares — he knows in some mysterious way-”

“There’s nothing mysterious about share transfers, my dear,” said Tony, his eyes twinkling. He was serious again in a moment. “Perhaps he bought something better,” he said, and felt a hypocrite — for he knew Julian could find nothing better on the market than Blueberg Consolidated.

They had reached the end of Avenue Road and were turning to skirt the park when a very tall man, leaning against a lamp — post, raised a languid hand and lifted his hat with tremendous effort and almost let it fall on his head again.

“Do you want to speak to him?” asked Ursula as Tony half-turned.

“Yes, I’d rather like you to meet this gentleman,” said Tony, “unless you have a rooted objection to hobnobbing with detective officers from Scotland Yard.”

She jerked on the brake and brought the car to a jarring standstill. “I’d love to, Tony,” she said as she got out of the car.

The tall man was walking towards them with such a pained expression on his face that she sensed his boredom. Tony introduced him as Inspector Elk.

So this was the great Elk! Even she had heard about this lank, unhappy man — which was not surprising, for he had figured in half the sensational cases which forced their attention upon the newspaper reader for as long as she could remember.

“Glad to know you. Lady Ursula,” said Elk, and offered a large, limp hand. “Aristocracy’s my weakness lately. I pinched a ‘sir’ last week for selling furniture that he hadn’t paid for.”

He looked at Tony thoughtfully.

“I haven’t taken a millionaire for I don’t know how long, Mr. Braid; and according to what I hear about twisters and twisting—” He surveyed a possible victim blandly. “Education’s at the bottom of all crime,” he went on to his favourite theme. “It’s stuffin’ children’s heads with William the Conqueror, 1066, and all that kind of junk that fills Borstal University. If people couldn’t write there’d be no forgers; if they couldn’t read there’d be no confidence men. Take geography; what does it do, miss? It just shows these hard — boiled murderers where they can go when they get out of the country. I never knew an educated policeman that ever lasted more than three years in the force.” He shook his head sadly. “What’s goin’ to win the Stewards’ Cup, Mr. Braid? Not that I hold with racin’ unless I get a tip that can’t lose. Racing an’ betting are the first steps to the gallows. I had four pounds on a horse at Newmarket last week. It was given to me by a criminal friend of mine and it lost. The next time I catch him I’ll get him ten years!”

There was a twinkle in his kindly grey eyes that belied the horrific threat.

Tony had first met the detective in Johannesburg when he went out to bring home a defaulting bankrupt. They had met since in London. Tony Braid liked this lazy man, with his everlasting railings at education; knew him for what he was, the shrewdest thief-catcher in London and though he had no occasion to ask his services, it had frequently happened that the inspector’s presence at his Ascot home had enlivened many a dull evening.

“Are you looking for criminals now, Inspector?” asked Ursula, trying hard not to laugh for fear she offended him.

He shook his head. “No criminals live in St. John’s Wood, my lady. I’m looking for my fellow-lodger. I realise I’m not doing my duty, which is to leave him to an active and intelligent police constable.”

“Has he stolen something?” asked Ursula.

“No, miss, he has stolen nothing,” said Elk, shaking his head. “He has merely put an enemy into his mouth to steal away his brains. Which is in the Prayer Book. He’s an intelligent man when he’s sober, but talkative when he’s soused, it you’ll excuse the foreign expression. He’s probably lying on the canal bank asleep, or maybe in the canal. When he’s sober he talks rationally, and it’s a pleasure and an education to listen to his talks about the flora and fauna of Africa; but when he’s tight he talks about Lulanga Oilfields and how the wells are all dry, what he thinks of the chief engineer — well, he’s a trial.”

He caught Tony’s eye at that moment. The Twister was staring at him as if he had seen a ghost.
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Mr. Elk of Scotland Yard was the only detective known to fame who had ever permitted himself to be mysterious. And there was no circumstance about Mr. Elk’s life that was more mysterious than the quality of lodgers who drifted to the house where be had his residence. Thieves, decayed noblemen, confidence men, and once a murderer, had slept under that interesting roof in the Gray’s Inn Road. And now Tony Braid heard, dumbfounded, that a mysterious drunken somebody who knew all about Lulanga Oil Wells shared quarters with Mr. Elk. And just then Lulanga Oils was a subject which occupied his mind to the exclusion of all others.

To Ursula Frensham the topic of a possibly intoxicated authority upon Lulanga Oils was not especially fascinating. But this lank man, with the lined face and the twinkling eyes was a figure of romance.

“He’s a nice fellow — this Colburn,” Elk was drawling. “Nothing mean about the man — a prince. Smokes cigars that a gentleman can smoke, has got a bit of money — and will get more when these shares go up.” He looked at Tony quizzically. “I thought of seeing you about these oil shares. You gentlemen in the City could tip me off, and I’d just as soon make money our of stocks and shares as I would out of honest work. Sooner, as a matter of fact.”

“Could you bring him down to Ascot?” asked Tony, lowering his voice.

Mr. Elk scratched his neck and thought he might.

As they were walking back to the car: “What startled you so terribly about — what’s the name of the stock — Lulanga?” asked Ursula.

“Nothing very much. Only I’m rather interested in the operations of that company.”

“Isn’t that one of Julian’s?” she asked, suddenly remembering. “Of course: and Father has a tremendous number of shares; he’s been rather worried about them.”

Mr. Braid made no reply.

She dropped him at Clarence Gate, a little mystified by his silence and very surprised when, at parting, he asked her not to speak to her father of the meeting with Elk.

He made his way to his little house in Park Street, which was both home and office, for in truth, though he had much business in the City, it was conducted from his home address, and the modest suite he rented near the Mansion House was very seldom honoured by his presence.

The moment he got into his study he picked up the telephone, called the office and gave instructions as fast as the stenographer at the other end of the wire could write them down. Within a few minutes of ringing off he had dismissed Lulanga Oils and Julian Reef from his mind, and was immersed in the study of the Racing Calendar.

Mr. Julian Reef would have given a great deal for The Twister’s gift of detachment. If you asked the average reputable man of affairs in the City of London who was the shrewdest of the younger financiers, he would have answered, a little vaguely, that he supposed it was that fellow in Drapers Gardens — what was his name again? Ah, yes. Reef — Julian Reef. There was a coterie that would have replied without reluctance and enthusiastically, for he was very popular with a certain set.

They would have pointed with pride to his Flotation of Kopje Deeps, to his daring currency deals, to that flutter in tin which nearly fluttered three old-established firms into the bankruptcy court, only they had reserves. The consequence of that flutter was that Julian, who was caught short, was within an ace of crying “Good morning” to a registrar in bankruptcy.

There were suave and weighty men of finance who watched Julian’s meteoric rise with a certain amused interest. “He will become a millionaire, but he will never be Lord Mayor of London,” said one of these cryptically. Once Mr. Reef brought to a great house a proposition that had every promise of a cast-iron profit. The head of the house was polite, but negative.

“But, my dear Mr. Ashlein, this is gilt-edged!” protested Julian.

The wise old Jew smiled. “It does not stop at the edge, Mr. Reef,” he said genially. “We could not participate without being under an obligation to you and associating our house with your future enterprises. We are — um — a little conservative.”

It was the first and only time that Julian ever attempted to mix the new wine with the old: he was clever enough to realize his tactical error. It was a mistake to court the old houses — it was, he discovered, a greater error to despise the new.

Not that one would describe Mr. Anthony Braid as a financial power, new or old. He had his humble suite of offices in Lothbury and controlled a number of obscure diamond syndicates which, from Julian’s point of view, were wholly unimportant, In the City he was regarded less as a financier than an authority on the sport of racing: except by those City folk who had met him in Johannesburg.

Julian came straight to his office after his unpleasant encounter with the man he hated best in the world, and Mr. Rex Guelder met him on the threshold of his private room.

Mr. Guelder was stout and shabby and spectacled. He was a native of Holland, a country which, for some curious reason, he never visited. He had a round, fat, rather stupid face with protruding eyes and parted lips: his hair stood stiffly erect, and his careless attire was common talk in the City.

He greeted Julian familiarly and as an equal; almost pushed him into his private office and closed the door with a bang.

“Ah, my friend, I will tell you something amusing. Your ridiculous Lulangas, they fall again — three-sixteenths — a quarter—”

He spoke English with a certain ponderous correctness, though his speech was thick and he had a habit of rolling his r’s.

“Bad luck,” said Julian ironically. “I sold eight thousand this morning — they ought to have fallen two points.”

Mr. Guelder shrugged his shoulders and beamed. “Does it matter — anything?” he asked. “These things are so small, so unimportant.” He waved Lulanga Oils out of existence with a contemptuous gesture. “The new crucible has come and will soon be put up! Also the electric furnace from Sollingen. In six weeks we shall have the new installation; and this morning the stones have come from Amsterdam!”

He opened the safe in a corner of the room, took out a washleather bag and carefully guiding the stones through his hand, poured out the contents on Julian’s blottingpad. Nearly a hundred cut diamonds flashed back a thousand rays in the sunlight. There were big yellow diamonds and diamonds that were so dullishly red as to be almost the colour of rubies, and diamonds of a faint, greenish tint — but never one that was white.

“What did they cost?” frowned Julian.

Mr. Guelder smiled broadly.

“Fleabitings,” he said. “Fifteen thousand pounds. On account I have paid t’ree. Eight houses have collected them from here, there and everywhere. Their values who shall know? For us, my dear Julian, millions certain. Not because we shall sell them, as I have often told you, but because—” He tapped the side of his nose and winked.

“Put them away.” Mr. Reef was a little irritable this morning. “Why have Lulangas fallen only a quarter? I wonder if somebody is trying to catch me short.”

Mr. Rex Guelder spread out his plump hands.

“I do not know,” he said. “What does it matter? Why bozzer with these oil shares, my dear Julian? You make a few thousand there, but it is playing with money, when you should reserve every centime for the great coup!”

Julian Reef shifted impatiently in his chair.

“But is it so much of a great coup, Rex?” he asked. “Of course, I realize that you’re a deuced clever chemist and a genius at this sort of thing, but I suppose you know that I’ve spent fifty thousand pounds already? If anybody had told me ten years ago that I should be looking for the philosopher’s stone—”

“Philosopher’s stone!” snorted the other. “Poof!” He snapped his fingers derisively. “You disparage me, Julian, you disparage my genius, you disparage science! You shall see.”

He scooped the stones carefully to the edge of the table with one hand and into the mouth of the bag, which he held open. With the other he gave the leather a twist and replaced the bag in the safe. Then, quickly: “What has happened?”

Julian was nursing his jaw. “That swine hit me when I had my back turned to him,” he growled.

Mr. Rex Guelder pursed his thick lips. “There are so many swines in this city. Was it the twisting one?”

“It was The Twister all right,” snapped Julian; “and one of these days I’ll give him a twist that’ll leave him permanently crooked.”

He saw the slow smile dawn on the fat face of the Dutchman.

“What’s the joke?” he asked.

“My friend, it is a very great joke. This morning I was talking mit — mit Jollybell — and we spoke of the twisting one. In what do you think his money is invested — what but diamonds? De Vere’s. Ramier’s. Orange River-”

He doubled up with silent laughter, and a new expression came into Julian Reef’s eyes.

“Good Lord…I wonder” he said, half to himself. “If this thing were only sure! God, if I could catch him! And I will!” A deeper shade came to his face, in his eyes burned the fire of a fanatic. “Listen, Rex: I came to the City to make millions — not thousands. I know what it is to be poor — I am stopping short of nothing to avoid that! I don’t care how I get money, or who suffers — I’m going to be rich! I’ll have my villa at Cap Martin and my house in the country and my yacht in Southampton Waters. I’ll have a stable of horses, though I loathe racing. I’ll have a place in Park Lane and a garage of cars. And my wife shall wear the jewels of a princess. Money! It’s the only damn thing that counts. They can have everything else — I’ll buy it from ‘em!”

“If you are careful..,” murmured Guelder.

“Careful! I’ve got to take risks. Where does all the money come from — the money we’ve spent on experiment? Out of trading? Careful! I’ll take the gallows in my stride; but I’ll have so much money that I’ll make this twisting hound look like a pauper. He hit me today, Rex. Do you think I’ll forget it? I’ll break him — smash him. He’ll be like those fellers hanging round the kerb. With a seedy old hat and a seedy old coat, shiny at the elbows. Grinning at me and asking me for a tip. And I’ll spit at him!” his face had gone from red to white in the intensity of his rage and jubilant anticipation.

Professor Rex Guelder, sometime of Leyden University, stared at him owlishly.

“Goot boy!” he rumbled “Dat’s — that’s the stuff. Millions, eh? Tens of millions. First the organization. Then the coup. Then all your enemies unter foot, eh? But for the moment—”

He slipped a sheet of paper toward his friend and employer.

“Sixteen t’ousand pounds, fife shilun’s an threepence — differences. You must pay today or—” He snapped his stubby fingers.

Julian was instantly sobered. “As much as that?”

Mr. Guelder nodded. “And we are oferdrawn mit — with der bank! Also they ask ‘What about it?’ We must get some money — but we must keep our credit. If not, of what availing is the grand coup?”

“Sixteen thousand pounds?”

Julian looked at the other blankly. There still remained of Ursula Frensham’s fortune twenty thousand pounds’ worth of saleable stock. That would have to go the way of the rest.

He went to the safe and took out a long envelope. “Sell these and put some Vaal Power Syndicate shares in their place.”

Rex went to the telephone and gave instructions. The reply had come through an hour later confirming the sale of the shares when a clerk entered the office, and behind him walked Lord Frensham.

“This is an unexpected honour,” smiled Julian.

Lord Frensham sat down heavily in the nearest chair and looked at the Dutchman, who thought this an opportune moment to make himself scarce.

Even after Guelder’s departure, the visitor found a difficulty in offering his proposal.

“Julian — since you left I had a chat on the ‘phone with a friend of mine.”

Julian Reef’s heart almost stopped beating. He knew just what was coming.

“And, Julian — I’ve decided after all that those shares of Ursula’s ought to be with her banker. Can I take them away with me?”
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Not by so much as a twitching muscle did Julian Reef betray his consternation. He looked evenly at Lord Frensham, his active mind busy. Three years before Frensham had deposited with him sixty thousand pounds’ worth of safe securities. Of the original script not one single certificate remained. Bit by bit this gilt-edged stock had been sold to meet the pressing needs of the young financier, and had been replaced with script in his own companies, the majority of which was worth just the value of the securities as waste paper. Out of his own pocket had he paid, with punctilious regularity, the half-yearly dividends due on the old and sold stock.

“Do you really mean that?” he asked steadily. “I’m rather surprised — it almost seems as though The Twister has managed to poison you with his beastly suspicions. Of course, if you want the stock back I’ll apply to the bank today and send it along—”

“There isn’t any question of suspicion,” Lord Frensham said uneasily. “The point is, my dear Julian, I am making such a mess of things that I want to see with my own eyes that Ursula is secure. You’ll think it childish of me, but there it is. The stock is in your bank. Perhaps I could call in — ?”

“I hardly think so,” said Julian coolly. “I am not going to say anything about your attitude, Uncle John. I merely wish to point out that it would not really redound to my credit if you called at my bank with an authorisation from me and withdrew the stock which is in my care. It is no secret to the bank, at any rate, that I am administering this fund on Ursula’s behalf. I think you had better let me make all the arrangements for handing over this money — I mean these shares. Why have you changed your mind?”

Frensham looked past him and sat twisting his hands in his embarrassed way. “Well, I’ll be perfectly straight with you, Julian. You remember amongst the stock were seven hundred Blueberg Gold Mining Syndicate. Sir George Crater, who is the head of the Blueberg and a great friend of mine, well, he called me up on the phone this morning and asked me why I had got rid of these Bluebergs, he said they had risen pounds since I sold. I hadn’t any idea we had sold.”

Julian smiled slowly.

“I see,” he said. “You don’t trust me.” And, when the other would have protested, he said: “Of course I sold Bluebergs. I never made any secret of it. I bought West African Chartered that have shown a very handsome rise and a splendid dividend. It is unfortunate that Bluebergs have risen, but that was beyond my foresight.”

The older man was weakening; very shrewdly Julian pressed home his advantage.

“I don’t think I’ve ever had such a shock as you’ve given me. It’s knocked the bottom out of things. Obviously you nave been influenced by that brute.”

Frensham shook his head.

“If by ‘that brute’ you mean Tony Braid you can get the idea out of your mind. Julian,” interrupted Frensham quickly. “I’m not likely to be influenced by a man whom I have forbidden to come to my house. No, it’s Ursula I’m thinking of. I’ve got myself a bit mixed up in the City. I guess I wasn’t cut out for a financier, and this slump in Lulanga Oils is rattling me.”

“They’re up this morning — I suppose you know that?”

Lord Frensham nodded. “I saw it in the morning paper — yes. But very little — they’ve got to jump a pound before I can get out of my trouble.”

Julian looked at him curiously. “But what is your trouble? I think I know it all, don’t I?”

Lord Frensham did not immediately reply. Watching him, Julian saw evidence of a mental struggle.

“No, I’ve been taking a flutter in other markets,” he said at last. “I haven’t told you, naturally, because I didn’t want to feel a fool if I lost, and wanted to get a little independent kudos if I won. And I’ve lost. When is settling day?”

“Tomorrow,” said Julian. Too well he knew when a settlement was due.

Frensham rose and paced up and down the room, his chin on his chest, his hands clasped behind him and Julian Reef waited, but was quite unprepared for what came.

“I think I’d better tell you,” said Frensham at last “After my high and mighty sentiments about Ursula’s money you’ll think I’m the worst kind of hypocrite. But it wasn’t what Tony Braid said, and it wasn’t what I was told about the Bluebergs being sold — it was something else that brought me here. Some day Ursula will be a very rich woman — you didn’t know that, but it is a fact: she has a reversionary interest in a very big estate. I want Ursula’s present little nest-egg for myself — things have come to such a pass that I must pledge her shares against an overdraft!”

Julian’s lips pursed as though he were whistling, but no sound issued. “As bad as that?” he asked softly.

“You can’t help me, I suppose?” Frensham was looking searchingly at his nephew.

Julian shook his head gently. “You’ve caught me at a very awkward time. I’ve a deal that will eventually bring me in millions, but it’s hardly likely to materialize for a few months. At the moment I’m desperately short of ready money.”

Lord Frensham continued his restless patrol. “I know nobody who would let me have what I want, and Ursula wouldn’t mind. I’m sure if I spoke to her she’d agree like a shot.”

“Why don’t you?” asked Julian before he could trap the words.

“Because I don’t want her to know I’m having such a bad time.” He stopped suddenly in his walk and frowned. “There is a man who would lend me money,” he said slowly, “but, of course, I can’t ask him.”

The redfaced young man did not smile. “You’re thinking of Tony Braid? The last chap in the world to help you! He’s as hard as flint, that fellow; and you can bet that he’d want a quid pro quo that you wouldn’t be very keen on paying.”

“What is that?” asked Frensham quickly.

Julian’s lips twisted in a mirthless smile. “Are you surprised to know that the aged Mr. Braid has views about Ursula?”

Lord Frensham’s smile was one of amused contempt. “You said that before. Don’t talk nonsense. He isn’t ‘aged’, though he may be old enough to be her father.”

“Not exactly.” Julian was in an unusually generous mood to admit as much. “No, he’s not old enough to be her father; he’s quite old enough to be her husband.”

In a long silence, Frensham walked to the window and stared down at the busy street. After a while he spoke without turning his head. “You imagine that he’s asked — oh, rubbish!” He turned round quickly. “You see the position, Julian? I simply must have Ursula’s stocks by tomorrow morning. I think we’d better arrange to send it direct to my bank.”

Julian nodded, his unwavering eyes still fixed: upon the other. “Have you no other reserves — none at all?” he asked.

He was incredulous, outraged, by the news of his uncle’s penury. He almost felt as though Frensham had played him a low trick.

“I tell you I’ve lost and lost and lost,” said the other irritably.

He passed his fingers through his untidy grey hair and stood glowering down at his nephew. An uninformed observer might have imagined that the attitude was a menace. Julian Reef knew that the big man was scowling internally at himself and his own duplicity, his own weakness, his own treachery to the daughter he loved.

“There’s nothing else to be done, I suppose?” he said slowly.

“Anthony Braid is impossible. I wouldn’t risk the humiliation of a refusal. No, the other way is best — the market is rising: I’ll be able to unload a block of Lulangas and that will ease the situation. Send the shares to — not to the bank, no. To me at my office. As long as they get to me in the early morning that will be in time.”

With a curt nod he left the room.

Julian sat for a long time without moving, and at last put out his hand slowly and pressed a bell. Mr. Rex Guelder came peering round the edge of the door and sidled into the office.

“Something is wrong — I smelt it,” he said. “What is the trouble?”

“He wanted Ursula’s shares, that is all.”

A slow smile dawned on the Dutchman’s face. “So small a matter,” he said sarcastically. “And how did you tell your goot uncle — nothing — of course! For if you had told him the truth he would not have gone so quietly. The adorable Ursula!” He smacked his thick lips with a grimace; and Julian did not resent his grossness but sat biting his nails, staring gloomily across the room.

“If that scheme of yours doesn’t come off, Guelder, we’re in the soup! Not only dear uncle Frensham and dear cousin Ursula, but a few other confiding clients may raise merry hell when they find that the shares we are supposed to be holding are non-existent. It will be a happy day for me when your new machine is working.”

“And for me,” said Guelder, rubbing his hands, a beatific smile on his face. “Have not fear, my friend. I have had the greatest expert in the country — a German from Dresden. It is the Z-ray alone — that is the bodder. Once she is eliminated — fortune!” He snapped his fingers ecstatically. “Greenwich shall put up a memorial to me — the greatest man of his time!”

But his friend did not share in the jubilation. “All right,” he said, “leave me alone, will you?”

He sat for a long time, his head in one hand, scrawling meaningless arabesques on the blottingpad, refusing even to speak to his secretary. At five o’clock he put on his hat and went into Guelder’s stuffy little office. The Dutchman was examining something under a powerful glass and looked up.

“Regard this, my friend. Is there a greater beauty?”

Julian looked curiously at the oval-shaped opal that lay on a pad of cottonwool — a thing of fire that changed its hue with every movement of his hand: now the green of the deep sea, now flashing orange brilliance, scarlet again, blue deep and tender, and through all these colours, the shimmer of flecked gold.

Julian put down the stone.

“A mere fifteen pounds of carat,” almost pleaded Guelder. “Such a stone for the collector, the artist!”

“It’s not for me,” said Julian harshly. “I’ve got to see my uncle and tell him the truth.”

Guelder stared at him incredulously. “Tell him…that the money is gone? Are you mat?”

Julian shrugged his shoulders. “What else can I do? He’ll know in the morning. I might as well get it over tonight.”

“But he will kill you, or worse, put you in prison. Do you not remember, my goot friend—” Guelder’s voice was tremulous with emotion “ — what he say to you in this very room of yours? He would gaol his own brother if he robbed him! This was said with meaning — I know, I understand men!”

Julian turned on him. “Perhaps you’ll suggest some pleasant way out of it,” he snapped.

The Dutchman’s face had gone pale at the hinted possibility that all his labours and researches had been in vain, and that his sublime experiment would never be continued to its logical conclusion. He was terrified. Redder and redder went his face: his neck seemed to swell. “Better anything than dat! Raise money…See this man Braid. He is rich.”

But Julian was not listening. Possibly his uncle, himself at the end of his tether, would understand…he would tell him of the Great Scheme and of the millions that would come to them.

He went slowly out of the office, so preoccupied with his thoughts that he was halfway down Queen Victoria Street on foot before he realised that he had left the office at all.

Mr. Rex Guelder did not leave the office till an hour after his chief. He had the evening newspapers brought in and examined them at leisure; made certain notes in a black pocket — book which he carried in his inside pocket, and the existence of which Julian did not even suspect. At the end of his notings and his calculations he went out into the street with a smile of satisfaction on his round face, for the fates had been good to him. Though he had intended making his way homeward, he went in fact to the West End and he did not leave until two hours later.

He lived, for some extraordinary reason, as far afield as Greenwich, in a side street that runs parallel with the river. Wedged between two ancient factories, one of them derelict, was an old and dilapidated house, showing a high, blank wall, pierced grudgingly with three small windows looking out upon this mean street. The ground floor had once been a storehouse of orts, and was now used as a garage and boathouse, fitted up by Mr. Guelder himself. Here he stored a rather ugly shaped sports car, begrimed with the mud and the dust he had accumulated in a month’s travel.

Every four weeks the car was cleaned; scarcely a night passed that Mr. Guelder did not go over the engine with a loving care. This car was used for his weekend journeying to Newbury, from which he derived a peculiar interest.

It was not an ideal garage: the walls ran with moisture, and he had to keep his oilcans locked away an a steel bin because of the big rats whose nightly squeaks he had almost ceased to notice. They came up from the river foreshore in legions some nights; he had once found the leather seat of his car in ribbons.

Then he bought his three white cats and so trained them that every night one slept in the car: a monstrous ghost of a thing with great green eyes, whose slightest squeal brought her two white brethren hurtling into the cellar.

On the floor above was his living suite: three big, gaunt rooms, plainly furnished, overlooking the river. If you opened the big window of the diningroom you looked out upon a wreck of a wharf, supported on weed-green timbers that had staggered to odd angles under the weight they no longer bore.

Beneath the rotting and broken flooring of the wharf was Thames mud at low tide, and the swirling brown river at high.

Opposite his window, big German cargo boats used to anchor and great tugs slept in line: and farther down, to weather — board, high nailed barges with furled brown sails and their house pennant dying made a most gallant sight for those who loved the sea and the broad commercial waters as Rex Guelder loved them.

He had a servant, a squat Dutch woman of a great age. From year’s end to year’s end they lived in the same house but did not speak to one another any more than was necessary. No longer even did they say “Good morning.” Every month Mr. Guelder paid the old woman in English money, and that same day she would waddle down to the post office and despatch it all except a few pence to her grandson at Utrecht.

The sittingroom, which was also his study and library, was a long apartment running from the front to the back of the house and it was blessed with one of those grudging windows looking out on the street. The room was painted in bright orange, and all the doors, including the steel door which led to the “factory”, were scarlet. The bright carpet square in the centre of the room, the polished oak surrounds and a few Rembrandt prints on the wall gave the apartment something of gaiety. There wis a blue china bowl filled with roses, and half a dozen shallow papier-mÔchÚ receptacles from which bloomed gorgeous-hued tulips. The tulips bloomed perennially, for they were artificial, but so cunningly fashioned that only those who touched them realized that the glowing petals were made of glass.

On the carpet square was a big black oak writing-table, and at this he sat. For a long time he was engrossed in the contemplation of two very common objects that he had acquired during his two hours’ visit to the West End.

And as he looked at them, through a powerful reading — glass, his irregular white teeth showed in a grin of pure delight.

After a while he folded them away and tucked them into a dingy-looking safe that stood in one corner of the room. For a long time he mused, and then he took out a portfolio from one of the drawers, untied the tape fastening it, and placed the contents where they were best inspected. They were photographs, secured with great labour by Mr. Rex Guelder and they represented something that was more than a hobby of his.

Julian Reef would have been staggered: Ursula Frensham might have believed she was taking leave of her senses if she had seen these photographs of herself, so reverently handled, so carefully placed.

He sprawled back in his plush chair, looking from one to the other, his hands clasped on the desk before him, a look of exaltation in his small, round eyes. Freda, the maid, pushed in a little dining-wagon, saw the picture, and her old lips curled.

“There is the bluest madness of all,” she said, breaking the almost uninterrupted silence of a fortnight. “When I see you like that, mynheer, I feel ill in the heart. Is there no such city as Amsterdam in your mind?” she asked significantly. “And no land of Batavia?”

He did not lift his eyes from the photographs.

“They were clods, those girls, Freda. The amusement of a great scientist. Would you deny him his happiness, old vrow?”

Freda drew up a chair to the little table and sniffed. “In Batavia they called it murder, but nobody knows who drowned her. In Amsterdam it was suicide, till the doctor spoke to the police and showed them the thin little cord about her neck.”

Mr. Guelder smiled as though he were being complimented.

“Ach! What an unpleasant memory you have, Freda!” An impartial observer might have noticed that he was not wholly displeased, certainly unagitated by his servant’s reminder. Nor had he any need to be, for no arrests were made; there had been no public scandal. The Rector of the University where he taught chemistry and electricity had merely sent for him and told him that his presence in the University would be no longer required But then this principal was German of origin, stout and sentimental, he had only seen how pretty, even in death, Maria was, and had not realised how great a nuisance she might have been.

As for the Batavian adventure, Mr Guelder was a little shocked that anybody should remember this against him.

The old woman was unusually loquacious tonight. He thought she had been drinking. Only when schnapps was in her did she talk so much.

“All this fooling, all these wheels and big jars and electric sparks — how will they end. Mynheer Rex? You will find nothing. You never find anything. Always you are going to. And if you did and plenty of money came to you, it would go into the pockets of the betting men. Ach, you are foolish, and I am foolish, too.”

“You are drunk,” said Rex calmly. “I give you food and house and money to send to your good-for-nothing student and if it were not for me you would be starving in the streets.”

She grumbled something about his late arrival home tonight and went out. He knew that she would be silent now for a month. He liked old Freda to talk sometimes. Nobody ever spoke in Dutch to him except Freda There were hundreds and thousands of Dutchmen in London, but Rex never met them, for fear they should look at him suspiciously and talk about Maria who was found dead in the canal with a wax cord about her throat which, as he said at the time, she might very well have put there herself.

He gathered the pictures with a tender hand, replaced them in the portfolio and locked it up. In her present mood Freda was quite capable of burning them. He finished his frugal dinner before he turned the key in the lock and passed through the red iron door into the factory.

It was a long room, with a crazy, uneven floor that sloped down to one side and humped up at the end above. When he switched on the light, you could see the rafters and the nether side of the red tiles There were lights enough here, for he had power to operate the main little and big machines with which the factory was equipped The lesser of these were on a bench that ran down on the river side of the room, queer apparatus familiar enough to the electrician and the physicist, revolving wheels, green-corded coils, spiral glass tubes charged with mercury that had the appearance of enormous barometers. At the far end of the room, on a low, strongly built platform, was a machine that none would understand without examination. Here were strange condensers, coils, glass tubes which on the pressure of a button glowed rose-coloured and blue, and under one wedge-shaped pointer, connected by heavy wires to various parts of the apparatus, a square bed of black agate, in the centre of which was a tiny, saucer-shaped depression.

He pulled a chair to his bench, clicked over numerous switches and, whilst the machine buzzed and pulsated, he drew a cigarette from his pocket and lit it. Then he fixed his thick glasses more firmly to his nose and renewed for the hundredth time his great experiment. On the object he fitted into the agate depression began to flow a thin stream of crackling sparks. He touched another switch; a pale green light shot from an almost invisible slit in a steel disc, and fell athwart the agate.

He smoked and smoked till the room was foggy blue; and every now and again he would turn off his switches and, picking up the object with a pair of tweezers would examine it carefully under a powerful eyeglass. It was nearly midnight when he stretched himself and, rising, saw two green eyes surveying him from the dark end of the factory. He whistled and a great white cat came towards him to be fondled and stroked.

When he got back to his room her companion was curled up in his chair.

He took a long drink of water and went to bed, and through the night the two white cats slept on the foot of his bed and opened their luminous green eyes at the faintest squeak or scurry behind the rotting panels of the room.



Chapter 6


Table of Contents


Anthony Braid sat at his solitary dinner. The table was laid with the same scrupulous care as though he expected the most distinguished of visitors. He himself sat at the head of the table in a dinner jacket though he had no intention of going out. He had invited his trainer to dine with him, but the trainer had lost a train at Newmarket and had telephoned to say he would eat on the way. At half-past nine he came, an apologetic man with the lean, brown face of one who spends the greater part of his life in the open air.

“I didn’t stop to change,” he said, as the maid put a chair for him. “I bought that two-year-old, and I must say, Mr. Braid, that I’m not particularly in love with him. He’s had three outings this year, and although he showed in one of them, his trainer is certain that he is a rogue.”

Braid smiled and poured him a glass of port.

“All horses are rogues if you don’t understand them,” he said. “I’ve only met two genuine rogue horses in my life, and I’ll swear Quintil is not one of them.”

Mr Sanford trained in Berkshire, a few miles from Newbury, and after the maid had left, Sanford had a great deal to tell about his erratic charges. Anthony Braid listened intently and said very little.

“By the way, Mr. Braid, there’s a new kind of tout appeared on the gallops. I don’t know what to make of him. He usually turns up on Saturday and Sunday mornings. He isn’t one of the regulars — I only see him at weekends, and that’s not like a real training tout. He has a house in the neighbourhood — you remember that old red building — must be a hundred and twenty years old — used to be a vicarage in prehistoric times, and then belonged to the miller, It’s not much bigger than a barn…on the right of the road as you come up from Newbury.”

Anthony was not greatly interested in touts or old houses, but was polite enough to say that he remembered the place.

“I haven’t the slightest idea what this man’s doing there or what he’s trying to find out — he’s a German, I think.”

Anthony Braid opened his eyes.

“A German?”

“He may be; I’m not sure,” said the cautious Mr. Sanford. “Some of the other trainers objected to him touting their horses. But I rather fancy he only comes out for a few minutes’ recreation. Though you never know what games these touts are up in. I remember years ago…”

Tony Braid listened to the interminable story of a tout who had disguised himself in some remarkable fashion and had seen a most important trial. Then: “Why do you think he’s a German?” he asked.

“His name,” said Mr. Sanford, “sounds German to me — Max Guelder.”

Mr. Tony Braid sat upright.

“Rex Guelder, do you mean? Are you sure? What is he like — a round-faced man with glasses and a little moustache?”

Sanford nodded. “That absolutely described him. He is a German, isn’t he?”

“Dutch,” said Braid, leaning back in his chair. He was no longer bored or languid. “Have you seen anybody else down there at his house?”

“There was only one man that ever came,” said Mr. Sanford. “Fairly wealthy, I should think. He drives a very good car.”

“Rather young?” suggested Anthony. “And with a red face and auburn hair?”

Sanford nodded. “That’s the chap. He doesn’t come frequently; I’ve seen him once or twice — or rather, I’ve seen his car parked in the yard.”

Tony Braid was very thoughtful. He knew Rex Guelder, but only as a sort of clumsy factotum to the very shrewd and unscrupulous Mr. Julian Reef. He was not even aware that Julian was interested in such affairs as racehorse trials.

“It’s probably an accident that he’s there,” he said, speaking his thoughts aloud. “I don’t think that Mr. Guelder takes any great interest in racing, but I shall be able to make your mind easy on that; I have a friend calling at ten o’clock.”

He had hardly spoken the words when the front bell rang, and a few seconds later his visitor was announced.

The lank Mr. Elk had the stub of a cigar in the corner of his mouth. He loafed into the room, nodded to Tony, took a half glimpse out of the corner of his eye at the trainer before he sat down. He looked round the room at the old masters on the wall, at the priceless tapestries, and his lips curled in a sneer.

“My idea of a slum,” he said.

Tony pushed the cigar box towards him and he selected a Corona with great care.

“Cigars are my weakness,” he said; “I picked up the habit in America. I’d have let Crippen go for a couple of boxes of good Odoras.”

He bit off the end, lit the weed and drew luxuriously.

“I’m all for corruption and bribery,” he said. “What’s in that decanter, Mr. Braid? Looks like red ink…port is it?”

He helped himself.

“Drinking and smoking are the ruin of the lower middle class — and betting,” he added. “They tell me your horse Barley Tor is going to win the Stewards’ Cup. I doubt it.”

“Mr. Sanford will be able to tell you something about that,” said Tony.

Elk nodded. “I knew it was Mr, Sanford — saw his picture in the paper the other day — a very classy paper. Full of pictures of people making faces at race meetings: Lord This and Lady That, the Honourable Mrs. Somebody with the Honourable Mr. Somebody Else. That’s what I call class. Not that Barley Tor will win any Stewards’ Cup” — he was going off at a tangent when Tony interrupted him.

“You know most of the racing crowd, don’t you, Elk?” Elk nodded. “Do you know a man named Rex Guelder — a Dutchman?”

To his amazement Elk nodded again. “Systematic Samuel. Yes, I know the man that works his commissions. There’s no mug like a foreign mug.”

“But surely you’re mistaken?” objected Braid. “The man I’m thinking of is—”

“Assistant Managing Director to Julian Reef, Esquire, millionaire and getabit,” said Elk: “and I’m never mistaken, Mr. Braid. It’s practically impossible for me to go wrong. I happen to know because one of the book making classes who calls himself a friend of mine, Isadore Wayne, asked me if I knew this poor Hollander who was on the back of his book for three thousand pounds. And Wayne is a long-suffering man who never bleats.”

Trainer and owner exchanged glances.

“I’ll tell you something else. It was Guelder who accidentally put me on the track of this stumer of yours, Barley Tor. He’s backed him with Wayne—”

“Then he is touting,” broke in Sanford. “He was on the ground when I gave Barley Tor a rough gallop the other day.”

“Why do you call him Systematic Samuel?” asked Braid.

Mr. Elk sighed. “If there’s one thing I hate more than another it’s giving long explanations, Mr. Braid,” he said. “But that’s what old Wayne calls him. He backs horses on a system. It appears this man Guelder is on the scientific side. He was a professor or something, but got into a mess a few years ago and left Amsterdam in a hurry — or maybe it was Rotterdam. I know there was a ‘dam’ in it. We got no inquiries from the Dutch police, so I suppose the girl wasn’t popular. She was a friend of his, and died suddenly. Drowned. Some said it was suicide — but not many. Anyway, Guelder’s clever. They say he spends his time looking for the — what is the word — of life?”

“The elixir of life?” smiled Tony.

“That’s the word, ‘elixir.’ I don’t know what it means, but it sounds fine. And then he got a crazy idea that he could discover something or other that turns lead into gold. There are quite a lot in Dartmoor who have made the same discovery and got time for it.”

This was information indeed to Tony Braid. He knew Guelder by sight, had spoken to him once or twice and never once had the round faced Dutchman made the slightest references to horses. Tony said as much, and Mr. Elk smiled pityingly.

“No man goes round boasting of his vices,” he said, “except golfers. This feller Guelder is the world’s mug punter. He’s lost thousands.”

Tony was a little troubled. He did not love Julian Reef, but he was satisfied in his mind that the redfaced young man had no knowledge whatever of his friend’s peculiar weakness; from his own knowledge, neither Guelder nor Reef could afford to lose thousands a week; and if this leakage was going on in the business, somebody was getting hurt. He was well enough acquainted with Julian to know that in spite of his seeming prosperity, he flirted dangerously close to crisis; and a crisis in Julian’s affairs might very well hurt Frensham — and Ursula.

The news was disturbing for that reason. He did not doubt Elk for one second. This lean detective was a mine of information on the most unlikely subjects. His failure to pass qualifying examinations had compelled him for years to occupy a position which gave him, perhaps, a greater opportunity for gaining knowledge of men and things than he might have had if he had procured his promotion, and had been relegated to some cut-and-dried office. He collected facts about men and women with the assiduity and fanatical eagerness that others devote to the collection of stamps. And his memory was prodigious. He might not, as he had often said, recall the exact date on which Queen Elizabeth reviewed her army at Tilbury, but he knew just where Johnny the Lag got that long scar at the back of his head, and why a certain member of the Government had died with such extraordinary suddenness. Many of the closely guarded secrets which their owners fondly believed were tucked away in the black deed boxes which adorned their lawyers’ offices were so familiar to him that he had almost forgotten them. Almost — but never quite; for he could draw from the back recesses of his mind, at any given moment of need, the most appalling and damning details of stale romances, dead follies and half-obliterated acts of crookedness.

“Do you know Lord Frensham?” asked Tony.

Elk nodded. “Friend of yours, ain’t he? Good feller, but broke. I was in St. James’s Street the other day, making inquiries about a common felony, and I had a look at his office. I’ll bet you didn’t know he had an office in St. James’s Street.”

Tony smiled broadly.

“That’s one of the things that I do know,” he said. “Lord Frensham has a number of business interests which he operates from there.”

Elk was not abashed. “Thought you might. But I’ll bet you don’t know the history of the flat he’s got — at least, it used to be a flat.”

Before Tony could ask a question the door opened and the maid appeared. Braid had heard the telephone and was already halfway to his feet. He knew that the call was an important one, for the girl had orders not to disturb him otherwise.

“Miss Frensham, sir.”

Braid went quickly into his study and took up the receiver.

“Is that you, Tony?” Ursula’s voice was tense, a little terrified, he thought, and his heart sank. “Can you come up, please? My father has not been home to dinner! I think something rather dreadful has happened.”

“I’ll be up in five minutes,” he said. “Don’t worry. It isn’t very late, is it?”

“N-no, only he asked me especially to stay up for him. He wanted me to find something.”

Tony Braid came back to his guests, excused himself to Sanford, and a few minutes later he and Elk were driving towards Hampstead.

“What’s the trouble with Frensham?” asked Elk.

“Nothing very much,” said Tony evasively.

“Queer that young lady should worry about his not coming home.”

A little later: “I may as well tell you, Elk: you’ve been a very good friend of mine, and I’ve proved that you can be discreet. Frensham is in pretty bad trouble. Just before dinner tonight he telephoned me and asked me if I could lend him seventy-five thousand pounds.”

Elk whistled. “And naturally you said no,” he said. “I’m all for it! If I had the money paid back to me that I’ve lent, I’d be a rich man.”

“Of course I said yes,” said Tony quietly. “In fact I sent the cheque by special messenger to his office.”

“Then why not go to his office first?” asked Elk.

Tony shook his head. “I called him up an hour after I sent the money to ask if it was enough, and there was no answer.”

“Was the cheque delivered?” Elk was curiously interested.

“Yes; I checked up, it was given to Frensham.”

Elk asked no further questions, and presently they came to the house and found Ursula waiting for them halfway down the short drive. Tony stopped the car and jumped out. Mr. Elk, in his evasive way, faded into the background.

As Tony drew the girl’s arm in his he could feel her trembling. “What are you worried about? Why are you so scared, my dear?” he said, patting her hand. “It is I who ought to be worried — your father told me I was not to put my nose inside his demesne, and here am I holding his daughter’s hand in the most shameless way.”

“Tony,” she said in a low voice, “Julian is here. He came a quarter of an hour ago. He said he went to Father’s office but could get no answer.”

“Julian here?” said Anthony in dismay. “That’s rather awkward: I shall have to do one of my famous twists and be nice to him!”

Any doubt he might have had as to Julian’s attitude was removed the moment he came into the house. The redfaced young man was pacing up and down the broad hall and came towards him with a nervous smile.

“I owe you an apology, Braid,” he said. “I bear you no ill will for that left hook of yours.” And then he went on quickly in a more serious tone: “I’m worried about Frensham. He was at my office this afternoon and we had a heart-to-heart talk about shares. He wanted me to hand over to him a block that I was holding for Ursula. In point of fact, he has had those shares in his possession for the past three months. He was so extraordinarily strange in his manner that I thought he was ill. I should have rung up Ursula, but I didn’t want to alarm her.”

They were in the drawingroom now; it was a hot night, and Tony gathered that the french windows were open by the swaying of the curtains which were drawn before them.

“I called at his office tonight,” Julian went on, “but there was no answer so I came on here.”

“Does he usually work so late at his office?” asked Tony.

“Very often.” It was Ursula who spoke. “He has been there night after night lately — I think he’s been worrying about the Lulanga Company. I shouldn’t have been worried about him being late but he’s always so punctual for appointments, and be did ask me to be here at half-past eight. I put off a theatre partly because he said it was important.”

Tony was scratching his chin thoughtfully, his eyes still on Julian Reef’s face.

“I will go down to St. James’s Street and see what is delaying him,” he said slowly.

“If you like I’ll go with you,” volunteered Julian.

But Tony shook his head. “It isn’t necessary; I have a friend in the grounds somewhere — Inspector Elk: you may have heard of him.”

“Elk?” Even Ursula was surprised at the change in the man’s tone; it became suddenly harsh and hard. He almost shouted the word. “Elk! That long fellow…oh yes. I know him. Is he here? How odd!” His face had gone from red to white, from white to red again. “Yes, I’ve met him. A queer Scotland Yard bird who’s always talking about education. Then you won’t want me.”

When Anthony got out into the drive he found Elk leaning against the car, a cigar between his teeth.

“Miss Frensham is rather worried about her father’s absence. I’m going down to his office.”

“I know,” said Elk as he got into the car. “That Reef fellow was awfully cut up about me, but when he says I talk about nothing but education he lies in his boots!”

“How do you know what he was talking about?” asked the astonished Tony.

“I was listening at the window,” said Mr. Elk calmly. “I find that’s one of the best ways of collecting information — listening and saying nothing. What’s that about the shares and the cheque? Big fellow, that man Reef — thinks in millions, talks in tens of thousands and pays in ha’pennies.”

When they got to the building where Frensham had his office they found the outer door closed and Anthony would have gone back to Hampstead but for the detective’s insistence on making another attempt to get in.

“There’s a caretaker in this building and a couple of office cleaners — I know to my certain knowledge. Give a bang on the door, Braid.”

Tony carried out instructions, and after a while was rewarded. A charwoman opened the door a few inches and, when Mr Elk revealed himself and his profession, admitted him in a fluster.

“No, sir, we haven’t been in Lord Frensham’s office,” she said. “It’s a very peculiar thing; we’ve got all the passkeys, but they won’t open his door. My friend says that it must be bolted on the inside.”

They went to the second floor and the woman showed them, with the help of the passkey, that the door was immovable.

It was a typical office door; the upper half was of opaque glass inscribed ‘Lulanga Oil Company, Limited’.

“In the circumstances,” said Mr. Elk, “all things are justifiable. Lend me your broom, mother.”

The woman handed him a short hand-brush and on his instructions stood back out of reach of flying glass. Two taps shattered the pane, and Mr. Elk very cautiously removed a jagged piece of glass before he put through his hand and drew back the bolt. Then he handed back the brush with a broad smile.

“Now you can go downstairs. If we want you we’ll send for you,” he said, and reluctantly the woman, scenting mystery, descended to the lower floor.

“I hope your stomach’s strong,” said Elk, for he had seen…

A click, and the light flashed on. Frensham was sprawling over a writing-table, his head upon his hands; the white blotting-paper was speckled red, and in the clenched white hand that lay on the desk was a revolver.



Chapter 7


Table of Contents


It was Elk’s matter-of-fact voice that brought Tony Braid to his senses.

“There’s a ‘phone over there. Just ask for the police-station; tell them there’s a death here and that you want the divisional surgeon.”

“Dead?” whispered Tony. “Good God!”

Elk looked at the stricken figure with a thoughtful eye, and then he saw the paper. It was not on the pad, but a little to the side.

The detective took it up and read a few lines with a frown. “Do you know that handwriting?”

Tony nodded. It was Frensham’s beyond any doubt. His mind in a whirl, he read the fateful message:

“For years I have been engaged in foolish speculations. I confess that I have taken monies which are not mine, particulars of which are set forth below. I am not fit to live…”

Here the writing ended abruptly.

“Is that Frensham’s writing?” asked Elk again.

“Undoubtedly,” said Tony in a hushed voice, staring fascinated at the still figure.

Death he had seen in many shapes; tragedy in its most hideous aspects; but there was something awful in this sprawling body and all that it stood for.

Whilst Tony telephoned, the detective walked to the window, pushed it up and, leaning out, sent his torch flashing on either side. He pulled the window down again and fastened the catch. By the side of the desk was a waste-basket, the bottom covered with torn paper. This he shook out on to the small table where the telephone stood, and sorted over the contents.

“I guess he got your letter and cheque all right,” he said after a while.

He pointed to a little heap of paper which he had separated from the rest.

“Here’s the cheque, torn into bits — at least, I suppose it’s yours.”

Before Anthony could piece together the fragments of the pink slips, he knew it was the identical cheque he had sent.

“We’ll keep these.” Elk took an envelope from the stationery rack on the table and put the little fragments carefully inside. “And the letter and envelope, too. It looks as if it was torn up unopened.”

The district surgeon arrived a quarter of an hour later and made a brief examination. Frensham had died instantly. “Now I think you’ve got the dirtiest bit of work to do,” said Elk.

Tony nodded, and went slowly down the stairs to Hampstead to break the news to Ursula. He found her waiting for him at the open door of the house, and one glance at her face told him that by some means she already knew, and that the most tragic part of his task had been anticipated.

“Come in, Tony.” She was very white, but her voice was wonderfully steady. “Mr. Elk has been on the ‘phone — he didn’t tell me everything, but I think I can guess. Is he dead?” Tony nodded. “How dreadful!” She put her hands before her eyes and shuddered. “Does Julian know?”

“Isn’t he here?” asked Tony in surprise.

She shook her head. “No; he left just before Mr. Elk telephoned. I told him bow good you had been to Father…I mean, about the money you sent him tonight.”

Anthony stared at her open — mouthed. “How did you know that I sent him money?”

She did not answer until they were in the panelled dining room and had closed the door. “Father told me he was in trouble and that he’d asked you to help him. He told me over the ‘phone earlier in the evening.”

“But you didn’t know—”

“I knew you, Tony,” she said quietly. “If he asked you for money I knew you would have sent it. He wasn’t so sure you would, poor darling! He told me to be here at half — past eight in case you hadn’t, but that he’d be back in any case by then.” She was very quiet, very brave.

He did not wish to distress her by discussing money matters that night, and he was somewhat surprised when she herself broached the subject. “Do you think my money has gone?” she asked, very calmly. “I never discussed it with Father,” she went on. “He was rather difficult and touchy. My dividends used to come in every half — year, and I have quite a respectable amount in the bank.”

“How long has he handled your estate?” asked Tony.

She shook her head. “I don’t know. It was news to me, and rather surprising, that Julian had handed over my shares at all.’” She shook her head. “I wonder if you think I’m heartless to discuss this now,” she asked. “Do you realize, Tony, that you have rather a heavy responsibility?”

He looked at her without understanding. ‘“What is it?” he asked.

“You were the trustee of Father’s estate. He never altered the will he made years ago. He spoke about it when he was so angry with you this morning and said he was going to make a different arrangement. I think he intended putting Julian in your place. Tony, you dislike Julian, don’t you?”

“I’m not very fond of him, but at this particular moment I’m not making things any harder by perpetuating my own dislikes,” he said.

“I don’t dislike him,” she said; “he’s terribly masterful in his way; and his partner, or whatever he is, is a horror.”

“Guelder?” asked Tony quickly. She nodded. “I had no idea you knew him.”

She was silent, and he did not press her. This was a new and remarkable discovery. He felt there was something behind that chance reference to Julian Reef’s confidant, a hint of fear that only his sensitive mind could register.

It was half — past two in the morning when Elk came to Tony Braid’s house. He found his host wearing a silk dressing — gown, a fact upon which he immediately commented.

“Pity you’re undressed; I was going to ask you as a personal favour to step along to St. James’s Street and have a look round. How’s the young lady?”

“I’ve persuaded her to stay with some friends of hers, in Hampstead tonight,” said Tony, and Elk nodded long and slowly. “As to going to St. James’s Street, I shall be almost grateful for the occupation. I am not likely to sleep tonight.”

He was dressed under the gown save for his jacket and shoes and, while he put these on, Elk told him the latest news. “I’ve been interviewing that messenger — boy who delivered the cheque. It sounds a funny business. He got to the office about a quarter to eight and the door was locked. Frensham didn’t open it, but asked who was there and told him to push the letter under the door. I’ve got the boy’s receipt in my pocket — just an ‘F’, that doesn’t tell us anything.”

“What excuse did Frensham give?”

“Said he was changing,” said Elk. “He did change sometimes: I found a small wardrobe in the inner office. Queer he should have torn up that envelope without opening it,” he said. “Did he know your handwriting?”

“It was typewritten,” said Tony. “I had a number of envelopes addressed to Frensham — we conducted quite a correspondence in the old days.”

“Humph!” said Elk thoughtfully. “Maybe he thought it was another bill. There were scores in the desk. Frensham’s in a pretty bad way financially.”

Tony announced that he was ready, but Elk did not rise from his chair.

“I used to know that flat before it was an office,” he said. “There were more burglars there than in any other flat in London.” Tony thought he was being merely reminiscent and yet he should have known his man well enough to be sure that his words had some special application.

Elk rose suddenly and intimated he was ready, and they left the house together and got into the waiting police car. There was a policeman on duty at the door of the building in which the office was situated.

“A clever idea,” said Elk, bitterly, as they climbed the stairs to the second floor. “He might as well be stationed at the bottom of a tube!”

He unlocked the door with the shattered panel and ushered Tony into the death — room. There was little evidence of the tragedy which had occurred. Frensham’s body had been removed, even the bloodstained blotting — pad had been taken away, though there were still sinister stains upon the writing table.

“I thought,” began Elk, “we might take a look—” He stopped suddenly, and Tony saw him staring at the window. A pane of glass had been broken there too, and glittering splinters lay on the carpet beneath the window. Mr. Elk did not say very much, but for a second he looked rather unhappy.

“Glass broken, catch turned — and I told that damned — that feller to keep a man outside the door; this door!”

“What’s happened?” asked Tony.

“Somebody’s been in the room, that’s all. Came in from the outside. Couldn’t have been a reporter — reporters only do that sort of thing in books.”

He pulled up the window and leaned out, and then, to Tony’s alarm, threw one leg over the sill and disappeared from view. For a second Anthony Braid thought the officer had gone mad, but a cheery voice near at hand reassured him, as he looked fearfully out into the darkness. “It’s all right,” said Elk. “This is the way the burglars used to come. It was like eating jam.”

He was standing on a narrow iron balcony which ran immediately beneath the window and extended, Tony discovered, to a circular staircase. “A fire — escape,” explained Mr. Elk. “You can either call it that or the burglar’s joy — plank. Give us a hand.”

Tony gripped the other powerfully and drew him up through the window. “Do you mean that somebody broke in here tonight after the body was moved? Why?”

Elk shook his head. “To take something — maybe one of them — those secret documents you see in plays. You never know. Or the family jools. OR the letter showin’ who’s the rightful heir.”

“But seriously?”

Elk could give no information. “If I could tell you why, I could tell you a lot of things that nobody knows — as yet!”

He began a systematic search of the ‘office’. It had been, as he said, a small flat; contained three fair — sized rooms, two of which were evidently used by a fairly large clerical staff.

“What I can’t understand about you,” said Elk as they left the building after completing their examination, ‘is your uncuriosity! You haven’t asked me once how Frensham shot himself.”

“I never ask unnecessary questions,” said Tony.
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There were two dreary days of police inquiry and the uncomfortable inquest; and if Tony Braid was averse from asking unnecessary questions, there were a couple of stolid jurymen who did not share his objection. The proceedings dragged themselves through four columns of print to an inevitable conclusion, and the jury returned a verdict of ‘Suicide whilst of Unsound Mind.’

Happily, it had not been necessary to call Ursula, and on the afternoon of the inquest she left for the country. She took a farewell of Tony over the telephone, declined his offer to drive her to Somerset and would have gladly dispensed with the visit which Julian Reef paid to her a few minutes before her departure.

She had two letters from him, long, intense epistles which she had not even read through. He had made several attempts to see her, but she had found an excuse for refusing an interview.

Why she was behaving like this to him she herself did not know. Only — she hated even to admit this — almost with the pang it brought, the news of her father’s death had given her the faintest sense of relief. She analysed it down to a first cause in her ruthless way. She would never have married Julian in any circumstances, but the unconscious and imperceptible pressure which her father’s wishes had brought to bear on her would no longer be exercised. She was mistress of herself, ruined, she guessed, except for a small income which came from her little property near Morpeth, but none the less free.

She had been fond of her father, and his sudden death had been a stunning shock to her: but if the truth be told, her relationship had never been of that intimate, cordial character which she might have felt had Lord Frensham been less preoccupied in his rainbow of chasing wealth.

She was actually pulling on her gloves and taking a last look round when the maid announced Julian. It was too late to find excuses; Mr. Reef walked in immediately on the girl’s heels. He was soberly dressed; his black tie and the deep black band about his hat she thought was a little archaic, and for certain reasons unnecessary.

“I’ve been trying to get you ever since this horrible affair—” he began.

“You’ve got me now for five minutes, Julian,’ she said. Her coolness was a little unnerving to him. She was rather different from the willing girl he expected to find.

“Well.. your position and everything,” he began, lamely. “I don’t know what your father has left, but I can guess his affairs are terribly muddled. Naturally. I can’t allow you to want for anything. I suppose this house will be sold—”

“I don’t know why,” she interrupted. “The house belongs to me — didn’t you know that?”

He was taken aback, irritated by her self — possession. “You don’t seem to be very upset by your poor father’s death — not as much as I should have expected,” he blurted out. “Of course, it’s no business of mine, but you’ve got to remember all that Frensham did for you when you were a kid—”

“I certainly don’t need you to remind me of it, Julian. I am overwhelmed by this awful thing. But you don’t expect me to wear black, or mope — Father would be the last to wish that.” There was an awkward silence here; all his well — remembered speeches failed to march with opportunity.

“I suppose things are in a muddle,” he went over on a new tack. “They tell me in the City that Braid is administrator of the estate. That is an outrage, when you consider what your father thought of him. I’m perfectly sure, if your father had realized that he had appointed this rogue as executor and trustee, he would have made some change before he committed this ghastly act. Lord Frensham loathed him.”

She was looking at him thoughtfully, biting her lip. Now she shook her head. “Could he loathe him if he asked him to lend him money at the very last moment?” she demanded quietly. “That doesn’t sound as though there was any very bitter enmity, Julian. And I wish you would remember that Tony is a very dear friend of mine.”

“So I understand.” His full lips curled in a meaning smile, but she ignored the implied insult. “He didn’t succeed in helping Father, but at least he showed willingness. He has been more than kind to me — and to you.”

He frowned at this. “I don’t know what you mean, Ursula. How has Braid been kind to me? I haven’t noticed it.”

“I will tell you,” she said slowly. “It was he who suggested that we should not inquire too closely into the question of the sixty thousand pounds you held on my behalf—”

“Your father had it,” suggested Julian loudly, his face suddenly going a deeper red.

She ignored the interruption. “Tony suggested, and I agreed, that we shouldn’t inquire too closely as to where that stock was held and to whom it was transferred and when. It is rather easy to trace shares, Julian, isn’t it? I know nothing about the City and the stock market, but I’m sure that Tony could have discovered what happened to my shares, and when they were transferred to Father.”

“I can show you the transfers—” he began, and stopped. He was enraged at the sight of her contemptuous amusement. “Really, Ursula! Remembering that you will one day be my wife, your attitude is extraordinary!”

It was a bold stroke on his part: he was putting all he had at stake to this one test. That he had failed, he knew before she spoke. “I don’t think that is a matter even for future discussion,” she said quietly.

The interview was going in the very worst way for him. He had come to learn, under cover of his sympathy, the truth about this legacy which was due to her. Frensham had said she would be a very rich woman — it was the first he had heard of such a possibility, and he was consumed with curiosity to discover how much there was in the dead man’s word. And he found himself on the defence, confronted with what was to him a staggering half — accusation, For there could be no doubt what Ursula Frensham meant, when she said that neither she nor Tony Braid would inquire too closely into the fate of her stocks.

He was staggered and a little frightened; half his secret seemed public property when she spoke; he had a moment of panic when it required every effort of will to prevent himself flying from her presence.

“I don’t know…it seems very extraordinary…” He was incoherent, embarrassed beyond immediate recovery. “You’ve evidently been listening to lies. The Twister! Good God! You won’t take any notice of what he says, surely? After all these years.” Ursula knew that this was the moment to dismiss him. There was really nothing quite so sickening as to see a man she had trusted, and in whose integrity she had had the greatest faith, in the position of a suppliant. For he was pleading now, not knowing for what he pleaded, consumed with a shaking fear that she might know more, much more, than she had told him, and shocked that she knew so much. “For God’s sake, Ursula, be reasonable! I realize what a terrible blow this has been to you…Your father’s death and everything. Don’t believe these ugly things of your friends. You know Braid’s reputation is foul! He has lived on lies, built up his fortune by trickery…”

So far he got when she opened the door for him, He tried to think of something definitely crushing, but for the moment his brain was numbed. She watched him disappear down the drive, and heaved a deep sigh. It was the first moment of satisfaction she had had since that dreadful night when Elk telephoned the news of her father’s death.

The moment she reached Somerset she wrote Tony a long letter:

“I’m going to be completely heartless and forget and forget and forget. If I let my mind dwell on this horror I think I should go mad. I had a great respect for Father, and I suppose I am being heartless when I thank God that he always kept himself and his thoughts so far distant from me that he never gave me a chance of loving him; I hope you will go to your racing and not worry about me…The butler here is most anxious to know if Barley Tor is what he calls ‘the goods’. Am I to tell him yes? I have never asked you for a tip before: you must give me one now.”

Tony was at Ascot, a very busy man. He had resolutely refused the invitation of Frensham’s lawyer to go through his late client’s papers, and had written saying that he would not take up his duties seriously till the air of Berkshire had blown away a few gloomy memories.

Braid was something more than a complacent owner. He knew horses as well as he knew men. To him the significance of a gallop was as plain as though it had been written down by the horse himself. He drove early one morning to Newbury to see the winding up work of his horses, and after breakfast he rode out with his trainer to the gallops.

“There’s the house I was speaking about — the Dutchman’s house,” said Sanford, pointing with his hunting — crop to a rambling old red building that stood back from the road. It had a neglected appearance; the garden was a mass of weeds, and two grimy window — panes on the upper storey were broken. “He was down here on Saturday, as usual, and there is no doubt of his being a tout. My head lad tells me that he has been haunting the village inn, picking up any information he can get about Barley Tor.” He laughed softly.

“Is he here now?” asked Tony.

“That’s what I was going to say. Usually he doesn’t come till Friday night or Saturday, but he turned up last night and I expect we shall see him at the end of the gallops. That’s rather a nuisance, because you wanted these horses tried this morning.”

“Not at all. It isn’t a nuisance,” said Tony. “I couldn’t wish for anything better.”

“Of course we can run the wrong way of the trial ground and finish the other end of the gallop,” suggested Sanford, but Tony shook his head.

“A twister I am, and a twister I will remain till the end of the chapter!” he said. “Let me justify my title. If Mr. Rex Guelder is anxious to know the chance of my horse in the Stewards’ Cup I am going to give him the twist of his life.”

“There he is,” interrupted Sanford, suddenly.
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They were passing along the white road that runs across the downs. The ground slopes up from the road, and on the crest stood the incongruous figure of Mr. Rex Guelder. Incongruous because of his straw hat, black coat and bright brown shoes. Under his arm was a folded umbrella; his hands were encased in bright yellow gloves; and drooping from his large, ugly mouth was one of those thin cigarettes of a size usually devoted to the use of ladies.

As Tony put his horse to the slope, he turned and raised his hat with a flourish.

“Guelder!” he barked, introducing himself with a stiff little bow, in the German way. “I have the goot pleasure to see Mr. Braid? We have met, I think, in the more serious business of finance.”

Tony’s eyes twinkled. “I had no notion that you were interested in the flippant business of racing,” he said.

“A leetle,” said Guelder quickly, “only a very leetle. I come to see the beautiful horses, to forget all my troubles in the City. Here I stand, with the wind of the good Gott in my face, and rejoice to be alife!”

Tony looked down into the round and brutish face on which the winds of the good Gott misguidedly played, and for the first time in his life seriously made a study of the man who had so piqued his curiosity. Elk had told him some curious stories about Rex Guelder; and there was confirmation of even the worst of these in his unpleasant countenance.

“If you are interested in horses, perhaps you would like to see a trial?” he said.

The man’s eyes sparkled. “That would be a great honour,” he said. “For what race is this trial?”

“The Stewards’ Cup,” said Tony, to his trainer’s amazement. “I have two horses in the race; I am going to put them together with three or four others and let them come at racing pace for six furlongs. You will be able to see with your own eyes which horse is more likely to win.”

He saw suspicion dawn for an instant in those cunning eyes behind the thick lenses. “That will be great fun,” said Mr. Guelder, and trotted amiably by the side of Tony’s ambling hack.

They came at last to where half a dozen horses were walking in a circle, and Mr. Guelder stood aside and watched with eager interest the stripping of cloths and the final preparations. Two of the horses were led, and Tony very kindly told him their names, though there was no necessity in the case of one of them. “That is Barley Tor, who I believe has been well backed for the race; the other is a very fast filly called Lydia Marton. She’s a three — year — old. If you study racing, you probably know her history. She did not run till the spring of this year and she won a small race at Pontefract.”

“You wait for something now?” asked Mr. Guelder, deferentially.

“The jockeys. Here they are, I think.”

Tony looked down the road to where a cloud of dust followed on the trail of a powerful car, which pulled up near to where the horses were walking. Two slim, small figures got out; one wore gaiters and riding breeches, the other jodhpurs, and Mr. Guelder recognized them both as two of the leading jockeys of the turf. One was a man of over thirty, dark, eagle — faced, sardonic of speech.

“I want you to ride Lydia Marton, Burnie,” said Tony Braid. The second of the jockeys was already mounted on Barley Tor. They watched them canter down to the starting — post, and Mr. Rex Guelder’s brain was very busy. He knew Tony Braid, knew his reputation better. There was no love lost between Tony and Julian Reef, and his association with Julian was commonly known. It was extremely unlikely that Braid should be ignorant of the fact. Why, then, should he be inviting him to witness an important trial? That was not The Twister’s way.

“You’re in Reef’s office, aren’t you, Mr. Guelder?” said Tony, suddenly.

“Yes, that is my good fortune,” said Rex, wondering what was coming next.

“I suppose he’s terribly upset by poor Lord Frensham’s death?”

Guelder shook his head with an assumption of melancholy. “Ah, the poor fellow! His groans and sighs are terrible to hear; and also there are other causes for suffering. My lord owed poor Julian very large and considerable sums. But that would not hurt his feelings — he has the good heart. It is the so sudden loss of his uncle. What tragedy! To Julian money is nothing. He is bright, he is clever, he has the considerable future.”

“I dare say,” said Tony, drily. “Is business well with you, Mr. Guelder?”

Rex Guelder shrugged his broad shoulders. “In the City it is always ups and always downs; but we are a fortunate house, We have great reserves, we have holdings and wonderful properties, and our futures are immense.”

Tony lit a cigarette with great care. He neither smiled nor expressed by gesture or so much as a movement of an eyelid, his profound scepticism in the solidity of Julian Reef’s business.

“Now, of course,” said Guelder, warming at the opportunity for making a confidant of so powerful a man as Braid, “we are all at sevens and sixes, because of Lulanga Oils — how they fall! Yesterday evening at seven shillings and sixpence. We hold many we purchase at two pounts.”

Tony smiled. “I doubt it,” he said, and shook his head gently.

“Pardon me, at thirty shillings,” corrected Guelder. Again that shaking head and skeptical smile. “At a pount perhaps — I am not sure. Ach, now the Chairman of the Company is dead, and who knows what the future may be? I often think—”

“Watch the horses,” warned Tony.

The trial field had started. Six black specks bunched together in the distance. The trainer stood, his stop — watch gripped to the prismatic glasses at his eyes. Nearer and nearer they came; Mr. Guelder shook with excitement as he glared down the ‘course’. He could pick them out now without the aid of glasses: the dark bay Barley Tor was leading, the chestnut Lydia Marton half a length behind. He saw the jockey on Barley Tor sitting quite still, and then, when they were still less than fifty yards from where the watchers stood, the chestnut Lydia Marton shot to the front and as they passed them there was daylight between her and the Stewards’ Cup favourite.

Mr. Guelder drew a long breath; his eyes danced with excitement; for he had noticed that the jockey on Barley Tor had scarcely moved on his horse.

“Well?” said Tony’s voice.

Guelder blinked up at him. “Wonderful!”

“Have you any doubt as to which is the better horse?” asked Tony, controlling his smile.

The other shook his head vigorously. “Obviously Lydia Marton! What a horse! What a fast flier! I can see now mit my own eyes — I thank you, Mr. Braid.”

“I shall run them both, of course,” said Tony, carelessly, “and you will be able to tell your friends how foolish they are to make Barley Tor favourite when the filly is so much his superior.”

“Exactly. I have your permission?” Guelder was bursting with laughter. This Twister!

An hour later he was on his way back to town in his sports car. He had intended remaining over the week — end, but now there was no time to be lost. On Tuesday the Stewards’ Cup would be run and already there was a strong market.

He burst in upon Julian Reef; and that ruddy — faced man was in the act of totalling his commitments. Julian looked up and frowned. “Hullo! I thought you were away for the week — end?” he said.

Guelder made no immediate reply; he walked to the door, opened it and looked out. The clerks’ room was unoccupied, the staff was at lunch. He came back to the desk and drew up a chair to face his confidant. “Often you have told me that horse races are foolish.”

“And often you have told me things that proved it,” said Julian sourly. “You cost me more money last Ascot than I earned in the week!”

Mr. Guelder’s smile was bland and triumphant. “Now I tell you something,” he said, and, lowering his voice, he spoke without pause for five minutes.

Julian listened absorbed, No scheme which would hurt his enemy could receive too close an examination. He knew as much about racing as the average man; he was too much of a gambler not to be fascinated by its possibilities, and he realized the importance of the news which the Dutchman had brought to him.

“He must have a pretty low view of your mentality to try a crude trick like that. What is the price of the horse?”

Guelder pulled a paper out of his pocket and ran his finger down a list. “Seven to one — the favourite. Here, my good Julian, is money for nothing.”

“You’re sure it was a trial?” asked Julian. “It may have been no more than a good gallop.”

Mr. Guelder smiled even more broadly, dived down into his capacious trousers pocket and produced a very large watch. “This I had in my pocket: at the moment the flat falls for the trainer, it falls also for me. I start it — click! And when they pass me, I stop it — click! One minute eleven seconds and two — fifths of a second. The so — clever Mr. Braid! He does not suspect that this poor fool of a Hollander has in his pocket as good a stop — watch as his! That is my system, my dear fellow — time well compiled, so many seconds for conditions of ground and atmosphere.”

Julian looked at him with a frown. “System? I knew you were a mug about horses, but I didn’t know you were such an outrageous jackass that you backed horses systematically. Do you make money?”

Mr. Guelder shrugged, waving his fat palm airily, “Hundreds on a year — I bet very small, a little pound here and a little pound there, but in the end I always succeed.”

He lied as glibly to Julian as he lied to himself. Rex Guelder’s little system cost him the better part of four thousand pounds a year, but it was not expedient or safe to reveal this fact.

“Obviously The Twister was trying to fool you,” said Julian, thoughtfully. He pulled the telephone towards him and gave a number, and after his conversation he called yet another firm of bookmakers…

He left his office that night with a light step. He and his confederate stood to win a little over ú14,000. They stood to lose ú2,500, which was not as pleasant a thought to Julian, who in these days was finding it rather difficult to raise sufficient money to pay his clerks’ salaries, and was tortured day and night with the recollection that he had, in a moment of temporary insanity, given Frensham a receipt for the shares which might be unearthed at any moment by the man controlling his estate.
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Tony Braid had finished his breakfast and, with a long black cigarette holder between his teeth, was reading his correspondence. He was conscious that somebody had entered the room, but did not look up until he heard a laugh and his name spoken. He lifted his head with a jerk.

“Good lord! What on earth are you doing here?”

“I’ve driven up from Somerset,” said Ursula. “I’m terribly bored, Tony. You see, my Somerset friends are relations of my father and they’re rather inclined to feel that I should not read cheerful books or be amused. Poor dears! They are terribly mournful, but I think that’s a normal condition with them.”

She looked very pretty and distressingly young. The usually pale face was tinted pink by her run through the morning air. “Are you going back?”

She sighed and nodded. “I’m afraid I must. I had to tell the most outrageous lie to get — away at all. The butler is the only cheerful creature in the place, and he’ll be doubly so if your tip wins!”

“There’s no doubt about my tip winning,” smiled Anthony. And then, “Have you had breakfast?”

She had taken coffee at Oxford, she said. He rang the bell and ordered her something more substantial. “All the newspapers are filled with your Barley Tor. Why are you running two horses?” she asked.

“Because I’m a twister,” said Tony. “And Mr. Rex Guelder would be very much disappointed if I didn’t.”

She frowned at this. “I hate that man. There’s something horrible about him, Tony.”

“Do you know him?” he asked, remembering she had made a previous reference to the Dutchman.

“He came to the house once or twice, and I’ve never known so acute a discomfort of mind as I do in his presence. No, he was not offensive at all, he’s most polite. He once kissed my hand, but that was only his Continental manner, and I didn’t mind that at all. It’s something about him that only a woman can understand, I suppose. You feel the rawness of his mind and it sort of grates on you. Julian says that he’s very clever, in fact brilliant.”

“Have you heard from Julian?”

She shook her head. “I don’t think I’d like to hear from Julian,” she said quietly. “We did not part on the best of terms. Perhaps I was wrong, Tony, but I told him that you and I had agreed not to inquire too deeply into my stock. Poor Father! Somebody told me that his precious Lulanga shares were selling at a ridiculous price — five shillings or something.”

Anthony corrected her. “They’re not selling, they’re being offered at that price,” he said. “I should be very much surprised if you could get any real money for them. And it’s all the more amazing because the last reports I read were most favourable. Everybody in the City is in the dark about them; there’s a rumour that the wells have run dry, but we’ve had no confirmation of this, and certainly, from the little I know about oil, I should imagine that we should have had very good warning of that disaster.”

“We?” she said in surprise. “I didn’t know that you also were concerned with that unfortunate stock.”

He nodded slowly. “Yes — not on my own behalf. You seem to forget that I am the executor and trustee of your father’s estate. He had, I believe, an enormous block of shares, and I shall be very much surprised if you haven’t, too.”

There was a long silence: “Can you understand it, Tony? The more I think about it, the more it puzzles me. Why should. Father commit suicide when he had your offer of help?”

“I don’t think he ever read my offer of help,” said Tony, looking past her. “The envelope and the cheque were found torn up in the wastepaper basket. It is inexplicable — for the moment.”

He changed the subject abruptly, asked her what were her immediate plans. She had set out with the full intention of not returning to Wells, and then she had changed her mind and decided that she would go back and be recalled by telegram — if Tony would only play the part of a conspirator.

“I think I shall stay on at the Hampstead house,” she said. She looked at her watch. “You’re going to Goodwood, of course? I think I will wait until you’ve gone, and have a bath in your wonderful bathroom — you’re an awful sybarite, aren’t you? — and then wend my way back to romantic Somerset lanes and the terrible tedium of Aunt Polly.”

He thought, in spite of her surface gaiety, she looked rather a forlorn figure, standing under the portico of his house and waving him farewell as he drove away. He did not know the secret of the legacy, or how long it might be deferred, but he was quite sure that, save for her diminutive income from her northern estate, Ursula Frensham was ruined; and she would be very difficult to help, he decided, unless…

He sighed heavily. He was getting sentimental, he told himself, and he really was forty, with more than half his lifetime over, and she was nearly twenty years younger. On one point he was perfectly certain: he would never ask her to sacrifice her youth and become his wife. That would not be fair. His task was to secure his future, and put on a good face to hide the bitterness of watching a rival succeed where he had not dared…

Only that successful rival must not be Julian Reef.

Almost the first person he met when he climbed Singleton Hill and came to the beautiful course was Elk. He was standing near the paddock gates, the stub of a cigar in his mouth and a look of settled melancholy upon his unhappy face. He watched Tony get out of his car without making any signs of recognition, and Tony, believing that he did not wish to be spoken to, would have passed him.

“Hi, Mr. Braid! What’s going to happen to me next week? I got fourteen pounds on your unbeatable certainty. You meant well by sending it, but if anybody can kill your horse dead, it’s me. I never backed a winner in my life. The moment I put on money the horse turns round and goes the other way. I suppose he’s heard about my bet.”

He jerked his head towards the paddock. “Some friends of yours inside — sorrowing nephew and partner. I didn’t see either of them crying, but I did read your famous letter in the Sporting Press.”

“Good lord!” said Tony, in surprise. “Did they print it?” He had forgotten all about the letter he had so carefully composed and despatched by special messenger to Fleet Street.

“Did they print it? They put it on the front page!”

Elk pulled a newspaper from his pocket, unfolded it, and pointed to a headed column:

‘We have received the following from Mr. Anthony Braid, the owner of two of today’s contestants in the Stewards’ Cup.

‘To the Editor of the Sporting Times:

‘DEAR SIR, — I note that the ring has made my horse Barley Tor favourite. I feel it is only right to the sporting public that they should know I intend running both horses on their merits, and that my filly, Lydia Marton is a little the better at the weights. I am not suggesting that either will win, or that Barley Tor may not do better on the racecourse than he does on his home gallop, but I feel it my duty to put the racing public in possession of the facts.’

There followed an editorial note:

‘Mr. Anthony Braid is a very shrewd judge of racing, and his views, especially about his own horses, are to be respected. But, judging by past form, there can be little doubt that Barley Tor has the better credentials.’

“How will they bet?” asked Tony, as he handed the paper back.

Mr. Elk relit his cigar stump before he replied: “Such is the confidence of the general public in you, Mr. Braid, that you no sooner started ‘knocking’ Barley Tor than the ring made him a good favourite, He’s at five to two.”

As Tony strolled across the paddock towards the weighing room, he heard a man say: “That’s him. The Twister!” Many men would have been embarrassed. Tony was amused. He knew just who were the propagandists responsible for his evil reputation. Not until he returned to the paddock did he see Julian, who greeted him with an affable smile, and came leisurely towards him. Julian was in his most amiable mood.

“I don’t often come racing, Braid, but I thought I’d take a day off. I’ve backed your horse.”

“I’m delighted,” said Tony without enthusiasm. “And which of my representatives has the honour of breaking his heart to win you a few pounds?”

Julian smiled cryptically. He felt at the moment he was entitled to amusement. “You’ve backed your horse, of course — both of them?”

“One of them,” replied Tony, deliberately. “I have a thousand pounds on Lydia Marton. Every penny of it will be put on at starting price and I think I shall go home from twelve to fourteen thousand pounds richer than when I came.”

Julian laughed. At that moment an acquaintance of both came up. He greeted Julian with a nod and devoted his attention to the owner of Barley Tor; “I hear your horse was beaten in a trial — Barley Tor, I mean? They say Lydia Marton won it. Which do you fancy?”

“Lydia Marton,” said Tony, evading the questioner’s eyes. He heard the inquirer grunt incredulously.

“He doesn’t seem to believe you, Braid.”

Tony became aware that the man he disliked most of all people on earth was still with him. “No. Queer, isn’t it? It’s a case of giving a dog a bad name and hanging yourself!”

Guelder was waiting at the paddock entrance a little impatiently for the return of his friend, and as they walked leisurely to the stand the Dutchman asked: “What did he say?”

“The old tale,” said Julian. “Really, that fellow is crude!”

Mr. Rex Guelder rubbed his fat cheek thoughtfully. “Yet that is the kind of crudeness I had not noticed before in him, either by hearsay or acquaintanceship. With my own eyes I saw this trial,” he said, brightening, “and do I not understand horses?”

They climbed on to the stand to see the field go down to the post, and Guelder pointed out the two horses, not to be mistaken one for the other. Lydia Marton carried the first colours which is usually the only indication an owner gives the public of his personal fancy.

“I will tell you how this race will be run,” said Mr. Guelder, confidently. “First we shall see a pretence of the Lydia horse being in front. Then, like a flash, will come the Barley Tor, and that will be the end of the race!”

Julian was looking round disparagingly at the crowd which filled Tattersalls; and presently he saw Braid on the members’ lawn. “How the devil that fellow gets into a reserved enclosure at Goodwood beats me,” he said irritably. “At any rate, when this race is over, his name will be mud with a very large section of the public, I’ve told everybody I know in the City to back Barley Tor.”

There was a roar from the crowd; glasses were turned down the course…Before the inexperienced Julian Reef could pick out the colours, the horses were half — way home. Braid’s two were racing side by side and they were clear of the field. And then he saw the chestnut draw ahead, seemingly without an effort. She was two lengths ahead of her stable companion when she passed the post.
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Guelder stared aghast.

“I saw it,” he said, thickly. “Mit my own eyes. I saw it. My Gott! I am brainless! My frient” — he turned, but Julian was no longer at his side. He was pushing his way savagely through the crowd. On every hand he heard the inevitable comment.

“…Well, he told you this was the best horse…what more can you want…?”

By the ringside Tony received the congratulations — rueful, most of them — of his acquaintances.

“That was certainly a surprise, Braid.”

“It was a twist,” said Anthony calmly. “I told the truth about the trial and about the relative merits of the horses — you had the truth; and the truth is a twist that very few people can understand!”

He saw Elk standing on the outskirts of the crowd. When it began to thin he approached the detective and in Mr. Elk’s eye was a greater satisfaction than he ever remembered having seen.

“It was a bit of a temptation not to follow the money,” said Elk, “but I didn’t and now the money’s following me. As a tipster you’re in the first class, Mr. Braid, but I’ve just seen somebody who didn’t have a good race. Mr. Reef looks as though a shaller depression was approachin’ his shores thunder and lightnin’ expected shortly — and tornadoes, I’m going in to draw my money: they’ll pay me because they know I’m at the Yard.”

“They’ll pay you anyway, you old grouser,” smiled Tony. “Why do you pretend everybody in the world is a crook?”

“They’re not,” said Mr. Elk promptly. “I’M straight!”

Julian Reef had parked his car by the side of the road which leads down to Singleton, Here he waited for half an hour in a rage of impatience for the appearance of the Dutchman. Guelder came eventually, as cheerful as though he had never experienced the vicissitudes of fortune. “Ach! That was bad!” he said, as he got into the car. “Dat Twister! And mit my own eyes I saw the trial!”

“What’s the matter with you is that you’re too damned clever,” snarled Julian, as he jerked in his gear and sent the car rocking along the uneven surface of the road. “I suppose you realize you’ve cost me more money than I can find on Monday?”

“Then, my frient, do not find it,” said Guelder unperturbed. “Bookmakers are not settling day. Before you can be seriously inconvenienced there will be fortune enormous, incomparable.”

Julian glanced at his companion sideways and saw him lighting a long, thin and evil — smelling cigar. “Is that going to be another of your winners?” he asked, sardonically. “I’ve lived on promises and I’ve spent a fortune on your experiments, Guelder. I want a little back.”

“You shall have the lot,” smirked Guelder. “Millions und millions! Soon I shall be able to say to you ‘Go to the market and take away money!’”

“Soon, soon!” said the other impatiently. “When is soon?”

Guelder shrugged his broad shoulders. “In a week, perhaps. My experiments are successful. Tonight or some other night I will make the final test, and then you shall come down and see for yourself.”

Julian said no word all the way back to town; he dropped Guelder at Victoria and went on to his own flat to spend an uneasy evening.

There was reason enough for his troubled mind. Frensham’s papers had been impounded and in a few days they would be handed to Tony Braid for examination. That morning before he left he had received a notification from Frensham’s lawyers, asking him to make an appointment with Tony to go into the affairs of Lulanga Oils. Frensham had controlled this company from his bake in St. James’s Street. He was, at the time of his death, the owner of nearly 200,000 shares, a fact which surprised Tony; but there was no mystery about this big holding. Julian Reef had once held a bigger block, but for reasons which had yet to be revealed he had off — loaded the bulk of the shares; and since the only genuine buyer in the market had been Frensham, with his blind faith in the future of the company, they had gravitated to his safe.

The value of the stock was indicated when the banks refused to accept even 200,000 as security against an overdraft. Their nominal price in the market had fallen to a few shillings, but there was no dealing. If Julian had attempted to sell the remaining 100,000 which he held, he would have found it impossible now that the only buyer of the stock had died.

Lulanga was a West African share. The oilfields had been discovered in Northern Angola and had been put on the market by men who had made a very great fortune from their flotation. Gradually the shares had sunk and sunk, until after Frensham’s biggest purchase they had dropped from 38s. to something well under ú1. This was the most puzzling. It puzzled the City, puzzled even the oil experts, in view of the very promising report by the engineer, a man respected in the City. There were cynical financiers who pointed out the peculiar fact that the report had not been published until a fortnight after the death of the engineer in question. He had been a cautious man and had never before been responsible for so optimistic a prophecy as was contained in his statement.

Julian put the matter out of his mind, as he did all uncomfortable thoughts; he set himself to compose a letter to Ursula Frensham that would, he hoped, do much to restore her confidence in him.

Half — way through the draft of the letter his fountain — pen ran dry, and he searched his drawer in vain for the ink. Then he remembered that Guelder would have some and he went into his office. The Dutchman had not closed down his roll — topped desk. Julian threw it up and searched the top of the desk, but there was no ink. He pulled out one drawer after another, and came to the bottom drawer…

Ursula Frensham’s face stared up to him. It was a portrait he had seen a long time ago, but somebody had decorated it with a border of cupids and hearts. The draughtmanship was good. At first he thought that the border was printed and then he saw, in the left — hand corner the initial of the artist…Guelder! It was incredible. Was this a bad joke on the part of the Dutchman?

He lifted out the photograph and found another beneath it, undecorated except by what was obviously a poem, though as it was in Dutch, it was unintelligible.

Turning it over he found what was either a translation or a new flight of the Dutchman’s fancy, in English!

“Beloved eyes that smile on me Sweet lips that breathe of Araby…”

He read it through, aghast. Guelder? It was incredible! And yet — he knew the man’s reputation; had heard rumours of certain unsavoury happenings.

He shook with fury as he took out the contents of the drawer, forgetting for the moment the reason for the search. He tore the photographs to fragments and threw them into the wastepaper basket. He was outraged by the discovery. That this crude man should look upon Ursula in this way was revolting to him…

The next morning, when Guelder arrived, very bright and perky, with a smile and a wave of his fat hand for his chief, Julian stopped him.

“I went to your desk last night,” he said; “I was looking for some ink—”

“It is on the shelf behind the desk—” began Guelder, but Julian stopped him.

“I am not concerned about that. I found some photographs in your drawer of Lady Ursula Frensham. Somebody had had the damned nerve to draw hearts and cupids around them!”

Rex Guelder’s face went redder, his eyes seemed to sink to the back of his head. “I was dat somebody,” he said harshly. “Dat is my business — what I haf in my desk!”

“Your business, eh? Well, I’ve made it mine,” said Reef, brusquely. “You’ll be interested to know that I’ve torn them tip and chucked them into the wastepaper basket.”

He watched the face of the Dutchman go from red to white; the man was blinking down at him, his thick lips twisted in a mirthless smile. He was fighting hard to control himself, and he succeeded. “That was foolishness, my friend. They did no harm and they lightened my days. The young lady is very beautiful — I am a connoisseur. I suppose you would rather that me sent them to Mynheer Braid?”

“I don’t care a damn where they were sent,” said Julian. “Braid is a gentleman, and you’re a foul swine! I’m not picking my words with you, Guelder. I know your reputation, I know why you left Amsterdam in such a hurry and I’ve heard a few rumours about what happened in the Dutch East Indies. You’re useful to me — at present an expensive luxury — but if you come into my business deals you do not come into my domestic affairs: you understand that?”

Guelder was breathing heavily; his face was tense, diabolical; it was now distorted with fury. “So, so!” he said huskily. “I am a schwine, yes? Good for your nasty businesses, but not for your lady friends to adore, eh? I make you millions and yet I am your servant — So!”

“You’ve made me very few millions up to now, Guelder. You’ve cost me a packet,” said Julian Reef.

The man interrupted him, leaning over the table and pointing his fat forefinger almost into his face. “Ah! You say I must not think of Lady Ursula because I am too lowly, too — what is your word? — foul! Now shall I tell you somet’ing? That night Frensham shoot himself, eh? I haf plenty of time in town. I walk about admiring all der pretty girls. Then I see you and I am curious. I wonder where my frient the great Julian Reef shall be going. I follow you: you do not know. I watch you from eight o’clock till nine. You do not know that. I walk behind you, across the Bridge of Westminster. You lean over carelessly: somet’ing falls in der water. But somet’ing you drop does not fall in der water! One certain thing I find mit my own hands, resting on a leetle parapet!”

He held up his hand significantly, and Julian’s face was as white as death. He could only glare at the leering devil who was waggling his stubby fingers derisively.

“Those t’ings I haf in my leetle safe at Greenwich. I put them in my pocket, and when I come to my beautiful home I examine them and put them in my little safe. Some day,” — he wagged his finger so close to Julian’s pallid face that he could feel the wind of it— “some day this Julian may talk of Ursula Frensham; then I shall say ‘No, not for you, but for me, this beautiful piece of loveliness.’ You have destroyed my lovely pictures, but happily I have more in my home. If I had not, I should have said to you ‘replace all you have destroyed, iconoclast! ‘“

He paused, out of breath, his face set in a malicious grin, but Julian said nothing. His face was a blank. Only in his glowing eyes did hatred show. There were questions he would have asked, but he dared not question this triumphant man some acts would not endure the discovery of speech.

He did not expect that Rex Guelder would become suddenly conciliatory, and yet that was the Dutchman’s immediate attitude. “Do not let us discuss these unpleasant things; let us forget them. Just so that we understand each odder, dat is all dat is necessary. You need me, my frient — I need you. We are the ideal combination. With us is the future, the great fortune. All the night I have been planning for you and now my mind is organized — completely! You shall consolidate your respectful interests. There must be no breath of scandal. We must find money — I will find money — so that people shall not whisper into one another’s ears, ‘This Reef is broken of cash!’”

Julian Reef licked his dry lips and steadied a voice that was inclined to be tremulous. “Where is the money to come from?”

Guelder beamed at him. “Who is this person who gives sixty — five or seventy — five thousand pounds to the bankrupt Lord Frensham? Who but the twisting Braid? He shall heap the war chest high! Little knowing that he is the enemy against whom we fight!”

Julian regarded the man with cold contempt. “Do you imagine that Tony Braid will lend you or me large sums of money?” The other nodded. “Then you’ve got another guess coming, my friend. Braid would not raise the price of a rope to hang me.”

Guelder chuckled, and waggled his thick finger cunningly. “Ah, I have every matter definitely arranged! It requires only that our friend should continue with his horse — racing and should not bodder with Lulanga Oils for another few weeks.”

The clerk came in at that moment with a telegram. It was addressed to Julian, and he opened if without any undue haste and glanced at its contents. Guelder saw his brows meet. “That’s coincidence,” said Julian Reef.

Guelder took the telegram from his hand and read: “I wish to go into the position of the Lulanga Oil Company tomorrow at ten at Frensham’s office in St. James’s Street.”

It was signed “Anthony Braid.”

The two men looked at one another, and Guelder shook his head. “Dat is very unfortunate,” he said. “Extremely unfortunate!”
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Tony was at the office in St. James’s Street by nine o’clock the next morning. The staff of Lulanga Oils consisted of three girls, typists, and an old accountant who had been associated with Frensham in one capacity or another half his lifetime.

“I have put all the documents concerning the company on your desk, Mr. Braid,” he said. “I am afraid you will find we have had a rather haphazard method of conducting our business. The share transfer books, however, have been kept in good order: I myself have seen to that.”

Tony had not been engaged for very long in examining the correspondence of Lulanga Oils before he realized that “‘haphazard’ was rather a flattering term to apply to Lord Frensham’s method of doing business. He found unopened letters (one of which contained a cheque for hundreds of pounds) and scores of letters which had called for immediate attention, but which — according to the accountant, who was also book — keeper — had never been attended to.

“His lordship disliked dealing with anything unpleasant;” said Main, the old Clerk, “and since the shares have been dropping he has hardly done more than glance at any of the correspondence I have placed before him.”

Tony nodded; he had had acquaintance with that peculiar mentality. “Didn’t Mr. Reef do some work at this office?” he demanded.

Main hesitated. “No; his lordship was rather impatient of interference, and although I think Mr. Julian was very willing to help, his lordship gave him no encouragement. What often happened was that if anything serious came to hand, and I could not secure Lord Frensham’s attention I would take the matter into the City to Mr. Julian. And he DID attend to most of the correspondence between the South African office and ourselves.”

Tony made no comment: the more he saw of the muddled state of Frensham’s affairs, the more readily he could believe the story that the clerk told him. He had not got a sixth of the way down the pile of correspondence when Julian arrived, in his most cheerful and most amiable mood. “I’m terribly sorry if I’m late,” he said. He had under his arm a big portfolio which contained documents relating to the company.

“Nothing of any great importance,” he said, and glanced at the pile at Tony’s left elbow. “Have you finished with the accumulation?”

“Not yet,” said the other. “What are those?”

Julian flourished a handful of papers. “Just a few letters. Really they relate to affairs which I have settled on Frensham’s behalf.” He put them on the table by the side of the other papers. “He used to keep quite a lot of papers relating to the company in a black japanned box in the inner office.”

“I’ve opened all the boxes,” said Tony.

“But not the Lulanga box, surely?”

Anthony went into the inner office and examined the deed boxes which had been unlocked. With one exception, they were empty, and even the exception contained nothing that related in the slightest degree to Lulanga Oils. He came back to find Julian looking out of the window.

“Good Lord, this would be an easy place to burgle,” he said. “Look at that fire — escape right under the window!”

“Your views are shared by a very eminent member of the Metropolitan police force,” said Tony drily. “Mr. Elk — I think you have heard of him?”

“Yes, I know him. I can’t say that I am particularly friendly with him. The fact is, I had a slight fracas — a wordy one, it is true, but none the less upsetting.” He did not particularize the cause of the quarrel he had had with Elk, and which Tony was now hearing about for the first time.

Julian turned from the window and sat down opposite this hateful man. “What are you going to do? I think the best thing is to burn them,” he said.

“A very simple solution,” replied Tony quietly. “I prefer, however, to go through them one by one. There are sure to be many of them here on which you can enlighten me.”

Julian Reef nodded, took a gold case from his pocket and lighted a cigarette, watching curiously and with every evidence of unfriendliness the monotonous business of checking up the letters and documents one by one. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Tony Braid take up two closely typewritten sheets of foolscap which were fastened together by a metal stamp.

“Hullo! What’s this?” said Tony wonderingly, as he read the first words. Half — way down the page he turned to the bottom of the next to make sure if he knew the writer. “This is from the resident engineer in charge of the working end of the Lulanga fields,” he said slowly. “Are you a director of Lulangas?”

Julian shook his head. “No, I resigned my directorship a few days before Frensham’s death,” he said glibly.

Tony’s disbelieving eyes were fixed upon the face of the man. “Frensham did not tell me this,” he said.

“I doubt if anybody else in the company knows it. You’ll probably find my letters among the correspondence. The fact is, Braid,” he went on in an outburst of frankness, “I got rather tired of my uncle’s folly. I’ve been advising him to sell these shares for months, But, of course, if I kept my own off the market—”

“You had a very simple method of keeping your own off the market,” said Tony. “You seem to have passed them on to Frensham — it was he who was your private baby holder, I presume? I’ve already seen a transfer of a very large block of shares from your books to his.”

Julian lifted his shoulders with a deprecating glance. “What am I to do? I can’t take risks — not the kind of risk he wanted me to take, at any rate. What is that?” he asked, with well — simulated curiosity.

Tony had read the preamble and now was engrossed in the document. It began;

‘A report on Shafts 15, 16 and 18, Lulanga Oil Wells, Majasaka, West Africa.

‘My LORD, Owing to the loss of mail bags addressed to this part of the world, I have missed two weekly issues of my report to your Lordship concerning the above wells. I, imagined that the Company would lose no time in publishing this rather disquieting news, but the latest journals to hand contain the information that Lulanga Oils are maintaining their price. As I wrote previously, these three wells showed signs of drying up, and the first and second of these are now out of use. Borings nave been conducted at 85, 97 and 132 on the plan, but so far without satisfactory results. I should not be doing my duty if I failed to inform the Board that in my judgement Lulanga Oils are no longer a marketable proposition. The Board will remember that since I have taken over my duties from Mr. Colburn I have taken nothing but a pessimistic view of the Company’s prospects, and these, I regret to say, have been fully justified by the latest developments.’

“Colburn?” The name seemed familiar. And then, in a flash, Tony remembered Elk’s erratic fellow — boarder. “Who was Colburn?” he asked.

“Oh, he was a fellow we dismissed for drunkenness and general incompetence. He got a job somewhere else on the coast. I don’t know what became of him.”

Tony handed the report to the younger man and Mr. Reef read, his eyes opening wider and wider, his eyebrows rising, so that any stranger who had no knowledge of the circumstances might well have thought that he was receiving the surprise of his life. “This is the most amazing thing I have ever read,” he began.

“Never seen it before?” The question came like the crack of a whip.

“Why should I have seen it before? Obviously it was addressed to Frensham. That was one of the fool things he would do. He hated trouble of any kind…this is most serious…”

“You’ve never seen it before?” asked Tony again, and a deeper red came into Julian’s face.

“What the hell do you mean?” he asked. “I’ve told you I’ve never seen it before in my life. Do you imagine that I would allow a thing like this to be suppressed?”

Tony pursed his lips thoughtfully, his eyes never leaving the other’s face. “A few months ago, after the death of the engineer, a statement was issued by the company purporting to be signed by this man. Who issued it?”

Julian thought quickly. Here at least he could not lie! The facts were too easy to prove. “I issued it,” he said boldly.

“Had you seen the document in question?”

Again Reef considered. “Yes,” he said.

“Have you the original report of the engineer saying that the prospects in the field were never better — that which you published?”

Julian drew a long breath; his eyes did not waver. “No, I haven’t the original. It was sent to me to copy. I believe I sent my typewritten copy to the printer. Obviously, Frensham—”

“Do you suggest that Frensham would send out a forged report and suppress the truth about this mine?” And when he did not answer, Tony went on relentlessly: “You know Frensham much better than I. Did he ever do a dirty trick in his life, or a crooked thing? Was he capable of swindling the public deliberately and feloniously?”

Julian shrugged his shoulders. “How do I know?” he asked. “Of course, he was a very sound fellow and all that sort of thing, but who knows another man’s secret heart? The only thing I am certain about is that I have never seen this report before, but I did see the report which was signed by the engineer saying that the prospects were good — probably he had reasons—”

Tony silenced him with a gesture. “I’ll tell you something, Reef.” He was standing up now, leaning over the table, his knuckles on the blotting — pad. “This report you just read was not amongst Frensham’s documents till you came.”

“What do you mean?” demanded Julian, breathing heavily.

“I mean that I went through the whole pile of correspondence, and if I’ve no memory for some things, I’ve an excellent memory for others; and one of those is colour. There was no document typed on light blue paper, as this is.”

A dead silence followed. “What are you suggesting?” Julian found his voice at last.

“I am suggesting that when I went into the other room, at your suggestion, in search of purely mythical documents, you slipped that report amongst the papers. I’m not only suggesting it, I’m stating it.”

Julian Reef looked his panic fear, he did not speak. His nerves were already shaken when he had come. The tremendous and unspoken accusation of Guelder had left him a moral wreck.

“Not only did you put that report amongst the papers, but it was you who forged the engineer’s report that sent up Lulanga Oils to 175. I’ve not discovered much in this office, but one thing I have learned — all the correspondence from Africa you dealt with. It is a very simple matter, Reef, to discover how many shares you sold on the top of that forged report of the company’s prosperity, and a simple matter to put you where you belong. Do I make myself clear?” Julian did not reply. “I could call in a detective and charge you right away. I have sufficient evidence to send you to prison for seven years. But I’m not going to do it. Do you know why? I want to keep Frensham’s name clean. I don’t want your dirty accusation that he was responsible for this trickery to be thrashed out in open court. That is just what saves you.”

Julian forced a smile. “And Ursula, one supposes…What nonsense you’re talking, Braid! You couldn’t possibly charge me. There isn’t a single act of mine provable. And for a good reason,” he went on quickly, “because I’m perfectly innocent. I don’t know whether Frensham was a crook or whether he was straight — that is not my business. All I know is that he authorized the issue of the report, and that I’ve never seen this engineer’s letter before.”

“In other words, that he deliberately suppressed it?”

Julian Reef saw the danger, and literally backed out. “I’m not saying that; I am merely anticipating what the world would say, what the average man in the street would say.”

Tony pointed to the door. “Be a man in the street yourself, will you — and damned quick!”

Julian did not think it was a moment to argue. He left — a man so enraged, so mortified that he was near to tears when he came out into the blinding sunlight of St. James’s Street.
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The neat messenger at Scotland Yard came back to Tony with the information that Mr. Elk would see him. Tony followed the official up many flights of stairs and along interminable corridors and came at last to a very tiny room and to a sprawling Elk.

“Come in, Mr. Braid. Shut the door, messenger, will you? Do you mind coming farther into the room so that he can shut the door? It’s the smallest room in Scotland Yard. I’m nobody. The Chief Commissioner will be making a cage and hanging it out of the window for me one of these days.”

He rose and offered Tony the one chair the office boasted. “It’s all right. I always sit on the table; it’s more dignified,” said Elk. “I suppose you haven’t got a cigar with you…? Thanks, I left my case at home — some other fellow’s home. They were his cigars. When that messenger came and said there was a gentleman to see me, I thought it was a burglar friend of mine with a squeak. But you’ll do. What do you want, Mr. Braid? Have you been swindled by your bookmaker? The worst of these credit accounts is you never know whether you’re up or down till Saturday. Now I got mine in ready cash—”

“What has happened to Mr. Colburn?” asked Tony.

Elk stared at him. “My brother lodger — don’t tell me he’s got into trouble.”

“Is he still staying in your house?”

Elk nodded. “Sure! When he’s asleep. That’s the only time he ever stays anywhere!”

“Do you think I could see him? You remember I asked you to bring him to Ascot.”

Elk scratched his chin and glanced at the clock. “Ascot’s a pretty long way,” he said.

“I don’t want him at Ascot really; I can see him in London. Could you bring him after dinner?”

Elk nodded, but the visitor could see he was a little doubtful. “Oh yes, — if I can find him,” he said, in answer to Tony’s question. “But he’s what I might call a gregarious man, and once he gets into sociable company…well…I mean he can’t carry good liquor. What wouldn’t do more than raise my drooping courage, if you’ll forgive the poetical expression, makes HIM talk about being the rightful heir of the duke.”

“In other words, he may be a little drunk. I don’t mind that. Bring him along.”

Elk nodded again; but he was doubtful. “He shall come if I have to bring him in an ambulance,” he said. And then, looking out of the window and apparently indulging in a chance thought, “You’ve been casting up accounts this morning, they tell me?”

“Who on earth told you that?”

“A little bird,” he said. “It’s a pity about poor young Reef. He was quite upset, wasn’t he? I saw him on. St. James’s Street — with tears running down his face. Poor feller! It must be awful to lose an uncle. I had one, but I could never lose him. That man could find his way home in a fog even if the roads were up.”

Tony was on the point of departure, but now he came back. “Were you watching the office?” he asked.

The detective’s face was a study in hurt innocence. “I never watch anything,” he said. “Not for long. It makes me dizzy. What I like to study is life, passing hither and thither, as it were.”

“But who told you that I was going over Frensham’s documents?”

Mr. Elk raised his eyes to the ceiling and seemed to be thinking hard. “I forget now. I’ve got an idea it was that antique clerk of Frensham’s, What’s his name again — Main. I was having a cup of tea in a respectable teashop when he came and sat down at the same table.”

“Or you came and sat down at his table?” suggested Tony.

“It may be,” agreed the other. “A very nice fellow — he keeps chickens. I know another fellow who used to keep chickens — I went to his execution. Mr. Braid, have you got anything running at Brighton next week? I like racing! It gives you a day in the air.”

Tony left Scotland Yard more than a little puzzled. He would have been more puzzled if he had heard the instructions that Inspector Elk was giving to the subordinate whom he had summoned to his tiny room.

“Watch Mr. Braid; don’t let him out of your sight. I’ll arrange to relieve you at eight o’clock tonight.”
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After all, Ursula had come back to London on her own initiative and without the subterfuge of telegrams or excuses, except that she had not told her mildly indignant relatives that she was utterly bored. They had already decided she was more than a little heartless, possibly eccentric, very likely fast. They raised their eyebrows after she had gone, and looked at one another meaningly, but nobody knew what the other meant, which is quite understandable, since they did not know themselves.

It required some courage to take in hand the rearrangements of the house, to move familiar objects so closely associated with her dead father. She had his own two rooms closed and dismantled. Perhaps there would come a time when she could use them, but for the moment they stood for tragedy and heartache.

Only one happy person had she left at Wells; the saintly looking butler carried her bag to the car and in an agitated undertone expressed his gratitude for her help and advice.

“I’ve got a hundred to six to nine pounds, miss, and I’d take it very kindly if you would thank Mr. Braid, and if you would be good enough, miss, to ask him if his two — year — old has any chance at Lewes…Not that I want to trouble you, miss.”

“I’ll be sure to ask him,” she assured the anxious man, and left him bowing — a portly churchwarden of a man, who ran Two s.p. accounts in London and a ready-money arrangement with a bookmaker in Glasgow.

Racing was beginning to interest her in a faint way. She was surprised how far extended was the interest of the sport; she discovered that she had acquired a new importance, not only in the eyes of the servants, but with the tradesmen of Wells since Lydia Marton had won the Stewards’ Cup — for the butler had not been at all reticent after he had taken his own bet.

Happily, when she returned home, there were no servants to be dismissed. Lord Frensham’s household was a tiny one; he had never employed a valet — he said they fussed him. The domestic rearrangements were made with little or no trouble.

“I shall just keep the maid for as long as I can afford it,” she told Tony over the ‘phone.

He wasn’t so happy. “I’m rather uneasy about you living in that house alone, with only a maid. You had better send your jewels to the bank.”

She scoffed at his solicitude, but in the end compromised by agreeing to do so.

There were other and more serious factors to be considered, so serious that all others hung upon them. She had taken stock of her own fortune and found it a meagre one. Her trip to Wells had also cleared up the mystery of the great legacy which would one day be hers. A cold — blooded clerk in holy orders, her second cousin, explained to her in great detail — for he had a passion for the law — that the legacy was rather a nebulous thing, since before it came to her three lives must pass, two of which were singularly young and healthy. She hadn’t really considered this question of her future, being comforted by a dim knowledge that somewhere hovering in the misty background were enormous estates which would one day, in some manner painless to anybody else, be hers for the signing of a paper.

Tony came up to tea on the day she arrived, and she explained the exact position. “And really I don’t want these unfortunate second cousins twice removed to be completely removed from this world, Tony. I think we can wipe out that enormous legacy, and concentrate our hearts and minds upon getting me a job of work. I have taken lessons in shorthand and typing — that was Father’s idea — and I think I would make a most admirable secretary to some prosperous financier.”

“That isn’t me,” said Tony, promptly. “I’ll tell you one thing you have got,” he went on grimly. “For some reason which I can’t understand, Frensham transferred the whole of his Lulanga shares in your name. They were transferred on the day of his death.”

She frowned at this.

“Are they worth anything?” she asked.

“I should think they’re worth absolutely nothing.” He hesitated, “That is a brutal thing to say, but from what I gathered this morning, and from documents I have seen, I’m afraid they are everything except a liability. Thank heaven they are not that!”

She did not know how shares could be a liability, and he explained the mystery of called and uncalled capital. “What did Julian say about them?” she asked suddenly.

He faced her squarely.

“It doesn’t really matter what Julian said, Ursula. I don’t want you to see Julian again, or to write to him.”

She looked at him for a long time without speaking, and then slowly inclined her head.

“Very well, Tony; I won’t even ask you why — and that’s the greatest compliment that I can pay to you. It isn’t going to be very hard to drop Julian!”

There was a long pause, and the silence was a little painful to one of the two.

“What were you going to say, Tony?” she said, in a low voice; and then unaccountably dropped her eyes.

“I have quite a lot to say.” His voice was very steady. “I wonder if you realize how terribly difficult it is for me to say nothing.”

He heard the half sigh; there and then he might have taken her into his arms and told her the one thing she guessed, the one thing indeed she knew, that he loved her. And yet it would not have been like him if he had, she told herself after he had gone. He would be afraid of himself, afraid of the reproach that he had caught her in an unguarded moment, when the reaction to her father’s death had left her susceptible to attack.

Tony did not dine at home; he arrived at his house at a quarter past eight, prepared to wait until Elk and his erratic friend arrived. There had been no telephone message from the detective, which was encouraging. Yet it was not till some time after nine that Elk pushed before him into Tony’s study the mysterious Mr. Colburn.

He was a very fat man, pink — faced, slightly bald, with blue staring eyes; and he sported a wispy ginger beard. He was rather noisy; but apparently this was a normal condition. His attitude was one of great frankness. He greeted Tony as a brother.

“Heard about you, Mr. Braid. Elk’s friends are my friends! Excuse me tonight, but I’ve been having a friendly argument with an old Borstalian — a man of genius, without faith in life or hope of heaven!”

He chuckled at this and slapped his knee with a resounding thwack. Elk looked apologetic. His own attitude bespoke his sense of responsibility. For no particular reason, unless it was that he recognized the acoustic limitations of the room, Mr. Colburn dropped his voice.

“I’m sailing for the coast next week, Mr. Braid, and I meant to look you up, even if my dear old friend the copper hadn’t brought me along. I might tell you I came to this country with twelve hundred pounds; and I’d have been twelve hundred minus by now if it hadn’t been for the kindly fate which led me to his hospitable roof.”

His diction was stilted, and a trifle flamboyant. It was obvious that Mr. Elk admired this peculiar variety of eloquence.

“He was telling me you’re interested in Lulangas.”

Tony nodded. “I am — and curiously enough I discovered today that you were once the engineer of the company.”

“Assistant engineer and manager,” corrected the other. “I’m not going to bluff you, Mr. Braid: I haven’t the qualifications for a pukka engineer. I’m one of those superior mechanics, and not so darned superior! Self — educated, self — made and self — satisfied!” This was evidently his stock joke. Elk began to smile mechanically before he had finished his sentence. Then he became sober again. “No, I’m going back to Lulangas, but before I pop off I want to make a trade with anybody holding a block of shares — a block big enough to be worth while.”

“What kind of trade?” asked Tony, interested.

Colburn looked at him with a speculative eye. “I don’t know whether it’s fair or not fair, but I want twenty thousand shares — for nothing! I know they’re at junk prices on the market, and with a bit of luck I can get twenty thousand for a thousand pounds, but I’m not spending a thousand pounds.”

“And what does the giver of the twenty thousand receive in exchange?” asked Tony.

The man smiled expansively, almost pityingly, Tony thought.

“Oil,” he said, with a fine gesture. “Thousands and maybe millions of tons of it!”

“From Well 16 and Well 18?” asked Tony, and Colburn laughed scornfully.

“They weren’t wells, they were pinpricks into seepage! They’ve been boring since, they tell me. That consumptive engineer they took on after me’s a clever fellow, but he works on textbooks — dead is he?…God rest him! He was a good fellow, but had no initiative. Such people often die. I wouldn’t be talking to you, mister, but old Elk’s strong for you. He says they call you The Twister—”

“No, I didn’t,” said Elk loudly.

“What’s the good of lying?” demanded the other, with a sad shake of his head.

“I said common people called him The Twister—”

“I’m a common man, but I know a straight ‘un when I see him. Drunk or sober, nobody can twist me. All my cards are on the table to you, Mr. Lace—”

“Braid,” said Tony gently.

Colburn was amused at his error. “They kicked me off that property because I was slightly oiled, to use a local term. I went on a jag that lasted three weeks. A friend of mine on a German boat took me down to Mossamedes — anyway, you’re not interested in my troubles — but I know those Lulanga fields better than you know Regent Street. I know the ridge that runs across it. They call it the Pogolaki Mountain. Mountain! It’s a dust heap! Give me a gang of a thousand men and I’d shovel it,#. away in a year and leave a hole in the ground! All the borings are west Pogolaki. I’m putting my cards on the table,” he said again. “I’m trusting to you as a gentleman. The oil’s on the east of Pogolaki. They won’t even bore because it’s sand; and there’s no sign of shale, but I know more about oil than the average sardine. And you don’t always find shale — nor surface shale — or you don’t find it showing near the surface. Got a pencil and paper?”

Tony found them and the man made a very rapid and, as Tony guessed, an accurate sketch of the oilfield.

“The concession goes west and east of there, the M’ninga River — it’s not a river, it’s a puddle…there’s no oil there. But come nearer to the ridge and you couldn’t bore without striking a gusher. What’s more, Mr. Braid, the company have got the equipment for boring and for dealing with any hell’s amount of oil. They can siphon it over the ridge; the ground is covered with useless machines and ground tanks that could be utilized — the only thing is they haven’t got the equipment to carry it away. The moment you started boring, you’d have to charter tankers — lot’s of ‘em!”

Was he speaking the truth? At any rate he believed it was the truth, Tony was convinced. “How can you prove this?” he asked. “If you can bring me proof that will satisfy me, I’ll give you not twenty but thirty thousand shares.”

Mr. Colburn smiled. “The only proof of oil is oil,” he said tersely. “If you had proof, Lulangas wouldn’t be selling at twopence ha’penny. I haven’t asked you for money,#. have I? I haven’t asked you even for a job — though you’ll have to make me engineer and manager. I wouldn’t even ask a salary for that. I’d stand pat on my twenty thousand or thirty thousand, and take my small commission. And I don’t want money to pay my fare out, either, but I do want authority, to work that field, and I haven’t got it. Look at this!” He took out a handful of paper money and planked it on the table. “There’s eight hundred pounds cash there. I’m asking for nothing more than the privilege of making you a millionaire.”

“That seems fair,” murmured Elk.

The man had something yet to disclose, and presently it came out. “You want proof? Well, You’ll get it in a day or two! I’ll tell you the truth, Mr….Braid. I’ve been doing a bit of private boring on the edge of that property — me and a tough son of a gun who used to prospect with me, and two natives have been hand — boring for three months. I ought to be out there watching points, but I’ve hung on here, trying to get in big on the market. I went to see that fellow Reef the other day, but he was away somewhere, racing. He’s got a lot of shares. Lord Frensham had a lot of shares — the chap who shot himself.”

“I have Lord Frensham’s shares,” said Tony. “When do you expect the proof?”

“Almost any day now. We’ve only got a primitive drill and that takes time. And naturally I’m getting no cables through, because they could only pass through the telegraph office on the Lulanga property.”

“In other words,” smiled Tony, “you’re doing a little bit of oil poaching?”

The man shook his head. “Wrong — I’ve got a licence for all I’ve done — if you search the books of the company you’ll find it — now is it a bet about my thirty thousand shares?”

“I’ll sleep on it,” said Tony.

He walked to the door, saw the man into a taxi, and then took Elk aside. “Impress upon your friend that the fewer people who know about this dream of his — supposing it is nothing else — the better.”

“If I’d had five thousand pounds—” began Elk.

“You haven’t,” said Tony, “but if I can buy you a few shares, and there’s the faintest hope of their rising, I’ll make you enough money to buy Scotland Yard.”
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When, two days later, a clerk came into Julian’s office and announced that Mr. Braid wished to see him, Julian felt the inclination to say that he was not in.

“All right,” he said, and braced himself for what he believed would be a very unpleasant interview.

Tony, as usual, was immaculate. He took off his gloves and placed them in the interior of his hat before he sat down. “How many Lulanga shares have you got?” he asked.

Julian drew a deep breath. “Is this another inquisition? I thought I made it clear to you—”

“You made nothing clear to me about your own shares.”

“I’ve got a hundred thousand — or, to be exact, a hundred and ten thousand. Why? Have you discovered a new report?” he sneered. “One that says the shares are going sky — high?”

“I’ve not discovered a new report” — Tony was choosing his words with the greatest care— “nor have I invented one. But I think that there might be oil on the property yet. In which case the shares will be worth five times what they are today. If there is that possibility, I should like to have a controlling interest. I have two hundred thousand of Lord Frensham’s or rather, of Lady Ursula Frensham’s. The share capital is six hundred thousand, and if I am going to make a profit, It is necessary that I should have that control.”

A light dawned on Julian. Not for nothing was this man called The Twister. “I see,” he said. “Your idea is to make a market, off — load your holding and get out at a profit, eh? That’s what you call high finance, isn’t it?”

“Of high finance I know nothing,” said Tony. “Of low finance I have seen a little too much in the last two or three days. The question is, whether you’re prepared to sell such Lulangas as you hold personally.”

Julian was not only prepared to sell, but was most anxious to rid himself of the incubus, and if Braid was sincere and really did wish to buy for hard cash, the money would be most acceptable. Money was needed very badly, for his new scheme was approaching its birth.

“At present the shares are well below their market value—” he began.

“I may publish the engineer’s report tomorrow,” interrupted Tony; “and then perhaps you will have a more definite view as to their market value.”

Julian Reef flushed angrily. “That is to say, you’re going to destroy whatever value the shares have. What is the idea, Braid?”

Tony shook his head. “I’m not prepared to discuss my private plans. The point is, at what price are you prepared to sell?”

Julian thought quickly; he knew, to his sorrow, that it was practically impossible to dispose of Lulangas in the open market. He had offered his block only the day before for a sum equivalent to a few pence per share. He named a price, and saw Tony smile. “Well, they’re worth it,” he insisted; “but if they’re Ursula’s shares—”

“I didn’t say they were Ursula’s shares, I said they were Lady Ursula Frensham’s shares,” said Tony steadily. “I could rather wish that you would not call her by her Christian name.”

For a second Julian showed his teeth. “You’re getting a little proprietorial, aren’t you? However, I don’t want to quarrel with you. You have your own ideas about Lulanga Oils, and possibly they are right. I have always had faith in the property, but you’re dabbling in a strange field, Braid. I understood you were a diamond man? Oil fields are tricky things. I will sell you my block at six shillings, which is the price at which they were dealt in last.”

He never dreamt for one moment that the other would agree to a valuation which, in view of all he knew, was exorbitant.

“That’s a stiff figure to pay for bone — dry wells,” said Tony, “but I’ll take them. Fix the transfer and I’ll give you a cheque.” Julian was staggered, and then the humour of the situation struck him and he laughed.

“You’re a bold gambler,” he said good — humouredly, but he woke no smiling response in Anthony Braid.

It took exactly ten minutes to transfer all the Lulanga Oils he possessed to the other, and he had a very particular sense of satisfaction as he folded Tony’s cheque and put it in his pocket.

“You know what you’re buying, of course. You’ve seen the report, and this may interest you.”

From his desk he selected a cablegram and passed it across to his visitor.

“A month ago I sent an independent engineer out to report on the wells,” he said, “and here it is.”

Tony read:

“Output negligible. Most of the wells are dry. Those that are not are producing diminished quantities. Small boring under licence from this company going on east of ridge, in my opinion with very little hope of success.”

“Thank you,” said Tony, as he handed back the telegram. He walked to the door and paused.

“If any of your friends have large holdings in this stock I shall be glad to take them off their hands,” he said.

“Why not try the Stock Exchange?” retorted Julian. “It is one of those unimportant institutions about which you may not have heard? I’ve no doubt that if you want to add to your interesting collection, there are quite a number of shareholders who will oblige you.”

When Mr. Guelder came a little later he found his partner in a very amiable mood, and learned the reason. Guelder scratched his nose and was by no means elated.

“Hump!” he said. “Dat Twister!”

He read the cablegram, which he had not previously seen. “‘Under licence’: what is dat? Who bores on the other side of the ridge?”

Julian explained that the company were always prepared to give licences to prospectors who wished to test any other part of the property in the recognized oil area.

“There’s nothing to it, anyway — they undertake to give us seventy — five per cent of their output and we market the oil. Frensham gave the licence some time ago to that fellow Colburn, the man who used to be engineer on the property and was fired for being a soak.”

“Colburn?” The other looked up sharply. “He came to the office three weeks ago, when you were away in Cornwall — a very noisy fellow.”

“I don’t even know him,” replied Julian carelessly.

“He is in London, my frient. Has that no significance for you?”

“Even his being in London won’t put oil into Lulanga,” chuckled Julian.

A quarter of an hour before lunch, Guelder came in from the clerk’s office, a tape in his hand, closed the door behind him, and moving slowly to where Julian was sitting, laid the strip of paper before him.

“What is that?” said Reef, looking up.

“You shall read,” said the other.

Reef pulled the paper towards him, read, and frowned. “Lulanga Oils 17/9, 18/6, 18/9, 20/3.”

He stared incredulously. “That crazy fool is buying!”

Guelder shook his head. “There are several ways of being crazy,” he said, “but this man could not go mad to his own hurt. He is a gambler, yes, but he does not gamble in the dark. Why not buy, my good Julian? If it is goot for him, is it not goot for you?”

“You may know a hell of a lot about science, but you have no knowledge of the market,” said Julian, angrily. “Can’t you see, you fool, they will be down to cat’s meat prices before the house closes?”

His prophecy was not justified. The last quotation for the Lulanga Oils was 27s. “There’s a twist in it somewhere,” said Julian and he was almost right.

In the early morning, when he turned the pages of his newspaper in bed, he saw a headed paragraph:

“SENSATION OF THE OILFIELDS

“DRAMATIC RISE OF LULANGAS

“WORTHLESS SHARES NOW VALUED AT ú2”

“Yesterday morning, people who held Lulanga oil shares bewailed their fate. This morning those who parted with their shares at low prices must be tearing their hair. Mr. Anthony Braid, whose activities have hitherto been confined to diamond propositions, was the chief buyer of Lulanga Oils. We understand that he took a block of over 100,000 from a well — known City man yesterday morning at 6s. By the end of the day he was considerably over ú100,000 in pocket! Interviewed at his house last night, Mr. Braid said there was nothing remarkable about the rise. Independent prospectors boring on the edge of the property had tapped the true field. The results were amazing, the possibilities beyond computation. Mr. Colburn, the new engineer, was leaving on Saturday for the property, in response to a telegram from his foreman, who had been engaged in experimental boring…”

Julian threw the paper on to the floor, his face livid with fury. Tony Braid had told him there was oil, had told him the shares were worth five times the price at which he had sold. That was the twist — the truth!
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Ursula Frensham sat like one in a dream. Her fortune was, then, a reality! She looked at Tony’s letter again:

“…If you will be advised by me, you will not sell a share, If Colburn’s friends are right, they will be worth an enormous sum; if they are mistaken, it would be wrong to ‘unload.’ The only person who can be hurt if the story of the new gushers is unfounded is me, for I have been the chief and, I think, the only buyer. I got into the market and cleared off all that floated before some of my friends in the City were awake.”

There were others who did not exercise the patience which Tony advised. A certain detective inspector of Scotland Yard, who had purchased a thousand, rang up his mentor three times in one morning, and finished up by coming in on Tony when he was eating his frugal lunch. “It’s the first time I’ve bought stocks and shares,” he said plaintively, “and it’s worrying me to death, Mr. Braid. Every time I look at the newspaper I get a feeling that I’m ruined. I’m beginning to understand why stockbrokers are not respectable. If anything will drive a man to crime, it’s the market!”

Tony offered to take the shares from the hands of his friend at the current price. Mr. Elk was undecided.

“They might go up after that,” he said, “and that’d make me so bitter I wouldn’t be responsible for my actions. I’m getting into a fast City set, Mr. Braid. That’s what stocks and shares lead you to. I got a whisper from a fellow yesterday — a high up fellow, too — if I wanted to make money I must ‘bear’ diamonds.”

Tony looked at him in amazement. “Are you serious?”

“Fact,” nodded Elk; “a big man.”

He mentioned the name. Tony recognized it as one of the few firms in the City that were friendly to Julian Reef.

“According to this man, diamond shares are going to tumble down. All you have to do is to sell a few you haven’t got, and when the time comes to deliver ‘em, pretend to buy the stock at a lower price. They’ve bought and never sold, but you get the difference. It’s the most attractive form of larceny I know.”

Here was food for thought, long after Elk had gone his way. The diamond market was stable; the principal shares were at exactly the same figure at which they had stood for months. And the “bears” had never really raided diamonds, though at one time they bad been the most sensitive shares in the mining market.

He put through a few calls that afternoon; talked with the big City men who were vitally interested in the industry, but could gain no information that would possibly explain a fall in prices. The output was good, the world’s buyers were absorbing just as many of these precious stones as came out of Africa.

Elk must have been misinformed, he decided; and in a few days the matter slipped from his mind, until…

He was at Ascot, walking in his garden, when he was called to the phone. He recognized the voice at the other end as one of the biggest stockbrokers in the African market. “What’s happened to de Mesnes?” he asked.

“What has happened?” asked Tony.

“They’ve dropped three pounds this morning and every other diamond stock is falling too. Have you heard anything of a bear raid?”

And then Tony remembered the detective’s warning. “Ask Bell and Steen,” he said, naming the firm that Elk mentioned. “I got a tip a few days ago that they might be concerned.”

He hung up the telephone, a very thoughtful man. The fact that his own main investments were in diamond shares did not really trouble him. In the past week he had made a fortune in Lulanga Oils and there was a possibility of his making another. But why had diamonds slumped so dramatically, so unaccountably? He would have understood that phenomenon if he had known all that had been going on in a certain little Greenwich factory in the past few nights.
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“Are you aware,” asked Julian Reef, “that you are being shadowed?”

Mr. Guelder started and his big mouth dropped in an expression of dismay which was comical to anybody who had not seen that expression before.

“Watched — by the police? Good Gott!” he gasped; and Julian went on with malicious satisfaction: “I’ve seen Elk twice in the City lately and he was walking a few yards behind you. Do you know him?”

“The long fellow? Why, yes. He and I is friends.” In his agitation his English was not of the first quality.

“I don’t know what he expects to find, but evidently he is on your trail.” There was a pause before he put the question which was in his mind. “Guelder, you’ve been going out of town a lot in the past week. I seem to remember you went to Birmingham on Monday and to Cardiff on Wednesday. What have you been doing? It seems to have irritated you.”

Rex Guelder shrugged amusedly. “My dear fellow, I am a scientist. There are certain parts of my great machine which I must examine and test before I purchase. Wherever those parts are, there I go — it is simple.”

“Do you think Elk trailed you?”

A momentary look of alarm came to the face of the Dutchman. “No, I should have seen him,” he said uneasily.

“Anyway, he would have found out nothing, except that you were buying electrical apparatus,” said Julian Reef, his suspicious eyes fixed on his companion.

“Zat is so,” said Mr. Guelder.

Julian, going through his correspondence a little later, found a letter addressed in a familiar hand. He tore it open, wondering what Tony Braid had to say.

It was a brief business note. In going through the share register he had noticed that certain Lulanga stock held by the dead man had not been duly transferred; or at any rate there was no record of a transfer, He enclosed the necessary documents for Julian’s signature. For a long time Reef looked at the papers, pen in hand, and then he rang for Mr. Guelder. Mr. Guelder might know little about the mysteries of the Stock Exchange, but here was something so obvious that it was not necessary that he should be an expert in finance to appreciate it.

“How many was there?” he asked.

“About fifty thousand,” said Julian, glancing at the documents. “To be exact, forty — nine thousand five hundred.”

He knew what the Dutchman was going to say before he spoke. “Well, my frient! If they are not transferred they are yours, or shall I say mine? Am I not also a partner?”

Julian did not look up. “He would not fall for that,” he said.

“But would the excellent Lady Ursula fall? She is a lady of honour,” said Guelder cunningly. “Would she benefit by shares which are not hers?”

“They are hers all right,” said Julian roughly. “Don’t be a fool!”

“Suppose I say they do not belong to her. Suppose I go to this gentle lady mit — with a story, eh, my friend?”

Julian bit his lips. He was very badly in need of money. Not even Guelder knew how desperate was the position.

“It seems a pretty dirty trick to play,” he said lamely, at last. “I don’t like doing it, but of course they may be ours.”

Guelder patted him on the shoulder. “Haf no fear, my frient; I will write the lady.”

Life was running with surprising smoothness at Hampstead. Ursula had a circle of friends not large but very pleasing. Though she went out very little, and scarcely entertained, she had that faculty for laying the foundations of enduring friendships which are humanity’s chiefest gifts.

On the morning before diamond shares began to act so erratically, she had a letter, written in a hand which was entirely unfamiliar; it came by special messenger, and she guessed it was from a foreigner by the calligraphy, and opened it wondering who could be the person who addressed her as “The Lady Ursula Frensham”. There were three lines of writing. To her astonishment, glancing at the signature first, she saw a flourishing scrawl which she deciphered as ‘Rex Guelder’.

“Lady, May I have the honour to call upon — you this morning? Please see me in a matter which is most vital.”

There was no address at the head of the letter and no way by which she could telephone or wire a denial of the interview.

If the truth be told, Ursula was somewhat bored that morning, or she might not have seen Mr. Guelder at all. She did not hesitate as she read the large visiting card which the maid brought to her.

“All right, ask him to come in, Minnie; and please don’t allow him to stay. Come in in ten minutes on any excuse you like.”

Mr. Guelder wore a dark suit, a flaming red tie and carried a bowler hat in his hand. His golden spectacles glistened no more than his moist face, for he had walked up to Fitzjohn’s Avenue, being economically minded.

“You are surprised to see me? Zat is natural. I am, as you might say, of the opposition firm! You will ask me why I did not go immediately to the excellent Mr. Braid, but in such matters as these we wish to act in the most friendly manner. It is inconceivable that I should bring you into the courts.”

He shook his head sadly at the thought.

“I am afraid I do not quite understand what it is you wish,” said Ursula. “If it is a matter concerning Mr. Braid, I agree that it is rather useless seeing me; and if it is business then you had better see my lawyer.”

Again he shook his head.

“We want no court cases, my sweet young lady.” His eyes were devouring her, and again she had that sense of acute discomfort which she had described to Tony. “It is the smallest matter,” he said, speaking rapidly. “Your lamented father, whose death — ah, what tragic suddenness! — has deprived me and my dear friend Julian of a true and generous friend…your dear father, as I say, was associated in der business. He helt stocks, we holt stocks — whose is which? Some days I send him a few thousand, some days he sends me. We are careless men, generous, big in the heart! Yesterday morning I searched for fifty thousand shares in the Lulanga. At this surprising price who would not sell, and I a poor man? I search my safe, I ask my bank, I demand from my broker. Nothing but headshakes. Then I search my diary, and I find fifty thousand Lulangas loaned to my lord. He had some trouble with his bank; it was needful he should put as security a hundred, two hundred — I don’t know how many hundred thousand shares. He called me on the phone. ‘My friend Guelder, I am in a predicament. I desire to lodge shares against an overdraft, and because of the seeming worthlessness of Lulanga they demand a tremendous number.’ Fine! I do it in the instant! No form, no transfer, nothing. Just I send these shares by messenger boy — remember, they are seemingly worthless; and I forgot about them. Whether the overdraft becomes accomplished or not — that is no business of mine! Who shall bother his nut about shares which are seemingly worthless? That is my predicament. It is not a matter of business, it is a matter of honour. Should I intrude upon your sorrow, I ask myself? I do not consult my good friend Julian. He also is a man of honour, very sensitive, highly principled, moreover the nephew of our dear friend Frensham. To me, of course, in strict business interests of the firm, is left the dirty work.”

He paused to take breath. Ursula had listened to the disjointed gabble, in which shrewd business was interlarded with glib sympathy, and quite understood the purport of the man’s message.

“In other words, you suggest that of the two hundred thousand shares which my father left to me, fifty thousand belong to you?”

Mr. Guelder bowed. “To my sincere regret, that is my meaning. It is deplorable, and—”

She interrupted him. “And entirely a matter for my father’s executors, is it not?” she asked.

He heaved up his shoulders deprecatingly. “For Mr. Braid. Can I deny that — no! But if I go to Mr. Braid, what follows? He sneers, he snaps his fingers, he says ‘Do your damnablest.’ There are lawyers and processes and appearances in court and exposure of certain irregularities. For example” — he ticked off the example on one large forefinger— “on the day of your father’s death he came to the goot Julian, and demanded of him the shares which he held on your behalf. Why? For his own use. Ah, do not interrupt me. Your indignation does you honour and credit, my sweet young lady, but here is the truth, not to be denied—”

“According to Julian’s own statement, those shares had been in my father’s possession for some weeks,” she said coldly; and for a second Mr. Guelder was staggered.

“You desire to cover your father, but the truth must be there. We shall see on the evening newspaper proclamations ‘Strange Accusation Against Dead Peer’. That will be unfortunate. Also at the inquest Mr. Braid swears before God that the late Frensham was not financially difficult — ah — not in financial difficulties, that is it. Was that the truth? So many things may transpire and be exposed to the low populace.”

“Mr. Guelder,” she interrupted him again, “you are taking quite a wrong view of my position in this matter, if you imagine for one moment that I intend using the slightest influence with Mr. Braid to induce him to give you fifty thousand shares. I am not competent to deal with the matter.”

“Quite right, young lady, perfectly right,” murmured a voice, and she was so startled at the sound of it that she jumped.

Neither had heard Mr. Elk’s light footstep as he crossed the lawn, nor seen his lean shadow cross the open french window. “Never give nothing away, miss, especially when you’re threatened. That’s nearly blackmail.”

Guelder was glaring at him, but it was a glare of fright rather than menace. “Mr. Elks,” he stammered, “dis is unexpectedly a pleasure.”

“Elk,” corrected the detective: “There’s only one of us, and he’s me.”

Guelder was thinking quickly. He remembered the warning that he had received from Julian Reef. He was being shadowed. And yet he had been most careful that morning. He had looked behind, he had loitered on the way, he had turned unexpectedly in search of a trailer, and there had been no sign of Elk. He was frightened, too. The laws of England were peculiarly unfair to people who deviated from the straight path of business.

“If I haf said what I should not say, most profoundly I apologize.” He made a sweeping bow to emphasize his humility.

“Most irregular and disorderly,” said Elk. He was looking at the Dutchman through half — closed eyes. “Naturally, you’re not expected to carry round a copy of Criminal Law and Procedure, but this is one of the countries where blackmail doesn’t get past. I’m interrupting you, miss?” She shook her head smilingly; and he might have read in her face the instant relief she felt in his presence.

“Then I must leave this matter where it is.” Guelder made a heroic effort to be detached and businesslike, which was not very successful. “I will make formal application for restoration of the shares — I regret if I have fallen into error.”

He clicked his heels and offered a large, damp hand, first to her and then to Elk. The detective waited until the Dutchman had disappeared from view.



Chapter 18


Table of Contents


“Share-pushers I know, but share-pullers are new ones on me. Not a friend of yours, miss?”

“He’s very much not a friend of mine,” said Ursula with emphasis. “I dislike him most intensely.”

“Woman’s instinct,” murmured Elk sententiously. “That’s what I always say to the chief, ‘You ought to keep a woman at the Yard, just to do a little instincting — it’d save us a lot of trouble.’ Ever been to his house, miss?”

She shook her head.

“Queer old place; like something out of Charles Dickens. He’s scientific.”

“Did you want to see me, Mr. Elk?” she asked, after a long silence.

“Well” — he hesitated— “I did and I didn’t.” He glanced round the room. “It’s a very nice house you’ve got, miss. It must be difficult, running a place like this. Can’t think what you do when you get gentlemen up to dinner. Naturally — you can’t offer ’em a cigar — that wouldn’t be ladylike.”

She had heard quite a lot about Elk from Tony, and she laughed. “I can even offer you a cigar,” she said solemnly. She went out of the room and came back with a large box. Mr. Elk was full of self — condemnation, but he showed the greatest care in his selection.

“Fancy me saying a thing like that! I don’t know what you’ll think of me. Almost like asking, isn’t it? I’ll take two, because I’m not sure which of these is best. I wouldn’t like to take away what I might call a bad impression of your cigars. I’ve got a nasty job this morning. That’s the worst of the Yard, they won’t leave you to work out a really interesting crime, but push you off on twiddling little affairs that a flat — footed policeman could do twice as well. God forgive me for speaking disrespectfully of the uniformed branch — I was one myself.”

“What interesting crime are you on now?”

He was cutting the end of the cigar with a huge clasp — knife and he did not look up for some few seconds.

“That Guelder’s a crime in himself,” he said. “He’s an offence against the law of nature. I don’t know that I’ve ever seen a worse crime than him.”

She was amused. “Are you very much concerned with Mr. Guelder?”

“In a way — only in a way, miss.”

And then he changed the subject and told her of his new case. The police had found at Plumstead, which is near Woolwich, a small detached villa, occupied by one who was apparently a middle — aged clerk and his wife, a stoutish gentleman who went into Woolwich to business every morning with great punctuality and dug up his garden on Saturday afternoon. That he did not go to church on Sunday was not counted against him, because so few people did.

“And he is nearly the biggest receiver south of the Thames — we found him by accident. They say that villa’s chock — full of property, from diamond rings to tapestries — one of the men at the Yard told me there’s nearly a quarter of a million pounds’ worth — of goods there. The chap bought everything that came to him. He’s going to be difficult to convict because he carried on a genuine business as a dealer; and he’s got a big store in Woolwich, where he bought and sold freely. They say he would buy a barge — load if it brought the right stuff. All the river hooks came to him: nothing was too big, nothing too small. I’m not really in the case,” he explained. “I’m exercising a supervision, which means I’ll get all the credit if there’s any going, and the fellow under me will get all the kicks if any are due.”

“Has it anything to do with Mr. Guelder?”

“Him? Good Lord, no!” said Elk, with a contempt he did not try to disguise. “This receiver feller is clever!”
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Guelder found a cab at the top of Hill Street, and indulged in an unusual luxury. He, was still agitated and breathless when he came to the office. Julian was out, but came in a few minutes later to find his friend in a very perturbed condition of mind.

“She would give nothing,” he said.

Julian guffawed. “Did you imagine she would, you poor simpleton? I knew that little scheme of yours was a failure before you started. I was hoping you had the brains to keep me out of it.”

“I have brains in plenty,” snarled the other. “Did you say this before I went? Did you not say that this was a good scheme? Elk was there.”

“Elk?” Julian frowned. “He trailed you?”

“Whether he trailed or whether he snailed I do not know,” said the Dutchman savagely. “He was there! He comes in at a moment when I perhaps would have convinced her. Even now that money would come if you would take action through your lawyers…”

“I don’t think it is necessary,” said Julian, to his surprise. “I’ve been having a meeting with the people I suggested we should let in on our scheme, and they will find all the money we want.” Guelder’s face brightened. “They are a little sceptical about your invention and two or three of them are coming tonight to see a demonstration. Show me that stone again.”

Guelder unlocked the safe, took out a small jeweller’s case, opened it, and placed it on the table. Inside, a small pure white diamond sent multi — coloured rays with every movement of the case.

“How long did this take?”

“Three hours,” said Guelder promptly. “In time it shall be done more quickly, but even that acceleration is quite unnecessary. It needs only, my dear Julian, the duplication of instruments, and increased power of light, an added efficiency of apparatus.”

“They’re coming in this morning to see it,” said Julian; “and if they’re satisfied, they’re beginning operations on the market this afternoon, even before they have seen the experiment with their own eyes. I have told them that you would treat an even bigger stone.”

Guelder nodded. “Exactly! Tonight I will experiment with a large cushion shape of ten carats. That indeed will be something worth seeing!”

He was curious to discover why these usually cautious City men would begin their manipulations of stock before they were convinced as to the value of his experiment.

“The market is weak, especially the diamond market,” explained Julian. “There have been a number of independent little alluvial fields opened up in Africa and the big companies are working for legislation to limit the output. They think the diamond market is so weak that even without this discovery of yours they could safely raid it.”

He told Guelder what the Dutchman did not know — he only took a very scrappy interest in mining affairs — that there was an intense rivalry between a small group of millionaires who had been ‘squeezed out’ of the diamond industry by a bigger group, and were keen to deal the industry a staggering blow.

There were one or two serious matters on which Julian would have liked to speak and which, but for that unnerving exchange he had had with Guelder, would have been the subject of a sharp rebuke. Guelder was extravagant: he knew nothing of the value of money. It was his habit to buy imperially in the pursuit of his profitable hobby and to leave his partner to foot the bill. A number of very heavy accounts had come in that morning, one of which, considerably over two thousand pounds, had demanded instant payment.

He did mildly remonstrate. “In a week or two’s time it won’t matter, but just now we’ve got to be very careful. I am staking a great deal on your scheme and I want to see my way out if it should go wrong.”

Guelder smiled slowly. “There is no way out, my friend,” he said, in his quietest tone. “We are committed completely — to the extent of your business and beyond! I will give you a word of advice, my dear Julian. Money is a definite thing. It matters nothing whence it comes. You may win a fortune by my discovery, you may also win a fortune by its promise.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” said Julian, frowning.

Guelder grinned. “Your friends are going to ‘bear’ the market — goot! Does it matter whether you win money by the ‘bearing’ of the market or by my discovery, whether you win money by persuading our Twister to give you fifty thousand shares or by digging a hole in the ground and finding a gold reef? Be sensible and intelligent, my frient. The race is nothing; the goal, the winning tape, the reward, is all!”

Julian Reef was a little bewildered, but forbore to ask any further questions. Half an hour later came three soberly dressed City men who moved in no atmosphere of romance, and brought with them none of the glamour of adventure; yet in their intent were pirates and treasure — seekers and assassins all in one.

Mr. Elk’s duties took him into queer places, some pleasant, some squalid. His visit to Woolwich produced both experiences. The villa at Plumstead, which he had described as “little”, was in point of fact a dwelling of some pretensions. It boasted a garage and extensive underground cellars. There was no disorder here; if the articles which went to its embellishment had been stolen they had been effectively utilized.

Mr. Weldin, the owner, had not stored his stolen pictures in the cellar; that was the place for wine. Rare wines there were, in enormous quantities. A certain old master which had been cut from its frame in the Louvre was re — framed and hanging in his bedroom and it was this, curiously enough, which had been his undoing, for there had been a leaky pipe in Mr. Weldin’s bathroom and a plumber had been summoned to deal with this commonplace domestic tragedy. He was specially privileged, because nobody was ever admitted to the house; Mrs. Weldin did the housework herself.

It was bad luck for this prince of receivers that the plumber had artistic leanings, and in his spare time attended painting classes. The last person in the world one would have expected to recognize instantly a stolen Corot was a journeyman plumber. Not only did he know its origin and history, but he knew all the circumstances of its theft.

He left the house, having done his duty as a plumber; and proceeded to the police station, where he did his duty as an artist and a citizen.

“Doesn’t seem natural to me,” said Elk. “I thought these trade unions kept painting and plumbing distinct.”

He was being shown round the beautiful residence preparatory to his visit to the more squalid scene of Mr. Weldin’s minor activities. This was a riverside warehouse, stacked with a nondescript collection of articles, from old clothing hanging precisely upon hooks, to unopened bales of merchandise that had been lifted by the river pirates.

“A lot of the stuff has been genuinely bought and paid for; a lot has undoubtedly come into his possession illegally,” said the local inspector, who was a precise man with an official vocabulary. “As a matter of fact, he’s got receipts for a good many of the big things in his house — the pictures, for instance. Weldin says he didn’t know the value of the Corot.”

“What’s that?” asked the puzzled Elk. “Oh, the picture! Is that how you pronounce it? What a marvellous thing is education, Inspector! If you take my advice, You’ll examine all this junk, very carefully — particularly the clothing. Very likely you’ll get a bigger charge against him if you do. Maybe you’ll be doing him a favour if you only charge him with robbery.”

He interviewed Mr. Weldin in his cell and found him very cheerful and confident.

“There never was such an outrage committed upon a citizen and a taxpayer,” he began, but Elk stopped him gently.

“That line of talk was fine before they invented finger — prints, Weldin; and we’ve just had your record back from the Yard, Weldin, Martin, Coates, Colonel Slane, John B. Sennet, or whatever your real name is.”

Weldin laughed, for he had a sense of humour. “If ever you meet the man who invented finger — prints, will you give him a slug on the head for me, Elk?”

“I’ll think about it,” said Mr. Elk genially, and left the stout robber to his fate. “I’m going to do a bit of investigating,” he told his clerk, “and I’m not to be disturbed.”

“What time would you like to be awakened, sir?” asked the clerk, without any offensive intent.

“With a cup of tea at five,” said Elk, and within a few minutes of turning the key in the lock was taking his afternoon nap.

The evening brought a summons to Woolwich and he went without complaint. He noticed on a newspaper bill something about “Diamond Slump”, but that did not interest him, though the news back of the bill had been sufficient to bring Tony Braid back to London in a hurry.

Tony called at various houses in Mayfair, discussed in quiet studies the meaning of the drop and found that one at least of the diamond millionaires had an explanation for the slump. “Sleser’s in the market,” said one, a good — looking, grey — bearded man identified with the industry. “He may or may not burn his fingers, but certainly we’re not going to spend money to fight him. Our shares are worth just what they were quoted before the drop, and they will return to normal in the natural course. There isn’t anything to be scared about.”

Tony smiled. “Personally, I’m not very scared,” he said. “Only I’m wondering whether Reef is behind it.”

“Reef?” The bearded man frowned. “Who the devil is Reef?” If Julian had heard him he would have hated him. “Oh yes, I remember! But why should he be ‘bearing’ diamonds? Anyway, we’re doing nothing, and the only advice I can give you—”

“Is quite unnecessary,” laughed Tony. “If the slump continues I’m a buyer, though my buying will not greatly affect the price.”

Other men did not take the same philosophical view. Already they had tables showing the enormous depreciation of capital value, and they were inclined to be alarmed at the prospect of a further fall. Each named a different man as being behind the bear raid, but all mentioned Sleser — the millionaire who hated the diamond group worse than he hated exercise. It was clear to Tony that the attack upon diamonds was a much more extensive and serious affair than he had at first thought.

From one man on whom he called he heard an extraordinary story. The brother of the chauffeur lived at Greenwich and he had heard that there was a riverside factory which was engaged in manufacturing diamonds by artificial means!

“Which, of course, is punk!” said Tony. “It’s quite possible to make diamonds, but they are so minute that they have no commercial value; and the cost of production entirely puts them out of the competitive field.” Yet he was intrigued…Greenwich!

Guelder lived at Greenwich and, as he had heard, owned a small factory. The man was a scientist, brilliant, by all accounts. Was it then true that Julian was behind the slump? He had no illusions about Julian’s importance; he was a struggler who made an impressive show but was, he knew, without any strong financial backing. Julian lived from hand to mouth; in some years he had made enormous sums of money. In other years — and this was not so widely advertised — had lost even larger sums — but he was without sound or stable foundation. Tony had done his best, by hints and suggestions, to convey this fact to the young man’s uncle, but Frensham suffered from an exaggerated sense of loyalty and had, too, a genuine faith in the ability of the younger man.
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At nine o’clock that night, when Tony was debating whether he should go to his club, where he knew he would find one or two men interested in the latest market development, or whether he should return to Ascot, the telephone bell rang. His man did not answer the ring. He was rather inefficient and was sulking under notice to leave. Tony went to the instrument, and after a little while he heard Elk’s voice.

“I’ve been ringing you up in the country — it cost me ninepence. When I say ‘me’ I mean the Government. I want you to come down here.”

“Where are you?” asked Tony.

“At Woolwich.” He gave the address. “And, Mr. Braid, do you think you could bring along the young lady?”

“Lady Ursula Frensham?” asked Tony, in surprise.

“Yes. I want her more than you.”

“What is the idea?”

He was evidently considering how he should reply. “It’s a matter of identification. A coat that’s been found. I wouldn’t trouble you, but it’s rather important.”

“But how on earth can she identify a coat?”

“I’ll tell you when you come. The local inspector got on to Reef, but happily for all concerned he was out. Will you bring her down?”

“Certainly, if it’s necessary, and if I can get her.”

“And, Mr. Braid, it’s raining down here, so don’t come in your convertible. I’m hoping you’ll be able to give me a lift back to Town, and I hate the cold. If you’d bring the Rolls — that big red one — I’d be obliged. You used to keep a silver cigar — box under the seat?”

“I will bring the Rolls and the cigar — box — and I will see that the cigar — box is filled, you old mendicant!”

“How’s that, Mr. Braid?” asked Elk’s anxious voice. “Mendisomething? Oh, I get you! The Coronas — if they’re too big to go in the box you might put ’em in the boot.”

As soon as he had rung off, Tony got on to Ursula and told her what had happened. “Why he wants you, heaven knows, but he’s very serious about it. Do you feel like taking a flight into the wilds of Woolwich?”

“I’d love it,” she said. “I’ll come down in my car—”

“I’ll come up in mine,” said Tony. “Elk particularly asked for the Rolls.”

She was waiting for him when he arrived. The rain at Woolwich had reached the west of London by the time he had picked her up, and most of the way they drove through a blinding storm which reached its zenith by the time they reached Blackheath.

She had not seen him since Guelder’s call, and she was able to give him a full account of what had passed. To her surprise, Tony did not scoff at the story which the Dutchman had put forward.

“That sort of thing, the exchanging of shares, must have been going on all the time,” he said. “I’m afraid that your father was the most unbusinesslike man that ever undertook to run a company! If it came to law, we might have a very big difficulty in proving that your two hundred thousand shares do not belong to somebody else! The transfer books were vilely kept; and to my knowledge big bunches of stock were still in Reef’s name. As a matter of fact, I am responsible for this demand. I found a number of shares hadn’t been duly transferred and sent the papers to Julian. From this the great scheme must have been born.”

“It terrifies me, Tony…no, no, not Julian. I feel so contemptuous of him that he somehow doesn’t count, it’s Guelder! I can’t describe to you how vile he is — it’s not his words or actions; it’s his eyes.”

He felt her shiver, sought and found her hand in the dark. “Greenwich will be in mourning for Guelder if he comes to see you again,” he said. “I think I’ll have a little private talk with him.”

“It’s stupid of me,” she protested. “You have met men like Guelder before.”

He had to open the window that separated them from the chauffeur and give him the direction when they reached Woolwich, for although Elk had been explicit in his directions, it was some little time before they passed into the silent street where the warehouse was situated.

Elk, sheltered from the rain, was waiting in the doorway by the side of a policeman in shining oilskins.

“Sorry to bring you down here, Lady Ursula, especially on a low receiving case. Has that bargeman arrived?” He addressed the question to somebody invisible in the darkness, and a voice answered in the affirmative. “This way, Lady Ursula — mind the step.”

He flashed a light before them and they passed down a short passage which smelt damp and unpleasant. At the end of the passage was a door, which he opened. Ursula found herself in a room illuminated by a very dim light hanging from the raftered ceiling and affording just enough light to reveal the hopeless confusion of the place. There were shelves and racks covered with shadowy packages; huge canvas covered bales littered the floor. Even the dusky rafters were hung with shapeless bundles.

“Mind how you walk.” Elk took her arm and guided her between the impedimenta into a small office at the farther end of the room. Here the lighting was more adequate. An old roll — top desk, a table and a chair comprised the furniture. There was a year — old calendar hanging on the wall, attached to which were a few dusty shelves covered with torn papers and ancient office books. On the table was spread a dark overcoat; and Tony knew that it was the garment which had brought them to Woolwich.

“I’m not going to tell you a long yarn about this man Weldin,” said Elk. “Anyway, it’s not my story, but Inspector Frame’s.” He nodded to the tall, good — looking man who had followed them into the office. “Frame’s in charge of the case. Now this is the tale I’m going to tell you. We found the coat — or rather the inspector did — amongst others, and we searched it to see if there was any chance of finding the owner. We found the owner first pop: his name is written on the inside of the pocket by the tailor, and he is a mutual friend of ours.”

“I think I know who it is,” said Tony.

“We’ll come to that,” said Elk. “We put an inquiry through to the gentleman—”

“Julian Reef?”

“Mr. Julian Reef. He wasn’t in. Then we found that the coat had been honestly bought by Weldin and sold by the honest seaman outside. There was a record of it in Weldin’s books. Now bring in that bargeman.”

Inspector Frame disappeared and came back accompanied by a tall, thick — set man with a weather — beaten face and a mop of grey hair, who seemed a little terrified by the sense that in some vague way he was associated with wrong — doing.

“Now what’s your yarn, mister?” asked Elk.

“What I told you before, sir,” said the bargeman, in a deep, gruff voice. “A week or so ago I was coming down the river at the tiller of my barge. She was empty — Polly Ann her name is — having been up to Kingston to take a cargo of bricks. We were being towed down the river by a tug arid I was at the helm, half asleep I’ll admit, because I’d only had four hours’ sleep the night before. The tug — master sounded his siren just before we went under Westminster Bridge — I think there was a boat in the way — and that woke me up, though I could have slept without any danger, because we were lashed to another barge. We passed under the bridge and just as we were clear, something fell over my head. It gave me a rare start. I thought my mate was having a lark with me. When I pulled it off there was nobody in sight except the man at the tiller of the other barge, and I decided that somebody must have dropped it from Westminster Bridge. It was that coat. I didn’t know what to do with it; I’m too big a man to wear a thing like that, so after keeping it in my cabin for a trip I sold it to Zonnerheim’s in Artillery Street—”

“That’s another name for Weldin. He had lots of collecting places;” explained Elk to Tony. And then, to the bargeman: “Thank you, Mr. What’s — your — name. The police accept your story. Mr. Frame has got your address if he wants you.”

The man seemed very thankful to be released from his embarrassing obligation.

“It’s a very interesting story,” said Tony; “but I don’t quite see why you brought us down, Elk. I’m not in a position to identify Julian Reef’s clothing, and I’m perfectly certain that Lady Ursula isn’t.”

But apparently she was. “Yes, I know the coat. I’ve seen Julian wearing it,” she said and picked it up.

It was of dark — blue serge, very light of weight and the lining was of silk; it was, to Tony’s experienced eye, almost new.

“Show ’em the paper, Frame,” said Elk.

Inspector Frame took a sheet of thin paper from his pocket and spread it out on the table. It had evidently been badly crumpled; rolled into a ball, Tony guessed. There was a line and a half of writing.

“Read it,” said Elk; and, bending over, Tony read: ‘For years I have been engaged in foolish speculation. I confess…’

Tony frowned. The words seemed familiar. “Well?” said Elk, watching his face.

“May I see it?” asked Ursula.

Elk handed the paper to her; and Anthony saw her mouth open in amazement. “Why, this is the—” She did not finish what she had to say, but looked from one to the other in amazement.

“That’s right,” nodded Elk.

“It is what Father wrote before — before—”

Then in a flash Tony remembered. The words were identical with those which had been found by the side of Frensham’s dead body.

“Do you recognize the handwriting, Lady Ursula?” She was silent. Too well she knew that writing. “Do you recognize it?”

Her lips trembled. “I don’t know…I shouldn’t like to say. What does it mean? Will you tell me just what depends upon my identifying this writing?”

“Not much,” said Elk, to her infinite relief. “There are scores of other people who could recognize it. Do you know it, Mr. Braid?”

Tony read it again. “Yes,” he said — quietly. “It is Julian Reef’s.”

Again Elk nodded. “That’s what I thought. Queer, the first lines of the confession…same words as Frensham wrote, but in a different hand. What do you make of that, Mr. Braid?”

Tony shook his head. “I can make nothing of it,” he said. “It is staggering.”

“It doesn’t stagger me any,” said Elk. He took the paper, folded it and put it in his pocket. “I’ll keep this for the Yard. We’re very fond of curios there…Exhibit A. I’ll give you a receipt for it, Inspector. It doesn’t really belong to this case, but to another. And I’ll keep the coat, which is pretty important. I want a sheet of paper to wrap it.”

Elk sat by the chauffeur on the way back to town; the open glass partition brought him into the party, he said.

“Life’s full of coincidences,” he mused, puffing luxuriously at the long, cigar which he had accepted as his due. “If you put these things in a book, nobody would believe ‘em. The Weldin case is a big one, but it’s got nothing to do with the late Lord Frensham; and here we’ve picked up a fact that has got a lot to do with him. Here’s a bargee sitting at home in the bosom of his family and telling his fat wife — I’ll bet she’s fat — of the awful time the police have been giving him about an old coat. If he hadn’t been at Kingston delivering bricks, that coat wouldn’t have been in this car.”

“What does it signify…the coat and this paper? I — I don’t understand it.”

Elk was uncommunicative.

“Everything means something,” he said tritely. And, to Tony: “You don’t mind going back through Greenwich? It’s not the best road by a long chalk, but I’ve got an idea. How would you like to be a detective, Lady Ursula?”

“I should hate it,” she said frankly.

The reply afforded Mr. Elk a great deal of amusement, and he chuckled for a long time.

“Would you like to be one tonight? I thought of just giving the once — over to that Dutchman’s family mansion.”

“Does he live at Greenwich?” she asked.

“He does, and Greenwich is a very nice place,” said Elk, surprisingly. “I was born there. I was the only man ever born in Greenwich, as far as I know. At least, I’ve never met anybody else.”

Every now and again he gave a new instruction to the driver. They had left the main road and were threading a way through a labyrinth of small streets and always bearing to the right.

“That’s the river.” Elk pointed between two tall buildings.

Somewhere in the rain a red light glowed.

“Ship,” said Elk, briefly. “He’s anchoring there, waiting for the tide. They’ve got to be careful of the top of Millwall Tunnel.”

Now they were taking rather a wide detour and were back in the main road again. Tony wondered why the detective had: left him, but Elk offered no explanation. He did those kinds of senseless things which had not only apparently but absolutely no reason. He was intensely curious, he confessed, and liked visiting familiar places. Later, Tony learnt that the detective had deviated for purely sentimental reasons — he wished to pass the house in which he was born and which he had not seen for thirty — five years.
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They left behind the great grey palace, where kings had died, and again plunged into a wilderness of little streets, until they came to a crooked and deserted thoroughfare, so narrow that two cars would have found it difficult to pass.

“We’ll stop here,” said Elk. “The other chauffeurs will think we’re one of the gang.”

Tony leaned forward and peered through the rain — blurred windscreen. There were undoubtedly other cars in the street big ones, judging by the headlights.

“Guelder’s giving a party,” suggested Elk. “Do you mind waiting here?” He got out of the car and disappeared into the night.

“I think that is the house and the factory on the right,” said Tony, letting down a window.

Ursula looked and shivered. “Horrible, isn’t it? There’s a menace about this place which makes me go cold. It’s so sinister, so macabre. Why on earth does he live here?”

“Because he’s sinister and macabre,” said Tony.

She thought he was going to get out and clutched his arm. “Don’t leave me, please. Look at that little doorway…like some horrible old prison. There are no windows and that street lamp on a wall bracket is like something out of a picture of Old London. Ugh!”

“I have no doubt it has a beauty in Guelder’s eyes,” said Tony. “In fact, it’s rather picturesque by daylight.”

Tony had seen some figures moving in the light of a street lamp and he put his head out of the car window. They were chauffeurs, as the keen — eyed Elk had seen. He spoke to his own chauffeur in a low tone and the man got out and drifted away. “I want to know who these visitors are,” he said. “There is a certain freemasonry among car — drivers, and I dare say he’ll be more informative than Elk.”

It was the detective who returned first. “Can’t quite make it out,” he said. “This fellow Guelder’s giving some sort of lecture to the alight — elite, is it? Where’s your chauffeur?”

“I sent him to find, out who these car — owners were.”

“Good!” said Elk. “I didn’t want to ask, but these fellows are talkative. There are some big people in Greenwich tonight — I saw two big cars in the street, besides ours.”

The chauffeur returned soon afterwards and was very informative. “Mostly gentlemen from the City,” he reported. “One is Mr. Sleser — they say he’s a millionaire—”

“Sleser?” said Tony quickly, and remembered his bearded friend’s suggestion. “Who else?”

The chauffeur told him two names which were familiar to him, but men who operated indiscriminately in all markets; they were the supreme gamblers of the City and were prepared to take a flutter in mines or provisions or rubber, as opportunity arose.

“Did they ask you who you were?” demanded Tony, and the chauffeur grinned.

“I said I was a hired car that had brought a gentleman from Grosvenor Place,” he said, and was commended for his unveracity.

The car had to be backed from the narrow street. Not until they had struck the brightly illuminated main road did Ursula breathe freely.

“I was terrified,” she said. “Isn’t that childish of me? And I’m not usually like that, Tony. Why did these important people come in their cars to Guelder’s house?”

“I’d give a lot to know. You didn’t by any chance find your way into Guelder’s place, did you, Elk?”

Elk had not, though he had tried. “I knocked at the door, and an old lady came — must have been about a hundred years old: possibly more; and she couldn’t speak English. I know six sentences in French and I tried ’em all, but she’s German, I guess — or Dutch. The door was on the chain, too, all the time she was talking. There was a nice smell of cooking: I guess they’re stopping to supper. It was pretty tough on me, the only genuine starving man in London. If you ask me to supper after that, Mr. Braid, I’ll never forgive myself. I’m always giving people the impression that I’m a moocher and I’m the most generous man in the world. I’ve given more folks away than anybody I know. But if you did ask me to supper — and I’d die of shame if you as much as mentioned it — what’s the matter with Kirro’s? You needn’t dress if you feed on the balcony, and you can get a drink up till one.”

“Kirro’s it shall be,” said Tony, “unless you’d rather come back to my house.”

“I don’t like your cooking,” said Elk, calmly. “Now if you don’t mind, I’d like you to drop me at the Yard and I’ll join you a quarter of an hour afterwards — I want to put these parcels some place where they won’t be mishandled.”

Accordingly, Elk was set down at the gloomy entrance of Scotland Yard, and within a stone’s throw of the spot where a light summer overcoat had dropped fluttering over the parapet to envelop the head of an astonished bargee.

Although the floor of Kirro’s club was gay and lively with dancers, the balcony was practically deserted. “An astonishing man, Elk,” said Tony, thoughtfully. “You never know what’s going on in his mind, although he is apparently the most transparent creature.”

“I’m really worried about the paper and the coat,” said the girl. “I feel there is going to be bad trouble — and in some way I shall be affected.”

She had been very silent all the way from Woolwich, and had scarcely spoken at all since they had left the front of Guelder’s house.

“It gives me such a — an ugly feeling, Tony. Have you any idea what is behind it?”

“If I had, I shouldn’t tell you,” he said. He was looking at her anxiously; she was paler than he remembered seeing her. He told her so.

“Don’t be silly, it’s nothing, unless it was that horrible place at Greenwich. You know the expression, ‘walking over your own grave’? That’s just how I felt in that horrid street. And it wasn’t hysteria. Mr. Elk says I have an instinct and I think, with any encouragement, he would have recommended me for a job at Scotland Yard!”

“Has Guelder been unpleasant to you? I wish you’d tell me, Ursula.”

She shook her head. “No, he hasn’t. And yet, Tony…as I sat in the car in that street I found myself wishing he were dead! Isn’t that ghastly? I never felt that way towards any man, and I have no reason at all. Of course, he’s fearfully affectionate and friendly, but then so many European men are. But I’ve just got that feeling that he’ll do me some terrible injury, and every time I see his round, foolish face I want to hit him!”

She was breathless. He had never seen her like that before, so tense, so vehement. He judged she was still suffering from the reaction of her father’s death, and was perhaps a little over — tired, and he humoured her: “You must get Elk to report him. I’m sure be could trace up some crime—”

“Ask Mr. Elk yourself,” she said, looking over his shoulder at the lank figure of the detective.

“Ask him what?” said Elk, as he sat down, and she gasped.

“You didn’t hear me?”

“I read your lips — it’s easy when you know how. See that fellow down there?” He pointed to a florid man who was sitting with a very pretty girl at one of the tables, leaning slightly towards her. “Do you know what he’s saying? Give you three guesses.”

“Something very affectionate, I’m sure,” said Ursula.

“He’s talking about cream — shoe — cream,” said Elk, watching the unconscious man closely. “I got him now — he’s telling her how he gets shoe — cream for his hunting — boots.”

“Not really?” said Ursula.

Elk nodded. “There’s one thing about life you’ve got to learn, young lady, that people are always saying the thing you don’t expect. You were easier, because you move your mouth. Most ladies nowadays talk through their noses, and I’m no nose — reader. What was it you were going to ask me?”

“Whether you would deport Guelder,” said Tony.

“He’s the one man I’ll never deport,” said the detective, with emphasis. “No, I like old Guelder — like to have him round. I’ll get him a nice home one of these days, but bless you, they treat these fellows so well in prison that they’re better off.”

“Mr. Elk,” said Ursula, lowering her voice, “what is the meaning of the paper you found in Julian’s overcoat? Have you any idea?”

“Means quite a lot to me,” said Elk. “It’s plainer than that than that bow — legged boy that’s dancing with the beautiful girl down there. I know her: her father was a bookmaker and a sinner. Plain to you, too, isn’t it, Mr. Braid?”

Tony hesitated. “No,” he said, at last. “I have decided that I don’t wish it to be too plain to me.”

“I think you’re wise,” murmured Elk.

The waiter had approached, and was standing expectantly by. “Welsh rarebit,” said Elk in an undertone, “with a large egg on top. Don’t offer me champagne, or I’ll drink it. My doctor told me it was good for me, but it must be very dry. I suppose you’ve never met a fellow like me, Lady Ursula? Do you know what they used to call me in the H Division? — Cadging Cuthbert — and the curious thing is my name’s not Cuthbert at all.”

Then of a sudden the drawl dropped from his voice. “Want to know all about that little bit of paper? Well, I can’t tell you, miss. A police officer can pull your leg up to a certain point, but beyond that it’s against the rules. I want about three other pieces of evidence before I can talk to you and then I doubt if I will. You’ll have to get it out of the papers.”

He changed the subject with a brusqueness foreign to him; and very wisely Tony did not attempt to re — open it.

They left the club at half — past twelve. The rain was still pelting down. The linkman who was usually at the door with an umbrella to protect the departing guests had gone to fetch a cab for another member. “We’ll walk to the parking place,” suggested Tony, and helped the girl into her coat.

To reach the quiet square where the cars were parked they took a short cut which brought them through a narrow street which was bisected by one even more narrow. A motorist had stopped his car in such a position that it was athwart the thoroughfare down which they were walking. They heard the hum and purr of the engine before they discerned the dim shape of the car. “It seems to me,” Elk was saying, “that that’s a dangerous place to stop—”

Plop! Plop!

They saw two quick stabs of flame from the interior of the car, something whanged past Elk’s left ear and he heard the smack of a bullet as it struck a projecting sign — board. “Doghound!” roared Elk, and leapt forward like a sprinter at the crack of the starter’s pistol.

Before he was half — way to his objective the car had moved on, faster and faster; he saw not even the faint tail — light of it as it disappeared.

“Me or you?” said Elk. “That’s the only question I’ve got to decide. If it was you, I know the man; but if it was intended for me, it might be one of six!”
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Julian had accompanied his partner back to Greenwich that night and travelled with him by bus, a type of vehicle which the redhaired man loathed beyond all others.

“Economy in little things, my frient,” said Guelder, “is the foundation of fortune! The next time you come to me it shall be in a gilded chariot, drawn by white horses mit gold hoofs! But now der bus is the best.”

“I suppose those people will find their way tonight?” asked Julian. “I don’t suppose any of them know where Greenwich is?”

Mr. Guelder did not share his doubts. “I haf given them all the plans wit’ express instructions. Tonight we will have a grand party in my little house, eh? Freda will be enraged; already she has told me she will go back to Holland if I have visitors. Freda is amusement for me!”

“Why do you live so far out of town?” asked Julian, not for the first time.

“I like the sea air that comes up the river. Also I was born on the top of water. In my part of Holland you cannot walk for fife minutes without falling into a canal or into a dyke — I like the smell of water, the big ships that come up and down, and the little boats I see — at night I watch them from my window all through the night sometimes; I see them slinking along the shore, like rats — water-rats; and I have heard and seen things in dose dark hours, my frient, dat would make your poor blood turn to ice!”

It had not this effect upon Mr. Rex Guelder, if his delighted smile meant anything.

“So you see, Greenwich is desirable to me. Also, my frient, on a foggy night, could you not imagine how simple it would be for a poor hunted Hollander who was wanted by the police — supposing that disaster — to slip down on the long highway that leads to all the worlt? No ports, no Customs, no prying police officer lookint into the faces of passengers as they go on the boat, no passport — just you and the sea and the fog!”

Julian shivered. “Darned uncomfortable I call that.”

Rex Guelder smiled again. “To me a joy,” he said.

“I suppose if anything went wrong you would go back to Holland?”

He heard the man grunt. “Dat is not my country no more,” he said emphatically.

Freda, so far from proving at all difficult, gave Julian almost an enthusiastic welcome. Her English was poor. She began a sentence correctly enough, and then seemed to lose courage and tail off into an incoherent jumble of sound which even Guelder could not interpret. A wonderful woman, he called her in her absence.

Julian, who had never been to the living part of Guelder’s house, was astonished at the neatness and the cleanness of everything; there was not a piece of brass that did not pay testimony to the old woman’s industry. He made acquaintance, too, with the three guardian angels of the establishment.

They sat side by side, as though they had been trained to the position — three big white cats with green eyes, the biggest cats that Julian had ever seen.

For half an hour, while dinner was being prepared, they sat on the window — seat, watching the traffic pass up and down the Thames in the dusk of the evening. Guelder broke the silence as he lit a new and even viler cigar than he had been smoking.

“I wish very much we could fix dat man Braid,” he said. “My frient, there was a time when you would have a clever little spy in his house. I remember when you had that trouble with Crostuck and how useful it was to know from the maid that Mr. Crostuck was going abroad, eh?”

Julian threw the end of his cigarette through the window and watched it fall through the rotting planks of the wharf into the mud below. “It would be quite useless so far as Braid is concerned;” he said. “I put in a man a month ago. It cost me a tenner to place him, and he hasn’t been worth it. Unfortunately Braid doesn’t take him to Ascot, and that, of course, limits his usefulness. Up to now he’s told me very little. What’s more, Braid is getting a little suspicious of him.”

The other looked at him admiringly. “The so clever Julian!” he chuckled.

“He’s a dull dog, and not too well blessed with grey matter. He has excellent facilities, too.” Julian went on. “Braid has a telephone extension in his bedroom; it is quite possible to pick up the receiver in the bedroom and hear all that Braid is saying on the dining — room telephone.”

He looked at his watch impatiently, and at that moment Freda came in with the dinner. It was quite dark by the time the first of the visitors arrived, and was shown into the big sitting — room. The second and third came immediately on his heels, but they had to wait some time before the fourth and the fifth arrived together. They were a cheerfully sceptical lot of hard — headed men; and yet when they came to discuss the experiment to be witnessed, not one of them could deny its possibility.

“I’ve often thought it was possible,” said Sleser, the thick, bull — necked millionaire. “I know you can take white diamonds and turn them pink by the application of X — rays, and I’ve always thought it must be feasible to take yellow diamond, which isn’t worth a tenth of the value of a blue — white, and get the amber out of it.”

Rex Guelder beamed complacently upon the speaker. “It is not only possible,” he said, “but it is accomplished!”

“What will this mean to you apart from what you make out of the market?” asked another of Julian.

“Immediately? I’ve fifteen thousand pounds’ worth of coloured stones in this safe, collected from all over Europe,” said Julian. “I rather fancy we paid much more for many of them than they were worth, but not a quarter of their value when we turn them white.”

“And you can do this?” asked Sleser, his dull eyes questioning the Dutchman.

“It is done,” said Guelder with a smirk. “Tonight you will see the process.”

Sleser grunted something, and humped himself into a more comfortable position. “This process will revolutionize the market,” he said. “It will simply mean that thousands of stones which have been and will be cut and sold for practically a song will come into competition with whites. Your fifteen thousand pounds’ worth of stones may be worth a hundred thousand. What is more important is that thousands upon thousands of stones which are now rejected and sold as faults will be available for the market: it is a curious fact that some of the biggest diamonds have found a tint.”

He puffed at his cigar a little longer; his eyes fixed on the carpet.

“The market is bound to panic as soon as this is known. There must be hundreds and thousands of yellow diamonds in the world that will be worth as much as the best blue — white that was ever found at Kimberley. I’ve been working it out and I’ve reached the conclusion that the least we can expect is a fifty per cent drop in all the leading diamond shares. Shut that door, Reef, and tell that old woman not to come in until we have finished our chat.”

“She won’t come in,” said Guelder promptly, “and she cannot speak English.”

“What I propose,” said Sleser, “is this. If the experiment satisfies me and satisfies our friends here, we will go to work at once and form a little company, which we will call the Coloration Syndicate. The chief value will be to advertise the fact that we have faith in the new method. I take it we’ll all subscribe to that flotation. The capital need not be large. We will take over the process, open a factory somewhere on the South Coast, and take in a few titled directors to give it tone. In the meantime, and tomorrow morning, we go after de Mesne shares and punch ’em right down into the ground! Tomorrow noon we’ll issue a statement to the Press containing particulars of the invention. You’d better fix up to have the stones photographed — so that we can send the copies to the Press. Next day we’ll give particulars of the new company. By then, I should imagine, diamond shares will be at such a price that we’ll be able to cover and make a pretty big profit.” He rose, dusted some cigar — ash off his knee. “Now let us see this marvellous plant of yours, Guelder. I’m beginning to believe it is a fake — or that I’m dreaming.”
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Guelder led the way through the iron door to the bench at the farther end of the room. He had had six chairs placed for his audience. He passed from hand to hand a square — cut diamond which was so deep a yellow that it was almost brown.

“This is the stone, gentlemens, with which I experiment. It is of great value and the largest stone I have yet used; I chose this because of its peculiar shape, and because I think that its particular refractive qualities may give me better results in a stone of this shape.”

He turned over his switches and laid the stone in the agate depression. They crowded round, watching, until there was a blinding flash and a crackle of blue sparks leapt from the machine in the direction of the spectators.

“Please, it is nothing,” said Guelder as they shrank back. He took from a teacup a spoonful of white dust, and poured it over the diamond on the agate until it was invisible, before he submitted the heap of white dust to the electrical bombardment.

“What is the blue light?” somebody asked, and Guelder launched forth into a long technical explanation, which was gibberish to most of the people there.

Forming part of the instrument was a white — faced clock with a single hand and this, when he turned on the current, began to revolve. “At present it is impossible to be automatically exact,” he said, “but soon I shall have perfected a meter which will instantly notify me that my leetle stone is cooked! You will understand that the whiteness and the brilliancy of the stone is a matter of temperature.”

Farther along the bench he showed them an experiment with a white sapphire, burying it on a small plate of sand which he heated electrically. At the end of the experiment, he lifted the stone with a pair of tweezers. The sapphire now sparkled with the rare brilliance of a diamond.

“But alas, it fades!” he said mournfully. “Otherwise I should be a rich man, for nobody but experts can distinguish this from the real.”

Growing tired of sitting, they strolled around the factory and Guelder pointed out various inventions of his that bad directly led to the greater experiment.

“I suppose you realize that we shall get an offer from the big companies for this apparatus of yours,” said Sleser. “They will want to do their own tinting. I reckon there are two millions in this scheme alone, apart from any speculation.”

Guelder said nothing. He was secretly amused, that nobody had made any suggestion as to the reward he should receive. Already they were speaking of the apparatus as proprietors.

This fact had already occurred to the business — like Sleser, and he drew his associates on one side at the first opportunity. “We shall have to give this fellow a pretty substantial sum on account,” he said, “and, of course, we must give him a big interest in the company.”

Guelder was drawn into the conference. He was very meek, almost humble, received their guarantee of ú50,000 with every exhibition of gratitude. He was a heavy holder in the pool that had been formed and would have, they told him, an important interest in the Coloration Syndicate.

Nobody knew but he that he had already operated outside the pool, had broken faith with his partners even before the partnership was an accomplished fact. Julian was no man to be content with a few tens of thousands; his eyes were fixed on the million mark, and he would not be satisfied until he had reached that goal.

From time to time, they walked back to the buzzing instrument and watched curiously the little heap of white crystalline powder beneath which lay the genesis of an incomparable fortune. One of the watchers, standing by the window overlooking the river, remarked upon the ease with which a murder might be committed and the victim disposed of. Even the guest himself saw the grim possibility in his remark. He opened the window which looked out on the river. The rain was pelting down steadily. Far away showed the twinkling lights on the opposite shore.

“Shut the window, for God’s sake!” said Sleser irritably. “And don’t talk about murder. This place gives me the creeps — what is that?”

In the darkness at the far end of the room two green orbs had appeared.

“My leetle cat,” chuckled Guelder, and whistled.

The white ghost form of the enormous animal came slowly into view; she rubbed herself against Guelder’s leg, and then permitted him to stroke her ear.

“Gave me a start — phew!” Sleser wiped his streaming forehead with a large handkerchief and glanced fearfully around. “Why the devil didn’t you fix your laboratory somewhere up west, eh? There’s something uncanny about this place. I wonder if anybody was ever murdered here?”

Even as he spoke he saw the big cat stand stiff, saw the fur rise and heard her low, angry purr, and then, like a streak of lightning, she leapt down the room and was instantly out of sight.

“It is nothing,” said Guelder, waving his hand airily. “Her friend has trouble in the boat — house.” He pointed to the floor. “Rats…there are many just now. Hundreds and hundreds of them, and when one leetle cat is in trouble she calls her brudder and sister — dat is all!”

Mr. Sleser wiped his neck under his collar, gazing uneasily at the dark end of the room. “Uncanny,” he said thickly. “Come on, let’s get on with this. How long are you going to be?”

“Very soon now. Come back.” He peered at the hand of the meter, gazed at a smaller instrument that looked like a voltmeter, and then at his watch. “I don’t know…” He was hesitant. “Either it is now or never. If this experiment fails, gentlemen, again we must try. In science nothing comes instantly.”

He took a little porcelain bath, filled it very carefully with a white opaque fluid which he poured from a big bottle labelled “Poison”, and then, scraping off the dust that covered the diamond with a pair of tweezers, he lifted the stone and dropped it into the milky dish. “In a minute now,” he said huskily.

That minute seemed like hours. There was no sound but their deep breathing. He had switched off the current, and the hum of the machine had died away, leaving a complete silence. He groped down into the fluid with his tweezers. “Take that cloth, please…” He pointed to a small yellow duster, and it was Sleser who obeyed his instructions. “Now!”

He groped down with his tweezers, gripped the diamond, and deftly transferred it into the waiting cloth. “Wipe it quickly…” Sleser obeyed. “Now look.”

The millionaire was staring at the thing in his — palm. Dark yellow diamond there was no more: this was a thing of white and blue fire, beautiful to see. “My God!” he muttered, and carried the stone under the light. “Will it last?”

Guelder smiled. “For efer!” he said emphatically.

The experiment was finished now. They brought the stone to the sitting — room where the lights were more brilliant. On Guelder’s desk he had fitted a daylight lamp, and under this they crowded together to examine head to head this amazing gem.

“That’s a white diamond — I’ll stake my life on it!”

“May I keep this with me for twenty — four hours?”

Guelder shrugged. “For twenty — four years, my frient!” he said humorously. “As a yellow diamond it was worth maybe three hundred pounds.”

“It’s worth four thousand as a white,” said Sleser huskily. “I’ll guarantee to sell it to a dealer for that. This is marvellous!”

There was a knock at the door. Guelder opened it. “What is it?” he asked impatiently of the old woman.

“This stupid telephone has been ringing for hours,” said the phlegmatic Freda. “I do not understand English, but they ask for Mr. Reef.”

Guelder caught Julian’s eye and beckoned him. “Phone,” said Guelder and then, in a low tone: “What do you think of me? Am I not beyond compare in science? Shall not all the peoples of the world talk of Rex Guelder, eh?”

“You’re a marvellous fellow. Who is it wants me?”

“Ach!” said Guelder in disgust. “Go mit Freda. She was your intellectuality!”

Julian was gone five minutes. He did not come back, but sent Freda for her master. They had a consultation in a low tone at the foot of the stairs and soon afterwards Julian left the house.

“Where’s Reef gone?” asked one of the party when Guelder returned alone.

The Dutchman explained that Julian had been called away on a very urgent matter, but gave no further explanation. It was neither advisable nor expedient to say that at that moment Julian Reef was chasing a Rolls in Mr. Guelder’s sports car, or what would be the likely outcome of that chase.
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After seeing Ursula home, Tony came back to his house more than a little perturbed. Elk had accompanied him to Hampstead and had asked to be dropped en route.

“It is rather a curious fact,” said Tony, “and I haven’t told you this before, that I have been followed for the past few days. Once I went back and tried to find the man; and if I’d caught him I’d have given him something that would rather have discouraged him!”

“In which case you’d have been pinched,” said Elk, calmly. “Not even millionaires are allowed to beat up members of the C.I.D.”

“What’s that?” said Tony, hardly believing his ears.

“It was one of my men who’s been put on to look after you, Mr. Braid. I might as well tell you that I was afraid you might be committing suicide one of these days, and you’re such a good feller that I didn’t like to take the risk.”

“Do you seriously mean that I’ve been watched, by a — ?”

“Detective,” said Elk. “And you’ve got to pretend not to notice him. He was behind us when we came out of Kirro’s; he was the fellow that chased along the street and tried to get a car to follow the shooting gentleman. There’s one thing I’d like to ask, Mr. Braid; is there anybody who knew you went to Woolwich tonight, or why you went to Woolwich?”

Tony shook his head.

“You told nobody — telephoned to nobody?”

“Except to Lady Ursula.”

“Tell your servants, by any chance?”

“Certainly not the maid, she sleeps out and I’ve only got one man — named Lein. He’s not a very bright specimen and I certainly shouldn’t have taken him into my confidence, the more so as I’ve given him a week’s notice. He’s a little too inquisitive.”

“Lein?” repeated Elk thoughtfully. “How long has he been with you?”

“Only a month,” said Tony. “He came with very good references.”

“Can anybody hear when you ‘phone or when I ‘phone?”

Tony smiled: “If they stood outside the door and listened hard they could hear me, but I doubt if they could hear you. Good Lord! The extension!” He told Elk of the bedroom instrument. “Anybody who listened in there would of course hear the whole conversation. I never thought of that before. But it’s very unlikely.”

“Nothing’s very unlikely. I’ll step inside and talk to Lein.”

“The man may be perfectly honest—” began Tony.

“No man is,” said Elk. “I’m not; you’re not, from what I hear. And I’ll bet Lein has got twenty — eight convictions!”

When he confronted the rather nervous young man who came in answer to Tony’s ring, Mr. Elk could not recognize a desperate criminal. If that had been possible he would have done so before, for he had an excellent memory. But, as he subsequently explained, the majority of criminals are not at all well known, and it is only the unfortunate few, comparatively, whom the police call by their family names.

“Where were you before, my son?” asked Elk.

The man hesitated just a fraction of a second too long. “With Lord Ryslip.” He named a famous overseas Governor who, to Elk’s knowledge, had been absent from England for five years.

He asked another question; the man floundered a little, then grew defiant and a little truculent.

“If you’re saucy to me,” said Elk gently, “I’ll throw you through that window on to the iron spikes! You know me, my son?”

“Yes, sir, you’re Sergeant Elk.”

Elk’s eyes narrowed. “Inspector, you poor out — of — date herring!”

And then the man made a mistake and blurted: “They always call you sergeant.”

Elk looked at him steadily. “An associate of thieves, eh? Who sent you here? Tell me why you listened in to Mr. Braid’s conversation with me tonight, and then tell me who you phoned, or I’ll put you in the cold, cold jug and you’ll freeze to death!”

The man blustered and in the end abruptly left the room. “Guilty,” said Elk, “but I don’t know what you can do with him. Now in the old days, when we had torture chambers in the Tower, which was the old — time Scotland, Yard, we’d have got quite a lot of interesting things out of him, but they don’t allow any third — degree in England.”

He came to his feet as he heard the street door bang. He was half — way to the door, but turned back.

“Getting impulsive in my old age,” he said, “and I’ve got nothing to charge that bird with; I’ve an idea I can pick him up just when I want. Do you remember what I said over the phone? Did I mention the coat?” Tony nodded. “That was it. Did I mention the Honourable Mr. Julian Reef? I’ll bet I did! And I’ll bet that’s who this feller telephoned — probably at Greenwich. That’s an old trick of Reef’s — oh yes, he’s done it before.”

There and then he told Tony quite a lot about Mr. Julian Reef that he had never heard before. They were not nice stories; one at least was very ugly.

“It’s a funny business, this detectivizing,” said Elk. “We know so much more about people than they think we know, or they’d like us to know. There are men in the West End tonight who’d go white — haired if they knew just what Scotland Yard was thinking of them. They’ll never be pinched perhaps, but then they don’t do things for which people are pinched. Half the sin in the world is legal, and it’s the worst half, as I can prove.”

He left Anthony Braid to pass a sleepless and troubled night. At four o’clock in the morning he rose and walked to his bedroom window. It was still raining and below, in the dim light of dawn, he saw a sturdy figure standing in the shadow of a doorway, smoking a pipe. Tony guessed that it was his watcher, and waved a cheery salute, to which the unknown man responded. He made himself a cup of coffee. For some reason which he could not understand, his mind was occupied by Ursula Frensham.

He felt uncomfortable about her, for no especial reason, unless that attempted murder of the previous night had made more acute his sense of danger. He finished the coffee and dressed; five minutes later he was in the street. The detective on duty walked across the road to greet him. “You’re rather early this morning, Mr. Braid.”

“I’m taking a run to Hampstead. Would you like to come?”

“I’ve got to come,” said the other good — naturedly, “I’m glad Mr. Elk told you. If you don’t mind my saying so, you’ve been rather a nuisance, Mr. Braid; you’re such a difficult man to trail.”

He accompanied Tony to the garage in the mews, and together they brought out the convertible. “Is there any reason for your going to Hampstead?” asked the detective when they were on their way.

“None at all,” said Tony guiltily. He felt exceedingly foolish; certainly had not the courage to tell the man by his side on what a futile errand they were bound.

They turned into Regent’s Park, the gates of which had just been opened, and came along the broad Outer Circle. As they went over the bridge which spans the canal at the foot of Avenue Road, Tony saw a man leaning over the iron rail, looking intently into the water and he could have sworn he recognized the figure. It was rendered more shapeless by a heavy waterproof, the collar of which was turned up to the ears. Its owner evinced no curiosity as to the occupant of the car that was abroad so early in the morning. Moreover, and this looked suspicious to Tony, he deliberately turned his head away so that his face could not be seen.

On the other side of the bridge was a long — bodied sports car, drawn up so far along the road that unless he had stopped his own vehicle and got out to examine it, it was impossible to see the number. “That looked like Mr. Guelder,” said the detective.

“I thought it did. Do you know him?”

“I’ve seen him. That was his car along the road, wasn’t it? Did you see it last night, sir?” Tony shook his head. “Neither did I, but from the height at which the man fired I could swear it was a sports model, the same as that one. But, of course, it couldn’t have been Mr. Guelder: he was at his house when it happened.”

“How do you know?” asked Tony in surprise.

The detective smiled. “At the Yard we swear by Inspector Elk’s method — which is to inquire,” he said drily. “And we inquired long before you went to sleep, Mr. Braid.”

They ran up the Avenue on to the Heath and turned into the road where Ursula’s house occupied a corner site. Tony got out and walked round the two sides of the house. He knew which was Ursula’s window; it was open at the top. To his surprise he saw a light burning and when he continued his walk and came into view of the front door, he saw that there was a light also in the hall. It was a quarter past five; the maid would not be up for another two hours.

He was hesitating what to do when he heard her cool voice hail him and saw her walking towards him, fully dressed. “So that was why you didn’t answer my telephone call!” she said.

“What on earth are you doing up at this hour?” he asked.

She laughed. “I was called up at two o’clock to receive a proposal of marriage,” she said, “and naturally I haven’t been to sleep since. I am rather glad I haven’t, for the gentleman who proposed over the phone has been patrolling up and down outside the house since daybreak.”

Tony stared at her incredulously. “Not — surely not Guelder? No, that would be monstrous.”

She nodded. “Mr. Guelder it was,” she said, and then her voice broke and her self — control deserted her.

In another instant she was in Tony’s arms, sobbing: “Oh, Tony, it was horrible — horrible!”
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It was some little time before she was calm enough to tell what had happened. She had heard the phone ringing and had thought that it might have something to do with her visit to Woolwich, and then she heard Guelder’s voice.

“He was very apologetic and nice, and I couldn’t very well hang up until I knew what had happened. I thought it might be something about Julian. And then, Tony, he began making the wildest statements. He said he was worth a million — or two, I’m not sure which — that he would be the richest man in England before a year was over, and he was going to build a palace where the woman of his heart would reign as a queen. I didn’t understand all he said. Sometimes he lapsed into Dutch and I couldn’t make head or tail of what he was saying. And then, before I knew what was happening, he was asking me to marry him. I just stood there petrified, not able to speak. He said he’d loved me ever since he’d seen me — it was ghastly, the things he said…At last I came back to my senses and cut him off, but of course it was impossible to go to sleep again. Day was breaking when I looked out of my window and then, to my horror, I saw him slowly strolling up and down the road. He saw me, too, and kissed his hand. He must have been drunk.”

Tony remembered the man on the bridge. “Then, it was Guelder!” he said.

“You haven’t seen him?” she asked quickly.

Tony told her of the man who was standing on the bridge. “I think I’ll go back and have a talk with Mr. Guelder,” he said, but she caught his arm.

“You’ll do nothing of the kind. You mustn’t, Tony! I want you to keep away from him, not to quarrel with him. There’s something diabolical about that man. It was his awful influence I could feel last night in Greenwich. It wasn’t the street, it was the spirit of this terrible man. If he ever touched me again I think I should die.”

“If he ever touches you again,” said Tony grimly, “I think he will die!”

The maid brought them coffee and biscuits, and as they sat in the little library Tony tried to get her to tell him all that Guelder had said, but resolutely she refused to discuss the matter.

“All I remember is that he was a millionaire, and that it’s something about diamonds, and he said he was the greatest inventor of the age. And, Tony, you’re not to see him — do you hear?”

He shook his head. “I’m afraid I’ve got to see him, Ursula. There mustn’t be a repetition of that experience.”

“I think he must be mad — I’m sure that it was he who fired at you last night.”

Tony, who was equally sure that Guelder was innocent in that matter, said nothing. For to exculpate the Dutchman involved many explanations. Was Guelder really mad? he wondered, on his wily back to his house. There was nothing very extraordinary about his falling in love with Ursula. It was rather horrible, but it was normal, and this man was something of a squire of dames. If rumour spoke truly, he had never flown quite so high as Ursula Frensham. He had found his affinities in a lower sphere; he was a man of low tastes and more than a little revolting. But Guelder must be interviewed, and fervently Tony prayed that in that interview he would be able to keep his hands in his pockets.

Julian…did he know of his partner’s predilection? Tony had to consider this possibility. Somehow, though he had a very poor opinion of Julian Reef, he could not credit him with the knowledge of Guelder’s infatuation. Julian himself had had very definite ideas about Ursula’s matrimonial future and it was unlikely, indeed impossible, that he would for a moment countenance the thing that had happened last night.

He got home, had a bath and shaved, and was breakfasting when Mr. Sleser was announced. The millionaire was no close friend of Tony’s; they had had business dealings and on one occasion, which Tony had forgotten, he had been of some service to this thickset and self — made man for whom he had a very high respect.

“Have you breakfasted?” asked Tony.

The thickset gentleman nodded as he pulled up a chair to the table. “I’m the last man in the world you expected to see, Braid,” he smiled amiably. “What I’ve been debating with myself since six o’clock is whether I should let you in or leave you out. You obliged me once, and I never forget a pal. You’re a friend of Reef’s?”

“Emphatically I am not!” said Tony. “I’m glad you asked me, because at the back of my mind I have an idea you’re associated with him in a certain operation.”

Sleser nodded. “He’s not everybody’s money,” he said, “but in a way he’s useful. He may be very, very useful — I don’t know yet. Do you know his partner — or whatever he is?”

“Guelder?”

“The Dutchman — yes. Clever devil, isn’t he?”

“I believe he is,” said Tony, “as a scientist. There’s a rumour in the City that he has discovered a method of making diamonds.”

Sleser chuckled at this. “Not quite! I’d hate to see that happen, though I loathe your crowd.”

He was silent for a long time, evidently turning the matter over in his mind, and at last he said: “I’m not a whale on history, but wasn’t there a fellow who went along and sold Guy Fawkes by telling his friends to keep away from Parliament?”

“There was such a man,” smiled Tony.

“I am he,” said Sleser with emphasis. “You did me a good turn. I want to do you one. Keep out of the diamond market! If you’ve any holdings, sell! The slump yesterday was only child’s play to what will come today. I’m telling you this over, your own table; though I can’t very well ask you to keep it to yourself, I know you enough to believe that you will. They call you The Twister In the City” — his eyes twinkled— “well, I’ve never seen you put a twist on any man yet and I don’t expect you to start with me.”

Tony looked at him thoughtfully. “I’d like to know a little more about this slump. What is behind it, Sleser? Perhaps I may be able to do you another good turn.”

“Very likely,” said Sleser, and putting his hand in his pocket, he took out a fat pocket — book. “I’m showing you something that no outsider has seen.”

He took from the pocket — book a blue paper and opened it carefully. Inside was a little pad of cotton wool, and this he unrolled. “What do you think of that?”

Tony took the diamond and held it against the sleeve of his coat. “She’s rather a beauty! Have you found a new mine?” he asked with a faint smile.

Sleser shook his head. “What is that worth? You know something about these things.”

Tony considered. “Roughly four thousand pounds,” he said, and the stout man nodded.

“You’re within five pounds of it. Now tell me: what would that stone be worth if it were yellow or had a bad tint?”

On this subject Tony was something of an authority. “It would be worth about three hundred pounds, and — good God!” He stared at his visitor. “Yellow diamonds! Guelder has been buying them for months, and I have been wondering what his game was. That’s not a recoloured diamond…is that the discovery?”

Again Sleser nodded. “Last night,” he said impressively, “that was yellow, I saw it turn white under my own eyes. There’s no doubt about it, this man has made a discovery which will revolutionize the diamond market, will send present values down fifty per cent. Don’t you realize, Braid, what this means? Only one diamond in seven is a perfect white stone; this brings even the duds up to top value, it increases the output by six or sevenfold.”

Tony was turning the stone over and over in his hand. Presently he put it down, went to his bureau, and brought out a magnifying glass; the amused Mr. Sleser watched him.

“I’ve tried all that stuff. I’ve had it under a microscope. I got the cleverest people in London out of bed at two this morning and made a thorough examination. It’s white through and through; you can’t fault it. Anyway, it’s been done before, you know. Scientists have turned white diamonds pink; why shouldn’t they turn yellow ones white? Well, what are you going to do? If you’re wise, you’ll sell every share you hold. The only thing I ask is that you’ll keep the secret about the colour changing till twelve o’clock. By then I shall have a statement ready for the Press.”

He put the diamond back in its cotton wool swathing and restored it to his pocket — book.

“That’s about all, I think,” he said, as he rose and offered his hand. “You and I are quits over that African Transport stock you got me out of. If you’re not sensible, I’ll make money out of you. If you’re wise, you’ll make money out of me. I’m going to give the Kimberley crowd the biggest kick in the pants they’ve ever had…so long!”

With a nod he left.

Tony sat before the remains of his breakfast, and thought more quickly and more logically than he had ever done in his life. His own fortune was largely wrapped up in the diamond industry and there could be no question at all that this invention of Guelder’s represented the greatest danger that had ever threatened diamond finance.

He had half promised his friends not to sell, and a half promise, with Tony Braid, was any other man’s deed bond. He knew exactly what would be the effect of this news upon the market, unprepared as the diamond financiers were for the disclosure. Shares would drop to a record low level. He had only to ring up his broker and order him to sell, not only the stocks he held but the stocks he would sell for delivery, to make himself half a million before nightfall. He thought the matter over; in his mind’s eye all the time he saw that square diamond winking and leering at him from the table.

His coffee was cold: he rang for a new pot, and before it was served he put through a call to the chief of the diamond men. “I think you must be prepared for a big slump this morning,” he said. “I can tell you no more.”

“You can’t give me a reason?” asked the man at the other end.

“No, I can’t. I’m practically pledged to silence. Personally, I’m not a seller, I’m a buyer. I suppose it’s an act of lunacy on my part, but I’m going in to support the market, and I want your help — I may want half a million — I have undeveloped platinum fields in the north of Transvaal which will be worth that amount. Will you stake me half a million?”

“To support the market — yes. Tell your banker to get in touch with mine…I know your platinums, so you needn’t send me any description. If you come through without being hurt, I’d like a twenty — five per cent interest in that property.” Tony named a price and in two minutes the deal was through.

And now, irrespective of stocks and shares, or the tragic fall of diamonds, he had a personal matter which required his immediate attention.

Before business began on ’Change he passed into the block which housed Julian Reef and his multifarious schemes. He saw at a glance when he came to the outer office that the clerical staff had been augmented. There was an atmosphere of unusual activity and something of the electrical influence of this gigantic battle which was being waged in Throgmorton Street had affected the most junior of clerks.
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“Mr. Reef is in, sir, but I don’t know whether he can see you without an appointment.”

There was a certain pomposity and importance in that announcement which made Tony smile. “Take my card,” he said, well knowing that the clerk had recognized him and was passing on to him a little of his employer’s insolence.

Julian kept him waiting for ten minutes, an unfortunate circumstance, as it proved, for half that time had elapsed when there came into the railed space where visitors waited a thin little man, with an old — fashioned hat and very large, broad — toed shoes.

“I must see Mr.—” — he consulted a card— “Mr. Rex Guelder. It is very important. Will you tell him Mr. Samer from Troubridge wishes to see him at once? And will you please tell him it is most urgent? I’ve come up from Troubridge this morning especially to see him.”

“I don’t know whether Mr. Guelder is here,” said the clerk. “Take a seat.”

The old man sat down breathlessly and mopped his bald forehead. He was talkative, in the way of a shy man amongst strangers.

“I left at five o’clock this morning,” he said. “I was very fortunate to get a train. I haven’t been to London for thirty — seven years…the place has changed.”

“Terribly,” admitted Tony. “You live at Troubridge?”

“Yes, sir,” said the old man with some satisfaction. “We have been established in Troubridge for two hundred and thirty — five years. I doubt if there’s any other firm in the town with our record. The business has passed from father to son, and will go eventually to my boy, who is fifty — two and subsequently, I hope, to my grandson, who is also in the business.”

Tony was about to ask the gentleman from Troubridge what his particular business was, but at that moment he was summoned to the august presence of Julian.

Julian was a man transfigured. He moved in an atmosphere of confidence that was almost, Tony told himself, cockiness. And his very reception of his visitor revealed his changed outlook. Yet behind his lordliness, Tony, wise in the ways of men, detected a subtle uneasiness; it almost seemed as though he had to force himself to meet the eyes of the caller. “Sorry to keep you waiting, Braid, but I’m terribly busy just now and I hope your business won’t take you very long. The truth is that for the last week I’ve been working day and night.”

“You ought to find time to go to a shooting — gallery,” said Tony. “Your marksmanship leaves something to be desired.”

Julian forced a laugh. “I saw in the papers that there’d been what they call a shooting affray, that somebody had loosed off a couple of rounds at ‘a famous detective’. I presume that was Elk?”

“The newspaper didn’t say a couple of rounds; it said one round,” said Tony coolly, “and only one newspaper had the report — probably you’re better informed.”

Julian checked a protest: he had already said too much. “What do you want now?”

“I wish to see your Mr. Guelder; I have a bone to pick with him.”

Julian looked bored. “My dear fellow,” he said wearily, “why bother me with your private feuds? Anyway, Guelder isn’t here. He’s gone into the country for a day and I don’t expect to see him until tomorrow. If that’s all you want—” He rose significantly, and looked at the door.

“That is not quite all,” said Tony. “I suppose you know that your Dutch friend is making himself objectionable to Ursula Frensham.”

Evidently he didn’t know, for his expression changed. “What do you mean?”

“I mean that he called her up in the night and proposed marriage to her over the telephone. I don’t know whether he was drunk, or suffering from the exuberance of his new discovery.” He saw Julian start. “I know all about it. Sleser came to me this morning, but I’m not using my information till it is published in the newspapers.”

“He called up Ursula—”

“He called up Lady Ursula on the telephone and proposed marriage to her. Are you aware of his tender feelings?”

Julian dropped his eyes. “No,” he said doggedly. “Anyway, I can’t be expected to control Guelder out of business hours.” Yet Tony was judge enough of humanity to know that the news had shocked him. “What does Ursula say about it?” he asked, not raising his eyes.

“Naturally she is not flattered. I came today to see Guelder and tell him that if that is repeated I’ll flog him until he’s sorry. And that also applies, Julian Reef, to vicarious gunmen who take pot — shots at me in the early hours of the morning.”

Julian was about to speak, but Tony went on: “You will also be interested to learn that your friend the valet has been fired. But you probably know that. I expect he came bleating to you this morning. If you’re anxious to find out what is happening in my house, I’ll arrange to have a special bulletin prepared and delivered to you twice daily!”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Julian sulkily. “I think you’re mad half the time. Really, you’re a most extraordinary fellow! Anyway, Guelder’s not here. You’d better come and have your quarrel with him when he is. I suppose you’re selling diamonds? You wouldn’t be you if you didn’t. Sleser was a fool to tell you.”

“I’ll pass on the information,” said Tony, and Julian’s look of alarm showed him exactly the awe in which he stood of the great gambler. As he came out the clerk entered and he heard Julian say: “Tell him to come tomorrow — I don’t want to see anybody now or later.”

The message was delivered to the old man in the railed space across the room. “Oh, dear; oh, dear!” he said, gathering up his umbrella and his brown bag. “I don’t know what I shall do — her ladyship will never forgive me.”

The curiosity of Tony was piqued. He held the door open for the gentleman from Troubridge and followed him down into the street.

“It’s a most distressing thing.” He had to tell his trouble to somebody, it seemed. “I’ve never had such a thing happen to me in all the years I’ve been in business. If I could only see Mr. Guelder for a few minutes—”

“I should like to see Mr. Guelder for a few minutes too,” said Tony grimly. And then, touched by the old man’s distress, “Could I help you in any way?”

Mr. Samer shook his head. “I’m afraid you can’t. You see, when I sold the diamond to Mr. Guelder I did so in good faith. I hadn’t realized the terrible mistake my assistant had made.”

Tony was all attention now. “Come along over to my club,” he said. “Perhaps I CAN help you.”

Uttering disjointed words of thanks, Mr. Samer trotted by his side, and in the smoke — room of a City club, deserted at this time of the morning, he told his story.

There was a great lady who lived near Troubridge, no less than the Duchess of Handfield. He, Mr. Samer, kept a big jeweller’s shop and carried a large stock. He and his forefathers had done repairs for Her Grace’s family for hundreds of years. When she sent her diamond ring to be reset, be had taken out the stone very carefully and locked it in his safe. There were other stones which were for sale, and in his temporary absence his assistant (he did not say his son, but Tony gathered that that was mere family pride) had been interviewed by a gentleman from London, who was anxious to buy a square, cushion — shaped diamond.

“What’s that?” said Tony quickly. “Can you tell me the weight?”

“Ten carats,” said the jeweller, “a trifle over. I have the exact weight on the back of the photograph.”

“Go on,” said Tony.

The assistant was naturally flattered when Mr. Guelder said he had heard of the stocks that were carried by the jeweller, and he was anxious to buy a big stone for an engagement ring. The assistant unlocked the safe, took out a number of stones and, most unfortunately, found the Duchess’s diamond; thinking it was available he had offered it for sale. On the paper in which it was wrapped had been written, in Mr. Samer’s own handwriting, “ú4,000” — that being the amount of the short — time insurance he had taken out to guarantee himself against burglary. For ú4,000 the stone had changed hands. Mr. Guelder had paid in banknotes, and had taken his purchase to London. And now the Duchess, who had been abroad, had written to say she was coming home and she hoped the ring would be ready for her.

“And, Mr — , I didn’t catch your name — Mr. Braid, is it? not the racing Mr. Braid? Dear me! I sometimes have a little flutter myself, not to any very great extent, not sufficient to keep myself interested in what I would call the sport of kings. Well, Mr. Braid, that is the position. I must induce Mr. Guelder to let me have the stone back — I don’t mind paying him a hundred pounds on top of the price he paid.”

“Can you describe the diamond a little more carefully?”

“I can show you a photograph of it,” said Mr. Samer eagerly.

He had it, of all places, in his waistcoat pocket; it was, he said, his practice — and had been the practice of his father to photograph all important stones that passed through their hands. His great — grandfather had employed an artist to sketch them for he had lived in the days when photography was in its infancy.

Tony looked at the photograph, a slip of print pasted on a thick strip of cardboard, and his heart leapt.

“I think I can get you back your stone,” he said, and Mr. Samer almost fell upon his neck with gratitude.

As they went out Tony paused in the hall to look at the tape messages that were coming through.

“Looking for diamonds, Mr. Braid?” said the porter and pointed to a strip on a green board. Diamonds were falling sensationally. Stocks that had stood at ú12 on the previous day were now at 9 and 83/4.

“Excuse me a moment while I telephone,” he said to his new friend. Going into one of the booths he called his broker, and gave him explicit instructions. He named three stocks. “Buy,” he said, “and don’t stop buying until my account is set back a million. No, you can go to a million and a half.”

“But the market is falling, Mr. Braid,” said the agonized broker “Don’t you think it would be better—”

“Buy till you’re tired,” said Tony.

He came out and collected the distraught jeweller and hailed a taxi. They drove to the end of Lombard Street, where the Sleser Consolidated Building lifted its grey head high above its fellows, and taking the elevator to the top floor, Tony had the good fortune to buttonhole Sleser’s private secretary, a man with whom he was acquainted.

“I’m very sorry, Mr. Braid, but I don’t think Mr. Sleser will see you. He’s in up to his eyes in the diamond business.”

“People who go in up to their eyes,” said Tony, “invariably get drowned. Will you tell him I’m here and that I’ve come in the capacity of life — saver?”

The secretary smiled. “Are you a seller?” he asked confidentially. “You should be, Mr. Braid! Mr. Sleser told me to get on to you half an hour ago, but I couldn’t find you at home. I’ll ask if he will see you.”

“And my friend Mr. Samer,” said Tony.

The secretary looked a little dubious at this, but went away and carried the message. A few minutes later he came back and beckoned Tony through his office to the private room of the great speculator.
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Mr. Sleser sat at his huge desk, an incongruous pipe in his mouth; and the room reeked with the pungent odour of burnt shag. “Come in, Braid.”

“This is Mr. Samer,” said Tony.

“Glad to meet you. I can give you exactly two minutes.”

“It won’t be enough,” said Tony, his eyes gleaming. “If you think that it is, just fire us out. Have you got that diamond with you?”

Sleser frowned. “Yes,” he said slowly. “What do you want?”

“Our friend here is a jeweller.”

Sleser lay back in his chair and laughed. “What a sceptical old devil you are! Couldn’t believe your own eyes, eh? Well, I don’t think I can even give you two minutes, but I’ll show you the stone.”

He unlocked the safe, took out a small brown case and opened it. The oblong diamond glittered from its blue velvet bed.

“That’s it!” cried Mr. Samer tremulously. “Thank heaven I’ve found it…this has saved my reputation, Mr. Braid!”

Sleser was gaping at him. “What’s this?” he asked, and frowned at Tony Braid.

“I can tell you in a few minutes. That diamond was purchased from this gentleman by Rex Guelder two or three days ago,” said Tony quietly. “It was sold by mistake. It really belongs to the Duchess of Handfield, she had sent the stone to be reset and it was sold by mistake—”

“By an assistant,” murmured Mr. Samer.

Sleser pushed back his chair from the desk. “Let me get this right. You recognize this stone as one you sold to Mr. Guelder two or three days ago?”

“My assistant,” corrected Mr. Samer. “The gentleman came and said he wanted a diamond of a special shape: he was searching England for it, because he wanted to match it with a yellow diamond that he had of similar shape and weight. Not exactly the same weight, as far as I can gather, but—”

“Do you know the weight of this?”

Mr. Samer produced his little photograph again, on the back of which were written figures that only he could understand.

Sleser went to the window, where, under a glass case, stood a delicate balance. He laid the diamond on one side and placed some tiny flat weights in the other. “Exactly,” he said, and drew a long breath.

For a time that seemed an eternity, no sound was heard; and then Mr. Sleser pressed a bell. His secretary appeared, with the intention of showing out his visitors.

“Shut the door,” said Sleser, “Phone the bank and stop payment of that cheque for fifty thousand I drew for Guelder. Phone every broker you know to stop selling and to buy exactly the same stocks. Tell them to buy and not to stop. Thank you; that is all.” He took up the pipe: he had put on the desk, lit it and puffed out a cloud of rank smoke.

“Your idea of the aristocracy will go down a peg, Mr. Samer, but I am a personal friend of the Duchess of Handfield, and I’ll see that no trouble comes to you through this stone. I want it for a day or two, after which it will be returned to you. Her Grace is in Paris; as a matter of fact, I heard from her this morning. I’ll get her on the phone and find out how long she’s staying. If she’s coming over immediately, I’ll tell her the truth. If she isn’t — well, you can have your stone back. Thank you.”

He put out his hand and gripped the little man with such vehemence that Mr. Samer stood on one leg.

“You can find your way out, sir? I want you, Mr. Braid.” When the little jeweller had gone: “That’s another one I owe you, Braid. I have a serious liking for ‘twisters.’ That swine doublecrossed us last night — think of it: a lot of grown men caught by a thimblerigger. It wouldn’t have deceived a schoolboy at a Maskelyne and Devant show. What he did, of course, was to change one stone for another, and he fixed a blue spark to frighten us, to hide the fact that the substitution was being made. It’s clear to me — but I’m about ten hours late. You and I will have a little talk with Mr. Guelder.”

“He’s not in his office—” began Tony.

“Stuff!” said the other. “He’s phoned me twice this morning!”

No clerk of Julian’s dared arrest the progress of the great Sleser as he strode across the outer office and, pushing open the door of Reef’s private room, walked in, followed by Tony. Julian was not alone. Mr. Guelder sat at ease in a deep armchair; a cigar between his teeth. He beamed at the sight of Sleser, but the smile faded when Tony Braid came into view.

“Shut the door, Braid, will you?” Sleser took out a case from his pocket, opened it, and exposed the diamond. “You made this last night, didn’t you, Guelder?”

“Yes, zat was the stone,” said Guelder, complacently.

Sleser looked at Julian. “Were you in this swindle?”

“Swindle?” gasped Julian Reef, turning pale. “What do you mean? There was no swindle — you saw it with your own eyes. If you believe this fellow” — his accusing finger shot out towards Tony— “naturally you’ll believe it was a swindle. But you saw it—”

“I’m not believing him, I’m believing my eyes and my ears,” said the other curtly. “This stone was bought from a man called Samer, of Troubridge. I can quite understand that for his spectacular experiment your Dutch pal wanted a stone of a unique shape. He had the yellow one all right, and was trying to match it up in the country. He bought this diamond for four thousand pounds.”

“Zat is a damned lie!” screamed Guelder, “I make it mit my science — you saw me — you cannot believe what you see—”

“You rang the changes, you dirty crook,” roared Sleser. “I shall be the laughing — stock of the City, and if it weren’t for making myself the laughing — stock of the world, I’d jail you both!”

“I’m not in this.” Julian Reef’s pallor, his vehemence, his almost despair, supported his protest. “If that is true…my God, it can’t be true! You didn’t do that, Guelder?”

Mr. Guelder was calmer now. “If your mind is greater than dis matter — well” — he shrugged his shoulders— “I am scientist, not psychologist. You see mit your own eyes, you do not believe, you listen to this twisting person—” He stepped back suddenly behind the desk.

“I’m not going to hit you,” said Tony, “but if you ever bother Lady Ursula Frensham again, I shall probably wring your neck.”

But Julian was not thinking of Ursula: he was thinking of his tremendous commitments, of the extravagant orders he had given which had been reluctantly accepted by brokers, to sell diamond shares; he was thinking of his few friends who had staked their money on this trickster. He glared for a second at the Dutchman, and then with a scream of rage he leapt at him. It was Sleser who pulled them apart and flung the red — haired man back to the wall.

“Do your murder when I’m not here!” he growled. “Come along, Braid; let’s see what’s happening on ’Change — if I get out of this at the cost of a million, I’ll be a lucky man.”

As they were going down the stairs, he asked: “I suppose you’ve told your pals about the fake?”

“No,” said Tony. He was a little ashamed that he had forgotten the men whom he regarded as his own party. “I don’t think that matters, though — they weren’t selling.”

“Then there’s a hope for me,” said Sleser.

It was a very slender hope, he saw when they got to the club. Diamond shares were soaring with as great rapidity as they had fallen. He took the diamond out of his pocket, kissed it extravagantly, and handed it to Tony. “Good — bye a million!” he said. “I’m taking farewell of you. Keep that stone — I’ll square the duchess.”

“You’re very confident,” smiled Tony.

“I ought to be,” said the big man morosely. “I gave it to her originally — like a fool I never recognized it!”

“You’re wanted on the phone, Mr. Sleser.” The millionaire went away, and came back in a few seconds with an unpleasant grin on his face.

“That was from the office,” he said. “I gave Guelder an open cheque — he cashed it as soon as the bank opened. When he’s hanged I wonder if the Sheriff will let me go to the execution. I haven’t had a good laugh for years.”
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The rain had cleared off, and Ursula went for a walk on the Heath. She did not see the earlier editions of the evening newspapers, knew nothing of the war that had been waged in the City, of the staggering losses and tremendous gains registered on both sides; did not even associate Tony with the battle when rumour of the fray came to her.

It was only in the nature of things that he should win, for his lucky star was in the ascendant. By nightfall he would not dare compute his gains during that day of strife, when half a dozen firms, three of them of long — standing, went smash; and when the heads of the great banks regarded the situation so seriously that they met to formulate a plan to meet further trouble on the morrow.

It was nearly lunch — time when Ursula came back, to find Elk sitting on the step before the lawn window, smoking a cigar the shape of which she thought she recognized, and reading an evening edition.

He walked slowly to meet her. “I asked that maid of yours to find me a smoke, Lady Ursula,” he said apologetically. “I knew you wouldn’t like me to be sitting here cold, and I told her to bring the cheapest you’d got in the house. Ask her yourself if you doubt my word. I said ‘Mary, or whatever your name is, don’t bring me any of those expensive ones, bring me something worth about five cents.’” (Elk had once been to America on a trip to bring back a fugitive swindler, and had acquired the currency of the country.)

“She brought you the cheapest and the best. I don’t know whether I’m very glad to see you, Mr. Elk. Is there any trouble?”

Elk shook his head. “Never have any trouble nowadays. Everybody’s getting so law — abiding that we’re thinking of reducing the police force.” She asked him to stay to lunch, but he declined the invitation.

“There’s just a few questions I wanted to put to you, Lady Ursula,” he said, following her into the library. “Mainly on things you know nothing about. But you might. You had fifty thousand pounds left you, some time ago—”

“It has gone now, Mr. Elk,” she said, with a rueful smile.

“I know,” said Elk. “There was it sort of fund formed, wasn’t there? Mr. Reef had the handling of it and it sort of disappeared. Your father was very keen on that fund of yours, wasn’t he?”

“I think so — I’m sure he was, Mr. Reef handed him the shares some time before his death.”

Elk’s face was a mask. “So I’m told. But suppose your father found there wasn’t any shares; suppose, for the sake of argument, and libelling nobody, he found all this beautiful stock that had been bought for you had been sold and just punk stuff put in its place? He’d be a bit annoyed, wouldn’t he?” She hesitated. “Don’t mind telling me, regard me as your Uncle Joe,” suggested Elk. “I only want to get the psychology of it. We’re strong for psychology at the Yard just now.”

“Yes, he would be more than angry,” she said. “My father was a very stern man. He would be furious. He would never have forgiven Julian. He would have—” She hesitated again.

“Had him pinched?” suggested Elk.

“Arrested? I really think he would,” she said frankly. “It may be true that he wanted the shares to cover his own overdraft, but I’m sure he would never dream of robbing me of a penny: he would have died first.”

“Exactly,” nodded Elk. “If he found those shares were punk — which is French for na poo — and he wanted them for himself, and he thought this man Reef was robbing you…”

He waited — expectantly. “There’s another thing I wanted to know, is there any place in this house where his lordship kept private papers?”

“There’s a safe in the study,” she said, “behind one of the panels. I only discovered it the other day. But he kept nothing valuable there — I opened it and, it was empty. It was easy to find the key: Father kept it on a chain — ring.”

“Nothing there at all?” Elk shook his head, anticipating the answer.

“Nothing! That is, nothing except—” She pulled open a drawer. “I put them here.” She took out three or four papers. “One of them is a list of the shares you were talking about just now — my shares. But I think Mr. Braid has that.”

Elk examined the three documents. The first had no importance, nor the third. The second contained, as Ursula said, a list of the shares, and something more. Beneath were the words ‘received the above’ and Julian Reef’s signature.

“That’s what I wanted,” said Elk, with satisfaction. “That is what I call Exhibit Q. If you don’t mind, I’ll take it away with me, Lady Ursula.”

“Have you seen Mr. Reef this morning — about his coat?”

Elk shook his head. “No. I expect Mr. Reef’s so occupied with buying and selling diamonds that he hasn’t any time to bother his head about old clothes. You haven’t mentioned it to him, I suppose?”

“You asked me not to,” she smiled; “and of course, I haven’t seen him.”

“I thought you might have forgot,” said Elk. “Do you know where I can find Mr. Braid? — I see you don’t. Why I asked you the Lord knows! Anyone would think, to hear me talk to you, you were his young lady! Regular air — raid’s going on in the City. Shares are popping up and shares are crashing down — heavy casualties on all sides.”

“On the Stock Exchange?” she asked, her mind going to Julian.

“Diamond shares,” said Elk. “That’s where the battle rages. On the rest of the front there’s nothing to report. I often wish I’d been born a stockbroker. Figures are my speciality, and I could easily learn how to drive a car to Brighton.”

He lingered a while as if he had something further to say, and after a while it came. “It’s no use asking you about that coat of Mr. Reef’s, I suppose? How often have you seen him wearing it?”

“Only once,” she said. “I think it was a new one.”

“I know how new it is,” said Elk. “The question is..,” he was going to say something, but changed his mind. “I’ll be getting along now, Lady Ursula. Thank you for your invitation to dinner, but I never eat at midday; it makes me sleepy. And thank you for the cigars.”

Previously he had only mentioned one cigar, but she had already seen the reserve sticking out of his handkerchief pocket.

He arrived at Tony Braid’s house simultaneously with the owner. “Got no staff, have you?” said Elk. “Have you been behind the lines this morning, Mr. Braid?”

“I’ve been battling with the rest of them,” said Tony, good — humouredly; “but I was, so to speak, in a tank.”

“Made a couple of millions, I suppose?” said Elk, with a cluck of wonder. “Poor soul! I wouldn’t have the weight of your income — tax on my mind!”

“Do you want to see me?” asked Tony.

Elk scratched his chin. “I’ve just refused an invitation to dinner with a lady, and if you go and tell her that I’ve wished myself on you she’ll never forgive me.”

Tony knew from the detective’s manner that he had something important to tell him. It was only by chance that he had come back to lunch: usually he went to his club, as he told Elk. “If you hadn’t been here I’d have called at the club. So you couldn’t have missed standing me a dinner — lunch, I mean. I never can get used to society meals. In the course of the engagement this morning did you come across the mangled corpse of Mr. Julian Reef?”

“I saw him for a few moments, yes.” It was rather an ugly memory he had carried away of the debonair Julian, and he was not very anxious to discuss that scene at the office.

Elk asked no further questions till he was through lunch. A maid had taken away his last plate. “Is she coming back again?”

“Why? No, if you don’t want her to. She’ll bring the coffee, but that can be delayed.”

“I’d rather have you all to myself for a little while,” said Elk, gently. Tony rang the bell and gave the necessary instructions.

“It’s about this fellow Reef,” said Elk. “I will probably be taking him tonight.”

Tony said nothing. He had half expected the news. They sat without speaking for a little time, and then Tony said: “I suppose it’s unnecessary for me to ask on what charge?”

Elk stared at him thoughtfully. “I think it IS unnecessary, Mr. Braid,” he said quietly. “I think you know almost as much about the case as I know; but in case you don’t, I’m telling you that I shall charge Julian Reef with the wilful murder of Lord Frensham by shooting him with a revolver.”

In the tense silence which followed, Tony could hear the ticking of the clock on the mantelpiece. “I presume you have plenty of evidence to substantiate your charge?” he said.

Elk nodded. “Plenty. I had enough suspicion at the inquest. But suspicion isn’t evidence.”

“What do you think happened?” asked Tony.

He was wondering how Ursula would receive this news and his heart ached for the girl. The wound might have been slight or deep, but it had closed; and now the Frensham case was to be redecorated with the most ugly colouring.

“In the first place,” said Elk, “this man Reef was pretty desperate. Frensham had asked him for certain shares, which Reef had sold and applied to his own use. I don’t think there’s any doubt that Frensham wanted them to lodge against an overdraft; but probably he saw daylight, because he was not the kind of man who would risk the fortune of his daughter. I got these facts from one of Reef’s clerks — a man he’d fired who was a bit sore against him. And I’d say Reef was in a pretty bad position. He knew his uncle would not hesitate to prosecute him. He went to Frensham’s office, intending to make a clean breast. Mr. Main, Frensham’s clerk, said that Reef telephoned an hour before he came, and as a result, Frensham ordered the clerks to go home, otherwise Main was staying late that night. It was a dull, rather gloomy evening for that time of the year. That is the only reason I can suggest for what happened afterwards. Reef must have gone and told his uncle the truth — I have an idea that Frensham, who was a passionate man, must have lost his temper and pulled a gun on him, threatened to shoot him — Frensham always kept a gun in the drawer of his desk. He then told Reef to write his confession. I don’t know when the idea came to Mr. Julian, probably when he had written those lines which were found in his pocket. He must have stopped there, and by some means on an excuse that his nerves were so bad that he couldn’t hold a pen (that seems the most likely) he induced Frensham to write the confession for his signature and when Frensham had written as far as we saw, Reef shot him dead. Nobody heard it; the offices were deserted and that accounts for the ease with which he got away. When be came into the building he was wearing an overcoat and gloves. He must have had those on at the time of the murder — the coat, at any rate, for we found any number of bloodstains, as I expected we would, mostly on the right sleeve and the right breast. It was after the murder was committed that a messenger — boy came with your letter. I suppose Reef was in a bit of a panic: he told the boy to put it under the door and, scribbling a signature on the receipt, pushed it back. If I know anything about murders and murderers, he was too upset or agitated to open that letter. What he did was to tear it up and throw it in the wastepaper basket. Probably he wasn’t aware that he did it till some time afterwards, when Lady Ursula told him that you had probably sent her father the money he required. That is why he came back — yes, it was he who came back — after the police and body had left. He came back the same way as he got out — through the window, and down the fire — escape. There’s nothing but office buildings around and nobody saw him go. He must have discovered the bloodstains on his coat, possibly on his gloves. He may have thrown coat and gloves away — we found the coat, at any rate.”

“How ghastly!” said Tony. “How perfectly ghastly!”

“Most murders are,” said the other drily. “I tell you I knew this at the inquest, but hadn’t got that much” — he snapped his fingers— “evidence to support it. And then, like a gift from the Lord, came this coat. There were the bloodstains, there was the night of the murder, there was the time the coat was thrown away, and there in the pocket the beginning of a confession which he’d crumpled up and probably didn’t know he’d slipped into his pocket.”

“Have you the warrant?” asked Tony.

Elk shook his head. “No. I’m applying this afternoon — or rather, the Public Prosecutor’s people are. They have all the facts.”

“Is Guelder in this?” asked Tony.

Elk pursed his lips. “I doubt it. Yet he must know. That fellow’s got more intelligence than you’d expect in a scientist. Perhaps he egged him on — he couldn’t live in the same office and plan the same swindles as Julian Reef and not know, but I haven’t got enough evidence to pull him in. I’d give my head to the meanest man I’ve ever met. I’ve spoken to him a dozen times. The last time I met him he gave me a Dutch cigar — I was ill for three days!”
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Guelder confronted his broken employer; and from his attitude and tone a stranger, unacquainted with what had passed that morning, might have thought that it was he who had the grievance and that the young man who sat huddled in his chair, his head on his hands, was the offender.

“I forgif you everything,” Guelder was saying, loftily. “You are stupid, you are childish, you are cur — like, you betray your friends when you could have put great faith in a great master, you assault him mit your hands — but I forgif you. You haf no heart in your body bigger as the pip of an apple! Your liver white, your soul is like water — ach!”

“Leave me alone, damn you!” came a muffled voice from behind the hands. “Haven’t you done enough?”

“I have been your frient through all adversity,” Guelder went on oratorically. “I protect you and I excuse you. I know you are a murderer — do I shrink from you? You discover I have been anticipating the exact operations of science, and you scream at me like a great oaf! I anticipate science, that is all. It is permissible when one has the faith. A few more months and the harmless little deception would have been unnecessary. But your great financiers and your friends, they must have immediate results — that is not the way with science, my frient!”

“Leave me alone,” growled the other.

“I will leaf you alone, but will our friend Mr. Elk leaf you alone, and the twisting man who has made so much a fortune as we have lost one? No, no, my good Julian, you are panicked; you fly here and there like the little sheeps at every noise! The detective find your overcoat — and you must shoot the detective. You must risk everything — and in my car! And this on the eve of great possibilities!”

Julian looked up. His bloodshot eyes shot hate at the man who had encompassed his ruin. “I suppose you know that I shall be bankrupt by the end of this week?”

Guelder broke into a fit of shrill laughter. “Oh, so small a matter as bankruptcy! You may also be in that machine which moves so quickly to the gallows in this country. Do you realize that, my frient?”

Curiosity overcame the resentment Julian Reef felt. “Aren’t you scared yourself? I’m expecting any minute for you to be arrested.”

“For what?” demanded the Dutchman, blandly. “For my little cheat? Oh, no! Mr. Sleser has told us he will not make himself a perfect fool for all the clever people of the City to laugh at!” He tapped his forehead. “I am of superior mentality.”

“Have you got any money?” interrupted Reef.

“A leetle,” said the other cautiously. “Why?”

“I’ve a feeling I ought to clear out of the country.”

Guelder looked at him, speculation in his eyes. “So!” he said at last. “Dat is a good idea. How much money would you have?”

“A few thousands. But what’s the use of asking you? You’re as broke as I am, and in as bad a mess.”

“Indeed, no,” said Mr. Guelder. He put his hand into his hip pocket and brought out a very fat bundle of notes. “I haf taken time by the forelock. This morning I wait at the bank to cash the cheque which the generous Sleser gave me.”

“You got that money?” gasped Julian.

The man smirked. “I can gif you two or three thousand.” He spoke very slowly, watching the effect of his words. “Or even five thousand, if you do a small thing for me.”

“What is that?” asked the younger man suspiciously.

“If you fly from the country, what do all people say? Ah, that Rex Guelder, he is the deus ex machina. He is the villain of the pieces. Poor Julian, he was the catspaw! And perhaps they say ‘Arrest this wicked Dutchman!” I have many enemies, when I desire to have frients.”

“Well?” asked Julian impatiently, when he paused.

“There is one charming person in this town who can make things good for me. She has the ear of this twisting gentleman, possibly of the detective — I do not know. She can say ‘Let this poor Dutchman go in peace with his yellow diamonds and his experiments’.”

“She’d never do that,” interrupted Julian. “She loathes you! If you haven’t learned that by now you’re pretty dense.”

The Dutchman nodded. “But she can be persuaded,” he said.

“Not by me.”

“Not by you, my good frient, but by me. If I could show her these wonders of my laboratory, if I could explain the latent possibilities. She has intelligence as well as beauty.”

“You mean if I could get her to come down to Greenwich to see your plant?” Julian sneered as the Dutchman agreed that this was his suggestion. “Do you think she’d take the slightest notice of my invitation? You’re mad!”

“You can try. I do not think it would be difficult. You are a cousin, you are in a bad way, you can tell her of dreadful things that would happen to you if she does not help. She has the brains. Bring her to my house; I gif you five thousand!”

Julian vacillated. The scheme, which had seemed so utterly impracticable before, was still as fantastic — and yet…Guelder’s words started a new train of thought. Instinctively he knew that a net was closing around him. For two nights he had not slept; his nerves were on edge, his judgement, as he himself realized, was unstable.

“What do you think?”

Julian shook his head. “I don’t know. I’ll have to consider it a little more.” There was hope in Ursula, a faint shadow of hope. He would see her, he would plead with her, not to ensure Guelder’s future but to save himself from…He was seized with a fit of shuddering. Happily, Guelder had gone into his little office and did not witness his exhibition of terror.

He thought of telephoning her, but decided that it would be best to take her by surprise. She might refuse to see him if she knew he was coming, but if he arrived unexpectedly he was sure of an interview. What help she could give, he did not allow himself to consider. That would be a matter to decide when he was on the way to the house.

He was very fortunate: Ursula was alone when he called, and the maid who was used to his presence in the house and had no definite orders to exclude him allowed him to walk in. At the sight of him Ursula was shocked. His face had lost its old, too healthy hue; there were deep shadows under his eyes; the hand that came out to take hers was shaking.

“Terribly sorry, Ursula,” he mumbled, “breaking in on you like this…but I’m going away — the fact is, I’m really down and out.” Though she disliked him, she could not exult. Her kindly nature offered him instead the sympathy he needed. “It’s awfully kind of you, and I’ve been a perfect beast, but I’ve never been any good from my youth up,” he said, a little bitterly. “You’re only seeing in the raw what I’ve hidden for so many years.”

“Are you…” She hesitated to use the word.

“Ruined — yes. Financially I haven’t a penny. I’m overdrawn at the bank, and if I stay in this country I shall be bankrupt.” And then he came to the subject which had dimly loomed at the back of his mind while Guelder had been talking to him. “That overcoat, Ursula….you went down to see it, didn’t you?” She nodded. “Somebody told me that it was mine…I can’t understand how it got to Woolwich — it was Woolwich, wasn’t it? I haven’t seen it for a long time — not since the night of Uncle’s death.”

He saw in her eyes the fears to which she had never dared give expression, and he did not flinch.

“Naturally I don’t want to get Guelder into any kind of trouble. He’s a queer bird, always engaged in some mysterious piece of crookery — a fact which I’ve only found out recently — and on the night…you know the night…I lent Guelder my overcoat and my gloves. I never knew what became of the coat, but I’ll swear I saw my gloves in his safe.”

Her relief was almost visible. “Then Guelder was wearing it when it was thrown over the bridge?”

“Was it thrown over the bridge? Which bridge? Anyway it doesn’t matter. I never thought about it again until he last few days.”

“Did Father know Guelder?” she asked.

He forced a smile. “Know him! Why, of course! Guelder and he had one or two deals together. Something went wrong — I don’t know what it was, but they had a quarrel. I think Uncle must have lent Guelder money; and I know on the day of Uncle’s death he sent a note up to the office asking him to pay as he was in need of cash!”

“I had no idea—” she began, but he stopped her.

“I should hate to give evidence against this fellow, but what else can I do?”

“But is there any charge against him?” she asked in amazement.

For a moment he was nonplussed. “Well…I don’t know. I should imagine he’s been getting into some sort of scrape; he’s been very strange lately.”

“I’m sure nobody realizes Guelder was associated with the coat. What has the coat to do with anything — that is the thing which bewilders me. Why do they attach so much importance to it?”

She had been unconsciously defending him.

“The coat? Oh, well, I suppose some crime that Guelder has committed,” said Julian vaguely. “You never know where a fellow like that will stop. I only heard in a roundabout way that the police have the coat and are using it as some sort of clue. Possibly it has to do with Uncle’s murder—”

He let the word slip before he could arrest it.

“Murder?” she gasped, and gazed at him in horror. “Murder, Julian…But Father shot himself!”

He did not speak, could only look at her stupidly. “Oh!”

Now she was beginning to understand, and a wave of repulsion and loathing swept over her, as she shrank back from him.

“Then it wasn’t suicide?” she asked, in it voice that was a whisper. “He was killed…murdered…by somebody wearing your coat. And you’re trying to tell me that it wasn’t you, but Guelder. And it WAS you! You killed him — murdered him…your own flesh and blood!” Her finger pointed accusatively. He was incapable of denial. “Get out, before I send for the police.”

Then he found his tongue. The terror which had held him silent now augmented his fury. “You’re a pretty good pupil of The Twister. I’ve told you all I can without betraying a man—”

“I don’t want to hear any more,” she said. She was as white as death, but with perfect command of her emotions.

“I can prove it to you,” he went on, desperately.

She pointed to the door and he went; and again luck was with him. The detectives had missed him three minutes after he left his office and now, instead of going back to the City, he turned on to the Heath, and was hardly out of sight before a big police — car swept into the road and Elk arrived, to find that his quarry had again slipped him.
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Reef walked on blindly to Muswell Hill and then he remembered that Guelder was waiting for the result of the interview.

He entered a telephone booth and called the number of a little teashop where Guelder used to be at a certain hour in the afternoon. His luck should have terrified him. Guelder answered him almost immediately and in a few agitated words told him of the police visitation.

“No, no, do not go to Greenwich, but tonight at eleven o’clock you shall be at Chimney Stairs, Limehouse, and I will pick you up from the river. Keep out of sight, my frient. You remember…Channey Stairs.”

How could a man hide in the daytime — a red — haired man for whom the police were searching? He doubled back to Hampstead Heath, found a little clump of bushes and, crawling in, spread his raincoat and fell asleep on the — half — sodden ground. When he woke he was hungry and aching from head to foot. He looked at his watch; it was dark and raining: the cool drops on his face had awakened him up from a sleep which was the most blessed adventure of the day.

It was five minutes to ten. He dragged himself to his feet with a groan, pulled on his raincoat and crossed the Heath towards Swiss Cottage. The sight of a policeman patrolling the main road sent him off at an angle and by some extraordinary combination of circumstances he found himself again outside Ursula’s house.

His heart was filled with bitter rage against her; he would like to hurt her, do her some vital injury. Here was the Dutchman, a man he had tried to betray, who had stood up for him in the hour of his trouble; and she, who would have been his wife if he had only realized the value of those cursed Lulangas, had treated him like a dog, sent him out to his pursuers. He ground his teeth at the thought of his wrongs. She hated him almost as much as she hated the Dutchman — no, she hated the Dutchman worse, she loathed him. Even the thought of Guelder brought to her a sense of physical nausea.

And then he heard a woman laugh. It was not Ursula, as a matter of truth, but the maid. But he was content that it should be Ursula, laughing at his misfortune.

And then he heard her voice distinctly in the quiet night. She was talking to somebody on the telephone, and the words carried.

“No, don’t be silly; I’ll come by myself. I will be with you in seven minutes…Tony, is there any news…of Julian? Horrible, isn’t it? And yet I can’t be sorry for him.”

She couldn’t, be sorry for him! He grinned fiercely in the darkness. So she was going to her lover and she couldn’t feel sorry for him. She was going to The Twister and she couldn’t feel sorry for poor Julian Reef, hunted like a dog and starving. He shivered from head to foot with — with malignity. Every man’s hand was against him — Ursula, Braid, all of them, trying to drag him into a murderer’s cell…She hated the Dutchman, loathed him. That was a pleasant thought.

He heard her voice again, saw her car by the front door, then he stepped back behind the dripping rhododendron. He heard her start up the car, the whine of it as it moved, and then the flicker of the headlights fell on his hiding — place. She slowed for the narrow opening of the drive gates, and as she did so he stepped out of his hiding — place. In a second he had opened the door and had dropped to the seat by her side. In her terror she jerked round the wheel, and almost collided with a pillar — box.

“Drive on!” he hissed fiercely. “If you scream I’ll cut your heart out!”

One of his hands had gripped the wheel; it was he rather than Ursula who brought the car into the main road.

“Drive on…I’ve got to get away. I’m starving. You don’t understand what that means, do you? Hunted…whilst you and your…”

She did not answer. Her heart was thumping, so that it must surely be heard above the throb of the engine. She had gone icy cold when that shape had suddenly appeared at her side; but now that she knew it was Julian, she had something tangible to fear. “I will drive you as far as Regent’s Park and no farther,” she said.

“You’ll drive me just where I want you to drive me. If I tell you to drive me to Hell, that’s where you will go!” She could not misunderstand his tone, or the meaning of his tremulous rage. “I am wanted for murder — for murdering my dear uncle. If your life stands between me and my freedom, you needn’t question what will happen to you. You’re not sorry for me, are you? You can get up from your dinner — table and discuss my life, my agony, as though I were a character in some play.”

His hand, which had slipped down the cushion of the car, touched something cold. It was a large iron spanner. He gripped this with a chuckle.

“And now listen to me. I’ve got a spanner in my hand — you know what a spanner is? It’s an ugly bit of iron. It’s the only weapon I’ve got, but it’s quite good enough for me. If it gives you any satisfaction, I shot Frensham, and it didn’t disturb my sleep! And I’ll kill you and leave you battered out of all recognition, and that won’t disturb my sleep, either. Take the next road to the left. If the policeman holds you up at the crossing, pull up some distance from him. If you try to attract his attention…”

“Do you realize what you’re saying?” The horrified protest was forced from her. “You’ve forgotten everything, Julian, every decent thing…or are you mad?”

“That will certainly be my defence. If I get the right kind of lawyer, I’ll get off,” he sneered. “Go right ahead now!” They were avoiding the well — lighted streets, and that she could understand. Possibly he had no definite objective, and wanted only to get out of London.

Channey Stairs, Limehouse. He was trying hard to remember where they were. He knew Limehouse, for he had once been associated with a shipping office that had a store there. Now he remembered the ‘stairs’; a narrow passage between very high warehouse buildings, and at the end a flight of stone steps leading down into the water. A woman had once been drowned — he had seen her body brought up those steps.

“Where are we going?” she asked, after a while. And then, as an unpleasant possibility struck her: “I’m not leaving London. If you kill me I will not go into the country!”

He was rather balking the end. He knew the street into which the stairs led. In the days of his acquaintance, the place was a desert. One saw nobody but a patrolling policeman, but that was eight years before. A lot of changes occur, and suppose there was a policeman, and she screamed.

He found an excuse. “I’m going to leave the country by water. There’s a boat that goes down river tonight which is picking me up, if you must know. I’m making for Limehouse — Channey Stairs. Now you know as much as I do.”

She was infinitely relieved. The terror of the unknown was replaced by the comparatively small discomfort of the known. “I don’t know Limehouse,” she said.

“You needn’t know it,” was his curt reply. “You will drive just where I tell you. When I’m in safety you may go.” It was necessary that she should become familiar with the most critical stage of the ride. “Naturally I’m not going to leave you with the car, ready to bolt for the nearest policeman whilst I’m waiting at the head of the steps for the boat. You’ll come with me to the end of the passage and as soon as I’m picked up you can leave.”

She could only conjecture what “going to the end of the passage” meant. It sounded rather terrifying.

“I’ll wait in the car till you tell me to go. I promise you I won’t move—”

“You’ll do as I tell you. I’m taking no risks — haven’t I taken enough?” Then he went on cunningly, “If I could have got across London without jumping your car, I’d have done it; but I was desperate, with the police looking for me everywhere.”

That also sounded reasonable to the girl. She was calm now, her heart beating normally. She even began to take an interest in the queer part of London through which she was passing. “This is Limehouse,” he told her. It seemed very sordid and drab and unromantic, she thought; she had expected to find every other pedestrian abroad on that inclement night to be a Chinaman. They were distressingly European.

At his direction, she brought the car running down a street by the side of a high dock wall, and two hundred yards from the stairs he saw a policeman pass on his rounds. That was good — for it meant he would not be returning for some time. Cars were no infrequent phenomena here, for there was a line of passenger ships which had its wharf entrance on this street, and this was a sailing night.

He peered through the rain — drenched glass, recognized a building, and then the lamp — brackets that spanned the stairs. “Stop here on the right,” he commanded.

He stepped out of the car, took a quick look up and down the street. There was nobody in sight. The thoroughfare had not changed its character; they were in a canyon of high, blind walls. Peering under the street lamp along the stair passage, he saw the glitter of water and the light of a stationary barge.

“Come on, get out,” he commanded.

That old fear was coming back to her — the flesh — creeping fear that the sight of Guelder’s house had inspired.

“I can’t. I swear I won’t move, I’ll—”

“Get out!” he ordered, and almost dragged her from the car.

He had seen nobody in the street. Two pairs of eyes had seen him from the dark recesses of a wharf gate; two prowling thieves, taking a reconnaissance of a likely store, saw the car and the man with the girl disappear into the narrow opening, “Who’s that?” growled one, and then the other said: “The engine’s running—’knock’ it, Harry.”

The man passed silently down the passage. He saw the man and the girl; she was talking quickly, imploringly. “They’re having a row. Wait till their backs are turned.”

“I won’t go any farther,” she was saying, her voice broken with fear.

Then she turned to run back; with one hand he gripped her arm, with the other stifled her scream. She struggled desperately, fighting for her life. The two night — hawks heard the struggle, and thought it was an opportune moment…

Neither Julian nor the girl saw or heard the whine of the car as it was driven away. His hand gripped her throat when he saw the lights of a motor — launch: a big, white boat was circling towards the stairs. With the desperation of despair he lifted her bodily.

“If you scream I’ll throw you into the water,” he whispered; but Ursula Frensham was beyond resistance.

“Guelder!”

A muffled voice answered him. The boat ground its side against the submerged steps. “Who is dat? Some girl, my frient? No, you do not—”

“Hush, you fool! It’s Ursula Frensham!”

He heard a low exclamation; a boathook scraped through an iron ring. He pushed the girl into the Dutchman’s arms and followed.

“We must be careful. She will not scream?…There is a police patrol near by. I think we go behind that barge till they pass.”

The man hauled the big launch to the shelter afforded by an empty barge. “The divine Ursula!” He heard Guelder chuckle delightedly, saw him stoop over the limp form, feel the cold hands. “If you have killed her, my frient, I shall be very angry mit you.”

“She isn’t dead — she’s fainted.”

“Keep your voice down,” warned the Dutchman. He stood up by the side of the barge and peered over. A long, lean shape flashed past upstream, moving with the tide. “It will be gone soon, then we will come out,” said Guelder in a low voice.

He heard a groan from where Ursula lay, took a big handkerchief from his pocket, folded it quickly and tied it about her mouth: “You shall hold her hands, my Julian. Happily for us, our Freda has gone to Holland. I do not think I shall see her again.”

The boat stole out of the shadows and was soon breasting the rising tide. Kneeling by the side of Ursula, Julian made reference to the speed with which the boat was moving and the silence of the engine. Guelder expressed his agreement: he had an absurd practice of taking compliments paid to his possessions as being personal to himself.

“It is the most powerful on the river,” he said. “Also she carries sufficient juice to take me — anywhere I wish to go. I have chosen well in this leetle boat.”

“Could you go out to sea?” asked Julian, his hopes rising.

“Even to sea. So you observe, my good fellow, how fortunate you are to have such a frient as me!”

The hands which Julian held were straining against his grasp. “Don’t move…Keep quiet. Nobody’s going to hurt you. We’re taking you to Guelder’s place.”

He heard the muffled cry of horror and realized he had said the last thing in the World to reassure her. She struggled desperately to tear away the bandage from her mouth and in her struggle set the boat rocking.

“You must be goot, my little frient,” said Guelder’s hateful voice, “or else we must drop you in the water, and that would be tragedy of the first class!”

It was not his threat that silenced her; it was the realization that the first place Tony would look, when he found her gone, would be Guelder’s house. It was no remarkable coincidence that Guelder was realizing the same patent fact.

If Tony came alone…but that was unlikely. The amazing Elk would be somewhere at hand, and Guelder never thought of Elk but his blood ran cold. For even the boldest and the most phlegmatic of men have their pet fears.
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They were nearing Greenwich now and passing the low — lying buildings of the victualling yard; a big tramp coming upriver loomed out of the darkness, and they gave her a wide berth. She passed, an overtowering mass of metal and light and rumbling noise. They were hardly clear of her before Guelder set the nose of his boat towards the shore. They passed under the stern of two anchored barges and slowly lurched up to one of the crazy green piles of the rotting wharf before he stopped his engines. A boathook, skilfully applied, drew him without effort from one staggering timber to another, until he reached in the water — lapped building a door, the lower half of which was under water.

He manoeuvred the boat till the nose pressed against the heavy portal, then he set his engine running and the little boat yawed and kicked her way forward, the door opening to admit her. They were in Guelder’s boathouse and garage: in reality at high tide the far end of the garage formed a small dock.

He had left a light burning. One of his white cats crouched expectantly on a stool; and the first horror Ursula saw was those green, unwavering eyes, staring at her from the half darkness. Guelder helped her out of the boat, and pushed and led her to a flight of narrow stairs.

“Go before, young lady,” he commanded, and she obeyed. At the head of the steps was a landing, and then a wider flight.

“Into the room before you — you will find a door. Wait.” He turned a switch, and the black oaken door swung open. “Now you must wait till I pull the blinds. For dear Julian’s sake we must not be seen. Now, my young friend. Is this not a pleasant surprise?”

A click of the switch and his sitting — room was illuminated; and the cheerfulness of it, the extraordinary contrast from the scene she expected to see, took her breath away.

“It is pleasant, eh, my little home?” purred Guelder, beaming through his glasses. “You have never seen anything so beautiful, so heart — rising?”

She was calmer now: though she hated this man she must give him credit for an elementary humanity. “You’re going to let me go, aren’t you, Mr. Guelder? This is Greenwich, isn’t it? I can find my way back.”

“Sure you can,” said Guelder; “but you quite understand, my — dear young lady, that our frient Mr. Julian Reef — our poor frient — is in great predicaments! I do not know what has happened, how you came, but here is der fact: you are here, a partaker of my hospitality — for a little time.”

Guelder was baffled by the girl’s presence. He could hardly believe his eyes or ears when Julian had told him who his companion was. He looked wonderingly at this dishevelled man. Julian Reef seemed to have shrunk since he had seen him last. He stood by the door, rubbing one hand over the other, a furtive, suspicious look in his eyes, and Mr. Guelder thought he recognized the symptoms.

“My frient, you are either drunk or hungry. If you are drunk I will give you somethings to make you sober; if you are hungry — that other door is the kitchen: but be advised — do not touch the wine. Sober was safe: drunk was caught!”

Julian turned without a word and disappeared.

“Now you shall tell me all the exciting news, sweet young lady, but you must be quick, because I think it is possible that there will be great telephoning, unless you have come of your own will. You have not? So I expected. That is unfortunate. Alas! Poor Julian must be mat!”

She told him briefly what had happened and Guelder listened with an impassive face. Her presence had multiplied any danger in which he stood. The only chance was that some time would elapse before she would be missed. “The machine — the car; where did you leaf that?” he asked suddenly.

“At the entrance of the passage,” she told him.

He made a grimace. “How clever of Julian: So, a policeman comes along: he sees the car and the number, he telephones; in two minutes all London knows Ursula Frensham’s car is in a lonely little street by Channey Stairs: divinely intelligent!”

He looked at her thoughtfully, half guessing the mood in which Julian had brought her to him, and staring and staring, and absorbing more and more of her delicate loveliness; security and caution became tertiary considerations. He had only one thought now — how he might keep inquiry at arm’s length and retain this godlike girl who held his thoughts day and night, and was not a tangible reality. He went to a deep cupboard set in the wall, took out a bottle and a glass.

“I will drink nothing,” she said determinedly. “I want you to let me go, Mr. Guelder. Otherwise this may be a very serious matter for you. It is serious enough as it is,” she said, remembering. “If Julian spoke the truth, you still have the gloves in your safe.”

He was so startled that he nearly dropped the bottle. “He told you so? I have gloves mit bloodstains, yes? That is true. Are they supposed to be — ? So, so, you must tell me no more. Now I understand…the good Julian! Such a genius! Did he speak of the coat? Ah, yes…and I wore the gloves too, and I killed your goot father? Was that the story? I guess well, young lady, I see by your face! Come, come, that is a news! Such strange things does Julian say. Did you tell the police, or was this said to you in the car?”

“I was told this afternoon,” she said.

He nodded. “And of course you tolt The Twister, and The Twister told the Elks, and all the world knows.” He shrugged his shoulders. “Such stupidity! But these gloves, they might be embarrassing. I must thank you for your kindness. And now you — will drink this wine. See, I open it for you. It is the rarest Bordeaux and will give you courage. Have I poisoned it? How absurd! did you not see me mit your own eyes bring it from the cupboard? You shall pour it out yourself, and wipe the glass, but you must drink.”

“I don’t want wine,” she insisted.

“You are whiter than death. I have humanity, Lady Ursula, though you dislike me so much. I am a cunning Dutchman, full of tricks and pranks, but I have the heart!”

Reluctantly she poured out half a glassful of the wine. “You need that, you have done so much,” said Guelder encouragingly.

She could endorse her need: she felt limp and weak; at every step up those stairs her knees had given under her. She picked up the glass and drank half its contents, knew by its velvety taste that it was, as he had said, a rare old wine.

“Now you shall sit down.” He pushed her gently on to the deep couch near the window. She had a queer sense of lassitude, an overwhelming desire for sleep, which she struggled to master. With every second that passed, the will to struggle grew weaker. Mr. Guelder watched her sway, gently lowered her till her head was on the pillow and then put up her feet.

“What have you done?”

He turned round to meet Julian’s suspicious eyes. “I have put her to sleep. It is good to sleep.”

“Doped her?” Julian looked at the glass. “Good lord, didn’t she see you—”

Mr. Guelder smiled. He could not explain that that bottle of wine had been specially prepared, not for Ursula Frensham, but in an emergency for this uncomfortable guest of his. Uncomfortable? Dangerous — for Rex Guelder the most dangerous man in the world. He had laughed as he had guessed the story which Julian Reef had told the girl. For one second he had laboured under an overwhelming sense of fear. He had already arranged for the disposal of Julian Reef. If it were expedient — such a man might be dangerous. Down in the garage was a heavy linked chain…two!…and a coil of fine wire. But only if it were expedient. He sacrificed all considerations to that factor. Julian was not content to escape: he must be guilty of that folly which is the undoing of so many criminals — a last stand in an impossible position. And he, Rex Guelder, was to be the defensive weapon. Obviously the Dutch boat for which he had arranged a tentative passage must go without its unlisted passenger; and a new way must be found for meeting a dangerous situation. Desperate diseases…Rex Guelder did not finish the sentence. He went into his laboratory and was busy there for ten minutes, Julian having returned to the kitchen to appease his hunger.

What must be done must be quickly done. The Dutchman came back and looked down at the sleeping girl, feasting his eyes upon her beauty. He was standing thus when Julian returned, with a great hunk of cake in his hand.

“What are you going to do with her, Guelder?”

The Dutchman turned a smiling face. “Dat is known to Gott and me,” he said pleasantly.

There was an odd look in Julian’s eyes. He had found his way to the wine bin in the kitchen.

“It might also be known to me, old man. I’m, so to speak, in charge of this young lady.”

Guelder did not reply.

“D’you hear?” Julian lurched towards him. He had evidently drunk very heavily, or the wine was singularly potent…Brandy, of course. It was foolish to leave that bottle in his way and the wine cupboard unlocked. “I have decided that she ought to go back. I can’t play that sort of trick on a girl — a relation.”

Still Guelder was silent.

“Look here, old man” — Julian came closer and slapped the Dutchman on the shoulder— “we’re both in trouble; we ought to stand together. The best thing we can do is to send her back to her Twister!” He chuckled drunkenly. “We’re the twisters, eh — the real twisters! That’s the idea — send her back, and you and I will skip out.”

“Come here,” said Guelder.

He led the way into the factory. Only one light was burning, that powerful, dazzling light above the diamond machine. At the far end of the room was a door and across this was laid a steel bar; it seemed to have been put there quite recently. Guelder pointed to the door.

“If there is trouble, and I gif you warning, get through that door. On the other side is stairs that go to the river, and I keep a boat there.”

“That’s an idea.” Julian regarded the door with drunken gravity.

“Soon, I think, Mr. Elk will come, and I shall have, to make the explanations. It would be well if you knew your way.”

“Sure,” said Julian Reef. He walked to the door and gripped the steel bar. The watchful Dutchman saw him writhe terribly, heard the whistling outflow of his breath and, reaching out his hand, turned a switch. Julian Reef dropped in a heap. He had never felt the shock that killed him.

With no effort, Guelder lifted him to his shoulder and carried the limp thing down the stairs to the boathouse. He dropped him as if he were a sack of flour into the launch, and went in search of the heavy chain. There were two. He might need two.

With a long piece of wire he bound link to link about the dead man’s ankle, and then he pushed the launch towards the folding doors and jumped on board as they opened. He was in midstream in a few minutes. No sign of police patrol. He made another examination of the chained ankle and then gently slid the inanimate thing over the side of the boat. The launch lay over under the weight till its gunwale was almost level with the water…

Rex Guelder came back to the boathouse, as calmly and as unperturbedly as though he had gone out into the open to see what sort of a night it was.

He dragged the second chain near to the side of his little boat. It might be necessary. Then he went upstairs, stopping only to make sure that the doors were well fastened.

She was still asleep. He leaned over and brushed her cheek with his lips, then he began to take off her shoes.
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The police constable on traffic duty in the Commercial Road held up his hand to check a car that was crossing at right angles. The driver paid no heed to the police signal; and no doubt he would have got away, but for the fact that a big lorry blocked his crossing at the psychological moment. The policeman walked up to the car in his slow and dignified way and the driver made a mistake. He leapt out and started to run. There was, unfortunately for him, another policeman on point duty.

“Let’s have a look at that licence of yours,” demanded the policeman, and then he recognized his capture. “Get into that car, and drive me to the station. If you try any monkey tricks with me I’ll beat the head off you.”

Unconsciously did he paraphrase the words that had been uttered little more than an hour before.

What the East End of London knows at ten o’clock, Scotland Yard knows a minute later. The man who sat in the instrument room at Scotland Yard heard a prosaic message, jotted down the car number and plugged in a call to the room of Inspector Elk.

“The car’s been found, sir — Lady Ursula’s. Picked up in the East End of London, being driven by a notorious car thief.”

“Was the lady there?” asked Elk, anxiously.

“No, sir; no report of the lady.”

The man at the wires plugged in to South London to describe a golden — headed umbrella that had been stolen from the House of Commons and was believed to be in the possession of….

Tony was with Elk, a singularly calm man, remembering all that he suffered. “This bears out the story of the policeman who said he saw the car near Limehouse,” said Elk. “You might get on to Lady Ursula’s house again, and find out whether she’s back.” She had not returned, Tony learned from the tearful maid. “Didn’t expect she would,” said Elk. “I’ll know a little more about this in a few minutes.”

He waited for the inevitable call to come through from the East London police station. At last it came — from the desk sergeant. He had interrogated the prisoner, who had made a clean breast; he was a wise thief who never gave the police unnecessary trouble. He had picked up the car opposite the Channey Stairs. He had also seen a man and a woman go down the narrow entrance towards the water.

“Limehouse…Channey Stairs,” said Elk. “Good!” He tapped the hook impatiently, and Central answered him. “Get me Thames Police Headquarters and ask them to have a launch waiting for me at Channey Stairs,” he said.

“Couldn’t you phone through to Greenwich?” said the anxious Tony.

Elk shook his head. “If she’s there, you can bet that the land side of the house is so well protected that you’d have to use a battering ram to get in. He’s got a wonderful back yard, that Dutchman — it stretches to the North Pole and the South. That’s the way he’ll bolt and I believe in trapping bolt holes.”

“Who was the man with her?”

Elk shook his head. “The car thief didn’t recognize him. He thought it was just a man and his girl quarrelling. I gather from the fact that he didn’t notice any foreign accent that the man was Mr. Julian Reef. Guelder, by the way, had made arrangements for him to leave London tonight by the river. That all fits in. He was going to put him aboard the Van Zeeman, bound for South America. The chief steward was in it, but the purser got to hear of it and reported to the police. From the fact that the steward was told that Reef might be brought aboard drunk, it looks as if Mr. Julian didn’t know very much about his trip.”

He put on a heavy raincoat and belted it about him. Then he opened a drawer of his desk and took out a very serviceable — looking Browning, slipped it into his pocket with an apology. “I hate using guns: it looks theatrical, but I’ve got an idea that dear old Rex will be packing a gat. And life’s very precious to me — I’m getting old. When you arrive at my age,” he went on, continuing the cheerful subject; “you don’t stop wondering how the world’s going to get on without you.”

The car was waiting by the door. Near by stood two men, who without a word made themselves uncomfortable by the side of the driver. “The joy of being a superior officer,” said Elk, “is that you get the best seat. I may not want them at all, for these Thames policemen are pretty tough.”

In a quarter of an hour they came to Channey Stairs and found a river police sergeant waiting for them. At the foot of the stairs was a long launch, its lights burning dimly.

“You’ll have to put those lights out when we get near to the house, inspector,” said the sergeant in charge.

“Which house is this?” asked Elk, innocently.

“Guelder’s, isn’t it? I wasn’t told, but I guessed. Anyway, we’ve had orders to watch Guelder’s place and pick up this man Reef.”

“You’ll pick up this man Reef all right,” said Elk, and he spoke prophetically.

The tide was on the turn and the launch went eastward at a respectable speed. “I’m keeping close to the Middlesex coast,” explained the sergeant. “I thought it might be better to cut across the river and rush the place than come on it with the stream. He might be able to spot us — there’s London light on the river.”

Elk agreed mechanically. He did not know anything about the technicalities of river work.

“There’s a light in the factory.” The sergeant was looking through night glasses. “Guelder’s there, anyway.”

“He’s got a boat, hasn’t he?”

“Yes, a pretty powerful launch. The boathouse will be the best way to get in, I think. It isn’t fastened at all, as a matter of fact About three months ago a river ‘rat’ got in and boned three or four cans of petrol, and was nearly torn to pieces by one of Guelder’s cats.”

They were opposite the house now. “Let’s go,” said Elk.

The sergeant turned the nose of the launch across the stream. Suddenly Elk felt the boat shudder.

“It’s all right, I’m reversing,” explained the police officer; and then: “Forrard there — what’s that in the water?”

“Looks like a body,” said a voice.

“Claim it,” said the sergeant laconically.

A boathook shot over the side and pulled the dark bundle into the boat. “Very sorry, Inspector, but I can’t pass that. It isn’t pleasant, but it’s got to be done. We aren’t allowed to pass a body unless we’re chasing.”

Two men leaning over the bow of the boat were gripping something. “It’s a dead ‘un,” said a voice. “Can’t have been in the water long.”

Elk went forward with the sergeant. Somebody held a torch over the side and, looking down over the inspector’s shoulder, Tony stared horror — stricken into the sightless eyes of Julian Reef. Mr. Guelder’s chain had been carelessly adjusted.



Chapter 33


Table of Contents


Ursula came gradually to her senses. She had a bad dream. She dreamed she was lying on a muddy foreshore and that out of the water appeared the slimy head of a great snake. She tried to get up and run but she could not move and she saw the spade head come closer and closer, the vile mouth open, and felt the fangs grip at her foot…he was pulling her into the water, pulling…

She looked up. Somebody was taking her shoes off. One fell on the floor with a rattle. Guelder heard her cry and turned quickly.

“It is nothing, it is nothing,” he tried to soothe her. “You must not be alarm, my little frient. All is well. You are wit’ Rex.”

The eyes that glared down at her seemed twice their normal size. They were afire with something that she had not seen in man or beast. The hands that pressed her back as she strove to rise were shaking as if the man suffered from an ague.

“It is nothing; you must be goot! Rex will look after you, my beautiful lamb!”

He knelt by her side, and putting one arm beneath her shoulder, held her lightly. She was fascinated with horror and fear, could not move or speak, could see nothing but those two round eyes quivering with mad fire and hear the murmured incoherence of his endearments. He found it difficult to speak English. “You are better as all the womans in the world,” he said huskily. “You are my divine dream.”

She grew sick and faint; he saw the colour leave her face, and released his hold and instantly his manner changed. “If you look at me so I will beat you,” he said shrilly; “and if you make sounds you will be sorry!”

He went to the table and poured out another glass of wine. “Drink this.”

She pushed the glass away, spilling the greater part of its contents. He filled it again savagely. “Drink!” he snarled.

“DON’T MOVE, GUELDER!”

He dropped the glass with a crash and turned to face the levelled gun which Elk was holding.

“When I said ‘don’t move’, I was speaking figuratively,” said Elk. “This is the place where you’ve got to start moving. Put up your hands!” The Dutchman obeyed. “Where’s your pal?”

Guelder’s face was twitching. Yet even in that tragic moment of his life he could smile. “I show you.”

“Suppose I show YOU? He’s in the police boat downstairs. How did he get there?”

And here Guelder made one of his greatest mistakes. “In the police boat…he come up?”

“Sure he came up,” said Elk. “I gather, from the wire round his leg, that you fastened something pretty heavy.”

Again Guelder shrugged. “You wish to take me? Then perhaps I had better turn off the current in my factory. It may be dangerous for your police officers.”

“We’ll look after that,” said Elk.

Again the man shrugged. “You know best, of course.” Then he turned his head to the sofa where Tony Braid sat, supporting the half-fainting girl. “Ah! The Twister! You will intercede with me in the interests of science, Mynheer Braid! In this next room I have machines of the highest complications. Somebody will be hurt — I call you to witness it is not my fault.”

Elk was undecided. “All right, walk ahead,” he said. “If you try any funny business—”

“You will shoot me dead. That will be painful,” said the Dutchman, grinning broadly. “I myself understand a death that is more painless.”

He went slowly down the right — hand bench. “That I will put off,” he said and pulled over a switch. “This door” — he pointed— “does not open. It is what is called a blind. But this bar has a special purpose, and we will see with what extraordinary courage that Doctor Rex Guelder will face the comparatively unknown!”

Then deliberately he dropped his hands on the bar.

Elk would have gripped him, but one of the river policemen behind him grasped him by the arm and pulled him back. “He’s on a live wire. Where’s that switch?”

Directly the switch was turned off the limp body of the Dutchman fell with a thud to the ground. The engineer of the boat, who had probably saved Mr. Elk from an untimely fate, went forward and examined the bar curiously.

“This operates through a transformer — he probably got seven or eight hundred volts through him.”

“Is he dead?” asked Elk; and when the engineer nodded: “That saves a whole lot of trouble,” said Elk.


The End
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In the murk of a foggy morning a rowboat moved steadily downstream. Two pairs of oars moved as one, for the rowers were skilled watermen. They kept to the Surrey shore, following the slightly irregular course imposed by the vital necessity of keeping to the unrevealing background formed by moored barges.

Somewhere in the east the sun was rising, but the skies were dark and thick; lamps burnt on river and shore. Billingsgate Market was radiant with light, and over the wharves where cargo-boats were at anchor white arc lights stared like stars.

The river was waking; the “chuff-chuff” of donkey engines, the rattle and squeak of swaying derricks, the faint roar of chains running through came to the men in the skiff.

They were clear of a long barge line, and the nose of the boat was turned to the northern shore, when on the dark background grew a darker object. The stroke rower jerked round his head and saw the lines of the launch which lay across his course, and dropped his oars.

“Wade!” he grunted.

Out of the blackness came a cheerful hail.

“Hallo, sweetheart! Whither away?”

The police launch, skilfully manoeuvred, edged alongside the skiff. Somebody caught the gunwale with a boathook.

“It’s only me, Mr. Wade. We was takin’ the skiff down to Dorlin’s to lay it up,” said the bow oarsman. He had a high falsetto voice and punctuated his speech with involuntary sniffs.

“Not Mr. Offer?” The voice in the police boat was charged with extravagant surprise. “Not Sniffy Offer? Why, sweetheart, what are you doing at this hour? A raw morning, when the young and the ailing should be tucked up in their little beds. Let me have a look at you.”

A powerful light was switched on and flooded the interior of the skiff with devastating thoroughness. The two men sitting, oars in hand, blinked painfully.

“Little case of something here,” said the hateful voice of Inspector John Wade. “Looks like a case of whisky — and, bless my life, if there isn’t another one!”

“We found ’em floating in the river,” pleaded the man called Sniffy. “Me an’ Harry fished ’em out.”

“Been fishing? I’ll bet you have! Make fast your boat and step into the launch — and step lively, sweetheart!”

The two river thieves said nothing until they were on the launch and headed for the riverside police station.

“You don’t have to be clever to catch us, Wade, do you? Here’s London full of undiscovered murders an’ robberies, an’ all you can do is to pull a coupla river hooks! Look at that woman found in Cranston Gardens with her throat cut — look at the Inja-Rubber Men—”

“Shut up!” growled his companion.

“Proceed, Sniffy,” said Mr. Wade gently. “I am not at all sensitive. You were talking of the IndiaRubber Men? You were reproaching me — you were trying to make me and the Metropolitan Police Force feel exceedingly small. Go right ahead, Sniffy. Whip me with scorpions.”

“Shut up, Sniffy!” warned the second prisoner again, and Sniffy was silent through all the gibes and taunts and provocative irony which assailed him.

“Now, where was this whisky going — tell me that? The destination of whisky, cases of whisky — stolen cases of whisky — interests me. Sniffy. I am in training for a bootlegger. Spill the truth, Sniffy, and I’ll keep it locked in my bosom.”

There was no other answer than a succession of indignant sniffs.

“Come, sweetheart, tell papa.” They could not see the grin on the dark, lean face of John Wade, but they could hear the chuckle in his voice, “Was it to gladden the hearts of poor sailormen at the ‘Mecca’? That would be almost an admirable act. Poor fellows who sail the seas are entitled to their comforts. Now, was it for dear old Golly—”

The worm turned.

“You ain’t entitled to ask these questions under the Ac’, Wade, you know that! I could have your coat off your back for questionin’ me. An’ castin’ asper—” He boggled at the word.

“Asparagus!” suggested Wade helpfully.

“Committin’ libel, that’s what you’re doin’.”

The launch pulled up beside a heaving float and was hauled tight. Somebody in the darkness asked a question.

“Only two young fishermen, Sergeant,” said Wade. “Put ’em on ice!”

That day Wade made a call at the Mecca Club, and on its manager, Mrs. Annabel Oaks.

Mrs. Oaks had been compelled by an interfering constabulary to register her ‘club’ as a common lodging-house, a disadvantage of which was that it was subject to police supervision. At any hour of the day or night it was competent for an inspector of police to walk in and look round, which could be, and on many occasions was, extremely inconvenient.

She complained savagely to her guests.

“Nice thing, eh? A club for officers, and any flat-footed copper can walk in and look you over!”

It might be conceived that Mrs. Oaks was indiscreet in publishing a truth that might scare away a percentage of her boarders. But the ‘Mecca’ was conveniently placed for under-officers of the Mercantile Marine. Here men were near to the dock offices of various steamship lines, and the living, if plain, was cheap, while many of the clients who patronised her establishment found the ‘club’ convenient in another respect. Suppose one got a ship out of London, it was possible to owe the money due for keep until the debtor returned from his voyage.

‘Mum’ Oaks was very obliging, especially if the man were likeable. He was likeable if he did not give himself airs and sound his ‘h’s’ too punctiliously, or if he took his drop of drink like a man and didn’t raise hell and want to fight Golly or anybody else who happened to be around.

The Marine Officers’ Club and Recreation Rooms had not always been a club. Because of its initials it had come to be known as the ‘Moccer’, and from ‘Moccer’ to ‘Mecca’ was an easy transition. Not, as Mum said virtuously, that they’d ever take in a seagoing gentleman who was not white, and if, as by all accounts was the case, Mecca was a foreign country inhabited by niggers, well, any so-called Mecca people who came to the club for lodgings would get a pretty saucy answer — either from herself or Golly!

Golly seemed wholly incapable of giving anybody a saucy answer. He was a mild little man, rather spare of frame and short. A reddish moustache drooped over an unmasterful chin. He had once been a ship’s steward; in moments of inebriation his claims rose as high as a purser, and once, on a terrific occasion, he stated that he had been the captain of an Atlantic liner; but he was very ill after that.

He sang sentimental ballads in a high falsetto voice, and it was his weakness that he found a resemblance in himself to the popular idol of the screen; and, in moments when he was free from observation he did a little quiet and dignified acting, following the instructions of ‘Ten Steps to Stardom’, by a Well Known Screen Favourite of Hollywood — so well known that it was not necessary to put his name o this interesting work.

Mr. Oaks had aspirations to opera as well as to the screen. The tenants of Mecca often threw up their windows and commented upon Golly’s voice — for he sang best when he was chopping wood, and he seemed always to be chopping wood.

Mum was hardly as motherly as her name. She was spare, not to say thin. Her greying hair was bobbed, which did not add to her attractiveness, for the face which the lank hair framed was hard, almost repulsive. A section of her guests called her (behind her back) Old Mother Iron Face, but mostly she was Mum to a hundred junior officers of cargo ships which moved up and down the seas of the world.

The premises of ‘Mecca’ were half wooden and half brick. The brick portion had been the malt-house of a forgotten brewery, and was by far the more comfortable. Before the club was a strip of wharfage, covered with rank grass and embellished with two garden seats. Every year Golly sowed flower seeds in a foot-wide border under the house, and every year nothing happened. It was almost as ineffectual as his fishing.

The wharf edge was warped and rotten; the ancient baulks of timber that supported what Mum called ‘the front’ split and crumbled. There was some talk of building a stone wall for patrons to lean against, but nothing came of it.

The view was always fine, for here the Pool was broad and the river crowded with shipping. There was generally a cable boat tied at Penny’s on the Surrey side, and the German ships had their moorings near by. You could see scores of seagoing barges moored abreast, with their house pennants fluttering at the tops of tall masts, and at the wharves up and down the river there were generally one or two cargo boats.

Lila Smith used to stand, fascinated, at the big window of the diningroom and watch the slow-moving steamers come cautiously up river. She had seen the lights of the eelboats and the G.T.C. Fish-carriers and the orange-ships from Spain, and got to know them by their peculiar lines. She knew the tugs, too, the tugs, Johnny O and Tommy O, and the John and Mary and Sarah Lane and the Fairway — those lords of the river — and she could tell them. Even at nights.

Club lodgers who had returned from long voyages remarked that Lila was no longer a child. She had never lacked dignity; now there was a charm which none had observed before, and which it was difficult to label. She had always been pretty in a round-faced, big-eyed way. But the prettiness had grown definite; nature had given the face of the child new values.

She often stood at the window, a shabby figure in a rusty black dress and down-at-heel shoes, gazing thoughtfully at the river pageant: the sound of a deep siren brought her there, the impatient toot-toot of a tugboat, the rattle and roar of anchor chains.

“That new feller in seven wants some tea, Lila — don’t stand mooning there like a stuck pig; get your wits about you, will you?”

Thus Mum, who came into the loom and caught the girl at her favourite occupation.

“Yes, Auntie.”

Lila Smith flew to the kitchen. That rasping, complaining voice terrified her — had always terrified her. She wished sometimes for another kind of life; had a vague idea that she knew just what that life was like It had trees in it, and great spaces like Greenwich Park, and people who were most deferential. More often than not she was dreaming of this when she was watching the ships go up and down the river.

She was dreaming now, as she poured out the tea and sent the slatternly maid into No 7 with the thick cup and the thicker slabs of bread and butter.

The small square window which brought air into the stuffy kitchen was wide open. Outside the morning was cold, but the primrose sun laced the river with waggling streaks of pale gold Suddenly she looked up.

A man was looking at her from the wharf: a tall man, with a brown, attractive face. He was bareheaded, and his close-cropped brown hair had a curl in it. “Good morning, princess!”

She smiled in her frightened way — a smile that dawned and faded, leaving her face a little more serious. “Good morning, Mr Wade!”

She was a little breathless. He was the one being in the world who had this effect upon her It was not because she was frightened, though she was well aware of his disgraceful profession — Mum always said that policemen were crooks who hadn’t the pluck to thieve — nor yet because of the furtive character of these rare meetings.

He had a tremendous significance for her, but the reason for his importance was confusingly obscure. For a long time she had regarded him as an old man, as old as Golly; and then one day she grew old herself and found him a contemporary.

He never asked her awkward questions, nor sought information on domestic affairs, and Mum’s fierce cross-examinations which followed every interview produced no cause for disquiet in the Oaks household.

“Why do they call you ‘busy’, Mr. Wade?”

She asked the question on the impulse of the moment and was frightened before the words were out.

“Because I am busy, princess,” he said gravely — she never quite knew when he was being serious and when he was laughing at her when he used that tone and inflection of voice. “I am so busy that I am an offence in the eyes of all loafers. Industry is my weakness.” He paused and looked at her oddly. “Now as to that experience?” he suggested.

She was instantly agitated.

“I wish you’d forget I ever said it,” she said, with a quick, fearful look at the door. “It was silly of me…I — I wasn’t telling the truth, Mr. Wade. I was just trying to make a sensation—”

“You couldn’t tell a lie,” he interrupted calmly. “You’re trying to tell one now but you can’t. When you said: ‘Don’t think I have a bad time — sometimes I have a wonderful experience’, you meant it.” He raised his hand with a lordly gesture. “We’ll not discuss it. How are you keeping in these days?”

She, too, had heard Mum’s heavy footfall and drew back a pace. She was gazing past him and was conscious of her deceitfulness when Mum came scowling into the room.

“Hallo, Mr. Wade — got nothing better to do than keep my gel gossiping?”

Her voice was high and venomously vibrant. Of all hateful faces, John Wade’s was the most loathsome in her eyes.

With a gesture she sent Lila from the room and slammed the door behind the girl.

“Don’t come here cross-questioning children. Be a man and knock at the front door.”

“You haven’t got a front door,” said Mr. Wade reproachfully. “And why so angry, child? I came in the friendliest spirit to interview Golly—”

“He’s on the wharf — an’ don’t call me ‘child’!” snapped the woman savagely.

Mr. Wade, whose weakness was the employment of endearing epithets, shrugged his shoulders. “I go,” he said simply.

Golly he had seen, and was well aware that Golly had seen him. The little man was chopping wood, and, as the detective approached, he put down his hatchet and rose with a painful expression, which deepened when he heard the detective’s drawling inquiry.

“Whisky? What do I know about whisky?…Yes, I know Sniffy. A common longshore loafer that I wouldn’t have in this here club. A low man with low companions.” He spoke very rapidly. “The Good Book says: ‘As a bird is known by his note, so is a man by the company he keeps—’”

“I don’t believe it,” said Mr. Wade. “Heard anything about the IndiaRubber Men lately?”

Mr. Oaks spread out his arms in a gesture of patient weariness.

“I don’t know no more about the Inja-Rubber Men, than what the organs of public opinion, to wit, the newspapers, talk about. We got the police; we pay ’em rates ‘n’ taxes, we feed ‘em—”

“And well fed they are,” agreed John Wade, his eyes twinkling. “I never see a fat policeman without thinking of you, Golly.”

But Golly was not to be turned aside.

“Inja-Rubber Men! Burglars ‘n’ bank robbers! Would I know ‘um? Am I a bank? Am I a safe deposit? Am I rollin’ in millions?”

“Unanswerable,” murmured Mr. Wade, and went back to the question of stolen whisky, and, when Mr. Golly Oaks closed his eyes and delivered an oration on the probity of all associated with the Mecca Club, this brownfaced, young-looking man listened in silence, staring at the orator as an owl might stare if owls had big, blue eyes.

“Encore!” he said when Golly reached the end of his apologia. “You ought to be in Parliament, angel-face. Gosh! I’d like to hear you on the subject of Prohibition.”

With a nod, he turned and went back to the police launch, hidden under the crazy face of the wharf.
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Three nights later…

The engineer, who was also the steersman of the police launch, remarked mechanically that it was cold, even for that time of the year; and John Wade, to whom the remark was not altogether unfamiliar, answered sardonically.

He often referred to himself as an old man; he was, in point of fact, thirty-five, which is not a great age, and indeed is rather young in an inspector of Thames police.

“I’ve often thought, sir—” began the engineer sentimentally, as the launch shot under Blackfriars Bridge and edged towards the Embankment.

“I doubt it,” said Mr. Wade. “I very much doubt it, sergeant. Maybe when you’re off duty—”

“I’ve often thought,” continued the unperturbed sergeant, “that life is very much like a river—”

“If you feel mawkish, sergeant, restrain yourself until we tie up. I am not in a sentimental mood tonight.”

“It will come,” said the sergeant, unabashed, “when you’ve met the girl of your heart. Bachelors don’t know what sentiment is. Take babies—”

Wade did not listen. The launch was running close to the Embankment side of the river. It was a night of stars, and there was no sign of the thin fog which was to descend on London the following night. He had spent the most annoying evening, searching evilsmelling barges. That afternoon he had removed a dead body from the river. The morning had been occupied at the Thames Police Court, prosecuting a drunken tug skipper, who, in a moment of delirium, had laid out his little crew and would have laid out the tug too — for it was headed straight for a granite-faced wharf — if a police-boat had not ranged alongside, and Wade, with his own hands and a rubber truncheon, put the drunken skipper to sleep, and spun the wheel only just in time to avert disaster.

Now, on top of these minor disasters, he had been stopped on his way to a comfortable bed with instructions to report at Scotland Yard; and he was perfectly sure what was the reason for that call — the IndiaRubber Men. As a reader of crime reports in which he had no particular part, he was interested in the IndiaRubber Men; as a police officer he carried out certain inquiries concerning them; and for the past week they had become something of a nuisance. It was perhaps a fatal error to advance a theory — he had done this and was now to suffer for meddling.

They called these marauders the IndiaRubber Men because there was no other name that fitted them. They were certainly elastic in their plans and in their movements; but the nickname developed after the one and only glimpse which brief authority had had of the ruthless bank smashers. They wore rubber gas-masks and rubber gloves and crepe rubber shoes. Each man, when seen, carried a long automatic in his belt, and three dangling cylinders which the experts described as gas-bombs. This latter was probably their principal armament.

They had been seen the night they cleared out Colley & Moore, the Bond Street jewellers; and that weekend when they opened the vault of the Northern and Southern Bank and left behind them a night watchman, who was dead before the police arrived. The reason for his death was apparent; in his clasped hand was a portion of a rubber gas-mask, which he had torn from one of the robbers. He had seen the face of the rubber man and had been killed for his enterprise.

“I shouldn’t be surprised,” said the sergeant steersman, bringing the launch a little nearer the Embankment’s edge, “if the Wapping lot weren’t in this IndiaRubber business. That gang wouldn’t think twice—”

Wade, looking ahead, had seen indistinctly something which might be human leaning over the parapet of the Embankment. The launch was not twenty yards away when he saw the bulk of the figure increase, and realised that whoever it was was standing on the parapet. In another second it had disappeared, and he saw a splash of white where it had fallen into the water.

The steersman had seen it too. The little boat shuddered as the engines went astern.

“On your right, sir. You’ll reach him with your hands.”

Wade was on. His knees now, leaning over the edge of the boat, the steersman throwing his weight on the opposite side of the boat and bracing himself to keep it balanced.

For a second the tiny black thing on the water vanished. It reappeared right under the gunwale of the launch, and, reaching down, John Wade gripped an upflung arm and dragged the whimpering thing into the boat. It was a woman.

“Must you commit suicide, my good wench, when I’m on my way to an important conference?” he demanded savagely. “Give a light here, sergeant!”

A lantern flashed. He looked down into a pair of wild eyes. A grey-haired woman, whose face was terribly thin and lined, and in whose wide-open eyes glared an unearthly fire.

“You mustn’t have it…I must take it with me!” she gasped.

She was clutching something tight to her bosom. It looked like a piece of sodden paper.

“I’m not going to take anything from you,” he said soothingly.

The sergeant passed him a brandy flask, and he forced the neck between the woman’s teeth. She struggled and choked.

“Don’t…give me that…I want to go to my baby…The colonel said—”

“Never mind what the soldier said,” snarled the inspector. “Get this hooch into you — it killed auntie, but why shouldn’t it make you dance?”

He pulled a blanket from a locker and threw it over her, and in doing so he caught a glimpse of the thing that she held. It was the photograph of a child’s face. He only saw it for a second in the light of his lantern, bat never after did he forget that picture. Until that moment he had thought all children were alike; but there was something very distinctive, something very unusual, in that portrait of round-eyed childhood. And then he recognised the photograph and gasped.

“Lord help us! Who is that?”

He saw the likeness now — distinct, beyond question. It was. Lila Smith! A baby’s face, but Lila Smith.

“Who is this?” he repeated.

“You shan’t have it! You shan’t have it!” She struggled feebly. “You wicked man…”

Her voice sank to a murmur, and then the tired fingers relaxed.

“Rush for the pier, Toller. I think she’s gone.”

When he tried to take the photograph from the clenched hand, it squeezed up into an indistinguishable mass.

As to the identity of this unknown woman he did not even speculate. Such cases as these were common. Sometimes the police launch was not in time, and there were nights spent manipulating long drag-ropes. Strange things come up from the bed of old Thames: once they had hooked the wheel of a Roman chariot; once they brought to light what remained of a man chained from head to foot, and bearing unmistakable evidence of murder. The live ones appeared at the police court and were conventionally penitent; the dead ones filled unknown graves, and occupied half an hour of a busy coroner’s time.

Lila Smith? He tried to restore the photograph to a recognisable form, but it was too far gone.

The launch ran under the pier, and a Thames policeman caught the painter scientifically and tied it up. Another policeman vanished in the gloom and brought back a wheeled hand ambulance, and into this the woman was lifted, and whisked away to Westminster Hospital.

Wade was still frowning when he came into the superintendent’s room and found the Big Four in conference.

“I’m sorry I’m late, sir,” he said. “A lady decided to end her life right under my nose, and that held me up.”

The Chief Constable sat back in his chair and yawned. He had been working since six o’clock that morning.

“What is this yarn of yours of the Rubber Men?” he asked briefly. He took a paper from a dossier and opened it. “Here’s your report. You say there’s a racing boat been seen working up and down the river — about the time of these robberies. Who has seen it distinctly?”

John Wade shook his head.

“Nobody, sir — it has not been seen, except at a distance. I have an idea it is painted black; it certainly carries no lights, and there’s no question at all that it goes at a devil of a speed. The first clue we had that it was working was when bargemen complained of the wash it made. It’s been heard, of course; but even here, whoever is running it has used mufflers, which is very unusual in a motorboat.”

“She carries no lights?”

“No, sir. The only two men who’ve ever had a close view of her are a river thief named Donovan, whom I took for breaking cargo two months ago, and another. He said that he and another man were in a small boat one night, and they were crossing the river — innocently, he claims, but I should imagine to get aboard a lighter — when this launch came out of the blue and they had a very narrow escape from being run down. If the boat hadn’t been moving at a terrific speed and hadn’t turned off in its own length, Mr. Donovan would have been stoking sulphur! As far as I could End out, he could give no description of the boat, except that he said it was very short and hadn’t the lines of a motorboat at all. I have checked up the appearance of this craft as well as I can, and it has generally coincided with one of the robberies.”

“Where has it been seen?” asked the Chief Constable. He was a long-faced man who had the appearance of being half asleep and never was.

“As far west as Chelsea Bridge,” said Wade. “It was seen there by the second man, who is also a river thief in a mild way, but is more likely to be a receiver. He has a sort of warehouse in Hammersmith, which we raided a little time ago — his name is Gridlesohn. I’m fairly sure he’s a receiver because he’s so ready to squeak — apparently he resents these land thieves taking to the river, because it means extra vigilance and extra danger to his own ‘rats’. In that respect he has my sympathy. I’ve caught three of them in the last month.”

Jennings, one of the big chiefs, blew a cloud of smoke up to the ceiling and shook his head. “Why should the Rubber Men take to the river? That’s what I want to know. There are twenty ways out of London, and the river’s the slowest. You can go from Scotland Yard to any part of the town in a taxi, and not one policeman in a thousand would I dream of taking the slightest notice of it. My own opinion is that after their last big job the Rubber Men are not going to operate again for years.”

A third member of the party, a studious-looking man of fifty who was in control of the Foreign Branch, interrupted here.

“This is certainly the work of an international crowd. The New York police have had rubber men working there; and in France the Bank of Marseilles was smashed and the cashier killed, in exactly similar circumstances to the busting of the Northern and Southern Bank. As to their being finished in London—”

The telephone buzzer sounded. The Chief Constable took up the phone and listened.

“When?” he asked. A long pause, and then: “I’ll come right away.”

“The constable on point duty reports that the lights have gone out in the manager’s office of Frisby’s Bank. He put his lamp on to the side of the window and thought he saw a man in the room. He has had the intelligence to phone through to his divisional inspector — mark that constable’s name for promotion, will you, Lane?”

Two of the four were already out of the room. By the time Wade got to the courtyard, three police tenders were drawn up by the kerb and detectives were still climbing aboard when the cars moved off.

Frisby’s Bank was in the lower end of St. Giles’s Street; it was one of the few private banks that had branches in the West End. It was a small, modern building, connected by a bridge across a courtyard with an older house, and stood on the corner of a block, practically under the eye of a constable on point duty — it was he who had phoned.

By the time they reached the place the street was alive with police officers and a cordon had already been established round the bank. The manager’s office faced a side street, and here was the general safe of the office. Two lights burnt day and night, and the safe was visible from the point where the policeman controlled the traffic.

The constable’s story was quickly told. He was standing on the corner of the street, waiting for his relief, and Big Ben was striking the last note of twelve, when he saw the two lights go out. He ran across the road, tried the door and hammered with his fist on the panel. He then went back to the cashier’s office, and, climbing on to the railings which surrounded that side of the bank and protected a small area, he turned the light of his electric lamp on to the window. It was then that he saw, or thought he saw, a man move quickly into the shadow of the safe.

A big crowd had assembled, attracted by the cordon even at the late hour; traffic had been diverted, and the streets within fifty yards of the bank had been cleared. While the constable had been telling what had happened, the bank manager, who had been telephoned for, arrived with the keys. There was, he said, a night watchman on duty, and the fact that he had not answered the repeated knockings was ominous. Detectives had already entered buildings to the left and right of the bank, and were stationed on the roof.

The premises were in a sense unique; there was a courtyard guarded by two big gates at the side of the building, and this separated the modern premises from an old Georgian house, also the property of the bank, in which, was housed the staff. The top floor was in the occupation of the night watchman, a widower of fifty, and his daughter, who controlled the office cleaners. The only value of the courtyard, explained the manager, was that it gave a certain privacy to the bank’s collecting van, and it also served to park his own and his assistants’ cars during the daytime.

All these explanations were given very hurriedly, the while he was fitting, with a trembling hand, the key in the door — for he was pardonably nervous, though, as the Chief Constable explained, there was no need, for he would not be asked to enter the bank after it was opened.

At last the door swung back.

“You had better take charge of the search, Wade — give Mr. Wade a gun.”

Somebody thrust an automatic into his hand, and he entered the dark outer office. The door leading to the manager’s room was fastened; the key had been turned on the other side; but the Flying Squad had brought the necessary tools, and in a few minutes the lock was smashed and the manager’s office was open to them.

Wade stepped quickly in, a gun in one hand and an electric torch in the other. The room was empty, but a second door, leading, he gathered, in the direction of the courtyard, was ajar. He pushed this open, stopped…

Bang!

A bullet went past him, smashed into the surface of the wall and covered his face with powdered plaster. He kicked the door open farther. The second shot came nearer. He thrust his hand round the jamb of the door and sprayed the interior with ten shots. He did not hear the answering fire, and would not have known that the burglars had replied if he had not found his sleeve ripped to rags.

In a whisper he demanded a pistol from the detective who had crept to his side, passing his own back. As he did so, he heard the sound of quickly moving footsteps, and a door slam. Again he put his pistol inside and fired two shots; this time there was no answer, and when he pushed in the lamp to draw the fire, the provocation was unrewarded.

It might be a trap, but he must take the risk. In a moment he was in the room, his lamp flashing quickly from left to right. It was a small office below the level of the manager’s: a plain room, lined with steel shelves on which were a number of boxes. In one corner was a steel door; behind that he could hear the soft purr of a motorcar. He tried the door; it yielded a little. He had the sensation that it was being held by somebody on the other side, and tugged. It opened suddenly — he had a glimpse of a car moving swiftly towards the gates, and then:

Rat-tat-tat-tat!

It was the quick stammer of a machine gun. A big black car swept into the street, and from its interior came the staccato rattle of automatic rifles. The police, taken by surprise, fell back; the crowd behind the cordon scattered, and the long car flew forward, venomously spitting fire from the back seat. The bullets whistled and smacked against the building; glass crashed; there was a wild scurry of people to cover. Before they could realise what had happened, the car had disappeared into St. James’s Park.
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It was not until the next morning that Wade remembered the would-be suicide and her photograph. Business took him to Scotland Yard, and he went on to the near-by hospital to make inquiries. To his amazement he found that the woman had left. By a mistake, which might have been the sergeant’s, no charge had been preferred against her, and when she had demanded that she should be allowed to leave, no obstacle was offered.

“A creature of the most amazing vitality,” said the house surgeon. “I thought she was dead when she came in, but in twentyfour hours she had walked out on her own two feet…attempted suicide, was it? Well, we had no intimation. The policeman who brought her here thought she had fallen into the water by accident. By the way, she was frantic about a photograph she had lost. In fact, she got so hysterical that I nearly detained her.”

“Did she give any name?”

The young surgeon shook his head. “Anna. She didn’t tell us her surname. My own opinion is that she’s slightly demented — not so bad, of course, that one would certify her, even if one could.”

John Wade was mildly puzzled. He was not very interested in this unknown drab, and, but for the photograph, she would have slipped from his mind instantly.

Conference followed conference at Scotland Yard. The IndiaRubber Men had become a leading feature in quite a number of newspapers. There were the inevitable questions in Parliament and the as inevitable suggestion for a commission to inquire into the operations of the Criminal Investigation Department.

The bank’s loss was not so heavy as it might have been, for the men had been disturbed in their work, but the robbery which followed was serious enough. A small factory, the property of a group of jewellers, was burgled; a safe, set in a concrete wall, was forced, and manufactured jewellery to the value of between eighty and a hundred thousand pounds vanished.

The first intimation the police had was a telephone message, evidently from one of the members of the gang, saying that the night watchman might need attention. A police tender was rushed to the factory, and the man was discovered unconscious on the ground. He could give no account of what had happened; he had seen nobody, he remembered nothing, and the police were left without a clue, for on this occasion the IndiaRubber Men left not so much as a chisel behind them.

John Wade could read the account of this new crime without discomfort. He belonged to the river, and only by accident had been in the earlier hold-up. The usual inquiry had been put through, but the river police could contribute no information. Nevertheless, he was called in to the interminable conferences, and had little time to satisfy his own curiosity.

If the mysterious Anna passed quickly from his mind, the incident of the photograph recurred again and again. It was not until a week after the jewel theft that he was able to spare time to call at ‘Mecca’.

Mum was out when he climbed up to the crazy wharf and made his way to the open window. From the woodshed came the howl of Golly’s melancholy voice and the clump-clump of his hatchet. John Wade found the serving-room empty, and waited patiently, quite prepared to see Mum’s disapproving face at any moment.

“Hallo, Lady Jane!”

Lila came into the room so quickly, noiselessly and unexpectedly, that he had the illusion that she had materialised out of nothing.

“Mrs. Oaks is out.” She volunteered the information. “And please don’t stay long, Mr. Wade. Auntie doesn’t like you coming here, and really you were very unkind about Golly. He wouldn’t dream of buying stolen goods—”

John Wade smiled.

“‘If you see that man Wade, you tell him that your uncle is a good, honest citizen,’” he mocked, and by her quick flush knew that he had hit truly.

Then, while she was still embarrassed, he asked: “Who is Anna?”

She turned her head and stared at him.

“Anna?” she said slowly. “I don’t know — I told you I didn’t know a long time ago, didn’t I?”

“No, you didn’t.”

John Wade had a very excellent memory, and he was fairly certain that the name of Anna had never occurred between them.

The wonder he had glimpsed in her face was more apparent now; she was looking past him at a small tugboat thrusting its way against the falling stream.

“I’m often puzzled who Anna was…I don’t know anybody by that name. Yet I know it so well. Isn’t it curious?” Her sensitive lips twitched in the faintest smile. “She’s a dream, I suppose.”

“Like the experience?” he bantered her, and saw her mouth open in consternation.

“No, that isn’t a dream,” she said hastily. “It was silly of me to tell you about it…I really mustn’t.”

It seemed to her that she had spoken of ‘the experience’ many times to him; in reality, she had only made two references to the occasional adventure in which she was the central figure. She did not know that the first time she had mentioned it he had been amused, and not very greatly interested. He had thought she was exaggerating some little jaunt, setting a commonplace happening in a shrine of romance. The second time he was arrested by a note in her voice and had made a blunt inquiry. The more unwilling she was to tell him, the keener he was to know.

He was too experienced a cross-examiner to pursue his questions, and when she asked him gravely whether he was very busy, he accepted the turn of the subject.

“I don’t think you are busy,” she said. “It seems a terribly lazy life. You do nothing but ride up and down the river — I often see you. What do the Thames police do?”

“Ride up and down the river and lead a lazy life.”

“But truly?” she insisted. “People say there are thieves on the river, but I’ve never seen one. Nobody’s ever stolen anything from ‘Mecca’. I suppose there’s nothing of value here—”

He laughed at this, and that laugh was an extravagant compliment.

Such occasional visits as he paid to ‘Mecca’ were invariably spoilt for her by a sense of apprehension that Mum would make an unwelcome and embarrassing appearance, and usually she was secretly praying that he would leave almost as soon as he had come. On this occasion, when it seemed there was no reason why he should go, he made an early departure, leaving her with a feeling of disappointment, which changed very quickly to relief, for he had not been gone for ten minutes when she heard Mum’s voice.

Mum had been to the City and had returned with a visitor — the one man whom Lila Smith actively disliked. Mr. Raggit Lane very rarely came to ‘Mecca’. A tall, spare man, with a thin, ascetic face, he would have been goodlooking but for the lift of one corner of his lip that produced the illusion of a permanent sneer. He was always well dressed, finickingly so. He wore none of the ostentation of ephemeral wealth which was expressed by other habitues of the home in scarf-pins and rings and heavy gold watchguards. Lila’s dislike of him was based upon his use of perfume. Nobody had ever told her that it was bad form in a man to scent himself: Mum rather approved the practice.

Mr. Lane’s hands were always well manicured, his black hair brilliantly polished. He wore a small signet ring upon one finger, but no other form of jewellery whatever.

Mum was very vague about his profession, but Lila gathered that he followed the sea; she gathered this because Mr. Lane, with remarkable condescension, had once given her a small embroidered shawl which he had picked up in China.

Almost as soon as Mrs. Oaks arrived, Lila was summoned to the sittingroom. Mum’s sittingroom was the holy of holies, into which only very privileged people entered. It was a large room with two long, opaque windows. The walls were painted, the floor covered with parquet.

Lila came in, drying her hands on her apron, and met the long scrutiny of Raggit Lane’s glass eye.

“Hallo!” He looked at her with unfeigned admiration. He had not seen the girl for a year, and in that year a remarkable change had occurred in her. “She’s got pretty, Oaks.”

He always called Mum ‘Oaks’, and she never showed the least resentment.

“Let’s have a look at you.”

He caught her by the shoulder to swing her round to the light. A sudden anger shook the girl, and she disengaged herself violently.

“Don’t touch me. How dare you touch me!”

Her voice had a new note. Mum gaped at her, amazed.

“Why, Lila—” she began.

“The girl’s right. I’m sorry, Lila. Forgot you were grown up.”

But Lila seemed not to hear. She turned and walked quickly from the room. It was her first demonstration of independence that Mum had witnessed, and she was speechless with astonishment.

“What’s the matter with the girl?” she demanded shrilly. “I’ve never seen her like that before! If she starts giving herself airs with me she’ll know all about it!”

Raggit Lane chuckled, took a cigarette from a thin gold case and lit it.

“She isn’t a kid any more, that’s all — there’s nothing to make a fuss about. I didn’t believe you when you said she’d got pretty, but she’s all that.”

“The last time you were here, I said: ‘Come and have a look at her,’ but you wouldn’t believe me,” said Mum, with the satisfaction of one whose predictions had been justified.

Mr. Lane blew a cloud of smoke to the ceiling. “The last time I was in London there were many reasons why I shouldn’t come,” he said slowly.

There was an awkward pause.

“Where have you come from now?” she asked.

“The Black Sea — Constantia.”

He was evidently thinking of something else, and answered her questions mechanically.

“How is the old man?” she asked after a long silence.

“Eh? The old man? Oh, he’s all right.” And then, bringing all his attention to her: “I don’t want him to know I’ve been to-day.”

Mum smiled. “You don’t want him to know you’ve been at all, do you? You can trust me, Mr. Lane — I never discuss anything with him except Lila; and I don’t see him more than an hour every year.”

The smooth brows of Mr. Lane met in a deep frown. “He’s getting touchy, very difficult. Of course I could always say that I came here by accident. It’s an officers’ club. But I don’t want to use that excuse until it’s necessary. Where’s Golly?”

She listened.

“Chopping wood,” she said.

Another long silence. Then: “Who is this Lila girl?”

Mrs. Oaks would do much for her goodlooking visitor, but he had asked her a question which she could not with safety answer. “The thing that worries me about Lila is this fellow Wade. He’s always hanging around the house. I don’t know whether it’s because he’s after the girl or what. You never know what a copper’s doing.”

“Inspector Wade?” Mr. Lane fingered his chin thoughtfully. “He’s a pretty clever man, isn’t he?”

Mum smiled derisively. “Ain’t they all clever by their own account? From what I hear, they nearly got him the other day, these IndiaRubber people. I wish they had!”

Lane laughed softly.

“The IndiaRubber Men seem to be rather busy,” he said. “Who are they?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know anything about ‘em,” she said decisively. “I keep myself to myself and mind my own business. It’s hard enough to get your own living without troubling about how other people get theirs. Half of it’s newspaper lies — they’ll say anything for a sensation.”

“Now what about a trade, Oaks?”

She got up from the chair in which she was sitting. “I’ll see what the girl’s doing,” she said, and left the room. She was back in a few minutes, closed and locked the door behind her and, going to the fireplace, rolled back the hearthrug. With a bodkin she pried up an irregular section of the parquet floor. Beneath was a patch of felt, which she lifted, disclosing a steel trapdoor set in the floor. It was less than a foot square and was fastened with a patent lock. Inserting a key, she turned it, and with some difficulty raised the heavy steel door. The receptacle beneath was evidently much larger than the opening and, groping, she brought to light half a dozen little canvas bags, which she handed to the man one by one. He placed these on a table beneath the opaque glass window, and opened them carefully.

“That’s a cheap lot,” she said, as he unrolled the strip of cloth and disclosed a variety of articles that ranged between cheap earrings and big, flamboyant brooches of low-grade gold. “The one with the red ribbon’s the best.”

He looked at the stuff disparagingly until he came to the package tied with red ribbon. There were several good pieces here: a ten-carat emerald, a cushion-shaped diamond ring, a necklace, a pendant, and five fairly large-sized pearls. He looked at these curiously. “I suppose the string broke when they snatched?”

She shook her head, her thin lips set in a straight line. “I don’t ask any questions. I don’t know where they come from. If I’m offered a bargain I buy it. I always say, if you ask no questions you hear no lies.”

He was examining one of the pearls through a small magnifying-glass. “That one you’d better throw in the fire,” he said, handing the gem to her. “It is marked and would be recognised anywhere.”

Obediently she threw the pearl, which must have been worth six or seven hundred pounds, into the fire. She never argued with Mr. Raggit Lane, having learned by experience the futility of questioning his judgment.

He made his choice, dropped the selected articles into his pocket, and returned the remainder to the woman.

“The gold isn’t worth much — it is hardly worth boiling,” he said. “I should drop these things into the river.”

Mrs. Oaks sighed. “It’s a waste,” she said plaintively, “but you know best—”

There was a sharp rap of knuckles on the panel. Mrs. Oaks looked up. “Who’s that?” she asked shrilly.

“I should like to have two words with you, Mrs. Oaks.”

It was the voice of John Wade! Not a muscle of the woman’s face moved. “Who are you when you’re at home?” she demanded.

“Inspector Wade.”

“One minute.” Quickly she gathered the packages together, dropped them into the safe, closed and locked it, replaced felt and parquet and rolled back the hearthrug. While she was doing this, Lane had opened the big wardrobe at the end of the room, had entered and closed it.

Mrs. Oaks gave one glance at the fire, poked a round, glowing globule that had once been a pearl, and unlocked the door. “Come in, Wade,” she said coolly.

John Wade walked into the room and shot a swift glance around. “Sorry to interrupt your prayer meeting,” he said.

“I was changing my stockings if you want to know,” snapped Mum tartly.

“I don’t want to know anything so indelicate, Lady Godiva.” He sniffed. “Having a quiet little smoke? Naughty, naughty! You’re getting quite fast in your old age.”

Mrs. Oaks bottled her wrath. “What do you want?” she asked.

But John Wade was looking round the apartment with every evidence of admiration. “Charming room,” he said. “Your ladyship’s boudoir? And you smoke Egyptian cigarettes, too — that’s bad for the heart, child.”

“What do you want?” she demanded. To her alarm, his eyes were glued on the big wardrobe. “I came to ask you a question, but I seem to have arrived at a very awkward moment. Quite an unimportant question — nothing whatever to do with my professional duties — but I won’t wait.”

He walked to the door, beaming back at her with that delightful, smile of his.

“I’m afraid your boy friend will be suffocated unless you let him out very soon,” he said, and closed the door with extravagant care.

She flung it open after him and followed him to the front door of ‘Mecca’. His crowning insult was left to the last. Bending towards her, he murmured sympathetically: “I shan’t tell Golly!”

Before she could tap her coherent stream of invective he had gone. She came back to her room and locked the door behind her.

“Come out, Mr. Lane,” she said,’her voice tremulous with anger. “It was only that fly policeman.”

Mr. Lane came into the room a little dishevelled. He smoothed his hair, and it was patent that he was less angry than concerned.

“He knew I was here. Does he know who I am?”

“God knows what he knew!” snapped the woman. “One of these fine mornings that fellow’s going to be picked out of the rivet with his head bashed in. And the day that happens I’m going to church for the first time in twentyfive years.”

“Wade — h’m!” Lane was fondling his chin. Then he began to empty his pockets. “Put those back; I’ll take ’em another time.”

“There’s no danger—” began Mrs Oaks.

Raggit Lane smiled. “I don’t take risks. Send a boy with ‘em…you know where…I’ll have them picked up.”

He adjusted his tie, collected his hat and cane from the wardrobe and, Mrs. Oaks having reported all clear, went out into the street and made his unhurried way to the main thoroughfare where his taxi was waiting. Once or twice he looked round, but there was no sign of a watcher. Yet, even when his cab was entering the City, he found no relief from the uncomfortable feeling that he was being followed.

That afternoon Wade went personally to Scotland Yard for information.

“Do you know a, dark-looking gentleman who smells like a flower-shop and dresses like a duke?” he asked Inspector Elk, who was an authority on all strange people.

“Sounds like everybody to me,” said Elk wearily. “Can’t understand this craze for scent. A brotherin-law of mine—”

Wade cut short his reminiscences. He drew from his pocket a sheet of paper. He had a taste for drawing and could sketch a very respectable likeness of Mr. Raggit Lane.

Elk studied the sketch, scratched his ear and shook his head. “It might be anybody. I don’t know him. What’s his name?”

“That I’ll find out. At present I’m without information,” said Wade. “None of the servants at ‘Mecca’ knows him — one of my men has been making inquiries. I have never seen him before. I only saw him by accident. I remembered an inquiry I wanted to make about some stolen whisky — one of those fellows who’ll come up at the Sessions this week put up a half-squeak. I landed at the main stairs and went round to the front of the house, and then I saw him with the old lady. They drove up in a cab just as I got there. She was so darned friendly with him that I thought he couldn’t be much good.”

Mr. Elk sighed and closed his eyes. “You can’t charge him with being a friend of Mum Oaks,” he said. “That’s no offence — you haven’t got a cigar in your pocket, I suppose? I didn’t think you had. You young officers smoke too many cigarettes — now that brotherin-law of mine—”

“It wasn’t he,” said Wade, and made his escape.

The rest of the day was his own, and he employed it in a characteristic fashion. In reality John Wade had no spare time. He was a man who loved his profession, lived for it, and thought of nothing which, did not touch at some angle upon police work. His ideal occupation was to loaf through the busy streets of the West End, watching people. The study of human beings was an absorbing hobby; their gestures, their facial expressions, the conventions of movement. He collected them as other men collect stamps. He would sit for hours in a teashop, watching two men talk, and jotting down oh any odd scrap of paper their peculiarities of expression. He knew the gesture which accompanied a lie, the droop of eyelids inseparable from vanity. He could tell at a dozen yards whether a man was talking of himself or of somebody else.

Towards evening it came on to rain, not heavily but a chill, uncomfortable drizzle. He made his way to a small restaurant in Soho at an earlier hour than he intended. Usually he liked to sit over his dinner, ruminating upon such events of the day as needed examination; but tonight dinner proved to be an uninteresting meal; because of the early hour the restaurant was almost deserted, and it was eight o’clock when he came into the street.

The rain had ceased, but it was quite dark. He wandered aimlessly towards Shaftesbury Avenue, intending to make his way back to his little house in Wapping on foot. He crossed Shaftesbury Avenue, and, passing through Leicester Square, came to one of the streets that lead into the Strand.

There was a newly fashionable restaurant here — a discreet place which had been lately discovered by the epicure. In London the reputations of restaurants rise and fade inexplicably.

He was sauntering along the rain-soaked pavement when a big limousine came noiselessly from the other end of the street and stopped before the restaurant. John Wade halted. He was not curious as to the people who were being assisted from the car by the stout commissionaire; his chief desire was not to barge into them as they crossed the pavement.

The man who got out was tall and broadly built; his head was bald, his hard, old face was covered with a hundred wrinkles.

“Come on, my dear,” he said impatiently.

He had a deep, booming voice which interested the detective.

The old man put out his hand and assisted his companion to the pavement. She was dressed in white, over which was a coat of silver tissue with a deep ermine collar. A slim, radiant figure of youth; from her coiffeured golden hair to the tips other silver shoes she was a vision of loveliness. For a moment John Wade did not see her face, and then, as she came under the overhead light, she turned her head. She did not see John Wade, but he saw her and his jaw dropped. It was Lila Smith!

They had passed into the restaurant before he could stir himself into movement. All thought of his little home in Wapping had vanished from his mind. He waited till the obsequious commissionaire had returned to his station at the door, and then strolled up to him.

“Was that Colonel Martin I saw go in there?” he asked.

The commissionaire looked at him suspiciously. It was not the first time that some stranger had endeavoured to establish the identity of ladies and gentlemen who dined at that restaurant. “No, it wasn’t,” he said.

“Queer. I could have sworn it was he,” said Wade, and would have passed the man, but the commissionaire blocked his way.

“This isn’t the way to the restaurant, sir. These are the private rooms and banquet halls. The restaurant opens on to the next street.”

John Wade saw that the man and Lila were disappearing through a glass door and had turned left, evidently to a staircase. “Now perhaps you’ll tell me something I want to know.” His voice was authoritative. “My name is Wade; I am an inspector of police. If you will call the constable who’s standing at the corner of the street he can probably identify me.”

“That’s all right, Mr. Wade.” The commissionaire was almost apologetic. “I recognise you now — I’ve seen your face in the papers. You quite understand I couldn’t answer questions—”

“I quite understand that,” said Wade amiably. “Who was that man who went in just now?”

The man shook his head. “I haven’t the slightest idea, sir. He and the young lady dine here about once a year — certainly not more often. The last time she came she was only a kid. I think he must be her father. One of the head waiters said he’s an officer in the Indian Army and only comes home every year.”

“He always brings her here, does he?”

“He may take her somewhere else, but I’ve seen them here together.’’

“And she’s always well dressed?”

“Why, yes, sir,” said the commissionaire in surprise. “She’s quite a young lady. She’s at school somewhere.”

John Wade considered the situation quickly. “What room have they got?”

“Number Eighteen.” Then the commissionaire remembered. “I can tell you his name, sir — it’ll be in the book.” He disappeared down the passage and returned very soon. “Brown — Mr. Brown. He’s a rich man, according to the head waiter. Is there anything wrong about them?” he asked anxiously.

There had been something wrong about quite a number of people who dined at the Lydbrake.

“I don’t know,” said the detective shortly. “I suppose there’s no way of getting a glimpse of them? I don’t want you to see the head waiter or make a fuss about it that’ll start people talking.”

The commissionaire thought.

“Number Nineteen isn’t occupied. You might walk up into that, Mr. Wade. I can easily tell the head waiter that you want to write a letter. But you understand, sir, I don’t know who you are — I’d probably lose my job.”

John Wade was assuring him on this point when there came on to the scene one whom John Wade was to meet again in less pleasant circumstances. The meeting was coincidental. Neither had sought the other. In such a way men meet their future wives and other men meet ruin.

Wade was aware of the swaying figure in evening dress. He stood beyond the patch of light thrown from an overhead glass canopy. As the detective moved to the entrance —

“I say — tha’s a pretty girl! Tha’s a beauty!”

He lurched into the light, a thickset young man, red of face and with a small red moustache. His pale blue eyes stared owlishly down the corridor.

“Whosh that, Bennett?”

“I don’t know their names, m’lord.”

He was rather drunk, this coarse-handed, coarse-featured young man. John Wade gave him one glance before he turned into the restaurant, and a few seconds later was walking up the softly carpeted stairs. A waiter was entering Number Eighteen as he came into the corridor, but took no notice of him. Wade opened the door of Nineteen and stepped in, closing it behind him. He felt for the light switch and found it.

He was in a small, rather ornately furnished diningroom; the walls were panelled in rosewood. At the farther end, near window, was a door which evidently led into Eighteen. He went softly to this. There was no sound of voices, and, turning the handle with great caution, he pulled the door slightly ajar, and found, to his annoyance, that there was a second door beyond.

Voices were faintly audible; the deep, gruff note of the man, the softer voice of Lila. So this was ‘the experience’! Every year, like a modern Cinderella, she doffed her old clothes and her worn-out shoes and, dressed in the best and most expensive of fashions, dined with this old man.

The whole of the evening must have been spent in preparation for this little jaunt. There must have been hairdressers called in secretly… months of preparation, of dress-fitting, all carried out secretly, under Mum’s supervision. She had not known she was going out that night, he could swear; she would have been more excited, less her placid self. He listened at the panel, could hear nothing; tried the keyhole, with no better result. Greatly daring, he turned the handle softly, but the door was locked.

He went to the light switch and turned it off, and, tiptoeing back, lay prone, his ear to the floor. There was a slight space between the bottom of the door and the carpet, and he could hear scraps of the conversation.

“…no, Mr. Brown, she’s very good to me…”

He heard the man say something about education and France; but there was curiously little conversation. From time to time the door of the room opened and closed when the waiter came in and set new dishes. Once he heard the man say something about Constantinople. He was describing the place to the girl.

If anything was said which had the slightest bearing upon their strange relationship, John Wade did not hear it. Always she addressed him as “Mr. Brown.” There was nothing to suggest they were father and daughter.

At last Wade heard the man demand his bill, and, rising, he dusted his knees, slipped out of the room, and was sitting in a taxi when the big limousine drew up to the door, and the girl and her strange companion came out. ‘Mr. Brown’ stopped only to slip a Treasury note into the commissionaire’s hand, and then the car moved off.

Both Wade’s taxicab and the driver had been well chosen; the cab was just behind the bigger car as it sped through the deserted streets of the City. They passed Aldgate, along the Mile End Road, and were near to Wapping when the car turned into a side-street and stopped. Fortunately, Wade’s cab had been a little outdistanced; he overshot the road, stopped the cab, and, springing out, reached the end of the street in time to see Lila pass into a house. Almost immediately the car moved on, disappearing round a second corner, and Wade made his way to the house.

It was a one-story villa. The windows were dark. He waited a little while, and then a second taxicab came into the street and stopped at the door. The detective strolled on, crossed the road and came back to where, from a doorway, he was able to watch what followed.

Five minutes later the door of the villa opened and Lila and a woman came out. She was wearing a black raincoat, and he guessed rather than knew that she had resumed her shabby attire. The woman he had no difficulty in recognising as Mum, even if he had not heard her sharp voice directing the cabman.

Waiting until they were gone, he again crossed the road and, opening the little iron wicket-gate, passed up the flagged path to the door of the house. By the light of his small electric torch he found the bell and pressed it. He heard it ring, but no answer came, and he rang again.

The door was fastened by a Yale lock. He went into the little forecourt and tried the front window, but the catch was fastened. Running down by the side of the house was a narrow pathway which led to the back of the premises. There was a little door here, the lock of which was easily forced with a penknife. Presently he found the kitchen door; it was locked and bolted; but he had better luck with the kitchen window, which had not been fastened.

It took him a few minutes to open this. The sash squeaked noisily, and if there had been anybody in the house they must have heard. But when he flung his leg over the sill and dropped into the darkness of the kitchen, there was no sound.

Nobody knew better than John Wade that he was satisfying his curiosity at the expense of the law, which he was most outrageously breaking; but this knowledge caused him not the slightest uneasiness, even though at that moment the police force was passing through a period of unpopularity.

The kitchen was unfurnished; the permanent dresser fixed to the wall was covered with dust. There was not so much as a strip of linoleum on the bare boards.

He opened the door and stepped into the passage. Here he had evidence that the house was used, for he found a thick carpet under his feet, though apparently nobody had ever troubled to clean it, for his feet stirred up little clouds of dust. There were pictures hanging on die wall; cheap engravings which were hardly visible under the coating of grime which covered the glass.

He opened the door of the back room. There was a bed here, covered with a dusty quilt, and the cheap furnishings of the place were in an equal state of neglect. In the front room the blinds were drawn. It had once been a very commonplace parlour, but here also the tawdry furniture had not been used for years.

Going up the carpeted stairs, he reached a landing from which three doors opened. One led to a bathroom; this had been recently used, for, as he opened the door, there came to him a waft of delicate perfume. The bathroom floor was clean; the bath itself had been used that evening, and there were towels, still damp, hanging over the back of a chair. The big mirror, too, was polished, and on the little table before it somebody had left a washleather pad and an orange stick. He found a paper bag half filled with bath salts; the soap in the dish was of a most expensive brand and was hardly used. It was here, then, that Cinderella had prepared her toilet.

He passed into the front room. It was scrupulously clean, and laid out on the bed was the dress he had seen Lila wearing, even to the silver shoes. There were no stockings; she must have been wearing those when she went away.

He made a more careful search of the room. The windows were covered with thick felt, so that it was impossible that light should escape. There was no electric current in the house; light was evidently supplied by a big paraffin table-lamp, which, after closing the door, he lit, the better to conduct his investigations.

Near the bed, let into an alcove of the wall, was a long, sunken cupboard. He tried to open this, but it fastened with a patent lock and the door was obviously of very solid construction. A table, two chairs — one of them very comfortable — a long mirror leaning against the wall and performing the function of a cheval glass — these were the only articles the room contained.

He turned out the light and made an examination of the back room. Evidently this was not used, for it bore the same appearance of neglect that he had seen in the other rooms. It contained an untidy bed which was covered by a dust-soiled linen sheet.

Wade went down the stairs slowly and thoughtfully. This house puzzled him. Did Brown, or Mum, or whoever was concerned, keep this villa vacant all the year as a changing place for Lila? And if they did…

He had reached the foot of the stairs when he heard the sound of a key being inserted in the lock of the front door. Swiftly he went back to the cover of the kitchen, and waited. The front door opened; he heard a man whispering, then the door closed. They were coming towards him. For some reason winch he could not explain, a shiver went down John Wade’s spine. He was not a nervous man, and this was an uncanny experience — more uncanny than Lila’s furtive outings.

One of them stopped at the back room, opened the door and went in. Neither showed a light, but presently Wade saw a gleam of yellow under the bottom of the closed door. There was a queer, musty smell in the house; his nostrils were very sensitive, and, even before he listened and heard the fierce chatter of a voice, he knew that the men who had passed into the back room were Chinamen.

Even as he listened, he heard a quick step on the flagstones outside, and had only time to get back to the kitchen when a third man came through the front door. He asked something in Chinese; the door opened and one of the men came out. Wade did not see the face of the newcomer, but he was European and wore a black raincoat turned up over his ears. Then he too disappeared into the room; the door was closed and locked.

The newcomer was at any rate European — that was evident from his height. Wade crept forward and listened at the door. Two voices were talking urgently; the third did not speak. There was a menace in the deeper note of the new arrival, almost a plea in the whine of the one Chinaman who spoke. Somebody came to the door and turned the handle, forgetting it was locked, and again John Wade retreated to the kitchen. Presently the lock snapped back, the handle turned and the three went out. They passed through the front door together, the last man closing it gently.

They were hardly in the street before Wade was after them. They walked together across the main arterial road, turned down a narrow street, with the detective on their trail. Presently they reached one of the waterside streets, a place of warehouses, narrow entries that gave to worn, slippery stairs leading to the dark waters of the river. They stood for a while, talking together, then one of them sat down with his back to the wall. In the uncertain light it was difficult to see which of the three it was, but he was hardly seated before the other two men moved on and became indistinct blurs in the light of the street lamps as they passed.

John Wade was in a dilemma. Did they suspect he was following them? Had this man been left to check the shadow? John walked on, came nearer and nearer to the man sitting against the wall. It was one of the Chinamen, he saw. The pavement glistened from a recent shower, but it glistened more brightly in the place where the Chinaman sat, for three little rivulets of blood were trickling down to the gutter.

John Wade’s police whistle shrilled through the empty streets. He blew as he ran swiftly in the direction the two men had taken, and presently he came upon a policeman running towards him. The policeman had met nobody. In a few minutes a dozen policemen were searching the neighbourhood, but the tall European and the Chinaman were not found.
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Late that night John Wade reported to his immediate chief.

“We found in his blouse about six ounces of platinum setting; I think, from their style, they are part of the effects of the jewel robbery,” he said. “The curious thing about the man is that he was dumb. At least, the doctor says so. No identity marks that one can find. I’ve had his fingerprints taken, and I had a big man in the Chinese colony down to see him, but he hasn’t been recognised.”

It was past midnight when John Wade arrived at ‘Mecca’, and this time he did not come alone. Golly, in his shirtsleeves, was sitting in the serving-room, smoking a short and foul clay pipe.

“Mum’s in bed, I suppose?” Wade asked.

“She’s been out tonight.”

“I know very well she’s been out,” said Wade shortly. “That’s what I want to see her about.”

Golly got down from the table on which he had been sitting, shot a baleful glare at the two detectives in the background, and disappeared. When he returned it was to summon him to Mum’s presence. She was in her sittingroom, a tight-lipped, resentful figure of a woman.

“What’s the idea?” she asked sharply.

“For the moment,” said John, “the idea is murder, and it’s a pretty bad idea.”

He saw her face fall.

“Murder?” she said incredulously.

“A Chinaman was murdered tonight by one of two men, who, previous to the murder, admitted themselves into a small house in Langras Road, where you had been earlier in the evening with Lila.”

She was not acting — her surprise was genuine. But she was not so startled that she would betray herself. Almost instantly she came back with her excuse.

“That’s right, I was in the house in Langras Road tonight. It belongs to my sister-in-law; we’ve been trying to let it for years.”

“You took Lila there?” challenged John.

“Did I say I didn’t?” she asked sourly. “I took her there to change her things. She was meeting “ — there was a pause— “her father. Do you want to know who he is, Mr. Busy, because if you do, you’re going to be disappointed.”

John Wade’s eyes narrowed. “Be very civil, Mrs. Oaks, and this will be a more or less pleasant visit. If you want to be associated with this murder you can get fresh with me. I’m not threatening you, I’m telling you the truth. If I can’t get all the information I want here, I shall take you to the station. Is that clear?”

He saw fury in the woman’s eyes, but her voice was meekness itself.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Wade, but naturally I’m a little upset. Where was he killed — in the house?”

“Did you know Chinamen used that place?” asked John.

She shook her head emphatically. “I never knew anybody used it except me. I go there every few months to tidy it up — me and Lila go.”

“Who is Lila’s father?”

But here she was adamant. “I’m not going to create any scandal — you understand what I mean. The gentleman’s got another family.”

“Does Lila know that?”

Mrs. Oaks hesitated. “No, she doesn’t. She thinks that he’s a friend interested in her. He pays for Lila’s keep, and when he’s in England, he sends me the money to dress her up and take her out to dinner with him.”

“Is he English?”

“American.” The answer came a little too quickly. “He lives on Long Island or New York or somewhere. An American gentleman. I’ve never seen Chinamen in the house, Mr. Wade, I’ll swear it. If there was any there tonight, I didn’t know about them — Chinamen frighten me anyway. You’re not going to upset the poor child by cross-examining her? She’s only just gone to bed.”

“How many sets of keys are there — I mean to the house in Langras Road?”

She considered. “I’ve only seen one set.”

“Do you keep it all the time?” She nodded. “Do you know anybody who had another set?” She was equally emphatic on this point.

Wade was convinced that she spoke the truth. At any rate, she had made no attempt to conceal the happenings of the evening. It was unprofessional in him that he felt terribly sorry for Lila at that moment: this explanation of ‘the experience’ was so obviously plausible.

Nothing could be gained by speaking to the girl — Mum Oaks seemed only too anxious to supply him with information.

“Has ‘Mr. Brown’ got a key of the house?”

She was rather startled when he used the name by which the old man was known to her. “So far as I know he hasn’t a key, and I don’t see why he should have. I’ve never told him about the house in Langras Road.”

John Wade thought a moment. “Give me those you have,” he said.

She searched a bag that was on the table, producing a ring on which one key dangled. John Wade eyed her steadily. “And the key of the cupboard.”

For a fraction of a second he saw alarm in her eyes. Cupboard? Which cupboard?”

“There’s a cupboard in the bedroom where Lila changed.”

She shook her head. “I don’t know anything about that. That’s the only key I have.”

The detective smiled. “Then I’m afraid we shall have to break open that cupboard,” he said pleasantly.

She had recovered herself immediately. “I’m afraid you will,” she said coolly. And then, suddenly, she snapped: “What do you want?”

John turned his head. Lila was standing in the doorway, wrapped in a dingy old kimono; the elegance of her hair and the whiteness of the manicured hands that held the shabby gown in place seemed oddly incongruous. She looked in surprise from Mum to John Wade.

“I — I thought — you told me to come down for some milk—”

“You can go up again,” said the woman harshly.

“Do you think she murdered the Chinaman?” asked Mum, heavily humorous. “She looks like a murderer, doesn’t she?”

He ignored her sarcasm.

“I want the name and address of Lila’s father — the man she dined with tonight.”

“I can’t give it to you,” said the woman defiantly. “I don’t know it, I tell you. You know as much as I do — he’s a Mr. Brown. Where he lives I don’t know. I usually get a telegram from him.”

“And he doesn’t know the house in Langras Road, you say?” said Wade quietly. “How does he pick her up?”

For a moment the woman was nonplussed. “A hired car comes for her, and I take her as far as St. Paul’s Churchyard, if you want to know; then I get out and he gets in.”

“Yet he brought the girl back to Langras Road,” persisted Wade. “You’re tying yourself in knots, Mrs. Oaks.”

But she was dogged on one point: the mysterious Mr. Brown had never been inside the villa.

John Wade drove back to the house of mystery, admitted himself with the key, and, there being no further need for secrecy, he carried out a very complete search of the house.

He had one shock; he found the cupboard open and empty. Somebody had been there since he left. Lila’s clothes had been thrown on to the floor, evidently to make space for the contents of the wardrobe.

The room in which the conference between the two Chinamen and the European had taken place yielded another curious clue. There was a certain dampness about this room; he found patches of wet on the floor, and one of the chairs was still moist. It had been raining steadily in the region of Wapping, and a heavy downpour came on immediately after the discovery of the murder, so that, when the dead man was taken away, his clothes were saturated. There was a reason why the European should be dry: he wore a long raincoat. But the second Chinaman…he wore only his blouse, yet he had not left any evidence of his presence.

How had they come to the house? Had they walked? Nobody had seen them, not even the taxidriver he had left at the end of the street, and who was still waiting for him, as John Wade remembered, after the discovery of the murder, his taximeter ticking expensively.

In the man’s blouse had been found a scrap of Chinese writing on a thin, narrow slip of paper. By the time Wade returned to the police station this had been interpreted. This might have been done earlier, but the paper was not found until the head of the Chinese colony had viewed the body and failed to identify it.

The sergeant at the desk handed the translation with a smile.

“No clue here, Mr. Wade. It’s just directions for finding this police station.”

John read and frowned. “He was coming here and they intercepted him. I wondered if that was the idea.”

“Was he putting up a squeak?” asked the sergeant.

“It almost looks like it.”

He went into his room. On his desk there had been laid out the twisted trinkets which had been taken from the Chinaman’s blouse. Most of them were settings from which we stones had been wrenched, and, except for one article, they were of platinum. The exception was a man’s gold signet ring, heavily worn. There was a half obliterated crest on the flat seal — a temple before which was a figure in classic robes. This was so faint that it was difficult to recover the outlines. On the inside, almost worn from visibility, were the words: “Lil to Larry.”

The room which John Wade used as an office was a small apartment leading from the charge-room, and approached from behind the sergeant’s desk. There was a window, heavily barred, and a second door leading to the courtyard. The desk was under the barred window, and the two men were leaning across this, turning over the settings, when John felt a cold draught playing about his legs. It was ordinarily a draughty room, but this discomfort was unusual, and he looked round idly to discover the cause. And then he saw something which made him turn with a jerk…

“Don’t move, either of you!” said a muffled voice behind the rubber mask. “If you shout, you’ll finish it in hell!”

Two men were in the room — one half in and half out of the doorway, the other between the door and the desk. They wore coarse black overalls; their faces were hidden behind light gas-masks, their hands were covered in tight red rubber gloves. Two heavy-calibred automatics covered the police officers.

“Step back to that wall,” said the man in the doorway, coming farther into the room, and John Wade and the sergeant obeyed. “Keep up your hands, please. It will be easier to shoot and clear then, you know.”

The man nearest the desk took two noiseless strides forward, peered down at the trinkets, selected something and backed towards the door.

John Wade was no fool. He was unarmed; the nearest pistol was in the drawer of the desk, and he had no doubt at all that, in sacrificing his own life, he would sign the death-warrant of the sergeant.

The two figures moved with uncanny quietness. John, glancing down, saw that their feet were covered with thick felt overshoes, attached to which, he guessed, were rubber soles.

They were out of the room, and the door slammed and locked, in three seconds. John made a dive for the table, pulled open the drawer, and, gun in hand, rushed into the charge-room, almost knocking down the policeman on duty at the door. He saw two figures flying along the street, but did not see the slowly moving car until he was within a dozen yards of it. The two men leaped aboard, the car accelerated noisily, and sped at a tremendous pace along the deserted thoroughfare. There was no chance of catching them. He flew back to the station, to find that the sergeant had already mustered every possible reserve.

“You’ll not catch them. Phone all stations,” said John shortly, and went back to the charge-room..

He saw at a glance what the intruders had taken — the gold signet ring had disappeared. He could now reconstruct the story of the murdered Chinaman. This man had come to betray his masters, and had brought this setting as evidence. He was dumb and unable to make himself understood, and had either brought the ring to prove the identity of some member of the gang, or had stolen it as an act of revenge. This latter seemed most likely. The IndiaRubber Men would not have taken the risk to recover the ring if some especial importance was not attached to it. A sentimental one, perhaps.

The case was clearer now. It was a crime definitely nailed to this remarkable gang.

The next morning the police threw a wide net. Every Chinese suspect was pulled in for examination. Haunts that regarded themselves as sacrosanct, so long was it since they had been raided, were subjected to police visitation. The long riverside area, the Chinese lodging-houses, the queer little dens where Orientals congregate — they were all combed. It added to the difficulties that there were in the Pool of London at that period a dozen ships which contained a fair sprinkling of Chinese hands: they were employed as cooks and stewards, and in some cases as deckhands; but no information of any value reached police headquarters from there.

Mum Oaks had paid two visits to Scotland Yard, and had been interrogated, but she could not lighten the mystery. It was unfortunate that this period followed a new order, issued by the Secretary of State, limiting the power of police interrogation; but Wade had an idea that even the terrors of the Spanish Inquisition would not have made Mum Oaks tell all she knew.

On her second and last visit he accompanied her down the stone stairs into New Scotland Yard.

“Angel,” he said extravagantly, “you are doing a very silly thing. Why the dickens don’t you tell pap all you know?”

She was in a white heat of fury. As the days had passed without the realisation of her fears, and as she had discovered the limitations of police action, her assurance and insolence had grown.

“Is that all you want of me?” she demanded.

Golly, who had been waiting for her outside, came timidly towards her, a pathetic figure.

“My poor, persecuted wife—” he began.

“You shut up!” she snapped. “Have you anything more to say to me?”

“Nothing, child,” said Wade, unpleasantly, “except that when I do get the IndiaRubber Men—”

“The IndiaRubber Men!” she sneered. “A fat lot you’ll do with the IndiaRubber Men! Didn’t they come into the police-station and pinch a ring—”

She had said too much. Her lips closed like a rat-trap; but it was too late.

“How did you know that, Mrs. Oak?” His voice was silky. “Now, who’s been telling you all about that ring?” She did not answer. “Nobody knew but four people; I was one of them, Sergeant Crewe was one; the other two were the gentlemen who made the call.” He waited.

“It’s all over London,” she said at last. “You don’t suppose fellows would do a thing like that without telling the world, do you?”

She expected to be held for further cross-examination. To her surprise and relief, he waved his hand at the archway standing at the entrance of the Yard. “Pass along,” he said good-humouredly. And then, as a parting shot: “Remember me to your boy friend in the wardrobe.” When he winked at her, Mum Oaks could have killed him.

By a peculiar combination of circumstances Inspector Wade was within twentyfour hours of meeting the boy friend face to face.

What the police called the Haymarket incident occurred about ten o’clock that night. This is the hour when the West End is more or less of a wilderness. The theatres are full; the waiting cars stand in rows along dark back streets in their vicinity; and the traffic in Piccadilly Circus is so light that there is practically no need for control. Later, when the theatres empty, there will be chaos, but at ten o’clock the streets are a paradise for the timid motorist.

Two men walked down the Haymarket at a leisurely pace and turned towards St. James’s Square. They were talking together as they sauntered, and apparently did not notice the woman who stood on the corner of the square. A policeman who was walking in the same direction, and following them, saw the woman suddenly dart forward to one of the men and grip him by the coat. The policeman saw the scuffle, heard the shrill, screaming voice of the man’s assailant, and, running forward, pulled the woman away. “I know you!” she screamed.

By this time two other officers were running towards the four people, and one of those crowds which come from nowhere in London had gathered.

“No, I don’t know the woman,” said the taller man. “She just flew at me. Let her go — I think she’s drunk.”

“I’m sober — you know I’m sober, Starcy. That’s your name — Starcy!”

She struggled violently in the grip of the two policemen.

“I’m afraid you’ll have to charge her, sir,” said the officer who had been first on the spot.

The man who had been assaulted would have made his escape, but now it was impossible.

“I shan’t prosecute. Here’s my card…no, my name is not Starcy. I’ve never seen the woman before.”

He said something under his breath to the policeman, but the constable shook his head.

“Can’t be done, sir,” he said.

And then there appeared another in the queer little drama. A stout, redfaced man pushed his way through the crowd. He was slightly inebriated, and evidently the policeman knew him, for he touched his helmet.

“Good evening, m’lord.”

“What’s the trouble, eh? Bit of a scrap?”

“It’s all right, Lord Siniford, there’s just a little disturbance. I don’t think I’d wait here if I were you.”

The gaunt-faced woman, held by the two policemen, suddenly strained forward and peered at the lordly intruder.

“Tommy!” she breathed. “You remember Anna, Tommy?…I used to give you cakes, Tommy. You remember Anna?”

The newcomer gasped at her.

“Good God!” he croaked. “Why, Anna…”

And then, with a sudden jerk, she released herself from the policeman’s grasp, and, gripping the man by the shoulder, began to speak in a rapid undertone.

“Eh? What’s that?” Lord Siniford’s voice was shrill. “What’s that?”

The policeman pulled her back, and began to edge her through the crowd. Lord Siniford stood, staring after her, oblivious of the curious glances which were turned upon him. Then, with an oath, he followed the policemen and their prisoner. His face had lost some of its colour; he was breathing heavily, and was considerably more sober than he had been when he had intruded upon the scene.
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Inspector Wade had a small cottage in Wapping. It stood at the end of a drab street and was surprisingly rural in its surroundings, for it boasted a small garden and at least three limetrees. That section of Wapping society which takes an uncharitable view of the probity of police officers pointed to the fact that the property was Mr. Wade’s own freehold, and hinted at secret malpractices which had made him wealthy. The fact that the house and the little bit of land had been left to him by his father, who had lived in it all his life, did not lessen the suspicions of his neighbours, who never lived anywhere longer than their defrauded landlords permitted. By their code, all police officers grow rich from illicit practices — from the acceptance of bribes, to a little private thieving on their own.

Wade had an ex-police officer as servant and caretaker, a very wise choice, for there were times when his unpopularity might have produced unpleasant results. As it was, two attempts had been made by the Wapping Lot to enter the house. Once a fire had been started at the back of the premises, and once, when he brought Liddy Coles to the scaffold, his windows had been smashed, and he had found a revolver bullet embedded in the wall of his sittingroom.

He had fallen into his first sleep when the telephone bell rang, and he heard the melancholy voice of Inspector Elk.

“Remember that suicide you pulled out of the river — the woman you were talking about?”

“Anna?” asked John Wade sleepily. At the moment he was not interested in would-be suicides.

“That’s the lady. She was pinched tonight for assaulting Captain Aikness.” He spelt the word. “Of the good ship Seal of Troy.”

“This is very sensational. Inspector,” said John sarcastically. “But have you called me out of my warm bed—”

“Hold hard,” said Elk. “She was bailed out by Lord Siniford “ — he spelt the name laboriously— “a soak who’s got a flat in St. James’s Street. Does that interest you?”

“I’m thrilled,” snarled Wade.

“Wait a bit,” urged Elk’s plaintive voice. “That gold signet ring was found in the woman’s hand when she was brought in. She couldn’t account for it…she had a fit of hysterics, and we had to bring in the divisional surgeon. When they opened her hand they found die ring.”

John Wade was wide awake now. He thought quickly. “Did he know her?”

“Apparently he did. She knew him — called him Tommy, or something. I wouldn’t have called you up if it hadn’t been for the ring.”

“I’ll be up in a quarter of an hour,” said Wade.

He dressed quickly, got out his motorcycle and drove through the drizzle to Scotland Yard. That Elk should be at Scotland Yard at two in the morning was not remarkable. He seldom left before. What he did nobody knew. His detractors advanced the theory that he had no home, but this was hardly true.

The ring had been sent to the Yard and was lying on a sheet of white paper on Elk’s table when the detective arrived.

“Why did they let her out on bail?”

“The ring wasn’t identified until she’d gone. The sergeant happened to look inside and remembered the report. Naturally, the divisional inspector sent down to Lord Siniford’s flat to pull her in, but Siniford wasn’t there, nor was the woman.”

Wade knew Lord Siniford by reputation. He was loosely described as a man-about-town. He lived in an expensive flat in St. James’s Street, and was a member of one or two clubs which were not particular as to the status or private character of their membership.

Siniford was the holder of an impoverished peerage. He had neither land nor money; the American marriage he had made had not proved successful, either from his or his wife’s point of view, and had been dissolved. He had appeared on the boards of a few shaky companies; was so constantly in the County Court that he became an institution; had even been reduced to sleeping on the Thames Embankment. Then, unexpectedly, money had come to him, nobody knew whence. His debts were paid off, and it was generally believed that, whilst he had no great command of wealth, he must be in receipt of a respectable income.

His late wife was given the credit of being his benefactor, but this proved to be untrue when her father sued him for some money he had borrowed during his brief married life.

He was a frequenter of bars, an occasional visitor to racecourses; had owned a couple of horses, but had retired from the Turf with some precipitation after an inquiry into the running of one of them.

The police knew him as a goodnatured creature, but their respect for him was somewhat tempered by information which came to their hands, but which need not be particularised in a narrative which may be read by young people.

He had not returned when John Wade arrived at the flat, and his slovenly servant could volunteer no precise information. “His lordship comes here when he likes,” he said vaguely. Police, are you? All, yes, they’ve been here before. His lordship bailed a woman out, but they didn’t come here.”

“Has he got a car?” asked John Wade.

“Yes; he keeps it at a garage — I don’t know the name of it.”

“Then remember, will you?” snapped the detective.

The servant’s memory returned conveniently, and John went on to a garage off Dean Street and learned that the car had been taken out just before midnight.

He had finished his inquiries and had come out into the street, when he saw a little car turn the corner and approach him, slowing at the garage entrance. A man got out, and John Wade recognised in Lord Siniford the man he had seen at the entrance of the restaurant on the night Lila Smith and her mysterious guardian had dined tete-a-tete.

He lost no time in preamble.

“I’m a police officer. Lord Siniford; my name is Wade.”

The man stared at him nearsightedly.

“Oh, I know you. You were the bird I saw the other night. The commissionaire told me who you were. What do you want?”

“I want to see the woman for whom you stood bail.”

“Oh, you do, do you?” Lord Siniford was a little amused. “Well, my dear fellow, you’d better go and find her.”

He was perfectly sober: either the drive or some shock had produced this effect.

“I believe she called you Tommy. You knew her?”

“Don’t ask me silly questions, my good fellow.”

“Do you know her?”

“Not from a crow,” said his lordship cheerfully.

“Then will you explain why you bailed her, and stated to the police sergeant that you had known her for some years?”

The request took his lordship aback.

“Well, I do know her. She’s an old servant of our family — Anna Smith.”

“Make it Robinson,” suggested Wade unpleasantly. He expected an outburst, but it did not come. “Where have you taken her?” Wade broke the awkward silence which followed.

“She asked me to put her down near her house in Camberwell,” was the glib reply.

“It doesn’t take you two hours to get from here to Camberwell and back, does it?”

He heard the man breathing heavily. “I refuse to make any statement to police. I’ve simply taken her to her house in Camberwell—”

Wade interrupted him:

“She stated at the police station that she lived in Holloway, which seems a long way from Camberwell. Lord Siniford, I think you would be wise if you told me all you know about this woman. I have a very special reason for asking. A ring was found in her possession which was stolen a few days ago from a police station. It is very necessary that I should see her at once and question her on that subject.”

“A ring?” Siniford was obviously puzzled “I don’t know anything about a ring She didn’t tell me…” And then, rousing himself “I can’t tell you any more about this woman than I have told you She lives in Camberwell somewhere — at least, that’s where I dropped her She’ll appear tomorrow at the police station, I suppose, or it’ll cost me a tenner.”

John Wade smiled in the darkness. “Suppose you’ve taken her to some place where we can’t see her and can’t question her?”

Lord Siniford was aroused. “You’re damned impertinent!” he said loudly “I’ve simply done a good, kind — er — Christian act for an old servant of the family — dash it! could a gentleman do any less? And here you’re telling me that I’m helping a common — er — thief who steals rings! It’s disgraceful! I shall see the Chief Commissioner in the morning.”

“See him tonight,” said Wade “I’ll give you his telephone number.”

There was nothing to be got out of this man. The only thing to do was to wait for the woman to be charged at Marlborough Street, and he was in attendance at the court when her name was called. There was no response, but a solicitor, evidently instructed at the eleventh hour by Siniford, rose and said that his clerk had not been able to get in touch with the woman.

“He’s taken her to the country somewhere,” said Wade to the local inspector “Do you know anything about him?”

The officer shook his head. “No, except that he’s the usual kind of waster one meets up West.”

“Has he a country house?”

The inspector smiled. “No, he hasn’t I’ll tell you something, though,” he said, remembering “In the old days he got into quite a lot of trouble by taking country cottages and leaving without paying his rent. He’s probably rented a place on the river — that was his pet hunting ground. I’ve known him to take as many as three houses in a year, and bilk each landlord in turn. Since he’s had money he’s probably given up that game, but he may still have a weakness for the river. I’ll put through an inquiry.”

The inquiry, however, proved to be unproductive, when it was minuted on to Wade.

If the accused did not attend, neither had the prosecutor. John had been anxious to see the assaulted man and discover from him some cause for the demented Anna’s action. And here the case came within his province, for the Seal of Troy was lying in the Pool. He had seen her several times as he had passed up and down the river, a 5,000-ton tramp, differing from no other tramp save that she had two funnels. She was lying in midstream, taking in a cargo of machinery. He had seen the heavily laden lighters at her side, had watched the huge packing-cases being swung into her hold.

At three o’clock that afternoon his launch came up by the companionway and he went up the side of the ship. He was met by a dark-faced officer, who, he thought, was a South American.

“Captain Aikness is ashore,” he said. “I am the second officer.”

John Wade showed his card and was conducted down the companionway to a small and surprisingly well furnished saloon. The walls were panelled with mahogany; there were two or three deep leather armchairs, and at the end of the saloon a small fireplace.

“This is the officers’ diningroom,” explained his guide. “It is our good fortune that we have an owner who treats officers like human beings — it is appreciated. Will you sit down, Mr. Wade?”

John Wade sat down on one of the leather-covered chairs flanking the long mahogany table that ran down the centre of the saloon.

“Captain Aikness had some little trouble, I believe, late last night. A woman attacked him in London, and there has been a police-court prosecution,” said the second officer, his dark eyes fixed upon John. “I hope she was not sent to prison? Captain Aikness was very distressed.”

“She was not sent to prison because she didn’t appear,” said John. “She jumped her bail.”

The officer’s eyebrows rose. “Indeed? That is very satisfactory. I will tell the captain when he returns.”

There was nothing to be gained by waiting. John Wade followed his conductor to the upper deck, took a polite farewell and descended to his waiting launch.

“Take her round the bow of this boat,” he ordered, and the little launch circled out into the stream, turned under the sharp bows of the Seal of Troy and came back along the shore side. Wade had no other intention than to bring the launch into slack water and to avoid two lighters which were being manoeuvred to the side of the ship. Looking up incuriously at the hull, he saw, towards the stern, three big, square portholes, and wondered if the owner provided sleeping accommodation as luxurious as the saloon. The portholes were open. From one of these a pair of short blue curtains were blowing. It was these that attracted his attention to the ‘window’.

The launch was opposite the middle of the three when he saw through the porthole the face of a man. Only for a second — a brown, wrinkled face and a glistening, bald head. Almost as he saw it, the man withdrew quickly from view, but not quickly enough. John Wade had recognised the mysterious Mr. Brown, who once a year took Lila Smith to dine at a fashionable restaurant.
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There was no shadow of doubt that it was the man; less doubt that that man was Captain Aikness. John’s lips opened to order the return of the launch to the companionway, but he checked himself. If he went back: he would hear merely a repetition of the lie that Captain Aikness was not on board. He had no authority to search the ship; there was no excuse for a warrant for a search. Did the man know he was recognised? Why should he? So far as he knew, Wade had never seen him, unless —

What communication was there between Captain Aikness and ‘Mecca’? Was the common interest of Mum Oaks and the skipper of the Seal of Troy entirely confined to the well-being and care of Lila? She had said she did not know who ‘Mr. Brown’ was. But Mum was a liar of liars.

“Go downstream for half a mile, then turn up again,” he instructed his sergeant. “When you come up, keep close inshore, so that we pass the Seal of Troy as near as possible.”

The lighters had been fastened alongside by the time the launch; came back abreast of the big tramp. There was an officer on the aft bridge, directing the stowage. Two or three men, obviously labourers, stood around the hatchway. There was no sign either of the South American officer or of the man he had glimpsed.

The launch passed the ship slowly; it was moving against a heavy tide. Once clear, it turned to cross the river. Wade took up a pair of glasses and carefully scrutinised the portholes. He thought once he saw a face appear and disappear at a square, window-like opening, but it might have been imagination. He put down the glasses and stood up.

“Make for Favy Stairs,” he ordered.

The launch heeled over as the tide swung the stern of the launch downstream.

Smack!

Something hit the cover of the little cabin amidships, smashing the glass and ripping a strut of the wooden frame to splinters.

“For Gawd’s sake,” cried the startled engineer.

“Go right ahead and take no notice,” interrupted John.

“What was it, Mr. Wade? Are you hurt?”

Wade had stumbled forward on his knees. “A crazy seagull, dear lad. Don’t ask such damned silly questions!” he growled. “As for me — I’m dead. Wait till the inquest before you speak again!”

The nerve of it, in broad daylight! The shot had come from the ship; there was no doubt about that. The roar and rattle of the derricks would drown the sound of a shot, even if they had not used a silencer. But the nerve of it! His emotion at the moment was one of unfeigned admiration.

The launch came to a floating station and tied up. “Help me ashore — I’ll rest a bit heavily — that’s propaganda,” he ordered.

It was a picturesquely wounded man who was hauled and carried across the float. He calculated that the bullet had missed him by less than an inch — it had only been the swerve of the stern as she caught the tide that had saved his life.

Half an hour later three chiefs from Scotland Yard arrived by car and inspected the damage before they returned to the cabin where John was concealed.

“It may have been some rat laying for you. Wade. There are a dozen places they can shoot from the shore, and God knows you’re not popular.”

“Rats do not carry rifles — they’re rather difficult to conceal,” said Wade.

The chief nodded.

“If you searched the ship you’d find nothing, and you’d probably lose a lot. You can bet your life they expect a search, and they’ve got forty-five alibis all sitting up and making noises! What do you suggest?”

“Send a police boat with a couple of officers inquiring down the river as to whether they’ve seen or heard a rifle fired,” said Wade. “Send them on to the Seal of Troy to make their inquiries there. Let ’em drag every ship, barge, riverside wharf. I don’t think it would be a bad idea if a hint was dropped that I was badly hurt. A few bandages, a sling, and a motor-ambulance is indicated.”

“That kid’s right,” said Inspector Elk. “I’ll take you home myself and stay with you. I’m one of the finest nurses that ever took a job as a policeman.”

A little later, that section of Wapping society which had criminal sympathies was gratified to see a motor-ambulance drawn up at the door of John Wade’s house, a stretcher tenderly withdrawn and borne into the house.

“He’s got what was coming to him!” said an exultant spectator. “And he’s been askin’ for it!”

They worked very late on the Seal of Troy. Great branch lamps overhung her sides and the big packing-cases which filled the lighters went up one by one at the end of a long steel hawser. From one of these a grimy-looking labourer climbed up the monkey ladder and reached the deck, without his arrival attracting any attention. Even the dark-faced South American officer, watching the operations from the after-bridge, did not notice his appearance. The man kept to the shadows, and was an interested audience, for riverside labourers will talk.

“…Couple of river coppers came here, wanted to know who’d been shooting. Did you hear any shooting. Harry?”

“Lies,” retorted some unknown and unseen cynic. “The police are always pretendin’ something’s happenin’ on the river. They just make it up.”

“They’ve been to every ship in the Pool. There was three blokes makin’ inquiries…and they say Wade has croaked!”

The listener smiled to himself and threw another glance at the entrance to the alleyway. An ugly little quartermaster was on duty there. The port alleyway was locked and bolted. It was impossible to mount the companionway without coming immediately under the observation of the dark-faced officer on the bridge.

The quartermaster-guard was interested in the loading of the ship. Once or twice he had strolled forward a few paces to see a load dropped in the hold, and now came a diversion: one of the big packing-cases swung against the side of the hold, the sling slipped; there was a wild hubbub of warning voices, and the quartermaster walked away from the door. Immediately the shabby stranger darted through. He had to pass the galley, but the cook’s back was turned to him, and presently he reached a narrow transverse alleyway from which descended a companion ladder.

Ordinarily, the quarters of ship’s officers on a tramp are on the boat-deck, but either the Seal of Troy carried passengers, or else the officers were quartered in the cabins which gave from this alleyway. They were all locked save one, in which a light was burning. It was a large cabin with a bunk, under which was a number of drawers. There were two armchairs and a couch, and on the steel walls a number of framed etchings. On a small desk he saw the portrait of a middle-aged woman in a frame. It was better than most captains’ cabins that he had seen on tramp steamers, and apparently all the accommodation on this deck was equally comfortable.

He came to the end of the companionway and found himself in a dim unlighted place which he recognised as the lobby of the officers’ dining saloon. The port and starboard doors of the saloon were closed, and obviously he could not reach the cabin where he had caught that momentary view of Mr. Brown’s face without passing through the saloon.

He tried one door: it was locked. He passed to the other: this also was locked. As he released his hold of the handle he had a sense of danger, and sank down behind the cover afforded by a turn of the companionway. He had hardly done so before the door was jerked open and a man came out.

The lobby was in semi-darkness. The officers’ saloon was brightly illuminated, and the man was plainly visible. He wore the uniform of a ship’s officer; the detective recognised him instantly. It was Mr. Raggit Lane, that visitor of Mum Oaks’s whom he had surprised on one memorable occasion.

Lane peered into the dark lobby.

“Nobody,” he said to somebody inside.

And then there came a deep, booming voice.

“I saw the handle turn. Don’t be a fool — go and look. It may have been one of the quartermasters wanting something.”

John Wade grinned to himself. It was the voice of Lila’s guardian: there was no mistaking that bellow of sound. He heard Lane grumble something, then the door closed. Through the panel he heard the sound of that tremendous voice.

“Go and look, damn you!”

Wade came out of his place of concealment and was up the companion before the door opened again. He was now on the top deck, partially illuminated by the reflection of the branch lamps. From somewhere forward came the clang of the ship’s bell, and then the detective saw a man standing at the head of the companion ladder, looking over into the water. Amidships there was a small space between two tanks, and into this he squeezed. As he did so, he heard the watcher by the ladder call a name, and out of the shadows came another man. There was a brief colloquy, and the second sailor went down the companion to the officers’ saloon. He was gone a few minutes, and when he returned it was with Raggit Lane.

Somebody was at the ship’s side. The watch on the companion ladder had gone down to interrogate the visitor, and Lane followed. He was out of sight for some time; when he came back he was alone. He crossed the deck and disappeared. Evidently he was consulting with Captain Aikness, for after a while he returned, and, leaning over the rail, hailed the man in the boat.

“Come up, sir,” he said. “The captain will receive you.”

There was light enough to see his saturnine face, ample light to recognise the visitor who came puffing up the ladder, cursing at its steepness, for Lord Siniford was no athlete.

“I’m sorry to bother you, my dear fellow,” he said tremulously, “so very late at night, but it’s most important and urgent business…I must see the captain. I left my man in the boat to take me off, and there’s a couple of fellows with him. I told ’em if I didn’t come off, to go ashore and tell somebody all about it—”

“You needn’t worry, Lord Siniford. We would put you ashore ourselves, but if you prefer to go in your own launch, by all means do,” said the suave Mr. Lane.

Wade heard scraps of the conversation, but he was too astounded to take in any more than that Lord Siniford had come in some apprehension, and had made careful preparations against the danger which he anticipated.

The man on guard at the companion ladder stood with his back to the bulwarks, whistling softly. If it had been possible for John Wade he would have squeezed his way through to the opposite deck, for he was growing very uncomfortable; one of the tanks contained hot water. But when he tried he found his way blocked by a stanchion.

To his relief, the lookout man turned his attention to the boat lying against the ship’s side.

“Cast off that cutter,” he said in a tone of authority. “Tie up to the lighter.”

The reply which came from the dark water was unprintable, and the lookout man was amused. During the little interlude which followed. Wade squeezed his way back to the deck, and, slipping through the companion, gained the shoreward deck. What business could have brought Lord Siniford to this ship, except the urgent business of Anna and that assault which had taken place the night before? His garage had been watched all the morning, but his car had not been taken out, and he had slipped his shadowers. Little doubt that he had been with Anna all that day, and it was the result of what he had heard from that had brought him to the Seal of Troy that night.

Wade wanted badly to see the men’s quarters. There was no sign of deckhands; the men on duty were of the quartermaster type. He tried to find an entrance to the engine-room amidships, but realised that it must be forward or in the well deck aft, both of which were too brilliantly illuminated for him to cross.

The lobby to the officers’ diningroom was faintly illuminated. He made his way down, hoping that the door was not too thick. He could hear a rumble of voices…Aikness was there, and once he heard the strident note of Lord Siniford, but could not distinguish his words.

There was nothing to do now but to go back the way he came. He turned and stopped. Standing in the alleyway was Raggit Lane, his hand thrust deep into the pocket of his pea-jacket, an amused smile on his sneering face.

“Do you want anything, my man?”

“No, sir,” said John Wade. “I was looking for a glass of water.”

“You’ve come on board from one of the lighters, I suppose?”

John knew instantly that he had been recognised and that the man was playing with him. There was a gun in his pocket — Wade could see the muzzle covering him. He made no sign that he recognised he was in danger. From his waistband he took a small tobacco box, opened it, and, carefully selecting a round, black plug, made to bite at it, and then, as if changing his mind, threw it through the open porthole.

“Suppose you and I have a little talk—” began Lane.

He stopped at that moment and turned his head to the porthole. Something was burning greenly on the river below. The sickly reflection of it showed on the white ceiling of the lobby.

“Just to tell them I’m here,” smiled John pleasantly. “There are three police boats alongside, and before I left them I said: ‘If things look troublesome I shall throw out a signal.’ It ignites when it touches water — you know the chemical, Mr. Lane?”

Lane’s face went dark. “There’s no kick coming, is there?”

“Not now that your hand is out of your pocket,” said Wade. “In a few minutes I shall be asking you to show me that gun of yours, and if you give me any trouble about it, I don’t think you’ll sail with the Seal of Troy.”

Raggit Lane forced a smile.

“You river police are scared sick. We had a man here—”

“Spare me your recital. I know you had a man here, or two men here, looking for the gentleman who was such a rotten shot that he missed me at a hundred and fifty yards.”

He saw the man’s face twitch.

“Does that touch your amour propre?” He turned his head as the sound of heavy feet came from the deck. “It’s all right, sergeant. Send a man down. Now I’ll see that gun of yours, Mr. Raggit Lane.”

Reluctantly the man took the pistol from his pocket. At that moment the door of the saloon opened and the big bulk of Captain Aikness appeared. This time he made no attempt to conceal himself.

“What’s all this racket?” he asked harshly.

“Captain Aikness, I believe?”

The old man towered half a head above him.

“I’m just asking your officer to explain why he’s carrying a pistol. He can probably produce the necessary licence.”

The old man glowered at him.

“A ship’s officer is allowed to carry a gun — you know that, Mr. What’s-your-name.”

“Wade is my name, captain.” There was a twinkle in John Wade’s eyes. “Wholly unfamiliar to you, I’m sure.”

“I’ve never heard of you before,” said the other shortly, and again John smiled.

“Then Mum Oaks is as dumb as that unfortunate Chink whose throat was cut, either by another Chinaman or by” — he looked at Raggit Lane— “a rather thin gentleman who wore a raincoat, which,” he said carefully, “was not unlike yours. Lane. Have you a licence for this gun?”

“It’s not necessary,” stormed the captain.

“It is necessary in the Port of London if it is carried on the person,” said Wade. “I’ll keep this.” He slipped the pistol into his pocket. “You know where to apply for it.”

He paused, with one foot on the lowest step of the companionway. “Siniford would like to go ashore with me, perhaps?”

“Lord Siniford has decided to stay the night on board,” was the surprising reply. “If you don’t believe that, you’d better ask him — but why you should butt into my business I’d like to know!”

He stood aside for Wade to pass. Lord Siniford sat in one of the deep armchairs, a cigar between his teeth, apparently at ease. He gaped quickly at the untidy-looking man who came into the saloon, and did not for a moment recognise him. When he did he jumped up.

“What do you want?” he asked rapidly. “It’s no use coming here; I can’t give you any information.”

“Are you going ashore tonight?”

“I’m staying aboard tonight, my dear fellow,” said the other testily. “My friend Captain Aikness has very kindly put a cabin at my disposal.”

He avoided the detective’s eyes; obviously he was uneasy about something. John thought it was the embarrassment of being discovered on the ship at all.

The detective came back to the lobby.

“Satisfied?” said Aikness contemptuously.

“Quite satisfied.”

He looked down at the rubber-tiled deck, and then: “We found your signet ring. You can come along and get it when you like.”

The big man blinked at him. “A signet ring? I don’t know what you mean. I’ve lost no signet ring,” he said.

Wade nodded. “I’ve an idea it might have been pulled off your hand when the woman was struggling with you. A ring with the crest of a temple and a figure of Aphrodite. Has that any significance for you?”

“None,” said the captain instantly.

“It has for me,” said John Wade. “Those figures represent the ancient seal of Troy. Rather a coincidence, captain. I don’t know what the new seal of Troy is “ — he kept his eyes fixed upon the blue eyes of the captain— “maybe an IndiaRubber Man, with a gun in one hand and a rope found his neck!”

The face of Captain Aikness was a mask. For a moment he tried to outstare John Wade, then, turning on his heel, he strode back into the saloon and slammed the door behind him.
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John Wade came back to the police float, to find the three Scotland Yard men awaiting him.

“I don’t know what we can do,” said the chief after he had finished his narrative. “A search warrant would probably discover nothing. We haven’t any evidence to connect this ship with the IndiaRubber Men. She’s registered at Rio and sails under the Brazilian flag. If you searched the ship from stem to stern you would find nothing that would justify an arrest, and you couldn’t possibly connect these people with the IndiaRubber Men. I’m. Getting the boat checked up; probably it will be ready by the time we get back to the Yard. You had better come along.”

It was a very elaborate and thorough piece of data which the clerical department had prepared. The Seal of Troy was once a unit in the Seal Line; had been purchased by a Brazilian named Dumarez ten years before, when a comparatively new boat. A careful scrutiny of Lloyd’s List had enabled the police to check her movements. From the police point of view these were curiously unsatisfactory. She had certainly been in London, and once in New York, when the IndiaRubber Men had been active, but there were many crimes attributed to this gang which were committed when she was thousands of miles from the scene of the robberies.

But Wade examined the typewritten record and made a discovery. Though she might be on the other side of the Atlantic when a crime was committed within reach of Marseilles, the Seal of Troy had invariably called at Marseilles within two months of the robbery.

“But the cost of running a ship is prohibitive,” protested somebody. “You could not use a five thousand tonner as a blind—”

The chief pushed a piece of paper towards him.

“That argument doesn’t hold water,” he said. “The ship pays a dividend on its trading. And look at this total: it represents the amount of property stolen by the IndiaRubber Men. Without reckoning bonds which are not negotiable, it runs to a million and a half in ten years, and that is only part of the loot. There’s a heap we can’t check up.” He surveyed the total gloomily.

“Now I’ll tell you something “ — it was Elk who spoke— “if you get a warrant to search that ship you’ll find nothing. At the first suggestion of a raid everything that’s incriminating will be dumped in the river or destroyed some other way.”

In the middle of the night the highest authority was consulted. The advice was tendered to leave the Seal of Troy untouched.

All that night, watchers on land and river kept the ship under observation, and when Lord Siniford landed at seven o’clock in the morning he was shadowed back to his flat in St. James’s Street, whereupon he went to bed, and was not seen for the rest of the day.

At three o’clock in the afternoon the Seal of Troy cast off its last lighter and went slowly down river. In the evening it came to Gravesend, where it was boarded by a medical officer and his assistants. Information had come from London, explained the officer politely, that there was a suspected case of infectious disease on board, and he was not satisfied until he and his men had made a very thorough scrutiny of all reachable parts of the ship. Captain Aikness accompanied him to the companionway and nodded a grim farewell.

“I’m afraid you won’t have very much to tell Scotland Yard,” he said, and the ‘medical officer’ smiled cryptically.

The Seal of Troy was spoken off Dungeness, and later sighted and reported in the Atlantic. On the fourth day after her departure, John Wade received a radio message from the ship: ‘When I come back to London I would like to have a little talk with you.’

It was signed “Aikness.”

“That tells me a lot,” said John Wade. “What an artist!”

But he did not explain his meaning.

“Anyway,” said Elk, to whom he showed the message, “we’re going to have a little peace from the Inja-Rubber Men.”

His prophecy was premature. At ten o’clock that night a policeman saw smoke curling from the upper window of an empty store in Oxford Street. They were premises recently occupied by a furrier who had gone bankrupt. The policeman gave the alarm, and in a few minutes fire engines were on the spot. The flames spread with great rapidity; a district call was issued, and Oxford Street was filled with fire tenders and half the local police reserves were rushed to control the crowd.

Fires are very interesting things. The two plainclothes officers who had been specially told off to patrol round the island site on which Northland’s Bank was situated were attracted to the front of the premises, the more so since their position gave them a clear view. The Northland Bank carried a very large reserve of currency. There was an armed night policeman, but even he was interested in the fire and was peering through the window of the main office, when a cord was slipped over his neck and he was pulled down.

There was a light burning in this office all the night, and had the two private detectives turned their heads, they must have seen the assault—if they had looked at the psychological moment.

By the time the fire was subdued, and it had ceased to be a fascinating spectacle, the outside guard discovered that a back door had been forced, and, rushing into the premises, came across a half-dead caretaker, a steel door that stood wide open, and a practically empty bullion vault.

Only one man had seen the robbery: an old street tramp who slept at night in such doorways as afforded him shelter. He had seen too many exciting incidents to be attracted to the fire, and knew, moreover, that on such occasions the police have little sympathy with sightseeing tramps. He had been awakened by the appearance of a motorcar, and had seen three men alight and melt, as it seemed, through the door at the back of the bank premises. The witness did not even know it was the bank premises, and would hardly have noticed the intruders again but for the fact that the roof of the burning building fell in, a brilliant light showed for a moment in the sky, and not only awakened him but enabled him to see the strange creatures in black, pear-shaped objects dangling from their belts and their faces covered with rubber and mica masks. Even then the slow-witted man thought they were firemen, wearing some special appliance, and not till after the bank robbery did he volunteer his information to a policeman, and was surprised and flattered to discover that his story was believed.

As to which direction the car had taken, there was no information. The police knew from long experience that the IndiaRubber Men always followed the most crowded route. Literally, for them, there was safety in numbers.

John Wade, stepping into his launch for the morning patrol, had a private and confidential dispatch which told him no more than he had read in the late editions of the morning newspapers. A commentary on the happening was supplied later by a jubilant river thief who, his legs dangling over the edge of a wharf at which John, in the course of his duty, tied up, offered a few oblique criticisms of police methods. Sniffy had reason for jubilation, for, by a gross error of justice and a lot of hard swearing, he had succeeded in establishing his innocence at a recent sessions.

“I wonder all you officers don’t fix your ‘earts an’ minds on gettin’ these ‘ere Inja-Rubber Men, Mr. Wade. You’re wastin’ your time lookin’ for poor little hooks — everybody knows you can swear their lives away. But these Inja-Rubber Men have got you stone cold.”

John Wade, sitting in the stern of the boat whilst his sergeant climbed ashore to make an inquiry, grinned at his late victim.

“I’m not looking for thieves, sweetheart; I’m studying perjury. One of these days I’m going to get you ten years, Sniffy, and the night you go in, I’m sending a big donation to the Home for Lost Dogs.”

Sniffy sniffed hard. “That’s maliciousness pure an’ simple,” he said helplessly. “I wouldn’t have your disposition for a million pounds, Mr. Wade.”

“You’d cut your own mother’s throat for a ten-pound note,” retorted John Wade.

Sniffy did not sniff at this — he snorted.

The sergeant came back at this moment, and as the boat turned into midstream Sniffy shouted a parting gibe:

“Mind them Inja-Rubbers don’t rub you out!”

John waved his hand cheerfully.

Between the river thieves and the police there was a deeper hostility than between the shore police and their shore confreres. And yet there was a deeper understanding; a certain camaraderie of the river, difficult to define. Your river rat showed fight, where the landsman would have taken his arrest quietly. Difficult to reform, less susceptible to the influence of missions and improvement societies. But in a queer way he was very proud of the efficiency of the force which worked to his undoing.

John Wade completed his round, leaving his most important call till the last. The ‘Mecca’ was not an easy place to reach. There was one set of rotting wooden stairs, which were occasionally used for landing, but he preferred the accessibility of Fraser’s Wharf which connected the frontage.

Fraser’s Wharf, with its gaunt sheds, had been deserted until two months ago. There was no secret about Fraser’s Wharf; indeed, there was no secret about any of the businesses which front upon the river. Their inner histories were known; the solvency of the great ironworks, the reasons why this or that foundry failed, the difficulties and troubles of warehousing companies, were common property. The river watermen knew that Grigley’s Shipbuilding Yard was tottering to financial destruction, at a time when its shareholders were blissfully expecting a dividend. Likewise, they knew that Fraser’s Wharf had remained empty for so long because of a Chancery action, and they regarded the place as being degraded when it suffered a rough-and-ready conversion into a garage.

There was no reason why Fraser’s Wharf should not have enjoyed a certain amount of prosperity, for it was the one front where barges could lie alongside at low tide. Either the bottom had been dredged or there was a natural channel here, and whilst other barges lay at crazy angles on the mud, those that tied up at Fraser’s sat on a level keel.

Unfortunately for the dead and gone Fraser, the frontage was too short; only one barge could lie up and unload at a time; and since other wharfage was available near by, the source of revenue from this service was a scanty one.

Wade tied up at the stairs, mounted to the wharf, and, stepping over the wire fence, walked along the front of the ‘Mecca’. The familiar window was open, but the serving-room was empty. There was no sign of Golly, no sound of Mum’s strident voice. He waited a little while, and then a new servant came into the room. She jumped and almost dropped a plate at the unexpected sight of him.

“Lila about?” asked John.

The girl looked at him suspiciously.

“Miss Lila’s upstairs,” she said.

Miss Lila? Nobody had ever given that prefix to Lila Smith.

“Will you ask her to come down and see me? Where is Mrs. Oaks?”

The girl shook her head.

“Oaks said I wasn’t—” Then, as a thought struck her: “Are you Mr. Wade?”

John nodded. The girl hesitated a moment. “Wait a minute,” she said, and went out.

John waited more than a minute before Lila came in to him. He opened his mouth in astonishment at the sight of her. No longer was she the down-at-heel menial; Cinderella was remarkably well dressed and shod.

“Hallo, Lila—” he began, and then he saw her face.

She had been weeping. Before he could ask a question, she came hurriedly to the window-ledge and most unexpectedly laid a cool palm on the back of his hand.

“Don’t stay, please!” she said in a low voice. “Mrs. Oaks is out. I’m haying a nice time, and I’m going to school to learn French and German.”

She said this quickly, almost mechanically. He had the impression that she was repeating a lesson.

“Where?” he asked at once.

She shook her head.

“I don’t know — I think in France. Mum made me promise I wouldn’t speak to you, but I had to. I told the girl to let me know when you came. You saw me the other night?”

He nodded.

“That was ‘the experience’. It was silly of me, wasn’t it, to make such a fuss about it — but I don’t like it very much. It frightens me. I don’t know why.”

Every now and again she turned her head, listening.

“Lila, what is it all about? Who is Captain Brown?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. He’s always very sweet to me, but I’m terribly frightened of him. Do you believe that? It used to be wonderful, wearing those beautiful clothes; but this last time I got “ — she shook her head again— “I don’t know — frightened, I think.”

“Who is he?”

She drew a long breath. “Mum says he’s a relation, and I suppose he is.”

John Wade thought quickly.

“Is it possible to see you alone anywhere? If I came up one night on to the wharf—”

“No, no, no!” She was almost frantic in her refusal. “You mustn’t come here by night.” She knew something, more terrifying than the experience she had described; something that really frightened her. “You mustn’t come — promise me.”

“Can you come to me? Do you ever go out alone?” He saw her hesitate. “You could send me a note I’ll meet you anywhere,” he continued.

She looked at him steadily. “Why?”

Here he floundered, he had no excuse but the most obvious one for such a clandestine meeting, and that was not an excuse which ever occurred to him. “I’d like to help you, Lila. I want to do something for you, I think you need some kind of help.”

She shook her head. “I don’t think it’s possible.. and I don’t want to see you.” She spoke with difficulty, was breathless; the flush that was in her face when she came to him had gone, and she looked pale and rather tired. “I trust you. You’re so true.”

He smiled at this. “That’s an odd word, but it describes the situation. Do you know where I live?” he asked again.

“Yes, I know.” She looked at him straight in the eyes. “In the little house that stands by itself. You can get into the house over the flat roof of the kitchen, and there’s an old well at the end of the garden.”

He stared at her, and then suddenly she turned and ran from the room.

John Wade went slowly along the wharf, whistling softly to himself There was a flat roof to the kitchen of his house, and the upper window was the one vulnerable point in his defence. He had thought nobody knew about the well at the bottom of the garden, it had been covered in with stout oak planks and turfed over in the lifetime of his father. He knew why she had given him this description — she had heard it from somebody who had a very excellent reason for making a reconnaissance of the place.

John Wade ordered the launch to go half a mile upstream, and here he went ashore again and strolled back to the entrance of the club. There was a tiny forecourt before the ‘Mecca’, and two wooden forms on which, at most hours of the day, could be found two or three shipless officers of the Mercantile Marine and their friends. They regarded Wade with idle interest as he passed into the house and made an inquiry of the aged doorkeeper.

“Yes, Mr Wade, she’s just come in. If you’ll hang on for half a tick I’ll tell her.”

John waited in the frowsy little lobby, its walls hung with cheap prints of sailing vessels, and after a while the man came back and conducted him to Mum’s sanctum. She had evidently just come in from the street, for she still wore her gloves and her bonnet.

He had expected a brusque and chilly welcome, but Mum for once was on her best behaviour, and even smiled graciously at him.

One of the two things that instantly impressed him was the untidiness of the room. Though the morning was far advanced, neither broom nor duster had been applied. Mum’s absence from the house was probably responsible, for he knew that this room was kept locked when she was out.

“Sit down, Mr. Wade. Excuse the room; it hasn’t been tidied up this morning.”

There are certain telltale signs that humanity bears on its face which are not to be mistaken. Mum’s eyes were very tired; she had not had a great deal of sleep.

“You went to bed late last night, Mrs. Oaks?” said John amiably, and the smile left her face for a second.

“You’re a regular detective, Mr. Wade. No, I didn’t; I had neuralgia.”

“And a party,” said John gaily. “Cigars are not your vice.”

There was a little pile of cigar-ash in the fireplace. There was something else in the room which had given him a thrill of exhilaration as he had entered. An unmistakable something which made him purr inside and set him all a-tingle.

“One or two of the gentlemen did come in and smoke,” she said. “Fancy your noticing that!”

“How’s Lila?”

“She’s going to school, somewhere in the north of England — her father wishes it. He’s a nice man, don’t you think, Mr. Wade? It’s a pity he’s seafaring at his time of life.”

“When do you expect Captain Aikness to be back?”

She did not express any surprise at hearing the name.

“Not before three months, perhaps not for a year. And, Mr. Wade, we’ve let that house in Langras Road.”

“Where is Lila?” he asked, ignoring the attempt to drag him to a side issue.

“She’s upstairs — got a bit of a headache, and I told her to stay in bed this morning.”

She was looking at him steadily, and her eyes said as plain as words: ‘Has he seen her?’

“Going to a school in the north of England, is she? She’s rather old for school. By the way, I suppose Mr. Raggit Lane has also gone with the captain?”

The woman nodded. “He’s seafaring too. Golly went — he’s been a steward before, and they were short of one. He isn’t much use round the place, so I let him go.” And then: “I hope, Mr Wade, that you’ve taken no offence at what I said the other day to you up at Scotland Yard? I was very naturally upset, and what with being badgered by the police and knowing that you didn’t like me—”

“Tell me one thing, Mrs Oaks: does Captain Aikness know that Lane is a visitor to this place?”

It was a bow drawn at a venture, but he scored a bull’s-eye. She was staggered by the question, opened her mouth to speak, but found articulation difficult, and was for the space of a few seconds a picture of acute embarrassment.

“Why, I don’t know, Mr Wade,” she said haltingly. “I never talk about people’s business Mr. Lane doesn’t often come here, and I always treat him as a friend.”

“Not cause and effect, I hope?”

He stared thoughtfully at the fireplace, but out of the corner of his eye he saw that she was growing more and more uncomfortable.

“You sat up until quite an early hour this morning; that’s very bad for your health, Mrs. Oaks,” he said.

“It’s funny how time passes when you’re listening to people. His — he — one or the gentlemen who was here told us a lot of stories.”

“I hope you won’t repeat his bad example,” said Wade. “What you were going to say was ‘his lordship.’ Do you know Lord Siniford rather well?”

She did not answer.

“He’s becoming quite a friend of the family, isn’t he5”

“I’ve told you. All I know,” she answered sullenly. She was not to be surprised into any further indiscretion, John saw, and he made his leisurely way back to the launch.

He had enough to reflect upon. Being human, his first consideration was the cryptic warning which Lila Smith had given him. She could not have been speaking idly when she described the position of the well and the accessibility of his cottage. But how had Lord Siniford come into that galley? What was his connection with ‘Mecca’, and why had he come and spent half the night there, talking — with whom? There was no question who one of the other men was. Raggit Lane was something of a fop, and used a peculiar Eastern scent, whether in the shape of pomade or on his wearing apparel did not matter, and he had been at ‘Mecca’ on the previous night. John Wade had a very delicate sense of smell, and the perfume peculiar to Mr. Lane came out to him as he had entered the Oaks’s sittingroom.

Lane was supposed to be as sea on the Seal of Troy; he, at any rate, was in town when the Oxford Street bank had been burgled.

The detective came off duty after lunch, and the first thing he did when he reached home was to make a very careful survey of the little cottage. The flat roof of the kitchen could be reached easily enough by the aid of a pair of steps. There were no bars on the window; the catch was one of the simplest; and the room into which an intruder would break was usually unoccupied day and night. It was, in fact, the room which John Wade used as a study.

He easily located the well, the existence of which he had almost forgotten, because his father had planted on top a small circular flowerbed. On his way to town he stopped in the City and bought a small electric alarm.

He had been summoned, as he believed, to a conference, but found himself interviewing the Chief Constable.

“We’re borrowing you for special duty. Wade,” he said. “Inspector Elk is doing the routine work — he’s making inquiries now. We’d like you to follow any line of inquiry you think may be profitable.”

John Wade nodded, a gleam of satisfaction in his eyes.

“Then I’m going straight away to find Anna,” he said, and the chief looked up at him.

“Anna? Oh, you mean the woman who jumped her bail? Does she come into it?”

“I don’t know. That’s just what I want to find out.”

“Siniford’s bail has been estreated,” said the Chief Constable. “By the way, we’ve traced his country cottage. It’s between Bourne End and Maidenhead; a very small affair on the banks of the river. He took a lease of it two years ago, but of course the rent has been paid and there has been no trouble with the tradesmen, as there used to be in the old days.”

“Has he a housekeeper?” asked John, and then, quickly: “I’m sorry; if you’ll put me on to the officer who made the inquiry—”

“There’s no need,” smiled the Chief Constable. “I’ve got it all in my head! No, he hasn’t got a housekeeper. He had a man and woman who live somewhere near by, and these people looked after him — the man keeps the garden in some sort of order. From what I can gather they were fired a week ago: One of our men saw them both, but they could give no account of Anna. It was a sketchy inquiry, and if you like to follow that trail you might take it up where he left off.”

It seemed to be a great waste of time for a very problematical result, but John Wade drove down to Maidenhead. His first call was at Freckly Heath, where he found the couple engaged by his lordship to look after the castle. A slovenly-looking man, who was probably called ‘gardener’ by courtesy, answered his knock.

“No, we’re not working for him now, mister,” he said. “The cottage has been let, or it’s to be let — I don’t know which. I haven’t been there for more than a week. He paid me off; he told me he wouldn’t want me again nor the missus. His lordship’s a queer one: you never know what he’s going to do next, and anyway the pay isn’t very good and you don’t always get it.”

Wade called at a local house agent’s and had no difficulty in getting the keys of Reach Cottage. It was a sprawling bungalow, standing about fifty yards from the river’s edge. The lawn was unkept, the garden showed evidence of neglect. He made an inspection of the house from the outside, but he was less concerned with the structure than with the evidence he could collect from the gravel drive and the little patch of lawn before the front of the cottage.

A heavy car had been driven up the drive; it had had a long chassis, and the driver had found some difficulty in turning. Wade could read the wheel-tracks very clearly. And there were drippings of a heavy lubricating oil. Following the short drive to its entrance, he made another discovery. There had been a gate here at some time, but it had been removed, and on one gatepost he found a new scar, as if something had driven against it. He measured the height and found that it corresponded to the height of the mudguard.

The entrance to the cottage lay along a narrow lane leading from a secondary road. The wheel-tracks were very clear and very informative; at one place they led to the edge of a shallow ditch, for no reason. There was plenty of room even for a large car.

He knew Lord Siniford’s machine — a small two-seater; but these tracks were not those of a light car. He read the signs thus: a car had been driven out of that drive at night; it had had no headlights. It would be very easy to foul the gatepost on a dark night, and as easy to drive along the edge, or beyond the edge, of the ditch.

When he entered the bungalow he found that none of the rooms was in disorder; the beds were neatly made and covered. In the scullery John made a discovery; two cardboard boxes bearing the name of a firm of ladies’ outfitters in Maidenhead. He noted the name and address, and after a further inspection of the room drove to the town and interviewed the outfitter whose name appeared on the box.

A woman’s dress, hat, shoes and stockings had been sent to the cottage less than a week before. The order had come from Lord Siniford himself and had been accompanied by cash — a necessary precaution, since his lordship’s old reputation as a tardy payer had not been wholly forgotten.

By a piece of luck he was able to fix the time when the heavy car had left the cottage. It was the night of the Oxford Street burglary, and it was easy to establish this fact. The Bucks and Berkshire police had received a message telling them to hold up any suspicious-looking cars proceeding from London. The cordon which had been established between Slough and Maidenhead reported that a heavy limousine with dim lights had been seen turning on to the main road in the direction of Burnham, but had not been held up because the police had no instructions to question drivers proceeding to London. The nearside mudguard of the car was bent, this corresponding to the damage to the cottage gate. The further progress of the machine could not be traced, and, except that it went in the direction of London, no further information was forthcoming.

John Wade “tried back.” He returned to the neighbourhood and conducted almost a houseto-house investigation. This dull, monotonous, uninteresting and seemingly fruitless task was a constituent of police work.

His very last inquiry provided him with a clue. This was at a cottage very near to a level crossing. Here the road passed across the railway, and the cottage to which he directed his inquiry was the only one, save the signalman’s cabin, in sight. The cottager had been suffering from toothache and had spent the early part of the night walking up and down his garden. He had seen the car, which had slowed, as cars usually do, before crossing the uneven surface of a railroad, and had noticed that, sitting by the side of the driver, was a man muffled up in a heavy coat, who was singing softly to himself.

“Not exactly singing, but like a man with a sort of feminine voice, if you understand me,” said the cottager. “There’s a word for it, but I can’t remember it—”

“Falsetto?” suggested John.

“That’s it, sir. I mightn’t have noticed it, but somebody put their head out of the window and told him to shut up.”

John pursed his lips thoughtfully.

“Was it a big man or a little man who was singing?” he asked.

The cottager was not sure; he was rather inclined to the side of smallness…he seemed to remember the chauffeur who sat on the other side of the singer ‘towering above him’.

“H’m!” said John, and went back to town with his mind intermittently on an individual who at that moment should have been singing falsetto on the bosom of the broad Atlantic.

Why had Lord Siniford been brought into this business? What was the business he had discussed with the captain of the Seal of Troy? Why had he subsequently spent the night at the ‘Mecca’? Were his lordship still in the impecunious situation which for years was normal with him, the explanation might have been simplified. He was any man’s money in those days; a five-pound note was almost a fortune. But now he was in receipt of a good income.

Here John Wade paused to make a mental note that he would inquire into the source of that income. It might well be that this was not the Erst time Siniford had met Captain Aikness. There promised to be an interesting discovery at that angle of his investigations. But, however much he allowed his thoughts to stray, they came back to the singer who sat by the driver of the car which had taken Anna to London. And it was as though the very concentration of his thoughts materialised their subject, for that night he saw the man who was on his mind.

John had reported to Scotland Yard, made a brief minute of his day’s work, and drove back to the unsavoury district in which he lived. His way took him through one of those busy little markets which distinguish certain thoroughfares in London. Stalls lined each side of the roadway; naphtha and acetylene lamps shone blindingly, and the sidewalks were crowded with poor shoppers, who here could obtain anything from a Sunday joint to a nearly new dress.

There was one portion of this market which was devoted to the garden. For the Londoner, however small may be his back yard, needs space to grow a flower or two, and the street vendors who cater to the arboreal tastes of the East End enjoyed a prosperous trade. Here you might find bulbs and shoots, weedy rose-trees, pansies growing and blowing, late narcissus, early stocks.

There was a man at one of the stalls buying pansies, which, as he chose them, were fitted into a shallow, earthy box by the stall-keeper. He was picking the flowers with the greatest care, unaware that behind him an interested officer of the law was giving him his undivided attention.

He was an undersized man, dressed in the rough clothes of a navvy. Straps were belted artistically round his corduroy trousers; over his head was pulled a large new cap. A cleanshaven man with a weak chin and large, gold-rimmed spectacles, he pointed to the pansies, and John noticed that he chose only yellow ones. Presently his purchase was complete, the box was covered over with a cardboard lid, he paid his money, and, turning abruptly away, crossed the road and disappeared down a dark side street.

He may or may not have noticed John Wade; he certainly nearly dropped his box in a fright when the inspector tapped him on the shoulder. If he did not know him before, he knew him now, and the two eyelids behind the glasses blinked rapidly.

“Hallo!” he said. “What’s the game?”

He intended to speak gruffly, but nature had not given him the necessary apparatus for deep-toned speech, and his voice was a hollow squeak.

“Hallo, sweetheart!” said John cheerfully. “The sea has done you a lot of good — it’s blown away that horrible moustache of yours, and how brown you’re looking!”

“Don’t understand what you’re talking about,” said the little man shrilly, and added with simulated indignation: “It’s a nice thing if a gentleman can’t take home a few flowers—”

“You’re not a gentleman. Golly, you’re a navvy,” said John gently. “You’re a common labouring man with a beautiful soul! You like to see the little flowers lift their fairylike faces to the golden sun — and I don’t blame you. It’s much less messy than keeping chickens.”

The other was silent but obviously embarrassed. He shifted his box of pansies from one arm to the other.

“I fear there’s been some mistake,” he said. “It’s curious you should think I was somebody else, mister. But then, the police are always making mistakes.”

“You’ve made a little mistake too, haven’t you?” interrupted John. “How did you know I was a policeman? Now tell me all about your sea voyage. I gather you walked back? The Seal of Troy must be nearly a thousand miles away by now. What a lad you are, Golly! Walking about on the Atlantic! I wonder you didn’t lose yourself. Did you carry a compass? And how is Captain Aikness and all the merry men of the lugger?”

He heard Golly sigh deeply, and knew that something nearer to the truth was coming.

“There’s no use in lying to you, Mr. Wade, you’ve got eyes like a hawk. It is me and that’s the truth. The fact is, I run away!”

John Wade shook his head reprovingly.

“Deserted your ship! That’s an offence, Golly.”

“No, run away from the missus. I’ve never been to sea,” said the little man breathlessly. “Between you and me and the gatepost, Mr. Wade, she’s a difficult woman to live with, and I couldn’t stand much more of it, so I up and told her that I was going away. She didn’t believe me, and naturally, when she found I’d gone, she didn’t want no scandal, and put it about that I’d gone to sea.”

There was a possibility of truth in this that might have convinced one less sceptical than John Wade.

“How do you know she put that about?”

“I’ve heard it,” said Golly quickly. “I’m living private now and I’ve got a good job, in — in a tea warehouse.”

John looked at the navvy clothes and sneered. “Shovelling tea. Or excavating coffee? Golly, I’ve always known you to be a liar, but I never gave you the credit for such quick lying. I’ve been mistaken in you — you’ve what I call an immediate intelligence. Men like you keep an alibi up each sleeve. Where are you living?”

For a second Golly hesitated.

“Nowhere particular. I’m living at a lodging-house at the moment.”

“And the flowers, I presume, are to decorate your cubicle?” said John. “No, sweetheart, that story won’t do! Besides which, the tea-warehouse story won’t bear investigation. I know the job you’ve got.” He pointed an accusing finger in Golly’s face. “You’re a footman,” he said.

The man was staggered.

“A what, sir?”

“A footman,” repeated John. “You ride on the box of motorcars and sing little songs — you can’t sing for sour apples, but you try. And you accompany crazy females from the Thames Valley to London.”

He heard the quick intake of the man’s breath, but Golly recovered himself immediately.

“I’m blest if I know what you’re talking about, Mr. Wade. I’ve been doing regular work. If you go to my wife she’ll tell you—”

“But your wife doesn’t know where you are,” said the remorseless John. “You’re so anxious she shouldn’t know that you’ve shaved off your moustache and gone into fancy dress.”

He waited for Golly to flounder, but the little man was too wise to make a second mistake.

“If I’ve done anything wrong, you can take me round to the station,” he said recklessly, “and you can charge me! Go on — I dare you to do it! What have I done? Nothing! Is running away from my old woman a crime? Is cutting off my moustache a crime? Is buying a few flowers to decorate the garden a crime?”

John patted him gently on the shoulder.

“Spill it. Golly,” he said gently. “Tell papa all the news, and get a little comfort from an understanding heart. You went to Cookham to bring a lady back in a car — where did you take her?”

But Golly shook his head.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said sulkily “I’ve got alibis and affidavits—”

Wade’s attitude instantly changed. “Then you’ll take a walk with me,” he said roughly.

He took Golly’s arm and led him a little way along the street. He had no intention of charging the man; indeed, there was no offence with which he could be charged. Golly was well aware of this, apparently, and when Wade fell again into his persuasive mood the little man was scornful. “You can’t bluff me. Wade. I know just how far you can go.”

“You’re not going to be sensible?” asked John. “I was going to be such a good friend of yours.”

“I’m not wanting friends,” said Golly scornfully, “and if I did I shouldn’t go to a rozzer.”

“Rozzer’s vulgar. Golly,” said Mr. Wade. “So you’re not going to be good and tell me the true story of your low amour? All about the woman you ran away with—”

“I didn’t run away with no woman!” snarled Golly.

His irritation was justifiable, and John Wade expected some such outburst. But he was not wholly prepared for the most unexpected ferocity in the little man’s voice. He had surprised him into the revelation of a Golly he neither knew nor suspected.

John Wade relied considerably upon an eighth sense, a something which underlined impressions. But for the moment he was too staggered at this new and startling view of Golly’s character to offer his usual flippant comment. He had always regarded this little man as the henpecked husband of a woman who was infinitely more clever and infinitely more dangerous than he. He was a figure of fun, rather pitiable, certainly not a factor in the operations which had their headquarters at or near the ‘Mecca’.

Golly must have sensed the effect of his tone, for he instantly became his old apologetic self.

“Mr. Wade, you’re barking up the wrong tree, as the saying goes. I’ve done nothing to nobody, and it’s a wicked shame to ‘ound me from pillar to post.”

John nodded. “We’ll let it go at that, Golly,” he said.

He walked as far as the corner of the street and stood under a lamppost watching the grotesque figure fade into the night. Grotesque it was, for one of the straps about his legs had come unfastened and the trousers were much too long for him. The sound of his nailed boots grew fainter. John Wade turned back the way he had come, a little perturbed and more than a little curious.

Golly would expect to be watched, and would go to some trouble to throw a pursuer off the track. This in a sense was an advantage. Five minutes later Wade saw a detective and gave him a description and instructions.

“Pick him up and tail him to where he lives. It will probably be a lodging-house, and the real tailing will have to start tomorrow.”

He went back to his little cottage with certain problems to solve. Why did Golly Oaks venture forth in disguise to buy flowers? That was an odd thing for him to do — to risk discovery for the sake of a few pansies. He remembered that Golly was something of a flower-lover and had made many efforts to raise a garden along the wharf, but obviously the flowers were not for the ‘Mecca’.

The old ex-policeman, Henry, who acted as his servant, knew Golly rather well.

“That’s funny,” he said, when John Wade had told him “Golly’s not much of a gardener. It’s all over Wapping that he’s run away from his wife, and most people think he’s gone to sea. Perhaps she does too”

There was an excuse here to visit the ‘Mecca’. The question as to whether he might be making mischief between husband and wife did not greatly concern John Wade It was so small an issue that in any circumstances he would not have given it consideration. But he had an idea that his news would not be news to Mrs. Oaks.

He ate a frugal supper and went out towards the ‘Mecca’. He frequently went alone at nights, though Wapping would never believe this, and left him unmolested. The river thugs who hated him credited him with an armed bodyguard, and the legend that he walked under the surveillance of innumerable detectives, each clutching the butt of an automatic in his hand, saved him from a great deal of unpleasantness.

The outer door of the ‘Mecca’ was closed when he arrived, and it was Mum Oaks who opened it to him. He observed what he had not noticed before, that the hall lamp was tilted forward so that its full light shone on any newcomer, and was so shaded that the passage was in a state of gloom.

Mum Oaks peered at him, and he thought he detected a look of alarm in her eyes. Nevertheless she asked him no questions, but, closing the door behind him, walked ahead to her sittingroom.

Lila was there, sitting forward on the edge of an armchair, a book on her lap She looked up as John entered, and sprang to her feet. He thought she was a little paler than usual. There was no doubt about the concern in her face,

“Run away, Lila, I want to talk to Mr. Wade.”

For a second the girl stared at him and he read in her eyes an urgency of warning which he could not mistake She opened her lips to speak, but changed her mind, and would have gone but he stopped her.

“Hallo, Lila! Studying the classics, or are you preparing for your French school?” he asked.

Before she could answer, Mrs..Oaks pushed her towards the door and stood between them until the door was closed.

“Well,” she asked, a hint of defiance in her tone, “what brings you here, Mr. Wade?”

“I’ve come to have a chat about Golly. Have you had a radio from him?”

She did not answer, but he saw her lips tighten. If she had been a good actress, or if she had been ignorant of Golly’s presence in London, she would have shown some surprise, but she was so obviously on the defensive that he was certain that Golly’s adventure was well known to her.

“What’s his first port of call?”

“Look here, Mr. Wade “ — she was quite calm— “you’ve seen Golly tonight. He telephoned to me. It’s no good beating about the bush. Naturally I don’t want everybody to know this little skunk has run away from me. He did have the decency to ring me up and tell me you’d recognised him. I can’t tell you any more about him than you know. I’m finished with Golly.”

“This is very sad,” said John soothingly.

“There’s nothing to get fresh about, either. I don’t know what my private troubles have got to do with you, but, if you want to know. Golly and I don’t get on well together, and, what’s more, he’s too fond of these river rats to please me. He’s always getting the Home a bad name through buying stuff from those fellows. I told him I wouldn’t stand any more of it.”

This was an unusually mild and righteous Mum — so unusual that John Wade was unimpressed.

“I suppose he didn’t leave his address?”

“No,” she snapped. “I tell you, I’m not interested in Golly. And anyway, you’ll know it. I suppose you’ve put a couple of busies on to watch him?”

John Wade’s restless eyes were roaming round the room. There was nothing worthy of note, and Mum’s attitude told him little except that Golly had left with her consent and as the result of some prearrangement.

“How is his lordship?” he asked blandly.

“I don’t know what you mean — oh, that fellow who came the other night? I’ve never seen him since.”

“And Anna, now — where is Anna?”

She shook her head.

“I don’t know anybody named Anna, except a girl I once had, and she was a pretty beauty.”

John Wade smiled broadly.

“You lost a great opportunity, Mrs. Oaks. You should have told me that Anna was the girl that your flirtatious husband ran away with.”

He rose from the chair where he had seated himself without invitation and stretched himself.

“I’m a tired man. I’ve been to Maidenhead to-day, looking for the girl that Golly took away in a motorcar numbered XP1102”

He did not know the number of the car, but he guessed that she didn’t know either. For a moment he saw consternation in her face.

“I don’t know anything about motorcars,” she said doggedly

All the time he could see her mind working quickly, and, had he the gift of telepathy, he would have known exactly where that car was garaged.

“A big machine,” he went on “Golly sat by the driver, and was recognised, of course. If anything happens to Anna “ — he kept his steely blue eyes fixed on her— “suppose, for example, she were taken out of the river dead in a day or two, it would be extremely awkward for your husband. I don’t suppose you are sufficiently interested in him to care whether he is hanged or not.”

It was a line of attack which the moment had suggested. It was based upon the bluff of the number. In spite of her amazing self-possession she blinked.

“Nobody’s going to kill her—” she began huskily, and stopped suddenly.

He walked across to the woman and stood staring down at her.

“Mrs Oaks, you’re playing a very stupid game,” he said, “and you’re more deeply involved than you imagine. You know Golly went to Maidenhead to get that woman, you know he brought her up here, either to ‘Mecca’ or somewhere in London, you know she was taken without her consent, and you know why she was taken. I repeat, if her body is fished out of the Thames to-day, tomorrow, any day, your husband and you will find it rather difficult to explain away your connection with the — murder.” He said the last word deliberately. “And you might find it also very difficult to dissociate yourself from the IndiaRubber Men, who have done several little murders.”

She swallowed something.

“If you know where the car is—”

“I don’t. I don’t even know the number I invented it — I’ll make you a present of that information, because I saw you make a mental note of it, and by tomorrow you would discover that I had bluffed you. I am not inventing the fact that your husband was seen in this car, and I am certainly not inventing the fact that I shall arrest him on suspicion at the first excuse I get.”

For a moment she was desperate, and then some thought which had come into her mind brought her comfort. The cloud passed from her face.

“Was that all you wanted to see me about — Wade?” she said with a return of her old insolence.

“That’s all,” he said cheerfully. “Don’t bother to show me the way out: I know it.”

Through the door of the sittingroom she saw him go up the passage, and was, John Wade guessed, still watching until he slammed the door behind him.

He was halfway up the path to the little iron gate when he heard something strike the pavement behind him. He heard the ringing tinkle of steel, and, turning, took his lamp from his pocket and threw a beam upon the pathway. He saw a small key, one of those cheap, useless things that are fitted to every jerry-built wardrobe. Attached, by a thread he afterwards found, was a piece of paper tightly knotted about the middle.

He had only time to retrieve this and to slip it into his pocket when the door opened and the path was flooded with light. It was Mum Oaks standing in the doorway.

“Mr. Wade,” she called, and he went back.

She was most conciliatory.

“I hope you won’t report about Golly,” she said. “What I have told you is God’s truth, and I don’t want my name dragged in the mud. I’m going to see if I can get hold of him tonight and tell him to come and see you tomorrow morning. If he knows anything about the motorcar, he’ll tell you. If you like, I’ll bring him here and you can see him yourself.”

“I’ll think it over,” said John Wade.

He was tempted to stop under the first street-lamp and read the paper attached to the key. He had no doubt that Lila had thrown it to him. She had told him she slept in an attic room in the front of the house. But he overcame the temptation: he did not know, but could guess, that he was under observation.

Henry, his servant, had one fault: he was a very sleepy caretaker, and unless John had his own key it was very often difficult to waken his slumbering man, who had a disconcerting habit of falling asleep over his supper.

John had not got his key, he discovered to his annoyance, and after he had rung the bell several times, he decided to go to the back of the house and wake Henry by tapping on the scullery window.

All small London houses are built on identical lines. There was, for example, the same barrier door separating the back of the house from the front as he had found at the villa in Langras Road, but this was a stouter kind. To his surprise, however, as he was preparing to climb over the top, the door yielded to the pressure of his knee! This, again, was not remarkable, for Henry performed the locking-up at eleven o’clock every night and made it something of a ceremonial.

He pushed open the door and went through. He had taken two strides when his toe struck against something and he almost went sprawling. It was not a very heavy obstruction, for his foot moved it. Taking out his lamp, he switched it on and examined the obstacle.

“Suffering Moses!” said John Wade softly.

What he saw were two tightly packed boxes full of pansies! They had been laid side by side along the garden wall, and against them were two brand-new spades. Farther along, also against the wall, lay a long steel crowbar. Nor was this the only remarkable discovery he made. Close to the kitchen door was a circle of wood made of stout planks screwed together. The planks were new, the work was neatly done.

At first he thought that, unknown to him. Henry had been arranging some repairs to the house. How long they had been there he could not guess, but obviously the flowers had been recently deposited. He could have sworn that one of the boxes was that which he had seen under Golly’s arm.

“Curiouser and curiouser,” said John Wade.

Going to the lighted windows of the kitchen, he knocked. Through a chink of the curtain he could see his servant sprawling in a Windsor chair, his chin on his breast. It took five minutes before he was awakened, and then another few minutes before the dazed man returned from the front door, which he had gone to open automatically. At last the back door was unbolted and John was admitted…

“I’m very sorry, Mr. Wade, but I didn’t get much sleep last night—”

It was the invariable excuse, but Wade cut it short. “What’s this stuff in the side passage?” he asked.

“Stuff?” Henry was now wide awake. “I don’t know what you mean.” He followed John into the open and examined the flowers and tools, a very bewildered man. “Looks like a lid of something.” He tapped the wood with his knuckles. “They must have made a mistake and delivered it to the wrong house. It’s a funny thing I didn’t hear ‘em—”

“That’s the only thing that isn’t funny,” interrupted Wade.

He went into his own room, took the key from his pocket and unfastened the thread which bound the paper. There were a few words scrawled in pencil on a piece of thin white paper which had evidently come from a dress box.

‘Please be careful’, it ran. ‘Watch the grating in your room. That is what they talked about. I am terribly worried.’

There was no signature, but, though he did not recognise the writing, he could guess who had sent the warning. Grating? What grating?

He went up to his room, which was as familiar to him as the back of his hand, and looked round helplessly. Suddenly he remembered, and pulled the bed into the middle of the room. In the wall, on the floor level, was a square iron ventilator. His father, who had built the house, had had this put in, being a lover of fresh air, and having a very excellent reason for wishing his windows to be closed in a neighbourhood which did not greatly love him. For John Wade’s father had also held a position in the Metropolitan Police.

Stooping, John tried to peer through. He had never looked at the ventilator before, but he knew that there was a corresponding grating outside, let into the side of the house. The aperture was too small to admit anything bigger than a cat. Moreover, he slept well above tins level.

To make sure, he went outside the house and threw out the beams of Ills lamp. Then he saw that the grating had been removed, and there was a square, irregular hole in the wall. The removal had been recent; he found the grating itself standing by the garden wall, and on the stone flags there were lumps of mortar which had been dislodged when the ventilator plate had been taken down.

Going back to the house, he examined the bolts and the window fastenings, and then called Henry into consultation. “Your sleep is very often disturbed, isn’t it. Henry? At night, I mean?”

“Yes, Mr. Wade,” said Henry. He was a stout, redfaced man, with a bristling, iron-grey moustache, and, being police-trained, he was suspicious.

“It’s going to be disturbed tonight,” said John Wade. “In fact, I think you are either going to have the most sleepless night, or else you will be waking in Heaven.”

He had a telephone installation; he took up the instrument, intending to call the local station, but the telephone was dead.

“Can’t you get ‘em, sir?” asked Henry anxiously. “Funny — I’ve been on the phone tonight to a friend of mine.”

“I think the wire’s cut,” said Wade quietly.

“Cut?” cried the startled man. “Who do you want, sir — the station? I’ll run round—”

“If yourself do, it may be the last time you will ever run, Henry,” said the detective quietly.

He opened a locked drawer in the desk of his little study, took out a heavy-calibre Browning, emptied the magazine and carefully examined each cartridge. In the one little spare room the house could boast was a box containing war relics that he had collected in France, and one or two articles of equipment that he had acquired as souvenirs of a very strenuous time.

“Now I think we’ll go to bed. You can go out and lock the doors, put out the lights in the kitchen, and I’ll make an artistic retirement in my own room,” he said, after he had given Henry necessary but rather baffling instructions.

The time was 12.30 when the last light in the house went out. There followed an hour of complete and trying silence. John Wade sat on his bed, not daring to smoke, whilst Henry, as wide awake as any man who feared death, kept watch in the little room, the windows of which overlooked the leads of the kitchen.

The hall clock chimed the quarter before two when the first sound came to the detective’s ears It was the sound of something scraping against the outside brickwork, very soft — not loud enough to have awakened him had he been asleep Indeed, he would not have heard it had not his ears been strained for any unusual noise Then —

S-s-s-s-s-s-s-s-s-s-s-s-s!

It came from the ventilator, and was noisier than he had expected. He made a swift adjustment and stepped noiselessly to the floor. The hissing sound must have continued, though now he could not hear it.

Ten, fifteen minutes passed and, stooping down for the third time, he saw that the ventilator was no longer obliterated by something that had been placed outside. He could see the faint light of night through the perforated steel plate, and, stepping to the door, he opened it noiselessly, closing it after him, and went down to join his companion.

Henry did not hear him come in and jumped when John Wade laid a warning hand on his arm. Side by side they stood, and presently an indistinct mass appeared over the edge of the kitchen building. Then another, until three men stood on the flat roof. By their height and peculiarity of movement John knew they were Chinamen.

One came forward, touched the window near the catch, and seemed to be drawing a large circle. In another second that circle of glass came away, a hand came in and pulled back the catch, and the sash was gently raised. One by one the three men stepped into the room and pulled the blind down after them. As they did so John Wade switched on the light.

The first of the three stared through his mica mask, and then his hands went up. The third made a dash for the window, but Henry caught him by the throat and flung him to the ground. The second man accepted his fate philosophically.

“If you make a sound I’ll shoot you!” shouted Wade. It was necessary to shout, because all five men were wearing gas-masks.

Two pairs of handcuffs fastened the three prisoners back to back, and they were pushed urgently down the stairs to the floor level. Wade left Henry in charge of them and, going back to his room, he opened all the windows gently. Whoever was outside must have been expecting this, though he himself could see no sign of life.

Going downstairs, he opened the front door noiselessly and stepped out into the little forecourt. A man who was standing by the gate came quickly towards him.

“Is it all right—” he began, and then he saw the height of Wade and knew that he had made a mistake.

He turned to run. Wade leaped the low railings and, gripping him by the collar, swung him round. John saw a faint gleam, dropped his hand in a flash and knocked aside the pistol as it exploded dully. He heard the bullet whiz through the bushes that fringed the path to the door, and the smack of it as it struck the wall.

He released his right hand and struck. The man dodged under his arm and flew up the street with the speed of an athlete. The first impulse of the detective was to follow; then the realisation of his danger made him turn — and only just in time: a dark, stunted figure had appeared from nowhere; somebody threw a knife. It missed him and fell with a clang to the pavement.

Only for a second did he hesitate: he had all the policeman’s dislike of firearms, but now he realised that the danger was very real. He fired at the nearest man to him, and at the sound of the explosion there was a wild scamper of feet and his assailants fled in all directions.

The street was honeycombed with little passages and entries, and at the end nearest the cottage two narrow alleyways led to the twisted thoroughfare lined with warehouses which formed the river front. He heard a police whistle blow, and then another, and presently he saw a policeman running towards him.

Doors and windows were opening. It almost seemed as if this unsavoury street were sitting up expectant of the tragedy that had been planned, for instantly the pavements were alive with half-dressed people.

“No, nobody’s been hurt,” said John, as he stripped off his gas mask. “Blow your whistle and bring some men here, and don’t venture inside that door if you value your life.”

By this time the poison gas which had been poured through the grating had been rolling down the stairs. He adjusted the mask carefully before he went through the front door, which was opened by Henry. The three prisoners, terrifying spectacles in their masks, were huddled together at the foot of the staircase, and on the arrival of police reinforcements they were pushed into the street. The police formed a cordon and pressed back the curious sightseers, for, though the gas was dispersed as it floated out of the house, it was strong enough to be extremely unpleasant for those who breathed it even in its diluted form. Day was breaking before the cordon was relaxed, and it was possible to move in and about the house without a protective mask.

The instrument by which the gas had been introduced had been discovered at once: a steel cylinder with a nozzle and rubber cap, and a light bamboo ladder on which the operator had worked, were found to the north of the house.

But the most important discovery came with daybreak. At the end of the garden was a deep well, and the garden bed had been broken and the mould dropped into the deep cavity. The new well-lid had been rolled down to the vicinity, and close at hand were the two boxes of pansies.

The thoroughness with which the murder had been planned excited John Wade’s admiration. Even the pansies which had been planted by Henry in the flower bed had been carefully matched, and the new flowers were intended to replace those rudely disturbed by the midnight workers.

“You and I, Henry,” he said, as he sipped the hot coffee which his servant had prepared, “by rights should be at the bottom of that well, and nobody would have known where we had gone. They sent a fake wire from Dover to explain my absence from town.”

Henry shook his head. “It’s the flowers that beat me. Get the man who bought those flowers and you’ve got—”

“Exactly,” said John Wade, and went out to look for Golly Oaks.
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Day had just broken, and there were very few people in the streets approaching ‘Mecca’. John Wade had turned the corner of the street which led to the club when, from a dark, narrow entry which ran down to the worn river stairs, he heard his name called urgently and turned back.

“Don’t go any farther, Mr. Wade. They are waiting for you.”

He had passed the entry when the warning came, and swinging round on his heels, he ran back. It was Lila.

“What on earth—” he began.

And then something struck him in the leg and he half stumbled and was half dragged into the entry. Lila’s arm gripped his coat with frantic strength and dragged him on.

“They knew you would come alone, they said you’d come alone,” she breathed.

He was dimly conscious of her deshabille. She wore a man’s old coat over her nightdress; her feet were bare. He tried to pull back from her, but she was in a frenzy of fear and would not release her grip. He allowed himself to be dragged to where the slimy stone steps ran down to the water. The river was shrouded in a thin mist, through which the riding lights of tramp steamers showed dimly. He felt curiously weak, and when she pushed him into the little boat he almost fell out on the other side. In an instant she had followed him, cast off the painter and was pulling with long strokes into the middle of the river.

The entry through which they had come was indistinguishable. The street lamp which usually gave light had been extinguished.

“Why did you come? Why did you come?” she sobbed, as she tugged at the oars.

He was looking back, and suddenly saw two white pencils of light; there was no sound except two dull ‘plops’. Something struck the gunwale and went buzzing away like an angry bee. And then, coming slowly upstream, he saw and recognised, even in the mist, a police launch, and, raising his voice, hailed it. Again somebody shot from the entry, and he saw a ribbon of water leap up where the bullet struck.

Lila also had seen the launch, which had now accelerated speed and was coming towards them. In a few seconds they were alongside.

John Wade knew he had been shot before they lifted him into the launch. His boots were red and glistening. But his only thought was of the girl. By the time she had been taken into the launch she was in a state of collapse.

The police boat turned down river and made for the nearest station at full speed, and here hot coffee and brandy revived her. She was shivering from head to foot, despite the heavy blankets which covered her, and her face was as white as chalk when John, who had had the calf of his leg roughly dressed, looked in to see her. But she had recovered something of her self-possession, and when he urged her to tell him all she knew she shook her head.

“I don’t know. It’s been like a dreadful nightmare…I ran out to stop you…”

“Somebody knew I was coming to the ‘Mecca’ and coming alone: is that what you were going to say?” She did not answer. “And they arranged a little ambush for me. Mrs. Oaks knows all about it?”

She shook her head. “I can’t tell you,” she said, and began to weep softly.

Even when she had recovered, she refused to make any statement except that she had had a bad dream.

Elk came down from headquarters and interviewed Mrs. Oaks, who had anticipated the inquirers by going to the police station to ask for news of the girl.

“Unless your Lila talks,” he told John Wade when they came back from the cottage, “there’s not a single shred of evidence to connect the ‘Mecca’ people. Half a dozen of the boarders say that they heard nothing in the night, and one of them swears that Mrs. Oaks didn’t leave her room till this morning — though why he should know I can’t tell you. Anyway, there’s no sense in raising a scandal.”

“She heard something. She knew they were coming to my house,” said John.

Lila had been taken to the house of a detective sergeant and had been placed in the care of his wife, and it was hither that Mrs. Oaks came after a disagreeable hour of cross-examination by Inspector Elk, for that weary man had a knack of asking uncomfortable questions.

She was more than annoyed to find John Wade sitting by the girl’s bedside; a little disappointed, too, for again the rumour had run round Wapping that John Wade had been ‘caught’ by the IndiaRubber Men. It was a little unnatural that the woman’s first inquiry should be directed toward John.

“A flesh wound, my dear sister,” said John Wade cheerfully. “It looks serious, but it isn’t. I’m hobbling around on both feet. I wish you’d tell all inquiring friends that I hope to be very active in a day or two.”

It was then that Mrs. Oaks remembered her auntly duty, though her first words were of reproach.

“Whatever made you run away in the middle of the night, Lila?” she asked, in her shrill, complaining tone. “You gave me a start and it’s made a perfect scandal in the neighbourhood. I’ve never been so upset in my life!” She was upset now; those basilisk eyes of hers were almost red with fury as she glared down at the girl.

“Lila was walking in her sleep,” said Wade, in his most cheerful manner. “A distressing disorder, as you probably know. Golly ever walk in his sleep?”

But she ignored his banter.

“You’ll have to come home straight away. I’ve got a cab—”

“And I’ve got a doctor’s certificate,” interrupted John Wade quietly. “She is not to be moved for three days, either in a cab or an ambulance — or by any of your Chinese friends.”

The woman was quivering with anger but, with that extraordinary self-command which John had noticed before, she smiled, and shrugged off her fury, and became almost good-humoured. More than this, she appeared to be greatly interested in Mr. Wade’s personal affairs.

“What’s this story I hear? It’s all over Wapping,” she asked; “about your house being broken into? What a nerve these fellows have, to burgle the house of a famous detective! They’ll be burgling me next — though heaven knows I’ve got no money…”

John Wade listened, watching the woman, intent only that she should not by any sign or look shake the decision of Lila Smith. He was a master in the art of outstaying, and after a futile effort to obtain an interview with the girl, Mrs. Oaks left and was accompanied to the door by the detective.

“She’ll be three days here, eh?” said Mrs. Oaks, thoughtfully. “Well, I suppose it can’t be helped. Why she went out at all I don’t know — must have been walking in her sleep! It’s a mystery to me.”

It was a mystery to John Wade too, for Lila had offered no explanation of her presence in the street that chilly morning, clad only in her night-clothes and a man’s old coat. It was a mystery to which he was determined to find a solution, though up till now the girl’s condition had not been favourable to very searching inquiries.

When he came back to her, the police officer’s wife was with her, feeding her hot bouillon out of a tea-cup. He waited patiently till this was over, then nodded to the woman to await him outside the door.

He saw the ghost of a smile in the girl’s eyes as her nurse went out, and grinned in response.

“You’re feeling better?”

“Not well enough to answer questions,” she said quietly. “And you are going to ask questions, aren’t you?”

“That is how I earn my living — I’m the world’s interrogation mark,” he said, as he pulled up a chair to the bed.

“You’re going to ask me why I was in the street, why I dropped that note when you left the ‘Mecca’ — oh, and a lot of other questions — and I’m not going to answer them,” she retorted.

It was an unpromising start, but she modified her determination.

“I can’t tell you without running the risk of getting all sorts of people into trouble. Mrs. Oaks…I don’t like auntie terribly, and I don’t like Uncle Golly either. But I’ve been terribly mean, listening through the floorboard…Honestly, I didn’t hear much — only a mention about the grating in your house…and—”

She hesitated, and he knew instinctively that she was thinking of some conversation she had heard before she had fled in a panic from ‘Mecca’ to warn him of his danger. John Wade was in a dilemma. He might have shown the same consideration to another girl, and refrained from questioning her, but he was the more tempted to persuade Lila to speak because she was Lila.

He got up and sat on the edge of the bed, and took her thin hand in his. She neither resisted nor attempted to release his hold.

“My dear, I’m in two minds about you. You see, I’m really very fond of you.”

The colour came to her face and she looked at him with a quick, intense eagerness as though she were searching his face for confirmation of his words. For a moment he was taken aback, and then the heavy lids fell and he heard her say: “Very fond of me?…How funny!”

He was merciful enough not to pursue the subject. “Because I’m fond of you I am putting you first — before my duty as a police officer. You heard something that made you run out into the street; you thought somebody was going to kill me. Was it Golly you heard?”

She stared at him, startled. “Golly…Mr. Oaks? I thought he was at sea…isn’t he?”

He evaded the question.

“You never know what Golly is doing,” he said lightly. “Anyway, you didn’t hear his voice — not even raised in song? And I presume you’ve not heard anything of Anna?”

He was watching her closely as he asked the question; but apparently Anna had no significance to her.

“She is a woman for whom I’m searching. I thought she might I have finished her journey at the ‘Mecca’,” he explained. “Now, what about Lord Siniford; do you know him?” Siniford had for the past few days been the object of John Wade’s especial attention.

To his surprise she nodded to his question.

“Yes, I’ve met him. Isn’t it wonderful, Mrs. Oaks knowing a real lord? He has known me for a long time—”

“Who told you so?” asked John Wade in surprise.

“Mrs. Oaks said so. And then she corrected herself and said he hadn’t. Of course I knew then that he had, though I’ve never seen him before. He was very nice “ — she hesitated— “yes, quite nice, but—”

“But what?”

She shook her head.

“Really very nice. He’s been most polite to me and kind.”

“When did you see him last?”

“Some days ago.” She shook her head. “I don’t know when. He was there last night—”

She stopped suddenly, pressing her lips tightly together as though to arrest any further indiscretion.

“He was there last night?” suggested John.

“I can’t tell you.” And then the hand which she had withdrawn was impulsively thrown forward and clasped his. “I’m frightened — terribly frightened,” she said breathlessly. “There’s something dreadful happening and I don’t know what it’s all about…it’s against you; that worries me.”

She was silent for a moment, and then asked, with that oddly whimsical smile of hers: “Do you like my being worried about you?” He nodded. “I mean, do you have the same feeling as I have when I feel that you are being unhappy about me?…I know you are sometimes.”

“Lots of times,” he said, and his voice was strangely husky. For the moment he forgot all his duties, the necessity for securing some sort of information from her. It was she who brought him back to an understanding of his lapse.

“Who is Anna?…There was a woman who came one night. She cried — I heard her, and I wondered who she was. We very seldom have women in the Home. The last time it was the wife of one of the officers who came; she made an awful scene, and Mrs. Oaks said that he had another wife — wasn’t that a dreadful thing?”

“Terrible,” said John mechanically.

The police sergeant’s wife came in at that moment, a good-humoured soul who had once been a hospital nurse.

“This is where you get off, Mr. Wade,” she said with a smile. “This young lady is going to have no more questions put to her till I ask her how she slept.”

John Wade drove back to the police station by taxi. He boasted of hobbling about, but in truth he had little discomfort and practically no pain from the clean-punctured wound through his calf. The bullet had in reality passed through two sets of muscles without injuring either, and the doctor had promised him that, if he would lie up, the wound would be thoroughly healed in two or three days. But he of all men could not spare the time.

Every spare detective in the metropolis had been drawn to the neighbourhood, and there was in progress a systematic visitation of lodging-houses frequented by Eastern sailors. No ship worked by a Chinese crew had come in in the past twentyfour hours, and all the Chinese residents in the district could be accounted for — with few exceptions they were men with good records, known to be law-abiding, as is the average Chinese citizen in a foreign country. The tong is not recognised by the police in England. But there were certain known leaders of the Chinese colony who were in a position to give information, and who could be trusted. When such inquiries were made, they knew that the police would waive such little irregularities as an illegal game or even the discovery of a new opium-house, and, with the knowledge of this indulgence, the chiefs were very frank. They could offer no explanation for the appearance of a Chinese gang or for the attempt on Wade’s life.

Elk, who was personally superintending the search, came up to the station door as John Wade’s taxi stopped. He was, he admitted ruefully, full of useless information.

“These Chinks came from some other quarter — must have belonged to the same crowd as the fellow who was killed the other night,” he said. “There’s no ship in the Pool which has a Chinese crew, and none of the headmen of the colony have heard a word about this business last night.”

“And if they did they’d lie,” said John cheerfully, but Elk shook his head.

“Old San Yi is a pal of mine — a low man who would have been in bad trouble with the police years ago if everybody had his due, but he’s been a good citizen for I don’t know how long, and I’ve, helped him once or twice. In fact, this poor, simple yaller man looks upon me as a brother. Naturally these fellows have to lie sometimes, but I always know when San Yi is trying to put it across me.”

John Wade bit his lip thoughtfully.

“Then where the devil did they come from? If the Seal of Troy was in the Pool I shouldn’t ask, but she’s well away.”

“She’s well away,” agreed Elk calmly, “but is the crew well away? Is Captain Aikness well away? Is Raggit Lane—”

“He’s here all right,” said John Wade shortly. “He was the fellow superintending last night’s little surprise party.”

Wade had telephoned to the Borough Engineer’s office, and whilst he was talking to Elk there had arrived a large envelope, which he carried into the inspector’s room and opened. Inside was a rough plan of a building, with one or two sketches of sectional elevations on tracing paper.

“What’s that?” asked Elk curiously.

John Wade was examining the plan, whistling softly.

“Don’t you recognise it?” he asked at last. “It’s the old building that stood on the site where ‘Mecca’ is. There’s the brew house — a bit of that building still remains — and there “ — he pointed— “are the cellars.”

“Cellars?” repeated Elk, and twisted the plan round to see it better.

“They cover the whole area of the building, and there’s room there for half a battalion of Chinese thugs. I’ve seen one cellar — Golly used it as a woodshed. I’ve been down inside the place — but it’s pretty small.”

He looked up from the plan. “By the way, have you found Golly?”

Elk shook his head mournfully. “We are, to use a term highly popular in the press, scouring London for him. Three squads are combing the district, and I’ve set another to look at the Surrey side.”

Only at this moment did it strike John Wade as strange that Mrs. Oaks had made no inquiry about her lawful husband, and had shown not the slightest concern as to the consequences of the part he had played in the attempt of the previous night. That she was well aware of Golly’s act, Wade had no doubt whatever.
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A detective, confronted with half a dozen problems simultaneously and all associated with the same central problem, will not only naturally but properly follow the easiest line of inquiry; and that which presented itself instantly was a more careful search of ‘Mecca’. Matter must occupy space; Chinese criminals must be bedded and fed, and the possibility that beneath ‘Mecca’ was an extensive cellarage had always been present in Wade’s mind. For the moment, however, a raid on the Home was inadvisable. Nothing was more certain than that police activities were being closely watched, and a move towards the Home would be signalled and his prey escape before he could get his men in position.

It was much more intelligent a plan to leave ‘Mecca’ till the night and switch his inquiries into another direction and, being what he was, he chose that avenue which bristled with almost insurmountable difficulties. But he was determined to find the source of Siniford’s income and discover why this penurious man had suddenly found himself in a comfortable position with money to burn. There was just a chance that his unpleasant lordship was being subsidised by the IndiaRubber Men; there was certainly a line of communication between them, but how long this had existed Wade had to discover.

A police officer can do many things, and the magic of his name will carry him completely to his goal, always providing that his line of inquiry does not extend to a bank and the private business of its customers. Banks have very rigid rules, and John was too wise a man to attempt to make a direct approach. He knew the bank where Lord Siniford kept his money, but unless he took the authority of a magistrate, which he knew would not be given, it was impossible to examine the man’s account. It was equally impossible to discover the source of Siniford’s income.

But there were other methods of approaching the problem than through a stony-faced bank manager, and Wade had already set inquiries in motion which that day had produced an important clue.

On the first and the fifteenth of every month Lord Siniford received a heavily sealed envelope, and he made a point of being at home when it arrived. That morning the man who had been watching Siniford reported that his lordship had paid in a banker’s draft, and the draft was obviously the contents of the sealed envelope that had arrived that morning, for when he endorsed it at the bank counter the watching detective had seen him draw it from its cover.

This day Siniford had done a stupid thing — he had probably done it before, but he had not been under observation. After the draft had been paid in and he had drawn a cheque for a substantial sum, he crumpled the envelope and threw it on the floor. The watcher waited his opportunity, secured the envelope, and this was brought to John Wade whilst he was still at the police station.

There was no name printed upon it, but the flap bore a heavy boss of red sealing-wax on which a steel stamp had been pressed. Save that the edge was broken this was intact when it was brought to John Wade in the inspector’s office. There were four initial letters — L.K.Z. and B. Though there are isolated instances where quadruple names appear in a business, they are most commonly found amongst solicitors.

Procuring a Law List, he began a careful search amongst the L’s. If they were lawyers they could easily be checked, because “Z” was an unusual initial. In a few seconds he found what he had been looking for — the eminent firm of Messrs. Latter, Knight, Zeeland and Bruder, of Lincoln’s Inn Fields. He jotted down the address, and late in the afternoon he drove westward, calling in at the office of a solicitor friend to discover something of the standing of the firm.

“They’re big people,” he was informed. “Latter and Knight are dead, Zeeland has retired, and old Bruder runs the business. He’s as close as an oyster, but, like all these Chancery people, full of common sense. If you tell him what you want, very likely you’ll get it.”

He was fortunate enough to find Mr. Bruder in his dingy little office, and, after some delay, was ushered in. The lawyer was a tall, thin man; all of his head that was not bald was sandy. He looked at the detective through his thick, concave glasses, and from John to his card.

“Sit down, Mr. Wade,” he said with a faint smile. “It’s a long time since I saw a police officer in my room — my mind is free, because I’m perfectly sure none of my very respectable clients has been getting into trouble!”

“Lord Siniford is a client of yours?” suggested John, and, to his surprise, the lawyer shook his head vigorously.

“No,” he said emphatically; “he is — er — well, he isn’t a client.”

He looked at John thoughtfully for a moment, and as plainly as words could speak his eyes told the detective that he was quite prepared to hear that Siniford had got into any kind of trouble.

He motioned John to a chair, the springs of which were broken, and folded his hands on the littered table. “Now, Mr. Wade, what do you want?”

John had an inspiration. Even as he spoke, he knew just how dangerous was the ground on which he trod, that there was an official reprimand waiting for every sentence he spoke. “I’m going to put my cards on the table, Mr. Bruder,” he said. “I’m engaged in a search for the IndiaRubber Men, about whom you may have heard.”

The lawyer inclined his head.

“Even I have heard of them,” he said.

“Naturally I must investigate every leader I find on the main thread,” John went on. “I have discovered that Lord Siniford is an associate of people who are suspected of being in close touch with these crooks. I do know that up to a few years ago he was a very poor man, but that recently his fortune has changed and that he receives an allowance from you. When I say I know, I really mean, with regard to the latter statement, that I’m guessing. But he’s getting money from somewhere, and it’s very important to us that we should know the source of his income.”

The lawyer looked at him, his lips pursed thoughtfully.

“His income is a perfectly legitimate one,” he said. “It is quite true that he receives certain funds from us. Whether he gets any other money is outside my knowledge; but, as I said before, we are not his lawyers, but are acting for certain executors.”

John must have shown his disappointment, for the lawyer smiled. “I’m afraid I’ve spoilt an interesting theory.”

“Well, no,” Wade hesitated. “It wasn’t exactly a theory. Of course, if he’s inherited money—”

“He hasn’t exactly inherited money,” interrupted the lawyer carefully; “there is a certain trust fund from which he draws, as it were, an interim income. In a year’s time the whole of the money will go to him.” He smiled again as he saw John’s perplexity. “I’m being mysterious, I’m afraid. I see no reason why I should not tell you what you could ascertain for yourself by a search of records at Somerset House. A client of ours, who was a relation of Lord Siniford, died five years ago and left a very large fortune — an extremely large fortune,” he added emphatically. “The money would ordinarily have been inherited — um — elsewhere. I don’t think I can tell you more than that, except that the trust money was settled upon an individual who is dead, but cannot be distributed until the twenty-first anniversary of that person’s birth.

“I can’t tell you very much more, inspector.” Bruder leaned back in his chair, his fingertips together, his sceptical eyes fixed upon the detective’s. “But I don’t think I have told you any more than I should.”

“Can you tell me the name of the testator whose affairs you’re handling?”

The lawyer thought for some time, and in his whimsical way John Wade thought he was not ill-named. “Well — as I’ve remarked before, you could find particulars of the Pattison Trust at Somerset House. The most I can do, in propriety, is to tell you that Lord Siniford draws his income from what is known as the Pattison Trust, which administers the affairs of the late Lady Pattison, the grand-aunt of Lord Siniford.”

He rose from the chair, stood frowning for a moment at the desk, and then: “I don’t know why I should not go a little farther: I’ve had rather an unpleasant experience with Lord Siniford lately. He has been here making inquiries which seemed to me to be unnecessary, and we had an unpleasant exchange of words. I have since written advising him to consult a lawyer — frankly, I would rather do business through a brother solicitor than with his lordship. So that you may say I’m not exactly friendly with him.”

“Would it be indiscreet to ask what the quarrel was about?”

Again the lawyer cogitated. “I suppose it would be in any other person than a police officer, who may be pardoned a little overzealousness. Lord Siniford asked for certain deed boxes that are really the property of the trust, and will be the property of the trust until the estate is handed over to him. I refused him access, rightly or wrongly, and advised him as to the course he should pursue. He was a little abusive—I rather think he was the worse for drink. And that’s all I’m going to tell you, inspector.”

He jerked out a long, bony hand and gave John’s a feeble shake; followed him to the door and closed it upon him when he went out.

A very mundane and commonplace dead end to his inquiries, thought John Wade, as he strolled back to Scotland Yard. But if Siniford was the heir to a large property and was for the moment the recipient of a respectable pension, why on earth should he bother himself with the IndiaRubber Men, or spend a night on the Seal of Troy with Captain Aikness?

He was passing through Bedford Row when he took a sudden decision, and, calling a cab, drove to St. James’s Street. The hall porter told him that his lordship was at home, had just come in.

There was a little cubby hole in the vestibule, and a small table, one of the few articles of furniture it contained, was piled high with long, flat, cardboard boxes. A name caught Wade’s eye, and he went closer to inspect it. It was on the label of a fashionable dressmaker, and, lifting the box, he saw that the second also contained a woman’s dress.

Scrawled on the second label was a pencilled note.

‘Une couturiere viendra essayer les robes de la jeune demoiselle mercredi soir’. Evidently an instruction by the saleswoman.

Who was the young lady to be ‘fitted’?

“What name shall I give his lordship?” asked the commissionaire, poising the telephone plug.

“Wade,” said John after a moment’s thought.

There was just a chance that Siniford would not see him; but it was a remote chance. If his guess was right. Lord Siniford was in a position where he dare not refuse an interview for fear of arousing suspicion. His surmise was right, for the answer came: “Show Mr. Wade to the apartment.”

It was a large, light room overlooking St James’s Street. His lordship was standing with his back to the little fire. He was a very alert, attentive man, entirely on the defensive. This John observed, and used one of the oldest tricks of his trade he put his hat carefully on a chair, slowly and deliberately took off his gloves. It was an action which had very frequently disturbed the equilibrium of a man who had a story all cut and dried.

Siniford wrinkled his little nose apprehensively. “Well, well,” he asked with some impatience, “what do you want, Mr. Wade? I can give you exactly three minutes.”

“I require exactly four,” said John Wade coolly. “You’re a friend of Captain Aikness?”

He sprang the question without preamble, and saw the man flinch.

“Aikness? The sea captain? Yes, I know him. He was an old friend of my father’s many years ago, and recently I had the pleasure of renewing his acquaintance — he is in South America now.”

John Wade nodded.

“A friend of your father’s? Then you’ll be able to vouch for his integrity, Lord Siniford?” he said, not taking his eyes from the redfaced man.

His lordship wriggled uncomfortably.

“I can’t vouch for anything,” he snapped. “My dear fellow, be reasonable! I knew — er — my father knew Mr. — Captain Aikness. Surely it was an act of civility to pay him a visit on his ship. A very nice man, charming!”

“And Miss Lila Smith? Do you find her charming, too?” asked the other suavely.

Lord Siniford started at the mention of Lila’s name.

“I’ve met her, yes. Good lord, inspector, what is the idea? You come here to a gentleman’s flat and cross-examine me — him, I mean?”

“You’re very much interested in Lila Smith?” John Wade had him at a disadvantage and knew it.

“I know the girl — she’s very nice. I’m not more interested than I am in—” Lord Siniford shrugged— “any girl.”

“Interested enough to buy her a complete outfit?” suggested Wade.

Lord Siniford’s face went red and white, then purple.

“What the devil do you mean by watching me? You be damned careful, inspector, or I’ll have your coat off your back! I’m not the sort of man who’ll stand for that kind of thing, and don’t you forget it! I’ll buy any thing I please, for whom I wish. As you’re so beastly curious, let me tell you that the clothes were not for Miss Smith, far from it—”

“For Anna?” suggested Wade.

Siniford swallowed something.

“I don’t know whom you mean,” he said sullenly.

“I mean the woman who was staying in your house at Maidenhead and who was brought to London in a closed car the night the Oxford Street bank was held up. You did a little clothes-buying there, if I remember aright, Lord Siniford.” He walked closer to the man. “I’ve warned Golly; let me pass on the same warning to you. If this woman Anna is taken out of the Thames in the clothes you bought, you’ll have a very unpleasant hour when you meet the coroner.”

The man was shaken; he made no attempt to deny his knowledge of Golly, though he might well have known Mr. Oaks by another and more dignified title. Evidently the warning had not been passed on. He blinked at the detective, and for the time being was incapable of speech.

“I guess I know what you’re thinking,” John Wade continued. “You’re saying to yourself that nothing can happen to this woman, and at the same time you’re realising that it is quite likely something may happen. Anyway, you’ll be in a rather embarrassing position if this woman turns up, dead or alive.”

Lord Siniford was not a good actor; the prospect was frightening. His heavy face twitched spasmodically for a second or two.

“I really don’t know what you’re talking about.” His lordship’s voice was surprisingly mild. “I think you must have been dreaming, inspector. I know nothing of Anna — was that the name?”

Here Wade drew his bow at a venture. “Does Anna benefit under the Pattison Trust?” he asked.

The arrow struck. Siniford’s brown eyes opened wide in amazed horror. “Pattison Trust?” he repeated shrilly. “What do you know…” He stopped, out of breath.

“I was just wondering, that’s all.” Wade took up his hat, stick and gloves.

“What do you know about the Pattison Trust?”

“Everything,” said John Wade in his blandest manner, and left on that note.

It occurred to him as he was driving to the Yard that he might not have been very discreet in his reference to Lila Smith; but he was satisfied that the clothes were for her. There might be a very simple explanation for this ‘shopping’ of Lord Siniford’s. He was, if report could be credited, rather generous in his gifts to young ladies who interested him. That Lila Smith should interest the man at all rather worried him. Why was Siniford so frequent a visitor to the ‘Mecca’, and what was the attraction which brought him to this unsavoury neighbourhood? An answer to these questions might possibly be found that night, though for his own part he had little faith that the raid on the ‘Mecca’ would produce any instructive results.

He found Elk in his dingy little room — Elk had a faculty of creating dinginess, for he was an inveterate smoker of other people’s cigars, and he hated fresh air. The gaunt detective was writing slowly and laboriously, but put down his pen when John came in.

“I’ve got everything set for tonight’s little visit,” he said. “Three of your launches will patrol the river and close the wharf on signal. Thirty-five picked men will surround the house and assist in the search for a dangerous criminal who was seen making for the wharf half an hour before the raid started.” He stroked his stubbly chin. “I don’t know what the dangerous criminal had better be — a murderer? No, that would get into the newspapers. Better be a man wanted by the police — that means almost anybody. No search warrant; everything to be done in a gentlemanly manner by kind permission of the owner of the house.”

John nodded. “That seems good to me. Is there any news of Golly, by the way?”

“None whatever. The well-known ground has opened and swallowed him up. If he stops before reaching his proper destination he’ll be lucky. But I guess he won’t sink so far.”

“The Chinese inquiry?” suggested John.

“There’s nothing to it. The very last Chink is accounted for this side of Tilbury. The Chief’s put you in charge of tonight’s surprise party. Are there any further instructions?”

John hesitated.

“No, I don’t think there’s anything. I’d have been a bit worried if the girl was there, but fortunately she won’t be—”

“The girl being that young woman Smith?” suggested Elk.

John Wade was irritated. “That young woman Smith, as you call her, doesn’t come into consideration,” he said tartly.

Elk sighed.

“If we could only stop goodlookin’ detectives from fallin’ in love!” he said, and Mr. Wade did not pursue the subject.

“Golly must be found,” he said. “He is the key that will open a lot of cell doors.”

Every police station in London had been furnished with a description of Golly. The lodging-houses, superior and small, had been diligently examined, but without result. The police suffered from the disadvantage that Golly had no “haunts.” He was a notorious home-lover, and seldom strayed from the quiet of the dingy wharf which ran before the ‘Mecca’. He had no known friends, visited no hostelry, and the whereabouts of such men as these invariably presents an insoluble problem to the police, especially if the man for whom they seek has the intelligence to lie hidden.

“He’s at the ‘Mecca.’ If I was a betting man I’d bet on that,” said Elk. “Personally, betting means nothing to me. I’ve a pretty good tip for the three o’clock race tomorrow from a publican in Lambeth. By the way, you might remind me tomorrow. I’ve seen more houses ruined—”

Wade cut short his moralising. “Elk, do you remember, on the night of the big bank robbery in St. James’s, the IndiaRubber Men escaped on a fast boat?”

Elk nodded. “You missed it,” he said.

“I missed it,” said Wade, “because it was lying on the shore side of the Seal of Troy, and was in all probability swung inboard when I was going in the direction of Greenwich. It never occurred to me till now that I got most of the information about that boat from the ship. It wasn’t a big boat, and a couple of derricks could have put it under hatches in ten minutes. It’s probably on the ship now, unless they’ve thrown it overboard in mid-ocean. I’ve cabled our South American agent to inspect the ship the moment she touches port.”

Elk filled a strong, foul pipe and lit it. He puffed for a long time. “Lila Smith’s the mystery,” he said, “not the Seal of Troy. It was plain to any amachoor that the Seal of Troy is the biggest receivers’ den that the world has ever known. I’ll bet she’s got workshops on board — here, I’ll show you something you’ve never seen before.”

He opened a drawer of his desk and searched its untidy interior, muttering condemnations of the man who was responsible for its untidiness. After a while he drew out a sheet of paper, in the centre of which was pasted a cutting from a newspaper. “The Record Department dug this out of a Lancashire paper three years ago. One of those local Timeses that are published weekly.”

John Wade took the paper.

‘A friend of George Seeper, the jeweller, who was sentenced to eighteen months’ hard labour for extensive frauds, and who will be remembered kindly by the people of this town despite his lapse and his misfortune, recently saw him in Buenos Ayres. He is now living down his past and has a good position with a steamship company. He has made several voyages to England. We are glad that Seeper is making good. His work in connection with the Young Men’s Recreation Room can be set against his unfortunate lapse…’

“And here’s another one,” said Elk, producing a second paper bearing the rubber stamp of the Record Department. It was an advertisement:

‘Working jeweller required for South America. Excellent opportunity for man who requires fresh start or who wishes to rehabilitate himself.’

“I’ve checked them up. The Seal of Troy was in London when the advertisement appeared, and was in Buenos Ayres when Mr. Seeper met his friend. How many replies do you think they got for that princely salary ad.? Thousands! And how many of those fellows were Dartmoor old-timers?”

Wade rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “It seems a pretty dangerous proceeding. If Aikness is the head of the Rubber gang, he’d hardly place himself at the mercy of an old lag.”

Elk smiled pityingly.

“A fellow who’d shoot policemen wouldn’t think twice about keeping these fellows under lock and key. We’ve been making inquiries, especially about Seeper. He’s got some relations in Peebles, and they’ve never heard from him since they got a letter saying he’d been offered a good job. He’s been once or twice in England, hasn’t he? Well, he’s never been seen by mortal eye or heard from except once, though his old mother gets a money order regularly. He’s got a lifer, that fellow, and if he ever touches his princely salary he will be lucky. You can bet that every bit of jewellery that’s taken aboard that ship is broken up before it’s there an hour.”
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It seemed a fantastical idea that the IndiaRubber Men, who planned and accomplished great coups, should bother themselves with jewel thefts. But when he refreshed his memory with data from the Record Department, the reason for such expert assistance was obvious. John traced fourteen big jewel robberies, where gems to an enormous value had been stolen, and which crimes were attributed to the IndiaRubber Men.

It rained heavily that evening, clearing up towards night, and possibly it was the weather which made his wound smart, though it was more likely, as the police doctor pointed out to him, that the activities of the day were responsible He made most of his arrangements by telephone, and when darkness fell on the river he went down to the ‘float’ and gave his final instructions to the officers in charge of the three launches that were moored to the edge of the landing-stage.

They were carrying extra crew, and each man was armed. In the bow of the larger boat was an unusual piece of equipment — a small Lewis gun, which John Wade had begged for. Scotland Yard is very averse from placing firearms in the hands of policemen, and it took a lot of persuasion before they permitted the introduction of a machinegun. Their experience of the IndiaRubber Men, however, had taught them a lesson which they were not likely soon to forget, and the little gun had arrived from the Tower of London camouflaged — lest Wapping should see and wonder — and had been put in position.

There was half an hour’s council of war, when all the details were settled, and at nine o’clock John Wade went down and took his place in the fastest of the launches.

The land party were to arrive in a closed lorry, of a type that frequently passed ‘Mecca’ on the way to the docks, and would be no unusual phenomenon at that early part of the night. The three launches were supplemented by a roving patrol that would hold the middle of the river whilst the raiding boats closed the wharf.

An old Thames policeman who knew every phase and mood of the river gave them a piece of information just before the boats pushed off.

“There will be a very high tide tonight — we’ve had the tip from Gravesend, and the land police are warning riverside people to watch out!”

The night was unusually fine, and the three boats moved off in single file and swept across the river to the Surrey side. Once clear, the first of the three increased its speed until John judged they had given it sufficient start, when he moved on. As they neared Wapping the three craft slowed. John glanced at the illuminated dial of his watch; it wanted five minutes to the hour, and he signalled with his lamp to the boats to turn to the north shore. From where he sat in the launch he could see the upper windows of ‘Mecca’; two of them were illuminated, the third, which he knew was Mum Oaks’s room, was dark.

He was halfway across the river when he heard his sergeant’s fierce whisper: “Something coming away from the wharf!”

This police officer had extraordinary sight. He could see in the dark what was invisible to most men, and for a long time John Wade himself could see nothing moving. Then he saw a black shape sidling across the river. It was a boat of unusual length, and although it was scarcely fifty yards away when he sighted it, he could hear none of the sounds which are associated either with a motorboat or a steam launch, except a dull purr which was only now distinguishable. A powerful electric launch, he decided, and swung his own boat to meet it. It was only as he did this that he realised the extraordinary speed at which the launch was moving. Almost before he knew what hid happened, the flying craft was on him. He saw the wide V-shaped wake and shouted a warning.

It was no accident, the straight bow smashed into his stern and, had he not been clutching at the gunwale, he would have been thrown into the water. Instantly the engines of his own machine stopped, and the launch lurched over.

It all happened in a second The dark boat flashed past, he glimpsed the face of a man who was sitting, only his head visible, below the well deck…

Aikness!

Captain Aikness, who at that; moment was on the high seas. He had no time to wonder, already the police launch was down by the stern.

“Holed,” said a voice breathlessly “She’s sinking.”

There were keen eyes on the other launches, and as the boat sank beneath him, the nearest police launch came roaring up and grappled the sinking craft. In a second he had jumped the edge of the boat, and his companions were in safety almost as soon.

John looked round, but could not locate the black boat. It had vanished in the shadows, and the crew of the rescuing launch had been so intent upon picking up their comrades that nobody had noticed whither it had disappeared. But instantly signal lamps began to flicker, and from up and down the river came agitated responses.

“Close shore, sir!” said a warning voice.

A green signal lamp was winking from the wharf of the ‘Mecca’. The raiders had arrived, and the two boats moved towards the foreshore, came under the moored barges and made fast to the slimy face of the wharf. John Wade forgot his feet were wet and that the legs of his trousers were clinging to him unpleasantly.

The tide was high and running strongly — the water was within a foot of the ‘Mecca’ wharf top when the launch came alongside. He leapt ashore and gripped a dark form that came racing along the wharf towards safety. The man struggled wildly, and for a second John thought that it was Golly, until somebody focused the prisoner in a circle of light and John Wade gazed upon a familiar face.

“Why, Sniffy, you’re getting into society!”

“I’ve done nothing,” whined the man. “You can’t say I’ve done anything, Mr. Wade…naturally I run when I see the busies. You never know what lies they’re cooking up about you.”

“Take him,” said John, and ran towards the house.

Despite the perturbation suggested by the hurried flight of Sniffy, there was an air of unruffled quietude about the ‘Mecca’. The only police officers in sight were Elk and his assistant, though in the dark of the street he saw a number of men who were obviously policemen in plain clothes.

Elk was standing in the passageway with Mrs. Oaks, and John thought her unprepossessing face was unusually pallid. Another peculiar fact, which was significant to him, was the woman’s attitude. She neither stormed nor raged at the intrusion upon her quiet. Possibly the seriousness of the raid was responsible for this. She gave one quick glance at John as he came into sight, but immediately returned her attention to his comrade.

“The only thing I ask, Mr. Elk,” she said, in an even tone, “is that none of my boarders shall know anything about this raid. It may ruin the Home, and I’ve quite enough to put up with as it is. What do you want to see? You can have the keys of every room in the house.”

“We would like to see the cellars, Mrs. Oaks,” said John.

He saw the involuntary droop of her eyelid. She looked at him quickly for a moment, and again fixed her eyes upon Elk.

“I’d like to know who’s in charge of this business,” she asked, and for the first time there came a tremor of anger to her voice. “I’ve got to know who’s responsible, because naturally I’m not going to sit down under this kind of treatment. There’s going to be trouble, and I want to be sure who the trouble is coming to.”

“I’m responsible,” said John quietly. “Will you give me the key of the cellar?”

She stood as stiff as a ramrod, her hands lightly folded before her, and made no movement to comply with his request.

“There is no cellar,” she said steadily, “only the wood cellar, and we don’t keep that locked. We’re not so afraid of thieves as some people are, and, what’s more, we don’t grudge the poor a little bit of kindling wood.”

Wade smiled broadly. “That’s exactly what Golly told us tonight,” he said. There was no flicker of eyelid here.

“Indeed?” she said calmly. “Then Golly spoke the truth for once in his life.”

She had called the detective’s bluff, and he had played the game long enough to know that she had no fear for Golly’s safety. She must have seen him that night, he thought, and probably the little man was in the house at that moment, or, if not in the house, within call.

“Who has been here tonight?” he asked brusquely. “No, I don’t want the names of your lodgers — I want to know all about your visitors. What time did Aikness come and go?”

She looked at him, a little bewildered. “Aikness — you mean Captain Aikness?” He nodded. “Of the Seal of Troy?” She shook her head. “No, I haven’t seen him for weeks.”

“He’s been here tonight,” said John. “Now, Mrs. Oaks, this is a matter too serious for you to pretend you know nothing. Aikness was here tonight; that doesn’t mean that he’s done anything wrong or that you’ve done anything wrong by entertaining him.”

A sour little smile played at the corners of her thin lips. “I don’t know who’s done wrong and who’s done right,” she said shortly. “I’ve not seen Captain Aikness.”

There was nothing to be gained here. He sent her in search of the keys, though he suspected they were in the little wallet she carried suspended from the leather belt about her waist. She came back with them and dropped them into his outstretched palm. “There’s no key to the cellar—I told you that before. Do you want me to come with you?”

John had no such wish. He and Elk went along the wharf, and with the aid of their torches found the short flight of stairs that led to Golly’s coal cellar. At the bottom was a fairly wide space, stone-paved, where, out of sight though not out of hearing, Golly was wont to chop wood — his only regular occupation. The door was a very old one and heavy, its face warped with age, and it was pierced with a square hole in which was a rusty grating. Wade expected to use all his strength to push it open, for these ancient portals are as a rule rustily hinged. To his surprise, the door yielded instantly and noiselessly.

He could have pushed it open with the tips of his fingers, he realised, and going round to investigate, he found that the hinges were clean and shining with grease. This was interesting. He returned to the face of the door again and inspected that very carefully. There was an old and rusted lock which had not been used for years, and it looked as though this was the only fastening until, patting his lamp up and down the thick edge of the door, he saw a small triangular hole, and, examining the lintel, he discovered another triangular depression that corresponded. Obviously there was a concealed lock here, but it was a long time before he discovered the keyhole. It was very cleverly hidden on the inside of the door, under a drooping and rusty knob and a broken bolt — a tiny slip in the wood, just large enough to admit a patent key. There was no key hole on the outside, so that the door could only be locked by somebody who was in the woodshed.

“Interesting,” murmured Elk, a fascinated spectator. “Somebody’s gone to a lot of trouble for no apparent reason!”

The cellar had one electric globe which dangled from the centre of the vaulted roof. They found the switch of this and turned on the light. There was apparently nothing here for investigation. Round three sides of the vault heavy logs of wood, old ship’s timbers, sawn off to exact lengths, were neatly stacked, and above them smaller bundles of kindling wood…In the left-hand corner there was a circular iron bin, rather like a heavy ash-can. Opening the lid of this. Wade discovered nothing more romantic than silver sand of the type that is used for scouring purposes. The receptacle was half full of this material.

With the assistance of one of his men, he pulled down enough of the stacked wood to enable him to examine the wall. He found nothing but greenly discoloured brickwork. When he tapped the wall, however, it gave a hollow sound, by no means the sound it should have made if his information was correct and the rest of the cellarage was filled up. He tried another wall, with no better result, and whilst the detectives were restacking the wood he made an inspection of the floor.

It was covered with heavy flanged stone; there was no sign of a trap.

“Why the sand?” asked Elk suddenly. “And the answer is, because it’s heavy!”

He tugged at the bin, but it did not move.

“Because it’s darned heavy!” he repeated. “But not so heavy that I oughtn’t to be able to lift it. Give a hand here, Wade,”

The two men pulled at the bin, but it was immovable. Taking off his coat, Wade bared his arm and groped down through the sand. At first he felt nothing, but presently his fingers touched a metal projection, rather like a candlestick in shape, which evidently ran up from the bottom of the bin. It was situated in the exact centre and refused to yield to his tugging. Feeling left and right, his fingers suddenly touched another iron object, shaped rather like the handle of a corkscrew. He pulled at this and it yielded immediately. He heard the hollow clank of steel against steel.

“What’s that?” asked Elk curiously.

The other thought for a moment, and then: “Give me a hand with this bin,” said John Wade quietly. “I think it will move now.”

It moved so readily that he was almost sent sprawling. The bin swung round on an invisible pivot, situated, he guessed, somewhere in the region of the handle. It had been placed upon a circular steel plate, in the greasy centre of which he saw a bolt end. He had no time to examine this, however, for as the container swung round, the corner walls opened inwards, revealing a narrow doorway.

“Gosh!” gasped Elk.

The piles of wood, so artistically stacked, had vanished also. They were most artistically and immovably fastened to the wall, and so were the logs on either side of the door.

Flashing his lamp before him, John stooped and passed through the queer little doorway. Elk following.

“There’s a switch here,” said the latter. “Electric light and all modern conveniences.”

There was a click, and the inner room was revealed. It was a long apartment, evidently running the full depth of the ‘Mecca’. Walls and roof were of ancient bricks, all bearing the green stain of ancient water, though the cellar seemed dry enough. In some places the brickwork was in a considerable state of disrepair Near the door they had entered was a steel lever which came up from the flagged floor.

Elk stopped to give a few instructions to the detective he had left in the upper cellar, and, coming back, pulled the lever. Immediately the two ‘leaves’ that formed the corner of the wall swung into place.

“That’s fastened it,” said Elk. “I guess it has pushed up the bolt into the sand bin.”

Wade was making a careful search of the room. There were two tables placed end to end, and a dozen chairs. There was nothing to indicate that it had been recently occupied, but under one of the chairs he found a piece of paper rolled up into a ball, and, smoothing it out, discovered that it was a page from a vernacular Chinese newspaper. More than this, he found near one of the walls a small inkpot and brush such as Chinamen use when they are writing. From the long cellar led a door, which was ajar. Pushing this open, he found himself in a small cell, furnished with a bed and a table. Hanging behind the door on a nail was a woman’s coat — a cheap but fairly new article of wear, which bore on the tab behind the collar a significant label. Embroidered on the tag was the name of a Maidenhead outfitter. This, then, had been the home of Anna, thought John Wade.

How long had she been gone? Not long, he guessed, for the bed was untidy and had recently been slept in. There was a half-filled glass of water on the table and a small, unlabelled bottle containing white tablets. The water was fresh, and the picture newspaper discovered amongst the disorder of bedclothes bore that day’s date.

He turned over the pillow and found a woman’s handkerchief. A more important discovery came when Elk pulled the overlay from the bed, for between that and the wire mattress he found a knife. It seemed of Chinese manufacture, and on the imitation jade handle were roughly carved grotesque figures of dragons; but when Elk examined the weapon he pronounced it pure Birmingham.

“They sell these things in the junk shops to Chinese sailors. What do you make of that?”

“Anna’s first and last line of defence,” said John promptly. “She had intelligence enough to know she was in some kind of danger, and managed to get the knife and hide it. Which means that she was taken away rather suddenly and unexpectedly.”

He picked up the bottle of tablets and shook them, then sniffed. “Mr. Raggit Lane has been here. I presume he was the doctor. That man should change his pomade.”

A prolonged search brought to light nothing new. The underground cellar was well ventilated — a little too well, for it was as draughty a place as any John could remember.

“There’s a big open ventilator somewhere,” he said. “Our Mr. Aikness, or our Mr. Raggit Lane, whoever the master of ceremonies is, is a devil for hygiene, and it looks as if there had been water in the cellar at some time — look at the green stain — it runs up to the roof! Let’s go.”

They went back to the lever and Elk pulled. The lever apparently had stuck, and though Wade lent his weight it would not move.

“Whom did you leave outside?” asked Wade sharply.

Elk considered. “Martin and Scance,” he said. “They’ve probably been monkeying about with the—”

At that moment the lights in the cellar went out. Instantly Wade drew his torch from his pocket and turned it on.

“Try the door,” he said, but though they put their shoulders to the comer of the wall they might as well have pressed at any other face of it. Elk rapped on the walls to attract the two police officers outside, but there was no answer. He himself had marvelled at the thickness of the “door.”

For a moment John was silent. “Was it an accident?” he said at last. He heard Elk’s quiet chuckle, and a cold shiver went down his spine, for Elk never laughed unless he was in very serious trouble.

“I guess not,” drawled the older man. “Let your light so shine, brother, that friend Chink can’t come up behind you and jab you one — I’m going to have a look at the electric-light attachments.”

John kept his face towards the far end of the room, and sent a fan of light travelling along the darkened chamber.

“That’s it,” said Elk after a while, as he heard the click-click of a useless switch. “There’s a control outside. I wonder what’s happened to them two officers — pardon my bad grammar, but when. I’m upset I always get common. Do you notice something about this room?” he asked suddenly.

John Wade nodded. He had seen the green-tinted walls, and now he began dimly to understand.

“I think I know why they all cleared out tonight, too,” he said quietly. “It wasn’t because we were coming.”

His ear caught a strange sound; a rustling and a confused squeaking; and then, into the focus of his lamp, he saw come running first one and then two queer little brown forms. They stopped, fascinated by the light, and, even as he looked, the two had become six. Something brushed against his feet.

“I’m not ladylike,” said Elk, and his voice sounded a little agitated, “but if you don’t mind we’ll stand on that table. I’m very fond of animals, but I never could stand rats.”

They got on to the table. The floor was alive with rodents, running aimlessly from side to side, squeaking, scurrying, leaping vainly and senselessly against the wall. They were in a panic, terrified by some unknown danger. Their beady eyes glinted in the light of the lamp. Elk found half a dozen had climbed the legs of the table and were running over his feet before he could kick them away.

“Notice the ventilation’s stopped?” he asked.

John Wade had noticed that. The air in the room had grown heavy; it was an effort to breathe. But presently he felt a cool breeze, and almost instantly, from the far end of the room, came a strange gurgling sound, and the squeak of the rats grew fiercer.

“Water,” said Elk. “Remember what that copper of yours said? A very high tide tonight. It’ll be too high for us, I’m thinking. Look at those devils swimming.”

Already the chairs were floating in three feet of water, and each was thick with rats, clinging like marooned sailors to bars and legs. In an incredibly short space of time the water overlapped the top of the table and was up to their ankles. Elk reached down and yanked a chair, scattering its squealing crew. “That bar for us,” he said.

Across the brick-vaulted roof, immediately above their heads, ran a rusted iron bar, probably placed there to strengthen the roof in some bygone time. Each section of vaulting had the same support. He reached up, John steadying him, and caught the bar, and with some difficulty his companion followed Instantly the chair and table rolled away under them, and they were left hanging waist-high in water.

Their lanterns were gone now. John saw the dim glow of them on the floor of the cellar. They were watertight, but their light was so faint under the flood that they gave no illumination to the room. In the darkness John felt furry little figures clawing at his coat. He shook his shoulders with a shudder, to free himself of the unseen things that in their terror were clinging to him.

“The river must be terribly high,” he said, “but it can’t be as high as this.”

He made a rapid mental calculation. Even supposing the water had risen above the level of the wharf, it should not be higher than their waists as they stood upon the table.

“The Metropolitan Police are going to lose two very good officers,” said Elk calmly. “Who’ll get your promotion, John? That fellow Stanford will get a step — I never liked the man. I’m almost sorry I’m going to die.”

“Shut up!” snapped John savagely.

The water was up to his neck. Presently it touched his uplifted chin. He was no longer interested in his little four-footed companions. The fact that they were squealing in his ear caused him no concern. The water was above his chin. His face was flat against the brick vaulting above.

Lila Smith…she was safe, anyway. He wished he could have got to the bottom of that Pattison Trust, and he’d like to have had one crack at Aikness, and —

He felt a shock, but could hear nothing, for his ears were beneath water. The whole building seemed to shake. And then, with extraordinary rapidity, the water began to descend, first to his shoulders, then with a rush to his waist.

“What’s happened?” gasped Elk.

The mystery was susceptible of only one solution; a portion of the wall had collapsed under the pressure, and the water was rushing somewhere else, finding a lower level. John touched the table, felt it sinking beneath his hands as the flood fell.

“Drop into the water,” he advised Elk. “We must find the breach.”

He swam along the wall until he felt his legs sucked from under him, and, bracing himself against the brickwork, he groped down. Presently he found the hole, a section of the wall four feet wide and three or four feet high had burst under the pressure of the water, but whither that led he could only surmise.

The movement of the water had ceased. The level had been reached, and a few minutes later it began to rise again, but by this time they were little more than breast-high, and both men were touching the floor with their feet.

Diving to where the glow revealed their presence, John Wade retrieved the lamps and made an examination of the aperture. “There must be a deeper level there,” he said “One of us will have to see where it leads.”

“That one will be you,” said Elk.

Wade made a mental plan of the neighbourhood. Adjoining ‘Mecca’ was an old warehouse occupied by a firm of provision merchants. He knew the place, it had a deep cellar in which a former occupant had erected a refrigerating plant He had once paid a visit to the cellars in company with a river thief to identify stolen property.

With the watertight lamp in his hand, he dived again, struggled through the hole and came up on the other side. His feet no longer touched bottom. Treading water, he threw the light of his lamp round the roof. It was evidently an older portion of the building. The roof was raftered and supported on great oaken pillars, and, floating thickly on the surface of the black water, were a number of small wooden cases.

Now he knew where he was, it was only necessary to find the exit. Diving back through the hole, he told Elk what he had found. “This is evidently the limit of the ‘Mecca’ cellar, and the water has dropped on to the deeper floor of the warehouse There must be a way out of that.”

The two men dived through the hole and came back to the vault of the warehouse. They made slow progress, pushing their way between the floating cases. Their progress was made more difficult by the fact that it was impossible to use the lamp except at intervals, but after ten minutes swimming through the floating debris, John saw a sight that gladdened his eyes. Within a few feet of him a flight of steel stairs led out of the water to a small door. Presently they were dragging themselves up the steel stairs and reached an iron door.

To John Wade’s relief and surprise, it was not locked, and, sliding it aside, he found a short flight of stone steps that led to a large room, obviously on the street level. He was unbarring this when an authoritative voice hailed him. It was the night watchman, who held in leash a ferocious-looking Alsatian.

“Police, are you? Let’s have a look at you,” said the sceptical man.

It took some time to convince him, and then he explained what, to Elk’s orderly mind, was the supreme mystery of the evening, why the iron door into the warehouse cellar had been unlocked.

“I knew the floods were up and I’ve just sent a message to the fire brigade,” said the watchman. “I left it unfastened for them in case they wanted to do some pumping, but, Lord! it’ll be hours before the river goes down. They’re flooded out at the ‘Mecca’ by all accounts, and a couple of men who were down in the wood cellar were nearly killed. The water came over the top so suddenly. What they were doing down in the cellar I don’t know.”

John could have explained, but did not. The watchman let them out through a wicket door and they went back, ankle-deep in water, to the club, in time to arrest the activities of a rescue party which was preparing to force its way into the cellar in a last despairing hope of getting the two men out alive.

A launch carried them back to one of the police boats, and as they were changing their clothes, after a hot bath, Elk was loquacious.

“No, I’m not scared — I was, though,” he admitted. “I’ve ruined a perfectly good suit, and who’s going to pay for that? There was a rat in each pocket and they were both dead. That’s the first time I’ve had a rat drowned in my pocket, and I’m thinking of writing a book about it. What worried me at first was the thought that these Inja-Rubber boys had caught me. I see now it was an act of Providence.”

“Was it?” asked John Wade quietly. “There was somebody there to close down the ventilating shaft and put the light out — you’ll probably find a control in the house. I’m going back to do a little investigating. And it wasn’t the weight of the water that kept those doors shut — they open inwards. Providence is not the name I should give to the IndiaRubber Men.”
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By the time he reached ‘Mecca’ the river had sunk well below the level of the wharf coping. The raiding party, some of them wet through to the waist, had been relieved by another and better-equipped body of men drawn from the police reserves. Three throbbing fire-engines were standing in the street, pumping out the flooded basement of the warehouse, and the wood cellar had been pumped dry. The little room was now an indescribable confusion of logs and sodden kindling wood.

John opened the secret door and examined, with a little shudder, the place of his imprisonment. He had already decided that this was not the first time the cellar had been flooded. The place had been under water before, as he guessed. One of the detectives had been told by Mrs. Oaks that four years previous the water had come into the cellar and reached the roof.

The floor was littered with dead rats. In support of his view that the failure of the lights was due to human agency, they were now shining again. Apparently the water had had no effect upon the connections. He drew Elk’s attention to this fact.

A careful scrutiny of the walls showed the ventilator shaft through which he had felt the breeze. It came from above the bed where, as he guessed, Anna had been sleeping when she was aroused and taken to a place of safety. She was probably one of the crew of that black boat which had run him down.

The ceiling here was higher than in the rest of the vault, and above was a slit in the brickwork about four inches deep, which communicated, as he found, with a narrow cul de sac which ran for a dozen feet between the warehouse and the ‘Mecca’. The ventilation had been cut off by an iron shutter, which was kept in place by means of a chain and a hook, and this had obviously been lowered by malignant hands. Why the electric light had gone out was more difficult to discover; in the lobby of the ‘Mecca’ he found three controls, but had no time to make any further investigation.

Mrs. Oaks was in her room, he was told, ‘terribly upset’ by the ruin which the floods had brought. There was an excuse here, for the water had swept through the house and done an extraordinary amount of damage in the very short time the river had been up. The floor of Mrs. Oaks’s private room was grey with river mud. The carpet before the fireplace had been swept aside, and it was the presence of the mud which betrayed a certain hiding-place. John saw a rectangular line of tiny bubbles, and, sweeping the mud aside with his water-boots, he saw the outlines of the trap. Mrs. Oaks had given him her keys, which he had transferred to his pocket, and one by one he tried these in the little lock until at last he found a flat key that fitted, snapped back the lock and pulled the trap open.

“This looks like Mum’s private safe,” he said, groping in the interior. At first he thought the receptacle was empty, but after a while his fingers touched a small, square, iron box, and this he drew to light. It was unlocked, and he turned back the lid curiously. If he expected to make a sensational find he was doomed to disappointment; there was nothing here but a flat book, and this he opened.

The book contained four pages of careful writing, and consisted of girls’ names arranged in alphabetical order:

Ada — Rita

Bertha — Sara

Clara — Moira

Dora — Pamela

Emma — Ursula

Freda — Ada

Gloria — Bertha

Hilda — Clara

Ina — Dora

Jenny — Emma

Kitty — Freda

Lena — Gloria

Moira — Hilda

Nita — Jenny

Olivia — Ina

Pamela — Nita

Rita — Olivia

Sara — Kitty

Theresa — Theresa

Ursula — Zena

Vera — Yolande

Wenda — Vera

Yolanda — Lena

Zena — Wenda

On one page was hastily scrawled in pencil:

Pamela

Rita

Jenny

Bertha

Ursula

Olivia

He studied the book for some time, put it back in the little box and went to find Mrs Oaks.

Mum Oaks was in a condition bordering upon hysteria. The strain of the night was telling upon this woman, bending that iron nerve of hers. When John Wade saw her, she was in turn tearful and defiant. He was not unaccustomed to the threats she babbled: they were the concomitant of such a situation.

He produced the little tin box.

“I’ve rescued something of yours, Mrs. Oaks,” he said. “You might at least be grateful.”

At the sight of the box her face changed.

“There’s nothing in there except private papers,” she said shrilly, and made to snatch the box from his hand.

“Also a code.” He held the box out other reach. “A number of girls’ names, which mean other girls’ names. A cumbersome little code, I think. Each name stands for a letter of the alphabet. I see you’ve scribbled down ‘Pamela, Rita, Jenny, Bertha, Ursula, Olivia’ — that means ‘danger’, doesn’t it?” She did not reply. “To whom have you cabled — or wirelessed — in the last three months?”

She was quite calm by now. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. That’s a list of young ladies’ names that I got out for a friend of mine who wanted to find a name for her baby.”

“To whom have you cabled?” persisted John, and then, in his old blarneying way: “Come across, Mrs. Oaks. It’s going to be easy to recover all your wires from the post office and to decipher them.”

“Then do it,” she said promptly, and he knew, without further explanation on her part, that such telegrams as had been sent were in some other name than hers, and that the difficulty of associating her would be wellnigh insuperable.

“Is that all you want to see me about?” she asked, dropping into her more truculent manner. “If it is, I’ll be glad if you’ll clear out! I’ve had enough trouble with the flood — I don’t know which is the worse, the river or coppers.”

John smiled. “Coppers are the worse,” he said flippantly. “The waters of justice never go down. I’ve only one further question to ask you—when did they take Anna from the cellar?”

Her eyebrows rose at this, but her manner of surprise was not convincing. “Anna? I don’t know what you’re speaking about.” John Wade’s eyes were fixed upon hers, and he saw her mouth twitch. “You mean the woman about whom you asked me before? I’ve never seen her.”

John Wade nodded. “She was in the cellar, in the smaller room. I’ve just collected a coat of hers, which is going to Maidenhead to be identified. I’ve warned you once before, Mrs. Oaks, it will be a very serious business for you—”

“If she was ever here, I should know it.” The woman spoke rapidly; she was thrown for a moment off her guard. “We leased the cellar — at least, Golly did — to some people who wanted a place to store their things. I’ve never been in the cellar…don’t know how to get in. Golly knows; he attended to all that kind of thing. They paid us a pound a week. Golly used to give me the money.”

Her eyes were fixed upon the black box in John’s hands.

“That’s my property,” she said. “I’d like to have it.”

“You’ll know where to find it,” said Wade carefully, and gave her no other satisfaction.

He deposited the box and its contents in the safe at the police station before he went home. This time he was accompanied by two armed detectives, and found a policeman on duty in front of his house. It was hardly likely that the IndiaRubber Men would attack him in his own little stronghold again — at least, not for a spell — and he had a feeling that affairs were moving rapidly to some sort of climax.

The house still smelt faintly of that devastating gas which had been loosed, and his man told him that a little pocket had been found by the chemical experts in the coal cellar and had had to be pumped out. His own district had not escaped the consequence of the floods; the water had been up to within a few feet of his own house, and the small back gardens on the other side of the street were under water.

He was called on duty after three hours’ sleep to deal with some of the consequences of the erratic tide. A barge had broken from its moorings and had fouled a steamer lying at anchor in the Pool before it had drifted to a derelict wharf on the Surrey side, where it had been made fast and looted in an incredibly short space of time by some of the Rotherhithe rats.

The launch carried the weary police officer on his rounds from barge to barge. Sometimes these craft were left entirely without crew, but in the majority of cases there was somebody on the deck, to report “All’s well.”

He came at last to the two long barges moored opposite the ‘Mecca’, and here his interest quickened. He had seen that there was a watchman on board, and this man might give him some information about the movements of the black launch.

As dawn was breaking he hailed the solitary figure that stood by the tiller, smoking a short clay pipe.

“All right, guv’nor, nothing wrong here…”

“I’m coming aboard,” said John.

The launch drifted to the waist of the barge, and with the assistance of the watchman’s huge hand he jumped on board. It was the left hand he extended; the right he kept in his pocket — a circumstance which did not at the moment strike John Wade as peculiar. Many of these watchmen were injured men who had lost the use of a limb, and his first impression was that this was one of them.

The bargeman told him more than he expected. He had not only seen the black boat cross the stream, but had been a witness of the collision.

“No, it didn’t come from the ‘Mecca’ wharf.” He was emphatic as to this. “I saw it pushing downstream on the Middlesex shore a long time before it turned to cross the river. I had an idea at first that it was a police boat watching the launches on the other shore — they was yours, wasn’t they? Anyway, I was surprised he could move so fast, and the river was certainly doing a bit of moving on its own! I meant to ask who it was, but I’ve seen nobody since last night.”

The watchman was unknown to John, who asked a few questions.

“Me? I come from Grays. I don’t often work up as far as this, but these barges have a cargo of machinery from Belgium — electric machinery for some works up at Oxford — and they’ve hired me to go up with her.”

“Have you hurt your hand?” asked John.

The man laughed softly and took his right hand from his pocket.

“A bit,” he said. “The flood made the barges bump into the ‘Mecca’ wharf, and I fell over the tiller.” He had ricked his wrist painfully, and went on to speak of the black boat. “It’s funny the things you see. I found a feller hiding on this barge — feller named Sniffy, according to all accounts—”

“Whose account?” asked John quickly. “You said you’d, spoken, to nobody.”

“Only the police — the river police. They’ve been dodging about all the night. Never seen so many river police in my life — regular. Sherlock Holmeses they are!”

John could not miss the covert sneer in the man’s voice; and knew that, for some reason or other, the river police were as unpopular with watchmen as they were with thieves.

“What was Sniffy doing on board?”

The man shook his head.

“I never know why thieves go on board barges,” he said ironically.

As the launch pulled away and vanished in the grey morning mist, the watchman stooped and lifted two black-painted cylinders that lay in the scuppers. They were heavy, and, depositing them under a canvas cover, he walked slowly to the hatch that led to his quarters. He turned his back upon the hatchway and did not move when a voice called him softly from the depths behind him.

“Wade,” he answered. “I thought he might come below — and then I thought he was after a search. I’d have gunned him and bombed the launch — it would have been easy.”

He heard the grunt of agreement and grinned to himself. Captain Aikness invariably signified his approval with such a grunt.
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It was nearer eight than seven when John Wade went back to his bed, and he woke to the sound of children playing in the street, a sure indication that it was late afternoon. He had had his bath and was dressing when Elk arrived.

“No, Acre’s no news, except that the Aylesbury police arrested a man they thought was Golly. It wasn’t him, though.” Elk was portentously solemn, and John guessed that behind the bald information that nothing had happened he had serious news of a kind. “I’ve just been to see that young lady, Lila Smith. She’s O.K., and the doctor says there’s no reason why she shouldn’t go back home. And his lordship called this morning.”

“Siniford?” asked John, in surprise.

Elk nodded. “With bouquets,” he said sardonically, and made a sweeping movement with his hands intended to indicate the size of the floral offering.

John made a little grimace. The activities of Lord Siniford brought to him a sense of uneasiness. Here was a mystery as profound as the mystery of the IndiaRubber Men, and even more inexplicable.

The IndiaRubber Men needed no explanation. Their object was self-evident. They represented the rarest of phenomena, an organised criminal confederacy engaged in wholesale robbery. But Siniford’s attentions to Lila Smith…There was a distinct association between the three factors — the Rubber Men, Siniford and the girl.

Aikness was in London; there was no possible chance that he had mistaken the man he saw when the black launch had shot past in the darkness. Below in the cockpit where Aikness had sat was a green light, possibly an indicator light on the engine board, and in its faint glow the face had been plainly visible.

“I’ll see Lila,” he said at the end of a long silence.

Elk grunted something that might have been agreement.

Ten minutes later John Wade was on his way to the girl’s temporary lodging. There was a colour in Lila’s face that John Wade had not seen before; her eyes were brighter, and it seemed that there was a confidence in her voice which was altogether novel. Her old attitude towards him had undergone a subtle change, and he was a little baffled.

His first alarmed impression was that she was feverish and lightheaded; that, in the past twentyfour hours, Lila Smith had tidied the chaos of her perspectives and had placed him of all people in the immediate foreground, was not to be imagined. Yet this had happened in those hours of the night when the sound of a ticking watch brings a sense of companionship.

Old clients of ‘Mecca’, returning recently from long voyages, had seen remarkable developments in Lila Smith. She herself had been unaware of those changes until that night when she found herself laughing softly at the clear-cut problems which in their vaguer shape had been a little terrifying — certainly distressing. And, grading those problems in the order of their importance, she had placed John Wade in the first position. To a woman it is essential that a man shall have certain enigmatical qualities. To be obvious is to be uninteresting. Lila Smith had decided that she alone of all women held the key to this particular enigma. Which was proof of her development.

She could meet his gaze without embarrassment, could, from the dais of her sudden understanding, experience a pleasant sense of superiority. In the expectation of his visit she had taken considerable pains to make herself unusually presentable — far greater trouble than she had taken over the furtive dinner-parties of Captain Aikness.

He expected to find her in bed: she received him in the little parlour of her temporary lodging, sitting before a small fire. There was a book on her knees and a pair of horn-rimmed spectacles on her pretty nose.

“Why, Lila, I didn’t know you wore glasses,” he said as he shook hands.

She motioned him to a chair; the unexpectedness of the gesture was rather disconcerting. “I wear them when I read,” she said, closing the book and putting it on the table by her side and as deliberately removing the glasses. “I sent for them last night.”

Her calm scrutiny of him was uncanny. He was used to bantering her, treating her as a rather overgrown child interested in lollipops, dolls perhaps. Now he was uneasy in her presence and tongue-tied.

“The floods were up? Mrs. — I forget her name, the woman who is looking after me — I call her Alice — told me. Poor Mrs. Oaks! We had a flood years ago. The water filled the cellar and covered the ground floor. It was a terrible business. Why didn’t you come to see me this morning?”

He was staggered by this peremptory demand. “I was asleep,” he said disjointedly. “Up all night — floods and all that sort of thing.”

She nodded.

“I thought you might be,” she said.

There was an awkward pause — awkward for him. She was enjoying his embarrassment, finding a queer joy in her newly discovered superiority.

“You’ve got powder on your face,” he said suddenly, and she laughed.

“Of course. Everybody uses powder. How silly you are!”

Nevertheless she opened her little handbag — it lay on her lap and he had not noticed it — and scrutinised her face with the assistance of a tiny mirror.

“How is your leg? It wasn’t a serious wound, Alice told me.” She shivered. “It seems now like a horrible nightmare. Horrible!” She had come back to unpleasant realities and was in danger of losing her sense of exaltation. “Why do they hate you so?”

“Who?” he asked.

She hesitated. “Mrs. Oaks and — and — everybody. Why do they?”

There was a note of desperation in her voice. She knew there could be only one answer, yet dared ask the question in the faint hope that he might supply a comforting response. And, when he did not speak: “They are bad — all of them? Mrs. Oaks too? How bad, please? Tell me, John — do you mind if I call you that? I suppose it is Jack really?”

Here indeed was a new Lila Smith. There showed no evidence of confusion. Never once did those big greyblue eyes leave his.

“Jack — anything you like, my dear. Yes, they’re all pretty bad. I don’t know how bad, but I can guess. Listen, Lila — have you ever heard them speak of the Pattison Trust—”

“Trust?” she repeated quickly. “Yes — what was it called? — Pattison? No, I’ve never heard that. But they spoke of the Trust. The lord — what is his name?”

“Siniford?”

She nodded. “He spoke. Golly — Mr. Oaks — was there, and Mum and another man. I think it was Lane. He scents himself abominably. I was listening. I’ve been terribly mean about listening. It is you — I mean, I wanted to hear about you, because—”

“Because?” he prompted when she paused.

“Oh, I don’t know — just because. The Trust? It was something to do with a bank — the Medway Bank. I heard Lane say ‘Medway Bank’ — I think he was writing it down. It is in the City, in one of those odd streets with odd names — Luffbury—”

“Lothbury,” said John quickly.

“That may be it,” she said, nodding. “The Trust has something to do with that. I heard Lane say something about ‘the engravers’ — does that mean anything?”

He shook his head. “Not to me at the moment.”

She put her hand over his and laughed. “Shall I become a detective in time?” she asked.

It was the friendliest, most confident of gestures, but he felt a thrill that he had never felt before, and caught her hand in his tightly. “If you marry a detective,” he said, and his voice was husky.

Very gently she drew her hand away. She was not frightened; never had he seen her so self-possessed. She was astonishingly in control of the situation. “I am worried about things,” she said. “The ‘Mecca’ and the people who come there. It isn’t disloyal to tell you. I can’t be on both sides, can I? It is because I’ve been trying to be on both sides that all this has happened. What does this man want?”

She indicated with a little gesture the big bunch of flowers that lay in a basin on the washstand.

“Siniford? I don’t know.”

She nodded wisely. “He wants to marry me,” she said with the greatest calmness. “Isn’t it absurd? But he does — I should be Lady Siniford of Siniford. Where is Siniford? It isn’t in the railway timetable.”

He was staring at her in an amazement induced not so much by Siniford’s offer as by her coldblooded reception of it.

“Of course I’m not going to marry him. He’s a dreadful man — he drinks. You can tell — a long way off.”

John shook her hand gently. “Just stop, will you, Lila? He really wants to marry you, and Mrs. Oaks agrees? She does, does she? Are you going to marry him?”

She smiled at the question.

“Of course not! I’m going to marry — well, anybody who is nice.”

“Like me?” It did not sound like his own voice; it was oddly husky and strange. Her eyes were fixed on his, serious eyes full of confidence.

“Like you,” she said quietly.

John Wade went out of the house an hour later, a strangely new man. Life had suddenly become unreal, people and things had assumed new values. He could never afterwards remember what happened in the walk between her house and his.

Elk was waiting for him outside the house and came halfway up the street to meet him.

“A man named Pouder or Wonder or something rang you up — wants to see you. He’s a lawyer—”

“Bruder?” asked John quickly.

“That’s right — Bruder. He had one of those Oxford voices which makes almost every word sound like anything you like. It is very important. He’s staying at his office till you come.”

Mr. Bruder had phoned only half an hour before, but Wade lost no time. He had intended seeking an early interview with the solicitor of the Pattison Trust, and the opportunity was welcome. A taxi brought him to the lawyer’s office as the clocks were chiming seven, and he found Mr, Bruder immersed in the study of a brief. The solicitor got up and closed the door behind his visitor.

“I wished to see you in relation to the Pattison Trust,” he said, “and with special regard to Lord Siniford. But I am in rather a quandary, Mr. Wade. If the information I could give you were incidental to an inquiry you — um — might be making, my difficulties would disappear. If, on the other hand, I were calling you in for the especial purpose of initiating an inquiry — well, that would be awkward.”

John smiled. “In other words, you don’t wish to ‘start something.’”

“Exactly,” said the other. “I should not be justified in calling in the police — I feel justified in furthering investigations which have already begun.” He began to pace up and down the little room, his hands clasped behind him. “Lady Pattison, as you probably know, was the wife of Lord John Pattison, the third son of the Duke of Soham. She was a very rich woman — very rich,” he added emphatically.

John waited. He knew in a dim kind of way that there was such a person as the Duke of Soham, but as to what part he played in national affairs he was ignorant.

“The present Duke of Soham is a poor man,” Bruder went on as though he read his visitor’s thoughts. “All the money in the family came to Lord John through his mother and through Lady Pattison. They had a son who married. Within two years of their marriage they were both killed in a motorcar accident leaving one child, a daughter.”

John caught his breath — a daughter! But instantly the lawyer destroyed his wild dream.

“She also died — it was a terrible tragedy. She perished in a fire at Lady Pattison’s house in Belgrave Square. It broke the old lady’s heart and, I fear, deprived her other reason — though as to this,” he went on hastily, “there is no suggestion that when she created the trust she was anything but compos mentis. Certainly she harboured the delusion that Delia Pattison was alive and to that end deferred the distribution of her wealth until a date which would have corresponded to the child’s twenty-first birthday.”

“Lord Siniford is the heir-at-law?” asked Wade.

Mr. Bruder nodded. “Yes. He is, in a sense, the heir-at-law.”

John Wade thought quickly. “There is no doubt that the child was killed?”

“None. She was in the house when the fire occurred — it destroyed the building — and she was alone. All the servants were out; her nurse — she was three years old — had left her, it is believed, to meet a young man at the corner of the street; she undoubtedly lost her reason, and it was probably due to her ravings and queer delusions that Lady Pattison made her will as she did—”

“What was the nurse’s name?” asked John eagerly.

Bruder considered this. “Atkins,” he said after a while.

“But her Christian name?”

The lawyer rubbed his bony chin and frowned heavily. “Let me see — the name is very familiar to me — urn — I can’t thin of it, for the life of me. Mary? No. Alice?”

“Anna?” suggested the detective, and Mr. Bruder started.

“Of course — Anna! That was it — how stupid of me! You know, then—”

John Wade had suddenly lost the power of speech. Delia Pattison was alive — she was Lila Smith! It was easy enough to see: Delia had become “Lila.”

After a while he found his voice and interrupted the lawyer, who was talking of Anna’s antecedents. “…very respectable young woman…”

“Why did you want to see me? What has happened since I was here last?”

Mr. Bruder had resumed his seat at his desk. Now he swung round in his swivel chair. “My office was entered last night,” he said, “and the deed-box relating to the Pattison Estate was opened and searched.”

He got up and walked to the end of the room opposite the Window. Here was an iron rack filled with deed-boxes, some shiningly new, but the majority inscribed with names in fading print. He pulled out one box. It was labelled “P.T. & E.”

“Pattison Trust and Estate,” he explained as he put the box on the table. “Look!” Wade examined the lock; it had been forced and was now unusable. “They came through that window. I found that a pane of glass had been cut and the catch forced back. Curiously enough, I did not notice this until I had occasion to go to the box this afternoon.”

“Has anything been taken from the box?” asked John, looking into the interior, which was half filled with bundles of papers tied with red ribbon.

“Nothing,” was the reply. “These are leases and deeds of little value to anybody. The intimate documents are at my bank.”

Wade examined first the lock on the box and then the window. The work had been done by a craftsman: the hole in the glass was an exact circle, and the piece removed was still lying on the windowsill.

“No, nothing was taken,” said Bruder again. “We have a check on all documents — a rather complicated system of double entry, as it were.”

“Was Lord Siniford here yesterday?”

“The day before. I think I told you that he had been rather unpleasant. He wanted to see the contents of the Pattison deed-box — even though I told him that there was nothing in the office which could interest him.”

“Would the contents of the other box interest him — the one at the bank?”

Mr. Bruder took time to consider the question. “Possibly. In the other box are articles personal to Lady Pattison and her granddaughter. There is a portrait of the child—”

John Wade heard a smothered exclamation behind him and spun round.

Lord Siniford was standing in the doorway. His face was pale, and his round eyes starting from the sockets. He stood open-a ludicrous picture of consternation. For a second Wade was so dumbfounded by the unexpected apparition that he could not speak. “Well, Lord Siniford, do you wish to see Mr. Bruder?”

The man shook his head. “No — no!” His voice was shrill. “Not at all. Sorry I came…See you another time, Bruder.”

The door slammed behind him, and the two men were left looking at one another wonderingly. “Funny devil, what scared him?” asked John.

“I’m blowed if I know,” said Mr. Bruder, becoming vulgarly human. “Bless my life, he gave me a start.”

Wade smiled. “But not the start that we gave him.” He looked at his watch. He had arranged to meet Elk at eight.

“I gather that you don’t wish me to make a report of this burglary.” Mr. Bruder shook his head vigorously. “If I do, it will be left to the local inspector. I shall have to make a confidential report, of course. When can I see the other box?”

“Tomorrow at eleven; I’ll get it from the bank.” Bruder looked apprehensively at the door. “You don’t think there is any personal danger to myself?” he added nervously. “You wouldn’t think, for example — well, that the IndiaRubber Men, as they call them, had anything to do with this business?”

“Why do you say that?” demanded Wade sharply.

For answer the lawyer pulled open the drawer of his desk and drew out a glove. It was of thin rubber and designed for a left hand. “There it is,” he breathed heavily, as though a weight were lifted from his mind.

Wade picked up the glove and examined it curiously. “When did you find this?” he asked.

Mr. Bruder settled himself into his chair. He experienced that pleasant thrill which can only be known to the Chancery lawyer whom fate has led into the more exciting by-ways of the common law.

“I did not notice the glove until my clerk drew attention to it this afternoon. It was lying under my desk. The thief had evidently taken it off to make an examination of the paper—”

“That is the time he would have kept it on,” smiled John. “No, he took it off to write; one of the things that no man can do well is to write in rubber gloves. He used his own fountain pen, and he was making a note of the contents of the box. Probably the second burglar was reading over these titles. Did you notice that your blotting-paper was new this morning?”

Mr. Bruder frowned. “Yes, I did — now that you mention it.” The lawyer’s writing-pad consisted of half a dozen sheets of thick blotting-paper.

Wade removed the drawing-pins. “That was the sheet?”

Mr. Bruder peered down and nodded. “Yes — there’s my date-stamp. I always test it on the pad. You see yesterday’s date,” he pointed out.

John was scrutinising the blotting-paper. Evidently it had been in use at the office for many days, and it had the advantage that Mr. Bruder was not the careless type which utilises a blottingpad to fill up the empty spaces of thought. “Is that your writing?” asked John.

He indicated a long, narrow column of words which stretched diagonally across the sheet. The solicitor shook his head. John procured a mirror from the, outer office and examined the writing.

“That was a good guess of mine,” he said. “I gather this is a list of the documents in the box.” The lawyer’s careful inspection confirmed this view. “There’s nothing we can do tonight,” said John. “By the way, you can give me your private address and telephone number in case I want to communicate with you later. But in any event I shall be here at half-past ten, and if you would have what you call the intimate box ready for me I should be obliged.” Wade paused at the door, deep in thought. “There is no doubt at all in your mind that Delia Pattison is dead?”

“None,” said the lawyer.

Wade was halfway down the stairs when he remembered a question he ought to have asked, and returned. “When is Delia’s twenty-first birthday?”

“On the twenty-first of this month,” was the reply.

“After which the property will be handed over to Lord Siniford?”

“A long time after; there are certain legal formalities to be gone through, but to all intents and purposes the inheritance is transferred on the twenty-first or the twenty-second.”
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Wade went straight back to Elk’s room in Scotland Yard, where they had arranged to meet, and briefly told him of the lawyer’s experience. He added his own private views, and Elk made a little face. “Your romantical notions I can’t stand, and anyway, the long-lost heiress is one of those comic figures that belong to the movies. Who was the woman again — the mad grandmother?”

“She wasn’t mad,” said Wade, annoyed by his colleague’s scepticism. “Lady Pattison.”

Elk’s eyebrows went up into shaggy arches. “The emerald-woman! Good lord, I remember that fire—”

“The emerald-woman?” said Wade quickly.

“She had hundreds of ‘em,” explained Elk; “kept a small museum in her house. The one thing we could never find out was whether they’d been pinched. The house was burnt from garret to basement, and a few of the stones were found, or what remained of em. But the old lady was so upset about her granddaughter’s S death that she wouldn’t give us any information, about ‘em. Humph!” He crouched back in his chair, his bony hands clasping and unclasping, his eyes fixed on his desk.

“The emerald woman,” he muttered. “Of course! It’s one of the doubtful cases in the IndiaRubber Men’s file! All this happened before we knew these birds as well as we know ’em to-day. The only thing we could find was that the servants had been got out of the house with theatre tickets, and the maid who was in charge of the child was lured by a telephone message to meet some feller who had taken her fancy. It looked like a well-planned job at the time, I remember, but as I say, we couldn’t get the old lady to talk.”

“The body of the child was found?” asked John anxiously.

Elk pursed his lips. “Well,” he drawled, “I don’t want to go into gruesome details, but you couldn’t find anything after a fire like that — anything you could swear was human. Why, the fire was so fierce it burnt the brickwork into dust! Long-lost heiress, eh?” He was not sneering now. Suddenly he got up to his feet. “We’ll take the chance of looking foolish. You’d better post a couple of men on Tappitt’s house, and see that nobody interviews your young lady — that is, nobody but me. I’m going to see her tonight, and find out what she can remember about her past.”

“I could do that—” began John.

“You could do nothing,” said Elk calmly. “You’re sweet on her, and that means that you’ve lost your judgment and your fine police touch.”

On the way they called at the police station, and intercepted Sergeant Tappitt, Lila’s host, just as he was coming off duty. He demurred to Elk’s suggestion that two men should be posted at his house.

“The missus won’t like that,” he said. “She’ll think it’s a slight upon her. And I don’t think there’s any danger. If it was an isolated cottage like Mr. Wade’s, there might be, but we live in a block of flats with people coming and going all the time — anyway, come along and see her.”

His home was situated within a stone’s throw of John Wade’s house, a block of artisans’ apartments, recently built. His own Sat was on the first floor, and he let them in with his key.

The tiny hall was in darkness.

“My old lady’s getting economical,” he said, as he switched on the light.

Leading from the hall was a narrow passage; he led them down this to the end and opened the door of the kitchen, where he knew his supper would be laid. This room also was dark.

“That’s queer,” he said, and his voice was a little troubled.

He turned on the lights. The table was laid for three. There was a cup half filled with cold tea, but nothing else on the table had been used and the kitchen was empty. John knew that Lila’s room was that immediately opposite, and he tapped on the door. There was no answer. He tapped again, and finding that the door yielded under his hand, he pushed it open.

“Lila!” he called softly.

There was no reply. He groped for the switch and found it. The room was empty; the bed had recently been occupied, but there was no sign of Lila, while her coat, which, he remembered, was hanging behind the door, had gone.
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“My wife must have gone out.” There was something in Tappitt’s tone that sent a cold shiver down the detective’s spine. All the man’s sudden panic had communicated itself to him, and he knew that if there was one thing which the police sergeant did not believe, it was that his wife had left the house of her own free will. “I’ll just look in her room.” He turned the handle of the door, but it did not move.

“Put on the hall light, somebody,” he asked sharply. “It’s near you, Mr. Elk.”

Elk found the little lever and turned it down. The sergeant was railing his wife by name, gently rapping at the door. Then suddenly John Wade saw. “The key’s on the outside,” he said.

In another instant Tappitt had snapped back the lock, thrown open the door and gone into the room. They saw a sudden flood of light, heard his startled exclamation, and, going in behind him, John Wade found himself in a cosily furnished bedroom.

Lying on the bed was a woman, apparently asleep. He recognised her instantly as Lila’s custodian. She lay on her side, so still that at first they thought she was dead. Tappitt shook her by the shoulder. “Mary!” His voice was shrill with fear. “My God, she’s—”

“She’s all right, she’s breathing,” said Wade. He turned the woman on to her back and lifted her eyelids gently. The glare of the light made her face twitch painfully. “Open the window and get some water.”

Remembering how completely unconscious she had been, her recovery was amazingly rapid. In five minutes she was sitting on the edge of the bed, still dazed, looking wonderingly from one to the other.

“What’s the matter?” she said at last. “I’ve been to sleep. Is Lila all right?” She recognised John and smiled faintly. “You live here, Mr. Wade,” she said, and put up her hand to her head. “Why did I go to sleep?”

They took her into the kitchen and made her some tea.

“Don’t empty that cup!” said John sharply. The sergeant was on the point of throwing the half-full cup of cold tea into the sink. “I may want that.”

Tappitt looked from the cup to his superior. “You mean it’s doped?”

He set it aside carefully.

John knew that it was useless at the moment to question the woman, and possibly dangerous to administer a shock. But this quickwitted ex-nurse realised that something was wrong, and it was she who raised the question of Lila.

“Not there?” she said incredulously. “But I left her a few minutes ago — what time is it?” They told her it was half-past eight. She stared at them in amazement. “But it can’t be. It was five o’clock when I was in the High Street — I went out to buy her a pair of slippers. I left Mrs. Elford, the woman who lives opposite, to look after her; then I came back and made myself a cup of tea—”

She paused.

“Do you remember anything after that?” asked John.

She shook her head slowly, “No, I don’t.”

Mrs. Elford, the neighbour who lived on the opposite landing, offered a solution to the mystery. She had been called in to play caretaker in the flat while Mrs. Tappitt went out to get the slippers, and she had been there for a little more than ten minutes. While she was there, and soon after Mrs. Tappitt left, a man had called with a note for Lila. She did not remember what he looked like, except that he seemed a seafaring man. There was an answer, according to the messenger, and she had left him at the open door and gone into Lila’s room —

“During which time a second man slipped into the flat and hid himself in the kitchen. Is there any place here where be could hide?”

In the kitchen was a door which led to a tiny scullery. It was still ajar, though Mrs. Tappitt was certain it had been shut and bolted.

“This is the place,” said Wade. “Do you remember making your tea, Mrs. Tappitt?” She nodded. “After it was poured out, did you leave it for any time?”

She considered. “Yes, I did go out for a second or two. I went to ask how the slippers fitted.”

“Then you came back and drank your tea? And that is all you remember? They gave you enough stuff to knock you out, carried you into the bedroom and locked the door on you.”

The three men conducted a careful search of Lila’s bedroom, but the only discovery of any moment they made were her shoes behind an armchair. “They couldn’t find these in their hurry,” suggested Elk. “What were those slippers like, Mrs. Tappitt?”

“Red leather ones,” explained the woman. “She had them on when I left her. They were rather expensive slippers, but Mr. Wade told me I was to give her anything she wanted.”

Leaving the woman in the care of her husband, the two detective hurried from the flat and began their inquiries on the spot. In this neighbourhood, where children play in the streets till late at night, and women make their doorways centres of gossip, it was almost certain that somebody would have seen the party leave. In five minutes, working independently, they found two independent witnesses. From these they learnt of a taxicab which had driven up to the door; four people had come from the flat, two women and two men. They had got into the cab and driven off. Nobody had seen them arrive at the budding: they must have come one by one.

There was no other information. Apparently the girl had gone willingly; there had certainly been no outcry, no struggle. From John’s point of view the failure of the testimony was that nobody recognised either of the two men; its value was that the identity of the second woman was established.

“Tomorrow we shall probably find somebody who can tell us more,” said John. “The second woman was Mum Oaks — Lila would have gone with nobody else.”

“Then we’ll try the ‘Mecca’,” said Elk.

The club wore an air of bland innocence. The house had been tidied and the hallmarks of the flood removed. Mum Oaks received them in her sittingroom, and was neither surprised nor alarmed at the visitation.

“I haven’t been out this night,” she said shrilly. “What new charge are you cooking up for me, Wade?”

“I want to see over the Home,” said John shortly. “Lila’s room particularly.”

She glowered at him. “Have you a warrant?” she demanded.

“The old warrant hasn’t expired,” Elk put in. “Don’t give a lot of trouble, ma’am.”

The lips of the woman curled. “You won’t find Lila here—” she began.

John turned on her in a flash. “Why should I?” he asked harshly. “How do you know she’s left the place I put her?”

For a moment the woman was disconcerted. “I never said I did.”

John walked to her slowly and stood glaring down at her. She had never seen him like this before, and involuntarily she shrank back. “You went to Sergeant Tappitt’s house tonight accompanied by two men,” he said, “and you induced that girl to leave.”

The challenge was there; the danger of its acceptance did not seem very pressing. Her assurance, her hatred of the man, led her into a supreme error that was to cost her her life. Unable to forgo the momentary triumph which the opportunity offered her, she threw away discretion.

“Suppose I did? She’s in my charge, ain’t she? You’ve no more right to detain her away from her own lawful home than you have to detain me! There’s no crime in going and bringing my own niece away from undesirable company, and you know it, Mister Wade.”

“And that is what you did?” he asked gently. “You don’t deny that? I’m not telling you that you were recognised, because you weren’t.”

“That is what I did,” she said defiantly; “and if you want Lila you’d better find her. She’s in good hands. I admit it was me and some friends—”

He saw her jaw drop, and a look of fear come into her eyes. Too late she had recognised how completely she had placed herself in his power. There was a detective watching ‘Mecca’ day and night. The man had reported on the threshold of the club and had told him nothing unusual. John beckoned him in.

“Place this woman under arrest,” he said. “I will come to the station and charge her later.”

“Under arrest? Why — what have I done?” she quavered. “You can’t charge me with anything—”

“Conspiring with others to administer a dangerous drug to Mary Tappitt,” said Wade. “You forgot that little part of the abduction.”

He left her with the detective and a slatternly and tearful housemaid, collecting the necessities of toilet for a night in the police cells, and he and Elk conducted a quick search of the house. Lila’s room had not been occupied.

“It ain’t likely they came here,” said Elk. “The officer would have seen the cab drive up—”

“They would not have come by cab. The IndiaRubber Men’s approaches to ‘Mecca’ are by water.”

“Why come here at all?” asked Elk. “There must be a dozen bolt-holes—”

“Mrs. Oaks came here,” interrupted the other impatiently. “Let’s have a look at the wharf.”

With their handlamps they made a quick survey. There was no boat tied to the rotting face of the wharf. The two barges which had been moored were no longer there. There was a wide space of water entirely clear of any kind of craft.

They were on the point of leaving the deserted front when something red came into the swinging rays of Wade’s lantern. He walked across to it, and Elk heard his sharp exclamation of surprise and joined him.

“Don’t touch it,” warned John.

It was a red slipper, and it lay right on the edge of the wharf.
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“How did it get there?” said Elk wonderingly. “She must have stood on the edge.”

“Or it was thrown up from a boat deliberately,” said John. “There’s no mud on the heels and practically none on the sole. The boat came here to land Mum Oaks, after that it went on to another destination. Lila took advantage of the woman’s landing to throw up the shoe, knowing that we would probably find it.”

He lifted the slipper with a wild hope that in some way she might have scribbled a message on its shiny surface.

“There’s no mark here. Get this woman up to the station: we may make her squeak,” said Elk, and then, suddenly: “I suppose there’s nobody in the rat-hole?”

He pointed to a pile of bricks which stood near the sunken entrance to the woodshed. Evidently workmen had been repairing the breach in the wall, for scattered about was a litter of other building material.

“In a hurry to make that place habitable,” said Elk thoughtfully. “Can you spare a minute?”

Reluctantly John Wade followed him down the steps to the door of the woodshed. It was not fastened, and they passed into the wood-store proper. Elk put his lantern into the steel container.

“New sand and everything,” he said.

Groping down, he found the handle and pulled it. The door swung open. As it did so, they saw that the interior was lighted. John passed the other into the long room where he had suffered the greatest fright of his life. As he did so, something stirred at the far end of the room. For a second there appeared a figure near the door of the little chamber which had once housed the mysterious Anna. He had just a glimpse of an arm and shoulder as they disappeared.

“Come out, you!” he cried sternly.

There was no response. He challenged again, and leaving Elk in the doorway, walked slowly into the room towards the sleeping-place. He heard a scramble and ran forward, arriving in the room just in time to see the soles of two feet disappearing through the small ventilating shaft. Turning, he raced back to where he had come from, leapt past Elk up the steps and on to the wharf. He knew the position of the ventilator and hoped to meet the fugitive in his flight. Quick as he was, however, his quarry was faster. Something came flying past him towards the end of the wharf. He reached out to grab him, but missed. In another second the figure had leapt into the water and swam with swift overhead strokes out of the range of vision.

John came back breathlessly, and the detective met him at the head of the cellar stairs.

“Golly, or I’m greatly mistaken,” he said. “A surprising little fellow. I didn’t even know he could swim.”

“Can’t you pick him up?” Elk peered into the water ineffectually.

“There isn’t a launch within miles,” said John. “We’ll leave him. You might phone the Yard for a flying squad. This girl has got to be found—tonight. If Mrs. Oaks doesn’t talk, Siniford will.”

Driving westward, John went over the points of his interview with the lawyer and of his talk with Lila. Lila was in the hands of the IndiaRubber Men — yet he felt no sensation of horror — scarcely feared for her. She had always been in their hands. Elk was more perturbed than he, and, as the police car flew westward, jerked in one anxious question after another.

“I hope nothing happens to that girl. Listen, Johnny, suppose them IndiaRubber fellers—”

“Oh, shut up!” snarled John. His imagination needed no stimulant. “I think by half-past ten tomorrow I’ll have Siniford under my thumb. No, I’m not worried about Lila: the plot is so obvious. Siniford wants to marry her, and for some reason Aikness is helping him — for a consideration. Lila is Delia Pattison, which means that nobody is going to hurt her. What will happen after the marriage is quite another matter, but the ceremony has got to be performed properly. Siniford will take no risks.”

“What do you expect to find in this private deed-box — by the way, where is that box?”

“At Bruder’s bank.”

“And where is that?” asked Elk. John realised that he had not asked. “I’m only wondering,” said Elk, “because, if I remember rightly, this young lady told you that she’d heard some talk about a bank and an engraver’s — where was it? — Lothbury, wasn’t it?”

Wade leaned out of the window.

“Pull up at the first telephone booth,” he instructed the driver. “I’m going to telephone Bruder,” he explained. “I was a fool not to connect the Lothbury bank with the story Lila told.”

He got straight through to Mr. Bruder, who had a flat in Portman Square, and it was the lawyer’s voice which answered him.

“The Great Central Bank,” said Mr. Bruder. “The Lothbury branch.”

“Lothbury?” exclaimed John. “Tell me, Mr. Bruder, is there a firm of engravers anywhere near that bank?”

He thought he heard the lawyer gasp.

“Why—” he began.

“Tell me,” said John impatiently. “It is very important.”

“Yes, there is a firm of engravers. They occupy the top floor of the bank. As a matter of fact, the engraver, an elderly gentleman who, by the way, is one of my clients, is a freeholder of the property, and he only allowed the bank, which originally occupied the ground floor, to rebuild the premises on the understanding that he should have the top floor for carrying on his business. It has, of course, a separate entrance.”

“That is all I want to know, thank you,” said John, and abruptly cut him off.

He was in something of a dilemma.

The City area of London occupies a peculiar position: it has its own police force, its own detective service and its own police administration. There could be no difficulty in obtaining cooperation, but the knowledge that he might be encroaching on their preserves prevented his calling Scotland Yard direct.

He returned to the car and reported to his companion.

“Did you call the Yard?” asked Elk, and, when John Wade replied in the negative: “Silly idea, isn’t it?”

“It is a City job anyway, and I don’t want to look silly in Old Jewry.”

Old Jewry is a thoroughfare in the City of London which houses the headquarters of the City Police, a curiously independent body over which Scotland Yard exercises no control.

“We’ll have a look at the bank. Policemen are as thick as flies near the Bank of England, and if there’s any trouble we’ll have all the help we want.”

Lothbury was deserted. They saw a policeman turn the corner and walk away as they went into the thoroughfare. The bank occupied the end premises, a new stone-fronted and rather narrow building. As they approached. Wade saw a tall man standing outside the premises: he faced them as they alighted and thrusting his head forward, scrutinised the two men.

“Isn’t that Inspector Wade?” he asked. “My name’s Cardlin, a detective sergeant of the City Police.”

“Is anything wrong?”

The man did not answer immediately, but smoothed his short black beard. “That is what I’d like to know,” he said. “I don’t want to get a lot of uniform policemen round here unless I’m absolutely sure. Sergeant Topham promised to join me, and I badly want somebody to telephone to the sub-manager — a fellow named Wilson — who lives just off Holborn.”

“I’ll do that for you. I saw a booth near the Royal Exchange. What brought you here, sergeant?” The bearded man considered the question before he answered. He was evidently the kind of man who attached an especial value to his spoken word.

“Nothing brought me here exactly, only I thought I saw a light in the engraver’s, and I went back to Old Jewry and got the duplicate keys. I haven’t been up yet. But by the time I came back the light was out.”

He gave them a telephone number, and in a short time John was talking to the sub-manager, and discovered that they had met a year before on some rather unimportant business.

“I’ll come round and bring the keys. Is there a burglar inside?”

“That is what we want to discover,” said John.

He returned to find Cardlin and Elk walking up and down on the opposite side of the road.

“The manager will be here in five minutes. Winch is the engraver’s?”

Cardlin pointed upward to the top floor. “If you fellows will go up, I’ll hang on here. I’ve got a gun, and if anybody is there they will have to come out by the front door.”

Crossing the road, Wade fitted a key in a side door and opened it, and went in, Elk following.

Behind the door was a narrow passage which ran by the side of the bank premises. At the end was a small electric lift, around which wound a narrow stairway to the top of the building.

“There will be so many City policemen here that nobody will escape. Any burglar trying to get through would be crushed to death in the crowd. What is it to be — the lift or the stairs?”

John had decided on the stairs, and, removing his shoes, he went up noiselessly. Elk close behind him. They were both armed, but they met no opposition, and reached the top landing, which was also the elevator head, without adventure.

Two doors led from the landing, both half panelled with glass, on which was painted the name of the engraver. John fitted a key, turned the lock noiselessly and stepped into a large workroom, which, save for a glass-panelled office in one corner, covered the whole of the floor. Here was a number of benches littered with the paraphernalia of an engraver’s trade, as they saw when the lights were put on.

“Nobody is here,” said Elk. “The place hasn’t been disturbed.”

Across the ceiling ran a number of steel girders, which had been painted white to harmonise with the ceiling. Looking round the workroom, John saw a bar of steel hanging from one of these. It was fastened to the girder by wire, and he wondered what particular purpose this dangling bar served an engraver.

The bottom part of it was hidden between two benches, and, going forward to make a closer inspection, he discovered the secret. Immediately beneath the bar a great jagged hole had been torn in the concrete floor, and on one side of the hole lay a crowbar, a powerful motor-jack and a steel cone. Attached to one of the solid legs of the benches was a rope ladder, which disappeared through the hole into the darkness beneath. He had seen such an instrument as this in a German criminal museum, and understood instantly what had happened. The steel bar, having been suspended, was braced against the girder; the cone placed point downward on the floor, and between had been inserted the motor-jack. A few turns of the screw would have made the “jack tight,” and the pressure applied by this instrument would be sufficient to drive a hole through the floor which the crowbar could enlarge.

He took all this in in a second. Gripping the rope that held the end of the ladder, he squeezed through the hole and descended into the room beneath. It was a big office; line after line of desks ran across the room, and obviously he was on the bank premises. He found a door, the lock of which had been cut away bodily, and beyond this a narrow spiral steel staircase that took him to another office floor.

He heard the sound of a door opening below and jerked his pistol from his pocket, but there was no necessity for defence; the bank manager had arrived, and had admitted Cardlin by the main entrance. He found them on the ground floor and interviewed the bank official.

“It is extraordinary they should have broken in here. We carry no large reserves of bullion — we’re too near the head office,” said the manager.

“Have you a deposit vault?” asked John, and in a few words revealed his suspicions.

“Yes, there are a number of deed-boxes deposited here,” said the manager, “but they couldn’t get at those without forcing this door, and it hasn’t been touched.”

He indicated a great steel door set in the wall in the small inner office where ordinarily he himself sat. The door was fast, but a superficial examination of the lock showed that it had been tampered with. There were scratches on the paint, and later they found, hidden beneath the desk a kit of delicate tools and a powerful blowlamp. Producing a bunch of keys, the manager turned the lock and swung open the door.

The sub-manager’s office was a small, lofty apartment leading from the main public offices. It was almost like a strongroom itself, John noticed, and the bank official explained that it had been used for that purpose.

“We have a number of clients who are members of the Stock Exchange, and in the old days, before the vault was built, this room was used to keep scrip and documents that we wished to get at without a great deal of trouble. The under vault was built subsequently. Somehow,” said the sub-manager with satisfaction, “I never thought they’d do anything with this door.”

Evidently he was very proud of his new vault. The door was of chrome steel, he explained, and was the very latest invention of the most efficient maker of bank safes Wolverhampton has produced.

“Are you sure there’s no other way into the vault?” asked the bearded Cardlin.

The manager smiled.

“Unless somebody has found a way of eating through ten feet of concrete, there’s no way in,” he said emphatically.

He asked them to stand a little way back whilst he spun the dial, then, inserting first one and then another key, turned back the lock. There was the faintest of clicks and the door swung open on its great crane hinges. He turned a light-control which flooded the interior and passed his hand down the flange of the thick safe door before he descended the six steps that led to the concrete room.

“Here are the deed-boxes,” he pointed to row upon row of black japanned boxes. “And there “ — he indicated a steel grille which separated this apartment from an inner— “is another vault, but we keep our books and a little cash there.”

“Which of these belongs to the Pattison Trust?” asked Cardlin.

The manager touched a box which was smaller than its companions, and Cardlin pulled it out; and then, to John’s amazement, he inserted a wedge-shaped instrument between the lid and the box. There was a sharp crack; the lid flew open, and, putting in his hand, Cardlin drew out two small bundles of papers and thrust them into his pocket. And then as calmly he turned and walked towards the stairs.

Only then did John recover from his astonishment. “What’s the idea, Cardlin?” he demanded.

He took two steps after the bearded mail and stopped. Cardlin was facing him, and in his right hand was an automatic pistol of large calibre.

“Don’t move, any of you birds,” he said. “I don’t want to shoot, in case a copper hears me; that might spoil my getaway and a week’s good fishing.”
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John for the first time realised that the man was an American. He was dimly conscious, too, that he had heard the voice before, only it was not American then. Why he should realise details so unimportant he could never afterwards understand.

The man went back up the stairs, reached the top, withdrew slowly into the room; still covering them with his pistol, he stooped and felt down the flange of the door.

“My God! He’s shutting the door on us!” It was the manager’s voice, thin with terror. “ — feeling for the safety bolt. We shall be smothered—”

It was at that moment that John Wade jerked out his pistol and fired. He heard a cry of pain and the clatter of the bearded man’s automatic as it fell to the floor. The great steel door was closing slowly. In two strides John Wade was up the steps and had wedged his shoulder between door and lintel. At the first move towards the stairs the bearded man had turned, run from the room, slamming and locking the door behind him.

“The alarm bell!” gasped the manager. “Let me.”

He pushed past Elk, sprawled over the desk and groped underneath. Presently he found the little steel trigger, and instantly the quiet of the street echoed ponderously to the clang of the alarm.

It was a City policeman who relieved them. In his hurry the thief had left the outer doors of the bank wide open. The policeman reported that a car had passed him just as he turned the corner of Lothbury. By the time John left the building, the street was filled with uniformed men, and a few minutes later the chief of the division came.

“Cardlin? No, I don’t know any such name in our force,” he said. “What did he look like?”

John described the bearded man, and again the police chief shook his head.

“There isn’t such a man, not in this divisional any rate, and if he were a sergeant I should know him.”

Half an hour later two very depressed police officers drove along the Embankment.

“The laugh is on us,” said Elk gloomily. “At the same time, it would all have happened if we hadn’t turned up. He didn’t expect me, but he was pretty quick on the uptake. I’d give a month’s salary — almost anybody’s salary — to lay my right hand, or even my left, on Mr. Whiskers.”

John said nothing; to him that adventure spelt neither ridicule nor waste of time. For the bearded man had unconsciously offered him the one clue that he needed.

Their first call was at Mr. Bruder’s flat, and he was waiting up for them. Though he was concerned to learn that the contents of the deed-box had been stolen, he did not seem to regard the loss very seriously.

“My recollection is that there was nothing of any value, from a lawyer’s point of view, though I dare say there is much of sentimental interest—”

“What was in the box?”

“Birth and marriage certificates, a number of letters written by Lady Pattison’s young son, a few photographs, mainly of the child Delia.” He hesitated and thought. “A statement made by the servant Anna, concerning the — um — conflagration. There was nothing more. Lady Pattison was most anxious that these things should be kept separate from her other papers. That is why I put them in the bank, though it hardly seemed worth while.”

“Who knew they were at the bank?” asked John.

“Nobody,” replied the other promptly. “I did not even tell Lord Siniford—”

“Yes, you did,” said John quietly. “You were telling me when he was in the room last night. You remember he came in, looking like a wet ghost, and bolted out again?”

“They knew before then,” said Elk. “Didn’t the young lady hear about Lothbury and the engraver’s shop days, perhaps weeks, ago? It might have been the first time Siniford knew, but if what you tell me is right, he was more upset by the idea of your seeing the papers than knowing where they were.”

From the lawyer’s flat John put through a call to his lordship, but there was no reply. He called up the hall porter, who had a separate number. “His lordship came in and went out again,” said the man.

“Did he come in alone?” asked Wade. The man did not reply, and John repeated the question.

“No, sir, he came in with a small gentleman — I don’t know his name. They went out together.”

John called alone at the flat in St. James’s Street, but the hall porter could give few further details.

“Was the little man white or Chinese?”

“White, sir. Rather a common-looking man — he came here once before. His lordship had run out of whisky, and I took him up a fresh bottle. I think the little gentleman must have had something to do with the sea; he was saying how cold the river was that night. I’ve got a pass key to all the flats, and I happened to go in as he was saying this. I suppose that’s no use to you, Mr. Wade?”

“Just that, eh?” said John, interested. “The river was cold.”

“Well, not exactly in those words. What he said was: ‘I’ve never known the river feel so cold’ — and then I came in and he stopped.”

John nodded. So Golly was the visitor! And he had been to the flat before. That was a link in the chain.

Weary as he was, he had to return to Wapping to formulate his charge against Mrs. Oaks. He found that lady in her most conciliatory mood.

“I don’t know why you should persecute me, Mr. Wade,” she I said. “I’ve always been polite to you, and I certainly have done you no harm. The charge is ridiculous — administering drugs! And as for Lila, I haven’t seen her since yesterday. That girl’s more trouble than she’s worth — I wish somebody would take her off my hands.” She was looking steadily at John as she spoke. “She’s not a bad-looking girl, and there’s a bit of money goes with her. My poor dear sister left nearly a thousand pounds. She’s very young, but she’d make some man a good wife—”

“Me, for example?” said John brusquely. “Is that the bait you’re holding out? Well, I don’t rise to it. And as for your poor dear sister, if you ever had one, I’m quite sure she was neither poor nor dear — that story doesn’t wash. Lila Smith is Lila Pattison.”

He saw her blink at this and the colour come and go from her face,

“I — I don’t know what you mean, Mr. Wade,” she stammered. “It’s all a mystery to me.”

John nodded to the sergeant and briefly stated the charge.

“You’ll give me bail, won’t you, Mr. Wade?” She was almost tearful. “You wouldn’t keep a woman of my age and respectable character in a dirty police cell all night?”

“The cells at this station are both clean and healthy,” said John coldly. “And besides, Mrs. Oaks, who would bail you?” And then, suddenly: “Yes, my good friend, I’ll accept your husband’s bail if he’ll put in an appearance. You had better send for him.”

She was taken aback at this. “I don’t know where Golly is — you know that. I haven’t seen him—”

“You spend your life not seeing people,” said John wearily. “You ought to have met him tonight. I found him in your wood cellar. The last view I had of him he was swimming towards London Bridge. I hope he doesn’t suffer from rheumatism.”

Her face was set; the old mask he knew so well. She shot one venomous look, opened her lips as if to speak, then, changing her mind, turned on her heel and followed the matron down the passage that led to the cells.

Wade returned home that night dead beat and was asleep before he knew he was in bed. He woke after five hours of sleep to find the lank form of Inspector Elk by his bedside.

“No, I never sleep,” said that imperturbable man. “It’s a great waste of time.”

“What do you want now?” grumbled John, as he sat up, yawned, and stretched. “I suppose you’ve brought a first-class kick from the Yard?”

Elk sat on the bed, and deliberately lit the stub of cigar before he replied. “No, that will come in due course. I thought you’d like to know that your river coppers took the body of a man from the water at daybreak — found him floating close to the Middlesex shore.”

John stared at him. “Who was it?” he asked.

Elk blew a cloud of smoke to the ceiling. “The late Lord Siniford,” he said.

John gasped. “Siniford — dead! Drowned?”

Elk shook his head. “Knifed,” he said. “A very neat job. The doctor says he never knew what killed him.”
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The contents of the pockets of the dead man lay neatly arrayed on a plain deal table at the police station. A gold cigarette case, a watch and guard, a tiny gold box containing a powder in a state of solution, which was to be chemically analysed, but which John Wade knew was cocaine; a small silver knife, a platinum ring, keys, and a packet of patent medicine universally known as a specific against seasickness, comprised the property. There was no pocketbook, no paper money, no document by which the body might have been identified, although it was fairly certain, as Elk pointed out, that the keys and the cigarette case would have been sufficient to establish an identity.

The fatal wound was hardly visible, as John had seen when he examined the body. Siniford had been stabbed in the neck from behind. The blow, skilfully delivered, had severed the vertebra and death had been instantaneous.

“I’ve seen one or two murders like that,” said Elk. “Original fellows, these Chinese. What do you make of these?” He waved his hand to the table.

“Nothing, except that he was a bad sailor, and that he was going to sea. The murder took place between midnight and six o’clock, when he was found: therefore it occurred somewhere in the region of Westminster.”

He took down from a peg the heavy-looking waistcoat the dead man had worn.

“This is proof that he expected to go to sea. It is padded with fibre, and is the sort of thing worn by nervous passengers; it would act as a lifebelt. They didn’t realise he’d float. The watch stopped at 1.17, five minutes before the tide began to ebb. That means the murder occurred six hours from Greenwich. The tide had turned just as the body was found.”

Elk beamed. “Reg’lar little Sherlock Holmes you’re becoming, Johnny. What’s this?” He picked up the ring from the table and looked at it curiously. “Bit small for his finger, wasn’t it?”

“It was in his waistcoat pocket,” said John quietly. “It was never intended for his finger — it is a wedding ring.”

Elk whistled. “He was going to be married, eh?” He put the ring down on the table, and then he caught a glimpse of Wade’s haggard face. “You’re getting rattled, Johnny,” he said kindly, and dropped a huge paw on the other’s shoulder.

Wade nodded. “I’m rattled terribly,” he said. “All my ideas and pet theories are knocked sideways. I thought the scheme was to marry Lila to this fellow, and I’ve been counting on this to be a respite for her. It lessened the danger, but now—” He made a despairing gesture.

Elk left him soon after, and had only been gone an hour when he telephoned through asking Wade to come to Scotland Yard. Weary of mind and body, sick at heart, Wade obeyed the summons.

Elk was in the superintendent’s room in consultation, and the burly chief was studying a radio message when John came in. He pushed the paper across the table. “Here’s the end of the Seal of Troy,” he said. “Acting on instructions from the Admiralty, one of our cruisers picked her up as she was nearing the Brazilian coast — here’s the report.”

It was a long message covering four sheets of paper.

‘Acting on your XF.43/C/9A1/95i42, I intercepted “Seal of Troy” latitude X. longitude X. and made search. Ship carries cargo agricultural machinery and motorcars. Manifests in order. Master Silvini, Chief Officer Thomas Treat of Sunderland. Neither Captain Aikness nor Chief Officer Raggit Lane on ship. In cabins 75, 76 and 79 on fourth deck below water line I found three men, two English and one American, who stated they had been detained on the ship six years and were employed in the melting down of the settings of stolen jewellery. Each man made an independent statement to the effect that the ship was mainly utilised for the reception of stolen property. In the cabin behind the panelling I found a small strongroom which was opened by artificers and found to contain 1,250 carats cut diamonds, 750 carats emeralds, many of a considerable size, 17 small ingots of platinum, 55 ingots of fine gold. The ship has three refrigerating chambers, one of which was found to contain a number of negotiable bonds to the value of 83,000, and as far as can be ascertained 184,000 in bullion and currency notes. One of the jewellers stated that these represented the proceeds of six robberies, including a bank robbery. Am proceeding…’

The two lines after this were in code and unintelligible. Then the message went on:

‘Statements from the men have been taken and will be verified before magistrates and forwarded you. ‘Seal of Troy’ proceeding in charge of her own officers.

Here the message ended.

“This will be sad news for Captain Aikness, not to say Mr. Raggit Lane,” said Elk.

John shook his head. “Not so sad as you imagine. My own opinion is that Aikness knew the game was up and allowed the ship to go to sea, expecting it would he held up. The loss will not hurt him very much. Somewhere in South America he has a pretty large sum cached. This won’t hurt him — always providing he can follow up, which he won’t.”

Elk looked a little dubious.

“Aikness? Humph! What is Golly doing in that galley? Poor little devil — he’s roped in with the rest of the crowd. I rather like Golly — even though he did buy pansies! But he’s an instrument.”

“A double-edged one, I think,” said John.

He had an appointment at the police court, and found an unusually large number of Mrs. Oaks’s friends and members of the neighbourhood. There wasn’t a river rat from Tilbury to Barking Creek who did not know Mum Oaks or had not partaken of her furtive hospitality.

The grey rats and the black rats and the Rotherhithe crowd and the Wapping lot — they knew that tumbledown old wharf, where in the darkness of the night they had conducted many hurried and profitable bargains. That chamber behind the wood cellar had once held twenty thousand pounds’ worth of silk that had vanished between sunset and daybreak from a foreign steamer lying at anchor in the Pool. The captain had had his cut, and the purser, but the biggest cut of all came to Mum Oaks.

The crowd of loungers that stood with their hands thrust in their pockets, lit cigarettes drooping from their mouths, scowled at John Wade as he passed, or gave him a sycophantic greeting. He saw Sniffy there, and the sight of those unprepossessing features reminded him.

“Didn’t I take you the other night, Sniffy?”

“Yes, sir, but there was no charge owing to the floods,” smirked the river thief.

“What were you doing at Mum Oaks’s? Putting a little money in soak?”

Sniffy was amused. “I went there on purely a personal and private visit,” he said unctuously. “A gentleman calling on a lady — is there anything wrong about that?”;’

“When you’re the gentleman, yes,” smiled John. “I haven’t had you through my hands for a long time, sweetheart.”

Sniffy beamed. “That’s more like yourself, Mr. Wade. And you won’t have me through your hands either: I’ve dropped all that low hooking. I’ve had the offer of a regular job. A man like me, who knows the river backwards — I’ll bet there ain’t another man in this room that’s followed the river to Gloucester — oughtn’t to loaf round this dog-hole.”

It was perfectly true that Sniffy was one of the few Cockney river-men who knew the stream in its more pleasant moods: long, silvery reaches that wound between the wooded hills, the old mill-streams, the green-grey locks, the tiny hamlets that cluster round the banks of the river where it narrows.

“I’ve jumped across the Thames,” said Sniffy complacently. “I’ll bet there’s few people who can say that — jumped from one bank to another. I know the river better than any pilot; I know the landlord of every pub from here to Oxford.”

He stopped suddenly, and John was conscious of a mighty inhibition. It wasn’t that he wanted to change the subject: he was talking too much, as the detective realised.

“What are you going to do with Mrs. Oaks — that’s persecution, if you like. A more innocent woman never drew the breath of life. There’s a lady!” John was moving on when the man caught his sleeve. “You’ll find a pretty tough lot round here to-day, Mr. Wade,” he said in a low voice. “I shouldn’t wander about alone if I was you.”

“All friends of Mrs. Oaks, eh, Sniffy?” said John, and passed on.

The warning was not necessary, though Wade saw it was well justified. There were strange faces here, men who did not belong to his ‘manor’; gaunt, brute men who stared at him with expressionless eyes as he passed, and glanced quickly at one another, but uttered no word.

He saw Mrs. Oaks in the small waiting-room adjoining the corridor. She had evidently slept very little, but she was calm and practical. She asked if he had been to the Home, and, when he said he had not, relapsed into silence. And then:

“I hope you’re going to settle this business to-day, Mr. Wade. I don’t see how you can bring any charge against me, much less prove it. I’ve got the best lawyers that money can buy, and if they don’t tie you in knots I’ll be surprised. I don’t want to make you look foolish in court, Mr. Wade — if you’ll withdraw the charge, I will say no more about it and I’ll bear no malice.”

He shook his head. “The case has gone forward to the Public Prosecutor and I shall ask for a remand,” he said, and saw two unruly spots come into her cheeks and her eyes blazed again.

“All right, you’ll see what I can do! I’ve got some friends, you know, Mr. Wade. Lord Siniford will—”

“Lord Siniford is dead.”

John Wade spoke coldly and deliberately, watching the woman. She went scarlet, and then the colour faded, leaving her face peaked and grey. “Dead?” she whispered.

He nodded.

“When-when did he die?”

“He was murdered last night,” said John. “His body was found in the river.”

She was standing stiffly before him as she asked the question. He saw her knees bend, and as she swayed forward, he caught her and sat her in a chair. She had not fainted; those round eyes of hers were glaring dreadfully. Her voice was a croak..

“They killed him — the lord was going to marry her — why did he let him do it?”

The answer came from John’s lips as an inspiration. He had never before thought of that solution.

“Because he wants to marry her himself,” he said, and she raised her hand as though to ward off a blow.

“No, no!” she wailed. “He couldn’t do that — he wouldn’t do that. My God, he wouldn’t do that!”

The detective laid his hand on her shoulder and patted it lightly.

“Mrs. Oaks, you’re not so much a driving force as a cog in the machine,” he said. “I’m going to drop all pretence with you — why don’t you talk? Take your chance as a King’s witness. Aikness means money to you, and we know all about the Seal of Troy, all about Lila Smith.”

She was silent.

“I’m not trying to bluff you. I only say I’d like to help you. I’ve only just understood how unimportant a help you might be.”

She raised her eyes to his, and he was startled at the mute agony he read in them. “I don’t know — I don’t mind the remand — and I shan’t want bail. Perhaps I’ll see you tomorrow or the next day.”

She came into court, a drooping, listless figure. Her solicitor, with whom she had a short interview, communicated her decision to the eminent counsel who had been briefed overnight to represent her, and when she did not ask for bail, there was only one person in the court who knew why she preferred Holloway Prison, and that one person was not John Wade.

“That’s the dame,” said one of the strange-looking men who had appeared in the neighbourhood that day. “Looks kind of nutty to me.”

His companion chewed on something and offered no comment.

“Say — ain’t these courts a laugh? They don’t call um judges — magistrates. What’s the difference, anyway? And everybody so darned Ritzy—’Yes, y’r worship,’ an’ ‘No, y’r worship’…”

The second man chewed on and said nothing. Once he thought they were being followed, and made sure that the gun on his hip was drawable, but apparently he was mistaken. After a while he broke his silence.

“Yuh — that’s the dame. Say, do you think it’s O.K., Jakey? Listen, I’ve never pulled one like ‘at.”

They discussed the ethics of their task more fully when they reached their lodging.
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The secret of the Seal of Troy was a secret no more. Somebody on the ship had wirelessed a protest to the Government of Brazil. The British Government promptly issued a statement to the afternoon papers, and side by side with the tragedy of Lord Siniford, and an inaccurate account of a raid on a City bank, appeared the story of this romantic treasure-ship and a list of the depredations of the IndiaRubber Men.

Later came an account of the police-court proceedings, and the fact that the portrait of Golly Oaks appeared in all the newspapers as one of the wanted men, had its piquancy in the arrest of his wife, on a charge which seemed to have no connection with the more sensational story, for nobody knew about Lila Smith, and her name did not so much as appear in print.

It was a day of conferences, and John Wade had to appear before the dread Big Four, who are not ready to accept excuses or to forgive errors. They took what he thought to be a charitable view of the bank episode.

“They’re clever, those fellows,” said the superintendent. “They’d evidently tried the safe and knew they couldn’t open it — it was a stroke of genius to send for the bank manager, and of course your being there and his knowing you was a bit of luck. One of the City police had seen Cardlin, as he called himself — not a bad name that — and he produced a Scotland Yard card! No, we’re not blaming you, inspector, but we want Aikness and Oaks very badly.”

“I knew Oaks very well twenty years ago,” said one of the four. “He used to be the cleverest fence in the East End of London, and must have made a fortune. A clever little devil — he speaks five or six languages.”

John stared at him in amazement. “Oaks?” he said incredulously. “I’ve always regarded him as illiterate.”

“Not he,” said the other. “He’s only got one weakness; he thought he had a voice, and spent hundreds, probably thousands, of pounds in having it trained. Oh yes, he’s a Cockney all right, ungrammatical, drops his h’s, but they tell me he speaks French and German like an educated man.”

Tins was a new aspect of Golly, a novel presentation which so impressed John Wade that he made a call that afternoon at the ‘Mecca’. He knew Golly’s room, and had once made a superficial survey of it. It occurred to him that it might pay to make a closer inspection.

It was a large room immediately over the coal cellar, and rather dark, for it only had one small window to admit light and air. A small iron bed and a large bookcase, filled with paper-jacketed volumes, an old standard lamp and a well-worn sofa, were the principal furniture. John noticed that in no case was the title of a book visible. They had been enclosed in carefully cut jackets, and either the man knew their positions by heart or he must have spent exasperating minutes searching for the volume he required. The little library was, he found, methodically arranged. The first of the volumes was a New Testament in Greek, and this discovery was his first shock. There were half a dozen volumes dealing with strategical practice in war, and these had evidently been read and re-read, for in the margins were innumerable pencil notes, mainly indecipherable or else referring to some other page where similar or divergent views had been expressed.

Quite a number of the books dealt with the theory of music. There was a thick volume on singing, and the rest of the library was made up of travel and philosophical works in German, Spanish, French and Italian. Caesar’s Commentaries in Latin were there, and a Magyar primer that had been well used. The tiny desk in the corner was spotted with ink, as was the floor round about it. Evidently Golly was an untidy writer, but wrote often.

Searching the drawers of the desk, John made another discovery. The astonishing Golly was a dabbler in the occult: there were astrological charts, half-finished horoscopes, and he was not uninterested to discover his own name at the head of one of these.

Evidently Golly was without the necessary accurate information to complete this chart of life, and John now remembered an occasion when the little man had been tremendously interested in the date and hour of his birth. A curious and surprising person! There was no evidence as to his financial position; no bank passbook, nothing to indicate the extent of his possessions. If he had been a rich man twenty years before —

John shook his head. Golly was the greatest puzzle of all. He pulled up the carpet, and went carefully over the floor space, tried the walls, but could find no secret place.

He had made one find which was destined to lead him far along the road of understanding. It was a small book, gilt-edged and platitudinous, that bore on the flyleaf: “Presented to G. H. Oaks by his employer, William Deans. ‘Well done, thou good and faithful servant.’”

John could have laughed at this if he had been in a laughing mood. The book was one very popular in the ‘eighties— “Christie’s Old Organ” — and the character of Deans’s business was unexpectedly revealed, for between two of the pages, used as a bookmarker, was an ancient billhead, “Deans & Abbit, Surgical Instrument Makers”, whilst along the bottom was a printed advertisement line: “Deans’ Patent Rubber Gloves, for all surgical work.” Was there an association between rubber gloves and rubber masks?

The remainder of the day was restless and unhappy. The police of four counties were conducting a diligent, painstaking search, but no news of Lila Smith had reached headquarters. That evening he paid a visit to Mrs. Oaks in Holloway Prison; she was morose and uncommunicative, and the talk ended in a storm of abuse, the woman flying into a fury which cut short the interview.

He himself stood in greater danger than he had at first realised. He was constantly meeting, in the course of the next few days, the strangers he had seen outside the police court when Mrs. Oaks was charged. He had an extraordinary memory for faces and knew he was not mistaken. They appeared in the neighbourhood of his cottage; he met them on his way to duty; once, when he was engaged in a special patrol of the river, he passed three of them in a boat, two rowing and one sitting in the stern, steering. They did not so much as look at the police launch as it passed, which in itself was a suspicious circumstance. He met them again the same afternoon; they were coming upriver as he was going down, and they obviously altered their course to pass him at short range. Fortunately there was another police boat on the other side of the river, and this he signalled to close with the suspicious craft. No sooner did the rowers see the manoeuvre than one of them stopped, and, picking up something from the floor of the boat, dropped it into the water. A minute later, John’s launch was alongside.

“What did you throw overboard just now?” he demanded.

The stroke of the boat rested on his oars and stared at him insolently.

“Groundbait,” he said. “We’re fishing. Is that against the law?”

“Fishing with Mills bombs is forbidden,” said John, “and if they weren’t Mills bombs you dropped over the side, I’ve never seen one.”

He took the boat in tow to the nearest river station. The three were unprepared for this, and were, moreover, embarrassed by the fact that the second police boat had come alongside. As they landed, one of the men surreptitiously dropped something, as he thought, into the river. It fell on the landing-stage and a policeman picked it up — a Browning pistol with one cartridge still in the chamber and nine in the magazine.

“Have you a licence for that?” asked John.

“Sure — a dog’s licence!” grinned the man.

He was a peaky-faced, undersized individual, who looked like an Italian, but was, he claimed, an American citizen. His passport was in order — he had been in the country three weeks. His domicile was the city of Chicago. The two other men were also from the United States, and the indications on their passports showed that they had arrived in the same ship on die same day. One of them, the steersman, also carried a pistol.

“No Sullivan Act here, is there?” he asked as they took the gun from him.

“We’ll tell you all about it,” said John.

Who had brought these men into the country? Their antecedents he could guess. They all had foreign-sounding names, and Scotland Yard sent an urgent cable of inquiry to Chicago; two hours later a reply was received:

Three men well-known gunmen here. Riccini and Orlvitch twice convicted murder. Our information is large number of bad men gone London last two months.

“There’s a whole lot of coincidences floating round,” said Elk, after the cable had been read. “We’ve had messages up from three tough districts of London that the local police have spotted a number of foreigners — Russians and Finns mainly; they’ve all arrived in the last few weeks. We pulled in a couple the other day, and what the Riga police said about those fellers is nobody’s business!”

“Is anything known about Golly Oaks? I mean, has he any earlier history?” asked John, and the other nodded.

“He had a conviction in ‘15 for stealing from his employers — sheet rubber.” His eyebrows went up. “Sheet rubber?” frowned Elk. “That’s funny.”

“The servant didn’t remain good or faithful,” said John grimly. “Anything else?”

“There was a charge of receiving, which was not proved. He ran a boy gang in Wapping when he was a kid — they used to fight the Brick Lane gang — but he never came into our hands over that. Then he went to Birmingham and organised a gold-stealing business. Birmingham’s full of jewellers, and gold-stealing used to be pretty easy. You just substituted an alloy for the amount of gold you pinched, and it’s surprising how easy it is to get away with three or four pounds of gold and not even the testing office know the difference.”

John tried to recall his earlier impressions of Golly Oaks. They were difficult to recover. He had certainly regarded this man as a petty thief and receiver, and he knew that Golly was respected by some of the worst characters on the river — and good men are never wholeheartedly respected by bad men, whatever the storybooks tell you. A meek man, who submitted to the nagging of his wife without protest — it was difficult to believe that he ever organised as much as a gang of rabbits. “Has he had any convictions?”

“None,” said Elk. And then thoughtfully: “It’s funny how old Golly seeded down to be a respectable citizen and chop wood. I used to think it was Mum Oaks who tamed him, but maybe he never was tamed.”

“That’s my bet, too,” said John. “I’m beginning to get new ideas about Golly.”
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Lila Smith was getting new ideas, too. She had been alone in the luxurious little cabin where she had been taken after she had been hurried from the Tappitt home. What kind of ship it was she did not know, for she had suffered the indignity of being blindfolded soon after Mum Oaks was landed at the Mecca wharf. She was not afraid; her first emotions were of intense curiosity. Fear never really came until the night of the fire.

It was not like any ship’s cabin that she had ever seen; it was broad, low-roofed, and, though it was beautifully furnished, the walls panelled with polished grey ash and the fittings of silver, there was no porthole, no outlook upon the world. Somewhere near the cabin she could hear the hum of a little engine which served to ventilate and light her quarters. There was a beautiful bunk bed, a writing-table, and on the walls pictures, some of which, she guessed, were veritable old masters. A broad, low fireplace with an electric fire gave warmth in the chilly evenings.

The only person she saw was the Chinese servant who brought her meals and put her bath ready. Nobody had ever troubled before to fill Lila’s bath, and this experience of service was rather exciting; and the little room, with its shallow marble tub and its tiled walls, though somewhat restricted and innocent of any but artificial light, added to her sense of comfort.

The ship was moving slowly most of the time. She could hear feet pattering on the deck above, and several times at intervals she heard a peculiar rumbling like thunder somewhere overhead. The ship was still in the river; she could hear the sirens blowing, and had heard a church clock strike ten.

She heard other things, and awoke in a fright with a woman’s scream ringing in her ears. It must have been fancy — or she was dreaming, she decided. For the rest of the night, her first on board, and despite her anxiety, she slept like a log, and woke to find the Chinese servant arranging a small wickerwork table by her bedside. It was odd and a little alarming to be waited on by a man, but she got used to his presence. He spoke little English, smiled easily, and anticipated most of her wishes.

She could lock the outer cabin door, and that was a comfort. On the other hand, it was bolted on the outside, and she had no opportunity of exploring this ship or of discovering in what company she was. She quite thought Mrs. Oaks was on board, since it had been Mum who brought her from her safe asylum. She was even more sure that John Wade would be looking for her — she preserved a faith in the police that amounted to fanaticism.

The coming of Golly was an event. She liked the little man; suspected he was associated with all kinds of rascality, but looked upon him as a rather blunt instrument. She was sitting at breakfast when the door opened and he came in, an amused little smile upon his uncomely face. He usually wore hats which were slightly small for him or caps that covered his ears. He wore a high-crowned derby now, and it had the appearance of an ill-fitting crown. His gold-rimmed glasses, the little ginger moustache, the very vulgarity of his shabby clothes, made him an incongruous figure in this elegant setting.

“Why — Mr. Oaks!” she said, rising from her chair.

“Sit down, my dear. I’ll have a cup of tea if you’ve got one to spare.”

It was only then she noticed that two cups were on the tray. He took off his hat and put it on the floor, rubbed a handkerchief over his thin hair.

“What a life this is, eh! As the well-known Socrates says—”

He said something that sounded gibberish to her. Never did she imagine he was spouting authentic Greek. He could read many languages and speak them fluently, yet his quotations were the well-worn tags that are familiar to most schoolboys and adorn the back pages of the cheapest dictionaries. Of these he had an inexhaustible store, for his memory was amazing.

“Comfortable, Lila?”

She hesitated. “Yes, I’m comfortable; but where are we going, Mr. Oaks?”

He looked over his shoulder towards the door, and lowered his voice. “Lord knows,” he said. “Nobody knows where anybody’s going any day. I thought I’d be at the ‘Mecca’ — dis aliter visum!”

She was staggered at this.

“Is Mrs. Oaks on board?”

He shook his head. “She couldn’t come,” he said. “She’s got a lot of business to attend to — what a woman, Lila!” His little blue eyes were watching her. “What a lady, what a tartar! What a helpmate for a man!”

Again he said something in a language she did not understand, though she did not dream it was a language understood by anybody but Golly. She remembered now: he was in the habit of saying these incomprehensible things.

“You’ll be all right, Lila.” He leaned over and patted her hand. “Don’t you worry; nothing’s coming to you but luxury and ‘appiness. Jools, di’monds, carriages and Rolls-Royces — everything the ‘eart can desire.”

She gazed at him in astonishment. “When, Mr. Oaks?”

He tapped the side of his nose cunningly. “In good time, my dear.”

He looked round the cabin with a certain air of pride which was surprising to her. She thought he might feel a little uncomfortable in these gorgeous surroundings, but his air was almost proprietorial.

“That’s a Tintoretto,” he pointed, “in what I call his second style. He must have been getting a bit long in the tooth when he painted that. A lot of these so-called Tintorettos are pupils’ work. That black-and-white thing over there behind the pianner was drawn by Sansovino; that other picture is Bellini — not much of a one, but he wasn’t what I call in the front rank. Personally, I’m all for the Venetian school. You can have your Florentine.”

She listened openmouthed. This little man, whom she had regarded as something of a family butt, who had, so far as she was aware, no interests outside his daily newspaper, his pipe and his interminable wood-chopping, was laying down critical laws with the assurance of a Chelsea student. “Benvenuto, he was the man for my money. Ever read his book? Laugh! I’ve split me sides over that book. But not a painter-statues! Ever seen the Medusa? I went to Florence once and had a look at the model…And there’s a couple of salt-cellars he made for the King of What’s-his-name — France, was it? — and a dish arrangement in the Loove.”

He looked at the pictures again and smacked his lips. “There’s nothing better than them in England,” he said.

“Why, Mr. Oaks, I didn’t know you were such an authority upon art,” she said, smiling.

He smiled complacently. “I know a bit; but music’s always been my ‘obby. Ever heard Tetrazzini and a canary singing together? I have! I don’t suppose anybody else ever heard it. I’m supposed to have a voice like Caruso’s.”

He made this outstanding claim without a smile, and instinct told her that if she supplied the missing hilarity she might be making a terrible mistake.

“I — I’ve never heard you sing, Mr. Oaks—” she began.

“Uncle Golly,” he corrected. “What’s all this ‘Mr. Oaks’ about? Yes, you have heard me sing.” He looked at her wistfully. “Haven’t you?” She shook her head. She was lying: she had heard him sing many times, and had closed the windows to shut out the dreadful sound. “What about the aria from Faust?”

She shook her head again, not daring to speak. To her amazement, he walked across to the little piano, sat down and began to play. Was she dreaming? He was playing like a master. And then he began to sing.

He had the most extraordinary falsetto voice she had ever heard. Hitherto, distance had robbed it of its terrors; but now, close at hand, in this confined room, the howl and squeak of it were almost insupportable. He sang in Italian, swaying to and fro on the piano seat, his head thrown back, his eyes closed ecstatically. His voice went from shrill to harsh; the din of it was overpowering. If she had only the courage to put her hands over her ears! But she lacked this, or else that inner instinct of hers warned her against adopting this means of protection. After an eternity, as it seemed, he stopped, and beamed round on her.

“Well?”

“Marvellous,” she gasped. “I — I didn’t know — you could sing.”

To her intense relief he closed down the cover of the piano and came towards her, his hands in his pockets, his chest thrown out, curiously sparrow-like. “Few people do,” he said— “very few people.”

Was he mad, or did he really believe that this fearful caterwauling bore the remotest relationship to singing? He answered that question instantly, as though she had put her thoughts into words. “I don’t sing in the modern style, I admit that people who’ve got no taste or judgment don’t like me as much as they like some of the singers, but in ten years’ time my voice will be the kind that will be all the go.”

She hastened to change the subject by asking him the name of the ship.

“The Rikitiki,” he answered promptly. “She was an Indian ship. The captain bought her for a song — one of the fastest boats in the world.”

“Where are we now, Mr. Oaks?”

“Uncle Golly,” he admonished her reproachfully. “Where are we now?” He looked at his watch with great deliberation. “Off Gravesend, or maybe not so far down. We’re waiting for the pilot.”

For the first time her nerve began to fail her.

“Pilot? What, are we going to sea?” she asked in alarm. “Where are we going, Mr. Oaks — Uncle Golly?”

He shook his head. “Nobody quite knows.”

“Why am I being kept here?”

“For your own good, my dear.” He sat down and drank his tea in large, noisy gulps. “For your own good. There are all sorts of people after you. That man Wade,” — he shook his head solemnly. “What a rascal! What a villain unhung! One of the trickiest men in Wapping. Lives on graft — the IndiaRubber Men have paid him thousands.”

She could not believe her ears, but Mr. Oaks was very serious. He was almost convincing, too. “I’m telling you,” he said solemnly. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he isn’t one of the IndiaRubber Men himself — the police are in all these swindles. Haven’t you read the papers lately?”

“But Mr. Wade couldn’t do a thing like that,” she said indignantly.

“Oh, couldn’t he?” demanded Golly with a sarcastic smile. “You never know what a fellow like that will do. What’s his pay? A beggarly five pounds a week. Do you think he can live on that? No, my dear, he gets lashings of money from people who’ve got to keep him sweet — gambling-house keepers, and places you’d never dream existed. He was after your money.”

“My money?”

He WAS mad, then.

Mr. Oaks recovered himself with a chuckle. “That’s what I call a figure of speech. He wants somebody who’ll be a sort of servant to him — bake and iron and wash and keep his house for him — for nothing. A beggarly fellow like that naturally would want a cheap kind of wife. He couldn’t afford—”

“But you said he made thousands by dishonesty,” said the girl.

Mr. Golly Oaks coughed. He had fallen into error again. “In a manner of speaking,” he said vaguely, and, wiping his mouth on a not too clean handkerchief, he got up. “Plenty of books here — books that will amuse you. Pity you can’t read foreign languages; that’s where all the literature is.”

He indicated a very well-stocked bookshelf, at which the girl had not yet looked. “Look after yourself. I’ll send the captain to see you.”

“The captain? You mean Mr.—”

“Aikness his name is,” interrupted Golly. “Never mind what you called him before. The gentleman that used to take you out to supper.” He was examining her through narrowed lids. “Nice feller, isn’t he? More like a father than anybody you’ve ever met, I’ll bet. Fifty-eight — that’s how old he is. If he tells you he’s fifty-two he’s telling a lie.”

With this piece of information, he went out with a cheery wave of his hand.
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He left her with plenty of food for thought. The Mr. Oaks she knew had gone for ever; this was a new man, fantastical, unreal. And all that was left of the old Mr. Oaks served to emphasise how fantastical was the new. She was not really afraid; less afraid, now that she knew Golly was on board, than she had been in the first unpleasant hour. Somehow she preferred him to his wife; they had always been excellent friends, and Lila had been the receptacle of his troubles. And he played the piano like a master, and sang like —

She shuddered. The ship was very still, scarcely moving. She thought, earlier in the day, that something had bumped against its side — probably a tug, but it must have been a powerful tug, for the whole structure of the vessel quivered.

She went to bed early that night and woke at four to hear a curious sound — the lowing of a cow. Most ships carried cows, she remembered, for the service of the passengers. Then came another and a deeper sound — a second cow. And then she heard a cock crow, and a sweet bell sound the four quarters of the hour. Cows and chickens and village chimes did not accord with Mr. Oaks’s statement that they were lying in midstream at the mouth of the Thames. The sound of the cow came from close at hand. And then distinctly she heard the creaking of a cartwheel, but no sound of iron tyres.

She determined to ask Golly that day, when she saw him, whether she could go on deck. There was plenty of fresh air in the cabin, but she wanted to scent the sea breezes and to see the light of day.

Captain Aikness called just before lunch. He did not wear his seagoing uniform, but was plainly dressed in flannels and carried a soft felt hat. He was so tall that he had to stoop as he came into the cabin, and for the first time she regarded mm with dispassionate interest. Fifty-eight was nearer his age than fifty-two, she guessed. His face was tanned brown, the backs of his huge hands were covered with fine black hair. A rather terrifying figure, and more out of place in that dainty cabin others than Golly had been. “Well, my dear, getting tired?” He patted her on the shoulder, and for some reason she shrank under his touch. “We’ll have you ashore in a day or two. I’ve got a car waiting to whisk you off to the West of England. But for a little while I think you’d better keep out of sight.”

He asked her if Oaks had been to see her that morning, and when she said “No,” he seemed relieved.

“Is Lord Siniford on board?” she asked, putting the question she had meant to ask Golly.

His face puckered up a little at this, as though it was a distasteful subject. “No, he’s not,” he said shortly. “You can put that fellow out of your mind, Lila: he’s not worthy of you or any other woman.”

Here was relief for her, and a great relief. Ever since she had been on board she had expected at any moment the door to open and the fatuous face of his lordship to appear.

The attitude of Captain Aikness was strangely different from that she remembered on their occasional meetings. He had been, as it were, in command, and she had treated him with a certain awestricken veneration. He was almost a mythical figure to her. But now he was strangely nervous; he made several attempts to speak, cleared his throat, stammered out a meaningless sentence and relapsed again into silence. Suddenly he asked: “How old would you think I am, Lila?”

“Fifty-eight,” she said promptly, and evidently the reply did not please him.

“I’m fifty-two,” he said sharply. “Oaks has been talking. He insists on that fifty-eight nonsense. I’m fifty-two on the third of July; a comparatively young man, with twenty years of vigorous life before me.” He said this loudly and defiantly. She wondered what was coming next and half guessed. “If you ever get married, my dear, you choose a man much older than yourself, a man of the world who can look after you.” He walked to the door, opened it and looked out, then closed it again and came back to her. “A man who could lift you out of danger and place you safe, as quick as that!” He snapped his fingers loudly. He surveyed her for a long time without speaking, but with such a look of gloom on his face that she was almost terrified. “There are quite a lot of people who want to pick up an easy million. Don’t lose your head if somebody comes to you with a good proposition, but remember that I’m around, and if you wanted to get off this packet I could do it like that!” He snapped his fingers again.

Then he went off at a tangent. “When I came back on this last trip for you, I knew you weren’t a child any more, and you sort of got me.” He thumped his chest. “You understand? You meant something to me, and you mean more and more every day. I’d take a big risk for you, million or no million—”

“What do you mean by ‘million’, Captain Aikness?”

He coughed, and was palpably embarrassed. “I thought Golly had seen you and had had a chat with you. He didn’t, eh?”

She smiled. He was so obviously ill at ease, and she felt so pleasantly the mistress of the situation. It was a novel sensation and unused her, even though behind the new deference of the man she saw unhinted dangers. “You needn’t tell Golly what I said. He’s a good fellow, generous and all that sort of thing, but he’s touchy about certain things.”

Golly generous? The little man was becoming more and more unreal. What had he to be generous with? He was poor, would often wait for half an hour till Mum Oaks came back from her hopping to borrow a little money to take him to the ‘Rose and Crown’.

“Have you known him long — Uncle Golly?”

The big man surveyed her with smouldering eyes.

“Yes, I’ve known him long — too long,” he said slowly. He picked up his hat from the settee where he had dropped it, and went to the door; he stood there for a long time as though debating something with himself, and then, apropos nothing: “To-day or tomorrow it’ll be easy. After that I’m not sure — just tell me when you want to go, and not a word to Golly.”

Before she could answer the door had closed behind him.

He climbed steeply up the companionway and reached the deck, not of any seagoing ship but of a great barge, its red sails furled, its spurious house flag floating busily. She bore the unromantic name of ‘Betsy and Jane’ and was moored to the side of a meadow which stretched away to a wooded ridge. Behind her was another barge, on which two men were laboriously lowering the mast. There was nobody in sight except aft, where a little man in a coloured striped jersey and a pair of stained dungaree trousers was sitting, reading a strip of paper. He wore a huge peaked cap on his head, and even an acquaintance might have failed to recognise, in this soiled bargee, Mr. Golly Oaks of the ‘Mecca’. He looked up over his glasses as the captain approached.

“You look pretty, I must say.” There was a sneer in his voice. “If anybody come along and see you they’d think this was a houseboat or a garden party. Been down to see Lila, I’ll bet.”

“I’ve been down to see Lila,” said Aikness, who sat down on the top of a hatchway and slowly filled a pipe.

Golly shook his head slowly. “A regular houseboat party, and a couple of busies likely to come along at any minute! It took you a week to grow whiskers, and you’ve shaved them off because you didn’t want a nice young lady to think you were fifty-eight.”

“I’m fifty-two,” growled the other.

Golly’s lips curled so that his ginger moustache tilted ludicrously. “You’re ten,” he said. And then, in a different tone: “Get out, and slip into your old duds, will you? And then I’ll tell you what’s happened to the Seal of Troy: it’s in the morning papers.”

The man sprang up, his face a paler shade. “Did they hold it up?”

Golly nodded. “And found everything,” he said cheerfully. “Gold and platinum and diamonds and God knows what! And they’ll find you too, Bill Aikness. Go down and change.”

The man turned and swung himself through a square hatchway. “Anything else you want?” he growled.

“Yes,” said Mr. Oaks. “Bring me up a bit of black crepe: I want to tie it round me neck.”

Captain Aikness stared at him in horrified amazement.
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John Wade had asked for a three-days’ remand, to give him an opportunity of communicating with the Treasury, and in that three days the Treasury had reached no decision; was, if anything, inclined to let the prosecution of Mum Oaks drop.

“The evidence is very sketchy,” said an official of the Public Prosecutor’s Department, “and I doubt if you’d get committal. Take another four days’ remand if you think you can get evidence. There’s no proof that Mrs. Oaks gave a drug to the police sergeant’s wife; the only charge we could make would take the form of an accessory before the act.”

“Give her another four days: I think she’ll talk,” pleaded John, and had his way in the end.

Mrs. Oaks had been brought up early in the morning from Holloway and was lodged in a police cell. It is customary on such occasions for the friends of an imprisoned person to contribute their meals, and that morning at half-past eight a waitress from a nearby coffeehouse had arrived with a substantial breakfast for the woman, and it had been taken into her cell by the wardress. John Wade arrived a few minutes after this, and was in the passage of the cells leading to the woman’s division when the matron came flying past him. He heard her ask the desk sergeant for a doctor, and caught the woman’s arm as she ran back past him.

“Anybody ill?”

“That woman in Number Nine — your case, Mr Wade. I think she’s fainted. I wouldn’t have known, but she turned over the teatray.”

He hurried back after her. The cell door was open, and the jailer was inside. He had just lifted the woman on to the hard wooden bench that served as a bed. Her face was grey, her lips colourless. Bending over, John could detect neither sound nor movement of breath. He felt her hands: they were deadly cold, and, try as he did, he could feel no pulse. While he was with her, the divisional surgeon, who had been at the station, came hurrying in. His examination was brief and his verdict definite. He sniffed, then, stooping over the dead woman, smelt again.

“If that’s not hydrocyanic acid I’m a Dutchman! She has committed suicide!”

But a search of her dress and the cell floor did not bring to light anything in the shape of phial or bottle. Fortunately, while the teatray had been overturned, the tea-pot and milk, the only liquids, had been put on the wooden bed.

“Keep those for analysis,” said John.

He was shocked, could hardly believe the evidence of his eyes. Mrs. Oaks was a healthy woman, the last person in the world to commit suicide, and she had died because — for the same reason Siniford had died a few days earlier.

It was not difficult to trace the waitress. He went in search other with the jailer, and found her serving in the drab little eating-house that had supplied the breakfast. She had no information to give. In accordance with her instructions, she had taken the tray to the police-court cells, which were only fifty yards from the eating-house, and she had taken the tea haphazard from several filled pots, and the milk in the same way.

“Whom did you meet on the way?” asked John.

She could not remember meeting anybody at first, but after a while she recollected that she had met two men—’Foreigners’ she thought — and one had asked her to direct him to the High Street. She had turned round and indicated, with a jerk of he head, the direction he should follow.

“It was pretty simple,” reported John. “One man held her attention, the other dropped the stuff in the tea-pot or the milk. Should think it was the milk.”

“Have you got a good description of the men?” asked Elk.

“The most she could tell me was that they were foreign-looking. This damned town seems to be filled with foreign-looking people! I’m getting one of the local constables to make a sketch of the two faces from the woman’s description. There’s no doubt whatever Mrs. Oaks was poisoned. They thought she was ready to squeal and they were right.”

He was half dead from want of sleep and anxiety, but threw himself into the task of discovering the two strangers who had been seen in the vicinity, of the police court that morning. His luck was in: a milkman had seen the two, and noticed that one of them wore a rubber heel which had come unfastened and projected beyond the edge of the boot heel. It was a slender clue, but within a quarter of an hour after the information came to John, twelve thousand policemen were examining the boot heels that passed them, and at three o’clock that afternoon two men, strolling casually along the Brixton Road, suddenly found themselves surrounded by uniformed and plainclothes policemen. They were hustled to the station and searched. Both were aliens. Wade drove down to Brixton to interview them.

“This is where half an hour of third degree would do me a lot of good, but they shall talk,” he said between his teeth.

Elk made a noise in disparagement. “You’ll get your name in the papers, my boy, though personally I’m all for a little torture. It would give variety to the business and would be a wonderful cure for policemen’s sore throat.”

The two men gave French names, but were undoubtedly American, though they might have been French originally. When John addressed them in their native language they could answer but with difficulty.

“We been living in France since last fall,” said one.

“Why did you leave the United States?” asked John. They were very vague about this.

Of the poisoning they knew nothing; they were just innocent people in London for a week; they explained their possession of loaded pistols by their ignorance of the law. They had never been. North of the river; they did not know Mrs. Oaks, nor had they heard of the IndiaRubber Men. They had come to London for the purpose of buying old French furniture cheaply, but they could not tell John where there was to be a sale of old French furniture.

Two imperturbable, leather-faced, thin-lipped men; they showed no signs of perturbation until they were handcuffed together and taken into a taxicab en route to Scotland Yard. Then, and only then, the terror of the unknown descended upon them, and one of them protested volubly, but not in French.

In the meantime a squad of detectives had descended upon the address they gave, only to learn that they were unknown. But again fortune favoured the police. They had given as their address the lodging-house where they intended staying when they reached London. The place, however, was full, and they had been directed elsewhere. Fortunately, the janitor of the lodging-house remembered the three lodgings he had recommended, and to one of these they were traced.

Between the bed and the mattress John found three little crystal flasks, one of which was empty, the other two being filled by a nearly colourless liquid with a slightly bluish tinge. In the false bottom of the trunk John unearthed a curiosity: a curious-shaped rifle with a short barrel and a peculiarly long grip — more like a pistol grip. It was an automatic rifle that had never been fired. The cartridges were still wrapped up in damp-proof paper.

“Now what do you say about the third degree?” he demanded savagely. “These fellers would spill everything.”

Elk shook his head. “It isn’t done. But — suppose the chief lets you take these fellows down to Woolwich Police Station — by river. Don’t let them know where they’re going. Dig ’em out at two in the morning, tie ’em up hand and foot — and take ’em to Woolwich.”

“What good would that do?” snarled John.

“Suggestion’s everything,” said Elk calmly. “I know everything about psychology except the way to spell it.”

The closest questioning at Scotland Yard by the most adept cross-examiners brought no result. They maintained an expressionless silence, understood when it was policy to do so, misunderstood when they wished to gain time. They knew nothing of the pistols, nothing of the phials; they suggested, nay, stated positively, that this evidence had been manufactured and planted in the room. They both had, they said, excellent characters, a claim which was not endorsed over the telephone by the chief of the Paris Surete.

John interviewed the Chief Constable and put his plan before him. That excellent man demurred. It was he who got the kicks for all that had the appearance of an irregularity. Eventually he agreed — that the prisoners should be removed by boat to Woolwich.

At two o’clock in the morning, when the prisoners were sleeping, ignorant of what was going to happen, they were awakened by two men, whose collars were turned up and who had their soft hats pulled over their eyes so that they were unrecognisable. The prisoners dressed quickly, were handcuffed, and hurried through an empty charge-room into the blackness of the courtyard. The Embankment was a wilderness; they were rushed across the road to a floating pier, where a big police launch was waiting. There were two men on board, but these also took some trouble to hide their faces, a fact which struck terror to the prisoners’ souls. A minute later the large launch cast off and went rapidly downstream, on a falling tide.

They were clear of London Bridge when Elk securely strapped together the legs of the two men.

“Say, what’s the big idea?” asked one with chattering teeth. ‘“You fellers takin’ us a ride?”

“Shut up!” hissed Elk.

A quarter of an hour passed; the launch sped eastwards through the darkness. Not a word was spoken. No violence was offered to either man. Their very immunity drove them crazy with fear. Opposite Greenwich Hospital one broke forth into a torrent of informing, and John Wade and his companion sat over a trembling man who made a statement that was eventually to send his partner and himself to a life sentence.

At the time when the earliest citizens of London were taking their morning breakfast, two haggard-faced detectives sat with the Chief Constable and went over the points of the confession.

“This doesn’t tell us who is the man who employed them,” said the Chief. He shook his head. “He was invited to come to this country, paid a large sum, with a generous weekly wage, which came to them by post, and he knew nothing more than that on a certain date he would receive a telegram giving him a rendezvous and a time when he was to come armed.”

“He practically admits the murder of Mrs. Oaks,” said John.

Again the police chief shook his head. “He admits putting in the drug, but he swears that he thought it was a dope she was using to help her escape. They had nothing to do but to carry out instructions; if the flasks were supplied to them, it will be difficult to prove they knew the drug they were administering. One of them says that he had previously doped the police sergeant’s wife and he thought it was no worse than that. The only thing he knows about his employer is that he was tall and dark—”

“And handsome,” murmured Elk, and was silenced by a glance from the cold blue eyes of the Chief Constable.

“They’re starting something — something big. No news of that girl?”

“None, sir.”

“Funny — you thought she was on a barge, being towed upriver. The police have searched every barge and found nothing. That idea seems a little farfetched, doesn’t it?”

John heaved a sigh. “All ideas seem farfetched,” he said wearily. “How far has the search extended?”

“As far as Maidenhead. The Buckinghamshire and Berkshire police are looking after the river higher up. Why don’t you have a try yourself, if you think you can recognise the two barges that were lying off the ‘Mecca’? Have a sleep, leave the Mrs. Oaks case to the divisional inspector and take a launch down from Henley, or from Oxford, if you like, and see if you can recognise that old tub. You don’t think that this girl has got an affair and has dodged off on her own?”

“No, sir,” said John quietly. “I believe, now that Mrs. Oaks is dead, her danger has increased to a terrible extent.”

The chief looked at him oddly.

“All right,” he said.

John was outside in the corridor on his way to the street when the superintendent came to his door and called him back.

“We’ve traced Raggit Lane — he’s been seen in London, and if there’s any organisation of gunmen being built up here, he’s running it.”

“You’ve found him, sir?” asked John quickly.

“When I said we’d traced him, I meant we’d traced his dirty past,” replied the superintendent. “Seven convictions in various parts of the world — ask Records to let you have a look at it.”

For the moment John was not interested in Raggit Lane, although there was more reason why he should be apprehensive of that exotic man than any member of the confederacy, for Lane and his men were trailing him day and night.
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In the afternoon a report came through that Golly had been seen in the Netting Hill district. Scotland Yard might have pursued a perfunctory inquiry but for the fact that three times in one week a report had been received that a man answering to the description of Golly Oaks had been seen in a particular area. This time, however, it was supplemented by a note to the effect that a number of ‘foreigners’ had also been seen. Now it so happened that in Notting Hill lived one man who though reputedly honest himself, was an authority upon the foreign underworld. Mr. Ricordini was a naturalised Italian, who derived a large income from loaning piano organs and ice-cream barrows to his less fortunate compatriots. To say that the breath of suspicion had never tarnished the brightness of his reputation would be untrue; but it was true that the police had never associated him with even a minor crime, unless it be a crime, major or minor, to charge usuriously for the apparatus he hired.

A fat little Italian, he enjoyed the confidence not only of the police but of lawbreakers, for it was known that he had never ‘squeaked’ on an Englishman and had confined his revelations to the misdeeds of the foreign colony; and although on one occasion an attempt had been made to knife him, the assailant was a Neapolitan who had a private grievance against him.

John Wade and Elk drove down to interview him, and he received the detectives openly in his rather ornate parlour. “Golly Oaks I know nothing about,” he began, as they expected. Even if he had known, it was against his code to have spoken. “But I can tell you there are quite a lot of queer-looking fellows around here lately, usually after dark. They go about in pairs, and look as if they’re getting acquainted with the neighbourhood.”

“Why this neighbourhood?” asked John.

“God knows,” was the cheerful reply. “They’re Americans mostly, but there’s been a couple of Poles. I happen to know this because a friend of mine who peddles dope — not exactly a friend of mine, but, alas! A fellow-countryman — had a talk with them. He says they’re typical gunners. My friend was in Chicago till they run him out. He says there’s been half a dozen of ’em walking about this last night or two.”

“Are they living here?”

Ricordini shook his head. “No, sir, that’s the funny thing. If they were living here, it wouldn’t be curious they should be running around the neighbourhood.”

Whilst they were interviewing the Italian, local detectives were scouring the neighbourhood to find two men who had seen Oaks on the previous night. They were waiting for John outside Ricordini’s house, and the story they told was most explicit. They were both ex-criminals, if such things as an ex-criminal can be, and one at least had furnished information to the police before.

“There’s no doubt it was Mr. Oaks, sir,” he said positively. “I saw him walking along the pavement, outside the Arbroath Building.”

“Where’s the Arbroath Building?”

Elk, who knew the neighbourhood backwards, explained that it was a block of shops and flats, chiefly remarkable for its ugliness and the fact that the landlords held an extravagant view as to the value of its accommodation, and in consequence of this the flats had not been occupied, and the property was something of a derelict.

“I recognised him and turned back. I said: ‘Hallo, Mr. Oaks!’”

“What did he say?” asked John.

“He didn’t say anything; he pulled up his coat collar and walked on. I thought I’d made a mistake, but now I’m sure I didn’t, because Jimmy here saw him about ten minutes later.”

“I did too, mister,” said the second man huskily. “It must have been him. He was turning the corner of the block when I lamped him — saw his glasses and everything. I know him very well; I used to work in Wapping when Oaks used to buy ships’ timbers and sell ’em to the hawkers.”

“Did you speak to him?”

“No, sir, I didn’t speak to him. But it was Oaks all right. And a few nights ago old Sorbey saw him and told a cop — a policeman — and he saw him round by Arbroath Building too.”

The C.I.D. of Notting Hill had nothing to add in the shape of information. They had combed the neighbourhood pretty thoroughly without tracing Golly.

“Perhaps he’s staying at Arbroath Building.”

“That’s unlikely,” said the divisional inspector, who had arrived during the interrogation. “The place is shut up, and I’m told it’s in the hands of the court, though I’m not certain about this. If you like we’ll go round and see the caretaker.”

Arbroath Building proved to be almost as bad as its description; a squat mass of stucco-faced concrete, the ugliness of which the shadows of evening could not wholly hide, it stood a mournful monument to the rapacity of landlords. After much knocking on a wide gate which led to the garage forming part of the building, the caretaker came to the wicket.

He was an army pensioner, well known to the police of the neighbourhood as of the highest integrity. “Nobody’s been here,” he said. “I wish somebody would! I’ve seen the lawyers this morning. They think they’ve got a purchaser. I’ll be glad to get away to the seaside; I’ve got a holiday due.”

John Wade gave a short but vivid description of Golly Oaks.

“That’s funny,” said the man when he had finished. “I’ve seen a fellow like that — saw him last night when I was standing at the wicket having a smoke. He had a long brown ulster and a cap. It looked too big for him. I said ‘Good night’ to him and he said ‘Bon soir’ sort of absentmindedly, but he wasn’t French, I’ll swear.”

“Did he wear glasses?”

The man nodded. “Yes, and he was smoking a cigarette and sort of singing to himself — horrible voice it was, too.”

“That sounds like Golly,” frowned John. “What the devil is he doing in this neighbourhood?”

The two men went back to the Yard not much wiser than they had been before they left. Elk was very thoughtful during the journey. “I don’t like this inflow of foreign labour,” he said. “Our own people we can deal with — ever heard of master criminals, Johnny?”

“In books, yes.”

“That’s where I’ve read about ‘em,” said Elk. “And yet I smell I one here.”

“Aikness or Golly?”

“Golly?” There was astonishment in Elk’s voice.

“Golly,” repeated John. “No, I’m not mad. I’m getting a wholesome respect for that fellow. He’s thorough. I shan’t forget the pansies he was planting over my tomb. And he’s got a sense of humour. A criminal who has a sense of humour is the most dangerous of criminals.”

As they took their evening meal together Elk was reading a newspaper. “There’s an idea, Johnny; the Admiralty are sending a destroyer up to Greenwich to take part in some naval cent — what’s the word?”

“Centenary?” suggested John.

“That’s the kind of word they put in police examination papers to floor you,” grumbled Elk.

“What is the idea?” asked Wade.

Elk folded the paper and put it down. “Why not keep a destroyer permanently on duty in the mouth of the river? Sooner or later that’s the way these fellows are going to get away. They’ve lost the Seal of Troy, but how do we know they haven’t got another boat? They’ve been making millions. Golly or Aikness or whoever’s the man has got money to burn and can pick up ships at three a penny.”

That night, by the light of an electric reading lamp. Golly Oaks read the same item of intelligence, and the same thought struck him; but it was the second thought that followed upon the first which set this little man purringly aglow. So elated was he that he forgot he was at the moment waiting for news from Raggit Lane, to whom he had given a very definite commission.

That the commissioner did not carry out his orders to the letter was due to a brick which had fallen from the cart of a builder’s lorry. It lay in the roadway of the Strand, and the wheel of a certain taxicab bumped over it at a critical and psychological moment.

John Wade was in the Strand at that instant. He had stopped to look at the brightly lit window of a novelty store. Scarcely were his eyes concentrated upon the goods within, when the plate-glass window scattered into a thousand fragments. He did not hear the explosion of the pistol nor the bullet as it struck the glass.

“That man’s born lucky,” said Raggit Lane, sinking back into the shadows of the taxicab in which he had for three hours been following or waiting for the detective.

He unscrewed the silencer of the muzzle of the long-barrelled revolver and settled himself down to the composition of a good excuse for his bad marksmanship. He had had a scribbled pencil note that afternoon, telling him to remove Wade “at all corst.” Golly always put an “r” in “corst,” though he wrote the Greek equivalent without an error.

A police whistle sounded loudly and was repeated. The officer on duty in the Trafalgar Square end of the Strand held up his hand and stopped the traffic. Luckily there was a jam here. Mr. Raggit Lane stepped from the offside and closed the door carefully. “Sorry, boss — the tyre hit a brick or somep’n,” said the driver. “That’s all right. Harry — I’ve put the gun in the locker under the seat,” said Lane, and in another second was threading his way between stationary buses and cabs.

A narrow squeak that, he thought, when he reached the safety of the Square and Pall Mall beyond. This new traffic-stopping method might have unpleasant consequences — he was glad he had seen it in operation. Lane was glad that the little adventure was over. He had accepted it with some misgiving; he had never before gone gunning in the open street, and it was not a pleasant experience. It was getting a little too dangerous — he mistrusted the congregation of gunmen which had been drawn to London from all quarters of the world, although he had done much to organise them.

Raggit Lane’s part in the game was to make clear the lines of communication. He had only once been in an actual ‘job’; bank-robbing and safe-blowing were more for experts. His own labours began and ended when he had made secure the lines of escape.

Lane was growing more than tired of his master, and was rich enough, if he felt a personal inclination, to quit the game; but there; was a big share to come from the central fund, and that was worth waiting for. In South America was a pleasant house with a deep veranda, a jolly little yacht that would carry him over blue, sunlit seas; and a wife perhaps — the right kind. He liked Lila Smith, before the hint had come to him that she was an heiress. There was a girl full of possibilities. There was nothing thick-witted about her.

He slackened his pace as his thoughts grew more possessive. The old man wanted her, he supposed — it was curious how nonchalantly he had taken the news that the Seal of Troy had given up its mystery. That meant the loss of hundreds of thousands of pounds, and if he could afford to treat this with indifference, the share that was coming must be a pretty big one. The old man was keen on her, or he wouldn’t have outed Siniford. That was a dangerous trick, if you like! Raggit Lane sweated at the thought. The risk — a member of the House of Lords, a prominent man of affairs, heir to a large fortune — phew! The old man took risks. He had held up the Westshire Bank in broad daylight, but that was nothing to this, because two of the clerks were in the swindle. “It is time to quit,” said a still, small voice in Lane’s soul. And then he thought of the big share, and the possibilities attached to that grey-eyed Lila Smith, who had become a woman under his eyes. For the old man was old, and who knew what impression a goodlooking man of thirty-five had made upon the susceptible mind of youth…

A hand took his right arm almost affectionately. As he turned, another caught his left. He stared aghast into the face of John Wade.



Chapter XXIII


Table of Contents


“I want you, Lane. We don’t want a discussion in public, do we?”

A taxicab crawling along the edge of the kerb moved up. John opened the door and went in ahead of his prisoner, gripping his cuff. The second detective followed.

“I don’t suppose you’ve got a gun,” said John. “By the way, we’ve taken your taxi friend and found your artillery parked under the seat.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” began Lane.

“So few people do,” said Wade. “I’ve never arrested a man yet who wasn’t as innocent as a babe. You were seen getting out of the cab by a Special Branch man and trailed up the Haymarket. I did a little search of the Strand myself and picked you up across the square. Your little soldiers will cry for their colonel tonight.”

“You’re talking Greek to me.”

“I’ve been taking lessons from Golly,” said John cheerfully.

He was exhilarated at the extraordinary luck that had placed in his hands one of the most dangerous of his enemies. For once fortune was on his side.

At Cannon Row police station the man was searched. Nothing was found on him, not so much as a spent cartridge. “You’ll have a little difficulty in proving your case, won’t you?” said Raggit Lane triumphantly.

For answer John caught him by the sleeve and jerked up his arm.

“Look at his hand, sergeant — powder-blackened at the base of the thumb. These old guns throw back. Where are your rubber gloves, Lane — gone to the wash?”

Lane smiled. “I suppose you’re going to frame me. I got that from a backfiring fountain pen. What do you want me for?”

“Accessory to murder — which is murder,” said John. “One of your little friends from Montmartre has told the whole truth and nothing but the truth.”

The man did not flinch. “You got them, did you? I saw that the police were looking for two men—”

“You saw nothing of the sort; it was not published in the newspapers, because the newspapers did not even guess we were looking for two or twenty-two men.”

He administered the customary caution, and the unperturbed Mr. Lane was taken to the cells. Ten minutes later the cell door opened and John Wade appeared.

“I’m suggesting to you for your own good, Lane, that you don’t take your meals from outside.”

The man looked up with a smile. “Am I a fool?” he asked.

Elk had come into the station whilst the man was being charged. “Took it very well, that fellow — a little bit too well to please me.”

“What do you mean?” asked John in surprise.

Elk rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “You’d think, by the way he went on, that he never expected to be charged with murder, and certainly wasn’t looking forward to taking the nine o’clock walk. There are too many of those IndiaRubber gunmen in London to please me.” John Wade laughed. “You can laugh!”

“This isn’t Chicago,” said John with a smile.

“Exactly. The policemen don’t carry guns in London. A well-organised squad of thugs could hold up the town — you haven’t forgotten Sidney Street? Two men, or was it three, with a couple of automatics, brought out the Guards and artillery, and then they had to burn ’em out.”

John waited until the formal charge was made in the morning, and when the inevitable remand was granted he drove down to Oxford. Somewhere on that river was Lila Smith, and he had a feeling that he was destined to find her. He found a motor-launch, a local detective and an official of the Thames Conservancy waiting for him, and without delay the downriver trip began.

It was a laborious business. They stopped four ‘tows’ of barges between Henley and Hurley, and each barge had to be searched separately. John realised that the bargee had not earned his reputation for profanity without justification. It made the business all the more tedious because he was certain in every case that the craft he searched was not the one for which he was looking, and the irritation of certain of the bargemen was accentuated by the fact that one or two of them had already received two police visitations in the past few days.

One of the bargees, more polite than the others, gave him a little information. “There’s a couple of big boats lying up near Marlow,” said the man. “They’ve been I don’t know how long coming up the river. I passed ’em twice. The ‘Betsy and Jane’ and ‘Bertha Brown’.”

“Are they tied to the towing-path?” asked John, interested.

The man shook his head. “No, to some private land on the right bank. I think they’re all right — they’ve been in the river some time. I saw them in the Pool a fortnight ago.”

It was late in the evening by the time they had worked through the tow, but John determined to push down the river. As they cleared Hurley lock he saw the two craft lying stem to prow. They were close to the bank, overshadowed by the trees which stood at the water’s edge. He saw lights burning on both, and decided to wait till the morning before he made a closer inspection.

He motored up to town that night, and early in the morning was picked up at Marlow and went slowly up against the stream. A thin mist lay on the river and on the meadows on both banks. He made his approach under the stern of the rearmost barge and landed despite the printed warning that he would be prosecuted for trespassing on private land.

The approach to the barges was difficult; there was a belt of thick underbrush between the meadow and the water’s edge, but presently he found a narrow track which led him to where a gangway plank spanned the space between barge and bank. On the poop of the barge a man bad been performing his morning ablutions from a tin pail. He was drying his face when John crossed the gangway, and greeted his visitor with apparent unconcern.

“Captain James,” he reported, when John showed his credentials. “Police, are you? You’re the third lot of police who’ve searched this barge.” He spoke with great deliberation.

“Are you the master?” asked John. Something in the man’s attitude was familiar.

“That’s me, mister.”

“Been promoted, haven’t you? The last time you and I met you were watchman.”

For a moment the man was taken aback, then he chuckled. “Bless my life! It’s the gentleman who came aboard the barge! Yes, sir, I’m the watchman, but I always like to swank a little. The skipper’s gone ashore to get some food for breakfast.”

He had slipped on his coat as John approached and had dropped his hand in his pocket. It was this little trick which had betrayed him.

“What have you got in your pocket?” asked John pleasantly. “A gun?”

The man laughed hoarsely. “Not me, mister. What do I want a gun for?”

John saw a piece of white bandage at the man’s wrist. “Hurt your hand, have you?”

The watchman withdrew it from his pocket. It was heavily bandaged. “Dropped a hatch on it the other day,” he said. “What can I do for you, mister? Do you want to look at the hold?”

“I thought I might,” said John.

The watchman walked slowly to the open hatchway and called down. A slovenly-looking man appeared. “Give me a hand to take off these hatches. Good job we haven’t got bad weather.”

They pulled two hatches loose, and John looked down on to innumerable packing-cases. On the tops of these were stencilled the name of an engineering firm in Austria.

“Take off the hatches aft,” said John, and they obeyed. “She’s riding rather light.”

“We’re on the bottom,” said the man easily. “We’re going to be lucky to get off, unless they let more flood-water down.”

Wade waited whilst the hatches were replaced, and then he drew the automatic from his pocket and regarded it carelessly. “That’s a nice gun,” he said. The watchman was eyeing him closely, but said nothing. “Come a little trip to Marlow, will you?”

“Why?” asked the other.

“You might meet your skipper,” smiled John. He backed to the gangway plank, then sidled along to the bank, never turning his face from the watchman. The other man had disappeared.

“I can’t leave this barge—” He saw the police whistle go up to Wade’s lips. “Some of you damned policemen are mighty mysterious.”

He followed John to the bank, passed him and walked ahead. They made a wide detour, and all the time Wade’s eyes were on the underbrush which partially hid the second barge. There was no sign of life, no sound of any kind, and the watchman was pushed aboard offering no resistance. Whilst the county detective kept his eye upon the prisoner, John sat squarely with his face towards the barge, well aware that many unfriendly eyes were watching him.

They were contented with that: the fusillade he expected did not come, and he reached the shelter of Marlow town and hurried his prisoner into the police station.

“I want you for bank robbery,” said John, when the man had been searched and the contents of his pockets laid on the inspector’s desk. “It seems hardly worth while mentioning the minor charge of impersonating a sergeant of the City police.”

“Good night,” said the man sarcastically. “You’re getting a regular Sherlock Holmes, Wade.”

“Quite a lot of people have told me that,” said John.

‘Cardlin’ — he was charged in that name — made no statement, no excuse, offered no defence, did not even protest his innocence. When he had been removed from the charge-room, John Wade offered a few words of advice to the inspector.

“Bring out your reserves for station duty. I’ll have this fellow shifted in a couple of hours. Don’t allow anybody in the station premises unless he can prove he has good business.”

He called up his superintendent at Scotland Yard. “I think I’ve located the barge. It’s full of dummy packing-cases that form a false roof for an inside cabin. Camouflaged Austrian packing-cases. I shall want fifty men, sir, and they had better be armed. The second barge is certainly full of Chinks.”

He sent the detective along the towpath to watch the barges: a difficult task, for the mist, which had cleared, was thickening up again. A road ran through the meadow approaching where the barges were moored. With the forces available this road could not for the moment be watched, and the detective on the bank needed reinforcements. He was a long way from the nearest telephone, and his position, as John knew, was extremely hazardous.

The mist was an outlier of a deeper fog which descended on the suburbs of London: one of those unexpected and yet always to be expected phenomena to which London is accustomed. It delayed the arrival of the police tenders, and they came crawling through Great Marlow an hour late.

By this time the Berkshire police had been notified, but county police reserves are not easy to reach and concentrate, and they were only in their places when the London reinforcements went through their thin line, crossed the meadow and literally stormed the first of the two barges.

They were rushing the brushwood when John detected a smell of burning. It came from the second barge. Dense smoke was pouring from the forecastle and through the interstices of the hatches. Apparently no living soul was on board. So fierce were the flames that met a search-party that they were driven back on to the deck.

The first barge was also burning when John leapt on board, but they were able to extinguish the flames. From the forecastle a small door led to comfortable sleeping quarters, apparently for half a dozen men. The party had departed in such a hurry that they had left most of their belongings behind, but John had no time to examine these. He passed into a second room and halted, amazed at the luxury of it. This had been Lila’s prison: he would have guessed that even if he had not seen her one red slipper near her bed. The room was empty, and it had no other exit.

He went back the way he had come to the “general room,” and, climbing up to the deck, joined Elk on the bank.

“They had half a dozen cars parked in a shed on this farm,” said Elk quickly. “They must have scattered in all directions before the Berkshire police arrived. I’m sending a message to headquarters suggesting that all the ports should be watched.”

John smiled grimly. “Don’t watch the ports, watch London,” he said, and he spoke prophetically.
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Lila had been up since seven o’clock that morning and was trying to interest herself in Barchester Towers when she heard a curious sound overhead. Though she did not know this, it was the noise of the hatch being opened for John Wade’s inspection. She listened intently, but though she heard the sound of voices they were unrecognisable. She heard the hatch being put on again, and immediately after the door of the cabin opened and Golly came in. He put his finger to his lips and closed the door softly. “What is wrong?” she asked in a low voice.

“Nothing, my dear,” he whispered. “It’s somebody who doesn’t like you very much, and I don’t want him to know you’re here — bless my life, he’d give thousands of pounds to do you a bad turn!”

Golly in his diplomatic moments was crude but effective. Yet she had such faith in him that she believed him to be the only friend she had on board the ship.

He went out again and was gone ten minutes. When he returned he was wearing a hat and an overcoat and beckoned her urgently. “I’m going to get you away from here; there is danger,” he said in a low voice. “Come on!” She reached for her coat, but he stopped her. “Don’t touch that,” he said impatiently. He reached out into the outer cabin, and somebody handed him what appeared to be a man’s dark mackintosh. “Put that on.”

It was too long in the sleeves, but in his agony of impatience he helped her turn them up. “Will this cap fit you?” It was a man’s golf cap.

“No, I can’t wear that—” she began.

“Try it, my dear, try it!”

The cap fitted rather well. Before she could look at herself in the mirror he had seized her by the arm and hurried her into the outer room. Here she saw Aikness and two other men whom she did not recognise. In a corner of this room was a smaller room, the size of a cupboard. Golly beckoned Captain Aikness.

“What about ‘er?” he asked in a low voice, and jerked his thumb towards the cupboard. “I don’t want the girl to see her. Bring her along in the second car.”

Golly had left the girl at the foot of the companion ladder, and, going back, took her hand and guided her up to the deck. She stared around in astonishment. The mist had thickened, but she could see the trees and a hint of green meadows. The scent of the morning air was glorious; she stood for a moment breathing it in ecstatically.

“The air is lovely—” she began.

“There’s plenty of it,” said Golly, and half pushed, half led her across the gangway plank.

It was glorious to feel the wet grasses under her feet. She did not trouble to think why Golly had lied to her or why and how the Rikitiki had turned out to be a very commonplace barge.

The mist was so thick that the man walking ahead was barely distinguishable though he was no more than half a dozen yards away. Presently her feet struck a hard road and they turned to the left, and after a minute’s walk there loomed out of the fog the gable of a large shed. A car was already waiting on the road. The man who had preceded her opened the door, took out a chauffeur’s coat, slipped into it and buttoned it quickly, and pulled on his peaked cap. From somewhere in the mist came a companion. She saw him fixing a white dickey round his throat and wondered why, until he too slipped on a coat, and then she saw that he was a fairly good imitation of a footman.

The car was a handsome limousine. On the panel was a coat of arms — it would be a bold policeman who dared hold up tins imposing equipage.

She was barely in the car before it was moving along the bumpy road. It passed through a gateway, turned sharply to the right, and, moving cautiously through the fog, came at the end often minutes to what was evidently a main road. Here it turned left again, and Golly, who was her solitary companion in the machine, took up a small microphonic attachment by his side and she heard a distant buzz. “Windsor, Staines, Hampton, Esher and the by-pass,” he said rapidly.

He leaned back in the padded seat and chuckled, rubbing his hands. “You’ve got to think of everything, Lila — can’t trust nobody!” Then, suddenly: “Heard about poor Mum, Lila?”

“Mrs. Oaks?”

He shook his head. His curious little face had an expression of the deepest sadness. “Dead,” he said simply.

She looked at him, horrified, hardly believing her ears. “Mrs. Oaks is dead — surely you don’t mean that? How dreadful!”

“She’s passed,” said Golly. “As the well-known Shakespeare said—”

“Was it an accident?”

“Suicide,” said Golly with surprising briefness. “She was a wonderful woman — in a way. She knew nothing about art and she had a bit of a temper.”

“But I don’t understand. Mrs. Oaks committed suicide — why?”

“Persecution,” said Golly. He took from his pocket a carton of cheap cigarettes, selected one with the care of a connoisseur and lit it. “She was driven, as it were, into the grave by the police — especially Inspector Wade.”

Lila was stunned at the news. She wanted to be more sorry than she was; tried to recall some momentary tenderness between them, but failed.

“She took poison,” said Golly, puffing a smoke ring to the roof and watching it break against the top of the car. “Good job I wasn’t there, or they’d have said I gave it to her.”

“When did this happen?”

“Yesterday,” said Golly. “Look!” He pointed with pride to his tie. It was brand-new and jet black. “I thought you might have noticed I was in mourning,” he said. “Look!”

He fell into the contortions of a man taking off his overcoat in a confined space, and showed her an irregular band of crepe around his left arm. “Mourning,” he said unnecessarily, and added: “That shows.”

“Shows what?” she was curious enough to ask.

He was taken aback by the question. “It shows I’m doing the right thing by her. I’m thinking of. Putting up a monument — an angel pointing up to the sky. It’s not art as I understand it, but it’s the best you can get in England. What a country!”

They were following a secondary road and met no obstruction or challenge. The butt of Mr. Oaks’s pistol had grown unpleasantly damp from holding. He withdrew his hand to wipe it dry.

“Naturally I shan’t remain single, Lila,” he said. “I’m what you might term in the prime of life. I’d like to settle down, say in South America — flowers, blue lakes, white marble buildings, roses everywhere — you know.”

She was too staggered to reply.

“I’m forty-three — or forty-four! I’m not sure which,” said Golly carelessly. “A girl might go farther than me and miss something.”

“But how terrible!” She was jerked back to realities. “Auntie Oaks dead! Weren’t you awfully upset about it?”

“Awfully,” said Golly, and began to whistle softly to himself. He whistled better than he sang. “Between her and me there was no what you might call silly love-making. It was a business arrangement, and it worked. She forgot herself sometimes — what woman doesn’t? Was I a good husband or wasn’t I?”

She could only reply that he was the most meek and obedient of husbands.

“I don’t like that word ‘meek,’” he said, bridling. “I was gentle. But that’s my nature: I’ve always been kind to women — treated ’em as pets. That’s the only way,” he added.

She wanted to change the subject. “Where are we going?”

“To London somewhere,” he said. “I’ve got some flats there — Arbroath Building — ever heard of it? Quite a nice place, baths h. and c. I might have gone there first, but who’d have thought they’d have tumbled to the barges? I’ve been twelve months getting them ready. They were fitted up in Holland and came across under their own sail. Twenty-six hundred pounds each — that’s a lot of money for a barge. But what foresight! That’s always been my strong point, foresight, I knew they’d tumble to the Seal of Troy sooner or later; I knew we’d have to get the ‘ole crew off at a minute’s notice.”

“Were there men in the other barge?” she asked. She remembered now seeing a squat little figure moving through the mist and keeping at a respectful distance when they had stopped to enter the car.

“Twenty good fellows.”

“But what is the Seal of Troy? Why are we running away? Have you done anything wrong?”

Mr. Oaks relit his cigarette: it was the kind that extinguishes itself at regular intervals. “Secret Service,” he said, and glanced sideways at her. “We’re doing certain things for a certain Government. Naturally, the English Government doesn’t want any trouble with — Italy.”

She could have sworn he had searched Europe for a likely country that was liable to have trouble with anybody, and picked on Italy by accident.

Again they struck a main road, turned off, and, skirting Windsor, came along the Thames bank by Runnymede, and presently had left Staines behind and had entered the long section of the Great West Road. The mist had cleared now, and by the time they reached Shepherd’s Bush it had precipitated into a steady drizzle of rain.

Golly had one shock: he saw two cars held up on the West Road and a cordon of police formed round them. His own was unchallenged. The stiff footman sitting by the side of the chauffeur, and possibly the coat of arms, saved him from an experience which might have been either humiliating or fatal.

Arbroath Building proved to be an island block, originally erected as a munitions factory in the latter days of the war. Such an ugly, four-square little building would never have passed a discriminating district council in peace time. The lower portion had been redesigned to hold a big garage and a number of lock-up shops. The garage had failed; the shops lost their tenants; the property had been in the market three times when an unknown syndicate had acquired it. The two upper floors had been occupied by tenants, seventy-five per cent of whom had steadfastly refused to pay any rent, but of these the syndicate had rid itself. The garage was reconverted, though it never seemed to be used, and the flats had never been let. Probably the reason was that the rent asked was about twice the amount that any conscientious landlord could ask for such accommodation. The syndicate did not mind. They furnished one or two of the apartments, put curtains in the windows of the others, and seemed content to lose money.

It was not easy to obtain car room in the garage. There were scores of taxi owners who would have been glad to utilise the spacious yard and lockups, but they had no encouragement. One or two private cars were kept there, but Notting Hill regarded the building as hoodoo, and it was generally believed that the new proprietors were also booked for a visit to the Bankruptcy Court. Which was far from the truth.

The unfortunate speculator who had reconstructed this war factory had designed a series of service flats, and to this end put in a kitchen and considerable store room in the basement. “Foresight again, my dear.”

They had passed through the gates into the garage, and he had taken her in a small electric lift to the top floor. She was ushered into a small flat which was, if not handsomely, at least well furnished, though it smelt a little musty from disuse.

“I got this property for eight thousand pounds. If I’d planned it myself it couldn’t have been better for me.”

“But you hadn’t eight thousand pounds, Mr. Oaks?”

“A friend of mine put up the money,” said Golly glibly. “This is my idea of quiet: you can come and go and nobody cares who you are or what you are, and you could stay here ten years and nobody would be any the wiser.”

Lila had given up wondering. She was tired, though the journey had been a short one, anxious to be alone and to reconstruct from the chaos of her recent experience a consecutive narrative which bore some resemblance to reality.

“You can have all the life you want here, but you’d better keep the curtains closed,” he said.

The flat which was reserved for him looked out upon a small well, the base of which was the courtyard. She had no view of the street, and for the moment was not anxious to examine her surroundings. After he had gone she pulled up the window and looked down into the yard. Car after car arrived and disappeared down an inclined drive which seemed to burrow into the earth, but which, she supposed, led to an underground garage.

The door was locked on her, and in half an hour came the little Chinese servant with his inevitable grin, carrying a hot meal on a tray. He was setting the table when Golly returned. He looked troubled, and when the servant had gone: “Did you hear anybody screaming?” he asked.

“No,” she answered.

His face seemed a shade paler. He was for the moment at a loss for a plausible explanation.

“We’ve got a lady here who isn’t quite right in her head — not exactly a lady, but a woman. Dippy.” He tapped his forehead. “If I wasn’t so gentle with women.” He shook his head, inwardly regretting his humanity.

“Does she live here?”

He looked at her oddly. “No, she doesn’t live here. She was on the barge, nut she didn’t give any trouble there.”

“Who is she?” she asked.

“A woman,” said Golly vaguely. “She’s been a servant. She was quiet until she saw Aikness.”

“Is he here too?”

“They’re all here.” He almost snapped the words, but recovered his equanimity instantly.

“It was the first time she’d seen Aikness for twenty years. She used to be sweet on Aikness. The things she called him — murderer, everything. I told him to keep out of her way; these mad people have got funny memories.”

“Captain Aikness used to know her?”

“They’ve met,” said Golly, “nearly twenty years ago. He made up to her, it appears. He’s that kind of man. Anybody’s good enough for him — servants, anybody. Her name’s Anna.”

He watched her closely as he said this, but the word had no significance for Lila.

“Can I do anything?” she asked again.

He rubbed his nose irritably, took off his glasses, wiped them violently, and put them on again.

“That’s what I’ve been thinking. I don’t see why she shouldn’t see you — she’s got an idea she knew you when you was a kid. Anna — you don’t remember the name by any chance?” She shook her head. “Suppose I brought her in tonight?” he suggested tentatively. “Would you mind? You might be able to calm her down. I could bring her in now; she’s got over her tantrums. She won’t hurt anybody.”

“I’m not afraid of that,” smiled Lila. “I’m glad there is a woman here.”

“Naturally,” murmured Mr. Oaks, suddenly acquiring a sense of delicacy. “You’re sure you don’t mind? Eat your dinner first — she might take your appetite away.”

She laughed at his anxiety, nevertheless ate a good meal, Mr. Oaks refusing to join her, though he sat watching her. Towards the close of the meal he brought up another subject.

“It was a great mistake putting Siniford on the board,” he said, apropos nothing. “The board of this little company. It was a silly idea, but Aikness thought it was a good way of keeping him sweet. They might search the register to see what he was connected with.”

“Isn’t he connected now?” she asked.

Mr. Oaks coughed.

“He’s gone abroad,” he said, and brought the conversation back to Anna. “I’ll go and fetch her.” He rose, but seemed loath to depart until he had prepared her for the worst. “She’s nothing to look at, and maybe she’ll go off into one others fits, but if she do — does — then, as old Euripides said—”

Here came a string of unintelligible words, and she repressed her smile, never dreaming of his strange accomplishments.

He was gone nearly half an hour; when he returned she thought he was looking more agitated than he had been when he had left her.

“Come in, my dear.” He stepped aside to let pass the woman behind him. “I told you you should see her, and here she is.”

She came into the room, a thin, gaunt woman, white-faced, with dark, smouldering eyes. For a minute she stood staring at Lila till. The girl grew uncomfortable under her gaze.

“Is that Delia?” Her voice was deep, rather sweet.

Mr. Oaks winked at the girl. “That’s her,” he said.

She came slowly towards Lila, put out her two thin hands and took the girl’s. “Delia, darling “ — her voice was little above a whisper— “you are Delia — you know me, my sweet?”

Lila shook her head. “My name is Lila.”

The effect on the woman was instantaneous. Her eyes lit, the pale, lined face became animated. “Lila — of course you’re Lila, darling! You always called yourself Lila.”

In another moment the frightened girl was in her arms. Lila was bewildered, dared not struggle free, grew fearful under the torrent of wild words.

“Lila, you know me — Anna!”
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For a moment something stirred in Lila’s memory. She did remember — something. A vivid recollection that came and went instantly, leaving her more bewildered. She gently disengaged herself from the trembling woman’s arms.

“Sit down, won’t you?”

But the woman clung to her tearfully. “Don’t you remember the house, and that dreadful night of the fire, and her ladyship — her ladyship’s dead, Lila.”

The girl strove hard to think, but memory would not function. She looked appealingly at Mr. Oaks, and he nodded. “It’s quite right, my dear: she did know you; she was your nurse.’

“That’s true. God bless you for telling her that! I was her nurse, and they said she was dead — burnt in that awful fire. They showed me the dreadful little pieces of burnt clothing. I said you were alive, and I told her ladyship you were alive. She believed me. But I knew I should see you. I knew it — was sure of it! It was dreadful waiting. Sometimes I got tired, and then they put me away in that big house, and they wouldn’t let me go out. And the men — the Chinamen — horrible little people!”

She fell into a fit of shuddering that was painful to witness. It did not pain Mr. Oaks.

“Crool to be kind,” he murmured. “That’s me, Lila. Nobody can ever say I wasn’t gentle with a female. If I had to hurt ’em it was over in a second, and it was all for the best.”

That cell of memory was multiplying. Anna was already a familiar figure to her, could almost be disengaged from the half-real, half-dreamt figures of recollection.

“You’ll let me stay with you? I must stay with you. I’ll look after you — get your clothes for you, darling…I suppose I mustn’t call you darling now, because you aren’t a baby. And I must tell her ladyship.”

“Dead,” murmured Mr. Oaks. “Yes, she’s dead. Of course, she’ll know—”

“I’ll leave you two ladies together,” said Mr. Oaks, and went out; and turned the key in the door. He lifted his hat politely. It was his boast that he knew how to behave.

He passed down the uncarpeted passage and turned into a room. Aikness was sitting in a rather cheaply furnished diningroom, a of whisky at his elbow, the half of a cigar between his teeth.

“She’s all right,” said Oaks.

Captain Aikness rose and looked into the mirror, dabbed on his right cheek with his handkerchief.

“Took me by surprise.”

“You took her by surprise,” said Oaks sharply. “I told you these balmy people had got long memories.”

“She’s changed,” said the captain. “She used to be a fairly pretty girl.”

Oaks grunted something, poured whisky into a glass and filled it up from the siphon.

“You used to be a pretty goodlooking fellow, too, didn’t you, Aikness? If you hadn’t been, you wouldn’t have been told off to make love to nursemaids. We haven’t got a goodlooker left.”

“She was goodlooking,” mused the captain. “I got quite soft with her. She was the only intelligent servant I’ve ever met. What are you going to do about Lane?”

Golly lit a cigarette and smoked for a long time in silence. “Get him out,” he said.

“Do you think he’ll squeal?” asked Aikness; but the other did not reply for a long time, and thinking he had not heard, Aikness repeated the question.

“He won’t squeal,” said Golly, staring out of the window, “but I know others who might.”

Captain Aikness forced a smile. “Not me. Golly. I’m too deeply in this business.”

“So was Mum,” said Oaks briefly, “yet she was ready to squeak.”

Another long and painful interregnum of silence, which the captain broke. “Lila’s a bit of a problem,” he said.

“Is she?” asked Golly coolly. “There’s no problem about Lila: she’ll marry and settle down. But she won’t marry a seafaring man.” He leaned on his folded arms across the table. “I’ve humoured you. Captain What’s-your-name — I’m always willing to humour anybody. I’ve let you play papa to that kid, give her little outings, dress her up in nice clothes and whatnot, and you’re going to stay papa. Mum thought this idea of the girl going out to dinner with you when you came back from a long sea voyage was silly, but Mum never had foresight — that’s why she’s dead. I have got foresight.” He tapped his chest gently many times. “I never knew there was any money coming to her, but I knew she was a lady born and bred, and I thought that sooner or later she was going to be useful, and we can’t let her start learning swell ways too soon. But she’s not going to marry any papa, and that million six hundred thousand ain’t going to build pallaccios for you at Rio.”

For a second the two men looked at one another, a glare of hatred in the eyes of Captain Aikness which he did not attempt to disguise. Golly’s eyes were cold, emotionless, deadly.

“I don’t know how this thing is going to finish up,” Golly went on, “but I’m aiming to teach these police birds a lesson they’ll never forget. I could slip out of London easy enough, so could you; but that’s not my idea of being great, Aikness.” He slapped his chest again. “I’m big! I always have been big. I fenced little things for ten years to get the money to start this. I opened up at the Bank of Lyons single-handed to buy your ship. I’ve organised London like a general would organise it. I know every way out and every way in. I know close on three thousand coppers by sight — I’m going out with a bang, and when this is over, you and me will settle the question of Lila, and if you think that it can be settled before, or settled any way that I don’t like, I’ll give you a word of advice — pull your gun and get me, before I get you!”

Aikness shrank back into his chair, his mouth twitching painfully. There was a streak of yellow in this big man. Nobody knew this better than Golly Oaks, who had lived on his knowledge of men.

“That’s that, captain,” he said, with a laugh. “We’re all set. I can tell you what my organisation is like — I could tell you the ship me and Lila are leaving by, and the cabin number, and the name of the person who is going to marry us—”

Aikness came to his feet with an oath. “Marry you! You!”

Golly nodded. “I’m nearly ten years younger than you, and me and Lila understand one another. And I’ve got every document to prove she’s Delia Pattison. Siniford gave me most of ‘em, and I got a few from the bank.”

With a forced laugh the captain mastered his rage and sat down. “You’re a funny devil. The thing I can’t understand about you, Golly, is how you allowed that old lady to bully you.”

“Speak well of the dead,” said Golly evenly. “That was her privilege—I gave her four hours every day when she could roast hell out of me, but the other twenty she walked on tiptoe. I’ll tell you something, Aikness: she slept behind a locked door for twelve years, and she always had a loaded gun under her pillow — did you know that? And do you know why she had a loaded gun? It was in case she said something that hurt my feelings. She cast reflections on my voice once — and had a servant sleeping in her room for a month after. Mum knew me,” he smiled as though he was recalling a pleasant memory. “People who get to know me don’t make any mistakes. I hope you know me, captain.”

“Sure I do, Golly,” said the other, but the geniality in the voice of Captain Aikness was patently spurious.

There was a great deal of staff work to be done that night. Every other flat had its telephone, for which the owner of the block had paid for months when no call came through. Towards ten o’clock men began to drift in and were shown to their rooms: furtive, suspicious-looking men, who spoke in monosyllables and studied transcontinental timetables and the shipping lists of those companies which have their port of departure in Italy and the South of France.

There was one man called Ambrose who, Aikness knew, was a notorious gang-leader, and it was through him that Golly communicated with his queer crew. Aikness was taken round and introduced, and reported his impressions late that night to Golly Oaks.

“Of course they dope!” said Golly contemptuously. “Ordinary men couldn’t do what these men do.”

In the underground garage, behind the steel doors of what had been designed as a petrol store, was a very complete armoury. Golly took the captain down and showed him its treasures. Most of them were still wrapped in oiled paper, and a man sitting on a stool in one corner was engaged in unwrapping.

“Once you decide on doing a thing,” said Golly, “do it big.” That was his guiding principle in life.

He had paid several visits to Lila, and was satisfied in his mind that the understanding between the girl and her old nurse was growing,

This was entirely to his satisfaction. The girl ought to have a woman companion — especially with the trip in front of her. Funny he hadn’t thought of that before. But then he had so many things to think about — planning, planning, planning.

The trouble was getting fixed ideas and refusing to budge: being bound by first intentions. For example, he had thought it an excellent idea to marry Lila to Siniford — well, he’d changed his mind. Lord Siniford was dead. And a good idea to humour Aikness all the time he had a ship. He hadn’t a ship any more — but was distinctly useful.
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Golly’s room at Arbroath Building was large and would have been airy if the windows had been opened and the heavy stuff curtains drawn. It had a bed, a chair and a table. To those you might add a strip of carpet, ludicrously inadequate, in the centre of the room. The table was of the type that can be found in architects’ offices, a plain, deal, unpainted board, supported on two trestles; and neatly stacked hereon were scores of plans, survey maps, books of reference, timetables, private tables compiled in Golly’s terrible handwriting.

He was studying one of the three bankbooks which he invariably carried about with him by day and took to bed with him at night. This book dealt with an account in the greatest of the Brazilian banks, and it showed so satisfactory a balance that he might say with truth that, even if Lila Smith’s fortune was too dangerous to claim, he could yet live in luxury all the rest of his life.

The other two books offered him as great a comfort. He closed the little blue-covered volume with a sigh, and put it and its companions in an inside pocket.

Raggit Lane was in Brixton Prison, daily expecting a miracle, for he was full of faith in this little schemer; and in Brixton Prison, decided Golly, he would remain until the law took its usual course. Lane was happily ignorant of the fading interest of his chief. And yet Golly had planned and had intended a spectacular rescue, should any of his lieutenants by ill luck fall within the reach of the law. There was a pigeonholed operation plan, as detailed and as exact as any drawn by a start officer on the eve of battle. But Golly had another scheme, more grandiose, more spectacular. He was never bound by first intentions.

Even his late wife had never suspected Golly of keeping a most elaborate press-cutting book in which every detail of every successful robbery was pasted and indexed. Yet he had spent days in gloating over these cuttings. He had grown livid with rage when some extraordinarily clever move of his had gone unrecorded, and would have written to the Press supplying the omitted detail if his historical sense had not prevented him; for he knew by heart the details of every great crime that had been committed for fifty years, and he, more than any, knew just how vanity had brought the cleverest criminals to punishment. There was once a murderer, a wholesale poisoner, who wrote to the coroner inquiring into his victim’s death, and those letters brought him to the scaffold. Golly never forgot this.

He had hardly put the books in his pocket when there came a knock at the door, and, getting up, he pulled back the bolt and admitted Aikness. The captain had shown unusual signs of nervousness all that afternoon. Perhaps it was the little exchange they had had earlier in the day which had upset him, but twice he had asked Golly for some details of his immediate plans, and that was not like the apathetic Captain Aikness, who hitherto had been content to accept whatsoever instructions Golly had given.

Golly bolted the door behind him and nodded to the bed. He never kept more than one chair in his working-room.

“I’m going to tell you something, Golly-”

“You’re rattled: I know all about that,” said Golly, searching his waistcoat pocket for his cigarettes. “All the afternoon you’ve been making a noise like a tin can full of peas.”

“I’m no use on shore,” growled the other. “I’m a sailor, and I feel like a fish out of water. Can’t you let me go over to Holland and buy that boat? They want sixty thousand for her, but they’d take less. She’s on the Dutch register — I could sail her under their flag, with a Dutch crew. She does nine knots.”

“And destroyers do thirty-five,” said Golly calmly. “I’m not going to pay sixty thousand pounds to give you the pleasure of making me seasick.”

“Where have you put the Chinks?” asked Aikness irritably. “I know nothing nowadays.”

“They’re well hidden up,” said Golly. ‘“I’ve barged ’em down by Blackwall. Nobody’s going to search any more barges.”

“I didn’t know you’d bought one,” said the other in surprise.

“You don’t know what I’m doing,” said Golly smugly. “My mind works better when I’m asleep than yours does when it’s awake. Foresight — that’s my long suit.”

He waited for the captain to speak. Evidently Aikness was waiting for a lead.

“Well, what are we going to do? We can’t stick here until the police find us. Couldn’t I go down to Genoa—”

“The trouble with you is wanderlust,” said Golly.

There was a certain deadliness in his pleasantry which made the man shiver.

“You stay here, Captain What’s-your-name. I’ve got the biggest idea that ever came out of the brain of Napoleon.” He tapped his forehead. “Suppose you had a ship, what chance have you got against a thirty-five-knot destroyer? She’d be able to give you a week’s start and catch you up. But I plan to get away with the biggest haul that’s ever been lifted!” He had grown suddenly excited; walked up and down the room, gesticulating as he spoke. There was a pallor in his face which betrayed the intensity of this newly awakened emotion.

“Suppose they catch us — the whole crowd of us? What’s going to happen?”

He jerked an invisible rope around his neck and drew it tight with a suggestive ‘click’. “That’s what! Can we buy our way out? We can’t. Is there any way of getting a free pardon? Yes, by putting the black on ‘em.”

“The black on them?” repeated Aikness. “On whom?”

“The Government!” He tapped the table to emphasise his point. “We’ll give ’em something at a price, and we’ll show ’em what we’re capable of doing before we start in on the real thing. There’s two real big jewellers’ stores in Bond Street where you could lift a hundred an’ fifty thousand. We’ll take that to start with. They owe us something for the stuff they took out of the Seal of Troy. Then we’ll give ’em a second wallop, and then a third that’ll knock ’em out, and there isn’t anyone in my gang that they’ll so much as lay their fingers on — they’ll show us the way to Brazil or the Argentine or any old place we want to go, and they’ll settle us there and be glad to settle.”

Aikness thought he was mad, and the little man must have read his thoughts, for suddenly he slapped the captain on the back and burst into a fit of immoderate laughter. “Think I’m touched, do you? But you don’t know me, Aikness. You thought I was touched when I put up that bank job in St. James’s Street; you thought I was touched when I said we could get the manager to open the bank in Lothbury without any fuss.”

Suddenly his exuberance left him and he looked at the other glumly. “I’d like to get Mr. Wade, though — get him fair and square, in a room like this — only me and him — pegged out on the floor, and hundreds and hundreds of big sheets of blotting-paper to catch the blood.”

He laughed shrilly, and, frozen with horror, Aikness for the first time really understood this odd little man, who quoted Greek and Latin and occasionally scraps of Arabic.

“What’s your scheme for blackmailing the Government?” he asked.

He was anxious to turn the conversation into more comfortable channels. Well enough he knew that the fate designed for John Wade would be his if Golly Oaks suspected for one moment the half-formed scheme at the back of the captain’s mind. It was more than half formed: it was complete, except for one important particular — he had yet to decide the psychological moment when he should throw his companion to the police wolves. The hands of Aikness were clean, in the sense that he had never shed blood, though he might have been privy to the worst excesses of his master. What was the right moment to strike?

“Perfect timing, eh?” chuckled Golly, and Aikness nearly jumped from the bed at what he thought was a piece of miraculous mind-reading. “That’s the secret of our success — timing! You keep your eye on me!”

He jerked a little metal watch from his pocket. “I wonder what them girls are doing?”

“Are they sleeping in the same flat tonight?” asked Aikness, glad to escape from the nerve-racking subject.

“I had a bed taken in for this Anna. She’s no more dippy than I am. She talks as rationally as a Christian. Now let me see…”

He sat down at his table, took a sheet of paper and began to write rapidly. Golly had an extraordinary knowledge of London; it had been one of his studies, and he frequently mentioned places which were foreign territory to Aikness, but it happened that the sailor was well acquainted with the district about which Golly eventually spoke.

“Here’s a pretty good place — lonely, and you can see the river. Practically in Greenwich and nobody will notice you’ve parked a car there. Anyway, you’ll see a lamp signal.” He looked thoughtfully at Aikness. “The question is, when will there be a dance?”

“A what?” asked the astounded man.

“A dance or a do of some kind. I’ll bet there will be, but I’ll find that out.”

He scribbled something on the paper, and from a little book on the table he carefully scrutinised the printed pages nearsightedly.

“If it’s Friday we’ll make a wonderful job of it. It will be Friday.” He slapped his knee excitedly. “I’ve got a feeling it’ll be Friday — what was you doing in the War, captain?”

The question took the man’s breath away.

“You know what I was doing in the War,” he growled. “I served two years with the Navy. You made me do it—”

“You was getting too conspicuous, keeping out,” said Golly. “Jennett and Mortimer served with you, didn’t they?” Aikness nodded. “Jennett and Mortimer are looking after the Chinks now, ain’t they? Good sailors… They know how to load a gun, don’t they?”

“What are you driving at?” asked Aikness impatiently. “What’s all this talk of dances, and Jennett and Mortimer, and guns?”

Golly smiled blandly. “I must go and have a chat with that girl,” he said. Unbolting the door, he opened it, jerking his head significantly.

Golly followed Aikness out, locked the door behind him, and went, singing under his breath, along the corridor. Lila heard him, and made a gesture to the woman who was talking. He came in boisterously, obviously in the best of good humour.

“You girls enjoying yourselves?” He looked at the scattered playing cards on the table. “I must come along and learn you a few games,” he said. “You’re sleeping here tonight, miss” — he addressed Anna.

“Yes, I’m sleeping here tonight.” Her voice was steady and calm; there was a serenity in her face that had so entirely changed her appearance, that he would not have recognised in her the woman he had brought to Arbroath Building.

Golly strolled carelessly to the door, opened it and looked at the newly fixed bolts outside. “You don’t mind me locking you in? There’s lots of burglars round this neighbourhood. It’s disgraceful the way crime is spreading. The police! Fat lot of good they are! Quis custodiet ipsos custodes!”

“How long are we staying here, Mr. Oaks?” asked Lila, a little dazed.

Golly shrugged his shoulders. “A couple of days, then off we go into the country. Nothing like the country to make you feel fine!”

“Mr. Oaks, what has happened to Lord Siniford?” It was Anna who asked the question.

She was talking rationally, and this was a little disconcerting. She may know things he thought she did not know, or have seen sights which he thought she hadn’t had the intelligence to grasp. Golly regarded the woman with a new interest. How much did she remember? How much had she heard? There had been some rather careless talk in front other, for he and Aikness had regarded her as something of a lunatic. But for John Wade’s warning, Anna might not have lived to hear anything. Anna was becoming an embarrassment.

“Lord Siniford, I regret to say” — there was a note of pomposity in his voice— “has passed away.”

“He’s dead, too?”

Golly inclined his head, and gave to the gesture a suggestion of sadness. “We’ve all got to come to it,” he said sententiously. “He was killed by lightning “ — Golly was inclined to picturesque invention— “or the act of Gawd. De mortuis nil nisi bonum.”

There was a silence.

“I’m terribly sorry,” said the girl.

She was very grave. He guessed that she was connecting the passing of Mum Oaks with this new tragedy and reading into the coincidence something that was sinister and alarming.

“He was murdered,” said Anna in her deep voice. “It was in the newspapers.”

Golly shook his head. “You can’t believe the newspapers — not ‘alf of ‘em, anyway. Anything for a sensation, my dear — that’s their motto. Anyway, he’s popped off — honesta mors turpi vita potior.”

Again he surveyed Anna. She might be very troublesome. Mentally he cancelled the beautiful apartments he had planned for her in his South American palazzio. Her attitude was an offence, her memory deplorable. She must have heard things…”Sleep well, my dear. I’ll be seeing you in the morning. Good night, miss.”

His cold eyes struck terror into the woman’s heart. “Be sensible,” he said mysteriously, and went out into the little lobby and Lila heard the door close and a bolt shot to its socket.
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Lila turned the handle afterwards; the door had been so fitted that it could not be opened from the inside. She could make sure, however, that it should not be opened from the outside and pushed home a small bolt before she came through the little lobby where Anna was waiting.

They stood looking at one another for a time. “I don’t know what to think,” said Lila at last. “It seems almost impossible that he should be such a terrible man. I can’t even feel frightened of him. Surely he’s as helpless as we are.”

Anna shook her head. “No, he isn’t. All I’ve told you is true. There are so many things I remember only dimly, but every word I have heard since they took me from that house by the river is here “ — she laid her white hand on her forehead. “And I’m not stupid now, Lila. I was looking at my face in the glass just now, and it made me feel sick to see what I had become. It is as if I have been turned from a girl into an old woman. All the years between losing and finding you are like a moment gone — there’s a hymn with a line like that — it used to be my lady’s favourite—’A thousand ages in Thy sight—’ suppose I went off my head.”

“Don’t talk about that, please.” Lila took the woman’s arm in hers and squeezed it. “What are we going to do, Anna?”

“You still think I’m a little mad, don’t you, darling — all this story about your being rich and Lady Pattison and the fire and every thing?”

Lila shook her head. “I don’t think you’re mad at all. I believe every word you say. It is difficult to realise it, but I believe it. The hardest thing is about Mr. Oaks — that he’s the IndiaRubber Man—”

“He is, he is!” said the woman vehemently. “You only think of him as a silly little fool who believes he can sing, but I’ve seen big men cringe away from him. That captain is so humble in his presence that even I was ashamed. One night I heard them talking about marriage, and I didn’t realise that it was you they were discussing.”

“Me?” gasped Lila.

Anna nodded. “They never mentioned your name. They were sitting together in the cabin of the barge, and they let me out of my room to have my food. Because I was mad they took no notice of me. The captain jeered at me. But Golly never jeered. He was looking at me that night like a butcher looking over a flock of sheep and deciding which he should kill.”

“Oh, don’t, don’t!” shuddered Lila. “Anna, you make my blood run cold.”

The woman’s arm went round her. “I think I must still be a little crazy to frighten you so, my pet. I’ll be sensible: he told me to be! Now let us see if we can get the rest of that wallpaper off.”

“There’s no chance of his coming back — I’ve bolted the door,” said Lila.

It was Lila who had discovered, behind a strip of torn wallpaper, a small section of a printed notice over which the paper had been hung. At some early period there had been pasted into each floor of the building notices which complied with the County Council regulations for the safeguarding of workmen. She did not know then that this building had been used as a munitions factory, and when she drew Anna’s attention to the little scrap of printing, which she had no idea was that hidden notice, it was Anna who saw its possibilities.

The fear of interruption had made her defer the uncovering of the notice as too dangerous. With a handkerchief they dabbed the wallpaper until it was soaked, and then, with the greatest care, they stripped the paper until the notice was revealed:

‘In case of fire, fire party will stand by hydrants, and all employees other than those detailed for fire drill will pass in an orderly manner to the lower floor. In case of fire on the lower floor or in the basement, pull down escape ladder above and trap will open automatically. Move to the end of the roof from which the wind is blowing, and throw out rope ladders, which are placed in lockers at regular intervals along the parapet. Keep calm. The greatest danger in a fire is panic.’

“Trap above the roof.” Lila frowned up at the unbroken expanse of the ceiling.

Anna went out into the diningroom and brought in a chair, mounted it and felt gingerly at the ceiling. She pressed and the ceiling bulged upwards; cracks appeared in the surface of the plaster.

“It’s behind there!” She almost whispered the words.

And then she heard a gentle rapping on the outer door of the flat. The floor of the bathroom was covered with white specks of dust. Golly had only to take one look at the celling and the printed notice on the wall to know what was in their minds.

“Lock the door, and don’t come out,” said Anna. She waited until Lila had fastened the door, then she went to admit Golly.

“What are you up to?” He looked at her suspiciously. “Where’s Lila?”

“She’s having a bath. I had to find the towels,” said Anna, and the reply seemed to satisfy him.

“Having a bath, is she? Well, that’s as well, because I want to have a chat with you, my girl.” He glanced towards the room whence the bathroom opened. “She won’t be coming out yet?”

“Not yet?”

Golly nodded. “I suppose, miss, you’ve never been to South America?”

“No,” said Anna.

“Fine country — I made a trip there once. Flowers — warm in the winter — nothing to do but just live! Plenty of money — or you will lave; books, motorcars, best of food — how does that strike you?”

“It sounds wonderful,” she said quietly.

“That’s what’s coming to you.” He pointed his finger at her. “If you’re a good girl. Don’t give me any trouble, help me with her “ — he jerked his thumb in the direction of the bathroom— “don’t make any more scenes, and that’s what you’ll have. Do you get me? But suppose you’re not sensible; suppose you start kicking up a fuss, telling her this, that and the other about me — what do you think’s going to happen to you?” She did not answer. “You know — I’ll bet you know! They’ll be picking you out of the river, and people will be saying: ‘Who’s she? — Oh, she’s nobody. That’s all the notice the newspapers will take of you. You’ll be ‘an unknown woman’ and that’ll be your finish.”

“That will be my finish,” she repeated slowly.

“I don’t want to say any more to an intelligent lady,” said Golly. He patted her shoulder paternally. “We understand each other. Give my love to Lila, and when you’ve got nothing better to do you can say a few words about me. I’d make a good husband — sowed me wild oats. Do you want any money?” He put his hand to his breast pocket.

She shook her head. “I can’t spend it now,” she said, and Golly smiled. “Your brain’s working,” he said, and with a wink he left her. She waited some time before she bolted the door, and then she went back to the girl. Lila saw something of the old strained look in her face.

“No, no, it’s nothing, my dear,” said Anna. She opened a drawer in the table and took out a knife, and without hesitation thrust at the ceiling. The plaster now came down in a shower, covering her with white powder. Thin laths were exposed; she reached up and pulled these down, and, taking the lamp which hung on a flex, she turned the bulb upwards to the opening. “There’s the trap,” she said.

More plaster and lath had to come away before she could reach the square trap, and then it defied her efforts to move until she found a broom in the pantry and, both women grasping the handle and thrusting up, the trap was moved, and the handle, slipping past its edge, wedged it open.

It was a precarious business. The roof door was heavy. Perched on a chair which was placed on the table, Anna could apply no leverage. Showers of dust and debris fell upon her as she wedged the trap open wider with such articles as Lila could pass to her. Wider and wider grew the slit of night sky visible in the roof, till, at three o’clock in the morning, almost exhausted by her efforts, she dragged herself through an incredibly small space and stumbled into the open air. When she recovered her breath, she exerted all her strength and, pulling the creaking trap wide open. And lying flat, she extended her hand to the girl below and drew her into the open.

Immediately they began their search for the rope ladders and the lockers, but if there were such appliances they had been removed. The two women were in despair. In less than an hour the first streaks of dawn would be in the sky. To return the way they came was to risk discovery in the morning; but that risk they must take. Had they seen a policeman and could have attracted his attention, they might have risked discovery; but there was nobody in sight.

It was Anna who lowered herself into the room below, steadied the chair and guided the feet of the girl to safety. To close the trap again was an impossibility; they must take the risk of somebody going on the roof during the day.

Though she was weary beyond belief, Lila slept fitfully, and she was awake and dressed before breakfast came, and, with it. Golly Oaks. He was not as genial as usual. Evidently something had happened that morning to disturb his equanimity.

“I shall be taking you young ladies away tonight,” he said, “round about nine o’clock. I shan’t be able to go with you myself, but a couple of friends of mine will travel with you. You’ll give no trouble — you understand, Lila? I won’t be responsible if you do.”

“Where are you taking us?” she asked. He did not reply.

“The clothes you’ve been wearing will do. And tell that woman it’ll pay her to keep quiet — is she all right now? Not crazy or anything?”

Lila shook her head. She was nerving herself to make the request that Anna had asked her to make.

“Do you think you can manage her?”

In spite of her worries she smiled. “I’m perfectly sure I can,” she said.

“I suppose she’s told you all about your grandmother and all that? Well, you had to know sooner or later.”

He turned back as he was going, as though a thought had struck him.

“By the way, some of the boys got Johnny Wade last night — shot him clean through the heart.”

He was watching her intently; saw her eyes open in horror and he colour leave her face.

“Bad luck, eh? Good fellow, Johnny; not much of a policeman but a good fellow.”

There was something in his tone, in his intense analytical look, that told her he was lying, and that the death of John Wade had been n invention made to test her. She had to hold tight to this belief, or he would have collapsed.

“Friend of yours, Lila — dear, dear, what a loss to the Force! An active and intelligent officer, cut off as it were in his prime.” He made a clicking noise with his tongue, but his eyes did not leave her face.

Now she was certain that he lied, and she felt a sense of unspeakable relief. For his part, he saw the colour come back to her face, and misjudged the reason. “Bit of a shock to you, Lila? Well, we all have to bear it — think of what it must have meant to me when I heard about your poor auntie. Where is Anna?”

“In her room, I think. Do you want her?”

He thought for a moment. “No, I don’t think so. I shan’t be seeing much of you to-day. You girls behave.”

At last she spoke the words that she had been trying to speak throughout the interview. “Could I have some benzine?”

“What’s that?” he asked suspiciously.

“There are some stains on my dress I wish to get out.” Was she acting well enough to deceive him? Apparently so.

“That’s right, my girl; you keep yourself tidy. I know what you mean, but I don’t know whether we’ve got any. Would petrol do?” She nodded, not trusting herself to speak. He went out and was gone some minutes, and returned with a pint bottle full of the spirit. “Tried to get you benzine,” he said. “The old caretaker could have bought it; he knows the neighbourhood. But I sent him off on his holiday the morning we arrived, and the new man doesn’t know where the chemist’s is — or anything else.” He wiped his hands on a handkerchief and wrinkled up his nose. “Nasty smelling stuff,” he said. “I didn’t know you could wash things in it — curious, I know so many things, but I didn’t know that!”

He was almost good-humoured again. “Let me put it in the bathroom for you.”

She was stiff with fear at the suggestion. “No, I want to use it here.”

It had been Anna’s suggestion that she should have a basin on the table and the coat she wore. He put the bottle down and left her. Anna heard the door close and the bolt shot home, and came out of her room.

“Why do you want the petrol? I don’t understand. I nearly died with fright when he said he’d put it in the bathroom.”

But Anna would not satisfy her curiosity. She poured a portion of the contents into the basin. The smell was overpowering; and since there was some cleaning to do, Lila had not been wholly deceiving the little man.

But he might come back to discover how the petrol was being used. He trusted nobody, but apparently he saw nothing odd in her request, for he did not return until late in the evening.

There was great activity at Arbroath Building that day; meetings and telephone conversations; one of the more innocent-looking tenants went into the City, dispatching telegrams at every post office on his way. Aikness was called in for a consultation. He was shaking with fear, could hardly control his lips, for Golly had confided his plan to him, and its very daring was sufficient to shatter stronger nerves than the sailor’s.

“I’ve promised the boys a clean-up and a getaway, and they’re going to have it,” said Golly, “but you needn’t be in it. You’ll take the girls to Greenwich and join me when you get back.” He pushed a paper across the table. “The car will get you there “ — he made a mark on the plan before him— “in exactly two minutes. I’m allowing you three. There’ll be a launch to pick up you and the girls—”

“Do you think it will go as smoothly as that?”

“Don’t interrupt me,” snarled Golly. “Listen! At nine-eleven we open Kinshner’s “ — he mentioned the greatest jewellers in Bond Street— “at one end, and the West End Diamond Syndicate at the other. We’ll have to blow the safe at Kinshner’s, but that’ll be dead easy; it’s old-fashioned, anyway. They’re getting a new one in next year. I’m not asking you to stand in on this — there’ll be shooting and you won’t like it. We ought to get a hundred and fifty thousand pounds tonight from the two places, and that’ll be all we want.” He rubbed his hands gleefully. “I’d like to be here to see the papers in the morning.”

“You said ‘Friday’ — why tonight?” almost wailed Aikness.

“I thought there was a dance on Friday; it’s tonight. If I said Monday week and started to do it this morning, does that make a hell of a difference to you?” It was a new Golly who spoke, dramatically, menacingly. Captain Aikness wilted under the glare of his eyes. “Don’t think you’re going to try anything with me, Aikness.” Golly thrust his face into the other’s. “There are two men going with you — one on the box and one inside with the young ladies. They’ll gun you the first time you show the sign of a white liver — that’s clear, ain’t it?”

“Clear enough for me,” said Aikness, steadying his voice with an effort.

His own private plan was crumbling to dust.
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A pencilled note, hurriedly scrawled, came from Ricordini to Elk. ‘There’s something doing tonight — in the West End, I think. I’ve had a tip not to go anywhere near Piccadilly.’

Such a warning from Ricordini was not to be ignored. He very seldom went out of his way to communicate with the police. Elk got his superintendent on the phone.

“Warn the divisional inspector,” said that gentleman. “I’ll be up right away — where’s Wade?”

“He’s at Brixton interviewing Lane. I’m expecting him any moment.”

John was, as a matter of fact, hanging on to the wire at the other end, trying to get Elk, and soon after the inspector had hung up, he came through.

“Lane wants to give King’s evidence. He’s told me a lot already. Do you remember Arbroath Building?”

For a moment Elk did not recall the place. “This building may be their headquarters if they start big trouble. Lane isn’t sure — Golly never takes people into his confidence — but he’s pretty certain it is somewhere in Netting Hill, and his description tallies, although he only saw the place once and does not know the neighbourhood. He says the gang is making a clean-up on Friday night.”

“Make it tonight,” said Elk, “and rush up here.”

By the time John Wade arrived, the West End was filled with plainclothes men; but it seemed that their vigil was to be unrewarded until, at about ten past nine, a dull explosion shook Bond Street and was followed, as by an echo from the other end, by another. A police whistle blew and then another. A flying squad car, racing to the scene, was completely wrecked and two of its inmates injured by a motor-lorry which drew across its path. The driver of the lorry escaped.

While this was happening and detectives were flying down Bond Street, a high-powered motorcar drew up by the kerb, the door of Kinshner’s was thrown open and four men came out. A policeman turned to grab them, and the first shot was fired in that amazing battle which will remain an unpleasant memory for many years.

The policeman went down with a broken shoulder, but as the car moved forward, two plainclothes men sprang on the running-board, and paid for their temerity with their lives. Suddenly the West End was startled to hear the rattle of machineguns. The car flew across Piccadilly, dodged between two swerving vehicles into Jermyn Street, turned into St. James’s Street, travelling against the traffic, and was in the park and lost before the first of the police motor patrols swung out of Pall Mall.

The second party of raiders did not escape so easily. They came from the back door of the West End Diamond Syndicate into a knot of armed detectives; there was a quick exchange of fire, which brought one of the burglars to his knees. The other three shot their way clear, spraying their pursuers from an automatic rifle projecting over the back of the car.

As they turned into Oxford Street, a motorbus driver, realising what was happening, brought his vehicle across the road to bar their path. They dodged behind him, fired at the conductor, without hitting him, and sped along Oxford Street. But their pursuers were on their heels. Oblivious of the bullets which jerked every few seconds from a machinegun, a flying squad car flew after them, until a lucky shot smashed the front wheel and brought the machine into collision with a lamppost.

Instantly every outlying station was notified. Reserves were swarming to divisional headquarters, and additional cars had been seized or borrowed to take up the chase. John Wade heard the first staccato rattle of the automatic as he was walking along Piccadilly with Elk. He saw the car dash across the thoroughfare and disappear…

“It’s the most daring thing they’ve done,” said a breathless divisional officer whom they met in Bond Street. “Smashed the jewellers’, and didn’t even attempt to hide themselves. In fact, one of our men saw them at work on the safe and phoned for help — if he’d blown his whistle we might have got them.”

John did not even trouble to examine the burgled premises: he hurried back to Scotland Yard, Elk with him, and passed on to the hastily gathered chiefs who were within call the statement made by Raggit Lane.

“He may have gone back there,” said the superintendent who had arrived in the meantime. “There will be no harm in cleaning up his place. Pick your men; you’d better take rifles with you.”

It was twenty minutes to ten when the first of the police cars ran into the street leading to Arbroath Building. As they did so, there was a clang of gongs and a motor fire engine came out of a crossroad, swerved, missing them by inches, and went before them. They picked up a running policeman.

“What’s the trouble?”

“Arbroath Building is on fire. It’s a block of old—”

John did not wish to hear any more about Arbroath Building. He saw a bright light in the sky, and wondered if history was going to be repeated.

“Two women in there — a young girl and another one,” said the policeman. “I saw ’em waving their hands, and went to ring the fire alarm.”

“What?” John Wade went cold at at the thought. Something told him that one of those two was Lila.
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Golly had made his appearance and taken a ceremonial but admonitory farewell. He was by turns fatherly and majestic.

“Don’t forget, I’ll be seeing you in an hour’s time. No monkey tricks, you,” — he pointed at Anna. “I’m relying on you to keep her sensible, Lila.”

The girl nodded.

Mr. Oaks sniffed fastidiously. “Don’t like the smell of your petrol, and you can’t have the windows open. You’ve brought it on yourself. You’ll go with Aikness, Lila — you understand?” She nodded again. “Aikness an’ a couple of friends You can trust the friends.”

He was scarcely out of the room and the door locked before she was in the bathroom and Anna was pushing her through the trap. “I’ll turn out the light now, but if he comes back again I’ll switch it on again. You’ll be able to see the light shining through the trap.”

The girl crept along the concrete roof and peered cautiously over the parapet. She had to wait ten minutes (with many backward glances for the signal) before she saw the first of the cars emerge from the garage; it was followed by a second, and then. She heard the gates close. She came back and whispered the news through the trapdoor. In the meantime Anna had collected light chairs, a towel rail, and a blanket from her bed, and, turning on the lights, she handed them up to the girl at the end of a broom.

“Now take the bottle, and be careful,” she warned her.

Lila reached down and grasped the bottle, which was three parts full of petrol; her hand was trembling so much that she thought she would drop it. When she had deposited these and came back, Anna was on the table.

“There’s somebody knocking at the door,” she: said in a low voice. “It must be Aikness.”

The knocks were repeated, louder, more peremptory. Anna, with extraordinary and unsuspected strength, drew herself up to the edge of the trap, her last act being to kick away the chair beneath her. Lifting the trap together, they let it fall with a crash into its place.

“Aikness and his friends won’t try to push that up. If they do we’ll stand on it,” she said.

She gathered the blankets and furniture into one corner of the parapet and looked over. There were several people walking about in the street below. Not far away she thought she saw the figure of a policeman, and, stooping, uncorked the bottle and poured its contents on the heap. She struck two matches and then a third, but the wind blew them out. The fourth light held, and she dropped it on the petrol-soaked blanket. Instantly a tongue of flame leapt up, illuminating the roof and the houses around. She heard a police whistle blow and saw men running towards the building.

She was visible now in the light of the flames and waved her arms. Lila heard a sound behind her, and, turning, saw the trap slowly moving up. With a scream she flew towards it and sprang upon the op. It fell into its place, and she heard a crash and a roar below. Just then Anna heard the sound for which she had been waiting — the distant jangle of fire bells, and, regardless of danger, she stood up on the parapet and extended her arms.

She was seen by the crowd that had gathered below. A roar of warning, encouragement and fear for her, came up from the packed street. She stepped down again on to the roof, and as she did so she saw a third car run out from the garage below, scattering the crowd left and right; it disappeared round a corner.

“They’ve gone,” she called hoarsely. “Thank God, they’ve gone!”

Fire engines were coming from other directions — two, three — then suddenly a red ladder-head came over the parapet, and a brass-helmeted man, followed by another, leapt upon the roof. Then Lila saw a man in civilian clothes jump from the parapet, and as his foot touched the roof, she ran into John Wade’s arms.
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There was a ball at Greenwich Hospital, and every officer except the officer of the watch on His Majesty’s torpedo-destroyer Meridian was ashore. Leave had been granted to one of the watches, and the crew of Meridian, which, though not very large, was the fastest her type, was a small one.

The sentry on the gangway challenged the boat approaching, and when somebody in the boat said there was an urgent letter for the commander, the sailor called the officer of the watch. As the sentry leaned down to take the letter there were two muffled reports, and officer and man died at their posts. Instantly the craft was boarded by twenty yellow-faced little men and, taken by surprise, many of them sleeping, the crew were summarily disposed of.

It was afterwards described as an impossible happening, yet it was easily achieved. An officer of a tramp steamer lying nearby heard noises which sounded like shots coming from the ship, and thought it was rather remarkable that naval men should indulge in rifle practice at that time of night.

One sailor alone escaped, slipping into the water and swimming ashore. And then a black launch approached the side of the destroyer noiselessly, and Golly and the remnants of his gunmen climbed or board. Already his signal lamp had summoned Aikness; but the minutes passed, and fifteen minutes before the launch which had been sent to fetch him arrived. He had with him the two guards whom Golly had appointed to accompany him, but the women were not there. He was so frightened that he could hardly articulate. Golly heard the word “fire.”

‘“We’ll talk about that later,” he said, livid with fury. “Get on to the bridge!”

The mooring was already slipped. Meridian was due to leave that night and had steam up. The possibility that she might not have a full head of steam had not occurred to Golly, though Aikness had drawn his attention to this chance.

Already the Chinese firemen were below; a quartermaster took the wheel, and the destroyer went downstream, gathering speed. In the officers’ cabin Golly interviewed his captain. “Now let’s hear you!” he said ferociously, and Aikness told his story.

“Got through a trap?” He bit his lip. “I never thought there was a trap.”

“I saw a notice on the wall — a fire notice. They must have found it; it mentioned ‘trap’ there—”

“Started the fire — that’s what they wanted the petrol for. I’ll come back for her.” He showed his teeth in a grin, but he was not amused. “They’ll be after us—” began Aikness.

“Be after us, will they?” said Golly. ‘“Haven’t I told you they can’t come after us? I’m picking up the first P. & O. boat and lying alongside of her. There’s one out of London this afternoon. And if they send cruisers to catch me, I’m sinking that P. & O. boat and the passengers! D’ye hear? I’m blowing ’em to hell out of the water! They don’t carry guns in peace days.”

So that was the plan! It was the part that he had not told before. That was the blackmail he had threatened.

The destroyer went at full pelt, ran risks which would have turned the hair of its skipper white, and came at last, in the dark of the morning, to the smell of the open sea.

“There she goes!” Golly stood by the captain behind the chin-high bridge, focusing a pair of night glasses. “I can pick her up! I’ve got a man on her. Give her a signal.”

The signal lamp nickered, and a light winked from the liner’s stern.

“Now let them—” began Golly.

At that moment a great white beam of light swept out from the land, moved slowly along the water until it held the destroyer.

“Whack her up,” snarled Golly. “Every ounce of steam and then some! We’ve got to overtake that packet ahead.”

Flames flew from the destroyer’s three funnels; she shivered and shook under their feet; but the light held. And then Golly, staring landwards, saw a red pencil of light, and a little later heard the roar of an explosion. He did not see the shell strike the water; it fell outside the focus of the light.

Again came the red pencil and something screamed overhead.

“They’re straddling us,” whispered Aikness. “My God, they’ll get us!”

He gazed, fascinated, at the hidden battery, saw the red flicker, of light again.

“If we could only—” he began.

He said no more. A great shell struck the vessel amidships and there was a terrific explosion.

*

The searching boats found one survivor, a little man, his spectacles fastened securely to his ears, a ludicrous figure within a large lifebuoy.

“My name’s Oaks,” he said when they hauled him on board. “I’m giving no trouble — I’m not that kind of man. I’m all for peace and quietness and humanity. I saved a little baby once; the other fellows wanted to leave her, but I couldn’t bear the thought of it. Name of Lila Smith.”

He was slightly hysterical, but calmed down later and gave nobody any trouble.

When, after he had been sentenced to death, he took to singing, the other prisoners, and warders who watched him, made bitter complaints. But nearly dead men have their privileges He sang on the morning of his execution in his reedy falsetto, and when the trap dropped with a clang, the warders were not as sorry for him as they had been for quite a number of men who had passed out of life by the same route.


The End
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Michael Quigley had a fair working knowledge of perverse humanity, having acquaintance with burglars, the better class of confidence man, professional forgers, long firm operators, swindlers, ingenious and naive, bank workers, bucket-shop keepers and pickpockets. He did not know White Face because nobody knew him, but that was a pleasure deferred. Sooner or later, the lone operator would make a mistake and come within the purview of a crime reporter.

Michael knew almost everybody at Scotland Yard and addressed chief constables by their first names. He had spent weekends with Dumont, the hangman, and had helped him through an attack of delirium tremens. He had in his room signed photographs of ci-devant royalties, heavy-weight champions and leading ladies. He knew just how normal and abnormal people would behave in almost any circumstances. But personal experience failed him in the case of Janice Harman, although lie had heard of such cases.

He could understand why a girl with no responsibilities (since she was an orphan) and three thousand pounds a year should want to do something useful in life and should choose to become a nurse in an East End clinic; other girls had allowed their enthusiasm for humanity to lead them into similar vocations, and Janice only differed from the majority in that she had not wearied of her philanthropy.

She was very lovely, though he could never analyse the qualities which made for loveliness. She had amazingly clear eyes and a mouth that was red and sensitive — perhaps it was the quality of her skin. He was never sure — the only thing he was certain about was that he could look at her for hours and wanted to look at her for ever.

The one quality in her which made him wriggle uncomfortably was her cursed motherliness. He could never bridge the gulf which separated her from his twenty-seven years.

She was twentythree and, as she often told him, a woman of twentythree was at least twenty years older than a man of the same age. But twentythree can be motherly or cruel. One night she told him something that struck all the colour out of life. It was the night they went to supper at the Howdah Club — the night of Michael’s pay-day.

He knew, of course, about her romantic correspondent. Had sneered at him, raved at him, grown wearily amused about it all. The correspondence started in the most innocent fashion. One day a letter had come to Janice’s flat in Bury Street, asking if she would be kind enough to place the writer in touch with his old nurse, who had fallen on evil times. This was a few months after she had begun her work in Dr. Marford’s clinic and one of the newspapers had found a good story in the “rich young society woman” who had given her life to good works. The letter was written from South Africa and enclosed five pounds, which the writer begged her to hand to his old nurse if she found her, or to the funds of the clinic if she did not.

“How do you know this fellow isn’t working a confidence trick on you?” demanded Michael.

“Don’t be stupid,” said Janice scornfully. “Because you are a wretched crime reporter you think that the world is made up of criminals.”

“And I’m right,” said Michael.

That the unknown stranger had arrived in England Michael did not know until ten days later. She called him up, asked him to take her to supper: she had some important things to tell him.

“You’re one of the oldest friends I have, Michael,” she said, speaking rather breathlessly. “And I feel that I ought to tell you.”

He listened, stunned.

She might have seen how pale his face was, but she purposely did not look at him, fixing her eyes on the dancing couples on the floor.

“I want you to meet him — you may not think he is wonderful, but I’ve always known…from his letters, I mean…he has lived a terrible life in the wilds of Africa; I’ll be terribly sorry to leave Dr. Marford…I shall have to tell him, of course…”

She was incoherent, a little hysterical.

“Let me get this right, Janice. I’ll try to forget that I love you and that I was only waiting until I got my salary raised before I told you.” His voice was very steady, so unemotional that there was every encouragement to look at him. Nevertheless she kept her eyes steadily averted.

“This isn’t unusual — I have heard of such cases. A girl starts a correspondence with a man she has never seen. The correspondence grows more intimate, more friendly. She weaves around him a net of romance. And then she meets him and is either — disillusioned, or else falls for him. I’ve heard of happy marriages which started that way — I’ve heard of others. I can’t believe it is true — but obviously it is, and I don’t exactly know what to do or say.”

It was at this moment that he missed something from her hand — a long oval-shaped ruby ring that she had worn since he had first known her.

Instantly she knew what he was looking for and dropped her hand out of sight.

“Where is your ring?” he asked bluntly.

She had gone very red: the question was almost unnecessary.

“I’ve — I don’t see what it has to do with you?”

He drew a long breath.

“Nothing has to do with me — but I’m curious. An exchange of love tokens?”

He was very tactless tonight.

“It was my ring and I refuse to be cross-examined by a — by somebody who hasn’t any right. You’re being horrible.”

“Am I?” He nodded slowly. “I suppose I am, and I know I’ve no right to be horrid or anything else. I won’t ask you to show me what you got in exchange. A bead necklace perhaps—”

She started at this chance shot.

“How did you know? I mean, it is very valuable.”

He looked long and earnestly at the girl.

“I want to vet this fellow, Janice.”

She saw his face now and was in a panic — not on his behalf, but on her own.

“Vet — I don’t know what you mean?”

He tried, with a smile, to minimise the offensiveness of what he had to say.

“Well, make inquiries about him. You vet a horse before you buy him—”

“I’m not buying him — he is a rich man — well, he has two farms.” Her manner was cold. There was a touch of resentment in her voice. “Vet him! You’ll find he is a criminal, of course; if you can’t find this, your fertile imagination will invent something. Perhaps he is White Face! He is one of your specialities, isn’t he?”

He groaned miserably. Yet here was an opportunity to escape from a maddening topic.

“He is not an invention; he’s a fact. Ask Gasso.”

Gasso, the slim maitre d’hotel, was near the table. Mike beckoned him.

“Ah! That White Face! Where is your so-called police? My poor friend Bussini has his restaurant ruined by the fellow.”

It was to Bussini’s restaurant that White Face had come in the early hours of a morning and, stepping to the side of Miss Angela Hillingcote, had relieved her of six thousand pounds worth of jewels before the dancers realised that the man in the white mask, who had appeared from nowhere, was not a guest in fancy dress. It was all over in a second or two and he was gone. A policeman at the corner of Leicester Square saw a man fly past on a motor cycle. The cycle had been seen on the Embankment going eastward. It was the third and most spectacular appearance of White Face in the West End of London.

“My patrons are nervous — who is not?” Gasso apparently shared their nervousness. “Fortunately they are refined people—” He stopped suddenly and stared at the entrance of the room. “She should not come!” he almost shrieked and darted forward to meet an unwanted guest.

This was a blonde lady who called herself Dolly de Val. It was found for her by an imaginative film agent, who thought — and rightly — that it sounded more pretentious than Annie Gootch, which name she had borne in the days of her poverty. She was not a good actress, because she could never quite remember all that the producer told her, and more often than not she was the only girl in the front line who kicked with her right leg when she should have kicked with her left. And frequently she was not in the line at ail.

But there were quite a lot of people who found her attractive, and in the course of the years she became very rich, and packed a considerable amount of her fortune into platinum settings, so that in all the fashionable night clubs of London she was known as “Diamond Dolly.”

Managers of such clubs and fashionable cabaret restaurants grew a little nervous after the Hillingcote affair, and when Dolly booked a supper table table they rang up Scotland Yard and Superintendent Mason, who was in control of “C” area, but had an executive post at headquarters, would delegate a couple of detectives arrayed like festive gentlemen, but looking remarkably like detectives, to the club or restaurant favoured by her dazzling display, and these were generally to be found lounging in the vestibule or drinking surreptitious glasses of beer in the manager’s office.

But sometimes Dolly did not notify her intentions beforehand. And she would glitter into the club surrounded by handsome young men, and a hasty table would be wedged impossibly on the packed floor and waiters would lay the table with extraordinary enthusiasm, conveying the impression that this was a favoured position for a table.

She came this night unheralded into the Howdah Club and Gasso, who was Latin and entirely without self-control, threw up his hands to the ceiling, stiff with cupids, and said things in Italian which sounded very romantic to people who only understood English.

“No room — don’t be stupid, Gasso! Of course there’s room. Anywhere will do, won’t it, boys?”

So they put a table near the door, and Dolly sat and ordered consomme Julienne, chicken a la Maryland.

“I don’t like you to seet here, madam,” said Gasso fearfully, “with so much beautiful jewellery…Miss ‘Illingcote — ah, what a disaster! This fellow with the white face—”

“Oh, shut up, Gasso!” Dolly snapped. “And, after that, we’ll have coupe Jacques and coffee…”

The Russian dancers had taken the floor and had made their exit after the third encore, when— “Bail up — you!”

Dolly, who had seen the face of her escort suddenly blanch, half turned in her chair.

The man in the doorway wore a long black coat that reached to his heels, his face was covered by a white cloth in which two eyeholes had been cut.

He carried an automatic in his gloved hand, with the other, which was bare, he reached out.

There was a “snick” — the long diamond chain about Dolly’s neck parted. She stood frozen with fear and saw the glittering thing vanish into his pocket.

Men had risen from the tables, women were screaming, the band stood ludicrously grouped. “After him!” yelled a voice.

But the man in the white mask was gone and the cowering footmen, who had bolted on his entrance, came out from cover.

“Don’t move — I’ll get you out in a minute.” Mike’s voice was urgent, but she heard him like one in a dream. “I’ll take you home; I must get through to my paper. If you faint, I’ll be rough with you!”

“I’m not going to faint,” she quavered.

He got her out before the police came, and found a cab.

“It was dreadful; who is he?”

“I don’t know,” he answered shortly. Then— “What’s this romantic lover’s name — you’ve never told me?”

Her nerves were on edge; she needed the stimulant of righteous anger to recover her poise and here was an excuse.

Mike Quigley listened unmoved to her tirade.

“A good looker, I’ll bet; not a gaunt-faced, tow-haired brute like me,” he said savagely. “O God, what a fool you are, Janice! I’m going to meet him. Where is he staying?”

“You’ll not meet him.” She could have wept. “And I won’t tell you where he is staying. I hope I never see you again!”

She declined the hand he offered to assist her out of the cab; did not answer his “good night.”

Mr. Quigley went raging back to Fleet Street, and all the vicious things he wrote about White Face he meant for the handsome and romantic stranger from South Africa.
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A slovenly description of Janice Harman would be that she was the product of her generation. She had inherited the eternal qualities of womanhood as she enjoyed a freedom of development which was unknown in the formal age when guardians were restrictive and gloomy figures looming behind the young and beautiful heiress.

Janice had attained independence almost unconsciously; had her own banking account when she was seventeen, and left behind the tangibilities of discipline when she passed from the tutelage of the venerable head mistress of her school.

A bachelor uncle was the only relative she had possessed. In a spasmodic and jolly way he was interested in his niece, made her a lavish allowance, sent her beautiful and useless presents at Christmas and on her birthday, which he invariably remembered a month after. When he was killed in a motor accident (the three chorus girls who were driving with him escaped with a shaking) she found herself a comparatively rich young woman.

He had appointed as trustee a friend whose sole claim to his confidence lay in the fact that he was the best judge of hunters in England, and was one of the few men who could drink half a dozen glasses of port blindfolded and unerringly distinguish the vintage of each.

Janice left school with an exalted code of values and certain ideals which she religiously maintained. She had in her bedroom a framed portrait of the Prince of Wales, and she took the Sacrament on Christmas mornings.

At eighteen all men were heroes or dreadful; at nineteen she recognised a middle class which were neither heroic nor unspeakable. At twenty the high lights had receded and some of the duller tones were taking shape and perspective.

Donald Bateman belonged to the old regime of idealism. In his handsome face and athletic figure she recaptured some of the enthusiasm of the classroom. He was Romance and Adventure, the living receptacle in which were stored all the desirable virtues of the perfect man. His modesty — he no more than inferred his excellent qualities — his robust personality, his good humour, his childish views about money, his naivete, were all adorable. He accepted her judgments and estimates of people and events, giving to her a sense of superiority which was very delightful.

In one respect he pleased her: he did not embarrass her more than once. He never forgot that their acquaintance was of the slightest, and the word “love” had never been uttered. The second time they had met he had kissed her, and she was ridiculously uncomfortable. He must have seen this, for he did not repeat the experiment. But they talked of marriage and their home and the wonders of South Africa; she could even discuss in a prim way the problem of children’s education. A breezy figure of a man, delightfully boyish.

She was taking afternoon duty at the clinic and had been worrying about him all the morning — he had been a little depressed when she had seen him last.

“Did your money come?” she asked, with a smile.

He took out his pocketbook and drew forth two crisp notes. She saw they were each for a hundred pounds.

“It arrived this morning. I drew out these in case of emergency — I hate being without money when I’m in London. Angel, if the money hadn’t turned up, I should have been borrowing from you this morning, and then what would you have thought of me?”

She smiled again. Men were so silly about money. Michael, for instance. She had wanted him to have a little car, and he had been almost churlish when she offered to help him.

He sat down and lit a cigarette, blowing a cloud of smoke to the ceiling.

“Did you enjoy your dinner?”

She made a little face.

“Not very much.”

“He’s a reporter, isn’t he? I know a reporter on the Cape Times — quite a good chap—”

“It wasn’t Michael who made the dinner a failure,” she intervened loyally. “It was a man who came into the club with a white mask.”

“Oh!” He raised his eyebrows. “The Howdah Club — White Face? I’ve been reading about it in this morning’s papers. I wish I’d been there. What is happening to the men in this country that they allow a fellow like that to get away with it? If I’d been within reach of him one of us would have been on the floor. The trouble with you people in England is that you’re scared of firearms. I know from my own experience…”

He told a story of a prospector’s camp in Rhodesia; it was a story which did not place him in an unfavourable light.

He sat facing the window, and during the narrative she had time to scrutinise him — not critically, but with indiscriminate approval. He was older than she had thought; forty, perhaps. There were little lines round his eyes, and harder ones near his mouth. That he had led a difficult and a dangerous life, she knew. One cannot starve and thirst in the desert of the Kalahari, or lie alone racked with fever on the banks of the Tuli River, or find oneself unarmed and deserted by carriers in the lion country west of Massikassi, and present an unlined and boyish face to the world. He still bore beneath his chin the long scar which a leopard’s claw had left.

“Living in Africa nowadays is like living in Bond Street,” he sighed. “All the old mystery has departed. I don’t believe there’s a lion left between Salisbury and Bulawayo. In the old days you used to find them lying in the middle of the road…”

She could listen to him for hours, but, as she explained, there was work to do.

“I’ll come down and bring you home — where is it?” he asked.

She explained the exact location of Tidal Basin. “Dr. Marford — what sort of a man is he?”

“He’s a darling,” said Janice enthusiastically.

“We’ll have him out at the Cape.” He echoed her enthusiasm. “It’s very easy. There’s an extraordinary amount of work to be done, especially with the coloured children. If I can buy that farm next to mine, we might turn the farm building into a sort of convalescent home. It’s one of those big, rambling Dutch houses and, as I’ve rather a nice house of my own, I shouldn’t have use for the other.”

She laughed at this.

“You’re suffering from land hunger, Donald,” she said. “I shall have to write and get particulars of this desirable property!”

He frowned. “Have you any friends at the Cape?” he asked.

She shook her head. “I know a boy there — he was a Rhodes scholar — but I haven’t written to him since he left England.”

“H’m!” He was rather serious now. “When strangers come into the property market they soak ‘em! Let me give you a word of advice: never try to buy land in South Africa through an agent — half of ’em are robbers, the other half an incompetent lot. One thing is certain, that the property at Paarl — that is where my farm is — will double itself in value in a couple of years. They are running a new railway through — it passes at the end of my land — and that will make an immense difference. If I had a lot of money to invest I should put every cent of it in land.”

He explained, however, that the Cape Dutch, who were the largest landowners in the country, were a suspicious folk who never did business with an Englishman, except to the latter’s disadvantage.

He took out the two hundred pound notes and looked at them again, rustling them affectionately.

“Why don’t you put it back in the bank?” she asked.

“Because I like the feel of it,” he said gaily. “These English notes are so clean-looking.”

He returned the case to his pocket, and suddenly caught her by both arms. She saw a light in his eyes which she had never seen before. She was breathless and a little frightened.

“How long are we going to wait?” he asked in a low voice. “I can get a special licence; we can be married and on the Continent in two days.”

She disengaged herself; discovered, to her amazement, that she was trembling, and that the prospect of an immediate marriage filled her with a sense of consternation.

“That is impossible,” she said breathlessly. “I’ve ever such a lot of work to do, and I’ve got to finish up my work at the clinic. And, Donald, you said you didn’t want to be married for months.”

He smiled down at her.

“I can wait months or years,” he said lightly, “but I can’t wait for my lunch. Come along!”

She had only half an hour to give to him, but he promised to meet her and take her to dinner that night. The prospect did not arouse in her any sense of pleasurable anticipation. She told herself she loved him. He was everything that she would have him be. But immediate marriage? She shook her head.

“What are you shaking your head about?” he asked.

They were at Pussini’s, and, as it was before one o’clock, the restaurant was empty save for themselves.

“I was just thinking,” she said.

“About my farm?” He was looking at her searchingly. “No? About me?”

And then suddenly she asked: “What is your bank, Donald?”

He was completely surprised at the question.

“My bank? Well, the Standard Bank — not exactly the Standard Bank, but a bank that is affiliated with it. Why do you ask?”

She had a good and benevolent reason for putting the question, but this she was not prepared to reveal.

“I will tell you later,” she said, and when she saw that she had worried him she was on the point of making her revelation. “It’s really nothing, Donald.”

He drove down with her to Tidal Basin, but refused the offer of her car to take him back, his excuse being that he felt nervous of the London traffic. She was secretly glad that there was some feature of London life of which he stood in awe.

Mr. Donald Bateman came back to town in a taxi and spent the afternoon in the City office of a tourist agency, examining Continental routes. He would like to have stayed in London; but then, he would like to have stayed in so many places from which expediency had dragged him. There was Inez. She had grown into quite a beautiful woman. He had seen her, though she was not aware of the fact. It was curious how women developed. He remembered her — rather sharp-featured, a gawk of a girl who had bored him utterly. In what way would Janice grow? For the moment she was very delectable, though she had qualities which exasperated him. Perfect women, he decided, were difficult to find.

When he had caught her by the shoulders that morning and looked down into her eyes, he had expected some other reaction than that fit of shivering. She had shown her alarm too clearly for him to carry the matter any further. It must be marriage, of course. But marriage was rather dangerous in a country like this. That reporter friend of hers? He hated reporters; they were a prying, unscrupulous lot. And crime reporters were the worst.

He began to feel uncomfortable, and turned relief to a contemplation of the physical perfection of Inez. From Inez his mind strayed to other women. What had become of Lorna, for example? Tommy had found her, probably, and forgiven everything. Tommy was always a weak-willed sap. But Inez!…

He and Janice dined together that night, and most resolutely he chose the Howdah Club. Already the outrage had had effect upon the attendance: the diningroom was half empty, and Gasso stalked up and down, a picture of gloom.

“This has ruined me, young miss,” he said brokenly. “You were here last night with the newspaper gentleman. People will not come unless they have no jewels. And I particularly desire jewelled people here, but not jewelled as Miss Dolly!”

“I hope he comes tonight,” said Donald with a quiet smile.

“You ‘ope so, eh?” asked the agitated Gasso. “You desire me to be thrown into the street with only my shirt on my back? That is good for business!”

Janice was laughing, but she succeeded in pacifying the outraged maitre d’hotel.

“It certainly is empty, but I don’t suppose we shall see our white-faced gentleman,” said Donald. “It’s rather like old times. I remember when I was in Australia there was a gang which held up a bank — they wore white masks, too. They got away with some money, by Jove! Ever heard of the Furses? They were brothers — the cleverest hold-up men in Australia.”

“Perhaps this is one of them,” she said thoughtlessly.

“Eh?”

She could have sworn he was frightened at that moment. Something she saw in his eyes. It was absurd, of course, for Donald Bateman was afraid of nothing.

“I shouldn’t think so,” he said.

Halfway through dinner, when they were discussing some amiable nothing, he dropped his knife and fork on the plate. Again she saw that frightened look intensified. He was staring at somebody, and she followed the direction of his eyes.

A man had come in. He must have been nearly sixty, was slim, dandified, rather fussy. He had a small party with him, and they were surrounded by waiters. Curiously enough, she knew him: curious, because she had made his acquaintance in a slum.

“Who — who is that?” His voice was strained. “That man there, with the girls? Do you — do you know him?”

“That is Dr. Rudd,” she said.

“Rudd!”

“He’s the police surgeon of our division — I’ve often seen him. In fact, he once came to the clinic. Quite an unpleasant man — he had nothing at all nice to say about our work.”

“Dr. Rudd!”

The colour was coming back to his face. He had gone pale! She was astounded.

“Do you know him?” she asked in surprise.

He smiled with difficulty.

“No; he reminds me of somebody — an old friend of mine in — er — Rhodesia.”

She noticed that when on their way out he passed the doctor’s group Donald was patting his face with a handkerchief as though he were healing a scratch.

“Are you hurt?” she asked.

“A little neuralgia.” He laughed cheerily. “That is the penalty one pays for sleeping out night after night in the rain.”

He told her a story of a rainfall in Northern Rhodesia that had lasted four weeks on end.

“And all that time,” he said, “I had not so much as a tent.”

She left him at the door of the flat in Bury Street, and he was frankly disappointed, for he had expected to be asked up to her apartment. There was consolation on the way back to the hotel, certain anticipations of an interview he had arranged for the morrow. It was not with Janice.
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In his rare moments of leisure Dr. Marford was wont to stand in his surgery, behind the red calico curtains which were stretched across the big window level with the bridge of his thin, aristocratic nose, and muse, a little sourly, upon Tidal Basin, its people and its future.

He had material for speculation on those summer evenings, when the light of the brazen day still persisted in the western skies, and when every dive and tenement spilt the things that were so decently hidden in the cold days and nights of winter. On such nights the sweltering heat forced into the open the strangest beings, creatures which even the oldest inhabitants could not remember having seen before and the most hardened could hardly wish to see again.

The red calico curtain was strung across the window of the large room which was his surgery. It had been a boot store and a confectioner’s parlour. Loucilensky, of infamous memory, had housed his “club” in it and found the side door which led to the little yard a convenient exit for his squalid patrons.

It was a derelict property when Dr. Marford came to found his practice here. All Tidal Basin knew that the doctor was so poor that he had painted, distempered and scrubbed the place from top to bottom with his own hands. He had probably sewn his own curtains, had certainly collected from the Caledonian Market, where you may furnish a house for a few pounds, such domestic equipment as was necessary for his well-being. Tidal Basin, which favoured those cinemas which featured pictures of high life, had despised him for his poverty. A consumptive plumber had fixed the huge sink, which was an unsightly feature of one corner of the surgery, and had received, in return, free treatment and medicine until he went the dingy way of all consumptive plumbers.

Tidal Basin had known and still knew Dr. Marford as the “penny doctor.” They knew him better as the “baby doctor,” for, after he had been in Tidal Basin a year, by some miracle he succeeded in founding a free clinic, where he gave ray treatment to children. He must have had influential friends, for on top of his other activities he founded a small convalescent home at the seaside.

His work was his obsession, and not a penny of the money which came to him went to his own advantage. The drab surgery remained as shabby as it had always been — a very dreary place compared with the spick and span little palace of white enamel and glass where the children of Tidal Basin were made acquainted with artificial sunlight and the beneficent quality of strange rays.

He saw Janice Harman pass the window and went to open the door to her. It was not true that this preoccupied man was hardly aware of her loveliness. He used to sit at his desk and think about her for hours on end. What strange dreams came to disorder the tidiness of his methodical mind was known only to Dr. Marford; and now, when she told him awkwardly, a little disjointedly, of her future plans, he showed no evidence of the sudden desolation and despair that crushed him.

(“The oddest people fall in love with Janice,” said her best friend.)

“Oh!” he said, and bit his thin lip thoughtfully. “That is very unfortunate — for the clinic. What does Mr. Quigley say to all this?”

Hitherto he had felt an unreasonable antipathy to the young reporter, who had been a too frequent visitor to the clinic, and had written too much and too enthusiastically about Dr. Marford’s ventures to please a man who shrank instinctively from publicity.

“Mr. Quigley has no right to raise any objections whatever.” There was a note of defiance in her voice. “He is a very good friend — or was.”

There was an embarrassing pause.

“But isn’t any longer,” said Dr. Marford gently.

He experienced an inexplicable sense of kinship with Michael Quigley.

Her native loyalty made her modify her attitude.

“I like Michael — he is extraordinarily nice, but very domineering. He was awfully good to me the other night, and I was a beast to him. I was in the Howdah Club when that dreadful man came.”

He turned an inquiring face to her.

“Which dreadful man?”

“The robber — White Face.”

He nodded.

“Yes, I know. I read the newspapers. I was talking to Sergeant Elk about him. There is a theory that he lives in this neighbourhood, a theory for which I am afraid your young friend is responsible. Are you wise?”

He asked the question suddenly.

“About — my marriage? Is any girl wise, Dr. Marford? Suppose I’d met this man every day of my life for years, should I know him — I mean, as one knows one’s husband? Men always put on their best appearance for women, and unless one lives in the same house with them it is impossible to be absolutely sure.”

Marford nodded, fondling his bony chin.

There was a long silence, which he broke.

“I shall be sorry to lose you; you have been a most enthusiastic helper.”

Now she came to a delicate stage of the interview — delicate because she knew how sensitive he was on the point.

“I’d like to give the Institute a little present,” she said jerkily. “A thousand pounds—”

He raised his hand; his expression was genuinely pained.

“No, no, no; I couldn’t hear of it. You asked me once before if I would. No, I am satisfied that I have not paid you for the help you have given us. That is your splendid contribution to the clinic.”

She knew he would be adamant on this point and had already decided that if he refused her gift it should take the form of an anonymous donation on her wedding day. Michael, in one of his more cynical moods, had once accused her of being theatrical, and the charge was so ridiculous that she had laughed. Yet there is a touch of theatricality in every sentimentalist, and Janice Harman was not without that weakness.

Unexpectedly the doctor put out his thin hand and took hers.

“I hope you will be happy,” he said, and this was at once a benediction and a dismissal.

She crossed the road at Endley Street. At the corner stood a tall, goodlooking man, with greying hair at his temples. To her surprise he was talking to a woman, talking confidentially it seemed. Presently the woman walked away and he came, smiling, to meet the girl.

“What a ghastly place, darling! I am so happy you’re leaving it.”

“Who was that woman you were speaking to?” she asked curiously.

He laughed — she loved that laugh of his.

“Woman? Oh, yes.” He looked round and nodded towards a slim figure walking ahead of them on the opposite side of the road. “It was rather odd — she thought I was her brother, and when she saw she’d made a mistake she was a little embarrassed. Rather a pretty girl.”

Her car was in a near-by garage — in the early days she had driven up to the clinic, which was at the far end of Endley Street, but the doctor had advised her against the practice — advice well justified, for in a week everything that was movable in the car had been stolen by the parents of the children she cared for.

She seated herself at the wheel, a radiant figure of youth, he thought, more beautiful than even he in his wildest imaginings had dreamed. The car came down the slope of the road; she saw the shabby figure of the doctor watching them, and waved her hand to him.

“Who was that?” he asked carelessly.

“That was Dr. Marford.”

“Your boss, eh? I’d like to have had a look at him. He’s a big noise around here.”

She laughed at this.

“There isn’t a tinier murmur in Tidal Basin,” she said. “But he’s marvellous! I sometimes think he starves himself to keep his clinic going.”

She rhapsodised all the way through the City. In Cranbourn Street they were held up by a traffic block. By this time he had gained command of the conversation and the excellences of Dr. Marford were relegated to a second place. He was talking of South Africa and his two farms, one in the wilds of Rhodesia, the other amidst the beauties of Paarl. He liked talking of the Paarl property.

“It’s going to be terribly slow for you, though there is some sort of social life at the Cape. I’m pretty well known—”

“There’s somebody who knows you,” she laughed.

He turned his head quickly, but could distinguish amongst the hurrying throng on the sidewalk no familiar face.

“Where?” he asked.

“There — that dark man.” She looked back. “He is standing by the hosiers.”

He looked round and frowned.

“Oh, yes, I know him — not very well, though; I got the better of him in a business deal, and he hasn’t forgiven me.” He uttered an exclamation. “Darling, I can’t take you to the theatre tonight: I’ve just remembered. Will you forgive me?”

She was too happy, too completely under the fascination of this exalted adventure, to resent the missed engagement. This goodlooking stranger who had come from the blue, whose name she could hardly use without an unaccountable sense of shyness, was Romance — the fulfiliment of vague and delightful dreams. He was still outside the realms of reality.

She had known him for ten days; it seemed that it was a lifetime. Once or twice during the journey she was on the point of telling him of the surprise she had for him. He was a great home-lover; his self-confessed sin was that he coveted his neighbour’s land. There was a farm adjoining his at Paarl that had come into the market, could be had for a mere £8,000. He waxed enthusiastic on the advantage of having this additional property — vineyards and orange groves, new pastures for his cattle.

He returned to the subject as the car was crossing Piccadilly Circus.

“You’ve made me ambitious, you angel,” he said. “I’m a poor farmer and can’t lay my hands on a fortune, so the farm will have to go.”

Again she was nearly telling him. She had a friend in Cape Town, a young lawyer, a Rhodes scholar, whom she had met at Oxford. That very morning she had wired to him, asking him to buy the property.

He parted from her at the door of her flat in Bury Street, and her chauffeur, who was waiting, drove him to his modest hotel. At parting: “I hate the thought of losing that farm — if I could cable four thousand pounds tomorrow morning I could clinch the bargain.”

She smiled demurely and went up to her room to daydream of green slopes and high, sun-baked mountains where the little baboons chatter all day and night.

At ten o’clock that night, when she was undressing for bed, came a cablegram which left her white and shaking. It was in one sense remarkable that the first person she thought of to help her in her necessity was Michael Quigley; but when she reached for the telephone with a trembling hand it was to learn that Michael had left the office on a hurry call. She looked at the clock; it was by then half-past ten. She changed her mind about going to bed and began to dress quickly.
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After Janice had left, Dr. Marford walked slowly to that corner of the surgery where his drugs were stocked and began to dispense the medicines he had prescribed in the course of the day. This was generally his afternoon task, but he had spent most of the day at the clinic.

He wearied of the task very soon and vent to his desk. There was a heap of papers to go through — the accounts from the clinic showed a heavy deficit. The place ate money: there was always new apparatus to buy, new equipment to furnish. The daily report from the convalescent home in Eastbourne, which maintained the progress of a dozen small hooligans of Tidal Basin, was as cheerless; but it brought no sense of depression to Dr. Marford. He grudged nothing to these ventures of his — neither time nor exertion.

He was expecting a remittance almost any day. There was a man in Antwerp who sent him money regularly, and another in Birmingham — he pushed the papers aside, looked at his watch and went out by the side door into the yard.

It was a fairly large yard. At one end was the big shed in which old Gregory Wick’s kept his taxicab, paying a small weekly rent.

Old Gregory Wicks had been a famous driver even in the days of the festive hansom. And always he had housed his horses and his resplendent cab in Tidal Basin, where he was born and where he hoped to end his days. In his advanced middle age came the taxicab. Gregory refused to regard motor vehicles as newfangled crazes that would soon go out of fashion. He was one of the first to sit at a driving wheel at a motor school and solve the mysteries of clutches and gears. He found his lameness no obstacle in obtaining a cab-driver’s licence — he limped from a thirty-year — old injury to his ankle.

Always he was a night bird; even in the horse cab he went clop-clopping along Piccadilly in the early hours of the morning, picking up swells from the clubs and driving them unimaginable distances to their country houses. And when the taxi came he continued his nocturnal wanderings. A silent, taciturn man, who never stood on a rank or invited the confidence of his brother drivers, he was known locally and abroad for his rigid honesty. It was he who restored to a certain Austrian baron a million kroners in hard paper cash, left in the cab by the Herr Baron in a moment of temporary aberration caused by a quarrel with a lady friend. Old Gregory had returned thousands of pounds’ worth of goods left by absentminded riders. In the police books he was marked “Reliable; honest; very excellent record.”

You could see him and his cab on certain nights prowling along Regent Street, his long, white hair hanging over the collar of his coat, his fierce white moustache bristling from his pink, emaciated face, choosing his fares with a nice discrimination. He had no respect for any man save one. In his more than seventy-year-old arms he packed a punch that was disconcerting to the punchee.

The doctor unfastened a door and passed through into Gallows Court. That narrow and unsavoury passage was alive with children — barelegged, unwashed and happy. Nobody offered the doctor a friendly greeting. The frowsy men and women lounging in the doorways or at the upstairs windows favoured him with incurious glances. He was part of the bricks and mortar and mud of the place, one with the brick wall which separated his yard from this human sty. He belonged there, had a right in Gallows Court, and, that being so, might pass without notice or comment.

The last house in the court was No. 9; smaller than the others; the windows were clean, and even the lower one, which was heavily shuttered, had a strip of chintz curtain. He knocked at the door — three short quick raps, a pause and a fourth. This signal had been agreed as between himself and old man Wicks; for Gregory had been annoyed by runaway knocks and by the appearance on his doorstep of unwelcome visitors. He knew the regular hour at which the milkman called and the baker, and could cope with them. Whosoever else knocked at the door during the daytime received no answer. Marford heard the shuffle of feet on uncarpeted stairs and the door was opened.

“Come in, Doctor.” Gregory’s voice was loud and hearty. He had been a shouter all his life, and age had not diminished the volume of his tone. “Don’t make a row; I expect the lodger’s asleep,” he said as he closed the door with a slam.

“He must be a very good sleeper if you don’t wake him, you noisy old man!” said Marford, with his quiet smile.

Gregory guffawed all the way up the stairs, opened the door of his room and the doctor passed in. “How are you?”

“Fit as a flea, except this other little trouble, and I’m not going to mention that. I’m doing fine. Doctor. Sit down. Where’s a chair? Here we are! What I owe to you, Doctor! If the people in Tidal Basin knew what you’ve done for me—”

“Yes, yes,” said Marford good-humouredly. “Now let me have a look at you.”

He turned the old man’s face to the light and made a careful examination.

“You’re no better and no worse. If anything you’re a little better, I should think. I’ll test your heart.”

“My heart!” said the other scornfully. “I’ve got the heart of a lion! There was an Irish family moved in here and the woman wanted to borrow a saucepan, and when I told her just what I thought of people who borrow saucepans, along came her husband — a new fellow, full of brag and bluster! I gave him one smack in the jaw and that was his finish!”

“You shouldn’t do it, Gregory. It was a stupid thing to do. I heard about it from one of my other patients.”

The old man was chuckling gleefully.

“I needn’t have done it at all,” he said. “Any of the boys round here would have put him out if I’d said the word. I dare say the lodger would, but of course I wouldn’t have wakened him up.”

“Is he here to-day?”

Gregory shook his head. “The Lord knows! I never hear him come in or go out, except sometimes. I’ve never known a quieter fellow. Reformed, eh, Doctor? I’ll bet you I know who reformed him! You’d never dream” — he lowered his voice— “that he was a man who’d spent half his life in stir—”

“You’re giving him a chance,” said Marford.

He was going, when the old man called him back. “Doctor, I want to tell you something. I made my will to-day — not exactly a will, but I wrote down what I wanted doing with my money.”

“Have you got a lot, Gregory?” asked the other good-humouredly.

“More than you think.” There was a significance in the old man’s voice. “A lot more! It’s not money that makes me do what I’m doing — it’s pride — swank!”

To most men who had known him for years, Gregory Wicks was a taciturn and uncommunicative man. Marford was one of the few who knew him. He often thought that this loquacity which Gregory displayed at home was his natural reaction to the hours of silence on the box. Night after night for nearly half a century this old cabman had placed himself under a vow of silence. Once he explained why, and the reason was so inadequate that Marford, who was not easily amused, laughed in spite of himself. Gregory had in a talkative moment allowed a client — he always called his fares “clients” — to wish a counterfeit half-crown upon him. It was a lesson never to be forgotten.

The doctor often came in to chat with the old man, to hear stories of dead and forgotten celebrities whose names were famous in the eighties and the late seventies. As he was leaving, Gregory referred again to his lodger.

“It was a good idea putting up that shutter to keep out the noise, though personally there’s nothing that would stop me sleeping. I sometimes wish he’d be a bit more lively—”

“And come up and have a little chat with you at times?” suggested Marford.

Gregory almost shuddered.

“Not that! I don’t want to chat with anybody, especially strangers. I chat with you because you’ve been God’s-brother-Bill to me, to use a vulgar expression. I don’t say I’d have starved, because I shouldn’t have done. But I’d have lost something that I’d rather die than lose.”

He came down to the door and stood looking out after the doctor, even when Marford was out of sight. The noisy children did not gibe at him, and none of these frowsy ones hurled their inevitable and unprintable jests in his direction. A wandering policeman they would have covered with derision. Only the doctor and Gregory Wicks escaped their grimy humour; the latter because of that ready fist of his, the doctor — well, you never know when the doctor will be called in, and if he’s got a grudge against you who knows what he’ll slip into your medicine? Or suppose he had to use the knife, eh? Nice so-and-so fool you’d look, lying under chloroform with your inn’ards at his mercy! Fear was a governing factor of life in Gallows Court.



Chapter V


Table of Contents


That he had no other friends was good and sufficient reason why Mr. Elk should drop in at odd minutes to discuss with Dr. Marford the criminal tendencies and depravities of that section of the British Empire which lies between the northern end of Victoria Dock Road and the smelly drabness of Silvertown.

Elk called on the evening Janice Harman took her farewell, and found Dr. Marford’s melancholy eyes fixed upon the dreary pageant of Endley Street. They were working overtime in the shipyard, which was almost opposite his surgery, and the din of mechanical riveters would go on during the night. Dr. Marford was so accustomed to this noise that it was hardly noticeable. The sound of drunken songsters, the pandemonium which accompanied amateur pugilism, the shrill din of children playing in the streets — hereabouts they played till midnight — the rumbling of heavy lorries on the way to the Eastern Trading Company’s yard which went on day and night never disturbed his sleep.

“If I was sure this was hell” — Mr. Elk nodded his own gloomy face towards the thoroughfare— “I’d get religion. Not that I don’t say my prayers every night — I do. I pray for the Divisional Inspector, the Area Inspector, the Big Five and the Chief Commissioner; I pray for the Examining Board and all other members of the criminal classes.”

The ghost of a smile illuminated the thin face of Dr. Marford. He was a man of thirty-five who looked older. Spare of build, his greying hair was thin on the top. He wore absurd little sidewhiskers halfway down his cheek, and gold-rimmed spectacles, one lens of which was usually cracked.

For a long time they stood in silence behind the calico curtains, attracting no attention from the passersby, for there was no light in the surgery.

“My idea of hell,” said Elk again.

Dr. Marford laughed softly.

“With its own particular devil, by all accounts,” he said.

Detective-Sergeant Elk permitted himself to guffaw.

“That bunk! Listen, these people believe anything. Funny thing, they don’t read, so they couldn’t have got the idea out of books. It’s one of the — what do you call the word — um — damn it! I’ve got it on the end of my tongue…”

“Legends?”

“That’s it — it’s like the Russians passing through England with the snow on their boots. Everybody’s met the man who saw ‘em, but you never meet him. Every time there’s a murder nobody can explain, you see it in the newspaper bills: ‘The Devil of Tidal Basin,’ an’ even after you’ve pinched the murderer an’ all the earth knows that he never heard of Tidal Basin, or thinks it’s a patent washbowl, they still hang on to the idea. These newspapers! Next summer you’ll have joy-wagons full of American trippers comin’ here. Limehouse has had it, why shouldn’t we?”

A bright young newspaper man had invented the Devil of the Basin. It was the general opinion in Tidal Basin that he wasn’t any too bright either.

“There is a devil — hundreds of ‘em! The waterside crowd wouldn’t think twice of putting me out. They tried one night — Dan Salligan. The flowers I sent to the man when he was in hospital is nobody’s business.”

Dr. Marford moved uncomfortably.

“I’m afraid I helped that legend to grow. The reporter saw me and very — er — indiscreetly, I told him of the patient who used to come to me — he hasn’t been for months, by the way — always came at midnight with his face covered with a mask. It wasn’t good to see the face, I mean. Explosion in a steel works.”

Elk was interested.

“Where does he live?”

The doctor shook his head.

“I don’t know. The reporter tried to find out but couldn’t. He always paid me in gold — a pound a visit, which is forty times more than I get from my regulars.”

Mr. Elk was not impressed. His eyes were fixed upon the squalling larrikins in the roadway.

“Weeds!” he said, and the doctor laughed softly.

“Those ugly little boys are probably great political leaders of the future, or literary geniuses. Tidal Basin may be stiff with mute, inglorious Miltons,” he said.

Sergeant Elk of the Criminal Investigation Department made a noise that expressed his contempt.

“Nine-tenths of that crowd will pass through the hands of me and my successors,” he said drearily, “and all your electric rays won’t stop um! And such of them as don’t finish in Dartmoor will end their days in the workhouse. Why they call it a workhouse, God knows. I’ve never known anybody to work in a workhouse except the staff. You know Mrs. Weston?” he asked suddenly. “A pretty woman. She’s got the only respectable apartment in the Basin. All Ritzy — I went up there when some kids broke her windows. She’s not much good.”

“If she’s not much good,” said Marford, and again that ghost of a smile came and went, “if she’s not much good, I probably know her. If she’s the kind of woman who doesn’t pay her doctor’s bills, I certainly know her. Why do you ask?”

Elk took a cigar from his pocket and bit off the end. It was obviously a good cigar. He had hoarded it so long that it had irregular fringes of leaf. He lit it with great deliberation and puffed enjoyably.

“She was saying that she knew you,” he said, fully two minutes after the question had been asked. “Naturally I said a good word for you.”

“Say a few good words for the clinic,” said the doctor.

“I’m always doing it,” said Sergeant Elk complacently. “You’re wasting your time and other people’s money, but I do it. That’s a pretty nurse you’ve got — Miss Harman. Quigley the reporter’s all goo-ey about her.”

“Yes,” said Dr. Marford quietly.

He rose and pulled down the blind, went to a cupboard, took out a whisky bottle, a siphon and two glasses, and looked inquiringly at the detective.

“I’m off duty,” said Elk, “if a detective is ever off duty.”

He pulled up a chair to the writing table. The doctor was already in his worn leather chair. “Ever read detective stories?” asked Elk.

Dr. Marford shook his head.

At that moment the telephone rang. He took up the instrument, listened for a while, asked a few questions, and put down the receiver.

“That’s why I don’t read detective or any other kind of stories,” he said. “The population of Tidal Basin increases at a terrific rate, but not so rapidly as some people expect.”

He jotted a note down on a little pad.

“That’s a come-at-once call, but I don’t suppose they will require my attention till three o’clock tomorrow morning. Why detective stories?”

Sergeant Elk sipped at his whisky. He was not a man to be rushed into explanation.

“Because,” he said eventually, “I’d like some of these clever Mikes to take my patrol for a couple of months. I saw an American crook play up in the West End the other night. It was all about who-did-it. First of all they introduced you to about twenty characters, told you where they were born and who their fathers were, and what money they wanted and who they were in love with — you couldn’t help knowing that the fellow who did the murder was the red-nosed waiter. But that’s not police work, Dr. Marford. We’re not introduced to the characters in the story; we don’t know one. All we’ve got in a murder case is the dead man. What he is, who his relations are, where he came from, what was his private business — we’ve got to work all that out. We make inquiries here, there and everywhere, digging into slums, asking questions of people who’ve got something to hide.”

“Something to hide?” repeated the doctor.

Elk nodded.

“Everybody’s got something to hide. Suppose you were a married man—”

“Which I am not,” interrupted Marford.

“We’ve got to suppose that,” insisted Elk. “Your wife is abroad. You take a girl into the country…”

The doctor made faint noises of protest.

“We’re supposin’ all this,” conceded Elk. “Such things have happened. And in the morning you look out of your window an’ see a feller cut another feller’s throat. You are a doctor and cannot afford to get your name into the papers. Are you going to the police and tell them what you saw? And are you going to stand up in court and tell them what you were doing out of town and the name of the lady you were with, and take the chance of it getting into all the papers? Or are you going to say nothing? Of course you are! That happens every day. In a murder case everybody has got something to hide, and that’s why it’s harder to get the truth about murder than any other kind of crime. Murder is a spotlight. You’ve got to take the stand and face a defending counsel who’s out to prove that you’re the sort of fellow that no decent jurywoman could ask to meet her young daughter.”

The detective sucked at his cigar for a long time in silence. Then he asked:

“Bit of a mystery, this woman Lorna Weston?”

The doctor’s tired eyes surveyed him thoughtfully.

“I suppose so. They’re all mysteries to me. I can’t remember their names. God, what names they’ve got! Like the patterns of a dull wallpaper — one running into the other. Jackson, Johnson, Thompson, Beckett, Dockett, Duckett, Roon, Doon, Boon…eh? And some without any names at all. I attended a young woman for three months — she was just ‘the young woman upstairs,’ or ‘Miss What’s-her-name.’ Her landlady didn’t know it. She was a waitress working nobody knew where. If she had died I couldn’t have certified her. I called her Miss Smith — had to put some sort of name on the books. What does Mrs. Weston do for a living?”

Mr. Elk made a little grimace.

“Well, you know, she’s…well, she goes West every night all dolled up.”

The doctor nodded.

“There are lots of ’em — a whole colony. Why do they live in this hell shoot? I suppose it’s cheap. And their earnings are not what they were. One girl told me — but you can’t believe ‘em.”

He sighed heavily and sighed again.

“You can’t believe anybody.”

Elk got up, drained his glass and reached for his hat.

“She wanted to know if you were an easy man to get on with. I got an idea she’s a dope-getter. I don’t know why, but I’ve just got that idea. There was a doctor in Silvertown who made a fortune out of it: he spent over a thousand on his defence when I got him to the Old Bailey…”

The doctor went out with him, and they arrived at the street door at an opportune moment.

The earlier sound of the battle had come to them in a confused hubbub of sound as they passed through the disinfected passage. As Marford opened the door he saw two men fighting, surrounded by a crowd. It was a fair fight, both men being well matched in point of physique and equally drunk. But they were too close to the granite kerb of the sidewalk. One of the combatants went down suddenly, and the grey, dusty kerbstone went red.

“Here — you!”

Elk made a grab at the victor and swung him round. The policemen came running and plunged through the crowd.

“Take this man.”

Elk handed over his dazed prisoner and shouldered his way through the tightly packed knot of people that surrounded the man on the kerb.

“Get him inside the doctor’s shop. Lift him…”

They carried the limp thing into the surgery and Dr. Marford made a brief examination whilst Mr. Elk bustled the bearers into the street.

“Well?” he asked when he came back. “Hospital case, isn’t it?”

Marford was fixing an enormous pad of gauze and cottonwool to the head of the white-faced man.

“Yes. Do you mind ringing the ambulance? Two shillings’ worth of surgical dressings and I don’t get a cent for it. You can’t sue their relations — they need the money for a swell funeral. Everybody has to go into black, and that costs money.”

Elk screwed up his lips painfully.

“Is he booked?” he asked, looking at the figure with the awed curiosity which the living have for the dead.

“I should think so: compound fracture of the occiput. Get him to the London and they may do something. It costs me ten shillings a week just for surgical dressings. I’ll tell you something, and you can arrest me. If I get ’em alone, I go through their pockets and take the cost of the dressing. But usually they’ve got some howling women with ’em who won’t leave ‘em. ‘When pain and anguish wring the brow,’ eh?”

The ambulance came noisily and the patient was taken away.

It was an incident not worth remembering — except for two shillings’ worth of dressing that would never be liquidated.

The doctor closed the door upon Mr. Elk, and went back to his books and his thoughts. Two inconvenient new lives were coming to Tidal Basin. The district nurses would call him in good time. Inconvenient…the children of an unemployable labourer and a father who was resting in one of His Majesty’s prisons.

As to this Lorna Weston…

He knew her, of course. She often passed the surgery on her way to the provisions store next door, and once or twice she had come in to see him. A pretty woman, though her mouth was a trifle hard and straight. He never confessed to Elk that he knew anybody. Elk was a detective and respected no confidences.

There was a phone call from Elk. The fighter had died on admission to hospital. The doctor was not surprised. An inquest, of course.

“We shall want you as a witness,” said Elk’s voice. “He’s a dock labourer from Poplar — a man named Stephens.”

“How thrilling!” said the doctor, hung up the receiver and went back to his book — the intrigues of Louis’s court, the scheming Polignacs and the profitable machinations of Madame de Lamballe.

He heard the shrill call of the doorbell, looked plaintively round, finally rose and went to the door. The night had come down blackly; the pavement outside was glistening: you do not hear the rain falling in the East End.

“Are you Dr. Marford?”

The woman who stood in the doorway exhaled the faint fragrance of some peculiarly delicate perfume. Her voice, thin for the moment with anxiety, had the quality of culture. She was a stranger; he had never heard that voice before.

“Yes. Will you come in?”

The surgery had no other light than the reading-lamp on the desk. He felt that she would have had it this way.

She wore a leather motoring coat and a little tight-fitting hat. She unfastened the coat hurriedly as though she were hot or had some difficulty in breathing. Under the coat she wore a neat blue costume. From some vague clue, he thought she was American. A lady undoubtedly, having no association with Tidal Basin, unless she was a passenger on the Moroccan boat which sailed with the tide from Shrimp Wharf.

“Is he — is he dead?” she asked jerkily, and in her dark eyes he read an unconquerable fear.

“Is who dead?”

He was puzzled; searched his mind rapidly for patients in extremis and could find none but old Sully, the marine store dealer, who had been dying for eighteen months.

“The man — he was brought here…after the fight. A policeman told me.. they were fighting in the street and he was brought here.”

She stood, her hands clasped, her thin body bent forward towards him, breathless.

“A man?…Oh, yes; he’s dead, I’m afraid.”

Dr. Marford was for the moment bewildered. How could she be interested in the fate of one Stephens, dock labourer, of Poplar?

“Oh, my God!”

She whispered the words, dropped for a second. Dr. Marford’s arm went round her and assisted her to a chair.

“Oh, my God!” she said again and began to cry.

He looked at her helplessly, not knowing for whom he could frame a defence — for the dead or the living.

“It was a fair fight as far as one could see,” he said awkwardly. “The man fell…hit his head on the sharp edge of the kerb…”

“I begged him not to go near him,” she said a little wildly. “I begged him! When he telephoned to say he was on his track and had traced him here…I came by cab…I implored him to come back.”

All this and more came incoherently. Dr. Marford had to guess what she said. Some of the words were drowned in sobs. He went to his medicine shelf and took down a bottle labelled “Ap. Am. Arm.,” poured a little into a medicine glass and added water.

“You drink this and tell me all about it,” he said authoritatively.

She told him more than she would have told her confessor. Sorrow, remorse, the crushing tragedy of fear removed all inhibitions. The doctor listened, looking down at her, twiddling the stem of the medicine glass in his fingers.

Presently he spoke.

“This man Stephens was a dock labourer — a heavy fellow, six feet tall at least. A fair-haired man. The other man was a young fellow of twenty something. I only saw him for a second when he was in the hands of the police. He had a light, almost a white, moustache—”

She stared up at him.

“Fair…a young man…”

Dr. Marford held the glass out to her.

“Drink this; you’re hysterical. I hate telling you so.”

But she pushed the glass aside.

“Stephens — are you sure? Two, well, two ordinary men?…”

“Two labourers — both drunk. It’s not unusual in this neighbourhood. We have an average of two fights a night. On Saturday nights — six. It’s a dull place and they have to do something.”

The colour was coming back to her face. She hesitated, reached for the glass, swallowed its contents and made a wry face.

“Sal volatile…beastly!”

She wiped her lips with a handkerchief she took from her bag and rose unsteadily to her feet.

“I’m sorry, Doctor. I’ve been a nuisance. I suppose if I offered to pay you for your time you’d be offended.”

“I charge ten cents for a consultation,” he said gravely, and she smiled.

“How accommodating you are! You think I am American? I am, of course, though I’ve lived in England since — oh, for a long time. Thank you, Doctor. Have I talked a lot of nonsense, and, if I have, will you forget it?”

Dr. Marford’s thin face was in the shadow: he was standing between her and the lamp.

“I won’t promise that; but I will not repeat it,” he said.

She did not give him her name: he was wholly incurious. When he offered to walk with her until she found a cab, she declined his escort. He stood in the drizzling rain and watched her out of sight.

Police-Constable Hartford came from the direction she had taken and stopped to speak.

“They say that Stephens is dead. Well, if they will drink, they must expect trouble. I’ve never regretted taking the pledge myself — I’ll be Chief Templar in our lodge this summer if Gawd spares me. I sent a young lady; she was makin’ inquiries about Stephens. I didn’t know he was gone or I’d have told her.”

“Thank you, for not telling her,” said Marford.

He was shy of P.C. Hartford, who was notoriously loquacious and charged with strange long words.

He locked the door and went back to his book, but the corruptions and permutations of Madame de Lamballe interested him no more.

Pulling up the surgery blind, he looked out into the deserted street. There was some sort of movement in progress under the shadow of the wall which encircles the premises of the Eastern Trading Company.

He saw a man and a woman talking. There was light enough from the street standard to reveal this much. The man was in evening dress, which was curious. The white splash of his shirt front was plainly visible. Even waiters do not wear their uniform in Tidal Basin.

Dr. Marford went out and opened the street door as the man and the woman walked in opposite directions. Then he saw the third of the trio. He was moving towards the man in evening dress, following him quickly. The doctor saw the first man stop and turn. There was an exchange of words and a scuffle. The man in dress clothes went down like a log, the second bent over him and went on quickly and disappeared under the railway arch which crosses Endley Street, opposite the Eastern Company’s main gateway.

Dr. Marford watched, fascinated, was on the point of crossing to see what had happened to the inanimate heap on the pavement, when the man got up and lit a cigarette.

The clock struck ten.
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Louis Landor looked down at the hateful thing he had struck to the earth. He lay very still and the hate in Landor’s heart was replaced by a sudden horror. He glanced across the road. Immediately opposite was a doctor’s surgery — a red light burned dimly from a bracket-lamp before the house to advertise the profession of its occupant. He saw the door was open and somebody was standing there. Should he go for help? The idea came and went. His own safety was in question. He hurried along in the shadow of the high wall and had reached the railway arch, when right ahead of him appeared the shadowy figure of a policeman, and the policeman was coming his way. He looked round for some way of escape. There were two great gates on his right and in one a small wicket door. In his panic he pushed the door and it yielded. By some miracle it had been left unfastened. In a second he was inside, felt for the bolt and pushed it home. The policeman passed without being conscious of his presence.

P.C. Hartford was at that moment composing a little speech which he intended to deliver at the next lodge meeting, where matters of very considerable interest were to be discussed. His thoughts being so centred, it was not unlikely that he should miss seeing the fugitive.

A certain Harry Lamborn, who was by trade a general larcenist, and who at that moment was standing in the shelter of a deeply-recessed door on the opposite side of the road, had less excuse, except that his eye was on the approaching copper and that he had little interest in ordinary civilians. That night he had certain plans connected with No. 7 warehouse of the Eastern Trading Company, and he was waiting for P.C. Hartford to reach the end of his beat and return before he put them into operation.

He watched the constable’s leisurely stride, drew back still farther into the recess which afforded him freedom from observation and protection from the falling rain, and transferred a collapsible jemmy from one pocket to another for greater comfort.

Hartford could not help seeing the man in evening dress. He stood squarely in the middle of the sidewalk, wiping the mud from his black overcoat. Instantly Hartford descended from the dais of Vice-Templar and became a human police constable.

“Had a fall, sir?” he asked cheerfully.

The man turned a goodlooking face to the officer and smiled. Yet he was not wholly amused, for his hands were trembling violently and the whiteness of his lips was in odd contrast to his sunburnt face. And when he spoke he was so breathless that the words came in gasps. Rain had been falling; there was a brown, muddy patch on his overcoat. He looked backward, the way he had come, and seemed relieved when he saw nobody.

“Have I had a fall?” he repeated. “Well, I think I have.”

He looked past the constable. “Did you see the man?”

Police-Constable Hartford looked back along the deserted stretch of pavement.

“Which man?” he asked, and the other seemed surprised.

“He went your way; he must have passed you.”

Hartford shook his head.

“No, sir, nobody’s passed me.”

The white-lipped man was sceptical.

“Did he do anything?” asked Hartford.

“Did he do anything?” The stranger had a trick of repeating questions and tinging them with contempt. “He punched me in the jaw, if that’s anything. I played possum.” His face twisted in a smile. “Scared him — I hope.”

He gave a certain emphasis to the last words. Police-Constable Hartford surveyed him with greater interest.

“Would you like to charge the man?” he asked.

The other was fixing his white silk neckcloth and shook his head.

“Do you think you could find him if I charged him?” he asked sarcastically. “No; let him go.”

“A stranger to you, sir?”

P.C. Hartford had not handled a case for a month and was loath to let his fingers slide off the smooth edge of this.

“No; I know him.”

“There’s a bad crowd about here,” began Hartford. “A drunken, dissipated — —”

“I know him, I tell you.” The stranger was impatient.

He dived his hand into an inside pocket, took out a silver case and opened it. P.C. Hartford stood by while the man lit his cigarette, and noticed that the hand which held the patent lighter was shaking.

“Here’s a drink for you.”

Hartford bridled, and waved aside the proffered coin.

“I neither touch, taste nor ‘andle,” he said virtuously, and stood ready to pass on his majestic way.

The stranger unbuttoned his coat and felt in his waistcoat pocket.

“Lost anything?”

“Nothing,” said the other with satisfaction.

He blew a cloud of smoke, nodded, and they separated.

The man in evening dress came slowly to where a granite-paved roadway bisected the path before the gates of the Eastern Trading Company. The thief in the covered doorway saw him take his cigarette from his mouth, drop it on the pavement and put his foot upon it. And then, suddenly and without warning, he saw the white-faced man stagger; his knees gave from under him and he went down with a crash to the sidewalk.

Lamborn was an opportunist — saw here a gift from heaven in the shape of a drunken swell; looked left and right, and crossed the road with stealthy footsteps. He did not see Hartford moving towards him in the shadow of the wall. Lamborn flicked open the coat of the stricken man, dived in his hand and found a notecase. His fingers hooked to a watchguard; he pulled both out with a simultaneous jerk and then saw the running policeman. To be arrested on suspicion is one thing; to be found in possession of stolen property is another. Lamborn’s hand jerked up to the high wall which surrounded the company’s yard, and he turned to fly. Half a dozen paces he took, and then the hand of the law fell on him, and the familiar “Here, you!” came hatefully to his ears. He struggled impotently. Mr. Lamborn had never learned the first lesson of criminality, which is to go quietly.

Hartford thrust him against the wall, and then saw somebody crossing the road, and remembered the man lying under the lamppost as he recognised the figure.

“Doctor — that gentleman’s hurt. Will you have a look at him?”

Dr. Marford had seen the stranger fall and stooped gingerly by his side.

“Keep quiet, will yer?” said Hartford indignantly to his struggling prisoner.

His whistle sounded shrilly in the night. There were moments when even Lamborn grew intelligent.

“All right, it’s a cop,” he said sullenly, and ceased to struggle.

It was at that moment that the policeman heard an exclamation from the stooping, peering doctor.

“Constable — this man is dead — stabbed!”

He held up his hands for the policeman’s inspection. In the light of the standard Hartford saw they were red with blood.

Elk, who was at the end of the street keeping a spieling house under observation, heard the whistle and came flying towards the sound. Every kennel in Tidal Basin heard it and was drawn. Men and women forfeited their night’s rest rather than lose the thrill of experience; when they heard it was no less than murder they purred gratefully that their enterprise was rewarded. They came trickling out like rats from their burrows. There was a crowd almost before the uniformed police arrived to control it.

When Elk came back from ‘phoning the divisional surgeon the doctor was washing his hands in a bucket of water that the policeman had brought for him.

“Mason’s at the station; he’s coming along.”

“Here, Elk, what’s the idea of holding me?”

Lamborn’s voice was pained and hurt. He stood, a wretchedly garbed figure of uncouth manhood, between two towering policemen, but his spirit was beyond suppression.

“I’ve done nothing, have I? This rozzer pinched me—”

“Shut up,” said Elk, not unkindly. “Mr. Mason will be along in a minute.”

Lamborn groaned.

“Him!” he almost howled. “Sympathetic Mason, what a night for a party!”

Chief Detective Inspector Mason was visiting his area that night, and was in the police station when the call was put through. He came in the long, powerful police tender with a host of detectives, and a testy and elderly police surgeon. Dr. Rudd was a police surgeon because it offered him the maximum interest for the minimum of labour. He was a bachelor, with an assured income from investments, but he liked the authority which his position gave him; liked to see policemen touching their helmets to him as he passed them on the street; was impressed by the support he received from magistrates when he declared as having been drunk influential people who brought their own doctors from Harley Street to prove that they suffered from nothing more vicious than shellshock.

He knew Dr. Marford slightly, and favoured him with a cold nod; resented his being in the case at all, for the penny doctor was one of the poor relations of the profession, not the kind of man one would call into a consultation, supposing Dr. Rudd called in anybody.

He made a careful examination of the still figure.

“Dead, of course,” he said.

He gave the impression that, had he arrived a little earlier, the tragedy might have been averted.

“There is a knife wound,” began Marford, “which penetrated—”

“Yes, yes,” said Dr. Rudd impatiently. “Of course. Naturally.”

He looked at Mr. Mason.

“Dead,” he said. “I will make an examination. Obviously a knife wound. Death was probably instantaneous.”

He looked at Marfod.

“Were you here when it happened?”

“Soon after,” said Marford; “a minute after — probably less than that.”

“Ah, then,” said Dr. Rudd, his hands in his pockets, his legs apart, “you’ll be able to tell us something—”

Mason intervened. He was a bald man, with a humorous eye and a deep, unctuous voice.

“Yes, yes, we’ll see all about that, Doctor.”

He showed no resentment at this attempt to usurp his function; was almost jovial in the face of an impertinence which was not an unusual experience when Dr. Rudd was in a case.

“We’ll see all about that. Doctor—”

“Marford.”

“Doctor Marford, you were here when the murder was committed or soon after: you’ll be able to tell us something, I’m sure. But now naturally you’re a little upset.”

Marford smiled and shook his head. “There’s nothing I can tell you, Mr. Mason, except that I saw the man fall.”

“I’m detaining this man, sir.” It was Hartford, stiffly saluting, more important than a Chief Commissioner on his first case.

Mason bent down over the body and let the powerful rays of his handlamp pry into ugly places.

“Where is the knife?” he asked. “We want to look after that.”

“There is no knife,” said Elk, with gloomy satisfaction.

“Excuse me, sir.” P.C. Hartford, unrebuffed, stood regimentally stiff: accuser, prosecutor and expositor all in one. “I’ve got a man here detained in custody.”

Mason became aware of his humble subordinate, took him in from the rose on the crest of his helmet to the toes of his large, polished boots.

“He should be at the police station,” he said gently.

It was Elk who explained.

“I kept the man here, sir, till you arrived.”

Mr. Mason put his little finger in his ear and twiddled it impatiently.

“All right,” he said. “It’s a pleasure to know that everything is being done in strict accordance with the rules of procedure. You seem to have a nice bunch of highly intelligent police officers in your division, Inspector.”

He addressed Divisional Inspector Bray, who accompanied him; but Bray had no sense of humour, and was entirely oblivious of sarcasm.

“They’re a pretty useful lot,” he said complacently.

Mr. Mason looked at the body at his feet, and thence to the man held between the two policemen, and back to the body again.

“No knife…You might search the body, will you, Elk? Help him, will you, Shale? Thank you.”

He peered round at the crowd, and there were a few who, desiring at the moment to escape his scrutiny, melted quietly into the darkness.

At any rate he had seemed oblivious of the presence of Dr. Marford, who was silent in an atmosphere charged with hostility to penny doctors. Suddenly Elk lugged something from beneath the body.

“Here you are, sir.”

It was a knife sheath, and at the moment was not pleasant to handle. Mr. Mason found an old envelope in his pocket and took it carefully.

“Is the knife there?”

“No.”

Bray had joined the search party and was emphatic on the point. They had moved the body slightly.

“No knife.” Mason looked up at the high wall. “It might have been thrown over there,” he mused.

“Excuse me, sir.” Constable Hartford froze to attention.

“Wait,” said Mason. “Now tell me, Doctor, what did you see?”

He addressed Marford, who, brought suddenly into the ambit of publicity, stammered and was ill at ease.

“I came out of my surgery” — he pointed awkwardly— “that place with the red light. I — er — heard two men fighting — I thought I heard a little altercation before then — and I went in and got my hat and mackintosh—”

“So you’d have a better view of the fight, eh, Doctor?” Mason smiled blandly.

Marford could return the smile now.

“Not exactly,” he said. “Fights are not a novelty in this particular neighbourhood. I was going out to see a case — a maternity case. When I came out I heard the commotion. The policeman was arresting a man when I came over—”

“Wait,” said Mason sharply. “You saw two men fighting — could you distinguish them?”

“Not plainly,” Marford shook his head, “although they were opposite my surgery.”

“Very handy for them,” said Mason. “Was one of them this man?”

Marford could not swear. He was rather inclined to think it was. He was certain one of them was in evening dress.

“You don’t know him?”

Marford shook his head again.

“I should think he’s a stranger in this neighbourhood; I’ve never seen him here before. When I saw him lying on the ground I thought that it was a resumption of the fight I had witnessed.”

Mr. Mason whistled softly, fixing his eyes just under the doctor’s chin. Marford thought his collar was awry and put up his hand, but that was a practice of Mr. Mason, who was sometimes called “Sympathetic Mason.”

“Hartford.” He beckoned the constable forward. “What did you see?”

P.C. Hartford saluted.

“Sir,” said the constable punctiliously, “I had seen the deceased—”

A look of weariness passed across the face of Mr. Mason. He was not sympathetic with loquacious constables.

“Yes, yes, my boy, but you’re not in court now, you know. You needn’t call him ‘the deceased.’ I don’t mind what you call him. You saw him before he fell?”

P.C. Hartford saluted again.

“Yes, sir, I saw him. He stopped me when I was passing and asked me if I’d met a man he’d had an argument with. I said ‘No.’”

“Did he describe the man?”

“No, sir,” said Hartford.

“He said nothing else?”

Hartford thought for a long time, and then repeated, as best he could remember, all that the white-faced man had said.

“You didn’t meet his assailant — I mean, you weren’t dreaming about the beer you were going to have for supper?”

P.C. Hartford was prepared with an indignant repudiation, but swallowed it.

“No, sir. A few minutes later, when I came back this way, I saw him lying under the lamp, and I saw another man walking away and I stopped him. Then I saw the doctor coming across. By this time I’d arrested Lamborn, who tried to run away.”

“Oh, no!” said Mason, pained.

Mr. Lamborn grew voluble. He was running for a doctor, he protested.

“The man was on the ground before you touched him: is that what you’re suggesting?” asked Mason.

The prisoner not only suggested but swore to this fact. He had a witness, a woman who carried a can in her hand. She might have preferred to remain anonymous, but that natural sense of justice which is the possession of poor and innocent people overcame her modesty. She was haled forward into the clear circle. She was a respectable woman. She had seen the man fall, had been a witness of Lamborn going across to him. If she had any private views as to the motive for his attentions she wisely restrained them.

Mason looked at her thoughtfully.

“What is in that can?” he asked.

There was a lid to the can. All her inclinations were against satisfying his curiosity, but she had a respect for the law and told the truth.

“Beer.”

Mason seemed oblivious of the dead man behind him, of the thief in custody, and of the very existence of secret murderers who stalked their prey on the highway.

“Beer — that’s funny.” A clock chimed half-past ten. “Why are you carrying beer about the street at half-past ten, Mrs.—”

Her name was Albert. She had no explanation for the beer, except, she explained tremulously, that she was taking it home. There was a sympathetic murmur in the crowd. An anonymous revolutionary said “Leave the woman alone!” There are always voices that offer the same advice to policemen in all parts of the world in similar circumstances.

P.C. Hartford was desperate. He had something to say — something vital, a solution which would sweep aside all the cobwebs of mystery which surrounded the pitiful heap lying under the electric light standard and yielding very little to the busy men who were searching it.

“I wanted to say, sir, that I saw this man throwing something over the wall.”

Mason looked at the wall, as though he expected it to give confirmation of this statement.

“Lamborn, you mean?” He glanced keenly at the thief and jerked his head significantly. “Take him away,” he said; “I’ll see him at the station.”

Mr. Lamborn went between two policemen, hurling back sanguinary defiance. There is something of a terrier in the habitual crook: he stands up to punishment most gallantly.

“I’ll see you at the station, too, ma’am,” said Mason.

Mrs. Albert nearly dropped her can in her agitation. She was a married woman with four children, and had never entered a police station in her life.

“It’s never too late to learn,” said Mason sympathetically.

Another ambulance came, one of the baser kind, hand-pushed, and then a police car, with photographers, cheerful fingerprint experts and men of the Identification Bureau. Wilful murder lost its romance and passed into its business stage.

“Just plain murder,” said Mason to his subordinates as he moved towards his car. “One or two queer features about it, though.”

And then through the crowd came a woman. He thought she was a girl, but in the cruel light of the arc lamp saw that she had left girlhood a long way behind her. She was white-faced, wide-eyed, a ghost of a woman; her trembling lips parted, for the moment inarticulate. She stared from one to the other. Dr. Marford, from the shadows, watched her curiously; knew her for Lorna Weston, a lady of uncertain profession.

“Is it — he?”

Her voice, starting as a croak, ended in a wail.

“Who are you?” Mason stood squarely before her.

“I’m — I live around here.” She spoke spasmodically; every sentence seemed an effort. “He came to see me tonight, and I warned him…of the danger. You see, I — I know my husband. He’s a devil! I somehow know it.”

“Your husband killed this man, eh?”

She tried to push past him, but he held her back with some difficulty, for fear had given this frail body the strength of a man.

“Steady, steady, my girl. It may not be your friend at all. What’s his name?”

“Donald—” She checked herself. “May I see him?…I’ll tell you.”

But Mr. Mason must proceed methodically, in the way of his kind, consolidating the foundations of fact.

“This is what you say, that this man came to visit you tonight, and you warned him against your husband. Now, is your husband living in this area?”

She looked at him blankly. He realised that her mind was not upon his questions and repeated it.

“Yes,” she said. There was a certain defiance in her voice.

“Where does your husband live? What’s his name?”

She was moving from side to side, and stooped once to look under his arm at the still thing on the ground,

“Let me see him,” she pleaded. “I shan’t faint…it may not be he. I’m sure it’s not he. Let me see him!” Her voice was a whine now.

Mr. Mason nodded to Elk, and Elk took her by the arm and led her to where the man lay, half in and half out of the circle of light. She looked down, speechless; opened her lips but could say nothing. And then:

“Donald…he did it! The swine! The murderer!”

She stopped speaking. Elk felt her sagging away from him and caught her round the waist. The Tidal Basin crowd watched the drama. It was well worth the loss of a night’s sleep.

Mason looked round, caught Marford’s eye and beckoned him forward.

“Do you mind taking this woman to the station? I think it’s only a faint.”

Dr. Marford protested wearily. He and a policeman carried the woman to a closed police car and they drove off. Outside a chemist’s shop at the end of Basin Street, Marford stopped the car and sent the constable to ring the night bell; but the restorative he secured did not bring the woman back to consciousness. She was still silent when he got her to the station.

Mr. Mason, waiting for the return of the car, delivered himself of certain observations.

“There’s murder plain and murder coloured,” he said to the patient Inspector Bray. “This is murder plain. No music, no fireworks, no lady’s boudoir, nothing sexy. A man stabbed to death under three pairs of eyes and nobody saw the murderer. No knife, no motive, no clue, no name of the dear departed.”

“The woman,” began Bray, “talked about a devil—”

“Let’s keep religion out of it,” said Mason wearily. “Who was the man that threw the knife, and how did he get it back again? That’s the mystery that’s beating me.”
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Quigley, crime man of the Post-Courier and arch-inventor of devils, telephoned through to his newspaper:

“The devil of Tidal Basin is again abroad. This slinking and sinister shadow passed unseen through deserted Endley Street and left a dead man sprawling upon the sidewalk, stabbed to the heart. Whence he came, whither he went, none knows. Under the eyes of three independent witnesses, including Mrs. Albert, the wife of the night watchman at the Eastern Trading Company, Dr. Warley” (names were Quigley’s weak point), “a highly respected medical practitioner, and Police-Constable Hartford, an innocent pedestrian was seen to stagger and fall. When the horrified spectators reached his side they were dumbfounded to see that he was stabbed. The identity of the murdered man has not yet been established. Who was this stranger in evening dress, wandering in the purlieus of Tidal Basin? What ruthless hand destroyed him, and in what mysterious manner did the unseen murderer make his escape? These are the questions which Central Detective Mason has to solve. Mason, one of the Big Five, was fortunately in the neighbourhood, and immediately took charge of the case. A man has been detained, but is he the devil of Tidal Basin?”

(“Cut out all that devil stuff,” said the night editor as he handed the copy to a sub. “It’s been overworked.”)

Elk came to the police station and into the inspector’s room, where Mason was sitting, ten minutes after his chief arrived. He laid two articles on the table before the great man.

“That night watchman takes a lot of waking. By the way, he’s the husband of Mrs. Albert—”

“The woman with the beer?”

Elk nodded.

“I found these in the yard — obviously Lamborn threw them over when he saw the policeman.”

He enumerated his finds.

“Notebook and watch; glass broken, watch stopped at ten p.m. Swiss made, and has the name of a Melbourne jeweller on the face.”

Mason examined the watch.

“Careful,” warned Elk. “There’s a smudgy thumbprint on the back.”

Mason shifted his chair a little, and invited Elk by a gesture to draw another up to his side.

“What else?” he asked.

Elk took from an inside pocket a quantity of loose paper money and put it on the table. The pocket-case, which also contained a memorandum book, he opened, and extracted two new banknotes, each for a hundred pounds. On their backs was the stamp of the Maida Vale branch of the Midland Bank; it was a round rubber stamp, and in the centre was a date line.

“Issued yesterday.”

“If he’d got an account there—” began Elk.

Mason shook his head.

“He hadn’t. You don’t draw hundred-pound notes out of your own account and carry them about with you. You draw them out because you want to send them away. You couldn’t change a hundred-pound note in London without running the risk of being arrested. No, these notes were drawn from somebody else’s account and given to him. Which means that he hasn’t a banking account of his own or they’d have been paid in. Therefore he’s not in trade, or he’d have a banking account.”

Elk sniffed.

“Sounds like the well-known Shylock Holmes to me,” he said.

He was a contemporary of Mason’s who had missed promotion, and his sarcasms were licensed. “What else?” asked Mason.

“Visiting-cards — any number of them.” Elk took them out and laid them on the table. Mason examined them carefully. There were addresses in Birmingham and Leicester and London, but a large proportion of them were the visiting cards of people who had a permanent address in South Africa.

“All the same colour,” he said. “They’ve all been collected within a couple of months. That means he’s been a sea voyage lately — it’s extraordinary how people give away their cards to perfect strangers when they’re taking an ocean trip.”

He looked at the backs of one or two of them; there were pencilled notes. One said: “£10,000 a year”; another: “Made a lot of money in Namaqualand Diamonds; staying Ritz, London.”

Mason smiled.

“I’ll give you two guesses as to what his trade is.” He picked up a third card; this time the inscription on the back was in ink: “Cheque stopped; Adam & Sills.”

“I’ll give you one guess now. He’s a crook and a cardsharp. Adam & Sills are the lawyers who do the barking for these kind of birds. That places him. Now we’ll find his name. Get on to the Yard, tell ’em to call every hotel, big and small, in the West End, and find if a man has arrived there from abroad. Say that his first name is Donald. You’ll find out where he came from — —”

“Cape Town,” said Elk.

Mason nodded. “I expected that. How do you know?”

“His boots are new; they’ve got a tag to them, ‘Cleghorn, Adderley Street.’”

“Then make it South Africa,” said Mason. Elk was halfway across the room when Mason shouted him back.

“Ask the bureau to give you the name, private address and telephone number of the manager of the Maida Vale branch of the Midland Bank. Wait a minute, don’t rush me — tell the bureau to get on to the manager and find if he remembers on whose account two notes for a hundred pounds” — he scribbled down the numbers on a slip of paper and handed them to Elk— “were issued, and, if possible, to whom they were issued. I’ve got an idea we shan’t discover that.”

When Elk returned, Mr. Mason was sitting, chin in hand, his heavy, round face more than ordinarily blank. “I’ll see Lamborn,” he said.

Mr. Lamborn was brought from the detention-room, voluble and truculent.

“If there’s a law in this country — —” he began.

“There isn’t,” said Mr. Mason genially. “You’ve broken ’em all. Sit down, Harry.”

Mr. Lamborn looked at him suspiciously. “You goin’ to be sympathetic?” he asked. The glamour of legend surrounded Mr. Mason. He was indeed a sympathetic man, and under the genial influence of his understanding and sympathetic heart many wrongdoers had, with misguided confidence, told him much more than they ever intended to tell, a fact which they had bitterly regretted when they stood before a jury and heard their frankness exploited with disastrous effect.

Mason beamed.

“I can’t be wicked with you fellows — naturally I can’t.” His voice was at its most unctuous. “Life’s a bit difficult for all of us, and I know just how hard it is for some of you birds to get an honest living.”

“I dessay,” said Lamborn icily.

“You never do any harm, Harry” — Mr. Mason laid his hand upon the other’s knee and patted it softly— “by telling the police all you know. It isn’t much, because, if you knew enough to come in out of the rain, you wouldn’t be thieving for a living. But this is a case of murder.”

“Nobody says I did it,” said Lamborn quickly.

“Nobody says so at the moment,” agreed Mr. Mason pleasantly; “but you never can tell what stories get around. You know Tidal Basin, Harry — they’d swear your life away for a slice of pineapple. Now let’s be perfectly open and above-board.”

He leaned back in his chair and surveyed the other with fatherly benevolence.

“The constable saw you go over to this man and put your hand in his pocket, take out a pocketbook and possibly a watch. When you were detected you threw them over the wall, where they have since been found by Detective-Sergeant Elk. Isn’t that so, Elk?”

“I know nothing about ‘em,” said Lamborn loudly, and Mr. Mason shook his head with a sad smile.

“You saw this fellow fall and you thought he was soused. You went over and you dipped him for his clock and pack.”

“I don’t understand what you’re talking about,” said Mr. Lamborn rapidly. “I’ve never heard such expressions in me life.”

“Let me put it in plain English,” said Mason gently. “You put your hand in his pocket and took out his pocket-case and his watch.”

“That,” said Lamborn emphatically, “is a damn dirty lie’.”

Mr. Mason sighed, and looked at Elk despairingly.

“What can you do with ‘em?” he asked.

“I don’t want none of your sympathy,” said the ungracious Lamborn. “There’s too many people in stir through listening to your smarming. I see the gentleman fall and I went over to render him assistance.”

“Medical assistance, I’m sure,” murmured Mason, “you being an M.D. of Dartmoor and having learnt first aid at Wormwood Scrubs. Now come across, Harry. You can save me a lot of trouble by telling the truth.”

“I—” began Lamborn

“Wait a moment.” The reservoir of Mr. Mason’s urbanity was running low and his voice was a little sharper. “If you’ll tell me the truth I’ll undertake not to charge you. I shall hold you as a Crown witness—”

“Look here, Mr. Mason,” said Lamborn hotly, “what sort of a can do you think I am? I’ve been treated disgraceful since I’ve been at this station. They stripped me naked and took all me clothes away. They haven’t even a sense of decency! Give me these old duds to put on. And why did they take me clothes away? To frame up evidence by puttin’ stuff in me pocket — I know the police!”

Mason sighed, and when he spoke it was very deliberately and offensively.

“If you had a little more brains you’d be halfwitted,” he said. “That’s not an original remark, but it applies. There are men twice as sane as you living in padded cells. You poor, ignorant gutter scum, don’t you understand that your clothes were taken away to see if there was any blood on them, and that your dirty hands were examined for the same reason? And don’t you realise that a man of my rank wouldn’t trouble even to spit at you if he hadn’t a very good reason? I don’t want you for murder — get that into your sawdust. I don’t even want you for robbery. I want you to tell me the truth: did you, or did you not, dip this man when he was lying on the ground? And if you tell me the truth I’ll otter no against you. Let me tell you this.” He leaned forward and tapped the other’s knee with a heavy knuckle. “You won’t be able to understand it, but I’m doing my duty when I tell you. The whole of this case may swing upon whether you make a voluntary statement that you took this man’s pocket-case out of his pocket — the watch doesn’t matter — whilst he was lying on the ground, or that you did not.”

“I didn’t,” said Lamborn loudly. “I defy you to prove it!”

The chief inspector groaned.

“Take him away before I forget myself,” he said simply.

Elk gripped the arm of his prisoner and marched him to the desk.

“You fool,” he said en route, “why didn’t you speak?”

Lamborn snorted.

“Why didn’t I speak?” he demanded scornfully. “Blimey, look what I’m getting for saying nothin’!”

A minute later he was charged before an apathetic station-sergeant, and went noisily to the cells.

Elk came back to his chief with information that had come through whilst the charge was in progress.

“The two notes were issued on the account of Mr. Louis Landor, of Teign Court, Maida Vale. Landor is either an American or has lived in America. He’s an engineer, a fairly rich man, and drew out another three thousand pounds this morning — he’s going abroad.”

“Bon voyage to him,” said Mason, in a cynical humour. “Going abroad, is he?”

He gazed at the knife-sheath lying on a sheet of paper before him, and pointed with his little finger to ornate initials engraved on a small gold plate.

“L.L. — They may stand for Leonard Lowe: on the other hand, they may stand for Louis Landor.’

“Who’s Leonard Lowe?” asked Elk, momentarily dense.

“There is no such person,” said the superintendent patiently. “Listen, Elk — living in Tidal Basin hasn’t sharpened your wits, has it? I’ll be moving you to the West End soon—’C’ Division. You’ll shine amongst that batch of suckers.”

He got up from the table and walked heavily through the charge-room to the little apartment which the police matron used as a duty-room, lay Lorna Weston; her face was pale, her lips colourless.

“She might be dead,” said Mason.

Dr. Marford sighed, took out his cheap American watch and looked at it.

“So might be quite a large number of my patients,” he said listlessly. “I don’t know whether you’re interested in the phenomena of life and death, Mr. Mason — my own interest is strictly professional — but at this moment there is a lady waiting for me—”

“Yes, yes,” interrupted Mason good-humouredly. “We forget nothing. I’ve arranged for your district nurse to phone you through to the station. We’ll have to do something with this woman.”

He looked dubiously down at the still figure on the bed, moved slightly the blanket that covered her and felt her hand.

“She’s a dope?” he asked.

Dr. Marford nodded.

“I found a hypodermic in her bag,” he said.

“Rudd thinks she should be taken a hospital or infirmary.”

Marford assented reluctantly. Here was the inevitable key witness, and he was loath to leave her out of his sight.

Rudd came bustling in importantly.

“I’ve fixed a bed at the infirmary,” he said. “Of course they told me they had no accommodation, but as soon as I mentioned my name—” He smiled jovially at Marford. “Now if it had been you dear fellow—”

“I shouldn’t have asked. I should simply have taken the case there and they’d have had to find a bed for her,” said Marford.

Dr. Rudd was a little ruffled.

“Yes, yes; but that is hardly the way, is it? I mean, there are certain professional — um — courtesies to be observed. The resident surgeon is a friend of mine, as it happens — Grennett; he was with me at Guy’s.”

He dropped Marford as being unworthy of his confidence, and addressed the superintendent.

“I’m getting the ambulance down right away.”

“Have you seen the man again?” asked Mason.

“The man?” Dr. Rudd frowned. “Oh, you mean the dead man? Yes. Your Mr. Elk was there, searching him. I made one or two observations which I think may be useful to you, Superintendent. For instance, there’s a bruise on the left cheek.”

Mason nodded.

“Yes, he was fighting. Dr. Marford saw that.”

Rudd was called away at that moment, and bustled out with an apology. The very apology was offensive to Mr. Mason, for it inferred that investigations were momentarily suspended until the police surgeon returned.

The woman on the bed showed no sign of life. The doctor, at Mason’s request, exhibited two tiny punctures on the left arm.

“Recently made,” he explained, “but there’s no evidence that she’s an addict. I can find no other punctures, for example, and the mere fact that the shot has had such an extraordinarily deadening effect upon her rather suggests that she’s a novice.”

He lifted the arm and dropped it; it fell lifelessly.

“When will she recover consciousness?”

Marford shook his head.

“I don’t know. At present she’s not in a state where I could recommend giving restoratives, but I’ll leave that to the infirmary people. The resident surgeon is a personal friend of Dr. Rudd’s and is therefore in all probability a man of genius.”

The eyes of the two men met. Mr. Mason did not attempt to disguise his own amusement.

“Fine,” he said. And then: “Have you ever been in a murder case before?”

The doctor’s lips twitched with the hint of a smile.

“Manslaughter — this evening,” he said. “No, I have not been called in professionally. Not one doctor in eight thousand ever attends a murder case in the whole course of his practice — not if he’s wise,” he added.

Mason became suddenly interested in this shabby figure with the pained eyes and the thin, starved face.

“You find living not particularly pleasant in this neighbourhood, Doctor? Couldn’t you work your clinic somewhere more salubrious?”

Marford shrugged.

“It’s all one to me,” he said. “My own wants are very few and they are satisfied. The clinic must be where it is wanted. For myself, I do not crave for the society of intellectual men, because intellectual men bore me.”

“And you’ve no theory about this murder?”

Mason’s good-humoured eyes were smiling again.

The doctor did not answer immediately; he bit his lip and looked thoughtfully past the superintendent.

“Yes,” he said quietly. “To my mind, this case is obviously a case of revenge. He was not murdered for profit, he was deliberately assassinated to right some wrong probably committed years before. And it was not in the larger sense premeditated: the murder was committed on the spur of the moment as opportunity offered.”

Mason stared at him.

“Why do you say that?”

“Because I think it.” Marford was smiling. “Unless you believe that this man was definitely lured to this spot with the object of killing him, and that a most elaborate scheme was formed for enticing him into this neighbourhood, you must believe that it was unpremeditated.”

Superintendent Mason, fists on hips, legs wide apart, peered at Marford.

“You’re not one of these amateur detectives I’ve been reading about, Doctor?” he challenged. “The sort of man who’s going to make the police look foolish in chapter thirty-nine and take all the credit for the discovery?” Then unexpectedly he clapped his hand on Marford’s bony shoulder. “You talk sense, anyway, and every doctor doesn’t talk that. I could name you one, but you’d probably report me to the British Medical Association. You’re quite right — your theory is my theory.”

And then, suddenly: “Do you exclude the possibility that Lamborn may have knifed him?”

“Entirely,” said the other emphatically, and Mason nodded.

“I might tell you” — he dropped his voice confidentially— “that that is the ground plan of Dr. Rudd’s theory.”

“He has another,” said Marford. “I wonder he hasn’t told you.”
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Mason looked down at the woman again. She had not moved, so far as the eye could see had not even breathed, since she came in.

“She’s got it locked up there.” He touched the white forehead lightly. “No, it’s an ordinary police case, Doctor. Everything looks mysterious until somebody squeals, and then the case is so easy that even a poor old gentleman from Scotland Yard could work it out.”

He frowned at the woman.

“All right, shoot her into hospital,” he said brusquely, and returned to his room.

It was Inspector Bray’s room really; a cupboard of a place, with a table and chair, a last year’s almanac on the wall, two volumes of the Police Code, a telephone list a foot long — and three reprints of popular fiction. They were decently hidden from view by the Police Code, and Mr. Mason took one down to the table and opened it.

A taste for thrilling fiction is not phenomenal in a detective officer. With this particular story Mr. Mason was well acquainted, and he turned the leaves casually and disparagingly. Here was a murder the like of which never came the way of the average police officer. There were beautiful ladies involved, ladies who had their own Rolls-Royces and lived in exotic apartments; gentlemen who dressed for dinner every night — even the detectives did that. Here murder had a colour and a fragrance; it was set in scenes of beauty, in half-timbered country houses, with lawns that sloped down to a quiet river; in Park Lane mansions, where nothing less than a footman in resplendent uniform could find the dead body of his master lying by the side of a broken Sevres vase. High politics came into the story; ministers of state were suspected; powerful cars sped seaward to where the steam cutter was waiting to carry its murderous owner to his floating den of vice.

Mr. Mason shook his head, scratched his cheek and closed the book, and returned to his own murder, to the drabness of Tidal Basin, with its innumerable side streets and greasy pavements, jerry-built houses all of a plan, where three families lived in a space inadequate for a Park Lane bathroom. Silent Tidal Basin, with its swing bridges over the narrow entrance to docks, and its cold electric standards revealing ugliness even on the darkest night. People were living and dying here; one death more or less surely made no difference. But because a man who was a cardsharp, probably a blackguard, had met his just end, there were lights burning in all sorts of odd rooms at Scotland Yard, men searching records, a printing press working at feverish speed, police cyclists flying to the ends of the area carrying the wet sheets which described the dead man, and in ten thousand streets and squares policemen were reading, by the light of their electric lamps, the description of a man unknown, killed by one known even less.

The machinery was working; the wheels and pistons whirled and thundered — purposeless, it would seem, save to entertain the tall men on their lonely beats with first-hand news of tragedy.

Mason got up and walked out to the entrance of the station. A dim blue light painted his bronzed cheek a sickly hue. The street was deserted. Rain was falling steadily; every window of every house that faced the station was black and menacing.

Why he shivered he did not know. He was too serious a police officer to be influenced by atmosphere. And yet the unfriendliness of this area, all its possibilities of evil, penetrated his armour of indifference.

A queer, boozy lot of people…A thought struck him, and he slapped the palm of his hand. There were three C.I.D. men in the charge-room; he called them and gave them instructions.

“Take a couple of guns,” he said. “You may need them.”

After he had seen them depart, he sent an urgent phone message to Scotland Yard. Then he went across to where Dr. Marford was standing, talking to the station clerk.

“What about this man with the white mask? You know everything that happens in this pitch. Is it a yarn, or is there any foundation for it? There used to be a man up west — had some sort of accident that upset his features — he used to wear that kind of thing.”

The doctor nodded slowly.

“I think that is the man I have met,” he said.

“You’ve met him?” asked Mason in surprise.

“Yes. Why he wore the mask I have never been able to understand, because there was really very little wrong with his face, except a large red scar. He wasn’t exactly good to look at — but you can say that of a lot of people who don’t wear masks. I’ve seen thousands looking worse.”

Mason scowled and pursed his lips.

“I remember the West End man. I see that some of the newspapers are recalling the fact that he was seen years ago. If I remember rightly, he lived in a top flat in Jermyn Street. He had permission from the Commissioner to go out with this thing on his face. I haven’t seen him for years, but I remember him well. What was his name — West something — not Weston?”

The doctor shrugged.

“I never knew his name. He came to me about three years ago and asked for ray treatment. He was stupidly sensitive and only came after he had fixed the interview up by telephone. He’s been several times since, round about midnight, and he invariably pays me a pound.”

Mason thought for a while, then went to the telephone and called a central police station off Regent Street. The sergeant in charge remembered the man at once, but was not sure of his name.

“He hasn’t been seen round the West End for years,” he said. “The Yard has been arguing about him — wondering if he was White Face.”

“Was his name Weston?” suggested Mason, but the sergeant was without information.

Mason came back to the doctor.

“Does this man live in the neighbourhood?”

But here Dr. Marford could tell him nothing. The first time he had met his queer patient he had undoubtedly lived in the region of Piccadilly; thereafter he had only appeared at irregular intervals.

“Do you think he’s our devil?” asked Mason bluntly, and the lean man chuckled.

“Devil! It’s queer how normal people attribute devilry to any man or woman who is afflicted — the hunchback and the misshapen, the cross-eyed and the lame. You’re almost medieval, Mr. Mason.”

He could say very little that might assist the police, except that he no longer received warning when the man with the mask made his appearance. Invariably he came through the little yard that ran by the side of the surgery into the passage which Dr. Marford’s patients used when they queued up for their medicine.

“I never have the side door locked — I mean the door that goes into the yard.” Marford explained that he was a very heavy sleeper, and it was not unusual for his clients to come right into the house to wake him, and the first intimation of their needs was a knock on his bedroom door.

“I’ve nothing to lose except a few instruments and a few bottles of poison; and to do these fellows justice, I’ve never had a thing stolen from me since I’ve been in the neighbourhood. I treat these people like friends, and so long as they’re reasonably wholesome I don’t mind their wandering about the house.”

Mr. Mason made a little grimace.

“How can you live here? You’re a gentleman, you have education. How can you meet them every day, listen to their miseries, see their dirt — ugh!”

Dr. Marford sighed and looked at his watch.

“If that child’s normal he’s born,” he said, and at that moment the sergeant called him across to the telephone at the desk.

The child had been normal and had made his appearance into the world without the doctor’s assistance. The male parent, a careful man, was already disputing the right of the doctor to any fee. Dr. Marford had had previous experience of a similar character, and knew that for the fact that the baby arrived before the doctor came the mother would claim and receive the fullest credit.

“Half fee, as usual,” he told the district nurse and hung up the receiver.

“I used to charge half fees, but double visiting fees if I was called in afterwards. That didn’t work, because the mother was usually dead before they risked the expense of calling me in. The economy of these people is excessive.”

The ambulance was ready. He and Rudd saw the woman placed in charge of a uniformed nurse, and Sergeant Elk appointed a detective officer to accompany the patient to the infirmary.

Elk was silent, and his eyes were preternaturally bright when he lounged into the inspector’s room.

“This is a case which ought to get me promotion,” he said, a shameless thing to say in the presence of a man who expected most of the kudos. “Here I’ve been working for years, and this is the first real mystery I’ve struck. More like a book than a police case. Quigley’s nosing round the neighbourhood — I shouldn’t be surprised if he didn’t turn in a new devil. It’s a good story for him.”

Mr. Mason indicated a chair.

“Sit down, my poor fellow,” he said with spurious sympathy. “What are the features of this murder which have separated it from an ordinary case of knifing?”

Elk’s long arm went out, and he pointed in a direction which Mr. Mason, not wholly acquainted with the geography of the station, decided was the matron’s room.

“She’s it!” said Elk. His voice shook. “What happened tonight, Mr. Mason? An unknown man has a fight with another unknown man, who bolts. The first fellow walks along and meets a police officer and tells him all about it. He’s alive and well; obviously he’s not stabbed; yet within a few seconds after the officer moves on, this fellow drops in his track like a man shot. A cheap crook comes over and dips him, and is seen by Hartford, who tackles the man. They then discover that the fellow on the ground is stabbed. Nobody saw the blow struck. Yet there he is dead — knifed, and the knife’s well away and can’t be found.”

Mason leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes.

“End of the first reel; the second reel will follow immediately,” he murmured, but Elk was undisturbed. That bright light in his eye was now a steely glitter. He was agitated as he had never been seen before in all the years of his service.

“Out of nowhere comes Mrs. Weston. She’d warned this man he was going to be killed. She wants to be sure that it is him.”

“He,” murmured Mason gently.

“Never mind about grammar.” Elk was frankly insubordinate in his vehemence. “She takes a look at the man on the ground and drops.”

He laid his hand almost violently upon the superintendent’s arm and shook it.

“I was watching her. I knew the woman, though I didn’t recognise her at first. She drops — and what do we find? She’s a needler — a dope. Does that mean anything to you, sir?”

“I’m glad you said ‘sir,’” said Mason. “I was wondering how I’d bring you back to a sense of discipline. Yes, it means a lot to me. Now I’m going to ask you a question: does the can of beer which Mrs. Albert was carrying mean anything to you, and does that can of beer associate itself in your active and intelligent mind with the disappearance of Mr. Louis Landor — if that’s the name of the man who fought with the dead one?”

Elk was frankly bewildered.

“You’re trying to pull my leg.”

“Heaven forbid!” said the patient Mason. “Bring in Mrs. Albert. She’s waited long enough to get three kinds of panic — I want her to have the kind where she’ll tell the truth.”

Mrs. Albert came, a rather pale woman, sensible of her disgraceful surroundings, conscious, too, of her responsibility for four children, only three of which, Mason learned, were yet born. She still clutched in her hand the telltale can of beer. The liquid was now flat and uninviting and some of it had spilt in her agitation, so that she brought with her to the inspector’s room a faint aroma of synthetic hops. She was quivering, more or less speechless. Mason gave her no opportunity for recovering her self-possession or her volubility.

“Sorry I’ve had to keep you so long, Mrs. Albert,” he said. “Your husband’s the night watchman at the Eastern Trading Company, isn’t he?”

She nodded mutely.

“The Eastern Trading Company do not allow their night watchman to have beer?”

Mrs. Albert found her voice.

“No, sir,” she piped. “The last night watchman got the sack for drinking when he was on duty.”

“Exactly,” said Mason, at his most brusque. “But your husband likes a drop of beer, and it’s fairly easy to pass the beer through the wicket gate, isn’t it?”

She could only blink at him pathetically.

“And he’s in the habit of leaving the wicket gate undone every night about eleven o’clock, and you’re in the habit of putting that can inside the gate?”

Her pathos grew. She could only suspect a base informer, and was undecided as to which of her five neighbours had filled that despicable role.

She was not unpretty, Mason noticed in his critical way, despite the three children — or four, if her worst fears were realised.

The superintendent turned to his subordinate.

“There’s the connection,” he said, “and that is where Mr. Louis Landor went — through the wicket gate. Oh, you needn’t bother: I’ve sent some men to search the yard. But if I am any judge, Mr. Landor has gone. I’ve already circulated his description.”

Mrs. Albert, the wife of the night watchman, drooped guiltily in her chair, her agonised dark eyes fixed on Mr. Mason. Here was tragedy for her, more poignant than the death of unknown men struck down by unseen forces; the tragedy of a husband dismissed from the only job he had held in five years, of the resumption of that daily struggle for life, of aimless wanderings for employment on his part — she could always go out as a hired help for a few shillings a day.

“He’ll get the sack,” she managed to breathe.

Mason looked at her and shook his head.

“I’m not reporting to the Eastern Trading Company, though you might have helped a little bit if you hadn’t hidden up the truth when I asked you about the beer. I blame myself for not realising that you had something to hide, and what it was. It might have made a big difference.”

“You’re not reporting it, mister?” she asked tremulously, and was on the verge of tears. “I’ve had a very hard time. That poor woman could tell you how hard it was: she used to live with me till she came into money.”

“Which poor woman is this?” asked Mason quickly.

“Mrs. Weston.”

She had lost some of her fear in the face of his interest.

“She lodged with you?”

Elk had left the room. Mason motioned her to the chair which the sergeant had vacated and which was nearer to him.

“Come along and let’s hear all about it,” he said genially.

A bald man, with a round, amused face and a ready smile, removed all her natural suspicions.

“Oh, yes, sir, she used to lodge with me, till she got this money.”

“Where did she get the money from?”

“Gawd knows,” said Mrs. Albert piously. “I never ask questions. She paid me all that she owed me, that’s all I know. I’ve been wondering, sir” — she leaned forward confidentially— “was it her husband or her young man who was killed?”

“Her young man was killed,” said Mason without hesitation. “You knew them?”

She shook her head.

“You knew the husband, at any rate?”

“I’ve seen photographs of him in her room. They were taken in Australia — her and the two. When I say I’ve seen them,” she corrected herself, “I was just going to take a look at ’em when she come in the room and snatched the frame out of my hand — which was funny, because it had always been on the mantelshelf before, but I never took any notice of it till she said one day it was her husband and a great friend. It was on the following day I took up the picture to have a look.”

“And she snatched it out of your hand? How long ago was this?”

She thought.

“Two years last July.”

Mason nodded.

“And soon after that she came into money, almost immediately after?”

Mrs. Albert was not surprised at his perspicuity. She had the impression that she had given him that information.

“Yes, sir, she left me the next day, or two days after. I haven’t spoken to her since. She lives in the grand part of Tidal Basin now. I always say that when people are well off — —”

“I’m perfectly sure I can guess what you always say.” He was not unkind but he was very firm. “Now, what sort of a frame would this be in — leather?”

Yes, she thought rather that it was leather — or wood, covered with leather.

“I know she put it in her box because I saw her do it — a little black box she used to keep under her bed.”

He questioned her and cross-checked her answers, eliminating in the process all possibility that her narrative might be embroidered by imagination. Into the lives of the poor comes no other romance than that of their own creation.

He grew suddenly vague; she could not understand the questions he put to her. They seemed to have no foundation in reason. And then suddenly he touched a high note of romance. Had she ever seen a man with a piece of white cloth on his face? She shuddered pleasurably.

“The Devil…I’ve heard of him, but never seen him, thank God! It was him that done it — everybody was saying so in the crowd.” “Have you ever seen him?” She shook her head vigorously.

“No, an’ I don’t want to in my state. But I know people who have…in the middle of the night.”

“When they’ve been dreaming,” suggested Mason, but she would not have this.

The Devil was a possession of Tidal Basin; not willingly would she surrender the legend. When he showed into the charge-room a woman made tearfully grateful by the knowledge that she could go to her home and her three children. Marford was waiting to say good night. Dr. Rudd had already left.

“If you want me tonight, I shall be at my surgery. I hope I may be allowed to sleep.”

Mason had three things he wished to do at the same time — three errands on which he could trust nobody but himself. He decided to perform his first task single-handed and call back for Elk to assist him with the second.
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Michael Quigley was coming up the steps of the police station as Mason appeared in the doorway.

“Carrion,” said Mason pleasantly, “the body has been removed.”

“Who is it, Mason?”

Mr. Mason shook his head.

“There was once,” he said jovially, “a medical student who was asked how many teeth Adam was born with, and he replied, very properly, ‘God knows.’”

“Unknown, eh? A swell, they tell me?”

“He’s well dressed,” said Mason in his noncommittal way. “Go along and have a look at him. You know all the toughs in the West End.”

Michael shook his head.

“That can wait. What is this murder — a little joke of White Face?”

“Why White Face?” demanded Mason. “Listen, Quigley, you’ve got a bug in your brain. White Face doesn’t belong to Tidal Basin any more than your devil.”

“He’s been seen here,” insisted the reporter, and Mason sighed.

“A man who wore a lump of lint over his face has been seen here. Dr. Marford, in a weak-minded moment, told you. You’d see the same in the neighbourhood of any hospital.”

Michael Quigley was unusually silent.

“Oh…where are you going?”

No other reporter dared ask such a question, but Mason knew this young man rather well.

“You’ll get me hung, Michael, but I’ll let you come along with me. I’m going to see a green door and have a little independent search. Your encouragement and help will be welcome. How is Miss Harman?”

Mike almost showed his teeth.

“You can collect gossip, even if you can’t collect murderers!” he snarled. “Miss Harman is a very good friend of mine who is going to marry somebody else.”

“I congratulate her,” said Mason as they stepped out towards Endley Street. “It must be a terribly unromantic life being married to a reporter.”

“There is no question of my being married to anybody,” said Michael savagely, “and you’re getting under my skin, Mason.”

“Fine,” said Mason. “Some day I’ll go shooting elephants.”

They trudged side by side, cold anger in the heart of one and an idea that was growing into shape in the mind of Mr. Mason. He whistled softly as he walked under the high wall of the Eastern Trading Company.

“Do you mind,” asked Michael with sour politeness, “choosing some other tune than the Wedding March?”

“Was I whistling that?” asked the other in surprise. “Ever noticed how like a funeral march it is? Change the time and you’re there.”

It was a beast of a night; a wind had risen, with the cold of the Eastern steppes.

“Policemen and reporters,” said Mason, “get their living out of other people’s misfortunes. Has that ever struck you? Here they are!”

The “they” were three men walking abreast towards them. They slackened their pace when Mason came into view and halted to receive them.

“We’ve found nothing and nobody,” said the senior. “We searched the yard, but there wasn’t a sign of a man, though there were plenty of places where he could have hidden.”

“And the wicket gate?”

“That was ajar,” replied the detective. “Albert, the night watchman, swore that it hadn’t been opened. It’s against the rules to open the wicket gate unless there’s a fire.”

“Maybe there was a fire,” suggested Mason. “It’s a good night for a fire. All right, you can come along with me.”

They had only a few yards to go before they came to the place where the pavement, the private yard road and the railway arch formed a triangle.

“This is where the body was found,” suggested Michael, and Mason indicated the spot.

He was still whistling when he walked to the green-painted wicket door and pushed. It was locked now. If he’d only thought of trying that door — but if there had been a man behind it he would have had the sense to have shot in the bolts. He must have been hiding in there when Elk was searching the yard for the pocket case and watch. But if Mrs. Albert had talked —

He confided his woes to Michael, a safe and sure recipient, for Michael Quigley knew just what not to print.

“You get that sort of thing in all these cases,” said Michael philosophically. “And you expect it, anyway. Nobody tells the truth, because there’s some twiddling little thing to hide that may bring discredit upon them. Personally, I can’t understand their mentality.”

His eyes roved over the pavement.

“You searched the gutter, I suppose? There’s a distinct slope to this sidewalk.”

Mason looked inquiringly at one of the detectives, but nobody could tell him anything except that the traps where storm water runs had been emptied and the mud at the bottom carefully searched, without anything of value being found.

Michael straddled the gutter, and, pulling up his sleeve, ran his fingers through the slowly moving water, groping…

“First shot!” he cried exultantly. “What’s this?”

Mason took it in his hand. It looked like a button or a tiny brown electric light bulb. One of the detectives put his light upon the find as it lay in Mason’s hand.

“It looks to me like a capsule,” said Michael, turning it over curiously.

It was indeed a tiny capsule of thin glass, containing something the colour of which was indistinguishable.

“I seem to know the shape, too. Now where the devil have I seen those before?”

“It can go to the police analyst, anyway,” said Mason, and put it carefully in his pocket. “Mike, you’re lucky: try again.”

Michael’s wet hand went through the water, but he could find nothing. And then he saw what hundreds of pairs of eyes, focused on that strip of pavement, had not seen. It lay poised upon the sharp edge of the kerb, as if it had been carefully placed there, though it must have rolled and fallen into its position through no other agent than the force of gravity. The long stone hung over the kerb: the platinum circle was so dulled with rain that it was indistinguishable from the granite on which it rested.

He picked it up, his heart thumping painfully.

“What is this?”

Mason took it from his unwilling hand.

“A ring! To think those poor, blind bats — a ruby ring! I suppose the ruby’s an imitation, but it looks ruby.”

Michael Quigley said nothing. The men were swaying blurs of shadow; he found a difficulty in breathing. Something in his attitude must have attracted Mason’s attention, for he looked at him sharply.

“What’s the matter with you? God Almighty, you look like a dead man! It was stooping down that did it — the blood rushing to your head, eh?”

Michael knew Mason well enough to realise that Superintendent Mason was advancing an excuse for the benefit of the other detectives, and this was confirmed when he sent them left and right groping vainly through the gutters for some new clue. Then it was, he took Michael’s arm.

“Son,” he said kindly, “You’ve seen that ring before, haven’t you?”

Michael shook his head.

“What’s the use of telling me a lie?” Mason’s voice was reproachful and hurt.

“I don’t remember seeing it before,” said Michael harshly. It did not sound like his voice speaking.

“Hiding up?” said Mason gently. “What’s the use? Somebody’s bound to come along and blow it all. You were saying only a minute ago how silly it was to keep things from the police — twiddling little things that don’t count. And you couldn’t understand their mentality. Are you understanding their mentality any better?”

“I’ve never seen that ring before.”

It required a mighty effort on his part for Michael to make this statement. Mr. Mason was by nature a sceptic and not easily convinced.

“You’ve seen it before and you know whom it belongs to. Listen, Michael! I’m not going to be sympathetic with you and I’m not going to try any of the monkey tricks that I use with halfwitted criminals. You’ll save yourself a lot of trouble and somebody else more, if you take me into your confidence. It doesn’t mean that the person who owns that ring is going to be pinched, or that they’re booked for pads of publicity — you know me too well for that. Hiding up, as you say, is one of the curses of the business.”

Michael had recovered himself by now.

“You’ll be pinching me for the murder in a minute,” he said lightly. “No, I don’t know that stone at all. I was a little dizzy from trying to do stunts in the gutter with my head between my legs. Try it yourself and see what effect it has on you.”

Mason looked at him for a long time, then at the ring.

“A lady’s ring, I should say.” He tried it on his little finger. “And a little finger ring. It doesn’t go any farther than the top of mine. That will mean publicity,” he said carelessly. “I don’t want to say anything against you newspaper men, Michael, but you certainly spread yourselves on a mysterious clue like this, and I shouldn’t be surprised to find a portrait of the young lady—”

He stopped suddenly.

“Not Miss Harman?”

“No,” said Michael loudly.

“Liar,” retorted Mr. Mason. “It’s Miss Harman’s ring! And you knew it the moment you saw it!”

He looked at the jewel for a while, then put it into his pocket.

“This man who was murdered was a South African?” asked Mike.

Mason nodded.

“Had he come recently from South Africa?”

“We don’t know, but we guess within the last week or two.”

“What is his name?”

“We don’t even know that, except that it’s Donald.”

His jaw dropped; his large protruding eyes opened to their widest extent.

“Whom is Miss Harman going to marry?” he asked.

“An Irishman named Feeney,” said Michael mendaciously. “No, as a matter of fact, Mason, she’s marrying me. But I’ve had a little tiff with her. Can I see the body?”

“Let’s go together and make an evening of it,” said Mason, and linked arms with him.

Their gruesome errand lasted only a few minutes and left Michael more puzzled than ever. Puzzled and terribly distressed. There was no question at all that the man who had dropped that ring, whether it was the dead man or the murderer, was the romantic lover. He must find out the truth at all costs.

He left Mason at the police station and ran out, almost knocking down a girl who was hesitating at the foot of the station steps.

“Michael…Michael!” she gasped, and clutched him by the arm. “They told me you were here. I had to see you…Oh, Michael, I’ve been a fool and I do want help terribly badly!”

He looked at her with momentary suspicion.

“How long have you been here, Janice?” he asked.

“I’ve just arrived. There’s my car.” She pointed to its dim lights. The shoulders of her skin coat were wet with rain. “Could we go anywhere? I want to speak to you. There’s been a murder, hasn’t there?”

He nodded.

“How dreadful! But I’m glad I knew where I could find you. There always seem to be murders here,” she shuddered. “And I’ve been murdered, too, Michael. All my vanity, all my pride — if it’s true. And I feel that you are the only person that can bring them to life again. Where can we go?”

He hesitated. He had supplied the needs of the last edition; there was nothing more for him to write tonight, though his work was by no means done. He went back to the car. She was in so pitiable a condition that he took the wheel from her hand and drove her to Bury Street. He had never been in her flat before, so that he was a stranger to the maid who opened the door.

Janice led the way to the pretty little drawingroom and closed the door.

“Take your coat off,” he commanded before she started speaking. “Your shoes and your stockings are all wet — go and change them.”

She went meekly, and returned in a few minutes with a dressing-gown wrapped round her, and cowered down in a low armchair before an electric radiator.

“Here’s the cablegram I had.”

She handed him a folded paper without looking up.

“Wait! Before you read it I want to tell you. He said he had a farm in Paarl and he was very anxious to buy an adjoining property…and I was buying it for him and cabled out to Van Zyl, that awfully nice boy I spoke to you about, and told him to buy it. That is his answer.”

He opened the telegram. It was a long message.

“The property you mention is not at Paarl but in Constantia adjoining the convict prison. It is not and never has been for sale. Donald Bateman, whom you mention as proprietor, is unknown as landowner either here or in Rhodesia. My friend Public Prosecutor is afraid man you mention is Donald Bateman, who served nine months imprisonment at Constantia for land frauds; tall, rather goodlooking man, long scar under his chin, grey eyes. He left by “Balmoral Castle” five weeks ago en route England. His frauds take shape of persuading people advance money buy property and decamping with deposit. Please forgive if this little melodramatic. Always anxious to serve. Carl.”

He folded the telegram aim looked at her oddly.

And then he said in a strange voice:

“The scar under the chin. It’s curious, that’s the first thing I noticed.”

She turned and looked up at him, startled.

“You haven’t seen him? You told me you hadn’t. When did you see him?”

Michael licked his dry lips. Donald Bateman! So that was his name! He walked across to her and laid his hand gently on her shoulder.

“My dear, how perfectly rotten for you!” he said huskily. “Isn’t it?”

“Do you think that is true? That he is — what Carl says he is?”

“Yes,” he said. “You gave him the ring, didn’t you?”

She made an impatient little gesture.

“That was nothing; it had no value except a sentimental one — which made it rather appropriate,” she added bitterly.

There was something he had to ask, something so difficult that he could hardly frame the words.

“There are no complications, are there?”

She looked up at him wonderingly.

“Complications? What do you mean, Michael?”

She saw that he avoided her gaze.

“Well, I mean, you aren’t married already secretly married, you know? It can be done three days.”

She shook her head.

“Why should I? Of course not.”

He fetched a long sigh of relief.

“Thank the Lord for that!” he said. “Are you fond of him? Not too fond, are you, Janice?”

“No. I’ve been a mad schoolgirl, haven’t I? I’ve been realising it all the evening, that I didn’t — love him. I wonder if you’ll believe it…I haven’t even kissed him-ugh!”

He patted her shoulder gently.

“Naturally my pride is hurt, but I haven’t crashed so utterly as I should if I — well, if this thing had gone on before I found it out. You’ll never laugh at me, will you, Michael?”

She put up her hand and laid it on that which rested on her shoulder.

“No, I shan’t laugh at you.”

She sat gazing into the glowing electric fire, and then:

“Why did you ask about the ring?”

He made the plunge.

“Because I’ve been lying about it to Mason — Superintendent Mason of Scotland Yard.”

She was up on her feet instantly, here eyes wide with alarm.

“Scotland Yard! Have they got the ring? Have they arrested him? Michael, what is it?” She gripped his arm. “You’re hiding something — what is it?”

“I’ve been hiding something — yes. I’ve been hiding from Mason the fact that the ring was yours. It was in Endley Street. I picked it up myself, near the place where the body of a murdered man was found.”

“A murdered man was found in Endley Street.” She repeated the words slowly. “That was the case you were on…Who was it? Not Donald Bateman?”

He nodded.

“O God, how awful!”

He thought she was going to faint, but when he reached out to catch her she pushed him back.

“He was stabbed by some person unknown,” said Michael. “I — I’ve seen him. That’s how I knew about the scar.”

She was very still and white but she showed no other signs of distress.

“What was he doing there?” she asked. “He didn’t know the neighbourhood; he told me to-day he’d never been there before in his life. Nobody knows who did it?”

He shook his head.

“Nobody. When I saw the ring I recognised it at once. Like a fool I gave myself away, and Mason, who’s as sharp as a packet of needles, knew I was lying when I told him I had never seen it before. He may advertise the ring tomorrow unless I tell him.”

“Then tell him,” she said instantly. “Dead! It’s unbelievable!”

She sat down in the chair again, her face in her hands. He thought she was on the verge of a breakdown, but when she raised her face to him her eyes were tearless.

“You had better go back, my dear. I shan’t do anything stupid — but I’m afraid I shan’t sleep. Will you come early in the morning and let me know what has been discovered? I intended going to see Dr. Marford tomorrow to ask him to let me come back to the clinic, but I don’t think I can for a day or two.”

“I don’t want to leave you like this,” he said, but she smiled faintly.

“You’re talking as if I were a mid-Victorian heroine,” she said. “No, my dear, you go. I’d like to be alone for a little while.”

And then, to his great embarrassment, she raised his hand and kissed it.

“I’m being motherly,” she said.

If there were no tears in her eyes, pain was there. He thought it wise of him to leave at once, and he went back to Tidal Basin to find the streets alive with police, for two important things had happened; two new phases of the drama had been enacted in his absence.
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A framed photograph is not a difficult object to find, and black boxes in which ladies keep their treasures deposited beneath their beds are far from becoming rarities. Mason would have liked to have Elk with him, but the sergeant had gone on to join Bray. A watch was being kept on the block in which Louis Landor’s apartments were situated. Bray had telephoned through that neither Mr. nor Mrs. Landor was yet at home. Evidently something was wrong here, for the servant, who had returned and was awaiting admission, told Bray that she had been sent out earlier in the day, that there had been some sort of trouble between a couple that were hitherto happily married. She had been told she need not return until late. Bray had found her waiting disconsolately outside the flat, and had persuaded her to spend the night with a sister who lived in the neighbourhood.

“One thing she told me,” said Bray over the wire; “the flat is packed with South African curios. If this girl’s story is true, there are two knives similar to the one with which the murder was committed — they hang on a belt in the hall. She described the sheath exactly, and said they both had the initials of Landor, and that he got them as prizes in South America, where he lived for some years.”

“Hang on,” were Mason’s instructions. “Elk’s gone up to join you. Report to me here or at Scotland Yard. I am making a search on my own.”

He had on his desk the contents of Mrs. Weston’s bag, including the worn hypodermic case that Dr. Marford had produced. The case puzzled him, because it was old and the little syringe had evidently been used many times. And yet Marford had given it as his opinion that the woman was not an addict and that it was only the second time that the needle had been used.

There were a few letters, a bill or two from a West End milliner. Evidently Lorna Weston, in spite of the poverty-stricken neighbourhood in which she lived, spared no expense in the adornment of her person. He found two five-pound notes, half a dozen Treasury bills, a little silver and a bunch of keys, and it was with these keys that, in company with Sergeant Shale, he made his way to the mystery woman’s apartments.

What Mrs. Albert had described as “the grand part of Tidal Basin,” consisted of two or three streets of well-built villas. There were several shops here, and it was over one of these, a large grocery store, that Mrs. Weston had her apartments, which were approached by a side door and a short passage. From this ran a flight of rather steep steps to a landing above.

The place was fitted with electric light and had, he saw, a telephone of its own. He climbed the stairs and was staggered to find that the landing had been painted and decorated in the West End style. Parchment-covered walls, white metal wall-brackets and soft-shaded lamps gave the approach to the apartment the appearance of luxury.

The front room was the parlour, and was tastefully furnished, and this was the case with the other rooms, including an expensively fitted kitchenette.

Mr. Mason was essentially a man of the world. He knew that this style of living was consistent with the earnings of no profession, reputable or otherwise. Either Mrs. Weston had a private income of her own or else —

He remembered that the woman at the police station had spoken of her coming into a lot of money. That might be an explanation. But why did she choose this ghastly neighbourhood in which to live?

There was a small writing-table in the drawingroom, but a search of this — the drawers were unlocked — revealed nothing that was in any way satisfactory to the searcher. It was in the bedroom that he and his assistant decided to make their most careful scrutiny. This was the room next to the drawingroom and the last to be visited. As soon as he switched on the lights, Mason realised that something unusual had happened. The drawers of the dressing-table had been pulled out, the plate-glass door of the wardrobe stood wide open. On the floor was a medley of garments and wearing apparel, and amidst them Mason saw the corner of a black box. He went quickly to this. It had been locked, but somebody had broken open the lid. Scattered about the floor were oddments and papers. There was no framed photograph. What he did see was a small cardboard cylinder. He picked it up and squinted through it; it was empty.

The cylinder interested him, because he knew it was the kind in which marriage certificates were kept; and however unhappy a marriage might be, that little slip of paper is one with which no woman parts willingly.

“Get the men in and we’ll dust the place for fingerprints,” he said.

He had hardly spoken the words before he saw lying on the bed a pair of white cotton gloves. The intruder had taken no risks. He examined them carefully, but they told him nothing except that they were white cotton gloves which had been carefully washed, probably by their user.

When had the burglar come, and how had he secured admission? The door below had not been forced; only the black box, which, he guessed, had been in the bottom drawer of the bureau when it was found, for nothing in this drawer had been disturbed, and there was a space which such a box might have occupied.

Of clues by which he could judge the time, there was none.

“There’s somebody knocking on the door down below,” said Shale. “Shall I see who it is?”

“No, wait; I’ll go.”

Mason went quickly down the stairs and opened the door. A woman was standing there with a shawl over her head to protect her from the rain. She looked dubiously at Mason standing in the light, and edged farther back. It struck him that she was ready to run.

“Is everything all right?” she asked nervously.

“Everything is all wrong,” said Mason. And then, recognising her timidity and guessing the reason: “Don’t worry — I’m a police officer.”

He saw she was relieved.

“I’m the caretaker of the house opposite; the lady is away in the country; and I was wondering whether I ought to go to the police or not.”

“Then you saw somebody go into this flat tonight?” asked Mason quickly.

“I saw them come out,” she said. “I wouldn’t even have taken notice of that if it hadn’t been for the white thing—”

“What white thing? You mean, it was somebody with a white mask?” Mason snapped the question at her.

“I won’t swear to who it was, but I will swear that he had white on his face. I saw it as plain as can be in the light of the street lamp. I’ve had toothache all night and I’ve been sitting in our front parlour—”

He cut short her narrative.

“When did you see this somebody come out?” he asked.

It was less than a quarter of an hour ago. She had also seen him and Shale enter and, believing that they were police officers, she had ventured to come over and knock at the door. He questioned her closely as to how the burglar had been dressed, and the description was a familiar one: the long coat that reached to the heels, the black felt hat and the white mask. He learned one characteristic which had never before been noticed: the man limped painfully. She was very sure of this. He came in no car and went away walking, and had disappeared round the corner of the block, in the direction opposite to that which the two detectives had followed on their way to the flat.

Shale came down and took a shorthand note of her statement, and then the two men returned to the flat and made an even more careful scrutiny in the hope that White Face might have left something else behind than his gloves.

“I don’t even know that these won’t tell us something.”

Mason put the gloves carefully into a paper bag and slipped them into his pocket.

“Then it’s true, White Face is an institution here.”

“They all think so,” said Shalee. “The little thieves round here glorify him!”

Mason returned to the station, a very much baffled man. He had two pieces of evidence, and these he had locked away in the station safe. He took out the ring and the capsule and brought them into the inspector’s room. The garrulous Rudd would be able to tell him something about this. He opened the door and called to the station sergeant.

“I suppose Dr. Rudd will be in bed by now?”

“No, sir; he rang me up a quarter of an hour ago. He said he was coming round to offer rather a startling theory. Those were his words—’rather a startling theory.’”

Mason groaned.

“It’ll be startling all right! Get him on the ‘phone and ask him if he’ll step round. Don’t mention the theory. I want him to identify a medicine.”

He examined the ring through a magnifying-glass, but there was nothing that could tell him a twentieth of what Michael Quigley could have told.

“That Quigley knows something,” grumbled Mason. “I nearly had it out of him, too.”

“What could he know, sir?” asked Shale.

“He knows who owns that ring,” nodded Mason. The station sergeant opened the door and looked in. “Dr. Rudd went out five minutes ago on his way, sir,” he said, “and there’s a message for you from the Yard.”

It was from the Information Bureau. The mysterious Donald had been located.

“His name is Donald Bateman,” said the reporting detective. “He arrived from South Africa three weeks ago and is staying at the Little Norfolk Hotel, Norfolk Street, The description tallies with the description you sent us, Mr. Mason.”

“He’s not in the hotel now by any chance?”

“No, sir, he went out this evening, wearing a dinner jacket, and said he wouldn’t be back till midnight. He hasn’t been seen since. He has a scar under his chin — that corresponds with your description, too — and he’s about the same height as the murdered man.”

“Pass his name to the Identification Bureau,” said Mason, “see if we have any record of him and — don’t go away, my lad — post a man in the hotel. If Mr. Donald Bateman doesn’t return by seven o’clock tomorrow morning have his trunks removed to Cannon Row Police Station and held until I come and search them,”

He hung up the receiver.

“Donald Bateman, eh? That’s something to go on, Mr. Bray hasn’t rung up?”

“No, sir.”

Mason strolled back to the inspector’s room and resumed his examination of the ring and the capsule.

“Yes, Michael knows all about the ring or I’m a Dutchman. The young devil nearly fainted when he found it.”

“Where could the ring and the capsule have come from?” asked Shale.

“Where else could they have come from than out of Donald Bateman’s pocket? You’ve heard all the witnesses examined: they agree that when Bateman fell he put his hand in his waistcoat pocket and tried to get something out. He probably got both these things in his hand; they rolled down the sidewalk into the gutter, and they wouldn’t have been found then but for Michael. I’ll say that of the kid, he’s got good instincts.”

He looked at his watch.

“How far does the doctor live from here?”

“Not four minutes’ walk,” said Shale, who had been sent to fetch the divisional surgeon when the murder was reported.

“Then he ought to be here by now. Ring him again.”

But Dr. Rudd’s housekeeper insisted that he had left ten minutes before.

“Go out and see if you can find him.”

Mason was suddenly serious. He mistrusted the doctor’s theories; he mistrusted more his garrulity. A man who talks all the time and whose topics are limited in number must inevitably say something which the police would rather he did not say. He hoped he had not met a friend on the way.

In a little under ten minutes Shale came back. He had been as far as the doctor’s house but had seen no sign of Rudd. It was a comparatively short and straightforward walk.

“He may be with Dr. Marford. Ring him.”

But Marford could offer no explanation, except that he had been in his surgery and that Rudd had passed, tapping on the big surgery window to say good night.

“And frightened me out of my skin,” complained Dr. Marford. “I hadn’t the slightest idea who it was until I went up and looked behind the blinds.”

The distance from the doctor’s surgery to the police station was less than two hundred yards, but there was another way, through Gallows Alley, an unwholesome short cut, by which the distance could be cut off some fifty yards. As nobody ever went into Gallows Alley, except those lost souls who dragged out their dreary existence there, it was presumable that Rudd had taken the longest route.

The lower end of Gallows Alley ran out through a tunnel-shaped opening flush with and a few yards north of Dr. Marford’s side door. In the days when drunken sailormen from the docks and wharves were as common as lampposts, Gallows Alley was a place of picturesque infamy. It was no longer picturesque.

A Chinaman had a tiny lodging-house there in which he housed an incredible number of his fellow countrymen. Four or five Italian families lived in another house, and other families less easy to describe dwelt in the others. It was said that the police went down Gallows Alley in pairs. That is not true. They never went at all, and only with the greatest circumspection when bona fide cries of “Murder!” called for their attention.

Dr. Marford was one of the few people who went down that lane day or night voluntarily and suffered no harm. Did he wish, he could tell hair-raising stories of what he had seen and heard in that malodorous thoroughfare, but he was from choice a poor raconteur.

“I shouldn’t think Rudd would go down there,” he said in answer to the superintendent’s inquiry. “At any rate, if you have any doubt I’ll go myself.”

Half an hour passed, and at a quarter to two Mason gathered all his reserves and sent them on a search. A telephone call brought swift police launches to the water front, to the distress of the local gang that was illicitly breaking cargo when the boats arrived. But there was no sign of Rudd or message from him. Momentarily he had vanished from the face of the earth.

This was the situation as Michael Quigley found it when he arrived on the scene. He sought an interview with the superintendent and told him frankly, as Janice had directed him to tell, the story of the ring. Mr. Mason listened wearily.

“Hiding up!” he wailed. “What good did it do? Why couldn’t you tell me right away — not that it would have made any difference, except that I should have known the name earlier. Yes, that’s his name, Donald Bateman. We’re getting warmer — hallo, Doctor!”

It was Marford, who had come for news of his colleague.

“None. He’s probably discovered that the murderer was an Irishman and he’s gone off by the night boat to Ireland to get local colour. Sit down, Doctor, and have some coffee.”

He pushed a steaming cup towards Marford, who took it and sipped painfully.

“Where he’s gone I don’t know, and don’t care.” Mason yawned. “I’m a weary man, and I did hope this murder was coming out nicely. If Mr. Louis Landor would only come home like a good lad, we ought to have all the threads in our hands by the morning. But if Mr. Louis Landor has taken his passport and his three thousand pounds in a private aeroplane to the Continent, then this is going to be one of those well-known unravelled mysteries of London that reporters write about when they’re too old for ordinary work.”

The doctor finished his coffee and went soon after. His second case was due.

Mason walked with him to the door.

“Any more theories?”

“Yes, I’ve got, not a theory, but an absolute conviction now,” said Marford quietly. “But for the trifling detail that I’m not in a position to supply the evidence, I think I could tell you the murderer.”

Mason nodded.

“I wonder if you are thinking of the same person, Doctor?”

Marford smiled.

“For his sake, I hope not.”

“Which means that you’re not going to give us the benefit of your logic and deductions?”

“I’m a doctor, not a detective,” said the other.

Mason came back to the charge-room fire and warmed his hands.

“No message from Bray or Elk?”

He glanced at the clock; it was a quarter-past two. He began to have his doubts whether Mr. Louis Landor would ever return to his flat.

Accompanied by the reporter, he strolled out in the direction of Gallows Alley. The rain had ceased, but the wind still blew fitfully.

“And if you’re writing about this place,” he said, “don’t fall into an error common to all cub reporters that Gallows Alley stands on the site of Execution Dock. It doesn’t. It was named after a man called Gallers, who owns a lot of property about here, and if, instead of putting up his silly clinics, the doctor would get his rich pals to buy this area and clear away the slums, he’d be doing the world a service — and the police.”

The entry of Gallows Alley looked dark and formidable. Within a few yards were the gates of the doctor’s yard. It was a small courtyard, at one end of which was a shed, which he hired out to the famous Gregory Wicks, a veteran owner of a taxicab. It was in another way a most useful assembling place for the doctor, who dispensed his own medicines. Almost any evening could be seen a queue of poorly-dressed men and women lined up, waiting their turn to enter the narrow passage that flanked the surgery and receive through a small hatch from the doctor’s hands the medicine he had ordered and dispensed.

It’s more like the waiting-room of a hospital than a private surgery,” explained Michael. Mason grunted.

“Why keep ’em alive?” he asked in despair. A wall divided Gallows Alley from the doctor’s yard, the houses in that by-pass being built on one side of the court only.

Mason looked up and down, and again felt that unaccountable sensation of menace.

The road was a black canyon, and the starry arc lamps emphasised the desolation. A street of tombs; black, ugly, shoddy tombs, nailed and glued and cheaply cemented together. The dingy window-glass hardly returned the reflection of the lights; no chimney smoked, no window glowed humanly. Up Gallows Alley, where the door panels had been used for firewood, men and women slept in the open, huddled up in the deep recesses of doorways, slept through the rain and the soughing wind, old sacks drawn over their knees and shoulders.

As Mason and his companion picked a way over the slippery cobbles, a voice in the darkness chanted — the voice of a woman husky with sleep:

“I spy a copper with a shinin’ collar. If he touches me I’ll holler — P’lice!”

He never ceased to wonder how they could see in the dark.

“They’re rats,” said Mike, answering his unspoken thought.

A chuckle of sly laughter came to them.

“They never sleep,” said Mason in despair. “It was the same in my time. Day and night you could go through Gallows Alley and there would be somebody watching you.”

He wheeled suddenly and called a name. From a entry slunk a figure, which might have been man or woman.

“Thought it was you,” said Mason.

(Who it was, or who he thought it was, Michael never learnt.)

“How are things?”

“Bad, Mr. Mason, very bad.” It was the whining voice of an old man.

“Have you seen Dr. Rudd tonight?”

Again came that eerie peal of laughter from invisible depths.

“He’s the coppers’ man, ain’t he — Rudd? No, Mr. Mason, ‘we ain’t seen him. Nobody comes down ‘ere. Afraid of wakin’ people up, they are!”

The chuckles came now like the rustle of a wind.

Mason stopped before No. 9. A man was sitting on the step, his back to the door, a bibulous man who slept noisily. An old hearthrug was drawn over his knees and on top some belated wag of Gallows Alley had balanced an empty tomato can.

“If it doesn’t fall and wake him, old man Wicks will give him a shock if he finds him there!” said Mason.

“Uncanny, isn’t it?” he said when they had emerged from the court. “They talk about Chinamen in the East End of London. Lord! they’re the only decent people they’ve got in Gallows Alley, and old Gregory.”

“I wonder what they do for a living?”

“I should hate to know,” said Mason.

They came back by the way they had entered.

“I’m giving Bray another hour, and then I’m going up to the Yard.”

“I’ll drive you, if you like. There’s nothing more to be got here.”

The shadowy figure they had seen emerged from the opening, holding an old overcoat about his throat.

“White Face has been around tonight, they say, Mr. Mason.”

“Do they, indeed?” said Mason politely.

“You don’t treat us right, Mr. Mason. You come down ‘ere an’ expect us to ‘nose’ for you, and everybody in the court knows we’re ‘nosing.’ If you treated us right and did the proper thing, you’d hear something. What’s the matter with old Gregory, hey? That’s something you don’t know — and nobody else knows. What’s the matter with Gregory?”

And with this cryptic remark he vanished.

“He’s mad — genuinely mad. No, I don’t know his name, but he’s mad in a sane way. What in hell does he mean about Gregory?”

Mike could not answer. He knew old Gregory — everybody in London knew the man who housed his cab in Dr. Marford’s yard and lived alone in the one decent house in Gallows Court.

“I’d give a lot to know what that crazy man knew about him — what he was driving at.”

Mason was disturbed, irritable. A detective officer has an instinct for sincerity — it is two-thirds of his mental equipment, and the demented denizen of the court was not rambling. To speak ill, or hint suspicion, against Gregory Wicks was a kind of treason.

“Rum lot of devils,” he said, and shrugged off his uneasiness.
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The telephone bell had been ringing at frequent intervals in the Landors’ flat; the waiting detectives could hear it in the street: there must have been a half-open window somewhere through which the sound could come.

“It’s Mason getting rattled, I should think,” said Elk fretfully. “Why I came here I don’t know. Madness! I get like that sometimes — just go dippy and do silly things.”

“You came here,” said Inspector Bray heavily, “because you were told to come by your superior officer.”

Elk groaned.

“The trouble with you, Billy, is that you’ve no sense of unimportance,” he said helplessly.

“That doesn’t sound very respectful,” said Mr. Bray severely.

He wanted to be very severe indeed, but you never knew with Elk. At any moment he might force you into bringing him before the Chief Constable, and invariably when he was brought before the Chief Constable he demonstrated that he and the Chief Constable were the only people in the world who took a sensible view of the circumstances. “How many men have you posted?” he asked. “I don’t want to give either of these two people a chance of slipping us.”

“I’ve posted none,” said Sergeant Elk, almost brightly. “My superior officer has posted three, and takes all the responsibility. I ventured to suggest a different posting, but I was told to mind my own so-and-so business.”

“I said nothing of the sort,” said Bray hotly.

“You meant it,” was Elk’s retort.

Bray looked anxiously up and down. He was not terribly happy, working under Mason. Very few detective officers were. And he was out of his own division, which was all wrong. Moreover, Mason was very unforgiving when his subordinates fell into error, and this was a murder case, where no excuses would be accepted. On the whole, it was better to conciliate his sergeant, who was notoriously a favourite of the superintendent.

He stared up and down the road uncomfortably.

“If I’ve been a little short-tempered with you, Elk, I’m sorry,” he said almost affectionately. “I’m so distracted with this business. Where did you say I ought to post a man?”

“In the back courtyard,” said Elk promptly. “There’s a reachable fire escape up which any healthy man or woman could climb, or vice versa.”

Elk was on the point of withdrawing a perfectly useless patrol at the far end of the street, when a taxicab turned the corner, stopped before the main door of the apartment and a woman got out. They were watching from the corner of a front garden on the opposite side of the road.

“That looks like the lady, eh? What do you think, Elk?”

“That’s madam,” said Elk. “And I’ve seen her before somewhere.”

She had paid the taxi and it drove slowly away. The watchers still waited.

As Inez Landor put the key in the front door they saw her turn her head and look anxiously round. She could see nobody. Her imagination had pictured the road packed with police officers. She hurried up to the first floor, unlocked her own door and went into the flat.

There was a small handlamp on the table, working from a dry battery, and it was this she switched on. There were four letters in the letterbox. She did not even trouble to take them out, but, taking the lamp in her hand, she went softly to the bedroom door, which opened from the hall, and looked in. Her heart sank when she saw that her husband had not returned. What should she do? What could she do? With a deep sigh, she took off her leather coat and hat and went into the bedroom, leaving the door open.

There had been a murder in the East End; she had seen the late edition bills and heard somebody speaking about it at supper — not that she ate supper, but usually, when she and her husband were both out, she arranged to meet Louis at Elford’s. He had not appeared. She had waited till the restaurant closed, and had then gone on to a fashionable all-night coffeehouse, where they went when he was very late. He was not there either. The time of waiting seemed an eternity. In despair she had gone home, not daring to buy the midnight sheets which were being sold on the street for fear…

She shivered. She wondered whether that nice doctor would say anything; the man with the gentle voice, who had been so sympathetic and who had given her sal volatile. How stupid she had been to mistake a fight between two labourers! Perhaps that was what the newspapers called murder.

She had told him so much — things she would not have told to her mother if she were living. There was hardly a step she had taken that day which she did not now bitterly regret. It was worse than folly — sheer madness, to go in search of Louis. Suppose something had happened — a fight; she dared not imagine worse. She had broadcast his motives through London.

Inez Landor drew on her dressing-gown and walked up and down the dark room, striving to settle her mind to calmness. She had had four deliriously happy years, years of dream-building. That flimsy fabric had been shivered to nothingness.

She thought she heard a sound, a step in the hall, and, opening the door, she listened. There it was again, a faint creak. There was a loose board near the hall door. She had always intended having that board replaced.

“Is that you, Louis?” she whispered.

There was no answer. She could hear the solemn ticking of the hall clock, and the faraway whirr of a motorcar passing the end of the road.

“Louis — is that you?” she raised her voice.

She must have been mistaken, then, for no answer came. She left the door ajar, and, going to the window, pulled aside the curtains carefully and looked out. A futile act, for this window looked upon the well at the back of the building.

And then she heard a faint knock. The silence in the flat was so deep that it re-echoed through the hall. She tiptoed into the hall and listened. The knock was repeated, and she crept to the door.

“Who is there?” she asked in a low voice.

“Louis.”

Her heart was beating furiously. She turned the handle and admitted him, closing the door behind him.

“Put on the light, darling.”

His voice was strained and old-sounding. It was the voice of a man who had been running and had not recovered his breath.

“Sitting in the dark? Turn on the lights.”

“Wait!”

There was a window in the tiny lobby which could be seen from the street. She pulled down the blind and drew the thick curtains across and closed her own door before she switched the light in the hall. Save for the blue bruise under one eye, his face was colourless. Inez Landor stared at her husband with growing terror.

“What has happened?”

He shook his head. It was at once a gesture of impatience and weariness.

“Nothing very much. I have had a ghastly time. Inez, will you get me a glass of water?”

“Shall I get you some wine?”

He shook his head.

“No, darling, water.”

She was gone for a few minutes; when she returned he was looking at the knife and belt that hung on the wall. It was one of many souvenirs he had collected in his travels — a broad leather belt with big brass bosses, from which hung a knife in a gaily ornamented sheath. Before this day it had meant no more than the saddle, the lasso, the spears and the strange Aztec relics that covered the wall.

“We’ve got to get rid of that somehow,” he said.

“The knife?”

“Yes, this.”

He tapped the empty frog where a second knife had been.

She did not ask him why; but what hope there was left in her heart, flickered and died. For a little while neither spoke. There were questions she wanted to ask him which her tongue refused to frame. She could only make the most trite and commonplace remarks.

“I thought I heard you in the flat a few minutes ago,” she said. “You haven’t been in before?”

“No.”

“Why did you knock?” she asked, suddenly remembering.

He licked his lips.

“I lost my key. I don’t know where — somewhere.”

He drank the remainder of the water and put the glass on the top of a little desk which stood against the wall.

“I could have sworn I heard the door close a few minutes ago,” she said. “I came out and called you. I heard somebody walking in the hall.”

He smiled and his arm went round her shoulders. “Your nerve is going. Have you been waiting here in the dark?”

She shook her head. Should she tell him? It was not the moment for half-confidences.

“No, I have been out looking for you.”

She caught his arm.

“Louis, you didn’t fight? You didn’t — do anything?”

Louis Landor did not answer immediately.

“I don’t know,” he said. “Let us go into the sittingroom.”

But she pushed him back into the chair where he was sitting.

“No, no, stay here. None of these lights shows from the street.”

He looked at her sharply.

“What do you mean — none of these lights shows from the street? Is anybody outside watching?”

“I’m not sure,” she said. “I think so. Before I left the restaurant I telephoned here in the hope that you had returned. I thought the maid was here, and didn’t realise that she couldn’t get in. I knew she’d gone to her sister’s and I called her up. Louis” — her lips quivered— “the police have been here.”

And when he did not speak she knew —

“Has anything happened?”

Louis Landor ran his fingers through his long black hair.

“I don’t know — yes — I do know, but I’m not sure how far I was involved. When I went out after him I lost sight of him, but I had an idea I should find him somewhere in the West End, and I was right.”

“You spoke to him?”

He shook his head.

“No, he was in a car with a girl — a pretty girl; some poor little fool who has fallen for him. She’s a nurse who works for Marford.”

He saw her mouth open wide in amazement.

“For Marford — not Dr. Marford?”

“How the devil did you know that?” he asked, astonished. “Yes, he’s got a clinic in the East End, I’m going to see her tomorrow and tell her the truth about Mr. Donald Bateman. I followed them in a cab to Bury Street and then back to his hotel. I wanted the chance of seeing him alone without making any kind of scandal, but he never gave me the chance. Naturally I did not want to send my name up to his room, so I waited till he came out. There wasn’t the ghost of a chance of seeing him: he went to a little restaurant which was crowded with people, but I knew that if I was patient I should pick him up and settle our little matter definitely. He lingered over his dinner and I have an idea that he was waiting for somebody. She came eventually — rather a pretty woman. She wasn’t in evening dress and her voice was rather common. When he went out of the restaurant I followed, keeping at a distance. I think he’d recognised me this afternoon. Naturally, she complicated matters: I had to wait till he dropped her. After dinner they drove away from the restaurant. I was in the gallery upstairs and could see everything that was happening. I took a taxi and followed them — they drove to a very poor neighbourhood — Tidal Basin, they call it, I think. There she went into a flat with him — it was over a shop. It was then that I telephoned to you. Darling, you didn’t follow me?”

She nodded dejectedly.

“I had an uncomfortable feeling you might. You were mad!”

“I know. Go on,” she said. “What happened then?”

He asked for another glass of water and she brought it for him.

“He came out alone, and I followed him to a street which has a long wall on one side. I was just going up to him when I saw the woman run across the road. She spoke to him for a little time and then they parted. It was my opportunity. There was nobody in sight and I came up to him—”

“He had the knife?” she interrupted, and he smiled wryly.

“I gave him no chance to use it.” She had seen the bruise on his face but had not the courage to ask him how he came by it. It seemed so unimportant in view of the other terrific possibility.

“ — Yes, I hit him. He went down like a log. I got scared. I saw somebody standing in the doorway — a doctor’s place — it must have been Marford. I ran. And then I saw a policeman walking towards me. At the place where I stopped there was a big gate which had a wicket door. By some miracle it was unlocked. I got through and bolted the door. I was in a narrow yard which surrounded the warehouse. The police came and searched it but I hid behind some packing cases.”

“The police?” she gasped. “Searched it. Is Donald —— ?”

He nodded.

“Not dead?” she wailed.

He nodded again.

“The police have been here?”

“Yes. They’ve been questioning the maid. I don’t know what she has told them.”

He got up and walked to the little desk and felt in his pocket.

“I’ve lost my keys.”

She took a little leather case from her bag and handed it to him. He opened one of the drawers and took out a thick packet of papers.

“I suppose very few people keep three thousand pounds in the entrance hall of their flat!” His voice was now almost normal. “Whatever happens, we’ll get out of the country tomorrow. If anything goes wrong with me, you take the money and get away.”

She clutched at his sleeve frantically.

“What can happen to you, Louis? You didn’t kill him — the knife!”

He disengaged her hand almost roughly.

“I don’t know whether I killed him. Now listen,” he said. “You’ve got to be terribly sensible about this. Even if this blackguard told everything, they can’t hurt you. But I don’t want you to suffer the ignominy of an inquiry — the police court and that filth.”

Her senses were unnaturally keen. She heard a sound.

“There’s somebody coming up the stairs,” she whispered. “Go into the bedroom — go quickly!”

He hesitated, but she pushed him towards the room and ran rather than walked to the door and listened. She could hear soft, whispering voices. Switching on the table lamp, she found a book and opened it with trembling hands. There was a little sewing table in the spare room and she brought this out and had placed it near when the first thunderous knock sounded. She took one glimpse at herself in the hall mirror, used her pocket puff swiftly and opened the door.

Two men were standing there: two tall, grim-looking figures of fate.

“Who is it?” she asked.

It was an agonised effort to control her voice, but she succeeded.

“My name is Bray — Detective-Inspector Bray, Criminal Investigation Department,” he said formally. “This is Detective-Sergeant Elk.”

“Good evening, Mrs. Landor.”

It was characteristic of Elk that he took complete charge of the proceedings from that moment. He had the affability of a man supremely confident of himself. “Come in,” she said.

“All right, Mrs. Landor, I’ll shut the door,” said Elk. They walked into the hall. She noticed that neither of the men removed his hat.

She made one effort to appear unconcerned, tried to infuse a little gaiety into her voice.

“I should have known you were detectives. I’ve seen so many in cinemas and I know detectives never take their hats off,” she smiled.

Mr. Bray would have taken this as a reproach. Elk was apparently amused, but supplied an explanation.

“A detective who takes his hat off, Mrs. Landor,” he said, “is a detective with one hand! In other words, the other hand is occupied when he may want to use two.”

“I hope you won’t even want to use one,” she said. “Will you sit down? Is it about Joan?”

It was cruelly unfair to make this implied libel on an honest and decent servant, but she could not afford to be nice.

“Don’t make a noise, will you?” she added. “My husband is asleep.”

“He got asleep very quickly, Mrs. Landor,” said Bray. “He only came in a few minutes ago.”

She forced a smile.

“A few minutes ago! How absurd! He’s been in bed since ten.”

“Excuse me, Mrs. Landor, did another man come into this flat?”

She shook her head.

“Do you ever have burglars coming up the fire escape?” he asked, eyeing her quickly. She laughed at this.

“I don’t even know which way burglars come, but I never use the fire escape myself! I hope I never shall!”

Elk paid tribute to the sally with a smile.

“We’d like to see your husband,” he said after a moment’s consideration. “Which is his room? Is that it?” He pointed to a door near the hall.

She had seated herself at the table where the open book was lying, her hands folded on her lap that they might not testify to her agitation. She rose now.

“No — that is the maid’s room. My room is here, but I can’t have him disturbed. He’s not very well,” she said. “He’s had a fall.”

“Too bad,” said Elk. “Which is his room?”

She did not answer but walked across to the bedroom door and knocked.

“Louis, there are some people who want to see you.”

He came in immediately. He was without coat and collar, but it needed no experienced observer to realise that he had been interrupted rather in the process of taking off his clothes than of dressing.

“Were you getting up, darling?” she asked quickly.

Elk shook his head reprovingly.

“I’d rather you didn’t suggest anything to him, Mrs. Landor. You may suggest the wrong things. That is a friendly tip.”

Louis looked from one to the other. He had heard Inez say “detectives” under her breath, but he did not need that explanation. Inspector Bray made one effort to control the inquiry.

“I’ve reason to believe that you know a man who was staying at the Little Norfolk Hotel in Norfolk Street, Strand, and calling himself Donald Bateman.”

“No,” said Inez quickly.

“I’m asking your husband,” said Bray sharply. “Well, Mr. Landor?”

Louis shrugged.

“I have no personal acquaintance with anybody named Donald Bateman.”

It was here that Elk resumed charge of the examination and his superior assented.

“We don’t want to know whether you’re personally acquainted with him, Mr. Landor. That’s entirely beside the question. Have you ever heard of, or have you in any way been associated with, a man called Donald Bateman, who arrived from South Africa in the last few weeks? Before you answer, I wish to tell you that Inspector Bray and I are investigating the circumstances under which this man met his death in Endley Street, Tidal Basin, at ten o’clock last night.”

“He’s dead?” said Louis. “How did he die?”

“By a knife wound,” said Bray.

He saw the woman sway on her feet.

“I know nothing about it,” said Louis Landor. “I have never used a knife against any man.”

Elk’s eyes were roving the curios on the wall. He took a step closer, and lifting the belt from the nail, laid it on the table.

“What is this supposed to be?” He tapped the knife.

“It’s a knife I brought back from South America,” said Louis immediately. “I had a ranch there.”

“Is it yours?”

Louis nodded.

“There were two in this belt,” he said. “Where is the other?”

“We lost it.” Inez spoke quickly. “Louis lost it. We haven’t had it for quite a long time — we’ve never had it in this house.”

Elk ran his finger along the belt.

“There’s dust here. There ought to be dust inside this empty frog,” he said. “If the story is true and there has been no knife here for a long time, the inside would be thick with dust. On the other hand, if your story isn’t true, there was a knife here to-day—”

He rubbed the inside of the leather and showed his finger practically speckless.

“I dusted it myself this morning,” said Inez, and Elk smiled at her admiringly.

“Mrs. Landor!” he said in reproach.

“Well, I’ve got to tell the truth,” she said desperately. “You want the truth, don’t you?”

She was on the verge of hysteria, near to the breaking-point which would leave her morally and physically shattered.

“You’re not entitled to draw inferences without my offering some explanation. God Almighty! Haven’t I suffered enough through that man!”

“Which man?” asked Bray sharply.

She was silent.

“Which man, Mrs. Landor?”

Louis Landor at any rate had recovered his self-possession.

“My wife isn’t quite herself tonight,” he said. “I have been out rather late and she got rather worried about me.”

“Now what’s the use of making a mystery of something that’s perfectly clear?” asked Elk.

He was almost sad as he contemplated the futility of unnecessary evasion.

“Your wife knew Donald Bateman?”

Louis did not answer.

“I’m going to be perfectly frank with you. I told you we were inquiring into the murder of this man. That is our duty as police officers. We’re not asking you or your wife or anybody else who is the murderer of Donald Bateman. Understand that right, Mr. Landor. The only person we want is the murderer of this man! The people we don’t want are those who didn’t murder him, even though they know something of him. If either or both of you are responsible, y, my chief and the whole damned crowd of us at Scotland Yard will work night and day to bring you to the Old Bailey! That’s treating you square. If you’re not guilty, we’ll do all we can to clear you. The only thing you can give us for the moment is the truth.”

“We’ve told the truth,” said Inez breathlessly.

“No, you haven’t.” Elk shook his head. “I didn’t quite expect you would. The truth in every case like this is hidden under a heap of rubbishy lies. What are you hiding up, Mrs. Landor? It all comes down to that. You’re hiding something and your husband’s hiding something, that maybe doesn’t matter ten loud hoots.”

“I’m hiding nothing,” she said. “You knew Donald Bateman?”

“I don’t remember him,” she said quickly.

“You knew Donald Bateman.” Elk was infinitely patient, and when she shook her head he put his hand slowly into his inside pocket. “Well, I don’t want to give you an unpleasant experience, Mrs. Landor, but I’ve a photograph of this man — a flashlight picture taken after his death.”

She reeled back, her hands outthrust. “I won’t look at it! I won’t! It’s beastly…you’re not allowed to show me things like that…I won’t see it!”

Louis’s arm was round her, his cheek was against hers. He said something to her in an undertone, something which momentarily calmed her. Then he stretched out his hand to the detective.

“Perhaps I could identify this man,” he said. “I know most of my wife’s friends.”

Elk took from his pocket an envelope, and from this drew a positive that was still damp. It was not a pretty picture, but the hand which held the photograph did not tremble.

“Yes, my wife knew this man ten years ago, when she was a girl of seventeen,” said Louis.

“When did you last see him?” asked Bray.

Louis Landor thought.

“A few years ago.”

“He only arrived in England last week,” said Bray coldly.

“He may have come to England every year, for all you know,” said Louis with a faint smile. “No, I saw his photograph.”

“What did he call himself in those days, Mrs. Landor?”

She was more composed now, her voice under control.

“I knew him as Donald. He was just — an acquaintance.”

She heard Elk’s murmured expostulation.

“Surely, Mrs. Landor, you’re not telling us the gospel truth, are you?” he asked. “Just now you told us you’d ‘suffered enough from this man.’ You can’t suffer very deeply through any man whose name you couldn’t remember except as Donald.”

She did not answer.

“Can you, Mrs. Landor? You’re not going to tell us? He was a very close friend, wasn’t he?”

She drew a long breath.

“I suppose he was. It’s not a thing I want to talk about—”

“Inez! I’m not going to allow these people to think—”

Elk interrupted him.

“Never mind what we think, Mr. Landor. Nothing’s going to shock us — not me, at any rate. You knew this man before you met your husband, I suppose, or was it after?”

“It was before,” she replied.

“Was he anything — to you?”

Elk found difficulty in putting the matter delicately. He saw the man’s face go red and white.

“You’re being damned offensive, aren’t you?” Louis was glowering at him.

Elk shook his head wearily.

“That’s just what I’m not being. A man has been murdered tonight, Landor — and I’m anxious to put the murderer under lock and key, and it’s only possible to put him under lock and key by asking all sorts of innocent people offensive questions. And when you come to think of it, there’s nothing quite so offensive as stabbing a man to the heart and leaving him stiff on the paving-stones of Tidal Basin. It’s a lousy place to die. Personally, I should be very much offended if it happened to me, and I’d regard any questions similar to those I am asking as being in the nature of a bouquet — in comparison. Did you know Donald Bateman was in town?” He addressed Inez.

“No,” she answered.

Bray interjected impatiently.

“Do you mean to tell us you didn’t know that he was in London three or four days ago?”

“No!” Her tone was defiant.

“Mrs. Landor,” said Elk, “you’ve been very unhappy this last day or two; your servant told us all about it. Servants will talk, and they love a little domestic tragedy.”

“I’ve not been well,” she said.

“Is it because you’ve seen Donald Bateman, the man from whom you suffered?”

“No,” she replied.

“Nor you?” asked Bray.

“No,” answered Louis.

“Tonight, for instance?” suggested Elk. “You haven’t seen Donald Bateman or the man so described?”

“No,” said Louis.

“Have you been in the neighbourhood of Tidal Basin tonight?” asked Elk. “Before you answer that, I must caution you to be very careful how you reply.”

“No.”

Elk took a slip of paper from his pocket,

“I’m going to ask you a question, Landor, which I’d like you to consider before you answer. In the pocket of the man known as Donald Bateman were found two one-hundred-pound notes, indicator number 3310 11878 and 3310 11879. They were new notes, recently issued from the Maida Vale Branch of the Midland Bank. Can you tell me anything about these banknotes?”

He was silent.

“Can you, Mrs. Landor?”

“I don’t know anything about the numbers of banknotes — —” she began desperately.

“That’s not what we’re asking,” said Bray sternly. “Have you given or sent to any person during the past week two banknotes each for a hundred pounds?”

“They come from my account,” said Louis quietly. “I suppose I’d better tell the truth. We did know Donald Bateman was back in London. He wrote to us and said he was in great distress, and asked me for the loan of two hundred pounds.”

“I see,” nodded Bray. “You sent them to his address in Norfolk Street by letter post?”

Louis nodded.

“Did he acknowledge receipt of the money?”

“No,” said Louis.

“He didn’t even call to thank you?”

“No,” said Inez.

She spoke a little too quickly.

“You’re not going to tell us the truth, either of you.” Elk’s voice was rather sad. “Not the truth about this man or this money or your visit to Tidal Basin. You’ve a bruise on your face — been fighting?”

“No, I hit it against a cupboard door.”

“Your wife said you fell down,” said Elk drearily, “but it doesn’t matter. Why do you keep these knives here?” He picked up the belt and dangled it in his hand.

“Why does he keep these saddles on the wall?” asked Inez impatiently. “Be reasonable, please. They are prizes he got at a rodeo in the Argentine.”

“For what?” asked Bray.

“It was a knife-throwing competition — —” began Louis, and stopped.

“Hiding up!” groaned Elk. “Get your coat on, Landor!”

Inez Landor darted to him and caught him frantically by the arm.

“You’re not going to take him away?”

“I’m taking you both away,” said Elk cheerfully, “but only to Scotland Yard. You’ll have to see Mr. Mason, but you needn’t worry. He’s a very sympathetic man — even more sympathetic than Mr. Bray.”

There was a touch of malignity in this thrust which Bray did not observe.

She did not go into the bedroom with her husband; her own coat was lying on the back of a chair. She had quite forgotten that fact — saw now the absurdity of the reading-lamp, the sewing and the book whilst this raincoat of hers testified mutely to her wanderings.

Louis came back in a very short space of time and helped her into the leather jacket.

“It’s all right, we’ve got a police-car downstairs; you needn’t bother about a taxi,” said Bray, in answer to his inquiry.

He was a little huffy, being conscious that whatever result had been achieved brought him little personal kudos.

“I shan’t want you to come with me, Elk,” he said shortly. “You can help shove these people into the car and then you can come back and search the flat. Would you like to see the warrant?” he asked.

Louis shook his head.

“There’s nothing in the flat that I object to your seeing,” he said, and pointed to the little escritoire. “There’s about three thousand pounds in that drawer, and railway tickets. I was leaving the country tomorrow with my wife. Give Mr. — —”

“Elk’s my name.”

“Give Mr. Elk the keys, Inez.”

Without a word she handed the case to Elk.

As they walked through the door of the flat Bray put out his hand and switched off the light. He was a domesticated man with a taste for economy, and he acted instinctively.

“Save your light, Mrs. Landor,” he apologised for his action.

The door closed and the sound of their movement grew fainter to the listening man who stood behind the locked door of the maid’s room. He came out noiselessly, a dark figure, a black felt hat pulled down over his eyes, his face hidden behind a white mask.

Quickly he went to the desk, took something out of his pocket; there was the sound of breaking wood and the drawer slid out. A small pocket torch revealed what he sought, and he thrust money, passport and tickets into his pocket. He had hardly done so before he heard the detective returning, and moved swiftly towards the door. He was standing in its shadow when it opened. Elk’s back was towards him when he heard a slight sound, and turned quickly. Not quickly enough. For the fraction of a second he glimpsed the white-faced thing, and then something struck him and he went down like a log.

White Face stooped, dragged the inanimate figure a little way from the door so that it would open, and a second later had slipped out of the flat, leaving the door ajar.

He ran up one flight of stairs, passed through an open window and went swiftly down a narrow iron stairway which brought him to the courtyard. There was no guard here, as he knew.

Ten minutes later one of the detectives waiting outside the house went upstairs to proffer his assistance to Elk. He heard a groan and, pushing the door open, found the sergeant in his least amiable mood.
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Superintendent Mason boasted that he could sleep anywhere at any time. He certainly needed a considerable amount of rousing when the police car reached Scotland Yard.

As for Michael Quigley, he had never felt less sleepy in his life, and the coffee which was brought to the superintendent’s room was as a stimulant quite unnecessary. It brought Mr. Mason to irritable life.

His complaint was that, at whatever hour of the day or night he arrived at Scotland Yard, he was certain to find some official document waiting for his attention. There were half a dozen minutes warningly inscribed and heavily sealed.

“They can wait till the morning.” He examined the two or three telephone messages that were on his desk, but they told him nothing new. There was no news from Bray. It was a quarter of an hour later that Elk and his superior had their interview with the Landors.

Michael looked at his watch. It was too late to go to bed. He wanted to see Janice early in the morning.

“You can call back and I’ll tell you anything that’s going,” said Mason. “About that ring, Michael: I’m afraid we shall have to have a little talk with the young lady. I’ll make it as pleasant as possible. Maybe you can arrange for us to meet — I don’t want to bring her down to the Yard, because that would rattle her.”

Michael was grateful for this concession. Ever since he had told Mason the truth about the ring, a dull little shadow of worry had rested in his mind.

“You’re a pretty nice man for a policeman, Mason.”

“I’m a pretty nice man for any kind of job,” said the superintendent.

Michael strolled out on to the Embankment and up through Northumberland Avenue. He had reached Trafalgar Square and was standing at the corner of the Strand, wondering whether it would be sensible to go home and snatch a few hours’ sleep, or whether to call at his club, which was open till four o’clock, when a taxicab went rapidly past him in the direction of the Admiralty gate. Midnight taxicabs either crawl or fly, and this one was moving quickly — not so swift, however, that he did not glimpse a familiar figure sitting on the box, a pipe clenched between his teeth. If he had been moving more slowly Michael would have hailed old Gregory Wicks.

“Did you want a cab, Mr. Quigley?” It was a a policeman by his side; Michael was fairly well known to this division. “No, thank you.”

“I thought you were trying to stop that driver. They take liberties, those fellows.”

Michael laughed.

“That was an old friend of mine. I suppose you know him — old Gregory Wicks?”

“Gregory, eh?” The policeman was a middle-aged man who knew his West End extremely well. “The old fellow’s getting about again. I hadn’t seen him for months till I saw him the other night sleeping on his box at the corner of Orange Street. He lost a good fare that night. I wanted him to take Mr. Gasso down to Scotland Yard to make a statement — I was in that case,” he added a little proudly.

Chance policemen encountered in the middle of the night can be very talkative, and Michael was in no mood for conversation. But the mention of Gasso arrested his attention.

“You were in what case?”

“The Howdah case. You know, the night they held up Mrs. What’s-her-name — Duval or something, and pinched her diamond chain. Naturally my name hasn’t been mentioned because the case has never been into court, but I was on point duty near the Howdah Club when the robbery occurred. If anybody had screamed, or I’d heard ’em scream, I’d have been on the spot in a second. It only shows you what chances you miss because people won’t behave sensibly.”

Michael gathered that behaving sensibly was synonymous with screaming violently.

“Old Gregory was about here that night, was he?”

“He had his cab about fifty yards from the club. He never joins a rank, and, knowing him, we aren’t very strict. If he can find a nice quiet corner to have his snooze we never disturb him.”

Old Gregory! Then in a flash Michael remembered the mysterious words of the nondescript of Gallows Court: “What was the matter with Gregory?”

Here was a new angle to many problems. He made a quick decision. Calling a more leisurely taxi, he drove off to Tidal Basin. Gallows Court had something to tell, and since Gallows Court never slept it might be more instructive in the middle of the night than in the broad and hateful light of day.

Shale arrived at Scotland Yard simultaneously with the telephoned news that Bray was on his way accompanied by the two people he had been sent to seek. Mr. Mason leaned back in his chair and rubbed his hands. He was relieved. To find suspects quietly was more desirable than telling all the world they were wanted; for a suspect, having gained much undesirable publicity, very often proves to be perfectly innocent. Questions are asked in Parliament, and there have been cases where payment has had to be made as compensation for the wounded feelings of someone called urgently to police investigations.

Parliament had been playing too interfering a part in the police force lately. A new Commissioner had come and was taking credit for all the reforms his subordinates had forced upon his predecessor. The Home Office had issued new instructions which, if they were faithfully carried out, would prevent the police from asking vital questions. Every step that the crank and the busybody could devise to interfere with the administration of justice had assumed official shape.

Superintendent Mason knew the regulations by heart. One had to know them to evade them. Like every other high official of Scotland Yard, he lived at the mercy of stupid policemen and the perjury of some eminent man’s light o’ love. But the risk did not sit heavily upon him.

Wender, of the Identification Bureau, was ready to see him, and he sent Shale to bring that long-suffering man, with his data.

Wender was a small, stout gentleman with a tiny white moustache, and the huge horn-rimmed spectacles he wore did not add any measure of wisdom to his face, but rather emphasised its placidity. He arrived with a bundle of documents under his arm and a short briar pipe between his teeth. He was wearing a smoking-jacket, for he had been at a theatre when he was called to make a examination of the few clues which had been acquired in the case.

“Come in, Charlie,” said Mason. “It’s good to see somebody looking cheerful at this hour of the morning.”

“I’m always cheerful because I’m always right,” said Wender, pulling up a chair and sitting down.

“Why the fancy dress?” asked Shale, who was Wender’s brotherin-law, and could therefore be flippant with his superior.

“Theatre,” said his relative briefly.

He was indeed an equable and happy man at all hours of the day and night. Nothing disturbed him. He was, too, something more than an authority upon fingerprints. The range of his information was astounding.

“Before we start discussing whorls, islands and circles,” said Mason, as he took from his pocket the capsule and laid it on the blottingpad, “what is this?”

Wender took it up and turned it over between his fingers.

“I don’t know — butyl ammonal, I should think. I’ve seen it done up in capsules like that. Where did you find it?”

Mason told him.

“I’m not sure, of course,” said Wender, “not having a nose that can smell through a glass case, but it’s that colour. Now, what else did you want to know?”

“Is there any record of the Landors?” asked Mason.

Mr. Wender shook his head.

“None whatever. That doesn’t mean we haven’t got a record under another name. It’s a curious circumstance” — he smiled brightly— “that criminals occasionally give themselves names that they weren’t born with. I took this particular job on myself,” he explained, “because my night man is about as useful as a performing flea.” He laid the documents on the table. “There you are.”

“Have you got the fingerprints of the dead man?”

The identification man sorted them out

“Yes. Who took them?”

“I did,” admitted Shale.

“They were of no use to me — the first lot, I mean. I had to send down and get another lot. You young officers are still rather hazy as to how to take a print.”

Mason examined the cards with their black smudges. They meant nothing to him.

“Is he known?”

“Is he known!” scoffed Wender. He sorted out another document. “Donald Arthur Bateman, alias Donald Arthur, alias Donald Mackintosh. He’s got more aliases than a film star.”

Mason frowned heavily.

“Donald Arthur Bateman? I know that name. Why, I had him at the London Sessions for housebreaking.”

“Fraud,” corrected the other. “Twelve months hard labour, 1919.”

Mason nodded.

“That’s right — fraud. He swindled Sir Somebody Something out of three thousand pounds — a land deal. That was his speciality. And then he was up again at the Old Bailey—”

“Acquitted,” said Wender. “The prosecutor had something to hide up and was too ill to give evidence. There’s a conviction here at the Exeter Assizes — eighteen months, the Teignmouth blackmail case. You won’t remember that: it was in the hands of the locals; they didn’t call in the Yard.”

“Then he went abroad.”

“And died there! Semi-officially!”

Mason read the note.

“Reported dead in Perth, Western Australia, in 1923. Doubtful. Believed to have gone to South Africa.”

“He’s dead enough now,” he added.

He brooded over the card.

“Blackmail, fraud, fraud, blackmail…he was versatile. Married, of course…dozens of times, I should think. Went to Australia; concerned with the brothers Walter and Thomas Furse in holding up the Woomarra branch of the South Australian Bank. Offered King’s evidence…accepted; no prosecution. Walter Furse eight years penal servitude, Thomas Furse three years. Walter an habitual criminal; Thomas, who had only arrived in Victoria from England a month before his conviction, released after two years.”

He read it aloud.

“That’s our Tommy,” said Shale. “You remember the woman said, ‘Tommy did it’?”

But Mason was reading the “confidential.” It was written in minute type and he had recourse to his reading glass.

“‘During their imprisonment,’” he read, “‘Bateman disappeared, taking with him the young wife of Thomas.’” He looked up. “That’s Lorna. ‘Walter Furse died in prison in 1935.’ Tommy’s the murderer, Lorna’s his wife, Bateman’s the murdered man. It’s as clear as daylight. There’s the motive!”

“What do we know about Tommy? Have you any Australian records?”

Mr. Wender had laid three paper-covered books on the table. He selected one of these.

“In this office we have everything that opens and shuts,” he boasted. “Here you are: ‘Strictly confidential. Record of persons convicted of felony in the State of Victoria, 1922. Published by authority’—”

“Never mind about the authority,” said Mason patiently.

The identification man turned over the leaves rapidly, murmuring the names that appeared at the head of each column.

“‘Farrow, Felton, Ferguson, Furse’ — here you are: ‘Walter Furse, see volume 6, page 13.’”

He pushed the book to Mason. This collection was more interesting than most Government Blue Books, for the record of every man was in the form of a short and readable biography.

‘Thomas Furse. This man was educated in England by his brother; was probably unaware of his brother’s illegal occupation when he came to the Colony. Furse was certainly an assumed name (see W. Furse, Vol. 8, ), and there is a possibility that he was educated under his own name by his brother and with his brother’s money, though he adopted the name of Furse when he came to the Colony. He married Lorna Weston—’

Mason stopped reading to look up.

‘He married Lorna Weston, whom he met on the voyage out to Australia. She disappeared after his conviction. Thomas released…’

He read on in silence, and presently closed the book. “The identity of these people is now positively established,” he said. “The motive is here for anyone who can read. Thomas goes to Australia; within a month or two he is caught for this hold-up and gets two years. Donald Arthur Bateman turns King’s evidence and disappears with Lorna. Thomas comes back to England and in some way meets Donald last night. Now the only question is: is Thomas Furse another name for Louis Landor? That’s what we’ve got to find out. If it is, then we have the case in a nutshell.”

There were one or two other documents, and he turned them over.

“What’s this?” he asked. It was a large photograph of a thumbprint.

“That was on the back of the watch,” said Wender. “Harry Lamborn, as plain as a visiting-card. Five convictions—”

“I know all about him,” interrupted Mason.

“A fine print,” said Wender ecstatically.

“You ought to have it framed, Charlie,” said Mason in his more complimentary mood. “I shan’t want you any more.”

“Then I’ll toddle home to bed.” Mr. Wender stretched himself and yawned. “If I haven’t brought somebody to the gallows my evening has been wasted.”

“You’ll get the usual medal and star,” said Mason.

“I know,” said the other sardonically; “and when I put my expense account in — a cab from the Lyceum to Scotland Yard — they’ll tell me I ought to have taken a ‘bus!”

He had left when Bray came importantly into the room.

“I’ve got those people.”

“Eh?” Mason looked up. He was reading again the account of Thomas Furse. No age was given, which was rather annoying, but he could put a beam cable inquiry through to Melbourne and find an answer waiting for him when he came back to the office.

“You’ve got those people, have you? Did you search the flat?”

“I left Elk to do that.”

Mason nodded.

“What are they hiding up?”

“That’s what I don’t quite know. I should have found out, but unfortunately Elk is a little difficult. I don’t want to complain, Chief, but I’m placed in an awkward position when a subordinate takes a case out of my hands and starts investigating and cross-questioning, taking no more notice of me than if I were the paper on the wall!”

“He does it with me,” Mason smiled broadly. “Why shouldn’t he do it with you? As a matter of fact, you oughtn’t to complain. These darned regulations about questioning prisoners are so framed that it’s good to have some other officer responsible for breaking them — you can always pass the kick on to him. Shoot ’em in, Bray.”

He laughed quietly to himself after Bray had left. Elk was incorrigible, but Elk was invaluable. There was some odd kink in his mind which prevented his passing the educational test which would raise him to the dignity of inspector. For the fourth time Mason determined to beard the Commissioners and demand promotion for his erratic subordinate.

He rose to his feet when the door opened and Inez came in ahead of her husband. She was more composed than he had expected, not quite so white. He went across the room to shake hands with her, an unusual and unexpected greeting which momentarily took her aback.

“I’m terribly sorry to bring you out in the middle of the night, Mrs. Landor.” His voice was at its most sympathetic. “If it had been any less serious case I wouldn’t have bothered either you or your husband; but here we are, all of us up and doing when we want to be in bed, in the sacred name of justice, as the poet says.”

He personally placed a chair for her. Shale put a chair for Mr. Landor.

“I hope we’ve not alarmed you — that was worrying me.” His voice betrayed an almost tender solicitude. “But, as I say, in a case of this character it very often happens that decent citizens are put to inconvenience.”

It was Louis Landor who answered.

“I’m not at all worried, but it is rather unpleasant for my wife.”

“Naturally,” agreed Mason understandingly.

He sat down and pulled his chair a little nearer to the desk, looking up at Bray.

“Now what has Mr. Landor told you?”

Bray took out a notebook. He had kept his charges at Scotland Yard for a quarter of an hour while lie had jotted down with fair accuracy the gist of the statements which they had made to him.

“Mrs. Landor knew the murdered man, and Mr. Landor knew him also slightly,” he read. “The two notes for a hundred pounds found in the pocket were given to the deceased by Mr. Landor, who says it was in the nature of a loan. This statement was made after Mr. Landor had said that he did not know Donald Bateman.”

Mason nodded.

“Subsequently he admitted he did?”

“Yes. He also said he’d never been in Tidal Basin. Mrs. Landor said that the murdered man was a very intimate friend of hers many years ago, but she hasn’t seen him since. She has been married five years, was the widow of a man named John Smith. In the flat I found a belt with a place for two knives. One of the knives I found.” He put it on the table. “The other was missing.”

Mason took up the knife and pulled it from its sheath, looked at the little gold plate with the initials.

“L.L. — Those are your initials?”

Landor nodded.

“Where did the other knife go?”

Bray supplied the answer from his notes.

“Mrs. Landor said it was lost. Both knives were presented to her husband at a rodeo competition in Central America for his skill in knife-throwing.” He closed his book with a snap. “That is all the statement they made.”

Mason’s face was very serious.

“You agree that that was what you said tonight to Inspector Bray?” and, when they answered in the affirmative: “Would you like to amplify or correct that statement in any way?”

“No,” said Louis.

“I’d like to point out, sir,” interrupted Bray, “that he has a bruise on his face. He said he knocked it against the door; Mrs. Landor said he got it as the result of a fall.”

“Would you like to make a statement of any kind?” asked Mason.

Louis Landor drew a quick breath.

“No, I don’t think so.”

“Have you any objection if I ask you a few questions?”

Landor hesitated.

“No.” The word seemed forced from him.

“Or your wife?”

Inez shook her head.

“I’ll make it as easy as I can. I realise it is very trying for you. Have you ever been to Australia?”

To his surprise, Landor replied instantly.

“Yes, many years ago. I made a voyage round the world with my father. I was very young at the time.”

“Did you ever meet there or at any other place a man named Donald Arthur Bateman who, I happen to know, was an exconvict?”

He shook his head.

“You say you have never been to Tidal Basin? If I tell you that you were recognised as having been seen in the vicinity of Endley Street fighting with Bateman, would you deny it?”

It was a bluff on Mason’s part, but it came off.

“I shouldn’t deny it — no.”

Mason beamed.

“That’s sensible! There’s no need to hide anything.” He was his solicitous self again. “Now just forget the statement you made to Mr. Bray and we’ll forget it, too,” he smiled. “You’re hiding something. To save you or your wife from some imaginary danger you’re implicating yourself further and further in the crime of wilful murder. Now, what are you afraid of?”

Louis Landor avoided his eyes.

“You’re probably hiding something that doesn’t matter two hoots. What does matter” — he emphasised every sentence with a tap of his finger on the pad— “is that I have sufficient evidence to charge you with murder. You were in Tidal Basin; a knife similar to this — I have the sheath — was used in the murder of Bateman, and you have been paying, or have paid, money to the dead man which is traceable to your banking account. Now, why?”

Bray asserted himself.

“You’re not going to stick to the story that you did it as an act of kindness — —” he began, and then he caught Mason’s eye, and saw there no encouragement to intervene.

“You were being blackmailed: isn’t that the truth?”

“Yes, that’s the truth.” It was Inez who spoke. “That is the truth! I can tell you that.”

Mr. Mason’s nods were not ordinary nods: they were an inclination of head not unlike the reverent obeisance before the statue of a heathen deity.

“Exactly. The murdered man knew that you or your wife had committed some offence, whether against the law — —” he paused expectantly.

“I’m not prepared to say,” said Louis quickly.

“You’re prepared to go in the dock on a charge of1 wilful murder, and your wife is prepared to let you. Is that what I understand?”

She was shaking her head, momentarily inarticulate.

“Very well, then. You were being blackmailed.”

“Yes.” It came faintly from Inez.

“What had you done? Had you murdered somebody? Robbed somebody?” His jaw dropped. Into his eyes came a look of intense amusement which was particularly out of place. “I know! You had committed bigamy!”

“No,” said Louis.

“This man Bateman was your husband.” His forefinger pointed to her. “He was alive when you married your present husband. Isn’t that the truth?”

“I thought he was dead.” Her voice was very low, but he heard every word. “I was sure of it. I had the newspaper cutting. He told me when I saw him that he circulated the story because he wanted the police off his track for some crime he had committed in England. I swear I didn’t know.”

Again Mason leaned back in his chair, and his thumbs went into the armholes of his waistcoat.

“Even Scotland Yard didn’t know, Mrs. Landor. I’ve got it here.” He tapped the pile of documents at his elbow. “Reported dead in Australia. Good God! What a thing to worry about — bigamy! That’s hardly an offence — you ought to get something out of the poor-box for that! And that’s what you’ve been hiding up? When did you see him last?”

The eyes of the husband and wife met, and Louis nodded.

“To-day,” said the woman.

“You heard he was in London four days ago,” interrupted Bray. “Your servant said you’d been distressed for four days.”

She hesitated.

“You can answer that,” said Mason, and his permission would have been a rebuff to any other man but Mr. Bray.

“He wrote — I couldn’t believe he was alive.”

Bateman knew they were well off; suggested she should pay him money, threatening to publish the story of her bigamy. He arrived from South Africa penniless, having met some sharper crooks on the boat, who had taken what little money he had had when he embarked. But he had excellent prospects, he told her.

“Yes,” said Mason dryly, “I know her name.”

He settled himself deeper in his chair and clasped his hands before him. He knew he was now coming to the really delicate part of his investigations.

“He called at your house — when?”

“To-day,” she said.

“Did he call yesterday — for the money?”

She shook her head.

“No, that was posted.”

“Then what did he call about to-day? To thank you?”

She did not answer.

“Your husband was out?”

She was looking straight at the wall ahead of her; he saw her lips quivering.

“Was he — affectionate?”

Bray was nearest to her, and caught her before she slid to the floor.

“All right, get some water.”

There was a water bottle on the mantelpiece. Shale poured out a glassful. Presently her eyes opened and her husband lifted her into the armchair which Bray pushed forward.

“You needn’t ask her anything more,” Landor said. “I can tell you everything.”

“I think you can,” said Mason. “What time did you arrive at the flat yesterday — after this man had seen your wife?”

“Immediately after. I passed him on the stairs, but didn’t know who he was.”

“And yet you recognised him in the photograph?”

“I’ve seen him since: I’ve admitted that, or practically admitted it, when I said I was in Tidal Basin.”

“You found your wife very upset? She told you what it was all about?”

He nodded.

“And you went after him?”

“Yes,” defiantly.

“With a knife similar to this?”

Inez Landor came up to her feet at this, her hand on the table.

“That’s a lie! He didn’t go after him with a knife,” she said passionately. “Donald took the knife — he took it from me. I’ll tell you the truth. I tried to kill him. I snatched the knife from the wall. I hated him! For all the years I had with him, for all that I suffered when he was out of prison, for my baby who died because of his beastliness!”

There was a silence. Mason could hear her quick breathing.

“He took the knife from you?”

“Yes. He said he’d keep it as a souvenir, and took the sheath and put it in his pocket. You know what he wanted, don’t you? He wanted me to live with him again.” Her voice rose. Mason had come round to the side of his desk and took her arm in his big hand and literally pushed her back into the chair.

“Gently, Mrs. Landor. Don’t get rattled. You’re doing fine.”

He looked round to Louis.

“You followed this man to Tidal Basin and fought with him. Did you know he had the knife in his pocket?”

“I didn’t know anything about it till my wife told me on the telephone. I didn’t see the knife or use it.”

“Why did you run away?” asked Mason.

Again Louis paused before he answered.

“I thought I’d killed him…my wife begged me not to touch him. He had some sort of heart disease.”

Mason nodded many times.

“And carried butyl ammonal in his pocket?”

“Yes,” said Inez eagerly, “a little thing he crushed in a handkerchief and inhaled. He always carried that.”

Mason began to walk slowly up and down the room, his hands in his pockets.

“You bolted, and found a door open in the gate of the Eastern Trading Company. I call it the beer door: you won’t understand why, and I can’t explain. And that’s all you know about it?”

“As God is my judge,” said Landor.

“You never threw a knife or used a knife?”

“I’ll swear I never did.”

“Did you hear all the commotion when we were outside the gate?”

Louis shook his head.

“No, I was trying to find a way out of the yard. I didn’t come back to that gate again for an hour. I was hiding part of the time and—”

“And how did—”

Mason got so far when the door was flung violently open. Mason stared in amazement at the man who stood there. It was Elk, part of his face hidden in white bandages. He stood at the door, supporting himself by the lintel, and glared with a certain malignity at his immediate superior.

“For the love of Allah, what has happened?”

“Don’t touch me,” snarled Elk, as Bray made a motion to assist him. “I don’t want anybody with a higher rank than sergeant to help me!”

He glared down at Inez.

“Did you hear anybody come into your flat before your husband returned?”

“I thought I did,” she said.

“How right you were! He was there, in the maid’s room, waiting for me when I came back, and coshed me. He couldn’t have got in without a key.”

“Where are your keys?” asked Mason, and Louis started.

“I lost them…I lost them in the fight. I didn’t miss them until I was on my way back there, and then I found the broken end of the chain — look.”

He showed it: a gold chain dangling by the side of his trousers.

Elk staggered across to where Louis was standing and tapped him heavily on the chest.

“There’s a desk in your hall,” he said slowly. “Did you keep anything valuable in the top drawer — money?”

Louis stared at him.

“Stop hiding up, will you?” snapped Mason. “What was in that top drawer?”

“Money, passports and tickets,” said Louis Landor huskily. “I was clearing out tomorrow and taking my wife away from this man.”

“How much money?” demanded Elk.

“About three thousand pounds.”

Elk laughed mirthlessly.

“There’s about nothing now! It’s gone! The drawer was broken open and the money taken. I’ll tell you something more, Mason.” His outrageous familiarity passed unnoticed. “The fellow that coshed me was White Face! I’m not romancing — —”

Mason interrupted him with an impatient gesture.

“Of course it was White Face. It could be nobody else but White Face. I’ve known that all along,” he said.
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Michael Quigley had never been alone through Gallows Court by day or night. He stood hesitant at the entrance and experienced a qualm of uneasiness which was foreign to him. He looked up and down the street vainly for a policeman, and rather wished he had detained the taxidriver. Yet Gallows Court differed from no other noisome thoroughfare; there were thousands of them in every great city, none more mysterious or sinister than the other. Two hundred years ago, when bravoes lurked in these dens, there might be another tale to tell; but here was the twentieth century; a highly organised police force, housing societies and sanitary inspectors prying into the darkest places without hurt to themselves. Not in the early hours of the morning, said a warning voice.

But they would be asleep now.

It was one of Mr. Mason’s figures of speech that the inmates of the court never slept. But he was rather prone to exaggeration. Mike looked up at the facade of Dr. Marford’s surgery. The windows of the top room were open. This was evidently his sleeping-room — he had had a faint hope that the doctor would still be about. Summoning his resolution, he walked into the dark entry. There was no sign or sound of life. Every window in the court was black.

Either the storm or some human piece of mischief had extinguished the gas-lamp at the far end of the court. Groping his way along, feeling at the wall, he presently touched the door which gave into the doctor’s yard. It was fastened, and he went on a little farther. Then suddenly he stopped, with his heart in his mouth. He had heard a groan, a deep, a painful groan that ended in a long-drawn “Oh-h!”

Where had it come from? He looked around fearfully, but could see nothing. And then he heard the groan again. It seemed to come from somewhere near him. He waited, determined to locate the sound, but it was not repeated. Instead came a soft cackle of laughter which made every hair on his head stand up. And then a hoarse voice spoke.

“Go on, Mr. Reporter, nobody’s going to hurt ya!”

He recognised the speaker, though he could not see him. It was the crazy man who had followed Mason and him into the street.

“Rats, ain’t we? Eyes like rats,” he said. “I heard ya! I hear everything!”

Michael edged towards the voice, and then saw an indistinguishable black mass huddled against the wall.

“I know where ya going!” The crazy unknown spoke in a thick whisper. “Ya going to see what’s wrong with old Gregory — clever! Cleverer than Mason. Here!” An invisible hand clutched his overcoat. Michael had to use all his self-control to prevent wrenching himself free. “I’ll tell you something.” The whisper grew more confidential. “They ain’t found Rudd — the police doctor. They’re out on the river with their drags, raking up the old mud, but they ain’t found him.”

The unseen creature laughed until he broke into a fit of coughing.

“All the busies and all the coppers in Tidal Basin lookin’ for old Rudd! Do you think he’s a good doctor — I don’t! I wouldn’t let him doctor me. Tell ’em what I say at the station, mister — have a lark with ‘em! Tell ’em he’s under a barge!”

Then the detaining claws released their grip.

“Blue Face is asleep down there on old Gregory’s doorstep. Blue Face — not White Face.”

Again the long gurgle of laughter that ended in a paroxysm of coughing. Michael drew himself away and went on till he came to No. 9. The sleeper he had seen sat hunched up on the doorstep of Gregory Wicks, the can still balanced on his knees. His arms were folded, his head bent forward. He was snoring regularly.

Michael did not dare go back the way he had come. He went out of the lower end of the court, came round the block and found the crazy man leaning against the wall of the entry.

“Old Gregory’s back — been back a quarter of an hour. An old man like him oughtn’t to drive taxicabs — and I’m the only man that knows why he oughtn’t! Dr. Marford knows, but he’s not the feller that goes snouting on his patients.”

“Snouting” meant “nosing,” and “nosing” meant “informing.” Dr. Marford was credited with having been the recipient of secrets which it would have terrified his more opulent brethren even to hear.

“What’s wrong with old Gregory Wicks? That’s what I’m asking ya?”

And then, without warning, the crazy man turned abruptly and ran noiselessly through the dark entry. He must have been either in stockinged or bare feet, for he made no sound, but moved with uncanny silence. He might have been the wraith of all that was ugly and wicked in the court.

But he had told Michael one thing he wanted to know. Gregory had returned, had been back a quarter of an hour. Michael walked slowly to the police station and interviewed the sergeant.

“No, we haven’t found Dr. Rudd. The river police are searching. There’s a chance he may have gone up west. He’s got a flat near Langham Place and he may turn up there later. Mr. Mason is on his way here, if you want to see him.”

“Why is he coming back?” asked Michael in surprise, but the station sergeant could or would give information on this point.

Michael was relieved: he wished for no better news, for he was desperately anxious to see the superintendent.

“Personally, I’m not worried about Rudd.” The station sergeant could drop all ceremonious titles with a sympathetic and understanding audience. “He’s a funny old chap — I don’t know how old he is, but he’s young compared with Methuselah. If a man’s got money, he oughtn’t to be messing about in this neigbourhood.”

“Has he got money?”

“Whips of it,” said the sergeant. “An old lady, one of his patients, died and left him a packet! If he’d been a better doctor she might have been living now,” he added libellously.

He patted back a yawn.

“Yes, he’s got tons of money. He owns a flat in the West End of London. Some of the Special Branch fellers from Scotland Yard tell me they often see him in the night clubs. Thank God, a man’s never too old to be silly!”

Michael, who knew the area well, had never seriously considered Dr. Rudd as an individual. There are some characters who fail utterly to inspire the least interest in themselves. They are figures — men or women occupying set places, who have no existence other than the existence which is visible to their casual acquaintances. Whether they eat or drink, have home lives or private predilections, is hardly worth speculating upon. It is almost surprising to discover that they play bridge or have the gift of distinguishing between Chateau Lafitte and Imperial Tokay. Whatever they do that is human appears as an amazing phenomenon.

He brought Dr. Rudd out of the background of his mind and tried to examine him as an entity, but he was either too tired or too bored to give this shadowy figure significance.

Mason came with Bray and Shale, and the superintendent was in his most rollicking mood. You might have thought he had risen from a long and refreshing sleep; he greeted Michael jovially.

But the news which the station sergeant gave him wiped the smile from his face.

“What?” he said. “Rudd hasn’t turned up?”

He had quite forgotten Dr. Rudd, for, like Michael, he found that elusive personality difficult to place. He did not speak for a long time, but stood in front of the fire, warming his hands.

“I’m not as worried about him as I should be,” he said. “He’s a queer bird, and gets me on the raw quicker than any man I know, though I hope I’ve never shown it. I can’t feel that he’s anything to worry about.”

“I’ll tell you something to worry about, if you’ll give me a few minutes,” said Michael, and the superintendent looked at him sharply.

“That sounds to me like a threat. All right. Can we have your room, Bray?”

Bray looked a little sour that he was not invited to the conference. He disliked these crime reporters, and made no disguise of his antipathy. And crime reporters disliked him and maliciously spelt his name wrong if they mentioned it at all.

Behind the closed door of the inspector’s room Michael revealed all his suspicions, and Mr. Mason listened, making very few comments.

“I’ve had that idea in my mind, too,” he said. “I’m not kidding you, Mike, or trying to jump in and take credit for your brain’s work. But old Gregory Wicks is as straight as a die. I’ve known him since I was a boy. I was born in this neighbourhood, but don’t want you to tell anybody this. Gregory’s got the finest record of any cabman in London — the amount of property that fellow’s restored to the rightful owners runs into five figures.”

“He limps, doesn’t he?” asked Michael, and Mason’s brows knitted.

“Yes, he limps,” he said slowly. “He was thrown from the seat of a cab years ago. Of course he limps,” he went on thoughtfully. “Now, why on earth did I forget that?”

“You told me that the man who was seen coming out of Mrs. Weston’s flat also limped?”

Mason nodded.

“Yes; I hadn’t connected the two people. But Gregory Wicks!” He laughed. “The idea’s ridiculous! The old boy is seventy-six if he’s a day, and he’s the most rumbustiously straight man I know.”

“That crazy fellow in the court asked you to find out what’s wrong with him, didn’t he?” asked Michael quietly.

Mason rubbed his bald head.

“There are too many crazy people giving me theories,” he said pointedly. “No, I don’t mean you, Michael.”

“What about asking the doctor?”

“Marford? Must I tell him I’ve pulled him out of bed to confirm what a lunatic has said about one of his patients? And would he tell? That’s the one thing you can’t compel a doctor to do unless you get him into the witness stand, and even then the Medical Association raise a hullabaloo if a lawyer goes a little too far.”

“Wake him up on some other excuse,” suggested Michael. “After all, he may be able to help us with Rudd.”

Mr. Mason thrust his hands more deeply into his pockets and rattled his loose change irritably.

“He certainly limped, if the woman witness was telling the truth. And now I come to remember it, White Face has always been a limper. That was one of the first descriptions circulated. He used to ride a motorcycle, you remember — that rather knocks your idea on the head.”

“Motorcyclists have been seen coming from the scene of a robbery, but nobody could swear that those particular cyclists were the robbers,” said Michael. “The motorcycle theory is one that everybody has jumped to, that after he did his dirty work he made his getaway on a pop-pop! When you come to think of it, motorbikes are the most conspicuous things in London after a certain hour. Isn’t it more likely that he made his grand exit on the box of a taxicab?”

“Or,” said Mason, “is it more likely that a man with a fifty-year record for honesty, a man with a bit of money put by, with no relations or friends, no vices, a man who never goes out, has never done a dishonest thing in his life, should suddenly turn crook? And listen, Michael! You’ve been a witness to a White Face raid and you’ve read about the others. What has invariably happened? He’s come into the restaurant and he’s said two words — what are those words?”

“‘Bail up,’” said Michael.

Mason nodded vehemently.

“Exactly—’bail up’! It was an expression of the old Australian bushrangers. It’s still used by the hold-up men in Australia. Gregory’s never been out of London in his life, except to drive a drunken fare into the country. The only knowledge he has of the word ‘bail’ is that it’s something to do with getting a man out of a police station after he’s pinched. I’ll tell you who White Face is — Tommy Furse.”

“And who in hell is Tommy Furse?” asked Michael, in surprise.

“You shall have the story when it’s properly cooked — at present the oven is just heating up.”

He got up quickly from his chair.

“I’ll call the doctor and tell him I want to come round and see him. Or Bray can do it.”

He opened the door, shouted for the inspector, and when he came gave him instructions.

“Tell him I’m very worried about Dr. Rudd and I would like to consult him.”

“As a matter of fact,” he added, when Bray had gone, “I’m not feeling too happy about Rudd, though what Dr. Marford can tell me I don’t know.”

“May I come?”

“You can come, but you’d better stay outside. I can’t very well introduce you into an official inquiry.”

“Anyway, he doesn’t like me very much,” said Michael, with a recollection of Dr. Marford’s former coldness.

When the superintendent reached the surgery he found Dr. Marford dressed. He had not been to bed that night, had only returned from a patient a few minutes before the ‘phone message came through.

“A boy or a girl?” asked Mr. Mason blandly.

“In this event it was both,” said the doctor.

He very much disliked discussing his cases, as Bray, who knew him better than Mason, was well aware.

“I’m not worried at all about Dr. Rudd. I didn’t like to say so before, for fear you might think I was saying something disparaging of him. By the way, I called in at the infirmary to see that woman, but as she seemed to be sleeping the house surgeon thought I’d better not see her.”

“Mrs. Weston?”

Marford nodded.

“When will she be fit to make a statement?”

“Tomorrow — this morning, I should think.”

He took a whisky bottle from a cupboard and put it with a siphon on the table.

“This is all I can offer you. I keep it exclusively for my visitors. Personally, I never drink after ten o’clock in the evening.”

He had no suggestions to offer with regard to Rudd.

“He’ll turn up,” he said confidentially, “and I prophesy that he’ll turn up with a headache and be quite incapable of transacting any kind of business for a day or two.”

“What on earth do you think he’s done?” asked Mason, and the doctor smiled.

“I would rather not say.”

“You’d rather not say things about quite a lot of people, Doctor.” Mason helped himself to some whisky and splashed in soda.

“They tell me you could hang half Gallows Court and send the other half to prison for the term of their natural lives?”

“If I could, I should do it,” said Marford. “Believe me, I have no sympathy with that ghastly crowd—”

“Except Gregory Wicks?” suggested Mason, and a shadow passed over the doctor’s face.

“Except Gregory Wicks,” he said slowly.

“Gregory Wicks,” began Bray, “is one of the nicest people living in this area—”

“Yes, yes, I’m sure the doctor will agree,” said Mason. “But why not Gregory Wicks?”

“For many reasons,” replied Marford. “He’s a good fellow—”

“What is the matter with him? You attend him, don’t you?”

Dr. Marford smiled faintly.

“I attend a good many people, but I never say what is the matter with them, even to entertain eminent police officers.”

“There’s something the matter with him, isn’t there?” insisted Mason, and Marford nodded.

“Anno Domini! You can’t get to the age of seventy-six without running a little threadbare. There are worn spots in men of that age, certain weaknesses, peculiar mental and physical failings which no doctor can patch. It’s amazing to me that he can do what he does at his age. I’ve never seen him really sick or sorry — he has certainly got the loudest voice in Tidal Basin; and I can testify, for I attended the victim, that he can still deliver a blow that would knock out the average pugilist. Why are you interested?”

He stepped back from Mason and surveyed him with a troubled face.

“Do you know, Mr. Mason,” he said slowly, “I’ve got an instinctive idea that you’ve come here not to talk about Mr. Rudd but to talk about this old taxidriver. There is a halfwitted man who lives in the court, whose name I forget — he used to be a shoeblack — who has an obsession about Gregory. Every time I go into the court he catches my arm and asks me what is wrong with Gregory Wicks — I wonder if he’s been asking you the same thing?”

Mason was momentarily embarrassed. It did not add to his self-esteem that he should have been detected acting as a lunatic’s mouthpiece.

“Well, yes,” he said, and laughed awkwardly. “I’ve heard the man — in fact, he’s asked me the same question. But of course I shouldn’t be stupid enough to come round in the middle of the night to pass on a crazy inquiry. I’m interested in the old boy.”

The doctor was behind his desk, leaning down on his outstretched arms, looking terribly tired. Mason found himself being thankful that he had not been born in so favourable a position that his parents could afford to educate him as a doctor.

“You’ll have to ask the old man in the morning. I’m very sorry; I’d like to oblige you, Mr. Mason. It isn’t entirely a question of professional secrecy — I certainly wouldn’t let that stand in my way with a police officer who was investigating a very serious crime — though what poor old Gregory’s got to do with it I can’t imagine. But I owe Gregory something more than perfunctory loyalty. He’s by way of being a crony of mine, and I’m afraid you’ll have to ask him yourself tomorrow.”

“He has something the matter with his face, hasn’t he?”

Marford hesitated.

“Yes,” he said; “you could describe it that way.”

And then he raised his eyes slowly to Mason.

“You will not suggest” — his lips twitched— “that the old man is your White Face?”

“I’m suggesting nothing of the sort,” said Mason hastily and reproachfully. “Of course I’m not! I’m merely curious. That crazy fellow’s got on my nerves — I’ll admit it. Certainly, I’ll ask Gregory himself in the morning. I’d ask him tonight if it wasn’t for disturbing that mackerel who’s been sleeping on Gregory’s doorstep ever since midnight.”

“Is it a very red-nosed man?” asked Bray, interested. “If it is, he’s often there. I’ve seen him myself. I very often go through Gallows Court alone — more or less alone. A drunken-looking man with a red nose —

“I never inspected his nose,” said Mason icily. “It probably went red through sticking it into other people’s investigations.”

“Very likely,” said Mr. Bray, and Shale could only marvel at his clouded intelligence.

“Do you believe every man who wears a lint mask is a criminal?” Marford asked quietly. “Of course you don’t: you’re too sensible. Any more than you believe that all Chinamen are wicked. I ask you this,” — he spoke very slowly— “because the man of whom you spoke earlier this evening is coming” — he looked at his watch— “in less than ten minutes.”

“White Face?” said Mason in amazement.

“He telephoned me just before you came.”

“Tell me, Dr. Marford” — Bray could not be repressed— “how is this White Face man dressed when you see him?”

Marford considered a moment.

“He usually wears a very long coat reaching almost to his heels, and a soft dark hat.”

“Black?” asked Bray eagerly.

“It may be. I’ve never really noticed.”

“Why is he coming this morning?” asked Mason.

“He said he would have come earlier in the night, but the streets were full of policemen. I’m telling you what he told me. It doesn’t sound too good of any man that he’s afraid of the police. But anyone supersensitive as this fellow is, might very easily shrink from being seen.”

“He telephoned you from where?”

“I’m not sure. It certainly wasn’t our local exchange, because the calls we get through on the local exchange are always indicated by continuous ringing, and these signals came at intervals.”

He walked to the big window, drew aside the blind and looked out.

“There’s somebody out there,” he said. “Is it a police officer? No, it isn’t, I see. It’s the reporter, isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“Ask him to come in.”

Mason nodded to his subordinate, and Sergeant Shale went out to admit the reporter.

“If I could stop you getting a big beat I would, Michael, but this matter isn’t entirely in my hands. You’ll probably have to use your well-known discretion — I think I can trust you to keep out of your paper just what I want you to keep out.”

“The idea being?” asked Michael.

“White Face,” said Mr. Bray, and coughed when he caught his superior’s chilly eye.

“As that active and discreet officer said, it’s somebody with a white face; a man who’s been seen in this neighbourhood, and probably in other neighbourhoods — I think you met him at the Howdah Club. And he’s due here almost at once. I don’t suppose he wants to see a lot of people here” — he addressed Marford— “but you realise I’ll have to ask him to give an account of himself.”

The doctor, who was arranging an instrument that looked like a huge aluminium funnel, nodded his agreement.

“As a matter of fact, he’s very shy, but if I am to betray anybody in the interests of justice I might as well betray him. It isn’t very admirable and I can’t say that I’m very proud of myself.”

He brought the lamp nearer to his desk and turned the switch, and Mason saw a circle of green light appear on the floor. The shadows which the other lights cast ran through the circle redly. Marford turned off the lamp and explained that the current came, not from the main electric supply, but from an accumulator.

“I warn you,” he said, “that this man may refuse to enter the surgery. It took me a long while to persuade him the last time he was here.”

“Which way does he come?”

“Through the yard and up that passage to that door.” He pointed to the door near the medicine cupboard. “He gives me a signal — two long rings and two short ones; that was my own arrangement un account of his incurable shyness. I shall never get him in if he sees any of you.”

Mason tried the door; it was locked. The telephone bell rang at a moment when all nerves were tense. Marford sat on the desk and took up the instrument.

“Yes, he’s here,” he said. “It is Dr. Marford speaking…better, is she? I’m glad of that…Certainly.”

He handed the instrument to Mason.

“The woman Weston is quite conscious and wants to come to the station to see you.”

Mason listened, giving monosyllabic interruptions. He put up the receiver and looked very thoughtful.

“She wants to come to the station. It was Elk — I thought I recognised the voice. I wonder if I could get him here in time,” said Mason thoughtfully. “He’d be very much interested to meet White Face — he’s met him once this evening.”

“There may be time—” began Marford.

A bell in the room rang shrilly and long, rang again, then came two short rings. The men looked at one another.

“That is your White Face, is it?”

Mason’s voice was husky. His hand dropped mechanically to his pocket, and Bray was satisfied now: the rumour that Mason always carried a gun was true.

Michael Quigley, a silent participator, felt a little shiver run down his spine as Mason made a gesture to his two subordinates.

“Behind those curtains, you two fellows. Michael, you’d better go out into the front hall. I’ll get behind the desk if you don’t mind.”

“What do you want me to do?” asked Marford, as he took a key from his pocket.

“Let him in, that’s all. I’ll see that he doesn’t get out again,” said Mason. “You can help us by shutting and locking the door on him.”

Marford nodded. He turned the key and pulled open the door slowly. Watching him from the cover of the desk, Mason saw him smile.

“Good evening,” he said. “Won’t you come in?” He went a little out of sight and they heard the rumble of a voice saying something which was indistinguishable. It might have been a voice that spoke behind a muffling mask.

“My dear fellow,” they heard Marford say, “I have never promised you that I can be absolutely alone, but you have nothing to fear — come along.”

He disappeared from view into the passage and Mason held his breath. Then suddenly the door slammed; there was the sound of a bolt being drawn, and in another second:

“Help!” It was Marford’s voice. “Mason…Mason! For God’s sake!”

Then came an unearthly scream that turned the hearers’ blood cold.

Mason was on his feet instantly. He was halfway to the door when the lights of the room went out. From the passage came the faint sound of a struggle.

“Bray! Go to the front door, quick! Go with him, Shale!”

They came to the front door to find it was locked from the inside and did not yield to their frantic tugging. Mason remembered that the doctor had told him he kept that part of the premises which contained the surgery locked and double-locked, and that he invariably used the back door himself.

They stumbled back through the darkness, and as Mason picked up a chair and sent it smashing a the panel, a ray from Bray’s torch glittered on the lamp.

“This works.”

He fumbled for the switch and found it, and the ghostly green circle appeared on the floor. It gave them enough light to work by. Within a few moments two panels were gone. Bray, the taller, reached through, found the bolt and drew it. There was another at the bottom, and it was some minutes before the third panel was broken and enabled them to reach this.

Bray was the first in the passage. It was empty. The door at the end stood wide open. He ran out into the yard — there was nobody in sight.

“There’s blood here,” he said. “I can’t see Marford. Can you bring the lamp out?”

Shale examined the flex: there was enough to carry the ray lamp into the corridor. It revealed nothing except patches of something red and shining on the floor and walls The doctor and his assailant had vanished.



Chapter XIV


Table of Contents


To the man in the yard outside came the sound of splintering panels. White Face had no need to crank up his machine: the taxi engine was running softly. He pulled open the two gates and took a look inside the cab. On the floor was a huddled figure.

“Doctor,” said White Face pleasantly, “I’m afraid I shall have to take you for an uncomfortable journey.”

He could have left him behind for the detectives to find, but it was most undesirable that this medical practitioner should tell his experience; for he had seen White Face without his mask.

The car ran swiftly into the street. As he passed he thought he could hear somebody trying to get out of the front door. He passed a policeman on the corner of the street; the man shouted out to him, “Good night, Gregory.” White Face smiled to himself.

The hands which gripped the wheel were wet and stained with the red liquid which he had poured from a bottle on to the floor and walls of the passage. He hoped it would look like blood, would at least throw his pursuers off the track until the morning.

He hadn’t too much time. Mentally he calculated how long it would take Mason to telephone a description of the cab to Scotland Yard, and just how much longer time would be wasted whilst the description was being circulated through London. He gave himself a good half-hour, providing he kept to the outskirts. So he made his way northward, and in half an hour had reached the outskirts of Epping Forest. It was certain that the Yard would telephone to the outlying stations the number of the cab, and that made it imperative that he should keep to the secondary roads and avoid those key points where the Essex police patrols could establish a barrage.

With any luck he could reach the little farm undetected. It lay between Epping and Chelmsford, not a long journey if he had dared the direct route.

He came at last to a place where an uninviting country lane ran off at right angles to the road, and turned his car down this. He had to move with the greatest caution, for he had extinguished his lamps. The road was uneven, but not quite so bad as the cart track into which he guided the taxi. Here he had to move very carefully. The only thing that concerned him was whether the noise of the car in low gear would attract the attention of an inquisitive policeman, but apparently it had not.

Without any knowledge of the time, he could make a rough guess — thought it must be four o’clock. There was no sign of dawn in the sky.

He came at last to an old barn, which was built by the side of a squat and shapeless building, and, stopping the cab without stopping the engine, he got down, opened the cab door and, lifting out the unconscious doctor, laid him on the grass. Then he backed the machine into the barn and, closing the big gate of it, went back to open the door of the house. This done, he returned to the place where he had left the doctor and half carried, half dragged him into the passage.

Except for a few ugly, dilapidated articles which the previous owner had not thought it worthwhile to move, the house was unfurnished. There was a dingy carpet running the length of the hall, and in the room to where White Face carried his burden, an old sofa to which he hoisted the doctor. He stood for some time looking at his prisoner. “It was a great mistake for you to try to set the police on me, and I hope no harm comes to you,” he said.

Lately White Face had acquired the habit of talking aloud.

He finished his examination of the unconscious man, then went out to the barn, and presently came back with a small bottle of champagne and a box of biscuits: emergency rations which he kept in a box under the cab seat.

The taxi was of no more use to him. He must make his way across country to Harwich by another means. And those means were ready to his hand. He had compiled from week to week, with scrupulous care, a list of motor excursions out of London. There was one leaving in the morning from Forest Gate to Felixstowe, and he had already decided that this was the route he would take. He would not be noticed in an excursion crowd.

The doctor was a difficulty. Almost he wished he had not brought him; but he was too dangerous to leave.

White Face drank his wine out of an old cup he found in the kitchen, poured out another cup and took it back to where he had left his charge. Placing the lamp which he carried on the table, and by the side of this the cup, White Face sat on the edge of the bed and waited. Presently he saw the doctor’s eyes flicker; they opened, looked wonderingly round the room and fixed themselves finally upon the man who was sitting on the bed.

“Where is this place?” he spoke huskily.

“This place is a little farm near Romford,” said the other calmly. “And may I tell you what your friend Mason has already guessed — that I am White Face.”

The doctor looked at him incredulously. “You?”

The man nodded.

“Weird, isn’t it? But I think you guessed it yourself and were prepared to tell your friends of Scotland Yard. I am not going to chloroform you or drug you again or do any of the things which I might do. Unless I am greatly mistaken, you will go to sleep and you will sleep for a very long time; and when you wake up you will find your way to the nearest police station. If you drive a car, I must tell you there is a taxi in the barn — I invariably use a taxi. My landlord” — he laughed at the word— “was Mr. Gregory Wicks. I invarialy use a taxi — Gregory Wicks’s taxi. That may or may not convey something to you, but I rather fancy your mind is incapable of grasping important essentials.”

The doctor was staring at him.

“Turn on your side,” commanded White Face, and was obeyed instantly. “Close your eyes.”

He waited a few minutes until the drugged man was asleep, and then he went out, taking the lamp with him. He made another journey to the garage, brought in a suitcase and laid out such toilet articles as he required.
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Mason had found the governing light switch and brought on all the lights in Marford’s house. Bray, who had searched the yard, came back with his report.

“There’s blood everywhere,” he said. “Look at that!” He pointed to an uneven smudge near the door. “They carried him out this way.”

“Is there any other way he could have been carried out?” snapped Mason.

In the courtyard the gates were wide open, and so were the doors of the empty garage. Gregory Wick’s taxicab had gone. When they came out to the street they had heard the faint, dying whine of it as it sped westwards.

“They’ve got him in the cab,” said Bray incoherently. “There must have been two or three of them.”

“Why not four or five?” snarled Mason, “Or six or seven?”

“I only want to say,” began the aggrieved inspector, “that one man couldn’t have outed him and lifted him. I’d better call up assistance.”

The police whistle was halfway to his mouth when Mason knocked it out of his hand.

“What’s the matter with the telephone?” he asked fiercely. “I want to know who’s awake in this neighbourhood, and I don’t want any excuse for their being awake, either! Call every man you can lay your hands on. The reserves will be in by now.”

When Bray had gone, the superintendent made a quick search of the yard. There was an open pit surrounded by a low fencing. He struck a match, drew his own lamp from his pocket and cast the rays down. A long way below the surface of the ground he saw the glint of water. A well. How deep was it? There was something there, too, something that looked like a sack. And then he heard a voice behind him. “Found the well?”

He looked round; it was Elk, a ghostly figure, with his white-bandaged head. “Did you know there was a well here?”

“Yes, the winch is above your head — handle on the wall.”

Looking up, Mason saw an iron bracket. “Something down there?” asked Elk, and peered curiously. “Gregory’s cab’s gone, of course. I guessed something was happening and came round.”

The two men went up to the empty garage and made a search. There was nothing there except a few tools, a spare tyre or two and a dozen tins of petrol. They picked up the blood trail in the garage. Mason looked at these ominous stains and shook his head.

“All my ideas have gone west,” he said in despair.

“Mine have stayed strictly put, working for the good of humanity,” said Elk. “White Face, wasn’t it? And he’s kidnapped the doctor — that fellow’s got a nerve!”

They heard Michael’s step and looked round. “Well, are you going to interview Gregory?” he asked. “Gregory — I presume he’s with his cab.”

“Let’s see,” said Michael.

They discovered that the door leading into Gallows Court was fastened with a spring lock and offered no difficulty. Elk examined this door carefully and grunted.

“As full of clues as a milkshop,” he said.

They walked quickly down the court and came to the doorway of No. 9. The sleeper still snored; the tin remained balanced on his knee.

“Whoever put that tin there were helping the police a lot,” said Mason. “It’d break their hearts to know it, but it’s a fact.”

He knocked heavily at the door, but there was no answer. After a little while he knocked again-still no reply.

“He must have gone out.”

Michael shook his head emphatically.

“How could he go in or out with that man sitting there? He must have moved him.”

The sleeper was now aroused; the tin fell noisily from his knee as he stood up, groaning, and Bray recognised him as a famous local tippler. He had been there, he said, since about — he didn’t know the time; he thought it was about half an hour after the public-houses had closed. He could not remember anybody passing, cither going in or out. Mason knocked again.

Gallows Court was alive now — alive with dark shapes that had melted out of the walls, silent things that just looked and gave no evidence of their humanness. Curious watchers, eager to see somebody, something happen. If they had chatted amongst themselves Michael could have borne their presence, but they were terribly silent, edging nearer and nearer.

Then suddenly the upper window of No. 9 was raised creakily.

“Who’s that?”

It was old Gregory Wicks’s strident voice, unmistakably so.

“I want to see you, Gregory.”

“Who is it?”

“Superintendent Mason. You remember me?”

The old man cogitated.

“I don’t know no Superintendent Mason. There used to be a young feller called Sergeant Mason a few years ago.”

“A good few, Gregory,” said Mason with a chuckle. “I’m Sergeant Mason. Come down and let us in.”

“What do you want?” asked the old man cautiously.

“I want to have a talk with you.”

The man above hesitated, but after a while he put down the window and Mason heard his feet descending the stairs. The door opened noisily.

“Come on up to my room,” he said.

There was no light in the house save the lamp which the police brought, nor in his little sittingroom.

“Come in and sit down. Here’s a chair, Sergeant — Superintendent, eh? Gosh! Time goes on!”

“Haven’t you got a lamp?”

The question seemed to embarrass the old man.

“Lamp? Well, yes, I’ve got a lamp somewhere. You’ll find it in the kitchen, mister. There are three of you, ain’t there? My eyes are not as good as they used to be, but I sort of heard three lots of feet on the stairs besides mine.”

It was Michael who went downstairs and found the lamp half filled with oil. He lit it, fixed the glass chimney and carried it carefully up the stairs into the room where the three men were. And then, to Mason’s surprise, he said:

“I couldn’t find your lamp anywhere, Mr. Wicks.”

This in face of the fairly bright light he carried in his hand. The old man smiled.

“What do you call that you’ve brought into the room?” he said. “Put it on the table, young man, and don’t try to take liberties with me.”

The look of chagrin in Michael’s face brought joy to Superintendent Mason’s heart.

“Now sit down, everybody. What do you want to know?”

“Have you been out tonight, Gregory?” Mason asked.

Gregory felt his scrubby chin.

“For a little while,” he said cautiously. “I always pop up to the West End. Why?”

“Does anybody else drive your cab?”

“I’ve let it out before now,” said Gregory. “I’m not so young as I was, and an owner-driver has got to live, and he can only live if he works his machine all the time.”

“Who takes your car out?”

The old man did not answer, and Mason repeated the question.

“Well…my lodger takes it out.”

“The man who lives downstairs?”

“That’s right, Sergeant — I mean, Superintendent! Bless me life, fancy you being a superintendent! I remember you getting your first stripe.”

Mason patted him gently on the knee.

“Of course you do. And I remember summonsing you for using abusive language and the magistrate dismissing the charge.”

Gregory gurgled with laughter at the recollection.

“I was always a hard one to get the better of,” he said smugly.

“Where is your lodger now?”

Again the hesitation.

“Out, I suppose. He usually goes out at night. Rather a nice young feller. Very quiet. He’s about thirty-five, and he’s had a lot of trouble: that’s all I know about him.” Then, in sudden alarm: “He’s not been in trouble again?”

“Oh, that’s the kind of trouble, is it?” said Mason. “Gregory, where is your badge?”

Now, a cabman’s badge is an almost sacred thing. It is to the driver what marriage lines are to a woman. The effect of the question on the old man was extraordinary. He fidgeted in his chair and rubbed his chin.

“I’ve put it away somewhere,” he said lamely.

“Gregory, where is your badge? If you’ve been out tonight, you must have been wearing it,” said Mason. “As a matter of fact, you haven’t been out tonight; you haven’t been out any night for months; you know that, old pal.”

Again he pressed the old man’s knee affectionately, and this time his sympathy was genuine.

“You know why you haven’t been out. The doctor knows.”

“He hasn’t told?” said Gregory quickly.

“No, I’ve told myself. You knew there was a lamp came in the room because you could smell it, but you couldn’t see it, Gregory — only dimly. Isn’t that true?”

The old man shrank back.

“I’ve been a licensed cabman for fifty-five years, Mr. Mason,” he pleaded.

“I know. I hope you’ll be a licensed cabman all the days of your life. Only you mustn’t drive cabs, Gregory — when you’re blind!”

He saw the old man wince, and cursed himself for his brutality.

“I’m not exactly blind, but I can’t see very well.”

The blustering Gregory Wicks had suddenly become an oddly pathetic figure.

“My eyes are not what they were, Mr. Mason, but I never like to admit it. I’ve had my licence and badge all these years, and naturally I didn’t want to part with it; so when this young lodger of mine, who’s been in trouble and couldn’t get a licence, said he’d like to take out the cab, I — well — I lent him my badge. That’s an offence, I know, but I’m willing to take my medicine.”

“Then you’ve never seen your lodger?”

“No, I haven’t seen him; I’ve heard him. He comes in sometimes; I hear him moving about; and he pays me regularly.”

“How do you know he’s thirty-five, and a nice young man who’s going to be married?”

“I heard he was — a friend of mine told me.”

They left him bemoaning the loss of the thing which was more precious to him than any other possession — the stamped licence that had been issued every one of the fifty-five years of his active life, and which might never be issued again. Mason went downstairs and tried the door of the lower room. The lock was not difficult to pick — did not, if they had known, require picking at all, for the key of the upstairs room fitted both doors. In five minutes it swung open and Mason went in, followed by Bray, who carried the oil lamp.

There was a bed in one corner, but evidently it had not been slept in for a long time: the blankets were folded, the pillow was without cover. The floor had a large square of carpet in the centre, and that, with a table, a chair, and a square mirror over the fireplace, seemed all that the room contained, until Elk began to test the mirror, and found that it hid a roughly hewn hole in the wall, large enough to take a heavy steel box.

“This will tell us something,” said Mason.

The lid opened squeakily, and he stared down into the interior at what it contained.

It was a short, stout knife, the blade stained and smeared red. Carefully he picked it out and as carefully laid it on the bare table.

“Here is the knife that killed Donald Bateman,” he said.
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Only one man in the court had ever seen Gregory’s lodger, or would admit they had seen him. At the very hint of an inquiry the crowd that filled the court melted back into the walls again; only the crazy, nameless man remained.

“Didn’t I tell you? Didn’t I tell you?” he almost screamed when he caught sight of Mason. “You and the reporter fellow — what’s wrong with Gregory, eh? I knew!” He tapped his nose. “I’ll bet the doctor knew, but he wouldn’t squeak. Here!” He detained Mason. “Is it true that they got the doctor?…Somebody’ll be murdered if they touch him! Everybody in Gallows Court will go and find the man and bring him in here and put him down into a cellar, and put clay in his mouth and tear little bits off him till he dies!”

The awful face grinned up at the superintendent.

“In which case,” said Mason, “I shall come and do a bit of pinching myself, and somebody else will die. No, I don’t know who has taken the doctor.”

“I heard him — shouting, screaming something awful. And then the cab went out,” whispered the man. “If we’d known it was the doctor we’d have been after ‘em.”

“What is this lodger like?”

The man shook his head.

“A tall feller — that’s all I know. Seen him once or twice go in and out, generally at night; but I’ve never seen him any closer than that. He didn’t sleep there — old Gregory thought he did, but he didn’t.”

This was so near to the conclusion that Mason formed that he was inclined to listen to other opinions with respect, but Shoey — as they called him — said no more.

There was one good quality about Inspector Bray: he was an excellent telephonist. Before Mason left the surgery, Scotland Yard knew all about a taxicab No. 93458 — its colour, its appearance generally and the direction it had taken. And Scotland Yard knew all about the missing Dr. Marford and the chauffeur who lived with old Gregory Wicks.

That busy printing press at the Yard worked furiously to carry the news to the outermost beat, and the early workers straggling into the City saw police cyclists disregarding all speed rules.

Lorna Weston sat in the infirmary hall waiting for the ambulance which was to take her to the police station. A pallid, shaken woman, her eyes weary and heavy, she barely noticed or heard the laborious platitudes of Police Constable Hartford, who sat by her side — all the more laborious because he had decided that her condition was due to excessive indulgence in alcohol, and had set himself the task of opening her eyes to the evil that men (and women) put in their mouths to steal away their brains.

One of the policemen who came with the ambulance gave a fragmentary and generally inaccurate resume of what had happened to Dr. Marford. P.C. Hartford clicked his lips unhappily.

“It only shows, Mrs. Weston, what drink will do to a man,” he said. “They were probably all drinking together up at the doctor’s surgery, and naturally something happened. It’s never too late to turn. Take me: five years ago there wasn’t a man who loved a glass of beer more than myself. I used to call myself a moderate drinker, but was I? No man who drinks can be a moderate drinker. Then one day I was induced to take the pledge, and look at me to-day!”

She did not look at him. She hardly heard him. If she had looked, she would have realised that if there had been any improvement in P.C. Hartford’s appearance, he must have looked very dreadful in his moderately drinking days. But she heard nothing except a buzz of voices that had been going on all night — whispering, buzzing voices that came from another planet; and there was a little pain in her left arm which irritated her; and through all her confusion of mind and dread, formless reality which could not be reduced to any dimensions or advanced into clear perspective.

When she spoke it was mechanically to repeat:

“I want to see the Chief of Police. I must see the Chief of Police.”

She repeated this monotonously. Part of the mechanism of her reason was working; some tremendous motive power impelled a demand of which she was not conscious. She had little flashes of complete understanding; knew she was sitting on a hard form in a long and dimly-lit corridor, with bare, discoloured walls. In the next second she was sitting in an armchair in a small room, which was so light that it hurt her eyes; and a different lot of people were around her.

“Why did the infirmary people let her go?” asked Mason, in despair.

“I want to see the Chief of Police,” she said. “I want to make a statement.”

“So you’ve told me a dozen times, my dear,” said Mason, patting her hand. “Now wake up. You know where you are — I’m Superintendent Mason.”

She looked at him searchingly and shook her head.

“Where’s the matron?” asked Mason. “Oh, here you are, Miss Leverett. Let her lie down; give her some coffee. Where’s that damned — oh, there you are, Bray! Is there any report?”

“None, sir,” said the inspector. And then, painfully: “I don’t think I can stand much more, sir. I shall have to go to sleep. After all, I’m only human.”

“You’re not human at all” — Mason was distinctly offensive— “you’re a policeman. You haven’t been awake twentyfour hours, and you’ll certainly be awake another twentyfour; the first forty-eight hours are the worst.”

“My own belief is,” said Bray, “that this fellow drove the cab straight into the Thames — —”

“Yes, yes, I’m sure he did,” said Mason soothingly, “or into the British Museum, possibly. You might put an inquiry through.”

Inspector Bray considered this.

“I shouldn’t think they’d go to the British Museum, sir — —” he began.

Mason pointed to the door. He felt that another ten minutes of Inspector Bray would reduce him to a state of imbecility.

He returned to the inspector’s room, now littered with a medley of articles which had been removed from the “lodger’s” home. There were one or two very important documents which he had found in a tin case, which had been half filled with platinum settings. Searching the box he found tweezers, awls and instruments of the jeweller’s art by the dozen. White Face had himself removed the stones from their settings — the wonder is that he had not disposed of the platinum. He must have felt himself perfectly safe under the aegis of old Gregory, whose very honesty was the lodger’s best credential.

A diligent search had been made for evidence of firearms, and as a matter of precaution, to the circulation of the description of the wanted man had been added the warning: “May carry a pistol.” But there was no proof that he carried anything of the sort. Neither cartridge nor cartridge box was found and, except for the knife, no arms whatsoever.

In the bottom of the cupboard they had unearthed a cardboard box bearing a Lyons label, which was filled with bundles of white cotton gloves, and in another part of the room half a dozen squares of twill into which eyeholes had been roughly cut. To the edge of each was fastened a strip of whalebone and a piece of elastic; the whalebone kept the mask rigid, and the elastic obviously fitted over the ears. Except for the eyeholes they might have been parts of the hangman’s ghastly equipment.

White Face was well found in all matters pertaining to dress. There were two new long black coats, obviously of foreign make, three pairs of rubber goloshes, only one pair of which had been used and, most curious of all, a dummy automatic pistol. It was the kind that is used in theatres, was made of wood, and was a lifelike representation of the real article. Until he had picked it up in his hand and had felt its lightness, Mason had been absolutely certain that it was the real thing.

In his own mind he was convinced that White Face had no other weapon and that this was the gun he carried on his unlawful occasions, the weapon which had cowed crowded restaurants and night clubs, and had reduced porters and waiters to trembling jelly.

Elk was half dozing in the room when Mason entered. “Do you know what I think, sir?”

“You thinking, too?” growled Mason. “All right, I’ll buy it.”

“There’s one man who is going to get White Face acquitted. You can look at it any way you like, but it comes back to the same thing. You couldn’t work a conviction against him — if Lamborn sticks to his story.”

“Oh!” Mason’s face fell. “Lamborn — that’s the pickpocket. H’m!”

He pondered on the matter for a long time.

“You’re quite right, Elk,” he said at last. “In the face of what that dirty little thief has said it would be very difficult to get a verdict. When I say ‘we couldn’t,’ we mightn’t. It’s a shade of odds how the jury would take it.”

“The jury,” said Mr. Elk oracularly, “is a body or institution which gives everybody the benefit of the doubt except the police. Juries don’t think; they deliberate; juries — —”

“Don’t let us get clever,” said Mason. He went out through the charge-room (where he borrowed a key), down a passage lined on one side with yellow cell doors, and stopped before No. 9, pulled back the grating and looked in. Mr. Lamborn was lying uneasily on a plank bed, two blankets drawn up over his shoulders. He was awake, and at the movement of the grating lifted his head.

“Hallo, Lamborn! Sleeping well?”

The thief blinked at him, swung his legs clear of the plank and sat up.

“If there’s a law in this country, Mason, you’re going to get fired out of the force for this what I might call outrage!”

“Invincible soul,” said Mason admiringly. He put the key in the lock and turned it. “Come out and have some coffee with me?”

“Poisoned?” asked Lamborn suspiciously. “A little strychnine — nothing serious,” said Mason. He conducted his prisoner along the corridor, handed over the key of the cell to an amused jailer and ushered Lamborn into the little room. At the sight of Elk’s bandaged head the prisoner brightened visibly.

“Hallo! Had a coshing?” he asked. “Prayers are answered sometimes! I hope you’re not seriously injured, Mr. Elk?”

“He means,” interpreted Elk, “that he hopes I’m fatally injured. Sit down, you poor, cheap, butter-fingered whizzer.”

“I shouldn’t like to see you killed — flowers ain’t cheap just now.”

Lamborn sat, still smirking, and when the inevitable coffee was brought, half filled a cup with sugar. “Got the murderer?” he asked pleasantly.

“We’ve got you, Harry,” said Mr. Mason in the same tone, and Lamborn snorted.

“You couldn’t prove anything against me, except by the well-known perjury methods of the London police. I dare say you’ll put half a dozen of your tame noses in the box and swear me life away, but Gawd’s in his heaven!”

“Where did you learn that bit?” asked Mason curiously.

Lamborn shrugged his shoulders theatrically.

“When I’m in stir I only read poetry,” he explained. “The book lasts longer because you can’t understand it.”

He sipped noisily at his coffee, put down the cup with a clatter and leaned towards Mason.

“You haven’t got a chance of convicting me. I’ve been thinking it out in the cell.”

Mason smiled pityingly.

“The moment you start thinking, Harry, you’re lost,” he said. “It’s like putting a cow on a tight-rope. You’re not built for it. I don’t want to convict you.”

His tone changed: he was so earnest that he carried conviction even to the sceptical hearer.

“All I wanted then, and all I want now, is that you should tell the truth. Have you ever known me to take all this trouble to get a little whizzer a couple of months’ hard labour? Use your sense, Lamborn! Does a Superintendent of Scotland Yard, one of the Big Five, come down here to Tidal Basin and waste his night trying to get a conviction against a poor little hook like you? It would be like calling on the Navy to kill an earwig!”

Mr. Lamborn was impressed. The logic was irresistible. He rubbed his chin uneasily.

“Well, it does seem funny,” he said.

“Funny? It’s ludicrous! There must have been some reason why I wanted you to tell me this, and some reason why I should promise to withdraw the charge against you. You’re wide, Lamborn — as wide as any lad in this district. Use your common sense and tell me why I should take all this trouble if I hadn’t something behind it.”

Lamborn avoided his eyes. “It does seem funny,” he said again.

“Then laugh!” growled Elk.

The man was not listening; he was frowning down at the table, obviously making up his mind. He made his decision at last.

“All right, guv’nor, it’s a bet!”

He put out his hand and Mason gripped it, and that grip was a pledge, an oath and a covenant.

“I dipped him — yes. I saw him drop and I thought he was soused. I went over and I was knocked out to find he was a swell.”

“He was lying on his side, his face away from the lamp, wasn’t he?” asked Mason.

The man nodded.

“Just tell me what you did — one moment.”

He raised his voice and called for Bray.

“Lie down there, Bray.” He pointed to the floor. “I want to reconstruct Lamborn’s petty larceny.”

Mr. Bray looked with some meaning at Elk.

“Elk can’t lie down because of his head,” said Mason irritably.

Bray went down on his knees and stretched himself, and Lamborn stood over him.

“I flicked open his coat — so. I put my hand in his inside pocket—”

“Left side or right side?” asked Mason.

“The left side. Then I hooked his clock — his watch, I mean — with my little finger — like this.”

His hands moved swiftly. There happened to be a pocket-case in Mr. Bray’s inside pocket. It also happened to contain the photograph of a very pretty girl, which fell on the floor. Bray retrieved it quickly and made a wrathful protest.

“And he’s married!” was Elk’s shocked murmur.

Bray went very red.

“All right, you can get up.”

Taking a sheet of paper out of a drawer, Mason began writing quickly. When he had finished he handed the sheet to Lamborn, who read it over and eventually affixed his sprawling signature to the statement.

“Why did you want to know, guv’nor?” he asked. “What’s my robbery got to do with the murder?”

Mason smiled.

“You’ll read all about it in one of the evening papers — I’ll try to arrange that your photograph’s published.”

Elk laughed hollowly.

“What’s the matter with his fingerprints?”

“But why do you want me to tell, Mr. Mason?”

Mason did not explain.

“Release this man, Bray. Mark the charge ‘withdrawn.’ You’ll have to attend the police court tomorrow morning, but you needn’t go into the dock.”

“It’s the only part of it he knows,” said Elk sotto voce.

Lamborn shook hands forgivingly with the chief and with Elk.

“One thing, Harry,” said Mason, and the released prisoner paused at the door. “You’ll be given back all your possessions except the jemmy we found in your pocket. I didn’t tell you, but I was putting a felony charge against you in the morning—’Loitering with intent.’ Congratulations!”

Lamborn made a hurried exit from the police station. Until morning came he lay in his bed, puzzling to find a solution of the strange philosophy of Superintendent Mason, and could discover no answer that was consistent with his knowledge of English police methods.
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Lamborn had hardly left before the superintendent came into the charge-room hurriedly and the police reporter heard his name called.

“Michael, this young lady of yours — what was she at the clinic?”

“I believe she acted as Marford’s secretary,” said Michael, surprised. And then, anxiously: “You’re not going to see her tonight, are you?”

Mason was undecided.

“Yes, I think I will. Somebody ought to be told about the doctor — I mean, somebody that matters. Besides, she may give us some very valuable help.”

“What help could she give you?” asked Michael suspiciously.

Mason rolled his head impatiently.

“If you imagine I’m waking her up in the middle of the night on any old excuse for the sake of seeing her in her negligee, you’re nattering me. I’m out to find all the threads that lead to and from everybody who has played a part in this crime,” he said. “I want to know who were Marford’s friends, who were his enemies, and I can think of nobody else who can tell me. She can, because she worked with him, and Elk’s got an idea that he was sweet on her.”

“Rubbish!” said Michael scornfully. “I don’t suppose he ever looked at her twice.”

“Once is enough for most men,” said Mason. “Are you going to take me up and introduce me?”

When they were huddled up under heavy rugs, for a cold wind made an open car a death trap, Michael gave expression to his fears.

“It’s going to be a terrible shock to Janice — Miss Harman.”

“Call her Janice: it sounds more friendly. Yes, I suppose it is. Marford is a fellow who got a lot of affection and sympathy without asking for it.”

“His body hasn’t been found?”

Mason shook his head.

“And it won’t be, in spite of the blood. If he’d been dead, White Face would have left him, wouldn’t he?”

It was the first encouraging statement Mason had made.

Bury Street was lifeless when the car drew up before the flat, and it was a quarter of an hour before they could arouse the porter. Mason identified himself, and the two en climbed up to the first floor.

The maid was a heavy sleeper; it was Janice who heard the bell and, getting into her dressing-gown, opened the door to them. The first person she saw was Mason, whom she did not recognise.

“Don’t be worried, Miss Harman. I have a friend of yours with me.”

And then she saw Michael and her alarm was stilled. She took them into the drawingroom, went off to wake her maid (there was something old-ladyish about Janice, Michael decided), and came back to the drawingroom to learn the reason for this visitation.

“I’m afraid I’ve got rather bad news for you. Miss Harman,” said Mason.

Invariably he adapted his tone to the subject of his speech, and he was so melancholy that she thought he could have come only on one subject, the murder of Donald Bateman.

“I know. Mr. Quigley has told me,” she said. “You want to ask me about the ring? I gave it — —”

He shook his head.

“No. Dr. Marford has disappeared.”

She stared at him.

“You mean — he is not hurt?”

“I hope not,” said Mason. “I sincerely hope not.”

It was remarkable to Michael that this man, whom he had regarded as a stout, unimaginative and fairly commonplace officer of police, could tell the story with such little offence, and suppress so much without losing any of the main facts. She listened: the news was less shocking than that of Bateman’s death, but it left her with a deeper heartache, for Marford was one of the ideals which experience and disillusionment had left undisturbed.

“The trouble is, we know nothing about the doctor or any of his friends, and we don’t know where to start our inquiries. You were his secretary — —”

“No, not his secretary,” she corrected. “I kept the accounts of the clinic, and sometimes of the convalescent home, and I was helping him to get Annerford ready — he has been trying for a year to open a tuberculosis institute for the children of Tidal Basin.”

“Where is Annerford?” asked Mason, and she told him and described the work which the doctor had set himself to do.

He had planned greatly, it seemed; had, in one of the drawers of his desk, blue prints of a princely building. His appeal to the wealthy public was already typewritten, and he had discussed with her many of the details.

“Now, Miss Harman,” said Mason, “you know the people of the clinic. Is there anybody there who had a grudge against the doctor, or did he have any great friend there — man or woman?”

She shook her head.

“There was an elderly nurse and one or two occasional helpers. The staff at Eastbourne consisted of a matron and a nurse. He was trying to raise money to enlarge these homes,” she said; “it was always a source of distress to the doctor that the places were understaffed, but they cost an awful lot of money.”

“There was nobody at any of these places — the clinic, the home at Eastbourne or at Annerford — who was in the doctor’s confidence?”

She smiled at this.

“Not at Annerford. No, I know of nobody. He had no friends.” Her lip quivered. “You don’t think…any harm has come to him?”

Mason did not reply.

“Did Bateman have any friends?” he asked.

She considered the question.

“Yes, there was a man who came over with him from South Africa, but he never mentioned his name. The only other person he seemed to know was Dr. Rudd.”

Mason opened his eyes wide. “Dr. Rudd?” he said. “Are you sure?”

She nodded. She told him the story of the dinner and Bateman’s perturbation when he had seen the doctor, resplendent in evening dress.

“That certainly beats me. Where could he have met Rudd?” said Mason. “All gay and beautiful, was he — the doctor, I mean? Yes, I knew he knocked about a little bit in the West End, but I didn’t realise — h’m!”

He looked down at the carpet for a long time, deep in thought.

“Yes,” he said suddenly. “Of course. I understand now. Naturally he didn’t want to meet Rudd.”

He looked at Michael quizzically.

“Are you going to stay to breakfast?” he asked, and Michael returned an indignant denial.

“You’d better go down to Tidal Basin and wait for me. I’m only calling at Scotland Yard to check up a few dates; I’ll be with you in an hour. I’m sending a police car back — you can use that.”

*

White Face waited patiently for daylight. He had changed his clothes, and the suit he wore now would attract no attention when he lined up at Forest Gate for his char-a-banc ticket to the coast. Once or twice he went in to see his unwilling companion, and on each occasion found the doctor sleeping peacefully.

From his pocket he took an evening paper which he had not had time to read before. There was quite a lot about White Face, of course. He was a star turn in those days. Great authors, who catered exclusively for the intelligentsia, stepped down from their high pedestals to speculate upon what one called “this amusing malefactor.” The Howdah affair was still topical. There was a revival of the “Devil of Tidal Basin”; some gross plagiarist had attempted to revitalise the myth, but it needed Michael Quigley’s skilful touch to make it live.

He dropped the paper on to the table, walked out into the open and stood listening. From far away he could hear the sound of distant motorcars, and whilst he stood there, he saw a white magnesium rocket, probably a Verey light, flame in the air and die. So the police had put on the barrage! He knew that signal. A suspected car had been seen, and the white flare was the order to the nearest police control to stop and search it. Ingenious people, the London police, in their quiet untheatrical way. Very difficult, very dangerous to fool with. And yet they were not men of education — just common policemen who had raised themselves out of the rut, established their own little hierarchy, and attained by some extraordinary method a complete efficiency.

He did not despise them nor did he fear them. The odds against his escaping were twenty to one — there was enough of the gambler in him to fancy his chance.

No man who was wanted, and whose photograph was procurable, had ever escaped from England. Perhaps some did, but the police never admitted the exceptions.

As he came back along the passage he heard a faint voice call from the open door of the darkened room.

“Can I have some water, please?”

He carried a glass in to the doctor, who drank it and thanked him.

“You’re in considerable danger, my friend. I hope you realise that?” said the voice from the sofa weakly.

“My dear Doctor, I have been in danger for quite a long time — go to sleep, and don’t worry about me.”

He waited till he heard the doctor’s regular breathing, and then came out, closing the door softly behind him.

Danger! It had no significance for White Face. He feared nothing, literally and figuratively feared nothing. He did not regret one act of his life; regretted least of all that which had sent Donald Bateman into nothingness. Perhaps Walter would not have approved, but then Walter was weak — a daring man, but weak. White Face approved his own deed, which approval was more important than self-glorification.

Poor old Gregory! As for the doctor, he would put water and some kind of refreshment ready to his hand. In the morning he would be well enough to drive the taxi to the nearest police station.

Only one regret he had, and that he did not allow his mind to rest upon. But to give up life was an easy matter if necessity arose; with life one surrendered all aspirations.

He had finished his shaving, using cream instead of soap and water, when he heard a footstep in the passage. The doctor, then, was awake; that was unfortunate. He took one step towards the door when it opened. Mason stood there; an untidy Mason with his hat on the back of his head and his overcoat unfastened.

“I took the liberty of coming through a back window; most of them are open,” he said. “I want you, of course.”

“Naturally,” said White Face. There was no tremor in his voice. “You’ll find the doctor in the next room. I don’t think there’s very much the matter with him.”

He held out his hands, but Mason shook his head.

“Handcuffs are old-fashioned. Have you got a gun?”

White Face shook his head.

“Then we’ll step along,” said Mason politely, and guided him by the arm into the darkness outside.

Stopping to despatch his men to look after the doctor, he led his prisoner to where the police car was waiting.

“You weren’t seen, but you were heard,” he explained.

White Face laughed.

“A taxicab in low gear is a menace to the security of the criminal classes,” he said lightly.
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There was a complete dearth of news when Michael Quigley reached the station. Negative reports are never sent to minor stations, and the absence of anything positive was sufficient to indicate that the search for the missing taxicab had so far been fruitless.

To kill time he wandered up and down the streets, revisited the scene of the murder, would have gone again to Gallows Court for news, if Gallows Court had not come out to meet him.

Michael was turning over the mud in the gutter with the toe of his boot when he saw the odd figure of the crazy man crossing the road. This strange apparition had one curious (and welcome) characteristic. He avoided the light, and no sooner had he come within the range of the arc lamp, than he halted and half turned away from its searching beams.

“Come over here, reporter! I’ve got something to tell you.”

“You can tell me your name to start with.”

The oddity chuckled. “I ain’t got a name. My parents forgot to give me one.” (This astounding statement, Michael discovered was true.) “People call me anything they like — Shoey, some of ‘em, because I used to black shoes.”

“What have you got to tell me?” asked Michael.

“He took the doctor away.”

He said this in a hoarse whisper.

“Who — White Face?”

Shoey nodded violently.

“I’ve got all the rights of it now. He took him in his cab — he was layin’ there on the floor and nobody knew.”

He doubled up with silent laughter and slapped his knees in an agony of enjoyment.

“That makes me laugh! Mason don’t know! All these clever busies from Scotland Yard, and they don’t know that!”

“What are the ‘rights of it’?” asked Michael.

Sometimes, Mason had said, this strange creature was nearer to the truth than a saner man.

“Elk knows.”

The man without a name stuck a grimy forefinger into Michael’s ribs to point his remark.

“That fellow’s wider than Broad Street. Elk! I’ll bet you he knowed all the time! But he likes to keep things to hisself until he’s got ’em all cleared up. I’ve heard Bray say that — Bray’s got no more brains than a rabbit,” he added.

Somebody was walking along the sidewalk towards them.

“That’s him!” whispered the ragged object and melted across the street.

Bray was at such a distance that it seemed impossible for anybody to recognise that it was he. It appeared that he was walking off a grievance.

“As soon as this affair is over I’m going to put things straight,” he said aggressively. “Mason really shouldn’t do it! You understand, Quigley, that an officer of my rank has his position to uphold; and how can I uphold it if important inquiries are placed in the hands of subordinates? Insubordinates, I call ‘em!”

“What’s Elk been doing now?”

There was no need to ask who was the offender.

“Mason is a good fellow,” Bray went on, “one of the best men in the force and one of the cutest. It you ever get a chance of dropping a hint that I said that, I’d be obliged, Quigley. You needn’t make a point of repeating the conversation, but just mention it accidentally — he takes a lot of notice of what you say. But he’s altogether wrong about Elk. Evil,” he went on poetically, “is wrought by want of thought as well as want of heart—”

“Shakespeare?” murmured Michael.

“I dare say,” said Bray, who had no idea that American citizens wrote poetry. “Mason does these things thoughtlessly. I told him I was willing to cross-examine this woman as soon as she came round and was in a fit state to talk. But no, Elk must do it! Elk knows her, apparently. But I ask you, Quigley, is it necessary to know a person before you question ‘em? Was I properly introduced to Lamborn — there’s another scandal; he’s out on bail!”

To shorten the length of the grievance, Michael suggested that they should walk back together to the station. They arrived at an interesting time for Inspector Bray, because Lorna Weston had decided to talk.

She had refused to go into the inspector’s office, and was seated in the charge-room, the bandaged Elk towering over her. Michael could see that it was not his but Bray’s presence which brought that demoniacal frown to the sergeant’s face when they appeared.

“All right, let’s have all the press in, Bray,” he said savagely. “Won’t you come into the private office, Mrs. Weston?”

“No, I won’t.” The palefaced woman was determined on the point. “I’ll say what I want to say here.”

“All right,” said Elk grimly. And to Shale, who was the stenographer of the party: “Get your book. You’re known as Lorna Weston,” he began, “and you’re the wife of —— ?”

She had parted her lips to speak when Mason came in briskly; behind him came two detectives and between them walked their prisoner.

Lorna Weston came up to her feet, her eyes fixed upon the smiling man who stood between the two guards — unconcerned, perfectly at his ease, not by so much as the droop of an eye betraying consciousness of his deadly peril.

“There he is! There he is!” she shrieked, pointing at him. “The murderer! You killed him! You said you would if you ever met him, and you did it!”

Mason watched the prisoner curiously, but he made no response.

“It wasn’t for me you hated him. It wasn’t because he took me away from you — it was because of your brother who died in prison.”

The man nodded.

“It was because of that,” he said simply. “If he could be brought to life and I were free, I’d kill him again.”

“Do you hear him?” she shrieked. “My husband — Tommy Furse!”

“Call me by my real name,” said the other. “Thomas Marford! It is a pretty good name, though it has been borne by some pretty bad people.”

He turned smilingly to Mason.

“You won’t want this lady, I think? I can tell you all you wish to know, and I will clear up any point which may seem to you to be obscure.”

Michael Quigley stood petrified, unable to speak or move. Marford! This self-possessed man…White Face…hold-up man, murderer…He must be dreaming. But no, here was the reality.

Marford, as unemotional as the crowd of detectives who stood around him, was twiddling his watch-chain, looking half amused, half pityingly at the shivering woman who called herself his wife.

He was evidently considering something else than his own position.

“I hope Dr. Rudd will feel no ill-effects from his unhappy experience,” he said. “As I told you earlier in the morning, I don’t think he will suffer anything worse than a headache, which he can easily remedy. He has been in my garage all the night. You see,” he was almost apologetic, “Rudd had a theory, which was to me a very dangerous theory on the lips of a rather loquacious and not terribly clever man. His view, which he was developing most uncomfortably, was that there was only one person who could possibly have killed Bateman — and that was myself! He thought it was a huge joke, but it wasn’t a joke to me; and when he called in at my surgery on the way to the station to put his ideas before you, I realised at once that I was in considerable danger. I realised more than this,” he added calmly, “that my life’s work was done, that my clinic and my convalescent home and my new rest-house at Annerford — how did you find your way to Annerford Farm, by the way? But perhaps you wouldn’t like to tell me — were things of the past, and that I must save myself at all costs.”

He looked round and caught Elk’s eye and shook his head sadly.

“I had to do it, Elk. I’m terribly sorry. You’re the last man in the world I would have hurt.”

To Mason’s surprise, Elk grinned amiably.

“I don’t know anyone I’d rather take a coshing from,” he said handsomely.

“You were a dangerous man, too,” smiled Marford, “but I couldn’t give you a whisky and soda with a little shot of drug in it, as I gave to Dr. Rudd. Just enough to put him under for a few minutes. What I did then was to dope him and put him in the garage. I was afraid he had betrayed me later, when I heard him groaning. You probably heard him groaning, too; I think you mentioned the fact to me?”

He addressed the reporter, and Michael remembered the noise he had heard as he had moved through Gallows Court in the dead of the night.

“There is one other matter I’m concerned about — how is old Gregory? I’m afraid he’s taken it rather badly.”

He talked fluently enough, but with a little slur in his voice. It was the first time Mason had noticed that he had an impediment of speech which caused him to lisp a little. “I’m rather anxious you should take my statement now.”

Mason nodded.

“I must caution you, Dr. Marford — I suppose you are a doctor, Marford?”

Marford inclined his head.

“Yes, I am qualified: lay anything to my door but the charge of being a quack! You can confirm this by a visit to my surgery, where you will find the certificates.”

“I have to warn you,” Mason went on conventionally, “that what you now say may be taken down and used at your trial.”

“That I understand,” said Marford.

He looked at his wife; she had approached more closely to him; her dark eyes were blazing with hate; the straight, white mouth was bloodless.

“You’ll hang for this, Tommy!” she breathed. “Oh, God, I’m glad — you’ll hang for it!”

“Why not?” he asked coolly, and, turning on his heels, followed Mason into the inspector’s office.

“A nice woman,” was his only comment on his wife’s outburst. “Her loyalty to her unfortunate friend is almost touching — but then, loyalty invariably is. I cannot let myself think about poor Gregory Wicks.”

He was sincere: Mason had no doubt of it. There was no cynicism in his tone. Whatever else he might be, Thomas Marford was not a hypocrite.

Mason offered him a glass of water, which he refused.

He sat down by the side of the writing-table; his only request was that somebody should open a window, for the room was unpleasantly crowded. And then he told his story. He did not refuse a cigarette, but through most of the narrative he held it and its many successors between his fingers and only occasionally raised it to his lips.

“Are you ready?” he asked, and Sergeant Shale, who had opened a new notebook, tested his fountain pen and nodded.
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“One always tries to find a beginning to these stories” (said Dr. Marford), “and usually one chooses to enumerate the virtues and describe the splendid domestic qualities of one’s father and mother. That I do not purpose doing, for many reasons.

“My brother and I were left orphans at an early age. I was at a preparatory school when Walter went out to Australia to try his luck. He was a decent fellow, the best brother any man could wish to have. The little money that came to us from the sale of my father’s practice — oh, yes, he was a doctor — he put in the hands of a lawyer for my education. He hadn’t been in Australia long before he found work, and half his salary used to come to the lawyer every month.

“I don’t know what date his criminal career began, but when I was about fifteen I had a letter from him, asking me to address all future letters to ‘Walter Furse.’ He was then in Perth, Western Australia. His full name was Walter Furse Marford. Naturally, I did as I was asked, and soon after larger monthly sums came to the lawyer and were very welcome, for I had been living practically without pocket money, and my clothes were the scorn of the school.

“By this time I was at a high school, or, as they call it in England, a public school, which I shall also refrain from mentioning, because every public school boy has a sneaking pride in his school. One day the lawyer came to see me. He asked me whether I had heard from my brother, and I told him I had not had a letter from him for four months. He told me that he was in a similar case, but that, previous to my brother’s ceasing to correspond, he had sent a thousand pounds. But all the lawyer’s letters asking how he would like this money invested had been unanswered. I was a little alarmed, naturally, because I had a very deep affection for Walter, and realised, as I had grown older, just what I owed to him. I was to go to a hospital and take up the profession of my father — it was my brother’s money which made this possible.

“The mystery of Walter’s silence was explained when I received, in a roundabout way, a letter which had been sent to a friend of his, and which was by him transmitted to me. It was written on blue paper, and when I saw on the heading the name of an Australian convict prison I nearly fainted. But it was the truth: Walter hid nothing in the letter, though in justice to him it contained no cant of repentance. He had been arrested after holding up a bank, where he and his gang had got away with nearly twenty thousand pounds. He asked me to think as well of him as I could, and said that he was telling me because he was afraid the authorities might trace me, and I should hear from some unsympathetic person the story of his fall.

“I will tell the truth. After the first shock I was not horrified at the revelation. Walter had always been an adventurous sort, and at my age I had that touch of romanticism which exaggerates certain picturesque types of crime into deeds almost worthy of a Paladin. My reaction to the blow was that I felt an increasing love for the man who had made such sacrifices and had taken such risks in order to fit his brother for membership of a noble profession.

“I exalted him above all men, and I yet do. But for the burden which my education and living imposed upon him, he could have afforded to live honestly, and I know, though he never told me, that I and I alone was responsible for his entering into the crooked path.

“The letter which I sent to him was, I am afraid, rather disjointed, and had in it a suggestion of hero-worship, for when he was released from prison he answered me very straightly; pointed out that there was nothing admirable in what he was doing, and that he would sooner see me dead than go the way he had gone.

“I worked like the devil at the hospital, determined to justify his sacrifice, if it could be justified. From time to time he wrote me, now from Melbourne, once from Brisbane, several times from a town in New South Wales, the name of which I cannot at the moment recall. Apparently he was going straight, for there were no delays in his letters; he told me that he was thinking of buying a ‘station,’ that he had already acquired a house and a few hundred acres in the hope to extend these by the purchase of other land.

“It was in this letter that I first heard of Donald Bateman. He said that he had met a very clever crook and had nearly been caught by him in connection with a land deal, but that a mutual friend, who had been in prison with Walter, had made them known to one another, Bateman had apologised, and they were now chums.

“Bateman apparently made his money out of persuading innocent purchasers to put up a deposit on imaginary properties, but he did a little other crook work on the side, and was one of the best-informed men in Australia on one topic — the security and deposit of banks. He himself was not a bank robber, but he supplied the various gangs with exact information which enabled them to operate at a minimum risk. Usually he stood in for his corner — by which I mean — —”

“I know what you mean,” said Mason.

“As soon as my final examinations were over Walter wanted me to come out to Australia and stay with him for six months, to discuss future plans. He asked me if I would mind adopting the name of Furse. He said he could arrange to get me my passport and ticket in that name. The only awkward point about this arrangement was that my examinations finished on the Friday, I was to leave for Australia on the Saturday, and I could not know the result of the exams, except by letter. I arranged, however, with the manager of the bank which carried my account to have the certificates addressed care of the bank and for him to send them on to an address which my brother had given me. I had to invent a family reason why I was calling myself Furse in Australia, and he seemed satisfied.

“The work at the hospital grew increasingly hard. The last days of the examination came, and on the Friday I handed in my final papers with a heartfelt sense of thankfulness. The results would not be known for some weeks, but I had a pretty good idea that I had passed except in one subject. As it happened, my highest marks were for the subject in which I thought I had failed!

“The next morning, as happy as a child, I drove off to St. Pancras and Tilbury, and on the Saturday afternoon was steaming down the Channel, so excited that I hardly knew what to do with myself.

“The boat had a full complement of passengers. I was travelling second-class, because, although my brother had sent the first-class fare, I wanted to save him as much as possiblc, and second-class on a P. & O. steamer is extraordinarily comfortable,

“This particular ship was crowded with people, the majority of whom were bound for India and quite a number for Colombo. We dropped the Indian passengers at Port Said or Suez — I’m not sure which — and now that the diningroom was thinned out and there was space to walk about the decks, one began to take notice of one’s fellow passengers.

“I had seen Lorna Weston the day we left England, but I did not speak to her until we were passing through the Suez Canal, and then only to exchange a few words about the scenery.

“It was at Colombo, where we both went ashore, that I came to know her. She was very pretty and vivacious, and was, she told me, travelling to Australia to take a position as nursery governess. Looking back from my present age, I can see that, if I had had more experience of life, I should have known she was much too young for the job, and should have guessed, what I later knew, that she was going out in the hope of finding easy money.

“I told her very little about myself, except that I was a medical student, but for some reason or other she got it into her head that I was a wealthy young man or had wealthy relatives. She may have got this idea because I was travelling second from choice, or because I had a lot of money in my possession — I had a couple of hundred pounds in notes which I had managed to save from my allowance. I had an idiotic idea that it would please Walter if I handed him back this colossal sum, as it appeared to me, out of the money he had so generously sent me.

“If you know anything about ship travel you will understand that it takes no more than a few days for an ordinary friendship between a young man and a girl to develop into a raging passion. We were not five days out of Colombo when, if she had asked me to jump over the side of the ship, I should have obeyed. I adored her. I loved her, and she loved me. So we told each other. I’m not complaining about her, I’m not reproaching her, and I don’t want to say one single word that’s going to make life any harder for her, except that I must tell the truth to explain why she was living in Tidal Basin.

“She only loved one man in her life, and that was Bateman. I say this without bitterness or hatred. She probably loved the worst man she has ever met or is ever destined to meet. It is not necessary for me to tell you what happened during the remainder of the voyage. I had moments of exaltation, of despair, or I resolve, or terrible depression. I wondered what Walter would say when I told him that at the outset of my career, before I was in a position to earn a penny, I had engaged myself to a girl who had been a perfect stranger to me when I went on board.

“He came down to the dock to meet me, and I introduced him to Lorna, but I did not tell him of my intentions until we were back in the hotel where he was staying and where he had rented a room for me. To my surprise, he took it very well.

“‘You’re a bit young, Tommy, but I’m not so sure that it’s a bad thing for you. If I had married I mightn’t have made such a fool of myself. But don’t you think you could wait for a year?’

“I told him there were imperative reasons why we should marry almost at once, and his face fell.

“‘She told you that, I suppose? She may be mistaken.’

“But I couldn’t argue the matter, and after a while Walter agreed.

“‘I’m going through a pretty bad time,’ he said. ‘I’ve been speculating on the Stock Exchange, and I’ve lost quite a lot of money racing. But things will take a turn soon, and you shall have the best wedding present that money can buy.’

“How bad was his financial position I only discovered by accident. He had sold his little property and for the moment was without occupation. His prison life had naturally brought him into contact with all sorts of undesirables, but so far he had resisted their solicitations, and had steered a straight path.

“Walter was not a strong character. Viewed dispassionately, he was a weakling, because he invariably took the easiest route. But he had the heart of a good woman, and I can’t help feeling that again it was to make some provision for me that he fell back into his old ways. In fact, I am sure of it. His wedding present to me was five hundred pounds, and it didn’t make me a bit happy, because I had read in the papers that a country bank had been stuck up the day before and a considerable sum of money had been stolen. In fact, I taxed him with it, but he laughed it off.

“It was a few days after the wedding that I made up my mind. I left Lorna at the hotel and went in search of Walter. I found him in a restaurant which was also a bar, and that was the first time I met Donald Bateman. Bateman went out, and I took this opportunity to put forward my proposal, which was no less than that I should share a little of his risk.

“‘You’re mad,’ he said, when it dawned upon him what I meant.

“I suppose I was. But if I were to analyse my motive from the standpoint of my experience, I should say I was no more than stupidly quixotic. He wouldn’t hear of it, but I insisted.

“‘You’ve been taking these risks for me all these years. You’ve suffered imprisonment. Every time you go out on one of your adventures you stand the risk of being killed. Let me take a little of it.’

“Bateman came back at that moment, and I realised he was well in Walter’s confidence. I tried to put the matter hypothetically to Bateman, without betraying myself and Walter, but it was a fairly childish effort, and he saw through it at once.

“‘Why not, Walter? It’s better than taking in any of these roustabouts — Grayling or the Dutchman. Besides, he’s a gentleman, and nobody would imagine he was a member of a gang of crooks.’

“Walter was furious, but his fury did not last long: he was, as I say, weak, though I’m not blaming him, for, if he had refused, I believe I should have gone off and stuck up a bank of my own out of sheer bravado.

“We all three went back to the hotel, and I introduced my wife to Bateman. He was a goodlooking fellow in those days and terribly popular with women; the worse they were the more was the fascination he seemed to exercise. Although I was only a kid, I could see she was tremendously attracted by him, and the next day, when I went out with Walter to talk matters over with him, I came back to find that Bateman had lunched with her, and thereafter they hardly left one another. I wasn’t jealous; I’d got over my first madness and realised that I’d made a ghastly mistake.

“Naturally, I didn’t want any complications with Bateman, who I knew was married and had left his wife in England. As a matter of fact, he was married before he met and married the present Mrs. Landor — the lady who came to my surgery on the night I killed Bateman and told me, to my amazement — however, that can wait.

“Walter at last agreed that I should stand in and help him with the robbery of a country bank which carried a considerable amount of paper currency, especially during weekends. The job was to be done ‘two-handed,’ as we say, and Bateman, of course, took no part in the actual hold-up, but was the man who spied out the land, supplied us with all particulars as to the movements and habits of the staff, and could discover, in some way I’ve never understood, almost to a pound how much cash reserve a branch office was holding.

“It was a little town about sixty-five miles from Melbourne, and Walter and I drove out overnight in a motorcar and stayed with a friend of his till morning. Naturally I was wild with excitement, and I was all for carrying a gun. Walter wouldn’t hear of this. He never carried firearms, the only pistol he used being a dummy — that was a lesson I never forgot.

“‘You’re either going to murder or you’re not going to murder,’ said Walter. ‘If you’re going out to rob, a dummy pistol’s as good as any. It’s its persuasive power and its frightening power that are important.’

“He was a man of extraordinary principles, and held very strong views on criminals who used firearms.

“‘It’s the job of a bank official to defend his property, and if you kill him you’re a coward,’ he said. ‘It’s the job of a copper to arrest you, and if you shoot at him you’re a blackguard.’

“But he had no especial affection for the police; no faith in them; and before we went out, he had insisted on my having all my pockets sewn up with strong packthread.

“‘You only want a handkerchief, and you can carry that in your sleeve,’ he said.

“I didn’t see why he took this precaution, until he explained that it was not unusual, if the police caught a prisoner, to slip a gun into his pocket in order to get him a longer sentence. I don’t know whether this was true. It may be one of the yarns that crooks invent and believe in.

“We carried our dummy pistols in a belt under our waistcoats. You’ll find all the particulars of the raid we made upon the branch bank, in a little scrapbook in my bedroom. It was successful. At the appointed minute we entered the bank with white masks on our faces; I held up the cashier and his assistant with my dummy pistol whilst Walter passed round the counter, pulled the safe open — it was already unfastened — and took out three bundles of notes. We were out of the town before the police had wakened up from their midday sleep.

“We came back to Melbourne by a circuitous route, and I’ll swear there was nobody in the town who would have recognised us or who could have identified us in any way That evening the Melbourne papers were full of the robbery, and announced that the Bank of Australasia were offering five thousand pounds for the arrest of the robbers, and this was supplemented by a statement issued on behalf of the Government, through the police, that a free pardon would be granted to any person, other than one of the perpetrators, or any accomplice, who might turn King’s Evidence. Walter was worried about this notice. He knew Donald Bateman better than I.

“‘If he gets the reward as well as the pardon, we’re cooked,’ he said, and when he put through a telephone inquiry to the newspaper office and heard that the reward was to go to anybody, accomplice or not, he went white.

“‘Go and find your wife, Tommy,’ he said. ‘We’ve got to slip out of this town quick! There’s a boat leaving for San Francisco this afternoon. We might both go on that. I’ll see the purser and we can travel in different classes.’

“I went to the hotel, but Lorna was out; the porter told me she had gone with Mr. Bateman to the races, and I returned to Walter and told him.

“‘Maybe he won’t see the offer until after the races are over. That is our only chance,” he said. ‘You’d better leave her a note and some money, tell her you’ll let her know where she can join you.’

“Returning to the hotel, I packed a few things and wrote the note. When I walked out of the elevator into the vestibule, the first person I saw was Big Jock Riley, Chief of the Melbourne Detective Service. I only knew him because he’d been pointed out to me as a man to avoid. I’ll say this about him — he’s dead now, poor chap! — that he was a decent fellow. I knew what was going to happen when he came towards me and took the suitcase out of my hand and gave it to another man.

“‘You’d better pay your bill, Tommy,’ he said. ‘It will save everybody a lot of bother.’

“He went with me to the cashier, and I paid the bill, and then he took me to a taxi and we drove to the police station. The first person I saw when I got in was Walter. They’d taken him soon after I had left, and I learnt that I had been followed to the hotel, and they had only waited until I had collected my kit before they arrested me. That was one of Riley’s peculiarities, that he made all crooks pay their hotel bills before he arrested them. They said that his wife owned three hotels in Melbourne, but that is probably another invention.

“The police found most of the money — not all, for Walter had planted four thousand pounds, and had paid two thousand to Bateman, which Bateman returned when he found he was going to get the five thousand reward.

“Bateman was the informer, of course. He hadn’t gone to the races: he was sitting in another room at the police office when we were brought in, and he came out to identify us. Walter said nothing; he didn’t look at him. I think he must have had a premonition that this had been his last day of freedom, he was so utterly broken and dejected. But I met Bateman’s eyes, and he knew that if ever he and I met, there would be a reckoning. Is that melodramatic? I’m afraid it is.

“There’s very little to tell about the court proceedings. The prosecution was fair, and we were sentenced, Walter to eight years and I to three. I never saw Walter after we left the cells until I was taken to the prison hospital where he was dying. He was too far gone to recognise me. Riley was there; he’d come to see if he could get any information about the four thousand that was cached. He told me, while I was waiting to be taken back, that if I would tell him he would get me a year’s remission of my sentence. I was so utterly miserable that I was on the point of telling him, but I thought better of it, and told him only half the truth.

“There was two thousand planted in one place and two thousand in another. I needn’t tell you where, but one was a respectable bank. I told him the hardest, and I believe he went away and recovered it, because within a week I had my order of release. Riley never broke a promise.

“I hung around Melbourne for a month. I didn’t have to look for Lorna: I knew she’d gone — you get news in prison — and that Bateman had gone with her. That didn’t worry me at all. I was certain that Bateman and I would meet sooner or later. It’s curious how Walter’s warning always stayed with me. I have never owned a pistol in my life, and even in my most revengeful mood I never dreamt of buying one.

“The police left me alone when I came out. Riley may have suspected that there was more money to collect, but probably he wasn’t bothering his head about that. I had had all my English letters sent to a certain address in Melbourne, and when I went to this place I found a dozen old bills, receipts, letters from hospital friends, and a long envelope.

“Sometimes when I was in prison I used to wonder what had been the result of those examinations, but after a time I ceased to take any interest in them. It seemed that whatever honest career I had had was finished. I should be struck off the Medical Register on conviction, and that was the end of my doctoring. I didn’t realise that the Australian authorities knew nothing of ‘Marford’ — knew only Tommy Furse — and it was only when I opened the envelope and took out the stiff parchment certificate that the truth dawned on me. In England I was Dr. Marford, a duly and properly qualified medical man. I could begin practice at once. A new and wonderful vista was opened, for I was terribly keen on my work, and had determined to specialise in the diseases of childhood.

“I collected the two thousand, and after a reasonable interval left Australia for England, travelling third class as far as Colombo and transferring to first class from that port. It was a little too sultry in the steerage, and I could afford better accommodation. I stopped off in Egypt; I wanted to break completely all association with Australia, to snap the links of acquaintanceship formed on the ship which might extend to somebody who knew me and my record. In Cairo I presented my credentials to the British Minister, obtained a new passport in place of one which I said I’d lost, and travelled overland through Italy and Switzerland, arriving in London at the end of September.

“My intentions were to buy a small practice, and I had no sooner arrived in London than I called on an agent, who promised me very considerable help, said he had the very thing for me, but who proved to be worse than useless, submitting propositions which I could not afford to buy or country practices which I knew I could not keep. Country people are very conservative where doctors are concerned, and do not trust any medical man until he has grown a white beard or lost his eyesight.”

“I decided to build up a practice of my own in London. I had fifteen hundred pounds left of my money, and by a system of strict economy I knew I could live for five years without a patient — three years if I carried out my big plan, which was to establish a sunlight clinic for babies. I have always had a natural enthusiasm for work amongst children. I love children, and if I had not been interrupted by Donald Bateman and my wife, I should within a few years have opened a great institution, which would have cost twenty thousand pounds to build and ten thousand a year to maintain. That was my ambition.

“It is common knowledge that I opened a surgery in Endley Street and started my practice as cheaply as any practice has ever been founded. From the first I was successful in obtaining patients. They were of the cheapest kind, and required nineteen shillings back for every pound they spent, but it was interesting work, and in a burst of enthusiasm I arranged to open my first clinic at the farther end of Endley Street. I reckoned that by the practice of the strictest economy I could live on the earnings from my practice, and that the money I had so carefully hoarded could keep the clinic running for two years.

“And then one day a thunderbolt fell. A woman walked into my consulting-room. At the time I was at my desk, writing a prescription for a patient who had seen me a few minutes before. I saw her sit down without looking at her; and then, as I asked, ‘What can I do for you?’ I looked up — into the eyes of Lorna Marford, my wife!

“I had forgotten her. That is no exaggeration. Literally she had passed out of my life and out of my memory. I had half forgotten Donald Bateman. For a moment I did not recognise her, and then she smiled, and my heart felt like a piece of lead.

“‘What do you want?’ I asked.

“She was very poorly dressed and shabby-looking, and was lodging at that time with a Mrs. Albert. She was, she told me, three or four weeks behind with her rent.

“‘I want money,’ she said coolly.

“‘Isn’t there a man called Bateman?’ I asked.

“She laughed at this and made a little gesture. I knew from that that she was still fond of him, and that he’d left her.

“‘Bateman’s gone. He and I have not seen each other for over two years,’ she said.

“She told me the kind of life she had been living, how she had been forced into a slum by sheer poverty. I felt sorry for her — I find it very easy to be sorry for women. But I remembered also that she had taken her share of the blood money, and had probably helped in our betrayal. There were a lot of little happenings that I remembered afterwards in prison which gave colour to this view. And I remembered Walter, dying in a prison hospital, so friendless, so lonely, so heartbroken.

“‘You’ll get no money from me,” I said. “You had your share of the reward, I suppose?”

“‘I had a bit of it,’ she answered coolly. Not so much as I deserved. The police would never have found your white masks but for me.’

“Her coolness took my breath away. I got up from the table and opened the door.

“‘You can go,’ I said, but she did not stir.

“‘I want a hundred pounds,’ she said. ‘I’m sick of living in poverty.’

“I could only look at her; I was speechless.

“‘Why should I give you a hundred pounds, supposing I had it?’

“‘Because,’ she answered slowly, ‘if you don’t give me a hundred pounds I shall tell somebody that you are an exconvict. And then where will you be — doctor?’

“From that day onwards she blackmailed me. Within three months I had only half the money that I had put aside for the clinic, and I had committed myself to twice as much: ordered lamps, beds, structural alterations, and had practically placed myself under an obligation to buy the premises in five years’ time.

“If I could have got her to leave the neighbourhood I might have had some respite; but though I was giving her a big sum every week, and she could have lived in comfort in the West End, she insisted, when she changed her lodgings, upon taking rooms locally, and upon these she spent a sum equivalent to my yearly income.

“Why she refused to live somewhere else I did not know. It puzzled me, until one day there flashed upon me the solution. She believed that sooner or later I should meet Donald Bateman — she wanted to be on hand to watch every movement of mine, so that she might save her lover. She may have had a premonition. That phenomenon is outside the ambit of my knowledge. I am a physiologist; mental and psychic phenomena I know nothing about.

“It seemed there was not one chance in a million that I should ever see Donald Bateman again. Suppose he came to London, what likelihood was there that he should come to such an out-of-the — way spot as Tidal Basin? And yet I had met with some odd coincidences. The very first doctor I met, when I came to the place, was Dr. Rudd — and I had heard Bateman speak of Rudd. Rudd had been prison doctor at a county jail where Bateman had served two years’ hard labour! I remembered the name and the description the moment I saw him. It is quite possible that he also saw the doctor in London, but of that I know nothing. He hated Rudd, who had been the cause of his getting extra punishment for malingering whilst he was in prison, and he often described him — unflatteringly, but, I must say, faithfully.

“The demands from the clinic increased with the growth of my ambition. I was desperately hard pressed for money. On the one hand, by the legitimate expansion of my experiment, on the other by the increasing demands from Lorna.

“I don’t know what gave me the idea; I rather think it was the pathetic distress of old Gregory Wicks when I told him that he could never take out his cab again except at the gravest risk to himself and to the community. He was nearly blind, and his misery at the idea of surrendering the licence he had held for fifty-five years touched me. I thought how useful a taxicab might be, and how easily one might make up as Gregory. One thought suggested another, and when the idea took definite shape I was thrilled by the prospect. Isn’t there a legend of an old highwayman who robbed the rich to give to the poor? That would not have amused me; but to take toll of those wealthy people who had ignored the appeals I had hectographed and posted broadcast, and use the money to extend my clinic — that was a fantastic but a fascinating thought.

“I don’t think I was ever completely happy until I began my raids. I planned everything, spent nights in the West End, observing, timing and arranging my first coup. I invented, for the benefit of Gregory Wicks, a fictitious convict who could not obtain a licence, but who was a good and careful driver. I took lodgings for him in Gregory’s house, and the old man was delighted. It is not true that he never allowed another man to take out the cab. He is colossally vain of his own individuality, poor old fellow, and the idea that somebody would go out looking very much like him, ply for hire and keep alive the traditions of his taciturnity and his hardihood appealed to the simple man. Only one stipulation he made, and it was that his substitute should place himself under a solemn vow to return any lost property he found in the cab. He was inordinately proud of his record.

“The first mid was ridiculously simple. I took my taxicab to the vicinity of a restaurant where smart people go to supper, and, walking boldly into the hall, I held up the room with a dummy pistol and got away with the jewels of a large, florid woman. I have no regrets. She is probably not starving, for I left on her person considerably over ten thousand pounds’ worth of diamonds.

“The underworld had given me its confidence. I knew a receiver in Antwerp and another in Birmingham, with whom I could place the stones, and the first coup gave me enough money to completely re-equip the clinic and to open my Eastbourne convalescent home.

“But I had reckoned without Lorna. She had read an account of the stick-up, and it so happened that, unknown to me, she had witnessed my return. She came the next morning and demanded her share. Subsequently I gave her nearly a thousand pounds. I should have hated her if I was not a philosopher. It was much easier for me to pretend she had no existence.

“The second and third raids were as successful as the first. I paid Lorna her share. She was now the talk of the neighbourhood, with her smart dresses. She paid visits to the West End in hired cars and was probably living more expensively than she had ever lived in her life.

“If I had any qualms about the work on which I was engaged, they were caused by my association with a girl who shall be nameless. I seldom spoke to her. She was largely a creature of dreams: her sweetness and her purity were all the more transcendent in contrast with the character of my wife.

“Of Bateman I had seen nothing. I had no idea that he was in England and that Lorna had met him by accident in the West End and had asked him to come down and see her. The first mention of him I had came one night when I was visited at my surgery by a lady who was under the impression that her husband had been engaged in a fight and had killed his assailant. She was hysterical, and in her hysteria she took me into her confidence, told me of a man who was blackmailing her, mentioned his name — Donald Bateman! When I heard it the room seemed to spin round. Bateman was in England — was in that very neighbourhood! Imagine the devil that took possession of me.

“She grew calm when I assured her that the two men who had been fighting were labourers from the docks, and she went away, leaving me in a kind of passive delirium. I was almost incapable of thinking reasonably. The old loathing for the informer had come back to me. I could see, as plainly as though he were before me, the pinched face of my dying brother. It came back vividly and seemed to reproach me, that I had let it pass from my mind. Yet all in me that was sane told me that it was impossible that I could do anything, that it was unlikely I should ever meet Bateman. Could I go wandering round the streets of London looking for this blackguard? I should know him, of course: he had a knife scar under his chin — a woman did that in Australia. It had only just healed when I arrived in Melbourne.

“I was still thinking over things after Mrs. Landor had left, when I heard voices on the other side of the street. It was raining, and that had driven the crowds away and left Endley Street empty. I saw a man in evening dress, and I saw a woman run across to him. He had been to her flat, and apparently had left something behind. I knew Bateman suffered from angina pectoris, and invariably carried a phial of butyl ammonal to be used in case of emergency. Apparently he had left this behind at Lorna’s flat. I heard him thank her. And then I saw them looking across the road towards me, and knew that she had already told him who I was. He did not dream that I was as well aware of his identity!

“He sent her back; didn’t move till she was out of sight; then he began to walk on slowly, and I was preparing to follow, when I saw a man come up to him — it was Landor — heard a few words, and then saw Landor lash out and Donald Bateman fall. He was always a tricky sort of fellow, and it was a favourite dodge of his in a fight to pretend he’d been knocked out. In this way he saved himself from further punishment. It succeeded with Landor, for after a while he walked quickly away, and I lost sight of him.

“I still hesitated as to what I should do. I knew P.C. Hartford was on his beat, saw the flicker of his helmet as he passed under a distant street lamp. I could do nothing now.

“And then Bateman got up, dusted himself and began to walk the way that Hartford had come. I saw the man and the constable talking together, and Hartford came on. He didn’t come far; presently he turned round, and at that moment Donald Bateman dropped as if he’d been shot.

“I knew exactly what had happened: he had a heart attack. My professional instincts urged me forward, but at that moment a figure crossed the road and crouched over the fallen man — and Hartford had seen him. He went back, quickening his stride, and I followed. As I came along the pavement I saw something lying at my feet. It was a broken keychain, attached to which was a bunch of keys. I picked it up and put it in my pocket. The man who was searching Bateman’s pockets was a well-known local thief named Lamborn. He, too, saw the policeman and started to run, but before he could go far Hartford had grabbed him.

“While they were struggling, I came up. Then I saw, lying by the side of the man I hated, a sheath knife. It had evidently fallen out of his pocket. I had to make my decision quickly. There he lay — the liar, the traitor, the wronger of women, the man who had killed my brother. I don’t remember taking the knife from its sheath or using it. He never moved — must have died instantly.

“The struggle between the policeman and the thief was subsiding. I slipped the red knife into my pocket. There was excuse for the blood on my hands — I was a doctor handling a murdered man. Nobody questioned me or suspected me. A policeman brought me a bucket of water to wash my hands. I didn’t regret it long. I do not regret it now. I am glad I killed him — proud I killed him!

“Then came Rudd, an imbecile theorist; but even imbecile theorists sometimes and by accident hit upon solutions with diabolical accuracy. And Elk suspected. I knew he suspected me from the first. But the real danger threatened when Lorna came on to the scene. Her woman’s instinct had told her something was wrong. She had heard that a man had been murdered, pushed her way through the crowd, and went whimpering over the man who had made her what she was, if indeed she was not born with more than her share of original sin.

“She didn’t see me in the crowd. I knew she was going to speak, and wondered how I could stop her. Fortunately, nature intervened and she fainted. I was asked to take her to the station. It was the opportunity I could have prayed for. We got her into the car and drove a little way till we came to a chemist’s shop, and I sent the policeman who accompanied me to wake up a chemist. He had hardly gone before I slipped a hypodermic syringe out of my pocket. It was one I kept loaded, and had prepared for a maternity case. The drug was working by the time the policeman came back with a restorative, which certainly would not restore her. I waited my opportunity while she was in the matron’s room, and gave her a second dose — enough, as I thought, to keep her quiet for the rest of the night. It was easy to explain her condition when I put the hypodermic syringe and its case in her bag. I would have given her a third shot, and called at the infirmary for that purpose, but the house surgeon would not allow me to sec her.

“To dispose of her was one thing, to silence Rudd another. I heard he’d gone home to bed. I was amazed when he tapped at my window on his way to the station and came in with this astounding theory — astounding in him because it was true.

“‘The man (he said) must have been murdered between the time the policeman arrested Lamborn and the time I said he was stabbed.’ He was working on the same grounds as you, Mason. If Lamborn had told the truth at first your task would have been simplified. Obviously, Bateman could not have been stabbed when the little thief picked his pocket, or his pocketbook and Lamborn’s hands would have been covered with blood. That was Rudd’s theory, too. He jokingly accused me of being the murderer, and pointed out certain stains on my coat which could not have been there had I not been by the body at the moment of killing.

“Rudd had to be silenced at all costs. I invited him to drink a glass of wine with me — he preferred whisky and soda. Getting his attention fixed on my new ray lamp, I doctored his drink. Curiously enough, he detected nothing wrong, though he had very little time to detect anything, for he was on the ground in ten seconds. I served him as I had served Lorna — carried him into the garage and left him there.

“I had to get away: I knew that was imperative. But to travel needed money, tickets, passport — things I did not possess. And then, standing near the door of the inspector’s room, I heard that Landor had a large sum of money in his flat. This was my only chance. I went home, got out the taxi and drove to a road at the back of Landor’s house. I guessed that the place was under observation, but I was desperate. Happily, there was a fire escape and up this I went.

“I had the keys of Landor’s flat — I had picked them up on the night of the fight. I had to take my chance — wasn’t even sure whether the flat was on the first or the second floor. But I had luck. Landor’s name was on a brass plate, and I opened the door and went in. I had hardly closed the door behind me when I was startled to hear a woman’s voice asking if I was Louis. I have a memory for voices, and I recognised it instantly as the lady who had called at my surgery that night. I kept quiet, fearing that at any moment she would come out and put on the lights. But she went back into her room and I crept along, looking for a hiding-place. There was a small room which, from its furnishing, was, I guessed, a maid’s room. I got into here; the key was on the inside and I turned it. Landor arrived two minutes afterwards; and then, to my embarrassment, I heard Elk and Inspector Bray. Again I was fortunate: the detectives left with the Landors and gave me a few minutes to get the money and tickets — though neither these nor the passport could have been of much use to me. They had been located for me by Landor, who had told the detectives what was in the drawer.

“I had hoped to take the money and make my getaway before Elk returned, but he came back too soon, and the life-preserver, which was the only weapon I carried, had to be employed. I can’t say how sorry I was to strike down a man whom I have always regarded as a friend.

“And there was another danger, I discovered when I got back to the surgery. Rudd was returning to consciousness. I heard him groan as I went along the yard to give him a second injection, and I wondered who else had.

“There was one chance of getting away, but when I had finished my preparations and had brought the car to the back door I was rung up from the police station with the news that Mason was on his way. I knew my last minute of safety had arrived, and on the spur of the moment I invented the forthcoming visit of the man with the white mask. I planned it all out, sprinkled the passage with a bottle of beef extract, which would look like blood in artificial light, tested the switches and oiled the bolts outside the door, between the time the detectives left the station and arrived at the surgery.

“I still had to get out, but I had arranged that, too. There is on my desk a bellpush which rings in the passage, and which I use as a signal for the next patient to come in. I waited my opportunity and rang the bell, using the signal which I had said White Face invariably used. Thereafter it was easy; to hold an imaginary conversation with somebody in the hall was a simple matter. To slam suddenly and lock the door, pretend that I had been attacked, switch out the lights and get away in the cab, occupied a few minutes. I had already put Rudd there, since I dared not leave him behind.

“I made, as you know, for the farmhouse I had bought, and which I intended turning into a home for tubercular children. Perhaps some philanthropist will carry on the good work.

“I don’t think there is anything more that I can tell you. If there is, I shall be able to supply any deficiency.”
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Dr. Marford stretched back in his chair, a smile on his weary face.

“Tired, Doctor?” said Mason.

He nodded.

“Very, very tired,” he said.

“I never knew you had a lisp before?”

The doctor ignored the question.

“Tell me, how did you find me at Annerford? Oh, I know.” He smiled. “You interviewed poor Miss Harman, and she told you that I had another institution and naturally you went there.”

Mason nodded.

“You have no questions to ask me?”

Mr. Mason considered.

“I don’t think there is anything I can ask you, Doctor. You won’t tell me the names of the two fences who bought the diamonds you stole?”

Marford shook his head slowly, laughter in his eyes.

“That would be unprofessional, wouldn’t it?” he said.

“That crazy man in the court — did he know?”

“He’s a very good guesser. I sometimes think he’s psychic,” said Marford. “Every time I met him he used to give me just the oddest, understanding look.”

“I was talking about your lisp just now, Doctor. I’ve never noticed it before,” said Mason again.

“I haven’t a lisp” — Dr. Marford stretched himself luxuriously in his chair— “and I haven’t any impediment of speech. But, you see, I recognise inevitabilities, and for the last hour and a half I have had in my mouth — it is now between my teeth — a little glass phial of cyanide of potassium — —”

Three detectives flung themselves upon him, but it was too late. He shuddered slightly; a spasm of pain passed over his face, and he stiffened. There was no other movement.

Mason looked at him in admiration.

“Game, eh?” he said huskily. “By God, how game!”

He turned abruptly and walked across to the charge-room, and came, bareheaded, into the street, to breathe the sweet air of morning. The day was breaking.


The End
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This unique edition of carefully collected vintage British mysteries has been formatted to the highest digital standards and adjusted for readability on all devices. The Shadow of the Rope – a love story and an unusual murder mystery unfolded through the eyes of different character with a surprising twist in the end! The Camera Fiend – a tale of a young photographer who wants to capture the moment when a person's soul leaves the body! Dead Men Tell No Tales – after losing the love of his life in a shipwreck the protagonist gets the shock of his life upon learning that the ship was sunk deliberately. Who did it and why? Witching Hill – when supernatural elements trouble the inhabitants of a new estate everyone tries their best to explain things rationally but is it that simple? Stingaree: A Voice in the Wilderness – in a desperate attempt to save his life, a convict from London escapes to the Australian outback, will he survive? At the Pistol's Point – an old man comes face to face with an escaped convict. Where will this lead to? The Shadow of a Man – a man and a woman are chatting amicably when a stranger interrupts them. Who is he? And what does he wants? Ernest William Hornung (1866–1921) was an English author and a war poet known for writing the A. J. Raffles series of stories about a gentleman thief in late 19th-century London. It was a deliberate inversion of his brother-in-law Sir Arthur Conan Doyle's Sherlock Holmes series. Hornung's works are also remembered for giving insight into the social mores of late 19th and early 20th century British society.
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AT THE BACK OF THE NORTH WIND (Illustrated Edition)



MacDonald, George
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230 pages
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At the Back of the North Wind is a children's book by George MacDonald. It is a fantasy centered on a boy named Diamond and his adventures with the North Wind. Diamond is a very sweet little boy who makes joy everywhere he goes. He fights despair and gloom and brings peace to his family. One night, as he is trying to sleep, Diamond repeatedly plugs up a hole in the loft wall to stop the wind from blowing in. However, he soon finds out that this is stopping the North Wind from seeing through her window. Diamond befriends her, and North Wind lets him ride on her back, taking him on several adventures. Though the North Wind does good deeds and helps people, she also does seemingly terrible things. On one of her assignments, she must sink a ship. Yet everything she does that seems bad leads to something good. The North Wind seems to be a representation of Pain and Death working according to God's will for something good.



George MacDonald (1824-1905) was a Scottish author, poet, and Christian minister. He was a pioneering figure in the field of fantasy literature and the mentor of fellow writer Lewis Carroll. His writings have been cited as a major literary influence by many notable authors including W. H. Auden, C. S. Lewis, J. R. R. Tolkien, Walter de la Mare, E. Nesbit and Madeleine L'Engle. G. K. Chesterton cited The Princess and the Goblin as a book that had "made a difference to my whole existence".
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THE MAN WITH THE DARK BEARD (Murder Mystery Classic)



Haynes, Annie

9788075832474

163 pages
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Basil Wilton is accused of murdering his own father but is he the real killer or is the-man-with-the-dark-beard someone else known to him who is on a murdering spree? How is Basil's to-be father-in-law related to the whole affair? Can Inspector Stoddart unravel the layers of the mystery and stop the killer in his tracks? Annie Haynes (1865-1929) was a renowned golden age mystery writer and a contemporary of Agatha Christie, another famous crime writer, which often led to her comparison with the latter, and unfavourably so. Haynes's fictions are now lauded for their quick-pace action and sustaining aura of suspense till the end.
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WYNADOTTÉ (Unabridged)



Cooper, James Fenimore

9788075832481

412 pages




Buy now and read




Wyandotté is a historical novel set during the American Revolution and tells the story of a derelict Indian "Saucy Nick", also called Wyandotté ("Great Chief"), in the remote woods of upstate New York, who stands between a small group of settlers and an Indian tribe that want to slaughter them. Wyandotté's depictions violate stereotypes of Native Americans and novel rejects the more established history of the New York border war during the Revolution. James Fenimore Cooper (1789-1851) was a prolific and popular American writer of the early 19th century. His historical romances of frontier and Indian life in the early American days created a unique form of American literature. Before embarking on his career as a writer, Cooper served in the U.S. Navy as a Midshipman, which greatly influenced many of his novels and other writings. The novel that launched his career was The Spy, a tale about counterespionage set during the Revolutionary War. He also wrote numerous sea stories, and his best-known works are five historical novels of the frontier period known as the Leatherstocking Tales. Among his most famous works is the Romantic novel The Last of the Mohicans, often regarded as his masterpiece.
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